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Maritime and overland routes
The country inland from Barygaza is inhabited by numerous tribes, such as
the Arattii, the Arachosii, the Gandaraei and the people of Poclais, in which is
Bucephalus Alexandria. Above these is the very war-like nation of the Bactrians,
who are under their own king. And Alexander, setting out from these parts,
penetrated to the Ganges, leaving aside Damirica and the southern part of India;
and to the present day ancient drachma are current in Barygaza, coming from
this country, bearing inscriptions in Greek letters, and the devices of those who
reigned after Alexander, Apollodotus and Menander (Periplus of the Erythraean Sea
47; English transl., Casson 1989).
Beyond is Sacastana of the Scythian Sacae, which is also called Paraetacena, 63
schoeni. There are the city of Barda and the city of Min and the city of Palacenti
and the city of Sigal; in that place is the royal residence of the Sacae; and nearby
is the city of Alexandria (and nearby is the city of Alexandropolis), and 6 villages.
Beyond is Arachosia, 36 schoeni. And the Parthians call this White India; there
are the city of Biyt and the city of Pharsana and the city of Chorochoad and the
city of Demetrias; then Alexandropolis, the metropolis of Arachosia; it is Greek,
and by it flows the river Arachotos. As far as this place the land is under the
rule of the Parthians (Isidore of Charax, Parthian stations, 18–19; English transl.,
Schoff 1914).
In the period of the early Roman Empire, the Mediterranean basin and south Asia were
connected by vast and complex networks of long-distance travel and commerce (Fig. 1). The
itineraries given in the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea (maritime) and Parthian stations (overland)
are not necessarily routes to be followed by a single merchant with a single cargo from
beginning to end.1 They are networks, controlled and operated by many different political and
commercial players, with numerous possible side-routes, waystations and points of exchange
1

The Parthian stations of Isidore of Charax is preserved only in portions and brief references in the works of
others. It dates to the very late 1st century BC or 1st century AD and lists the waystations on the overland
route between the Mediterranean and Arachosia, with the distances between them and very little subsidiary
information on lands and peoples. Around the turn of the 1st and 2nd centuries AD, a merchant named Maes
Titianos also wrote an account of the routes his caravans took between the Mediterranean and the East, in
this case between Syria and China, along a more northerly route which passed through Merv, Bactra and the
Tarim Basin (Cary 1956; Bernard 2005). Maes and his work are described only very briefly by Claudius Ptolemy
(Geography 1.11.7), drawing on the lost account of Marinus of Tyre.
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and transhipment. The 1st century AD, the broad date of composition of both manuals, was
a period of especially heavy commerce. Carved Indian ivory, from various sources, might find
its way to Pompeii (Maiuri 1939; During Caspers 1981) and to Begram (Mehendale 2001).
Roman coins have been found at many sites throughout the Indian subcontinent (a distribution
map: Begley and De Puma 1991, 2). The scarce surviving information in handbooks such as
the Periplus and Parthian stations, and excavations at intermediate ports and other emporia, can
enable us to sketch in broad strokes the typical routes taken by such items, but the trajectory
followed by any one individual item or elements of an excavated assemblage usually cannot
be narrowed down beyond a range of possible routes and nodes.
Nor are the itineraries of the Periplus and the Parthian stations separate from one another. In
fact, as the passages quoted above reveal, at their farthest distance from the Mediterranean,
branches of the overland and maritime routes converged and became entangled in regions
which until relatively recent times had maintained closer cultural and political contacts with
the Hellenistic world. Papyrus from Egypt has been excavated at the city of Ai Khanoum in
north-eastern Afghanistan in a context of the first part of the 2nd century BC (Lerner 2003),
and the Bactrian ceramic record of the 3rd to around the middle of the 2nd centuries BC
contains many forms derived directly from the Hellenistic Mediterranean (Gardin 1985). The
expansion of the Parthian Empire and nomadic invasions from the north, in the mid-2nd
century, appear to have disrupted the overland trade via the Iranian plateau. Routes to the
north, across the Eurasian steppe from the northern Black Sea region, however, also linked
Central Asia to the Mediterranean basin (see e.g., Sherkova 1982; 1991, whose identification
of Egyptian goods and influence is, however, excessive; and Mairs 2007).
Both Isidore of Charax and the author of the Periplus name ‘Alexandrias’ and have some
vague knowledge of the Hellenistic Greek kingdoms of Bactria, Arachosia and north-western
India, whose coins a visitor to Barygaza in the 1st century AD might apparently still encounter.
When trade goods from the Roman Mediterranean are excavated at a site such as Begram,
in modern Afghanistan—the subject of this paper—the question naturally arises whether
they came overland across the Iranian plateau from the Hellenised and Roman-ruled eastern
Mediterranean, or by sea from Roman Egypt, via the ports of north-western India. As well
as the intrinsic value and interest of establishing the reach of Roman commercial networks,
and the extent to which long-distance maritime and overland trade routes connected with and
complemented one another, what is also at stake is the impact of this trade upon the cities of
Gandhāra and the Hindu Kush passes. The question of whether particular items excavated
at Begram arrived by sea from Roman Egypt (as I shall discuss briefly in my conclusion) has
wider implications for our understanding of cultural and artistic developments in the region
in the early centuries AD.
The Begram ‘treasure’
In the 1930s, excavations by the Délégation archéologique française en Afghanistan (DAFA)
at the site of Begram, around 60km to the north of Kabul, uncovered two storerooms full
of luxury goods from such far-flung regions of the ancient world as the Graeco-Roman
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/mairs.aspx
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Mediterranean, India and China (Hackin 1939; Ghirshman 1946; Hackin 19542). Begram was
the site of a foundation by Alexander the Great (Arrian 3.28.4; Diodorus 17.83.1; Curtius
7.3.23) and was later one of the principal cities of the Kushan Empire, which was at its height
in the 2nd century AD. The so-called ‘treasure’ was found in two rooms, Rooms 10 and 13,
of the Palace in the New Royal City. Given the restriction of excavations to a small portion
of the site, and the uncertainties over Begram’s position and status in the period at which the
treasure is now considered to have been assembled and cached, these designations remain
problematic. The pieces of the treasure represent a deliberate cache, and the rooms in which
they were found had thick walls and blocked doorways.
There are two main controversies about the Begram deposits: their date and their purpose.
The excavated strata at Begram, which cover a period roughly of Indo-Greek rule in the
2nd century BC through to the Great Kushans in the 2nd century AD, have been dated only
relatively, and there is no established absolute chronology (Mehendale 1996, 49–50). Although
part of the cache was previously thought to date as late as the 3rd century AD, a broad date
for the entire hoard of the 1st century or early 2nd century is now generally accepted, based
on stylistic comparanda (Whitehouse 1989, 99; Delacour 1993; Mehendale 1996, 50–51) and
numismatic evidence. Coins of Gondophares, Wima Kadphises and Kanishka are the only
ones which may reasonably be assigned to the active life of the rooms and not to later strata
(Whitehouse 2001, 445–46; cf. Whitehouse 1998b).
The ‘old’ chronology assigned widely varying dates to individual items or groups of items
in the cache, from the 1st through to the 3rd centuries AD, and placed its final deposition at a
period well after the Kushan Empire (when Begram was one of its principal metropoleis) had
reached its height. With the new, narrower 1st century to early 2nd century date, the notion
of a royal treasure, composed of valuable, exotic goods accumulated over a long period of
time, loses some of its appeal. Current interpretations hold that it is just as possible that it
represents a commercial stock:
When the finds are viewed as first century merchants’ stock awaiting further
distribution, they provide an opportunity to examine the region’s official
commodities trade during that era and the nature of the settlement of Begram
and its relation to other trading partners. The fact, if established, that the goods
at Begram traveled from diverse places in the same era and were stored together
in one place suggests that the site was a point of consumption, of collection for
further distribution, of active trading, or a combination thereof. Considering
Begram as a commercial storage and distribution site may help to explain why
the rooms in which the objects were found were sealed off: because of the length
of time required for ancient trade to make its way between distant points, there
was a need for long-term protection of goods while awaiting further movement
(Mehendale 1996, 51).

2

See Hiebert and Cambon 2008, 146–47, for a summary of the excavations and the various attendant problems
of archaeological method and publication.
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Whatever the purpose of the caches and the identities of their owners, the nature of the
goods contained in them indicates very clearly their diverse points of origin. Some pieces
are preserved better than others. The Chinese lacquerware (Zhang 2011) was too fragile and
fragmentary to be displayed in the exhibition Afghanistan, les trésors retrouvés/Afghanistan: Hidden
treasures which toured a number of museums in Europe and North America in recent years
(Cambon and Jarrige 2006; Hiebert and Cambon 2008). Indian ivory carvings were designed
to be attached to wooden furniture, which has since decayed (Mehendale 1997; Simpson
2011). Pieces from the Graeco-Roman Mediterranean included finished objets d’art, such as
bronze statuettes and plaster casts to be used in the manufacture of metal vessels (Menninger
1996).
My focus in the following discussion will be more specifically on the glassware from
the cache because these are the items whose connections to and origins in the Red Sea
trade are least ambiguous. Not only do some vessels depict scenes and figures which are
quintessentially Egyptian, but particular categories of vessel are paralleled not just in finds
from the Roman Mediterranean, but in excavated contexts at intermediate points along the
routes of the Periplus. It has long been recognised that some of the items which formed part
of the so-called Begram treasure, including but not restricted to the glassware, came from
Egypt and the Mediterranean world via Indian Ocean maritime routes (Kurz 1954, 100, 109;
Mehendale 1996, 59–60; Menninger 1996, 223; Ball 2000, 136–37), and I do not propose
anything especially novel in restating this point. What I would like to do is to situate the
Begram cache more clearly in certain historical and geographical contexts. These include the
city’s position as a node in vast Eurasian and Indian Ocean networks of transcontinental
travel and commerce, and thereby the connection of these networks to one another. When
presented with an excavated assemblage such as that from the caches at Begram, one does
not have to choose between ‘competing’ trade routes because multiple such routes were in
operation at any given time. Even the Mediterranean goods from Begram, I would argue, had
diverse points of origin and arrived at the city via different routes or sequences of routes.
The more particular historical context of the Begram cache is the 1st century AD. Neither the
archaeological record nor the textual record in this instance permits much further precision,
but the dates of the Begram cache, the Periplus, the Parthian stations of Isidore of Charax and
several excavated port sites of the Red Sea and Arabian coasts and southern India from which
we might draw comparanda for the Begram glassware all fall to within the span of a single
century, a period of intense growth in the Indian Ocean commerce. At the Roman end, this
commerce was developed and sustained, at least in part, by the support and intervention of
an imperial power. The 1st and early 2nd centuries AD in Begram and north-western India,
in contrast, began with a period of political fragmentation (attested also in the Periplus) and
ended with the rise of the Kushan Empire. The role of cities such as Begram and their rulers
as markets and centres of production in long-distance trade, and the subsequent impact of
the consolidation of Kushan power, remains to be fully explored.
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The Begram glassware
In addition to the primary publications of the Begram excavations (cited above), several
individual studies have been devoted to the glassware from Begram (Hamelin 1952; Hamelin
1953; Hamelin 1954; Delacour 1993; Menninger 1996; Whitehouse 2001). I give references
to individual vessels here according to their number in Hiebert and Cambon 2008, the
(English) catalogue accompanying the Afghanistan: Hidden treasures exhibition, since this is the
publication likely to be accessible to most readers. Menninger 1996 should be consulted for
a fuller study. The glassware is now divided between the collections of the National Museum
of Afghanistan in Kabul and the Musée Guimet in Paris.
The ‘Roman glassware’ from Begram is in fact a rather diverse assemblage and contains
pieces worked according to a number of different techniques. As I will discuss in the following
section, many of these have parallels not only in the Roman Mediterranean, but also from
excavated port sites connected to the Indian Ocean trade. There are cut-glass vessels, mouldblown glass, glass with faceted decorations, coloured enamelled vessels and vessels with
applied moulded relief decoration, even bowls of millefiori or mosaic glass. There are pieces
in some creative and very appealing shapes, including multi-coloured flasks in the shape of
fish and boats. Some of the vessels are likely to have been manufactured elsewhere in the
Mediterranean and simply to have entered the Red Sea trade in transit through Egyptian
ports. A number of items from the storerooms are, however, more securely identifiable as
Egyptian in origin.
The finely painted glass beakers, with scenes of people and animals in bright colours, carry
some typically Egyptian images, such as the goddess Isis (no. 153), and scenes of the date
harvest (no. 163). Most famously, the painting on one vase depicts three boats and a tower
surmounted by a human figure flanked by two tritons (Piponnier 1983). This was immediately
identified as the pharos or lighthouse of Alexandria, one of the wonders of the ancient world,
with its statue of Poseidon. Kurz’s view, in his 1954 essay on ‘Begram et l’occident grécoromain,’ that this was an Alexandrian product ‘exporté comme “souvenir”’ has proven
influential, and he uses this, as well as stylistic comparisons of the Begram glassware in general
with finds from Roman Egypt, to reinforce his point that the Mediterranean items from the
Begram treasure were exported through the Red Sea trade (Kurz 1954, 108). In addition to
Egyptian-themed imagery on some of the glass vases, there are also items made of Egyptian
materials, including vessels of alabaster (nos 173–75) and of porphyry (nos 215–16), mined
in the Roman period in the Eastern Desert, and bronze statuettes of quintessentially GraecoRoman Egyptian gods (Harpokrates/Horus the Child, no. 225; Herakles-Serapis, no. 220).
Glass in the Red Sea trade
Glassware fed into the Red Sea and Indian Ocean trade from multiple production sites within
the Roman Empire, and, as I have noted, the Begram cache, probably contains items produced
in the ateliers of more than one province. Following an intense period of technological
innovation—most importantly, the discovery that glass can be expanded and shaped by
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blowing—under the early empire the glassmaking industry spread from initial centres on the
Syro-Palestinian coast to become a technologically advanced, empire-wide enterprise (see the
discussion in Stern 1999).
‘Roman glass’ has been found in excavations well beyond imperial frontiers, and in this
regard its appearance at Begram is hardly unusual. Taxila, in the Peshawar valley, en route
between the Indian Ocean ports and Begram, along the Indus and Kabul rivers, also yielded
Roman glassware, including two ribbed bowls, unguentaria and sherds of mosaic glass. Most
of the Begram vessels find good parallels not only in the Roman Mediterranean, but also
along the routes of the Periplus in the ports of the Red Sea and Horn of Africa, southern
Arabia, the Persian Gulf and southern India. The Begram material can be compared with
assemblages of glassware from a number of contemporary sites. The composition of such
assemblages is not uniform (Whitehouse 1998a, 63, for example, notes the absence of the
facet-cut glass beakers of Begram and other sites from ed-Dur), but they do contain many
forms in common. The painted glass beakers from Begram are exceptionally fine and well
preserved, but the mould-made, ribbed bowls were mass produced and are ubiquitous
throughout the Mediterranean world, north-eastern Africa (Stern 1981) and the ports of the
Periplus, indicating the wide spread of such Roman glassware and the variety of routes by
which it might have reached Begram. These bowls occur from 1st century contexts on the
Red Sea coast of Egypt at Quseir al-Qadim (Meyer 1992), at ed-Dur in the Gulf Emirate of
Umm al-Qaiwain (Whitehouse 1998a) as well as at Arikamedu and other sites in southern
India (Stern 1991).
As already discussed, some of the characters and themes depicted on the painted glass
vessels point towards an Egyptian, or a still more localised Alexandrian provenance, but
Egypt was not the only, or perhaps not even the principal, place of manufacture, rather
than of transhipment. Strabo gives an account of glass production on the Levantine coast
and makes reference to the glassworkers of Alexandria (16.25), although there are some
indications that the Alexandrian glass industry went into decline in the 1st century. Aside
from the numbers excavated at the Red Sea port of Quseir al-Qadim, relatively few fragments
of ribbed bowls have been found in Egypt, perhaps indicating that their place of manufacture
was elsewhere and that they were merely shipped through Egypt (Stern 1991, 117, proposes
the Syro-Palestinian coast; cf. Stern 1999, 477).
Analysis of the chemical composition of five samples from the Begram glassware supports
a common place of origin in the Roman Mediterranean and has identified the closest
correspondences with glass from Karanis in Egypt (Brill 1972; Whitehouse 1989, 98–99). In
addition to completed vessels, the Periplus (56) also mentions the export of raw glass to India.
At Arikamedu, this imported raw glass was used in the local bead-making industry (Stern
1991). Local manufacture of vessels using imported Roman glass would, of course, mean
that scientific analysis of the composition of the glass might not give the whole story, but it
cannot, I think, actually be argued that any of the Begram vessels were produced in this way.3
3

Pace Whitehouse 2001, 442, who notes that the fish-shaped flasks from Begram (nos 164, 166, 169) are worked
using techniques not found in any known Roman examples. There are good Roman comparanda, albeit mouldblown, for vessels in the shape of fish (including an example at ed-Dur: �����������������������������������
Whitehouse 1998a�������������������
, no. 113), and innovation in the production of the Begram group would in any case not necessarily imply manufacture in India,
rather than the output of a previously unattested workshop or artisan in the Roman Empire itself.
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Begram and the Periplus
Begram is not referred to directly in the Periplus, perhaps understandably, given its great
distance inland. It was connected into the Indian Ocean and Red Sea trade via the northwestern Indian ports of Barbarikon (by the Indus delta, with river routes to the north towards
Taxila and thence to Begram and other points in Central Asia) and Barygaza (at the mouth
of the Narmada), not the better historically and archaeologically known southern Indian
ports of the Malabar and Coromandel coasts. There is altogether less information available
on these ports in antiquity, although the portion of the Periplus which deals with the seaports
and riverine routes of north-western India gives some useful information. The 1st century
date of the Periplus’ composition, perhaps no more than a few decades earlier than the date
at which the Begram caches were sealed, offers the possibility that it documents some of the
actual routes by which these items reached Begram, and the hands through which they passed.
There have, unfortunately, been no major excavations at Barbarikon or Barygaza, although
there have been finds of Roman amphorae in the region. Barygaza is a poor prospect for
future excavations, since the modern town of Broach lies directly above the ancient settlement
(Begley and De Puma 1991, 7; on Barygaza in antiquity, see also Gokhale 1987).
On Barbarikon:
Beyond this region, the continent making a wide curve from the east across
the depths of the bays, there follows the coast district of Scythia, which lies
above toward the north; the whole marshy; from which flows down the river
Sinthus [=Indus], the greatest of all the rivers that flow into the Erythraean
Sea, bringing down an enormous volume of water; so that a long way out at
sea, before reaching this country, the water of the ocean is fresh from it. Now
as a sign of approach to this country to those coming from the sea, there
are serpents coming forth from the depths to meet you; and a sign of the
places just mentioned and in Persia, are those called graea. This river has seven
mouths, very shallow and marshy, so that they are not navigable, except the one
in the middle; at which by the shore, is the market-town, Barbaricum. Before
it there lies a small island, and inland behind it is the metropolis of Scythia,
Minnagara; it is subject to Parthian princes who are constantly driving each
other out (Periplus 38).
The ships lie at anchor at Barbaricum, but all their cargoes are carried up to the
metropolis by the river, to the King. There are imported into this market a great
deal of thin clothing, and a little spurious; figured linens, topaz, coral, storax,
frankincense, vessels of glass, silver and gold plate, and a little wine. On the other
hand there are exported costus, bdellium, lycium, nard, turquoise, lapis lazuli,
Seric skins, cotton cloth, silk yarn, and indigo. And sailors set out thither with
the Indian Etesian winds, about the month of July, that is Epiphi: it is more
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dangerous then, but through these winds the voyage is more direct, and sooner
completed (Periplus 39, my italics).
On Barygaza:
Beyond the gulf of Baraca is that of Barygaza and the coast of the country
of Ariaca, which is the beginning of the Kingdom of Nambanus and of all
India. That part of it lying inland and adjoining Scythia is called Abiria, but
the coast is called Syrastrene. It is a fertile country, yielding wheat and rice and
sesame oil and clarified butter, cotton and the Indian cloths made therefrom,
of the coarser sorts. Very many cattle are pastured there, and the men are of
great stature and black in color. The metropolis of this country [inland from
Barygaza] is Minnagara, from which much cotton cloth is brought down to
Barygaza. In these places there remain even to the present time signs of the
expedition of Alexander, such as ancient shrines, walls of forts and great wells.
The sailing course along this coast, from Barbaricum to the promontory called
Papica, opposite Barygaza, and before Astacampra, is of three thousand stadia
(Periplus 41).
The country inland from Barygaza is inhabited by numerous tribes, such as
the Arattii, the Arachosii, the Gandaraei and the people of Poclais, in which is
Bucephalus Alexandria. Above these is the very war-like nation of the Bactrians,
who are under their own king. And Alexander, setting out from these parts,
penetrated to the Ganges, leaving aside Damirica [=Limyrike] and the southern
part of India; and to the present day ancient drachma are current in Barygaza,
coming from this country, bearing inscriptions in Greek letters, and the devices
of those who reigned after Alexander, Apollodotus and Menander (Periplus 47).
The north-western ports were nodes in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf trade, destinations
in themselves, not just secondary emporia to which goods already imported to southern India
might be re-exported (direct voyages between Barbarikon and Egypt: Periplus 39; Barygaza
and Egypt: Periplus 49; Barygaza and the Gulf: Periplus 36). The Periplus makes reference to
the political fragmentation of north-western India and Central Asia in the 1st century AD
under ‘Parthian princes who are constantly driving each other out’ (Periplus 38), but there
were major urban centres and a market for trade goods. Glass vessels were among the items
exported to Barbarikon, and travelling the other direction were Central Asian goods. These
too will have passed through Begram and Taxila in the other direction from the glassware
and other Mediterranean goods. Among these exports were lapis lazuli, of which the only
exploited source in the ancient world was in north-eastern Afghanistan (see Wendrich et al.
2003, 59–60, briefly on sappheiros/lapis lazuli and other stones coming from Barbarikon, of
which only a small piece has been found at Berenike), and Chinese skins and silks. Barbarikon
was therefore a key node connecting inland routes in Central Asia to the Red Sea maritime
networks.
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/mairs.aspx
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Glass is also mentioned among the imports to Barygaza (Periplus 49). Despite its position at
the mouth of the river Nammadus (Periplus 42), the modern Narmada, which flows east-west,
the peoples mentioned in the hinterland of Barygaza indicate that it too had connections to
Gandhāra and Central Asia. As with the description of the territory around Barbarikon, the
region inland appears to contain a number of important political and trading centres, but
there is no one strong central power. The earlier history of Greek presence in the region is
something which naturally interests the Periplus author. In his day, he states that the coins, on
the Attic standard, of Indo-Greek kings such as Apollodotos and Menander were still current
in the region.
The information in the Periplus, along with the discovery of similar items at excavated sites
along the Indian Ocean littoral (I think in particular of the ribbed glass bowls ubiquitous at
sites from Quseir al-Qadim to Arikamedu), and the specifically Egyptian materials and motifs
featured in many items from the cache, suggests very strongly that the Roman glassware
from Begram arrived at the ports of Barbarikon or Barygaza by sea from Egypt and thence
travelled northwards along the Indus valley to Taxila and Begram. It has been pointed out (e.g.,
Meyer 1992, 133) that Begram is a very long way from the Indian Ocean ports, a considerable
journey along the valleys of the Indus and Kabul rivers, but if we suppose that some of the
glassware had already been transported by sea from the Syro-Palestinian coast to Egypt, up
the Nile, across the Eastern Desert, down the Red Sea and across the Indian Ocean, timed
according to favourable winds all along the way, then a further journey along the Indus valley
is hardly excessive. The Periplus (38) itself indicates that goods were brought inland from
Barbarikon along the one navigable branch of the Indus. In my view, the route via the Red
Sea and Indus valley is the most plausible one. This is not to say that all the western goods in
the Begram cache came via this route—the Chinese lacquerware, in particular, testifies to the
connections to overland routes—but there is certainly no practical impediment to many of
them having done so.
Conclusions and further questions
The Periplus and the finds from Begram provide a window of sorts onto the political condition
of north-western India and Central Asia in the 1st century AD, fragmented and subject
to various Indo-Greek and then Indo-Parthian dynasts, yet still maintaining strong, longdistance commercial contacts. That the currently accepted date of the Begram cache now
corresponds (very broadly) to that of the composition of the Periplus is of great interest, in
showing us in some detail exactly how goods—and which goods—moved along sea and river
routes from the Roman Empire right up into north-western India and Central Asia, in the
period immediately before the Great Kushans. The Begram material—its co-occurrence with
Indian and Chinese goods—also demonstrates the interconnection of long-distance land and
sea routes in Eurasia. What this also serves to do is to remind us of the importance of the
northern Indian as well as southern Indian ports, even if the former have not yielded the rich
archaeological material of the latter.
I would like to conclude by raising two points for further debate. The ports of northhttp://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/mairs.aspx
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western India also traded with the Persian Gulf: the Periplus explicitly states as much, although
it does not provide further details on Gulf ports and trade routes. Roman glassware with
parallels to some of the Begram pieces, as I have discussed, has also been excavated at ed-Dur
on the western side of the Oman peninsula. The materials and motifs of some of the Begram
items point directly to Egypt, but might we not argue that any Mediterranean trade goods
found in north-western India may just as plausibly, perhaps more plausibly, have arrived via
the Persian Gulf as the Red Sea? Whitehouse 1991 puts particular emphasis on Palmyrene
involvement in commerce in Mesopotamia and the Gulf: the Romans, certainly, were not the
only players. The Persian Gulf trade in antiquity deserves to receive greater prominence in
comparison with the Red Sea trade.
The second question concerns a longstanding debate, that of the origins of Gandhāran
art, Buddhist sculpture of the early centuries AD which displays strong influences from the
Classical Mediterranean world (the position of Begram and the Red Sea trade in this debate is
discussed by Whitehouse 1989). The issue is not helped by the fact that much Gandhāran art—
it has had a lasting appeal to European, American and Japanese collectors—is unprovenanced
and thus difficult to date. As well as Classical styles and motifs, themes from Graeco-Roman
mythology are depicted (the Trojan horse: Allan 1946). The search for a ‘missing link’ between
the art of Gandhāra and its hypothesised Greek or Roman source was one of the driving
forces behind the mission of Alfred Foucher, first director of the Délégation archéologique
française en Afghanistan, and his excavations at the site of Bactra (Foucher 1911; Foucher
and Bazin-Foucher 1942/47). The central question was whether Gandhāran art should be
regarded as Greek or as Roman in origin. There is, in fact, now an excellent case for both, and
it is not necessary to argue one to the exclusion of the other. Excavations at sites such as Ai
Khanoum and Taxila have proven that there was already a strong Hellenistic influence on the
material culture of the region under Graeco-Bactrian and Indo-Greek rule, dating back as far
as the late 4th century BC. The dating of all or most of the items from the Begram cache to
the 1st or early 2nd centuries AD also places these potentially among the stylistic repertoire
of local arts and crafts from which Gandhāran art developed. The plaster casts used in the
production of metalwork, in particular, provided a very direct means of transmission for
images and motifs from the Mediterranean world to Gandhāra (Mairs forthcoming). The
influence which western trade goods had on the communities and markets at the Indian end
of the Red Sea trade should therefore be explored in cultural as well as in economic terms.
Frontispiece: Fish-shaped flask (1st century AD). Image courtesy of the National Museum of
Afghanistan, ©Thierry Ollivier/Musée Guimet.
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Fig. 1: Map of trade routes (drawn by C. Thorne after Hiebert and Cambon 2008).
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Introduction: From Mersa/Wadi Gawasis .…
This contribution will focus on Eastern Sudan, by which I mean the Eritrean-Sudanese
lowlands and the Eastern Desert of Sudan, and will outline how these regions were involved
in broad exchange networks extending to both sides of the Red Sea (Fig. 1). The discovery
of some sherds among the imported ceramic materials at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis, the Middle
Kingdom port for Punt, has revealed evidence of the involvement of the Eritrean-Sudanese
lowlands in the Red Sea exchange networks. A clear example among the finds is a fragment
of basket ware, typical of the 2nd millennium BC phases of the Gash Group, a culture of the
Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands (Manzo 2010, 443–45, fig. 5c) (Fig. 2).
Our work at Mersa Gawasis also uncovered sherds related to the Kerma culture and, in some
cases, more specifically to its variant of the Fourth Cataract area. One such fragment from
a black-topped vessel, found in a late Old Kingdom/First Intermediate Period assemblage
(Manzo 2010, 443, fig. 2f) (Fig. 3), was reused as a scraper and had a rim band etched with
incised crossing lines. The inspection of an assemblage dating from late Dynasty 12 to early
Dynasty 13 revealed several fragments of grey ware flasks with highly polished external
surfaces that could be ascribed to Middle and Classic Kerma types (Manzo 2012, 50, fig. 6:2e)
(Fig. 4). Finally, a late Middle Kingdom assemblage produced a body sherd decorated with a
thick, wavy pattern formed by triangular impressions delimiting a sector filled with crossing
incised lines (Manzo 2010, 443, fig. 2h) (Fig. 5).
The discovery of Upper Nubian materials at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis is significant, as they
may have reached the port via the Eastern Sudanese Desert (Manzo 2010, 448; 2012, 55), the
second focus of this paper, and, of course, via the Red Sea coast. This latter interpretation
is supported by findings such as sea shells, collected in Upper Nubian sites of the Kerma
culture in the Nile valley, which were used to produce personal ornaments, mainly in Early
and Middle Kerma times (Bonnet ed. 1990, 176, n. 118, 184, n. 150, 197, n. 204; Dunham
1982, 88–89, 138, 143, pl. 18a, pl. 33, pl. 41c; Reisner 1923, 318; Welsby ed. 2001, 365, n. 287).
That sea shells were found in Kerma assemblages recently investigated in the Fourth Cataract
area (see El-Tayeb and Kołosowska 2005, 57, fig. 7; Paner et al. 2010, 63–65, fig. 5, HP 233/1,
fig. 6, HP 735/1, HP 738/4, HP 233/1) is not unexpected because this region represents the
easternmost fringe, i.e., the area closest to the Red Sea, of the region where the Kerma culture
occurs. Unsurprisingly, the contacts between Upper Nubia and the Red Sea could only have
taken place via the Eastern Desert, a region which likely supplied the Upper Nubian state of
Kerma/Kush with gold (Castiglioni et al. 2010; Bonnet and Reinold 1993, 20).
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to the Eritrean Sudanese lowlands and…
Other evidence of the Eritrean-Sudanese lowland’s involvement in the Red Sea trade network
has already been documented. In 1980, the University of Naples ‘L’Orientale,’ under the
direction of Rodolfo Fattovich (Fattovich 1989; 1990; 1993; Fattovich et al. 1988; Fattovich
et al. 1994), began systematic investigations in the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands.1
Fattovich noted that this region was crucial not only because it was crossed by a network
of tracks connecting the Nile valley to the Ethiopian-Eritrean highlands, but also because
it was rich in natural resources (ebony, aromates, ivory, gold). The occurrence of several
raw materials that were imported from Punt by the Egyptians, as well as the archaeological
elements to be described shortly, suggests that this region may have been part of the fabulous
land of Punt (Fattovich 1991a; 1996).
Excavations conducted at Mahal Teglinos (K1), close to the town of Kassala, produced
finds that may confirm frequent contact with the coast. Among the recovered objects
were marine shells, like the cowries originally fixed on leather bands and used as personal
ornaments in Gash Group tombs (early 2nd millennium BC) (Fattovich et al. 1994, 17) (Fig.
6). Further evidence of interaction is provided by the discovery in Gash Group assemblages
of potsherds from Bronze Age Yemeni cultures, like the ones of the Khawlan culture dating
to the second half of the 3rd millennium BC from Mahal Teglinos (K1) (Fig. 7), and which
obviously arrived via the Red Sea (Fattovich 1991b, 45, fig. 4, 1, 5; Manzo 1997, 79, pl. 4B).
Additionally, Egyptian ceramic materials were discovered at Mahal Teglinos (K1) in Gash
Group assemblages dating from the late 3rd to the early 2nd millennium BC (Manzo 1993;
1997, 79, pl. 3 A) (Fig. 8). Moreover, faience beads used in personal ornaments were found
in Gash Group tombs dating to the early 2nd millennium BC (Fig. 9). In the case of the
Egyptian vessels, it is debatable whether they reached Eastern Sudan via the Red Sea and the
Sudanese coast or from the Nile valley via Upper Nubia, where Egyptian ceramics widely
occur in Kerma assemblages (see e.g., Bourriau 2004). The faience beads also may have been
produced in Upper Nubia, where workshops manufacturing faience objects were active at
Kerma (Lacovara 1998).
The Gash Group culture of Eastern Sudan (mid 3rd–early 2nd millennium BC) was
characterised by the occurrence of several Kerma and Kerma-like ceramic materials, which
show intense contact between the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands and Upper Nubia (Fattovich
1991b, 45, fig. 5, 2–3; Manzo 1997, 79, pl. 3B). Interestingly but not unexpectedly, many of
the Nubian ceramic types recorded in Eastern Sudan can now be compared with materials
from Kerma sites in the Fourth Cataract area, the south-easternmost region of Upper
Nubia and the part of Nubia closest to the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands. This similarity of
materials from the Fourth Cataract area is evident in the case of sherds from bowls and cups
decorated with horizontal parallel lines on the body and sometimes with small, impressed
notches on the top of the rim that had been recorded in Gash Group and Jebel Mokram
Group assemblages (Fig. 10, sherd b) (Manzo 1997, pl. 4C; Sadr 1990, fig. 5v; comparisons in
Kołosowska and El-Tayeb 2007, 212, fig. 8b, fig. 9b; see also Braddock 2003, 53, fig. 3.4, 29
1

