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6.  Gods of the desert

“It is”, writes Hélène Cuvigny in a fundamental article about 
the deities of the Eastern Desert, “a characteristic of Roman 
religion to seek, in a new place, to attract the benevolence of 
local divinities”.48 Consider Pan. Paneia, Pan sanctuaries, dot 
the Eastern Desert in grottos or caves, following the standard 
Greek model. Visitors expressed devotion in short inscriptions 
called proskynêmata (e.g., I. Ko. Ko. 115). The epithets Pan 
enjoys in these texts are redolent. He is “propitious”, “Pan the 
Helper”, “Pan the Greatest God”, “Pan of the Good Road”, 
“Pan the Savior”, and “Pan the Gold-Giver”, and, most emblem-
atically, “Pan Who Walks the Desert”, Πὰν Ὀρηοβάτης.49 It is 
no surprise that Pan gets thanks for “salvation” — he has made 
sure that, for example, Pachrates and his brother made it safely 
through the desert.50

Pan’s role in the desert plays nicely on his long-standing asso-
ciation with wilderness, the quintessential god of wild places, 
“[t]he panic landscape ... where strange phenomena take place” 
— for he was born in the dense mountain forests of Arkadia — 
and so the god who can bring the traveler safely to the end of 
his trip; hence Pan of the Good Road. His knowledge of the 

48 Cuvigny (1997) 145. My dependence on this short but brilliant article 
cannot be overstated. See also Adams (2007b) 215-216.

49 I. Ko. Ko. 43, 53, 141, 172, 177, 158, 163, 166, 181; I. Pan 59, 51, 78a, 
86, 60; with corrections to many in Cuvigny / Bülow-Jacobsen (1999) and 
Fournet (1995); I. Kanaïs 50, 25, 39, 43. Pan Who Walks the Desert: I. Pan 1, 
2, and 4, 1-2; for ὄρος in its meaning “deep desert”, see Cadell / Rémondon 
(1967) 340-341 (Adams [2007b] 216, with n. 38, takes oros as “mountain”). 
I. Pan 82 may be a forgery: Strasser (2004-2005) 465-468. There are many 
simple inscriptions “to Pan”, Πανί. Ostraka also preserve proskynêmata: two 
recently published examples: O. Did. 379 and 381. Pan Who Walks the Desert 
must not be confused with Pan, “you who walk upon the hard-to-access rock of 
Arkadia” (Eur. Tel. fr. 967, 2 Nauck), meaning a mountain (and see Hymn. 
Hom. Pan. 6-7, see Borgeaud [1988] 213 n. 125). At home in Arkadia, he is 
Pan the Leader, IG V 2, 93.

50 I. Ko. Ko. 150 with Cuvigny / Bülow-Jacobsen (2000) 243 n. 7 and 
248.
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desert explains the epithet “gold-giver”, for since deep antiquity 
the Eastern Desert was exploited for its gold, and Pan knew 
where to find it, and other wealth: “To Pan together with the 
nymph. They have given it to Isidoros son of Menippos to dis-
cover these quarries” called Ptolemaïs.51

The persons offering devotion to Pan provide glimpses of 
the numbers and variety of travelers who roamed the desert. 
Soldiers are prominent, naturally, but striking are two adora-
tions offered on behalf not just of a soldier but also his horse. 
In the Ptolemaic period groups of hunters sent out from Pano-
polis on the Nile into the desert included men charged with 
procuring elephants to be trained as war machines.52 We meet 
bronze-workers, contractors, government officials, stone-cutters 
(some well diggers), hieroglyphic specialists, inhabitants of the 
metropolis of Oxyrhynchos on the middle Nile and the great 
Egyptian capital of Alexandria, and travelers returning from 
India.53

However, Pan, who was identified with the ithyphallic Egyp-
tian god Min (a desert god whose sanctuaries Pan expropriated 
and deity of Koptos and Panopolis), does not remain the dom-
inant divinity of the Eastern Desert. The last text dedicated to 
him from the Wadi Hammamat dates to 91 CE (I. Ko. Ko. 53). 
Most are considerably earlier, like Publius Iuventius Agathopous’ 

51 Pan’s birthplace: Borgeaud (1988) 3, 89 (quotation); representations: 
Boardman in LIMC. Klemm / Klemm / Murr (2002). On Pan’s attributes as 
especially suitable to the desert, see Bernand in I. Ko. Ko., pp. 95-96 and I. Pan, 
pp. 276-277. Pan was frequently associated with nymphs: Borgeaud (1988) 59, 
62; IG IV2 1, 130, Pan the “leader of the nymphs;” IG II2 4545, 4546, 4827. 
I. Pan 16, 2-3, of 89-91 CE (I. Metr. 116). 

52 I. Ko. Ko. 127; Kayser (1993) 120-121 no. 9 (66 CE). I. Pan 1, 4,  
69 (well-digging, but the dedication here does not mention Pan by name), 77, 
I. Ko. Ko. 62.

53 I. Ko. Ko. 91, 113, 127, 131 (bronze-workers, probably smiths), 48, 112 
(contractors), 63; Kayser (1993) 122-123 no. 11 (decurion, secretary: government 
officials), I. Ko. Ko. 105, 158 (stone-cutters), 89 (hieroglyph writers), 184 with 
Cuvigny / Bülow-Jacobsen (1999) 253 (citizen of Oxyrhynchos); Cuvigny / 
Bülow-Jacobsen (1999) 146, no. 23 (citizen of Alexandria), 140 no. 4 and no. 5 
(returning from India), and 160 no. 52 (returning from Berenike).
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dedications of 14 and 18 CE.54 Although a Paneion is attested for 
Mons Claudianus in a water-distribution list of about 110 CE,55 
by c. 100 CE he has been, or is being, largely replaced. In a text 
cited above, Dioskoros assures his correspondents “I am making 
our act of worship before the Tyche of the praesidium and of 
the desert where I am stationed” (O. Claud. 2, 225, 6-9). Tychai 
of the praesidia become very common, but it is striking that 
Dioskoros’ Tyche also oversees the desert — earlier one might 
have expected Pan. The gods who receive proskynêmata and are 
attested at the praesidia of the desert roads after about 100 CE 
include Athena, Isis, Aphrodite, Apollo, and Zeus. Ostraca from 
the Wadi Hammamat record proskynêmata to Athena; an inscrip-
tion from the Paneion at el-Buwayb honors Isis the Savior.56

From the Trajanic period on, Zeus Helios Megalos Sarapis 
played a crucial role in the religious life of people in the East-
ern Desert. An oracular shrine stood at Iovis-Dios (founded in 
114/15 CE); a graffito names the god. He is honored more 
elaborately in a dedication left by the architect Apollonios son 
of Ammonius from Alexandria: “To Zeus Helios Great Sarapis 
on behalf of the Tyche of lord Caesar Trajan”.57 The oracular 
responses take this form: “27. In the morning. The matters 
about which you are asking shall turn out well and will be com-
pleted. You will grow old among good things, you shall not see 
anything bad. Your road is good, the gods will be very merci-
ful”. There was also an oracle of Athena at Xeron Pelagos.58

54 I. Ko. Ko. 39 and 41 with Kayser (1993) 111-113.
55 Cuvigny (2005a) 312, line 9: ἐπιμελητὴς Πανείου. Compare I. Pan 5: 

ἱεροφύλαξ τοῦ Πάνος.
56 O. Faw. 31; Cuvigny (1997) 141 (O. Max. inv. 1214); I. Ko. Ko. 154 

with Bernand in I. Pan, p. 220 and Cuvigny / Bülow-Jacobsen (2000). 
I. Kanaïs 4 for a link between Pan and Thebes.

57 I. Pan 38, 1-5; see O. Claud. 1, 15-18. Brun (2015) 11-12 on Iovis/Dion.
58 Cuvigny (2010b) 246-247 no. 1 for the foundation; 253 no. 4 for Iou-

lios Achillas’s graffito; 265, no. 23 for the oracle. Athena oracle: Brun (2016) 
4-5.
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7.  Security and control

It is important to emphasize that desert spaces were not the 
only arenas resistant to thorough-going control. Mountains in 
regions otherwise brimming with urban centers, farmland, roads, 
and other markers of state authority, likewise proved difficult for 
the Roman state to bring under control. Consider, for example, 
the province of Lykia in Asia Minor (sometimes combined with 
Pamphylia). Home to multiple cities and laced with a road net-
work now well-documented thanks to the recently published 
Stadiasmus,59 it was nevertheless troubled by banditry and disor-
der. An inscription from Boubon in the northwestern sector of 
the province attests to the challenges locals faced. In a letter to 
the magistrates, boulê, and people of the town the emperor 
Commodus 

“commended you and accepted the common wish of the ethnos 
of the Lykians, you who with so much zeal acted to apprehend 
the bandits and prevailed over them and killed some and took 
others alive.”60

Brent Shaw’s study of relations between the central Roman 
state and the “big men” of the Kilikian highlands emphasized 
how Roman representations of these people changed as Roman 
ability to exert authority ebbed and flowed and as the usefulness 
of mountain men rose and fell. Only rarely did the imperial 
state exercise actual, effective control over the mountain fast-
nesses of the Tauros; more often than not, the state had to be 
satisfied with striking agreements with local “war lords” or “big 
men” (demoted to “bandits” during episodes where the state 
tried to assert its claims) who then enjoyed considerable free-
dom of action.61 Someone who was a “bandit chief” one year 
might become a local political leader the next, and we have seen 
how an analogous process played out in the Eastern Desert, as 

59 See Şahin / Adak (2007).
60 Kokkinia (2008) 32-34, no. 5.
61 Shaw (1990).
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raiding “barbarians” transmogrified into subsidized allies. The 
Eastern Desert was hardly unique.62

But there were differences between spaces like Lykia or Italy 
and the Egyptian desert. In the former, Roman imperial author-
ity claimed control over all the territory and people within it. 
Even shepherds out in the deep countryside were subject to 
Roman rule, paying taxes, enlisted to build or repair roads, and 
overseen by officials acting on behalf of the state. Of course, to 
claim control was one thing, actually to exercise it, quite another. 
But claims were harder to exercise or even claim on vast stretches 
of desert territory. The raiders of the Amphora of the Barbarians 
paid no taxes and recognized no Roman authority over them-
selves, their lands, or their flocks. We can visualize the control 
of the Roman state over the desert as a series of narrow bands, 
centered on roads and forts, with nodes at quarries like Mons 
Claudianus and settled towns like Myos Hormos. The Tauros 
Mountains of Lykia present a rough and dangerous topography, 
and yet the Romans forced through roads, stationed stationarii, 
collected taxes, and enforced order. Resistance, whether in 
the form of banditry or more organized, perhaps anti-Roman 
movements, cropped up again and again, provoking a response 
intended to re-establish order. But there were settlements, like 
Boubon and other mountain towns and villages. Not quite so 
in the desert. There, groups without necessarily fixed abodes 
— perhaps; we need to be cautious, as archaeological explora-
tion beyond the roads and praesidia remains in its infancy, and 
ruins out in the desert may prove to be not sixth-century Chris-
tian hermits’ cells but the archaeology of nomads63 — presented 
a different category of problematics. And the climate and topog-
raphy added to the challenges. The situation is nicely captured 

62 See Wolff (2003) and Brélaz (2008) on “barbarians” and control; Mac-
Mullen (1967) 255-268, a dated but still useful list of attestations of bandits 
— the designation, of course, comes from the vocabulary of the state: Shaw 
(1984) and (1990); Grünewald (2004).

63 Barnard (2009a) and (2009b); Burstein (2008); Thomas (2007).
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in a few recent remarks of Jennifer Gates-Foster in a discussion 
of roads and cultural memory:

“[T]he presence of nomadic groups in the desert and their pat-
terns of movement ... in the landscape was well known and, along 
with the harshness of the desert climate and its challenging topog-
raphy ... defined the desert as a marginal space, inhabited by the 
gods and “others”. The experience of the desert — otherworldly, 
sacred, dangerous — encouraged the formation of a sense of con-
nection among the individuals who traveled these roads ... No 
landscape was neutral ... especially a desert landscape, which was 
a place associated with death, chaos, and the transition between 
the earthly and heavenly realms.”64

A second difference was, perhaps, more consequential. When 
the Romans met the desert, they came equipped, as we have 
seen, with an ethnography that saw its inhabitants as fundamen-
tally different from peoples of the Mediterranean. The bandit-
kings of the Tauros, after all, had heads; they didn’t feast on 
fish and go for days without drinking. So the process of normal-
izing desert space, and conferring a sense of humanness on its 
inhabitants (and the space itself), presented, I suggest, a struc-
turally and intellectually different kind of challenge. Roman 
place-making in the Eastern Desert demanded a different kind 
of relation with people and space than a basically Mediterranean 
territory, even one hostile to Roman imperial authority.

8.  Conclusions

By way of conclusion I would like to return to the matter of 
imperial power. The process of ‘normalization’ contributed to 
more than simply making Roman soldiers or merchants feel 
more comfortable — or, perhaps, less uncomfortable — in the 
strange landscape of the Eastern Desert. It also served to expand 
and strengthen imperial control by increasing knowledge of the 

64 Gates-Foster (2012b) 203 and 205.
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empire. From geographies and especially ethnographies depict-
ing a fantastic or mythologized landscape the Roman state could 
move to a literature purporting to offer a realistic picture of the 
Roman world. The articulation of this literature, emblemized by 
the two great encyclopedias of Strabo and Pliny the Elder 
(though Pliny still trucked in headless Blemmyes), served, 
much like the famous map of Agrippa in the Porticus Vespania, 
to capture the empire in its enormous extent and diversity.65

With respect especially to the people who lived as subjects to 
imperial rule, the expansion of knowledge — and especially 
that derived from lived experience — served a central colonial 
purpose that can be paralleled in the activities of many other 
empires across space and time: the need “of colonial regimes ... 
to continually reiterate their position as articulators of the other 
and to define the terms and markers by which ... difference 
could be known and exchanged”.66 Behind the shared strategies 
of the Roman Empire and later European colonial states of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries lurks the influence of Greco-
Roman ethnography and theory. Categorization and capturing 
of peoples by the processes of description, especially repeated 
description, acted to help control space — to “make space” — 
by normalizing knowledge: read Agatharchides and you will 
know what those bizarre desert people are like, and knowing 
them makes it easier to deal with them, as a colonial author-
ity.67 But ‘normalization’ or ‘place-making’ also entails the quo-
tidian activities of ordinary people — expectations about living 
space, foodways, sexual and family relations, social interactions. 
Of course, a desert space without safety or water did not present 

65 This task was undertaken by most empires: see Butlin (2009); Adams 
(2007b), briefly on geographic writers on the Eastern Desert. On Agrippa’s map, 
Nicolet (1991) 95-122.

66 Conor (2013) 246.
67 I set aside trying to sort out the ethnography of the groups in our sources, 

Blemmyes or others. See Barnard (2009b) 24 n. 52; Burstein (2008). This 
conjunction of “knowing” space — both physically and ethnographically — as a 
mechanism of imperial control crops up everywhere: for an example from the US 
nineteenth-century West, see Liste Noya (2016).
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a compelling stage on which to enact such normalizations; 
Roman provision of both water and security served as a sine qua 
non. But without the performance of such low-level normaliza-
tions, I am suggesting, control would have been incomplete. 

While ‘equality’ has failed to appear explicitly in this contri-
bution, in fact matters of equality and inequality simmer below 
the surface, and I would like to end by uncovering them. In the 
context of the desert imaginary with which the Romans arrived 
— hot, waterless, and dangerous — it was the indigenous 
inhabitants, able to go days without water and knowing the 
trackless landscape, who stood at a decided advantage. Only as 
the Romans normalized the desert and turned it into a lived 
space, a lived experience, precisely Soja’s Third Space, could they 
invert the pyramid: and this process of asserting Roman superi-
ority over the indigenous inhabitants entailed fundamentally the 
construction of an imperial space, onto which standard Roman 
notions of inequality might be imposed, even to the point of 
turning wild desert tribes into client peoples. In other words, 
the experiences of the Eastern Desert afford a textured opportu-
nity to explore the mechanisms of the creation of inequality in 
an imperial context, by and through the re-articulation of an 
alien space into a normalized place.68
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Discussion

F. Beltrán Lloris: I would like you to give me your opinion 
about ethnic names like Ichthyophagoi and its possible transfor-
mation along the time.

G. Reger: The matter of ethnic names in the Eastern Desert 
is very complex and subject of considerable literature. I should 
clarify that my own interests are less in identifying such groups 
(see for instance Satzinger [2014]) than in the ways the Romans 
(and before them the Greeks) characterized them in an effort to 
capture ‘knowledge’ about the desert space and its inhabitants. 
In fact the naming process itself is in part a way of making these 
peoples more, not less, foreign and bizarre (“fish-eaters”, “snake-
eaters”, and so on).

P. Eich: Sie haben den Begriff ‚Normalisierung‘ verwendet. 
Könnten Sie die Semantik des Terminus noch näher erklären? 
Unterliegen spezielle theoretische Konzepte?

G. Reger: It is true that my presentation at the conference 
was under-theorized in this matter. In fact, anthropologists and 
sociologists have long studied the phenomenon I was trying to 
elucidate under the concept of ‘place-making’. This concept 
tries to capture precisely the way in which people seek to make 
a strange place seem or feel more familiar. I have added some 
discussion of place-making and a present-day example in the 
version of the paper printed here in the hope of addressing this 
deficiency. 

S. Fachard: Comme vous l’avez souligné dans votre contri-
bution, les bains trouvés dans le désert (autour des forts et des 
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carrières) exigent des commodités qui ne sont pas aisément dis-
ponibles dans le désert  : l’eau et le bois. Puisque vous avez concen-
tré votre attention sur l’eau, pourriez-vous apporter quelques 
indices concernant les types de combustibles nécessaires au 
chauffage des bains et ce qu’ils impliqueraient en termes de 
transport et de logistique  ? 

G. Reger: This is a very good question to which I do not 
have a specific answer. Some scrub would probably have been 
available, but not in quantities sufficient to provide regular fuel 
for baths. In the case of Bu Njem, we do hear of some traders 
(Garamantes, it happens) bringing wood. Presumably wood 
was shipped on donkeys or camels from the Nile valley. In her 
excellent study of baths in Egypt, B. Redon (2010) 415-418, 
collects evidence for the use of chaff, ἀχυρός, and raises the 
possibility of using dried dung from animals like donkeys and 
camels as fuel.

F. Hurlet: I would like to comment briefly on a chronologi-
cal point. Regarding the Roman presence, the shift between the 
situation in the first century CE and the second century CE is 
striking. You remind us that Strabo remarks on the peacefulness 
of the desert and its inhabitants. One century later, the picture 
is quite different, as your selection of texts shows. Do you have 
any idea of the reasons for this change? Is there a connection to 
establish with the working of the main road to Myos Hormos 
and the exploitation by the Roman of a part of the desert? 

A. Bresson: Merci de ce très bel exposé. J’aurais une brève 
question. Peut-on dire qu’il y avait une spécificité des menaces 
pesant sur les routes du désert oriental du fait de ce que la pré-
sence de ces routes et de ces garnisons perturbait profondé-
ment les migrations des populations nomades  ? Les postes et 
forts romains ne monopolisaient-ils pas l’accès à l’eau dans les 
rares endroits où elle était disponible, provoquant la colère de 
ces nomades  ?
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G. Reger: It is quite possible that increased activity in the 
Eastern Desert after the mid-first century CE may have contrib-
uted to the apparent rise in ‘hostile’ interactions between the 
indigenous inhabitants and the Romans. Exploitation of the 
quarries at Mons Claudianus and Mons Porphyritis rose, leading 
to the presence of larger numbers of outsiders at these outposts 
and along the desert routes. Your questions remind me of the 
suggestion of Jean-Marie Lassère that the revolt of Tacfarinas 
was prompted by Roman plans to build an east-west road in 
North Africa which would have cut across traditional north-
south transmigration routes.

N. Purcell: I’m interested in how disconnected the social and 
economic activities of peripheral peoples in such clearly distin-
guishable environments were. Were they largely separate, or is 
it more like the part-societies formed by mobile and sedentary 
folk in west Asia, on the model described by Briant and (espe-
cially) Mike Rowton as “social dimorphism”. What were the 
links to the Nile valley? Do the terms suggest importantly dif-
ferent attitudes? What was the role of the Arabarch/Alabarch in 
controlling or recruiting desert populations? 

G. Reger: I do not have good answers to these very complica-
ted and important questions. Some of the work I cited (notably 
that of H. Barnard) explores possible interactions between mobile 
desert populations and settled communities. In some later texts 
discussed by Cuvigny (2014) we see “barbaroi” apparently settled 
in the Nile valley and working in trades. And of course the new 
and still largely unpublished wheat-payment ostraca she studies 
and I mention above bespeak a transformation in the interrela-
tions between the desert populations and the Roman authorities, 
a change that, among other things, seems to bring a sharper focus 
on who the former were and how they might be identified, inclu-
ding the assignment or adaptations of Greek titles like hypotyran-
nos for leaders of these groups. But these complex questions 
deserve much more discussion than there is space for here.
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S. von Reden: What is the chronology of the development of 
the Eastern Desert that you are implying? The period of the 
most dynamic infrastructural development of the Eastern Desert 
seems to be, according to your evidence of the ostraca, the 
second century CE. But Indo-Roman trade, and the increase of 
the importance of Myos Hormos and Berenike related to it, 
peaks in the second half of the first century CE. So is the Roman 
effort to install roads and stations in the Eastern Desert related 
to the development of that trade, or rather to the intensification 
of the exploitation of the stone quarries of the Eastern Desert?

G. Reger: I think the main impetus behind the roads and forts 
and other infrastructure was the exploitation of the quarries, 
not the facilitation of India trade, but not everyone agrees. At 
the same time, the links to Myos Hormos and Berenike existed 
already when the Romans arrived in the Eastern Desert; those 
ports, among other things, served as links in that India trade 
(they certainly did not play a role in the quarry activity!). The 
Romans maintained a fleet in the Red Sea to help provide 
security for traders, and the ostraca from Berenike published in 
O. Berenike open a new window on the trade with India, so it 
is also possible that the infrastructure was intended secondarily 
as an aid to such trade. In terms of dating the trade, I would 
just point out that the Muziris papyrus dates to the second 
century CE and so attests to continuing high-volume imports in 
the decades well after the composition of the Periplous Maris 
Erythrae (around the middle of the first century CE; see Casson 
[1989]); the texts of O. Berenike, on the other hand, are largely 
of the first century CE, and S. Sidebotham (2011) 221 places 
the heyday of Berenike’s India trade in the first century CE 
with possible continuation into the second, but ending with 
the plague of 166 (the trade rebounded in the fourth century). 
It does seem to me that the articulation, starting in 76/7 CE 
under Vespasian, of a network of praesidia to replace unprotec-
ted wells was a response to the need for security which may have 
resulted from an increase of the presence of outsiders due to 
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exploitation of the quarries (see above). Trade had been going 
on from a much earlier date, which may suggest that whatever 
stoked increased dangers was not necessarily associated with the 
caravans moving goods back and forth between the Nile and the 
Red Sea. But this is a complex problem that deserves more tho-
rough consideration than can be provided here.

R. Veal: Was the Eastern Desert more difficult (environmen-
tally or otherwise), and less populated? I got the impression there 
were large stretches of hostile fairly empty and barren areas.

G. Reger: The Eastern Desert has a basement geology that 
differentiates it from the Western Desert and areas farther west 
in the Sahara. The Eastern Desert has an aquifer at a relatively 
shallow depth that can be accessed by digging wells, whereas the 
deeper aquifer west of the Nile means that water is only available 
in the depressions that form oases. We see this situation espe-
cially with the depressions where the Garamantes lived. So the 
situations in the Eastern Desert and farther western parts of the 
Sahara were quite different. 
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Francisco Beltrán Lloris

War, destruction, and regeneration in  
the Middle Ebro Valley (1st century BCE)

The foundation of the colonia Caesar AVgvsta and 
its irrigation programmes

1.  Beneficial colonies, catastrophic colonies…

Sed coloniarum alia necessitudo est; non enim ueniunt extrinsecus in 
ciuitatem nec suis radicibus nituntur, sed ex ciuitate quasi propaga-
tae sunt et iura institutaque omnia populi Romani, non sui arbi-
trii, habent. Quae tamen condicio, cum sit magis obnoxia et minus 
libera, potior tamen et praestabilior existimatur propter amplitudi-
nem maiestatemque populi Romani, cuius istae coloniae quasi effigies 
paruae simulacraque esse quaedam uidentur, et simul quia obscura 
oblitterataque sunt municipiorum iura, quibus uti iam per innoti-
tiam non queunt.1

Aulus Gellius’ oft-quoted passage on the Roman colonies 
exactly expresses the reason why these communities enjoyed 
such an elevated and prestigious position in that galaxy of com-
peting cities that made up the Roman Empire. The colonies 
were little Romes, cities springing directly from the capital of 
the world, effigies paruae simulacraque of the Roman people. For 
this reason, when describing the Empire, Pliny the Elder dis-
cusses them much more exhaustively than any other category of 

1 Gell. NA 16, 13, 4.
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city, including municipia, of which he only gives a selection.2  
In this he imitated, the naturalist claimed, the approach taken 
in the discriptio Italiae by Augustus, that princeps whose Res 
gestae demonstrated his appreciation for the colonies, making 
various references to them,3 some of which were infused with an 
unmistakeable pride: Italia autem XXVIII colonias, quae uiuo me 
celeberrimae et frequentissimae fuerunt mea auctoritate deductas 
habet.4 

This ancient perception, of which many more examples may 
be cited, was inherited by nineteenth century historiography, 
which identified with the Roman Empire and projected Euro-
pean imperial aspirations onto it. In doing so, they transformed 
the colonies into one of the principal indicators for establishing 
various provinces’ relative degree of ‘Romanness’, and gave 
them a starring role in the narrative of Roman expansion — a 
narrative that naturally adopted a unilaterally Romano-centric 
perspective and silenced almost entirely the provincials’ point 
of view. A good example of this historiographic position is the 
words with which E.T. Salmon closed his major 1969 study of 
the subject. In his opinion, the colonies would have been for 
Rome “the sinews of her civilizing power” and would have given 
her an instrument with which “to maintain law, order and the 
Pax Romana”: ultimately, and assigning to him E. Kornemann’s 
categorical statement in 1901, the history of the Roman colo-
nies would be the history of the Roman state itself.5	

Clearly, this perspective is not sustainable in modern scholar-
ship: from the 1960s and 1970s, Roman expansion and Rom-
anisation have been perceived no longer as a one-way phenom-
enon but instead have been understood as a reciprocal process, 
in which the provinces’ contribution played a fundamental role.6 

2 Plin. NH 3, 46; F. Beltrán Lloris (2007c) 126. 
3 RgdA 3, 1; 15, 3; 16, 1; 21, 3; 28, 1-2; 35, 4.
4 RgdA 28, 2.
5 Salmon (1969) 157; Kornemann (1901) 560.
6 I have discussed on several occasions the usefulness of the concept of 

Romanisation, once it has been revised and divested of its imperialist and 
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Nevertheless, more recent critical studies not only have disagreed 
with the unilateral perception that ignores provincial voices, but 
also have started to question — in somewhat deconstructive 
terms — whether the foundation of colonies may be understood 
as a coherent Roman practice.7 Or, conversely, whether it should 
simply be treated as a “set of terms applied in different periods 
to different modes of exercising power over land and people”.8

Unfortunately for the challenge to unilateralism, the Roman 
sources rarely report the provincial populations’ perceptions — 
obviously negative — of the establishment of a colony in their 
territory, an act which in principle would dispossess the local 
population of their city and land for the benefit of others and 
which quite often was a form of punishment. An example of 
one of those rare testimonies is provided in Cicero’s letters 
which document Atticus’ fruitless endeavours to avoid Caesar’s 
plan to found a colony in Buthrotum (Butrint, Albania), a city 
in which Atticus owned property and whose inhabitants, under-
standably, saw the initiative as a threat.9 This is precisely the 
standpoint that several recent studies have taken in their attempt 
to address the question, proposing a change of perspective in 
which colonies, far from being those beneficial instruments of 
civilising Roman power, were instead a genuine catastrophe for 
the local population.10

It is very clear — as it was already to traditional historio
graphy11 — that over the centuries, Roman (and Latin) colonies 

Romano-centric paraphernalia, alongside the opinion expressed by other authors, 
such as Keay / Terrenato (2001) ix-xii or Alföldy (2005) 25-56: see F. Belt-
rán Lloris (1999); (2003) and (forthcoming b).

7 See Sweetman (2011) 1.
8 Bispham (2006) 110-111.
9 Cic. Att. 16, 16a, see Hansen (2011) 90.
10 Woolf (2011); for instance: “Mass colonization represents a sudden 

intervention superimposed on these background patterns and secular trends. This 
kind of sudden change is appropriately described as catastrophic, hence my title”.

11 For instance, Salmon (1969) 157: “For well over half a millennium of 
changing vicissitudes the coloniae had done yeoman service. Though all their 
changes of purpose, size and constitution …”.
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were established in a multitude of contexts and developed along 
very different trajectories. In fact, Roman colonisation in Hispa-
nia provides a good example of this diversity:12 from republican 
Latin colonies such as Carteia (Algeciras) or Valentia (Valencia),13 
via the massive interventions of Caesar and Augustus, to late 
examples such as the elevation to colonial status of Italica  
(Santiponce), Hadrian’s birthplace.14 A study that differentiates 
among the distinct colonial practices that developed in Italy 
and the provinces from the Republican period to the Severans 
thus undoubtedly constitutes a sound topic for research,15 which 
would make it possible to render the stereotypes more nuanced 
and determine the different contexts and historical developments 
of the colonial foundations. For example, Carteia, the first Latin 
colony established outside the Italian peninsula, in 171 BCE , 
completely breaks the colonial stereotype since it did not involve 
the transfer of population from Italy, nor did it affect Roman 
citizens, nor involve the creation of an entirely new city.16

While it is important to refine the classical perception of the 
colonies from a provincial perspective and to assume diversity 
of the colonial phenomenon throughout the centuries, this 
should not lead to the conclusion that the category of ‘colony’ 
in itself is an ancient construct of no interest to the modern 
historian. Certainly, enjoying a colonial statute did not neces-
sarily guarantee success for a city,17 but it is no less certain that 

12 Besides the study by Vittinghoff (1952); for Hispania see Galsterer 
(1971); Marín Díaz (1988) or Abascal / Espinosa (1989).

13 F. Beltrán Lloris (2011c). 
14 See the recent synthesis by Caballos Rufino (2010).
15 Thus, Woolf (2011) 154.
16 Liv. 43, 1, 4; F. Beltrán Lloris (2011c) 133-137: the colony was 

founded to accommodate the children born to Roman soldiers and Hispanian 
mothers with whom they did not have conubium, who already lived in Hispania 
and were settled in a pre-existing city. Its urban centre underwent no notable 
transformations during its first decades of existence, and its previous inhabitants, 
Punics, were included among the colonists, if they wished to be. 

17 Thus, Woolf (2011) 155: “The only conclusion possible is that colonial 
status alone was not a key determinant of future success” The case of Celsa, 
which will be discussed below, is a good illustration of this point. 
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many colonies did manage to play a significant role in the heart 
of their provinces. In many cases, above all in the western prov-
inces, this privileged position was connected to the initial sup-
port received from the principes who founded them (although 
some scholars disagree with this thesis),18 thanks to substantial 
investment, the allocation of administrative roles which con-
solidated them as regional centres, or the funding of large pro-
ductive infrastructures — for example, of irrigation — which 
entailed important innovations in agricultural production. 

A good example of all that is the case upon which this paper 
will focus, colonia Caesar Augusta, the city founded by Augustus 
on the site of modern-day Zaragoza around 14 BCE,19 which 
could scarcely be interpreted from a regional perspective as a 
‘catastrophic’ event.

To understand the organising and even regenerating role 
played by Caesar Augusta in the region of the Middle Ebro Val-
ley, previous exploration of a range of aspects is crucial: the 
devastating effects that the wars of the first century BCE had 
upon some areas; the policy changes surrounding the founda-
tion and promotion of cities during the Caesarian and Augustan 
periods; and, finally, the vast expanse of colonial land allotted to 
Caesar Augusta. All of these questions I have written about else-
where, so in this paper I shall limit myself to summarising some 
of the information or observations necessary to develop the 
main argument. 

Once these issues have been reviewed, the final part of this 
paper will evaluate both the nature of the imperial interventions 
that accompanied the institution of this colony, as well as the 
effects these interventions had on the life of the colony. My focus 
will be on the inequalities created in the urban system through 
the favourable treatment of some coloniae by the emperors. In 

18 A dissenting voice is provided by Woolf (2011) 153-156, in whose opinion 
the emperors do not seem to have favoured the colonies above other types of city 
(156), nor do the colonies appear to be associated with the spread of irrigation 
techniques (153).

19 The last synthesis on the city: F. Beltrán Lloris (2007a).
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particular, I will look at the large-scale works and infrastructure 
related to irrigation, which created unequal opportunities of 
exploitation in the area. 

2. � War and devastation in the Middle Ebro Valley: the civil 
wars of the first century BCE (Pl. 4.1)

The end of the most virulent phase of the Celtiberian and 
Lusitanian Wars around the end of the second century BCE by 
no means ushered in a period of peace in the Iberian Peninsula. 
In fact, notwithstanding the scarcity of sources available for this 
period, there are still signs of significant military operations in 
the region:20 for example, in 104 there are indications that the 
Celtiberians repulsed an incursion of Cimbri, who had crossed 
the Pyrenees after devastating the south of Gaul,21 and in the 90s 
and 80s, triumphs are documented for the governors of His-
pania, T. Didius and C. Valerius Flaccus, in both instances de 
Celtiberis.22 Above all during the 70s, and again in the 40s, how-
ever, war became a constant in provincial life because the civil 
conflicts that blighted Rome during these years were exported to 
Hispania: this was especially true of the wars between Sertorius 
and the senatorial forces led by Caecilius Metellus and Pompey 
the Great, and the confrontations between the Caesarian and 
Pompeian armies.23

Without discussing the details of these conflicts, it is sufficient 
to highlight that some areas of the Middle Ebro Valley were 
profoundly affected by some military operations that — espe-
cially during the Sertorian War — caused damage to arable lands, 
sieges and destructions of cities, depopulation, and, in some 
cases, lasting devastation. Although the literary sources only 

20 F. Beltrán Lloris / Martín-Bueno / Pina Polo (2000) 31.
21 Liv. Per. 67.
22 Acta triumph. ad 93 and 81.
23 F. Beltrán Lloris / Martín-Bueno / Pina Polo (2000) 31-37.
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recount some destructive episodes, the archaeological record 
exposes the magnitude of the havoc caused in areas such as those 
situated along the southern course of the Middle Ebro Valley.24

The ancient sources mention episodes of conflict that affected 
cities such as Calagurris (modern Calahorra), Contrebia — whether 
that be Contrebia Leucada (Inestrillas, La Rioja) or Contrebia 
Belaisca (Botorrita, Zaragoza) — Vareia (Logroño), Bursao 
(Borja), Cascantum (Cascante), Gracchurris (Alfaro), Belgeda 
(whose location remains unidentified), Bilbilis (Calatayud) or 
Osca (Huesca), the city which Sertorius made his ‘capital’, to 
name but a few.25 By contrast, the confrontation between Cae-
sarian and Pompeyan troops, in which the battle near Ilerda 
(Lérida) in 49 BCE was a crucial episode, does not appear to 
have been as destructive. 

Many of these cities survived the wars of the first century 
BCE, but others perished, as a review of the archaeological 
records makes clear. These expose a truly astonishing roll call 
of settlements, which not only suffered destruction, but which 
were also abandoned by their populations in this period; it is 
not possible to discuss here whether these effects are entirely 
due to the Sertorian Wars, or if other military conflicts also 
contributed.26

Among the settlements of urban status that archaeological 
evidence suggests were abandoned during the first century 
BCE, almost all during the first half of the century, are included 
from west to east: El Convento (Mallén), Valdetaus (Tauste, 
north of the Ebro), possibly La Tijera (Urrea de Jalón), Contre-
bia Belaisca (Botorrita), El Piquete de la Atalaya (Azuara), Valde-
herrera (Calatayud), La Cabañeta (El Burgo de Ebro), Los Cas-
tellazos (Mediana de Aragón), La Corona (Fuentes de Ebro), 
El Cabezo de Alcalá (Azaila), El Castillejo de la Romana (La 

24 On the Sertorian War, García Mora (1991), or more succintly Barran-
don (2011) 213.

25 Literary sources on the Sertorian War were compiled by Schulten (1937).
26 There is something of a controversy surrounding the date some of these 

settlements were destroyed: see Barrandon (2011) 231.
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Puebla de Híjar), El Tiro de Cañón (Alcañiz) and La Caridad 
(Caminreal), to which have to be added layers of destruction 
evident in Bursao (Borja), Osca (Huesca), La Guardia (Alcorisa), 
El Palomar (Oliete), …27 

The price of these destructions was particularly pronounced 
in the areas situated to the south of the Ebro: in an approxi-
mately rectangular area of around 100 × 50 km, bordered by 
the Huecha River to the west, the Ebro River to the north, the 
Aguasvivas River to the east and an imaginary line parallel to 
the Ebro up to the hills of Cariñena, the majority of the attested 
urban centres perished — nine in total. There are a very few 
exceptions: Salduie (Zaragoza) has signs of urban life in the 
middle of the first century BCE; probably Kelse (near Velilla de 
Ebro), on the left bank of the Ebro, which judging by its coin-
age survived until the Caesarian period; and possibly Alauo, for 
which there is no archaeological data, as it has still not been 
reliably located, although there is agreement that it was situated 
near Alagón. 

Obviously, despite the abandonment of these cities, it is dif-
ficult to accept that an area of around 5000 km2 was completely 
depopulated, even though a large part of that area had not been 
densely populated due to its poor agricultural quality (the mainly 
gypsum soil is saline, and the climatic conditions are predomi-
nantly arid).28 In fact, beyond the floodplains of the few tribu-
taries flowing into the right bank of the Ebro (Huecha, Jalón, 
Huerva and Aguas Vivas), agricultural exploitation was very lim-
ited, indicated by the distribution of principal population centres 
attested in the first century BCE. It is, however, reasonable to 
assume the continued existence of rural communities on the 
floodplains of the tributaries and in the areas more suited to 
agricultural production, with scattered habitations or small set-
tlements that have not left a clear archaeological footprint. What 
is indeed clear, judging from that same archaeological record, 

27 M. Beltrán Lloris (2002) 47-53; Asensio Esteban (1995).
28 Soriano Jiménez (2011).
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is that the urban network remained profoundly damaged and 
unstructured for several decades. 

The scale of the destruction suffered during the first cen-
tury BCE  by the principal settlements in these areas situated 
south of the Ebro is a subject that has not, until very recently, 
received sufficient attention.29 It does, however, lead to a new 
perspective, both on the policy of creation and promotion of 
cities in the second half of the first century BCE, as well as on 
the foundation of the colony of Caesar Augusta specifically. 

3. � The policy of creation and promotion of cities under Caesar 
and Augustus30

From this perspective, the foundation of the first Roman city 
in the Middle Ebro Valley, the colonia Iulia Victrix Lepida Celsa, 
around 44 BCE, makes sense.31 The establishment of this city, 
probably conceived by Caesar and executed by Marcus Emilius 
Lepidus, served above all to reinforce the access route into the 
interior from Tarraco, the provincial capital and also a Caesar-
ian Roman colony. The new colony was connected with the 
coast by two routes: the first was the road — later called the 
via Augusta — that traversed the province, running between 
the Ebro and the Pyrenees; the second was the course of the 
Ebro, the region’s main natural communication route, at the 
mouth of which was Dertosa (Tortosa), which Caesar had ele-
vated to the condition of municipium, a city that acted as an 
intermodal port for inland and maritime shipping. The new 
colony, situated on the left shore of the Ebro, had land and 
river connections with Tarraco and the coast, and was further 

29 F. Beltrán Lloris (forthcoming d).
30 This section is based on F. Beltrán Lloris (forthcoming c).
31 On this issue, see F. Beltrán Lloris (2016). On the site: M. Beltrán Llo-

ris (1983), (1985), (1991), (1997); M. Beltrán Lloris / Mostalac Carrillo / 
Lasheras Corruchaga (1984); Mostalac Carrillo / M. Beltrán Lloris 
(1994); M. Beltrán Lloris et al. (1998).
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strengthened as a communication centre by the construction of 
the first permanent bridge over the Ebro. The city was estab-
lished in the far west of the Iberian territory, outside the areas 
most affected by the wars of the first half of the century, which 
extended slightly further to the west and south. The city, there-
fore, was well situated as an outpost of the Roman penetration 
into the Middle Ebro Valley, but in a position too far from its 
centre to become the region’s organisational centre. 

Significantly, the city did not prosper and was abandoned a 
century after its foundation, in the 60s CE, in a truly exceptional 
example of the failure of a Roman colony. Beyond the negative 
effect that the establishment of Caesar Augusta thirty years after 
its foundation may have had upon it, there has still not been a 
satisfactory explanation for this event: for instance, the colony 
of Metellinum (Medellín) also suffered the consequences of the 
foundation of the powerful Emerita Augusta (Mérida) in its 
vicinity, but nevertheless that did not result in its abandonment 
and disappearance.32 

Thus, when in 26 BCE the Roman troops, led by the emperor 
Augustus, crossed the Middle Ebro Valley on their way to the 
Cantabrian front, the lands situated to the west of colonia Celsa 
must have offered a desolate panorama, with only two active 
urban centres, Salduie and probably Alauo, along a stretch of 
more than 100 km of the Ebro between the Caesarian colony 
and the cities of Bursao, Cascantum, and Turiaso.

This elucidates why the first measures Augustus took to pro-
mote cities in this region affected a series of populations that 
formed an ellipse around the lands devastated by the wars of 
the first century BCE and which, according to all the evidence 
— above all numismatic33 — were transformed into Roman 
municipia in the 20s BCE: Ilerda (modern Lérida), Osca (Huesca), 
Turiaso (Tarazona), Calagurris (Calahorra) and Bilbilis (Calatayud). 

32 F. Beltrán Lloris (2016).
33 See the corresponding coin issues in Burnett / Amandry / Ripollès 

(1992).
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These cities belonged to the three ethnic communities that con-
verged in the region: the Iberians, Vascones and Celtiberians. 

Years later, Augustus’ intervention in the region was com-
pleted with the creation of various Latin municipia, neighbour-
ing the Roman municipia that had been established some years 
previously, namely Graccurris (modern Alfaro), Cascantum (Cas-
cante), Osicerda (La Puebla de Híjar / Alcañiz) and the uniden-
tified Leonica. The foundation of Caesar Augusta in 14 BCE on 
the site of the Iberian Salduie, precisely in the centre of this 
ellipse of privileged cities, constituted the culmination of a series 
of acts that it is difficult not to see as the fruits of a certain 
degree of planning, however much the creation of a municip-
ium was not simply a measure decreed by the central power, as 
we know, but was requested by the provincial communities. 

All the land between Calagurris, to the west, and Celsa and 
Osicerda, to the east, thus formed a continuum of privileged 
communities with Roman and Latin rights that converted this 
region of Hispania Citerior into one of the most politically inte-
grated areas of the Empire.

4.  The pertica of Caesar Augusta (Pl. 4.2)

Zaragoza, with an area of 1063 km2, is currently one of the 
largest municipal districts in Spain — the eighth largest by 
size.34 Significantly, it shares this circumstance with other cities 
that are also descended from colonies founded by Augustus and 
were conventual or provincial capitals, such as Córdoba (ancient 
Corduba, 1255 km2), Béja (Pax Iulia, 1140 km2), Écija (Astigi, 
978 km2) or Mérida (Emerita Augusta: 857 km2). The consid-
erable extent of Caesaraugustan territory is not a medieval or 
modern occurrence, but instead can be dated back reliably, 
using documents dating from the eighth to tenth centuries, to the 

34 <http://es.classora.com/reports/l104470/ranking-de-los-municipios-mas-
extensos-de-espana>.
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Muslim Saraqosta, whose district encompassed a radius of 40 km 
around Zaragoza, including municipalities such as Zuera, Quinto 
de Ebro, Belchite and Almonacid de la Cuba, Alfamén, Epila 
and Alagón.35

A rich variety of evidence makes it possible to date Zarago-
za’s impressive territorial expanse back to the constitutive era of 
the colony. The strongest evidence is provided by the Lex riui 
Hiberiensis, dating from the Hadrianic period, which shows 
that pagus Gallorum was part of the Caesaraugustan pertica; the 
centre of pagus Gallorum was in Razazol, near Gallur, a place 
which has obviously retained its ancient name.36 Gallur is situ-
ated 45 km in a straight line from Zaragoza, and to the west 
of Alagón, the supposed site of ancient Alauo. Alauo must have 
been absorbed by the colonia Caesar Augusta, judging by the 
extent of the three areas centuriated in the Augustan and Tibe-
rian periods to the west of Zaragoza, which extended along the 
entire right bank of the Ebro between Gallur and Zaragoza.37

On its southern limits are two large hydraulic infrastructures 
which will be discussed later, the dams of Muel on the Huerva 
River and of Almonacid de la Cuba on the Aguasvivas River. 
They are both situated in the territory that medieval documents 
assign to Muslim Saraqosta and reliably dated to the Augustan 
period, and must have been associated with Caesar Augusta, as 
there was no other significant city nearby which they could have 
serviced. In both cases, secondary settlements are located down-
stream, which appeared around the start of the Principate and 
which should be interpreted as Caesaraugustan uici: one was situ-
ated on the ancient settlement of Contrebia Belaisca (Botorrita),38 

35 On the delimitation of the territory of Caesar Augusta, F. Beltrán Lloris 
(2011b) and F. Beltrán Lloris / Magallón Botaya (2007) 104. On the ter-
ritory of Muslim Saraqosta, Souto Lasala (1992).

36 F. Beltrán Lloris (2006a).
37 Ariño Gil (1990) 43-92; F. Beltrán Lloris / Magallón Botaya (2007) 

102-103.
38 Asensio Esteban (1995) 168; the archaeological synthesis provided by 

Medrano Marqués / Díaz Sanz (2001) 13-38 is somewhat unclear. 
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and the other at El Pueyo de Belchite;39 both were on the 
floodplains that the dammed water would have made possible 
to irrigate. It is very likely that the lands of Campo de Cariñena, 
situated upstream from the Huerva, where it has not been pos-
sible to locate any settlement of urban status, would also have 
been part of the Caesaraugustan territory as far as the Sierra de 
Algairén. In fact, around the Caesaraugustan territory are many 
toponyms ending in -ena, -eni, and -én, such as Cariñena, which 
have traditionally been interpreted as derivations from the names 
of the proprietors of ancient fundi from the Roman period, for 
example Boquiñeni, Luceni, Lucena, Leciñena; this would make 
sense in areas devoid of urban settlements.40

The eastern limits should be set between the courses of the 
Aguasvivas and Martín Rivers. This may be ascertained by the 
fact that Quinto de Ebro and Belchite — with the nearby dam 
of Almonacid de la Cuba — formed part of Saraqosta’s territory, 
as well as by the situation of the urban centre of Celsa in Velilla 
de Ebro, and the possible location of the Latin municipium Osi-
cerda between La Puebla de Híjar and Alcañiz.

Less information exists to delimit the northern boundary of 
the colonial territory, except that Zuera, on the Gállego River, 
was part of the territory of Saraqosta, and that it would probably 
have been enclosed to the west by the Montes de Castejón and 
to the east by the Sierra de Alcubierre.

With all the necessary circumspection, the territory of Caesar 
Augusta would thus have incorporated a sizeable area of around 
80 km from north to south, between Zuera and Cariñena, and 
around 90 km from west to east, between Gallur and Quinto 
de Ebro. Such dimensions should not be a surprise, since there 
is evidence of contemporary colonial foundations which were 

39 Asensio Esteban (1995) 327; current archaeological work has excavated 
recycled ancient materials, including two Celtiberian inscriptions: Rodríguez 
Simón / Díez de pinos López (2014); on the site: <https://www.facebook.com/
PueyodeBelchite>.

40 Fatás Cabeza / Marco (1980); researchers such as Meyer-Lübke (1925) 
75-76 had already drawn attention to these toponyms of potential Roman origin. 



164	 Francisco Beltrán Lloris

assigned large expanses of territory, such as the case of Emerita 
Augusta41 whose dimensions reached a diameter of more than a 
hundred kilometres.42 It should be added, as previously stated, 
that a significant proportion of the lands encompassed within 
the territory hypothetically belonging to Caesar Augusta had 
little agricultural value, because the gypsiferous soils were unsuit-
able for crop production.

As discussed previously, shortly before the foundation of the 
colony, the extensive territory of Caesar Augusta that has just 
been delineated had only one or two active urban settlements: 
Salduie and probably Alauo. All the others had been destroyed 
and abandoned in the first half of the first century BCE: Valde-
taus (Tauste), on the left bank of the Ebro, La Tijera (Urrea de 
Jalón) on the Jalón, Contrebia Belaisca (Botorrita) on the Huerva, 
La Cabañeta (El Burgo de Ebro) and La Corona (Fuentes de 
Ebro) on the right bank of the Ebro, Los Castellazos (Mediana 
de Aragón), further inland on the Ginel stream, and, on the 
Aguasvivas, El Piquete de la Atalaya (Azuara), El Cabezo de 
Alcalá (Azaila) and La Romana (La Zaida). After Augustus 
founded the colony, some revived, such as Botorrita on the 
Huerva, and others emerged, such as El Pueyo (Belchite) on the 
Aguasvivas, and El Razazol (Gallur), the ancient pagus Gallorum,43 
among those that have undergone archaeological exploration. 
The fact that the colony did not inherit the territory of just one 

41 See Sánchez Barrero (2004) 101-111 and especially Cordero Ruiz 
(2010), which provides an extensive bibliography and a thorough account of the 
subject. Its dimensions are made clear in the observations of the gromatic Fron-
tinus, which indicate that due to its size, it was not possible to distribute all the 
land, even after three successive adsignationes, initiated at the furthermost parts 
of the territory — Front. Contr. agr. 51-52 (Lachmann) = Agenn. Vrbic. 
Contr. agr. 83-84 (Lachmann). Its extent is also illustrated by the size of the 
centuriae which, according to Hyginus, reached the enormous size of 400 iugera 
— Hyg. Lim. grom. 10-171 (Lachmann). 

