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ABSTRACT
As textual, iconographic, and archaeological evidence shows, travel and mobility were an essential force within Egyptian
culture. Not only the elite, including the pharaoh himself, but members of all social strata were also on the move.
Travels to very distant destinations have been recorded since earliest times. The frequency of travel, as well as the
travel distances of individual voyagers, differ considerably, the latter ranging from long treks to local jaunts. Various
modes of travel and transport are attested, from journeys by foot up to trips with exclusive and expensive vehicles such
as the chariot. While practical aspects are occasionally highlighted in the Egyptian sources, the emotional consequences
for the individual travelers are hardly ever mentioned and remain diffuse for the modern observer.

INTRODUCTION1

Travel and mobility in Egypt up to the New Kingdom are
topics that were not discussed in detail in Egyptological
research discourse up until now;2 therefore the workshop
and its publication, initiated by Melanie Wasmuth,
focusing on this research desideratum, is highly welcome.

The following analysis, which is a compilation of the
sources detailing the practical dimensions and emotional
aspects of travel from Predynastic times to the end of the
New Kingdom, is a prelude to the view on travel in the 1st
millennium BCE, which this volume focuses on, and
shows the basis from which mobility in later times
develops. 

“Mobility” covers a vast field, including the person of
the passenger, modes of transport and locomotion, traffic,
innovations, their diffusion, migration, integration,
identity, and many other topics. Therefore, instead of
placing special focus on a case study dealing with one of
the mentioned examples, or with one social group of
travelers, the following analysis is a comprehensive
synopsis on the practical aspects of travel in ancient Egypt.
It provides an overview on the key issues of the workshop
as preparation and departure, motives for traveling, the
preferred itineraries, accommodation and supply en route,
and dangers during the trip, supplemented by topics such
as travel speed, spatial orientation, and gender questions.
This part of the following study is a short amalgamation
on the topics of mobility and travel that I examined earlier

in greater detail.3 The practical part is followed by a
discussion of the emotional features, focusing on the
Egyptian’s encounter with the foreign, those who were left
behind, and the host society.

The study focuses on Egyptian travelers being on the
move in their own country and across borders. Discussing
foreign voyagers visiting Egypt is of course a most
important issue, but it goes beyond the scope of this article;
on this topic see, e.g., Thomas Staubli’s contribution to this
volume; on the equally important question of what is
perceived as Egyptian, see Melanie Wasmuth’s article also
in this volume. The period analyzed in this paper is the
time from the Predynastic Period up to the end of the New
Kingdom. Being issued in a publication focusing on the
8th to 6th century BCE in Egypt, it is to be understood as
a prologue allowing, due to the large amount of evidence,
a detailed insight into the conditions and circumstances of
the earlier period. Moreover, it draws attention to the
diversity, the different facets, and the very large range of
the subject. The circumstances of the earlier period stated
in the following illuminate the general foundations of
“mobility” and “travel” in Egypt, since the basic
surrounding circumstances—such as climate, conditions
prescribed by the annual flood, traffic flows, the immense
significance of the waterway as a kind of pre-modern
highway, the modes of transport, and locomotion of the
lower social classes, traveling speed, the transport
capacities of pack animals, or the accommodation of
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travelers in regions with undeveloped infrastructe—did
not change in later times.

DEFINITION
In this article the term “travel” is understood as the
movement from a point A to point B, with B being outside
the traveler’s everyday radius.4 Characteristic is,
furthermore, the fact of being away from home, sojourning
in a foreign environment, and the aim of coming back to
the starting point, since the intention of staying in the
foreign surrounding must be considered as emigration,
not travel. Travel distance and duration of the trip,
however, are not decisive factors.

SOURCES
The following article is based on a very large database of
textual, iconographic, and archaeological evidence
revealing the ancient Egyptian characteristics of travel,
transport, and mobility.5 In comparison to other regions
where mobility can only be established through strontium
isotope analysis6 or the evaluation and comparison of
archaeological finds,7 the evidence from ancient Egypt
offers far better research conditions. Even though
depictions of Egyptian travelers and travels are rare in
pharaonic Egypt, Egyptian means of locomotion and
transport do sometimes appear in iconographic sources
such as reliefs and wall paintings within tem ples and
tombs.8 Some sledges,9 chariots,10 wagons,11 boats, and
ships12 have also been found as artifacts. So far, only one
carrying chair is known.13 Besides, a few models have been
preserved such as the wagon from the tomb of Queen
Ahhotep14 and a great variety of model vessels.15 The
theme of traveling emerges in Egyptian literature, as in The
Shipwrecked Sailor, Sinuhe, The Eloquent Peasant, Wenamun
and The Letter of Wermai.16 Furthermore, travel or mobility
is mentioned in textual sources17 such as biographies,18

official documents,19 visitors’ graffiti,20 and expedition
texts.21 In these fictional as well as non-fictional texts,
however, the topic “travel” is often only referred to en
passant and is not the key motif. 

In the most cases texts do not refer to the traveling
route,22 the journey’s end,23 the point of departure, the
means of transport or locomotion,24 or practical aspects
such as place of rest during the voyage.25 Furthermore,
detailed descriptions of foreign lands have not been found
in Egyptian texts;26 often such statements are restricted to
stereotyping according to the available trading goods,
such as incense, ebony, leopard skins, elephant tusks,
throw sticks, zA.t and Hknw oil, as in the biography of
Harkhuf.27 The same applies to literary compositions such
as The Shipwrecked Sailor or Sinuhe. The few specified facts
that are included appear to have been sufficient for the
contemporary reader to visualize the foreign
surrounding.28 The lack of specifics might also indicate
that the authors had not visited the foreign places.

