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Abstract: Economic espionage especially with regard to luxury goods has been known since Antiquity.
A key event in economic history of late Antiquity is smuggling of the silk worms, described by
the Byzantine historian Procopius of Caesarea in his eighth book of the Wars.
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Introduction

Economic espionage especially with regard to luxury goods has been known
since Antiquity. A key event in economic history of late Antiquity is smuggling
of the silk worms, described by the Byzantine historian Procopius. With this successful
mission Byzantine Empire managed to break two monopolies: the Chinese one for silk
production and the Iranian one for the import and re-export of silk from the Far East.

From the very moment of his enthronement in Constantinople Justinian (527-
565) drove to avoid Iranian brokerage in trade.' He realized clearly that the income
from this trade were one of the important elements of the budget of the Shahanshahs.
Economic weakening of Iran was important for the emperor because of the wars
Byzantium waged with its Eastern neighbor from the early 6™ century.’

Trade routes in Mesopotamia
The Silk Road was a system of the trade routes which from the 2™ century AD

joined Far east with Europe.’ Its detailed description was presented in Mansiones
Parthicae written by Isidore of Charax.
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During the Parthian period (247 BC-224 AD) the land route from Northern
India, Central Asia and China ran through Marv, Hecatomphylos, Ecbatana, Seleucia
and Zeugma. The second route ran alongside Euphrates through Spasinou Charax,
Vologesia and Hit.* Until 106 AD a route controlled by the Nabateans with their
capital in Petra remained independent,’ however after the Romans incorporated
the Nabatea to their state and created on its territory the province Arabia Felix,’
the role of Palmyra in international trade increased.” In 214 AD Rome took control
over the trade routes running through Northern Mesopotamia and removed the local
dynasty from the power in Hatra.® The main centers of the trade in the first half of
the 3" century were Hatra, Dura Europos and Palmyra, all associated to the Roman
Empire.

In 224 AD new dynasty, the Sasanians, took over the power in Iran. The first
military actions taken by Ardashir I (224-242) even before initiating struggle for
the throne, were directed towards the Persian Gulf.” Probably they were directed
to control the maritime routes running through the Gulf and gaining control over
the trade with Far East.'” Perhaps the further plan included capturing of entire Arabia.
The steps taken by Ardashir contradicted Roman trade interest as the Empire controlled
‘nabatean’ and ‘palmyrene’ routes.

When instigating the war in the West Ardashir directed his armies against
Hatra, Probably one of the reasons of sending the troops there was the rivalry between
Hatra and Hira. Hatra was captured after a siege lasting two years in 240 AD."'

The successor o Ardashir, his son Shapur I (242-272) took firm control over
the port of Spasinou Charax,'* which forces Palmyra to seek new trade routes. During
the second campaign of Shapur I in Syria (253-256) Iranian armies demolished Dura
Europos.” Palmyra benefited on the destruction of Hatra and Dura Europos
and monopolized the trade in Syria. ‘Palmyrene Empire’ was destroyed only buy
the intervention of Aurelian (270-275) who captured and laid the city to waste."
It seems that in the late third century the trade routes moved from Euphrates to Tigris."
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Trade routes on the Near East (autor K. Maksymiuk)
Rivalry and legal regulations

The kings of Iran realized crucial role played by the trade routes. The attempts
of securing financial interests can be observed already when the Arsacids received
the embassy of Chinese Han dynasty emperor Wu Ti (141-87 BC) in 115-105 BC."°
Attempts to monopolize the trade are confirmed by the information from the Book
of Later Han Dynasty (Hou Han Shu, referring the years 25-220 AD), stating that
the Parthians thwarted direct trade connections of Rome and China."’

16 DEBEVOISE, 1939: 43.
" Hou Han schu 118, 8; HIRTH, 1975: 42.
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However frequent military conflicts between Iran and Rome made the trade
difficult, there were no observable attempts to regulate mutual economic relations
in the diplomatic way. From the second half of the third century regular diplomatic
contacts between the Roman emperors and the Iranian kings were already
established."® Among the preserved conclusions of the treatises some clauses regarding
economic matters were present.

