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Dakhla and the West in Late Antiquity: Framing the Problem
Roger Bagnall

This paper is almost purely an act of questioning; coming to the conference reflected my
hopes that among the participants I would find productive directions to pursue in thinking
about a problem that has weighed on my mind for some time, practically since the moment I
began to work in the Dakhla Oasis, without gaining much traction.

My starting point is a paper recently published by Colin Hope in the Festschrift for David
O’Connor, looking at “Egypt and ‘Libya’ to the End of the Old Kingdom: A View from the
Dakhleh Oasis™. Notice the scare quotes around “Libya”. Hope defines his aims as “to explore
briefly the possible connections between these so-called Libyan groups and the occupants of the
oases during the period covered by the first records of Egyptian contact”. That is, “Libya” has in
short order become “the Tjehenu/Tjemehu and related groups”, the “so-called Libyan groups”
of which he speaks, rather than a place. And in the end he concludes, “Referring to these original
occupants of the Western Desert as Libyans may cloud rather than help to clarify their history,
as does the mixing of data of different dates as though the inhabitants of the area were culturally
static and the Egyptians imprecise in their understanding of any change”. Hope’s underlying
point, I think, is that we must take the different groups we encounter in the pharaonic sources
separately and not merge them in an undifferentiated western ethnic “other” from an Egyptian
point of view. That is eminently reasonable, indeed practically inescapable once pointed out,
but it tends to leave us without a coherent concept of Libya and its relations with Dakhla in the
period in question, and instead turns the focus to the sources and their terminology.

Trying to identify a “Libyan” element, presence, or connection in the Dakhla oasis of the
Roman period is still more problematic. In a paper forthcoming in the Oxford Handbook of
Roman Egypt, Olaf Kaper has sought to delineate some elements of the cultural identity of the
oasis dwellers of Roman times. He remarks, “It is striking how in many aspects of their culture,
the inhabitants of the oases asserted a fervent attachment to the past”™. Among the traits he
itemizes in support of this characterization are the building of pyramids as private funerary
monuments (the best preserved of these stands at Amheida); the continued use of the old
movable Egyptian 365-day calendar — as opposed to the reformed Alexandrian calendar with
a leap year — in some everyday documentary contexts; archaic forms of recording the names of
Roman emperors in hieroglyphs; the occasional use of clay tablets as a material for writing (two
found so far at Kellis, two at Amheida); the use of vaulted roofs inside divine sanctuaries; and
the presence of funerary beds inside tombs. These traits were not un-Egyptian, however; they
were preservations, or probably in some instances self-conscious recoveries, of older Egyptian
ways of doing things. I would add that I find the onomastics of the fourth-century oasis more
conservative than in the valley, where Egyptian theophoric names decline earlier. It will soon be
possible to quantify this impression, thanks to the work being done on names in Leuven as part
of the Trismegistos project’.

On the Greek side as well, Kaper notes that we find an archaic flavor to the educational and
cultural remains, including the revival of personal names from the archaic and classical periods.

1 Hope 2007.
2 Kaper forthcoming.
3 www.trismegistos.org.
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Whether this is entirely distinctive in the oases, I am not sure, but the trait seems statistically
more marked there than in the valley. Kaper also points to a number of novelties in cultural
forms, which help to show that we are not dealing with a “reactionary provincial attitude,” as he
puts it, or to cultural fossilization. Rather, we have signs of the creation of a distinctive culture
capable of innovation.

These traditions that the people of Dakhla kept, revived, or altered, in this description, are
in some cases specific, in the Roman period, to the oasis or the oases, but they cannot in any
single instance be identified as deriving from an origin other than Egyptian or Greek. There is
nothing, as far as I can see, that can be traced back to the pre-Egyptian cultures of the Neolithic
as a kind of indigenous substrate, to characteristics found in the oases during the Libyan period
in Egypt’, or to later importations from the west or south. Instead, they belong to Egyptian
culture or to the Greek culture of Egypt.

A focus on connections to the Nile valley is not something that should come as a surprise
to anyone working in Dakhla, whether archaeologist or papyrologist. Our texts are extremely
focused on travel back and forth between the oasis and the Nile valley, or “Egypt” as it is called
in the Greek papyri, and on connections between Egypt and the oasis. Some oasis families also
had property in the Upper Egyptian districts’. Occasionally there is papyrological evidence
for travel and transactions from Dakhla to Bahariya and even beyond to Siwa, along the oasis
circuit. But I do not know of any evidence in the texts for travel further west.