At that time, Istituto Universitario Orientale.
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and possibly Emberling and Williams 2010, fig. 26d). As stressed previously when discussing
a sherd from a similar vessel from Mersa/Wadi Gawasis, those decorated with a complex
incised or impressed pattern delimited by bands of triangular impressions and collected in
Gash Group and Jebel Mokram Group assemblages (Fig. 11, see also Arkell 1954, pl. VI 6,
VII 4, VIII 5) are close to types found in Kerma assemblages of the Fourth Cataract region
(Kołosowska et al. 2003, pl. 6; Kołosowska and El-Tayeb 2007, 212, fig. 8c; Wolf 2004, pl.
4; see also Emberling and Williams 2010, fig. 26j, fig. 28e–f; Sidebotham et al. 2010, 95, figs
21, 17).
Not only ceramic materials but also some types of lithics from the Eritrean-Sudanese
lowlands can be compared with finds from Upper Nubia. In some cases, the distinctive
stone axes from Agordat (Fig. 12; Arkell 1954, 42–43), already considered stone imitations
of Egyptian bronze prototypes (Arkell 1954, 36, 51), may now be compared to a well known
class of Kerma artefacts (Bonnet ed. 1990, 164, n. 70; Caneva 1990, 139, fig. 119). The site
of Agorat, located on the Eritrean side of the present border between Eritrea and Sudan, is
culturally related to the Gash and Jebel Mokram groups and is likely dated to the 2nd–mid 1st
millennium BC (see also Brandt et al. 2008).
As remarked by Fattovich (1991c), the Gash Group was also characterised by possible
administrative devices, which, when combined with study of the settlement pattern (Sadr
1991, 65), suggests that a hierarchical society arose in the region. The typical Gash Group
seals are mushroom-shaped stamp seals bearing geometric impressed or incised patterns on
the side to be impressed in the clay (Fattovich 1991c, 66–69, fig. 1, pl. I, pl. IIa–d; see also
Manzo 2007, 52, pl. 5.1a, b) (Fig. 13). From the perspective of the ties of Eastern Sudan
with Nubia, it should be noticed that similar stamp seals were found at Kerma in Upper
Nubia (Bonnet 1986, 11, fig. 13; 1997, 98–99, fig. 3; ed. 1990, 152, no. 22, 172, nos 104, 174,
no. 109; Gratien 1985a, 379) and in Lower Nubian C-Group assemblages (Säve-Söderbergh
1967–1968, pl. XLI; 1989, 109, fig. 30, pl. 45 no. 401/56/1).
These are not the only C-Group elements found in the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands.
Ceramic materials of C-Group type were collected at Mahal Teglinos (K1) in Gash Group
assemblages (Fig. 14) (see Fattovich 1991b, 35; Manzo 1997, 79, pl. 4A). Interactions with
Lower Nubia may have taken place via Upper Nubia, the Eastern Desert or both, as may
be suggested by finds of types related to the Pan-grave culture, traditionally related to the
inhabitants of the Eastern Desert (see Bietak 1966, 70–71; Sadr 1987, 1990) from the latest
phases of the Gash Group (Fattovich 1991b, 45; Manzo 1997, 79, pl. 4A, C), and became
increasingly abundant in Jebel Mokram Group assemblages (Sadr 1987; 1990) .
To sum up, all of these elements may point to intense contact between the EritreanSudanese lowlands and Upper Nubia and suggest that, as expected, the south-easternmost
region of the Kerma cultural area, i.e., the Fourth Cataract region, played an important part in
this interaction. These remarks also suggest that the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands had contact
with the Red Sea coast and the Eastern Desert and may have had direct contact with Lower
Nubia via the Eastern Desert, Arabia and perhaps Egypt via the Red Sea.
It should be stressed that the processes of interaction between Nubia and Eastern Sudan
led not only to the exchange of goods but also to the local production in Eastern Sudan of
objects in a Nubian style. Most likely, this was the case in several of the Nubian ceramic types
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recorded in Gash Group and Jebel Mokram Group assemblages, described above. These
types are usually bowls, whose open shape with direct rim makes them difficult to stop and
seal, therefore unsuitable as storage pots and, thus, for trade (Manzo 1997, 81). The only
exotic ceramic shapes that may have been used as containers for potted goods and may be
more directly related to trade are the Egyptian ones, usually Marl A3, Marl C and Nile C flasks
(see also Manzo 1993; 1997, 80 pl. 3A), and some Kerma jars or flasks (Manzo 1997, 80, pl.
3B) (Fig. 15). Most of the ceramics of Nubian type from the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands are
usually interpreted as domestic if not cooking ware (Manzo 1997, 81; see also Gratien 1985a,
54–55, Gratien 2007, 152, 154, 158–59). Only a few of them can be regarded as serving
vessels, like some black-topped bowls and beakers or the bowls and dishes of C-Group type
with alternated incised geometric patterns and black-burnished surfaces (Manzo 1997, pl. 3B,
pl. 4A; see also Gratien 2006, 121; Hasfaas 2007, 169–70; Smith 2003, 113–16, fig. 5.19).
Many of these materials can be related to types of interaction different from the simple
exchange of goods but not alternative to it, involving the exchange of ideas and styles, and
possibly the movements of small groups of people. Perhaps they were traders or herders,
or both, since a pastoral nomadic component can be envisaged among the inhabitants of
the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands and, perhaps, of the Eastern Desert at least as early as the
2nd millennium BC (Sadr 1991, 52–71, 99–101). The exchange of women, traditionally the
pot-makers in many African societies (Hasfaas 2007, 164–65), has been proposed as a way
to explain the spread of exotic ceramic traits in 2nd millennium BC ceramic production of
the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands (Manzo 1997, 81) and may fit well into this general model of
interaction.
The similarities in the typology of some administrative devices between the EritreanSudanese lowlands and Nubia can be more safely related to the movement of traders/
administrators and goods. This may point to a more specialised interaction based on the
exchange of goods and involving the sharing of practices related to the administration
of goods, perhaps related to the administrative structures of the fledgling Nubian states
(Manzo 2007, 54) like Kush, whose capital was Kerma, and of their still only partially known
correspondent(s) in the Eastern Sudan (see e.g., Fattovich 1995). It may be worth noting that
the only seal typologically similar to the ones from the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands with a
figurative decoration was found in Kerma and bears the representation of the façade of a
palace (Bonnet 1997, 98–99, fig. 3), perhaps a symbol of the kings of Kush (Manzo 2011a,
217, fig. 4a).
The Eastern Desert and…
The Eastern Desert has been frequently mentioned in the previous sections. This is a clear
indication of the importance of this region in the cultural and economic dynamics affecting
the whole of northeastern Africa, not only because it occupies a strategic position between
the Nubian Nile valley and the Red Sea and is crossed by the most direct tracks linking Eastern
Sudan and the lower Nile valley, but also for its richness in terms of mineral resources, notably
gold (Klemm et al. 2002, 217–18, fig. 4; Manzo 1999, 8–9, 11–12, 14).
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Unfortunately, the Sudanese Eastern Desert is still largely unexplored, even though some
surveys, often unsystematic, were undertaken by the Centro Ricerche sul Deserto Orientale
(CeRDO), a private Italian institution,2 mainly focusing on the gold-bearing areas and on the
possible routes leading to them (Sadr et al. 1987; 2004; Castiglioni et al. 2010). In the field
seasons from 2004 to 2008, the CeRDO expedition was investigating the gold-bearing regions
south and southeast of the Wadi Allaqi/Wadi Gabagaba areas and the north-south and eastwest tracks leading to these regions from the Nile valley as well as following the Korosko
route and other related routes (Castiglioni and Castiglioni 2007; Castiglioni et al. 2010). In
the materials collected by CeRDO in these sectors of the Eastern Desert, we observed the
occurrence of several sites with 2nd millennium BC assemblages, some characterised by Pangrave types. This was true of the sherds of grey to brown ware with grooved parallel lines
carved into the top half of the vessel and an undecorated rim band marked by a groove
or with a thickened and triangular section rim (Figs 16a; 17f; 19a). These correspond to a
well known type of Pan-grave site in Lower Nubia and Egypt (see Bietak 1966, 55, type dd
corresponding to type P9 in Bietak 1968, 120, Taf. 16). It appears that these highly fragmented
sherds from the Eastern Desert do not have the opposed set of carved fields that characterise
this type in Lower Nubia and Egypt and are more similar to the variant found in the Pangrave component of the Jebel Mokram Group of the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands, the latter
of which has a set of grooves in a single direction (see Sadr 1987, 273). These sherds are often
associated with fragments of brown to grey ware bowls with opposed carved fields (Figs 16b;
17b), a type recorded in Pan-grave and C-Group assemblages (Bietak 1968, 120–21, Taf. 16,
type P 10; see also Sadr 1987, 270, fig. 4), in the Pan-grave component of the Jebel Mokram
Group (Sadr 1987, 273, fig. 5) and in the Gash Group assemblages (Manzo 1997, 79, pl. 4c).
In the same assemblages sherds of rarer brown to grey ware types decorated with rows of
parallel, oblique, incised lines are always typical of the Pan-grave culture (Fig. 17a) (see Bietak
1968, 121, Taf. 16, type P 11) as are fragments of the more common red to grey ware bowls
with incised, oblique lines that cover the upper part of the vessel and often cross to form a
net pattern (Fig. 17c–e). Sometimes these have an undecorated rim band marked by a groove
or a thickened rim triangular in shape (Fig. 17c) recalling Pan-grave (Bietak 1966, 54–55,
type cc; 1968, 120, Taf. 16, type P 8) and Jebel Mokram Group types (Sadr 1987, 273, fig. 5).
Bowls with this decorative pattern are also common in domestic assemblages of the Kerma
culture (see e.g., Gratien 2007, 155–56, fig. 2g–h), but the ones from the Eastern Desert, like
the ones of the Jebel Mokram Group in the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands, seem to be close to
the Pan-grave culture mainly because of the shape of the rim––thickened, triangular, with flat
top and slightly everted, often also separated from the wall by a marked groove. As has been
said, these features should be regarded as a no less distinctive marker than the decoration
for identifying Pan-grave ceramics (Bietak 1966, 53–55, Taf. 25–33; 1968, 118–21, Taf. 16;
Emberling and Williams 2010, 33–34; see also Wainwright 1920, 36, 47; Sadr 1987, 270–72;
Säve-Söderbergh 1989, 17).
2

I would like to thank the directors of the Centro Studi sul Deserto Orientale (CeRDO), Angelo and Alfredo
Castiglioni, for allowing me to study the ceramic materials, dating back to protohistoric and historic times,
which they collected in their fieldwork. For the publication of the Mesolithic and Neolithic materials, see
Lanna and Gatto 2010.
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All of these remarks seem to suggest the occurrence of Pan-grave assemblages in these
sectors of the Eastern Desert, an outstanding conclusion because the apparent absence of
Pan-grave materials in the Wadi Gabgaba and Wadi Allaqi regions led Sadr, Castiglioni and
Castiglioni to write of the Pan-grave: ‘This second millennium BC archaeological culture
… is in need of serious reassessment if its absence in the desert turns out to be real …’
(Sadr et al., 1987, 226). On the contrary, the more recent CeRDO finds, together with the
typical Pan-grave elements identified in Kerma assemblages in the Fourth Cataract area by
the expedition of the Oriental Institute of Chicago (Emberling and Williams 2010, 33–35,
figs 31–32), appear to fill the gap between the northernmost Pan-grave assemblages, in Egypt
and Lower Nubia, and the southernmost culture with a strong Pan-grave component, i.e., the
Jebel Mokram Group in the Eastern Sudan (see Bietak 1966, 64–71, fig. 5; Sadr 1987, 287–89,
fig. 13) (Fig. 18). Therefore, these recent finds seem to support the traditional view relating
the Pan-grave culture to the groups inhabiting the Eastern Desert or at least some parts of
it, perhaps to be equated with the Md3yw of the Egyptian texts (Bietak 1966, 73–78; 1968,
149–50; Sadr 1987, 286). It is worth noting, after these finds, that the distribution of the Pangrave assemblages almost completely overlaps with that of the 1st millennium AD Eastern
Desert Ware also related to the inhabitants of the Eastern Desert, possibly the Blemmyes/
Beja of the Roman and Late Antique sources (see e.g., Barnard 2005; 2008, 1–18, 113–15;
Lassányi 2010a, 267–69; 2010b, 271–72; Manzo 2004, 79–80).
Other interesting assemblages from the Eastern Desert are characterised by Kerma
elements. These are sherds of vessels with the external surface delineated by sectors filled
with oblique incised or impressed lines and delimited on two sides by impressed bands
consisting of a thick, wavy pattern formed by triangular or more rounded impressions (Fig.
19c, d). These call to mind the ones previously described among the Kerma elements from
Mersa/Wadi Gawasis and the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands, and are reminiscent of common
ceramic types from the Kerma sites in the Fourth Cataract region dating to the first half of
the 2nd millennium BC (Emberling and Williams 2010, fig. 28f; Kołosowska et al. 2003, pl. 6;
Kołosowska and El-Tayeb 2007, 212, fig. 8c; Wolf 2004, pl. 4). A fragment of the irregularly
indented bottom of a cooking pot (Fig. 20b) recalls Kerma domestic pottery (Emberling
and Williams 2010, 33, fig. 30f, g; Gratien 2006, 121; Gratien and Olive 1981, pl. IVc) and
is associated with a sherd with crossing incised lines (Fig. 20a), cited before as occurring in
Pan-grave and Jebel Mokram Group assemblages and widely distributed in Kerma domestic
assemblages (see e.g., Gratien 2007, 155–56, fig. 2g, h). Often these finds are associated with
other elements more directly related to the Pan-grave culture, like a sherd of a vessel with
grooved parallel lines of the type previously described (Fig. 19).
Although frequently associated with Pan-grave types, these finds related to the Kerma
culture represent a further important achievement of the exploration conducted by the
CeRDO, as the first evidence of Kerma elements in the Eastern Nubian Desert (see also
Gratien 2011, 227).
Also interesting is the discovery in some assemblages from the Eastern Desert of
elements related to the cultures of Eastern Sudan, like rim sherds of rim-banded bowls (Fig.
21) typical of the Gash Group assemblages (see Fattovich 1989, 104, fig. 3; 1991b, 41, figs
2, 3). Some sherds with typical impressed decoration perhaps imitating basketwork (Fig. 22)
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can be ascribed to a class typical of sites related to the Gash and Jebel Mokram groups close
to Agordat in the lowlands of present Eritrea (Arkell 1954, 54, pl. VI.5). Other fragments
from Eastern Desert assemblages are decorated with fingernail impressions (Fig. 23a), a kind
of decoration very typical of the site of Shaqadud in the Butana (Robertson 1991, 160–61,
fig. 7–13a–d, f), and also occurring in the Gash Group (see Fattovich 1989, 108; 1991b, 45).
The work of classifying ceramic materials from the Eastern Sudanese Desert is still in
progress, but if all the data collected for the 2nd millennium BC are plotted on a map showing
the distribution of the sites as well as the main gold-bearing areas (based on Castiglioni et al.
2010, and Klemm et al. 2002), some observations can be made, in addition to the presence
of Pan-grave assemblages in the area (Fig. 24). First, the elements from Eastern Sudan seem
to cluster close to the tracks of the Korosko-Kurgus route. This suggests that these tracks
were not just used by the Egyptian armies at the beginning of the New Kingdom to bypass
the core of the Kerma/Kush Kingdom (Castiglioni et al. 2010, 268; Valbelle 2004, 95). The
occurrence of sherds related to the Gash Group culture and dating to the first half of the
2nd millennium BC suggests that these routes were used also by the southern groups to
get to Lower Nubia, bypassing the Upper Nubian Nile valley. The idea that there may have
been a direct link between Lower Nubia and the Eritrean Sudanese lowlands via the Eastern
Desert, as previously suggested when dealing with C-Group elements from Gash Group and
Jebel Mokram Group assemblages, may in some way be confirmed by the results of these
preliminary investigations.
The occurrence of Kerma elements in some assemblages from the Eastern Desert may
give the first direct archaeological evidence from that region of a Kerma/Kush interest in
entering into the Eastern Desert, following the Korosko route as well as the routes going to
the east and southeast, to get raw materials for internal consumption and to export to Egypt.
These goods and the routes to obtain them may have been important to the Kingdom of
Kush and may have led to the establishment of ties with many groups inhabiting the regions
east and southeast of Upper Nubia. The control of gold and access to prized raw materials
may have been crucial for the kings of Kush no less than for the pharaohs (Castiglioni et al.
2010, 268–70). Confirmation of these ties between Kush and, among others, the people of
Eastern Desert, the Md3yw and the people of regions to the southeast of Upper Nubia, the
inhabitants of Pwnt, may come from an inscription in the tomb of Sebeknakht at El Kab that
mentions an alliance among all the groups ravaging Upper Egypt in the Second Intermediate
Period (Davies 2003a; 2003b).
To return to the distribution of Kerma elements in the Eastern Desert, Castiglioni,
Castiglioni and Bonnet (2010) may have been right in suggesting that the Onib and Oshib
gold-bearing areas may have been exploited by Kerma/Kush, as the Kerma elements appear
to cluster close to their western fringes (Fig. 24). This suggests that the regions of Onib and
Oshib were crucial for the supply of gold for the Upper Nubian state, while the gold sources
of the Wadi Gabgaba and Wadi Allaqi were more directly related to Lower Nubia, thus more
affected by Egyptian political influence (Castiglioni et al. 2010, 267–68). Significantly, Onib
and Oshib are also the gold-bearing areas of the Eastern Desert closest to the Red Sea.
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Back to the Sea!
These remarks on the gold-bearing regions of the Eastern Desert may add fresh evidence to
the dossier of the location of a region reached via the Red Sea and frequently mentioned in
the texts from Mersa/Wadi Gawasis, the Middle Kingdom pharaonic port on the Egyptian
Red Sea coast: Bi3(w) Pwnt or Bi3 n Pwnt (Pirelli 2007, 95, note 42; see also Bard and Fattovich
2010, 29). The name means ‘the Mine of Punt’ and was likely a mine or mining region of
prized metal, perhaps gold, which is often listed among the imports from Pwnt (Manzo 1999,
8–9). In general, it is clear from the inscriptions from Mersa/Wadi Gawasis that Bi3 Pwnt
was perceived by the Egyptians as a district distinct from Pwnt proper. This distinction seems
particularly clear to the officers who left inscriptions at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis, i.e., the ones
leading the expeditions, obviously having specific skills and know-how about the geography
and environmental features of the regions of the southern Red Sea as well as about the routes
to get there. This is evident in the stela of the two brothers, Amenhotep and Nebsu, who,
under the reign of Amenemhat III, led two different expeditions to Pwnt and Bi3 Pwnt (Pirelli
2007, 95–98).
I have already noted (Manzo 2012) that Bi3 Pwnt may correspond to the gold-bearing
area of Oshib between the Fourth Cataract and the Red Sea, but in the light of the 2nd
millennium BC materials collected in the Eastern Desert sites by the CeRDO and discussed
in the previous section, Bi3 Pwnt may have extended to the more northern Onib. Actually,
given their proximity to the Red Sea, both of these gold-bearing areas may have been accessed
by the Egyptians from the coast, possibly in competition with the Kerma/Kush people who
were exploiting the same resources from inland, as suggested by the distribution of Kerma
archaeological elements from the Eastern Desert. Obviously, this may also easily explain
the occurrence of Upper Nubian Kerma elements at the site of the Mersa/Wadi Gawasis,
discussed in the first section of this paper.
The possibility that a more southern mining region was meant by the term Bi3 Pwnt should
be considered as well. Ancient remains culturally related to the Gash and Jebel Mokram groups
of the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands were recorded close to Bisha in Eritrea, near the border
with Sudan (Yemane et al. 2008). This is a gold-bearing region which, given the abundant
occurrence of grinding stones in the ancient sites associated with the mines and a possible
smelting structure investigated by Eritrean colleagues (Yemane et al. 2008, 95, 97–99), may
also have been exploited in ancient times. It should be recalled that several archaeological
elements discussed in the above second section demonstrate the involvement of the EritreanSudanese lowlands in the Red Sea trade network and, for this reason, its identification with
Pwnt or a part of it was suggested. Therefore, this region as well may also correspond to Bi3
Pwnt (Fig. 25).
As previously stressed, the fact that separate expeditions under different officers apparently
reached Pwnt and Bi3 Pwnt via the Red Sea may suggest that the two regions were seen as
clearly distinct, and Bi3 Pwnt may not have been a part of Pwnt proper but perhaps a distinct
region on the way to Pwnt. This view may also fit better with the hypothesis of a different
seasonality of the expeditions to Pwnt, which apparently left in September, and those to Bi3
Pwnt, apparently leaving in May as proposed by L. Bradbury (1988, 138–41) on the basis of
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the very few inscriptions and texts commemorating expeditions bearing a date with indication
of the month. According to Bradbury, the different time suitable for expeditions to Pwnt and
Bi3 Pwnt was mainly related to the different seasonality of the rainy season in the two regions,
taking place in summer in the first one, the more southerly, and in winter in the second, the
more northerly (Fig. 26).
Moreover, the Middle Kingdom term Bi3 Pwnt may be related or perhaps even equated
to the land of cmw mentioned in the New Kingdom texts as a region closely related to Pwnt
and from where gold and electrum were imported (Posener 1990, 338–40). The location of
this region is also debated, but it may well correspond to the gold-bearing areas of Onib
and Oshib, as an inscription of a scribe of the gold of cmw was recorded close to the Third
Cataract, where the routes leading to these regions of the Eastern Desert (along which some
of the sites surveyed by the CeRDO are located), reach the Nile valley (Vercoutter 1956,
70–71).
Thus, all this seems to support more the hypothesis of a location of Bi3 Pwnt in the southeasternmost, gold-bearing areas of the Sudanese Eastern Desert than the one of a location
in the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands, which may have been, as suggested by Fattovich (1991a;
1996), part of Pwnt proper, but the problem is far from solved.
Final remarks
The only way to answer the question of the location of Bi3 Pwnt, as well as other questions
that remain unanswered, is to continue exploring the fascinating Eastern Sudan and the
Eastern Sudanese Desert, which already have proven to be crucial for a better understanding
of the history of the whole of northeastern Africa.
The subjects dealt with in this paper also will be included in the research project on Eastern
Sudan which the University of Naples ‘L’Orientale’ launched in 2009 under the direction of
the present author. This project involves resuming fieldwork in the region, which began in
2010 after a fifteen-year gap (Manzo 2011b)3. Among our goals is a closer investigation of
the complex process of interactions between Upper Nubia and Eastern Sudan that led not
only to the exchange of goods but also to the local production in Eastern Sudan of objects
in an Upper Nubian style. Our commitment at this point is to investigate the distribution of
these objects at a regional as well as an intra-site level. Among our tasks are also to enlarge
our investigation to the north and east and follow the routes linking the Eritrean-Sudanese
lowlands with the Eastern Desert and Upper Nubia as well as with the Red Sea coast (Manzo
2011b, 1–2).
Several sites dating to the 3rd and 2nd millennia BC were discovered in 2010 between Gash
and Atbara by the National Corporation for Antiquities and Museums, Sudan. These sites in
the region west of Kassala will be endangered over the next few years by the construction of
new dams on the Atbara and Setit and by the related irrigation schemes. Collaboration with
3

In the 2010 and 2011 field seasons, the expedition was supported by the University of Naples ‘L’Orientale,’ the
Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Poliass Marine & General, Centro Ricerche sul Deserto Orientale and the
Michela Schiff Giorgini Foundation.
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the National Corporation for Antiquities and Museums (NCAM) to safeguard the endangered
heritage and the related investigation of some of these sites, selected on the basis of location
and dating, is an additional challenge for the expedition (Manzo 2011b, 2–16).
The first season devoted to the investigation of some of the endangered sites took place
in 2011. Site UA 53, investigated in the 2011 field season, was characterised by four phases of
occupation. One of these phases, characterised by settlement areas (Fig. 27), a badly disturbed
cemetery with tumulus, and ceramic materials recalling the Pan-grave cultural tradition (Fig.
28), can be ascribed to the 2nd millennium BC local culture of the Jebel Mokram Group. In
association with these remains, fragments of C-Group (Fig. 29) and Egyptian pottery (Fig.
30) were discovered. Although the study of these finds is still in progress, all of this suggests
how fruitful the investigation of these sites may be for the study of the topics dealt with in
this paper.
Frontispiece: View of the southern Sudanese Eastern Desert in the region of Derudeb,
photograph taken during the survey conducted by the expedition of ‘L’Orientale,’ November
2010.
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Fig. 1: General map of the region showing the places mentioned in the text.
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Fig. 2: Sherd of basket ware from the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands from a Middle Kingdom assemblage at
Mersa/Wadi Gawasis.

