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Patterns of Trade in the Red Sea during the
Age of the Periplus Maris Erythraei

Federico de Romanis

Introduction

Despite authoritative critical editions and studies, the
text of the Periplus Maris Erythraei (hereafter Periplus)
still offers matter for debate. In this paper, I would like
to focus on a small philological problem in the list of the
goods available at the port of Muza and a peculiarity in the
wording of the timetables for the voyages to Adulis and
Muza. Minor details, to be sure, but capable of revealing
some peculiarities of Red Sea trade in the middle of the
1% century AD. Before I begin, I want to make clear that
my approach to the text is somewhat oriented by the fact
that while the author of the Periplus was apparently unable
to reject (or even prone to create, through wrong assump-
tions) spurious literary traditions,! he was tremendously
good in providing plain commercial information: what
commodity was available at each port of trade; whence
it came; what time of the year ships sailed from Egypt to
different destinations.

Sailing Timetables and Goods of Trade
First, let us look at the sailing timetables to Adulis, Muza
and Cane (Table 4:1).

For all these trips best time to leave is around the month of
September (evKaiowg TEQL TOV LeMTEUPQLOV HNvVa),
for Cane earlier than for Muza (and even earlier than
for Adulis, we may presume). As Casson realized, these
formulas relates to round trips and are to be explained

with the shifting of the monsoon winds. To quote his

words:
“The author remarks that most vessels heading for Adu-
lis, the port on the west coast of the Red Sea, left Egypt
between January and September, preferably in September
[...]. This makes sense only for the round trip, Egypt-Adu-
lis-Egypt: ships sailed south with the last of the Red Sea
northerlies [ ...] and thus were able to return with the first
of the southerlies in October [...]. Similarly, on the India
route, skippers headed for Muza left in September [...],
and those headed for the more distant Kané a little earlier
than September]...]. These dates make sense only for the
round trip, Egypt-Muza-Egypt and Egypt-Kané-Egypt.

Casson is surely right. Nonetheless, his explanation does
not cover the entire truth. Analogies and differences be-
tween the Adulis and Muza formulas show that winds were
indeed an important factor, yet not the only factor. In
fact, trade opportunities are not just a matter of winds and
winds do not explain why ships did actually sail to Adulis
from January to September, while there was just “nothing
to prevent them” leaving for Muza earlier than Septem-
ber.

We shall return to this later on. Let us first pose the ques-
tion: is it possible for a ship, leaving Myos Hormos in Sep-
tember or a little earlier, to trade, during the same voy-
age, in more than one of the three ports of trade mentioned
above. In this respect, it is worthwhile to compare goods

Adulis

Muza

Cane

PME 6, p. 3, 11. 4-7: t&x d¢ mAglota €k
g Atyvmtov dpépetat el o
€UTTOQLOV TOVTO ATIO PUNVOG
‘Tavovapiov péxot Tov Lemteppolov,
6 éottv amo TopL [Frisk : TuBi cod.]
€we OO evkalowg d¢ Ao Atyvmtov
avayovtoal meQL TOV LenTéuBoLlov
unva.

PME 24, p. 8, 11. 11-12: tAéetan d¢ elg
TV aUT)V eVKALOWS TTEQL TOV
LemtéuPolov unva, 6¢ ¢ott Owo-
0LdEV O& KWAVEL KAV TAXLOV.

PME 28, p. 9, 1. 20-21: tAet[o]ton

[m. alt.] 8¢ eig aOTI)V TTEQL TOV AVTOV
KoV OV av Katl eic Movla,
TOWIHWTEQOV OE.

“Most exporting from Egypt to this port
of trade is from January to September, that
is, from Tybi to Thoth; the best time for
departure from Egypt is around the month
of September” (trans. L. Casson)

“The best time for sailing to this place is
around the month of September, that is
Thoth, though there is nothing to prevent
leaving even earlier” (trans. L. Casson)

“The time to set sail for this place is
about the same as for Muza, but earlier”
(trans. L. Casson)

Table 4:1. Sailing timetables from Egypt to Adulis, Muza
and Cane.

