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Lise Bender Jørgensen*

Abstract: Recent excavations at a series of sites in the Eastern Desert of Egypt such as the Roman quarry of Mons Claudianus 
have recovered large quantities of well dated textiles. Textiles from these sites are compared with each other, and with emerging 
evidence of textiles and textile tools from oases in the Sahara and from Sub-Saharan Africa. Finds from these parts are as yet 
exceedingly rare, but similarities and differences in designs and techniques can be gleaned to throw light on preferences in fibres, 
yarn twist, weaves, decoration and textile technologies across North Africa during the 1st millennium AD. 

Keywords: Roman textiles, Textile technologies, Eastern Desert, Fazzān, Bandiagara caves

Riassunto: I recenti scavi di una serie di siti nel Deserto Orientale dell’Egitto, come la cava romana del Mons Claudianus, han-
no restituito grandi quantità di tessuti ben datati. Questi reperti tessili sono messi a confronto sia tra loro che con altri tessuti e 
strumenti per lavorazione tessile provenienti dalle oasi del Sahara e dell’Africa sub-sahariana. Sebbene i rinvenimenti in queste 
zone siano ancora estremamente rari, è possibile notare le somiglianze e le differenze nei motivi decorativi e nelle tecniche, per 
far luce sulle tipologie di fibre preferite, sulle torsioni dei filati e sulle tecnologie delle tessiture e delle decorazioni tessili in Nord 
Africa durante il primo millennio d.C.

THE TEXTILES FROM MONS CLAUDIANUS
 IN A NORTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

*  Department of Historical Studies, NTNU Norwegian University of Science and Technology (Norway).
1  Bender Jørgensen 2017, Appendix A.
2  Bingen et al. 1992; Bingen et al. 1997; Peacock and Maxfield 1997; Cuvigny 2000; Maxfield and Peacock 2001a; Maxfield and 

Peacock 2006; Bülow-Jacobsen 2009.
3  Bender Jørgensen and Mannering 2001.
4  Bender Jørgensen 2007, 2008, 2011; Mannering 2000a, 2000b and 2006; Ciszuk 2000 and 2004; Ciszuk and Hammarlund 2008; see 

Bender Jørgensen 2018 for an updated bibliography of Mons Claudianus. 
5  Cuvigny 2003, 2011; Cardon 2003; Cardon et al. 2011.

The Eastern Desert of Egypt has recently seen a se-
ries of excavations that have recovered large quan-

tities of Roman textiles (Fig. 1).1 Most of these textiles 
are just rags, but they are well preserved, and generally 
well dated. This makes them a very important addition 
to our knowledge on dress and other textiles in Roman 
Egypt and sheds new light on textile production in the 
Roman world. 

One of the new sites is Mons Claudianus, an Imperial 
Roman quarry that was active from the time of Nero 
to that of Alexander Severus, but with the main flurry 
of activity between AD 104 and 154.2 Textiles found in 
rubbish heaps around the workmen’s settlement have 
filled 12 large metal boxes with tightly packed textiles - 
an estimated 1.25 cubic metres.3 The Mons Claudianus 
textiles include more or less well-preserved items of 

clothing, remains of soft furnishings and various utili-
ty textiles; some of them are block damasks, taquetés, 
some with pile or decorated by embroidery or resist-
dyed, and constitute a rich body of material that has 
made it possible to establish types and terminologies 
as well as to discuss the supply of textiles and clothing 
to Mons Claudianus and the technologies that were 
used to make them.4 

Other sites in the Eastern Desert include another quar-
ry, Mons Porphyrites; the ports of Myos Hormos and 
Berenike; the Late Roman cavalry fort of ‘Abu Sha’ar, 
and the praesidia Didymoi, Krokodilô and Maximi-
anon, small forts that served to control the caravan 
routes between the Red Sea and the Nile.5 At each of 
these, substantial numbers of textiles have been recov-
ered.

PU RPU REAE VESTES VI Textiles and Dyes in the Mediterranean Economy and Society (M.S. Busana, M. Gleba, F. Meo, A.R. 
Tricomi eds.), 451-459.



