
 

Egypt: Discovering the extent to 

which materials were imported 

from the east and their use in an 

economic and social context 

 

 

 

 

Larry Phillips 

 

Submitted for the degree of BA in Archaeology for the 

Department of Archaeology, University of York, 2009 



i 
 

It has long been known that the Ancient Egyptians imported materials from 

regions further east, but it is only recently that the true extent of Egypt's eastern 

trade relations has begun to come to light. Much of this new information has not 

been achieved by renewed excavations as in the past, but is the result of the 

ongoing chemical analysis of objects already held by museums. The results are 

providing new evidence that certain commodities were being imported 

significantly earlier than was once thought. This dissertation therefore examines 

the overall benefits associated with trade, the transportation used to maintain 

trading networks and recent/current work within the field. 
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Trade has been an important part of human history, as it is our nature to 

accumulate as many goods as possible in order to maximise our own welfare 

(Pomeranz and Topik: 2006, 3). The aim of this dissertation is to look at how 

and why Ancient Egypt imported materials specifically from the east in a way 

that will contextualise the overall benefits economically and sociologically.  

 

This first chapter concentrates on trade throughout history in general, with the 

main topics being: 

 

 Social relations and power obtained through trade 

 The hierarchical status achieved through trade 

 

The second chapter provides a brief history of eastern trade relations, detailing 

four regions whose products were exported to Egypt. Chapter three gives an 

overview of Egyptian trade from Predynastic times until 332BC1. This then leads 

into a more detailed description of a selection of Egypt‟s main commodities 

obtained through trade in chapter four, detailing where the materials came from 

and their use in both economical and sociological contexts. Chapter five will 

then discuss some of the results of recent/current studies in which chemical 

analysis has been used to identify imported commodities, before my 

conclusions and recommendations for further studies within the field of trade 

relations. 

 

 

                                            
1  After 332BC the world becomes more open to trade, and although the 

corresponding wealth of information is far too great to cover in this dissertation, 

it could form the basis of future research. 
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The methodological approach that this paper adopts is qualitative. The first four 

chapters attempt to examine briefly the economical benefits of trade, and the 

sociological use of the traded commodities throughout each period. Extensive 

background reading combined with internet research for ongoing programmes 

was carried out and used throughout the first four chapters. The fifth chapter 

discusses the results from recent/current work carried out by „Gas 

Chromatography/Mass Spectrometry‟ and re-evaluates the extent of contact 

there was between Egypt and the further east. Extensive research combined 

with discussion of the new scientific data with staff at the Bioarch laboratories at 

Heslington was carried out for this chapter. 

 

 

Gas chromatography/mass spectrometry (GC/MS) are two powerful analytical 

tools (Niessen: 2001, 1). Gas chromatography is the physical separation of 

components within a mixture (ibid, 2). The instrumentation consists of a "gas 

control unit, a sample introduction system, a column housed in temperature-

programmable column oven, and a detector or transfer line and/or interface to 

the mass spectrometer" (ibid).  

 

Mass spectrometry is "...the production of gas-phase ions that are subsequently 

separated according to their mass-to-charge ratio and detected" (Niessen: 

2001, 10). The mass spectrometer instrument consists of five parts: "sample 

introduction, ionization, mass analysis, ion detection, and data handling" (ibid). 

Modern instruments have complete computer control over various parts (ibid). 
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Trade has been carried out for millennia, even before the advent of writing 

(Pomeranz and Topik: 2006, 3), as is evident in the archaeological record with 

artefacts that could only have arrived in a certain location through transport. It is 

through the act of trade that social groups from different cultural backgrounds 

are brought together for socially different reasons, in the hope of acquiring items 

of generally equal value, that are normally unattainable, to those that they hold 

in addition to creating better social relations (ibid). 

 

 

The ranking of an individual in a society effectively comes from the wealth of 

that individual. Junker (1999, 3) describes the socio-political evolution of the 

Philippine chiefdoms as “…politically complex, socially stratified societies” in 

which the hereditary chiefs held power and control over the lower ranks by 

means of land tenure and tax. The surplus generated through these means 

went towards “…feasting, bride wealth payments and other displays of 

exchange contexts” in order to enhance social ranking, authority and political 

alliances (ibid).  

 

In order to understand the impact that the foreign goods trade had on the 

societies, we must understand the political and clientage relations of the 

chiefdoms (Junker: 1999, 373). In order for political power to be maintained, the 

relations need “…constant material and ideological reinforcement” (ibid), as 

lower ranked officials could switch their allegiances to paramounts that are 

offering greater advantages (ibid). Although this leads to political instability and 

as a result, ideological means that identify the political legitimacy of a ruler 

played a pivotal role in society along with other strategies such as increased 

production in local goods and involvement in foreign trade, which as Junker 

describes is the “…key to consolidating political power” (ibid, 374).  

 

The natural wealth and power obtained through trade may always bring with it 
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instability and even gang warfare, as Osborne (2006, 187) states when 

describing events in Italy during the twelfth century. Leading families controlled 

the cities, to an extent where defensive towers were erected, while communes 

had split with each member holding onto as much power as possible (ibid). In 

reaction, the middle class became organised and wanted their share of power, 

with associations known as guilds bringing together people with the same trade 

(ibid, 188). Power was eventually seized through force by the „popolo‟1 (ibid). 

 

For over five millennia, hierarchies have been the trend that humans are obliged 

to follow (Boehm: 1999, 4), with even the aforementioned guilds classified as a 

type of political hierarchy rather than egalitarian as “…the weak combine forces 

to actively dominate the strong” (ibid, 3).  

 

Williams (1990, 59) takes it further by looking at the trade in humans as well as 

material goods. Focusing on the hierarchical stratification of the Mali Empire of 

Western Africa as well as the local production of communities, the benefits of a 

hierarchical system are outlined along with the benefits trade offers (ibid). 

Williams (1990, 60) sets out the divisions in the Mali Empire as being separated 

into three provinces; each province was divided into districts and each district 

into village communities. Each division would have a leader that would be 

sworn in to pledge allegiance to the government, thus the empire functions 

without the need to have military occupation and so the government protected 

the trade routes and the tribute payers against raids from other groups either 

inside or outside the empire (ibid). Tribute for the protection was collected in the 

form of goods, such as food and clothing and like many other cultures taxes 

were imposed along the trade routes (ibid). 

 

Egypt‟s earliest history has been studied extensively throughout the last forty or 

                                            
1 Popolo: a pressure group intent on obtaining power from the nobility (Osborne: 

2006, 187). 



Chapter One 

 

6 

 

so years with results showing that there were two Predynastic kingdoms, the 

Amratian culture in Upper Egypt and the Gerzean culture in Lower Egypt 

(Midant-Reynes and Shaw: 2000, 6). These two cultures were then brought 

together as Lower Egypt appears to have sufficiently influenced Upper Egypt to 

enable Gerzean culture to spread throughout Egypt creating a proto-dynastic 

state (ibid). The final transition from proto-dynastic to dynastic was once thought 

to have originated from an invasion of Egypt by an „Asiatic‟ (Asia Minor) group 

that “… were even given anthropological backing by Derry (1956)” (ibid). 

Menes1 is thought to be the founder of the First Dynasty, although there are 

debates as to whether he only completed a political transition or that he is in 

fact a mythical figure created as part of an origin story although, as evidence 

suggests, there was an earlier political unification (ibid, 10). 

 

                                            
1 Menes: also known as Meni or Min (Midant-Reynes and Shaw: 2000, 6), and 

generally identified with Egypt‟s first king Narmer (Shaw and Nicholson: 1995, 

196). 
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This Chapter has described the reasons why trade is beneficial for not only 

individuals but for communities and empires on the whole. By means of trade, 

an empire can grow faster and stronger, and the individuals in charge gain more 

social status and political authority. This has been the case throughout history 

as different studies have shown and is even the case today with recent events 

in Burma and especially Zimbabwe, where trade ceased and food was being 

used as a political weapon in order for political authority to be kept. Trade was 

naturally easier with surrounding regions, but there were imported goods going 

into Egypt from much further away. Since each region has its own trade and 

trade routes, the next section will discuss the key regions whose goods 

eventually, by direct or indirect trade, made it to Egypt. 
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As an important part of human history, trade has formed the basis of numerous 

studies. This chapter discusses a selection of those studies dealing primarily 

with Egypt or international trade relations with Egypt, followed by a discussion 

of eastern trade and trade routes. 

