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Editors’ Note

The JOURNAL OF ANCIENT CIVILIZATIONS (JAC) is published annually in two 
fascicles by the Institute for the History of Ancient Civilizations (IHAC, Northeast Normal 
University, Changchun, Jilin Province, People’s Republic of China). 

The aim of JAC is to provide a forum for the discussion of various aspects of the 
cultural and historical processes in the Ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean world, 
encompassing studies of individual civilizations as well as common elements, contacts 
and interactions among them (e.g. in such traditional fields as Assyriology, Hittitology, 
Egyptology, Classics, and Sinology among others). Hence, we publish the work of 
international scholars while also providing a showcase for the finest Chinese scholarship, 
and so welcome articles dealing with history, philology, art, archaeology and linguistics 
that are intended to illuminate the material culture and society of the ancient Near East, 
the Mediterranean region, and ancient China. Articles discussing other cultures will be 
considered for publication only if they are clearly relevant to the ancient Mediterranean 
world, the Near East and China. Information about new discoveries and current scholarly 
events is also welcome. Publishers are encouraged to send review copies of books in the 
relevant fields.

JAC is a double blind peer-reviewed journal. All submitted articles are first carefully 
read by at least two editors of JAC, who will give a feedback to the author. Articles 
(excluding book reviews or research reports) are afterwards reviewed anonymously by 
at least two referees in the specific field, appointed by the editorial board. In cases where 
the reviewers recommend changes in the manuscript, authors are requested to revise their 
articles. From time to time, we will publish a list of the referees to make the double blind 
peer-review process transparent and comprehensible.

The double blind peer-reviewed articles of this issue range from a reconstruction of 
a obelisk transportation scene from ancient Egypt to considerations of Trans-Saharan 
contacts of the Carthaginians, and to the study of the conceptual framework of an only 
fragmentary preserved early imperial History of the Civil Wars, written by Seneca the 
Elder. After the first part of the comprehensive research survey on Ancient Economy 
covering general developments and Greco-Roman times in JAC 32/1 (2017): 55–105, 
the second part includes survey-articles on sources and recent studies in the fields of the 
Ancient Near East and Egyptology. Additionally, we broaden the perspective with an 
article on the pre-modern economy in Ming / Qing China.

All communications, manuscripts, disks and books for review should be sent to the 
Assistant Editor, Journal of Ancient Civilizations, Institute for the History of Ancient 
Civilizations, Northeast Normal University, 130024 Changchun, Jilin Province, People’s 
Republic of China (e-mail: jac@nenu.edu.cn), or to the Executive Director in Chief, Prof. 
Dr. Sven Günther, M.A. (e-mail: svenguenther@nenu.edu.cn or sveneca@aol.com).
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Raimund Schulz
University of Bielefeld

Introduction: Africa as perceived in antiquity, and the role of Carthage

Throughout mythical and historical times, Africa, or Libya as the Greeks said, 
proved to be a trusty companion of the ancient Mediterranean world. When 
Odysseus rounded the Peloponnese, he first came upon the North African coast; 
after stealing the Golden Fleece, Jason and his men are said to have crossed the 
ocean and then the continent with the Argo on their shoulders.1 Pirates, mercenaries 
and merchants had plied the route to Egypt from time immemorial; seafarers 
from the late Archaic epoch onwards reached Africa’s western coasts through the 
Strait of Gibraltar and the East coast from the Red Sea; in the following centuries, 
contacts were established as far inland as Nubia and the kingdom of Meroe.

However, the sea captains’, mercenaries’ and merchants’ familiarity with Africa 
was restricted to an exceedingly small part of the actual continent. And especially 
lacking from their knowledge was the fascination the Greeks and Romans had not 
only for the distant East, but also for the North and West of the oikoumenê, the 
known world: Africa as a whole could compete neither with the abundant fecundity 
and immeasurable riches of the East (India) nor with the formidable menace of 
the North, nor again with the remoteness and mystery of the West. Politically and 
culturally, the continent had always had lesser significance than Asia and Europe.2 
Now and again an attempt was made to sail round it, but only in order to link the 
European and Asiatic waters by an alternative, southern route. With the exception 
of Egypt and Nubia, the African continent was never an object of research or an 
arena for power politics and expansionism. For this reason, ancient geographers 
never arrived at an even approximately realistic idea of how far the continent 
had extended to the South, whereas they had an astonishingly accurate idea of 
Eurasia from the 1st century AD onwards.3 Libya also played a role, although a 
subordinate one compared to Asia or the northern latitudes of the oikoumenê, in 

1  Pind. Pyth. 4.20–21.
2  Zimmermann 1999, 67–73.
3  Cf. Pol. 3.38.1; Bianchetti 1990; Schmal 2002, 270.
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discussions about the influence of climate and environment on the development 
of human characteristics. Speculations about another land beyond the torrid zone, 
the Antipodes or terra australis, unlike the Hyperboreans’ land of marvels or the 
islands of paradise of the far West and the East, remained restricted to a tight circle 
of specialized geographers and philosophers.4

The reason for this comparative lack of interest in Africa is, to begin with, due to 
geographical, ecological and political factors. The ancients knew that its northern 
shores, washed by the Mediterranean, were followed by a hostile desert zone, and 
as deserts were taken to be a natural symbol of the end of the world, there was little 
readiness to penetrate further South. The theory that a torrid zone existed there that 
was impossible for men to cross is a manifestation of this perception that is still 
taught – and thereby reinforced – in the modern era. On the other hand, until the 
Arab expansion of the 7th century AD, there were never any substantial attacks 
on the Mediterranean world issuing from Africa, such as were constantly, almost 
in paranoiac way, expected from the endless expanses of the North. Why concern 
oneself, then, with the interior of the continent or seek to pre-empt attacks? Africa 
has no analogous people to the Amazons or the ogre nations Gog and Magog,5 
while the “holy” Ethiopians of epic come over as a somewhat pale counterpart 
to the fascinating Hyperboreans of the far North.6 Thirdly – and this is connected 
to the previous – the Greek world, which is of course the source of most of our 
information about Africa, was spatially much further removed from the Saharan 
South than it was from Northern latitudes, as the Greeks continued to prefer to 
colonize the areas of the North and North-west coasts of the Mediterranean. The 
political horizon of Cyrene, the only significant Greek colony on African soil 
(except the very special case of Naucratis), retained its orientation towards the 
Mediterranean world and Egypt, while the Greek colonies in the West and the 
North had fluvial access to the interior via the Rhône and the Don and Dnieper. 
Contrastingly, not even the Nile itself often played a significant role as a corridor 
between the Mediterranean world and Sudanic Africa in antiquity.7 Thus, while 