452

6  Bender Jørgensen 2006, 2007.
7  Sidebotham and Wendrich 2007; Sidebotham 2011 with further references; Wild and Wild 2000; 2007; 2014.
8  Maxfield and Peacock 2001b; Peacock and Maxfield 2007; Handley 2000; 2007.
9  Whitcomb and Johnson 1979; 1982a; 1982b; Vogelsang-Eastwood 2006.
10  Peacock and Blue 2006; 2011; Handley 2011.

Lise Bender Jørgensen

Fig. 1.  Map of sites in the Eastern Desert of Egypt (image: Bender Jørgensen).

Site Site Directors Textile numbers Investigators
‘Abu Sha’ar6 S. E. Sidebotham 1,126 pieces L. Bender Jørgensen, M. van 

Waveren
Berenike7 S. E. Sidebotham and 

W. Z. Wendrich
>3,400 pieces F.C. and J.P. Wild

Didymoi H. Cuvigny 838 pieces recorded D. Cardon and H. Grang-
er-Taylor

Krokodilô H. Cuvigny 250 pieces D. Cardon
Maximinanon H. Cuvigny 431 D. Cardon
Mons Claudianus J. Bingen, H. Cuvigny, 

V.A. Maxfield, D. Pea-
cock

12 cantines 

1,833 pieces recorded

L. Bender Jørgensen, U. 
Mannering, L. Hammarlund

Mons Porphyrites8 V.A. Maxfield and D. 
Peacock

891 pieces F. Handley

Myos Hormos (1978-82) 9 D.S. Whitcomb and 
J.H. Johnson

>3,000 pieces (Roman + 
Medieval)

G.M. Vogelsang-Eastwood

Myos Hormos (1999-2003)10 D. Peacock and L. 
Blue

2,455 Roman, 7,000 Me-
dieval pieces

F. Handley

Tab 1.  Textile sites recently excavated in the Eastern Desert.
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The textiles found at Mons Clau-
dianus and the praesidia mainly 
date to the 1st and 2nd centuries 
AD; this also applies to a part of 
those from Berenike and Myos 
Hormos. Both ports were found-
ed in the Ptolemaic period, but 
as yet no textiles from this early 
phase have been recovered. Bere-
nike remained in use into the 5th 
century AD.11 The textiles recov-
ered date either to the 1st century 
AD or to the late 4th-early 5th 
century AD.12 Myos Hormos ap-
pears to have been abandoned in 
the mid-3rd century but was re-
vived in the late 11th century and 
prospered until the 15th century.13 
The textiles thus date either to the 
Roman (1st-3rd century AD) or 
to the Medieval phase. Quarry-
ing at Mons Porphyries started in the 1st century AD 
and continued into the 5th century AD. Textiles were 
found in all excavated trenches and appear to date to 
all phases of the settlement.14

Work is still in progress on many of these sites, but 
volumes already out on Berenike, Didymoi, Kroko-
dilô, Maximianon, Mons Porphyrites and Myos Hor-
mos include chapters on textiles. Conference proceed-
ings and journal papers supply further presentations 
and details of textiles from all sites. Although data are 
presented and summarised in different ways it is pos-
sible to compare them, looking for similarities and dif-
ferences in textiles as well as in contexts. This opens 
for further comparisons with other parts of the Roman 
– or non-Roman – world.

Textiles from the Eastern Desert

Wool and flax were the most common fibres (Fig. 2) – 
except for Berenike where cotton made up about 50% 

of the late textiles, and a substantial part of the ear-
ly ones.15 Yarns are usually s-twisted in both systems 
in woollens as well as linens and other vegetal fibres, 
although other combinations also occur, especially in 
wool textiles (Fig. 3).16 Cottons from Berenike appear 
to follow other rules, as about half of them proved to 
be made of z/z-twisted yarns; these are arguably of 
Indian origin.17 As regards weaves, tabby is favoured 
everywhere, supplemented by twills, and with a sprin-
kling of other weaves such as taqueté (Fig. 4). Wool 
twills are usually balanced or weft-faced, and display 
greater variation in the selection of yarn twist than tab-
bies.18 Other characteristic features are reinforced sel-
vedges and corded transverse borders.19 Decorations 
such as clavi and gammas typical for the Roman world 
are common.20 

