Periplus Maris Erythraei ‘Circumnavigation of the Red Sea’
Introduction and Translation by John Sheldon
Introduction.

The author of this work composed in the middle of the First Century CE seems
from internal evidence to be an Egyptian Greek who had made some of the
journeys which he describes. The language is the normal koine of the period.
There is a lost work of Egyptian geography entitled On the Erythraean Sea
which was written by Agatharchides of Cnidus. It is quoted in Photius Codex
250, 'as well as Diodorus 3 12-48 and Strabo 16 4 5-20. For text of fragments
see Burstein (ed. and trans.) Agatharchides of Cnidus On the Erythraean Sea
(Hakluyt Society 1989). The ‘Red Sea’ has its usual meaning of ‘Persian Gulf
and Indian Ocean’ found in early geography. Periplus lit. ‘circumnavigation’
was the standard title for treatises on sea routes and as such rarely contain much
information about places inland. Fragments of similar works will be found
along with this text in Miiller Geographi Graeci Minores vol 1 Didot (Paris
1855; reprinted (Hildesheim 1965). The earliest ms. (Tenth Century), which
wrongly ascribes authorship to Arrian, has an interesting history. It originally
belonged to the Heidelberg Library to which it was restored in 1816 after being
taken to Rome during the Thirty Years War (1618-1648 CE) and from there to
Paris by Napoleon. The first published edition by Froben (1533) was done from
a corrupt copy and needed substantial correction when the Heidelberg ms.
became available for collation. Schoff The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea trans.
and ed. (London 1912) pp 7-15 was the first proper attempt to site the work
historically and is the basis for all later scholarship on the Periplus. The work
comprises sixty six chapters, most of which are simply substantial paragraphs. It
contains lists of the goods traded, some of which are of uncertain interpretation.
The importance of the Periplus lies in the fact that it is the earliest evidence we
have in western literature for countries situated to the east of the mouths of the
Ganges. Useful editions are Huntingford, G.W.B. The Periplus of the
Erythraean Sea (London 1980) and Casson, L. The Periplus Maris Erythraei
(text and commentary) (Princeton University Press 1989).

! p13 “the chance survival in Constantinople of a copy of the work until the 9™ Century when it was abridged by
the distinguished classical scholar and Patriarch of Constantinople, Photius, permitted his role as a source for
most of surviving Classical accounts of Nubia and the Red Sea basin’
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Greek Text. Ed. Fabricius (Leipzig,
1883)

60. Tov 0¢ Tomu®V €umogimv Te 1ol
0oLV, glg 0VG of Te Ao THS
ALPpunig #ol ATTo AEUTOV TTAEOVTES
ROTAYOVTAL, ETLONUOTEQO KOL RATO
TO €ET|G nelpevd oty EumoQLaL
Kapdoa rai IlTwdovxn ol
SOmATU, £V 0lg TOmX PEV E0TL
mholor Léy oL ALpuoinig
TOQOAEYOUEVA TNV YTV, £TeQ0l O €x
LoVOoEVAmV TAOlWV PeYIOTWV
rotelevyuéva, Aeyouevo odyyooor
Ta O €ig TV XQUofv nal €ig TOV
T'ayynv dwaigovra vohdvola dvta
UEYLOTOL.

63. Meta O¢ tadTa, €ig TNV AVATOAM)V
TAEOVTMV RAL TOV OREAVOV €V
OeELoig ExOvTmV, eDMVLVUO O TA
Aowa puépn €EmBev TaQaTAEOVTMV, O
I'dyyng dmwovto rat 1) el oV TV

€0y AT 0T AVOTOATS TTELQOG, 1)
Xovoi). [Totapog & oty avtog o
I'dyyng hAeyouevog péylotog tv
rnata TV Ivouny, amopaoiv O xai
avapaoty v avtnyv £xov o Nello,
1OTA OV ROl EUTOQLOV €0TLV
OUMOVUHOV TO TToTa®, 0 I'dyyng, oo
oU dpépetan 1O Te poddfadoov »ai 1
Toyyntixn) vaeoog %ol mvirov ©ol
owvdoveg ai dladoomTatat, ai
Toyynural Aeyouevor. Agyeton O¢
%Ol XQUOWQEUYELQ TEQL TOVTOVG TOVG
TOMOVG £lval, VOULOUA Te Xovood, O
Aeyopevog naitis. Kat' avtov 0¢ tov
TOTAUOV V| OG €0TLV WUEAVELOG,

E0Y AT TOV TEOS TNV AVATOAV
UEQOV TS OLXOVUEVTG, VTTO ALVTOV

Translation.

60. Of the places of commerce
and anchorages into which those
sailing from Limyrice and the
north land their ships the most
famous are the adjacent markets
of Kamara, Podouka and
Sopatma in which there are
local vessels which sail along
the coast as far as Limyrice;
there are others called sangara
which are tied together from
very large craft made from a
single log — as for those which
sail to Chryse and to the Ganges
the largest are the kolandia.

63. After that (the east coast of
India) if one sails to the east,
having the ocean on one’s right
and passes the remaining parts
outside on the left, the Ganges is
reached and Chryse, the
easternmost land. The River
Ganges is said to be the greatest
of those in India and has the
same ebb and flow as the Nile;
on it there is also a market
named Ganges the same as the
river through which
malabathron is transported, as
well as Gangetic nard, mother-
of-pearl and excellent linen
materials called Gangetic. There
are said to be goldmines around
these parts and a gold currency
called Kaltis. In the river area
there 1s an island of the ocean,
the furthermost of the eastern
parts of the inhabited world,
lying below the place of the



AVEXOVTO TOV NJAMOV, HOAOVUEVT|
Xouoti, xehwvny €xovoa TAvVIwv
TV notd v Eubodv témmv
agtoTnv.

