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ABSTRACT

THE INCENSE ROUTE:
A STUDY OF ITS ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT

by Jerzy Marek Brozyna

This thesis explores the question of the origin and development of the overland
Incense Route between South Arabia and western Asia. It considers the ancient and
modern literature regarding this issue, and identifies several underlying factors in the
Incense Route’s formation. Particular emphasis is placed on the domestication of the
dromedary, the growth of South Arabian civilization, and the process by which a trade
route was established across the Arabian Peninsula.

Research suggests that Egyptian maritime expeditions travelling to the incense
marts of East Africa made contact with South Arabia in the early fifteenth century BCE.
Interaction with Egypt exposed the less advanced South Arabians to desirable material
goods, which the Arabians received in exchange for their aromatics. The establishment of
the Incense Route in the early fourteenth century BCE marks the culmination of efforts

by the South Arabians to reach the markets of the Near East.
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CHAPTER ONE:
USE OF AROMATICS IN THE ANCIENT WORLD,
AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE INCENSE ROUTE TO MODERN

SCHOLARSHIP

The use of incense, which was one of the most important, sought after, and
expensive commodities of the ancient world, dates from the time of the earliest
civilizations.' By far the most common use for incense in ancient times was in connection
with religious practice. The Sumerians burned incense to appease their gods and in
purification ceremonies, the Harappans used it in the mother-goddess cult during the third
millennium BCE, and Minoans included ritual incense burners in their grave goods. In
Egypt, the pharaohs offered incense to the gods at all major ceremonies and burned it
while praying to them for help, and the Assyrians burned incense while worshipping their
sun-god at the temples of Nineveh. Numerous reliefs depicting incense burners separating
the Assyrian king from the gods on the one hand, and his subjects on the other, further
emphasize the centrality of incense in Assyria’s religious-political life. Perhaps most
striking in this religious context is the name of the main Phoenician deity Baal Hammon,
which translated means “lord of the perfume altar.”

Incense played an important role beyond the religious sphere as well. Egyptian

reliefs from the reign of Seti I (ca. 1305-1290 BCE) show besieged Palestinian city-states
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indicating surrender by burning incense above the city walls, and this scene is repeated in
the time of Ramesses II (ca. 1290-1224 BCE).? The ancients made perfumes by mixing
oil with incenses, or simply burned the incense as fumigants in palaces and temples.* The
Egyptians used incenses to scent clothes and make a type of chewing gum, which
Egyptian women favored as a breath freshener.” According to the Song of Soiomon (3:6),
King Solomon’s couch was perfumed with incense.’ Incense was used as an insect
repellent and air freshener in the ancient cities of the Near East and Mediterranean, where
the warm climate and primitive sanitation bred swarms of flies and mosquitoes and
permeated the air with bad smells.” In like fashion, large quantities of incense were
frequently burned with the dead in places where cremations were common.® The
inhabitants of Babylon lined the road to their city with silver altars filled with incense as
a sign of surrender and welcome to Alexander the Great as he approached.” Various
incenses were widely believed to contain healing properties, and they were vital
ingredients in ancient pharmaceuticals throughout Mesopotamia, Syria-Palestine, Egypt,
and Mediterranean Europe. '

By far the most famous, expensive, and highly prized aromatics of the ancient
world were frankincense and myrrh.!' These two substances are gum-resins, or sap,
which come from several varieties of trees that only grow in certain regions of southern
Arabia and eastern Africa.'* Frankincense is obtained from two types of the Boswellia
tree (B. Carterii and B. Frereana), while the Commiphora Myrrha, as the name indicates,
produces myrrh." Frankincense and myrth were collected through tapping the trees by

peeling back a few inches of bark in several places. This process, which is carried out in
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May, exposed the sap to air that allowed it to solidify into “tears,” which were then
harvested in autumn. Although the harvesting of these gums was usually done once a
year, Boswellia trees were tapped twice per season at the height of their demand during
the Roman period."*

While it is unclear when frankincense and myrrh first became common in the
Near East, these two resins eventually replaced other aromatics as the incense of choice
in the ancient world."” Because of their superior smell and effectiveness as fumigants in
ancient cities, frankincense and myrth became favored luxuries of the wealthy.'
Frankincense, which produced a pleasant fragrance when burned, was used most often for
religious purposes, and it appears throughout the Old Testament during special
ceremonies and rites. For instance, frankincense was mixed with certain other aromatics
to produce a distinct compound of incense reserved specifically for Yahweh (Exodus
30:34-37). It was also incorporated into the Sabbath, when ritual offerings of bread were
made to Yahweh (Leviticus 24:7), and frankincense continued in use as an offering in
Jewish rituals until the first century CE. Balls of what appears to be frankincense were
found in the tomb of Tutankhamun, and they may have been placed there for use in the
afterlife.!” Sappho mentions “bowls and vessels filled with . . . frankincense” in one of
her poems, and Curtius notes that frankincense was among the incenses burned for
Alexander by the Babylonians. '8

Myrrh was used extensively in perfumes and cosmetics, especially for making
scented oils, but it was also occasionally burned in the same fashion as frankincense."

The Hatshepsut inscriptions at Der el-Bahri indicate that myrrh was burned in Egypt, and
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it was also burned as incense in Assyria and Greece.”® In the Old Testament, myrrh

appears as a perfume for use on royal garments (Psalms 45:8), on a prostitute’s bed
(Proverbs 7:17), and by women (Song of Solomon 1:13, 5:5). The practice of scenting oil
with myrrh to produce an ointment or perfume was evidently widespread among the
royalty and nobility of the ancient world. Egyptian inscriptions state that Queen
Hatshepsut applied myrrh scented oil to her limbs as a perfume, and the inclusion of
myrrh oil in gifts to Egypt from King Tushratta (ca. 1360-1350 BCE) indicates that the
practice was also known in Mitanni. Perhaps the most extensive use of myrrh as a body
fragrance took place in the Persian court (Esther 2:12), where candidates for queenship
were subjected to a “six-month series of beauty treatments employing oil of myrrh.”*!
More important than their pleasant scent or even religious applications, however,
was the practical value these two resins had to ancient medicine. Indeed, while
frankincense was occasionally used in the production of cosmetics and perfumes,
particularly in ancient Israel, it was more commonly utilized for medicinal purposes.
Frankincense appeared frequently in Greek and Roman medical texts, where it was an
ingredient in medications prescribed for a myriad of health problems, from simple bruises
and body aches to paralysis of the limbs and even hemlock poisoning. Myrrh was used
for many of the same ailments in Mesopotamia that frankincense was applied to by the
Greeks and Romans, but it was also used in treating ear, eye, and nose problems as well
as bad breath. Although evidence of myrrh’s use for medicinal purposes in Syria-
Palestine is scarce, it was already known for its healing properties in Gezer during the

Amarna period, when the prince of that city requested it from Egypt to treat some
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ailment.”? According to Gus Van Beek, it is possible that the wine and myrrh mixture

offered to Jesus just prior to his crucifixion (Mark 15:23) contained some pain-numbing
qualities.”

The best frankincense and myrrh were produced in South Arabia, and for
centuries were mported into the Near East and Europe along the overland Incense
Route.** The Incense Route itself terminated at various sites near the coast of the
southeastern Mediterranean, depending on political conditions at various times in its
bistory.zs This trade route, made most famous by the Biblical story of the Queen of
Sheba’s visit to King Solomon in the tenth century BCE (I Kings 10:1-10; II Chronicles
9:1-9), had great economic, political, and social significance to the ancient world, and it
often changed hands as competing states struggled to gain control over it. In the seventh
century BCE, when records conceming the incense trade become more frequent, Assyria
maintained suzerainty over the route’s northern portions. By about 600 BCE, however,
the Neo-Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar secured his hold on these former Assyrian
territories, and a half century later they were briefly seized by the expanding Persian
Empire. In the mid-sixth century BCE, when the northern trade was again in Babylonian
hands, the last Neo-Babylonian king Nabonidus (555-538 BCE) attempted to stabilize his
crumbling state by an infusion of income generated from the Incense Route.”® After the
final collapse of Babylonia, the Persian Empire asserted indirect control over the Incense
Route by taxing the northwestern Arabians a fixed sum of 1000 talents of frankincense
annually, rather than holding the route by force.”” The gradual rise of the Nabataean state

in Edom established relative political stability along the North Arabian section of the
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Incense Route until about 106 CE, when Nabataea was annexed by the Roman Empire.28
Surprisingly, neither Alexander the Great, who will be discussed below, nor any of his
successors ever secured control of the Incense Route itself

As early as Herodotus’ (ca. 484-425 BCE) time, however, both the resins and the
peoples who held a monopoly on them enjoyed semi-legendary status in the ancient
Mediterranean world. According to Herodotus, winged serpents inhabited South Arabian
frankincense trees in great numbers, and attacked anyone attempting to approach them.
The only way to harvest the resin was for the South Arabians to burn a substance called
styrax, which evidently emitted a noxious smoke that drove the snakes away.*® While it is
safe to assume that South Arabian incense was not quite as difficult to obtain as
Herodotus claims, it was still used sparingly even by royalty as late as classical times.
According to one account, as a boy, Alexander was reprimanded by his tutor Leonides for
burning too much frankincense and myrrh during a religious ceremony, and told
sarcastically that he could stop using it sparingly only after he had conquered the
frankincense-growing regions. After capturing Gaza, which was the northernmost
redistribution point along the Incense Route at the time, Alexander sent Leonides 500
talents of frankincense and 100 talents of myrrh with a message to treat the gods with
generosity.’! Although Alexander, who was planning a South Arabian campaign when he
died in 323 BCE, cited the South Arabians’ failure to send ambassadors to him as a
pretext for war, Arrian (ca. 90-175 CE) states that Alexander was simply enticed by

South Arabia’s reputation for wealth.*
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Strabo’s (ca. 64 BCE-25 CE) account of South Arabia is less fantastic than

Herodotus’, but it nevertheless serves to exemplify the riches commonly associated with
frankincense and myrrh, and the value placed on these commodities at the time. Strabo
describes the South Arabians as enormously wealthy as a result of the incense trade, and
he portrays their homes as heavily inlaid with ivory and precious stones, and filled with
gold and silver objects. Perhaps in an attempt to stress the extent of South Arabia’s
fortune, Strabo claims that incenses of many varieties were present in such abundance
that they were burned for firewood.* Strabo also reports that the gold and silver acquired
by South Arabians in exchange for their incense was never expended, and thus may
account for its plenteousness in that area.>* This view, undoubtedly little changed from
Alexander the Great’s time, encouraged a failed Roman attempt, in 25-26 or 25-24 BCE,
to penetrate down the Incense Route to seize southern Arabia.>

Perhaps the most informative ancient source on the economic importance of the
trade in South Arabian aromatics is Pliny (23-79 CE).*® Like Strabo, Pliny considers the
South Arabians the richest people on earth, and he complains bitterly that the luxury
items brought to Rome via the Incense Route were grossly overprice:d»37 Numerous taxes
and expenses between South Arabia and the Mediterranean combined to drive up prices
along the Incense Route. Pliny points out that by the time a caravan reached its
destination, the retail price for a pound of frankincense (presumably in Rome) was
between three and six denarii, while the same amount of myrrh went for three to fifty
denarii.’® The high price of South Arabian aromatics did not deter Romans from using

large quantities of it in funerals. Perhaps the most extreme case noted by Pliny was
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Nero’s burning of more than a year’s supply of Arabian incense at the funeral of his
consort Poppaea.”® Pliny estimates, apparently on the basis of Roman Treasury statistics,
that Romans expended approximately 50 million sesterces, or 13.5 million denarii, every
year on luxuries from South Arabia alone.*

Despite the many uses of South Arabian incense, and the economic and political
significance of the Incense Route in ancient times, the date of the Incense Route’s
inception remains surprisingly unclear. Indeed, the starting date of the Incense Route is
so uncertain that, in many standard texts on ancient Near Eastern history, it is often given
little or no mention at all, and consequently, its potential impact on early world events is
rarely considered. For instance, in one standard university textbook of ancient Near
Eastern history, A. Bemard Knapp’s The History and Culture of Ancient Western Asia
and Egypt (1988), the words “frankincense,” “myrrh,” and “Incense Route” do not even
appear in the index. The closest Knapp comes to discussing the Incense Route is a
reference made in passing to the “Arabian trade™ which, like several other trade routes,
converged on the North Arabian city of Teima in the sixth century BCE. Even here,
however, Knapp stresses the importance of Teima as a hub in the international trade
network rather than pointing out the economic importance of the aromatics trade with
South Arabia.*!

Two other university texts, The Ancient Near East (1998), by William Dunstan,
and The Ancient Near East: A History (1998), by William Hallo and William Simpson,
similarly fail to mention the Incense Route explicitly. Dunstan merely states that the

Babylonian king Nabonidus may have attempted to form a trading empire in Arabia by
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establishing colonies along its important caravan routes, and he briefly points to
Alexander the Great’s plans for an Arabian campaign. While Dunstan neglects, in both
cases, to explain the significance of South Arabia or the “important” Arabian trade
routes, Hallo and Simpson simply ignore Arabia and the Incense Route al’cogether.42 Even
larger and more detailed works, such as Amelie Kuhrt’s two volume The 4ncient Near
East, c. 3000-330 BC (1995), contain no discussion of when the Incense Route began, or
of who initiated and controlled it. In fact, although Kuhrt scattered occasional references
to the Incense Route throughout her nearly eight-hundred page book, she never discusses
it as a separate topic, and appears to consider its origins a relatively inconsequential
point.”® Most disturbing of all, perhaps, the new Cambridge Ancient History does not
contain a single index entry for “Incense Route,” and provides no discussion of the
development of this important trade route. Indeed, while the Cambridge Ancient History
occasionally alludes to trade routes in northern Arabia, or to the aromatics trade, it does
so in passing and sheds no light on the question of the Incense Route’s starting date or its
evolution. The Cambridge Ancient History does make one specific, though brief,
reference to the Incense Route; yet this deals with political-economic conditions in
Canaan in the ninth century BCE, and discusses the trade in an already developed state.*
Despite the apparent disinterest many scholars have in the starting date of the
Incense Route, the question has great potential importance to the reconstruction of many
specific aspects of ancient Near Eastern history. For instance, as a conveyer of luxury
goods the Incense Route was undoubtedly a major economic factor at its terminus points,

and probably influenced the political and military thinking of rulers within its proximity.
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For example, if the Incense Route were already established by the late second millennium
BCE, as some specialists on this topic suggest, it might have been a factor in the
incessant warfare over the Levant between New Kingdom Egypt and its northern
neighbors, Hatti and Mitanni. Questions arise, such as how were the small Syro-
Palestinian city-states effected by the route, when did South Arabia, the source of high-
quality frankincense and myrrh, start integrating itself into the Near Eastern world
community, and which power initiated the trade in South Arabian aromatics? Finally,
what did South Arabia contribute culturally and socially to other states through contact
along the Incense Route, what did it borrow, and how was the early Incense Route
operated? While most of these questions may never be answered, a thorough
reconstruction of the Incense Route’s development is, in itself, a valuable addition to the
growing body of data on the ancient Near East, and will undoubtedly shed light on many,

still poorly understand, aspects of this region’s history.
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CHAPTER TWO:
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW OF THE INCENSE ROUTE,

FROM THE FIFTH CENTURY BCE TO THE PRESENT

Although the existence of an overland trade in incense is well attested from the
late first millennium BCE, very little was done until the latter part of this century in the
way of critically analyzing the origins of the Incense Route. This is due, in large part, to
the lack of archaeological research conducted on the Arabian Peninsula to date, although
knowledge of this part of the world has been greatly enhanced since excavations there
began in the late 1950’s. Unfortunately for scholars of the Incense Route, and particularly
for those interested in reconstructing a history of the South Arabian frankincense and
myrrh-growing regions of modern Yemen, field work has largely focused on the Persian
Gulf coast of Saudi Arabia and Oman. Consequently, late nineteenth and early twentieth
century scholars seeking to identify a starting date for the Incense Route had to develop
theories supported primarily by classical and Biblical sources. A brief survey of the
earliest sources regarding the Incense Route provides the necessary background for a
discussion of later scholarship in this field.

While the classical writers do not discuss the origins or development of the
Incense Route, often they do provide either eyewitness or second-hand accounts of

conditions in South Arabia and along the desert route in their own time. But even these
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sources do not always state that a contemporary overland trade in South Arabian
aromatics existed. Herodotus, whose Histories provides the earliest information about
South Arabia, merely states that South Arabians sent Persia an annual “gift” of 1000
talents (about 24.5 tons) of frankincense, but he does not discuss an Incense Route.*
Theophrastus’ (ca. 372-287 BCE) An Inquiry into Plants provides the earliest textual
evidence outside of the Arabian Peninsula regarding the people and political units of
South Arabia, although again no mention of an Incense Route is made.*” The first
classical source explicitly to state the presence of an overland trade in frankincense and
myrrh is Eratosthenes of Cyrene (ca. 276-196 BCE), who was quoted by Strabo.
Eratosthenes identifies the South Arabian regions of “Cattabania™ (Qataban) and
“Chatramotitis” (Hadramawt) as frankincense and myrrh growing areas, from which he
claims it took merchants 70 days to carry these products north to Midian (see map 1, page
35 for the location of sites mentioned in this chapter).*® Based on Eratosthenes’
description of South Arabian cities and other inland portions of the Arabian Peninsula,
Groom believes that Eratosthenes’ information was gathered from someone who actually
traveled the Incense Route.** Another author quoted by Strabo is Agatharchides, who
probably lived in the second century BCE. Although much of his information is similar to
Eratosthenes’, Agatharchides’ discussion of the Arabian Peninsula is interesting because
he describes a method of trade in which incense was carried for short distances through
specific areas by intermediaries before being passed to the next group along the route.
Agatharchides also makes it clear that the true beneficiaries of this trade in incense were

the sedentary “Sabaei” and “Gerrhaei,” since he stresses the luxury of their homes. >
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One of the latest, but by far most important sources regarding the Incense Route is
Pliny the Younger’s (23-79 CE) Natural History, completed in 77 CE.>! Pliny identifies
the kingdom of Saba in southern Arabia as the source of frankincense and myrrh, and he
describes a high volume, well-organized trade in these commodities.”> Camels carried out
all overland transportation of incense from the source area to the Mediterranean Sea, and
Pliny gives a detailed itinerary of the main route. The first stop after the tree resin was
collected was at the Sabaean capital of “Sabota,” (Shabwa) where a tax was levied on the
incense. From there, carriers were forced to cross through the “country of the
Gebbanitae,” which apparently controlled the next portion of the Incense Route on the
way to the Mediterranean, and to whom merchants also paid a tariff. The distance from
the Gebbanitaen capital at “Thomna™ (Timna) to the city of Gaza is given by Pliny to be
1487.5 Roman miles (1368 English miles), divided into 65 stops for camels roughly 23
Roman miles apart. In Pliny’s time it appears that the final destination of this incense was
the Egyptian city of Alexandria, where the product was prepared for sale. Even with the
extensive trade network described by Pliny, frankincense and myrrh were still clearly
luxury items in the first century CE. According to Pliny, it cost merchants 688 denarii per
camel-load in various transportation costs such as water, fodder, and lodging over the
course of the voyage north. The final cost of the incense to the consumer varied between
three to six denarii per pound.™

In the pre-war period, scholars of the Incense Route were still hampered by a
paucity of reliable archaeological evidence, and this resulted in a general lack of

knowledge in this field. Perhaps the earliest modern scholar to consider at length any
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aspect of the Incense Route is A.H.L. Heeren. Heeren relies almost exclusively on
classical and Biblical sources to construct a loose model of the Incense Route that he
feels began in the time of the Midianites, and was largely controlled by Phoenicians.**
Heeren believes that caravans of camels were the primary carriers of South Arabian
incense, and that camel-raising nomads eventually joined sedentary people in direct
participation in the trade as merchants.” Unfortunately, Heeren does not provide a single
date for his history of the trade but, since he begins his description with Midianites and
Phoenicians, a late second millennium BCE date can be implied.

Scholarship remained essentially unchanged for one hundred years following
Heeren’s study. Nevertheless, one notable exception is A. Grohmann’s 1922 study which,
as rendered by Kjeld Nielsen, attempts to establish the major stations along the Incense
Route based on Pliny and other classical sources.”® The last modern scholar to develop a
model based primarily on ancient textual evidence is C. Rathjens, whose position is also
discussed briefly by Nielsen. Rathjens accepts the validity of Eratosthenes’ and Pliny’s
estimates for the distance and time required in completing the Incense Route, but he feels
that it was already established in the third millennium BCE. Furthermore, Rathjens
argues that the route was conducted with caravans of donkeys that, according to him,
were resilient enough to cross the Arabian Peninsula even with weighty loads.”’

In the early 1960°s, William Foxwell Albright inadvertently formulated what is
perhaps the best known and often cited opinion regarding the development and dating of
the Incense Route. Albright had a significant impact on the study of the Incense Route by

arguing that the dromedary was not domesticated prior to the beginning of the Iron Age,
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and that the Arabian and Syrian deserts could not have been crossed prior to its
domestication.”® However, in 1970 Albright revised this opinion slightly on the basis of
his study of the Biblical narratives dealing with the Midiantites. In this article, Albright
argues that the Incense Route was established no later than the fifteenth century BCE,
and that prior to the domestication of the dromedary it was conducted by donkey
caravans.” Albright discounts all archaeological evidence of domesticated camels, either
dromedaries (one-humped) or Bactrians (two-humped), prior to the twelfth century BCE
as unsupportable, and he points out that “there are no contemporary references to the use
of camels in carrying goods or persons until well after the beginning of the Iron Age™®
Furthermore, Albright cites the extensive use of equids by the Egyptians in their mining
and trade operations in the Sinai Peninsula and northwestern Arabia during the late
fourteenth century BCE. Finally, Albright points out that the Egyptian word for “wild
ass” or “onager” (sw) is the root word for “trader” (swwey), which implies the extensive
use of equids in mercantile and transportation activities.®'

Albright views the development of South Arabian irrigation works between 1600-
1400 BCE, and the establishment of the settlements of Timna and Hajar Bin Humeid in
roughly 1000 BCE, as strong indicators of a growing trade in incense between South
Arabia and the Levant. Albright argues that the extensive and costly water control
devices in western regions such as Saba, Qataban, and Ma‘in could not have been
constructed without large amounts of capital which, he feels, did not become available
until after the establishment of the Incense Route. In support of this archaeological

evidence, Albright notes the increasing frequency with which frankincense and myrrh
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appear in Mesopotamian and Syro-Palestinian texts after the fifteenth century. Albright

also notes that myrrh appears twice as a gift from the king of Mitanni to the Egyptian
pharaoh, although myrrh may also have traveled out of Egypt to the Levant. Finally,
Albright states that the spread of north Semitic linear alphabetic script to South Arabia,
which he feels began in the early fourteenth century BCE, can be attributed to interaction
between Midianites and South Arabian caravaneers at the northern terminus of the
Inceh_s”eRoute.ﬁ
: — . »Albnght concludes by suggesting that the overland ‘1;166n5§: 'Rogie;naly h'a-we been
{niﬁzit-e:d-as'é. reéuit of Queen Hatshepsut’s successful expédiﬁon (é& i480 BCE) to Punt
in search of frankincense and myrrh. Though he feels that frankincense and myrrh may
have been carried north along separate routes, Albright feels that, in broad outline,
incense caravans journeyed from territory com_:rolled by the Hadramis and Sabaeans,
north through the territory of Dedan and others, and terminated after a journey of several
months in Midian. Albright concedes that a cross-desert journey by donkey caravan was
undoubtedly more difficult, but he feels it was conducted nevertheless, albeit at a
significantly slower pace than by the later dromedary caravans. As a result, Albright feels
the price of frankincense and myrrh was undoubtedly higher before the domestication of
the dromedary made the trade more efficient.®®

Brian Doe briefly touches on the establishment of the Incense Route, although he
presents only a loose chronology of events rather than a true discussion of its
development.®* According to Doe, prior to the establishment of the Incense Route,

frankincense and myrrh were carried overland from South Arabia to the Persian Gulf city
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of Gerrha. At some unspecified time, presumably in the late second millennium BCE, this

route fell into disuse as a result of constant political volatility in Mesopotamia, which was
_the main importer of South Arabian incense. Doe suggests that, as a result, South Arabian
eiqiorters were forced to find a different outlet for their incense and, a.‘; sometime
probably in the late second millennium BCE, they began carrying it north along the Red
Sea coast. As Doe points out, the choice of an overland route, rather than a maritime one,
was likely due to the Red Sea being uncharted, infested with pirates, and toé stormy for
the small South Arabian boats to navigate safely.65
Doe believes that this western route initially followed the previously established
path used in the salt trade, and that caravans of donkeys and mules were utilized as
carriers. Although Doe states that the dromedary was already domesticated by this time,
he feels that it was used only for military purposes primarily in northern Arabia, and that
it had not yet been introduced into the southern peninsula as a domesticated animal. Not
until the dromedary became “domesticated” for use as a burden animal after the eleventh
century BCE was it adopted for use along the Incense Route by South Arabian
caravaneers. Nevertheless, once the dromedary came into use as an incense carrier, Doe
believes that it contributed significantly to the full development of the Incense Route by
reducing the number of wells, and allowing caravaneers to follow a quicker, more direct
route through the desert.®
Doe fixes the start of the fully organized camel-borne incense trade at no later
than the tenth century BCE, and he stresses the importance of the Incense Route on the

development of South Arabian culture and society.67 Based largely on archaeological
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evidence in the Hadramawt, as well as the queen of Sheba’s visit to Israel, Doe claims
that by the beginning of the first millennium BCE sedentary culture had already
developed in South Arabia. Formerly belligerent nomadic tribes living along the Incense
Route ceased their attacks on incense carrying caravans to institute regular tolls on them
instead, and wealthy cities and even confederations developed throughout western Arabia
based on income derived from the Incense Route.®®

Abdel-Aziz Saleh focuses primarily on reconstructing maritime routes between
Egypt and Punt, yet he also makes several interesting observations regarding possible
overland routes in Arabia.®® The most important data regarding an Arabian trade,
according to Saleh, is the arrival of Gnbsyw in Egypt during the reign of Thutmose III,
and the abundance of ‘nfyw in the Syrian markets during the same period. Saleh identifies
the Gnbtyw as the South Arabian “Gebbanitic Qatabanians™ of the first millennium BCE,
and suggests that both the Grbtyw and ‘ntyw arrived in the north by way of a land route
across Arabia. Saleh further notes the fact that frankincense was periodically imported
(albeit as tribute) from Syria-Palestine during Egypt’s occupation of the region in support
of this point.”

