Liquidation of estates in late antiquity: the case of Melania the Younger


In the early fifth century, Melania the Younger, a member of the wealthy gens Antonia and gens Valeria, decided to renounce her riches in favor of an ascetic life.  According to her biographer, a monk named Gerontius, Melania asserted that “it is no great thing if for the sake of incorruptible and undefiled goods we despise those of the earth.”
  But Melania did not simply leave her worldly goods behind.  Instead, she liquidated her entire estate and used the money to charitable ends, including the foundation and funding of monasteries and convents.  The biography of Melania the Younger provides valuable insight the Roman economy in late antiquity.  The story of Melania’s renunciation illustrates a time when the senatorial stranglehold on landed wealth was at once substantial and threatened, the imperial government was essential to the functioning of the economy but weak, and the very structure of the Roman economy was threatened by barbarian invasions. 

This paper focuses on three main points concerning the liquidation of estates.  First, it explores the methods by which estates were liquidated, considering the role of both the barbarian invasions and the imperial infrastructure.  Melania faced the daunting task of selling massive estates throughout the empire—many of which she had likely never seen.    Interestingly, she appealed to the emperor for help.  He “issued a decree in every province that [Melania’s] possessions should be sold by the agency of the governors and ministers, and that by their enterprise, the money deriving from them should be remitted to Melania.”
  This statement is particularly important, as it suggests that the imperial government was a source of credit during the sale of Melania’s estates.  Andreau notes this phenomenon in the late republic and early empire.
  However, the barbarian invasions hindered the liquidation of Melania’s estates and lowered property values in Spain.
  My argument that the involvement of the imperial administration in the sale of estates was necessary in the unstable era of invasions suggests a new understanding of the role of the imperial government in the late antique economy.

The second, related topic is the remittance of funds and the transportation of capital.  Again, the dual forces of the instability caused by barbarian invasions and the still stable network of imperial administration play a role.  It appears that Melania’s goal was to change her landed wealth into coin.  This raises the question of how the coin reached her while she traveled.  Gerontius states that couriers brought coin to Melania from sales in distant parts of the empire.  The transport of this coin must have been dangerous: invading barbarians often harried travelers and disrupted safe travel.  I suggest that, for many of these sales, Melania relied on the imperial administration as a creditor.  Its involvement negated the need for the transport of coin.  Government officials could receive payment for the sales in disparate provinces, while the government in Rome paid Melania.  

Finally, this paper considers the impact which the transference of funds from senatorial families to the church, and especially to monasteries, had on the Roman economy.  For Melania, funding monasteries from the wealth derived from the sale of her possessions was an economically rational choice: she “scatter[ed] on the earth whatever [she] believed would store up unsullied treasure in heaven.”
  However, as Jones argued, the movement of wealth from productive estates into non-productive monasteries was not a rational choice; in fact, it was detrimental to the economy.  This paper follows this argument to a certain extent, but points out the many other factors which led to a change in investment strategy.  Barbarian invasions not only made normal estate operations in certain parts of the empire impossible, but also lowered the value of land.  Because of widespread violence, it became difficult to profit from vast personal networks of estates.  Finally, Melania endowed monasteries and convents.  That is, she moved her private investment in land to a broader ownership with similar levels of production and demand.  Jones’ assertion that financial support of these “idle mouths” was the downfall of the Roman economy is clearly overstated.
  Nevertheless, this paper suggests that Christian charity among the Roman elite did, in fact, have a substantial impact on the distribution and use of wealth in late antiquity.
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