 

The studies which have been carried out or are still ongoing have produced an 

immense amount of information about Ancient Egypt‟s trade relations. In the 

case of one study, the „Amarna Project‟ is not only seeking the history and trade 

links of one of Egypt‟s most important Ancient cities, but is preserving the 

ancient city itself (Kemp: 2008). 

 

Other noteworthy projects include; 

 

The Oxford Roman Economy Project and the excavation of the „Quseir 

Shipwreck‟ in the Red sea, Egypt (Strauss: 2008).  The ship was carrying 

Campanian amphorae from Italy to both Egypt and India dating from the first 

century BCE and the first Century AD (ibid: 2002). 

 

Aqaba – Tall Hujayrat al-Ghuzlan excavations in Jordan is a joint project 

between the Department of Archaeology of the Jordan University, Amman, and 

the Oriental Department of the German Archaeological Institute, Berlin. Having 

excavated and surveyed since 1998 (German Archaeological Institute: 2008), 

the project‟s main objectives are to discover international trade relations with 

Predynastic Egypt1 (ibid). 

                                            
1 To date the results reveal great numbers of lithics found at Ma‟adi in Egypt, 

along with an Egyptian basalt vessel fragment (German Archaeological 

Institute: 2008). 
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The „Ancient Economies I‟ Project – a series of essays that cover different 

ancient world economies written by Dr Morris Silver of the Economics 

Department, City College of New York (Silver: 2008). Trade and coinage 

exchange for Ancient Egypt is covered (ibid). 

 

On a side note from the „Ancient Economies I‟ Project, Groom (2002, 91) notes 

that Minaean merchants seem to have travelled as far as Egypt, As borne out 

by a wooden sarcophagus bearing Minaean inscriptions from Memphis dating to 

264 B.C. The sarcophagus contained the body of Zayd‟il bin Zayd, a Minaean 

trader who “…imported myrrh and calamus for the temples of the gods of 

Egypt”, while another has been found in Greece (ibid).  

 

The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs have a number of projects in Egypt, 

including; ‟Egypt – From Koptos to Myos Hormos‟ (French Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs: 2008a) and „Egypt – Khashm al-Minayh‟ (French Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs: 2008b). The first is a survey of Roman forts on ancient Myos Hormos 

trading routes (ibid: 2008a), while the second focuses on Khashm al-Minayh 

and the connection with Berenike and related trading routes it is found upon 

(ibid: 2008b). 
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To gain an understanding of the importance of trade and how and why trade 

was carried out, this section gives a brief overview of the history of Egypt‟s four 

key trading partners (Fig1) including trade routes and the main types of goods 

that, either directly or indirectly, made their way to Egypt. 

 

 

(Fig1: Map showing locations of Egypt, Lebanon, Mesopotamia, Afghanistan 

and China, Google Maps: 2009). 

 

Once a forested hinterland with coastal cities, the area now known as Lebanon 

first appeared around 3000 B.C. in recorded history (Federal Research Division: 

2004, 29). Inhabited by the Canaanites (Phoenicians), they turned to the sea to 

trade because of the geographical location of their region (ibid). Each city in turn 

is known to have been an independent kingdom and each is known for its own 

activities; "Tyre and Sidon were important maritime centres" while Gubla 

(Jubayl) and Berytus (Beirut) were religious centres (ibid). Gubla was one of the 

first cities that actively engaged in trade with Egypt‟s Old Kingdom, exporting 

“…cedar, olive oil and wine…” while also importing many goods from the Nile 

(ibid).  
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Relations between Lebanon and Egypt were interrupted by the Hyksos 

occupation of Egypt near the end of the seventeenth century B.C., and while 

Ahmose I1 launched a war against them, it was Thutmose III2 who terminated 

Hyksos power and "...incorporated Lebanon into the Egyptian Empire" (Federal 

Research Division: 2004, 30). Lebanon regained independence with the 

weakening of the Egyptian Empire towards the end of the fourteenth century 

B.C. (ibid) and over the next millennium was conquered by the Assyrians, 

Babylonians and Persians (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). In 332 B.C. Alexander 

III3 seized Sidon and Tyre (Collelo: 2003, 37), with Lebanon then falling under 

the intermittent control of Egypt‟s Ptolemaic Dynasty (pers.comm, Fletcher: 

2009). 

 

By studying the contents of Egyptian Predynastic vessels with GC/MS, it has 

been shown that conifer resin from Lebanon was being imported into Egypt as 

early as 4000 B.C. (pers.comm, Whitehouse: 2008, Buckley and Fletcher: 

2009). Resin fragments from grave B101 at Abadiya (J.C. Payne, Catalogue of 

the Predynastic Egyptian Collection in the Ashmolean Museum, p.254 no.2109, 

dated to Naqada IIa) have also been submitted for GC/MS analysis, but without 

significant results (pers.comm, Whitehouse: 2008). Serpico and White (2000b, 

430) note that there is actually little evidence the Egyptians were involved in 

tapping resins from foreign locations themselves, although there are relief 

images depicting the cutting of coniferous trees in Asia during the reign of Seti 

I4, suggesting that the Egyptians may occasionally have visited other areas for 

goods (Naville: 1912, pI. XXI cited Serpico and White: 2000b, 430). 

 

                                            
1 Ahmose I (1570 – 1545 B.C.). 

2 Thutmose III (1490 – 1436 B.C.). 

3 Alexander III: also known as Alexander the Great (336 – 323 B.C.). 

4 Seti I (1290 – 1279 B.C.). 
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Small settlements started to appear around 13,000 – 12,000 B.C. and continued 

to increase until around 4000 B.C. in the region which came to be known as 

Persia, modern Iran, although during the Chalcolithic period (ca. 5000 – 3300 

B.C.) settlements began to steadily decrease (Daniel: 2000, 23). Daniel (2000, 

23-24) explains that evidence suggests that agriculture was abandoned in some 

areas, and although reasons like climate change are debated, one important 

factor was the urban revolution taking place in Mesopotamia.  

 

Mesopotamia itself was an area with few native resources and as such, regional 

trade in metals and stones developed rapidly (Daniel: 2000, 24). Other such 

materials extracted included lead, silver and gold, in which one settlement, 

Shahr-e Sou-khteh 1  benefited greatly not only from this trade, but trade in 

pottery, shells, turquoise and lapis lazuli (ibid). Long range trade reached 

“…India, South-west Asia, and Egypt” (Martin: 2004, 75).  

 

Alexander the Great liberated Egypt from Persian rule in 331 B.C. and founded 

Alexandria (Goethals et al: 2004, 19). By 330 B.C. Alexander “…controlled all of 

Asia Minor and Persia” (ibid), opening up different routes to Egypt and the rest 

of his growing empire utilising routes dubbed „Royal Roads‟ (Martin: 2004, 75).  

 

The Persian Royal Roads were used to link remote areas of the Persian Empire 

together (Martin: 2004, 75). Many routes were inhospitable, Briant (2002, 360) 

quoted Arrian (Indica 43.3 2 ) to describe the journey between Egypt and 

Babylonia in which; "...Their pack animals carried the necessary water and they 

travelled by night; by day they could not endure the open air because of the 

                                            
1 Shahr-e Sou-khteh: founded 4000 B.C., but flourished 3200 to 1800 B.C. 

(Daniel: 2000, 24). 

2 Quote from original Ancient Text. Translated by E. Iliff Robson in 1933, added 

to by P. A. Brunt in 1983. Book VIII (INDICA) republished 2004 by Kessinger 

Publishing. 
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heat...the area...is thus far from habitable, since the northern part is desert and 

sand". 

 

From a very early period, trade played an important role within Afghanistan. 

Lapis lazuli from Badakhshan1 "...was being exported to India" from the sixth 

century B.C., and by the second century lapis from the area was also being 

used in the Aegean (Ewans: 2002, 10). Tin possibly also "...from Afghanistan 

was found at Uluburun, off the Turkish coast", where there had been a ship 

wreak in 1336 B.C. (ibid). 

