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To Have and to Have not:
Supply and Shortage in the Centres of the Late Antique World
The period of ‘long Late Antiquity’, extending from Diocletian’s ascent to power in 284 to the eighth
century, saw the Late Roman / Early Byzantine Empire gradually reaching its widest expansion and its highest population density only, subsequently, to experience a sharp decline in both. As such, this period is quite
rewarding for the study of supply, or the lack of it. It incorporates within the same system of production and
distribution, at first a growing and then a declining phase, which can give us a clear picture of these mechanisms at work, both at their best and at their worst.
Grain and the chief product made from it, bread, were the staple foods of the Mediterranean world.
Therefore, the main concern of the system of supply was directed towards bread. Villages and towns had to
rely for their provisions on their immediate hinterlands. Larger cities, however, especially Rome and Constantinople, had to import grain – and other goods – from further away on a regular basis. This was an extremely costly enterprise, which was only made possible through state financing. Since the time of the late
Roman republic, the state imported and distributed a large quantity of bread to the citizens of Rome. This
measure was taken up by Constantine I for his new capital, Constantinople, and it continued to be practised
up to the time of the loss of Egypt to the Arabs in the mid seventh century, as this province was the chief
grain producing region of the Empire.
It is a fact that social and economic standing directly affect both the quantity and the quality of food that
is accessible to any individual. This has been true for the whole human history and we need not give examples to illustrate this any further. The economically weaker strata of Late Antiquity were certainly “food short”,
that is they were lacking absolute resources due to environment, politics or other socioeconomic factors.
Other parameters were also significant in the supplying of food or the lack of it. They affected not only those
who were unable to purchase food, because of their economic situation, but they also had a negative effect
on whole communities and regions, often breaking down the boundaries of social and economic standing. In
short we will deal with those cases where the system of supply broke down.
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We will set our investigation against two axes. The first one is spatial. It has to do with the way geography
imposes limitations and creates inequality between more and less favourable locations. It divides the Mediterranean world in two parts: coastal and mainland; the first easily and swiftly accessible, which translates into
less expensively supplied for. The second part, the cities of the mainland, demanded more effort, more technical means and more time to be supplied with food. The higher costs that ensued in this transaction were
often responsible for the delay and sometimes the fallout of provisions altogether.
The second axis is a social, or to be more precise an administrative one. Regardless of their position in
space important political and economic centres were supplied with food at any cost. The most prominent
position in this category is naturally taken by the capitals of the Empire: the Old and the New Rome. We will
show how the need to furnish them with food constituted an absolute priority of the Imperial government,
regardless of the possible shortages such a move would cause to the supplies for urban centres of lesser importance.
Moving in time through these two axes we can expect to view the system of food supply in a more fragmented but differentiated manner that will hopefully do justice to the reality of Late Antiquity.
In 368–369 a severe drought-induced famine ravaged Cappadocia and Phrygia, prompting Basil of Caesarea to deliver his sermon known as ‘Homily delivered in times of famine and drought’. Although he describes the climatic conditions that led to the famine quite extensively, nevertheless this seems to have been
a “market crisis”. His homily was destined to move the wealthy citizens of Caesarea to open their granaries
and to give food to their poor and starving fellow citizens. The biographer of Basil, his close friend Gregory
the Theologian, sums up the dire situation quite epigrammatically as follows: “There was a famine, it was
the worst within living memory, and the city was hard-pressed, for there was neither aid from anywhere, nor
was there a remedy for the evil. Now, the coastlands bear such scarcities with no difficulty, giving of their
own and receiving [i.e., exporting their own products and importing others in exchange] by sea. But for us
who live inland, both a surplus is unprofitable, and a need is unsatisfiable, not having the means to export
what does exist, or to import what does not exist.”10 To make this example even clearer it will suffice to look
at what was happening in other cities during the same period.