4  Hiatt 2011, 15–18; Schulz 2017, 213–214.
5  Cf. Jameson 1968, 71–84: the Romans did not see the Ethiopians as a serious threat, even after the 
expedition of Aelius Gallus against them under Augustus (RGDA 26). For some African “monsters:” 
Schmal 2002, 276.
6  On the Ethiopians and their special attitude to the sun, see MacLachlan 1992.
7  Masonen 2012, 168; Insoll 2003, 269; on trade routes in Sudan, cf. Shinnie 1991; summarized in Huss 
1989, 10–11. Adam 1981 is much more optimistic, at least with regard to the pharaohs until c. 1200 BC, 
cf. also Adams 1977. The expeditions of the Old Kingdom into sub-Saharan Africa are not, in my 
view, proof of a corridor function; it is difficult to evaluate the recently reconstructed caravan route 
between the Kharga oasis and Darfur (Roe 2005–2006). Did a connection exist from there to the 
Lake Chad region and the Niger? For possible connections between the Middle Nile, Lake Chad and 
perhaps south-eastern Nigeria (Igbo-Ukwu) in the late first millennium AD cf. Sutton 1991 and 2001.
On Greek advances to the South via the Nile: Préaux 1957.
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we have ever more plentiful literary and archaeological evidence concerning long-
distance Eurasian trade as far as China, we are still not even sure today if there was 
such a thing as trans-Saharan trade in pre-Islamic times.8

This general picture has, however, recently been disturbed by some perplexing 
data from pre-Roman times, data that at first appears so disparate that a 
number of ancient historians continue to view it with suspicion. Yet, on closer 
scrutiny, it fits in completely with the scenario sketched out above – because 
it directly and indirectly relates to a people who, by reason of their geographic 
location, explorational expertise, commercial ambition and also their traditional 
interest in the Southern reaches of the oikoumenê, were most disposed – not 
mentioning Egypt’s rulers for a moment – to venture deeper into Africa from 
their Mediterranean base: namely, the Phoenicians or, more specifically, those 
from their most important colony, Carthage. Given the dominance of Greek and 
Roman sources, we know far too little about Carthaginian activities. But what we 
do know gives us good reason to pay attention to them, particularly since they 
are active in a period, in which we see developments on the sub-Saharan side, 
too – developments that, I contend, could at least have indirectly provided an 
additional stimulus for penetrating into the unknown from the North. 

Sustained exploration and expansion in antiquity occurred wherever actors 
expected to find lucrative objects or contacts. It was impossible to come to an 
arrangement with personnel and paymasters to take expeditions into the void of the 
great unknown. Hence, contacts rarely came about by chance but instead within 
the context of experience and planning.9 Thus, in addition to the role of the driving 
forces within the Mediterranean world, the role of the sub-Saharan contact-points 
of Mediterranean exploration also needs to be clarified. 

The political situation at the end of the 6th century BC 
and the Periplus of Hanno

From the second half of the 6th century BC onwards, Carthage began to push 
back against the influence of Greek colonies in the Western Mediterranean and 
to establish itself firmly on Corsica, Sardinia and Sicily.10 Their run of successes 
was halted in 480 BC when a Carthaginian invasion force suffered a disastrous 
defeat at Himera, and the Carthaginians were compelled to restrict their influence 
to the western tip of Sicily.11 

As is common in such situations, the defeated party seeks to replace what 

8  The literature on this subject has become legion. Most recently summarized: Burstein 2015, 654 and 
Austen 2015, 662–674 (on antiquity).
9  Cf. Schulz 2017, 10–18. 
10    Cf. Huss 1985, 59–65. 
11    Warmington 1981, 445 also on the re-orientation towards Africa following the defeat at Himera. 
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it has lost. In a similar constellation some 100 years earlier, Pharaoh Necho II 
intensified explorational activity in the Red Sea area, and as part of these efforts 
is said to have commissioned a sea captain from Tyre to sail along the African 
coast until his ship reached the Mediterranean from the West through the Strait 
of Gibraltar.12 Carthage itself, after losing the first war against Rome, would find 
compensation in mineral- and mercenary-rich Spain. In view of such parallels, 
it does not seem improbable that the Carthaginians should have attempted 
something similar after Himera, setting their sights on a region that was already 
one of their favored spheres of interest outside the Mediterranean, namely, the 
Moroccan coast. Several colonies (Tingis, Lixos, Rusibis, Mogador) had been 
established there towards the end of the 6th century.13 Carthage’s resumption 
of these activities was due to rivals like Massilia showing an interest in West 
African waters.14 

References to these activities are found in an account of one of the most 
famous voyages of discovery and colonization in the ancient world, the Periplus 
of Hanno.15 Our knowledge derives to a great extent from a Greek manuscript 
preserved in Heidelberg. The unknown author (post 500 BC) viewed and 
selected original Punic documents and produced a relatively loose translation 
for a Greek audience.16 The first part goes back to a Punic inscription or tablet 
from the sanctuary of Baal Hammon in Carthage. If the translator used the term 
periplus, then it was because he wanted to make it clear to his Greek readers that 
it was an expedition report that had been officially commissioned, in this case by 
the Carthaginian government.17 Accordingly, the text names the leader and the 
official purpose of the expedition – to establish colonies beyond the Pillars of 
Hercules – at the beginning, which would have been unnecessary if it had been 
simply a navigational manual.18 

The second part (from §7) reproduces a literary commentary or supplementary 
description that was probably written by Hanno himself. In it, he gives an 
account of the voyage continued southwards after the colonization process had 