 

Places other than Badakhshan can produce stones with 

similar characteristics that include; Quetta (on the 

Pakistan-Afghanistan boarder) and the Pamir mountains 

(Rice: 2003, 92). To reach Egypt, Rice (2003, 92) 

suggests that they could either have travelled by land 

through the Arabo-Syrian deserts into Palestine and then 

down the coast, or by land into south-western Persia, by 

sea down the Arabian Gulf and then either round the 

peninsula to the Red Sea or across the peninsula by land 

to reach Egypt. One artefact (Fig2) from the “…fifth 

millennium B.C. is an Egyptian female figurine with big 

lapis eyes, big breasts and a heavily accentuated and pit-

marked groin” (Najovits: 2003, 12). 

 

(Fig2: Bone Figurine with inlaid lapis lazuli eyes, 5th Millennium B.C, British 

Museum, Accession No: EA32141) 

 

Recorded documents however, did not start to record the region until the sixth 

                                            
1  Badakhshan: North-eastern Afghanistan/South-eastern Tajikistan (Ewans: 

2002, 10). 
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century B.C. as the Persian king Cyrus II1 expanded his empire and the extent 

of international trade relations grew (Ewans: 2002, 10). 

 

Records for foreign trade to and from Ancient China are obscure, and "...the 

proper elucidation of that trade would require a special treatise to discuss the 

route by which the silks of China reached the Roman Empire..." (Morse: 1908, 

270). The Silk Road was the main trade route from China to the rest of the 

world and extended for over 5,000 miles. In addition to silk, the trade in different 

'treasures' together with the diffusion of ideas made this route famous, despite 

the many dangers faced with endless waterless deserts and bandits (Olsen: 

2004, 59). 

 

The trading path that opened the door for the Chinese to explore the world and 

become involved in other civilisations both started and ended where civilisations 

began (Olsen: 2004, 59). In China the "...Far Eastern terminus is located in the 

home of Chinese culture..." Xi‟an - home to both the northward loop of the 

Yellow River and its main tributary, the Wei River (ibid). In the west the Silk 

Road ran between “the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in Mesopotamia and then 

along the Nile in Egypt…" (ibid).  

 

Egypt may have acquired silk as early as 1000 B.C., since a fragment of textile 

discovered on a Theban mummy of the Twenty-First Dynasty had the 

characteristic appearance of silk and was clearly identified as such (Lubec et al: 

1993, 25). 

 

                                            
1 Cyrus II: also known as Cyrus the Great (559 – 529 B.C.). 
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This chapter has discussed some of the studies relating to four regions which 

were trading in materials which found their way Egypt. These four regions each 

had their own trading routes, either by land or water, in which goods whether or 

not native to their own region were traded. This also led to a greater degree of 

indirect trade where, for example imported goods from China could have been 

traded for even more valuable items in Afghanistan. Nevertheless, such indirect 

trade is difficult to establish, for even if an item is found in one region, without 

any written evidence for its use1 in another region beforehand, one can only 

assume that it made its way there directly. 

 

                                            
1 For example, an item that has travelled to Egypt and then back tracked to 

Afghanistan would have to hold a clue as to its travel to Egypt in order for the 

examiner to determine that it was ever in Egypt in the first place. 
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This chapter expands on the four regions mentioned within the last chapter and 

will examine events that led to either the establishment or cessation of trade 

routes. It also evaluates some key imported items1 found within Egypt for each 

period, and briefly examines modes of transportation utilised in such trade. 

 

It has long been known that Egypt had contact with eastern regions from as 

early as the Predynastic Period (C. 5500 – 3100 B.C.), with the diffusion of 

ideas and the borrowing of artistic styles clearly seen in the evidence. It has 

long been noted that the last significant example of Mesopotamian art (Fig3) 

appears on the Narmer Palette (Wilkinson: 2000, 28), which features two 

“…intertwined serpopards whose necks frame the central well” (ibid). A 

Predynastic grave (T29) at Naqada also included a lapis lazuli beaded necklace 

with a cylinder seal which had been imported from Mesopotamia (Frankfort: 

1939, 293), the lapis itself was imported since there is no known source in 

Egypt (Aston et al: 2000, 39). 

 

(Fig3: The Narmer Palette showing Mesopotamian motifs, Wilkinson: 2000) 

                                            
1 Items that are known to have been brought into Egypt by trade. 
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In ancient times there were various modes of transport used for the 

transportation of goods and other materials. This section will briefly describe 

transportation both by land and water, with emphasis on the River Nile as this 

was the main way of transporting commodities throughout Egypt. 

 

There were many specially constructed roads around areas surrounding mines, 

various pyramids and temple sites, as well as other major structures (Aston et 

al: 2000, 18). It is important to note that although roads were built primarily for 

the transportation of stone, they also offered a convenient route from one place 

to another. Many of the old quarry roads became military roads during the Late 

Period, emphasising their continued importance throughout history (ibid). 

 

The modes of land transport did vary, and although the majority of people 

travelled by foot, litters were available for the elite (Hayes: 1959, 313 cited 

pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). Chariots and horses were only introduced during 

the Second Intermediate Period (C. 1650 – 1550 B.C.) (ibid). 

 

Donkeys were generally used for threshing corn and transporting crops and 

other materials. Although some claim there is no evidence that the Egyptians 

ever rode donkeys (David: 1999, 260), there is an unmistakable donkey saddle 

housed in the Berlin museum (Erman et al: 1971, 490). 

 

Litters were used to transport Kings, Nobles and statues during the Old and 

Middle Kingdoms (David: 1999, 260). During the New Kingdom, litters were 

largely restricted to ceremonial celebrations or for the transportation of gods‟ 

statues (ibid). 

 

Horse and Chariots appear not to have been used in Egypt until the reign of 

the Hyksos was over (David: 1999, 260). The spoked wheel and horse was 
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brought into Egypt from Asia Minor by the Aryans, and David (1999, 260) noted 

that although there are some literary documents indicating that kings, nobles, 

scouts and dispatch riders rode horses, the elite, especially the kings, are never 

portrayed in doing so. Horses were usually employed to draw the light two-

wheeled chariots mainly used in warfare and to transport royalty and nobles to 

their desired destination (ibid). 

 

Camels: Accounts of the earliest use of these animals in Egypt varies widely. 

Ripinsky (1985, 136) notes Green and Quibell‟s discovery of a First Dynasty 

terracotta camel head at Hierakonpolis, and Petrie‟s discovery of a large pottery 

camel head at Abydos that can be dated to around the same time. Ripinsky 

(1985, 141) also states that as early as the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties, myrrh and 

frankincense were imported for "...ritual needs". Only the camel is capable of 

withstanding the harsh desert environments involved in the long distance 

transportation of such commodities (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). In studying the 

spread of domestic camel and faunal remains in the Nile Valley, Rowley-Conwy 

concludes "...that the evidence is now in favour of an introduction in the last 

couple of centuries B.C. during the Ptolemaic Period" (1988, 246), although not 

all subscribe to this. Rowley-Conwy (1988, 246) also noted that camel remains 

are remarkably rare, and those that have been found were in unreliable 

contexts, including a dump used in the Roman and Meroitic Periods (ibid, 245). 

Drawing upon different evidence including the models of camels (a few of which 

were discussed by Ripinsky (1985, 136)), rock engravings and actual camel 

remains, Rowley-Conwy (1988, 247) stated that there are too many 

uncertainties and so dated archaeological remains are preferable. The earliest 

reliable remains come from Qaşr Ibrîm 1  placing the date back to the first 

millennium B.C. (ibid). 

                                            
1 East side of the Nile Valley, 40 km north-east of Abu Simbel “...first occupied 

during or before the Napatan Period” (Ripinsky: 1985, 245). 
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Although roads were built, "...the Nile was, of course, the supreme road and no 

other was needed for long distances" (Petrie: 2004, 167). The use of the Nile for 

the transportation of goods as well as religious processions can be traced back 

to the Predynastic Period with pottery (David: 1999, 263) known as "Decorated 

Ware" commonly featuring multi-oared boats (ibid). The Egyptians also sailed 

across the Mediterranean and Red seas, and there were many different types of 

boats and ships to meet this variety of needs (ibid). The ships in this section are 

trading vessels and not specially built warships. 