As most contemporary textile finds derive from sites 
like At-Tar in Iraq,21 Masada in Israel,22 and Dura Eu-
ropos23, Halabiyeh24 and Palmyra25 in Syria, scholars 
have been looking East for comparisons, or to the 

11  Sidebotham 2011, 162, 171-174.
12  Wild and Wild 2000, 251; 2004, 11.
13  Peacock and Blue 2006, chapters 1 and 9.
14  Peacock and Maxfield 2007; Handley 2000; 2007. 
15  Wild and Wild 2000, 264; 2004, 12; Wild et al. 2008, 145; Wild and Wild 2014, 211; forthcoming.
16  Bender Jørgensen 2017; 2018; Cardon 2003, 624. 
17  Wild et al. 2008;  Wild and Wild 2014, 211; forthcoming.
18  Bender Jørgensen 2004, table 9; 2018.
19  Bender Jørgensen 2007, 33-34; 2018; Cardon et al. 2011, 357 fig. 304; Handley 2007, 363-364.
20   Bender Jørgensen 2004, tab. 6.
21  Fujii 1976; 1980; Fujii et al. 1985.
22  Sheffer and Granger-Taylor 1994.
23  Pfister and Bellinger 1945.
24  Pfister 1951.
25  Pfister 1934; 1937; 1940; Schmidt-Colinet et al. 2000.

The textiles from Mons Claudianus in a north African context

Fig. 2.  Fibre proportions at Maximianon, Krokodilô, Mons Claudianus, Mons 
Porphyrites, Myos Hormos and the two phases of ‘Abu Sha’ar.
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South, to the rich finds from Nubia.26 
Now, remains of textiles and textile 
tools are beginning to emerge from 
the oases of the Sahara and other sites 
in northwest Africa. It is time to look 
West.

Textiles from North Africa

The Fazzān in southwestern Libya is a 
place of interest. The name refers to a 
cluster of oases in the Sahara.27 In an-
tiquity, the Fazzān was populated by 
the Garamantes who controlled most 
of Central Sahara. Their heyday was 
between 300 BC and AD 500. The 
Garamantes established urban centers 
such as Old Jarma (ancient Garama) 
as hubs for Trans-Saharan trade; they 
also practiced advanced irrigated ag-
riculture in the oases that for example 
permitted the cultivation of cotton.28 

Recent archaeological projects in 
Libya have resulted in the finding of 
small groups of textiles dated to the 
Garamantian Period (Fig. 5). They 
include the ‘Royal tumulus’ at Tanez-
zuft and settlements at Ghirza and 
Zinkekrā.29 According to descriptions, 
they are mostly wool tabbies made 
from z-twisted yarns in both systems, 
with reinforced or wrapped selvedg-
es. Some have coloured decoration 
that looks like clavi, gammas or ta-
blions. One piece has been identified 
as twill, another is a tufted goat-hair 
tabby. Further pieces are in the pro-
cess of being published.30 To me, they 
all look quite similar to those from the 
Eastern Desert, apart from their preference for z-twist-
ed yarns. J.P. Wild, who has examined some of them, 
also noted this and their similarity to a group of some 
80 textiles from Ghirza, dated to the 10th century AD, 
and he views them as products of the same textile craft 
tradition.31 These later Ghirza textiles show close re-

semblances not only to textiles from Egypt and Nu-
bia from the first half of the 1st millennium AD, but 
also to later ones from the Bandiagara Cliff Caves in 
Mali. The latter are also known as the Tellem Textiles, 
and comprise around 500 pieces dated to the 11th to 
16th century AD.32 Most of them are cotton, but 67 are 
wool. The wool textiles are mostly weft-faced tabbies 

26  Bergman 1975; Thurman and Williams 1979.
27  Mattingly 2003; 2007; 2010; 2013. 
28  Mattingly 2013, 3-6; Pelling 2013, 482.
29  Henshall 1984; Maspero et al. 2002; Wild 2010, 486-488.
30  Mattingly and Cole 2017.
31  Wild 1984, 302-304; Wild 2010, 487-488.
32  Bolland 1991. 

Lise Bender Jørgensen

Fig. 3.  Yarn twist in tabbies from Mons Claudianus and ‘Abu Sha’ar. Vegetal fibres 
include flax, cotton and unidentified plant fibres.

