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I READING MEDIEVAL STUDIES 

Carthage: Overseas Trade and the Political Economy, 
cAD 400-700 

The purpose of this essay is to examine the evidence for the medium
and long-distance trade of Carthage from the late Roman imperial period to the 
Arab conquest of AD 698. The implications of change in both the direction 
and volume of trade for a more general understanding of the economy during a 
period when Carthage experienced three different political systems will be 
considered. The study is based on the large quantities of stratified pottery 
currently being studied from the British excavations at Carthage. 1 

The contribution of the limited number of relevant literary sources 
has been explored by Mickwitz 2 for port of the period. Archaeology has 
much to odd to our understanding of commerce in the ancient world, particu-
larly because it has the potential of offering a systematic approach. The 
literary evidence serves to provide brief, qualitative generalisations about 
ancient commerce. As typical and relevant examples may be quoted the 
remark of Procopius that Cart~age was thronged with eastern merchants at the 
time of the Belisarian attock and the observation in Expositio Tatius Mundi 
et Gentium that Africa let paene ipsa omnibus gentibvs usum olei praestat'. 4 
For the archaeologist pottery is important, chiefly because of the large amounts 
that survive and the comparative ease with which it is possible to trace sources 
of production and assess their relative importance. Other artefacts also have 
much to contribute, but characterisation of the sources of metal or glass ob
jects by analysis of the material or stylistic decoration is considerably more 
difficult. Moreover, glass and metal objects seldom survive in sufficient 
quantities to allow more than qualitative generalisations about probable 
sources, when these can be identified. In this study it is mainly the evidence 
of pottery that will be explored. 

A sample of more than 4 tonnes of pottery of the period c AD 400-700 
has been studied. This material derives from a series of stratified groups, 
each of which can be doted .to within about twenty-five years and which, col
lectively, span the period concerned. Few of the important groups contained 
less than 50 kilogrommes of pottery, the majority considerably more. The main 
object in analysing this body of material was to sort it into the different wares 
present and differentiate between those that were imported and those that were 
of local (i .e. N. Tunisian) origin. In this way the amounts of each variety 
were calculated and the relative proportions gave a systematic view of the 
developing pattern of importation of pottery over three centuries. Within the 
broad division of local (Tunisian) and imported, it was possible to make import
ant refinements and identify a wide range of different sources. 
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Once the pottery was quantified and the statistics assembled, the 
'1uestion arose over the extent to which generalisations could be mode about 
trade as a whole between Carthage, representing Zeugitona, and the rest of 
the Mediterranean. It could be argued that the evidence simply represents 
the activities of traders solely concerned with pottery which had no direct re
lation to the overall pattern of trade. In one respect this argument can imm
ediately be quashed because the most abundant pottery type of the period was 
the amphora which was used to contain perishable commodities such as olive
oil, wine, fish-sauce and fruits. Thus, the study of this class of pottery may 
inform us directly about important commodity trades of the ancient world. 
This still leaves unstudied a large proportion of the pottery assemblage. This 
can broadly be divided into fine or decorated wares probably designed for use 
at table and domestic wares which were used in the preparation and storage of 
food. It is well known that some classes of fine wore, such as Attic Black 
and Red Figure or early Roman Arretine, enjoyed enormous popularity and that 
examples of these wares are found over a wide area of the ancient world. 
Clearly they were popular in their own ri.ght , but as the excavation of ancient 
wrecks has shown, we have no evidence that they were traded long distances 
on their own. They occur as space-fillers in more valuable cargoes, often of 
oil or wine-carrying amphorae. 5 Only, it may be suggested, towards the 
end of its journey to the consumer might pottery have been carried in its own 
right. 6 

If fine pottery had little value as a bulk corgo, domestic or coarse 
pottery had even less. Such wares seldom travelled long distances in quantity 
and it could be argued that their carriage was only justified on routes that 
were used often in the transport of more valuable commodities . Thus, while 
amphorae can inform us directly about trade in perishable commodities, the 
trade in other pottery can olso give us on insight into the general pattern of 
trade. The occurrence of a particular ware, when quantified and compared 
with the amounts attributable to other sources,can give us an indication of the 
relative importance of the province or region from which the pottery was ex
ported in the overall pattern of trade. The general ratio of imports to locally
produced wares may inform us about the prosperity of the city or region which 
has produced the ossemblages in question. 