Travel literature in its nearest sense (see apodemica
books, travelogues, or travel guides) is not known from
ancient Egypt. The text that comes closest to an itinerary

is the Ramesside papyrus Anastasi I, providing the
traveler with information on Palestine and Syria, including
geographical lists, and warning him of potential dangers
such as robbery.29

Nevertheless, these sources allow the identification of
key characteristics of ancient Egyptian travel habits.

CLIMATE, TRAFFIC ROUTES, AND MEANS OF TRAVEL
For travel and mobility climate, infrastructure, and modes
of transport and locomotion are of fundamental
importance. The following section is a short overview on
this topic from Predynastic times to the end of the New
Kingdom. 

In pharaonic times, the climate was relatively constant;
therefore, there was no preferred traveling season, but
traveling was possible perennially.30 Traveling was not
restricted during the annual flood;31 when the roads were
not usable, the waterway was preferred. However, it
should be noted that journeys through the Nile Valley
were different from those leading through the desert,
where specific environmental hazards such as sandstorms
or even heavy rain could hinder travel.32

Considering the traffic routes, the main travel artery
from north to south was the Nile, due to Egypt’s unique
geographical circumstances. The river was suitable for
travel and transport perennially, and was accessible and
affordable for everyone. The significance of the Nile for
travel and transport cannot be understated. Naturally
occurring and artificially built canals branched off this
main traffic artery, providing the best preconditions for an
ideal travel activity. Egypt’s transportation system
extended beyond these waterways by means of a widely
branched system of roads and paths. Being closely
connected to the Nile and to the canals, this transportation
network was necessary for everyday traffic between
settlements, from residential areas to harbors, and also for
the large-scale transport of goods from economically
important locations such as quarries to waterways leading
to their final destination. Nevertheless, travel and
transport were not restricted to the Nile Valley or within
the political boundaries of Egypt, but extended far beyond
this, over the area of the Red and the Mediterranean Seas,
through the Eastern and Western Deserts, and up to very
far south into Nubia. 

Regarding the transport of freight by water and by road,
in principal, for heavy loads transportation on the
waterway was preferred.33 Cargo was brought as close as
possible to the final destination, sometimes by building a
branch canal to the endpoint.34 For lighter freight,
however, overland transport was sufficient. In the
Instructions of Ankhsheshonq, a demotic literary text, it is
said: “The waste of a donkey is carrying bricks. The waste
of a boat is carrying straw.”35

An established and extensive traffic system already
existed in the Old Kingdom, including various waterborne
vessels as well as different means of overland transport
and locomotion. This did not fundamentally change up
until the New Kingdom, although new means appeared
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and completed the system without substituting for older
versions;36 some of its features are summarized in the
following paragraph. 

Waterborne transit was of fundamental importance in
ancient Egypt, and the vast number of textual,
iconographic, and archaeological evidence reflects the
intensive usage of vessels for travel and transport. The
earliest watercrafts are attested in the 6th millennium BCE
from Merimde Beni-Salame.37 Seagoing ships are
documented on the Palermo Stone from the time of King
Sneferu, being used for the transport of cedar wood.38 A
wide variety of ships and boats were used for transporting
freight and passengers, be it on the River Nile, the canals,
the Red Sea, or the Mediterranean Sea.39 Often these
vessels belonged to the pharaoh or a temple, but ships and
boats were privately owned since the Old Kingdom as
well.40 Smaller boats were used as ferries in the area of
local public transport from one side of the Nile to the
other, or for the transport of goods.41 Special passenger
vessels, transport ships, and seagoing vessels were known,
and, moreover, warships are attested.42 The different
categories of vessels exhibited very different sizes. While
passenger ships had a size of about 13–15 m, transport
vessels had a length of 15–26 m and were equipped with
broader and deeper hulls for the carriage of heavy
cargoes.43 Seafaring vessels of 14–15 m in length were
found in Ayn Sukhna.44 Even larger examples are
documented: The ship of Khufu of the Fourth Dynasty has
a length of 43.40 m,45 and in the Nauri Decree from the
Nineteenth Dynasty a ship of more than 50 m is
mentioned.46 An even larger one of 68 m it is referred to in
papyrus Harris, dating to the Twentieth Dynasty.47

Special mooring places and harbors served as anchorage
for the vessels. Various harbors have been archaeologically
documented, as in Malqata in Thebes, dating to the
Eighteenth Dynasty.48 Several were excavated at the Red
Sea at Ayn Sukhna,49 a central place and traffic junction for
overseas connections via the Red Sea already in the Old
Kingdom. Other Red Sea harbors were Wadi el-Jarf from
the Fourth Dynasty, and Mersa Gawasis,50 which is
estimated to have been in use since the 3rd millennium
BCE.51 Several ships, parts of ships, and equipment were
found at these sites.

Ships and boats were essential modes of transport and
locomotion, being both easy to access and affordable.
Nevertheless, depending on the travel destination, water
and overland traffic completed each other. Before a
traveler could start his journey on the waterway, he had
to cover the distance from his home to the river or a canal
overland, be it by foot, riding, carrying chair, or chariot.
Traveling overland, the easiest and cheapest method was,
of course, walking. Various types of sandals are known
from ancient Egypt.52 Donkeys and horses served as
mounts. Donkey riding is sometimes shown in Egyptian
reliefs and paintings. Already in the Old Kingdom, several
harvest scenes show donkeys equipped with a saddle.53

Depictions of ridden horses, however, are rare and are
mostly restricted to the martial context.54 As a prestigious

mode of locomotion, carrying chairs were used by both
male and female members of the elite since Predynastic
times.55 In the New Kingdom, these carrying chairs were
replaced by the chariot as a high-status mode of
locomotion in the civil context.56 Sledges, carts, and
wagons are not used to transport passengers.

