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1
Preface

The first principle is that you must not fool
yourself—and you are the easiest person to
fool.

Richard Feynman

This is not a book about ancient history. Or rather, it is not primarily
a book about what happened in the ancient world. It is a book about
how we know—or think we know—what happened, and how certain
we ought to be about any of it.

Let me tell you why this matters.
Every day you encounter claims about the past. Politicians invoke

founding principles. Journalists explain how we got into the current
mess. Scientists present the history of their discoveries. Advertisers
remind you of traditions. And in every case, someone has made
choices: which evidence to trust, which sources to cite, which story to
tell. Learning to see those choices—to ask “how do you know that?”
and “how confident should we be?”—is perhaps the most valuable
intellectual skill you can develop.

Ancient history turns out to be the perfect laboratory for developing
this skill, precisely because the evidence is so sparse. A historian of the
twentieth century faces the opposite problem from ours: she drowns
in documentation, must select ruthlessly from millions of sources, and
can check her claims against living memory and extensive records. The
ancient historian has no such luxury. We work with fragments: a few
biased literary accounts, inscriptions damaged and incomplete, pottery
sherds from excavations both careful and catastrophically sloppy, chem-
ical signatures locked in bones, and patterns in languages spoken by
no one for millennia. Every tool in the historian’s kit must be used, and
the seams show.

This is a feature, not a bug. When you see how ancient historians
squeeze knowledge from nearly nothing—triangulating fragmentary
evidence, reading sources against the grain, managing irreducible uncer-
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tainty—you learn something transferable. You learn how to think when
the evidence is incomplete and the stakes are high. Which describes
most interesting questions.

The structure of this book follows from these goals. Part I introduces
the historian’s toolkit: the major types of evidence (literary sources,
archaeology, inscriptions, coins, bioarchaeological data, linguistic ev-
idence) and the methods for extracting information from each. You
will learn not just what these sources say, but how they lie, what they
cannot tell us, and how their biases can themselves become data. The
capstone chapter on synthesis addresses the hardest question: how do
we combine contradictory, fragmentary evidence into arguments we
can defend?

Part II puts these methods to work on four of the great problems in
ancient history: the Bronze Age Collapse around 1200 bce, the trans-
formation of the Roman Republic into the Principate, the emergence of
early Christianity, and the dissolution of the Western Roman Empire.
I chose these cases not because they are the most important events in
antiquity (though arguments could be made) but because they have
generated the richest methodological debates. Each case shows histori-
ans wrestling with evidence, making choices about what to privilege,
and reaching conclusions that later generations have contested. The
methods from Part I recur, now embedded in real scholarly arguments.

A final chapter draws these threads together. What transferable
skills have you developed? How do the habits of mind cultivated
through ancient history apply to evaluating claims in contemporary
life? The ancient world has been a laboratory; the conclusion examines
what experiments you can now run.

A word about what this book assumes and what it does not.
I assume you are curious and willing to think hard. I do not assume

you have studied ancient history before, though some familiarity with
the broad outlines—there was a Roman Empire, it eventually fell,
that sort of thing—will help. Technical terms will be explained when
introduced. Greek and Latin will appear occasionally but always with
translation.

I do assume you can tolerate uncertainty. This book will not give you
a neat story of what happened in the ancient world. It will show you
how historians construct such stories, what holds them up, and where
the foundations are shakier than popular accounts suggest. If you find
this unsatisfying—if you want to be told what really happened—you
may find the constant qualification frustrating. But if you’re the sort of
person who wants to understand how knowledge is made rather than
just receive it, you’ve come to the right place.



the ancient world as laboratory 11

I also assume you can handle being wrong. One of the themes
running through this book is that confident claims frequently turn
out to be mistaken, that consensus shifts, and that the historians of a
century hence will likely find our certainties as quaint as we find those
of historians a century past. This is not cause for despair. It is cause
for humility, for holding conclusions provisionally, and for attending
carefully to method so that we can be wrong in more interesting ways.

One more thing. Throughout this book, I will ask you to do some-
thing that feels unnatural: to hold two thoughts simultaneously. First,
that we can know things about the ancient world—not perfectly, not
with certainty, but genuinely know them, in ways that constrain what
can reasonably be claimed. Second, that everything we think we know
is provisional, subject to revision as new evidence emerges, new meth-
ods are developed, and new questions are asked.

These thoughts seem contradictory but are not. The resolution lies
in understanding knowledge as a process rather than a possession.
We are not trying to fill a bucket with facts about antiquity. We are
learning to participate in an ongoing conversation, one that has been
running for centuries and will continue long after us. The skills matter
more than the conclusions because the conclusions will change. The
methods we develop for evaluating evidence, constructing arguments,
and managing uncertainty—these are what you take with you.

Let us begin.





Part I

The Historian’s Toolkit





2
Reading Against the Grain

The strong do what they can, and the weak
suffer what they must.

Athenian envoys to Melos, as reported by
Thucydides

2.1 The Impossible Speech

In the summer of 416 bce, an Athenian fleet arrived at the island of
Melos. The Melians were a small, neutral people—colonists of Sparta,
but unwilling to fight. The Athenians came with overwhelming force
and a simple demand: join our empire, or be destroyed.

What followed, according to Thucydides, was one of the most
extraordinary conversations in all of ancient literature. In a private
meeting between Athenian envoys and Melian leaders, the Athenians
dispensed with any pretense of justice. “You know as well as we do,”
they declared, “that right, as the world goes, is only in question between
equals in power, while the strong do what they can and the weak suffer
what they must.”1 1 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian

War 5.89. Translation adapted from Craw-
ley.

The Melians refused to submit. The Athenians besieged the city,
and when it fell, they killed every adult male and sold the women and
children into slavery.

This exchange—the Melian Dialogue—has echoed through twenty-
four centuries of political thought. Realists cite it as the founding
statement of power politics. Moralists point to Melos as evidence of
Athenian brutality. Political philosophers have dissected every argu-
ment.

But here is the problem that should trouble us: no one recorded that
conversation.

The Melian leaders met the Athenian envoys in private, away from
the assembly, specifically so that no public record would exist. The
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Melians were subsequently massacred or enslaved. Thucydides himself
was in exile at the time, living somewhere in Thrace, hundreds of miles
away. He could not possibly have heard what was said. He likely never
spoke with anyone who had.

So what are we reading? Not a transcript. Not even secondhand
testimony. We are reading what Thucydides thought was said, or
perhaps what he wanted his readers to think was said—a sophisticated
political argument about the nature of power, dressed in the clothing of
reportage.

This matters. It matters because the Melian Dialogue is not some ob-
scure text—it is the foundation of Western thinking about international
relations. And it matters because if our most celebrated ancient histo-
rian put words in people’s mouths that were never spoken, recounted
conversations no witness survived to report, and filtered everything
through his own political understanding, then we must ask a hard
question: How can we know anything at all about the ancient world
from literary sources?

The answer is not to abandon these sources in despair. It is to learn
a different way of reading. We must read against the grain: extracting
truths the author never intended to reveal, while remaining alert to the
truths they thought they were telling.

2.2 What Thucydides Admits

Let us begin by examining what Thucydides himself says about his
method. In Book 1, he addresses the problem of speeches directly:

With reference to the speeches in this history, some were delivered before the
war began, others while it was going on; some I heard myself, others I got from
various quarters; it was in all cases difficult to carry them word for word in
one’s memory, so my habit has been to make the speakers say what was in my
opinion demanded of them by the various occasions, of course adhering as closely
as possible to the general sense of what they actually said.

—Thucydides, 1.22

Read that passage carefully. Thucydides admits he could not re-
member exact words—and that for many speeches, he was not even
present. His solution? To compose speeches that seemed appropriate
to the speaker and the situation. He promises to stick to “the general
sense,” but how would he know the general sense of a conversation he
never heard?

You might ask: why would Thucydides admit this? Wouldn’t it
be smarter to claim perfect accuracy? But Thucydides is not being
modest—he is establishing his credentials as a serious thinker. He
distinguishes himself from storytellers and poets by showing method-
ological awareness. The admission is itself a rhetorical move.
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Consider the Mytilenean Debate in Book 3, where Cleon argues for
executing all adult males of the rebellious city, and Diodotus argues
for mercy on grounds of expediency. These speeches form a perfect
rhetorical pair. Each answers the other point for point. Together they
explore the tension between justice and expediency with philosophical
precision. They read like a Platonic dialogue, not like a chaotic assembly
debate where multiple speakers would have interrupted, digressed,
repeated each other, and wandered off topic.

This is not a flaw in Thucydides—it is a feature. He was not writing
stenographic history. He was writing what Greeks called a ktema es aiei,
a “possession for all time.”2 The speeches were meant to reveal the logic 2 The phrase comes from Thucydides 1.22,

where he contrasts his work with com-
positions designed to win applause at a
single performance.

of situations: what reasonable men arguing from different premises
would say. Whether Cleon and Diodotus spoke those precise words
mattered less than whether those words captured the political stakes
accurately.

Think of it this way: Thucydides is like a playwright writing his-
torical drama. Shakespeare’s Henry V did not actually deliver the St.
Crispin’s Day speech—but the speech captures something true about
what the English situation required, about how a king might rally
outnumbered troops. Thucydides works similarly, though he would
never have accepted the comparison to a poet.

But this creates interpretive problems for us. When Thucydides tells
us that Pericles gave a Funeral Oration praising Athenian democracy, we
cannot simply extract quotations about democratic values and attribute
them to “what fifth-century Athenians believed.” We must ask harder
questions. Did Pericles actually emphasize these themes, or is this
Thucydides’ version of democratic ideology? Is Thucydides endorsing
this vision of Athens, or setting it up for tragic irony—given that
plague and disaster follow immediately? How much of this reflects
what Athenians told themselves versus what they actually practiced?

The Funeral Oration cannot be read as a simple source for Athenian
ideology. It must be read as Thucydides’ construction of Athenian
ideology, which may tell us more about how educated Greeks reflected
on democracy than about how ordinary Athenians experienced it.

You might ask: if the speeches are unreliable, why not just ignore
them and focus on the narrative of events? But the narrative is not free
of these problems. When Thucydides describes the motives of Spartan
kings, the reasoning of Corinthian ambassadors, or the mood of the
Athenian assembly, he is offering interpretations, not transcripts. The
boundary between “what happened” and “why it happened” is not a
clear line—and the “why” is always already shaped by Thucydidean
judgment.



18 the ancient world as laboratory

2.3 The Palimpsest Principle

Let us introduce a metaphor that will serve us throughout this book:
the palimpsest.3 3 A palimpsest is a manuscript page that

has been scraped clean and rewritten, but
where the original text remains faintly
visible beneath the new writing. The
most famous example is the Archimedes
Palimpsest, a prayer book that preserved
unique works of Archimedes beneath me-
dieval liturgical texts.

A palimpsest is a manuscript page that has been scraped clean and
overwritten with new text—but where the original writing remains
faintly visible beneath. Medieval monks, short of expensive parchment,
would scrape away classical texts to write prayer books. Yet the older
words never quite disappeared. With the right techniques—ultraviolet
light, digital imaging—scholars can now read both layers.

Every ancient literary source is a kind of palimpsest. The surface
text is what the author wanted us to read: their interpretation, their
emphasis, their argument. But beneath that surface lies another layer—
the unintended information that survives despite the author’s purposes.
The author’s biases, blind spots, and assumptions; the facts mentioned
in passing because they were too obvious to require comment; the
details included because genre conventions demanded them; the traces
of earlier sources that the author adapted.

Reading against the grain means learning to see both layers. The
surface text tells us what the author thought. The deeper layer tells us
about the world the author inhabited.

Consider this passage from Caesar’s account of his campaigns in
Gaul:

Gaul is divided into three parts, one of which the Belgae inhabit, another the
Aquitani, and the third those who in their own language are called Celts, in ours
Gauls. These all differ among themselves in language, institutions, and laws.

—Caesar, Bellum Gallicum 1.1
The surface text offers geographical and ethnographic informa-

tion: Gaul has three major ethnic groups with distinct characteristics.
Straightforward enough.

But let us look beneath the surface. Who is speaking? Julius Caesar, a
Roman aristocrat engaged in a controversial war of conquest. His com-
mand in Gaul was granted through political maneuvering; he needed
military glory to compete with Pompey and Crassus in the cutthroat
politics of the dying Republic. He wrote these Commentarii during the
campaigns themselves, sending them to Rome for publication. They
were campaign literature: propaganda designed to justify his actions
and build his reputation.4 4 The Latin word commentarii originally

meant rough notes or memoranda. Cae-
sar’s choice of this modest title was it-
self strategic—it implied he was simply
recording events, not composing literary
history.

To whom was he writing? The Roman political elite and literate
public. These readers wanted to know that Gaul was conquerable, that
the war was necessary, and that Caesar was the right man to wage it.

Why was he writing? To justify a war of aggression that killed
perhaps a million people and enslaved another million. To make
himself a hero.
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Now read the passage again through this lens. The tripartite division
of Gaul tells us less about Gallic reality—which was far more complex,
with dozens of tribal identities, shifting alliances, and overlapping
loyalties—than about Roman preferences for neat categories. Romans
loved dividing things into threes: three orders of society, three forms
of constitution, three Punic Wars. Caesar imposes Roman cognitive
frameworks on Gallic diversity because that is how Romans thought.

“These all differ among themselves” emphasizes Gallic disunity. A
divided enemy is easier to defeat; Rome brings order to chaos. This is
ideological framing, not neutral observation. Caesar needs his readers
to believe that Gaul was a mess requiring Roman intervention.

The third-person narration—“Caesar decided,” “Caesar led his troops”—
creates an impression of objectivity. But Caesar controls every word.
The seemingly neutral style is itself a rhetorical choice that masks
authorial manipulation while claiming documentary transparency.

And notice what is missing. Cities, trade networks, sophisticated
metalwork, druidic learning—all the aspects of Gallic civilization that
might make Romans uncomfortable about conquest. Caesar’s Gauls are
brave but barbarous, spirited but undisciplined, requiring the civilizing
force of Roman arms.

The Bellum Gallicum is invaluable evidence—but not primarily for
Gallic society. Its deeper layer reveals Roman imperialism, Roman
stereotypes about barbarians, Roman justifications for conquest, and
the arts of political self-presentation in the late Republic. The palimpsest
gives us Caesar’s world more reliably than it gives us the Gauls’.

2.4 The Three Questions

Every time we encounter a literary source, we must ask three questions.
Let us formalize what we have been doing intuitively.

First: Who is speaking? What is the author’s social position, polit-
ical alignment, and relation to the events described? What did they
have to gain or lose from telling the story this way? An exiled aristocrat
writes differently than a court historian. A participant writes differently
than someone born decades after the events. A victor writes differently
than the defeated—though the defeated, of course, rarely get to write
at all.

Second: To whom are they speaking? Who was the intended audi-
ence? What did that audience expect, know, and believe? What could
be said explicitly, and what had to be merely implied? Thucydides
wrote for educated Greeks across the Aegean world; he could assume
knowledge of geography and politics but had to explain Athenian insti-
tutions for non-Athenian readers. Tacitus wrote for Roman senators; he
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could allude to constitutional precedents without explanation but had
to manage the dangerous politics of criticizing emperors.

Third: Why are they speaking? What was the purpose of this
text? Was it meant to entertain, persuade, justify, commemorate, or
attack? How does that purpose shape what is included, excluded, and
emphasized? Livy wrote to celebrate Roman virtue and explain Roman
greatness; his history is a monument as much as an analysis. Josephus
wrote to explain Judaism to Greeks and Romans after the disastrous
revolt of 66–70 ce; his work is apologetics dressed as history.

These questions do not yield simple answers. Thucydides is an exiled
Athenian speaking to future readers across all Greece; his purposes
remain debated after centuries of scholarship. But asking the questions
systematically forces us to treat texts as actions—interventions in a social
and political world—rather than as transparent windows onto the past.

You might ask: aren’t we just as biased as they were? How can we
critique their perspective from our own biased standpoint? This is a
fair objection. Yes, we bring our own assumptions. A Victorian reading
of Athenian democracy looked very different from a post-1960s reading.
Our own present shapes what questions seem interesting and what
answers seem plausible.

But this does not mean all interpretations are equal. We have more
comparative evidence than ancient authors had, more social-scientific
theory to help us see patterns, and—crucially—more awareness of bias
itself. Thucydides did not think he was biased; we know that we are.
The goal is not a “view from nowhere,” which is impossible, but a
disciplined awareness of how perspective shapes interpretation—theirs
and ours both. We can see around some of their blind spots, even if we
cannot see around all of our own.

2.5 When Autopsy Fails

Let us turn to Herodotus, the “Father of History,” whose account of
Egypt offers a different set of problems.5 5 The title “Father of History” comes from

Cicero, De Legibus 1.5. Herodotus was
also called the “Father of Lies” by ancient
critics who doubted his reliability—a ten-
sion that continues in modern scholar-
ship.

The Egyptians in agreement with their climate, which is unlike any other, and
with the river, which shows a nature different from all other rivers, established
for themselves manners and customs in a way opposite to other men in almost
all matters.

—Herodotus, Histories 2.35

Herodotus proceeds to describe how Egyptians reversed “normal”
practices. Women urinate standing up, men sitting down. Women go
to market while men weave at home. They knead dough with their feet
but clay with their hands. They write and calculate from right to left,
reversing Greek practice. And so on through dozens of examples.
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The interpretive problem here is different from Thucydides. Herodotus
actually visited Egypt—he tells us so repeatedly. He distinguishes
carefully between what he saw himself (opsis), what he heard from
informants (akoe), and what he concluded through reasoning (gnome).6 6 These Greek terms for evidence types—

opsis (sight), akoe (hearing), and gnome
(judgment)—represent an early form of
source criticism within ancient historiog-
raphy itself.

Many details about mummification, temple architecture, and ritual
practice match archaeological evidence remarkably well. Herodotus
was there.

But much of what he reports is fantastic. Gold-digging ants the size
of dogs. Flying snakes that annually invade Egypt from Arabia. A
phoenix that visits Heliopolis every five hundred years carrying its
dead father embalmed in myrrh.

And the gender-inversion material? It fits a Greek pattern far too
neatly. Greeks consistently portrayed “barbarian” societies as upside-
down versions of themselves. Amazons were warrior women who
ruled over men. Scythians supposedly had effeminate males. Egyptians
reversed everything Greek. This tells us more about Greek identity-
formation—Greeks knew who they were by emphasizing what they
were not—than about Egyptian reality.

You might ask: but Herodotus was there. Didn’t he see women
going to market? Perhaps he did. But interpretation always intervenes
between observation and report. Herodotus saw Egyptian markets. He
noticed women participating actively. He interpreted this through a
Greek framework that associated public commerce with men, and con-
cluded that Egypt had reversed Greek gender norms. The observation
is real; the interpretation is Greek.

Furthermore, Herodotus did not speak Egyptian. He could not read
hieroglyphics. He relied on interpreters—Egyptian priests who served
as his guides and informants. These priests had their own agenda: they
wanted this curious Greek to go home and tell everyone how ancient,
wise, and impressive Egypt was. They emphasized Egyptian priority
in astronomy, geometry, and religion. They inflated Egyptian antiquity
to implausible lengths. They were not neutral informants; they were
performers of Egyptian prestige for a foreign audience.

The palimpsest here has multiple layers. On the surface, we have
Herodotus’s account. Beneath that, we find Greek categories and
expectations shaping observation. Beneath that, Egyptian priestly self-
presentation shaping what Herodotus was told. And beneath all of
it, some fragments of actual Egyptian reality that occasionally shine
through.

What can we trust? The existence of Egyptian temples, the im-
portance of the Nile, the practice of mummification, the agricultural
rhythms of flood and cultivation—these are confirmed by other ev-
idence and can be accepted. The precise numbers, the fantastical
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creatures, and especially the gender-inversion material—these demand
skepticism.

But even the unreliable material is evidence of something. Flying
snakes are evidence that Greeks told each other stories about the ter-
rifying creatures at the edges of the known world. Gender inversion
is evidence that Greek masculinity defined itself against imagined bar-
barian alternatives. Egyptian priests boasting of ten-thousand-year
chronologies is evidence of cultural competition between civilizations.
The text remains useful; we have just learned what questions it can
answer.

2.6 The Bias as Data Principle

Let us now formalize a principle implicit in everything we have dis-
cussed: bias is not merely noise to be filtered out—bias is data.

Consider Tacitus on the Emperor Tiberius. Tacitus was a senator
writing under the emperors Trajan and Hadrian, looking back nostal-
gically at the Republic and forward with resignation to permanent
autocracy. His portrait of Tiberius is devastating: a suspicious tyrant
who retreated to Capri to indulge unspeakable vices while informers
terrorized Rome.

Even Tiberius’s features and complexion were against him—the thin, pale face,
with its occasional pimply eruptions... He was insolent to the humble, stiff
with the great, awkward in the company of strangers. There was a majesty
that was rather terrifying than dignified: you could see that he was perpetually
calculating, perpetually suspicious.

—Based on various passages in Tacitus, Annals Books 1–6

A naive reader might conclude: Tiberius was a monster, and Tacitus
documented it. A slightly more sophisticated reader might think:
Tacitus hated emperors, so I should discount his negative portrayal and
imagine Tiberius was actually quite reasonable.

But both approaches miss the point. The question is not whether
Tacitus is reliable on Tiberius—he almost certainly is not. The question
is what Tacitus’s hostility reveals.

That a senator writing under two well-regarded emperors could pub-
lish such vitriolic attacks on a previous emperor tells us that senatorial
culture preserved traditions of resistance and critique. The specific
charges—tyranny, perversion, retreat from proper public life—tell us
what senators considered the cardinal sins of bad emperors. The liter-
ary style—innuendo, damning implications, praise more deadly than
blame—tells us how elite Romans conducted political attack while
maintaining plausible deniability.

The Annals are poor evidence for what Tiberius actually did on
Capri. They are superb evidence for how the Roman senatorial class
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remembered, constructed, and transmitted narratives about emperors
they despised. Tacitus’s bias is not an obstacle to understanding—it is
a window into senatorial political culture.

You might ask: couldn’t Tacitus be more or less reliable on dif-
ferent topics? He might hate Tiberius but accurately report military
campaigns, for instance. This is exactly right, and it brings us to a
crucial refinement. Bias operates along specific axes. Tacitus had strong
views about emperors and imperial succession; his accounts of German
ethnography or provincial administration might be much more reliable,
since he had no particular axe to grind.

The rule is: identify the axes of bias and adjust confidence accord-
ingly. A Roman general’s account of his own victories is maximally
suspect. That same general’s incidental mention of river geography is
probably fine—he had no reason to lie about topography.

2.7 The Transmission Problem

We have discussed how authors shape their accounts. But there is
another layer to the palimpsest: we do not have what ancient authors
wrote. We have copies of copies of copies, each transmission adding
new possibilities for error, alteration, and loss.

Consider the journey of Thucydides’ text to your desk. Thucydides
wrote in the late fifth century bce, probably on papyrus rolls.7 Those 7 Papyrus was the standard writing mate-

rial in the ancient Mediterranean. Made
from reeds processed into sheets, it was
relatively durable in dry climates but de-
cayed rapidly in the humid conditions of
most of Europe.

originals are long gone. The text was copied in antiquity, probably
multiple times, as papyrus decays and libraries sought to maintain their
collections. At some point—we do not know when—it was transferred
from papyrus rolls to parchment codices (bound books), the format
that medieval manuscripts would use.

The oldest surviving manuscripts of Thucydides date to the tenth and
eleventh centuries ce—about 1,400 years after the original. Every one of
those 1,400 years involved copying by hand, and every copy introduced
errors. Scribes misread letters, skipped lines, made “corrections” they
thought improved the text, or sometimes simply misunderstood what
they were copying.

Textual critics have developed sophisticated methods to reconstruct
original texts from corrupt manuscripts, comparing variants, identifying
copying errors, and establishing stemmas (family trees of manuscripts).8 8 Textual criticism as a formal discipline

emerged in the Renaissance with scholars
like Erasmus and Lorenzo Valla, though
ancient scholars like Aristarchus had de-
veloped similar techniques for the Home-
ric poems.

But the process is imperfect. We can never be certain that what we read
is what Thucydides wrote. Some passages remain corrupt—scholars
mark them with daggers and admit they cannot be fixed.

The problem is worse than simple copying errors. Ancient and me-
dieval editors made deliberate changes. Explanatory glosses (originally
in margins) got incorporated into text. Chapters and sections were
reorganized. In extreme cases, entire passages were added or removed.
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Let us consider a famous example from a different textual tradition.
The Gospel of Mark, in our oldest manuscripts, ends at chapter 16,
verse 8, with the women fleeing the empty tomb “and they said nothing
to anyone, for they were afraid.” This is an extraordinarily abrupt
ending. Later manuscripts include twelve additional verses (16:9–20),
called the “Longer Ending,” which provide resurrection appearances
and a more satisfying conclusion.

Almost all scholars agree that the Longer Ending was added cen-
turies after Mark wrote. The style differs; the vocabulary differs; the
oldest and best manuscripts lack it. But for over a thousand years, Chris-
tians read those verses as part of Mark’s Gospel and built theology
upon them.9 9 The authenticity of Mark 16:9–20 was

debated even in antiquity. Eusebius of
Caesarea, in the fourth century ce, noted
that the verses were absent from almost
all accurate manuscripts.

Every ancient text carries such uncertainties. The plays of Sophocles
may include lines by later actors. The speeches of Demosthenes were
edited by ancient scholars with their own ideas about style. The works
of Aristotle that we have may be lecture notes rather than finished
texts. Reading ancient literature means reading through this fog of
transmission, always aware that the very words may not be authentic.

2.8 A Case Study in Complete Method

Let us now work through a complete example, applying everything we
have discussed. Here is a passage from Tacitus describing events in
Britain:

The following winter was spent in the most useful operations. In order to
accustom the scattered and uncivilized population, dwelling in a state of perpetual
war, to a peaceful and quiet life, Agricola, by private advice and public assistance,
encouraged the erection of temples, courts of justice, and dwelling-houses...
Hence the Britons, who had formerly despised the Roman tongue, became eager
to speak it eloquently; our national dress grew into favor, and the toga was
often seen. By degrees the natives were led on to the charms that promote vice—
porticoes, baths, and sumptuous banquets. The unsuspecting Britons called it
humanitas when it was in reality part of their servitus.

—Tacitus, Agricola 21

This is a remarkable passage. Let us ask our three questions.
Who is speaking? Tacitus, Roman senator, writing about his father-

in-law Gnaeus Julius Agricola, who governed Britain from 77 to 84

ce. The Agricola is a biography and eulogy, published after Agricola’s
death. Tacitus had personal and emotional stakes in the narrative.

To whom? Roman educated readers under the Emperor Domitian
and then Trajan. These readers understood the tensions between sena-
torial culture and imperial power.

Why? To honor Agricola, certainly. But also to make a political point:
Agricola succeeded through virtue despite the jealousy of a tyrannical
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emperor (Domitian). The biography is also a veiled critique of imperial
politics.

Now let us read the surface text. Agricola is presented as a wise
civilizer who brought peace to warlike barbarians through a sophisti-
cated program of Romanization. Temples, courts, nice houses, Latin
education—all the hallmarks of Roman civilization.

But look at the final sentence. Tacitus, who generally endorses
Roman imperialism, here offers a devastating critique: what the Britons
called “civilization” (humanitas) was actually “slavery” (servitus). The
porticoes and baths were not gifts but chains. Romanization was not
uplift but subjection.

You might ask: is Tacitus being ironic? Is this his view or some-
thing he imagines the Britons thinking? Scholars have debated this
for generations. The most convincing reading is that Tacitus means
exactly what he says: he simultaneously endorses Roman civilization
as genuinely superior and recognizes that imposing it destroyed some-
thing valuable in the process. He can hold both thoughts because
Roman aristocratic culture was itself ambivalent about empire—proud
of Roman achievement, nostalgic for an imagined simpler past.

What does the palimpsest reveal? On the surface: Agricola’s policies
in Britain. Beneath that: Tacitus’s ambivalence about Romanization
and his literary strategy of appearing more thoughtful than simple
propaganda would allow. Beneath that: the actual policies of Roman
governors (Agricola did build those temples and baths—we have ar-
chaeological confirmation). And beneath that: the Britons themselves,
who remain silent, their experience of conquest available only through
the imagination of their conqueror’s son-in-law.

Notice what we cannot learn. We cannot know what Britons actually
thought about togas and Latin. We cannot know whether they felt
enslaved or liberated or both. We cannot know what they said in
their own languages about these changes. Tacitus gives us the Roman
perspective, however sophisticated, and nothing else.

2.9 Methods of Skeptical Reading

The techniques we have been practicing constitute what we might call
source criticism—the systematic interrogation of texts for reliability and
bias. Let us summarize the key moves.

First, establish provenance. Who wrote this? When? For whom?
With what purpose? A general’s memoir of his own campaigns differs
from a historian’s reconstruction of those campaigns centuries later.
Both may be valuable; neither is raw data.

Second, read against the grain. What is the author trying to achieve?
What rhetoric is employed? Once we identify the persuasive strategies,
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we can see past them to the evidence beneath. Tacitus damns emperors
through implication; knowing this, we can extract information even
from his most tendentious passages.

Third, ask what the author could not say. Genre conventions, political
constraints, and social assumptions all shape what can appear in a text.
The omissions are sometimes as revealing as the inclusions. An author
who never mentions a rival’s valid arguments may be suppressing what
he cannot refute.

Fourth, triangulate. A single source establishes only that someone
made a claim. Multiple independent sources making similar claims—
especially sources with different biases—provide stronger grounds
for belief. When Thucydides, archaeology, and epigraphy all point
to the same population range for classical Athens, our confidence
appropriately increases.

The goal is neither naive acceptance nor cynical rejection but a
reading that extracts maximum information from imperfect sources.

2.10 The Philosophical Stakes

Let us step back and consider what we are really doing when we read
against the grain.

What does it mean to “know” what happened in the past? We
have no access to the past itself—only to traces the past left behind.
The battle of Marathon occurred in 490 bce, but we cannot witness
it. We have texts written decades or centuries later, a burial mound,
scattered arrowheads, and the cultural memory that Greeks preserved
and transformed for their own purposes. The past is gone; only its
shadows remain.

The literary source is a peculiar kind of shadow. Unlike an arrow-
head, which simply is what it is, a text embodies an interpretation.
Thucydides already decided what mattered about the Peloponnesian
War before we ever read him. His account is not raw data but processed
judgment. When we read Thucydides, we interpret an interpretation.

You might ask: doesn’t this make historical knowledge hopelessly
circular? We try to understand the past through sources that already
interpret the past. How can we ever get outside this circle?

The answer is that we cannot fully escape the circle, but we can widen
it. We can compare sources that interpret from different positions. We
can find places where interpretations conflict, forcing us to choose or
synthesize. We can notice where authors reveal things they did not
intend to reveal—the palimpsest’s deeper layers. We can bring non-
textual evidence to bear, forcing literary accounts to answer to physical
realities.



reading against the grain 27

Most importantly, we can become self-conscious about the circle.
The gap between event and account is irreducible. We cannot get
“behind” Thucydides to the war itself—we can only read him more or
less skillfully, more or less aware of his shaping hand, more or less alert
to what he shows despite himself.

This is not cause for despair. All knowledge is mediated. Physicists
do not see quarks—they see instrument readings and interpret. Doctors
do not see diseases—they see symptoms and infer. The historian’s
situation is not uniquely compromised; it is the human condition. The
question is not whether we see the past through distorting media—we
always do—but whether we can become conscious of the distortions
and account for them.

Reading against the grain is the discipline of that consciousness.

2.11 From Words to Things

We have learned to extract remarkable information from literary sources—
not despite their biases but through understanding them. The palimpsest
reveals layers the authors never intended to show.

But we have also learned the limits of the written word. Ancient
authors wrote about what interested them: wars, politics, elite affairs,
the doings of men like themselves. They ignored what seemed un-
remarkable: the routines of daily life, the labor that produced their
wealth, the experience of slaves who were present everywhere and
mentioned almost nowhere, the half of humanity who happened to be
female.

You might ask: if ancient authors were so biased toward elite male
concerns, how can we know anything about everyone else? The answer
is: we must turn to evidence that does not depend on what authors
chose to record.

And for vast stretches of antiquity, there are no literary sources at all.
The Mycenaean palaces that fell around 1200 bce left administrative
records in Linear B—lists of sheep, inventories of bronze, tallies of
offerings—but no histories, no speeches, no self-conscious reflection on
their own times. For the centuries after the palace collapse, convention-
ally called the “Dark Age,” we have neither administrative records nor
literary texts. For most of humanity before and alongside the literate
civilizations, texts simply do not exist.

If we want to understand those silences—if we want to know about
the people the ancient authors ignored, the periods they could not
reach, the questions they never thought to ask—we must turn to what
survives when words do not.

The palimpsest metaphor, useful as it has been, will need supple-
menting. A potsherd is not a palimpsest; it does not encode intention
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and interpretation in the same way. A skeleton preserves information
the person never chose to record. A ruined city tells stories that no
chronicler set down.

We must learn to read a different kind of evidence. We must turn to
things.



3
Things That Survive

We are all of us lying in the gutter, but some of
us are looking at the stars.

Oscar Wilde, adapted for archaeological
purposes

3.1 The City That Would Not Die

On the morning of August 24, 79 ce, a baker in Pompeii put bread in
his oven. Seventeen hours later, that bread was still there, carbonized
but intact, while the baker himself lay buried under twenty feet of
volcanic debris. When excavators found that oven eighteen centuries
later, the loaves were still arranged for sale.

This seems miraculous. A Roman bakery, frozen at the moment
of catastrophe, preserving the very rhythm of daily commerce. What
more could a historian want?

Everything about this framing is a trap.
The seduction of Pompeii has led more students of antiquity astray

than perhaps any other site in the Mediterranean. We think we are
seeing Roman life caught mid-stride, a city arrested at the instant of
destruction. We imagine transparency—peer through the ash and see
the ancient world as it truly was. The romance is irresistible, and the
romance is largely false.

Let us begin with what actually happened that August day. Mount
Vesuvius, dormant for centuries, exploded with a violence that dwarfed
anything in living memory.1 The first phase dropped pumice and ash 1 Pliny the Younger’s letters to Tacitus

(Epistulae 6.16 and 6.20) provide our only
literary account of the eruption. His un-
cle, Pliny the Elder, died attempting a
rescue mission by ship.

on the city—survivable, if unpleasant, for those with strong roofs. Many
fled. Many stayed. Then came the pyroclastic surges: superheated
clouds of gas and ash traveling at hurricane speeds, hot enough to kill
instantly, dense enough to bury everything in their path.
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The bodies we find at Pompeii are not a cross-section of the popu-
lation. They are a sample of who stayed too long. The wealthy, with
carriages and advance warning, mostly escaped. What we excavate are
disproportionately the poor, the enslaved, and the stubborn—people
with fewer options or less inclination to flee. The “frozen moment”
preserves not ordinary life but crisis response, the desperate end of
those who miscalculated.

You might ask: surely the houses remain, the shops, the public
buildings? Surely the material culture represents normal life, even if
the bodies do not? But Pompeii was not a normal city even before
Vesuvius intervened. Seventeen years earlier, a severe earthquake had
caused massive damage. In 79 ce, the city was still rebuilding. Con-
struction projects stood half-finished. Some wealthy families had never
returned. The city we excavate was a city in extended convalescence,
not equilibrium.

And then there is looting. Within months of the eruption, survivors
returned. They knew exactly where their valuables had been buried—
it was their city, after all. They tunneled through the hardened ash,
recovered what they could, and left. The rooms we find “untouched”
were often untouched because there was nothing worth taking. The
absence of portable wealth is an artifact of successful ancient salvage
operations, not evidence about pre-disaster prosperity.

The excavation history adds another layer of distortion. When the
Bourbon kings of Naples began systematic digging in the eighteenth
century, they sought museum pieces. They extracted dramatic sculp-
tures and frescoes, melted down bronze fittings for reuse, and discarded
“uninteresting” debris—the seeds, animal bones, and pottery fragments
that modern archaeology would consider gold. What we can know
today about Pompeii is shaped not just by what Vesuvius preserved
but by what Enlightenment treasure hunters bothered to record.2 2 The eighteenth-century excavations at

Pompeii and Herculaneum sparked the
neoclassical revival in European art and
architecture. They also destroyed untold
quantities of contextual information that
no one at the time thought important.

Perhaps most insidiously, Pompeii’s very completeness makes it
impossible to evaluate as a representative sample. Was this provincial
Italian town typical of Roman cities? Were its electoral politics, doc-
umented in vivid painted slogans, normal or peculiar? We have no
comparably preserved site against which to check. The best-preserved
Roman city might also be the most misleading.

Consider the brothel question. Early excavators labeled numer-
ous rooms as lupanaria (brothels) based on erotic art and stone beds.
Pompeii became synonymous with Roman sexual license. But recent
scholarship has dramatically reduced the count of probable brothels,
recognizing that erotic art was common throughout Roman houses and
that stone beds might indicate workshops or shops just as easily as
commercial sex. Our interpretation of Pompeian sexuality said more
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about Victorian assumptions regarding Roman decadence than about
Roman practices.

The point is not that Pompeii is useless—it remains invaluable. The
point is that “preservation” does not equal “transparency.” Every
archaeological site, even the best-preserved, requires the same critical
scrutiny we applied to literary sources in Chapter 2. The material
record does not interpret itself.

Let us think of the archaeological site as a crime scene, but one
where the crime happened two thousand years ago, where witnesses
have been dead for millennia, where evidence has been disturbed
by earthquakes, root systems, burrowing animals, medieval builders,
treasure hunters, and generations of excavators with varying standards
of documentation. We arrive late, with only what fragments remain,
and we must reconstruct not just what happened but what evidence
has been lost and why.

This is the challenge of archaeology: wresting meaning from material
that was never meant to communicate, filtered through preservation
processes that systematically distort what survives, interpreted by
excavators whose methods and assumptions shape what we can ever
know. The challenge is worth taking seriously because for vast stretches
of human history, and for most people even in literate periods, material
evidence is all we have.

3.2 The Layer Cake

Beneath your feet, wherever you stand, lies a record of everything that
happened there—compressed, jumbled, and partial, but real. Every
dropped coin, every collapsed wall, every pit dug and filled, every fire
that burned and was forgotten—all of it leaves traces, stratified by time.
The archaeologist’s task is to read this layer cake.

The fundamental principle is simple enough: in an undisturbed
deposit, what lies beneath is older than what lies above. Geologists
call this the Law of Superposition, and archaeologists borrowed it
gratefully.3 If we find a coin of Augustus in one layer and a coin of 3 The Law of Superposition was formal-

ized by the Danish scientist Nicolas Steno
in 1669. Its application to archaeological
sites developed gradually through the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Trajan in the layer above it, we know the lower layer was deposited
during or after Augustus’s reign, and the upper layer during or after
Trajan’s. The stratigraphy gives us relative dating—not calendar years,
but sequences.

But the principle that seems simple becomes devilishly complex
in practice. Sites are not layer cakes; they are palimpsests of human
activity, disturbed and reworked by subsequent occupation. A pit
dug in the medieval period cuts through Roman layers; its contents
date to when the pit was filled, not to the strata it cuts through. A
wall foundation intrudes downward; a collapsed roof spreads debris
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upward. Root channels carry small objects from one layer to another.
Animals burrow, humans dig latrines, later occupants quarry earlier
structures for building material.

You might ask: how do excavators keep track of all this complexity?
The answer, developed over generations of practice, is meticulous
recording. Every distinguishable deposit—every floor surface, every
fill layer, every construction cut—receives its own context number. The
relationships between contexts are recorded: this layer overlies that one;
this pit cuts through that floor; this wall was built on that foundation.
The British archaeologist Edward Harris formalized these relationships
in the 1970s as what came to be called the Harris Matrix—a directed
graph showing stratigraphic relationships, allowing complex multi-
period sites to be analyzed systematically.4 4 The Harris Matrix, introduced in Prin-

ciples of Archaeological Stratigraphy (1979),
transformed excavation methodology by
making stratigraphic reasoning explicit
and checkable.

Let us consider a concrete example. Imagine excavating a small
trench and encountering the following, from top to bottom: a layer of
dark soil containing modern trash; a layer of brown soil with nineteenth-
century pottery; the remains of a stone wall; a layer of ash and charcoal;
a floor surface of packed clay with Roman pottery on it; construction
debris below the floor; and finally, undisturbed natural soil.

The sequence seems clear: Roman occupation (floor and construction
debris), followed by destruction (ash layer), followed by the stone wall
(which sits on the ash layer and must therefore be later), followed by
accumulated soil with later material. But now suppose we find that
the stone wall’s foundation was cut down through the ash layer and
rests on the Roman floor. The wall is later than the ash—the cut proves
this—but the foundation has disturbed the earlier deposits, potentially
mixing Roman and later material in the construction cut.

This is routine complexity. Excavators face such puzzles constantly,
and the discipline has developed vocabulary and methods to handle
them. But the fundamental point remains: stratigraphy provides rela-
tive chronology through careful observation of physical relationships,
and those observations require interpretation at every step.

One further complication deserves emphasis. What we excavate
is not what was deposited; it is what survived subsequent modifica-
tion. The American archaeologist Michael Schiffer introduced a crucial
distinction between cultural formation processes (human actions that
create and modify deposits) and natural formation processes (erosion,
decay, animal activity, root action, and the like).5 A house that burned 5 Schiffer’s Formation Processes of the Ar-

chaeological Record (1987) became founda-
tional for understanding how archaeolog-
ical sites come to look the way they do.

down involves a cultural event—the fire, whether accidental, deliber-
ate, or caused by enemy action—followed by natural processes: roof
collapse, wall decay, gradual filling with windblown soil, vegetation
growth through the ruins. What we excavate is the combined result of
both, inextricably intertwined.
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Formation processes explain not only what we find but, crucially,
what we do not find. Organic materials decay except in unusual condi-
tions: waterlogged sites where oxygen is excluded, arid deserts where
desiccation prevents decay, frozen contexts where cold inhibits bacte-
rial action. The wooden handles, leather straps, textile clothing, and
food stores that constituted much of ancient material culture have van-
ished from most sites, leaving only their more durable accompaniments.
Bronze gets recycled—too valuable to discard—while pottery, useless
once broken, accumulates in quantities that archaeologists sometimes
find oppressive.

The archaeological record systematically over-represents the durable
and under-represents the perishable, the valuable, and the recyclable.
A Roman legionary camp will yield pottery, coins, and building foun-
dations, but the leather tents, wooden equipment, woolen cloaks, and
food supplies that defined daily life have mostly vanished. We see, in
essence, the bones of ancient life, not its flesh.

3.3 The Detective’s Dilemma

Let us return to our crime scene metaphor and develop it further, for
it illuminates both the possibilities and the limits of archaeological
reasoning.

A detective arrives at a crime scene and observes: a broken window,
glass fragments inside the room, muddy footprints leading to a safe,
the safe open and empty, a dropped glove near the window. From these
observations, the detective constructs a narrative: an intruder broke
the window, entered the room, walked to the safe, opened it, took its
contents, and departed, dropping a glove in haste.

But notice how much interpretation this requires. The broken win-
dow could have been broken from inside, by someone staging a bur-
glary to cover theft by an insider. The footprints could have been made
on a different occasion and merely coincide with the burglary. The
glove could belong to someone uninvolved. The safe could have been
emptied by its owner before the window was broken. Each element
of the narrative rests on assumptions about how evidence relates to
events.

The archaeologist faces the same logical structure but with vastly
more obstacles. The crime scene is two thousand years old. All wit-
nesses are dead. The physical evidence has been disturbed by sub-
sequent events—a murder scene on which seventeen subsequent gen-
erations have lived, worked, built, demolished, and built again. No
documents explain what happened. And the “crime” we are investi-
gating is not a single event but the cumulative residue of centuries of
human activity.
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You might ask: given all this uncertainty, how can archaeology tell
us anything reliable? The answer lies in methodological discipline. We
can distinguish between observations (the glass fragments lie on the
inside), interpretations (the window was broken from outside), and
narratives (a burglar entered through the window). We can identify
which interpretations are well-supported, which are speculative, and
which are simply assumptions we have not examined. We can test
interpretations against additional evidence and revise them when they
fail.

The technique of experimental archaeology addresses part of this
challenge. How did ancient potters achieve particular effects? Attempt
to replicate them. How long does it take to build a section of Hadrian’s
Wall using ancient tools? Build one and find out. How do pottery
vessels break when dropped? Drop them and record the fracture
patterns. By understanding the processes that create evidence, we can
better interpret the evidence we find.

Ethnoarchaeology offers another approach: observing how living
societies use material culture, deposit refuse, construct buildings, and
organize space. When we excavate a Bronze Age village, we draw on
observations from traditional societies that use comparable technologies.
But this analogy must be handled carefully. No modern society is a
fossil of antiquity; all living people are our contemporaries, with their
own histories. Analogies illuminate possibilities, not certainties.

The fundamental epistemological move in archaeology is inference
to best explanation. We observe patterns in the evidence—spatial
associations, depositional sequences, artifact distributions—and ask
what human behaviors would most plausibly produce those patterns.
We can rarely prove our reconstructions; we can only argue that they
fit the evidence better than alternatives.

Consider a building excavated on a Greek site. The structure is
rectangular, with a central room, a porch supported by columns, and
a single entrance on the short side. Inside the central room, we find
a stone base that might have supported a statue, carbonized remains
of what might be offerings, and fragments of pottery decorated with
religious motifs.

Is this a temple? The architectural form resembles known temples.
The artifact assemblage suggests religious activity. The layout places
the likely statue base in a position of prominence, consistent with cult
practice. But alternatively, this could be a wealthy household’s reception
hall with religious decoration—Greek houses often included domestic
shrines. Or it could be a meeting hall for a religious association, temple-
like in form but distinct in function.

We cannot be certain. We can say that the temple interpretation best
fits the available evidence, pending discoveries that might complicate
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the picture. We can note that the interpretation rests on comparisons
with better-documented structures elsewhere. We can acknowledge
that our understanding of Greek religion comes largely from texts and
images that privilege certain functions, potentially blinding us to other
uses of temple-like spaces.

Archaeology operates in this zone of constrained uncertainty: un-
able to prove, able to argue, required to acknowledge what remains
unknown.

3.4 Arthur Evans and the Palace of Knossos

Let us now examine in detail a case that exemplifies both the power and
the peril of archaeological interpretation: Arthur Evans’s excavation of
Knossos on Crete.

In March 1900, Evans, a wealthy English antiquarian with poor
eyesight but excellent connections, began excavating a low mound
near the modern city of Heraklion.6 Within weeks, his workers un- 6 Evans had purchased the site in 1899

after years of failed negotiations. His
family wealth from paper manufacturing
funded excavations that continued until
his death in 1941.

covered structures of unexpected scale and sophistication: massive
walls, dozens of rooms, storage magazines with enormous clay jars,
fragments of brightly painted frescoes, and a writing system—several
writing systems—that no one could read.

Evans had found something extraordinary: a Bronze Age complex
larger and more elaborate than anything previously known from pre-
historic Greece. What he did next shaped scholarship for a century.

Evans named the civilization “Minoan” after the legendary King
Minos of Greek mythology, the ruler who kept a Minotaur in his
labyrinth and demanded tribute of Athenian youths. The complex he
excavated became the “Palace of Minos.” His multi-volume publication,
appearing over thirty years, systematically interpreted Knossos as a
royal residence, the seat of a thalassocracy (sea empire) that dominated
the Aegean before the rise of mainland Greek power.

Each of these interpretive moves imported assumptions that the
evidence did not require. The name “Minoan” linked Bronze Age Crete
to Greek mythology, encouraging readers to see through the lens of
legend. The “palace” label implied centralized political authority, royal
residence, and administrative function. But the complex might have
been a temple, a redistributive center, a combination of functions for
which we have no English word, or something else entirely. The label
predisposed generations to see political hierarchy where the evidence
was genuinely ambiguous.

You might ask: how else should Evans have interpreted what he
found? The building was clearly important—its scale and elabora-
tion indicated that. Comparison with Near Eastern palaces, which
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Evans knew well, suggested administrative and royal functions. The
interpretation was not unreasonable given what was known in 1900.

But Evans did not present his interpretation as provisional. He re-
stored Knossos extensively, rebuilding walls, adding concrete columns,
commissioning artists to reconstruct frescoes from fragments. The
“Throne Room” has a throne because Evans decided one should be
there. The “Queen’s Megaron” received its gendered designation be-
cause of decorative dolphins and what Evans considered appropriately
feminine aesthetics. Visitors to Knossos today cannot distinguish what
Evans found from what he imagined.7 7 The concrete reconstructions were in-

tended partly to protect the fragile re-
mains. They have also made subsequent
reinterpretation extremely difficult, as the
site now embodies Evans’s assumptions
physically.