42 In fact, it has been possible to attribute to it maximum axes of c. 90 × 
200 km: Cordero Ruiz (2010) 160, map in fig. 13; the distances have been 
calculated between Badajoz and Castilblanco, from west to east, and between 
Puebla de Obando and Ribera del Fresno, from north to south. 

43 M. Beltrán Lloris (1969-1970).
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city, but assimilated the lands of various communities, explains 
why there was no reference in the name of the colony to any 
previous community, since its territory was made up not by the 
territory of one city but by the territories of several pre-existing 
ones. It also explains Strabo’s passage that characterises the col-
ony as synoikismena, a term whose meaning is debated but which 
could allude to the city’s mixed heritage.44

As previously discussed, despite the urban destruction suffered 
in the first half of the first century BCE, it is unlikely that such 
an extensive area would have remained entirely depopulated. 
The question then arises of what the fate may have been of the 
local populations that remained in the area after the settlement 
of the new Roman colonists.45

5.  Colonists and incolae

The coins struck in Caesar Augusta reveal that the colony was 
founded with veterans of three legions: IV Macedonica, VI Vic-
trix and X Gemina,46 which together may perhaps have consti-
tuted a contingent of around three thousand colonists.47 

As discussed previously, beyond the continuation of Salduie 
and possibly Alauo, it is reasonable to assume that throughout 
the Caesaraugustan territory there remained groups of peasants 
in rural settings, as well as the survival of a more or less residual 

44 Strab. 3, 2, 15; on this, see Arce (1979), who believes this term is a 
reference to the mixed character of the colony’s population; F. Beltrán Lloris 
in F. Beltrán Lloris / Magallón Botaya (2007) 101; F. Beltrán Lloris 
(2009a) 62, with an alternative explanation, compatible with the former, which 
would also imply a reference to the colony’s foundation upon the territories of 
various pre-existing towns. 

45 The issues addressed in the following section have already been discussed 
in F. Beltrán Lloris (forthcoming d).

46 As the local coinage testifies: RPC 319, 325, 326, 346. 
47 There are no specific data on this subject, but it should be recalled,  

for example, that according to Strab. 4, 6, 7, the veterans settled by Augustus 
in Augusta Praetoria numbered three thousand, the same figure as in Carthage 
(App. Pun. 136). 
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population in the cities destroyed in the first half of the first 
century BCE, or their surroundings. The lack of detailed studies 
on the rural area — which would certainly be very welcome — 
makes it difficult to get a clear idea of the circumstances of the 
local population, however. 48 The inhabitants of this area had 
diverse cultural roots, as has been discussed: Vascones, Iberians 
and Celtiberians. Among them must also have been people of 
Italian origin, such as those who had settled in La Cabañeta;49 
there were probably also groups of Roman citizens, such as the 
descendants of the members of the Turma Salluitana, who were 
rewarded with Roman citizenship in 89 BCE,50 if they returned 
to their homes. It is also possible that Italian emigrants settled 
in the area, such as those Caesar mentioned when discussing the 
battle of Ilerda in 49 BCE, among whom were Romans of all 
statuses.51 Although we do not have detailed information for the 
whole region about the degree of the indigenous population’s 
cultural integration, there are data for some areas, such as the 

48 A general overview can be found in Magallón Botaya (2006) 311, 312, 
319, in which the lack of detailed studies on Zaragoza’s region stands out, as 
other authors have already highlighted (Ariño Gil [1990] 88-92), with the 
impression that the rural population became denser from the first century BCE 
and above all in the first to second centuries CE. This chronology is deduced from 
well-studied areas such as the region around Turiaso (Tarazona), on the bank of 
the river Queiles (García Serrano / Pérez Pérez [2010-2011] 94), where a 
dense network of small rural family settlements has been revealed which seems to 
have taken shape above all in the first century CE. In Caesar Augusta’s territory, 
an increased rural population density dating from the first century CE is suggested 
by the centuriations associated with the foundation of the colony (studied by 
Ariño Gil ([990]), and the construction of the Muel and Almonacid de la Cuba 
dams in the Augustan (or Tiberian) period (which will be discussed later), as well 
as the state of peace characteristic of the Principate. Hydraulic infrastructures, 
however, such as that mentioned in the Tabula Contrebiensis, which is dated to 
87, suggest the possibility that in certain areas rural development may have been 
earlier. 

49 Asensio Esteban (1995) 143; Ferreruela Gonzalvo / Mínguez 
Morales (2003); on La Cabañeta and its Italic findings, Mínguez Morales / 
Díaz Ariño (2011).

50 CIL I2 709.
51 Caes. BC 1, 51; on the interpretation of the passage, F. Beltrán Lloris 

(2006c) 195-196.
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far east. Here, the use of Latin from the first century BCE is 
attested, both among Italic population — such as the inscrip-
tion on a mosaic pavement associated with a collegium in La 
Cabañeta,52 — as well as for the indigenous population, such 
as bilingual stamps on mortar from a pottery workshop whose 
location is as yet unidentified, found, for example, in La Coro-
na.53 Even more significant, because they are official documents, 
are the bilingual inscriptions, the earliest in the region, from the 
local mints of Kelse and Usekerte struck around the 40s BCE.54 
We do not have accurate information for the situation further 
west; nevertheless, in cities such as Salduie and Contrebia Belaisca, 
the impact of the Roman ways of life were also noticeable, as 
can be seen, for example, in the domestic architecture of Italic 
style,55 in the incorporation of monumental metal inscriptions 
that were typically Roman, such as the Contrebian inscriptions 
on bronze, or in the undertaking by the Salluienses of hydrau-
lic infrastructures mentioned by the Tabula Contrebiensis from 
87 BCE , fruit no doubt of the early incorporation of Roman 
engineering techniques.56 

Accordingly, the result of the foundation of the colony was 
that, together with the veterans of legions IV Macedonica, 
VI Victrix and X Gemina settled by Augustus,57 and perhaps 

52 AE 2001, 1237; Ferreruela Gonzalvo et al. (2003); F. Beltrán Lloris 
(2011a) 139-147 and (forthcoming a).

53 On these inscriptions M. Beltrán Lloris (2003) and Estarán Tolosa 
(2012). 

54 On the bilingual coins of Hispania Citerior, F. Beltrán Lloris / Estarán 
Tolosa (2011) 17.

55 Asensio Esteban (1995) 168 ff. (Botorrita) and 318 ff.  ; on the Iberian 
materials recovered in the centre of Zaragoza, principally between the Plaza de la 
Seo and Calle Universidad, see Aguilera Aragón (1991) 13-15, including the 
important section of a wall, 34 m long, located in Calle Sepulcro (1-15), which 
may correspond to the defences of the Iberian city; the best-known area corre-
sponds to certain domestic structures of Italian style, whose level of abandonment 
(C2) dates them to the middle of the first century CE: Galve Izquierdo (1996); 
Fatás Cabeza / M. Beltrán Lloris (1997) 117. 

56 On this inscription, F. Beltrán Lloris (2009b) 33-42; (2010) 27-31. 
57 According to the evidence of local coinage RIC 319, 325, 326, 346.
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other Roman citizens who added to the initial number of 
colonists, the new community had to process a large number of 
previous inhabitants, among whom, as has been discussed, were 
groups of peregrini with different cultural roots — Iberians, 
Celtiberians, and Vascones — as well as probably small clus-
ters of Roman citizens. The latter, in all likelihood, would have 
been included among the new colonists and received their 
respective plots. For the peregrine population, there were two 
possible options: expel them or let them continue living in the 
new community. Although we have no specific information on 
the subject, the latter case seems more likely since, given the 
significant extent of the colonial territory, it is unlikely that the 
contingent of veteran settlers — around three thousand, as we 
have seen — could have managed to farm such a large area; the 
need for a labour force to cultivate the land would therefore 
have made it expedient for the previous population — or at 
least, part of it — to remain. In the same way, the integration 
of the local population — irrespective of whether they had 
received compensation for their lands or whether they were 
expropriated — would create fewer political tensions than their 
forced expulsion. There were, moreover, no reasons, military or 
otherwise, to expel the population, since the areas had been 
peaceful for a long time and had to a significant extent assimi-
lated Roman ways of life, as has been discussed. In fact, the 
integration of the peregrine population in the colonies, despite 
having been somewhat underestimated by research, seems to 
have been more common than previously believed.58 

If they were not expelled, the local population could be treated 
in a variety of ways.59 One possibility was that they retained 
their own political structures according to the so-called Doppel-
gemeinden system, or they became dependents of the colony as 

58 On this, see especially Gagliardi (2006), in which he emphasises the 
existence of two distinct groups of incolae in Roman communities,‘indigeni’ and 
‘trasferiti’, the former being especially common in Roman colonies. 

59 Gagliardi (2006) 508. 
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adtributi,60 although there is no indication that this was the case 
in Caesar Augusta. Another, more likely scenario is that they 
were integrated as incolae and assigned plots of land within the 
pertica,61 probably of lower quality as occurred, for example, with 
the Tricastini in the colony of Arausio (Orange), as its cadaster 
records: (iugera) Tricastinis reddita, (agri) Tricastinis redditi.62 In 
this case, the previous inhabitants, transformed into incolae and 
probably resettled on new land, would have been subject to the 
exaction of tributes by the urban magistrates, as well as to the 
munera possessionis and personalia, in exchange for which they 
could have benefitted from the services offered by the colony, 
although obviously without full political rights63 since in prac-
tice they were considered residents, not citizens, of the colony.64 
Ultimately, however, it cannot be ruled out that some of the 
indigenous inhabitants may have been included among the col-
onists, as could happen, for example, in Carthago and Ara Agrip-
pinensium, if certain passages in Appian and Tacitus can be thus 
interpreted,65 or in ‘honorary’ colonies, as were Tarraco and 
Carthago Noua in Hispania.66

60 Gagliardi (2006)174, 214.
61 A situation repeatedly recorded by the gromatici: Sic. Flacc. Cond. agr. 155, 

6 ff. (Lachmann); Hyg. Cond. agr. 116, 16 ff. (Lachmann); Gagliardi (2006) 
20 and esp. 191-208, which analyses various instances. 

62 AE 1962, 143, particularly the cadaster B; Gagliardi (2006) 191-195. 
63 As can be deduced from the Lex Malacitana § 53, only those incolae, qui 

ciues R(omani) Latiniue ciues erunt could vote to elect magistrates — and only as 
members of a single curia. 

64 On incolae and taxation, Gagliardi (2006) 224 ff.
65 App. Pun. 136 (οἰκήτοράς τε Ῥωμαίους μὲν αὐτὸν τρισχιλίους μάλιστα 

πυνθάνομαι, τοὺς δὲ λοιποὺς ἐκ τῶν περιοίκων συναγαγεῖν); Tac. Hist. 4, 28 
(quod gens Germanicae originis eiurata patria [Romanorum nomen] Agrippinenses 
uocarentur); Gagliardi (2006) 201-211, esp. 210 n. 184 and 211 n. 190; this 
process had ancient precedents, such as that of Antium (Liv. 8, 14). 

66 Tarraco’s status as a titular or honorific colony, that is, founded without a 
deduction of veterans in the strict sense, which has generally been accepted since 
studies such as that of Vittinghoff (1952) 27 = 1243 n. 4, has recently been 
questioned by Ruiz de Arbulo (2002) 146; his suggestion has been received 
with caution by some, such as Arrayás Morales (2005) 177, but accepted, for 
example, by Alföldy (2011) xcvi: “Colonia haud dubie deductione ueteranorum 
constituta est”. 
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The lack of urban structures dominant among the region’s 
local communities at the end of the first century BCE should 
not be seen as a negative factor for the establishment of the 
colony. On the contrary, their integration into a Roman colony 
designed to play a central role in the region would for many be 
an incentive: for those who may enjoy Roman citizenship — or 
who could accede to it upon the colony’s foundation — the 
incentive was obvious, since they would integrate among the 
colonists, while for the peregrini it implied incorporation into a 
well-organised community in which they would not enjoy full 
rights but would have access to better services and infrastructure. 
From the perspective of the colony’s founder, Augustus, the 
lack of active urban communities in many areas of the region 
would facilitate the settlement of thousands of new military 
inhabitants, minimising tensions with the local population. Such 
tensions would obviously have been reduced further if some or 
all of the land that made up the territory of Caesar Augusta had 
not simply been confiscated, but had been purchased with some 
of the 260 million sesterces which, according to Augustus’ own 
testimony, he invested in 30 and 14 BCE, the probable date of 
the foundation of Caesar Augusta, to buy provincial properties 
for his colonists.67 

From this perspective, and despite the hypothetical nature of 
many of the previous observations, it seems clear that the estab-
lishment of the colonia Caesar Augusta in that part of the Middle 
Ebro Valley, far from being catastrophic for the local population, 
while it could have been detrimental for some, was for others 
clearly a positive event (Pl. 4.4).

6.  Infrastructures and imperial investment: irrigation systems

It is difficult to see the foundation of Caesar Augusta by Augus-
tus around 14 BCE68 as an isolated event, as simply a means of 

67 RGDA 16. 
68 On the foundation date F. Beltrán Lloris (2007b) 5-6, and particularly 

F. Beltrán Lloris (2009a) 58-60. 
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settling discharged veterans. The new colony, unlike Celsa, 
seems to have been conceived to organise the large region of 
Hispania Citerior located between, on one side, the Iberian 
coastal lands, already pacified by the start of the second cen-
tury BCE  and equipped with a strong network of municipia 
and colonies, and, on the other, the westernmost Celtic regions 
of Meseta, in which there had been fighting well into the first 
century BCE and in which Roman presence, in the absence of 
privileged cities, was still secured by military camps. To evolve 
this function, it enjoyed a suitable position: situated next to the 
Ebro, the main natural communication route with the Medi-
terranean coast, it was also in the centre of that ellipse of privi-
leged cities and at the meeting point of the three ethnic areas 
of the northeast peninsula — Vasconic, Celtic and Iberian. 

The city’s destiny to play a significant role is demonstrated in 
a way by the decision of its founder, (Imperator) Caesar Augus-
tus, to bestow precisely his own name upon it, (colonia) Caesar 
Augusta, a privilege enjoyed by no other city in the empire.69 
To ensure that it could play this role adequately, the princeps 
spared no resources. Firstly, he designated it capital of a large 
conuentus iuridicus that covered over 400 km from north to 
south, from the Pyrenees to Alcalá de Henares, and more that 
300 km from west to east, from Logroño to Lérida, and which 
encompassed over 50 communities, including one colony, five 
Roman municipia and five Latin ones, one federate city and 
more than 40 stipendiary cities.70 Caesar Augusta thus became 
the urban reference centre for these communities. It transformed 
into a privileged space for the interactions between the regional 

69 On the exceptional nature of the colony’s name, see F. Beltrán Lloris 
(1992), linking the application of this name not only with the important role 
attributed to the colony in organising the territory, but also with the existence of 
a notorious concentration of cities in the region which were named after great 
men of the Republic: Gracchurris, Pompelo and Lepida / Celsa; G. Fatás proposes 
a different, but compatible, perspective, suggesting it was thus named because the 
colony was founded on the 50th anniversary of Augustus, in M. Beltrán Lloris / 
Fatás Cabeza (1998) 8. See now, F. Beltrán Lloris (2014) 129-139. 

70 Plin. NH 3, 24.
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communities and the provincial administration, led by the 
governor who would come to the colony at least once a year. It 
also became a centre for negotiation and dialogue between the 
urban elites of the cities assembled in the conuentus. In Caesar 
Augusta the annual assemblies would take place to discuss shared 
issues, but also to express loyalty to the princeps via the imperial 
cult led by the conventual flamen who was chosen by the rep-
resentatives of the cities on such an occasion and acted as their 
spokesman in the annual provincial concilia in the capital, Tar-
raco.71 In this way, Caesar Augusta became a means of bringing 
coherence and identity to an area that was culturally heteroge-
neous and composed of cities with different political status. 

To consolidate this role Augustus restructured and redesigned 
the road network that ceased to be a vector of penetration from 
the Mediterranean coast through the corridor between the Pyre
nees and the Ebro, to adopt a radial configuration with Caesar 
Augusta in the centre.72 Milestones from the Augustan period 
show the princeps’ interventions in at least five roads:73 two 
Republican ones — the one that went from Tarraco to Osca via 
Ilerda and then descended to Caesar Augusta, and the branch 
that went from Ilerda to Celsa; the less well-defined route that 
crossed Bajo Aragón towards the Levante coast, one milestone 
of which exists in Jatiel;74 the new road that followed the Ebro 
upstream from Caesar Augusta towards the northwest; and the 
newly-built route that also from Caesar Augusta crossed Cinco 
Villas towards Pompelo, which milestones record was laid by 
soldiers from the three founding legions of the city. Although 
there are no reliable sources for an Augustan intervention, it is 
highly probable that the road along the Jalón river, attested 
from the Flavian period, was already in use in this period. In this 
way, Caesar Augusta became the main hub of the road network 

71 F. Beltrán Lloris / Velaza Frías (2013) 52-58.
72 F. Beltrán Lloris (2006b); F. Beltrán Lloris / Magallón Botaya 

(2007) 104 ff.; on the road network: Magallón Botaya (1997).
73 Lostal (1992) 390 map.
74 F. Beltrán Lloris (1996).
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in the north east, upon which converged at least six important 
roads that not only co-ordinated land traffic from the entire 
north-eastern Hispanian quadrant, but also organised the terri-
tory of the conuentus of Caesar Augusta, enabling the colony to 
function as the territorial capital. It benefitted, furthermore, 
from the option of using the Ebro to give its products access to 
the Mediterranean. 

Building the road infrastructure was obviously funded with 
imperial finance, which also contributed by providing military 
labour, as can be deduced from the explicit references on vari-
ous milestones along the Caesar Augusta-Pompelo road.75 The 
princeps’ contribution also included bestowing a monumental 
urban centre upon the colony, in keeping with its function,76 
including a large forum, situated to the west of the current 
Plaza del Pilar and for which we also have evidence of military 
labour.77 With its ancillary buildings, the forum covered an area 
of more than 170 × 160 m around a square of 103 × 54 m, 
articulated around a temple that was probably dedicated to the 
imperial cult;78 it was therefore well suited to satisfy the require-
ments not only of the colony but also of the conuentus iuridicus. 

To all this should be added the important economic privilege 
of fiscal immunitas (Plin. NH 3, 24) with which Augustus hon-
oured Caesar Augusta — as he did with some of his other colo-
nies — and the possibility, already mentioned, that some of the 
land that was to form its very extensive territory could have 
been purchased by the princeps out of that 260 million sesterces 

75 On the milestones: Lostal (1992) no.s. 18-20; on the road: Aguarod / 
Lostal (1982).

76 On urban planning in the Augustan and Julio-Claudian periods, M. Bel
trán Lloris (2007) 30-36: in this period the wall was built — or at least, 
designed — and the road layout planned; the sanitation of the river bank was 
tackled, as was the first forum, a macellum, the sewage system (on which, see now 
Escudero / Galve Izquierdo [2013]), the big forum, the river port, the baths of 
San Juan y San Pedro, a new marketplace, the theatre… 

77 Thanks to stonemason marks preserved in several blocks: F. Beltrán Lloris 
(2008) 1069-1079. 

78 Escudero / Hernández Vera / Núñez Marcén (2007) 54-56. 
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which, according to his own testimony, he invested in 30 and 
14 BCE to buy provincial properties.79 

The city’s privileged relationship did not end with Augustus, 
as can be established from the fact that four members of the 
Julio-Claudian dynasty accepted local magistracies in the col-
ony: Germanicus in Augustus’ reign, as well as Drusus Caesar 
and Nero Julius Caesar, and Caligula in Tiberius’ reign,80 all of 
whom were honorary duumvirs, who could also have contrib-
uted to shaping and adorning the urban centre in its first dec-
ades of existence. 

Alongside this collection of political decisions, fiscal privi-
leges, road investments, port facilities, land acquisition, and 
financing of buildings, the funding of hydraulic infrastructures 
destined for irrigation deserves its own commentary.

The scale of imperial activity endowing various Italian cities 
with hydraulic infrastructures, especially in the Augustan period, 
has recently been revealed, highlighting the emperors’ close inter-
est in meeting the needs, firstly of port cities of particular strate-
gic and economic importance, and secondly of veteran colonies.81 
Augustus’ activities stand out among those of various emperors: 
up to 27 of the 94 Italian aqueducts that can be dated are 
ascribed to his era, many of which were built on Imperial initia-
tive and situated in veteran colonies such as Augusta Praetoria, 
Bononia, Brixia, Lucus Feroniae, Minturnae and Venafrum. Many 
of these can be associated with the time of the colonies’ founda-
tion, and appear to follow initiatives planned by the princeps, 
rather than requests by the colonies.82 A good example of this is 
the aqueduct of Venafrum, intended to provide a water supply 
to the colony but probably also used in a secondary capacity for 
irrigation, and which was built c. 17-11 BCE: the emperor’s 
role was restricted to the construction of the infrastructure, and 

79 RGDA 16. 
80 RPC 325-329; 342-343; 362-364.
81 De Rosa (2009) 95.
82 De Rosa (2009) 92.
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its administration, management and maintenance were then 
entrusted to the colonial authorities.83 This was probably the 
model followed for the establishment of the irrigation systems 
fed by the dams in Muel and Almonacid de la Cuba, which will 
be discussed shortly.84

The geomorphological and climatic conditions of the region 
of the Middle Ebro Valley in which Caesar Augusta was situated 
significantly shaped agricultural development: firstly because of 
the relatively limited area of arable land, and secondly, because 
of the arid soil, which would require irrigation both for fruit 
and vegetable crops and, especially, to protect harvests in times 
of drought (Pl. 4.3). Clearly, the areas best suited to agricultural 
use are the floodplains of the main rivers: the Ebro, above all, 
obviously the river with the highest discharge, although for that 
very reason difficult to channel; then there are the tributaries 
on its left bank, starting in the Pyrenees, which bring a greater 
volume and quality of water — for our study this only includes 
the Gállego, which carries around 1000 hm3 per annum; and 
finally, the tributaries flowing into the right bank, with lower 
and less regular flows of poorer quality: the Jalón (650 hm3), 
the Huerva (35 hm3) and the Aguasvivas (35 hm3). 

Each of these rivers presents different technical challenges to 
using their resources. The Ebro, precisely because of its high dis-
charge and gentle slopes, requires major works for the construc-
tion of diversion dams and long channels. The Gállego, and to 
a lesser extent the Jalón, with steeper slopes and an adequate 
discharge, allow simpler diversions. By contrast, the irregular and 
limited discharge of the Huerva and Aguasvivas make regulation 
dams indispensable.

The region of Zaragoza had irrigation channels from the first 
century BCE, according to the evidence in the Tabula Contre-
biensis, dated to 87 BCE, which describes a public channel built 

83 CIL X 4842.
84 On Roman irrigation in Hispania and the Zaragoza region, see 

F. Beltrán Lloris / Willi (2011).
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by the Iberian city of Salduie that ran parallel to the Ebro along 
its right bank, carrying water from the lower stretch of the Jalón 
to Zaragoza.85 This very area of the right bank of the Ebro 
shows an early centuriation of land, dated to the Augustan and 
Tiberian periods,86 connected to irrigation systems that should 
be identified with the channel documented in the Tabula Con-
trebiensis, which may have continued down to the modern La 
Almozara canal. 

By contrast, we do not have evidence for when the irrigation 
system started to function in the area of pagus Gallorum (Gallur), 
which is attested under Hadrian, although the signs of veteran 
settlement in the area could indicate that the channels date 
back to the foundation of the colony.87 

The interventions that can with confidence be traced to the 
Augustan period are the two major dams constructed across the 
Huerva, in Muel, and the Aguasvivas, in Almonacid de la Cuba. 
The latter, which is 34 m high and 115 m long, is the highest 
preserved Roman dam and it is estimated that it could store 
around 6,000,000 m3 of water, capable of irrigating around 
7000 ha which today are used for cereal and olive crops. A sig-
nificant population centre developed from the beginning of the 
Principate in El Pueyo that could be identified as the princi-
pal uicus of the area.88 Near the dam across the Huerva, a 
settlement on the old site of Contrebia Belaisca (Botorrita) also 
regained its importance, and probably played a parallel role in 
this river valley.89 Although it has not been possible to specify 

85 CIL I3 3951a: F. Beltrán Lloris (2009b) 40-41; (2010) 27-31.
86 Ariño Gil (1990) 43-92.
87 For instance, the name of the property of one centurion, Rectus, is attested, 

F. Beltrán Lloris (2006a) 173; LrH I 24.
88 After M. Beltrán Lloris / Viladés Castillo (1994) 127-193, the dam 

was built in the time of Augustus.
89 The dam has been dated to the Augustan period using C14; some marks 

that initially were thought to refer to the legions turned out to be stonemason 
marks: Uribe et al. (2010); Uribe et al. (2013); Navarro Caballero et al. (2014) 
573-598.
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the destination of the water stored at Muel, it is unlikely that 
it was intended only to serve the urban centre at Caesar Augusta, 
given the poor quality of the water; it is much more probable 
that it was used also for agriculture. 

It is unlikely that the Caesaraugustan colonists themselves 
possessed the capital necessary to construct these two dams at the 
same time of the inception of the Caesaraugustan urban centre. 
It is therefore much more probable, in view of the emperor 
Augustus’ overall intervention in the colony, that these two irri-
gation systems were partially or fully financed by the emperor, 
like the Venafrum aqueduct mentioned above.

In this way, the majority of the potential arable land availa-
ble in the Caesaraugustan territory benefitted from irrigation 
systems, a fact which clearly entailed a substantial change in the 
region’s economic development. That may have been through 
the creation of smaller ditches, such as those off the Jalón and 
Gállego, or through longer channels, such as the Republican one 
attested in the Tabula Contrebiensis and, perhaps, those that were 
provided in the area of pagus Gallorum, or through the construc-
tion of enormous dams which regulated the flow of the Huerva 
and Aguasvivas rivers. 

We do not have enough information to determine which 
crops were grown in these irrigated areas.90 Although the pro-
duction of fruit and vegetables may be assumed in the areas near-
est the colony and its principal uici, the majority of the irrigated 
areas must have been destined for cereal crops, well attested 
throughout the Middle Ebro Valley, as well as olives and vines, 
whose harvests would have been assured once it was possible to 
water them periodically. After the establishment of the colony, 
the production of wine and oil, staple foods in the Roman diet, 
must have increased significantly; this could explain the absence 
in the region, from the Flavian period, of foreign amphorae used 
to transport wine, and already from the Augustan period, of 

90 F. Beltrán Lloris / Willi (2011) 30.
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amphorae used to transport oil, both of which would progres-
sively have been substituted by local products.91 

7.  Concluding remarks

The conceptual and methodological regeneration that Rom-
anisation studies have been undergoing in recent decades has 
offered new approaches to many aspects of that process. It has 
led to a more balanced understanding of the field, by counter-
balancing the traditional, unilateral, Romano-centric perspective 
with more multilateral and dialectic approaches which also take 
account of the different provincial contexts. One of the most 
obvious consequences of this paradigm shift has been a reduction 
in interpretative homogeneity and the emergence of diversity, 
which reveals very clearly the need to counterbalance general 
depictions with case studies. 

A good example of this issue is the study of Roman colonies, 
which can no longer be presented merely as benign instruments 
of the civilising power of Rome, as Salmon characterised them 
in 1969. In doing so, he disregarded not only the broad spec-
trum of regional and historical contexts in which the process of 
colonisation unfolded over the centuries, but also the highly 
negative effect that the creation of new colonies could have upon 
certain Italic and provincial communities. This, nevertheless, 
should not lead to generalisations from the opposite perspec-
tive, which see the establishment of a colony as an inevitable 
catastrophe for the provincial population, or which challenge the 
elevated opinion of colonies transmitted in the Roman sources 
— above all those from the Principate — in an attempt to blur 
the idiosyncrasies that distinguished them from the other cate-
gories of city, almost to the point of dissolving — or decon-
structing — that category. 

91 M. Beltrán Lloris / Viladés Castillo (1994).
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The fact of being a colony was certainly no guarantee of suc-
cess for the cities that enjoyed that status, nor did it necessarily 
confer better conditions than in other communities. However, 
it cannot be stated either that the colonies did not enjoy privi-
leges over other cities, or that they did not receive favourable 
treatment from central administration, and in particular from 
the emperors who founded them. This built into the develop-
ing urban system inequalities, which not only affected their 
status as population centres and centres of administration, but 
also their regional economic status. 

To that end, it is useful to examine the position of many of 
the colonies established by Caesar or Augustus, in the context 
of the Spanish provinces. Corduba, Tarraco and Emerita Augusta 
benefitted from being provincial capitals. Wherever possible, 
furthermore, it was also the colonies that were chosen to be 
the seats of conuentus iuridici such as in the cases of Carthago 
Noua, Caesar Augusta, Astigi, Pax Iulia and Scallabis: in only one 
instance was a municipium chosen, Gades, which was one of the 
wealthiest and most dynamic cities in the west. (In the north-
western conuentus of Tarraconensis, there were no privileged 
cities in the Augustan period.) To this can be added the role of 
Spanish colonies like Corduba, Hispalis, Vcubi, Tucci, Tarraco, 
Barcino, Ilici and Emerita, among others, as cradles of senatorial 
families.92 

The Middle Ebro Valley provides examples of two clearly 
divergent colonial trajectories. One was Celsa, a colony from 
the Caesarian period which was abandoned scarcely a century 
after its foundation, which demonstrates how, in effect, simply 
possessing the status of ‘colony’ did not assure the success of a 
settlement. The other was Caesar Augusta, the colony Augustus 
baptised with his own name, which, in contrast, not only took 
root thanks to the administrative functions assigned to it by the 
princeps, the provision of a vast territory, and the financing of 

92 Des Boscs-Plateaux (2005) 41, 404-411.
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road infrastructures and innovative hydraulic installations93 in 
an urban centre that was important on a regional scale, but that 
it also regenerated and revitalised an extensive area and an urban 
fabric that had been profoundly damaged during the civil wars 
of the 70s and 40s BCE. This intervention was of course not 
necessarily beneficial for all affected, but cannot from any per-
spective be characterised as catastrophic.
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DISCUSSION

F. Hurlet: J’aimerais souligner ici tout d’abord l’originalité de 
l’approche adoptée et poser ensuite deux questions. Concernant 
la première partie de la présentation, le mérite de F. Beltrán 
Lloris n’est pas tant de porter l’attention sur le monde provin-
cial — après tout, il y a longtemps que les historiens cherchent 
à étudier le monde romain dans la perspective qui était celle des 
provinciaux — que de montrer dans quelle mesure le contexte 
proprement local pesait dans la mise en place de ce qui était un 
des plus forts marqueurs de la romanité. Cette perspective s’ins-
crit dans un courant historiographique qui montre à quel point 
la fondation de colonies romaines fut loin d’être un processus 
homogène et qui est aujourd’hui beaucoup plus sensible à la 
singularité des cas. On voit en effet à quel point le contexte et 
l’intervention de Rome changèrent si l’on compare la brutalité 
de l’intervention romaine dans le contexte de la création d’Au-
gusta Praetoria (Aoste) au contexte de création de Caesar Augusta 
tel qu’il a été décrit avec précision par F. Beltrán Lloris. Il demeure 
que le nom même de la colonie, Caesar Augusta, ne fait référence 
à aucun substrat indigène et renvoie uniquement au fondateur de 
la colonie, ce qui est assez remarquable pour être souligné. Peut-
on expliquer cette dénomination  ? Je voudrais enfin revenir sur 
un autre élément notable, l’échec de la Colonia Iulia Victrix 
Lepida Celsa. C’est une situation exceptionnelle  : connaît-on des 
situations parallèles dans le monde romain et quelles explications 
peut-on apporter  ?

F. Beltrán Lloris: En efecto, el examen de la praxis colonial 
desarrollada por Roma a lo largo de los siglos, desde el comienzo 
de la República hasta el final del Principado, pone de manifiesto 
con claridad dos aspectos: por una parte, que ese particular 
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mecanismo de creación de nuevas ciudades emanadas de la 
comunidad cívica romana y ligadas estrechamente a ella fue un 
instrumento estratégico fundamental y recurrente a lo largo de 
los siglos; pero, a la vez y como no podía ser de otra manera, 
que según la época, los condicionantes sociales y políticos del 
momento o las necesidades del contexto local, las colonias adop-
taron diferentes modalidades y desarrollaron funciones específi-
cas que resulta imprescindible examinar de forma diferenciada: 
desde el control de territorio, pasando por la necesidad de asen-
tar sectores de la población desfavorecidos o de responder a las 
aspiraciones de los soldados hasta la afirmación personal de sus 
promotores o el deseo de las ciudades de adquirir un título 
prestigioso. 

Por ello, más allá de las grandes narrativas y de las interpre-
taciones generales, imprescindibles sin duda para escribir la his-
toria, las aseveraciones poco matizadas que pretendan reducir la 
praxis colonial simplemente a un fenómeno meramente bené
fico para Roma o catastrófico para las poblaciones en cuyo seno 
se asentaron están condenadas a ser desmentidas por el estudio 
de los casos concretos.

En cuanto a las dos preguntas específicas que formulaba Fré-
déric Hurlet, la primera subraya la excepcionalidad del nombre 
con el que Caesar Augusta fue denominada. A mi juicio, este 
hecho responde a diversos factores. Por un lado, el hecho de que 
su enorme pertica estuviera constituida por la acumulación de 
los territorios de varias ciudades precedentes y no de una sola 
(Salduie, Alauo, Contrebia Belaisca,…) contribuyó sin duda a 
que el nombre de la nueva colonia no reflejara el de ninguna de 
sus predecesoras; algo similar debió ocurrir con otras dos colo-
nias augústeas dotadas de enormes territorios y carentes de un 
nombre que remitiera a su pasado precolonial: Emerita Augusta 
(Mérida) y Pax Iulia (Béja). Por otra parte, de este modo se 
enfatizaba la identidad de la denominación de la ciudad y la de 
su fundador, (Imperator) Caesar Augustus, que quizá pudo verse 
inducido a esta decisión por la acumulación en la región de 
ciudades que aludían a prohombres republicanos como Tiberio 
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Sempronio Graco (Graccurris, Alfaro), Pompeyo Magno (Pompelo, 
Pamplona) o Marco Emilio Lépido (colonia Iulia Victrix Lepida 
Celsa, Velilla de Ebro), que a partir de la creación del conuentus 
iuridicus Caesaraugustanus quedaban en cierto modo supeditadas 
a su ciudad, la ciudad de Augusto, de la que simbólicamente 
dependerían las de Graco, Pompeyo o Lépido (F. Beltrán Lloris 
[1992]). Finalmente, cabe suponer que si el príncipe aceptó darle 
su nombre a la nueva colonia era porque la consideraba desti-
nada a desempeñar un papel relevante en la región, más allá de 
las posibilidades de que asistiera personalmente a su fundación 
o de que esta coincidiera con su aniversario, circunstancias posi-
bles, sin duda, pero incomprobables por el momento (F. Beltrán 
Lloris [2014]).

En cuanto a la segunda pregunta, el igualmente excepcional 
abandono de colonia Iulia Victrix Lepida Celsa un siglo después 
de su fundación (c. 44 a. E. - c. 60 d. E.), es un hecho del que 
no conozco paralelos, al menos en lo que respecta a colonias 
romanas. Si es cierto que determinadas colonias latinas repu-
blicanas pasaron por dificultades como la propia Aquileia que, 
fundada en 181 a. E., requirió una segunda deducción de colo-
nos en 169 a. E., al igual que ocurrió con las pequeñas Buxen-
tum y Sipontum, casi abandonadas en 186, tras su estableci-
miento en 195, que debieron recibir nuevos contingentes de 
pobladores: pese a ello seguían habitadas a comienzos del Prin-
cipado. En el caso de Celsa, sin duda, la fundación de Caesar 
Augusta a una cincuentena de kilómetros al oeste debió afectarle 
negativamente, habida cuenta del relevante rol que Augusto atri-
buyó a esa ciudad: de cualquier forma, esto ocurrió treinta años 
después de su establecimiento (14 a. E.) mientras que Celsa no 
parece mostrar síntomas de deterioro urbano hasta sesenta años 
más tarde y, por otra parte, se conocen en la propia Hispania 
casos similares de convivencia de colonias cesarianas y augústeas 
de muy distinta relevancia a corta distancia como Metellinum y 
Emerita Augusta. Sin duda el hecho de que el fundador de la 
colonia, Lépido, cayera en desgracia ya en 36 a. E. privó a la 
ciudad de un protector, pero ni este factor ni los antes señalados 
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permiten explicar el fracaso de esta ciudad, de la que sus elites, 
no obstante, parecen emigrar desde las primeras décadas del 
Principado como queda bien ilustrado por la marcha de los 
ancestros del senador Licinio Sura, oriundos con toda proba-
bilidad de Celsa, desde esta ciudad a Tarraco (F. Beltrán Lloris 
[2016] con bibliografía). Tal vez la excavación en el futuro de 
las áreas públicas de la ciudad suministren nuevos elementos de 
juicio para explicar la anomalía que supone el abandono de una 
colonia romana cien años después de su fundación.

P. Eich: Some scholars now claim that colonies in Greece 
and Asia Minor were characterized more by differences than by 
similarities, the single most important difference being how the 
local population was treated. 

Given this assessment: What do you think are the most 
important differences between Spanish colonies and the settle-
ments in, say, Greece or Asia Minor? Dou you believe in the 
so-called ‘honorary colonies’?

F. Beltrán Lloris: Obviamente la categoría de ‘colonia hono-
raria’ es un constructo moderno para designar a aquellas ciu-
dades que disfrutaron de la condición de colonia sin que conste 
que existiera en ellas una instalación específica de nuevos pobla-
dores. Este fue seguramente el caso, por ejemplo, de Italica 
(Santiponce, Sevilla), la patria chica de Adriano que nos consta 
explícitamente, entre otros testimonios gracias al conocido pasaje 
de Aulo Gelio (Noct. Att. 16, 13, 4), que requirió del príncipe 
la obtención de esta condición y que no solo la consiguió a 
título honorífIco sino acompañada de una notable inversión 
imperial para el desarrollo de un nuevo barrio de la ciudad 
(Caballos Rufino [2010]). Se ha especulado también con la 
posibilidad de que otras ciudades hispanas con antigua presen-
cia romana como Tarraco (Tarragona) o Carthago Noua (Car-
tagena) adquirieran la condición de colonias romanas en época 
de César sin recibir tampoco contingentes de colonos: aunque 
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esta posibilidad en el caso de Tarraco se ha cuestionado recien-
temente (Ruiz de Arbulo [2002]; Alföldy [2011] xcvi), parece, 
sin embargo, improbable que la ciudad hubiera recibido una 
aportación de colonos veteranos substancial, por lo que debe 
aceptarse en principio que la condición colonial se otorgó a la 
población previamente instalada en ella. Por lo tanto, en este sen-
tido, no parece que exista una diferencia substancial con el trato 
que teóricamente se daría a colonias orientales como Caesarea 
Maritima o Antioquía.

N. Purcell: I am fascinated by what this paper has shown of the 
way scholarly orthodoxy has shifted from a belief (deriving ulti-
mately from Mommsenian authority) in equipollence, homogene-
ity, uniformitarianism (“Normalisierung”, as Peter Eich called it). 
Our discussion has by contrast, repeatedly returned to the ways 
in which the Roman Empire was ‘an extraordinarily hierarchi-
cal space’: an inequality which was deliberately cultivated by the 
Romans. In this context, and given the themes of my own paper, 
I was struck by the possibility that decisions concerning the ter-
ritoria of chartered towns reflect some kind of administrative 
characterization of landscape and spatiality, a ‘zonal thinking’, 
on the part of the Romans. Do you yourself see this in the case of 
the Ebro valley? I also wonder whether you accept the implication 
which seems hard to avoid from your paper, that the delineation 
of the territorium of Caesar Augusta must already have ‘entailed’ 
accepting the crippling of Celsa, so that it is also odd that the 
latter struggled on to the Neronian period.

F. Beltrán Lloris: La desigualdad es una noción central en la 
ideología social romana; o, dicho de otra forma, la igualdad 
social no parece haber formado parte nunca del ideario de las 
sociedades clásicas. Por ello y aunque nos sorprenda, en las 
largitiones los decuriones recibían aportaciones mayores que las 
destinadas a los meros ciudadanos, y en los alimenta trajáneos se 
destinaba una contribución mayor para la manutención de los 
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muchachos que la que debían de recibir las muchachas. Esa es 
la razón que explica también por qué Plinio el Viejo al descri-
bir el Imperio Romano en los libros geográficos de su Naturalis 
Historia menciona de manera exhaustiva las colonias romanas, 
siguiendo el proceder del mismo Augusto, mientras que solo 
suministra una selección, a veces muy abrupta, de las otras cate-
gorías de ciudades, incluidos los municipios romanos y latinos. 

Resulta evidente en el terreno político y administrativo esta 
primacía de las colonias, por ejemplo en la selección de la capi-
talidad provincial que muy frecuentemente recayó en colonias 
y no solo en Hispania (Tarraco, Corduba, Emerita), sino en 
otras muchas provincias: Narbo, Lugdunum, Tingi, Caesarea, 
Carthago, Salona, Syracusae, Corinthus, …

Por todo ello la fundación de Caesar Augusta en relación con 
el previo establecimiento de Celsa y la promoción de los diferen-
tes municipios romanos y latinos del valle medio del Ebro, tal 
y como la he presentado más arriba, obligan a considerar que 
las intervenciones de Augusto en la región respondieron a una 
cierta planificación territorial (o, si se prefiere, ‘zonal thinking’), 
en la que la relevancia de las comunidades según su categoría 
política resulta evidente y refleja la desigualdad existente entre 
ellas (lo que podría en efecto denominarse ‘deliberately culti-
vated inequality’), bien plasmada en la relación de comunida-
des reflejada por Plinio el Viejo, entre las que distingue colonias 
romanas, municipios romanos, municipios latinos, ciudades 
federadas y ciudades estipendiarias (Plin. NH 3, 24). Obviamente 
en el caso de Augusto confluyen varios factores que propiciaron 
esta aparente planificación: un largo reinado, la disposición de 
medios económicos inmensos, un conocimiento directo de la 
región,… 

Se desconoce cuál era la extensión del territorio de Celsa hacia 
el oeste antes de la fundación de Caesar Augusta y, en conse-
cuencia, resulta imposible determinar si la fundación de la colo-
nia augústea supuso una reducción de la pértica celsense. Los 
estudios arqueológicos realizados en Celsa — limitados por el 
momento a la arquitectura doméstica — no muestran síntomas 
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de deterioro urbano a lo largo de los reinados de Augusto y 
Tiberio, más allá de la ‘fuga’ de algunas familias dirigentes como 
la de los Licinios Suras a la que ya se ha hecho referencia. En 
consecuencia no parece que la fundación de Caesar Augusta 
redundara en una afección negativa inmediata para Celsa.

F. Hurlet: I would like to come back to Nicholas Purcell’s 
important intervention and make a very small step backward. 
We all agree that the whole Roman Empire is an extraordinary 
hierarchical space, a regime of imperium and auctoritas. How-
ever, it is a fact that the presence of the previous indigenous 
inhabitants of the territory of a Roman colony was taken more 
into account during and from the cesarian-augustan period. You 
made a good and important point when you suggest that these 
people were integrated in the colony in a way or another. The 
parallel with Carthago is striking. How do you understand from 
this point of view the text of Appian (Pun. 136) which you 
quoted? Did some of the indigenous inhabitants become Roman 
citizens or incolae? I am inclined to favour the latter solution 
given the use of the verb (sunagagein).

F. Beltrán Lloris: Concuerdo por completo en la apreciación 
de que el tratamiento de las poblaciones provinciales se trans
formó durante los gobiernos de César y Augusto, de forma que 
dejaron de ser meros praeda populi Romani, por decirlo en pala-
bras de Cicerón (Verr. 2, 2, 7), para recibir una consideración 
más positiva como sede, además, de comunidades romanas de 
rango colonial y municipal. 

En el caso del pasaje de Apiano relativo a Carthago, una colo-
nia dotada de un territorio inmenso, parece difícil entender el 
texto griego de otra manera que no sea que Augusto completó el 
número de 3.000 colonos romanos con población de la región. 
Más difícil resulta precisar cuál fuera la condición política de esa 
población: ¿ciudadanos romanos o peregrinos? Sin duda los pri-
meros debieron ser sumados al número de colonos, pero resulta 
igualmente verosímil la posibilidad de que se incorporara a ellos 
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a las elites locales, por ejemplo. En consecuencia me inclino por 
considerar que la fundación de una colonia romana comportaba 
no solo la instalación de colonos (veteranos o no) venidos de 
lejos, sino también la incorporación de otros ciudadanos roma-
nos asentados en la región y de población peregrina local, incor-
porada tanto entre el número de los colonos propiamente dichos 
como en condición de incolae.

S. von Reden: Related to Nicholas’ question of Roman urban 
development as an instrument of creating (or demonstrating) 
inequality among the Romans in the Tarraconensis: can this 
assumption be related only to the foundation of coloniae, or also 
to the effects of Roman urban policy? In other words: do we see 
economic competition in these towns, and uneven economic 
development? Is there any way of showing that these towns 
were capable of significant amounts of surplus production, or 
were they just sustained by the water supply and irrigation sys-
tems developed for these towns?

F. Beltrán Lloris: La estricta gradación de ciudades que Plinio 
el Viejo refleja en su descripción de Hispania (colonias roma-
nas, municipios romanos, municipios latinos etc.) es un indica-
dor más de la desigualdad existente entre las ciudades provincia-
les. Una desigualdad que se plasma en todas las vertientes desde 
la posibilidad de acuñar moneda propia — reservada para colo-
nias y municipios — hasta el desarrollo monumental de las ciu-
dades o la promoción política de sus elites.

En lo que respecta al efecto de las inversiones en infra
estructuras hidráulicas destinadas a la irrigación no disponemos 
de datos precisos para valorar su impacto sobre la producción 
agrícola. La posibilidad de regar en tierras de secano puede 
redundar en la obtención de más de una cosecha anual, pero 
ante todo lo que permite es asegurar su recolección en años de 
sequía. Sin embargo es más que probable que la irrigación per-
mitiera además diversificar la producción, destinar una parte de 
ella a la comercialización exterior y obtener rendimientos más 
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elevados. Plinio el Viejo, por ejemplo, hace referencia al extra-
ordinario rendimiento económico de las alcachofas cultivadas 
en Corduba (NH 19, 152), un cultivo que requiere irrigación y 
que se ubica en una ciudad en torno a la cual se ha comprobad 
la existencia de numerosas infraestructuras de riego, en este caso 
cisternas sobre todo.





V

Frédéric Hurlet

Rejeter le contrôle de Rome 

Les formes de résistance aux structures fiscales et 
administratives de l’Empire romain

Les trois termes qui ont été placés au centre de la réflexion 
collective — ressources, échanges et pouvoir — ont en com-
mun de s’inscrire dans une réflexion plus globale sur le thème 
de l’empire, concept qui a été souvent sollicité cette dernière 
décennie et dont l’efficacité heuristique sera ici de nouveau sou-
lignée.1 Ils définissent en effet chacun une caractéristique prin-
cipale de la nature et du fonctionnement d’une structure impé-
riale qui a régi Rome pendant plusieurs siècles avec un succès 
tel que cette expérience historique, en soi unique, a été érigée 
comme un modèle — à tort et de manière rétrospectivement 
illusoire. L’empire est tout d’abord une forme de régime poli-
tique, complexe et hybride, qui exerce un pouvoir en prenant des 
décisions et en les faisant adopter à différentes échelles. Il n’est 
guère besoin d’insister à ce propos sur le fait que le mot lui-
même dérive du latin imperium, qui était à l’origine un pouvoir, 
celui des rois et des magistrats, avant de caractériser également à 

1 La bibliographie sur la notion d’empire et l’usage qui en est fait en histoire 
romaine a connu cette dernière décennie une réelle inflation. Je me limiterai à 
renvoyer à quelques ouvrages collectifs et synthèses  : Ben Ghiat (2009)  ; 
Hurlet (2008)  ; Hurlet (2011)  ; Badel (2011)  ; Burbank / Cooper (2010)  ; 
Morris / Scheidel (2009)  ; Scheidel (2009)  ; Scheidel (2015). Ces travaux 
présentent au moins un mérite, celui de nous aider à penser l’État autrement que 
sous la forme de l’État-nation. 
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partir de l’époque augustéenne l’espace sur lequel un tel pouvoir 
était exercé.2 En tant que notion renvoyant à l’idée de domina-
tion, l’empire crée les conditions pour renforcer les échanges 
entre les différents espaces et les différentes échelles placés sous 
son contrôle. L’Empire romain est de ce point de vue un exemple 
plutôt isolé de structure fortement centralisée qui reconfigura 
progressivement l’espace méditerranéen en ne se limitant pas à 
avantager Rome et l’Italie  ; il faut prendre également en compte 
la constitution de pôles régionaux.3 

Une autre conséquence du fonctionnement d’un empire est 
la création de ressources propres, dans le sens où cette structure 
produit des richesses spécifiques qui, autrement, n’auraient pu 
être créées ni redistribuées sous une forme ou une autre. On 
pense en particulier pour l’Empire romain à tout ce qui provient 
des domaines dits impériaux et qui ne se réduit pas à l’exploita-
tion des terres (blé, huile…) et des ressources naturelles  ; il faut 
y ajouter les produits de luxe comme le marbre, les métaux pré-
cieux ou encore la main d’œuvre servile spécialisée.4 Il y a égale-
ment tout le produit de la fiscalité, en nature ou en numéraire, 
qui alimente un trésor pour faire face aux dépenses de fonction-
nement (payement par exemple de la solde des soldats, création 
d’une caisse en faveur des soldats démobilisés, etc.) et sans lequel 
l’ensemble de cet édifice étatique s’écroulerait.5 Le tribut, sans 
être une réalité réservée aux empires, est une condition indispen-
sable de l’existence de ceux-ci et un trait caractéristique qui doit 

2 Sur le terme d’imperium et son évolution, cf. Richardson (2008). 
3 Leveau (2007). Sur les capita prouinciarum, cf. Haensch (1997). 
4 Sur les domaines impériaux et tout ce qu’il faut englober dans cette appel-

lation, cf. la synthèse de Millar (1977), 175-189 qui formule un jugement néga-
tif en précisant que “a history of the properties of the Roman emperors cannot be 
written”. Un projet collectif scientifique actuel de grande ampleur, dirigé par 
Alberto Dalla Rosa et financé par l’ERC dans le cadre des Starting Grants, se met 
en place et tentera de démentir ce jugement pessimiste (Patrimonium. Assessing the 
local and global socio-economic impact of the imperial properties in the Roman world, 
from Augustus to Diocletian).

