THE CONCEPT OF INFLATI ON IN THE ROM AN EM PI RE

Cons tantina Katsari

University of Exeter

In this paperI would like to explore the de velopment of the mone tary ec onomy a nd the c oncept of `infla tion´ es pecially during the third ce ntury AD. I have chos en this period beca use of the political and military turmoil that cha racterises it.

The unres t obvious ly affected the ba lanc e of revenues and e xpenses, while e ventua lly altere d the financial polic y of the empe rors. Pa rt of this financ ial policy wa s the productio n of coina ge a nd its manipulation. The result of this polic y was the inc rease of prices in the marke t that allege dlyled to high inflation.

After the violent death of Commodus in 192 AD c ivil war broke out.

Herodia n, an anc ient his toria n, me ntions that following the reign of Commodus mone y became ` the most attrac tive induceme nt for me n´ 1 . He also s ays that it was used by the e mperors in order to ` br ibe ´ the s oldiers and ` win over their allegianc e´ 2 .

The political unrest tha t followed res ulted in compl ete military disorde r; the s ituation demanded large s ums of money s pent not only for the ma inte nance but als o for the loya lty of the a rmy.

At the end of the s econd century AD Septimius Severus became the founder of a new dynasty that would rule the Roman empire for more than thirty yea rs.

Howe ver, the continuous military expe ditions were da maging to the finances of the imperia l treasury. Severus´ aim was to win the loya lty of the army a nd defeat his opponents. So, he increas ed the numbe r of his troops and subsequently he incre ased the s oldiers ´ pay 3 . It has bee n attested tha t his be haviour unde rmined military discipline ` by teaching the me n to be greedy for riches and s educing them into a life of luxury´ 4 .

His son, Ca raca lla (211 - 217 AD), continued the expa nsion of the military bas is of the empire. He ra ised once more the pay of the army and he bribed the

1 Herodi an 5.8.3.

2 Herodi an 1.9.1; 1.9.4 .

3 Herodi an 3.8.4; SHA 12.2. Neither source quanti fi es the increase. For det ai l s on armypa yrises see:

Al st on, R., `Roman mil itarypa yfrom Caesar t o Diocleti an´, Journal of Roman St udies 84 (1994) pp.113 - 123.

4 Herodi an 3.8.4 - 5.

s oldie rs with donativa 5 in orde r to sus ta in the support of the expa nded milita ry ma chine. Caracalla use d to say: `nobody in the world s hould hav e money but me; and

I want it to bes tow upon the s oldiers´ . An enormous amount of money must ha ve bee n spent a lso on food s upplies, military equipment and on subs idies to the barba ric tribes of the north 6 .

This military oriented mentality chara cte rised also the financ ial polic y of the s ubse quent empe rors. The suc cess of eac h emperor to oc cupy the throne re lie d on the will of the a rmy. Especia lly, the pe riod be tween the reign of Macrinus and the end of the reign of Gallienus is one of the darkes t in the history of the Roman Empire. From

217 to 268 - that is a s pan of 51 ye ars - 16 empe rors re igned and iss ued coina ge. It is interesting to note that not even one of them died out of na tural caus es. This era is cha racterised by the repea ted uprisings of th e a rmy, fights of usurpers, plagues, persec utions of the Christians and attacks of the va rious barba ric tribes as well as the

Pers ians.

The politica l and military turmoil of the e ra force d empe rors to look for new me ans to pay their excessive e xpenditur es. The army, in particula r, abs orbed the bulk of the annual imperial budget 7 . The s oldiers that participa ted actively in all cha nges of power dema nded incre ased pa yments every time a us urper appea red in the horizon.

