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To what extent did the Roman state administer and manage the major Quarrying and Mining sites of the Eastern Deserts?

The Roman state and the degree into which it had direct control or management over certain areas of the Roman Empire has long been debated within scholarship, and whether it is direct state policies or the state is leaving management to local officials. The Eastern Desert of Egypt is no exception to this argument. This work will be aimed towards understanding the extent to which the Roman state was active within the Eastern Desert with regards to the mining and quarrying sites within the region. More specifically, it will examine the various archaeological sites such as Mons Claudianus and Mons Porphyrites, and their findings to understand how they were operated and if there is evidence of some kind of imperial oversight [footnoteRef:1]. The historical records will also be examined from those of the state records that have survived, to certain ancient writers that make mention of the mines and quarries with regards to how they were operated. The importance of Egypt to the Roman empire will also be established in order to help determine the overall vested interest the state had within Egypt, and the operations that occurred within the Province.  [1:  Maxfield 2001] 


To briefly establish the background and context to the existence of the quarries and mines. Roman control of Egypt and its resources is one that began under the reign of Augustus when in 30 BC Egypt was officially annexed and placed under direct Roman rule. Thus, Egypt went from being an independent Kingdom under the Ptolemaic dynasty to that of an Imperial Province with its vast resources now under new management and control. However, Egypt was somewhat unique amongst Rome’s Provinces as it was an Imperial Province which meant that officially, the Province was directly ruled and administered by the Emperor himself and thus its multitude of resources also belonged directly to the emperor [footnoteRef:2]. The Emperor for practicality reasons, did not directly rule Egypt, instead he was represented by the Praefectus Aegypti, who was the governor of Egypt. He, like all the other important civil and military officials in Egypt was appointed directly by the Emperor himself. All government officials in Egypt answered directly to the Praefectus Aegypti, including the three legions that were stationed in Egypt, he was also a member of the equestrian (the ‘lesser elite’, and ‘horse noble person’ and of military strata) order unlike other governors who were from the Senatorial order [footnoteRef:3]. Egypt then, was hugely important to the Imperial family as it was the Emperors Province and the people placed in official positions there had to be highly trusted and skilled in order to be tasked with its care. This is where the issues of direct administration and management comes into play when dealing with the resources of Egypt and specifically for this assignment, those found in the Eastern Desert. It possessed resources that were highly profitable, it had access to the red sea which was the trade route to India, along with Gold and precious mineral mines and stone quarries for construction. Riggs states that after the Nile delta which provided vast amounts of grain, the Eastern Desert was the most finically profitable location in Egypt, not just during the Roman period but the Ptolemaic era and the Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom periods as well [footnoteRef:4]. This work will be focusing on the nature of the management and administration of the mines and quarries, and seek to understand them in the context of various economic models and theories based on the Roman economy. The Roman economy and the management of resources from quarries and mines is a highly debated topic. One such view reporting on quarries is that there is little management and administration existing, and the state only taking an interest when working on a state project; otherwise, the quarries were left to their own management [footnoteRef:5]. However, this and other competing views will be further analysed and discussed when discussing the mines’ and quarries’ management. Moreover, before this, an understanding of the underlying context and origin of these mines and quarries of the Eastern Desert is pertinent, as they do not originate with the Roman state, and these activities have been in some regard active since the Early Dynastic period. An example of this would be the gold mining sites of Bokari that were opened up in the Old Kingdom period and remained active up to the early Arab Period [footnoteRef:6]. The longevity of these sites remaining active, are valuable context in the discussion of whether the Roman state directly oversaw it, or whether it was simply taking over an already functioning system with management and administration intact, as opposed to introducing their own.        [2:  Seidlmayer and Jansen-Winkeln. 2006]  [3:  Eck. 2006]  [4:  Riggs 2012: 2-6]  [5:  Russel 2013: 1-5]  [6:  Klemm and Klemm 2013: 179] 


