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Introduction

… like some blameless king, who upholds righteousness,
as the monarch over a great and valiant nation: the earth yields its

wheat and barley, the trees are loaded with fruit, the ewes bring
forth lambs, and the sea abounds with fish by reason of his virtues,

(Homer, Odyssey 19.110-114, trans. Samuel Butler)

To any reader familiar with Classical literature, lambs, fruit and ears of corn 
are familiar symbols of prosperity and fertility. But fish? It would seem that 
to the hero – and the author – of the Odyssey, an abundance of fish was a char-
acteristic of the good city-state and a testimony to the virtue of its ruler.

The Danish city of Esbjerg boasts a fishing port as well as an equestrian 
statue of the virtuous King Christian IX in the main square. These two fea-
tures alone, then, would qualify it as the venue for a conference on ancient 
fishing. In addition, the city is home to a branch campus of the University 
of Southern Denmark, one of the partner institutions in the Danish National 
Research Foundation’s Centre for Black Sea Studies. It was at the Esbjerg 
campus that the papers in this volume were first presented in the course of a 
workshop in April, 2003. Some twenty researchers took part in two days of 
lively discussions ranging as widely as the travels of Odysseus.

Historians, classicists and archaeologists dealt with the question of ancient 
fish processing from the viewpoint of their disciplines, but in addition, we 
were fortunate to have an inspiring presentation on “The biochemistry of fish 
processing” by Hans Otto Sørensen, biochemist and laboratory manager at 
Triple Nine Fish Protein, Esbjerg. As the world’s second largest producer of 
fish protein concentrate, Triple Nine undertakes extensive research into the 
biochemistry of fish processing and fish spoilage. We regret that it was not 
possible to include Hans Otto Sørensen’s presentation in this volume.

After the conference, it was felt that it would be useful to complement 
the papers with a survey of the prehistory of fishing in the northern Black 
Sea region. Nadežda Gavriljuk kindly undertook to write a chapter on this 
subject at short notice.

For the ancient world, much of our information on fish in general is derived 
from the extensive range of sources dealing with fish as a foodstuff and, from 
the time of Hippokrates (c. 400 BC) onward, with the medicinal properties of 
fish. John Wilkins’ survey of the textual evidence reveals that among ancient 
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authors – that is to say, among those whose works have been preserved 
entirely or in fragments – some possessed a detailed knowledge of numerous 
types of fish, their origins and their taxonomy. When assessing the wealth of 
detailed information and culinary advice presented by, e.g., Athenaios, one 
should keep in mind, however, that the opportunity to pick and choose from 
a wide variety of fish species was open only to affluent and sophisticated 
members of the elite, such as Athenaios himself. In this respect, the work of 
Galen may provide a more realistic impression of ancient dietary habits.

The literary sources for processed fish products such as garum are supple-
mented by a large and growing volume of epigraphical and archaeological 
evidence, but it is remarkable that – as pointed out by Robert Curtis in his 
chapter on “Sources for Production and Trade of Greek and Roman Processed 
Fish” – not until the twentieth century were serious attempts made to relate 
the testimony of the texts to the archaeological material, or to view them in the 
light of parallels with contemporary fish processing in Southeast Asia (where 
fish sauces similar to the ancient garum are produced today). In fact, it was not 
until the 1960’s that the first large-scale systematic study relating the different 
source categories to each other (Ponsich & Tarradell 1965) was published.

Literary texts and inscriptions of the Roman period indicate that in their 
time, fish processing took place along the coasts of the empire from the Atlan-
tic to the Black Sea, and archaeological finds corroborate the testimony of the 
textual sources. They also indicate that the consumption of garum and related 
products was more widespread, in spatial and social terms, than that of fresh 
or salted fish. As evidenced by the presence of garum amphorae in landlocked 
Augusta Raurica, discussed by Bo Ejstrud in this volume, fish sauces could 
be transported far inland and were – unlike fish – generally not expensive. A 
possible modern parallel is tomatoes: in winter, these are still something of a 
luxury in northern Europe, but tomato ketchup is not.

One aspect of fish as food that was not dealt with in any of the presen-
tations but taken up in the discussions was the definition of “fresh” fish in 
antiquity. As pointed out by Hans Otto Sørensen, attitudes to freshness in 
foodstuffs are largely culturally determined. Fish at a certain stage of incipi-
ent spoilage might be rejected in one culture, but considered edible (or even 
preferable to the fresh article) in another. The popularity of garum suggests 
that compared with modern southern Europeans, ancient Romans had a 
greater tolerance towards strong smells in fish (and no doubt elsewhere in 
their daily environment) and thus might be less inclined to reject fish on 
olfactory criteria alone; on the other hand, the rarity of references to food 
poisoning in the literature and the practice of night fishing suggest that the 
ancients’ criteria for freshness were not too far from our own – but the topic 
deserves further research.

In her survey of the archaeological evidence for fish processing in the 
western Mediterranean, Athena Trakadas focuses on the remains of salting 
installations in present-day Morocco, Portugal and Spain. Studying large 

Tønnes Bekker-Nielsen



Introduction 15

processing complexes such as Lixus or Cotta can offer valuable clues for inter-
preting similar installations in the Black Sea area, e.g. at Tyritake, Myrmekion 
or Chersonesos. It is notoriously difficult to estimate production capacity from 
the remains of salting vats, or to relate potential capacity to actual produc-
tion, but a rough comparison of the cubic capacity at western Mediterranean 
salteries with those of the Black Sea salteries may nonetheless provide a use-
ful basis for comparison.

Trakadas also discusses the question of origins: did fish processing take 
place in the Punic period, or was it introduced to the western Mediterranean 
by the Greeks? Scholars of an earlier period, when diffusionism and Greek 
cultural superiority were taken for granted, favoured the notion that fish 
processing was a Greek innovation, but the archaeological evidence points 
to Punic origins.

The numerous and well-documented fish processing sites in the west 
permit certain generalizations about chronology and spatial location. Athena 
Trakadas identifies common factors determining the location of processing 
sites: proximity to the sea, plentiful freshwater resources and salt; also fuel 
for concentrating liquids through evaporation. Kilns for producing amphorae 
are often found in conjunction with processing sites, and these in turn again 
require fuel as well as suitable clay. The most important input is obviously 
fish, and in the last analysis, large-scale fish processing depends on the abil-
ity of the fishermen to supply large quantities of suitable species. It has been 
claimed (Gallant 1985) that ancient sea fishing technology was inherently 
inefficient, but starting from the most important literary source, the Halieutika 
of Oppian (second century AD), Tønnes Bekker-Nielsen demonstrates that 
the ancient fishing gear – which would include lines with multiple hooks 
and seines worked by two teams of fishermen – was sufficiently advanced 
to produce sizeable catches of fish for salting or garum production. In fact, 
the most important constraint on the further expansion of the ancient fishing 
sector was the inability to conserve fish for any length of time, a constraint 
that could be partly overcome by drying, smoking or salting fish, or by con-
verting them into fish sauce.

The theme of fishing productivity is continued by Anne Lif Lund Jacob-
sen’s paper on the use of modern fishery statistics as an indication of ancient 
catch sizes in the same waters. Jacobsen has worked with fishing statistics 
in the early modern period and warns against simplistic assumptions that 
present catches will correspond to actual or potential catches in history. The 
potential productivity of a fishery is determined by a number of interrelated 
factors: the state of the marine ecosystem, human exploitation of fish stocks, 
efficiency of the fishing gear. Because environmental factors play such a 
large part, fishing statistics from, e.g., Malaysia, are irrelevant to fishing in 
the Mediterranean or Black Sea. She identifies a number of other problems 
inherent in such diachronic comparisons and also points out that (contrary to 
the assumption underlying T.W. Gallant’s analysis of nineteenth and twenti-
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eth-century catch statistics, which led him to conclude that the average catch 
would hardly feed the fisherman and his family) the fish consumed on board 
or in the fisherman’s household are not normally included in the official catch 
figures. Fishing statistics thus indicate the marketable surplus after the needs 
of fishermen and their dependents have been met, not the total harvest from 
the sea.

With Nadežda Gavriljuk’s contribution, our geographical focus shifts 
to the northern Black Sea region and the indigenous nomads of the steppe 
zone. Generally “fish” and “sea” are not concepts associated with “steppe” 
or “nomad”; the extent and importance of pre-Greek fishing activity in the 
northern coastal regions of the Black Sea has been overlooked – and, Gavriljuk 
argues, underestimated. Fish motifs in Scythian ornaments indicate that fish 
had a place in the self-perception of the nomadic population, and the rivers 
of the steppe zone would offer excellent prospects for catching freshwater 
and migratory fish. Such fishing activities, however, took place within the 
oikos economy. Fishing on a larger scale is not, at present, attested before the 
late fifth and early fourth century, when we find evidence of fishing and fish 
processing on a substantial scale at Elizavetovka, a site that is discussed in 
greater detail by Jakob Munk Højte. On the lower Dnieper, fishing on a “com-
mercial” scale is attested in the second century BC. Gavriljuk concludes that 
while “subsistence” fishing formed part of the nomad economy at an early 
date, cultural and commercial contacts with the Greeks were the driving force 
behind the transition to “commercial” fishing.

The iconographical theme is taken up again in Vladimir Stolba’s survey 
of “Fish and money”, demonstrating that fish species depicted on coins of 
the Pontic Greek cities are often realistically rendered and can be securely 
identified, the most popular being the various species of sturgeon. While this 
clearly testifies to a general interest in fish, Stolba warns against jumping to 
conclusions about the place of fish in the local economies – or to the absence 
of fishing in cities that do not strike coins with fish emblems. Fish and marine 
species have a vast range of potential symbolic, mythological and religious 
connotations, as evidenced by the “eagle and dolphin” emblem used, inter 
alia, by the cities of Sinope, Histria and Olbia (and as the emblem of the Dan-
ish National Research Foundation’s Centre for Black Sea Studies).

From the abstract spheres of mythology and symbolism, we pass to the 
practical aspects of fish processing, as Jakob Munk Højte takes us on a guided 
tour of the salting facilities along the northern Black Sea coast. Many of the 
excavated fish processing tanks have been covered up to protect them from 
the rigours of the Pontic climate; and what appears to be the largest site, 
Chersonesos, has not yet been completely excavated. The dimensions of the 
processing complexes testify to the extent of the Crimean fish salting opera-
tions: the combined cubic capacity of the salting vats at Tyritake was 457 
cubic metres, and for Chersonesos an estimated 2,000 cubic metres, whereas 
the largest of the western Mediterranean complexes, Lixus, had a combined 
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cubic capacity of just over a thousand cubic metres. Unfortunately, as Højte 
points out, we do not know whether vats were always filled to capacity, nor 
how many times a year. It may be speculated that in the cooler climate of the 
Crimea, the annual number of garum production cycles would be less than 
in Spain or North Africa.

In chronological terms, too, comparison between fish-processing sites of 
east and west are instructive: Athena Trakadas found that fish processing in 
the western Mediterranean lagged in the second century BC but was revital-
ised under the early Empire while the Crimean salteries seem to have attained 
their maximum capacity in the second century AD.

Amphorae, the most common form of transport containers in the ancient 
world, form an important category of sources for economic history. Surpris-
ingly, they offer very little positive evidence for Pontic fish processing before 
the Christian era. This paradox is examined in depth by John Lund and Vin-
cent Gabrielsen: while we have textual evidence for the import of tarichos and 
other fish products from the Black Sea to the Aegean, no amphora types have 
been convincingly identified as containers for fish products. Taking the tex-
tual evidence for a Pontic salt-fish trade at face value, Lund and Gabrielsen 
offer two possible explanations for the absence of transport amphorae: either 
fish products were transported in re-used wine or oil amphorae (as may be 
the case with an amphora from the Varna shipwreck); or they were packed 
in other types of containers, for instance, baskets (for tarichos) or barrels (for 
garum). The notion of recycled amphorae is attractive but there are no ancient 
parallels for large-scale re-use of amphorae in this manner (in contrast to the 
re-use of individual amphorae for a plethora of domestic purposes). There-
fore with our present state of knowledge, the latter hypothesis appears the 
most likely.

“Vanished” amphorae also form the subject of Bo Ejstrud’s chapter on 
“Estimating trade of wine, oil and fish-sauce”, but in his case wine, not fish 
is missing from the equation. Taking the large and well-documented body 
of amphora fragments from Augusta Raurica (modern Augst in Switzerland, 
near Basle) as a starting point, Ejstrud first discusses the relationship between 
amphora finds and actual volumes, then turns to the relative importance of 
wine, oil and fish-sauce. Even when allowance has been made for the different 
size of the containers, the volume of fish-sauce attested at Augst is remarkably 
large in relation to the amount of wine. Since there is no good reason why 
consumption patterns in the Roman veteran colony at Augst should differ 
from comparable settlements elsewhere in the western Empire, the conclusion 
that a considerable amount of wine remains undocumented imposes itself. 
Presumably the inhabitants of Augst did not only import wine in amphorae 
but also in other containers, such as barrels.

The lesson to be learned from the contributions by Lund, Gabrielsen and 
Ejstrud is that while the importance of amphorae as archaeological source 
material remains undisputed, focusing on this one category of containers may 
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in fact provide a distorted picture of commodity flows at a given site or date. 
As pointed out by Stefanie Martin-Kilcher (1990), it is quite possible that the 
dramatic drop in the number of garum amphora fragments in the course of 
the third century that can be observed at many central European sites, does 
not reflect a corresponding decline in consumption but a changeover from 
southern European suppliers to fish sauce produced in northern Gaul, which 
was shipped in barrels.

A similar problem is that of the missing salting tanks, discussed by Jakob 
Munk Højte. The Crimean fish-salting industry probably did not reach its max-
imum capacity until the late second century (at the same time as, or slightly 
later than, its Iberian and African counterparts) and no processing facility has 
been dated earlier than the first century AD. Yet fishing (attested by finds of 
fishing tackle) and fish processing (attested by literary sources) is known to 
have taken place – but where? One explanation could be that earlier process-
ing facilities were primitive, along the lines of those found at Elizavetovka, 
and have been obliterated by later, more permanent structures. Fish salting 
originally took place within the oikos, and the diversification into market-ori-
ented garum production requiring large capital outlays may have provided 
the impetus to relocate and concentrate activities in urban centres.

It also needs to be remembered that salting is not the only means of pre-
serving fish; reducing the relative water content of the fish by smoking or 
drying will have similar effects to salting. At the Elizavetovka site, the remains 
of a smokehouse have been tentatively identified; as for drying, this requires 
little equipment except some wooden racks that would, at the most, leave a 
few post-holes. Fish drying requires no input of salt and produces a commod-
ity that (unlike salt fish, which must be soaked and cooked) is immediately 
edible and can be used as animal fodder. In the twentieth century, dried fish 
was produced in large quantities in the North Atlantic (e.g., Newfoundland, 
Iceland). Great quantities were also produced in south Russia: it is reported 
that during a fuel shortage in the aftermath of the 1917 revolution, the Bol-
shevik authorities in Turkestan seized large stocks of dried sturgeon await-
ing export and used them as locomotive fuel.1 Since it leaves so few traces 
in the archaeological record, the extent of ancient fish drying is difficult to 
establish. Given the limited number of references to dried fish in the literary 
sources, it may primarily have been produced within the household, perhaps 
as a supplementary food in times of famine or poor fishing, or as a staple 
item of the lower-class diet – Lif Jakobsen reminded us that in some mod-
ern fishing communities, dried fish was considered “trash food”. We might, 
however, also see fish drying as a first stage in a sequence of technological 
development and increasing market orientation: dried fish for the household 
economy – salt fish for the regional market – garum for the distant markets 
of the Roman Empire.

In the history of fish processing along the Black Sea, a key question con-
cerns the genesis of the Crimean garum industry: whether its origin was 
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supply-driven or demand-driven. Did Crimean fish salters turn to garum 
production in response to a glut of smaller fish that could not be sold as table 
fish or processed into tarichos; or did they diversify from their core opera-
tion to exploit a growing demand for a new culinary ingredient à la mode? 
The implications of this debate extend far beyond the kitchen table, since the 
two positions reflect two fundamentally different conceptions of the Roman 
economy. On the one hand, we have the “primitivist” view that Roman pri-
mary producers walked a thin line between prosperity and famine, adapting 
to the exigencies of a changing economic environment. In recent years, this has 
been combined with the environmental history approach focusing on natural 
phenomena such as epidemics and climate change to explain past economic 
behaviour. Within this frame of interpretation, the introduction of garum pro-
duction could be local producers’ response to a Pontic “fish bonanza” such 
as those that have occurred throughout history (the Baltic herring bonanza of 
the Middle Ages being one example). Recurrent windfalls of fresh fish might 
stimulate fish-salters to develop new products.

A “modernist” interpretation, on the other hand, would not necessarily 
look for the causal factor in the marine environment of the Black Sea, but 
view the introduction of garum as an active response by informed Crimean 
fish-salters to a growing market for garum in the Mediterranean world. The 
salting cisterns of Myrmekion or Tyritake were clearly not built by destitute 
fishermen, but by members of the elite with access to technology, capital and 
information about distant markets. By combining a cheap, plentiful – but 
perishable – commodity (fish) with an easily obtainable raw material (salt), 
resulting in a product with higher unit value and longer storage life (garum), 
they were able to exploit those markets.

The current stage of our knowledge favours the notion that the diversifica-
tion from fish salting into garum production was driven by demand, but our 
picture of ancient fishing and fish processing along the shores of the Black Sea 
is far from complete. Future research may come up with different answers, 
even pose entirely different questions. The present volume is not intended as 
the last word on Pontic fish processing, and if it provokes academic contro-
versy and scholarly discussion on its subject, it will have served its purpose 
well. It is hoped, however, that the surveys of source material and overviews 
of the états des questions provided in the individual contributions as well as 
the consolidated bibliography will serve as useful aids to future researchers 
in a field that still has much to offer.

University of Southern Denmark, Esbjerg
November 2003    Tønnes Bekker-Nielsen

Notes

 1 Blacker 1922, 266; Brun 1930, 109.





Fish as a Source of Food in Antiquity

John Wilkins

1. Introduction

This chapter reviews literary evidence for the consumption of fish in antiq-
uity and has two aims. The first is to complement the archaeological evidence 
presented in other chapters in this volume; the second is to comment on the 
nature of the literary sources, to show that they provide not merely “evidence” 
on the topic of salted fish but in addition a valuable cultural commentary on 
this type of food. This commentary reveals the variety of types available and 
the enormous range of interest in what might at first sight seem a simple 
foodstuff.

Sources on the ancient diet are diverse and potentially misleading. They 
tend to be influenced by strong literary and philosophical traditions which 
value morality over health and nutrition, and the care of the soul over care 
of the body. Two extreme illustrations may be found in Ovid’s Fasti and Pla-
to’s Republic. At Fasti 6.169-86, the goddess Carna is said to be a goddess of 
traditional values whose festive foods are emmer wheat and pork. The foods 
the goddess is said to reject are imported fish and foreign birds such as the 
guinea fowl (which is said to have come to Rome from North Africa) and 
francolin (which is said to be imported from the Aegean). Rome, this text 
asserts, was not traditionally a fish-eating society, or at least did not construct 
herself as such.

Similarly, when describing the ideal diet for the rulers in the Republic 
(372), Plato’s Sokrates sets out vegetarian foods that are based on agriculture 
as those which are most desirable. This privileging of cereals and meat over 
fish and imported foods is widespread and pervades many literary sources, 
including much of Greek comedy, which is one of the major literary genres 
to focus on the consumption of fish (see Wilkins 2000, ch. 6).

This ancient perspective has been reinforced by two modern works, Gal-
lant 1985 and Davidson 1997. The first, which is discussed elsewhere in this 
volume, uses a statistical approach to claim that fish stocks made only a small 
contribution to the ancient diet, while the latter focuses on fish as a luxury 
product. Taken together, these claims suggest that the majority of people 
in the ancient Mediterranean area ate little or no fish. I argued in Wilkins 
2000 and 2001 that Davidson’s picture is partial (he is interested only in the 
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wealthy) and that Gallant’s case is misconceived since he sets the calorific 
value of fish in the diet against that of staple cereals rather than considering 
fish beside meat, vegetables and other complements to a cereal diet. I argued 
that fish was accessible to all members of the ancient polis, depending on 
cost and supply, both of which varied greatly. I also argued, incidentally, in 
Wilkins 2000, that Davidson was mistaken in assuming that the institution 
of the symposium was exclusive to the elites of the Greek cities. Davidson’s 
argument on the role of desire in ancient Greek literature is an excellent case 
which maps on to the ancient diet (with particular reference to fish and wine) 
in a fascinating way; but it does not accurately reflect the ancient diet as cur-
rently understood.

I mentioned Ovid and Plato above because they are deeply embedded in 
Roman and Athenian culture. A number of the texts I am about to use do not 
derive specifically from either Athens or Rome and so reflect broader concerns 
in the ancient world. In the first place, my focus is on medicine, on the author 
of the Hippocratic text Regimen II, Diocles of Carystus, Mnesitheus of Athens, 
Diphilus of Siphnos, Hicesius of Smyrna and Galen of Pergamon. Secondly, 
I consider the sympotic author Athenaios of Naukratis. These authors cover 
a period from the fourth century BC (the author of Regimen II, Diocles and 
Mnesitheus) to the second/third centuries AD (Galen and Athenaios). These 
are familiar authors to the historian of ancient fishing. They are used exten-
sively for example in Curtis 1991. What I undertake is to explore the import-
ance of fish in these medical and sympotic authors in general, and not to use 
them merely as sources for vital pieces of evidence in a reconstruction of the 
ancient fish industry. My main headings will be: (a) geographical concerns; 
(b) fish in relation to other foods; (c) concerns of terminology and taxonomy; 
and (d) attempts to give an overview of the diet, from the imperial period in 
which Galen and Athenaios were writing, back over a millennium of Greek 
culture.

2. Texts on fish

2.1 Medical texts: a brief survey

The Hippocratic Regimen II (which probably dates to about 400 BC) has a 
substantial section on fish (48) dividing them according to dryness (xerotatoi) 
and lightness (kouphoi, largely the fish that inhabit rocky waters) and heavi-
ness (barus, largely fish that inhabit rivers and marshes). Salted fish (tarichos) 
is “drying and attenuating” (Jones, xerainousi kai ischnainousin), fat ones are 
gently laxative, while the driest come from the sea, the moistest from lakes. 
The driest tarichos comes from the driest fish. This classification derives from 
the scientific categories of Regimen 1, in which it is argued that the cosmos, 
the world and human and animal life are based on the principles of fire and 
water.
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Later in the fourth century, Diokles of Carystus seems to have discussed 
fish in at least two treatises, Hygieina and Hygieina to Pleistarchus. He too is 
interested in dryness (Diokles, fragments 225-27, van der Eijk) and in soft 
or tough flesh in fish. For tarichos, he is interested in fat and non-fat fish 
that have gone into the pickle. There is little to distinguish Diocles from his 
predecessor in respect of fish, other than to say that more fish were probably 
included in the discussion. There is thus a possibility that the Hippocratic 
list was expanded.

This feature is more marked in Mnesitheus (fourth century BC) and 
Diphilus (third century BC), while Hicesius of Smyrna addresses the chule or 
juice that the food brings with it or causes to be produced in the body, and the 
qualities of a food that might affect the stomach. These may be new features, 
but it is hard to say given the fragmentary nature of the evidence. All three 
expand what the Hippocratic author had said.

Galen, writing in the second century AD has more to add. He has a major 
geographical concern, on which more shortly; he expands on the environmen-
tal concerns of the Hippocratic author; and he also rejects the scientific basis 
of Regimen 1, even denying that treatise Hippocratic authorship.

Of the medical authorities mentioned above, most of the fragments of 
works on fish by Mnesitheus, Diphilus and Hicesius survive only in quota-
tions in the Deipnosophistae of Athenaios, a slightly younger contemporary 
of Galen.1

2.2 Athenaios: a brief summary of the Deipnosophistai

The Deipnosophistae is a sympotic text in the tradition of Plato’s Symposium. 
Unlike that work and nearly all later symposia, food is at the centre of the Deip-
nosophistai and the familiar idea that wine provokes thought and philosophy 
– unlike food which impedes thought and discussion – is turned on its head. 
The fifteen books follow the order of the meal, and the symposiasts debate 
with each other over the correct way to approach their material. They recline 
in Rome, the centre of the world, and bring the fruits of research in libraries 
to the dinner table of Larensis, a minor Roman magistrate. They are clients of 
the great patron, and have an ambiguous relationship with Rome. But the text 
does not seem to adopt the hostile approach to fish which is frequently found 
in Roman authors, for example in the ninth book of Pliny’s Natural History 
(9.53). Rather, at the beginning of the fish section we are told how

Thereupon, slaves entered bearing an enormous quantity of fish 
from sea and lake, on silver platters, so that we marvelled at 
the luxury as well as at the wealth displayed. For our host had 
brought everything but the Nereids. And one of the parasites 
and flatterers remarked that Poseidon must have sent the fish to 
Nittunius; not however through the agency of the merchants in 
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Rome who sell a tiny fish for a huge price; rather he must have 
brought them himself, some from Antium, others from Taracina 
and the Pontian islands opposite, still others from Pyrgi which is 
a city of Etruria. For the fishmongers of Rome do not fall short, 
even by a little distance, of those who were once satirised in 
Athens (Athenaios, 6.224b, trans. Gulick).

A little later, at the beginning of the next book, Athenaios moves from sym-
potic conversation to an alphabetical list of fish, which raises questions of 
(a) composition and (b) the ordering of his material. This makes for difficult 
reading, but if we set form aside the data provided is invaluable.

I want to turn to two representative passages: one is medical from Galen, 
the other is “sympotic” from Athenaios. I shall then draw out what I think 
are four important features from them.

2.2.1 On grey mullet

The grey mullet belongs to the family of scaly fish that grows 
not only in the sea but also in pools and rivers. This is why the 
various grey mullet differ greatly from one another, so that the 
class of sea mullet appears to be another one from that in the 
pools, rivers or swamps, or in the drains that clean out the city 
latrines. … They are better or worse according to their food. For 
while some have plenty of weed and valuable roots and so are 
superior, others eat muddy weed and unwholesome roots. And 
some of them that dwell in rivers running through a large town, 
eating human dung and certain other such bad foods, are worst of 
all … It is also clear from what has been said that, for this reason 
too, one sea is better than another so far as it is either completely 
clear or receives many large rivers like the Pontus. For in such 
a sea the fish are as superior to those living in pools as they are 
inferior to those in the open sea. … Now this mullet like any 
other sea fish does not possess many small spines. But the mullet 
that enters the sea from rivers and marshes is full of such spines, 
much the same as other fish from the same source. … Some of 
our own people call the fish produced in rivers “white mullet”, 
believing that they are a different species from grey mullet. … 
This fish is also one of those that is pickled, and the variety from 
pools becomes much improved when prepared in this way. For 
it gets rid of everything in the taste that is slimy and foul-smell-
ing. The recently salted fish is superior to the one that has been 
pickled for a longer time. But a little later there will be a general 
discussion about pickled fish, as also about fish that can be kept 
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in snow until the next day (Galen, On the Properties of Foodstuffs 
3.24 = 6.708-13 Kühn, trans. Powell)

Now Athenaios:

As we ate our salt fish many of us had a desire to drink. And 
Daphnus, raising his hands, said: Heracleides of Tarentum, my 
friends, says in his work entitled Symposium that a “moderate 
quantity of food should be eaten before drinking, and chiefly 
the dishes that form the ordinary courses at the beginning of the 
feast. For when foods are served after an interval of drinking, they 
counteract what settles on the stomach from the effects of wine 
and becomes the cause of gnawing pangs. Some even think them 
unwholesome – I mean the different kinds of green vegetables and 
salt-fish – possessing as they do a pungent quality. … Diphilus of 
Siphnos says that salt-fish, whether from sea or lake or river, has 
little nourishment or juice; it is dry, easily digested, and provoca-
tive of appetite. The best of the lean varieties are cubes, horaia, and 
the like; of the fat, the tunny steaks and young tunny. When aged, 
they are superior, being more pungent, particularly the Byzantian 
sorts. The tunny steak, he says, is taken from the medium-sized 
young tunny, the smaller size resembling the cube tunny, from 
which class comes also the horaion. The Sardinian tunny is as large 
as the tuna. The mackerel is not heavy, but readily leaves the 
stomach. Spanish mackerel is rather purgative and pungent and 
has poorer flavour, but is filling. Better are the Amynclanian and 
the Spanish sort called Saxitanian, which are lighter and sweeter. 
Now Strabo, in the third book of his Geography, says that Sexitania, 
from which this fish gets its name, is near the Isles of Heracles, 
opposite New Carthage, and that there is another town called 
Scombroaria [Mackerel town] from the mackerel caught there. 
… The river crow-fish from the Nile, which some call crescent, 
but which among the Alexandrians is known by the special name 
of “half-salt” is rather fatty, quite well-flavoured, meaty, filling, 
easily digested and assimilated, and in every way superior to the 
mullet. … (Athenaios 3.120b-121c, trans. Gulick).

The main features that emerge in Galen’s account of the grey mullet, an 
important fish in the salting industry, are: the difficulty in distinguishing 
one species from another; the crucial role played by habitat; and his assimila-
tion of much detail from varied sources. Athenaios, by contrast, quotes from 
sources and does not synthesise them into a smooth account. He refers to more 
places (but Galen refers to Spain elsewhere (3.30), on salted tuna), covering 
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Spain and Egypt as well as the Black Sea. He also draws heavily on medical 
authors – Heracleides and Diphilus – and reflects the integration of comment 
on medicine and comment on eating and symposia. He too is interested in 
varieties and the differences either between fish or between different ages 
and cuts of fish. We can pick out generic features from these passages, which 
are brief extracts from much more extensive comments on fish and salt fish. 
Galen has fifteen chapters on fish, a number of which include salted fish, and 
one on salted food in general (3.23-37 and 41); Athenaios discusses salt fish 
explicitly at 3.116a-121e, and in passing in many other passages.

3. Concerns of Galen and Athenaios

3.1 Geographical concerns

Galen’s review of food in general in de alimentorum facultatibus (On the Proper-
ties of Foodstuffs) is comprehensive. He lists cereals in more detail than does 
Athenaios, plants in similar detail, meat and fish in less detail. Both authors 
range over many geographical areas, from Spain to Syria and the Black Sea 
to North Africa, but they concentrate on Asia Minor and Alexandria; in Ath-
enaios’ case there is much on Athens and the cities of mainland Greece; in 
Galen the Greek mainland is completely ignored, in favour of the greater 
Roman Empire. Here are some details on the Pontic region, which is the main 
focus of this volume. In his survey of all foods, Galen refers to specific places 
73 times. Of this number, he refers to places related to the Pontic region 18 
times (to Pontus 3 times, to Bithynia 3, to Dorulaion, Juliopolis, Claudiopolis, 
Crateia, Nicaea, Prusa, Cappadocia and Pamphylia once, to Thrace twice, to 
Phrygia twice. Additional references to Asia are normally to Mysia (3) and 
Galen’s home town of Pergamon (2). This focus on place is invaluable. Galen 
has modified the Hippocratic focus on the environment (most notably in Airs, 
Waters and Places), though those concerns are still evident in the discussion 
above on the grey mullet in relation to rivers, deltas and different seas. To this 
environmental interest, Galen adds specific places that he has visited, or so at 
least he implies. Autopsy is one of his main modes of research. He thus gives 
excellent regional variation of diet, particularly for cereals but also for fish.

Athenaios can match Galen and outstrip him. Place is a vital consideration 
for Athenaios, and he provides the most specific data on the ancient diet that 
is available. He refers to so many hundreds of cities that I do not give figures. 
His data is normally also indexed by time, from the date of the author quoted. 
I’ll return to Athenaios on geography.

3.2 Fish in relation to other foods

There are large differences. Galen has three books, one devoted to cereals, one 
to other plants and one to animal and fish products. Fish is a smaller compo-
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nent, comprising 15 out of 147 chapters. It is clear in Galen’s mind that cere-
als far outweigh fish in importance. Athenaios reverses this emphasis. He, by 
contrast, has 15 books, the three central of which (6-8) are largely devoted to 
fish, while, in addition, shellfish and salted fish are treated in book three. Just 
a small part of the evidence of salted fish in book three is quoted above. What 
are the implications of this coverage? One answer is that Athenaios, unlike 
Galen, who in his travels often notes what peasants and other poor people 
eat, is concerned with the life of luxury and all the variety and distinction 
that money can buy. The perspective of luxury explored by Davidson 1997 
is certainly relevant here.

3.3 Terminology and Taxonomy

But so is another perspective. Fish provide as great a challenge to the tax-
onomer as any division of ancient food. Athenaios attempts to cover a large 
number of them, while Galen does the same for plants, and to some extent 
for fish, as we saw above. I discuss this further in Powell (2003) ix-xxi. Here 
are some representative passages:

Athenaios on the hepatos or lebias; Athenaios goes to a doctor and two 
philosophers to try to pin down the names of this fish (or fishes):

Diocles says that this is one of the rock fishes. Speusippus says 
that the hepatos is like the phagros. According to Aristotle it is 
solitary, carnivorous and has jagged teeth. (Athenaios, 7.301c).

Galen on seris:

there is another kind of wild herb which is less cutting than 
those mentioned; this kind appears to belong between the two, 
having neither a definitely cutting nor a thickening effect. The 
general name for these is seris; but the individual species are 
given different names by rustics, such as lettuce, chicory, the 
Syrian gingidia and countless similar ones in every region. The 
Athenians use the term seris indiscriminately for all of them; for 
the ancients did not allot any names to the individual species. 
(Galen, Thinning Diet 3).

Galen here identifies a developing problem for the taxonomer, which was not 
noticed by “the ancients” but now requires attention.

Galen on firm-fleshed fish finds errors in his sources, as does Athenaios 
on occasion:

Phylotimos also wrote about these in the second book of On Food 
as follows: weevers, pipers, sharks, scorpion fish, horse mackerel 



John Wilkins28

and red mullet [a long list follows]. This is Phylotimos’ statement. 
But let us examine each individual item mentioned, from the 
beginning. Now weevers and pipers, to those who have eaten 
them, clearly have firm flesh. But there is no one species of shark. 
For the fish that is highly prized among the Romans, which they 
call galaxias belongs to the family of sharks [galeoi]. This fish does 
not seem to occur in Greek waters, which is why Phylotimos also 
appears to be unaware of it. … It is clear that the galaxias, which 
is in high repute among the Romans, is one of the tender-fleshed; 
but the other sharks are firm-fleshed (Galen, On the Properties of 
Foodstuffs 3.30).

Galen is making various claims, to be more thorough, more accurate, more 
up to date and more accurate in his taxonomies.