Saleh 1s not specific regarding the details of the Incense Route, although he argues
that the camel was not used on it until after its domestication in the late second
millennium BCE. Rather, Saleh notes that during the Sixth Dynasty an Egyptian
caravaneer successfully traveled 1,725 kilometers with three hundred donkeys “laden
with incense” and other commodities. Regarding conditions in central Arabia, Saleh

suggests that Arabian semi-nomads may have functioned as intermediaries in the trade by
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simply carrying incense “from one settlement to another,” or they may have actually been
merchants who, presumably, transported it directly to the markets of Syria-Palestine. At
any rate, Saleh argues that Egypt’s campaigns in southern Syria and along the desert
during the New Kingdom may have been directed at securing the trade routes by which
the incense traveled, and at extorting this commodity from the nomads in possession of
w7

Although they are not directly related to the overland Arabian route, Saleh points
to two tomb reliefs dated to the reigns of Amenhotep II and Tutmosis [V-Amenhotep III
depicting boats from Punt delivering goods to Egypt. Based on physical similarities
between the people depicted on the reliefs and “long-haired Asiatics with tiny beards,” as
well as the “Yemenite porters who still work in eastern markets,” Saleh suggests that
direct trade between South Arabia and Egypt existed through central Arabia.”” But Saleh
argues that rather than sailing up the Red Sea coast from South Arabia to Egypt, the
fragile-looking boats represented in the reliefs likely sailed across the narrow Red Sea
from some point, perhaps in northern Arabia, to the site of al-Quseir on the Egyptian
coast near Coptos. Saleh points to an inscription found on the Sinai Peninsula in the time
of Amenhotep III describing one Panehsi’s receipt of ‘nfyw from Punt.” Saleh points to a
line in the text that literally translated reads “the two sides of the sea,” which may be
interpreted as meaning that Panehsi traveled from one side of the sea to the other. Since,
according to Saleh, the text alludes in another passage to “ferrying across the sea and
landing at some undefined and foreign or hilly area,” and no mention is made of Panehsi

traveling to Punt itself, Saleh argues that the incense was delivered to some point in
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northern Arabia near Sinai.” Saleh points to several natural harbors along the Arabian

coast used in classical times as collection and distribution centers in the incense trade.
Although he admits that no evidence exists to indicate its use at such an early date, Saleh
believes that South Arabian incense may have been brought by boat to the site of Eilat at
the head of the Gulf of Agaba.”

Richard W. Bulliet contends that dromedary caravans were already transporting
South Arabian incense to the Levant “with some regularity” by the beginning of the
second millennium BCE.”™ But despite his early dating of both the overland trade in
South Arabian aromatics and the domestication of the dromedary, Bulliet’s model for the
Incense Route is one of slow evolution marked by several levels of development. Bulliet
identifies three factors as important with regard to the Incense Route: the evolution of an
efficient dromedary saddle, the Semitic migrations of 1500 and 1200 BCE, and the
spread of dromedary herding to the Levant.”’

Bulliet states that, although most South Arabian pastoralists initially kept female
dromedaries primarily as sources of milk and prestige, and rarely used them for riding or
the transportation of goods, a few pastoralists were probably carrying small amounts of
incense north by 2000 BCE.™ At some point between 2000 and 1500 BCE, Bulliet argues
that a more efficient saddle, developed for use on the Incense Route, was introduced by
local, sedentary merchants who had taken control of the trade at about that time. Bulliet
relies primarily on ancient depictions of dromedary saddling techniques, as well as on
modern types still used by dromedary raising pastoralists on the Arabian Peninsula which

he argues are reflective of ancient conditions in the area.”” For example, Bulliet points out
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that dromedary pastoralists in modern Oman, an area never closely connected with the
Incense Route, to this day retain the most primitive and inefficient type of burden
saddle.® The pastoralists of modern South Arabia and Yemen, on the other hand, utilize
the later, sturdier design developed for the transport of incense.®!

That the Incense Route was already well developed in the second millennium
BCE is further attested to, in Bulliet’s opinion, by the two Semitic migrations of 1500
and 1200 BCE. Bulliet believes that the motivating factor behind these moves to South
Arabia was a desire to seize control of the trade in frankincense and myrrh.** Moreover,
the spread of dromedary domestication to the Hom of Africa and the island of Socotra in
roughly 2000 BCE, which are both frankincense and myrrh growing regions, may have
been connected to the incense trade. A similar factor attributed by Bulliet to the trade in
incense was the development and spread of dromedary herding to northern Arabia around
1100 BCE. He argues that, even before the Semitic migrations, dromedary breeding
pastoralists in South Arabia abandoned a purely subsistence type of camel herding, and
probably began raising stronger male dromedaries for use on the Incense Route.® This
new method of dromedary herding was introduced to the deserts of Syria and northern
Arabia between 1500-1200 BCE, where little or no camel herding was known prior to
this time.* Bulliet concludes by stating that South Arabian merchants, though dependent
on camel herders, dominated the trade in incense and, until a later development in saddle
design occurred in North Arabia, camel herders throughout the peninsula remained

excluded from direct participation in the Incense Route.®®
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Nigel Groom provides perhaps the most thorough discussion of the Incense
Route.®® Unfortunately, while Groom appears well-informed with regard to the operation
of the Incense Route in its developed state, his discussion of its formation focuses
primarily on discounting popularly held beliefs rather than on establishing a model for its
beginnings. Nevertheless, based on a thoroughgoing discussion of relevant Old
Testament texts, other ancient sources, and the domestication of the dromedary, Groom
argues that the Incense Route cannot be safely dated prior to the sixth century BCE.*

Groom states that the domestication of the dromedary was a critical factor in the
development of the South Arabian trade in incense.® According to Groom, no regular
overland route reliant on equids such as the donkey was possible between South Arabia
and the Levant, since the long distances and arid conditions on the Arabian Peninsula
would require an extensive, highly organized network of wells, of which no evidence
exists. But although Groom contends that the dromedary was probably already used as a
pack animal in southeastern Arabia as early as the end of the third millennium BCE, he
sees no evidence to suggest that an overland Incense Route operated this soon. Indeed,
Groom points to examples of central Arabian rock art along one probable path of the
Incense Route to show that dromedaries depicted until well into the first millennium BCE
clearly were not domesticated, since generally they were shown being hunted. Groom
explains this peculiarity in part by stating that the dromedary was first domesticated in
modern-day Oman, and that domestication spread slowly to the west from there. At any

rate, though Groom feels that dromedaries were already becoming incorporated into
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overland trade between Oman and Mesopotamia by no later than 2000 BCE, he finds no

evidence for regular overland shipments of incense to the north at this time.®

Groom implies that the frankincense and myrrh growing regions of South Arabia
were relatively unknown to Mesopotamia and the Mediterranean world until perhaps as
late as the first millennium BCE. He stresses, for example, that the Egyptian expeditions
sent to Punt probably confined their travels to the coast of eastern Africa.”® The Egyptian
word ‘nfyw listed among the goods brought back from Punt, Groom feels, likely
designates myrrh, which was more readily available in eastern Africa than was
frankincense.”! Groom also points to Egyptian art depicting the expeditions, which
appears to show people with “Negro,” or African features, as well as animals found in
Africa but not in Arabia’* Since myrrh is rarely mentioned in Mesopotamian and
Levantine texts before the first millennium BCE, Groom theorizes that it probably made
its way north through “hand-to-hand” exchange from South Arabia rather than along an
organized trade route.”® Finally, Groom argues that no evidence in North Arabia,
Mesopotamia, or the Levant predating the South Arabian script (ca. sixth century BCE)
discovered at Eilat has been found to suggest a South Arabian presence in these regions
prior to that time.”*

Although he discusses them at length, Groom rejects the historical validity of the
Old Testament narratives dealing with South Arabia or the Incense Route, and he
identifies the writings of Herodotus as the earliest datable text to mention South Arabian
incense.”” Of particular importance to Groom are the Biblical passages dealing with

Sheba, because they are widely assumed to refer to the South Arabian state of Saba, and
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because the story of the queen of Sheba’s visit to King Solomon (ca. 960-930) is set in

the tenth century BCE.”® In Groom’s opinion, the cities mentioned in the Books of Isaiah,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel that often are associated with South Arabia (such as Canneh and
Eden) more accurately should be identified with places in the Levant and Mesopotamia.
Similarly, Groom feels that the “blue clothes™ of Ezekiel 27:24 refer to the blue dye of
Sidon and Tyre, and the “broidered work™ and cedar chests mentioned in the same
passage were products of Tyre rather than South Arabia.”’

Groom also rejects the commonly held belief that the queen of Sheba was from
South Arabia because no epigraphical evidence of an organized state in South Arabia
predates the sixth century BCE. Furthermore, the textual evidence gathered from
southern Arabia indicates that male, rather than female, monarchs predominated, whereas
northern Arabia had a tradition of queenship. At any rate, Groom doubts that any South
Arabian monarch would have undertaken such a long journey to discuss trade matters
with Solomon, even if an Incense Route existed as early as the tenth century BCE.
Rather, Groom suggests that the queen of Sheba was probably the ruler of a North
Arabian tribe of Sabacans who may have feared Solomon’s aggressiveness, or who
needed to ensure safe passage for her goods along the trade routes intersecting his state.
Finally, Groom notes that the gifts brought by the queen, such as spices, jewels, and gold,
match exactly the goods carried by the merchants of Sheba listed in the Book of Ezekiel,
a text which dates to the sixth century BCE.” Thus, Groom argues that no evidence for
trade between South Arabia and the Levant can be established on the basis of the Old

Testament, other textual evidence, or archaeology prior to the sixth century BCE.
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Kjeld Nielsen is a proponent of an early date for the Incense Route.”” Nielsen
agrees with the opinion of Rathjens, who argues that donkey caravans were first used
along the Incense Route as early as the third millennium BCE.!® Nevertheless, Nielsen
does point out that the cost of incense carried along this early route must have been
nearly prohibitive due to the time and logistical difficulties involved in such a journey.
But despite this previous use of equids, Nielsen feels that expansion of the Incense Route
was greatly enhanced by the domestication of the dromedary, which he dates to roughly
2000 BCE.'! Nielsen argues that this event significantly eased travel along the Incense
Route because it freed caravaneers of the network of wells required by donkeys, and the
dromedary’s greater strength and speed allowed for the movement of larger quantities of
goods. Nielsen explains the lack of textual and archaeological evidence of dromedary use
prior to the eleventh century BCE by stating that dromedaries “remained an exclusive
Arab nomad or semi-nomad property for several centuries,” and therefore did not
permeate sedentary art and literature for several centuries after they came into use.'®

The crux of Nielsen’s argument rests on the occurrence of frankincense and myrrh
in middle to late second millennium BCE texts from Ugarit, Mitanni, and Egypt.'®® Of
particular importance in Nielsen’s view is the mention of ‘nfyw (denoting in his opinion
both frankincense and myrrh), in Egyptian texts listing imports from the Levant starting
in the reign of Thutmose III (ca. 1490-1463 BCE).'™ Although he does not discuss the
possibility of a Red Sea route from South Arabia to the Levant, Nielsen argues that, since
these resins come from trees that grow only in South Arabia and Somalia, they must have

d. 105

been carried overlan Moreover, Nielsen concludes, because Egypt was importing
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‘ntyw from the Levant but also undertaking voyages to Punt, as exemplified by texts

dating from the Fifth Dynasty, the Levantine ‘ntyw is likely to have come from southern
Arabia.'®

Despite Patricia Crone’s otherwise thorough study of Mecca’s involvement in the
Arabian caravan trade, Crone only touches briefly on the topic of the Incense Route and
its development.'®” Perhaps because her study is set in the later Islamic period, Crone
states that the question of the Incense Route’s development and starting date “can be
disposed of briefly, since it has recently been dealt with by [Nigel] Groom, whose
conclusions may be accepted with slight modifications.”'®® Crone’s only modification to
Groom’s thesis, however, is a difference of one hundred years regarding the starting date
of the Incense Route, which Crone places in the seventh, rather than sixth century
BCE.'® In either case, since Crone does little more than summarize Groom’s arguments,
her opinions regarding the development of the Incense Route warrant no further
discussion.

Israel Finkelstein discusses the Incense Route in the context of its impact on the
social and political situation in the Negev between the twelfth and eleventh centuries
BCE.'" Finkelstein’s 1988 study establishes the mid-twelfth century BCE as the latest
date for the origin of the Incense Route and encompasses a wide range of related topics,
although it largely ignores developments relevant to the incense trade occurring outside
of the southern Levant.!'! Finkelstein finds evidence for the beginning of the Incense
Route in the economic, social, and political changes that occurred in the Negev region

between roughly 1200 and 1000 BCE, particularly at the site of Tel Masos and
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"2 More specifically, Finkelstein focuses on some of the processes

surrounding areas.
involved in the incense trade’s early development, such as shifts from nomadic to
sedentary society, and the accumulation of wealth at the northern terminus of the Incense
Route.'?

Finkelstein opines that the domestication of the dromedary was an essential factor
in the development of the incense trade, and that only through the utilization of the
dromedary could large-scale overland exchanges of goods between South Arabia and the
Levant take place. Finkelstein proposes that no overland trade existed between the Levant
and South Arabia until after the Egyptian withdrawal from the Levant resulting from the
invasions of the Sea Peoples in the mid-twelfth century BCE. While still powerful, Egypt
diverted Arabian trade through the Nile Valley, which negated the value of domesticated
dromedaries even if they were available. Once Egyptian influence disappeared, though,
desert peoples quickly redirected trade over new routes through Midian and the Negev.
Finkelstein also recognizes the possibility of the camel-borme Arabian trade developing
gradually throughout the second half of the second millennium BCE, but not becoming
fully developed until sometime following the Egyptian collapse around 1150 BCE.'" In
either case, once established, dominance of the northern portions of the Incense Route
brought great wealth to the pastoralist and nomadic communities occupying it. This
wealth contributed to the establishment of a chiefdom centered on Tel Masos, and this in
turn accounts for the sudden increase in sedentary populations in the Negev region.'”

Finkelstein identifies the people of this semi-sedentary state as the Amalekites of I and II

Samuel, argues that Tel Masos is probably the city of Ir Amalek destroyed by Saul, and
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attributes the conflict between Israel and the Amalekites to a struggle over control of the
Incense Route.''®

H. Keith Beebe discusses the development of the Incense Route in a paper in
which he discusses the domestication of the dromedary and its political and economic
impact on the Near East during the early Iron Age.'" Beebe departs radically from the
opinions of most scholars of the Incense Route by proposing that dromedary
domestication first took place in northern Arabia, and that its use as a burden animal in
the South Arabian incense trade contributed to the decline of Bronze Age Egypt and
Assyria.''® Although Beebe constructs an interesting model for the period 1200-800
BCE, his thesis is less an argument than a chronology of possible events, and it relies
heavily on several unsupportable assumptions.

Beebe identifies Canaanites, Aramaeans, and Arabs as possible domesticators of
the dromedary and, on the basis of technological advancement relative to that of Arabs
and Aramaeans, Beebe determines that Canaanites were the group most likely to have

1o According to Beebe, Canaanites in the southern Levant

domesticated the dromedary.
probably fled into the deserts of Syria and Arabia to escape the Sea Peoples who ravaged
the Levant around 1200 BCE. In the process of this migration, Canaanites came into
increased contact with the dromedary, and quickly harnessed it as a burden animal.'®
Then, in rapid succession, a saddle was developed for the animal and nomadic life spread
deeper into the desert as more people fled marginal agricultural lands.'?' Eventually,

interaction between sedentary peoples and nomadic camel-breeding societies in the

Syrian and Arabian deserts led to the adoption of domesticated dromedaries for the
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purposes of trade, and an overland route between South Arabia and the Levant
developed.'” Beebe makes it clear that nomads bred dromedaries and probably held a
monopoly on them for as long as several centuries after they were first domesticated.'”
Therefore, the incense route could not have developed until the domesticated dromedary
spread to South Arabia as a herd animal of pastoral peoples, who then supplied settled
populations with a superior, if not the only, means of transportation across the Arabian
Peninsula.'**

Beebe does not establish a definite date for the origin of the Incense Route, but he
appears to place it at between roughly 1100-1000 BCE.'® In support of this conclusion,
Beebe points to the establishment of caravan centers in the southern Levant such as Tel
Masos, and he draws a direct connection between the growth of villages in the Negev and
their function as transshipment points between South Arabia, Gaza, and the northern
Levant.'? Finally, as stated above, Beebe argues that the rapid political and economic
decline of Egypt after 1200 BCE provides convincing evidence of the development of a
camel-borne incense route through Arabia. Once the incense trade shifted overland from
the Red Sea, Egypt suffered an irreversible economic setback while South Arabian and
Levantine states prospe:red.127

Jan Retso has written one of the most thorough studies of the origin of the Incense
Route.'?® Similarly to Groom, Retso argues that the establishment of the Incense Route
cannot be dated eatlier than the middle of the seventh century BCE, a conclusion he bases
mainly on archaeological and textual evidence from the Levant.'® Retso stresses

linguistic evidence, the interpretation of textual sources from Israel, Assyra, and Greece,
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the earliest presence of frankincense and myrrh outside of South Arabia, and the

domestication of the dromedary.'*® Based on his interpretation of this evidence, Retso
proposes a model for the establishment of the Incense Route in Syria or western
Arabia.”!

Retso establishes possible trade connections between South Arabia and other
regions in the Near East based on the spread of the root word /bn, meaning “white,”
which is commonly found in words for “frankincense.” Retso believes that the South
Arabian word for frankincense, /bny, was introduced along with the product it described,
and therefore the first occurrences of the word in the Near East beyond South Arabia
provide a relative chronology of its introduction into other regions. Retso notes that the
earliest examples of this root are found in texts dated to the late eighth century BCE,
although there is a gradual increase in the occurrence of the word from the seventh
century BCE on. Since frankincense was “an imported, expensive and exclusive form of
incense,” Retso argues that general terms for aromatics such as the Hebrew words bosem

132 Retso departs

and qgtoret, and the Akkadian rigqu(m), cannot be assumed to refer to it.
from the majority view in identifying the Egyptian word sncr, rather than ‘ntyw, as
frankincense, and since it is unrelated to the South Arabian root /bn, Retso suggests that
prior to the first millennium BCE Egypt imported its frankincense from Nubia and Punt
rather than Arabia.'*

Retso demonstrates that frankincense was not known in Israel prior to the middle

of the seventh century BCE based on the dating of Old Testament books that mention it,

the earliest of which, Jeremiah, was probably written at the beginning of the sixth century
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BCE.!** Similarly, the absence of frankincense in the Homeric poems, believed to have
been written in the eighth century BCE, indicates that frankincense was still unknown to
Ionian aristocrats at this time. Retso feels that similarities in the uses of frankincense, as
described in the writings of Sappho (seventh century BCE) and in the Song of Solomon,
suggest that these two texts are roughly contemporaneous, and that they may indicate
early uses of frankincense in the two regions.”>® Retso also notes that frankincense
replaced the burning of animal fat in most Israelite sacrificial offerings shortly after 610
BCE, and he points to the sudden, and slightly earlier, appearance in Palestinian homes of
“cuboid alters” used for the burning of frankincense."*® Finally, Retso concludes that no
archaeological connection between the Levant and South Arabia can be safely established
prior to the seventh century BCE, and therefore any frankincense arriving in
Mesopotamia prior to this time must have been imported through the Persian Gulf.'*’
Retso considers domesticated dromedaries a necessity for the development of the
Incense Route, but the earliest archaeological evidence of dromedary use as burden or
riding animals that he accepts come from the early ninth century BCE reliefs from
Carchemish and Tell Halaf'®® Retso also rejects most mention of domesticated
dromedaries in the Old Testament as either anachronisms or later additions to the texts,

139 In like fashion, though he feels the invasion by

particularly in the patriarchal stories.
Midian described in Judges 6-8 probably occurred sometime before 1000 BCE, Retso
feels that many of the details, such as the use of dromedaries by the Midianites, were

added during the post-exilic period, and therefore after the domestication of the

dromedary.'*® The Amalekites Retso feels are “a disguise for the Ishmaelites,” and
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although he accepts the historicity of domesticated dromedaries in the Joseph story,

which he identifies as the earliest datable mention of dromedaries, Retso places the
writing of the story itself in the seventh century BCE. Because of inconsistencies with
better documented facts from the time of Solomon, Retso feels a tenth century BCE date
for the Queen of Sheba’s visit to Israel is unsupportable. Rather, based on terminology in
the text indicating late Assyrian times, the non-mention of frankincense, the presence of
an Arabian queen, and similarities to the theology of later books such as Psalm 72, Retso
places her visit to between 730-600 BCE."*!

Retso cites evidence from Iran indicating that the domestication of the Bactrian
camel was already under way in the third millennium BCE, and he feels that through
contact with eastern Arabia, domestication of the dromedary began and continued to
evolve on the Arabian Peninsula perhaps as early as 2500 BCE. Retso feels that settled
people in South Arabia undertook dromedary domestication but, despite its early
beginnings, domestication remained limited to simple exploitation of the dromedary for
its milk, meat, and dung. Instead, Retso believes people inhabiting the northern steppes of
Syria, where the availability of vast pasture lands, unrestricted by agriculture, provided
the necessary ecological niche for large-scale herding of dromedaries to take place, first
utilized the dromedary as a burden and riding animal. Therefore, Retso concludes that the
dromedary’s utilization after 900 BCE as a riding and burden animal may have been
patterned, in the case of riding, after horse cavalry, which was already developed in
regions north of the Fertile Crescent.'*> Finally, the absence of any depictions of

dromedary riding in South Arabia prior to 500 BCE, and evidence suggesting cultural and
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linguistic influences on South Arabia from the north, convince Retso that the Incense

Route was initiated in Syria no earlier than the middle of the seventh century BCE.'*?

Michal Artzy has written the most recent study of the Incense Route.'** Artzy
traces the dromedary-bome trade in incense back to the thirteenth century BCE based
mainly on the contemporaneous increase in wealth at the Levantine site of Tel Nami.'*?
He argues that the paucity of suitable agricultural land in the region of Tel Nami indicates
that its wealth was derived from other sources, and the presence of Collared Rim Jars,
which he believes were used as both maritime and overland transport containers, suggests
a transshipment center.'* Finally, Artzy argues that South Arabian incense may have
been an important element in the general expansion of trade and importance of the Levant
during the thirteenth century BCE, and that it may account in part for the interest held in
the area by the Egyptian and Hittite Empires.'*’

Artzy maintains that dromedaries were essential to the transportation of South
Arabian aromatics to the Levant.'*® Collared Rim Jars are particularly important to Artzy
in this context, even though he concedes that they are not necessarily indicative of a trade
in incense. Since these jars were too bulky and heavy to be carried by donkeys, Artzy
believes that dromedaries must have been used to transport them.'*® Although Artzy
favors a fifteenth century BCE date for dromedary domestication, the use of Collared
Rim Jars as transport containers pushes the date of dromedary domestication back to the
thirteenth century BCE at the latest."™® Artzy cites the opinions of Kjeld Nielsen and J.H.
Breasted (1906) regarding Egyptian imports of South Arabian incense ( ‘nfyw) from the

Levant to establish the probability of an overland incense trade with Arabia. Artzy adds
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that frankincense and myrrh may also have been shipped some distance north via the Red

Sea before being transferred to dromedaries for transport over the final leg of the
journey.'5!