If their de mands were not met, the n the ir loyalty wa s sold to the highes t bidde r. The gradua l increase of the powe r of the army becomes obvious, if we take into cons ide ration the increases of the annual payme nt of a soldier. During the firs t ce ntury AD the s tipe ndium of an infa ntryma n was 225 denar ii per yea r 8 , but it was inc reas ed to 300 denarii by Domitian 9 a nd remaine d s table until the end of the sec ond ce ntury. The next s ubstantial increas e, which is not qua ntified in the anc ient s ources, ca me under Se ptimius Seve rus 10 . Another increas e took place during the reign of

Caracalla, but, although he double d the pay of the s oldie rs, 11 this was not enough a nd was followed by a third rise in 234 when Maximinus Thra x once again double d the pay of the troops. The stipe ndium, us ually paid in dena r ii , [s ilve r c oin] was

5 In 212 Caracall a, acco rding to Herodian (4.4.7), i ncreased payb yfift yper cent .Although Herodi an refers explicitl yt o t he praet orians, Di o (78.36.3 - 4) suggest s t hat the i ncrease was pai d to all t he troops.

6 Di o 77.14.

7 MacMullen, R., `The Roman emperor´s arm ycost´, Latom us 43 (1984), pp. 570 - 580.

8 Taci tus, Ann. I, 17.

9 Cassi us Dio 67.3; Suetonius, Domiti an 7.3.

10 Herodi an 3.8.4; SHA, Severus 12.2.

complemente d by various donativa (gifts ) paid in c as h by the empe rors. They usua lly represe nted part of their ce remonial expenditure, e.g. a t the time of the iracc ession 12 .

It is appa rent that the political and military orie ntati on of the Roman empe rors affe cte d both their financial polic y and e ventua lly the moneta ry economy. The main fea ture of the third ce ntury is the increasing produc tion of s ilver coinage . The only way of documenting the rise of mint output is by rel ying on the numis ma tic da ta as the y are found in exca vations orin hoards.

For example, the excavations in Athens, Corinth, Pa tras and Ephesus demonstrate important rises in mint output during the third century. The distribution of s ilver c oinage is a lmos t unif orm during the Antonine period, while it forms a s ma ll pea k during the re igns of Se ptimius Severus and Carac alla. The volume of silver coinage incre ases abruptly during the reign of Gordia n III and c ontinues rising until it reaches its highe st peak during the re ign of Ga llienus. Coin hoards and excavation finds from Asia Minor a nd Syria demonstrate the same picture 13 .

The inc rease of the mint output cannot be doubted. But there is a question we ought to as k. Whe re did the Roman empe rors find the bullio n for the issue of the additiona l coins? Anc ient writers inform us that wars were not as profitable as they used to be. The RomanEmpire has not e xpanded s ubstantially, since the beginningof the s econd century. The wars during the third century were mo stly defens ive or civil wars and thus did not produce any profit. If the State did not have any outs ide fina ncia l s ources, the n it would turn to its domes tic s ources. The total incre ase of the volume of precious me tal c oins in the Roma n Treas ury would no rma lly burden the inha bita nts of the empire with ta xes. Ne w ta xes, though, could be the cause for alarm among the uppe rclasses as well as the poorinhabitants of the provinces.

Since othe r s ources of reve nue ha d to be found, the only s ens ible s olution seemed to be re peated re - coinages and the manipulation of coinage. The Roman emperors kept withdrawing the older s ilver c oins from c irculation. Thes e c oins were of higher fine ness, which mea ns that they included more s ilve r than bas e me tal. The empero rs melted them down a nd added more base metals to the ne w issues; thus the

11 Herodi an 4.4.7.

12 Harl , K., Coi nage i n the Roman Econom y, 300 BC to AD 700 , Balti more and London: John Hopkins

Universit y Press 1996, p.222 - 223.

13 The above evidence have been anal ysed i n C. Katsari , The Monet aryEconom yof the Eastern

Medit erranean, from Trajan t o Galli enus , Ph.D. Thesi s, Uni versit yCol lege London 2001.

s ilve r c oinage of the era be came debas ed. This way, the y manage d to iss ue more coins inte nded for the payments of the soldiers. However, the le gal value of the prec ious me tal c oin age re mained the sa me as before.

