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Civic Cultural Capital in Roman Asia Minor, Focusing

On Its Economic Sustainability
by
MASUNAGA Masataka

This paper examines the significance for Greek cities in Asia Minor of
public buildings and festivals that flourished as public benefactions provided
by civic elites.

Generally, it has been acknowledged that during the second century AD,
the most popular benefaction conferred by the elites in Asia Minor gradually
changed from public buildings to festivals. Previous studies have put
emphasis on the meanings of the change for the elites who made the
benefaction. In this article, I regard instead the public buildings and the
festivals as cultural capital, and then I try to clarify how the cities as
beneficiaries of the cultural capital employed it and what kind of profit they
gained through its operation.

Cultural capital in this context is a notion of modern cultural economics.
In the field, cultural capital is defined as, “an asset which embodies, stores or
provides cultural value in addition to whatever economic value it may
possess.” Though there was no identical concept in ancient times, as the
words of ancient writers reveal, public buildings and the festivals were in
fact of cultural and economic importance for Greek cities. And this notion
enables us to argue the sustainability of cultural phenomenon not only from
an economic point of view but also by examining correlations and alterations
of the cultural and economic value of capital. Therefore, if we adopt the
viewpoint of the operation of cultural capital by cities, it is possible to
approach grasping the significance of sustainable benefactions such as
buildings and the festivals for civic communities. In this paper, I discuss
particularly economic aspects of cultural capital.

Firstly, I examine circumstances in the second century AD regarding the
providing of public buildings and the economic benefit that the buildings
brought to cities. At the beginning of the second century, as Pliny the
Younger informs us, people in Bithynia abandoned construction of some new
buildings before their completion principally due to fiscal problems. Several
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Roman legal sources concerned with the situation in the first half of the
second century also confirm that there was a move to restrict cancellation of
construction that had been caused by faulty financial management. So, we
can recognize that cities in the period had difficulty supplying new
construction due to fiscal problems.

Public buildings would normally bring certain economic benefits to cities.
For example, we can confirm from an inscription in first-century Aphrodisias
that a public workshop contributed to an increase of city revenue. In
addition, a second-century inscription from Magnesia am Maeander reveals
that the merchants or sellers who did their business in a public bath of the
city paid a part of their income as a kind of rent for doing business in a
public place to the civic organization.

Next, I address the economic problems of the festivals, which became
popular as benefactions, replacing buildings during the second century.
While financial control of buildings was lax, that for festivals in the second
century was relatively sound. For instance, in the reign of Hadrian, C. Tulius
Demosthenes of Oenoanda established a foundation for a new musical
festival that was based on lending money with interest. As long as the
system was maintained, funds for the festival could be collected sustainably.

Festivals also yielded economic benefit for the cities. Usually, a market
was held at the time of a festival of a polis. In other words, the occasions for
festivals attracted not only spectators or worshipers, but also merchants or
traders to the city. Given this fact and the above consideration about public
buildings, the civic income would increase by the amount of the fees that the
merchants paid for a place to do business in a public building during the
festival. Consequently, establishing and holding a festival caused the
economic revitalization of the whole city, including a rise of revenue from
the use of pre-existing public buildings.

Behind the switch from buildings to festivals as popular benefactions
during the second century, we can assume with certainty that the cities
became able to attract more people including merchants and traders to their
own festivals because in the early second century Hadrian fixed the general
flow of people by regulating the schedule of festivals in the Greek world.

I have drawn the following conclusions. Contrary to the understanding of
previous researchers that buildings and festivals were dichotomous from the
perspective of influential benefactors, if we see the matter of benefaction
from the viewpoint of cultural capital, which cities stored and managed
sustainably, we can see that through a combination of buildings and festivals,
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economic value grew, and in consequence, this brought economic profit to
the cities. Moreover, with the increase of the economic value of this cultural
capital, the value of cultural capital related to the civic pride and distinction
would complementarily rise.

Key Words; Greek city, Asia Minor, cultural capital, public building, festival
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