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ABSTRACT

In analysing matters as diverse as state nancing, strategic planning, public benefactions
and long-term credit in private business transactions, the historian is faced with an
underlying problem about the perceptions of time. One aspect of this problem is the
manner in which pictures of a complex future are reected in the behaviour of agents
engaged in these activities. The manner in which actions were (or were not) taken by
them suggests a peculiar conguration of future time in the Roman world. It is
speculatively argued that perspectives on the future had analogies with the different
ways in which a sense of depth was created by artists working on a two-dimensional
space and with the contextual ways in which spatial perspective was employed.
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Time, we are told, is the single most used noun in the English language.2 We are very
concerned with time, hyper-conscious of it and (apparently) discuss it a lot. It would be
easy to think that this concern is an affect of modernity, but it is not necessarily so. ‘In
our daily talk, nothing is more familiarly or more easily brought up than is time’,
Augustine remarked at the end of the fourth century C.E.3 Even so, basic distinctions in
concepts of time typical of different ages and societies might be expected. An inuential
idea that one still nds occasionally suggested about time in Roman antiquity is that
certain peoples thought of time as an endless repetition of cycles and replaying of types,
whereas others conceived of time as linear in nature, ever moving forward through new

* An early version of this essay was presented as the Hyde Lecture at the University of Pennsylvania in March
2016; a revised version was read as the tenth Rostovzteff Lecture at Yale University in November 2017. For
critical observations made on those occasions and in response to later queries, I offer thanks to Emma Dench,
Yaacob Dweck, Dennis Kehoe, James Ker, Michael Koortbojian, Paul Kosmin, Susan Mattern, Andrew
Riggsby, Peter Stinson, Deborah Vischak and to Carolyn Yerkes, to whom I have incurred a special debt.
Above all, I owe thanks to Peter Brown for his discussion of the problem and for his constant encouragement.
Finally, I express my deep gratitude to the Journal’s readers who understood the argument, offered criticism
where it was due and suggested benecial alterations. If I have not been able to meet their expectations, the
fault is mine alone.
1 Wagner, Parsifal, Act 1, 965–6; Gurnemanz in reply to Parsifal: ‘Du siehst, mein Sohn, zum Raum wird hier die
Zeit.’
2 That is, as a ‘serious’ stand-alone noun, not counting pronouns, relatives, prepositions or otherwise; if not
absolutely the number one of this type of noun, it is certainly in the top two or three. Access: https://www.
wordfrequency.info/free.asp?s=y = ranks no. 52 after all the other minor items.
3 August., Conf. 11.14.17 (CCSL 27: 202): ‘Quid autem familiarius et notius in loquendo commemoramus quam
tempus?’; 11.22.28 (CCSL 27: 208): ‘Et dicimus tempus et tempus, tempora et tempora … manifestissima et
usitatissima sunt.’
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temporal vistas. This scholarly canard was refuted long ago by Arnaldo Momigliano.4
Jews, Christians, Greeks, Romans and others were perfectly capable of conceiving of
time and process as being either cyclical or linear depending on the context in which
they were thinking and writing.5 Romans were certainly able to conceive of time as a
continuously linear process extending from the past into the future. When they did, my
questions are: what types of extension and what sort of pictures of the future were
involved? And, did there exist a concept of a distant future that would be inhabited in
as complex and knowable a fashion as the present? Just one dominant Roman view
adds complexity to both questions. It was a view of the future that placed emphasis on
continuity out of the present in the shape of one’s posteri, one’s direct descendants and
successors. What was to follow in time was envisaged as posteritas. The standard
dictionaries assure us that, in addition to succeeding generations and posterity,
posteritas means something like futurity, future time or even the future itself. But a close
inspection of the lemmata for this family of words, as well as for the more obvious
futurus, futurum and futura, reveals nothing like our common idea of the future among
their primary meanings.6 The claim or assertion that posteritas can mean the future has
all the utility of lling out one blank cheque with another, since it begs the question of
how Romans envisaged a complex futurity. The problem involves both the nature of
time projected out of the present and the idea of a separate future located in an ideal
space, the latter sometimes congured as a utopia.7 The question is further complicated
since, as in our own day, diverse ways of seeing the future were involved. Careful
investigations of concepts of time held by Romans, including futurity, have shown that
they tended to think of time in spatial terms: in general, the future was in front of them,
the past was behind.8 As students of metaphor have argued, this is a near universal
spatial representation of time shared by most humans.9 Unfortunately, this universality
does not advance an analysis of Roman futurity very far, although the spatial aspect of
time will necessarily become an ancillary part of my argument.

In favour of an ability to project a substantial continuity into the future, one could point
to the fact that the Romans had a system of time computation that was rmly linear and
had the possibility, indeed the actuality, of an innite, equally measured, step-by-step
progression into the future. A.U.C. dating, like the Seleucid year or our own B.C.E./C.E.
system, could have provided this type of point-anchored universal projection into time
not yet existing, a means by which one could readily and easily specify collections of
precise points in future time. Unlike the Seleucids and their subjects (and imitators), the
problem is that, other than the antiquarians, very few Romans employed this system.10

4 Momigliano 1966; on ‘biblical’ time frames, see Brettler 2004.
5 For similar debates in Chinese history, especially of the Han period contemporary with the Roman Empire, one
might consider the debate between Joseph Needham and Derk Bodde: Needham 1981: both linearity and
cyclicality, with the long-term domination of the former; Bodde 1991: 122–33: both exist, but cyclicality was
equally dominant in antiquity.
6 See posteritas, TLL 10.2.197.64–201.7 (Scheible): generally meaning a later time, next, following-on or later in
sequence. For futurum/futura and derivatives, see OLD s.v. futurum and futurus, where the dominant meanings
are either ‘things that will happen later’ or ‘in time to come’.
7 I will not be discussing utopias or utopianism, a subject which, though relevant, would require a separate
treatment.
8 See Bettini, ‘Spatial Representations of Time in Latin’, pt. 2 in 1991: 115–93, especially ch. 8 (121–33),
‘Localizing future and past’, and ch. 11 (151–7), ‘Other aspects of time: “The future at your back”’. Whereas
the former chapter rmly establishes the normal orthodoxy on the localisation of time, the latter attempts to
demonstrate its occasional inversion. The abnormality of the inversion — implicated in the prognostication and
knowing of future events — is patent and in no way affects the argument here.
9 For metaphoric views of time, see Kövecses, ‘Time’, in 2005: 47–54; some possible exceptions, like the Aymara
in the Andes, have been claimed where the people have the past in front of them and the future behind them. There
is some uncertainty about the claims, but even if accepted, the exceptions to the rule are truly very few.
10 Bickerman 1980: 77–8: ‘The era ab urbe condita… did not, in reality, exist in the ancient world…’; see Feeney

BRENT D. SHAW2

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0075435819000844 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0075435819000844


In everything from the marking of items of quotidian commerce such as transport
amphorae to the dating of government measures like senatus consulta, annual consular
dating remained by far the norm. A further problem is that the mere existence of a
point-forward linear dating system is not, in itself, sufcient to produce a complex
futurity. The Seleucid system, and a number of copy-cat schemes and similar ones found
subsequently, including, eventually, our own anno Domini (in any event, post-Roman in
its general application), never themselves produced the full version of ‘the future’ with
which I am concerned.11 The existence of a continuous linear system of time
computation is only a possible trace or enabler of something that might exist. As will be
argued in what follows, dominant Roman concepts of the future seem more short-term,
fragmented and tentacular in nature and more dependent on personal connections and
immediate concerns. Belief and credit, des, both linked by inherent elements of futurity,
depended on what the individual trusted would happen. Instead of a contiguous solid
landscape, mainstream images of future events seem to have envisaged them as a
network of relationships, personal and material, that were tied to the present and (even
more for the social elites) to the past.12 For a large number of reasons such as these,
I remain uncertain about how the Romans pictured a complex future time.

I THE PROBLEM

This uncertainty of mine has been cued in part by the behaviour of the managers of the
Roman state, the emperors and their advisors. For example, and the example is typical,
in the late 160s C.E., when the emperor Marcus Aurelius was facing serious armed
threats along the northern and eastern frontiers of the Empire, he mobilised the imperial
army for war. The armed forces were by far the single largest draw on the annual
revenues of the Empire and Marcus soon found the resources of the state treasury
completely drained. What was his response? Having run through the surplus of 2.7
billion sesterces accumulated in the treasury by his predecessor Antoninus Pius and not
being willing or able to extract more from current tributary collection, the desperate
emperor, we are told, was reduced to selling off the household furniture of the palace,
the imperial tableware, his wife’s gold-embroidered silk robes and valuable family
jewellry at an auction in the Roman Forum to raise the cash needed by the state.13 The
elements of the story might be nothing more than an entertaining vignette, perhaps even
a bit ctitious. But the author and his sources, having had a lot of time to think about
it, could not imagine an emperor who had run to the end of the state’s current resources

2007: 140–1, who points out that there is only one coin issue, Hadrianic, dating to 121 C.E., that bears an A.U.C.
date: see RIC 2 no. 144 (ANN DCCCLXXIIII), an aureus, and no. 609, a sestertius with the same design and date;
on the Seleucid era, see Samuel 1972: 245–6, on its utility: ‘Of all of the eras which came into use in the Hellenistic
and Roman periods, it was probably the era which was most broadly used and most widely understood.’ The
signicance of the Seleucid system’s unprecedented nature has been understood by Kosmin 2018: 22: ‘… the
Seleucid Era’s time reckoning was uninterrupted, irreversible, paratactic, cumulative, endless, and directional …
[it] was the world’s rst continuous tally of counted years and the unheralded model for all subsequent era
systems …’
11 It did have some of the effects that can be linked with such continuous point-based linear systems, perhaps most
important for this paper was the genesis of pictures of a future-oriented and more just political order: see Kosmin,
‘Total history, 2: periodization and apocalypse’, in 2018: ch. 4 (137–86).
12 The former, including des as both trust and faith, has been considered at length by Morgan 2015; the latter, it
is to be hoped, will be investigated by Susan Mattern.
13 SHA,Marc. 17.4–5; 21.9, according to whom the sale lasted for two months and netted a large amount of gold
that permitted Marcus to resume the war against the Marcomanni in the early 170s C.E.; Eutrop. 8.13 has a fuller
account. For the context, see Birley 2016: 160, who places the event in 169 C.E.; similar actions were taken by
other emperors under analogous circumstances: Gaius: Suet., Calig. 59; Dio 59.21.5–6; Nerva: Dio 68.2.2; and
Pertinax: Dio 74.5.3–5.

