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Locating the Land of Punt—the Case for Eritrea
1. Introduction

Egypt’s relationship to the Land of Punt was based on commercial interests and, as Phillips (1997, p. 425) notes, there is no evidence of  any intention or attempt by Egypt to invade or annexe its territory. Trading contacts between the two countries occurred intermittently from at least the Old Kingdom’s 5th Dynasty to the late New Kingdom’s 20th Dynasty — a period of some 1,300 years, stretching from the mid-3rd to the late 2nd Millennium B.C. Such trading contacts are attested by commemorative stelae, tomb reliefs, and most notably by the reliefs in Queen Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple at Deir El-Bahri. Cozzolino (1993, pp.392-5) lists more than 50 epigraphic sources referring to Punt. Given such a long period of contact between the two countries, it is surprising that the exact location of Punt remains uncertain and continues to be a matter of debate among Egyptologists.  

The present study examines the various locations that have been suggested and attempts to make a case for Punt being centred on the modern state of Eritrea. The principal factor to be taken into account in determining a location for Punt involves a consideration of the route taken by trading expeditions between the two countries. A sea route presupposes a Punt with a coastline bordering the Red Sea while an overland route, via the Nile, for example, would presuppose an African location, effectively ruling out Arabia. In this context the study first examines chronologically the list of  known contacts between Egypt and Punt indicating the probable route taken on each occasion. Next follows a brief summary of the various views held by Egyptologists since the early 19th century on Punt’s location and the locations favoured by them. Then with special reference to the reliefs and texts illustrating the expedition of Hatshepsut in her temple at Deir El-Bahri, the flora and fauna of Punt are examined and matched against those of the countries which have been suggested as being locations for Punt. Reasons are presented for rejecting both Arabia and Somalia as Punt locations. The remaining paragraphs seek to show that the fauna and flora profiles of north east Sudan, but more especially Eritrea and adjoining parts of Ethiopia, match closely the profile for Punt as indicated by the Deir El-Bahri and other temple and tomb reliefs. Further evidence, both epigraphic and archaeological, supporting the case for an Eritrean Punt is then presented, and finally the arguments are summarised, leading to the conclusion that while it is unlikely that anywhere, without further evidence, will ever be proved beyond doubt to be the exact location of Punt, nevertheless a strong case can be made for it to have been centred on Eritrea.

2. Chronology of the Main Egyptian-Puntite Trading Expeditions and Contacts
2.1. Old Kingdom
The earliest reference to Punt refers to the 5th Dynasty and comes from the Palermo Stone which lists some Puntite products imported during the reign of Sahure (2487–2475 BC). [Dates are as given in Shaw (2000) pp. 479-83]. New data on this expedition recently became available with the discovery in 2002 of an inscribed block  from the causeway of Sahure’s pyramid at Abusir. Tarek el-Awady (2003) writes:

“The second and third registers of the block (season 2003) depict four cargo ships bringing goods from a foreign expedition. They are part of a scene depicting the arrival from the King’s expedition to Punt”.
Other references from the Old Kingdom 5th Dynasty include one relating to the reign of Djedkara (2414–2375 BC) which occurs in a letter from King Pepi II to his expedition leader, Harkhuf, in which he writes
Thou hast brought a dancing dwarf  of the god from the land of spirits, like the dwarf which the treasurer of the god Burded (BJ-wr-dd)  brought from Punt in the time of Isesi (Yssy [i.e. Djedkara])   — (Breasted 1906, vol. 1, p. 160, no. 351).
In the 6th Dynasty, king Pepi II (2278–2184 BC) is recorded as sending another of his expedition leaders, Pepinakht, to retrieve the body of a colleague, Anankhti, who had been killed by Asiatic nomads on the Red Sea coast of the Eastern Desert while assembling a ship intended for a trading expedition to Punt. This expedition clearly seems to have used the Red Sea route. Likewise in king Pepi II’s reign, in the tomb of Khui, a relief depicts an official named Khnemhotep, who says:
I went forth with my lord, the count and treasurer of the god, Thethi (Tiy) to Kush, and (my lord the count and treasurer of the god), Khuid (Hwy), to Punt, [ I I ]~times  — (Breasted 1906, vol. 1, p. 164, no. 361).
2.2. Middle Kingdom