 

Papyrus rafts were the earliest form of boats in Egypt and could usually 

accommodate two people (David: 1999, 263) although larger ones could 

accommodate a few more passengers, both human and animal (ibid). Bundles 

of reeds were bound together with the raft wider in the middle than the two ends 

(ibid). The Greeks admired these craft which remain in use in modern Sudan 

(Erman et al: 1971, 480). 

 

Wooden boats were necessary when the Egyptians required larger vessels, 

and this industry was well established by the Old Kingdom (David: 1999, 264). 

While many craft had sails, others did not and were propelled by wooden oars 

and had a shallow draft (ibid). Local wood like acacia was used, but conifer 

wood was imported from Lebanon and Syria for more important vessels, which 

might also have a cabin on deck (ibid), as sometimes depicted on pottery 

(pers.comm, Fletcher: 2008). Steering initially required a large oar until 

improvements during the Middle Kingdom introduced a rudder and single pole 

mast instead of two (David: 1999, 264). In the New Kingdom, the shape and 

size of the sail had changed while vessels of the elite featured elaborate 

decoration and bigger cabins (ibid). 

 

Sea ships were also employed since Egypt is bordered by two seas. One of the 

region‟s the Egyptians sailed to was Punt (David: 1999, 265), a yet to be 

identified area along the Red Sea coast (ibid). Representations of sea ships 
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from Hatshepsut‟s funerary temple at Deir el-Bahri (Fig4) resemble large river-

boats, boasting an immense sail and thirty rowers (Erman et al: 1971, 488). 

 

 

(Fig4: Sailing boat of Hatshepsut, Erman et al: 1971, 488) 
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Of certain imported commodities common in Egypt‟s later periods, ongoing 

GC/MS analysis carried out on samples from museums across the UK are 

suggesting an earlier date for their importation (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). 

This section will look at each period and give an overview of important events 

that effected trade, either within Egypt or abroad. Some of the more important 

commodities that are known to have been in use during each specific period are 

briefly described. 

 

The Predynastic Period is generally dated from C.5500 – 3100 B.C. (Driel-

Murray: 2000, 307), typically when farming communities start to appear in the 

Nile Valley (Bard and Shubert: 1999, 23). Cereal agriculture seems to have 

been introduced from southwest Asia Minor and then adapted to the Lower Nile 

Valley (ibid). Two cultures emerged, the Ma'adi culture of Lower Egypt and the 

Naqada culture of Upper Egypt (ibid). Near the end of the Predynastic Period 

(also known as the Naqada III Period), Naqada ceramics found in burials in 

Lower Nubia suggest trade was taking place (ibid), and at the same time goods 

imported from Syria-Palestine are also found throughout Egypt (Vinson: 1994, 

20). Small stone cylinder seals with distinctive Mesopotamian stamps have also 

been found at Naga ed-Deir, dating to the Gerzean Period (Naqada IIa) 

(Rowlands et al: 1987, 37). Although it has been noted that Mesopotamian 

goods trickled into Egypt during the early phase of the Gerzean Period, many of 

the vessels which once held imported commodities have either not yet been 

tested (as noted by Rowlands et al in 1987), or unfortunately in some cases 

have been cleaned out for display and so loosing vital information in the 

process (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2008). Where these vessels have been tested, 

the results reveal wide scale trading networks (ibid). One such site for which 

vessels were studied is Ma‟adi (Serpico and White: 2000b, 456), where studies 

concluded the presence of asphalt, although its intended use at Ma‟adi is not 

clear (ibid). 
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Lapis lazuli first became an important commodity during the Gerzean Period, 

and it is accepted that the mines at Badakhshan in modern Afghanistan were 

the source (Rowlands et al: 1987, 37). Lapis starts to appear in graves, 

especially those that are more richly equipped (ibid). Symbolic of an 

increasingly hierarchical society, the control of the distribution of such materials 

would have reinforced the social standing of certain individuals (Bard and 

Shubert: 1999, 29). Bard and Shubert (1999, 29) stated that Naqada expansion 

into the north was motivated by the need to control the lucrative trade with other 

regions in the eastern Mediterranean, and for this large boats were needed. The 

required timbers such as cedar were not native to Egypt and so were imported 

from Lebanon (ibid) along with the resins such trees produce (pers.comm, 

Fletcher: 2009). 

 

During the Archaic Period, an era that includes dynasties one and two and for 

some scholars dynasty 0 (Bard and Shubert: 1999, 31), control extended across 

a territory ranging from the Delta south to the First Cataract. There is also 

evidence for an Egyptian expansion into Lower Nubia and a greater presence in 

"...northern Sinai and southern Palestine" (ibid). Along with the crown wanting to 

control trade through Nubia, fragments of Egyptian seal impressions found in 

Palestine date to the First Dynasty (ibid). With no evidence dating from the 

Second Dynasty, Bard and Shubert (1999, 31) suggest that contact was broken 

due to the intensified sea trade with Lebanon at this time. Expeditions to copper 

mines, or an increased trade with copper mining regions in the Negev/Sinai 

region produced many copper tools and vessels of high quality, found in royal 

and elite tombs (ibid, 32). 

 

The Old Kingdom includes dynasties three to six 1 , during which time the 

unification of Egypt was consolidated from the capital Memphis (Bard and 

                                            
1 Some include dynasties seven and eight although these commonly appear 

under the First Intermediate Period. 
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Shubert: 1999, 36). As the most important document from the Old Kingdom, the 

Palermo Stone which records the history of the region (ibid) also holds the 

earliest textual reference for trade, including references to the importation of 

wood from the Levant (Vinson: 1994, 21). The Palermo Stone also documents 

the land of Punt, which provided Egypt with many commodities1 (Bard and 

Shubert: 1999, 39). Contacts with the Levant flourished during the Old 

Kingdom, with Byblos being the main trading centre for timber and resin (ibid). 

Pepi II2 is the last Egyptian royal name of the Old Kingdom mentioned at Byblos 

and there is little evidence for continued expeditions to Sinai at that time (ibid, 

43). With the collapse of government, "...foreign trade languished" (ibid). 

 

The First Intermediate Period lasted around 140 years, and was a time where 

"...the nomarchs of Herakleopolis (dynasties nine and ten) competed for control 

of the region with the remnants of the Old Kingdom rulers at Memphis 

(dynasties seven and eight)" (Brewer and Teeter: 2004, 35-36). An expedition to 

the Dead Sea Plain in Jordan uncovered three barrel disks, two of which were 

calcite although sampling revealed this was not biological calcite (shell) 

(American Schools of Oriental Research: 2003, 582). It was therefore 

determined that no shells dating to the First Intermediate Period were found in 

the Jericho tombs, and from this we can infer that there was considerably less 

trade during this Period (ibid). 

 

The Middle Kingdom (dynasties eleven to thirteen) was generally a time of 

peace and prosperity (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). Under Amenemhet I3 the 

Egyptians occupied Nubia to the Second Cataract, and under Senwosert III4, 

                                            
1 As described in chapter 4. 

2 Pepi II (2278 – 2184 B.C.). 

3 Amenemhet I (1991 – 1962 B.C.). 

4 Senwosert III (1878 – 1839 B.C.). 
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the cataract at Semna was gained (Brewer and Teeter: 2004, 37). The Twelfth 

Dynasty also came into contact with Kush1 initiating a lucrative trade route 

controlled by the Egyptians in the Iken-Mirgissa fortress (ibid). It is known that 

the Twelfth Dynasty pharaohs used military action against Nubia to gain control 

of the region and to gain a strong control over the Nile‟s commerce and the all-

important Nubian gold supply (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). Although there is 

little evidence of permanent Egyptian presence in Palestine (Shaw: 2002, 324-

325), the Egyptians did have contact with the Levant and the Aegean (ibid).  

 

Abdel Monem Sayed (University of Alexandria) identified the remains of a 

Middle Kingdom port in the 1970s, known anciently as Saww, at Mersa/Wadi 

Gawasis on the Red Sea (Bard: 2008, 172). Twelfth Dynasty inscriptions 

bearing the name Senusret I2 were found along with an inscribed stela that 

describes ships built in Coptos3 for an expedition to “Bia-Punt”, the location of 

which is still unknown (ibid). Archaeological evidence shows that temporary 

camps were used, although two man-made caves were also found (ibid). The 

best preserved stela found, contained the cartouche of Amenemhat III4 above 

an offering scene to the god Min (ibid). The hieroglyphic text describes two 

expeditions to Punt and Bia-Punt led by the officials Nebsu and Amenhotep 

(ibid).  