However, the clear message for us is that there was considerable uncer-
tainty in the ancient world considering families of fish. While we can accept 
modern identifications of fish that are based on archaeological evidence, 
ancient evidence is more ambiguous partly because it does not rest on our 
“scientific” classifications and partly because so many varieties of fish were 
eaten, both fresh and salted.

3.4 Overview of the diet

Galen and Athenaios attempt to cover the whole Roman Empire, from Spain 
to Syria and beyond. They also cover a millennium of Greek culture, from 
Homer, whom both mention, to their own day.

Problems of taxonomy are lexical as well as botanical and zoological. This 
is why these two sources produce the detail they do on salted fish and grey 
mullet. They are indeed valuable texts.

These texts can be made to work for us in various respects and will pro-
duce various results.

Let us take first the example of garum. Athenaios does not mention garum 
very often. He has an entry on garos in his list of seasonings at 2.67b-c:

FISH SAUCE (GAROS). Cratinus has this: “Your pannier will be 
chock full of fish-sauce”. Pherecrates: “He has fouled his beard 
with fish sauce”. Sophocles in Triptolemus: “the sauce made of 
pickled fish”. Plato: “They will souse me and suffocate me in 
rotten fish sauce.” That the noun is masculine is proved by the 
masculine article which Aeschylus uses when he says: “the sauce 
made of fish” (Athenaios 2.67b-c, trans. Gulick (adapted)).
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These attestations are fascinating. They draw on the authors of Greek com-
edy (Cratinus, Pherecrates and Plato) and tragedy (or more likely satyr play), 
namely Sophocles and Aischylos. There was evidently clear knowledge of 
garum in fifth century Athenian drama. Was it widely used, as in the Roman 
period? It would appear not, for the term rarely appears in Athenaios and he 
had every reason to mention it and none to omit it. Furthermore, the early 
culinary text Archestratos’ Life of Luxury does not mention it, but uses related 
flavourings based on salt water and vinegar, with reference also to tarichos. If 
garum was known but not widespread in the fifth and fourth centuries, why 
did Athenaios not tie it in to his own time, as he does sturgeon and many 
other items? Galen, in contrast, frequently refers to garum as a flavouring in 
his own time, as Curtis 1991 has observed.

The next promising area that might be explored is the role of salted fish in 
the “cutting” or remedying of thick humours. Phlegm is particularly in need 
of treatment in this respect in Galen’s humoural medicine. It is clear from 
Galen’s treatise On the Thinning Diet and from chapter 3.41 of On the Proper-
ties of Foodstuffs that salt and vinegar are probably as important in providing 
this effect as the fish itself. Athenaios’ characters have a similar interest in 
vinegar, oil and salt at 9.384f, in a passage on acidity of taste and language 
which ties in with the passage before us in book 3 (cf. p. 25).

A third example is offered by the Life of Luxury of Archestratos. This is a 
mock epic poem of the fourth century BC that puts all the fish back into epic 
poetry that Homer had famously omitted from the Iliad and Odyssey. The very 
title the Life of Luxury is problematic for an author such as Athenaios, since it 
would appear to encourage immorality, as he often points out, but Archestra-
tus also provides much that Athenaios values. This includes alternative names 
for fish; different species in different locations around the Mediterranean; dif-
ferent forms of preparation for the table. Archestratos thus addresses, some 
six centuries earlier, the geographical and taxonomic interests of Athenaios 
and Galen. Indeed, Athenaios sometimes ties comments made by Archestratos 
to the Roman period, as Galen did above on the galaxias. The following frag-
ment of the poem gives a good example of Archestratos’ use of detail, with 
reference to geography, type of fish and mode of salting:

and a slice of Sicilian tuna < >
cut when it was about to be pickled in jars (bikoi).
But I say to hell with saperde, a Pontic dish,
And those who praise it. For few people
Know which food is wretched and which is excellent.
But get a mackerel on the third day, before it goes into salt 
water
Within a transport jar as a piece of recently cured, half-salted 
fish.
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And if you come to the holy city of famous Byzantion,
I urge you again to eat a steak of peak-season tuna; for it is very 
good and soft.
(Archestratos, fr. 39 Olson and Sens)

Conclusions

Athenaios shows us that there was an extraordinary range of interest in 
salt-fish and other fish in ancient texts. When thinking about the relation-
ship between fish and food in ancient thought, Athenaios demonstrates that 
fish is a topic not just for zoological research (which Aristotle, for example, 
pursued in On the History of Animals), but for the symposium and even for 
the theatre.

Medical and culinary study of salt-fish and other fish in antiquity were not 
separated in ancient thought. Doctors were happy to write about the sympo-
sium and sympotic writers often refer to medical works.

Galen and Athenaios have very different objectives, but they share inter-
ests in the identification and taxonomy of fish.

For all his value, Athenaios is not interested in the majority of the popula-
tion. It is in fact quite difficult to find detail on the poorer sections of society 
– but it is there, as I showed in Wilkins 2000 and Wilkins 2001. Galen was 
interested in poorer citizens, but only in respect of the plants and cereals that 
they consumed. Fish for him, as for many other texts, were the expensive 
single fish (“singletons”) that were affordable only for the rich.

Galen and Athenaios offer a double perspective. They review their own 
period, with an extensive overview of the second and third centuries AD. But 
they also provide on an encyclopaedic scale reference back to specific datable 
authors. Each can bring benefits to Black Sea studies.

We should remember, finally, the fine fish-plates of Athenian and South 
Italian manufacture, many of which were sent to Olbia and subsequently 
excavated there. Many of them were painted by the same or similar vase-
painters as the familiar drinking cups and mixing bowls of the symposium. 
Some thousand of these plates are known, with artistic representations of fish 
upon them that link them with the deipnon-symposium in a way similar to 
the link between wine and pottery and song. This is a further expression of 
the integration of fish into Greek culture.

Notes

 1  See Athenaios Deipnosophistai 3.116e and 118b-c for Hicesius, 120e for Diphilus, 
121d for Mnesitheus. Also 8.355a-358c. For Mnesitheus, see also Bertier 1972, 30, 
178-9, 190-1, 194-205. 



Sources for Production and Trade of 
Greek and Roman Processed Fish

Robert I. Curtis

The workshop sponsored by the Danish National Research Foundation’s 
Centre for Black Sea Studies coincides with a heightened scholarly interest 
in ancient foods of all kinds and thus presents an excellent opportunity to 
review the present state and future directions of the study of the production 
and trade of Greco-Roman processed fish, salt-fish (salsamentum or ταvριχος) 
and the fish sauces (garum, liquamen, allec, and muria).1 Focus on Black Sea 
products seems quite appropriate for two reasons. First, development of the 
fishery resources of the Black Sea may have been a prime motivation behind 
Greek colonization of the region, perhaps as early as, or before, the seventh 
century BC.2 And second, the earliest modern study devoted to the ancient 
processed fish industry (Köhler 1832) focused on its manifestation along the 
coastal areas of the Black Sea. I wish to look in some detail at the sources 
available for studying the production and trade in processed fish products, 
not only in the Black Sea area but also throughout the Greco-Roman world. 
Before doing so, however, I would like to comment briefly on why I think this 
workshop takes place at a key juncture in the study of this important aspect 
of ancient life during the classical period. Over nearly the last half-century 
study of the production and trade in fish by-products has shown a marked 
vitality. It was not always so.

1. History of research

Production and commerce in processed fish continued after the fall of the 
Roman Empire, though the degree of their practice varied greatly from one 
geographical area to another and from one period to another. Though salt-
fish products, particularly garum, continued to receive mention during the 
medieval and early modern periods – in both the East and the West, in letters, 
literary works, government documents, and the like – the knowledge of and 
interest in ancient fish products became primarily the province of physicians 
and scientists.3 This was no doubt a result, for varying reasons, of the declining 
economic and social importance of these products in most places, and because 
of the prominence given to the medical works of Galen and Oribasios and to 
the encyclopedic Natural History of Pliny the Elder among doctors, natural-
ists, and ichthyologists. So, one thinks, for instance, of references to ancient 
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fish products, particularly the fish sauces, in the sixteenth-century works of 
Francis Rabelais, Guillaume Rondelet, and Pierre Belon.4 A thorough study 
of the place of processed fish products in the literary, social, and economic 
life of this period, however, remains a prominent desideratum.

The first serious, and still valuable, work devoted specifically to ancient 
fish products was entitled Ταvριχος, ou recherches sur l’histoire et les antiquités 
des pêcheries de la Russie méridionale. Published in 1832 in St. Petersburg, Russia, 
under name of Köhler,5 this monograph collected, for the first time, an impres-
sive quantity of ancient literary sources devoted not only to identification of 
fish products and their uses but also to their manufacture. It is notable as well 
for its anthropological approach to the subject, since Köhler related the ancient 
products to those coming from contemporary Black Sea fish-salting factories. 
The groundbreaking work of Köhler, however, was not followed up, save in 
two short publications. In 1871 J.K. Smidth published, in Danish, a short article 
with the long title “Historical Observations on the Condition of the Fisheries 
among the Ancient Greeks and Romans, and on their Mode of Salting and 
Pickling Fish.”6 After briefly discussing ancient fishing and the fish available 
to the Greeks and Romans, he devotes a mere four pages to fish salting. He 
does, however, give some interesting tidbits on fish processing in the North 
Atlantic in the mid-nineteenth century. In 1892, Georg Eberl brought out a 
short monograph entitled Die Fischkonserven der Alten, devoted specifically 
to preserved fish, in which he concisely identifies various kinds of salt-fish 
and fish sauces.7 Although more readily available, these works advanced our 
knowledge little beyond what Köhler had provided. The only other important 
19th-century work significantly treating the topic was the 1890-dissertation, in 
Latin, by Paul Rhode who focused specifically on tuna fishing and its salted 
by-products.8 In 1910, Robert Zahn published his Pauly-Wissowa article on 
garum, which, while collecting the ancient literary evidence, including many 
sources not utilised by Köhler, and citing several post-Roman sources, makes 
considerable use of painted inscriptions on amphorae.9

The works of Smidth, Eberl, Rhode, and, to a lesser extent, Köhler and 
Zahn, have one thing in common. Their sources are almost wholly literary in 
nature. By the middle of the twentieth century, however, important advances 
did come, particularly in our understanding of the technical characteristics 
of the fish sauces. For example, Pierre Grimal and Thomas Monod, in an 
important article published in 1952, related the nature of the ancient sauces, 
and how they were made, with that of the modern sauces of Southeast Asia, 
particularly those produced in Vietnam and Thailand. This was followed in 
1961 by Claude Jardin’s article, which, besides briefly noting the importance 
of underwater archaeology in studying ancient trade in fish by-products, 
includes a discussion of the chemical composition and nutritive value of the 
fish sauces.10 In investigating the nutrition of fish sauce Jardin was among 
the first to employ in a serious way data from scientific disciplines, namely 
biochemistry and microbiology, to assist in understanding ancient fish by-
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products. Even so, with these two exceptions, discussions of ancient processed 
fish products throughout the first half of the twentieth century continued to 
rest primarily on literary and, to a lesser degree, epigraphic evidence. This 
situation substantially changed in 1965.

The first comprehensive study of the Roman salt-fish industry that made 
extensive use of archaeological evidence for the salteries themselves was that 
of Michel Ponsich and Miguel Tarradell, entitled Garum et industries antiques 
de salaison dans la Méditerranée occidentale.11 It was not that no archaeological 
excavations of fish-salting factories had taken place before this time; rather, 
it was that few classical historians had paid much attention to publications of 
them. Archaeology remained essentially divorced from history and literature. 
Ponsich and Tarradell focused on the Roman industry as it operated in south-
ern Spain and Portugal and across the Strait of Gibraltar in Morocco. Their 
work highlighted the importance of the physical remains of fish processing 
and defined the criteria used by subsequent scholars to identify similar instal-
lations elsewhere, such as in France and Tunisia.12 In addition, Ponsich and 
Tarradell’s work shed a bright light on salsamentum as a commercial product. 
Prior to that time the focus had been almost exclusively on the fish sauces, the 
product most often receiving comment in ancient literary sources. Their work 
revolutionised the study of the ancient fish salting industry and imparted a 
liveliness to the investigations that continue to this day.

Up to this time, most historians and literary critics consistently underesti-
mated the social and economic value of fish and their by-products. They saw 
the fish sauces as expensive products whose major use was as a condiment 
for foods and whose medicinal value was minimal at best.13 The pejorative 
characterization of the sauces in ancient literature (e.g. Seneca, Letters 95.25; 
Pliny, HN 31.93), resulting from their seemingly bizarre production process 
and their ill repute for strong smell and taste, influenced modern scholars 
not to take them seriously. “Our stomachs would probably revolt at a dish 
prepared with garum”, was the conclusion of one mid-twentieth-century 
Italian scholar.14 But, the upsurge in interest in them in the second half of the 
20th century derives from a confluence of various scholarly approaches and 
technological advances, of which the work of Ponsich and Tarradell repre-
sents the beginning.

First of all, the past thirty-eight years have seen a significant increase in 
excavations, particularly in the Western Mediterranean, and a growing aware-
ness of the historical value of archaeological evidence. Second, scholars have 
begun to see more clearly the importance of combining literary and historical 
evidence with the archaeological and epigraphic. In addition, the growing 
partnership between archaeologists and scientists has become particularly 
important as scientific instruments and analyses begin to play a more signifi-
cant role in investigating the ancient material world. Third, while not ignor-
ing the more spectacular archaeological projects and the traditional social 
and political subjects, scholars have turned more attention to ancient daily 
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life, especially food. What ancient Greeks and Romans ate, how they cooked 
it, how it was processed, if necessary, what was involved in its transporta-
tion, where it was shipped, and who participated in all these activities have 
become questions of great import. Fourth, there has developed an increased 
focus by many scholars on the lower classes – freemen, freedmen, and slaves 
– of Greco-Roman society, the very ones who made up the population of those 
engaged in processing and trading fish and fish products.15 Concomitant with 
this is an increased interest in non-elite populations in the provincial areas, 
particularly in regard to the influence the “other” had on Rome. And, finally, 
scholarly interest in the ancient economy, especially the role of the city in the 
economy, has increased significantly.16 All of these elements have extensively 
augmented the source material available for a study of fish by-products far 
beyond what was accessible to Köhler, Smidth, Eberl, and Zahn, and have 
increased the number and types of questions demanding answers. I would 
like to survey those sources briefly, indicating what they can provide for our 
knowledge of ancient processed fish products. At the same time I hope to 
identify areas needing further investigation.

2. Production

Information about production of ancient processed fish products derives in the 
main from three types of sources: literary references, archaeological remains 
of salting installations, and comparative data from production methods of 
similar modern products. The fact that Greco-Roman literary references to 
processed fish products derive from many different sources and genres and, 
for the most part, that they are casual in nature, strongly imply that salt-fish 
and fish sauce were commonplace in ancient life. Of particular importance 
are the gastronomical works, such as the Hedupatheia of Archestratos (fl. 
fourth century BC), the De re coquinaria of Apicius (fl. first century AD), and 
the Deipnosophistai of Athenaios (fl. c. AD 200), which relay information on 
what fish products were eaten and how they were prepared.17 References to 
fish products also come from drama, both comedy and tragedy, such as the 
extant works of Aristophanes and Plautus, and from Athenaios who pre-
serves extracts from the works of many Greek dramatists, such as Nikostratos, 
whose works no longer exist. They come from the epigrams of Martial, the 
satires of Horace, and ancient scholia. They come from the didactic poetry 
of Manilios, from ancient letters, both literary and private, such as those of 
Seneca and Ausonius, and from the many papyri of Egypt, a source ignored 
by Zahn in his otherwise extensive 1910 Pauly-Wissowa article.18 They come 
from the novel of Petronius and the oratorical work of Quintilian. They come 
especially from medical and veterinary treatises, such as those of Galen, Ori-
basios, Xenokrates, and Pelagonius, from the agricultural manuals of Cato, 
Varro, Columella, and Cassianus Bassus, and from the encyclopaedias of 
Pliny the Elder and Isidore of Seville. They even come from grammarians, 
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from ancient glossaries, from the Regulae, or “Rules”, of Christian monastic 
orders, and from the Jewish Talmud.19

The types of information derived from literary sources vary from the 
mundane, such as the proper spelling or gender of the terms for fish sauce, 
to the more important, such as the names of salt-fish that divulge something 
about their preparation and detailed directions for producing fish by-prod-
ucts.20 So, for example, the only description for making salsamentum comes 
from the first-century AD agricultural treatise of Columella, and then only 
by indirection. After describing how to salt pork, by laying down alternating 
layers of meat and salt, he implies that the process is the same for salting fish 
(Columella 12.55.4). Other authors provide the names of fish by-products that 
hint at the type of fish used, the part of the fish chosen, the shapes into which 
the fish were cut, or their saltiness. For example, θυννιvδες refers to tunny, 
υ™πογαvστρια specifies the stomach portion, τετραvγωνον indicates a rectangu-
lar-shaped piece, and η™µιταvριχος states that the salt-fish is only half-salted. 
Interestingly, all specific terms for salt-fish are Greek; Latin expressions, where 
not subsumed under the general term salsamenta, are mere transliterations of 
the Greek, such as trigonum.21

Recipes for making fish sauce, however, are more numerous and come 
from different periods. The earliest descriptions are in the Historia Naturalis 
(31.93-95) of Pliny the Elder and in the Astronomicon (5.656-681) of Manilios, 
both of the first century AD. Two recipes of the third century AD are found in 
works attributed to someone else. These include the preparations (confectiones) 
of Ps.-Rufius Festus and of Ps.-Gargilius Martialis.22 These ancient works 
provide information on ingredients used and their proportions, note various 
additives, sometimes specify the containers used, and hint at the process of 
manufacture. The fact that directions for producing fish sauce found in three 
post-classical sources closely coincide with earlier classical descriptions indi-
cates that production methods changed little over the centuries. These post-
classical sources include the seventh-century AD encyclopedia of Isidore of 
Seville (Orig. 20.3.19-20), a recipe appearing at the head of an eighth or ninth-
century AD Merovingian manuscript of a medical treatise (Paris Bibl. Ms. 
Latin 11219), and the tenth-century AD Greek agricultural manual called the 
Geoponika (20.46.1-6). The latter source, which may ultimately derive from the 
sixth-century AD Latin work of Cassianus Bassus, provides the most detailed 
description extant for preparing garum.23

These recipe descriptions, in combination with other genres, such as satire, 
allow us to draw certain conclusions about the general character of these fish 
by-products. Manilios, for example, makes it clear that salsamenta and fish 
sauce can be by-products of the same production process, particularly where 
large fish, such as tunny and mackerel, are concerned. No part of the fish was 
wasted. Small, whole fish or the innards of large fish were ideal for producing 
fish sauce. Second, basic ingredients necessary to produce fish by-products 
include a supply of fish, salt, and fresh water. Third, salt-fish came in various 
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shapes, and in appearance were probably rather coarse looking, particularly 
if salted with scales still attached, and shriveled up with a dry appearance, 
if heavily salted. Plautus (Poen. 240-244) tells us that, before eaten, salt-fish 
sometimes had to be washed with fresh water. Unfortunately, no ancient 
author describes in detail what fish sauce looked like, but descriptions of the 
production processes imply that garum, liquamen, and muria were salty liquids, 
and fairly clear, if strained, while allec was probably a rather thick salty mush 
containing scales, bones, and undissolved fish matter.24 Odors from their pro-
duction were no doubt strong, but probably not as bad as some authors, such 
as Martial (3.77.5) or Artemidoros (Onirokritikon 1.62), would have us believe 
when they describe allec and garum as “putrid”.25 More than this we cannot 
gather, but we can make reasonable conjectures from what we do know about 
modern fish sauces, a subject discussed below (p. 39).

Ancient authors are also excellent sources for identifying places for pro-
duction. For example, the tenets of ancient dietetics stressed eating the correct 
foods to maintain the proper balance of humours. Foods had defined pow-
ers to promote good humours and to counteract imbalances. These powers, 
expressed in terms of opposites, such as heating and cooling, moist and dry, 
laxative and binding, and so on, were linked with time of year, geographic 
location, and other environmental variables. So, many medical writers when 
talking of the medicinal value of fish frequently stressed certain fish or fish 
by-products from specific locations. Among the most important of these 
sources, for example, is Xenokrates’ De alimentis ex fluviatilibus, or “Food from 
Aquatic Animals”, which dates to the first century AD.26 In Books IV and V he 
discusses the dietetic value of salted fish from sea, river, and lake, and makes 
special note of the Spanish mackerel and the small tunny, or pelamys, of the 
Black Sea region. The second-century BC historian Polybios (4.38.4; 31.25.5) 
notes that salted fish was one of the major products the Pontic areas supplied 
both to the cities of Greece and to Rome itself. Galen (On the Properties of 
Foodstuffs 3.30.5), writing in the second century AD, while also remarking on 
these same fish products, praises the salt-fish of Sardinia as well. Gastronomic 
writers, in discussing particular foods, highlight delicacies from around the 
Mediterranean, while satirists and other critics focus on famous and expen-
sive fish products. Archestratos (frg. 39 Olson and Sens), for example, praises 
the salted tunny of Sicily, while Martial (13.102) is one of many who praise 
garum sociorum from New Carthage in Spain. Geographers in describing dif-
ferent geographical locations often speak of the food resources of a particular 
region or city. Strabon, for example, describes the tunny watches of Italy (5.2.6, 
8; 6.1.1) and North Africa (17.3.18), and the salting factories of Spain (3.1.8; 
3.4.2, 6) and the Black Sea (7.6.2; 11.2.4; 12.3.1, 19). These differentiations are 
not casual. Today, various fish products from diverse regions of the world 
do have distinct tastes, colors, consistencies, and so forth, because not only 
fish but also processes can vary.27
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The second category of sources for production of fish by-products are the 
numerous remains of salting installations discovered by archaeological excav-
ations conducted in the Western Mediterranean and Black Sea regions. The 
best-documented area remains that part of modern Spain and Portugal that 
in the Roman period went under the name Baetica, the region that formed 
the object of Ponsich and Tarradell’s 1965 book. In 1988 Ponsich updated that 
work by significantly increasing the number of Spanish and Portuguese sites 
discussed from 15 to 89.28 Many of these had received mention in literary 
sources, while many others were recognised from the characteristic physical 
evidence. Signs that a salting installation operated at a particular location 
include, most prominently, salting vats (cetariae), usually square or rectan-
gular in shape and varying in size and depth.29 A waterproof coating (opus 
signinum) covered the interior walls and floor; the angles at the bottom were 
reinforced, and the floor also had a shallow cuvette to assist in cleaning. It has 
for a long time been assumed that production of fish sauce took place in small 
vats, usually round in shape and less deep than the larger rectangular ones 
assumed to have been devoted to making salt-fish (salsamenta). Excavations 
at Neapolis (mod. Nabeul), in Tunisia, however, have uncovered at least one 
large rectangular basin that contained bones of small fish, mainly anchovy 
and sardines, preserved whole. The identification of the product as the sauce 
allec seems secure. Evidently, large rectangular vats, not just small round ones, 
could also be utilised for fish sauce production.30 This fact raises questions 
bearing on seasonality of production and on specialization of product. Excav-
ators in Pompeii have found dolia containing the dried remains of allec, also 
made with anchovies.31 Finds of amphorae, with shapes usually associated 
with salt-fish products, evidence for a salt supply (salt mines or flats), and a 
source of fresh water also characterise salting installations.32

Major salting installations discovered so far on the Mediterranean coast of 
Roman Baetica include Sexi (mod. Almuñecar), Malaca (mod. Malaga), and 
Carteia (mod. El Rocadillo). On the Atlantic coast, installations have been 
discovered at Baelo (mod. Belo), Barbate, Puerto Real, Gades (mod. Cádiz), 
Las Redes, and Cerro del Trigo. Salting installations in Hispania Tarracon-
ensis include, on the Mediterranean coast, Rhode (mod. Rosas), Punta de 
l’Arenal, and New Carthage (mod. Cartagena); Atlantic sites include, espe-
cially, Gigia (mod. Gijón).33 Most fish salteries, large and small, most likely 
operated independently of any state control.34 The larger salteries had capaci-
ties well beyond what local needs would require, and, doubtless, exported a 
considerable amount of processed fish. The province of Lusitania (primarily 
modern Portugal), for example, has yielded the second largest Roman salting 
installation so far uncovered, and even now it is not yet fully excavated. The 
installations at Tróia (mod. Setúbal) in the first and second centuries AD had 
a salting capacity of over 600 cubic meters, and may have ultimately reached 
over 750 cubic meters.35
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The largest Roman salting installation so far discovered in the Western 
Mediterranean was located at Lixus, on the Atlantic coast of Mauretania Tin-
gitana (mod. Morocco). Its ten factories had a salting capacity of over 1,000 
cubic meters.36 Other North African salting installations of significant size 
include, in Morocco, Tahadart and Cotta, and in Africa Proconsularis, Neapolis 
(mod. Nabeul) and Sullecthum (mod. Salacta).37 Although evidence of salting 
has been found on the Mediterranean coast of southern France, the largest 
installations in Roman Gaul were located on the Atlantic coast in the Bay of 
Douarnenez, at places like Plomarc’h.38 And, finally, extensive excavations 
in the northern part of the Black Sea, especially in the Crimea at Chersonesos 
and along the Strait of Kerch at Tyritake and Myrmekion, have unearthed 
many well-preserved salting installations.39 Unfortunately, these installations 
are little known outside of Eastern Europe. Indeed, though strongly hinted 
at in literary and epigraphic sources, salting installations in the Greek East 
have, generally, yet to be discovered.40 Included among these are many sites 
located on the southern coast of the Black Sea, such as at Sinope and Byzan-
tium, and along the Aegean coast of Turkey, at Clazomenae and Rhodes, to 
name only a few of them.

Although fish salting may have operated in the Black Sea as early as the 
seventh century BC, but certainly no later than the fifth century BC, archaeo-
logical excavations have yet to prove it. Finds from the fifth-century BC Punic 
Amphora Building in Corinth, however, do confirm references from fifth-
century BC Attic comedy writers that indicate that salt-fish production and 
export were part of the economy of Punic colonies in the Western Mediter-
ranean at that time. Punic fish sauce amphorae found in Corinth came either 
from North Africa or southern Spain. Some of them still contained rectangular 
bits of preserved fish, perhaps τετραvγωνον. Additionally, finds of late fifth-
century BC Punic salting installations at Las Redes, near Gades, substantiate 
an active salting industry in the Western Mediterranean at this early date.41 
Most Roman salteries date between the first century BC and the fourth cen-
tury AD, with some operating into the sixth century AD.42

Literary sources can tell us how the ancients prepared fish by-products 
and can often indicate where they were produced, while archaeology, by 
revealing the physical remains of the installations themselves, can confirm 
these locations and disclose others. They cannot, by themselves, however, pro-
vide an understanding either of the physical and chemical processes the fish 
underwent to become the desired product, or of the nutritional and medicinal 
value that the ancients attributed to fish by-products. For this we must turn to 
modern food scientists and present-day manufacturing installations. Although 
certain products similar to ancient fish sauce are still being produced in parts 
of France, Greece, and elsewhere in areas that made up the Greco-Roman 
world, the most instructive comparative material can be found in Southeast 
Asia, in coastal areas of Vietnam, Thailand, and the Philippines.43
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Recent studies of modern fish by-products, such as the salted herring and 
anchovies processed in Russian and north Atlantic salteries and the Southeast 
Asian fish sauces, including Vietnamese nuoc-mam, Thai nam-pla, and Filipino 
patis, indicate that present-day production methods, for the most part, paral-
lel almost exactly those used in the Greco-Roman period. Biochemical and 
microbiological analyses of modern fish sauces tell us much about the Graeco-
Roman examples described by ancient authors or, in some cases, uncovered 
by archaeologists. Whereas there are many modern methods for preserving 
fish by-products, ancient processes for producing fish sauce involved prima-
rily autolysis, that is, a fermentation process of enzyme hydrolysis utilizing 
naturally occurring enzymes found in the digestive tract.44

Among variables that lead to different fish by-products are species of fish, 
type of salt, fish-to-salt ratio, length of processing, and minor ingredients. Of 
these, the species of fish in particular affects the product’s nutritional value, 
as well as its taste, colour, and odour. Biochemical and microbiological stud-
ies have shown that fish sauce is composed of proteins in the form of amino 
acids, such as lysine, and of peptides, and contains numerous vitamins and 
minerals, such as vitamin B12, sodium, calcium, magnesium, iron, manganese, 
and phosphorus.45 The ancients, of course, did not know of vitamins and min-
erals and the like. They could only comment on the sauces themselves, noting 
physical characteristics and speculating on the presumed value to health born 
of observation and superstition.

The physical characteristics of ancient fish sauces can be conjectured from 
those of their modern counterparts. The taste of patis and nuoc-mam, for 
example, has been described as salty, with a distinct cheese-like taste; nam-pla 
has a “meaty” flavor. A recent series of studies, particularly in Japan, however, 
has identified in modern fish sauces significant quantities of monosodium 
glutamate (MSG), which, these scholars argue, imparted to the products a 
specific and identifiable taste, denoted umami, distinct from the standard 
four tastes of sweet, sour, salty, and bitter.46 The color of the best Southeast 
Asian fish sauces varies between the clear, straw yellow to amber color of 
patis to the rather brown color of nuoc-mam and nam-pla. Scientific studies 
on modern fish by-products not only provide information important to our 
world but also produce significant data useful for understanding different 
aspects of the ancient world, such as health and nutrition. These investigations 
apparently sometimes work in reverse order as well. One recent study, for 
example, in attempting to reproduce the ancient garum, claims to have created 
more quickly a fish by-product that is even more nutritional than its modern 
counterparts.47 If anything can be made of this, then ancient fish sauce might 
provide a practical contribution to the modern world.
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3. Commerce

The same types of ancient literary evidence that supplied information on 
production of fish by-products also provide important data about their trade. 
These include histories, orations, medical treatises, geographies, encyclope-
dias, poetry, drama, gastronomic literature, agricultural manuals, private let-
ters, and the like. Greek dramatists of the fifth and fourth centuries BC, for 
example, provide evidence of early trade between Greece, that is, Athens, cities 
of the Black Sea region, and Punic areas of the Western Mediterranean. This 
trade also finds a strong echo in later Greek and Roman authors.48 Praise by 
writers in Rome or in Athens of fish by-products, probably often personally 
known to them through their availability in local markets, shows, or more 
often implies, that those products traveled in some fashion to get there. The 
prominence given to preserved fish products from Spain and the Black Sea by 
both Greek and Roman authors indicate that these were the two areas most 
active not only in producing but also in trading in fish by-products. Although 
literary sources provide us with valuable information on commerce from the 
point of view of the consumer living at the centre of importation, that is, in 
Athens and in Rome, they do little to illuminate the actual transportation of 
these goods or to identify individuals associated with their commerce. For 
that we must look to archaeological and epigraphic sources.

The artefact most important in providing information about commerce in 
salted fish products is one that began to receive proper attention only in the 
late 19th century. The amphora was the two-handle terracotta vessel used 
to transport food items long distances. In 1879 Heinrich Dressel established, 
albeit unintentionally, the first typology of Roman amphorae.49 Basing his 
work on painted inscriptions (tituli picti) appearing on many vessels excavated 
on Monte Testaccio in Rome, he identified, among others, those amphorae that 
had held fish sauce or salt fish, and arranged them by shape. Since that time, 
and particularly in the last half of the twentieth century, other scholars have 
refined or added to this early typology or have created completely new ones, 
giving to them their own name or the name of the place where the vessels 
were discovered.50 This has created a complex and confusing array of amphora 
shapes associated with fish by-products. One of the major questions yet to be 
answered is to what extent one can relate amphora shape to its contents and 
to its point of origin. So, for example, Dressel Forms 7-14, Pelichet 46, Beltrán 
I, Almagro 50, Camulodunum 186A, and Vindonissa 586, among many others, 
identify fish sauce amphorae from Spain, while Africana I and II may have 
carried fish by-products from North Africa.51 Recent amphora studies have 
gone beyond shape to include not only chemical and fabric analysis of the 
clay used to make the vessels but also the tituli picti appearing on them.52 This 
information along with the find spots of the vessels, such as shipwrecks whose 
cargoes contained amphorae, port cities, such as Rome, Ostia, and Pompeii, 
military camps, and the like, plus governmental, funerary and dedicatory 
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inscriptions and papyri, have revealed a vast amount of information on trade 
in salted fish products. Four examples suffice to illustrate this point.

First, identification of the contents of amphorae has always perplexed 
scholars. Some vessels bear a painted inscription, or titulus pictus, that records 
the container’s contents. Most amphorae, as extant, lack a titulus but their 
shape conforms to one or another type listed in various typologies. In this 
case, although we can reasonably conclude that the vessel once held a fish 
by-product, we do not know if the contents were fish sauce or salsamentum. 
Some amphorae, usually found among cargoes of ancient shipwrecks and lack-
ing a titulus, still contain identifiable fish bones. Among the most prominent 
shipwrecks yielding amphorae with fish bones are the Sud Perduto II, Cap 
Béar III, Port-Vendres II, and Saint Gervais 3, from Spain, and the Grado from 
North Africa.53 Since garum, liquamen, and muria were liquids, skeletal fish 
remains might represent either allec or salsamentum, but determining which 
one remains difficult. One recent study has begun to tackle this problem. 
Desse-Berset and Desse conclude that a container with many small whole 
fish, particularly clupeids, like sardines and anchovies, whose bones are dis-
articulated and mixed up, probably held allec. If the number of fish contained 
inside is relatively few and if the fish identified are larger than clupeids and 
the bones are generally intact and well preserved, the product was probably 
salsamentum.54 This type of study is fairly recent however, so the question of 
criteria is far from settled.

