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Costly display or economic investment? A quantitative
approach to the study of marine aquaculture

Annalisa Marzano and Giulio Brizzi

Marine [ishpurds evoke a world of luxury villas in which upper-class Romans CHEAZE 11
extravagan: works 10 ensure lhat their fise do not dic. Licingus Lueutus had a tunnei dug
throngh a mountain to connecl his fishprond to the sea £0 as to ensure that the right atmount of
sea water would replenish o (gaining fer his Sybns the appellation of Xeeves tugal !

Several anccdoles ell of {he emolional attzchments that villa-owrers develaped for their
fish, treating lhem like pels ratlur than material for the tabled

Various studies have been devoled 1o Roemar coasial fisaponds, investigating therr from
different points of view. as an indicator of e chanees in sea level oves the cerwurios? lor (beir
technical charactenstics, or for the eile of fish {arming in Roman suciely and n the conbext o
villas.® The view on mazine fishponds and relaled aquaculiure has generally been that fish
farming was a costly matter pursued exclasively for its highly symbalic value a3 an elepwent of
display and a!firmation of one's social standing in the competitive climate of e Late
Fepublic. I Varrg's words, fishponds contenzed the owner's eyes bul emptied his [resets,
rather than filled them.”

Howcver, there was also an mmportant economic aspect o lishponds® Eishponds and fisn
breeding were an investment in a particaiar branch of pasie vilisiicr aimed at genezating 3
surplug of a luxury [ood that could be placed or e crban market. The concentration of lish-
ponds along the Tyrrhenian coast has 1o be seers in relation 1o the demand for qualty foods
generaled by Rome ancl, bo a lesser extent, by other urban centres. The sive of many of the
fishponds, varving between 700 and 1200 m? {Tarre Astura ar ¢ 15,000 mé i3 an cxceplionai case),
weems o indwzle that these structures were interded 0 provide oot just for the reeds of the
vitla” Our aim kere is to quanhily the potential production capacity of some fishposd instal-
lations in order Lo delecmine more precisely the amennt of fish that could be grown, and
wherer 3 surp.ns destined for consumplion outside Uie realin of the villa was possihle. By
comparng the enaracteristics of Koman structuees with peactices sy modern aquacollure, we aim
at determiring e use of fishponds and the characleristics of Koman aquacullure, We focus on
tish proper, kaaving aswic he well attested breeding of molluscs, especially avsters® Two case
atedies have been chosen as representarive of e otality of fishpords attested slong the
Tyrrzenian coast, to which we aié Torre Astura, the remarkable scale of which rerects mmpe:-
i invesiment and management, Caleulations of the potential production and analysis of the
smiechanisth am operation at the study sites 2re offered 25 mdicators of the production potential
ol Naiian sguacaitsre in general, but it has o be temembered that each fishpond cotld have
heen vged in difierent ways according o season, location, and Shw hsh-larmer's expericnce.
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& Literary evicuence indwcates that the oysters of Brund:sium, Antium, Baae and Lagus Lucrinus were
rencwred: Laloy 2M3, 5.7, "ovster” for reterences. The oyster beds of Puteol and Baiae are repre-
sented on 3 secies of Late glass Hasks (Kolendo 1377; Ostrew 19790, For dwseussion of archaealog-cal
evicerce of Roman oyster-greedie g, ses Pagano 198354, Hickner 1999,
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