As with any class of evidence there are internal problems of inter
pretation . The most important, as for as this paper is concerned, is the 
presence in any assemblage of residual pottery, i .e., sherds that are consider
ably older than the dote of deposition. The existence of intrusive material 
such as this is sometimes difficult to recognise, but it should be appreciated 
that its presence will tend to have a deflationary effect on the proportions of 
that pottery which is contemporary with the dote of deposition. Groups of 
discorded pottery vary considerably in the character of their composition, but 
they can be divided into two categories of primary and secondary refuse. The 
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former represents material which remains where it is first discarded (fi lis of 
cisterns and wells or destruction deposits are typical of this group), whereas 
secondary refuse consists of material which is removed from the area where it 
was used or first discarded (dumps and building make-ups typify this group). 7 
While the latter tends to have older material in it, the former can be very un
representative of the pottery with small numbers of vessels represented by 
large or near-complete fragments. In either case, given sufficient quantity, 
the study of the relative change in the various components of the assemblage 
should not be affected. The pottery used as the basis for this paper is almost 
entirely secondary refuse, but as this is the case throughout the sequence, the 
interpretation should not be affected. 

These opening remarks about the character of the evidence to be 
discussed are important both as an introduction to material unfamiliar to the 
historian and as a counter to the fundamentalists who may argue that the study 
of traded pottery is a self-contained subject which can be taken no further. 

Before assessing the changes that took place in the Vandal and 
Byzantine periods, it is first necessary to examine the role of Carthage and 
the province of Africa in the Roman imperial economy. The province of 
Africa was a major corn producer, much of it exported as tribute, to feed the 
populace of Rome. 8 In addition its importance as a source of olive-oil, 
commented on by anc ient writers, is now being more fully understood by the 
study of the amphorae which carried this commodity. 9 In the third and 
fourth centuries, Africa Proconsularis and Tripolitania were the most important 
producers of olive-oil in the Mediterranean. Africa overtook Spain which 
had previously been the major source of oil in the west in the second half of 
the third century. 10 In addition, and probably as a result of the trade in 
either oil or com, table wares (African Red Slipped Ware) enjoyed a very 
great popularity around the Mediterranean at this time . 11 In the west 
Mediterranean we also find large amounts of domestic kitchen ware of Tunisian 
origin in the third and fourth centuries. 12 Africa in the late Roman imperial 
periods was not only at least a major source of the two staples, corn and oil, 
but also of table wares and, in a more limited geographical area, of domestic 
pottery . 

The importance of Africa can thus be seen through the study of 
ceramic assemblages around the Mediterranean in the third and fourth centu
ries. African ceramics predominate ot Carthage itself during this period, 
although the picture is not yet clear . Imported wares do not 0l'pear to be at 
all significant and the reasons for this will be discussed below . 3 It is 
possible that the overwhelming quantities of African wares excluded even the 
most casual competitor. 

It is now appropriate to pick out the main trends in the fifth- to 
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seventh-century pottery assembloges ~t Carthage that have so far emerged. 
In the first phase it is important to note that the East Mediterranean began to 
appear as the most important source of imported amphorae from the early fifth 
century . In the period c AD 400-425, we con identify small omounk of 
those vessels classed as aTi, Biv, Almogro 54 and perhaps Bi for all of which 
on origin in the East Mediterranean has been suggested. 14 It is not import
ant here to discuss the evidence for a more precise source for these amphorae 
types but, for example, Riley has suggested Gaze as the source of Almogro 
54, 15 Hayes, the Sardis region for the Biv, 16 Peocock, the Antioch region 
for the origin of Biii 17 for others an eastern source can be suggested on the 
grounds of both petrology and distribution. Generally, at Carthage imported 
wares can readily be distinguished from local products. 

In the early fifth century (c AD 400-425), only about 10% of the 
amphorae can be assigned to East Mediterranean sources. This percentage is 
doubled by c AD 475-500 and, in the groups deposited at about the time of 
Belisarius1 i~vasion in AD 533, 25-30% of ,all the amphorae can certainly be 
attributed to sources in the East Mediterranean. If we now turn to all the 
remaining imported amphorae whose sources are as yet unidentified and some 
of which are almost certainly residual, we find some evidence of increase. 
In the early fifth century these account for 20-25% of the amphorae, by the 
end of the century the percentage is 25-35% and by.£ 533 the figure is down 
to 15-20%. Tunisian oil-carrying amphorae are therefore of least importance 
in Carthage at the end of the fifth century (45-55%). 

After the groups of c 533 we find stagnation and eventual decline in 
the ratio of imported to localamphorae. In some groups the proportion of 
Tunisian amphorae rises to 75% and in late sixth to early seventh-century 
groups East Mediterranean vessels account for 10% or less of the assemblage. 
This decline is reflected in the material from other sites in Carthage. Riley, 
for excmple, has observed that East Mediterranean amphorae dwindle proC''' 
tically to nil by £ AD 600. 18 

The impression that the period from towards the end of the fifth 
century up to the time of the Byzantine conquest was one of the most vigorous 
commerce between Carthage and the East Mediterranean in particular is 
strongly supported by the evidence of the fine and coarse wares. 

