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In these works I will be evaluating  the notion that Rome’s Trade with India wrought far more ruin to her economy than it did boons and that whilst Rome was making huge losses on these trades she carried on none the less due to the high demand Rome and her people held for the goods coming in from India. I will be paying particular attention to Rome’s maritime trade with India.

There are several ancient sources that have been frequently relied upon by modern scholarship. The two contemporary sources most relevant to this study seem to be the Periplus Maris Erythraei written between AD40-70[footnoteRef:1], described by Ball as “an anonymous maritime manual and navigational aid”[footnoteRef:2], and Pliny the Elder's Natural History Volume VI, which deals with Rome's interaction with India and the surrounding areas. Gurukkal describes the Natural History as providing “invaluable facts, relatively accurate and up-to-date, about the ports, marts, and merchandise of India’s south-western and south-eastern coasts in the age of Roman Empire till the reign of Flavian”.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Cassom 1989: 7]  [2:  Ball 2016: 141]  [3:  Gurukkal 2016: 64] 


One might begin to accesses this notion by first identifying what costs and concerns are associated with Maritime trade in general. When considering how an Ancient Roman seafarer, either state sponsored or free lancing, would have approach a trade deal with a nation such as India one may assume they would have to consider a number of factors. 
Transportation costs[footnoteRef:4] including expenses associated with shipbuilding, ship repair and maintenance[footnoteRef:5] were paramount. Evidence from Wadi Gawasis, Berenice and Myos Hormos indicate high costs of ship maintenance[footnoteRef:6]. Sidebotham emphasises that “transport costs at sea varied... Based in part upon the size of the vessel, its cargo and its destination.”[footnoteRef:7]. The costs of ship maintenance was also impacted by the season in which they were trading, and how that would affect the capability and costs of travel (monsoons in India)[footnoteRef:8] and how such weather would damage the ships[footnoteRef:9]. [4:  Sidebotham 2011:212-6]  [5:  Sidebotham 2011: 213; Warmington 2014: 310]  [6:  Sidebotham 2011: 213]  [7:  Sidebotham 2011: 213]  [8:  Sidebotham 2011: 213]  [9:  Sidebotham 2011: 213] 


Security was also a major concern due to piracy. In times of warfare, when trade by land was not possible, the Roman Empire put protection in place for its trading vessels.[footnoteRef:10] For example, Augustus made arrangements for the protection of the sea routes from the Nabataeans and the Himyars.[footnoteRef:11] Rome was clearly aware of the importance of protecting its traders, and we’re very proactive at fighting piracy.[footnoteRef:12] This affected how many stops the ship would make along the way, as more stops increased the possibility of loss of products from a variety of dangers and so become more expensive[footnoteRef:13]. [10:  Chandra 1977: 110]  [11:  Chandra 1977: 110; Speidel 2017: 101-2]  [12:  Speidel 2017: 102; Plin. Nat. 6.26.22]  [13:  Sidebotham 2011: 213] 


Another consideration was the tax/levies[footnoteRef:14] up to 25% of cargo's value[footnoteRef:15]. Rome was only able to afford the expenditure of the Indian Trade by levying heavy import taxes on luxury items of up to 25%[footnoteRef:16]. These taxes were all transmitted to Rome,[footnoteRef:17] where they were put back into the aerarium or “public chest” until the reforms of Tiberius decreed that all Customs Revenue be paid into the fiscus or “imperial treasury”.[footnoteRef:18] A significant example of the cost of these taxes comes from the Muziris Papyrus, which tells of a ship called the Hermapollon, which was required to pay over 1.7 million sesterces of import taxes.[footnoteRef:19] [14:  Young 2001: 204, 209]  [15:  Speidel 2017: 102; Majumdar 2017: 416; Miller 1969: 226]  [16:  Speidel 2017: 102; Majumdar 2017: 416; Miller 1969: 226]  [17:  Miller 1969: 227]  [18:  Miller 1969: 226]  [19:  Speidel 2017: 104; Majumdar 2017: 416] 

It has been argued that these taxes were the only reason that Rome as a nation had any economic interest in trade with India,[footnoteRef:20] as they did not seem overly concerned by the apparent drain on their resources that this trade demanded.[footnoteRef:21] Young suggests that the Roman interest in this tax revenue “was the only significant reason to account for the construction of facilities and the provision of protection to the traders involved in the commerce”[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Young 2001: 201]  [21:  Young 2011: 211]  [22:  Young 2011: 207] 