12    Hdt. 4.42. Cf. Hennig 1944, 63–67; Law 1978, 95; Mitchell 2005, 174–175. New discussion of the 
whole subject with literature in Schulz 2017, 44–48. 
13    Cf. Huss 1985, 70; Marzoli 2013.
14    Werner 1990, 72. Cf. Hands 1969, 85; Barceló 1989, 26–27; Law 1978, 121, 129, who sees a link 
to the expeditions of Himilco and Hanno (as I do). On the discussion about dating the expedition, 
see also older literature in Hennig 1944, 91. For a dating “rather later in the fifth century:” Ferguson 
1969, 5.
15    Greek text with translation in German: Bayer 1993; with English translation: Schoff 2012.
16    Zimmermann 1999, 94.
17    Meyer 1998, 198–203.
18    The dedication to the gods, customary in Phoenician documents, is omitted. On the dating of the 
translation and authenticity: Geus 1994, 98–99.
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been concluded. There has been endless debate about this second phase of the 
enterprise,19 and yet still today there are no truly persuasive arguments that cast 
doubt on the authenticity of the voyage, even despite the uncertainty regarding 
particular details. One argument that is commonly brought – that a return journey 
from a latitude near the Senegal River as far as Morocco would have been 
impossible without a South wind on the 850 km stretch from Cape Juby (southern 
Morocco, opposite the Canaries) to Cap Blanc against the prevailing North 
winds20 – is no longer tenable.21 Phoenician fifty-oared sailing ships were capable 
of tacking against the wind;22 furthermore, coastal breezes could have been taken 
advantage of;23 and even adamant critics concede that wherever headwinds and 
counter-currents could indeed have been too strong, there would always have 
been the option of hauling the boat over land with the help of local guides until 
more favourable conditions could be found further North.24

The course and aim of Hanno’s expedition – 
the journey on the Senegal River

The exact course and aim of Hanno’s voyage are more difficult to evaluate. 
There is probably general agreement that the fleet, reduced after the colonization, 
went on to explore the coasts and waters in search of valuable raw materials, 
which Carthage was traditionally very interested in and without which the 
newly founded cities Karikon Teichos, Gytte, Akra, Melitta and Arambys would 
scarcely have been able to survive. Choice goods would have been vegetable 
and animal products, such as sedge (or reeds) as an incense substitute, exotic 
woods and ivory, as well as deer, lion and leopard skins.25 Secondly, and most 
importantly, minerals like copper from Akjout in Mauretania (on the same 
geographical latitude as Arguin island), tin from the Jos Plateau in Nigeria, 

19    Sceptical about authenticity: Bichler 2008, 185; Fage 2002, 47.
20    E.g. Mauney 1970, 22, 91, 93; 1978, 296–297; Fage 2002, 47. Difficult conditions begin at Cap 
Blanc.
21    Picard 1992, 186–187. This against Mitchell 2005, 175, who only cites the outdated chapter 
of Mauny 1978 in the Cambridge History of Africa and ignores the new literature about nautical 
technology in antiquity; cf. Schulz 2017, 15–16, 156.
22    Lonis 1978; Werner 1990, 68, n. 78; Picard 1992, 186–187 (tacking); Delekat 1969, 34: “This 
technique was known to the Phoenicians; only they could not sail as hard against the wind as modern 
yachts,” with older literature. On authenticity: Medas 2004, 143; Zimmermann 2007, 457. According 
to Austen (2012, 30) the Periplus is regarded today as a literary invention. However, the arguments 
– maritime technology and lack of archaeological evidence – do not apply to, or are irrelevant for, a 
journey of discovery.
23    Medas 2004, 142 specifically on Hanno’s journey.
24    Mauney 1970, 93, 99. Cf. more sceptically Picard 1992, 187–188.
25    Ps.-Skyl. Periplus 112.7; Blomquist 1985, 57–59. Other hides and also slaves were procured here; 
cf. Cunliffe 2001, 302.
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and above all gold were preferred.26 The last new settlement mentioned in the 
Periplus, Kerne, possibly in the bay of Rio Oro, soon became a centre of the gold 
trade; a Greek author describes the inhabitants as very rich in gold. Herodotus 
confirms that the Carthaginians acquired gold on the West African coast.27 

There are two reasons why it is unlikely that the aim of the expedition was 
confined to this. First, the already sparse references to merchandise taper off 
as the Periplus continues, and topographic data predominates. Secondly, no 
captain simply strikes out into the unknown; he has to give his superiors and 
his crew realistic-seeming destinations or aims. If we accept the traditional and 
most plausible interpretation that Hanno got as far as the Gulf of Biafra, it seems 
reasonable to suppose he was open to the possibility of circumnavigating Africa 
and turned back the moment he realized that the Libyan coast did not continue 
in a more or less straight line eastwards as far as the Erythraean Sea (Red Sea/
Indian Ocean), as one believed at that time, but instead extended further South. 
The plausibility of this interpretation depends, of course, on one’s position 
on the circumnavigation of Africa that Herodotus says Phoenician seafarers 
had undertaken, from East to West, about 100 years earlier.28 If one takes that 
circumnavigation seriously, it would probably make sense to repeat the venture 
from the West.

We are on somewhat safer ground when it comes to a phase of Hanno’s 
expedition that is of great importance in answering the question of explorations 
of the interior. This is the journey, described in paragraphs 9 and 10 of the 
Periplus, along two big rivers after the founding of the colony of Kerne. From 
Kerne – so the account goes – “we passed a big river called Chremetes (or 
Chretes) and reached a lake with three islands.” After a further day’s journey 
across the lake and skirting “very high mountains inhabited by savage people” 
they came to another lake “full of hippopotamuses and crocodiles.” From there 
they sailed back to Kerne. 

The most convincing interpretation continues to be the one that claims Hanno 
sailed up the Senegal River, or a northern branch of it,29 for one day, and then 
sailed back to the coast along a southern branch.30 If this is correct, what did 
Hanno want in Senegal, and why did he travel upstream for one day? Since he 
had Berber interpreters on board, it can be assumed he was in search of gold on 
the Senegalese gold route. Furthermore, it is likely that he was trying to make 
contact with the iron producing settlements of Walaldé in the middle reaches of 

26    Vivenza 1980, 108; Huss 1989, 4. The gold trade on the Senegal River: Ferguson 1969, 7.
27    Hdt. 4.196; Palaiph. 31; cf. Law 1967, 188; 1978, 138–139; Snowden 1970, 106.
28    Hdt. 4.42.
29    Huss 1985, 81; Schulz 2017, 160. Localization of Kerne: Vivenza 1980, 108–109.
30    E.g. Huss 1989, 81.
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the Senegal River that probably had links to the Atlantic coast and Morocco.31 
But there is another aspect to this that may seem far-fetched, although only at 
first sight. 