5 Sur la fiscalité romaine, on consultera pour l’époque impériale les travaux 
de Jérôme France (p. ex. France [2001] et [2006]). 
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être présent dans toute tentative de définition de l’empire passant 
par le recours à l’instrument wébérien de l’idéal-type.6 

La notion d’empire est incontestablement utile en ce qu’elle 
est un dénominateur commun entre ces trois éléments que sont 
ressources, échanges et pouvoir. La création progressive d’une 
structure impériale dominée par Rome et centrée sur la Médi-
terranée eut en effet un impact indéniable sur la démographie, 
la production, la distribution, la consommation et la circulation 
des hommes et des informations nécessaire à son fonctionne
ment,7 bref sur ce que Douglass North regroupe sous le terme 
de ‘Performance’.8 Un tel espace politique et économique, loin 
d’être une zone de libres échanges, était avant tout un espace  
de domination,9 celle que les Romains exerçaient sur d’autres 
peuples dans le cadre d’un rapport de forces et qui n’était du 
reste pas incompatible avec l’expression d’un consensus de la part 
de populations y trouvant leur compte.10 La réalité que consti-
tue le poids de la contrainte impériale ne doit jamais être sous-
estimée ni dans ses effets, ni dans sa durée. Elle est d’ordinaire 
soulignée dans les études qui portent sur l’époque républicaine et 
insistent avec raison sur les aspects hégémoniques de Rome et sur 
la tendance naturelle de cette dernière à la prédation, résumée à 
travers le recours au terme contemporain d’impérialisme.11 Mais 

6 Sur la notion d’‘empire tributaire’, on consultera les travaux, individuels et 
collectifs, de P. Bang  : cf. p. ex. Bang (2008)  ; Bang / Bayly (2011)  ; Bang / 
Scheidel (2013). 

7 Cf. dans ce sens Harris (2007) pour l’époque républicaine. 
8 North (1981) 3 définit la notion de ‘performance’ de la manière suivante  : 

“the typical concerns of economists — for example, how much is produced, the 
distribution of costs and benefits, or the stability of production”. Sur l’application 
de cette notion à l’économie antique, cf. Scheidel / Morris / Saller (2007). 

9 Sur la domination romaine et sa brutalité dans ses rapports avec les sociétés 
provinciales, cf. Mattingly (2011). 

10 Sur la coexistence et la tension entre la domination impériale et l’aspiration 
au consensus, cf. Ando (2000) et Hurlet (2009) 15-16. 

11 On s’est ainsi longtemps interrogé sur la nature même de l’impérialisme 
romain (préventif  ?, défensif  ?, offensif  ?, expansionniste  ?, hégémonique  ?), ques-
tion à laquelle Claude Nicolet a consacré une synthèse précieuse (Nicolet [1978]). 
On citera également sur cette question les travaux de Harris (1979) et ceux, plus 
récents et marqués par l’approche dite ‘realist’ élaborée aux états-Unis dans les 
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elle ne disparaît pas pour autant avec la création par Auguste du 
régime impérial, la pax Augusta étant avant tout à la fois une 
paix civile et une pacification au profit de Rome qui rendait 
toujours nécessaire la présence d’une force armée. L’objet de 
cette étude est d’analyser comment la relation entre ressources, 
échanges et pouvoir évolua en relation avec le processus qui 
consista à intégrer les provinciaux dans la cité romaine et se mit 
en place à l’époque impériale pour culminer avec l’édit de Cara-
calla en 212 ap. J.-C.

1.  Empire, impérialisme et impérialité

La notion d’empire diffère de celle d’impérialisme et la 
dépasse. Elle inclut une phase qui vient après celle de la conquête 
nécessairement brutale et renvoie à la gestion de ce qui a été 
conquis. La césure se situe à l’époque augustéenne, qu’il faut 
considérer de ce point de vue comme une époque de transition 
aussi bien d’un point de vue politique que dans les relations de 
Rome avec les provinciaux, et a déterminé pendant longtemps 
les choix de l’historiographie. Elle explique en particulier en par-
tie pourquoi les spécialistes du Haut-Empire romain ont depuis 
longtemps porté leur attention sur les aspects administratifs de 
l’Empire romain, en particulier sur le mode de fonctionnement 
de la structure impériale en tant que telle et les modalités d’ad-
ministration de l’espace et de ses ressources humaines et maté-
rielles. Rendues possibles par les sources à notre disposition, ces 
recherches ont conduit récemment à forger un nouveau concept, 
celui d’‘impérialité’, néologisme défini comme “la forme que 
prend le pouvoir dans le cadre des espaces polymorphes que 
sont les empires”.12 Le mode d’exploitation de l’Empire fut 
sans aucun doute marqué par une moins grande brutalité qu’à 

années 2000 sous la présidence de G.W. Bush, de Eckstein (2006) et Eckstein 
(2008). 

12 Cf. Madeline (2007) 223. Utilisent également le terme d’‘impérialité’ 
(‘Imperialität’) Münkler (2008) et Hurlet (2011) 117-118. 
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l’époque républicaine, dans le sens où les asservissements de 
force et les massacres découlant de l’occupation de nouveaux 
territoires furent moins nombreux, mais ce serait une grossière 
erreur de penser que les tensions s’apaisèrent totalement et par-
tout. Le contrôle des richesses de l’Empire — humaines et maté-
rielles — de la part du pouvoir impérial nécessitait de toute 
façon l’usage de la contrainte sous une forme ou une autre et 
est à l’origine de la permanence des conflits à l’époque impé-
riale. Le caractère foncièrement inégalitaire de la relation entre 
gouvernants et gouvernés ne disparut en effet pas à partir d’Au-
guste, mais il se reconfigura et, c’était inédit, suscita de la part 
des Romains un discours élaboré qui chercha à justifier la 
domination de Rome.13 La principale inflexion fut d’ordre poli-
tique, la présence d’un prince au sommet de la hiérarchie sociale 
romaine s’accompagnant d’un intérêt à l’égard des provinciaux 
— réalité déjà perceptible dans le 5e édit d’Auguste provenant 
de Cyrène.14 Les propos de Tacite sur les avantages que procu-
rait aux provinciaux la création du principat comparativement 
à la situation antérieure caractérisée par la dérégulation de la 
concurrence entre aristocrates sont de ce point de vue lumi-
neux.15 Ils rejoignent et complètent la métaphore du bon berger 
à laquelle Tibère eut recours lorsqu’il déclara qu’il fallait “tondre 
la brebis, et non l’écorcher”.16 

13 On trouve en particulier dans l’œuvre de Tacite un intérêt pour l’organi-
sation de la domination romaine, le passage le plus éclairant étant le discours 
de Q. Petilius Cerialis qu’il a recomposé (Hist. 4, 73-74). Sur la vision œcumé-
nique et administrative de Tacite, non exempte de critiques à l’égard des abus 
commis par Rome, cf. l’analyse qu’en donne Questa (1998) 26-110. 

14 L’édit d’Auguste s’adresse à tous les habitants des provinces “afin qu’il soit 
rendu manifeste (…) avec quel soin moi-même et le Sénat nous veillons à ce qu’au-
cun de nos sujets ne souffre indûment quelque tort ou ne subisse quelque exaction” 
(trad. De Visscher (1940), qui constitue toujours en français l’édition de référence). 

15 Tac. Ann. 1, 2, 2 qui précise que “les provinces non plus n’étaient pas 
opposées à ce nouvel état des choses (c’est-à-dire à l’instauration du nouveau 
régime)” en détaillant les raisons de cette acceptation  : “car elles se défiaient du 
gouvernement du Sénat et du peuple, en raison des rivalités entre les grands, de 
l’avidité des magistrats, et ne trouvaient qu’un faible secours dans les lois dont le 
jeu était faussé par la violence, la brigue, enfin par l’argent”.

16 Suet. Tib. 32  ; Dio Cass. 57, 10, 5  ; cf. Tac. Ann. 4, 6, 7. 
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Une question capitale est celle des fondements de la struc-
ture impériale de domination. Les Romains ne produisirent pas 
de traité du bon gouvernement impérial de manière à théoriser 
ce qui relevait de la pratique de gouvernement, voire de l’empi-
risme, mais ils furent amenés à exposer leur point de vue par 
réaction lorsque l’autorité de l’Empire romain fut combattue, 
conformément à un mode de gouvernement qui était réactif plus 
que proactif.17 L’option défendue dans cette étude est d’étudier 
les révoltes contre l’autorité romaine de manière à examiner 
en creux ce que la crise révèle. Il n’y a en effet pas de meilleurs 
moments d’apprécier le fondement de toute autorité que ceux au 
cours desquels elle se trouve contestée.18 Il ne faut pas dissimuler 
le fait que les seules sources à faire référence aux soulèvements 
contre Rome furent rédigées par des Romains, partisans à un 
titre ou un autre du système impérial, qui vont du reste jusqu’à 
faire parler les adversaires de Rome en recomposant leurs dis-
cours, par exemple celui prononcé par Calgacus et livré par 
Tacite. Ce romano-centrisme ne doit toutefois pas nous dissua-
der de faire usage de ces textes littéraires. On verra que si ces voix 
romaines présentent une idéologie pleinement impériale, voire 
l’idéalisent, elles font également ressortir les modalités du contrôle 
impérial sans occulter la part d’ombre qui résultait des caracté-
ristiques intrinsèques découlant de ce qui restait un système de 
domination. 

2.  Les révoltes contre Rome  : bilan historiographique

La résistance à l’Empire romain est une thématique qui n’est 
pas nouvelle et qui a suivi les évolutions et les courants his-
toriographiques. Une question centrale est celle des raisons qui 

17 Sur l’analyse qui fait du Principat un pouvoir plus réactif que proactif,  
cf. Millar (1977). On lira à ce sujet avec profit les remarques de Eich (2012), 
qui confirment la validité du modèle de la ‘pétition-réponse’ plus qu’elles ne 
l’infirment. 

18 Propos repris à David (2003) 451. 
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conduisirent des populations provinciales à refuser le pouvoir de 
Rome. Un tel phénomène a pu être tout d’abord justifié, a priori 
et de manière très générale, comme une conséquence du refus 
par un peuple conquis d’une autorité étrangère sur le sol de ce 
peuple, comme s’il était naturel que le vaincu s’opposât en per-
manence, de manière directe ou sourde, à son vainqueur. Cette 
analyse s’est nourrie des événements de l’époque contemporaine 
et a donné lieu à des jugements qui peuvent différer selon le 
point de vue adopté, mais qui procèdent au bout du compte de 
la même perspective et reposent sur les mêmes prémisses  : soit 
on s’est placé du point de vue des Romains en allant jusqu’à 
s’identifier à ceux-ci et en considérant que Rome était inévitable-
ment et régulièrement amenée à combattre les peuples qui refu-
saient de s’intégrer à son nouveau modèle fondé sur la vie en cité 
et la citoyenneté romaine  ; soit on renverse l’angle d’approche en 
voyant dans les révoltes contre Rome les origines de la formation 
des nations contemporaines, l’opposition à un Empire soudant 
davantage les ennemis de Rome et leur procurant une histoire 
commune, des lieux de mémoire. Quelle que soit la perspective, 
les recherches sur l’opposition à l’Empire romain ont été à ce 
titre et pendant longtemps orientées par deux phénomènes 
majeurs des XIXe et XXe siècles  : d’une part les expériences 
impériales européennes, qui ont conduit à établir des analogies 
avec Rome de façon un peu mécanique et contribué ainsi à 
mettre sur le même plan l’opposition à Rome avec les révoltes 
contre les empires coloniaux, par exemple les soulèvements des 
populations indigènes — arabes et berbères — contre la présence 
française en Afrique du Nord et allant de Abd el-Kader au FLN  ; 
d’autre part la consolidation des États-nations, qui a pu laisser 
croire que seul ce type de structure étatique était viable et que la 
structure impériale romaine était à ce titre une forme d’État mor-
telle et passagère, incapable d’étouffer des sentiments nationaux 
jugés quant à eux éternels.19 Ces phénomènes n’étaient du reste 

19 La meilleure preuve de la persistance de cette idée est que dans un volume 
collectif récent qui se proposait d’étudier les empires de Rome à Berlin, l’historien 
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pas contradictoires, la France ou la Grande-Bretagne pouvant 
par exemple se penser à la fois comme des États-nations dans la 
métropole et comme des puissances impériales dans les périphé-
ries coloniales. Ils ont constitué des prêts-à-penser pour définir 
l’opposition à toute forme d’autorité impériale, quelle que soit 
l’époque considérée. 

Ce postulat historiographique permet de mieux comprendre 
comment on écrivit l’histoire des révoltes contre Rome. Il abou-
tit pour la France à une situation paradoxale qui conduisit cer-
tains historiens à présenter l’Empire français comme l’héritier 
de l’Empire romain pour justifier sa domination de l’Afrique du 
Nord, pendant que d’autres à la même époque faisaient des Gau-
lois les ancêtres des Français.20 En somme, on a pu à la fois faire 
l’éloge de Vercingétorix et gommer les aspérités, voire la dureté 
des modalités de la présence romaine en Afrique du Nord. On 
doit une réaction notable à cette manière d’écrire l’histoire à 
Marcel Bénabou, auteur d’un ouvrage publié en 1976 qui a fait 
date,21 mais qui continue à analyser les révoltes contre Rome 
sous l’angle de la défense d’identités locales ou provinciales à 
l’encontre d’une volonté d’imposer un nouveau modèle plus que 
comme des réactions aux modalités de la domination romaine. 
Le contexte de la décolonisation dans lequel il fut publié ne 
change en effet rien au fait que Marcel Bénabou n’a fait que 
prolonger l’historiographie dominante en inversant simplement 
la perspective  : il a beau donner — à juste titre — la parole aux 

français Tulard (1997) 9-14 a fait de la mortalité des empires un des cinq traits 
distinctifs des empires  : comme si l’État-nation n’était pas lui-même mortel  ! 

20 On comparera et opposera ainsi les paroles prononcées en 1891 devant le 
congrès des sociétés savantes par Gaston Boissier sur le fait que les Français 
doivent se considérer en Afrique du Nord comme les descendants et les héritiers 
des Romains (propos cités par Février [1989] 89) à la biographie de Vercingétorix 
publiée dix années plus tard par Camille Jullian et faisant de ce chef gaulois un 
héros national (Jullian [1901]). 

21 Bénabou (1976). Pour une présentation du livre de Bénabou et un état des 
lieux des débats que celui-ci a suscités dans les décennies qui ont suivi sa publica-
tion, on consultera avec profit la longue préface que Michel Christol rédigea au 
moment de la réimpression de cet ouvrage en 2005. 
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indigènes, il est vrai moins soumis qu’il n’y paraissait, il n’en 
est pas moins resté prisonnier d’un schéma général qui présente 
la figure de l’indigène comme étant animée par un sentiment 
national inconciliable avec une appartenance impériale. Cette 
tendance a été dénoncée dans plusieurs comptes rendus, qui 
soulignent notamment les difficultés posées par le choix d’un 
vocabulaire extrêmement connoté, par exemple le terme de ‘résis-
tance’.22 C’est surtout le choix d’un autre terme du titre, ‘roma-
nisation’, qui doit être souligné parce qu’il reflète un état d’esprit 
désormais passé de mode et trahit un parti pris, à savoir que la 
question centrale aurait été d’être ou ne pas être Romain. Il ne 
s’agit pas ici de condamner ou de défendre un mot qui a ali-
menté un débat fécond notamment parce qu’il a contribué au 
renouvellement des questionnements,23 mais de rappeler que son 
emploi par Bénabou fait apparaître les révoltes en Afrique comme 
la suite logique du refus des Africains d’être intégrés dans l’Em-
pire romain. Mais refusait-on Rome parce qu’on ne se sentait pas 
Romain  ? Cette interrogation identitaire avait-elle un sens pour 
les anciens  ? 

Il existe une autre explication plus pragmatique des révoltes 
contre l’Empire romain. Les conflits contre Rome peuvent 
être mis en relation avec le phénomène de l’impérialité tel que 
je l’ai défini. À partir du moment où l’on s’intéresse moins 
aux sentiments intimes des gouvernés à l’égard ou à l’encontre 
de Rome, par définition difficiles à sonder à deux millénaires 
de distance, et davantage aux structures du gouvernement 
impérial et à ses conséquences sur le vécu des gouvernés, la 
conséquence est que la révolte contre Rome peut être présen-
tée comme un effet inévitable d’une domination romaine qui 
généra à l’encontre des gouvernés de nouvelles contraintes, 
combattues en tant que telles. Il s’agit donc ici de changer la 
focale de manière à souligner que l’on ne combat pas Rome 

22 Cf. notamment Thébert (1978) et Leveau (1978)  ; cf. aussi les remarques 
de Modéran (2003) 12-13. 

23 Cf. Le Roux (2004) et Inglebert (2005). 
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nécessairement pour éviter de devenir Romain — question 
qui devait être au mieux secondaire et que les gouvernés ne 
se posaient sans doute pas en ces termes —, mais parce que 
l’on réagit aux marques physiques de la présence de Rome. La 
résistance à Rome était donc empirique plus qu’idéologique. La 
question qui se pose pour mieux comprendre le rejet de Rome 
est donc d’examiner concrètement les modalités de contrôle 
que les révoltés rejetaient. 

3.  Nouo tum opere et inadsueto  : la contestation du cens

Dans un discours célèbre prononcé en 48 ap. J.-C., l’empe-
reur romain Claude dresse un tableau de l’histoire de Rome et 
fait référence “à la fidélité immuable de cent ans” dont firent 
preuve les Gaulois. Il renforce ce jugement, pour le moins idéa-
lisé, en rappelant que ceux-ci avaient accepté dès 12 av. J.-C. le 
principe du cens, qualifié “d’opération alors nouvelle et inha-
bituelle pour les Gaulois”, et en ajoutant la précision suivante 
significative  : “une telle opération, combien elle est ardue pour 
nous, tout juste maintenant, quoique l’enquête n’ait d’autre 
objet que la constatation officielle de nos ressources, à l’épreuve 
nous l’apprenons trop bien”.24 Ce passage est fondamental non 
seulement pour ce qu’il dit, mais aussi parce que l’on sait que 
de telles paroles furent réellement prononcées, qui plus est par 
l’empereur romain en personne et devant les sénateurs. Nous 
disposons donc du point de vue du pouvoir romain qui présente 
l’avantage d’être brut et primaire, c’est-à-dire totalement débar-
rassé du filtre que les sources littéraires ont l’habitude de créer 
en recomposant les discours. Il en ressort tout d’abord que dans 
sa volonté d’opposer Gaulois et Germains, Claude fait du cens 

24 CIL XIII 1668 = ILS 212  : Illi patri meo Druso Germaniam / subigenti tutam 
quiete sua securamque a tergo pacem praes/titerunt et quidem cum a{d} census nouo 
tum opere et inadsueto Gallis ad bellum auocatus esset. Quod opus quam arduum sit 
nobis, nunc cum maxime, quamuis nihil ultra quam / ut publice notae sint facultates 
nostrae exquiratur, nimis / magno experimento cognoscimus. 
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et de l’acceptation de cette opération administrative le critère le 
plus concret de la fidélité et de l’obéissance (fidem obsequiumque) 
à Rome.25 Il ajoute ensuite dans une incise un commentaire qui 
en dit long par le choix du vocabulaire sur la perception néga-
tive du cens par les provinciaux  : Claude a beau enjoliver la 
réalité en parlant d’une “fidélité immuable” des Gaulois depuis 
un siècle, il demeure qu’à l’emploi des adjectifs nouus et inad-
suetus26 est attachée une connotation incontestablement péjora-
tive. Le pouvoir impérial romain reconnaît ainsi explicitement 
que les opérations de recensement provoquèrent des tensions, 
surtout dans les décennies qui suivirent la conquête lorsqu’il 
fallut habituer les provinciaux aux modalités nouvelles de la 
domination romaine. C’est pourquoi il faut préférer à la version 
déformée de Claude, qui enjolive la réalité, celle des Periochae 
de Tite-Live, où il est question à propos de l’année 12 av. J.-C. 
d’“un soulèvement qui s’était produit en Gaule à cause du recen
sement”.27 Nous savons qu’il y eut précédemment, en 27 av. J.-C., 
un cens en Gaule,28 le premier à être attesté dans cette région, mais 
nous n’avons connaissance d’aucune révolte à cette époque, peut-
être parce que cette première étape se limitait à identifier les cités 
et à délimiter leurs nouveaux territoires sans créer pour les indi-
vidus trop de contraintes.29 Les réticences à l’encontre du cens, 
voire la contestation de cette opération se manifestèrent en tout 
cas au cours des opérations censitaires de l’année 12 av. J.-C. et 
ne cessèrent pas par la suite. Nous n’avons aucune information 
précise sur ce qui se passa en 14 ap. J.-C., quand Germanicus 
fut chargé de superviser ces opérations, mais il est significatif 
que Claude rappelle à quel point celles-ci restaient “ardues” à son 
époque, soit en 48 ap. J.-C., plus de cinquante ans après le 

25 CIL XIII 1668 = ILS 212  : … idem opponat centum / annorum immobilem 
fidem obsequiumque. 

26 Cet adjectif est rare, puisqu’il est attesté uniquement à cinq reprises dans 
le Thesaurus Linguae Latinae. 

27 Liv. Per. 139 qui parle à ce propos d’un tumultus. 
28 Liv. Per. 134  ; Dio Cass. 53, 22, 5. 
29 Cf. dans ce sens Le Teuff (2014) 76-78. 
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tumultus que son père Drusus l’Ancien eut à mater. La question 
est désormais de déterminer pour quelle raison. 

4.  Les révoltes fiscales

Le cens accompli par les Romains dans les provinces fit l’objet 
de contestations de la part des provinciaux non pas tant parce 
que ces derniers refusaient en soi le principe du dénombrement 
de la population que parce que cette opération avait également 
pour finalité ultime d’évaluer les biens et de servir ainsi de base 
au calcul de la fiscalité. C’est ce que souligne Claude de manière 
directe lorsqu’il déclare devant les sénateurs que “l’enquête n’a 
d’autre objet que la constatation officielle de nos ressources”. S’il 
ne fait aucun doute que l’impôt se trouve de manière générale au 
cœur du système de domination impériale,30 sa perception ne 
génère pas nécessairement ni automatiquement de conflit armé 
contre la puissance impériale. Plusieurs études plus ou moins 
récentes ont ainsi introduit des nuances à l’encontre d’un schéma 
qui défend une vision exclusivement et fortement conflictuelle 
de la mise en place de la fiscalité dans l’Empire romain. Mireille 
Corbier a ainsi montré qu’il existait aussi des formes de résistance 
passive et de mécontentement face à la perception de l’impôt et 
que la fiscalité ne constituait de toute façon pas la meilleure ligne 
de partage entre gouvernants et gouvernés, dans la mesure où elle 
touchait aussi les Romains, les Italiens et les citoyens romains.31 
Jérôme France a quant à lui intégré dans le débat la notion de 
consentement fiscal en présentant l’acceptation de l’impôt par les 
provinciaux “comme un aspect et une application du consensus 
défini et instauré par Auguste”.32 Il demeure que, comme Jérôme 
France le rappelle lui-même, “un impôt peut tout aussi bien être 

30 On parle à ce sujet d’empire ‘tributaire’. Pour une analyse comparatiste qui 
souligne la centralité de la fiscalité dans la définition et le fonctionnement des 
empires, cf. Martinez-Gros (2014). 

31 Corbier (1988). 
32 France (2009) 178. 
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consenti dans son principe, et en même temps contesté, voire 
combattu, dans son application”.33 On conviendra donc de ce 
que les révoltes contre la fiscalité romaine étaient inévitables, 
mais elles s’inscrivaient d’ordinaire dans un contexte qui était 
déjà propice à une telle mobilisation militaire contre Rome et 
qui avait pour conséquence que l’on pouvait passer d’un mécon-
tentement somme toute compréhensible à un affrontement armé. 
Il s’agit donc de contextualiser les révoltes pour mieux les com-
prendre. 

Quand les sources anciennes font état des motifs qui condui-
sirent à se soulever contre Rome, elles ne laissent aucun doute 
pour un grand nombre de cas sur le fait que la question de la 
fiscalité était une des raisons du déclenchement de ces révoltes, 
sinon la seule. On prendra ici plusieurs exemples significatifs. 
Le paiement des tributs provoqua une révolte en Thébaïde en 
26 av. J.-C. et en Judée en 6-7 ap. J.-C.,34 dans le dernier cas 
dans le prolongement immédiat du recensement de cette région 
dont il est question dans l’Évangile de Luc.35 En Gaule, une 
première alerte eut lieu en 15 av. J.-C., lorsque les abus du 
procurateur Licinus en matière de prélèvement des tributs pro-
voqua une réaction des Gaulois, qui n’alla toutefois pas jusqu’à 
la révolte armée.36 Celle-ci eut lieu en 21 ap. J.-C. avec le sou-
lèvement qui fut dirigé par un Éduen, Iulius Florus, et un Tré-
vire, Iulius Sacrovir, et qui impliqua d’autres cités que celles des 
deux aristocrates gaulois (les Andécaves et les Turons). La cause 

33 France (2009) 173. 
34 Strab. 17, 1, 53 fait référence à une stasis provoquée en Thébaïde par le 

paiement du tribut (διὰ τοὺς φόρους)  ; Jos. AJ 18, 2-4 et BJ 2, 117-118 qui 
évoque lui aussi le φόρος comme cause de la révolte en Judée. 

35 Sur la question de la date de ce recensement, cf. en dernier lieu Le Teuff 
(2014) 80-82. 

36 Dio Cass. 54, 21-22  ; cf. aussi Sen. Apocol. 6. Sur cet épisode mystérieux, 
cf. Bénabou (1967)  ; cf. aussi plus récemment France (2001) 372-373 qui 
justifie l’intervention brutale de Licinus — et la clémence d’Auguste à son égard — 
par une mission qui lui assigna de rassembler les quantités de monnaies et de 
métaux précieux nécessaires à l’approvisionnement régulier du nouvel atelier 
monétaire de Lyon. 
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de cette révolte a suscité et continue à susciter un débat histo-
riographique qui n’est pas clos, mais qui doit prendre en compte 
le poids de la fiscalité.37 Le témoignage de Tacite ne laisse aucun 
doute sur le fait que les cités gauloises supportaient de plus en 
plus mal ce qu’il appelle “la continuité des tributs” (continuatio 
tributorum) et connaissaient un fort endettement (magnitudo 
aeris alieni), qui avait au moins en partie une raison fiscale (arrié-
rés d’impôts)  ;38 un passage de Suétone laisse entendre que l’ac-
tion de Florus et de Sacrovir s’inscrivait dans un contexte où les 
immunités fiscales avaient été supprimées par Tibère à plusieurs 
cités.39 L’interprétation la plus vraisemblable est que des aristo-
crates des cités écrasées par les dettes fiscales, à la tête desquelles 
se trouvaient des Iulii, à ce titre descendants d’aristocrates gaulois 
récompensés par César ou Auguste, prirent la tête de la révolte 
armée, car ils étaient par leur statut responsables en dernier 
recours des sommes dues par les cités au fisc romain. Peu après, 
en 28 ap. J.-C., les Frisons se révoltèrent en réaction à une modi-
fication de l’impôt en nature (peaux de bœuf) qui avait été fixé 
par Drusus l’Ancien en 12 av. J.-C. et qui était présenté comme 
étant “modique” (modicus)  : ils contestèrent une mesure qui leur 
avait été imposée par un administrateur romain, Olennius, et qui 
consistait à leur imposer un modèle déterminé (peaux d’auroch) 
mettant en difficulté leur mode de vie.40 Selon la présentation 
qu’en donne Dion Cassius, la célèbre révolte de Boudicca en 
Bretagne éclate lorsque les Romains confisquèrent brutalement 
en 60 ap. J.-C. des sommes d’argent qu’ils avaient prêtées aux 
Bretons sans doute pour les aider à payer des impôts ou des 
arriérés d’impôts  ;41 un des reproches adressés alors aux Romains 
était notamment de faire payer des impôts aux morts, ce qui 

37 Cf. Reddé (2011) 505-507. 
38 Tac. Ann. 3, 40, 1 et 4. À cette référence à la continuité des tributs fait 

écho la dénonciation par Civilis des immortalia tributa (Tac. Hist. 4, 32, 5  ;  
cf. aussi Hist. 4, 17, 8). 

39 Suet. Tib. 49, 2.
40 Tac. Ann. 4, 72-73. 
41 Dio Cass. 62, 2. 
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renvoyait à une modalité fiscale consistant à exiger tout ou partie 
de la capitation fixée annuellement pour les personnes décédées 
dans l’année.42 

Cette liste d’exemples, non exhaustive, ne signifie pas que le 
mécontentement fiscal était la seule raison qui poussa des popu-
lations à prendre les armes contre les occupants. Il représente 
toutefois une donnée si constante dans nos sources qu’il peut 
être considéré comme la raison centrale sur laquelle venaient 
se greffer des raisons ponctuelles en fonction du contexte local. 
On peut prolonger l’analyse en mettant en avant une série de 
convergence que la mise en série des révoltes fiscales fait appa-
raître. 
–	 D’un point géographique, l’Occident romain apparaît sou-

vent dans la liste des révoltes, toute la question étant de déter-
miner s’il faut y voir uniquement un hasard de la documen-
tation. On peut tout de même rappeler, après l’empereur 
Claude, que la pratique du cens et de l’imposition fiscale qui 
en découlait y était à ce point nouvelle et inhabituelle qu’elle 
était susceptible de dégénérer en une révolte qui était vouée à 
l’échec et était le plus souvent la conséquence d’un désespoir  : 
c’était une grande différence avec l’Orient romain et la Sicile, 
où les structures civiques implantées de longue date — bien 
avant l’arrivée des Romains — s’étaient habituées à la pra-
tique du recensement et du versement de l’impôt à un autre 
pouvoir dominant — que celui-ci soit une autre cité ou une 
royauté. Il est également notable que de nombreux soulève-
ments furent localisés en Germanie et dans l’est de la Gaule, 
là où la présence au Ier siècle ap. J.-C. de nombreux soldats 
romains eut pour conséquence que les cités situées à proxi-
mité du Rhin furent ponctionnées parfois sévèrement pour 
fournir à l’armée romaine des fournitures en nature de toutes 
sortes à la fois dans un cadre fiscal et en dehors de celui-ci.43 

42 Dio Cass. 62, 3. 
43 Parmi les contributions exigées des cités, on compte les tributs, des troupes, 

des fournitures à titre fiscal ou tarifé (le blé par exemple), l’acheminement de 
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–	D ’un point de vue chronologique, il est remarquable que  
les révoltes datent pour la plupart des principats d’Auguste 
et de Tibère ou un peu plus tard pour la Bretagne, soit à un 
moment où la mise en place des structures fiscales, à com-
mencer par le recensement, et les premiers prélèvements fis-
caux provoquèrent de vives réactions. Par la suite, la contes-
tation de la fiscalité romaine est beaucoup moins souvent 
attestée et circonscrite à de nouvelles provinces. 

–	L es sources romaines, en particulier Tacite, expriment de 
façon assez systématique l’idée que les provinciaux ne reje-
taient pas l’impôt en tant que tel, mais qu’ils réagissaient à des 
abus des Romains. Elles définissent les actions excessives de 
ces derniers, notamment celles des gouverneurs et du person-
nel lié à la perception des impôts, en parlant de saeuitia, super-
bia, auaritia, libido ou encore iniuriae.44 Ces termes péjoratifs, 
loin d’être une exagération purement rhétorique, traduisent 
une réalité oppressive que les provinciaux ont dû connaître à 
maintes reprises et qui consistait à ces occasions à proprement 
parler en un pillage de leurs propres ressources par les gouver-
nants  ; ils montrent en outre que si la fiscalité romaine avait 
fini par être acceptée dans son principe, elle n’était pas à l’abri 
d’un détournement illégal des richesses au profit d’autorités 
romaines parfois indélicates. Le système judiciaire romain pré-
voyait dans des cas flagrants de concussion une condamnation 
par la cour de justice formée à l’époque impériale par les séna-
teurs et y recourut à de nombreuses reprises, mais les provin-
ciaux n’ignoraient pas que la décision de condamner ou d’ac-
quitter un dignitaire romain dépendait de critères internes qui 
relevaient de la vie politique à Rome et qu’ils ne maîtrisaient 
donc pas. 

celles-ci pour ravitailler l’armée, des corvées diverses (cf. par ex. à propos de la 
Bretagne, le témoignage de l’Agricola de Tacite  : 19, 4-5 et 31, 2). Cf. à ce sujet 
Reddé (2011) 505-508. 

44 Cf. par ex. Tac. Ann. 3, 40, 4  ; 4, 72, 1  ; Agr. 13, 1 et 15, 1. On lira en 
particulier le discours de Calgacus aux troupes calédoniennes (Agr. 30-32). 
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–	 Il y a des régions et des sociétés qui furent tout particulière-
ment rétives à la pratique romaine du cens et de l’imposition 
du tribut. C’est en particulier le cas de la Germanie et c’est ce 
qui explique peut-être l’échec final de Rome dans cette région 
après une occupation initiale du territoire situé entre Rhin et 
Elbe. 

5.  La résistance à la fiscalisation du sol provincial

“L’inventaire du monde” dont parle Claude Nicolet et qui 
consista à recenser les richesses humaines et matérielles passa éga-
lement par une meilleure connaissance de l’espace conquis.45 On 
peut parler de “fiscalisation du sol provincial”, formule utilisée 
par Jérôme France pour souligner la compatibilité entre le statut 
du sol et l’établissement de l’impôt.46 La conséquence de cette 
politique menée par l’Empire romain est que les terres appar-
tenant aux pérégrins, si elles ne furent pas pour autant toutes 
centuriées, firent l’objet d’opérations d’arpentage de manière  
à établir une cadastration sur laquelle faire reposer le calcul de 
l’impôt. De telles interventions romaines pouvaient s’appuyer 
dans certains cas sur la construction d’un réseau routier, marque 
de la domination de Rome qui lui permettait de quadriller son 
territoire. L’exemple classique est celui de la plus grande révolte 
en Afrique, celle des Musulames, conduite en Afrique par Tacfa-
rinas entre 17 et 24 et décrite par Tacite dans ses Annales. Jean-
Marie Lassère a parlé à ce sujet d’un “conflit routier”, établissant 
un lien de cause à effet entre cette rébellion et la construction 
d’une route romaine de Gabès à Gafsa qui était le prélude à une 
centuriation et aurait incommodé les tribus semi-nomades.47 Cette 
interprétation longtemps dominante est cependant de plus en 
plus battue en brèche et on pense désormais que les populations 

45 Nicolet (1988). 
46 France (2009) 143-157. 
47 Cf. Lassère (1982)  ; cf. aussi Lassère (2015) 131-132. 
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locales réagissaient moins à la présence nouvelle de cette voie de 
pénétration et de communication qu’aux opérations cadastrales 
qui furent le prélude à l’imposition d’une nouvelle fiscalité et  
à des confiscations.48 La mort de Tacfarinas en 24, à l’issue d’un 
conflit long et difficile pour Rome, marqua effectivement le début 
d’une cadastration des terres dont l’épigraphie nous donne les 
premiers indices dès 29/30, sous le proconsulat de Vibius Marsus 
(cippes de bornage au sud de la route).49 Cette révolte est le point 
culminant des épisodes conflictuels qui opposèrent en Afrique 
Rome à plusieurs peuplades, Musulames, Gétules, Nasamons et 
Garamantes, localisées aux confins de la province et visiblement 
incommodées par un tel contrôle. 

6.  La non-acceptation de la justice romaine

Une autre modalité du contrôle exercé par Rome sur les pro-
vinciaux était la superposition d’une juridiction proprement 
romaine, qui s’ajoutait aux juridictions locales et s’intégrait dans 
un dispositif plus général visant à maintenir un ordre propre-
ment romain. Il est bien connu que les gouverneurs de province 
passaient une part considérable de leur temps à rendre la justice, 
réalité qui faisait d’eux des juges à part entière.50 Cette activité 
créait inévitablement des tensions résultant du comportement 
d’une des deux parties qui n’avaient pas eu gain de cause lors du 
procès, mais elle ne débouchait pas nécessairement sur des sou-
lèvements. Le cas de la Germanie est de ce point de vue emblé-
matique, dans le sens où l’exercice de la justice romaine n’y fut 
jamais accepté. C’est ce qu’explique Velleius Paterculus dans un 
passage assez détaillé où il décrit le contexte précédant la révolte 
d’Arminius en 9 ap. J.-C. et insiste sur le comportement du gou-
verneur romain, Quinctilius Varus, caractérisé par une manie 

48 Cf. Vanacker (2015). 
49 CIL VIII 22786a, f (= ILS 9375) et k. 
50 Cf. Bérenger (2014) 171-235 et Hurlet (2016). 
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judiciaire. Celui-ci y est en effet présenté pour la période précé-
dant la révolte comme un juge à un point tel qu’il oublia qu’il 
était aussi un chef militaire, croyant naïvement que “la nou-
veauté de la discipline inconnue” qu’était alors pour les Germains 
l’exercice de la justice romaine suffirait à adoucir les mœurs sau-
vages de ces derniers.51 Au-delà du jugement moral sur la figure 
d’un gouverneur responsable d’un des pires désastres militaires 
que Rome ait jamais connus, on peut au contraire imaginer sans 
peine que la pratique judiciaire romaine effectivement nouvelle 
en Germanie rompait avec des coutumes traditionnelles qui pri-
vilégiaient le règlement des conflits par la voie d’une justice pri-
vée et par les armes. Elle n’allait donc pas de soi tant elle diffé-
rait de ce qui faisait alors dans cette région et ne manqua pas de 
susciter de la méfiance, voire de l’hostilité. Une des multiples 
raisons de l’échec final des Romains en Germanie tient finale-
ment dans leur incapacité à articuler leur propre justice avec les 
juridictions locales et à créer un système pyramidal fonctionnel 
fondé sur la distinction à établir entre ce qui relevait des cours 
locales et ce qui relevait des cours romaines. La manière dont les 
Germains réagirent à l’exercice de la justice romaine confirme 
que la difficulté principale de leur intégration résidait dans les 
manifestations les plus concrètes de l’action administrative de 
Rome.

Ce résultat négatif fait ressortir a contrario l’idée que l’une des 
clés et des modalités de la réussite de l’Empire romain résidait 
dans son aptitude à imposer une nouvelle hiérarchie judiciaire 
qui donna au droit romain la primauté dans les procès relevant 
du droit criminel, quel que soit le statut des personnes concer-
nées ou lorsque les contentieux financiers relevant du droit 
civil dépassaient un certain montant sans pour autant priver les 

51 Vell. Pat. 2, 118, 1  : At illi (les Germains) … simulantes fictas litium 
series et nunc prouocantes alter alterum iniuria, nunc agentes gratias quod ea Romana 
iustitia finiret feritasque sua nouitate incognitae disciplinae mitesceret et solita armis 
discerni iure terminarentur, in summam socordiam perduxere Quintilium usque eo 
ut se praetorem urbanum in foro ius dicere, non in mediis Germaniae finibus exer-
citui praeesse crederet. 



216	 Frédéric Hurlet

provinciaux du recours à des tribunaux civiques locaux. Cette 
répartition des tâches juridictionnelles est désormais bien connue 
grâce aux travaux de Julien Fournier pour l’Orient, où les cités 
rendaient de longue date la justice dans un cadre civique et ne 
firent qu’ajouter avec la présence de Rome en haut de ce système 
des échelons supplémentaires — la juridiction provinciale et la 
juridiction impériale en première instance comme en appel.52 
Elle se mit également en place en Occident de manière progres-
sive et plus empirique,53 non sans provoquer des tensions qui 
soit furent aplanies au fil du temps, soit contribuèrent à rendre 
la domination romaine encore plus insupportable. 

7. � “Le sang des provinces”  : le prélèvement de troupes auxi-
liaires

Un autre fondement de la puissance impériale était l’armée 
romaine, force de frappe qui était au bout du compte relative-
ment peu importante d’un point de vue quantitatif, mais qui 
restait efficace et dont le prince ne pouvait se priver. Une pra-
tique courante d’époque républicaine dans le recrutement des 
soldats amenés à servir Rome était le prélèvement de contingents 
auprès de cités et de peuples entrés dans l’orbite impériale. Elle 
subsista à l’époque impériale et l’on connaît des unités d’auxi-
liaires spécialisées telles que les cohortes de Bataves et celles des 
Palmyréniens. Les peuples concernés et les soldats enrôlés pou-
vaient tirer des profits divers de tels enrôlements et les vivre 
comme un moyen de promotion, par exemple les Bataves, mais 
de tels recrutements faisaient partie d’une politique de Rome qui 
n’était pas exempte de contrainte et pouvait transformer le service 
militaire en une obligation mal vécue.54 Les Romains en étaient 
conscients, puisque Tacite rappelle dans le discours qu’il prête à 

52 Fournier (2010). 
53 Fournier (2009) et Fournier (2014). 
54 Cf. Haynes (2013).
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Civilis que “c’était par le sang des provinces que les provinces 
étaient vaincues”  :55 c’était une manière de souligner ce que la 
sécurité de Rome devait à des soldats originaires des provinces qui 
pouvaient renier leur allégeance à l’Empire. Ce n’est du reste sans 
doute pas un hasard si la plupart des grandes figures d’ennemis de 
Rome, tels Arminius, Tacfarinas ou encore Civilis et très probable-
ment Florus et Sacrovir, étaient à l’époque impériale d’anciens 
soldats auxiliaires de Rome passés dans le camp de la révolte et 
orchestrant celle-ci avec d’autant plus de raison qu’ils connais-
saient de l’intérieur l’armée romaine amenée à les combattre. 

8.  Et la force subversive de la religion  ? 

Un nombre non négligeable de révoltes contre l’autorité 
romaine revêtit un caractère religieux en impliquant à des degrés 
divers des autorités sacerdotales ou des divinités prenant des 
traits anti-romains et guidant les insurgés. On songe bien entendu 
aux druides comme figures de la résistance gauloise et bretonne56 
ou encore à ce Mariccus, un Gaulois appartenant à la plèbe des 
Boïens, qui se présenta lui-même dans le contexte de l’année 69 
comme un dieu désireux de libérer les Gaules et entraîna dans 
son aventure huit mille hommes, rapidement défaits à la suite 
d’une intervention militaire conjointe de la cité des Éduens et 
de l’armée romaine.57 Prenant le contrepied d’une interpréta-
tion générale qui voit dans la religion un facteur d’intégration 
des provinciaux, en particulier à travers le culte impérial, Glen 
Bowersock a ainsi rappelé essentiellement pour la partie orien-
tale de l’Empire que les sanctuaires ont pu constituer à l’occa-
sion des foyers subversifs de résistance au pouvoir de Rome  ; il 
a par exemple montré que la pratique de l’asylie avait pour 

55 Tac. Hist. 4, 17, 5  : prouinciarum sanguine prouincias uinci.
56 On rappellera ainsi que peu avant la révolte de Boudicca, C. Suetonius 

Paulinus attaqua durant l’été 60 l’île de Mona (Anglesey), grand centre druidique 
où des transfuges s’étaient réfugiés (Tac. Ann. 14, 29-30). 

57 Tac. Hist. 2, 61.
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conséquence de regrouper dans des temples ou près de statues 
impériales des groupes d’hommes peu recommandables (pirates, 
voleurs, brigands…).58 Mais peut-on aller au delà de l’idée selon 
laquelle la religion pouvait dans certains cas cristalliser et facili-
ter une forme de résistance  ? Je ne le pense pas, l’attitude des 
Romains à l’égard des autres religions étant caractérisée par une 
telle souplesse, voire indifférence qu’elle aurait difficilement pu 
provoquer une réaction par principe hostile. Il est donc plus juste 
de dire qu’en tant qu’élément structurant de la vie publique des 
cités antiques, la religion fournit un cadre dans lequel des sédi-
tions contre les Romains s’inscrivirent et un moyen d’expression 
de l’opposition à Rome plus qu’une raison primordiale de contes-
ter la primauté de Rome. On fera ainsi remarquer que la défense 
des druides et du druidisme fut alimentée par un contexte qui 
était déjà tendu, par exemple pour la Bretagne. 

Il y a une exception à cette analyse, celle que représentent  
les révoltes juives contre Rome. Non que les raisons fiscales ne 
jouèrent à ces occasions aucun rôle,59 mais elles se combinèrent 
avec un exclusivisme religieux qui heurta de front les pratiques 
romaines,60 en dépit d’une législation qui prit en compte au 
début les spécificités des Juifs et de leurs communautés au sein 
de la diaspora.61 La Judée fut ainsi le théâtre tout au long de la 

58 Bowersock (1987). Il faut noter que dans cette étude consacrée aux méca-
nismes religieux de la subversion dans les provinces, il est souvent question d’épi-
sodes d’opposition non pas à Rome en tant que centre de la structure impériale, 
mais à l’empereur en place ou à un prince de la dynastie (Auguste, Germanicus, 
Néron, Galba ou encore Vespasien), ce qui a pour conséquence de valoriser les 
fondements religieux du pouvoir dans l’Antiquité de manière à montrer comment 
ceux-ci furent exploités et manipulés au détriment du pouvoir impérial en place. 
Une telle perspective se révèle toutefois moins déterminante lorsqu’il s’agit d’étu-
dier les révoltes provinciales contre le pouvoir romain en tant que tel. On peut 
du reste se demander par exemple si Bowersock a raison de justifier le fait que des 
Lyciens et des Rhodiens exécutèrent des citoyens romains à l’époque impériale 
comme une conséquence de la violation par ces derniers d’un temple ou d’un 
sanctuaire ou d’un affront à l’encontre d’une divinité locale. C’est tout au plus une 
hypothèse, qu’aucun élément tiré des sources ne vient confirmer. 

59 Cf. à ce sujet Labbé (2012) 275-284. 
60 Cf. Momigliano (1987) 114-119. 
61 Cf. Pucci Ben Zeev (1998). 
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première moitié du Ier siècle ap. J.-C. d’une agitation que l’on 
peut qualifier de messianique et qui prit des tours plus ou moins 
violents. Un point de crispation fut la place de l’image impériale 
et du culte rendu à l’empereur (décédé). Les Juifs étaient d’un 
point de vue rituel placés dans l’incapacité de vénérer des images 
et un autre dieu que leur dieu, ce qui conduisit à des affronte-
ments permanents depuis Auguste jusqu’aux trois grandes révoltes 
échelonnées entre 66 et 135. 

Conclusion  : ce que les révoltes contre Rome révèlent de 
l’Empire romain

L’Empire romain peut être défini comme un système poli-
tique qui unit plus qu’il ne sépare, mais à condition de rappeler 
qu’il eut également pour conséquence de renforcer les contraintes 
à l’encontre des gouvernés et d’ajouter de nouvelles hiérarchies 
à celles qui existaient déjà. Il mit en relation des régions, voire 
des micro-régions autrefois compartimentées en prenant soin de 
garantir la domination de Rome. Les hommes et les informa-
tions circulèrent sans doute davantage et en tout cas sur une plus 
longue distance que par le passé et les moyens qui facilitaient une 
telle mobilité se perfectionnèrent, comme en témoigne la créa-
tion par Auguste de la uehiculatio62 — ancêtre du cursus publicus. 
L’enjeu principal était toutefois le contrôle par un seul pouvoir 
d’un immense espace, les infrastructures de la poste impériale 
étant ainsi destinées au seul pouvoir impérial. Il en va de même 
des principaux instruments du gouvernement romain que furent 
le cens, la fiscalité, l’arpentage, le réseau routier et la justice et qui 
avaient pour finalité ultime de maintenir l’ordre romain. 

Il est un fait qu’une des principales marques de l’Empire et 
de sa domination qu’est l’impôt sous toutes ses formes servait 
d’abord à garantir la paix en finançant l’entretien d’une armée. 
C’est ce qu’a bien montré un médiéviste, Gabriel Martinez-Gros, 

62 Suet. Aug. 49, 3. 
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dans un essai qui souligne le pacifisme des empires à partir du 
modèle élaboré au XIVe siècle par Ibn Khaldoun en précisant 
que c’était la formidable richesse fiscale produite par un centre 
peuplé et désarmé qui permettait de payer les soldats issus de la 
périphérie et chargés de la défense de l’empire.63 C’est également 
l’idée que défend Tacite, mutatis mutandis, lorsqu’il fait dire à 
Q. Petilius Cerialis, un chef militaire romain, qu’“il ne peut y 
avoir de tranquillité pour les nations sans armées, pas d’armées 
sans soldes, ni de soldes sans tributs”.64 Quand il s’agit de justi-
fier la fiscalité romaine, nos — rares — sources sont unanimes 
pour préciser que le paiement de l’impôt sert à garantir la 
“paix” (pax) et la “sécurité” (securitas, otium, ἀσφάλεια),65 une telle 
stabilité apparaissant comme la condition de la prospérité éco
nomique.66 Ce n’est ainsi pas un hasard si l’une des rares occa-
sions où nous pouvons comprendre l’usage précis des ressources 
fiscales et leur finalité est le lien direct établi par Auguste entre la 
création de la taxe de 5 % sur les héritages (la uicesima heredita-
tium) et l’institution du trésor militaire (aerarium militare), caisse 
alimentée par cet impôt et chargée de verser les primes de retraite 
aux vétérans.67 Le maintien de l’ordre romain était donc pour 
l’État impérial une priorité qui avait pour les provinciaux une 
conséquence fiscale et une application judiciaire. Il générait des 

63 Martinez-Gros (2014). 
64 Tac. Hist. 4, 74  : nam neque quies gentium sine armis neque arma sine 

stipendiis neque stipendia sine tributis haberi queunt. 
65 Sur le lien entre uectigalia ou tributum d’une part et pax (éventuellement 

sempiterna), securitas, otium ou ἀσφάλεια d’autre part, cf. Cic. Q. Fr. 1, 1, 34  ; 
Tac. Hist. 4, 74 et Dio Cass. 52, 28. 