Artzy points to Egypt’s use of intermediaries in initiating other trading ventures,
such as the earliest expeditions to Punt, and he stresses that the development of the
Incense Route may have been shaped by similar factors. According to Artzy, nomadic or
semi-nomadic peoples inhabiting the Arabian Peninsula “were the important link between
Arabia, the sown lands and the established political systems,” and that these nomads
probably varied between work as intermediaries, bandits, caravan leaders, and
mercenaries. He labels these people generically as the “Peoples of the Desert,” and he
equates them with maritime traders who he calls “Nomads of the Sea.”"* Artzy feels that
both peoples became acquainted with the Levant through involvement in the incense

trade, and that once Egypt’s position in that area weakened, both land and sea merchant-

nomads settled in and rapidly seized control of the area.'™
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CHAPTER THREE:
ANALYSIS OF THE HISTORIOGRAPHICAL SOURCES,
WITH EMPHASIS ON KEY ASPECTS OF THE INCENSE ROUTE’S

DEVELOPMENT

The brief historiographical survey above demonstrates that almost no consensus
exists among scholars about the Incense Route. While two or more scholars may reach
the same conclusion regarding a general point, such as the starting date of the Incense
Route, the conflicting arguments and evidence presented in support of those conclusions
does not allow one to identify any broad “schools” among them. Rather than approach
some agreement on even the most basic points, such as the presence of frankincense and
myrrh in the Levant, numerous frequently unsupported assumptions and generalities have
complicated recent work in this field. Nevertheless, even the most unsubstantiated
reconstructions of the Incense Route at times raise interesting questions that, if properly
and objectively investigated, impart clues helpful in establishing a viable model for the
overland trade in incense. Therefore, rather than attempting to propose and test several
models based on these conflicting theories, it is perhaps more useful to identify, isolate,
and test their underlying arguments.

Nearly every theory of the Incense Route, when reduced to its most basic points,

reveals several fundamental issues. The domestication of the dromedary, for example, is
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of critical importance to the development of the Incense Route, and nearly every scholar
of the overland frankincense and myrrh trade attempts to establish the date and place of
its domestication. Most scholars argue that the dromedary was an abselute necessity as a
burden animal in the Incense Route, and therefore no regular cross-desert route could
have existed prior to its domestication. Several scholars, however, such as C. Rathjens,
W.F. Albright, Kjeld Nielsen, and Brian Doe, contend that the donkey preceded the
dromedary as primary burden animal along the Incense Route, and argue that evidence of
an Incense Route exists prior to the use of domesticated dromedaries on it.!**
Nevertheless, establishing a rough date for dromedary domestication is critical because, if
it were in fact domesticated prior to the earliest dates for the Incense Route suggested by
proponents of donkey use, there would be no need for examining whether donkeys were
used. Additionally, it is useful to identify the domesticators of the dromedary because
that answer may provide clues that help establish where and by whom the Incense Route
was initiated.

Though proposed dates for the domestication of the dromedary, like those of the
Incense Route itself, vary by as much as 3000 years, the three periods suggested most
often are: 1) 3000-2000 BCE; 2) 1500-1000 BCE; and 3) and 650-550 BCE period.
Richard Bulliet, the foremost proponent of early domestication, argues that the
dromedary was domesticated in the South Arabian regions of Hadramawt, Mahrah, and
Dhofar by pastoralists between roughly 3000-2500 BCE (See map 2, page 55 for regions

155

mentioned in this chapter). > The cornerstone of Bulliet’s thesis rests on a hypothetical

reconstruction of dromedary saddle evolution and dispersal, which he traces back from
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the present-day and supports with several pieces of archaeological and textual
evidence.!”® Nielsen, Nigel Groom, and Jan Retso fundamentally agree with Bulliet
regarding the date of domestication, although they challenge him on other aspects of the
Incense Route."”’ Nielsen merely states that dromedary domestication may have occurred
around 2000 BCE, but he fails to develop this point further.'® Although Groom suggests
one of the latest starting dates for the Incense Route, he believes that the process of
dromedary domestication began as early as 3500 BCE in southeastern Arabia. Groom
refers to several unspecified archaeological finds that “give some indication of the
knowledge if not the existence of domesticated camels in Mesopotamia, Palestine and
North Arabia in the third millennium,” aithough he stresses the dromedary’s scarcity in

1% Groom does not specify

these regions prior to the thirteenth or twelfth century BCE.
whether it was sedentary or nomadic peoples who domesticated the dromedary, but he
states that it did not reach the incense growing regions of South Arabia until perhaps the
first millennium BCE.' Retso, a final champion of the third millennium BCE date,
argues that the Bactrian camel was domesticated in Iran prior to the domestication of the
dromedary, which first began taking place on the eastern Arabian Peninsula.'®'
Nevertheless, Retso argues that dromedary domestication in South Arabia remained
limited to exploitation of the animal for its milk, meat, and dung, while utilization of the
dromedary as a burden and riding animal was developed by pastoralists inhabiting the
steppes of northern Syria in the ninth century BCE.'%?

Albright, Doe, Abdel-Aziz Saleh, H. Keith Beebe, Israel Finkelstein, and Michal

Artzy constitute the group that favors a late second millennium BCE date, with the
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thirteenth and twelfth centuries cited most often. Though Albright essentially laid the

foundation for this school, his argument is surprisingly weak. In short, Albright considers
the domesticated dromedaries in the Abraham story to be late additions to the text, avoids
specifying where domestication first occurred, and does not identify the domesticators.'®®
Doe believes that dromedaries were initially domesticated for military purposes as
cavalry mounts in northern Arabia or the southern Levant, perhaps as early as the Late
Bronze Age.'* According to Doe, the dromedary was domesticated for use as a burden
animal only after the eleventh century BCE, at which point it was adopted as the primary
incense carrier by South Arabian caravaneers.'®’ Saleh merely refers to Albright’s dating
of dromedary domestication without developing this point.'*®

Beebe argues that nomadic Canaanites inhabiting the deserts of Syria and North
Arabia domesticated the dromedary shortly after 1200 BCE.'®” Although he is vague on
this point, Beebe implies that nomads adopted dromedary domestication throughout the
Arabian Peninsula as it spread to the south where, presumably within a period of several
years, South Arabian incense merchants utilized dromedaries as burden animals.'s®
Finkelstein focuses on “the date of the beginning of the large-scale utilization of the
camel as a pack animal,” which he vaguely places in the late second millennium BCE
and, although he does not explicitly state where domestication first occurred,
Finkelstein’s reliance on Bulliet implies a South Arabian origin.'®® Artzy suggests a
fifteenth century BCE date for dromedary domestication based on Paula Wapnish’s work
at Tell Jemmeh and on Egyptian imports of South Arabian incense from the Levant in the

time Thutmose ITL.'™ Artzy, like Finkelstein, fails to make clear where this domestication
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occurred, and his broad discussion of the entire region between the Levant and South
Arabia makes it difficult to speculate on this point.'”*

The likelihood of donkey or mule caravans being used in the overland incense
trade 1s, as mentioned, another topic of great consequence to the reconstruction of a
workable model for the Incense Route. On the surface, the question is essentially whether
donkeys and mules were resilient enough to withstand the rigorous conditions prevalent
on the Arabian Peninsula. But this relatively straightforward question raises several
underlying and more important issues not apparent at first glance. For example, as
Albright, Nielsen, and Groom point out, use of donkey caravans along the Incense Route
would necessitate an extensive and well-organized network of wells, since equids require

172 This point needs, of course, to be extended to the use of

frequent stops for water.
dromedaries which, although more resilient and resistant to heat and dehydration than
equids, nevertheless need to be watered on occasion as well, particularly in the most arid
summer months on the Arabian Peninsula.'” This final point, in turn, raises the question
of who established, protected, and maintained these vital watering holes. In other words,
what were the socio-political conditions between South Arabia and the Levant, and at
what point, approximately, did it become possible for overland merchants to transport
their goods with relative ease, safety, and regularity?

Despite their importance, few scholars even touch on these questions, and even
the classical sources give differing accounts of conditions on the central Arabian

Peninsula. Agatharchides, for example, describes a method of transportation in which

intermediaries carried the incense over specific, relatively short distances before passing
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it to the next group along the trade chain.'™ It should be noted that Agatharchides’

second century BCE narrative already reflects a high state of organization and a later
stage in the Incense Route’s development. Nevertheless, Pliny’s thorough first century
CE discussion of conditions along the Incense Route directly contradicts Agatharchides’
account. Pliny makes it clear that South Arabian caravaneers traveled the entire length of
the Incense Route, and that the route contained rests stops and watering stations, as well
as various independent political units and permanent tariff-collection points.'” Despite
the contradictory descriptions, Agatharchides and Pliny may simply be relating
conditions on the Incense Route in their own time, and therefore both accounts may be
legitimate.

As noted above, Nielsen and Albright argue that a similarly well-developed
situation must have existed by roughly 2000 and 1500 BCE respectively, although only
Albright attempts a reconstruction of this route.'’® According to Albright, the
southernmost portions of the Incense Route were operated and controlled by Hadrahmawt
and Saba, the central regions were probably under Dedan, while Midianites held control

177 Albright makes no specific mention of conditions along the

of the northern section.
Incense Route, but he appears to accept Pliny’s description of South Arabian caravans
travelling the entire length of the Arabian Peninsula.'’® Doe alleges that urban centers
developed throughout western Arabia by no later than 1000 BCE, and he implies that
they coexisted with nomadic tribes.!”® Doe maintains, without citing evidence, that cities

and states throughout western Arabia were established and grew wealthy through their

association with the Incense Route, occasionally forming confederations to protect
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themselves against local nomads, and, presumably, providing South Arabian caravaneers
with foed, water, and fodder.'*

Saleh, despite his late second millennium BCE date for dromedary domestication,
argues that trade across the Arabian Peninsula was already well-developed by roughly
1500 BCE. According to Saleh, semi-nomadic peoples who inhabited the oases of Arabia
transported goods in a relay-type fashion from one settlement to the next, either as
merchants or mere carriers. Saleh adds that other nomadic and semi-nomadic herdsmen
may have supplemented their incomes by exacting tolls on the caravans or by raiding
them.”! It is unclear when, in Saleh’s opinion, a continuous overland route between
South Arabia and the Levant developed, but Saleh points to evidence on Egyptian tomb
reliefs and inscriptions suggesting the presence of coastal transshipment centers in
Arabia."®* In any case, Saleh maintains that the original beast of burden along the Incense
Route was the donkey, and he points to instances of Egyptian donkey caravans travelling
to Punt as early as the Sixth Dynasty.'®® Artzy, who dates the Incense Route to no later
than the thirteenth century BCE, argues that nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples on the
Arabian Peninsula were involved in the transportation of South Arabian incense, but he
believes that their function was initially that of intermediaries “between . . . the
established political systems.”'®* Although Artzy fails to develop this point, it may be
assumed that in this role as intermediaries, Arabian nomads utilized their knowledge of
the desert to provide the necessary food, water, and protection to ensure safe passage for

the incense caravans. Like Agatharchides, Artzy envisions a chain of local carriers
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spanning the length of the Arabian Peninsula who simply transported the incense over a

specific distance before passing it to the next group along the route.'®

Bulliet, Beebe, Retso, Groom, and Finkelstein are silent regarding conditions in
central Arabia, although it appears that they believe no organized, sedentary states existed
between South Arabia and the Levant at the time of the Incense Route’s establishment.'®®
Bulliet argues that South Arabian pastoralists simply began carrying small amounts of
incense north before urban-based merchants from the southern peninsula monopolized
the trade, but he says nothing of conditions in between.'®” Beebe implies that the entire
central peninsula was uninhabited, since he argues that the cross-desert routes made
possible by domesticated dromedaries lowered transportation costs because merchants
avoided brigands and tariffs.'®® Retso places the beginnings of the Incense Route in the
middle of the seventh century BCE but, interestingly, makes no mention of either
sedentary society in central Arabia or nomadic involvement in the incense trade.'®
Although Groom does not place the spread of dromedary domestication to southwestern
Arabia until the early first millennium BCE, his theory regarding “hand-to-hand”
exchange of incense up the Arabian Peninsula prior to the establishment of the Incense
Route implies some human presence in those regions.'” Finkelstein, despite his thorough
discussion of conditions in the southern Levant during the Incense Route’s formative
years, is silent regarding central Arabia and its inhabitants.'*!

With the exception of Finkelstein, whose opinion will be discussed below,
scholars generally accept that the northern terminus of the Incense Route was, from the

beginning, located somewhere in the Levant. While no amount of research is likely to
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allow for a more site-specific identification than this, it is clear that scholars generally fail
to recognize the overall importance of several underlying factors to this question.
Specifically, every suggested date for the beginning of the Incense Route presupposes
that the Levant was economically and politically advanced enough te maintain a steady
market for South Arabian aromatics, either as the main consumer of these commodities,
or as a transshipment point for their further export abroad. The relevant questions
therefore are: when did Levantine society become developed enough to support a large
and steady market for expensive frankincense and myrrh, or to warrant the difficult cross-
desert journey by merchants? Do changing social, economic, and political conditions in
the Levant at any given time suggest, as argued most effectively by Finkelstein, Artzy,
and Beebe, a nascent trade in South Arabian incense?'** Finally, what (if any), evidence
in the north exists to substantiate the frequently unsupported conclusions of scholars like
Retso who argue that the Incense Route was initiated by northerners?'®?

As noted above, proposed starting dates for the Incense Route fall into three time
periods: 1) 3000-2000 BCE, as suggested by Bulliet, Nielsen, and Rathjens; 2) 1500-
1000 BCE, as proposed by Heeren, Albright, Doe, Saleh, Beebe, Finkelstein, and Artzy;
and 3) the 650-550 BCE dates identified by Groom and Retso.'”* Despite their early
dating of the Incense Route, neither Rathjens nor Nielsen discuss conditions in the Levant
in the third millennium BCE. In fact, Nielsen merely restates Rathjens’ assumption that
the Incense Route was already established in the third millennium BCE, although neither
scholar offers evidence in support of this conclusion prior to the mid-second millennium

BCE occurrence of frankincense and myrrh in texts from Ugarit, Mitanni, and Egypt.'*’
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The Egyptian texts are particularly important to Nielsen since they list imports of South
Arabian incense to Egypt from the Levant beginning in the fifteenth century BCE which,
in Nielsen’s opinion, were undoubtedly carried north across the Arabian Peninsula.'*®
Bulliet suggests that the overland incense trade was in its earliest stages by 2000 BCE,
although he too fails to provide any contemporaneous archaeological or textual data from
the Levant to bolster this conclusion. Nevertheless, Bulliet does point out that no sea
route connected South Arabia and the Levant, and therefore an overland artery may have
developed to provide direct access to Levantine markets. '’

Clearly the most often cited dates for the beginning of the Incense Route fall
between roughly 1500 and 1000 BCE. Heeren’s nineteenth century study, which places
the beginnings of the Incense Route in 1000 BCE, is purely speculative and therefore

198 Albright, perhaps the foremost proponent of the mid-

need not be taken seriously.
second millennium BCE date, is relatively quiet regarding conditions in northern Arabia
and the Levant in his discussion of the early Incense Route. Like Nielsen, Albright notes
the appearance of South Arabian incense in Mesopotamian and Levantine texts beginning
in the fifteenth century BCE and, as noted above, Albright argues that Midianites
dominated the northernmost sections of the Incense Route.!”” Doe, who focuses
exclusively on South Arabia, makes no mention of conditions in the Levant, and implies
that a ready, previously untapped market for South Arabian incense was simply ignored
until trade between South Arabia and Mesopotamia collapsed in the late second

millennium BCE.*® Saleh maintains that the Levant imported South Arabian aromatics

as early as the reign of Tutmosis III, when “great amounts of incense and frankincense,
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‘ntyw, are listed among the tributes of Syria to Egyp’t.”201 However, because Saleh

stresses Egypt’s control over Syria-Palestine so strongly, it is unclear whether he sees
Egypt or the city-states importing these aromatics into the Levant, although Saleh clearly
identifies Egypt as the initiator of the Incense Route.?*

Surprisingly, in light of his otherwise poorly supported argument, Beebe is the
first scholar to analyze critically and interpret events in the Levant and Mesopotamia with
regard to the Incense Route. According to Beebe, Egypt originally imported, and
presumably distributed for sale, South Arabian incense via the Red Sea.?®”® Beebe
suggests that the collapse of Egyptian power in the Levant after the twelfth century BCE
resulted, at least in part, from Egypt’s loss of control over the transportation of South
Arabian incense.*®* The domestication of the dromedary, however, allowed non-Egyptian
merchants to re-direct trade overland, thereby seizing control of the traffic in aromatics
and its lucrative profits.?® Beebe cites the concurrent establishment of caravan centers in
the southern Levant, and their presumed function as transshipment centers between South
Arabia, Gaza, and the northern Levant, to suggest that their establishment was directly
related to the development of the Incense Route shortly after 1100 BCE.2%

Finkelstein cites evidence in the southern Levant similar to Beebe’s, and he also
identifies the mid-twelfth century BCE as the latest possible date for the beginnings of
the Incense Route.’”” Finkelstein notes Egypt’s increased interest in southern Canaan
between the late thirteenth to mid-twelfth centuries BCE to suggest that it may reflect the
growing economic importance of these regions resulting from a nascent overland trade in

incense.”®® As long as Egypt maintained hegemony in the southern Levant, the pharaohs
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were able to maintain control of and monopolize the Arabian trade and its profits.
Finkelstein suggests that Egypt either forcibly redirected the Arabian trade through the
Nile Valley during this time, or simply extended complete control over a particular desert
route which, in either case, deprived nearby desert tribes of any economic benefits.
However, Finkelstein argues, Egyptian control of the area weakened following attacks by
the Sea Peoples, and the Incense Route fell into the hands of local desert tribes.® These
nomadic peoples, in turn, experienced “economic prosperity . . . on a scale previously
unknown,” which resulted in the limited sedentarization of the Bersheba Basin and
Negev Highlands, and the establishment of desert fringe trade centers like Tel Masos.?'
Artzy suggests that the establishment of the Incense Route may account for the
general expansion of trade activity throughout the Levant during the thirteenth century
BCE, as well as Egyptian and Hittite interest in the area at that time.*'! Artzy cites
Nielsen’s opinion regarding the presence of frankincense and myrrh in the Levant in the
time of Thutmose III, and he points to the sudden increase in wealth during the thirteenth
century BCE at the Levantine site of Tel Nami.’** Artzy notes the scarcity of good
agricultural land near Tel Nami to argue that its wealth must have been derived from
trade, and he cites the presence of large transport containers known as Collared Rim Jars

213 notes Egypt’s use of intermediaries in earlier
gyp

in support of this contention.
trading ventures such as the Punt expeditions, and he suggests that a similar process may
have taken place in the Levant with regard to the Incense Route no later than the

thirteenth century BCE. Like Finkelstein, Artzy contends that Egypt utilized local desert

tribesmen as caravaneers and intermediaries in connection with the overland incense
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trade but, when Egyptian power weakened in the twelfth century BCE, these nomadic

and semi-nomadic peoples rapidly settled in the Levant and assumed control of the
Incense Route.”'*

Groom, who dates the Incense Route to no earlier than approximately 550 BCE,
makes no mention of socio-economic or political conditions in the Levant. In fact, Groom
does little more than cite Herodotus’ mention of South Arabia as the source of
frankincense and myrrh, and point to South Arabian inscriptions found on jar fragments
uncovered in a fifth to sixth century BCE context at Eilat.*'® Retso, who dates the
beginning of the Incense Route to about 650 BCE, similarly offers no contemporaneous
political or economic evidence in support of his thesis.?'® The crux of Retso’s argument
with regard to the north rests primarily on textual and archaeological data indicating the
spread of frankincense during and after the mid-seventh century BCE. Of particular
significance to Retso is the introduction of frankincense and incense burners into
Palestinian homes and Israelite religious practices, as well as descriptions of frankincense
use in Sappho and the Song of Songs.”'” Retso discusses the evolution of dromedary
herding among Syrian nomads, as well as the dromedary’s use as a cavalry mount by
them, but he fails to relate these developments in any way to other evidence in the north
suggesting some connection to the Incense Route. Rather, Retso merely asserts that
dromedary domestication, like the Incense Route, was likely initiated in the north.*'®

A final factor rarely considered by any scholar of the Incense Route is the state of
South Arabian society at the supposed time of this overland trade’s initiation. Since

almost nothing is known of social or political conditions in the south prior to the first
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millennium BCE, it is clear that the earliest proposed dates suggested for the starting of

the Incense Route necessarily rely on a great deal of supposition and unsupportable
hypothesizing.219 Nevertheless, this is a question of overwhelming importance,
particularly to the majority of scholars who argue that the Incense Route was started and
controlled by South Arabians. To show that a regular trade in frankincense and myrrh
occurred at any given time, factors in South Arabia similar to those considered in the
Levant must be taken into account. For example, what was the nature of South Arabian
society at the time of the Incense Route’s beginnings, and is it of any consequence
whether that society was nomadic or sedentary? At what point does archaeological or
textual evidence begin to appear, and what, if anything, does it indicate regarding the
formation of the Incense Route?

Unfortunately, despite the obvious importance of South Arabia to the Incense
Route, few modern scholars discuss the region in more than a cursory manner. Although
the focus of his thesis rests primarily on northern Arabia and the Levant, Albright briefly
discusses changes in South Arabia he believes can be attributed to the influx of wealth
derived from the Incense Route. The development of irrigation works and water control
devices in Saba, Qataban, and Ma‘in in the period 1600-1400 BCE, and the establishment
of the settlements of Timna and Hajar Bin Humeid by approximately 1000 BCE, are
interpreted by Albright as strong indicators of trade between South Arabia and the
north.?*® Similarly, Albright argues that the spread of the north Semitic linear alphabetic
script to South Arabia can be dated to the early fourteenth century BCE, and he maintains

that the method of transmission was through interaction between South Arabian
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merchants and Midianites along the Incense Route.”' Albright further implies that the

South Arabians initiated the Incense Route by arguing that “the southernmost phase of
the caravan route was arranged by the Hadramis and the Sabaeans,” although the incense
passed through several other states before arriving in Midian.*?* It is apparent from
Albright’s emphasis on settlements and irrigation schemes that he believes Sabaeans and
Hadramis to have been sedentary peoples.””

Although Doe provides the most thorough overall history of South Arabia, he
fails effectively to connect events in the south to the development of the Incense Route.
While Doe argues that declining Mesopotamian markets for frankincense and myrrh
forced South Arabian merchants to shift exports to the Levant, he is unable to offer any
contemporaneous evidence to support his conclusion.”** Doe is equally unclear regarding
the nature of South Arabian society both during and after the inception of the Incense
Route, and he fails clearly to differentiate between sedentary and nomadic peoples in his
discussion of their supposed struggles over control of the incense producing regions.””
Similarly, although he asserts the presence of various, presumably independent, sedentary
and nomadic peoples between South Arabia and the Levant, Doe contends in another
section that in the eighth century BCE Tiglath Pileser III “penetrated down the trade
route, pushing the South Arabians back.”*® Bulliet makes little mention of social,
economic, or political conditions in South Arabia during the formative years of the
Incense Route other than to imply that South Arabian incense merchants were sedentary
people, while South Arabian dromedary herders were nomadic.?*’ Bulliet does, however,

point to a possible association between the trade in incense and changing dromedary-
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herding patterns in the south, such as a shift away from the utilization of female
dromedaries as mere food and prestige animals toward a focus on raising stronger males
for riding and burden-bearing.®

Retso only discusses South Arabia in the final two paragraphs of his thirty-page
article to stress its relatively late development and, presumably, the unlikelihood of an
organized overland trade in incense prior to the seventh century BCE. Retso points to
unspecified evidence suggesting that South Arabian material culture was strongly
influenced by the north, and he argues that textual evidence places Sabaeans in the north
in the eighth century BCE but in South Arabia in the sixth.”® Retso also points to
similarities between the Sabaean language and the languages of Syria and western
Arabia, as well as differences between the Sabaean dialect and the dialects of other South
Arabian peoples.”® The rest of the scholars surveyed make no relevant mention of South
Arabian society.

While this overview of the basic issues regarding the development of the Incense
Route raises more questions than it answers, several important factors nevertheless come
to light that help to focus and limit the scope of this investigation. Regarding conditions
in the Levant, for example, it becomes immediately clear that none of the scholars
surveyed above cites any archaeological, textual, or linguistic evidence of an Incense
Route prior to the earliest appearance of frankincense and myrrh in the area beginning in
the fifteenth century BCE. Although the earliest extant texts to mention these resins in the
Levant are arguably not reflective of their very first appearance in the region, it is

imprudent to project speculatively the presence of South Arabian aromatics in the Levant
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back five centuries or more, particularly in the absence of supporting evidence. The
inability of proponents of the highest dates (ca. 3000-2000 BCE) suggested for the
inception of the Incense Route to produce solid corroborating data of any kind from the
Levant similarly casts doubt on the validity of their conclusions. For instance, Bulliet’s
statement that South Arabian incense was undoubtedly making its way north by 2000
BCE on the backs of carriels, although he is certainly an authority on the domestication of
the dromedary, is purely hypothetical and unsubstantiated by any relevant facts. In effect,
then, Bulliet’s assertion of this point is no more convincing than Heeren’s equally
unsubstantiated claim that Phoenicians initiated the Incense Route. A comparison to the
social, economic, and political changes in the Levant highlighted by Finkelstein, Beebe,
and Artzy, as well as the pointlessness of looking for evidence of the Incense Route in the
absence of incense, clearly sets the parameters of investigation to no earlier than roughly
1500 BCE. Groom’s and Retso’s dating of the Incense Route appears to stem mainly
from an overcautious need to show definite proof of frankincense and myrrh use in the
Levant. But while their eighth-seventh century BCE time frame is certainly too late, it
nevertheless provides a useful low date for the overland incense trade.