Fig. 3: Rim sherd of a rim banded, black-topped vessel reused as a scraper from a late Old Kingdom/First
Intermediate Period assemblage at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis.
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Fig. 4: Sherd of a grey ware flask with highly polished external surface from a late Dynasty
12/early Dynasty 13 assemblage at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis.

Fig. 5: Sherd decorated with a thick, wavy pattern delimiting a sector filled by crossing
incised lines from a late Middle Kingdom assemblage at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis.
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Fig. 6: Cowri shells originally fixed on leather bands and used as personal ornaments in Gash Group
tombs dating to the early 2nd millennium BC at Mahal Teglinos (K1).

Fig. 7: Potsherds of the 3rd–early 2nd millennium BC Bronze Age Khawlan culture of Yemen
from Gash Group assemblages at Mahal Teglinos (K1).
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Fig. 8: Egyptian sherds from Gash Group assemblages dating to the early 2nd millennium
BC; Fabrics: a: Marl A3, b: Marl C, c: Nile C.

Fig. 9: Faience beads in a necklace found in a Gash Group tomb dating to the early 2nd
millennium BC at Mahal Teglinos (K1).
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Fig. 10: Assemblage from site SEG 13 in the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands, early to mid-2nd
millennium BC.

Fig. 11: Sherds from vessels decorated with an incised or impressed pattern delimited by bands
of triangular impressions from site SEG 14 in the Eritrean-Sudanese lowlands, early to
mid-2nd millennium BC.
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Fig. 12: Stone ax from Agordat, a site culturally related to the Gash and Jebel Mokram
groups on the Eritrean side of the present border between Sudan and Eritrea
(modified from Arkell 1954).

Fig. 13: Gash Group clay stamp seals from Mahal
Teglinos (K1), early 2nd millennium BC.
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Fig. 14: Sherds of vessels of C-Group type from Mahal Teglinos (K1), late 3rd–early 2nd
millennium BC.

Fig. 15: Reconstructed neck and rim of a black-polished Kerma flask from Mahal Teglinos (K1),
first half of the 2nd millennium BC.
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Fig. 16: Assemblage with Pan-grave elements from site AL in the Sudanese Eastern Desert (courtesy
CeRDO).

Fig. 17: Assemblage with Pan-grave elements from site ED 16 in the Sudanese Eastern Desert (courtesy
CeRDO).
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Fig. 18: Map showing the distribution of the Pan-grave materials (modified from Sadr 1987). The
blue dots show the areas with Pan-grave assemblages in the CeRDO concession and the
site with Pan-grave elements in Kerma assemblages in the Fourth Cataract area.
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Fig. 19: Sherds of vessels of Pan-grave and Kerma type from site R 49 in the Sudanese Eastern Desert
(courtesy CeRDO).

Fig. 20: Sherds of vessels of Kerma type from site 21°14′47.5″N, 32°30′56.7″E in the Sudanese Eastern
Desert (courtesy CeRDO).
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Fig. 21: Rim sherd of rim banded bowl of Gash Group type from site RD 7 in the Sudanese Eastern Desert
(courtesy CeRDO).

Fig. 22: Sherd with typical impressed decoration occurring in Gash Group and Jebel Mokram Group
assemblages from site V in the Sudanese Eastern Desert (courtesy CeRDO).
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Fig. 23: Assemblage from site RD 15 in the Sudanese Eastern Desert (courtesy CeRDO).

Fig. 24: Map showing the distribution of the sites as well as the main gold-bearing areas in the Sudanese
Eastern Desert. Square and rounded symbols mark the sites with Middle Nubian and Pan-grave
assemblages, the triangles mark the Kerma elements and the green lozenges mark the sites where
elements from Eastern Sudan were collected. Shadowed areas show the main gold-bearing regions.
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Fig. 25: Map showing the two possible locations of Bi3 n Pwnt.
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Fig. 26: Map showing the possible locations of Pwnt and Bi3 n Pwnt, according to the hypothesis of a different
seasonality of the rainy season in the two regions.
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Fig. 27: A sector of the Jebel Mokram Group settlement site at UA 53.

Fig. 28: Ceramic materials of Pan-grave type from site UA 53.
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Fig. 29: Sherds of a vessel of C-Group II b type from site UA 53 in the region between Gash and Atbara,
early 2nd millennium BC.

Fig. 30: Egyptian Marl A4 ceramic fragment from site UA 53; a: external surface, b: internal surface.
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Despite its primary function as a fortified Red Sea anchorage facilitating late Old Kingdom
turquoise expeditions to Wadis Maghara and Kharig in southwest Sinai, the fort at Ras Budran
contains evidence for gathering other materials for potential export to Egypt and perhaps the
Levant.1 For example, the site has yielded thirty-seven types of Red Sea shells (n = 5,041
shells), 1,622 plates from at least 203 chitons (a Red Sea mollusc with eight plates), 257+
pieces of white coral, several sea urchins of two types (329+ spines and body fragments), ten
cuttle-fish fragments (i.e., molluscs of genus Sepia) and nine fish bones, most of which came
from the interior occupation surface enclosed by the fort’s circular stone wall (see table 1 and,
Figs 1–42). Although many of these marine products may represent items already present
within the interface of the sand surface underlying the occupation debris within the fort,
the 2008 investigations revealed that the interior occupation layer currently being excavated
overlies an undulating shallow sand layer that separates it from a lower occupation level. Until
further excavations determine both the extent of, and the stratigraphic relationship between,
this earlier occupation layer and the fort’s encircling foundation trench, it remains uncertain
whether all the materials from the upper occupation layer represent materials introduced
purposefully to the fort’s interior by the structure’s occupants. At this point it seems quite
likely, however, that many of the marine materials found in the fort’s uppermost layer, prior
to the late Old Kingdom abandonment and dismantling of this structure (i.e., during camp
site levels 1–4), actually represent more meaningful items, whether for local consumption
(e.g., Red Sea chitons; some bivalves; fish), occasional tools (e.g., some shells) or other goals,
including diverse exotica for export to the Nile valley and elsewhere. Hence, this study
provides a preliminary assessment of the marine products from Ras Budran, including their
potential significance as a local supplementary sustenance and utensils and as more exotic
exports to Egypt and the Levant.
Red Sea imports in the Nile valley
The Nile valley has yielded diverse imports from the Red Sea beginning in the Predynastic
through Early Dynastic periods, including shells, sea urchins, coral and other materials.2
For more details on this late Old Kingdom fort, s����������������������������������������������������������
ee Mumford (2005; idem 2006). This study represents a preliminary assessment of the Red Sea shells and other materials at Ras Budran that the project registrar (Frances
Cahill), this writer and others have already begun to catalogue and identify. Naturally, further work at Ras
Budran and elsewhere, including ongoing and more detailed analysis, may alter the preliminary conclusions
presented here.
2
The search for Red Sea shells and other materials from Nile valley and Delta sites is continuing. The current
study provides only a small sampling of a much broader corpus of Red Sea materials, which include unpublished items and many publications with insufficiently identified ‘shells’ from potentially diverse origins: i.e.,
1
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Several examples of Oliva bulbosa shells (Olividae family) occur in late Predynastic to Early
Dynastic graves at Naqada (tomb 1567) and Koptos (Petrie 1897, 31; 1914, 28 shell 121, pl.
15: 121a–b); this shell type is common in the southern Red Sea, but is rare elsewhere (see
Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 112–13). Two Turbo opercula shells (Turbinidae family) appear in late
Predynastic to Early Dynastic contexts at Koptos (Petrie 1897, 31; Rusmore-Villaume 2008,
24). Grave 31 at Faras and graves from elsewhere in Nubia have yielded cowrie shells dating
to the Early Dynastic period (Spencer 1980, 77 no. 557, pl. 59). Regarding sea urchins, 1,319
spines and 66 teeth came from a Naqada III context in feature 1 at the elite cemetery in Locality
HK6 at Hierakonpolis (Van Neer, Linseele and Friedman 2004, 80). Bard has also reported
sea urchins from some Predynastic graves at Naqada (Bard 1994, 89, table 12, group 1). Coral
represents a slightly less common import, but Bard has observed Red Sea coral (Tubipora musica)
amongst the grave goods from Predynastic burials at Naqada and in Cemetery 1400–1500 at
Armant (Bard 1994, 61, table 6, group 5; 89, table 12, group 2).
The importation of Red Sea shells, however, continues to be fairly popular throughout the
Old Kingdom and later. From the advent of the Old Kingdom, a Dynasty 3 grave (N503)
at Naga-ed-Der has yielded seven Red Sea shell amulets, which have been identified as
Nerita marina(?) (Neritidae family). Another Dynasty 3 grave (N524) from this site contained
numerous small ‘spiral shells’ with a narrow spiral, which probably also represent Red Sea
imports. Reisner noted a large bivalve from N627 (Reisner 1932, 157, B4890 and C9509), but
this could easily be a Nile mollusc rather than a Red Sea species. Some Dynasties 4–6 graves
at Mostagedda have produced a wider variety of shell species and imitations of these types
in various materials, including Nassa (Nassariidae),3 Conus (Conidae),4 Nerita (Neritidae),5 cowries
(Cypraeidae including juveniles and sub-adult Cypraea),6 Columbella (Columbellidae)7 and Trochus
(Trochidae)8 species. A few other shell species are noted from this cemetery, but may reflect
the Nile, the Red Sea and the Mediterranean. Of note, the earliest pearls in Egypt appear in a necklace of
Queen Ahhotep at the advent of Dynasty 18, but are otherwise not attested until the Ptolemaic period (Lucas
and Harris [1962] 1989, 401–2). However, recent investigations at As-Sabiyah, near Kuwait City in the Persian
Gulf, have revealed the importance of the pearl trade, which dates back to the Neolithic and Bronze ages in
the Near East (Lawler 2012, 46, 48–49).
3
Nassa shells appear in three Dynasty 4 graves (312; 2638; 2839), two Dynasty 5 graves (514; 3529) and eleven
Dynasty 6 graves (631; 690; 694; 772; 5105; 10,002; 10,007; 10,008; 10,010; 10,024; 10,030) (Brunton 1937, 107,
pl. 49; Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 96 Nassariidae).
4
Conus shells occur in one or two Dynasty 4 graves (grave 2624/2625), a Dynasty 5 grave (3529) and three Dynasty 6 graves (509; 785; 1944) (Brunton 1937, 107, pl. 49). Brunton notes that an elderly female in grave 2624
had a Conus species shell (Brunton 1937, 95; Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 124–30 Conidae).
5
Nerita shells were found in one or two Dynasty 4 graves (2638; 2647?), a Dynasty 5 grave (3529) and a Dynasty
6 grave (785) (Brunton 1937, 107, pl. 49). Another elderly woman in grave 2825 had a Nerita species shell and
other beads (Brunton 1937, 96, not in register on pl. 49?; Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 30 Neritidae).
6
Cowrie shells (Cypraea; Cypraeidae) came from one Dynasty 5 grave (3529) and three Dynasty 6 graves (530;
10,002; 11,753) (Brunton 1937, 107, pl. 49; Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 62 Cypraeidae, 66, juvenile and sub-adult
Cypraea).
7
Columbella shells lay in a Dynasty 4 grave (2638) and one Dynasty 5 grave (3529) (Brunton 1937, 107, pl. 49;
Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 102 Columbellidae).
8
Trochus shells lay in one Dynasty 4 grave (2660) and are reported from a Dynasty 5 grave (Brunton 1937, 107,
pl. 49 Dyn. 5, not in register?; Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 22 Trochidae).
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Nile valley molluscs9 or possibly Mediterranean species. For example, the Petunculus shells
reported from Mostegedda10 seem to originate from the Mediterranean and reveal a clear
ancient Egyptian interest in obtaining exotic shells from various marine environments. Of the
aforementioned shell types, Andrews has pointed out that sliced Nassa shells are particularly
popular during the Old Kingdom and into the First Intermediate Period (Andrews 1990,
65). In addition, the aforementioned Red Sea shell dispersal in Egypt suggests that a slight
increase in Red Sea shell imports may have occurred during the mid- to late Old Kingdom.
Although actual Red Sea shells appear to be a desired commodity in the Old Kingdom
and later, their relative rarity, exotic nature, possible status signifiers and presumed amuletic
properties may have influenced their imitation in semi-precious and precious materials,
including blue- or green-glazed faience, carnelian, feldspar and gold. For instance, a Dynasty
3 grave (N503) at Naga-ed-Der yielded an imitation of Nerita marina in carnelian, while
another tomb (N530) had ten of these shells made in gold (Reisner 1932, 157 C4812). The
Old Kingdom cemetery at Qau has also yielded imitations of shells from the more popular
shell categories, namely cowries (Cypraeidae family),11 Ancillaria (possibly from Turbinellidae),12
Conus (Conidae),13 Nerita (Neritidae)14 and Pectin (Pectinidae).15
Of the thirty-seven or so shells, species and families attested from the late Old Kingdom
fort at Ras Budran, ten shell types (i.e., Figs 3, 5, 7, 12, 14, 19, 22, 23, 26 and 29) coincide with
the preceding sample of Old Kingdom shells and imitation shells noted from Old Kingdom
graves in the Nile valley. The real shells and their parallels from Ras Budran include Nerita and
Nerita marina(?) species (2,483 specimens of type 3: Nerita sanguinolenta), Trochidae (208 of type
5: Trochus erithreus; thirteen of type 26: Clanculus pharaonius; one type 12: either a Tectus dentatus,
or a Trochus virgatus; and one type 22: Tectus dentatus), Conus (twenty-six occurrences of type
7: Conus textile neovicarius), Cypraeidae (i.e., cowries) (nineteen of type 14: Erosaria turdus) and
Nassa species (four examples of type 19: Nassarius obvelatus[?]) (see table 1); the imitation shell
types and their real parallels at Ras Budran consist of Pecten bivalves (Pectinidae) (seven samples
of type 23: Pecten erythraeensis) and Ancillaria gastropods, possibly from Turbinellidae(?) (three
For example, Brunton mentions a string of Purpura shells and beads in a Dynasty 4, adult burial (grave 2638)
at Mostagedda and reports more examples from a Dynasty 5 grave (Brunton 1937, 95, 107, pl. 49 Dyn. 5 not
in register?). He adds that some Cardium shells lay in a Dynasty 4 burial (grave 2647?) and reports others in a
Dynasty 5 grave (Brunton 1937, 107, pl. 49 Dyn. 5 not in register?). However, this writer has yet to find either
of these shell species in a Red Sea corpus; they may reflect shells from another area, such as the Petunculus species or possibly alternate names for Red Sea species.
10
Petunculus shells lay in a Dynasty 4 grave (2647?) and a Dynasty 5 grave (1412) (Brunton 1937, 107, pl. 49).
11
Brunton observed that imitation cowries have several types arranged according to their perforation style and
are normally manufactured from blue glazed faience (Brunton 1928, 12, 15, amulet class 55, pl. 98).
12
A Dynasty 6 grave (3143) at Qau produced an imitation shell in green faience/glaze; Brunton suggested that
this amulet might imitate an Ancillaria shell (Brunton 1928, 12, 15, amulet class 56, type f, pl. 98).
13
Although Old Kingdom imitations of this shell probably occur, this writer has located a late Dynasty 11/12
grave (400) at Qau with a copy of a Conus shell in carnelian (Brunton 1928, 12, amulet class 56, type g, pl. 98).
14
A Dynasty 5 grave (1145) at Qau has yielded a feldspar example of a Nerita shell pendant (Brunton 1928, 12,
15, amulet class 56, type e3, pl. 98).
15
Two Dynasty 6 graves (4904; 5535) at Qau produced examples of a Pecten shell, which Brunton noted is most
commonly copied in carnelian (Brunton 1928, 12, 15, amulet class 56, type d, pl. 98).
9
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of type 29: Ancilla lineolata[?]; see table 1). Furthermore, the Nile valley has also yielded shell
species from pharaonic contexts in general that also parallel nine additional shell types and
families attested at Ras Budran, including the Cariidae,16 Cerithidae,17 Dentaliidae,18 Muricidae19
and Strombidae20 families (see table 1, shell types 1, 4, 7, 9, 13, 15, 17, 27, and [?]). Hence,
the coincidence between at least nineteen of the shell types, species and families found at
Ras Budran and the imports and copies found in the Nile valley suggest that the personnel
stationed at the late Old Kingdom fort and anchorage in South Sinai played a more active
role in collecting and transporting Red Sea shells to Egypt (see Figs 43–46). In addition, other
Old Kingdom expeditions that camped at different sites along the Red Sea coast, including
Ayn Soukhna, Wadi al-Jarf and Mersa Gawasis (see below), probably played a similar role in
this trade.
Old Kingdom routes between the Nile valley and Red Sea
The presence in the Nile valley of various Red Sea shell types that are currently found in
specific through broader areas of the Red Sea (Rusmore-Villaume 2008; see table 1) suggests
that either the ancient Egyptians exploited several areas of the Red Sea coast or that some
of these modern distributions have changed since antiquity. Regarding Old Kingdom activity
areas near or along the Red Sea, several Old Kingdom sites have been found more recently.
For example, Old Kingdom activity in the Eastern Desert and routes to the Red Sea are fairly
well-attested between the royal residence at Memphis and Ayn Soukhna and via two routes
farther south, between the Qena Bend and Gebel Zeit and from Koptos to Mersa Gawasis.
At the northern end of the Gulf of Suez, the coastal site of Ayn Soukhna contains a
copper mine, smelting area, workshop and other activity areas that have recently yielded Old
Kingdom pottery (Defernez 2004, 59) and several seal impressions bearing the names of
Petrie ([1914] 1972, 27 pl. 14 necklace 111a–b?); this shell type is said to be similar to Cerastoderma glauca of the
Cardiidae family, which occurs in brackish water at Suez and Lake Qaroun in the Faiyum and in the Gulf of
Suez (Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 226). Other shell types from this general family appear at Ras Budran (eleven
of type 13: Tridacna maxima; see table 1).
17
Randall-MacIver and Mace 1902, 49; Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 34–42; Brunton and Caton-Thompson (1928,
38) reported a Cerithium caeruleum shell from a Badarian grave (5364). Many similar shells from this family appear at Ras Budran (150 of type 4: Cerithium caeruleum; twenty-six of type 7: Cerithium adansonii; see table 1).
18
Lucas and Harris ([1962] 1989, 40) mention the occurrence of ‘Dentalium’ in the Nile valley, which may represent the common dentalium clavus, versus a rare dentalium reevei found mainly in the Hurghada-Safaga area,
namely between Gebel Zeit and Wadi Gawasis (see Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 156). Several examples of this
gastropod shell type appear at Ras Budran (probably dentalium clavus; see table 1).
19
Petrie ([1914] 1972, 28 no. 117, pl. 15:117) mentioned the appearance of a Murex ternispina shell in Egypt,
while Falkner (1981, 89, 141–42 cat. 937) noted a Chicoreus ramosus shell in a Late Period to Ptolemaic context
at Saqqara (see also Rusmore-Villaume 2008, 88, 94). Ras Budran has yielded many similar examples from this
family (fourteen of type 15: Murex forskoehlii; fifteen of type 9: Chicoreus erythraeus [?]; see table 1).
20
Randall-MacIver and Mace (1902, 49) report examples of Strombus fasciatus from Egypt; similar shell types
occur at Ras Budran (thirty-nine examples of types 1 and 27: Tricornis tricornis juvenile and dwarf; an example
of type 17: Conomurex fasciatus); see Rusmore-Villaume (2008, 52, 58).
16
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Khafre, Niuserre and Djedkare (Dynasties 4–5).21 In addition, a deposit of Middle Kingdom
ship timbers at this site has produced some older pieces that may have been recycled from
Dynasty 6 (c. 2200 BC),22 thereby suggesting a potential direct link between the late Old
Kingdom anchorage and fort at Ras Budran, which lay 110km to the southeast across the Gulf
of Suez. In the Middle and New Kingdoms, several inscriptions from Ayn Soukhna reveal that
turquoise and copper mining expeditions sometimes utilised Ayn Soukhna as a way-station en
route to Wadi Maghara and Serabit el-Khadim in South Sinai (Abd el-Razig et al. 2002). The
June 2011 excavations by IFAO at Wadi al-Jarf on the east coast of the Red Sea, immediately
opposite Ras Budran in Southwest Sinai, have revealed a substantial Old Kingdom anchorage
dating mainly from Dynasty 4 to early Dynasty 5. Preliminary investigations have uncovered
submerged anchor stones enclosed within a 190 by 120m L-shaped stone quay, nearby camp
sites, a ‘visual landmark,’ a pottery kiln and rock-cut galleries with potsherds from many
storage jars, fragmentary wooden boxes, ropes and cedar and acacia fittings from one or more
dismantled ships (Tallet and Marouard 2012: 40–43). Wadi al-Jarf is closely linked with the
Old Kingdom turquoise mining anchorage at Ras Budran, which is 50 km to the east across
the Red Sea and has yielded many identical examples of marl storage jars, and may also have
served as an alternate departure point for Punt.
It is likely that some Red Sea shell species found outside the Gulf of Suez originated from
other Old Kingdom activity areas to the south. Most of the southern Old Kingdom routes
to the Red Sea and its vicinity apparently departed from Koptos and the region of the Qena
Bend. For example, Old Kingdom copper and gold mining is attested to the north of Wadi
Abu Had located only 17km west of the Red Sea and Gebel Zeit (Bomann 1993, 41). Hence,
some Old Kingdom mining expeditions to this region may either have extended their trip
by less than one day’s journey to obtain Red Sea resources such as shells, or perhaps simply
traded with indigenous coastal Bedouin populations.
Otherwise, the two main east-west Old Kingdom, and later, routes to the Red Sea consist
of the Wadi Hamama and Wadi Hammamat. The former route has minimal evidence for
Old Kingdom activity, such as graffiti left by two officials, one of whom dates to the reign of
Sahure;23 this Dynasty 5 ruler is historically credited with having sent a small fleet to Punt,24
which probably lay near, or in, Eritrea and the Eastern Sudan (Kitchen 2004, 30 postscript;
idem 2005, 12, map 3). Near Wadi Hamama, an adjacent valley called Wadi ‘Atolla produced
Abd el-Raziq et al. 2006, 4; Abd el-Raziq, Castel and Tallet 2007, 68; Abd el-Raziq et al. 2007, 48; see also
Mumford (2005, 24; idem 2006, 56). Of note, these Old Kingdom rulers’ names are excluded in the 2002
publication of inscriptions from Ayn Soukhna (Abd el-Razig et al. 2002, 35, 125 index of royal names). A
recent publication makes some reference to the Old Kingdom materials and texts from this site (Abd el-Raziq,
Castel and Tallet 2011).
22
Abd el-Raziq et al. 2007, 49. Despite the early C14 dating (c. 2200 BC), an assessment of the context and
materials place the ship a couple of centuries later in the early Middle Kingdom. The C14 only dates the
timber’s age.
23
Porter and Moss ([1952] 1975, 338) mention a scribe called Hetep and an interpreter named Nika-‘ankh; their
assignment of this graffito to Sahure’s reign is not discussed by Peden (2001, 7–10) or Baker (2008, 344–45).
24
For more recent evidence regarding the ships sent to Punt by Sahure, including scenes of the ships carrying
monkeys and tjesem-dogs, bringing an ‘nd-tree, and Sahure rewarding the expedition’s sailors, see El-Awady
(2009, 135–86, pls 1–7).
21
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an Old Kingdom rock inscription that had subsequently been obscured by a later Ramesside
graffito (Porter and Moss [1952] 1975, 338). In contrast, the most popular Old Kingdom
way to the Red Sea lay between Qift and Quseir along the Wadi Hammamat and has yielded
much evidence of Old Kingdom activity, including quarrying and mining greywacke and gold
(Shaw 1994, 110, table 1), and traces of expeditions passing through this region en route to
the Red Sea. For instance, Porter and Moss noted officials placing a graffito at Bir Menih
during the reign of Khafre (Dynasty 4) and other Dynasty 4 rock texts from Wadi Fawakhir
with the names of kings Khufu, Djedefre and Khafre, and contemporary princes Hordedef
(Djedefhor) and Baufre (Porter and Moss [1952] 1975, 327; Baker 2008, 68, 80). Peden has
added, however, that the Dynasty 6 cartouches of kings Pepy I and Merenre I represent some
of the earliest well-dated texts from this region.25 The main gold-bearing region around Wadi
Fawakhir features several texts dating to the reign of Pepy I (Porter and Moss [1952] 1975,
329), while many other texts date more broadly to Dynasties 5–6 (Porter and Moss [1952]
1975, 330, 332).
The Wadi Hamama and Wadi Hammamat led to separate points along the Red Sea coast
that lay 78km apart between Safaga and Quseir. Some late Old Kingdom activity is also
emerging from the excavations at Mersa Gawasis (pharaonic Saww), which is located beside
the Red Sea, about 55km north of Quseir at the eastern end of the Wadi Hammamat and
23km to the south of Safaga. Bard and Fattovich have uncovered some late Old Kingdom
potsherds from a work area and a nearby artificially cut gallery and storage chamber (Cave
1).26 The late Old Kingdom levels in Cave 1 produced various artefacts, including Egyptianstyle pottery that was manufactured locally (Manzo and Perlingieri 2007, 107), a non-Egyptian
style shell bead (Arpin et al. 2007, 72) and four cedar planks and other wooden fragments
suggesting the presence of at least one Old Kingdom ship (Arpin et al. 2007, 71).27 This
anchorage also facilitated maritime expeditions to Punt (Bard and Fattovich 2007, 238; Bard
et al. 2007, 29),28 but probably lay too far south of Ras Budran to have served as a departure
point for turquoise expeditions. On the other hand, maritime expeditions from Ayn Soukhna
to Ras Budran could easily have sailed south to Mersa Gawasis to complete a mission with
varied mining, quarrying and exotic shell-collecting objectives.
Another Old Kingdom area of exploitation in the Eastern Desert lies farther south. For
example, several late Old Kingdom graffiti are attested in the Wadis Mueilha, Dunqâsh and
Ancient Egyptian expeditions to Punt are well-attested travelling through the Wadi Hammamat to the Red
Sea during Dynasty 6 and probably occurred earlier (see Peden 2001, 7–9, 7 note 18); Porter and Moss ([1952]
1975, 327, 330) report graffiti dating to Old Kingdom officials in general at Bir Menih and the occurrence of
the titles of Merenre I at Wadi Fawakhir.
26
Arpin et al. (2007, 51 southern slope, 72 western slope, Cave 1, fig. 6); Manzo and Perlingieri (2007, 119, a few
Nile B1–2 jar sherds, 122 Nile B1, B1–2 and C potsherds from bowls and jars, 125); Bard and Fattovich (2007,
243) also note some late Old Kingdom potsherds from WG 19.
27
Four grinding stones are noted by Carannante et al. (2007, 197, 200, table 15, WG 28, Cave 1), while Manzo
and Perlingieri (2007, 132–33, table 4) mention seven Nubian potsherds, mostly from cooking pots, from this
stratum.
28
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Bard and Fattovich (2007, 241–43) ascribe this phase to Dynasty 6 (c. 2345–2181 BC), but note that the pottery forms might allow a dating as early as King Sahure (in Dynasty 5) and later into the early First Intermediate Period.
25
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Barramîya, which lie along the Edfu-Mersa Alam transit route. These texts date to the reign
of Pepy II,29 but are probably associated with mining and quarrying work rather than any
expeditions travelling to the Red Sea, which lay more than 100km to the east (i.e., a four- to
five-day journey). It is possible, however, that this area, or ones much farther to the south
(e.g., Wadi el-‘Allaqi), may have catered to a Nubian C-Group interest in the Red Sea trade.
Applications of Red Sea products
The ancient Egyptians identified shells in general as inr n r, or inr n spt mw, namely ‘stone of
the water’s edge/shore’ (Andrews 1990, 65). Red Sea shells were frequently used for jewellery,
amulets, containers and other purposes in Egypt during the late Neolithic and Predynastic,
with a visible decrease in quantities during the pharaonic through Ptolemaic and Roman
periods.30 In contrast, artificially shaped mother-of-pearl shells remained popular as pendants
in Nubia until recent times (Aldred 1971, 147). Pharaonic jewellers applied smaller shells as
beads, pendants and amulets most often on necklaces, but also used them for anklets, bracelets
and other strung ornamentation, which would be worn by both children and male and female
adults (Brunton 1937, 52). Red Sea shells are also sometimes portrayed in art and sculpture,31
while larger shells, particularly bivalves, made useful containers for holding cosmetics and
pigments, but often incorporated Nile molluscs. In some cases, Red Sea shells and sea urchins
appear as votive offerings in mining shrines, such as a New Kingdom copper mining shrine at
Timna in the southern Negev (Reese 1988, 260–65). Reese suggests that some Red Sea shells
from shrines to Hathor, a goddess of love and music, may have had fertility associations (e.g.,
cowries representing female genitalia), while other shells, especially large bivalves, may have
formed musical instruments (e.g., clappers), offering dishes and perhaps incense bowls (Reese
1988, 264–65). Both the popularity of, and symbolic importance assigned to, various Red Sea
shells are also attested by their imitation in bone, faience, carnelian, feldspar, sard, porphyry,
silver, electrum and gold during the pharaonic period.32 Of note, the Nile valley and Delta
populations also had access to and utilised the shells from Nile molluscs for similar, albeit
often more mundane, applications.33
Other marine products attracted the attention of ancient Egyptian expeditions to the Red
Porter and Moss ([1952] 1975, 327, 424 pl. iv map) report Old Kingdom graffiti at Bir Menih, including a
cartouche of Pepy II (see Peden 2001, 9 section iv, note 25, 350 map 2; Sidebotham, Hense, and Nouwens
2008, 68).
30
Shells become increasingly imitated in various materials, especially after Dynasty 18 (Aldred 1971, 125, 146).
31
The Protodynastic colossal statue of Min of Koptos bears some sculpted Red Sea shells (see Kemp 2006, 130,
fig. 45), both emphasising the importance of Koptos as a departure point to the Red Sea and its link with Red
Sea products, including shells.
32
Petrie ([1914] 1972, 27–28 shell nos 107–9 and 111–13). Shell no. 112, a pearl-bearing Meleagrina margaritifera
shell, is deemed particularly popular for imitation in precious materials, including examples in electrum and
other materials holding the names of Senwosret I, Amenemhet III and Sekenenre (i.e., Dynasties 12 and 18).
33
Other shell amulets and necklaces published by Petrie originate from the Nile and Mediterranean regions (Petrie 1897, 31; Petrie [1914] 1972, 27–28 nos 113–14, and 118, Cleopatra bulimoides [Nile], Pectunculus violacescens
[Mediterranean], Helix desertorum [Egypt]).
29
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Sea and may have been sought from the indigenous Eastern Desert and Red Sea Bedouin
populations. For example, Red Sea coral, including pink organ coral, appears in the Nile
valley during the Predynastic period, and in pharaonic through Ptolemaic-Roman contexts
at Hierakonpolis, Armant, Deir el-Bahri, Tell el-Maskhuta, Timna, Quseir al-Qadim and
elsewhere (e.g., Hajar bin Humeid in south Arabia).34 Such natural pieces of coral often
appear to have served as exotica, including being considered as appropriate votive offerings
in shrines and presumably had some sort of amuletic function.35
Regarding marine fish, although Darby, Ghalioungui and Grivetti have asserted that there
is no evidence for Egypt exploiting the Red Sea for food during the pharaonic period,36 by
Dynasty 18 Egypt was definitely knowledgeable about some of the distinctive marine life that
inhabited the Red Sea: scorpion fish, swordfish, sea turtles, squids, octopuses and lobsters.37
However, concerning the consumption of Red Sea fish outside Egypt, the presence of
nine fish bones at the late Old Kingdom anchorage at Ras Budran may represent Red Sea
species. At this stage in the investigations they remain unidentified, while their low quantities
suggest only a minor dietary supplement for the fort’s occupants. On the other hand, sea
urchin fragments and spines are attested in some Predynastic Nile valley contexts, such as at
Hierakonpolis38 and Naqada,39 in Middle Kingdom Egyptian mining camps at Wadi Maghara
in South Sinai,40 as a votive offering in a Ramesside mining shrine at Timna41 and from
later contexts at Petra (Reese 1988, 260, 264). Their presence at inland sites might possibly
represent sustenance or even a utensil, but much more likely reflect exotica, including an
Bard (1994, 61 table 6, group 5) notes moderate amounts of coral (Tubipora musica) in graves at Armant; Van
Neer, Linseele and Friedman (2004, 80 feature 1) noted two types of Red Sea coral in feature 1 in HK6 at Hierakonpolis. For other sites, see Reese (1988, 260, 265 note 1).
35
For
����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
example, Brunton (1937, 52) notes pink organ coral in graves 3553 and 3555 at Mostagedda; see also Reese (1988, 260, 265 note 1), who reports twenty corals from the late New Kingdom Hathor shrine at Timna.
36
Darby, Ghalioungui and Grivetti (1977, vol. 1, 398, 412–19) have asserted that the Nile valley has produced
minimal to no evidence for the ancient Egyptians consuming marine fish, turtles, squids, octopus, molluscs
or crustaceans from the Red Sea during the Predynastic to pharaonic periods. Van Neer et al. (2004, 137, fig.
3, 108–9 tables 1–2) have noted twelve species of Red Sea fish being exported to the Nile valley during the
early Roman–Coptic periods, and later: Carcharhinidae (requiem sharks), Muraenidae (moray eels), Serranidae
(groupers), Carangidae (trevaillies and jacks), Lutjanidae (snappers), Lethrinidae (emperors), Sparidae (seabreams),
Labridae (wrasses), Scaridae (parrotfish), Acanthuridae (surgeonfish), Balistidae (triggerfish) and Mugilidae (mullets).
37
T���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
he Dynasty 18 Red Sea expedition of Queen Hatshepsut apparently recorded and later portrayed fairly accurate renditions of such marine life as a scorpion fish, a swordfish, a sea turtle, a squid, an octopus and a lobster
(Darby, Ghalioungui and Grivetti 1977 vol. 1, 398, 412–13, 416, and 419–20, figs 8.2 and 8.4; Houlihan 1996,
197–98, figs 134–35). For the difficulty in identifying some of the species portrayed in Hatshepsut’s temple,
see Danelius and Steinitz (1967).
38
Van Neer, Linseele and Friedman (2004, 80 feature 1).
39
Bard (1994, 89 table 12, group 1) notes some sea urchins amongst the Predynastic grave goods at Naqada.
40
Petrie
��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
(1906, 52) noted echini spines (i.e., sea urchins) and several types of food shells in the Middle Kingdom stone huts on the west side of the wadi dividing the eastern hilltop camp from the turquoise mines at
Maghareh.
41
Reese (1988, 260, 264 pl. 152: 6) noted the remains from one sea urchin, Phyllacanthus imperialis, at Timna; Reese
mentions other finds at Petra (Reese 1988, 264; personal communication).
34
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amuletic purpose.42 Of note, the ancient Egyptians apparently did sometimes retrieve Red Sea
turtles to apply portions from their shells for use in jewellery and other artefacts during the
Predynastic and later periods.43 The bulk of the evidence, however, indicates that they mostly
exploited freshwater Nile turtles (Trionyx triunguis) for such purposes.
Red Sea trade with the Levant
Further investigations into Old Kingdom interactions with the Red Sea and Sinai have also
shown the export of some Red Sea shells and sinaitic turquoise to the Levant. 44 For instance,
the Early Bronze Age IIIA occupation at Tel Yarmuth in southwest Palestine (which is contemporary with the early Old Kingdom) yielded a piece of raw turquoise from South Sinai.45
Farther to the east in the Jordan valley, Bab edh-Dhra has produced some Red Sea Dentalium
clavus(?),46 spider conch or scorpion shell (lambis truncate sebae [conches]),47 Nerita crassilabrum
(Neritidae: i.e., ‘slipper winkles’)48 and mother-of-pearl pieces49 from Early Bronze Age III
contexts (contemporary with Dynasties 3–5/6). Since Egypt is well-attested for collecting
and using such shells in jewellery and amulets in the Old Kingdom and throughout much
of the pharaonic period,50 it seems quite likely that Egypt played an active role in exporting
at least some of these items to the Levant during the Old Kingdom, albeit only as part of a
secondary, small-scale trade (Sowada 2009, 126, 203, fig. 19).
On the other hand, the physical evidence for Egyptian trade with Palestine (i.e., the southern Levant) declines visibly during most of the Old Kingdom and First Intermediate Period
(Early Bronze Age III–IV),51 which may suggest that the Red Sea shells and other materials
reached this region via indigenous exchange networks between the southern Levant and Sinai
This writer has yet to find sea urchin (echini) remains in Old Kingdom contexts in the Nile valley.
Predynastic tomb 1872 produced a ‘tortoise shell,’ which Frank Garbe identified as being definitely from the
Indian Ocean, presumably ranging into the Red Sea, based on its colour (see Brunton 1937, 91). Most turtle
remains from ancient Egypt represent fresh water, Nile species, including Trionyx triunguis carapace fragments
from the Predynastic (Needler 1984, 89 no. 131), pieces from an Old Kingdom town at Kom el-Hisn (Cagle
2003, 151), a carapace from an Old Kingdom settlement southeast of Giza (Redding in Lehner and Wetterstrom 2007, 264), and from a Late Period–Ptolemaic domestic building in TS-1d levels 3 and 5 at El-Hibeh
(Wenke 1984, 40, 44 table 4.1).
44
EB I–III strata at Lachish contained some Red Sea shell species (Sowada 2009, 103); Tel Yarmuth produced a
piece of raw turquoise from an EB IIIA context (Sowada 2009, 109–10).
45
The turquoise piece came from an EB IIIA occupation context dating to Dynasties 3–4; it lay near the ‘White
Building’ at Tel Yarmuth in southwest Palestine (Sowada 2009, 109–10 section 4.8.5, 203 section 7.3.1, fig. 48).
46
Sowada (2009, 95, 123 no. 110) noted dentalium shell beads had been exported to the Levant.
47
Sowada (2009, 95, 123, 203) cites Red Sea spider conch, or scorpion shell from Bab edh-Dhra.
48
See Sowada (2009, 203); a Nerita shell was also found in a Dynasty 12 context at Serabit el-Khadim in South
Sinai (Petrie [1914] 1972, 27 necklace 108).
49
Sowada (2009, 95, 123, 203, fig. 19, no. 110) mentions mother-of-pearl pendants in the Levant.
50
See forthcoming study by this author and Frances Cahill regarding findings from Ras Budran, South Sinai.
51
See Mumford (2001, 336, 337; idem 2006) and Sowada (2009, 249); this is in contrast with the evidence for
much greater commerce with the northern Levant, including Syria and Lebanon.
42
43
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peninsula. Sowada has recently demonstrated, however, that a bit more continuity in commerce and influence occurs between Egypt and southern Palestine during the Old Kingdom
(Early Bronze Age IIIA–B and early IV): the possible export of antique Naqada IIIB–C1
siltstone palettes to EB II–III, III, and III–IV contexts at Tel Halif (Lahav), Beth Yerah, Tel
Yarmuth, Bab edh-Dhra, Numeira and Megiddo (possibly local heirlooms?); an Old Kingdom feldspar bead at Tel Halif (Lahav) during EB III; an Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom
ivory knife handle and ivory/bone comb in EB IIIB deposits at Ai; several Early Dynastic
and Old Kingdom stone vessels at Tel Erani, Ai, Tel Yarmuth and Bab edh-Dhra; the presence of Dynasty 6 Meydum bowls at sites in North Sinai; a late Old Kingdom pottery vessel
at Bab edh-Dhra; possible Egyptian influence in the shapes of locally made cultic pottery
vessels at Ai; the adoption of the Egyptian cubit in the EB IIIB Palace B at Tel Yarmuth
(temp. Dynasty 5); and late Old Kingdom textual-pictorial sources revealing the retrieval of
captives and other persons from the Levant in general.52 Hence, in light of such enhanced
indicators for interactions between Egypt and the southern Levant during the Old Kingdom,
and in conjunction with emerging evidence for Old Kingdom interest in obtaining Red Sea
exotica at Ras Budran and elsewhere, it seems more likely that Egypt did include some Red
Sea exotica amongst its exports to the Levant.
Conclusion
Although the Red Sea trade in shells, sea urchins and coral formed a secondary focus for
ancient Egyptian expeditions to, or trade with, the Red Sea, it still represented a fairly significant
aspect of Old Kingdom commerce and society. For instance, both the presence of various
species of Red Sea shells within the late Old Kingdom fort at Ras Budran, and the popularity
of many duplicate shell types in the Nile valley as well as in the Levant, argue for a definite
ancient Egyptian desire to collect and transport such materials to Egypt, and in some cases
possibly farther afield to the Levant. Red Sea shells appear as simple, albeit exotic, perforated
beads strung on bracelets and necklaces; they served as special amulets and pendants; they may
have functioned as musical instruments, fertility amulets, offering dishes and incense bowls;
they are imitated in precious and semi-precious materials, functioning as amulets and status
markers. For instance, the sculpted portrayal of Red Sea shells on a Protodynastic colossal
statue of Min at Koptos emphasises both the importance of such marine products and the
link between Koptos as a major departure point and its deity, patron for expeditions travelling
to the Red Sea. On the other hand, some shells simply provide supplementary sustenance,
while a few bivalves are commonly used as containers and simple tools. In addition, the
continuity in the importation of Red Sea shells to Egypt and Nubia during the Predynastic
through Ptolemaic and Roman periods, their growing imitation as amulets and their presence
in occupation, mortuary and cultic contexts demonstrate that these exotic items played a
significant role in all social strata, various contexts and multiple periods of ancient Egyptian
society. Much more research is needed, however, regarding these aspects of the Red Sea trade
52