Additionally, one could argue that the most primary concern for a trader of the time would be what is actually in demand by potential customers and which goods could be traded in exchange. When looking in particular at Rome’s trade with India, to begin with Rome was able to produce enough of her own goods to satisfy the trade deals with India but as Rome and her people got more and more of a taste for the Indian trade goods larger and larger ships were being built, requisitioned and called in from other parts of the empire in order to fill out the trade quotas from Rome to India and vice versa.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Warmington 2014: 273] 

What Rome was exporting to India and indeed many other civilisations it deemed below its own station would often follow the philosophy of placing quantity hand and foot over quality and even the variety of these massed produced goods left a lot to be desired as it seems that any goods of particular quality or value were kept within Rome for her own markets.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Warmington 2014: 273] 

Warmington sums it up as ‘’The general quality of Rome’s exports was weight and bulk rather than large variety and there was a tendency to sell inferior goods to people of slight culture’’[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Warmington 2014:273] 

Rome exported many different items to make up for the goods they imported. Warmington and Miller both provide an exhaustive list of the many imports and exports carried along the Indian Trade Routes[footnoteRef:26]. According to the Periplus, Rome was exporting to India Mediterranean red coral (Corallium Rubrum) in huge quantities ,[footnoteRef:27] so much so that Pliny records that the supply within Roman Territories was becoming exhausted in his time.[footnoteRef:28] The shortage became so dire that Pliny notes the Gaulish tribes were unable to acquire the red coral from Rome via trade in order to adorn their shields, swords and helmets with it, as had been their custom for generations.[footnoteRef:29] The coral was mainly traded for pearls, which were considered to be of a similar value by the Brahmans,[footnoteRef:30] as coral was considered to be sacred.[footnoteRef:31] [26:  Warmington 2014: 261-273; Miller 1969: 203-215]  [27:  Warmington 2014: 263; Miller 1969: 209]  [28:  Warmington 2014: 263; Plin. Nat. 32.11.5]  [29:  Warmington 2014: 263; Plin. Nat. 32.11.5]  [30:  Miller 1969: 209; PME 39; Plin. Nat. 32.11.4-5]  [31:  Warmington 2014: 263] 

Another major export from Rome were plant products, including flax clothing, linen, papyrus[footnoteRef:32] and storax, which was used in medicine.[footnoteRef:33] However, Rome’s major export was in wine[footnoteRef:34], as it also served a secondary purpose as part of the ships’ ballast.[footnoteRef:35] Lead, copper and tin were also minor exports from Rome, as India's native coinage at the time was mainly produced from these metals.[footnoteRef:36] Warmington places great importance in the exportation of glass from the Roman Empire, as numerous examples of glass products from the provinces controlled by Rome, such as Alexandria, Tyre and Sidon[footnoteRef:37] have been found across the Indian subcontinent, as well as in China and other places in the Far East.[footnoteRef:38] [32:  Warmington 2014: 264-5; Miller 1969: 212, 214]  [33:  Warmington 2014: 265-6; PME 39]  [34:  Chandra 1977: 127]  [35:  Warmington 2014: 265]  [36:  Warmington 2014: 267-8]  [37:  Warmington 2014: 271]  [38:  Ball 2016: 145] 

Rome went on to request huge sums of goods from India and in exchange for these goods India was requesting from Rome increased amounts of commercial goods. Rome had to send massive amounts of cargo on these larger trade vessels to Indian ports.

In order to match the value of the Indian goods coming into the empire via sea routes, ships leaving for India would be much heavier with Roman goods and would indeed be over-encumbered by these goods and yet despite this, Rome was not breaking even with the trade of goods alone. Monetary tribute had to be sent on the ships as well as the trade goods in order for Rome to pay off the cost incurred by importing valuables from India (as the goods made in Rome destined for India did not match the value of the cargo Rome wanted to import from India)[footnoteRef:39], valuables that Rome was prepared to run itself into the ground for. [footnoteRef:40] [39:  Warmington 2014: 273]  [40:  Young 2001: 203-4] 

Rome's desire for Indian goods covered a wide variety of goods, from luxury items such as pearls[footnoteRef:41] and precious gems[footnoteRef:42], to more commonplace goods such as cotton[footnoteRef:43] and black pepper.[footnoteRef:44] There was also great demand for exotic animals for Roman circus shows, including lions, rhinoceroses, elephants, tigers and serpents.[footnoteRef:45]Parrots were very popular,[footnoteRef:46] likely as household pets for the elite of Rome's society who wanted to show off their wealth. Animal products such as tortoise shell and rhinoceros horn were also highly prizes.[footnoteRef:47] [41:  Chandra 1977: 125]  [42:  Warmington 2014: 269]  [43:  Chandra 1977: 126 ]  [44:  Chandra 1977: 117, 121]  [45:  Chandra 1977: 111]  [46:  Chandra 1977: 111]  [47:  PME 6; Chandra 1977: 111] 