Second, the painted inscription found on many – but not all – amphorae, 
has a standard and fairly consistent pattern, although not every label contains 
every item of information.55 The kinds of information revealed include iden-
tification of the contents, along with any reference to their quality, and the 
ingredients used to make the sauce, such as the type of fish used. Following 
this the name of the owner of the vessel, the producer of the contents, or the 
person responsible for transporting the vessel frequently appear. Sometimes 
the recipient of the vessel might be listed. The titulus might also contain a 
number, of indeterminate meaning, that could be the vessel’s weight, age of 
the product, or an indication of an imposed tax. One example comes from 
a one-handled vessel called the urceus, the vessel most often found in first-
century AD Pompeii to have contained a fish sauce. The titulus reads: G(ari) 
F(los) SCOMBR(i)/ SCAURI/Т(?) MAR/ L(uci) MARI PONICI.56 The first 
line translates “the flower of garum, made from the mackerel.” The next line 
reads “[a product] of Scaurus.” In the third line appears an unknown symbol 
followed, after a space, by what appears to be an abbreviated name. The last 
line contains the name, in the genitive case, of “Lucius Marius Ponicus”. The 
label has named the product (garum), declared its high quality (“the flower”), 
disclosed its ingredients (the mackerel), and identified the producer of the 
sauce (Scaurus). The meaning of the sigla is unknown; while MAR may refer 
to a manager of one of Scaurus’ workshops, though the name does not appear 
elsewhere in Pompeii.57 Ponicus may be the owner of the urceus or the shipper 
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transporting the vessel. Therefore, by naming the contents, denoting its qual-
ity, specifying the product’s ingredients, designating the producer, signifying 
perhaps its place of manufacture, and identifying the exporter, the titulus is 
at once a product label that includes information that would probably satisfy 
the United States Food and Drug Administration. It is as well a vehicle for 
product advertising.58

These labels are also excellent sources to learn about the individuals who 
participated in trade in fish products. Names appearing in tituli indicate that 
many, but not all, involved in the trade were freedmen. The urceus discussed 
above contained a product made by Aulus Umbricius Scaurus, a wealthy 
freeman living in Pompeii in the early to mid-first century AD.59 This indi-
vidual, to judge from numerous urcei bearing his titulus, dominated the fish 
sauce trade in Campania. Many tituli indicate that, in addition to products 
from his own shop, he utilised his freedmen to distribute his product from 
several other shops.60 The inscription on his tomb indicates that his son rose 
to the highest magistracy in the city and had an equestrian statue erected in 
his honor in the forum at the expense of the city council. The unique mosaic 
floor installed in a secondary atrium of the house at Region VII. Ins. Occ. 12-16 
identifies Scaurus’ luxurious home.61 This mosaic had the design of an urceus 
at each corner of the impluvium. On each mosaic urceus is a titulus identifying 
either garum or liquamen, products made and sold by Scaurus.

Third, Scaurus’ urceus, carried by L. Marius Ponicus, was actually found 
not in Pompeii but at Fos-sur-mer at the mouth of the Rhône River in south-
ern France. How it got there provides an important source for commerce in 
salted fish products. In recent decades underwater archaeology has expanded 
to include deep and shallow water finds of Greek and Roman ships wrecked 
for various reasons.62 Most contained cargoes of amphorae not only of wine 
and oil but also of fish by-products. Study of the individual amphora provides 
important information of the kind described earlier. Plotting shipwrecks that 
contain fish sauce amphorae provides a graphic view of the usual sea routes 
followed by merchant ships. For example, a primary trade route between 
Spain and Italy, plotted by shipwrecks containing salt-fish amphorae, ran 
from Spain northward along the Mediterranean coast to the mouth of the 
Rhône River. From there ships headed east where the shipping lane split into 
two routes. One route went north of Corsica, the other ran between Corsica 
and Sardinia. From there ships could head to Rome, to the Bay of Naples, or 
elsewhere, including the Near East where Spanish salt fish amphorae have 
been found.63

At the mouth of the Rhône River, sea-going ships could offload their 
cargo onto riverboats that could head north into the heart of Europe. Plotting 
amphora finds along major rivers, such as the Rhône and Rhine Rivers, can 
also identify interior trade routes, by which fish by-products from Mediter-
ranean salteries made their way to soldiers, government functionaries, and 
others with a taste for sea fish.64 Fish sauce produced locally in northern 
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Europe also found its way into long-distance commerce. For example, recent 
finds in the interior of Belgium of the bones of small sea fish (mainly sprats 
and unidentified clupeids) have been interpreted as evidence of local trans-
port and trade in fish sauce from the northeast coast, perhaps in the vicinity 
of Colijnsplaat.65 Dedicatory inscriptions, found at Colijnsplaat in Germania 
Inferior and dating to the late second or early third century AD, show that fish 
sauce merchants, negotiatores allecarii, carried their products, whether local or 
Spanish, across the Channel to Britain.66 Excavations in London, York, along 
Hadrian’s Wall, and in many other places show that fish sauce from Spain 
and elsewhere traveled a great distance from the Mediterranean.67

And finally, epigraphic evidence also provides other important informa-
tion about trade in fish by-products. Although, with one exception, we lack 
evidence for a specific price charged for a definable quantity of salt-fish or 
volume of fish sauce, we can ascertain the relative value of these products. 
Tariffs on fish by-products, such as those from Bacchias (P.Wisc. II.80) in Egypt 
and Palmyra (IGRR 3.1056.ii.35) in Syria, both of the early first century AD, 
or from Zarai (CIL 8.4508) in Africa Proconsularis, dating to AD 202,68 indi-
cate that most fish by-products were not expensive, regardless of what some 
literary sources might imply.69 This is also borne out in Diocletian’s Edict of 
Maximum Prices (AD 301), which specifies a highest price allowable for an 
amphora of fish sauce of two different qualities (III.6-7). Comparing these 
prices with maximum prices for other common items listed in the same docu-
ment, such as honey and pork, prices for fish sauce compare relatively well. 
This is the strong implication as well from find spots of fish sauce containers 
in first-century AD Pompeii, where vessels have appeared in kitchens and 
gardens of houses both of the rich and of the poor alike.70

These examples, among many others that could be cited, suffice to give an 
idea of the wide range of sources now available to study the production and 
trade of Greco-Roman salt-fish products. I have also emphasised the individu-
als working today in various professions who are cooperating to discover, to 
analyze, and to interpret the evidence. Scholars studying these products from 
various angles have provided us with a far more complete understanding of 
them than was possible when we were restricted to literary sources alone. 
We now call upon historical, archaeological, epigraphic, papyrological, and 
art historical evidence. Studies on modern equivalents to Greco-Roman fish 
by-products provide comparative data that augment our knowledge of the 
ancient products. Scientists, including ichthyologists, biochemists, and micro-
biologists, have taken a more active role in assisting the efforts of ancient 
historians, literary critics, archaeologists, epigraphers, papyrologists, and art 
historians. Together they have amassed a wealth of information about a food 
product that played an important role in many areas of Greco-Roman society. 
Some of these sources, however, have hardly been tapped and much more 
evidence is yet to be discovered. If results accomplished in the thirty-eight 
years since the appearance of Ponsich and Tarradell’s work are any indica-
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tion of the future, the coming years will bring even more gains and exciting 
discoveries.
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The Archaeological Evidence for Fish 
Processing in the Western Mediterranean

Athena Trakadas

1. Introduction

The evidence for fish processing in the western Mediterranean in antiquity 
is found in diverse literary and archaeological sources. Although the textual 
evidence for the industry in this region is more extensive than in any other, 
it is the archaeological evidence comprised of transport amphorae, coins, 
artefacts such as fishhooks or faunal remains, and the actual fish-processing 
sites themselves that offer a relatively clear view of the facets and extent of the 
industry. In particular, these sites clarify and further illuminate the process-
ing of fish as salsamentum (ταvριχος) and sauce (garum, liquamen, muria, allec, 
and lymphatum) mentioned or implied in texts.1

2. Origins

The indigenous populations of the western Mediterranean region undoubtedly 
practised fishing as a means of sustenance,2 but the techniques of processing 
fish into salsamentum and sauce for later consumption were most probably 
introduced by peoples from elsewhere in the Mediterranean basin. It has been 
proposed that fish processing in the region arrived with the first colonisers, 
and so had Phoenico-Punic origins.3 R. Étienne proposes another theory, sug-
gesting that it was possible that the Phocaeans first introduced fish process-
ing to the Punic colonists of the southern Iberian Peninsula, after arriving 
in the region from Asia Minor, where they had practised fish-preservation 
techniques since the seventh century BC.4

A majority of the earliest Phoenician settlements in the southern Iberian Penin-
sula, such as Abdera, Sexi, Chorreras, Toscanos, Malaca, and Guadalhorce (dating to 
the middle of the eighth century BC), were located on the southern Mediterranean 
coast of the peninsula,5 but only the faunal remains of fish have been excavated at 
these sites, as at other coastal Phoenician settlements in Portugal and Morocco.6 
The coins of the Phoenician settlements of Sexi and Abdera, like Gades, depict fish 
(believed to be tunny) (Fig. 1),7 and it is tempting to think that the first Phoenician 
colonies in the western Mediterranean initially focused upon the rich resources 
of the sea, much like the Greek colonies in the Black Sea region.8
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However, the earliest archaeological evidence of fish processing in the 
western Mediterranean has been discovered in the subsequent Punic layers of 
one of the main Phoenician settlements, Gades (Cadiz). Four Punic fish-salting 
installations have been identified: Plaza de Asdrúbal, Avda. De Andalucía, 
Avdas. García de Sola y de Portugal, and Las Redes. The first three sites all 
have the implications of processing: fish bones, other organic debris, and Mañá 
A4 and Mañá D-type amphorae containing fish remains (Fig 2).9 The site at 
Las Redes is the best preserved and still possesses the remains of processing 
facilities. In a small building at the site, there is a room for the cleaning and 
preparation of fish (with a paved and sloping floor), a fermentation room 
(with organic debris and possibly a hearth), possibly a room for macerating 
fish, a storage area for amphorae, and a room with fishing accoutrements such 
as fish hooks and line sinkers. Las Redes and the other Cadiz sites began to 
operate in late fifth century BC, with the height of activity occurring ca 430-
325 BC; eventually the sites ceased operation ca 200 BC, around the time that 
the Roman organization of the province of Baetica began in earnest, after 197 
BC.10

This archaeological evidence for fish processing in Cadiz is also linked 
to evidence of the exportation of salted-fish products to the eastern Mediter-
ranean. The Mañá A4 and Mañá D-type amphorae found at Las Redes have 
also been discovered in central Greece.11 Excavated in the so-called “Punic 
Amphora Building” adjacent to the agora at Corinth, the amphorae (dated 
to the middle of the fifth century BC) contained fish bones of sea bream and 
tunny.12 Evidence of this trade in the fifth and fourth centuries BC is also cor-
roborated by the Attic comedic writers Eupolis, Nikostratos, and Antiphanes, 
who specifically mention salted fish imported into Greece from Gades.13

Fig. 1. A coin from Abdera, on 
the southern Spanish coast, which 
depicts fish (tunny?) as columns 
of a temple (after Ponsich and 
Tarradell, 1965, Pl. XXIV).
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The site recently discovered at Las Redes reveals therefore that fish process-
ing in the western Mediterranean was initially Punic in origin, which sup-
ports in part earlier proposed theories. That no other contemporary sites have 
been identified might be due to the fact that the numerous, later Roman fish-
processing installations throughout southern Spain, Portugal, and northern 
Morocco probably removed any evidence of earlier installations, since they 
were often built on top of Phoenico-Punic sites;14 also, archaeological vestiges 
could have been heavily damaged during the Second Punic War.15

3. Fish-processing sites in Spain, Portugal, and Morocco

After the Punic sites at Cadiz ceased operating ca 200 BC, there is a lacuna of 
over a century in the archaeological record throughout the region, no doubt 
due to the extensive geo-political transformations of Roman provincialisation. 
By the first century BC, however, fish processing in the region re-emerges as a 
technique practised by the Roman residents of the coastal zones, and a much 
more detailed picture of the industry is visible (Fig. 3).

Fig. 2. The sites at Gades (Cadiz) have revealed evidence of fish processing starting in the 
late fifth century BC. Archaeological evidence includes Máña A4-type amphorae (after 
Muñoz Vicente, et al. 1988, fig. 9).
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3.1 Spain

After the Second Punic War, and the fall of Numantia in 133 BC, the occupa-
tion and domination of the southern Iberian Peninsula by the Romans began 

Fig. 3. The fish-processing sites were distributed throughout the Roman provinces of the 
western Mediterranean.
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in earnest.16 By the Augustan period, several sites for the processing of fish 
began to develop along the Mediterranean and Atlantic coastlines of the 
peninsula, and the exportation of their products at this time is demonstrated 
by finds of southern Spanish fish-sauce amphorae as cargo of the mid-first 
century BC “Le Titan” shipwreck (found off southern France),17 and in the 
Augustan levels at La Longarina, Ostia.18 Additionally, fish products from 
Spain, specifically garum, are also documented by contemporary literary 
sources such as Horace (Sat. 2.8.46) and also Strabon (3.2.6).19

The Roman fish-processing sites in southern Spain were situated along the 
southern coasts of the provinces Baetica and Tarraconensis, spanning the rich 
waters of the western Mediterranean and eastern Atlantic. The locations of 
these sites were, and in many cases still are, ideally sited near the off-shore 
migratory routes and spawning grounds of many different types of fish, 
including tunny, mackerel, mullet, and eels.20 During the period of Roman 
presence in southern Spain, numerous fish-processing installations existed; 
thirty-eight sites have been identified and are included here in this present 
survey (Fig. 4). From east to west, these include Denia (Dianium), Punta de 
Castell, Punta de l’Arenal (or Jávea), Calpe, Campello, Tossal de Manises 
(Lucentum), the island of Tabarca, Santa Pola (Portus Illicitanus), Mar Menor, 
Cartagena (Carthago Nova), Scombraria, Mazarrón, Villaricos (Baria), Torre 
García, Almería (Portos Magnos), Ribera de la Algaida, Roquetas, Guardias 

Fig. 4. The fish-processing sites in Baetica and Tarraconensis. (For key to site numbers, see 
p. 76)
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Viejas, Adra (Abdera), Almuñúncar (Sexi), Torrox, Cerro del Mar (Maenuba), 
Málaga (Malaca), Guadalhorce, Torremolinos, Fuengirola, San Pedro de Alcán-
tara (Silniana), El Rocadillo (Carteia), Algeciras (Julia Traducta), Villavieja (Mel-
laria), Bolonia (Baelo), Barbate (Baesippo), Trafalgar, Puerto Real, Cadiz (Gades), 
Sanlúcar de Barrameda, Cerro del Trigo, and Huelva (Onuba).21

Some of these sites in southern Spain have been more completely excavated 
than others, and therefore it is possible to assign only a very general chro-
nology for the entire group. It is clear that some fish-processing activity did 
begin in the first century BC at Bolonia (Baelo), as the presence of one salting 
vat confirms,22 and also at the small installations at Punta de l’Arenal,23 San-
lúcar de Barrameda, El Rocadillo (Carteia), and Villavieja.24 Most of the other 
fish-processing sites in Baetica and Tarraconensis began to operate in the first 
and second centuries AD, and more is known about this industry here during 
this period than in any other part of the Empire. Most sites stopped function-
ing completely in the third century AD, while others severely curtailed their 
production. Some even witnessed a later renewal in activity after the third 
century, and a few show signs of continuous but reduced operations until 
the sixth century.25

The sites in southern Spain vary in size, from only a few isolated salting 
vats, or cetariae, to entire complexes of these associated with small settlements, 
villas, or towns. Despite the difference in size, however, the basic features of 
these installations still reveal much typographical, constructional and func-
tional homogeneity, visible in other sites in Portugal and Morocco. Throughout 
southern Spain, cetariae were constructed sunken into the ground and vary in 
size, although they are consistently rectangular or square in shape.

Within southern Spain, however, some constructional variations do occur 
in the fish-processing sites, perhaps based somewhat upon the slightly dif-
fering topography throughout the region. The factories along the coast in 
Alicante, between Santa Pola and Punta de l’Arenal, are frequently located on 
rocky promontories near the sea, with cetariae cut into the rock.26 Uniquely, 
these sites also include fishponds (piscinae or vivaria), also cut into the rock.27 
Some of these ponds could be rather large, as at Punta de l’Arenal, where 
the so-called “Baños de la Reyna” measures 28×7 m and is 4 m deep (Fig. 
5).28 From the ponds, rock-cut channels led to the sea, likely functioning as 
feeder conduits, supplying fresh seawater into the tanks during the high 
tides.29 As at other locations throughout the Mediterranean, these fishponds 
were probably used for keeping fish alive, prior to consumption, processing 
or live transhipment.30 Strabon (3.2.7) notes that live murry caught in Spain 
were sent to Rome and if this did occur, the fishponds specific to the Alicante 
region perhaps played a role in this trade.
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3.1.1 Baelo

Although villas were associated with some of the cetariae at Calpe, San Pedro 
de Alcántara, and Punta de l’Arenal,31 almost all fish-processing sites in 
southern Spain were located some distance away from – or outside the walls 
of – major permanent settlements, most likely due to the strong, putrid smell 
incurred from the fermentation process. However, at Baelo (modern Bolonia), 
the fish-processing installations seem to have been located inside the walls of 
the city (Fig. 6).32 This situation is unique in the western Mediterranean, but 
is reminiscent of the site of Tyritake on the Black Sea, located along the Strait 
of Kerch, where a large number of factories were situated in the southeastern 
part of the walled city (see p. 141-148).33

Baelo was the largest Roman fish-processing site in Baetica and Terraconen-
sis. Located on the Atlantic coast of Spain at the western entrance to the Straits 
of Gibraltar, it was a port city that faces south, situated in a valley formed by 
a break in the coastal mountain range. Two streams, Arroyo de las Villas and 
Arroyo del Pulido, run through the small valley to the sea and are adjacent 
to Baelo.34 Excavations have revealed that fish processing first began when 

Fig. 5. The “Baños de la Reyna” at the fish-processing site of Punta de l’Arenal, southern 
Spain (after Martin and Serres 1970, fig. 2).
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the city was established in the first century BC.35 As such, Baelo is one of the 
first sites in Spain to process fish (after Las Redes), and this is confirmed by 
Strabon (3.1.8), who mentions the garum industry of the city. A fish, thought 
to be a tunny, also appears on the reverse of the coins of Baelo, perhaps impli-
cating the importance of fishing or the fish-processing industry to the city.36 
The fish-processing industry at Baelo declined at the end of the third century 
AD, but continued to operate until the fifth century or later.37

Two different areas in Baelo were utilised for fish processing: one is a group 
of small salting vats located to the south and outside the city itself, down along 

Fig. 6. The walled city of 
Baelo, with the fish-process-
ing complexes in its southern 
sector (after Pelletier 1988, 
fig. 2).
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Fig. 7. The six fish-processing installations of Baelo (after Ponsich and Tarradell 1965, 
fig. 53).

Fig. 8. The four large circular salting vats at Baelo. Note the extant columns (photo: A. 
Trakadas).
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the shore;38 the second is a group of six complexes in the southern part of the 
city that faces the beach (Fig. 7). Of these latter installations, three had direct 
access to the beach, and three directly opened onto the decumanus. Nearby 
and adjacent to these installations are two peristyle houses.39

The installations in the city consist of differing numbers and arrangements 
of salting vats of varying size sunken into the ground; some are rectangular, 
some are square, and four rather large examples are circular (Fig. 8). It has 
been suggested that the larger rectangular basins, measuring ca 2×3 m and 
1.6 m in depth, were probably used for the salting of fish to form salsamenta, 
and the smaller ones were used for making fish sauces such as garum.40 The 
circular basins, the largest of which measures over 3 m across and 2.5 m deep, 
could also have been used for garum; M. Ponsich suggests they could indi-
cate evidence of processing whale meat.41 As Robert Curtis has pointed out, 
however, such circular vats could have also served for making garum from 
fish, as the shape would have facilitated stirring, necessary for an evenly 
autolysed mixture.42

Fig. 9. The four windows in the wall of one of the complexes at Baelo (after Ponsich 1976, 
fig. 1).
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Within each of the six complexes at Baelo, vats were located near a central 
“preparation” area, where the fish were probably cleaned and made ready for 
processing. One of these preparation rooms has a slightly sloping floor that 
inclines toward a sump, which probably was designed to assist in cleaning 
the facility by collecting organic refuse.43 Water was carried by underground 
channels to the installations, and was used to help clean the facilities.44 The 
installations in the city were covered with roofs and enclosed, most likely 
to prevent the unwanted rapid evaporation of the fish sauces brought on 
by direct sunlight, but the remains of four large windows in the wall of one 
installation support the theory that ventilation was desirable to the process 
(Fig. 9).45 In all, the facilities at Baelo constitute a processing output of well 
over 220 cubic metres at any one time, an amount that undoubtedly exceeded 
local consumption needs.46

3.2  Portugal

The province of Lusitania was established when Baetica was reduced in 26-
25 BC, and constituted what is now southern Portugal and a small portion 
of central Spain, from the Douro River south and from the Guadiana River 
west.47 Remains of ancient fish-processing sites in Portugal do not pre-date 
the Roman period, contrary to earlier belief.48 No sites have been identified 
that functioned during the Republican period, but Strabon (3.2.6) notes that 
fish processing occurred along the Algarve coast, implying that facilities were 
established by the first century BC. As in Spain, a few sites were operating 
during the latter part of the first century BC, but the major expansion of the 
industry occurred during the following two centuries.

Like southern Spain, the Atlantic coastal waters of Lusitania were – and 
are – rich in tunny and other pelagics, as well as shellfish. That fish were an 
important part of the livelihood of the region might also be demonstrated by 
the appearance of fish on the coins of several towns in the province: Baesuris 
and Ossonoba on the Algarve coast, and the inland river ports of Salacia and 
Myrtilis.49 The Algarve and the Sado Estuary were the two main areas of fish 
processing exploited during the Roman period, but sites extend from the Gua-
diana River (the eastern border to Baetica) to the Douro River on the Atlantic 
coast.50 Forty sites have been identified and are included in this present sur-
vey (Fig. 10). They are, from east to west: Quinta do Lago, Quinta do Muro, 
Cacela, Tavira (Balsa), Alfanxia, Olhão, Faro (Ossonoba), Loulé Velho, Quar-
teira, Cerro da Vila, Armação de Pera, Ferragudo, Portimões, Boca do Rio, 
Mexilhoeira Grande, Vau, Paul, Senhora da Luz, Burgau, Salema, Ilheu de 
Baleeira, Ilha do Pessegueiro (Poetanion), Sines, Tróia, Alcácer do Sal (Salacia), 
Santa Catharina, Senhora da Graca, Pedra Furada, Cachofarra, Setúbal (Caeto-
briga), Comenda, Rasca, Creiro, Alfarim, Casilhas, Lisbon (Olisipo), Guincho, 
Garrocheira, Atouguia, and Praia de Angeiras.51
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A majority of the sites in Portugal were noted as early as the late nine-
teenth century. Some installations were cursorily excavated at this time, but 
it is difficult to ascertain much detailed information from early reports due to 
methods of recording and confusion in stratigraphy.52 Excavations in the past 
century, however, have led to a clearer picture of these sites and have assisted 
in establishing their general chronology. Two installations, the large site of 
Tróia and small site of Casilhas, both began to function at the end of the first 
century BC. The remainder of the fish-processing installations in Portugal, 
as in southern Spain, began operating mainly in the first century AD, and 
many of these continued to function until the beginning of the fifth century 
AD.53 At some fish-processing installations, a portion of the cetariae went out 
of operation in the third century; at Setúbal, however, the bottoms of some 

Fig. 10. The fish-processing sites in 
Lusitania. (For key to site numbers, see 
p. 77)
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cetariae were re-constructed, suggesting that part of the complex operated not 
only in the early Empire, but also again in the fourth and fifth centuries AD, 
after a period of disuse.54 At Tróia, some installations continued to operate 
until the sixth century AD.55

Despite the fragmentary preservation of many small installations and scat-
tered cetariae, several sites clearly reveal the extent of fish processing in Portu-
gal. At Boca do Rio, in the Algarve, the remains of salting vats are preserved, 
although a large portion of the nearby settlement has been built over. The 
concentrations and number of cetariae, as well as the rich mosaics still extant 
from nearby residences, suggest that this was probably a large processing site 
that sold its products.56 On Ilha do Pesseguiero, off the Atlantic coast near 
Sines, a fish-processing installation consisting of two complexes of 18 cetariae 

Fig. 11. The cetariae cut into rock at Praia de Angeiras (after Gil Mantas 1999, fig. 4).
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with storerooms has been excavated. The cetariae were dug into the bedrock, 
in a construction similar to that at Praia de Angeiras and reminiscent of the 
sites in the Alicante region in southeastern Spain (Fig. 11).57

As the majority in Baetica and Tarraconensis, fish-processing sites in Lusi-
tania were located away from substantial urban settlements, and none were 
situated inside city walls, as were the installations at Baelo. In several loca-
tions, however, villas were located close by complexes or associated with 
scattered cetariae; this is mainly the case along the Algarve coast at Boca do 
Rio, Mexilhoeira Grande, Ferragudo, Cerro da Vila, Quarteira, Olhão, Paul, 
and Caecela, but also at the isolated site of Praia de Angeiras on the north 
Atlantic coast.58 In some cases, the installations probably represent produc-
tion for local consumption of the residents and dependents of the villas, while 
others that are more extensive constituted part of industrial annexes for the 
production of marketed goods.59

3.2.1  Tróia

The most extensive and largest fish-processing site in Lusitania is Tróia, located 
on a promontory that separates the mouth of the Sado River and the Atlantic 
in central Portugal. This promontory guards the entrance to the marine-rich 
Sado Estuary, but the sandy environment on which the site is located probably 
prevented any agricultural sustenance. It is therefore assumed that fishing 
and fish processing were the primary forms of activities in antiquity, and the 
extensiveness of the installations at the site would appear to confirm this.60

Tróia was one of the first sites to operate in Lusitania, with some process-
ing installations operating in the late first century BC, but most initiating 
production by the middle of the first century AD. A substantial decrease in 
operations and production occurred in the second century; however, by the 
fourth century, a number of installations were modified for re-use or built 
over with other edifices such as chapels, or were used as cemeteries. In lim-
ited areas at the site, a certain level of fish-processing activity appears to have 
continued uninterrupted until the end of the fifth century or beginning of the 
sixth century.61

The fish-processing installations at Tróia extend for over 4 km along the 
western shoreline of the Sado River. The installations mainly consist of small 
units of salting vats spread along the length of the shoreline (much like across 
the river at Setúbal), with the greatest concentration of cetariae extending for 
almost 1 km (Fig. 12).62 Fifty-two “units” of production have been estimated, 
and their individual plans are generally similar to the installations at Baelo and 
in Morocco, such as Cotta and Lixus.63 The rectangular cetariae of Tróia differed 
in size and capacity, as at other sites; possibly this difference reflects various 
types or strengths of fish sauces. The smaller vats could possibly represent 
the more concentrated and therefore more expensive types of garum, while 
the larger vats, measuring ca 3×4 m, could represent cheaper types.64
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Some cetariae at Tróia were located in long rows running parallel to the 
shoreline. Other installations were situated in complex-like buildings slightly 
inland. The largest of these latter installations are the so-called “Factories I 
and II”, which were adjoining complexes in the centre of the peninsula. These 
two factories also clearly display the chronology of the site itself (Fig. 13). 
Initially, Factory I covered a large area, with roofed vats encircling a large, 
open courtyard with a central well and cistern. During this first phase, which 
began in the middle of the first century AD, there were 19 extant vats that 
varied in size, the largest of which measuring 3.75×4.0 m and 2.4 m deep and 
the smallest measuring 3.6×1.5 m and 1.93 m deep. The volume of the extant 
vats was 465 m3, but the entire complex is estimated to have been ca. 700 
m3.65 Connected to the first installation, but similar in layout, was Factory II, 
which was smaller than the first with only 11 extant vats of almost uniform 
size. The total volume of this factory was 141 m3. Also adjoining this complex 
were storage facilities for amphorae.66

These factories were abandoned at the end of the second century AD, but 
re-occupied and modified at the beginning of the fourth century AD. At this 

Fig. 12. The main concentration of fish-
processing complexes at Tróia (after de 
Alarcão 1988b, fig. 130). 
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time, Factory I was divided into three smaller units, called “Factories IA, IB, 
and IC,” and several of the cetariae were also subdivided. At the same time, 
a bath was also built adjoining Factory IC, and one of the original salting 
vats was re-used as a washbasin for this building.67 In the third phase of use, 
more of the vats were subdivided, creating smaller vats and smaller produc-
tion outputs. Finally, the factories ceased production at the end of the fifth 
century.68

The preparation of fish at the factories at Tróia would have taken place 
in the open space in front of the cetariae, and in some instances this area was 

Fig. 13. The first and second phases of “Factories I and II” at Tróia. During the third phase, 
the cetariae of Factories IA, IB, and IC were further subdivided (after Étienne, et al. 1994, 
figs. 55-56).
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usually paved with the same waterproof material as the vats themselves. In 
some instances, like at Baelo, the floors of these preparation rooms sloped 
slightly, draining towards a sump to collect the organic refuse from the clean-
ing process. Evidence of pillars suggests that some complexes, like Factories 
I and II, were covered with a roof, and openings for ventilation were no 
doubt present in surrounding walls (Fig. 14).69 Fresh water was supplied to 
the complexes of Tróia by means of a system of cisterns and wells distributed 
throughout the site.70

The level of industry that took place at Tróia probably attracted the devel-
opment of a semi-urban community that was directly involved in fishing and 
fish processing or in other related services.71 The large population present at 
Tróia lived in houses with rich mosaics and murals that were situated adjacent 
to and amongst the fish-processing installations themselves. These houses, the 
presence of administrative buildings, a forum, as well as the number of vats 
at the site, suggest year-round fish-salting production. With extensive kilns 
also located in the region, the site most likely was a major commercial vicus, 
with a production output that far exceeded local requirements.72

Fig. 14. A visualisation of parts of Factories IC and IA with roofs, with the adjoining bath 
complex at the rear (after Étienne, et al. 1994, fig. 48).
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3.3 Morocco

Although Strabon (3.2.7) mentions the presence of tunny just outside the Straits 
of Gibraltar along the coast of North Africa, there exists a lacuna in the literary 
record regarding fishing and fish processing in Morocco in antiquity. Even 
though the residents of Phoenician and Punico-Mauretanian settlements along 
the Atlantic coast of northern Morocco certainly exploited the rich marine 
resources, the archaeological evidence for the processing of fish coincides with 
the Roman influence and colonization in the region, in the first century BC.73 
When northern Morocco was annexed as Mauretania Tingitana in 43 AD, the 
Roman province extended south to the Oued Bouregreg on the Atlantic coast, 
but included the distant Îles Purpuraires at Essouaira. It is during this century 
that fish-processing sites began to develop fully in the province.74

The fish-processing sites in Mauretania Tingitana are not as numerous as 
those across the Straits of Gibraltar in Tarraconensis, Baetica and Lusitania, 
but they are better documented. These sites stretch from the Mediterranean 
to the Atlantic coasts, adjacent to waters that were – and still are – rich with 
tunny, mackerel, sardines, and eels, as well as shellfish. Ten Roman-period 
fish-processing sites have been identified and are included in this present 

Fig. 15. The fish-
processing sites 
in Mauretania 
Tingitana (For key 
to site numbers, see 
p. 78).
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study (Fig. 15). From east to west, these include Sania e Torres, Ceuta (Septem 
Fratres), Alcazarsegher, Sahara, Cotta, Tahadart, Kouass, Lixus, Thamusida, 
and Îles Purpuraires at Essaouira.75

The chronology for the use of the sites throughout Mauretania Tingitana is 
well established. Many of the installations, such as Lixus, Kouass, Tahadart, 
Cotta, Ceuta and Essaouira, began to operate in the late first century BC. As 
in southern Spain, the greatest period of activity in the region was in the first 
century AD,76 and other sites were established at this time, including Sahara 
and Alcazarsegher in the Straits of Gibraltar, and possibly Sania e Torres and 
the cetariae at Thamusida. Mirroring the archaeological record of Baetica and Tar-
raconensis, the production centres of Cotta, Sahara, Alcazarsegher, Thamusida, 
and Essaouira ceased operation in the third century AD. However, Kouass 
and Tahadart functioned well into the fifth century or later; after hiatuses in 
the third century, Lixus’ production was reduced in size and operated until 
the start of the fifth century and Ceuta’s cetariae were used again in the fourth 
and fifth centuries. Sania e Torres’ few cetariae could have been used continu-
ously until the beginning of the fourth century.77

Fig. 16. The extant fish-processing complexes at Lixus (after Ponsich and Tarradell 1965, 
fig. 3).
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The processing sites of Mauretania Tingitana vary in size and plan, and 
both Cotta and Essaouira, like some sites in Baetica, Tarraconensis, and Lusi-
tania, were associated with villas.78 In the case of Essaouira, the three identi-
fied vats probably sustained nothing more than the consumption needs of 
the villa and its dependents. Sania e Torres, Kouass, and Sahara were never 
more than a few isolated cetariae, and probably were associated with other 
larger sites or towns in the region, such as Ceuta and Zilil. The sites of Cotta 
and Tahadart are also isolated from larger settlements or towns, but are in 
fact extensive complexes,79 Tahadart being fairly reminiscent of Tróia, but on 
a much smaller scale.