The next recorded contact comes from the Middle Kingdom beginning with the reign of Mentuhotep III (2004–1992 BC) evidenced by an inscription cut on the rocks at Wadi Hammamat which records an expedition by the king’s minister, Henu, as follows:

My lord ... sent me to dispatch a ship to Punt ... Then I went from Koptos ... I went forth with an army of 3,000 men ... Then I reached the (Red) Sea, then I made this ship, and I dispatched it ...” — (Breasted 1906, vol. 1, pp. 208-10, nos. 427-33)

Evidence from the 12th Dynasty points to at least three expeditions to Punt, all of which apparently used the Red Sea route. The first of these took place in the reign of  Senusret I (1956–1911 BC). Based on a number of fragmentary inscriptions on stelae at the Red Sea port of Sa’waw (now Mersa Gawasis), it appears that the king commanded his vizier, Intefoqer,  to build several ships at Koptos for transhipment through Wadi Hammamat to be re-assembled and launched at Sa’waw for the voyage to Punt. It seems to have been a major expedition with possibly as many as 10 ships ( Kitchen 1993, pp. 590-1). Then under Amenemhat II (1911–1877 BC), an expedition led by the king’s official, Khentykhetywer, took place in the 28th year of the king’s reign, as attested by a stela found in Wadi Gasus, near Mersa Gawasis:
Adoring the god ... Khentykhetywer, when he had returned safely from Punt, his expedition with him, safe and sound, and his ships resting at Sa’waw — cited in Kitchen (1993), p. 591.

Another stela from Wadi Gasus, dating from the reign of Senusret II (1877–1870 BC) recalls the sealbearer, Khnumhotep,  “setting his monuments in God’s Land [i.e. Punt]”, which may indicate an expedition to Punt early in this king’s reign (Kitchen 1993, p. 591). 
2.3. New Kingdom

The most famous Egyptian expedition to Punt, and the one from which we derive most of our information is the one conducted by 18th-dynasty Queen Hatshepsut (1473-1458 BC) and recorded in the splendidly detailed reliefs on the walls of her mortuary temple at Deir El-Bahri. This expedition was led by the Nubian officer, Nehsi. The route “by land and sea” most probably went from Koptos overland via Wadi Hammamat to the Red Sea port of Queisir, the dismantled five ships being transported by donkey to be re-assembled on arrival at the port (Kitchen 1993, pp. 591-7). Such a method of transporting ships overland was not uncommon in the ancient world, as Newberry (1942, p. 64), with numerous examples, states, “this appears to have been the usual practice in antiquity before iron nails were invented”. Reliefs in the tombs of Puyemre (tomb 39) and the vizier, Rekhmire (tomb chapel 100), as well as successive entries in the so-called Karnak Annals, indicate that Egypt continued to import high-quality luxury goods from Punt throughout the reign of Hatshepsut’s stepson and successor, Thutmose III (1479–1425 BC). It is possible that these goods may have been brought to Egypt by the Puntites themselves. Phillips (1997) writes: “These and other records in his [Thutmose III] and later reigns may have been the result of Egyptian trading expeditions, but some equally could have been the result of Puntite voyages to Egypt”. Additional evidence for Puntite trade contacts during the 18th Dynasty is to be found in the reigns of Thutmose IV (or Amenhotep III) (tomb chapel 89 of Amenmose),  Akhenaten (tomb chapel of Meryre at El Amara), and Horemheb (relief scene at Karnak) covering the period approximately from 1479 BC to 1295 BC.  In addition, a somewhat enigmatic Sinai inscription of an official under Amenhotep III commemorates serving his king: “I reached the seacoast to announce the marvels of Punt, to receive aromatic gums, which the chiefs had brought ... as revenue from lands unknown” (Kitchener 1993, pp. 599-600). 