In the peace treaty of 2908 AD' between emperor Diocletian (284-305) and
defeated king Narseh (293-302) the decision was made regarding the city of Nisibis
which became the key to later Romano-Iranian economic relations. It was agreed
that the city was the only place of goods exchange between Iran and Roman Empire.
What is important, this clause was the only point objected by Iranian envoy
Apharban.”® Diocletian placed in this way Rome in privileged position in front of its
partner as the city was under Roman control.”’ Within the years to come Nisibis
became the main city of Northern Mesopotamia.*

After the disaster of the Eastern campaign of Julian the Apostate (361-363),
Jovian (363-364) was elected the emperor and he was forced to sign in 363 AD
the peace treaty with Shapur II (309-379).” One of the conditions of the treaty was
transferring of Nisibis to Iran however the inhabitants were must to leave the city.*
This decision limited the privileged position of Rome acquired by Diocletian.
The Romans attempted to avoid Iranian trade agency by activation of their actions
in Caucasian region.” First of all by setting the relations with Armenia and Iberia
which resulted with moving the main area of Romano-Iranian conflict to the North.*

On the basis of the act de commerciis et mercatoribus, dated 408/409 AD,”
may be deduced that was a trade agreement between Iran and Rome. The text of the act
lists the towns which were the right to become the places of commercial transactions.
The list includes Nisibis, Artashat (in the Iranian influence zone) and Callinicum
(under Roman control). Text specifies the punishments for the attempts of smuggling
and stipulates that the diplomats were freed from the customs duties.

The stalemate survived until 5" century when the route running though the Red
Sea focused the attention of both powers. The control over it was challenged by Aksum
supported by the Romans and the kingdom of Himyar backed by the Sasanians.”

¥ MAKSYMIUK, 2018a.
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The testimony of Procopius

The events resulting with the introduction of the breeding of the silk worms
in Byzantium was presented by Procopius of Caesarea® in his eighth book of the Wars
(the Gothic Wars)”:

Y7o todTov TOV ypdvov TdV Tveg povay®dv €€ Tvddv flkovteg, YvOVTES TE MG
Tovotviav®d Poctiel o omovdtic ein uniétt mpog Ilepodv v péta&ov
aveicbor Popaiovg, &g Paciién yevopevor obt® oM T Apel Tf pHeTOdn
drownoestar mporoyovv, mg unkétt Poudiotl ék Iepodv 1@V opiot Tolepiov 1
dAlov tov €0voug 1O EumOAN O TOUTO TomcvTaL [2] xpdvov yap KoTaTpiyon
piikog év xopg vmEp Tvodv €0vn ta moAld obor, fimep Enpivoa dvopdletal,
a0 TE £G TO AKpIPEG Expepadnkévor omoig mwote punyavi] yivesOan v péta&ov
&v vi] ™ Popaiov dvvata €. [3] évdeheyéotata 08 depeuvoUEVE T@ PacIAel
Kol avamovlovopéve gi 0 Adyog dAndng €in €packov ol Hovoyol GKOANKGG
Tvog TS HETdEng dnuovpyodg eivar, Tig hoemg antoig didackdhiov te obong
Kol dmvekdg avaykalovong Epyalesbor. [4] dAAL TOVG pEV okdANKaG EvOade
{@vtag Staxopilew dumyove givat, TOV 8¢ adTdV Yovov edmopdv T Koi PEdiov
BAmG. lvar 8¢ TdV oKOA|KOV T®VSE TOV YOVoV (i £kdoTov dvapdua. [5] Tadta
8¢ T OO YPOVE TOAAD TG YoVviic Dotepov KOTP® KoADWavTES GvOpmTOL TATY
Te Olapki] Oepunvavteg ypovov {da molodot. [6] tadto gimoviag 6 Pactievg
peydrolg tovg Gvdpog dyaboic dwpnoacbor opoloynoag T® Epym meibet
gmppdoon TOV Adyov. [7] oi 88 yevopuevor &v Inpiven ad0ig Té e GO peTvEYKaY
& Bulavtiov, &¢ ok®ANKAS Te DT TPOT® QOmEP EppHON HETOMEPLKEVOL
Sampo&dpevol TpEPovci te Gukapivoy eOALoLS, kol [p. 230] ax avtod yivesOot
pétagav 1o Aowmodv kateotioovto &v Popaiov T yij. [8] tote pév odv té €
Kot TOv molepov mpdypata Popaiorg te xai Mépoarg kol o aupl petdén
Tty T EoYE.

