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“[do not shJow an Arab the sea or a Sidonian the
st[eppe], for their occupations are different” (The
Sayings of Ahigar 110)!

The characterization of the Nabataeans as no-
mads, who made the transition to sedentary life only
when they came under Roman rule, obscures their
important role in early Hellenistic commerce. From
312 / 11 BC, when they first emerge on the scene,
till the second century AD, they have the reputa-
tion as merchants and traders, primarily in aromatics
from South Arabia (Graf and Sidebotham 2003). In
Hieronymous of Cardia’s contemporary account of
the Nabtaeans in the late fourth century BC, they are
characterized as intermediaries, who “bring down to
the sea frankincense and myrrh and the most valu-
able kinds of spice, which they procure from those
who convey them from what is called Arabia Eudae-
mon” (apud Diodorus 19.94.4-5; 2.48.2). Neverthe-
less, based on Hieronymous ethnographic narrative,
the Nabataeans are depicted as “entirely nomadic”
(Parr 2003: 27) and Petra as “a great tent site” until
the Augustan era (Wenning 2007: 29). Ignored are
elements in his description that contradict a “rigid
doctrinaire nomadism” (Bosworth 2002: 191), such
as their hydrological sophistication (19.94.6-8), lit-
eracy in Aramaic (19.96.1) and their participation in
the asphalt trade with Egypt (19.99.3), as well as the
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new documentary evidence that indicates many of
the “tribute paying” Arabs (19.94.10) were farmers
of Nabataean stock (Graf 2003). Hieronymus’ ‘styl-
ized’ narrative is filled with literary topoi, and should
be read with caution for the ‘facts’ of Nabataean cul-
ture and society at the time (Graf 1990: 52-53).

In contrast, there is overwhelming evidence of
the Arabian incense trade throughout the Mediter-
ranean world in the early Hellenistic period. After
the siege of Gaza, Alexander the Great distributed
much of the spoil in Macedonia to his family and
friends, but sent 500 talents in weight of frankin-
cense and 100 more of myrrh to his tutor Leonidas as
a token gesture of his plan to conquer Arabia which
his teacher had promoted (Plutarch, Al. 25.4). Ac-
cording to Pliny, it was also after his “conquest” of
Arabia (!) that Alexander sent a cargo loaded with
frankincense to Leonidas, informing him he could
now worship the gods as often as he pleased (N.H.
12.62). This is probably an allusion to Alexander’s
exploratory naval mission to conquer Arabia, when
ships were sent from the Persian Gulf and Suez
to gather logistical information. The latter ships
reached Hadramawt in South Arabia, where they
collected some frankincense and loaded it on their
ships to bring back to Egypt (Theophrastus, His-
tory of Plants 1X.4.5). After this enterprise, the four

' The translation of Ahigar saying 110 is by Lindenberger (1983:
209). The “Words of Ahiqar” are preserved on a single Aramaic
manuscript of fourteen columns on a papyrus from Elephantine in
which the Ahiqar text was written over an erased customs account
for year 11 (= 475 BC). The manuscript was originally probably
twenty-one columns in length. The fourteen surviving columns of
Ahiqar preserve a narrative in five columns and the proverbs in
nine columns. The rest is lost completely and many are preserved
only in fragments. The right and left margins of the preserved prov-
erbs are all damaged and columns 13 and 14 are also cracked in
the middle. The Ahiqar text is dated paleographically to the late
fifth century BC (Porten and Yardeni 1993: 23). The interesting

Customs Account has been dealt with extensively (Yardeni 1994;
Briant and Descat 1998; Tal 2009), but is not relevant to this discus-
sion except in helping establish the date of the Ahiqar text.
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incense kingdoms of South Arabia appear for the
first time in classical texts (IX.4.2, “Saba, Hadra-
myta, Kitibana and Mamali” = Saba, Hadramawt,
Qataban and Mamali, a corruption of “Ma‘in”: see
Amigues 2006: 83). As a result of these ventures,
aromatics were reaching the Macedonian court in
quantity in Alexander’s lifetime, accompanied with
the first knowledge in the Aegean of the political
states of South Arabia.