66 Le lien entre sécurité et prospérité est placé par Dion Cassius (52, 29, 3) 
dans la bouche de Mécène à travers une question rhétorique dans le discours que 
ce dernier est censé avoir adressé à Auguste en 29 av. J.-C.  : “Qui, en effet, en 
te voyant aussi économe de tes propres bien que dépensier de l’argent public, 
s’acquitterait de bon gré d’une contribution puisque pour lui ta richesse est un 
gage de sa propre sécurité et de sa propre prospérité  ?” (Τίς γὰρ οὐκ ἂν ἰδών σε 
πρὸς μὲν τὰ οἰκεῖα φειδωλότατον πρὸς δὲ τὰ κοινὰ ἀφειδέστατον ὄντα, ἐθελο-
ντὶ συντελέσειέ τι, καὶ ἀσφάλειαν καὶ εὐπορίαν ἑαυτοῦ τό σε πλουτεῖν εἶναι 
νομίζων;). 

67 Dio Cass. 55, 25 qui consacre un chapitre à la création de cet impôt et 
Suet. Aug. 49, 2. 
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contraintes, en particulier et de façon plus marquée pour les 
populations vivant à proximité des corps de troupes romains,68 
mais il était globalement bien accepté au point de susciter l’adhé-
sion des provinciaux et surtout de leurs élites à l’Empire romain.69 
Ce consensus uniuersorum avait beau être une construction idéo-
logique entretenue par le pouvoir impérial, il était tout compte 
fait assez rarement contesté, uniquement dans des contextes spé-
cifiques que cette étude a cherché à identifier. 

Au bout du compte, l’analyse des modalités du gouverne-
ment impérial sur les provinciaux et des réactions de ces der-
niers à l’imperium de Rome témoigne des liens intrinsèques qui 
existaient au sein de l’Empire romain entre économie et poli-
tique, dans un cadre global qui était foncièrement inégalitaire 
et dont l’étude a été renouvelée cette dernière décennie par le 
modèle théorique de la Nouvelle Économie Institutionnelle.70 
Il faut donc à la fois replacer l’étude de l’économie romaine 
dans le contexte plus large du fonctionnement d’un État impé-
rial et considérer que l’existence même d’un Empire produisit 
des effets économiques, parmi lesquels la fiscalité était la marque 
la plus visible de Rome et à ce titre l’élément déclencheur et le 
catalyseur des principales révoltes. Le consensus à l’égard de 
Rome et de son prince n’était donc pas une donnée de fait. Il se 
mit en place progressivement au fil d’un processus qui fut plus 
compliqué là où les structures civiques n’existaient pas avant 
l’arrivée des Romains. Il requit au préalable un apprentissage de 
la vie en cité et de ses contraintes de toutes sortes dans certaines 
provinces, par exemple dans les Gaules. Mais il y eut des échecs 
retentissants  : des régions comme la Germanie et une partie de 
la Bretagne refusèrent pour toujours les modalités de la domina-
tion impériale. 

68 C’est pour cette raison que les révoltes furent les plus nombreuses en 
Afrique, Bretagne, Germanie, là où étaient implantées les troupes romaines. 

69 Cf. à ce sujet Hurlet (2002). 
70 Cf. Harris (2007) qui fait du développement de la fiscalité à l’époque 

républicaine un des effets de la forme impériale de l’État romain sur l’économie. 
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Discussion

S. von Reden: You quote in your paper a passage from Tacitus’ 
Annales which claims that it is the saeuitia, auaritia, libido and 
iniuriae of the Roman governors to which the provincials object, 
rather than the level of taxes, or the tax system as such. But is 
this passage not an indication of the Roman discourse about 
the nature of provincial rule, rather than about the reality of it? 
Could it be said that Tacitus is excusing the Romans for bad 
provincial practice and for their immorality in general, rather 
than telling us what the provincials found oppressive?

F. Hurlet: Il est bien connu que les seules sources à faire parler 
les provinciaux et à nous faire connaître leurs plaintes ou leur 
rejet à l’encontre du système impérial émanent non pas des pro-
vinciaux eux-mêmes — les vaincus —, mais des vainqueurs tel 
Tacite recomposant le discours de Calgacus ou encore, pour 
l’époque républicaine, Salluste livrant la lettre de Mithridate à 
Arsace. C’est ce qui explique en particulier pourquoi ces deux 
historiens romains prêtent aux ennemis de Rome un vocabulaire 
volontairement moralisateur qui est conforme aux pratiques de 
la politique romaine et au langage de la philosophie politique 
gréco-romaine. Cela signifie, concrètement, que nous n’enten-
dons pas et n’entendrons sans doute jamais de façon directe les 
voix des provinciaux lorsque ceux-ci se soulevaient contre ce 
qu’ils ressentaient comme une oppression  : la résistance à Rome 
prend alors pour les historiens la forme du silence. Ce constat 
doit-il nous conduire à conclure que nous ne sommes autorisés à 
ne rien dire de la réalité oppressive telle qu’elle fut ressentie par 
les provinciaux ou qu’il n’y a rien à tirer de documents rhéto-
riques donnant une explication toute romaine à la réalité vécue 
par les gouvernés et ne nous permettant pas de la comprendre de 
l’intérieur  ? Je ne le pense pas, car le procédé consistant pour un 
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Romain à se mettre dans la tête d’un provincial livre deux types 
d’indications utiles pour notre propos  : d’une part que les abus 
des gouvernants ont pu être des facteurs de déclenchement des 
révoltes, d’autant que Tacite sait de quoi il parle (il fut gouver-
neur de province)  ; d’autre part qu’il faut décoder ces textes de 
manière à distinguer et dissocier le vernis rhétorique de la réalité 
sur laquelle ces recompositions de discours reposent et à laquelle 
elles doivent faire référence si elles veulent être crédibles. Pour 
répondre à la question posée au départ, on peut dire que le 
témoignage de Tacite en dit long sur les abus découlant d’un 
système fiscal qu’il ne faut pas idéaliser tout simplement parce 
que le rapport de forces était favorable aux Romains. 

 N. Purcell: My question is about public and private in the 
making and meeting of demands on provincials (and which kinds 
of provincials?) and what part they played in revolt-patterns. 
This seems to me to be relevant to the issue of wider Roman 
attitudes to, and practices of, extraction, mobilisation, deploy-
ment. The case of Seneca and the indebtedness of the Iceni 
(Dio 62, 2, 1) is an example. What were these loans for (though 
the text has been emended, Dio says, strangely, that the Britons 
were “unwilling” debtors, akousin)? “Fiscalisation du sol” seemed 
to me an important ingredient in those administrative spatialities 
which we discussed in relation to Paco Beltrán’s paper — but 
debt played a part in these topographies of economic obliga-
tion too. Tacitus’ interest in the official, mostly legal, rapacity 
of the system of the Caesars needs to be counterpointed with 
Sallust’s Mithridates’ denunciation of Roman private pleonexia. 
One might also look for the legacy of the ‘good governor’ tra-
dition around Scaevola and Rutilius Rufus, or the influence of 
Poseidonius. Finally, I wonder if we should not be cautious about 
the Roman discourses on the theme of ‘why are our subjects in 
revolt’ ? Within these, the interesting prominence of fiscal resist-
ance (especially in the light of the texts which you cite yourself 
on the normality of taxing empires), represents something of an 
easy way out for imperialist Rome — something easier to admit 
than oppression or the abuse of power.
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F. Hurlet: Je remercie Nicholas Purcell pour ces précieuses 
remarques, avec lesquelles je suis d’accord. J’ajouterai quelques 
précisions complémentaires. Il est un fait que les cités — qui 
constituaient le cadre fiscal de référence — pouvaient être for-
tement endettées, en particulier en Gaule et en Bretagne. On 
sait par exemple qu’il existait un organe administratif, la mensa, 
sorte de caisse ou banque publique chargée de fournir aux 
débiteurs et aux cités débitrices un service de crédit pour amor-
tir les dettes  ; le prêt de sommes d’argent pouvait être égale-
ment pratiqué par des simples particuliers, en particulier des 
Romains, qui pouvaient s’enrichir en fixant des taux d’intérêt 
usuraires. C’est ce qui se passa sans doute peu avant la révolte 
de Boudicca, lorsque Sénèque prêta aux Iceni de fortes sommes 
et en demanda brutalement le remboursement. Quant à la dif-
férence entre les témoignages de Salluste et de Tacite, elle se 
comprend également à la lumière de leurs analyses personnelles 
du phénomène de l’impérialisme et du contexte dans lequel 
leurs œuvres ont été écrites. Salluste est un historien de la crise 
de la République et (re)compose la lettre de Mithridate pour 
dénoncer les travers de l’oligarchie romaine et souligner la cupi-
dité des pauci potentes  ; Tacite est quant à lui un historien de 
l’Empire qui présente du système impérial une vision œcumé-
nique et administrative, non exempte de critiques à l’encontre 
non pas du principe de la fiscalité, mais des abus incontestables 
commis sous ce couvert par Rome. De Mithridate à Calgacus, 
le gouvernement impérial évolua dans les modalités de ses rela-
tions avec les provinciaux. 

F. Beltrán Lloris: 1. Considero de particular relevancia la 
manera en la que se ha abordado la noción de resistencia en el 
ámbito del Imperio Romano, entendiéndola como un fenómeno 
de carácter más bien empírico que ideológico, esto es como la 
oposición a determinadas medidas impuestas por las autori-
dades imperiales y no como un acto de afirmación identitaria 
en él que se rechaza la ‘romanidad’, según se defendía en traba-
jos como los de M. Bénabou, que, en la práctica, se limitaban 
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simplemente a invertir el concepto tradicional de romaniza-
ción, como Frédéric Hurlet ha subrayado. No obstante conviene 
recordar que esta idea tradicional de resistencia se sigue apli-
cando en terrenos, por ejemplo, como el lingüístico, en los que 
ocasionalmente se interpreta la mera conservación o utilización 
de una lengua vernácula como un acto de afirmación identitaria 
o de rechazo a Roma como en el caso de J.N. Adams, Bilin-
gualism and the Latin language, Cambridge 2003 (cf. F. Beltrán 
Lloris, “Lengua e identidad en la Hispania romana”, Palaeohis-
panica 11, 2011, 19-59).

2. En lo que afecta a la fiscalidad y las revueltas, y a la parti-
cular concentración de las mismas que en la presentación se ha 
señalado en áreas célticas y germánicas durante los reinados de 
Augusto y Tiberio, la pregunta sería la siguiente. Habida cuenta 
de que la fiscalidad romana a comienzos del principado no era 
demasiado gravosa para los contribuyentes, ¿cabría la posibi-
lidad, por una parte, de que la concentración cronológica de 
las revueltas bajo los dos primeros príncipes julio-claudios 
tuviera que ver con la substitución del sistema de tributación 
republicano por otro más homogéneo y generalizado a partir de 
Augusto? Y, en otro orden de cosas, la concentración de revuel-
tas en áreas con un escaso arraigo urbano ¿podría relacionarse 
no solo con su menor familiaridad con las prácticas fiscales, sino 
con su menor capacidad de influir políticamente en círculos 
senatoriales e imperiales para obtener un tratamiento más favo-
rable o simplemente negociar las condiciones fiscales? 

F. Hurlet: La première remarque porte sur la notion de résis-
tance linguistique, que l’on peut difficilement appliquer au cas 
de l’Empire romain. Les Romains n’ont en effet jamais mis en 
place ni même conçu une politique linguistique qui consiste-
rait à interdire de parler telle ou telle langue vernaculaire. Ils 
ont plutôt poussé les populations vivant dans l’Empire, en par-
ticulier les élites, à parler et à utiliser le latin — et le grec dans 
la partie orientale — en faisant valoir que l’une et l’autre langue 
étaient devenues les langues du pouvoir  : c’est ainsi en latin que 
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la justice était rendue par le gouverneur de province et c’est dans 
cette même langue que des ambassadeurs de cités ou de peuples 
de la partie occidentale de l’Empire devaient s’exprimer lorsqu’ils 
étaient reçus par le gouverneur, les sénateurs romains ou le prince. 
La langue était alors considérée comme un instrument de pro-
motion. Une telle attitude des Romains, fondée sur l’incitation 
plus que sur la contrainte, contribue à rendre peu crédible l’idée 
que les provinciaux aient assimilé le fait de parler une autre 
langue que le grec ou le latin à un acte de résistance. C’est cette 
indifférence — plus qu’une forme de tolérance — des Romains 
qui explique par exemple que l’on ait continué à parler le 
punique dans certaines régions de l’Afrique romaine au moins 
jusqu’à l’époque d’Augustin. 

La seconde remarque soulève un problème à la fois technique 
et fondamental, qui est celui du lien entre le déclenchement 
d’une révolte et les modalités de la perception de l’impôt. Les 
Gaulois et les Germains n’ont jamais connu qu’un seul système 
de taxation, qui était le paiement d’une somme fixe (le uectigal 
certum) assigné par Rome à une province ou un groupe de pro-
vinces et réparti entre les communautés vivant au sein de cet 
espace provincial. Un tel mode de perception fiscale était plus 
dur que l’autre système de taxation, qui était l’impôt à quotité 
fixe prélevé sur la récolte (la dîme), car la somme estimée par 
l’autorité romaine devait être payée par les contribuables pro-
vinciaux quel que soit le contexte. Il était incontestablement 
contraignant pour les provinciaux, car il poussait les cités à 
s’endetter et les autorités romaines à intervenir en cas de non-
paiement. Effectivement, comme le signale F. Beltrán Lloris, la 
négociation des conditions fiscales est une pratique bien attestée 
et pouvait permettre à une cité d’être exemptée d’impôt, ce qui 
ne faisait qu’augmenter la pression fiscale reposant sur les autres 
cités, mais cette capacité des élites locales à influencer les auto-
rités romaines avait malgré tout ses limites et ne cessa du reste 
d’évoluer. C’est ce qui semble pouvoir être constaté pour l’année 
21 ap. J.-C., les bons rapports entretenus par les Éduens avec 
les Romains n’ayant pas suffi à dissuader le pouvoir impérial de 
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prendre une décision qui supprimait l’immunité fiscale de plu-
sieurs cités gauloises et qui reste selon moi une des causes du 
déclenchement de la révolte de Florus et Sacrovir. 

S. Fachard: J’ai été interpellé par les cas de non-acceptation 
de la justice romaine en Germanie, car ils évoquent des cas 
inverses, où l’acceptation de la justice s’accompagne notam-
ment d’une acceptation des techniques de contrôle de l’espace. 
Je pense à la province d’Achaïe, où les poleis s’en remettent à 
Rome pour régler des conflits frontaliers parfois latents depuis 
des siècles. En conséquence, on observe un accroissement des 
règlements de litiges frontaliers dans les deux premiers siècles 
de notre ère, au point qu’ils surpassent en nombre ceux connus 
pour l’époque classique. Cela implique parfois l’engagement de 
‘spécialistes’, qui viennent border des territoires, exécutant les 
méthodes des ingénieurs romains dans le domaine de l’arpen-
tage, qui est une forme de contrôle de l’espace (voir le cas de 
Messène et Sparte). Les cités (et les individus) semblent com-
prendre qu’en acceptant la justice romaine, ils peuvent trouver 
une issue favorable à un litige ou encore de faire appel d’une 
décision, ce qui éclaire par ailleurs les formes d’inégalité fiscale 
entre cités. 

F. Hurlet: Votre intervention fait à juste titre ressortir de nou-
veau la spécificité de la Germanie, rétive aux modalités de l’occu-
pation romaine alors que la plupart des autres régions de l’Em-
pire les ont globalement acceptées. Le cas de la justice romaine 
est emblématique et vous avez raison d’insister sur ce point. Le 
degré d’acceptation de l’ordre judiciaire romain fut particulière-
ment élevé dans les provinces où les structures poliades préexis-
taient à l’arrivée des Romains. Les juges romains, gouverneurs et 
princes, se surimposèrent sans résistance majeure aux juridictions 
civiques locales et furent directement sollicités par les provin-
ciaux parce qu’ils représentaient une tierce partie censée être plus 
impartiale que des juges locaux et donnaient aux justiciables une 
seconde chance lorsque le droit d’appel se mit en place. C’est ce 
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qui explique qu’un couple de Cnidiens, Eubolos et Tryphera, 
ait parcouru près de 2000 kilomètres pour être jugé à Rome par 
Auguste plutôt que par un tribunal de leur propre cité. Cette 
impartialité supposée du pouvoir romain se traduisit également 
dans la résolution des conflits frontaliers entre des cités qui 
furent effectivement nombreux, le gouverneur ou le prince étant 
alors considéré comme un arbitre. Dans le cas de la querelle 
entre les cités thessaliennes d’Hypata et de Lamia sur la délimi-
tation de leurs frontières respectives, Hadrien alla par exemple 
jusqu’à envoyer sur place des arpenteurs (mensores) pour aider 
le gouverneur à régler ce problème par une intervention sur le 
terrain. 

A. Bresson: Du fait de mon intérêt pour les questions moné-
taires, je voudrais poser une question sur la forme du tribut. 
A-t-on des exemples dans le monde romain de situations où ce 
serait l’imposition d’un impôt payable en monnaie, en rempla-
cement d’un impôt payable en nature, qui aurait été le facteur 
déclenchant d’une révolte  ?

F. Hurlet: J’inverserai la question en précisant que nous dis-
posons d’un faisceau d’indices établissant que c’est plutôt l’im-
position d’un impôt payable en nature, en remplacement d’un 
impôt payable en monnaie, qui aurait été le facteur déclenchant 
d’une révolte. Il faut commencer par souligner le caractère mixte 
de la fiscalité romaine  : même si les impôts étaient pour l’essen-
tiel perçus en espèces monétaires, aucun doute ne subsiste sur 
l’existence au moins occasionnelle d’une imposition en nature, 
quel que soit le produit concerné (peaux de bêtes comme chez 
les Frisons, blé, huile, mais aussi fourniture de troupes par des 
peuples). Dans la Vie d’Agricola, Tacite fait ainsi référence à 
plusieurs reprises à propos de la Bretagne à des prestations fru-
mentaires contraintes, que ce soit dans un cadre fiscal ou par 
le biais d’un système de vente forcé à un tarif intéressant pour 
Rome. Quelle que soit sa nature, ce type de contribution en 
nature devait être particulièrement développé dans les provinces 
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frontalières où l’armée était installée et avait besoin d’être ravi-
taillée pour nourrir les soldats. Le cas de la Germanie romaine 
est emblématique  : la concentration de troupes le long du Rhin 
durant tout le Ier siècle ap. J.-C. (huit légions, soit environ 
40 000 légionnaires et autant d’auxiliaires) dut provoquer de 
fortes demandes en biens de consommation dans une région 
dont nous ne savons pas si elle pouvait répondre à une  
telle demande. C’est ce doute sur la capacité productive de la  
Germanie qui a conduit M. Reddé, après P. Herz, à avancer 
l’idée que la lourdeur des contributions en nature exigées des 
cités gauloises formant la base arrière de l’armée du Rhin (Tré-
vires, Éduens, Séquanes…) fut une cause du soulèvement de ces 
régions en 21 et 70 ap. J.-C. Pour être complet, il faut égale-
ment introduire le facteur chronologique dans l’étude du lien 
entre le déclenchement d’une révolte et le poids du prélève-
ment fiscal en nature, la situation du Ier siècle différant de celle 
du IIe siècle ap. J.-C. dans le sens où la pression fiscale en nature 
fut peut-être moins forte au fur et à mesure du développement 
économique de ces régions militarisées. 

G. Reger: I very much appreciated your cautionary remarks 
about seeing revolts against the Romans as motivated by reli-
gious concerns. You note the exception of the Jews, whom the 
Romans saw as hard to deal with because of the restrictions 
placed on them by their religion. I wonder about revolts of 
Jews outside of Palestine: for instance, the great revolt in Egypt, 
Cyrenaica, and Cyprus of 114-116 CE. What drove Jews who 
did not live in Palestine to revolt? No doubt religion played a 
part in creating a sense of solidarity, but were there other factors? 
I recognize this is a hard question to answer given our exiguous 
sources, but I would be interested to hear your thoughts.

F. Hurlet: C’est en effet une question difficile, à laquelle les 
sources ne permettent pas de répondre avec certitude. Le dérou-
lement des événements montre que l’attente messianique et l’ex-
clusivisme religieux des Juifs furent des facteurs qui entrèrent en 
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ligne de compte. Nous n’avons en revanche pas d’indication 
précise sur un éventuel lien entre le déclenchement de la révolte 
et un motif fiscal, en l’occurrence le didrachme institué par Ves-
pasien à la suite de la première grande révolte juive. 

N. Purcell: Taxation could be used as a weapon, or at least a 
sign of low status, the reverse of the immunitates which confer-
red higher rank: the fiscus Iudaicus is the classic case.

P. Ducrey: À propos de Marcel Bénabou et de la Fondation 
Hardt, on peut évoquer l’anecdote suivante  : “En 1979, un 
projet d’Entretiens consacrés à l’histoire administrative et écono-
mique de l’Empire romain, plus précisément ‘au problème des 
réactions des diverses régions au même système administratif, 
notamment en ce qui concerne la fiscalité’, est présenté par 
Emilio Gabba. Le projet est retenu pour 1982, non sans susci-
ter l’inquiétude quant à la possibilité d’aborder toutes les pro-
vinces en huit exposés. En automne 1980, empêché d’assister à 
la séance du Comité scientifique, Emilio Gabba soumet par écrit 
le plan détaillé de ses Entretiens, avec la liste des huit orateurs 
ayant confirmé leur acceptation, dont lui-même. Or le nom de 
Marcel Bénabou déclenche un tollé, pour des raisons politiques 
plus que scientifiques. Le savant d’origine nord-africaine vient 
en effet de publier La résistance africaine à la romanisation (1976), 
un ouvrage issu de sa thèse de doctorat et qui se place dans  
l’optique des conquis, non des conquérants comme le voulait le  
courant majoritaire de l’historiographie romaine. Pierre Grimal, 
pourtant directeur de la thèse, Jacqueline de Romilly et Willem 
den Boer opposent leur veto à la participation de Marcel Béna-
bou, si bien que le sujet est renvoyé à 1983 pour pouvoir être 
remanié. Lorsqu’il apprend la décision, Emilio Gabba retire son 
projet sur le champ et démissionne avec effet immédiat du Comité 
scientifique. Jacqueline de Romilly reprend alors le témoin avec 
l’organisation d’Entretiens sur Sophocle en 1982” (N. Gex, La 
Fondation Hardt [2016], p. 130-131).
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Peter Eich

Die Normierung imperialen Raums

Zur Verfügbarkeit von Menschen und Gütern unter 
dem Einfluss der tetrarchischen Reformen

1.  Einführung

In einer 2009 erschienenen Studie versucht Jonas Sipilä, 
römische Eingriffe in die Grenzregime der Provinzen in ein ela­
boriertes Kategorienraster zu fassen, das von aktuellen Theore­
men und Strategemen mitgeprägt ist. Dabei setzt er die Motive 
der römischen Entscheidungseliten mit folgenden in den Pro­
vinzen gegebenen Faktoren in Korrespondenz: physische Grund­
bedingungen, fiskalisch-ökonomische Strukturen, militärische 
Konstellationen und religiöse Entwicklungen. Sipiläs Faktoren­
bestimmung ist im Kern sicher richtig, kann allerdings nur in 
seltenen Fällen eindeutig an die Überlieferung zurückgebunden 
werden. Bei zweien der von ihm ausgemachten Motivlagen soll 
im Folgenden anhand eines besser dokumentierten Exempelclus­
ters der Versuch einer stärkeren Quellenfundierung unternom­
men werden. Untersucht werden fiskalische Zielsetzungen der 
römischen Machteliten bei ihren Eingriffen in einen auf diese 
Weise normativ (also nicht, wie in Sipiläs Schema, nach physi­
schen Grundgegebenheiten) geordneten imperialen Raum. Im 
Mittelpunkt des Beitrags werden — entsprechend der überge­
ordneten Thematik der diesjährigen Entretiens — die Auswir­
kungen dieser Interventionen auf das Austarieren politischer, 
sozialer und ökonomischer Gleichheit und Ungleichheit stehen. 
Die folgende Einleitung bietet eine Hinführung.
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Die römischen Machteliten haben schon in republikanischer 
Zeit bei der Begründung auch territorial konzipierter Provinzen 
auf die räumlichen Strukturen ökonomischen Handelns und 
Gestaltens, etwa von anderen Akteuren fixierte Grenzen, land­
schaftliche Besonderheiten, natürliche Häfen, Bodenschätze 
etc., Einfluss oder Rücksicht genommen. Sizilien, Sardinien und 
Südspanien etwa waren durch die syrakusanische und karthagi­
sche Herrschaft für die römische Expansion bereits vorgeformt 
worden; diese Prästrukturierungen hat Rom mit gewissen Adap­
tionen übernommen, so dass sich der Eindruck, die jeweiligen 
Räume seien natürliche Gegebenheiten, verstärken musste. Ober­
italien haben die römischen Eroberer weit stärker zu einem 
imperial-römischen Raum gemacht.1 

Die Ausbildung römischer Herrschaftsräume in anderen Tei­
len der Mittelmeerwelt, vor allem solchen, die nicht an Italien 
angrenzten, scheint dagegen in höherem Maß von Kontingen­
zen und kurzfristigen Entwicklungen geprägt gewesen zu sein. 
Bspw. wurden um die als Kerne dienenden Statthalterprovinzen 
Asia, Galatia und Syrien im engeren Sinne längere Zeit umlie­
gende Regionen, Eparchien oder Fürstentümer, je nach kurz­
fristig sich herauskristallisierenden politischen Interessen in vari­
abler Form herumgruppiert, ohne dass sich Ziele und Zwecke 
dieses Vorgehens genauer bestimmen ließen.2 Oft können wir 
in der ersten Phase römischer Herrschaft auch nicht entschei­
den, wie konkret sich die imperiale Präsenz vor Ort ausgewirkt 
hat. Die ersten Zensusdurchführungen scheinen allerdings jeweils 
ein Einschnitt gewesen zu sein.3 

1 Purcell (1990). Es gibt Indizien für ähnlich intensive, rechtliche und fak­
tische Eingriffe in okkupiertes Land (als Oberfläche und Rechtskategorie und 
damit sekundär auch als Landschaft) in anderen Regionen des Westens, aber keine 
belastbaren Belege für ein analoges Vorgehen in der Fläche. Siehe etwa zur Alpen­
region Faoro (2014).

2 Vitale (2012); (2013). Siehe auch Eich (Im Erscheinen) zu der Situation 
in Gallien.

3 Als Beispiel sei Pisidien erwähnt: Eich / Eich (Im Erscheinen); Zensus: 
Hurlet in diesem Band. 
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Durch die neue imperiale Macht wurden unterschiedliche 
Regionen und Landschaften in ein neues Verhältnis zueinander 
gesetzt. Aber trotz der Interventionen in das provinziale Leben 
bei der Etablierung römischer Herrschaft wurde Einheitlichkeit 
anscheinend nicht angestrebt, vielmehr wurde eine Vielzahl von 
Differenzen und lokal- oder regionalspezifischer Asymmetrien 
in den jeweiligen Gebieten übernommen, um römischer Herr­
schaft Geltung zu verschaffen. Neue Hierarchien traten hinzu, 
zwischen Bürgern und Nichtbürgern, Profiteuren und Verlie­
rern römischer Macht, Händlern mit römischer Protektion und 
solchen ohne diesen Schutz.4 Analoges scheint — soweit erkenn­
bar — für die Raumstrukturen zu gelten. Roms Herrschaft über­
wölbte historisch-genetische Konstellationen und Wahrneh­
mungen und beseitigte sie nicht. In dieser Beziehung ist Rom ein 
typisches Imperium, im Grunde sogar die Blaupause für viele 
spätere Modellbildungen.5 

Die jüngere Forschung neigt bei der Beschreibung der 
wesentlichen Merkmale des Römischen Reichs dazu, Kontinu­
itäten über die Jahrhunderte zu betonen. Gegenüber den star­
ken Werturteilen aus der Gründerzeit der historischen Wissen­
schaften (des Typus „vom Prinzipat zum Dominat“) war dies 
auch eine wichtige Neubestimmung. Kontrastiert man aber das 
Reich der frühen Kaiserzeit mit dem Imperium, wie es sich zu 
Mitte des vierten Jh. darstellt, so fallen gleichwohl zunächst die 
Unterschiede ins Auge. Fast alle freien Bewohner des Reichs 
waren zu der späteren Zeit Bürger, und die rechtlichen Vorteile 
des Bürgerrechts waren keineswegs völlig geschwunden. Zen­
tren und Peripherien waren neu gruppiert worden. Das nun 
klarer begrenzte Territorium des Imperiums wurde sicher nicht 

4 Vgl. nur e.g.: Fournier (2010) 101-108; Salmeri (2004); Schulz (1997); 
Neesen (1980). Fallbeispiele bieten Mitchell (2008); (1993); Eich (2007). 
Siehe noch Eich / Eich (Im Erscheinen). Die Kohärenz römischer Konzepte 
betont Bérenger (2014), die aber auch den Fokus klar auf römische Normen 
und weniger auf provinziale Praktiken legt.

5 Vgl. etwa Burbank / Cooper (2010); Barkey (2008); von Hirschhausen 
(2015); Ando (2015).
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einheitlich, aber doch einheitlicher verwaltet. Die Größen der 
Provinzen hatten sich angenähert, die Zivilverwaltung war ver­
größert und wirkt homogener. Dies sind nur Beispiele, die sich 
vermehren ließen.6

Erheblichen Anteil an dieser Entwicklung einer Normierung 
oder Standardisierung hatten die tetrarchischen Kaiser am Über­
gang vom dritten zum vierten Jh. Trotz der komplexen Quel­
lenlage wird noch deutlich, dass sie dem Ziel, das Imperium zu 
kontrollieren, ein anderes Modell zugrunde legten, als es noch in 
der frühen Kaiserzeit Geltung gehabt hatte. Dabei waren viele 
ihrer Maßnahmen offenbar einer fiskalischen Logik verpflichtet, 
die sich nach der Auffassung des Autors seit dem späten zweiten 
Jh. über andere Handlungsantriebe geschoben hatte und sich seit 
der zweiten Hälfte des dritten Jh. als dominant etablierte.7 Eine 
lange Regierungszeit ermöglichte es Diokletian und seinen Mit­
kaisern, aus Erfahrungen der vorhergehenden fünfzig Jahre nach­
haltig Konsequenzen zu ziehen, die teils Vorläufern verpflichtet 
blieben, teil bei aller deklarierten Vergangenheitsorientierung 
innovativ waren. Ihre wichtigsten einschlägigen Maßnahmen seien 
im Folgenden noch einmal kurz in Erinnerung gerufen, da sie 
wesentliche Kontexte für das Haupterkenntnisinteresse dieses Bei­
trags bieten (2). Sukzessive wird dann der Zugriff verengt wer­
den, um das Thema Gleichheit und Ungleichheit vor dem Hin­
tergrund der römischen Raumvorstellung in tetrarchischer Zeit 
schärfer zu fokussieren (3-5). 

2.  Fiskalpolitische Maßnahmen der tetrarchischen Kaiser

Die tetrarchischen Kaiser haben den strukturellen Operati­
onsrahmen des Reichs in vielfältiger Weise umgestaltet. Die 
wichtigsten dieser Interventionen seien hier kurz evoziert.8 

6 Kurzer Überblick mit der Spezialliteratur bei Eich (2015).
7 Eich (2005).
8 Siehe zum Folgenden Carrié (1994); Kuhoff (2001); Delmaire (1989); 

Roberto (2014) 136-143.
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a)	 Sukzessive hatten sich im dritten Jh. die Grundlagen des 
Steuerwesens geändert. Vor allem seit dem Anziehen der 
Inflation unter Aurelian verloren manche traditionelle Steuer­
formen an Bedeutung. Teils unabhängig hiervon, teils in 
Korrespondenz zu dieser Entwicklung erhielten die Provinzen 
neues Leitungspersonal. Das noch zur Mitte des Jahrhunderts 
typische Gespann aus legatus Augusti / Prokonsul und Pro­
kurator wurde prozessual ersetzt. Unter Diokletian begeg­
nen zuerst provinziale rationales summae rei und magistri rei 
priuatae. Unter ihnen haben anscheinend mit der Zeit keine 
(Provinz-)Prokuratoren der summa res mehr agiert (Ägypten 
ist in dieser Hinsicht mit einiger Sicherheit ein Sonderfall.) 
Diese Neugestaltung der Fiskaladministration wurde mög­
lich, weil die wichtigsten Vertreter der Zentrale in den Pro­
vinzen, die Statthalter, seit dem späteren dritten Jh. allmäh­
lich ein anderes Aufgabenspektrum zugewiesen erhielten. Der 
prinzipatszeitlichen Administration hatte (in den kaiserlichen, 
mit der Zeit aber wohl auch in den prokonsularen Provin­
zen) die Trennung zwischen Fiskaladministration einerseits 
und der übrigen Jurisdiktion und Kriegführung anderer­
seits zugrunde gelegen. V.a. seit Gallienus traten jedoch viele 
Gouverneure auch in den Militärprovinzen in die Rolle der 
Provinzprokuratoren ein und übernahmen die Kontrolle der 
wichtigsten Steuern. Die Steueradministration wurde damit 
in der Wertskala der Entscheidungseliten höher eingeordnet.9 

b)	M it Hinweisen auf eine frühe Umgestaltung der Fiskalad­
ministration (CJ 3, 22, 5) korrespondieren Indizien für erste 
Ansätze zu einer Steuerreform schon aus den ersten Jahren 
Diokletians (287).10 

c)	 Um die offenbar früh (wenn auch kaum bereits in den später 
sichtbar werdenden Details) geplante Steuerreform umsetzen 
zu können, war die Durchführung eines neuen, des seit langem 

9 Eck (2014) 61; Christol (1986); Eich (2005). Zu dem prozessualen 
Übergang siehe besonders Christol (2013b).

10 Carrié (1994).
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ersten, Zensus notwendig. Die neue Landvermessung fand 
nach 293, im syrischen Raum wohl ab 296/7 statt.11 Mit 
Blick auf die Thematik dieses Beitrags sei besonders her­
vorgehoben, dass m.E. der im Anschluss zu behandelnden 
Neuordnung des administrativen Großraums eine (trotz 
der fragmentierten Quellenlage wohl flächendeckend kon­
zipierte) neue Aufnahme des Kleinraumes vorherging. Mit 
Blick auf die Thematik des Bandes sind Zensus und Steuer­
reform als mitprägende Kontexte der Provinzialreform zu 
werten. Das Ziel der Datenerhebung und der Etablierung 
von neuen Bemessungsgrundlagen war offensichtlich eine 
bessere Erfassung der Zahl und der Güter der Untertanen, 
um sehr grundlegende Formen der Steuerhinterziehung 
(und der Steuerüberforderung) zu verhindern. Die Steuer­
reform zielte zwar sicher nicht auf die Aufhebung der 
Ungleichheiten im Reich, wohl aber auf eine realistischere 
und damit eine gerechtere Ressourcenerhebung.12 

d)	 Einschlägig ist auch die diokletianische Münzreform. Auf die 
anhängigen strittigen Fragen kann ich hier nicht eingehen.13 
Nur auf zwei Aspekte, die im vorliegenden Zusammenhang 
besonders bedeutsam sind, sei kurz hingewiesen. Zum einen 
haben die kaiserlichen Zentralen anscheinend mit großer 
Selbstverständlichkeit innerhalb eines sich verschlechternden 
wirtschaftlichen Umfelds des Regierungshandelns monetär­
politische Steuerungsmöglichkeiten ausgelotet. Zum anderen 
erwiesen sich die Zwangsankäufe von Gold zu dem Zweck, 
nach der Rücklage ausreichender Reserven eine neue Gold­
währung zu etablieren, als eine der wenigen längerfristig 
angelegten Zielsetzungen kaiserlicher Regierungen, deren 
Kalkül aufgegangen zu sein scheint. Der von Konstantin 
lancierte solidus brachte allerdings langfristig neue wirtschaft­
liche Ungleichgewichte mit sich.14

11 Millar (1993) 193-198; 535-544; Le Teuff (2012).
12 Vgl. die Selbstzuschreibung P.Cair.Isid. 1 = SB V 7622 mit BL V 20 und IX 40.
13 Siehe den immer noch nützlichen Überblick bei Hendy (1985) 378-380.
14 Carríe / Rousselle (1999); Banaji (22007).
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Die skizzierten Maßnahmen sind in der Forschung schon 
intensiv und kontrovers diskutiert worden. Wie angesprochen, 
wird im Folgenden keine neue Deutung vorgelegt werden. Die 
kurz evozierten Initiativen dienen nur als Folie für die Klärung 
eines anderen Problems: die Auswirkungen der tetrarchischen 
Raumordnung auf Gleichheit und Ungleichheit im Imperium. 
Der nächste Abschnitt leitet über zu einem raumbasierten 
Zugang.

3.  Das Mittelmeer als imperialer Raum

Der sogenannte spatial turn hat die moderne Beschäftigung 
mit sozialem und politischem Raum bekanntlich massiv über­
prägt. Zahlreiche im Zuge dieser Neuausrichtung entstandene 
Studien haben unser Verständnis der antiken Orientierung und 
Kartographie deutlich verbessert. Raum war auch in römischer 
Zeit zu einem hohen Anteil sozial und kulturell konstruiert.15 
Die noch rekonstruierbare Raumvorstellung römischer Eliten 
basierte primär auf der Aufnahme des ‚Kleinraums‘ — durch 
Katastrierung, aber auch durch andere, weniger präzise Mittel.16 
Imperialer Raum war das Resultat der Kreation solcher Basen, 
die durch Straßen oder Flüsse miteinander verbunden werden 
konnten. Diese Verbindungslinien erlaubten es etwa auf Karten 
oder in ‚mental maps‘, Raum als Reihung von Stationen zu den­
ken oder abzubilden. Das Fundament dieses Verfahren bildeten 
eben akkumulierte Kenntnisse über Menschen und Güter. 

Zensusmaßnahmen sind schon frühzeitig durchgeführt worden, 
wenn wohl auch nicht stets direkt nach der Inbesitznahme eines 
Gebiets. Gleichwohl wirken viele großteilige römische Provinzen 
eher kontingent im Zuschnitt. Sie spiegeln jedenfalls aus heutiger 
Sicht nur sehr begrenzt raumbezogenes Wissen der imperialen 
Eliten wider. V.a. waren nur wenige der raumkonstituierenden 

15 Schmidt-Hofner (2016); Redepenning (2016).
16 Bru (2011); Rathmann (2007) 12 (‚Kleinraum‘); Brodersen (1995) 

139-236.
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Stationen römisch denotiert (wie etwa Kolonien oder die capita) 
oder doch (wie etwa Konventstädte) konnotiert. Mit den Tet­
rarchen setzte in dieser Hinsicht eine erhebliche Veränderung 
ein. Diese Kaiser haben das römische Stationennetz deutlich 
dichter gewoben, indem sie neue Knotenpunkte einpflegten. 

4.  Die Investition in neuen Zentren 

Bekanntlich nahmen die Herrscher der ersten Tetrarchie in 
der Folge vieler nachseverischen Kaiser ihre Residenz nicht in 
Rom. Zentren mit eigenen Peripherien wurden Städte wie Trier, 
Mailand oder Antiocheia. In diesen regionalen ‚hubs‘ waren 
schon früher kaiserliche comitatus angesiedelt gewesen, so dass 
politisch kein entscheidender Wandel eintrat. Aber die Tetrar­
chen nahmen, wie aus einer allerdings heterogenen Quellenlage 
hervorgeht, an den Orten, an denen sie sich länger niederlie­
ßen, durchaus umfangreiche Baumaßnahmen für sich und ihr 
zahlreiches Gefolge vor. Ihre Palastanlagen mit den charakteris­
tischen Hippodromen sind in der Summe gut dokumentiert.17 
Für die betroffenen Städte hat sich diese Phase als langfristig 
prägend erwiesen, sie blieben auch in den folgenden Jahrzehn­
ten, ja Jahrhunderten, politische Zentren und Orte der Reich­
tumskonzentration.18 Aber die Tetrarchen haben auch Städte 
zu Residenzen ausgebaut, die vorher nicht oder nur bei ephe­
meren Aufenthalten Kaisersitze gewesen waren, wie Nikomedeia, 
Thessaloniki, Sirmium oder später Konstantinopel.19 Bei Cór­
doba, entstand ebenfalls eine Palastanlage, bei York oder Karthago 

17 Mayer (2002).
18 Die urbane Entwicklung im Westen war sicher zu erheblichen Teilen von 

kontingenten Faktoren abhängig, doch scheinen in der Summe politische Zentren 
öfter eine stabile soziale und ökonomische Entwicklung genommen zu haben: 
Witschel (2004-2005); Schmitz (1995). Andererseits profitierten kirchliche 
Zentren von der Mittelvergabe christlicher Kaiser (zu Constantin: Lenski [2016] 
167-206).

19 Mayer (2002) 28-104.
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lässt sich dies nur vermuten.20 Diese Dezentralisierung der poli­
tischen Macht löste einen Bauboom im Reich aus und hat das 
Verhältnis von Zentren und Peripherien im Imperium nachhal­
tig anders gelagert. 

Diese Aspekte tetrarchischer Herrschaft sind gut untersucht. 
Eine später einsetzende, ansonsten aber parallele Entwicklung ist 
aus imperialer Perspektive seltener und dann meist unter ande­
ren Vorzeichen angesprochen worden.21 Bekanntlich wurde die 
Zahl der Provinzen durch die terarchischen Reformen etwa ver­
doppelt. Damit einher ging in vielen, um einen neuen Kern 
kreierten Provinzen die Wahl eines neuen caput.22 Seit Beginn 
des dritten Jh. waren die statthalterlichen Stäbe, die Offiziales, 
infolge höheren Verwaltungsaufwandes sukzessive angewach­
sen. Am Ende dieser Entwicklung hatten die Statthalter i.d.R. 
hundert zivile Verwalter unter sich. Diese Zahl ist signifikant 
geringer als die in mancher frühen Großprovinz mit großer 
Legionsbesatzung und eigenem Provinzprokurator. Da jedoch 
im frühen vierten Jh. zusätzliche Dienststellen des Militärs (etwa 
die Dukate) und dann auch von Vizepräfekten hinzukamen, die 
sacrae largitiones und vor allem die res priuata mit Personal in 
den Provinzen agierten und eben deutlich mehr Statthalter aktiv 
waren, ist die Gesamtzahl der zivilen Verwalter aller Wahrschein­
lichkeit nach signifikant gestiegen (auch wenn es kaum möglich 
ist, einen analytischen Snapshot unter Diokletian vorzuneh­
men).23 Sie verteilten sich jetzt aber anders über die Städte des 
Imperiums. In manchen neuen capita mag die Infrastruktur für 
die hinzukommenden Administratoren schon gegeben gewesen 
sein, wenn dort etwa eine procuratio angesiedelt gewesen war. 

20 Fuertes Santos (2011); Kuhoff (2001) 716.
21 In gewisser Weise ein Vorläufer meiner These ist Meissner (2000). Anders 

etwa Kuhoff (2001) 634-643.
22 Als Beispiele seien genannt: Ptolemais, Tyrus, Apamea/Qalat Mudiq,  

Tarsus, Anazarbus, Seleucia, Pessinus, Amisus, Polemonium, Laodicea, Cyzicus, 
Perinthus, Durostorum, Naissus, Larissa, Scodra, Vesontio, Rotomagus, Elusa, 
Avaricum, Corinium Dobunnorum, Lindum Colonia, Curia Raetorum (?).

23 Palme (1999).
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Für andere galt dies nicht. Einige Beispiele mögen die variablen 
ökonomischen Folgen der Statusveränderungen illustrieren.

Im frühen vierten Jh. entstanden als neue Provinzen Phrygia I 
und II, Caria und Pisidia. Seit der zweiten Hälfte des dritten Jh. 
war nach unseren hier wohl aussagekräftigen Befunden die Blü­
tephase des römischen epigraphic habit vorbei, auch wenn dieser 
Trend in diokletianisch-konstantinischer Zeit noch einmal eine 
gewisse Revision erfahren zu haben scheint. Für die hier relevan­
ten Fragen ist der Rückgang der inschriftlichen Zeugnisse ein 
erhebliches Problem. Den ersten Statthalter der neuen Provinz 
Pisidia etwa kennen wir aus dem Zeitraum der Jahre um 311, 
eben durch Inschriften. Unter Valerius Diogenes wurde eine 
Fülle von Baumaßnahmen in dem neuen caput Antiochia ad 
Pisidiam angestoßen, die epigraphisch dokumentiert sind. Diese 
Baumaßnahmen haben Michel Christol und Thomas Drew-Bear 
m.E. zutreffend mit der politischen Aufwertung der alten Kolo­
nie in Verbindung gebracht.24 Antiochia hatte viele römische 
Ritter und Senatoren hervorgebracht, war aber in geringerem 
Maße als andere Städte in der Umgebung von lokalen Euer­
geten mit urbaner Infrastruktur ausgestattet worden, so dass 
es nun neu ausgerüstet werden musste.25 Für viele neue Provinz­
zentren wird Ähnliches gegolten haben; aus den meisten Städ­
ten fehlen aber entsprechende inschriftliche Belege aus der 
Zeit. Immerhin ist die hohe Zahl von Bauinschriften aus dem 
Nordafrika dieser Zeit wohl ebenfalls Indiz für Infrastruktur­
maßnahmen, für die zumindest auch zentrale Mittel bereitge­
stellt wurden.26

24 Christol / Drew-Bear (1999). Die beiden Epigraphiker gehen allerdings 
davon aus, dass die Baumaßnahmen unmittelbar bei Aufwertung der Kolonie 
einsetzten und sehr rach abgeschlossen wurden. Ich gehe dagegen davon aus, dass 
diese Bauten und Renovierungen erst geplant werden mussten und die Arbeiten 
auch einige Zeit in Anspruch nahmen. Der erste Beleg für die neue Provinz ist 
daher m.E. nicht auch ein Beleg für deren Einrichtung. Neufunde sind zu zitieren 
nach Christol (2013a), (2014) und (2016). 

25 Brandt (1992) 109-110; Gazda (2011).
26 Oshimizu (2012).
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Antiochia erhielt also im Laufe einiger Jahre nach der Status­
erhöhung eine neue oder doch renovierte Bausubstanz. Teilen 
der Bevölkerung wird die administrative Aufwertung der Stadt 
auch (andere) wirtschaftliche Chancen eröffnet haben. Die den 
paganen Kaisern feindseligen zeitgenössischen Narrative gehen 
auf diese Möglichkeiten leider nicht ein. Rund 200 Jahre zuvor 
hat jedoch Dion von Prusa einen grundsätzlich vergleichbaren 
Prozess in einer berühmten Stelle mit feinem Spott ausgemalt. 
Dion kommentiert die Bedeutung einer zeitweiligen Anwesen­
heit eines römischen Statthalters in einem Konventsort so:27

„Ferner finden bei Euch jedes zweite Jahr die Gerichtsverhand­
lungen statt und locken eine unübersehbare Menschenmenge 
herbei, Prozessierende, Richter, Redner, leitende Beamte, Diener, 
Sklaven, Kuppler, Maultiertreiber, Händler, Dirnen, Handwer­
ker. So können die Besitzer ihre Waren um einen recht hohen 
Preis an den Mann bringen, und nichts in der Stadt ist unbeschäf­
tigt, weder die Zugtiere, noch die Häuser, noch die Frauen — 
und das ist kein geringer Beitrag zum allgemeinen Wohlstand. 
(16) Wo nämlich die größte Menschenmenge zusammenkommt, 
da muss auch das meiste Geld zusammenfließen, und man kann 
erwarten, dass der Ort gedeiht. Man sagt ja auch, glaube ich, dass 
das Feld, auf dem die meisten Schafe eingepfercht sind, durch den 
Mist für den Landmann am fruchtbarsten werde, weshalb auch 
viele Bauern die Hirten bitten, doch auf ihrem Land die Schafe 
einzupferchen. (17) Daher kommt es, dass man hinsichtlich der 
Geltung einer Stadt der Einrichtung eines Gerichtshofes so große 
Bedeutung beilegt, dass man sich allgemein darum mehr bemüht 
als um alles andere.”

Dass die Vorteile der Stadt Kelainai, die Antiochos I. in Apa­
meia unbenannt hatte, Anziehungspunkt für viele Menschen zu 
werden, u.a. am Gewerbe der Prostitution verdeutlicht werden, 
ist offenkundig Ironie. Doch hatte C.P. Jones bereits 1978 mit 
Recht vermerkt, dass trotz Dions Akzentsetzung “the picture that 
he gives of it is only slightly distorted”.28 Dieser Einschätzung ist 
zuzustimmen. Kelainai / Apameia hatte keine Ehrentitel; Dion 

27 Dio Chrys. Or. 35, 15-17, übers. W. Elliger (Zürich 1967) S. 503.
28 Jones (1978) 66.
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spottet über die Stadt, die statt zunächst symbolisches, unmit­
telbar echtes Kapital anzog. Überregionale Feste mochten auf 
sozial prestigereichere Weise ähnliches leisten wie die Teilhabe 
am römischen Konventsystem, ja bei einer Kombination die 
profane Bedeutung der Gerichtstage mit anerkannter Firnis 
überziehen.29 Gleichwohl profitierten viele Bewohner von Apa­
mea und anderen Konventstädten, lokale Verkäufer und Hand­
werker, wie auch die Stadt durch Abgaben auf Handel und 
Transport. 