 

During the Thirteenth Dynasty, Egypt‟s dynastic stability collapsed as a total of 

sixty kings reigned for one hundred and fifty-three years according to the 

Egyptian historian Manetho (Bard and Shubert: 1999, 54). 

 

                                            
1 Kush: A powerful state at Kerma near the Third Cataract of the Nile 

2 Senusret I: also known as Sesostris I (1971 – 1926 B.C.). 

3 It is thought that the ships must have been disassembled for transport and 

then reassembled at the Red Sea (Bard: 2008, 172). 

4 Amenemhat III (1860 – 1814 B.C.). 
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Nevertheless, literary texts in the form of documentary papyri suggest that the 

administrative and cultural patterns of the Twelfth Dynasty continued into the 

latter part of the Thirteenth Dynasty (Trigger et al: 1983, 149). Although mining 

expeditions to Sinai were ended, the Thirteenth Dynasty was very active abroad 

especially in southwest Asia Minor (Bard and Shubert: 1999, 54), with good 

relations maintained with Byblos and Lebanon (ibid).  

 

Eventually however, the decline in royal control under the later Thirteenth 

Dynasty allowed increasing numbers of Syro-Palestinian people settling in the 

north-eastern Delta to gradually gain power (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). Later 

acknowledged as the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Dynasties by Manetho (ibid), 

these distinctive rulers were uniquely distinguished in the Turin king-list by their 

names being written without a royal cartouche (Trigger et al: 1983, 156). An 

added hieroglyphic sign designated them as being foreigners (ibid). They came 

to be known as „Hyksos‟, a Greek form of the Egyptian term „Heka Hasut‟ 

meaning „rulers of foreign lands‟ (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). 

 

The Hyksos had well-connected trade routes with the Mediterranean region, 

with inscriptional evidence revealing they had links with Crete as well as 

"...southern and coastal Palestine and Cyprus" (Bard and Shubert: 1999, 54). 

Recent excavations at the Hyksos capital Tell ed-Dab'a in the Egyptian Delta 

have revealed distinctive buildings and a complex of temples which appear 

Palestinian in type, although this influence seems to be very limited (Trigger et 

al: 1983, 157). The same excavations have found Minoan-style painted 

frescoes on some internal walls (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009).  

 

As well as introducing a new culture into Egypt, the Hyksos also introduced the 

horse, innovative weaponry and techniques of warfare (Gardner et al: 2005, 

56), which ironically were then utilised by the Egyptians to eventually overthrow 

their Hyksos rulers in C.1550 B.C. (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). 
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The New Kingdom is one of the most well documented periods of any in Egypt‟s 

history, with a wide variety of textual and archaeological sources (Brewer and 

Teeter: 2004, 40). The Amarna Letters, discovered by local Egyptian workers in 

the late nineteenth century are largely "...addressed to the King or high court 

officials by rulers of small states in the Syro-Palestinian area" (Mieroop: 2004, 

128). When originally found, many were thought to be fake and many more 

ground up to use as fertiliser, but what has survived has become a great source 

of knowledge (Petrie: 1898, 2; pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009) on diplomatic 

matters including the exchange of precious goods and royal women (Mieroop: 

2004, 128).  

 

With the defeat of the Hyksos, the Eighteenth Dynasty looked back to the 

Twelfth Dynasty and claimed to be their heirs (Bard and Shubert: 1999, 59). 

There was an influx of foreign people into Egypt, in which prisoners of war 

made up the largest group (ibid). In the later Ramesside period the harbours of 

Memphis and Thebes were frequently used by merchants, with a quarter of 

Memphis set aside as a trading post (ibid). Trade with Asia Minor and the 

Aegean Islands widened foreign contact (Gardner et al: 2005, 56), and from 

Asia Minor, Egypt received "oil, wine, cedar wood, boxwood, tin, metalwork, 

chariotry and weapons; from Cyprus, copper; from Anatolia, silver and (some) 

iron; and from the Aegean, unguents and spices" (Brewer and Teeter: 2004, 

60).  

 

Cinnamon has its earliest references in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth 

Dynasties (Lucas: 2003, 354) and was apparently obtained from or via Punt1 

(ibid). On the south side of the middle colonnade of Hatshepsut‟s Eighteenth 

Dynasty funerary temple at Deir el-Bahri are the famous reliefs which depict a 

                                            
1 Cinnamon was not a product of Punt but of Ceylon, India and China (Lavabre: 

1996, 72), indicating Egypt was now trading indirectly across vast distances 

(pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). 
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successful expedition to Punt (Bard: 2008, 217). The scenes show indigenous 

houses, people and animals, with the Egyptians receiving different materials 

and their return to Egypt with living incense trees (ibid). 

 

In support of such epigraphic evidence, excavations at Mersa/Wadi Gawasis 

have recently discovered a series of man-made „cave rooms‟ containing Mid-

Eighteenth Dynasty pottery and oar pieces which perhaps were part of one of 

the ships in Hatshepsut‟s famous expedition to Punt (Bard: 2008, 172). Other 

finds included “whole ship timbers – planks and decking – of cedar, imported 

from Lebanon”, and well preserved remains of 20 or more cargo boxes, with 

one such box being inscribed with the hieroglyphic description of its contents: 

“…the wonderful thing of Punt” (ibid).  

 

As the best preserved royal tomb of the New Kingdom, the treasures of 

Tutankhamun 1  from Thebes‟ Valley of the Kings provided a wealth of 

information. Some of these treasures were made up of imported items such as 

lapis and other precious stones for jewellery and regalia, with various animal 

skins for clothing and different woods for objects (Reeves: 2007, 128-207). 

Three of the model sailing boats found in the tomb‟s treasury each had their 

linen sails and rigging well preserved, and closely resemble those of the Punt 

ships depicted on the walls of Hatshepsut‟s funerary temple at Deir el-Bahri 

(ibid, 144). 

 

Although some military conquests were made in Palestine and Syria during the 

Nineteenth Dynasty under Seti I and his son Ramses II2, royal power gradually 

declined during the later Nineteenth Dynasty (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). As 

Egypt eventually lost its empire in both southwest Asia and Nubia (Bard: 2008, 

265), the region divided once again into north and south C.1080 B.C. to initiate 

the Third Intermediate Period (ibid). 

                                            
1 Tutankhamun (1334 – 1325 B.C.). 

2 Ramses II: also spelt Ramesses or Rameses, commonly known as Ramses 

the Great (1279 – 1213 B.C.). 
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The new political order is highly apparent in the „Tale of Wenamun‟ (Bard: 2008, 

265), a two page papyrus document composed at the end of the Twentieth 

Dynasty. Whether or not the report is of an actual mission or simply fictional, it 

graphically portrays the historical situation (Lichtheim: 2006, 224). Wenamun, 

the Elder of the Portal of the Temple of Amun, is dispatched to Byblos in order 

to obtain (cedar) timber for the great noble bark of Amen-Re (ibid). Once he had 

reached the city of Dor in the land of Tjeker, which lay on the eastern 

Mediterranean, his troubles began (Myśliwiec and Lorton: 2000, 23). First 

robbed by a member of his own crew, he finally arrived at Gubla (Byblos), and 

was forced to wait many days before being received by the Prince of Byblos, 

once a mere vassal of Egypt (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). When Egyptian 

goods were finally exchanged in payment for the Phoenician wood (Myśliwiec 

and Lorton: 2000, 25) and the trees were felled, Wenamun started his journey 

back to Egypt, but was forced to flee from Tjeker raiding ships (ibid). Finally 

Wenamun landed on Cyprus and is saved from death at the hands of the 

natives by the local princess, Hatiba (ibid). Although unfortunately the rest of the 

papyrus did not survive (ibid, 26), the story highlights Egypt‟s huge decline in 

status in a region it once completely controlled (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). 

 

The Third Intermediate Period represents the Twenty-First to Twenty-Fifth 

Dynasties. Following the largely stable Twenty-First Dynasty, Libyan chieftains 

eventually took the throne to form the Twenty-Second Dynasty 1  (Bard and 

Shubert: 1999, 62). Although Egypt lost control of Nubia and access to its gold 

mines (Haag: 2003, 101), the Libyan rulers‟ northern location in the Delta gave 

them direct access to the Mediterranean and the Greek trading colonies dealing 

in bronze and other valuable commodities (Fletcher: 2008, 15). 