Firstly, looking more closely at the Roman state’s involvement in the management and administration of the quarries sees them introducing a unique system with the quarries. The manner in which the quarries operated for the most part is quite uniform according to Höcker’s model, firstly the Roman state owned the mines and then leased them out to private individuals for varying periods. The stone or marble appears to be produced to order and that the quarries did not keep a continuous store of excess stock for non-specific exports, which according to Höcker is the same methods of management and production employed by previous Greek States [footnoteRef:7]. This apparent state ownership of the quarries but leasing them out to private contractors would seem to lend credence towards the view there is little direct management by state. However, the state ownership of the mines and the leasing of the quarries are clear indicators of a state level administration that exist, in not managing the quarries directly, but administrating their usage and operation. Cuvigny presents a competing position Höcker’s which proposed little direct management by the Roman state of these quarries in the Eastern Desert. The example that Cuvigny gives is that of the office of Praefectus Montis Berenicidi commonly referred to as the Prefect of the Desert or Prefect of Berenike, whose duties seemed to support a more direct, or at least a greater level of state management. The Prefect of the Desert had the duty of overseeing the mines and quarries of at least the southern region of the Eastern Desert, Cuvigny provides the evidence of a dedication in AD 11 at Wadi Semna, that clearly describes the role of the Prefect of the Desert [footnoteRef:8].  Wadi Semna includes both sites granite mines and gold mines, clearly a good indicator that the Prefect of the Desert was responsible of both industries: quarries and mines. The existence of this Prefect of the Desert and his role, shows that was definitely
a level of state administration for the quarries. The role combined with how the quarries were operated shows that the state had taken measures to see that these sites were properly administered. The level of management is more difficult to discern with the Prefect of the Desert, the position had direct oversight of the quarries whether or not this translated in to a direct managerial role within the quarries, which is more ambiguous. The leasing system of the mines that existed for the mines, would seem to show that the Prefect of the Deserts position was to more oversee the various independent quarry operators then to actually manage any functional day-to-day operational aspects of the mines and quarries, suggesting that the level of direct state management would have to have been fairly low.       [7:  Höcker 2006]  [8:  Cuvigny. 2006: 303-305 ] 

 
The Prefect of the Desert position however, brings into question the overall level of administration and management throughout the Eastern Desert. The actual title Praefectus Montis Berenicidi implies that the Prefect operated from the port city of Berenike, indicating that the position was stationed within the southern region of the Eastern Desert. Therefore, the next logical position to examine is the extent to which this Prefect operated outside of the southern areas of Eastern Desert. The issue is that in comparison with the northern quarries at sites such as Mons Porphyrites, Mons Claudianus of the Eastern Desert there are no inscriptions official nor devote, nor are there any ostraca that make any mention of the Prefect or his duties [footnoteRef:9]. The assumption could be made then, that this position of Prefect of the Desert was dealing with only the southern areas of the Eastern Desert and the quarrying activities within this region. Cuvigny seems to support this assumption by detailing that the Prefect of the Desert is more likely operating out of Koptos in the Nile valley and was in command of the auxiliary units scattered between Koptos and Berenike [footnoteRef:10]. This state of affairs would suggest that the overall administration of Eastern Desert with regards to quarries is less clear than first assumed, there is clearly a high level of state administration given the authority and role of the Prefect of the Desert. This lack of mention of the Prefect in the northern quarries and apparent operating out of Koptos would suggest that the state administration and minimal management is only occurring within the south. This command of the auxiliary units also advocates that this position may have been tied more to the safe transportation of the quarries production and quotas rather than any actual level of management.       [9:  Maxfield 2001: 7-8]  [10:  Cuvigny 2003: 295–305] 


