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Discuss the Practical Issues about Mining in Ancient Athens.

Mining in Ancient Athens was a topic that impacted many different people from a variety of backgrounds.
It did not matter what class you were from, to be in the mining industry was simple from an outside
perspective. You were either wealthy and owned/rented mines?, or you were not in such a stable financial
situation and had to work the mines for a living.

The mines from Laurium in Southern Attica, have lots of inscriptions from 367 BCE all the way through to
the end of the 4" Century BCE2. This is known because the areas were reworked in the 19t to 20t
centuries?. This suggests that we can use ancient Athenian mines like Laurium to make good comparisons
of other mines in ancient Athens and across the ancient world. The large account of inscriptions means
that other mines can be looked at and partially reconstructed to see similarities and differences over both
time and area.

The mines being open and active meant that as long as they always had employable workers then men
would have jobs in order to be able to create a living®. However, typically these workers were slaves who
would work for their owners in order to create income. Freedmen did not have a tendency to work inside
the mines, instead these jobs were left to the slaves who were seen to be the most unimportant®. New
lessees would normally continue the employment of previous slaves working in the mines. The miners who
were too old to do the underground work in the mines would work in the washeries and smelting areas
above the ground®. This meant that the age of the miners/slaves was a practical issue in ancient Athenian
mining because it meant that it impacted the areas in which they could work. Xenophon suggests that
there was already plenty of work to go around which allows the allusion that men were already over
worked’. Therefore, working the mines would not have been an easy task.

We can also find out a lot about mining through slags. In mining terminology, a slag refers to what is left
over after the smelting process has been completed. It can have a number of materials in it but
traditionally in Laurium is had left over lead in it. The miners would create tunnels and then from this when
they thought that large amounts of lead were present, they would take them through the smelting
process®. This was where the silver was removed by melting for impurities and then melting again and the
silver would sink to the bottom and then therefore be extracted. 1 kilogram of ore was equivalent to
burning 200 grams of charcoal®. The people who ran the mines knew that if they used less charcoal then it
resulted in the slag heap having more lead left in them than typically would have happened.

The installations that had been used in Laurium were quite advanced and there were 30 preserved
installations left and there are mention of eighty-three others!®. This suggests the mine was very large and
would have been able to create a lot of income. This means that the owners and leasers would have been
able to create a good amount of monetary gain from the use of such a large mine as well as the slave
workers being so cheaply paid.

In conclusion, the practical issues of mining in ancient Athens was typically a reflection of the workforce
which in this case was slavery. Therefore, the slaves could be worked for as little as necessary and the
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money would go straight to their master. As a result, it means those richer were gaining more money than
those without. And even older workers would have had to work throughout the mines in the underground
areas.
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