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• Annexation of Egypt by Octavian (Augustus) in 
30 BC.  
 

• Scale of Mediterranean participation in Indian 
Ocean trade reaches levels not seen previously: 

– Intensity of occupation at Red Sea ports. 

– Quantity of Roman finds vs. Ptolemaic era finds. 

– Impressionistic and anecdotal evidence of literary 
sources.  

 

• Seland (2008) characterises this phase as akin to 
ancient globalisation or “oikoumenisation”. 



A Multi-Ethnic Trade 
• Dangers of a Roman-centric view.  

 

• Various ethnic groups with pre-existing trade networks – e.g. 
Indians, Arabians, Axumites, Persians etc.  
 

• Alternative routes – Persian Gulf (also overland routes).  
 

“After sailing by the mouth of the gulf, six runs further on you come to 
another port of trade of Persis called Omana. Customarily the 
merchants of Barygaza deal with it…” – PME 36. 
 

“Muziris, in the same kingdom, owes its prosperity to the shipping 
from Ariakê that comes there as well as to Greek shipping.” – (54). 
 

“…Kamara, Podukê, and Sôpatma. They are the home ports for local 
boats that sail along the coast as far as Limyrikê and others, called 
sangara, that are very big dug-out canoes held together by a yoke, as 
well as for the very big kolandiophonta that sail across to Chrysê and 
the Gangês region.” (60). 

 

 



 

 

 

Organisation and Finance 



Routes and Schedules 

• Monsoon winds: 
– Southwest Monsoon – June 

to September. 

– Transitional period – 
October to November. 

– Northeast Monsoon – 
November to March. 

– Transitional period – April 
to May. 

 
“Travellers normally set sail at midsummer, before the rising of the Dog-star, or else 
straightaway after [mid-July]… Travellers set sail from India on their return to Egypt, 
at the beginning of the Egyptian month Tybis, which is our December, or at all 
events before the sixth day of the Egyptian month Mechir, the same as our ides of 
January [13th]…” Pliny NH 6.26.104, 106. 
 



Location Faster Time of Arrival Slower Time of Arrival 

Puteoli/Ostia to Alexandria Depart: mid-April. 

Arrive: late-April (eight days). 

Depart: mid-March (more risky). 

Arrive: mid-May (nine weeks). 

Alexandria to Koptos Arrive: early-mid May (10-14 days). Arrive: early-mid July (a month or two). 

Koptos to Red Sea ports Arrive: mid-late May (5-12 days) Arrive: mid-late July (5-12 days, but potential delays). 

Red Sea to Gulf of Aden Depart: mid-July. 

Arrive: mid-August (30 days). 

Depart: mid-July (just about). 

Arrive: mid-August (30 days). 

Gulf of Aden to Indian ports Arrive: late-September (Pliny’s 40 days, but Arabic 

sources say less). 

Arrive: late-September (Pliny’s 40 days, but Arabic 

sources say less). 

Return from India to Red Sea Arrive: February (graffito of Gaius Numidius Eros). Arrive: June (P.CtYBR inv. 624). 

Red Sea ports to Koptos Arrive: mid-February (5-12 days). Arrive: mid-June (5-12 days, but potential delays). 

Koptos to Alexandria Arrive: early-March (10-14 days). Arrive: mid-August (50 days). 

Alexandria to Puteoli/Ostia Depart: mid-march (riskier) or mid-April (preferable) 

Arrive: mid-April (riskier) or mid-May (preferable): 

(30 days, but in most cases clearly longer). 

Depart: mid-Augustus 

Arrive: mid-November (any later and vessels would be 

sailing during mare clausum): (two to three months). 

Estimate Duration of Voyage/Transit 12-13 months (Within 12 months is possible if one 

starts the journey in mid-May, though this increases 

the risk of missing the crucial mid-July departure from 

the Red Sea ports). 

20 months. 

Range of Potential Sailing Times 

 



Price Fluctuations 
• Puteoli/Ostia to Alexandria and Alexandria to India as 

separate networks connected by Alexandria.  
 

• Fluctuating volume of western Mediterranean goods?  
 

• Fluctuating prices for goods – Pliny NH book 12: 
– Stacte myrrh 3 to 50 denarii per libra. 
– Malabathron 1 to 400 denarii per libra. 
– Cassia 5 to 50 denarii per libra.  