1. Quotations from the Periplus Maris Erythraei refer to chapters, pages
and lines of Frisk 1927; other translations refer to Casson 1989. In re-
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gards to author, we cannot trust his accounts on Caesar’s destruction of
Aden (Periplus 26, p. 8, 11. 31-32: cf. recently, Seland 2005), Alexan-
der’s penetration as far as the Ganges (Periplus 47, p. 16, 11. 6-8) and
Hippalus’ discovery of the open-sea route to India (Periplus 57, p. 19, 1l.
2-7: cf. Mazzarino 1982/7 = Mazzarino 1997; De Romanis 1997).

2. Casson 1989: 288, n. 15.
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PME 24, p. 8, 11. 2-9 (exports to Muza)

PME 28, p. 9, 1I. 13-18 (exports to Cane)

Arab sleeved clothing, either with no adornment or with the
common adornment or with checks or interwoven with gold
thread

also as to Muza Arab clothing, either with common adornment
or no adornment or of printed fabric, in rather large quantities

purple cloth, fine and ordinary quality

saffron

cyperus

cloth

abollai

blankets, in limited number, with no adornment as well as with
traditional local adornment

girdles with shaded stripes

unguent, moderate amount

money, considerable amount

and the rest of the items that go to Muza

wine and grain, limited quantity because the region produces
wheat in moderate quantity and wine in greater

wheat, limited quantity, and wine just as to Muza

copper, tin, coral, storax”™

to the king and the governor

to the king

horses and pack mules

horses

goldware embossed silverware copperware

embossed silverware and money (?) statuary

expensive clothing

fine quality clothing with no adornment

Table 4:2. Exports (from Egypt) to Muza and Cane.

(** These items do not appear in Muza's list. They are
however all exported to Barygaza (PME 49, p. 16, II.
21-23; partially in other Indian ports of trade: PME 39,
p-13,1.8; 56, p. 18, 1. 19). For Cane's commercial links
with Barygaza: PME 27, p. 9, ll. 10-11. Egyptian ships
bound for South India avoided Muza, but could moor at
Cane: Plin., n.h. VI 104.)

exchanged at Muza and Cane. In Table 4:2, in Casson’s
translation, exports to Muza and Cane® are presented side
by side, together with the local products available in the
same ports of trade (Table 4:3).* It should be noticed that
while exports to Muza and Cane are largely homogene-
ous, their local products differ. It is therefore reasonable, I
think, to assume that a certain number of ships left Egypt
around September or a little earlier and moored at both
Muza and Cane importing the respective local products
and exporting more or less the same items. Did the same
ships also moor at Adulis? That this should have been a
rare case, is suggested not so much by the diversity of the
Egyptian exports to Adulis’® (in theory, a ship could carry
both sets of items), as by the explicit inclusion of the prod-
ucts from Adulis in the list of the goods available at Muza.
The relevant passage deserves a closer consideration (Table
4:4). T will give it first as it stands in the editions of Frisk
and Casson, adding Casson’s translation.® Such emphasis
on all the merchandise from only Adulis becomes all the
more striking, when one considers that nowhere else in the
text, is trade between Adulis and Muza referred to. Mean-
while the importance of Muza’s trade with Barygaza and

3. Periplus 24, p. 8, 11. 2-9: goptiot d¢ €ic AVTNV TOOXWQEL
T0QPVOA, DNAPOEOS Kal yvdain kol HATIONOS "AQafiKog
XEWWWTOC, 6 Te ATTAODS KAl O KOOGS Kol OKOTOVARTOG Kat
dLAXQLOOC, KAl KQOKOG Kal KUTTEQOS Kal 000VIOV kol ABOAAxL
Kal Adkeg oU ToAAal, amAol te kKal évtomior, (ovatl OKLWTAL
Kal HQOV HETQLOV KAl XONHa LKavov 0lvog Te KAl 01Tog o
TOAVC. GEQEL YOO KAl 1) XWOA TTLEOV HETELWS KAl Otvov
miAelova. T@ te PacIAel kal @ TVEAVVE ddovTaL (oL Te Kal
TIIOVOL VTN YOL KAl XQUOWHATA KAl ToQ[v]evTta doyvowpata
Kal (HATIOPOC TOAVTEATS kal XaAkovoynuata; Periplus 28, p.
9,11. 13-18: elodyetat d¢ elg avTnV &’ AlyOmTOoUL Hév Opolwg
TEOG OALYOC Kat 0lvog WoTeQ Kat el Movla, IMaTiopog
"AgafBucog, [kai] [L, Stuck] Opoiws kol Kovog Kai AtAovg