Evans’s Minoans were peaceful, artistic, nature-loving, and goddess-
worshipping—a Mediterranean Eden sharply contrasted with the war-
like, patriarchal Mycenaeans who (in Evans’s chronology) replaced
them. This interpretation fit early twentieth-century yearnings for a
pre-patriarchal paradise, Sir James Frazer’s theories of ancient goddess
worship, and broader romantic ideas about primitive harmony with
nature.

The archaeological evidence did not actually support such confident
characterization. The absence of obvious fortifications at Knossos (later
contested) might indicate peace, or confident naval power, or simply
that we have not found the fortifications, or that defense took forms we
do not recognize. Weapons appear in Minoan contexts, as do scenes
of bull-leaping that may represent dangerous sports or ritual combat.
The “peaceful Minoans” were always more about what Evans wanted
to find than about what was there.

The decipherment of Linear B in 1952 by the young architect Michael
Ventris demonstrated how spectacularly wrong fundamental assump-
tions can go.8 Evans had assumed that the script recorded a non-Greek 8 Ventris worked out the decipherment

through systematic analysis of sign fre-
quencies and distributions, approaching
the script as a code to be broken. His cru-
cial insight was that Linear B recorded
an early form of Greek.

Minoan language. When Ventris proved the tablets recorded Greek,
the entire relationship between Knossos and mainland Greece required
reframing. The final phase of the “palace” was apparently under Myce-
naean control—mainland Greeks had occupied Crete before its Bronze
Age destruction. Evans, who died in 1941, never knew.

What can we learn from Knossos, then? Quite a lot, despite ev-
erything. The architectural remains, however distorted by Evans’s
reconstruction, preserve evidence of Bronze Age building techniques,
room arrangements, and storage capacity. The frescoes, however incom-
pletely preserved and heavily restored, show iconographic programs
that differ from later Greek art in instructive ways. The tablets, once
deciphered, revealed administrative practices—inventories, ration lists,
offerings to gods—that illuminate economic and religious organization.
The pottery sequences established by Evans and refined by successors
provide chronological frameworks still in use.



things that survive 37

But we read all this evidence through Evans’s mediation. His exca-
vation records are inconsistent by modern standards. His restorations
often obscured what he found. His interpretations became canonical
before they could be challenged. Knossos is forever marked by his
intervention.

This is an extreme case, but the dynamic applies universally. Every
excavation destroys its evidence—once dug, a site cannot be dug again.
What survives is the record the excavator chose to create, shaped by
the excavator’s methods, assumptions, and purposes. Schiffer calls this
the “A-transform”—the archaeological formation process, the transfor-
mation of site into archive.9 We cannot eliminate this transformation; 9 Schiffer distinguishes C-transforms (cul-

tural formation processes), N-transforms
(natural formation processes), and A-
transforms (archaeological formation pro-
cesses). All three shape what we can
know.

we can only acknowledge it and manage its effects through explicit
methodology and disciplined self-reflection.

3.5 The Silence of Slavery

Let us turn now to a case that reveals not what archaeology can do but
what it cannot: the material record of ancient slavery.

Enslaved people were everywhere in the ancient Mediterranean.
Every literary source attests to their ubiquity. Wealthy households
might include dozens of enslaved servants; modest households might
include one or two. Agricultural estates relied on enslaved labor; mines
consumed enslaved lives at industrial scale. The Athenian silver mines
at Laurion employed (if that word applies) perhaps thirty thousand
enslaved workers at their peak, laboring in shafts too narrow to stand
upright.

You might ask: if slavery was so pervasive, why can we not find
its material traces? The answer illuminates fundamental limits of
archaeological visibility.

Consider the identification problem. How would you recognize
an enslaved person’s dwelling? Their pottery? Their tools? In most
contexts, enslaved people used the same material culture as free people—
or rather, we have no reliable way to differentiate them. Chains and
shackles exist but are rare; most coercion was social and economic, not
mechanical. The enslaved were materially integrated into households
that archaeology sees as undifferentiated units.

At Pompeii, small rooms near kitchens are often labeled “slave
quarters” in guidebooks and scholarly literature. The identification
rests on literary assumptions about where enslaved people lived, not
on archaeological diagnostics. These rooms might indeed have housed
enslaved workers, but they might equally have housed free servants,
stored goods, or served purposes we cannot identify. The label “slave
quarters” projects what we think should be there onto spaces that reveal
little about their actual use.
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Burial evidence presents similar challenges. Wealthy Romans were
often buried with grave goods; the poor were not. Enslaved people,
predominantly poor, thus tend to disappear from mortuary archaeol-
ogy. When we find burials without goods, we cannot distinguish the
enslaved from the free poor. Status markers, when present, identify the
prosperous—not their domestic dependents.

Yet archaeology is not entirely silent. Bioarchaeology—the study of
human skeletal remains—offers partial correctives.10 Isotopic analysis 10 Bioarchaeological studies of enslaved

populations have advanced significantly
since the 1990s, drawing on stable iso-
tope analysis, ancient DNA, and detailed
osteological examination.

can reveal diet: heavy reliance on marine protein versus terrestrial
meat, for instance, or evidence of nutritional stress during childhood.
Skeletal analysis can reveal labor patterns: osteoarthritis from repetitive
motions, stress fractures from heavy loads, evidence of healed injuries
consistent with violence. Ancient DNA and isotopic signatures can
indicate geographic origin—a burial showing African dietary signatures
or Eastern Mediterranean origins in an Italian context raises questions
about how that individual came to be there.

A burial without grave goods might still tell a story: childhood
malnutrition followed by adult dietary improvement consistent with
enslavement and transport; skeletal markers of heavy labor from ado-
lescence; healed fractures suggesting injuries that received some care
but not the best treatment. None of this proves slavery, but it builds a
circumstantial picture consistent with enslaved status.

The archaeology of North American slavery has developed method-
ologies that ancient historians have begun to adapt. Plantation archaeol-
ogists learned to look for separate quarters, distinctive foodways (cuts
of meat discarded by the main house but prepared differently), African-
influenced material culture maintained by enslaved communities. Can
these methods apply to antiquity? Sometimes, cautiously. Roman agri-
cultural estates sometimes show separate living quarters and distinctive
ceramic assemblages that might indicate enslaved worker populations.
But the distance between American chattel slavery and ancient Mediter-
ranean slavery—different legal frameworks, different racial ideologies,
different economic structures—complicates any direct analogy.11 11 The comparative study of slavery

across cultures raises fundamental ques-
tions about how to define the category
and whether a single term can capture
such varied institutions.

The fundamental problem is that people with limited control over
their material conditions leave limited material traces. The enslaved
ate from pots their owners provided; they lived in spaces their owners
built; they were buried (when buried at all) according to practices their
owners allowed. Agency over material culture requires resources and
authority that slavery by definition denies. Archaeological visibility
correlates with social power.

You might ask: is this not a counsel of despair? If the enslaved are
archaeologically invisible, must we simply accept our ignorance?

Not quite. The near-invisibility of enslaved people in ancient archae-
ology is not random ignorance but systematic bias. Recognizing the
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bias transforms absence from mystery into evidence of social structure.
The archaeological record privileges certain populations and erases
others; recognizing that pattern tells us something about how ancient
societies worked, even when we cannot see the erased populations
directly.

And archaeology can sometimes catch glimpses. The silver mines
at Laurion have yielded archaeological evidence: ore-washing installa-
tions, slag heaps, shaft entrances, and at least one set of shackles. The
mining landscape speaks to the scale of extraction even if individual
workers remain invisible. Agricultural estates show quarters that lit-
erary evidence tells us housed enslaved workers, even if the material
culture cannot prove it independently. The combination of textual and
material evidence—what scholars call “text-aided archaeology”—can
illuminate what neither source type reveals alone.

But we must be honest about the limits. The voices of the enslaved,
the experiences of the coerced, the lives of those who labored so that
others could write philosophy and fight wars—these remain largely
beyond our reach. We can sometimes see around their absence; we
cannot fill it in.

3.6 The Crime Scene Revisited

Let us now return to our crime scene metaphor one final time and see
what it has taught us.

The archaeologist arrives at a scene incomprehensibly older and more
disturbed than any detective’s case. The “crime” under investigation is
not a single event but the accumulated residue of centuries of human
activity—daily routines, occasional catastrophes, gradual abandonment,
later reoccupation, eventual burial. Every generation of inhabitants
modified what the previous generation left behind. Natural processes
continued through all of it: decay and erosion, animal disturbance and
plant growth, accumulation of windblown soil.

The evidence does not arrive labeled. A potsherd is not a murder
weapon with fingerprints attached; it is a fragment of fired clay that
might have been part of a storage jar, or a mixing bowl, or an offering
vessel, or something else entirely. Its location in the stratigraphic
sequence constrains its date; its fabric and form suggest comparisons
with other vessels; its spatial associations hint at function. But all of
this is inference, more or less plausible, always provisional.

Our crime scene has been investigated before, often poorly. Treasure
hunters and early excavators removed what interested them and dis-
carded what did not. Their records, when they exist, reflect interests
and methods we would not endorse. What they dug is gone forever;
only their notes and collections survive. We are detectives investigating
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not just the original “crime” but also the previous investigations, trying
to separate their distortions from the underlying evidence.

And we—the current investigators—are not neutral observers. We
arrive with frameworks and expectations. We ask certain questions and
not others. We see patterns our training has taught us to recognize
and miss patterns we have not been trained to notice. A later detective
reviewing our case files will notice our blind spots, just as we notice
Evans’s.

You might ask: does this infinite regress of interpretation make
archaeological knowledge impossible? No—but it requires a certain
epistemological humility.

We can know things. We can know that people lived at this site, made
pottery of this type, built structures of this form, ate these foods (when
organic remains preserve), and eventually abandoned or destroyed the
settlement. We can establish sequences: this happened before that. We
can sometimes say roughly when, using scientific dating methods or
comparisons with better-dated material elsewhere.

What we cannot do is achieve the transparency that naive archaeol-
ogy once promised. We cannot simply “read” the material record like a
book with clear meaning. We cannot extract the past’s own understand-
ing of itself from material that was never designed to communicate. We
reconstruct practices from unintended residues, and the reconstruction
is always ours, shaped by our questions and our limitations.

The goal is not certainty but disciplined interpretation: explicit about
methods, honest about gaps, open to revision. The crime scene will
never yield a conviction beyond reasonable doubt. But we can build
cases that would satisfy a civil standard: more probable than not, better
than the alternatives, supported by available evidence.

3.7 When Dirt Meets Text

A tension runs through this chapter that deserves direct attention: the
relationship between archaeological and literary evidence.

Some archaeologists, particularly those working on prehistoric pe-
riods, treat their discipline as wholly independent. Without texts to
create expectations, they argue, the evidence speaks for itself—or rather,
speaks through the archaeologist’s methods without textual mediation.
The material record has its own story, accessible through stratigraphy,
formation processes, and comparative analysis.

For classical antiquity, this independence is largely impossible. We
know from texts that Romans existed, practiced certain religions, fought
certain wars, organized themselves in certain ways. This knowledge
shapes every excavation. When we find a building with architectural
features resembling textual descriptions of temples, we call it a temple.
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When we find military equipment in a ditch system, we read it through
our textual knowledge of Roman military practice. The archaeology of
literate societies is inevitably text-aided.

You might ask: is this not a problem? Does textual knowledge not
predetermine what archaeologists find, confirming expectations rather
than testing them?

The worry is legitimate but overstated. Text-aided archaeology is not
the same as archaeology determined by texts. The material evidence
can surprise us, contradict our textual expectations, reveal patterns
that texts never mention. The slave quarters at Pompeii exemplify the
problem: texts create expectations that the material evidence cannot
independently verify. But the reverse also occurs. Archaeology has
revealed aspects of ancient life—settlement patterns, dietary practices,
environmental conditions, regional variations—that literary sources
systematically ignore.

The relationship should be dialectical. Texts generate hypotheses
that archaeology can test. Archaeological discoveries pose questions
that send us back to texts with new eyes. Neither type of evidence is
privileged; both are partial, both are biased, and the biases differ in
ways that make combination productive.

Consider diet. Literary sources occasionally mention what people ate,
but always filtered through elite perspectives and literary conventions.
A banquet scene in Petronius tells us what a satirist thought was funny
about Roman dining, not what Romans typically ate. Archaeology
offers a corrective. Animal bones reveal what was butchered and
consumed; botanical remains show what plants were used; stable
isotope analysis of human bone indicates dietary composition over a
lifetime. The archaeological picture is incomplete—organic remains
survive only in favorable conditions—but it is independent of literary
bias.

Or consider urban life. Literary sources focus on Rome, Athens,
Alexandria—the great centers of Mediterranean civilization. What
about the thousands of smaller towns, villages, and rural settlements
where most people lived? Literary sources tell us almost nothing. Ar-
chaeology reveals settlement hierarchies, building types, local economies,
regional ceramic traditions, all invisible in texts obsessed with capitals
and kings.

The synthesis of text and trowel is the great challenge and oppor-
tunity of classical archaeology. Neither can do alone what both can
do together. But the combination requires constant vigilance about
what each source type can and cannot contribute, alertness to how they
confirm and contradict each other, and willingness to acknowledge
when they simply do not speak to the same questions.
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3.8 The Romance of the Real

Let us step back, finally, to consider what draws us to archaeological
evidence in the first place.

There is a romance to objects that texts cannot match. When you hold
a coin that Julius Caesar might have handled, a lamp that illuminated
a Roman home, a child’s toy that a Bronze Age mother once gave
her son—you touch the past in a way that reading cannot replicate.
The object is there, tangible, real, incontrovertibly ancient. No chain of
manuscript transmission, no authorial intention, no textual corruption
intervenes. Just the thing itself, surviving across millennia.

This romance is real and valuable. It motivates archaeological careers,
fills museums, captures public imagination. But we must not let it
mislead us. The object itself does not speak. The coin does not tell us
who held it, what it purchased, how it came to be lost. The lamp does
not describe the room it lit or the faces it illuminated. The toy does not
recall the child who played with it or the mother who grieved when
plague took her daughter.

We interpret objects through frameworks we bring to them. The coin
speaks through our knowledge of Roman monetary systems, icono-
graphic traditions, and circulation patterns. The lamp speaks through
our understanding of ceramic production, oil consumption, and domes-
tic space. The toy speaks through analogy with other toys, comparison
with depictions, and assumptions about ancient childhood that we can
never fully verify.

The philosopher of science might say that observation is theory-
laden. The archaeologist should agree. What we see when we look
at an artifact is shaped by what we know (or think we know) about
its context, function, and meaning. An untrained eye sees a potsherd;
a ceramicist sees a fragment of a specific vessel type from a specific
period with specific implications. The ceramicist sees more, not because
the potsherd is different but because knowledge transforms perception.

You might ask: does this not undermine the romance entirely? If
objects only speak through our interpretive frameworks, are we not back
to the same problems we found with texts—seeing our own reflections
in the evidence?

Not quite. The object does constrain interpretation, even if it does
not determine meaning. The potsherd is made of clay with a particular
composition; it was fired at a particular temperature; it shows particular
manufacturing traces. These physical properties are not infinitely
malleable to interpretation. The object pushes back against readings
that ignore its materiality, even as it cannot dictate the correct reading.

And the object preserves what texts omit. No Roman author de-
scribes how ordinary pottery was made, but the pottery itself preserves
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evidence of manufacture. No literary source records village settlement
patterns, but survey archaeology recovers them. The material record
is differently biased than the textual record, and the differences are
productive. Where texts privilege the literate and powerful, archaeology
can sometimes reach the illiterate and subordinate—not transparently,
not fully, but partially and preciously.

The goal is a disciplined romance: enchanted by the past’s material
presence, alert to the limits of that presence, rigorous about methods of
interpretation, humble about what remains unknown. We cannot touch
the ancient world directly. But we can touch what it left behind, and
with care, we can learn from the touch.

3.9 From Dirt to Stone

Material culture communicates, but not in language. The potsherd
encodes information about production and exchange; the building
foundation records choices about space and structure; the garbage heap
preserves evidence of diet and discard. But none of this is verbal. We
impose language on material evidence; it does not arrive with words
attached.

Inscriptions change this. Carved in stone, cast in bronze, painted on
walls, scratched on pottery, stamped on bricks—inscriptions are texts
that are also objects. They are words frozen in material contexts, with
known find-spots and physical properties. They participate in both the
textual world of language and meaning and the archaeological world
of location and association.

In Chapter 2, we learned to read literary texts against the grain,
extracting unintended information from sources shaped by authorial
purpose. In this chapter, we have learned to interpret material evidence
that carries no authorial purpose at all—communicating despite itself,
through the unintended residues of practice.

Inscriptions sit between these worlds. They are intended communications—
someone carved those letters for a reason—but they are embedded in
material contexts that constrain and supplement their meaning. The
stone that bears an Athenian decree was itself chosen, shaped, erected
in a specific location, and later moved, reused, or damaged. The words
speak; but so does the stone.

We turn next to epigraphy: the study of inscriptions. Here the
historian gains the directness of language—actual words from ancient
hands—while retaining the materiality that makes archaeology dis-
tinctive. But this combination creates new methodological challenges.
How do we read what is partially erased? How do we restore what is
broken? What do we make of the very decision to inscribe—to make
words permanent, public, and material?
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Having learned to read dirt, we must now learn to read stone that
speaks.



4
Stones That Speak

Words are easy, like the wind; faithful friends
are hard to find.

The Passionate Pilgrim, XVI—but the
Athenians carved their words in stone

4.1 The Fragment in the Museum

You are standing in the British Museum, in a room of battered mar-
ble slabs that most visitors walk past without a second glance. The
Parthenon Marbles draw the crowds; these stones offer no spectacle.
But step closer to one particular slab, cracked and worn at the edges,
portions of its surface destroyed, and peer at the tiny Greek letters
carved into its face. What you are looking at is more remarkable than
any sculpture.

This is a fragment of the Athenian Tribute Lists, carved around 440

bce to record the annual payments from Athens’ subject allies. The
letters are small—carved to pack maximum information into expensive
marble—and the stone itself is damaged. Yet what survives changes
everything we know about the Athenian empire.

The Siphnians paid three talents. The Naxians, almost seven. The
great island of Thasos, a crushing thirty talents annually. Tiny Io-
nian islands paid fractions of a talent, their names dutifully recorded
alongside the great cities.1 1 A talent was approximately 26 kilo-

grams of silver—a substantial sum. The
tribute from the Delian League amounted
to hundreds of talents annually at its
peak.

These are not the words of Thucydides, filtered through centuries
of copying and shaped by his interpretive vision. This is the voice of
the Athenian state itself, speaking directly across twenty-four centuries.
The stone carries the very letters that an Athenian mason chiseled,
working from an official document that Athenian citizens would have
consulted. Empire, quantified and carved for public display.
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The directness is seductive. Here, we might think, is unmediated
access to the past. No authorial agenda, no literary convention, no
manuscript corruption—just the facts, carved in stone.

But of course it is not that simple. The moment we try to use
these inscriptions as evidence, problems multiply like weeds through
pavement cracks. The numbers do not always match what we can
calculate from other sources. The totals for some years are suspiciously
round. Cities appear and disappear from the lists in ways that may
reflect administrative convenience rather than historical reality. Some
fragments have been assigned to particular years based on letter forms,
and those assignments have been challenged and revised repeatedly
over the past century.

The very directness that makes inscriptions feel trustworthy may be
their greatest danger. Because the stone seems to speak for itself, we are
tempted to listen without the critical skepticism we learned to apply to
literary sources in Chapter 2. We read the palimpsest when we read
Thucydides; we may forget that the stone, too, requires interpretation.

This chapter teaches a different kind of reading. Inscriptions occupy
a unique position in the historian’s toolkit: they are texts, but unlike
literary manuscripts they survive in their original material form, fixed
in place and time. They bridge the gap between the textual world of
Chapter 2 and the material world of Chapter 3. They are words, but
words that are also things—with findspots and physical properties,
with damage patterns and archaeological contexts.

Let us learn to hear what the stones actually say, rather than what
we wish they would tell us.

4.2 The Ledger of Empire

Between approximately 454 and 415 bce, the Athenians inscribed
annual records of tribute payments on great marble stelai erected on
the Acropolis. What we call the “Tribute Lists” were actually records of
the aparchai—the one-sixtieth of each payment dedicated to the goddess
Athena. The tribute itself went to the League treasury (originally
on Delos, later moved to Athens); the one-sixtieth went to Athena’s
treasury, and it was this fraction that was publicly inscribed.

You might ask: why only the one-sixtieth? Why not the full tribute
amount? The answer reveals something important about Athenian
self-presentation. The inscription was ostensibly religious—a record of
the goddess’s portion—not political. By inscribing the sacred fraction
rather than the imperial whole, Athens maintained a fiction of piety
while simultaneously advertising the extent of its power. Anyone with
basic arithmetic could multiply by sixty.2 2 The lists thus served multiple functions

simultaneously: religious dedication, po-
litical propaganda, administrative record,
and public intimidation of allies contem-
plating revolt.
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The lists were enormous. Fragments have been recovered from across
the Acropolis, some measuring over a meter in height. The text was
carved in multiple columns, city names arranged by tribute district
(Ionia, Hellespont, Thrace, Caria, Islands), with the aparchai recorded
in talents, minae, drachmae, and obols. The full corpus, reconstructed
from hundreds of fragments, fills four substantial volumes of modern
publication.

Let us consider what this evidence reveals. First, scope: the lists
name over three hundred tribute-paying communities. No literary
source provides remotely comparable coverage of the empire’s extent.
Thucydides mentions major cities; the tribute lists record every village
that paid.

Second, change over time: by tracking which cities appear and disap-
pear, we can reconstruct the empire’s expansion and contraction. When
a city stops paying, something has happened—rebellion, destruction,
exemption, absorption by a neighbor. When a new city appears, Athens
has extended its reach. When assessments rise or fall, we glimpse
imperial fiscal policy.

Third, the skeleton of administration: the district organization, the
assessment categories, the recording conventions all reveal how Athens
managed its empire. This was not haphazard exploitation but bu-
reaucratic extraction—which tells us something about Athenian state
capacity that literary sources, focused on personalities and battles, tend
to obscure.

But the Tribute Lists also exemplify the limits of epigraphic evidence.
Consider the problem of interpretation.

The numbers look precise: Aegina paid thirty talents, one of the
highest assessments, while Carystus on Euboea paid seven and a half,
and Icarian islands paid fractions of a talent. But “thirty talents” might
mean the assessment was thirty talents, or that the city actually paid
thirty talents that year, or that the one-sixtieth calculated as half a talent
(which we multiply back up). The relationship between assessment,
payment, and recorded figure is not always clear.

You might ask: cannot we simply read what the stone says? But
the stone does not explain its own conventions. Modern scholars have
reconstructed the recording system through painstaking comparison
across hundreds of entries and multiple years, and not all scholars agree
on the reconstruction. Some payments were in kind, awkwardly con-
verted to silver equivalents. Some cities paid through others (syntelic
arrangements). Some apparent “absences” from the lists may reflect
administrative decisions about which lists to inscribe that year, not
actual non-payment.

The four-volume publication by Benjamin Dean Meritt, H.T. Wade-
Gery, and Malcolm McGregor, appearing between 1939 and 1953, re-
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mains the foundational treatment.3 These three scholars, working at the 3 Meritt, Wade-Gery, and McGregor, The
Athenian Tribute Lists (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1939–1953).
Often abbreviated ATL in scholarly ci-
tation.

American School of Classical Studies at Athens, spent decades piecing
together fragments, matching letter forms, stone thickness, and column
spacing. Their work is a monument of epigraphic scholarship.

It is also a cautionary tale. Many of their readings and datings have
been challenged. The chronology of the lists, in particular, became a
battlefield. Meritt defended what is called the “traditional chronology”;
others, notably Russell Meiggs, argued for a “reduced chronology” with
different dates for key events. The debate lasted decades and has never
been entirely resolved. The fragments can be arranged in multiple
ways that each satisfy the physical constraints; the choice between
arrangements depends on interpretive decisions about Athenian history
more broadly.

The lesson is clear: even the most “direct” evidence requires inter-
pretation, and interpretation can solidify into consensus before it has
been adequately questioned. The Tribute Lists feel authoritative. But
authority can mislead.

4.3 How to Read a Stone

Let us now turn to the technical methods by which epigraphers extract
information from inscriptions. Think of these methods as tools in a
kit—each suited to particular problems, each with limitations.

The first tool is paleography: the study of letter forms. Greek writing
changed over time in predictable ways. In Attic Greek inscriptions
(those from Athens and its territory), the letter sigma evolved from a
three-bar form to a four-bar form around 446 bce. Before that date,
you see: Σ with three strokes. After, four. Similarly, the letter omega
developed curved bars; epsilon acquired a detached middle crossbar;
rho developed a tail.4 4 These letter-form changes were not in-

stantaneous reforms but gradual transi-
tions. A date of “circa 446” indicates
when the new forms became standard,
not when every mason adopted them.

An experienced epigrapher can often date a Greek inscription to
within a generation by letter forms alone, independent of content. This
is crucial because many inscriptions lack internal dates. If we find a
decree mentioning a war, we might guess when it was carved from the
events described. But if the letter forms indicate a date inconsistent
with our guess, we must reconsider—either our interpretation of the
content or our paleographic dating.

The second tool is layout analysis, particularly the system called
stoichedon. Many Greek public inscriptions, especially from the fifth
and fourth centuries bce, were carved in a perfect grid: each letter
occupies the same width, and each letter sits directly below the one in
the line above. This creates a regular pattern where a damaged section
can be reconstructed by counting letter-spaces.
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Let us work through an example. Suppose we find a fragment of
an Athenian decree. The stone is broken on the left, but we can see
the right edge. We count the letters in complete lines and find they
are consistently forty-two characters wide. Now suppose we have a
damaged line that reads:

...]OXENTIBOULAIKAITOIDEMOI...

We know the line had forty-two letters total. We can see thirty-four.
Therefore, eight letters are missing from the break on the left. Now,
the visible portion clearly contains the standard formula “it seemed
good to the council and the people” (edoxen tei boulei kai toi demoi).
If we restore the missing letters as ED at the beginning, we get the
expected formula exactly. The restoration is not certain—something
else might have stood there—but it is highly probable, because this
formula appears in hundreds of other decrees in exactly this form.

You might ask: is this not circular? We assume the formula was
standard and then use its “standardness” to justify our restoration. The
circularity is real but manageable. The formula has been independently
established from complete inscriptions. We apply it to damaged texts
not as proof but as probabilistic inference. When dozens of features
point toward the standard formula and nothing points away, confidence
is warranted.

The conventions of epigraphic publication make uncertainty explicit.
Square brackets indicate text restored by conjecture: [EDOXEN]. Paren-
theses indicate letters abbreviated in the original text, expanded by
modern editors. Angular brackets indicate letters omitted by the an-
cient mason, supplied by modern editors. Dots indicate missing letters
of unknown content: ... A skilled reader of an epigraphic publication
can distinguish immediately between what the epigrapher actually saw
and what the epigrapher conjectures was there.5 5 The Leiden Conventions, established in

1931, standardized these symbols for epi-
graphic and papyrological publication.
They remain in use today.

The third tool is the squeeze. Before photography became reliable,
and still useful today, scholars made impressions of inscriptions by
pressing dampened paper into the carved letters and letting it dry.
The resulting “squeeze” creates a portable negative image that can be
examined in a library rather than requiring repeated trips to remote
museums or inconvenient archaeological sites. The squeeze collection
at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton contains thousands
of such impressions from across the Greek world, allowing scholars to
compare letter forms and verify readings without traveling to every
stone.

These methods enable the epigrapher’s fundamental task: reading
what is actually there, neither more nor less. But reading is only the
first step. The harder question is: what does it mean?
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4.4 Why Carve in Stone?

Not all societies carve texts in stone with equal frequency. Classical
Athens inscribed prodigiously; earlier archaic Greece did not. The
Roman Empire saw an explosion of inscriptions in the first two centuries
ce, then a dramatic decline in the third. These patterns are not random
accidents of preservation. They reflect cultural practices that themselves
demand explanation.

The term for this phenomenon is the “epigraphic habit”—a phrase
coined by Ramsay MacMullen in 1982.6 The epigraphic habit refers to 6 Ramsay MacMullen, “The Epigraphic

Habit in the Roman Empire,” American
Journal of Philology 103 (1982): 233–246.
The article remains fundamental to un-
derstanding Roman epigraphic patterns.

the cultural disposition to inscribe: who inscribes, what they inscribe,
and why. Changes in the habit reveal changes in social, economic, and
political conditions.

Let us examine who inscribes and why. States inscribe laws, decrees,
treaties, and tax records. The purpose is partly administrative—having
a permanent, public reference—and partly ideological. An inscribed
law declares state power; a treaty carved in stone commits both parties
before gods and public. The very act of carving confers legitimacy and
permanence.

Wealthy individuals inscribe dedications to display piety and status.
When a rich Athenian pays for a new statue and inscribes the base with
his name and the deity’s, he combines religious observance with social
advertisement. The inscription says “I gave this”; it also says “I am the
sort of person who gives such things.”

Families inscribe tombstones to commemorate the dead. These
funerary inscriptions range from simple names to elaborate verse epi-
taphs. They express grief, honor the deceased, and remind the living
who passed this way. But tombstones also declare family resources—
affording carved stone is itself a status marker—and participate in
competitive display among families.

Guilds and associations inscribe membership lists and rules. These
inscriptions define who belongs and under what terms. They make the
association visible and permanent, transforming a social arrangement
into a physical monument.

Each purpose generates different inscriptions with different survival
patterns. Official documents on expensive marble survive better than
private scratches on cheap limestone. Public monuments in city centers
are more likely to be preserved (or at least recorded before destruction)
than isolated rural gravestones. Greek inscriptions survive better than
Oscan or Etruscan because Greek cities were continuously inhabited
and their languages remained readable; interest ensured preservation.
Egyptian inscriptions survive better in the dry south than in the wet
delta, where annual flooding destroyed what yearly drought further
south preserved.7 7 The geography of inscription survival

is as important as its chronology. Our
knowledge of different regions is funda-
mentally shaped by preservation condi-
tions.
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You might ask: is the epigraphic habit not circular? We define peri-
ods by their inscriptions, then explain the inscriptions by the periods.
The danger is real but can be mitigated. We anchor epigraphic patterns
to independently dated evidence—coin hoards, dendrochronology, liter-
ary synchronisms. When the decline in Roman inscriptions after 250 ce

correlates with archaeological evidence of urban contraction, reduced
monumental building, and literary references to economic disruption,
we can be more confident that something real is being measured.

The pattern of decline is itself evidence. When inscriptions vanish
from the record, something has changed: economic resources have
contracted, political legitimation has shifted to other media, social
practices of display have transformed. The silence speaks, even if we
cannot always interpret it with confidence.

Think of the epigraphic corpus as a radio station that comes in clearly
during some periods and dissolves into static during others. The static
is not nothing; it tells us reception conditions have changed. The task
is to understand what changed and why.

4.5 Citizenship in Bronze

Let us turn now to a different kind of inscription, one that reveals not
state power but individual lives: the Roman military diploma.

When auxiliary soldiers—non-citizens serving in the Roman army—
completed their twenty-five years of service, they received a remarkable
reward: Roman citizenship, and with it the right of legal marriage
(conubium) that would make their children legitimate citizens too. This
grant was recorded on a bronze diptych: two tablets bound together
with wire, inscribed with the official text, sealed by seven witnesses.

The veteran could carry this document as proof of his new status.
In a world without identity cards or databases, the bronze diploma
was the certificate that transformed a provincial subject into a Roman
citizen.8 8 The diploma was a personal copy of an

official grant. The original authorization
was inscribed on bronze tablets displayed
in Rome; the veteran received a certified
extract.

Over a thousand such diplomas have been found, from Britain
to Egypt, from the Danube frontier to the African coast. Each one
names an individual: his original ethnic identity (Thracian, Pannonian,
Batavian), his unit, his years of service, his commanding officers, the
date of his discharge. Some record the names of wives and children
whose status the diploma legitimized.

Let us consider one concrete example. A diploma found in Egypt
names a soldier called Gemellus, originally from Thrace. He served in
the ala Veterana Gallica—a cavalry unit—and received his citizenship
under the Emperor Trajan. The diploma specifies not just the year but
the day of his discharge. We know his name, his origin, his unit, his
commander, the precise date his military service ended.
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This is not the faceless mass of “the Roman army” that appears in
literary accounts of campaigns and battles. This is a specific human
being who crossed the Roman world, served for a quarter century, and
carried this bronze document as proof of his transformed identity. He
likely showed it to officials, perhaps to potential fathers-in-law, certainly
to anyone who questioned his right to the citizen privileges he now
claimed.

You might ask: are these diplomas not biased toward successful
soldiers? Yes. Men who died in service, deserted, or were dishonorably
discharged received no diploma. The corpus systematically overrepre-
sents those who survived and served honorably for the full term. We
cannot use diplomas to calculate mortality rates or desertion rates in
the auxiliary army. What survives is evidence of what succeeded, not
what happened overall.

But within that limitation, the diplomas are extraordinarily valu-
able. Collectively, they allow reconstruction of the auxiliary army’s
deployment across the empire in remarkable detail. Which units were
stationed on the Danube in 105 ce? The diplomas tell us. How did
auxiliary recruitment patterns change over time? The diplomas, ac-
cumulating individual data points, reveal trends invisible in literary
sources.

The physical objects are themselves instructive. Each diploma con-
sists of two bronze tablets, roughly 15 by 13 centimeters, hinged to-
gether. The inner faces bear the official text; the outer face lists the
seven citizen witnesses who sealed the document with their signet
rings. The witnessing system provided authentication: if the seal was
intact, the document was genuine.9 9 The seals themselves rarely survive—

wax perishes—but the witness names re-
main inscribed on the outer tablet.

Find contexts tell their own stories. Diplomas turn up in military
camps, in areas of veteran settlement, and sometimes in hoards hidden
during times of unrest. A diploma buried hastily during a frontier
crisis is evidence of that crisis, even if the diploma itself records only
a routine discharge years earlier. The object has a history beyond the
transaction it documents.

4.6 Malice in Lead

Now let us descend from official bronze to the underworld of lead.
Across the ancient Mediterranean, people inscribed curses on thin

sheets of lead, rolled or folded them, and deposited them in graves,
wells, sanctuaries, or (ideally) near their intended victims. Over 1,600

curse tablets survive from the Greek world alone; thousands more from
Rome, Britain, North Africa, and beyond. They represent a stratum of
ancient life almost invisible in official texts: the anxieties of shopkeepers
about business rivals, the jealousy of rejected lovers, the petty feuds of
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neighbors, the hopes and fears of people who never appear in literary
sources.

The tablets are called defixiones in Latin, from defigere, to bind or
fix down. The metaphor is sympathetic magic: by writing down a
name and “binding” it—sometimes literally piercing the tablet with
nails—the practitioner sought to bind the victim’s abilities, voice, luck,
or life.

You might ask: how do we know these tablets reflect genuine belief
rather than empty ritual? The effort involved suggests real investment.
Lead had to be obtained, text had to be composed (often with profes-
sional help), the tablet had to be deposited secretly in an appropriate
location—a grave, a sacred spring, under a threshold. People do not
undertake such elaborate procedures without believing they might
work.

Moreover, the tablets show sophisticated thinking about supernat-
ural mechanics. They invoke specific deities, often chthonic powers—
Hermes of the underworld, Persephone, nameless daimones of the dead.
They employ binding formulas, analogies (“as this lead grows cold and
useless, so may X become cold and useless”), and sometimes barbarous
words of power that resist translation. This is not mindless repetition
but careful manipulation of imagined divine forces.10 10 The “barbarous names” found in many

curse tablets may derive from Egyp-
tian, Hebrew, or simply inventive com-
binations intended to sound powerful
and foreign. Their efficacy lay in their
strangeness, not their semantic content.

The Bath curse tablets deserve extended attention. In 1979 and 1980,
excavations at the sacred spring of Sulis Minerva at Bath in Roman
Britain recovered 130 lead tablets.11 The goddess Sulis—a native British

11 The tablets are now in the Roman Baths
Museum in Bath. See R.S.O. Tomlin,
Tabellae Sulis: Roman Inscribed Tablets of
Tin and Lead from the Sacred Spring at Bath
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).

deity whom the Romans identified with Minerva—received petitions
from worshippers who had been wronged and wanted divine justice.

Most of the Bath tablets concern theft. Someone stole clothing from
the bathhouse changing room. Someone pilfered money left unwatched.
Someone took a bronze vessel, a silver ring, property that the victim
wanted back or, failing that, wanted the thief punished.

Here is one, translated:

Whether pagan or Christian, whosoever, whether man or woman, whether boy or
girl, whether slave or free, has stolen from me, Annianus, in the morning six
silver coins from my purse, you, lady goddess, are to exact them from him. If
through some deceit he has given me... I ask that you... afflict him, whether he be
man or woman.

—Bath curse tablet, late fourth century ce

Notice what this reveals. The curse is addressed to a goddess.
The curser does not know who robbed him and therefore covers all
categories: pagan or Christian (a fourth-century distinction), male or
female, child or adult, slave or free. The language is formulaic but
personal; Annianus knows exactly how much was stolen and when.
The tablet was deposited in the sacred spring, where the goddess would
read it and act.
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This is popular religion as actually practiced, not as described by elite
philosophers or regulated by state cult. Annianus was not a senator or
a priest. He was someone with a purse and six silver coins, robbed at
the baths, seeking supernatural redress. His tablet, and hundreds like
it, give voice to people who left no other record.

The tablets also preserve linguistic features absent from literary texts.
The Latin is often informal, with regional spellings, simplified grammar,
and oral features that literary prose smoothed away. Some tablets are
written backward, right to left, as part of the binding magic. Some mix
Latin with Greek or native languages. They are documents of living
speech, not edited prose.

You might ask: what can we actually conclude from curse tablets
about ancient religion? The tablets prove that ordinary people believed
in supernatural powers that could be manipulated through ritual action.
They prove that such practices were widespread—not just Greek or
Roman but found wherever we have adequate archaeological recovery.
They suggest that official religion and popular practice diverged signifi-
cantly: the gods who receive curse tablets are often not the gods who
received state sacrifice.

But we must be careful not to over-interpret. The tablets tell us about
a specific ritual practice, not about the full range of religious belief.
A person who deposited a curse tablet might also have sacrificed to
Jupiter and prayed to household spirits and carried an amulet against
the evil eye—none of which would appear in the epigraphic record.
The tablets are a window, not a mirror.

4.7 The Emperor Speaks

Let us turn, finally, to the most famous inscription of antiquity: the Res
Gestae Divi Augusti, the “Deeds of the Divine Augustus.”

When Augustus died in 14 ce, after transforming the Roman Repub-
lic into a monarchy while insisting he had restored it, his achievements
were inscribed on bronze tablets and displayed at his mausoleum in
Rome.12 Copies were erected throughout the empire. The text is Au- 12 The original bronze tablets from Rome

are lost. The inscription survives because
it was copied onto temple walls in the
provinces. The most complete copy is
from Ancyra (modern Ankara), hence it
is sometimes called the Monumentum An-
cyranum.

gustus’s account of his own life: what he did for Rome, what honors
he received, what he spent, what he conquered.

The document is propaganda of the highest order. Every sentence is
calculated. Consider the opening:

At the age of nineteen, on my own initiative and at my own expense, I raised
an army by means of which I restored liberty to the republic, which had been
oppressed by the tyranny of a faction.

—Res Gestae 1
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Augustus does not say “I seized power in a civil war.” He says
he “restored liberty”—language that casts him as savior, not usurper.
The “tyranny of a faction” refers to his opponents, not to any objective
tyranny. The fact that his “restoration of liberty” resulted in autocratic
rule that lasted centuries is, shall we say, not emphasized.

Throughout the text, constitutional language masks revolutionary
reality. Augustus claims he “transferred the republic from my own
power to the control of the Roman senate and people” (Res Gestae
34)—the very moment modern historians identify as the foundation
of the Principate. He received honorific titles; he did not seize them.
He was granted powers; he did not usurp them. The language of
restoration and tradition wraps a radical transformation.

You might ask: if the Res Gestae is propaganda, why read it? Because
propaganda is evidence of what the propagandist thought his audience
would accept. Augustus could not have claimed to “restore the republic”
unless that language resonated. The gap between claim and reality is
itself revealing: it shows how the new regime wanted to be understood,
what vocabulary was available for political legitimation, how deeply
republican values (however betrayed in practice) remained rhetorically
potent.

Moreover, the factual claims—however politically framed—can be
checked against other sources. Augustus claims he gave cash donatives
totaling a specific sum to Roman citizens. If that sum is plausible given
what we know of Roman finances, the claim gains credibility. He claims
he built or restored specific temples, aqueducts, roads. Archaeology
can verify or complicate these claims. The Res Gestae becomes more
valuable, not less, when read against independent evidence.

The material form matters too. This was not a private document
or a literary text but a monumental inscription on bronze, erected at
the center of Rome and copied throughout the provinces. The very
medium declared: this is official, permanent, authoritative. Yet the
bronze is lost, and we read the text from stone copies in provincial
cities. The transmission history reminds us that even inscriptions have
their accidents of survival.

4.8 Working with the Epigraphic Corpus

The systematic study of inscriptions requires comprehensive corpora—
complete collections that allow comparison and pattern detection. For
Latin inscriptions, the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (CIL), begun in
1853 and still growing, aims to collect all surviving Latin texts. For
Greek inscriptions, the Inscriptiones Graecae (IG) serves a similar function.
These massive reference works allow researchers to compare formulas,
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trace careers, and establish norms against which individual inscriptions
can be evaluated.

New inscriptions appear every year—discovered in excavations,
found during construction, reidentified in museum storage. The Supple-
mentum Epigraphicum Graecum (SEG), published annually, records new
finds and revised readings. Digital databases now make the corpus
searchable: every appearance of a name, every instance of a formula,
every inscription mentioning a particular office.

The fundamental methods remain: careful reading, paleographic
dating, formulaic analysis, attention to material context. Epigraphy
demands patience, technical skill, and humility before evidence that
often resists easy interpretation.

4.9 The Names Accumulate

Inscriptions name people. Thousands upon thousands of names: ar-
chons and generals, priests and dedicators, victorious athletes and
deceased children, soldiers and slaves. This accumulation of names
creates a research possibility unavailable from most ancient evidence:
prosopography.

Prosopography means, roughly, the study of persons—specifically,
the systematic collection and analysis of biographical data about indi-
viduals mentioned in ancient sources.13 When we have enough names, 13 The term derives from Greek prosopon,

“face” or “person.” Prosopographical
method was formalized in the early twen-
tieth century but has roots in earlier bio-
graphical dictionaries.

we can reconstruct social networks, career patterns, family connections,
and political factions that no ancient author describes directly.

Let us consider how this works. An Athenian inscription might
record that Callias son of Hipponicus served as treasurer of Athena in
434 bce. Another inscription records that Callias son of Hipponicus
was ambassador to Sparta. A third mentions his role in negotiating
a peace treaty. Literary sources add that he was immensely wealthy,
married to a woman from another elite family, and involved in various
political controversies. By collecting all references to this individual,
we can reconstruct his career—not from any single source but from the
pattern of appearances across many sources.

Now multiply this by hundreds of elite Athenians. We can map
who served with whom on embassies, who held office in the same
years, who belonged to the same families. Patterns emerge: political
factions, marriage alliances, career trajectories. The prosopographical
approach pioneered by scholars like John Davies and Wesley Thompson
transformed our understanding of Athenian politics from a story of
great individuals to an analysis of elite social structure.14 14 J.K. Davies, Athenian Propertied Families,

600–300 B.C. (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1971) remains the foundational prosopog-
raphy of classical Athens.

For Rome, prosopographical work has been even more extensive.
The Prosopographia Imperii Romani catalogues every known person of
senatorial or equestrian rank in the first three centuries ce. Ronald
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Syme’s Roman Revolution (1939) used prosopographical method to trace
how Augustus built his regime: not through ideology but through
patronage, marriage alliance, and the promotion of loyal followers into
positions of power.

You might ask: does prosopography not simply confirm what we
already knew from literary sources? Sometimes—but it also reveals
patterns invisible to ancient observers. No ancient source tells us the
average age at which Roman senators held their first consulship, or
how that age changed over time. Prosopographical analysis of consular
lists reveals the pattern. No ancient source systematically describes
intermarriage among Athenian elite families, but prosopographical
reconstruction shows which families intermarried repeatedly and which
remained separate.

The limits are important. Prosopography works for elites, whose
names were inscribed and whose careers were recorded. It works
poorly for ordinary people, who appear once in a tombstone inscription
and never again. The method privileges exactly those social strata that
ancient sources already privilege. Recognizing this, some scholars have
attempted prosopographical analysis of other groups—early Christians,
for instance, whose names appear in letters and epitaphs. But the data
are sparser, the identifications more uncertain, and the conclusions
more tentative.

Prosopography will return when we examine early Christianity in
a later chapter. For now, the key point is methodological: inscriptions
accumulate individual data points that can be aggregated into patterns
no individual source reveals.

4.10 The Gap Between Stone and Meaning

Let us conclude with reflection on what we have learned and what
remains uncertain.

Throughout this chapter, I have compared inscriptions to voices—
“stones that speak,” “voices from antiquity.” The metaphor is seductive
and dangerous. Voices speak intentionally; they mean to communicate.
But what inscriptions communicate and what they mean are not the
same thing.

The Res Gestae communicates Augustus’s version of his achieve-
ments. But what it means—what we should conclude from it—requires
interpretation that goes far beyond what the text says. We must ask why
Augustus phrased things as he did, what alternatives he rejected, what
audience he imagined, and how that audience would have understood
claims we can see were misleading. The stone speaks, but we must
interpret.



58 the ancient world as laboratory

You might ask: is this not true of all evidence? Yes—and that is
precisely the point. Inscriptions feel more direct than literary sources
because they lack the obvious authorial personality of a Thucydides
or Tacitus. They feel more direct than archaeological evidence because
they use words, and we are accustomed to extracting meaning from
words. But the directness is partly an illusion. Every inscription was
produced by someone for some purpose; every inscription survives
through accidents that shaped what we can know; every inscription
requires interpretive work to move from letters on stone to historical
understanding.

Consider the curse tablets again. When Annianus asks Sulis Minerva
to punish his thief, what can we conclude? That Annianus believed
in the goddess? Probably. That he believed curses worked? Likely.
That curse magic was common in Roman Britain? The number of
tablets suggests so. That his belief was sincere rather than conventional,
desperate rather than casual, rooted in deep religious commitment
rather than cultural habit? These are harder questions. The stone shows
us what he wrote; it does not reveal his inner state.

Or consider funerary inscriptions. Thousands of Roman tombstones
praise deceased spouses as “incomparable” (incomparabilis), “most de-
voted” (devotissima), “without whose company life is bitter” (sine qua
vivere acerbum est). Are these expressions of genuine grief or conven-
tional formulas? Both, probably—but in what proportions, for which
inscriptions, in what circumstances? The stone gives us the words; the
feelings behind them are not recoverable.

You might ask: if we cannot know how people felt, what can we
know from inscriptions? We can know what they did: what offices they
held, what dedications they made, what formulas they used. We can
know what was publicly sayable: the vocabulary of honor, piety, and
grief that inscriptions deploy. We can trace patterns across the corpus:
where inscriptions concentrate, when they proliferate or decline, which
social groups appear and which are absent. We can sometimes connect
inscriptions to other evidence—literary, archaeological, numismatic—
and draw conclusions that neither source type permits alone.

What we cannot do is treat inscriptions as transparent windows
onto ancient minds. The stone speaks, but it speaks in conventions
shaped by social expectation, limited by what could be publicly written,
constrained by the formulas of the genre. The voice we hear is genuine
but not unmediated.

Let us call this the principle of mediated directness. Inscriptions
offer direct contact with ancient text in a way manuscripts do not—the
very letters cut by ancient hands. But the meaning of those letters is
mediated by everything that stands between the ancient stonecutter
and us: by the purposes for which the inscription was made, by the
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conventions that shaped its language, by the accidents that preserved
it, and by our own frameworks for understanding.

The epigrapher’s task is reading what is carved. The historian’s
task is understanding why it was carved, what it meant, and what its
survival means. These are different skills, and the second does not
follow automatically from the first.

4.11 From Words to Money

We have learned to read inscriptions: to date them by letter forms, to
restore damaged texts through formulaic analysis, to interpret them as
cultural artifacts produced for specific purposes. We have seen official
documents (the Tribute Lists), personal papers (military diplomas), pop-
ular religion (curse tablets), and imperial propaganda (the Res Gestae).
Each type offers distinctive possibilities and distinctive limitations.

Inscriptions share certain features with another form of ancient ev-
idence we have not yet considered: coins. Both are official products,
state-sanctioned objects carrying political messages. Both survive in
their original form without manuscript transmission. Both are found
in archaeological contexts that provide dating and distribution infor-
mation. The epigrapher’s methods—paleography, typology, careful
attention to material—apply to numismatics as well.