If Hanno reached the mouth of the Senegal, then he was probably following on 
from an exploration that had been begun a few decades earlier by Euthymenes 
of Massilia.32 He, like Hanno, had sailed down the Moroccan coast and come to 
the mouth of a big river and a lake. It is generally assumed today that the river 
was the Senegal.33 Euthymenes reported that he encountered animals there that 
resembled wildlife of the Nile.34 This tallies with the observation in the Periplus 
of Hanno that the river the Carthaginians sailed down was full of crocodiles 
and hippopotamuses. The presence of these animals and the freshwater led 
Euthymenes to conclude that the river was the Nile. Thus, he probably founded 
the theory that the flooding of the Nile was caused by the river’s wind-related 
(Etesian) inflow and outflow on its West African upper reaches in the Okeanos. 
At any rate, there seems to have been discussions regarding the course and 
sources of the Nile dating back to the end of the 6th century, debates which the 
Greeks of Massilia took part in and the Carthaginians knew about. 35

There were two competing theories: one assumed the Nile followed an 
easterly course and joined the Indus; the other held that it flowed westwards and 
debouched into the Okeanos (Atlantic). The debate was able to assume political, 
strategic and indeed ideological dimensions. Within about the same period 
of time in which Hanno’s expedition may be dated, the Persian king Darius 
dispatched a fleet to find out where the Indus emptied into the sea – and by “sea” 
there is no doubt that what was meant was the Okeanos, which, according to age-
old belief, fed all rivers.36 Against this backdrop he added that the Indus, like the 
Nile, was home to crocodiles. This rather objectively unnecessary observation 
indicates that Darius wanted to test the (“eastern”) Indus–Nile hypothesis and 
to clarify whether the south-eastern extremes of the Persian empire (Egypt/
Ethiopia) could be linked with India via the Indus/Nile. Just how strong such 

31    Killick 2004.
32    If we apply the passages in Avienus’ ora maritima and in Pseudo-Skylax to Euthymenes; cf. Fabre 
1992, 15; Hennig 1944, 80–85; Roller 2006, 16–18. More sceptical: Honigmann 1926, 160–161.
33    Huss 1989, 12. Fabre 1992, 14; Roller 2006, 17–18.
34    Sen. nat. quaest. 4.2.22.
35    Sources in Hennig 1944, 80; cf. Carpenter 1966, 101. Euthymenes confused the Etesian winds here 
with the Kerne trade winds; cf. Werner 1993, 14. The link to the discussion of the Nile question is 
the most important clue for dating Euthymenes’ voyage; Hennig 1944, 83. In my view, the arguments 
for an early dating in the first half of the 6th century – “probably before the Carthaginian Hanno” – 
with Huss 1989, 12, Mourre 1964, 135 and Fabre 1992, 13 against Zimmermann 1999, 77, n. 291 and 
Werner 1993, 14, n. 30 are sufficient. 
36    Hdt. 4.44; Okeanos rivers: Lloyd 1976, 100–101.
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considerations were at the service of interests of sovereignty is shown by the fact 
that about 100 years later, the Persian king Artaxerxes III Ochos (390–338 BC) 
sought to bring the rebellious Egyptians to reason by diverting the upper course 
of the Indus (!).37 Xerxes, c. 470 BC, had sent a Persian officer through the Strait 
of Gibraltar in the opposite direction, reportedly with the mission of discovering 
whether it was possible to sail round Libya from the West.38 Perhaps he, too, was 
looking for the mouth of the river that Euthymenes and Hanno had mentioned in 
their accounts. 

Trans-Saharan caravan roads

Another perspective offers additional indications of possible connections. If 
the Carthaginians were not only interested in the coastline of Libya but also in 
waterways into the interior, and if they were aware of discussions about macro-
level fluvial routes, what is to say that they did not also want to explore land 
routes? There is the – admittedly very late – reference to a certain Mago, who is 
said to have crossed the desert three times.39 While it is not known which desert 
is meant and there are no clues as to date, from the Carthaginian point of view, it 
could only have been the Sahara or the adjoining desert zones.40 At any rate, the 
fact that this information was recorded and passed on means that contemporaries 
did not regard it as entirely implausible. 

In fact, it was possible to cross the Sahara as early as the 3rd millennium BC 
by way of the semi-arid zones of the Hoggar and Tibesti massif, especially in 
winter when the air was cooler and waterholes had been filled with summer rain. 
French researchers, analyzing the dispersal pattern of petroglyphs, reconstructed 
a network of roads leading to Goa on the Niger Bend on two major routes from 
Morocco and Tripoli (the latter skirting the Hoggar mountains) as well as to 
Lake Chad from Leptis Magna (see map).41 Even though this theory is rightly 
viewed with scepticism today, ecological conditions, knowledge of the trans-
Saharan road network and means of transport adapted to the natural environment 
did enable at least sporadic exchange of goods between agricultural and herding 
zones on the northern periphery of the desert, the Nile in the East as well as the 

37    Sources and interpretation in Geus 2003, 239–240. Another thirty years later, Alexander departed 
for the East, convinced the Indus and the Nile were connected.
38    Hdt. 4.43; Hennig 1944, 133–137; Ferguson 1969, 8–9. As far as Cameroon: Asheri and Corcella 
2007, 613; Roller 2006, 21. As far as southern Morocco: Mauny 1978, 296. 
39    Athen. 2.44e.
40    Mauny 1970, 120; Geus 1994, 179–180; Ferguson 1969, 8; Huss 1989, 7. Law 1967, 188 and 1978, 
127 only permit Mago to reach Fezzan. 
41    Mauny 1970, 60–61. Cf. Mitchell 2005, 188.
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Lake Chad area and the Niger river system in the South.42 
It is of major significance that at the same time the Carthaginians were 

intensifying their efforts to explore the West African coast and the Libyan desert, 
at the beginning of the sub-Saharan Iron Age, urban settlement structures had 
begun to emerge in the Lake Chad region in the form of the Sao culture (at the 
edge of the firki marsh districts) and the settlement of Zilum. The expansion of 
the Berber might also have led to a restructuring of the proto-urban culture of the 
Tichitt in south-eastern Mauretania in the middle of the 1st millennium BC.43 The 
settlements of Walaldé in the middle reaches of the Senegal have also been dated 
back to this time.

