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Abstract

The Red Sea Region during the ‘Long’ Late Antiquity (AD 500-1000)
Timothy Power, Wolfson College. D.Phil. Dissertation, Hilary 2010.

Red Sea studies have hitherto focused especially on the ‘India trade’ of the Julio-
Claudian and Fatimid dynasties. This study shifts attention to the transition between
Byzantium and the Caliphate, a period now referred to as the ‘long’ Late Antiquity,
and stresses the importance of local economies such as the mining industry and slave
trade. The thesis thus constitutes a regional case study in the wider debate

surrounding the demise of ‘Classical’ antiquity and formation of the Islamic world.

The late Roman ‘India trade’ was increasingly handled by Aksumite and Himyarite
middlemen. Serious political and social disturbances in the Sub-Continent during the
early sixth century appear to have undermined this trade. The declining volume of
commerce fuelled internecine regional conflict in the Red Sea, affording opportunity
to outside powers and ultimately overturning the late Roman order. Most late Roman
ports were much reduced or entirely abandoned after the mid sixth century. The co-
option of post-Himyarite Yemen was crucial to the success of the Muslim conquests.
The early Islamic ports emerged out of the conquest and consolidation of the new Red

Sea provinces, when maritime communications with the Hijaz were significant.

The early Caliphate effectively abandoned its Red Sea provinces - with the notable
exception of the Hijaz - to the avarice of alien governors. This hastened the
fragmentation of the Caliphate and rise of independent local dynasties, most notably
the Ziyadids of Yemen and Taltinids of Egypt, who had a vested interest in economic
growth. The ninth and tenth centuries witnessed a great expansion of the mining and
textile industries, together with a booming slave trade and return of the ‘India trade.’
The Red Sea further benefited from the decline of the Gulf and rise of the
Mediterranean, associated with a Western movement of Iraqi-Iranian capital and

expertise, by whose agency the early Islamic ‘bourgeois revolution’ spread to Red Sea.
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1. Introduction: The Context of Study

[1.1] Red Sea Studies

(i) The Red Sea was among the very first regions of the Middle East to be studied and
explored by Enlightenment Europe, for as early as 1766, d’Anville published his
Mémoires sur I'Egypte ancienne et moderne, sui vis d’une description du golf Arabique ou de le
mer Rouge. Shortly thereafter Carsten Niebuhr’s publication of the royal Danish
expedition to Arabia provided the first detailed account of the Hijaz and Yemen,' to
which can be added James Bruce’s publication of his travels in Ethiopia and Nubia,’
and finally the epic Description de I'Egypte.’ Although these wide-ranging studies
variously detailed flora and fauna or described manners and customs, they all
possessed a strong antiquarian flavour and may therefore be regarded as the

beginnings of the historical and archaeological study of the Red Sea region.

The acquisition of antiquities developed as a corollary to these early studies, but was
given renewed momentum by colonial powers competing to appropriate the deep
roots of Civilisation, which they sought principally through the Classical and Biblical
traditions. The first antiquarian publications of Aksum were undertaken by Henry Salt
in 1805 and 1809;" later, the excavation of Adulis was undertaken by the British

Museum during Napier’s 1868 Magdala expedition. In 1818 the former circus strong-

! Niebuhr, 1772; 1774; 1775a & b; 1778.
2Bruce, 1790.

* Description, 1809-29.

* Salt, 1814. Cf. Munro-Hay, 1991: 19-29.
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man Giovanni Battista Belzoni - Shelley’s “traveller to an antique land” - discovered
the remains of the Graeco-Roman Red Sea emporium of Berenike. Yet of all the
nineteenth century savants, perhaps the most significant contribution to Red Sea
archaeology was made by Louis Maurice Adolphe Linant de Bellefonds, who through
the 1820s discovered the ancient Meroitic civilisation of the Middle Nile, as well as
identifying Trajan’s Canal and exploring the Graeco-Roman mines of the Eastern

Desert.’

The deployment of British colonial administrators and military personnel between
Suez and Aden during the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries gave a great
boost to the study of Red Sea archaeology.® Many of these men had received ‘Classical’
educations and were keen amateur archaeologists. An extreme example is Richard
Burton, who discovered the Hijazi mining sites, believing them to be the Midian gold
mines mentioned in Exodus.” Less glamorous and smaller excavations were published
by officers on leave, particularly in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan: J.W. Crowfoot provided
an overview of ‘Aydhab, al-Rih (Badi) and Sawakin; Major H.E. Hebbert excavated at
al-Rih; George Murray dug at ‘Aydhab.’ T.E. Lawrence documented a number of ports
and roads of the northern Red Sea - later returning in another guise, of course’ - yet
the most evocative snap-shots of the Red Sea prior to modern development are to be
found in Allan Villiers and Jean-Paul Greenlaw," who respectively documented the

traditional dhow trade and Ottoman architecture of Sawakin: both now sadly

® Linant de Bellefonds, 1868.

®Bourdon, 1925.

" Burton, 1878; 1879.

8 Crowfoot, 1911; Hebbert, 1936; Murray, 1926.

°E.g. Aqaba described in the Wilderness of Zin Archaeological Survey (1913-1914), Woolley & Lawrence,
1936: 145-47. Famously, Lawrence took Aqgaba in 1917 with the help of the Hawaytat.

Y villiers, 1940; Greenlaw, 1995.
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disappeared. The British colonial involvement in Red Sea archaeology is exemplified
by the British Admiralty pilot of Western Arabia and the Red Sea (1930), which in
addition to producing detailed coastal survey, identified numerous Classical and

Islamic port sites.