In Carthage similar climatic anomalies had also probably caused a shortage of wheat in 368-369.11 However, given the fact that North Africa was a grain producing province whose produce was collected at Carthage
and from there shipped to Rome12, the proconsul Africae, Hymetius, decided to sell grain normally destined
for Rome at a fairly low price to his citizens13. Although he was later punished for his act, the fact that the
city had access to large quantities of grain saved its inhabitants from famine14. At the same time large numbers
of people from the inner parts of Asia Minor took on a massive flight in order to escape starvation. The church
historian Socrates informs us, with some pride, of the innumerable multitudes that arrived in Constantinople
and had to be provided for: “For Constantinople, notwithstanding the vast population it supplies, yet always
abounds with the necessaries of life, all manner of provisions being imported into it by sea from various
regions; and the Black Sea which lies near it, furnishes it with wheat to any extent it may require.”15
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Three cities, unequal both in their location in space, and in their administrative importance show us how
the co-ordinates that an area occupies on the axes we have mentioned, pre-shape the quantity and quality of
supplies they will receive. But the limitations of geography are not merely as simple to define as what we
have viewed from the previous example; rather they can work themselves into more categories.
We have already mentioned that villages and towns were dependant on their immediate hinterland for
supplies. This becomes tragically obvious in the case of the two-year crisis in Edessa, in 500–50216. Edessa
was a fairly rich city, the capital of the province of Osroene and an important commercial centre17. After a
lasting epidemic of smallpox had worn down its citizens the city found itself in the middle of a vicious circle
of catastrophes: first a devastating locust plague ravaged the grain, fruit and vegetable crops of the entire
territory. Starving multitudes from the hinterland swarmed to the city in search of food thus aggravating the
market situation therein. There followed renewed bouts of pestilence and an uncommonly frosty winter,
resulting to a bad harvest. Both the following vintage and grain harvest were also destroyed this time by an
extremely hot wind. Throughout this period of two years there was scarcely any aid from outside, apart from
a minor amount of money donated by the emperor Anastasios, and some short-term distribution of bread to
a selected group of suffering citizens. Edessa as an inland city had only the production of its hinterland to
rely on. The fluctuations in production and supply due to climatic and other natural causes, or due to humaninduced causes (warfare par excellence) had to be endured, as no external aid could be expected.
We can observe a similarly structured episode regarding a subsistence crisis in Myra during the first wave
of the Justinianic Plague in 542. Myra was a coastal city, an important intermediate port for the grain shipments from Egypt to Constantinople. In 542 the plague broke out in the city and decimated its population.
The farmers of the hinterland feared to enter the city saying, “if we give the city wide berth then we will not
die of this disease.”18 As a result no grain, wine, flour, wood or anything else was brought to the city’s market, and a severe shortage added up to the ravages of the plague. The city’s dependence on its hinterland was
complete, at least as far as short-term crises are concerned. It is quite unlikely that any state-financed help
would have been sent to Myra, even if the outbreak of the plague had not interrupted the usual course of the
system of supplies. It seems more plausible that the citizens would have seized any amount of grain destined
for the capital, if they would have had the chance to do so – a similar action to this was already recorded for
Carthage.
As we have already seen, neither the relative administrative importance nor the geographical position per
se, provided a certain and safe frame for the supply flow of urban centres. We can go one step further in that
direction by showing that even what would seem to be the correct co-ordinates on our supply axes, that is
both a favourable, coastal position and a genuine administrative importance, were not sufficient to guarantee
a constant or certain supply flow.
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The city to discuss is Thessalonica, an urban centre of great strategic, commercial and administrative
importance, and the capital of the prefecture of Illyricum19. The incidents we are about to examine took place
in the late sixth / early seventh century and are recorded exclusively in the Miracula Sancti Demetrii, an account of the miracles performed by the city’s patron saint20. In 597 and around 608–611 the city of Thessalonica was ravaged by famine. In the first case we have the additional information that an Avar siege of the
city had taken place prior to the famine21. The hinterland had been pillaged by the enemy and no food shipment could be expected because it was generally rumoured that Thessalonica had been taken by the Avars
and this news kept the merchants away from its port. In the second case nothing more is recorded than the
presence of the famine22. In both cases, however, the end of the crisis was reached in the same, miraculous
way: Saint Demetrios appeared to state officials in charge of the shipment of grain to Constantinople at the
intermediate port at Chios and prompted them, in visions, to turn their course around and head for Thessalonica. Needless to say, that according to the hagiographic narrative this came to be and the city was amply
supplied with food. In my mind, the miraculous element in the narrative stands for something that would
otherwise be impossible: that grain destined for the capital would – even partly – be used to relieve a subsistence crisis in any other urban centre. There is also a third similar case of famine in Thessalonica. It occurred
in 676–678, and it was caused by a two-year siege by various Slavic tribes23. The imperial relief in form of
a moderate shipment of grain arrived only after the end of the siege and no miraculous intervention of the
Saint was called for. The probable cause for this change of attitude can be explained historically. At the end
of the seventh century with large territories (North Africa, Egypt, Syria and Palestine) irrevocably lost to the
Arabs and with the pressure of the Slavs imminently felt at the Balkans24, the imperial government must have
felt the need to protect what was now the second most important city of the Empire by offering relief from
the crisis.