A thorough understanding of similar conditions and developments in South
Arabia would be helpful in isolating a more specific date for the development of the
Incense Route than the approximated (and tentative) 1500-550 BCE time frame
established above. For example, any parallels between changes in, or the development of
South Arabian society and the Levant, such as a roughly synchroncus accumulation of

wealth or sedentarization in both regions, may indicate the development of the Incense
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Route in a certain period. While it is clear that few scholars discuss South Arabia at any

length, Albright, Doe, Bulliet, and Retso note several possible connections between north
and south. Of particular significance in this context is Albright’s discussion because he
cites archaeological evidence between roughly 1600 and 1000 BCE that indicates an
accumulation of wealth in the south at roughly the same time a similar process was under
way in the Levant. But with the exception of Retso’s study, which was written in 1991,
most scholars discuss ancient South Arabia as it was understood in the 1970’s, and
therefore a thorough overview of recent work on the southern peninsula needs to made
before any further conclusions can be drawn.

Only after some pattern of interaction or overland trade between north and south
is convincingly established can the central portions of the Arabian Peninsula be
discussed. Although several scholars speculate on conditions in the regions between the
Levant and South Arabia, no archaeological or textual evidence has been produced. Even
Finkelstein and Artzy, who offer the most convincing and thoroughgoing discussions
regarding both the peoples on the central peninsula and their possible involvement with
the Incense Route, do little more than propose weakly supported hypotheses. Similarly,
although Doe maintains that a rather advanced string of urban-based societies existed
throughout the Arabian Peninsula, he too offers nothing in the way of concrete data. At
any rate, since it is likely that peoples inhabiting the western coastal regions of the
Arabian Peninsula were more culturally and socially related to South Arabia than the
Levant, a better understanding of South Arabian society will help establish conditions in

central Arabia between 1500 and 550 BCE.
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Despite its overwhelming importance as a carrier of frankincense and myrrh, the

suggested dates for dromedary domestication vary even more widely than the starting
dates of the Incense Route itself Interestingly, the majority opinion, as with the
beginning of the Incense Route, also falls within the mid- to late-second millennium
BCE, with the starting of the spice trade usually following shortly after dromedary
domestication. Moreover, as previously maintained, the date of dromedary domestication
holds significance because it may negate the necessity of establishing conditions on the
central peninsula with regard to donkey use in the Incense Route. Similarly, identifying
the original area of dromedary domestication, as well as its domesticators, may provide
clues useful in establishing where and when the Incense Route began. If South Arabians
domesticated the dromedary, for example, then the case for a South Arabian origin of the
Incense Route is strengthened. Likewise, if the original domesticators of the dromedary
were pastoralists or nomads, as Bulliet contends, then it is reasonable to assume that these
peoples may have penetrated the Arabian Desert at an early date and been utilized as
intermediaries or caravaneers by sedentary states, as suggested by Finkelstein and Artzy.
If indeed this is the case, then archaeological evidence indicating an established and well-
developed trade route across Arabia, as described by Pliny, is no longer necessary.
Therefore, even though the date of dromedary domestication is unlikely to narrow the one
thousand-year window already established for the starting date of the Incense Route,
locating the area in which it took place may help identify where the route started and how

it originally operated.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
THE DROMEDARY AND THE

TIME AND PLACE OF ITS DOMESTICATION

By the end of the Pleistocene Period (ca. 8000 BCE), as today, only two types of
Old World camels were still in existence: the one-humped dromedary (Camelus
dromedarius), and the two-humped Bactrian (Camelus bactrianus). While camels of one
type or another had originally spread throughout western Asia and as far west in Africa as
modern Morocco, by 3000 BCE the dromedary was probably extinct in Affrica, and only a
few, if any, dromedaries existed in the Near East.>' Over the course of its evolutionary
process, the stockier Bactrian, which is better adapted to extreme cold and mountainous
conditions, came to inhabit the [ranian Plateau and nearby regions, while the dromedary
adapted to the desolate desert conditions of the Arabian Peninsula and the arid areas
which border it.”> As dromedaries, unlike many other animals, experience no change in
bone structure through domestication, it is safe to assume that their other physical
characteristics have also remained unchanged, and these will be discussed periodically as
they become relevant. >

Several problems complicate the interpretation of the archaeological evidence,
which is frequently the only data available, and the nature of these problems makes any

interpretation largely a subjective matter. First, many of the early statuettes and figurines
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recovered may or may not represent camels, much less domesticated camels. As Richard
Bulliet and Ilse Kohler-Rollefson point out, proponents of an early domestication of the
camel, such as Michael Ripinsky and Joseph Free, interpret many questionable objects as
camels, even though they are often worn or damaged beyond recognition as anything
other than animals.®** Second is the problem of determining the actual relationship
between the evidence uncovered at a particular site and its surroundings, and this is
frequently also done subjectively. Many objects clearly related to camels (such as bones
and other remains, depictions on pottery, art, and hair), have been discovered at sites,
such as those in Egypt, that appear to give no other indication of camel domestication or
even habitation for the period under study.

In addition, several factors must be met for the domestication of any animal to
take place. These include: appropriate climactic and environmental conditions for the
animal to survive and multiply in; close proximity of large enough numbers of the animal
to human populations; and some motivation for people to undertake the domestication of
the animal.*** As noted above, the dromedary came to inhabit the torrid, predator-free
Arabian and Syrian deserts, as well as the entire region of Mesopotamia and the Levant to
southern Anatolia.*® It appears that the dromedary did not survive in the Sahara Desert,
perhaps due to extermination by predators, or, as Bulliet believes, some other species of
camel inhabited this region but was unable to adapt to the increasingly arid conditions. At
any rate, according to Bulliet, Neolithic people probably encountered dromedaries only
infrequently in the non-desert regions of the areas already mentioned, while they were

relatively well-known to inhabitants of Arabia®’ One reason for the scarcity of
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dromedaries near ancient population centers in these areas is due to their susceptibility to
disease in non-arid regions, and to their difficulty in walking on muddy or rocky terrain.
A further obstacle to camel domestication in urban and agricultural areas was the lack of
space in ancient cities and pastureland for grazing near them. Unlike many other herd
animals, camels require extensive grazing areas, and most agricultural land near cities
was maximized for human consumption. Furthermore, cramped conditions in enclosed
urban centers, coupled with the difficulty of penning camels (especially with other
livestock), made domestication in such areas extraordinarily difficult. Finally, the earlier
domestication and widespread use of donkeys may have slowed the adoption of camels,
even among pastoralists and nomads.”®

The following archaeological and textual evidence spans a period of over two
millennia, and covers the four regions of Mesopotamia, Syria-Palestine, Arabia, and
Egypt. In light of the above, a separate discussion of each region, rather than a strict
chronological overview, will help reduce confusion as the evidence is introduced. The
oldest archaeological evidence suggesting human contact with obviously wild
dromedaries is a set of rock carvings from central and southern Arabia, which have been
dated to about 10,000 BCE.”° Over the following several millennia, no archaeological
data exist to suggest human contact with dromedaries anywhere in the Near East, Egypt,
or Arabia, but a number of artifacts begin to emerge shortly before and during the
historical period. An ancient refuse dump excavated at the Wadi Hadramawt, in
southeastern Yemen, contained dromedary remains dated to between 3000 and 2750

BCE, while dromedary remains from sites in northeastern Oman, Hili and Umm an-Nar,



60
date to roughly 3000 BCE.**® Animal remains excavated at Hili from the late fourth to

early third millennium BCE indicate that dromedaries were least numerous among
several species including sheep, goats, cattle, equids, and dogs.?*! By the latter half of the
third millennium, however, the greatest number of remains uncovered at Umm an-Nar
belong to dromedaries. In D.T. Potts’ opinion, evidence of very young, possibly new-
born camels is a strong indication of domestication, since Umm an-Nar is a small island

2 Surprisingly, archaeological

to which the camel could not have migrated on its own.
evidence is remarkably scarce in the southern Arabian Peninsula after the Umm an-Nar
find, although a few clay statuettes of dromedaries from Yemen have been dated to
before 1400 BCE.*”

The introduction of dromedaries to the island of Socotra and the Horn of Africa,
however, lends support to Pott’s theory of an early South Arabian domestication of the
dromedary. As Bulliet points out, the Hom of Africa is really an island, as far as the
dromedary is concemed, with high, impassable mountains to the west and north, and
swarms of disease-carrying tsetse flies to the south. The only way dromedaries could
have migrated to these two areas is if they were brought to them and, in both cases, this
could only have been done by boat. In Bulliet’s opinion, the most likely point of origin
for these dromedaries is the southern coast of the Arabian Peninsula, where early
maritime traders maintained contact with these areas and, in the case of Socotra, appear
to have established colonies. Based on the presence of earlier and later non-indigenous

domesticated animals introduced from southern Arabia, such as short- and long-homed

cattle and the zebu, Bulliet places the introduction of the dromedary into Socotra and
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Somalia at between 2500 and 1500 BCE.** In light of the evidence from Umm-an Nar,

which appears to precede that from Yemen, Bulliet’s dates for the dromedary’s
introduction into Socotra and Somalia can safely approach the earlier date proposed, or
roughly 2500 BCE.

Dated to roughly 7000 BCE, the earliest site containing camel remains uncovered
in Syria-Palestine was “associated with many everyday items™ of the Yarmukian culture
inhabiting the southern shore of the Sea of Galilee.>*’ Later artifacts from Syria-Palestine
include several camel models tentatively associated with the Old Kingdom (ca. 2900-
2150 BCE), as well as a Sixth Dynasty (ca. 2323-2152 BCE) bronze figurine from
Byblos.?*® The most convincing evidence of camel domestication in Syria-Palestine is
provided by the dromedary bones uncovered at Tell Jemmeh, which date from the
fifteenth century BCE. Paula Wapnish attempts to explain the presence of these
dromedary remains by proposing four models of “dromedary herd management,” each of
which would have left behind distinctive osteological evidence of a particular age
group.247 Since the remains in question come from mature males seven to twenty years of
age, and match the sex and age profile of dromedaries used for caravan work, Wapnish
suggests that the Tell Jemmeh remains reflect the use of burden, and therefore
domesticated, camels at that site from about 1400 BCE.**®

Written evidence similarly suggests a second millennium BCE date for the
presence of domesticated dromedaries in Syria-Palestine. The strongest argument for
domestication in Syria-Palestine comes from a fourteenth century text called The Travels

of an Egyptian (British Museum Papyrus No. 10247, Nineteenth Dynasty), which
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mentions domesticated camels (presumably one-humped, in light of other evidence for
this region) in Syria-Palestine.?*’ Significantly, this text describes the camel as “an
animal of Syria and Palestine,” and this implies that it was not well-known in Egypt,
since it warranted mention, and that it was common in Syria-Palestine, since the author
seems to have associated it strongly with that region. >

A slightly later, but better known text is the Pentateuch. Based on differences in
vocabulary, style, content, and theme within each book, however, it is likely that much of
the Pentateuch was written and compiled from several sources over several eras.”!
According to this view, Genesis, which contains the story of Abraham and his camels,
was compiled mainly from the “J” and “E” sources written between the tenth and ninth
centuries BCE.*? While Joseph Free and Millar Burrows argue that Abraham lived in the
nineteenth or even the twentieth century BCE, this story cannot be safely dated to more
than a century or two prior to its writing in the tenth.”>* Thus, while the Pentateuch
confirms the presence and importance of domesticated camels in the first millennium
BCE, it does not push the date of domestication back significantly. In any case, stone
reliefs at Tell Halaf in northern Syria (ca. 900 BCE), depicting a saddled dromedary with
rider, provide clear evidence of the animal’s domestication in Syria-Palestine by the end
of the tenth century BCE.™*

In Mesopotamia, several depictions of dromedaries, dated roughly to between
4000 and 3000 BCE, have been discovered in association with the Uruk and Ubaid

cultures, but it is not clear from these pieces if they are intended to represent

domesticated or wild animals.”® A mutilated figurine discovered at the Anu Ziggurat,
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which Marvin Mikesell believes to be a dromedary, has been assigned to the Ubaid

period, and a copper amulet from Lagash, dating to the reign of Sargon (ca. 2350-2294
BCE), is stamped with the image of a dromedary.> Interestingly, a Minoan steatite seal
depicting a dromedary may feature artistic influences from northern Mesopotamia in the
period 1800-1400 BCE, although it is a poor representation of the animal and, as Bulliet
suggests, probably made by an artist who had no personal knowledge of dromedaries.
Several dromedary figurines wearing saddles have been uncovered at Uruk, the oldest of
which dates to about 1000 BCE, and reliefs and other Mesopotamian objects depicting
obviously domesticated dromedaries occur throughout the first millennium >’

Written evidence regarding domesticated dromedaries in Mesopotamia becomes
available at the end of the second and beginning of the first millennium BCE. A Neo-
Assyrian text, known as the Kurkh Monolith, relates the Battle of Qargar (ca. 854 BCE)
in which a member of the opposing coalition, “Gindibu the Arab,” is said to have fielded
an army of 1000 dromedaries.™® In the eighth century BCE, Tiglath-Pileser II (r. 745-
727 BCE) supposedly extracted a tribute of 30,000 camels and 5000 “bundles” of spices
from Samsi, an Arabian queen, and the Display Inscription of Sargon II (r. 722-705 BCE)
lists dromedaries among the tribute received from Samsi and one “It’amar the
Sabaean.”® Though the amount of tribute from Queen Samsi may be inflated, the tribute
itself is supported by an Arabian text which verifies that it was in fact paid.*®® Another
tribute of 50 dromedaries and 1000 “loads™ of herbs was received annually from an
Arabian king by Esarhaddon (r. 680-669 BCE).?! Little doubt remains as to the presence

of domesticated dromedaries in Mesopotamia by the seventh century BCE, when the
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influx of these camels created by Assyrian victories over the Arabs dropped their price
from 1 2/3 minas (=100 shekels) to a half shekel*** While the lowered price clearly
indicates the dromedary’s commonality in the seventh century BCE, it is similarly
apparent that the number of dromedaries available in Assyria prior to this period was
considerably smaller.

Sites in Egypt proper are rich with artifacts from the predynastic period, although
poor artistic representations and heavily damaged remains often make identification with
camels difficult. Two such examples, fragmentary remains of what appear to be camel
bones found at the necropolis of Ezbet-el-Walda, and a possible drawing of a dromedary
on an Amratian pot, are both predynastic. Three other artifacts, an ointment receptacle
from Abusir-el-Melek (ca. First Dynasty), presumably of a dromedary, and two figurine
camel heads from Abydos (ca. 3100 BCE) and Hieraconpolis (ca. 3000 BCE) are also
questionable re:prese:ntations.zs3 Georg Schweinfurth dates a rock drawing of a man
leading a dromedary, found at Aswan, to as early as 2250 BCE, although this date is
fragile as it is based on the assumed age of some nearby inscriptions.”®* With the
exception of one find, a camel-hair rope dating from around 2500 BCE, there appears to
be a gap of nearly one thousand years in Egyptian archaeological data with regard to the
camel.?® A camel skull found in the Fayum with some pottery remains dates to the
period 2000-1300 BCE, and two other pottery figurines, one from the cemetery of Deir
Rifeh, and another from Benha, are probably from the eighteenth and nineteenth
dynasties (ca. 1539-1186 BCE).?® The Deir Rifeh find is of particular interest, since in

Ripinky’s opinion it shows a dromedary laden with water jugs.’®’ Another dromedary,
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depicted on a Mycenaean pot from the Late Helladic IT period, suggests a date of 1500 to

1400 BCE. The pottery depiction may suggest some knowledge of the camel in Egypt,
since the Mycenaean pot also depicts a cat and what may be a greyhound, and
Mycenaean culture was at this time strongly influenced by Egypt.268 Dated to about 1000
BCE, a pottery figurine of a dromedary with water jugs, found in an Abydos tomb,
provides the earliest clear depiction of a domesticated camel in Egypt.®®

While no textual data from Egypt exists to indicate the presence of dromedaries,
Ripinsky nevertheless argues that the Egyptians must have utilized them. Of particular
importance to Ripinsky are Egyptian inscriptions describing overland expeditions to
Punt. Although no mention of camels is made in the inscriptions, Ripinsky asserts,
weakly, that the large quantities of incense needed by Egyptian temples could not have
been carried by caravans of donkeys, and that dromedaries must have been used for this
purpose.”’® Kjeld Nielsen, in reviewing the same texts in addition to several others, points
to numerous instances of shipbuilding by Egypt in preparation for the voyage to Punt. In
fact, as early as the Old Kingdom period, Egyptian ships used specifically for this trade
with Punt were called gubliye, although this name eventually “came to signify a ship
utilized for ocean-going traffic in contradistinction to the boats used on the Nile.”*"!

A closer examination of the evidence seems to support a theory of dromedary
domestication first taking place in the southeastern Arabian Peninsula. It further appears
that the first domesticated camels in Mesopotamia came into use around 1800 BCE, if we
assume the earlier date for Mesopotamian influence on the Minoan seal. The earliest

depictions and figurines of camels do not necessarily prove domestication, since many
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obviously undomesticated animals were frequently portrayed on reliefs. Historical data
confirms the presence of domesticated dromedaries in Mesopotamia by the beginning of
the ninth century BCE, however, since they are mentioned with increasing frequency on
Assyrian imperial inscriptions.

It is significant that even after domesticated dromedaries become common on
Assyrian reliefs, they are always shown being ridden or led by foreigners.?” It is also
clear from the historical record that domesticated dromedaries were usually imported into
Mesopotamia from Arabia. Another indicator of the camel’s absence in early second
millennium BCE Mesopotamia is the Code of Hammurabi (ca. 1750 BCE), which assigns
value to a wide range of properties but omits camels, and the Mari tablets (ca. 1750
BCE), which mention donkey caravans, but none of camels.*” Ledgers from other
Mesopotamian trade centers further support the scarcity of camels until relatively late in
Mesopotamian history. According to records uncovered at Old Assyrian karums and
wabartums, caravans of donkeys were used as a means of transport, but no reference is
made to camel caravans.””* Finally, linguistic evidence indicates that names used for
dromedaries were most probably loanwords from Arabic.

The Syro-Palestinian camel remains found at sites of early human habitation, such
as the Yarmukian site near the Sea of Galilee, cannot be accepted as proof of
domestication, since the bones may simply represent game animals. The Sixth Dynasty
bronze Byblos piece presents the earliest possible depiction of a domesticated dromedary
in this region, although its strong resemblance to a sheep makes it questionable. Coupled

with the fact that this piece far precedes any other evidence, and that dromedaries appear
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infrequently in the region even 500 years later, makes it difficult to accept as a

domesticated dromedary. At any rate, the Cappadocian Tablets (ca. 1750 BCE), like
those from Mari noted above, are mute regarding camels, and they too support the
widespread use of donkey caravans.>” By 1300 BCE, however, dromedaries appear to
have been common enough to be associated with Syria-Palestine, as The Travels of an
Egyptian makes clear, and Paula Wapnish’s interpretation of dromedary remains from
Tell Jemmeh confirms their presence in the Levant. Although it is difficult to ascertain
precisely when domesticated dromedaries became common pack animals in this area, a
date of 1400-1300 BCE is reasonable.

Egypt presents the most abundant archaeological evidence indicating the presence
of camels. Evidence of dromedary domestication in Egypt is uncertain at best, however,
and most of the third and even second millennium depictions of supposedly domesticated
dromedaries, like those believed to be carrying water jugs, are questionable. Even if the
Abraham story in general dates back to the early second millennium BCE, it is possible
that the camels were simply inserted into it by the time of writing; and the camel-hair
rope found in the Fayum, like many early dromedary representations, may simply have
been imported from another area. Most striking, however, is the lack of textual support to
indicate that camels were commonly used, or that they were even known. Joseph Free,
though he cautions against labeling the Abraham story an anachronism, agrees that no
early Egyptian word for “camel” has yet been found, and admits that no camels are
represented on tomb walls or in temples.*”® Free does point to rock drawings of

dromedaries in Egypt as proof of Egyptian knowledge of the animal, but only the Aswan
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piece discussed below has any bearing on the question of domestication. According to
Marvin Mikesell, the fact that Egyptian religious sects commonly venerated animals,
even those deemed “taboo,” makes it peculiar that they would ignore the camel if it were
known to them, although Ripinsky draws attention to a questionable association between
the god Seth and camels.?”” As William Albright points out, the tableau of Beni-Hasan
(ca. 1892 BCE) portrays a small group of semi-nomads from Palestine accompanied by
donkeys, but no dromedaries are depicted.””® Furthermore, the Hyksos were not
accompanied by camels during their conquest of Egypt (ca. 1700-1650 BCE), nor are
they known to have departed with any; and even the desert peoples who occasionally
raided Egyptian settlements were donkey-nomads.”

Ripinsky’s comments on overland trade with Punt are unsupportable in light of
Nielsen’s evidence, and until other data is found, Schweinfurth’s 2250 BCE date for the
Aswan rock drawing cannot be accepted. Therefore, the earliest defendable date for the
introduction of domesticated dromedaries into Egypt cannot precede the Assyrian
invasion of the eighth century BCE, when dromedaries were utilized as water-carriers.
Nevertheless, dromedaries must have been known to Egyptians by at least the fourteenth
century BCE with the writing of The Travels of Egyptian. This date can be pushed back a
century or two earlier if the Mycenaen pottery discussed above was in fact influenced by
Egypt. In any case, Egypt can definitely be eliminated as a possible area of dromedary
domestication.

If Mesopotamia, Syria-Palestine, and Egypt are eliminated as probable areas of

camel domestication, only Arabia remains a possibility.”®® Though textual and
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archaeological evidence in Arabia itself is not plentiful, circumstantial evidence from the
Arabian Peninsula nevertheless suggests that dromedaries were domesticated there. For
instance, the dromedary’s early presence on small off-shore sites such as Umm an-Nar by
no later than the beginning of the third millennium BCE is a strong indicator of
domestication, and the presence of dromedaries in Socotra and Somalia further supports a
theory of South Arabian domestication. Here the dromedary thrived, and it was no doubt
a relatively common animal to the inhabitants of southern Arabia, where the Empty
Quarter, as the central Arabian desert is known, closely bordered regions inhabited by
humans.*®' Inhabitants of the northern Persian Gulf coast of modern Oman appear to have
survived primarily through hunting and fishing, although, as mentioned above,
archaeology reveals the presence of some domesticated cattle and other livestock by the
beginning of the third millennium BCE.

Bulliet may be correct in arguing that coastal fishermen and sailors initially
captured dromedaries and kept them for their milk, but it was most likely pastoralists who
first utilized the dromedary as a burden animal in connection with the movement of
supplies from camp to camp.’** Dromedary herding is an exceptionally difficult, if not
impossible, pursuit for sedentary peoples, whether urban or agriculturalist. According to
Hilde Gauthier-Pilters and Anne Innis Dagg, dromedaries graze in widely dispersed herds
that thin even further during periods of extreme aridity or drought. Furthermore,
dromedartes tend to “sample” vegetation as they graze by taking no more than a few bites
from a particular plant before moving on, regardless of the quality or nutritional value of

the plants encountered. Dromedaries have been observed to move as much as §
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kilometers in 2.5 hours of grazing, and the typical herd spends approximately 8-12 hours

per day feeding.?** Theoretically, a herd can travel nearly 25 kilometers per day in search
of focd. Frederick Zeuner stresses that domesticated dromedaries have generally been
allowed to maintain their normal, free-ranging life, mainly because they cannot be kept in
stables or pens.®® Similarly, Zeuner adds that camels of both types are bad-tempered and,
in the case of males, dangerous during breeding season, as well as difficult to keep with
other domesticated livestock. Therefore, as Zeuner argues, the likelihood of
agriculturalists or urban-dwellers keeping domesticated dromedaries is slim.**’

On the other hand, the dromedary has much to offer peoples living in
agriculturally marginal or useless lands. Indeed, as Ilse Kohler-Rollefson points out,
dromedaries thrive in the arid conditions of the inland Arabian Peninsula, and can
therefore be kept far-removed from agricultural areas. Similarly, dromedaries can survive
on “thorny, fibrous and often salty plants” in areas unsuitable for other livestock or
domesticated crops.286 Therefore, since South Arabian pastoralists were the only group
able to maintain the lifestyle necessary for dromedary herding to take place, it is not
unlikely that they gradually adopted the dromedary into their existing herds.”’ Indeed,
the obvious advantages of herding a resilient animal like the dromedary to people
inhabiting the harsh and resource-scarce environment must have provided further
encouragement to them. Finally, the people of southern Arabia could invest the time
necessary to domesticate the dromedary, since it was not yet an important factor in their

288

survival or economy.”” The fact that domesticated dromedaries appear in areas with

close ties to southern Arabia by about 2500 BCE also provides strong support for
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domestication in this area. If Bulliet’s dates for the introduction of the dromedary into

Socotra and East Africa are correct, then the earliest stages of the domestication of the
dromedary can be reasonably dated to around 3000 BCE in the southeastern coastal

regions of the Arabian Peninsula.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
EGYPTIAN IMPERIALISM, THE DER EL-BAHRI RELIEFS, AND THE

SIGNIFICANCE OF ‘NTYW IN SYRIA-PALESTINE

Archaeological evidence from southeastern Arabia indicates that dromedary
domestication was already underway in the third millennium BCE, and therefore removes
from consideration the northern theory of camel domestication espoused by H. Beebe and
Jan Retso.”® Similarly, since osteological evidence from Tell Jemmeh, as interpreted by
Paula Wapnish, establishes the introduction of domesticated dromedaries into southern
Canaan in the period 1400-1300 BCE, the donkey-caravan reconstructions of the Incense
Route espoused by William Albright and Brian Doe are also unlikely.*® But while some
route of transmission for South Arabian aromatics was certainly in place no later than the
Amarna period, when myrrh first appears in the historical record in the Levant, a more
critical analysis of the Levant and Egypt in the Late Bronze Age reveals several potential
problems.291 For example, while it is clear that myrrh was present in the Levant as early
as the first half of the fourteenth century BCE, it appears only infrequently in texts
relating to Syria-Palestine during the Late Bronze Age. It is difficult to imagine that the
(albeit high) cost of myrrh was enough to compel South Arabian merchants, if they were
in fact the carriers of this aromatic, to invest in an apparently small and presumably

stagnant market. Clearly, if the Egyptian occupation of Syria-Palestine was as destructive
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to the local economy as it is frequently stated, some other factor must have been present
during the Late Bronze Age to initiate it. On the other hand, if the Canaanite economy did
maintain some measure of stability, and the effects of the Egyptian tributary burden is
exaggerated, then the paucity of information regarding South Arabian incense in the
Levant may be attributed to the general lack of sources in Syria-Palestine from this
period. In either case, a closer look at the social, economic, and political conditions in the
Levant during the middle to late second millennium BCE offers valuable insight into the
problems noted above.