On the archaeological side, I do not think things are any different. Although most of what
the oasis-dwellers used in everyday life was locally produced, the discoveries in oasis excavations
certainly include some objects that came from the valley, ranging from Alexandrian glass to
fine hard stones from valley quarries, imported in order to be put to uses for which the local
sedimentary rock was not suitable, like grinding or milling. Such finds are, however, a tiny
percentage of what is found in excavations at Amheida or at Kellis. Pascale Ballet, Michel
Bonifay, and Sylvie Marchand have noted in their contribution to this conference that the
western oases have little imported ware from North Africa. Nor, if one asks what Dakhla did not
produce and therefore needed to import, is it obvious why it would come from any direction
other than the east, whether or not the object or material was something that Egypt itself
produced. The distance and cost of overland transport from Kufra, let’s say, would have been
close to twice that from the Nile, and the distance from anywhere in Libya that could be reached
by water transport across the Mediterranean or along its coast is vastly greater. Thus even what
fine wares were imported into the oases are likely to have come by water into Egypt, not across
the desert.

The archaeology of the Garamantes has certainly shown that high-value goods from the
Mediterranean could reach their settlements in the Fezzan® but it is hard to see why any goods
would have traveled to Egypt by that route. Far though the Nile was from Dakhla, some 365
kilometers, the river still constituted an incomparable advantage as an access route for importing
necessities not available locally, above all metals but also some fine foodstuffs, other luxuries,
and papyrus. We still need a better inventory of what the oases needed to import and actually

4 See Kaper 20009.

5 See, for example, PKell., 1 G 32.3n. for discussion of relations between Kellis and the village of Aphrodite
in the Antaiopolite nome.

6 Guédon 2010, 147, with references.
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did import in this period, but I cannot see any sign that the inventory would need to include
goods from the west.

When I say “from the west” in this way, of course, I mean directly from the west, across the
desert. That Egypt was in close connection along the coast with the areas that today make up
Libya and Tunisia is not in doubt. Travel both by sea and by land was common enough, as we can
see from the instances collected by Stéphanie Guédon in her recent book’. That is not to say sea
travel was easy ; the stretch between Africa and Egypt, she notes, was the most time-consuming
part of a sea journey from Narbonensis to Alexandria®. For this reason, the land route along the
coast was more used than one might have expected in a world where land transportation was
much more expensive than carriage by sea. The discovery of Greek texts among the ostraca of
Jerba has shown that traders from the east must have been active there’. Once goods from the
west arrived in Alexandria, they were conceptually no different from anything else imported
into Egypt or, indeed, from those produced in Alexandria and its surrounding region. They can
have reached Dakhla by the Nile and the routes from it to the oasis, just like anything else. My
concern, again, is with more direct connections across the desert to the west. This, according to
a passage of Lucian cited by Guédon'®, was a matter of crossing a horrible desert full of terrifying
reptiles, a virtual impossibility. Only the coast route was conceivable. That, of course, was an
outsider’s view, deriving from what Guédon has characterized as “the general perception of the
desert milieu in ancient sources” and the consequent negative view of mobile populations as not
civilized'". It can tell us nothing about how far semi-nomadic populations were actually present
in the zone between the Garamantes and Dakhla in the Roman period and whether they had
any connections to the Egyptian oases.

Caravan routes from the Garamantes in a northeast direction to Egypt via Siwa and southeast
to Meroe are indeed known from as early as the fifth century BC'?. But, again quoting Guédon,
“If the practice of commerce by the Garamantes is certain, archaeological indications to show its
precise nature are lacking. Moreover, it is necessary to distinguish between legend and reality”"?.
She dismisses as without any basis in evidence the supposition that the traffic involved emeralds,
rare animals, ivory, or gold ; no more is there any proof of a slave trade involving them. In all
events, of any linkages to the area of Dakhla we hear nothing.

