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Oil for export? A comparison of Libyan, Spanish
and Tunisian olive oil production
in the Roman empire*

D. J. Mattingly
Introduction

The ancient economy remains a controversial and intractable field, largely through the lack of ancient
literary testimony.! Archaeology will never provide full answers to the many vital questions, but it is
neglected too often by historians as a tool for shaping hypotheses. This article will attempt to present
the range of evidence available on olive oil production and redistribution in three key areas of the
western Roman empire. The underlying issue which unites the different sections of the paper is the
impact of olive oil on the ‘economy’, at both local and imperial levels.

Of c. 800 million olive trees in the world today, 98% occur in the Mediterranean region.2 We cannot
estimate the numbers in antiquity, but it is clear that by, or during, the Roman period, cultivation of the
olive had spread to virtually all the regions bordering the Mediterranean. Olive oil was a basic food
source, the prime lighting fuel and the essential base for numerous medicaments, soaps, skin oils, perfumes
and cosmetics.? Per capita consumption of olive oil in the ancient world is likely to have been far higher
than many believe or even than figures for modern use might suggest.* The traditional peasant diet in
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Camps-Fabrer, L'olivier, for H. Camps-Fabrer, L’olivier et I'huile en Afrique romaine (Algiers 1953)

L'Huile (1985) for L'Huile d'olive en Méditerranée. Histoire, anthropologie, économie de l'antigquité a nos jours
{Maison de la Méditerranée, Memoirs et Documents 2, Aix 1985)

Peacock and Williams, Amphorae, for D. P. S.Peacock and D. F. Williams, Amphorae and the Roman economy
(London 1586}

Ponsich 1974 and 1979 for M. Ponsich, Implantation rurale antique sur le Bas-Guadalquivir 1 (Paris 1974) and II
(Paris 1979)
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(1980) 101-25 and in P. Garnsey and C. R. Whittaker, Trade and famine in classical antiquity (Cambridge 1983)
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M.-C. Amouretti and G. Comet, Le livre de I'olivier (Aix-en-Provence 1985) 7-17; G. de Beir, Produccion 1, 311-19.
Amouretti and Comet, ibid.; M.-C. Amouretti, Le pain et I'huile en Gréce antigue (Paris 1986); ].-P. Brun,
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4 ]. Pagnol, L'olivier (Avignon 1975) 27, cites the following modern figures (litres per person per year): Greece 20;
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