 

“The price of it [cinnamon] was previously as much as 1,000 
denarii per libra; which was afterwards increased to half as 
much again, as a result, it is said, of the forests having been 
set on fire by the barbarians, from motives of resentment; 
whether this took place through any injustice exercised by 
those in power, or only by accident, has not been as yet 
exactly established.” – Pliny NH 12.42.93-94. 



“Roman Merchants” 
• Nikanor archive - 67 names of which: 

– 32 Greco-Egyptians/Jewish merchants - 7 individuals granted 
citizenship - 16 are associated with (possible) imperial 
freedmen/slaves – 7 potential Italians.  

 

• Berenike customs receipts - 81 names: 
– 34 of them Egyptian - 29 Greek – 10-11 with Latin praenomina 

(some may be freedmen).  
 

• Scripts found at Berenike:  
– Greek, Demotic, Hebrew, Latin, Aramaic, Palmyrene; as well as 

some Indian scripts (Tamil-Brahmi, Prakrit, and Sanskrit). 
 

“…the merchants of Alexandria are already sailing with fleets by 
way of the Nile and of the Arabian Gulf as far as India…” – 
Strabo Geog. 2.5.12. 
 

“My father once sailed to the Red Sea of his own free will, since 
he commanded the ship that the Egyptians send to the land of 
India.” – Philostratus The Life of Apollonius of Tyana 6.16.3. 



Finance 
• Muziris Papyrus (P. Vindob G 40822) - Verso mentions a 

consignment of ivory, cloth(?) and nard weighing 3.5 tons 
and valued at (after a small tax deduction) 1,154 Egyptian 
talents and 2,852 drachmae (c. 7,000,000 sestertii). 
 

• Complex organisation – use of agents – merchant diaspora.  
 

• Marcus Julius Alexander – Brother of Tiberius Julius 
Alexander (Prefect of Egypt between AD 66-69). 

 

“To the great goddess Leto, Aelia Isidora and Aelia Olympias, 
distinguished matrons, naukleroi and merchants of the Red 
Sea, together with Apollinarios the eparch of…of Olympias and 
(Isidora) both…dedicated (this).” – Inscription from the temple 
of Medamoud (ancient Madu, 8 km north of Luxor). 
 

• Tchernia (1997) – importance of Italian finance - Anni, Caii 
Norbanii, the Peticii, and Auli Gabinii.  

 

 

 



Involvement of the Imperial Family? 

• Sidebotham (1986) – direct commercial 
involvement of Imperial family though freedmen? 
– contra Casson (1989); Young (2001) - local 
administration rather than trade. 
 

• O. Petr. 290 - OGIS 678 - IGRR I.1256 - Tiberius 
Claudius Epaphrodites? 
 

• Anikētos Kommonos freedman of Tiberius (O. Petr. 
237-39, 242, 247) -  tutor to the young Nero and 
later commander of the fleet at Misenum? 
 

• Zethos, slave of Tratos, slave of Caesar (O. Ber. 
106; O. Petr. 292).  

 

 



Ship Construction 

• The square-rigged merchant in the Mediterranean - capacity from 75 to 
several hundred tons (at extreme end 1000 tons). 

 • Shell of planks held together by thousands of 
closely-set mortise-and-tenon joints, and sets 
of frames that were inserted afterwards 
 

• Dimensions of harbour at Berenike - 19-22 m 
wide and up to 60-61 m in length. 
 

• Brail-rings, a deadeye, various sheaves from 
rigging-blocks, and several fragments of 
sailcloth - S/S (Egyptian) and Z/Z (Indian) 
material. 
 

• O. Krok. 41 – wagon with shipbuilding wood. 
 

• Koptos Tariff - tolls paid by shipbuilders’ 
servants and artisans – also on components 
such as masts and yardarms.  
 
 



 

 

 

Imports 



Spices and Aromatics 
• Confusion between ancient and modern literature about the 

plants from which they originate, and their various parts 
(stalks, leaves, roots, seeds).  
 

• Spices more widely available due to price? 
 

• Ubiquity of black pepper - cook book of Apicius records 478 
gourmet recipes, almost all of which include black pepper – 
pepper as Yavanapriya.  
 

“ …the rich Muciri where ships, the prefect and wonderful 
constructions of Yavanar, having come with gold, returned 
carrying pepper, churning the white surf of the great Culli river 
which belongs to Ceralar.” - Purananuru 343.1-10.  

