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The Nabataean kingdom, radiating from its capital Petra,  
in northwestern Arabia, enjoyed great prosperity between 
the Late Hellenistic and Roman periods, in particular 
through its involvement in the trans-Arabian caravan  
trade.1 Living on the eastern shore of the Red Sea, the 
Nabataeans also were involved in maritime trade, as at-
tested by the ancient sources mentioning the existence of 
Nabataean ports on this coast. The most important one, 
Leuke Kome (“the white village”) – still unidentified – is 
described by Strabo as the main Nabataean trade port for 
Oriental goods and as the gateway to Nabataean territory 
at the end of the 1st century BC.2 According to the Periplus 
Maris Erythraei, this port was still used as a secondary 
port for small vessels coming from southern Arabia in the 
mid 1st century AD, after Roman maritime trade in the Red 
Sea increased.3 Cosmas Indicopleustes, in the 6th century 
AD, mentions it again regarding an ancient inscription 
from Adulis4 related to the military campaign of an Ethio-
pian king which had devastated Arabia “from Leuke Kome 
to the Sabeans country”, probably in the late 2nd or 3rd cen-
turies AD.5 In addition, as a consequence of their trading 
activities in this area, Nabataeans seem to have sometimes 
crossed the sea to reach Egypt, as evidenced by hundreds 
Nabataean graffiti recorded in the Eastern Desert, along 
the roads connecting the Red Sea to the Nile. This paper 
aims first to present an overview of the data attesting this 
Nabataean presence in the Egyptian Eastern Desert. Sec-
ondly, this paper aims to determine a chronological frame-
work for their presence in the light of recent discoveries. In 
conclusion, these attestations will be placed into a broader 
context regarding the Red Sea trade networks and their 
evolution, especially relating to possible Nabataean ports 
on the Red Sea coast. 

Evidences of Nabataean Presence in the 
Egyptian Eastern Desert
The most impressive remains of the Nabatean presence in 
the Egyptian Eastern Desert are not archaeological data 
but graffiti. Most of these are very simple and usually are 
in the form of “Greetings, X son of X”. An inventory was 
first made in the 1950s, mostly by Enno Littmann and 
David Meredith.6 It was completed later by a few new epi-

graphic discoveries, thanks to the important surveys and 
fieldwork conducted in this region since the late 1970s and 
1980s.7 This discussion will focus on their spatial distribu-
tion along the roads crossing the Eastern Desert (Figure 
10:1).

First, Nabataean graffiti are recorded along the north-
south road connecting Clysma/Arsinoë (modern Suez) to  
Berenike.8 In the northern part of the Red Sea, on the west-
ern shore of the Gulf of Suez, an important group is locat-
ed at Bir Abu Darag, around 70 km from Clysma/Arsinoë, 
where the remains of a Roman fort have also been noted.9 
Farther south, a few spots have been recorded in wadis 
adjacent to the road: in Umm Dummerana,10 in the station 
of Bir Umm Dalfa11 and in Bir Umm ‘Anab.12 Second, a 
few Nabataean graffiti have been found along an east-west 
road connecting the Nile to the Red Sea coast: in Wadi 
Gidami13 and Wadi Hamama.14 This road probably ends in 
the vicinity of the modern port of Safaga, perhaps ancient 
Philoteras.15 But the remains of the Nabataean presence 
in the Eastern Desert are mainly concentrated on the road 
connecting the harbour of Myos Hormos (modern Quseir 
al-Qadim) and the city of Koptos (modern Qift), on the 
Nile. 

In Roman times, this road was punctuated by a series of 
small forts (praesidia). The military stations protected the 
journey of the goods coming from the Red Sea, offering 
shelter and security for caravans. Nabataean graffiti re-
corded along this road were all found in the immediate vi-
cinity of these Roman forts and caravan stations. They are 
situated in Qusur el-Banat,16 Krokodilo (modern al-Mu-
wayh),17 Abu Quei’ (or Kuway’),18 Bi’r el-Hammamat,19 

Crossing the Red Sea: The Nabataeans 
in the Egyptian Eastern Desert

Caroline Durand

1. Regarding Nabataean trade, see Graf & Sidebotham 2003; Schmid 
2004, 2007; Durand 2008, 2009.
2. Strabo, Geography XVI.4.24.
3. Periplus Maris Erythraei 19. On the date of the PME, around the mid 
1st century AD: Bowersock 1983: 70-1; Robin 1991.
4. Probably near modern Zula, in Eritrea: Peacock & Blue 2007.
5. Cosmas Indicopleustes, Christian Topography 2.62.
6. Littmann & Meredith 1953, 1954; Jomier 1954.