The “Successors” (or Diadochoi) of Alexander
the Great maintained this interest in aromatics and
a desire to gain greater access to the commerce of
Arabia. In 312 / 11 BC, the Macedonian war-lord
Antigonus the One-Eyed directed two expeditions
against the Nabatacan Arabs at Petra (Diodoros
19 94-98), perhaps in an effort to gain control and
monopolize the incense trade as part of his larger
economic policy for his developing empire (Bil-
lows 1990: 130, 288). In capturing the “Rock” of
the Nabataeans, Antigonus’ army seized a large
quantity of frankincense and myrrh, and 500 tal-
ents of silver (19.95.3). According to Theophras-
tus, Antigonus even persuaded some Arab traders
to bring incense trees to the Mediterranean (His-
tory of Plants 1X.4.8), reminiscent of the Arab
ambassadors who brought some twigs of frankin-
cense trees to Rome in the early imperial era (Pliny
N.H. XII, 57). The fact that Antigonus’ campaign
is because of Nabataean ‘hostility’ to him makes it
possible that the Nabataeans were already allies of
the Ptolemies (Bosworth 2002: 190), as they were
certainly later in the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus
(Graf 2006), when the incense trade seems to have
flourished in their realm, as apparently it did also
in the Seleucid realm. In 205 BC, the Seleucid
king Antiochos III’s conducted a campaign against
Gerrha in East Arabia and received a payment of
500 talents of silver, 1000 talents of frankincense
and 200 more of precious “stacte” myrrh (Poly-
bius 13.9.4-5; cf. Pliny, N.H. 12.35), perhaps to
preserve their ‘freedom’ and redirect their trade to
Babylonia rather than the Ptolemaic Mediterranean
(Potts 1990: 92-95). In this respect, Agatharchides
of Cnidus in the last part of the second century BC
reports that on a promontory of Arabia that stretch-
es towards the “Rock” (Petra) of the Nabatacan Ar-
abs, “the Gerrhaeans, Minaeans, and all the Arabs
whose settlements are nearby,” bring frankincense
and cargoes of incense [by ship?] from South Ara-
bia, from where they transported them by land to
Petra (On the Erythraean Sea 89a and ¢ = Photius,

Cod. 250.87, 457a-457b and Strabo, Geog. 16.4.18
[776] = Burstein 1989: 148-149), probably reflect-
ing his third century sources (Burstein 1989: 31-
35). From Petra, the incense route then led through
the Negev in Palestine to Gaza (Pliny, NH VI1.143-
144), probably via the Darb es-Sultan that skirted
to the north of the Ramon Crater (Cohen 1993 with
Erickson-Ginni 2010: 21-22). In the Augustan age,
the entry and exit points are identified as Leuke
Kome to Petra and the North Sinai harbor of Rhi-
nocolura (Strabo, Geog. 16.4.24 [781]), but this
may have been the temporary result of Alexander
Jannaeus’ destruction of Gaza in 96 BC (Jos. AJ
13.13.3 [358-364]) forcing an alternative route to
Rhinocolura (Sachet 2000: 53). It is generally as-
sumed that at the harbor at Gaza or Rhinocolura
(el-‘Arish), the Nabataeans goods were loaded
onto Phoenician or Greek ships to be shipped to the
waiting ports in the Greek world. Finds of Naba-
taean pottery at Gaza (Sachet 2000: 51-53) and el-
‘Arish (Oren 1993: 1395) confirm Nabataean activ-
ity at the Mediterranean ports.