But coins differ from inscriptions in ways that open new possibilities.
An inscription is typically unique: one stone, one text, one location. A
coin is one of thousands struck from the same die, circulated across the
empire, hoarded and lost and found again. This multiplication creates
opportunities for quantitative analysis that epigraphy rarely permits.
How many coins did a given mint produce? Where did they circulate?
When were they hoarded? These questions become tractable when we
have not one object but thousands.

You might ask: can coins really tell us much, given how small they
are and how brief their inscriptions? The inscriptions are brief, but
the images speak volumes. An emperor’s face ages across his coinage;
his titles accumulate; his propaganda shifts. The metals tell their own
story: when silver content declines, something has gone wrong with
state finances. The find-spots trace economic connections: a hoard of
Athenian “owl” coins in Afghanistan reveals trade routes no literary
source describes.

We have learned to hear the stones speak. Now we must learn to
make the coins talk—a different kind of conversation, with different
possibilities and different silences. The evidence changes; the critical
stance remains.





5
Money Talks

In God we trust; all others pay cash.

American proverb—though the ancients
trusted silver

5.1 The Treasure in the Field

In 2015, a man with a metal detector walked across a plowed field in
Devon, southwestern England. His detector beeped. He dug. What
emerged from the English soil was a pottery vessel weighing over
a hundred kilograms, stuffed with 22,888 Roman bronze coins. The
Seaton Down hoard, as it came to be called, had lain undisturbed for
roughly 1,670 years, buried around 348 ce and never retrieved.

This discovery is not exceptional. Thousands of such hoards have
been unearthed across the former Roman Empire, containing tens of
millions of coins. Add to these the coins recovered from archaeological
excavations, the specimens in museum collections accumulated over
centuries, and the pieces circulating through the antiquities trade, and
a remarkable fact emerges: we possess more precisely datable artifacts
from antiquity in the form of coins than in any other category of
evidence.

Consider what “precisely datable” means. A coin bearing the portrait
of the emperor Trajan Decius can be assigned to 249–251 ce—his entire
reign lasted only two years. Compare this to a pottery fragment, which
an expert might date to a century, or a building style that might span
three hundred years. Coins give us temporal resolution measured in
years, sometimes in months, occasionally in weeks.

And the abundance is staggering. Estimates suggest that by the late
Roman Empire, hundreds of millions of coins had been minted. Even
accounting for melting, loss, and reuse of metal, the surviving corpus
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dwarfs all other evidence types combined. A major museum might
hold a few hundred inscriptions; it holds tens of thousands of coins.

You might ask: if coins are so abundant and so precisely datable,
why do historians find them so troublesome?

The trouble is seduction. Because coins seem to offer direct access to
ancient economic life, we are tempted to read them as straightforward
evidence of “the economy.” A coin found in Britain must mean trade
with Britain. More coins must mean more trade. Debasement of silver
coinage must mean inflation. But every one of these inferences conceals
assumptions that require scrutiny.

Let me offer an analogy that will guide us through this chapter.
Think of ancient coins as letters in a postal system we only partially
understand.1 Each coin was minted somewhere (the sender), traveled 1 This postal analogy will structure our

thinking throughout. The letter has
a sender, a recipient, a route, and a
message—but we find only the letter it-
self, often damaged, without its envelope
or forwarding history.

through unknown hands (the postal route), and ended up where we
find it (the final address). The coin carries a message—its images,
weight, and metal content—but the message was designed for ancient
recipients, not for us. We intercept these ancient letters by the millions,
but we cannot simply read off from them how the mail system worked.

This chapter teaches four techniques for extracting historical informa-
tion from coins: die studies, which estimate mint output from surviving
samples; hoard analysis, which reveals circulation patterns from buried
treasures; metallurgical analysis, which reads the metal itself for evi-
dence of fiscal policy; and iconographic interpretation, which decodes
the political messages coins were designed to carry. We will work
through two extended cases: the spread of Athenian “owl” coinage
across the Mediterranean, and the spectacular debasement of Roman
silver during the third-century crisis. Along the way, we will confront
the fundamental limitation of numismatic evidence: coins tell us about
coinage, not about the economy as a whole.

5.2 The Owl That Conquered the Mediterranean

Let us begin not with method but with a puzzle.
Walk through the galleries of the British Museum’s ancient coin

collection, and you will encounter, again and again, a particular design:
on one side, the helmeted head of a goddess; on the other, an owl
standing in profile, an olive branch behind it, and three Greek letters—
AΘE—identifying the city of Athens.2 Now walk through the Egyptian 2 The letters are an abbreviation of

Athenaion, “of the Athenians.” The owl
was sacred to Athena, goddess of wis-
dom; the olive branch recalled the sacred
tree on the Acropolis.

galleries and examine the hoards from the Nile Delta. Athenian owls.
Visit the Israel Museum in Jerusalem and look at Levantine finds.
Athenian owls. Examine collections from Afghanistan, from southern
Russia, from the coast of Spain. Athenian owls, everywhere.

These coins were minted in Athens. Their silver came from the
mines at Laurion, in Attica. Yet they turn up across a geographic range
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spanning thousands of kilometers. The owl became, in effect, the dollar
bill of the fifth-century Mediterranean world.

You might ask: how do we know where Athenian owls actually
circulated, rather than simply guessing from scattered finds?

Three lines of evidence converge. First, controlled excavations: when
archaeologists dig ancient sites from Afghanistan to Sicily, they record
which coins appear in which layers. Athenian owls turn up in fifth- and
fourth-century contexts across this vast region. Second, hoard evidence:
when we find a buried collection of coins—a snapshot of what someone
possessed at a particular moment—Athenian coins appear in hoards
from Egypt, the Levant, Mesopotamia, and beyond. Third, imitations:
mints in Egypt, the Levant, and elsewhere struck coins copying the
Athenian design, adapting it to local weight standards. You do not
imitate a coin unless the original carries prestige.

The Asyut hoard from Egypt, buried around 475 bce, illustrates
the pattern beautifully. This single deposit contained nearly 900 silver
coins. Over 300 were Athenian tetradrachms. The remainder came from
Corinth, Aegina, Thasos, and cities scattered across the Greek world.
The hoard was not Athenian property; it was an Egyptian accumula-
tion demonstrating that Athenian coins had become an international
medium of exchange.

Now let us think about why the owl succeeded. The obvious answer
is quality: Athenian tetradrachms contained approximately 17 grams
of silver at over 98% purity. The silver from Laurion was among the
finest in the ancient world, and Athenian minting standards were
rigorous. But quality alone cannot explain dominance. Other cities
minted excellent coins.

The deeper answer involves what economists call network effects.
Once Athenian owls became widely accepted, their acceptance rein-
forced itself.3 A merchant in Egypt trusted Athenian owls because he 3 Network effects explain many currency

dominance patterns. The U.S. dollar to-
day functions as a global reserve currency
not because American monetary policy
is uniquely wise, but because everyone
expects everyone else to accept dollars.

knew merchants in the Levant would accept them. They accepted them
because they knew Persian treasury officials would accept them. The
cycle of mutual expectation created a self-reinforcing standard.

But notice: the owl’s spread tracks Athenian power. The fifth century
bce was the century of the Athenian empire, when Athens extracted
tribute from hundreds of subject cities, maintained the largest fleet
in the Greek world, and projected military force across the eastern
Mediterranean. The owl’s prestige was inseparable from the Athenian
state’s capacity to produce it in enormous quantities and to enforce its
acceptance within the empire.

Here is where the postal analogy becomes useful. The Athenian owl
was a letter written by the Athenian state, carrying a message of power
and reliability, sent through trade networks we can partially reconstruct.
When we find an owl in Afghanistan, we have intercepted a piece of
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mail whose route we cannot fully trace. Did it travel there through
direct trade? Through a chain of exchanges? Through the treasure of a
returning soldier? The coin by itself cannot tell us. But the pattern of
finds—owls everywhere, in contexts spanning decades—reveals that
whatever the individual routes, the postal system connected Athens to
the known world.

You might ask: did the owl’s success continue after Athens lost its
empire?

It did, and this is revealing. Athens was defeated by Sparta in 404

bce, stripped of its fleet and its tribute. Yet Athenian owls continued
to circulate, continued to be hoarded, continued to be imitated for
another century. Monetary conventions have their own inertia. Once a
currency becomes standard, it tends to remain standard until something
disrupts the expectation that others will accept it. The owl outlasted
the empire that created it—though eventually Alexander’s conquests
and the Hellenistic kingdoms’ coinages displaced it.

5.3 Reading the Dies

Let us now turn from the concrete example to the technical methods
that transform numismatics from antiquarianism into historical science.

Ancient mints kept no production records that survive. We do not
know how many coins any ancient mint produced in any year. Yet
questions of mint output are crucial for understanding fiscal history.
Did Rome increase minting to pay for the Jewish War? Did Athens ex-
pand coinage to fund the construction of the Parthenon? Did emperors
facing military crisis print money (in the ancient sense) to meet their
obligations?

Die studies offer a partial answer.
Every ancient coin was struck by hand. A blank disc of metal was

placed on a fixed lower die (the “anvil die”) bearing the obverse design.
A worker positioned an upper die (the “hammer die”) bearing the
reverse design and struck it with a hammer. The force transferred both
designs to the coin. Then the process repeated, thousands of times,
until the dies wore out and were replaced.4 4 Experimental archaeology suggests that

a well-made bronze die could strike
15,000–30,000 coins before wearing out;
iron dies lasted somewhat longer. These
figures are approximate and surely var-
ied with metal hardness, striking force,
and design complexity.

Now here is the key insight: each die was individually engraved and
therefore unique. If we can identify which coins were struck from the
same die, we can estimate how many dies were used in a given issue.
And if we can estimate dies, we can estimate coins—not with precision,
but within useful bounds.

Let us work through the logic with a concrete case. Suppose a
museum holds 200 silver denarii of the emperor Septimius Severus
from a particular issue. A numismatist examines each coin under
magnification, comparing minute details of the portrait and lettering.
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Some coins show identical obverse dies—the same tiny scratches, the
same slight misalignments in the letters, the same idiosyncratic features
of Severus’s beard. Through painstaking comparison, the numismatist
identifies 45 distinct obverse dies among the 200 coins.

We have sampled 200 coins and found 45 dies. How many dies
existed in total?

This is a statistical problem analogous to mark-recapture studies in
ecology.5 If every die in our sample appeared exactly once, we would 5 The analogy to ecology is precise. If

you capture, tag, and release 100 fish,
then later capture 100 fish and find 20 are
tagged, you estimate a population of ap-
proximately 500. Die studies use similar
logic, adapted for the specific features of
coin data.

know we had barely begun to sample the total population. If every
die appeared multiple times, we would know we were approaching
complete coverage. The actual situation—45 dies among 200 coins, with
varying frequencies—allows statistical estimation.

The most common estimator, adapted from the Good-Turing formula
in computational linguistics, suggests approximately 80–120 obverse
dies for this issue. If each die produced 15,000–30,000 coins, the total
issue comprised roughly 1.2–3.6 million coins. The range is wide, but
the order of magnitude is meaningful. We know this was a large issue,
not a small one.

You might ask: can we trust estimates with such large uncertainties?
The absolute numbers are indeed uncertain. But relative comparisons

are more robust. If issue A shows twice as many dies as issue B in
samples of similar size, issue A was almost certainly minted at roughly
twice the scale. Even if our estimate of die productivity is wrong by a
factor of two, the ratio between issues remains informative. Die studies
tell us which emperors minted heavily and which did not, which crises
triggered monetary expansion, and how mint output varied over time—
even when we cannot nail down precise totals.

The method has limitations we must acknowledge. Our samples are
not random; they depend on what survives, what collectors preserved,
and what museums acquired. Heavy coins survive better than light
ones (less subject to wear). Coins from some regions enter collections
more readily than others. These biases affect our estimates in ways
difficult to quantify. Die studies provide approximate answers to ques-
tions that cannot otherwise be answered at all. Approximation is not
the same as knowledge, but it is not nothing either.

5.4 Hoards and Their Secrets

If die studies estimate what mints produced, hoard analysis reveals
what actually circulated.

A hoard is a collection of coins buried together, usually for safekeep-
ing, and never recovered by its owner. The reasons for non-recovery
are various: the owner died, fled and could not return, forgot the
hiding place, or (in rare cases) the coins ceased to be worth retrieving.
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Whatever the cause, the result is a time capsule—a frozen snapshot of
what coins someone possessed at a particular moment.

The contents of a hoard reveal several things at once. First, which
coins circulated together: a hoard containing Athenian owls alongside
Corinthian staters and Aeginetan turtles proves these coinages coexisted
in the same circulation pool. Second, geographic reach: a hoard from
Egypt containing Greek coins proves those coins traveled to Egypt,
however they got there. Third, terminal date: the latest coin in the
hoard sets the earliest possible date of burial. If the most recent coin
dates to 350 bce, the hoard was buried in 350 bce or later—never
earlier.6 6 The “closure date” is the latest coin; the

burial date could be later still. A hoard
whose latest coin dates to 350 bce could
have been buried in 349, or 340, or 320.
The latest coin provides a terminus post
quem, not an absolute date.

Not all hoards are alike. Numismatists distinguish several types.
Savings hoards represent long-term accumulation; they often contain
high-quality coins selected for purity or age, representing wealth stored
over years or decades. Currency hoards reflect everyday money; they
contain a mix of denominations and conditions resembling what might
have circulated at that moment. Emergency hoards show signs of hasty
burial during crisis—mixed contents, rough concealment, association
with evidence of destruction.

You might ask: why did people bury coins rather than keeping them
in houses?

Ancient houses lacked the security infrastructure we take for granted.
No locks that could not be picked, no safes that could not be broken.
Coins are small, portable, and valuable—easy to steal. Burial offered
concealment that walls and doors could not provide. A pot of coins
buried beneath a tree looked like ordinary ground; a pot of coins on a
shelf invited theft.

We possess the hoards, of course, precisely because something went
wrong. The owner intended to return, dig up the treasure, and spend
it. That they never did—that the coins lay in the earth until a farmer’s
plow or a detectorist’s beep disturbed them—means we study evidence
selected by disaster. Hoards are not random samples of ancient wealth
but samples filtered through non-recovery. The coins of owners who
successfully retrieved their savings are gone, melted and respent. The
coins of owners who died, fled, or forgot remain for us to find.

This selection bias matters for interpretation. If we find more hoards
from frontier zones than from peaceful interiors, does this mean frontier
regions were wealthier (more coins to bury) or more dangerous (more
non-recovery)? The hoard evidence alone cannot distinguish these
possibilities. We must combine it with other evidence—settlement
patterns, military history, literary references to crisis—to interpret what
the burial patterns mean.

The Cunetio hoard from Britain illustrates both the power and the
limits of hoard analysis.7 Buried around 274 ce, it contained over 7 The Cunetio hoard, discovered in 1978,

is among the largest Roman hoards from
Britain. It is now divided between the
British Museum and the Wiltshire Mu-
seum.
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55,000 bronze coins spanning 160 years of minting. The latest coins
were debased antoniniani of poor quality. What can we infer?

First, the size suggests substantial wealth—someone accumulated
55,000 coins over an extended period. Second, the temporal span
reveals that old coins remained in circulation alongside new ones;
monetary systems did not instantly replace obsolete issues. Third, the
debased quality of the latest coins confirms that by the 270s, Roman
silver coinage had deteriorated dramatically. Fourth, the non-recovery
suggests crisis—someone buried this fortune and never came back.
Britain in the 270s saw raids, usurpations, and administrative chaos;
the hoard fits the pattern.

But notice what we cannot conclude. We cannot know whether the
owner was rich or simply a hoarder of small change accumulated over
decades. We cannot know whether the burial reflects personal crisis
(death, flight) or general instability. We cannot know whether the coins
remained valuable or had become so debased that recovery hardly
seemed worth the effort. The hoard provides constraints, not answers.

5.5 Reading the Metal

The coins themselves contain a third kind of evidence: their physical
composition. Modern analytical techniques can determine exactly what
metals a coin contains, and this metallurgical evidence reveals aspects
of ancient history invisible to the naked eye.

The simplest technique is specific gravity measurement—comparing
a coin’s weight in air to its weight in water to calculate density. Pure
gold is denser than pure silver, which is denser than copper; alloys fall
in between. A coin claiming to be silver but showing the density of
bronze is debased. This method requires no destruction of the coin, but
it provides only rough compositional information.

More precise analysis requires sophisticated instruments. X-ray fluo-
rescence (XRF) bombards the coin’s surface with X-rays and measures
the characteristic radiation emitted by different elements. The tech-
nique is non-destructive and can identify the surface composition to
high precision. But ancient coins often have altered surface layers—
corrosion, intentional silvering, enrichment from circulation wear—so
surface analysis may not reflect the coin’s true composition.8 8 Surface enrichment is a particular prob-

lem. If a debased coin was given a thin
silver wash to make it appear pure, XRF
will overestimate its silver content. Con-
versely, if copper migrated to the surface
through corrosion, XRF will underesti-
mate the original silver.

Neutron activation analysis (NAA) measures composition through-
out the coin, not just at the surface, but requires removing a small
sample—effectively destroying part of the coin. Isotope analysis, par-
ticularly of lead, can trace the geographic origin of metals; silver from
Spanish mines has different lead isotope ratios than silver from Laurion
or from Anatolia.
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These techniques have revolutionized our understanding of ancient
monetary history. Let us examine their most dramatic application: the
debasement of the Roman denarius.

5.6 The Great Debasement

Under Augustus, the silver denarius—the workhorse coin of Roman
commerce—contained approximately 95–98% silver at roughly 3.9
grams. A soldier’s annual pay of 225 denarii represented about 850

grams of pure silver. This standard had remained roughly stable for
two centuries before Augustus and would remain stable, more or less,
for another century after his death.

Then the decline began.
Under Nero (54–68 ce), the denarius dropped to about 93% silver

at 3.4 grams—a modest debasement, perhaps 15–20% in total silver
content. Under Trajan (98–117 ce), the standard held roughly steady.
Under Septimius Severus (193–211 ce), the silver content collapsed to
approximately 50%. Under Caracalla (211–217 ce), a new coin called
the antoninianus was introduced at a nominal value of two denarii but
containing less than twice the silver of one—a disguised debasement.
By the reign of Gallienus (253–268 ce), “silver” coins contained less
than 5% silver. They were bronze coins with a thin silver wash, retaining
only the ghost of their former value.

You might ask: why would an emperor debase his own currency?
Did they not understand that this would cause inflation?

The answer illuminates how ancient monetary systems actually
worked. Debasement is stealth taxation. If the state maintains the same
nominal value for a coin while reducing its silver content from 90%
to 50%, the state can mint 80% more coins from the same amount of
silver.9 If prices do not immediately adjust—and in an economy without 9 The arithmetic: if 100 units of silver pre-

viously produced 100 coins at 90% purity,
the same silver at 50% purity produces
180 coins. The state’s silver purchasing
power nearly doubles.

instant communication or reliable monetary statistics, adjustment was
slow—the state captures the difference. Soldiers and officials paid in
the debased coins can still buy goods at (temporarily) unchanged prices,
so the state meets its obligations without raising taxes.

The trick works until people catch on. When merchants realize the
coins are worth less, prices rise. When prices rise, the same number
of coins buys less. When the same coins buy less, the state must
mint more to meet its obligations. This requires further debasement,
which triggers further price adjustment, in an accelerating spiral. The
third-century Roman Empire rode this spiral to near-collapse.

Die studies and hoard evidence complement the metallurgical data.
Under Gallienus, die studies suggest an explosion of minting—perhaps
an order of magnitude more coins than in the stable second cen-
tury. The mints ran constantly, producing billions of nearly worth-
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less bronze pieces. Hoard evidence shows that older, higher-silver
coins vanished from circulation. Gresham’s Law—bad money drives
out good—operated with devastating efficiency.10 People hoarded the 10 The mechanism of Gresham’s Law is

rational self-interest. If you possess both
a coin with real silver content and a coin
of bronze pretending to be silver, you
spend the worthless coin and hoard the
valuable one. Everyone does this; silver
coins disappear.

surviving silver coins and spent the bronze imposters.
The pattern appears vividly in hoard composition. Before mid-

century, Roman hoards typically contain coins spanning decades—
people accumulated savings over time, retaining old issues alongside
new. After 260 ce, hoards contain mostly recent coins. The older issues
have been sorted out and hidden separately, or melted, or lost to the
circulation pool.

You might ask: was this just inflation, with prices adjusting to reflect
the debased currency?

Probably, but we have almost no price evidence from this period. A
few Egyptian papyri show dramatic price increases—wheat prices rose
perhaps 50-fold between 200 and 300 ce. But Egypt was peculiar in
many ways, and we cannot be certain its experience was typical. We
can measure the monetary manipulation precisely; we can only infer
its economic effects.

Let me return to the postal analogy. The debased antoniniani were
letters whose message had changed. They still carried the emperor’s
portrait, still bore legends proclaiming FIDES EXERCITVS (loyalty of
the army) or PAX AVGVSTI (peace of Augustus). But the metal told a
different story: a state desperate for revenue, printing money (in the
ancient manner) to pay obligations it could not otherwise meet. The
coins reached their recipients—soldiers, merchants, taxpayers—but the
message they carried was no longer credible. When too many letters
arrive claiming “the check is in the mail,” recipients stop believing.

5.7 The Monetization Problem

We have developed powerful techniques for reading coins: die studies
estimate output, hoard analysis reveals circulation, metallurgy exposes
fiscal policy. But these methods share a fundamental limitation we
must now confront.

Coins are evidence of coinage. They are not evidence of “the econ-
omy.”

This distinction sounds pedantic but proves crucial. When we study
ancient coins, we implicitly assume that coins represent economic
activity. More coins should mean more trade. Wider coin distribution
should indicate broader exchange networks. Debasement should cause
inflation that affected everyone.

But ancient economies were not fully monetized. Large sectors—
subsistence agriculture, temple economies, household production, tax-
ation in kind—operated with minimal coin use. A Roman peasant in
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Gaul might see coins only when paying taxes or during occasional
market visits. His economic life—the wheat he grew, the labor he
contributed, the goods he exchanged with neighbors—occurred largely
outside the monetized sphere.11 11 The degree of ancient monetization is

hotly debated. Minimalists argue that
most people rarely handled coins; maxi-
malists argue for substantial market pen-
etration. The truth probably varied by
region, period, and social class.

The Egyptian case is instructive. Thanks to papyrus preservation in
the dry climate, we have abundant documentary evidence for Ptolemaic
and Roman Egypt. These documents reveal a complex system where
coins, grain payments, labor service, and credit relationships all coex-
isted. A temple might receive rent in grain, pay workers in bread, sell
surplus for coins, and settle accounts with the state in a mixture of all
three. Coins were important but not dominant; monetary transactions
were embedded in a web of other exchange forms.

You might ask: if coins do not represent the whole economy, what
can they actually tell us?

Several things. First, coins reveal what states did. Ancient minting
was a state operation; private coinage was rare and usually illegal.
When we study coins, we study state fiscal policy, state propaganda,
and state capacity. The Athenian owl’s success reflects Athenian power;
the denarius debasement reflects Roman fiscal crisis. Coins are state
evidence before they are economic evidence.

Second, coins reveal the monetized sector, even if that sector was
partial. The existence of coins of different denominations—from tiny
bronze fractions to large gold pieces—indicates that coin transactions
occurred at multiple scales. The presence of coins in rural as well as
urban contexts suggests some degree of market penetration. We must
be cautious about extrapolating from coinage to “GDP,” but we need
not conclude that coin evidence tells us nothing.

Third, coins reveal connectivity. When Athenian owls appear in
Afghanistan, we know something connected Athens to Afghanistan,
even if we cannot specify the mechanism. The postal route existed,
even if we cannot trace each letter’s journey. Coin distribution maps
exchange networks that no other evidence preserves.

There is a deeper unknown we must acknowledge: velocity. The
economist Irving Fisher’s famous equation holds that the money supply
times velocity equals the price level times transaction volume (MV =
PT). We can estimate M, the money supply, through die studies. We
can sometimes estimate P, the price level, from documentary evidence.
But V—how fast money circulated—remains completely unknown.12 12 Modern estimates of Roman monetary

velocity range from 1 (each coin changed
hands once per year) to 10 or more. The
implications differ by an order of magni-
tude.

If Roman coins changed hands once per year, the coin supply sup-
ported a small economy. If they changed hands ten times per year, the
same coins supported an economy ten times larger. Every inference
from coin supply to economic activity depends on assumptions about
velocity that we cannot verify.
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The honest assessment is sobering. We know approximately how
much metal the Roman state minted at various periods. We can esti-
mate regional distribution from hoard patterns. We can trace debase-
ment through metallurgical analysis. But translating these findings
into claims about “the Roman economy” requires assumptions about
monetization and velocity that remain speculative. The coins give us
something real; they do not give us what we most want to know.

5.8 Local Coinages and the Problem of Identity

Before leaving numismatics, let us consider a phenomenon that compli-
cates simple narratives of imperial monetary systems: local coinage.

The Athenian owl dominated fifth-century international exchange,
but hundreds of Greek cities minted their own coins, and those local
issues deserve attention. When the tiny island of Siphnos struck coins
bearing the image of a goat—the island was famous for goat herding—
the coins circulated primarily locally. When Cyzicus issued its electrum
staters with a tuna fish design—the city controlled rich tuna fisheries—
those coins found wider acceptance. Each design announced local
identity: this coin is Siphnian, or Cyzicene, or Corinthian. The image
was a declaration of civic pride as much as a monetary instrument.13 13 Corinthian coins bore a pegasus (the

winged horse); Aeginetan coins showed
a turtle; Syracusan coins displayed the
nymph Arethusa. These designs were
recognized across the Mediterranean and
served as guarantees of origin.

Why did small cities bother to mint? Administrative convenience
partly explains it; local transactions were easier with local coins. Civic
pride mattered too; a city that struck coins demonstrated its status as an
independent political entity. And there were practical reasons—small
denominations suited for retail trade were easier to produce locally
than to import.

But local coinage creates interpretive complications. When we find
a Corinthian stater in an Athenian context, does it represent trade
with Corinth, or did it enter Athens through some other city, or was it
accepted simply as silver bullion regardless of its design? The coin’s
origin is clear; its route to the findspot is not.

You might ask: could people tell the difference between coinages,
and did they care?

Yes and yes. Ancient coin users were far more numismatically sophis-
ticated than modern ones. When your wealth consists of specific coins
rather than abstracted bank balances, you learn to distinguish good
coins from bad, genuine coins from counterfeits, heavy coins from light
ones. The Athenian “Coinage Decree” of the fifth century bce (known
from fragmentary inscriptions) apparently required subject cities to use
Athenian weights and measures and possibly Athenian coins—evidence
that the Athenian state worried about competing coinages and sought
to impose uniformity.14 14 The interpretation of the Coinage De-

cree is disputed. Some scholars read it
as requiring exclusive use of Athenian
coins; others argue it merely standard-
ized weights and measures while permit-
ting local issues.
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Under Rome, the situation became more complex. The central gov-
ernment minted gold and silver in Rome and a few authorized provin-
cial mints, but allowed (or tolerated) local bronze coinages across the
empire. An Egyptian visiting Rome would have brought local currency
that Romans might accept, reject, or exchange at a discount. A soldier
transferred from the Rhine to the Euphrates would have found his pay
coins accepted everywhere Roman power reached, but local bronze for
small purchases varied from province to province.

These regional monetary systems reveal something important: em-
pire did not mean uniformity. The Roman monetary zone was inte-
grated at the top—gold and silver coins circulated empire-wide—but
fragmented at the bottom, where local bronze coinages served local
needs. The system resembles the European Union before the euro: com-
mon high-value transactions, diverse small-scale practices. Coins reveal
this structure because they are the physical residue of that complexity.

5.9 From Illustration to Analysis

What can coins tell us? The answer depends entirely on what questions
we ask.

One approach treats coins as illustrations. Portraits reveal what
rulers looked like. Images commemorate events. Legends provide dates
and titles. This approach uses coins to supplement literary history—
providing faces for the names in ancient sources.

A different approach treats coins as economic data. Die studies
estimate how much money was produced. Hoard analysis reveals
circulation patterns. Metal content tracks debasement. This approach
uses coins to reconstruct economic systems that no ancient author
describes directly.

The distinction matters because the same physical object yields differ-
ent knowledge depending on the inquiry. An Athenian owl tetradrachm
can tell us about Athenian political symbolism (the goddess Athena,
her sacred bird), about silver production (where did the metal come
from?), about monetary policy (how many coins were struck?), about
trade networks (where did this coin end up?), and about economic
confidence (was this silver hoarded or spent?).

Historical evidence does not have fixed “content” waiting to be
extracted. What we learn depends on what we want to know. This is a
general principle that applies beyond numismatics: the questions we
bring to evidence shape what that evidence can reveal.
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5.10 Coins and Crisis in Britain

Let us conclude with an extended example that draws together every-
thing we have learned: the coin hoards of late Roman Britain and what
they reveal—and fail to reveal—about the end of Roman rule.

The standard narrative of the “fall of Rome” emphasizes barbarian
invasions. In Britain specifically, Roman administration ended around
410 ce, followed by Saxon raids and settlements that transformed the
province into Anglo-Saxon England. The archaeological correlate of this
narrative should include destruction, abandonment, and yes—hoards
buried by terrified owners who never returned.

The hoard evidence partially confirms and partially complicates this
picture.

Coin hoards cluster dramatically in early fifth-century Britain. The
Hoxne hoard, discovered in 1992, contained over 15,000 coins along
with gold jewelry and 200 silver spoons—a treasure of extraordinary
value buried around 410 ce and never recovered. The concentration of
hoards precisely when Roman administration withdrew and “barbarian”
raids intensified seems to confirm the crisis narrative.15 15 The Hoxne hoard is now in the British

Museum. The quality of its gold and sil-
ver objects suggests an extremely wealthy
owner—perhaps a Roman official whose
treasure was lost to history.

You might ask: do hoards prove invasion? Do they not show people
burying treasure in fear of attackers?

This is the “hoards equal crisis” assumption, and it requires scrutiny.
Consider alternative explanations. Hoards might reflect uncertainty

rather than actual attack—people bury valuables when they fear trouble,
not only when trouble arrives. Hoarding behavior might increase when
confidence in recovery decreases; if you expect to return, a shallow
burial suffices, but if you are uncertain, you hide things more carefully
in harder-to-find places. Non-recovery might increase when social order
breaks down, even without invasion; an owner who died of disease
or accident would not return for his treasure. And archaeological
visibility varies: Britain has an active community of metal detectorists
and relatively permissive laws about treasure reporting, so British
hoards are unusually likely to be found and recorded.16 16 The 1996 Treasure Act requires finders

to report potentially significant archaeo-
logical finds, but allows them to receive
a reward based on market value. This
incentive structure encourages reporting
that might not occur elsewhere.

The British hoard pattern might indicate intense crisis causing mass
burial (the traditional view). Or it might indicate breakdown of social
order making retrieval impossible. Or it might indicate the end of
coin supply making existing coins precious enough to hoard carefully.
Or it might indicate archaeological visibility unique to Britain. These
explanations are not mutually exclusive; all might contribute.

Hoard contents provide additional clues. The Hoxne hoard contained
precious objects alongside coins—evidence that the owner valued both
and expected both to retain value. A hoard of purely base-metal
coins in large quantities might instead indicate someone abandoning
a worthless medium of exchange. The Seaton Down hoard, with its
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22,888 bronze coins and no precious metal, could represent careful
preservation of a useful currency or abandonment of worthless tokens.
We cannot determine which from the coins alone.

This brings us to the monetization problem in its starkest form.
By the early fifth century, western Roman Britain may have been
demonetizing—returning to exchange systems that did not require
coins. If coins ceased to function as money, hoards represent not pro-
tected wealth but abandoned detritus. The “treasure” was no longer
treasured.

The postal analogy helps here. In a functioning postal system,
undelivered letters pile up when something goes wrong—a strike, a
war, a natural disaster. Finding piles of undelivered mail reveals crisis.
But if the postal system itself has collapsed, if no one sends letters
anymore, finding old letters means something different. They are not
evidence of interrupted communication but relics of a communication
system that no longer exists.

The coin hoards of late Roman Britain are either undelivered mail
(wealth protected during crisis) or obsolete letters (relics of a monetary
system that ceased to function). The coins cannot tell us which. We
must integrate other evidence—settlement patterns, material culture,
documentary sources when available—to interpret what the metallic
residue means.

5.11 From Metal to Bone

We have learned to make coins speak: to estimate mint output through
die studies, to reconstruct circulation through hoard analysis, to detect
fiscal policy through metallurgy, and to decode political messages
through iconography. We have also learned where coins fall silent: they
reveal coinage, not economy; they show state action, not private life;
they cannot tell us how fast money moved or how much exchange
occurred outside the monetized sphere.

This pattern should be familiar by now. In the preceding chapters,
we have encountered literary sources that speak eloquently but serve
authorial agendas, material remains that survive by accident and resist
interpretation, and inscriptions that seem direct but require careful
decoding. Each evidence type offers unique affordances—things it does
exceptionally well—and unique distortions—ways it systematically
misleads. The historian’s task is to use each type for its strengths while
resisting the temptation to extract answers it cannot provide.

But all the evidence we have examined so far shares something
in common: it consists of things that ancient people made. Texts,
buildings, pots, inscriptions, coins—all are artifacts of human intention
and production. There is another class of evidence, stranger and more
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intimate, that speaks of ancient lives in ways no artifact can: the ancient
people themselves.

In the graves of antiquity lie the bodies of those who lived and died
there. Modern science can make those bodies speak. Stable isotope
analysis reveals where a person grew up and what they ate. Ancient
DNA traces ancestry and migration with precision that no text provides.
Paleopathology identifies diseases, injuries, and the physical demands
of daily life. A Roman gladiator’s skeleton reveals healed fractures and
muscle attachments that reconstruct his career; a medieval peasant’s
bones show arthritis and malnutrition invisible in the historical record.

But bodies, like coins, raise fundamental questions about what they
can tell us. A skeleton reveals biological ancestry, but does biological
ancestry indicate cultural identity? A Roman soldier whose DNA
shows Syrian origin—was he Syrian, or Roman, or both, or neither?
The categories that mattered to ancient people do not necessarily map
onto the categories that science can measure. Getting this wrong has
consequences far beyond the academy, as we shall see.

The coins have spoken. Now the dead will have their turn.





6
Bodies and Genes

The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

William Faulkner—though he was speaking of
memory, not mitochondria

6.1 A Revolution in a Test Tube

In 2015, a team of geneticists published a paper that overturned a
century of careful archaeological and linguistic reasoning. The question
was old: who were the speakers of Proto-Indo-European, the ancestral
language that gave rise to Greek, Latin, Sanskrit, and most of the
languages spoken from Dublin to Delhi? For generations, scholars had
debated, building arguments from pottery styles, burial practices, and
reconstructed vocabulary. The “Kurgan hypothesis,” championed by
the Lithuanian-American archaeologist Marija Gimbutas in the 1950s,
proposed that the Indo-European languages spread from the Pontic-
Caspian steppes. Critics objected: the evidence was circumstantial, the
migration too massive to leave so few traces, the correlation between
pots and languages too dubious to sustain.

Then came the DNA.
Analysis of ancient genomes from Bronze Age skeletons revealed

a massive population turnover across Europe between 3000 and 2500

bce. People carrying ancestry from the Pontic-Caspian steppes—the
Yamnaya and their descendants—replaced or absorbed a substantial
fraction of the existing European population. In some regions, the
genetic contribution of the newcomers approached 75%. This was not
gradual diffusion of ideas. This was migration on a continental scale.

The finding was not merely additional evidence; it was a different
kind of evidence. Pots can be traded, adopted, imitated. Burial practices
can spread through cultural contact. But the genome inside a skeleton
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is an unimpeachable witness to that individual’s biological ancestry.
The genes do not lie about who your parents were.1 1 This is both the power and the limitation

of genetic evidence: absolute certainty
about ancestry, absolute silence about ev-
erything else.

Yet the genes are also silent about everything else. Did these Bronze
Age migrants speak Proto-Indo-European? The DNA cannot say. Did
they conquer, intermarry, or simply outlive their predecessors? The
sequences give us no verbs.

This chapter examines what bodies can tell us—and what they
cannot. We will learn to read evidence preserved in bones and teeth:
the chemical signatures of diet and mobility, the pathogens that killed
ancient populations, the genetic ancestry that links (and separates)
ancient peoples. We will discover that biological evidence is at once
more precise and more limited than any other evidence type we have
considered. A skeleton reveals exactly where someone fell on the family
tree of humanity. It reveals nothing about who they thought they were.

6.2 When the Steppe Came West

Let us begin with the Yamnaya case in detail, because it illustrates both
the power and the pitfalls of genetic evidence in ancient history.2 2 The Yamnaya (from Russian yama, “pit”)

are named for their distinctive pit graves.
They flourished roughly 3300–2600 bce.

The Yamnaya were pastoralists who lived on the Pontic-Caspian
steppes—the vast grasslands north of the Black and Caspian Seas.
Their archaeological signature is distinctive: burial in pits under earthen
mounds called kurgans, accompanied by wagons or wagon parts, ochre
pigment, and modest grave goods. They herded cattle, sheep, and
horses. They may have been among the first to ride horses, though this
remains debated.

Beginning in 2015, ancient DNA studies showed that Yamnaya-
derived ancestry spread dramatically across Europe during the third
millennium bce. The key papers—from David Reich’s lab at Harvard,
Eske Willerslev’s group in Copenhagen, and Johannes Krause’s team
at the Max Planck Institute—sequenced genomes from hundreds of
Bronze Age skeletons. The results were consistent and striking.

Here are the numbers that matter. In Neolithic Europe (before 3000

bce), populations carried ancestry primarily derived from Anatolian
farmers who had spread across the continent over the previous four
millennia. By the Middle Bronze Age (around 2000 bce), populations
in northern Europe carried 40–75% steppe ancestry. The Corded Ware
culture of northern Europe, which archaeologists had long debated—
were they migrants or locals adopting new customs?—turned out to
be genetically largely steppe-derived. The same was true of the Bell
Beaker people who spread across western Europe.

Think of it this way: if you could watch Europe from space over a
thousand years, compressing time so that generations flickered past
like frames of film, you would see something remarkable.3 The genetic 3 This “time-lapse” metaphor will help

us throughout. Genetic ancestry is what
the camera records; culture and identity
are what the people thought they were
doing—invisible to the lens.
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composition of the population would shift visibly, new ancestry spread-
ing westward and northward like a tide. By 2000 bce, the Europe you
would see would look genetically different from the Europe of 3500

bce—not through gradual drift but through the arrival of new people
in large numbers.

The linguistic connection seems compelling. Proto-Indo-European,
reconstructed through the comparative method we shall examine in
Chapter 7, contains words for wagons, wheels, wool, and horses—all
consistent with Yamnaya material culture. The steppe hypothesis for the
Indo-European homeland, long contested, received powerful support
from genetics.

But here is where we must be careful. The genes tell us about
biological ancestry. They tell us that people with substantial steppe
ancestry came to predominate across Bronze Age Europe. They do not
tell us what language these people spoke. They do not tell us whether
the migration was violent or peaceful. They do not tell us whether the
migrants were predominantly male (as some Y-chromosome evidence
suggests) or included whole families. They do not tell us why the local
populations did not persist—whether they died, left, or simply failed
to reproduce at the same rates.

You might ask: if the genetic evidence is so strong for migration, why
can we not simply conclude that the migrants brought Indo-European
languages?

The correlation is suggestive but not proof. Languages can be
adopted without population replacement; populations can be replaced
without language change. The Magyars conquered Hungary in the
ninth century ce, but the population remained genetically similar to
its neighbors; Hungarian, which is not Indo-European, was imposed
by a relatively small elite. The Romans spread Latin across Western
Europe with relatively modest genetic impact. Ancestry and language
can decouple.

What the genetics does establish, beyond reasonable doubt, is that
the Yamnaya expansion involved substantial population movement, not
just cultural diffusion. The “pots = people” hypothesis, long derided
by archaeologists who preferred models of cultural transmission, was
partially vindicated—though with crucial caveats about what “peo-
ple” means when we are discussing ancestry proportions rather than
individuals with names and histories.

6.3 Reading the Dead

Having seen what genetic evidence can accomplish, let us examine
the broader toolkit of bioarchaeology—the study of human remains
from archaeological contexts. Three major approaches dominate the
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field, each answering different questions through different methods.
Think of these approaches as three different kinds of postal systems, to
extend the analogy from our previous chapter.4 Each delivers different 4 The postal analogy from Chapter 5:

coins are letters whose route we cannot
fully trace. Bodies are letters too—but
letters written in a chemical and genetic
alphabet.

messages from the ancient dead.
The first postal system is ancient DNA analysis, which delivers

messages about biological kinship and ancestry. Ancient DNA extracts
and sequences genetic material preserved in ancient remains—primarily
bones and teeth, where DNA survives longest, protected within the
mineral matrix. The petrous bone, the dense bone behind the ear, has
emerged as the gold standard for preservation, often yielding usable
DNA when other bones have failed.

The technical challenges are formidable. Ancient DNA is degraded—
broken into short fragments, chemically modified by millennia of slow
decay. It is also rare: a typical ancient bone contains far more bacterial
and fungal DNA than human DNA. Modern contamination is an ever-
present threat; a single skin cell from an excavator can overwhelm the
ancient signal.

You might ask: if ancient DNA is so degraded and contaminated,
how can we trust the results?

This is exactly the right question, and the field learned painful
lessons about contamination. In the early days of aDNA research, sev-
eral high-profile findings—including alleged dinosaur DNA—turned
out to be modern contamination. The field now uses strict protocols:
dedicated clean rooms, blank controls, authentication criteria for dam-
age patterns, replication across multiple labs.

The key insight is that genuine ancient DNA has characteristic dam-
age patterns. Over millennia, cytosine bases deaminate to uracil, which
is read as thymine during sequencing. This C-to-T damage at fragment
ends is a signature of authenticity that modern contamination lacks.
Ancient DNA also shows characteristic fragment length distributions—
genuinely old DNA is broken into short pieces in predictable ways.
When we see these patterns, we can be confident the DNA is ancient.5 5 The authentication process is itself a

beautiful example of turning a liability
into an asset. The very degradation that
makes ancient DNA difficult to work
with also proves it is genuine.

The second postal system is stable isotope analysis, which delivers
messages about diet and mobility. Different elements come in multiple
stable isotopes—atoms with the same number of protons but different
numbers of neutrons. Carbon-13 and Carbon-12 occur naturally in
different ratios depending on what organisms consume. Nitrogen-15

and Nitrogen-14 concentrate as you move up the food chain. Strontium-
87 varies with local geology.

These isotopes are incorporated into teeth and bones during life.
Because teeth form in childhood and do not remodel, they preserve
a chemical signature of childhood diet and location. Bones remodel
throughout life and reflect roughly the final decade before death. The
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contrast between teeth and bones can reveal whether someone moved
during their lifetime.

You might ask: can we really determine what ancient people ate
from isotopes? Surely it is more complicated than that.

You are right to be skeptical. Isotopic analysis provides constraints,
not answers. A carbon isotope ratio tells us roughly how much C4

plants (millet, maize, sorghum) versus C3 plants (wheat, barley, rice)
someone consumed. A nitrogen ratio tells us roughly how high in
the food chain they ate. But many combinations of actual foods could
produce the same signatures. The interpretive power comes from
archaeological context: if we know what foods were available in a
region, isotopes can distinguish between them. Without that context,
isotopes tell us much less.

The third postal system is paleopathology, which delivers messages
about disease, injury, and physical stress. Skeletal evidence reveals
conditions invisible in texts: nutritional deficiencies leave growth arrest
lines in bones; tuberculosis creates distinctive spinal lesions; weapon in-
juries show as healed (or unhealed) fractures. Population-level patterns
can reveal epidemics, chronic malnutrition, or endemic violence.

But paleopathology has systematic limits that create what we might
call the osteological paradox. Many diseases leave no skeletal trace.
Acute infections that kill quickly do not have time to affect bone. The
skeleton shows only conditions severe and chronic enough to mark the
bones, and only in individuals who survived long enough for those
marks to form. Here is the paradox: the healthiest-looking skeletons
may have belonged to people who died young of acute disease, while
scarred and damaged bones indicate survivors who endured chronic
illness. We must interpret absence of pathology cautiously.

All three postal systems—DNA, isotopes, pathology—share a fun-
damental limitation that we must keep clearly in mind. They tell us
about biology, not culture. We can determine that someone ate fish,
moved from one region to another, and died of tuberculosis. We cannot
determine whether they were slave or free, what god they worshipped,
or what they called themselves.

6.4 The Pathogen in the Bone

Let us turn from methods to applications, beginning with a case where
ancient DNA answered a question that seemed permanently beyond
our reach.

Between 165 and 180 ce, a devastating epidemic swept through
the Roman Empire. Ancient sources describe catastrophic mortality;
Cassius Dio claimed the plague killed 2,000 people per day in Rome at
its peak. The co-emperor Lucius Verus died in 169 ce, possibly from the
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disease. Marcus Aurelius himself died during the epidemic’s second
wave in 180 ce.6 Some historians have argued this “Antonine Plague” 6 The Antonine Plague is named for the

Antonine dynasty: Antoninus Pius, Mar-
cus Aurelius, and their successors. Some
historians argue the epidemic perma-
nently weakened the empire.

marked a turning point in Roman history, weakening the empire’s
demographic base and contributing to the crises of the third century.

But what was the disease? Ancient descriptions—fever, diarrhea,
skin eruptions that the physician Galen described in clinical detail—fit
multiple possibilities. Nineteenth-century scholars guessed smallpox
based on symptom descriptions. Others proposed measles, typhus,
or bubonic plague. Without the pathogen itself, the debate seemed
unresolvable. Galen was a good observer, but ancient physicians lacked
the conceptual framework to distinguish between diseases that modern
medicine separates.

Enter ancient pathogen genomics.
In recent years, teams led by researchers including Hendrik Poinar

and Johannes Krause have attempted to identify ancient plague pathogens
directly. They analyze dental pulp from skeletons buried during epi-
demic periods, looking for ancient pathogen DNA preserved alongside
human DNA. The technique has had remarkable successes—and in-
structive failures.

For the Antonine Plague, the results have been largely negative.
Analysis of remains from the plague period has not detected Yersinia
pestis (bubonic plague), Salmonella (typhoid), or other bacterial candi-
dates with distinctive DNA signatures. This negative result is itself
informative. If the pathogen had been bubonic plague, ancient DNA
would almost certainly have detected it—Y. pestis DNA has been recov-
ered from much older remains. The absence suggests a viral pathogen,
most likely smallpox, which preserves less reliably.7 7 Viral DNA degrades faster than bacte-

rial DNA and integrates less completely
into host tissues. The absence of bacte-
rial pathogen DNA is informative; the
absence of viral DNA is not.

Meanwhile, ancient pathogen genomics has succeeded spectacularly
for other epidemics. The Black Death of 1346–1353 has been confirmed
as bubonic plague through ancient DNA from multiple sites across Eu-
rope. The first plague pandemic—the “Plague of Justinian” beginning
in 541 ce—was also caused by Y. pestis, from a different strain than
the medieval outbreak. Even Neolithic plague—evidence of Y. pestis
in Bronze Age European skeletons—has been documented, suggesting
endemic plague millennia before the great pandemics.

The Justinianic Plague case illustrates the method’s power. Historians
had long debated whether the plague described by Procopius and other
sixth-century sources was really bubonic plague or some other epidemic
disease. The descriptions matched in some respects but not others. In
2013, a team recovered Y. pestis DNA from victims buried in a sixth-
century cemetery in Bavaria. The debate was over—at least regarding
the pathogen’s identity.

You might ask: if we can identify the pathogen, do we not under-
stand the epidemic?
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Not quite. Knowing the pathogen tells us almost nothing about why
the epidemic happened when it did. Bubonic plague requires rats and
fleas as vectors; what ecological or commercial changes brought in-
fected rodents to the Mediterranean world in 541 ce? We do not know.
Knowing the pathogen tells us nothing about how society responded—
whether authorities quarantined the sick, whether religious interpre-
tations shaped behavior, whether economic disruption outlasted the
disease itself. The pathogen is a data point, not an explanation.

But it is a data point we could obtain no other way. Ancient authors
describe symptoms; ancient DNA identifies microbes. The convergence
or divergence of these evidence types is precisely what makes the
inquiry productive. When Galen’s descriptions match what we would
expect from smallpox and the DNA shows no bacterial pathogen, the
identification becomes more secure. When ancient descriptions of
plague match Y. pestis recovered from contemporary burials, we have
something approaching certainty. Different evidence types, properly
integrated, yield more than either alone.