7. Hammond 1979; Briquel-Chatonnet & Nehmé 1998.
8. The southern part of this road, between Antinoopolis and Berenike, 
corresponds to the Roman Via Hadriana, finished in AD 137 (Starcky 
1955: 151).
9. Littmann & Meredith 1953: 11-3 (n°22a-34); probably Littmann & 
Meredith 1953: 14-7 (n°35-49). These sites were firstly localised near 
Bir al-Dakhal and Ras Gemsa (Littmann & Meredith 1954: 245); Jomier 
1954.
10. Littmann & Meredith 1953: 9-11 (n°16a-21c).
11. Littmann & Meredith 1953: 7-9 (n°11-15).
12. Littmann & Meredith 1953: 5-7 (n°1-10).
13. Littmann & Meredith 1954: 220-3 (n°64-73).
14. Littmann & Meredith 1954: 219 (n°61-63).
15. Sidebotham et al. 2008: 169.
16. Littmann & Meredith 1953: 18 (n°52); Littmann & Meredith 1954: 
215-6 (n°55-57). 
17. Briquel-Chatonnet & Nehmé 1998: 82-6 (n°1-3).
18. Brun 2002: 398; Fournet 1995.
19. Briquel-Chatonnet & Nehmé 1998: 86-8 (n°4 a-c).
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el-Hamra,20 and the Myos Hormos area.21 Two Nabataean 
ostraca were also found in Maximianon (modern Wakalat 
al-Zarqa).22 Recent archaeological fieldwork conducted 
along this road makes it possible to reconstruct the build-
ing progression of the different stations and forts.23 Three 
successive building phases can be distinguished. The first 

phase can be dated to the end of the 1st century AD/be-
ginning of the 2nd century AD. At this time, the Ro- 
man stations of Maximianon and Krokodilo probably al- 
ready existed. In Krokodilo, three Nabataean graffiti were 
engraved on the door posts of the fort,24 which means  
that they cannot be dated to before the end of the 1st cen-
tury AD. It is possible, however, that they belong to a later 
period, after the fort was abandoned. The two Nabataean 
ostraca found in Maximianon are dated, based on their 
context, to the 2nd century AD.25 The praesidia of Bi’r el-20. Littmann & Meredith 1953: 17 (n° 50-51); Littmann & Meredith 

1954: 218 (n°60).
21. Hammond 1979. Several Nabataean graffiti have been recorded in 
an area of 10 km around Myos Hormos. Unfortunately, only one has 
been published in detail, and the exact number and content of these 
graffiti are unknown.
22. Toll 1994. On Maximianon excavations: Bülow-Jacobsen et al. 
1994; Brun 1994, 1996.
23. Brun 2002; Cuvigny 2003.

Figure 10:1. Distribution 
of Nabataean graffiti in 
the Egyptian Eastern 
Desert and probable main 
caravan and maritime 
routes.

24. Briquel-Chatonnet & Nehmé 1998: 82-6 (n°1-3).
25. Toll 1994: 381. These two fragmentary documents are still unique. 
They bear one or several series of numbers. The better preserved one 
is probably a kind of calculation table. The first line contains a few il-
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Hammamat and el-Hamra’ possibly were built during a 
second phase, corresponding to the second half of the 2nd 
century AD, under Hadrian or Antonius Pius.26 The two 
Nabataean graffiti found in Bi’r el-Hammamat were once 
again engraved on the door posts of the fort, giving a termi-
nus post quem for these inscriptions. On the other hand, we 
do not have any chronological indication for the two Naba-
taean graffiti recorded in the vicinity of el-Hamra. The fort 
of Qusur el-Banat belongs to a third phase and was built at 
the very end of the 2nd century AD, under Marcus Aurelius 
or Septimus Severus. It was in use during the first quarter 
of the 3rd century AD.27 It is tempting to associate the three 
Nabataean graffiti found on a rock wall very close to this 
fort to the fort’s occupation, but they could also be earlier 
or later. At this time, the fort of Maximianon was aban-
doned. At last, the site of Abu Quei’ is not a Roman station 
but a rock shelter used by caravaneers before the road was 
developed, probably as early as the Ptolemaic period.28 
The two Nabataean graffiti found there could thus possi-
bly date to an earlier period than the others, even though 
this is still very uncertain. They may have been associated 
with two small groups of earlier inscriptions discovered 
ca. 60 km from Koptos. The first group is situated in Wadi 
Menih (or Minayh), among the inscriptions of the paneion, 
a stone shelter dedicated to the god Pan-Min, and covered 
by Egyptian, Greek and Latin inscriptions.29 The second 
group is located close to the first one, under a stone shelter 
of the adjacent Wadi Menih el-Heir (or Minayh al-Hir). 
Based on associated Greek and Latin inscriptions, Naba-
taean inscriptions from these two locations must date from 
the first half of the 1st century AD.30