However, there is an opposing view that argues that the responsibilities of the Prefect of the Desert had little to do with any management but rather there existed a role whose title was Procurator Montis Berenicidis. The role of Procurator was the one in reality that dealt with issues of the mines and quarries on an administration and management level. This argument presented by Hirt uses the evidence of two inscriptions set up by Publius Iuventius Agathopus and Publius Iuventius Rufus in Wadi Umm Wikala, more specifically the site of Mons Ophiates and Wadi Hammamat in roughly AD 10/11. These inscriptions declare the role of the Procurator as being the administrator or benefactor for all Metalla (mining/quarrying) in Egypt [footnoteRef:11]. Hirt’s position is that this is a clear sign of state level administration and even management with the Procurator being in charge of all the quarries and mines within this region but whether or not this was actually the case is more difficult to determine. Therefore, issue is that the model of the actual operating of quarries within this period. Höcker’s model has the quarries being state owned but leased to operators, however the model includes an administrator from the state to arbitrate between the state, operator/lessee and clients [footnoteRef:12]. Therefore, combining Höcker model and Hirt’s position, the Procurator simply fits into this role of the state administrator, whose position it is to ensure that the quarries are being correctly operated and that orders are being met. This means that the level of state administration is fairly high and very present within the region but very little actual management of the sites from the Procurator. The role of the Procurator is difficult to assess as Hirt points out, may be because the role was not actually necessary given the fact that these quarries had been in operation for a long period and that the Rome State had inherited a bureaucracy that already existed within Egypt [footnoteRef:13]. The role of Procurator may have existed then to simply create a Roman presence within an existing Egyptian network of quarry production. The Procurator was likely there to oversee this network for the Roman state, but proved largely unnecessary given its nature and therefore the reason why the role of the Procurator is not clearly defined.  [11:  Hirt 2010: 109-111]  [12:  Höcker 2006 ]  [13:  Seidlmayer and Jansen-Winkeln. 2006] 


The differing positions of Hirt and Cuvigny on which role was ultimately responsible for the quarries in the Eastern Desert; that of Praefectus Montis Berenicidi as Cuvigny argues for, or that of the Procurator Montis Berenicidis as Hirt argues, requires further deconstruction and analysis. These roles, obviously have to do with the administration of quarries in the Eastern Desert but the divide in this scholarship on the matter may be to do with the actual level of this administration present. Cuvigny holds the view that the Praefectus Montis Berenicidi was the actual position in charge of administration within the Eastern Desert with regards to the quarries that were there and that the individual in question was P. Iuventius Rufus in at least AD 10/11 as evidenced by the Wadi Semna, dedication [footnoteRef:14]. However, Cuvigny attempts to reconcile the existences of these two different positions by suggesting an interesting approach. This approach is that both offices existed but were in fact held by the same individual, instead of two different officials operating in the same area with similar roles. These roles then, simply provided executive power over different areas of the state, the Praefectus Montis Berenicidi giving command over the auxiliary units in the region and authority over any military officials stationed in the region, which ensured the protection of the products from the quarries whilst they were being transported. Whilst the position of Procurator Montis Berenicidis gave authority over the quarries themselves and the contactors who were leasing them from the state, overseeing them to ensure that the orders where being met, prices remained fair and orders where ready on time. Cuvigny maintains that P. Iuventius Rufus was the individual who, in AD 10/11 was holding both these positions, and therefore it was likely that the trend became for subsequent individuals to hold both positions [footnoteRef:15]. Hirt’s position on the matter is more complicated as he focuses on the degree to which each of the positions was officially in charge, and which if either held power over the other. Hirt addresses Cuvigny view on the possibilities that both positions here held exclusively by one individual, and that they gave authority over differing areas. This view Hirt thinks is unlikely and believes that P. Iuventius Rufus held the Procurator Montis Berenicidis briefly and then he later obtained the tribunate in legio III Cyrenaica, he was removed from the post of Procurator Montis Berenicidis and instead given the Praefectus Montis Berenicidi. The reason being that the post of Praefectus had to do with military responsibilities instead of civilian ones and the Roman state would want to separate military power from civilian power as much as possible [footnoteRef:16]. The issue of the level of state intervention and supervision are present in both approaches and are at the heart of the matter, either way both points of view agree that was a particular level of state administration. Cuvigny’s approach with the combined offices and with single individual administrating the entire quarrying activities in this region of Eastern Desert, is clearly arguing for a very high level of state administration and some degree of state management of the quarries. Cuvigny’s approach however would suggest an unusual break in typical Roman practice of concentrating a great deal of authority in one person. Within Egypt the Roman state took steps to ensure a distributed power structure and separated military and civil positions. In addition, the Roman state simple adapted the previous Ptolemaic administration by removing offices and creating their own, but ensuring that concentrated power positions did not exist as they did under the previous Ptolemaic structure [footnoteRef:17].       [14:  Cuvigny. 2006: 303-305]  [15:  Cuvigny 2002: 240]  [16:  Hirt 2010: 109-112]  [17:  Riggs 2012: 14-17] 