Die geldwerten Nebeneffekte des Umstandes, ein administra­
tives Zentrum im Reich zu sein, fielen Apamea aber eben nur 
temporär zu. Oft kamen Gouverneure in Konventstädten daher 
wohl bei reichen Privatpersonen unter, eine Form der Euergesie, 
die das lokale Wirtschaftsleben nur begrenzt stimuliert haben 
dürfte.30 Die neuen Hauptstädte der tetrarchischen Zeit unter­
lagen dieser Form der Fluktuation, nur alle zwei Jahre auf 
eine kurze Zeitspanne ein lokales ‚hub‘ zu sein, jedoch nicht. 
Einige der von Dion angedeuteten wirtschaftlichen Vorteile 
kamen ihnen also in noch höherem Maße zu. Dass sie — wie 
am Beispiel Antiocheia illustriert — auch infrastrukturell  
von ihrer Statuserhöhung profitieren konnten, wurde sehr viel 
wahrscheinlicher. Neben dem Gouverneur war auch sein Stab 
in der Stadt präsent. Dieser Dienst wurde zwar im Vergleich 
mit den Vergütungen für die hohen Amtsträger nicht gut besol­
det, gemessen an der Mehrzahl der Provinzialen waren viele 
Offiziales aber auch kaum als arm zu taxieren; ihr Sozialprofil 
war allerdings offenbar sehr heterogen. Später, aber erst seit 
der zweiten Hälfte des vierten Jh. haben (mittlere) militärische 
und zivile Administratoren in besonderer Weise von der neuen 
Goldwährung profitiert. Kaufkraft besaßen die Offiziales aber 
auch vorher. Last but not least: Die Bewohner der capita und des 
Umlandes hatten nun bessere Zugangschancen zum höchsten 

29 Cf., mit anderer Akzentuierung, Kantor (2013) 148.
30 Heller (2006) 137; Kantor (2013) 147. Doch siehe auch J. und L. Robert, 

Bull. épigr. (1968) zu 462.
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Richter der Provinz. Hohe Gerichtsbarkeit war in Rom bekann­
termaßen eine eminent wichtige, aber seltene Ressource; die Quel­
len verzeichnen endlose Wartezeiten, mit der Folge großer Unsi­
cherheit etwa in Besitzfragen. Den Zugang zu den Statthaltern 
zu verbessern, hat Diokletian auch sonst angestrebt.31

Die Verkleinerung der Provinzen hat also einer größeren 
Zahl von Städten zu einem neuen Institutionengefüge, zu einer 
neuen Elite, zu einer höheren Interaktionsdichte und z.T. zu 
einer neuen Infrastruktur verholfen. Allerdings profitierten nicht 
nur einige Städte von der neuen Raumordnung, andere haben 
Nachteile durch sie erfahren. Dies ergibt sich vor allem aus dem 
Ausschlussprinzip: Etwaige Steuermittel, die den neuen capita 
zur Verfügung gestellt wurden, wurden anderen vorenthalten. 
Sie waren in noch höherem Maße auf Euergesien angewiesen.32 
Doch beschränken sich potentielle Ungleichheiten nicht nur 
auf den Umstand, dass Vorteile nicht im Gießkannenverfahren 
verteilt worden sind. Dies mögen erneut einige Beispiele ver­
deutlichen. Fast alle Studien, die die Provinzreform Diokletians 
behandeln, erwähnen lapidar, dass alte Großprovinzen geteilt 
worden seien. Damit wird der Eindruck suggeriert, dass alle Pro­
vinzen zuvor in klar unterschiedene Teile zerfallen seien, so dass 
ihre Aufspaltung per Federstrich vorgenommen werden konnte. 
Bei einigen Fällen ist dies auch zutreffend. In anderen deutet der 
Quellenbefund in eine andere Richtung. Beginnen wir erneut in 
Kleinasien.

In den letzten Jahren ist eine große Zahl von Studien der 
Landschaft Phrygien und den Phrygern gewidmet worden. Die 
Ergebnisse divergieren, aber es wird doch deutlich, dass „Phry­
gien“ über die Jahrhunderte nicht die gleichen, quasi ‚natürli­
chen‘ Grenzen zugeschrieben wurden.33 Zumeist wurde allerdings 

31 Peachin (1996); Zugang: CJ 3, 3, 2, ein Text, dessen Reichweite intensiv 
umstritten bleibt: Liva (2012).

32 Unterschiedliche Positionierung zu dieser Frage bietet bspw. der Band 
Krause / Witschel (2006). Siehe die abschließende Gewichtung von Liebe
schuetz (2006) 465-467.

33 Kelp (2015) 26-32; Thonemann (2013) 4-8.
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die Stadt Kelainai / Apameia zu Phrygien gerechnet, die eben 
schon einmal als Beispiel gedient hat. An der Schnittstelle wich­
tiger Straßen gelegen, war sie ein bedeutender Handelsplatz, nach 
Strabon der zweite in Asia nach Ephesos.34 Apameia galt in aller 
Regel als phrygische Stadt und war noch Teil von Caria et Phrygia. 
Dennoch wurde sie bei der tetrarchischen Aufspaltung der Pro­
vinzen in dieser Region nicht den phrygischen Provinzen zuge­
ordnet. Sobald die Quellen den Zuschnitt der neuen Provinzen 
erkennen lassen, lag Apameia in Pisidia.35 Sicher war die Stadt 
seit langem auf einer West-Ostachse angesiedelt. Von der von 
Strabon und (weniger stark) noch Dion betonten Westbindung 
wurde Apameia jetzt jedoch administrativ abgeschnitten, und 
mit dem südlicheren Teil von Pisidia war Apameia weniger ver­
bunden.36 Die neue Provinzgrenze ergab sich offenbar nicht 
selbstverständlich.

Die unmittelbaren Folgen der neuen Grenzziehungen für den 
Handelsplatz Apameia bleiben uns allerdings verborgen. Römi­
sche Provinzgrenzen konnten in der Kaiserzeit auch Zollgrenzen 
sein.37 Größere, als Einheit angesehene Räume wurden jedoch 
als ein einheitliches Zollgebiet behandelt. Die alte Großprovinz 
Asia war seit der Republik (grosso modo) von einer Zollgrenze 
umschlossen gewesen. Seit dem dritten Jh. werden die Infor­
mationen über Binnenzölle jedoch dürftiger; die möglicher­
weise einschlägigen Quellenstellen aus dem vierten Jh. sind 
bereits sehr interpretationsbedürftig, während die Außenzölle 
des Imperiums in der Spätantike gut dokumentiert sind.38 Doch 
auch wenn in spätrömischer Zeit nur noch an spezifischen 

34 Strab. 12, 8, 15, 577C.
35 Belke / Mersich (1990) 188; Kelp (2015) 30.
36 Dion zählt die Pisidier zu den entfernter liegenden Besuchern von 

Apameia: 35, 14; Apameia als Handelsplatz: Thonemann (2011) 99-109.
37 De Laet (1949) 273-277; Cottier et al. (2008). Contra Kritzinger 

(2015) 41-42, der den Zollbezirksgrenzen konkrete Bedeutung für die Abgabe­
nerhebung abspricht. Diese Interpretation scheint mir vom asiatischen Zollgesetz 
nicht getragen zu werden. Zu dem archäologischen Argument siehe France / 
Nelis-Clément (2014) 194-197.

38 Delmaire (1989) 283-293; Schleicher (2015).
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Orten (Häfen etwa) Binnenzölle erhoben worden sein sollten, 
wissen wir nicht, wann die aus der Kaiserzeit überlieferten Por­
toriumsstrukturen im Reich aufgegeben worden sind. Es wäre 
m.E. überraschend, wenn die Zentralregierungen gerade in der 
Zeit der Inflation, also im späten dritten und in der ersten Hälfte 
des vierten Jhs., ganz auf zumindest auch anteilig vom Waren­
wert erhobenen uectigalia verzichtet hätten — anders als andere 
Abgaben verloren sie durch Preissteigerungen nicht an Bedeu­
tung. Auch war bekanntlich das hochkaiserzeitliche portorium 
nicht mit dem heutigen Konzept des Zolls identisch, andere 
Gebühren konnten ebenfalls anfallen, die weiterhin erhoben 
worden sein könnten; allerdings wurden gerade in den Grenz­
zonen auch Ausnahmetatbestände definiert. Leider fehlen uns 
zu möglichen an diokletianischen Grenzen in Kleinasien (und 
darüber hinaus) erhobenen Abgaben aber alle konkreten Infor­
mationen.

Zentralkleinasien ist nicht die einzige Region, in der die neuen 
Provinzgrenzen Landschaftszusammenhänge neu zuschnitten. 
Die Verselbständigung von Kreta war in der Tat auf dem Papy­
rus durchführbar. Auch die Teilung von Lycia und Pamphylia 
mag unproblematisch und rasch verlaufen sein. Aber im Gebiet 
von Arabia und Syria Palaestina werden neue Grenzverläufe 
erkennbar, die nach unserer Kenntnis nicht bereits vorgestanzt 
gewesen sind; u.a. wurde Petra historisch überraschend Palaes-
tina zugeordnet.39 Aussagekräftiger für die Frage nach der Neu­
artigkeit der von den Kaisern aufoktroyierten Raumordnung 
ist das letzte Beispiel für eine Provinzaufgliederung, das hier 
behandelt werden soll. Zugleich treten die wirtschaftlichen Vor- 
und Nachteile einer Teilung bei diesem Fall besonders klar her­
vor. Die römische Provinz Narbonensis wurde in tetrarchischer 
Zeit in einem chronologisch noch nicht geklärten Prozess in 
drei Teile aufgespalten. Offenbar zuvor wurde das Territorium 
von Vienna, der ciuitas der Allobroger, ebenfalls in drei nun­
mehr selbständige Gemeinden geteilt. Neben dem nun deutlich 

39 Darby (2015).
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verkleinerten Territorium von Vienna entstand bekanntlich die 
Gemeinde Grenoble, zuvor eine bloße „Agglomération“ (Cularo). 
Und ebenso erhielt Genf bei dieser Gelegenheit Stadtrecht.40 
Etwas später wurde Vienna Sitz eines stellvertretenden Prätori­
anerpräfekten, vielleicht im Sinne einer Kompensation für den 
Gebietsverlust. Die von den Kaisern initiierten Reformen führ­
ten zu einer höheren Zahl urbaner Zentren in der Region, neuen 
Marktrechten, aber auch zu neuen munizipalen Abgaben. Statt 
einer, waren in der alten Gallia Narbonensis nun drei Gemein­
den Statthaltersitze und beherbergten die zugehörigen Adminis­
tratoren. Mehr Provinziale als zuvor hatten einen verbesserten 
Zugang zum höchsten Richter. Ein Vikar kam hinzu. Die neue 
Ordnung machte offenbar auch eine neue oder doch bessere Stra­
ßenführung notwendig. In der ersten Zeit von Konstantins Herr­
schaft in der Region sind massive Straßenbauarbeiten bezeugt, 
wurde also ebenfalls Infrastruktur geschaffen. 

Das Beispiel der Narbonensis wurde mit doppelter Intention 
gewählt. Die Erwähnung gestattet es, Dank für die Einladung 
an die prächtige Stätte der Fondation auszusprechen. Zugleich 
ermöglicht es dieser Fall, auf eine zentrale Frage zurückzukom­
men, die nun schon mehrfach angeklungen ist: In welchem Aus­
maß ist die diokletianische Provinzreform von schon existenten 
Unterstrukturen von Statthalterprovinzen präfiguriert worden?41 

In einem grundsätzlichen Sinne ruhte die neue Provinzialord­
nung sicher auf kleinteiligeren administrativen Strukturen unter­
halb der alten Großprovinzen auf: Dazu zählen etwa Konvents­
bezirke oder auch procuratorische Distrikte, auch der res priuata. 
Die administrative Entwicklung von der Severerzeit in die Tet­
rarchie war zwar keine geradlinige, doch gibt es klare Kontinui­
täten: Sukzessive wurde die nichtsenatorische Administration 
ausgebaut.42

40 Christol (2010); Zitat: 96.
41 Mit diesem Passus greife ich einen wichtigen Hinweis von Nicholas Purcell 

aus der Diskussion auf.
42 Eich (2005).
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Grundsätzlich also zogen die Tetrarchen Schlussfolgerungen 
aus einer langen Entwicklung. Aber konkret und einzelfallbezo­
gen lässt sich die These, Diokletian und seine Mitkaiser hätten 
nur eine Art Häutung der Administrationsstruktur vorgenom­
men, kaum je mit harten Belegen abstützen. Gerade für Phrygien 
wird diese Annahme oft als Gewissheit dargestellt, doch sind die 
angeführten Zeugnisse dürftig und mehrdeutig; sie können allein 
die angesprochene Vermutung nicht tragen.43 In der alten Nar-
bonensis andererseits wirkt die Dreiteilung artifiziell. Auch im 
Fall der Tarraconensis verlief die Provinzteilung nicht einfach 
entlang einer perforierten Linie.44 Wie schon angesprochen, 
dürfte die Zahl der ausschließlich mit Verwaltungsaufgaben 
befassten Agenten des Imperiums in der Summe angestiegen 
sein; auch ist der Hang zur Systematisierung in den diokletiani­
schen Reformen auffällig. Die sicher notwendige Relativierung 
der Reichweite der tetrarchischen Maßnahme führt also n.m.D. 
nicht zu einer Negierung von deren Innovationspotential. 

Resümieren wir: Die politischen Reorganisationen des impe­
rialen Raums im Zuge der tetrarchischen Etablierung eines neuen 
Administrationsmodells hatte nicht revolutionäre, aber doch 
erhebliche Auswirkungen auf Gleichheit und Ungleichheit im 
Imperium: Andere und auch mehr Personen hatten schnelleren 
Zugang zu Gerichten. Die Zahl der römischen Steuerverwalter 
stieg; mit ihr veränderte sich die Ratio der Administratoren zu 
der Gesamtreichsbevölkerung. Die Mitglieder der statthalter­
lichen Stäbe, die sukzessive eine zivile Prägung erhielten, bilde­
ten eine vergrößerte administrative Elite mit ihren spezifischen 
Profitchancen. Einige Städte erhielten eine neue Infrastruktur, 
andere traten in ihren Schatten. Die Reformen haben die Bedin­
gungen von wirtschaftlichem Handeln verändert, in gewisser 
Weise haben sie stimulierend gewirkt, indem sie das Institutio­
nengefüge des Imperiums markant umgestaltet haben.45

43 Kelp (2015) 26-32; Thonemann (2011) 113-114; Vitale (2012) 68-77 
und zur Kritik Eich (2016) 272-273.

44 Für den Hinweis danke ich F. Beltrán Lloris.
45 Vgl. Kantor (2013) 146.
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Doch waren diese wirtschaftlichen Entwicklungen wohl 
kaum das Ziel der kaiserlichen Entscheider bei der Neueintei­
lung des administrativen Raums. Die Quellen liefern keine län­
geren Begründungszusammenhänge. Die z.T. komplexen Neu­
zuschneidungen älterer Großeinheiten lassen aber Vermutungen 
über den Sinn der Reorganisation zu. Mit der Neuziehung der 
Provinzgrenzen war offenbar u.a. intendiert, den einzelnen Statt­
haltern soweit möglich vergleichbar große Aufgabengebiete zuzu­
weisen. Einerseits konnten sie ihren jurisdiktionellen Pflichten 
dadurch besser genügen. Andererseits konnten sie auch die neue 
Form der Besteuerung besser kontrollieren. Diese Intention ver­
mittelt das Edikt des Aristius Optatus; Laktanz unterstellt in 
feindseliger Überspitzung eine ähnliche Motivation.46 Insoweit 
folgte die Provinzreform einer fiskalischen Logik. Diese fiskali­
sche Logik zielte nicht primär auf ökonomische Zwecke und 
entsprach sicher nicht in allen Punkten den Interessen der loka­
len Wirtschaftssubjekte. Präzisere Angaben über Ziele und Wir­
kungen der Reform müssen bei einer Klärung ihrer Kontexte 
ansetzen.

5.  Die Jahre 301-303

Die Provinzreform stand mithin wahrscheinlich in einer 
wenn auch kaum als monokausal auszuweisende Beziehung zu 
den zu Beginn angesprochenen fiskalpolitischen Maßnahmen 
der Tetrarchen. Ebenso wahrscheinlich hat die Neuordnung des 
administrativen Großraums auf die Neuvermessung des Klein­
raums durch den Zensus aufgebaut. Aber solche Schätzungen 
sind — wenn auch in anderer Form — schon frühzeitig durch­
geführt worden, ohne dass sich eine klare Korrespondenz zwi­
schen den exakten Kenntnissen über die Mikroebene des Impe­
riums und der Makroebene der Administration nachweisen 
ließe. Die Interventionen der Tetrarchen in die administrative 

46 P.Cair.Isid. 1 (vgl. Anm. 12); Lactant. De mort. pers. 7, 4.
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Raumordnung stellen zumindest aufgrund ihrer Dimensionen 
trotz mancher Präfigurationen auf procuratorischer Ebene etwas 
qualitativ Neues dar. 

Ob und wie die tetrarchischen Reformen korreliert waren, 
wird in der Forschung streitig diskutiert. Viel hängt dabei von der 
je angenommenen Datierung der einzelnen Initiativen ab. Bei der 
zeitlichen Einordnung der Provinzreform finden sich in der For­
schung im Wesentlichen zwei Ansätze. Viele Forscher gehen von 
einer sukzessiven, in einem je spezifischen Kontext vorgenom­
menen Aufspaltung der Provinzen aus.47 Für diese These fehlen 
allerdings konkrete Quellenhinweise. Andere Ansätze vermuten 
einen großen Wurf, weisen die Reform also im Kern einem 
oder vielleicht zwei Jahren zu. Früher galt dabei das Jahr 293 
oft als das Schlüsseljahr.48 1985 allerdings publizierte Ginette 
di Vita-Evrard einen bahnbrechenden Artikel, der mehrere Tei­
lungen von Provinzen ins Jahr 303 verorten konnte. Seither ist 
die von der Autorin vorgeschlagene Datierung einer großen Pro­
vinzreform in dieses Jahr weit verbreitet. Sehen wir uns kurz 
die vorhandenen Informationen an. Vermutlich bereits 295, 
vielleicht auch erst 297/8 ist im südlichen Ägypten die Provinz 
Thebais dokumentiert, die wohl in Folge eines der ägyptischen 
Aufstände eingerichtet worden ist.49 Obwohl es keine Belege 
hierfür gibt, muss es doch als wahrscheinlich gelten, dass die 
britannischen Provinzen rasch nach Beendigung der Carausius- 
bzw. Allectus-Usurpation (296) weiter aufgespalten worden sind. 
Diese Teilungen folgen einem seit langem bekannten (sozusagen 
‚severischen‘) Muster: Nach Widerstand in einer Region sollten 
kleinere Verwaltungseinheiten eine bessere politische Kontrolle 
ermöglichen. 

47 Dies gilt v.a. für Studien mit regionalem Schwerpunkt, die ich hier nicht 
im Einzelnen besprechen kann.

48 Siehe die Evaluierung der Thesen bei Witschel (2006).
49 Palme (1998) 124; Wienand (2012) 211-212. Im Zuge dieser Abspaltung 

könnten auch die libyschen Provinzen entstanden sein, doch ist dies aufgrund der 
unsicheren Datierung von P.Oxy. XII 1410 besonders unsicher.
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Alle anderen erhaltenen Angaben außerhalb Italiens (das auf­
grund seiner historischen Besonderheiten einer anderen Entwick­
lungskurve gefolgt sein dürfte) weisen in der Tat in die Zeit um 
das Jahr 303. Dies gilt speziell für Numidia (303/4), aber, nach 
der m.E. überzeugenden Rekonstruktion Di Vita-Evrards, auch 
für das übrige römische Africa. Wie Charlotte Roueché schon vor 
fast drei Jahrzehnten vermerkt hat, sind auch Teile Kleinasiens in 
etwa der gleichen Zeit neu geordnet worden. Die Teilung von 
Caria-Phrygia in zwei phrygische und eine carische Provinz kann 
in den Zeitraum zwischen Ende 301 und Anfang 305 datiert 
werden.50 Da das phrygische Territorium aber, wie schon ange­
sprochen, noch zusätzlich aufgespalten wurde, um die neue Pro­
vinz Pisidia mit genügend ciuitates auszustatten, gehört wohl 
auch deren Begründung in den gleichen Zeitkanal. Die Provinz 
ist erst 308/311 belegt, doch scheint es mir wenig plausibel, dass 
Phrygia II wenige Jahre nach seiner Entstehung schon wieder 
Gebiet abtreten musste. Der Grenzverlauf ist m.E. im gleichen 
Entscheidungsverfahren entschieden worden.51 Der Neuzuschnitt 
der Syria Palaestina und der Arabia wurde früher in das Jahr 299 
gesetzt. Epigraphische Neufunde erlauben nun eine Revision 

50 Roueché (1989) 21. Einschlägig ist sicher das neue Fragment der diokletia­
nischen “currency regulation” (Chaniotis / Fujii [2015]), das den Wortlaut dioe-
cesi hac ratio- bietet. Dass mit diesen Worten die Finanzdiözese Asias belegt ist, 
muss angesichts der Polyvalenz von dioikesis unsicher bleiben. Zumindest ein ratio-
nalis ist mit diesem Text noch nicht sicher dokumentiert. Vor allem aber ist diese 
Regelung mit doch hoher Wahrscheinlichkeit vor dem Maximaltarif erlassen wor­
den, in dem die Provinz Caria et Phrygia bezeugt ist, die Provinzteilungen in der 
Region also noch nicht in vollem Umfang abgeschlossen waren (oder auch nur 
begonnen hatten). Dieses neue Fragment kann also meine obigen Ausführungen 
nicht widerlegen.

51 Eich (2016) 256. Beim jetzigen Stand der Diskussion scheint das Tymandus- 
Reskript nicht für diesen Beitrag einschlägig zu sein: Bru / Labarre / Öszait 
(2009). Doch sprechen die Autoren auch die Möglichkeit an, dass die Inschrift 
exakt die in diesem Beitrag versuchsweise in den Blick genommene Situation der 
Provinzteilung beleuchtet: 203. Auch in ökonomischer Hinsicht wäre die im 
Reskript besprochene Stadtwerdung bei einer solchen Datierung relevant, ebenso 
wie das Orcistus-Dossier. Doch überwiegen trotz der glänzenden Kommentierung 
der Autoren die offenen Fragen (siehe ebd. 198), so dass diese Türen hier ver­
schlossen bleiben sollen.
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dieser Annahme: Robert Darby datiert die Grenzveränderung 
an das Ende des Jahres 302 — auch 303 wäre m.E. denkbar.

Zwischen Ende 301 und Anfang 305 ist also eine substantielle 
Zahl von Provinzen durch die Teilung alter Großprovinzen neu 
gegründet worden; bei anderen wurde das Territorium deutlich 
neu vermessen. Über die übrigen Teilungen außerhalb Italiens 
liegen keine zeitlichen Angaben vor. Dass alle Provinzen zur glei­
chen Zeit aufgegliedert worden sind, soll hier nicht postuliert 
werden. Es ist aber in jedem Fall bemerkenswert, dass Zentral­
kleinasien, Nordafrika und der Süden Syriens zeitlich in etwa 
parallel neu geordnet worden sind. Die Forscher, die für eine 
große Reform spät in der Regierungszeit Diokletians, konkret 
303, optieren, erklären diesen Ansatz tendenziell damit, dass 
erst zu dieser Zeit militärisch soweit Sicherheit bestanden habe, 
dass die Herrscher lange geplante, aber zunächst aufgeschobene 
Reformen hätten in Angriff nehmen und umsetzen können. Die­
ser Gedankengang ist auch überzeugend, schließt aber keines­
wegs aus, dass die Provinzreform mit anderen kaiserlichen Maß­
nahmen der etwa gleichen Zeit in einer Wechselbeziehung stand. 
Wie Ginette Di Vita-Evrard bereits vermerkt hat, fallen in den 
engen Zeitkanal zwischen Ende 301 und Anfang 305 noch wei­
tere kaiserliche Initiativen. Di Vita-Evrard hat allerdings diese 
Koinzidenz nicht zu einem Begründungszusammenhang ver­
knüpft. Dies soll im Weiteren geschehen.52 Die Steuerreform 
war dagegen wie angesprochen schon wesentlich früher angelau­
fen; der Zensus hatte spätestens 297 eingesetzt und war anderer­
seits 310 noch nicht abgeschlossen. Die neue Taxierung kann 
daher sehr wohl den weiten, wird aber kaum den engen Rahmen 
für die Provinzreform gebildet haben. Die angesprochenen ande­
ren Maßnahmen sind:
a)	E nde 301 haben die Kaiser den berühmten Maximaltarif 

erlassen.

52 Vgl. Di Vita-Evrard (1985). Falsch ist daher meine Aussage, Di Vita-
Evrard habe in ihrem Beitrag gar nicht auf die zeitlichen Zusammenhänge hin­
gewiesen: Eich (2016) 263 Anm. 76. 
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b)	302 ging Diokletian mit einer epistula gegen die Manichäer 
vor, die er beschuldigte, eine Art fünfte Kolonne der per­
sischen Feinde zu sein. 

c)	F ebruar 303 setzten schließlich die Christenverfolgungen 
ein.53 

Seit dem Ende 301 gingen die Kaiser also vermehrt gegen 
Personengruppen innerhalb des Imperiums vor, die sie als Stö­
rer der Ordnung ansahen, zu aus ihrer Sicht besserem Handeln 
anhalten und — bei Zuwiderhandeln — bestrafen wollten. 
Händlern, die die steigenden Preise in den Kampf- und Durch­
zugzonen an die Soldaten weitergaben, oder Personen, die Waren 
zurückhielten, wurden mit dem Tod bedroht. Der Manichäer­
brief schrieb zudem Konfiskationen explizit als Strafe vor. Und 
auch in den gegen die Christen gerichteten Maßnahmen setzten 
die Kaiser auf Beschlagnahmungen. Da die Kirche längst keine 
Religion der Armen mehr war, bot ihr Grund- und Immobili­
enbesitz in der Tat eine gute Handhabe für die kaiserliche 
Repression.54 Auch im Zusammenhang mit dem Höchstpreise­
dikt muss es zu Konfiskationen gekommen sein: bona damna-
torum und uacua fielen an den fiscus. Konfiskationen gehörten 
natürlich immer schon zu dem Spektrum von Strafmaßnahmen 
der kaiserlichen Regierung. Die Tetrarchen addierten jedoch 
mit ihren Direktiven gleichzeitig eine hohe Zahl von neuen 
Gegnern zu der schon bestehenden Gruppe der „enemies of the 
Roman order“55 (oder reihten sie wieder in diese Zahl ein) und 
wollten ihre Maßnahmen offenbar flächendeckend umgesetzt 

53 AE 1975, 805 = 1997, 1443 = Corcoran (2002) 178. Edicts 11 (auch 
zum Datum); Coll. Mos. 15, 3 = Corcoran (2002) 135-136. Letters 37 (zum 
Datum); Lactant. De mort. pers. 13, 1; vgl. Euseb. Hist. eccl. 8, 2, 4; 8, 5, 1; 
Euseb. Mart. Pal. pr. 1 = Corcoran (2002) 179-180. Edicts 12.

54 Coll. Mos. 15, 3, 6; Lactant. De mort. pers. 12-13; 15, 7; 17, 1; 35, 1; 
36, 3-4; 48, 13; Euseb. Hist. eccl. 8, 2, 1; 4; 8, 13, 13; 14, 15; 17, 1; 9; 10, 5, 
9-11; 15-17; Arme: Eck (1971). Über den Grundbesitz der Kirche vor Konstan­
tin ist mit Ausnahme der literarischen belegten Repressionen und ihrer jeweiligen 
Rücknahme wenig bekannt, doch siehe Jones (1964) 904.

55 MacMullen (1966). Zum rechtlichen Rahmen siehe Ferriès / Delrieux 
(2013).
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wissen. Der Wille zum flächendeckenden Vorgehen gegen doch 
substantielle Bevölkerungsteile, ihre Lebensführung und ihre 
Güter korrespondiert nun augenfällig mit den Chancen, die die 
neue administrative Raumordnung schuf.

Zweifelsfrei scheint es zunächst problematisch, alle kaiserli­
chen Maßnahmen von Ende 301 bis Ende 303 oder vielleicht 
304 in einen einzigen Kausalzusammenhang zusammen zu 
weben. Es muss m.E. aber als ebenso problematisch gelten, die 
Initiativen aus diesem engen Zeitraum sorgfältig voneinander zu 
isolieren und nur getrennt zu betrachten: Die Urheber waren 
dieselben Personen, die Kaiser und ihre Berater. Die Provinztei­
lung, die wir besonders präzise datieren können, die numidi­
sche, fiel mitten in die große Christenverfolgung: dem scharfen 
Verfolger Valerius Florus wurde wahrscheinlich in der zweiten 
Jahreshälfte 303, spätestens in den ersten Monaten 304, mit der 
neu geschaffenen Numidia Militiana ein kleinerer Amtssprengel 
zugewiesen.56 Dies ist kaum als Rückstufung anzusehen, son­
dern sollte dem Gouverneur eine bessere Erledigung seiner neuen 
Kernaufgabe ermöglichen: die angestrebten Homogenisierungs­
bestrebungen zu überwachen und Abweichungen zu sanktionie­
ren. Konstantin hat diese Teilung denn auch wie viele andere 
der erwähnten sofort rückgängig gemacht, ein deutliches Indiz 
dafür, dass ihr wichtigster Zweck als hinfällig galt.57

Die Neubestimmung von Inklusion und Exklusion und die 
neue Punitivität in den tetrarchischen Verlautbarungen hatten 
unter anderem massive Implikationen für die Justiz und für jene 
Agenten des Fiskus, die für die sich an Verurteilungen anschlie­
ßenden Konfiskationen zuständig waren. Dass nach dem Abschluss 
der tetrarchischen Reformen v.a. die res priuata, die im Besonde­
ren für Beschlagnahmungen zuständig war, Prokuratoren unter­
halb der Diözesanebene in den Provinzen unterhielt, kann unter 
diesen Umständen nicht überraschen.58 Massive Konfiskationen 

56 Zur Diskussion der Quellen siehe Kuhoff (2001) 347-349.
57 Eich (2016).
58 Delmaire (1989) 208.
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sollten offenbar die Einnahmen der res publica komplementieren, 
die die Steuerreform gleichzeitig auf stabilere Fundamente stellte. 
Laktanz hat dieses Interesse der Zentralverwaltung zwar wiede­
rum polemisch überspitzt, aber doch im Kern richtig vermerkt.59 
Nach der Abwehr der äußeren Feinde zielten die Kaiser darauf 
festzulegen, wer die Segnungen des Friedens genießen durfte — 
und wer nicht. Der neue Zuschnitt des administrativen Raums, 
der vermutlich v.a. um 303 vollzogen wurde, sollte daher zu die­
sem Zweck n.m.D. unter anderem die Erreichbarkeit der inter­
nen Gegner zu erhöhen. Die Reformen des frühen vierten Jhs. 
schufen mithin auch, was Anthony Giddens „presence availabi­
lity“ genannt hat: eine erhöhte Anwesenheitsverfügbarkeit.60 
Dies betraf Menschen — und Güter. Damit wurde zusätzlich 
eine anders gelagerte Ungleichheit sehr explizit ausgewiesen.

6.  Zusammenfassung

Seit der Mittleren Republik haben die römischen Entschei­
dungsträger und Heere bei der Ausgestaltung ihrer Expansion 
neue Raumkonzepte kreiert und etwa durch Ansiedlungen 
oder Vertreibungen grundlegende ökonomische Folgen gezei­
tigt. Die römischen Interventionen beschränkten sich anfangs 
jedoch weitgehend auf den Klein- und Mittelraum. Seit dem 
dritten Jh. wurden von anderen imperialen Akteuren prä­
strukturierte Gebiete in den römischen Machtbereich integriert. 
Die in der Folge der großflächigen mittelmeerischen Expansion 
entstandenen Provinzen blieben dagegen zunächst politische 
Räume in einem großen Herrschaftsverband mit geringem Ter­
ritorialbezug, auch wenn die Ausbildung einer neuen imperia­
len Macht sicher Auswirkungen aller Art auf Beherrschte und 
Nachbarn hatte.

59 Lactant. De mort. pers. 7. Vgl. noch 37, 3-4.
60 Giddens (1988) 41, 175-176.
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Die administrative Raumkonzeption änderte sich mit der 
Zeit — Nicholas Purcell hat etwa auf die Infrastrukturmaßnah­
men in trajanisch-hadrianischer Zeit hingewiesen61 — und mas­
siv am Übergang zur Spätantike. Simon Corcoran hat nach sei­
ner Analyse der Verlautbarungen der Tetrarchen eine „apparent 
extension in the ambitions of government“ herausgearbeitet.62 
Diese neuen Ambitionen zeigen sich auch bei den Eingriffen in 
die Fiskalpolitik — und in die administrative Raumordnung. 
Gehen wir die einzelnen Schritte noch einmal durch:

Die Steuerreform mit dem ersten Zensus seit langer Zeit legte 
den Grundstein für neue Wissensakkumulationen, die die neue 
Raumkonzeption vermutlich grundierten. Sie zielte nicht auf 
Gleichheit, aber doch ein höheres Maß an Angemessenheit in 
der Besteuerung. 

An die Stelle der Statthalter alten Typs trat sukzessive neues 
Personal, das v.a. für die Steueradministration kompetent war, 
deren Bedeutung offenbar aufgewertet wurde.

Die in Aussicht genommene neue Goldwährung schuf  
die Grundlage für neuen Reichtum gerade bei Mitgliedern der 
Administration.

Die Verdopplung der Zahl der Provinzen führte schließlich 
die römische Administration näher an viele Menschen heran 
und brachte die Vor- und Nachteile einer politischen Metropole 
weit mehr Städten als noch ein halbes Jahrhundert zuvor. Damit 
einher gingen ein Investitionsschub in die Infrastruktur solcher 
Städte und ein verbesserter Zugang zu hoher Gerichtsbarkeit. 
Das imperiale Institutionennetz war nun dichter — mit vielfäl­
tigen Folgen für lokales und überregionales wirtschaftliches 
Handeln unterschiedlicher Art. Intendiert waren diese Folgen 
aber kaum, es handelte sich um Eigendynamiken, die aus poli­
tischen Vorgaben resultierten.

Die kleinteiligere administrative Ordnung wurde sicher 
nicht ausschließlich, aber doch in besonderem Maße um das 

61 Purcell (1990) 22.
62 Corcoran (2002) 4.
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Jahr 303 etabliert. Diese Ordnung ermöglichte es zum einen, 
das Imperium und speziell auch die Steuererhebung engma­
schiger als zuvor zu kontrollieren. Nach der hier vertretenen 
These zielte sie aber andererseits auch darauf, die neu gewon­
nene Ruhe nur einem Teil der Bürger zukommen zu lassen. 
Mit ihrer Reform wollten die Herrscher eine höhere „Anwesen­
heitsverfügbarkeit“ von Menschen und Gütern herstellen und 
durch Konfiskationen des Besitzes einer als unmoralisch gewer­
teten Minderheit einer moralischen Mehrheit größere Stabilität 
sichern. Diese Absicht bildete mithin eine andere Facette der 
fiskalischen Kontrolllogik der Kaiser.

Die zuletzt angesprochenen Ambitionen der Kaiser sind 
gescheitert, und dieses Scheitern hat Auswirkungen auf die 
moderne Deutung aller ihrer Maßnahmen gehabt. Viele der 
neuen politischen Zentren blieben jedoch reiche soziale Knoten­
punkte. Die neuen Institutionen boten auch Chancen, im wirt­
schaftlichen und sogar im sozialen Bereich. Der Versuch, die 
Steuerlast gleichmäßiger zu verteilen, blieb jedoch nicht dauer­
haftes Ziel kaiserlichen Handelns.
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DISCUSSION

G. Reger: You mention that space, even in the Roman Empire, 
is largely, though not totally, a social construction. Can you 
say something about how you think the ‘reforms’ of 303 may 
have effected a new or different social construction of space? For 
instance, creating new provinces means creating new central 
places for administration and other government operations, 
which may in turn change people’s conception and understand­
ing of their lived space, and the legislation binding people to 
the land or to inherited occupations may perhaps also have had 
some impact on how they conceptualized their space.

P. Eich: Die wenigen einschlägigen Studien zeigen, dass die 
Raumdarstellung und Orientierung in der Spätantike aus heu­
tiger Sicht eher noch rudimentärer wurden. Die Raumord­
nung von 303 ist aber offenbar sehr rasch akzeptiert worden, 
blieb also nicht künstlich. Die neuen politischen Fixpunkte wur­
den sowohl zur Raumwiedergabe genutzt wie sie offenbar in die 
Lebenswirklichkeit vieler Quellenautoren integriert waren. Per­
sönlich bin ich skeptisch über das Ausmaß der Zwangsinkor­
poration von Söhnen in die Berufe der Väter. Immerhin zeigt 
sich m.E. (gegen die communis opinio) bspw. schon bei Ammian 
in der Tat eine verstärkte Regionalisierung der römischen Trup­
penverbände. Bei der Einschätzung des Kolonats teile ich die 
düstere Analyse von Peter Sarris. Solche Rechtsformen hatten 
sicher auch Auswirkungen auf Raumkonstruktionen, doch bil­
det sich diese Entwicklung n.m.D. wenn überhaupt deutlich 
später in den Quellen ab.

F. Hurlet: La présentation très claire que vous faites des 
mesures prises par les Tétrarques à propos de l’administration 
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provinciale fait apparaître la profondeur des changements, ne 
fût-ce que par la multiplication du nombre des provinces 
qui passèrent d’une cinquantaine à plus de cent. La notion de 
‘réforme’, utilisée à de nombreuses reprises, renvoie donc par­
faitement à ce qui se produisit alors, avec un accent porté sur 
les nouveautés qui contraste avec ce que nous observons par 
exemple à l’époque augustéenne (cf. Des réformes augustéennes, 
éd. par Y. Rivière, Rome, 2012). Il ressort en effet que le pouvoir 
utilisa des solutions déjà bien connues (division des provinces, 
administration fiscale…), mais à un degré tel que le nouveau 
système était très différent de l’ancien. Nous tenons peut-être 
là un phénomène assez remarquable pour être signalé. Si les 
évolutions furent à ce point marquantes et de loin plus signifi­
catives que les continuités, il faut alors s’interroger sur leur per­
ception par les provinciaux qui les ont vécus. La réforme du 
début du IVe siècle a ainsi incontestablement rapproché les jus­
ticiables de la justice romaine, mais on peut se demander si tous 
ont apprécié unanimement la nouvelle situation, par exemple 
dans le cas des recensements préalables au fonctionnement de la 
réforme provinciale. Pouvez-vous faire le point sur ce que l’on 
sait des révoltes dans les années 290 et au début du IVe siècle, 
en particulier sur celle qui eut lieu en Thébaïde et que vous 
mentionnez  ? 

P. Eich: Ich wollte den Begriff Reform möglichst neutral 
verwenden, um nicht in einer internationalen Tagung einen 
artifiziellen Terminus einzuführen. Andererseits begannen die 
meisten europäischen Revolutionen mit der Forderung nach 
der Wiederherstellung des Alten: Sollte man also auch diesen 
Begriff problematisieren? Mir ging es, wie Du auch andeutest, 
um die Dimensionen des Geschehens, nicht um eine vollstän­
dige Neuartigkeit. Hinsichtlich der augusteischen ‚Reformen‘ 
stimme ich Dir aber ganz zu.

Über die Reaktionen der Provinzialen wissen wir zu wenig. 
Die Domitianus-Revolte könnte auf die Etablierung der Thebais 
gefolgt sein, eher aber sollte man sie mit dem Edikt des Aristius 
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Optatus und dem Zensus in Verbindung bringen. Doch auch 
dieser Konnex wird in der Forschung streitig diskutiert (Kuhoff 
[2001] 188).

A. Bresson: J’aurais deux questions, la première très générale, la 
seconde plus spécifique sur un point directement abordé dans le 
texte. Ma première question porte sur le contexte et l’origine des 
réformes. Quels sont les facteurs qui ont motivé ces réformes, qui 
étaient incontestablement de grande ampleur? Le pouvoir impé­
rial y était-il d’une certaine façon contraint? Aurait-il pu mettre 
en place des mesures de type différent? Ma seconde question 
porte sur les douanes aux frontières des provinces. Que savons-
nous de ces douanes après les réformes du début du IVe siècle?

P. Eich: Die begründenden Faktoren der fiskalischen Refor­
men der Tetrarchen in einem weiteren Sinne sind sicher in der 
Phase der militärischen Instabilität zumindest seit Valerian zu 
suchen. Das dritte Jh. war keine allgemeine ‚Weltkrise‘ und auch 
keine Zeit generellen Verfalls. Aber das römische Fiskalsystem 
war an seine Grenzen gestoßen. Es und damit auch die Armee 
neu zu stabilisieren, müssen die Ziele der Kaiser gewesen sein. 
Konkrete Motive der Tetrarchen zu bestimmen, fällt sehr viel 
schwerer. Die Geschichtswissenschaft versucht ja heute kaum 
noch, Persönlichkeit und Hintergedanken zu rekonstruieren und 
betont eher Kontingenzen und strukturelle Vorgaben. Ebenso 
sehe ich keinen Zwang zu den spezifischen Maßnahmen, wohl 
aber massiven Druck zur Reaktion auf die fiskalische Schieflage. 
Vielleicht ist es immerhin statthaft, aus der innermilitärischen 
Sozialisation der Kaiser Gründe für einige der systematisierenden 
Initiativen ableiten. Ihre Politik scheint mir noch stärker als die 
ihrer Vorgänger auf dem Prinzip von Befehl und Gehorsam und 
auf dem Glauben an Umsetzbarkeit von Vorgaben zu beruhen. 
Aber dies ist nur eine Vermutung, und es geht um Tendenzen. 
Mögliche andere Hintergründe der Provinzialreform habe ich 
oben ausgeführt, auch dies natürlich als Hypothese.
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Meines Wissens beschränken sich unsere Informationen zu 
den Binnenzöllen im Wesentlichen auf Symmachus Ep. 62; cf. 
65? und einige wenige Stellen in den Kodizes. Schleicher (2015) 
diskutiert sie weg, vielleicht zurecht.

F. Beltrán Lloris: Me gustaría que ampliaras las observa­
ciones que has hecho a propósito de la reducción del tamaño 
de las provincias como medio para disminuir el poder de los 
gobernadores, y acerca de la noción de crisis y el “epigraphic 
habit”. 

P. Eich: Meine These zur Provinzialreform habe ich in der 
Tat nur sehr knapp vorgetragen. Sicher laufen in dieser Initia­
tive mehrere Entwicklungsstränge zusammen (vgl. Eich [2016]). 
Dass aber speziell die Provinzgouverneure eine Gefahrenquelle 
für die Kaiser bildeten, gilt eher für eine frühere Zeit. Die Dukate 
und Prätoriumspräfekturen wurden jedoch nicht eingeschränkt. 
Das angesprochene Motiv kann daher kaum allein die große 
Reform erklären. Das Konzept der Krise ist dagegen weitgehend 
dekonstruiert, so dass ich hier auf eine Diskussion verzichtet 
habe, außer im fiskalischen Bereich. Wie im Beitrag auch aus­
geführt, stellt uns die Entwicklung des ‚epigraphic habit‘ sicher 
vor ein massives Quellenproblem. Dennoch sollten wir m.E. 
nicht auf Hypothesenbildung verzichten. Schließlich ging es 
in den Ausführungen zum Jahr 303 auch nicht um argumenta 
e silentio. Die Teilung mehrerer Provinzen in oder um dieses 
Jahr ist nicht nur erschlossen, sondern in Africa und Kleinasien 
belegt. Natürlich kann (aus meiner Sicht: wird) es auch schon 
zuvor Teilungen gegeben haben, über das Beispiel der Thebais 
hinaus. Das macht die Entwicklung des frühen vierten Jahr­
hunderts nicht weniger erklärungsbedürftig. Dass von den Gou­
verneuren der Narbonensis, Caria et Phrygia oder Arabia in die­
ser Zeit eine besondere Gefahr ausging, scheint mir jedenfalls 
auch eine schwierige Hypothese.

Für die Frage von Nicholas Purcell siehe Anm. 41.





VII

Alain Bresson

Money Exchange and the Economics of 
Inequality in the Ancient Greek and 

Roman World*

Exchanging money is still an activity entirely familiar to us. 
However, at first glance, it certainly would not be ranked among 
the serious factors in the social and economic inequality of 
today’s world. But this should not conceal the fact that money 
is indeed a social and economic barrier not only because the 
amount of money possessed by individuals is a measure of social 
standing but because it also creates a separation between the 
‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’. National currencies create as many 
separate social and economic pockets. The differences in value 
between national currencies create an obstacle to migrations, 
insofar as the people living in countries with a currency of little 
value have no possibility of traveling abroad, at least legally. This 
tends to limit travels or migrations to the nationals of countries 
of similar currency value, and under the condition that the cur-
rency is convertible. Also in the world of today, there is in gen-
eral in each individual country only one currency that is legal 
tender and that serves for all forms of sales or payments, from 
the smallest to the largest ones.

Yet, this is not the whole picture. For international trade and 
payments, only a handful of major currencies are acceptable. 
This makes money exchange into a major question of manage-
ment for firms connected to the international market, which 
need to have a portfolio of these major international currencies 
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in their daily business operations. These currencies, or the finan-
cial institutions that are in charge of their management, are also 
in open competition with one another.1 Besides, in countries 
with lower value currency, some major foreign currency may also 
circulate, officially or non-officially, in parallel to the national 
currency and may be used by both individuals and the state. The 
international currency plays the role of reserve currency (as trust 
in the local currency is limited given that it experiences frequent 
devaluations), and may also circulate for major payments. This 
currency of little value is also frequently nonconvertible. In that 
case the exchange rate with foreign currencies is set at a rate 
that is quite favorable to the local currency, which often creates 
an illegal market, where the local currency is sold at a rate much 
lower than the official rate.2 In some countries, there may be a 
second official national currency, of restricted access and limited 
circulation, which is pegged to some international currency and 
of much higher value than the other, domestic currency, and 
which most locals cannot have access to.3 This creates a two-tier 
society in which money becomes a factor directly contributing 
to social stratification and inequality, for instance depending on 
whether one will be paid in the domestic or ‘second’ currency 
(pegged one way or another to an international currency).

The monetary regime of the ancient world was less sophisti-
cated than that of todays’ world. Despite crucial differences in 
the form taken by money and money management, some com-
mon features can however be observed in this regard between 
the two worlds. This is the case for instance with the differ-
ence between international and local or domestic currencies. 

* I would like to extend my thanks to S. von Reden, C. Lorber, P. Iossif, 
B. Muhs and T. Keith for their generous help in the preparation of this article. 

1 Kirshner (1995) and Andrews (2006).
2 Knoop (2013).
3 This is for instance the case in Cuba. See de la Torre / Ize (2013) 9: 

“The Cuban dual exchange rate system overlaps with a dual currency system. 
The latter consists of the Convertible Peso (CUC) — a fully convertible currency 
that exchanges at one to one against the dollar — and the Cuban Peso (CUP) — 
that exchanges at 24 to one dollar”. 
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The role of the state and its use of its sovereign power in mon-
etary matters is also a feature common to the two worlds, which 
helps to explain some similarities. But traits exist that are spe-
cific to the ancient world, and that greatly contributed to social 
inequality. This paper will emphasize the second aspect in par-
ticular.

1.  Money exchange and the sovereignty of the state

1.1. Definitions

Around 650 BCE, in the Greek cities of Asia Minor and in 
Lydia, a crucial innovation took place: the minting of precious 
metal coins.4 The reasons for this innovation are still much 
debated and the point is not to reopen the debate here.5 Pre-
cious metal had already been an instrument of state power for a 
long time, as its accumulation gave states a tool to achieve their 
goals when they wished to (for instance mobilizing an army). 
But by minting coins, states transformed what was previously 
only a private commodity into a public institution. Henceforth, 
by the mediation of coinage and the form it gave to currency, the 
state would be present in all processes of exchange between indi-
viduals. This meant also that beyond the technical process of 
minting coins, something much more significant was at stake: 
the implementation of a series of laws, decrees and other forms 
of regulations that provided the framework for the minting of 
coins as well as for their circulation and exchange. Together 
these measures formed a true policy of currency management.

The first phase of Greek coinage, that of electrum, may not 
seem to have needed currency exchange. Indeed, the coins were 

4 On the development of electrum coinage in Asia Minor and on the later 
phases of coinage in this region, it will suffice here to refer to Konuk (2012). 
For more recent developments on electrum coinage, see van Alfen et al. (forth-
coming).

5 On the overall context, Bresson (2006).
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all of electrum, which meant that there was no necessity to 
implement a process of exchange between metals, specifically 
between gold and silver, because it was precisely these two met-
als that were alloyed in the form of electrum. This was the 
raison d’être of electrum: alloying gold and silver into electrum 
made it possible to bypass the difficulties of maintaining a 
bimetallist system.6 If a fixed parity had been defined between 
the two metals, in a bimetallist system the constant fluctuations 
of their value would inevitably have left a wide gap for specula-
tion. This would have threatened the very existence of the coin 
supply. As proved by the experience of other historical periods, 
coins in the metal that is temporarily undervalued at the official 
rate are melted down and quickly disappear.7 In theory, elec-
trum coinage was the ‘perfect monetary system’. Not only was 
electrum used by all the minting states of Asia Minor, but most 
of them also used the same standard, the so-called “Milesian 
standard”.8 From the heaviest coin, the stater, to the lightest, 
the 1/192, users had at their disposal a system that was per-
fectly consistent. This was in fact the only period in the ancient 
history of coinage in which this was the case. 