D ID THE ROMANS HAVE A FUTURE? 3

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0075435819000844 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0075435819000844


doing anything different. The emperor could do ‘bad things’ to acquire the desperately
needed funds (on which more below), but Marcus would never be accused of such a
thing. We know of no case where the managers of the Roman Empire attempted or even
thought of regularly doing what is obvious to any modern government: namely, to draw
against the state’s future assets, to seek present credit and make payments against future
receipts.14 With regard to government nancing in England in the age of Charles II, it
has been noted that tax farmers were forced to lend money to the state in advance on
the security of the revenues that they were to acquire from it later. The historian knew
of no instance (nor do I) where this happened in Roman antiquity.15 Instant borrowings
to cope with present crises, often in the manner of non-repayable seizures, sometimes
did happen, but they are not at all the same as the systematic use of future credit. Often,
as in 82 B.C.E., when the state had exhausted its revenue streams and savings to support
current expenditures — war was the cause, again — there were few alternatives that
were envisaged. In this case, the consuls of the year and the Senate ordered the melting
down of gold and silver ornaments in the temples to keep the troops paid.16 The same
Sullan age also witnessed the recourse to proscriptions or political purges of the wealthy
as another quick x for state debt. Even so, these measures remained so rare and
sporadic that they point to the same problem.17 An analysis of the relationship between
nancial institutions and the underwriting of the military reached the conclusion that
the interdependence of agricultural production and tributary collection ‘was never
mediated through the medium of systematic credit’.18 Why? Or better, why not? Why
did Marcus not act and think differently?

The managers of the Empire were certainly aware that there was a future and that it bore
a genealogical relationship to the past. As the emperor Marcus Aurelius mused to himself
one day, the present was a repetition of things that had happened in the past and the same
would apply to the future. Rather depressingly for him, one could easily imagine ta
esomena from the past.19 The problem is that this looks very much like a familiar
typology, like posteritas and the posteri writ large. But what, other than this, could even
the emperor of Rome envisage? To what complex ideas about time did he have access?
In one of the more focused contemplations of the problem, at the end of antiquity in the
last books of his Confessions Augustine arrived at the rm conclusion that the future no
more existed than did the past.20 The one had vanished from the present, while the

14 The state did borrow from citizens with the proviso that it would return the same monies to them, as in the
second war with Carthage: Livy 31.13; 33.42. See Nicolet 1963, on Rome’s use of methods already employed
by Hellenistic states; see, further, Andreau 1997.
15 If anyone would have known, it would have been him: Brunt, ‘Publicans in the Principate’, 1990: 354–432, at
379; Veyne 1976: 433, saw some of the problem: ‘Mais nous avons parlé jusqu’ici du “budget” de Rome comme
de celui d’un État moderne, malgré deux grosses différences: Rome ne faisait pas que manger ses revenues, elle
épargnait; à cette époque [i.e. the late Republic] où les revenues annuels pouvaient bien nancer une campagne
ou deux, mais non permettre de soutenir une longue guerre, le Trésor conservait en réserve … une somme
équivalant à plusieurs années de recettes.’ When the money was gone, it was gone. Veyne thought that the
problem had been resolved under the Empire, but offered no evidence in support.
16 Val. Max. 7.6.4. The typicality of this process requires no more than a glance over the surveys of the evidence
entitled ‘public income’ and ‘public expenditures’ in Frank 1933: 76–97 (the Punic Wars); 126–46 (the eastern
wars); 222–31 (150–80 B.C.E.) and 322–41 (80–30 B.C.E.).
17 See Hinard 1985 on the purges of 82 and 43 B.C.E. that were precisely coordinated with the huge pressures of
state indebtedness caused by the civil wars. At least some of the motivation behind the later Flavian and Severan
purges was the benet of seizing assets: the Flavian one was recognised by contemporaries as a forced recovery of
the expenses of civil war: Tac.,Hist. 2.84; for the extent of the Severan liquidation of senators, see Letta 2014. The
tactic was used to solve more specic scal difculties: Dio 59.22.2–4.
18 Hendy 1988: 3; an important conclusion, since he considers a number of cases of late Roman and post-Roman
state structures to investigate the relationship between revenues and the sustaining of the state’s armed forces.
19 M. Aur., Med. 4.32 (cf. 10.27 for more of the same sentiments) and 7.49.
20 August., Conf. 11.20.26 (CCSL 27: 206–7): ‘Quod autem nunc liquet et claret: nec futura sunt nec praeterita,
nec proprie dicitur: tempora sunt tria, praeteritum, praesens et futurum, sed fortasse proprie diceretur: tempora
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other had no actual existence since it had not yet arrived in the present.21 We might
suppose that Augustine’s focus, like that of most persons of his time, was so rooted in the
present that he could only imagine the future as something that did not exist and only
came into existence when it arrived in the present.22 In the Augustinian background is a
lineage of thinking extending back through Cicero to Plato and Aristotle, in which states
of consciousness of time were linked to states of knowledge. The Latin equivalents of
Aristotle’s discussion of the mental functions of ‘awareness of what is, hope for what will
happen, remembrance of what has happened’ were intelligentia, prouidentia and
memoria.23 Although Augustine was implicated in a project that was radically to alter the
future, the tradition that he reects is one where ‘things that might or will happen’ are
coped with by prouidentia — a kind of foresight which in almost every passage in Cicero,
Augustine and others includes an element of divine inspiration.24 The rather oddly
foreshortened perspective on time that this attitude suggests, so xed in the present and
with a heavy dependence on magical revelation for knowledge of the future, sets one of
the main parameters for our investigation. It has pragmatic aspects. If it is true that ‘the
functioning of any economic system is tied to the existence of a denite system of
dispositions towards the world and, more precisely, towards time’, then what were the
links between the two in the world of Marcus Aurelius?25

In essaying a speculative foray into this history of a human idea, it is necessary rst to set
out the terms of the inquiry, to dene more explicitly what I mean by the future. I do not
mean a sense that there are individual things that could, will or might happen tomorrow,
the day after that, next season, next year and so on.26 Almost all human societies have
shared a fragmented and particularistic sense of futurity in which there are things that
will occur that have not yet happened, as, for example, ta mellonta among the Greeks.27
These occurrences which have not yet taken place might or might not be knowable. One
had few resources in the face of this problem. Seers might be consulted to gain
knowledge of what things might strike a person or a community, for good or for ill —
like the slave mantic Eunous, who, in the Sicilian slave war of the 130s B.C.E., belched
re and ames from his mouth, had dreams and visions, and raved oracular-like about
events that were to come — that is to say, ta mellonta.28 This talent, I take it, is
something like Augustine’s prouidentia: a magical or divine ability to see things or
events deeply embedded in time yet to come. The pervasive presence and consultation of
oracles, seers, mantics, readers of signs, dream interpreters, horoscope casters, dice
oracles, prophetic readings and pronouncements, among other such instruments, are
themselves signs of how radically uncertain and unstable forthcoming and possible
events were seen to be. The same attitude is reected in Jesus’ ability to predict future

sunt tria: praesens de praeteritis, praesens de praesentibus, praesens de futuris. Sunt enim haec in anima tria
quaedam et alibi ea non uideo, praesens de praeteritis memoria, praesens de praesentibus contuitus, praesens
de futuris expectatio.’ In this passage, futura is most often translated as ‘the future’, which is more than a little
misleading, see O’Donnell 1992: 1.283–5.
21 It was a sufciently common trope among Romans such that much the same ideas are found, for example, if
more colourfully evoked, in Sen., De brev. vit. 12.
22 August., Conf. 11.13.16 (CCSL 27: 202).
23 Arist., Mem. 449.b.27: τοῦ μὲν παρόντος αἴσθεσις, τοῦ δὲ μέλλοντος ἐλπίς, τοῦ δὲ γενομένου μνήμη; see
Cic., Inv. rhet. 2.160 for the Latin equivalents.
24 See, for example, Cic., Leg. 2.21; Tusc. 1.73;Nat. D. 2.73–80, 98, 127, 163; 3.17, 65, 92;Div. 1.111 and 117.
25 The quotation is from Bourdieu 1979: 6.
26 I accept that almost all humans and human societies have this basic sense of time: Gell 1992: 314–15 (although
I cannot accept Gell’s idea that this fact somehow dispenses with the problem that I am facing here).
27 Where the perspective of things that happen was seen in the domain of Moira of the three Fates: for example,
Pl., Resp. 10 (617C): Λάχεσιν μὲν τὰ γεγονότα, Κλωθὼ δὲ τὰ ὄντα, ῎Ατροπον δὲ τὰ μέλλοντα; with long
debates on how much of the future is predetermined, see the classic and still useful study by Greene 1944.
28 Diod. Sic. 34/35.2.5–7: οὗτος… προλέγειν τὰ μέλλοντα… καὶ ἐξ αὐτῶν [i.e. the gods] ἀκούειν τὰ μέλλοντα
… καὶ οὕτω τὰ μέλλοντα ἀπεφοίβαζεν.
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things: that is, to foretell discrete events that will happen.29 Our idea of what this
knowledge and attitude must have meant is so established that we are condently
informed by a standard dictionary of New Testament Greek that the phrase to mellon
means ‘the future’.30 An investigation of the texts cited by the editors reveals a problem:
virtually all of them refer to specic events that might happen. There could be trust in
the idea, since even the sceptical and highly educated had hard proofs that the accurate
prediction of specic future events was possible. Augustine reports that he was much
impressed not by mantics or by seers, but rather by ‘scientic’ treatises written by
learned men based on observations in which they were able to predict the day and the
hour of an eclipse, whether it would be partial or total. And their forecasts were
conrmed because the eclipse happened exactly as they had predicted.31 Although this
might well have been a dominant idea of the time, this simple awareness that certain
discrete events might or even would happen is still not what I mean by the future. And
it is this difference between a sensibility that individual things might happen and a
concept of ‘the future’ that is the focus of my problem. Even if they were certain that
specic events might occur in time, there was another rmly held idea that validated the
vital function of the prophet and the seer. It was a picture of the future that was held by
at least some theoretical thinkers and by pragmatic Roman jurists. They held that the
future was already fully determined: everything that was to happen was xed and was
going to happen in the way that it was. The problem with the future was our
knowledge of it, which was radically uncertain.32 Given this epistemological problem,
any complex construction set in future time was perhaps an unlikely prospect.