6.5 What the Gladiators Ate

Let us examine a second application, this time of stable isotope analysis,
that shows how biological evidence can illuminate (and complicate)
textual sources.

In 1993, Austrian archaeologists excavating a Roman cemetery at
Ephesus, in what is now Turkey, discovered something unusual: a
gladiator graveyard. The skeletons showed characteristic injuries—
healed cranial wounds from blunt weapons, sharp force trauma to
limbs, evidence of sophisticated medical treatment. Here were the
bodies of men who fought and often died in the arena.8 8 Gladiator cemeteries are rare. Most

gladiators, like most Romans, were
buried or cremated without distinctive
markers. The Ephesus cemetery is excep-
tional in its clear identification and good
preservation.

Fabian Kanz and Karl Grossschmidt conducted stable isotope anal-
ysis on these remains, comparing them to the general population of
Roman Ephesus. The results were striking and, at first glance, strange.

The gladiators showed elevated strontium levels compared to the
general population. More surprisingly, their carbon and nitrogen iso-
tope ratios differed in ways that suggested a diet heavy in vegetables
and legumes—particularly beans and barley—with relatively little meat.

This contradicted the intuitive expectation that elite fighters would
eat protein-rich diets to build muscle. Modern athletes consume sub-
stantial protein; surely ancient combat athletes did the same?

But the isotope data confirmed what we find, surprisingly, in an-
cient texts. The physician Galen, writing in the second century ce,
described gladiators’ diet as largely consisting of beans and barley.
They were called hordearii—barley eaters. The isotope data and the
textual evidence converged.
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You might ask: why would professional fighters eat such a diet? Did
the Romans not understand nutrition?

Several hypotheses exist, none definitively proven. Carbohydrate-
loading before fights might provide quick energy for short, intense
bouts. A vegetarian diet might build a layer of subcutaneous fat that
protected against superficial cuts—making fights look spectacular with-
out causing deep injuries. The gladiator business depended on enter-
tainment, and a fighter who bled impressively but survived was more
valuable than one who died or remained unmarked. Or the diet might
simply have been cheap, reflecting the low economic investment in
gladiators despite their cultural prominence. Enslaved and indentured
gladiators were property, and owners fed property economically.

The elevated strontium is even more interesting. One possibility: the
gladiators were drinking a “bone brew”—water in which animal bones
had been boiled, creating a calcium-rich supplement to strengthen
their own bones for combat’s rigors. This practice is mentioned in
ancient sources but was difficult to confirm before isotope analysis.
The convergence of textual reference and isotopic signature makes the
interpretation plausible.9 9 Pliny the Elder mentions that gladia-

tors drank bone ash mixed with water.
The strontium signature in the Ephesus
gladiators’ bones is consistent with this
practice—though not proof of it.

This case illustrates the best of bioarchaeological integration. The
textual evidence was there all along—Galen told us about gladiator
diet nineteen centuries ago—but could not be verified. Perhaps Galen
exaggerated, or described an exceptional case, or misunderstood what
he observed. The isotope analysis confirmed the texts while adding
information (the bone brew) that texts did not clearly establish. Ar-
chaeological context (the gladiator graveyard) ensured we knew whose
bones we were analyzing. The convergence of independent evidence
types makes the finding robust.

But notice what isotopes cannot tell us: why the diet was chosen,
whether gladiators resented or accepted it, how diet varied by gladiator
type or status, what happened on feast days or special occasions. The
technique measures averages over years; individual meals leave no
trace. And the isotopes tell us nothing about the experience of being a
gladiator—the fear before combat, the roar of the crowd, the strange
celebrity that some gladiators achieved despite their marginal social
status.

6.6 Measuring Skulls and Changing Methods

Let us pause to consider how we arrived at modern bioarchaeology,
because the history of the field illuminates both its power and its
persistent dangers.

The scientific study of human remains has an uncomfortable history.
Nineteenth-century “physical anthropology” was deeply intertwined
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with scientific racism. Scholars measured skulls to classify races, rank-
ing them in putative hierarchies of intelligence and civilization. Col-
lections were built through grave-robbing, colonial expropriation, and
the treatment of indigenous peoples as specimens rather than human
beings with dignity and rights.

The most notorious figure is perhaps Samuel George Morton, whose
“American School” of anthropology in the 1840s measured cranial
capacity to argue for polygenism—the theory that human races had
separate origins and represented different species.10 His measurements 10 Morton’s skull collection, then the

largest in the world, included remains
obtained through colonial networks that
treated non-European dead as scientific
raw material. The collection still exists,
now surrounded by ethical controversy.

conveniently supported the racial hierarchies that justified slavery and
colonial rule. When Stephen Jay Gould reanalyzed Morton’s data
in the 1970s, he found systematic errors that biased results toward
Morton’s expectations—though subsequent analyses have disputed
Gould’s own conclusions. The episode illustrates how expectations
can shape measurement even when practitioners believe themselves
objective.

This history matters for understanding contemporary bioarchaeology
in two ways. First, it explains why descendant communities are often
suspicious of researchers claiming scientific interest in their ancestors.
The scientific establishment has a record—well within living memory—
of treating certain populations as objects rather than people. Trust must
be rebuilt through ethical practice, not assumed. The Native American
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), passed in 1990,
requires consultation with and often return of remains to affiliated
tribes. Similar frameworks are emerging elsewhere, though unevenly.

Second, this history illustrates how methodological frameworks
shape findings. Morton’s measurements reflected his categories; his
categories reflected his society’s prejudices. Modern researchers use
different categories and different methods, but the warning applies:
what we measure and how we interpret it depends on assumptions we
may not recognize.

You might ask: do modern categories like “ancestry component” not
simply replicate racial categories under scientific-sounding names?

This is a serious concern, and responsible researchers work hard to
address it. The language of “ancestry components” and “population
turnover” can sound uncomfortably like older racial terminology if
not carefully framed. Several distinctions matter. Genetic ancestry is
continuous, not categorical—everyone has mixed ancestry if you go
back far enough. Genetic clusters emerge from statistical analysis, not
from prior assumptions about what groups should exist. And crucially,
genetic ancestry does not determine culture, language, intelligence, or
moral worth. The old physical anthropology claimed that skull shape
predicted civilization. Modern genetics makes no such claims and
indeed provides evidence against them.
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But the danger persists. Genetic findings can be and have been
misused to support political claims about who “belongs” in a region,
to challenge or reinforce ethnic mythologies, to argue about modern
policy. Researchers cannot control how findings are used, but they
can be thoughtful about framing and caveats. The distance between
“Bronze Age population turnover in this region” and “therefore modern
group X has more claim to this territory than modern group Y” is vast,
but not everyone honors it.

6.7 The Gap Between Blood and Belonging

Here is the deepest methodological problem in using biological evi-
dence for historical questions: ancestry is not identity.

The Yamnaya expansion shows us that people with steppe ancestry
came to predominate across Bronze Age Europe. But who were these
people to themselves? Did they think of themselves as “Yamnaya”? Did
they distinguish between neighbors of different ancestry proportions?
Did it matter whether your great-grandmother came from the steppes
or from the local Neolithic population?

We do not know. We cannot know. The genes are silent on questions
of identity.

Let us return to the time-lapse metaphor.11 The camera records 11 Recall: viewing Europe from space,
watching generations flicker past like film
frames, seeing ancestry proportions shift
over centuries.

genetic change—the spread of steppe ancestry, the gradual mixing of
populations, the emergence of new genetic patterns. But identity is
not what the camera records. Identity is what the people in the film
thought they were doing: the stories they told about their ancestors,
the names they called themselves, the groups they considered “us” and
“them.” These might align with genetic ancestry. They might not.

Modern experience should make us cautious about assuming that
biological ancestry corresponds to cultural identity. Americans of
German descent may identify strongly as German, not at all as German,
or in complicated and context-dependent ways. Ancestry and identity
can align or diverge. The relationship varies by society, by individual,
by historical moment. An American in 1917, when the United States
entered World War I against Germany, might have downplayed German
ancestry that the same person would celebrate in 1960.

You might ask: but surely in ancient societies, where people knew
their genealogies and valued lineage, ancestry and identity would have
aligned more closely?

Perhaps. But consider the counterexamples. The Romans were
obsessed with lineage and ancestry—yet Roman identity was famously
inclusive. Freedmen could become citizens; provincials could become
emperors. “Romanness” was cultural and legal, not biological. The
Roman empire eventually included people of vastly different ancestries
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who all identified as Roman (and were so recognized by law) while
excluding people of similar ancestry who happened to live beyond the
frontier.

Or consider the Greeks. The classical Greeks distinguished sharply
between Greeks and barbaroi—non-Greeks, literally “babblers” who did
not speak Greek. But was this distinction genetic? Hardly. Greeks
who learned Persian ways became somewhat suspect; barbarians who
learned Greek ways could be partially accepted. The Macedonians were
genetically similar to other northern Greeks but their Greekness was
contested on cultural and linguistic grounds. Identity was performance
and recognition, not biology.

For ancient populations before the development of texts, we have
almost no direct evidence about how people understood ancestry
and identity. We have burial practices that might indicate identity
boundaries—or might indicate wealth, occupation, or religious affili-
ation. We have archaeological cultures defined by pottery and tools,
which may or may not map onto ancient self-understanding. We have
genetic data that tells us precisely who was biologically related to
whom. But the relationship between these lines of evidence—how
genetic relatedness mapped onto social identity—remains largely un-
knowable.

The danger is this: genetic data is precise and quantitative. It
generates maps with neat color gradients showing ancestry percentages.
It produces statistical analyses with confidence intervals. This precision
can create an illusion that we understand ancient populations better
than we do. We know their ancestry to the percentage point; we know
almost nothing about what that ancestry meant to them.

This is not an argument against genetic analysis. It is an argument
for epistemic humility. Biological ancestry is one dimension of human
experience—a real dimension, recoverable through scientific methods.
But culture, identity, language, belief, and social organization are other
dimensions, recoverable (imperfectly) through other methods. The
historian’s task is to integrate these different types of evidence without
letting any one type overdetermine the picture.

The bones tell us where people came from. They do not tell us who
they were.

6.8 Violence, Sex, and Demographic Change

Let us return to the Yamnaya expansion with this framework in mind,
because the interpretation of that event illuminates everything we have
discussed.

The genetic data shows that steppe ancestry spread rapidly across
Europe in the third millennium bce. The Y-chromosome evidence is
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particularly striking: male lineages (traced through the Y chromosome)
seem to turn over more dramatically than female lineages (traced
through mitochondrial DNA). In some regions, steppe Y-chromosome
haplogroups essentially replace local ones while mitochondrial DNA
shows more continuity.

You might ask: does this not indicate that invading men killed local
men and took local women? Is this not evidence for violent conquest?

It might be. The demographic pattern is consistent with a scenario
of violent male-dominated migration: warriors from the steppe killing
local men and marrying (or enslaving) local women. This interpretation
has gained considerable attention, partly because it is dramatic and
partly because it fits certain expectations about “barbarian invasions.”

But other interpretations fit the same data. Elite males often have
more reproductive success than non-elite males in stratified societies—
this is true without invasion or mass violence. If steppe-derived men
achieved elite status (through whatever means), their Y chromosomes
would spread even if violence were minimal. Epidemics could have
differentially affected local populations. Economic advantages might
have led to differential reproduction without any violence at all.

The archaeologist Kristian Kristiansen has emphasized evidence for
violence—fortified settlements destroyed, populations displaced, the
spread of a “warrior culture” ideology. Other scholars emphasize the
gradual, multi-generational nature of the change, arguing that a process
taking 500 years cannot be simple conquest.

Let us think about this through our time-lapse camera. We see
genetic change over centuries. The camera cannot distinguish between
interpretations—whether we are watching conquest, gradual migration,
differential reproduction, or some combination. We see the outcome
(ancestry shifts) without seeing the process (the human actions that
produced the shifts). A frame-by-frame analysis would not help; even
decades are too short to resolve the mechanisms.

This is not a failure of the genetic method. It is an inherent limitation.
Genetic evidence excels at documenting outcomes: who descended
from whom, which populations mixed with which, where people
moved. It cannot document processes: why they moved, how they
were received, what violence or cooperation accompanied contact. For
processes, we need other evidence—archaeological traces of destruction
or peaceful coexistence, later textual traditions that might preserve
memory, comparative analysis of similar situations.

The honest answer about the Yamnaya expansion is that we know it
happened (the genetic signal is overwhelming) and we do not know
how it happened (the mechanisms remain contested). This uncertainty
is uncomfortable but necessary. To collapse it—to declare confidently
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that the expansion was violent conquest or peaceful migration—is to
claim more than the evidence supports.

6.9 The Molecular Time Machine

Let us step back to consider what we have learned and what it means
for historical inquiry more broadly.

The bioarchaeological revolution has given us something genuinely
new: direct access to ancient bodies and their biological histories.
Before ancient DNA, we could only infer population relationships from
material culture and linguistic patterns. Now we can measure them.
Before stable isotope analysis, we could only guess at ancient diets
from food remains and occasional textual references. Now we can
sample them from the bones themselves. Before molecular pathogen
identification, ancient epidemics remained mysterious. Now we can
sometimes name the microbe.

This is real progress. The integration of biological evidence with
archaeological and textual evidence has resolved debates that seemed
permanently stalemated and opened questions that could not previ-
ously be formulated. The Yamnaya expansion, the Plague of Justinian,
the diets of Roman gladiators—all are better understood because of
techniques developed in the past three decades.

But the new techniques have not made history easier. If anything,
they have made it more complex. Every new data source brings new
interpretive challenges. Ancient DNA tells us about ancestry but not
identity. Isotopes tell us about diet but not meaning. Pathogens tell
us about disease but not about social response. Each new technique
generates new questions faster than it answers old ones.

You might ask: is this not discouraging? If even DNA cannot tell us
what we want to know, what hope is there?

On the contrary. The multiplication of evidence types is precisely
what makes historical inquiry productive. Each type constrains the
others. When genetic evidence, archaeological evidence, and linguistic
evidence all point in the same direction—as they largely do for the
Yamnaya expansion—we can be confident in the general pattern even
if mechanisms remain disputed. When evidence types diverge—as
they sometimes do—the divergence itself is informative, revealing
complexities that simpler models missed.

The postal analogy from our discussion of numismatics applies here
too, though the letters are stranger.12 A skeleton is a letter delivered 12 From Chapter 5: coins as letters in a

postal system we only partially under-
stand. Bodies are letters too—but written
in chemical and genetic code, delivered
by the peculiar postal system of archaeo-
logical preservation.

from the ancient past. It carries messages in multiple codes—genetic
sequences, isotopic ratios, pathological markers, the position and treat-
ment of burial. Each code requires its own decryption. Each yields
different information. None yields everything.
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The historian’s task is to read all the available letters, in all their
various codes, and to construct from them a picture of the ancient world
that no single evidence type could support alone. This is difficult. It
requires expertise in multiple domains, or at least the humility to rely
on specialists while understanding their methods’ limitations. But it is
possible, and it is how historical knowledge advances.

6.10 What Bodies Cannot Say

We have seen what bodies can tell us: diet, disease, migration, kinship,
violence. Let us conclude by being precise about what they cannot say.

Bodies cannot tell us what language people spoke. The genetic evi-
dence for the Yamnaya expansion is compatible with—even suggestive
of—the spread of Indo-European languages. But compatibility is not
proof. We cannot sequence Proto-Indo-European from Bronze Age
bones.

Bodies cannot tell us what people believed. A skeleton buried
with rich grave goods might indicate belief in an afterlife requiring
provisions—or might indicate social display for the living—or might
indicate disposal of possessions considered polluted by death. The
bones do not distinguish.

Bodies cannot tell us what people thought about their own ancestry.
Modern genetic analysis assigns individuals to ancestry components
with decimal-point precision. Ancient people, presumably, did not
think in percentages of steppe versus farmer ancestry. They thought
in terms of lineages, clans, peoples—categories that might or might
not map onto genetic reality. We see the genetics. We do not see the
categories.

Bodies cannot tell us about social structure except in its biological
manifestations. We can infer kinship from DNA. We can sometimes
infer status from burial treatment. But the relationship between kinship
and power, between biological relatedness and social organization,
varies across societies and is not readable from bones alone.

Most fundamentally, bodies cannot tell us what it was like to be
the person whose remains we study. We can reconstruct diet and
disease, migration and mortality. We cannot reconstruct experience. A
gladiator’s skeleton shows healed wounds and a high-vegetable diet.
It does not show the fear before combat, the roar of the crowd, the
strange pride and shame of the arena. A plague victim’s bones contain
pathogen DNA. They do not contain the terror of epidemic, the grief of
survivors, the social disruptions that followed.

This is not a defect of bioarchaeology. It is the human condition. We
can know about the past; we cannot experience it. The gap between
evidence and experience is present in every kind of historical inquiry.
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But biological evidence, because of its precision, can make us forget the
gap exists. A genome sequence feels like definitive knowledge. It is—
but only of ancestry. Everything else remains inference, reconstruction,
imagination disciplined by evidence.

6.11 From Bodies to Words

The bodies have spoken. They have told us about migration and diet,
disease and violence, ancestry and kinship. They have remained silent
about language and culture, identity and meaning.

For those silences, we need different evidence.
The remarkable thing about language is that it leaves traces even

when no texts survive. Languages change in patterned ways; by com-
paring related languages, we can reconstruct their common ancestor.
This comparative method has allowed linguists to peer back into pre-
history, reconstructing Proto-Indo-European, Proto-Semitic, and other
ancestral languages from millennia before writing.

The genetic evidence for the Yamnaya expansion is strong. The
linguistic evidence for Indo-European expansion is strong. Do they
tell the same story? The correlation is suggestive but not proven—and
understanding why requires grappling with what historical linguistics
can and cannot establish.

We have learned to read the dead. Now we must learn to hear the
silent speakers of vanished tongues.





7
Languages as Evidence

The Sanskrit language, whatever be its
antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more
perfect than the Greek, more copious than the
Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either.

Sir William Jones—addressing the Asiatic
Society of Bengal, 1786

7.1 A Language No One Ever Heard

In 1868, the German linguist August Schleicher did something that
should have been impossible. He wrote a short fable—“The Sheep and
the Horses,” or in his reconstruction, Avis akvāsās ka—in a language
that had been dead for four thousand years. More remarkably still,
this was a language that had never been written while it was alive. No
clay tablets preserved its poetry, no inscriptions recorded its laws, no
merchant’s receipt documented its vocabulary. Proto-Indo-European
had vanished, if it ever existed in fixed form, millennia before the
invention of writing in its homeland.

Yet Schleicher composed in it. He conjugated its verbs, declined its
nouns, and constructed sentences that—he was confident—approximated
how speakers might have told stories around Pontic campfires in the
fourth millennium bce.

This might seem like an elaborate parlor trick, the academic equiv-
alent of writing fan fiction about prehistory. But behind Schleicher’s
fable lay one of the most successful scientific methods ever developed
for investigating the past. By comparing the vocabulary and grammar
of related languages, linguists can work backward through time, recon-
structing ancestral forms with remarkable precision. They can deter-
mine, with high confidence, that the speakers of Proto-Indo-European
had words for wheels, wagons, horses, and wool. They can establish,
less certainly, where those speakers might have lived and when.
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Here is a paradox worth pausing over. We can know things about
Proto-Indo-European speakers that we cannot know about societies
that left elaborate written records. We can reconstruct their vocabulary;
we cannot hear their voices. We can infer their technology; we cannot
read their thoughts.

And here is another paradox. In Chapter 6, we examined the genetic
evidence for a massive migration of steppe peoples across Bronze
Age Europe—the Yamnaya expansion that rewrote the ancestry of an
entire continent. The geneticists gave us percentages and population
turnovers. But they could not tell us what language those migrants
spoke. The bones were silent on that question. Now we must ask: can
the words speak where the bones could not?

7.2 The Linguistic Sherlock Holmes

Let us begin with what we can observe directly, before ascending to
theory. Consider the following words for “father”:

Sanskrit pitár
Greek patér
Latin pater
Gothic fadar
Old Irish athir
Armenian hayr

These languages were spoken across a vast geographical arc, from
India to Ireland, by peoples with vastly different cultures, political
systems, and histories. And yet the resemblance is unmistakable.1 1 The pattern extends to dozens of other

kinship terms, body parts, numerals, and
basic verbs. Any two languages might
share a few similar words by coincidence.
Hundreds of systematic correspondences
require explanation.

You might ask: could this not be coincidence? After all, languages
sometimes have similar words by pure chance.

Indeed they do. English “bad” and Persian bad (meaning “bad”) are
nearly identical in sound and meaning—a pure coincidence with no
historical connection. English “much” and Spanish mucho look related
but are not. The linguistic landscape is littered with false cognates that
trap the unwary.

But the Indo-European correspondences are different. They are not
isolated resemblances but systematic patterns that apply to hundreds of
words and extend into grammatical structures. The word for “mother”
follows the same pattern: Sanskrit mātár, Greek métēr, Latin māter, Old
Irish máthir. So do numerals: Sanskrit tráyas, Greek treĩs, Latin trēs—all
meaning “three.” The pronoun “me” is Sanskrit mā, Greek and Latin
me, Gothic mik.

Here is the crucial observation: the correspondences are not ex-
act copies. Sanskrit has p- where Gothic has f-. Latin has t- where
Gothic has a sound we write as th (actually a dental fricative). If these
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languages had simply borrowed from each other, we would expect
either exact matches or random variation. Instead, we find systematic
sound correspondences—consistent transformations that apply across
the entire vocabulary.

This is rather like finding that two manuscripts of a text differ not
randomly but according to a regular pattern: every time one has “color,”
the other has “colour”; every time one has “realize,” the other has
“realise.” The pattern tells you something important—that both derive
from a common source that split into British and American branches.

The analogy is more than illustrative. Languages, like manuscripts,
are copied with minor changes at each generation. Children do not
speak exactly as their parents spoke; small shifts accumulate over cen-
turies. When a population splits—through migration, conquest, or
simply the breakdown of communication across distance—the two
branches evolve independently. The systematic correspondences be-
tween Sanskrit and Gothic are not evidence of borrowing but of com-
mon descent: both trace back, through four millennia of accumulated
changes, to a single ancestral language.

7.3 Jacob Grimm’s Fairy Tales and Sound Laws

Let us examine one of these systematic correspondences more closely,
because it illustrates the precision of the method and its remarkable
predictive power.

In 1822, Jacob Grimm—yes, the same Jacob Grimm who with his
brother Wilhelm collected German folk tales—published a discovery
that would transform the study of language. He noticed that consonants
in Germanic languages (German, English, Gothic, Dutch, Swedish) sys-
tematically differ from their counterparts in Latin, Greek, and Sanskrit
according to regular rules.2 2 Grimm’s linguistic work is less famous

than his fairy tales but more enduring in
its influence. The Brothers Grimm were
serious philologists; the tales were a side-
line, albeit an immortal one.

Consider these correspondences:
Where Latin has p, Germanic languages have f :

Latin pater : English father
Latin piscis : English fish
Latin pes, pedis : English foot

Where Latin has t, Germanic languages have th (or d):

Latin trēs : English three
Latin tū : English thou
Latin tenuis : English thin

Where Latin has d, Germanic languages have t:

Latin duo : English two
Latin decem : English ten
Latin dens, dentis : English tooth
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This is Grimm’s Law: a systematic sound shift that affected all Ger-
manic languages but not their Indo-European cousins. The pattern is
not arbitrary—it follows phonetic logic, with stops becoming fricatives
and voiced sounds becoming voiceless in regular chains. But the cru-
cial point is that the law has no exceptions (or nearly none—apparent
exceptions usually reveal additional conditioning environments or the
presence of loanwords).

You might ask: if sound laws are exceptionless, why do we find any
apparent exceptions at all?

This question drove a methodological revolution in the 1870s. The
“Neogrammarians”—a group of young German linguists impatient
with their elders’ vague appeals to “tendencies” and “most cases”—
insisted that sound laws operate without exception. Any apparent
exception must be explained: either by an additional rule we have not
yet discovered, or by borrowing from another language, or by analogy
(where speakers regularize irregular forms by extending patterns from
related words).

Consider the English word “father.” Grimm’s Law predicts that
initial p- should become f-, which it does. But why does the -t- in
the middle not become -th-, as Grimm’s Law would also predict? The
answer is Verner’s Law, discovered by Karl Verner in 1875: consonants
that should have shifted under Grimm’s Law failed to do so when
the preceding syllable was unstressed in Proto-Indo-European. The
original stress pattern has been lost in the daughter languages, but it
left this fossil trace in the consonants.3 3 Verner’s Law explained dozens of ap-

parent exceptions to Grimm’s Law in a
single stroke. It was a triumph of the
Neogrammarian method: what looked
like messiness was actually a hidden reg-
ularity.

The exceptionlessness of sound laws is what distinguishes genuine
linguistic relationship from coincidence. Any two languages might
share a handful of similar words by chance. But when hundreds of
words show systematic correspondences following exceptionless (or
nearly exceptionless) rules—when those correspondences extend to
grammar as well as vocabulary—we have evidence of common descent
as strong as any in historical science.

7.4 Linguistic Paleontology and Its Discontents

Having established that languages descend from common ancestors,
we can attempt something more ambitious: reconstructing the culture
and environment of those ancestral speakers from the vocabulary we
can recover.

This is “linguistic paleontology,” and it works on a simple principle.
If all daughter languages share cognate words for a concept, that
concept was probably part of the proto-language and therefore part of
the proto-culture. If Proto-Indo-European had a word for “horse,” the
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speakers knew horses. If it had words for “wheel” and “wagon,” they
knew wheeled vehicles.

Let us examine what we can reconstruct for Proto-Indo-European:
The natural world: Words for snow, winter, wolves, bears, salmon

(or some large freshwater fish), beech trees, honey, and bees. This
suggests a temperate, continental environment—not Mediterranean
and not tropical.

Domesticated animals: Words for cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, dogs,
and most strikingly, horses (*h1ékwos, which gives us Latin equus, Greek
híppos, and Sanskrit áśva).

Technology: Words for wheels (*kwékwlos), axles, yokes, and wagons.
Words for weaving, wool, and sewing. Words for bronze and copper
but not (clearly) for iron.

Social structure: Words for patrilineal kinship terms, guest-friendship
obligations, and forms of leadership. A word *h3réḡs that becomes Latin
rēx, Sanskrit rāj́-, and Celtic *rı̄g-—all meaning “king.”

The dating implications are crucial. Wheeled vehicles first appear
in the archaeological record around 3500–3300 bce, in both the Pontic-
Caspian steppes and in Mesopotamia. If Proto-Indo-European speakers
had words for wheels, the language cannot be older than this date. The
steppe ecology suggested by the vocabulary—horses, harsh winters,
salmon—fits the Pontic-Caspian region north of the Black and Caspian
Seas.

You might ask: can we really trust this method? How do we know
the meanings have not shifted?

This is exactly the right skepticism. The method has been oversold
at times, and its limitations are real.

Consider the word *h3réḡs, which gives us “king” in multiple Indo-
European languages. Does this mean Proto-Indo-European society had
kings? Perhaps. Or perhaps the word originally meant something
like “one who directs” or “leader” or “chief,” and acquired the specific
meaning “king” independently in different daughter cultures as those
cultures developed more complex political structures. We can recon-
struct the word with confidence; we cannot reconstruct its semantic
content with the same precision.4 4 The safest inferences concern concrete

objects with stable meanings. Kinship
terms are reliable; abstract political con-
cepts are shakier.

There is also the problem of loanwords. Words can be borrowed
between related languages before they fully diverge. The Proto-Indo-
European word for “wagon” might have been borrowed from a neighbor
who invented the technology, then spread among early Indo-European
dialects. The presence of the word does not prove the technology was
inherited from the original proto-community.

And there is the problem of vocabulary loss. The absence of a
reconstructable word for olives does not prove Proto-Indo-European
speakers never saw olives. It means only that no cognate survived
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in enough branches for us to reconstruct it. They might have known
Mediterranean plants and lost those words when populations moved
to climates where the plants did not grow.

Despite these caveats, the convergence of linguistic paleontology,
archaeology, and genetics on the Pontic-Caspian steppes is remarkable.
Three independent lines of evidence point to the same place and time: a
vocabulary suggesting steppe ecology and wheeled-vehicle technology;
archaeological evidence of the Yamnaya culture with its pit graves, wag-
ons, and horse-focused pastoralism; and genetic evidence of massive
population movement out of that region during the third millennium
bce.

This is the triangulation we sought in Chapter 6. No single evidence
type is conclusive. Together, they become compelling.

7.5 The Discovery of Language Families

Let us pause to consider how we arrived at these methods, because the
history illuminates both their power and their persistent dangers.

The key insight is that systematic correspondences across languages—
not just similar words but regular, predictable patterns of sound correspondence—
indicate common descent. Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin share not just
stray vocabulary items but systematic grammatical parallels: verb con-
jugations, noun declensions, pronoun systems. These parallels are too
extensive and too regular to be coincidence or borrowing. They indicate
descent from a common ancestor.

That common ancestor—Proto-Indo-European—left no written record.
It died completely, thousands of years before writing existed. Yet we
can reconstruct it from its descendants, the way biologists reconstruct
ancestral species from their living relatives. The method applies to any
language family: Semitic, Uralic, Austronesian, Bantu, and dozens of
others.

You might ask: if the method is so powerful, why not push it
further back? Why not reconstruct the common ancestor of all human
languages?

Here we encounter a fundamental limitation. Time degrades the
signal. Sound changes accumulate; after six to eight thousand years,
they may obliterate the resemblances that allow reconstruction. The
comparative method is a telescope with a limited focal range. It can
see clearly back to Proto-Indo-European (roughly 4000–3500 bce); it
can perhaps make out dim shapes back to 8000 bce; beyond that lies
darkness. Absence of evidence for relationship is not evidence of
absence—it means only that we cannot see.
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7.6 Technology Transfer in Ancient Mesopotamia

Let us turn from the Indo-European case to examine how languages
illuminate a documented historical situation: the relationship between
Sumerian and Akkadian in ancient Mesopotamia.

Sumerian and Akkadian could hardly be more different. Sumerian
is a language isolate—it has no known relatives whatsoever. Akkadian
is Semitic, related to Hebrew, Arabic, Aramaic, and Ethiopic. The two
languages were spoken in overlapping regions of Mesopotamia for over
a millennium, from at least 2900 bceuntil Sumerian died as a spoken
language around 2000 bce.

That contact left traces. Akkadian contains hundreds of Sumerian
loanwords, and their distribution tells us about what the two cultures
exchanged—or rather, what concepts Akkadian speakers adopted from
their Sumerian neighbors.5 5 The direction of borrowing is clear:

Sumerian words entered Akkadian, not
the reverse (with a few exceptions in later
periods). This tells us something about
cultural prestige.

Where do we find Sumerian vocabulary in Akkadian? In domains
like these:

Temple and priesthood. Terms for religious buildings, cult equip-
ment, and priestly offices often derive from Sumerian. The Akkadian
šangû (temple administrator) comes from Sumerian sanga. Ritual termi-
nology shows pervasive Sumerian influence.

Agriculture and irrigation. Technical vocabulary for canals, irrigation
works, and agricultural implements frequently has Sumerian origins.
The Sumerians developed the complex irrigation systems that made
Mesopotamian agriculture possible; Akkadian speakers adopted both
the technology and the terminology.

Writing and scribal culture. This should be no surprise. The Sume-
rians invented cuneiform writing; Akkadian speakers adapted it for
their own language. Words for tablets, styluses, scribal practices, and
educational institutions are saturated with Sumerian.

Crafts and specialization. Metalworking, textile production, and
other skilled crafts show heavy Sumerian vocabulary. Words for specific
tools and techniques were borrowed wholesale.

Now consider what was not borrowed. Core vocabulary remained
Semitic: body parts, kinship terms, pronouns, numerals, basic verbs
like “go,” “come,” “eat,” “drink.” Akkadian grammar was entirely
Semitic. Even when Sumerian words were borrowed, they were fitted
into Akkadian grammatical patterns—declined as Akkadian nouns,
conjugated as Akkadian verbs.

You might ask: what does this pattern tell us about the relationship
between the two peoples?

It suggests cultural prestige without linguistic replacement. Sume-
rian speakers were the earlier urbanizers in southern Mesopotamia—
they developed irrigation agriculture, monumental temples, and writ-
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ing. Akkadian speakers, whether arriving later or from peripheral
regions, adopted Sumerian technologies and institutions while main-
taining their own Semitic language. The pattern is not unlike English
borrowing heavily from Latin and French in domains like law, religion,
and scholarship while keeping its Germanic core vocabulary.

The timing of borrowings is also revealing. Early borrowings tend
to be fully integrated into Akkadian phonology—the sounds adapted
to fit Akkadian patterns. Later borrowings often preserve more Sume-
rian pronunciation, suggesting that by the late third millennium, ed-
ucated Akkadian speakers learned Sumerian as a classical language
(much as medieval Europeans learned Latin) and borrowed words more
consciously, as technical or prestige vocabulary rather than everyday
speech.

After Sumerian died as a spoken language around 2000 bce, it
persisted for nearly two millennia as a liturgical and scholarly language.
Akkadian texts continued to include Sumerian terms, now learned
vocabulary rather than living loans. The pattern is strikingly parallel
to Latin in medieval and early modern Europe: a dead language that
shaped the living languages of those who studied it.

Loanwords reveal cultural contact in ways that neither texts nor ar-
chaeology alone can show. A royal inscription might describe Sumerian-
Akkadian relations from one perspective; loanwords show what con-
cepts were actually transferred and in which direction. When Akkadian
borrows Sumerian words for temple administration but not for kin-
ship, we learn something about what Sumerians offered that Akkadian
speakers found they needed.

7.7 Greek Dialects and the Dorian Question

Let us examine one more case, this time involving the interpretation of
dialect distributions—and the limits of what language alone can tell us
about migration.

When classical Greek literature was written, Greeks spoke not a
single uniform language but a family of related dialects: Ionic (includ-
ing Attic, the dialect of Athens), Doric, Aeolic, and Arcado-Cypriot.
These dialects differed in pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar—
sometimes enough that speakers of different dialects had difficulty
understanding each other, sometimes only in minor details.

The geographical distribution of these dialects posed a puzzle. Arca-
dian (spoken in the mountains of the central Peloponnese) and Cypriot
(spoken on the island of Cyprus, hundreds of miles across the sea) are
closely related—more similar to each other than either is to the dialects
spoken in the regions between them. How did related dialects end up
in such distant locations?6 6 The Arcado-Cypriot connection was rec-

ognized already in antiquity. Greeks
themselves wondered why the moun-
taineers of Arcadia spoke more like
Cypriots than like their Spartan neigh-
bors.



languages as evidence 101

The Greeks had an answer: the Dorian invasion. According to tradi-
tion, the Dorians—ancestors of the Spartans and other Doric speakers—
invaded the Peloponnese from the north, pushing earlier Greek popu-
lations out. Some earlier inhabitants fled to Cyprus; others survived
as enclaves in Arcadia, protected by mountains that the Dorians never
fully conquered.

This explanation treats dialect distribution as evidence for migration.
The Arcado-Cypriot speakers were once continuous across the Pelo-
ponnese and Aegean; they were split apart by incoming Dorians who
inserted themselves between them.

You might ask: does the archaeological evidence support this inva-
sion?

Here the story becomes complicated. Archaeologists have searched
for the Dorian invasion and largely failed to find it. There is no sharp
break in material culture, no burnt destruction layers clearly attributable
to northern invaders, no intrusive artifact styles that could be labeled
“Dorian.” The transition from Mycenaean Bronze Age Greece to the
Iron Age shows disruption and population decline, but nothing that
screams “invasion from the north.”

Three possible explanations present themselves.
First, the invasion might have happened but left no material trace. If

the invaders arrived in small numbers, imposed their language through
elite dominance, and adopted local material culture, they would be
archaeologically invisible. Languages can spread without pots; pots
can stay the same while languages change.

Second, there might have been no invasion at all. Dialects might
have diverged within Greece through internal development. “Doric”
features could have arisen in some regions while “Arcado-Cypriot”
features were preserved in conservative areas. The Greek tradition of
Dorian invasion might be a later rationalization of dialect differences
that developed through gradual divergence rather than conquest.

Third—and most likely—the truth might involve complex, multi-
generational processes that resist simple narratives. Small movements
over centuries, shifting political boundaries, dialect contact and influ-
ence, all might have produced the historical distribution without any
single “invasion” event.

The methodological point is crucial. Linguistic evidence shows us
that the dialects are distributed as they are. It cannot tell us why.
The distribution is consistent with invasion, consistent with internal
divergence, consistent with any number of intermediate scenarios.
Language alone cannot distinguish between them.

This brings us back to the Yamnaya case. The genetic evidence
shows massive population turnover. The linguistic evidence shows that
Indo-European languages now predominate across the affected regions.
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The correlation is suggestive—but correlation is not causation. We are
confident the Yamnaya migrated because the genes prove it. We suspect
they spoke Indo-European because the linguistic evidence points to the
steppes as the homeland. But we cannot prove the connection; we can
only note that it is the simplest explanation that accounts for both.

7.8 The Dangerous Conflation

Throughout this chapter, we have been circling around a problem that
deserves direct confrontation: the temptation to equate languages with
peoples, and peoples with races.

The reasoning is seductive. If Proto-Indo-European speakers lived
on the steppes around 3000 bce, and if the Yamnaya culture occupied
the steppes around 3000 bce, then the Yamnaya “were” Proto-Indo-
European speakers. If steppe ancestry spread across Europe, the Indo-
European languages spread with it. Language equals people equals
genes.

This reasoning is probably substantially correct for the Indo-European
case, given the remarkable convergence of evidence. But we must un-
derstand why it could be wrong—and why it has been catastrophically
wrong in the past.

The nineteenth-century discovery of Indo-European relationships
occurred at the same moment that European powers were conquering
much of the globe. The coincidence was not innocent. The “Aryans”
of linguistic reconstruction became the “Aryan race” of racist ideology.
Indo-European studies were drafted into the service of theories of racial
superiority. Aryan-speaking peoples had conquered ancient India and
ancient Europe; their modern descendants, the argument went, were
destined to rule.7 7 The term “Aryan,” originally a self-

designation of Indo-Iranian speakers
(Sanskrit ārya, Persian airya), was ex-
tended to all Indo-European speakers,
then to a supposed racial type, then to
the ideology of Nazi Germany.

The historical misuse reached its nadir in Nazi Germany, which
made the Proto-Indo-European homeland question a matter of state
policy. The Nazis preferred a northern European homeland that aligned
with their racial theories; scholars who supported a steppe origin were
professionally marginalized. Gustav Kossinna’s archaeology—which
simply assumed that archaeological cultures mapped onto ethnic and
linguistic groups—was elevated to orthodoxy. The consequences are
well known.

This history should make us uncomfortable. Not because the linguis-
tic research was wrong—the comparative method remains valid, and
the steppe hypothesis has been vindicated by evidence unavailable to
earlier generations. But the conflation of linguistic and racial categories
enabled atrocities. When you assume that language equals people
equals race, and when you assume that some races are superior to
others, you get the ideology that produced Auschwitz.
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You might ask: but if the modern evidence shows that language did
spread with population in the Yamnaya case, does that not vindicate
the old equation?

It does not, for three reasons.
First, the Yamnaya case is unusual. In many cases, languages spread

without substantial population movement. English is spoken across
India by hundreds of millions of people with no genetic connection to
England. Hungarian is spoken by people genetically almost identical to
their Slavic and German neighbors, despite being linguistically utterly
different. The Yamnaya-style equation of language and population
cannot be assumed; it must be demonstrated case by case.

Second, even where language and population do correlate, this tells
us nothing about the moral or intellectual worth of the populations
involved. The Yamnaya migrated and their descendants predominate
in Europe; this makes modern Europeans neither superior nor inferior
to populations whose languages spread differently. Genetic ancestry is
a fact; it is not a value.

Third, the categories themselves are different. Genetic ancestry is
continuous and mixed—every human being has ancestry from multi-
ple ancient populations, and the proportions vary by individual and
region. “The Indo-Europeans” were not a bounded, homogeneous
group that either succeeded or failed as a unit. They were a collection
of populations speaking related languages, with varying degrees of
genetic relatedness, spread across a vast region over centuries. The
racist abstraction of “the Aryan race” has no referent in genetic reality.

Languages are evidence. They are not identities. The comparative
method tells us about linguistic history; it does not tell us who is worthy
or who belongs.

7.9 What Languages Cannot Say

Let us conclude by being precise about the limits of linguistic evidence,
as we were precise about the limits of genetic evidence in the previous
chapter.

Languages cannot tell us when they were spoken, except in relative
terms. We can establish that Proto-Indo-European is older than Sanskrit
and younger than whatever came before it, but we cannot attach abso-
lute dates without external evidence. The 3500 bceterminus post quem
for wheeled-vehicle vocabulary depends on archaeology, not linguistics.

Languages cannot tell us exactly where they were spoken. Linguistic
paleontology constrains the homeland to regions with horses and harsh
winters; it cannot specify coordinates. The steppe hypothesis gains its
strength from the convergence of linguistic, archaeological, and genetic
evidence, not from language alone.
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Languages cannot tell us why people migrated or how they related
to those they encountered. The spread of Indo-European languages
across Europe could have involved conquest, peaceful migration, elite
dominance, or gradual language shift through prestige and intermar-
riage. The sound correspondences between Greek and Sanskrit are
silent on whether the spread was violent.

Languages cannot tell us what people believed or how they orga-
nized their societies, except through the unreliable inference of lin-
guistic paleontology. We know Proto-Indo-European had a word that
became “king” in various daughters; we do not know what that word
meant to its speakers.

Most fundamentally, languages cannot tell us what it was like to
speak them. We can reconstruct Proto-Indo-European phonemes with
reasonable confidence; we cannot hear the music of a conversation,
the rhythm of poetry, the intonation of a parent speaking to a child.
Schleicher’s fable is at best an approximation; at worst, a ventriloquist’s
trick that puts modern words in ancient mouths.

And yet, within these limits, linguistic evidence is irreplaceable. For
the millennia before writing, it is often the only evidence we have for
human thought and culture. Archaeology shows us what people made;
genetics shows us who they were related to; only language shows us—
however imperfectly—what concepts they had and how they carved up
the world.

The geneticist’s maps show steppe ancestry spreading across Bronze
Age Europe. The linguist’s reconstructions show Indo-European vo-
cabulary in languages from Portugal to Bengal. The archaeologist’s
Yamnaya burials show pit graves with wagons and horses across the
Pontic steppes. Three independent methods, three converging lines of
evidence, one story that we can tentatively begin to tell.

7.10 From Words to Synthesis

We have now surveyed the major evidence types available to ancient his-
torians: literary sources with their biases and conventions, archaeologi-
cal remains with their survival filters, inscriptions with their formulaic
patterns, coins with their quantitative possibilities, biological evidence
from bones and genes, and linguistic evidence from vocabulary and
sound laws.

Each evidence type answers different questions. Each has character-
istic strengths and characteristic blind spots. Each can be misread by
those who do not understand its peculiarities.

But ancient historians rarely have the luxury of relying on a single ev-
idence type. The questions that matter—who were the Indo-Europeans?
why did the Bronze Age collapse? how did Christianity spread?—
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require synthesizing fragmentary, contradictory, and differently-biased
evidence into coherent arguments.

You might ask: how do we do this? How do we weigh literary
accounts against archaeological findings when they conflict? How do
we combine genetic evidence of migration with linguistic evidence of
language spread when they might diverge? How do we distinguish
what we know from what we merely guess?

The next chapter takes up these questions directly. Having examined
the toolkit, we must now examine how the tools are used together—and
how ancient historians manage the uncertainty that never goes away.

We have learned to hear the silent speakers of vanished tongues.
Now we must learn to make their fragmentary testimonies speak with
one voice—or to acknowledge, honestly, when they refuse.





8
Synthesis Under Uncertainty

The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability
to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the
same time, and still retain the ability to
function.

F. Scott Fitzgerald—though he was speaking of
life, not history

8.1 Three Numbers That Refuse to Agree

In the late fifth century bce, Athens was the most powerful city in
Greece. Its empire extracted tribute from over 150 allied states. Its
population filled the hills with farms, the Piraeus with ships, and the
agora with the busiest market in the Mediterranean world.

But how many people actually lived in Attica?
The tribute lists—those stone monuments we examined in Chap-

ter 4—tell us how much money flowed to Athens and from where.
From these inscriptions, we can estimate the economic capacity of the
empire. Archaeological surveys of the Attic countryside, using the
methods of Chapter 3, have counted farmsteads, estimated carrying ca-
pacity, and mapped settlement density. Literary sources, read with the
techniques of Chapter 2, mention figures: 30,000 citizens here, 10,000

metics there, an unknowable number of slaves.
The problem is that these numbers do not agree. Depending on

which evidence you weight most heavily, which gaps you fill, and which
assumptions you make, scholarly estimates of Athens’s population have
ranged from 20,000 to 300,000 adult male citizens alone—to say nothing
of women, children, resident foreigners, and slaves. A fifteenfold spread
is not a rounding error; it is a confession that our evidence does not
add up.

This is not a failure of scholarship. It is the reality of ancient history.
We have inscriptions that record some things, archaeological remains
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that suggest others, and texts written by authors who had no modern
concept of statistics and no reason to count accurately. Each evidence
type has systematic biases. Each reveals part of the picture while
obscuring others. And they do not fit neatly together like pieces of a
puzzle manufactured to interlock.

Here is our situation. We have spent six chapters learning to read
different kinds of evidence: literary sources with their rhetorical pur-
poses, material remains with their survival biases, inscriptions with
their formulaic conventions, coins with their monetary peculiarities,
bodies with their biological testimony, and languages with their deep
temporal reach. Each chapter taught us what a particular evidence type
can and cannot reveal.

Now we face the harder question: what happens when we put them
all together?

Let us imagine our evidence types as witnesses to a crime. Each
witness saw part of what happened, from a particular angle, filtered
through their own assumptions and limitations. Some witnesses con-
tradict each other flatly. Others agree on the broad outline but differ
in crucial details. Some refuse to testify about matters other witnesses
describe confidently. The detective’s task—our task—is not to find
the single truthful witness but to triangulate toward what actually
happened, while acknowledging what we cannot know.

This chapter teaches that triangulation. We will work through three
extended examples: reconstructing the Athenian population, evaluating
the historicity of the Trojan War, and estimating ancient GDP. Each
case will show how different evidence types converge, diverge, and
sometimes refuse to speak to each other at all. By the end, we will have
a framework not for eliminating uncertainty but for calibrating it—for
knowing how confident we should be about different historical claims
and why.

8.2 Counting the Uncountable

Let us begin with the Athenian population problem, because it forces
us to confront every challenge of historical synthesis in a single case.

The tribute lists are our most quantitatively precise source.1 These 1 The Athenian Tribute Lists were the sub-
ject of extensive analysis in Chapter 4.
Here we use them differently—not as epi-
graphic evidence in isolation but as one
input among many.

inscriptions, set up annually on the Acropolis from 454 bce, recorded
the one-sixtieth portion of allied tribute dedicated to Athena. From
these dedications, we can calculate total tribute. From total tribute, we
can infer the combined economic capacity of the empire. But notice the
chain of inference: we move from carved figures to hypothetical totals
to economic capacity—not directly to population.

The tribute lists tell us nothing about the population of Athens itself.
They tell us about the empire’s resources, which is related to but distinct
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from how many people lived in Attica. An empire can be rich because
it has many subjects or because it exploits few subjects ruthlessly. The
numbers on the stone constrain but do not determine the number of
people who carved them.

Archaeological surveys offer a different perspective. Since the 1980s,
intensive surface surveys have walked the Attic countryside in system-
atic transects, recording pottery densities and site distributions using
the techniques we examined in Chapter 3. These surveys suggest how
much of the landscape was occupied at different periods. The results
indicate intensive agricultural exploitation in the fifth century, with
settlement extending into marginal areas that would lie fallow in less
prosperous times.

From site density and carrying capacity, we can estimate how many
people the land could support. But surveys have their own biases, and
we learned in Chapter 3 to be suspicious of what seems like straight-
forward evidence. Surveys detect farmsteads that left pottery; they
miss temporary occupation, wooden structures, and areas destroyed
by later development. They tell us about rural settlement, not urban
density—and Athens was among the most urbanized places in the
ancient world. The agora, the Piraeus, the area within the walls: these
are the places the surveys cannot see.

Moreover, “carrying capacity” depends on assumptions about diet,
technology, and trade. Athens imported substantial grain from the
Black Sea region. A city that imports food can support more people
than its agricultural hinterland alone would permit. How much grain?
From where? At what reliability? The answers affect our population
estimates but come from literary sources of uncertain accuracy.