So far, then, I have drawn a blank. Given the distances, significant overland trade between
Libya and Dakhla would of necessity have concerned high-value goods not readily obtainable
from Egypt. Neither in the texts nor in archaeology can I find any evidence of such a trade.

Of course, not all relationships are positive. We might look for trouble instead of imports and
commerce. Even in the Roman period, peoples characterized as “Libyans” appear in the record
as hostile raiders of the settlements of the Nile valley, although there is little sign of trouble in
the first two centuries. Anna Maria Demicheli, in her monograph on relations between Roman
Egypt and desert populations, called attention to the relatively peaceful situation in northern

Guédon 2010, 517, index s.2. Egypte.

Guédon 2010, 63.

9  Bagnall & Virhelyi 2009.

10  Guédon 2010, 69.

11  Guédon 2010, 141.

12 See Demicheli 1976, 98-99, n. 82, on the expedition of Julius Maternus to Agisymba from Leptis Magna
via Garama.

13 Guédon 2010, 147-148.
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and central Egypt, saying rather vaguely that “to the west of the valley of the Nile extended the
Libyan desert, in which were located populations which had by now accepted to a large degree
Roman civilization coming from the Mediterranean coast”*. The late J. K. Winnicki has most
recently called attention to the raids by the Mastitai and Goniotai in the third century. But
these peoples, based near the coast in Marmarica, show up in documents from the Fayyum,
the Herakleopolite, and the Oxyrhynchite, that is, the northernmost part of the Nile valley®.
There is no sign that they had the capability of or interest in attacking the southern oases. On
the contrary, the incursions in the southern desert, as in Egypt’s eastern desert, are by peoples
coming from the south, not the west'. It is the increasing disruption of the southern frontier of
Egypt by the Blemmyes and Noubades to which we would be more likely to look for an impact
on the southern oases. But our sources do not give us much information about that for any time
before the fifth century.

Of course, in that connection one might well ask just why the oases see such a burst of
military fort-building in the Tetrarchic period, after three centuries in which such fortifications
were absent — by contrast to the eastern desert, where previously open stations along the roads
from the Nile to the Red Sea were fortified already during the reign of Vespasian, at a time
when we know that raids by “barbarians” were a problem". But that is a much vaster question,
one affecting the rest of Egypt, not just the western oases, and that would take us too far afield.
The oasis forts were for the most part, it seems, abandoned for military purposes, sometimes to
be reused as civilian settlements, around the beginning of the fifth century. If it is not a pure
coincidence that it is after this point that we start to hear of security problems in the western
desert, pressures from mobile populations may perhaps be taken back to the late third century.
But again, there is no evidence that these pressures came from the west. And the eastern desert,
at least in the early imperial period, had a vastly richer commerce to raid than the western desert
ever did. In any event, it seems more interesting to return to less bellicose types of connections
between the Upper Egyptian desert and Africa to its west.

A classic domain in which papyrologists look for connections is that of personal names. The
study of the names found in the ostraka from our excavations at Amheida provided me with
a recent opportunity to look at a defined body of material in which it was possible to analyze
the origins of most of the names'®. These are largely Egyptian in character, and those mostly
(although far from all) theophoric, derived from well-known cults of the Nile valley, including
the Theban triad, Horos, and locally popular cults like those of Shai and Tutu. We can observe
a high level of commonality with the names found in texts from Kellis, but also some local
variety even within Dakhla; for example, Thoth, the principal god of Trimithis, as Amheida
was called in this period, appears marginally more often than at Kellis. As most of the texts are
of the fourth century, they show us the repertory at a late stage, when the old cults were gone

14  Demicheli 1976, 3.

15  Winnicki 2006. See also Demicheli 1976, 128, n. 1.

16 It is striking that Demicheli’s book almost entirely ignores the western desert, despite its title.

17 For the eastern desert, see Bagnall, Biillow-Jacobsen & Cuvigny 2001. On the military establishments of
the western oases, here is much to be added now to the classic article of Reddé 1999. The large forts like
that of El-Deir are clearly to be distinguished from the smaller fortlets, the military function of which
Reddé called into doubt; the discovery of such Tetrarchic forts in both Bahariya and Dakhla has made the
systematic nature of this fort-building clear. For references see Bagnall & Davoli 2011.