(i) Knowledge of Islamic Egypt expanded dramatically in the decades following the
Second World War with Shlomo Goetein’s work on the Geniza" and George Scanlon’s
excavation of Fustat.”” They made explicit, in their different ways, the importance of
the Fatimid and Mamltk ‘India trade’ lately noted by Bernard Lewis,"” wherein the Red
Sea became the main artery linking the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean. At much
the same time David Meredith was laying out the ports and roads of the Eastern
Desert of Egypt which once carried the Graeco-Roman ‘India trade.”* This topic had
recently been brought to the fore by Mortimer Wheeler’s excavations at Arikamedu in
southern India, which he believed to be a Roman mercantile colony, and a number of
syncretic studies shortly appeared.” The early Roman and middle Islamic ‘India
trade™ therefore became increasingly well studied through the 1950s and ‘60s, casting

new light onto the ancient transit trade of the Red Sea.

Work on the Red Sea grew steadily during the last quarter of the century. The Saudi
Arabian Department of Antiquities and Museums undertook a series of

‘comprehensive surveys’ and excavations published in the journal Atlal during the late

" Goitein, 1953; 1954; 1963; 1973; 1980; 1987.

2 Scanlon & Kubiak. 1964-78.

B Lewis, 1950.

1 Meredith, 1952; 1953; 1958.

' Wheeler et al, 1946; Wheeler, 1955; Majumdar, 1960; Derrett, 1961; 1962; Miller, 1969; Jones, 1974;
Warmington, 1974; Raschke, 1978; Casson, 1980.

' Excavations at the early Islamic Gulf emporium of Siraf began at broadly this time. Whitehouse, 1968.
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1970s and early ‘80s. This represents the first professional publication of Islamic sites
in the Arabian littoral and hinterland, including especially Juris Zarins’ publication of
‘Aththar,"” together with the mining regions of the wadi al-Qura, southern Darb
Zubayda and ‘Asir mountains.'® Work in the Red Sea moreover benefited from political
instability in the Gulf. Donald Whitcomb and Ed Keall, who respectively dug at the
Egyptian port of Qusayr al-Qadim” and at Zabid” in the Yemeni Tihama, had
previously worked in Oman and Iran: there Keall was lucky to survive being stabbed at
a road block during the Islamic revolution. By the end of the decade, Whitcomb had
begun working at Agaba.” The archaeological record of the Islamic period in the Red
Sea was therefore largely a product of the 1980s, of which this thesis represents a first

attempt to interpret as a unitary data set.

The archaeological record of the Graeco-Roman period grew similarly during the
1980s and ‘90s. The publication of Steven Sidebotham’s PhD thesis* marks the start of
renewed interest in the Graeco-Roman ‘India trade’ and its attendant communications
infrastructure in the Red Sea. Sidebotham then dug at Abx Sha‘ar,” thought to be the
site of Myos Hormos but subsequently shown to be a late Roman fortress, and went on
to work with others at the port sites of Berenike and Marsa Nakari (Necesia?),” as well

as undertaking extensive survey work targeting the roads and mines of the Eastern

7 7arins & Zahrani, 1985.

18 de Jesus et al, 1982; Kisnawi et al, 1983; Hester et al, 1984,

Y Whitcomb & Johnson, 1979; 1982 a & b.

2 Keall, 1983a; 1983b; 1984.

' Whitcomb, 1987.

22 sidebotham, 1986.

# Sidebotham et al, 1989; 1991; 1994a; 1994b.

* Sidebotham & Wendrich, 1995; 1996; 1998; 1999; 2000; 2007. Seeger, 2001.
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Desert.” David Peacock worked at the quarries of Mons Claudianus and then with Lucy
Blue at Qusayr al-Qadim, now firmly identified as the important early Roman
emporium of Myos Hormos.” Investigations of the Graeco-Roman Aila directed by
Tom Parker got underway in the 1990s,” complimenting Whitcomb’s excavation of

the Islamic city, and making ‘Aqaba perhaps the best known Red Sea site.

(iii) The burgeoning of Red Sea studies in the 1990s culminated with the biennial
Seminar for Arabian Studies Red Sea conference series. This began in 2002 and has
since become the pre-eminent forum for historians and archaeologists involved with
the region. Each conference has a different theme, with past themes including trade
and travel,”® peoples,” natural resources and cultural connections,” and connected
hinterlands.” The forthcoming 2010 conference has the theme navigated spaces,
connected places.”” The first three conferences were held in the British Museum,
while the fourth was held in the University of Southampton and the fifth at the
University of Exeter, both institutions with a strong fieldwork involvement in the Red
Sea region. Red Sea studies have in some sense come of age with their own conference

series and regular publication of proceedings.

The success of the Arabian Studies conferences has stimulated Red Sea studies in

other countries. Eric Vallet of the Orient & Méditerranée: Laboratoire Islam medieval,

 Sidebotham & Zitterkopf, 1989; Sidebotham & Riley, 1991; 1997; 1998; Sidebotham & Helms, 2000;
Sidebotham et al, 2004.

% peacock & Blue, 2006.

7 parker, 1996-2003.

% Red SeaI(2002). Lunde & Porter, 2004.

? Red Sea I1 (2004). Starkey, 2005.

**Red Sea 11 (2006). Starkey et al, 2007.

' Red Sea IV (2008). Blue et al, 2010 (IN PRESS).

32Red Sea V (2010). Dionisius et al (FORTHCOMING).
http://projects.exeter.ac.uk/mares/conferences.html
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a research group associated with the CNRS and Sorbonne, convened a study day in
2008 entitled Ports et réseaux de commerce en mer Rouge (Vle-XVe siécle).”> In 2008 Walter
Ward, of the University of California at Los Angeles, chaired a panel on the Red Sea in
antiquity at the annual meeting of the American School for Oriental Research.* A Red
Sea panel is now regularly included in the ASOR meetings. Also in 2008, Hans Barnard
organised a three-day conference on the history of the peoples of the Eastern Desert

of Egypt at the Netherlands-Flemish Institute in Cairo.”