Does this mean that in this first phase money exchange 
remained unknown? So far, we have no information on money 
exchange for the period between ca. 650-560 BCE, correspond-
ing to the phase of early electrum coinage. However, the exist-
ence of the two separate standards of Phokaia and Samos makes 
it indisputable that there must have already been moneychang-
ers at the time. Besides, the differences in the gold/silver ratio 
between the coins of the various electrum mints could be evi-
denced by resorting to the touchstone. This also makes it inevi-
table that, even though their weights were in general very well 
calibrated, the differences in value between the coins presupposed 

6 Bresson (2009).
7 Bresson (forthcoming).
8 On the Milesian standard and the other standards in use in western Asia 

Minor, see Bresson (2009) 72-73.
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resorting to money exchange in order to make payments of 
the required value. At the Artemision of Ephesos, coins from 
many different mints were mixed together.9 This testifies to the 
presence at the sanctuary of devotees and pilgrims from vari-
ous cities but does not mean that in the exchange processes 
the coins of the various mints would be estimated at the same 
value. In fact, the striking (and seemingly puzzling) precision 
of the weights of the electrum coins as compared to the vari-
ations in alloy that can be observed between the various mints 
makes perfect sense. It then remained only to determine the 
proportion of gold and silver in two coins of the same weight 
to establish their relative value. This means also that although 
the existence of moneychangers in the early electrum period 
of Greek coinage is not yet attested, it is nevertheless abso-
lutely certain.

Starting with the Lydian Croesids, minting coins in two sepa-
rate precious metals, gold and silver, marked a new phase in 
the history of money. At their mint of Sardis, the Great Kings 
kept on minting Croesids in gold and silver. Then Darius 
inaugurated the parallel minting of the gold darics and the silver 
shekels. Meanwhile, in a form of exponential development that 
started in the second half of the 6th century, a large number of 
Greek cities began to mint coins, but in silver only. For the 
Classical period, the exceptions, like the minting of gold coins 
at Cyrene or Pantikapaion, are very rare and are linked to the 
privileged access of these cities to sources of gold. In the 4th cen-
tury, the king of Macedon Philip II, who was to be followed by 
Alexander, inaugurated a gold coinage, illustrating the new impe-
rial ambitions of Macedon. However, electrum was still minted 
by Phokaia and Mytilene, on the basis of an agreement to mint 
coins using the same composition of their alloy, and with the 
same subdivisions of the full unit.10 Kyzikos also maintained an 
extensive electrum coinage from the end of the Archaic period 

9 See the analyses in van Alfen et al. (forthcoming).
10 See below on the monetary alliance between Phokaia and Mytilene.
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to the end of the Classical period.11 But apart from these cases, 
the Greek cities minted almost exclusively in silver.12

In the late Archaic and early Classical period, well over one 
hundred Greek cities minted a silver coinage. However, they 
did not use the same weight standards. In Asia Minor (in addi-
tion to the Persian standard), the old Milesian, Phokian and 
Samian standards were still in use. In mainland Greece, the 
Aeginetic, Attic-Euboic, Corinthian and Thraco-Macedonian 
standards were used. In the west, the cities of Italy, and sepa-
rately those of Sicily, used standards of their own. Moreover, 
even if they minted on definite standards (with their character-
istic subdivisions), cities often reduced it slightly. This allowed 
them to save a certain quantity of metal at the mint, and also 
probably to keep the coins in the area where they had been 
minted, as their slight underweight was a disincentive to export 
them. Thus this period of extreme fragmentation was also cer-
tainly when the money changers were the most wanted. Indeed, 
from the Classical period onwards, we have comparatively many 
references to money exchange by various cities.

In 1968, R. Bogaert gathered the evidence then available on 
money exchange in the ancient Greek world, and provided a 
detailed commentary on it.13 His work can be supplemented by 
that of J.R. Melville Jones.14 Bogaert focused on the vocabulary 
applying to money exchange and on the techniques used in 
exchange. He showed that many words were used in the Clas-
sical and Hellenistic periods to designate the moneychanger: 
ἀργυραμοιβός, ἀργυρογνώμων, ἀργυροσκόπος, δοκιμαστής, κερ-
ματιστής, κολλυβιστής, νομισματοπώλης and χρυσαμοιβός.15

11 See below on the circulation of the coins of Kyzikos.
12 See van Alfen (2012), Sheedy (2012) and Rutter (2012) respectively 

for Athens, Aegina and the islands of the Aegean and Italy. The rule is almost 
universal for Greek cities of the Classical period.

13 Bogaert (1968) 42-50, 308-331 and 397-398, and (1976b).
14 Melville Jones (1993) 375-399, and (2007) 7-8 and 253-264. See also 

Cohen (1992) 18-22.
15 Bogaert (1968) 44-47, with references.
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These words are not synonymous, although they belong to 
the same lexical field. The ἀργυραμοιβός and χρυσαμοιβός are 
respectively the “silver changer” (or moneychanger) and the 
“gold changer”. The νομισματοπώλης is the one who sells coins. 
The ἀργυρογνώμων, ἀργυροσκόπος, and δοκιμαστής are 
involved in the control of the coins, which of course is the pri-
mary activity of a moneychanger. But one could be a δοκιμα-
στής and be confined to the task of verifying coins, rather than 
being a moneychanger properly so called, as proved by the law 
of Athens on coinage. The text refers to the δημόσιοι δοκιμασταί 
of Athens, public slaves in charge of testing the genuineness of 
the coins in circulation in the agora of Athens and at the empo-
rion at Piraeus.16 Finally, as stressed by Bogaert himself, it is 
clear that money exchange was one major activity taking place 
at the τράπεζαι, “the tables”, and that the τραπεζῖται, the 
“bankers”, were also, among other functions, money-changers. 
We will focus here on the economic and social dimension of 
money exchange. As already observed, the extraordinary diversity 
of the Greek world and the practical necessity to exchange money 
obviously mean that money changers must have been ubiquitous 
as early as the Classical period. The same remark applies to the 
Hellenistic world, then to the imperial Mediterranean.

1.2. The activity of the moneychangers

Defined as ἀργυραμοιβοί, ἀργυρογνώμωνες, and ἀργυρο-
σκόποι, the money changers conducted exchanges between sil-
ver coins of various standards. The use of the word ἀργυραμοιβός 
was not confined to literary circles, as thought by Bogaert.17 As 
proved by H. Duchêne’s publication of the “stele of the port of 
Thasos” (l. 42), of c. 470-460 BCE, the word ἀργυραμοιβήϊον 
refers to the bureau de change.18 This is the same period in 

16 Stroud (1974) ll. 4-18 and 49-56. 
17 Plat. Plt. 289e and Theoc. Id. 12, 37.
18 Duchêne (1992), with SEG 42, 785, l. 41-43: ἀπὸ Χαρίτων ἱρ󰰍 μέχρις 

τῶν οἰκ|ημάτων ἔνθα τὸ ἀργυραμοιβήϊον καὶ ἔν|θα τὸ συμπόσιον.
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which the word χρυσαμοιβός is used metaphorically by Aeschy-
lus in the Agamemnon (the play is dated to 458 BCE). This proves 
that at least by the early Classical period the words ἀργυραμοιβός 
and χρυσαμοιβός were already in common use.19 The word 
ἀργυραμοιβός refers directly to an activity by a “silver changer”, 
but it should be clear that it referred also to an activity by a 
“money changer”, whatever the actual metal was. This is made 
clear in passing by Theocritus’s Idyll 12, 36-37:

Λυδίῃ ἶσον ἔχειν πέτρῃ στόμα, χρυσὸν ὁποίῃ
πεύθονται, μὴ φαῦλος, ἐτήτυμον ἀργυραμοιβοί.
“that his mouth should be like the Lydian stone with which 
money changers test real gold to make sure it is not false”. (trans. 
Loeb)

The “Lydian stone” was the touchstone, used for testing gold 
alone. The ἀργυραμοιβοί in fact changed whatever form of cur-
rency was brought to them. Indeed, we know that even if silver 
coins were legal tender in most cities, the electrum coins of Pho-
kaia, Mytilene and above all Kyzikos, as well as Persian darics, 
also circulated in 5th and 4th century Greece. They were present 
both in the states’ reserves and in rich individuals’ homes.20

This does not exclude the possibility of the existence of spe-
cialized χρυσαμοιβοί when there was enough gold to exchange. 
The word χρυσαμοιβός is reused, possibly as a fashionable archa-
ism, in one of the apocryphal letters of Themistocles (which 
apparently were written in the 2nd century CE). It applies to the 
(real or imaginary?) very wealthy Corinthian banker Philosteph-
anos, with whom Themistocles is reputed to be in business.21 
Philostephanos is first defined as one of the most successful 
bankers in Corinth and elsewhere.22 The extent of the sums at 

19 See below on the use of χρυσαμοιβός by Aeschylus in the Agamemnon in 
458 BCE.

20 For the darics, see Baslez (1989) for Greece, and Manganaro (1989) for 
Syracuse.

21 Themist. Ep. 6, 56. See the comment of Lenardon (1978) ad loc.
22 Themist. Ep. 6, 10-12: τῶν ἐν Κορίνθῳ ἀλλὰ καὶ τῶν ἄλλοθί που τῇ τοῦ 

τραπεζιτεύειν ἐργασίᾳ χρωμένων.
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stake in the correspondence between Philostephanos and Themis-
tocles, supposed to have been seventy talents, may explain why 
Philostephanos was also defined as a χρυσαμοιβός, if gold coins 
were supposed to have been at stake. In fact, there is no good 
reason to think that the word χρυσαμοιβός was an ad hoc inven-
tion of Aeschylus.23 In his famous comparison in the Agamemnon 
(438-444), Aeschylus deplores:
	 ὁ χρυσαμοιβὸς δ᾿ Ἄρης σωμάτων
	 καὶ ταλαντοῦχος ἐν μάχᾳ δορὸς
440	 πυρωθὲν ἐξ Ἰλίου
	 φίλοισι πέμπει βαρὺ
	 ψῆγμα δυσδάκρυτον, ἀν-
	 τήνορος σποδοῦ γεμί-
	 ζων λέβητας εὐθέτους.

“Ares, the moneychanger of bodies,
holding his scales in the battle of spears,
sends back from Ilium to their dear ones
heavy dust that has been through the fire,
to be sadly wept over,
filling easily-stowed urns
with ash given in exchange for men.” (trans. Loeb)

The scales and the furnace were appropriate in a gold changer’s 
shop if he was also a χρυσοχόος, a goldsmith.24 

This is possibly an indication, if a slight one, that the activity 
of a banker and money changer could involve receiving not 
only coined money but also uncoined precious metals. On this 

23 Pace Duchêne (1992) 81-82.
24 For the meaning of Aeschylus’s image, see A.H. Sommerstein’s comments 

ad loc. in the 2014 Loeb Classical Library edition. On the possible link between 
coinage minting and the goldsmiths, see an inscription from Dyme where a gold-
smith (l. 9, [Κύλ]λιν τὸν χρυσοχόον) ranks among those who have been condemned 
for counterfeiting (ll. 6-7, [νό]μισμα ἔκοπτον χάλ|[κεον]); see Thür  / Strumpf 
(1989), Thür (1991) and Rizakis (2008), who republishes the text (SGDI 1613 
and Syll.³ 530). For the link between money exchange and goldsmiths in Ptolemaic 
Egypt, see Burkhalter (2014) 69. With its scales and furnace, the fresco frieze 
of the Casa dei Vettii a Pompeii showing cupids at work in a jeweler’s shop (see 
Clarke [2003] 103, fig. 55) gives us also probably a fair idea of what a mint 
looked like.
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point, our evidence is tenuous. Bogaert thought that there was 
a major difference between the ancient Greek city states and 
the medieval period.25 For him, medieval money changers acted 
as brokers for individuals who brought their uncoined precious 
metal to the money changers. They received coins in return, 
which had been obtained from the mint. In so doing, the money 
changers were major auxiliaries of the mints, as they supplied a 
large proportion of the metal used by the mints. The situation 
would have been different in antiquity. In a decree of Pontic 
Olbia in the 3rd century BCE, we see that a creditor of the city 
who could not obtain the repayment of his loan is about to bring 
to the mint (strictly speaking, “to the die”) the city’s sacred gold 
vessels on which the loan had been secured.26 For Bogaert, the 
fact that he does not bring the vessels to moneychangers but to 
the mint is a crucial difference.

In fact, this is a far-fetched conclusion. Given the sums at 
stake, the creditor had certainly no reason to use moneychang-
ers as middlemen. In the Middle Ages, many individuals, like 
rich merchants with large quantities of raw gold or silver, could 
either sell the metal either to specialized brokers and or obtain 
their coins directly from the mint.27 Going directly to the mint 
is also a situation observed in Ptolemaic Egypt in a papyrus of 
258 BCE, although here we are concerned with merchants bring-
ing gold coins in order to get the new coinage that was legal 
tender.28 This does not mean that in more ordinary situations a 

25 Bogaert (1984) 187-188.
26 IOSPE I2 32, ll. 17-18: ἐπὶ τὸν | χαρακτῆρα. On this document, see Müller 

(2011).
27 See Stahl (2000) 128-131, 134-139 and 254-255 for the various ways the 

merchants of various origins obtained their silver and gold coins at Venice.
28 See P.Cair.Zen. 59021, with Bresson (2015). See also Kroll (2011) 238-

239, quoting a Athenian law dating to 354/3 BCE, to be published by M.B. Rich-
ardson, showing that the mint received raw silver and that (despite a gap on the 
stone at this point) there was a standard delay before the coins were minted and 
delivered to those who had brought the bullion. Regarding the question of a pos-
sible delay at the mint, see the papyrus of 258 (the two texts should be read in 
parallel).
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person could not bring to a banker some precious metal, jewel, 
or plate and get the coins he needed for a payment. This is the 
case, for instance, in one of Alciphron’s Fishermen’s Letters.29 

On the Roman side, it appears (if a statement of Cicero is 
correctly interpreted) that exchange of gold bullion against cash 
presupposed the payment of a collybus, an agio.30 “Please see 
about Caelius and see that there is no gap in the gold. I know 
nothing about these matters. But surely there’s enough lost  
on the exchange (in collybo). If the gold comes on the top of 
that …”.31 The collybus is the commission to be paid for the 
exchange of gold bullion for cash (although the identity of the 
changer is not specified). There should be no doubt that an 
agio had to be paid for the exchange, both on uncoined and 
coined precious metal.

As for daily exchange, it was performed in the agora for 
domestic trade and at the emporion (if there was one) for inter-
national exchange. The Thasian bureau de change was located 
in the agora of Thasos, or in an area immediately adjoining it.32 
The Athenian law on silver coinage of 375/4 mentions that in 
the city the coin examiner, the δοκιμαστής, will sit “among 
the tables”, that is among the bankers, whose primary task was 
money exchange.33 The coin examiner’s activity is logically 
linked to that of the money-changers. Those who held foreign 
coins with Athenian types could thus exchange them for good 
Attic money without delay. 

29 Alciphr. 1, 13, 4: the (fictional) poor fisherman has to bring to the banker 
“Pasion” the gold necklace of his wife to free himself from a usurer from whom 
he has borrowed money he cannot reimburse. The still unpublished Athenian 
law of 354/353 on coinage might show that there was a collaboration between 
the money changers and the mint (see Kroll [2009] 203-204 and n. 33 p. 207).

30 See below on the notion of kollybos/collybus.
31 Cic. Att. 12, 6, 1 (306 ed. Shackleton Bailey, who dates the letter to 

[May?] 45 BCE), with 11, 25, 3 (231 SB, where the point is to save silver plates 
or valuable textiles). 

32 Duchêne (1992) 94, 101-102 and 106.
33 Stroud (1974) ll. 5-6.
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1.3. Money exchange, agio and the state

In Classical Greece, money exchange was thus a common 
practice. Apollodoros, the son of Pasion, claims that, when he 
was campaigning in northern Greece as a trierarch (he was 
then based in Thasos) and had to disburse money from his 
own pocket, he carefully recorded all his expenses, including 
the exchange fee (καταλλαγή) he had to pay to change money.34 
The note is all the more interesting given that in all likelihood 
Apollodoros is himself the author of the speech delivered before 
the court and that he was the son of the most famous banker 
of the time, and as such certainly well aware of what money 
exchange could mean.

In the 4th century, the poet Persinos, neglected by the tyrant 
Euboulos of Atarneus (in Aeolis, to the north of Phokaia), went 
to Mytilene and from this city “wrote to him that he could 
exchange (καταλλάττει) the Phokaian coins he had brought 
with him more easily at Mytilene than at Atarneus”.35 Phokaia 
and Mytilene were linked by a monetary agreement and pro-
duced electrum hektai on the same standard and of the same 
quality.36 Beyond the ironic allusion by Persinos, we see that 
strategies could be elaborated to minimize the cost of money 
exchange.

The policies put in place by the Greek cities were not the 
same. From the Classical period to the Roman imperial period, 
establishing a monopoly of exchange was seemingly frequent. 
This was the case in Byzantion in the Classical period.37 This 
was also the case much later in Mylasa between 209-211 CE.38 
Imperial Pergamon had a monopoly on exchange, and farmed 

34 Ps-Demosth. Ad Polyclem 50, 30. For the bureau de change of Thasos in 
the 5th century, see above.

35 Poll. Onom. 9, 93 (= Callisthenes, FGrHist 124 F4); Melville Jones 
(1993) 454-455, no. 656, and (2007) 297.

36 IG XII 2, 1. See Bresson (2009) 74-75.
37 Ps.-Arist. Econ. 2, 2, 3, 1346b24-26.
38 IK 34-Mylasa 605.
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it out to several bankers.39 If it was a state monopoly, exchange 
was a source of profit for the city. At Delphi, in the decree 
regulating the use of funds given by Attalos II to fund the edu-
cation of the young Delphians, it was expected that the amount 
corresponding to the expenses and travel costs (of the ambas-
sadors sent to the king?) would be taken “from the kollybos” (ἐκ 
τοῦ κολλύβου).40 Thus in that case the kollybos was indeed a 
revenue of the city, and thus certainly the product of the fees 
on money exchange.41 

In Classical Olbia and Hellenistic (independent) Delos, there 
was seemingly no such monopoly, and the exchange rate was 
freely negotiated between money changers and their clients.42 In 
Independent Delos, local bankers were in charge of the cash 
operations for the sanctuary and the city.43 No source mentions 
any reimbursement for their activities. The best explanation 
seems to be that this is because they were allowed to make their 
own profits on the large amounts of cash they handled, espe-
cially from the kollyboi on money exchange.44 Delos experienced 
an exceptional diversity in terms of coinage circulation. The 
coins of the city, the phoinikophoroi, represented only a small 
minority of the coins in circulation. But the accounts of the 
sanctuary were kept according to the Attic standard. 45 In their 
daily business with their clients (their private clients or those 
who were in business with the sanctuary), bankers must have 
exacted agios on the cash they handled.

39 OGIS 484 and add. II, p. 552; see below on this text.
40 Syll.3 672; Pouilloux, Choix, no. 13; Jacquemin et al. (2012) no. 168 

(159/8 BCE), ll. 31-32.
41 See also Rousset (2004) 112.
42 Olbia: IGDOlbia, no 14; Delos: IG XII 5, 817, with Bresson (2014).
43 Bogaert (1968) 170-187; Migeotte (2014) 83.
44 See already Bogaert (1968) 175-176; Bresson (2014) for the operations 

of the banker Timon of Syracuse.
45 Bresson (1993) 142-149; Chankowski-Sablé (1997); Chankowski 

(2005) and (2008).
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2. � Money exchange and social gap: from gold to silver and 
bronze

So far, money exchange has been examined in its technical 
aspect, as converting one currency into another, or bullion into 
coinage, which clearly necessitates resorting to the service of 
some specialist. But money exchange also exemplifies the social 
gap between the masses and the elite in the ancient world. The 
rich did their best to avoid exchanging money and thus having 
to pay agios on the very large sums they had in hand. From 
Cicero’s correspondence with Atticus or with his brother Quin-
tus, then propraetor in Asia, we know that he preferred to be 
paid in denarii rather than in “cistophori of Pompey”, so that he 
did not have to pay an agio on the exchange.46

Roman magistrates in charge could exact agios to maximize 
their profits. Cicero denounced the way Verres had collected 
taxes that had no proper justification, including a collybus on the 
exchange of money he received from the state to buy Sicilian 
grain:

“From the full sum that you should have paid to those farmers 
deductions, under this head or that, were regularly made. The first 
was for ‘inspection and exchange,’ the second for something called 
‘wax-money’. All these terms, gentlemen, are not names for real 
things: they are names for impudent pieces of theft. How can there 
be any exchange, where a single coinage is in universal use (Nam 
collybus esse qui potest cum utuntur omnes uno genere nummorum)?”47 

The sums involved were substantial. The currency in question 
consisted of silver coins. The levy imposed by Verres was unfair, 
since unlike Asia, which used cistophori when the currency of 
the Roman state was the denarius, Sicily made use of the dena-
rius only. In any case it is clear that in this passage Cicero was 

46 Cic. Att. 2, 6, 2 (26 SB); 2, 16, 4 (36 SB); 11, 1, 2 (211 SB); Q. Fr. 1, 3, 7 
(59 BCE). See Andreau (22015) 25 and 510; Burnett (2005) 175;  Hollander 
(2007) 22.

47 Cic. Verr. 2, 3, 181; see Andreau (22015) 504 and 516, and the refer-
ences in previous notes.
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not thinking of a kollybos on an exchange between silver and 
bronze, but on an exchange between silver coins.

At the other end of the social spectrum, the case of bronze 
coinage perfectly illustrates the exploitation associated with the 
usage of this form of currency. Bronze coinage was introduced 
as a fiduciary coinage replacing the silver subdivision of the 
drachma shortly after 450 BCE in the Greek cities of southern 
Italy and Sicily.48 Indeed, the very small size of the smallest 
silver coins made them quite inconvenient for daily exchange. It 
was probably easy to lose them, their attrition rate was higher 
than that of the bigger units (and all the more so given that the 
speed of their circulation was higher than that of the large 
denominations), and it was also easy to confuse one denomi-
nation with the other given that they were very similar in size. 
The introduction of bronze fiduciary small change solved the 
question elegantly. Unsurprisingly, the innovation was a quick 
success. Already at the end of the 5th century, bronze coinage 
had been adopted by many cities of mainland Greece and Asia 
Minor. Soon afterwards they replaced silver small change almost 
everywhere.

In Athens, however, it was not until the mid-4th century BCE 
(perhaps in the context of a financial crisis) that the city intro-
duced its first bronze coinage; this was probably because the city 
traditionally produced large quantities of silver and was thus 
especially attached to silver coinage. But only a few years later 
after the introduction of bronze in Athens, Theophrastus could 
stage the case of the avaricious master, who exacted an agio on 
the rent that his slave paid him in bronze.49 This proves that a 
form of distrust was already attached to fiduciary bronze coin-
age, which could be exploited in the private sphere by a master 
to exact more bronze money from his slave.

48 Rutter (2012).
49 Theophr. Char. 30, 15: τοῦ χαλκοῦ τὴν ἐπικαταλλαγὴν προσαπαιτεῖν. 

See Diggle (2004) 518.
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Under these circumstances, the apprehensions of the citizens 
of Gortyn that may be hinted at in a law of this city introduced 
in the 3rd century BCE become more understandable. Crete was 
always comparatively late in its institutional evolutions. This is 
why it is only at that date that bronze coinage was introduced 
at Gortyn. The law provides for the replacement of silver obols 
by bronze obols, and simultaneously forbids the levying of an 
agio from the users of the new bronze obols.50 Obviously, the 
Gortynians had heard what had happened elsewhere with the 
introduction of bronze coinage. This justified the city’s ban on 
levying charges in private exchange. But in other contexts, as in 
Ptolemaic Egypt, it was the state itself that played the role of 
Theophrastus’ “sordid lover of gain” (αἰσχροκερδής). It made 
money exchange into a significant source of gain for itself and a 
daily burden for money users, especially for the poorer among 
them.

2.1. Making money out of money usage in Ptolemaic Egypt

Making money out of money usage was not new in the Greek 
world of the early Hellenistic period. But the Ptolemies made 
it a systematic policy, and on an unprecedented scale. They did 
so both in managing exchanges between Egypt and the outside 
world and in Egypt itself. Its natural configuration makes Egypt 
a territory easy to control. On this basis, the Ptolemies were able 
to implement solutions that other states would have had more 
difficulty putting into practice.51

The first move was the introduction of a new standard for 
gold and silver, which separated the Ptolemaic possessions from 
the rest of the Hellenistic world and allowed the Ptolemaic state 

50 I.Cret. IV 162.
51 For recent literature on Ptolemaic coinage, see Burkhalter / Picard 

(2005); von Reden (2007) and (2016); Picard / Faucher (2012); Faucher 
(2013); Lorber (2012b); Picard (2014); Wolf (2013); Burkhalter (2014).
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to exploit the difference between international and domestic 
standards. As early as 305 BCE, following the crushing defeat at 
Salamis in 306 and facing the necessity of finding new financial 
resources, Ptolemaic authorities introduced a standard that was 
no longer aligned with the international Attic standard. The 
new standard was a drachma of c. 3.92-3.93 g, instead of 4.33 g 
for the full Attic standard drachma, with a new tetradrachm at 
c. 15.70 g, instead of c. 17.20-17.30 g for the Attic tetradrachm.52 
The Ptolemaic drachma stabilized at 3.57-3.58 g, with a reduced 
silver tetradrachm at c. 14.27-14.30 g. The difference with the 
Attic drachma was in theory 0.76 g, but was in fact somewhat 
less as the actual weight of the silver Attic tetradrachms in cir-
culation was 4.20+ g in the late 4th century, and even less in the 
3rd and early 2nd century BCE. There is good reason to believe 
(although this has not yet been proved by our documentary 
evidence) that when gold and silver Attic standard coins were 
imported to Egypt, one Attic drachma was exchanged for one 
Ptolemaic drachma, the difference (c. 21% of the value of the 
Ptolemaic drachma) benefitting the Ptolemaic treasury (Pl. 7.1-
7.3).53

In addition to reducing the weight of the drachma under 
Ptolemy II, other innovations were made, triggered by the modi
fications of the gold-silver ratio and carried out to fit in with 
them. Under the Ptolemies, silver always provided the ultimate 
reference benchmark of monetary value, and thus the weight of 
silver coins minted on the 3.57-3.58 g value of the drachma 
remained unchanged (mainly the above-mentioned tetradrachms 
at c. 14.27-14.30 g).54 Thus the innovation concerned gold coin-
age. New gold coins were introduced in (probably) 298, staters 
weighing 7.13 g, with a new gold-silver ratio of 1:11 (instead of 
the previous 1:10). A few years later, new and heavier gold coins 
were minted on the new standard of the drachma, the trichrysa, 

52 Lorber (2012b).
53 Le Rider (1998) 792-798; Bresson (2015), with previous bibliography.
54 See below on this point.
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weighing 17.90 g (five gold drachmas). Each trichryson was 
seemingly the equivalent of 60 silver drachms, with a gold- 
silver ratio of 1:12. In August 272 at the latest (the precise date 
remains unknown for now), Ptolemy II introduced a new gold 
coinage, the full denomination of which was the mnaieion, of 
ca. 27.80 g. As implied by its name, the new coin was worth one 
hundred silver drachms. The reform corresponded to a new 
gold-silver ratio of 1:12.8.55 The introduction of a new standard 
and a new currency implied the demonetization of the former 
currency and its replacement by the new one. Thus, we know 
that in 258 the old trichrysa (and other gold coins on various 
foreign standards) brought to the kingdom by merchants were 
systematically melted down and exchanged for mnaieia.56 Yet 
another new development took place under Ptolemy III, the 
minting of gold coins of 43 g and of silver coins of c. 52.70 g, 
possibly to accommodate a new gold-silver ratio of 1:13, but the 
attempt was short lived.57 From then on, although in smaller 
quantities after 200, the mnaieia were the standard gold coins in 
the Ptolemaic kingdom.58

In practice, gold was used for large scale payments, by senior 
administrators or by large-scale merchants. For major transac-
tions, it obviously played a more significant role than in other 
Hellenistic kingdoms.59 Besides, even if silver always remained 
the standard of accounting, payments in gold meant receiving 
a bonus in terms of silver, which in 258 BCE was 4%.60 In the 
Ptolemaic kingdom, positive or negative exchange rates thus 
applied to the conversion between various metal coinages, pos-
itive for the conversion from gold to silver or bronze and silver 

55 See Lorber (2013) 65-78. 
56 P.Cair.Zen. 59021, with Bresson (2015).
57 Le Rider / Callataÿ (2006) 37.
58 Le Rider / Callataÿ (2006) 52; Duyrat / Olivier (2010).
59 According to the estimates of Iossif (2015), gold represented 71% in value 

of the total of the Ptolemaic gold and silver coinage production.
60 P.Cair.Zen. 59022. See Le Rider / Callataÿ (2006) 153 for the correct 

analysis of the document, and pace Orrieux (1983) 32-33. 
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to bronze, negative the other way around. The systematic exploi-
tation of the conversion from bronze to silver or gold was based 
on the new role given to bronze money in Ptolemaic Egypt. 

Like everywhere else in the Hellenistic world under the con-
trol of Greek elites, bronze was initially conceived only as small 
change and a subdivision of the precious metal coinage, in the 
traditional system of the Greek coinage. Like almost everywhere 
else, the drachma was subdivided into 6 obols, each obol sub-
divided into 8 chalkoi (whether or not the chalkous existed as a 
coin), and the subdivisions of the drachma were bronze fiduciary 
coins. The coins were initially of light weight, in two denomi-
nations only. In c. 294, however, following the financial crisis 
in this period, the first change occurred, with the introduc-
tion of heavier coins in four denominations.61 But the decisive 
modification took place in 261, with the introduction of heavy 
bronze coinage in six denominations. The heaviest coins were 
clearly intended to replace the former silver drachmas and other 
silver units of lower value. The weights of the heaviest coins of 
c. 90-100 g might have been aimed to fit the weight of the tra-
ditional Egyptian unit of measure, the deben, a weight unit of 
c. 91 g.62 If this was the case, it was nevertheless for purely oppor-
tunistic reasons, for the true objective was to replace the drachma, 
traditionally minted in silver, with a system that was now entirely 
based on fiduciary bronze coinage. 

Remarkably, and as proved by the hoards, over the course  
of the 3rd century silver coinage tended to disappear from the 
chôra of Egypt.63 Bronze currency became the ordinary means 
of exchange for most of the population of Egypt. An original 
feature of the bronze currency system of the Ptolemaic state was 
the unusual frequency of the processes of demonetization and 
replacement by a new series. With ten different bronze series 

61 Farhi / Lorber (2012).
62 Le Rider / Callataÿ (2006) 54-55; Gorre (2012) on the relation between 

the deben and Ptolemaic monetary units.
63 Lorber (2013).
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over less than three hundred years, a new bronze series was 
introduced on average of less than every thirty years.

Series/
Spec.

Begins Ends Denominations Heaviest Lightest System

Series 1 315/12 301 2 4,30-5 1 Non-decimal
Series 2 305 261 4 20-21 1,5-3 Non-decimal
Series 3 261 240 6 90-100 2,5-5.5 Non-decimal
Series 4 240 220 7 80-90 2,5-5.5 Non-decimal
Series 5 220 (197) 8 72 1.5 Non-decimal
Series 6 (197) 150 8 38-40 2-3 Decimal
Series 7 150 115 6 22-23 4.5 Decimal
Series 8 115/4 114/3 2 16 c. 8 Decimal
Series 9 130 37? 2 1-10 c. 0.5 - c. 2 Decimal
Series 10 37 30 2 c. 12-17 c. 5-9 Decimal

Table 1 — The Bronze Ptolemaic Coinage,  
after Picard (2012) 17-108.

At the turn of the century, a new major innovation took 
place.64 The traditional system of subdivisions of the drachma 
was abandoned, and a new decimal system was introduced. This 
may have reflected a desire to simplify accounting. But the turn 
of the third to the 2nd century BCE was also a time of severe 
crisis for the Ptolemaic kingdom, marked between 206 and 186 
by the revolt of indigenous pharaohs in Upper Egypt and wide-
spread trouble all over the country.65 Dated to 196, the famous 
Memphis Decree shows that Ptolemy V had to make major 
concessions to the Egyptian priests to be able to re-conquer his 

64 The date of 197 proposed by Picard / Faucher (2012) 68-69 is not 
universally accepted. See Fischer-Bovet / Clarysse (2012), who prefer to keep 
Reekman’s date of 211/210, and a new study in preparation by C. Lorber and 
G. Gorre, who argue for a date c. 207/6.

65 Veïsse (2004) 5-26.



	 Money Exchange and the Economics of Inequality� 291

kingdom.66 But once again this was probably only an opportun-
istic measure, which did not change the nature of bronze coin-
age in Ptolemaic Egypt.

Often when a new series was introduced, all the coins of  
the previous series were recalled and exchanged for the new 
coinage. From series 7 onwards, a considerable adjunction of 
lead can be observed, which was a way to save money on mint-
ing, even though admittedly the overall actual cost of bronze 
money was comparatively very low.67 Coin production was also 
faster. Many coins were now cast, not struck, in order to lower 
the cost of production. At the same time, beginning in the last 
two decades of the 3rd century, a considerable increase in prices 
can be observed. This is the famous question of the ‘Ptole-
maic inflation’. If it is now admitted that a major aspect was 
a modification of the accounting system rather than a massive 
increase in the quantity of coinage in circulation, the origins 
of the crisis are still far from clear.68 What can be observed in 
any case is a depreciation even of the new bronze unit in terms 
of the silver drachma. On the basis of the number of bronze 
drachms per stater, the silver/bronze ratio which was 1:125 in 
171 (500 drachms per stater) increased over the second century 
and was at 1:450 after 115 (1800-1900 drachmas per stater).69 
The higher exchange rate (the manipulation of which was facil-
itated by the new decimal system) and the parallel introduc-
tion of new bronze series (see above table 1) increased the gap 
between gold and silver on the one hand, and bronze on the 
other, to the disadvantage of those who lived in the universe of 
bronze coinage.

Another much-debated question is the nature of the Ptole-
maic monetary system, some seeing it as deeply unitary, with the 
predominance of a silver standard until the end of the monarchy, 

66 OGIS 90.
67 Faucher (2013) 54-62.
68 See recently Fisher-Bovet / Clarysse (2012) and Gorre (2012).
69 Lorber (forthcoming), who discusses the previous hypotheses.
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while others see it as a tri-metal system. As already observed for 
gold, the remark being also true for bronze (see below), it was 
always against silver that the other metal currencies were meas-
ured. Thus the Ptolemaic monetary system was fundamentally 
unitary.70 However, one should not conclude that gold and 
bronze coinages were merely multiples or subdivisions of silver 
coinage. In terms of monetary currency, the reality was that of 
the ‘full autonomy’ of each metal, which was only connected 
to the others by the common unity of accounting provided by 
the silver coinage. A specific policy prevailed for each metal 
(for example, the many changes to the bronze coinage are not 
paralleled by similar changes to the gold or silver coinages), 
although within the framework of a deeply united monetary 
system. These policies were fully consistent on the one hand 
with the nature of the currency (commodity money for gold 
and silver, fiat money for bronze) and with its market value (for 
gold and silver), and on the other with the constraints of the 
financial policy of the Ptolemaic state. 

During the 3rd and 2nd centuries, silver became ever rarer.  
It began to be minted again on a large scale in the period of 
Ptolemy VI (before 170 BCE). In the countryside, the currency 
that people saw circulating and had in their hands was bronze 
money. This does not mean that silver, as a currency of account, 
was out of the picture. The numerous cash taxes to which the 
people were liable were defined either in terms of either silver 
or bronze.71 Other documents show that silver and bronze cur-
rencies (when they were actual money) were accounted for sep-
arately.72 Nevertheless, the principle of an agio applying to the 
conversion of bronze into silver or gold money remained fully 
valid.

From what we know of monetary manipulations in Greece, 
as for instance that of Hippias as told by Ps-Aristotle (Econ. 2, 

70 See Gorre (2012) 110-111, with previous literature.
71 Von Reden (2007) 84-117; Burkhalter (2014) 63.
72 Burkhalter (2014) 65.
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2, 4, 1347a9-11), the state made a profit in the process: this was 
indeed one of the aims of the operation. Individuals received in 
purchasing power less than what they had brought to the mint. 
This was probably also the case in Ptolemaic Egypt, although 
we have no specific detail on this point. Besides, the switch to a 
new bronze currency inevitably had a further cost for the public.

First, as is inevitable in similar operations, for various reasons 
a certain quantity of bronze coinage could not be brought back 
to the authorities in what was certainly the appointed time. The 
number of homogeneous bronze coin hoards in Ptolemaic Egypt 
(a total of 47) is enough to verify this situation.73 The corre-
sponding profit on this ‘lost money’ was for the state. Then, 
even if some ‘old’ bronze coins still in circulation were at some 
point, but too late, brought before a banker, the control to 
which they were submitted meant that a good share of them was 
not accepted. In a monthly account of daily expenses and income 
in the Zenon archive dated to 255 BCE, that is, six years after 
the reform of 261 and the introduction of the new heavy bronze 
coinage, out of one hundred “drachmas” (no doubt bronze 
ones) brought to Zenon, the banker Python accepted 49, but 
rejected 51 as being ἀδόκιμον, in all likelihood because they were 
no longer legal tender. This does not mean that one hundred 
coins of one drachma were brought to the banker, but that a 
sum of one hundred drachmas in various coins was brought to 
him and that he accepted them for an amount of 51 drachmas 
only.74 The loss was for the individual who still retained the ‘old’ 
coins, and the final profit was once again for the state. Naturally, 
the profit made from the exchange was certainly marginal as 
compared to the main goal of the exchange, which was to play 
on the difference between the metal currencies. 

73 Lorber (2000) for the 3rd century and (2013), with table 4 pp. 152-153, 
with also Faucher / Lorber (2010) app. 1 p. 60 specifically for series 6-7. See 
also now Faucher / Meadows / Lorber (2017) 1-16, for the total of 47 homo-
geneous bronze hoards.

74 P.Lond. 2167, ll. 61-64.
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In the 3rd century, a majority of taxes (13 vs. 7) were defined 
in terms of silver.75 The P.Rev.Laws of 259/8 BCE defines the 
taxes to be paid in bronze money at par, χαλκὸς ἰσόνομος, and 
those that were to be paid with an agio, χαλκὸς οὗ ἀλλαγή. The 
P.Paris 62, r5 ll. 16-17 of 204 BCE defines the exchange rate 
of bronze against silver: it was ten drachmas 2 1/2 obols per 
mina, or 10.416%. This rate can be found in a long series of 
documents of the 3rd century and one of the 2nd century, which 
however is sufficient proof that the agio did not disappear in 
197 with the great reform of bronze coinage and the introduc-
tion of the decimal system.76

However, another exchange rate is mentioned in our docu-
mentation. Up to now it has been interpreted as a ‘reduced rate’ 
corresponding to payments made by the state, when the money 
came from the state treasury, but also for private payments.77 
The documents are the following:
–	 P.Lond. 1934, ll. 9-10 (Oct. 258). 25 dr. 1/2 for 1 stater, or 

6.25%, for the payment of Apollonios’s pension: one talent 
in gold, one in silver, one in bronze, an agio being applied 
to bronze only.

–	 P.Lond. 2167, ll. 181-182 (255). In a Zenon account, a pur-
chase of bricks for a value of 8 silver drachmas is mentioned 
as the equivalent of 8 bronze drachmas and one triobol, that 
is a rate of 6.25%. The payment is not made by the basili-
kon (the royal treasury).

–	 P.Hib. 51, ll. 5-6 (245/244). In official correspondence 
regarding payment for garments from the basilikon, a cashier 
receives the instruction to process the payment ἐπαλλαγῆς 
τοῦ ἡμίσους τῶν δ’ (δραχμῶν) (ὀβολὸν) α, “with an exchange 
rate of one half, for 4 drachmas one obol and a half”, or 
6.25%.

75 Von Reden (2007), table p. 116.
76 Burkhalter / Picard (2005) 66-67.
77 Burkhalter / Picard (2005) 66-67; Burkhalter (2014) 62.



	 Money Exchange and the Economics of Inequality� 295

–	 P.Hib. 67, ll. 15 and 22 (228). In an official letter, Askle-
piades asks the banker Kleitarchos to pay separately for 448 
and 64 drachmas in textiles delivered to the royal treasury 
by weavers. The rate of conversion of bronze for silver is 
3.125% (respectively 14 drachmas, for a total of 462 drach-
mas, and 2, for a total of 66 drachmas).

–	 O.Bodl. I 314 (190-150).78 The exact purpose of the text 
remains unclear, but there is no proof that this was an offi-
cial payment. In the account, 17 silver staters are subtracted 
from a sum of 6 talents 1,400 drachmas (= 37,400 drach-
mas) in bronze at a rate of 2,200. The agio is first defined at 
2,400 bronze drachmas. It corresponds to a rate of exactly 
6% of 40,000 bronze drachmas. Then, implicitly and pro-
bably erroneously, the agio is recalculated at 2040; the 
rate would be 5.45%. In fact, one may suspect that the 
number should have been 2,244, or exactly 6% of the sum 
of 37,400 bronze drachmas, but that a mistake was made in 
the calculation.79

Whether ‘public’ or ‘private’, all five cases have in common 
payments in bronze for sums defined in silver. For four cases 
out of 5, we have conversions from silver to bronze at a rate of 
exactly 6.25%, or 6% (or around 6%) in the 2nd century. This 
is the “exchange rate of one half” defined by P.Hib. 51, not 
arithmetically one half of 10.41%, but probably a vestige of a 

78 See Burkhalter (2014) 71.
79 C. Lorber (per litteras) suggests the following solution for this difficult case: 

“I assume that O. Bodl. I 314 is an account by someone who received bronze for 
silver, either in an actual monetary exchange or in a payment in which bronze was 
substituted for silver. Otherwise the writer would not ‘have’ a total including the 
agio paid. I doubt that the 17 staters are literally subtracted from a sum in bronze; 
the text just indicates what part of the total was made up by 17 staters evaluated in 
bronze and what part was the agio. I also doubt that the allagê was lowered. I think 
what happened is that the payer fell a bit short for some reason. Instead of the 
correct total of 40,800 drachms, he/she paid only 39,440 drachms (6 T 3440 dr.), 
and that’s why a difference of 560 drachms is specified”. We would be in a case 
where a payment in bronze was substituted for (stipulated) silver, which would 
fit well with our own argument.
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previous and higher rate (see below).80 Remarkably, the payment 
of the agio to the weavers of P.Hib. 67 is exactly one half of the 
expected rate, 3.125% instead of 6.25%, which obviously bru-
tally translates a balance of power between the two partners: 
6.25% of bonus for the pension of Apollonios when paid in 
bronze, but only 3.125% for the weavers working for the state.

In addition, P.Cair.Zen. 59327, ll. 13-14, of 249 BCE, pro-
vides a 12.5% exchange rate for bronze to silver. This must be the 
original rate, which at some later point was slightly reduced by 
the Ptolemaic authorities, perhaps because they realized that it 
was too high for the population. This is a decisive indication that 
the 6.25% rate of exchange from silver to bronze is not a reduced 
rate for official payments, but the rate applying to the conversion 
from silver to bronze established at one half the rate for convert-
ing bronze to silver. Interestingly (see below) in 2nd century CE 
Asia Minor, the agio for conversion from silver to bronze, or 
6.25%, was half that for conversion from bronze to silver, or 
12.5% (although here the same rate was pure coincidence).81 
The reduction of the rate of exchange from 12.5% to 10.41% 
can at the same time be paralleled with the evolution of the salt 
tax (halikê or halika), which was in fact a poll tax. It is attested 
in Egypt between 263 and 217 BCE and went through two 
successive reductions: originally (263-254), male rate 1.5 drach-
mas and female rate 1 drachma; then (254-231), 1 drachma and 
0.5 drachmas; then again (243-217), 4 obols and 1.5 obols.82

Finally, one case deserves special attention. The rate of 8.33% 
for the calculation of interest in bronze for a sum loaned in silver 
(P.Cair.Zen. 59355, col. I, ll. 8-11, of 244 BCE): 8.33 (8 drach-
mas and two obols) is exactly the median value between 10.41 

80 See Bresson (2012), especially p. 80, for the discussion of the volume of 
amphoras as defined at the customs of Pelousion (P.Cair.Zen. 59012, 259 BCE). 
The ἡμικάδιον is not always the equivalent of one half of a κάδιον.

81 See below for the agio in Roman imperial Asia Minor. Bogaert (1984) 
does not separate clearly between the conversion silver-bronze and bronze-silver 
and supposes that the exchange rate (ἀλλαγή) was constantly fluctuating, especially 
in the 2nd century.

82 Clarysse (2012).
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and 6.25%, and this can hardly be just a coincidence. Other 
rates are, however, attested in our documentation that would 
deserve closer attention. Nonetheless, it seems that despite the 
apparent discrepancies in our sources, some general principles 
can be observed.

We are here at the heart of the fiscal system of the Ptolemies, 
and some general conclusions can, in any case, be reached. Each 
of the three coinages (gold, silver, bronze) was defined as sepa-
rate from the others, and an exchange fee was exacted for con-
verting an amount of money from one currency to another. But 
commodity money coinages were privileged in their relationship 
to flat coinage. Buying silver with gold meant receiving a bonus 
of 4%. Buying bronze with silver meant usually (at least for the 
privileged) receiving a bonus of 6.25%. But buying silver with 
bronze in the 3rd century ordinarily meant paying a premium 
originally of 12.5%, which quickly dropped to 10.41% in the 
3rd century and to 10% in the decimal system of the 2nd century. 
The system benefited those who had access to precious metal, for 
instance those who received recompense in precious metal coin-
age. The loss was for all the others, especially for the most of the 
population, which lived in the universe of bronze currency. As it 
was up to the state to define the metal in which individual taxes 
were to be paid, if the tax was defined in terms of silver, the 
payer had to pay an agio to the royal bank, on top of which were 
added fees for levying the tax of 5% before 129 BCE, and 10% 
after that date, i.e. extra payments respectively of 15 and 20% of 
the official amount of the tax.83 

In this sense, it is the parallel with VAT that comes to mind, 
although of course the parallel should not be pushed too far. In 
the ancient world, it was technically impossible to levy value 
added taxes, the way modern states do. One way to tax daily trade 
was to levy taxes on the exchange between bronze and silver: this 
was the best way to tax petty trade, salary payments, etc. In post-
Ptolemaic Egypt, when Augustus reestablished a monetary system 

83 Milne (1925) 276, nicely confirmed by Agut-Labordère / Gorre / 
Kossmann (2014) 214.
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based on the difference between a silver currency and a bronze 
currency that was once again divided along the traditional sub-
divisions of obols and chalkoi, the practice of paying an agio on 
exchange was universal in imperial Roman Egypt.84

2.2. Money exchange in Roman Asia Minor

We have every reason to believe that the levying of an agio on 
bronze was universal in the Roman world. Beyond Egypt, inscrip-
tions from Asia Minor provide the best dossier for this period. 
At Pergamon, in a rescript (possibly Hadrianic) of the beginning 
of the 2nd century CE, the bankers operating under a city contract 
levied an agio on the exchange between silver and bronze. The 
denarius was officially the equivalent of 16 asses. When exchanged 
against bronze, the official rate of a denarius was 18 asses at pur-
chase, or 12.5%, and 17 asses at sale, or 6.25%.85

The levying of an agio is also mentioned in an inscription 
from Magnesia on the Maeander at the time of Hadrian.86 As 
the subsidy paid by the city was not enough to pay for the oil 
of the gymnasium, the presbyteroi decided to contribute by 
making withdrawals from the income of the gerousia, either in 
cash (on the cash income of the gerousia) or in kind (on the 
in-kind income from the estates). These revenues were normally 
intended to serve as emoluments of the gerontes. The kollyboi 
mentioned certainly corresponded to the product of an addi-
tional exchange tax on payments made in bronze or silver cor-
responding to the payments of the various taxes by users of the 
gymnasium: the hundredth for heating the bath; the hundredth 
for the loan of towels; the hundredths on the income from the 
inn, on catering, sale of salt foods, and of the cellar (the wine 

84 Burkhalter / Picard (2005) 61-62, on the reform; Bogaert (1983) on 
the kollybistikai trapezai.

85 OGIS 484 and add. II, p. 552; Bogaert (1968) 231-234, and 1976a, 
no. 28; Oliver (1989) 209-215, no. 84. See Bresson (2014).

86 I.Magnesia 116 (with p. 296) l. 36: κόλλυβοι οἱ γεινόμενοι.
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reserve).87 It is a system similar to that which can be observed 
in Egypt at the same period: for instance, an exchange tax (paid 
in bronze) on a small payment of tax money is mentioned in a 
tax receipt from 106 CE from the Fayum.88

The foundation of Caius Vibius Salutaris in Ephesos during 
the reign of Trajan (104 CE) also refers to a kollybos. 89 In 
addition to manufacturing twenty-nine statuettes, one in gold, 
the others in silver, the donor also planned to create a fund of 
20,000 denarii. Invested at an annual interest rate of nine per-
cent, the fund was to bring in 1,800 denarii annually.90 Every 
year, for the anniversary of the goddess, a distribution was to be 
organized to a series of nine categories of beneficiaries, the first 
three being: 1) the council members; 2) the members of the 
gerousia, a category whose name is lost, and the former Asiarchs; 
3) and the citizens, for a number of 250 per tribe. Three times 
it is stated: “If the kollybos is higher, so that more funds are 
available for more beneficiaries…”. (ll. 229-230, [ἐὰν δὲ μείζω]
ν γεί[νηται ὁ κόλλυβος, ὥστε | εἰς πλείονας χωρεῖν] for distribu-
tion to the council members; ll. 235-237, [ἐὰν | δὲ μείζων ᾖ ὁ 
γενόμενος κόλλυβος,] ὥστε εἰς πλείο[νας | χωρεῖν], for distribu-
tion to the members of the gerousia; l. 251, [ἐὰν δὲ μείζων ᾖ ὁ 
γεν]όμενος κόλλυβος (without further indication), for distribu-
tion to citizens.