The most distinguishing feature of the Late Bronze Age in Syria-Palestine is
Egypt’s dominance of the region.””* Following roughly one hundred fifty years of
subjugation by the Hyksos, Egypt embarked on a policy of expansion that quickly
brought most of the city-states of the Levant under its control.”*® Amelie Kuhrt divides
the entire New Kingdom period in the Levant into four distinct phasés based on changing
political conditions in the 1'egion.294 The first, from the reign of Amose I to Hatshepsut
(ca. 1552-1469 BCE), was marked by a series of Egyptian military campaigns during
which sites throughout Syria-Palestine associated with the Hyksos were destroyed.”®
Tutmosis I fought against Mitanni in Syria, pushing his army as far north as the western
bank of the Euphrates River and setting up a stela, while his successor Tutmosis II
clashed with Syro-Palestinian nomads.?® With the exception of Gaza and the nearby site
of modern Tell el-Ajjul, presumed to be the ancient Sharuhen, however, Egypt did not
retain any territory in the Levant during this time. In the second period, from Tutmosis IIT

to Tutmosis IV (ca. 1469-1403 BCE), Egyptian control was established through the
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imposition of an imperial organization in the Levant itself. This was accomplished
mainly by Tutmosis I, Amenhotep II, and Tutmosis IV, who campaigned regularly in
Syria-Palestine.”” Indeed, Tutmosis III headed sixteen military expeditions into Syria-
Palestine alone, during the first of which he defeated a coalition of over one hundred
Syro-Palestinian cities supported by Mitanni.**® Egyptian hegemony in the area, as Kuhrt
points out, resulted in the kings of Canaanite city-states now owing “[their] throne[s] to
the pharaoh, which [they] had obtained by formal protestations of loyalty, symbolized by
valuable gifts and demonstrated practically by supplying the Egyptian troops.” Moreover,
Egypt demanded regular tributary payments, provisions for the Egyptian army, and
additional troops from the local rulers when required.””

During the period between the reigns of Amenhotep III and Horemheb (ca. 1403-
1305 BCE), which distinguishes the third phase, Egypt’s control of the Levant was
already well established > Regular tribute to Egypt was a feature of this period, and
additional gifts to the pharaoh, as well as the provisioning of Egyptian armies on the
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move, were also demanded of the Canaanite kings.”™" Another interesting feature of this

era was the conflict that existed between the city-states under Egyptian rule, and the

392 In fact, as Gostra W.

nearly total dependence they had on Egypt for their defense.
Ahlstrém points out, the Amarna letters contain numerous examples of intra-city conflict
in Syria-Palestine during the fourteenth century BCE, and this situation probably made it
easier for Egypt to administer these territories.*®® The fourth period (ca. 1305-1134 BCE)

was initially marked by an intensification of control over the Levant beginning in the

reign of Seti I, but ended with Egypt’s complete loss of this region in the reign of



75
Ramesses VL** A return to frequent military campaigns throughout Syria-Palestine,

resulting from increasing nomadic pressure as well as resumed hostilities with the

305 Large numbers of Egyptian troops

Hittites, marked this phase of Egypt’s occupation.
were stationed throughout Syria-Palestine at this time and, in addition to the regular
tribute demanded from the city-states, the burden of feeding these armies fell to them as
well.*® Egyptian control disintegrated rapidly in the final years of this period and, by the
end of the twelfth century BCE, the remaining Egyptian strongholds in the Levant had
disappeared.*”’

It appears that Egypt’s occupation of the Levant had an adverse effect on the
cities and towns of this region.’® In contrast to the relative florescence of the Middle
Bronze Age, a significant drop in urban population and a changed settlement pattern

marked the Late Bronze Age.’”

Although sources from the Eighteenth Dynasty are
vague, Rivka Gonen cites archaeological evidence to argue that Egypt’s campaigns in the
Levant during the Late Bronze I (ca. 1550-1400 BCE) destroyed large numbers of
Canaanite city-states.’'® While many of these sites were resettled during the Late Bronze
II (ca. 1400-1300 BCE) period, Gonen points out that several large cities were abandoned
at this time, and therefore the subsequent real growth in hectares of settled areas between
the Late Bronze I and II totaled only about 10%. Small settlements began to reappear
during the Late Bronze III (ca. 1300-1150 BCE), but these were mostly Egyptian forts
and residencies that Gonen does not include in her estimates of the native sedentary
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population.””" According to David C. Hopkins, Palestine alone “fell short of recovering

even half of its former sedentary population in cities, towns, and villages” during the
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Egyptian occupation, and Gonen approximates that the total number of sedentary sites
decreased as much as 60%.3"

According to Shemuel Ahituv and Nadav Na’aman, tribute, taxes, military

campaigns and mismanagement by Egyptian officials coupled with the destruction of the

31 Ahituv points to a

Levant’s agricultural base to ruin the economies of the city-states.
Nineteenth or Twentieth Dynasty text from Lachish that registers quantities of grain in
the hundreds and thousands of “units™ collected as tribute over a period of only two
months from a small surrounding area.’'* Based largely on economic data gathered from
the Amarna Letters, which he stresses only covers a period of seventeen to twenty eight
years, Na’aman points to the thousands of silver shekels sent to Egypt by various
Levantine cities, as well as other goods such as glass, wood, and copper.’"” In addition to
this tribute, Na’aman and Kuhrt note the collection of supplies by the Egyptian military
in preparation for its various campaigns, and the inclusion of vassal troops as contingents

1% These were additional expenses levied on the dynasts of the

in the Egyptian army.
Canaanite cities which, presumably, were not reflected in a lowering of annual tribute.*!’
Finally, Na’aman and Ahituv note that Egypt deposed several dynasts and their cities
became the property of the pharaoh or, in some cases, were donated to Egyptian religious

8 In cases where a particular city was destroyed and its inhabitants were

temples.
dispersed, as happened with Shunem, Burquna, and Harabu, Egypt typically seized the
fields and had them worked by corvee laborers drafted from neighboring cities.>"?

It appears, then, that the city-states of Syria-Palestine bore a heavy financial

burden under Egyptian rule. The decreased population alone must have had a disastrous
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effect on agriculture, and when one adds the cost of supporting the Egyptian occupation
forces and administration to the annual tribute, few surplus goods could have remained to
pay for luxury items like frankincense and myrrh. But while the (admittedly infrequent)
presence of these aromatics in the Levant suggests that some form of trade in them
existed, the occurrence of incense in the historical record further complicates the issue.
The earliest possible mention of either frankincense or myrrh is the “dry ‘mow”™ of
Tutmosis III’s reign where it is listed as tribute from Rerenu (i.e., Canaan), but no
particular city is mentioned in the records.**® Nigel Groom doubts the authenticity of this
substance, apparently because it is qualified with the word “dry.”**' This is the only
mention of “dry” ‘ntyw in the historical record and, since Egyptians were already familiar
with both frankincense and myrrh already in the third millennium BCE, it is questionable
whether “dry” ‘nfyw really was a genuine form of one of these substances. Albright cites
the presence of oil scented with myrrh in a fourteenth century ritual text from Ugarit, but
the remaining three occurrences are found, like much of the Egyptian information from
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this period, in the Amarna Letters.” Myrrh is included twice among the gifts sent to

Egypt from Mitanni during the reign of King Tushratta, and a request for myrrh by King
Milkilu of the South Palestinian city of Gezer is also recorded.**

Most intriguing, perhaps, is the geographical distribution of the aromatics
mentioned in the textual sources. With the exception of the “dry ‘nfyw” from Retenu,
which is not site-specific, and the request of King Milkilu, which actually indicates its

absence in the south, the remaining mentions of myrrh come from the northern reaches of

Syria.*?* Although he does not touch on this particular problem, Retso maintains that any
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South Arabian aromatics present in the Levant during the second millennium BCE must
have arrived via the Persian Gulf or Egypt, but this assertion is difficult to defend 3®
Albright, who discusses the chronoclogical appearance of these aromatics in the Near East,
points out that frankincense is not mentioned in Babylonian texts until the fourteenth
century BCE, and he makes no mention of myrrh at all.**® Despite the admitted scarcity
of ancient texts, it is difficult to accept that not a single mention of this incense would be
found during a period of over seven hundred years between Babylonia and the Levant if
it existed. Similarly, if Egypt was an exporter of incense to Mitanni, why was it sent back
twice in the form of a gift from that state to the pharaoh? While the Ugaritic ritual text
does not provide evidence one way or the other in this matter, King Milkilu’s request for
myrtrh is interesting. However, if the overland Incense Route was still in an early stage of
development during the Amarna period, it is possible that Gezer could not compete with
Egypt, Mitanni, Ugarit, or the wealthier Canaanite cities for what little myrrh was
available in Syria-Palestine at this time. At any rate, it is significant in this context to note
that Milkilu’s stated purpose for requesting myrrh was as a medicament, so at least in this
case it was apparently considered necessary for treating some ailment, and apparently
was not desired strictly for its pieasant smell.**’
Clearly only Egypt and Mitanni controlled the economic resources needed either
to organize or to initiate a trade in South Arabian incense. Although the wealthier city-
states of southern coastal Canaan undoubtedly had the required capital to purchase these

resins, incessant conflict between them precluded any potential involvement in

overseeing a major venture such as the Incense Route.*”® And while it is not impossible
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that Mitanni imported these resins in the fourteenth century BCE, its distance from the

probable terminus point of the Incense Route in northern Arabia makes it unlikely that
Mitanni ever controlled any part of the trade itself. Therefore, since Egypt was the
wealthiest and strongest power in the immediate area, it is most probable that the New
Kingdom was a major recipient of these goods as they came within reach of southern
Canaan.

Abdel-Aziz Saleh is the first scholar to make the connection between Egypt’s
strong presence in the Sinai and the appearance of frankincense and myrrh in the
Levant. According to Saleh, Egyptian interest in the copper and turquoise mines of the
Sinai Peninsula may have brought Egypt into contact with the nomads of the Wadi
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Arabah and northern Hejaz areas.”™ While Saleh does not dispute that Queen

Hatshepsut’s expedition arrived in eastern Africa, the Der el-Bahri inscriptions suggest to
Saleh that it may also have arrived at a previously unexplored area near but not
necessarily in eastern Africa. The specific passage, which relates the god Amun’s
description of the incense trade prior to the Hatshepsut expedition, implies that the

queen’s expedition was the first actually to reach Punt, although it was a place with
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which Egypt had earlier, indirect contact through intermediaries.”" But since it is fairly

clear from earlier inscriptions that this statement is untrue, Saleh argues that the passage
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indicates contact with a nearby incense-producing region like South Arabia.””* Moreover,

artistic representations discovered in two fifteenth century BCE tombs (numbers 143 and

89) commemorating the delivery of trade-goods by Puntites, Saleh argues, show
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individuals physically similar to Arabians.”” Most significant is Tomb 143 (ca. 1438-
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1412 BCE), which contains a representation of two fragile-looking “sailing rafts”

delivering an incense tree from Punt to Egypt.>* Although N. de G. Davies suggests that
these craft sailed all the way from Punt to al-Quseir on the Red Sea coast near Coptos,
Saleh maintains that these boats were likely not used for crossing such great distances
(See map 4, page 95).%* Rather, Saleh suggests that they may have been ferryboats
utilized mainly for crossing short distances like those between the Arabian and Egyptian
coasts, and that their site of embarkation was a “second intermediary point” somewhere
north of the Arabian incense growing regions.>*

The most convincing evidence, however, comes from an Egyptian stele
discovered on the Sinai Peninsula and dated to the reign of Amenhotep III (ca. 1403-1364
BCE). Described on the stele is the voyage of one Panehsi, who is said to have supervised
Egypt’s turquoise mining operations in the area, to some unspecified “hilly or foreign
area” to receive ‘ntyw. Saleh points to an interesting passage in the text that, if translated
literally, indicates that Panehsi traveled “to the two sides of the sea.”’ Saleh argues that
the pick-up point of this incense was near Paneshi’s base of operations in Sinai, and that
the unnamed body of water may refer to the Gulf of Agaba. Since a ship is mentioned as
delivering this ‘nfyw to the meeting place, Saleh suggests that South Arabian incense was
sailed up the Arabian Peninsula to some point in the Hejaz region where it was handed
over to Egyptian authorities. Although Saleh points out that Eilat (Ezion-Geber) was not
an important harbor until the tenth century BCE, he argues that it may have seen limited
use in the incense trade. More significant, however, is the presence of natural harbors in

the Hejaz and the fact that Panehsi did not travel to Punt himself.**®
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While Saleh’s argument convincingly establishes the possibility of South Arabian

involvement in the incense trade, it does not establish the presence of an overland Incense
Route. In fact, the representations of boats in connection with the supposed Arabians in
the Egyptian tomb reliefs, as well as the mention of Puntites bringing incense to some
coastal area by boat to Paneshi, provide strong arguments against such a route. On the
other hand, if the Arabians depicted in the tomb reliefs were only sailing across the Red
Sea to al-Quseir, their starting point in Arabia must have been very near the Sinai
Peninsula already. But while Saleh states that South Arabians sailed across the Red Sea
to deliver incense to al-Quseir, he implies that they sailed north to deliver these goods to
Panehsi.**® Even if it is assumed that several “second intermediary” points were already
present at various sites along the Arabian coast, why was incense delivered to the
northern tip of the Gulf of Aqaba? As Richard Bulliet points out, sailing in the northern
Red Sea is difficult because of shifting underwater hazards and choppy waters.>*
Moreover, while southerly winds during the monsoon season ease travel south from the
Gulf of Agaba, it is more difficult to voyage north beyond the twentieth parallel.**! Any
boats arriving at the northern tip of the Gulf of Aqaba obviously sailed north to get there,
but Saleh himself points out that the Arabian sailing rafts portrayed on the tomb reliefs
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were probably not used for long-distance coastal traffic.”” In either case, if Panehsi

travelled by ship to meet the Arabian craft, as Saleh suggests, both parties were forced to

343 While this scenario is more believable in terms of Panehsi’s

beat against the wind
arrival, since Egyptian ships featured oarsmen in addition to sails, it is unlikely in the

case of the fragile sailing rafts landing in al-Quseir described by Saleh.***
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A more obvious question is why South Arabians would have bothered to get

themselves involved in such a logistically complicated route in the first place. One
explanation for this alternate route is that South Arabian merchants were either forced, or
saw some benefit in, establishing direct trade with Egypt by avoiding eastern Africa.
Since, as M.C.A. Macdonald points out, South Arabian frankincense and myrrh were of
superior quality to the African varieties, it is not illogical to surmise that such large
consumers of these products as the Egyptians were interested in acquiring it.**’ Perhaps
the East African incense merchants prevented the importation of South Arabian myrrh
because they feared, or had already experienced, the effects of competition against them.
If true, this further supports the hypothesis of an eastern, or Arabian coast point of
embarkation for these incense-carrying boats. Of similar importance in terms of the
development of the overland Incense Route is that Soutk Arabians likely came into
contact with other peoples on the Arabian Peninsula in the course of this trade,
particularly if Saleh’s “second intermediary” points did in fact exist. If the boats from
Arabia merely sailed across the Red Sea, as Saleh suggests, then the incense they carried
must have traveled overland to the site or sites of embarkation.”*®

Michal Artzy develops Saleh’s thesis by pointing to archaeological evidence
suggesting that connections between the nomadic peoples of northwestern Arabia and
southern Jordan existed during the Late Bronze Age. Based largely on two essays by
Peter Parr, Artzy suggests that nomads inhabiting the Syrian and Arabian deserts worked
as incense carriers for some sedentary state in the Near East. While Artzy does not

specify which “established political system” actually controlled the trade, he suggests that
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it could have been the Hittites, Ugarit and other coastal cities, or even Cyprus. Artzy cites

Egypt as a possibility, but he also suggests that Egypt may have simply taxed the incense
as it passed through various cities on its way to some final destination.’*’ At any rate,
Artzy points to the accumulation of wealth and incense burners at the coastal Levantine
site of Tel Nami between the late thirteenth and early twelfth centuries BCE to argue that
at least one branch of the Incense Route terminated there (See map 5, page 96 for Artzy’s

8 In general, however, Artzy traces the main portions of the Incense

reconstruction).
Route from coastal Arabia north along the eastern side of the Dead Sea and Jordan River
to Beth Shean. From there Artzy’s reconstructed Incense Route splits, with one portion
branching north off to Damascus, while the other travels on to Tel Nami and Tell abu-
Hawam where they disperse in every direction by land and sea. The most intriguing
feature of Artzy’s reconstruction is the southern sea and land routes leading to Egypt
which, interestingly, begin only after the products are carried north through Beth Shean
and Megiddo.**’

Artzy’s reconstruction of the Incense Route suffers from several potential
problems. For example, Egyptian control, from 1300 BCE on, was established in Sinai at
least as far east as Timna and the future site of Ezion-Geber, so any incense on its way
north from Arabia is likely to have come within its reach.>® If it is accepted that Egypt
was the dominant power near the northern terminus of the Incense Route, why did it not
monopolize the trade and redistribute the incense for a profit? A more obvious question,

perhaps, is why the incense traveled north all the way to Beth Shean and Megiddo before

being sent back south via Lachish or Tel Nami, since a quicker and more direct route to
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Egypt and Canaan existed across the Sinai Peninsula or southern Negev. Even if
Egyptians were not in complete control of the Incense Route, whatever quantities were
destined for it would more logically go west directly from northern Arabia. On the other
hand, if Egypt did control the route, why did it not funnel the incense toward the larger
port-cities of southern Palestine and distribute them from there?

Artzy alludes to a general expansion of economic activity in the Levant during the
thirteenth century BCE, but this was a period of political turmoil and, as Gonen points
out, only marginal recovery in Canaan.®®' Also, as pointed out above, the complete
absence of frankincense and myrrh outside of Mitanni and Egypt during the Amarna
period does not support Artzy’s reconstruction of an extensive web of secondary incense-
conveying routes in Syria-Palestine. It is relevant that, as Hopkins makes clear, due in
large part to the tumultuous political and economic state of the Levant during the
thirteenth century BCE, large numbers of sheep and goat pastoralists known as Sashu

352 Egypt came into increasing conflict

flooded into the border regions of Syria-Palestine.
with these people, particularly from the reign of Ramesses II (ca. 1304-1237 BCE) on. >
Although the term Sashu “was a generic designation of . . . tribal peoples who were
linked with a variety of territories across the Egyptian sphere of influence,” they are most
often associated with the Moab-Edom area’™* According to Artzy’s proposed
reconstruction of the Incense Route, one of the most expensive and difficult to acquire

luxury items passed, presumably on a regular basis and without incident, through one of

~ the most dangerous regions bordering Syria-Palestine at the time.
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Finally, Artzy cites two essays by Peter Parr in which Parr suggests a possible

connection between the thirteenth-twelfth century BCE pottery style known as “Midianite
Ware,” concentrated in the Timna-Qurayyah region of northwestern Arabia, and the
development of similar styles in Edom and Khuraybah (See map 4, page 95 for areas
discussed by Parr).** But the Edomite pottery, which precedes that of Khuraybah by
about two hundred years, is dated at the earliest to the eighth century BCE, or roughly
half a millennium after the period discussed by Artzy.**® Furthermore, while Parr
maintains that Midianite Ware may indeed have influenced the Edomite style, he points
out that Midianite pottery was itself probably influenced by a contemporary Egyptian
type. In fact, Parr refers to Saleh’s argument, discussed above, in suggesting that the
Egyptian influence on Midianite pottery may be connected to the Incense Route, and also
points out that Midianite Ware shards are found in minute quantities at Lachish, Jdur,
Tell Fara, Tel Masos, and Amman.**’ Artzy’s proposed reconstruction of a northbound
Incense Route through western Jordan might explain the Midianite pottery shards found
in Amman, but it ignores the more plentiful sites in southern Palestine.

Incidentally, Parr forcefully reverses his previous argument regarding strong ties
between the northern Hejaz and southern Jordan in the latter of his two articles cited by
Artzy >*® Parr notes the development of “oasis urbanism” in Tayma and Qurayyah in
roughly 1300 BCE, as well as the development of smaller, probably associated
settlements scattered along the valleys leading from these larger oases to the Red Sea.
Parr reasons that the process of sedentarization in this region was more likely due to its

connection with the incense trade than with any possible employment of the locals in
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nearby Egyptian mining operations. In fact, although his interpretation of the article is

questionable, Parr cites Israel Finkelstein’s reconstruction of the Incense Route to draw a
possible connection between the roughly simultaneous decline of Tel Masos and the
settled regions east of the Wadi Arabah during the Late Bronze-Early Iron Age
transition.>® While Parr claims that “Tel Masos was abandoned as a consequence of the
collapse of Egyptian power in Canaan,” Finkelstein clearly states that “[i]n the time of
Stratum I, Tel Masos reached its largest size and achieved its greatest prosperity.”36°
Finkelstein dates Stratum II from the end of the twelfth to the late eleventh centuries BCE
and, in fact, contends that its rise in importance developed as a result of Egypt’s
collapse.*®! Finkelstein further argues that the population of Tel Masos was probably
heterogeneous, and that it likely included nomads who profited little prior to the collapse
of Egyptian domination in the region precisely because of the monopoly Egypt had on the
incense trade.’** The decline of Tel Masos, Finkelstein maintains, resulted from Israel’s
interest in the incense trade, as well as King Saul’s desire to secure his southern borders
from any potential threat.*®’

It appears, at any rate, that stronger cultural, economic, and political ties existed
between the southern Canaan-Sinai region and the northern Hejaz, than between the
Hejaz and southern Jordan. Moreover, the decline of “oasis urbanism™ in the eleventh
century BCE roughly coincides with the abandonment of Tel Masos although, as Parr
points out, the Tayma-Qurayyah region appears to have reverted to pastoral-nomadism

while Tel Masos was simply eclipsed by Israelite administrative centers at Arad and

Bersheba.’%*



87

Although the available evidence is not plentiful, a reasonable reconstruction of the
Incense Route’s development in the north can be made. If Saleh’s interpretation of the
Der el-Bahri reliefs is correct, it can be accepted that Hatshepsut’s early fifteenth-century
expedition to Punt was the first to arrive in South Arabia. Moreover, if understood in this
way, the inscriptions also suggest that South Arabia and Egypt were in earlier. indirect
contact with each other through (East African?) intermediaries in the incense trade*®
Although Saleh’s interpretation cannot be proven, it is unreasonable to suppose that
Egypt had no knowledge of South Arabia despite roughly a millennium of contact with
eastern Africa. Egyptian expeditions to Punt began as early as the Fifth Dynasty (ca.
2494-2345 BCE), and were already common during the Middle Kingdom (ca. 2040-1730
BCE).™ As George F. Bass notes, the protagonist of The Shipwrecked Sailor “was
spotted and saved by the crew of another Egyptian ship within only four months.”*%’
While it is true that some of the animals depicted on the Der el-Bahri relief, like the
giraffe and rhinoceros, are found only in Africa, Bulliet convincingly demonstrates that
South Arabians probably migrated to the frankincense and myrrh-producing regions of
Somalia and Socotra sometime between 2500 and 1500 BCE.*® If this migration was
connected to the incense trade, which seems logical and is suggested convincingly by
Bulliet, then South Arabia’s inclusion under the term “Punt” seems obvious.*®® The fact
that the name “Punt” was apparently applied to South Arabian and East African ‘nfyw-
producing regions is also not surprising. Since it is likely that South Arabia was

associated most strongly with the same, highly sought after aromatics as those found in

East Affica, it is possible that Egypt viewed Arabia as a mere extension of the same
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region.’” This association was doubtlessly made prior to Queen Hatshepsut’s expedition
since, according to this reconstruction, South Arabian myrrh was probably already
available on the African side of the Red Sea.