Finally, mention should be made of the MARES project at the University of Exeter, a
multi-disciplinary research group focusing on the maritime traditions of the peoples
of the Red Sea and Gulf: “Drawing on ethnography, archaeology, history and
linguistics, it seeks to understand how people have inhabited and navigated these
seascapes in late antiquity and the medieval period, and how they do so today.”* With
the establishment of these new research groups and conference panels, Red Sea

studies now have a truly international scope.

(iv) One of the aims in writing this thesis is to produce a ‘desk-based assessment’
(DBA) synthesising the extant data set and informing future field work, a concept
borrowed from British commercial archaeology as defined by the Institute of

Archaeologists:

* Chroniques Yeménites 15 (2008). http://www.islam-medieval.cnrs.fr/apim3.htm
* http://www.bu.edu/asor/am/2008/archive/index-2008.html

% Barnard & Duistermaat, 2010 (IN PRESS).

% http://projects.exeter.ac.uk/mares/index.htm


http://www.islam-medieval.cnrs.fr/apim3.htm
http://www.bu.edu/asor/am/2008/archive/index-2008.html
http://projects.exeter.ac.uk/mares/index.htm
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“...a programme of assessment of the known or potential archaeological resource
within a specified area or site on land, inter-tidal zone or underwater. It consists of a
collation of existing written, graphic, photographic and electronic information in
order to identify the likely character, extent, quality and worth of the known or
potential archaeological resource in a local, regional, national or international

context as appropriate.””’

The thesis was therefore undertaken in direct preparation for planned future
fieldwork. Numerous Islamic sites have been noted by ‘Classical’ archaeologists
working in the Eastern Desert of Egypt, yet to date no attempt at systematic
exploration has been made. Archaeology might usefully compliment the Geniza
documents, which do not in fact bear directly on the Fatimid Red Sea ‘India trade’
[5.3.1] (i). 1t is hoped that the completed thesis will contribute to a successful grant
application to fund a preliminary survey of the Islamic roads and mines of the Eastern
Desert. Note that a good deal of research has been completed on this subject but not
included in the final edit of the thesis, which sought instead to provide a broad
framework supporting further research. An Eastern Desert survey would naturally
lead into excavation of the important medieval emporium of ‘Aydhab, currently out of

bounds to archaeologists but perhaps accessible in coming years.

(v) A brief note on Arabic historiography is necessary at this point. The majority of
the sources used in the thesis belong to the ninth and tenth century, and are in some

cases separated from the events they purport to describe by some two or three

¥ Institute for Archaeologists, 2008: 2.
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centuries. The formation of the Arabic historical tradition has therefore been subject
to much debate, most usefully summarised by Patricia Crone in her introduction to
Slaves on Horses (1980). Such issues need to be acknowledged without necessarily

resolved, a task which lies well beyond the scope of this thesis.

I have adopted the general methodology of a desk-based assessment, to collate
pertinent historical information relating to archaeological sites, with particular
regard to their possible origins and function. Specific historiographic issues are
addressed as they arise and the Arabic historical tradition is compared to epigraphy
and other source material where available. In general, I believe that archaeologists
should in the first instance cautiously accept the testimony of the more sober sources,
that this information ought form the basis of hypotheses to be tested by field work,
and that the interaction of the two should be an ever advancing and dynamic process.
This conforms to Ian Hodder’s call for a reflexive method in his Archaeological Process
(1999), wherein data and theory are bound together in an ascending ‘hermeneutic
spiral.”® The synthesis of the extant corpus of historical and archaeological data
pertaining to the Red Sea (AD 500 - 1000) presented here therefore marks no more
than the beginning of this process, and revisions will no doubt be made as new

research is made available.

* Hodder, 1999: Fig. 3.3, p. 39.
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[1.2] Chronological Parameters of Investigation

(i) Although the Bronze Age Pharaonic state exploited the communications corridor
and mineral resources afforded by the Red Sea and its hinterlands, it did so through a
series of discrete expeditions from the Nile Valley, and so established little in the way
of permanent infrastructure.” Attempts to develop the military and communications
infrastructure began in the Saite period (664-525 BC), but were only really successful
under the Achaemenids (525-334 BC). Necho II (610-595 BC) built a Red Sea fleet, and
according to Herodotus, commissioned a Phoenician expedition to circumnavigate
Africa.® At the same time, he began work on a canal along the floor of the Wadi
Tlmaylat, so as to provide the administrative capital at Memphis with a direct link
with the Red Sea. Necho never saw his canal completed, and it was only under the
Achaemenid Darius 1 (521-486 BC) that ships are supposed to have sailed from
Memphis to the Persian Gulf."" While a move towards a comprehensive Red Sea
communications infrastructure was thus made as early as the late Iron Age, it

achieved no lasting effects.

The foundation of an enduring maritime communications infrastructure spanning the
Red Sea were laid by Ptolemy II Philadelphia (283-246 BC),”” allegedly to procure

African elephants for his wars with the Seleucids. He reopened the Wadi Tamaylat

* A single Pharaonic port has been identified at Marsa Gawasis, at the mouth of the Wadi Hammamat. It
does not seem to have had a permanent population resident, but rather occupied by maritime
expeditions, who assembled the sewn-boats carried in sections from the valley. See Sayed, 1977b; Bard
& Fattovich, 2003-04.