Black Pepper –  
Piper Nigrum 

Frankincense  -    
Boswellia Sacra  

Myrrh -   
Commiphora myrrha  

Cassia –  
Cinnamomum cassia  

Cinnamon –  
Cinnamomum Zeylanicum ?  



Precious Objects and Gemstones 
• Precious gems and stones often worth 

substantially more than spices and aromatics: 
– rock-crystal ladle worth 150,000 sesterces (37,500 

denarii) vs. prices for frankincense, myrrh, bdellium, 
cardamom, ginger, and ladanum - 2.5-16.5 denarii a 
libra (= 323 g). 

 

• High value of tortoise and turtleshell – used in 
furniture. 
 

• India regarded as main source of precious gems 
by ancient sources - Strabo Geog. 15.1.67; Pliny 
NH 37.21.6.  
 

• Diamonds, pearls and emeralds/beryl considered 
most value items by Pliny (NH 37.20.76-79).    

 

Beryl Ivory Sardonyx Cameo Amethyst Intaglio 

Image of Lakshmi ? - Pompeii 



Slaves and Animals 

• Alexandrian Tariff (Digest 
39.4.16.6-7 (Marcianus 1.S. 
de delatoribus)) - Indian 
eunuchs. 
 

• From Opone, and East 
African port comes “better-
quality slaves, the greater 
number of which go to 
Egypt.” – PME 13. 
 

• Favannus of Arelate had an 
Indian slave who amused 
his masters by speaking a 
mixture of Indian and Attic 
words - Philostratus Lives 
of the Sophists 1.8. 

“But Aristobulus says that 
he saw none of the animals 
of the huge size that are 
everywhere talked about, 
except a viper nine cubits 
and one span long. And I 
myself saw one of about the 
same size in Egypt that had 
been brought from India.” – 
Strabo Geog. 15.1.45.   

Peacock Mosaic – Antioch – Worchester Art Museum 



Textiles and Clothing 

• Cotton, Seric pelts (China or central Asia?), Silk. 
 

• There major textile types (cotton, linen, and wool) 
found at Berenike - cotton the most prevalent. 
 

• Silk weavers are often paid several times as much 
cotton workers. Like for like silk items also appear 
much more costly - Diocletian Edict of Maximum 
Prices 20.1-13, 21.1-6, 23.1-2, 24.1-16, 25.1-9. 
 

“…when his [Aurelian’s] wife besought him to keep a 
single robe of purple silk, he replied, "God forbid that a 
fabric should be worth its weight in gold." For at that 
time a pound of silk was worth a pound of gold.” - 
Historia Augusta Life of Aurelian 45.5. 



 

 

 

Exports 



Wine 

• Indians frequently 
represented as wine-mad in 
Graeco-Roman sources - 
Quintus Curtius Rufus 8.9.30; 
Lucian Nigrinus 5; Charition - 
POxy. 413.  
 

• Italian and Laodikean wine 
very popular – PME; Nikanor 
Archive; Berenike Customs 
Receipts.  
 

• Over 50 sites in Indian 
subcontinent reveals finds of 
Roman amphorae sherds – 
central Italian wine popular. 



Glassware 

• Glassware found at a 
number of sites across the 
Indian Subcontinent - 150 
Roman glass objects have 
been found at Begram 
(Afghanistan).  
 

• Roman glass vessels found 
at Hafun West in Somalia 
(Opone?);   and Heis, 
(Mundu?). 
 

• Raw glass demand at 
Barygaza, and Muziris and 
Bakare, and glassware in the 
Barbarikon - PME 39, 49, 56. 
 



Metals and Metal-ware 

• Export of brass, iron, tin, 
lead, and copper to India.  
 

• Artistic objects, 
particularly figures and 
representations of gods 
popular – as are 
implements associated 
with wine drinking. 
 

• Demand for silver and 
gold-wares (PME) – gold 
jewellery found at a 
number of sites in India. 



Roman and imitation coins found in India 

• Around 6,000 denarii (silver coins) and 1,500 aurei (gold coins) found in 
India, including some imitations. 

• Possibly an extra 8,000 aurei in Kottayam hoard. 

• Most of the coins Julio-Claudian (30 BC-AD 68), and mostly found in 
southern and central India. 

• Most aurei probably exported from reigns of Nero to Antoninus Pius. 

• One aureus equal to 25 denarii (in Roman Empire) 

• Aureus = 8 g./ 7.3 g  

• Denarius = 3.9 g. / 3.4 g 
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