Kat 0 vo0og TeQLooOTEQOS, Kal XAAKOS Kal KAoo(TeQog

Kal KOQAAALOV kat otV katl T Aot 6oa i Movla:

T TAglOVa D€ AQYLRWUATA TETOQEVUEVA KAl XONHATA TQ)
BaotAet, inmot e kai [Miiller in comm.: d¢ kai] &vdoLdvTeg Kail
LUATIOHOG dAPOQOG ATTAODC.

4. Periplus 24, p. 8, 11. 9-10: ¢EayetaL d¢ €€ aUTNG EVTOTUAMEY,
ouvova EkAek) kal otakt) "Ape<aia kat> Mivala, Avydog
Kth.; Periplus 28, p. 9, 11. 18-19: éEdryetar d¢ €€ avtng EvToTUApEV
doortia, Alpavog kat &AoOM.

5. Periplus 6, p. 2, 11. 23-35: mpoympel O¢ €1G TOLG TOTIOLG TOVTOUG
iatiax BapPowka dyvada ta év Atyvmtw yivoueva,
"Agowoitikal [Stuck: &poe- cod] stodal kol ABOAAaL voOoL
XOwHATVOL Kol Aévtia kat ducooota kat ABiag v<a>Ang
[Stuck] mieiova yévn kal dGAANG poEEILvng, TS Yvouévng év
AloomodAeL kKAt WEOXAAKOG, @ XQWVTAL OGS KOOLOV KAl €l
OUYKOTIV &vTi Voplopatog, kal peAledpOoa xaAka el te
&Pnow kal elg ovykommny PeAlwv kat TEQLOKEADWV TIOL TV
YUVALKOV, Kol 00100 0 dATIAVWOHEVOG €16 Te AdYy XS RO
Toug EAéDavTag Kal ta dAAa Onoia kat ToLg TToAEpoLC.
OpOIWG O KAl TEAVKIX TIQOXWTTEL KAl OKETMAQVA KAL LAXALOAL
Kal TOTHOWX XOAKX 0TQOYYVAQ peydAa kKal dONVAQLOV OALyov
TEOC TOVG ETUDNHODVTAG Kol 0ilvog Aadknvos kat TtaAucog
00 MOAUG Kat EAQLOV 0V TTOAD- T¢) ¢ BAOIAEL AQYLOW AT
KAl XQUOWHATA TOTIKG® QLOU® KATEOKELAOHEVA KAl (HATiwV
&POAAaL kal kavvdat ATtAol, oL TTOAAOD ¢ TavTa.

6. Frisk 1927; Casson 1989.
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PME 24, p. 8, 1. 9-10 (imports from Muza)

PME 28, p. 9, 11. 18-19 (imports from Cane)

“its exports consist of local products — myrrh, the select grade
and stacte, the Abeirian (?) and Minaean; white marble”
(trans. L. Casson)

“it exports local wares, namely frankincense and aloe”
(trans. L. Casson)

the so-called Far-side (10 mtépav),” the Somali coast from
Aualites to Opone,? is particularly highlighted.’