 

                                            
1 The Twenty-Second and Twenty-Third Dynasties are known as the 'Libyan 

Period' (Bard and Shubert: 1999, 62). 
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The Late Period ranges from the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty to the end of the second 

Persian Period after Egypt had been invaded and occupied by the Persians 

(Shaw: 2002, 383), who were only driven out by Alexander the Great in 332 

B.C. Trade between Egypt and the Levant had continued throughout the Late 

Period, and with a strong navy established by the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty 

monarchs, they became increasingly involved in Mediterranean Trade (Bard 

and Shubert: 1999, 66). As ongoing conflicts continued around the eastern 

Mediterranean throughout this period, increased immigration into Egypt also 

resulted in increased trade with the Greek mainland and the colonies of Asia 

Minor (ibid). 

 

Lloyd (1972, 268-279) argued that Egypt turned to Greece in order to develop 

its strong navy, evidence for which comes not only from Herodotus but was 

portrayed in earlier reliefs scenes of battles between the Egyptians and the so-

called „Sea Peoples‟ at Ramses III‟s1 funerary temple at Medinet Habu. It is 

known that Egypt employed Greek mercenaries, as well as Greek sailors and 

ships (ibid). 

 

According to Herodotus, construction of a canal to facilitate trade between the 

Nile and the Red Sea was started by the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty king Necho II2 

and completed by Persian ruler Darius I3  (Lloyd: 1977, 142). This enabled 

commodities such as incense and precious woods (ibid, 144) to be obtained via 

less laborious routes which were unreliable, expensive and often prone to 

attack by bandits (pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). 

 

                                            
1 Ramses III (1182 – 1151 B.C.). 

2 Necho II: also spelt Nekau (Royal name: Wehemibre) (610 – 595 B.C.). 

3 Darius I: also known as Darius the Great (521 – 486 B.C.). 
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Looking back over this brief chronology, it is apparent that long distance trade 

routes were already established very early on in Egyptian history to import 

commodities such as cedar and lapis. Although they continue to be used during 

the later periods, their trade could be disrupted by events ranging from the 

breakdown of the Old Kingdom to the Persian invasion during the Late Period, 

all of which could open or close trade routes in and out of Egypt. The diffusion 

of ideas also spread in this way (such as the war techniques as discussed 

earlier), as too did the development of sea worthy ships which were able to 

access areas that would otherwise require a long dangerous trek across land. 

With new areas opened to the east, different items could be traded, a selection 

of which will be examined in the following chapter. 
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This chapter aims to examine and evaluate some of the key commodities within 

Ancient Egyptian society, namely: - Cedar, Frankincense and Myrrh, Silk and 

Lapis lazuli. Although previous chapters have briefly evaluated each of these, 

this chapter will examine each in greater depth in order to evaluate each 

commodity, detailing where they came from and in what contexts they have 

been found, which in turn helps to explain their position in a social and 

economic context. 

 

 

Lucas (1931, 13) stated that although the term "cedar" has been, and still is, 

applied to many trees other than the true cedar, the word was never used 

anciently for any tree that was not coniferous. Serpico and White (2000, 431) 

stated that cedar is the most controversial of the resin-producing conifers and 

that Egyptian representations of ‘cedar’ were yellow, and not red as would be 

expected of cedar. Greek and Latin writers also loosely applied the term 'cedar' 

to many trees that were not cedars but junipers (ibid). With different ancient 

writers referring to 'cedar' as a tree or trees that were not true cedar, 'oil of 

cedar' may also have been a juniper product (Lucas: 2003, 355) 

 

Use 

Cedar wood was used for many different items which required high quality 

timber including ships, furniture and high status coffins (Serpico and White: 

2000b, 449). ‘Cedar oil’ was also used in burial practices, sometimes being 

injected into the body as a preservative (Lucas: 2003, 355), although Lucas 

notes that if injected then it was probably "impure oil of turpentine or 

pyroligneous acid containing admixed oil of turpentine and wood tar". If it were 

to be employed for anointing, then it was probably "…ordinary oil perfumed by 
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volatile oil of juniper" (ibid), although Lucas (2003, 355) also states that it could 

not have been a fixed oil of any coniferous tree in either case, as no such oil 

was known then.  

 

A significant number of Egyptian mummies have been found to have been 

treated with some form of coniferous resin (Lucas: 1931, 20), which was 

probably originally in the form of a "natural viscous oleo-resin that has gradually 

hardened, owing to the loss of oil of turpentine by evaporation", effectively 

converting it to rosin (ibid). 

 

Location 

The traditional areas of cedar growth were Syria, Turkey, Cyprus and Lebanon, 

in the latter region it is often found in mixed woods with oaks and junipers 

(Serpico and White: 2000a; 2000b, 349-431). 

 

The use of frankincense and myrrh is probably best known from the Bible, 

although they were used long before the Bible’s supposed events (Tucker: 

1986, 425), and are still widely used today in much of the near East and Arabia 

(Pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). 

 

Tucker (1986: 452) states that frankincense, or olibanum "is a natural oleo-gum-

resin composed of about 5-9% essential oil, 65-85% alcohol-soluble resins, and 

the remaining water-soluble gums". It is harvested as lumps ranging from pea-

size to walnut-size (ibid). 

 

Myrrh on the other hand is a "natural oleo-gum-resin composed of about 3-8% 

essential oil, 30-60% water-soluble gum, and 25-40% alcohol-soluble resins" 

(Guenther, 1950; Peyron, 1978; Tyler, 1982 cited Tucker: 1986, 429). It is often 

rounded or irregular tears of yellow to red colour (Arctander, 1960 cited Tucker: 

1986, 429). 
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Use 

The Egyptians chewed frankincense "in order to perfume their breath", which is 

still a modern custom (Lucas: 2003, 113). Lucas (2003, 113) also states that 

frankincense had been burnt at the funeral of Tutankhamun, based on traces 

found in the tomb, and as part of the funeral rite of the elite in general. It is 

known to burn with a smoky flame while giving off a pleasant aromatic odour 

(ibid). 

 

Quoting from Theophrastus, Dioscorides, Pliny and Plutarch, Lucas (2003, 114) 

states that "myrrh entered into the composition of certain Egyptian unguents" 

and that it was "...used as an incense in Egypt". Myrrh has also been identified 

in Egyptian perfumes and specimens of gum-resin from "certain royal and 

priestly mummies of the Eighteenth, Nineteenth, Twentieth and Twenty-First 

Dynasties" (ibid). 

 

Location 

There are different species of frankincense, with the main sources in Arabia and 

areas of Africa south of Egypt (Serpico and White: 2000b, 439). Frankincense, 

Boswellia sacra, grows in Somalia and southern Arabia while Boswellia 

frereana is restricted to Somalia mainly in the same areas as Boswellia sacra 

(Thulin and Warfa: 1987, 490, map 1; 498, map 2 cited Serpico and White: 

2000b, 439). Boswellia papyrifera is found further northwest and west and 

includes Sudan and Ethiopia (Hepper: 1969, 68; Groom: 1981, 99; Vollesen: 

1989, 443; Gillett: 1991, 5 cited Serpico and White: 2000b, 439).  

 

With over 190 species of Commiphora found from Africa to India (Groom: 1981, 

100; Gillett: 1991, 9 cited Serpico and White: 2000b, 439), it is generally 

accepted that myrrh is obtained from Commiphora myrrha (ibid). Commiphora 

myrrha favours semi-desert and rocky conditions and is distributed in areas of 

"southwest Arabia, eastern Ethiopia, and northern, central and southern 

Somalia" (ibid). Its gum-resin has little scent and is a translucent yellow colour, 

while other Commiphora species are also resinous, and can differ in both colour 
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and odour (ibid). However, Lucas (2003, 114) states that it is never white or 

green, and as such cannot be "either the white or green incense referred to in 

ancient records". Myrrh was obtained from Punt during the Fifth, Eleventh, 

Eighteenth, Twentieth and Twenty-Fifth Dynasties, and also from a region 

known as ‘Genebteyew’ during the Eighteenth Dynasty (Lucas: 2003, 114), and 

possibly ‘Retenu’ in western Asia via Arabia (ibid). 