What has been discussed so far suggests a very negative picture for the supply of urban centres in Late
Antiquity, regardless of their position in the two axes mentioned above. Were there then urban centres for
which the system of supply functioned always in a stable and certain way? The answer is yes, though with
some reservations depending on the technical limitations present at the times: this rule was only valid for
those urban centres wherein the Emperor resided.
Rome had been the imperial residence par excellence, the caput mundi and as such its provisions with
food (especially grain, oil, wine and meat), had been one of the chief priorities of the imperial government
over the first three centuries AD25. When Constantine shifted the weight of imperial power to the East, by
inaugurating Constantinople in the early fourth century, he could certainly not have predicted the full impact
of that move. At first Constantinople was a fairly small city, and the 80,000 annona tickets amounting to the
total rations of free bread, were perceived as a means to attract people to the new capital26. But as Constantinople’s importance grew rapidly along with its population, the importance of Rome diminished. This is a
well known fact, but it is interesting to see how the question of the balance of supplies between both cities
corroborates this tendency.
The material I have collected in my book includes data on shortages and famines that may serve as an
indicator of the malfunction of the system of supplies27. It is clear from the presentation of the data, that Rome
underwent a drastic status-change in the 4th century. Eight consecutive subsistence crises in one century
(seven of which were concentrated in its second half) signify severe problems with the city’s provisions. With
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the foundation of Constantinople, and the direction of the Egyptian annona towards the new capital around
the 330’s, Rome had to experience a gradual, but — taking into consideration the long tradition behind this
measure — nevertheless, quite sudden lack of grain28.
At the same period the population in Constantinople experienced only one case of shortage between
330–337: there the causes had been climatic. The absence of subsistence crises in 4th century Constantinople
may also be taken as an indication that the capital’s growing population was either as large that the amount
of the imported grain could cover, or smaller. Until the loss of Egypt and its grain to the Persians, and then
to the Arabs in the 7th century, Constantinople remained quite safe from the menace of famine-induced mortality: there were no cases in the 4th, one in the 5th, two in the 6th, one in the 7th and one in the 8th century. This
last case refers to the only recorded siege-induced famine that Constantinople had to endure from the time of
its foundation up to 75029. In a number of cases where the Capital had to experience sieges there have been
no recorded cases of famine30.
On the contrary, Rome suffered a number of siege-induced famines that were often coupled with the outbreak of an epidemic resulting in massive mortality. There were seven of them between 397–398 and 545–546.
It is remarkable that this famine-induced mortality in Rome is concentrated within a 150-year-period between
the end of the 4th and the middle of the 5th century, which largely coincides with the long period of unrest that
was unleashed upon Italy as a result of attacks first by the Visigoths and then by the Ostrogoths. Rome
depended on the African grain shipments after the Egyptian annona was directed towards Constantinople (cf.
supra)31. From 435 onward, as the Vandals conquered Africa, but mostly in the 6th century, the fatal combination of imperial warfare against the Vandals in Africa (533–534) and against the Goths in Italy (535–552)
produced a disastrous situation for the city. The Lombard incursion that followed did not apparently cause
any large scale mortality resulting from famine. This can be seen as a result of the overall population decline
that was brought about by the outbreak of the plague in the 540s32. There is a tendency for more famines in
the old rather than in the new Rome. In my mind this reflects the effort of the imperial government to secure
provisions (mostly the grain provisions) for their residence as an utmost priority. The emperors lived in Constantinople in close proximity to the populace that had to be provided for; if there was not sufficient food,
riots would commonly result. This phenomenon was fairly common in late antique Rome33, but relatively rare
in Constantinople34.