The two tomb reliefs (dating to ca. 1438-1408 BCE) pointed out by Saleh suggest
that Arabian merchants were already arriving in al-Quseir by no later than the middle of
the fifteenth century BCE, and they probably continued doing so until the beginning of
the fourteenth century BCE. The approximately fifty-year period between Hatshepsut’s
expedition and Amenhotep II's reign allows sufficient time for the development of at
least a semi-regular land and sea route for the delivery of South Arabian incense by the
producers. Saleh’s suggestion that a “second intermediary point™ existed somewhere in
Arabia is reasonable, especially since sailing the length of the Red Sea was a difficult and
dangerous task.’”" At any rate, several factors acting on both parties likely combined to
expedite the establishment of direct trade between South Arabia and Egypt. For instance,
the superiority of South Arabian incense undoubtedly encouraged Egyptian efforts to
attain it, and the South Arabians must have realized the financial incentive of establishing
direct trade with the pharaohs. Another factor may be that over-exploitation of ‘nfyw-
producing areas in eastern Africa forced Egypt to expand its search for the product. The
magnitude of the demand for ‘nfyw in Egypt is exemplified by the 80,000 “measures” of
this product brought from Punt by a single Fifth Dynasty (ca. 2494-2345 BCE)
expedition.’” It is also possible, as suggested above, that competition for the Egyptian
market between intermediaries working for Egypt and East African incense-merchants

led to friction and, perhaps, reduced access for Arabian myrrh to the East African outlets.
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Such a situation is not difficult to imagine since, as D.M. Dixon points out, the failure of
Egypt’s many attempts to transplant ‘nfyw trees might have resulted from intentional
damage caused to the roots by Puntites.*”* If Dixon is correct, then these people clearly
identified, and acted decisively against, any potential threat to their monopoly. Most
significant, however, is Saleh’s reasonable supposition that the Arabian maritime
expeditions to Egypt embarked from some point in central or northern Arabia. The
difficulty of sailing north on the Red Sea supports Saleh’s point, and it establishes the
" probability of an overland trek between South Arabia and the launching spot for Arabian
incense boats. At any rate, a more detailed discussion of the overland Incense Route’s
development will be made in a later chapter.

The inscriptions at Sarabit el-Khadim describing Panehsi’s meeting with the
incense carriers are ambiguous and, for that reason, add several possible dimensions to a
reconstruction of the Incense Route’s development. Saleh offers two possible
interpretations of the inscription’s meaning. The first is that Panehsi was directed to meet
a ship from Punt at some undefined place, perhaps at the traditional disembarkation point
for incense-bearing craft at al-Quseir.”™ Saleh rejects this possibility on the basis of the
inscription’s wording, which he takes literally to mean that Panehsi traveled from “one
side of the sea to the other,” as well as an allusion in the text to a “foreign or hilly”
region.375 But a less coatroversial point against the al-Quseir argument is that the
messenger dispatched to Panehsi, presumably from Memphis, traveled nearly half the
distance between the Egyptian capital and al-Quseir just to reach Sarabit el-Khadim,

where Panehsi resided. More obviously, since al-Quseir functioned as a major point of
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arrival and departure for incense-laden ships, it is reasonable to assume that capable
officials were already prepared to receive whatever traffic entered this port.’’®

The second option assumes that Panehsi was sent east, perhaps as far as Ezion-
Geber on the northern tip of the Gulf of Aqaba, although Saleh himself points out that
current evidence does not support such a conclusion.®’’ But a factor not considered by
Saleh is the Red Sea’s “peculiar wind regime,” that eases maritime travel going south for
most of the year, but nevertheless inhibits northbound voyages because of stormy
weather.”” In light of this obvious hindrance, if incense were carried north by sea then it
is logical to assume that it was offloaded at the nearest, most convenient location for both
parties. Saleh identifies the large area between South Arabia and the northern Hejaz as
possible sites of disembarkation for these ships, but again he points to several sites used
in later times stretching from modern Jiddah to classical Leuke Kome.*”

Another possibility is that Panehsi’s meeting with the incense carriers took place
on the eastern coast of the Sinai Peninsula, since that area was also both “foreign” and
“hilly.” As noted above, it appears that South Arabian incense was already being carried
overland some distance up the Arabian coast before being ferried across the Red Sea, and
the embarkation pecint was probably in northern Arabia. The Sarabit el-Khadim
inscription’s most relevant passage regarding this question directs Panehsi to “go forth on
the sea coast to foretell the wonders of Pwenet (Punt) and to receive the ‘ngyw . . .
brought by the chiefs in their Aimnty ship . . . with the goods (literally “tribute™) of

numberless hill countries.”™® Tt is possible that in the period between the time of the

incense deliveries depicted on the tomb reliefs and Panehsi’s mission roughly fifty years
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later, the overland route was extended as far as the Gulf of Aqaba region. Indeed, since
most of the incense bound for Egypt was probably destined for the capital at Memphis,
such a northern focus is not unreasonable to assume. Rather than carry incense all the
way around the northern tip of Agaba, where no permanent Egyptian presence existed at
this time, it was easier to simply sail across the narrow neck and meet Panehsi in eastern

- - 381
Sinai.’

Panehsi could then sail around the peninsula or travel overland across it, and
return via the same route. This interpretation is in keeping with the accepted translation
of gswy Wid-wr (meaning no more than one side of the sea), which does not require a
“special case” scenario as proposed by Saleh.’® Interestingly, although Saleh argues that
this phrase implies two coasts, or two sides of the sea, he does not translate it in this way

3% At any rate, if

in his discussion of the Hatshepsut relief, where the phrase also occurs.
this “one side of the sea” interpretation of gswy Wsid-wr is correct, then the presence of
South Arabian aromatics near the Sinai border no later than 1367 BCE is established.
This date roughly coincides with the earliest appearance of myrrh in the Levant as
provided by the Amarna Letters, as well as the 1400-1300 BCE timeframe for the
introduction of domesticated dromedaries to Tell Jemmeh as suggested by Paula
Wapnish.*®

The rise of urban societies in the oases of northwestern Arabia in approximately
1300 BCE, as well as possible Egyptian influences on “Midianite” pottery styles strongly
suggests some affiliation between the desert-dwellers and Egypt. These “urban oases™ are

situated in a region perfectly suited for the conveyance of South Arabian aromatics, and

their appearance is roughly synchronous with Egypt’s establishment of a permanent
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presence at Timna in the late fourteenth century BCE.*® The presence of Midianite

pottery shards at Timna further strengthens this assumption, and Timna’s position near
the supposed terminus of the Incense Route in the northern Hejaz makes it an obvious
extension of the earlier Red Sea crossing arrangement.’® The previous northern Hejaz-
Gulf of Aqaba-eastern Sinai route was inconvenient for Egyptian and Arabians because it
required the deliverer of incense to transship his goods from land to sea, while the
receiver was forced to travel across or around the Sinai Peninsula to get them and then
return via the same route. An overland route straight to Timna is not much longer than
the previous trek, and it required neither the construction of watercraft nor a potentially
dangerous and economically disastrous sea crossing. By the same token, Egypt no longer
needed to dispatch special messengers or government officials to take receipt of the
goods as they arrived. Rather, transportation could be arranged at the site to which the
goods arrived. Since Timna was a copper mine, caravans travelling to Egypt were
undoubtedly present and no extraordinary or special arrangements for their conveyance
were likely required.

Although this point will be developed further below, it is unlikely that Egypt
remained the sole consumer of South Arabian myrrh in the Near East by the late
fourteenth century BCE. Unlike Timna, which disappeared with Egypt’s withdrawal, and
Tel Masos, which only developed as a result of it, the apparent stability of Tayma and
Qurayyah in the period 1300-1100 BCE suggests that these oasis-states remained
autonomous. Therefore, although they may have paid tribute to Egypt or granted it some

concessions, there is no reason to suppose that these sites did not trade with the city-states
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of Syria-Palestine or with Mitanni. Indeed, the use of Timna in the Incense Route after

1300 BCE probably had little to do with the inconveniences of transshipping myrrh to
Egypt, although this was undoubtedly a concem for both parties. Rather, the
establishment of Tayma and Qurayyah likely preceded the rise of Timna, and probably
reflects an expansion of the Incense Route into Canaan and western Mesopotamia. At any
rate, the rise of Tel Masos in the late twelfth century BCE, as Finkelstein explains, was

%7 This is a reasonable assumption,

likely due to its connection with the Incense Route.
since the site is located along an obvious route between Timna, southern Canaan, and
Egypt. This hypothesis is strengthened by the presence of Midianite Ware shards at
Timna, Tel Masos, Lachish, Jdur, and Tel Fara. The rise of Tel Masos at the end of the
Egyptian period indicates that at least one portion of the Incense Route traversed the
Negev region, and that it was securely under Egypt’s control. After Egypt’s hold on Sinai
and Syria-Palestine was broken, local pastoralists assumed control of the Incense Route
in this area. Tt is interesting that Timna was only occupied briefly after the Egyptian
withdrawal, probably as a campsite by local pastoralists, which indicates that it was
bypassed after the Egyptian period in favor of direct trade between northwestern Arabia
and the northern Negev.

Since a small quantity of Midianite Ware shards has been recovered from
Amman, it is not certain that all of the South Arabian incense was funneled into Canaan
and Egypt from northwestern Arabia. It is possible that a smaller branch of the Incense

Route traveled north along the overland route to Mitanni, since myrrh was certainly

present in that state during King Tushratta’s reign. The rapid development of the northern
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Negev site of Tel Masos, however, as well as its near synchronous decline with the oasis
settlements of North Arabia suggests that the bulk of these goods were carried northwest.
It may be significant that, according to Wapnish’s chronological table of dromedary
remains at Tell Jemmeh, dromedary bones are absent during the years between 1200 and
1100 BCE.* Although a detailed reconstruction of the city-to-city route followed by
Incense carriers is pure supposition, it is possible that Tel Masos absorbed, and
redistributed on its own, the bulk of the South Arabian incense during its peak years
between about 1150 and 1050 BCE. The absence of dromedary bones at Tell Jemmeh
during this time frame may reflect the significance of Tel Masos, and its importance as

the northern terminus of the Incense Route.
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CHAPTER SIX:
HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE
SOUTH ARABIAN STATES, AND AN IDENTIFICATION OF THEIR

INCENSE-PRODUCING AREAS

While ample textual and archaeological evidence from northwestern Arabia,
Egypt, and Syria-Palestine provides compelling evidence of the overland Incense Route’s
establishment by about 1300 BCE, little data is available for this period in South Arabia.
Most troublesome is the absence of written records from South Arabia prior to the eighth
century BCE, and the meager clues provided by South Arabian archaeology upon which
any reconstruction of the southern portion of the Incense Routes relies.’® A further
complication, as Jan Retso points out, is that while myrrh is present in the Levant from at
least the Amarna period on, the Semitic word for frankincense, /bn, does not enter the
historical record until the early first millennium BCE.>% Conversely, as W.F. Albright
points out, frankincense appears as early as the fourteenth century BCE in Babylonia, and
it may have been known to the area even earlier.’”' If it is accepted that Egypt, which was
familiar with both frankincense and myrrh, was the primary recipient of these South
Arabian resins, why did it only import myrrh? Similarly, while transporting myrrh
overland was certainly expensive and logistically complex, no textual evidence of

organized and wealthy states in South Arabia, such as the later kingdoms of Saba and
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Qataban, exists anywhere in the Near East during the second millennium BCE. The

presence of an overland caravan route through Arabia presupposes a minimal level of
organization, and it must be assumed that the undoubtedly high cost of South Arabian
aromatics would have been reflected in the source area of these commodities.

While nearly every discussion of the frankincense and myrrh-growing regions of
South Arabia begins with the ancient sources, most of the available texts unfortunately
come from classical writers without first-hand knowledge of the places they describe.
Another complication stems from the changing political boundaries of the states
discussed by the ancient sources (discussed below), so that a reference to “Saba” or
“Qataban” denoted a different area in the fourth century BCE than it did in the first.
Finally, the Greek and Roman writers frequently define myrrh and frankincense-growing
regions in broad terms, like “Hadramawt,” that only identify large political units within
which a particular variety of incense tree grows.**” Therefore, a brief historical overview
of the political situation, and geographical distribution of the various South Arabian
kingdoms 1s helpful in understanding the areas referred to by the classical sources.

The earliest and most famous of the South Arabian states was Saba, which entered
the historical record in the eighth century BCE, and at its height covered an area that
corresponded roughly to modern northern Yemen (See map 6, page 112).>* Broadly
speaking, Saba stretched from Nejran in the north to the Guif of Aden in the south, and

394

occupied the entire Red Sea coast of southwestern Arabia.””” Marib, the capital of Saba,
was situated on the north bank of the Wadi Dhanah in northeastern Yemen.>®> The

kingdom of Ma‘in, which developed to the north of Saba in the late fifth century BCE,
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was centered on its capital of Qarnawu, and also controlled the former Sabaean territory
of Najran.396 Little more is known of Ma“in except that it probably extended control over
the central Arabian portions of the Incense Route at the height of its power during the
third century BCE, when Minaean trading colonies were established as far north as
Dedan.’”’ Another, though less understood, state on Saba’s borders was the southern
kingdom of Ausan, which controlled a coastal section of southwestern Arabia along the
Guif of Aden, as well as territories inland as far north as the wadis Baihan and Markha.3*®
It is unclear when Ausan developed into an independent power, but Saba conquered it in
410 BCE, seized its coastal territories for itself, and allowed the vassal-state of Qataban
to assume control of Ausan’s inland regions.399

The kingdom of Qataban, with its capital at Timna, developed as a client-state of
Saba to the older state’s northwest and west during the seventh or early sixth century
BCE, but expanded significantly during the second century BCE when it conquered
Ma‘in.*® At its peak, Qataban controlled several important land and sea routes over
which frankincense and myrrh traveled, and its territory included the Red Sea coast from
the port of Okelis, to Abyan on the Gulf of Aden.*"! Qataban remained a dominant power
until the rise of Himyar in the late second century BCE, and Qataban’s final destruction
by the eastern power of Hadramawt in the first century CE.*”” Himyar, which arose
roughly in the same region held by the earlier state of Ausan, was the last indigenous
state to develop in South Arabia, and it grew into a major power after 115 BCE.*”* From
its capital of Zafar, Himyar gradually expanded until it controlled all of southwestern

404

Arabia, from Najran in the north to Hadramawt in the east™ Though poorly
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documented, this expansion seems to have taken place mainly during the beginning of the

Common Era, when the other South Arabian states entered a period of decline.*” Though
the kingdom of Hadramawt dates to the fifth century BCE, it is mentioned last because it
was geographically removed from the other incense kingdoms, and it appears to have
remained somewhat less integrated with them.*%® The kingdom of Hadramawt developed
along a wadi of the same name, and its boundaries extended roughly from its capital city
of Shabwa in Yemen to the west, to modem Zufar (Dhofar) and Qamr Bay in Oman to
the east.*”” Included in this vast stretch of territory were the important cities of Qana,
Moscha, and Syagrus, through which much incense traveled on its way to the
Mediterranean.'®® Little else is known of Hadramawt except that it occr;lsionally came
into conflict with the western states, probably conquered all or part of Qataban early in
the first century CE, and was eventually subjugated by Himyar at the end of the third
century CE.**

The ancient historians and geographers who mention the frankincense and myrtrh
producing regions of South Arabia occupy a period of about six hundred years, beginning
in the time of Saba’s hegemony, and ending with the expansion of Himyar. Herodotus
(484-420 BCE), whose Histories provides the earliest mention of frankincense and myrrh
growing regions, merely states that Arabia was the only place that produced these
aromatics.*'® A more useful account of South Arabia is provided by Theophrastus’ (372-
287 BCE) Enquiry into Plants, who apparently derived much of his information from
Greek sailors who had explored portions of the incense kingdoms in about 300 BCE.*!!

While Theophrastus is the first writer specifically to mention the states of Saba,
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Hadramawt, Qataban, and Ma‘in, he unfortunately fails to differentiate specifically

between frankincense and myrrh growing districts, and simply lists these states together
as places that produced incense.*'* Nevertheless, Theophrastus notes that in the territory
of the Sabaeans, frankincense and myrrh trees apparently grew wild in the mountains,
while privately owned and cultivated plots were the norm at the base of the mountain.**?
Two sources of the third and second centuries BCE are Eratosthenes’ Geography,
and Agatharchides’ five-volume Corncerning the Frythraean Sea. Eratosthenes (276-196
BCE), portions of whose lost work are summarized in Strabo’s (ca. 64 BCE-ca. 21 CE)
Geography, relates the location and products of the various South Arabian kingdoms as
they were understood by the Greek world between about 225-200 BCE.*"* Eratosthenes
places Ma‘in on or near the Red Sea coast, and locates Saba in a loosely defined region
centered on the city of Marib, but unlike Theophrastus he says nothing of frankincense or

*15 Eratosthenes identifies the

myrrh growing areas in connection with these two states.
kingdom of Qataban as the area stretching from southern Saba to the Gulf of Aden, and
places its capital at Timna, and he identifies Hadramawt, with its capital at Shabwa, as

+16 According to Eratosthenes, Qataban

the easternmost of the four South Arabian states.
controlled frankincense-producing territory, and Hadramawt contained lands that grew
myrrh trees.*'” Although none of Agatharchides’ (died ca. 132 BCE) writings are extant,
portions of his work are quoted by Strabo as well as Photius (857-886 CE) and the author
of the .Myriobibliz.rm.‘“8 Agatharchides identifies Saba as the main frankincense and

myrrh-producing kingdom, and implies that both varieties of incense grew together in

some vast, unspecified forest.*"”
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Pliny (23-79 CE), in Natural History, lists numerous peoples in his discussion of

Arabia, such as the Sabaei (Sabaeans), Minaei (Minaeans), Catapani (Qatabanians), and
Chatramotitae (Hadramis).**® According to Pliny only Saba and the neighboring kingdom
of Ma‘in (the territory inhabited by Pliny’s Minaei, hence forth referred to as Minaeans),
actually controlled frankincense-producing territories.*?' Pliny places the frankincense-
growing region in a vagueiy defined area “eight days’ journey from Sabota (Shabwa),”
on a forested mountain near the coast.*** Pliny also mentions several myrrh-growing
regions, including Saba, Ausan, and Qataban, and he maintains that myrrh grew wild as
well as on cultivated plots.423 Ptolemy (90-168 CE), in his Geography, mentions myrrh
and frankincense-growing regions in South Arabia, but these are difficult to identify
based strictly on his description.*** Aloys Sprenger, however, provides a reconstruction
of Ptolemy’s map and proposes two vaguely defined myrrh-producing areas in South
Arabia: one north of the Wadi Jauf in the kingdom of Ma‘in, and another in western
Hadramawt to the south of Shabwa.**® The frankincense lands, on the other hand, are
placed in the Dhofar region of Oman.*** A similar division of South Arabia into myrrh
and frankincense areas is made by the anonymous author of the Periplus of the
Erythraean Sea, which is dated roughly to between 60 and 200 CE.**" The Periplus
associates the myrrh producing territories with the Sabaeans as well as with the state of
Himyar.**® Frankincense is said to grow some distance to the east of the myrrh region,
and according to the Periplus it was exported from the frankincense country through the

port of Qana.*” The frankincense itself apparently grew in a mountainous region near
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Qana and a bay called Sachalites that, according to Sprenger’s reconstruction of

Ptolemy’s map, places these regions in ancient eastern Hadramawt *>°

Site surveys over the past fifty years have been helpful in making more specific
geographical identifications of the frankincense and myrrh-producing regions. For
example, Richard LeBaron Bowen, who explored South Arabia as a member of the
American Foundation of the Study for Man expeditions of 1951-52, notes that myrrh
trees grow wild at an elevation of 600 to 1500 meters in the hills of South Arabia, while
frankincense trees are typically found in the Dhofar region of modern Oman at an
elevation of 600 to 750 meters.”! Bowen suggests that myrrh trees may have been
cultivated in the Wadi Beihan region of ancient Qataban, since several sites in that area
contain clusters of evenly-spaced “discolored circles” on the soil.*? These circles,
according to Bowen, may represent ““a concentration of insoluble resin from some sort of
incense tree,” since they are found in a known myrrh growing area, and are spaced too
closely together to be from ‘e/h or palm trees. As Bowen states, this interpretation is in
keeping with the location of “Minaean myrrh™ given by Pliny, as well as with Strabo’s
approximation of Marib’s distance of “two days’ journey from the country that produced
aromatics.”**

Gus W. Van Beek maintains that the modern frankincense-growing regions of
South Arabia are the same as those of ancient times, and identifies them by combining
modern surveys of South Arabia with the accounts of classical geographers.”** Van Beek
places the frankincense area in the immediate inland region surrounding Qamr Bay in

modern Oman, in part because the Perip/us mentions only the two nearby ports, Syagrus
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and Moscha, as receiving this product directly from its source area in the mountains.
While the city of Qana also served as a thoroughfare for frankincense, Van Beek stresses
that, according to the Periplus, Qana received frankincense via a sea route, and therefore
was not in immediate proximity to the source area. Based on Pliny’s estimated distance
of “eight days’ journey” from Shabwa, as well as the site surveys conducted by H.J.
Carter and Bertram Thomas, Van Beek identifies the frankincense region in the coastal
mountain range of Dhofar at an elevation of 2000 to 2500 feet. While Van Beek notes
Strabo’s placement of frankincense in the west and myrrh to the east, he maintains that
either Strabo or his source, Eratosthenes, is mistaken.*® Regarding the location of myrrh
trees, Van Beek cites Pliny, who locates them in Ma‘in, Hadramawt, Qataban, Ausan,
and southern Tihama.**® In two maps, Van Beek identifies the myrrh area as the Red Sea
coast in the west, to a point just north and east of Shabwa in the east. This area stretches
inland to the north as far as ancient Marib, and covers much of southwestern Arabia’s
mountain range."37

F. Nigel Hepper, of the Royal Botanic Gardens, firmly places the location of
Arabian frankincense trees in Dhofar and eastern Hadramawt in the Najd, “just north of
the Qarra Mountains lying parallel to the coast.”™® Hepper notes Theophrastus’ mention
of cultivated frankincense trees but, although he does not explicitly deny the feasibility of
cultivation, Hepper notes that in modern times “only odd trees are known to have been
grown and there is no evidence that they are planted in any quantity for exploitation.™*
Regarding the trees brought back by Hatshepsut’s Punt expedition, Hepper states that

even if they grew successfully at Thebes, they may not have produced resin since
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frankincense is a tropical tree that probably would not thrive at the higher latitude **

Brian Doe only touches on the geographical position of frankincense and myrrh, and he
generally follows the locations given in the Pliny and the Periplus**' According to Doe,
frankincense grows “naturally in quantity only in the unique climatic conditions of the
Dhufar region of South Arabia, on the coastal plain and slopes of the Qara range of
mountains and prolifically at about 2000 feet above sea level.™? Doe identifies the
myrrh regions with the mountains of southwestern Arabia, primarily inland of Muza and
north of Aden and Abyan.*** Kjeld Nielsen, on the other hand, departs from the majority
view among modern scholars to conclude that only wild frankincense and myrrh can be
divided into separate geographical areas. Like Van Beek, Nielsen notes the apparent
discrepancy in Strabo’s western frankincense and eastern myrrh-producing regions, but
he does not reject it as an obvious mistake. Rather, Nielsen points to Theophrastus, who
states that incense trees were cultivated on private farms, to argue that no clear division,
or “natural barriers,” between frankincense and myrrh-growing areas can be made.
Nevertheless, Nielsen agrees that frankincense trees are not generally found west of the
Wadi Hadramawt, while myrrh trees “are found all over S[outh] Afrabia].”™***