Evidence for trade contacts during the 19th Dynasty is less abundant but is to be found from the reigns of  Sety I (1294-1279 BC), Ramesses II (1427-1400 BC), and Ramesses III (1184-1153 BC). There is also a reference to Punt in an inscribed list of mining regions in Luxor Temple, when the ‘Mountain of Punt’ is made to say: “I have come, I have brought you gum(s)”. However the fullest and most important reference relates to an expedition mounted by king Ramesses III, which is contained in the papyrus known as the Great Papyrus Harris I. This account specifically describes transhipment from the Red Sea coast overland (i.e. via Wadi Hammamat) back to the Nile at Koptos as indicated in MK times and probably also in the 18th and 19th Dynasties:

I hewed great galleys with barges before them ... They were sent forth into the great sea of the inverted water, they arrived at the countries of Punt ... [They] were laden with the products of God’s Land ... [and] arrived in safety at the highland of  Coptos, they landed in safety, bearing the things which they brought. They were loaded, on the land-journey, upon asses and upon men; and loaded into I3 vessels upon the Nile, (at) the haven of Coptos —  (Breasted (!906) vol. 4, p. 203, no. 407)
2.4. Post New Kingdom

This is the last recorded trade expedition to or from Punt. From here on, trade contacts seem to have been non-existent and with but a single exception, references to Punt envisage it as a fabled and magical land. The exception is a geographical reference to 
the ‘mountain of Punt’ which occurred as an inscription on a damaged stela dating back to the 26th Dynasty. This reference is particularly important in that it throws some light on the location of Punt and supports the view that it included within its boundaries the northern highlands of Eritrea and perhaps northern Ethiopia (see below).
3. The Location of Punt: a Review of the Literature

The location of the ‘Land of Punt’ is a question that has exercised the minds of Egyptologists from the very beginning and even today there is no universal agreement on where exactly it was to be found. Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Uganda, Ethiopia and Eritrea have all been suggested at one time or another. In his article (Kitchen, 1971) reviewing  Rolf Herzog’s Punt (Glückstadt, 1968), the author, K. A. Kitchen, lists some of the principal  authors who have addressed the problem since the early 19th century and notes the widely differing locations proposed by them for ancient Punt. Writing in the early years of the 19th century, Sir J. Gardner Wilkinson was one of the earliest writers to focus on Punt but his speculations were quickly overshadowed by Heinrich Karl Brugsch who came down firmly in favour of South Arabia as the favoured location. However after the discovery of the Deir el Bahri reliefs opinion swung in favour of an African location with Auguste Mariette proposing Somaliland, and this view was adopted by Gaston Maspero and Brugsch himself. [image: image1.jpg]
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Succeeding scholars also generally favoured an African location either south to Somalia or north centred on Eritrea or Sudan, whilst yet others preferred a location around the Upper Nile just south of Nubia. 

Coming to the 20th century, Herzog (1968) made out a case for inland Sudan bordering on Ethiopia and the area drained by the rivers Atbara and the White and Blue Nile. Kitchen (1971), reviewing Herzog, follows him in his choice of location but would extend the borders of Punt eastwards to the Red Sea coast from approximately Port Sudan to northern Eritrea. Today this location is the one most generally (e.g. Kitchen (1971 and 1993), Phillips (1997), Fattovich, (1991) ), but by no means universally, accepted, since others have argued for Arabia (Meeks 2003), Somalia (Sayed, 1989), and even Uganda (Wicker 1998). 