Sowada
�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
(2009, 123–24, 248–55); of note, the stone vessels at Ai may reflect Early Dynastic to Dynasty 3 heirlooms from Early Bronze Age II/IIIA in an Early Bronze Age IIIB cultic deposit (i.e., late Old Kingdom).
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and the varying significance and applications of Red Sea shells and other materials in Egypt
and Nubia, while the presence of such imported and re-dispersed materials is also helpful in
reconstructing Egypt’s direct and indirect interactions with the Red Sea and Levantine polities
and peoples.
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Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod

Neritidae
(slipper winkles)
Phasianellidae
Ranellidae
Ranellidae
Strombidae
Strombidae
Strombidae
Tonnidae
Trochidae
Trochidae
Trochidae
Trochidae

Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod

Fasciolaridae
Muricidae
Muricidae
Nacellidae
Gastropod
Gastropod

Gastropod

Cypraeidae

Nassariidae
Naticidae

Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod

Cerithidae
Cerithidae
Conidae

Cerithium caeruleum
Cerithium adansonii
Conus textile neovicarius
Note: extremely dangerous
Erosaria turdus
(Lark Cowrie)
Fusinus verrucosus
Murex forskoehlii
Chicoreus erythraeus(?)
Cellana rota
(True Limpet)
Nassarius obvelatus(?)
Polinices peselephanti
(Elephant’s Foot Moon Snail)
Nerita sanguinolenta

Class:

Family:

Species:

Mod. Common
Rare in Gulf Suez
All regions

Straits of Gubal to
Wadi Lahmi
Mod. Common

Common
Endemic

Locally common
Rare in Gulf Suez
Rare G.S.; comm.
Endemic

Endemic

Common in south
Rare (Ras Sudr)

Endemic
Mod.com. in G.S.+
Common in G.S.!
Common

Common
Common in G.S.+
Not in Gulf Suez
(rare?)
Common in G.S.+

Distribution
in Red Sea:

Table 1: Tell Ras Budran shell types and other materials (see Figs 1–42).
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Clanculus pharaonius
(Strawberry Top Shell)
Ancilla lineolata(?)
Turbo radiates
Dentalium reevei/clavus
Episiphon subtorquatum(?)
Barbatia foiliata
(Leaky Ark shell)
Tridacna maxima
(Giant clam shell)
Pseudochama corbieri
Chama limbula(?)
Chama pacifica
Diodora Ruppellii
Glycymeris livida
Brachidontes pharaonis(?)
(Brachidontes variabilis)
Pecten erythraeensis
Plicatula plicata
Diplodonta sp. 2(?)
Identification in-progress
Identification in-progress
Fish bones (unidentified)
Cuttle fish bones
203+ Chitons
(i.e., 8 plates per chiton)
Two types of sea urchins
Diadem setosum(?)
Pieces of white coral
Chambardia rubens arcuata
(Aspatharia rubens caillaudi)
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Gastropod
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve
Bivalve

Trochidae
Turbinellidae
Turbinidae
Dentaliidae
Gadilinidae
Arcidae
Cardiidae
Chamidae
Chamidae
Chamidae
Fissurellidae
Glycymerididae
Mytilidae
Pectinidae
Plicatulidae
Ungulinidae
Nile mollusc

Import to Red Sea

-

Common in G.S.
Abundant in G.S.!
Mod. common
-

Common in G.S.!
Very common
Common in G.S.
Common in G.S.+
Less common
Common in G.S.!

Rare in Gulf Suez

Mod. Common
Common
Comm. Hurghada
Common in G.S.!
Rare in Gulf Suez

Mod. Common

Table 1 cont.: Tell Ras Budran shell types and other materials (see Figs 1–42).
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Fig. 1: Shell type 1 Tricornis tricornis juvenile.

Fig. 2: Shell type 2 Fusinus verrucosus.
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Fig. 3: Shell type 3 Nerita sanguinolenta.

Fig. 4: Shell type 4 Cerithium caeruleum.
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Fig. 5: Shell type 5 Trochus erithreus.

Fig. 6: Shell type 6 Barbatia foiliata.
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Fig. 7: Shell type 7 Cerithium adansonii.

Fig. 8: Shell type 8 Diplodonta sp. 2(?).
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Fig. 9: Shell type 9 Chicoreus erythraeus(?).

Fig. 10: Shell type 10 Chama limbula(?).
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Fig. 11: Shell type 11 Brachidontes pharaonis(?).

Fig. 12: Shell type 12 Tectus dentatus(?) worn.
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Fig. 13: Shell type 13 Tridacna maxima.

Fig. 14: Shell type 14 Erosaria turdus.
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Fig. 15: Shell type 15 Murex forskoehlii.

Fig. 16: Shell type 16 Phasianella solida(?).
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Fig. 17: Shell type 17 Conomurex fasciatus.

Fig. 18: Shell type 18 Pseudochama corbieri.
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Fig. 19: Shell type 19 Nassarius obvelatus(?).

Fig. 20: Shell type 21(A) Cellana rota.
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Fig. 21: Shell type 22 Tectus dentatus.

Fig. 22: Shell type 23 Pectin erythraeensis.
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Fig. 23: Shell type 24(A) Plicatula plicata.

Fig. 24: Shell type 24(B)/25 Cymatium aquatile.
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Fig. 25: Shell type 26 Clanculus pharaonius.

Fig. 26: Shell type 27 Tricornis tricornis dwarf.
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Fig. 27: Shell type 28 Polinices peselephanti.

Fig. 28: Shell type 29 Ancilla lineolata(?).
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Fig. 29: Shell type 30 Glycymeris livida.

Fig. 30: Shell type 32/24(B) Cymatium aquatile.
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Fig. 31: Shell type 34 Turbo radiates.

Fig. 32: Shell type 35 Conus textile neovicarius.
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Fig. 33: Shell type 36 Malea pomum.

Fig. 34: Dentalium reevei(?).
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Fig. 35: White coral pieces.

Fig. 36: Cuttle-fish pieces.
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Fig. 37: Chiton plates.

Fig. 38: Sea urchin (echini) spines.
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Fig. 39: Fish bone fragments.

Fig. 40: Detail of upper left fish bone (cm).
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Fig. 41: Fish bone(?) fragment.

Fig. 42: Detail of fish bone(?) (from fig. 41).
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Fig. 43: Detail map of Ras Budran in Markha Plain, South Sinai (adapted by Gregory Mumford).

Fig. 44: Plan of fort at Ras Budran, Markha Plain, South Sinai (drawn by Gregory Mumford).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/mumford.aspx

2012

RAS BUDRAN AND RED SEA SHELLS

145

Fig. 45: Reconstruction of fort at Ras Budran, Markha Plain, Sinai (by Oxanna Rechetnikova).

Fig. 46: Reconstruction of fort at Ras Budran, Markha Plain, Sinai (by Gregory Mumford).
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pharaonic harbours on the Suez Gulf
Pierre Tallet
For the past ten years, our knowledge of seafaring expeditions through the Red Sea towards
the Sinai or the distant land of Punt has seen considerable progress due to the fieldwork
conducted at port sites like Mersa Gawasis near the modern town of Safaga (Sayed 1977;
Bard and Fattovich 2007) and Ayn Sukhna on the northern part of the Suez Gulf. A third
harbour site was discovered in 2010 in Wadi el-Jarf to the south of the coastal town of
Zafarana (Fig. 1). This important series of embarkation points demonstrates evidence for
seafaring activities throughout the whole pharaonic period. The aim of this paper is to give
an indication of the way two places situated on the western coast of the Suez Gulf—Ayn
Sukhna and Wadi el-Jarf—were used in antiquity.
Ayn Sukhna
Ayn Sukhna is located on the western bank of the Suez Gulf, 120km east of the modern
city of Cairo. The Arabic name of the site reflects the presence of a hot water spring which
emerges at the foot of the Gebel el Galãla el Bahariya overlooking the site and flowing directly
into the nearby sea (Fig. 2). The excavation and study of the archaeological remains, which
were first brought to attention in 1999 by Professor Mahmud Abd el-Raziq (Abd el-Raziq
1999), have been conducted on a yearly basis since 2001 by a joint team from the Institut
français d’archéologie orientale and the University of Paris-Sorbonne.1 It has been gradually
established, during the course of these investigations, that the site was occupied extensively
for more than a millennium during the pharaonic period, from the Old Kingdom to the New
Kingdom. The latest finds clearly indicate the existence at the site of a port, similar to that of
Mersa/Wadi Gawasis farther south, which seems to have been used mainly to cross over to
the southern part of the Sinai Peninsula on the other side of the gulf (Fig. 3).
The site’s most apparent feature, from the outset, has been an inscription-bearing rock
wall dominating the area where the archaeological vestiges are concentrated (Fig. 4). The
pharaonic period that is best represented among the inscriptions is the Middle Kingdom,
with several official reports on missions undertaken at the site providing the specific year of a
pharaoh’s reign. The most ancient of these engraved stelae bears the name of the last king of
Dynasty 11, Mentuhotep IV (c. 2000 BC, Fig. 5). Beneath the ruler’s full-length representation
and titulary, three columns of text outline the expedition:

1

The excavations are co-directed by Mahmud Abd el-Raziq, Ismaelia University, Georges Castel, Ifao and
Pierre Tallet, Paris-Sorbonne University.
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Rnpt-zp 1: jwt mša n nswt; Tnw n mša pn 3000 n s r jnt mfkAt, bjA, Hsmn( ?), jnw
nb(w) nfr(w) n xAst.
Year 1, arrival of the king’s men; workforce: 3000, to bring back turquoise, copper,2
bronze (?) and other fine products of the desert (Abd el-Raziq et al. 2002, figs 10–11).
The text affords some idea of the size and importance of the site, which seems to have
harboured large expedition crews, judging from the figures mentioned. Another stela found
next to this document provides congruent evidence: it mentions 4,000 men recruited for
the same purpose a few years later, in the 7th regnal year of Amenemhet I, successor to
Mentuhotep IV and founder of Dynasty 12 (Abd el-Raziq et al. 2002, 42–43, fig. 12). Even
more significant is the mention of turquoise, a gemstone that ancient Egyptians could find
only in South Sinai. The inscription therefore seems to point to a close connection between
Ayn Soukhna and the Sinai Peninsula, which is corroborated by two other documents:
1. A hieratic inscription from year 9 of Sesostris I (Amenemhet I’s successor) indicates
that an official was sent to the ‘mining land,’ a phrase which, at the time, referred
specifically to the mining zone in Sinai (Abd el-Raziq et al. 2002, 57–58, fig. 28).
2. An inscribed stela from year 2 of Amenemhet III, towards the end of Dynasty 12
(c. 1850 BC) lists the names of several officials on an expedition which took them
through Ayn Soukhna (Abd el-Raziq et al. 2002, 44–47, fig. 13). One of them, Ity, son
of Isis and ‘repeller of scorpions’—a rare enough title—is also mentioned on two
inscriptions dating from the same year found at Wadi Maghara, the heart of the Sinai
mining zone (Gardiner et al. 1955, pl. 10, no. 23; pl. 11, no. 24) (Fig. 6).
From the start, the epigraphic data thus suggested that the newly discovered site was indeed
a stopping-off point on the route to the other side of the Suez Gulf. It did not however, at
this stage, provide any evidence of a seafaring route, as the troops might also have made their
way around the gulf to reach their destination.
Excavations undertaken at the site gradually yielded some answers to this pending question.
Ten galleries carved into the sandstone mountain were found at the foot of the engraved rock
face. They are all roughly on the same level (14m above sea level) and share many common
features: they are very rectilinear, some 2.5m wide and 2m high, of a length ranging from 15
to 20m. Most of them were fitted out with a sturdy access ramp and originally had a door. The
entrances to three of these galleries were even enclosed in a well-built, rectangular, lean-to
structure, measuring 13 x 4m (Fig. 7). The building was accessed through a door facing east,
opening onto a large hallway; the roof was upheld by wooden columns whose insertion holes
in the ground are still visible. All of this shows that the galleries were meant to be used as
both living and storage quarters. The collected archaeological data suggests that most of the
galleries were used extensively throughout the Middle Kingdom. Abundant ceramic material
2