Overland freight was transported either by the traveler
himself or by donkeys when the cargo was too heavy to
be carried by an individual. Larger loads were transported
by wheeled vehicles, and even heavier cargo with sledges,
as explained in greater detail below.

Accompanying luggage and lighter loads were carried
in baskets or bags by the travelers themselves. Yokes and
carrying poles,57 suitable to distribute the weight on the
shoulders of several carriers, were employed for long-
distance travel as well.58 A factor not to be underestimated
is that human beings adapt to differing ground conditions
much better than animals or vehicles.59

For freight that was too heavy for human transport,
pack animals were used; donkeys were preferred since the
First Dynasty at the latest. The maximum load bearing
capacity of donkeys in a temperate climate is 150 kg.60 For
longer distances about 50 kg appears to be the maximum
practical burden.61 Oxen were not employed as pack
animals, but rather as draft animals for wagons, carts,
sledges, and plows. The horse has a traction power of over
1000 kg; its maximum transport capacity, in contrast, is 170
kg.62 Up to the end of the New Kingdom, nevertheless, it
was not used as a pack animal, but only as a draft animal
and as mount. Camels were sporadically represented
between Predynastic times and the New Kingdom.
Although they are depicted as pack or mount animals
from time to time, it is unclear whether they served as pack
or riding animals in dynastic Egypt on a larger scale.63

Nevertheless, they were predestined to be used in the
desert because of their frugality regarding water and food.
With a carrying capacity of 270–300 kg, a small daily feed
allotment, and reduced water-supply requirements,
camels are very effective beasts of burden.64

For heavy loads, wheeled vehicles such as carts and
wagons drawn by oxen were available as modes of
transport.65 For even heavier cargo, sledges were
preferred, since the danger of broken axles as in the case
of wheeled vehicles could be limited.66 A prominent
example is the transport of the statue of Djehutihetep,
which weighed 58 tons, on a sledge67 drawn by 172
individuals over a distance of about 35 km. 

The traveler’s choice of the transportation or locomotion
modes depended on various factors, including the weight
of load the traveler intended to carry with him, his
destination, as well as the financial background.
Regarding the cost ratio of land to water transport, up to
the end of the New Kingdom, insufficient data has been
preserved to make any strong assertions on this subject.
Nevertheless, referring to later sources, it can be assumed
that transport on water was cheaper than on land.68
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TRAVEL PREPARATIONS, PLANNING, AND SPATIAL
ORIENTATION
The textual sources and archaeological evidence expose
both the types of travel equipment that was taken along at
the departure and the orientation methods that were
known in ancient Egypt.69 In contrast, the planning of a
trip is not explicitly mentioned in the texts.

As attested in various written sources,70 the travelers
equipped themselves at the beginning of a journey with
travel necessities in terms of clothing, sandals, sticks, and
weapons, as well as food and water in water sacks,71 not
only for themselves but also for their mount or pack
animals. Means of payment or exchange to purchase food
on the way or paying for accommodation are not stated in
the texts, nor is there mention of passport use by Egyptian
travelers.72

Even though the planning of a route is not documented
explicitly in Egyptian texts, it can be assumed that the
following aspects were taken into consideration. Traveling
over very long distances implies that the traveler
depended on wells, cisterns, and constantly refilled water
deposits73 along the way. Therefore, the route had to be
planned correspondingly. The traveler most certainly had
access to information concerning the location of water as
shown in the text of papyrus Anastasi I, where the wells
and forts along the Ways of Horus are mentioned.74

Apart from water supply, changes to mode of
transportation or locomotion must be taken into account
while coordinating the travel route. Very often, sea or land
travel complemented each other: due to the relative speed
and ease of locomotion, travelers tried to journey as far as
possible by ship. However, if the point of destination was
not directly accessible on the waterway, a part of the
journey had to be traveled over land. Hence, it was
necessary for the traveler to gather information in advance
or on the spot about good opportunities for changing of
the current means of locomotion. If a traveler, for example,
journeyed via chariot, it was even possible to take that
vehicle with him while changing the mode of traveling
from land to water: Iconographic75 and textual76 evidence
shows that chariots as well as horses were transported by
ship from one river bank to the other, so that the traveler
could afterwards continue the voyage with his chariot by
land again.

AS TO THE spatial orientation, several methods are
documented. There is one topographical map from the
New Kingdom surviving in the archaeological record;77 it
is one of the oldest maps in the world. Although there is
no explicit evidence for a traveler carrying such a map
with him, the object shows that maps were known and
could have been used as orientation guides in otherwise
foreign surroundings.78 Additionally, geographical lists
are attested from various contexts,79 though, again, not
explicitly in the hand of a traveler. Nevertheless it
indicates that geographical lists, which could have served
as an orientation aid by listing the settlements and towns
the traveler had to pass through, are known in ancient

Egypt.
Further evidence for orientation survived

archaeologically: Along several tracks in the desert, stone
piles, so-called alamat, were installed as route markers.80

Other trail markers in ancient Egypt are single stone blocks
or stelae.81

LODGING
There are no indications of guesthouses or taverns spaced
in regular intervals in ancient Egypt similar to examples
known from the 3rdrmillennium BCE in Mesopotamia82 or
the European Middle Ages. Nevertheless, alternative types
of accommodation were used in ancient Egypt. 