4. The Route to Punt as a Key Factor in Determining its Location

4.1. The Sea Route
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As already stated, the route taken by trade expeditions is one of the key factors in determining a possible location for Punt. Herzog (1968), for example, believed that Hatshepsut’s expedition  travelled to Punt up the Nile and not via the Red Sea and as a result placed Punt inland from the coast. Kitchen (1971) refuted this argument effectively by pointing out that the fishes and other marine creatures in the Deir El-Bahri reliefs were such as are found in the Red Sea and his assertion was supported by marine biologists (Danielus and Stinitz  1967), who confirmed that the fish belonged to genera found in the Red Sea and Indian Ocean. In addition he showed that such a voyage was practicable by suggesting a possible schedule and proposing a route that hugged the coast with overnight stops in sheltered anchorages. Furthermore the ships depicted are clearly sea-going ships fitted with hogging trusses for extra strength and support in heavy weather (Bradbury 1996, pp. 48-9), and although they apparently lack keels which would have stabilised them in rough seas, a recent reconstruction of one of these ships, shown on a BBC 4 television programme presented by Cheryl Ward on 6th January 2010, made a successful voyage down the Red Sea. Kitchen believed that the Hatshepsut expedition used ships built on the Nile at Koptos, and that these ships were disassembled and carried overland across the Eastern desert probably via Wadi Hammamat to the coast where they were reassembled (see above: Newberry (1942, p. 64) ). The text accompanying the Deir El-Bahri reliefs specifically repeats three times that the expedition went “by land and sea” and this same method of travel was used on the expedition led by Henu in the reign of  king Mentuhotep III and on the expedition mounted by king Ramesses III (see above). 
The aforementioned expedition of Senusret I provides some of the clearest evidence of a major Egyptian expedition to Punt using the Red Sea route. The discovery in 1976/77 of a 12th Dynasty port at Wadi Gawasis effectively proved that Hatshepsut’s sea route to Punt was by no means an unprecedented innovation. An archaeological team led by Professor Abdel Sayed and sponsored by the University of Alexandria found traces of habitation together with a number of anchors, tools, a shrine, and inscribed stelae at the site of what was believed to be the ancient port of Saw’aw (Sayed 1978). An inscription on one of the stelae recorded “an order issued by king Sesostris [Senusret] I to his vizier, Antefoker, to build ships to be sent to the region of Bia-Punt” (Sayed 1978, p.70). On this same stela, the ships which were sent to Bia-Punt are referred to as “Ships of the Dockyard of Koptos”. Sayed (1978, p. 71) writes that “this nomenclature in combination with the existence of the anchors in the vicinity of the port suggests that the ships were built  at Koptos and were then dismantled and carried in sections by land to the Red Sea  shore where they were reassembled” adding that the same procedure in reverse occurred on the return voyage. Such clear evidence for a sea route to Punt is practically irrefutable, and it is now generally accepted by most authorities (Phillips 1997, p. 425) that some if not most expeditions used the sea route to travel to Punt which means that wherever Punt might have been located, it definitely bordered on either the African or Arabian Red Sea coastline.

4.2. The Nile Route

Some trading expeditions both by Egyptians and Puntites almost certainly used the Nile route as an alternative, as apparently did Harkhuf in the reign of king Pepi II (Breasted 1906, vol. 1, p. 160, no. 351) since he is recorded as acquiring a pygmy in Nubia. Such a land route to Punt via the Nile, leading south of the 5th and 6th cataracts perhaps to the area drained by the Blue and White Nile and the River Atbara would suggest an approximate location for the Land of Punt which is far removed from Somalia and Arabia but not so far from Eritrea and northern Ethiopia. Indeed the existence of a land route tends to rule out those countries and add weight to the claims of Eritrea to be at least included within Punt’s borders if not its core area as its coastal position might suggest.
5. The Temple Reliefs at Deir El-Bahri Depicting Hatshepsut's Expedition to Punt as Evidence for an African Location
In any attempt to assign a location for Punt, a variety of evidence must be examined. The colonnade reliefs at Deir El-Bahri are clearly of crucial importance since they are “one of the few landscape creations in the history of Egyptian art” (Pirelli 1993, p.386) and show in great detail its flora and fauna and its inhabitants. The scenes illustrate not only the trade products which the Puntites traded with the Egyptians but also some of the fauna and flora of Punt. The former may be classed as luxury goods of which the most important are frankincense and myrrh, both used widely in Egyptian religious ritual worship. Other goods include gold, ivory, spices and herbs, electrum, animal skins (e.g. leopard), silver, malachite, lapis lazuli, ebony, ostrich feathers and eggs, bead necklaces, gum & resin.

