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A fish from the sea

Adam Łukaszewicz
Institute of Archaeology, University of Warsaw

Antidoron Victori Andreae Daszewski ob piscis maris Erythraei portiunculam  
ante a. XXXI datam

More than thirty years ago a few of us from the Polish Centre of Archaeology in Cairo, 
including the present writer, accompanied Wiktor Andrzej Daszewski, then the Centre’s 
scientific secretary in Egypt, to the Red Sea. Visitors were gradually returning to the 
coast after several years of absence, but there were still very few tourists on those won-
derful beaches. The coral reefs on the other hand were vibrant with life. We bathed, 
observed the rich fauna of the reef and walked along the beach under the brilliant April 
sun. Andrzej was hunting underwater. His catch included a magnificent colored fish. It 
was roasted soon on a small improvised fire and the present contributor also had the op-
portunity to taste its excellence.

The sunset was splendid and the night which followed glimmered magnificently 
with innumerable stars and luminescent spots shining from a dark sea. It was a memo-
rable excursion, much appreciated, just like marine fish in antiquity. There is much 
evidence for the appreciation accorded fish in the ancient world and the abundant mate-
rial with regard to this will not be examined here. Bringing sea fish to the Nile valley is 
mentioned in papyri from Greco-Roman Egypt. Nonetheless, fishing in the sea was no 
easy matter and river fish from the Nile were much more common on the local market 
than those from the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.

In his life of Antony, Plutarch mentions Antony and Cleopatra in an angling contest. 
Antony, greedy to win, had divers hook his fish. He also tells how Cleopatra made a joke 
on Antony by having salted fish (tarichos) from Pontus attached to his hook (Plutarch, 
Anthony 29.6). It would not have been a joke, if this kind of fish were not common in 
Alexandria, otherwise the spectators would not laugh. We do not know whether Antony 
and Cleopatra were fishing in the sea or in the Nile. We are allowed to imagine them 
angling near the same place in the harbor where in our days many Alexandrians sit and 
fish in the sea.

Fish transport in antiquity was a serious problem. The art of preparing smoked or 
salted fish was very much developed and the appearance of Pontic salted fish (tarichos) 
on the Alexandrian market is evidence of a far-reaching trade.
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Papyri bring further evidence of the transport of preserved fish and sometimes also 
show that sea fish were considered a rare and delicious kind of food. P. Oxy. III 531 writ-
ten in January of an unspecified year in the second century AD is a letter from father 
to son. Cornelius, the father, was apparently a rich member of the Oxyrhynchite elite. 
His son, Hierax, was a student, most probably in Alexandria. He received regular sup-
plies of money and provisions from home. However, he also sometimes sent little gifts 
to his family at Oxyrhynchus. In lines 17–18 Cornelius writes (according to the first 
edition): “You won me over by the dainties and I will send you the price of these too 
by Anoubas”. However, that translation by the editors of the papyrus is not exact. The 
opsaria sent home by Hierax are not “dainties” but “fish”. In the Roman period the word 
opsarion had already taken the meaning of the later Greek psari, i.e., fish. Also the verb 
exallasso of line 18 (exellaxas hemas) does not mean “to win over” but “to bring about 
a change”. That means that the fish sent by Hierax brought a welcome divertimento to 

Fig. 1.  �Fishing in the Alexandrian harbor today (Photo I. Zych)



A fish from the sea

Classica Orientalia 355

the usual menu. Since the recipient dwells in the Oxyrhynchite, where the Nile fish are 
easily available, we must take for granted that Hierax sent home not fish from the river 
but the more exquisite sea fish, certainly from the Mediterranean (since he most prob-
ably studied in Alexandria). Obviously, even in winter there was no question of bringing 
fresh sea fish to places situated far away from the coast. A bucket with sea water would 
not suffice. Hierax must have sent home tarichos, perhaps tarichos leptos, i.e., superior 
quality salted fish. That was not a cheap food, but we are in a wealthy milieu. There was 
perhaps a touch of paternal overprotecting courtesy in the father’s proposal of sending 
the son the price of the “dainties”.

In the third century AD an Oxyrhynchite letter-writer asked his correspondent to 
buy for him a sea fish (P. Oxy. VII 1067.27–29). Also in P. Oxy. XVII 2148 of AD 27 
we have a similar commission, concerning buying “a little fish in mustard”. There must 
have been a variety of preserved fish on sale. In Oxyrhynchus they were probably in part 
the produce of the Red Sea. The communication between the Red Sea coast and the 
Oxyrhynchite nome must have been fairly regular in the Roman period.

Some people made fish preserves at home, like the recipient of the P. Oxy. VI 928 
(second/third century AD). His brother asks him to send him a pot of salted fish (if he 
makes the fish for himself ). In that case probably river fish is meant.

Greater quantities of salted fish were certainly produced by professionals, the 
taricheutae, who were also the embalmers preparing the mummies. Also fishermen were 
expected to furnish not only fresh fish, but the salted tarichos as well.

The raw material for the fisherman who was expected to produce tarichos and garum 
for the imminent visit of Caracalla in 215 (P. Got. 3) came probably from the Nile.

The superiority of fish over meat was commonplace in ancient times. Basic knowl-
edge of fish must have been part of the savoir of everyday-life on the Nile. In Egypt, sea 
fish must have often been compared with the river fish.

It must be added that the local and inconsequent Egyptian veneration of some spe-
cies of fish was undoubtedly limited to the river fish. Juvenal’s words about the “horrify-
ing” (portenta) sacred animals of the demens Aegyptus (“crazy Egypt”), including piscem 
fluminis, should be taken literally (Juvenal, Sat. XV.1–7).

A more general idea of the opposition between the advantages of sailing on the river 
and on the sea was expressed in a song preserved on P. Oxy. III 425 (second/third cen-
tury AD). The papyrus preserves unfortunately only the introductory part of the poem, 
which must have been much longer. The initial aria invites to make a synkrisis of the sea 
and of the life-giving Nile. The introduction was probably followed by two choirs: one 
of the Nilotae and the other one of the sea-sailors, both praising the advantages of their 
respective waters. The Nile sailors are called in the poem Nilotai glykydromoi, which is 
an obvious allusion to the sweet waters of the river. The adjective glykydromoi does not 
mean “(those) who sail in happy course” (translation of the original editors) or those 
“mit wohigesetztem Kurs die heiteren Wasser besegelnd”, (C. Pap. Hengstl 97; as it fre-
quently happens in translations from Greek into modern languages, seven words have 
been used in this translation as an equivalent to one Greek word!).
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The entire item may have been a song from the repertoire of a theatre rather than 
a piece of Volkslyrik as Hengstl thinks (C. Pap. Hengstl 97), although such songs could 
have also been performed on various occasions by amateur singers. 
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