In the desert, semicircular wind huts made of irregular
stones served as shelter, as found near the road from Gebel
el-Asr to Toshka.83 With blankets and poles carried along
by the traveler, they could be extended into a tent. Along
the Abu Ballas Trail, wind shields as well as rock shelters
are attested.84 Travelers who had to stay in a foreign locale
for a longer time, such as members of expeditions, could
live in special worker settlements that were erected near
the Widan el-Faras road,85 in Hatnub next to quarry P,86

Umm es-Sawan,87 in the Wadi Hammamat, in Sinai, and
in the Wadi Maghara.88 Interestingly, the worker
settlements located at very remote sites often had small
temples or sanctuaries, as at the Gebel el-Zeit, Hatnub, in
Sinai, and Sadd el-Kafara.89

In the texts dealing with the expeditions and war
campaigns of the pharaohs, even royal tents are mentioned
from time to time, such as the tent of Thutmose III during
his Megiddo campaign.90 Tents are also attested as parts of
the travel facilities for both Tutankhamun and Hetepheres
I, mother of Khufu. The one of Hetepheres I included,
besides the tent, a bed, a chair, and a carrying chair91. In
Tutankhamun’s tomb, the travel equipment included a
wooden tent frame92 and, furthermore, a traveling bed,
which could be folded up to one third of its actual size.93

Although there is no textual or archaeological evidence
that similar equipment was used by the traveling elite, it
should not be discounted.

In inhabited areas, the traveler could hope to find shelter
at private homes, since hospitality similar to the model of
the European Middle Ages is attested in some texts,
including The Story of Sinuhe,94 The Doomed Prince,95 and the
papyrus Anastasi I,96 where the traveler is supplied with
food, water, and accommodation. On a journey to the land
of Punt the arriving Egyptian travelers were serviced with
fruits, wine, bear, meat, and bread.97

Even though there were no guest houses or taverns,
travelers on official duty had the opportunity to supply
themselves at temples or special depots. Two texts refer to
this, both of which date to the Old Kingdom. A royal
decree of King Pepi I from the Min Temple of Coptos states
the following: “As to any commissioner who shall travel
south on any mission, my majesty does not permit (him)
to charge any travel expenses to the chapel. Nor does my
majesty permit to supply the royal retinue. For my majesty
has commanded the exemption of this Chapel.“98 A text of
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similar content is known from the tomb of Harkhuf.99

Furthermore, both texts hint at the fact that travel expenses
of voyagers on official duty were covered by governmental
sources.

For the voyages of the king special arrangements for
lodging and supply were made.100 For Horemheb’s travels
to the Theban Opet festival, his supply had to be provided
by the mayors of cities that his envoy passed during the
trip, as known from the king’s decree.101 Several types of
residence, from rest houses to palaces, served as the
lodging for the king.102 In one letter, several items that the
king needed for his accommodation are listed in detail,
and include various kinds of bread, cakes, oils, fish, beer,
slaves, and other items. To ensure the appropriate board
for the pharaoh, these rest houses were awarded with
land.103

FOR MESSENGERS TRAVELING by chariot, stations are
mentioned in a Ramesside love song from the New
Kingdom: “O that you came to your sister swiftly! Like a
swift envoy of the king; the heart of his lord frets for his
message, his heart is anxious to hear it. All stables are held
ready for him, he has horses at the stations; the chariot is
harnessed in its place, he may not pause on the road.”104

This hints at the fact that the messengers probably received
a provisioning with food and water for their horses, and
that they could exchange their exhausted horses for fresh
ones. Furthermore, they might get supplied with food for
themselves and find accommodation in these stations.

TRAVELING SPEED
In order to calculate a day’s journey to the next water
depot or overnight accommodation, traveling speed was
of great importance. The speed of a mixed traveling group
consisting of diverse means of overland transport and
locomotion as well as travelers with different physical
constitutions was always determined by the one with the
slowest pace. Only little data is available from ancient
Egypt regarding this complex subject. Together with
evidence from the Middle Ages, the modern era, and the
results from experimental archaeology, a speed of 4–7
km/h can be reached by foot, donkey, and palanquin for
overland travel, while vehicles drawn by oxen reach only
ca. 3 km/h. Horses have a speed of 4–7 km/h at a walking
pace and are therefore as fast as donkeys and travelers by
foot. In full gallop, however, 45–52 km/h are attested for
them. Chariots presumably reached about 40 km/h.105

Regarding the waterway, the data106 vary even more,
ranging from 17 km/day to 130 km/day107 when traveling
from south to north. For voyages in the opposite direction
33 km/day108 to 73 km/day109 are documented. These
differences arise from factors such as the direction of the
wind, the stream velocity and which type of vessel was
used.

DANGERS OF TRAVELING
Generally, the longer a journey lasted, the greater the
probability of unexpected incidents. Traveling was, by its

very nature, exhausting, a hazardous venture,110 and a
danger to life. The traveler could lose his way111 or fall ill
because of adverse weather conditions and overexertion.
He might run out of supplies because he had to leave the
track he had planned to travel due to different reasons,
such as the change of political constellations between
different tribes or countries, or the drying out of water
deposits or their deliberate destruction.112 However, water
points can fall dry even without wanton demolition, since
they need continual maintenance; otherwise, without this
regular care, they might get covered by sand or collapse.
Sometimes it was difficult to find a well even if the location
was known, since it might be hidden by sand or nearly
invisible due to its construction style.113 A letter from late
antiquity says, “We must be very grateful to him because
he undertook the trouble of the journey to you although
we paid the expenses.”114

ANCIENT EGYPTIAN REPORTS from travelers describing their
own experiences, such as recovering from hazards on land
or sea, are not found in private letters or similar primary
sources. Nevertheless, they are mentioned now and then
in biographies and literary texts.