The fauna depicted include such diverse species as giraffe, rhinoceros, hamadryas baboon, monkey, cheetah, and according to their derived products, elephant (i.e. ivory tusks), ostrich, ibex, and southern panther. Domesticated animals include both long and short horned cattle as well as dogs and donkeys. As already mentioned a wide variety of Red Sea fishes are also displayed. The flora have been identified as the dom palm, the ebony tree (Dalbergia melanoxylon), the frankincense tree (Boswellia sp.), and the myrrh tree (Commiphore / Balsamodendron sp.). 

Given that Punt must have a location that borders on the Red Sea if we accept that it was reached at least sometimes by ships sailing down from Egypt by sea, then it is primarily though not exclusively that we must base any suggested location for Punt on the fauna and flora displayed in these reliefs and on Punt trading products depicted there and also in a number of tomb reliefs. Archaeological evidence is so far somewhat sparse and unless additional evidence turns up, it is unlikely that anyone will ever be able to pinpoint the location of Punt with total certainty. All that one can hope to do is make a case for its whereabouts with a fair degree of probability. Some authorities have postulated that the name ‘Punt’ may have been applied to different regions at different periods (Phillips 1997, p. 438) or, when equated with the term ‘God’s Land’ (ta-netjer), a vague indeterminate region, having no fixed borders, and signifying anywhere where Egypt could obtain her exotic luxury imports (e.g. Saleh 1981 and Bradbury 1988). However from the evidence of the Hatshepsut temple colonnade, it seems rather to have been a distinct national entity with separate districts, each ruled over by a chief, with a possible overall head chief to whom the others owned allegiance. In the inscriptions at Deir El-Bahri, Parahu, the chief who conducted negotiations with Hatshepsut’s expedition, is termed ‘Chief of Punt’ in the singular, but all other references to that title are in the plural suggesting a collection of separate administrative sub-regions within  the larger realm of Punt (Kitchen 1993, p. 605).
 
Looking then at this evidence, it would seem that an African location is reasonably guaranteed by the presence of  especially the giraffe and rhinoceros. Such animals simply did not naturally occur in Arabia. Meeks in arguing his case for an Arabian location rather awkwardly attempts to explain away their presence as state gifts from an African to an Arab ruler (Meeks 2003, pp. 55-6) but that seems an extreme example of special pleading!  The frankincense and myrrh trees which the Egyptians are shown as carrying aboard their ships as live specimens to transplant present some problems as to specific identification (Dixon 1969) and (Kitchen 1871, pp. 185-6) but may be assigned to the genera Boswellia and Commiphora. Such trees grow widely in both Arabia and Africa though they are more numerous in Africa and are to be found in the Sudan and in Eritrea and Ethiopia as well as Somalia. Kitchen (1971, p. 187) maintains that the presence of the dom palm and the hamadryas baboon together in association with Boswellia/Commiphora trees is especially favourable to a location “in Eritrea, Kassala, and the Blue Nile province of Sudan”. He further argues (1971, pp. 186-7) that the dom palm is significant in excluding Somalia from being the Punt location since the dom palm and Boswellia/Commiphora species are not found growing together in proximity in that country.