If it is assumed, as Van Beek maintains, that the frankincense and myrrh growing
regions of South Arabia are essentially the same today as in ancient times, then the
information gathered by modern surveys of these areas by Carter, Thomas, and Bowen
establish two distinct incense-producing districts.**> Myrrh, which appears to grow more
prolificaily, is found in quantity throughout the mountains of southwestern Arabia at an

elevation of 600-1500 meters, while frankincense is confined to the mountainous coast of
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ancient Dhofar at an elevation of 600-750 meters (See map 7, page 113).*°
Unfortunately, modem scholarship continues to be ill-informed regarding the history of
South Arabia prior to the first millennium BCE. Nevertheless, a significant amount of
archaeological work done in South Arabia during the 1980°s has led to the identification
of a Bronze Age for South Arabia beginning in the third quarter of the third millennium
BCE.*’ This Early Bronze Age culture probably developed out of the indigenous
Neolithic traditions that began around 6000 BCE, and it featured “small settlements
composed of multi-room compounds set around courtyards™ that may represent
community ritual centers or wealthy residencies. More than thirty Bronze Age sites were
discovered along the wadis of the Yemeni highlands southeast of modern Sana’a, and
their inhabitants appear to have focused mainly on agriculture and animal herding. But
while changed settlement patterns and commercial ties to Mesopotamia and the Indus
Valley distinguished the Arabian civilizations of Dilmun (modern Bahrain) and Magan
(probably the Oman Peninsula and both sides of the Straits of Hormuz), the communities
of southern Arabia remained largely unchanged until the end of South Arabia’s Late
Bronze Age (1800-1200 BCE).*®

Little else is known of South Arabian civilization prior to the rise of the incense-
kingdoms mentioned by the classical sources. In fact, few South Arabian sites have been
excavated to date and, with the exception of Marib, Timna, and Shabwa, no other major
sites have even been surveyed and recorded properly.**’ Nevertheless, it is known that
South Arabia experienced an increase in human population toward the end of the second

millennium BCE that appears to be linked, in part, to the deveiopment of water-control
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devices in the area.*’ Several ancient sites in Saba were recently explored by the
American Foundation for the Study of Man during its return to Yemen in 1983, and an
uncalibrated radiocarbon date of 1330 +/- 110 BCE was identified from a wood sample
taken at the site of Hajar at-Tamrah in the Wadi al-Jubah (See map 6, page 112).*>! Other
contemporaneous nearby sites may include the large, ten-acre fortification of Hajar ar-
Rayhani, an irrigation system, and several walled enclosures of one or two acres in
size.*? Throughout the Wadi al-Jubah area are also found numerous wells and structures
that James Sauer and Jeffrey Blakely identify as the houses “of the farmers who ran the
irrigation/farming systems.”*> Covering an area of over 57 acres, the city of Marib is the
largest South Arabian site to be excavated, and it housed at least two temples, several
smaller tombs, and a royal mausoleum. But while hundreds of inscriptions were found on
the temples and royal mausoleum, the earliest date only to the eighth century BCE.**
Human settlement in the area that later became Qataban, centered on the city of
Timna, probably began between the eleventh and tenth centuries BCE.* Timna proper
covered approximately 52 acres, and featured several large buildings, a temple, and a
cemetery, although by 1991 almost nothing remained of the original structures at this site,
since the local people removed much of the original masonry to construct homes.**
Modern scholarship provides little information about this region during the second
millennium BCE, although the nearby site of Hajar Bin Humelid is also dated to the early
eleventh century, and Van Beek maintains that it may have “served as a control point
under the aegis of Timna. ™" Tt is interesting to note, however, that no evidence of

fortifications or a destruction level associated with war at the site exists, although
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contacts with Anatolia, Syria-Palestine, and Ethiopia are reflected in locally

8 The pottery shards recovered from Hajar Bin Humeid,

manufactured pottery and art.
which date from about 1100 BCE to 200 CE, are particularly helpful in establishing a
chronology for South Arabia because their stylistic development parallels various
decorative motifs found throughout the Near East.*

Shabwa and Hureidha are located in the regions controlled by the frankincense
kingdom of Hadramawt, but only Shabwa appears to have been founded prior to the first
millennium BCE. Shabwa was South Arabia’s third largest ancient capital but, although it
covered only 37 acres, Shabwa was surrounded by defensive walls and maintained a
fortress on the nearby hill of Hajr to its south. Shabwa was initially settled during the
sixteenth century BCE, and the three major archaeological expeditions to this site since
1971 have uncovered about 110 structures, including a royal castle that was probably
several stories in height.** It appears that the site of Hureidha originally consisted of a
temple built in the sixth century BCE, but by the second century BCE it developed into a
substantial town of roughly 17 acres. It is likely that Hureidha was an agricultural center
because a dam and extensive canals were discovered nearby, but little else is known
about the site. !

Though still little understood, the rapid development of urban society in South
Arabia at the end of the second millennium BCE may have been connected to a southern
migration of Semitic-speaking peoples from the Levant and western Mesopotamia

between 1300-1200 BCE. Van Beek suggests that the already profitable trade in

frankincense and myrrh drew these migrants to South Arabia. Van Beek further notes that
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while consonants began to coalesce after the thirteenth century BCE in North Semitic

languages, South Arabic maintained the original 29 consonants, which suggests that this
linguistic change took place in the north after the spread of Semitic to the south.*®> While
few South Arabian pottery remains have been recovered to date, the scant evidence from
Hajar Bin Humeid suggests regular contact between South Arabia and the Levant after
about 1100 BCE.*? According to Van Beek, the stylistic similarities between South
Arabian and Syro-Palestinian/western Mesopotamian pottery are reflective of regular,
direct contact between the two regions. Van Beek argues that these contacts, which he
credits to the trade in incense, can be dated accurately on the basis of the northem pottery
styles since a “time-lag” of only two months existed for the trip between Syria-Palestine
and South Arabia.***

Clearly, the scant archaeological and linguistic evidence available from South
Arabia to date allows little room for interpretation. Nevertheless, several factors suggest
that the florescence of southwestern Arabian civilization at the end of the second
millennium BCE was connected to the development of an international trade in incense.
The development of urban culture in Yemen by the late fourteenth or early thirteenth
century BCE roughly coincides with Van Beek’s suggested date for the southemn
migration of Semitic-speaking peoples from Mesopotamia or the Levant. Indeed, despite
his dating of these migrations to the period 1500-1200 BCE, Richard Bulliet points out
that involvement in the incense trade provides the most obvious incentive for such a
move.*® Moreover, the development of complex irrigation works and other structures,

such as the fortifications uncovered along the wadis of al-Jubah and Beihan, required a
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substantial capital investment that, as Albright argues, “did not become available until the

development of caravan trade.”™**® That regular contact as early as 1100 BCE existed
between southwestern Arabia and the north 1s supported by the pottery remains
discovered at Hajar Bin Humeid, and future excavations in Yemen may push this date
back even firther.

Modemn scholarship confirms the presence of two distinct incense-producing
regions in South Arabia: the highlands and plains of modern Yemen for myrrh, and the
coastal mountains of modern Dhofar province in Oman for frankincense. Since no
reference to frankincense has yet been found in the Syro-Palestinian historical record
from this period, it must be assumed that only southwestern Arabia was initially involved
in the incense trade with the north. It is interesting to note, however, that unlike the late
second-early first millennium BCE western sites of Hajar at-Tamrah, Marib, and Hajar
ar-Rayhani, the initial settlement of Shabwa took place in the sixteenth century BCE. But
since the founding of Shabwa predates even the first appearance of frankincense in
Babylonia by roughly 200 years, it is likely that the city’s settlement had nothing to do
with the incense trade.*®” In fact, Shabwa is situated over 300 miles west of the
frankincense-growing region of Dhofar and, as Leila Badre points out, the important
nearby salt mines were probably influential in its settler’s choice of location.**®

Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that only southwestern Arabia engaged in
and benefited from the incense trade during the first several centuries following the
establishment of direct contact with the Hatshepsut expedition in about 1480 BCE.

Although South Arabian incense was traded at the African marketing centers prior to this
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time, little wealth was apparently gained from such exchange. During the late fourteenth

or early thirteenth centuries, however, the development of “oasis urbanism™ at Tayma and
Qurayyah in northwestern Arabia suggests that direct overland connections were
established, and the synchronous rise of urban societies in South Arabia parallels the
northern situation.* Finally, although the Semitic migrations took place only in the
thirteenth or twelfth centuries BCE, this event may be reflective of the overland route’s

firm establishment, steady use, and the growing importance of the incense trade.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:
RECONSTRUCTION OF THE

INCENSE ROUTE’S ESTABLISHMENT ACROSS CENTRAL ARABIA

The Der el-Bahri inscriptions suggest that Egypt first made direct contact with the
myrrh-growing regions of South Arabia in the early fifieenth century BCE, although
South Arabian aromatics were known prior to this time through intermediaries to the
African incense markets.*’® Half a century later, beginning in the time of Amenhotep II’s
reign (ca. 1438-1412 BCE), tomb reliefs at Thebes indicate that South Arabian merchants
were already delivering myrrh to Egypt by boat.*’' Because of the difficulty of sailing
north on the Red Sea, particularly above the twentieth latitude, the small South Arabian
boats must have traveled to Egypt from sites across the Red Sea, rather than all the way
up the coast from the myrrh-producing regions.*”> These sites, dubbed “second
intermediary” points by Abdel-Aziz Saleh, were transshipment centers that received
incense from caravans and transferred it to the small Arabian sea-craft depicted on
Egyptian reliefs.*’”> The dse of urbanism at Qurayyah and Tayma in the late fourteenth
century BCE likely marks the start of high-volume trade along the Incense Route.*’™
However, a direct overland connection to Syria-Palestine probably existed by the time of
the Sarabit el-Khadim inscriptions (ca. 1350 BCE), although the volume of trade was

undoubtedly much smaller.*"
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While the synchronous rise of urban society in northwestern and southern Arabia
suggests that a regular overland Incense Route was established by 1300 BCE, an almost
complete lack of evidence from the central peninsula makes any reconstruction of its
development difficult. In fact, with the exception of Mecca, no second millennium BCE
urban sites in central Arabia have been uncovered and, as will be discussed below,
several modern scholars question even Mecca’s importance to the Incense Route.
Similarly, although several factors instrumental to the Incense Route’s development have
already been identified and discussed, they have thus far only been used to establish a
chronology of events. This chronology, however, left several perplexing questions
unanswered. For example, since Egypt was already making regular voyages to Punt when
it established direct contact with South Arabia, why did South Arabia reverse this simple
arrangement by assuming the burden of incense deliveries to Egypt?*’® In like fashion,
while the presence of transshipment centers for incense along the Arabian coast was
established on the basis of the Egyptian tomb reliefs and the Sarabit el-Khadim
inscriptions, how were these centers established and maintained?*”’ Finally, did South
Arabians control the entire overland route, and what role, if any, did central Arabia’s
indigenous peoples play in the development of the Incense Route? A more critical
analysis of the evidence already presented will clarify these issues and, despite the lack of
archaeological evidence, help establish conditions in central Arabia during the Incense
Route’s early years.

The only known urban site dating to the early to mid-second millennium BCE in

central Arabia is Mecca, which was probably first settled in the nineteenth century
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BCE.*” Despite Mecca’s seemingly advantageous position halfway between South
Arabia and Syria, however, several scholars question the city’s involvement in the
Incense Route even in classical times. Patricia Crone points out that the incense caravans
made at least sixty-five stops on the way to Alexandria, so “they were under no constraint
to stop at Mecca merely because it happened to be located roughly midway.”*"”
Similarly, Crone notes the relative barrenness of Mecca’s environment in comparison to
the nearby site of Ta’if, which was more accessible and offered a wider range of services
than Mecca.*™ Richard Bulliet, who assigns no particular significance to Mecca as a
trade center prior to the fifth century CE, agrees with Crone that the city offered nothing
extraordinary to attract passing caravans, and that in fact it was located somewhat out of
the way.*®! Nigel Groom’s reconstruction of the Incense Route, which is largely based on
“the dictates of topography,” bypasses Mecca altogether because the city was located on
the western side of the mountain range that stretches along the Red Sea coast from South
Arabia.*® Although some incense undoubtedly filtered into Mecca, Groom argues that
South Arabian caravans missed the city by about one hundred miles as they traveled
north.**® At any rate, little else is known of central Arabia prior to classical times except
that pastoralism appears to have spread throughout the peninsula by 2400 BCE.*® That
dromedary herding, which requires a high degree of mobility and is.not compatible with
urban or agricultural areas, was widespread throughout South Arabia by 2000 BCE has
been demonstrated in Chapter Four.*® Further, since the dromedary, as a potential food
animal that survived on dry desert shrubs, was ideally suited to the needs of people

inhabiting resource poor environments, it is most likely that the nomads and semi-
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nomads of central Arabia had already adopted the animal by 1500 BCE.**® Although

Richard Bulliet’s assertion that “life in the deep desert . . . is impossible without the
domestic camel” is questionable, the domesticated dromedary’s benefit as a means of
transportation alone certainly made it desirable to mobile desert dwellers.*®’

Although much has been written in recent years about the development of ancient
trade routes, local and regional economies, and state formation, many of these works deal
with particular regions in specific time periods that, unfortunately, are not easily applied
to the case of the Incense Route. As Colin Renfrew points out, the hypothetical analysis
of a given problem is only useful if it allows one “to seek and find (or disconfirm)
patterns among the real data.”**® Since “real data,” in terms of archaeological and textual
evidence related to the early Incense Route, is frustratingly rare, any economic model
used to explain its development needs to be simple and relatively broad. Although his
thesis deals with the evolution of long distance trade routes in late prehistoric Iran,
Thomas W. Beale’s model uses a simple theoretical framework that is applicable to the
Arabian Peninsula in the late second millennium BCE.**” Rather than focusing on the
“almost endless variety of social contexts within which trade or exchange can and does
take place,” Beale isolates a series of four changing “trade mechanisms™ to explain the

490 In combination with

intensification of trade between source and consumer areas.
relevant portions of other economic theories, Beale’s model can therefore be used as a
foundation to identify internal mechanisms instrumental in the development of the

Incense Route.
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Trickle Trade, which is a form of exchange in which a particular commodity
filters out of its source area in no particular direction, is the simplest type of trade
mechanism discussed by Beale. Unlike more complicated forms of exchange, Trickle
Trade is unscheduled, tends to drop off exponentially with distance from the source area,
and is based on “balanced reciprocity.” Casual village-to-village or nomad-to-village
trade is a feature of this exchange mechanism, and it does not require an organized state
structure for it to function.””! However, although a particular commodity can travel across
many borders in this fashion, as in Renfrew’s Down-The-Line Trade, no consumer of
goods acquired through Trickle Trade has any control over the acquisition of these

492

products (See figure 1, page 128)."” Egypt was probably first introduced to South
Arabian myrrh through a Trickle or Down-The-Line Trade as it filtered into the incense
marts of eastern Affica, and this may have encouraged Egypt to secure it in greater
quantity.

The second stage of Beale’s economic model is called Local Redistributive Trade.
In this stage a particular site begins to function as a magnet, or local redistributive center,
for goods previously acquired only through the random process of Trickle Trade.**
Factors instrumental in the development of this process include the growth of an
administrative complex within a particular society, evolution of a hierarchical social

structure, or increased demand for a certain product.494

In any case, the most important
difference between Trickle and Local Redistributive Trade is the ability of a people to

acquire and redistribute specific goods.
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According to the Der el-Bahri inscriptions, Egypt acquired South Arabian myrrh

through intermediaries, although it is not known who these intermediaries were, when
this type of trade began, or how it functioned.*” If Egypt’s initial contact with South
Arabian myrrh was a result of Trickle Trade across the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden, it is
unlikely that Egyptians came intc actual contact with South Arabians. Rather, East
Africans probably were either commissioned to retrieve the incense, or imported it on
their own once they realized its value to the Egyptians. Norman Yoffee maintains that
while organized trade contributed to the development of hierarchical and centralized
political structures, it also relied on them for its continuance.**® The larger South Arabian
residencies, dated to the late third and early second millennium BCE, indicate that
socially stratified societies already existed in that period.*”’ Therefore, the organizational
ability needed to funnel locally produced incense and other goods to a particular site
probably existed in South Arabia early on and, indeed, was likely the most important
factor in collecting and supplying mytrh for the Aftrican intermediaries.

Beale’s third economic level, Regional Organized Trade, refers to the
establishment of “direct trade over distances of 150 km. or more,” and involved a more
complex process of exchange between several redistributive centers at the same time. The
most significant aspect of this stage is the development of long-distance trade that
bypassed smaller centers, such as villages, and allowed for regular contact with other
large, but more distant consumer and/or source areas.*” Regarding the incense trade, the
African incense markets are representative of the smaller sites bypassed at this level

which, as the Egyptian tomb reliefs show, were replaced by direct trade with Egypt in the
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late fifteenth century BCE.*” While direct trade with Egypt undoubtedly increased

profits for South Arabia, however, it is unclear why the initiative in the incense trade
shifted to the South Arabians. The most likely reason seems to be that, from South
Arabia’s point of view, little changed immediately after Egyptians replaced the
(African?) intermediaries as collectors of myrrh on the Arabian Peninsula. In both cases,
South Arabia functioned as a “passive” participant in the incense trade.”® Though he
does not discuss any region or trade route in particular, the “active” participant, in
Polanyi’s terms, is one who “carries the goods and bears the brunt of the risk and
initiative; the other merely responds to the occasion.”°!

Polanyi points out that the decision to engage in active trade frequently rests on
the “urgency of the need” for a particular commodity controlled by a distant source, and
that a successful trading venture can only be accomplished by those possessing the means
to organize and carry it out.”’> Moreover, Renfrew stresses that an important feature of
exchange is the flow of information, particularly in terms of its impact on the formation
of civilizations>® According to Polanyi, the definition of “need™ can also include
luxuries, which he points out are merely the “necessities of the rich and powerful. %
Thus, although Egyptian tomb reliefs depict South Arabians engaged in active trade
about a century before urbanism developed in ancient Yemen, it is likely that a primitive
nobility had already been established there.’®

It is, therefore, possible that contact with Egyptians, who during the early

fifteenth century BCE were approaching the peak of their power and involvement in

international affairs, brought a greater understanding of the outside world to South
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Arabia. Perhaps in keeping with their policy toward Canaan, Egypt “invited” the sons of

prominent South Arabian chieftains to reside in Memphis where, like other princes, they
were educated and probably learned much about the rest of the known world.>® It is
possible that some Arabian envoy or guest discovered the potential value of South
Arabian myrrh while in Egypt. Perhaps this knowledge initiated an attempt to reach new
markets, such as Canaan and western Mesopotamia, in order to secure direct access to the
luxury items to which these new elites had recently been introduced. The Egyptian tomb
reliefs (ca. 1432-1408 BCE) may represent one of the earliest of these Arabian incense
deliveries to Egypt, and thus mark the approximate starting date of South Arabia’s
transition from passive to active participation in the incense trade.>”’

While their precise location will probably never be known, the transshipment
center, or centers, used to deliver myrrh to al-Quseir were probably located somewhere in
the Hejaz area, since the fragile Arabian sea-craft could not have sailed north on the Red
Sea.*® Therefore, Mecca’s participation in the Incense Route during this early period is
doubtful because of its location almost four hundred miles south of the Egyptian site.’”
In fact, it is most likely that any such transshipment points established on the Arabian
side of the Red Sea were located near the classical port of Leuke Kome, and that the
Incense Route’s clear inland alignment in classical times probably mirrored its original
configuration.’'® Since it appears that no market for incense existed in central Arabia, and
sailing north to Egypt on the Red Sea was impeded by southerly winds, a gradual

extension of coastal sites south of the twenty-sixth latitude (across from al-Quseir) served

no purpose.’'! That the establishment of transshipment centers in the Hejaz reflects a
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calculated decision carried out over a relatively short period of time can therefore be
deduced.

Based on the Egyptian tomb reliefs, which provide the only available evidence for
this stage of the Incense Route’s development, the establishment of Arabian
transshipment centers occurred no later than 1412 BCE, which is the latest date for the
earlier of these reliefs.’'> The Incense Route probably reached the Arabian side of the
Gulf of Agaba by no later than 1364 BCE, as the Sarabit el-Khadim inscriptions imply,
and this development marks the overland Incense Route’s final establishment’'
Nevertheless, incense destined for Egypt was likely still transported for a short distance
by sea, although this was probably only across the narrow Gulf of Agaba. Indeed, it is
doubtful that South Arabians limited themselves to trading only with Egypt when in such
close proximity to Syria-Palestine, particularly if the establishment of the overland route
has been initiated by a search for larger markets.

The fourth and final step in Beale’s economic theory is called Long-Distance
Organized Trade (See figure 3, page 129).°" Distinguishing features of this stage include
the expansion of a particular site’s political control over trade routes and other source
areas, as well as a “by-pass phenomenon” which occurs when the number of
intermediaries or “links” in the trade chain is reduced in order to decrease transportation
costs.’" It is possible that in the initial stages of the Incense Route’s development, South
Arabians employed nomadic tribes to carry their product in stages to the transshipment
centers. These nomads undoubtedly knew the location of wells or natural watering holes,

had an understanding of the terrain, and could have offered protection or shelter to
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merchants. But each group required payment, and the total cost of transporting goods

over hundreds of miles of desert must have been high. Perhaps once the route was firmly
established, South Arabians seized vital sections along the Incense Route, such as wells
and convenient resting places, and thereby lowered costs while retaining control of their
product as it traveled north. Bulliet argues that the Arabian pastoralists who bred
dromedaries and supplied them to incense caravaneers did not control the Incense Route
until the sixth century BCE at the earliest.’'® The development of the North Arabian
saddle, which provided a stable platform from which a mounted warrior could fight, and
the acquisition of metal weapons, which replaced the simple bows and arrows used prior
to this time, allowed the desert dwellers to face caravaneers and their escorts on more
equitable terms.’’ In either case, the most important factor at this stage in the
development of the Incense Route was the domesticated dromedary itself. Because of its
ability to survive long periods of time without water, using dromedaries as pack animals
allowed South Arabians to maintain fewer wells along the Incense Route.’'® Similarly,
since the dromedary can maintain a speed of ten miles per hour for as long as eighteen
hours per day, travel time (and therefore cost) was certainly much lower than it would
have been if donkeys had been used.>*

The most apparent manifestations of the transition from Regional Organized
Trade to Long Distance Organized Trade along the Incense Route are the rise of Tayma
and Qurayyah, the apparent disappearance of coastal transshipment centers, and the
growth of urbanism in South Arabia in the late fourteenth century BCE. Clearly, with the

establishment of a direct overland route to Syria-Palestine, the launching points for
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Arabian incense boats were no longer needed, and they were probably abandoned at this
time. However, the development of urban sites in northwestern Arabia poses several
difficult questions regarding the extent of South Arabian control over the Incense Route.
For example, if the oasis dwellers of Tayma and Qurayyah were local peoples, then South
Arabians did not eliminate all of the intermediary points between themselves and the
markets of Syria-Palestine. In fact, although they may have controlled the Incense Route
up to northwestern Arabia, by not controlling Tayma and Qurayyah South Arabians
merely exchanged their Egyptian trading partners for North Arabian ones. On the other
hand, if South Arabians established these oasis-stops, or at least maintained a presence in
them, then some economic benefit was certainly gained.

The development of urbanism in South Arabia during the late fourteenth century
BCE suggests the latter scenario, since it is clear that the influx of wealth reflected in the
monumental architecture of South Arabia at this time is best explained by larger or more
profitable markets.® Nevertheless, it is not suggested that the entire population of these
oases was of South Arabian origin. Rather, the situation at Tayma and Qurayyah in the
fourteenth to twelfth centuries BCE may have been similar to that of Dedan in the third,
when Dedan was politically independent but Minaean trading colonies were established
there.*! This situation is also similar, and perhaps resembles more closely, Renfrew’s
Colonial Enclave stage of trade development in which a particular power establishes a
colony in the vicinity of the source or consumer areas it wants to barter with (See figure
2, page 128).> Even if Renfrew’s model is accepted, the South Arabian colonists at

Tayma and Qurayyah probably only formed the nucleus of the settled population of these
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oases, while the majority of their population was of North Arabian or Syro-Palestinian

origin. But since so little is known about Tayma and Qurayyah, speculation on this point
1s dangerous and should therefore be deferred until more information becomes available.
To summarnize, South Arabians initiated the overland Incense Route after the
establishment of direct trade in the early fifteenth century BCE by the Hatshepsut
expedition. The two Egyptian tomb reliefs depicting Arabian incense deliveries to al-
Quseir are from the period 1432-1408 BCE and, as suggested above, probably mark the
establishment of the overland route.’* Although the intermediate steps between South
Arabia’s transition from passive to active trade with Egypt can only be surmised, it was
argued above that South Arabian merchants initially utilized local dromedary pastoralists
to convey their incense to the transshipment centers.”* As in classical times, numerous
stops must have been made for rest and water, and these sites became permanently
established as the volume of trade increased. While Bulliet’s assertion that nomads
merely supplied the incense merchants with dromedaries and profited little is reasonable,
how the South Arabians maintained a string of remote supply points, wells, and
transshipment centers remains open to speculation. At any rate, since this trade was
specifically directed at Egypt and Syria-Palestine, and since no market for incense likely
existed on the central Arabian Peninsula (except, perhaps, at Mecca), the development of
the overland route was probably not gradual. The possibility that every aspect of this
initial stage of the Incense Route’s development, from securing pack animals and guides
to the establishment of the coastal transshipment centers, was arranged by a single South

Arabian expedition, seems a reasonable hypothesis.
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Without knowing the amount of incense shipped, or the various expenses
involved in conveying it across the Arabian Peninsula, it is not possible to estimate how
much the cost of South Arabian myrrh increased as a result of the shift from maritime to
overland transportation. Although it was always less expensive to transport goods by
water than by land, two factors, however, may have influenced the decision to initiate an
overland route.’? First, in the transition from passive to active trade, South Arabians
were forced to bypass the Egyptians who (presumably) already controlled the maritime
routes. Although Egypt was also dominant on land as far east as Sinai and Syria-
Palestine, the central Arabian Peninsula itself was free of Egypt’s control, and therefore
provided the most obvious route. In this context it is significant that Tayma and
Qurayyah were located over two hundred miles southeast of Timna, and that no evidence
exists to suggest that Egypt ever extended even indirect control over these sites. Another
factor was probably the difficulty of sailing north on the Red Sea using the fragile
Arabian sailing rafts. While the building of large ships with sails and oars, like those used
in the Punt trade by Egypt, provided an obvious answer to this problem, Egyptian
depictions of Arabian sailing rafts of the late fifteenth century BCE indicate that the
South Arabians did not attempt such a solution. Perhaps the technological development
of such sea craft was too difficult or time consuming an undertaking for people with no
practical knowledge of large shipbuilding or seamanship. Indeed, it is not unreasonable to
assume that South Arabia’s incense exporters were unfamiliar with the sea, since the
earliest urban sites discovered thus far (Hajar at-Tamrah and Hajar ar-Rayhani) were

526

located on the inland side of the South Arabian mountains.>” In any case, the use of
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dromedaries provided an immediate means of transportation north, and the availability of
domesticated dromedaries in South Arabia, as well as their use as burden animals by
Arabian nomads, must have made these animals an obvious choice.