Striking is the fact that except for the two small groups 
from the stone shelters of Wadi Menih and Wadi Menih el-
Heir, no other Nabataean inscriptions are recorded along 
the road from Berenike to Koptos, although it was exten-
sively surveyed in the 1990s by Steven Sidebotham.31 On 
the other hand, the Nabataeans were probably active on the 
Myos Hormos to Koptos road for quite a long time, as a 
date between the end of the 1st century AD and the 3rd cen-
tury AD must be stressed for the Nabataean graffiti located 
on the Myos Hormos to Koptos road. This dating fits well 
with the period given by the few clearly dated Nabataean 
graffiti from the Sinai Peninsula32 with which the Eastern 

Desert Nabataean graffiti are usually associated because of 
very similar writing and common names.33

Besides the Nabataean graffiti, a few Nabataean painted 
fineware pottery sherds have also been uncovered in the 
Egyptian Red Sea ports. Nabataean sherds have been re-
corded in Myos Hormos, dating – on the base of the two 
published sherds – from the end of the 1st century BC/be-
ginning of the 1st century AD to the 2nd/3rd centuries AD.34 
A few sherds that could be dated to the first half of the 1st 
century AD were also uncovered in Berenike.35

The Evolution of Trading Networks in the Egyptian
Eastern Desert
Berenike harbour was founded by Ptolemy II Philadelphus 
in the mid 3rd century BC in order to receive the large ships 
carrying war elephants from the south.36 One hundred and 
fifty years later, during the course of the 2nd century BC, 
the road from Myos Hormos to Koptos began to dominate 
after the ancient road from Berenike to Apollonopolis/
Edfu started to decline, probably because of the Thebaïs’ 
secession at the beginning of the 2nd century BC (207/206-
187 BC).37 This new configuration made the maritime itin-
erary in the Red Sea almost 300 km longer to the north, 
but reduced to a minimum – 175 km – the caravan journey 
between the Red Sea and the Nile.38 During the 1st century 
AD, the situation was reversed. At this time, the decision 
was made to exploit the southern road from Koptos to Be-
renike. An inscription from Koptos celebrates the commis-
sion of three watering points along this road that did not 
exist during the Ptolemaic period.39 The oldest inscription 
of the Wadi Menih’ paneion gives the date of 4 BC as a 
terminus ante quem for this inscription and for the open-
ing of the road.40 The reasons why this road was preferred 
once again were probably the same as those in Ptolemaic 
times:41 it was difficult to sail in the northern part of the 
Red Sea due to a permanent north-to-south wind,42 par-
ticularly for large vessels that at this time came in great 
numbers from India.43 This road quickly became important 
and Berenike became the main landing-port for the Eryth-
raean goods as early as the mid 1st century AD. Around AD 

legible letters, and then the following lines are numbered by order. It has 
been thought that it was a goods inventory. The goods must have been 
known by the writer of the ostracon, and this would explain why it bears 
only numbers.
26. Brun 2002: 402.
27. Brun 2002: 403.
28. Brun 2002: 398; Fournet 1995.
29. De Romanis 1996: 203-17; Cuvigny & Bulow-Jacobsen 1999: 133-72.
30. Nehmé in Cuvigny & Bülow-Jacobsen 1999: 154-5 (n°40-41), 167-8 
(n°66-67). 
31. Sidebotham 2002. Nevertheless, this program seems to have focused 
mainly on architectural and material remains.
32. Littmann & Meredith 1953: 3; Cantineau 1930-1932, vol. I: 23; Ne-
gev 1967. Around 7,000 Nabataean graffiti were discovered in the Sinai 
Peninsula: Starcky 1955: 152; Teixidor 1998: 85-6, who recorded 2,700 
graffiti.