Nevertheless, the literary sources are complete-
ly silent about any involvement of the Arabs in the
sea trade. It is in this regard that the aphorism of
Ahiqar is often cited, “[do not sh]Jow an Arab the
sea or a Sidonian the de[sert], for their occupations
are different” (The Sayings of Ahigar 110). This
maxim is commonly employed to suggest that in
the Persian and early Hellenistic period the Arabs
and Nabataecans were immutably landlocked no-
mads. Although engaged in overland camel cara-
van trade in aromatics, they were simply “interme-
diaries between southern Arabia and the [eastern]
Mediterranean ports, principally Gaza” (Briant
2002: 717). On the basis of Ahigar’s maxim, it is
assumed the Arab merchants “had no direct interest
in maritime activity and were no longer [involved]
in the spice trade once the goods reached the coast
and were shipped out” (Eph‘al 1982: 196; cf. Le-
maire 1994: 25 n. 62), as they lacked any port they
could call their own (Katzenstein 1989: 77 n. 84).
It is rather the Phoenicians and Greeks who are
identified as the seafaring merchants, involved in
shipping the goods from the port cities of Palestine
to their destinations in the Aegean and elsewhere
in the West. Although this generalization is derived
from Herodotus’ description of North Sinai in the
sixth century BC (2.12; 3.5-8; cf. Lemaire 1994:
24-30), it is applied to the Arabs and Nabataeans in
subsequent periods.
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It is time to sound a caveat about Ahiqar’s dic-
tum. The Aramaic text of Ahiqar is represented
by a single manuscript, from the Jewish military
colony at Elephantine dating to the late fifth cen-
tury BC (Lindenberger 1983: 11; 1985: 480; Porten
and Yardeni 1993: 23). Although found in a Jew-
ish setting and context, there is nothing in the text
that suggests a Jewish origin, and the popularity of
Ahiqar in the Near East into late antiquity indicates
it had widespread appeal (Lindenberger 1985: 481,
491-492), perhaps penetrating the classical Greek
world of the Aegean even earlier (cf. West 2003:
423-426). The story of Ahiqar, the wise scribe and
counselor in the Neo-Assyrian court of Esarhaddon
in 680-669 BC (Vanderkam 1994) was attached
later to this earlier Aramean collection of over a
hundred aphorisms, fables, riddles and sayings.
This proverbial section of the text probably reflects
the sayings of the Aramaic-speaking population of
Syria in the eighth century BC (Lindenberger 1985:
481-482). In fact, the Saying of Ahiqgar 110 concern-
ing Arabs and Sidonians may even be much earlier
(Israel 1990), its parallelism reflecting earlier Uga-
ritic texts and the last phrase merely an explanatory
gloss supplied later (Watson 1984: 259). After the
Assyrian expansion to the West and conquest of the
Aramaeans, the collection was probably brought to
Mesopotamia and became associated with a nota-
ble Aramaic scribe (Lindenberger 1985: 484). The
first mention of Arabs is that of Gindibu the Arab
who with his thousand camel army fought against
Shalmaneser III at Qarqar in 853 BC, more than a
century earlier (Eph‘al 1982: 21). The context of
the maxim is therefore at least four centuries earlier
than the Persian period and more than half a mil-
lennium before the appearance of the Nabataeans
at Petra. It therefore has little relevance for Arab
society in the Persian and Hellenistic periods or
their subsequent life-style.

In addition, there is now new documentary evi-
dence of Arabs directly involved in incense trade in
the Mediterranean Sea earlier than the Ahiqar pa-
pyrus (cf. Liverani 1992). A recently published Sa-
baean South Arabian inscription records a journey
by a commercial (rkl) agent engaged in internation-
al maritime trade. The text is inscribed on a bronze
plaque and mentions a commercial agent’s caravan
that passed from “Dedan, [Gaz]a, and the towns
of Judah ("hgr Yhd),” and afterwards “from Gaza
[by ship] to Kition (K?y)”, during the war between
“Chaldea and Ionia” (Ksdm wYwn) in the reign of