Fine or table wares hod long been produced in quantity from Tunisia. 
African Red Slip vessels predominate in Carthage to the almost complete ex
clusion of other table wares from the second century to the time of the Arab 
conquest. 19 Thus, with this category of pottery it is essential that we 
examine the pattern of exports in order to assess the fluctuations in its trade. 
It is noticeable that those forms which belong to the beginning to mid- or 
late fifth centuryot Carthage are rare outside Tunisia, although vessels that 

71 



READING MEDIEVAL STUDIES 

belong to the period up to c 400 hove on extensive Mediterranean distribution. 20 
The latter is obtained once-more with the new forms that appear in the late 
fifth century and which ore current in the fi rst half of the sixth century. In 
the post it has been suggested that the eclipse in the export of Tunisian fine 
wares in the fifth century coincided with the Vandal occupation and that re
generation occurred after the Byzantine conquest. 21 The recent excavations 
at Corthage have significantly altered the doting evidence with the results 
just described. As with the imported amphorae, so the evidence of the 
African Red Slipped wares indicates decline during the course of the second 
half of the sixth century . Seventh-century finds outside Tunisia are rare. 

Imported fine wares are uncommon at Carthage . The most frequent 
find in the late antique period is Hayes' form 3 of Lete Roman C which was 
produced in Asia Minor. 22 This form also has a very extensive distribution 
in the Mediterranean and is the only form in this kind of fine ware which has 
such a distribution. It reached Britain where it is the commonest post-Roman 
Mediterranean import on western sites . The significance of this will be dis
cussed later . 

The third closs of pottery is represented by the coarse domestic or 
kitchen wares. In the late Roman imperial period, Tunisia exported large 
amounts of cooking wares around the western Mediterranean. This trade seems 
to disappear by c AD 400 in parallel with the decline in the export of African 
Red Slipped wares. However, at Carthage the Vandal and Byzantine pottery 
assemblages include distinctive grit-tempered, mostly hand- made wares, able 
to withstand open-fire cooking. Petrological examination of these has dis
cerned five major classes, two of which are almost certainly Tunisian . On 
geological grounds the others originate from the regions of southern Italy, 
northern Sicily, Algeria and the islands of Sardinia and Pantelleria . The 
Jotter has now been confirmed as the source of one fabric. In the assemblage 
of domestic pottery the percentage of those that are definitely imported rises 
from 4-5% in the late fourth to early fifth century, to 8-10% c AD 475-500 
and to obout 15% ot the time of the Byzantine conquest. Thereafter, the 
percp.ntage of imported wares decline and Tunisian hand-made vessels pre
dominate. This is also the case for the early to late fifth century when 
Tunisian vessels of this type are also the most important. Imported wheel-
thrown kitchen wares are never very common; they occur throughout the 
sequence and into the seventh century, but in no group do they account for 
more thon 1% of the assemblage. 

The evidence of all the pottery points to a significant increase in 
the overseas trode of Carthage from the late fifth century. Following the 
Byzantine conquest the pottery suggests stagnation followed shortly by decline 
towards the end of the sixth century. This is at variance with the view which 
sees the Vandal period as one when commerce was disrupted and the Byzantine 
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annexation introduced a period of comparative stability and prosperity. 23 
Although the bulk of Corthoge's~rode lay with the east Mediterranean, the 
origin of the coarse, hond-mode wares is perhaps an indication that a more 
regional economy may be defined in the eastern part of the west Mediterranean 
basin. 

Following the introductory remarks about the value of pottery as an 
indicant of trade, it is likely that the evidence so far assembled really reflects 
the fortunes of the basis of the African economy I i.e., cereal and olive culti
vation. Evidence to corroborate the pottery may also be found in on examina
tion of the low-value coinoge ofltie period . 24 

From the later third century it was customary for each mint to mark its 
coinage so thot the origin of any coin could quickly be identified. Thus, a 
study of the coin assemblage from any site will reveal the changing representa
tion of the mints whose issues reached that site during the late imperial period. 
The practice of marking coins in this way was continued with Byzantine coin
age. The output of the coins of any mint will depend on its size and the 
length of time it operated. The distribution and circulation of the coin, once 
issued, depended on a number of factors ranging from the location of officials 
receiving payment to the fluctuating needs of the local and regional economy. 
Special problems of interpretation arise in those provices where no mint opera
ted and we must assume the bulk importation of coin to pay imperial 
officials, etc. In other respects we can suggest that the distance and quanti-
ties in which coin travelled was largely a factor relating to the demand for 
low-value currency by the regional economy. In the case of the Mediterranean, 
the presence of coin from western mints in the east and vice verso reflects the 
strength of the underlying economy and the density of traffic of which it is al-
most certainly a casual product. It is difficult otherwise to account for the 
presence of small numbers of low-value coins in places remote from the origina
ting mint when alternative and more accessible sources were available. The 
quantity of coin travelling long distances should relate in some way to the 
density of traffic. 