Therefore, given that both Hirt and Cuvigny make reference to the positions of Praefectus Montis Berenicidi and Procurator Montis Berenicidis, clearly validates a state level administration within this region of the Eastern Desert. Both approaches have merits and contrast each other’s positions whilst creating a better understanding of the Roman states’ involvement with the quarries of the Eastern Desert. This can be seen through each authors opposing views on the combining of the offices relating to quarrying and jurisdiction of these offices. Although Cuvigny raises a good supported argument, Hirt’s approach is more likely to be the actual case. The separation of the offices as argued by Hirt, conforms more to the standard practices of the Roman state, with the division of power amongst multiple offices and would be a strange break in trend, were it to be the case. Hirt admits that this combining of office is not impossible, just that the available evidence is not quite strong enough to support such a firm conclusion [footnoteRef:18]. Although Cuvigny’s approach to the offices of the Eastern Desert being held by the same individual is most likely not the case, she presents an interesting view on the general area in which these posts are operating. With specific regard to the Praefectus Montis Berenicidi, which Cuvigny believed was the superior of the two offices; the evidence shows that this positon was operating only in the areas between Koptos in the Nile river valley and Berenike on the red sea coast. The Praefectus Montis Berenicidi, was apparently operating out of the Koptos, despite what the title would suggest, and was in control of the auxiliary units in this southern region of the Eastern Desert, and there appears to be no evidence to suggest that the responsibilities of this office ranged out from this specific area [footnoteRef:19]. The posts, regardless of being held by one individual or two, are clearly operating in conjunction of one another, suggesting that if Praefectus Montis Berenicidi was limited in scope then the Procurator Montis Berenicidis, was also likely to limited. Consequently, should this approach be taken it shows that the level of state administration and management of these quarries, regardless of degree is only operating in one region of the Eastern Desert not its entirety.   [18:  Hirt 2010: 112]  [19:  Cuvigny 2003: 295–305] 


Maxfield presents evidence of the quarry operations to include their internal operational structure specifically Mons Claudianus. This is within the Praefectus Montis Berenicidi and Procurator Montis Berenicidis region of operation and which indicates that they are only functional in this region. Mons Claudianus apparently shows a high level of direct state administration and perhaps some degree of management from the state. Maxfield, using epigraphic evidence from Mons Claudianus, states that the Roman military takes an active role in administrating the quarries with a Legionary of Centurion rank holding what appears to be an administrative overseeing position. This military administration structure is further broken down with a praepositus position existing to assist the Centurion in his duties, however, there are Imperial Freemen present to manage imperial interests within mines in the form of a freedman holding the office of procurator metallorum [footnoteRef:20]. This evidence of both a military presence, and the imperial one acting on behalf of the Imperial family, are clear indicators of not just administration but actual direct management of the quarry sites of the Eastern Desert.  [20:  Maxfield 2001: 155-170] 