6. The Tomb of Sobeknakht as a Factor in the Exclusion of Arabia and Somalia as Possible Locations for Punt

One of the most compelling pieces of evidence for rejecting both Arabia and Somalia as locations for Punt is provided by the discovery of a recent (2003) biographical inscription in the tomb of a 17th Dynasty official named Sobeknakht at El-Kab. Its discovery was reported in an article (Alberge 2003) in the Times newspaper. The text of the inscription records a successful invasion of Egypt led by the Sudanese kingdom of Kush and her neighbours Wawat and Punt. It is in the form of an address to the living by Sobeknakht: “Listen you, who are alive upon earth . . . Kush came . . . aroused along his length, he having stirred up the tribes of Wawat . . . the land of Punt and the Medjaw. . .”. It is impossible to imagine that Kush could have persuaded a Punt as far away as present-day Somalia or on the opposite side of the Red Sea to join her in an invasion of Egypt!
7. General Geographical Factors Favouring a Location Centred on Eritrea

7.1. Its Coastal Location

If  both Arabia and Somalia can be excluded on the above grounds as possible locations for Punt, and allowing that an acceptance of the evidence for a Red Sea route for at least some of the expeditions to that country would similarly exclude Uganda, then only eastern Sudan and northern Eritrea and Ethiopia remain for serious consideration. This covers an enormous area and at this distance in time it is virtually impossible to define precise  boundaries. However, there seems to be a good case for including and even centring the location on Eritrea on a number of grounds, which will be examined in the following paragraphs. 

7.2. Its Fauna and Flora

Comparing the fauna depicted in the Deir El-Bahri reliefs with the present-day and ancient fauna of both eastern Sudan and Eritrea produces a close match for both countries but perhaps especially for Eritrea, where such species as giraffe, ibex, rhinoceros, cheetah, leopard, and elephant (still present in small numbers) were abundant in ancient and historic times (Shoshani 2004). Many species, however, that were historically present have become extirpated in the past century as a result of hunting, deforestation, and prolonged warfare. One species, however, which is still especially plentiful in Eritrea today is the hamadryas baboon. This animal favours hilly country and as Kitchener (1971, p. 187) stresses: “in Eritrea, it can occur particularly along the hillier coastlands”. 

7.3. Its Coastal Topography and the (htyw) Terraced H illsides 

A coastal location for the landing of Hatshepsut’s fleet is surely attested by the aquatic fauna depicted below the ships where they are being loaded with Punt products including live frankincense trees for transplanting in Egypt. According to Dixon (1969, p.63), “ the locality from which the ‛ntyw and trees are said to have come is referred to as the htyw, ‘terraces’ or ‘terraced hillsides’ ”. These terraces are not depicted in the Deir El-Bahri reliefs but we may surmise that they would not be too distant from where the ships were moored, and so we may deduce hilly terrain close to the shoreline, which would well match the topography of northern Eritrea, where such ports as present-day Massawa and ancient Adulis lie at the foot of  steeply rising hilly terrain. Granted that further north on the Sudanese coast, say, south of Port Sudan, there is rising ground but at a much lower elevation. 

8. The Defenneh Stela and the “Mountain of Punt”

A  further very strong argument for locating  Punt, or at least some part of it, in the northern highlands of Eritrea and northern Ethiopia, is furnished by “a  damaged stela found at Defenneh (ancient Daphnae) ... of 26th Dynasty (664–525 B.C.) date” (Phillips 1997, p. 437). As cited by that same author, the stela read, in part “Oh mighty king ... a great marvel occurred in your reign ... The heavens rained on the mountain of Punt ... in this month when rainfall occurred, when rain was unseasonable, even in the north land. Your mother, Neith of the temple of Sais came to you to bring you the Nile, giving life to your soldiers ...”  This shows an awareness of  a clear connection between rain on “the mountain of Punt” and the subsequent (unseasonal) Nile flood. To drain into the Nile basin, the only possible mountainous area, south of Nubia, from which the rains could have drained was the highlands of northern Eritrea and Ethiopia. This is a very clear reference to an Eritrean/Ethiopian location for Punt.

