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Abstract

The significance of the construction of Portus - the Claudian harbour and the
Trajan hexagonal basin to the north of Ostia —— should be revisited in the light of
recent survey results provided by the Portus Project (an internationally
collaborative project).  The reported area of the warehouses (horrea) in Portus has
considerably increased in the past ten years. Was Russell Meiggs right when he
argued that Puteoli lost Egyptian grain trade and its economy started declining in
the second century (when the Trajan basin was constructed)?

The combined area of the warehouses in Portus and Ostia (124, 160 ni in the early
2C and 191, 190 nt in the late 2C) are compared with the requisite area calculated
from the amount of grain necessary to feed the population (c. 1 million) of the capital
city (max. 400, 000 tons). But the calculation of this ‘adequacy rate’ needs to
take into account the following factors: (a) the proportion of the area of grain
warehouses to that of the whole is not 100%. Three cases, namely, 50%, 75% and 90%,
are suggested; (b) the population of Ostia —— tentatively estimated at 100, 000, a
tenth of the capital population - adds 40, 000 tons to the consumption of grain stored
in Portus and Ostia; (c) import of grain concentrates in the c. 100 days of the
navigable season in the Mediterranean, but grain consumption continues even in this
period, so if the importing pace is averaged over the 100 days, the amount of grain
stored in these port cities peaks during the final stage of the importing season in
mid-September.

As a result, the ‘adequacy rate’ of warehouses in the late second century was
between 30% (if the grain warehouses accounted for 50%) and 54% (if the grain
warehouses accounted for 90%) : even the maximum does not exceed 67%, at which point
the necessity of the grain warehouses in Puteoli definitely starts diminishing (as
the Egyptian grain met a third of the yearly demand of the capital city). Thus the
scale of the warehouses revealed by recent surveys does not support the Meiggs’ thesis.
Puteoli kept its prosperity at least until the late second century. It was after

the third century that the city declined.
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