33. Negev 1991. A graffito found in Myos Hormos is comparable by its 
onomastics to those of Sinai and northern Egypt: Hammond 1979.
34. Whitcomb & Johnson 1982: 59-60, 67-8, fig. 21d & 21e; Schmid 
2004: 418, n°10; Schmid 2007: 66, n°10.
35. Hayes 1995: 38; Hayes 1996: 150; Schmid 2004: 418, n°11; Schmid 
2007: 66, n°11. Unfortunately, no pictures of these sherds are available.
36. Strabo, Geography XVII.45.
37. At the end of the 2nd century BC, Agatharchides of Cnidus writes 
that Myos Hormos was a “big harbour”, while Berenike seemed then 
to be a forgotten place. One century later, Strabo also described the 
Myos Hormos road as a flourishing trade itinerary (Strabo, Geography 
XVII.45).
38. Cuvigny 2000: 158.
39. Bernand 1984: n°56.
40. Cuvigny, Bülow-Jacobsen 1999: 134-5. 
41. Strabo, Geography XVII.45: “(...) and that he did this because the 
Red Sea was hard to navigate, particularly for those who set sail from its 
innermost recess.”
42. Facey 2004.
43. Cuvigny 2003: 29 (n. 164); De Romanis 1996: 23-8.
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50, Pliny describes very precisely the merchants’ itinerary 
from Alexandria to India, passing through Berenike, but he 
does not mention the harbour of Myos Hormos.44 On the 
other hand, most of the ca. 120 Greek and Latin inscrip-
tions from Wadi Hammamat (i.e. Koptos-Myos Hormos 
road)45 date between the reigns of Augustus and Domitian, 
i.e. 1st century AD, and most of these inscriptions seem 
to date from the Tiberian era (AD 14-37).46 It seems that 
after the first half of the 1st century AD, Mediterranean 
merchants preferred the Berenike road to the Myos Hor-
mos road. Nevertheless, the hodos Myshormitike – as this 
road was called by Roman soldiers, based on some ostraca 
found in the fort of Krokodilo47 – was still in use as it had 
been secured by a series of small forts at the end of the 
1st century and during the 2nd century AD. Excavations in 
Myos Hormos show that the port probably ceased to oper-
ate during the 3rd century AD.48

Evidence of a Nabataean presence near these small forts 
precisely dates from this 2nd/3rd centuries AD period. We 
can thus wonder what the Nabataeans did on this road at 
this time. A first explanation, which has often been sug-
gested, is that the strong competition between Roman 
maritime trade and Nabataean caravan trade after the 1st 
century AD possibly led the Nabataeans to collaborate 
with Roman merchants, guiding their caravans through the 
Eastern Desert after the goods arrived in the Red Sea ports, 
in order to ensure their security.49 Nevertheless, this hy-
pothesis is contradictory, as the Myos Hormos road seems 
to become a secondary itinerary for the Indo-Roman trade 
in the 2nd-3rd centuries AD, precisely when the Nabataeans 
frequented this road. 

Another reason that could have led the Nabataeans to fre-
quent the Myos Hormos road at this time is that they used 
it for their own trade activities. We know, thanks to the 
ancient sources, that the Nabataeans controlled the cara-
van trade in northwestern Arabia as soon as the 4th century 
BC. The main trade road – the famous “incense road” – 
connected southern Arabia to Petra and there, to Gaza and 
the Mediterranean.50 A secondary trade road linking Petra 
to the land of the Gerrhaeans is also attested by classical 
authors.51 These two trade roads seems to have been in use 
during the entire Hellenistic period, but during the 1st and 
2nd centuries AD, several historical events were the cause 
of strong changes in the Nabataean trade networks: first, 
the considerable increase of Indo-Roman trade, which 
probably caused strong competition for the caravan trade, 

and which is considered to have marked the start of the 
Nabataean decline; second, the annexation and transfor- 
mation of the Nabataean kingdom into the Roman Pro- 
vincia Arabia at the beginning of the 2nd century AD. It 
is probable that as soon as the 1st century AD, facing Ro- 
man competition and trying to preserve their rank in eco-
nomic networks, the Nabataeans deviated part of their own 
trade goods to Koptos, the new hub for the Oriental trade. 

Crossing the Red Sea: Nabataean Ports on the 
Eastern Red Sea Coast
The concentrated presence of the Nabataeans on the Myos 
Hormos road could be explained by the fact that Myos Hor-
mos was easier for them to reach than Berenike, being lo- 
cated almost at the same latitude as the southern border of  
their kingdom. It also suggests that one or several Naba-
taean ports should have functioned on the eastern coast 
of the Red Sea between the 1st and 3rd centuries AD, most 
probably at latitude close to that of Myos Hormos.

Two main areas along the eastern Red Sea coast have 
yielded archaeological remains: the first one in the north-
ern part of the Red Sea, around the site of ‘Aynunah/
Khurayba, where Nabataean pottery sherds and architec-
tural structures were uncovered;52 the second one around 
the modern port of al-Wajh, where the remains of a temple 
in the delta of the Wadi al-Hamd were uncovered by Bur-
ton in the late 19th century.53 Both sites have been inter-
preted as possible locations for the ancient Leuke Kome. 
Aynunah has sometimes been preferred because of the im-
portant archaeological remains uncovered and of the direct 
link to Petra offered by the road from Wadi Afal, which 
fits with the Periplus Maris Erythraei description,54 but the 
site of al-Wajh tends now to be considered as the favourite 
hypothesis, in particular because of its geographical situa-
tion opposite Quseir/Myos Hormos.55 We assume that the 
concentrated Nabataean presence along the Myos Hormos 
road to Koptos could corroborate this point of view, even 
if this long-term debate will only be solved when archaeo-
logical programmes launched in this part of the Saudi coast 
will bring new results and shed new light on these possible 
Nabataean ports.  
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