It looks as though the word bjA might be followed by Hsmn (amethyst, bronze or natron) here, but this is
debatable since the signs that make up this second word could also be construed as determinatives related to
the first word.
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dating to Dynasty 12 has been found, with some objects still bearing hieratic inscriptions in
ink (Fig. 8). The most interesting finds for the interpretation of the site, however, were made
in galleries G2 and G9, right next to the east wall of the lean-to building: two large limestone
anchors, of a coarser shape than those at Wadi Gawasis, were unearthed in the entrance to
gallery G9 (Fig. 9). When the two galleries were investigated, they were found to hold the
charred remains of two Middle Kingdom ships, which had been carefully dismantled and
stored according to a very specific layout (Fig. 10): up to five layers of large cedar planks,
measuring some 10cm thick and 30cm wide, were stacked in three parallel rows. They all bear
traces of a type of fastening that combines mortise and tenon joints with ligatures and is
characteristic of Egyptian shipbuilding technique. The systematic use of double joints, which
probably helped strengthen the overall structure, seems to have been a specific feature of
seagoing vessels: in any case, the boat remains found at Ayn Sukhna share this characteristic
with similar boat vestiges from Mersa Gawasis dating to the same period. The timbers were
laid out on wooden rods which may have been parts of the rowing equipment. From a detailed
analysis of the vestiges by Patrice Pomey (which is still underway), it can be concluded for the
present that these were the remains of two distinct boats, both 14 to 15m long.
The latest developments in the excavation however, provide new insight into these
findings. While it could be surmised that the site had also been used under similar conditions
in previous periods of Egyptian history—at times when the site seems to have been densely
occupied and when the storage gallery system was probably initially created—two official
inscriptions now provide substantial evidence of prior occupation. These inscriptions were
discovered in 2009 and 2010 in storage galleries G6 and G1, which had not been excavated
until that time because they were in a poor state of conservation.
The first text was found 3m into gallery G6, on the left wall which had been smoothed
over with plaster coating. The inscription was written in black ink on a surface which can
be estimated to be around 65 x 40cm in size (Fig. 11). Unfortunately, only a small part of
the document remained intact when it was discovered, the upper part of the wall having
collapsed in antiquity. What remains seems to have been distributed between at least six
columns separated by vertical lines, although the bottom of the composition, which displays
horizontal annotations, may have followed a different organization. The writing and what
can be observed of the ‘layout’ of the various elements are reminiscent of the meticulous
grid-like framework of the Abusir papyri used to record the accounts of the royal mortuary
temples towards the end of Dynasty 5. A few other fragments of the text were found on
flakes of plaster lying at the foot of the wall. These are significant since they disclose the
name of the king who ordered the expedition, Djedkare-Isesi, the eighth and penultimate
sovereign of Dynasty 5 (c. 2400 BC), whose sealings had already been discovered at the site
during previous field seasons. Although it is impossible to reconstitute the whole document,
its structure is quite clear: following the king’s titulary, which begins with his Horus name, is a
short narrative detailing the main aspects of the expedition, i.e., the means of transportation,
the itinerary and the goods that were brought back. The last section was probably devoted to
recording the different categories of staff. One of the noteworthy features of the document
is the recording of kbnt-boats, a ‘Byblos’ type of vessel which Egyptians seem to have used
particularly for long seafaring expeditions (Tallet 2010b). To date, this is the most ancient
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mention of such boats in any Egyptian document.
A similar find was made during the January/February 2010 field season in the largest gallery
which had suffered more instances of collapse than any of the other galleries over the years.
A few meters into the gallery, the wall on the right had been filled in with rocks and stones
and then smoothed over with plaster during the Old Kingdom. On the prepared surface, yet
another expedition commemoration text was inscribed in black ink. Most of the text has
not been preserved, but what has been bears the date of the seventh census of the reign of
King Isesi (around year 14 of his reign), thus providing the date of a previously unknown
expedition to the Sinai. The top line of the text also shows the name of an expedition leader,
one Sed-Hetepi, and furnishes one of the first distinct attestations of the imaged toponym
used to refer to the Sinai Peninsula in ancient Egypt, ‘the Terraces of turquoise’ (xtjw mfkAt).
Fortunately, the same official is also attested in another source found in the Sinai itself: IS 10,
mentioning a 1,400-strong expedition, which was discovered in the Wadi Maghara (Gardiner
et al. 1952, no. 19, pl. 9; completed by Edel 1983, 158–63).
The discoveries made during the last two field seasons at the Ayn Sukhna site thus confirm
the role of this settlement in the organization of seafaring expeditions on the Red Sea as early
as the Old Kingdom. They can be clearly connected with the material that was brought to
light in the mining area itself in the South Sinai, and especially with the Wadi Maghara, which
holds most of the carved Old Kingdom inscriptions found in the region.
Wadi el-Jarf
Wadi el-Jarf is located 24km south of Zafarana at the foot of Mount Galâlâ which lies nearby
the Wadi Deir leading to Saint Paul’s Monastery, 5km from the present day Red Sea shore
(Fig. 12). J. G. Wilkinson, at the beginning of the 19th century, already mentioned antique
remains at this place including a large complex of galleries (Wilkinson 1832). During the
1950s, French pilots in the Suez Gulf rediscovered the site and named it ‘Rod el-Khawaga’
(Bissey 1954, 266). An extensive study was initiated but had to stop quickly due to the political
circumstances of the time. The result of this survey was the discovery, near the galleries
described by Wilkinson, of large settlements and a wharf extending from the site into the
Red Sea. Furthermore, the ceramic evidence collected on the site suggests a date going back
to the pharaonic period and, more accurately to the Old Kingdom. Ginette Lacaze and Luc
Camino recently published part of François Bissey and René Chabot-Morisseau’s archives
(Lacaze and Camino 2008). This publication was the starting point for a new study of these
installations which began in June 2011.3
3

The Wadi el-Jarf excavations are co-directed by Pierre Tallet (University of Paris IV La Sorbonne) and El
Sayed Mahfouz (University of Assiut), with the strong involvement of Grégory Marouard (Oriental Institute, University of Chicago) and Damien Laisney (Maison de l’Orient et de la Méditerranée). The French
Foreign Office, the CNRS, the IFAO and the generosity of the Aall Foundation support this research. A
more complete report on the discovery of this site will be shortly published in the Bulletin de l’Institut Français
d’Archéologie Orientale 112 (Tallet et al., forthcoming).
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The main aim of the mission was first of all to make an extensive survey and to draw a
topographical map of the archaeological zone. This covers a 5km area from east to west,
from the last rocky hills of the oriental desert to the coast of the Suez Gulf. The objective was
also to answer the many questions we had about the use of the site, its general position and
organisation, in order to draw a comparison between the Wadi el-Jarf and the other harbours
on the Red Sea: Ayn Sukhna and Mersa Gawasis.
Thanks to the topographical map of the installations that was drawn during this campaign,
we are now able to have a more precise knowledge of the various components of the site.
Its main part is the huge complex of galleries that were cut in the bedrock during pharaonic
times: twenty-five are obvious (some of them being open at the time of their modern
discovery) and the existence of five more is most probable (Figs 13, 14). They are located
around a small limestone hill and along a side wadi. When those galleries were cut, the material
extracted remained on the site creating zones of waste that can still be seen. Nearby, other
deposit zones were observed around sparse settlements. The evidence of burnt sherds in
those deposits and the find of one pottery kiln in the galleries area suggest significant pottery
production activity on the site.
On the eastern part of the site, topping the last sandstone hills above the large shore of
the Red Sea, settlements were probably located in a zone dedicated to dwellings. One of those
buildings was regularly reused. It shows rectangular camps and cells organized following an
Old Kingdom pattern. Ceramic evidence from a large dry stone building located half way to
the sea also dates to the Old Kingdom. Inside this building, long cells, oriented north-south,
were found but the function of the building remains unknown. In any case, measuring 60
x 30m, it stands out as the largest structure from pharaonic times ever found on the Red
Sea shore. On the coastal part of the site, the remains of what appears to have been a small
tower were found. It was once again associated with a rectangular dwelling zone. The wharf
mentioned by the pilots from Suez lies 200m to the east of this last structure and is mostly
underwater today (Figs 15, 16).
On this first campaign, the galleries complex was the main concern of the mission,
standing out as the remarkable feature of the site. At first, it was stated that those galleries
might be a series of storage places linked with seafaring expeditions, like it is at Ayn Sukhna
and at Mersa Gawasis. An extensive excavation of the area including G3 to G6 galleries and
their entrance was undertaken. Studying these galleries showed clearly how carefully they had
been built. Each gallery could be securely blocked-up, thanks to heavy sandstone rocks (Fig.
17). This device recalls the plugs that were commonly used in Old Kingdom pyramids to seal
the way to the burial chamber. It is quite surprising to notice the use of such a monumental
system for the temporary storage of material. Pieces of wood, cloth and organic parts were
discovered in this very place and were probably part of the material that was originally stored
in the galleries (Figs 18, 19). Some of the wooden pieces can be clearly identified as parts
of large ships, among which a remarkable floor frame 2.75m in diameter discovered in the
blockage of gallery G5 (Fig. 20). A fragment of papyrus still bearing remains of a hieratic
inscription—unfortunately unreadable—was found at the same place. Nevertheless, it opens
new perspectives for the future study of the site.
Between these entrances was a large paved terrace creating a tidy esplanade, perhaps
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needed to prevent water from entering the storage galleries. All galleries were carefully dug
in the rock (Fig. 21). G3 is one of the longest galleries with a length of 34m. The average
gallery is around 2m in height and 2.5m in width. On the left side of gallery G3, 5m away
from the entrance, the remains of a painting are still to be seen. It shows an official standing
with a commanding stick and is topped with a hieroglyphic inscription giving his names
and functions: the scribe of the Fayum Idu, sš n Š-rsy Jdw (Fig. 22). It is reminiscent of the
galleries at Ayn Sukhna where inscriptions referring to seafaring expeditions starting there
were found at the entrances to several galleries. It also gives a clue as to the identity of the
place of departure for Red Sea expeditions at that time, which were probably following the
desert tracks of the Wadi Araba from the Fayum area and the Nile valley.
The material found in the complex of galleries is abundant and probably indicative of
what was originally stored in them. We primarily found pieces of wood, tenons, ropes, pieces
of sail and a few artefacts that had been used in ships, such as oars. Among this deposit, large
storage jars, certainly made on the site itself, were discovered. They are very often marked
with big red hieroglyphic signs that could spell either names of the boats used at this place,
or names of the teams of sailors involved in the expeditions (Fig. 23).
The campaign was able to produce a precise map of the L-shaped wharf from the shore
thanks to the use of a tacheometer. Today, this wharf is partly out of the water at low tide.
Underwater exploration enabled us to discover twenty-one stone anchors which corroborate
our interpretation of the site as a harbour. For the first time, anchors similar to those known
throughout the pharaonic period were found in situ, in the shelter of the structure south of
its east-west axis. After cleaning, pictures of these anchors were taken. It is most probable
that those anchors were intended as a permanent anchorage for boats visiting the harbour
(Fig. 24). Near the anchors, large, locally made storage jars, similar to those discovered in the
galleries, confirm that the harbour and galleries were in use at the same period, which leads
us to believe that Wadi el-Jarf is most probably the oldest harbour ever found in the world.
Through the pottery evidence, it can probably be dated back to Dynasty 4, c. 2600 BC.
At the end of this first campaign, most of our primary hypotheses were proven correct.
From the pottery evidence, it appears that Wadi el-Jarf was indeed a starting point for seafaring
expeditions during the Old Kingdom and more specifically under the first reigns of Dynasty
4. The site is built very like the coastal settlements of Ayn Sukhna and Mersa Gawasis, but
clearly on a larger scale. From Wadi el-Jarf, the ships were likely to reach the mining zone of
South Sinai where a landing point has been discovered at El-Markha/Tell Ras Budran for the
same Old Kingdom period: El-Markha is facing Wadi el-Jarf on the eastern coast of the Suez
Gulf (Mumford 2006; see also Mumford in this BMSAES issue). The remarkable extension
of Wadi el-Jarf leads us to think that it was not only used as a starting point to Sinai but
certainly also as a long-distance, seafaring harbour, possibly to reach the mysterious land of
Punt in the southern part of the Red Sea. This newly discovered port in Wadi el-Jarf shows
in any case, if such proof was still needed, that the history of the Red Sea in the pharaonic
era has not yet been fully written, and that current exploration of already known sites, and
the possible discovery of others in the area, are still likely to have profound repercussions on
our knowledge in this domain.
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Fig. 2: Ayn Sukhna, the hot spring.
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Fig. 4: Ayn Sukhna, the inscribed rock wall.

Fig. 5: Ayn Sukhna, inscription of Mentuhotep IV.
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Fig. 6: Ayn Sukhna, inscription of Amenemhet III.

Fig. 7: Ayn Sukhna, the lean-to structure.
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Fig. 8: Ayn Sukhna, hieratic inscription on a late Middle Kingdom jar with
the name of the Assistant of the Treasurer (Xry-a n jmy-r xmt) Iki.

Fig. 9: Ayn Sukhna, anchors at the entrance to gallery G9.
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Fig. 10: Ayn Sukhna, burnt remains of dismantled ships from the Middle
Kingdom.

Fig. 11: Ayn Sukhna, Old Kingdom hieratic inscription at the entrance to gallery G6.
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Fig. 14: Wadi el-Jarf, the galleries area.
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Fig. 16: Wadi el-Jarf, photo of the wharf at low tide.

Fig. 17: Wadi el-Jarf, entrance to galleries G5-G6.
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Fig. 18: Wadi el-Jarf, pieces of worked wood, oar, tenons, pieces of wooden boxes, ropes.

Fig. 19: Wadi el-Jarf, fragment of an oar from gallery G3.
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Fig. 20: Wadi el-Jarf, floor frame of a boat (entrance to gallery G5).

Fig. 21: Wadi el-Jarf, inner part of gallery G3.

Fig. 22: Wadi el-Jarf, inscription of the scribe of the
Fayum Idu (gallery G3).
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Fig. 23: Wadi el-Jarf, fragments of big storage jars with red inscriptions (gallery G3).

Fig. 24: Wadi el-Jarf: Old Kingdom anchor.
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The Eastern Desert was part of the fluctuating and blurred border of the Roman Empire,
with the Kushite Meroitic dynasties and Blemmyean Kingdom to the south, and changing
nomadic Arab tribal affiliations and the Nabataean Kingdom to the east (Fig. 1). The ancient
desert landscape was criss-crossed with roads and peppered with forts, wells, quarries, mines
and semi-permanent camps (Maxfield 1996, 10; Sidebotham and Zitterkopf 1995, 40; 2000,
118; Sidebotham et al. 2004, 8–9; Fig. 2).
The Graeco-Roman geographies of the Red Sea provide us with useful accounts of the
ports’ political, military and trade history. They do not provide great detail on the ports’
inhabitants. The Graeco-Roman characterisation of the indigenous coastal Ichthyophagi,
literally ‘fish-eaters,’ and nomadic desert tribes—the Trogodytes, Blemmyes, Colobi,
Megabaroi and Arabs—were based on the colonial accounts of explorers, such as the 3rd
century BC account of Simmias recorded by Agatharchides:
They do not come into contact with other tribes nor does the strangeness of the
appearance of those who visit them influence the natives, but, gazing at them
intently, they remain impassive with their senses unmoved as though no one was
present. For not even if someone draws a sword and strikes at them, do they flee;
nor, if they suffer insult or blows, do they become angry. Further, the people as
a whole do not share in the anger of the victims. Sometimes, even when their
children or women are slaughtered before their eyes, they remain unmoved by
what has happened, giving no indication of anger or, again, of compassion.
In general, even if they experience the most fearful horrors, they remain calm;
looking intently at what is happening and nodding their heads to each other. For
this reason, people also say that they speak no language, but that they signify
everything necessary by imitative gestures of their hands (Agatharchides, On the
Erythraean Sea, 41b, 78–80).
This passage, like other derogatory characterisations of these people, is a product of the
Graeco-Roman ‘theory of ethnicity’ (Astuti 1995).1 Such accounts seek to distinguish
non-Greeks from Greeks through a ‘rhetoric of otherness’ (Hartog 1988, 205, 237, 259;
Hall 1989, 191). Their authors describe the way of life, environment, economy, diet, laws,
language, political structure, burial practices, dress and ancestry of the ‘other’ in terms that
are ethnically significant (Hartog 1988, 259; Agatharchides, On the Erythraean Sea, 32–40, 66;
Herodotus, Histories 5.49.3 and 8.144.2; Diodorus Library of history, 3.15.15). There are clear
parallels between Agatharchides’ account of Simmias and episodes from Herodotus. These
accounts sought to describe other peoples as deficient and uncivilised barbarians to illustrate
1

Astuti argues that an ethno-theory approach recognises alternate constructs of identity and difference.
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the superiority of Graeco-Roman culture. Fantastic stories with mythical elements became
central to the Graeco-Roman characterisation of these peoples, such as the cave-dwelling,
lizard-eating, bat-voiced Trogodytes and headless Blemmyes in 4th century AD narratives
(Solinus, De mirabilibus mundi; Heliodorus of Emesa, Aethiopica 8.16.4) that draws heavily upon
the more dubious fantastic elements in earlier accounts (Herodotus, Histories 4.183; Gaius
Plinius Secundus, Natural History 6.163–89; Pomponius Mela, De Chorographia 1.22–48). The
Trogodytes and Blemmyes became an analogy for godless barbarians in Christian writings
from the 4th to 7th centuries and continued to be popular well into the Medieval period
(Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea, Onomasticon 6.17–21).2
A vocabulary of ethnic difference is also found in documentary texts. Roman military
correspondence dating to the 2nd century AD refers to the desert populations as ‘nomads’
and ‘barbarians’ during a period of increasing conflict between the nomads and the Roman
military (De Romanis 2003, 118). By the 3rd century, the Kingdom of the Blemmyes, one
of these Eastern Desert groups, had acquired large sections of the Eastern Desert from the
Romans, controlling access to its emerald and gold mines (Olympiodorus of Thebes, History
1.37 in Photius, Patriarch of Constantinople, Bibliotheca; Eide et al. 1998, FHN 309). It is
clear from the Graeco-Roman sources that two distinct ethnic groups shared the Eastern
Desert Red Sea coast with Roman subjects working there and that they were seen as distinctly
different. However, scholars must exercise caution when attempting to identify these groups
in the archaeological record.
By the end of the 1st century BC, numerous ethnic groups were represented in Egypt
(Bagnall and Frier 1994). The most common ethnic categories of Egyptian (Aigyptoi), Greek
(Hellênes) and Roman (Rhômaioi) are difficult to distinguish despite, or perhaps because of the
fact that the administrative, fiscal and legal statuses attached to ethnic labels were permeable
in some circumstances, allowing people to move from one category to another (O’Connell
2004; Clarysse and Thompson 2006, 138–48). In other circumstances, for example, in the
Gnomon of the Idios logos, claims to Roman identity were strictly policed (BGU V 1210; Bowman
and Rathbone 1992, 110–14; Goudriaan 1992, 89). This was the case at least up until AD 212
when the Antonine Constitution extended Roman citizenship to all free men and women
in the Roman Empire (P.Giss. 40). In Hellenistic and Roman contexts, the term Aigyptioi
(Egyptian) implied ‘administrative, fiscal and cultural inferiority … (and) aimed to demarcate
a privileged, urban-based “Hellenic elite” through which they (Rome) could rule and exploit
the native population (the Aigyptioi)’ (Bowman and Rathbone 1992, 110, 114). If it is not
always easy to distinguish between Aigyptoi, Hellênes and Rhômaioi in the texts, it is even more
difficult to do so from the archaeological record. Whereas the material culture of people
bearing these three ethnic labels is treated as a single unit below, it may be possible to identify
other distinct groups from the archaeological evidence at Roman port sites.
After introducing the Red Sea port sites and the evidence for diverse populations known
2

For discussion of the following authors, see Thomas 2010a, 24–26: Epiphanius, Bishop of Salamis, Panarion;
Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrrhus; Philostorgius Ecclesiastical history, in Photius, Patriarch of Constantinople,
Bibliotheca; Antoninus Placentinus, Bishop of Beirut, Itinerarium; John of Ephesus, Bishop of Constantinople
Ecclesiastical history; Cyril of Scythopolis, The Lives of the monks of Palestine; John Moschos, The spiritual meadow).
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through documentary papyri and other inscribed objects, this contribution will examine the
non-textual evidence for Egyptian, Greek or Roman individuals as well as the indigenous
inhabitants of the Red Sea coast and Eastern Desert who do not fall into these categories.
Consumption practices will be distinguished through pottery and faunal remains, whilst
maritime artefacts represent activities associated with certain consumption practices. The
localization of this material culture representing different consumption practices and
activities within ancient port sites demonstrates the clustering of distinct populations, even
if we cannot recognize the specific ethnic labels with which these groups would have selfidentified.
The Red Sea ports of the Eastern Desert and their populations
The Red Sea ports of the Eastern Desert were part of a transport and military network
linking the ports with Koptos and Edfu in the Nile valley. Primarily built in the Ptolemaic
period to transport war elephants from East Africa and to extract gold from the desert, these
ports were part of a busy network of roads linking forts, quarries, mines and ports facilitating
the extraction of emeralds, amethyst, gold, galena, stone and the importation of expensive
spices and incense from the East (Meredith 1952, 94–111; Meredith 1953, 95–106; Meredith
1957, 56–70; Meredith and Tregenza 1949; Sidebotham 1986, 2011a; Sidebotham, Hense and
Nouwens 2008). Traders and their goods moved along Eastern Desert roads guarded by forts
and linking the main Red Sea ports of Myos Hormos and Berenike with Koptos and Edfu
in the Nile valley (Sidebotham and Zitterkopf 1995; Bülow-Jacobsen 1998). Following the
foundation of Antinoopolis by Hadrian, the Via Hadriana linked the Red Sea ports with this
new city and to each other with this coastal route. In the northern Red Sea, Aila connected the
Red Sea trade with Nabataea, called Arabia Petraea after its annexation by Rome, and Clysma
joined the Red Sea to the Nile via a seasonally active canal re-excavated by Trajan (Fig. 2;
Cooper 2009).
The two major Roman ports in the region were Berenike and Myos Hormos, both
Ptolemaic foundations. The excavations at Berenike and Myos Hormos have produced
numerous inscriptions, seals (Thomas 2011a, 11–34; Tomber et al. 2011), ostraka and papyri
that provide languages, names and ethnonyms to help identify specific communities in the
Red Sea ports. Egyptian hieroglyphs, Demotic, Coptic, Greek, Latin, Aramaic, Palmyrene
(Aramaic), Nabataean (Aramaic), South Arabian, Hebrew, Ethiopic, Syriac, Tamil-Brahmi
and Sanskrit are all represented and found in association with artefacts from across
the Mediterranean, East Africa, Arabia, the Persian Gulf and Western India. The names
represented on papyri and ostraka from both sites were mostly Greek, Egyptian or GraecoEgyptian (mixed) (Bagnall, Helms and Verhoogt 2000; 2005).
Between Berenike and Myos Hormos, several minor ports are recorded in Claudius
Ptolemy’s mid-2nd century AD Geography (4.5–7), but only a small number have been identified.
Limited excavations at Marsa Nakari suggest that the fortified port site is ancient Nechesia
(Seeger 2001). Leukos Limen has never been confidently identified, leading some to speculate
that Claudius Ptolemy confused Leukos Limen with the Nabataean port of Leuke Kome
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/thomas.aspx

2012

PORT COMMUNITIES

173

in Saudi Arabia (Bülow-Jacobsen, Cuvigny and Fournet 1994, n. 7; Cuvigny 2003, 28–30;
Tomber 2008, 58); however, Marsa Imbarak is very close to where Claudius Ptolemy located
the port,3 a fine anchorage recommended by modern Red Sea pilots where ‘a few white ruins
on the north shore are visible’ (Davies and Morgan 1995, 213). A marble quarry at Gebel
Rockham (Harrell and Storemyr 2009, 50; Klemm and Klemm 2008, 312–14), limestone
quarries along Wadi Siqdit and Wadi el-Miya and a gypsum quarry at Wadi el-Anba’ut (Harrell
2010) provided the building material that may explain the sites ancient name, ‘Leukos Limen’
(white village). The founding of the site may be explained by a route along Wadi Mubarak that
leads to a nearby ‘Roman station’ called Kodaboro (Floyer 1893, 427–28) and a Ptolemaic gold
mine called Umm Howeitat (Alford 1901, 12; Sidebotham and Zitterkopf 1995, 225; Barnard
2012), a route that also leads to further gold mines and steatite quarries. Marsa Imbarak was a
well-positioned anchorage with useful resources, connected to the Berenike-Coptos Road by
the nearby hydraeuma (i.e., fortified well) of Abu Greiya, probably ancient Jovis (Sidebotham
and Zitterkopf 1995; 2000) and to the Via Hadriana by the nearby hydraeuma at Marsa Dabr
(Sidebotham and Zitterkopf 1998). Further ports await discovery, such as Philoteris the port
north of Myos Hormos (Claudius Ptolemy, Geography, 4.5; Van Rengen 2002, 53–54, O.Myos
512), but at present we are limited to the two major Roman ports in the region, Berenike and
Myos Hormos, that have been the subject of extensive archaeological research.
Berenike (Berenice)
Ancient Berenike was first identified in the 17th century and was the subject of investigations
during the 19th and 20th centuries (Wellstead 1838). Berenike and the surrounding area were
extensively researched by teams from the University of Delaware and Leiden University
from 1994 to 2001 that confirmed the site’s identification with epigraphic evidence and from
2009 to the present day by a joint University of Delaware and University of Warsaw team.
Berenike is on the west coast of the Red Sea, 300km east of Aswan and 800km south of Suez.
Excavations at Berenike have revealed a substantial settlement occupied from its founding
in 275 BC by Ptolemy II, who named it after his mother, Berenike I, to the 6th century AD
(Sidebotham 2011a). Founded to facilitate the extraction of war elephants from East Africa,
this sheltered port with its established infrastructure developed as a trade port during the
late Ptolemaic period when the Erythraean Sea trade picked up. Berenike’s role as a military,
religious and administrative centre was key to its long use, although major demographic and
physical changes to the fabric of this polis occurred over time.
At Berenike, fifty-two Greek names (including Macedonian, theophoric and common
Greek), seventy Egyptian (with a strong Coptic cultic influence), fifteen mixed GraecoEgyptian, thirty-one Roman (Latin and Etruscan), two Gallic or Germanic, five Semitic, three
Palmyran (also Semitic) and one Tamil Indian name were found in the documents from the
1996–2001 excavations (Bagnall, Helms and Verhoogt 2000; 2005). Ethnonyms present on
3