The future I have in mind is a much more substantial thing than the fragmented time just
considered. It is a grander vision of a consistent space-time dimension where not just
specic things might or might not happen. It is an expanse of time that has an almost
palpable sense of a structurally occupied place: the future. It is time that is densely
populated with things that are planned, known and solidly pictured. All advanced
industrial and post-industrial societies have colonised future time in this fashion. There
has been a systematic occupation of not yet existing time by extensive planning for
almost every aspect of the public sphere, whether the forward planning of schools and
hospitals or of whole governments. And there are the far-seeing provisions of modern
business and military establishments. This future involves the allocation of resources and
expenditures, the acquisition of funding and raw materials, the loaning of monies and
the extension of credit. Modern credit is not much more than the belief, hence the trust,
that such a complex not-yet-existing world will materialise on time. Not only do the big
economic institutions of government and private corporations depend vitally on this
future, so do private individuals who think in terms of their education, their health,
their insurance against illness and old age, the ways in which they will acquire basic
living circumstances of housing and transport. When all these dimensions of futurity are
combined, they produce a highly complex mapping of future time and the consciousness
of a near tangible reality without which our modern societies would not be possible.
This is the future that we all recognise: an omnipresent thing to which we hardly give a
second thought. Yet nowhere in the advanced cultures of the Roman Empire can I
clearly see a concept of the future such as the one that I have just outlined. There were,

29 See Luke 21.5–28 and parallels.
30 W. F. Arndt and F. W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian
Literature (Chicago, 1957), 501–2, at 502. Hardly any of the references refer to ‘the future’ in a strategic modern
sense; almost all of them bear a more nebulous sense of ‘what might (or might not) happen that has not yet
happened’ and which is therefore accessible only to seers and prophets; see, for example, Herodian 1.14.2.
31 August., Conf. 5.3.4 (CCSL 27: 58–9).
32 See, for example, Dig. 5.1.28.5 (Paul): ‘nec rerum naturam intuendam, in qua omnia certa esssent, cum futura
utique erent, sed nostram inscientiam aspici debere.’
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to be sure, ideas of future action but nothing that can be identied as constructing the
coherent interlinked thing that we call ‘the future’. Nor is there anything in the language
of the time that would betray the existence of such a concept — nothing that we could
translate as ‘the future’ despite a plethora of verb forms indicating specic futurity and a
multitude of references to things that might or might not happen in time that did not yet
exist. It has been noted that ‘nothing is more foreign to the pre-capitalist (we might say
pre-modern) economy than representation of the future (le futur) as a eld of possibles
to be explored and mastered by calculation’.33 The problem is that Rome does not t
into the stark polarity between capitalist and pre-capitalist that is offered here.
Manifestly, it was something different.

Generative parts of the modern concept are reasonably well known. I would like to
begin by noting that the fundamental breakthrough that powered the military revolution
in early modern Europe was a scal one. The opening of the resources of trading
companies, banks and other institutions of credit was the critical development that
enabled nation states to amortise the expenses of large armies and, even more, the
immense costs of war.34 By this mechanism, the emerging nation states considerably
expanded the numbers of men and kinds of equipment that they could deploy on the
eld of battle, and the lengths of time that they could keep both in place. This
revolution in credit was a watershed moment that enabled the new European states,
beginning in the fteenth and sixteenth centuries, to borrow heavily against future assets
to nance special heavy current scal demands, mainly for warfare. Somewhat earlier,
the same patterns seem to be detectable — albeit on a rather smaller scale — in the
city-states of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Italy, like Florence, that might have been
leading the way in this new behaviour. With them, states were beginning to borrow
systematically against future assets in order to nance present expenditures.35 Long ago,
in a justly famous paper, Earl Hamilton saw that large-scale borrowing against future
assets by states was a modern or, to be more exact, an early modern development. He
tersely noted that ‘a national debt is one of the few important economic phenomena
without roots in the ancient world’.36 The importance of this use of future assets in the
formation of the new military behemoth of the modern state can hardly be
overestimated.37 It is perhaps one of the most fundamental of divides that separate ‘us’
from ‘them’.38 In the case of early modern and modern states, to keep a large state
stable, tax or tributary receipts alone have never been sufcient: ‘to smooth out the
costs of wars — to spread out the expense into the years of peace — a system of
sustainable government borrowing was necessary’.39 By the eighteenth century, the
ability of states to engage in this sort of borrowing was taken for granted; indeed, it was
embedded in the constitution of the United States.40 This specic kind of debt is a

33 Bourdieu 1979: 8, adding the important caution that it does not follow that the Algerian peasant could not x
his sights on a distant future (un avenir).
34 Tchernia 2016: 38, claims that since the state did not need to borrow from such institutions, they did not come
to have the political power that they later did in the Renaissance city-states of northern Italy; but the observation
raises the question of why the state did not so borrow in the rst place, since it demonstrably had ‘the need’.
35 In general, see Andreau et al. 2006; on the specics, see Mann, ‘The European dynamic, III: international
capitalism and organic national states, 1477–1760’, in 2012: ch. 14 (450–99); Stasavage 2011: 29–32, with
the data listed in his table 2.1, p. 31 and 2015: 526–8; see Goldthwaite, ‘Government nance’, in 2011: 230–
62, for the case of Florence.
36 Hamilton 1949; conrmed by Andreau 1999: 121–2. The few examples that Andreau offers of state
borrowing, as in 220 B.C.E. or in the second war with Carthage, are not ones of the state borrowing against its
own future assets, which is the problem being considered here.
37 For the leading-edge case of England, see Brewer 1989; with the important additional remarks by Stone 1990.
38 Ferguson, ‘Monuments of the Moon: public debts’, in 2001: ch. 4 (105–36).
39 Ferguson 2001: 421.
40 Constitution of the United States (1787/1789), Article 1, §8: ‘To borrow money on the credit of the United
States’ (i.e. as a power specically granted to Congress).
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special case since it requires a vividly and concretely imagined future and the ability
rationally to exploit it. It is therefore not the usual quotidian debt and credit that seem
to have existed, in some sense, since time out of mind. It is a quite different type of credit.41

II A FRAGMENTED FUTURE

The way out was an invention of early modern European states. But why? Four conditions
have been proposed for its emergence: the state must have revenues in coin; it must face real
economic shocks (mainly for premodern states, as Stasavage notes, those incited by the
excess costs of war); it must have limits on its means to acquire the necessary funds by
other methods such as surtaxation; and, last, lenders must have some reasonable belief
that the state can and will repay.42 Our problem is that the Roman Empire fullled at
least the rst three criteria and it might even have met the fourth (it never got around to
testing it). Almost certainly, to take a lower-level test case, the democratic Greek
city-states, especially Athens, must have met the fourth criterion, and yet there is little
evidence that they consistently borrowed against their sometimes considerable future
assets.43 Detailed investigations of the full range of borrowing by the Greek poleis have
catalogued numerous instances of state borrowing, but almost all of the loans were
short-term responses to immediate crises (almost all of them provoked by warfare) and
many of them were ‘internal loans’ from citizens, civic benefactors or temple
treasuries.44 Where states like Athens and others did borrow from their own citizens or
private individuals, condence that the ‘loans’ would be repaid (much less with interest)
seems to have been the one thing that was lacking.45 Where we can trace such loans in
detail, as for example those from the temple of Zeus Olympios at Epizephyrian Locris,
they seem to share the common characteristic of being made in crisis situations — in
this case, almost certainly in circumstances provoked by the pressures of war — with
the assumption that repayment would be over short terms.46 In sum, public borrowing,
when it was done, was an exceptional thing, a response to precise, isolated, immediate
and unforeseen needs, each individual case mediated by a specic decision of the citizen

41 The latter is the kind of debt considered by Graeber 2011. This type of debt, a kind of gravitational eld
underlying most if not all exchanges, is not what I am considering here (and, notably, Graeber does not
seriously consider it in his work). Unfortunately, in the case of Graeber’s work, basic aws in signicant parts
of it almost vitiate a potentially interesting hypothesis. Another globalising approach, Goetzmann, ‘Roman
nance’, in 2016: ch. 1.7 (103–36), alas, suffers from many of the same aws. Bourdieu 1979: 13, saw the
difference: of the external economic introductions to traditional Algerian society, ‘the one most alien to the
logic of the pre-capitalist economy is undoubtedly credit, which entails reference to an abstract future dened
by a written contract that is guaranteed by a whole system of sanctions and which, with the notion of interest,
brings in the nancial value of time’.
42 Stasavage 2015: 524–5, based on his two monographs of 2003 and 2011. I nd these generalisations useful and
applicable, but consider also the observations of Aymard 2006: 474, who lays out three criteria: (i) constant
warfare between states that are competitive in terms of power, where one cannot gain a permanent advantage
over the others; (ii) a basic monetisation of the economies of the states concerned; and (iii) at least the incipient
presence of instruments of nance capital.
43 Millett 1991: 51–9: the state itself sometimes lent, as under Peisistratus, and lending is sometimes found in the
demes, but there are no cases of systematic state borrowing. Similarly, Cohen, ‘The structure of credit’, in 1992:
207–15, does not note any signicant role for the Athenian state as a large-scale, on-going borrower that used
access to its own future resources.
44 See Migeotte 2006, who reviews his earlier work, beginning with his 1984 monograph, and continuing through
specic studies published in the later 1980s and 1990s.
45 Migeotte 1984: 380–2: ‘les décrets de souscriptions ne manquent jamais de prévoir – ni même de guarantir,
dans biens des cas – le remboursement de tels emprunts’ (at 381).
46 See Migeotte 1992: 151–60, and his table of the loans (at 151): most are for the construction of defences,
including walls, and a payment to ‘a king’, no doubt for a similar reason.
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body.47 The logical conclusion is that Greek city-states never knew the concept of a
consolidated public debt, but rather used a staccato-like series of targeted xes that are
precisely the opposite of state borrowing that was part of any long-term calculation of future
prospects. A modern investigator concludes a detailed analysis of the existing evidence:
‘Public borrowing, as it was practised by the Greeks, therefore had nothing in common with
public debt as it is found today in modern states: without doubt it was frequent, but it was
never regularised or systematic, and it was never conceived as a tool of investment or of
economic regulation.’48 The same appears to be true of the Roman imperial state, if the
detailed evidence from the province of Egypt can be extrapolated to the whole.49