 

Through studying the flora and fauna portrayed in relief scenes, it has been 

suggested that the location the Egyptians knew Punt was positioned 

somewhere in the region of Sudan/Somalia/Ethiopia (Serpico and White: 2000b, 

438). It has also been stated that imports "were from Syria-Palestine, especially 

in the New Kingdom", suggesting that gum-resins were reaching Egypt from 

Arabia via Western Asia at that time (ibid). Lucas (2003, 112) notes that ancient 

records state that "incense reached Egypt from Negro tribes in the Sixth 

Dynasty and from Punt in the Eighteenth and Twentieth Dynasties, since Punt 

(either Somalia or southern Arabia) is the home of frankincense". The "Negro 

tribes dwelt to the south of Egypt" meaning that products from eastern Sudan or 

of Punt could have easily passed though their region while travelling to Egypt 

(ibid). 

 

Lucas (2003, 165) states that woven fabrics, like many other items, have 

survived mostly in tombs, either on the body or as grave goods. Silk is one such 

fabric, originating from China, which first reached the Mediterranean by way of 

Persia (ibid, 170). Lucas states that the earliest reference to its use in an 

Egyptian context was found in the works of the Roman poet Lucan1, when 

describing Cleopatra with 'her white breasts resplendent through the Sidonian 

fabric (silk), which wrought in close texture by the skill of the ‘Seres2’.  

 

                                            
1 In ‘Pharsalia’ (also known as De bello civili) book 10 (Lucan: 1853, 384-406) 

2 Seres were ‘the Chinese’ (Lucan: 1853, 390) 
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Yet considerably earlier than this, a Theban mummy mentioned in chapter 2 

was found with traces of a textile that had the characteristic appearance of silk. 

Following "infrared studies using multiple internal reflection" (Lubec et al: 1993, 

25), this was clearly identified as silk (ibid). In further studies, amino-acid 

analysis revealed the "typical spectrum of hydrolysed silk, with high glycine, 

serine and alanine peaks" while amino-acid racemization excluded possibilities 

that the silk could have been added later (ibid). The results concluded that the 

silk had not contaminated the hair in recent times and was contemporary with 

the mummy (ibid; pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). 

 

The mummy itself was that of an adult female from the Dier el Medina 

necropolis (Lubec et al: 1993, 25) and based on the mummification techniques, 

the date of the burial ground and the amino-acid results, a Twenty-First Dynasty 

date was suggested (c.1069 – 945 B.C.) (ibid). If accurate, this pushes back the 

earliest known evidence for silk by almost a thousand years (pers.comm, 

Fletcher: 2009). 

 

Use 

Silk’s primary use has always been for clothing. The first known mention of silk 

in Greece supposedly comes from Aristotle who discusses the silk worm in his 

‘History of Animals’ - "From a great worm which has, as it were, horns and 

differs from others is produced at its first metamorphosis a caterpillar, then a 

bombylius and lastly a chrysalis - all these changes taking place within six 

months. From this animal women separate and reel off the cocoons and 

afterwards spin them" (Richter: 1929, 29). Richter (1929, 27-33) also argues silk 

had been known for a long time before this, but by a different name, as he 

argues, it would take time for an imported product to gain a specific name and 

thus we should not look for the mention of silk, but of material with silk 

properties. Although discussing Greece, it might also be inferred that this was 

also true for Egypt, where new studies as mentioned above suggest silk was in 

fact known considerably earlier than originally thought (Lubec et al: 1993, 25). 
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Location 

Silk originated from China, where the secret of its production was jealously 

guarded (Richter: 1929, 29). It probably first reached the Mediterranean via 

Persia (Lubec et al: 1993, 25), but it was not until c.550 A.D that silk worm eggs 

were brought across to Constantinople (Richter: 1929, 29) to allow silk 

manufacture to begin in the Mediterranean region (Lubec et al: 1993, 25). 

 

Lapis lazuli is a rock composed "mainly of the blue alumino-silicate mineral 

lazurite", and other minerals like mica, haüynite and sodalite (Aston et al: 2000, 

39). 

 

Lapis was certainly used during the Gerzean Period (3500 – 3100 B.C.), when a 

significant number of graves were provided with lapis items, but according to 

Payne (1968, 58), it was not so common at Naqada where it was found in only 

11 of 2000 graves. It is therefore generally considered that lapis was placed in 

richer burials which also contained other foreign elements (ibid). 

 

Payne (1968, 58) also noted that during the later part of the First Dynasty until 

the Third Dynasty, there was a complete absence of lapis in Egypt. Since this 

closely parallels the situation in Iraq, it may be concluded that Egypt is directly 

connected (ibid). Herrmann (1968, 37) also mentioned that a break in trading 

with Badakhshan is also echoed in Egypt where there was a period of about 

200 years where lapis was not used. 

 

Roger and Moorey (1999, 90) stated that, "with the eclipse of the Indus trade 

c.1750 B.C., the presence of lapis in the surviving material culture of Iraq 

declines sharply to the point where it may be suspected that the primary source 

was recycled stocks, rarely replenished with fresh supplies from the east". 

Although this equates with the reign of Sobekhotep I3 of the Thirteenth Dynasty 

                                            
3 Sobekhotep I: Dates unclear, aprox: (1780 – 1777 (1764) B.C.). 
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in Egypt, it can be inferred that similar circumstances may have prevailed during 

the First to Fourth Dynasties. 

 

Use 

Initially lapis was used for beads and inlays from the Naqada I Period onwards, 

such as the Predynastic figure (Fig2) carved from bone with eyes inlaid with 

lapis (Lucas: 2003, 165). From the later Predynastic Period, it was used for 

amulets and scarabs (Aston et al: 2000, 39).  

 

As well as its continued use for jewellery and seals, lapis was used for vessels 

between the Naqada III Period and the Early Dynastic Period, and at least one 

vessel in the Middle Kingdom (Aston et al: 2000, 39). Throughout the New 

Kingdom and Third Intermediate Period it was frequently used in elite jewellery 

and adornments as found in the royal tombs at Tanis and the Theban tomb of 

Tutankhamun (Aston et al: 2000, 40), which included an iron dagger whose 

shaft was trimmed with lapis (Lucas: 2003, 273). 

 

Location 

Lapis was used by the Egyptians as early as the Naqada IIc phase (c. 3500 

B.C.), but despite its abundance there appears to have been no native source 

(Aston et al: 2000, 39). Badakhshan remains the only probable source with four 

known mines located at Chilmak, Shaga-Darra-i-robat-i-Paskaran, Stromby and 

Sar-i-Sang (Herrmann: 1968, 21-22). 

 

Sources also occur beyond Badakhshan at The Pamirs and Lake Baikal, as 

authenticated in 1930 by a Russian expedition (Herrmann: 1968, 28). Herrmann 

(1968, 28) claimed stones from this source were of poor quality, but since it was 

situated approximately twice the distance away as Badakhshan, it is unlikely to 

have been a supplier of the Ancient Near East (ibid). 
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Each of these four groups of commodities had its own use in a social context as 

well as being a major economic interest. New studies can constantly change 

our view on how such commodities were used and where they came from, but 

although each commodity has a number of sources, it seems unlikely that the 

Egyptians or any trader of the time would risk travelling any further than was 

needed. Although despite the risks involved, it is not impossible for 

travellers/traders to travel greater distances, but this is a question that only 

future research can tackle. The following chapter will discuss the results of 

recent/current studies using chemical analysis to identify imported commodities 

within Egyptian pottery vessels. 
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It has long been theorised that certain materials and techniques must have 

been in use sometime long before they first appear in the archaeological record. 

Indeed, every technique or commodity would have required a certain period of 

trial and error from their point of introduction. This chapter examines a selection 

of current/recent results that do indeed demonstrate evidence for such earlier 

developments before then re-evaluating the contact Egypt had with the East at 

an earlier period. 

 

Jones (2002, 5-7) stated that pieces of textile taken from the mummified arm 

found in the First Dynasty tomb of king Djer1 at Umm el-Qaab, Abydos seemed 

to have been treated with a ‘resin’, despite the fact that the use of resin is 

generally assumed to have started much later in the Middle Kingdom, with only 

a few rare examples known from the Old Kingdom (ibid). Yet this evidence from 

Abydos suggests that full body mummification was being carried out by the 

Early Dynastic Period (ibid). 