Fig. 4.  Weave proportions at Maximianon, Krokodilô, Mons Claudianus, Myos 
Hormos and the two phases of ‘Abu Sha’ar.
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made from S-plied warp, z-twisted weft. Decoration 
comprises woven patterns such as bands running from 
selvedge to selvedge in a weave other than balanced 
tabby, or made through supplementary wefts over 
short distances, forming lozenge motifs. 

A group of textiles from Sub-Saharan Kissi in Burki-
na Faso also deserve mention.33 They are all made of 
wool, presumably from dromedaries. Yarns are either 
z-twisted, or S-plied. The weaves are all repp. The 
group spans most of the 1st millennium AD but is 
nonetheless strikingly homogenous, and closely com-
parable to those from the Bandiagara caves.34 Further 
textiles from Niger, Nigeria and Senegal dated be-
tween the 5th and 13th centuries AD have been identi-
fied as made of wool, cotton, raffia and vegetal fibres, 
but yarn and weave types are not described.35 

Overall, the textiles from Saharan and Sub-Saharan 
North Africa show a surprising homogeneity through-
out the centuries as regards weaves, decoration and 
form, and are an example of the longue durée of the 
aesthetics of textiles. The texture and visual appear-
ance of all these textiles is extraordinarily similar, 
especially those of wool. They display a preference 

for balanced and weft-faced tabbies; visual groups 
such as ‘tabby character’, ‘moveable tabby’, ‘slightly 
ribbed’ or ‘ribbed’ tabby that Lena Hammarlund de-
fined based on the textiles from Mons Claudianus can 
be recognised among those from Nubia and Ghirza, 
and to some extent Bandiagara and Kissi.36 The Ghir-
za textiles display some decorative designs that can 
be recognised among the earlier textiles from the Nile 
Valley, but most of all they resemble those from Ban-
diagara, especially the cottons. The main difference is 
in the twist of the yarn. The preference for z-twisted or 
S-plied yarns observed in the Bandiagara and Ghirza 
textiles as well as those from other Libyan sites form 
a marked contrast to the s-twisted yarns favoured 
in Egypt and in Nubia.37 All is not explained by the 
longue durée.

Technology

What about technology? Loom weights and spindle 
whorls have been found in Hellenistic layers at Eues-
perides.38 In Garamatian levels they appear at Saniat 
Jibril and in most phases of Jarma.39 In addition, five 
loom weights and a fragment of a sixth were found 
at Aghram Nadharif, also dated to the Garamantian 

33  Magnavita 2006.
34  Magnavita 2006. 
35  Magnavita 2006, 245 with further references.
36  Hammarlund 2005.
37  Bergman 1975; Thurman and Williams 1979.
38   Tébar Megías and Wilson 2008.
39  Cole 2013; Mattingly 2010, 197.

The textiles from Mons Claudianus in a north African context

Fig. 5.  Map of sites with textiles and textile tools in North Africa. 1: Tanezzuft, 2: Ghirza, 3: Zinkekrā, 4: Bandiagara Cliffs, 5: Kissi, 6: 
Euesperides, 7: Saniat Jibril, 8: Jarma, 9: Aghram Nadharif (image: L. Bender Jørgensen).
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period.40 A few spindle whorls and loom weights de-
rive from the Islamic period 2 at Ghirza.41 They tell 
us that textiles were produced in the Fazzān, and that 
the warp-weighted loom was known and used there, 
presumably throughout the 1st millennium AD and 
into the 2nd, according to their distribution in layers 
at Jarma.42 But finds are conspicuously few. The rarity 
suggests that other loom types were in use, too.

In Egypt, spindle whorls are well known from the 
Pharaonic, Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine peri-
ods.43 Loom weights were considered unknown until 
recently, two specimens from Jewish community at El-
ephantine being the only exception.44 As loom weights 
are well-known from Jewish sites such as Masada, 
the Elephantine specimens could well be intrusions.45 
It has been suggested that a number of reworked and 
pierced pottery sherds from Mons Claudianus could be 
loom weights.46 The pieces in question, termed ‘labels’ 
by pottery specialist Roberta Tomber, do however bear 
little resemblance to loom weights found elsewhere 
in the Near East or North Africa.47 Recent finds from 
the Dahleh Oasis of loom weights now add to the ev-
idence, telling us that the warp-weighted loom was 
used in Roman Egypt, possibly first for cotton, and 
that it remained in use in some parts of northern Africa 
after it was abandoned in the Roman Near East.48 

