Identify the Best Items to Offer the Trader, Explaining Your Choices in the Context of the Athenian and Babylonian Economy

This essay is based on the hypothetical scenario in which a Freedman in Athens has the opportunity to trade with Babylonian trader. It will cover the possibility of selling silverware, weapons and shields, or wine and olive oil, focusing on why they would be a good choice.

A major source for this essay is Herodotus. However, due to the age of the texts, and previous translations, the original meaning and context of some aspects of the text may have been lost. In addition, we have no way of verifying whether or not everything that he writes was true. 

The Babylonian economy was based on agriculture and trade with neighbours[footnoteRef:1]. Since it was built on an alluvial plain, grain was abundant, and there were plenty of sheep, who’s wool was used for weaving[footnoteRef:2]. In comparison, the Athenian economy was based on silver, but, like Babylon, trade was an essential aspect of its economy[footnoteRef:3]. While the basis of their respective economies were different, trade was what allowed both cities to rise to power. The first potential trade items are silverware. Athens’ power was as a result of their abundance of silver[footnoteRef:4], and therefore it would be relatively cheap to send large amounts of fine silverwork to Babylon. However, it would have to be of a high quality, and should also be in the Greek or Athenian style, so as to be considered appropriately ‘exotic’ to Babylonian buyers. Silverware would be a good choice because Babylon naturally had no metals, and therefore all metals arrived through trade[footnoteRef:5]. The second potential shipment could be of weapons and shields. The family of Athenodoros own a shield workshop, so it could be a cheap option. Due to the difference between Greek and Babylonian styles, Athenian weapons could be considered ‘exotic’ enough to sell well. The final option is to trade wine and olive oil. The land surrounding Babylon was not suitable for growing olives or grapes, and consequently these items were imported[footnoteRef:6]. Since it is known that Babylon imported wine from Armenia[footnoteRef:7], we can assume that Greek wine would also sell well. Since the family of Athenodoros also has connections to a pottery workshop, it would not be difficult to supply amphoras in which this could be stored. Overall, this gives three viable options to offer the Babylonian trader.  [1:  Sayce (?), p.107]  [2:  Sayce (?), p.107]  [3:  Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidenow (2014), Economy, Greek]  [4:  Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidenow (2014), Economy, Greek]  [5:  Oates, (1979), p.11]  [6:  Herodotus, (193.3)]  [7:  Herodotus, (194.2)] 


Overall, these three options are viable for different reasons. Silverware had a high value, and would not be as readily available in Babylon, and weapons and shield would stylistically look very different, which would help them to sell. Wine and olive oil, like silver, were not easily available to those living in ancient Babylon, and would need to be supplied to foreign traders. Therefore, all three of these options could potentially sell well in a Babylonian market. 
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