 

Jones (2002, 5-7) also states that burials in Hierakonpolis and Adaïma, dating 

to c.3,500 B.C., display evidence of similar practices, although at Hierakonpolis, 

only selective parts of the body, like the head or hands, were being wrapped. 

Most recently, the examination of linen from Badari and Mostagedda is even 

suggesting that the practice was occurring as early as the Badarian Period 

(Late Neolithic, c. 4,500 - 4,100 B.C.) (ibid), as revealed by current work being 

carried out by Jones and the University of York (Buckley: 2009). 

 

As part of Jones and Buckley’s work, further GC/MS and Thermal Distillation-

                                            
1 Second or third king of the First Dynasty. Dates unknown. 
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Pyrolysis-GC/MS (TD/Py-GC/MS) were employed to "allow characterisation and 

identification of both the free (solvent extractable) biomarker compounds, and 

the recognisable sub-units of polymeric materials not amenable to GC/MS" 

(Buckley: 2009). 

 

As part of this study, samples from four adult mummies, three female and one 

male, were analysed, the results of which are displayed in Table 1 and Table 2 

(Appendix 1.1). It was noted by Buckley (2009) that there are clear differences 

between the two 'resins' from the burials known to be Badarian (33.30.80 and 

33.30.83) and the 'resin' from the burial known to be Predynastic-Naqada IIc 

(33.30.92). As can be seen in Table 1 (Appendix 1.1), the latter has marine oil, 

plant oil and root exudate components absent (Buckley: 2009). Yet samples 

from each mummy did provided clear evidence for the use of coniferous resin, 

which further analysis identified as a pine, specifically Pinus Nigra (Black Pine). 

Although this may have come from the closest pine producing regions of 

Israel/Palestine/Lebanon, it appears that the most likely source of this very early 

pine resin is actually south-eastern Turkey (Buckley: 2009) 

In addition to evidence obtained from human remains, Andrew Dean (2007, 6, 

unpublished) reported the results of similar analysis he and Buckley carried out 

on Predynastic black-topped pottery in the collection of Harrogate museum. 

Although these vessels from the site of Naqada appeared to be empty, organic 

residue analysis using GC/MS was able to produce evidence for specific 

recipes having once been stored in these pots, together with valuable evidence 

for trade networks and economy (ibid, 7), as mentioned in previous chapters. 

 

To cite only a selection of the results, the vessel labelled ‘HARGM: 9817’ 

contained residue of plant oil and shale oil, with traces of plant wax, conifer 

pitch and a balsam (Dean: 2007, 13, unpublished). Further analysis indicated a 

"...marine oil shale, rather than a natural petroleum bitumen, for which the Dead 

Sea was discounted as a possible source, the Red Sea source however, seems 
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the most likely” (ibid, 14-15), something ongoing research is attempting to 

verify. 

 

The analysis of vessel HARGM: 9872 showed the presence of different fatty 

acids along with a number of pimarane and abietane diterpenoid acids, 

confirming conifer resin was part of the mixture (Dean: 2007, 15, unpublished). 

Alkanes together with pristane and phytane also indicate oil shale as part of the 

mixture, which like the sample from HARGM: 9817 is likely to have come from 

the Red Sea region (ibid, 16). 

 

The overall results suggested that as the vessel contents all reflected a good 

degree of similarity, it would be fair to refer to these as ‘recipes’ (Dean: 2007, 

19, unpublished). Each vessel contained "fatty acids indicative of plant remains" 

and each had an absence of "lipid matter relating to animal sources" (ibid).  

 

Once again conifer resin was also present, with Buckley’s analysis able to 

narrow this down to the pine Pinus Pinea in half the vessels tested (Dean: 2007, 

19-20, unpublished). This work therefore demonstrates that Pinus Pinea resins 

were being imported into Egypt during the Predynastic Period. With Limonene 

also present in the samples, the pine could have been imported from the 

Mediterranean, although other locations include Lebanon (ibid) 

 

Given the precise nature of these mixtures and the fact that they would have 

been inedible so not created for human consumption, Dean (2007, 19-20, 

unpublished) suggests that the vessels served a specific mortuary purpose. 

 

The presence of Boric acid as the main component in two vessels and in small 

amounts in other vessels was also noted by Dean (2007, 21), who suggests 

that although further research is needed, it is possible that the compound was 

"used in early attempts at artificial mummification". 
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Of course it is not just the mummification materials used for humans that have 

been analysed, since the mummification of animals which began during the 

Third Intermediate Period/Late Period resulted in many millions being produced 

(Buckley et al: 2004, 294-298).   

 

In one study examining four provenanced and dated animal mummies, two 

hawks, a cat and an ibis were selected due to their pharaonic/dynastic period 

dates and the fact that they are examples of 'classic' Egyptian embalming (ibid). 

Chemical analysis of their wrappings revealed a wide range of materials had 

been used to preserve them including, fats/oils, sugar/gum, cedar resin, 

Pistacia resin and beeswax, the results of which can be seen in Table 6.2 

(Appendix 1.2) (Buckley et al: 2004, 294-298). Bitumen was not present in any 

of the samples (ibid). 

 

The study concluded that these animals had been treated with similar materials 

to humans and had not been simply mass-produced using inferior methods and 

materials (Buckley et al: 2004, 294-298) as many Egyptologists suggest. 

Certainly the use of costly Pistacia and cedar resins mixed with animal fats prior 

to application suggests that this was not a cheaper option (ibid). Buckley et al 

(2004, 294-298) further suggested that by preparing such a mixture the 

Egyptians appreciated its preservative properties along with any symbolic value 

is also may have had. 

 

Finally mention should be made of several samples taken from mummified 

human remains currently in Czech museum collections and dated from c.1069 – 

525 B.C., with a few undated (Pers.comm, Fletcher: 2009). These again 

underwent GC/MS analysis at York in order to identify the mummification 

materials at a molecular level (Holmes: 2008, i, unpublished), the results appear 

in Table 3.1 (Appendix 1.3). One sample dated c.250 B.C. – 550 A.D. showed a 

significant shift in the kind of materials used during the Roman Period (Holmes: 
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2008, 33, unpublished), including most significantly the presence of cinnamon 

which Holmes (2008, 50, unpublished) claims could be an Indian species and 

suggestive of far-reaching trade links. 
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Each one of the studies discussed above has focused on chemical analysis in 

order to identify the various materials which had been stored within pottery or 

used in the mummification process. The results identifying specific commodities 

and even suggesting a geographical origin provide significant new evidence for 

the existence of a trading network, of greater size at a much earlier date than 

previously thought. Although by necessity this chapter has only been able to 

mention a little of this recent and ongoing work, much of which is still 

unpublished, the results provide crucial information with which we can re-

evaluate the relationships between the Egyptians and their trading partners.  
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It is clear that there are obvious benefits to be gained from trade, either at an 

individual level or that of an empire. This can be seen not only in the case of 

Egypt with its abundance of imported foreign materials, but from regions such 

as Mesopotamia as discussed in chapter 2. The sociological and political power 

obtained through the control of the trade routes is evident in burials of the elite, 

whose richly decorated tombs contained such costly imported goods as lapis, 

silk and resins. 

 

With the GC/MS analysis of the latter revealing that such commodities were 

being imported for use even earlier than first thought, the transportation of 

goods as discussed in chapter 3 is also an important factor. It is well known that 

different types of boats and ships were used, especially along the Nile which 

formed the main means of transporting goods through the region; yet land-

based transportation methods require further study, particularly the use of 

camels, the only animal that can fully withstand the harsh conditions of desert 

treks yet whose remains within Ancient Egypt are still rare.  

 

Although it has only been possible to briefly mention a selection of trade 

studies, those involving chemical analysis (GC/MS etc) represent a promising 

new trend, since as I have seen for myself during field trips, museums often 

hold untouched, often unrecognised and fortunately uncleaned Egyptian 

artefacts which if studied correctly could certainly offer new insights into 

Egyptian trade relations. For although there are still sites to excavate in Egypt, it 

is the huge backlog of items already in the possession of museums which 

needs to be focused upon now, items which may well provide significant 

information relating to Egypt’s past.  