A glance to the apparatus criticus shows that the text
adopted by all the most recent editors derives from an
emendation by B. Fabricius."” As a matter of fact, the
Heidelberg manuscript (Codex Palatinus Gr. 398) has ta
ATo oL TeQav AdovAel mEoegNUéva  dogTia
mtavta. Fabricius (and all the editors after him) assumed
that the article Tov referred to Adouli and the adverb
mtéoorv was here in attributive position. As Adouli is never
masculine in the Periplus or elsewhere in ancient Greek
documents, he consequently emended tov, masculine or
neuter form of the article (genitive case), in t1)g, feminine
form of the same. Once this emendation is accepted, it
becomes unavoidable to translate as Casson did: “all the
aforementioned merchandise from Adulis across the wa-
ter”. It must be said that Fabricius’ emendation is also sup-
ported by other occurrences, in the Periplus, of mépav in
attributive position, underlining the transmarine location,
against the south coast of Arabia, of East African lands."
Nonetheless, attractive as it is, I think that this emendation
cannot be accepted. In my view, three reasons recommend
retaining the manuscript’s reading Tov egav:

1) Tov is a lectio difficilior: a corruption in Tov of an origi-
nal t)g is not easy to account for.

7. Periplus 21, p. 7,11. 21-23: 10 pév 6Aov "Ap&Pwv vAUKANQIKQV
avO WV Kal vavtkwv tAgovalov [d¢] [Fabricius] kat toig &’
EUTOQLAG TOAYUAOL KIVELTAL CUYXQWVTAL YXQ TT) TOD TTéQAV
goyaoia kai Baguyalwv iowg éExptiopols (Casson 1989).

8. The geographic notion of 10 Tépav, the Far-side, may derive from
the technical jargon of south Arabian merchants and sailors and ap-
parently refers to the northern Somali coast. Aualites is the first of the
AAAa eumooa BapPaoka, T mégav Aeyoueva (Periplus 7, p. 3,
11. 10-11) [contra Casson 1989: 117, who claims that Aualites should
not be included in the ‘Far-side ports’. However, referring mowTog to
AAAa eumtogla BapPaouka seems to me necessary: the ‘Far-side” (T
mépav) is the Far-side of the Arabian Peninsula, not of the straits]. At
Aualites, the crossing from Arabia to the Far-side is shortest (Periplus 7,
p. 3, 1. 13-14). Ships from Egypt leave for all the To0 Ttéoav ports of
trade (Aualites, Malao, Mundu, Mosyllon, Akannai, Aromaton emporion
and Opone) in July (Periplus 14, p. 5, 11. 7-8). Items from Ariake and
Baygaza are exported to the To0 mtépav ports of trade: Periplus 14, p. 5,
11. 8-10. Cane also carries on trade with Far-side ports of trade: Periplus
27,p.9,11. 10-11.

9. Special relations with Rhapta and trade with Socotra are also men-
tioned: Periplus 16, p. 6, 11. 10-13; 17, p. 1. 14; 31, p. 10, 1. 20-21.

10. Fabricius 1883.

11. Periplus 25, p. 8, 11. 13-15: [...] /1o ovveoxopévng te g
"Apafiknc frteipov kKal TS méQav Katx Tov AvaAltnv
Baopaiknc xwoag in Periplus 30, p. 10, 1. 1-3: kai kata todTOV
&V TQ mMeAXYEL VI00G, AVX LECOV TOUTOL KAl TOD méQav
AxQwWTNEIOL TWV "AQWUATWY, T Ludyow ovvogilovoa paiAov,
1) Atlookogidov KaAovpévn KTA.

Table 4:3. (above) Imports (to Egypt) from Muza and
Cane.

Table 4:4. (below) List of goods available at Muza.

PME 24, p. 8, 11. 9-11: éEdyetar d¢ €€ VTG EvTomix Hev
opvova EkAext Kal otakt "ABeo<aia kal> Mvaia,
AUYDdOG Kat T Ao TG Ttéary "TADOVAL TTROEQNUEVA
¢dootia mavta.

“its exports consist of local products — myrrh, the select grade
and stacte, the Abeirian (?) and Minaean; white marble — as
well as all the aforementioned merchandise from Adulis
across the water” (trans. L. Casson)

2) inclusion of products from the Somali coast among the
exports from Muza (this is the implication of retaining the
reading Tov Tepav) is consistent with “the trade with the
Far-side™'? carried out by the merchants of Muza.