In papyrus Anastasi I, one of the dangers associated
with traveling over land is mentioned; a chariot accident
is described, caused by the fact that the horses bolted and
the chariot broke because of a very poor track.115

Traveling on a waterway was apparently no less
dangerous than overland. It is important to note that perils
could not only occur on the dangerous, open sea but also
on the reliable, familiar Nile River. The Old Kingdom
biography of Kaemtenenet explains such river dangers. In
this text, he explains that he helped the king to cross the
river during a storm and that he received a reward because
the pharaoh arrived safely.116

In fictional literature, the motif of dangerous water
travel is sometimes addressed as well. The sinking of a
vessel is very vividly described in the fictional story The
Shipwrecked Sailor: “A tempest came when we were at
(high) sea. Before we could reach land, the wind rose, it
got stronger and there were waves eight cubits high. It was
a beam that struck me. When the ship died, none was left
that were on board”.117 In the story of Wenamun the risks
at sea are likewise mentioned.118

IN ADDITION, ROBBERY seemed to be an omnipresent danger,
as several fictional texts describe. In the literary text The
Admonitions of Ipuwer it is stated: “O, but the plunderer
[rob]s everywhere” and “they sit in bushes until a night
traveler comes to seize his load, and what he carried is
taken; he is treated to blows of a stick, and is falsely
slain.”119 In the already cited papyrus Anastasi I, a satirical
letter correspondence from the New Kingdom, warnings
are issued against nomads hiding in bushes.120 Moreover,
it is mentioned in the text that the traveler was robbed of
his property.121 In papyrus Pushkin, a fictional text from
Ramesside times or the Third Intermediate Period,122 the
protagonist Wermai laments that he had to travel by foot,
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since his horses and chariot were stolen.123

In order to minimize these dangers, it can be assumed
that the traveler tried to find some company on his way or
joined a caravan, as known from neighboring
Mesopotamian regions124 and still from the European
Middle Ages.125 Explicit evidence for this assumption is,
however, so far lacking for ancient Egypt. 

A different kind of protection was the dependence on
divine aid.126 There is evidence for several gods like Min,127

Ha,128 Mut,129 Amun,130, Amun-Ra,131 Horus,132 Isis,133 and
others guarding different regions. While crossing a specific
god’s area, the traveler worshipped him or her and prayed
for protection during his journey. Moreover, travelers took
figurines of gods with them on their journeys, as stated in
a few texts. In papyrus Lansing, Egyptians are mentioned
as traveling to Syria by ship: “They depart from Egypt for
Syria, and each man’s god is with him.“134 Besides, in the
fictional story of Wenamun the protagonist is said to travel
with a statuette of “Amun-of-the-Road.”135

If the traveler returned home alive and healthy, it was
assumed that this only happened because of the help of a
god, as mentioned in the Demotic text of papyrus Insinger:
“He who goes away saying ‘I shall come back’ is one who
returns by the hand of the god.”136

REASONS FOR DEPARTURE
In principle, reasons to embark on a voyage are the search
for food, the expansion of territory due to demographic
pressure, military reasons, adventurousness, curiosity,
grand tours, profit, religious, and health-related motives.137

In ancient Egypt the following motives are attested,
demonstrating that foraging was not an important factor
to start a journey. Military campaigns, as in the annals of
Thutmose III,138 as well as trading journeys to Punt,139 are
often mentioned. Educational tours are documented, for
example, in school trips to temples and buildings.140

Voyages for religious reasons such as pilgrimages are
attested at least since the New Kingdom.141

Travels out of curiosity are memorialized in visitors’
inscriptions at the Temple of Philae, revealing the
individual’s interest in the location.142 Involuntary
travelers are evidenced as well.143 Journeys for leisure are
rarely attested; it is likely that this is because one was well
aware of the many dangers accompanying such a trip. One
of the rare texts, however, evidencing this situation is the
so-called Menna’s Lament or Letter to a Wayward Son144 from
the New Kingdom, which seems to reflect traveling for
pleasure and as an expression of exuberance. Traveling in
ancient Egypt does not seem to be caused by health
reasons, something comparable to the grand tour,145 or by
demographic pressure. 

Regarding the textual evidence, the motivation to start
a journey was within the scope of the traveler’s work and,
in most cases, on behalf of the pharaoh. Furthermore, the
institution of corvée labor stimulated mobility. This
enforced mobility concerned all social classes.146 Texts
mentioning travel activity for various professions
demonstrate the high mobility of Egyptian society since

the earliest of times. Workers, officials, and even the
pharaoh himself were on the move.147 Mobility was, thus,
neither a prerogative of the elite nor an expression of
prestige.148

However, private travel activity is only seldom attested,
as in the biography of Sabni, the governor of Elephantine
Island and expedition leader from the Sixth Dynasty, who
undertook his journey in order to bring back the corpse of
his father, who had died abroad.149 The New Kingdom text
“Menna’s Lament” or “Letter to a Wayward Son”150 from the
Twentieth Dynasty has already been mentioned. It is
written from the viewpoint of the Deir el-Medina worker
Menena for his son Meri-Sakhmet Pairi and contains the
travels of the latter, who started his journey on his own
initiative and not on behalf of the pharaoh or within the
scope of his work. Whether the priest Heqanakht151 was
traveling for private or for professional reasons cannot be
decided with any certainty.

However, the sporadic mentioning of private journeys
does not imply that they did not take place, only that they
were rarely recorded in the texts that have come down to
us. It is highly likely that private traveling occurred in
many situations, such as travel based on the Egyptian
marriage customs152 and the resulting mobility by visiting
relatives. 

Considering all voyages, the possible plurality of the
travel motif is apparent: A traveler could be on the move
on behalf the king, and moreover, visit sanctuaries or
tombs of relatives.