Literary sources provide direct figures but come with their own
problems. Thucydides mentions 13,000 hoplites and 1,200 cavalry at
the start of the Peloponnesian War—but hoplites were only adult male
citizens wealthy enough to afford armor, and Thucydides, as we learned
in Chapter 2, was not writing statistical reports. He was composing
a ktema es aiei, a possession for all time, and round numbers served
rhetorical purposes that precise counts would not.

You might ask: if Thucydides gives us a number, why not simply
use it?

Because we do not know what the number represents. Did Thucy-
dides count the field army at a particular moment, the total registered
for service, or an estimate based on his general impression? Were garri-
son troops included? What about hoplites too old for active service but
still on the rolls? The figure 13,000 appears precise but dissolves under
scrutiny into something far less certain.

The orator Demosthenes mentions 20,000 citizens in the fourth cen-
tury, but this was a rhetorical context—a speech meant to shame Athe-
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nians into action by emphasizing how few they had become compared
to their ancestors. Orators do not lie randomly, but they shape numbers
to purposes. Demosthenes may have understated, overstated, or simply
guessed, and we have no way to check.

Slaves are the great unknown. Ancient sources are vague about slave
numbers because no one counted them systematically—slaves were
property, not persons requiring registration, and their presence was
so ubiquitous that authors rarely bothered to mention what everyone
could see. Estimates in modern scholarship range from 20,000 to 400,000

slaves in Attica—a range so wide as to be almost useless for precise
calculation. Yet slaves were fundamental to the Athenian economy,
outnumbering citizens by ratios that some scholars estimate at three to
one or higher.

8.3 The Witness Comparison Method

Let us step back and think about what we have. Imagine laying out our
evidence types as witnesses at a table, each offering testimony about
the Athenian population.

The tribute lists testify: “The empire was rich enough to extract
several hundred talents annually. Whatever population supported this
extraction, it was substantial.”

The surveys testify: “The countryside was intensively occupied.
Hundreds of sites show fifth-century pottery. The land was worked
hard.”

The literary sources testify: “There were tens of thousands of citizens,
thousands of metics, and many slaves. We cannot be more precise.”

None of these witnesses is lying. But none is answering the question
we want answered. The tribute lists speak to imperial capacity, not
Attic population. The surveys speak to rural settlement, not total
population. The literary sources give us partial counts of categories
whose boundaries we cannot define.

Here is the methodological move we must make. Instead of asking
“What was the population?” we ask “What range of populations is
consistent with all our evidence?”

The tribute lists set a floor: an empire extracting hundreds of talents
required a substantial economic base. Athens itself, the imperial center,
must have been at least modestly populous to administer and defend
such an empire. We are not talking about a village.

The surveys set another constraint: the Attic countryside could
support, at maximum agricultural intensity with available technology,
perhaps 100,000–150,000 people before imported grain became neces-
sary. Athens imported grain; therefore, the population could exceed
agricultural carrying capacity. But the surveys also show that not all



synthesis under uncertainty 111

arable land was occupied even at peak intensity, which suggests we
were not pressing against absolute limits.

The literary sources give us ratios and partial counts that, when
combined with demographic assumptions about household size, age
structure, and sex ratios, yield ranges. If there were 30,000 adult male
citizens, and we assume roughly equal numbers of adult females, plus
children, we get a citizen population of perhaps 100,000–120,000. Add
metics at estimated ratios, add slaves at contested ratios, and total
population estimates range from 200,000 to 400,000.

You might ask: a twofold range is still enormous. Have we actually
learned anything?

We have learned more than it might seem. We know the population
was substantial—hundreds of thousands, not tens of thousands. We
know it was finite—not millions, as some ancient exaggerations might
suggest. We have excluded the extreme low estimates (20,000 citizens)
that rest on misreadings of particular sources, and we have excluded
the extreme high estimates that require assumptions we cannot support.
The range has narrowed from fifteenfold to twofold. That is progress.

More importantly, we understand why we cannot narrow the range
further. The uncertainty is not arbitrary fuzziness but the consequence
of specific evidence gaps: we lack reliable slave counts, we lack clear
definitions of who counted as a citizen at any given moment, we lack
data on urban population density. If tomorrow we discovered a census
document—which we will not, because the Athenians kept no such
thing—it would resolve the uncertainty. The uncertainty is contingent,
not fundamental.

Mogens Hansen, in his authoritative studies, argues for approxi-
mately 30,000–60,000 adult male citizens in the fifth century, implying a
total citizen population of 100,000–180,000.2 Adding metics and slaves, 2 Hansen’s Demography and Democracy

(1985) and The Athenian Democracy in
the Age of Demosthenes (1991) remain the
foundational treatments.

total population estimates center around 200,000–300,000 for Attica in
the late fifth century.

But notice what this “consensus” requires: combining incompatible
evidence types through chains of inference, filling gaps with analogies
and assumptions, and accepting uncertainty ranges that span nearly
100,000 people. This is not failure. This is what synthesis under
uncertainty looks like when done honestly.

8.4 The Logic of Triangulation

Having seen synthesis in action, let us make the underlying logic
explicit. We have been practicing what we might call triangulation—
and the metaphor is worth developing.

Imagine you are lost in a wilderness with a compass and a map but
no GPS. You can see two distant peaks whose positions are marked on
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the map. By taking a compass bearing to each peak, you determine
that you are somewhere along two lines. Where those lines intersect is
your position. Two bearings give you one point.

But suppose your compass readings are imprecise—each bearing
might be off by several degrees. Now instead of two crossing lines, you
have two crossing bands of uncertainty. Your position is not a point but
a region: the zone where both bands overlap. The more imprecise your
readings, the larger the region; the more precise, the smaller.

Historical triangulation works the same way. Each evidence type
gives us a bearing—not a precise line but a band of possibility. Literary
sources say the population was in this range. Archaeological surveys
say the population was in that range. Economic evidence says the
population was in yet another range. Where all the bands overlap is
our best estimate; the size of the overlap is our uncertainty.

The power of triangulation comes from independence. If two hikers
take compass bearings to the same peaks using the same compass, their
measurements are not independent—any error in the compass affects
both readings identically. But if one hiker uses a compass and the
other uses the sun’s position, their measurements are independent, and
agreement between them is more meaningful.

Similarly, if two ancient authors both copied from a lost common
source, their agreement tells us about the source, not about the underly-
ing event. But if a literary source, an inscription, and an archaeological
pattern all point toward the same conclusion, the convergence is mean-
ingful precisely because each evidence type would be biased in different
directions.

You might ask: if different evidence types have different biases, will
they not always conflict?

Conflict is common but not universal. Evidence types conflict when
they have contradictory biases—one type exaggerates what another
understates. But they can also have complementary biases—one type
sees what another misses. Literary sources might exaggerate Athenian
military strength for rhetorical effect while surveys might undercount
rural population by missing small sites. These biases pull in oppo-
site directions, and their convergence on a population range of a few
hundred thousand is therefore meaningful.

The key is understanding why each type is biased. Once we know
the direction and magnitude of bias, we can sometimes correct for it.
Thucydides’ hoplite count is probably accurate as far as it goes, but
it represents only one category of citizen. The surveys’ site counts
are probably accurate as far as they go, but they miss urban areas
and impermanent structures. Neither is wrong; each is incomplete.
Synthesis means recognizing the incompleteness and building from
what remains.
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When evidence types genuinely conflict in ways we cannot explain,
we should acknowledge the conflict rather than force resolution. Sup-
pose one source claims 50,000 citizens while another claims 10,000, and
we cannot identify which is mistaken or why they differ. Inventing
a reconciliation—“perhaps one counted only city residents while the
other counted all of Attica”—is tempting but dangerous. We are substi-
tuting our imagination for evidence. Sometimes the honest answer is:
these sources conflict, and we do not know why.

8.5 A Bayesian Digression

Let us pause to name the intellectual machinery we have been using
informally: Bayesian reasoning.

Bayes’s Theorem provides a mathematical framework for updating
beliefs in light of new evidence. In its simplest form: the probability of
a hypothesis given the evidence equals the prior probability of the hy-
pothesis, times the probability of seeing that evidence if the hypothesis
were true, divided by the overall probability of the evidence.3 3 Mathematically: P(H|E) = P(H) ×

P(E|H)/P(E). The notation P(H|E)
means “the probability of H given E.”

This sounds abstract, but historians use the logic constantly without
the mathematics. When we encounter a new piece of evidence, we ask:
how expected was this evidence given my current hypothesis? If the
evidence was highly expected—if I would have predicted it—it confirms
the hypothesis modestly. If the evidence was surprising—if I would
not have predicted it—its occurrence provides stronger confirmation.
And if the evidence contradicts what I would have predicted, I must
revise my hypothesis.

Consider the Antonine Plague, which we discussed in Chapter 6.
Literary sources describe devastating mortality. Archaeological evi-
dence shows population decline in some regions. Epigraphic evidence
shows disruption in the “epigraphic habit”—fewer inscriptions during
and after the plague years. Ancient DNA from mass burials has been
examined for pathogens. Each evidence type provides a bearing.

Before examining any evidence, we might have considered the plague
description plausible but not certain—ancient authors sometimes exag-
gerated epidemics for literary effect. This is our prior probability. Then
we observe archaeological depopulation. If the plague were severe, we
would expect depopulation; if it were minor or invented, we would
not. The evidence is more expected under the “severe plague” hy-
pothesis than under alternatives, so our confidence increases. Then we
observe epigraphic decline. Again, more expected under severe plague.
Then we find plague-consistent pathogen evidence. Each independent
confirmation increases our confidence multiplicatively.

You might ask: is this not just common sense? Why dress it up in
mathematics?
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The mathematics matters less than the conceptual structure. Bayesian
thinking forces us to be explicit about our assumptions. What did we
believe before seeing the evidence? How expected was the evidence
under different hypotheses? How should we update? Ancient histo-
rians rarely calculate probabilities numerically—our evidence is too
imprecise for that. But the framework helps us avoid common errors.

One such error is base rate neglect. Suppose we find a pattern
in the archaeological record that could be explained by plague. If
plagues were common in antiquity, the pattern is weak evidence for any
particular plague. If plagues were rare, the pattern is stronger evidence.
Our interpretation must consider how likely the proposed explanation
was in the first place, not just whether the evidence is consistent with
it.

Another error is confirmation bias: seeking evidence that supports
our hypothesis while ignoring evidence that contradicts it. Bayesian
thinking requires considering all the evidence, including evidence
that our hypothesis would not have predicted. If the “severe plague”
hypothesis predicted massive disruption in military recruitment but we
find no evidence of such disruption, we must account for that silence.

Most ancient historians remain informal Bayesians at best. The evi-
dence is rarely quantified precisely enough for formal calculation. What
the framework provides is not a calculator but a checklist: Have I con-
sidered prior probabilities? Have I considered alternative hypotheses?
Have I weighted the evidence appropriately?

The danger is false precision. Assigning a “30% probability” to the
historicity of the Trojan War suggests an exactitude we cannot possibly
have. The value of probabilistic thinking is qualitative: distinguishing
strong evidence from weak, recognizing that certainty comes in degrees,
understanding that absence of evidence is only evidence of absence
under specific conditions.

8.6 The Wrong Question About Troy

Let us turn to our second extended example, which illustrates a different
problem in synthesis: sometimes our questions are poorly formed.

“Did the Trojan War happen?” This question has fascinated scholars
since Heinrich Schliemann dug at Hisarlik in the 1870s, convinced that
Homer’s Troy lay beneath his shovel. Generations of archaeologists,
historians, philologists, and now geneticists have weighed in. The
question seems simple, demanding a yes or no answer.

But the question is incoherent, and recognizing why is itself a
methodological lesson.

What would count as “the Trojan War”? Homer’s Iliad describes
a ten-year siege of Troy by a Greek coalition led by Agamemnon of
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Mycenae, fought over Helen of Sparta, featuring divine intervention, in-
dividual duels between named heroes, and culminating in the stratagem
of the Wooden Horse. Gods take sides; Achilles fights Hector; the walls
of Troy are breached by trickery. The narrative is mythological epic, not
historical chronicle.

Yet something underlies the myth. Bronze Age Troy existed. Schlie-
mann found it, and subsequent excavation has confirmed a major set-
tlement at Hisarlik in northwestern Anatolia. One layer—traditionally
called Troy VIIa—was violently destroyed around 1180 bce, roughly
when later Greeks dated the war. Mycenaean Greeks had contact with
Anatolia; we traced this through pottery distributions in Chapter 3.
Hittite texts from the same period mention conflicts with a power called
“Ahhiyawa,” plausibly the Achaeans of Homer.4 4 The identification of Ahhiyawa with

Mycenaean Greeks remains debated but
is widely accepted. The Hittite texts de-
scribe diplomatic tensions but no siege of
Troy.

So we have: a mythological narrative that cannot be literally true; a
real city that was really destroyed; and a Bronze Age context in which
Greek-Anatolian conflict was entirely possible. The evidence does not
permit a simple yes or no.

Let us disaggregate the question into components that our evidence
can actually address.

Did any Bronze Age Greeks ever attack any Bronze Age Anatolian
settlement? Almost certainly yes. The late Bronze Age Aegean was a
violent place; destructions are everywhere in the archaeological record.
Mycenaean military capacity is well-attested. Contact with Anatolia
is proven by pottery, texts, and now genetics from Chapter 6. Generic
conflict is not in doubt.

Did a specific Greek coalition besiege and destroy the settlement
at Hisarlik around 1180 bce? Possible but not proven. Troy VIIa
was destroyed by violence—the destruction layer contains weapons,
unburied bodies, and burnt debris. But the destroyers could have been
other Anatolians, Thracians, Sea Peoples, or anyone else with an army
and a grievance. No inscription says “Agamemnon was here.”

Did a war resembling Homer’s account occur, with the specific
heroes, causes, and events Homer describes? Almost certainly not.
Achilles fighting Hector while gods look on is poetry, not history. Helen
as casus belli is a literary motif found across cultures. The ten-year siege
is a narrative convention (compare the seven-year siege of Thebes in the
other great Greek epic cycle). The Wooden Horse is a folktale element
with parallels in other traditions. Whatever historical kernel underlies
the epic, the narrative as we have it is literary elaboration.5 5 The same logic applies to the Hebrew

Bible’s conquest narratives or the found-
ing legends of Rome. Historical kernels
may exist, but the narratives as transmit-
ted are literary constructions, not records.

Did later Greeks believe a Trojan War had occurred, and was this
belief connected to real Bronze Age events? Yes to the first part. Greeks
from the archaic period onward treated the Trojan War as history, cal-
culated dates for it, visited sites associated with it, and drew moral and
political lessons from it. The second part—connection to real events—is
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what we cannot determine. The belief might preserve genuine memory,
or it might be pure invention, or something in between.

You might ask: what would it take to confirm “the Trojan War” more
decisively?

Imagine we discovered a Hittite text reading: “In this year, the
Ahhiyawa king led a great army against Wilusa [a probable Hittite
name for Troy], and after a long siege, the city was sacked.” This would
provide independent contemporary testimony for a Greek siege of Troy.
Would it confirm “the Trojan War”?

It would confirm that a siege occurred. It would say nothing about
Achilles, Helen, or the Wooden Horse. The legendary elaboration would
remain literary invention built on historical foundation—if indeed the
Homeric tradition even connects to this historical event rather than to
some other conflict entirely.

Conversely, imagine we proved decisively that no Greek attack on
Troy ever occurred—perhaps through texts explicitly stating that Ah-
hiyawa was never at war with Wilusa. Would this refute “the Trojan
War”? It would refute the historical core. But the cultural significance
of the myth would remain, and we would need to explain why Greeks
came to believe so fervently in a war that never happened.

The methodological lesson is this: before synthesizing evidence, we
must analyze our questions. “Did the Trojan War happen?” is not
one question but many, each with different evidence requirements
and different possible answers. The synthesis is not a yes or no but a
disaggregated assessment: probable generic conflict, possible specific
siege, certainly legendary elaboration, definitely cultural significance.

8.7 The Price of Everything

Our third example concerns a different kind of synthesis: combining
fragmentary evidence to estimate a quantity—ancient GDP—that the
ancients neither measured nor conceptualized.

In 2007, the economic historian Angus Maddison published estimates
of Roman GDP per capita: approximately $570 in 1990 international
dollars for the first century ce. Other scholars have produced similar
estimates, sometimes higher, sometimes lower. The precision of these
numbers creates an impression of scientific rigor. But how confident
should we be?

We have no ancient GDP statistics—the concept did not exist. Roman
administrators tracked tax receipts, not total economic output. No
ancient author calculated what we would call productivity. The modern
estimates rest on chains of inference from fragmentary evidence, and
understanding those chains is essential to evaluating the conclusions.

Let us trace one path from evidence to estimate: urbanization.
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We can estimate, very roughly, what fraction of the Roman popu-
lation lived in cities. Archaeological surveys identify urban centers;
literary sources mention city sizes; inscriptions suggest population
densities in some places. The evidence is imperfect, but it converges on
something like 10–15% urban population for the early Roman Empire—
higher than medieval Europe, lower than modern industrial societies.

Urban populations cannot feed themselves; they depend on agricul-
tural surpluses produced by rural populations. The ratio of urban to
rural population therefore constrains agricultural productivity. If 10%
of people live in cities, the remaining 90% must produce enough surplus
to feed both themselves and the urbanites. This requires productivity
above bare subsistence.

From productivity estimates, combined with assumptions about
caloric requirements, we can estimate GDP as a multiple of subsistence.
If the average Roman produced 20% more than subsistence, GDP
per capita was 1.2 times subsistence level. Converting subsistence to
modern currency requires additional assumptions, but the order of
magnitude is constrained.

You might ask: are we not just making up numbers?
We are constructing estimates from incomplete data, which is differ-

ent from making them up. Each step can be questioned; each assump-
tion can be varied. If we assume 15% urbanization instead of 10%, our
GDP estimate rises. If we assume lower agricultural productivity, it falls.
But the estimates are constrained by internal consistency requirements.
We cannot simultaneously assume high urbanization, low productivity,
and low food imports without contradiction.

Here is where triangulation becomes powerful. The urbanization
approach is one path to GDP estimation. There are others.

The caloric floor approach: We know roughly how many calories a
person needs to survive and roughly what crops Romans grew. Demo-
graphic estimates suggest total population. Multiplying gives minimum
agricultural output. GDP must exceed this floor.

The trade volume approach: Shipwreck evidence and pottery dis-
tributions, analyzed using methods from Chapter 3 and Chapter 5,
suggest the scale of Mediterranean trade. More trade implies more
economic activity. The correlations are loose, but they constrain.

The monetary approach: Coin hoard evidence and metallurgical anal-
ysis, from Chapter 5, estimate the money supply. More money probably
means more economic activity, though the relationship between money
and output is not straightforward.

The comparative approach: We can compare Roman archaeologi-
cal evidence—urbanization, trade volume, material culture—to better-
documented pre-industrial economies. If Roman material indicators



118 the ancient world as laboratory

resemble eighteenth-century France or eleventh-century Song China,
we might assign similar GDP estimates.

Each approach has weaknesses. Urbanization rates are contested.
Agricultural yields are estimated from limited data. Trade volume
inferences depend on assumptions about preservation and discovery.
Comparative calibration assumes that similar material culture implies
similar economies.

But the approaches converge. Whether we start from urbanization,
caloric floors, trade evidence, or comparison, we get numbers in the
same range: Roman GDP per capita was probably between $400 and
$900 in 1990 dollars, making it comparable to early modern Europe
before industrialization.

This convergence is meaningful. If the different methods pointed in
different directions—urbanization suggesting high GDP while caloric
evidence suggested low—we would have a problem. The fact that
independent approaches agree, despite their individual uncertainties,
suggests we are triangulating toward something real.

But the precision is illusory. Saying Roman GDP was “$570 per
capita” implies we know it to the dollar. We do not. The uncertainties
compound through the inference chain. A 20% error in urbanization
estimates, combined with a 30% error in productivity assumptions,
combined with a 25% error in comparative calibration, produces un-
certainty of 100% or more. The point estimate is the center of a broad
distribution, not a precise measurement.

You might ask: if the uncertainty is so large, what have we actually
learned?

We have learned something qualitative, dressed in quantitative cloth-
ing. The Roman economy was substantially more developed than
subsistence agriculture—people had enough surplus to build cities,
trade goods, and support non-farming specialists. It was substantially
less developed than modern industrial economies—per capita produc-
tivity was a small fraction of today’s. It was probably comparable to
other complex pre-industrial civilizations. That is real knowledge, even
if it is not a precise number.

The contribution of the exercise is not the specific figures but the
discipline of making assumptions explicit and testing them against
different evidence types. The synthesis forces us to articulate what we
are assuming, and the triangulation tells us which assumptions matter.

8.8 The Three Flavors of Ignorance

Throughout this chapter, we have repeatedly concluded “we don’t
know” about various historical questions. But this phrase conceals dis-
tinctions that matter for both intellectual honesty and future research.
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Let us distinguish three kinds of not-knowing.
The first is contingent ignorance: we lack evidence that could in

principle exist and might yet be discovered. We do not know whether
Caesar wrote personal letters to Cleopatra because none survive. But
such letters might have existed; they might yet be found in some
Egyptian archive or garbage dump. Our ignorance is an accident of
preservation, not a fundamental limitation.

Contingent ignorance is frustrating but hopeful. New discoveries
can resolve it. The decipherment of Linear B, which we discussed in
Chapter 7, resolved questions that had seemed permanently mysterious.
Before Ventris, we could not read the tablets; after Ventris, we could.
The evidence existed all along; we lacked only the key.

The second is indeterminacy: the question itself has no definite an-
swer. We cannot know “the” population of Athens because population
is not a single number. It fluctuated seasonally as farmers moved be-
tween city and countryside. It changed year to year with births, deaths,
and migrations. It depends on whom we count—do temporarily absent
residents count? Do long-term visitors? Where exactly is the boundary
of “Athens”?

These are not gaps in our evidence but ambiguities in our concepts.
No amount of additional information would give us “the” population,
because the question presupposes a precision that the phenomenon
lacks. The honest response to indeterminacy is not better evidence but
better questions.

The third is principled limitation: our evidence types are constitu-
tively incapable of answering certain questions. We discussed this in
Chapter 7 regarding the Yamnaya: we cannot know what language
they spoke because languages leave no direct traces in bones or pottery.
Even if we excavated every Bronze Age steppe burial, the linguistic
evidence would not be there to find.

Principled limitations arise from the nature of evidence, not from
accidents of preservation. Genetic evidence can tell us about ancestry;
it cannot tell us about identity. Isotopic evidence can tell us about diet;
it cannot tell us about taste preferences. Archaeological evidence can
tell us what people made; it cannot tell us what they meant by making
it. These limitations are not temporary gaps awaiting future methods
but permanent boundaries inherent in how information is encoded in
material remains.

You might ask: how do we know a limitation is principled rather
than contingent? Perhaps future methods will recover information we
think is lost.

This is a fair challenge, and intellectual humility requires acknowl-
edging that today’s principled limitations sometimes become tomor-
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row’s solved problems. Ancient DNA was inconceivable fifty years ago;
now it is routine. Methods improve.

But some limitations are robust. We will never hear the Yamnaya
language because sound waves do not preserve in the archaeological
record. Period. No future technology changes the physics of sound
propagation. We can reconstruct what they probably said through
comparative linguistics; we cannot replay recordings that do not exist.

Recognizing the flavor of our ignorance matters for research strategy.
Contingent ignorance suggests looking harder—new excavations, new
archives, new techniques for reading damaged texts. Indeterminacy
suggests refining our questions—asking about population ranges rather
than point estimates, asking about categories rather than individuals.
Principled limitation suggests accepting limits—and turning instead to
what our evidence can tell us.

The population of Athens is partly contingent ignorance (we lack
census data that might have existed), partly indeterminacy (“population”
is not perfectly defined), and partly principled limitation (slave counts
are invisible to our evidence types). Understanding this mixture shapes
what we can reasonably hope to learn.

8.9 Calibrating Confidence

We have now seen synthesis in action across three extended exam-
ples. Let us make explicit the skill that underlies them all: calibrating
confidence.

Not all historical claims are equally certain. We can be highly con-
fident that Pompeii was destroyed by Vesuvius in 79 ce—multiple
independent sources, massive physical evidence, no plausible alterna-
tive. We can be moderately confident about the population of Roman
Italy—convergent estimates from census figures, archaeological survey,
and demographic modeling, all with substantial uncertainty. We can be
only weakly confident about the motives of Augustus—literary sources
are all we have, and they are propagandistic or speculative.

The mistake is treating all historical claims as equally uncertain (“we
can never really know about the past”) or equally certain (“Thucydides
says X, so X happened”). Responsible synthesis requires distinguishing
between what we know firmly, what we know approximately, what we
suspect but cannot confirm, and what remains genuinely unknown.

Let us think about calibration as a practice. For any historical claim,
ask: what would it take to change my mind?

If the answer is “nothing could change my mind,” you are not doing
history; you are doing dogma. Historical knowledge is revisable in
principle, even if some conclusions are extremely unlikely to be revised.
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If the answer is “any new piece of evidence would change my mind,”
you are not doing history; you are doing radical skepticism. Some
conclusions are robust enough to survive isolated contrary evidence.

Good calibration means identifying what evidence would raise your
confidence and what evidence would lower it, and by how much. If you
believe the Antonine Plague was severe, a new inscription celebrating
population growth during the plague years should trouble you. If you
believe the Trojan War is pure myth, a contemporary text describing
the siege should make you reconsider. The ability to specify updating
conditions is the mark of calibrated belief.

You might ask: how do we know when we have calibrated correctly?
Could we not always be more or less confident than we should be?

Absolutely. Calibration is difficult, and historians often err in both
directions—overconfident about claims that rest on thin evidence, un-
derconfident about claims that rest on strong evidence.

The best check is to look for track records. When historians have
made confident predictions that could later be tested, how often were
they right? The decipherment of Linear B was initially controversial,
but subsequent finds confirmed Ventris’s reading. The identification
of Mycenae as a major Bronze Age center, initially based on Homer
and surface finds, was vindicated by excavation. In cases like these,
confidence proved warranted.

We can also look for internal consistency. If you are highly confident
about a claim that implies something you are uncertain about, you may
be miscalibrated. If you are uncertain about a claim that rests entirely
on evidence you find reliable, you may be underconfident.

But ultimately, calibration requires judgment trained by practice.
There is no algorithm. The goal is not to reach certainty—which is
unattainable for most historical questions—but to have beliefs that track
the evidence as closely as possible.

8.10 Arguments from Silence

The trickiest aspect of synthesis is interpreting silence—the absence
of evidence. When should we infer from the absence of mention
that something did not exist? When is silence merely a gap in our
knowledge?

The principle is: arguments from silence are valid only when we
would expect evidence if the thing existed.

Consider the pyramids of Egypt. Every literate ancient traveler who
visited Egypt and left a record mentioned the pyramids. They were,
then as now, unmissable. If we found an ancient travel account that
described a tour of Egypt in detail but never mentioned pyramids, we
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would reasonably doubt that the author had actually visited Egypt. The
silence would be evidence of non-experience.

Now consider household slavery. Slavery was so ubiquitous in the
ancient Mediterranean that authors rarely bothered to mention it explic-
itly. A letter that discusses household management without mentioning
slaves tells us nothing about whether the household included slaves.
The silence is not evidence of absence but evidence that the author
assumed what everyone knew.

The asymmetry is crucial. Arguments from silence require knowing
what each evidence type should show if the thing existed. Literary
sources should mention phenomena that were unusual, remarkable,
or relevant to the author’s purpose. Archaeological remains should
show phenomena that left durable traces. Inscriptions should record
phenomena that prompted formal commemoration.

This principle explains why archaeology’s silence on ancient slavery
is so significant—or rather, why it is not significant for determining
whether slavery existed. Slaves were omnipresent but archaeologically
invisible. Their labor built the cities; their presence filled the house-
holds; their absence from the material record tells us nothing about
their existence, only about the limits of archaeological visibility. We
discussed this in Chapter 3: the evidence type cannot see them.

You might ask: if arguments from silence are so unreliable, should
we ever use them?

Yes, but carefully. When Thucydides describes the Sicilian Expedition
in exhaustive detail but never mentions elephants, we can be confident
the Athenians did not bring elephants to Sicily. Elephants would
have been remarkable enough to mention; their silence is meaningful.
When the same text never mentions the dietary preferences of ordinary
soldiers, we cannot conclude anything about diet. Thucydides was not
writing about food.

The key is understanding the author’s interests and the genre’s
conventions. What would this author, in this genre, for this audience,
naturally include if it existed? If the silence falls within that scope, it is
meaningful. If the scope excludes the topic, silence tells us nothing.

8.11 Synthesis as Navigation

Let us conclude with a metaphor that unifies what we have learned.
Imagine you are navigating a ship at night, in fog, with a damaged

compass and incomplete charts. You can see a few stars through breaks
in the clouds; you can hear waves breaking on unseen rocks; you can
feel the current beneath your hull. None of these sources of information
is complete or entirely reliable. The stars might be obscured by cloud;



synthesis under uncertainty 123

the wave sounds might echo confusingly; the currents might shift. Yet
you must navigate.

This is historical synthesis. Our evidence types are partial and
biased—stars visible only sometimes, currents that might mislead. But
we are not helpless. By cross-checking sources of information, by
understanding the limitations of each, by calibrating our confidence
appropriately, we can navigate. We may not know our position precisely,
but we can know we are somewhere in a particular region and not
elsewhere. We can avoid the most dangerous errors even if we cannot
achieve perfect accuracy.

The disciplines of Part I have given us tools for reading our naviga-
tional instruments. We know how literary sources can mislead, and
we know how to read against the grain. We know what archaeological
preservation favors and what it destroys. We know how inscriptions
present themselves as direct but require interpretation. We know that
coins count quantities but not activities. We know that bones record
ancestry but not identity. We know that languages preserve cultural
memory but not exact meanings.

Now, in synthesis, we combine these readings. When the stars, the
currents, and the wave sounds agree, we have confidence. When they
conflict, we must judge which to trust and how much. When they all
fall silent, we acknowledge that we are in unknown waters.

You might ask: if historical knowledge is so uncertain, what is the
point?

The point is that uncertainty is not uniform. The fog lifts sometimes;
the stars appear; the currents follow patterns we can learn. We do not
know the exact population of classical Athens, but we know it was
measured in hundreds of thousands, not billions. We do not know
whether a specific Trojan War occurred, but we know Bronze Age
Greeks had contact with Anatolia and later Greeks believed in the war.
We do not know Roman GDP to the dollar, but we know Rome was a
complex pre-industrial economy, not a subsistence village.

Partial knowledge is still knowledge. Calibrated uncertainty is better
than unfounded confidence or paralyzing skepticism. The goal is not
to eliminate the fog but to navigate through it.

8.12 From Tools to Practice

We have now surveyed the historian’s toolkit. We can read literary
sources against the grain, extracting unintended revelations (Chapter 2).
We can interpret material culture, understanding what survives and
why (Chapter 3). We can analyze inscriptions, those hybrid texts fixed
in stone (Chapter 4). We can decode coins as economic instruments
and political propaganda (Chapter 5). We can read bodies—their DNA,
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their isotopes, their diseases (Chapter 6). We can trace languages back
through time (Chapter 7). And we can synthesize these disparate
evidence types, triangulating toward provisional truth while acknowl-
edging what we cannot know (this chapter).

But knowing the tools is not the same as knowing how to use them
together on a complex problem. Real historical questions do not come
labeled by evidence type. They demand synthesis across categories,
confrontation of contradictions, and judgment calls that no method can
automate.

Part II turns from tools to practice. Each of the case studies that
follow presents a major historical problem where the evidence is
mixed, the debates are ongoing, and the methodological challenges are
formidable.

The Bronze Age Collapse asks what destroyed the palace civilizations
of the Eastern Mediterranean around 1200 bce. We have destructions
in the archaeological record, silence in the textual record, and theories
that multiply faster than they can be tested.

The transition from Roman Republic to Empire asks how we un-
derstand political transformation when our sources are shaped by the
transformers themselves. The Augustan settlement left a propaganda
legacy that still influences how we see it.

The emergence of Christianity asks how we trace a movement that
was invisible to contemporary observers and later controlled what
sources survived about its own origins. The evidence is compromised
by the very success of what it describes.

The end of the Western Roman Empire asks how we choose between
narratives of collapse and transformation when the same evidence
supports both. The debate is as much about our present as about the
past.

In each case, we will apply the methods learned in Part I while
confronting their limits. We will triangulate where we can, acknowledge
conflict where we must, and calibrate our confidence as carefully as
we can. Synthesis under uncertainty is not a problem to be solved but
a condition to be navigated—and navigation, with practice, becomes
skill.

We have learned to hear what the fragmentary evidence of the
ancient world can tell us. We have learned—just as importantly—what
it cannot. Now we must learn to make these partial testimonies speak
together, or to acknowledge, honestly, when they refuse.

The ancient world is gone; it is not coming back. But in the discipline
of examining what remains, in the rigor of combining evidence types
that resist combination, in the honesty of acknowledging what we
do not know and cannot know—in all of this, we may yet come to
understand something true about what was.
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That is not a small thing. Let us proceed.





Part II

Method in Action





9
The End of the Bronze Age

My father, behold, the enemy’s ships came; my
cities were burned, and they did evil things in
my country.

The King of Ugarit—in a letter that was never
sent

9.1 A Letter Found in a Kiln

Sometime around 1185 bce, a scribe in the city of Ugarit pressed a
stylus into wet clay, forming the wedge-shaped marks of cuneiform
script. The letter he was writing would be sent to Cyprus, to a king
who had written asking for help. Enemy ships had been sighted. The
situation was desperate.

The Ugaritic king dictated his response: all his troops were away in
Hatti, serving the great Hittite overlord. All his ships were stationed in
Lukka. The country was abandoned to itself. What could he do?

The letter was placed in a kiln to be fired—the standard procedure
for hardening clay tablets before dispatch. It was never fired. It was
never sent. The city of Ugarit was destroyed before the kiln could be
lit, and the unfired tablet was preserved by the very catastrophe it
described, baked hard by the flames that consumed the city around it.

Within a single generation—roughly fifty years spanning 1200 to
1150 bce—almost every major palace civilization in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean collapsed. The Hittite Empire, which had contested with Egypt
for control of the Levant and produced treaties that are still studied in
international law courses, vanished so completely that its very existence
was forgotten until nineteenth-century archaeologists rediscovered it.
Mycenaean Greece, the world of Agamemnon and the heroes, fell into a
“Dark Age” from which it would not emerge for four centuries. Cities
across Anatolia, Syria, and the Levant were burned, abandoned, and
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forgotten. Egypt survived, but contracted, losing its empire and nearly
falling itself.

What happened?
This question has occupied scholars for over a century, and it will

occupy us for this chapter—not because we will answer it definitively,
but because the Bronze Age Collapse is a perfect laboratory for ev-
erything we have learned about historical method. Here we must
deploy every tool from Part I simultaneously. We have literary sources—
in cuneiform, hieroglyphics, and Linear B. We have archaeological
evidence—destruction layers, abandoned settlements, shifting trade
patterns. We have climate proxies—tree rings, pollen cores, isotope
ratios. We have art and propaganda—the great reliefs at Medinet Habu
showing Egypt’s pharaoh triumphant over mysterious “Sea Peoples.”

None of this evidence speaks clearly. All of it speaks differently. And
the Bronze Age Collapse teaches us a lesson that we will need for every
case study to follow: sometimes the honest conclusion is calibrated
uncertainty rather than confident explanation.

Let us begin not with theories but with evidence—with the destroyed
city of Ugarit and the voices it preserved.

9.2 A City Frozen in Crisis

Ugarit was one of the great trading cities of the Late Bronze Age.1 1 Ugarit’s modern site is Ras Shamra,
on the Syrian coast about 50 kilometers
south of the Turkish border.

Situated on the Syrian coast, it connected the maritime trade of the
Mediterranean with the overland routes to Mesopotamia. Its mer-
chants dealt in copper from Cyprus, tin from Afghanistan, lapis lazuli
from Central Asia, and Egyptian gold. Its scribes wrote in multiple
languages—Akkadian for diplomacy, Ugaritic for local administration,
and sometimes Hurrian or Hittite for specialized purposes. The city
had stood for two thousand years.

When French archaeologists began excavating Ras Shamra in 1929,
they found something extraordinary: an archive of clay tablets, pre-
served not in the usual way—carefully stored in palace archives—but
scattered across the destruction layer, caught in transit when the end
came. Among these tablets were the desperate letters that tell us more
about the Collapse than any other source.

Let us examine what the physical evidence tells us first. The de-
struction layer at Ugarit shows burning—ash, charcoal, and collapsed
mudbrick reddened by heat. Arrowheads have been found embedded
in walls. The pattern of collapse does not match earthquake damage,
which produces characteristic signatures of structural failure; it matches
deliberate destruction. After approximately 1185 bce, the site was never
reoccupied. Whatever happened was final.
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Now let us turn to the tablets. They reveal a city under multiple
simultaneous pressures. The letter to Cyprus that we began with is
only one of several crisis documents. Another letter, from the Hittite
king himself, chides Ugarit’s ruler for failing to prepare:

As for what you have written to me: “Ships of the enemy have been seen at sea!”
Well, you must remain firm. Indeed for your part, where are your troops, your
chariots stationed? Are they not stationed near you? No? Behind the enemy,
who press upon you?

—Letter from the Hittite King to Ugarit

The tone is almost exasperated. Enemies are coming, and Ugarit’s
defenses are elsewhere. But notice what this letter reveals: the Hittite
king, overlord of a vast empire, is reduced to writing scolding letters
rather than sending reinforcements. The great power that should have
protected Ugarit was itself in crisis.2 2 Within a few years of this letter, the Hit-

tite capital at Hattusa would itself be de-
stroyed and abandoned.

Another letter, from Ugarit’s king to his mother, is more desperate
still:

When your messenger arrived, the army was humiliated and the city was sacked.
Our food in the threshing floors was burnt and the vineyards were also destroyed.
Our city is sacked. May you know it! May you know it!

—RS 34.124

The repetition—“May you know it! May you know it!”—conveys
panic across three thousand years. This is not diplomatic boilerplate.
This is a man watching his world end.

You might ask: if these letters are so vivid, why is there any mystery
about what destroyed Ugarit?

Because the letters, for all their vividness, do not name the enemy
clearly. They mention “ships of the enemy.” They refer to the Shikila—
possibly the Shekelesh, one of the groups later called “Sea Peoples” by
Egyptologists. But they also mention threats from multiple directions
and describe a city already weakened before the attack came.

Look again at that first letter: the army is in Hatti, the ships are in
Lukka, the country is abandoned. The attack exploited a vulnerabil-
ity that already existed. Ugarit’s military forces were overextended—
committed to an imperial system that was itself collapsing. The enemy
ships may have delivered the killing blow, but the patient was already
dying.

Moreover, the letters reveal economic stress beyond military crisis.
References to grain shortages appear in the archive. Requests for
copper—essential for bronze tools and weapons—become urgent. The
elaborate trade networks that had sustained Ugarit’s prosperity were
breaking down.

Here is our first methodological lesson. The Ugarit archive is an ex-
traordinary gift: direct testimony from people experiencing the Collapse
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in real time. But it is also a trap. We have crisis correspondence—letters
written at the moment of disaster. We do not have the routine adminis-
trative documents that might reveal longer-term trends. The dramatic
letters select for drama. They tell us what Ugaritic elites thought was
happening, not necessarily what was actually causing their problems.

Think of it this way: if you found a collection of panicked text
messages from the passengers on a sinking ship, you would learn a
great deal about how they experienced the disaster and almost nothing
about why the ship was sinking. The passengers blame the iceberg
they hit, not the design flaws that made the hull vulnerable, or the
company policies that routed them through ice fields, or the inadequate
lifeboat provisions. Direct testimony captures perception; it does not
automatically capture causation.

The Ugarit archive is irreplaceable evidence. But it does not tell us
“what caused the Bronze Age Collapse.” It tells us what one literate elite
perceived in one moment of that collapse. The real work is synthesizing
it with evidence from other places, other times, and other types entirely.

9.3 The Perfect Storm

Let us step back and consider the catastrophe as a whole. I want to
introduce a metaphor that we will return to throughout this chap-
ter: the Bronze Age Mediterranean as a complex machine with many
interlocking parts.

Imagine an elaborate clockwork mechanism—the kind you might
see in a medieval cathedral, with dozens of gears driving astronomical
displays, automated figures, and chiming bells. Each gear depends
on its neighbors; power flows through the system in complex ways;
the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Now imagine removing
one gear. The clock might still work, with some functions impaired.
Remove a second gear. Still functioning, perhaps, but straining. Remove
a third, and suddenly the whole mechanism seizes—not because any
single gear was essential but because the accumulated damage has
exceeded the system’s capacity to compensate.

The Late Bronze Age Mediterranean was such a mechanism. Egypt
provided grain and gold. Cyprus provided copper. Afghanistan—via
long overland routes—provided tin. (Bronze is an alloy of copper and
tin; without both, no Bronze Age.) Mesopotamia provided textiles and
manufactured goods. The Hittites controlled Anatolia and its resources.
The Mycenaean Greeks traded across the Aegean and beyond. Ugarit
and the other Levantine ports connected these networks.

Each node depended on the others. Egypt needed timber from
Lebanon. The Hittites needed grain from Syria. Everyone needed tin,
which came from distant sources and had to pass through multiple
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intermediaries. The palace economies—centralized systems where
kings coordinated production, storage, and redistribution—required
constant flows of goods and information.3 3 We examined the palace economy

model in our discussion of Linear B
tablets in Chapter 4. The Pylos tablets
will give us a Mycenaean perspective on
this system’s final days.

When historians speak of “systems collapse,” they mean what hap-
pens when such an interconnected mechanism fails—not because one
enemy attacked or one earthquake struck, but because multiple stresses
accumulated until the system could no longer function. The gears
stopped meshing. The flows stopped flowing. And without the flows,
the palace economies that depended on them could not survive.

You might ask: is this not just saying “lots of bad things happened”?
What does “systems collapse” actually explain?

This is a fair challenge, and we will return to it. But first let us
survey the candidate causes, because only by seeing how each fails to
explain everything can we understand why scholars have turned to
multi-causal models.

The most famous theory blames the “Sea Peoples”—mysterious
maritime raiders who appear in Egyptian texts and are credited with
destroying civilization after civilization. We will examine this theory
in detail when we discuss the Medinet Habu reliefs. For now, note the
problems: the Sea Peoples cannot explain the destruction of inland cities
like Hattusa, deep in Anatolia. They cannot explain why destructions
were not simultaneous—some sites fell before 1200 bce, others after
1150 bce. And most troublingly, we have almost no archaeological
evidence of them. If vast hordes swept across the Mediterranean, where
are their distinctive weapons? Their pottery? Their settlements between
attacks?

Climate change is another candidate. Tree-ring data from Anatolian
oaks shows reduced growth between roughly 1200 and 1150 bce—a
signature of drought. Pollen cores from lake sediments show shifts
from agricultural to pastoral plants, suggesting farmland abandonment.
The evidence for drought is real. But the Hittite Empire had survived
droughts before. Climate stress was probably necessary for the Collapse,
but it was not sufficient on its own.

Earthquakes struck the region repeatedly. Several destruction sites
show earthquake damage. But earthquakes were common in this seis-
mically active region, and Bronze Age cities had rebuilt before. Earth-
quakes may have contributed, but they cannot bear the full explanatory
weight.

Internal rebellion has its advocates. The palace systems were extractive—
peasants owed labor and tribute to kings who lived in visible luxury.
Perhaps the collapse represented not conquest but revolution, the over-
throw of oppressive elites by exploited commoners. The evidence is
suggestive but indirect: some sites show signs of burning without
evidence of external attack, and the “Dark Age” that followed featured
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more dispersed, egalitarian settlement patterns. But we have no texts
proclaiming revolution, no clear evidence of who did the overthrowing.

Each theory captures something real. Each fails to explain every-
thing. And this is why the “perfect storm” model has gained traction:
the Collapse resulted from multiple interacting causes—drought that
stressed food supplies, earthquakes that damaged infrastructure, in-
vasions that disrupted trade, and perhaps internal unrest that made
recovery impossible. No single cause was sufficient; together, they were
devastating.

The clockwork metaphor helps here. Drought removed one gear.
Earthquake damage removed another. Sea Peoples attacks—or the
disruption of trade routes they caused—removed a third. And suddenly
the whole mechanism seized. The palace economies could not function
without the flows they depended on, and without the palaces, the
administrative systems that coordinated everything collapsed. Writing
stopped. Long-distance trade stopped. Cities were abandoned. The
Bronze Age ended.

9.4 The Sea Peoples Problem

Let us examine the most famous explanation more closely, because
the “Sea Peoples” reveal as much about how we construct historical
narratives as they do about what actually happened.

Our primary source is a mortuary temple at Medinet Habu, near
modern Luxor.4 On its walls, the pharaoh Ramesses III commemorated 4 Medinet Habu is the mortuary temple

of Ramesses III, who ruled Egypt from
approximately 1186 to 1155 bce—exactly
the period of the Collapse.

his military victories in carved reliefs and hieroglyphic inscriptions.
Among these commemorations is a detailed account of a great battle
against invaders from the sea and from the north.

The visual evidence is striking. The reliefs show chaotic naval com-
bat: Egyptian archers slaughtering enemies, enemy ships capsizing,
prisoners led away in chains. The enemy warriors wear distinctive feath-
ered or horned headdresses unlike any Egyptian or Near Eastern style.
Some scenes show ox-carts carrying women and children—suggesting
these were migrants, not merely raiders.

The inscriptions name the enemy groups:

The foreign countries made a conspiracy in their islands... No land could stand
before their arms, from Hatti, Kode, Carchemish, Arzawa, and Alashiya on, being
cut off at one time. A camp was set up in one place in Amurru. They desolated
its people, and its land was like that which has never come into being. They were
coming forward toward Egypt, while the flame was prepared before them.

—Medinet Habu Inscription

The named peoples include the Peleset, Tjeker, Shekelesh, Denyen,
and Weshesh—the groups Egyptologists call “Sea Peoples.” Scholars
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have attempted to identify them with known peoples: Peleset with
the Philistines (who would settle on the Canaanite coast), Shekelesh
with Sicilians, Denyen with the Danaans (a Homeric name for Greeks),
Lukka with Lycians. The correlations are plausible but uncertain. The
Egyptian terms may be generic—“northern barbarians” rather than
specific ethnic identifications.

You might ask: if the Egyptians named these peoples and described
defeating them, why do we doubt this account?

Because Egyptian propaganda always claims victory. Ramesses II’s
“victory” at Kadesh in 1274 bcewas actually a near-disaster—a surprise
attack that nearly killed the pharaoh himself. Yet the walls of multiple
temples proclaim it as a glorious triumph. Egyptian monumental art
never shows the pharaoh losing, retreating, or even struggling. It shows
total domination. This is genre convention, not journalism.

Moreover, the claim that these peoples had destroyed the Hittite
Empire, Carchemish, and Alashiya before Egypt defeated them raises
questions. If they were powerful enough to destroy civilizations that
had stood for centuries, how did Egypt alone stop them? Either
the Egyptians were extraordinarily superior—possible but requiring
explanation—or the propaganda exaggerates both the enemy’s prior
success and Egypt’s subsequent victory.

Let us read against the grain, as we learned in Chapter 2. What does
this inscription tell us beyond what it intends to tell us?

First, Egypt perceived an existential crisis. The inscription’s rhetoric
is extreme; the threat is described as unprecedented. Egyptian scribes
knew how to modulate their claims, and this claim is at maximum
intensity. Something genuinely alarming had happened.

Second, Egypt was aware that the broader Bronze Age world was
collapsing. The list of destroyed lands—Hatti, Carchemish, Arzawa,
Alashiya—shows that Egypt knew its neighbors and former rivals
were gone. This is not invention; it corresponds to the archaeologi-
cal evidence of widespread destruction. Egypt’s propagandists were
incorporating real events into their narrative.

Third, the aftermath does not match total victory. If Ramesses III had
crushed the Sea Peoples absolutely, why did the Philistines establish
themselves on the Levantine coast—territory Egypt had controlled—
within decades? The “defeated” peoples settled within Egypt’s former
sphere of influence. Egypt survived as a state but lost its empire.

The most likely reconstruction: Egypt faced serious attacks from
migrating populations around 1180–1175 bce. Egypt won military
engagements, or at least prevented conquest of the Nile Valley itself.
But the victories did not restore the old order. The Sea Peoples settled
where they landed; the empire was lost; and Egypt entered a long
decline.
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The Medinet Habu reliefs tell us Egypt perceived a crisis and sur-
vived it. They do not tell us, reliably, who the Sea Peoples actually
were, where they came from, why they were moving, or what role they
played in the broader Collapse. The reliefs are evidence for Egyptian
perceptions and Egyptian propaganda, not a transparent window onto
historical reality.