The Sarabit el-Khadim inscrjptions, describing the Egyptian official Panehsi’s
dealings with Arabian incense merchants, indicate that the terminus of the Incense Route
had shifted further north by 1367 BCE. The presence of myrrh in texts relating to Syria-
Palestine as early as the Amama period indicates that these resins were already entering
the Levant via an overland route. Possibly South Arabians had aiready established
colonies at Tayma and Qurayyah by the Amarna period, and one branch of the Incense
Route traveled west from them to the coastal launching points, while a smaller one
continued north into southern Canaan. By 1300 BCE, however, these oases certainly
were present, and they probably functioned either as inland “launching” points similar to
the coastal transshipment centers used in the Egyptian trade, or as redistribution sites to

which consumers came, like the markets of eastern Affica.
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CHAPTER EIGHT:
REVIEW OF THE MAJOR ARGUMENTS AND

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Despite the work of numerous scholars of the ancient Near East, the historical
community remains divided on the question of the development of the Incense Route.
While individual scholars occasionally agree on a particular issue, such as the starting
date of the overland incense trade, in nearly every case they differ on the circumstances
that led them to a like conclusion. For example, Richard Bulliet, Kjeld Nielsen, Nigel
Groom, and Jan Retso constitute the “early school” on the question of dromedary
domestication. However, these scholars generally disagree on how and where dromedary
domestication first took place, as well as on its impact on the starting date of the Incense
Route.™ Yet, despite such disagreements, the various theories espoused bring to light, in
varying degrees, four fundamental issues critical to an understanding of the development
of the Incense Route: 1) where and when the dromedary was domesticated; 2) conditions
at the northern terminus of the Incense Route, and important factors in its development;
3) the development of South Arabian civilization, and the location of the frankincense
and myrrh-growing regions; and 4) the underlying mechanics at work during the Incense

Route’s actual establishment across the Arabian Peninsula.
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Of the four geographical areas considered as possible centers of dromedary

domestication, the evidence for southern Arabia is most convincing. Although Egypt
contains numerous dromedary related artifacts dated to the third, and even the fourth
millennium BCE, none of this evidence is suggestive of dromedary domestication. The
camel-hair rope (ca. 2500 BCE) found in the Fayum, like the ointment receptacle from
Abusir-el-Melek (ca. First Dynasty), and the two figurine camel heads from Abydos (ca.
3100 BCE), may be imports or, at most, indicate the presence of wild dromedaries in
Egypt. The total absence of dromedaries from Egyptian reliefs, texts, and religious cults,
which commonly venerated animals, argues against the dromedary’s presence in Egypt,
particularly as a domesticated animal. Indeed, the earliest clear depiction of a
domesticated camel in Egypt is the water jug laden dromedary from Abydos, which dates
to the eleventh century BCE.™®

Syria-Palestine and Mesopotamia also contain numerous dromedary remains and
camel-related artifacts. Tnterestingly, the most compelling evidence for the presence of
domesticated dromedaries in Syria-Palestine comes from a fourteenth century Egyptian
text titled The Travels of an Egyptian, written by an Egyptian visitor to the Levant, which
refers to the dromedary as “an animal of Syria and Palestine.”” Paula Wapnish’s
interpretation of dromedary remains at Tell Jemmeh further suggests that domesticated
dromedaries were utilized in the area by 1300 BCE at the latest. Therefore, a conservative
date of between 1400 and 1300 BCE can be safely accepted for the introduction of
domesticated dromedaries into Syria-Palestine.™® The presence of domesticated

dromedaries in Mesopotamia, on the other hand, can be dated to as early as the nineteenth
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century BCE, if one accepts the high date suggested for the Minoan seal associated with a

Mesopotamian art style. While information regarding dromedaries is uncommon in
Mesopotamia for several centuries after this time, they are mentioned with increasing
frequency in Assynan inscriptions from the twelfth century BCE. Despite the relatively
early appearance of dromedaries in Mesopotamia, however, it is significant that they are
always depicted being ridden or led by foreigners, and even the Akkadian words for
“dromedary” were probably borrowed from Arabic.”!

Although it is largely circumstantial, the most convincing evidence of dromedary
domestication comes from southern Arabia. As D.T. Potts makes clear, evidence of
young, and possibly newbomn camels on Umm an-Nar is a strong indicator of dromedary
domestication, since they could not have migrated to the island on their own.
Furthermore, Richard Bulliet convincingly establishes the introduction of dromedaries to
Somalia and the island of Socotra in the period 2500 to 1500 BCE, which similarly
implies their domestication.’® Since the evidence from Umm an-Nar predates the
Minoan seal (ca. 1800 BCE) by roughly a millennium, and all Akkadian words for
“dromedary™ are loanwords from Arabic, it is safe to infer that dromedary domestication
first took place in southeastern Arabia. Because the dromedary is a range animal that is
difficult to pen, particularly with other animals, it was most likely first domesticated by
pastoralists. Indeed, Bulliet argues convincingly that pastoralists were probably the first
to utilize the dromedary as a beast of burden for moving supplies between camps, and the
animal’s ability to subsist for long periods on little water and thomny shrubs undoubtedly

made it a valuable herd animal in the resource-scarce Arabian desert.”*
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Any reconstruction of the northern section of the Incense Route must begin during

the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1550-1200 BCE), when myrrh first appears in the historical
record of Syria-Palestine. The dominant power in the Levant and along the Red Sea at
this time was Egypt, and this is significant for several reasons. As demonstrated by
Abdel-Aziz Saleh, the Der al-Bahri inscriptions suggest that Hatshepsut’s fifteenth
century expedition to Punt was the first to make direct contact with South Arabia,
although South Arabian aromatics were already known to Egyptians prior to this time.
Moreover, the two tomb reliefs (dating to ca. 1438-1408 BCE) depicting Arabian
merchants delivering incense to al-Quseir by boat suggest that at least a semi-regular
trade between South Arabia and Egypt was in place by the middle of the fifteenth century
BCE.”* Significantly, as Bulliet points out, sailing north on the Red Sea is difficult
because of the strong southerly winds, and this strengthens Saleh’s assertion that the
fragile Arabian sailing rafts shown on the reliefs did not sail the entire length of the Red
Sea between al-Quseir and South Arabia.*® Rather, as Saleh argues, the Arabian incense
merchants probably launched the boats from a “second intermediary point”™ on the
Arabian Peninsula, and merely crossed the narrow Red Sea to Egypt.>>’ The importance
of this point is that the South Arabians likely carried their goods overland to the
launching points for the incense boats, and thus established the foundation of the
overland Incense Route itself.***

The Sarabit el-Khadim inscriptions (ca. 1403-1364 BCE), which describe the
Egyptian official Panehsi’s receipt of #syw from Arabian merchants somewhere near the

Sinai Peninsula, clearly establish the presence of South Arabian aromatics within
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proximity of Syria-Palestine. Despite Saleh’s argument to the contrary, the meeting

between Panehsi and the Arabian merchants probably took place on the eastern side of
the Sinai Peninsula.®** This scenario appears particularly likely, since the Arabians
delivered their goods by boat, and the textual evidence implies that Panehsi himself did
not travel by sea from his base at Sarabit el-Khadim. More importantly, as recorded in the
Amarna letters, this timeframe roughly corresponds to the first documented presence of
myrrh in areas other than Egypt. This is significant for three reasons. First, since Mitanni
sent a gift of myrrh to the Egyptian king, it is unlikely that Mitanni initially imported this
same product from Egypt, and therefore it probably came from some other source.
Second, Mitanni had no direct access to the Red Sea, and it may therefore be assumed
that any South Arabian incense in Mitanmi came by land, and this implies the existence of
an overland route. Finally, the presence of myrrh in texts from Syria-Palestine and
Mesopotamia implies a market for South Arabian aromatics outside of Egypt proper, and
indicates that Egypt, its. dominance of the region_notwithstanding, held no monopoly over
the Incense Route.**

Archaeological evidence from the Levant and northwestern Arabia in the period
1400-1300 BCE further supports the establishment of an overland trade route between
South Arabia and the Levant in the fourteenth century BCE. Particularly valuable is Paula
Wapnish’s study of the dromedary remains found at Tell Jemmeh in a 1400-1200 BCE
context, which she maintains match the age profile of burden-dromedaries used for
caravan work.>*! More convincing, however, is the late fourteenth century rise of

urbanism at the oases of Tayma and Qurayyah, which Peter Parr reasonably associates
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with North Arabia’s participation in the incense trade. The nearly synchronous Egyptian

occupation of Timna, located near the Wadi Arabah, strengthens Parr’s argument, since
the presence of Midianite Ware pottery shards indicates interaction between Timna and
the North Arabian sites. Finally, the dispersal of Midianite Ware pottery out of Tayma
and Qurayyah, where it was manufactured, into cities throughout Canaan and southern
Jordan is probably reflective of the route taken by the incense caravans themselves.”*

That the oasis sites of northwestern Arabia remained autonomous cannot be
confirmed, but there is no evidence to suggest that Egyptian control ever extended to
them. Indeed, after the New Kingdom’s withdrawal from Syria-Palestine at the end of the
Late Bronze Age, and Timna’s subsequent replacement by Tei Masos in the northem
Negev, both Tayma and Qurayyah maintained their importance as caravan stops along
the Incense Route. Thus, the Incense Route’s northern section, though initiated by trade
with Egypt, probably developed into an artery for South Arabian myrrh to Mesopotamia
and Syria-Palestine by the middle of the fourteenth century BCE. Despite Egypt’s
political and economic domination of the Levant, it appears that the Incense Route was
accessible to Mitanni and the city-states of Syria-Palestine and, by the time of Tel Masos’
rise in the twelfth century BCE, was an important trade route in southern Canaan.>*?

The ancient accounts clearly established that South Arabia contained two distinct
incense-growing regions. Myrrh, according to these sources, grows prolifically in the
west, and is generally associated with the mountainous regions of the five classical
kingdoms of Saba, Ma‘in, Himyar, Ausan, and Qataban. Frankincense, on the other hand,

is placed east of the other South Arabian states in territories controlled by the kingdom of
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Hadramawt, where it is also said to grow in the mountains.”** While it is unlikely that any

of the ancient writers, with the possible exception of the anonymous author of the
Periplus of the Erythracan Sea, actually visited the incense regions of South Arabia,
modern scholarship generally confirms their work. > According to Richard LeBaron
Bowen, who conducted a physical survey of the myrrth and frankincense-producing
regions, myrrh trees grow at an elevation of 600-1500 meters in the hills of modem
Yemen, while frankincense trees thrive at between 600-750 meters in the coastal Omani
highlands.>*® Similarly, Gus Van Beek stresses that modern frankincense and myrrh-
growing areas are probably unchanged from ancient times. Van Beek supports this
assertion by pointing out that in classical times frankincense was only exported from its
source area in the mountains through the ports of Syagrus and Moscha.**’

While South Arabia’s pre-classical history is still largely unknown, more than
thirty South Arabian Bronze Age (ca. 2250-1200 BCE) sites were discovered in the
myrrh-growing area of the Yemeni highlands. These early sites, which teatured small
courtyards surrounded by multi-room compounds, may represent community ritual
centers or wealthy residencies. These thinly dispersed settlements were replaced toward
the end of the second millennium BCE during a rapid transition to urbanism throughout
548

the region.” The economic base necessary for urbanism to take place, as William

Albright maintains, probably resulted from an influx of income made available by the

establishment of the lucrative Incense Route.>*

At any rate, radiocarbon testing of a
wood sample at the site of Hajar at-Tamrah indicates a date of 1330 +/- 110 BCE. Other

contemporaneous sites include the fortifications at Hajar ar-Rayhani, a nearby irrigation
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system, and several small enclosures. While the development of urbanism at Shabwa, the
capital city of Hadramawt, dates to the sixteenth century BCE, its establishment was
connected to the lucrative salt mines there. It is also significant, with regard to the non-
presence of frankincense in Mitanni and Syria-Palestine, that Shabwa is located about
300 miles west of the frankincense region of Dhofar.>>®

The migration of Semitic speaking peoples to South Arabia between 1300-1200
BCE is another important event in the Incense Route’s development. Gus Van Beek
identifies this period as the most likely for the migrations based on linguistic differences
between Syria-Palestine/western Mesopotamia and South Arabia. Specifically, Van Beek
notes that consonants in North Semitic languages began to coalesce after the thirteenth
century BCE, while South Arabic maintained the original 29 consonantal vocabulary.”!
Clearly, while this suggests that the linguistic changes took place in the north after the
spread of Semitic to the south, it is also significant because the Semitic migrations
roughly correspond to the development of urban society in South Arabia. As Bulliet
points out, the most logical reason for northern Semites to migrate several hundred miles
to South Arabia was involvement in the lucrative incense trade.>> Relatedly, although it
only dates to the early eleventh century BCE, the site of Hajar Bin Humeid contained
locally manufactured art and pottery exhibiting stylistic influences from Anatolia, Syria-
Palestine, and Ethiopia. Van Beek stresses that a “lag-time” of only two months existed
for the trip between Syria-Palestine and South Arabia, and therefore these pottery
remains are probably reflective of regular, direct contact between Hajar Bin Humeid and

these northern regions from 1100 BCE on.”
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Political, social, and economic conditions in central Arabia are the most difficult
to reconstruct, since scholars have no relevant archaeological or textual evidence from
this region. The only known late second millennium BCE site in central Arabia was
Mecca, but its location on the western side of Arabia’s coastal mountain range left it

5% However, based on

removed from the Incense Route by about one hundred miles.
evidence of the dromedary’s probable third millennium BCE domestication in
southeastern Arabia, it is safe to assume that domestication had spread throughout central
Arabia by about 1500 BCE. Indeed, the dromedary’s ability to thrive in arid,
agriculturally deficient regions, as well as its advantages as a burden animal, probably
made it desirable to the mobile desert dwellers. Furthermore, although the evidence from
Canaan, Sinai, northwestern Arabia, and South Arabia presented thus far is not plentiful,
it nevertheless highlights important stages in the Incense Route’s development. Thomas
W. Beale’s study of the development of long distance overland trade, though set in
prehistoric highland Iran, provides a useful tool for interpreting this evidence.

Beale identifies four stages in the development of long distance trade: Trickle
Trade, Local Redistributive Trade, Regional Organized Trade, and Long-Distance
Organized Trade. Trickle Trade is a trade mechanism by which a given product filters out
of its source area in no particular direction, and which a consumer, though he or she may
desire the product, can only acquire by chance. It can be hypothesized that Egypt was
introduced to South Arabian myrrh as it “trickled” into the incense marts of eastern
Africa, since only the Gulf of Aden separates the incense growing areas of Arabia and

Africa. At any rate, as a large consumer of incense, Egypt undoubtedly represented a
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ready market for Arabian myrrh, which surpasses the African variety in quality. Egypt’s

desire to secure the better Arabian myrrh was probably the catalyst that initiated Local
Redistributive Trade, the second of Beale’s four trade mechanisms.”

Local Redistributive Trade is a stage in which a site begins purposefully to attract
and redistribute goods previously acquired only through the casual process of Trickle
Trade. Prerequisites for this stage include at least a basic administrative complex or
hierarchy within a given site that is capable of directing the resources of that site toward
the acquisition of the desired goods. It is clear from the Der el-Bahri inscriptions that
Egypt procured South Arabian incense through intermediaries, and this presupposes the
existence of some reliable, organized, and presumably regular process for the collection
and redistribution of these aromatics. While no evidence of large incense markets like the
ones used in classical times in South Arabia exists, the larger pre-urban residencies
discovered in the Yemeni highlands may be representative of a developing administrative
complex or political structure there. It is possible that these residencies directed the
collection of myrrh in South Arabia and turned it over to the intermediaries, who then
delivered it to the Egyptians.>”®

The two Egyptian tomb reliefs (ca. 1438-1408 BCE) depicting Arabians
delivering myrrh by boat to al-Quseir represent a significant change in the Incense
Route’s development, and the establishment of Regional Organized Trade. Regional
Organized Trade is achieved with the establishment of direct trade between distant
consumer and/or source areas that bypasses smaller, intermediate sites. The importance

of the Egyptian reliefs is twofold. First, it is clear that the incense markets of eastern
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Africa had been bypassed by this time, and that direct contact between South Arabia and

Egypt existed by the mid-fifteenth century BCE. Since, as argued above, the small boats
depicted on the reliefs were probably launched from an Arabian site across the Red Sea,
an overland trek from South Arabia to the maritime launching points can be assumed.
Second, and more importantly, is that they indicate South Arabia’s shift from passive to
active trade. As Karl Polanyi makes clear, a particular group’s decision to engage in
active trade usually results from a desire by that group for some commodity controlled by
a distant source.”’ It is reasonable to assume that Egypt introduced South Arabians to
various new luxury items in the course of their trade and, while such a reconstruction is
purely speculative, it is possible that many of these goods were of non-Egyptian origin.
Thus, in the same fashion that Egypt desired direct access to South Arabian myrrh, South
Arabians may have attempted to establish contact with other source areas. Indeed, the
Sarabit el-Khadim inscriptions (ca. 1403-1364 BCE) strongly suggest the presence of
South Arabian transshipment centers near the Sinai Peninsula by no later than the middle
of the fourteenth century BCE. The most logical reason for this steady movement north,
since trade with Egypt was already established, would be a desire to reach new markets in
Syna-Palestine. Indeed, the roughly synchronous appearance of myrrh in Mitanni and
Syria-Palestine with the events described on the Sarabit el-Khadim inscriptions strongly
supports such a conclusion.”®

The final step in Beale’s economic model, Long Distance Organized Trade,
occurs when a particular site engaged in active trade increases its control over a trade

route, and decreases the number of intermediaries or “links™ in the trade chain. It is
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reasonable to assume that South Arabian incense merchants utilized local nomads to
guide them across the central peninsula during the formative stages of the Incense
Route’s development. However, it must have been expensive to hire these nomadic
guides every time a caravan was sent north, so it is possible that South Arabians
eventually seized control of the vital wells and resting places once the route was firmly
established. While this point is difficult to prove, Bulliet argues convincingly that
Arabian nomads merely bred and supplied dromedaries to the incense merchants, but
exerted no control over any part of the Incense Route until about the sixth century BCE.
Bulliet further argues that these dromedary herders remained little more than “despised
desert tribesmen” until the invention of the North Arabian saddle and the acquisition of
metal weapons. The North Arabian saddle provided a secure seat from which a mounted
warrior could fight, and the metal weapons replaced less effective bows and arrows. In
either case, the important point is that by seizing the Incense Route, South Arabians
maintained direct control over their goods as they traveled north, while at the same time
reducing shipping costs.>”

The shift from Regional Organized Trade to Long Distance Organized Trade is
more apparent in the synchronous rise of Tayma and Qurayyah and the development of
urbanism in South Arabia. The seeming replacement of coastal transshipment centers by
Tayma and Qurayyah in the late fourteenth century BCE is probably reflective of the
final establishment of the overland Incense Route. However, these oasis sites present an
intriguing problem regarding the extent of South Arabia’s dominance of the overland

route in northwestern Arabia. In short, while South Arabia may have controlled the route
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up to northwestern Arabia, little would be gained economically if Tayma and Qurayyah
functioned as independent states. Since these sites were established at about the time of
South Arabia’s own urban fluorescence, it is possible that the South Arabians founded
these two settlements, or were at least influential residents there. An appropriate
comparison can be made to Renfrew’s Colonial Enclave model of trade development, in
which a state establishes colonies in or near the area with which it wants to engage in
trade.’® As a reasonable hypothesis, it can be assumed that only the initial settlers, and
probably the most influential ones, were of South Arabian origin, while the majority of
the inhabitants of Tayma and Qurayyah were Syro-Palestinians or northern Arabians.”®!

It is clear from the brief review above that the Incense Route was established
relatively quickly, and that its development was shaped by political, social, and even
environmental factors. While it is unknown how long Egypt received South Arabian
myrrh through the intermediaries referred to by the Der al-Bahri inscriptions, their
presence nevertheless implies that an administrative system capable of directing the
collection of goods already existed in South Arabia by the mid-second millennium BCE.
At any rate, direct contact with South Arabia was finally established by Egypt in the early
fifteenth century BCE, as evidenced by the Hatshepsut reliefs. Perhaps the most
significant result of this contact between Egypt and South Arabia was the introduction of
new luxury goods to South Arabia, and this was probably the catalyst for South Arabia’s
transition from passive to active trade. Since the South Arabian residencies, which
presumably housed the administrative complex mentioned above, were located in the

highlands of modem Yemen, it is not surprising that the South Arabians chose an
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overland, rather than a maritime route to the north. The difficulty of sailing north on the

Red Sea, particularly above the twentieth latitude, was undoubtedly a factor in this
decision, especially since it can be assumed that these mountain dwellers had little or no
maritime experience. A more important factor, however, was the availability of the
domesticated dromedary, which was probably widespread on the peninsula by no later
than 1500 BCE, and was likely familiar to the South Arabians. Even so, the South
Arabians were probably unfamiliar with the central Arabian Peninsula, and for this
reason must have hired local nomads to guide them north.

The Egyptian tomb reliefs of the period 1438-1408 BCE represent a transitional
stage between the establishment of direct contact by Egypt as described by the Der al-
Bahri reliefs, and the completion of an overland route. As implied by the Sarabit el-
Khadim inscriptions of 1403-1364 BCE, South Arabia’s movement northward was
probably directed at reaching additional markets in Syria-Palestine and western
Mesopotamia. While the nascent aromatics trade was most likely only with Egypt in the
late fifteenth century BCE, it is clear from myrrh’s presence in the city-states of Syria-
Palestine and Mitanni that this was no longer the case by the Amarna period. The
development of urbanism in South Arabia and Tayma and Qurayyah at about 1300 BCE,
as well as the Semitic migrations of 1300-1200 BCE, are further proof of the Incense
Route’s firm establishment and lucrative profits.

Based on conditions along the Incense Route in the better understood classical
period, it can be assumed that South Arabians extended control over nearly the entire

Incense Route. South Arabians probably relied on the nomads of central Arabia to guide
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their caravans north, and to provide them with water, shelter, and, perhaps, even
dromedaries as the Incense Route developed. However, it is plausible that, once a regular
route developed, the South Arabians seized vital sections of the caravan route, such as
wells, and reduced the nomads to mere suppliers of dromedaries. Similarly, the
settlements of Tayma and Qurayyah were probably established by South Arabians as
launching points on the way to Syria-Palestine and Mesopotamia, in the same way that
the coastal transshipment centers functioned in the earlier trade with Egypt.

While the development of the Incense Route took only about one hundred years,
from Queen Hatshepsut’s reign to the Amarna period, it had a much more long-lasting
impact. Even after Egypt’s withdrawal from Canaan at the end of the Late Bronze Age,
and the upheavals brought on by the Sea Peoples in the twelfth century BCE, the Incense
Route remained an important economic feature of the ancient Near East. The rise of Tel
Masos in the Negev Desert brought wealth to the inhabitants of southern Canaan and
northern Sinai, and probably encouraged Israel’s King Saul to expand his borders to the
Red Sea. More significant, however, was South Arabia’s exposure to the more advanced
peoples of the Near East. Not only did this influence South Arabia culturally, as the
pottery shards from Hajar Bin Humeid and the Semitic migrations clearly demonstrate,
but it also brought the Arabian Peninsula into the “known world.” As the desire for
myrtrh, and later frankincense, took hold in the Near East and Europe, control of the
Incense Route became a common, but never realized goal among the ancient world’s
most powerful empires. Indeed, perhaps the most important consequence of the Incense

Route’s development was not its mere economic significance, but rather that its starting
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date in the early fourteenth century BCE marks Arabia’s entrance onto the world stage,

and the inception of this regions global importance to this day.
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