** Herodotus, 4.42 (1890).

“1 Posener, 1936.

“> On the Ptolemaic expansion, see: Holbl, 2001: 35-76; Rostovtzeff, 1932.
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canal, and built four ports between the Gulf of Suez and Ras Banas: Arsinog,
Philoteras, Myos Hormos and Berenike Troglodytica [Fig. 1.01]. He connected the
latter three harbours to the Nilotic ports of Coptos (Qift) and Apollonopolis Magna
(Edfu) with roads, further furnished with forts and water stations (hydreumata).” In
addition to these far-reaching investments in infrastructure, he commissioned
scientific voyages to improve knowledge of the region, which later provided the
material for the geographers Agatharchides, Artemidorus and Eratosthenes. His reign,

therefore, marks the opening up of the Red Sea to the Hellenistic world.

State investment in the Red Sea continued under Ptolemy III Euergetes (246-221 BC)
and Ptolemy IV Philopator (221-205 BC) - respectively associated with the ports of
Leukos Limen and Nechesia - but seems to come to an end with Ptolemy V Epiphanies
(c. 205-180 BC). Sidebotham argues that Philopator’s elephant procurement activities
had resulted in a breeding herd, while the rise of the Parthians had cut the Seleucids
off from their source of Indian elephants, leaving little incentive to persist in costly

"* The communications infrastructure which had developed

expeditions to ‘Ethiopia.
in the context of the Syrian wars increasingly served commercial purposes, with the
state taxing private enterprise, especially following the discovery of the monsoon
winds and the direct route to India. Although there is some debate as to when this
occurred, the earliest extant account of the voyage is that Eudoxus of Cyzicus, who

sailed to India in c. 116 BC.” The far-famed ‘India trade’ passing through the Red Sea

may therefore be reckoned to have originated in the second century BC.

* The order here is from Pliny, 6.33.167-8 (1938-62); Strabo, 16.4.5 (1917), lists the same in a slightly
different order. Sidebotham, 1986: 2-12; Bernand, 1972a: 46 - 54, No. 10; Bagnall, 1976: 35.

* Sidebotham, 1986: 4. ‘Ethiopia’ was a fairly generalised term applied to the Horn and East Africa.
> Casson, 1980; Raschke, 1978; Thiel, 1967.
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The volume of the ‘India trade’ appears to have peaked under the Julio-Claudians. As
Strabo notes, “as many as one hundred and twenty vessels were sailing from Myos
Hormos to India, whereas formerly, under the Ptolemies, only a very few ventured to
undertake the voyage and to carry on traffic in Indian merchandise.”* By the mid first
century AD much of the more practical information was compiled in a mercantile
guide to the ports and wares of the Red Sea and Arabian Sea, the anonymous Periplus
Maris Erythraei [Fig. 1.02], which gives vivid testimony to a booming trade. In fact, the
trade with India - largely though not exclusively through the Red Sea corridor - was
pursued with such vigour by the Romans that many educated contemporaries feared
that the balance of trade would ruin the Empire.”” Archaeological evidence from the
Red Sea ports demonstrates a first century boom leading Sidebotham to conclude that
“in the early Roman era maritime commerce with South Arabia, India, Sri Lanka and

coastal sub-Saharan Africa reached its zenith.”*

The study of the early Roman ‘India trade’ has tended to overshadow that of the late
Roman period. Indeed, the Periplus has become so much cited that it has assumed a
virtually normative position in the discourse. For instance, although Sidebotham
notes that excavation “has uncovered more of late Roman Berenike than any other
phase in the city’s history,”* this period is only addressed specifically in a single

article, wherein the late Roman ‘India trade’ and wider commerce of the port are

* Strabo, 2.5.12 (1917).

* Pliny, 6.26.101; 12.41.84 (1938-62); Tacitus, 3.53 (1882); Dio Chrysostom, 79.5.6 (1932-51).
* Sidebotham, 1999: 685.

* Sidebotham, 2002a: 218.

11
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discussed in three paragraphs.”” Roberta Tomber’s recent study of the Indo-Roman
Trade: From Pots to Pepper (2008) includes a rare synthesis of the late Roman Red Sea
‘India trade’ based largely on the ceramic evidence, yet it is striking that ‘Classical’
archaeologists have thus far neglected to write a definitive monograph on the subject.
This thesis aims, in part, to redress the focus on earlier periods. It examines
something of the origin and operation of the late Roman ‘India trade’ [2.3] and goes on
to explore the causes and consequences of its demise in rather more detail [3.1] &

[6.1].

(ii) The Ptolemaic ‘boom’ in the development of maritime communications extended
beyond the Egyptian littoral, to Africa and Arabia, where it was to have far-reaching
effects, leading to greater regional integration and the increased movement of
peoples. Between the reigns of Philadelphus and Philopator (284-205 BC) some fifteen
or sixteen ports were established along the African coast of the Red Sea, as far as the
Bab al-Mandab.” On the Arabian side, the Ptolemies jointly established the colony of
Ampelone with Milesian settlers.” The location of this site remains unknown, though
it has been linked with the later port of Leuke Kome, which came to replace the
earlier Nabataean site of Egra further to the south. According to Sidebotham, “the
Ptolemaic foundation of a port on the west coast of Arabia undoubtedly facilitated
trade with South Arabia and was, most likely, an attempt by the Ptolemies to share

1753

the profits enjoyed by the Nabataean and South Arabian middlemen.

> Ibid., 230-34.

>! Strabo, 16.4.7 (1917); Pliny, 6.34.170-175 (1938-62). See Sidebotham, 1986: 3, Rostovtzeff, 1932: 742,
Only one, Ptolemais Theron, has been identified.