According to Rita Bolland, many of the Bandiagara 
cottons may have been produced on simple treadle 
looms, similar to those used in western Africa today.49 
They display web lengths of over 17 m, widths of 19-
27.5 cm, and remains of warp ends compare close-
ly with products of the treadle loom of the Samo in 
Burkina Faso.50 Other of the Bandiagara textiles are 
likely to have been made on two-beam looms like 

those used by Berbers in North Africa even today.51 As 
the Bandiagara textiles are from the 11th century and 
later, it is hazardous to suggest that the Garamantes 
used treadle looms; but the two-beam loom is certainly 
a possibility. Vertical two-beam looms are depicted in 
Egyptian wall paintings dating to the New Kingdom 
and in Roman iconography,52 and are still used in parts 
of North Africa and the Near East.53 The ground loom 
is another option.54 It has been used in Egypt ever since 
pre-dynastic times and is also still used. Both these 
looms are likely to have been known and used in North 
Africa during the 1st millennium AD. The problem is 
that they leave little tangible evidence, and as the work 
of Ciszuk and Hammarlund has shown, there are few 
criteria that allow us to identify them from the textiles 
themselves.55 

So where does this lead us? With a lot of options and 
questions, and a need to look more closely into evi-
dence of textile production in this part of the ancient 
Mediterranean world if political unrest in the area 
will permit us. Mons Claudianus was administered by 
soldiers.56 Two of them were from Gaul,57 and I have 
previously suggested that the barbarian-looking bal-
anced twills had been brought to Mons Claudianus by 
them.58 Some of the other soldiers had names such as 
Baribalus, Frugius and Volumnius. These names were 
common in Numidia and Africa Proconsularis, but 
rare in Egypt.59 They, too, may have brought items of 
clothing from home. The populations at the ports, forts 
and quarries of the Eastern Desert came from all of the 
Roman World and beyond; in order to understand the 
textiles they left behind, we need to know more. 

40  Mori 2006, 319. 
41  Brogan and Smith 1984, 285.
42  Cole 2013.
43  Crowfoot 1931; Quirke 1998, 92-93, 96-99; Thomas 2001, 14-16.
44  Granger-Taylor 1992. A few have also turned up at the Greek emporion of Naukratis in the Nile Delta. My thanks to M. Gleba for this 

information.
45  Sheffer and Granger-Taylor 1994, 230.
46  Ciszuk and Hammarlund 2008, 123, quoting Bülow-Jacobsen 2014, 7.
47  Tomber 2006, 294. 
48  Wild et al. 2008, 144 with further references.
49   Bolland 1991, 71-77.
50  Bolland 1991, 72; Picton and Mack 1993, 93-129.
51  Bolland 1991, 76; Picton and Mack 1993, 58-67.
52  Ciszuk and Hammarlund 2008, 125 with further references.
53  Picton and Mack 1993, 58-67; Rabaté and Sorber 2007, 38-59; Reswick 1985, 65-83.
54  Ciszuk and Hammarlund 2008, 120-121 with further references.
55  Ciszuk and Hammarlund 2008.
56  Van Rengen 1997.
57  Kayser 1997, 233.
58  Bender Jørgensen 2004, 97.
59   Kayser 1997, 232-233.
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This volume gathers the contributions of the 6th Purpureae Vestes 
International Symposium, which took place in Padova-Este-Altino, Veneto, 
Italy in October 2016. The topic, Textiles and Dyes in the Mediterranean 
economy and society, focused on the role of textile production and dyeing 
as economic activities of the various ancient cultures of the Mediterranean 
area, highlighting conservatisms and innovations in the various 
Mediterranean textile traditions and customs. An important impetus for 
this has been provided by the recent advances in textile studies and the 
numerous scientific projects that are using textile evidence to understand 
wider economic developments of ancient Mediterranean societies. The 53 
articles collected in this volume follow a chronological (from the Bronze 
Age to the High Middle Ages) and geographical (from East to West and 
from Italy to the provinces) order. The last section deals with broader 
aspects that transgress chronological or geographical boundaries.