Some fish-processing installations were located close to large settlements, 
and those at Lixus were the largest in the western Mediterranean (Fig. 16).80 
The production area at Lixus is located near the shore of the Oued Loukkos, 
just outside the city walls and below the acropolis, with no other attached 
buildings or residences. This situation is also similar to that at Thamusida, 
where several cetariae were located outside the city walls on the shore of the 
Oued Sebou.81 At Lixus, the processing installations consist of ten extant, 
closely-spaced complexes; more certainly existed in antiquity, but the con-
struction of a modern road through the site has unfortunately eliminated more 
archaeological vestiges. Extant are at least 142 square and rectangular vats 
with a combined capacity of 1,013 cubic metres.82 Lixus was the only African 
city with fish on its coins, and these were fashioned in the style of Gades and 
Abdera, with fish forming columns of a temple on the reverse.83

3.3.1 Cotta

The most completely excavated fish-processing site in Mauretania Tingitana is 
Cotta. Located just a few kilometres south of Cap Spartel, the promontory that 
forms the western entrance to the Straits of Gibraltar, Cotta sits just above a 
wide beach on Morocco’s north Atlantic coast. A small stream, Oued Khil, is 
located just to the north of the site, and near the installation are a small villa 
and temple. Cotta began operating in the first century BC and ceased func-
tioning in the third century AD.84

The general plan of Cotta is very similar to those in other installations 
throughout the region, such as Lixus, Baelo, and Tróia (Fig. 17). The complex 
at Cotta is one large building, facing the sea and covering 2,240 m2. There is 
a large preparation area to one side of the building and storage areas at the 
back and opposite side of the building. In the central room of the building are 
twelve large and four small cetariae, arranged in a U-shape around a paved 
preparation area. Under this area is a cistern with a volume of 86 m3 (Fig. 18). 
Adjacent to this area and next to the complex entrance is a small room with 
a furnace and hypocausts.85 Adjoining baths, an olive press, and attached 
peristyle house also compliment the complex at Cotta.86
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On the south-western corner of the factory building, facing the sea, is 
a square addition, thought by M. Ponsich and M. Tarradell to have been a 
watchtower, or more specifically, a tunny watchtower (θυννοσκοπεiV  ον). Such 
towers, mentioned by Strabon (5.2.6; 5.2.8; 17.3.16), were utilised by lookouts, 
who could spot the migration of tunny by observing changes in the colour or 
surface pattern of the ocean from their dense schools.87

The cetariae at Cotta lie flush with the floor of the building and are over 
2 m deep, holding an estimated volume of 258 m3. Some are rectangular in 
shape, and two of the cetariae are square, measuring 3.5×3.5 m. At the bottom, 
these vats have small circular pits or cuvettes to assist in cleaning between 
batches. As the sun unwontedly accelerated the evaporation process in mak-
ing fish sauces, the facility at Cotta, as also documented at Baelo, had a roof 
covering it, supported by pillars. However, there were most likely windows 
or openings in the walls to allow for ventilation. The small furnace near the 
entrance of the complex fed the hypocaust system for the artificial heating of 
fish-sauce mixtures, and the small ceramic pots with handles and spouts used 
for this process, marmites, were found in abundance at the site.88

Fig. 17. The plan of Cotta (after Ponsich and Tarradell 1965, fig. 36).
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Although Cotta represents a smaller production output than some of the 
individual complexes at Lixus, Baelo, and Tróia, it is an example of a pur-
pose-built and self-sufficient fish-processing factory. The complex at Cotta 
is one large unit, and the central production building of the site was laid out 
for the efficient processing of salted fish products. An olive press was also 
installed in the building, probably producing olive oil for consumption by 
the workers of the site. The small temple nearby, the attached baths, as well 
as the presence of a necropolis to the south, would suggest that the workers 
of the complex lived nearby and were dependent on the installation for part 
of, or perhaps the entire year. Cotta was most likely the industrial annex of 
the nearby villa, and the attached peristyle house was probably the residence 
of the factory’s manager.89

4.  Features of fish-processing sites in the western Mediterranean

Throughout the southern Iberian Peninsula and north-western Africa, the 
remains of the fish-processing sites used during the Roman period reveal 
a surprising amount of homogeneity. This is demonstrated not only by the 
specific topographical situation of each installation, but also in the construc-

Fig. 18. The cetariae of Cotta around the central workspace. The workspace floor (upper 
left) has now given away, revealing the cistern (photo: A. Trakadas).
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tional details of the cetariae themselves and other necessary features of the 
complexes, such as heating facilities, water supplies, and kilns.

4.1  Topography
4.1.1 Marine resources

There is abundant sea life in the western Mediterranean and eastern Atlantic, 
as well as in the Straits of Gibraltar, which connects the two and serves as 
the major migratory route for many marine species.90 The breeding cycles of 
different fish, and their migratory routes, which tended to follow the prevail-
ing currents, were understood in antiquity,91 and ancient writers often named 
specific regions in the western Mediterranean that were plentiful in fish. 
Capturing mackerel in the region during migratory passages is mentioned by 
Pliny (HN 9.49); Strabon (3.2.7) mentions that murry and the largest surmul-
lets came from Spain, and that in Portugal, the Tagus River was rich in fish 
(3.3.1). The entire Turdetanian seaboard was also praised by Strabon (3.2.7) 
as being particularly rich in marine life.

Fish-processing sites throughout the western Mediterranean were uni-
formly sited along the coasts or major rivers of southern Spain, Portugal, 
and northern Morocco, but the zones where the installations were located 
also reflect the proximity of rich fishing grounds.92 Locating processing sites 
near these grounds would considerably shorten the time between catching 
and processing, limiting the extent of decomposition of the catch. Fishermen 
could, in many instances, deliver their catches directly to processing sites, and, 
as Manilios (Astronomicon 5.656-681) describes, with the particular location of 
these sites, fishermen could come to shore near the installations and start to 
clean their catches of tunny, cutting it into pieces and wasting no portion.

4.1.2 Water supply

Part of the essential requirements for the processing of fish was fresh water, 
which would serve for washing fish, preparing brine, and cleaning the process-
ing installations themselves. Almost all of the processing sites in the western 
Mediterranean are located near naturally-occurring bodies of fresh water, 
such as rivers or streams, but many sites also developed systems for making 
sure a necessary amount of fresh water was always on hand. This includes 
wells, which are present at many sites, but also cisterns and aqueducts.93 
Sites on islands, such as Îles Purpuraires at Essaouira, Scombraria, and Ilha 
do Pessegueiro, had cisterns and wells, but so did many other sites on the 
mainland.94 The site of Lixus had two buried cisterns,95 and a cistern is also 
associated with Cotta.96 At Guincho, on the Atlantic coast west of Lisbon, there 
is a large elevated tank with a connecting reservoir and channels.97 Quinta 
da Comenda had a canal for water,98 as did Ceuta, which was connected to a 
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nearby cistern.99 Kouass also had wells and an aqueduct over 750 meters long 
with a subterranean portion that terminated in a collecting pool.100

4.1.3.  Salt resources

In the Roman world, fish could be processed in two basic ways: the flesh 
could be cut up and salted, forming salsamenta, or the leftovers and/or small 
fry could be macerated with salt and fermented, forming the various liquid 
fish sauces (garum, liquamen, muria, allec, and lymphatum). Processing with salt 
was an innovative method for preserving a necessary food item in a world 
without any means of refrigeration, and made possible the trans-shipment of 
preserved fish and fish sauces to distant locations.101 The processes involved 
with salting are described in several texts: Pliny (HN 31.93-95) only states 
that fish parts were combined with salt to make garum, but the ratio of fish 
to salt when making garum is described in Geoponika (20.46.3) as being 8:1. 
The method for making salsamenta described by Columella (12.55.4) requires 
square pieces of fish to be covered with salt.

As a constant supply of salt was therefore necessary for manufactur-
ing salsamenta and fish sauces, many of these sites were also located near 
salt marshes or salt mines. In Portugal, the major fish-processing sites were 
located in areas where there are also major salt resources, the Sado Estuary 
and Algarve,102 and the nearby coast of Turdetania is mentioned by Strabon 
(3.2.6) as a source of good-quality salt. Other major salting regions included 
Almería and Cadiz in Spain, and the Oued Loukkos basin at Lixus and at 
Kouass in Morocco.103

4.2 Salting vats: cetariae

The vats used for processing fish, called cetariae (Pliny, HN 9.92),104 are remark-
ably similar and almost universal in their construction in the western Mediter-
ranean. They were usually built flush with the ground or slightly protruding, 
although some were built on top of rocky promontories.105 Usually vats were 
rectangular or square in shape, but did vary extensively in size and depth. 
The walls of cetariae were built of bricks and/or rubble construction, which 
were faced with a sealing mortar mixture of lime and small fragments of tiles 
or ceramics, forming opus signinum, occasionally called cocciopesto (Fig. 19).106 
The top corners of cetariae were rounded, and in some examples, the interior, 
bottom edges had a quarter-round or “ovolo”, to prevent coagulation of the 
fish mixture in the corners and assist in cleaning the vats.107

Uniquely in the region, only four cetariae at Baelo and one small example 
at Lixus (in complex No. 4) are round.108 Faced with opus signinum, these 
examples were clearly used for fish processing. However, at the installations 
at Calpe, Punta de l’Arenal, and Ceuta, large round holes are present in the 
ground near cetariae. At Punta de l’Arenal, the holes are cut into the rock (as 
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were the cetariae), and at Ceuta, the 1.5 mø hole was lined with stonework.109 
These holes probably held buried dolia, which could have also been used for 
fish sauce production. Dolia are suggested as containers for making garum 
by Manilios (Astronomicon 5.679), and remains of dolia with fish bones inside, 
probably evidence of allec, have been excavated at a “garum shop” at Pompeii, 
and also at Tyritake, Myrmekion and Chersonesos in the Crimea.110

Some cetariae were built with a small, rounded catch basin or cuvette in 
the bottom, to help with cleaning. Usually the cuvettes are centred in the 
cetariae, but some examples are located in a corner. This feature appears in 
vats, for example, at Punta de l’Arenal,111 Villaricos,112 Baelo,113 Portimões,114 
Olhão, Quinta do Lago,115 Tahadart, Cotta, and Sania e Torres.116 Another con-
struction feature that aided in draining a cetaria was a small inclined conduit 
that passed through the wall of the vat and could be closed by a plug. The 
conduit would lead to a small catch basin or simply open on to the floor of 
the processing room. In one large rectangular vat at Alcazarsegher, a conduit 
drained into a semi-circular basin (Fig. 20); the same feature was present in 
two smaller basins at the nearby installation of Sahara.117 At Tavira, a large 
cetaria, 4×2.80 m and 1.2 m deep, had a lead-lined conduit installed through 
the wall to drain the vat.118 This feature is unique to these sites discussed here, 
but is also present at Rhodes in Spain (north of Barcelona), where three vats 
had such conduits leading to round catch basins.119 At Lixus (complex No. 

Fig. 19. Cetariae construction: opus signinum facing over rubble construction, visible at 
Cotta (photo: A. Trakadas).
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8), three cetariae were joined together by two arched passages through their 
walls, much like multi-chambered cisterns.120

Most cetariae were joined together in rows along the inner walls of a room 
or building, allowing for a central area to serve as a work place. This organi-
zation of space can be seen clearly at Cotta, Baelo, and Tróia, but also at other 
installations such as Roquetas, Adra, Villaricos, and Tahadart.121 Workers 
could access the vats by walking on top of the walls between them. At many 
sites, such as Tróia, Baelo, and Tahadart, the paved preparation areas in front 
of the vats had sloping floors that drained to circular sumps that collected 
refuse.122 At some sites, however, cetariae were not joined but stood inde-
pendent of each other. This is the case at Punta de l’Arenal and at Praia de 
Angeiras, where at both sites the vats were cut into rock.123

That cetariae were left uncovered to assist in the fermentation process is 
humourously related by Pliny (HN 9.92), who describes that the uncovered 
tanks at Carteia (modern El Rocadillo) were relieved of their salted fish by 
a giant polyp. Four large windows are present in the extant walls of one of 
the installations at Baelo, and four windows are also present at Tahadart (in 
installation No. 1).124 There is evidence of columns for supporting roofs at 
these two sites and Tróia and Cotta; it is assumed that roofs were necessary, 
to protect the mixtures from the elements, but that windows or open walls 
were a method of ensuring ventilation.125

4.3  Heating facilities

Furnaces and hypocausts often constitute the facilities of many fish-processing 
complexes. These were used to artificially heat fish-sauce mixtures, reducing 
the concentration, optimally by 2/3. This process is described by Ps.-Rufius 
Festus (Brev.) and in the Geoponika (20.46.1-6) as a quick method to produce 
garum, and mixtures were sometimes initially heated in small bowls with 
handles and spouts called marmites.126 Unfortunately, in many cases, hyp-
ocausts utilised for this process are often identified in many early archaeo-
logical reports as “baths”, such as at Tróia,127 San Pedro de Alcántara, Punta 
de l’Arenal,128 Senhora da Luz, and Portimões.129 A furnace and hypocausts 
are present in the actual complex buildings at Cotta and Tahadart, and pos-
sibly at Kouass.130 A furnace is also present at Sanlúcar de Barrameda,131 and 
at Essaouira; in the latter it is associated with the nearby villa, but it could 
have also served for heating fish sauce.132

4.4  Kilns133

Some salted-fish producers, like those who made wine in antiquity, probably 
manufactured their own amphorae for the transhipment of their products.134 
Kilns that produced transport amphorae therefore formed a necessary part of 
the salted-fish industry, and many are located near or associated with several 
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fish-processing sites throughout the western Mediterranean. At least five kilns 
existed in the region of Cadiz, two were near El Rocadillo,135 and one possibly 
was used at Sanlúcar de Barrameda.136 Three kilns are distributed throughout 
the Tagus Estuary, nine kilns in the Sado Estuary and eight in the Algarve; 
because of their location and products, these kilns must be associated with the 
fish-salting industries of Lusitania.137 In Morocco, a large kiln was located at 
Kouass, which began operating in the fifth century BC, manufacturing Phoe-
nician, Punic, and later Roman types, as well as imitations thereof. 138 Lixus 
also possessed kilns,139 and a small kiln was associated with Cotta.140

5.  Conclusions: Chronology and organisation

In the first century BC, Strabon (3.4.6) describes the products of Turdetania 
and the region around Gades as producing products not inferior to those from 
the marine-rich Pontic region. At this time, several large fish-processing sites, 
such as Baelo, Tróia, Lixus, and Cotta, had begun to operate. By the first century 

Fig. 20. The drainage 
conduit present in the 
construction of one of 
the cetaria (No. 2) at 
Alcazarsegher (after 
Ponsich and Tarradell 
1965, fig. 48).
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AD, as Galen (On the Properties of Foodstuffs 3.30.3-6) notes, the best grade of 
Pontic salted fish had become second to the products of the western Medi-
terranean, and “Spanish” products were held in preference above all others. 
It is during this century that nearly all of the 88 extant fish-processing sites 
in the region began to operate. The western Mediterranean provinces had 
productive economies with markets throughout the Empire by the end of the 
first century, and their salted-fish products were exported to Greece, Egypt, 
Syro-Palestine, North Africa, Gaul, and Britain.141 Moreover, the installations 
throughout Baetica, Tarraconensis, Lusitania, and Mauretania Tingitana became 
the major suppliers for Rome in the period from the first to third centuries 
AD.142 While inexpensive processed fish may have also come to Rome from 
the Pontic region, it has been postulated that the fisheries there and in the 
eastern Mediterranean never were or ceased to be “commercially” important 
to Rome, although their products were certainly consumed locally.143

During the third century, the production of a majority of the fish-processing 
installations in the western Mediterranean was clearly affected. Many of the 
installations went out of operation; a few severely curtailed their production, 
or were even briefly abandoned and re-opened in a limited fashion. Installa-
tions such as Baelo, Tróia, and a majority of those in Mauretania Tingitana and 
Lusitania continued limited operations until the fifth or sixth centuries, a fact 
which is confirmed by Ausonius (Letters 25).144 Spanish fish-sauce amphorae 
were still imported into Ostia in the fourth and fifth centuries, and are found 
on shipwrecks of the period,145 but it is clear that there was a decline in the 
production and trade of the products of the western Mediterranean provinces. 
By the late third century in Rome, an increase in the importation of North 
African goods can be seen, and excavations at the “Baths of the Swimmer” in 
Ostia demonstrate that Africana I and II transport amphorae (thought to con-
tain salted-fish products) start to dominate the Roman import markets.146

The explanation for this change in production and operations, however, 
cannot be conclusively tied to any one determinant. Although underlying envi-
ronmental factors that affected fish catches cannot be eliminated, the impetus 
was certainly politically and economically charged. It has been postulated that 
the change was the result of an “economic crisis” and sudden in apparition, 
but the reason for the industry’s demise in the western Mediterranean per-
haps was due to the general political instability of the Empire after the death 
of Commodus in 192 AD, resulting in a slow economic decline over the next 
century.147 Certainly, the industry was affected in Mauretania Tingitana by the 
barbarian invasions of the later third century.148

The numerous fish-processing installations in southern Spain, Portugal, 
and northern Morocco are very homogenous with regard to their topographi-
cal situations, constructional details and chronology, and imply that close ties 
were shared between the regions in antiquity. Not only are the fish-processing 
zones of the western Mediterranean connected environmentally, but during 
antiquity these areas were also connected culturally as Roman provinces. The 
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geo-political cohesiveness of the western Mediterranean provinces may have 
caused many of the region’s industries, such as wine making, olive oil pro-
duction and also fish processing, to function as economic units on a certain 
level.149 M. Ponsich suggests that southern Spain, especially the province of 
Baetica, dominated the region politically and economically, exerting particu-
lar control over Mauretania Tingitana. In this way, salted-fish products from 
installations in northern Morocco were probably shipped to Gades, under a 
“cooperative” or “consortium” arrangement; the products were then exported 
by merchants throughout the Empire under the “Gaditanian” label.150 Such 
a consortium-like arrangement would, as Ponsich suggests, explain the lack 
of texts referring to the products of North Africa and the existence of many 
referring to the products of Gades.151

J.C. Edmondson also suggests that a similar scenario initially developed for 
the province of Lusitania; here, the fish-processing industry began as an adjunct 
to that of Baetica’s, and surplus products were transhipped through Gades, 
possibly even under the “Gaditanian” label. Only when Lusitanian forms of 
salted-fish amphorae appear outside of the region in the middle of the first 
century AD, is it clear that this province exercised some degree of mercantile 
independence. These amphorae, however, could still have been transhipped 
through Baetica, but as clearly distinguishable Lusitanian goods.152

Although geo-political ties certainly existed in the region in antiquity, it has 
not been proven, however, that commerce in salted-fish products was organ-
ised on a provincial level, or that any one consortium was able to maintain a 
monopoly. Imperial fish-processing sites did exist in Spain, but almost all the 
installations in the western Mediterranean provinces were privately owned.153 
As Robert Curtis suggests, individual operators of these various installations 
in the region could have functioned independently, but also could have had 
the opportunity to sell their products to large organisations or societates in 
southern Spain that certainly existed in Baelo, Gades, and Carthago Nova (the 
latter’s garum sociorum subject to treatment by Pliny (HN 9.66; 31.93) and 
Martial (13.102)). From these consortia, salted-fish products could then be 
transhipped under one merchant or shipper’s “label” for export throughout 
the Empire.154

At certain sites in the western Mediterranean provinces, fish processing 
did occur on a limited level, distributing goods for local consumption. How-
ever, an overwhelming majority of the installations in the region certainly 
demonstrate surplus production. In some instances, the installations associ-
ated with villas, especially in the Algarve region of southern Portugal, are of 
a scale that reflects an industrial annex of a “landed estate”, serving as just 
one of the sources of revenue.155 Production at such sites was most likely sea-
sonal and took place only in the summer months.156 The larger complex at 
Cotta, and those at Baelo and Tróia, obviously occupy much different rungs 
on the scale of production and were part of a more developed, year-round, 
urban economy. The term “industry” seems most appropriate to describe the 
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organisation evidenced by these sites. These three sites illustrate clearly the 
dynamics of the fish-processing industry in the region and reflect the extent 
of the economic prosperity that it experienced in the first few centuries AD 
in the western Mediterranean.

Table 1. Key to site numbers

Spain
 1. Denia (Dianium)
 2. Punta de Castell
 3. Punta de l’Arenal (or Jávea)
 4. Calpe
 5. Campello
 6. Tossal de Manises (Lucentum)
 7. The island of Tabarca
 8. Santa Pola (Portus Illicitanus)
 9. Mar Menor
 10. Cartagena (Carthago Nova)
 11. Scombraria
 12. Mazarrón
 13. Villaricos (Baria)
 14. Torre García
 15. Almería (Portos Magnos)
 16. Ribera de la Algaida
 17. Roquetas
 18. Guardias Viejas
 19.  Adra (Abdera)
 20. Almuñúncar (Sexi)
 21. Torrox
 22. Cerro del Mar (Maenuba)
 23. Málaga (Malaca)
 24. Guadalhorce
 25. Torremolinos
 26. Fuengirola
 27. San Pedro de Alcántara (Silniana)
 28. El Rocadillo (Carteia)
 29. Algeciras (Iulia Traducta)
 30. Villavieja (Mellaria)
 31. Bolonia (Baelo)
 32. Barbate (Baesippo)
 33. Trafalgar
 34. Puerto Real
 35. Cadiz (Gades)
 36. Sanlúcar de Barrameda
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 37. Cerro del Trigo
 38. Huelva (Onuba)

Portugal
 39. Quinta do Lago
 40. Quinta do Muro
 41. Cacela
 42. Tavira (Balsa)
 43. Alfanxia
 44. Olhão
 45. Faro (Ossonoba)
 46. Loulé Velho
 47. Quarteira
 48. Cerro da Vila
 49. Armação de Pera
 50. Ferragudo
 51. Portimões
 52. Boca do Rio
 53. Mexilhoeira Grande
 54. Vau
 55. Paul
 56. Senhora da Luz
 57. Burgau
 58. Salema
 59. Ilheu de Baleeira
 60. Ilha do Pessegueiro (Poetanion)
 61. Sines
 62. Tróia
 63. Alcácer do Sal (Salacia)
 64. Santa Catharina
 65. Senhora da Graca
 66. Pedra Furada
 67. Cachofarra
 68. Setúbal (Caetobriga)
 69. Comenda
 70. Rasca
 71. Creiro
 72. Alfarim
 73. Casilhas
 74. Lisbon (Olisipo)
 75. Guincho
 76. Garrocheira
 77. Atouguia
 78. Praia de Angeiras
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Morocco
 79. Sania e Torres
 80. Ceuta (Septem Fratres)
 81. Alcazarsegher
 82. Sahara
 83. Cotta
 84. Tahadart
 85. Kouass
 86. Lixus
 87. Thamusida
 88. Îles Purpuraires at Essaouira
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The Technology and Productivity 
of Ancient Sea Fishing

Tønnes Bekker-Nielsen

1. The nature of the sources

The volume of ancient literature and inscriptions relating to saltwater fishing 
is not large. This reflects the social context of sea fishing: it was no profession 
for gentlemen – it does not figure in the writings of the elite; it was not tightly 
controlled by the state – there are few references to fishing in legal texts;1 its 
practitioners were not wealthy – there are few gravestones or epitaphs naming 
fishermen. The scarcity of our evidence does not reflect a prejudice against 
fish and fishy matters in general – as shown by Curtis and Wilkins in preced-
ing chapters of this volume, there is a considerable volume of texts relating 
to processing and consumption of fish, as well as a fair amount of evidence 
for freshwater fishing, fish-traps, fish-ponds etc. If we were to judge the rela-
tive importance of ancient saltwater and freshwater fisheries on the basis of 
literary sources alone, we might be misled to conclude that freshwater fish 
played a far greater role in the economy and the diet than sea fish.2

We do, however, have one major treatise on sea fishing, the Halieutika of 
Oppian, composed between 177 and 180.3 The Halieutika is a Greek poem of 
more than 3500 hexameters and preserved in its entirety; for good measure, 
the last half of a late Roman prose paraphrase has also been handed down 
to us.4 In some respects the Halieutika can be compared with the agricultural 
manuals of Varro and Columella, but the differences between these and the 
work of Oppian are more telling. Whereas the farm manuals are written 
by or dedicated to owners of agricultural land, it is quite clear that Oppian 
was not himself a sea fisherman,5 and the poem is dedicated to the emperor 
Marcus Aurelius – supporting the notion that by this time, if not before, sea 
fishing rights were in principle imperial property enjoyed by his subjects at 
the emperor’s discretion.6 Another striking difference is that whereas the agri-
cultural writers often comment on the economic aspects of farming: choosing 
the most efficient crops, getting the produce to market etc., Oppian never 
discusses economic matters such as the price of fish or tools, the relative 
efficiency of different fishing methods or how the catch is shared among the 
fishermen after the day’s work.
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The form and literary style of the Halieutika raise a number of disturbing 
questions about the nature of the information it provides. First, the use of 
the hexameter means that technical terms or names of certain species of fish 
may have been excluded because they did not scan. Second, like many other 
Greek writers of the second-century AD, Oppian is strongly influenced by 
the Hellenic revival known as the second sophistic, a retrospective literary 
movement striving to re-establish or reinvent Greek culture as it had been in 
the distant, glorious past. He draws on literary models of the classical period 
and may also have derived some of his factual information from writers of 
the fifth and fourth centuries BC, but since Oppian gives no source references, 
we cannot tell. Much of his information may be taken from a lost work by 
Leonidas of Byzantium (fl. c. 100 AD), other parts are clearly dependent on 
Aristotle. In short, it would be dangerous to assume that Oppian describes 
the fishing practices of his own day; his information may well be outdated by 
many centuries. There may also have been important regional variations in 
fishing technique. Oppian himself hailed from Cilicia7 but there is nothing to 
suggest that he describes the fishing practice of his native region and he gives 
only a few examples of local fishing techniques – such as the Thracians’ use 
of a beam with multiple tridents to catch tunny (see below p. 89).

The amount of direct archaeological evidence for sea fishing is not large, 
either. In exceptional environments such as Herculaneum or Egypt, remains 
of fishing nets have been found; elsewhere only implements made of inor-
ganic materials, such as hooks and net sinkers, have survived. Some wrecked 
fishing boats may still be lying on the seabed, awaiting discovery or publi-
cation, but it is on terra firma that we find the most abundant evidence for 
fishing: the tanks used for processing saltwater fish, the containers used for 
shipping the finished product (cf. the contributions by Trakadas, Højte, Lund 
and Gabrielsen in this volume) and pictorial representations of sea fishing 
and fishing boats. In the Classical and Hellenistic period, such depictions are 
rare, but with the advent of polychrome mosaic in the first and second century 
AD, fishing scenes become popular, especially in Sicily and North Africa (cf. 
Bekker-Nielsen 2002b).

Given that our sources are diverse and widely scattered, the outcome of 
any attempt to describe ancient sea fishing and its productivity will to some 
degree be determined by our preconceived ideas about the nature of ancient 
society and its economy; and in recent decades, the dominating paradigm 
has been that of the Cambridge or “primitivist” school inspired by the work 
of the late Sir Moses Finley. Thomas W. Gallant’s slim monograph A Fisher-
man’s Tale (1985) is a work in this tradition and one of the few recent studies 
of ancient fishing. Gallant concludes that fishing played a minor role not only 
in the economy of ancient society as a whole, but even within the fisher’s 
own oikos. These conclusions are based partly on modern fishing statistics, 
partly on technological arguments. Gallant claims that ancient sea fishing 
was incapable of supplying large amounts of fish because the implements 
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were primitive and the most efficient of the tools available, the fishing-net, 
was never used from boats: net fishing was “a completely shore based tech-
nology”.8 Drawing on data from nineteenth- and twentieth-century fishing 
statistics, he further argues that the fishing technology of the ancients would 
have produced risible catches, no more than a few kilos per day; so little that, 
under normal circumstances, it would barely support a fisherman’s family 
or make sea fishing a viable full-time occupation. In Gallant’s view, fishing 
formed a complement to farming, a supplementary source of nutrition and 
income when the harvest failed. The relevance of modern fishing statistics 
to antiquity is discussed by Jacobsen elsewhere in this volume; the present 
paper aims to examine the question of fishing productivity in the light of 
fishing technology.

2. Fishing from shore and fishing from boats

Gallant’s argument for the inefficiency of ancient fishing technology rests, inter 
alia, on the assumption that net fishing did not take place from boats, but only 
from shore. Shore-based net fishing can, however, be highly efficient. Dur-
ing a field trip to Oman in 2002, Jørgen Christian Meyer observed fishermen 
working from the shore of the Persian Gulf with casting nets (Fig. 1). Although 
modern nets are made from nylon or other man-made fibres instead of flax, 

Fig. 1. Fishing with a casting-net from shore, Oman, January 2002 (photo: Jørgen Christian 
Meyer).
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the technology is similar to that used in antiquity; and in a single throw of 
the net, the fisher may take fifteen to twenty kilos of fish (Fig. 2). 9 Oppian’s 
description of fishing for tunny along the coast, quoted below (p. 92-93) also 
suggests that fishing from shore could be quite productive.

While fishing boats10 as well as nets11 are mentioned in Greek literature and 
were no doubt used together from an early date, our present evidence for the 
combination of nets and boats dates from the first century AD onwards.12

The extant sources have very little to say about the size and range of ancient 
fishing boats. From a passage in Xenophon’s Hellenika (5.1.23) mentioning fish-
ermen returning to the Piraeus at dawn, we know that by the fourth century 
BC, if not before, fishing boats were large enough to range into the Saronic 
gulf and the fishermen sufficiently confident to navigate at night.

Two literary passages describe rulers travelling in fishing-boats: Xerxes 
crossing the Hellespont on his retreat from Greece in 479, in Justin’s Epitome 
of Trogus, and Caesar attempting, unsuccessfully, to cross the Adriatic in 48 
BC, as described by Lucan and Ammianus. On closer inspection, they have 
little historical value, but provide some useful insights into the general per-
ception of fishing vessels in the Roman world.

Fig. 2. The result of one throw of the casting-net from shore (photo: Jørgen Christian 
Meyer).
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While the near-contemporary Herodotos (8.117) merely tells us that the 
Persian army crossed “in ships” (nêusi), “as the bridges had been destroyed 
in a storm”, Trogus elaborates on the dramatic change in the fortunes of 
Xerxes, illustrated by his choice of transport: the Great King is forced to use 
a fishing boat to traverse the Hellespont where, on his outward journey, he 
rode on a bridge of ships:

Ubi cum solutum pontem hibernis tempestatibus offendisset, 
piscatoria scapha trepidus traiecit. Erat res spectaculo digna et 
aestimatione sortis humanae, rerum uarietate miranda in exiguo 
latentem uidere nauigio, quem paulo ante uix aequor omne 
capiebat

Having found the bridge broken down by the winter storms, 
he crossed in the utmost trepidation in a fishing-boat. It was a 
sight worth contemplation for judging of the condition of man, 
so wonderful for its vicissitudes, to see him shrinking down in a 
little [fishing] boat, whom shortly before the whole ocean could 
scarcely contain (Justin, Epitome, 2.13.9-10, ed. M.-P. Arnaud-
Lindet, trans. J.S. Watson)

In a similar manner, the story of Julius Caesar’s abortive attempt to cross the 
Adriatic in 48 BC was transformed and dramatised. According to Plutarch 
(Caesar, 38) he chose a boat “of twelve oars” while in Appian’s Civil War (2.56) 
Caesar sends his servants to fetch “a fast boat”.

The poet Lucan tells a different and more dramatic story of Caesar walk-
ing alone on the beach in the darkness and finding a small boat whose owner 
is sleeping in his simple cottage nearby (Pharsalia, 5.504-524).13 Ammianus, 
who had read Lucan,14 reproduces this version and specifically identifies the 
boat-owner as a fisherman: alium anhelante rabido flatu uentorum lenunculo 
se comisisse piscantis (16.10.3, ed. Seyfarth): “another [i.e. another emperor 
than Constantius II, whom Ammianus is comparing unfavourably to his pre-
decessors] in the middle of a raging gale entrusted himself to the small boat 
[lenunculus, dim. of lembus] of a fisherman”.

On one point, then, these texts are unequivocal: to the average Roman 
(and presumably also the average Greek) a fishing boat was a small boat 
and not for the faint-hearted. In the opening verses of the Halieutika, Oppian 
describes “fearless” (aphrastoi) fishers taking to the sea in “tiny” (baioi) wood-
en fishing boats (Hal. 1.9; 1.41). Their small craft are directly contrasted with 
the large and comfortable boats used for “regal” fishing in waters where the 
fish are fed regularly while waiting for their owners to catch them.15 The 
same impression is gained from a study of the pictorial evidence. Though 
the boats shown on the late Roman mosaics that form the main body of our 
pictorial evidence are stylized and their crews reduced to a few persons, 
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they nonetheless give some impression of the relative size of fishing vessels 
compared to other boats.

In the mosaics, most fishing boats have no sails or masts. In the Althiburus 
mosaic, in effect a catalogue of ship types in pictorial form giving the name of 
each type (cf. fig. 4), the two types that can be identified as fishing vessels are 
rowboats, though other boats in the mosaic have masts (some also have stays, 
indicating a large sail).16 In the “Mosaïque de la Toilette de Venus” found at 
Djemila (Culcul), two ships, one a warship, are shown with square sails but 
the two fishing-boats working a seine in the opposite border of the mosaic are 
rowboats.17 A fishing scene forming part of a third-century African mosaic 
showing Bacchus fighting pirates18 is unusual in showing three fishermen 
working from a large, square-rigged boat, while a fourth-century mosaic from 
Carthage shows two persons fishing from a boat with a mast and two stays.19 
Some boats may have had a small mast and a sail that could be raised if the 
wind was favourable for going to and from the fishing grounds.20

3. Getting the catch ashore

Ancient fishermen could only range over a limited area, restricted not only 
by the limited size of their craft but also by the short time within which the 
catch must be brought to market. This critical time frame could be expanded 
by gutting the fish immediately after the catch, by keeping them alive in 
baskets or creels, and by keeping the catch cool, e.g. by concentrating fishing 
activities in the coolest hours of the day. A passage of Galen, already quoted 
by Wilkins in his contribution to this volume, refers to “pickled fish or … fish 
that can be kept in snow until the next day”.21 Given the difficulty of obtain-
ing snow or ice for packing, the second option was not open to our average 
fisherman. One notes, however, the implication that unless preserved in one 
way or another, fish will not keep overnight.

Fish in fact begin to deteriorate within a few hours of being caught, but if 
gutted immediately after the catch the rate of deterioration is reduced.22 For 
table fish and some varieties of salt fish, one would assume that ancient fisher-
men gutted their catch on board, but the process is not described by Oppian or 
in pictorial sources, nor are the flocks of sea-birds that follow a boat to catch 
the guts as they are thrown overboard. In the production of garum the whole 
fish was used and there was no need to gut the fish at sea.

The rate of spoilage increases with the ambient temperature, so fishing at 
night or just before dawn, when the temperature is lowest, will increase the 
fisher’s chances of getting his catch ashore in good condition. From Xeno-
phon’s mention of fishers coming into port in the morning, we know that as 
early as the fourth century BC, fishermen supplying the markets of Athens 
worked at night. Oppian (3.50-52) also mentions fishing late at night or early 
in the morning. With passive implements (ground-nets, creels, traps) set 
overnight, fish remain alive in the water until the fisher comes to check his 
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nets in the morning – cf. Oppian’s description (3.86-87) of nets bringing large 
rewards to their sleeping master. Fish could be kept alive en route to market in 
creels or well boxes (cf. p. 137 below), but although Oppian mentions creels, 
kyrtoi, several times and even explains how to make one (3.341-343) he does 
not mention their use for storage purposes. Roman mosaics23 show fishers 
emptying creels, but the contexts imply that these, too, have been used for 
catching fish, not for keeping them: the creels are being emptied while the 
boat is still at sea.

4. Spears and hooks

In several passages, Oppian mentions the use of tridents to catch small sharks, 
swordfish, whales and young tunny (Hal. 3.552-554; 4.252-253). Dolphins, too, 
could be caught in this way. Killing a dolphin was anathema to a true Greek, 
but the fishermen of the Black Sea region were less sensitive in this respect. 
Oppian relates that “Thracians and the inhabitants of Byzantion” (Hal. 5.521-
522) catch dolphins, and dolphin bones have been found at processing sites 
in Chersonesos.24 Spears and tridents could of course also be used in shal-
low water and in estuaries, e.g. for catching sturgeon. Oppian mentions an 
ingenious device used by Thracian fishermen in the Black Sea to catch young 
tunny: a beam with multiple tridents attached dropped from above into the 
shallow water, its teeth impaling or trapping the fish (4.535-548).