*2 Pliny, 6.32.158-159 (1938-62); Tarn, 1929: 21-22.

%% Sidebotham, 1986: 3.
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The west Arabian caravan trade in aromatics remained important despite the
Ptolemaic expansion of maritime commerce and communications. The Hellenistic
geographers Hieronymus of Cardia (fl. 323-272 BC), Eratosthenes (fl. 275-194 BC) and
Artemidorus (fl. 100 BC) all attest to caravans passing up from Yemen through the
Hijaz.”* Indeed, the continued importance of the overland route supported the
commercial expansion of the Nabataeans. By 312 BC the Nabataeans were established
in Petra, and expanded into the Hawran and Negev during the next century [Fig.
1.03].” In c. 25 BC they annexed the Lihyanite kingdom - which had flourished in the
Hijazi oases of Dedan and Hegra - and by 44 AD they had taken Diimat al-Jandal in the
wadi Sirhan.® It may have been that such Nabataean military expansion was in
reaction to Graeco-Roman commercial expansion, for Robert Hoyland suggests that
the Lihyanites sided with the Ptolemies against the Nabataeans, “allowing aromatics
to pass directly to Egypt via the Red Sea rather than going overland through
Nabataean territory.””” The Iron Age caravan trade in aromatics was therefore steadily
made obsolete by the expansion of Graeco-Roman maritime commerce. In her section
on the Yemeni incense trade, Patricia Crone concludes that “there is no reference to
the overland route in the classical literature after Pliny and the Periplus (both of the
first century AD)... it is not clear why some scholars believe the overland route to have

continued into the fourth century, or even later.”

** Hieronymus in Diodorus Siculus, 19, 94: 5 (1933); Eratosthenes in Strabo, 16, 4:4 (1917); Artemidorus in
Strabo, 16, 4:19 (1917). Cf. Crone, 1987: 18-26.

> Bowersock, 1971: 221-222, 230; Peters, 1977.

56 Hoyland, 2001: 66, 68.

57 Ibid.

8 Crone, 1987: 25-26.
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Ptolemaic commercial activity on the coast of Arabia created a demand for
Mediterranean material culture, associated as it was with the great powers of the day
- Lihyanite kings took the name Talmay and their sculpture quotes Ptolemaic royal
statuary. Further south along the caravan route, Qaryat al-Faw began to consume and
copy Mediterranean material culture.” Arabian merchants start to arrive in the
Mediterranean at much the same time. A funeral inscription of 263 BC from Giza
mentions Zayd-Il the son of Zayd, a Minaean priest in an Egyptian temple responsible
for importing Yemeni aromatics.” Importantly, the inscription attests that he
exported Egyptian linen in his own ship, attesting to a Yemeni involvement in Red Sea
maritime trade almost from its inception. A little later, a number of second-century
Minaean, Sabaean and Gerrhaean inscriptions are attested at Delos, vividly attesting

to the penetration of the Mediterranean by Arabian merchants.”

Roman regional hegemony afforded an ever greater integration of the Red Sea region
and increasing movement of peoples. Even at the inception of Roman rule, Augustus
(31 BC-14 AD) despatched a military expedition to Yemen under the command of
Aelius Gallus in 26 BC. Strabo writes that, given the far-famed wealth of Arabian
aromatics, Augustus “hoped either to enjoy the Arabs as his rich friends or to
subjugate them as his rich enemies.”® Descriptions of the Red Sea region become
more frequent in the wake of the expedition, appearing in a number of major first

century AD sources, which suggests that the expedition succeeded in its objective to

> Ansary, 1982.

€ Hourani & Carswell, 1995: 21; Rhodokanakis, 1924.

' Yemeni inscriptions in Hourani & Carswell, 1995: 23; Rostovtzeff, 1941: 702. Gerrhaean in Hoyland,
2001: 25. Note that Antiochus II sailed to Gerrha in 205 BC, suggesting that Seleucid commercial
expansion into the Persian Gulf paralleled Ptolemaic expansion into the Red Sea.

% Strabo, 16.4.22 (1917).
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“explore the tribes and places.”® Economic transactions and population interaction in
the Red Sea region increased to an unprecedented degree in the wake of the Gallus
expedition. While Graeco-Roman merchants operating out of Egypt and Palestine
were the principal carriers of the ‘India trade,” the Yemenis were also notably active
in the maritime commerce of the Red Sea and western Indian Ocean. The Periplus gives
a comparatively full description of the far-flung commercial contacts of Muza, a

leading port of the Yemeni Tihama:

“The very last market-town of the continent of Azania (East Africa)... is called
Rhapta...The Mapharitic (from the Ma‘afir region inland of Aden) chief governs it
under some ancient right that subjects it to the sovereignty of the state that is become
first in Arabia. And the people of Muza now hold it under his authority, and send
thither many large ships; using Arab captains and agents, who are familiar with the
natives and intermarry with them, and who know the whole coast and understand the
language. There are imported into these markets the lances made at Muza especially
for this trade, and hatchets and daggers and awls... (As for Muza itself), the whole
place is crowded with Arab shipowners and seafaring men, and is busy with the affairs
of commerce; for they carry on a trade with the far-side coast (i.e. Somalia) and with

Barygaza (in India), sending their own ships there.”