News of iron-producing cultures, together with the southward migration of 
the Berber (the “Lixites” in Hanno), were probably important factors spurring 
at least sporadic trans-Saharan trade44 – in semi-precious stones, for example 
(amazonite, carnelian). Herodotus indicates that such trade was known of 
in the Mediterranean region. He divided North Africa into three zones: the 
inhabited coast; further inland, the area of wild animals; and still further South, 
the waterless desert. Between the second and third zone, a hilly sand desert 
extended from Thebes in Egypt to the Pillars of Hercules.45 There were salt hills 
with freshwater springs in this desert, approximately ten days apart.46 Tribes 
lived around these hills: heading East to West, the Ammonians lived a ten days’ 
journey from Thebes; another ten days of travel led to an unknown tribe at 
the oasis of Augila. After these tribes came the Garamantes, followed by the 
Atarantes and then, after yet another ten-day trek, the Atlantes, who lived around 
a salt hill with a spring.47 

The indicated distance of a ten days’ journey each corresponds, as has been 

42    Mattingly 2011, 50–58; 2015, 779 on early trans-Saharan trade. MacDonald 1998 and 2011, 74–75, 
80. Sceptics (e.g. Austen 2012, 39) proceed from an immanent critique and are of the opinion that, 
given the absence or paucity of textual and also archaeological evidence, they can conclude there was 
no trans-Saharan trade. It is only natural, given the nature of the matter, that Herodotus is not explicit, 
but instead roundabout and allusive on the issue of slaves and gold being part of this trade. It is naïve 
to object that there are no remains of animal fur from Saharan trade (Swanson 1975, 597); cf. Mauney 
1970, 81. 
43    On Tichitt and Berber: Burstein 2015, 648; MacDonald 2011, 72–74; MacDonald 2015, with p. 508 
on trade with the North; 1998, 91–92 assumes original chiefdoms on the middle reaches of the Niger 
as above. On the urban cultures of Lake Chad: Lange 2010a, 104–107; 2010b, 49–55, 59–60; Breunig 
2006. Contacts of Assyrian merchants or refugees with the Chad area via Nubia: Lange 2011a; 2011b, 
23–27.
44    Cf. Sutton 1983; Liverani 2000b, 43.
45    Hdt. 2.32.4; cf. Lloyd 1976, 133–135. Asheri and Corcella 2007, 261 speak here of four zones (desert 
+ sandhills). Hdt. 2.32 and 4.181 can be divided into three zones without difficulty. 
46    Lloyd 1976, 136.
47    Hdt. 4.181–185.
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shown by M. Liverani,48 to what it generally took a camel caravan to travel 
between two oases also in later times. The oases are described in Herodotus as salt 
hills with freshwater springs; the reference to salt may reflect vague knowledge 
of one of the most important commodities of the Sahara.49 Some of the oases 
can be identified on the basis of the stated distances and information from a later 
date (Arab period). The easternmost was the oasis of Siwa, around 560 km west 
of the Nile, which was followed by the oasis Herodotus explicitly named Augila 
(modern Awjila or rather, the oasis group Aujila (Jalo) in the Libyan desert).50 
From there it was a ten days’ journey to the Garamantes, who had settled around 
Zinkekra in the Wadi al-Ajal and had cultivated wheat, barley, grapes and date 
palms with the aid of a sophisticated irrigation system since c. 500 BC. The oasis, 
which Herodotus describes as a “salt hill with a spring and many fruit-bearing 
palms,” (cf. above) probably lay to the East of modern Sebha/Sabha (most likely 
Fuqaha). When he says that the Garamantes “cover the salt with earth and sow 
cereals in it,”51 he is recording a widespread practice among oases inhabitants 
of neutralizing the salinity of the soil by gathering fresh alluvial earth from 
the wadis and stagnant water and strewing it on the ground. A further ten days’ 
journey brought one to an oasis in the territory of the Atarantes, perhaps the oasis 
of Ghat at the south-east end of the Wadi Tanizzuft, the oasis of Aïr (Asben) or 
another locality south of the Tibesti mountains and Hoggar massif.52 The last 
stop Herodotus can name is a salt hill in the land of the Atlantes, whose people 
are obviously not the inhabitants of the Atlas Mountains, which lie much too far 
away to the North-west; what he must have meant is the Hoggar massif.53 From 
there, the route continues in ten-day-long treks from oasis to oasis, whose names 
and inhabitants Herodotus does not know. 

The “expedition” of the Nasamones

Even if the identifications of location based on Herodotus’ information are 
uncertain in their detail and fail to exclude other possibilities, they do however 
correspond to the most likely historical and geographical context of the time. Of 
course we do not know the exact course of the routes, but we can in any case, 
following Herodotus’ indications, confirm that there were such connections 
from one oasis to the next through the Sahara along the Hoggar and Tibesti 

48    Liverani 2000a; cf. 2000b, 41 with further literature. 
49    Liverani 2000a, 508; oases: ibid., 499–502.
50    Law 1967, 183.
51    Hdt. 4.183.
52    Cf. Carpenter 1966, 128–129; Desanges 1978, 182; oasis of Ghat: Liverani 2000a, 502; 2000b, 39. 
53    Hdt. 4,183–184; cf. Law 1967, 182–185.
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massif in the 5th century BC. But to what areas did this caravan route provide 
access, and was the route connected in any way to Carthaginian exploration 
policy? Herodotus also gives some clues to these questions in the form of a tale 
that he heard in Cyrene. This story is part of a larger argumentation context in 
which Herodotus comments on the geography of the world and the seas and also 
broaches the question of the sources of the Nile. Herodotus uses his information 
here, as he did on other occasions, as evidence to substantiate his conception of 
the world in refutation of contrary views. Details may therefore be implausible 
or mistaken,54 but that does not detract from the credibility of the story in its 
essentials – not least because the story, far from going against the historical 
context of the period, actually fits meaningfully into it.55 