the Sabean king Yada‘il Bayin (I or II?), probably
around 600 BC (Bron and Lemaire 2009). It is gen-
erally agreed that the term Kittim (Kty) is derived
from the Cypriot city of Kition, a city of primar-
ily Phoenician character (Yon 1997), but very early
the ethnic became a general term to designate the
Phoenicians and subsequently even the Greek and
Roman world further in the west. This enlarge-
ment of the ethnic appears to have developed very
early, as a number of Hebrew ostraca from Arad
around 600 BC — contemporaneous with the new
Sabean text — appear to use the term for Phoeni-
cian or Greek mercenaries in the service of Judah
(Dion 1992: 94). The war between the Chaldeans
and Ionians is interpreted as a Neo-Babylonian
campaign against Cilicians (Ywn) around 600 BC,
where Greek presence is attested at Tarsus already
in the mid-seventh century BC (Schmitz 2009). As
the new text indicates, Gaza was not only the des-
tination of the incense trade, but the outlet for Arab
commercial agents to engage in maritime contacts
with their customers in the islands and littoral re-
gions of the Mediterranean world beyond Gaza.
Greek inscriptions from the Aegean in the third and
second centuries BC, as we will see, attest to the
expansion and enhancement of these activities.

The Port of Gaza and Incense Commerce

During the Persian period, it is suggested that “Ga-
za’s markets were very busy, full of merchandise
and crowded with traders and customers,” and a
diverse population of Phoenicians, local Arabs and
South Arabians (Katzenstein 1989: 77), with an ac-
tive mint in the fourth century producing a variety
of types that utilized the Attic standard and imi-
tated the standard Athenian types — with the head
of Athena and owl (Rappaport 1970; Augé 2000:
70-72). But the pseudo-Athenian types designated
“Philisto-Arabian” (Hill 1914: Ixxiii-Ixxxix, 176-
183; Seyrig 1972), or more recently just “Philis-
tian” (Gitler and Tal 2006: 35), and assumed to be
issues of Gaza or southern Palestine, are probably
now to be attributed to north-west Arabia because
of recent finds in the region (Christian Augé, pers.
comm.). At the time of Alexander the Great’s ar-
rival, Gaza still was a flourishing major port con-
nected with the incense trade from the Arabian
Peninsula, and its harbor played the primary role in
the sea-trade. At the time of Alexander’s campaign
it is described as a “large city” (Arrian 2.26.1) and
“the most important city in Syria” (Plutarch, Al
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25.3). During the siege of the city, the casualties
mentioned are 10,000 Persians and Arabs (Curtius
4.6.30; cf. Kasher 1992: 915); the city was later re-
populated with tribesmen from the environs (Ar-
rian 2.27.7). The basic Arab character of this new
population is indicated by Antigonus being assisted
by the “Arabs” at Gaza for his campaign against
Ptolemy in 306 BC (Diod. 20.73.3). The possibility
that Nabataeans were included among this popula-
tion has been increased with the newly published
Idumean Aramaic ostraca from Judaea, which
contain a substantial number of Nabataecan Arabic
names (Graf 2003).

For the mid-third century BC, the importance
of the port at Gaza in the incense trade is illumi-
nated by the Zenon papyri, which refer to Gaza
frequently (Pestman 1981: B 482, lists 12 times,
e.g. P. Cairo Zen. 59009b.3, 5; 590093.11 etc; cf.
Tscherikower 1937: 25-29), as well as the “harbor
at Gaza” (P. Cairo Zen. 59006.64 and 59804.2,
Tadoiwv Murjv). Furthermore, at Gaza, a Ptolemaic
customs official named Diodoros is in charge of in-
cense (PSI 628.4, [0] énf tiic MPavwtikfic). Refer-
ences of purchases by Ptolemaic officials of “Ger-
rhean incense” (P. Cairo Zen. 59009.23), “Minaean
incense”(P. Cairo Zen. 59009b II 6 and 20; 59011
II R 15) and “Gerrhean and Minaean incense” (P.
Cairo Zen.59536.11-12) are recorded, including
a quantity from a Moabite named Malichos (P,
Cairo Zen. 59009.20-22). These transactions date
between approximately 260 and 258 BC (Pestman
1981: A.264), but may be regarded as typical for
the third century BC.

