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A view from the margin? Roman commonwares
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There can hardly be any doubt that goods moved in large quantities and over great
distances under the Roman empire. This awareness is borne out of a long tradition of
archaeological research attesting to the widespread distribution of specific categories of
material culture across the full expanse of the Mediterranean and beyond.! This phenom-
enon has been interpreted as a more or less direct result of Rome’s military expansion and
the fundamental political unification which came with it, bringing about unprecedented
conditions which favoured trade and exchange.? Scholarship has often stressed the role
played in this by ‘“institutions’: the spread and adoption of a common set of laws, currency
and units of measure, fostered by a relatively long period of internal peace and political
stability, would have boosted the economic performance of the empire to levels that had
not been witnessed before and would not be seen again for many centuries.? Indeed, the
notion of ‘efflorescence’ has sometimes been employed to describe and explain the kind of
economic growth to which this process might have contributed.*

The historical significance of this phenomenon of Mediterranean exchange has long
been recognised and its broader implications acknowledged even by scholars who are
known for their forceful reaction against ‘modernist’ interpretations.®> This awareness has
gone hand in hand with a considerable improvement in our understanding of Roman
material culture, especially in consideration of the range and scale of its production, dis-
tribution and consumption patterns,® with much effort being devoted to uncovering more
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