64. Meta 0¢ TavTNV TNV XMEAV VITO
avtov 11O Tov Bogéav, EEmBeV eig
[ZnodV] TLva TOTOV Ao YOOGS
g Bahdoong, rettal €v avTtolg TOMG
UeoOYeLOg UeyioTn, Aeyouévny Otval,
Grto Mg TO T £0LOV %O TO VIO 1ol TO
000vVIOV TO Z1ELHOoV €ig T
Baptyalo 0w Baxrtowv meli
bépeTal ral eig TNV ALLVEXTV TAALY
o tot I'ayyov motapod. Eig 0¢ v
LOEAV TAVTNV 0OV E0TLV EVYEQNDG
emelOelv: omaving Yo Ao aUTig
TLveg oU wohhol €gyovrtal. Kettow d¢
0 TOITOG VITO ALVTNV TNV WUKQAV
doxtov, Aéyetal 0 ovvoeiley dig
ATTEOTQAUUEVOLS PEQEDL TOD TTovTou
roi thg Kaomiag Baldoong, nata v
1] TOQOAKRELUEVT Mpuvn MoudO €ig Tov
MHEAVOV OUVOVAOTOUOVTAL.

65. Kata €tog 0¢ magaryivetou €l
TNV ovvoptav TV Ouvdv €0vog TL, TO
Uev oo uott *oAofol rat oGO
TAATUTTEOOMITOL, £vvololg 0¢ ApaTol:
avtovg 0¢ AéyeoBal dpool Bnodracg,
TOLQOUOLOVG AVIUEQOLG.
[Tagayivovtal ouv yuvolEl zoi
TéENVOLS, Paotdlovtes pogTtia
UEYAAO ROl TAQITOVOS WUOLUTTEAIVOLG
nagomAnoiag, eita Emuévovory £l
TLVOL (EOVOV €V Of) ouvoeia Te AUTOV
%ol TOV Ovdv rat €0ptdlovory i
TLVaG NUEQOLS, VTTOOTQMOOVTEG
£0UTOLG TOC TAQITOVAG, HOL
araigovoLy gig Ta t0La, €ig TOUg
£0mTéQovg TOmous. OL & éyymotol
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sun’s rising, called Chryse,
which  produces the best
tortoise-shell of all places in the

Red (Sea) (i.e. the Indian
Ocean).
64. After that place, lying

already in the same north region
where the sea comes to an end
into some place outside (Seres),
there lies a very large inland city
called Thinai from which cotton
and textiles and silk are
transported on foot to Baryzaga
through Bactria and back to
Limyrice through the Ganges
River. It is no simple matter to
enter that place, for few and far
between are those who come
back from there. The place lies
beneath the Small Bear and is
said to have its border with
opposite parts of Pontus and the
Caspian Sea beside which the
adjoining Lake Maeotis
debouches with it into the
ocean.

65. Each year a certain race
stunted and with very broad
foreheads but superior intellect
arrives in the neighbouring
region of Thinai. They say that
they are called Besatai and are
very like the savages. They
arrive with their women and
children carrying in their hands
large crates and baskets very
similar in colour to that of fresh
vine leaves; then they stay in a
certain place on their border and
that of the Thinai and hold a
feast for some days and they use
the crates as bedding for
themselves and set off for their



TADTA QOREVOVTEC TOTE
maoyivovtal €l TOVTOVS TOVG
TOTOVG ©Ol CVAAEYOUVOL TA EYIVIV
VITOOTQMUOTO RO EELVIAOAVTES
ROAGUOVUG TOVS AEYOUEVOUG TTETQOVG
L AETTTOV EMOLITAMOOVTES TA GUANL
%ol 0PpoLoeLdf) wotobvteg dietpovot
TOLG Ao TOV ®oAdpwv ivoug. Tivetal
O¢ YEV TOlar €x pEV ToD peiCovog
GUAMOV TO OO0 DULQOV
uahdPaboov Aeyouevov, éx ¢ tod
VITOOEEOTEQOV TO LECOOPALQOV, EX

0¢ TOD WHEOTEQOV TO ULQOCPALQOV.

"EvOev ta toia uéen to
uahaPdBoov mdvtote GpépeTon €ig
Vv Tvourny 0o dGv
1OTEQYALOUEVV QUTAL.

66. Ta 0¢ peta Tovg TOITOVG TOUTOVG
elte Ol VITEQPOAAG YELUDVWV TE RO
ndryovg peyiotov Ovofata eite nol
Oela vl Ouvdpel Bedv dvepe vt
EOTLV.

own lands in the interior.
Neighbouring people waiting
for this moment then approach
this locality and collect the
bedding of the others and after
removing the stalks which they
call ‘petroi’ and rolling up the
leaves very tightly making them
into balls they bind them
together with the fibres from the
reeds. There are three kinds:
from the larger leaf, the so-
called ‘thick-balled
malabathrum’; from the smaller
leaf the ‘middle-balled” and
from the leaf which is smaller
still the ‘small-balled
malabathrum’. This is the origin
of the three types of
malabathrum which are at all
times  carried by  their
manufacturers into India.

66. The regions beyond these
have not been explored, being
difficult of access either owing
to the extreme cold of the
winters and intense frosts or
through  some  supernatural
power