Herodotus says that Greeks from Cyrene, while visiting the oracle of Ammon at 
Siwa, a centre of the caravan trade, had heard the following from the Ammonian 
king. Some time earlier, five sons of chieftains of the tribe of the Nasamones (on 
Libya’s Mediterranean coast) had been elected by lot “to journey into the Libyan 
desert to see if they could advance any farther and see any more than all those 
who had crossed the desert previously.”56 Well supplied with water and food, 
they set off southwards and entered the “zone of the wild animals and thereafter 
the desert, always travelling in a westerly direction.” Since the Nasamones – 
as Herodotus records at another point57 – regularly went to the Augila oasis for 
date harvest, the young men no doubt headed there first, from where they were 
able to join the caravan road coming from Egypt. Accordingly, they followed the 
watering hole stations that Herodotus listed as being reachable in ten-day-long 
treks in his list of peoples and oases. Coinciding with the course of trans-Saharan 
caravan roads we know of from later sources, the Nasamones must have headed 
South-west from Augila and reached the Fezzan Depression.58 Fezzan was (and 
still is) one of the most fertile parts of the Sahara and one of the main hubs in 
the caravan network. Herodotus was presumably so familiar with this region and 
its population “south of the Nasamones”59 because a second caravan road, still 
known in the modern era, led from the Garamantes in Fezzan northwards to the 
coast into the land of the “lotus eaters,” i.e. Eastern Tripolitania. That journey 
took 30 days to complete, according to Herodotus. In 1869, the first European to 

54    Lloyd 1976, 137. 
55    Hennig 1944, 127–132; Carpenter 1966, 111–113; Lloyd 1976, 137–139; Huss 1989, 7 (with 
literature); Pritchett 1993, 979–980 and Asheri 2007, 261–262. Sceptical view in Bichler 2008, 182–
183.
56    Hdt. 2.32.
57    Hdt. 4.182.
58    Cf. Huss 1989, 7–8.
59    Hdt. 4.174.
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undertake the journey, Gustav Nachtigall, reached Murzuk in Fezzan in exactly 
30 days.60

If the proposed considerations are correct, then the Nasamones travelled along 
the Bornu Route, which was used by merchants as late as the 19th century, 
on their way from Tripoli to central Africa. There is much to indicate that the 
Nasamones also proceeded south-west, crossing the plateau between the Hoggar 
and Tibesti mountains and arriving in a zone for which Herodotus was unable 
to give any names, and which it was possible to traverse in the usual ten-day 
stretches. “Meanwhile,” as Herodotus continues,61 “they were met by little 
people, smaller than a medium-sized man; they seized them and dragged them 
away. But the Nasamones could not understand their language, nor could they 
understand what the Nasamones said.”

The “little men” are generally interpreted as Pygmies, who in antiquity may 
have lived further North than they do today.62 But they could also have been 
from Negroid tribes who are of smaller stature than the Berber.63 “They led them 
across great swamps and finally they came to a city (polis) where all the people 
were as small as their guides, and black. A great river flowed past this city, from 
west to east, and in it crocodiles could be seen.”64 Some scholars have presumed 
the “city” to be a settlement near Lake Chad in the Bodélé Depression; the shore 
of Lake Chad could indeed have easily been seen as a river. This would mean 
they had reached the area of the settlement of Zilum.65 A second interpretation, 
which better fits the pattern of ten-day-long treks, identifies the city with Negroid 
inhabitants of small stature as Tombouze, a settlement predecessor of Timbuktu 
founded in c. 500 BC.66 The big swamps would, accordingly, have been the lakes 
and marshes formed by the Niger.67 The caravan road used by the Nasamones 
would then approximately correspond to the Cairo-Timbuktu route of the Middle 
Ages. 

60    Hdt. 4.183; Law 1967, 187; Liverani 2000a, 512; Carpenter 1966, 117–118.
61    Hdt. 2.33.
62    Mauny 1970, 120; Asheri and Corcella 2007, 262. Sataspes encountered them, too; Roller 2006, 21. 
On the topos of the Pygmies and the contradistinction to the Ethiopians, cf. Bichler 2000, 41.
63    Cf. Law 1967, 186.
64    Hdt. 2.32.
65    Carpenter 1966, 128–132; Cary and Warmington 1966, 348–349; Bodélé Depression: Asheri and 
Corcella 2007, 262; Nachtigall 1881, 77–80. 
66    On the predecessor settlements of Timbuktu, cf. Park 2011, esp. 30–40; “… it is now clear that 
Timbuktu’s prehistoric urbanism was far greater than it ever was during the historic period.” Cf. Huss 
1989, 7; Windberg 1936, 199. 
67    Cf. Law 1967, 185; Liverani 2000a, 503; Huss 1989, 12; Mattingly 2011, 50. Among sceptical 
voices, cf. e.g. Honigmann 1926, 158.
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The nexus alluded to by the ancient authors extends still further. Herodotus 
says explicitly that the big river the Nasamones reached was infested with 
crocodiles and flowed from West to East. Although this description fits the Niger, 
Herodotus had a different waterway in mind: namely, the trans-Saharan Nile, the 
search for which was known from the periploi of Euthymenes and Hanno, and 
whose waters, according to Euthymenes, were pushed inland from the Atlantic 
when ocean winds blew, causing it to flow eastwards. And indeed, when the 
Nasamones returned, the Ammonian king declared the big river to be the Nile. 
Herodotus adopts this identification68 because he is convinced of the parallel, 
mirror-image course of the Nile and the Danube.69 The error was not his alone: 
the possibility of the Niger and the Nile being connected was still being debated 
at the beginning of the 19th century.

This does not, however, exhaust the connections between the Nasamonian 
expedition and Hanno’s voyage. Hanno travelled up the Senegal for at least one 
day. The headwaters of the Senegal in the gold-rich district of Bambuk are only 
a few kilometres away from the Upper Niger. Early Arabic geographers assumed 
that the Senegal and the Niger joined to form one river flowing from West to 
East; they called it the “Western Nile” or the “Nile of the Blacks.”70 A much-
used caravan road ran from Lake Chad up the Niger to Timbuktu and then South-
west to the Senegal River. The Upper Niger is where the gold deposits of North-
west Africa are concentrated. Finding gold or at least localizing the principal 
goldfields was without doubt one of the motives of Hanno’s expedition. In the 
early Middle Ages the Senegal was called the “River of Gold.”71

Salt, the second eminently important commodity on the caravan routes, is also 
connected to Hanno’s expedition. References in the Periplus to the lagoons on 
the African West coast and in the Senegal River region could point to an interest 
in saline water and salt production.72 That would be consistent with Herodotus’s 
descriptions of the oases on the caravan road as being places with “lumps of salt 
in hills and cold freshwater springs,” and also consistent with the salt mines on 
the road south-west from Fezzan.73 