The fact that the managers of the Roman Empire never consistently borrowed against
the state’s own long-term future assets is surely linked to another observation, one that
applies to simpler and for the most part private economic transactions. The typical
behaviour has been noted, and the observation about it has never been refuted: most
loans were usually for short terms and the amortisation of credit and debt was almost
unknown.50 It is not that such instruments of credit did not exist. For example, book
entries called nomina or notations of ‘promises to pay’ or promissory notes could be
used to close a purchase without having the actual monies transferred. But every
indication that we have is that such ‘promises to pay’ were assumed to be short-run
matters.51 In these instruments of credit, the future was not deep or long-term. Much as
with the mutua cum stipulatione attested in the Agro Murecine tablets (of which more,
presently), it is the thin temporal purview of almost all of the transactions that is
apparent. This peculiar nature of private loans and the virtual absence of amortisation
are, I think, the imperial state’s big aporia writ small. Scale itself, however, does not
seem to be the problem. It is often stated that towns and municipalities in the Roman
Empire borrowed against future assets, but the evidence for them actually doing so is
painfully scant.52 One ofcial notice of such a capability, in the so-called Lex Irnitana,
reecting the terms of the Flavian municipal law governing the Roman towns of the
Iberian peninsula, raised substantial barriers to the possibility, xing the total that could
be borrowed at an amount not to exceed 50,000 sesterces per annum. This amount, to
put it bluntly, is a paltry sum in terms of the long-term nancing of major municipal
projects, less than the minimum wealth qualication required of a single decurion. It
would not have sufced for any infrastructural project like a major road.53 Claims have
been made about municipal borrowing on future receipts, as, for example, in appeals to
the arrangement made between the municipality of Munigua in Spain and one of its
revenue contractors. In that case and in others, however, the reality seems to indicate an
occasional arrangement made in answer to a crisis situation and not to any systematic
use of future resources to cover present expenditures.54 Indications that municipalities

47 Migeotte 2006: 127.
48 Migeotte 1984: 401 (my translation).
49 Lerouxel 2015: 162–4; at the end of a book-length study, Lerouxel 2016: 348, explicitly states that the concept
of a public debt is absent. He claims that private nancing was able to cover this shortfall, but private nancing
surely could not cope with massive decits in administrative or military expenditures of the Roman Empire.
50 Finley 1999: 117–18; 142–3; conrmed by the detailed investigation by Minaud 2005: 233–40.
51 On nomina, see Bange 2014: 47–77; Cic., Off. 3.59 — the promise of an eques to pay for a property in
Syracuse: ‘he entered the promissory note and completed the deal’ — is frequently cited and just as frequently
misunderstood; see Harris 2006: passim, however, for a different interpretation of nomina.
52 Andreau 2006: 109–11, reviews some of the few documented cases: the amounts are usually small and lent on a
quick turn around; the accumulation of any longer-term debt was usually forbidden by the Roman state to exceed
the current one-year revenues of the municipality or city concerned.
53 Lex Irnitana §80: see González and Crawford 1986: 170–1; a quorum of three-quarters of the decurions had to
be present; to exceed this limit, the governor’s express permission was required. The census required of a decurion
varied, but for a middling town like Comum, it was 100,000 HS: Plin., Ep. 1.19.
54 AE 1962, 288 (Munigua, 79 C.E.): D’Ors, ‘Epistula Titi ad Muniguenses’, in 1961: 208–18. See the different
interpretation offered by Burton 2004: 324, who suggests that the hypothecation of future revenues was involved.
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did not normally engage in such long-term use of future resources include facets of costs
extending out of the present: ‘the failure of municipal authorities to take into account
the future expenses which new buildings necessarily entailed’ was apparently normal.55
Sometimes the future expenses for constructions were covered by the benefactors who
built them, but most often they were not. The future, in this sense, was not systemic.

We must face the cold fact that this credit revolution in state nancing was one that was
never even considered by the managers of the Roman state, in part because the scal
instruments and institutions to provide large-scale credit did not exist. But those
absences also created a feed-back loop in ideas, so the lack was also due, in part, to a
decit in the concept. Government nancing was therefore a rather brittle and inexible
thing, one that quickly encountered xed ceilings of expenditure that were crudely
linked to the limits of the state’s tributary system.56 The relationship between state, scal
instruments and economy was a brutish zero-sum game. War appears to have been the
main cause of recourse to state borrowing, or to other less civil means.57 Ordinarily the
exorbitant costs of war were recovered by the violent seizure of the existing property of
others.58 There might be some apparent exceptions, like the crisis of 215 B.C.E. in the
war with Hannibal when the state’s treasury simply ran out of stored coinage. Loans
from a foreign king and surplus tribute exactions did not sufce to meet the high scal
demands of the war. In this circumstance, it is sometimes claimed that the Roman state
had recourse to credit.59 What actually happened is that the societates contracting to
supply the state and the army agreed to be paid later, when the state did get the money.
The arrangement was short-term, rarely repeated, and it was still based on the current
cash receipts of the state.60 It was seen just for what it was: a crisis x for an extreme
emergency, not a normal management of the state’s resources. Other than the internal
retrieval of funds enabled by the political purges that invariably followed bouts of civil
war, the usual compulsion was to nd another war whose booty would pay for the one
just waged. But any recourse to war quickly revealed the limits of the state treasury to
cope with the costs. In ghting the Mithridatic war in 88–87 B.C.E., for example, the
government rapidly ran out of money to support Sulla’s operations in Greece. The
response? The consuls sold off ‘holdings of King Numa set apart for sacrices’ netting
some 9,000 libral pounds of gold. We are told that the Senate did not wish to
take these measures, but that they were forced to do so by ‘the erce hand of dire
necessity’.61

The same pattern repeats itself century after century. At the end of the rst century C.E.,
the ‘dire necessity’ of warfare and military expenditure (including raising army pay by
a third) soon forced the emperor Domitian’s hand. He responded with the same
devices: denunciations, purges and conscations of the resources of the wealthy,
currency devaluation and having taxes, including that on the Jews, collected more

55 See Johnston 1985: 117, considering arrangements made in bequests to towns, but the attitude seems to be
more general.
56 See Carrié 1995.
57 Migeotte 1984: 361: one-third of all known cases in the Greek city-states; and probably other cases that
required urgent grain deliveries or other necessities were linked to the same cause.
58 In the light of this record, I nd it strange that Tchernia 2016: 70–1 can claim that ‘the Roman emperors did
not have such nancial problems’, and that this explains the status of traders in the Roman world.
59 See, for example, Crawford 1985: 60.
60 Livy 23.48.9–49.4; and 24.18.10–11: a similar arrangement made in 214 B.C.E. for the state contracts for
maintenance of ritual facilities.
61 App., Mithr. 4.22: 9,000 pounds of gold = c. 54,000,000 HS; Val. Max. 7.6.4 probably refers to the same
event: the melting down of the gold and silver ornaments of the temples to meet soldiers’ pay. The senators did
not wish to rob the gods themselves, but the taeterrimae necessitatis truculenta manus compelled them. In
similar circumstances, the state was forced to sell off its own non-liquid assets: public lands in 205 B.C.E.,
provoked by war spending: Livy 28.46.4; in 88 B.C.E., with the treasury emptied by war costs and under
pressure, cogente inopia, a sale was held of public lands around the Capitolium at Rome: Oros. 5.18.27.
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rigorously.62 The consistent responses are another way of saying that they saw no other
option. And if seizing the existing wealth of the rich was not sufcient, then one was
driven to robbing the gods themselves. When the new funds from the public sales in
Rome did not sufce, Sulla took a normal course of action: he pillaged the bullion
holdings of the great temples at Delphi, Epidauros and Olympia.63 Simply conscating
stored silver and gold to meet debts remained a normal tactic, as when Maximinus
‘Thrax’ took the throne in 235 C.E. and needed the liquid revenues for the same purpose
of covering war costs. He seized the monies stored in the treasuries of the cities and the
stored wealth of the temples.64 I hardly need add Augustus and the wealth of Egypt or
Constantine and the seizure of the temple treasures of the eastern empire to this list.65
Rather than having future resources of its own, the imperial state was involved in a
constant zero-sum struggle with other revenue holding entities, from municipalities to
temple complexes, for what were perceived to be the xed currently available resources.
From Constantine onwards, as we know, the late imperial state, in desperate need of
more reliable war nancing, moved to control a substantial part of the revenues of the
towns and municipalities for its own use.66 Although it is difcult to estimate how much
central state receipts and expenditures accounted for in the sum of the various
economies of the Empire, they were probably in a 5 to 7 per cent range of the total
annual wealth.67 As a single force concentrating liquid assets in demand and supply, the
proportion was signicant, and the failure of the men running the government even to
contemplate borrowing on these considerable future assets, thereby encouraging the
formation of larger banking and scal institutions, is troublesome.