The military presence is interesting because it is the clearest indicator of the state actively taking part in the quarry operations, but the question remains as to why the military is present within the quarries at all? Riggs states that although Egypt was a unique province within the Empire, being the direct domain of the Emperor, with the Praefectus Aegypti being directly appointed by the Emperor. The policy of separating civil and military power, as in the other provinces of the Empire, was still largely the policy within Egypt with one or two exceptions like the that of Praefectus Aegypti [footnoteRef:21]. Therefore, military management of the quarries or even just simply overseeing, is an interesting break from the usual imperial policy, and at first there is no clear reason as to why this is the case. Unless the reasoning behind this military presence at the quarries is for simple expedience, in that the soldiers are there for another primary reason other than managing the quarries, and are being given quarry duties. Peacock presents this view that the military presence within the quarries and subsequent management of them is a result of state giving the soldiers duties simply because they are already present for external factors rather than being sent there to manage the quarries. Peacock uses Mons Claudianus as an example of this. The site contains a fort complex, a small bathing facility and temple of Serapis. The fort complex is a very clear sign that the state is taking measures to protect the site for as long as it is operating. The fort complex along with a chain of skopeloi (communication towers) running form Mons Claudianus are the reason that the soldiers are stationed there, and shows that the quarry site and the area have dangers which must be protected against [footnoteRef:22]. This military management of the quarries is still difficult to accept given the Roman state’s avoidance of combining military and civil authority for which this is a clear indicator. One of the key pillars of the Principate was this separation of military and civil authority as it was to ensure the stability of the Roman state and prevent a return to the civil wars of the Roman Republic [footnoteRef:23]. Peacock’s view of this management of the quarries to provide extra duties for soldiers already stationed there, would seem to be an insufficient reason to break with this principle policy of the Roman state. Peacock’s position is also reliant on the assumption that if the soldiers were not present at these sites, then the state would have sent officials to administrate the quarries anyway. Therefore, the position is based on the fact that, as the soldiers were already present with limited duties, they might as well be employed to administrate and to save on the need to send anyone else. However, this position would seem to be at odds with the standard known operation of Roman quarries. Höcker states that the quarries were state owned but leased to private individuals to operate, and that the state was only invested in the correct operating and that orders were met [footnoteRef:24].  [21:  Riggs 2012: 16]  [22:  Peacock 1997]  [23:  Homo 1996: 342]  [24:  Höcker 2006] 


The ensuring that orders were met according to Russel in his work was primarily because the marble from these quarries went to state ‘projects’, and that the Emperors were heavily invested in the quarries, for materials for their own building programs [footnoteRef:25]. This is understandable as the very cost of producing large quantities of stone or marble would be beyond the means of even the wealthiest of the elites, as the cost would not just entail purchasing the item, but also that of transporting it from the Eastern Desert over land. Pliny the Elder, makes note of the marble production within Egypt and mentions the fact that the Emperor Vespasian acquired blocks of Egyptian marble for his Temple of Peace in Rome [footnoteRef:26]. This shows that marble from the Eastern Desert was taken to Rome for the construction of a state building project under the direction of Emperor Vespasian. In addition to the state project constructions, Emperors had a vested interest in the quarries for their own personal building projects. The Domus Tiberiana as the name implies was the ‘Palace’ that Tiberius built on the North-West face of the palatine hill in Rome, this Domus used stone- Quartz Diorite for the flooring from the quarry at Mons Claudianus from Egypt in the Eastern Desert [footnoteRef:27]. This use of the stone from the Eastern Desert by two different emperors, Vespasian and Tiberius, clearly shows that the quarries of the Eastern Desert were producing source materials that were used by the Imperial state, namely that of the Emperor to procure viable materials for the state building projects. Pliny the Elder remarks that the marble and stone produced within Egypt is of the highest quality and is in the greatest volume for those wishing to procure it [footnoteRef:28].  This also coupled with the fact that there are Imperial Freemen present in the quarries in the Eastern Desert whose duties seem to be to manage the interests of the Imperial family at these quarries. Maxfield states that such Imperial Freemen, along with Military officers appear to be administrating the production of stone from the quarries at Mons Claudianus and Mons Porphyrites for the Emperor [footnoteRef:29]. This is based on the evidence of Imperial Freemen at Mons Claudianus and with the fact that Quartz Diorite from this quarry was used in an Imperial Project for the Emperor Tiberius at his Domus Tiberiana. The state, or at least the Imperial Family therefore, had a direct hand in managing these quarries by ensuring the correct administration and that the production of their orders took place.  [25:  Russell 2013: 15-21]  [26:  Plin. Nat. 36.11]  [27:  Bilotta. Flora, Lirer and Viggiani. 2013: 210-215]  [28:  Plin. Nat. 36.11]  [29:  Maxfield 2001: 155-170] 