Claudius Ptolemy placed Leukos Limen at 0.75 degrees latitude and 375 Attic stadia (he calculated a degree to
be 500 Attic stadia) or 69km (185m per Attic stadia) south of Myos Hormos; Marsa Imbarak is 0.64 degrees
latitude or 71km south of Quseir al-Qadim. Local folklore claims the site has some antiquity (Davies and
Morgan 1995, 213) and hotel developments encircle walls, graves, cairns and Roman pottery sherds that
demand a comprehensive archaeological investigation.
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ostraka at the port sites are more useful than the derogatory examples found in the Roman
forts that distinguish Eastern Desert nomads as ‘Barbarians’ (De Romanis 2003). In some
cases Greek exonyms, such as ‘Ichthyophagi’ and ‘Trogodyte’ are used by members of these
groups in the Roman run ports.
Myos Hormos (Quseir al-Qadim)
Quseir al-Qadim, ancient Myos Hormos, is five miles north of the modern town of Quseir
and has been visited by archaeologists since the 19th century. The site was positively identified
as Myos Hormos when excavations by Southampton University in 1999 to 2003 discovered a
papyrus loan contract naming the site (Van Rengen 2011, 336), confirming earlier suggestions
(Peacock 1993; Bülow-Jacobsen, Cuvigny and Fournet 1994) that questioned the commonly
held interpretation that the site was Leukos Limen, suggested by the University of Chicago
team that excavated there from 1978–1982 (Whitcomb and Johnson eds 1979; 1982;
Whitcomb 1996). Originally known as ‘Aphrodite’s harbour,’ Myos Hormos was built in the
Ptolemaic period and is first mentioned in the 2nd century BC by Agatharchides, probably
based on earlier reports of the 3rd century BC (Agatharchides, On the Erythraean Sea, 5.83;
Peacock and Blue 2011, 345). It became a port of great importance in the early Roman period
for the Indo-Roman trade, but was abandoned during the period of economic and political
difficulties faced by the Roman Empire in the mid-3rd century AD4 (Sidebotham 2011b, 354).
Today, the port has silted up, but would have boasted a fine sheltered inlet and anchorage
with lagoon, islands and mangroves. During the Augustan period an amphora platform was
built over a mangrove swamp in the northwest, with a stone and hydraulic cement sea defence
revetment for mud-brick warehouses (Blue 2011, 35–38; Thomas 2006, 87–94).
In the western part of the site, a 2nd century AD ostrakon records the request of one
Pakubis, Ichthyophagos, for a permit to move his fishing boats (schedia) to a port to the
north called Philoteras (Van Rengen 2002, 53–54; Thomas 2007, 149–60).5 Another ostrakon
in an adjacent trench mentions a Pet[…], Trogodyte, (Trench 8, Van Rengen 2002, 53–54;
Tomber 2005; Thomas 2006; 2007, 149–60). Nevertheless, such documents are rare and
not unproblematic (O’Connell 2004). Thus, an approach utilising more readily available
archaeological evidence was developed to complement the textual evidence on Red Sea port
communities. This approach compares the archaeological evidence for maritime activities
with consumption practices: what and how people were eating in the Red Sea ports (Thomas
2007, 149–60; 2008, 64–73; 2010a).
Consumption practices and maritime activities
Consumption practices are an important part of displaying group identity (Appaduri 1986).
Diets and how foods were prepared, served and eaten are culturally significant (Sahlins 1976;
de Boeck 1994, 258; Falk 1994; Serjeantson 2000) and consumables can mark ‘food boundCoin no. 26 dated to AD 222–275, but probably AD 244–260, provides a terminus post quem for the abandonment of Myos Hormos.
5
Philoteris has not been identified, but is probably around the region of the fort at Abu Shar.
4
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aries’ differentiating peoples (Appaduri 1988, 15; Falk 1994, 75; Peckham 1998, 172). Consumption practices have been explored in other Roman provinces (King 1985, 187; Okun
1989, 124; Mattingly 2006, 220–22), and the range of fauna from the Nile valley, Eastern
Desert and Red Sea regions has been discussed in relation to its potential ethnic significance
(Wattenmaker et al. 1979; Wattenmaker 1982; Van Neer and Lentacker 1996; Van Neer and
Ervynck 1998; 1999; Hamilton-Dyer 2001; 2011a; 2011b; Leguilloux 2003).
This contribution will provide supporting evidence: the consumption of liquids (on amphora stoppers see Thomas and Tomber 2006; Thomas 2011a, 11–34) and the use of tableware ceramic forms (Meadows 1995; Fincham 2002; Hawkes 2002). This methodology is
used to detect if there are distinctively different consumption patterns present in the fauna
and ceramics that were associated with specific populations. These consumption practices are
closely associated with the presence or absence of specific maritime activities or vocations
identifiable in the archaeological record by the presence of maritime artefacts of fishing and
sailing equipment. Whilst one would expect the presence of fishing equipment to have an
impact upon the diet of a population, the specific fishing technologies and strategies used
(sometimes indigenous) and the sailing technologies used can also be culturally significant. I
will first explore how such maritime artefacts are distributed at Berenike and Myos Hormos.
Indigenous Red Sea technologies are one way that indigenous groups may be represented
archaeologically. C. S. Phillips describes a tradition of shellfish technology, including shellfish
scrapers, used by Ichthyophagi of the Red Sea littoral, found in a number of shell middens
dating up to the 5th century BC (Charpentier, Mery and Phillips 2004; Phillips 2004). However,
this technology is not found in the Roman ports of Myos Hormos or Berenike because the
indigenous population had already adopted technologies available in Egypt. Instead we have
a range of shellfish artefacts, such as items of jewellery, including pendants, rings and shell
beads and, most interestingly, a range of shell eating utensils, shallow bowls or dishes and
scoops that likely represent a continuation of earlier Ichthyophagi shell technology tradition
(Fig. 3).
Fish and fishing equipment
A major component of the port economy was fishing, supplying food to the port’s inhabitants
as well as to the surrounding region (Thomas 2010b, 155–58). The faunal remains of numerous
fish species from open water, sandy and reef environments have been found at both Myos
Hormos and Berenike. Due to the species’ diets and habitats, different fishing techniques were
used to catch them. The most common species caught was parrotfish, although up to thirty
different species could be found in any single deposit (Hamilton-Dyer 2011a, 267, 258–60).
Ethnographic studies of traditional and modern fishing techniques in the Red Sea region and
the Persian Gulf have also provided useful information as to how fishing equipment relates
to faunal remains in the archaeological record (Wendrich and Van Neer 1994; HamiltonDyer 2001; Beech 2004). It is clear that a mixture of line, net and trap techniques must
have been used in a number of different environments to catch the large range of species
consumed at each of the Red Sea ports (Thomas 2010b; Thomas 2011b). The faunal remains
suggest that the most successful fishing techniques––i.e., fishing pots or creels, basket traps
and permanent corral fish traps––are also the ones least well represented in the archaeological
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record (Thomas 2010a, 155). Demand for fresh fish included the ordering of specific, popular
species, such as parrotfish, rock mullet, small fish and shellfish, all recorded in ostraka from
the Eastern Desert forts and settlements (Thomas 2010b). These fish were often preserved
to prevent putrification and also to cater to popular demand for salted, dried, smoked and
fermented fish sauces. This trade was extensive, reaching the Nile and well into the Levant,
supplying desert mines and forts as well as the elite tastes of urban, land-locked populations
such as in Petra (Van Neer et al. 2004; 2006; Thomas 2010a). At Mons Claudianus, Greek
speakers called Arabs supplied fish to the fort (O.Claud. 529, 830). At Myos Hormos one of
these fishermen, Pakubis, identified himself as Ichthyophagos. The specialist fishermen were,
in these examples, the indigenous inhabitants of the Red Sea coast known to the geographer
Claudius Ptolemy as the Arabaegypti Ichthyophagi (Ptolemy, Geography 4.5.101).
A large range of fishing equipment has been found at Berenike and Myos Hormos,
including hooks, floats, weights, nets, net tools and basket traps (Fig. 4; Thomas 2010b,
146–150; Thomas 2007, 149–60; Thomas 2011b, 211–20). The form of the weights and the
gauge of the nets allow us to reconstruct which fishing methods were used on the Red Sea.
At Berenike and Myos Hormos, the nets were made from flax and came in two sizes, finemeshed with a gauge of 12mm used as casting nets for catching small fish such as sardines
and coarse-meshed with a gauge of 35mm to target larger fish species as drag or seine nets
(Veldemeijer 2004; Thomas 2010a, 148; 2011b, 211–12).
Fishing hooks for line fishing came in three varieties. Small, barbed copper alloy hooks
up to 2cm long predominate and were made in a forge on the southern foreshore of Myos
Hormos (Fig. 4, top middle; Copeland 2011, 115; Blue, Whitewright and Thomas 2011, 186–
88). These hooks were used on multiple-hooked lines to target shoals of small fish. Rare, large
iron hooks up to 5cm long were used on single-hooked lines and baited for larger fish species.
The gorge (Fig. 4 top left) is a straight piece of tamarisk or mangrove wood 4cm to 8cm long,
sharpened at one end and notched at the other, where they are attached to a line, baited and
laid parallel with the line. Large fish or sharks taking the bait are caught by making the line go
taut, causing the gorge to stick in its throat or belly. This is a Red Sea technology and had not
been used in the Mediterranean since the Neolithic, although gorges have also been found
in the Persian Gulf (Thomas 2010a, 151). Fish traps were also used, such as fishing pots or
creels, basket traps and permanent corrals, with a large example visible on Google Earth at
Ras Qulun between Myos Hormos and Berenike (Thomas 2010a, 150).
Ship technology
The primary maritime activity at these ports was shipping, and elements of these ships are
preserved at Berenike and Myos Hormos (Blue, Whitewright and Thomas 2011, 179–210;
Whitewright 2007a, 77–88; 2007b, 282–92). The ships were of Mediterranean technology
with hull first and mortise-and-tenon plank construction. The brailed, square sails and
rigging elements are also preserved as well as chips, shavings and off-cut by-products of
the shipwrights’ craft. The planks were predominantly of Indian and East African teak and
blackwood, although the poor quality, local lagoon or desert species—acacia, mangrove,
palm and tamarisk—were occasionally used for less important pieces, and some planks of
Mediterranean pine, conifers, oak and elm were imported to Berenike (Vermeeren 2000a,
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1–11; 2000b, 311–43).
Across Berenike and Myos Hormos, fragments of lead sheeting and copper alloy
‘sheathing tacks’ were found (Fig. 5), the discarded remnants of ship repairs and regular
maintenance. Although lead was cheap in antiquity, the transport of this heavy material across
the desert region was not, and there is no evidence that any of the lead sources available in
the Red Sea region were used to produce lead during the Roman period (Blue, Whitewright
and Thomas 2011, 186–88; Copeland 2011, 120). Hull sheathing was applied as large lead
sheets 2mm thick over planks sealed with a pine pitch or bitumen and textile sealant. It was
common on Mediterranean wrecks of the 5th century BC to 3rd century AD and prevented
the loss of sealant and the growth of barnacles and seaweed. It also protected against marine
borers, sagging and rot, greatly prolonging the life of a ship’s hull (Blue, Whitewright and
Thomas 2011, 186). Acorn barnacles manually removed from boat hulls, with pitch and wood
impressions still visible, were found in the harbour of Myos Hormos. This antifouling was
important because only six months of barnacle and seaweed growth can reduce the speed of
a sailing vessel by up to 40% and weaken the hull (Blue, Whitewright and Thomas 2011, 186).
Rigging and sail elements were also found as discarded broken and worn fragments or as
stored spares in warehouses (Fig. 5; Whitewright 2007a, 77–88; Whitewright 2007b, 282–92;
Blue, Whitewright and Thomas 2011; Handley 2011b). Wooden blocks such as the large
deadeye block depicted in Fig. 5 (bottom right) were part of the standing rig used to spread
the attachment of the rope, called shrouds, fixing the mast to the hull. Sheaves from running
blocks used to change the direction of running rigging that moves or manipulates the sail
were also found (Fig. 5 bottom left). Brail rings were attached to the front of a square sail
to guide the ropes that manipulate the sail, typical Mediterranean sailing technology of the
time (Fig. 5 middle left). The wooden blocks and brail rings were made from East African
and Indian wood and local horn (Hamilton-Dyer 2011a, 155–66; Gale and van der Veen
2011, 221–26). Sails were made from imported Indian cotton (Handley 2011a, 321–34), and
the materials used to replace or repair the sails and rigs at Myos Hormos and Berenike were
from East Africa and India. Some of these vessels may have even been constructed outside
of Roman territory (Blue, Whitewright and Thomas 2011 and forthcoming). It appears that
Mediterranean shipbuilding tradition was preferred to indigenous sewn or dugout traditions
used on the Erythraean Sea.
We know from Graeco-Roman sources and ostraka found in the Eastern Desert that a
range of more than twenty ship and boat types were used on the Red Sea and wider Indian
Ocean (Thomas 2010b; Van Rengen 2011, 335–36; P.Myos 4; O.Myos 512; O.Max. 175; O.Ber.
129; O.Ber. 86; Diodorus, History, 3.39–43; Strabo, Geography 2.5.12, 16.4.18, 16.4.23; Pliny,
Natural history, 4.34, 6.105; Periplus 3–4, 7, 10, 15–16, 18–19, 27, 32–33, 36–37, 39, 44, 52,
56, 60) although we cannot distinguish between them from the fragmentary archaeological
record at present, other than to note that variation existed in the sailing rig (Blue, Whitewright
and Thomas 2011, 197, 209).
To summarise, when we look at the distribution of maritime artefacts, specifically fishing
and ship equipment, from Myos Hormos (Fig. 6) and Berenike (Fig. 7), we understand
better how different areas within the ports were utilised and who was involved in the
maritime activities that these artefacts represent. At Myos Hormos maritime artefacts were
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common and represented in every area excavated. The six hundred maritime artefacts were
a high proportion (11%) of all finds in these Roman areas. Abundant evidence of ship hull
maintenance, antifouling and ballast were found by the harbour. To the west of the site, fishing
artefacts were found in low status areas of the site. The finer, two-storey warehouse (ground
floor) and residence (first floor) structures at the east end of the settlement had rigging and
sail elements stored and possibly repaired there. At Berenike nearly 1,200 maritime artefacts
were excavated from the 1994–2001 seasons, although they represent only a small proportion
(3%) of all artefacts. Berenike appears to have had more going on militarily, administratively
and religiously than Myos Hormos which may explain the less significant role maritime
activities played at this site. Different activities were undertaken in different areas of the site.
Diet and dining
Wine as well as oil and fish sauce amphora seals were most commonly found in the large
domestic and warehouse complexes at the eastern end of Myos Hormos and represent a
higher wine consumption in the same area as artefacts associated with shipping, than those
in areas with artefacts associated with fishing and limited or no maritime activities (Thomas
2007; 2011a). The traders’ names, specifically of wine traders and estate owners, are preserved
on the red-painted wine amphora seals (Thomas 2011a, 23). The wine trade was carried out by
Greek-speaking peoples, sometimes with mixed Graeco-Egyptian, but usually Greek names,
and sometimes freedmen of the emperors Claudius and Nero, presumably running imperial
estates in Egypt (Thomas 2011a, 25), which would explain the bias of Graeco-Egyptian
trader access to these commodities. However, different consumption practices across both
ports were most clearly represented in the faunal and ceramic records. Published quantified
faunal remains from Myos Hormos and Berenike, as well as contemporary Aila and Roman
and Nabataean forts in the region, are displayed in the triangle plot Fig. 8.6 All diets consisted
of varying reliance on three major food groups (Thomas 2007; 2010b; for discussion, Van
Neer and Ervynck 1999; Van Neer and Lentacker 1996; Van Neer and Ervynck 1998):
• In red, diets reliant upon fauna from the Nile and transport animals, including
pig, cattle, chicken, Nile fish, donkey, camel and horse. This was common in the Roman
forts of the Eastern Desert of the 1st to 2nd centuries AD and in some areas of
Berenike and Myos Hormos.
• In blue, diets reliant upon Red Sea fish, turtles and sea mammals. Present in
some Berenike and Myos Hormos deposits dating from the Ptolemaic period to the
late Roman period.
6

Published from the sea ports (circles) of Aila (Toplyn 1995), Myos Hormos (Wattenmaker et al. 1979;
Wattenmaker 1982; Hamilton-Dyer 2001; 2007; 2011b, 245–88) and Berenike (data from Van Neer 1994;
Van Neer and Lentacker 1996; Van Neer and Ervynck 1998; 1999; Van Neer et al. 2004; 2006; Van Neer and
Parker 2008) and Roman forts (squares) in the Eastern Desert (Leguilloux 2003) and Roman and Nabataean
forts in Nabataea (yellow squares, data from Desse-Berset and Studer 1996; Lepikscaar 1995; Lernau 1986;
Toplyn 1987; 1995; 2006; Van Neer et al. 2004; Studer 1994; Van Neer and Parker 2008). This plot excludes
mollusc data (see Hamilton-Dyer 2011b).
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• In yellow, diets reliant upon domestic or wild desert fauna, such sheep, goat,
gazelle and ibex. Common and almost exclusive diet found in Eastern Desert settlements
of the 3rd century AD onwards at Berenike as well as all Nabataean and subsequent
Roman forts and settlements within the Nabataean kingdom.
These diets were associated with different table-wares, including Roman red-slipped,
faience, thin-walled and Eastern Desert wares (Fig. 9). Quantified ceramic data on the
presence of different forms at Myos Hormos and Berenike (Hayes 1995; 1996; Tomber
1998a; 1998b; 1999; 2000a; 2000b; forthcoming) suggest that the complexity or simplicity of
table-ware assemblages in different areas of these ports was significant. The repeatable and
robust metrical criteria for identifying specific forms as a beaker, cup, bowl, dish or platter
are based on Darling’s guidelines for archiving Roman pottery (Webster 1969, 8–11; Darling
1994, 8). In a table-ware assemblage of simple bowl and dish forms made of ceramic or shell,
or alternatively made of a variety of complicated forms, such as plates, cups, beakers and jugs,
show to what degree the assemblage represents a population that has fully adopted the Roman
table-ware service that had become readily available and in demand across the Roman world
and beyond from the Augustan period. This does not mean that the group of individuals who
produced the deposit owned a complete matching terra sigillata service (Ettlinger et al. 1990;
Hayes 1985, 44), but that, through mixing and matching, they collected a more complicated
variety of forms of table-ware that they could use as a service (Thomas 2007).
To compare a variety of finds groups, faunal remains, table-wares and maritime artefacts,
this study has been limited to describing the harbour (trenches 7, 7A) central (trenches 2,
17), west (trenches 8, 6G) and north (trenches 6A, 6D) areas of Myos Hormos and the
north (trench 13), northeast (trench 4) and south (trenches 2, 5) areas of Berenike that have
suitable contextual information and quantified data (Thomas 2010b; 2007). However, this
approach could be applied to larger assemblages when the contextual information is good
and all artefacts and faunal remains have been studied and quantified.
This study shows a strong correlation between the use of simple dishes and bowls and
reliance on Red Sea fauna diet (Fig. 10). This was also linked with a high occurrence of
maritime artefacts, particularly fishing equipment. Shell bowls and scoops also found in
these contexts may represent indigenous material culture. Fishing equipment included both
indigenous Red Sea gorge technologies and net and hook technologies used widely across
the Mediterranean. Limited wine and oil consumption is suggested by the relative scarcity of
amphora stoppers in the same deposits (Thomas 2007; 2011a). The anomaly of the northeast
area of Berenike can be explained by the small sample of table-wares available in this mixed
deposit. In the case of the western area of Myos Hormos (trenches 8 and 6G) associated
with fishing activity (Thomas and Masser 2006, 138–40), two ostraka naming a Trogodite
(O.Myos 543) and an Ichthyophagos (O.Myos 512) show that the inhabitants of that area had
strong links with indigenous populations at some point, if they were not part of that group
themselves. Ceramic and shell bowls were used by those dependent upon Red Sea fauna and
were also associated with fishing activities.
There is a clear correlation between the use of a wide and complicated variety of forms as
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a table-ware service (mostly terra sigillata or faience ware services) and the consumption of a
more varied diet that incorporated expensive transported ‘Nile fauna’ (Nile fish, pig, cattle),
low status transport animals (camel, donkey, horse) supplemented with locally available sheep,
goat and hunted ibex and gazelle (Fig. 11). These same assemblages also had a high level
of wine and oil consumption, as represented by frequent amphora stopper finds (Thomas
2007; 2011a). Whilst areas containing large assemblages of ship elements were commonly
associated with ‘Graeco-Roman services and Nile fauna’ (Fig. 12), this consumption pattern
was not exclusively associated with maritime activities (Fig. 11). This is partially due to the
greater wealth and diversity of small finds found in the areas inhabited by this population,
but also because the ‘Graeco-Roman services and Nile fauna’ consumption practice was also
associated with Roman forts and military contexts (Fig. 8).
The large difference between maritime artefact occurrence at Myos Hormos (11%) and
Berenike (3%) may be explained by sampling strategy and context. Alternatively, the difference
may be explained if the sites had different populations and activities taking place. Certainly
by the 3rd century AD, there was an increased occurrence of Eastern Desert ware bowls,
produced by and for the desert nomadic population of the Eastern Desert, who consumed
an exclusively desert fauna diet and were not involved in any maritime activities at Berenike.
This suggests that a new desert-based population had moved into some areas of Berenike,
who did not facilitate maritime activities at the port but instead represent an increased focus
on the immediate hinterland for provisioning the settlement and possibly overland trade.
Conclusion
The textual evidence suggests that there were many different ethnic groups living and working
at the Red Sea ports, although non-Graeco-Egyptian peoples were rare. The archaeological
evidence suggests that quarters or ghettos existed in the ports, inhabited by different ethnic
groups whose roles, wealth, diet and belongings varied greatly. These distinct populations
were distinguished from one another by their diet, table-wares, their role and the area they
inhabited within each port. Sometimes these can be associated with textual evidence of
specific ethnic groups. This textual evidence is still the only way of identifying individuals,
small groups or the brief settlement of groups of Palmyrans, Indians, Nabataeans, Gauls or
Germanic peoples that would otherwise be invisible in the archaeological record. However,
careful excavation and intra- and inter-site analysis of the little things left by everyday actions
and related to specific vocations within these ports lead us to identify a number of people who
lived and worked in these diverse cosmopolitan ports, perhaps the most important people
facilitating the Erythraean Sea trade, who would otherwise be invisible in the documentary
record and impossible to quantify or qualify in their role and significance.
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Fig. 1: Political geography of the northern Red Sea in the 1st to 3rd centuries AD (after Ball 2000, 33, 48, 61;
Kirwan 1974, 45; Anderson, Parsons and Nisbet 1979, 128).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/thomas.aspx

190		

THOMAS

BMSAES 18

Fig. 2: Eastern Desert settlements of the first three centuries AD (after Maxfield 1996, 10; Sidebotham and
Zitterkopf 1995, 40; 2000, 118; Sidebotham et al. 2004, 8–9; see also Sidebotham, Zitterkopf and Riley
1991; Sidebotham, Zitterkopf and Helms 1999; Sidebotham and Zitterkopf 1997).
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Fig. 3: Shell tools from Myos Hormos (Courtesy of Southampton University).
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Fig. 4: Fishing equipment from Myos Hormos (Courtesy of Southampton University).
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Fig. 5: Ship elements from Myos Hormos. Southampton Quseir al-Qadim finds archive.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/thomas.aspx

194		

THOMAS

BMSAES 18

Fig. 6: Distribution of maritime artefacts across Myos Hormos (after Earl and Glazier
2006, 35–36; Blue 2006, 59).

