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Egypt played a remarkable role in ancient maritime trade which left a 
rich archaeological record. The most significant artifact type found in 
various Egyptian sites is amphorae; the staple transporting containers 
and storage jars of the ancient world. Amphorae used for agricultural 
products, such as wine and oil, and food stuffs and can be considered 
the most diagnostic archaeological feature visible on underwater 
archaeological sites, more so than on land as they were loaded aboard 
ships in large quantities.  

Alexandria is situated on a huge field of amphorae; a large number of amphorae were recovered there 
and date to different historical eras. Shatby, Ibrahemia, Elhassan reef, and western harbour which are 
located along the Alexandrian coastline, as well as Kur Island are the most significant Alexandrian 
underwater sites, with a number of Greek and Roman merchant vessels which contained amphorae 
date from the fourth century B.C to seventh century A.D. In addition to the Marsa Bagoush, Oum El 
Rakham which are  located along the Western North coast of the Mediterranean Sea.  
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Alexandria is the second largest city in Egypt and one of the largest 
seaports on the Mediterranean , situated at the western edge of the 
Nile Delta and boasting a coastline that stretches almost 40 kilometres. 
It was the capital and principal port of Hellenistic, Roman and 
Byzantine Egypt for almost a millennium; an important maritime base 
for the various imperial powers that ruled Egypt since its founding; and 
a centre of political, economic and cultural power, whose influence 
continues to this day. This impressive maritime heritage so far has 
been underrepresented by archaeological finds from or related to, the 
sea—especially shipwrecks.  

Amphora collection located at Marsa Bagoush,  North Coast, Egypt.  Photos © M. Salama 2015 (CMA).  
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In the last two decades, archaeologists have located and identified 
several shipwreck and amphora sites along the Alexandria coast. The 
amphora remains recovered from these sites include complete 
examples and fragmentary remains of both Egyptian and non-Egyptian 
jars, some carrying cargo en route to distant ports, others bulk goods 
destined for Egypt as imports or for transhipment elsewhere. Egyptian 
amphorae also have been found in numerous regions of the 
Mediterranean basin, providing important information on trade 
connections and export destinations for Egyptian products.  

The vast majority of ancient shipwreck sites are identified by their prominent 
amphora mounds, a consequence of the ubiquitous use of these ceramic 
cargo containers in antiquity, their durability and excellent preservation in the 
underwater environment, and the pronounced visibility they provide on most 
seafloor terrains. For these same reasons, as well as their distinct stylistic and 
decorative characteristics, which can be tracked chronologically, and the 
ability to analyse the constituent clays and tempers of their ceramic material 
to establish provenance, amphorae have proven to be invaluable 
archaeological objects for dating shipwreck (and other) sites and their 
associated materials, illuminating trading connections (whether direct or 
indirect) and possible route itineraries of the wrecked ships that were 
transporting them. 

Parker refers to transport amphorae as the “jerry-cans of antiquity” (1992:31), 
and they were indeed the staple transport containers and storage jars of the 
ancient world. They were used for myriad products, but especially agricultural 
produce, such as wine and olive oil, and foodstuffs can be considered their 
most typical content. Transport amphorae are associated in particular with 
ancient shipwrecks, on which they are nearly ubiquitous. Being the primary 
cargo container for bulk goods and numbering typically in the hundreds or 
thousands, the amphora mound typically is the most conspicuous feature 
visible on underwater shipwreck sites. Amphorae survive well in the 
underwater environment, and can retain at least traces of their organic 
contents for thousands of years in such conditions. Items such as grape seeds, 
fruit pits, nuts, honey, resins and pitch have been recovered from amphorae 
from numerous sites, such as that of the Late Bronze Age (late fourteenth 
century B.C.) shipwreck at Uluburun (Pulak 1998:201–208) and the eleventh-
century A.D. shipwreck at Serçe Limanı (Ward 2004), both in Turkey. Many 
amphorae from Mediterranean sites survive completely intact and retain 
stamps, inscriptions or other external markings, and some still even have their 
stoppers in place. Archaeologists classify amphorae according to style, shape, 
size and material to establish their use and date and place of manufacture. 

These amphorae fragments are ranging between 
number of certain types like Dressel 2-4, Dressel 20, 
Dressel 23, Pamphilia I, Laconic, Oberaden 74, 
Bitroncoconiche and Egloff 172. The preliminary 
analyses of these amphorae fragments indicates to 
the connectivity between Alexandria and Spain, 
Greece and Italy from the fourth century B.C to 
seventh century A.D.   

Amphorae collections recovered from Shatby 
and Ibrahemia, Alexandria, Egypt. Photo © 
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