The Roman state’s administration and management of these quarries can also be seen by their control on the transportation of the goods from these quarries. The area around Mons Claudianus had a significant protection from the fort complex that existed there as well as the chain of skopeloi (communication towers) that existed to alert the forts and stations about attacks along the routes of the Eastern Desert [footnoteRef:30]. It is obvious from this position of security that the Roman state had invested in the infrastructure of the region to ensure the safe passage of the material being produced and transported from attacks by indigenous peoples of the area. This is important for two reasons. Firstly, that there was a danger that needed to be guarded against whilst moving through the region; and secondly that the trade and value of what was being produced in both the mines and quarries was of enough importance that the Roman state took actions to protect it. Both of the reasons indicate that there is a level of management that the Roman state is undertaking with regards to the operations within the Eastern Desert. Furthermore, the importance is the fact that the Roman state owned the animals being used in the transportation of stone columns from the quarries along with being in charge of the food supply to the workforce in both the mines and quarries. Hirt suggests that the food supply for the workforce was managed similarly to that of the Roman Army, purchased at a standard price by officials in the Nile Valley, then moved to the mines and quarries for consumption. The ownership of the animals is also seen in the ostraca of Mons Claudianus with the term κάμηλοι κυριακοί (Imperial Camels) being used instead of κάμηλοι παγανικοί (Civilian Camels) when referring to the animals needed in transporting the stone columns from the quarry [footnoteRef:31]. The use of the term κάμηλοι κυριακοί (Imperial Camels) clearly indicates state ownership and that the camels being used to move the stone columns are under the management of the state. This all clearly demonstrates that the State is taking a high level of management and administration with regards to the transportation and food management areas of the quarries and mines of the Eastern Desert.   [30:  Peacock 1997]  [31:  Hirt 2010: 216-219] 


The extent to which the Roman state administered and managed the major quarrying and mining sites of the Eastern Deserts is one of a combined duality and is open to interpretation. According to the available evidence, there is no denying that the state did not administrate and manage these sites. What is questionable however, is the extent to which they intervened. Höcker’s model on how the quarry sites were operated would suggest that there was little management but some degree of state administration of these sites [footnoteRef:32]. However, the existence of the positions such as the Praefectus Montis Berenicidi and Procurator Montis Berenicidis are clear indicators that a level of state management was occurring within the Eastern Desert. Although these positions may have been limited to the southern region of the Eastern Desert given that the Praefectus Montis Berenicidi according to Cuvigny was only operating in this region [footnoteRef:33]. These offices, also combined with the fact that Imperial freemen were operating on the two sites Mons Claudianus and Mons Porphyrites on behalf of the Emperor, to ensure that orders were met for imperial projects shows a high level of state administration [footnoteRef:34]. Direct state management of these quarries and mines appears to be largely absent. The only area that the state seems to take direct management or control in the mining or quarrying process is that of transportation. The state ownership of the animals, namely the Imperial camels, used for the transportation of the goods from the quarries and mines to the Nile where they could then be shipped elsewhere in the Empire [footnoteRef:35]. Therefore, the case of management and administration for mines and quarries of the Eastern Desert is one of varying degrees based on the actual location, political and personal position of the state leadership. There is clearly a highly ordered administration that existed to ensure that these sites were maintained, and orders were met, however there was only a limited state management in certain aspects, and leaving quarry and mines to manage themselves.  [32:  Höcker 2006]  [33:  Cuvigny 2003: 295–305]  [34:  Maxfield 2001: 155-170]  [35:  Hirt 2010: 216-219] 
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