9. Archaeological and Ethnocultural Evidence for an Eritrean Location

Less explicit but nonetheless persuasive is the ethnocultural and archaeological evidence pointing towards Eritrea as a central area of location for Punt. Relatively little archaeological investigation has been done in Eritrea, but nevertheless, Fattovich, who has written extensively on archaeology and ancient trade patterns in the eastern Sudan/Eritrea/Ethiopia region, is able to conclude that: “if we overlap the archaeological evidence on some geographical parameters of Eastern Sudan and Northern Ethiopia [i.e. including northern Eritrea] (natural resources, traditional trade routes, main trends of seasonal movements), the general picture we obtain fits quite well to that of Punt in the Egyptian sources” (Fattovich 1990, p. 262). He goes on to remark (ibid) that: “spices, gold, ebony, and ivory were available ... within the possible range of seasonal movements from the Gash to the Ethiopian highlands, Red Sea coast and Red Sea hills”. All of these products of course feature among the range of goods imported from Punt by Egypt. Archaeological evidence linking Eritrea to Egypt is sparse but includes “at Agordat [Akurdet] an ear-ring in the Egyptian style of the XVIIth–XVIIIth Dynasties”, whilst at Mai Aini, rock drawings of domestic shorthorn cattle similar to those portrayed in the Deir El-Bahri reliefs have been found as well as drawings of  people resembling and dressed like the Puntites (Fattovich 1990 p. 261). In addition fragments of Egyptian glass vessels have been uncovered at Adulis (Fattovich 1993, p. 402). Archaeological investigations by Fattovich have confirmed the presence of “a wide-ranging trading network ... between the ancient peoples of the Sudanese Nile valley, the savannah and desert areas to its east, Egypt, the Ethiopian highlands, and the Red Sea coast” (Phillips 1997, p. 439). His excavations in the Gash Delta near Kassala have established cultural links based on pottery finds which connect with Nubia in the early third to mid-second millennium BC when it was in contact with Middle Kingdom Egypt and also with material from northern Eritrea from the Ona Culture A, which seems to have been centred in the area round present-day Asmara (ibid). Pottery from this culture has been noted as having a strong resemblance to the Punt pots featured in a Theban tomb relief and also to certain Puntite dress designs (Fattovich 1993, p. 402). Much more archaeological work needs to be done to fill out the general picture, but it is clear that in ancient times the general area from the Sudan border around Kassala eastwards enjoyed a degree of cultural unity forged by trading links which extended to distant Egypt. It requires no great stretch of the imagination to identify this area, which includes all of northern Eritrea, as the Land of Punt.
10. Conclusion and Summary of Arguments for a Punt Location Centred on Eritrea

Until clear archaeological evidence is available, the exact whereabouts of Punt will continue to give rise to speculation. The intention of this present study has been to make out a case for northern Eritrea in particular and the bordering highland areas of modern Ethiopia to be considered as the core location of the Land of Punt. In summary, then: the argument for this, as presented above, followed the line that Punt must have had a maritime coastline since many trade expeditions did in fact travel there via the Red Sea. Evidence for this was deduced from the Deir El-Bahri reliefs which show marine (not freshwater) fauna and depict what are clearly sea-going ships whose sea-worthiness has been recently confirmed by means of an experiment involving the construction and sailing of a modern replica. Other expeditions including those of Sahure, Senusret I and Rameses III were presented as further clear evidence for a Red Sea route to Punt. 

The Deir El-Bahri reliefs and inscriptions were examined to identify the products and fauna and flora of Punt. This and other evidence was then used to exclude some possible contenders for a Punt location and find the closest match with those that remained.  