3) inclusion of products from the Somali coast among the
exports from Muza is consistent with the picture of the
Muza’s trade as given by Pliny the Elder: “There is also
a third port [in addition namely to Ocelis and Cane], Muza
by name, where ships bound for India don’t moor at:
just frankincense and dealers of Arab perfumes sail to
it.”!* Though essential for the trade of Muza, frankincense
was neither a Muza nor an Adulis home product. On the
contrary, one of its varieties — Aifavog meQaTikdg —
was peculiar to the Far-side ports of trade of the Somali
coast Malao, Mundu, Mosyllon, Aromaton emporion.'*

If, at least in these matters, the author of the Periplus is
an accurate and indeed consistent writer, the reading Tov
mégav must be retained. But how to solve, then, the gram-
matical problem? As it is in the Heidelberg manuscript,
the text cannot stand. However, it would be unreason-
able to solve the difficulties by just deleting AdovAet:
an easy emendation can account for both To0 méparv and
AdovAcel, providing, moreover, a more adequate justifica-
tion for the emphatic avta. '

12. Periplus 21, p. 7, 1. 23: ouyX0@VTAL YXQ TI) TOU TTéQOV
éoyaoia.

13. Pliny, Natural History V1 104: est et tertius portus qui vocatur
Muza, quem Indica navigatio non petit nec nisi turis odorumque
Arabicorum mercatores.

14. Periplus 8, p. 8, 1. 30; (implicitly) 9, p. 4, 1. 3; 11, p. 4, 1. 18; 12, p.
4,1.28.

15. It is to be noticed that according to Periplus 6, p. 3, 1. 4 only three
items are exported from Adulis.
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In my opinion, the text should be restored as Tt &mo TO0
mégav <kat> "AdovAL o éva GpooTiar mavTa
— of course to be translated “all the aforementioned mer-
chandise from the Far-side and Adulis”. If such was the
original text, the distance of the descriptions of Muza’s
trade given by Pliny and, respectively, the Periplus is not
so great. According to the Periplus, products from the So-
mali coast and Adulis were both available at Muza. As the
Far-side emporia essentially exported frankincense and ar-
omatics, availability of frankincense at Muza, explicitely
attested by Pliny, is therefore implied. Remaining differ-
ences between the two authors may be easily explained: as
for the absence of ivory, tortoise shell and rhinoceros horn
in Pliny, it may be suggested that Adulitan merchandise
was indeed available at Muza, but not in great quantity, in
comparison to frankincense and aromatics.

We can now return to the sailing timetables. If the author
of the Periplus is also in this respect an accurate and con-
sistent writer, the difference between the Adulis and Muza
sailing timetables is to be appreciated and accounted for.
In my opinion, its explanation lies with the products avail-
able at each port of trade. While myrrh and frankincense —
home products, respectively, at Muza and Cane — are har-
vested just in fall and spring,'® elephants, rhinoceros and
tortoises could also have been hunted during the winter.
So, while it could have made sense to sail to Adulis on Jan-
uary, even if the wind was not favourable on the southern
leg of the Red sea, it would have been pointless to reach
Muza or Cane, when myrrh and frankincense were hardly
available.

Sailing Timetables and the Aromatic Harvest

It is worthwhile to elaborate on the connections between
harvesting time of frankincense and myrrh and sailing
time of their merchants. According to Pliny, there were
two kinds of frankincense: the carfiathum, the summer/fall
product, and the dathiathum, the winter/spring product.
Harvests of myrrh coincide with those of frankincense.!”

As far as carfiathum’s collection is concerned, funda-
mental evidence are Pliny’s words: prior atque naturalis
vindemia circa canis ortum flagrantissimo aestu, inciden-
tibus qua maxime videatur esse praegnas tenuissimusque
tendi cortex [ ...] autumno legitur e<x> aestivo partu.'® N.
Groom’s interpretation of this passage is that incisions were
made between April and June and collection ceased by
July or August,” the rising of the Dogstar (approximately

16. Pliny, Natural History XII 58-60.

17. Pliny, Natural History XII 68: inciduntur bis et ipsae <i>sdemque
temporibus.

18.Pliny, Natural History XII 58.

19. Groom 1981 : 146: “Incisions were made in the frankincense trees
between April and June, once the hot weather had commenced. After
a week or ten days the trees were re-visited and the frankincense tears
collected, further incisions being made or new crops being gathered at
intervals of ten days to a fortnight over the next few weeks. In July and
August, with the arrival of the monsoon rains, collection off the trees
ceased”.

