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Quantitative approaches to the investigation
of long-distance exchange
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Introduction

Both archaeologists and ancient historians have noted the lack of reliable statistics pertaining to the
ancient economy, and have rightly cautioned against the generation of “pseudo-statistics” as a result. In
the Mediterranean, archaeological data can be gathered in large numbers, making numerical analysis a
statistically viable exercise. Pottery is an obvious candidate for statistical analysis, as studies docu-
menting ceramic trends through time on such major ports as Benghazi! Carthage,? and Ostia® clearly
illustrate the potential of using quantitative data for interpreting long-distance trade. The growing
application of quantitative analysis in Roman pottery makes it essential to define some of the assump-
tions and limitations inherent in both methodology and data, in order that these analyses are inter-
preted within a rigorously tested framework. Most studies undertaken to date have relied on comparisons
of relative percentages of different pottery types, both within a site* and among several sites.

This same data can be more fully exploited by the application of computer-assisted multivariate
statistical techniques, which allow for widespread comparison. This paper suggests the use of discrimin-
ant analysis, together with simple correlations, as methods for investigating late-Roman exchange.

Economic background

The use of ceramics for economic interpretation assumes a meaningful relationship between the
ceramic record and the economy in general. It is, therefore, important to acknowledge the historical limi-
tations to such an approach. Pottery would have played only a minimal réle in the ancient economy.
Regardless of which paradigm is adopted, agriculture, not industry, was the economic mainstay. Manu-
facture was generally on a small scale, although Garnsey and Saller” suggest that pottery and textiles
are two industries which may have operated on a somewhat larger scale. However, both historical and
archaeological evidence suggest that in most cases pottery production was on a small scale and of limited
economic importance. Exceptions are the red-slipped industries at Arezzo and La Graufesenque, which
were relatively much larger concerns. Even the widely distributed African Red Slip wares, while large
in aggregate, consist of individually small workshops.8 Little prominence is given to pottery by ancient
authors, but such references that do exist tend to emphasise its functional properties as a container; exam-
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