The main contenders historically for a Punt location with a coastline bordering the Red Sea have been Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, and Eritrea. Arabia was primarily excluded because both the Rhinoceros and the Giraffe shown in the reliefs are not native there. An additional reason for rejecting Arabia was provided by the recent discovery of a biographical inscription in the tomb of Sobeknakht at El-Kab, which describes an invasion of Egypt by Kush and mentions its allies as Wawat and Punt. This same inscription would also rule out Somalia since it is almost 1,000 miles away from Kush to the south and thus scarcely a more credible neighbouring ally than Arabia. Somalia is also probably ruled out in that the distribution of its flora does not match that shown on the Hatshepsut temple reliefs as precisely as does the flora of Eritrea and the Sudan. Common sense, too, would suggest that the Egyptian expeditions would be unlikely to travel an additional 1000 miles either by land or sea to obtain products which they could acquire so much nearer home.
This leaves Eritrea and parts of adjoining Ethiopia on the one hand and north-east Sudan on the other. Both areas have strong and similar claims to a Punt identity. Nevertheless, and although it is very likely that the western and northwestern borders of Punt would extend into territory now occupied by parts of modern Sudan, Eritrea’s claims are the stronger of the two. Firstly its position on the coast made it well placed for trade and for providing ports of call for shipping, as indeed it does today at such places as Massawa, and as it did during the Aksum empire that succeeded Punt at the ancient Eritrean port of Adulis. Secondly, unlike Somalia, it is positioned in reasonable proximity to Kush and Nubia so as to be accessible by the Nile land route as well as by sea. As regards Eritrea’s fauna and flora, it matches perhaps more closely  than any other contender with the products and plants and animals shown in the Deir El-Bahri and other relevant tomb reliefs. Boswellia / Commiphora species grow widely in Eritrea and the high land which rises up from the coastal plain would conveniently provide the terraces and terraced hillsides on which the frankincense trees for transportation were  reported to have grown. All the animals both domestic and wild indicated by the reliefs were present in ancient Eritrean territory. In particular the hamadryas baboon was and is abundant, finding the high ground and hillsides of Eritrea much to its taste.
Other indications are equally significant; the Sobeknakht tomb inscription referred to above would not rule out an Eritrean Punt from being a near neighbour of Kush and thus a potential ally in its invasion of Egypt. The archaeological case for Punt being based on Eritrea is not so strong, probably because so little archaeology has been carried out so far in that troubled country, but it is as strong as the archaeological evidence for any other contender, and what there is, is supportive. A final piece of very strong evidence for the Eritrean and associated highlands of Ethiopia being the site of Punt is provided by the late (26th Dynasty) stela found at Defenneh. Although the evidence for an Eritrean Punt is not absolutely conclusive, and may perhaps never be so, yet it is very persuasive. It may not be the case, and probably is not, that Punt precisely equates with modern Eritrea but it seems more than likely that Eritrea and the Eritrean coast formed the core area of the Land of Punt. Perhaps some day more evidence will become available to add weight to this contention.
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Fig. 1: Map showing proposed Punt location(s).  Map outline based on  map in Wicker 

    (1998, p. 156).

Fig. 2: Hatshepshut’s ships showing hogging trusses & marine fish. Reproduced from an 

    illustration in Kitchen (1993, p. 593).

Fig. 3: Deir El-Bahri relief showing giraffe, baboon, and dom palm. Reproduced from an 

    illustration in Phillips (1997, p. 431).

Fig. 4: Hamadryas baboons near Nefasit, Eritrea. Photographed by the author, March 

    2009. 
Postscript! Since writing the above, a report  has been published on the Internet claiming that definitive proof has been obtained that Eritrea was indeed the site of ancient Punt! A research team composed of Egyptian and American scientists has investigated Egyptian mummies of baboons known to have been imported from Punt. By analysing hairs from these baboons using oxygen isotope analysis they were able to work out where the animals had originated. The isotope ‘footprint’ thus obtained was compared with that of baboons from countries which at one time or another have been proposed as locations for ancient Punt —Somalia, Yemen, Mozambique, and Eritrea. The results were conclusive. The isotope values in baboons from Somalia, Yemen and Mozambique did not match, those in baboons from Eritrea and neighbouring Ethiopia were closely matched. Spokesman for the team, Professor Dominy of the University of California, Santa Cruz, said “We think Punt is a sort of circumscribed region that includes eastern Ethiopia and all of Eritrea”. Their research has also led them to conclude that the harbour from which the baboons and other trading products were exported was very close to the modern city of Massawa. Is this then the end of a mystery which has exercised the minds of Egyptologists for more than 200 years? 
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �4�: Hamadryas baboons near Nefasit, Eritrea
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �3�: Deir El-Bahri relief showing giraffe, baboon, and dom palm
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