J.H. Oliver has proposed a clever explanation, which so far 
has received universal approval. “The drachma contained twelve 
silver asses, and the denarius sixteen silver asses. The adjectives 
indicate a reference to the silver as distinct from the ordinary 
provincial bronze as, which had depreciated to a rate of eighteen 

87 I.Magnesia 116, l. 34-36. For the meaning of “cellar” as a wine reserve for 
πιθών, see Ginouvès / Martin (1998) 170. For this inscription and the income 
from the estates of the gerousia, see Thonemann (2011) 253-254.

88 P.Fay. 56, l. 7: κολ(λύβου) χα(λκοῦ) ιδ’. The tax in silver is the ναύβιον 
κατοίκων, the tax paid as an equivalent for the maintenance of dykes and canals.

89 Oliver (1941) no. 82 (IK 12-Ephesos 27). See also Rogers (1991) 42. On 
the sixteen assaria of the denarius, see Melville-Jones (1971).

90 See briefly Debord (1982) 206-206.
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to the denarius and was in danger of depreciating even further. 
A variation in the exchange had been foreseen and provisions 
were made for the division of a surplus”. 91 Oliver’s hypothesis 
is also interesting in that it accounts for the sudden appearance 
of a kollybos defined as μείζων, “larger”, when no reference has 
so far been made to such a source of revenue. For Oliver, the 
increase of the amount allotted to each category would be 
related purely to a variation in the exchange rate between silver 
and bronze. Indeed, for the payment to 6 × 250 = 1,500 citizens 
is provided a total annual interest of 750 denarii, equivalent to 
½ silver denarius per citizen. Now, every citizen was to receive a 
donation of 9 asses, not 8: the denarius was thus indeed valued at 
18 asses. While the total sum in silver coins remained unchanged, 
we would be dealing with a simple depreciation of the value of 
the local bronze currency, with, for example, a denarius rated at 
19 asses instead of 18. But according to this hypothesis, each 
beneficiary would be receiving 9 devalued asses and thus would 
be deprived of a fraction of what was originally owed to him. 
There would be more beneficiaries, but each of them would 
receive a sum of money that was devalued. Is this really what the 
issue is about?

The close parallel (even down to details) with the inscription 
of Magnesia on the Maeander, where the income from the kol-
lybos helps finance the oil for the gymnasium, paves the way 
for a different interpretation. Instead of an unlikely and strangely 
‘favorable’ devaluation, it seems simpler to think that it would be 
an increase in the overall volume of the kollybos on the financial 
operations of the foundation, but based on the income of the 
agio and on the same rate of exchange, which would justify the 
increased funding. How could this be achieved? This could be the 
case if those in charge of the farming of the kollybos were also those 
who were responsible for the investment of the foundation’s funds 

91 Oliver (1941) 82. Same view in Verboven (2009) 10, on the basis of 
Newton’s comment ad IBM III 481, and pp. 138 and 141.
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and the benefit thereof.92 If the tax revenue was higher than the 
sum due to the city, then the extra profit would not go into the 
pocket of the farmers, as would normally be the case, but would 
be used by the managers of the fund, who would perform their 
work for non-profit, to increase the sums to be shared between 
the beneficiaries. It has been shown independently that the ger-
ousia “was an institution operating almost like an independent 
bank”.93 Besides, the reason why the kollybos was not previously 
mentioned is also perfectly clear. Paying a kollybos on money 
usage was so common, and the logic of the system so well known, 
that no specific mention was necessary.

We can also understand why the denarius was valued at 
18 asses for the distributions: if this had not been the case, and 
if they had not received 9 asses but only eight, the council 
members would not have received a “real half-denarius”, but 
only a fraction of the amount due. Indeed, when they had to 
make a payment denominated in the official currency, the dena-
rius, but payable in bronze coins, they would have had to pay a 
premium corresponding to the lesser value of the bronze coin. 
This is also a reminder that a kollybos was levied on each financial 
operation involving payments in bronze money instead of silver 
money. The system was that of a common payment currency, 
bronze money, and an official currency that was both a money 
of account and real money, the silver denarii. What is at stake is 
not a pure accounting process.94 We have, instead, an exchange 
fee on all conversions from bronze to silver and conversely, as 
shown eloquently in the inscription of Pergamon, the other 
inscriptions of Asia Minor, and in very many contemporary 
Egyptian papyri.

The final proof comes with a decree of Mylasa of 209-
211 CE. The text relates to fraud in money exchange and shows 

92 For a parallel from Ptolemaic Egypt, see P.Eleph.Gr. 8 (Edfu  ?, 224-
223 BCE), with the commentary of Muhs (2003) 87-88: it is a ταριχεύτης (mum-
mifier) who contracts for the farming of the tax on mummification (ταριχεία).

93 Dignas (2002) 198-199.
94 Pace Marchetti (2014) 83-84.
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how money exchange was part of the daily life of the inhabit-
ants of the city. But it also proves that the revenue from the 
monopoly on money exchange was a major source of income 
for the city.95 The notables in charge had to recall that even the 
payment of the taxes due to the emperors was delayed (ll. 52-53: 
καὶ διὰ τοῦτο καὶ ἡ εὐπ[ορία ἡ | πρὸς τοὺς κυρίους αὐ]τοκράτο-
ρας τῶν φόρων βραδύνει). Given that they were held personally 
responsible before the governor for the levy of these taxes, they 
exacted the harshest penalty against fraudsters, as their own 
liability was at stake.

3.  Conclusion

In the ancient Greek world, coinage as a standard form of 
money was introduced in the second half of the Archaic period. 
Later, in the Classical and above all in the Hellenistic and Roman 
periods, it became the standard form of money. On the one 
hand, coinage initially helped to unify civic societies. But on the 
other, it soon also contributed to social stratification. Given the 
various forms taken by coinage (gold, silver and bronze respec-
tively for high-, medium- and low-value payments), states were 
quick to realize that they could exploit not only the conversion 
from foreign currency into the local one, but also the transfer of 
value from one level of coinage to the other (bronze to silver and 
silver to gold or conversely). For a state, money exchange was a 
source of profit that it could exploit to its own benefit. In doing 
so, however, it also contributed to widening the gap between 
social strata. Money exchange is thus directly linked to the econ-
omy of inequality in the ancient world.

The rich lived in the world of gold or silver. They were on the 
right side. Notwithstanding the question of the super-privileged 
who had access to gold, those who traded in silver paid only the 

95 IK 34-Mylasa 605. I am presently preparing a new edition of this text, with 
new restorations.
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moderate agios to convert their monies into gold. They even 
received a bonus when they converted their precious metal coins 
into bronze. The common people, who lived in the world of 
bronze money, were on the wrong side. They were constantly 
forced either to pay high premiums for silver coinage or to pay 
with bronze amounts defined in silver. A famous debate among 
economists on the nature of money concerns the question of 
whether or not money is a veil of exchange. Be that as it may, 
the image that comes to mind for the usage of money in the 
ancient world is rather that of a trawler that sucked money out 
of the pockets of the taxpayers, especially the poorest of them.
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Veïsse, A.-E. (2004), Les “révoltes égyptiennes”. Recherches sur les troubles 
intérieurs en Égypte du règne de Ptolémée III à la conquête romaine 
(Leuven).

Wolf, D. (2013), “A Metrological Survey of Ptolemaic Bronze Coins”, 
AJN 25, 49-118.



DISCUSSION

S. Fachard: Lors d’une phase initiale du monnayage grec, les 
Athéniens, Samiens et Corinthiens auraient adopté le standard 
euboïque, dont Hérodote nous dit qu’il fut employé lors du 
versement du tribut en or au roi perse Darius (3, 89). Il semble 
dès lors que le standard euboïque a été utile, voire recherché 
pour des échanges de valeurs à large échelle, tout au moins dans 
une phase précédant la multiplication des divers standards. Est-
il raisonnable d’imaginer l’existence d’une taxe de change entre 
monnaies (et poids) de différents standards dans la seconde 
moitié du VIe siècle  ? Les Eubéens auraient-ils bénéficié de l’at-
trait de ‘leur’ standard  ?

A. Bresson: L’existence de zones d’étalon est un fait caractéris-
tique de la fin de l’archaïsme et du début de l’époque classique, 
avant que, dans le cours du Ve siècle, l’usage de l’étalon attique 
ne vienne en quelque sorte “simplifier les choses”. Sur cette 
base, peut-on observer une circulation privilégiée des monnaies 
d’un même étalon à l’intérieur d’une même zone  ? Pour pou-
voir avancer une réponse, il faudra consacrer une étude spéciale 
à cette question. Mais d’ores et déjà on possède plusieurs indices  
que les monnaies émises sur un même étalon dans plusieurs 
cités de la même région géographique pouvaient être utilisées 
indifféremment dans l’une ou l’autre de ces cités, ce qui pou-
vait procurer des économies sur le change. Quant aux monnaies 
d’étalons différents (de métal précieux exclusivement à l’époque 
archaïque), elles devaient certainement faire l’objet d’un change 
si la cité avait établi un monopole de circulation pour sa propre 
monnaie, si elle en émettait une — ou, à défaut si elle avait 
reconnu ce monopole à telle monnaie étrangère. À mon sens, 
c’est dès la phase du monnayage d’électrum (pour simplifier, à 
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partir de c. 650 av. J.-C. et jusqu’à l’introduction des créséides 
par Crésus, même si après cette date des monnaies d’électrum 
continuèrent à circuler) que la question du change dut com-
mencer à se poser. Il n’est donc nullement surprenant de trou-
ver un bureau de change à Thasos dans les premières décennies 
du Ve siècle (donc bien plus tard).

Pour ce qui est de l’étalon euboïque, avec son didrachme à 
8.64 g, J.H. Kroll1 a proposé d’y voir une légère augmentation 
du shekel babylonien à 8.40 g. Tel est en effet très exactement 
l’étalon des poids du IXe siècle retrouvés sur le site de Toumba, 
près de la future Érétrie. Il paraît donc hautement vraisemblable 
que les Eubéens adoptèrent le système d’unité de poids des Bab-
yloniens. Ils auraient ensuite légèrement augmenté le poids de 
leurs didrachmes à 8.64 g. C’est ce qui aurait permis la parfaite 
équivalence, relevée par Hérodote (3, 95), entre le talent babylo-
nien et soixante-dix mines euboïques. L’hypothèse est séduisante. 
On notera qu’elle suppose des choix délibérés dans la définition 
des unités pondérales, choix fondés sur la simplicité des équiva-
lences. J.H. Kroll suppose en outre que la recherche de com-
patibilité avec l’étalon babylonien devait être fondée avant tout 
sur la facilité de manipulation des métaux précieux. S’il en ainsi, 
on peut penser que, a contrario, l’échange des monnaies d’étalon 
euboïque avec les monnaies d’un autre étalon, par exemple, 
l’étalon éginétique, devait avoir un coût, et que particuliers et 
États étaient susceptibles de faire un bénéfice sur l’opération. 
Situées sur un axe privilégié de circulation maritime, les cités 
d’Eubée étaient idéalement placées pour faire des bénéfices sur 
de telles opérations. Cependant, pour le moment, il ne semble 
pas qu’on ait des informations sur la question.

G. Reger: Can you give a sense of the degree to which ordinary 
people who operated mostly in the bronze economy would have 
been affected by the agio imposed on silver-bronze exchanges?

1 “Early Iron Age Balance Weights at Lefkandi, Euboea”, OJA 27 (2008), 37- 
48.
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A. Bresson: C’est là une question fondamentale. Tout d’abord, 
seuls les membres des catégories aisées pouvaient accumuler des 
pièces d’or et d’argent en quantités conséquentes. Les gens ordi-
naires (l’immense majorité de la population) vivaient dans le 
monde de la petite monnaie, c’est-à-dire du bronze à partir du 
tournant du Ve au IVe siècle av. J.-C. Cela ne veut pas dire que 
les petites gens n’avaient aucun accès aux pièces d’argent, voire 
aux pièces d’or. Mais ils ne pouvaient en accumuler qu’en faibles 
quantités, et en outre, pour les plus pauvres d’entre eux, seule-
ment de manière intermittente. La monnaie qu’ils manipu-
laient couramment était la monnaie de bronze, celle qui, pour 
les périodes à partir du IVe siècle avant notre ère, constitue 
aujourd’hui la quasi-totalité des découvertes dans les fouilles ou 
les trouvailles fortuites.2 

Au-delà de la question de la forme du paiement des taxes à 
l’État (comme c’est le cas avec les taxes dont le paiement était 
libellé en argent dans le monde ptolémaïque), la question fonda-
mentale est celle de la nature des monnaies qui étaient mani
pulées par les différents acteurs. Dans le monde politiquement très 
fragmenté qu’était la Grèce, producteurs, marchands, et hommes 
d’affaires pouvaient être amenés à changer des pièces étrangères 
contre des pièces locales. Mais même le petit commerce devait 
sans cesse avoir recours au change. Changer des monnaies n’était 
pas, comme cela serait le cas aujourd’hui, un acte relativement 
peu fréquent pour l’utilisateur ordinaire. C’est l’inverse qui sem-
ble avoir été la règle  : pas de marché ou autre lieu de vente sans 
changeur. C’est la raison pour laquelle les banquiers-changeurs 
(trapezitai) installaient leurs tables (trapezai) sur les agoras, et pas 
seulement à l’emporion, pour le commerce de gros. Les Évangiles 
(Matthieu 21:12  ; Marc 11:15  ; Jean 2:15) ne manquent pas 
de souligner que, au côté des marchand installés sur le parvis  

2 Pour la part des monnaies de bronze dans les fouilles archéologiques, à 
l’agora d’Athènes et ailleurs, cf. Callataÿ, F. de, “Greek Coins from Archaeo-
logical Excavations: A Conspectus of Conspectuses and a Call for Chronological 
Tables”, in P.G. van Alfen (éd.) (2006), Agoranomia. Studies in Money and 
Exchange Presented to John H. Kroll (New York), 177-200.
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du Temple, se trouvaient des changeurs. Deux séries de raisons 
expliquent ce recours permanent aux changeurs.

D’une part, la diversité des monnaies qui parvenaient dans 
une cité nécessitait d’avoir recours à des changeurs pour établir 
la valeur des diverses espèces. Une étude menée sur la petite cité 
d’Iasos, au sud-ouest de l’Asie Mineure, illustre cette diversité 
de manière éloquente.3 De même, les bronzes trouvés à Priène, 
dont un tiers étaient d’origine étrangère, montrent bien l’ampleur 
du problème.4 Les petites monnaies étrangères pouvaient-elles 
circuler dans les cités, éventuellement avec une décote, en paral-
lèle à la monnaie de la cité  ? La réponse à apporter n’est sans 
doute pas partout la même, mais c’est une hypothèse à envisa-
ger sérieusement, surtout (mais pas seulement) pour l’époque 
impériale.

D’autre part, et de manière générale, les détaillants, qui ache-
taient leurs denrées auprès des producteurs ou autres intermédi-
aires, devaient inévitablement le faire en payant avec des mon-
naies d’argent de valeur élevée. Pour les obtenir, ils devaient 
changer contre de grosses unités les grandes quantités de petite 
monnaie que leurs clients leur avaient laissées pour payer leurs 
achats. Aussi longtemps que cette petite monnaie fut en argent, 
on peut supposer que l’agio de change fut modeste. Les choses 
changèrent avec l’introduction d’une petite monnaie de bronze 
(à partir de la deuxième moitié du Ve siècle mais à des dates 
variables selon les cités). L’introduction de la monnaie de bronze 
et la diminution de valeur qui était liée à son caractère purement 
fiduciaire eurent certainement pour conséquence une élévation 
importante de l’agio de change (on a vu qu’en Égypte ptolé-
maïque il était autour de 10%). Réciproquement, les acheteurs 
devaient eux aussi disposer de petite monnaie pour payer leurs 
achats sur l’agora. S’ils n’avaient pas de pièces de bronze, par 

3 Voir Delrieux, F. (2016), “La circulation monétaire à Iasos dans l’Anti-
quité d’après les monnaies grecques et provinciales romaines trouvées dans la cité 
depuis 1960  : introduction et catalogue”, Bollettino dell’Associazione Iasos di 
Caria 22, 6-15. 

4 Voir Thonemann, P. (2015), The Hellenistic World. Using Coins as Sources 
(Cambridge), 134-138.
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exemple parce que leur paie avait été versée sous forme de pièces 
d’argent de valeur plus importante, c’était peut-être leur intérêt 
de passer par un changeur plutôt que d’échanger leurs pièces 
d’argent au moment de faire leurs achats auprès de divers rev-
endeurs. L’inscription de Pergame OGIS 484 (ll. 16-22) avec le 
cas des marchands de poisson, montre même que les acheteurs 
de petit poisson au poids, ou ceux qui voulaient acheter en plus 
grosses quantités pour ensuite se répartir les parts de l’achat, 
n’avaient pas l’autorisation de payer en pièces d’argent mais 
avaient obligation de passer par un changeur pour payer en 
pièces de bronze, en l’occurrence pour que le montant de la 
taxe de change prélevée par la cité soit préservé.5 

S. von Reden: I would like to ask you about your explanations 
of the Ptolemaic monetary policy at the end of the 3rd  cen-
tury BCE. You suggest that the introduction of a decimal system 
in the Bronze coinage facilitated the new exchange rates between 
silver and bronze (p. 16 of the draft paper) and you imply a little 
that this was its motivation. But I am surprised that you do 
not consider the interests of the local Egyptian population in 
your explanation of the monetary reforms of 197 BCE. I am not 
talking about the poor Egyptians who paid rents and small taxes, 
but rather the powerful temple elites who by the end of the 
3rd century BCE were fully involved in the monetary economy 
of the Ptolemies (through their receipt of syntaxeis, the mone-
tized apomoira, their own agrarian and commercial activities, 
and so on). We know from demotic papyri that they continued 
to calculate in deben and kite, which was a monetary system based 
on decimal units. Is not possibly the new way of calculating the 
value of bronze coins (some would call it the Bronze standard) 
a concession to local Egyptian monetary traditions? Or would 
you explain the Ptolemaic monetary policy entirely in ‘Greek’ 
‘colonial’ terms? 

5 Voir Macro, A.D. (1976), “Imperial provisions for Pergamum: OGIS 484”, 
GRBS 17, 169-179, et mon article BCH (2014), p. 531.
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A. Bresson: Je retiens pleinement cette suggestion, qui est très 
heureuse. Le système décimal étant traditionnellement celui des 
Égyptiens, il faut voir là plus qu’une simple commodité de la 
part des autorités ptolémaïques. Mais j’irai même plus loin. En 
effet, on peut se demander si, outre son intérêt pratique pour la 
comptabilité, puisque les Égyptiens utilisaient traditionnelle-
ment le système décimal, le nouveau système (décimal donc) ne 
fut pas également une concession politique faite aux Égyptiens, 
dans une période où le royaume se trouvait en grande difficulté. 
Le décret de Memphis de 196 (la pierre de Rosette, OGIS 90) 
n’est rien d’autre qu’une longue liste de libéralités (dons aux 
temples, remises de dettes, remises de taxes, etc.) faites aux Égyp-
tiens et en fait tout particulièrement aux prêtres (inter alia, par 
exemple, ll. 16-17, la fin de l’obligation annuelle faite aux prêtres 
de se rendre à Alexandrie). Le tournant du IIIe au IIe siècle fut 
une période de crise par le royaume ptolémaïque, où l’on finit 
par se battre non seulement en Haute Égypte mais aussi dans le 
Delta, presque aux portes d’Alexandrie. Il est alors bien possible 
que le passage au système décimal ait été l’une de ces conces-
sions que Ptolémée V ait dû faire pour se rallier les élites indi-
gènes. En revanche, pour les raisons évoquées plus haut, je pré-
férerais éviter de parler de ‘Bronze standard’.

N. Purcell: I have two questions about what ancient politi-
cal agents thought they were doing in these areas. Do you think 
that ancient political agents were conscious of the disadvantage 
to the urban poor of the penal exchange system which you out-
lined? How generally understood was the relationship between 
exchange regulation and inter-regional movement? The special 
arrangements advertised, for instance, by the Olbians seem to 
suggest that the link was indeed perceptible, in which case many 
other cities appear to have been much less concerned about 
encouraging mobility.

A. Bresson: Certainement l’anecdote rapportée par Théo-
phraste dans les Caractères ou bien le décret de Gortyne ne 
laissent aucun doute sur le fait que les gens ordinaires avaient 
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pleinement conscience de ce que l’existence d’un monnayage 
fiduciaire de bronze représentait un désavantage pour ses utilisa-
teurs. Pour le second point, celui de l’impact de l’utilisation des 
monnaies de bronze sur les échanges inter-régionaux, c’est là une 
question qui en elle-même mériterait une étude spécifique, en 
particulier sur la base des nombreux travaux récents sur la circu-
lation des monnaies de bronze, par exemple dans l’Asie Mineure 
hellénistique et impériale. Le décret d’Olbia du IVe siècle enjoint 
en effet à tous les utilisateurs, y compris donc aux commerçants 
et autres étrangers de passage, d’utiliser non seulement l’argent 
mais aussi le bronze de la cité. Mais en allait-il toujours ainsi  ? 
Et peut-on dire que la règle était d’emploi universel  ? Encore 
une fois seule une étude synthétique sur la base des monnaies 
de fouille permettra d’apporter une réponse ferme, comme je l’ai 
suggéré plus haut. Mais il est probable que la situation moné-
taire était souvent plus complexe qu’on ne pourrait le penser au 
premier abord. Quant à un impact négatif de l’existence d’un 
numéraire de bronze sur le commerce inter-régional, je ne pense 
pas que cela ait pu être le cas car ce commerce s’effectuait sur la 
base d’un numéraire d’or ou d’argent.

R. Veal: I have three questions. First, were bankers metallur-
gists? Then — is it possible to estimate how much money was 
raised from manipulation of currency, vs overt tax and rent col-
lection? Meaning — how important was debasement as a sort of 
fund raiser, and if it was important, wouldn’t a lot of resources 
have been put into making it work each time — labour materi-
als, and fuel? And, on a related issue — you mentioned casting 
was ‘more efficient’ — is it possible to qualify this? I can under-
stand that it was a one-step process (so perhaps quicker than 
making metal blank sheets, then striking (two steps), although 
this process I am sure would have been efficient too. Would it 
be economically advantageous? I surmise that casting, which 
requires melting, may require more fuel (and time to reach the 
temperature) than recycling heated (to malleable) copper alloy, 
which is then struck?
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A. Bresson: Les banques du monde grec pratiquaient pour 
leurs clients le change des monnaies, la garde des dépôts qui leur 
étaient confiés ainsi que des opérations financières de diverse 
nature, en particulier les paiements par virement d’un compte à 
un autre. Ils ne travaillaient pas les métaux, à la différence des 
orfèvres ou des sculpteurs sur bronze.

Estimer le coût final de chacune des manipulations moné-
taires effectuées par les Ptolémées est probablement pour le 
moment hors de notre portée. À la différence de ce qu’il en est 
pour l’époque médiévale, nous ne disposons d’aucune archive 
d’un atelier monétaire qui nous permettrait de faire les calculs 
nécessaires. Il est vrai que le retrait des pièces existantes puis la 
frappe et la mise en circulation des nouvelles espèces avaient 
un coût. En termes de métal, cependant, si une grande partie 
des monnaies précédemment en circulation revenait dans les 
caisses de l’État, le métal n’était pas perdu et pouvait être refondu. 
Restait le coût de la fonte du métal, celui de la fabrication des 
flans et celui de la fabrication des flans proprement dite. Mais 
même s’il s’agissait en l’occurrence de monétaire de bronze, c’est-
à-dire de monnaie de faible valeur, il reste probable que l’opération 
restait bénéficiaire sinon pour les particuliers, mais pour l’État, 
puisque c’est lui fixait le cours du change de l’ancienne monnaie 
contre la nouvelle.

Quant aux monnaies moulées, pour ce qui est de l’Égypte la 
technique fut employée par les Ptolémées au Ier siècle av. J.-C. 
et par l’État romain à l’époque tardo-impériale. La qualité des 
monnaies produites s’en ressentait fortement. Mais le recours à 
cette technique dans ces deux périodes laisse penser que le coût 
cumulé était largement inférieur à la valeur des monnaies frap-
pées. Sur ces questions, on renverra aux ouvrages de Duyrat et 
Picard (2005) et Faucher (2013), cités dans la bibliographie.
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Robyn Veal

The Politics and Economics of 
Ancient Forests

 timber and fuel as levers of Greco-Roman control*

1.  Introduction

Forest resources constituted a key ancient economic good. 
Access to forest resources was therefore of importance to vari-
ous agents: regionally, at a polity level, and to individuals, rich 
and poor. A range of environmental, economic, and social fac-
tors influenced forest access. Ancient forests were important for 
the provision of wood products (timber and fuel), and non-
wood products (including foodstuffs, leisure, water supply). Of 
these, timber and fuel were the most important economic goods. 
Wood could be sourced privately, but substantial forests and 
woodlands were state controlled. Raw wood or charcoal fuel 

* Acknowledgements: I thank Sitta von Reden for the honour of the invita-
tion to these Entretiens, and her valuable comments as editor. I also thank all 
participants for their generous academic input, and wonderful company. Discus-
sions were greatly aided by the incomparable environment of the Fondation 
Hardt, whose staff, especially Director Pierre Ducrey, and General Secretary, 
Gary Vachicouras, made our stay so pleasant and productive. I warmly thank the 
Fondation Hardt for its financial support. The underpinning laboratory research 
of this chapter was carried out at the Department of Archaeology, University of 
Sydney; the Laboratorio delle Ricerche Applicate (Soprintendenza di Pompei); 
and the McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research. Funding for field and 
laboratory work was received from the Department of Archaeology, (University 
of Sydney), and the D.M. McDonald Grants and Awards Fund (Cambridge).
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were required domestically in every home, rich or poor, for 
cooking and heating, and especially in industries such as metal 
smelting and smithing; ceramics, lime and glass production; 
and fuelling the baths. Wood was the most important fuel in 
the Greco-Roman world, although non-wood fuels also played 
a part.1 Together with stone and cement, wood was an essential 
construction material. Its abundance, or lack, could materially 
affect a state’s ability to wage war and carry out trade. R. Meiggs’ 
important contribution collated the ancient historical sources 
relating to wood, especially its use as timber, and he incorpo-
rated archaeological evidence where it was available.2 This dis-
cussion seeks now to highlight new archaeological and scientific 
data, and nuance our understanding of inequalities of demand 
and supply of this important ancient commodity.

1.1. Ancient forest economics: research to date

A number of other publications (besides Meiggs) have sought 
to examine the environment in the classical period, although no 
other book has specifically examined ancient forests, let alone 
their economics.3 Elsewhere I have estimated that fuel may 
have constituted perhaps 20% or more of the ancient Roman 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP).4 Given the paucity of modern 
studies on ancient fuel economics at this time, it is instructive 
to review the classes of economic resources of modern forests, 

1 Humphrey / Oleson / Sherwood (1998) 43-44: historical references to 
petroleum products. Other non-wood products included animal dung and bones, 
agricultural plant residues, especially olive lees. See Coubray / Zech-Matterne / 
Monteix (forthcoming); Rowan (2015).

2 Meiggs (1982).
3 Harris (2013b) provides a range of chapters that analyse many types of 

environmental data, offering a significant advance on studies mostly limited to 
the historical sources, such as Thommen (2012). Diosono (2008a), (2008b) 
focuses on wood, and combines historical and archaeological sources, but does 
not address economics to any great degree. 

4 Veal (2013) 38-40.
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and consider their equivalents in the ancient world. These are 
grouped broadly as: 
a)	 wood products: timber, raw wood fuel, charcoal fuel;
b)	non-wood products: water, leisure pursuits, foods/medicines.5

Our discussion here will be limited to wood products. How-
ever, non-wood forest products, (NWFPs), are not insignificant 
economic entities. Modern sources list very similar products to 
those we hear about in the ancient sources, such as: honey, 
fungi, berries, fruits, flowers, resins, textile plants, tubers, leaves, 
and bark. However, we are still at the beginning of a full appre-
ciation of these products, (and we rarely refer to them in eco-
nomic terms). In modern developing countries that are still 
wood dependent (such as many African countries), the value of 
non-wood forest products is at least 30% of the total value of 
forest outputs.6 The wood types typically employed as timber 
or fuel are listed in the historical sources (although there are 
fewer mentions of fuel). In many cases, actual use corresponds 
with the technical performance characteristics of different wood 
types, (as perceived in both ancient and modern times), and 
agree with recommendations made by the ancient authors (espe-
cially Theophrastus and Vitruvius).7 In some cases, especially 
with regard to fuel, the sources are sparse, or occasionally even 
contradictory, and archaeology and new scientific methods may 
assist us. An essential part of Meiggs’ contribution has been a 
detailed analysis of ancient identifications of wood types for 
various uses, their clarity and veracity (in many cases), confusion 
(in others), and poor translation (for example, by Pliny the Elder, 
translating Theophrastus).8 Pliny in particular mistranslates phe-
gos (Greek for oak), into Fagus (Latin for beech). Identification 
issues are also problematic for the conifers which are harder to 

5 See for example, Food and Agriculture Organisation (2003); (2013); 
(2016a).

6 Food and Agriculture Organisation (2016b).
7 Theophr. Hist. pl.; Vitr. De arch. (esp. Books 2 and 5).
8 Meiggs (1982) 410-422.
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differentiate, as their cellular structures and external appearances 
are often close. Occasionally Theophrastus will describe dif-
ferent tree types (due to his observing different growth habits 
in different regions), while modern wood anatomists believe 
these may be the same species, but perhaps different sub-species. 
Equally, very similarly looking (but taxonomically different) 
woods may be listed as growing at a high altitude (in Greece), 
as well as on the plain (for example, beech which grew in lim-
ited mountainous areas but could not have grown extensively on 
the plain due to soil and climate requirements, at least in the 
period under consideration).9 Mentions in the historical sources 
have tended to provide information on a few important wood 
types used in large structures.10 

1.2. Wood in the archaeological record

Wood is preserved in the archaeological record in a number 
of ways including: dessicated, (especially in Egypt), frozen, 
mineralized, waterlogged, and charred.11 Of these preservation 
methods, archaeological wood remains most commonly recov-
ered are charred or waterlogged. In fact, in terms of plant use and 
management, archaeology provides us with four types of data: 
seeds, (and occasionally other macrobotanical remains, such  
as leaves, and nutshells); charcoal; pollen; and phytoliths. The 
first two are examined as macro-remains (roughly >2mm in 
size). The latter two are examined after extensive chemical 
preparation and mounting on slides.12 These different types of 

9 Local pollen studies help us to view the tree types present in ancient Greece, 
see, e.g., Greig / Turner (1974).

10 The Cedars of Lebanon figure strongly in the most important mentions 
that include, e.g. the Temple of Solomon, the coffered ceiling of the Temple of 
Baalbek, the roof beams of the Temple of Artemis (still reportedly intact after 
400 years): Meiggs (1982) 49-87.

11 See Antico Gallina (2011), and also Asouti (2004).
12 Phytoliths are the silicaceous end remains of the breakdown of plants. 

Their forms (transparent geometric shapes) rarely allow specific identification of 
one species, (in comparison to pollen, charcoal, and seeds/nuts).
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archaeobotanical materials are preserved to different degrees, 
and may provide differing and complementary information. 
For example, pollen studies will evidence lower plant types and 
higher plant types, while charcoal will usually show only woody 
(higher) plant types. Some plants will be observed in one mate-
rial type (or even over-represented, such as pine pollen), and 
not show up at all in another. Many trees produce remains of 
all four types.

2.  Environmental and human influences on wood resources

The influence of the environment on wood resources cannot 
be understated. The pejorative reputation of ‘environmental 
determinism’ has led to a poor recognition of the controlling 
aspects of local geological and climatic conditions in determin-
ing what wood resources could potentially grow in different 
parts of the ancient world. A more useful (and accurate) phrase 
is ‘environmental possibilism’. This term, borrowed from geog-
raphy allows the initial environmental constraints to be seen as a 
backdrop to potential human choices of adaptation. However, if 
an area is poorly wooded, then human interference is often pre-
sumed to be the reason. Close reading of pollen studies of the 
Greco-Roman period show no real overall large deforestation 
patterns (until the Mediaeval period), however, over-exploitation 
in a localized sense occurred, especially where the Romans were 
exploiting iron ore for smelting.13 

Greece has many different micro-climates and geological for-
mations. In parts of Greece, good conditions for agriculture 
and arboriculture existed and were contested and protected (e.g. 

13 On deforestation generally see Harris (2013a). A well-known example of 
deforestation is the island of Elba, which was heavily mined for iron ore, start-
ing with the Etruscans. By c. the 3rd century BC, ore was being shipped to the 
mainland to be smelted in Populonia because woodland on Elba was exhausted: 
Di Pasquale et al. (2014).
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the “borderlands” of S. Fachard — see this volume). In other 
places, natural conditions of poor soils and low rainfall meant 
that growth of large tree types was not (and is not), supported 
to any great extent, except in mountainous areas. Fig. 1 shows 
rainfall for modern Greece. Orography of Greece inhibits pen-
etration of rainfall from the coast to the centre. Note low rain-
fall in Attica. 

Fig. 1 – Greece (modern) rainfall (climate roughly the same as the 
ancient period). 

Map by kind permission of Yannis Markonis, accessible at https://www.
researchgate.net/publication/282733213_Floods_in_Greece/figures?lo=1



	 The Politics and Economics of Ancient Forests� 323

Evidence suggests climate today is not too different from that 
of the ancient period. These low figures (100-200mm p.a.) may 
be compared with Italy where the west coast has about 850mm 
p.a. (ranging up to 1250mm in the Apennines). This does not 
mean Greece had ‘no trees’, but rather, she had limited wood 
stocks, especially those that could provide long timbers. This is 
also true of Egypt. The optimal fertility and climate of much of 
Italy meant the opposite was (and still is) true. The complex 
interaction of humans and the environment meant trees in fertile 
areas were cleared for agriculture, and some laws provided incen-
tives for this. If famine, disease or war led to abandonment of 
farms, deciduous and some evergreen forest trees would quickly 
grow back autonomously, although not in their original ratios of 
wood types. Few conifers grow back without reseeding. How-
ever, slow growers will be outcompeted by fast growers, and sun/
heat tolerant species will tend to establish first in the Mediter-
ranean belt.14 Thus, by having knowledge of both ecological suc-
cession, and those main types of trees that were good colonizers, 
it is possible to combine co-located and co-eval archaeological 
charcoal and pollen studies to test for tree cover changes. Inspec-
tion of tree ring counts and curvatures in recovered charcoal 
fragments can provide information about cropping strategies. 
High curvatures indicate the use of small wood (usually a sus-
tainable strategy for fuel provision), while flat rings usually indi-
cate the use of wood of a diameter of perhaps 50cm or more.15

Complete deforestation was rare, although tree removal on a 
large-scale (when it occurred), led to top-soil loss. By the Roman 
period this was quite well recognized, and the data to date 
suggests more careful husbanding of top-soils in the Roman 
period in Italy, but perhaps less regard for its preservation in 
the provinces, where over-exploitation of different landscape 
types appears more often recorded, although it would be unwise 
to suggest the evidence is conclusive at this point. Longer-term 

14 Smith et al. (91997) 161-194, esp. 174-175.
15 Veal (2012).
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multi-proxy studies show that patterns of human movement/
migration were preceded by climate change in the Classical to 
Late Antique periods.16 The millennium of Roman rule shows 
a more stable climate than periods on either side. This period of 
stability allowed more marginal agricultural areas to be farmed, 
and was in part key to Rome’s successful rule.17 The very latest 
research in this area suggests climate changes in the last 2,500 years 
are strongly correlated with volcanic forcing.18 Pollen, archaeo-
logical charcoal studies, and studies of ancient wood technology, 
can together reveal use of ‘old wood,’ as opposed to young, more 
quickly grown wood, and signal the exhaustion of ‘old wood’ 
supplies whilst not necessarily signifying deforestation. Such 
evidence is clearly seen in Roman Londinium, where large con-
struction timbers thought to be from ‘old growth timbers’ (i.e. 
tall, large diameter slow grown wood), are observed in the 
period after the Boudican revolt (AD 60/61). In later centuries, 
old wood disappears from the archaeological record.19 Fuel sup-
plies, conversely, had to be sustainable in most places in the long 
run, or else people would be unable to cook their food or heat 
their homes, much less fuel their industries. 

3.  Wood for exercising state and regional power

3.1. Shipbuilding, war and trade: the historical evidence

At the highest level of political control, accessing the resources 
essential to winning wars was a primary goal in the ancient 

16 Büntgen et al. (2011); McCormick et al. (2012): pollen and other cli-
mate proxies, (including historical sources).

17 Roman North Africa (after Carthage’s destruction 146BC), and Egypt (after 
Actium, 31BC), provided Rome with much grain. Rain was harvested, and stored, 
using foggara technology, until the hyper-arid conditions of the AD 5th  century 
arrived, see, e.g. Wilson (2009).

18 Sigl et al. (2015). Volcanic forcing of climate occurs when stratospheric 
debris from a volcanic eruption spreads over a sufficient area to weaken sunlight 
penetration to the Earth’s surface, causing temporary local cooling, thus reducing 
agricultural returns.

19 Blair et al. (2006).
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Mediterranean. This meant access to wood for shipbuilding, as 
well as for building war machines. Ships provided the means 
to protect and/or expand a state’s interests and enabled trade, 
enriching the participants and further permitting ongoing con-
trol of critical resources. The ancient historical sources, espe-
cially relating to timber used in Greek shipbuilding, have been 
well analyzed by R. Meiggs.20 He notes that Greece did not 
have trouble gaining access to wood, however most of Greece’s 
wood supply for ships arose from access to foreign sources. A lot 
came from Macedonia. Later studies, such as that of S. Psoma,21 
analyze new data such as the presence of coinage as a proxy for 
wood supply to Athens. This supply was regularly interrupted 
by wars and changes of allegiance.22 These interruptions meant 
that Macedonia was by no means the only supply area, and a 
range of evidence suggests Rhodes, Byblos, and especially Cili-
cia, were of importance. Psoma also finds that shipyards were 
co-located with wood sources occasionally, so the Athenians did 
not always import timber and construct their own ships, but 
sometimes out-sourced full construction. Timber was Athens’ 
primary import (along with grain), and her political efforts 
often revolved around maintaining access to wood. Athens’ pat-
tern of critical dependence on large timber for survival mirrored 
that of the Egyptians beforehand. We hear less about the issues 
of access to, and control of wood resources for other Greek 
states, but they must have experienced similar challenges. A fur-
ther critical resource in shipbuilding was pitch. This was made 
by distilling the organic volatiles of conifers, (and in particular, 
pines), sometimes as a by-product of making charcoal. Some 
forests were expressly grown for the purpose of producing resin 
(tapped directly from the tree and used for many purposes, as 
well as pitch manufacture).23 Written evidence suggests that the 

20 Meiggs (1982) 116-153.
21 Psoma (2015): Athens and its consumption of timber for shipbuilding 

from ca. 500 BC to the rise of Alexander III. 
22 Historical data for Greece is substantially limited to Classical Athens. 
23 Meiggs (1982) 467-471; Trintignac (2003). I thank Sylvian Fachard for 

bringing the latter to my attention.
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Egyptian wood supply for shipbuilding was provided by access 
to the Cedars of Lebanon through Byblos, although archaeo-
logical evidence for Egyptian use of cedar is predominantly lim-
ited to sarcophagi.24 It was possible to build ships of large size 
and durability, due to the long, straight nature of the cedar  
as well as its resistance to decay.25 Production of large fluvial 
boats to move cargoes down the Nile was the primary use of the 
timber, and it reached its height in the Bronze Age under Hat-
shepsut (1507-1458 BC), to carry obelisks downriver. Later, a 
re-equipping of the navy under Thutmose III (1479–1425 BC) 
saw cedar used not only for ships’ frames, but also for deck 
beams, masts and oars, at least as recorded historically.26 

For the Romans, timber supply was less of a problem. In the 
Republican period, local woods provided timber for shipbuild-
ing and construction of large public buildings, although for war-
ships the Romans are not attested as having a need until 311 BC 
(the beginning of the Punic wars). Ships and boats for coastal and 
fluvial inter- and intra-regional trade were built before this date, 
of course, as well as those destined to ply the ports of the Medi-
terranean.27 Preliminary work on charcoal data from the Palatine 
(c. 4th century BC), suggests access to forests nearby.28 Specific 
calls for the cutting down of forests for shipbuilding contained in 
the sources29 have contributed in part to an assumption of ‘defor-
estation’ by the Romans, even of Italy, but these mentions are 
single anecdotes, and should not be overemphasized in terms of 
Italy’s overall wood carrying capacity and population. Of course, 
as the empire grew and technological advances were made (espe-
cially in metal working), pressure on resources, especially wood 
resources, increased. This pressure was acute close to the largest 

24 Meiggs (1982) 292-293 (ships), 293 (sarcophagi), and 154-187 (armies).
25 Meiggs (1982) 55; Hepper (2001). The Egyptians preferred cedar to fir. 
26 Gabriel (2009). 
27 Meiggs (1980) 186. As he notes, Theophr. Hist. pl. 5, 8, 2 attests to the 

great supply of timber available at that time, and historically, in Latium. 
28 The author thanks Prof’ssa C. Pannella, (La Sapienza), for the invitation 

to examine these charcoals. Work is ongoing.
29 For example: the building of the navy to confront the Carthaginians in the 

First Punic war (Polyb. 1, 20).
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cities, especially Rome. Access to pristine conifer forests suitable 
for shipbuilding became more difficult in the Imperial period. 
Hadrian claimed the diminishing forests of the Cedars of Lebanon 
as Imperial property, temporarily slowing their consumption.30

3.2. Archaeological evidence for shipbuilding

Detailed archaeological evidence for Greek shipbuilding is 
scant in terms of wood analysis. While we have cargoes, and 
partially examined wrecks, the wood has not survived, or has 
not been analyzed very often. The Antikythera wreck (c. 1st cen-
tury BC), had some hull planks of elm (Ulmus sp.), but a full 
study is yet to be undertaken.31 Other data include: a small 
ancient Greek wreck (5th century BC) which provides us with 
trace hull planking of Pinus nigra (black pine).32 An Israeli wreck 
dated AD mid 7th-8th century was made of Pinus brutia (another 
mountain pine), and tamarisk (Tamarix sp.).33 A new survey  
in the Fournoi Archipelago (Greece) in 2015/2016 discovered 
45 ancient wrecks of various ages. The survey to date has covered 
15% of the area, and will continue until 2018.34 We have car-
goes of Mycenaean and Minoan wrecks, but no wood. We have 
no Greek triremes. Eight Byzantine wrecks (the Yenakapi wrecks), 
of 37 recently discovered in the area of the Theodosian Harbour, 
used mostly pine (Pinus spp.) and deciduous oaks (Quercus spp.), 
with a small quantity of plane (Platanus orientalis).35 

30 He ordered the forest be marked by inscribed boundary stones, two of 
which are in the museum of the American University of Beirut. Supplies were 
still healthy in the time of Justinian: De Giorgi (2016) 99-100.

31 <http://www.namuseum.gr/object-month/2012/may/may12-en.html>; elm 
is a less preferred ship timber. 

32 Carlson (2003). Gambin (2010), also describes a Phoenician merchant 
vessel discovered off Gozo, Malta, dated to the 7th century BC. The wood report 
is not published.

33 Polzer (2009).
34 <http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/graveyard-ancient-greek-shipwrecks-discovered-

aegean-sea-1570451>. 
35 Pulak / Ingram / Jones (2015).
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In Italy wreck information is more available. One early mar-
itime excavation (1970, off Marsala), found a vessel interpreted 
as a Punic warship, although no woods have yet been brought 
to the surface.36 A further Punic vessel, a merchant ship, pro-
vides more data. Of the timbers that survived and were sam-
pled, woods identified include: maple (Acer spp.) — floor tim-
ber and keel/sternpost; oak (Quercus spp.) — frame, tenons 
and dowels; and pine (cf. Pinus sylvestris/nigra, i.e. mountain 
pine) — planking. Small shavings and chips of other woods, 
thought to be carpenters’ waste were also found including “a 
soft wood, probably cedar (Cedrus sp.), pistachio (Pistacia sp., 
probably P. lentiscus), beech (Fagus sylvatica)”, and more oak 
and maple. The author infers that these arose from the building 
of the supraframe structures.37 In more recent excavations under 
the harbor of Naples, several small coastal cargo transport vessels 
(AD 1st - 3rd centuries) have been examined in detail, and a 
synthetic article combines these results with those from the har-
bours of Pisa, and Rome (Portus).38 A wide range of timbers 
(around 15 wood types, some identified only by genus), were 
found with silver fir (Abies alba), commonly used in planking, 
and cypress (Cupressus sempervirens), also serving in this capac-
ity (and especially as repair planks). Oaks (both deciduous and 
evergreen — Quercus spp.) were used commonly in planking 
and frames. Minor quantities of strawberry tree (Arbutus unedo), 
olive, (Olea europaea), walnut (Juglans regia); and Rhamnus/
Phillyrea (two woods which are difficult to distinguish from 
one another), were all found used as wooden nails. Over half of 

36 Frost (1973) 40-41.
37 Barkai / Kahanov (2016).
38 Allevato / Russo Ermolli / Di Pasquale (2009); Sadori et al. (2014). 

The former describes the ships found in the Naples Harbour AD 1st-3rd centuries. 
The latter overviews all archaeobotanical data for Roman shipwrecks found in 
Pisa, Portus and Naples to date. Wood types that Pisa and Portus add to the list 
include: ash (Fraxinus ornus), alder (Alnus cf. glutinosa), fig (Ficus carica), poplar 
(Populus sp.), willow (Salix sp.) and beech (Fagus sylvatica). These appear to 
have been used sporadically in supra-frame architectural elements and/or ship 
furniture.
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the wood types were conifers. Theophrastus recommends fir or 
pine for the hull, and oak for the keel, and much of our evi-
dence for those parts of ships for which we do have data concur 
with this recommendation.39 Silver fir is particularly suited to 
shipbuilding, being light and strong, but workable, and resist-
ant to water as well as insects. Some of the wood was identified 
as spruce/larch (Picea/Larix — two woods which are also often 
difficult to differentiate under the microscope). Since neither of 
these woods grew naturally in central Italy at the time,40 they 
must have been imported from Northern Italy, or elsewhere in 
northern Europe. Combining all the data suggests that a much 
wider choice of woods was used than we may conclude from the 
textual sources; woods were mostly selected according to their 
technical qualities for a particular use, (but not always) and 
mostly, from those available locally. Repairs, usually easily iden-
tifiable in complete wrecks by their size and placement, were 
sometimes of timbers other than those used in initial construc-
tion, and occasionally of wood less technically advantageous. 
The study of the Pisan ships (Giachi et al.), provides a detailed 
colour-coded plan of each ship’s wooden elements by loca-
tion and type. This study also provides a list of comparanda for 
26 wrecks and their timbers (to 2003), dated from the 7th cen-
tury BC to the AD 12th century.41 

In summary, the Italian wrecks consist of small to medium-
sized cargo and coastal /riverine transport vessels, one fishing 
boat, and one small craft attested as a Punic merchant ship. Size 
is a limiting factor in reporting shipwrecks as larger wrecks 
sunk at sea are more difficult to find, and logistically very dif-
ficult to dive. This is a biased dataset, with no large craft that 
would have been capable of regular trans-Mediterranean travel. 

39 Theophr. Hist. pl. 5, 7, 1-3.
40 We assert this from the co-located pollen studies: Allevato / Russo 

Ermolli / Di Pasquale (2009); Sadori et al. (2014).
41 Giachi et al. (2003) 273-274 (colour coded plans by wood type); 276-277 

(summary of ancient shipwrecks by wood type).
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3.3. Looking for cedar

In the Giachi et al list, cedar is noted as the main timber in a 
wreck from Kinneret Lake, (Israel: 1st century BC - AD 2nd cen-
tury). Another Israeli wreck, (the “Athlit”: 2nd century BC), 
also includes cedar, but only as the ramming timber. In fact, of 
the 26 ships/boats only five are from the East (origins: Israel 
and Turkey), and the rest are Italian or Gallic wrecks of Greco-
Roman chronology. We are yet to find cedar in maritime archaeo
logical sites in the quantities that the historical sources suggest 
should be present. It may be we need to look in new places. 
Theophrastus notes cedar was used more in Syria and Phoeni-
cia, but a survey we have of these areas does not provide any 
wood identifications.42 With so few wrecks from Eastern sites, 
the data we have are biased for location, as well as for ship size/
use. Where pine is identified to species level it mostly consists of 
mountain pine types. Together with fir, spruce or larch, (which 
constitute the other high altitude conifer woods in Europe), the 
extraction of mountain pines implies significant effort to cut and 
transport the wood. Transport would have been mostly down 
available rivers and by sea. The timber-shipping industry must 
have stimulated a great amount of economic activity in terms of 
inward movement of experts, and outward movement of special-
ized conifer woods, to and from mountain areas, in agreement 
with N. Purcell’s views of the importance of mountains as eco-
nomic entities in this volume.

3.4. Wood for armies

R. Meiggs believes that terrestrial wars consumed more wood 
than shipbuilding.43 He provides us with detailed descriptions 
of sieges (which often took years). War machines (e.g. catapults, 

42 Kampbell (2013) 91-93.
43 Meiggs (1982) 154-157; see also Vitruv. De arch. 10, 10.
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mobile towers, and landing bridges), were subject to being burnt 
out by the besieged, and were often hurriedly rebuilt. He does 
not attempt an actual calculation of the relative amounts of 
wood used. A further consideration is the amount of iron and 
bronze fixtures and fittings used in making war machines, weap-
ons (not only swords, daggers, and shields, but also ballista balls 
and other projectiles), and tools, etc. Metal making required the 
use of charcoal, which in turn required much wood for its pro-
duction (discussed in more detail below).