20" July), around which is the carfiathum’s vindemia
(‘grape harvest’, here, of course, in metaphoric sense),
would mark, therefore, the end of the collection. However,
if this were right, Pliny’s words autumno legitur e<x> aes-
tivo partu would be inexplicable, as well as the name car-
fiathum.*® Groom pretends that Pliny refers to a division
of the year popular among farmers in southern Arabia,
yet it is hard to believe that he is not referring to seasons,
he and his readers are familiar with.?! It must be noticed,
moreover, that according to Theophrastus’ sources, the
rising of the Dogstar unambiguously coincide with the
moment when the incisions are made: “The frankincense
and myrrh trees they say should be cut at the rising of
the Dogstar and on the hottest days”.?> As the summer/
fall harvest is the natural and traditional one (meti semel
anno solebat [ ...] prior atque naturalis vindemia®) and as
Theophrastus is among the Pliny’s sources for Book XII
of the Natural History, it is to assume that Pliny consid-
ered the incisions being the beginning of the vindemia, that
they were made around 20™ July and that frankincense was
collected for several weeks up to fall.** In October, at the
beginning of the northeast monsoon, carfiathum was then
exported to Egypt by ships which had just arrived from
there.

As far as dathiathum, Pliny claims that it was collected in
spring, incisions being made in winter: secunda vindemia
est vere, ad eam hieme corticibus incisis.”> Groom inter-
prets that incisions were made in November/December and
collection took place in about February,* which is in no
contradiction with Pliny’s division of the year.”” However,
it should be noticed that, according to the Periplus, ships
from Egypt did not sail to Muza or Cana from January to
September, but just around September (or a little earlier),
though nothing prevented them leaving earlier. This means
that dathiathum’s harvest came too late to be matched by
a special voyage from Egypt. Therefore, as dathiatum
became available at a time when sailing back from south
Arabia to Egypt was too difficult and risky, Egyptian ves-
sels back from India did not wait until that time.

20. Contini & Banti 1997: 182-183: “Probably a feminine nishah from
ancient south Arabic frf”. Therefore ‘frankincense produced in autumn’
or better ‘during the southwest monsoon, July to September’.

21. Pliny, Natural History 11 122-126.

22. Theophr., h.p. IX 1, 6: TOV 8¢ AiPavwtov Kat TV opvevay VIO
Kova paot kat taic Oeguotdtalc Nuéaig vréuvery.

23. Pliny, Natural History XII 58.

24. As rain spoils frankincense, Theophrastus’ and Pliny’s informers
apparently refer to places, which remained relatively unaffected by the
rains brought by the southwest monsoon. There are some rainfall data
from al-Mukallah (Mouton et al. 2006: 779).

25. Pliny, Natural History XII 60.

26. Groom 1981: 147-148: “For the spring crop incisions seem likely
to have been made in the winter period November/December, with the
collection of tears, which at this season take very much longer to ooze
out and coagulate, taking place in about February; that crop would then
be shipped to Qana as soon as the north-east monsoon had died down
sufficiently to allow a safe passage”.

27. Spring begins with 8" February: Pliny, Natural History 11 122,
winter begins with 11" November.



Conclusion

In conclusion, different wordings between Periplus 6, p.
3,11. 4-7 and Periplus 24, p. 8, 1. 11-12?% make clear that
commercial enterprises to Adulis and Muza had different
recurrences: to Muza they sailed once a year, in coinci-
dence with the carfiathum harvest; to Adulis, they sailed
at least twice a year, in January and September, before the
close and, respectively, the beginning of the NE monsoon.
We may presume that greater profits from an expanded
business could have suggested to many Red Sea traders to
leave again for Adulis in January, after a voyage (either to
Adulis or to Muza) in September to November. Was it
therefore the usual practice to alternate a voyage to Muza
between September to November with a voyage to Adulis
in January to March? Does this explain the occurrence at
Muza — certainly in October — of merchandise from Adulis?
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