TRAVELING WOMEN
The number of male travelers exceeds that of female
travelers by far.153 Again, it cannot be assumed that female
mobility did not exist, only that it is less frequently
mentioned, due to the inadequacy of our sources. 

Some women in special professions—such as
chantresses of a god, for example—had a large radius of
action within Egypt up to nearly 900 km.154 Others are
even evidenced in Megiddo, which is a 1,025 km journey
from Thebes, and Byblos,155 a distance of 1200 km from
Thebes.156 Furthermore, it is assumed that women
accompanied their husbands if they had to move for
professional reasons and to take over tasks that led them
away from home for extended periods of time.

Additionally, female mobility can, for instance, be
deduced from the Egyptian marriage customs, since
women had to leave their parents’ home and move to their
husband’s household.157 These marriages are not only
attested on a regional and local level but also at long
distances, as the example of an elite woman named
Takertia shows. Originally located in He liopolis,158 she
moved to Thebes for her spouse, which is a travel route of
650 km. In comparison to women in the western parts of
Central Europe in the Middle Bronze Age, this is a very
long distance, since their average travel radius amounted
to 50–100 km according to the archaeological evidence; in
only one instance is 250 km attested.159

In addition, both men and women were included in
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corvée labor, as at a temple of Seneferu.160

Considering the modes of locomotion in a prestigious
context, it is noteworthy that women used the same means
as men161 such as carrying chairs (as evidenced by the
example of Hetepheres I, the mother of Khufu162) and
chariots (known from depictions of Nefertiti, her
daughters, and several others163). There is, however, no
evidence for Egyptian women of the middle or upper class
riding donkeys or horses. Only the goddess Astarte is
shown on horseback.164 It should be emphasized that horse
riding is even for men very seldom attested in ancient
Egypt,165 so the lack of female riders should be interpreted
neither as taboo nor a gender limitation.

With regard to overland transport, it can be observed
that men are more often shown transporting loads on their
shoulders, with or without a yoke or carrying pole,
whereas women carry weight preferentially on their
heads. There is less iconographic evidence for women
transporting items with a pole or a yoke.166 The fixation of
baskets for transport on the back via headbands is not a
typical Egyptian phenomenon, but is only documented in
depictions of foreign carriers—especially women—in
Egyptian art.167

JOURNEYS WITHOUT BORDERS
Egyptian travel habits do not show a territorial limitation
on the Nile Valley only, but are documented even beyond
Egypt’s political borders. Far-reaching relations are
evidenced since the earliest times. Trading with Palestine
is attested since Dynasty 0.168 The Egyptians traveled to
Nubia probably already in Predynastic times,169 or in the
Early Dynastic Period at the latest.170 The northern Sinai
was crossed on the way to southern Canaan since
Predynastic times.171 Travels to Lebanon possibly occurred
since Early Dynastic times at the latest.172 The Eastern
Desert and Punt173 were travel destinations since the Old
Kingdom.

All in all, the travel distances of individual travelers
varied significantly, ranging from short travels under 100
km up to more than several hundred kilometers within
Egypt, such as the journey from Memphis to Aswan,
which is about 900 km.174 There was also travel abroad to
places such as Babylon, a 1,400 km linear distance from
Thebes, and Hattusa,175 which is a 1,600 km overland
journey from modern Cairo. The expedition leader
Harkhuf probably even journeyed 14,000 km, traveling
four times to a place called Yam.176 Journeys to faraway
places on behalf of the king were undertaken even though
they would be very long and, therefore, dangerous.

These travel distances, however, cannot be generalized
for the entire population. The individual range of action
for the vast majority of the Egyptian populace would have
been significantly smaller, merely including their home
town, its immediate surroundings, and possibly the
neighboring settlement.177 Even the visit to the latter might
have been an upsetting affair. Personal mobility varies
greatly. It ranges from repetitive travels, such as the
journeys of the expedition leader Weni,178 who undertook

at least nine journeys, to the unique travel experiences of
individuals who were sent by the pharaoh in a singular act
of corvée labor. Of course, a sizable portion of the
population never traveled at all. 

The lives of those not recruited for corvée labor or on
the move for professional reasons were characterized by
sedentariness.179 Mobility caused by a depletion of the
fields was not necessary, since the annual Nile flood
ensured fertilization; the link to the land was therefore
very strong. Moreover, it was essential to be incorporated
into the social network and the local community where
one was born. It was even more indispensable to be buried
there as well, since the sense of belonging to the
community reaches beyond death.180 Remaining stationary
also promised security, while a foreign environment is
unknown and, hence, potentially dangerous. In a letter
from the 4th century CE, it is said that “it is better for you
to be in your homes, whatever they may be, than
abroad.”181

The individual range of action differed greatly, thus,
between those who were sent out and had concrete
experiences of the “otherness” while visiting foreign
surroundings and lands, and that percentage of society
who remained largely sedentary.

EMOTIONAL ASPECTS
In the following paragraphs the emotional implications of
three groups are analyzed, namely those of the traveler
himself, the people he left behind, and the host society.
Emotional reports in context with traveling are very rare
in Egyptian texts, and much remains uncertain.

Regarding the first group, the traveler’s personal
feelings in a foreign surrounding are hardly mentioned in
the writings, but some examples do occur. The range of
these emotions extends from complaining about the
foreign surroundings to perceiving the land’s strangeness.
These observations often result in feelings of loneliness on
behalf of the traveler. Other texts reveal that the traveler
worried about those who stayed home.