Fishing with hook and line from a boat is a quite efficient method, espe-
cially if the fishermen are after large table fish. It is obviously less efficient for 
catching the smaller species such as mackerel, anchovies or sardines since the 
effort of baiting the hook remains the same regardless of the size of the fish to 
be caught. Efficiency also varies with the number of hooks: a line or rod with 
one hook is generally less productive than a line with multiple hooks.

To judge from the assertion that “line fishing is a technique incapable of 
output beyond a very low level”;25 T.W. Gallant apparently assumes that 
when fishing with hook and line, only one hook was used at a time; how-
ever, the use of multiple-hook lines is attested to not only by Oppian but by 
the finds of large stocks of fish-hooks on archaeological sites. In the south-
eastern quarter of Chersonenos, for instance, excavators found c. 140 hooks 
along with 50 sinkers.26 Such large numbers can only be explained by the 
use of multiple-hook lines. Assuming that the sinkers were combined with 
floats (of organic material such as wood or cork,27 which will have perished) 
a multiple hook line could be trailed after a boat or even left overnight and 
drawn in next morning.

In book three of the Halieutika (3.78; 3.468ff) Oppian discusses the use of 
hooks and lines, from a boat and from shore. He gives a graphical descrip-
tion of how a line with multiple hooks is used to fish a shoal of saddled sea 
bream:
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3a-b. Using the casting net from a boat, Oman, 1966 (photo: Daniel J. Bosch).

In his hand [the fisherman] holds ready a thin rod and a thin 
line of light hair all untwined, whereon are strung numerous 
light hooks. On these he puts the same bait as before he cast in 
the water, and lets it down into the deep turmoil of the waves. 
Seeing it the Melanurus immediately rush upon it and snatch 
– their own destruction. (Mair’s translation)

Taking Oppian’s description at face value, this should be a quite efficient 
way of catching fish. One fully grown saddled sea bream (Oblada melanura) 
weighs 0.75-1kg.

5. Nets and creels

In the context of fish processing, however, our main interest must focus on 
nets. Nets can be adapted to almost any size of fish and a net is by far the 
most efficient implement for catching the smaller species often used for the 
production of garum. The widespread use of the net in antiquity is attested, 
inter alia, by the extent of the vocabulary used to describe the different types. 
Oppian claims that the different nets are myria, innumerable, but gives a short 
list of some of the most important types (3.79-84)
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α¬µφíβληστρον: Wurfnetz, casting-net28

γρíφος: Ziehnetz, draw-net
γαvγγαµον: Schleppnetz, drag-net
u™ποχη; περιηγη;ς: runder Sacknetz, round bag-net
σαγηvνη: Ziehgarn, seine
καvλυµµα: Decknetz, cover-net
πεvζα: Grundnetz, ground-net
σφαιρøν: Ballnetz, ball-net
σκολιο;ς παvναγρος: gekrümmter Allfangnetz, crooked trawl

Some of these types can also be identified from the pictorial evidence.29 The 
amphiblêstron is a simple and efficient device, still in use today: a casting-net 
that can be used either from shore (Fig. 1) or from a boat (Fig. 3a). To ensure 
that it sinks quickly before the fish can escape, its edges are weighted. In still 
waters, the edges should strike the surface of the water at the same moment 
(Fig. 3b); this takes some skill in casting and requires that the weights are of 
equal weight and evenly distributed along the edge of the net. Used from 
shore the casting net requires only one person, but when it is used from a 
boat, the mosaics typically show that at least two persons are required: one 
rowing, one casting the net.30

Fig. 3b. 
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The gangamon and the hypochê periêgês are likewise small nets that can be han-
dled by one person. The sagênê, whence the modern word seine, is a larger net 
requiring the effort of several persons (Fig. 4), or the crews of two separate 
boats. In Mair’s translation, Oppian describes the use of the seine as follows 
(4.491-496):

Now when the fishermen behold them huddle together, they 
gladly enclose them with their hollow seine-nets and without 
trouble bring ashore abundant booty and fill with the fry all their 
vessels and their boats and on the deep beaches pile up heaps, 
an infinite abundance of spoil.

Judging from its name, the kalymma, “veil” would appear to be a net of unusu-
ally fine material, perhaps for catching very small fish. The peza or “ground” 
net was presumably a stationary net, weighted to the sea-bed and kept upright 
by floats. The skolios panagros, “hollow all-catching net” is rendered in Mair’s 
translation as a “crooked trawl” but was no trawl in the modern sense of 
that word. The trawl is an active fishing implement dragged after the boat; 
it trails deeply in the water, along the sea bed. The skolios panagros on the 
other hand hangs just below the surface, suspended from cork floats along 
its edge.31 Instead of moving the net itself, the fishers could attempt to shoo 
a shoal into the net, as Oppian describes in the case of young tunny (4.566-
582, trans. A.W. Mair):32

The fishers set up very light nets of buoyant flax and wheel in a 
circle round about while they violently strike the surface of the 
sea with their oars and make a din with sweeping blow of poles. 
At the flashing of the swift oars and the noise the fishes bound 
in terror and rush into the bosom of the net which stands at rest, 
thinking it to be a shelter; foolish fishes which, frightened by a 

Fig. 4. Two fishers hauling a net (sagênê?) on board a 
boat (cydarum). (Drawn from the Althiburus mosaic, 
reproduced from Duval 1949).
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noise, enter the gates of doom. Then the fishers on either side 
hasten with the ropes to draw the net ashore. And when they 
see the moving rope, the fish, in vain terror, huddle and cower 
together and are coiled in a mass. Then would the fisher offer 
many prayers to the gods of hunting that nothing may leap out 
of the net nor anything make a move and show the way; for if the 
pelamyds [tunny33] see such a thing, speedily they all bound over 
the light net into the deep and leave the fishing fruitless.

Among ancient fishing techniques, one of the most productive was to catch 
migrating tunny in semi-permanent nets or traps. Oppian describes the “tun-
ny-watcher” (thynnoskopos) on a high hill, keeping a lookout for the approach-
ing shoals, and the fish streaming into the stationary nets “like soldiers by 
the phalanx” (Hal. 6.637-648). In the Black Sea region, Kyzikos and Byzan-
tion were, among others, renowned for tunny fishing. In the Mediterranean, 
Oppian singles out three waters as especially notable for their tunny fisheries: 
the Iberian Sea, the Golfe de Lion and the Sicilian Channel (3.623-627). Signifi-
cantly, these three regions were also known for their garum production.

6. Conclusions

Gallant assumed that ancient net fishing did not take place from boats, and 
that other techniques (such as fishing with hook and line, or net fishing from 
shore) were inefficient. As can be seen even from this short survey of the avail-
able evidence, neither of these assumptions is tenable. Simple technologies 
such as lines with multiple hooks or casting-nets used from shore are capable 
of producing substantial catches, and nets were clearly used from boats, at 
least from the early Empire onwards.

In fact, the most important technological constraint on the development 
of Graeco-Roman fisheries was not the inefficiency of the fishing gear, but 
the inability to preserve fish after the catch. This limited the range of the fish-
ing boats, since going far out of port entailed a correspondingly long return 
journey, by which time the catch would be spoiled. It also limited the size of 
boats and crews, since a larger boat would take longer to fill before it could 
commence the return trip.

Oppian describes seines and boats overflowing with fish as one might find 
on a good fishing day, but there would be other days when the catch was 
poor or fishing altogether impossible due to the weather. Even with advanced 
modern-day technology, catches remain variable and unpredictable. Catch-
ing table fish was probably never very remunerative for a fisher based in a 
small city (a category that includes most of the settlements along the Black 
Sea coast). On the few days of the year when the fisher had a windfall catch, 
there would be too few buyers in the local market – and the fish could not be 
held over until the next day. They could, however, be preserved (by drying, 
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pickling or salting) or processed into garum. Compared with other strate-
gies for obtaining food, ancient fishing technology was neither inefficient 
nor unproductive, and it may in fact have been overproductive in relation to 
potential consumption – leading in turn to the development of technologies 
for preservation and long-term storage of fish and fish products.
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The Reliability of Fishing Statistics 
as a Source for Catches and 

Fish Stocks in Antiquity

Anne Lif Lund Jacobsen

In 1985 T.W. Gallant published an influential essay on the potential produc-
tivity of fishing in the ancient world. He concluded that: “the role of fishing in 
the diet and the economy would have been, on the whole, subordinate and supplemen-
tary…”1 His methodological approach was original in using modern fishery 
data to estimate the productivity of ancient fisheries. Unfortunately his work 
suffered from several severe misunderstandings about ecosystems, the nature 
of a fishery and its biological interaction with its environment.

The purpose of this paper is to discuss the statistical background for Gal-
lant’s conclusions about fishery and the usefulness of modern catch data for 
historical fishery research. In order to do so, the author adopts the viewpoint 
of marine-environmental history, with some reference to other authors’ work 
on ancient fisheries.

1. Applied fishery statistics and biological literature

Gallant’s ambition is to provide some estimates about the social and eco-
nomical role of fishing in antiquity. Finding the available historical sources 
insufficient, he chooses to base his analyses primarily on modern fishery 
statistics, since they have the richness and continuity that older sources lack. 
The different types of fishery statistic he uses to back up his argumentation 
can roughly be divided into two groups: Catch data and catch-per-unit-effort 
(CPUE) data.2

The first type of data consists of information on 19th century Adriatic 
fishery and fishery statistics, mainly from the Mediterranean and from the 
period 1922-69; most of the data is from the 1950s and 1960s.3 Gallant does 
not tell us much about these data: whether they are total landings by country, 
whether they are based on commercial catch records or estimates, and how 
much effort was involved in the fishery. This of course makes it difficult to 
evaluate the quality and accuracy of the data. It is surprising that Gallant 
chose such a weak and incoherent statistical material since better data were 
available. FAO, for example, has published yearly catch data (on a national 
level and per species) from 1950 onwards.4
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The content of the CPUE data is even more blurry, with some data deriving 
from a study of a Malaysian fishery, where there are no references to the exact 
catch area, species caught, or the fishing effort evolved. Gallant also seems to 
use some CPUE data of unknown origin. This is clear in his Figure 1 where 
he tries to estimate the extent to which the use of different types of fishing 
gear could provide sufficient fish for the daily diet of the fisherman himself.5 
Such a calculation has to be based on some sort of CPUE, but no references are 
given. It goes without saying that estimates such as those given in Gallant’s 
Figure 1 are highly doubtful and must be used with great caution.

In biological matters, Gallant draws heavily on G.L. Faber’s work from 
1883 and his observations on fisheries ecology, especially with regard to the 
exploitation of pelagic species. This is problematic since marine fisheries ecol-
ogy was still in its early stages at that time and little was known about the 
interaction between fishing and fish abundances.6

Using Faber in this uncritical way leads Gallant to some erroneous con-
clusions, e.g., he quotes Faber as saying that fishing has little or no influ-
ence on the catch of pelagic species, and that the wide fluctuations between 
annual catches are only due to natural phenomena such as climate.7 At the 
time it was widely accepted that due to massive spawning, the recruitment 
of juvenile fish could not be affected seriously by fishing.8 Today we know 
that this is certainly not the case. In reality the fluctuations in yearly catches 
observed by Faber could have been caused by overfishing as well as by natu-
ral phenomena.

The use of outdated fishery biology led Gallant to conclude – inaccurately 
– that the irrational movement and fluctuation of pelagic species did not allow 
them to be commercially exploited in antiquity. Clearly, Gallant’s source 
material is not optimal, and in some cases out of date, but is it at all possible 
to use modern fishery statistics to estimate the likely output of a historical 
fishery and the level of exploitation?

2. Ecosystem changes

From a biological point of view, Gallant makes the serious mistake of see-
ing nature as a constant factor, which doesn’t change over time and space. 
In reality, ecosystems change and fluctuate over periods of time. In a marine 
ecosystem, these fluctuations will affect the abundance of fish and therefore 
eventually the catches.9 These fluctuations can originate from natural pro-
cesses such as temperature, salinity, primary production, predator – prey 
relationships, etc., but also from human activities such as fishing, draining 
and pollution.10

When Gallant argues that it is possible to compare ancient fishing methods 
and modern catch data, he also assumes that the marine environment has not 
changed, that temperature, salinity etc. have always been the same, that the 
abundance of species is identical, and that human exploitation has not had any 
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affect on the fish stocks. Two examples will show that ecosystems can indeed 
change dramatically over time, due to both natural and human factors.

2.1. Example 1: Anchovy in the Pacific

The case of the Coastal Pelagic Abundance of Anchovy in the California Cur-
rent Ecosystem is an example that illustrates nature driven changes in the 
abundance of fish.

The change in the distribution of the stock seems to be a natural phenom-
enon, since the anchovy was not commercially exploited before the end of the 
19th century. In the case of the Californian anchovy, the climate seems to play 
a significant role, and it is possible to establish a link between the cadence of 
the Pacific Decadal Oscillation (PDO)11 and the abundance of anchovy. Note 
that there are both low frequency changes in distribution, as well as long-
term changes.12

2.2. Example 2: Cod in the North Sea

An example of how human activity can affect the abundance of fish is seen on 
the graphics representation of the decline of cod stock in the North Sea. The 
Spawning Stock Biomass expresses the well being of the stock but, as seen on 
the graph, the cod stock in the North Sea has been declining since 1971 due 
to high levels of exploitation.13

Fig. 1. From R.C. Frances, Exploited seas, 2001, 134.
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Observe that the catches continue to grow until around 1981, even though, 
by that date, the stock has been declining over a ten-year period. In a high-
efficiency fishery it is possible to maintain high catches even though stock is 
depleting. As long as the fishing technology becomes correspondingly more 
efficient, or cheaper, the fisherman’s economical income will remain some-
what stable.15

When Gallant uses catch statistics from the 1950s and 1960s, we must keep 
in mind that the fishing effort in the Mediterranean and Black Sea by 1950 
and 1960 was enormous compared to the effort in antiquity, and the level of 
exploitation today is therefore much higher. Thus, one cannot assume that 
the CPUE is necessarily higher in a high-efficiency fishery than in a more 
primitive fishery: the modern ecosystem might be depleted, whilst the antique 
ecosystem may have been at its pristine stage. It is very likely that the main 
fish stocks and species in the Mediterranean and Black Sea became maximal 
or over-exploited during the second half of the 20th century, and that the 
massive fishing effort in the modern period was necessary to maintain an 
adequate catch.16 Keeping this in mind, it is quite possible that a smaller fish-
ing effort in antiquity would produce a substantially larger catch than those 
of modern times.

The reasons why modern fish-statistics cannot be used to estimate the likely 
output of ancient fishery can be summarised in two main arguments:

1. That climate changes over time, and climate affects the distribution of 
species

Fig. 2. ACFM Report 200314
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2. While a large fishing effort today only results in a modest catch due to 
heavy exploitation of the stocks, a low fishing effort in antiquity could 
have given a considerable catch.

This means that Gallant’s main argument about the ancient fisherman’s CPUE 
being so diminutive compared to modern CPUE might be wrong, because he 
is comparing two fundamentally different ecosystems.

If one accepts Gallant’s data and methodology as somewhat trustworthy, 
despite the reservations already mentioned, we still need to examine how he 
interprets the data.

3. Gallant’s theses

It is possible to summarise Gallant’s main theses about ancient fishery in the 
Mediterranean and Black Sea in five statements:

1. The fishing technology was too primitive/labour intensive to sustain a 
large-scale fishery, especially for pelagic species.

2. Fishery statistics from modern times (Mediterranean and Black Sea), where 
more effective fishing gear was used, indicate that catches in antiquity were 
much smaller. Modern fishery data from Malaysia where similar fishing 
technology was used shows that the catch per effort is so low that fishery 
could only be a part-time occupation, supplementing farming etc.

3. Therefore, fish was fished and eaten locally as a supplement to the daily 
diet, because the amount of calories gained from the fishery could not feed 
the fisherman himself.

4. Furthermore the price of [fresh] fish was so high, compared to grain, that 
it should be considered a luxury food, and therefore fish would not have 
been an important part of the general diet in antiquity.

5. Finally, large-scale processing and long-distance trade were not possible 
because the catches were small and irregular and the techniques for pres-
ervation inefficient.

This led Gallant to conclude that:

the role of fishing in the diet and the economy would have been, 
on the whole, subordinate and supplementary … Its main func-
tion would have been to supply a source of sustinence during 
periods of food scarcity due to reduced crop yields.17

Gallant’s first argument about the low catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) of the 
ancient fishing gear is of course true compared to more modern gear such as 
high sea vessels and trawlers. But, in general, he tends to underestimate the 
efficiency and craftsmanship of the ancient fishing gear. For example he states 
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that the potential effectiveness of gill-nets is very small since they had to be 
accurately tied and such skills were not sufficiently mastered in antiquity.18 
This contradicts the fact that gill nets are known to have been widely used 
for fishing in ancient Mesopotamia, long before the existence of industrially 
manufactured nets and lines.19

In the final analysis, the catch power of fishing gear, or potential produc-
tivity as Gallant calls it, is not the only thing that determines the size of the 
catches. If the resources being exploited are plentiful, the CPUE may be high, 
but if the resource is depleted, the corresponding CPUE will be low. As we 
have discussed above, the marine ecosystems in antiquity are quite likely 
to have been healthier than the present ecosystem. From this it follows that 
Gallant’s second thesis is also wrong, since ecosystems fluctuate over time. 
His argument that the low CPUE in the Malaysian fishery is similar to that 
in antiquity does not hold, as he is trying to compare two fundamentally dif-
ferent ecosystems that are divided by time and space.

The amount of fish consumed on board or in the fisherman’s household is, 
in general, not included in the official catch statistics, since they are normally 
based on the actual landings destined for trade.20 In order to estimate the total 
harvest from the sea, not only should the consumption of the fisherman and 
his dependents be added to the catch records, but also the discards at sea 
of juvenile or commercially worthless species. The catch statistics therefore 
only cover the marketable surplus, after the needs of the fishermen and their 
dependents have been met.

Thesis no. 3 is based on the assumption of low output in ancient fishery, 
but since the output may well have been larger, fish may well have played a 
more significant role in the diet, and also have been so vast a resource that it 
might have been a commodity for trade.

Gallant bases his fourth thesis, that fish was a luxury food, on price lists 
from the Boeotian polis of Akraiphia. According to these prices, only the 
wealthiest citizens could afford to buy fish on a regular basis. However, Gal-
lant overlooks that the prices are probably for fresh fish. Because a fresh fish 
decays quickly it has to be eaten soon after it is caught—how soon depends 
on the preferences of the consumers, but it is likely that the fish had to be 
brought to market and consumed within 1 to 3 days after it was caught.21 
Such a high quality product would obviously be expensive. Furthermore, 
several of the 12 species Gallant has deduced from the list are only found in 
salt water, and since Akraiphia is without access to the sea, these fish had to 
be transported some distance before reaching the consumers, which would 
add to their cost.

We have to consider that the price list is only for fresh fish brought to 
market as an article for commercial trade. A lot of fresh fish would have been 
consumed locally by the fisherman himself or traded as part of a local subsist-
ence economy. So fresh fish might be an expensive imported food item in the 
polis, but at the same time a common food source consumed locally.
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So far, we have only discussed fish as a high quality fresh food item, but it is 
possible to preserve fish by several methods, thereby extending the time the 
product can be stored or transported.

In his fifth thesis, Gallant argues that an export oriented fishing industry 
was not possible because of the fluctuations in catches and the inefficient 
preservation techniques. His theory about fluctuations in catches is errone-
ously based on the modern fishery statistics and outdated fish biology, as 
already discussed, and several studies of processed fish in antiquity indicate 
that garum was an important part of the ancient economy, especially in the 
Roman Empire.22

Another preservation technique, which might prove fruitful in explaining 
how a significant fishing industry could easily process and trade its products, 
was the drying of fish. The archaeological evidence for the production of dried 
fish is non-existent since only a rack or a flat area for drying is needed. Dried 
fish might be a low quality product, but requires no equipment and can be 
used both for large and small quantities. This would make it a cheap, non-
perishable source of food. It would probably be produced locally and some 
of it would be part of a local subsistence economy and therefore not visible in 
the written sources, but some of it might have been traded on a commercial 
basis to supply the poorest part of the population with cheap proteins.

The lack of archaeological evidence and the low status of the product could 
be the reason why we do not know much about trade in dried fish.

Conclusion and suggestions for future research

It should by now be evident that estimates of catches and stocks for historical 
fisheries cannot be based on modern catch data. Instead, estimates must be 
based on archaeological evidence and historical sources, possibly combined 
with historical ecology and paleoclimatology.

A systematical mapping of sites where objects related to fishing were found 
would give some ideas about the distribution of the fishery. Unfortunately, 
however, fish bones and fishing gear are poorly represented on most sites, but 
this absence of fishing-related items does not necessarily exclude the occur-
rence of fishing activities.

One way to approach the question of the extent of the ancient fishery 
would be to calculate the capacity of the fish processing sites along the Medi-
terranean and Black Sea coasts. These sites would give an idea about the 
extent of the garum-related fishery. Another way of addressing the problem 
would be to use the remains of garum amphorae to estimate the amount of 
fish used to produce such amounts of garum.

The sites where fresh fish was processed into garum would probably be 
located near the migration routes of the main pelagic species. If these were 
mapped according to when they were functioning it might be possible to esti-
mate the historical migration patterns for some of the main pelagic species.
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The fishery for fresh fish consumption is hard to estimate as it leaves 
few archaeological traces, and because some of the catch never reaches the 
markets but is consumed locally by the fisherman himself. Still, the existence 
of communities in areas with bad farming land, but with access to marine 
resources, indicates that for some fishermen fishing was a primary occupation. 
The question is whether the fisherman only fished for his own consumption, 
or was fishing for a larger processing industry.
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Fishery in the Life of the Nomadic 
Population of the Northern Black 

Sea Area in the Early Iron Age

Nadežda A. Gavriljuk

It is commonly believed that fishing is unusual for traditional nomads as they, 
being herdsmen, believed fish to be inedible and instead mainly ate meat and 
drank milk. Consumption of fish by the barbarian population in the north-
ern Black Sea area in the early Iron Age was usually limited geographically 
to the forest steppe zone. The appearance of fishery in the steppe zone was 
thought to be connected with either the Greeks of Olbia, Chersonesos, the 
Bosporan Kingdom, etc. or with the post-Scythian population, for example 
that of Scythia Minor on the Dnieper from the 2nd century BC.1 However, 
archaeological research of recent years, in particular finds from Scythian settle-
ments on both banks of the Dnieper2 dated to the 4th century BC, as well as 
the results of the study of the economic history of the steppe Scythians – in 
particular their domestic production3 – and an application of general patterns 
of nomadic economy to the interpretation, allow us to take a fresh view of 
this problem.

Firstly, it is possible to pinpoint an appreciably earlier appearance of 
fishery in the steppe zone of Scythia than is normally assumed; secondly, 
we may confidently connect fish processing with the Scythians among the 
population of the steppes of the northern Black Sea region; thirdly, it can be 
demonstrated that not only Eastern civilization, but also the Greek way of 
life influenced the Scythian fishery. The following sources are available for 
our reconstruction of nomadic fishery:

1. Results of the reconstruction of the palaeoecological situation in the north-
ern Black Sea region and of nomadic palaeoeconomics.

2. Written sources and ethnographic parallels.
3. Results of field investigations of the material cultures of early nomads and 

a semantic analysis thereof.

Taken together, all three sources testify to the favourable conditions for the 
development of fishery in any form. In addition to the utilitarian applicability 
of nomadic fishery, its cultic aspects may also be considered.
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1. Palaeoenvironment

There is an extensive river system in the territory of the northern Black Sea 
steppe zone. In every respect, the organization of a pastoral economy depends 
on water. Some researchers have constructed a typology of nomadic societies 
based on whether their settlements were located near water resources or not.4 
Almost all the rivers of the northern Black Sea region had rich natural fresh-
water fish resources. The greatest rivers are the Dniester and the Borysthenes 
(Dnieper). Both rivers are especially abundant in fish. The Lower Dnieper (the 
part of the river along and after the rapids but before the estuary) traverses 
the Ukrainian crystal shield. So, in this place the Dnieper provides very clean 
water, which is necessary for the sturgeons migrating upstream to spawn. A 
similar situation can be found in the Hypanis (Southern Bug), which is another 
big river West of the Dnieper. The Southern Bug also has its own granite bed 
and rapids and it was also famous for its shoals of migrating fish. Now both 
rivers flow together in their estuaries and form the giant combined Dnieper-
Bug estuary (today c. 800 km2) where edible fish are rich in number and 
variety. The Borysthenes (Dnieper) is a typical river of the plain. It features 
numerous small islands and a system of channels in which fish abounded. 
Late Medieval sources confirm this.5 The Greeks had understood these natu-
ral conditions as can be gleaned from Herodotos’ well-known words about 
the abundance of fish in Scythia. Herodotos also noted the abundance of salt 
at the Dnieper’s estuary (Hdt. 4.53); salt is of course important for process-
ing fish. Near two major crossings over the river at Chortitsa and Kamenka, 
which were also important trade routes, there arose a number of hill forts. 
Kamenka,6 Kapulovka7 and Sovutinskoe8 are the first three sites of Scythian 
settled life. They appeared in the late 5th to the early 4th centuries BC. Already 
by the end of the 4th century more than 120 settlements had been established 
on both banks of the Dnieper.9

When the Scythian inhabitants of the dry steppe zone appeared in the 
northern Black Sea region they were surprised at the sheer number of rivers. 
Not surprisingly there is a word mal, borrowed from Scythian and meaning, 
“deep stagnant water”,10 which is absent from the terms for waterways in 
the Ossetian language. However, it is not yet possible to extract much paleo-
economic information from such a philological analysis.

Judging the water resources of steppe Scythia in their totality, it can be 
concluded that the northern Black Sea region in the early Iron Age was a zone 
abounding in fresh water, providing favourable conditions for the develop-
ment of fishing based on the fishing of fresh water and migrating salt water 
fish.

Written sources concerning Scythian fishery are not numerous. Herodo-
tos, who had visited the northern Black Sea region in the early years of the 
Greek colonization, devoted special attention to the description of the natural 
resources of the country (4.53, trans. A.D. Godley):



Fishery in the Life of the Nomadic Population 107

The fourth is the Borysthenes river. This is the next greatest after 
the Istros, and the most productive, in our judgment, not only of 
the Scythian but of all rivers, except the Egyptian Nile, with which 
no other river can be compared. But of the rest, the Borysthenes 
is the most productive; it provides the finest and best-nurturing 
pasture lands for beasts, and the fish in it are beyond all in their 
excellence and abundance. Its water is most sweet to drink, flow-
ing with a clear current, whereas the other rivers are turbid. There 
is excellent soil on its banks, and very rich grass where the land 
is not planted; and self-formed crusts of salt abound at its mouth; 
it provides great spineless fish, called antakaios, for salting, and 
many other wonderful things besides.

In the opinion of the commentators on Herodotos, the antakaios is a fish per-
taining to the sturgeon family.11 This family consists of sturgeon, white stur-
geon or beluga (huso huso, 17 species of which are known today), and starry 
sturgeon (acipenser stellatus). All these migratory fish are found in the Black 
and Azov Seas. White sturgeons with a length up to 3 m and a weight of up to 
200 kg were well known to the Greeks as edible fish from their native Adriatic 
Sea.12 Sturgeons prevailed among fish images on Scythian metal objects.

Another favorite “Scythian” fish type was the catfish. This monster with 
a length of up to 5 m, weighing up to 300 kg, and found in the Dnieper, was 
described by Pliny. “In Borysthenes catfish are found of outstanding size with-
out bones or cartilages and with very tasty meat”. Meat of these fish was not 
only tasty, but also had medicinal value. Pliny mentions no fewer than 300 
recipes for medicine which included various kinds of catfish (Plin. HN 9.45). 
This fish was also depicted in Scythian tattoos and ornaments (Fig. 1).

2. Archaeological material, images

Images of fish were disseminated in the animal style art of the early nomads 
long before their occurrence in the steppes of the northern Black Sea region. 
Though rare in the art of the Eurasian nomads, they can be found in the cul-
ture of the Altai Scythians. Images of fish decorated felt coverings of saddles 
from Barrow 1 in the burial grounds of Ak-Alakha 113 (Fig. 1.2). The head of 
a fish was pictured on an object from the 2nd Bašadar Barrow.14 Images of a 
fish were among the tattoos on a man’s fore-arm from the 2nd Pazyryk Bar-
row15 (Fig. 1.1).

Images of fish may be an element that connects the culture of the northern 
Black Sea region Scythians with the culture of the nomads of the “depths of 
Asia”. In the animal style of the Eurasian nomads the depiction of an eagle 
tormenting a fish was popular (Fig. 2.8).16 Ornithologists identify this bird as 
a sea eagle. It is the largest of the Eurasian birds of prey. Sea eagles live near 
expanses of water and feed on fish. The fish in the depiction is most likely a 
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sturgeon. However, the strength of the sea eagle is greatly exaggerated here, 
as it even has a problem pulling a bream weighing 3-4 kg out of the water. 
When the bird has seized such a large fish, the sea eagle reaches land by 
swimming, flapping its wings on the water.17 These images conceal a double 
semantic meaning. A fish functions as a symbol of the nether world, while a 
bird (especially a “regal predator”) is a symbol of the upper, heavenly sphere,18 

and in the struggle of the two, the upper world prevails.19

The earliest archaeological evidence demonstrating that the Scythians 
of the northern Black Sea region depicted species found in the underwater 
world is found on gold plate sheeting covering wooden bowls. Such gold 
plates were found in Barrow 5 near the village of Archangel’sk in the Cherson 
region20 (sea fish, Fig. 2.5), in the Solocha Barrow near Velikaja Znamenka in 
the Zaporož’e region21 (river fish, Fig. 2.4), and in the Malaja Simbalka Bar-
row.22 All are dated to the end of the 5th century BC. A later development is 
images of fish on plates decorating horse harnesses. Two silver frontlets (with 
a gold covering, Fig. 2.6) derive from the Solocha barrow.23 Bronze ornaments 
showing sturgeons were found in Barrow 2 near Malaja Lepeticha24 (Fig. 2.2-
3). In the forest steppe zone of the northern Black Sea region a gold frontlet 
with an image of a fish dated to the 4th century BC – the only such example 
– was found in Barrow 1 at the village of Volkovcy25 (Fig. 2.7). Five cast bronze 
ornaments from a horse’s harness with a fish motif were found in the looted 
Burial 2 of Barrow 1 near the village of Razdol’noe in the Crimea. The find is 
dated to the 5th century BC.26

Fig. 1. Images of a sheat-fish. 
1: tattoo of the body of the 
man from the 2nd Pazyryk 
barrow (by S. Rudenko); 2: 
decoration of the felt cover-
ings of the saddles from a 
barrow, No. 1 burial grounds 
Ak-Alakha 1 (Mountain 
Altai, 5th century BC) (by N. 
Polos’mak).
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Fig. 2. 1: Decoration in bronze from shield, ca. 400 BC, from Ordžonikidze (Terenožkin, 
Il’inskaja, Chernenko & Mozolevski 1973, 171), 2-3: Decoration in bronze, from Malaja 
Lepetikha, 4th century BC (Il’inskaja & Terenožkin 1983, 150, 161), 4-5: Decorations 
in gold from wooden bowls, late 5th century BC. Fig. 2.4 from the Solocha barrow near 
Velikaya Znamenka (Mantsevič 1987, 96, N 68), Fig. 2.5 from Archangelsk (Kherson 
region) (Leskov 1972, 56, fig. 31, 32), 2.6: Gold plated silver frontlet from horse harness, 
from the Solocha barrow, 4th century BC (Mantsevič 1987, 39-42, N 13,16), 2.7: Gold 
frontlet from horse harness, from Volkovtsi, 4th century BC (Michel 1995, 217, K3), 2.8: 
Metal applique (Korol’kova 1998).

Fig.2. 1-6 - wooden vessels decorated with gold plates showing a fish. 1-

6 - 7- sea eagle (white-tail) as “an eagle tormenting a fish”. 
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The uniquely realistic image of a pikeperch was found in Tomb 1 of the 
Barrow 12 groups of mine 22 at the village of Ordžonikidze near Dnepro-
petrovsk (Fig. 2.1). This plate decorated a warrior’s shield. The burial dates 
to the transition from the 5th to the 4th century BC.27

Summing up the evidence, in the steppe zone of the Black Sea region the 
first images of fish are found on wooden bowls (gold sheeting dated to the 
5th century BC). In the late 5th to the early 4th century BC fish decorate horse 
harnesses and even warriors’ shields. The fish images probably had an apo-
tropaic character. But in addition to that, the very presence of the ornaments 
strengthened the protective function of shield and horse harness.

3. Archaeological material, remains of fish and fishing equipment

It is not possible to speak about domestic consumption of fish by the steppe 
Scythians until the 4th century BC. The late 5th to the early 4th century BC 
witness significant changes in the nomadic economy of the northern Black 
Sea region, as the economy of the steppe Scythians was transformed from 
a nomadic to a semi-settled one. Agriculture was practised and part of the 
nomadic population adopted a settled way of life.28 The first settlements of 
steppe Scythians appeared in the Don and Dnieper regions. Finds from these 
settlements allow us to speak about the occurrence of fish as an element in the 
diet of their inhabitants. Material from the Elizavetovka and other settlements 
of the Don estuary testify to the occurrence of fishery in the Scythian steppe 
zone by the end of the 5th and during the 4th century BC.29

Fish bones were found in household pits of the steppe Scythian settlements 
in the Dnieper area and occasionally in burials of the 5th century BC. In the 
settlement of Lysaja Gora, two household pits (Nos. 83, 110) were opened 
which were filled with bones and scales of fish. Fish bones were also found 
in Pit 1 in the settlement of Černeča. Bones of sturgeon of large and medium 
sizes predominated.30

Reconstruction of the process of fishing based on archaeological mater-
ial is difficult. However, during the period of spawning the quantity of fish 
increases so much that “hunting” them with bow and arrow does not seem to 
have been impossible. Finds of fish hooks in the cultural layer of the Kamenka 
hill fort allow us to speak about the catching of rather large fish with fishing-
lines (Fig. 3.1). Fishing probably also utilised fixed nets, a technique generally 
considered the oldest.31

There is no archaeological evidence for trade in fish on the Dnieper in the 
4th century BC. Such trade probably evolved to meet the needs of the Greeks 
for fish. In the delta of the Don, contacts between Greeks and “barbarians” 
developed earlier than in the Dnieper region. Therefore “barbarian” settle-
ments with a fishing industry also appeared here earlier, namely in the 4th 
century BC.32 Approximately at the same time, fishing on the Dniester also 
started.33 The transition to market oriented fishing is often associated with 
the introduction of large seines and fixed nets.
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Nets were most likely made of hemp or linen strings.34 They were appar-
ently knotted with either large or small meshes as seen on a real net found 
at Nikonion.35 To ensure the net extended down to the bottom, sinkers were 
suspended at small intervals along its entire length. In Scythian contexts, sink-
ers were predominantly made from wall fragments of amphorae, with drilled 
holes. These have at times been found in excavations of ancient sites. In the 
Dnieper region such finds appear for the first time in the post-Scythian settle-

Fig. 3. 1: Fish hook 
(iron), 2-4: shuttles for 
knitting fishing nets 
(bone), 5-10: sinkers 
(fragments of amphorae 
walls).
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ments (Fig. 3.5-10). Among the finds from the settlement of Gavrilovka were 
plenty of bone objects, among them needles for making or mending fishing 
nets (Fig. 3.2-3). The abundance of fish bones, finds of sinkers for nets and 
large needles for making nets at sites dating from the 2nd century BC to the 
2nd century AD36 allow us to speak about a commercial character of fishing 
by the population in the post-Scythian settlements. Commercial fishing in the 
Dnieper region, as well as in the Don and Dniester regions, began under the 
influence of the Greeks.