The logistics of feeding an army were also complex. While 
soldiers received formal rations of basics such as meat, oil, wine 
and grain, they also bought supplies locally, and lived off the 
land. Feeding a large army implies the carriage or local supply of 
very large quantities of fuel. Logistically, large quantities of raw 
wood fuel could not be carried. Wood was gathered along the 
way, often being levied as part of the annona. Supply line provi-
sion of charcoal, rather than wood perhaps may have occurred 
due to its decreased weight (one-third of the equivalent volume 
of raw wood, but with 1.8 times the heat value). But we have 
no evidence. The army would have had to balance accessing 
local supplies with supply line provision; otherwise the local 
population would have been left with no fuel for its own needs.

3.5. Large-scale construction: public buildings

The construction of large-scale public buildings fulfilled a 
range of state goals, demonstrating — as in the case of coin-
age — the power of a state facilitating its orderly operation and 
providing a venue for tax collection. Construction of temples, 
baths, roads, bridges, agorai and fora all required large quanti-
ties of wood (and other resources). Two types of wood were 
required: large and long single timbers for the largest structural 
elements, and smaller wood for internal fit-out, and roofing. 
Wood was also required as fuel during construction for a range 
of purposes including: making/repairing of small iron or bronze 
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tools (as for shipbuilding); making nails and other accessories 
for hanging and fixing things; and for making lime in mortar 
production. Frames were required for empanelling areas for 
concrete setting, and internal and external scaffolding for roof 
and wall construction. Smaller wood was also required for tool 
handle manufacture. J. DeLaine discusses the range and types of 
woods, most probably used in construction of the baths of Cara-
calla, and in particular details of timber sizes needed for differ-
ent uses.44 Gordion’s Royal chamber brought to light pine, yew 
(Taxus baccata), Juniper (Juniperis), and cedar, with construc-
tion timbers originating from trees ranging from 200-800 years 
old.45 

As for shipbuilding, Greece imported larger timbers for con-
struction of public buildings, while Rome could provide from 
her local resources. In Rome, from the early 2nd century BC the 
porticus inter lignarios on the Tiber attests to the movement  
of timber upstream.46 The presence of this way-stop for wood 
in the center of Rome, suggests that the most desired timber 
resources of Latium and the uppermost sections of the Tiber 
were becoming rare at lower altitudes, and that sources further 
afield were (also) providing timber, and possibly fuel. It is prob-
able though that areas of northern and southern Italy with large 
comparative agricultural advantages for forest cultivation were 
the primary sources in the first instance (evidence for trans-
Mediterranean trade to Italy is rare, other than for exotics). Even 
in the later Mediaeval period, wood required urgently to build 
ships was supplied from coastal southern Italy.47 

44 DeLaine (1997) 458-461; she bases her speculation mostly on Vitruvius. 
45 Detailed reports may be found on the Gordion website: <http://www.

penn.museum/research/projects-researchers/mediterranean-section/124-gordion-
archaeological-project>.

46 Liv. 35, 41, 10.
47 Gangemi (2000). 
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3.6. Wood for industry

Of nearly equal interest to a state, and (to private elite own-
ers), was the healthy operation of those activities that dealt in 
valuable resources, and most of these required fuel. Industries 
consumed both raw wood and charcoal fuel, according to the 
exigencies of both the absolute temperature, and the level of 
heat control, required by the technological processes concerned. 
Generally, higher temperature industries required wood charcoal, 
while lower temperature industries used wood. Industries requir-
ing raw wood included: ceramics, glass making, fulling, lime 
making, the baths, and large-scale cooking. All of these processes 
operated below the critical temperature of 1100°C. At about this 
temperature, a wood fire is harder to keep at a constant tem-
perature for a long period, even with bellows. Ancient primary 
glass ingots were manufactured in a two-step process with tem-
peratures in the range 800-1000°C.48 Ancient ceramics were 
fired at various temperatures, from rough ware, to various cook 
and table wares (c. 500-950°C).49 The most refined and highest 
temperature demanding ceramic was Red Slip Ware (terra sigil-
lata), the best quality of which required a maximum temperature 
of about 1050°C.50 As far as we know, glass and ceramics kilns 
were all fired with raw wood (and sometimes agricultural resi-
dues). However, for ceramics, ‘direct flame furnaces’ (the most 
commonly used), required considerably less fuel than ‘indirect 
flame furnaces’ (a later innovation). The purpose of indirect 
flame furnaces was to separate the waste products of combustion 
(ash, smoke, organic volatiles), from the ceramics to be fired, so 
as to provide a ‘pure heat’ environment. These furnaces required 
two to three times as much fuel for each firing, so the techno-
logical innovation of manufacturing terra sigillata (and also ver-
nice nero and vernice rosso) must have seen a steep rise in fuel 

48 Meiggs (1982) 73. Glass working and annealing (depending on the type 
of glass), can occur at ca. 700-900°C. 

49 Smirniou / Rehren (2011).
50 Tite (1969) 38-39.
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demand.51 Manufacturing of glass requires a very large amount 
of wood, although secondary processing into objects (located in 
the places to which primary glass was exported), possibly con-
sumes more than primary production. The matter needs further 
investigation.

3.7. Commercial bread production and the annona

Bakeries were a form of large-scale food production, a por-
tion of which was devoted to the annona and corresponding 
provision of the frumentatis. Republican and early Imperial food 
support of the poor had consisted of grain measures but over 
time became extended to other goods, and grain became sup-
plied in bread form during Severus’ reign. Based on the evi-
dence from Pompeii (earlier than Severus, but still instructive 
for sheer numbers of bakeries), we know of around 39 com-
mercial bakeries, with just two-thirds of the city now excavated, 
and a rough population of 15,000 inside the city walls. So, per-
haps 60 bakeries existed to service the 15,000. However, there 
were roughly another 15,000 people just outside the city walls, 
and we can’t know if they bought their bread in the city, or 
made their own, although most uillae rusticae, and larger uillae 
urbanae did have their own bread ovens. Bakers’ ovens were 
fired up very early in the morning with wood, (or sometimes 
with olive pressings). The fire was stoked for 1-2 hours until 
hot, at which point the fuel was removed (or, potentially pushed 
to one side), the oven watered/washed down, whereupon baking 
commenced and consecutive batches of breads, cakes and other 
goods were cooked until the oven was cold.52 

51 Cuomo di Caprio (2007) 336-352. 
52 Baking bread: Cuomo di Caprio (2007); olive pressings and wood as 

fuel in bakeries: Monteix (2015);Coubray / Zech-Matterne / Monteix 
(forthcoming); Monteix et al. (2012); fuel in ancient food production: Veal 
(2017).
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3.8. Public feasting

Large-scale public feasting as demonstrations of power and 
prestige, (and sometimes euergetism), are recorded in the ancient 
sources.53 Little direct evidence may be found in the archaeology, 
as food and fuel remains tend to be scattered in secondary depos-
its. Soils are frequently moved around in rebuilding and reno-
vating cities. Feasting occurred on various scales, from public 
celebrations of e.g major holidays such as Saturnalia and Com-
pitalia, and Augustus’ birthday, to the banquets of the collegia.54 
Collegia from the later Imperial period onwards in many cases 
also contributed to the annona in the form of baked bread. Pub-
lic feasting, and commercial baking for the annona, both pro-
vide interesting examples of a reduction in the inequality of 
access to wood resources. The elite, in conducting inclusive 
spectacles, and supporting the annona controlled the resources, 
but in such a way as to share them from time to time.

3.9. The public baths 

The Greco-Roman habit of bathing in public facilities 
required large quantities of wood (see Reger in this volume). 
We may presume that charcoal would be less probable as a fuel 
since the process required heating the stone/cement floors, and 
walls via a raised hypocaust to temperatures no more than a 
human could tolerate.55 The environment was heated to a range 
of temperatures: frigidarium (presumably not heated), tepida
rium (moderately heated), and the caldarium (perhaps heated to as 
high as 40°C).56 Other rooms, if present, also required heating: 
the sauna, dry steam room, and cella solaris or heliocaminus (sun 

53 Donahue (2003).
54 Donahue (2003) 873.
55 Miliaresis (2012). Caracuta / Fiorentino (2012) detail woods identified 

from late Roman villa baths in Faragola, SE Italy, which included predominantly 
deciduous oaks, and Pistacia.

56 Rook (2013) 111.
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bathing room). Factors influencing the fuel consumed included: 
overall size of the building; volume of water; thickness of the 
walls/floors; outside ambient temperatures through the seasons; 
and the presence or absence of window coverings (glass or other 
materials).57 Baths developed technologically over time, but  
the introduction of tegulae mammatae (flued wall tiles), in the 
AD 1st century, improved efficiency considerably.58 They con-
sumed a large amount of wood in the heating up phase, and 
required quite a lot less for temperature maintenance. Depending 
on seasonal temperatures, skilled balneatores knew when to add 
wood at peak use times, and when to let the fire rest.59 We might 
presume they were never allowed to ‘run cold’, except perhaps for 
occasional maintenance. The written sources are silent on this 
matter, but archaeological evidence and physical modeling by I. 
Miliaresis have provided us with some data for one bath facil-
ity.60 Public baths were relatively affordable for any freedman 
(or woman), and were not restricted to the elite. This relatively 
egalitarian access to the baths means the wood resources that 
underpinned this service provide another example of reduction 
of inequality of access to wood resources between the elite and 
the less well off, although slaves were not permitted to bathe.

4.  Wood charcoal consuming industries

4.1. Wood’s role in the rise of metals

The scientific requirement for the use of charcoal in iron 
smelting (charcoal being required due to the high smelting tem-
peratures involved, i.e. 1100-1200°C, as well as being essential 

57 Miliaresis (forthcoming). The Baths of Caracalla are thought to have 
lacked glass in the cella solaris, Rook (2013) 125. Sunbathing rooms usually faced 
south-west. Some caldaria were double-glazed, e.g. the Forum Baths at Ostia, and 
again the Herculaneum Baths.

58 Rook (1978).
59 Miliaresis (2013). See especially: <https://www.academia.edu/8494521/

Doctoral_Dissertation_Conclusions>.
60 Miliaresis (2013).
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to the chemical reaction), has led to an estimate that around 1 
ton of charcoal fuel was required to process 1 ton of iron ore.61 
The rough ratio of 1:1 was also used at a ‘Roman’ bloomery kiln 
built in Dorset, UK, in an experimental archaeology smelt con-
ducted by the University College London, in 2015 (see Pl. 8.1, 
a photo montage of the ore, kiln, and bloom/slag products). This 
ratio will vary depending on ore quality, ambient conditions, 
and kiln performance. This is a very rough calculation however, 
as it ignores fuel used in pre-roasting of the ore, wood used to 
start the fire (before the charcoal is added); forging of the raw 
metal bloom (to remove slag and form into bars or billets); not 
to mention the range of ‘recipes’ used to make wood into char-
coal for iron production. Ratios from 4:1 to 10:1, and as much 
as 15:1 have been estimated from archaeological remains; docu-
mented by experimental archaeology; or observed as modern 
practice in developing African countries.62 During and prior to 
the Iron Age, metals with a lower melting temperature were also 
extracted by smelting.63 Alloys, (e.g. bronze and brass), were cre-
ated by full melting of the component metals. Some metal work-
ing processes did not employ full melting, and elements became 
malleable from being worked. In addition to copper, silver and 
gold, bronze and brass had lower melting/smelting temperatures 
(below 1100°C). However, charcoal was still the predominant 
fuel, as it was also required in the reduction reaction. Charcoal 
fires are easier to control, and better at providing a steady tem-
perature. Wood introduces too much water, the removal of 
which, consumes valuable calories needed for sustaining the tem-
perature of a furnace at 1100-1200°C.64 Any lowering of the pro-
cess temperature below the critical range produces a failed smelt.

61 Cleere / Crossley (1985) 45. 
62 Veal (2013) 47-48.
63 Melting is the heating of a substance to change it from solid to liquid form. 

Smelting requires the metal to become “plastic” (but not molten), in order to 
react (“reduce”) with available carbon (from the charcoal), in an oxygen-depleted 
atmosphere.

64 Overview of Greco-Roman metallurgy: Rehren (2013); the definitive text 
on archaeometallurgy: Roberts / Thornton (2014).



338	 Robyn Veal

4.2. Major metallic manufactures: coinage and weapons

The manufacture of coins and weapons were two of the larger 
metal consuming industries that especially interested the state. 
These required s/melting of copper, bronze, silver and gold. A 
two-stage process is often attested in raw metal recovery, with 
preliminary production of raw metallic bars usually near the 
place of ore extraction.65 These were subsequently transported 
around the Mediterranean for further refinement. Smithing into 
final products tended to occur in expert artisanal centers, often 
in large cities. While s/melting commanded the use of charcoal; 
smithing and casting occurred at lower temperatures, and may 
have attracted the use of raw wood or other fuel on occasion, 
but for iron working, the carbon in the charcoal was essential 
for most weapon production.66 We are less sure about the fuel 
used for coin making, but when coins are made of more than 
one metal, full melting (casting) is required. Thus when Roman 
coins were significantly debased, more fuel would have been 
required for this reprocessing. Once blanks had been made, 
ovens were used to heat them sufficiently for striking. If these 
were being operated with the aim of holding a particular tem-
perature over a long period to cater for continuous production 
(e.g. in Imperial Rome), charcoal would have been the main 
fuel. 

5.  Wood for everyday living: furniture and tools

Greco-Roman woodworking is very recognizable. Some aspects 
of furniture making and design of tools have changed little from 
antiquity.67 Agricultural tools, wooden building elements, and 

65 Rehren (2013).
66 The hardest and sharpest edges were made of steel. Hammering, heating 

and quenching of the weapon/knife, many times over, infused the cutting edge 
with more carbon (a process called carburization).

67 Ulrich (2007) 13-58. 
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many domestic items were fashioned from the woods at hand: 
harder woods for tool handles, doorframes, heavy-duty furni-
ture; and softer or more pliable woods for those requiring flex-
ibility (spears, light furniture, tools requiring curved lengths). 
The archaeological data has shown that woods chosen for particu-
lar uses generally have the technical characteristics required, with 
the caveat, that that which is easily available in a particular loca-
tion will usually be used.68 This is true of wood-rich areas. Wood-
poor areas show a different pattern, with the use of imported 
woods a significant phenomenon, even for everyday objects. 

The use of exotic woods for the manufacture of everyday 
objects is rarely recorded in the literary sources, with two notable 
exceptions: ebony (Diospyros ebenum predominantly, although 
the name ebony is given to a number of Diospyros species); and 
citron/citrum/citrus wood (precise identification unknown, but 
thought to be Tetraclinis articulata (syn. Callitris quadrivalvis, 
Thuja articulata). Ebony’s distinctive dark and hard wood is still 
coveted today (and is now protected). Citron/citrus wood (not 
to be confused with lemon/orange wood, despite the similarity 
of name), was a type of Cupressaceae, and was very fragrant. 
Both ebony and citron were made into elite Greek and Roman 
furniture, (particularly dining tables), and sourced from North 
Africa (and possibly other locations).69 Both were extremely 
expensive, and by the 1st century veneering was becoming more 
common.

Knowledge of archaeological data for Mediterranean wooden 
artefacts is substantially dominated by remains from Herculaneum 
and Pompeii, and surrounds at AD 79. Some further data are 
obtained from an AD 2nd century roof of the Villa of Augustus.70 

68 Gale / Cutler (2000) 414-489, in Tables 12-48 plant uses are detailed 
by: wood type, plant part, time period, geographic location, and use type. 

69 Ebony and citron wood workers were highly specialized and had their own 
collegia, Verboven (2007) 884. For the qualities of these woods see Ulrich 
(2007) 252-253 (ebony), and 247-248 (citron).

70 Mols (2002) Herculaneum furniture; Moser et al. (2013) charcoal study 
at Oplontis the so-called Villa of Poppaea), which includes furniture and fuel; 
Allevato et al. (2012) review of Late Roman Campanian charcoals focusing on 
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Mols, examining the Herculaneum furniture, found the high 
use of silver fir (Abies alba). This is not surprising considering 
its lightness and workable nature as already mentioned. How-
ever, beech (Fagus sylvatica) figured as a major wood and is not 
particularly preferred in the ancient sources, while Allevato et 
al.’s study at the Villa of Augustus shows chestnut for roof tim-
ber, although its large-scale cultivation probably did not com-
mence until the Late Antique period. Smaller quantities of oak, 
maple and other woods were recorded. Moser et al. found simi-
lar patterns in Oplontis. These patterns are complemented by 
other studies in fuel, and in roof timbers in Pompeii.71 Romano-
Britain is a case where water-logged construction woods are 
routinely found, and typically deciduous oak (Quercus cf. robur/
pubescens) is a construction wood in Londinium (AD 1st cen-
tury), with spruce and larch also observed.72 In wood-rich areas, 
local production of wood for common use appears to have been 
either in the hands of individuals (small farmers who had a 
wood lot, or access to ager publicus), or potentially middlemen 
(negotiatores), who might collect wood from various sources, 
and resell it at nunindae or the local macellum/agora. The elite’s 
access to such wood may have been outside the market (if their 
landholdings provided suitable material), except for purchase of 
exotics. 

In wood-poor areas, the sources are silent about the supply 
of everyday wooden objects but archaeological evidence is most 
informative. One detailed case study is that of the Ports of Quseir 
al-Qadim in Egypt.73 Here, a range of everyday objects was 
identified in the Roman period, from bowls, spoons and combs, 

chestnut (Castanea sativa) at the Villa Augusta; Moser / Nelle / Di Pasquale 
(2016), detail the high use of silver fir in buildings at Herculaneum (AD 79). 

71 See for example, Coubray (2013); Veal (2012); (2014); (forthcoming-a). 
Fir was identified in the House of the Surgeon, as well as willow/poplar in a roof 
in the Porta Stabia excavations (author, unpubl.). The large presence of fir char-
coal now well attested in Campania suggests its very large presence locally in the 
classical period, although at altitudes above about 1,000m. It is now rare.

72 See for example, Goodburn (2005).
73 Van der Veen / Gale / Ubel (2011).
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to spatulas, needles, and even a wooden key.74 Of the small 
artefacts, local woods accounted for about 60% of the items, 
which were predominantly made of tamarisk (Tamarix  sp.) 
50%; and a few monocotyledons, (either date palm (Phoenix 
dactylifera); or a type of reed (there are many), 12%; and some 
toothbrush shrub (Salvadora persica) 7.5%. A very significant 
40% were exotic to Egypt, these were box (Buxus sempervirens) 
28.5% of the total, probably imported from Europe, North 
Africa or the Levant; pine (cf. Pinus sylvestris/nigra group — i.e. 
hard mountain pine types) 7.5% (probably either from northern 
Europe or the eastern Mediterranean, and teak (Tectona grandis) 
7.5% (from an area in present day India). This begs the question 
of whether exotic woods were imported by the Egyptians in tim-
ber form and then manufactured into goods, or whether finished 
products were brought in already manufactured. Some indica-
tions may be gleaned by correlating the fuel charcoal that was also 
analyzed. Fig. 2 collates and compares the wood data for marine 
and everyday objects, with that of the charcoal remains. 

Wood type Common 
name Origin Maritime 

objects
Everyday 
objects

Fragments 
as fuel

CONIFERS/Cupressaceae
Picea/Larix / 
cf. Picea/Larix

spruce/
larch

European/
Medit.

1 3

Pinus sylvestris/
nigra

mountain 
pine

European/
Medit.

4 5 51

Pinus pinea/
pinaster, Pinus sp.

coastal/
plain pines

local 76

Conifer prob. local 7

74 The site covers a wide chronological range, but the Roman (botanical) 
deposits, were dated exactly to AD 1-250: van der Veen / Gale / Ubel (2011) 
18 (chronology); 212-20 (wooden artefacts).
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Wood type Common 
name Origin Maritime 

objects
Everyday 
objects

Fragments 
as fuel

LARGE and MEDIUM TREES
Tectona 
cf. grandis / 
cf. Tectona

teaks Indian 10 4 46

Quercus sp. 
(deciduous or 
undiff

oaks European/
Medit.

2 2 8

Quercus sp. 
(evergreen)

oaks European/
Medit.

7 1 2

Dalbergia sp. African 
blackwood

African/
local

13 2 2

Fraxinus / 
cf. Fraxinus sp.

ash type European/
Medit.

2 5

Ulmus sp. elm type European/
Medit.

2 2 32

Dipterocarpaceae large 
family

Indian/
African

4

SMALLER TREES/SHRUBS
Acacia sp. / 
cf. Acacia

wattles local 8 2 42

Tamarix sp. tamarisks local 5 11 97
Buxus sp. / 
cf. Buxus

box European/
Medit.

9

Moraceae / 
cf. Moraceae

large 
family incl 

fig

local 1 1

Ficus sp. / 
cf. Ficus sp.

fig type local 3 1

Moringa peregrina ben tree local 2
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Wood type Common 
name Origin Maritime 

objects
Everyday 
objects

Fragments 
as fuel

COASTAL
Rhizophora sp./ 
Bruguiera sp.

mangrove 
type

local 1 20

Avicennia sp. /  
cf. Avicennia

mangrove 
type

local 167

Salsola sp./Suaeda 
sp.

saltwort/
coastal

local 14

OTHER
Monocotyledon reed local 3
Leptadenia sp. thatch/

herb
local 8

Chenopodiaceae goosefoots 
(weed)

local 20

cf. Palmae palm 
group

local 8

Lagenaria 
cf. siceraria

bottle 
gourd

cultivated 
locally

2

TOTALS 51 51 616

Fig. 2 – Wood and charcoal data collated from van der Veen /  
Gale / Ubel (2011) 207, 213, 221.

Wood types with count of only 1 have been excluded.

Results show local woods were consumed as fuel in 56% of the 
fragments identified (made up of a very large variety of woods, 
20 or more types), of which tamarisk features as the second most 
common, with a type of mangrove wood (Avicennia sp.) as the 
most common; while 7% originated from imported woods from 
India and East Africa; and 22% from European/Mediterranean 
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woods (and 15% were indeterminate).75 Pine and teak as exotics 
appear in both wooden artefact and fuel charcoal assemblages, 
while box, representing 28.5% of the artefacts is not found in the 
fuel charcoal. Thus we may speculate that wood-working waste 
of exotic types may have formed part of the raw fuel consumed, 
but that items in finished form were also imported. It is interes-
ting that mangrove, a hard and rather beautiful wood, is found 
almost solely as fuel. Fuel supply was clearly a different economy 
to wood supply for carpentry in this case. Several types of maple 
(Acer spp.) were also present in boat building, construction, tools, 
and as firewood, but did not appear as part of the domestic arte-
fact assemblage.76 This suggests further market differentiation 
for domestic items as opposed to industrial wood, even for small 
items. 

The luxury woods of ebony and citronwood have not been 
found in any charcoal assemblage to date, as far as can be ascer-
tained. More integrated studies of the quality of that at Quseir 
al-Qadim are needed. However, even with this one case study, a 
more nuanced picture of imports of wood for elite consumption, 
as well as imports for everyday use in a wood-poor area, arises. 
Less well off citizens still had access to reasonable quality wood 
imports, even if they could not afford the highly prized ebony 
and citronwood. We have no information about price that may 
help qualify our understanding further, but the everyday nature 
of the items suggests a market not limited to the elite.

6.  Fuel

6.1. Raw wood and charcoal fuels

So far I have focused on timber for shipbuilding, construc-
tion and small object manufacture, with some mention of the 
use of fuel. We now turn to a more detailed discussion of fuel, 

75 Van der Veen / Gale / Ubel (2011) 221.
76 Van der Veen / Gale / Ubel (2011) 335-336. We must recall that this 

is only one study. 
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particularly charcoal. Charcoal was made in heaps or pits of 
suitably cut logs or branches. These were covered and sealed 
with a mixture of ash, leaves and soil. The wood heap was then 
slowly ‘charcoalified’, rather than burnt. Modern ethnographic 
studies help to illuminate this process, which is also docu-
mented in the ancient sources.77 Charcoal making typically 
took place in the forest. Charcoals were then bagged and trans-
ported to private homes or presumably nearby markets. When 
examining fuel in the archaeological record, discriminating 
charcoal that has arisen from burnt construction timber from 
that of fuel remains can be undertaken through analysis of the 
annual tree rings (where observable). Flat rings generally indi-
cate wood arising from large timber, and tight rings indicate 
small wood. The archaeological context is also important, as 
actual burn layers are usually very recognizable. We would also 
like to differentiate charcoal remains of charcoal fuel from those 
of raw wood fuel, since the use of charcoal implies a greater 
consumption of forest. Such differentiation will ultimately allow 
us better to estimate wood fuel consumption.78 Progress is being 
made with a scientific method called ‘reflectance’ that measures 
the shininess of the archaeological charcoal. This has been dem-
onstrated to be directly related to its absolute burn temperature, 
and so, by measuring a range of charcoals in a context, a raw 
wood fire will show a ‘normal’ (bell-shaped) distribution curve 
of charcoals formed from temperatures starting at about 250°C, 
increasing in temperature and number of charcoal fragments 
from 350-550°C, and dropping off thereafter. A charcoal fuel 
fire will not produce low temperature charcoal remains, as all 
the fuel will have reached at least the temperature of the (prior) 
charcoal production process (about 350°C). A ‘flatter’ and 
irregular curve starting around 350°C will eventuate. This new 

77 Gathered together in Veal (2013) 46-48.
78 A model for the fuel consumption Pompeii has been developed and is in 

refinement Veal (2012) (full discussion); the model is downloadable from 
<http://www.robynveal.com/a-quantitative-model-for-the-ancient-fuel-supply- 
to-pompeii-ad-79.html>. Application of the model to Imperial Rome has been 
attempted Veal (2013), (forthcoming-b).
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method has much promise but is yet in early stages of testing.79 
Fig. 3 provides a diagrammatic representation of these differing 
fragment / temperature curves for different fire types.

6.2. Marketing timber and fuel

Price information about wood and charcoal comes mostly 
from Diocletian’s Price Edict in AD 301, and from Delos from 
about the 7th century BC. In the Price Edict we find timber and 
charcoal fuel much more expensive than raw fuel wood, although 

79 McParland et al. (2009); Veal / O’Donnell / McParland (2016).

Fig. 3 – Diagrammatic fragment/temperature distributions illustrating 
the reflectance method. 

(Figure: author, after McParland et al. [2009].) 
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price comparisons for fuel types have to be interpolated through 
their respective transport costs.80 Bundles of kindling had the 
highest value of all. Delian imports were tightly controlled, as 
we know, and this included supply of charcoal and wood.81 
The relative value of wood and charcoal in Greece, compared 
to other commodities, was very high due to its scarcity, as Bres-
son has argued.82 Most ancient Greek villagers could not afford 
much, if any fuel. Romans on the other hand, had fairly easy 
access to wood due to its availability. We do not have archaeo-
logical evidence for local market supply of timber and wood for 
cities’ use. Fuel is bulky, (and dirty), therefore sales areas may 
have been located away from the main market. Home delivery, 
at least in places like Pompeii, can also be imagined.

7. � Land ownership over time: conversion of ager publicus to 
ager priuatus

Land types in the Roman period may be divided into sacrum, 
ager publicus, and ager priuatus.83 Sacred forests (nemus) were 
perhaps less likely to be accessed for general timber or fuel pro-
duction, although the matter cannot be tested archaeologically. 
Some scholars have suggested nemus were cut for the benefit of 
temple priests. Land laws in the Republican period attempted 
to protect smaller farmers’ rights, but over time, ager publicus 
became ager priuatus.84 The mechanism for this originated in 
Rome’s handling of newly obtained lands in her progressive 
domination of the Mediterranean. Typically a defeated city may 
have fertile land reassigned to veterans or to the state. Forests 

80 Graser (1959). Newer fragments of the Edict do not add more informa-
tion on wood.

81 Reger (2002) 73. Arnaoutoglou (2009) questions the assumption that 
prices on Delos (due to its central Aegean location), represented prices through-
out the Greek world (134-36).

82 Bresson (2016) 72-73.
83 Following, e.g., Long (1875) 21-27.
84 Roselaar (2010).
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would become part of the imperial administration, sometimes as 
part of the emperor’s fisc. Taxes were payable in cash or kind, 
often in firewood, for access to the forest. Theoretically at this 
point, use by local citizens was still facilitated, but gradually the 
emperor and his tax agents leased forest (and agricultural land) 
to the elite, thus reducing ager publicus. Elites were the greatest 
beneficiaries of ager publicus, farming it directly or through ten-
ants.85 Texts suggesting such elite benefits increase substantially 
in the Late Antique period.86

8.  State formation and urbanization

A state’s progress towards political domination of the Medi-
terranean was moderated by the ability to gain access to, and 
control, the best forest resources. It is a notable pattern in history 
that the most successful civilizations have had long and secure 
access to forest resources for building and fuel. In this phe-
nomenon, the Egyptians, the Phoenicians, and then especially 
the Romans, were more successful than the Greek city-states 
who failed to accrete as a unified power. In progress towards 
Empire, a type of centripetal force of attraction to Rome’s 
larger cities developed, especially for trade. Large ancient cities 
became great consumers of all products, developing complex 
demand and supply patterns. Ever larger public buildings and 
elite uillae were constructed. Nearly all manufacturing required 
the use of raw wood for turning and tools, but also copious 
quantities of fuel, and so demand for both timber and fuel 
rose with increasing urbanization. Demand for fresh foodstuffs 
for Rome, and the rise of pastio uillatica, pushed the origins 
for the wood supply further and further away from the city. 
Forests in the Imperial period became more and more lim-
ited to mountain areas. Charcoal, always a preferable fuel in 

85 Duncan-Jones (1976) 7.
86 Discussed by Diosono (2008a) 28.



	 The Politics and Economics of Ancient Forests� 349

a dense urban city,87 would have experienced increasing demand 
with increasing population. A pattern of distant mountain sup-
ply is observable even in Pompeii (3rd century BC to AD 79).88 
The rise in sophistication of the iron and bronze industries, 
together with city consumer demands, must have seen a very 
large increase in charcoal making in Latium, and perhaps further 
afield, although we have no evidence either documentary, or 
archaeological, for the transport of large quantities of charcoal, 
and not much either, for the transport of wood, except in a few 
historical mentions.89 Transport by road causes increasing frag-
mentation of charcoal, rendering less of it suitable for industrial 
purposes (but these ‘fines’ can be used domestically). Transport 
by river or sea would have been preferable. 

9.  Conclusions

Environment is the first source of inequality in access to for-
est resources in the ancient Mediterranean. Competition for for-
est resources among Mediterranean polities was strong. States 
with poor rainfall and larger tracts of low fertility soils had to 
import large timbers, especially the Egyptians and the Greeks. 
The Greek city-states had the further disadvantage of never 
forming a whole empire, and so fought among themselves, and 
with others for resources. The long-term ability to control forest 
resources depended on a polity’s original ability to access timber 
resources to construct a fleet. Ongoing maintenance and expan-
sion of the fleet was then critical to state and elite wealth, both 
for security, but also for long term access to the markets of the 
ancient Mediterranean. The use of predominantly conifer wood 
types: cedar, larch, fir, cypress, pine (and the products of pitch 
and resin), made environmental influence a further constraint as 

87 Since it burns with little smoke, weighs little, cf. raw wood, and provides 
nearly twice the number of calories.

88 Veal (2012); (2014). 
89 Diosono (2008a).



350	 Robyn Veal

most conifer wood types do not grow back without replanting 
(compared with most other deciduous and evergreen woods 
which can regenerate naturally). The most desired conifers grew 
at high altitudes. Construction of large buildings also required 
the use of single long timbers, and conifers were also generally 
preferred. Other woods were important for ships’ decking, fur-
niture, and tools of all kinds. Archaeological evidence provides 
us with a large range of woods used for these purposes, and for 
the most part these were locally obtained. However, in Roman 
Egypt one case study we have examined shows that 40% of 
everyday objects were made of imported woods from Europe, 
the Mediterranean and modern day South Asia.90 Evidence sug-
gests some exotics were imported in log form and worked locally, 
while others may have been imported in their final product 
forms. The inferred quantities of everyday items made of exotic 
woods, suggest reasonable equality of access to this resource by 
elites and sub-elites alike. 

Land rights dictated by the state ultimately saw increasing 
inequality of access to forest resources. Ager publicus became ager 
priuatus over time, as the Roman state leased captured agricul-
tural lands and forests to elite favourites. The sources are silent 
on the long-term practical outworking of this trend on the poor 
tenant farmer. This inequality of access and rights to wood 
between rich and poor is not surprising since forest control was 
intricately tied up with land ownership. The elite (and state) 
were the great landowners, and therefore had greater access to 
the various types of wood for construction and fuel of which 
they had need. However, they could not afford to completely 
restrict lower socio-economic groups’ access to woodland, or 
the workforce would have starved. Inequality of access to wood 
resources was also tempered by elite acts of euergetism and social 
display in public feasts, and the provision of public bathing.

Timber was demonstrably more valuable than fuel according 
to our two main sources for wood prices, Diocletian’s Edict 

90 Van der Veen / Gale / Ubel (2011).
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and the price data from Delos (recalling the differing dates and 
geographical origins of these two diverse sources). Historical 
evidence is mostly limited to only a few types of large timbers 
being traded across the Mediterranean from sources east to west 
(cedar, ebony and citronwood). The archaeological evidence in 
this regard is scant for cedar, and lacking for the latter woods. 
The tools of archaeology, wood and charcoal analysis, and eco-
nomic modeling can be usefully combined with a re-reading  
of the historical texts to arrive at a much more nuanced under-
standing of wood commodities in the ancient world than has 
previously been possible. Charcoal collection should be incor-
porated into all classical excavations to continue progress. We 
hope we may see the realization of more detailed studies of 
shipwrecks from the East. Cedar was the most prized wood in 
the Mediterranean through time. Yet so far we are unable to 
trace archaeologically its high use as ascribed to it in the writ-
ten evidence. 
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DISCUSSION

S. von Reden: That was a very interesting presentation, thank 
you. I would like to ask one thing Robyn: you did not really 
mention brushwood. Brushwood consumption was also impor-
tant. In Egypt land was developed for agriculture by the clear-
ance of brushwood, in a type of symbiotic gain, presumably 
this was a local economy that the State may have developed. 
What about timber? Were these separate economies?

R. Veal: Thank you Sitta for reminding me of the impor-
tance of brushwood. Yes, brushwood was, and is an important 
fuel, especially in more poorly treed areas. However, it is highly 
flammable, and so tends to burn to completion, and not be 
observed in the archaeological record, although heather and 
gorse are occasionally found. It was used even in treed areas to 
start fires, and particularly in cremation. I agree it was likely to 
be a local product. Timber supply was the challenge for Egypt 
and Greece for shipbuilding and large public building construc-
tion. Woods of dimensions and types that were not locally 
available were required, and so these had to have been impor-
ted. Markets for timber and brushwood would presumably 
have been managed differently, but we have little evidence.

F. Hurlet: I’d like to know more about the relationship 
between ‘woodland’ and the ‘state’. How did the Roman Impe-
rial State control forest resources?

R. Veal: Without entering into a full discussion on Roman 
land rights, we can say that from the Republican period, defea-
ted cities’ and states’ forested land technically became the pro-
perty of the Roman State, although in practice the elite and/or 
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communities who owned the lands still mostly retained control 
over, and access to them. They paid taxes to the Roman state, 
usually in kind (timber, fuel, resin, pitch). This is a bit of a 
generalization. Following aggressive defeats, (e.g. of Veii, and 
Cumae), no property rights were retained. Wood products from 
state-owned forests were put to use in construction and repair of 
public buildings, roads, for the baths, the army, and other public 
uses. Some lands and forests were ‘leased’, especially to senato-
rial families. By the Imperial period the Emperor was buil-
ding up his personal land holdings through various means and 
the separate ownership of forests by the state and by the Empe-
ror, seem to have become blurred. We know of the intervention 
of Hadrian, drawing a cordon of inscribed stones around much 
of the remaining forest of Lebanon. Presumably the precious 
cedars, and other tall conifer timbers were protected for state 
use. Of the leased forests, the longer a wealthy landowner held a 
lease, the more likely de facto ownership appears to have become 
the norm. Medium-sized and even subsistence landholders alike 
may have paid a small (i.e. affordable) access fee. This permitted 
them grazing and/or wood fuel collection rights. One supposes 
that by the Late Antique period, as Roman control broke down, 
woodland access may have become more costly, as elites com-
mandeered more land without restraint. However, by this time 
some agricultural fields were being abandoned, and trees would 
have reoccupied formerly arable land (at least in part), so overall 
forest cover increased. More work is needed in this area.

G. Reger: You cited evidence for secular climate fluctua-
tions in the Mediterranean. I’d like to know whether there is 
evidence of fluctuations in distribution of forest species in 
conjunction with these changes — for instance, does the range 
of beech extend lower on mountainsides during the wetter and 
cooler period in Late Antiquity. Can we see reflections of such 
changes in the archaeology: for instance, do we see a higher 
incidence of (say) beech in the archaeological record for use as 
fuel correlated with such periods?
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R. Veal: This is an interesting question Gary, as several fac-
tors come into play. Modern ecologists believe many species of 
flora and fauna survived in lower altitudes in earlier time peri-
ods. Overall man’s activities have pushed many species higher 
up, so we have in part a flawed understanding of where things 
might have grown, based on where they grow now (even in a 
similar climate). We can tell broadly, what an optimum altitu-
dinal range might be for a particular tree type by measuring the 
particular climatic and soil regimes that permit maximum pho-
tosynthesis. It is difficult, however, to isolate altitude in calcu-
lating ‘optimal growing conditions’. For instance, for beech, in 
the current climate, photosynthesis is optimized between 1200-
1550m in central Italy, and we believe the overall climate was 
not too different in the Imperial period to today’s climate.91 
Grove and Rackham propose a formula that for a 1° C drop in 
temperature over a century, the tree-line might drop by about 
100m .92 However, this would be difficult to observe in prac-
tice, (since neither pollen nor wood charcoal remains can tell us 
from where, exactly, they originated). It is also accepted now 
that there is a time delay in reaction to climate change, and so 
pollen studies need to be read with some circumspection. How 
great this delay may have been requires further study.

S. Fachard: Votre modèle quantitatif pour estimer les surfaces 
de forêts nécessaires à la consommation d’une cité est très sug-
gestif. Si je l’applique à mes régions d’étude, je m’aperçois que 
les chiffres peuvent varier notablement en fonction de l’indice 
de productivité. Ma question est la suivante  : comment estimer 
l’indice de productivité d’une forêt antique ? 

R. Veal: Thank you Sylvian. Yes, forest productivity is a key 
issue. Even in a modern forest, productivity will change over 
time with changing weather. Thus we will always be estimating 

91 Pignatti (1997) 487-490.
92 Grove / Rackham (2001) 142.
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a range. However, this is not an impossible task, and our aim 
will be to constrain our early estimates further. Modern science 
tells us forest productivity ranges under different climate, soil, 
and cultivation regimes. The woods identified in the charcoal 
can provide cropping indicators. Together with local pollen 
studies these can give us fairly closely, the makeup of the ancient 
forest, and how it was cultivated. Study of the ancient soils 
would help even more (although this is not yet routinely carried 
out). Difficulties also arise (even in modern studies) from report-
ing productivity on a ‘clear cut’ basis (all the wood cut down), 
or a sustainable basis (small wood selected, and cut as coppice 
or pollards). Narrower ranges may be obtainable if we collect 
more local data, and perhaps introduce probabilistic analyses 
to flesh out predicted linear ranges. Notably, macchia (com-
mon in Greece) is not necessarily always ‘low productivity’, 
although it is relatively lower than deciduous forests, as growth 
is slow.

C. Brélaz: I found what you said about the ‘hidden economy’ 
of forests extremely interesting. The same is true, I think, of 
the swamps for which secondary, small-scale activities are also 
attested. All swamps were not necessarily unhealthy and did not 
bring disease, especially when they were regenerated through 
fresh water. In the case of the Roman colony of Philippi in the 
province of Macedonia, for instance, which was settled next  
to a large swamp, we should assume that the colony even took 
advantage of this marshy environment. Fishing activities and 
reed cultivation must have been carried out, as was already the 
case in the nearby Prehistoric settlement of Dikili Tash. As 
Prof. Beltrán Lloris suggested in his own paper, Roman coloni-
zation did not necessarily mean an economic downturn for the 
local population. My question is regarding forest ownership. 
As you mentioned, forests seem to have been a royal monopoly 
in the Macedonian kingdom. Rock inscriptions from Lebanon 
show that some parts of the forest there, but not the whole for-
est, were Imperial property during the Roman period. On the 
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other hand, it has been recently argued by A. M. Hirt, convinc-
ingly I think, that not all mines and quarries belonged to the 
Emperor in the Roman world. Some may have been owned and 
operated by local communities. What about the forests? Accord-
ing to what criteria was a forest considered Imperial property? 
Had it to do with the quality of the wood? Or did the Roman 
emperors only inherit the forest estates that previously belonged 
to Hellenistic kings?

R. Veal: Thank you Cédric. I agree with you about swamps. 
They were, and are, important areas of production: for collect-
ing fruits and berries; grazing of animals; firewood provision 
(and pitch production — pine trees are the most common trees 
in coastal areas); and fishing. Coastal lagoons located in these 
swamp areas were also a source of large quantities of juveniles of 
otherwise ocean going fishes (following their parents’ return to 
breed), as well as salt making. As to property ownership, I have 
looked at this broadly above in answer to Fred’s question, and 
clearly Hadrian took action over the forests of Lebanon, pre-
cisely because these woods were very favoured for ship and pub-
lic building construction. In general though in the Imperial 
period, the state and/or the Emperor both appear to have rou-
tinely taken over technical ownership of defeated cities’ forests 
(regardless of makeup), whilst mostly leaving management and 
access to the locals, and exacting taxes in kind.

A. Bresson: Je voudrais revenir sur la question du déboisement. 
Sans aucun doute parler d’un déboisement universel dans le 
monde ancien serait méconnaître ce que l’on peut savoir sur la 
base de la documentation écrite et archéologique. Cependant, 
ne faut-il pas insister sur les différences régionales? Certaines 
zones très densément peuplées ou faisant l’objet d’une exploi-
tation plus intensive (pour la production métallurgique en par-
ticulier) n’avaient-elles pas été exploitées au-delà de la capa-
cité de reproduction naturelle? En outre, comment prendre en 
compte l’impact du bétail, en particulier des ovins et caprins, 
sur la reproduction des taillis et forêts? 
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R. Veal: Thank you Alain. Yes I agree deforestation is a 
nuanced and regional issue, although we can say with certainty 
from pollen studies that large-scale deforestation only started in 
the Mediaeval period in the Mediterranean and Europe. More 
difficulties existed in poorly-wooded areas (such as you have 
noted in Greece). Over-exploitation of areas where metal work-
ing was carried out, does appear to have occurred from time to 
time, for example, on Elba, (as I have discussed in my chapter), 
and in the provinces in places like Roman East Africa (parts of 
which were marginal for wood anyway). However, long-term 
exploitation of woodland for mining and smelting also shows 
highly managed forest in some cases. Scholars of Romano British 
metal smelting, (for example, Peter Crewes, and Henry Cleere), 
argue that careful coppice management was the rule, and forests 
were not denuded, but carefully husbanded and harvested cycli-
cally. Forests grow back, and coppicing increases life and vigour 
of trees. The charcoal evidence in Romano Britain (for which 
many studies have been carried out) shows the use of much small 
round wood. We have not yet examined enough assemblages to 
provide a comprehensive understanding of the whole Empire.

With regard to the browsing of ovicaprids — yes they do a 
lot of damage, and formal woodland management for coppicing 
(cutting near ground level), was not possible without extensive 
fencing. In flatter areas of the Empire, we presume fencing was 
put in place (extensive documentation exists for Mediaeval 
Europe), however, for the steep inclines of Italy, and other simi-
lar areas, woodland management would have relied on pollarding 
(cutting above grazing height), or rotational clear felling (and 
sorting of the wood into building and fuel sizes). Both strategies 
are observable in modern Italian forests.

N. Purcell: I have a number of questions. Firstly, I wonder 
what minimum/tolerable levels of heating existed. Was ‘warmth 
as a luxury’ a social variable? Ethnographic study might be infor-
mative. For example, what do people do in winter in Greco-
Roman space and time? Secondly, was fuel a macro-historical 
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contributor to social deprivation and elite enrichment? Can we 
consider the contrasting cases of the urban poor, and the rural 
poor of Greece as outlined in Alain’s book? 

R. Veal: Thank you Nicholas, for so many questions of inter-
est, and for your personal reminder about Vitruvius’ porticus post 
scaenam, one place wood might be stored in a villa. Your sugges-
tion that fuel be studied as an object of euergetism is a useful 
idea. Certainly we have quite a few inscriptional examples of fuel 
donations and tributes, as a basis for such a study. With regard 
to your query about the ‘luxury of warmth’: as the group has 
discussed, we have to consider not only the availability of wood, 
but also: the local climate, clothing, and the relative wealth of 
an individual. Presumably people rugged up in warmer clothing 
(if they had it), and purchased more fuel, probably charcoal fuel. 
The urban poor were assisted in part by ambient warmth that 
insulae provided in large cities. Neighbours benefitted from the 
fires for cooking and heating of those below them, as the heat 
rose. Alain’s Greek rural poor, who seem far worse off, with more 
difficult and costly access to fuel, had to cook communally, and 
probably experienced worse conditions of cold in winter. So, fuel 
was a major historical influence on social deprivation and elite 
enrichment, since it is so tied up with land ownership, and it is 
an essential. As ager publicus gradually became ager priuatus, pre-
sumably access to woodland became more costly for all. This 
cost would not have troubled the wealthy, or even the artisanal 
classes, but subsistence farmers and the city poor would have 
been relatively burdened by such cost increases. As the Impe-
rial population approached its maximum in the AD 2nd cen-
tury, and charcoal production commensurately increased for all 
types of purposes, the logistics of supply would have at the very 
least, led to higher transport costs as woodlands became more 
isolated from the large cities they served. Elites were the greatest 
consumers, both industrially and privately, of all fuel types, so 
the ownership of wood resources, and their transfer to consump-
tion zones can definitely be seen as a further example of an elite 
burden on the basic needs of urban populations. 
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P. Eich: The concept and the semantics of the term annona 
are quite complicated. Could you expand on your use of the 
word and the development of the annona in time?

R. Veal: You are right to bring this up Peter, thank you. I’ve 
only mentioned the annona simplistically. We know the annona 
was essentially a tax on practically every agricultural and land-
based activity. This tax, often in kind, provided critical resources 
to provision the army, as well as to feed the city poor, among 
other uses. Even from the Republic, Rome had to import grain, 
principally from Sicily and Sardinia, and later from Egypt and 
North Africa, in order to feed its citizens. Over time emperors 
tried to limit the number of poor receiving the dole. Grain is the 
focus of the annona in the early part of Roman history. By the 
Late Antique period attestations of the annona describe a much 
wider variety of foodstuffs including oil, wine, and potentially 
fuel. My interest lies in the impact of providing the dole in bread 
form (from the Severan period onwards) — as opposed to raw 
grain. This implies the use of a considerable amount of fuel to 
make the bread, and so the burden to provide the dole increased. 
Moreover providing oil also implied a wood and fuel burden 
since wood was used to warm the lees to extract more oil, and of 
course was necessary in press building. It may be possible to take 
the range of estimates of numbers of people receiving the dole, 
and calculate the fuel required to make the grain into bread. My 
point is, that moving from raw grain to bread provision created 
a greater burden because of the fuel requirement (and of course, 
labour, and the opportunity cost of producing saleable items). 
Fuel (and timber) can be seen as almost insidious essentials — 
which we find inserted economically into practically every aspect 
of life. 

F. Beltrán Lloris: Regarding forest and imperial administra-
tion, of course there could be instances of forests run by the 
imperial administration, but there are plenty of examples where 
forests remained attached to city administration as shown, for 
instance, in chapter 82 of the Lex Vrsonensis. Regarding wood 
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sustainability and the Romans, there are cases in which the 
exploitation of forests during Roman times seems to have pro-
duced deforestation: the results of the study on ice cylinders 
from Greenland related to lead pollution show a clear peak in 
pollution provoked mainly by the exploitation of the silver mines 
in Spain (Science 265, 1994, 1841 ss.), mainly in the Carthago 
Nova area. It would be interesting to examine the effect of min-
ing in this area in Roman times.

R. Veal: Thank you Francisco. Yes I agree in principle that 
local administrations often still maintained control of their for-
ests, (the Romans rarely wanted to interfere at this level of con-
trol), but taxes were then due to the State as we have already 
discussed. Thank you for the specific example. The Carthago 
Nova mines, (modern day Cartagena), have been reinvesti-
gated a number of times. Some of the high outputs suggested 
by calculations from ancient historical sources made by modern 
scholars, (e.g. slag output of over 15 million tons), have been 
debunked by extensive geo-archaeological studies, (6 million is 
the estimate now). Further, the Romans mined less gold/silver 
than previously thought, and much more copper. The wood 
requirements in Roman times were more like 200,000 trees p.a. 
(perhaps a quarter to a third of the previous estimates).93 This 
is still a lot of wood, but the mine ran efficiently from about the 
3rd century BC, and so renewable wood supplies had to provide 
part of the requirement, even if charcoal was also brought in 
from elsewhere. Roman mining waned there in the AD 4th cen-
tury, and was not restarted on any scale until much later in his-
tory. In the 19th century new types of exploitation began ‘and 
required more (local) wood.’94 I infer that local woods existed 
then, perhaps from re-afforestation. The stark landscape of Rio 
Tinto is as much due to (natural and processed) sulphide dom-
inance (i.e. poisoning) of the soils as other issues. You are right 

93 Rothenberg / Palomero (1986).
94 Ibid.
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Francisco we could study this more by examining the charcoals 
and inferring cropping strategies (i.e. more sustainable, if using 
small wood). Changes in the local flora may be detected by pol-
len studies. To my knowledge concurrent evaluation of these data 
has not yet occurred. Rio Tinto is probably the largest example 
of wood exploitation for mining in the Roman world, and it 
was in a province, so we might expect this to be an example of 
local over-exploitation. 
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