Fig. 7: Distribution of maritime artefacts across Berenike (after Sidebotham and Wendrich
1996; 1998; 1999; 2000; 2007).
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Fig. 8: Faunal consumption patterns.
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Fig. 9: Table-ware varieties. (after Ettlinger 1990; Hayes 1972; 1985; Tomber 2007).
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Fig. 10: Areas of Berenike and Myos Hormos with different percentages of table-wares that are simple bowl
forms (red circles), percentages of fauna consumed that are from the Red Sea (blue triangles) and
percentages of all small finds that are maritime artefacts (blue crosses) and fishing equipment (blue
squares). Linear trend lines also shown. Ordered by table-ware simplicity.
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Fig. 11: Areas of Berenike and Myos Hormos with different percentages of table-wares that are complicated
service forms (platters, plates, beakers, cups, jugs, dark red circles), percentages of fauna consumed
that were Eastern Desert species (orange triangles) or Nile-raised (green triangles) and percentages of
all small finds that are maritime artefacts (blue crosses) and shipping equipment (blue squares). Linear
trend lines also shown. Ordered by table-ware complexity.
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Fig. 12: Same data as in Fig 11, but ordered by percentages of Nile fauna.
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This paper focuses on the two main Egyptian ports, Myos Hormos (Quseir al-Qadim) and
Berenike, with an emphasis on their external connections in order to demonstrate their
importance within Mediterranean and Indian Ocean trade. Firstly the range of imports and
exports occurring at these sites will be outlined in order to identify trading partners; following
on from this the distribution of Egyptian pottery across the Indian Ocean will be examined
in order to obtain a more nuanced interpretation of interactions between sites. The early
Roman period (1st century BC to 3rd century AD) will be emphasised, although many of the
same connections were maintained in some form until at least the 6th century AD.
The Red Sea ports of Myos Hormos and Berenike
The position of Myos Hormos and Berenike, in relation to other Indian Ocean trade sites, is
shown on Figure 1 and clearly illustrates their strategic location. The mid-1st century shipper’s
guide, the Periplus maris Erythraei (1989), is clear that the Indian Ocean was divided not only
into numerous political entities, but also into separate routes, operating distinct itineraries with
their own optimum travel times dictated by the monsoon. The three main regions isolated by
the Periplus are Africa, South Arabia and India. Information on a fourth region, through the
Gulf of Oman and the Strait of Hormuz and into the Persian Gulf (Periplus 33–37), is limited
and is generally agreed to reflect the lack of direct Roman involvement with that area. A route
through the Persian Gulf up the Euphrates and eventually to the Mediterranean via Antioch’s
port is one of the corridors to the Mediterranean, but the Red Sea was the main outlet to the
Mediterranean via Alexandria.
The site at Quseir al-Qadim was excavated by the University of Chicago between 1979 and
1982 (Whitcomb and Johnson 1979, 1982) and the University of Southampton between 1999
and 2003 (Peacock and Blue eds 2006, 2011; Van der Veen 2011). In 1993 David Peacock
proposed that the site was ancient Myos Hormos, and the University of Southampton
excavations have since corroborated this, in particular by a loan agreement on a papyrus
that refers to ‘here at Myos Hormos’ (Peacock 1993; Van Rengen 2011, 336). The site has an
archaeological sequence from the late 1st century BC through at least the mid-3rd century
AD, but is likely to have an earlier foundation which was not reached in excavation due to
extensive waterlogged deposits.
The University of Delaware and partner institutions (University of Leiden, University of
California, Los Angeles, and University of Warsaw) have excavated Berenike since 1994. A
series of reports and articles are available on the excavations (for summaries see Sidebotham
and Wendrich 1998, 2001–2002; Sidebotham and Zych 2010, forthcoming); and two synthetic
volumes which place these results in context (Sidebotham 2011; Cappers 2006). The deposits
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cover the period from its foundation by Ptolemy II in the mid-3rd century BC through at least
the early 6th century AD.
Both Myos Hormos and Berenike were founded exclusively to facilitate trade, initially
with Africa for the import of elephants to be used by the military, and later across the Indian
Ocean. For Ptolemaic period Berenike, trade relations are reflected by amphorae which are
almost exclusively from within Egypt with only rare foreign vessels, primarily from Rhodes.
The systematic and economically motivated long-distance Indian Ocean trade seems to have
begun with the annexation of Egypt in 30 BC.
Given that their sole purpose was as outlets for trade with the East, their harbour facilities
are of particular interest in understanding the organisation of the trade. At Berenike, targeted
work on the harbours is just beginning through the geomorphological work of Anna KortabaMorley and excavation of some harbour facilities and a religious edifice (Sidebotham and
Zych 2011, 3, forthcoming). Previously two sea walls dating to the late 1st century BC/AD
had been excavated on the eastern side of the site (Sidebotham 2011, 60–61). One wall is
composed of coral heads and ashlar blocks with wooden bollards, suggesting a landing area
for small craft; the other of limestone blocks is a small segment of wall interpreted as a
harbour wall.
At Quseir, investigation of the harbour area was a main focus of the University of
Southampton’s excavation. Through the geomorphological study of these deposits, Lucy
Blue was able to define the limit of the Roman and Islamic harbours and demonstrate their
extensive siltation (Blue 2006, see fig. 4.13 for a reconstruction of the Roman waterfront).
During the Roman period a narrow channel led to a now-silted lagoon which formed the
harbour. Excavation on the northeast side of the lagoon identified an installation composed
primarily of complete and near-complete Roman amphorae. The full extent of this feature
measured more than 60m in length. Its function was two-fold: to consolidate the intertidal,
muddy zone and to form a jetty that facilitated the off-loading of goods. A sea wall ran
parallel along the waterfront at the back of the bay.
The amphora jetty was composed of amphorae of the late 1st century BC/AD, mostly
from Campania and belonging to Dressel’s forms 2–4, characterised by bead rim, double
rod handles, carinated shoulder and peg base. Egyptian Nile Valley biconical or ‘Amphore
égyptienne 3’ (Empereur and Picon 1989, 234–35; see Tomber 2007 for a fuller explanation
of the development of AE3 typology) were also common in the deposit (Fig. 2). The
predominance here of Italian amphorae, the most widespread type in India, indicates that
items destined for trade with the East were also consumed in the ports (Fig. 3). This pattern,
of consumption in the port of goods intended for export, is also reflected by the sigillata and
other classes of materials, of which gold/glass beads and a diverse and deluxe range of glass
vessels are the most obviously identifiable. Since trade with the East was strictly regulated,
these items must reflect an over-abundance of goods which could be retained, a situation
which is paralleled amongst the imported spices, particularly pepper (Cappers 2006, 165–66).
Amongst finds exported from Egypt, the Periplus lists amphora-borne products, particularly
wine but also oil, clothing and cloth, and a range of metal and glass, both finished objects and
raw materials (Casson 1989, 39–43). Coins would have been one of the most valuable cargoes
travelling to India. A subject in their own right, the use of coins was likely to vary through
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time and space, and many of the hoards found in South India are thought to have served as
bullion (Tomber 2008, 30–37 for a summary).
Connecting the Red Sea: Trade goods and trade sites
Turning to the goods imported into the Red Sea ports, the variety of languages represented
on coins, inscriptions, papyri and especially pottery—ostraka, labels and graffiti—provide
evidence for contact with a number of regions. An impressive range of languages from
Greek and Latin to Tamil and South Arabian are recorded from both sites (Sidebotham
and Wendrich 2001–2002, 28; Sidebotham 2011, 74–75; Tomber, with Graf, Healey, RömerStrehl and Majcherek 2011) and in some cases indicate that foreigners were resident there.
A particularly clear example of this nature from Berenike is the erection of two Palmyrene
dedications (Verghoogt 1998; Dijkstra and Verhoogt 1999).
Artefacts imported from the three regions defined above are varied, but generally speaking,
the best sourced and most numerous objects are the archaeobotanical and ceramic remains.
East Africa
The Periplus frequently describes natural products, in the case of East Africa particularly
tortoise shell, ivory and a range of aromatics (Periplus 3–4, 6–13, 17), although more readily
identifiable imports from this region at the Red Sea ports include wood, fruits (Cappers 2006,
164) and obsidian (mentioned in Periplus 5) (Peacock and Blue eds 2011, 351; Wendrich,
Tomber, Sidebotham, Harrell, Cappers and Bagnall 2003, 54). Here, as for other regions, the
Periplus includes pottery only as indirectly inferred from ceramic containers for wine (Periplus
6–13, 17), in one passage specified as Italian and Laodicean (Periplus 6), and a single instance
of olive oil (Periplus 6).
Early Roman wine amphorae, including definite Italian vessels, have been identified at
Adulis (Peacock 2007, 80–84). However, the movement of coarse ware pottery, particularly
cooking pots exported from Adulis and Aksum, is also visible (Tomber 2005, 43–46). Pottery
thought to have been manufactured in the region of Adulis is present at both Berenike and
Quseir from the 1st century AD. A later ware from the region of Aksum is represented by
a few sherds at Quseir but found in relatively greater numbers at Berenike from the late
Roman sequence. When Aksumite pottery first reached the Egyptian sites is unclear. Ongoing excavations suggest it may have been before the 3rd century, but it is most common
from the 3rd century and particularly during the late Roman period, coinciding with Aksum’s
rise as an international power and the beginning of Aksumite coinage. It is from this period
that the single Aksumite coin of King Aphilas (c. AD 270/90–before 330) was found at
Berenike (Sidebotham and Wendrich 2000–2001, 41).
South Arabia
Although some frankincense was exported from East Africa, South Arabian frankincense was
of a finer quality and more highly prized, as is clear from the Periplus (27, 29, 32). Previously,
evidence for its importation into Egypt was primarily inferred from burnt residue on bowls
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found in situ in shrines at Berenike. However, since the 2009 excavations, Boswellia wood has
been recovered in growing quantities, primarily from early Roman levels (Sidebotham 2011,
240–41; Sidebotham and Zych, forthcoming).
Stone and pottery provide more tangible evidence of contact between Egypt and South
Arabia. Peacock, Williams and James (2007) have identified the sizeable quantities of
unworked vesicular basalt functioning as ballast found at Quseir and Berenike as coming
primarily from the Hadramawt. This is compatible with trade in a commodity such as
frankincense that would be light and require ballasting. It would be particularly needed if the
traffic included a closed route between Kanê and the Red Sea aimed at the incense trade or
indeed on the return from India if the Indian cargo was off-loaded for frankincense. Other
objects carried alongside the frankincense and ballast on these ships would have included the
large organically tempered storage jars produced in the Hadramawt (Tomber 2004, 353–55),
and possibly Dhofar as well, between the 1st century BC and the 4th century AD. These
vessels appear to have been used to transport liquid commodities as indicated by remnants
of plaster stoppers and frequent lining with a bitumen-like substance. Sizeable quantities of
Roman pottery from Qana’ support identification of this closed route (Sedov and Benvenuti
2002; Davidde, Petriaggi and Williams 2004; see below).
India
Of imports, the largest range of finds at the Red Sea ports are from India: the Periplus describes
the export of products from a variety of Early Historic period ports along the west and east
coasts (Periplus 39–63). Although there are distinct differences in export items between the
regions, as seen elsewhere, the same goods may be exported from more than one port. If
one compares exports from Barygaza in the north (Periplus 49) with exports from sites on
the southwest coast or Limyrikê (Periplus 56), the Periplus lists ivory and Chinese silk for both;
silk at least reflects a non-local item. Within the Periplus, other local items, such as Piper longum
(long pepper) in the case of Barygaza, and Piper nigrum (black pepper) and transparent gems
for Limyrikê, seem to be specific to one port or one region. As this example demonstrates,
the organisation of trade very much relied on entrepots that were used for the amassing of
goods from throughout India. This is explicitly stated in the Periplus: ‘This area exports: nard
.... and items brought here from the [sc. nearby] ports of trade’ (Periplus 49 for Barygaza) and
is clear from other documents as well, such as the Muziris papyrus which lists the export of
Gangetic nard from South India (Rathbone 2000). Those items with a restricted production
and export area, exemplified by long versus black pepper, are, therefore, most valuable in
trying to reconstruct trade routes from India to Egypt.
Black pepper had a restricted growing area in modern Kerala, and its export is mentioned
only from Limyrikê. From the Red Sea, black pepper (not long pepper) has been identified
archaeologically, most spectacularly by 7.5kg in an Indian pottery vessel found at Berenike
(Cappers 2006, 114–16). In addition to storage jars, including the one containing the pepper,
red-slipped cooking pots and casseroles are the most common Indian pottery recovered
from early Roman deposits at the Red Sea ports. Although these vessels were produced
throughout India, a proportion of those found at Quseir and Berenike have distinctive
internal wiping marks that could be the result of bamboo tools (Tomber and Begley 2000,
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figs 3–4). A manufacture technique known as scooping, that was ethnographically recorded
during the 1960s (Saraswati and Behura 1966, 81–83), could produce similar markings. In the
ethnographic literature this technique is restricted to northern Kerala, and archaeologically it
has been identified from the site at Pattanam, Kerala, but not from other major Early Historic
sites throughout India such as Arikamedu (Podukê). This correspondence in cooking vessels,
together with the black pepper and other finds from the Egyptian ports, establishes the
material connection between the Red Sea and southwest India mentioned in the texts.
At present the only known and excavated settlement site of this period in southwest India
is Pattanam, where imports from West Asia and the Roman world have been recovered. These
include Roman glass and large quantities (more than 6,000 sherds) of Roman amphorae,
mostly for wine, and sigillata (Cherian, Selvakumar and Shajan 2007). Two jug handles from
the 2011 excavation season require further study but may be from Egyptian vessels. The range
of imports clearly establishes Pattanam as an international port, probably that of ancient
Muziris (Shajan, Tomber, Selvakumar and Cherian 2004).
Egyptian pottery in long-distance Indian Ocean trade
The movement of coarse ware pottery, on which the Periplus is silent, is, therefore, extremely
informative in identifying trading partners, and the distribution of Egyptian amphorae across
the Indian Ocean provides corresponding evidence (Fig. 4). Two types of Egyptian amphorae
are distributed throughout the Indian Ocean. This includes a Dressel 2–4 wine amphora
made primarily at Mareotis between approximately the mid-1st century AD and sometime
in the 3rd century AD, which transported the prized wine of the region (Fig. 5). The second
type, the Amphore égyptienne 3 (AE3) mentioned above, had a longer chronology with
production starting in the 1st century BC (Fig. 6). Within Egypt it contained a variety of
foodstuffs, usually wine, vinegar (a poorer quality wine) and fish sauce, but as an export
container it was probably used for wine. Peacock and Blue have suggested that the AE3
may have been used as water containers on board the ships and that this would account
for their widespread distribution (Peacock and Blue 2011, 350) despite the fact that beyond
Egypt, only the wines of Mareotis stored in the local Dressel 2–4 amphorae were renowned
(Empereur 1986, 606–07). This is a compelling proposition although it needs to be balanced
against the export of Egyptian AE amphorae and, particularly, its chronological successors,
to the West (Tomber and Williams 2000).
The Dressel 2–4 is overall the most common amphora across the Indian Ocean. Made
throughout the Roman Empire, it occurs at most sites in India with early Roman amphorae
(Tomber 2010, fig. 3). Dressel 2–4 amphorae seem to have been especially selected for India,
yet they were equally widely distributed throughout the Empire as containers for a high
quality wine with a good reputation. Their distinct shape, therefore, had product association
and recognition regardless of where they were made. Although not common, the Egyptian
examples have been identified at a number of sites in India—Hathab, Pattanam, Arikamedu
and Alagankulam. The AE3 has been found only at Pattanam and Arikamedu, the two sites
with the largest amphora assemblages (Fig. 4). The Dressel 2–4 would have been traded for
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their recognised contents, and while this may also be the case for the AE3, they may have
been traded for a different purpose or as suggested above, used on shipboard.
Both types of Egyptian amphorae have been identified in South Arabia from the two
extensively and recently excavated port sites, Kanê (Qana’) and Moscha Limen (Khor Rori),
both of which have sequences that include the early Roman horizon of interest here. The
Soviet-Yemeni Joint Complex Expedition (later Russian Archaeological Mission to the Republic
of Yemen) excavations at Qana’ were conducted between 1985 and 1991 (Salles and Sedov
2010). Excavations at Khor Rori by the University of Pisa Italian Mission to Oman (ITMO)
are on-going since 1997 (Avanzini ed. 2002, 2008, 2011). The detailed information available
from these sites has enormous implications for our understanding of Indian Ocean trade,
and it is significant that both pottery assemblages, in addition to large quantities of Roman
amphorae and smaller amounts of sigillata which can be paralleled with the assemblages from
Quseir and Berenike, also contain Egyptian coarse pottery. At Qana’, Ballet (1996, 824–29)
has identified AE3 (fig. 25) vessels and an Egyptian (but not Mareotic) Dressel 2–4 amongst
the range of amphora imports. In addition she calls attention to a small number of Egyptian
jugs or strainers from the region of Thebes (cf. Ballet 1996, fig. 8; Salles and Sedov 2010,
fig. 85, nos 812–13) and painted fine ware from Aswan (Ballet 1996, fig. 26). At Khor Rori,
a wider functional range of Egyptian coarse wares seemingly in larger quantities are found:
jugs, cooking pots and bowls. The presence of these coarse wares at Qana’ would be in
keeping with the direct route between Egypt and Kanê, but is more difficult to understand in
terms of the established interpretation of Moscha Limen.
According to the Periplus, Kanê was the most important South Arabian port for the export
of frankincense, for ‘All the frankincense grown in the land is brought into Kanê ... It also
carries on trade with the ports across the water—Barygaza, Skythia, Omana—and with its
neighbour, Persis’ (Periplus 27). The situation with Moscha Limen was entirely different:
... Some vessels are customarily sent to it from Kanê; in addition, those sailing by
from Limyrikê or Baygaza that passed the winter because of the season being late, by
arrangement with the royal agents take on, in exchange for cotton cloth and grain and
oil, a return cargo of frankincense, the Sachalite variety throughout, at a mole that
stands there unguarded, thanks to some power of the gods who watch over this place.
For, neither covertly nor overtly can frankincense be loaded aboard a ship without
royal permission, if even a grain is lifted aboard, the ship cannot sail, since it is against
the god’s will (Periplus 32).
This passage closely links Moscha Limen with Kanê (in effect, trade with other Arabians),
and with a second category of visitors—the late returners from India. The ethnicity of these
late returners, who missed the monsoon and had to winter at Moscha Limen, has been the
subject of some debate, and they have been variously identified as Arab, which is disputed
by Casson (1989, 172–73), Indian (Casson 1989, 172–73) or ‘Hellenic’ (Tavolieri D’Andrea
2011, 115). Overall the implication of the passage as a whole has been that Egyptians did
not regularly sail to Moscha Limen. A reinterpretation by De Romanis (2011) has opened
another possibility for ‘Hellenic’ boats from India returning to Egypt stopping at Moscha
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Limen in order to off-load Indian produce in exchange for frankincense destined for Egypt.
Alternatively, Egyptians could be amongst the late returners. In this context, what is the
significance of the range of Egyptian jugs, cooking wares and other coarse wares at Moscha
Limen?
The small quantities of Egyptian coarse wares at Qana’, and perhaps Pattanam, could easily
be on-board provisions for Egyptian sailors travelling to those sites. Although contrary to the
documents and conventional interpretation, this would also be the simplest explanation for
the assemblage from Khor Rori, which covers a range of functional categories. Conversely,
if Egyptian sailors reached Moscha Limen only on the return from India, one must question
whether the coarse wares loaded on-board at Myos Hormos or Berenike would survive the
journey to India and still be in use on the return voyage. The answer is probably that some
would still be functional, but that they may have been supplemented with local pottery in
India.
A loose parallel to Qana’ and Khor Rori can be found on the African coast at Ras Hafun,
thought to be the Periplus site of Opônê (Periplus 13). Here Chittick excavated two coastal
sites in 1976; the pottery from them was later published by Smith and Wright (1988). From
the early Roman assemblage at the ephemeral site of Hafun West alongside pottery from
the Gulf and South Asia, it is possible to identify a number of Egyptian types. Amongst the
Dressel 2–4 amphorae (fig. 4, b–c; k–m) are ones likely to be Egyptian (fig. 4, b–c, k–m?),
Egyptian AE3 amphora (fig. 4, a, e) and some conical bowls (fig. 4, h–i), which are very
common in Egypt and were probably manufactured there. Wright suggests that the pottery
reflects the provisioning of ships on their voyages, rather than being directly related to the
ethnicity of visitors (Smith and Wright 1988, 138), although the Egyptian bowls may equally
have been provisions used by Egyptian sailors on the African route.
A broader look at the complete assemblages from Qana’, Khor Rori and Ras Hafun show
that for complex, and probably different, reasons imported wares—cumulatively Roman,
South Asian and West Asian—exceed local ones. This is most explicitly quantified for Qana’,
where local pottery constitutes only c. 25% of the assemblage (Sedov 2010, 372; for similarly
small amounts from Khor Rori, see Sedov and Benvenuti 2002, 196). In contrast, at Pattanam
local ceramics very much dominate the assemblage. More detailed work is needed to evaluate
the availability and function of local wares at individual sites, but Egyptian coarse pottery
may have helped to meet shortages in local crockery for sites relatively close to the Red Sea.
It is likely that Egyptian coarse pottery functioned in numerous ways within Indian Ocean
trade, and further testing with additional assemblages would be informative. Most importantly,
this study demonstrates that by looking beyond the identification of source areas for traded
ceramics, distribution maps can yield information on different types of interactions within
established trade routes and reinforces the strategic role that Egypt played within the Indian
Ocean.
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Fig. 1: Major ports from the time of the Periplus (Antony Simpson).

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/tomber.aspx

2012

EGYPTIAN PORTS & TRADING PARTNERS

213

Fig. 2: Dressel 2–4 (left) and Amphore égyptienne 3
(right) (not to scale) (Antony Simpson).

Fig. 3: Italian Dressel 2–4 from the amphora jetty at Quseir al-Qadim (Photo: D. Peacock).
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Fig. 4: The distribution of Egyptian pottery across the Indian Ocean (Antony Simpson).
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Fig. 5: Mareotic Dressel 2–4 from the Alexandria National Museum (Photo: R.
Tomber).

Fig. 6: Amphore égyptienne 3 discarded at Mons Claudianus, Eastern Desert, Egypt (Photo: R. Tomber).
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For more than a century, scholars have argued about whether, when, how and in what sort of
ships the ancient Egyptians went to sea. Textual references to seafaring are scarce and often
provide few details, but new finds in the past decade dramatically change this picture. Recent
discoveries of the remains of seagoing ships at the pharaonic anchorages of Wadi Gawasis
and Ayn Sokhna provide the first physical evidence of massively built cedar ships that were
used to conduct the business of the Egyptian empire at sea. Their cargoes are indicated
by textual references, often supported by archaeological evidence as well, and the impact
of seafaring on Egyptian society is reflected in areas as diverse as gold jewellery styles and
an effort to secure the throne by sending an expedition to acquire incense and other exotic
products from lands bordering the southern Red Sea.
In this paper, Egypt is considered in its role as a seafaring nation influencing and interacting
with other groups through the perspective of the major tool required: the seagoing ship.
The analysis of ancient Egyptian ship remains permits us to explore connections between
ceremonial and working craft intended for a riverine environment and to apply new
knowledge for determining the underlying principles and practices that guided this advanced
technology—a technology that permitted the Egyptians to sail round-trip journeys of more
than 2,000km regularly beginning in the Old Kingdom (Wilkinson 2000; el-Awady 2009).
Indirect evidence for seafaring
The unique nature of urban civilisation in Egypt contributed to an elaborate hierarchical
society which demonstrated status and wealth in a number of ways, including significant
resources devoted to burial processes and goods, such as full-size watercraft, texts naming
and describing watercraft and their roles, representations of many different types of vessels
in paintings and reliefs, and models of ships and boats and the people who used them (Ward
2000; Faulkner 1941; Landström 1970; Reisner 1913).
Ancient Egyptian burial and religious practice in an arid environment resulted in the
preservation of thousands of images and models showing a wide variety of river craft sailing
upstream with the wind (in a southerly direction) and moving with oars and the current
downstream (to the north), but it is the preservation of a number of early watercraft that
defines precisely how these vessels were built for river use. From the earliest planked wooden
boats known in the world found at Abydos (c. 3000 BC) through to a Persian-period work
boat (c. 500 BC), Egyptian vessels exhibit similarities and a consistent philosophical approach
to creating a shell of thick and sturdy planks, fastened along their edges, with beams across
the hull at deck level but few frames (Ward 2004; 2006).
The arid environment also preserved early achievements in woodworking in cemeteries
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of Predynastic and Early Dynastic settlements. By the mid-4th millennium BC, carpenters
had developed skills and tools to produce planks of regular thickness measuring up to 2m
long and 2cm thick and began to develop a range of fastening techniques that we consider
characteristic of Egyptian woodworking (Ward 2000, 25–38; 2004, 13–14). Early examples
of furniture from chair and bed legs to boxes and coffins also preserve a record of rapidly
expanding expertise (Petrie, Wainright and Gardiner 1913; Killen 1980).
Fastenings included both lashed or sewn connections between components and woodto-wood joints such as mortise-and-tenon fastenings in which slips of wood called tenons
fit tightly in mortises (slots) cut into edges of adjacent planks to fasten them together (Fig.
1). But from the beginning, some techniques regularly applied to furniture building and box
or coffin construction were avoided in the construction of boat and ship hulls. The practice
of locking the common mortise-and-tenon fastening in place by pegs on either side of the
plank seam was particularly avoided (Fig. 2). There are a few exceptions documented in the
hundreds of ancient Egyptian hull components examined by the author, but these examples
tended to be specifically for the repair of loose fastenings or the fixing of tenons in fastenings
too close to a plank edge. This feature is significant in identifying the indigenous nature of
Egyptian boat and shipbuilding.
It is the Egyptian practice of using thick planks (the thinnest Egyptian riverboat planks
are 6cm thick) held together with deep, unlocked mortise-and-tenon fastenings about a cubit
apart, with very few framing elements, that is easily identifiable. Mediterranean ships, from
the oldest yet excavated at Uluburun (c. 1300 BC) to the last plank-first hulls, relied on thinner
planks. Up until the late Roman period, these planks were held together by mortise-and-tenon
fastenings placed so closely together that they sometimes overlapped, and pegs locked every
tenon in place. Locked fastenings help prevent longitudinal slippage along plank seams; the
Egyptians developed plank shapes that limited long, straight runs of planking to achieve the
same goal but which allow disassembly and reassembly of hull components without damage
(Fig. 3) (Ward 2000, 126–28). Similar patterns are present in planking and other components
of both seagoing and river vessels, so Egyptian-built craft are recognisably different from
those of other cultures and demonstrate consistency in philosophy and detail over a 2,500year span.
Beyond the indirect evidence offered by representations and epigraphy, full-sized river craft
were part of monuments or burials at Abydos (fourteen boats in mud-brick boat graves from
the reign of Aha, Dynasty 1; Ward 2006); at Giza (two disassembled royal ships in stone-cut
pits and scraps of two complete vessels in boat-shaped pits outside Khufu’s pyramid; Lipke
1984; Ward 2000); and at Dashur (four 10m-long boats outside the pyramid of Senwosret III;
Ward 2000; 2004). The remains of disassembled vessels were excavated in contexts of reuse
at the Middle Kingdom pyramid sites of Lisht (Haldane 1992; Ward 2000) and Lahun (Petrie,
Brunton and Murray 1923, pls 8, 13, 15, 25) on the Nile, and disassembled ship timbers from
the Middle Kingdom have been identified in storage galleries at Ayn Sokhna on the Red Sea
(Tallet 2012; Pomey in press) and in contexts of reuse and storage at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis
farther to the south near Safaga. It is these vessels and timbers that constitute the physical
evidence for the indigenous and unique methods of Egyptian boat and ship construction
for the Nile and for seagoing ships (Ward 2004). This evidence was used to construct a fullhttp://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/ward.aspx
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scale reconstruction of an Egyptian ship, built and sailed in 2008–2009 (Ward and Zazzaro
2010; Ward, Couser and Vosmer 2007; Couser, Ward and Vosmer 2009; Ward, Couser, Vann,
Vosmer and M. A. el-Maguid, in press).
Recently, the robust scholarly debate regarding the meaning of the very words used to
describe the sea, not to mention the routes, harbours and products, has shifted. New data and
analyses change the basic question from ‘did the Egyptians go to sea’ to ‘how often and how
far did the Egyptians sail at sea.’ To find the waters called ‘The Great Green’ (Wadjat Wer) by
the Egyptians, we must look north to the Mediterranean and east to the Red Sea as they once
did to find similar seasonal winds and current patterns to move ships along distant shores.
No ancient Egyptian shipwrecks have been discovered, although a number of underwater
surveys have sought them out (e.g., Haldane 1996), so terrestrial finds of ship remains at port
sites are critical.
An awareness of these finds has informed some epigraphic approaches to interpreting
texts as well. Marcus, for example, uses archaeological evidence to propose a new reading
of the Mit Rahina inscription carved to commemorate year 3 of Amenemhet II (2007). The
record of Amenemhet’s third regnal year included a voyage to Sinai for turquoise, copper
and even ‘sea stars,’ probably conducted by vessels that departed Ayn Sokhna and crossed
the Gulf of Suez in a day’s sail. The timbers of those vessels resemble Middle Kingdom
examples of boat planks from the Dashur boats, and like them, were carved from cedar of
Lebanon (Cedrus libani) (Pomey, in press).
Military actions, tribute and trade with peoples controlling the coastal zones of modern
Lebanon and Syria provided the ancient Egyptians with cedar, a conifer that produces long,
straight timber. This lightweight, durable and strongly scented resinous wood was valued
for ships, furniture, statues, coffins and other finely crafted objects in the ancient world.
The Egyptians had a nearly insatiable appetite for it. Marcus has attempted to quantify the
minimum amount of wood (and other spoils of war) loaded on Egyptian ships after a military
excursion to the Levant by Amenemhet in year 3 (2007).
Cedar only grows above 1,700m in elevation and was harvested from forests on mountains
near the sea and transported as trimmed, roughly squared logs. Transported on ships to
Egypt, cedar intended for ship construction was converted to ceremonial craft like those at
Dashur and Giza, or perhaps was sent to a royal shipyard such as the one at Quft (ancient
Koptos) (Simpson 1965; Glanville 1935).
The shipyard at Quft is mentioned in a Middle Kingdom inscription describing the
construction of ships at the yard on the Nile by one brother and another brother who built
them (again) at Gawasis. The inscription was discovered in the 1970s by Prof Abdel Monem
Sayed of the University of Alexandria, who also discovered limestone anchors, sawn-off ends
of mortised ship planks made of cedar and ceramics typical of the early Middle Kingdom
(el-Sayed 1977; 1978; 1980; 1983).
Since 2000, discoveries of ship remains at Gawasis and other ancient Red Sea port sites
have expanded our core knowledge of when and how ships and boats moved people, goods
and ideas within and beyond Egypt’s borders. Finds at Gawasis contribute new information
about the vessels that played a vital role in supplying incense and other non-local products to
the upper ranks of ancient Egyptian culture.
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Incense is the featured goal of a voyage to Punt commemorated in reliefs on the pharaoh
Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple at Deir el-Bahri (Fig. 4). This representation of five ships
sailing south to Punt and north, more heavily laden, with the products of Punt, provided
the principal evidence for ancient Egyptian seafaring on the Red Sea until excavations at
Gawasis uncovered a vast frontier complex for staging round-trip voyages to Punt, probably
beginning by the late Old Kingdom, c. 2494–2345 BC (Dynasty 5), but used predominately in
the Middle Kingdom (Bard and Fattovich 2007).
The port of the pharaohs
Beginning in January 2005, excavations at Gawasis under the direction of Kathryn Bard
(Boston University) and Rodolfo Fattovich (University of Naples ‘L’Orientale’) revealed
complete and reworked ship timbers as well as thousands of wood fragments. These
fragments were created when ancient workers disassembled ships whose shipworm-riddled
timbers suggest substantial sea journeys. Mersa Gawasis is the modern name of the ancient
pharaonic port of Saww on the Red Sea, about 24km (14mi) south of Safaga. It is the mouth
of Wadi Gawasis, now silted in, but once a protected lagoon.
When the ancient Egyptians began to use the site near the end of the 3rd millennium, a
brackish lagoon lined with mangroves and up to 10m deep extended about a kilometer from
the sea into this protected area. Explorations at Gawasis identified long, hand-cut galleries
carved into an uplifted fossil coral reef along an ancient lagoon shore (Bard and Fattovich
2007). The galleries gave them dry and climate-controlled spaces for work, rest and storage
of materials. Primary use of the site and its major construction features date to the Middle
Kingdom (2022–1650 BC). Most artefacts are dated to Dynasty 12, but slightly earlier and
later expeditions are also represented.
Hieroglyphic texts carved on commemorative stelae at the site, administratively oriented
hieratic texts on ostraka and archaeological evidence from storage jars to donkey jaws identify
activities that took place here under state-level control (Bard and Fattovich 2010). Much of
the maritime assemblage dates to Dynasty 12 (c. 1985–1795 BC), a period marked by strong
rulers who extended Egypt’s presence in the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.
Egyptian seafaring expeditions sought incense, gold, live animals and animal skins and
other exotic goods from Punt and Bia-Punt in the southern Red Sea, but the ships they used
originated as cedar trees growing on the mountains of the eastern Mediterranean, an origin
indicated by the term kbnt as an adjective for the type of ship used on these excursions. This
term is properly interpreted as meaning a seagoing ship of cedar, not a ship built for trade to
Byblos or by people from Byblos, definitions that have been suggested previously. Above all
else, it is the ship timbers themselves that suggest this definition.
Ancient maritime activities at Gawasis focused on the assembly of seagoing ship ‘kits’
and staging of months-long voyages by thousands of men on an intermittent basis.1 These
seagoing ships, first constructed in Nile dockyards of imported cedar of Lebanon, were
1

To my knowledge, Kenneth Kitchen first coined this entirely accurate term.
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/ward.aspx