And there is a third link that at least indirectly connects the Nasamones’ 
expedition with Hanno’s voyage. According to Herodotus, the Garamentes living 

68    The Nile’s connection with the Okeanos is mentioned in Hdt. 2.21.
69    Hdt. 2.33.2–34.2; Zimmermann 1999, 92, n. 377; Desanges 1978, 181–182. Crocodiles also lived 
in other rivers in the Sahara, which today have dried up: ibid., 182.
70    Hrbek 1992, 306–308.
71    The quest for gold: Liverani 2000a, 513; Law 1980, 188–189; Senegal: Ferguson 1969, 7. 
72    Cf. Blomquist 1984, 57–58. Liverani 2000b, 41; Michell 2005, 143 for the importance of salt in 
pre-Islamic trans-Saharan connections. 
73    Hdt. 4.181–185; Law 1967, 182–185. 
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in Fezzan used to hunt “troglodytic (cave-dwelling) Ethiopians,” “the most fleet-
footed people;” today the inhabitants of the Tibesti oasis are still considered to be 
exceptionally good runners.74 Hanno, too, had heard that in the mountain gorges 
west of the River Lixos troglodytes dwelled “who, according to the Lixites, run 
faster than horses.”75 It appears that the authors use the term to designate the 
same ethnicity, which suggests a connection between the West African coastal 
strip, specifically, the river system that flows into the Atlantic there and the trans-
Saharan caravan roads that terminate at the Niger and Lake Chad. It is likely that 
the Garamantes carried out raids in the cave dwellers’ territory, selling some of 
their captives as slaves and keeping others for themselves. Skeletal finds suggest 
that a Black African population helped build the irrigation system and may have 
been put to work in farming.76

In light of all this, it seems more than probable that the Carthaginians had 
at least some vague knowledge of the Niger route described by Herodotus.77 
Much of Herodotus’ information about West Africa (and the Niger?) evidently 
came from Carthaginian sources.78 The Carthaginians possessed colonies not 
only on the West African coast but also in Tripolitania.79 Leptis Magna was the 
starting point of the aforementioned thirty-day-long caravan route to Fezzan, 
continuing on to Lake Chad and the Niger. Libyan inscriptions suggest a 
Phoenician presence in Fezzan.80 The Carthaginians were active as slave hunters 
and traders. Perhaps they used their far-reaching network of ties, notably with the 
Garamantes, to procure black auxiliaries for their armies (who are mentioned in 
the 5th century) and to supply Mediterranean societies with slaves. The fact that 
there is no explicit mention of this in the sources is not necessarily surprising. 
We encounter the same phenomenon in the much more voluminous literature of 
the 15th century AD on the topic of the slave trade carried on by the Portuguese. 
At any rate, from the 6th century BC onwards, Negroid slaves occur as a motif 
in the fine arts in the Mediterranean region and are a familiar feature of urban 
cultures.81 

74    Hdt. 4.183. Cf. Asheri and Corcella 2007, 706.
75    Hanno Periplus § 7. On the troglodyte topos, cf. Bichler 2000, 40.
76    Law 1967, 183; Liverani 2000a, 508. Skeletal finds and irrigation: Austen 2012, 35; slaves in 
agriculture and irrigation: Wilson 2006 and Fentress 2011, 69. “A limited slave trade” across the 
Sahara: MacDonald 2015, 508, with Mattingly 2011.
77    Huss 1989, 7; Zimmermann 2007, 47. The Carthaginians must have believed the story: Cary and 
Warmington 1966, 349. 
78    Hdt. 4.43; 195–196; Berger 1903, 231.
79    Cf. Law 1978, 127; 1989, 187.
80    Austen 2012, 40. Inscriptions: Lange 2004, 15; Rouillard 1995. Lange 2004, 15–19 even assumes 
Phoenician-Carthaginian influences on the societies of Lake Chad.
81    Law 1978, 127; Lange 2004, 16–19; Snowden 1970, 24–26, with illustrations; Fentress 2011, 
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Conclusion – the limits of long-distance exploration in the ancient world

The sources and their historical, political and environmental context suggest 
at least indirect ties linking Carthage and other North African ethnicities with 
the Iron Age cultures of the Senegal–Niger system and Lake Chad. With 
this, however, a line was drawn that would not be crossed for the remainder 
of antiquity.82 The interests of the Persians and Ptolemies, like those of their 
predecessors, did not extend beyond Meroe, and concentrated increasingly on 
the lucrative links with India and Arabia.83 Carthage’s African ambitions were 
absorbed by the struggles for survival with Rome in the western Mediterranean 
in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC. 

After having provincialized the North African territory, Rome itself was not 
prepared to take possession of the trans-Saharan legacy of its former wartime 
enemy. This was due to the fact that Roman foreign policy and military operations 
were focused on the North and the East of the oikoumenê. Meanwhile, Rome 
continued to act defensively in North Africa, primarily concerned that the grain 
supply to Italy ran smoothly. Maritime expeditions down the coast of West Africa 
reached at the highest the latitude of the Canaries; occasional land expeditions by 
army commanders or merchants via the known routes led as far as to the northern 
part of Lake Chad (Agysimba?) and to Meroe, but they never went beyond the 
area explored in the 5th century.84 Since the supply of African products by the 
Garamantes and the Kingdom of Meroe for the most part ran smoothly, there was 
simply no reason to penetrate any further, particularly given that demand for gold 
from the African interior was not nearly so strong as it was, for example, in the 
15th century AD before the voyages of discovery by the Portuguese and Italians. 
Expeditions to new lands for the simple purpose of (geographic or ethnographic) 
research independent of commercial or political/military objectives was alien to 
long-distance exploration as practised by Rome and Carthage, as was – needless 
to say – any missionary activity among foreign peoples. 