4. Conclusions

1. The nomadic Scythians’ familiarity with the underwater world developed 
long before it became a phenomenon in the steppe zones of the northern 
Black Sea region and at great distances from the latter area. Fish images 
are probably an element which connected the culture of the Scythians of 
the northern Black Sea with the material culture of the nomads from the 
“depths of Asia”.

2. In the steppe zone, the first images of fish were found on the gold sheeting 
covering wooden vessels dated to the 5th century BC. By the late 5th to 
the early 4th century BC fish decorate horse harnesses and even shields. 
Fish images on a horse harness (frontlets and ornaments), not to mention 
a shield, have both apotropaic and physically protective functions.

3. Archaeological material from sites of the Scythian settled communities 
that appeared by the late 5th to the early 4th century BC allows us to 
speak about the occurrence of fish as a component in the diet of the steppe 
Scythians of the northern Black Sea. For nomads the fishing of freshwater 
fish was characteristic. This type of fish was a supplementary source of 
food for the steppe population as some of them went over to a settled life 
in the 4th century BC.

4. The introduction of market oriented fishing by the population of the steppe 
zone of the northern Black Sea area was, partly or wholly, in response to 
the Greek demand for fish.

5. The nomadic population of the Don and Dniester regions began fishing 
not only for domestic consumption but for trade in the 4th century BC, 
whereas the “barbarians” and Mix-Hellenes of the Lower Dnieper region 
started “commercial” fishing only in the 2nd century BC.
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Fish and Money: 
Numismatic Evidence for Black Sea Fishing

Vladimir F. Stolba

Human beings – both ancient and modern – have not only associated the 
word “fish” with food, but also, to a very great degree, with a marketable 
commodity linked with money. For such a sea-oriented people as the Greeks, 
who established settlements on the shores of the Mediterranean and Pontos, 
and whose dependence on the waterways and marine resources was extraor-
dinary, this association must have been particularly strong. We may assume, 
therefore, that it was not an inverse association. The sporadic appearance of 
fish on coins, or as a coin type all around the Greek world, would also sug-
gest that we are not dealing with a fortuitous phenomenon.

In terms of the ancient Black Sea, where the written sources on economic 
conditions in general – and fishery in particular – are often very scarce, the 
numismatic data may provide an additional piece of evidence. It is generally 
accepted that in Archaic and Classical times the typology of the Greek coins 
was chiefly of a religious character, which it maintained right into the early 
Hellenistic period. Despite this fact there is a fairly large group of types related 
one way or another to the local resources that secured a reputation or prosper-
ity for the specific city or entire region.1 Two of the many examples are the 
barley ear and barley seeds on the well-known silver specimens of Metapontos 
and Leontinoi, respectively (Fig. 1.1-2). The grain ear on the fourth-century BC 
gold staters of Pantikapaion and the wheat seed on the contemporary coins 
of Phanagoria (Fig. 1.3-4), are also totally consistent with what we learn from 
Athenian orators (Dem. 20.31-33; Din. 1.43; Isocr. 17.57) about the role of the 
Bosporos in the international grain trade. An appeal to marine resources was 
no exception here, and the ubiquitous tunny-fish on the electrum and silver of 
Kyzikos may serve as an example (Fig. 1.5,11). Perhaps even more explicitly 
this occurs in the coinage of Gela in southern Sicily where we find a young 
male head surrounded by fishes representing a local river god (Fig. 1.9).

On the other hand, some emblems, which at first glance seem to belong 
to the same group, should perhaps not be regarded as such. For instance, the 
eagle-on-the dolphin symbol occurring on the coins of Sinope, Istros, and 
Olbia (Fig. 1.6-8) can hardly be seen as an allusion to the marine resources of 
these cities, but perhaps to their coastal position.2

More than twenty years ago P.O. Karyškovskij, who discussed this issue 
at length, was inclined to see the dolphin and the eagle as attributes of Apollo 
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Fig. 1. Greek coins of the Classical and Hellenistic periods. 1) Metapontos, AR; 
2) Leontinoi, AR; 3) Pantikapaion, AU; 4) Phanagoria, AR; 5) Kyzikos, EL; 6) Olbia, AE; 
7) Sinope, AR; 8) Histria, AR; 9) Gela, AR; 10) Akragas, AR; 11) Kyzikos, AR. (1-2, 11: 
Gorny & Mosch auctions (126, lot No. 1101; 122, lot No. 1099; 121, lot No. 164), photo 
courtesy of the Gorny & Mosch Giessener Münzhandlung; 4: in commerce; 3, 6-8: Danish 
National Museum, Collection of Coins and Medals, SNG Cop. 6.20, 6.75, 18.281, 6.191, 
photo courtesy of the Museum; 5: CNG auction 14.01.2003, lot No. 301, photo courtesy of 
the Classical Numismatic Group, Inc.; 9-10: after Kraay 1976, pls. 48.826 and 46.797).
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Delphinios and of Zeus, respectively.3 But semantically speaking, the ques-
tion is rather intricate, since a similar design, sometimes with a fish instead 
of a dolphin, occurs both in the Scythian and Graeco-Scythian art, and was 
also distributed far beyond areas of Greek culture as such. Perhaps it should 
be understood as one of the main cosmological symbols of the ancient inhab-
itants of Eurasia, where the eagle seemingly represents the celestial or the 
upper-world whereas the dolphin/fish could represent the water, i.e. the 
underworld.4 Thus, for the Indo-Europeans a combination of the two could 
mean, as suggested by some scholars, a sacred marriage alliance between the 
sky, as a male substance, and the terrestrial or aquatic element, as a female 
substance, something that ultimately guaranteed the existence of everything.5 
Describing the universe by means of a zoological code might though imply 
both the unity and the conflict of opposing principles. In this sense it is to 
some extent semantically similar to the well-known scenes of a wild beast 
attacking a herbivore.6 Indeed, the Greeks might interpret this notion in a 
slightly different way, correlating these two elements with the sacred images 
with which they were more familiar. To illustrate this explanation, one might 
refer to the numismatic parallel from south-western Sicily, namely the coin-
age of the non-coastal polis of Akragas. Not long before its destruction by the 
Carthaginians, the city struck very elegant dekadrachms, the design of which 
was apparently intended to celebrate the Olympic victory of the Akragantine 
Exainetos in 412 BC.7 On the obverse of these coins, the chariot of Helios runs 
between the sky and the sea, which are represented by an eagle and a crab, 
correspondingly (Fig. 1.10).

In order to avoid any further confusion, however, we shall concentrate 
henceforth only on the fish, leaving aside numerous representations of dol-
phins. The evidence is organised geographically starting from the north-west-
ern corner of the Black Sea and following its shores clock-wise.

1. Karkinitis

Karkinitian coins (Fig. 2.1-3) revealing a fish as a main coin type are not 
numerous. It is not long ago, that as a result of excavations of 1980 to 1982 in 
Eupatoria, they were introduced to the scientific world.8 All the specimens are 
bronze and made in the cast technique. This peculiarity strongly indicates the 
influence from the neighbouring city of Olbia, where this distinctive technique, 
foreign to the Greek world as such, was employed from the sixth century BC 
onwards. Archaeological context and parallels in the numismatics of Olbia 
date the issues reliably to the early fifth century BC. According to shape they 
may be divided into two main groups.

The figured cast specimens in the shape of a fish constitute the first of 
these groups. In fact, only one side of the casts represents the fish in relief, 
while the other having a long horizontal rib resembles rather an arrowhead 
(Fig. 2.1).
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Fig. 2. Coins of Karkinitis, Olbia and Chersonesos. 1-3) Karkinitis, AE; 4) Olbia, AE; 
5) Sturgeon shaped bronze figure from barrow 4 near the village of Ryleevka (West 
Crimea); 6-7, 10-11) Chersonesos, AR; 8-9, 12-13) Chersonesos, AE. (1: Gorny & Mosch 
auction 60, lot No. 180, photo courtesy of the Gorny & Mosch Giessener Münzhandlung; 
2: Odessa Museum of Numismatics, photo courtesy of the Museum; 3: after Kutajsov 1986, 
fig. 1; 5: after Koltuchov 1997, 63, fig. 3; 6-8, 11: State Hermitage Museum, Numismatic 
Department, inv.-nos. 25936-25937, 26075, 25945, after casts; 9: Bibliothèque royal de 
Belgique, Cabinet des Médailles, L. de Hirsch Collection 850, after a cast; 10: Hess-Leu 
auction 2.04.1958, lot No. 119, after a cast; 12: Ashmolean Museum Oxford, Heberden 
Coin Room, May bequest 1961, after a cast; 13: Bibliothèque National Paris, Cabinet des 
Medailles, after a cast.)
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The second group is round in shape and consists of two denominations 
showing a fish on the obverse and an abbreviated city-ethnic KA or K on the 
reverse (Fig. 2.2-3).

Kutajsov, who first published and attributed these coins to Karkinitis, con-
sidered the obverse of the last group to be a representation of a dolphin or, as 
he suggested later, one of the sturgeon types. However, taking into account 
their state of preservation and the rather careless execution of the moulds, any 
attempt to identify the fish species should be met with caution. The dolphin, 
it seems, has the least chance of being among the candidates here.

Indeed, more helpful in this respect is the first of the two issues. The gen-
eral outline of the casts, the heterocercal caudal fin with its characteristically 
elongated upper part and slightly upturned snout, leave little doubt that we 
have a representation of one of the sturgeon species, as already recognised by 
the first publishers. A relief horizontal rib, discernible on some of the casts, 
might perhaps also be regarded as a poor reproduction of a scute row, which 
distinguishes this kind of fish. However, the outward appearance showing 
the features characteristic for the entire Acipenseridae (Sturgeons) family is 
not as detailed as to make one agree unreservedly with M. Zolotarev, who 
identifies it as the Huso huso or beluga. As suggested by S.G. Koltuchov, the 
peculiar form of the Karkinitian cast money could perhaps have affected 
the appearance of the sturgeon in the contemporary Scythian animal-style 
metalwork.9 Articles designed or shaped like fish are fairly widespread in the 
steppes of Southern Russia showing an evident concentration in the Lower 
Dnieper region.10 Recent finds from the barrows near the village Ryleevka in 
the north-western Crimea may provide one of the most characteristic examples 
of such representations (Fig. 2.5).11 It is, however, beyond the scope of this 
article to become involved in the details of this issue, although, as in the case 
of the arrowhead money, we certainly cannot exclude the cultural influence 
from Scythia upon the Greeks, rather than vice versa.

2. Chersonesos

2.1 Obv. Parthenos, left.
Rev. Fish r., and club, ΧΕΡ. AR and Æ.
Anochin 1977, nos. 1-7; SNG BM 706.

This type is represented in two metals, which apparently were struck contem-
poraneously. Well-preserved specimens of two different denominations kept 
in St. Petersburg, London, and Oxford12 allow more accurate attribution of the 
fish species (Fig. 2.6,12). Two clearly discernible dorsal fins and a projecting 
anal fin seem to indicate that the die engraver intended to represent a mullet. 
Perhaps this might not be true, however, for the variety of this type with the 
one-letter longer legend ΧΕΡΣ on the reverse, the finest example of this being 
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on the coin from the L. de Hirsch collection in Brussels (Fig. 2.9).13 Despite the 
exceptional state of preservation only one dorsal fin can be identified on this 
specimen with certainty. If this is the case, the most likely candidate would 
indeed be a Pontic shad.

2.2 Obv. Bukranion.
Rev. Fish left or right, and a club beneath. ΧΕΡ. Æ.
Anochin 1977, Nos. 9-12.

The type is represented by bronze specimens only (Fig. 2.8). In all dies known 
to me, the fish has apparently only one dorsal fin, although the entire image 
is so stylised that any attempt to identify the species would be a matter of 
pure speculation. The possibility cannot even be ruled out that we are dealing 
with an extremely poor representation of a dolphin, such as that appearing not 
infrequently on the coinage of Classical and early Hellenistic Byzantion.14

While the silver and bronze of Type 1 belong to the first quarter of the 
fourth century, Type 2 known only in bronze cannot be dated earlier than 
the second quarter of the same century. Amazing though it may seem, apart 
from the club the early coin typology of Chersonesos has little to do with 
that of the metropolis. Permanence of the reverse device, which characterises 
the local coinage for at least a quarter a century, seems to imply an effort to 
introduce it as an emblem of the city. It can perhaps be corroborated by the 
following type:

2.3 Obv. Head of Parthenos in a three-quarter view.
Rev. Butting bull, l.; club and fish beneath. AR.
Anochin 1977, Nos. 23-25.

The same emblem appears here as an additional element of the type (Fig. 2.10-
11). However, this attempt seemed to fail and from about 360 BC, the fish, 
unlike the club, disappears entirely from the Chersonesean coin typology. 
Although the reason for this alteration remains unknown, we may assume that 
the annexation of the fertile plain of the western Crimea, where the earliest 
Chersonesean presence recorded at Panskoye I is datable to exactly the same 
period,15 could perhaps lead to the shifting accents in the polis’ economy.

In spite of this it would be erroneous to think that fishing was losing its 
importance in the following periods of the city’s history. On the contrary, 
fish was certainly both staple food and one of the bases of the Chersonesean 
economy,16 and it maintains this role in the modern city of Sevastopol’, the 
successor to ancient Chersonesos. Perhaps this is most vividly stressed in the 
novel Lestrigonoi by the early twentieth century Russian writer Alexander 
Kuprin, who gives an account of the everyday life of the fishing village of 
Balaklava just on the outskirts of Sevastopol.17 This story makes clear the role 
of the dolphins too, which chase the huge schools of mullet into the deep – but 
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extremely narrow – Balaklava Bay, thereby providing a unique opportunity 
to catch the fish in enormous quantities.18 Characteristically, the images of 
dolphins occur occasionally on the Chersonesean small copper coins at that 
very point when we find the depiction of a fish. However, taking into account 
bone remains of the common dolphin (Delphinus delphis ponticus Barab.-Nik.) 
reported from the rural settlements of the western Crimea19 and Chersonesos 
itself,20 it would seem probable that in some periods it might have been hunted 
for its meat or oil as well.

3. Pantikapaion

3.1. Obv. Lion’s head facing.
Rev. Ram’s head l.; below, sturgeon l.; ΠΑΝΤΙ. AR.
Anochin 1986, Nos. 67-69; SNG BM 852-853.

3.2 Obv. Head of a bearded satyr right.
Rev. Forepart of an eagle-headed griffin left,
underneath a sturgeon l.; ΠΑΝ. Æ.
Anochin 1986, No. 111; SNG BM 869-871.

3.3 Obv. Head of a bearded satyr wearing a wreath, left.
Rev. Head of a sturgeon r.; ΠΑΝ. Æ.
Anochin 1986, No. 81.

3.4 Obv. Beardless head of satyr with wreath left.
Rev. Head of a lion, l., with a sturgeon beneath it; ΠΑΝ. Æ.
Anochin 1986, No. 125; SNG BM 883-885.

Apart from silver coins of Type 1, dating to the late fifth century BC (Fig. 3.1-
2), the remaining coins belong to the late fourth century BC and are bronze. 
The issue of the last type was particularly abundant, and the period of cir-
culation fairly long.

Elements of the types are detailed enough to make it certain that they 
represent one and the same fish species. However, as to its attribution, opin-
ions are not unanimous. Zograph sometimes calls it, “fish of the sturgeon 
family”, sometimes sterlet.21 D.B. Šelov was inclined to see here a Russian 
sturgeon.22 Considering it to be the same sort of reflection of local conditions 
as the horse’s head, bull’s head, the ear of grain, he wrote: “this image … 
unquestionably points toward Bosporos’ wealth in fish and the importance 
of the fishery industry for the country’s economy”.23

As noticed already by a number of scholars, the composition of the entire 
Type 3 with a lion’s head to the left in the centre, the letters in field to the 
sides, and with a fish beneath, clearly reminds one of the reverses of the tet-
radrachms struck in Kyzikos in the fourth century BC,24 which perhaps served 
as originals for the local copper currency (Fig. 1.11).
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In 1964 this motif was discussed in a special article by V.M. Brabič. Fol-
lowing Šelov in identifying the fish as a Russian sturgeon, he suggested 
regarding the entire composition as semantically interdependent. According 
to this view, both lion and griffin appear to carry out a protective function 
regarding grain and fish, which were the basic commodities of the Bosporan 
trade.25 Taking into account the Greek belief that the griffins guarded gold 
from the Arimaspians on the northern edge of oikoumene (Hdt. 3.116.1; 4.13.1. 
Cf. Aisch., Pers. 804) this cannot be completely ruled out. However, it seems 
that the coin emblems allow more accurate attribution of the fish species. A 
distinctive long snout pointed at the tip, which is clearly discernible on the 

Fig. 3. Coins of Pantikapaion. 1-2) AR; 3-5) AE. Sturgeon species: a) Beluga; b) Russian 
sturgeon; c) Starry sturgeon (sevryuga); d) Fringebarbel sturgeon; e) Sterlet. (1-2: after 
Anochin 1986, nos. 67-68; 3: Museum Narodowe Warsaw, inv.-No. 105512, after a cast; 
4: Gorny & Mosch auction 118, lot No. 1150, photo courtesy of the Gorny & Mosch 
Giessener Münzhandlung; 5: Danish National Museum, Collection of Coins and Medals, 
SNG Cop. 6.35, photo courtesy of the Museum.)
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well-preserved specimens (Fig. 3.3-5), as well as the rather narrow body, speak 
in favour of a sevriuga, known also as the starry sturgeon (Acipenser stellatus). 
This species is probably intended by Athenaios when, speaking about Bospo-
ran sturgeons, he mentions genos oxyrinchos or the sharp-snouted variety as 
“not inglorious in the eye of mortals” (Athen. Deipn. 3.116b).

The above is consistent with the fact that among sturgeons it is precisely 
the sevriuga which prevails in the icthyo-faunal remains from the Bosporan 
sites. So in the finds from Pantikapaion, analysed by V.D. Lebedev and Ju.E. 
Lapin, the sevriuga makes up 12.8% against 10.2% and 7.7% for Russian 
sturgeon and sterlet, respectively.26 In the finds from Phanagoria the share 
of the sevriuga was 30.8%, 22.2% being Russian sturgeon.27 Acipenser stellatus 
equally predominates in the modern catches in the Kuban River,28 which in 
antiquity had its main out-fall not in the Sea of Azov as today, but further 
south in the Black Sea near the straits or even in the Taman Bay. Bearing this 
in mind we may also assume here some higher concentration of sturgeons 
than in our time.

Indicating the sources of the economic prosperity of Pantikapaion, the fish 
on its coins might well have had a double significance, implying at the same 
time the city-name. Being related to Pantikapes, one of the main Scythian 
rivers mentioned by Herodotos (4.54), it apparently derives, according to M. 
Vasmer and V.I. Abaev, from the Old-Iranian *panti-kāpa, which should mean 
a “fishy way”.29

Strabon (7.3.18) provides additional evidence on the Bosporan fishery 
while describing the winter extremes of the region. “The severity of the frost” 
– he says – “is most clearly evidenced by what takes place in the region of the 
mouth of Lake Maeotis: the waterway from Pantikapaion across to Phanago-
ria is traversed by wagons, so that it is both ice and roadway. And fish that 
become caught in the ice are obtained by digging with an implement called 
gangame and particularly the antacaei, which are about the size of dolphins” 
(transl. H.L. Jones). H.F. Tozer supposed here that it was ice fishing by means 
of a small round net which is denoted by the term gangame.30 In contrast, V.Ju. 
Marti and H.L. Jones commenting on the same passage assume it indicates 
a different technique.31 “Strabo”, Jones wrote, “seems to mean that the fish 
were embedded in the ice”,32 while the gangame refers rather to a pronged 
instrument resembling a trident.33 This assumption, however, appears in both 
respects to be a matter of confusion. According to Oppian and lexicographers 
gangame is a variety or synonym for sagene and diktyon, both of which mean 
“fishing net”.34 Both A.W. Mair and F. Fajen, the translators of Oppian’s Halieu-
tika, see it as a “drag-net” or “Schleppnetz”.35 Moreover, the change of climatic 
conditions since the Late Classical period was insignificant,36 and assuming 
even the severest frost which might occur in the region, the thought that the 
fish could be frozen into the ice, is rather dubious. Furthermore, in Strabo’s 
account we face another difficulty, when in connection with ice fishing he 
mentions sturgeons. Although the catching of sturgeons could in principle 
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take place in winter, these species seem not to lend themselves to ice fishing. 
In winter while hibernating they congregate in sea-bottom holes and exhibit 
little activity. In spring, when the ice breaks, they rise from the bottom holes 
and move upstream for spawning.

The next group of coin types showing fish leads us to the southern coast of 
the Black Sea. The first area is represented by Sinope and Herakleia. Despite 
the long history of their coinage, which goes back to the sixth century and 
the last quarter of the fifth century BC, respectively, a fish appears solely on 
a few types of bronze from the imperial time. The quality of the images does 
not allow any reliable identification of the fish species.

4. Sinope

Caracalla

4.1 Obv. Bearded head right; ANTONINVS AVG.
Rev. Fish left; C I F SINOP. Æ.
Rec. I.1, 205, No. 134, pl. 28.4.

Geta

4.2 Obv. Head of Geta right; IMP SEPTI GETA.
Rev. Fish left; C I F SI NOPES. Æ.
Rec. I.1, 206, No. 141.

4.3 Obv. Head of Geta right; C P SEPT GETA.
Rev. Fish right; C·I·F· SINOPES. Æ.
Rec. I.1, 206, No. 142, pl. 28.10; SNG Cop. 317.

Alexander Severus

4.4 Obv. Bust of the emperor right; AV·SEV·AΛEXAND.
Rev. Fish left; [C·I·F]S·A·CCXC·III[I?]. Æ.
Rec. I.1, 207, No. 148.

Maximus

4.5 Obv. Bust right; MAXIMVS CAES.
Rev. Fish left; C·R·I·F·S·A[---].
Rec. I.1, 207, No. 153, pl. 28.18.

5. Herakleia

Obv. Herm of Dionysos; ΗΡΑΚΛΕΩΤΑΝ.
Rev. Two tunny fish to l. and r.; in centre, pellet. Æ.
SNG BM 1639.
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Fig. 4. Bronze coins of the southern Black Sea littoral. 1) Sinope, Caracalla; 2) Sinope, 
Geta; 3) Sinope, Maximus; 4) Herakleia Pontike, enlarged 1:1.5; 5) Byzantion, Caligula; 
6-7) Byzantion, Plotina; 8) Byzantion, Sabina; 9) Byzantion, Faustina the Younger; 
10) Byzantion, Lucilla. (1-3: after Waddington, Babelon & Reinach 1904, pl. 28.4, 10, 18; 
4: British Museum, Department of Coins and Medals, SNG BM 1639, photo courtesy of 
the Museum (Andrew Meadows); 5-10: after Schönert-Geiss 1972, pls. 63.1312/2, 68.1361-
1362/2, 69.1374, 73.1420/2, 74.1422/2.)
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In the Sylloge of the British Museum the Herakleian type is dated (very) 
approximately from the early second to the late first centuries BC. However, 
I cannot see any reason for such an early date. On the contrary, taking into 
account the form of the letters as well as the specific design of the reverse type 
paralleled in the coinage of Byzantion, it is more likely that we are dealing 
with a so-called pseudo-autonomous issue of the Late Roman period.

6. Byzantion

The coinage of Byzantion offers us further examples of types representing 
fish, although, to be more precise, we are talking about one and the same 
reverse emblem reproduced repeatedly over more than two hundred years. 
Apart from minor variations the composition constituted by two tunny fish 
does not show much diversity. On the earliest specimens struck in the name 
of Caligula, Trajan, and Sabina the fishes appear alone and, as a rule, facing in 
the same direction. However, the coins of Plotina, the wife of Trajan, already 
reveal further development of the type by adding a dolphin between the fish. 
In this form it survives until the middle of the third century. Starting from 
Plotina, we see the two tunny fish regularly turned in opposite directions.

Concerning this type, E. Schönert-Geiss in her Corpus of the coins of Byzan-
tion of the period of the Roman Empire wrote: „Die Thunfischerei scheint 
auch in römischer Zeit noch immer mit zu der wichtigsten Einnahmequelle 
der Stadt gehört zu haben. Das lässt sich jedenfalls an den zahlreichen Abbil-
dungen zweier Thunfische – dazwischen häufig ein Delphin als zusätzliches 
Symbol für das Meer – erkennen.“37

This assumption is completely consistent with the remark by Athenaios 
when he says that the Byzantians “have so many fish in their part of the world 
that they are all clammy and full of phlegm” (Athen. 4.132e). As to a descrip-
tion of the city, Polybios’ words are even more precise: “the site of Byzantion 
is as regards the sea more favourable to security and prosperity than that of 
any other city in the world known to us, but as regards the land it is most 
disadvantageous in both respects” (Polyb. 4.38.1).

Taking into account the above mentioned, it is tempting to lean towards 
the statement of Schönert-Geiss. However, it turns out that the type being 
discussed seems to have very little if anything to do with the fishing indus-
try of the polis. Being mostly religiously or mythologically determined, the 
coin types reveal no connections with any of the city’s economic activities. 
Furthermore, the fish is well known as an emblem of the Syrian Goddess, 
Atargatis. The fish is one of the elements of her cult legends and in some 
respects her physical appearance was that of a fish (Lukianos, On the Syrian 
Goddess 14).38 The cult of Syrian Aphrodite and Dea Syria seems rather early 
to spread to the various parts of the Greek world where she was generally 
regarded as Syrian Aphrodite. The dedications from Berezan,39 Olbia40 and 
Bizone41 prove that her cult reached as far north as the Ukrainian and Bulgar-
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ian coasts of the Black Sea.42 Being regarded as a goddess of fertility she was 
particularly popular among the female population. Apparently therefore, it 
is not fortuitous that the overwhelming majority of the coin types of the city 
showing two fishes were issued in the name of empresses, while the emperors 
mostly preferred other emblems.43

The same is true for the bronze coins of Anchialos struck in the name of 
Faustina Junior, Crispina, Julia Domna, Maximinus Thrax and Gordian III, 
which conclude my catalogue.44

7. Anchialos

Faustina Junior

7.1 Obv. Head of Faustina right; ΦΑΥCΤΕΙΝΑ CΕΒΑCΤΗ.
Rev. Dolphin between two fish; ΑΓΧΙΑΛΕΩΝ. Æ.
AMNG 435; Mušmov 1912, No. 2788, pl. 17.8.

Fig. 5. Bronze coins of Anchialos. 1) Crispina; 2) Julia Domna; 3-5) Maximinus; 6) 
Gordianus III. (1: after Struck 1912, pl. 6.22; 2: auction Gorny & Mosch 118, lot No. 1631, 
photo courtesy of the Gorny & Mosch Giessener Münzhandlung; 3: photo courtesy of the 
Aeqvitas.com (Heather Howard); 4: photo courtesy of Thomas Burger; 5: auction Lanz 102, 
lot No. 831, photo courtesy of the Numismatik Lanz; 6: in commerce, photo courtesy of the 
Classical Numismatic Group, Inc.)
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Crispina

7.2 Obv. Head of Crispina right; ΚΡΙCΠΕΙΝΑ CΕΒΑCΤΗ.
Rev. Bigger fish r. between two smaller fish l.; ΑΝΧΙΑΛΕΩΝ. 
Æ.
AMNG 453, pl. 6.22; SNG Cop. 431.

Julia Domna

7.3a Obv. Head of Julia Domna right; ΙΟΥΛΙΑ ∆ΟΜΝΑ CΕΒ.
Rev. Dolphin between two fish, in field Γ; ΑΓΧΙΑΛΕΩΝ. Æ.
AMNG 507-508, pl. 7.5; Mušmov 1912, No. 2841, pl. 20.10.

7.3b Obv. Head of Julia Domna right; ΙΟΥΛΙΑ ∆ΟΜΝΑ CΕΒ.
Rev. Bigger fish r. between two smaller fishes l.; ΑΓΧΙΑΛΕΩΝ. 
Æ.
AMNG 509.

Maximinus

7.4 Obv. Laureate head right; ΑΥΤ ΜΑΞΙΜΕΙΝΟC ΕΥCΕΒΗC 
ΑΥΓ.
Rev. Dolphin between two fish. ΑΓΧΙΑΛΕΩΝ. Æ.
AMNG 604-605, pl. 7.38; Mušmov 1912, 2893.

Gordian III

7.5 Obv. Laureate head of Gordian right; ΑΥΤ Κ Μ ΑΝΤ 
ΓΟΡ∆ΙΑΝΟΣ ΑΥΓ.
Rev. Dolphin between two fish. Æ.
AMNG 645; Mušmov 1912, 2923, pl. 17.8.

The resemblance of their reverse type to that of Byzantion is so striking as to 
conclude there was direct adoption from the latter city.45

8. Conclusions

Summing up, we may assert that in a number of cases the coin typology of 
the Greek cities around the Black Sea reflects their dependency on the marine 
resources both in terms of daily food supply and international trade. However, 
as we could see, the distribution of evidence is not homogeneous, neither in 
geographical nor in chronological respects. This does not mean of course that 
fishery was necessarily of less – or of no – importance for areas and periods 
which do not match our list.46 This might have occurred when the develop-
ment of the local coin types had been determined by different reasons, such 
as religion, politics, or others, which as yet escape us.
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On the other hand, we do not see a great diversity among the species 
appearing as a coin type or as part of one. Apart from a few cases we must 
be cautious, however, about inferring that one kind of fish was more impor-
tant than another. While interpreting coin evidence it has to be borne in mind 
that we are at the same time dealing with a work of art where an idea could 
often be more important than a form. Conversely, we can scarcely expect the 
appearance on coins of any fish type with which the local people were not 
familiar.47

Fig. 6. Main Black Sea fish species of commercial importance. 1) Beluga, Huso huso;  
2) Russian sturgeon, Acipenser gueldenstaedtii; 3) Starry sturgeon/ sevryuga, Acipenser 
stellatus; 4) Fringebarbel sturgeon, Acipenser nudiventris; 5) Sterlet, Acipenser ruthenus; 
6) Turbot, Rhombus maeoticus; 7) Pontic shad, Alosa pontica; 8) Flathead mullet, Mugil 
cephalus; 9) Golden grey mullet, Liza aurata; 10) Leaping mullet, Liza saliens; 11)  
Atlantic mackerel, Scomber scombrus; 12) Black Sea anchovy, Engraulis encrasicolus.  
(1, 4-8, 10-11: after http://www.internevod.com/rus/academy/bio/opr; 2-3, 9,  
12: after http://www.fishbase.org).
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 1 For a helpful overview, see Zograf 1951, 56-71; Kraay 1976, 2-5.
 2 Cf., however, Tichij 1917, 6; Semenov-Zuser 1947a, 13; 1947b, 239, who instead 

of a dolphin saw here a pelamys. Equally dubious is the statement of Semenov-
Zuser that the dolphin-shaped cast money of Olbia must indicate the wide-scale 
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 12 The Hermitage collection: Inv. Nos. 25935 and 25936; SNG BM 706; The Ashmolean 

Museum, Heberden Coin Room: May bequest 1961.
 13 Naster 1959, 142, No. 850, pl. 45.
 14 Schönert-Geiss 1970, pls. 1-2, 5-6, 10.
 15 Stolba 1991, 80, 83.
 16 It is evidenced inter alia by the remains of the numerous fish-salting vats of the 

first centuries AD. See Tichij 1917, 12-18; Surov 1948, 3-47; Belov 1953, 19-22; 
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 20 Belov 1936, 25; Kadeev 1970, 6.
 21 Zograph 1977, 283.
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 26 Lebedev & Lapin 1954, 205, table 1, 213.
 27 Lebedev & Lapin 1954, 208, table 3, and 213, table 10 for the other Bosporan settle-
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ments. See also Nikol’skij 1937, 122 (Elizavetovka). A completely different picture 
is provided by the fish finds from Berezan and Olbia, where sterlet (Acipenser 
ruthenus L.), Russian sturgeon (Acipenser güldenstädti Brandt) and beluga (Huso 
huso L.) certainly prevailed in the catches. See Ivanova 1994, 280-81, tables 1-2.

 28 Marti 1941b, 95. 
 29 Vasmer 1923, 67, 73; Abaev 1949, 170, 175, 193.
 30 Tozer 1893, 196.
 31 Marti 1941b, 97.
 32 Jones 1924, 225, note 6.
 33 Jones 1924, 225, note 7.
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τò δivκτυον; Photius, Lex. Г 3.1: Γαγγáµη· δíκτυον. κυρivως δè σαγhvνη· e¢νθεν καì οi™ 
σαγηνεuvοντες γαγγαµουλκοiv; Hesych. s.v. γαγγáµη· σαγhvνη h¢ δivκτυον α™λιευτικóν. 
καì σκεu'ος γεωργικòν o{µοιον τὴ   κρεáγρaı; Hesych. s.v. γáγγαµον· δíκτυον. (Aisch. 
Ag. 361) καì τò περì τòν o¬µφαλòν τw'ν u™ποχονδρíων; Schol. in Aisch. Ag. 361a.1: 
γáγγαµον· δíκτυον.

 35 For a more detailed discussion, see Bekker-Nielsen 2002b, 217,
 36 See, e.g., Bučinskij 1953, 29; Borisov 1956, 540.
 37 Schönert-Geiss 1972, 34.
 38 See Wright 1990, 32, 35-38. On her cult in general, see also Hörig 1984, 1536-1581; 

Bilde 1990, 151-187, with literature. On the other hand, one should agree with 
Schönert-Geiss (1972, 36) in interpreting one of the most common coin types of 
Byzantion, showing two basket-shaped objects with an altar in between on the 
reverse, as torches (see already Head 1911, 270; Fıratlı & Robert 1964, 155-156) 
rather than fish-traps (see, e.g., Franke 1968, 16-17).