The precise date of introduction of the silk worms to Byzantium is not
indicated. According to Procopius the meeting was held in 552 AD.’' Considering
the time needed for the travel in both ways (the distance between Constantinople
and modern Xi’an is 6800 km, the travel time is about 230 days) one must assume that
the mission was completed in 553 AD the earliest.”

% The shorter version of these events can be found at Theophanes of Byzantium: “Ott Tiv TdV GKOA{KOV
véveow avnp [Iépong Paciredovtoc Tovotviovod &v Bulavtio Omédeilev obdmm mpdtepov €yvmouévny
‘Popaio. Odtog 8¢ éx Inpdv opundeig 6 Tépong 10 onépua BV ckoMKoV &v vapinkt Aaav péypt
Bulavtiov dtecdoato, kai tod £0pog ap&apévov €ml TV TPOETV TAV CLKOUIVOV QUAA®V ETAQTiKE TO
onéppota’ o 6 Tpaeévia Toig POALOLS Entepoincé te Kal tdAla eipydcato (Photius Bibl. cod. 64).

** Proc. Bell. VIII 17. 1-8.

*' STEIN, 1949: 772.

2 EVANS, 1996: 235; TATE, 1999.
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Although the word Serinda (Xnpivda) used in the text was employed
in the sources in reference to China as a country of ,,the people of the silk” 3 (ssilk’,
gr. onpwoc, lat. sericum), it must be borne in mind that the two most common
denominations of China were Serica (North-Eastern region of Asia) and Sina (South-
Eastern region).” Besides, the fragment of Theophanes of Byzantium preserved as
an excerpt in Fotius mentions the negotiations of Justin II (565-578) with the Turks,*
suggesting that the Turks held control over the trade with Seres™. It is doubtless
that the merchants from Sogdiana, not China,”” expected Turkish gaghan to help
them in selling raw silk to Iran which is testified in Menander Protector’s description
of the diplomatic mission on the court of Khosrow I (531-579) led by Maniakh.*® It can
be assumed that the silk worms were brought not from China but from Sogdiana.*

Conclusion

It is obvious that the development of silk worms breed and manufacture
of the textile in Byzantium (initially in Berytus, Broussa, and later in Morea
on Peloponesus) requested more than couple of years. The empire was still interested
in importing of the silk from Far East. In the peace treaty made between Justinian
and Khosrow I in 562 AD the trade clauses were introduced.”’ The privileged role
of Callinicum and Nisibis was sustained and the former privileges or Armenian
Artashtat was transferred to Dvin.*' According to Menander the reason of introducing
diplomatic relations with the Turks in 568 AD was intention to avoid Iranian trade
intermediary.*

Summarizing above consideration it must be observed that the single event
of mid sixth century AD changed the economic history. It allowed creation
of competitive center of silk manufacture which resulted in breaking of the Far Eastern
monopoly.

B cobn 8¢ dotv M pétaga €& fic eldBoot v £obijta £pyalecOon fiv mahon pév “EXAnveg Mnduciv

£KGAoLY, TavdV 8¢ onpkny ovopdlovow (Proc. Bell. 1. 20. 9); MALINOWSKI, 2012; contra HAMILTON
(1995: 25-33), he derives the word not from Latin ser, meaning ‘silk’, but from Chinese dynastic Qin.

* LANMAN, 1985: 197.

» MAKSYMIUK, 2020: 359-360.

Qv v 1€ yéveow kol Ty Epyasiav O Pacikedg Tovotivog Botepov Toig Todpkolg Vodeitag E0Gupnoey.
Ot yap Todprot tote T4 1€ ZNpdv EUmopto kai Tovg Mpévag katelyov. Tadta 8¢ nplv pev Iépom kateiyov
(Photius Bibl. cod. 64).

37 de la VAISSIERE, 2005: 227-234.

38 Menander frg. 10.

** PIGULEVSKAJA, 1969: 158-159; KAGEYAMA, 2003.

** SHAHID, 1995: 268-272.

*' Proc. Bell. 11 25. 1-3; MANANDIAN, 1965: 81-82; PIGULEVSKAJA, 1969: 153.

2 Menander frg. 18.
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