66–67. The Carthaginians’ black auxiliaries: Frontin. strat. 1.11.18; Fentress 2011, 68. On Carthage 
and the Berber: Bullard 2001.
82    Cf. the refreshingly sober remarks by Honigmann 1926, 166, 170 (on the Ptolemaic expeditions), 
171 (on Eratosthenes), 178–180 (on Strabo and the Roman expeditions), 186 (on Ptolemy). Esp. 180: 
The Sahara was known only as far as the 26th parallel North. Imperial-period exploration in the West 
never went further than Hanno’s, if indeed it got that far (esp. 184). Recent researches: El-Sheikh 
1992; Zayed 1981; Mitchell 2005, 141 and 170, n. 3: “Herodotus’ (II 32–33) account of a group of 
Nasamonian nobles from north-eastern Libya who reached a crocodile-inhabited eastward-flowing 
river (inescapably the Niger) marks the limit, in antiquity and distance, of Classical exploration.” No 
followers of Hanno: Bridges 2007, 9–10. Cf. the archaeological arguments in Magnavita 2013.
83    On early trans-Saharan routes from Egypt now: Roe 2005–2006, 119–129 and the provocative 
suggestions in Sutton 1991, 2001.
84    Cf. Salama 1981, 517.
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On the other hand, in the sub-Saharan region, there was an absence of stable 
political entities that, like Meroe in Nubia or later Axum in the East, were 
interested in long-term contacts with the North and with whom economic and 
political ties had already existed for some time. This is certainly the main reason 
why Africa, in the Mediterranean world of antiquity, never became so powerful 
a magnet for explorers and adventurers as the Far East and the North-west did. 
The few isolated, spectacular ventures that did occur stood out all the much more 
against this background and continued to cast a light that shone far into future: 
in the 15th century AD, Henry the Navigator is said to have been encouraged 
in his efforts to find sea routes around Africa by the knowledge “that Hanno the 
Carthaginian captain sailed along the African coast to a point almost below the 
line of the equator.”85 
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Michael STEPHENS (Monash University)
SOME THOUGHTS ON A RECENTLY DISCOVERED OBELISK 
TRANSPORTATION SCENE (pp. 131–146)

The discovery at Gebel el Silsila in 2015 of a scene depicting the transport of 
obelisks by watercraft provided the opportunity to reconsider the means and 
hull type that could be employed for this task, other than the lighter depicted in 
Hatshepsuts’ temple at Deir el Bahari. Although seriously damaged, it was clear 
that the Gebel el Silsila craft was a different hull type to the Hatshepsut lighter.

In this article, I advance concepts regarding the Gebel el Silsila scene. These 
include the sizes of the obelisks aboard, their means of stowage, some proposals 
as to the size of the hull and an attempt to deduce the hull type itself. As this is 
the only known depiction of obelisk transportation, other than the Hatshepsut 
scene, it is hoped that this paper will provoke additional examination, research 
and rigorous debate into this depiction of obelisk transportation.

Raimund SCHULZ (University of Bielefeld)
OVER THE WATER AND ACROSS THE DESERT – TRANS-
SAHARAN CONTACTS OF THE MEDITERRANEAN WORLD IN 
THE 6TH AND 5TH CENTURY BC (pp. 147–174)

After presenting the picture of Africa in Mediterranean minds of antiquity, this 
paper seeks by ways of a combined interpretation of the periplus of Hanno and 
Herodotus’ logos on the Nasamones to investigate Carthaginian and Greek 
knowledge about the trans-Saharan routes und contacts of the 6th and 5th century 
BC. Further comparison with recent archaeological discoveries from the Iron 
Age in Senegal, the Niger Bend and Lake Chad illustrate that these sites were 
the destination of travellers from the North and that universal geographical 
theses concerning the course of the river Nile provided fundamental patterns of 
explanation and orientation for ancient explorers. Finally, it is considered why 
any further explorations both of the Inner African hinterland and the western 
seaway around the African continent were suspended in Antiquity.
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Jack W. G. SCHROPP (Universität Innsbruck)
KAISER TIBERIUS IM BÜRGERKRIEG: ZU EINEM FRAGMENT 
SENECAS BEI SUET. TIB. 73,2 (pp. 175–184)

This paper aims at re-examining the arguments concerning the problems with a 
Senecan fragment in Suetonius’ Life of Tiberius (73.2). A closer analysis of the 
biography sheds new light on the inclusion of the fragment and suggests that it 
was selected due to the civil war-theme that runs throughout Tiberius’ life.

RESEARCH SURVEY: THE ANCIENT ECONOMY – NEW STUDIES AND 
APPROACHES 

Ancient Economy is a highly competitive as well as innovative field in modern 
ancient studies. The survey, divided up in two parts (the first part in JAC 32/1 (2017): 
55–105), presents new theoretical and methodological approaches, models and 
recent studies that have emerged in the last years. In part 2, Hans Neumann shows 
recent trends in the study of Near Eastern Economies. Heidi Köpp-Junk provides an 
overview of the Egyptian economy before the Greco-Roman times. Additionally, the 
article of Yifeng Zhao analyzes important patterns of the economy during the Ming / 
Qing Dynasty.

Hans NEUMANN (Altorientalistik, Universität Münster)
DAS ALTE VORDERASIEN (pp. 185–210)

Heidi KÖPP-JUNK (Ägyptologie, Universität Trier)
ZUR ÖKONOMIE ÄGYPTENS BIS ZUM ENDE DES NEUEN REICHES 
(pp. 211–228)

Yifeng ZHAO (Institute for the Study of Asian Civilizations, NENU, Chang-
chun)
THE FORMATION AND FEATURES OF THE MING / QING IMPERIAL 
AGRO-MERCANTILE SOCIETY (pp. 229–255)
A majority of contemporary Chinese historians focus on the so-called Capitalist 
sprouts to analyze the historical trends and potentials of late imperial China until 
late twentieth century. Some Western historians, on the other hand, proposed 
several alternative approaches to overcome the obvious Eurocentric nature of 
these Capitalist sprouts approaches. Following a brief discussion of the problems 
with both approaches, this article argues that in terms of social structural and 
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historical trends, late imperial China during the Ming and early Qing period 
should be taken as an imperial agro-mercantile society with unique structural 
features and potentials. To present such a hypothesis, this article, first of all, 
identifies the major novelties as well as irreversible and structural changes in 
the economic sector during the Ming and early Qing period to confirm that 
late imperial China was a society with significant development, rather than 
stagnation. Secondly, it points out that when profound changes were happening, 
mainly in the economic sector, the imperial rule was enhanced rather than being 
weakened or disintegrated by these changes in economy. Thirdly, the paper 
highlights the main features of the agro-mercantile society indicating that this is 
a changing society profoundly different from the contemporary West in terms of 
structure and potentials.