This is complimented by the inscriptional evidence for Yemeni activity in Egypt. A

first century text from Coptos mentions a Hellenised resident of Aden,” three

® Ibid.
% Periplus, 16, 17, 21 (1912).
% Wagner, 1976: 227-281. Cited by Sidebotham, 1986: 99-100.
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Minaean graffiti from the Wadi Hammamat,” and two from the Arabian peninsula
directly pertain to trade with Egypt.”” Similarly, the port of Myos Hormos (= Qusayr al-
Qadim) has produced pottery, dipiniti and graffiti attesting contacts with Saba and
Himyar.”® While this is not in itself indicative of a Yemeni presence, taken together
with the Wadi Hammamat inscriptions of the Myos Hormos - Coptos road, it led
Sidebotham to conclude that “some South Arabians visited, perhaps even dwelt in,
Qusayr.” Yemeni maritime commerce was therefore perhaps second only to the

Roman through the first two centuries AD.

The integration of the Red Sea region increased markedly through the Hellenistic and
early Roman periods, first characterised by politico-economic exchanges and then
socio-cultural interaction. High state investment created a communications
infrastructure which increasingly threatened the Arabian caravan trade, and allowed
the Mediterranean core to penetrate the Arabian periphery on a hitherto
unprecedented scale; Mediterranean material culture was consumed and copied by
local elites, so that Arabia increasingly looked to the Graeco-Roman world. The
movement of peoples grew exponentially, due both to maritime communications and
market forces, with the result that Arabian and African individuals are attested in the
Mediterranean, and Graeco-Roman merchants were to be found in the ports of Arabia
and Africa. In short, the Red Sea as a discrete unit of human geography was created
and consolidated over the course of the two centuries before and after Christ. The

transformation of this internally coherent regional unit of human geography in the

% Ryckmans, 1949: 56-57, nos. 360-361. Cited by Sidebotham, 1986: 99-100.
7 Sidebotham, 1986: 99-100.

% Whitcomb & Johnson, 1979; 1982a; 1982b.

¢ Sidebotham, 1986: 100.
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late Roman and early Islamic periods, which may be grouped together as the ‘long’

Late Antiquity, provides the basis of the following investigation.

(iii) Almost all of the recent accounts of the late Roman period end abruptly with the
‘Arab conquests,” an upper chronological parameter imposed externally by traditional
academic particularism rather than the internal dynamics of historical process, which
has increasingly been redressed by a conceptual shift towards a ‘long’ Late Antiquity,
stretching from the Tetrarchs to the Samarran Caliphs. The concept of Late Antiquity
was first fully articulated by Peter Brown in The World of Late Antiquity: From Marcus
Aurelius to Muhammad (150 to 750 AD) (1971). Traditional accounts stressed either the
cataclysmic nature of the barbarian invasions and ‘fall of Rome’ in AD 476, or else a
definitive end to ‘Classical’ antiquity wrought by the Muslim conquests, and
universally interpreted the late Roman period as a period of terminal economic
decline. Clearly influenced by the Annales concept of la longue durée, Brown’s
approach was to stress the broad continuation and slow transformation of social and

cultural systems from the late Roman Empire through the migration period.

Averil Cameron, in her paper entitled The Long Late Antiquity (2002), has pushed the
upper chronological boundary of Brown’s Late Antiquity to include the early ‘Abbasids
up to the death of Hariin al-Rashid. She argues that the social and cultural continuity
of the old Byzantine Mediterranean and Sasanian Iran (and Central Asia) under
Muslim rule only really abated with the imposition of a new order by al-Ma'miin and
the Samarran Caliphate. The archaeologists Donald Whitcomb and Alan Walmsley

similarly stress the uninterrupted economic prosperity in Syria-Palestine into the
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ninth and tenth centuries, overturning traditional accounts which attributed the
economic decline of Syria to the relocation of central authority to Iraq. Accordingly, a
‘long’ Late Antiquity may be proposed stretching five hundred years from c. 330-830,

broadly from the establishment of Constantinople to the foundation of Samarra’.

In this sense, Red Sea studies have lagged behind recent conceptual developments in
the mainstream study of the wider late Roman period, a shortcoming this thesis hopes
to redress by examining the Red Sea in transition through the ‘long’ Late Antiquity. It
is clear, for instance, that there was very considerable social-cultural continuity in the
old Roman dioceses of Egypt and Palestine throughout the period under
consideration. The Egyptian papyri show that rural communities only began to use
Arabic instead of Coptic in legal documents during the ninth century, and the Arabic
language first appears in Coptic literary texts of the tenth century, where it is written
in Coptic letters.”” Conversion to Islam seems to have gained pace following the
Bashmuric rebellion in 832, though an Arabic speaking Muslim majority only emerged
in Egypt under the Mamltks.” The ‘long’ Late Antiquity therefore provides much
more pertinent chronological parameters than the tradition distinction between late

Roman and early Islamic periods.

(iv) No attempt has yet been made to write a monograph on the early Islamic Red Sea,
which remains a poorly known and much misunderstood period. The origin and early

development of such renowned Islamic ports as ‘Aydhab and Jedda, for example, has

7® Abbott, 1941; MacCoull, 1985; 1989b; Wilfong, 1998: 185.
! Frantz-Murphy, 1991; Gellens, 1991; Décobert, 1992; Wilfong, 1998: 182-84; Little, 1990; Northrup,
1990.
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largely been obscured by retrospective projections drawn from later medieval
accounts. There has therefore been a tendency in the secondary literature to unduly
emphasise the importance of the ‘India trade’ and maritime Hajj traffic,
interpretations which might well have an ‘Orientalist’ inspiration found in Eastern

exotica and Muslim spiritualism.