18  The following remarks are based on Bagnall & Ruffini 2012.
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or going, and the onomastic repertory may have been a bit impoverished as a result, with only
the commonest names being passed on to later generations. There are also Greek names, some
Hebrew names from the Old Testament, a few specifically Christian names, and a scattering of
others, Semitic, Thracian, and Iranian.

There is also a group of names that appear to be epichoric to the Dakhla oasis. Some of
these can plausibly be identified as truncated forms of Greek or Egyptian names, reflecting what
seems to have been a local habit : Kele for Kelepin, Monis for Ammonios, Para for Parammon;
and at another site in Dakhla, Toni for Pantonymos, this last equivalence not a guess but
conclusively demonstrated by multiple texts concerning the same individual found together in
recent excavations'’.

But this still leaves a small group of names for which I have not been able to identify any
origin. The largest number of these are derived from a root Loui or Louia, which occurs by
itself as a name but also in quite a few compounds, including Louiammon, Louiermamoun,
Louisai(s), Louisen, Louisiris, and perhaps Loinoute. The Kellis texts, which also attest most of
those names, add Louibeka, Louieirene, Louiala, Louimoun, and Loior to the list. Loui is thus
connected or identified with Amoun, Hermammon, Shai, Osiris, and Horos, as well as (rather
more oddly) the word for God used in Christian names (noute) and the Greek word for Peace,
cirene. The process of formation is a familiar one, reminiscent of the numerous compound
names with Ammon; but the root Loui is not familiar. Similarly with Gena, sometimes spelled
phonetically as Iena, which occurs also in the compound Pagena, “the man belonging to Gena”.
This is again a classically Egyptian method of formation of theophoric names. In both cases, it
seems likely that we are dealing with the names of locally popular divinities, but these are not
known to me from any other source.

A few other names also occur without any external parallels: T(e)hat, Korau, and Tou, all of
which are also known from Kellis. That could be another shortened form, for Thatres. Tou could
also be a shortened form. Of the entire list, only one of these names, Korau, is also attested in
the Kharga oasis, where Loui and Gena are unknown.

We can therefore ask ourselves if Loui and Gena might be cults specific to the Dakhla oasis,
or possibly ones that had come to Dakhla from the west rather than the east, thus accounting for
the absence of these names in Kharga as well as in the Nile valley. In fairness, I should record that
the Demotisches Namenbuch (p. 722) records names written in Demotic as /w, variant /w3, and
lw7j, for the first of which it suggests a Greek vocalization of Lous, but without any supporting
evidence. For neither does it suggest any derivation. The first of these forms is Theban and
Ptolemaic, the second Roman and from Soknopaiou Nesos in the Fayyum®. Not much can
be made of these, however, and they do not in my view undermine the concept of local cults,
whatever their origin may have been.

All of this does not add up to a lot. Of course, I have been looking at the situation from a
Dakhla-centered viewpoint. If we invert the perspective and ask what Libya might have wanted
to get from Dakhla, however, I am almost as short of answers as in the other direction. The
Great Oasis would certainly not have been the nearest source from which Libyans could have
obtained its main exportable agricultural products, like olive oil or dates, the former produced

19 Ostraka found in excavations at Ain el-Sabil by Kamel Bayumi (Suprem Council of Antiquities).
20  For lw, the NBDem. references equate to P Schreibertrad., 14, and P Berl. Kaufv., 3140. The ostrakon from
Soknopaiou Nesos is O. Dime, 1.174.
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abundantly in North Africa and the latter in the Libyan oases themselves. One could perhaps
imagine an interest in the cotton that I have argued was produced in Dakhla, Kharga, and
Bahariya in the Roman period. Even here, however, one may well ask whether it would not have
been more eflicient and cheaper to import it through the longer but easier route — from Dakhla
to the Nile, by water to Alexandria, then to Libya, and overland to the inland areas.

This does not, even if my analysis is correct, answer fully the question of what influence
Libyan peoples may have had on Dakhla. Until the sources of Loui and Gena become clearer,
we must keep a marker for possible religious ties. For the rest, I hope that those who know Libya
better will be able to confirm or contradict the picture that appears to come from the Egyptian
evidence. This suggests extremely limited direct contact across the western desert from Dakhla
in the Roman period, whatever may have been the case earlier.
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