Another example will show that it is the administrative, and not the geographical status of the imperial
residence, which ensured that it was so carefully provided for. In 362–363 Julian resided in Antioch while
preparing for war with Persia35. Due to the concentration of troops in the city, and also due to a recent drought
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that had destroyed the crops, a severe shortage broke out in the city. The measures that Julian took to relieve
the crisis were remarkable – and needless to say – were not again applied to that city, either before or after
this incident. At first he took administrative measures against the crisis, regulated the market prices of the
city, and exempted citizens from taxes. Then, when all this had failed, he had large amounts of grain imported from the nearby cities of Chalkis and Hierapolis. Subsequently, he continued to offer a sizeable quantity of corn from his own patrimony and household and finally he had Egyptian grain brought to the city and
sold at an extremely low price. This would never had occurred in Antioch, if the emperor had not resided
there at that time.
Other cases can also illustrate the absolute priority of providing Constantinople with food over any and
every other city in the Empire36. In 361 African grain destined for Rome, where a famine ravaged the population, landed in Constantinople instead37. In 581–582 grain and bread were imported from Egypt and especially from the Thebais region, to supply famine-ridden Constantinople although this caused an even more
dire famine with massive mortality in those regions38. Finally, in a case mentioned above between 608–611,
during the reign of Phokas, a famine ravaged Thessalonica39. This famine was miraculously terminated by
Saint Demetrios, who allegedly appeared to an official in charge of the grain-shipments to Constantinople,
and who had him direct these shipments instead, to Thessalonica. A wheat shortage was already manifest in
the capital, probably as a result of the uprising of the Heraclids against Phokas, a movement which included
the withholding of the African and Egyptian grain shipments to the capital40. Contrary to what the Miracles
of St Demetrios report, the famine in Thessalonica must have been caused by the effort of Phokas to ensure
that the largest possible amount of grain from the area still under his control was imported to the capital. This
resulted in the occurrence of shortages and/or of famines in other cities, that would have otherwise obtained
this grain. We can safely assume that these grain shipments did not in fact reach Thessalonica instead of
Constantinople, otherwise a famine/shortage in the Capital would have resulted. However, there is no such
record.
We have mentioned before that the supply system to the imperial place of residence was ideally, but not
always actually stable and certain. The problems in the mechanisms of supply occurred whenever external
factors interfered. No grain shipment, imperial or other, was safe from untoward climatic conditions. This
was the case in 330–337 in Constantinople when the failing south wind hindered the grain shipment from
landing41, a situation that was to repeat itself over the centuries, until Justinian I, had built a large granary on
Tenedos that allowed grain to be unloaded near the capital in anticipation of favourable wind conditions.42
Similar cases are also recorded for Rome43.
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But the human element could also interfere with the imperial will. Rome was subject to what seems to
have been a recurring obstruction of its food supplies either for political or for military reasons. This was
particularly true for the fourth and early fifth centuries during which time four such cases were attested.44
This must have also been true for Constantinople, but the few recorded cases that have come down to us show
that the imperial government took draconian measures to ensure that the supply for its capital would not be
endangered. In 355 Athanasios was banished to Gaul following the accusation that he had wanted to detain
the grain shipments to Constantinople45. In 452 the party of the deposed patriarch of Alexandria, Dioskoros,
revolted against the authorities, and threatened to obstruct the grain shipments to Constantinople. The emperor Markianos ordered the Egyptian corn to be delivered and shipped to the capital at Pelusium instead of
to Alexandria, whereupon the rebels in the latter city suffered starvation46.
John of Ephesos informs us of the massive mortality that ensued during a dire famine that ravaged Constantinople and Egypt in 581–582, but he ends in a positive note: “Through God’s mercy in that year the
tuna-catch was extraordinary, so that everybody could buy them cheaply and eat enough. In the regions far
from the sea God made fruit and vegetable ripen in abundance.”47 We can sum this up as follows: for inhabitants of mainland cities which above all enjoyed no administrative importance, it often required a miracle to
supply them with food.
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