III PLANNING IN THE FUTURE

The documentation of complex forward planning seems to exhibit this same lack of depth
in the perception of the future. A piece of advice literature bearing the title De rebus
bellicis, composed by a strange if inventive writer in the late 360s or early 370s, exhibits
typical attitudes.68 The tract is the standard type of counsel addressed to Roman
emperors either in reality or, as in the case of numerous Christian apologetics, as a
creative ction for the purpose of self-authentication. The text has been preserved
together with a series of pragmatic documents including descriptions of Rome and
Constantinople, geographic treatises, road itineraries — all suggesting an aura of utility.
The improvements, innovations and reforms suggested by the anonymous author pertain
to the future in the sense that they are useful or utilitarian things that will have to be

62 Suet., Dom. 7.3, 12.1–3; Dio 67.3.5, 4.5; despite the moral condemnation of his luxury projects, there is no
doubt that the expenses of war and the raise in army pay greatly exceeded the costs of buildings and
donatives. In 85 C.E., he debased the imperial coinage: see Carradice, ‘The nances of Domitian,’ in 1983: ch.
8 (153–71).
63 See Plut., Sull., 12.4–9, 19.6; App., Mithr. 8.54; Diod. Sic. 38/39.7; Paus. 9.7.5.
64 Herodian 7.3.5–6 (provoking hostile popular demonstrations in Rome); see Bransbourg 2015: 263 (with the
wrong reference, however).
65 For Constantine, see Lenski 2016: 168–72.
66 As made clear in the detailed studies by Delmaire 1989: 276–82, 645–57 (inroads into municipal wealth) and
641–5 (seizure of temple treasure), and Lepelley 1999 on CTh 4.13.7 (Valentinian, Valens and Gratian to
Constantius, proconsul of Africa, 7 September 374 C.E.).
67 I would guess that the ‘GDP’ (inasmuch as one can conceive of such a thing) of the Empire stood at something
in the order of 40–45 billion sesterces, with annual state revenues at something like 2.5–3 billions; although both
my ‘GDP’ and annual state expenditures are higher than some estimates, the percentage of state expenditures is in
the same range as most estimates: see Scheidel and Friesen 2009: 75, who also refer to estimates of Hopkins and
some early modern comparanda.
68 Cameron 1979 dates the treatise to 368–369 C.E.
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instituted by the emperors in the place of things now existing.69 The anonymous author
refers specically to the divine foresight, the diuinitatis prouidentia and the caelestis
instinctus, that enabled him to see what was needed and that would furnish the
emperors with the same understanding. The inspiration seems more like the magical
insight of a seer or a prophet that could foresee precise events than anything having to
do with logical systemic forward planning about the future structure of the Roman
imperial state.70 In terms of the future, it is, once again, the posteri to whom the author
makes reference, and one strongly suspects that he, too, is thinking of discrete things
that might be done in future time, items that the emperor, armed with divine insight
(and the writer’s advice) might be able to see and to implement.71 The piecemeal and
discontinuous nature of the xes being proffered seems to match the assumed nature of
future time.

It will surely be objected that there must have been complex forward planning of
businesses and state enterprises where my criterion of the consistent commitment and
involvement of large numbers of persons based on a complex future ‘out there’ was met.
Admittedly, there surely must have been some, but even where such planning is present,
the weakness and fragmented nature of the projections is apparent. We might take the
operations of the Roman imperial army as an example. It has rightly been remarked
that the Roman army was hugely time dependent, that its affairs were run on a
singularly Roman concept of time that was widespread and uniform throughout the
Empire, and that its operations implicated very large numbers of persons.72 Army
ofcers had to form reasonably exact estimates of the logistical needs of the forces being
marshalled for a forthcoming campaign. To assist in these matters, there was a large
number of handbooks on military tactics, in effect stratagems that a eld commander
might apply to a specic problem that could be faced on a future battleeld. The
perhaps surprising decit, one that continues to dismay modern historians who have
looked repeatedly into these texts, is that there is little evidence in them for any
large-scale forward planning — anything that might count as strategic thinking about
the state’s position vis-à-vis its future resources. Rather agonisingly, the military manuals
present us with a large number of specic situations each of which is met by an equally
specic stratagem, what we might prefer to call a tactic; that is, another short-term x.
What is apparent is a high degree of relatively isolated variation. Even the most
technical manuals, coming at the end of a long track of development, tended to
associate their suggested tactics with the modes of predicting chance future events
enabled by various divinatory techniques.73 In this same fashion, the most advanced
Greek manuals that the Romans inherited, the handbooks of Aineias ‘Tacticus’,
Asklêpiodoros and Onêsandros, were either strictly focused on episodic devices designed
to achieve specic individual objectives or were cast at an ‘extremely high level of
abstraction’ that reduced their advice almost to philosophical pieties.74

Roman exemplars of the genre, like Frontinus’ Strategemata, are the same, with little or
no attention to long-term planning. Investigation of these treatises reveals how specic to
the exemplary situation and how very rhetorical they are, to the point of being almost

69 Anon., De rebus bellicis. praef. 2: emphasising their utilitas no less than three times; 3 (again), 4 (again); cf. 1.1
and 3.2.
70 Anon., De rebus bellicis, praef. 5 and 21.
71 Anon., De rebus bellicis, praef. 2: refers to his own position in posterum.
72 Mattingly 2006: 204.
73 Haldon 2014: 11. The Taktika of Leo VI (early tenth century C.E.) is associated with a whole series of such
divinatory methods from brontology and sortes biblicae to astrology and oracular pronouncements.
74 See Whitehead 2008: 141, based on a survey of the fourteen works by the ten major writers. He bravely
attempts to make more out of them, but in the end has to retreat to the judgement that they were rhetorical
pieces; see also Whately 2015, who wishes to treat them as ‘a cultural artefact’ that might give ‘valuable
insight into the late antique mind’, while not seeing them as revealing anything relevant to future planning.
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useless in any complex battleeld reality.75 The military manuals might not be merely
anecdotal, but even those authored by Romans who had held provincial army
commands, like Frontinus and Arrian, reect the same fragmented and rhetorically
presentist aspect to their advice.76 The later, sometimes more pragmatically oriented
tactical manuals of sixth- to tenth-century Byzantium reveal no substantial change.77
The tactical advice manuals might be dismissed as rhetorically informed confections
entirely divorced from reality, but detailed studies of the actual logistics of the Roman
army reveal surprisingly little evidence of systemic forward planning of the type with
which I am concerned.78 Even if these facts indicate the connes of a problem, it bears
restating that I am attempting to understand differences and not to set any necessary or
unrealistic limitations on the scope of action of persons at the time. If there was no
forward planning by resourcing the future, this did not mean that Roman army
commanders could not conduct successful campaigns of great complexity. Manifestly,
they did. In an analogous eld, we can say that not having an institutionalised
future-based credit world on which they could draw, did not mean that public or
private builders were incapable of executing elaborate projects.79 They built such
large-scale edices by using resources extending out of the present.

Situations where Roman actors had to imagine a complex network of institutions and
practices that would function in the future and which required complex projection into
the future surely did exist. The so-called municipal charters offer an instance of a
template for such projected future frameworks and developments, but, as we have seen,
they had built into them real restrictions that hedged in the local government’s ability to
take on debts and to seek long-term credit.80 Nevertheless, institutional arrangements of
such future complexity are known. The alimenta schemes known from Italy and
elsewhere in the Empire are a specic example of the type.81 Both imperial alimenta and
local private schemes in Italy and in the provinces were intended to support selected
‘poor’ children. The normal way in which we would fund such schemes is to invest the
money at interest and have the interest off the principal support the fund with annual
amounts, or, in the case of public schemes, to have government set aside expected
incomes from future revenues and to budget from them to pay for the concurrent costs.
But that is not what the Romans involved did: not Pliny the Younger at Comum, not
Aulus Quinctilius Priscus at Ferentinum and not the emperor Trajan at Veleia and the
Ligures Baebiani.82 To achieve this goal, private and imperial alimentary schemes in

75 In fact, Asklêpiodotos and Onêsandros were more philosophers than they were military men; Smith 1998
concludes that Onêsandros’ work was mostly philosophical and impractical in nature.
76 For Sextus Julius Frontinus, see PIR2 I 322 and Birley 2005: 68–71, no. 10, with Campbell 1987: 14; for
Appian, see PIR2 A 759, with Campbell 1987: 18. He notes (at 19) that both men, as eld commanders, were
exceptions in the writing of these books.
77 Examples have been collated by Dennis 1985; in detail, see Haldon 2014: 25 on Leo’s Taktika, a summation,
as it were, of its predecessors: ‘… the Taktika can hardly be plausibly taken as an instructional manual for active
eld commanders … Rather, it should be seen as an attempt to establish or to dene a clearly Christian moral
framework for the conduct of war.’
78 See, for example, Kissel 1995 and Roth 1999 who seem to have nothing at all on the subject — a fair
indication, I think, of the state of the evidence, as conrmed by the detailed literature survey in Kehne 2004
and 2007.
79 As Lerouxel 2016: 33 points out, there were many means other than using credit markets that Roman rms
could use to nance their projects.
80 As, for example, in the terms of the Lex Irnitana: see n. 53 above.
81 All the texts referred to below have been conveniently collected by Cao 2010.
82 For Quinctilius Priscus see CIL 10.5853 = Dessau, ILS 6271 = FIRA 3.114 (Ferentinum, modern Ferentino):
who gave four farms to the municipality so that they could use the annual receipts of 4,200 sesterces from
them to subvent benefactions, including wine and food for the freeborn boys of the town; see Duncan-Jones
1982: 176, no. 669; cf. CIL 11.419 (Ariminum). For Pliny at Comum, see Ep. 7.18.1, on which see the
comment by Johnston 1985: 117. Billeter 1898: 220–1, notes the cycle of land purchase–gift–
revenue-producing property used in these actions.
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effect turned the modern approach to such a problem upside-down.83 In one form or
another, benefactors would acquire land and then have the leaseholders pay annual
ground-rents to the collective body (frequently, a municipality) that was administering
the benecent scheme. The Trajanic alimenta schemes worked in the same fashion.84
The state compelled individual landowners to take loans — in effect, perpetual
mortgages — on their properties. They would then repay the debts at a (roughly) 5 per
cent rate of interest on the loan. It was these collected funds that would be used to fund
the alimenta scheme to support some of the less-well-off children in a given town.85
Neither the money to invest, nor actually having the funds, were seen as problematic.
From the government’s perspective, credit was not the problem: it had to have the
massive amounts of money on hand which it proposed to give out as loans to the
property holders.86

All the private alimenta schemes for which we have evidence about their funding
followed this same procedure. For what motive? There was a certain fear of the future,
a lack of condence, it must be said, that seemed to be anchored (if Pliny’s case can be
taken as typical) in the institutions themselves — or the lack of them. In considering
monies for a benecial foundation that was to provide an annual banquet for his fellow
citizens at Comum, Pliny wrote to Caninius Rufus that he had opted to use a complex
formula to tie the money to a landed estate which would then be indebted to make
payments on the debt to the town. He did this, he says, so that the monies would be
made safe past the current generation.87 No great complexity, no use of banks and no
signicant nancial intermediation is evident that might have helped to nance the
long-term functioning either of the alimenta or of Pliny’s scheme. The lack of trust or
condence in the long-term future actions of corporate bodies like municipalities was
such that benefactors making monetary donations to towns to nance annual festivities
in the future used the frank device of a threat to give all the money away to a
neighbouring town should the municipality concerned fail to institute the terms of the
gift.88 It was a desperate, if personal, gambit in the face of no workable alternative in
the future served by dependable nancial institutions. In fact, banking institutions are
rarely if ever mentioned in any of Pliny’s many nancial dealings. As much seems to be
conrmed by the role of banks in Roman Egypt, for which we have the most detailed
evidence in hundreds of loan contracts. What these decisively show is that there was
widespread borrowing and lending by individuals, but that banks were not involved