 39 Rusjaeva 1992, 104; Dubois 1996, 122, No. 74. Dedicatory graffito of the sixth 
century BC: ∫Αθηνοvµα[ν]δρoς µ jα¬νevqekeν Αfρodivthi Surivhi.

 40 Tolstoj 1953, 24, No. 25; Rusjaeva 1992, 104; Dubois 1996, 122, No. 73. Graffito on 
the fifth-century BC black-glazed kylix: ∫Αϕºrodivthi Surivhi Mhtrwv.

 41 IGBul I, 8bis: [QeàÛ S]urivaÛ.
 42 For additional evidence from the Black Sea, see Alexandrescu Vianu 1997, 

15-32.
 43 Cf. also the Olbian dedication made by a woman. See note 40.
 44 Due to the lack of an image I omit here a single type of Kallatis of the autonomous 

period mentioned by Mušmov (1912, No. 222).
 45 Concerning this coin type of Anchialos, cf., however, Strack 1912, 207: “Ackerbau 

und Weinbau verbürgen die Münzen, und auch den Fischfang und die Schiffahrt 
deuten sie klar an”.

 46 Cf., e.g., mention of the fish-market (i ¬ cquopwvlion) in the Protogenes decree from 
Olbia (IOSPE I2, 32 B.4).

 47 Notwithstanding the great variety of fish in the Black and Azov Seas amounting 
to more than 130 different species, less than 15% of it seems to be of commercial 
importance. The number of species suitable for export is even smaller. The data 
provided by N.E. Maximov regarding catches along the northern shore of the 
Black Sea from the Danube to the Kerch Straits in the period around 1910 gives an 
idea as to its quantitative and qualitative composition (See Andrusov & Zernov 
1914). With 11,000 people engaged in fishery there the annual take totalled: flat-
head mullet – 18,000 specimens, leaping mullet – 300,000 specimens, golden grey 
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mullet – 13,525,000 specimens, Atlantic mackerel – 73,880,000 specimens, Russian 
sturgeon, starry sturgeon, and beluga together – c. 424,000 kg, turbot – c. 512,000 
kg, Pontic shad – c. 120,000 kg, Mullus barbatus ponticus – c. 208,000 kg, Black Sea 
anchovy – c. 1,440,000 kg, zostericola – c. 624,000 kg. This covers all the varieties 
we find listed in, for instance, the Varna Convention of 1959 concerning fishing 
in the Black Sea (Convention Concerning Fishing in the Black Sea, Varna, 7 July 
1959 [http://fletcher.tufts.edu/multi/texts/tre-0230.txt]). The catch of the other 
species was minor and was not of commercial importance, which might be of 
some relevance. This is consistent with the osteological materials obtained from 
the sites excavated in western Crimea. Among the species reported are golden 
grey, flathead, and leaping mullets, Russian sturgeon, turbot (Rhombus maeoticus 
Pall.) and others. As has been proved by the studies conducted in the 1960s the 
last 2,000 to 2,500 years do not reveal any significant changes as to varieties, 
their proportion, areas of fattening, wintering, as well as periods and routes of 
migration of the main kinds of commercially viable fish (Ščeglov & Burdak 1965; 
Burdak 1966; Burdak & Ščeglov 1966; Ščeglov 1969; 1978, 26).



The Archaeological Evidence for Fish 
Processing in the Black Sea Region

Jakob Munk Højte

The archaeological evidence for fish processing in the Black Sea region in the 
Greek and Roman period is a vast topic covering finds at a large number of 
sites (Fig. 1) and with interconnections to several other related issues. The 
literature is extensive, scattered, and inaccessible, if indeed it is available 
from libraries in Europe.1 This study, therefore, in no way professes to be an 
encompassing treatment of all the archaeological evidence for fish process-
ing. This would indeed be far beyond the scope of one paper. Instead I will 
try to give an overview of the available evidence and present a selection of 
the most interesting finds and studies. Some of these, like the processing facil-
ities at Tyritake and Myrmekion, are well-known, while others may give a 
broader perspective on the variety of uses of the fish resources. The aim will 
be to give an idea of what the archaeological material can reveal about the 
scale and organisation of the fish processing industry. Throughout I will try 
to point out some of the shortcomings of the evidence, which I think have 
not been emphasized enough in the literature, and also point to some areas, 
where I think scholars have jumped too readily to conclusions.

1. Types of archaeological evidence

There exists a wide variety of archaeological evidence that relates to com-
mercial fishing and fish processing. It can be grouped comprehensively in 
the following manner:

–  Fishing equipment (net weights, floaters, sinkers, hooks, wrecked fishing 
vessels, tools for making and repairing nets, and the nets and fish traps 
themselves)

–  Watchtowers (σκοπιαv)
–  Fish remains (bones, scales)
–  Processing facilities (for pickling, salting, smoking and drying. Salt 

works)
–  Transportation equipment (shipwrecks, amphorae)
–  Descriptive sources (epigraphy, coins)
–  Pictorial representations (sculpture, terracotta, coins etc.)
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Fig. 1 a-b. Maps of the Black Sea and the Kimmerian Bosporos with indication of the places 
mentioned in the text.
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Not all these types of archaeological evidence will be discussed in the fol-
lowing. Coins with representations of fish have been discussed by Vladimir 
Stolba in the preceding chapter, and the constributions of Ejstrud, Lund and 
Gabrielsen below touch upon the vast topic of transport amphorae. As shown 
by the recent find of a shipwreck off the coast of Bulgaria, to be discussed 
briefly in the following, this is perhaps one of the most promising fields for 
advancing our knowledge of the production and distribution of fish products 
in antiquity. Likewise the sparse – although informative – epigraphic record 
and the pictorial representations will only be mentioned in passing.2

2. Fishing equipment

At practically all sites along the northern coast of the Black Sea and around 
the Sea of Azov, fishing equipment has been reported dating from throughout 
their entire existence. Particularly frequent are net weights, both lighter ones 
of clay or lead for throwing nets, heavier ones of regularly shaped stones for 
dragging nets (Fig. 2),3 and sinkers of larger stones or even amphora handles 
used for the same purpose.4

Less common are hooks (Fig. 3a),5 harpoons,6 and equipment for making 
and repairing nets: for example bone and bronze needles (Fig. 4).7 The nets, 
fish traps, and floaters for keeping the nets afloat have normally not survived, 
due to poor preservation conditions. An exception to this rule is a small part 
of a net found in Nikonion.8 We do, however, have a few sculptural repre-
sentations of these types of fishing equipment. One example from the Black 
Sea Region, a terracotta from Kepoi, represents a resting fisherman, with a 
basket for fishing at his feet (Fig. 3b).9 

The problem with using fishing equipment to calculate the scale of the 
activity is of course the need to determine what type and what amount of 

Fig. 2. Net weights from Elizavetovka. Left stone weights, right clay weights (after 
Marčenko, Žitnikov & Kopylov 2000, figs. 75-76).
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equipment needs to be present for us to conclude that the fishing carried out 
did not merely supply a local market for immediate consumption, but was 
geared to large scale production and export. In many of the storerooms or 
work areas accompanying identified processing facilities,10 fishing equip-
ment has been discovered, but it seems virtually impossible to distinguish 
this equipment from that employed by fishermen catering for a local market 
for fresh fish. At Porthmion at the entrance of the Kimmerian Bosporos for 
example, hooks and net weights of the third to the first century BC are found 
in great numbers,11 and Gajdukevič takes this as proof of large scale fishing 
activity.12 But is this alone sufficient evidence? He draws similar conclusions 
for the fortified farming and fishing settlements established along the Sea of 
Azov in the first to third century AD, for example Semjonovka, where hooks, 
needles, net weights, and fish remains are very common.13 At Elizavetovka 
on the Don, fishing equipment is known from as far back as the 4th century 
BC but for some odd reason no hooks have turned up, although these are 
known from nearby Tanais in the same period.14 In this last instance we have 
reason to believe that processing and export actually took place during this 
period. This could, however, not have been deduced from the recovered 
equipment alone.

Fig. 3a. Bronze hook from  
Panskoye I/U7 in Čornomors’ke  
Museum (photo: Jacob Munk Højte).

Fig. 3b. Terracotta figure of a resting fisherman 
found at Kepoi. Now in Taman’ Museum (photo: 
Jacob Munk Højte).
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A further factor to be considered is the strategy adopted by the fishers.15 
Ordinarily most fishers in smaller villages may have had fishing as a part 
time occupation to supply the local market, but in the event of an exception-
ally good catch, or in periods of migrating schools of fish, they might have 
delivered the catch at the nearest salting facility for processing and export. 
The transition between subsidiary and commercial fishing may therefore have 
been very subtle, and would not be traceable archaeologically. Nearer to the 
larger centres, where the demand for fresh fish was greater and where fish 
processing on a larger scale took place, fishing probably often constituted 
a full-time occupation, and the investment in equipment was consequently 
greater. Boats in particular would require a substantial turnover to give a 
return on the investment. So far no wrecked fishing vessels have been found 
to compare with the well-preserved boat recovered at Portus which, as evi-
denced by a built-in well box, clearly fulfilled a demand for fresh fish.16 It 
is not entirely impossible, though, that the anaerobic conditions in the Black 
Sea at depths greater than 200 m will one day reveal an excellently preserved 
example, but most probably we will not be able to determine the type of fish-
ing for which the vessel was used. Thus, fishing equipment in general can be 
a good indication of whether fishing took place at all, as for example at the 

Fig. 4. Bone needles for repairing nets from 
Elizavetovka (after Marčenko, Žitnikov & 
Kopylov 2000, fig. 77).
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Scythian sites along the Dnieper (Borysthenes) and Don (Tanais) where, to 
some degree, fishing seems to be linked to a shift from a nomadic to a semi-
settled population.17 On the other hand, it does not allow us to determine 
whether the fish actually caught with the equipment was consumed fresh or 
processed.

A point worth noting is that there does not seem to be any development 
in fishing technology throughout the period under consideration, judging 
from the available archaeological evidence. For example pyramidal shaped 
net weights remain unchanged from the Archaic to the late Roman period 
and are the most commonly occurring fishing equipment18 throughout this 
time. Changes could, however, have taken place without leaving any traces. 
Firstly, the same equipment could be employed in different ways with a sig-
nificant effect on efficiency. Multiple hooks could be attached to the same line 
or net weights could be applied to nets of different sizes. Secondly, there is 
all the equipment made of organic material that has not been preserved. The 
degree of use and the size of fishing vessels and the construction of fishing 
nets are of great importance for the productivity of fishing. In these matters 
we possess very little knowledge.

3. Watchtowers

Watchtowers or lookout posts (σκοπιαv) known from literary sources belong to 
the category of potential evidence, since none have as yet been identified. They 
evidently served to give advance warning when schools of migratory fish were 
approaching. A simple shed may have served the purpose, but sometimes 
they seem to have been of a more permanent nature. Strabon informs us that 
even in his day the Klazomenians had a watchtower on the sea of Azov.19 As 
for the southern shore of the Black Sea we hear about certain places where 
shoals of fish, particularly tunny, were caught on a regular basis. Strabon 
mentions Trapezous, Pharnakeia, and Sinope as the main fishing grounds 
(πηλαµυδε i §ον),20 and Athenaios cites Euthydemos for calling Byzantion “the 
mother of tunny”.21 At these places it would seem likely that some sort of 
lookout post existed with a device for signalling the nearest harbour about 
the approaching schools of fish.22 The amount of fish caught during migration 
would clearly exceed the quantity that could be consumed locally in a fresh 
condition, thus some form of preservation would be required.

4. Osseous remains and scales

Osseous remains and scales constitute a very large and interesting group 
of archaeological evidence. When studied meticulously it offers important 
information about the ichthyofauna in a given area at a given time. By deter-
mining the size and age of the fish it is furthermore possible to obtain valu-
able data about the intensity of exploitation of the resource and possibly the 



Archaeological Evidence for Fish Processing in the Black Sea Region 139

mode of fishing. As far as the actual quantity of fish caught is concerned, the 
evidence is much more problematic. One can quite easily calculate the weight 
of the live fish from an assemblage of fish remains.23 A rough estimate can 
be arrived at from the observation that the weight of dry fish bones consti-
tutes approximately 5% of the original weight of the fish,24 and other much 
more precise methods based on the number and size of bones and scales 
have been developed. The problem is, however, to determine the amount of 
unrecovered osseous material from any given processing site. Bones could 
be removed for a variety of reasons. First of all they could be collected and 
disposed of elsewhere – possibly as fertiliser, or they could be removed by 
animals. Far more importantly, however, the bones could be exported along 
with processed fish. A good example of this is the wreck recently discovered 
off Varna in Bulgaria, from which a Sinopean amphora was recovered.25 This 
had held large chunks of salted catfish, of which only the bones now remain. 
Since only one amphora was retrieved from the wreck it should be stressed 
that we do not know yet whether it is representative of the whole cargo. The 
mode of production employed here, whether the fish were dried or salted and 
then transferred to the amphora or salted directly in the amphora, caused the 
fish, archaeologically speaking, to disappear completely from the processing 
site. The osseous remains found at the site will to a large extent have derived 
from fish consumed locally. In other instances certain parts of the fish – head, 
tail or scales – may have been removed before processing, in which case far 
more reliable data about volume can be obtained. One such example comes 
from Tarpachi on the Tarkankhut peninsula.26 In a stratum probably dating 
from the third to second century BC, a 1 cm thick layer of grey mullet scales 
was recovered. Probably several catches were brought here for cleaning and 
further processing.

The osseous remains found in connection with permanent fish process-
ing facilities raise a number of questions. First of all, the amount of bones in 
the vicinity in no way accounts for the volume of fish we must assume was 
being processed in order to render the installations profitable. Again we must 
assume that, to a large extent, the bones were exported along with the fish. 
Secondly, there is the question of how the bones that were recovered relate 
to the production in general. In a number of salting vats a layer of fish bones 
has been identified at the bottom.27 This regularly passes as evidence for the 
type of fish being processed, but in fact it need not be representative of any-
thing but the content of the very last batch before production was discontin-
ued, as we must assume that the vats, at least to some extent, were cleaned 
between batches. The evidence in all instances points to rather small fish 
such as anchovy, khamsa, herring, and mullet, but these could feasibly have 
been characteristic only of the later period of the existence of the processing 
facilities.

One of the most comprehensive studies of the ichthyofauna in the Black 
Sea area in antiquity concerns the fish bones of Olbia and Berezan in the 
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Dnieper (Borysthenes) and Bug (Hypanis) estuary.28 That these waters were 
important fishing grounds from early times is hinted at by Herodotos, who 
praised the sturgeon of the Borysthenes, which he says was salted.29 It has 
even been suggested that fishing was indeed one of the principal reasons for 
settling in this area in the 7th century BC.30 N.V. Ivanova has examined nearly 
6,500 bones from these two locations, 4,867 from Olbia and 1,602 from Berezan. 
The period under consideration stretches from the seventh century BC to the 
fourth century AD, with the Hellenistic period giving the largest yield. In all, 
19 species of five families were identified, with the evidence from Olbia show-
ing the greatest variety. At Berezan 13 species were represented, all of them 
present at Olbia also. The most striking fact the data reveals seems to be the 
clear dominance of very large fish: sturgeon, pike and catfish, while smaller 
fish are under-represented throughout the period. Carp and roach do occur 
in some quantity, but their importance is definitely secondary. We seem to be 
dealing with a very specific preference for fish that live in the slow currents 
of large rivers: not entirely surprising given the position of the two places. 
It contradicts, however, the evidence of the locations where fish processing 
facilities of the Roman period have been identified such as Tyritake and Cher-
sonesos. Here, as seen above, migratory saltwater fish dominate. This trade 
seems to have bypassed Olbia entirely. Instead the most commonly occurring 
bones in Olbia and Berezan’ were those of catfish. The content of the amphora 
from the recently found shipwreck off the coast of Bulgaria has been identified 
as catfish, and since catfish are relatively rare among the osseous remains in 
other areas of the Black Sea except for sites on the Don,31 it therefore seems 
likely that the salted fish in the amphora had its origin here.32 Next in terms 
of the quantity of bones are the different types of sturgeon: sterlet, beluga, 
sevriuga, Russian sturgeon and finally pikeperch, all rather large species.

Another interesting feature revealed by the study is the general decrease in 
the size of the fish throughout the period from the Archaic to the late Roman 
period, particularly for catfish, which falls from an average size of 1.59 m in 
the Classical period to under 1 m in the Roman period. Ivanova attributes this 
to excessive fishing of certain species, and it seems to indicate that fish were 
not an inexhaustible resource, at least with regard to the larger fish living in 
the estuaries of the great rivers. Today these species are largely extinct due 
to modern industrialized fishing techniques.

Another study by Tsepkin and Sokolov33 concerns the sizes of the four 
major species of sturgeon: Beluga (Huso huso), Russian sturgeon (Acipenser 
güldenstädti Brandt), sevriuga (Acipenser stellatus Pallas), and sterlet (Acipenser 
ruthenus Linnaeus) found in archaeological material from sites in the lower 
Don region from the fourth century BC to the third century AD. Here it is 
characteristic that the specimens were extremely large. For example, 16 of the 
beluga found had lengths in excess of 4 m. In the middle ages the average 
sizes of sturgeon increases, denoting either that fishers went specifically for 
the larger specimens or that the intensity of fishing was lower, whereby the 
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fish generally lived to a greater age. Again modern comparison shows that 
industrial fishing methods have reduced the average size considerably and 
sturgeon now appear on the endangered species list.

In a sample of osseous material from Pantikapaion, Phanagoreia and 
settlements in the eastern part of the Sea of Azov published by Lapin and 
Lebedev, the most common fish was pikeperch closely followed by different 
types of sturgeon. Unfortunately the data are not directly comparable since 
they belong to different chronological periods. The rather small 2nd century 
BC sample from Pantikapeion corresponds well with the finds from Olbia. In 
the 3rd and 4th century AD in Phanagoreia, carp has taken first place at the 
expense of larger species.34 However, the samples are too small and from too 
few contexts for us to determine whether they are coincidental or whether 
they represent a general tendency towards catching smaller types of fish in 
the Roman period. Such a shift could very well have been caused by a shift 
in production methods from salting chunks of large species, as in the ship-
wreck near Varna, to production of other salted fish products which could 
be made from smaller fish.

5. Fish processing facilities

Lastly we turn to the most prominent of the archaeological evidence, namely 
the remains of the processing facilities for salted fish products.35 These con-
sist normally of a series of vats built up or hollowed into the rock, lined with 
walls and finally waterproofed with opus signinum containing a high content 
of crushed ceramic material giving them a reddish colour. Storage and work 
facilities are usually found in connection with these vats also. Before introduc-
ing the five locations with such salting vats, it is worth considering what, to 
my knowledge, is the only identified pre-Roman installation for preserving 
fish in the Black Sea area. It was not intended for salting fish, but instead for 
smoke-curing fish.

5.1 Elizavetovka

The Elizavetovka Settlement southeast of Tanais has been excavated by Rus-
sian archaeologists since the 1940s but has only recently undergone proper 
publication.36 The excavation shows that fishing played an important role 
in the economy of the settlement. In some areas of the site large plots were 
covered with up to 20 cm thick layers of compressed fish bones, and in the 
periphery of the settlement refuse pits filled with scales and bones have been 
uncovered.37 As mentioned above, fishing equipment is found in abundance. 
Characteristically, fishing in the area only seems to have begun with the estab-
lishment of the settlement. During the nomadic or semi-nomadic periods of 
Scythian culture fishing played a minor role, although there is no doubt that it 
was practised, cf. Gavriljuk’s contribution to this volume. At Kamenka on the 
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Dnieper, for example, there are traces of fishing activity during the Scythian 
period.38 In the fifth century BC, few remains of fish are found at Elizave-
tovka Settlement, nothing to denote export. In the fourth and third century 
BC with the growing Hellenization, however, there is a fishing boom. The 
excavators believe that the amount of fish caught as early as in the first half 
of the fourth century BC already exceeded local consumption, and from that 
point onwards, fish must have been one of the foremost export goods. The 
excavators stress that the fish remains do not primarily derive from refuse 
deposits in households but rather from semi-industrial (handwerklich) produc-
tion.39 In the settlement, 36% of all osseous material derives from fish, most 
commonly sturgeon and carp, but also small amounts of perch and catfish. As 
seen above, the specimens are quite large, with a catfish – measuring about 
2.40 m – as the largest.40 No tanks for salting fish have been found either at 
Elizavetovka Settlement or in nearby Tanais,41 but instead the excavators have 
uncovered what may have been a smoke-curing installation. It was situated 
in the northern section of the settlement in an area with a large amount of 
fish bones. It consists of two chronologically consecutive pits about 1.3 m in 
diameter with heavily burned sides and bottoms. In the younger, a pile of 
charcoal was found along with fish bones. What the installation once looked 
like and what its capacity for preserving fish may have been is impossible to 
determine. This unique example should remind us that fish preservation on a 
large scale could take place without leaving significant archaeological traces. 
This is especially true of the most basic method of preserving fish, namely by 
drying, since the fish screens made of wood would not survive at all. Thus 
the amount of archaeological evidence does not necessarily reflect the level 
of production but rather the prevalent production method.

5.2 Tyritake

The most thoroughly studied fish processing installations are those at Tyri-
take 11 km south of Pantikapaion, excavated by Gajdukevič from the 1930s 
to the 1950s.42 A total of 57 salting vats were uncovered in the southern and 
eastern part of the city. Surprisingly, all the installations lay within the city 
wall (Fig. 5). The vats are of rectangular shape and partly hewn out of the 
rock. Typically the sizes range between 2.00×1.40 and 2.50×1.50. Inside and 
above the rock surface they are built up and covered inside with waterproof 
mortar (opus signinum). Depths range between 1.50 and 2.00 m with a few 
up to a depth of 3 m. The smallest vat has a capacity of only 3 m3, while the 
largest, an irregularly shaped vat in unit B, measures approximately 22.12 m3. 
The vats are all grouped in small production units. Three to six vats seem to 
be the common size. Typically the vats are in a single row or in two rows of 
two or three. The largest processing complex in Tyritake, situated by itself in 
the area just inside the southern wall, had 16 vats, four by four, of regular size 
(3.20×1.70×1.80) giving a total capacity of more than 155 m3 (Fig. 6). Found 
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Fig. 5. Plan of Tyritake showing the location of the salting vats (after Gajdukevič 1952, 16).
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at the bottom of these vats were remains of herring. Vats have turned up in 
several of the excavated sectors, but it is particularly in sector XIII in the east-
ern part of the city that a high concentration was observed. Here no less than 
six individual installations were situated, and fish processing seems to have 
been the only activity in this sector during the first three centuries of our era 
(Fig. 7-8).43 The lack of overall planning in the layout indicates that each unit 
was run separately. Gajdukevič has suggested that all the processing facilities 
were owned by the Bosporan king and operated by slave labour,44 but the only 
evidence to substantiate this claim is the lack of luxurious houses in Tyritake, 
which in itself does not indicate slave occupants. In the vicinity of the instal-
lations, storerooms with pithoi are regularly found, and here net weights, fish 
bones and amphorae abound. To judge from the many tiles found near the 
salting vats these seem to have been covered by a tiled roof for protection from 
the weather. According to Gajdukevič’s analysis of the finds, all the vats were 
constructed in the first century AD,45 but they could possibly have replaced 
previous processing installations of some sort.46 Production continues after the 
third century AD, but the number of vats is reduced and at some point in the 
fifth century a basilica obliterated at least one of the installations.47 Whether 
the rest continued to function remains unknown.

That fish processing was not merely restricted to larger specialized instal-
lations is shown by a house of the 3rd to 4th century AD uncovered in sector 
XV (Fig. 9).48 Room 1 contained a large pithoi with wheat. Other finds include 

Fig. 6. The largest salting installation with originally 16 vats located just inside the south-
ern wall. The vats had a capacity of 155 m3 (courtesy of the Photo Archives of IIMK RAN).
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amphorae, oil lamps and sturgeon scales. Rooms 2 and 3 contained mills and 
Room 4 seems to have been a storeroom with amphorae. Room 5 may have 
been a women’s room to judge from the spindle whorls and an ivory pyxis 
with red dye. What is interesting is that in almost every room net weights 
and bone needles were found. Furthermore, outside to the southeast a vat 
had been built against the wall, which had been used for salting or otherwise 
processing fish. The house seems to have belonged to a fisherman and his 
family, who also processed the fish on a very small scale in the household.

The total capacity of the known installations in Tyritake has been calcu-
lated to 457 m3 and they could process up to 365 metric tons of fish simul-
taneously.49

Fig. 7. Plan of sector XIII in Tyritake where a high concentration of salting vats was found 
(after Gajdukevič 1971, fig. 97).
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Fig. 8 a-c.  
a)  Salting unit B in sector XIII in 

Tyritake.
b)  Salting unit D in Sector XIII.
c)  Net weights found in the vicinity of 

salting vats in Sector XIII (courtesy 
of the Photo Archives of IIMK RAN).
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Fig. 9. Plan of house of the 3rd-4th century AD with small salting vat built onto the south-
western wall (after Gajdukevič 1971, fig. 108).
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5.3 Myrmekion

In Myrmekion a short distance to the east of Pantikapaion another single 
fish processing installation dating to the 2nd-3rd century AD was excavated 
by Gajdukevič (Fig. 10).50 It consists of eight vats in two rows of four, each 
3.00×2.70×1.80 m with a total capacity of about 116 m3, accompanied by a 
storage room with a number of large pithoi (Fig. 11). To judge from the thick 
layer of bones at the bottom of some of the vats the last catch, at least, was 
anchovy. Other bones in the area include those of sturgeon. The construc-
tion of the vats is similar to those at Tyritake, but finds in the vicinity help to 

Fig. 10. Plan of Myrmekion. The single salting unit with eight vats in two rows is located 
in area 2 (after Gajdukevič 1952, 136).



Jakob Munk Højte150

shed further light on the production process. The large flat limestone slabs 
recovered may have been used to press down the fish into the salt solution 
(Fig. 12). A slightly conical ceramic vessel interpreted as a sieve for extract-
ing the fish from the brine in the vats, or possibly used in the production of 
garum, was also recovered in one of the pithoi (Fig. 13).51 To my mind, how-
ever, the holes in the side of the vessel are just ordinary repair holes rather 
than holes for drainage or for attaching a rope. What purpose this unusual 
vessel served remains unclear. Only a relatively small area of the town has 
been excavated, so it is quite possible that further excavation would reveal 
more installations.

5.4 Chersonesos

The city with the largest known capacity for fish processing was Cherson-
esos.52 The installations have not, however, received quite the same thorough 
attention as those in Tyritake. An exception is a house in block XV-XVI in the 
northern central part of the town where a Hellenistic house in the first century 
AD was turned into a small fish processing facility.53 According to Kadeev 
there are about 90 salting vats of all periods, predominantly in the harbour 
area, with a total volume of some 2000 cubic metres.54 A recent publication 

Fig. 11. Salting unit in Myrmekion with a capacity of 116 m3 (courtesy of the Photo 
Archives of IIMK RAN).
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Fig. 12. Finds from the vicinity of the vats in Myrmekion. Note the tiles that may have 
belonged to a protective roof, and the limestone blocks that were used to press down the fish 
during processing (courtesy of the Photo Archives of IIMK RAN).
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raises the figure to more than 100 vats.55 To judge from the osseous remains 
found in the salting vats, anchovy (khamsa) seems to have been the primary 
catch.56 Herring have also been identified.57 The facilities in Chersonesos show 
a number of peculiarities. First of all they tend not be organized in larger 
units, but rather appear solitary or in groups of two or three at the most in 
what seem to be private houses. The individual vats also tend to be larger 
than those of Tyritake, particularly as regards their depth: 3 m or more does 
not seem to be unusual. Many of the vats are hewn out of the rock, lined with 
stones and finally waterproofed with opus signinum as at Tyritake (Fig. 14). 
In contrast to the situation in Tyritake, there is no evidence to show that the 
vats were covered by roofing. One scholar mentions pear-shaped vats, but 
there is every reason to doubt that these had the same function. This shape 
would have been quite impractical for the purpose. Rather they were probably 
water cisterns.58 Beside the vats there are nearly always storerooms containing 
several pithoi (Fig. 15). The ceramic evidence points to a construction date in 
the first to second century AD for most of the installations, and production 
probably continued throughout antiquity.

Kadeev has calculated the yearly capacity to at least 3000 to 3500 metric 
tons,59 but compared to the estimates for Tyritake and Myrmekion this figure 
is very conservative.

Fig. 13. Ceramic vessel thought to have functioned as a sieve (courtesy of the Photo 
Archives of IIMK RAN).
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Fig. 14. Cistern A in a house in block 
XV-XVI in Chersonesos from the first 
to second century AD (after Belov & 
Strželeckij 1953, 80, fig. 44).

Fig. 15. Pithoi in a storeroom in the house in block XV-XVI in Chersonesos (after Belov & 
Strželeckij 1953, 79, fig. 43).
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5.5 Zolotoe and Salatčik

More recently two further fish processing installations at Zolotoe and Salatčik 
on the Maeotis side of the Kerch peninsula have been identified.60 These 
show many of the characteristics of the installations in Tyritake with regard 
to organisation and construction. The better preserved installation at Zolo-
toe probably consisted of four large tanks, two of which are fully preserved, 
the other two having been partially washed away by the sea (Fig. 16). The 
larger vat measures about 23.5 m3 making it the largest known example in the 
Kimmerian Bosporos. If we assume that the two vats which did not survive 
were of similar size, the complex had a capacity of over 83 m3. According to 
the estimates given for production in Tyritake, the complex could process 
approximately 65 metric tons of raw fish per filling. Vinokurov proposes 
eight annual productions and arrives at a capacity of 530 metric tons of fish. 
For this process 125 tons of salt would have been required.61 Operating this 
facility (catching the fish, acquiring salt, filling vats, loading amphorae etc.) 
would have required considerable labour and would certainly have contrib-
uted significantly to the economy of this small community.62 As at Tyritake, 
a storeroom was connected to the complex. Found within were pits for pithoi, 
one of which was still in situ. This pithos with a capacity of about 1000 litres 
contained fragments of herring bones. Found on the floor and in the pits were 
shells, fish bones and scales (unfortunately not specified), and fishing equip-
ment – including net sinkers made from amphora handles. The amphorae, 
which constitute over 90% of the diagnostic profiles, and the sigillata found in 
the complex, date from the second and third centuries AD. This means activ-
ity here started somewhat later than at the installations in the larger cities of 
Tyritake, Myrmekion and Chersonesos.

The processing unit in Salatčik is far less well-preserved (Fig. 17). It con-
sists of at least two – seemingly – very large tanks, but neither their size nor 
depth can be determined precisely, as they have been almost obliterated by 
houses of the fourth century AD.

The importance of these two new processing installations consists prima-
rily in the fact that they show that fish processing within the Bosporan King-
dom may have been far more dispersed than the previous finds at Tyritake 
and Myrmekion would suggest.63

One last aspect of the preservation of fish needs to be mentioned, 
namely the amount of salt required for salting fish. Vinokurov, as men-
tioned above, suggests that the annual amount of salt needed at Zolotoe 
was over 125 metric tons. The amount of salt needed in Chersonesos, Tyri-
take, and Myrmekion would have been far greater. Kadeev has calculated 
that the salting vats in Chersonesos required around 800 metric tons and 
possibly more during peak years.64 So far, very little work has been done 
concerning salt production in the Black Sea region. There are plenty of refer-
ences to salt extraction taking place around the Black Sea. Herodotos (4.53) and 
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Fig. 16. Plan of the salting installation at Zolotoe (after Vinokurov 1994, 158-159, fig. 2).

Fig. 17. Plan of the salting 
installation at Salat čik. (after 
Vinokurov 1994, 168, fig. 
10.2).



Jakob Munk Højte156

Dion Chrysostomos (36.3) mention salt beds near Olbia in the Bug-Dnieper 
Estuary, which apparently also served the Crimea. Strabon (7.4.7) refers to 
salt works south of Chersonesos, and according to him salt was bought by 
local tribes in Dioskourias (11.5.6). He further relates (12.3.12; 12.3.39) that 
the river Halys took its name from the salt mines it flowed past in Ximene. 
To my knowledge none of these production sites have ever been identified. 
Only around Chersonesos have possible sites for salt extraction in antiquity 
been identified, primarily on the basis of the existence of later activities.65 
The changing landscape may of course have eradicated most of the evidence, 
but some traces of the infrastructure such as earthen dams, roads, and pos-
sibly jetties are likely to have survived. Near Pomorie in Bulgaria, salt is still 
being produced and the history of the saltworks can be traced back to at least 
medieval times. Whether Apollonia and Mesembria exploited the salt beds 
commercially in antiquity remains unclear.66

6. Conclusion

Practically everything discussed above concerns the northern part of the 
Black Sea. What about the other areas of the Black Sea? Here the situation 
is altogether more disappointing. We have plenty of literary and epigraphic 
evidence for commercial fishing and processing all around the Black Sea, but 
hardly any archaeological evidence to match it.67 The western coast is fairly 
well explored, but no processing facilities have yet been identified. Along the 
southern coast of the Black Sea, disappointingly few excavations and surveys 
have been carried out. One of the most promising sites is at Sinope, where an 
intensive survey has been carried out over the past years. However, the only 
evidence for fish processing is a single tank near the port of Armene, which 
could easily be later than the Roman period.68 Further research in Northern 
Turkey may change this situation significantly. Thus, necessarily, the conclu-
sions drawn from the presented material only concern the northern coast.

As shown, plenty of evidence exists for fishing in the form of fishing 
equipment throughout the period under consideration, both at the Greek 
and Scythian settlements. The early literary sources also repeatedly describe 
the different fish being caught and fish products being turned out at differ-
ent places around the Black Sea. Before the Roman period, however, we have 
very little archaeological evidence for fish processing. This can be explained 
in several ways. Firstly, it may not have taken place at all: the fish caught 
were all consumed fresh. Secondly, the Roman salting installations could have 
obliterated earlier Greek ones at the same locations. Thirdly, the production 
methods employed during the Greek period simply left very few traces. The 
first option hardly seems credible in the light of the literary evidence. Just 
to mention a few examples, Demosthenes refers to salted fish in transit from 
Pantikapaion to Theodosia (35.34; cf. Gabrielsen and Lund, in this volume), 
Polybios speaks of salted fish being exported to Rome (31.25.5), and Strabon 



Archaeological Evidence for Fish Processing in the Black Sea Region 157

seems to think that the export of salted fish from the Kimmerian Bosporos 
during the Roman period was merely a continuation of an old practice (7.4.6). 
Neither is the second hypothesis adequate, as vats of an earlier period are 
unlikely to have been completely obliterated by later buildings. The second 
century AD installation at Salatčik, for example, was still clearly discernible 
under the fourth century AD house. The last option seems the most feasible. 
Drying, smoke curing or salting, for that matter, could be practised on a large 
scale without leaving significant traces. In this context the smoke-curing pit 
at Elizavetovka Settlement is very important, as it documents this practice for 
the first time. The scantiness of the evidence makes it next to impossible to 
estimate the volume of the production, but in such situations it is very easy 
to adopt a much too pessimistic view. Further research into shipwrecks may 
show how common the transport of fish products was before the Roman 
period compared to other commodities.