The fact-based biographies of the early voyagers of the
Old Kingdom such as Weni182 or Harkhuf183 do not contain
any emotional statements concerning this matter at all. The
same applies to a private letter from the New Kingdom,
written from an employee and addressed to his employer.
He only stated “I have arrived“ without any further
emotional comment, probably due to the formal
relationship between letter writer and recipient.184

One of the very few texts expressing emotion is a private
letter dating to the New Kingdom and written by an
official who is stationed in Syria. He laments about the
high temperature, gnats, midges, fleas, dogs, jackals, and
the fact that he has neither employees nor equipment.185

Obviously, he is not at all satisfied with his sojourn in
Syria. 

THE SO-CALLED HEQANAKHT papyri dating to the Eleventh
Dynasty is another textual document implying the
emotional impressions of somebody being abroad. But this
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time the concern not with the traveler himself, but with his
family are documented. The text corpus consists of the
private letter correspondence of the priest Heqanahkt,
staying in the Theban area, and his family at home near
Memphis or Lisht. Heqanakht wrote several letters to them
with very complex instructions for economic
transactions.186 He charged his employee Merisu with
caring for his property, emphasizing: “Mind you that my
barley seed is guarded and that all my property is
guarded.”187 From a distance of about 650 km, he still takes
care of his wife by insisting on firing a housemaid who
behaved incorrectly toward her.188 These letters show that
he is concerned with the wellbeing of those he left behind
and informed them that he was in good health.189

How the traveler ensures the safety of this family while
he is abroad is not explicitly mentioned. In the literary text
The Eloquent Peasant it is stated that the protagonist left his
wife with some barley as a food ration for her and their
children,190 but there is no information about an
arrangement of personal protection through relatives or
friends. The household of the above-mentioned
Heqanakht is obviously well served, because it is stated
that its members do not have to suffer from hunger,
according to letter II.191

THE FEELING OF strangeness is expressed in the literary text
Sinuhe: “It was like the nature of a dream, like a Delta man
seeing himself in Elephantine, a man of the marshy
lagoons in southern Egypt.”192 Apparently the sensation of
otherness occurs not only while traveling to foreign lands,
but even on Egyptian terrain, when an unfamiliar area was
crossed where one was not born.193 This feeling of not
belonging is similarly outlined in papyrus Pushkin: “I was
constantly in a city that is not mine, a settlement that I do
not know, in the constitution of a stranger. My old
companions did not exist anymore. I wanted to make new
friends, they stayed with me for a while, but then they
moved away from me again”.194 In the literary story The
Shipwrecked Sailor his loneliness is expressed very
pictorially: “I spent three days alone, my heart as
companion; I slept inside a hut (made) of wood, I
embraced the shade”.195

Apart from strangeness and loneliness, several texts
refer to fear of dying abroad as in the fictional stories The
Shipwrecked Sailor and Sinuhe.196 This fear was not only
thematized; being an issue in the Middle Kingdom, but in
a much later text, being preserved in Demotic and Greek,
the so-called Myth of the Sun’s Eye, as well.197 The texts state
that it was not only important to be buried within Egypt,
but explicitly at the place where one was born. Dying far
from the birthplace was a real threat, as an expedition text
from the time of Ramesses IV documents, stating that 10
% of the members of the mission came to death; roughly
900 people died.198 The biographies of Sabni and
Pepinakht199 refer to the fact that higher-ranked
individuals such as the expedition leaders who died
abroad were usually brought to Egypt to be buried in their
homeland.

WITH RESPECT TO the second group, the emotions of the
group or family staying home when the traveler left are
not explicitly mentioned in the texts. In the above-
mentioned literary text The Eloquent Peasant, no feelings of
the wife he left behind are stated.200 The same applies for
the tomb inscription of Sobekhotep from the Middle
Kingdom. In the text the wish is expressed that passersby
return safely to their wives at home, and to tell them of
their exciting travel and expedition experiences.201 This is
evidence that the wife staying at home and waiting for her
husband’s return was an established image.

REGARDING THE THIRD group and the question how the new
community integrates the Egyptian traveler, there are
again only a few sources and they are, furthermore,
ambivalent. In the literary work The Story of Wenamun from
the New Kingdom the problems the protagonist faces are
described in detail like the risk of being killed when
reaching Alasia.202

Contrary to Wenamun, the fictional text of the Sinuhe
story, a narrative from the Twelfth Dynasty, mentions that
the fleeing protagonist was very well received, be it by a
tribe of Bedouins203 or the chief of upper Retenu with the
name Amunenshi.204 Sinuhe married the latter’s daughter,
received a piece of land, and became a ruler.205 In this
fictional text, the protagonist is, thus, represented as
having overcome his uprooting and being fully and
effectively integrated into the hosting community,
although he longs to be buried in Egypt.206 This being a
piece of literature, it is uncertain whether the described
integration was really a fact form Egyptian traveler being
abroad or if it was fiction owed to the expectations of the
targeted audience.

Looking at the integration of foreigners into Egyptian
society, the Egyptian attitude toward foreigners and their
countries cannot be generalized up to the end of the New
Kingdom. Depending on the context, it is often
ambivalent.207 In the Great Hymn to the Aten from the
Amarna period, all lands are mentioned as being equated
and gathered under the protection of the god Aten.208 As
an enemy, the foreigner is always described as a coward.209