The first s ubstantial numismatic changes took place during the reign of

Septimius Seve rus, when the fineness of the denar ius was gra dually reduced to about

50 % 14 . His s on, Ca racalla, took further ste ps towards the s ame dir ec tion. He introduced a new silver de nomina tion, the antoninianus 15 . The c omme rcia l value of this coin re mained higher tha n its real one. According to its weight the antoninianus s hould be re garded as 1 ½ denarii , however, the coin was probably accepted as a double piece 16 . The s urplus of this ove rvalua tion a llowed the emperor to issue even more pieces of coinage. Eve n afte r the introduction of the antoninianus by Ca raca lla in 215, the denar ius c ontinue d to be the bas ic silver denomination until AD 238.

During the Severan period after the dea th of Caraca lla, Macrinus and Elagaba lus iss ued antoniniani only in the first months of their reigns. These issues were aba ndoned in 219 and did not rea ppear until the reintroduction of antoninianus by

Balbinus and P upie nus in 238 at a re duced weight of 4, 75 gr., as a n attempt to ameliorate the finances of the State eve n at the expens e of s ta ble coina ge 17 .

The M ilitary emperors de based the silver currency even further, while they promoted the production of the antoni nianus . In order to acquire more money, each emperor lowered the purity of the antoninianus even more and there by c ondemne d the silver coins of his predec essor to the me lting pot. This period is characte rised by mone tary change s both in weight s tanda rds and particula rly in fine ness standards, although the coins ´ face value probably did not alter with the s ame speed. The fine ness and weight of the antoninianus did not rema in stable throughout the third ce ntury. The fineness of the antoninianus of the late s t coinage of Trajan Dec ius was about 40%, but from this pe riod onwards the debase ment bec ame more rapid until its

14 For mean weight of silver in sil ver coins from the r eign of Septi mius Severus until t he reign of

Aemi lian see: Wal ker, D.R., The Metrologyof t he Roman Si l ver Coi nage , P erti nax to Urani us

Antoninus, III, BAR Suppl . Ser. 40, Oxford 1978, pp. 49 - 50. Wal ker´s result s have been corrected b y

But cher, K. and M. Ponting, `A studyof t he chemical composit i on of Roman si lver coi nage, AD 196 -

197´, American Journal of Numismat ics 9 (1997), pp. 17 - 36.

15 SHA 28.15.8 argent ei Antoniniani.

16 Bast ien,P., Le buste monétai re des empereurs romai ns. Numismat i que Romai ne XIX , I, Wett eren:

Numi smati que Romai ne 1992, pp. 107 - 8.

17 Carson, R.A.G., Coi ns of the Roman Empi re , , London/ New York: Routl edge 1990, pp. 232 and

234.

fine ness fell to 5% in the iss ues of a bout 266 AD. From the reign of Gordia n III onward the antoninianus replaced the denar ius as the s tand ard silver coin. By the end of the re ign of Ga llienus, the fineness had fallen to about 2,5 %, a figure sugges ting a ratio of 800 antoniniani to the aureus 18 . It is possible tha t the s light raising of the fine ness standards towa rds the end of Gallienus re ign fores hadowed further intentions of improvement. In the a ctual eve nt, howeve r, it was Cla udius ´ misfortune to have ta ken the imperial antoninianus to its abs olute nadir in intrinsic worth, a nd to be preve nted, by untimely de ath, from ra is ing the s tanda rd by more than a small s te p towards the supe rior he ights, which were attaine dlate r 19 .

T he numismatic reforms that starte d as early as the reign of Se ptimius

Severus , e ventually a ffected the structure of the monetary s ys tem. It is worth me ntioning that when Commodus was murdered the Augus ta n s ys tem rema ined almos t intact. The aureus was still worth 25 denar ii and the denarius was worth 16 asses . In this case, the gold coins were used only for maj or transactions a nd they s pent most of their lifetime bu rie d unde r the floor, or under the mattress or in any othe r imagina ble or unimaginable place. The silver coins we re used not only for major transactions but als o for State payments, la rgesses etc. Finally, the bronze coins facilitate d da ily transa ctions in loc al marke ts.

On the other ha nd, by the middle of the third ce ntury, it was essential for the mone tary s ystem to change. One of the problems was that the gap in the intrins ic value be tween bronze and s ilver coins became negligible because of the repea te d debase ments of the second. Appare ntly, there was no imme diate need for the production of bronze coina ge; especially, since billon antoniniani could now replace bronze coins in smallertrans ac tions.