The maritime commerce of the Red Sea has too often been equated rather crudely
with the transit trade in luxury commodities originating in India and China, and since
this largely passed through the Gulf in the early Islamic period, it is further assumed
that there can have been no significant maritime trade in the Red Sea at that time.
Just as the Periplus and early Roman period overshadow the late Roman ‘India trade,

so the Cairo Geniza and the middle Islamic period eclipse the early Islamic trade:

“(The Geniza comprises) a collection of letters, legal documents, accounts and other
papers related to the mediaeval trade to India, in particular during the eleventh and
twelfth centuries. There is no need to emphasise the importance of that trade. It
formed the backbone of mediaeval international economics and was a powerful factor
in the formation of that great civilization, which we are wont to call ‘Islamic’... Finally,
it was the search for the direct route to the Far East and for the control of the Indian
trade which led to the most vital geographic discoveries and inaugurated modern

times.””?

2 Goitein, 1954a: 181.
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Accordingly, virtually every account of the Islamic Red Sea instead takes as its starting
point the rise of the Fatimids in the late tenth century, with no detailed discussion of
the first three centuries of Muslim hegemony in the region.” Yet Ibn Khurradadhbih’s
(wr. 846) well known description of the Radhanite merchants [6.3.1] (ii) makes it clear
that the early Islamic Red Sea ‘India trade’ was active over a century before the
Fatimid conquest. Almost all of the Islamic ports, however, appear to have been
established before the return of the ‘India trade’ to the Red Sea in the second half of
the ninth century, suggesting that the early Islamic ‘India trade’ - much less the

Fatimid ‘India trade’ - can hardly be a contributing factor to their inception.

The other commonly encountered assumption is that the Islamic ports were
established to serve the maritime Hajj traffic. For instance, Mark Horton writes that
shortly following the birth of Islam, “ports sprang up to transport pilgrims from the
newly converted countries. Places such as ‘Aydhab and Sawakin on the African side...
grew prosperous in this new trade in people.””* Much has been made of the location of
‘Aydhab across the water from Jedda, supposedly resulting from a spurious Arab fear
of long sea voyages.” Sir Hamilton Gibb, meanwhile, found in al-Ya‘qiibi evidence for
the ninth-century Hajj traffic of ‘Aydhab, though in fact the passage reads: “From
‘Aydhab people sail to Mecca, the Hijaz and Yemen, and from there traders ship their
gold dust, ivory and other goods.””® In other words, al-Ya‘qlbi says nothing explicit
about the Hajj and the general context instead appears to concern mercantile

voyages. Of course ‘Aydhab would most likely have been used by pilgrims from Aswan

7 Cf. Lewis, 1950; Horton, 1987; Bianquis, 1998,
* Horton, 1987: 350.

7> Muir, 1924: 205.

76 al-Ya‘qiibi, 334 (1892); trans. Vantini, 1975: 78.
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and the Upper Sa‘d, but the Hajj certainly did not comprise the economic mainstay of
the port. Indeed, al-Maqrizi (d. 1442) explicitly states that the Egyptian Hajj caravan
only began to use the route through ‘Aydhab in the year 1058”- fearing Seljik
reprisals following a failed Fatimid-backed coup in Baghdad - which would rather
tend to preclude maritime Hajj traffic on a commercial scale in the early Islamic

period.

Why, then, have the ‘India trade’ and maritime Hajj traffic dominated discussion as to
the origins of the Islamic period ports? Part of the blame must be attributed to the
normative position which the Cairo Geniza has come to hold in Red Sea studies. The
wealth of detail supplied paints an especially vivid picture of the ‘India trade, as
indeed it well might, given that the Fatimid period is sometimes held to represent a
peak in pre-modern activity in the Red Sea. Similarly ample Maghrib1 pilgrimage
literature and the abundant writings of Mamlik encyclopaedists coincided with the
Seljik and Crusader presence in Bilad al-Sham, which redirected Hajj traffic away
from the Darb al-Hajj through ‘Aydhab between the eleventh and thirteenth
centuries. The main artery of North African pilgrimage therefore ran through the Red
Sea. The ‘India trade’ and Hajj traffic, while certainly important in the high Middle
Ages, have perhaps therefore tended to eclipse other economic activities through a
combination of evidential bias and historical coincidence. The application of this
normative paradigm to the early Islamic period can demonstrably be shown not to
work, and therefore represents an inappropriate retrospective projection drawn from

the world of the Cairo Geniza and Mamliik encyclopaedists.

77 al-Maqrizi, 299 (1911-27).
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[1.3] Geographical Parameters of Investigation

(i) “All of the Ethiopian coast of the Red Sea west of Yemen, from Jedda to the Hijaz, is
barren and wretched, producing no trade goods, except tortoise shell and panther
skins. The same is true of the opposite shore, the land of al-Shihr and al-Ahqaf from
the coast of Hadramawt to Aden. The whole of this coast is without resources, and its
one export today is the incense called kundur (frankincense). This sea, which ends at
Qulzum, is to the right of the Indian Ocean, even if their waters form part of the same
whole. The Red Sea is the most dangerous of the seas and gulfs which make up the
Ethiopian Sea; none has more reefs, and nowhere is one more prone to be seasick. No
sea is more sterile and less productive, both as regards its shores and the depths of the
sea itself than the Red Sea. During the sailing season, ships voyage night and day in
the rest of the Ethiopian Sea. In the Red Sea, on the other hand, ships sail only by day.
When night falls they drop anchor at known anchorages, just as caravans stops for the
night at known campsites, because of its reefs, its darkness and the fear it inspires. Far

from sharing in the riches of the Indian Ocean, this sea is completely unendowed.””