Here is the interpretive irony: the most detailed ancient account of
the Sea Peoples is also the most compromised by its genre. We know
most about the Sea Peoples from a source that was designed to distort.

9.5 The Last Days of Pylos

Let us shift our focus westward, to Mycenaean Greece, where a different
kind of evidence offers a different perspective on the same catastrophe.

The palace at Pylos, in southwestern Greece, was destroyed by fire
around 1180 bce—roughly contemporary with Ugarit’s destruction.5 5 Pylos’s remains were excavated by Carl

Blegen beginning in 1939, with major
work continuing through the 1960s and
beyond.

The fire that destroyed the palace preserved what would otherwise have
been lost: the administrative archive of Linear B tablets. Clay tablets
used for routine record-keeping were meant to be temporary—the clay
would be re-moistened and reused. The destruction fire hardened them
permanently.

These tablets are not literary sources. They are bureaucratic paper-
work: inventories of chariots, lists of textile workers, allocations of
bronze, offerings to gods, and—most intriguingly for our purposes—
personnel assigned to “watching the coast.”

Let us examine what this bureaucratic evidence reveals.
The “o-ka” tablets list military personnel stationed at coastal obser-

vation points around the kingdom.6 Men from across Pylos’s territory 6 The term o-ka appears to mean a mili-
tary command or unit. Its exact nature is
debated.

were assigned to watch specific stretches of coastline. The deployment
is systematic, not improvised. Someone expected trouble from the sea.

The bronze allocation tablets show the palace stripping bronze from
religious contexts. Temple inventories were being melted down for
weapons. In a society where the gods received offerings and expected
them to remain dedicated, taking bronze from temples was extraordi-
nary. You do not rob the gods unless you are out of options.

Other tablets list women workers identified by their origins: women
from Miletus, from Knidos, from Lemnos, from other Aegean and
Anatolian locations. These could be enslaved captives from raids, or
they could be refugees—displaced persons flooding into Pylos from
already-collapsing regions. Either way, they testify to a world in motion,
people moving in ways the palace bureaucracy needed to track.

You might ask: if the tablets show Pylos preparing for attack, why
did the preparations fail?
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This is the haunting question. The coastal watches were organized.
The bronze was being gathered. The palace knew something was
wrong. And yet Pylos fell, completely and permanently. The site was
never reoccupied at the palatial scale. Mycenaean civilization in the
southwestern Peloponnese simply ended.

The tablets cannot tell us what happened on the day of destruction.
They show preparation, not combat. We know Pylos was watching the
coast; we do not know what they saw. We know they were arming;
we do not know against whom. We know they were afraid; we do
not know if their fears were justified by what actually came, or if they
prepared for one enemy and were destroyed by another.

Here is what the tablets do reveal, when we read them against the
grain: the vulnerability of the palace system itself.

The Linear B tablets show a redistributive economy of remarkable
complexity. The palace collected agricultural produce from the country-
side. It managed specialist craftspeople—bronzesmiths, textile workers,
perfume makers. It allocated resources according to administrative
decisions. It maintained religious establishments and military forces.
Everything flowed through the palace.

But the tablets show no mechanism for survival without the palace.
There are no references to markets where individuals traded on their
own account. There are no private stores of bronze—all bronze was
palace bronze. There are no alternative organizational structures that
might have continued functioning if the palace fell.

When the palace burned, the system burned with it. Not because
everyone died—people survived, as the subsequent presence of Greeks
in Greece demonstrates—but because the institutional knowledge, the
administrative coordination, the long-distance trade networks arranged
through palace diplomacy—all of this existed only as long as the palace
existed.

The “Dark Age” that followed was dark partly because the lights
went out: Linear B was never used again, and Greeks would not write
for centuries until they adopted the Phoenician alphabet. But the dark-
ness was deeper than lost literacy. The whole palace economy model,
with its complexity and its vulnerabilities, was gone. What emerged
eventually—the polis system of classical Greece—was organized on
fundamentally different principles.

The Pylos tablets are a snapshot of a complex system in its final
days, unable to see that its own complexity was its vulnerability. The
clockwork was elaborate, and its elaboration was its doom.
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9.6 Voices from the Rings

Thus far we have examined human testimony: letters from Ugarit,
reliefs from Egypt, tablets from Pylos. Each source was produced by
people and carries human biases—propaganda, panic, bureaucratic
routine. Let us turn now to evidence of a different kind: the testimony
of trees.

Dendrochronology—the study of tree rings—provides climate data
independent of human perception or intention.7 Trees grow faster 7 We discussed climate proxies briefly in

Chapter 6. Here we apply them to a spe-
cific historical problem.

in favorable conditions and slower in drought or cold. Each year’s
growth produces a ring; the width of that ring records the conditions
of that year. By matching patterns across many trees and many sites,
researchers have constructed continuous records stretching back mil-
lennia.

Anatolian oaks provide some of our best data for the Late Bronze
Age Mediterranean. The tree-ring record shows something striking: a
period of notably reduced growth between roughly 1200 and 1150 bce.
The rings are narrow. The trees were stressed. Something was wrong.

You might ask: how can we trust climate reconstructions from three
thousand years ago? Tree rings might reflect local conditions at one
site, not regional climate.

This is exactly the right objection, and the answer involves the
kind of triangulation we developed in Chapter 8. Tree rings are one
proxy among several, and when independent proxies converge, the
convergence is meaningful.

Pollen cores from lake sediments provide a second line of evidence.
Pollen preserves well in anaerobic lake-bottom mud, and different
plants produce distinctive pollen. Shifts in pollen composition reveal
vegetation changes: less agricultural pollen (wheat, barley) and more
pastoral pollen (plants that thrive where grazing animals keep land
clear) suggest farmland abandonment. Around 1200 bce, multiple sites
across the Eastern Mediterranean show such shifts.

Oxygen isotope ratios in cave stalagmites provide a third proxy. The
ratio of oxygen-18 to oxygen-16 in precipitation varies with temperature
and rainfall patterns. Stalagmites grow by mineral deposition from
dripping water, and each layer preserves the isotopic signature of
the water that formed it. Stalagmite records from multiple caves show
changes consistent with drought conditions around the Collapse period.

These proxies are independent. They were collected by different
researchers using different methods from different locations. The tree-
ring specialists did not coordinate with the pollen analysts, who did
not collaborate with the isotope geochemists. When they converge on
drought conditions around 1200 bce, the convergence is evidentially
significant.
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But proxies are not thermometers. Each involves interpretive as-
sumptions. Tree-ring width reflects multiple factors beyond rainfall—
temperature, soil conditions, local competition among trees. Pollen
changes could reflect political decisions (abandoning farms because of
warfare) rather than climate. The dating of these proxies has uncertain-
ties of decades—significant when we are trying to correlate with events
known to within a few years.

The current consensus accepts that a multi-decadal drought occurred
in the Eastern Mediterranean around the Collapse period. Whether
that drought was severe enough, on its own, to cause civilizational col-
lapse remains debated. The Hittite Empire had survived droughts
before. Something about the late-thirteenth-century situation was
different—perhaps the drought’s length, perhaps its coincidence with
other stresses.

Here is the methodological point: climate evidence does not speak
for itself. A narrow tree ring is not a headline reading “DROUGHT
DESTROYS EMPIRE.” We must interpret the physical evidence in light
of what we know about the societies that experienced it. A drought that
one society survives might destroy another, depending on agricultural
practices, food storage, trade networks, and political resilience.

The climate evidence for the Bronze Age Collapse is strong. But
climate was one factor among several—a gear removed from the mech-
anism, not the hand that smashed the clock.

9.7 Is “Collapse” the Right Word?

We have been speaking of “collapse” throughout this chapter, but we
should pause to question our own vocabulary. Words shape perception,
and “collapse” is not a neutral term.

The word implies sudden, catastrophic failure. It suggests a before—
flourishing civilization—and an after—ruin and desolation. It implies
that what ended was valuable and that its ending was tragic. These are
not neutral assumptions. Let us consider them.

First, the suddenness. From the perspective of the palace elites whose
records we read, the end may indeed have seemed sudden. The letter
from Ugarit suggests a king watching his world fall apart in weeks
or months. But from a broader perspective, the “Collapse” unfolded
over fifty years or more. Different sites fell at different times. Some
regions recovered while others were still declining. If we called this
a “transformation” rather than a “collapse,” we would emphasize the
gradual, uneven character of the change.8 8 The distinction between “collapse” and

“transformation” has been extensively de-
bated for the late Roman period; see
Chapter 12. The same conceptual issues
apply here.

Second, the tragedy. We have inherited elite perspectives because
elites wrote the texts and built the monuments. The letters from Ugarit
express the anguish of kings. But most people in the Bronze Age were
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not kings. They were farmers, laborers, and—in large numbers—slaves.
The palace economies were extractive systems that demanded labor
and tribute from commoners to support royal luxury.

You might ask: but surely everyone suffered when civilization col-
lapsed? The Dark Age was dark for peasants too.

Perhaps. Or perhaps not entirely. Archaeological survey work—
examining regional settlement patterns rather than just major sites—
shows that the aftermath was geographically uneven. Some areas
experienced population decline; others saw increased settlement. Some
regions shifted from nucleated, palace-centered settlement to dispersed
village patterns. This shift looks like catastrophe if you value palaces
and looks like decentralization if you value autonomy.

The people who experienced the end of the palace systems are
voiceless. They did not write, and no one wrote about them except
as items in bureaucratic inventories. We cannot know whether they
experienced liberation, catastrophe, or some complex mixture. But
we should not assume that the elite perspective—which is what our
sources provide—represents the human perspective.

Third, consider the alternative framings we might use.
We could speak of “transformation” rather than collapse. The palace

systems did not merely end; they were replaced by something else.
The Greeks of the “Dark Age” were not ruined Mycenaeans but post-
Mycenaean Greeks, developing new forms of social organization, new
art styles, eventually the polis system that would produce classical
civilization. Classical Athens emerged from the ruins of the Bronze Age
in ways that might not have been possible if Mycenaean civilization
had continued.

We could speak of “simplification.” Complex systems are costly to
maintain. The palace economies required enormous administrative
overhead—all those scribes writing all those tablets. When the com-
plexity became unsustainable, societies stepped back to simpler forms.
Simplification is not the same as disaster; it might represent a sensible
adaptation to changed circumstances.

We could speak of “decentralization.” The palaces concentrated
power, wealth, and decision-making. Their end dispersed these things.
Village communities that had owed tribute to distant kings were now
autonomous. Whether this was better or worse depends on values we
bring to the question, not facts we can recover from the evidence.

The methodological point is this: “collapse” is a category we impose,
not a neutral description. The word shapes what questions we ask
and what answers we find. If we ask “what caused the collapse?” we
look for destructive forces—invaders, droughts, earthquakes. If we
ask “what enabled the transformation?” we might notice that the old
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systems had vulnerabilities that made change inevitable once pressure
was applied.

I do not propose abandoning the word “collapse”—it has become
standard terminology, and the palace civilizations did fall, drastically
and permanently. But we should hold the category lightly. The greatest
intellectual danger is taking our framing for granted and mistaking it
for the reality it purports to describe.

9.8 The Evidence Does Not Add Up

Let us take stock of where we are. We have examined letters from
Ugarit, reliefs from Medinet Habu, tablets from Pylos, and tree rings
from Anatolia. Each evidence type offers testimony about the Bronze
Age Collapse. What happens when we put them together?

The testimony does not converge on a single story.
From Ugarit, we learn of a city attacked by seaborne enemies at a

moment when its military forces were committed elsewhere. The crisis
was sudden; the city was overwhelmed; no one survived to send the
final letter. This suggests invasion as the proximate cause.

From Medinet Habu, we learn of migrating peoples who had al-
legedly destroyed the Hittite Empire and other powers before Egypt
stopped them. The invasion was massive, coordinated, and nearly
succeeded even against Egypt. But we also learn that the source is
propaganda designed to glorify Ramesses III, and that the aftermath
does not match the claimed total victory.

From Pylos, we learn of a palace preparing desperately for some
anticipated threat. The evidence suggests attack from the sea. But
we also learn that Pylos fell despite preparation, and that the palace
economy’s own complexity may have been its vulnerability.

From the climate proxies, we learn of drought conditions that would
have stressed agricultural systems and potentially set populations in
motion. But climate alone cannot explain why these droughts were
fatal when earlier droughts had been survived.

You might ask: can we not simply combine these sources? Drought
weakened the economies, the weakened economies could not resist
invasion, the invasions destroyed the palaces, and the palace economies
collapsed because they depended on the palaces?

We can propose this narrative, and many scholars have. It is plausible.
It fits the evidence tolerably well. But notice what we are doing: we are
constructing a story by choosing which pieces of evidence to emphasize
and how to connect them. The evidence does not compel this particular
story; it is compatible with it.

Other stories are also compatible with the evidence. Perhaps the
invasions were effect rather than cause—populations displaced by
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collapse elsewhere, pushed into motion by the same forces that would
later destroy their destinations. Perhaps internal revolt played a larger
role than our elite sources reveal. Perhaps we are seeing multiple
independent catastrophes rather than one interconnected collapse.

This is not a comfortable situation. We are trained to expect that
more evidence will yield clearer answers. For the Bronze Age Collapse,
more evidence has yielded more complexity. Each new discovery—a
tablet, a destruction layer, a tree-ring sequence—adds detail without
resolving the fundamental questions.

The clockwork metaphor is helpful here. We can see that the mecha-
nism stopped. We can see damage to various gears. What we cannot
see is the sequence—which gear failed first, which failure caused which
subsequent failure, whether the mechanism might have survived if
different gears had been damaged in different order.

The honest conclusion is calibrated uncertainty. We know more than
we did a century ago. We know the Collapse was real, widespread,
and devastating. We know climate stress, military attack, and systemic
fragility all contributed. We know the palace economies were vulnerable
in ways their administrators probably did not fully understand.

We do not know—and may never know—the precise causal structure.
We cannot assign confident weights to different factors. We cannot say
“climate was 40% responsible and invasion 30% and internal factors
30%” because such precision is not available from the evidence we have.

What we can do is understand why we do not know. The uncer-
tainty is not vague fog but specific gaps: we lack texts from most
destruction sites, we lack clear identification of the attackers, we lack
continuous records that would let us trace the sequence of failures. If
we understood these gaps, we would understand what new evidence
might resolve them—and we would recognize what questions may be
permanently beyond our reach.

9.9 Lessons from Catastrophe

What can the Bronze Age Collapse teach us, beyond the specific details
of thirteenth-century bceMediterranean history?

The first lesson is methodological: different evidence types yield
different pictures. Literary sources emphasize the actors ancient writ-
ers found important—kings, enemies, gods. Archaeological evidence
emphasizes durable materials and settlement patterns. Climate prox-
ies emphasize environmental conditions. Each perspective is partial;
synthesis requires combining them while acknowledging that they may
not fit together smoothly.

The second lesson is about causation: complex events rarely have
simple causes. The search for a “prime mover”—a single factor that
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explains everything—is natural but often misleading. Historical reality
is usually multi-causal, and the causes interact in ways that resist simple
accounting. This does not mean anything goes; some proposed causes
can be ruled out, others are better supported. But it means we should
be suspicious of any explanation that seems too tidy.

The third lesson is about resilience and fragility. The Bronze Age
palace economies were sophisticated, interconnected, and vulnerable.
Their sophistication was their vulnerability: the same complexity that
enabled long-distance trade and administrative coordination made the
system fragile to disruption at multiple points. Simpler societies—less
impressive to archaeologists—were more robust.

You might ask: is this relevant to contemporary concerns about
climate change, globalization, and systemic risk?

The comparison has been made explicitly by scholars like Eric Cline,
who connected the Bronze Age Collapse to contemporary anxieties.
The parallel has some validity. Our modern global systems are intercon-
nected in ways that would have been familiar to a Ugaritic merchant:
goods flow across continents, and disruption anywhere creates disrup-
tion everywhere. The COVID-19 pandemic offered a small taste of
supply-chain fragility; climate change may offer larger tests.

But the analogy has limits. Modern societies have technologies for
information storage, communication, and recovery that Bronze Age
palaces lacked. We know collapse is possible—the Bronze Age example
proves it—and knowledge may enable prevention in ways that were
not available to palace administrators who had never seen comparable
catastrophe.

The honest assessment is that we do not know whether the Bronze
Age Collapse is a precedent or an anomaly. The evidence does not
generate confident predictions about modern risks. But it does demon-
strate that complex, interconnected, apparently stable systems can fail
comprehensively within a generation. That knowledge should inform
contemporary planning without determining it.

The fourth lesson is humility. For all our methods and all our evi-
dence, the Bronze Age Collapse remains partially mysterious. We have
learned an enormous amount, and we have not solved the problem.
Future evidence and future frameworks will surely advance under-
standing, but they will probably also reveal new complexities. The
ancient world does not yield its secrets easily, and some secrets may be
permanently kept.

9.10 From Collapse to Empire

We have spent this chapter with evidence that refuses to converge and
questions that resist resolution. This is the reality of ancient history for



144 the ancient world as laboratory

many problems: the surviving evidence constrains without determin-
ing, and honest assessment must acknowledge genuine uncertainty.

Yet something did emerge from the Bronze Age wreckage. In Greece,
the “Dark Age” eventually gave way to the archaic period—colonization,
alphabetic writing, the polis, and eventually the classical civilization
that still shapes Western thought. In the Levant, new peoples including
the Philistines and Phoenicians developed distinctive cultures. The
Phoenicians in particular would spread alphabetic writing across the
Mediterranean, giving literacy to societies that had lost it or never had
it.

The Mediterranean would be reconnected. Trade networks would
be rebuilt. New empires would rise—Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian,
and eventually the empire that would most shape subsequent Western
history.

Rome.
We turn in our next chapter to Rome—not to its fall, which will

occupy us later, but to an earlier transformation. In the first century
bce, the Roman Republic gave way to what we call the Principate,
the rule of emperors disguised as first citizens. This transition hap-
pened not through catastrophic collapse but through civil war, political
manipulation, and eventually the triumph of one man: Augustus.

For this transformation, our evidence is vastly richer than anything
available for the Bronze Age. We have literary sources in abundance:
historians, poets, orators, letter writers. We have inscriptions by the
thousands. We have coins that track the propaganda of competing
factions. We have monuments that still stand.

But the methodological challenges are not simpler. When a trans-
formation presents itself as restoration, when propaganda penetrates
every source, when the winners wrote the history, how do we see
what actually changed? The skills developed reading the fragmentary
evidence of Bronze Age destruction will prove essential for reading the
sophisticated evidence of Roman revolution.

The ancient world keeps its secrets in different ways. Sometimes it
simply fails to speak, as in the long silence between the fall of Pylos
and the first Greek alphabetic inscriptions. Sometimes it speaks in
ways designed to mislead, as in the reliefs of Medinet Habu. And
sometimes it speaks at great length while burying the truth under
layers of sophisticated rhetoric.

Let us see how we fare when the sources multiply but the truth does
not become clearer.



10
From Republic to Empire

I transferred the Republic from my own power
to the dominion of the Senate and people of
Rome.

Augustus—Res Gestae 34

10.1 The Revolution That Called Itself a Restoration

In January of 27 bce, a man stood before the Roman Senate who
had risen to power through civil war, proscription, and the systematic
elimination of rivals. His armies had crushed every opponent. His
wealth exceeded that of the Roman state itself. His word determined
who lived and who died.

He announced that he was giving the Republic back.
The Senate, many of whose members owed their lives and fortunes

to his favor, responded by heaping honors upon him—including the
name “Augustus,” previously reserved for temples and sacred objects.
They voted him control of the most important provinces. They assigned
him command of most of Rome’s legions. They made him, in effect,
monarch of the Roman world while carefully avoiding the word “king.”

The Republic, officially, was restored. Power, actually, was concen-
trated in the hands of one man as never before in Roman history.

This is not hypocrisy in any simple sense. Augustus and his con-
temporaries appear to have genuinely believed, or at least successfully
performed belief, that what they were creating was a restoration rather
than a revolution. The evidence from the period—literary, epigraphic,
numismatic, architectural—consistently presents the Augustan settle-
ment as a return to traditional order after the chaos of civil war. The
chaos was real; the civil wars had killed hundreds of thousands. The
return to order was also real; peace did come. Whether it was a
“restoration” is the question that will occupy us for this chapter.
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Here is our methodological puzzle: How do we penetrate an ideol-
ogy so successful that it pervades every source? The literary accounts
we possess were written by men who lived under the Principate and
depended on imperial favor. The inscriptions were commissioned by
the regime or by those seeking its approval. The coins were struck
by state mints to communicate official messages. The buildings were
constructed to embody the new order’s values. Even the “opposition”
voices that survive—Tacitus, writing a century later—are shaped by
their reaction against imperial ideology rather than independent of it.

Think of it this way: we are trying to read a palimpsest.1 The 1 A palimpsest is a manuscript that has
been scraped clean and rewritten, but
where traces of the earlier text remain
visible beneath the new writing.

Augustan regime wrote its story over the surface of Roman history,
but traces of what lay beneath—the violence, the coercion, the radical
transformation—show through if we know how to look. The historian’s
task is learning to see both layers: what the surface says, and what
shows through despite it.

In our previous chapter, we confronted sources that refused to speak
clearly about the Bronze Age Collapse. Here we face the opposite
problem: sources that speak volubly, eloquently, and consistently—but
in a voice orchestrated by power. The fragmentary evidence of 1200

bceand the abundant evidence of 27 bcepose different challenges, but
both require the same fundamental skill: reading against the grain,
hearing what sources do not intend to say.

Let us begin not with theory but with a monument—a text carved in
stone that tells us exactly what Augustus wanted the world to know.

10.2 Propaganda in Stone: The Res Gestae

After Augustus died in 14 ce, his political testament was inscribed on
bronze tablets and displayed outside his Mausoleum in Rome. That
version is lost, but copies were carved on temple walls throughout the
provinces. The best-preserved copy survives on the Temple of Rome
and Augustus at Ancyra—modern Ankara, Turkey—where the Latin
text fills the interior walls and a Greek translation continues on the
exterior.

The Res Gestae Divi Augusti—“The Achievements of the Divine
Augustus”—is thirty-five chapters of careful self-presentation.2 He 2 The text was composed by Augustus

himself, or under his close supervision,
and deposited with the Vestal Virgins be-
fore his death.

catalogues his honors, his expenditures, and his accomplishments. He
lists the offices he held, the buildings he constructed, the shows he
sponsored, the veterans he settled, the territories he conquered. The
tone is restrained, almost bureaucratic—a deliberate contrast to the
florid rhetoric of the late Republic. Here is a man simply recording
facts.

Let us examine how those facts are selected.
The document opens:
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In my nineteenth year, on my own initiative and at my own expense, I raised
an army by means of which I restored liberty to the republic, which had been
oppressed by the tyranny of a faction.

—Res Gestae 1

What the Res Gestae says: A young man saved the Republic from
tyrants.

What the Res Gestae does not say: That this “faction” included the
legally appointed consuls of the Roman state. That the “army” was
raised in direct defiance of the Senate. That “restoring liberty” involved
proscriptions that killed approximately three hundred senators and
two thousand equestrians—their names posted publicly, their property
confiscated, rewards offered to anyone who brought in their heads.3 3 The triumviral proscriptions of 43

bceare described in gruesome detail by
later historians like Appian. Cicero was
among the victims.

That the young Octavian paid his soldiers by promising them the lands
and wealth of his enemies.

The Res Gestae presents itself as a complete record. Its power lies
not in what it claims but in what it silently excludes. The civil wars
appear as a regrettable necessity, already concluded. The names of
enemies—Marcus Antonius, Sextus Pompeius, the proscribed—never
appear. Antonius, who had ruled half the Roman world, who had
been consul, triumvir, the father of Augustus’s grandchildren, is simply
absent from the record. The blood has been washed away; only the
restoration remains.

You might ask: is this not just obvious propaganda? Everyone knows
political leaders exaggerate their achievements. Why should we take
this document seriously?

Because the Res Gestae was not merely propaganda directed at a
gullible public—it was the self-presentation adopted by the regime
and internalized by the elite who served it. When Augustan poets
celebrate the pax Augusta and the restoration of traditional values, they
are working within this framework. When provincial cities erected
temples to “Rome and Augustus,” they were accepting this vocabulary.
The ideology was not a thin veneer over naked power; it was a structural
element of the new order. To understand how the Principate functioned,
we must understand how it described itself to itself.

Consider the key terms that appear throughout the document.
Res publica restituta—“the Republic restored”—is the central claim.

Augustus did not create a new government; he returned an old one. The
claim is audacious. The Republic had been characterized by competition
among aristocratic families for offices, commands, and honors. Under
Augustus, all such competition was channeled through one man. But
the forms persisted: consuls were still elected, the Senate still met, the
assemblies still voted. Augustus could claim restoration because he
had not abolished the institutions, merely hollowed them out.
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Auctoritas—“influence” or “prestige”—is how Augustus describes
his actual power. “After that time,” he writes in chapter 34, “I exceeded
all others in authority, but I possessed no more official power than
those who were my colleagues in each magistracy.” This is technically
true and substantively false. Augustus held no special office that his
colleagues lacked. He simply held more offices, commanded more
legions, controlled more money, and had more clients than anyone else
in Roman history. His auctoritas was overwhelming precisely because
it rested on these material foundations, not on formal constitutional
position.

Princeps—“first citizen”—is the term Augustus preferred for his
position. Not rex, king, which would have been fatal.4 Not dictator, 4 Julius Caesar was assassinated in part

because he was suspected of seeking the
title of king. Augustus learned from his
adoptive father’s mistake.

which Caesar had held and which Augustus ostentatiously refused. Just
the first among equals—the most respected senator, the most honored
citizen. The vocabulary of monarchy was carefully avoided while its
substance was established.

Let us read the Res Gestae against the grain. What does it reveal
despite itself?

First, the scale of Augustus’s wealth and spending power. He lists
his expenditures in staggering detail: 600 million sesterces distributed
to the Roman plebs, 400 million to veterans, public buildings beyond
counting. No republican magistrate had ever commanded such re-
sources. The very ability to enumerate these gifts reveals a concentra-
tion of wealth incompatible with competitive aristocratic politics.

Second, the transformation of traditional offices. Augustus lists
his consulships—thirteen of them—but he emphasizes his tribunician
power, which he held continuously from 23 bce. The tribunate had
been a plebeian office designed to protect commoners from aristocratic
abuse. Augustus turned it into the constitutional basis for permanent
oversight of the state. The old office, repurposed for new power.

Third, the extent of military control. Lists of legions settled, wars
commanded, frontiers established. The army that had been the instru-
ment of aristocratic competition was now the instrument of one man.
The legions swore loyalty to Augustus personally. Their pay came from
treasuries he controlled. The republic of citizen-soldiers had become
the empire of a professional army loyal to its paymaster.

Fourth, the erasure of collegial governance. Republican magistracies
were held in pairs precisely to prevent concentration of power. The Res
Gestae is relentlessly first-person singular: I raised the army, I gave the
money, I restored the temples. Where are the colleagues?

The Res Gestae is invaluable evidence—not primarily for “what
Augustus did” but for how the regime constructed its legitimacy. Every
claim, every omission, every word choice is data about the ideology of
the Principate.
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10.3 The Penetration of Official Ideology

The Res Gestae was carved in stone, but Augustan ideology was written
into every medium of Roman cultural production. Let us consider how
completely the victor’s perspective saturated the surviving evidence.

The Augustan age witnessed an explosion of Latin literature: Vir-
gil’s Aeneid, Horace’s Odes, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Livy’s monumental
history of Rome, Propertius’s elegies. These works are among the
greatest achievements of Latin literature. They also operated within net-
works of patronage centered on Augustus and his associates, especially
Maecenas, whose literary circle included Virgil and Horace.5 5 Gaius Maecenas was Augustus’s close

friend and political operative. His name
has become synonymous with literary
patronage.

This does not mean the poets were simply hired propagandists. Vir-
gil’s Aeneid is far too complex for that—we will return to its complica-
tions shortly. But it does mean that literary production occurred within
a patronage system where the regime’s favor mattered for careers, for
resources, for the survival of one’s work. Even apparent criticism
operated within permitted bounds. When Livy expressed nostalgia
for republican virtue, Augustus reportedly called him a “Pompeian”—
apparently without consequence. The permitted opposition posed no
threat.

You might ask: if ideology is everywhere in the sources, how can we
possibly escape it?

We cannot escape entirely. But we can triangulate. Different evidence
types have different biases, and where they diverge, we learn something.
Let us examine how material evidence—archaeology and numismatics—
can provide partial independence from literary sources.

Consider the timing of Augustan coinage. Coins struck during the
civil war period (44–31 bce) show martial imagery: legionary eagles,
warships, military symbols. The message is clear: Octavian is a war
leader. Coins struck after 27 bceshow different imagery: symbols of
peace, religious restoration, traditional values. The shift is visible and
datable. We can see when the regime changed its message because we
can date the coins.

Or consider the Forum of Augustus, dedicated in 2 bce.6 The com- 6 The Forum of Augustus adjoined Julius
Caesar’s forum and lay near the ancient
Forum Romanum. Substantial remains
are still visible in Rome.

plex centered on a temple to Mars Ultor—Mars the Avenger—vowed
at the Battle of Philippi in 42 bcewhen Octavian avenged Caesar’s
assassination. Two hemicycles flanked the temple, filled with statues
of summi viri—the greatest men of Roman history. On one side stood
the Julian ancestors, from Aeneas through the kings of Alba Longa to
the gens Julia. On the other stood the great generals and statesmen of
the Republic. Each statue had an inscribed elogium summarizing the
figure’s achievements.

The forum embodied a specific vision of history. The Republican
heroes were claimed as predecessors, their achievements leading natu-
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rally to Augustus’s culminating restoration. The Julian ancestors traced
Augustus’s lineage to Venus through Aeneas. Past and present were
woven together in stone and bronze.

But the selections reveal the ideology’s limits. Which republican
figures were honored? Which omitted? The elogia that survive in frag-
ments favor military achievement and traditional virtue over political
opposition to one-man rule. Cato the Younger, who killed himself
rather than submit to Caesar, does not appear to have been included.7 7 The evidence is fragmentary, but no el-

ogium for Cato has been identified among
the surviving inscriptions from the Fo-
rum of Augustus.

The republican liberty that some of these figures had died defending
was not what the forum commemorated.

You might ask: how do we know the forum’s iconography was
“political” rather than just decorative? Maybe Augustus simply wanted
to honor Roman heroes without deeper ideological purpose.

We know because we can compare. Republican building had been
episodic, competitive, and relatively modest in scale. Individual aristo-
crats built temples and basilicas to advertise their own achievements,
each competing with the others. Augustan building was systematic,
centrally coordinated, and unprecedented in scope. Augustus claimed
to have restored eighty-two temples in a single year. He transformed
the physical fabric of Rome so thoroughly that he could plausibly
claim to have “found Rome a city of brick and left it a city of marble.”
Archaeological survey confirms massive construction throughout his
reign.

The change in pattern is itself evidence of transformed political
conditions. Only someone with extraordinary resources and centralized
control could achieve such transformation. The buildings demonstrate
what the Res Gestae claims: one man had accumulated wealth and
power beyond anything the Republic had known.

10.4 Tracking Power Through People: The Prosopographical
Method

We have examined what the regime said about itself. Let us now
examine what it did—specifically, who actually held power as the
Republic became the Principate.

Prosopography is the systematic study of individuals: their careers,
family connections, marriages, and relationships.8 In Roman history, 8 The term comes from the Greek proso-

pon, “face” or “person.”it means tracking who held what offices, who married whom, who
advanced under whose patronage. The method sounds tedious. It is
tedious. It is also revelatory.

The data sources are extensive. Roman inscriptions provide rich
prosopographical material. Consular lists record who held the highest
office, year by year, back to the beginning of the Republic. Military
diplomas name commanders. Honorific inscriptions list careers. Fu-
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nerary monuments record family relationships. When we collect every
attestation of named individuals and reconstruct their career sequences,
patterns emerge.

Let us trace what prosopography reveals about the transformation.
Consider the Roman nobility—the families that had dominated re-

publican politics, whose ancestors had held the consulship and whose
names appeared repeatedly in the lists of magistrates. In the last gener-
ation of the Republic (roughly 70–30 bce), these families were locked
in fierce competition. Pompey, Caesar, Crassus, Cicero, Cato—we know
their names because they mattered. Their competition drove the politics
of the late Republic and ultimately tore it apart.

Where were these families after Actium?
Many were simply gone. The civil wars had been catastrophically

lethal to the old aristocracy. Proscriptions killed some. Battle killed
others. Political marginalization eliminated more. By the time Augustus
established the Principate, much of the traditional nobility had been
destroyed or reduced to insignificance. The great names of the late
Republic—the Metelli, the Scipiones, the Claudii Pulchri—fade from
the record or appear only in diminished roles.

Who replaced them? Prosopographical analysis reveals the answer:
new men, promoted by Augustus, whose loyalty was personal rather
than hereditary.

Marcus Agrippa is the paradigmatic case.9 Agrippa came from 9 Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa (c. 63–12

bce) was Augustus’s most important gen-
eral and deputy. He won the naval battles
that defeated Sextus Pompeius and Mark
Antony.

an obscure family—not noble, possibly not even senatorial. He rose
through his friendship with Octavian, commanded armies and fleets,
held multiple consulships, married Augustus’s daughter Julia, and
became effectively second in command of the Roman world. His
career was impossible under the Republic; it was possible only because
personal connection to the princeps had replaced aristocratic competition
as the path to power.

The pattern recurs throughout the Augustan elite. Statilius Taurus,
who held commands and built Rome’s first permanent amphitheater,
came from outside the traditional nobility. Gaius Maecenas, though
equestrian and thus technically below senatorial rank, wielded influence
beyond most senators. The Principate created a new ruling class—men
whose position depended on Augustus and who therefore had every
reason to support the new order.

The consular lists tell the story quantitatively. Under the Republic,
the same noble families monopolized the consulship generation after
generation. Under Augustus, “new men” appeared in unprecedented
numbers. The consulship itself was transformed: instead of two consuls
serving full-year terms, Augustus introduced “suffect” consuls who
replaced the original holders partway through the year, allowing more
men to hold the honor while diluting its significance. The office that
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had been the pinnacle of aristocratic competition became a reward
distributed by the princeps.

You might ask: does prosopography tell us who held power, or does
it tell us how the system actually worked? Perhaps Augustus sim-
ply promoted competent men regardless of background—meritocracy
rather than patronage.

This objection points to prosopography’s limitation. The method
excels at identifying who held positions; it is less effective at explaining
how those positions functioned. Later scholars, especially Fergus Millar,
challenged prosopographical approaches by arguing that they obscured
the actual workings of Roman politics: the continuing role of popular
assemblies, the importance of law, the ongoing significance of senatorial
deliberation.10 The Senate still debated; the assemblies still voted; 10 Millar’s work, especially The Emperor in

the Roman World (1977), emphasized the
emperor’s responsive role—answering
petitions, hearing cases—rather than
proactive policy-making.

citizens still petitioned. Augustus’s power was not simply the power of
appointment.

The debate continues. But even Millar’s critique acknowledges what
prosopography demonstrates: the personnel of Roman politics changed
fundamentally. Whatever the processes of government, they were now
populated by men who owed their positions to Augustus.

Let us consider one particularly telling prosopographical detail.
In the last decades of the Republic, consuls typically came from a
small circle of families—perhaps thirty clans provided most holders
of the office. By the end of Augustus’s reign, the circle had expanded
dramatically, but the expansion was Augustus’s doing. He determined
who entered the Senate, who advanced to the praetorship, who reached
the consulship. The widening of opportunity was real, but it was
opportunity dispensed by one man.

The inscribed consular lists—the Fasti Capitolini set up in Augus-
tus’s own forum—tell this story for anyone who cares to read it. The
monotonous succession of noble names gives way to new names, provin-
cial names, names that no republican voter would have recognized.
The revolution is written in the lists, even if the lists themselves were
erected to celebrate continuity.

10.5 Worked Example: What the Poets Reveal Despite Them-
selves

Let us examine how to read literary evidence for political transfor-
mation when that evidence is saturated with official ideology. The
Augustan poets pose the problem sharply: Virgil’s Aeneid is simulta-
neously great literature and political document. How do we use it as
historical evidence?

The surface reading of the Aeneid is straightforward enough. The
poem celebrates Rome’s destiny, foretold from its Trojan origins. In
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Book 6, Anchises prophesies Augustus as the man who will restore the
golden age. Jupiter promises Rome imperium sine fine—empire without
end. The poem appears to be the founding epic of Augustan ideology,
and in some sense it is.

But the poem is also suffused with suffering that complicates any
triumphalist reading. Aeneas abandons Dido, who kills herself cursing
Rome.11 The conquest of Italy requires the destruction of peoples who 11 Dido’s curse—that an avenger will rise

from her bones—was traditionally read
as predicting Hannibal. The scene of Ae-
neas’s departure is one of the most emo-
tionally powerful in Latin literature.

are sympathetically portrayed. The Latin warrior Turnus, Aeneas’s final
opponent, is given some of the poem’s most moving speeches. The
poem ends not with triumph but with Aeneas killing a defeated enemy
in rage:

He sank his blade in fury in Turnus’ chest.
Then all the body slackened in death’s chill,
And with a groan for that indignity
His spirit fled into the gloom below.

—Virgil, Aeneid 12.950–952

Is this straightforward celebration? The final image is of killing, not
of peace; of rage, not of reason; of a man dying with a groan, not of a
hero triumphing.

You might ask: perhaps Virgil was simply telling a story, and we
should not over-interpret literary complexity as political commentary.
Not every dark moment is subversion.

Fair enough. But we need not resolve what Virgil personally “meant”
to extract historical evidence from the poem. We can observe what the
regime allowed and encouraged to be said. We can trace the vocabulary
and mythology that structured political discourse. We can identify
the tensions and anxieties that found expression even in celebratory
literature.

The Aeneid shows us that Augustan ideology could accommodate
complexity, ambiguity, even darkness. This itself is historically signifi-
cant. A more brittle regime might have demanded simple propaganda.
Augustus apparently tolerated—or perhaps valued—literature that ac-
knowledged the costs of Roman greatness while still affirming Roman
destiny.

A different case reveals the limits of toleration. In 8 ce, Augustus
exiled the poet Ovid to Tomis on the Black Sea.12 The poet spent his 12 Tomis, modern Constanta in Romania,

was at the edge of the Roman world.
Ovid spent his remaining years there,
pleading for recall that never came.

remaining years pleading for return. The official reason was a carmen—
a poem—and an error—a mistake—that Augustus never specified. The
vagueness was presumably deliberate; it allowed everyone to imagine
the worst.

What had Ovid done? His erotic poetry celebrated a sexuality that
contradicted Augustan moral legislation, which promoted traditional
marriage and childbearing. His Ars Amatoria—“The Art of Love”—was
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a handbook for seduction that mocked the very values the regime pro-
moted. Perhaps this was enough. Or perhaps the error was something
more concrete: witnessing a scandal involving the imperial family,
being involved in political intrigue, offending Augustus personally. We
do not know.

What we do know is that Augustus had the power to destroy a
career with a word. The constitutional restoration that gave power
back to Senate and people had somehow left the princeps able to exile
a citizen without trial, without formal charge, without any process
recognizable as republican. The palimpsest again: beneath the surface
of constitutional forms, the reality of autocratic power shows through.

Let us note another revealing case. Horace, in his Odes, celebrated
Augustus repeatedly. Yet even Horace’s praise contains moments of
resistance. His famous Ode 3.2 declares dulce et decorum est pro patria
mori—“sweet and fitting it is to die for one’s country”—but the poem’s
context complicates the sentiment. The same poet who wrote patriotic
verse also wrote the Epodes, which include brutally realistic depictions
of civil war’s horrors. Was Horace a sincere supporter or a sophisti-
cated ironist? The question cannot be definitively answered, which
is itself significant. The Augustan literary system tolerated, perhaps
required, a degree of ambiguity. Total propaganda might have been
counterproductive; nuanced literature served the regime better.

You might ask: if Augustan poets were permitted some irony and
complexity, does that mean the regime was not really authoritarian?

The question misconstrues how cultural control works. Augustus
did not need to censor every ambiguous line. He needed to ensure that
literary production occurred within a framework where his position
was fundamental. Poets could question, hint, ironize—but they could
not openly challenge the settlement. The freedom was real and the
limits were real, and both facts are historically significant.

10.6 When Did the Republic End?

Students often ask what seems like a simple question: when did the
Roman Republic become the Empire? The question proves unanswer-
able in the form asked, but the reasons for its unanswerability teach us
something about historical change.

Let us consider the candidates.
49 bce: Caesar crosses the Rubicon with his legions, beginning civil

war. But the Republic continued to function nominally throughout
Caesar’s dictatorship. Magistrates were elected. The Senate met. The
forms persisted.
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44 bce: Caesar is assassinated, but this triggered renewed civil war
rather than restoration. If the Republic had been alive, the conspirators
failed to resuscitate it.

31 bce: Octavian defeats Antony at Actium, ending the last civil war.
But the constitutional settlement came later, and Octavian’s position
remained legally ambiguous for years.

27 bce: The “restoration of the Republic” and the grant of the name
Augustus. But this was supposedly when the Republic was restored, not
ended. To date the Empire from 27 bceaccepts the Augustan claim that
what preceded was disorder and what followed was restoration.

23 bce: Augustus’s final constitutional settlement, when he resigned
the consulship and received tribunician power and imperium maius. But
by 23 bce, the transformation was already well advanced.

You might ask: if there is no clear end date, does the question become
meaningless?

No—but it must be reframed. Instead of asking “when did X end?”
we ask “how did X transform?” and “what aspects of X persisted, and
what changed?” Different aspects of the Republic changed at different
rates.

Competitive aristocratic politics effectively ended with the proscrip-
tions and civil wars. By 31 bce, there was no one left to compete with
Octavian. The traditional nobility had been decimated.

The republican constitution, by contrast, persisted in form for cen-
turies. Consuls were elected under the Principate. The Senate met.
Laws were passed by proper procedure. The forms remained long after
the substance had changed.

Roman political culture—the values, assumptions, and vocabulary
of republican citizenship—transformed gradually over generations.
Romans of Augustus’s time still thought of themselves as citizens of
a republic. Their grandchildren increasingly thought of themselves as
subjects of an emperor. The cultural transformation was slower than
the political one.

Consider how Romans themselves dated events. They counted
years by consulships—“in the consulship of X and Y”—a practice that
continued for centuries after the consulship had become ceremonial.
The calendar itself embedded republican assumptions even as imperial
power rendered them fictitious. When we ask “when did the Republic
end?” we are asking a question Romans would not have formulated that
way. For them, the Republic persisted because the vocabulary persisted.
The transformation happened within the language, not through its
replacement.

The methodological lesson is that “the fall of the Republic in 27 bce”
is a conventional date for pedagogical convenience, not a historical fact.
Political transformation is a process, not an event. Our periodization
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schemes should reflect this complexity rather than obscure it. When
we write “the late Republic” or “the early Empire,” we are imposing
categories that ancient Romans did not use. These categories are useful—
we need some way to organize historical time—but they are ours, not
theirs.

10.7 The Metacognitive Problem

Let us step back to consider a philosophical difficulty that underlies
everything we have discussed: the problem of trusting transformed
institutions to report on their own transformation.

The Principate created the institutional apparatus—the archives, the
literary patronage, the educational system—that produced and pre-
served the sources we use to study its own creation. This is not unique
to Rome; it is a general problem for studying political transformation.
The new regime controls the record of its own origins.

Consider the logical structure of the problem. To evaluate the
regime’s account of itself, we need independent evidence. But the
regime’s control over evidence production limits such independence.
We are trying to verify claims using evidence produced by the claimants.
This is not quite circular, but it creates systematic bias that we cannot
fully escape.

You might ask: but do we not have evidence from before Augustus?
Can we not compare republican sources with Augustan sources and
see the transformation?

We have some such evidence, but less than we might hope. The his-
torical accounts of the civil wars written by contemporaries are almost
entirely lost. Asinius Pollio wrote a history; Cremutius Cordus wrote
a history; others wrote histories. They survive only in fragments and
references.13 What we have from the period before Augustus is literary 13 Cremutius Cordus was forced to com-

mit suicide under Tiberius for prais-
ing Brutus and Cassius in his history.
His books were ordered burned, though
copies survived.

and oratorical—Cicero’s speeches, primarily—not historiographical.
The comprehensive historical accounts that survive were written under
the Principate: Livy stopped before the civil wars, and later historians
like Appian and Cassius Dio wrote under the established regime.

How do we proceed given these limitations?
Triangulation helps. Material evidence provides partial indepen-

dence from literary sources. Buildings cannot lie about their existence,
though they can be interpreted various ways. Coin debasement reveals
fiscal pressures that official accounts might minimize. Archaeological
evidence of destruction or construction establishes facts that texts might
omit.

Temporal distance helps. Later sources—Tacitus, Cassius Dio, Suetonius—
wrote under different regimes with different interests. Their biases
differ from Augustan biases. Tacitus’s senatorial hostility to emperors
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is a bias, but a different bias from Augustan celebration. The contrast
between sources is itself informative.

Internal contradictions help. The most careful ideological construc-
tions still contain tensions. The Res Gestae claims both restoration and
unprecedented honors; the contradiction is visible if we look. Augustan
poetry celebrates peace while depicting the violence required to achieve
it. These tensions reveal the seams in the ideological fabric.

Comparative analysis helps. Other political transformations—the
French Revolution, the Russian Revolution, the American founding—
produced similar patterns of victor’s history. Studying how historians
have penetrated those ideologies provides methods applicable to Rome.
The problems are not identical, but the strategies transfer.

What we cannot achieve is certainty. We cannot escape to a “view
from nowhere” outside the ideological field. Every reading of the
evidence is shaped by our own frameworks, questions, and political
contexts. Syme’s reading was shaped by 1930s fascism; later readings
have been shaped by different moments.

The honest conclusion is disciplined uncertainty: knowing what
we know, what we might know, and what remains beyond recovery.
The palimpsest can be read, but we cannot restore the original text
completely. We see traces; we do not see the whole.

This problem recurs whenever we study political transformation
using sources produced by the transformed system. Learning to navi-
gate it for Rome teaches us to navigate it elsewhere. The regime that
calls itself a restoration while transforming everything is not unique to
antiquity.

10.8 From Political to Religious Transformation

We have learned to see through Augustus’s claim to have restored
the Republic. The sources speak with one voice, but that voice is
orchestrated. The material evidence reveals what the literary sources
obscure. The prosopographical method traces actual power behind
constitutional forms. The ideology was successful—so successful that
it still shapes how we think about the period—but it was ideology
nonetheless.

The tools we have developed work. Reading against the grain,
triangulating between source types, tracking who actually held power
rather than who claimed what offices: these methods penetrate the
Augustan facade, at least partially. We cannot achieve certainty, but
we can achieve calibrated uncertainty—understanding both what the
evidence supports and where our knowledge fails.
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Now we face a different challenge. In the next chapter, we turn
to the emergence of Christianity—a transformation that poses similar
methodological problems in more difficult forms.

Like the Augustan regime, Christianity eventually controlled the
sources for its own origins. The church determined what texts survived,
how they were transmitted, and how they were interpreted. Like
Augustan ideology, Christian self-understanding pervades the evidence.
The palimpsest metaphor applies: the church wrote its story over
earlier materials, and traces of what lay beneath show through only
imperfectly.

But the early Christian case differs in crucial ways. The movement
was initially marginal, leaving few contemporary traces outside its
own literature. The sources are internally produced—letters, gospels,
acts—rather than externally observed. The transformation in question
is religious and social, not merely political, and operates by different
dynamics. And the tradition remains living: millions of believers have
spiritual investment in how the history is told.

Can we see through the early church’s claims about its own origins
as we have learned to see through Augustus’s? What would “seeing
through” even mean when the sources are overwhelmingly internal, the
material evidence is sparse, and living communities trace their identity
to the events in question?

The methodological challenges are familiar—ideology pervading
sources, transformed institutions controlling the record, the need to
read against the grain. But they take new forms that will require
adaptation of the tools we have developed.

Rome provides essential context for this task. Christianity emerged
in a Roman province, spread through Roman roads and trade net-
works, and eventually became Rome’s official religion. The apparatus
of the Principate—its administration, its communications, its religious
syncretism—shaped how the new movement developed. Understand-
ing Augustus helps us understand the world in which Jesus and Paul
lived.

Let us see what happens when the sources multiply but speak with
one voice, when the evidence is rich but produced by the movement
itself, when the transformation we study transformed the very frame-
works through which we study it.
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The Movement That Controlled Its Own Sources

The letter kills, but the spirit gives life.