During the firs ta nd second ce nturies until the r eign of Gordian III, s ilver coins are not us ually disc overed in the cours e of exca vations, s ince people tend to los e low denomination coins. The pa tte rn change d during the third c entury when silver coinage lost its intrins ic value 20 . Excava tions tend to re vea l a great number of

18 Carson, Coi ns of the Roman Empi re , p.234.

19 Cope, L.H., ` The Nadi r of theImperi al Antoninianus in the Re i gn of Claudi us II G ot hicus, AD 268 -

270´, Numi smati c Chronicl e , 7 th ser., IX (1969), p.161.

20 The prol iferati on of ant oniniani in the mi ddl e of the t hird centuryis att ested al so in Britai n: Ful ford,

M., `The econom yof Roman Bri t ain´, i n M. Tod (ed.), Res earch on Roman Bri tain, 1960 - 1989 ,

London: Soci et yfor the prom ot ion of Roman st udies 1989, pp. 175 - 201, esp. pp. 181 - 185 and 191 - 193.

An att empt t o expl ain t hi s phenomenon led the above aut hor to believe t hat t he inhabit ant s, who antoniniani . It is apparent that whoe ver was involved in minor commercial activities would us e his s ilver c oins ( antoniniani ) in the local ma rket and he would not bother if he los t one or two of them inthe process.

Exc avation finds from Gre ece and Asia Minor in mos t cases show a s ubstantial incre ase of antoniniani in compa ris onwith bronze c oins during or after the reign of Gordian III. The bronze coins from the Patras exca vations that decline during the re ign of Philip are partly s ubstituted by the antoniniani , which s tart ris ing during Gordia n III in order to form their highes t pe ak by the re ign of Gallienus. In

Athens both bronzes and antoniniani ris e duringthe re igns of Ma ximinus and Gordian

III respe ctively and they both form high pe aks during Va lerian/Gallie nus. The bronze coins from the e xcava tions in Corinth dec line during the reign of Traja n Decius while at the sa me time the numbe r of antoniniani rises be yond the numberof bronze coins.

In As ia Minor, Pe rgamos, a ntoninia ni form the ir first pea k during the reign of

Gordian III a nd s ubse quently they c ontinue ris ing until they s hape peaks similar to the pea k of bronze coinage by the re ign of Trebonianus Gallus . Coin finds from Sardis s how also that the number of antoniniani tha t starts incre asing during t he reign of

Gordian III re aches the same height as the bronze c oinage by the reign of Trebonia nus

Gallus, and s ubsequently the numbe r of both antoniniani and bronzes rise during the reigns of Va lerian/Gallienus . A s ma ll peak of antoniniani is a lso atteste d in Ephes us during the reign of Gordian III. During the re ign of Philip the number of bronze coins dec lines while antoniniani remain s ta ble. Both bronze and silver coins form high pea ks during the reigns of Trebonianus Ga l lus and Ga llienus. Es pecially antoniniani remain highe r untilthe end of the reign of Gallienus 21 .

The a bove s itua tion triggers another question. If s ilve r c oins were now fac ilitating minor transac tions wha t means did the Romans use in order to carry out major c omme rcia l transactions? In this c ase, we c ould ass ume that the use of denar ii and antoniniani was re placed by the use of silver or gold bullion. In fact, the ra re appearanc e of gold coins in inscriptions or litera ry sourc es of the third century co uld indicate such a development.

bel onged t o higher socia l strata, ma yhave used precious coi ns more oft en, thus i ncreasing t he degree of moneti zation. However, this i s ver yunli kel y.