Except for a brief period in the late third and early fourth century 
when Carthage operated, Alexandria was the only mint on the north African 
coast throughout the late Roman period. ,'Aost of the coinage in Carthage 
originated from the west and from Rome in particular, although eastern mints 
are represented. Generally, the. latter supplied more coin to the west in the 
second half of the fourth century.-=: Western mints decline in their representa
tion in the east Mediterranean from the early fourth century onwards. 25 

During the Vandal period both silver and low-denominational bronze 
were minted at Carthage . In addition, in the fifth century there were large 
amounts of bronze nummi whose source or sources are uncertain. The Vandal 
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kingdom is considered by some to have been responsible for a proportion of 
this coinage and it does occur in quantity in Carthage. 26 Large amounts of 
this type of coinage are found as far afield as Athens and in hoards in Italy, 
Sicily and Algeria as well as Tunisia. 27 Whatever the source of this coin
age it appears to have been acceptable currency over much of the Mediter
ranean in direct competition with the regular Byzantine issues. Apart from 
hoards when the dote of deposition can be assessed reasonably closely, it is 
uncertain when the product of any mint actually reached its final destination. 
It is unlikely that Vandalic coinage circulated for long after the reimposition 
of Byzantine control in the west. 

Vandal coinage of definite Carthaginian origin also enjoyed a wide 
circulation in the Mediterranean outside those territories which at one time 
or another were under Vandal rule, i .e., Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily and the 
Balearics. They are present, for example, in the large collections published 
from Athens and Corinth. 28 This invites comparison with the issues of other 
barbarian states bordering the Mediterranean. Ostrogothic coinage has not 
been recognised in the large samples of coins from the American excavations 
at Carthage. 29 It is, however, present in some quantity at Athens and there 
are examples at Corinth, but they appear to be rare any distance from Italy.3D 
Since there were no political reasons why barbarian coinage should hove circu
lated far afield in the Mediterranean in this way, it is reasonable to suppose 
that they travelled in the course of commercial activities. In the Roman 
period it might be argued that coin was occasionally sent far afield to cope 
with local shortages or to pay for certain services rendered to the imperial 
government. 

After the Byzantine conquest of Africa, Justinian reestablished the 
mint at Carthage and as a result the majority of Byzantine coinage found in 
the city is from that mint. Coins from eastern mints account for a tiny fraction 
of the whole. Out of more than 325 Byzantine coins catalogued from the 
American excavations, only eight are from eastern mints, two from Sicily and 
two from Constantine in Numidia. 31 A similar picture prevails with issues 
of the Carthage mint of this ,period found overseas, although it should be 
remembered that the mint was small in comparison with its eastern partners. 
At Antioch there are six definite finds, none later thon Maurice Tiberius 
(582-602),32 01 Carinlh a single find of Justinian oul of a 10101 of Iwenly
seven for his reign and none loter. 33 At Athens, four out of 350 coins minted 
between Justinian and the end of the sixth century are of the mint of Carthage. 
In the seventh century only three out of more thon 1000 coins are from Carthage. 
Nor do issues of the Italian mints of Rome and Ravenna compete in quantity 
with the number of early Ostrogothic coins. 34 

The coin evidence (such as it is) is suggestive in the way it corre
lates with the ceramic evidence. At the end of the Roman imperial period 
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there is an increase in the proportion of eastern issues, just as there is an in
crease in the amounts of eastern amphorae. Vandalic coinage, whether 
African or not, on the other hand enjoyed a wide circulation around the 
Mediterranean. At the same time it is interesting to note the quantity of 
O::itrogothic bronze at Athens. For the period £ AD 470-520, there are 
almost as many Ostrogothic (78) as Byzantine coins from the Agora. 35 Loter, 
the numbers of Byzantine coins that find their way either from Carthage to the 
east or vice versa is small. As far as the evidence goes, movement in the 
seventh century is less than in the sixth century. This also supports the ceramic 
evidence. 