83 Andreau 2006: 108, discusses these cases, but dismisses them as a type of public borrowing.
84 For the private schemes, see Duncan-Jones 1964: 128, with full references; it is my suspicion that this was the
underlying mechanism behind many of the other epigraphic cases where we have only the honoric inscriptions
lauding the benefactors; Plin., Ep. 20.58.3, offers a comparable instance.
85 See CIL 11.1455 =Dessau, ILS 6509 (Ligures Baebiani): each property is said to be obligare debet or fundi
obligatione. Compare the behaviour in the aftermath of the civil war of 68–69 C.E. when, faced with an empty
treasury, the managers of the Roman state contemplated borrowing 60,000,000 HS from individual wealthy
Roman citizens by forcing them to make the loans: Tac., Hist. 4.47.1; the process reveals much the same
mentality: Andreau 2006: 107.
86 The same procedure and attitude, as has often been noted, was true of Pliny’s suggestion to Trajan (Ep. 10.54–
5) that he should use the surpluses in the provincial treasury of Bithynia-Pontus to advantage by forcing local
landowners to accept the money as loans that they would then repay, burdened with interest rates, to the state.
For the alimenta, the central treasury under Trajan must have had the required mass of coinage in hand.
Trajan rejected Pliny’s suggestion with the comment that it was ‘not consistent with the justice of his reign’,
a modest hypocrisy since this was precisely the ‘justice’ that he was implementing with the alimenta in Italy.
87 Plin., Ep. 7.18: ‘Deliberas mecum quemadmodum pecunia, quam municipibus nostris in epulum obtulisti, post
te quoque salue sit … Numeres rei publicae summam: uerendum est ne dilabatur.’ It is a motive accepted as
applicable to Trajan’s actions in regard to his alimenta by Veyne 1957–58: 81.
88 See, for example, CIL 2.4514 =Dessau, ILS 6957 (Barcino, Antonine date); CIL 14.2795 = Dessau, ILS 272
(Gabii, 140 C.E.); CIL 14.2793 =Dessau, ILS 5449 (Gabii, 168 C.E.); the behaviour is studied by Mrozek 2000
and 2001: 87–9, although I must caution the reader that I am drawing somewhat different conclusions on
‘credit’ than those drawn by him.
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either in making loans or in credit formation. To quote Lerouxel: ‘Private banks existed,
even ourished, and the sources on their operations are numerous, but they did not
engage in lending money … This observation seems to run contrary to common sense,
but the results are absolutely certain … banks did not play any role in the credit
market.’89 Although banks did not serve this function in Egypt, individuals did — and
sometimes for substantial amounts — as in the case of maritime loans. Once again,
however, they did this for specic ad hoc and short-term projects.90 More to the point,
when private nanciers did lend, as we know from money managers’ records from the
Bay of Naples, the sums are generally derisory so far as ‘big nance’ was concerned
and, much more important for my argument here, the loans were temporally very
short-term arrangements.91 A detailed study of loans made in Roman Egypt reaches the
same conclusion: the great majority of recorded loans were for one year or less —
indeed, mostly less.92 We must suspect that the main force conducing to these strong
annual or seasonal limits within which borrowing and lending was conducted was the
predominantly agricultural basis of the whole economy.93 The dynamic of rural
production formed a reasonably predictable annual cycle of repeated events, points of
selling of crops and repayment of debts, that could be counted on by creditors.

In almost all of these instances, borrowers and lenders seem to work forward from a
‘point-present’ stance with the known resources in the present and the ones to be paid at
that specic time for each year. For example, the state frequently worked with ve-year
forward planning units for its tribute collection and expenditure arrangements, including
the contracting of state projects like army supply and road building. In the longer-term
reality, this was more than a ve-year horizon, since in practice many of the contracts
were tralatician: both in the renting of ager publicus and in the contracting with the
publicani, most quinquennial contracts, we suspect, were rolled forward again and
again.94 In the private sphere, agricultural tenancy agreements were also conventionally
contracted in ve-year units, although sometimes, as in Egypt, for briefer time spans
between one and three years.95 Like the specic funding for the operation and
maintenance of large construction projects like baths or aqueducts by benefactors, such
obligations were continued forward from a point in the present. When discussing
periculum or the risk of loss involved in such commercial matters and obligations, the
jurists conventionally thought of time as a future that was coming towards one in
the present as opposed to that which was praeteritum or had ‘gone away’.96 In the
perspective of these time frames, a more important point about credit than just the

89 Lerouxel 2012: 945 (my translation); Lerouxel 2016: 35, points out that both Andreau and Bogaert had
already demonstrated this for other Roman cases.
90 P.Vindob.G. 19792 = SB 6.9571; see Casson 1986: 11–17: the loan was for a considerable sum of 7 talents and
6,160 drachmae = equivalent of 48,160 denarii or roughly 200,000 HS — although the status of this money
precisely as a ‘loan’ is still debated.
91 For the Herculanean and Pompeian tablets, including the archive of the Sulpicii, see the summaries by Lerouxel
2016: 214–34: loans or credit advances in the latter case at Puteoli, a signicant commercial centre, run around
5,000–10,000 HS; in the former, smaller and local markets, they run between 1,000 and 4,000 HS. Almost all of
them are short-term bridging loans payable in the near future, usually on the demand of the creditor (it is
assumed).
92 Lerouxel 2015: 167.
93 See Shaw 2019 for a specic case study.
94 Suggested, for example, by the repeated provisions in the Monumentum Ephesenum to the effect that the
publicani who contracted to collect the portoria for the province of Asia were obliged to do so for the next
ve years; the repetitions in the law seem to assume that the same societates were doing this over and over
again: AE 1989, 681 = SEG 39.1180, ll. 105, 110, 126–7, 133–5, 138–40, and 144–6; for further comment,
see Brunt 1990: 369.
95 See Kehoe 2007: 95 and 99–100; these, too, I suspect, were frequently ‘rolled over’ as their term approached.
96 See, for example, Dig. 1.3.22, 21.1.21.2, 28.5.72.pr., 29.7.8.pr., 31.1.88.2, 33.2.25.4, 34.1.18.1, 35.1.2,
39.2.7.2. It was one typical way that future time could be envisaged, see Bettini 1991: 126–9.
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amounts is involved. It is not the case that no nancial ‘rms’ fronted loans— if not typical
of banks in Egypt, there were such ‘money-men’ from families in Italy (like the Sulpicii of
Puteoli and various others in Herculaneum) who did engage in making monetary loans.
But the nature of these loans and whatever credit that they created (truly restricted in
most of the cases) was determined not so much by the amounts of money involved as
by the extent of time that was envisaged. Manifestly most of these loans were nothing
like the long-term multi-decade investments that would create a more substantial future,
but were very short-term things. In fact, a great number of them seem to be not much
more than what we would call bridging loans. Both the small monies involved in most
loans and the very short terms remain true of rural contexts and much later times.97
Periods of interest payment are most often not specied (in the case of the Sulpicii, for
example) because the normal maxima were understood to be monthly; even longer-term
loans were expected to be settled within a number of months.98 In every instance where
a specic due-date for the repayment of the loan was set, it was within a matter of
weeks.99 The same short-term temporality is also found in the loans fronted by the
Pompeian ‘banker’ Lucius Caecilius Iucundus.100 These short-term time frames were
matched by the equally short spatial radius within which these rms operated.101 The
one factor, time, tended to be linked to the other, space.

IV MANAGING IN THE FUTURE

With these perspectives in mind, I would like to consider a case that presents problems
analogous to those raised by the alimenta and the amortisation of debt, one that
affected a large number of people and that necessitated a consideration of futurity.
These are the legal problems involved with what we today would call ‘life annuities’.102
The difculties were posed by the instance where an heir in a last will and testament
was required to pay an annuity to a legatee for the legatee’s lifetime. The problem was
to estimate how long a legatee was likely to live and so to estimate the sums of money
involved.103 The calculations involved instruments of government and taxation, in this
case the 5 per cent tax, the uicesima hereditatium, imposed by Augustus on certain
inheritances.104 An interesting observation is that there had developed a forma or a