21 These resul ts are presented i n Katsari , The Monet aryEc onom y , ch. 5.

It is natura l to wonderwhethe r the above monetary c hanges caus ed any wider effe cts on the Roman economy, s uch as inflation. In fact, mos t researche rs used to favour the hypothesis that inflation ros e abruptly at some poi nt be tween the reign of

Septimius Seve rus and the reign of Dioc letian 22 . A strong indication fors uch a theory was the Price Edict, an insc ription that belongs to the Dioc letianic period and regulate d the prices that s ee med to ha ve increased s ubstantially during the previous ce ntury. Other researc hers tried to prove tha t monetary reforms did not cause any inflationary tende ncies and the y sugges te d that prices did not incre ase subs ta ntia lly while inflation rema ined insignificant until the beginning of the f ourth century 23 . On the othe r hand, Duncan - J ones accepts an inflation of 0,61 - 0, 83% per year for the second ce ntury in the Roma n e mpire 24 , a percentage that indic ates that infla tiona ry te ndencies existed even before the monetary reforms of the third century .

An importa nt project by Dominic Rathbone tha t was publishe d in 1996 demonstrate d that prices in Egypt did not rise subs ta ntia lly until the re ign of

Aurelian 25 . A s econd article by the s ame writer that base d his resea rch on wheat, wine 26 a nd donkey prices indicated the same phenomenon 27 . The author tried to explain this stability by a ss uming tha t the degree of monetization in Egypt rose during the third century a nd absorbe d the cumulatively increasing s toc k of coinage in circula tion without c ausing price in fla tion. Although his the ory s ounds plaus ible, we s hould look also for other expla nations tha t would elucidate the s tea dily inc reasing pric es until Aure lia n, whe n the y rose abruptly.

On the other hand, Elio Lo Cascio c riticises the resea rchers, who sugge s te d tha t inflation was negligible until the end of the third century; he argues that prices remaine d c ompara tive ly stable until the mid - third c entury and he attributes the

22 Walker, The Met rologyof Roman Sil ver , III, p. 140; Cr awford, M.H., `Finance, coinage and mone y from t he Severans t o Const anti ne´, i n H. Tempori ni (ed.), Aufsti eg und Ni edergang der römischen

Wel t , II, Berli n: de Gru yt er 1975, pp. 560 - 593, esp. pp.590 - 1.

23 Corbier, M., `Devaluati ons et evol uti on des pri x´, Re vue Numismat ique 27 (1985), pp. 69 - 106.

24 Duncan - Jones, Mone yand Government in the Roman Empi re , Cambridge: Cambri dge Uni versit y

Press 1994, pp. 25 - 28.

25 Rat hbone, D., `Moneti zation, not pri ce - infl ati on, int hird centuryA.D. Eg ypt ?´, i n C.E. King and

D.G . Wigg (eds.), Coi n Fi nds and Coi n Use in t he Roman Worl d: The Thi rt eenth Oxford Symposium on Coi nage and MonetaryHi story, 25. - 27.3.1993 , Berl in: Mann 1996, pp.321 - 339.

26 For exampl e, from t he mid - fi rst centuryAD t o the mid - second cent urymost prices fa ll within a range of 3 t o 8 dr. per keramion, while from around 190 to 270 most fall withi n 8 t o 20 dr. Although such an increase reaches the number of 100% it i s st ill small compared t o t he increase t hat t ook place aft er 270, in Rathbone, Pri ces and pric e formati on, p. 200.

27 Rat hbone, D., `Prices and price format ion in Roman Egypt´, in J. Andreau, P. Bri ant andR. Descat

(eds.), Economi e antique: Prix et formati on des prix les économi es ant i ques , Ent retiens d´ archaeologi e et d´ hi stoi re , Saint - Bertrand - de - Comminges 1997, pp. 183 - 244.

inc ident to the s table excha nge ra tes that were impose d by the State 28 . Supposedly t he exc hange ra tes betwe en gold, s ilve r and bronze coinage remained unaffecte d, the refore the prices did not need to cha nge, as long as the Romans acce pted the existing monetary sys tem. Only when the rates altered during the reigns of Claudius and Tacitus did the pric es in gold suddenly incre ase.