The emergence of the salting installations in the first century AD in the 
Bosporan Kingdom and in Chersonesos certainly signifies an important 
change. But the question remains whether it was only a change of produc-
tion mode or whether it actually changed the quantity of processed fish. I 
would be sceptical of Gajdukevič’s interpretation, that in the Greek period 
the export of fish was restricted to finer fish as luxury commodities, while in 
the Roman period cheaper pickled fish such as herring and anchovies were 
exported to meet the demands of a broader consumer market, and perhaps to 
the Roman army stationed on the Danube and in Asia Minor.69 To my mind 
the one need not exclude the other.

During the Roman period, fish processing seems to have been big busi-
ness, but can we estimate the volume of the production more precisely? For 
the installation at Zolotoe, Vinokurov estimated that 560 metric tons of raw 
fish could be processed annually, and suggestions for the total production 
from the northern Black Sea area exceed 20,000 tons. Such calculations are 
fraught with uncertainties. First of all we do not know how large a percent-
age of the salting installations once in existence have actually been found. As 
for the individual installation we can calculate the maximum capacity of each 
vat, but we do not know whether they were always filled to the top. Neither 
does our limited knowledge of the actual process leave us any clues as to the 
length of the process. Furthermore we have no reliable estimates for the avail-
ability of fish throughout the year. Production could have been seasonal. The 
suggestion of eight fillings a year is therefore nothing but an educated guess. 
Despite these reservations, I think it can still be concluded that fish processing 
accounted for a significant portion of the economy of Chersonesos and the 
Bosporan Kingdom. The prominence of the salting vats in the urban architec-
ture, particularly in Tyritake, testifies to the importance of this trade.
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A Fishy Business: 
Transport Amphorae of the Black 

Sea Region as a Source for the Trade 
in Fish and Fish Products in the 
Classical and Hellenistic Periods

John Lund and Vincent Gabrielsen

Salted, dried, and pickled fish, the staple food of the 
Greeks, was imported in large quantities into  

Greece, Egypt, and probably Syria from  
the Pontic regions and from Sicily 

(M.I. Rostovtzeff 1941)1

This ill-conceived picture of the Pontic  
fisheries has, unfortunately, found a wide audience 

(T.W. Gallant 1985)2

The notion that fish and fish products could have been carried in transport 
amphorae produced in the Propontis, i.e. the Sea of Marmara, or along the 
northern coast of Asia Minor may be traced back to articles published by J.L. 
Stoddart in 1850 and 1853. These articles are, incidentally, among the first to 
treat transport amphorae as evidence of trade.

In 1850, Stoddart wrote:

That the ancient commerce of Alexandria should have connected 
itself with the towns on the Propontis and its dependant straits, 
is very intelligible. Wine, which was plentiful and good on the 
Asiatic shore, was, no doubt, sought there; but the riches and con-
sequence of all those places depended mainly on their fisheries … 
They were to the Greeks what Newfoundland is to us. Nowhere 
else was fish more abundant, nowhere so excellent … The smaller 
kinds entire, and the larger kinds were carved into lumps, with 
salt strewed between the layers, they were packed in amphorae, 
… or in larger vessels (πιvθοι), and so exported.3
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In 1853, the same scholar suggested that salted fish “was the leading commod-
ity which the ancient maritime towns on the south side of the Euxine exported 
in diotae to those on the north side, where its superiority to their coarser and 
less sapid sturgeon must have procured for it an extensive demand”.4

Stoddart did not present any positive arguments to support his hypoth-
esis, and he did not specify which centres he imagined to be involved in this 
traffic. Still, his theory is highly relevant to the theme of this workshop, and 
the aim of this paper is to present and discuss the archaeological evidence for 
the use of transport amphorae of the Black Sea region as a possible source for 
the trade in fish in the Classical and Hellenistic periods.5

1. Prolegomena

Before turning to the Black Sea region, it may be mentioned that transport 
amphorae have been the subject of intensive research in the last decades,6 no 
doubt because such vessels were “above all … containers used in seaborne 
commerce”, which “provide us … with direct witness of the movement of 
certain foodstuffs which were of considerable economic importance”.7 David 
Peacock and David Williams wrote these words in their study on “Ampho-
rae and the Roman economy”, which was published in 1985. Since then, our 
knowledge about the typology and chronology of transport amphorae has 
advanced significantly, and research in amphora kilns and workshop facilities 
has also made great strides forward. Thanks to new publications of quanti-
fied contextual evidence, we may now map the regional and interregional 
distribution of many amphora types with some confidence.

In other respects, however, progress has been less marked. This is, for 
instance, the case with regard to determining the contents of the ampho-
rae – especially those predating the Roman era.8 This question is surely of 
the utmost importance, if we want to use amphorae as a source for ancient 
trade and economics. Several sources of information about this matter are 
at our disposal: 1) residue analyses by means of gas chromatography-mass 
spectrometry, 2) finds made inside sealed amphorae found in shipwrecks, 
3) indications from graffiti or dipinti, which may, however, be secondary and 
hence misleading,9 4) iconographic evidence from amphora stamps and rep-
resentations on coins and other media, and 5) ancient written sources. On 
the basis of all of this, a consensus of sorts emerged, which was formulated 
by Carolyn Koehler in 1996: “wine has been nominated as the chief export in 
amphoras from a number of Greek cities, including Chios, Kerkyra, Knidos, 
Kos, Lesbos, Mende, Paros, Rhodes, Sinope (and other sites in the Black Sea) 
and Thasos”.10

In recent years, however, a more subtle approach has emerged: Yvon Gar-
lan has questioned whether each individual amphora type did, indeed, only 
carry one type of commodity, as was hitherto commonly assumed.11 Also, 
Mark Lawall generally refrains from speculating about the content of the 
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amphorae in his illuminating analyses of amphora finds at Ilion,12 even if he 
associates the Chian amphorae found in Athens with trade in Chian wine.13

2. Amphorae produced in the Black Sea Region

The main centres involved in the production of transport amphorae in the 
Black Sea region in the Classical and Hellenistic period were Herakleia, Amas-
tris, Sinope, Dioskourias and Chersonesos.14 The amphorae produced in these 
centres have been well studied by several generations of Russian and other 
scholars, who have mainly concentrated on elucidating their typology, chro-
nology and stamps.15 The question of their contents has apparently not been 
at the forefront of research.

Still, it has been claimed that amphorae from the Chersonesos contained 
“cheap local wine”,16 and perhaps also grain,17 and that those made at Amas-
tris carried “olive oil and salted olives”.18 The site of Herakleia Pontike has 
been characterized as “one of the greatest wine exporters to the North Black 
Sea region” and it is assumed that amphorae from there contained wine.19 As 
for the amphorae from Sinope, Nicolae Conovici expressed the opinion that 
they mainly contained wine,20 whereas Vladimir Kac and others contend that 
they “most probably contained olive oil rather than wine; however, one can-
not rule out wine”.21 Ancient literary sources refer to the cultivation of both 
grapes and olive trees at Sinope.22

The attributes seen on the Sinopean amphora stamps may be relevant to 
this discussion. In 1998, Conovici published nearly 550 such stamps from 
Histria. The highest number of attributes in this sample, about 28%, refers 
directly or indirectly to wine (grapes, silens and satyrs, symposium vessels). 
The next highest incidence, about 26%, depict various gods or their attributes 
(Nike, Hekate, Hermes, Artemis, Herakles, Helios). Animals (mainly birds and 
lions) make up about 13%, and attributes related to ships and seafaring about 
10%. Unidentified persons and other motifs (trophies, horns etc.) constitute 
about 10% each. Finally, 2% depict the emblem of the coinage of Sinope: an 
eagle clutching a dolphin.23 True, we cannot be sure that the symbols on the 
stamps have anything to do with the contents of the amphorae, and this is in 
any case only a rough count. Still, it tends to support the notion that Sinopean 
amphorae were primarily containers of wine.24 None of the attributes seems to 
relate to olive oil or grain, and the one with the eagle and a dolphin is prob-
ably emblematic for Sinope in the same way as a rose or the head of Helios 
were for Rhodes on Rhodian amphora stamps.

Thus, according to current scholarship the amphorae produced in the Black 
Sea region in the Classical and Hellenistic periods were primarily intended as 
containers of wine and to a lesser degree of olive oil and grain. No one since 
Stoddart has claimed that any amphora type was primarily manufactured 
to carry fish products, but Garlan has stated that it is “tempting to think 
that salted fish products could have been the main contents of the about 181 
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Sinopean amphorae found sporadically in the Mediterranean”.25 He also 
mentions olive oil and wine in connection with Sinopean amphorae,26 and a 
recent find has given his proposal a new actuality.

3. The Varna shipwreck

In January 2003, there were reports in the international press that a joint 
Bulgarian-American expedition directed by Robert Ballard had discovered a 
shipwreck off Varna at the eastern coast of Bulgaria.27

The wreck contained at least 20-30 amphorae, but only one of these was 
retrieved, which allegedly “looked like a type of amphora that would be 
manufactured at the site in Sinop, Turkey.” It is said that

recent analysis of sediment gathered from inside the amphora 
revealed that it contained bones of a large freshwater catfish 
species, several olive pits, and resin … Cut marks visible on the 
fish bones, together with other physical clues and references from 
classical literature, lead researchers to believe the amphora carried 
fish steaks—catfish that was butchered into six- to eight-centim-
eter … chunks and perhaps salted and dried for preservation 
during shipping … Radiocarbon analysis of fish bone samples 
taken from the amphora … indicated that the bones were between 
2,490 and 2,280 years old [i.e. between ca. 487 and 277 BC].

A more intensive investigation of the wreck will, hopefully, clarify whether 
we are dealing with “a big supply boat full of butchered fish” as Ballard tends 
to think, or if – as noted by maritime archaeologist Cheryl Ward: “the other 
amphorae weren’t carrying fish, these fish may just have been somebody’s 
lunch”.28 Perhaps new light will also be shed on the curious fact that olive pits 
and resin were found with the fish bones inside the amphora, which could 
suggest that the amphora had been re-used.

4. The question of secondary use

This leads to the question if there is evidence for a trade-related re-cycling of 
transport amphorae in the Classical and Hellenistic period.

This is a problematic topic, not least because of the difficulties involved in 
distinguishing between primary and secondary use, for instance in the case 
of charred remains of “bones and fish scales” found together with grains of 
wheat, barley, millet and lentil seeds in an amphora in a cellar at Olbia dat-
able to the third to second century BC.29 There is ample evidence of re-use 
of transport amphorae at a local level,30 for instance as storage vessels. The 
amphorae found in Room 13 of the Monumental Building U6 at “Panskoye 
I” were thus re-used as containers of oil and/or grain.31 Dipinti and graffiti 
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are suggestive of such a re-use.32 Re-cycled amphorae were used as building 
material, burial containers for infants, and in numerous other ways. However, 
there seems to be no evidence for a large scale systematic re-use of transport 
amphorae in inter-regional trade in the periods dealt with here.33

In order to credit that re-cycled amphorae played an important role in such 
an endeavour, one would have to presuppose the existence of a system for 
gathering containers after their use and transporting them to wine and olive 
presses or other production facilities. But there appears to be no evidence at 
all for this in the periods in question.34

5. Literary evidence for trade in fish products from the Black Sea

Still, it is pertinent to be reminded that “absence of evidence is no evidence 
of absence”, because the ancient written sources document the importance 
of fishing in the Sea of Marmara and in the Black Sea.35 Moreover, a number 
of texts mention a trade in fish and fish products in the Classical and Hel-
lenistic Greek world.36

A reasonably well-preserved papyrus from the Zenon archive, for instance, 
records the valuation (for tax purposes) of goods imported to Egypt on two 
ships on behalf of Apollonius and others. This document, which dates from 
May-June 259 BC, lists among other goods “[- -] dried fish”, “[- -] fish pick-
led in the season”, “5 jars of [belly of tunny fish/ at 20 dr., [100 dr.]”, “[- -] 
of salted fish at 16 dr.”, “[- -] of mullet at dr. [- -]”, immediately after which 
follows the entry “2 earthenware jars of wild boar-meat at 2 dr. [4 dr.]”. True, 
the origin of these goods is not mentioned, and there is little reason to regard 
them as originating in the Black Sea region, even if 10 choinikes of Pontic nuts 
are mentioned further down the list.37

Another snippet of information comes from the fourth-century Demos-
thenic speech 35 Against Lacritus. The trial in which this speech was held 
concerned a maritime loan of 3,000 drachmas given to two merchants operat-
ing from Athens for a return voyage to the Pontus. The merchants had been 
contractually obliged to buy 3,000 amphorae of wine from Mende or Scione, 
which they were then to sell or exchange with goods from the Black Sea (Dem. 
35.10-13, for the contract). However, on their return to Athens, the money-
lender accused the merchants of having violated almost every single clause of 
the agreement. In particular, they had allegedly taken on board only 450 jars 
of wine (35.19) and had fabricated the loss of the return cargo in shipwreck 
(suffered en route from Pantikapaion to Theodosia) in order to explain the 
fact that they had come back to Athens empty-handed (35.31). It appears that 
the defendants had claimed that they were actually returning with a cargo to 
Athens, including salted fish (35.31). But this is met with the counter-claim 
that the consignment of fish was in reality transported from Pantikapaion to 
Theodosia on behalf of a certain farmer to be used by the workforce in his 
farm, and that, at any rate, it only amounted to a mere eleven or twelve jars, 
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taken on board along with two hampers of wool and two or three bundles of 
goatskins (35.32, 34). Whatever the truth may have been about this matter, 
the merchants at least thought their claim that the Black Sea fish was destined 
for Athens would sound credible. The fact that a fragment from the work of 
a comic poet, preserved by Athenaios, informs us that the Athenians credited 
Pontos with producing the best salt-fish, suggests an import of this commod-
ity on a certain scale.38

It is beyond the scope of this paper to present a systematic analysis of all 
the written sources. Such an endeavor might provide a clear answer to the 
question about the scale of the trade in fish and fish products, and perhaps 
also indicate if such an exchange was mainly conducted within the region 
itself or was part of a larger interregional trade. However, the instance cited 
from the Hellenistic period shows that ceramic containers – but not neces-
sarily amphorae – could indeed be used for transporting fish, and there is 
nothing in either text to indicate that this was in any way unusual; the Zenon 
papyrus, in addition, documents that such vessels were used for meat too. At 
the same time we cannot exclude the simultaneous use of other, non-ceramic 
forms of transportation, for instance baskets.

6. Conclusion

The fragmentary evidence available suggests that the amphorae produced 
in the Black Sea region in the Classical and Hellenistic periods were not pri-
marily intended as containers of fish or fish products. Still, the Varna wreck 
suggests that they could – at least occasionally – be used for this purpose. It 
is a moot question if the amphora in question carried supplies for the ship’s 
crew or whether it was part of a larger consignment. But even if the latter 
turns out to have been the case, it is doubtful if a large-scale and regular 
trade in fish products could have been based on re-cycled amphorae. In that 
case, one would expect to find evidence of a systematic collecting of re-usable 
amphorae. Also, one would expect amphorae found in wrecks to present a 
less homogeneous picture than what is actually the case. It may therefore be 
tentatively concluded that such a trade was either at a small scale or irregu-
lar.39 This accords well with T.W. Gallant’s conclusion that fish from the Black 
Sea, which reached the Mediterranean “was a luxury item, aimed at a very 
restricted market. It cannot be taken as symptomatic of society as a whole 
(Polybius, 4.38.3-7)”.40

There is precious little archaeological evidence to support the notion that 
the Black Sea region was the focus of a large-scale and systematic amphora-
based trade in fish and/or fish products in the Archaic, Classical and Hel-
lenistic periods.41 The fact that stamped amphorae produced in the Black 
Sea region only occur sporadically south of the Bosporus certainly suggests 
that the scale of any such trade must have been restricted. No one has yet 
mapped the distribution of Black Sea amphorae in the Mediterranean, but 
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among 1001 amphora stamps from Athens recently published by Gerhard 
Jöhrens, only six came from Sinope, and one from Chersonesos.42 This situ-
ation seems typical, and only 181 Sinopean stamped amphorae are known 
from the entire Mediterranean.43

From an archaeological point of view, then, there is much to be said for 
Gallant’s view that fish from the Black Sea region were luxury items, which 
“titillated the palates of discerning ancient gourmets”.44 However, it does 
not follow that the trade was of negligible economic import. The few written 
sources can hardly be construed as evidence of a large scale and systematic 
exportation of fish or fish products from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean in 
the period under review. Still, they tell us that Pontic salt fish were appreciated 
in Athens. Hence, it would be imprudent to make too much of the absence so 
far of any tangible evidence from the existing amphora record: other types 
of vessels than amphorae (possibly unrecognised by archaeologists) – not to 
speak of wooden crates, baskets or other containers of perishable materials 
– might have been involved in such a trade.
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Size Matters: 
Estimating Trade of Wine, Oil 

and Fish-Sauce From Amphorae 
in the First Century AD1

Bo Ejstrud

Garum – and the other types of fermented fish-sauce – was a popular part of 
the Roman cuisine. So important in fact that Tønnes Bekker-Nielsen argues, 
that although garum was not among the big three food items of the Roman 
world – wine, oil and grain – it was important enough to be a strong candi-
date for fourth place.2 The arguments are based on the abundant fragments 
of amphorae used – mainly – to transport liquids, and found in settlements 
throughout the Roman world. Amphorae for garum make up a sizable part 
of the fragments, typically 10-20%, and in some cases even more.3

But while we may infer from the proportion of fragments to the propor-
tion of amphorae, which suggests that somewhere between every 5 and 10 
amphora on a given Roman site contained garum, there is an obvious problem 
if we use these numbers to describe the proportion of volumes. Even disre-
garding the complex problems of taphonomy, there is the simpler problem 
of size: Every time we find a typical Dressel 20 amphora, or fragments of it, 
we have found 60-70 litres of olive-oil, while the average Dressel 7 amphora 
contained no more than 14-18 litres of garum. A simple count of sherds will 
overestimate the volume of garum to oil, in this example by a nominal factor 
of four (cf. Fig. 1).

Size does matter in a realistic assessment of trade. An estimation of the 
volumes cannot rely on the number of sherds, but rather, the numbers must 
be weighted against the volume of the containers.

This is not a simple matter, given the vast typological variation of ampho-
rae. An estimation of volumes requires knowledge not only of the mean vol-
ume of each type, but also of the specific composition of types on individual 
sites. This again requires extensive excavations, and also detailed publications 
of the pottery from the sites excavated.
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1. The amphorae from Augst

Well-published sites are in short supply in archaeology. But one such is the 
Roman colony of Augusta Raurica, today’s Augst, lying at the Rhine some 
10 km west of Basel in Switzerland (Fig. 2). The colony was founded in the 
mid-first century BC, and developed into a town of some 20,000 inhabitants 
during the second and early third century AD.

The extensive excavations are published in a long series of monographs 
– the series Forschungen in Augst having reached its thirty-second volume 
(Berger 2002) – along with numerous scientific and popular articles. The lat-
est available bibliography (Anonymous 2001) lists more than 800 titles with 
Augst as the main theme.

Stephanie Martin-Kilcher published the amphorae from Augst in three 
extensive volumes (1987, 1994a, 1994b). The catalogue (Martin-Kilcher 1987, 
1994b) lists almost 6000 numbers of typologically identifiable amphora-sherds, 
and apart from the typological analysis and presentation of the find, she also 

Fig. 1a-b. a) A Dressel 7 containing an average of 16 litres of garum (after Martin-Kilcher 
1994a, 394). b) A Dressel 20 containing an average of 66 litres of oil (after Martin-Kilcher 
1987, 55).

a) b) 
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discusses central aspects of trade in Augst, which all had to rely on imports, 
as neither oil, wine nor garum were produced locally.

1.1 The database

For the purpose of publication a database was originally developed to regis-
ter the amphorae. Unfortunately this database is not published in electronic 

500 m

Rhine

Fig. 2. The colony of Augusta Raurica. General plan with the Rhine, important buildings 
and roads (redrawn from Martin-Kilcher 1987, 17).
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format, the only accessible traces of it being the lists forming the printed 
catalogue. Had the database been available however, for instance on a disk 
inlaid in one of the volumes, it is very doubtful whether it would be readable 
by any standard programme today. But the advantages of using electronic 
registration are so obvious, that the database was reconstructed for this pur-
pose, although in a spreadsheet format, to facilitate calculations.

Over time there are considerable fluctuations in the relative number of 
types present at Augst.4 To get a more stable picture the following will focus 
on finds from AD 30-70, which is the best represented. Not all finds can be 
dated precisely within this time frame, but following the method of Martin-
Kilcher,5 sherds are counted with a proportion equivalent to the number of 
years their context falls within the timeframe. A sherd found in layers that 
is dated to AD 10-50 counts with 0.5, as half the years are within the period. 
Assuming uniform distribution, this method should give a reasonable esti-
mate, although the resulting sums are not integers. Sherds that cannot be 
dated within 100 years are disregarded.

The sherds are given both in total and minimum numbers, the latter being 
an empirical estimate reflecting the fact that any one pot can break into many 
pieces, and mainly counting the number of rims. As also shown by Martin-
Kilcher,6 there are no significant differences in the relative proportion between 
minimum and total number of sherds, so counting either way has no effect 
on the results in this case: Roughly 50% of the total sherds is part of the mini-
mum number.

The stable relation between total and minimum numbers is reassuring in 
terms of taphonomy. With the total numbers we get the fragments that can be 
identified as belonging to any one type. With the minimum numbers, we get 
the number of identifiable fragments that can be separated from each other. 
Since the relation between what can be identified and what can be separated 
is much the same for all types, we get a good indication of the representta-
tivity of the material: The larger amphorae do not seem to break into more 
– identifiable – pieces than the smaller ones, nor are they easier to identify. 
This is largely a product of the fact that the vessels are mainly identified by 
elements such as rims and handles, which do not vary in numbers with the 
size of the amphora.7

Establishing the new database was a simple matter of setting up various 
functions in the spreadsheet, and reading through the 6,000 numbers in the 
catalogue. More difficult was to determine the mean volume of the individual 
types. For the more abundant types such numbers can be found in the litera-
ture; Martin-Kilcher provides some, while another important source has been 
Paul Thyers very impressive web-based Atlas of Roman Pottery, concentrating 
on British sites. Most types are found in this way. For the more rare types, 
or those so far only known in fragments, there are no published estimates of 
their volumes. But for a majority of these problematic types, the Martin-Kilcher 
publication provides reconstructed drawings in a scale of 1:10. Using a GIS, 
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it is possible to digitalize these drawings in true scale, and then measure the 
area of the cross-section of each type. By comparing these areas to amphorae 
of known size, it was possible to get an estimate of the volumes. The charac-
ter of guesstimate must still be stressed for some of the types, but especially 
those very rare, and consequently with little influence on the results. The 

All 30-70
Type Content µ(litre) MIN Total MIN Total
Augst 17 Garum 20 65 98 9.4 17.8
Dressel 12 Garum 20 1 1 0.0 0.0
Dressel 7, 10, 11 Garum 16 48 55 20.2 24.9
Dressel 8 Garum 21 26 47 10.4 10.9
Dressel 9 Garum 42 27 38 7.8 9.8
Vindonissa 586 Garum 19 36 41 20.3 21.1
Pélichet 46 Garum 32 178 213 42.7 49.8
Augst 28 Garum 26 1 1 0.0 0.0
Augst 29 Garum 17.5 1 1 0.0 0.0
Augst 30 Garum 26 53 116 0.0 0.0
Group 9 ?? Garum 28.1 10 265 0.0 94.0
Dressel 10 sim. Garum 19 49 70 20.9 27.0
Dressel 9 sim. Garum 30 297 486 91.3 148.5
Group 10 ?? Garum 28.6 0 115 0.0 28.6
Augst 33 Garum 42 33 48 7.2 9.2
Augst 34 Garum 20 6 8 0.5 0.5
Augst 35 Garum 15 2 4 1.0 2.3
Dressel 16 Garum 10 4 6 0.4 1.2
Dressel 6A Garum 26 1 1 0.3 0.3
Dressel 14 Garum 26 1 2 0.0 0.0
Dressel 20 Oil 66 974 2,009 265.5 474.6
Dressel 6B Oil 20 2 3 1.3 1.7
Vindonissa 592 Oil 20 10 18 5.3 9.0
Augst 63 Oil 60 8 9 1.0 2.0
Tripolitana 1 Oil 55 2 4 2.0 3.5
Dressel 1 Wine 26 1 5 1.0 1.7
Pascual 1 Wine 25 12 21 4.1 5.4
Dressel 2-5 Wine 28 118 316 38.8 104.3
Camulodunum 184 Wine 17.5 29 121 10.2 35.6
Dressel 43 Wine 17.5 2 4 1.5 2.1
Oberaden 74 Wine 30 2 2 1.0 1.0
Gauloise 1-5 Wine 31 617 1172 88.8 169.7
Camulodunum 139 Wine 23 32 63 3.2 6.1
Augst 55 Wine 6.5 1 5 0.0 0.0

Sum 2,649 5,368 656.1 1,262.3

Table 1. Amphorae from Augst. Types not known in first-century context are not shown.
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Augst
All fragments

n = 5642

Garum
28%

Oil
37%

Wine
35%

Augst
30-70 min, weighted

n ~ 656.1

Garum
22%

Oil
63%

Wine
15%

Fig. 3. Wine, oil and garum at Augst. Left: The proportion between all fragments (Martin-
Kilcher, Abb. 204). Right: The proportion between volumes at AD 30-70.

volume of the undetermined sherds of Martin-Kilcher group 9 and 10 are set 
as weighted averages.

1.2 Relative imports

With these numbers established (Table 1), the amphorae from Augst provide 
a good example of the difference between counting sherds and measuring 
volumes. According to the simple count of the pottery, the imports of wine, 
oil and garum are roughly comparable in size, with 1/3 each (Fig. 3, left). 
But weighting the occurrence of individual types with their volume gives 
a very different picture (Fig. 3, right). Wine is reduced to a mere 15% of the 
total volume while oil is the dominant product, with almost 2/3 of the total. 
Figure 3 should prove the point of this paper’s title.

1.3 Absolute imports

The relative abundance of sherds is relatively unproblematic to establish. 
There are some obvious problems of statistical and taphonomic character, 
and probably some less obvious ones too, but with excavations at this scale 
the result can be considered statistically relatively stable.

Estimating the absolute volumes is much more problematic. Acknowledg-
ing this, but also pointing to the fact that the number of fragments actually 
found equivalate an annual import of only 2½ amphorae of oil, or 165 litres, 
Martin-Kilcher gives an estimate of the imports of oil.8 Several historical and 
archaeological sources are used to estimate an annual consumption of nine 
Roman pounds of oil per capita. Based on an average population of 12,000 
people, and assuming that only half the population were actual consumers, 
the result is an import of 270 amphorae per year, or 17,820 litres. The estimate 
seems to be on the conservative side, but gives us an idea of the actual volumes 
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consumed. Using this estimate as a basis, the annual import can be calculated 
as roughly 4,000 litres of wine and 6,000 litres of garum (Table 2).

It is difficult to relate such numbers to anything real. But using the same 
basis as Martin-Kilcher; a population of 12,000 of which only half are actual 
consumers, these numbers would be equivalent to a consumption of 0.7 litres 
– or one bottle – of wine per person per year. Where in relative numbers the 
low representation of wine in Augst was remarkable, these numbers tell us 
that there must be something wrong, and that even the meticulous counting 
and weighting of each individual container gives us a false picture of the 
actual imports. Size is not enough to get a reasonable estimate.

2. Trade in oil, wine and garum

One way to explain this problem is to look at the distribution at other con-
temporary Roman sites. In fact a detailed investigation would require all such 
sites to be as well published as Augst, and the establishment of new detailed 
databases of every fragment of pottery. But if we keep the investigation 
within Western Europe, and within the first century AD, it should be pos-
sible to apply the Law of Averages, using the average volume of amphorae 
from Augst to estimate the volumes at other sites. These average volumes 
are given in table 3.

Martin-Kilcher (1994a) provides numbers for the relative occurrence of 
sherds at other sites as well. Limiting the investigation to the first century 
AD and omitting the villas, which are not comparable to the towns, we have 
the relative composition of sherds from wine, oil and garum from another 
four sites: Nijmegen, Avenches, Saint-Romain-en-Gal and Rome. These are 
not many to compare with, but they provide a cross-section of Europe from 
Nijmegen in the North to Rome in the South. Weighting the relative numbers 
of fragments from each site by the average volumes from Augst, these few 
sites actually outline a distinct geographical pattern (Fig. 4).

The strong dominance of oil is not particular to Augst but can also be 
seen at Nijmegen and Avenches, all three situated in the northern part of the 
Empire, while the two southern, but otherwise very different, sites of Saint-

Volume (litres) 

Wine 4,285

Oil 17,820

Garum 6,271

Table 2. Estimated annual 
imports of wine, oil and garum 
in Augst.

Volume (litres)

Wine 29.0

Oil 65.5

Garum 27.9

Table 3. Mean volumes of 
amphorae at Augst.
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Romain-en-Gal and Rome are both dominated by wine. Apparently there are 
two separate groups in this material, with oil-dominance in the north, and 
wine-dominance in the south.

One explanation could be that wine in the northern part of the Empire was 
primarily transported in barrels, and is not represented with the amphorae. 
This explains the dominance of oil in the North. Since barrels are difficult to 
document archaeologically, wine becomes invisible to us. This explanation 
can be corroborated by the fact that the relation between oil and garum is 
very stable between all of the sites, with 25-30% of the volumes being garum 
(Fig. 5). Although figure 4 seems to indicate two very different patterns of 
consumption, figure 5 points to the fact that wine is the variable factor.

Fig. 4. Relative volumes of oil, wine and garum in Western Europe. Modern borders from 
World Data bank 2 (CIA 1972).
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During the first century AD both oil and garum were produced around the 
Mediterranean, strongly dominated by Andalusia in Southern Spain. These 
products came in amphorae, and they are therefore relatively easy to find, 
which explains the stable relation found on Fig. 5. Opposite this, there was 
a local production of wine in Gaul, which was mainly distributed in barrels, 
making wine more difficult to find.

Assuming that the patterns of consumption were much the same across 
Europe, one can speculate as to how much wine is missing in Augst. The 
average volumes on the two Mediterranean sites in this investigation are 62% 
wine, 28% oil and 10% garum. These averages can be replicated in Augst, 
if we assume that c. 90% of all wine came to this site in barrels, thus being 
invisible in the archaeological record. Using the absolute numbers calculated 
by Martin-Kilcher, where 17,820 litres of oil were consumed every year, this 
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Fig. 5. The relation between oil and garum on the five sites.

Table 4. The average imports to Saint-Romain-en-Gal and Rome can be replicated exactly in 
Augst by simply changing the volumes of wine. Cf. table 2.

Mediterranean Augst

Relative volumes, % Absolute, litres Relative volumes %

Wine 62.25 39,725 62.25

Oil 27.92 17,820 27.92

Garum 9.83 6,271 9.83
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would equal an “invisible” annual import of c. 35,500 litres of wine in bar-
rels (Table 4).

The absolute volumes only serve as illustration. What is important is to 
point to the high degree of stability in the relation between oil and garum. 
They are specialized products, produced in distinct regions and distributed 
in containers, which make them easy to trace. Apparently they were also 
imported in equal proportions across the Empire – or at least the western 
part of it, which is examined here.

3. Domestic imperialism – towards a conclusion

The Roman way of life left us with some very spectacular features. The vil-
las, aqueducts, baths and arenas are well known elements across the Empire, 
reflecting that Roman soldiers and administrators brought their culture with 
them, but also that the local populations were “Romanised”, sometimes 
remarkably fast. These spectacular buildings are an important and highly 
treasured part of the local cultural heritage wherever the Romans went.

What this study seems to suggest is that “Romanisation” is not just about 
the spectacular. It is also reflected in the very near and personal question of 
what to eat. This is not a matter of whether the Roman and Romanised people 
utilised local food resources. They did, but what is suggested by figure 5 is 
that there was very little regional variation in how much oil you would cook 
your food in, or how much garum you would pour over it to get that genu-
ine Roman flavour. Romanisation happened not only in the public sphere of 
gladiatorial games and water supply. It was also a domestic matter with a 
tangible impact on the dinner table. Speaking of a “domestic imperialism” is 
not misleading altogether.

If this interpretation is true, it also has implications on the discussions of 
substitution, i.e. whether oil can be replaced by animal fat, wine by beer – or 
garum perhaps with salt.9 Before going into this discussion it is important to 
recognize that in working with imported goods such as wine, oil and garum, 
our data mainly reflect the situation of the upper social strata. Martin-Kilcher 
assumes that only half the population in Augst had access to the imported 
olive-oil.10 The remainder of the population, whatever fraction it may have 
been, must have used another type of fat in their food, and had no choice but 
to find a substitute for oil.

But for those who had the means there are no real suggestions of such 
a substitution. The relative consumption of both oil and garum is the same 
from the Netherlands to Italy, demonstrating that those who could buy these 
foods also did. Wine and its possible substitution with beer are more difficult 
to assess as neither can be documented archaeologically. But following the 
line of reasoning above, that Spanish oil and garum was brought all across 
Europe because it was a proper part of Roman lifestyle, one could speculate 
that beer – with which Tacitus, at least, did not feel at ease (Germania 23.1) 
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– is an unlikely candidate to fill the barrels that are so obviously missing in 
both Augst, Avenches and Nijmegen.

Finally it is also important to remember that what is discussed here is 
based solely on sources from Western Europe. With the Black Sea Centre 
we have a unique opportunity for comparison with conditions at the other 
end of the Roman Empire. Just like those in Western Europe, the Romanised 
people at the Black Sea had villas, arenas and aqueducts. These features are 
known, and have been so for a long time. Maybe an interesting next step in 
the investigation of Roman impact and integration of the Black Sea would be 
to ask just how much garum they consumed.
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