From a South Arabian perspective, a number of
Minaean texts from their homeland in the south-
west of the Arabian Peninsula indicate their wide-
scale commercial activities in the Near East. Men-
tioned in these itineraries are “Dedan (Al-‘Ula in
the Hijaz), Egypt, Tyre and S(idon)” (Bron 1998:
no. 10, 4, Ddn wMsr wSr wS(ydn) = Robin 1999:
139), “Egypt, Gaza, and Assur” (Bron 1998: no. 7,
3-4, Msr wG\zt w’ 'sr), “Egypt, Assur and Beyond
the (Euphrates) River” (RES 3022 = Garbini 1974 :
no. 247-1, Msrw’’sr, w ‘br nhrn) and perhaps
“[Egyplt, Assyria and B[eyond the River]” (RES
2930 = Garbini 1974: No. 152-1, [Ms]r, w’’sr w
‘[br nhrn]; cf. Robin 1999: 145). The chronologi-
cal problems with Minaean texts are complex, so
only a general date of the Persian period is assigned
(Bron 1998: 13-19 would date the majority in the
fifth century BC). However, a precise date of the

mid-third century BC is offered by another Minae-
an text in the Cairo Museum, recording the trans-
porting of aromatics to Ptolemaic Egypt (Garbini
1974 : no. 338; cf. Fraser 1972: 11, 310 n. 381).

These Minaean activities in the Levant also are
reflected in the so-called “Hierodulenlisten” found
at the Minaean capital at Ma‘in in Yemen, which
record more than eighty “foreign wives” acquired
by Minaean merchants from twenty-four scattered
locations, but mainly in the Levant (Bron 1998:
102-121, nos. 93-98). Most are from Gaza (30),
followed by Dedan (9), Egypt (6) and Qedar (3).
The importance of Gaza is indicated by the numer-
ous women from the harbor town. The onomasti-
con of the women from Gaza represents a mélange,
reflecting North Arabian, North-West Semitic and
Egyptian names (Bron 1998: 119). The rest of
the women are distributed among various other
regions, including Sidon (sydn), Ammon (‘mn),
Moab (m‘b) and Gerrha (hgr), and even one from
“Greece” (Ywn™, with mimation). This “Greek”
wife bears a Semitic name (S’LMT ), surely an
adopted name, just like Semitic peoples adopted
Greek names when operating in the Greek sphere.
Although the “Hierodulen” texts are traditionally
dated between 320 and 150 BC (Ryckmans 1961),
with the earlier date most likely the highpoint, a
date of the fifth century BC has been recently pro-
posed (Bron 1998: 19 and 105). This would help
explain the absence of any reference to the Naba-
taeans or Edom in the texts, and the presence of Qe-
dar. Nevertheless, a number of Minaean texts have
been discovered on the major arteries leading to
Petra from the Arabian Peninsula (Ghabban 2007;
cf. Graf 1983: 562), and a bronze scarab inscribed
in Minaean has been found at Petra (Garbini 1974:
no. 376). This evidence clearly supports Gaza as a
major entrepdt in the Mediterranean.

Nevertheless, the number of Gazeans who sur-
face in the Aegean world of the Classical or Hel-
lenistic period are very few (Masson 1969: 691
n. 1 cites just three, but a few more can now be
added to his list). There is a probably a slave from
Gaza at Eretria on Euboia in the fourth century BC
(SEG 28, 725, c. 168) and a Iepoaiog T'alaiov at
Demetrias in Thessaly ca 300-250 BC (Arvanito-
poulos 1909: 331, no. 109), where the patronym
may be the ethnic form of the toponym of “Gaza”.
For the early Hellenistic period, another possibil-
ity at Demetrias is an “Antipatros Apollophanos”
from [T]alafiJog (Arvanitopoulos 1909: 461, no.
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