2 Corinthians 3:6

11.1 The Archive That Archived Itself

Imagine you are a detective investigating a crime that occurred eighty
years ago. The witnesses are dead. The physical evidence has been
rearranged or destroyed. But you have been given access to an extensive
archive assembled by the descendants of the prime suspect—documents
they collected, selected, copied, and arranged according to their own
interests. Some papers that once existed were deemed unsuitable and
destroyed; others were preserved in hundreds of copies. The archive
is rich, detailed, internally consistent, and completely controlled by
parties with stakes in the outcome.

This is the situation facing historians of early Christianity.
We possess approximately twenty-seven books of the New Testament,

dozens of later texts, extensive commentary from church fathers, and
scattered references from pagan and Jewish observers. The evidence
is, by ancient standards, extraordinary in its volume. A provincial
Jewish teacher who left no writings and was executed as a criminal in
approximately 30 cegenerated more documentation than most Roman
emperors. Yet almost every word of this documentation was produced
by people who believed that teacher was God incarnate, selected by
communities that had theological investments in particular interpreta-
tions, and transmitted by institutions that defined themselves through
these texts.

Think of it as an echo chamber that echoes across two millennia.1 The 1 I will return to this acoustic metaphor.
An echo chamber does not invent sounds,
but it amplifies some frequencies while
dampening others. The original voice
can sometimes be recovered, but only by
understanding the chamber’s properties.

original sounds—what Jesus said, what the first communities practiced,
what Paul actually wrote—reverberated through communities that
heard selectively. Each generation passed on what resonated with their
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concerns. The canonical process of the fourth century formalized what
had already been happening informally: certain notes were amplified
until they dominated, while others faded to silence.

In our previous chapter, we learned to read through Augustan
ideology—to see the revolution behind the restoration, the autocracy
behind the constitutional forms. The palimpsest could be read be-
cause we had multiple evidence types: archaeology, prosopography,
numismatics. We could triangulate.

For early Christianity, triangulation is harder. The archaeological
evidence is sparse until the third century. External literary references
are rare and brief. We are inside the echo chamber, trying to recover
original sounds from their reverberations.

This is not cause for despair. It is cause for methodological sophisti-
cation of the highest order. The tools we have developed throughout
this book reach their maximum application here. Let us see how they
work when pushed to their limits.

11.2 Authentic Paul, Disputed Paul, and the Problem of Pseude-
pigraphy

Let us begin with our earliest Christian documents: the letters of Paul.
These epistles predate the Gospels by decades and provide our only
direct access to a first-generation Christian leader who claims to have
seen the risen Christ. But which letters did Paul actually write?

The traditional Pauline corpus includes thirteen letters. Paul ap-
parently wrote prolifically—or someone wrote prolifically in his name.
Disentangling the two is our first exercise in source criticism.

Consider the letter to Philemon. It is brief, personal, and concerns
a specific situation: a slave named Onesimus has run away from his
master Philemon, encountered Paul in prison, and converted to Chris-
tianity. Paul sends Onesimus back with this letter, asking Philemon
to receive him “no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear
brother.” The letter names specific individuals, presupposes a specific
congregation, and addresses a concrete problem. No one doubts Paul
wrote it.2 2 The letter’s very triviality is evidence of

authenticity. Why would anyone forge
a brief personal note about a runaway
slave? There is no theological point to
make, no institutional interest to serve.

Now consider the letter to Titus. It too is addressed to a specific
individual and concerns practical matters: appointing elders in Crete,
dealing with rebellious people, teaching proper behavior. But the vocab-
ulary differs markedly from Philemon. The letter uses 306 words that
appear nowhere else in the Pauline corpus, many of which are character-
istic of second-century Christian literature. The Greek style is smoother,
less urgent, more administrative. The concerns are institutional—
church hierarchy, proper conduct, sound doctrine—rather than the
apocalyptic expectation that pervades Paul’s undisputed letters.
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How do scholars adjudicate such differences? The methods are pre-
cisely those we developed in Chapter 2 for evaluating literary sources,
but applied with unusual intensity.

Vocabulary analysis is the starting point. Every author has charac-
teristic words and phrases. Paul uses pneumatikos (spiritual), eleutheria
(freedom), dikaiosyne (righteousness) in distinctive ways. The Pastoral
Epistles—1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus—lack these characteristic
terms while introducing vocabulary alien to the undisputed letters. Sta-
tistical analysis of word frequency suggests different authors, though
such analysis must be used cautiously; an author’s vocabulary can shift
over time and topic.

Theological consistency provides another criterion. The undisputed
letters argue vigorously about law, grace, and the relationship between
Jewish and Gentile Christians. Paul expects the imminent return of
Christ; he tells the Thessalonians that “we who are still alive” will
be caught up to meet the Lord in the air. He shows little interest in
church organization because he expects the present age to end soon.
The Pastoral Epistles presuppose these debates are settled and focus
on managing a church that will persist for generations. They describe
bishops, elders, and deacons in established hierarchies. They address
questions about proper behavior for widows and slaves. The urgency
is gone; the institution has arrived.

Historical fit matters as well. The Pastoral Epistles describe Timothy
and Titus in situations that do not match the narrative we can recon-
struct from Acts and the undisputed letters. They presuppose church
structures that developed after Paul’s death. They address heresies—
proto-Gnostic ideas about knowledge and the material world—that
became prominent in the second century.

You might ask: perhaps Paul simply changed his mind. People do
mature, their concerns shift, their vocabulary evolves. Why assume
pseudepigraphy rather than development?

The objection is fair, and the question cannot be definitively an-
swered. But the convergence of evidence—vocabulary, style, theology,
historical fit—points in one direction. Moreover, pseudepigraphy was
common in the ancient world and was not considered forgery in our
sense.3 A Pauline school may have extended Paul’s legacy to new 3 The philosopher Plato’s Seventh Letter

may be pseudepigraphic. Letters circu-
lated under Socrates’ name. The practice
was accepted, even expected, for students
writing in their teachers’ names.

situations, writing what Paul “would have said” had he faced second-
century challenges. For historians, this matters enormously. A letter
written by Paul in 55 ceis evidence for Christianity in the 50s; a letter
written in Paul’s name in 100 ceis evidence for how Paul was being
interpreted half a century after his death.

Modern scholarship divides the Pauline corpus into three categories.
The undisputed letters—Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Gala-
tians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon—are accepted as au-
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thentic by virtually all scholars. The disputed letters—Colossians, Eph-
esians, and 2 Thessalonians—generate substantial debate; respectable
scholars argue both sides. The Pastoral Epistles—1 Timothy, 2 Timothy,
and Titus—are considered pseudepigraphic by most scholars, though
not all.

The implications for historical reconstruction are profound. If we use
all thirteen letters as evidence for “Paul,” we get a figure who started
as an apocalyptic radical expecting the imminent end and finished as
a proto-institutionalist concerned with church hierarchy and proper
women’s conduct. If we use only the seven undisputed letters, we get a
consistent apocalyptic visionary who expected Christ’s return within
his lifetime and cared little for the institutional church because there
would be no institution—the end was near.

The “real Paul” is a methodological construct. The construction
depends on which texts we admit as evidence. This is source criticism at
its most consequential. The echo chamber amplified certain frequencies;
we must filter them to hear the original voice.

11.3 The Winnowing of the Canon

The Pauline letters survived because they were canonical—included
in the New Testament and therefore copied in the scriptoria of every
monastery. But the New Testament itself was a construction. Let us
examine how that construction shapes what we can know.

In the second, third, and fourth centuries, Christian communities
possessed many texts claiming apostolic origin. Gospels attributed
to Thomas, Peter, Philip, and Mary Magdalene circulated alongside
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Acts of Paul, Acts of Peter, Acts
of Thomas described apostolic adventures. Apocalypses attributed
to Peter, Paul, and others competed with John’s Revelation. Letters
circulated under the names of Clement, Barnabas, and Ignatius.

The process by which twenty-seven books became “the New Tes-
tament” was gradual and contested.4 Different churches recognized 4 The earliest surviving list matching our

New Testament canon is Athanasius’s
Easter Letter of 367 ce—more than three
centuries after Jesus’s death.

different books. The Syrian church long rejected Revelation; the Western
church was slow to accept Hebrews. The Muratorian Fragment, prob-
ably from the late second century, already distinguishes authoritative
texts from those suitable only for private reading.

The criteria for canonicity centered on apostolic origin (real or per-
ceived), widespread use in churches, and consistency with developing
orthodoxy. Texts that supported emerging mainstream positions were
copied and preserved; texts that supported losing positions were not.

The survival rate differs by orders of magnitude. We possess over
5,000 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament—more than for any
other ancient text. The Gospel of Thomas, by contrast, survived com-
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plete only because a single copy was buried in a jar at Nag Hammadi
in Egypt, probably during a fourth-century purge of heretical litera-
ture. Until that 1945 discovery, the Gospel of Thomas was known only
through hostile references by church fathers attacking it.

You might ask: but if the canonical texts were selected because they
represented what most Christians believed, doesn’t canonical selection
simply reflect majority opinion? Why treat it as distorting?

The objection would be compelling if “majority opinion” had been
determined by free and open discussion. It was not. The fourth-century
church was closely allied with imperial power. Constantine convened
the Council of Nicaea in 325; emperors thereafter intervened repeatedly
in theological disputes. The “majority” that determined the canon was
shaped by political power as much as by spiritual discernment. Once a
position became imperially backed orthodoxy, alternative views were
suppressed, their books burned, their adherents exiled or worse.

Moreover, even before Constantine, the selection process was not
neutral. Communities copied texts that reinforced their practices and
beliefs. A text that challenged local leadership would not be copied
by that leadership. A gospel that complicated preferred theological
positions would not be read aloud in worship. The echo chamber was
operating long before the canon was formally closed.

The result is systematic survival bias. We know Christianity as it
presented itself to itself after winning. We glimpse alternative Christian-
ities only through fragments, quotations in hostile sources, and chance
archaeological finds. The library at Nag Hammadi included over fifty
texts representing “Gnostic” Christianity—movements emphasizing
secret knowledge for salvation. Before this discovery, Gnosticism was
known mainly through the attacks of Irenaeus and other heresiologists.
Now we can read what Gnostics actually wrote, and the church fathers
were not always fair summarizers.

Consider the echo chamber metaphor again. The canonical process
was not merely selection; it was active dampening. Texts that made
sounds the emerging church did not want amplified were removed from
the chamber. The echoes we hear are systematically unrepresentative
of the original diversity.

This does not mean the canonical texts are worthless as evidence—
quite the opposite. The Gospels contain traditions about Jesus that pre-
date their composition. Paul’s letters preserve genuine first-generation
material. But using these texts as evidence requires constant awareness
of the filters they passed through. Every text that survived was useful
to someone who chose to preserve it.
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11.4 A Bureaucrat Encounters an Echo

Let us turn to evidence from outside the echo chamber. Such evidence is
rare and precious precisely because it was not filtered through Christian
selection processes.

In 112 ce, Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus—Pliny the Younger—
governed the Roman province of Bithynia-Pontus in what is now north-
ern Turkey. He was a careful administrator, trained in law, and he
wrote regularly to Emperor Trajan seeking guidance on matters beyond
his experience. One letter concerns a problem he had not previously
encountered: what to do with accused Christians.5 5 Pliny’s correspondence with Trajan sur-

vives in Book 10 of his Epistulae. The
Christian letter is 10.96; Trajan’s reply is
10.97.

The letter is worth examining in detail because it shows us Chris-
tianity from the outside, through the eyes of an educated pagan who
found the movement baffling.

Pliny reports that he has been receiving accusations against Christians—
some anonymous, some named. He has interrogated the accused and
established a procedure: those who deny being Christians and prove it
by invoking the gods, offering incense and wine to Trajan’s image, and
cursing Christ are released. Those who persist in claiming Christianity
are executed (unless they are Roman citizens, who are sent to Rome
for trial). Former Christians who had abandoned the faith years earlier
told Pliny what the movement involved.

They maintained, however, that this had been the extent of their fault or error:
that they had been accustomed to assemble on a fixed day before dawn and to
sing a hymn antiphonally to Christ as to a god, and to bind themselves by an
oath—not for any crime, but to abstain from theft, robbery, adultery, breach
of faith, and embezzlement of property entrusted to them. After this it was
their custom to disperse and then to come together again to partake of food, but
ordinary and innocent food.

—Pliny, Epistulae 10.96

Let us apply source-critical method systematically.
Who is speaking? Pliny is a Roman aristocrat whose concern is

administrative, not theological. He wants to know the proper legal
procedure. He has no reason to misrepresent Christian practice; he
simply reports what his investigations revealed.

To whom is he speaking? To Trajan, his emperor. Pliny writes
to demonstrate competent governance and to seek approval for his
procedures. He frames his account to show he has been neither too
harsh nor too lenient.

What does the letter reveal? Christians were numerous enough in
Bithynia by 112 to attract official attention. They met regularly for
worship—“on a fixed day before dawn,” presumably Sunday. They
sang hymns to Christ “as to a god” (quasi deo)—phrasing that reveals
Pliny’s uncertainty about their theology. Did they worship Christ
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as a god? As the God? As something in between? Pliny does not
understand, and his confusion is informative.

The oath “not for any crime” tells us Christians were presenting
themselves as morally upright. The “ordinary and innocent food” prob-
ably responds to accusations of cannibalism—pagan misunderstanding
of eucharistic language about eating Christ’s body and drinking his
blood.6 Pliny reassures Trajan that the rumors of depravity are un- 6 Such accusations appear in other pagan

sources and in Christian apologetic lit-
erature that refutes them. The pattern
is clear: eucharistic language was being
misunderstood.

founded.
You might ask: how reliable is the testimony of “former Christians”

given under threat of execution? Would they not say whatever Pliny
wanted to hear?

The question exposes a limitation. We cannot know whether the
former Christians told the truth. But their account—regular worship,
hymns to Christ, ethical oaths, communal meals—matches what we
know from Christian sources. The convergence between insider and
outsider accounts increases our confidence, even though neither source
is perfectly reliable.

Reading against the grain reveals more. Pliny tortured two female
slaves called ministrae—deaconesses—to get information. This reveals
church structure and female leadership in early second-century Bithy-
nia. The detail appears incidentally; Pliny has no interest in Christian
ecclesiology. Its casualness suggests accuracy.

The letter also reveals that Roman officials had no established pol-
icy toward Christians. Pliny asks Trajan whether the name itself is
punishable or only the crimes associated with the name, whether repen-
tance earns pardon, whether age matters. The questions indicate that
Christianity was still obscure enough that provincial governors lacked
precedent.

Trajan’s reply establishes the precedent: Christians are not to be
sought out, anonymous accusations should be rejected, those who
recant should be pardoned, but those who persist must be punished.
The policy is moderate by Roman standards—no witch hunts—but it
confirms that simply being Christian was a capital offense.

This single letter provides invaluable data precisely because it comes
from outside the echo chamber. Pliny did not understand Christianity,
did not care about its theology, and had no stake in how its history
would be told. He just wanted to know whether to execute people.

11.5 Paint on Walls at the Edge of Empire

Texts can be selected, edited, interpolated. Archaeology offers differ-
ent evidence—material remains that cannot be rewritten. For early
Christianity, what does the ground reveal?
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Less than we might hope, and what it reveals complicates simple
narratives.

The earliest distinctively Christian archaeology dates to the third
century. Before that, Christians are archaeologically invisible—not
because they did not exist, but because they left no material signature
distinguishable from their neighbors. They met in houses, not purpose-
built structures. They used symbols (fish, anchor, dove) that are difficult
to identify as specifically Christian rather than general decoration. They
buried their dead in common cemeteries. The movement that would
transform the Roman world had no distinctive material culture for its
first two centuries.

Then, in the 1930s, archaeologists excavating Dura-Europos found
something remarkable.

Dura-Europos was a frontier city on the Euphrates River, in modern
Syria, where Roman territory met the Sasanian Persian Empire.7 In 7 The site was excavated primarily by

teams from Yale University and the
French Academy between 1928 and 1937.

256 ce, facing Sasanian attack, the Roman garrison filled buildings
along the wall with rubble to strengthen defenses. The city fell anyway,
but the rubble preserved what lay beneath. Archaeologists found a
synagogue with spectacular wall paintings, a Mithraeum, temples to
various gods—and a house that had been converted into a Christian
meeting space.

The Dura-Europos church is the earliest identifiable Christian house
church.8 A typical courtyard house had been modified, probably 8 Some have argued for earlier Christian

structures at sites like Megiddo, but dat-
ing and identification remain contested.

around 240 ce, for community worship. One room was fitted with a
baptismal font under a canopy. The walls bore painted images: the
Good Shepherd carrying a sheep, Adam and Eve, David and Goliath,
Christ walking on water, the healing of the paralytic, women approach-
ing a tomb (probably the resurrection narrative).

Why does this matter methodologically?
First, it demonstrates representational art in early Christianity. Some

patristic sources suggest early Christians rejected images as too close to
pagan idolatry. Dura shows that at least some communities embraced
representational art by the mid-third century. The literary record and
the archaeological record diverge. Which better represents “normal”
Christian practice?

Second, the images themselves are revealing. Christ appears as a
young, beardless figure in Roman dress—not the bearded long-haired
Christ of later iconography. The artistic conventions were still fluid. The
scenes chosen emphasize baptism and resurrection, suggesting these
were central concerns for the community. The walls become evidence
for theology, though indirect evidence requiring interpretation.

Third, the house church model matches textual evidence. Paul
writes to “the church in the house of” various individuals. Early
Christian worship happened in domestic space, not dedicated religious
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architecture. Dura shows us the physical reality behind those phrases:
a house that looked like a house from the outside, adapted on the
inside for communal worship. This explains why early Christianity is
archaeologically invisible; there is nothing to see unless you are inside.

Fourth, the religious diversity of Dura matters. The city had a spec-
tacular painted synagogue, Mithraic temples, temples to Palmyrene
gods, and this small Christian meeting space. The Christians of Dura
were a minority among minorities in a polyglot frontier city. This
was not the triumphant church of later centuries but a small commu-
nity adapting domestic space for worship, surrounded by religious
alternatives.

You might ask: how representative is Dura? It is one site on a
contested frontier, preserved by military accident. Can we generalize
from a single data point?

We cannot, and that is precisely the point. Dura crystallizes the
problem of early Christian archaeology. We have spectacular finds that
illuminate moments and places, but cannot fill the vast silences in our
evidence. Between Dura and Constantine, we have a few catacombs
in Rome, some inscriptions, and not much else. The material culture
of the movement that conquered the Roman world remains largely
invisible.

The echo chamber metaphor applies to archaeology as well. The
physical remains that survive were preserved by chance (Dura’s rubble,
Vesuvius’s ash) or by later veneration (Roman churches built over
supposed martyrs’ graves). What survives is not representative of what
existed. The material record, like the textual record, has been filtered—
not by canonical selection, but by the accidents of preservation and the
interests of those who chose to maintain sites.

11.6 Billions of Stakeholders

Every historian faces the challenge of presentism: the projection of con-
temporary concerns onto the past. For early Christianity, this challenge
reaches its maximum intensity.

Let us be explicit about the stakes. Over two billion people today
identify as Christian. For most of them, the New Testament records the
words of God incarnate. Historical criticism that treats Jesus as merely
human, or that questions traditional authorship, or that emphasizes
early Christian diversity, is not academically interesting—it is spiri-
tually threatening. Scholars have lost positions for their conclusions
about early Christianity. Doctoral dissertations have theological stakes.
Professional societies divide into those who bracket faith and those
who integrate it.
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On the other side, secular scholars can have strong investments in
debunking. Demonstrating that orthodoxy was a political construction,
that Jesus was a failed apocalyptic prophet, that Christianity succeeded
through historical accident rather than divine providence—these con-
clusions serve particular contemporary agendas. The skeptic’s certainty
can be as ideologically driven as the believer’s.

You might ask: can historical method even be applied to a tradition
with such intense living stakes? Does the weight of contemporary
commitment make objectivity impossible?

The question points to a genuine difficulty, but the answer is not
despair. Several strategies help navigate the terrain.

First, acknowledge standpoint rather than pretending neutrality.
Every scholar of early Christianity has a position: believer, former
believer, never-believer, adherent of one tradition studying another. Ac-
knowledging standpoint does not eliminate bias, but it invites readers
to calibrate. A Catholic scholar studying early papacy, a Protestant
studying justification, an atheist studying resurrection—each brings
particular interests. Naming them is the beginning of managing them.

Second, focus on questions that method can address. Historical
method can ask: What did Paul believe about resurrection? It cannot
ask: Did the resurrection happen? The first question examines a
human belief preserved in texts; the second presupposes metaphysical
commitments beyond historical evidence. The distinction is not always
sharp, but it is real. Historians of early Christianity must constantly ask
whether their questions are historical questions or theological questions
in historical disguise.

Third, employ methodological rigor that believers and non-believers
can both accept. The dating of Pauline letters rests on arguments
about vocabulary, style, and historical fit. These arguments do not
require theological commitments. A devout Catholic and a committed
atheist can agree that the Pastoral Epistles use vocabulary different
from Romans without agreeing about anything else. The criterion of
embarrassment, the analysis of redaction, the comparison of parallel
accounts—these methods work regardless of faith position.

Fourth, distinguish findings from implications. Historical scholar-
ship might conclude that early Christianity was diverse, that orthodoxy
emerged through historical process, that the Gospels contain legendary
accretion. What follows theologically from these findings is a separate
question. Some believers incorporate such findings into sophisticated
faith; some reject the findings; some abandon faith. The historical work
is the same regardless of what anyone does with it.

The goal is not objectivity understood as view from nowhere—that
is impossible. The goal is transparency about assumptions, rigor in
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method, and restraint about claims. We cannot escape the echo chamber
of our own positions, but we can describe its properties.

11.7 The Criterion of Embarrassment and Its Limits

Biblical scholars have developed specific criteria for evaluating material
within movement-produced sources. These criteria deserve examination
both for their utility and for their limitations.

The criterion of embarrassment holds that material creating problems
for the early church is more likely historically authentic, since the
church had no reason to invent it. Jesus’s baptism by John is the
paradigmatic example. All four Gospels record that Jesus was baptized
by John the Baptist. But John’s baptism was “for the repentance of
sins”—why would a sinless Jesus need it? And the baptism implies
Jesus’s subordination to John—why would the church invent a story
making their Lord subordinate to another prophet?

The later Gospels show visible discomfort. Matthew has John protest:
“I need to be baptized by you, and you come to me?” Jesus insists, saying
it is fitting “to fulfill all righteousness”—an explanation that explains
nothing clearly but suggests Matthew’s audience needed reassurance.9 9 Matthew 3:14–15. Mark, probably ear-

lier, lacks this exchange entirely.The Gospel of John omits the baptism itself, mentioning only that John
saw the Spirit descend. The progressive erasure of an embarrassing
tradition argues for its authenticity.

You might ask: how do we know what embarrassed early Chris-
tians? We are guessing their sensitivities based on our own theological
intuitions.

The objection is valid. The criterion works best when later texts
demonstrably struggle with earlier material—we can see the discomfort
in the changes. For material attested only once, we are indeed guessing.
An apparent embarrassment might have been theologically acceptable
in ways we cannot recover. The criterion is useful but not decisive.

Multiple attestation provides another criterion. A saying or event
recorded in multiple independent sources is more likely historical. If
Mark, Q (the hypothetical sayings source behind Matthew and Luke),
and John all record something, and these sources are truly indepen-
dent, the convergence suggests historical memory rather than literary
invention.

But independence is hard to establish. Matthew and Luke used
Mark; their agreements with Mark are not independent attestation.
The Gospel of Thomas overlaps with the synoptics; did Thomas use
them, or did all draw from common tradition? The criterion requires
confident source analysis that is often unavailable.

The criterion of dissimilarity holds that material unlike both earlier
Judaism and later Christianity may preserve authentic Jesus tradition.
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If Jesus said something that neither his Jewish context nor his Christian
followers would have invented, it probably goes back to Jesus himself.

The criterion is methodologically suspect. Applied rigorously, it
would produce a Jesus unlike any Jew—implausible for a Galilean
teacher. It assumes we know early Judaism and early Christianity
well enough to identify dissimilarity, when in fact both were more
diverse than our sources reveal. The criterion tends to produce a Jesus
suspiciously congenial to the scholar applying it.

These criteria, and others like them, are tools rather than algorithms.
They help structure analysis without guaranteeing conclusions. They
remind us to ask why a text includes particular material, what purposes
inclusion might serve, what discomfort or confidence a tradition might
indicate. But they do not overcome the fundamental problem: our
sources are movement-produced, filtered through canonical selection,
and preserved by communities with stakes in particular readings.

Let us return to the echo chamber. These criteria are attempts to
identify original sounds by analyzing echo patterns. The criterion of
embarrassment looks for echoes that the chamber should have damp-
ened but did not. Multiple attestation looks for sounds repeated across
different parts of the chamber. The criteria are reasonable acoustical
analysis. But they cannot fully reconstruct the original voice.

11.8 What We Know, What We Might Know, What Remains
Beyond Recovery

Let us take stock. What can we actually say about early Christianity
using the methods developed in this book?

We can say that Christianity emerged within Judaism in the first
century ce, that Jesus of Nazareth was a real person who was crucified
under Pontius Pilate, and that a movement claiming his resurrection
spread rapidly through the Roman world. These basic facts are estab-
lished beyond reasonable doubt—attested by multiple sources, includ-
ing hostile ones, and consistent with what archaeology reveals about
the period.

We can say that Paul’s undisputed letters, written in the 50s ce,
provide our earliest evidence for Christian belief and practice. Paul
believed in the resurrection, expected the imminent return of Christ,
and worked to establish communities of Jews and Gentiles united in
Christ. His letters reveal intense debates about law, circumcision, and
the relationship between the new movement and its Jewish matrix.

We can say that the Gospels were written forty to seventy years after
Jesus’s death, in Greek rather than Jesus’s Aramaic, by people who
never met him. They contain traditions about Jesus filtered through
decades of oral transmission and shaped by the concerns of their
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communities. Mark was probably first; Matthew and Luke used Mark
and another source; John is independent and different.

We can say that early Christianity was more diverse than the canoni-
cal texts suggest. Gnostic Christianity, Jewish Christianity, and other
forms existed from early periods. The orthodoxy that emerged was
historically constructed, not simply preserved. The canonical process
reflected and reinforced particular positions.

We can say that the material culture of early Christianity is largely
invisible until the third century, that external references are sparse, and
that our knowledge depends overwhelmingly on sources produced by
the movement and selected by its later gatekeepers.

What remains uncertain despite our best efforts? Nearly everything
about Jesus himself. We can establish that he was a Jewish teacher from
Galilee, that he attracted followers, that he was crucified by Roman
authority probably around 30 ce. We can say that his teaching involved
the kingdom of God, that he practiced healing and exorcism, that he
shared meals with socially marginal people. But his actual words, his
precise beliefs, his self-understanding—these remain beyond confident
recovery. The Gospels present him through the lens of post-Easter faith;
stripping away that lens leaves us with probability rather than certainty.

What remains beyond recovery entirely? The experience of earliest
Christianity—what it felt like to believe, to gather for worship, to expect
the imminent end of the world. The voices of ordinary believers, as
opposed to the literary elite. The communities that lost, whose texts
did not survive, whose practices were suppressed. These are silences
that method cannot fill.

The echo chamber has irreversible properties. Some original sounds
were dampened so completely that no analytical technique can recover
them. We can describe the shape of the silence; we cannot fill it with
content.

11.9 The Chamber That Echoes Still

We began with the puzzle of reconstructing a movement from sources
it controlled. We have seen how scholars date texts, analyze survival
bias, evaluate external references, and interpret archaeological remains.
We have acknowledged the weight of presentist interests that bear on
this particular subject.

The methods work. They do not produce certainty, but they produce
calibrated uncertainty—understanding of what we can know, what
we might know, and what lies beyond reach. This is what historical
method delivers, here at its point of maximum strain.

But early Christianity poses one further challenge that other ancient
subjects do not. The echo chamber still operates.
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Two billion people participate in communities that trace themselves
to the events we study. Their worship, their ethics, their institutions
claim continuity with the Pauline churches and the Palestinian Jesus
movement. The canonical texts are not merely historical documents;
they are living scripture, read aloud in thousands of languages ev-
ery Sunday. The theological debates we analyze as historians—about
Christ’s nature, about grace and law, about church authority—continue
in contemporary form.

You might ask: does living continuity help or hinder historical
understanding? Perhaps contemporary Christian practice illuminates
ancient practice; perhaps it distorts by projecting later development
backward.

Both are true. Liturgical scholars who know how worship works
can read ancient texts with practical insight that purely textual scholars
lack. But the same familiarity can make scholars assume continuity
where there was change. The echo chamber operates in both direc-
tions: ancient sounds shape contemporary practice, and contemporary
practice shapes how we hear ancient sounds.

This bidirectional echo makes early Christianity different from, say,
Bronze Age Greece. No one worships Poseidon; Linear B is a purely
historical puzzle. Early Christianity is history entangled with living
practice in ways that cannot be fully disentangled.

The methodological lesson, applied rigorously, is that entanglement
must be acknowledged and managed rather than denied or eliminated.
The historian of early Christianity works within a tradition, whether
as adherent, opponent, or neither. That position shapes what ques-
tions seem important, what evidence seems relevant, what conclusions
seem plausible. Acknowledging the position does not overcome it, but
acknowledgment is the beginning of intellectual honesty.

We have learned throughout this book that sources must be read
against the grain, that survival is selective, that frameworks shape find-
ings. Nowhere are these lessons more essential than here. The move-
ment that began invisibly in a Roman province, that produced its own
historical accounts, that determined which earlier documents would be
copied and which would be left to rot, that remains a living tradition
with billions of adherents invested in particular interpretations—this
movement demands every tool we have developed and still exceeds
our capacity for confident reconstruction.

That is not a counsel of despair. It is a recognition of the limits
within which knowledge is possible. The echo chamber has properties
we can analyze. The original sounds, though attenuated and distorted,
have not been entirely lost. With method, patience, and intellectual
humility, we can hear something of the voice that spoke two millennia
ago, even if we cannot hear it whole.
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The empire that Christianity eventually conquered was itself trans-
forming as the church grew. In the next chapter, we turn to the end of
the Western Roman Empire—the “Fall of Rome” that has fascinated
and troubled historians for centuries. There too we will find sources
produced by people struggling to understand catastrophic change,
frameworks that shape what the evidence can show, and contemporary
concerns projected onto distant events. The skills we have developed
for early Christianity will serve us as we ask not just what happened
when Rome fell, but how we know, and how our knowledge is shaped
by who we are.





12
The Question That Will Not Die

The decline of Rome was the natural and
inevitable effect of immoderate greatness.

Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire

12.1 Two Hundred and Ten Theories

In 1984, a German scholar named Alexander Demandt sat down to
count how many explanations had been offered for the fall of the
Roman Empire. He reached 210 distinct theories before, one imagines,
exhaustion or despair intervened.1 1 Demandt’s list included invasion,

plague, lead poisoning, soil exhaustion,
moral decay, Christianity, taxation,
inflation, climate change, declining birth
rates, the disappearance of civic virtue,
the influence of Eastern religions, the
growth of bureaucracy, the shrinking
of the army, the expansion of the army,
the assimilation of barbarians, and the
failure to assimilate barbarians. The list
continues.

Let us pause with this number. Two hundred and ten theories.
Not two or three competing explanations, as we might find for other
historical problems, but a catalogue of causes spanning everything from
metallurgy to metaphysics. Every generation has found in Rome’s end
a mirror for its anxieties. Enlightenment skeptics blamed Christianity.
Victorian imperialists blamed racial degeneration. Cold War strategists
blamed overextension. Environmental historians blame climate. Each
theory commanded genuine evidence; none proved decisive.

This proliferation is itself evidence. It tells us that the question “Why
did Rome fall?” may be malformed, that the evidence resists single
explanations, and that what scholars find depends heavily on what
they bring to their investigation. The “Fall of Rome” has become less
a historical event than a Rorschach test—an inkblot into which each
viewer projects their own concerns.2 2 I will return to this Rorschach metaphor

throughout the chapter. The inkblot is
not formless; it has structure that con-
strains interpretation. But within those
constraints, what you see depends on
who you are.

You might ask: if every generation projects its concerns onto Rome’s
end, why study it at all? Perhaps the whole enterprise is hopelessly
subjective.

The question deserves a careful answer. Yes, interpretation is shaped
by the interpreter—we have seen this throughout Part II. But shaped
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is not determined. The evidence constrains what can be said, even
if it does not dictate a single story. Our task in this final case study
is to understand both what the evidence shows and why it has been
read so differently. In doing so, we learn something about Rome,
something about ourselves, and something about the nature of historical
knowledge.

Consider a simple fact: we cannot even agree on when the Western
Empire ended. The traditional date, 476 ce, marks the deposition of
Romulus Augustulus by the barbarian general Odoacer. But Romulus
was a child usurper whose authority extended only to parts of Italy.
His father, the general Orestes, had already abandoned any pretense of
imperial control over Gaul, Spain, Africa, or Britain. In Constantinople,
the legitimate emperor Zeno still reigned and did not acknowledge the
Western Empire’s “end.” Imperial Roman administration continued in
various forms well into the sixth century.

Or perhaps the end came earlier: in 410, when Alaric’s Visigoths
sacked Rome, the first time the city had fallen to foreign enemies in
eight centuries. Saint Jerome, writing from Bethlehem, declared: “The
city which had taken the whole world was itself taken.” But Rome was
no longer the capital, and the empire survived Alaric by decades.

Or perhaps later: in 554, when Justinian’s general Narses finally
completed the reconquest of Italy from the Ostrogoths, or in 568, when
the Lombards invaded and rendered that reconquest meaningless,
or in 751, when the last exarch of Ravenna fell, severing the final
administrative link between Italy and the Roman state.

The inability to fix a date is not pedantry. It reflects fundamental
disagreement about what “ending” means. If we define the Empire
by its political institutions, those dissolved gradually over centuries. If
we define it by its economic systems, archaeological evidence suggests
dramatic collapse in some regions, continuity in others. If we define it
by cultural identity, people continued calling themselves Romans well
into the medieval period—and still do in Romania today.

Let us examine what the evidence actually shows, beginning not
with grand theories but with broken dishes.

12.2 Broken Dishes Tell Stories

In 2005, the Oxford archaeologist Bryan Ward-Perkins published a book
with a deliberately provocative title: The Fall of Rome and the End of
Civilization. The word “civilization” was a gauntlet thrown down before
a generation of scholars who had learned to speak of “transformation”
rather than “fall,” of “late antiquity” rather than “decline.” Ward-
Perkins was having none of it. His argument rested not on literary
sources, not on ideology, but on pottery.
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Roman pottery is among the most common finds at archaeological
sites throughout the empire. Fine tableware like African Red Slip—
produced in what is now Tunisia—was traded across thousands of
miles.3 Gaulish Samian ware reached Britain; Syrian glass reached 3 African Red Slip is a high-quality pot-

tery with a distinctive red coating, pro-
duced in North Africa from the first
through seventh centuries ce. Its distri-
bution maps Mediterranean trade routes
with remarkable precision.

Spain. This pottery has distinctive characteristics that allow precise
dating. Its distribution patterns reveal the extent and intensity of
Mediterranean trade networks.

Let us consider Britain specifically, since the evidence there is stark-
est.

In the fourth century ce, African Red Slip reached even modest
rural sites in Roman Britain. Excavations of ordinary farmsteads yield
fragments of fine pottery that had traveled over two thousand miles
from North African workshops. The farmers who used these dishes
were not wealthy—their homes were modest, their possessions few. But
they participated, however marginally, in a Mediterranean-wide econ-
omy. Ships, ports, merchants, currency, markets: a vast infrastructure
of trade connected a British farmhouse to Tunisian kilns.

By the early fifth century, African pottery disappears from British
sites entirely. Not gradually, not regionally, but comprehensively.
Survey archaeology—systematic surface collection across landscapes—
shows the pattern clearly. Roman-period sites yield pottery in abun-
dance; post-Roman sites yield almost none. For over two centuries after
Roman administration ended, no fine pottery was produced in Britain
at all.

You might ask: perhaps people simply switched to wooden bowls.
Wooden vessels do not survive archaeologically, so their absence proves
nothing about their use.

The objection is reasonable, and archaeologists have considered it
carefully. But the pottery decline correlates with other material indi-
cators. Roof tiles disappeared—and there is no wooden substitute for
waterproof roofing that works in Britain’s climate. Coins became scarce.
Buildings became smaller, cruder, less sophisticated. The infrastructure
that produced and distributed pottery was the same infrastructure that
produced and distributed tiles, metalwork, glass, and a hundred other
goods. When one disappeared, all disappeared together.

Moreover, in regions where pottery production eventually recovered,
it did so slowly over centuries, suggesting not preference but lost capac-
ity. Making good pottery requires specialized knowledge: clay selection,
wheel technique, kiln construction, firing temperature control. This
knowledge existed in Roman Britain within a network of workshops,
apprenticeships, and trade relationships. When the network collapsed,
the knowledge was lost. Recovering it took generations.

Ward-Perkins presented his evidence graphically—curves showing
pottery abundance by century for Britain, Gaul, Italy, and other regions.
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The British curve climbs steadily under Roman rule, then plummets
to near zero. The image is striking: it looks like nothing so much as a
systems collapse, the failure of complex economic infrastructure.

Similar patterns appear elsewhere, though less dramatically. In
Italy, pottery production and distribution declined sharply in the fifth
and sixth centuries. Even rough, locally made cooking pots became
cruder, their walls thicker, their firing more uneven. The sophisticated
production that characterized the Roman economy was replaced by
simpler, more local manufacture.

The Rorschach inkblot has structure here. The pottery evidence
is not ambiguous; it shows dramatic economic simplification across
large regions of the former Western Empire. Whatever interpretive
framework we bring, we must account for broken dishes that stopped
arriving.

12.3 Buried Treasure and Monetary Collapse

Let us turn to a different class of evidence: coin hoards. Throughout the
Roman world, people buried collections of coins—usually in times of
crisis. You hide your wealth when you expect violence or displacement,
not during normal times. Many of these hoards were never recovered,
their owners killed or fled. Archaeologists have catalogued thousands
of such hoards, mapping when and where people hid their savings.

Hoard deposition increases dramatically in the late fourth and fifth
centuries across many Western regions. In Roman Britain, large hoards
appear concentrated in the early fifth century—precisely the period
when Roman administration was collapsing. People were afraid. They
buried their coins. Many never returned to retrieve them.

But the more telling evidence is what comes after: the hoards stop
not because peace returned, but because coins themselves became
scarce. In Britain, no new coinage was minted after Roman rule ended.
For centuries, coins were rare and money played a reduced role in
economic transactions. The monetary economy did not merely contract;
it virtually disappeared.4 4 The earliest post-Roman Anglo-Saxon

coins date to the late sixth century, and
even then they circulated primarily in
coastal trading zones. The monetary
economy that Romans had taken for
granted took centuries to rebuild.

In Italy and Gaul, the picture was more complex. The successor
kingdoms issued coins, sometimes imitating Roman types. But the
volume declined precipitously. Coin finds per excavated site dropped
by orders of magnitude in the fifth and sixth centuries. The monetary
economy persisted but at radically reduced scale.

Let us think carefully about what this evidence shows. A functioning
monetary economy requires more than coins. It requires confidence that
coins will be accepted, systems for producing and distributing them,
and economic activity complex enough to need a medium of exchange.
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When hoards spike and then coin use vanishes, we see not merely
political disruption but the unraveling of economic infrastructure.

The numismatic evidence converges with the pottery evidence. Both
point to dramatic simplification of the Western economy in the fifth
and sixth centuries. The convergence across independent evidence
types—ceramics, numismatics—strengthens our confidence that we are
seeing ancient reality, not modern collecting bias.

You might ask: couldn’t the absence of coins simply mean people
switched to barter? Perhaps the economy continued but used different
transaction methods.

Barter economies are possible, but they are inefficient. They require
the double coincidence of wants—I have what you want, and you
have what I want—that monetary systems exist to overcome. Complex
economies use money because complex economies need money. The
disappearance of coinage suggests not a change in transaction method
but a simplification of the economy itself—fewer specialized producers,
less long-distance trade, more self-sufficient households growing and
making what they needed.

12.4 The Bones Tell Stories Too

Pottery and coins are durable goods. But zooarchaeologists—scholars
who study animal bones from excavations—can reveal something more
intimate: what people ate and how they raised their animals.5 5 Zooarchaeology examines bone frag-

ments to determine species, age at death,
butchery patterns, and animal size—all
of which reveal ancient husbandry prac-
tices and dietary habits.

Roman sites typically yield cattle bones from large, well-fed animals.
The age profiles suggest systematic husbandry: cattle were raised to
adulthood for maximum meat yield, then slaughtered and distributed
through markets. Butchery marks indicate professional processing
by specialized workers. Someone raised these animals, someone else
slaughtered them, and the meat reached consumers through market
networks. This is the archaeology of a complex food system.

Early medieval sites yield different patterns. Cattle were smaller—
often significantly so—suggesting less intensive feeding and breeding.
Pigs became more common relative to cattle, indicating less organized
agriculture. Pigs can forage in forests and require less investment than
cattle; a shift toward pigs suggests less surplus, less organization, less
integration into market networks.

The age profiles changed as well. More juvenile animals were slaugh-
tered in the post-Roman period, suggesting households could not
afford to maintain animals to full maturity. Immediate need trumped
investment in future yield. This is the archaeology of harder times.

You might ask: couldn’t changes in animal bones reflect cultural
preferences rather than economic decline? Perhaps early medieval
people simply preferred smaller cattle and more pork.
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Cultural preference cannot be entirely ruled out, but it fails as a
complete explanation. The dietary changes correlate precisely with
the pottery collapse, the coin disappearance, and the decline in build-
ing quality. A simultaneous preference shift across multiple domains
would be an extraordinary coincidence. More plausibly, the animal
bone evidence reflects the same economic simplification that the other
evidence reveals. People ate what they could raise and obtain, not what
they would have preferred.

Let us now step back and consider what these converging evidence
types show. Pottery distribution collapsed. Coin use disappeared
or contracted severely. Animal husbandry simplified. Building qual-
ity declined. Roof tiles gave way to thatch. Each evidence type is
independent—archaeologists studying bones use different methods
than those studying coins—but all point in the same direction.

This convergence is methodologically powerful. When multiple
independent evidence types agree, we can be confident we are seeing
ancient reality rather than artifact of preservation or collection bias.
The Rorschach inkblot has genuine structure: something dramatic
happened to material life across large regions of the former Western
Empire.

12.5 Buildings That Shrank

Let us consider one more category of evidence before turning to in-
terpretation: the buildings themselves. Architecture leaves traces that
neither pottery nor coins can match.

Roman Britain boasted hundreds of villas—country houses with
central heating, mosaic floors, glazed windows, and multiple rooms for
specialized purposes. These were not aristocratic palaces but the homes
of moderately prosperous farmers and administrators. The technology
that built them—hypocaust heating systems, concrete construction,
glass manufacture—represented accumulated engineering knowledge.

After Roman administration ended, no new villas were built. Exist-
ing villas were abandoned or, in some cases, repurposed. Excavations
reveal agricultural buildings erected within the shells of former liv-
ing quarters, animal pens where dining rooms had been, graves dug
through mosaic floors. The new occupants did not understand the
buildings they inhabited; they used hypocaust channels as rubbish
dumps, unaware that these had once circulated warm air.

The successor buildings were dramatically simpler. Post-Roman
structures in Britain were typically timber-framed, single-room dwellings
without glazing, heating systems, or permanent foundations. The con-
struction techniques that had produced Roman buildings—laying foun-
dations, mixing concrete, firing bricks, installing plumbing—had been
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lost. People lived in houses their great-great-grandparents would have
considered fit only for animals.6 6 The phrase is Ward-Perkins’s, and de-

liberately provocative. He argues that
material conditions genuinely worsened,
not merely changed.

You might ask: perhaps people preferred simpler dwellings. Perhaps
the elaborate Roman villa was an imperial imposition that British people
abandoned once freed from Roman rule.

The argument proves too much. If simpler dwellings were preferable,
why did Britons adopt Roman-style villas enthusiastically during the
occupation? Archaeological evidence shows villas spreading through-
out Roman Britain as local elites adopted Mediterranean domestic
standards. The post-Roman abandonment was not liberation from
unwanted complexity but loss of capacity to maintain what people had
valued.

Similar patterns appear across the Western Empire, though less dra-
matically than in Britain. In Gaul, villa construction ceased; existing
villas were abandoned or reduced in scale. In Italy, urban housing
contracted and simplified. The great bath complexes that had served
Roman cities fell into disrepair; no one could maintain the aqueducts,
heating systems, and drainage that made them function. Public build-
ings became quarries for building materials, their worked stone reused
in simpler structures.

Let us pause to appreciate what this evidence reveals. The pottery,
coins, bones, and buildings all tell the same story: the post-Roman
West was materially poorer than Roman civilization had been. This was
not merely political change—a swap of rulers that left daily life intact.
It was economic collapse that affected how ordinary people lived, ate,
and sheltered themselves.

The Rorschach inkblot has substantial structure at this level. What-
ever interpretive framework we bring, we must account for smaller
cattle, cruder pottery, vanished coins, and buildings that shrank from
villas to huts.

12.6 What Different Evidence Can Show

Yet if the evidence for material collapse is so clear, why do some ac-
counts emphasize transformation rather than catastrophe? The answer
lies in what different evidence types can tell us.

Literary sources from the period—sermons, chronicles, philosophical
treatises, hagiographies—tell stories of continuity and adaptation. Gre-
gory of Tours wrote sophisticated Latin in sixth-century Gaul. Boethius
composed philosophy in Ostrogothic Italy. Monastic communities pre-
served learning and built new institutions. If you read only the texts,
you see a society transforming, adapting, developing new forms of
community and meaning.
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But Gregory of Tours lived in a society whose pottery, buildings, and
trade networks had collapsed from Roman levels. The literary evidence
and the archaeological evidence are not contradictory—they concern
different aspects of historical experience. Elite cultural production tells
us little about ordinary material life. A bishop might write elegant
prose while his diocese’s farmers used cruder tools and ate less protein
than their great-grandparents.

This is a general methodological lesson. Different evidence types
illuminate different aspects of the past. Texts reveal what literate elites
thought worth recording. Archaeology reveals the material conditions
of daily life, including for the illiterate majority who left no written
record. Both are genuine evidence; both constrain interpretation. But
they answer different questions.

The “Fall of Rome” looks different depending on which evidence you
privilege. Emphasize texts, and you see cultural continuity, religious
innovation, institutional adaptation. Emphasize pottery, bones, and
buildings, and you see economic collapse, population decline, material
impoverishment. The Rorschach inkblot has structure, but observers
emphasize different parts of that structure.

Neither emphasis is wrong. Something important ended; something
important continued. The analytical challenge is specifying which
aspects of Roman civilization collapsed and which transformed. The
Western Empire’s political structures dissolved. Long-distance trade
networks contracted severely. Urban populations shrank. The mate-
rial standard of living for ordinary people declined substantially. Yet
Christianity spread and deepened, new political formations emerged,
Latin survived as a literary and liturgical language, and Roman law
continued to shape legal thought.

The evidence constrains what can reasonably be claimed. The pottery
graphs are real; the smaller cattle bones are real; the abandoned villas
are real. Any account of the post-Roman West must explain them.
But the evidence does not dictate a single narrative. Whether you call
the period “collapse” or “transformation” depends partly on which
evidence you find most significant—and that judgment involves values,
not just facts.

12.7 Regional Variation and the Limits of Grand Narrative

Let us complicate the picture further. The “Fall of Rome” was not one
event but many different events in different places at different times.

In Britain, the end was rapid and catastrophic. Roman administra-
tion ceased around 410 ce; within a generation, pottery production had
collapsed, coin use had ended, towns had emptied, and the material in-
dicators of Roman life had disappeared. Britain experienced something
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close to complete systems failure—the most dramatic collapse in the
former Western Empire.

In southern Gaul, the transition was gentler. Visigothic rule pre-
served Roman administrative structures, Latin literacy continued among
elites, and economic decline was less severe than in Britain. The Gallo-
Roman aristocracy adapted to new overlords but maintained recogniz-
able versions of Roman cultural life. Pottery production declined but
did not vanish; towns contracted but remained occupied.

In North Africa, Roman economic complexity persisted into the
sixth century—until the Vandal conquest and then the Arab conquests
transformed the region more thoroughly. The African pottery that had
reached Britain in the fourth century continued to be produced and
traded within Mediterranean networks well after the Western Empire’s
political dissolution.

In Italy itself, the pattern was mixed. Rome shrank from a city of
perhaps a million inhabitants to perhaps 30,000, a decline of over 95%.7 7 Population estimates for ancient Rome

are notoriously uncertain, but the order
of magnitude of decline is not in dispute.

The forums filled with debris; the great buildings crumbled or were
repurposed. Yet parts of Italian life continued; Ravenna remained a
major city; the church provided institutional continuity; the Ostrogothic
kingdom of Theodoric maintained sophisticated administration.