The evidence of ceramics and coinage seems to show that the period 
from cAD 450/475-525/550 saw more intense commercial activity than either 
the period c AD 400-450/475 or the Byzantine period at Carthage. Such a 
phenomenon warrants an attempt at explanation. In the first place, the 
Vandal occupation of. N,)rth Africa released that area from the burden of con
tributing com and other taxes to Rome and it also deprived Italian landowners 
of estates held in N.,rth Africa from which they had derived income. Although 
the Vondals imposed their own administrative structure, it is extremely unlike
ly to have matched the Roman organisation. 36 Public building under the 
Vandals was practically non-existent. 37 A proportion of their income was 
provided from plunder and the activities of their pirate fleet. In essence, 
the Vandals destroyed a system which automatically deprived Africa of a sub
stantial proportion of its wealth . Thus it is possible to argue that the greater 
prosperity of the later Vandal period, as evidenced by traded commodities and 
consumables owed itself to the possibility of peasants and farmers being able 
to sell port of what previously had been taken in tax. 38 It would be absurd 
to envisage a kind of consumer boom; it is likely that agricultural productivity 
fell during the fifth century, but nevertheless more, it may be suggested, was 
available for the open market. 39 It is conceivable that we are seeing only 
the evidence of the success of Vandal piracy and plundering and perhaps even 
of the profit from the overseas territories which the Vandals held . On the 
other hand, there is considerable evidence that this prosperity was enjoyed 
more widely than just in Africa. The finds of eastem amphorae suggest that 
the west Mediterranean and indeed other parts of Europe such as western 
Britain benefited from this resurgence of commercial activity after the collapse 
of the Roman empire in the west. The evidence of the trade in eastern table 
wares strongly suggests that the resurgence was brief. It is the wider view 
which can counter any argument that Vandal prosperity at Carthage was due 
in large measure to the destrictive or imperial activities of that kingdom . 

With the Byzantine conquest in the west, stagnation and decline set 
in. Africa was once more an imperial province, its corn exported as port of 
taxation . A tighter administration was reimposed by Belisorius and an ex
tensive building programme was begun to provide churches and fortifications 
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for the province. 40 The surpluses that hod allowed for some luxury trade 
under the Vandals were thus redirected. 

The evidence for the Byzantine period is comparable to that of the 
third and fourth centuries. The difference is that, although imports ore not 
abundant in either period, the volume of exported pottery in the late Roman 
period (both amphorae and toble wares) is considerably greater. Although we 
need more evidence for the third and fourth centuries in Carthage, the impli
cation is that, whatever wealth the oil and pottery trade might hove created, 
it did not go towards the purchase of luxuries such as wine or towards financing 
the some kind of return trade as was the case in the lote Vandal period. A 
simple explanation may be that Africa's dominance in the supply of oil and 
pottery at that time was SO great that it was not worth while to load even 
small amounts of pottery on returning ships. Another possibility is that the 
profits of the oil trade were retained by the estate owners resident either in 
Africa or Italy. 41 

The late fourth and early to mid-fifth century are more directly com
parable with the Byzantine period, since there is both a decline in the volume 
of olive-oil and fine-ware exported, and a fall in the proportion of imfX>rted 
wares. The reasons for this probably lie in the circumstances around the 
Mediterranean which had witnessed whole-scale barbarian invasions into ItalYI 
southern France and, in the case of the Vandals, to Spain and then Africa. 
In evaluating the effect on the economy of the invasions themselves, we 
should not forget to consider the state of those provinces and indeed the west
ern empire as a whole in the years preceding. 

This preliminary study of how the trade of Carthage was affected by 
the three different political systems it experienced in the late antique period 
can only draw attention to the inadequacy of our knowledge of the economy 
in late antiquity. We need more sites to be sampled as Carthage has been, 
both in Tunisia and around the west Mediterranean in generaJi we also need 
information on the changing behaviour of rural settlement in the period in 
order to see whether any correlations can be made between the fluctuations of 
trade and. the agricultural economy. In particular, the transition between the 
beginning of the fifth century and the Byzantine period needs to be examined 
in the context of rural settlement. It will also be interesting to see whether 
the model that has been suggested far Africa can be applied to other contem
porary barbarian groupsl such as the Ostrogothic and the Visigothic kingdom. 

M.G. FULFORD 
UNIVERSITY OF READING 
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The preparation for publication of the material which largely stimulated the 
ideas presented in this paper was a ioint effort between David Peacock, 
University of Southampton, and myself. I am therefore greatly indebted 
to my colleague. 10m grateful to Dr. G. Astill for his helpful suggestions 
and constructive criticisms at a formative stage. 
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