222		

WARD

BMSAES 18

disassembled and then carried in pieces by men and donkeys across 145km (90mi) of the
Eastern Desert to the shore of the Red Sea at Saww. The site is complex, with a number of
living and work areas capable of supporting thousands of residents, including two ceremonial
areas with shrines, a camping area for tents and food-processing locations, as well as a series
of galleries, or long rooms, cut into an ancient, uplifted coral reef (Fig. 5) (Bard and Fattovich
2007; 2010).
The first artefacts unequivocally associated with ships included two wooden rudder blades
about 2m long (Zazzaro 2009), stone anchors and blanks for making more anchors, and cedar
ship timbers whose exterior surfaces were scarred by the characteristic holes and shells of
warm-water, marine mollusk larvae commonly called shipworms (Fig. 6) (Ward 2009; Ward
and Zazzaro 2010). Since then, more than one hundred identifiable hull components from
an unknown number of ships have been excavated, documented and analysed, along with
thousands of pieces of wood debitage that tell another story.
Although a number of texts refer to sailing to Punt, only the Hatshepsut reliefs indicate a
fleet size (five ships) which would provide safety, redundancy and security. Once the sailors
departed, their support crew may have dispersed for a few months to do other work in the
region, but when the ships returned from their long journey, the site had to have been a
blur of action. Tool marks on thousands of pieces of wood debris, strips of cordage, linen
fragments and ship parts excavated at Gawasis attest to the quick work of dismantling each
ship.
Some ship timbers were recycled into thresholds, ramps and gallery paving. Others seem
to have been stored in the galleries and reused in other ways, such as being cut down into
parts for small boats. Even after up to five months of immersion in seawater, the value of the
cedar timbers easily repaid the effort to remove barnacles, rotten wood and other organisms
from exterior surfaces. Large copper alloy tools such as adzes and saws, axes, chisels and even
wooden wedges made on the spot from ship planks left their marks on the chips of wood,
splintered bits of planks and the remains of ship fittings abandoned in and near the rock-cut
galleries.
The ship parts discovered at Gawasis range from complete planks to short pieces of
oar looms (Ward 2010). They are characterised by the use of standard ancient Egyptian
techniques documented in river craft and provide the earliest evidence for large seagoing
ships anywhere in the world. Two sets of rudder blades have been identified from the later
periods of use at the site; the first pair measures about 2m in length, and a comparison of
their features with those of ancient images and models of ships suggests that they likely came
from a ship about 20m long (Zazzaro 2009). A second set is 4m long and implies a ship length
of at least 30m (Ward, Zazzaro and Abd el-Maguid 2010).
In addition, Mohamed Mustafa Abd el-Maguid has studied twenty-five limestone anchors
that include all stages of manufacture and use before being recycled as framing for doorways
to the galleries. Geological explorations identified a quarry less than 10km (6mi) from the site
as the source of the limestone used to create these weight anchors, which relied on the sheer
mass of several anchors to provide a secure anchorage for the ship. Maritime artefacts from
Gawasis inform us about 20m-long seagoing ships and the level of shipbuilding expertise
applied to their construction and operation 4,000 years ago. They, and other finds at the site,
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also illuminate the vast administrative and bureaucratic nature of ancient Egyptian frontier
activities and confirm relations with other cultural groups from Yemen and Sudan to the
south to Minoan Crete and the Levant to the north. Amenemhet III and Senusret I sent
seafaring expeditions to Punt from Gawasis, according to inscriptions on stelae erected there
by officials responsible for the work (Bard and Fattovich 2010).
Perhaps the most tangible link to Punt came from the discovery of forty-three cargo boxes
abandoned and buried in a sand dune that formed outside the entrance of galleries six and
seven. Elsayed Mahfouz copied and translated an inscription on one that marked year 8 of
a king’s reign and described the box’s contents: ‘... the wonderful things of Punt’ (Bard and
Fattovich 2010). Two other boxes in the same cache included a cartouche that identified the
king as Amenemhet IV (c. 1786–1777 BC), the latest dated inscriptions at the site.
The location of Punt remains uncertain, but the number of ceramics from southern Red
Sea cultures strongly suggests it was found at the southern end of the Red Sea in the later
Middle Kingdom (Bard and Fattovich 2007; 2010). The ship timbers attest to long journeys,
and although we do not have an ancient Egyptian seagoing ship to replicate, the variety
of timbers and parallels with Nile river craft provide enough evidence to create a ‘floating
hypothesis’ of an ancient vessel, one designed, built and sailed on the Red Sea in 2008–2009.
Experimental archaeology: Min of the Desert
Before the discovery of direct physical evidence of seagoing hulls, speculative scholarly
discussion addressed the construction of the Punt ships, but none of the projections could
be tested, and most relied on the most spectacular example (the 43m-long ceremonial Khufu
ship) as a model of construction technology (Edgerton 1923; Landström 1970; Wachsmann
1998; Fabre 2005). Although we do not have an entire ship—or the ability to identify which
vessel a particular timber came from or whether any of the timbers came from the same
vessels—the assembly-line mentality of common dimensions, shapes and proportions made
me confident that the Gawasis data could be used as the basis for a theoretical reconstruction.
From 2006 to 2008, I led a team that designed, built and sailed a full-scale reconstruction of
an ancient Egyptian ship.
The design incorporates exact copies of timbers from Gawasis, and the specifications
of the hull itself, as well as individual components within the hull, reflecting a range of
direct and indirect evidence, including the Punt reliefs although they are about two hundred
years later than the Middle Kingdom dates for use of the facility at Gawasis. For example,
ship component dimensions illustrated in the Hatshepsut Punt reliefs show consistency in
proportions for steering rudder blades, beam spacing and dimensions, oar looms diameters
and crutch height with many Gawasis examples. That consistency, and similarities between
the profiles of Hatshepsut’s ships and those of the Middle Kingdom Dashur boats, provided
the foundation for a vessel design created by naval architect Patrick Couser (Couser, Ward
and Vosmer 2009).
Overall dimensions and body shapes for our 20m-long reconstruction were based on
those of the 10m-long Dashur boats, roughly doubled and extended upwards at each end.
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Dimensions of individual planks were based on Gawasis timbers or standard features of
the Gawasis assemblage wherever possible. Fastening patterns and timber shapes also were
replicated. For example, plank thickness varies from 22cm for the bottom planks to 14cm
at the sheer (Ward and Zazzaro 2010). The reconstruction is fastened entirely by unpegged
mortise-and-tenon joints in double lines along plank edges. In the lower hull, exposure and
poor seasoning caused large gaps between planks, filled by linen fibers and beeswax before
our departure. No similar stopping materials are known from any ancient Egyptian hulls, but
there is abundant linen at Gawasis, and ancient craftsmen knew and exploited the properties
of beeswax.
The ship, named Min of the Desert for the ancient god of Koptos, was built using the same
construction technology seen in the remains of ships launched 4,000 years ago at Gawasis
on voyages to Punt. The ship measures 20 x 4.89 x 1.7m deep under its beams and displaces
30 tons with a cargo capacity of about 17 tons. Cedar of Lebanon is unavailable in modern
wood markets in the sizes we required, so Douglas fir was used as its physical characteristics
such as density, bending strength and ring size are closely comparable. At the shipyard, some
modern equipment such as electrical band saws and framing saws for roughing out planks
were used, but the primary crew of four men and two teenagers relied on iron hand tools
made to ancient specifications for most of the work.
Min of the Desert was not disassembled and put together again after its journey across the
desert; instead it arrived by truck (Fig. 7). Captain David Vann supervised a crew of twentyfour international volunteers, including a core crew of five Egyptian sailors, for a week of sea
trials on a ship rigged according to a plan lifted straight from the Hatshepsut Punt reliefs. The
week-long voyage of 135km south from Safaga towards Mersa Alam followed the ancient
route, stopping each night at protected anchorages, some still lined with mangroves like the
lagoon at Gawasis in the early 2nd millennium.
The crew used oars to maneuver the ship into position for raising and lowering the sail
and once to save ourselves from being blown onto a reef. Lack of practice demanded that
we reduce our rowing crew size to fourteen, less than half the number illustrated on the Punt
reliefs, but with wide enough spacing for us to avoid catching each others’ oars. Despite our
inexperience, we reached 2.5 knots against the wind. Nonetheless, rowing was not a primary
propulsion strategy for a 30-ton ship with such a small crew (Fig. 8).
Instead, we focused on sailing (Fig. 9). A heavy cotton square sail modeled on the remains
of model boat sails and linen fragments from Gawasis measured approximately 14.25 x 5m (c.
80m2). Without the advantage of pulleys, the first raising of sail required two teams of eight
and brute strength. It took about three minutes. By the final day of sailing, a six-man crew
raised sail in less than thirty seconds while a six-woman rowing crew kept the prow pointed
downwind. Min sailed across the wind up to an angle of about 100o off the wind, and as few
as two rowers could turn the ship 180o in less than one minute (Ward, Couser, Vann, Vosmer
and el-Maguid, in press).
Min of the Desert outperformed all expectations, logging an average speed just above 6
knots over six days, with speeds of up to 9 knots. During the voyage, wind speed reached 25
knots, and the swells climbed to 2.5–3.0m, but the ship easily kept to its course and suffered
no adverse effects. Throughout the journey, it took on less than 2–3 liters of water per hour,
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an amount easily handled by the hand-operated bilge pump we set up each night. The ship
itself now belongs to Egypt’s Supreme Council of Antiquities and is displayed outside the
new Museum of the Sea at Suez.
The Egyptians sailed much farther south on the Red Sea than our trials allowed, probably
arriving at Punt by late autumn. It is likely that they returned along the Arabian coast with
northbound currents and a south wind from the end of the Indian Ocean monsoon season
before spring. This sailing regime was familiar from the Nile: sail south with the north wind,
and use the current to travel north, crossing near the modern port of Safaga, which is still a
destination for voyages across the Red Sea because of favorable wind and current conditions.
Conclusion
Scholars long underestimated the seafaring capabilities of the ancient Egyptians, but recent
excavations beside the Red Sea demand respect for the mastery of shipbuilding technology of
about 4,000 years ago. The unique ability to acquire Mediterranean cedar for use in building
Red Sea ships provided the Egyptians access to what they called the marvels of Punt. While
the frontier staging ground at Gawasis expands our knowledge of how and when they sailed
south to return with incense and other cargoes, many details remain obscure.
Nonetheless, ship timbers and maritime artefacts at Gawasis illustrate the technological,
administrative and bureaucratic nature of ancient Egyptian engagement with the world beyond
the Nile. Studying these abandoned ship planks and equipment—the products of shipyards
operating under an approach that recalls assembly-line construction—informs us about ship
technology and shipbuilders, as well as the use of watercraft at sea in ancient Egypt.
Min of the Desert relied on archaeological data for its design and internal structure. Thick
planks interlocked along their edges and fastened by deep, unpegged mortise-and-tenon joints
created its structurally sound hull. Min’s sailing performance proved that a rig copied directly
from the Hatshepsut Punt reliefs was efficient and effective and conclusively demonstrates
the feasibility of extended sea voyages in indigenous Egyptian craft.
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Fig. 1: The wood-to-wood, mortise-and-tenon fastening has a demonstrably indigenous origin
in Egypt and was the primary fastening for seagoing ships of the Middle Kingdom. A
trapezoidal slip of wood (tenon) is cut to fit tightly at its centre in a pair of mortises that
are placed opposite each other in adjacent planks.

Fig. 2: Mediterranean shipwrights typically used
small pegs to lock tenons in place on each
side of the plank seam. The pegs were
placed perpendicular to the seam as a
way to reduce longitudinal slippage along
plank edges.
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Fig. 3: Planks from the remains of seagoing ships at Gawasis seem to have been less
than 3.5m long. Rather than being parallel, edges were shaped to avoid long,
straight runs of plank seams, and instead the plank’s width varied regularly
over its length. Planks were often lozenge-shaped, that is, wider in the centre
than at the ends. The planking layout in the hull of Min of the Desert illustrates
these basic principles of Egyptian hull construction (see above, p. 233–35).

Fig. 4: Finely detailed representations of seagoing ships at Hatshepsut’s Deir elBahri funerary monument provided the details necessary to create a rigging
plan for Min of the Desert.
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Fig. 5: The archaeological setting of the camp, lagoon, and harbour spaces at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis is complex.
A series of galleries were carved into an ancient, uplifted, fossil reef about 1km from the sea, but
fronting a lagoon during Middle Kingdom times when the site was most frequently used. Galleries
were used for work, living and storage; ship planks were reused as architectural elements within and
outside them.

Fig. 6: Larvae of certain warm-water
mollusks tunnel into wood
immersed in the sea, and this
planking fragment of cedar
provides a dramatic illustration
of the damage they can do over
time.
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Fig. 7: Min of the Desert displaces 30 tons over a maximum length of 20m. Built in Rashid
(ancient Rosetta) at the mouth of the Nile, it was brought to Safaga on the Red Sea
by truck.

Fig. 8: Rowing provides speed enough for maneuvering the ship in and out of anchorages,
but was unlikely to be a primary propulsion means for the ancient Egyptians at sea.
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Fig. 9: Sailing Min of the Desert was straightforward and simple, using a rigging plan developed directly from the
Punt reliefs of the funerary monument of Hatshepsut.
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Adulis was the port town for the Aksumite Empire and one of the most prominent Red
Sea ports during the Roman and Byzantine periods. The site is located on the Eritrean Red
Sea coast, on the crossroads for trade between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean, in
a favourable position in the protected Gulf of Zula which is delimited to the north by the
Ghedem Massif, a mountain still used today as a landmark by ships navigating in the area (Fig.
1). At present, the site is situated some 7km from the coast, on the north bank of the Haddas
River. The Haddas valley was a caravan track linking the coast and the Qohaito highland
where the Aksumite town of Koloe was located, the stopping point for caravans heading to
Aksum as their final destination.
Like the Egyptian ports of Berenike and Myos Hormos, Adulis was one of the most
important ports in the Red Sea for trade between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean.
Literary sources testify to the activity of the Adulis port from the 1st century AD (Periplus
maris Erithraei and Naturalis historia by Pliny the Elder). Exported products from Adulis cited
in the classical sources were mainly ivory, obsidian, rhinoceros horns and tortoise shells. Also
mentioned among imported products are textiles from Egypt and the East, glass from Judea,
metals from India, oil and wine from Italy and Syria. The site is known also in Byzantine sources
(i.e., History of the wars by Procopius and the Christian topography by Cosmas Indicopleustes)
as the main port for trade between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean on the African
coast of the Red Sea (Munro-Hay 1982). The other main port was Aila (Aqaba) in the Gulf
of Aqaba.
Excavations conducted by the British Museum initially, and then by Richard Sundström
(1907) and Roberto Paribeni (1907) at the beginning of the 20th century, and by Francis Anfray
in the 1960s (Anfray 1963; 1966; 1974) revealed the importance and richness of the town site.
Monumental buildings, churches and large housing compounds were uncovered; test pits
excavated by Paribeni also revealed the presence of different phases of occupation. More
recently, surface investigations conducted by the University of Southampton added further
information on the topography of the town and its contextualisation with the environment
and the coastal region (Peacock and Blue 2007).
A re-examination of the pottery collections and other finds from Paribeni and Anfray’s
excavations conducted by Zazzaro in 2004–2005 in the museum storerooms in Rome, Addis
Ababa and Asmara, aimed to provide further information on trade contacts and the people
who inhabited the site. Unfortunately, the lack of stratigraphic excavations had prevented
the possibility of creating a reliable sequence and dating for the pottery assemblage found
in Adulis. In January 2011, an Italian-Eritrean Joint Expedition of the National Museum
of Asmara, CeRDO (Eastern Desert Research Centre), the Museum of Rovereto and the
CGT (Centre of Geological Technologies) of the University of Siena resumed archaeological
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excavations in Adulis. The project aimed to expose monumental buildings excavated in the
past, to build the cultural and stratigraphic sequence of the site and to find the origins and
reasons for the abandonment of the town. This paper brings together the study of pottery
collections from past excavations and from the recent stratigraphic excavation conducted in
the south-eastern sector of the site, providing a preliminary dating and contextualisation of
the pottery assemblage in the different phases of occupation.
During the 2011 field season three excavation sectors were investigated, and plans of
structures and the topography of the site were produced. One sector of excavation was
located in the centre of the town where Paribeni found the palaeo-Christian church (Sector
2). The church is today in a state of ruin, but the rectangular plan and an apse flanked by two
rooms (pastophoria) were identified. The masonry is typical of the region, called ‘graduated
or step masonry.’ The church can be dated, according to associated materials, to the 6th–7th
century AD. Two other sectors of excavation (Sector 1 and Sector 3) were opened to the
southwest and to the southeast in order to investigate the stratigraphic sequence. Another
small trench was opened in the Haddas River, where archaeological materials had been
brought to the light by erosion (Sector 4).
Sector 1 and Sector 4
The pottery on which this paper is focused comes from two excavation units (Sector 1 and
Sector 4), located on the southern fringes of the site, the only area that actually delivered a
reasonable number of pottery samples. The excavation of Sector 1 was conducted by the
authors in collaboration with our Eritrean colleagues Ghirmay Teklemariam, Mehretab Tabo
Sium and Thomas Tesfagiyorgis Paulos, while Sector 4 was investigated by Dr. Yosief Libsekal
in collaboration with Lelemba Tsehaye.
The area was chosen because it is where Paribeni excavated a 12m deep test pit which
revealed earlier phases of occupation of the site and uncovered a long stratigraphic sequence
characterised by atypical black and micaceous pottery and remains of huts and hearths. The
Sector 1 trench was positioned close to the Haddas at an absolute elevation of c. 4m lower
than the area excavated by Paribeni, due to the active erosion of the stream (Fig. 2). The
intention was to quickly reach the earlier levels which we had expected to find closer to
the present surface. In order to avoid substantial architectural remains of the later phases,
which might have prevented archaeologists from accessing the earlier levels, it was decided
to investigate an area immediately south of a large mound that originated from the collapse
of a building dating, according to associated materials, to the last phase of the occupation of
the city. The sector of the excavation unit south of the wall had been affected several times
by the activity of streams which crossed it before and after the collapse of this building.
The streams’ action and the slope undoubtedly favoured the mixing of materials and the
disturbance of the excavated contexts and assemblages with the exception of two occupation
surfaces which seem to have been less affected by the natural erosion and post-depositional
disturbances. It is interesting to note that in contrast to what Paribeni found in the area, i.e.,
mainly traces of huts and fireplaces, excavations in 2011 revealed remains of stone structures.
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/zazzaro_manzo.aspx

236		

ZAZZARO & MANZO

BMSAES 18

Sector 4 was located south of Sector 1 on the edge of a stream where erosion brought to light
several layers characterised by concentrations of archaeological materials, possibly related to
occupation surfaces, which are apparently earlier than the structures and occupation surfaces
investigated in Sector 1.
So far, in Sector 1 archaeologists have found three architectural phases and three levels
of occupation, identified by the presence of walls and their collapse, which included
concentrations of rubble and archaeological materials associated with floors and interrupted
by alluvial phases. Unfortunately, these walls were only partially unearthed, and present
data do not allow further interpretations of the nature of the structures to which the walls
belong.
The results of C14 dating indicate that the earliest date for the assemblages from this
sector is the 2nd century AD. While the earlier phases of occupation were not reached during
the 2011 field season, it was interesting to note that the building sequence in this sector of the
site is very intense over an apparently relatively short period of time.
The pottery assemblage
The study of the Adulitan pottery started in 2003 as part of Zazzaro’s PhD thesis under the
tutorship of Rodolfo Fattovich and assisted by Andrea Manzo, who has extensive experience
in the study of Aksumite pottery. The collections examined derive from previous excavations
conducted by Paribeni and Anfray at Adulis, and they are kept in the former Museo Africano
in Rome, the National Museum of Asmara and the Museum of Addis Ababa. Unfortunately,
no reliable stratigraphic information accompanied the record of this pottery. Consequently
the study was mainly focused on a preliminary description of the local pottery tradition,
comparing it to pottery production on the highlands and on the definition of trade contacts
through an analysis of the imported pottery (Zazzaro 2009). This preliminary study facilitated
a better approach to the study of the pottery coming from the 2011 excavation and, in the
future, will hopefully allow the finds by Paribeni and Anfray to be related to a firmer cultural
and chronological sequence.
The project of studying Adulitan pottery was also part of long-term research started by
Rodolfo Fattovich at the University of Naples ‘L’Orientale’ that aimed to investigate the
circuits of exchange in the Red Sea during antiquity. Excavations directed by Fattovich and
Kathryn Bard (Boston University) are still ongoing at the pharaonic site of Mersa Gawasis. Part
of this same program of research are also excavations lead by Andrea Manzo (University of
Naples ‘L’Orientale’) in Sudan. Of note is the discovery at Mersa Gawasis of pottery probably
coming from the Ethiopian-Eritrean regions in a context dating to the 2nd millennium BC,
evidence that suggests the involvement of Adulis in the earlier exchange circuit in the Red Sea
(Manzo 2010, 2012). So far, very little is known about the site of Adulis before the 1st century
AD. The discovery of a south Arabian alabaster lid, which Zazzaro recognised in the Paribeni
collection of the Asmara Museum, suggests that the site had contact with the opposite coast
as early as the 3rd century BC based upon comparison with similar objects found in south
Arabia (Zazzaro 2009, 50 fig. 6.1). With this in mind, the 2011 analysis of the local pottery
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was aimed at:
1. Identifying stylistic and technological features that could be ascribed to a regional
pottery production;
2. Where possible, contributing to the interpretation of excavated contexts (domestic,
funerary, ceremonial, etc.) on the basis of the ceramic typology and forms;
3. Contributing to the establishment of a preliminary chronological sequence of the
pottery.
The pottery was studied on the site using a portable microscope and a geological lens. A
more precise characterisation of the fabrics will be possible as soon as the analysis results
for the samples submitted for thin sections are available. This may also further define the
characteristics of locally produced pottery and may help determine whether some ceramics
were brought to the site from the highlands or if they were locally produced following the
style of the highlands in terms of shape, surface treatment and decoration. The preliminary
typological and chronological analysis for this pottery had to rely for comparisons on the
dated materials from the regions of Aksum and Adigrat, from Yeha and Matara, and from
the Ona sites in the Asmara area as well as from other sites on the Red Sea coastal region.
One of the most outstanding results was the defining of a local ceramic tradition starting
at least in the 1st millennium BC and apparently continuing into the 1st millennium AD. This
tradition, the existence of which was first suggested by Paribeni and re-examined by Zazzaro
(2009), has been named Adulitan, and it has never been analysed before in a stratigraphic
sequence. So far we can say that in the earlier phases, the Adulitan ceramic tradition was
characterised by black-grey, brown-grey, orange-red mineral tempered micaceous wares
with smoothed to burnished surfaces. According to the geologist of the expedition, this
very typical mineral micaceous fabric may result from the use of the local sand as a temper,
and this may be confirmed by the rounded shape of the mineral inclusions. An orange-red
ware fabric characterised by the association of the mineral micaceous temper with organic
inclusions was recorded as well.
Concerning the surface treatments, this pottery is characterised by the occurrence of
smoothing/burnishing, well-defined horizontal, diagonal or vertical lines on the external
surface and, in the open shapes, on the internal surface (Fig. 3). Decorations of incised and
impressed patterns on the external surface are typical (Fig. 4). Grey and black polished bowls
or cups are often characterised by rim bands while brown or grey ware rims, flat and triangular
in section, are often associated with oblique incisions (Fig. 5). Sometimes the impressions are
characterised by a wavy outline, possibly obtained by impressing the edge of a shell on the
wet paste (Fig. 6).
From a technological point of view, all the Adulitan vessels were handmade. The recorded
shapes were all characterised by a rounded bottom. Cups, bowls, carinated bowls and basins
could have alternatively open or closed rims (Fig. 7). The shape of necked jars and bottles was
very distinctive and characterised by a flat or rounded rim and a slender shoulder, possibly
associated with a bag-shaped body (Fig. 8).
In the later phases, which can be related to highland assemblages dating between the 3rd
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to 7th centuries AD, the same micaceous paste was also characterised by an orange-red to
brown colour. Very typical of these phases were jars or bottles with a cylindrical neck and
a moulded ledge between neck and shoulder, as already remarked upon by Paribeni (1908,
447). The ledge is very often characterised by an impressed or incised decoration (Fig. 9).
Also typical were small, brown micaceous ware flasks with oblique ledge rims and horizontal
parallel comb incisions on the external surface delimiting red-slipped sectors of the surface,
and large open bowls with thickened and flat rims, sometimes characterised by impressed or
incised cross decorations on the lip (Fig. 10). The occurrence of sherds with incised crosses
on the external surface is typical of this phase.
The traces of wear on Adulitan ceramic types and their forms point to the interpretation
of the excavated contexts as prevalently domestic in nature, although some sherds from
Sector 1 are comparable with vessel types occurring in funerary contexts on the highlands.
This could be due to the fact that some contexts were subjected to stratigraphic disturbance
from natural factors, mainly stream action.
As remarked above, the later assemblages are characterised by the occurrence of Adulitan
pottery similar to pottery types dating to the 1st millennium AD in the sites of the highland
and by the occurrence of sherds with incised crosses on the external surface (see e.g., Phillips
2000). Interestingly, nothing related to the highland ceramics dating to the late 1st–early
2nd millennium AD was discovered at Adulis, confirming that at that time the town was
abandoned (Anfray 1974).
Unfortunately, suitable samples from the earlier levels of Sector 4 were not available for
C14 dating. Nevertheless, in this context, Adulitan vessels were associated with black topped
bowls and beakers (Fig. 11), which are a widespread feature of the 1st millennium BC ceramic
assemblages in the whole region and were previously unnoticed at Adulis. Moreover, the
wavy-shaped impressions, possibly obtained by means of the edges of shells, occurring in
these assemblages although typical of Adulis, were also recorded in assemblages dating to
the 2nd millennium BC in sites close to Djibouti (Gutherz et al. 1996, 273–79) and even on
the Egyptian Red Sea coast, in an Egyptian Middle Kingdom assemblage, where they are
considered as imports from the southern Red Sea (Manzo 2012).
Some vessels with scraped external surface were associated with the earlier assemblages
of the Sector 4 profile (Fig. 12). The surface scraping treatment is a very ancient feature of
some ceramic traditions in north-eastern Africa dating from the 6th millennium BC onwards
(Fattovich 1991); nevertheless, a geographically and perhaps even chronologically closer
comparison for the sherds from Adulis seems to be with the collections from eastern Tigrey
dating to the 1st millennium BC (D’Andrea et al. 2008). Interestingly, the bag-shaped jars
characterising the earlier phase of the Adulitan ceramic tradition were discovered in Egypt
and on the Yemeni Tihama in assemblages firmly dated from the 2nd millennium BC (Manzo
2012); the use of burnished lines as a decoration, which is a very common feature in archaic
Adulis, is also widespread in the Yemeni Tihama (Buffa 2007, 34–35) and recorded in some
materials imported from the southern Red Sea on the Egyptian Red Sea coast (Manzo 2012).
These data could provide the first firm stratigraphic evidence that the site was occupied
much earlier than it has been suggested before and that it was involved in the circuit of
exchange among Egypt, Sudan and South Arabia. So far, this latter hypothesis has been
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suggested by some scholars on the basis of admittedly limited elements. This is not only
relevant for a preliminary outline of the absolute chronology of the Adulitan ceramic tradition,
but also suggests that, since the very beginning of its history, Adulis played a crucial part both
in the dynamics of Red Sea contacts and as a gateway to the highland. Future investigations
will help archaeologists to fully evaluate this importance.
Frontispiece: The site of Adulis in 2011 (photograph, C. Zazzaro).
Bibliography
Anfray, F. 1963. La première campagne de fouilles à Matarā près de Sénafé. Annales d’Éthiopie
5: 87–166.
———. 1966. La poterie de Matarā: Esquisse typologique. Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 22: 5–74.
———. 1974. Deux villes axoumites: Adoulis et Matara. In Atti del IV Congresso Internazionale
di Studi Etiopici, 745–65. Roma.
Buffa, V. 2007. Malayba et l’Âge du Bronze du Yémen. Archäologische Berichte aus dem Yemen
12. Wiesbaden.
Cosmas Indicopleustes. 1968–1973. Cosmas Indicopleustès: Topographie chrétienne. Ed. and trans.
W. Wolska-Conus. 3 vols. Sources chrétiennes 141, 159, 197. Paris.
D’Andrea, C., A. Manzo, M. Harrower and A. Hawkins. 2008. The pre-Aksumite and Aksumite
settlement of NE Tigrai, Ethiopia. Journal of Field Archaeology 33: 151–76.
Fattovich, R. 1991. Ricerche archeologiche italiane nel delta del Gash (Kassala), 1980–1989,
un bilancio preliminare. Rassegna di Studi Etiopici 33: 89–130.
Gutherz, X., R. Joussaume, S. Amblard and G. Mohammed (in collaboration with Bonnefille,
R., H. Duday, G. Gouraud, S. Thiebault, I. Thiam, El Hadji, and W. Van Neer). 1996. Le
site d’Asa Koma (République de Djibouti) et les premiers producteurs dans la corne de
l’Afrique. Journal des Africanistes 66: 255–97.
Manzo, A. 2003. Note sulla più antica fase archeologica aksumita. Rassegna di Studi Etiopici,
n.s. 2: 37–50.
———. 2010. Exotic ceramic materials from Mersa Gawasis, Red Sea, Egypt. In Between the
cataracts: Proceedings of the 11th Conference of Nubian Studies, W. Godlewski and A. Łatjar (eds),
2.2: 439–53. Polish Archaeology in the Mediterranean Supplement Series. Warsaw.
———. 2012. Nubians and the others on the Red Sea: An update on the exotic ceramic
materials from the Middle Kingdom harbour of Mersa/Wadi Gawasis, Red Sea, Egypt.
In Navigated spaces, connected places: Proceedings of the Red Sea Project V, held in the University of
Exeter, September 2010, D. A. Agius, J. P. Cooper, C. Zazzaro and A. Trakadas (eds). Society
for Arabian Studies Monographs 12; BAR International Series 2346. Oxford.
Munro-Hay, S. 1982. The foreign trade of the Aksumite port of Adulis. Azania 17: 107–25.
Paribeni, R. 1907. Ricerche sul luogo dell’antica Adulis (Colonia Eritrea). Monumenti Antichi
18: 29–572.
Peacock, D. P. S. and L. Blue. 2007. The ancient Red Sea port of Adulis, Eritrea. Oxford.
Periplus maris Erythraei. 1989. The Periplus maris Erythraei: Text with introduction, translation and
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/zazzaro_manzo.aspx

240		

ZAZZARO & MANZO

BMSAES 18

commentary. Ed. and trans. L. Casson. Princeton.
Phillips, J. 2000. Pottery and other clay objects. In Archaeology at Aksum, Ethiopia, 1993–7, by
D. W. Phillipson, 205–12. London.
Pliny the Elder. 1938. Pliny: Natural history. Trans. H. Rackham. London.
Procopius. 1954. History of the wars. Trans. H. B. Dewing. London.
Sundström, R. 1907. Report of an expedition to Adulis. In Preliminary report of the Princeton
University Expedition to Abyssinia by E. Littmann. Zeitschrift für Assyriologie und verwandte
Gebiete 20: 172–82.
Zazzaro, C. 2009. Adulis and the Eritrean coast in museum collections and Italian and other
European travellers’ accounts. In Connected hinterlands: Proceedings of Red Sea Project IV
held at the University of Southampton, September 2008, L. Blue, J. Cooper, R. Thomas and J.
Whitewright (eds), 49–59. Society for Arabian Studies Monographs 8; BAR International
Series 2052. Oxford.

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/online_journals/bmsaes/issue_18/zazzaro_manzo.aspx

2012

POTTERY FROM ADULIS

241

Fig. 1: Map of Adulis and the Eritrean coast.
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Fig. 2: Sector 1, view from south of a collapsed wall from the latest occupation phase.

Fig. 3: Fragment of a black-grey polished mineral and micaceous Adulitan carinated bowl with
decoration along the rim and the carina possibly obtained by impressing the edge of a shell
on the wet paste (Paribeni collection, National Museum of Asmara).
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Fig. 4: Decoration of incised and impressed patterns on the external surface of some black-grey ware sherds of
Adulitan bowls (Paribeni collection, National Museum of Asmara).

Fig. 6: Wavy outline impression, possibly
obtained by impressing on the wet
paste the edge of a shell (Paribeni
collection, National Museum of
Asmara).

Fig. 5: Rim sherds of Adulitan black-grey micaceous ware
bowl with flat triangular in section rim, decorated with
oblique incisions on the external surface.
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Fig. 7: Different rim shapes of black-grey ware Adulitan vessels.
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Fig. 8: Fragments of orange-red micaceous ware bag-shaped Adulitan jars.

Fig. 9: Fragments of red-brown micaceous and organic tempered ware Adulitan bowls with incised rim,
jars or bottles with incised moulded ledges on the shoulders.
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Fig. 10: Rim sherd of brown mineral tempered ware red slipped closed cup with vertical grooves and a cross
and a Ge‛ez inscription under the rim.

Fig. 11: Black-topped beakers.

Fig. 12: Large orange-red micaceous ware rim sherd of a jar
with scraped external surface.
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