Let us dwell on Italy a moment longer, because it illustrates the
complexity of the evidence. Theodoric’s kingdom (493–526 ce) presents
a paradox. Literary sources describe a functioning Roman-style govern-
ment: laws were issued in correct Latin; Roman senators held office; the
Colosseum still hosted games. Cassiodorus, Theodoric’s chief adminis-
trator, left behind a collection of official letters that depict an orderly
state managing public works, adjudicating disputes, and maintaining
diplomatic relations. If we read only these texts, we might conclude
that nothing fundamental had changed.

But archaeological evidence tells another story. The population of
Rome was a fraction of its former size. The pottery was cruder; the
buildings were decaying; the aqueducts that had supplied the great
baths were failing. The senators to whom Cassiodorus wrote his elegant
letters lived in a city of ruins, their wealth a shadow of their ancestors’.
The literary continuity concealed material decline.

This is not contradiction but complementarity. Theodoric’s kingdom
did maintain Roman administrative forms; Cassiodorus’s letters are
genuine evidence for this. The archaeological record does show mate-
rial decline; the smaller cattle bones and cruder pottery are genuine
evidence for this too. The error lies in assuming that one evidence
type tells the whole story. Elites can maintain cultural forms while
living amid material simplification. Gregory of Tours wrote sophisti-
cated Latin while surrounded by economic collapse. The literary and
archaeological records illuminate different aspects of a complex reality.
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This regional variation matters methodologically. Any theory that
explains “the fall of Rome” must account for different trajectories in
different places. Why did Britain collapse so completely while southern
Gaul adapted? Why did Africa maintain economic complexity longest?
The Rorschach inkblot is not uniform; its structure varies across space.

You might ask: doesn’t regional variation undermine the whole con-
cept of “the fall”? If different regions experienced different trajectories,
perhaps there was no single event to explain.

The objection has force. Some scholars have indeed argued that “the
fall of Rome” is a misleading category, that we should instead study
regional transformations without assuming they share a common cause
or character. The Western Empire was always a collection of diverse
regions loosely integrated by Roman administration and economy. Its
end meant different things in different places.

Yet the regional variation itself requires explanation. Why did
the most peripheral regions—Britain, northern Gaul, the Danubian
frontier—experience the most dramatic collapse? Why did Mediter-
ranean core areas maintain more continuity? The pattern suggests that
distance from economic and administrative centers mattered, that the
unraveling proceeded from the edges inward. This is still a pattern,
still a structure in the evidence that demands explanation.

12.8 The Same Evidence, Different Stories

Let us work through a specific example of how the same evidence
supports different narratives.

Consider the barbarian settlements in the Western Empire. From the
fourth century onward, Rome increasingly recruited Germanic warriors
to fill its armies and settled Germanic communities within imperial
borders. By the fifth century, the Western Empire was defended largely
by barbarian soldiers commanded by barbarian generals. The question
is what this means.

One narrative emphasizes accommodation and assimilation. Rome
had always incorporated outsiders; the legions had included provincials
since the Republic. The Germanic settlements were a continuation of
this pattern, not a rupture. The barbarian kingdoms that emerged
were Roman in important ways: they used Latin, preserved Roman law,
employed Roman administrators, and aspired to Roman cultural forms.
“Fall” is the wrong word for a gradual transformation in which Roman
civilization absorbed newcomers and changed in the process.

Another narrative emphasizes the failure of assimilation. Earlier
immigrants had been absorbed into Roman culture over generations,
becoming indistinguishable from other Romans. The fifth-century bar-
barians retained their own identities, languages, and loyalties. They
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were not absorbed; they displaced. The Western Empire did not trans-
form; it was conquered by peoples who destroyed what they could not
maintain.

What evidence supports each narrative? Both can cite the same facts.
The Ostrogothic king Theodoric employed Roman administrators—
evidence for accommodation. But his Goths remained a distinct warrior
elite, never intermarrying with Romans or abandoning their separate
legal status—evidence against assimilation. The Visigothic law codes
preserved Roman legal categories—evidence for transformation. But
those codes also reveal a society divided between Goths and Romans,
with different rules for each group—evidence for rupture.

The Rorschach inkblot appears again. The evidence for barbarian
settlement is neither clearly accommodation nor clearly conquest. It
supports both readings because it was both: incorporation of new
peoples who nonetheless remained distinct, transformation that was
also displacement, continuity alongside rupture.

You might ask: must we simply accept that the evidence is ambigu-
ous and give up on adjudicating between narratives?

Not quite. We can ask which narrative better accounts for the totality
of evidence. If material life collapsed—as the pottery, coins, and bones
suggest—then “transformation” alone is inadequate. Something was
lost, not merely changed. If cultural forms persisted—as the literary
and legal evidence suggests—then “catastrophe” alone is inadequate.
Something continued, not merely ended.

The most defensible position is probably that both occurred simulta-
neously: material collapse accompanied cultural transformation. This is
not fence-sitting but recognition of complexity. Roman civilization was
not one thing but many things—economic systems, political institutions,
cultural practices, religious communities. Some things ended; others
continued; still others transformed. The question “Did Rome fall?” may
be less useful than the questions “What ended? What continued? What
changed?”

12.9 What the Debate Tells Us About History

We have now examined pottery, coins, animal bones, regional trajecto-
ries, and historiographical paradigms. Let us step back and ask what
this case study reveals about historical method itself.

First, evidence constrains but does not determine interpretation. The
archaeological evidence for material decline is robust. Any adequate
interpretation must account for it. But accounting for it is not suffi-
cient; we must also weigh it against evidence of cultural continuity,
regional variation, and the complex patterns of barbarian settlement.
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The evidence sets boundaries on what can be said, but within those
boundaries, multiple narratives remain viable.

Second, methodological choices have interpretive consequences.
Studying pottery yields different conclusions than studying sermons.
This is not because one is more reliable than the other, but because
they concern different aspects of historical experience. A complete
picture requires both, but no individual scholar can master all methods.
Specialization creates perspective, and perspective creates emphasis.

Third, present concerns shape historical questions. Every generation
has asked about Rome’s fall in ways that reflected its own anxieties. This
is inevitable and not necessarily corrupting. Present concerns motivate
research, generate hypotheses, and direct attention to evidence that
might otherwise be overlooked. The danger lies not in having present
concerns but in failing to recognize them.

Fourth, the persistence of debate is itself informative. When a histor-
ical question generates 210 theories over fifteen centuries, the question
itself may be malformed. Perhaps “Why did Rome fall?” presupposes
a unity of cause that never existed. Perhaps the question should be dis-
aggregated: Why did the Western economy simplify? Why did Roman
political institutions lose legitimacy? Why did some regions collapse
while others adapted? Each question may have different answers, and
the search for a single master explanation may be misguided.

You might ask: does all this methodological reflection leave us
knowing anything about what actually happened?

It does. We know that material life declined severely across large
regions of the former Western Empire, most dramatically in Britain
and the northern frontiers. We know that this decline affected ordi-
nary people’s daily lives: how they ate, what they owned, where they
lived. We know that political institutions fragmented, that economic
integration collapsed, that populations declined in many areas. We
know that some things continued—Latin literacy among elites, Chris-
tian institutions, elements of Roman law and administration. We know
that different regions experienced different trajectories and that any
adequate explanation must account for this variation.

What we do not know, and may never know, is how to weight these
various factors into a single narrative. Was the “Fall of Rome” primarily
economic or political? Were the barbarians destroyers or inheritors?
Was the change catastrophic or transformational? These questions may
not have single answers, because the underlying reality was multiple.
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12.10 What Was Lost

Let us not retreat entirely into methodological abstraction. Real people
lived through the end of the Western Roman Empire. Their experience
deserves acknowledgment.

Consider a farmer in Roman Britain around 400 ce. His farmstead
has imported pottery from North Africa. He pays taxes in coined
money. The local town has a market where he sells surplus produce. His
children might, with luck and talent, enter the provincial administration.
Roads connect his region to the wider empire. Soldiers stationed on
Hadrian’s Wall protect against raiders. Life is hard, but it is organized,
connected, predictable in ways that matter.

Two generations later, his grandchildren inhabit a different world.
The pottery is gone; they eat from crude local wares or wooden bowls.
Coins no longer circulate; transactions happen through barter or local
credit arrangements. The town is abandoned or drastically shrunken.
The roads are deteriorating; travel is dangerous. There is no adminis-
tration to enter, no professional soldiers to maintain order. Life is still
hard—harder, probably—and it is isolated, fragmented, precarious in
ways their grandfather would have found alarming.

This is not romantic primitivism or nostalgia for empire. It is the
archaeological record, translated into human terms. Material simplifi-
cation meant harder lives. Smaller cattle meant less meat and leather.
Cruder pottery meant less durable goods. Collapsed trade networks
meant no access to goods that had once been routine. Lost construction
techniques meant colder houses, leakier roofs, shorter lifespans.

Ward-Perkins emphasizes this point because he believes the transfor-
mation paradigm, in its enthusiasm for avoiding value judgments, lost
sight of something important: change can be for the worse. The people
who lived through the collapse were not experiencing “transformation”
into a different but equally valid social form. They were experiencing
impoverishment. Their children were shorter, their lives were shorter,
and their material circumstances were poorer by any measure we can
reconstruct.8 8 Skeletal evidence suggests declining nu-

trition in post-Roman populations in sev-
eral regions, though the data remain con-
tested.

You might ask: isn’t this just presentism? We are judging the past by
our own standards of material comfort.

The objection has some force, but it goes too far. The people of
Roman Britain had also valued material comfort. They adopted Roman
houses, Roman goods, Roman amenities when they had the chance. The
archaeological record of romanization shows people eagerly acquiring
what Roman civilization offered. The post-Roman simplification was
not a cultural choice but an economic collapse, experienced as loss by
those who lived through it.
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This does not mean the successor societies had nothing of value.
Christianity provided community and meaning. Local lordship pro-
vided protection—sometimes. New cultural forms emerged that would
eventually produce medieval civilization. But acknowledging what was
gained does not require denying what was lost. The Rorschach inkblot
can contain both.

12.11 The Chamber Echoes Forward

We have examined four case studies across Part II: the Bronze Age
Collapse, the transformation of the Roman Republic, the emergence
of early Christianity, and now the end of the Western Roman Empire.
In each case, we have found evidence that constrains interpretation
without determining it, frameworks that shape perception without
fabricating it, and present concerns that influence scholarship without
invalidating it.

The “Fall of Rome” is the paradigm case for this pattern. Here the ev-
idence is rich enough to support multiple narratives—catastrophe and
transformation, decline and adaptation, fall and transition—without be-
ing decisive enough to eliminate any of them. The debate has persisted
for fifteen centuries because the ancient evidence genuinely supports
multiple readings, and because each generation brings its own concerns
to the reading.

This is not a counsel of despair. We have learned real things about
the ancient past. We know what people ate, how they cooked, what
their houses looked like, how their economies functioned and then
stopped functioning. The past was real; it left traces; those traces can be
read. But reading them requires interpretation, interpretation involves
frameworks, and frameworks are shaped by interpreters who live in
their own times with their own concerns.

The Rorschach inkblot has structure. Different observers emphasize
different parts of that structure. Understanding both the structure and
the observers gives us the fullest possible picture of what we can know.

In Part III, we turn from the ancient world to the discipline that stud-
ies it. How do paradigms form and shift? Why did “Late Antiquity”
emerge when it did, and what will replace it? Can we know any-
thing “true” about the past, or do we construct narratives that satisfy
present needs? The methods we have developed will now be applied to
historical method itself—the historian examining the historian’s craft.

The Western Empire is gone, but the questions it raises are very
much alive. Every generation will return to Rome’s end and find there
a mirror for its anxieties. The mirror reflects us; but it reflects the ancient
reality too. Our task is to see both—to recognize what we bring to the
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investigation while remaining faithful to what the evidence shows. This
is the historian’s discipline, applied at its point of maximum strain.

The pottery will still be broken tomorrow. The coins will still be
buried. The cattle bones will still be smaller than their Roman prede-
cessors. Whatever frameworks future scholars bring, they will have to
account for these stubborn material facts. The past resists; the inkblot
has structure; and within that structure, we do the best we can to see
clearly.





13
Thinking Like a Historian

The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun

13.1 The Toolkit You Did Not Know You Needed

You are sitting in a meeting. Someone presents a chart showing dra-
matic results from a new initiative. The chart looks impressive—bold
colors, a sharp upward trend, confident captions. Your colleagues nod
approvingly. The presenter moves to the next slide.

Something bothers you. Not the data itself, but something about
how the data is being presented. What baseline are they comparing
against? Why does the time series start in March rather than January?
Who collected this data, and did they have reasons to want it to look
good? What would this chart look like if the vertical axis started at zero
instead of at eighty percent?

You do not say these things aloud—not yet. But you notice them.
And you notice that most people in the room do not.

Where did this habit of mind come from?
Perhaps you spent eleven chapters learning to read Thucydides

against the grain, to ask what Tacitus was not telling you, to wonder
why Augustus minted certain coins and not others. Perhaps you learned
to interpret the silence of the archaeological record, to triangulate
between literary sources and material evidence, to distinguish between
what the evidence establishes and what historians have merely assumed.
Perhaps you developed the capacity to hold conclusions provisionally
while still being willing to act on them.

If so, you have acquired something more valuable than knowledge
about the ancient world, though you have acquired that too. You have
acquired a way of encountering claims—any claims, about any subject—
that makes you harder to fool. Including harder to fool yourself.
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This final chapter is about that toolkit. We will make explicit what the
book has taught implicitly. We will show how skills developed through
the peculiar challenges of ancient history transfer to the contemporary
world. And we will grapple with a question that has lurked beneath the
surface throughout: how do we remain productively skeptical without
becoming uselessly cynical?

The ancient world, it turns out, has been a laboratory. You have been
learning experimental technique. Now we examine what experiments
you can run.

13.2 The Laboratory Metaphor

Let us develop a metaphor that will serve us through this chapter.1 1 Feynman was fond of saying that
physics provides “a way of thinking”
rather than just facts. The same is true of
historical method.

A laboratory is a controlled environment where you can examine
phenomena under conditions that make them easier to understand. In a
physics laboratory, you might study pendulums precisely because they
are simpler than the chaotic systems of everyday life. The pendulum is
not important in itself—you are not planning to become a professional
pendulum operator. The pendulum is important because it teaches
you principles that apply everywhere: periodic motion, conservation of
energy, the relationship between force and acceleration.

Ancient history is an epistemic laboratory. The fragmentary sources,
the visible biases, the gaps in evidence—these are not unfortunate
features that make the subject harder. They are features that make
certain problems unusually clear. When you read Herodotus, you
cannot pretend that your source is neutral; his perspective is too evident,
his stories too shaped by Greek cultural assumptions, his methods too
different from modern standards. You are forced to develop the habit
of reading through bias to the evidence beyond.

Contemporary sources are biased too, of course. But their biases
are often less visible, camouflaged by familiar assumptions and profes-
sional norms that feel like objectivity. The newspaper article seems to
just report what happened. The scientific study seems to just present
the data. The government report seems to just state the facts. The
biases are there—selection of what to cover, framing of how to present
it, assumptions about what matters and what does not—but they are
harder to see precisely because they are closer to our own assumptions.

Ancient history strips away this camouflage. You cannot share
Thucydides’ assumptions about the gods, about barbarians, about the
natural superiority of Athens. His biases are foreign, and foreign biases
are visible biases. Learning to read through them trains you to see
biases that are closer to home.

The laboratory metaphor will recur. Ancient history is where we
learn technique. Contemporary life is where we apply it.
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13.3 A Study in Medical Reasoning

Let us begin not with abstraction but with example. Consider a problem
many people face: evaluating medical information.2 2 The examples in this section are com-

posites based on real episodes, simplified
for clarity.

In 2018, a study published in a prestigious journal suggested that a
common vitamin supplement substantially reduced the risk of heart
disease. The study was widely reported. Sales of the supplement
increased. Physicians began recommending it. Millions of people
added it to their daily routine.

Three years later, a larger study found no effect. The original finding
could not be replicated. The second study received far less coverage
than the first. Most people who started taking the supplement never
learned that the evidence had evaporated.

What went wrong? And how would someone trained in historical
method have approached this differently?

You might ask: why use historical method for medical questions?
Surely medicine is different from history—it has experiments, con-
trolled trials, statistical analysis.

The tools are different; the epistemic situation is often surprisingly
similar. Medical knowledge, like historical knowledge, is constructed
from fragmentary and biased evidence. Studies can be wrong. Re-
searchers have incentives that shape what gets published. Journalists
have incentives that shape what gets covered. The chain from reality to
the claim that reaches you passes through multiple filters, each adding
its own distortions.

Let us apply the historian’s toolkit.
Source criticism. The original study was peer-reviewed and published

in a respected journal. But we learned early in this book that provenance
does not guarantee truth. Peer review means qualified people found
the methodology acceptable, not that the conclusions are correct. The
journal had incentives to publish surprising findings—they generate
citations and prestige. The researchers had career incentives to find
positive results. None of this is corrupt; it is the structural reality of
how science operates, much as patronage systems shaped what Roman
historians could write about emperors.

The news coverage added another layer of filtering. Journalists
work under time pressure and must produce compelling narratives.
“Vitamin shows promise in preliminary study with methodological
limitations” is accurate but unlikely to be published. “Vitamin prevents
heart disease” is publishable but misleading. The genre conventions of
science journalism, like the genre conventions of ancient historiography,
shape what can be said.

Triangulation. A single study, like a single ancient source, estab-
lishes possibility, not fact. We learned in Chapter 8 that confidence
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should scale with the independence and convergence of evidence. One
epidemiological study is not triangulation; it is a data point. The appro-
priate response to a single study, however well-conducted, is interest
tempered by caution.

The historically trained reader would ask: what other evidence bears
on this question? Have other studies examined this supplement? What
do mechanistic studies suggest about how it might work biologically?
Do population-level data show correlations between supplement use
and heart health? Each independent line of evidence that converges
increases confidence; each line that diverges should give us pause.

Arguments from silence. We also learned to be careful about what
we are not told. How many studies found no effect and were never
published? This is the “file drawer problem”—negative results are less
likely to be published, creating a systematic bias in the visible literature.
It is directly analogous to the survival bias in ancient texts: we have
Thucydides but not the many other accounts of the Peloponnesian
War that did not survive because copyists did not value them. What
survives is not a random sample; it is shaped by selection pressures.

Calibrated confidence. Putting this together, the historically trained
reader would have held the original finding with appropriate tentative-
ness. Not dismissal—the study was real evidence of something. But
not confident belief either. The evidence base was thin: one study, one
research group, effects not yet replicated. The appropriate confidence
level was “interesting if true, awaiting confirmation,” not “established
fact worth changing behavior for.”

This is exactly the graduated confidence we developed for claims
about antiquity. We learned to say “The Antonine Plague was devas-
tating” (high confidence, convergent evidence) differently from “The
Sea Peoples destroyed Bronze Age civilization” (contested, moderate
confidence at best) differently from “Yamnaya speakers believed in
sky gods” (principled limitation, evidence cannot answer). The same
calibration applies to contemporary claims.

13.4 The Six Skills

Let us now articulate explicitly the transferable skills this book has
developed. They are not uniquely historical; they are the skills of
reasoning under uncertainty. But ancient history is where we learned
them, and the learning is durable precisely because the examples were
complex and real.

First: Every source has a perspective. This is the fundamental lesson of
Chapter 2, applied throughout the book. No text, no dataset, no image,
no report arrives innocent of viewpoint. Every source was created by
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someone with purposes, assumptions, and limitations. Reading well
means reading through the perspective, not pretending it does not exist.

The skill transfers immediately. A corporate press release is written
to present the corporation favorably. A political speech is crafted to
persuade. A scientific paper is written by people whose careers depend
on publishing results. None of this makes sources useless; it makes
them legible. The question is never “Is this source biased?”—all sources
are biased—but “What is the bias, and how does it shape what I am
learning?”

Second: Convergent evidence beats single sources. Confidence should
scale with the independence and convergence of evidence. A conclusion
supported by multiple independent lines of evidence is more secure
than one supported by any single source, however authoritative. Ten
news articles all citing the same study are not ten pieces of evidence;
they are one piece of evidence with ten amplifiers.

The skill combats what we might call the authority fallacy: the
assumption that a prestigious source settles questions. Prestige is
informative—experts are more likely to be right than non-experts—but
it is not decisive. Even experts can be wrong. Even peer-reviewed
journals can publish results that fail to replicate. The question is always:
do independent lines of evidence converge?

Third: Certainty is a spectrum. Some things we know firmly; some
we suspect; some we cannot currently determine; some we cannot in
principle determine. The historian’s discipline is matching confidence
to evidence: holding firmly what is well-established, tentatively what
is suggested, and openly what is unknown.

This skill combats two temptations. The first is the temptation to
certainty: believing strongly without adequate evidence, treating tenta-
tive conclusions as established facts, being unable to say “I don’t know.”
The second is the temptation to skepticism: refusing to believe anything
because nothing is certain, treating all claims as equally dubious, unable
to distinguish well-supported conclusions from speculation. Calibrated
confidence is the alternative to both.

Fourth: Absence of evidence is sometimes evidence. We learned in Chap-
ter 8 that arguments from silence are valid only when we would expect
evidence if the thing existed. The absence of elephants in Thucydides
does not prove Greeks lacked elephants—he had no reason to mention
them. The absence of elephants in detailed Roman military accounts of
Indian campaigns might be more telling.

This skill matters whenever someone argues from what is missing.
“There is no evidence of side effects” is meaningful only if we have
looked in ways that would detect side effects. “No documents prove
the conspiracy” is meaningful only if conspirators would be expected
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to document their conspiracies. The question is always: what would
evidence look like, and have we looked there?

Fifth: Interpretation depends on frameworks. Throughout this book, we
have seen how assumptions shape what questions are asked and what
counts as evidence. The same archaeological site can be interpreted as
evidence of invasion, migration, or internal transformation depending
on the framework the interpreter brings.

The skill induces humility. Your framework shapes what you see.
Different frameworks are not merely different preferences; they are
different ways of organizing reality that can make some features visible
and others invisible. Being aware of your framework does not let
you escape it, but it lets you hold conclusions more provisionally and
engage more genuinely with those who see the evidence differently.

Sixth: Distinguish “we don’t know” from “we can’t know.” Some igno-
rance is contingent—we lack evidence that might exist. Some questions
are ill-formed—they presuppose distinctions that may not apply. Some
limitations are principled—our evidence types are constitutively unable
to answer certain questions. Sorting these categories is itself knowledge.

The skill prevents both premature closure and infinite regress. Some
questions will be answered as new evidence emerges. Some questions
need reformulation. Some questions will remain forever unanswered.
Recognizing which is which saves effort and preserves honesty.

13.5 “You Might Ask”: Objections Considered

You might ask: aren’t these skills just “critical thinking”? Why dress
them in historical clothing?

“Critical thinking” has become a buzzword, often taught abstractly
through toy examples that bear little resemblance to actual decisions.
The advantage of learning these skills through ancient history is that
the examples are real, complex, and consequential. You do not learn to
evaluate bias by analyzing made-up scenarios designed by curriculum
committees. You learn by watching Tacitus damn emperors through im-
plication, by seeing how Augustus’s propaganda shaped all subsequent
accounts, by confronting the irreducible uncertainty about whether
Mycenaean Greeks besieged a city in Anatolia.

The historical examples provide what abstract instruction cannot:
practice with genuine complexity, where the “right answer” is often
uncertain and the stakes of getting it wrong are visible across millennia.

You might ask: but I am not going to evaluate ancient sources in
daily life. How does this actually transfer?

The transfer is in habit, not content. After eleven chapters of asking
“What are the biases of this source?” you will ask it automatically. After
learning to notice what evidence types can and cannot show, you will
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notice it elsewhere. After calibrating confidence to evidence for the
Athenian population, Roman GDP, and the historicity of the Trojan
War, you will find yourself unable to maintain false certainty about
contested contemporary claims.

The goal was never to make you an ancient historian. It was to give
you habits of mind that ancient historians need and that most people
lack. The laboratory was ancient history. The skills are general.

You might ask: these skills seem to lead to perpetual uncertainty.
How can we ever act if we are always doubting?

This is perhaps the most important objection, and the answer is
crucial. Calibrated uncertainty enables better action, not paralysis.

When you know that evidence is strong, you can act confidently.
When you know that evidence is weak, you can act provisionally,
remaining open to revision. When you know that a question cannot
currently be answered, you can make decisions on other grounds while
avoiding false certainty about the unknowable parts.

The alternative—believing with equal confidence things supported
by strong and weak evidence—leads to worse decisions. You will bet
heavily on claims that should be held lightly. You will dismiss claims
that deserve serious consideration. You will be confidently wrong about
matters where uncertainty was the honest position.

Epistemic humility is not the enemy of action. Overconfidence is.
You might ask: what about expertise? Should I not just trust experts

rather than trying to evaluate everything myself?
Expertise is real and valuable. We give more credence to claims

made by experts within their domain, just as we give more credence to
archaeologists about stratigraphy than to literary scholars. But expertise
is not infallibility. Experts can be wrong; experts can disagree; experts
can speak outside their competence; experts can have biases.

The skills we have developed help you evaluate how much to trust
expert claims. Is this within their expertise? Do other experts agree?
What are the structural incentives? Is the confidence level appropriate
to the evidence? The goal is not to replace expert judgment with
amateur judgment. It is to engage expert judgment intelligently rather
than credulously or dismissively.

You might ask: is there not a danger that these skills become an
excuse for dismissing inconvenient evidence? Cannot bad actors use
“source criticism” to reject anything they dislike?

Yes. Any tool can be misused. Source criticism applied selectively—
demanding evidence only for claims one dislikes—is not source criti-
cism but motivated reasoning in costume.

The discipline is consistency. If you demand multiple independent
sources for claims about climate change, you must demand them for
claims against climate change. If you question the motives of scientists,
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you must question the motives of industry-funded critics. If you recog-
nize that your political opponents have biases, you must recognize that
your political allies have biases.

The historian’s virtue is not skepticism, which can be performed
selectively. It is rigor, which must be applied universally. The question
is always: am I applying the same standards to evidence I like and
evidence I dislike?

13.6 A Historical Aside: How History Became Method

Let us pause to consider how the teaching of history has changed, for
this change illuminates why the skills we have developed matter.3 3 This historical sketch necessarily simpli-

fies a complex pedagogical history that
varied by nation, institution, and era.

For most of the twentieth century, history was taught primarily
as content: names, dates, events, causes, consequences. Students
learned what happened. They rarely learned how historians know
what happened, still less how to evaluate competing claims about what
happened.

This approach had respectable roots. The professionalization of
history in nineteenth-century Germany emphasized archival research
and factual accumulation. Leopold von Ranke’s famous dictum, that
history should show “how it actually was,” was interpreted—perhaps
misinterpreted—as a call to factual accuracy. Methodology was for
practitioners; facts were for students.

The results were what you might expect. Students memorized facts
they soon forgot. They learned to treat historical claims as equivalent
to mathematical theorems—true or false, certain or wrong—without
recognizing the interpretive work that produced those claims. When
they encountered competing narratives about contested events, they had
no tools for adjudication except tribal loyalty or aesthetic preference.

The shift toward methodological education began in the 1960s and
accelerated with research showing that even intelligent adults approach
historical documents with naive credulity.4 Teaching students to think 4 Sam Wineburg’s research demonstrated

that high school students and historians
read documents in fundamentally differ-
ent ways. Students looked for “the an-
swer”; historians looked for bias, context,
and corroboration.

historically meant teaching them to ask questions about sources that
professional historians take for granted: Who wrote this? Why? What
perspective does it embody? What other sources might confirm or
contradict it?

But methodological training remains uncommon outside specialized
programs. Most people, even well-educated people, never learn to
evaluate sources, triangulate evidence, or calibrate confidence. They
consume historical claims, political arguments, and scientific reports
with either naive credulity or blanket cynicism—both failures of the
same kind.

This book has attempted to teach method through content. By
working through the evidentiary problems of ancient history, where
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the challenges are unusually visible, you have been developing skills
that transfer to any domain where evidence is incomplete and stakes
are real.

The ancient world is a particularly good laboratory for this training,
in part because its problems are so obviously hard. No one expects
certainty about events three thousand years ago. The evidential difficul-
ties are on the surface. But the difficulties in contemporary knowledge
are often just as severe—merely better hidden behind professional au-
thority and familiar narrative conventions. Training on the visible cases
prepares you for the invisible ones.

13.7 The Pandemic as Case Study

Let us apply our laboratory training to a contemporary case where the
skills mattered acutely.

In early 2020, a novel coronavirus emerged, and within weeks the
world was awash in conflicting claims. Where did the virus originate?
How deadly was it? Did masks work? Were lockdowns necessary?
Which treatments helped and which were useless or harmful?

I do not propose to settle these questions—many remain contested,
and this is not an epidemiology textbook. But let us see how the
historian’s toolkit helps navigate the uncertainty.5 5 The point of this exercise is methodolog-

ical, not medical. Nothing here consti-
tutes health advice.

Source criticism. Early reports came from Chinese officials, the World
Health Organization, epidemiologists with various models, journalists
under pressure, and social media platforms that amplified extreme
positions. Each source had characteristic biases. Chinese officials had
incentives to minimize embarrassment and maintain control. The WHO
had incentives to maintain working relationships with member states.
Epidemiologists had the biases of their models—necessarily, since mod-
els encode assumptions. Journalists had incentives toward drama and
timeliness. Social media rewarded engagement over accuracy.

None of this means all sources were equally unreliable. It means
each source had to be read with its biases in mind. An official denial
of human-to-human transmission was not evidence that transmission
was impossible; it was evidence that an official said transmission was
impossible, which is different. The gap between what a source says
and what the underlying reality might be is exactly what we learned to
navigate with ancient sources.

Triangulation. As weeks passed, evidence accumulated from mul-
tiple independent sources: case reports from multiple countries, ge-
nomic sequences from laboratories worldwide, epidemiological models
with different assumptions, firsthand accounts from healthcare work-
ers. When these independent sources converged—the virus spread
person-to-person, caused pneumonia, was more deadly than seasonal
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flu—confidence appropriately increased. When they diverged—exact
fatality rates, exact transmission mechanisms—appropriate uncertainty
remained.

The triangulation principle also highlighted what was missing. Early
claims about mask effectiveness relied heavily on pre-pandemic studies
of influenza, not direct evidence about this virus. Claims about lock-
down effectiveness required comparison to counterfactuals that did not
exist. The evidence base was genuinely sparse, and confident claims on
either side of contested questions were premature.

Calibrated confidence. By applying graduated confidence, a thoughtful
observer could have distinguished claims with different evidential
bases.

Some claims warranted high confidence: a novel virus was caus-
ing serious respiratory illness; it spread person-to-person; healthcare
systems could be overwhelmed. These claims rested on convergent
evidence from independent sources.

Some claims warranted moderate confidence: the infection fatality
rate was substantially higher than seasonal flu; respiratory routes were
a major transmission mechanism. The evidence was strong but not yet
overwhelming.

Some claims warranted low confidence: specific fatality rate esti-
mates; the relative importance of aerosol versus droplet versus surface
transmission; the effectiveness of particular interventions. Here the
evidence was thin, contested, or rapidly evolving.

Some questions could not be answered: long-term immunity; ef-
fectiveness of vaccines not yet developed; optimal policy responses
weighing health against economic and social costs. These required
either future evidence or value judgments that evidence alone could
not supply.

This is not agnosticism about everything. It is appropriate confidence
calibrated to available evidence.

Framework awareness. The pandemic rapidly became politically po-
larized in ways that had nothing to do with virology. Claims about
the virus’s origins, about masks, about lockdowns, about treatments
became tribal markers. Information was evaluated not by evidence but
by who made the claim and what political position it implied.

The historian’s discipline is to resist this. The virus does not know
about politics. Evidence is what it is. Present concerns can motivate
inquiry, but they cannot determine conclusions. Frameworks shape
interpretation, but this does not mean all interpretations are equally
valid—evidence still constrains what can reasonably be claimed. The
challenge was applying that understanding when the stakes felt imme-
diate and the pressure for tribal alignment was intense.
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13.8 Productive Skepticism and Corrosive Cynicism

We have arrived at a question that has lurked beneath the surface
throughout this book. Learning to question sources, to demand ev-
idence, to calibrate confidence, to recognize bias—does this lead to
productive inquiry or to corrosive doubt that dissolves all knowledge?

The distinction matters enormously. Let us develop it carefully.
Productive skepticism is the habit of proportioning belief to evidence.

It asks questions about sources: who created this, why, with what as-
sumptions and limitations? It demands triangulation: do independent
lines of evidence converge? It calibrates confidence: is my certainty
appropriate to the evidential support? It remains open to revision:
what new evidence might change my mind?

Productive skepticism is not doubt for its own sake. It is doubt in the
service of better belief. The goal is not to disbelieve everything but to
believe things in proportion to their evidential support. Strong evidence
warrants strong belief. Weak evidence warrants tentative belief. Absent
evidence warrants suspended judgment.

Corrosive cynicism looks superficially similar but is fundamentally
different. It dismisses everything because nothing can be proven beyond
all doubt. “You can’t trust anything you read.” “Everyone has an
agenda.” “All sources are equally biased.” “Nothing is really true.”

Corrosive cynicism is lazy. It saves one the effort of evaluation by
treating all claims as equivalent. Why bother examining evidence if all
evidence is suspect? Why bother triangulating sources if all sources lie?
Why calibrate confidence if nothing can be known?

You might ask: isn’t this unfair? Surely cynicism is the natural
response to a world full of manipulation and misinformation?

The unfairness is precisely the point. Cynicism is unfair in the sense
of treating all claims equally, regardless of their evidential support. The
peer-reviewed study and the social media rumor are lumped together
as “things people claim.” The carefully sourced journalism and the
propaganda are both “media.” The nuanced expert judgment and the
confident ignorance are both “opinions.”

This equivalence is itself a cognitive failure. Some claims are better
supported than others. Some sources are more reliable than others.
Some methods produce better evidence than others. Treating them as
equivalent is not hard-nosed realism; it is intellectual abdication.6 6 The cynic’s pose of worldly wisdom of-

ten masks an unwillingness to do the cog-
nitive work of evaluation.

Worse, corrosive cynicism leaves one vulnerable to manipulation.
If nothing can be known, then one might as well believe whatever
is convenient, emotionally satisfying, or tribal. The cynic who trusts
nothing is paradoxically easy to manipulate: offer them a narrative that
flatters their self-image or confirms their prejudices, and they have no
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resources to resist it. They have discarded the tools that would let them
distinguish the plausible from the implausible.

Productive skepticism is harder. It requires doing the work: ex-
amining sources, weighing evidence, calibrating confidence, applying
standards consistently. It requires intellectual courage: accepting un-
certainty where certainty would be comforting, changing one’s mind
when evidence warrants, acknowledging that one’s favored positions
might be wrong.

But the reward is epistemic integrity: beliefs that track evidence as
closely as possible, updated as evidence warrants, held with confidence
proportional to their support. This is not a guarantee of truth. It is the
best we can do.

The distinction between productive skepticism and corrosive cyni-
cism is not always clear in practice. The same question—“Why should
I believe this?”—can be asked in either spirit. The difference is in
what follows. The productive skeptic asks the question as prelude to
evaluation. The corrosive cynic asks it as conclusion, assuming that no
adequate answer exists.

Throughout this book, we have been practicing productive skepti-
cism. We asked hard questions about ancient sources, but we did not
conclude that nothing can be known about antiquity. We recognized
bias, but we also recognized that biased sources can yield genuine
knowledge when read critically. We calibrated confidence, which meant
sometimes concluding that we know things quite firmly—Linear B is
Greek, the Antonine Plague was devastating, Roman roads connected
the empire—and sometimes concluding that we do not know and
perhaps cannot.

The same stance serves in contemporary life. Ask hard questions.
Demand evidence. Recognize bias. Triangulate sources. Calibrate
confidence. But do not pretend that because knowledge is difficult, it is
impossible. Do not let appropriate humility collapse into inappropriate
nihilism.

13.9 The Historian’s Virtues

Let us articulate the intellectual virtues that historical inquiry cultivates.
These are not merely useful for studying the past; they are virtues for
thinking in general.

Patience. Historical knowledge is hard-won and slow. You cannot
rush to conclusions; you must examine evidence, consider alternatives,
check your reasoning. This patience transfers. In a world of hot takes
and instant opinions, the capacity to withhold judgment until you have
actually thought about something is increasingly rare and increasingly
valuable.
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Humility. The past resists our desire to understand it fully. Every
historian confronts questions that cannot be answered, evidence that
runs out, interpretations that remain contested. This experience of
limits should induce humility about what we know and what we can
know. The humility transfers. Confident certainty about contested
contemporary questions is usually a sign of insufficient thought, not
superior insight.

Integrity. The historian’s discipline is applying the same standards to
evidence that supports preferred conclusions and evidence that under-
mines them. You cannot demand triangulation only when convenient,
or question sources only when they disagree with you. This consistency
is hard because motivated reasoning is so easy. The effort to achieve it
transfers. Integrity in evaluating evidence is integrity as such.

Tolerance of ambiguity. Many historical questions have no clean an-
swers. The Sea Peoples remain mysterious; the causes of Rome’s
transformation remain contested; the relative weights of economy, cul-
ture, and politics in ancient life remain debated. Living with these open
questions, without prematurely closing them or abandoning inquiry,
requires comfort with ambiguity. The comfort transfers. Many contem-
porary questions are similarly ambiguous, and the ability to work with
ambiguity rather than resolving it falsely is essential.

Responsiveness to evidence. The historian must be willing to change
conclusions when evidence warrants. We have seen throughout this
book how interpretations shift as new evidence emerges: DNA evidence
transforming our understanding of ancient migrations, dendrochronol-
ogy and ice cores revealing climate events invisible to textual sources,
scientific analysis of pottery revealing trade networks the literary record
never mentioned. This responsiveness transfers. Changing one’s mind
in light of evidence is not weakness; it is the sign of a functioning
intellect.

These virtues are not automatic consequences of studying history.
One can study history badly, reinforcing prejudices rather than challeng-
ing them, seeking only confirmation, maintaining preferred conclusions
regardless of evidence. But done well, historical inquiry cultivates
habits of mind that make us better thinkers.

13.10 What the Laboratory Taught

Let us return to our laboratory metaphor one final time.
The pendulum in the physics laboratory is not interesting in itself.

No one studies pendulums because they care about pendulums. They
study pendulums because pendulums reveal principles—about peri-
odic motion, about energy, about the relationship between force and
acceleration—that apply far beyond the particular apparatus.



204 the ancient world as laboratory

The ancient world, in this book, has been the pendulum. The par-
ticular problems we examined—reading Thucydides, interpreting the
archaeological record, extracting information from coins and bones and
linguistic reconstructions, synthesizing fragmentary evidence under
uncertainty—were not primarily about antiquity. They were about
developing principles that apply wherever evidence is incomplete and
judgment is required.

We learned that sources have perspectives, and that reading through
perspectives is more productive than pretending they do not exist.

We learned that evidence can constrain interpretation without deter-
mining it, and that multiple interpretations surviving evidential test is
not a failure of method but a feature of underdetermined questions.

We learned that confidence should be calibrated to evidence, and
that calibrated confidence is compatible with acting on beliefs while
remaining open to revision.

We learned that frameworks shape what we see, and that awareness
of frameworks enables more productive engagement with those who
see differently.

We learned that some ignorance is contingent, some principled, and
some reflects ill-formed questions—and that sorting these categories is
itself valuable knowledge.

We learned that knowledge is provisional without being arbitrary,
perspectival without being merely subjective, constructed without being
invented.

These lessons are about ancient history only in the sense that physics
lessons are about pendulums. The pendulum was the apparatus; the
principles are general. Ancient history was the laboratory; the skills are
transferable.

13.11 The Satisfactions of Honest Inquiry

We have arrived at the end. You have spent this book learning to
read ancient sources against the grain, to interpret material culture
with appropriate humility, to extract information from inscriptions and
coins and skeletal remains, to synthesize fragmentary evidence under
uncertainty, to recognize how frameworks shape interpretation, and to
calibrate your confidence to what the evidence actually supports.

What is the payoff?
It is not certainty. Historical inquiry does not provide the satis-

factions of mathematics, where theorems are proven and doubt is
eliminated. The past resists that kind of mastery. Questions remain
open; interpretations remain contested; new evidence may overturn
what we thought we knew.
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It is not completeness. We will never know everything about the
ancient world. Much is lost beyond recovery. Much that we think we
know may be wrong. The evidence is too fragmentary, too biased, too
filtered through accident and selection to yield complete understanding.

What history provides is something different: the satisfaction of
honest inquiry. The satisfaction of confronting hard questions with
appropriate tools. The satisfaction of reaching justified conclusions,
even provisional ones. The satisfaction of knowing what you know and
knowing that you know it, while remaining honest about what you do
not know and cannot know.

This satisfaction is available in any domain of inquiry. You can
experience it when evaluating a medical claim, or a political argument,
or a business decision. The tools are the same: source criticism, trian-
gulation, calibrated confidence, framework awareness, the distinction
between answerable and unanswerable questions. The satisfaction is
the same: the sense of having thought carefully rather than reacted
instinctively, of having earned your conclusions rather than received
them.

The world is full of confident claims. Most people hold their be-
liefs loosely or not at all—either certain without evidence or skeptical
without discrimination. The skills you have developed position you dif-
ferently. You can evaluate claims. You can proportion belief to evidence.
You can hold conclusions with appropriate tentativeness while still
acting on them. You can change your mind when evidence warrants
without feeling that changing your mind is defeat.

These are not merely intellectual virtues. They are practical capac-
ities for navigating a world where information is abundant, reliable
knowledge is scarce, and the consequences of error are real.

Ancient historians have been developing these capacities for cen-
turies, often without explicit articulation of the underlying principles.
They learned, through practice with exceptionally difficult material,
how to construct knowledge from fragments. They learned to live
with uncertainty without being paralyzed by it. They learned to make
claims without false confidence and to revise claims without excessive
reluctance.

You have now joined them—not as a specialist in antiquity, neces-
sarily, but as someone who has learned to think the way they think.
The laboratory was ancient history. The experiments were the case
studies we worked through. The results are habits of mind that will
serve wherever evidence is incomplete and judgment matters.

The past is a foreign country, as L.P. Hartley wrote, where they do
things differently.7 We have spent this book trying to understand that 7 From the opening of The Go-Between

(1953).foreign country, not as tourists seeking entertainment but as inves-
tigators seeking truth. The truth we found was partial, provisional,
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perspectival—but it was truth nonetheless, earned through disciplined
inquiry.

The skills you take away are not about the foreign country of the
past. They are about navigating the foreign country of the future, which
will be just as difficult to understand, just as full of biased sources and
fragmentary evidence, just as resistant to confident claims and easy
answers.

You have learned to think like a historian. Use it well.
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This appendix provides an overview of the major primary source
collections and databases available for studying the ancient world.

.1 Literary Sources

The major Greek and Roman literary texts are available in the Loeb
Classical Library series (Harvard University Press), which provides
facing Greek or Latin text with English translation. The Perseus Digital
Library (perseus.tufts.edu) offers free access to many of these texts
with morphological analysis and linked commentaries.

.2 Epigraphic Corpora

For Greek inscriptions, the Inscriptiones Graecae (IG) remains the stan-
dard corpus. For Latin inscriptions, the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum
(CIL) begun by Theodor Mommsen continues to be expanded. The
Packard Humanities Institute (PHI) database provides searchable digital
access to Greek inscriptions, while the Epigraphic Database Heidelberg
covers Latin inscriptions.

.3 Papyrological Collections

The Duke Databank of Documentary Papyri, now integrated into
papyri.info, provides searchable access to Greek and Latin papyri
from Egypt and elsewhere. The Advanced Papyrological Information
System (APIS) links papyrus images with transcriptions and transla-
tions.

.4 Archaeological Databases

For Roman archaeology, the Pleiades gazetteer (pleiades.stoa.org)
provides geographic data for ancient places. The Digital Atlas of the
Roman Empire (DARE) offers interactive mapping. For specific sites,
published excavation reports remain the primary sources, though access
varies considerably.

.5 Numismatic Resources

The American Numismatic Society maintains searchable databases of
ancient coins. Roman Imperial Coinage (RIC) and Sylloge Nummorum
Graecorum (SNG) provide systematic catalogues of coin types.

This appendix provides a technical overview of the methods used to
establish dates in ancient history.
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.6 Relative and Absolute Dating

Relative dating establishes sequences—event A occurred before event
B—without assigning calendar dates. Absolute dating assigns specific
calendar dates or date ranges. Ancient history uses both, often in
combination.

.7 Astronomical Synchronisms

Solar eclipses and other astronomical events mentioned in ancient
sources can sometimes be dated precisely, providing fixed points for
ancient chronologies. The Assyrian eponym lists, for example, can be
anchored by a solar eclipse dated to June 15, 763 BCE.

.8 Stratigraphy

Archaeological stratigraphy establishes relative chronology through the
principle of superposition: lower layers are older than upper layers. The
Harris Matrix provides a formal method for recording and analyzing
stratigraphic relationships.

.9 Radiocarbon Dating

Carbon-14 dating measures the decay of radioactive carbon in organic
materials. Calibration curves convert raw radiocarbon ages to calendar
dates, accounting for variations in atmospheric carbon-14 over time.
Precision varies but is typically ±50–100 years for ancient historical
periods.

.10 Dendrochronology

Tree-ring dating provides year-specific dates when wood samples can be
matched to established chronologies. The method has been particularly
valuable for Bronze Age Mediterranean chronology and for dating
Roman period construction.

.11 Ceramic Typology

Changes in pottery styles over time allow relative dating of archaeo-
logical contexts. When ceramic sequences can be linked to absolute
dates through other methods, pottery becomes a powerful dating tool
for excavated sites.
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.12 Numismatic Evidence

Coins bearing dates, rulers’ names, or dateable imagery provide termi-
nus post quem dates for archaeological contexts. Die studies and hoard
analysis contribute to understanding monetary chronology.

.13 Paleography

Changes in letter forms over time allow approximate dating of in-
scriptions and manuscripts. The method is particularly developed for
Greek and Latin epigraphy, where dated examples anchor typological
sequences.

This appendix provides an annotated guide to further reading, orga-
nized by chapter topics.

.14 Part I: The Historian’s Toolkit

.14.1 Literary Sources

• Marincola, John, ed. A Companion to Greek and Roman Historiography.
Blackwell, 2007. Comprehensive introduction to ancient historical
writing.

• Woodman, A.J. Rhetoric in Classical Historiography. Croom Helm,
1988. Essential for understanding ancient historians’ compositional
practices.

.14.2 Archaeology

• Renfrew, Colin and Paul Bahn. Archaeology: Theories, Methods and
Practice. 8th ed. Thames & Hudson, 2020. The standard introduction.

• Hodder, Ian. Reading the Past. 3rd ed. Cambridge, 2003. Post-
processual perspective on archaeological interpretation.

.14.3 Epigraphy

• Bodel, John, ed. Epigraphic Evidence. Routledge, 2001. Excellent
introduction to using inscriptions as historical evidence.

.14.4 Numismatics

• Howgego, Christopher. Ancient History from Coins. Routledge, 1995.
Clear introduction to numismatic method.
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.14.5 Bioarchaeology and Ancient DNA

• Larsen, Clark Spencer. Bioarchaeology: Interpreting Behavior from the
Human Skeleton. 2nd ed. Cambridge, 2015.

• Reich, David. Who We Are and How We Got Here. Pantheon, 2018.
Accessible introduction to ancient DNA research.

.14.6 Historical Linguistics

• Fortson, Benjamin W. Indo-European Language and Culture. 2nd ed.
Blackwell, 2010. Standard introduction.

• Mallory, J.P. In Search of the Indo-Europeans. Thames & Hudson, 1989.
Classic synthesis of the homeland problem.

.15 Part II: Case Studies

.15.1 Bronze Age Collapse

• Cline, Eric H. 1177 B.C.: The Year Civilization Collapsed. Princeton,
2014. Readable systems-collapse argument.

.15.2 Republic to Empire

• Syme, Ronald. The Roman Revolution. Oxford, 1939. The classic
prosopographical study.

.15.3 Early Christianity

• Meeks, Wayne A. The First Urban Christians. 2nd ed. Yale, 2003.
Social history approach.

.15.4 Fall of Rome

• Ward-Perkins, Bryan. The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization.
Oxford, 2005. Archaeological argument for collapse.

• Brown, Peter. The World of Late Antiquity. Thames & Hudson, 1971.
Transformation paradigm.

.16 Part III: The Discipline

.16.1 Historiography and Method

• Evans, Richard J. In Defence of History. Granta, 1997. Accessible
defense against postmodernist critique.
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• Collingwood, R.G. The Idea of History. Oxford, 1946. Classic philo-
sophical treatment.
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