A sea barren and dangerous, then, in the opinion of al-Mastdi (wr. 947). Nine
centuries earlier, the Periplus Maris Erythraei advised its readers to “pass on as fast as
possible by the country of Arabia.”” Only in Ethiopia and Yemen were trade goods to
be found, including “spices, a little ivory, tortoise shell, and a very little myrrh.”® The

Periplus has exerted a unique influence on academic writing about the Red Sea, and -

78 al-Mas‘udi, 61-62 (2007).
7 Periplus, 20 (1912).
% Periplus, 7 (1912).
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together with Goitein’s work on the Geniza - has come to be viewed as normative.
While both the Periplus and the Geniza letters make reference to the produce found in
the Red Sea ports, they are much more concerned with the transit trade with the
Indian Ocean, a concern duly reflected in the secondary literature. The maritime
historian Will Facey, for instance, neatly describes it as “a sea on the way to

71381

somewhere else,”® a statement which typifies the general consensus reducing the Red

Sea to a corridor of trade between the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean.

Returning to al-Mas‘tdi, it can further be shown that the Red Sea was not nearly as
dangerous as has traditionally been understood. In medieval Turkish, the Red Sea was
called the ‘Coral Sea,” and indeed the coral reefs of its coasts are a salient feature in
navigational handbooks. The Periplus, warns that “navigation is dangerous along this
whole coast of Arabia, which is without harbours, with bad anchorages, foul,
inaccessible because of breakers and rocks, and terrible in every way.”® Medieval
travellers were similarly dismayed by their experience of navigation on the Red Sea.
Ibn Jubayr (d. 1217) was fairly well terrified of the apparently poorly built and

overcrowded vessels used during the Hajj:

“The boats (jilab) which they launch on this Pharaonic sea are built with planks held
together without nails. They are bound together with ropes of gimbar, which is the
fibre of the coconut tree (narjil), trashed until it can be twisted into ropes which join
(the planks of) the boats together, and fill the interstices with pegs of palm-tree wood.

When they have completed the building of the jalba in the way just described, they

81 Facey, 2004: 7.
8 Periplus, 20 (1912).

23



Chapter 1. Introduction: The Context of Study

smear it with castor oil or with the oil of qursh (a fish), which is even better. More
surprising still is the sail of the jalba which is made of leaves of mugl (Theban palm)
plaited in the same careless and irresponsible way as the whole boat is built. May God
protect such boats, for He alone can give salvation! The behaviour of the inhabitants
of ‘Aydhab towards the pilgrims is that of tyrants. They pack the travellers into the
jalba to the point where one sits on top of the other, and treat them harshly as if they
were fowl crowded in a cage. Their only concern is to rent the boat and make the
highest profit from it in one journey... they say: ‘We take care of the planks (alwah), let
the pilgrims take care of their lives (arwah),” which is a current proverb among

them.”®

Of course, these vessels were made dangerous not by their construction or the
vicissitudes of open water, but by the avarice of their owners during the overcrowded
Hajj season. Ibn Battuta (d. 1377) later remembered of the Red Sea that “the wind
changed and we were led astray far away from the coast we aimed at, the waves
overwhelming the boat soaked us, (and) the passengers suffered from sea-sickness.”

The old soldier Procopius (d. 554) was altogether more sanguine about navigation in

the Red Sea, which he describes accordingly:

“(It is) a great open sea. And those who sail into this part of it no longer see the land
on the right, but they always anchor along the left coast when night comes on. For it
is impossible to navigate in the darkness on this sea, since it is everywhere full of

shoals. But there are harbours there and great numbers of them, not made by the

% Tbn Jubayr, 68-70 (1907); trans. Vantini, 1975: 296-97.
% Tbn Battuta, 253-57 (1927); trans. Vantini, 1975: 521.
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hand of man, but by the natural contour of the land, and for this reason it is not

difficult for mariners to find anchorage wherever they happen to be.”*

Similarly, however wet and sick Ibn Battuta may have been, nothing untoward
actually happened to him. Despite the fact that his vessel went astray in an

unfavourable wind, the captain steered it towards safety:

“We arrived at an anchorage called Ra’s Dawa’ir between Sawakin and ‘Aydhab. We
disembarked and on the shore found a hut, built of reeds, in the shape of a mosque.
Inside, there were many ostrich egg-shells full of water; we drank of that water and
cooked our food. There we witnessed something which was very marvellous. In an
arm of the sea which looked like the mouth of a river (khawr), people were casting
their robes (like nets)... when they withdrew the robes, they were full of a fish called
buri (grey mullet), each fish one cubit in size. The people caught a great quantity of

fish and roasted them.”®

(ii) The geographical parameters of study are not simply bounded by the Red Sea
littoral. Ports in general are dependent on their hinterland to varying degrees, so that
it becomes necessary to define “where the coast ends and the hinterland begins and
how much of the hinterland is relevant to an understanding of the coast.”® In the case
of the Red Sea, the hinterland becomes particularly important to understanding of the

rise and demise of ports, given that the natural environment of the vast majority of

% Procopius, 1.19.1-7 (1914).
% Ibn Battuta, 253-57 (1964); trans. Vantini, 1975: 521.
¥ Bently, 1999: 234-35. Quoted by Potter, 2009: 7.
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the littoral is so hostile to human settlement. Certainly no one prior to the second half
of the twentieth century, when cheap package holidays brought streams of tourists
into the beach resorts of Egypt and Israel, thought of visiting the shores of the Red Sea
for their own sake. Throughout history and on into pre-history, the littoral has been
inhabited by nomadic hunter-gatherers such as the Ichthyophagoi (lit. ‘fish-eaters’) of
Hellenistic geographers or the Beja of the Arabic sources, respectively associated with
shell-fish middens and brush-wood huts. Yet rulers and merchants from the complex
urban civilisations of Egypt, western Arabia, Yemen and Ethiopia went to great
lengths to establish ports along the inhospitable coasts of the Red Sea. These were not
merely ports of entry for luxury goods of India and China, as they have tended to be
understood in the secondary literature, but ports of e