97 See Papaconstantinou 2016: in the c. 175 cases from rural eighth- to ninth-century Egypt, the loans rarely
exceeded three solidi; almost 80 per cent of them were one solidus or less (at 623) and time periods were
short-term (617–18).
98 Verboven 2003: 14–16, who investigates these cases and shows that a date in the near future is expected by all
concerned; the only exception that he entertains is one where the loan was limited until the completion of the
specic trade concerned.
99 From the archive of the Sulpicii: one and a half weeks (TPN 76 =TSulp. 85); two weeks (TPN 74 =TSulp. 91);
three weeks (TPN 73 =TSulp. 90); four weeks (TPN 75 =TSulp. 92); six weeks (TPN 59 =TSulp. 68 =
Wolf-Crook, Rechtsurkunden, no. 5; TPN 60 =TSulp. 69); eleven weeks (TPN 41 =TSulp. 56).
100 Andreau 1974: 95–103, esp. 101, table 6: from sixteen days to a maximum of nine or ten months, most at one
month or less; see Andreau 1999: 44: ‘very short term, just for a few months or at the most a year’; and Mrozek
2001: 41.
101 As emphasised by Mrozek 2000: 344: ‘En tout cas, nos données conrment les thèses selon lesquelles le crédit
antique était plutôt une affaire de courte distance’, and 2001: 87–90. See too Jones 2006: 165 in a summation of
the evidence in the archives from the Bay of Naples.
102 The central text is Dig. 35.2.68.pr (Macer, ad legem uicesimam hereditatium); the relevant modern study is
that of Frier 1982. I am not concerned here with the plausibility of the demographics, but rather the ideas of
futurity suggested by the legal constructions.
103 Some of these payments bore a close relation to one of the cases that I raised above, since the annual payment
was often construed as being for the alimenta or the provision of basic life-sustenance of the legatee.
104 The qualication ‘certain’ is necessary because, up to Caracalla, the tax was paid only by Roman citizens, and
for them there was an exemption for property transfers to immediate family members.
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schedule by which the life expectancy of the legatee could be calculated. It is almost
certainly correct, I think, to see the origins of this formula in the government ofces of
the collectors of the inheritance tax.105 What the ‘life table’ reported by the jurist Ulpian
reveals is a rational projection of likelihoods into future time, into a world where annual
funds and incomes of a certain kind will exist to be paid. Analogous to the creation of
two-dimensional perspectives (to be discussed presently), the modes used appear to be
rough and ready, a combination of different xes that got the job done in an acceptable
fashion.106 But in these calculations there is still no evidence for the use of amortisation
to adjust for effects in the future, of how much future funds might be worth less than
they are in the present.107 The estimates of future effects that produced the formula were
probably derived ‘from a limited use of statistics coupled with some shrewd
guesswork’.108 This was a type of rational calculation that enabled the ‘populating’ of
future time. If not quite the complex futurity of modern insurance schemes, it seems to
be an initial foray of the kind. Even so, both the limited application of the concept and
the hypothetical nature of the idea must be noted. Although the Ulpianic calculations
were available, the jurist Macer informs us that they were rarely used: the future value
of an annuity or an analogous arrangement, a usufruct assigned to a municipality, was
usually estimated using the rule-of-thumb of a generation of thirty years.109 Even more
to the point in estimating the possibility of a long-term future is the extent to which
futurity would be considered in the assignment of usufructory rights to corporate bodies
like municipalities. Since the assignment was not to an individual human but to an ideal
body that never died (for the most part), here was the possibility of considering and
creating a perpetual structure that would exist in the future. But the jurists never
allowed this. In fact, they explicitly limited such arrangements to one hundred years’
maximum. As has been shown, the concept was tied to the idea of the future being
limited to the maximum lifetime of a single human, in this case to the single
longest-lived human born in the collectivity of individuals who had existed at the time
that the contractual agreement was rst made.110

This case points to several other comparable ones in the law where the jurists had to
establish norms that contemplated a future and made complex formal provisions for
what would happen in a later time. The problem is that neither the construal of
life-annuities or of usufructs seems to have been related to dense general mental
conceptions outside the articial thought-world of the jurists. Like the laws governing
the purchase of a hope or an expectation, a spes, the concepts seem strangely
foreshortened. The law does contemplate future arrangements, but in a rather limited
fashion that considers only situations that emerge directly out of a given present
circumstance: the future appearance of this crop, this child or that inheritance. In a
strange ahistorical optimism that seems to mark many of the statements on this matter,
it has been remarked that the development of these legal concepts seems to be cut off in
the later Empire just before they appear to have been on the verge of experiencing a

105 Frier 1982: 217–19.
106 Frier thinks that in this case it was an estimate of median values.
107 The run of public debts assumed by the Roman state— alwaysmutua that did not envisage interest charges—
seem to be the ip-side of this same attitude: Andreau 2006: 111 notes the pattern, but not the connection.
108 See Frier 1982: 225–6 and 229.
109 Dig. 35.2.68.pr (Macer): ‘Numquam ergo amplius quam triginta annorum computatio initur. Sic denique et si
rei publicae usus fructus legetur… triginta annorum computatio t’; see Stein 1962: 342–3. Such general estimates
are not necessarily a bar to constructing future assets, as the classic work by Trennery showed, ‘Actuarial
knowledge not essential for transaction of life assurance business’, 1926: ch. 13 (153–7).
110 Dig. 7.1.56 (Gaius): ‘… et placuit centum annos tuendos esse municipes, quia is nis uitae longaeui hominis
est’; 33.2.8 (Gaius): ‘… unde centum annos obseruandos esse constat, qui nis uitae longissimus esset’; see Stein
1962: 347–55 for an unpacking of the underlying concepts (and a refutation of Fadda’s argument that the words
are a later interpolation).
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ourishing development of new modern concepts — an unachieved ‘symphony’ of Roman
juridical doctrine, as it has been dramatically put.111 I rather doubt this. It is analogous to
the claim that Roman military intervention in the East at the end of the Republic somehow
cut off the logical development of Greek city-state borrowing into the formation of a true
long-term public debt.112 This, too, seems improbable. What seems more likely is that most
persons subscribed to a compressed time-schema inside of which various tactics were
employed to cope with a specic problem and circumstance. So although the claim that
the Romans did not have universally applied concepts of amortisation and depreciation
is true, it does not mean that they did not have these tools in some form. As an instance
of valuing the construction of walls in Vitruvius shows, the concept and its application
did exist, but in a rather selective form: depreciation was applied to some types of
stone-built walls, but not to standing walls built of brick.113 When he does apply
amortisation or depreciation, Vitruvius does not envisage the depreciation as involving a
complex serially-stepped concept of a gradual ‘lessening of worth’ in the future, but
rather a consistent one-eightieth loss of the original value that applied to every year in
the future.114 This temporal perspective, I would argue, is analogous to the parallel
linear orthogonal perspective in Roman wall paintings: space, and therefore time, was
more generally seen as diminishing (or growing) in equal segmentary units extending
into the future (or the past). It does not share the concept of cumulative change, growth
or the incremental diminishing of a given value to a vanishing point (see Fig. 1a and b).

V SPACE/TIME

The temporal perspective that has been explored so far is, I would argue, vitally connected
to a problem of spatial perception. Since time and space are dimensions that are knit
together in forming the reality of space-time, it is only logical that human experience
interprets them in a similar fashion, the one by analogy to the other. A host of modern
cognitive studies have demonstrated that humans have a propensity to represent time in
spatial metaphors, although different cultures and languages picture things like the
future and the past in distinctive ways.115 There are good reasons to believe that
concepts of space in Roman antiquity — insofar as it is possible to discover a central
coherence in them — were comparatively disjointed, lacking a formal overarching
unity.116 If we are to speculate about the continuities between space and time in the
Roman world, ideally an investigation of actual ‘spatial practices’ would perhaps be the

111 The conclusion of a long and detailed study by Bartosek 1949: 62 where he laments this ‘symphonie inachevée
de la doctrine juridique romaine!’
112 Andreau 1997: 56–7 and 2006: 110; cf. Migeotte 2006: 126.
113 Compare Vitr., De arch. 2.8.8 with 2.8.9; the concept, as Rihll 2013 argues, was nevertheless a workable one
and not necessarily all that not-modern.
114 Vitr., De arch. 2.8.8: ‘Itaque cum arbitrio communium parietum sumuntur, non aestimant eos quanti facti
fuerint, sed cum ex tabulis inueniunt eorum locationes, pretia praeteritorum annorum singulorum deducunt
octogesimas.’ As Vitruvius remarks, the arbitrators will assume that the wall will have lost all of its original
value in a maximum of eighty years.
115 See Kövecses, ‘Time’, in 2005, 47–54; also suggested, for example, by the work of Boroditsky 2000 and 2001,
although caution is necessary since, in some instances at least, her experimental results have been difcult to
replicate. (I thank Christiane Fellbaum for her verbal and e-mail communications on this matter.)
116 Jammer, ‘The concept of space in antiquity’, in 2012: 22–7 (ch. 1), at 23; cf. Damisch 1994: 17; in much
greater detail on the Platonic and Aristotelian infrastructure, see Algra 1995, a detailed consideration of which
led H. B. Gottschalk in his review (Mnemosyne 51 (1998), 732–7, at 736) to sum up: ‘… his overall
conclusion, that none of the thinkers he writes about had a coherent theory of space, although disappointing,
seems inescapable.’ On the ‘unimaginable’ aspect of ‘systematic space’ for both thinkers and artists in
antiquity, see Panofsky 1927 = 1997: 41–3.
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best way to proceed.117 Other than studies of movement through space, however, little has
been done that could furnish the basis for this type of investigation. To restrict our focus to
concepts, the problem is to nd a case that will permit a test of the analogy to depth of time
to the quality of the perception of space. Aspects of the scal world described above
functioned in a strangely compressed present that seems attened and two-dimensional
when compared with the perspectives in which present-day economic dealings function.
They impart something like the impression that a modern viewer has when looking at a
Roman wall painting. The perspective in these paintings, as Panofsky argued, is the
‘expression of a specic and fundamentally unmodern view of space’. It is a way of
representing space that produces a visual impression in which the world ‘becomes
curiously unreal and inconsistent, like a dream or a mirage’.118 The similarity of the
visual and economic effects suggests that decorative wall frescoes might enable such a
test. With them, one might ask how it was that perspectival depth was represented when
the artist was presented with the constraints of a two-dimensional surface, a at linear
dimension analogous to ‘the present’ in time? The question here does not pertain as
much to the near-physical representation of the future ‘out there’, but rather to a quality
of space that reects the potential of a dynamic moving through space to a distant point.