The above hypothes es dete rmines that a substantial increase took place some time afte r the mid - third century in prices but this phe nomenon cannot prove by its elf a res pec tive increase in infla tion, an economic exp ression tha t characterises mostly mode rn economies bas ed e ithe r on repres entative or cre dit money. Today, we think of inflation as the genera l and continuous ris e in the prices of goods, se rvices and fac tors of production. However, in antiquity economic s ystems re lie d on the va lue of the intrinsic metal of the coin rather than credit. How can we e xpect the cha racteris tics of mode rn inflation to apply in the economic s tructure of an ancient s ocie ty? It seems that, during the Principate, the le gal value o f a coin (silve r or gold) was defined by the value of the me tal ins ide it. `Inflation´ would probably take place only if the Roma n state guaranteed a lega l value of coins tha t did not c oincide with the ir rea l value. It is true that some of the emperors t rie d to reduc e the silver in the coins without changing the ir lega l va lue. Could that be a turn towards a `cre dit´ ec onomy? The a nswer is NO. The population was not ready to a ccept s uch innova tions. The repeate d debas ements of the third ce ntury undermin ed the trus t of the population rega rding the impe rial coinage . The central a uthorities were e ventua lly force d to alter the e xchange ra tes (following the press ure of the market) while the mone tary system finallyc olla pse d.

Of c ourse we cannot rule out a n inc rease of prices 29 afte r the middle of the third ce ntury (a phenomenon that could be interpre ted as inflation). But suc h an inc reas e should have been anticipate d. We saw tha t the s ilver metal in the coinage was re duced from the reign of Septimius Se veru s onwards. Thus eve ry trans action would probably demand more coins at ha nd. Even if the e xchange ra tes remained s table for a fe w years, eve ntually pe ople would demand more coins for the same servic es as before. Although the y neede d more pieces of c oins e. g. to buy a loaf of brea d, in fact the amount of silve r that they exc hanged remaine d the sa me. In this

28 Lo Casci o, E., `P rezzi in oro e prezzi in uni t adi conto tra il III e il IV sec. d.C.´, in J. Andreau, P.

Bri ant and R. Descat (eds.), Economi e antique: Prix et formati on des prix les économi es anti ques ,

Entretiens d´ arc haeologi e et d´ hist oi re , Saint - Bertrand - de - Commi nges 1997, pp. 161 - 182.

sens e, we may obse rve price inc reases and increases of c oin output in circulation.

Ec onomis ts may perceive as `inflation´ the commonsens ical e ffect of the repea ted debase ments of s ilve r coinage. But I think that this term does not describe accurately the nature of the anc ient phenome non. Since de bas eme nts took place in re gular phas es (more or less intensely) the n the pric e increases als o happened s ome time after the c urrency re forms. Only when the moneta ry sys te m collapsed afte rthe reign of

Gallienus prices stopped increasing ina regularway and they ros e uncontrollably.

We have s een that coin hoards and e xcava tion finds indicate a n inc rease in t he production of coinage during the third century AD. Such a n increase could only be connecte d with the de mands of the s oldie rs for highe r sa laries and the e xplos ive s itua tion that was cre ate d by c ivil wars. The increas e in the volume of c oins in circula tion was acc ompanied by monetary reforms. The State probably de cide d to ma nipula te the weight s tandards a nd the fineness of the coins in orde r to profit from the ove rvalua tion. Repea ted debase ments of the silver coina ges s ta rted during the reign of Septi mius Severus and continued throughout the Seve ran and M ilita ry

Anarchy period.

Eve ntually the s ilve r coins were deva lued at a point in whic h they could have bee n used only in place of bronzes. The so - ca lle ds ilver c oinage tha t cons isted mainly of billon antoniniani replace d the bronze coina ge in eve ry day tra nsac tions and fac ilitated minor c omme rcia l ac tivities. At that point the moneta ry sys tem was irre vers ibly altere d. It is not certain whethe r this s ituation ca used a ny inflationary te ndencies. Incr eases in prices ha ve been attested, but these j ust verify the fact tha t the s ilve r content of the coins was reduced; therefore a la rger number of silver pieces were necessary for the same transactions as before.

29 Dominique Rat hbone indi cat ed that pri ces i ncreased in Egypt . See above, not es. 25 and 27.