Later, Rome desired to import more of these goods from India. Unfortunately, Rome could not meet the increased demand for Roman exports that India wanted in return for the Indian trade goods and so alongside the exchange of commercial goods, Rome also had to pay any remaining costs with coin to pay for the increased sums of Indian goods it was importing[footnoteRef:48]. Pliny Natural History Book VI records an annual loss of no less than 55 million sesterces on trade with India alone over the previous ten years before his works.[footnoteRef:49] Chandra tells us that Tiberius attempted to curb this great drain on Rome's treasury, but was without success.[footnoteRef:50] [48:  Rostovtzeff 1957: 67 ; Warmington 2014: 274; Chandra 1977: 111]  [49:  Miller 1969: 227-8]  [50:  Chandra 1977: 111-2] 


Rome wanted increased sums of Indian goods so this meant more or larger transport ships,[footnoteRef:51] more security ships[footnoteRef:52], higher maintenance costs for said ships[footnoteRef:53], labour costs would increase with larger sums of goods, all of these costs would be expended again to pay for the trade routes across land[footnoteRef:54], higher loans from banks and higher interest rates (30% in some cases)[footnoteRef:55] on said loans due to the added risk of increasingly larger trade ventures would surely have effected not only the state but everyone else in a cascade effect.   [51:  Chandra 1977: 120]  [52:  Warmington 2014:310-11]  [53:  Sidebotham 2011: 213]  [54:  Sidebotham 2011: 213 - 214]  [55:  Sidebotham 2011: 216] 


Rome was consuming far more commercial goods than she was producing. The goods that she did produce were not valued highly by many far eastern nation states such as China and India and as such Rome was having to pay with coin that which the worth of the trade goods alone could not cover.[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Young 2001: 203] 

“The result of this was the draining away from the Empire of precious metals in the form of coined money without any adequate return."[footnoteRef:57] [57:  Warmington 2014:273] 

Rome was slowly bankrupting itself. As mentioned above, on average 55 million sesterces a year was being sent to India alone so that Rome could have its commodities. Other countries such as Arabia and Seres were also draining large sums of coinage from Rome and when combined with that of India the cost exceeded 100,000,000 sesterces every year.[footnoteRef:58] [58:  Warmington 2014:274] 

Despite this truly gargantuan wealth of coin flowing out of Rome’s treasury it is noted on multiple accounts that Rome seemed largely to not be “unduly concerned” about these tremendous costs.[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Young 2001: 203, 21] 


Trade with India eventually ceased due to the value of roman Silver coinage plummeting. This was due to a number of factors:
Rostovtzeff suggests that this was ‘’Largely due to the depreciation of currency’’[footnoteRef:60].  The percentage of silver in the coins began to drop due to the hoarding of ’good silver’ by profiteers meaning coin for coin the currency was worth less.  [60:  Rostovtzeff 1957: 473] 

Another possible reason for the loss of trade with India was ‘’the decay of initiative on the part of businessmen’’[footnoteRef:61]. Trade could be a dangerous financial venture for a businessman and the increasing risk of raiders from such peoples as the Blemmyes and even the Goths were becoming a more prevalent threat in the Mediterranean as they were known to take to the Mediterranean sea in raiding vessels and conduct raids on the coastal cities including settlements in Asia Minor. [footnoteRef:62] These cities were along the routes of trade vessels belonging to Rome. [61:  Rostovtzeff 1957: 473]  [62:  Rostovtzeff 1957: 474] 


The final conclusion to be drawn here is that although Rome’s trade with India was vital and her people sought after the India goods dearly, the trade simply wasn’t sustainable. Rome was rupturing silver from its treasury in order to pay for these trade deals and in the end it could no longer be maintained  as the worth of Rome’s trade goods alone could not carry the cost of the Indian merchandise. The extent of which resulted in a mass devaluing of silver in Rome to the point that India trade was stopped altogether to allow Rome to replenish its reserves once more proving as a bottom line that Rome’s trade with India was definitively bad for Rome’s economy but likely very popular with it people.
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