In Roman wall paintings that are our test case, we do not nd any single-point modern
type of perspectival representation. Given this fact, one tendency has been to deny that
there was any consistent way of presenting a uniform projection of depth into the
‘future’ of space, to hold that coherent in-depth space is ‘denied’. The background is

FIG. 1. (a) A portico with a uniform plan that is supported by equal columns ad innitum (from Sinisgalli 2012:
51, g. 29); (b) A portico which assumes the slopes of a delimited cone to a vanishing point (from Sinisgalli 2012:

54, g. 31). (Reproduced with permission of the author)

117 See Riggsby 2003: 177: ‘The history of Roman spatial practice must take into account at least (1) time as well
as space and (2) the qualities of space, not just its shape.’ My concerns here, however, are in some respects the
reverse of his.
118 Panofsky 1927 = 1997: 43, cf. p. 34, on its specicity for a given worldview.
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treated, as it has been phrased, as un spazio negato.119 Any suggestion that the Romans did
not have any perspective because they did not have a modern perspective, however, would
be a spatial argument analogous to stating that they had no concept of a substantial
futurity at all — which I would argue to be considerably overdrawn, indeed false.120
Consequently, it is necessary to ask what alternative types of perspective they did have
and how these might be connected to different senses of time. Considering the matter
more closely, we see that Roman painters deployed what has been called ‘a variety of
spatializing tactics’ to achieve an effect of depth in perception.121 These included
techniques such as using variable size and layering of objects in order to produce a
sense of ‘before and after’ and ‘in front and behind’, the use of lighter and darker
colours, the use of simultaneous horizontal and aerial views. It is not my purpose here
to engage in a detailed critique of what type of perspective this is or why Roman wall
painters exploited these various devices in attempts to convey spatial depth to the viewer
— the debates have gone on for well over a century.122 As with time, their main
concern was not to produce a unied eld of depth, but to pursue different ones: to
impart a sense of vividness (being present) and sequence. Sufce it to say that these
painters did not put into practice the modern mathematical rational system of innite
single-point perspective of the entire visual frame that emerged in the fteenth and
sixteenth centuries — whether because they simply did not conceive of inventing the
necessary techniques or because the viewers and patrons were not looking for this kind
of picturing (which might have looked as odd to them as their paintings do to us).123
What they settled on by the end of antiquity is what has been described as a
paratactical syntax of images set in ‘conventional perspectives of a cartographical type’.124

The essential point for our analysis is not as much the negative (‘they did not have
modern perspective’) as it is to understand what sort of use of perspective they did have
and what this suggests about time frames.125 In the so-called second style paintings at
Pompeii it has been convincingly demonstrated that the painters engaged in a series of
perspectival devices, namely parallel orthogonal and convergence perspective systems,
or, occasionally, a combination of these.126 Even where something akin to this
perspectival system was perhaps known, the cases where it can be demonstrated to have
been applied to produce a whole picture, are exceedingly few.127 Close inspection of
representations from Egyptian wall paintings and Assyrian royal reliefs forward to the
paintings created at the end of Roman antiquity has conrmed the same problematic of
representation, one that more or less matches Panofsky’s analysis of ‘ancient spatial’

119 See La Rocca 2008.
120 A type of extreme position, for example, that seems to be advocated by Malina (1989 and 2016) for what he
calls ‘Mediterranean societies’. It is a position that echoes Reinhart Koselleck’s division between an ‘Old Time’ and
a ‘New Time’ that emerges with modernity, and the intervening Sattelzeit; see Fulda 2016. Both these sharp
distinctions are not applicable here.
121 Riggsby, ‘The organization of visual elds’, in 2019: 198–238 (ch. 4).
122 Stinson 2011 offers both a new interpretation and a survey of previous interpretative steps.
123 There is an argument to be made that, at least in respect of some Euclidean geometrics, they did have at their
disposal the techniques needed to produce the effect had they wished to do so; for an extreme, though sometimes
disjointed, argument in support of this idea see Sinisgalli 2012; a basic objection already made by Damisch 1994:
xvii.
124 Dorigo 1971: 73.
125 Damisch 1994: 12–13; adding (at 15): ‘We must fathom how the ancient world could make do with a
perspective in some sense layered, if not fragmented.’ I nd it difcult, however, to accept his proffered cause:
that they simply did not have the tools to conceive of doing things differently.
126 See Stinson 2011: 405 and 409–15.
127 Christensen 1999: 161–6, makes a case for the existence of the theoretical knowledge, but admits that nding
any evidence of its application is frustrating, indeed a cause of despair (at 161). The cases to which he appeals are
rather partial and apply to only certain objects in elds of space that are, if anything, radically fragmented.
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concepts.128 Even if this was the preferred mode of representing space, it is not the case that
the artists of the time lacked the requisite technical knowledge or geometrical expertise to
do otherwise. Rather, there was a systemic lack of impetus to put these known techniques
to work to produce the specic visual effects to which we are accustomed. In fact, the
problem, as with the apparent fragmentation of time, might not even be with perspective
per se. Just as their concern was not with a deep long-term time frame that unied
everything, so in representing space they were not concerned with using a single
overriding system of perspective.

The use of different perspectival techniques was in aid of a fundamentally different
purpose in wall painting that only partially applies to the problem of time. What might
be called the ‘embedded’ nature of the uses of perspective indicates that various types of
single-point perspective were tactics used in the pursuit of other supervening aims, such
as presenting a striking visual spectacle or explicating the narrative of a story.129
I suspect that this mix of time and space also nds its reection in the type of ctive
writing that is most identied with mirroring the peculiar time and space of the Empire,
namely the novel. Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope, and specically the chronotope
that he nds to be characteristic of the genre of the Graeco-Roman novel, must be
relevant to the argument here.130 The type of linear sequential following of points that
he sees as characteristic of the novel is surely also related to the hodological mappings
of space that were also characteristic of the time.131 Both aspects can be witnessed in
the spiral narratives of the columns of Trajan and Marcus Aurelius where one nds the
same relationship of space to time. There is a linear, sequential following of points but
one in which there is no deep context of space: the same devices of foreshortening,
stepping, gradation of gures or forefronting and backgrounding are used to produce an
impression of spatial depth.132 The production of vividness, that is a sense of
present-ness, and of sequencing was more important than perspective as such.

Given these tests and observations, looking at time, specically the future, from the
reverse perspective of space, one is led to speculate that Roman perspective was a
fragmented tactic adapted to producing effects in a present. If time was like space, then
their future existed, but was adumbrated. In the context of space, their futurity seems to
have been located somewhere between the ‘eternal present’, the virtual absence of any
depth perspective in wall paintings of Pharaonic Egypt, and the creation of ‘modern
perspective’ in the fourteenth and fteenth centuries in Western Europe.133 It must be
emphasised that they had the techniques available to them and surely could have
applied them. They chose not to do so, and systematically subordinated the possible use
of single-point perspective to other more important aims. Moderns, conversely, forced
the whole picture into a grid of single-point visual perspective. Coordinated with this
latter move was the emergence of banks as large-scale lending institutions, the concept

128 Bawden et al. 2016.
129 Demonstrated in detail, for example, for rst-century C.E. wall paintings from Pompeii and Rome: Lorenz
2013: 367, 368–9, 377–8.
130 Bakhtin, ‘Forms of time and the chronotope in the novel: notes toward a historical poetics’, in 1981: 84–258,
esp. 86–129.
131 See Janni 1984, employing the concept of ‘hodologische Raum’ of the psychologist Kurt Lewin; see Riggsby
2003: 168–9, for Pliny the Younger’s movement through space.
132 Pirson, ‘The conception of space’, in 1996: 147–52, at 148 (with reference to the earlier literature, especially
the study of Wegner).
133 On Egyptian wall painting, see the foundational work of Schäfer 1974, with the reconsiderations by Baines
1985, from which it is manifest that they had no concern for three-dimensional perspective (hence the rather
short shrift given to the problem in almost all modern analyses). I do not subscribe to the unusual
‘psychological’ and ‘primitivist’ explanations proffered by Schäfer; I am only concerned with the description of
what their concept of space in fact was. Groenewegen-Frankfort, ‘The space-time implications of early New
Kingdom art’, in 1987: ch. 3B (83–96), had already reached much the same conclusions.
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and reality of a national public debt, common use of double-entry book-keeping,
mathematical calculations of future risk assessment, the emergence of the rst modern
constructions of utopias, the invention of mechanical clocks and other aspects of
modernity.134 The networking of these practices and their relationship to the new
perspective, I would argue, was not accidental.

VI ENVOI

For Roman emperors, estate managers, municipal aediles and private business agents, time
passed and was known to do so in a narrow and compressed linear fashion. Rational
calculations of different kinds of future consequences within this concept of time were
possible and certainly included economic ones. For example, there were provocations to
economically rational calculations. Economic actors could plan and act to achieve
compendia or ‘savings’, for example, that can be shown to have involved, in however
rudimentary a fashion, calculations of assets and expenditures through future time.135
Even in these cases, however, what must be imagined is a fragmented vision of the
future, extending in most cases to the instance at hand or the forthcoming year. It was
this real world of the quotidian planning in which most persons were engaged that
produced their quality of time. The sum of their practical life experiences was
somewhere between the time world described by Pierre Bourdieu for the Algerian
Kabylie and a modern concept of time linked to a complex and fully envisaged
future.136 As Bourdieu remarked, the productive and social relations of the communities
in the Kabylie (as late as the 1940s and 1950s) made it difcult, if not odd, for them to
envisage ‘an immense and open future as a broad eld of innumerable possibilities’
available to human control. Instead, time, like space, was experienced as ‘discontinuous,
made up of a series of heterogenous islets of differing duration’.137

The Roman time that I have described is far more coherent and operates with a future
that is certainly more complex and extensive than this, although still without the future of
modernity. Faced with this last problem, one is prompted to ask the question: did there ever
appear a future closer to our complex long-range one rmly located in distant spaces in the
millennial-long arc of time between the second century B.C.E. and the fth C.E.? The
elements that I am seeking are three: rst, a clear concept of an autonomous future that
was in and of itself a reservoir of valuable resources — a future that was complex in its
picturing and development; second, a future that was non-trivial in the sense that not
just an elite few, a Tacitus or a Pliny, accepted it as a notional thing, but rather one
with which very large numbers of persons were pragmatically integrated; and, nally,
one where behaviour in the present was rmly oriented to this future and accordingly
was involved in planning for it. Perhaps it is only in new Christian values emerging on
the sill of Late Antiquity that we might see some of the rst tentative steps toward a
quality and structure of the future which most Romans of earlier ages apparently did

134 Damisch 1994: xiii–xv, rightly fumes against postulating mechanical cause and effect links causing these
developments; he is right, and I am not suggesting any such simple direct causes. They seem, rather, to be
phenomena that are networked and causally interdependent. On the emergence of the concept and practice of
the national debt and the attendant institutions, see Molho and Harmon in Andreau et al. 2006.
135 For some examples, see Shaw 2013: 137–43; cf. Minaud 2005: 262–5.
136 Bourdieu 1963a offers a comparative analysis of the two time regimes and of how the new idea of ‘the future’
was both the product and consequence of the modern economic order; but even to engage in more systematic
future planning, he argues that the person had to achieve a certain level of ‘wealth’ that made it worth the
while: ‘Les conditions de la calculabilité’, in Bourdieu 1963c: 365–7.
137 See Bourdieu 1963b: 55 and 60, who is careful to emphasise that his observations in no way mean that this
attitude towards time was somehow inherent in the nature of the people of the Kabylie, any more than it is in us.
Rather, it was produced by the way that they lived.
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not share. For complex conceptual, institutional and experiential reasons, they had a less
elaborate, less deep and more fragmented view of the future. The absence is a history
not just of a decit, but also of its consequences for ideas and behaviour.

Department of Classics, Princeton University
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