On the boundary stela of King Senwosret III at Semna,
located near the second cataract, the following is
mentioned: “… since the Nubian only has to hear to fall at
a word: answering him makes him retreat. One is
aggressive to him and he shows his back; retreat and he
becomes aggressive. Not people to be respected—they are
wretched, broken-hearted!”210 Nevertheless, Nubians were
part of the Egyptian army since the Old Kingdom.211 In the
New Kingdom the nobleman Maiherperi is supposedly
Nubian, due to the depictions showing him in his Book of
the Dead and his mummy. He held a high position in the
Eighteenth Dynasty and was buried in the Valley of the
Kings.212 The integration of non-nationals could, however,
be handled very differently, as the example of the
Hyksos213 in the eastern delta demonstrates. These
foreigners from western Asia were, at first, tolerated (until
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fighting erupted at the end of the Second Intermediate
Period) but not integrated. Nevertheless, this inconsistent
attitude against foreigners is a question of everyday life
versus cosmological order: The foreigners and foreign
states are alien and thus elements of the chaotic
environment of the Egyptians outside their borders and
thus are enemies to be fought. Within the Maat concept,
the diminution or defeat the enemy by the pharaoh is
inherent in the system, guaranteeing secureness and order
instead of chaos and disorder.214

CONCLUSION
Mobility and travel are significant issues within Egyptian
culture. As mentioned above, no travel literature as it is
understood today, such as itineraries, apodemica books,
travelogues, and travel guides, survived from ancient
Egypt. In the texts that are available, information about
travel is mentioned in passing and not as the main topic.
Within these writings the diversity of the textual evidence
is high, including private letters, royal decrees, literary
works, therefore presenting differing amounts of
information and allowing for divergent opportunities for
interpretation. Often the texts are related only to the
elite.215 It is assumed that only 1%216 of the Egyptian society
possessed writing skills; therefore textual evidence from
the lower stratum is very limited. The tomb inscriptions
belong to higher strata; the official inscriptions such as
decrees have a special target group, and the literary works
are composed for special reasons. Therefore, the
limitations to the analysis of travel and mobility arise from
the restricted existing sources dealing with them.

All in all, the aim or result of traveling up to the end of
the New Kingdom was not to emigrate but to return home.
Although some travelers staying abroad for a long period
of time are known,217 several texts emphasize the desire to
return home and especially to be buried in the place where
the individual was born. Most of the reported travels were
undertaken on behalf of the pharaoh and in the scope of
the voyagers’ professions, while private traveling and
female travelers are seldom attested. Regarding the
numbers of travelers, it is noteworthy that, when referring
to the expedition inscriptions of the Old Kingdom, at least
23,400 individuals were on the move. In the Middle
Kingdom, it was nearly 40,000, and in the New Kingdom
13,622.218 Although the last number is smaller due to less
surviving numerical data referring to expeditions, it seems
more reasonable to assume that the number of travelers
actually increased due to improved infrastructure and the
expansion of Egypt in the New Kingdom.219

The radius of action of documented travelers is very
high since the earliest of times. Very long travel distances
are attested for Harkhuf (going four times to Yam, a total
of 14,000 km), the expeditions heading for Punt in the Old
Kingdom, and the messengers underway to Hattusa in the
New Kingdom (1,600 km).220 Therefore, in chronological
terms, the number of travelers increased, while the radius
of action was very large per se and remained constant.
Nevertheless, the mobility range of an individual can

differ very much from these extreme travel distances;
mobility should not be over-generalized. It was not the
same for all Egyptians, but ranged from high travel
activity to rare travel experience up to not traveling at all
and remaining sedentary.

In the texts a preferred travel period is not mentioned.
The preparations needed before starting a journey are—
again due to the sources—rarely stated; those that are
mentioned correspond to what would be expected, i.e.,
provisions, water, extra changes of clothes, and
replacement shoes. Moreover, according to the Egyptian
sources, weapons and walking sticks were also carried. For
the accommodation of the voyager en route, no privately
maintained guesthouses and probably no state-run hostels
existed. Lodging and travel expenses were partly
regulated by the royal court, while in the desert or
unpopulated areas the travelers had to provide for
themselves. In inhabited areas without state facilities they
could hope for hospitality. With regard to the question of
what the traveler could expect at the end of his journey, it
is noteworthy that not a single text refers to a journey with
an unknown destination, but they all lead to a fixed
endpoint. Therefore, the traveler who was sent out on
behalf of the pharaoh and for professional reasons could
expect some kind of infrastructure at the journey’s end.

All in all, a fundamental change in travel planning and
realization cannot be stated for the analyzed period, except
for the fact that the carrying chair used by the elite up to
the end of the Middle Kingdom was replaced by the
chariot in the New Kingdom.

In addition to these practical features, a very important
aspect of this analysis is that feelings of the traveler
himself, of those he left behind, and of the hosting society
are hardly mentioned. The emotions of those who
remained at home are even more rarely documented,
while the attitude of the host society is sometimes stated.
The fact that feelings are seldom referred to is not
characteristic for all the texts from ancient Egypt, since
emotions in the ancient Egyptian love songs are described
very vividly.221 The inclusion of such information is
therefore due to the type of source referring to the travel
undertaken. 

NEVERTHELESS, MOBILITY IS of fundamental importance in
later times in Egypt as well; therefore an analysis as
compiled in this volume is highly desirable. Using the
derived information on travel and mobility in pharaonic
times up to the end of the New Kingdom offers the
opportunity to highlight development trends toward the
period of the first millennium BCE. The fact that a high
level of mobility did not develop in later times but is
already attested in the period up to the end of the New
Kingdom is very significant. 

Of course, there are many research avenues that, upon
closer investigation, could provide much needed insight
into the topics of travel and mobility. For example, a
detailed study on the visitors’ graffiti222 is sure to offer new
insights into travel and mobility in ancient Egypt in the
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period analyzed in this paper and in later times as well. 
Moreover, the change in travel habits in the period after

the New Kingdom needs further investigation. While carts
and wagons were not used in the earlier times for the
transport of passengers, passenger vehicles are attested in
Greco-Roman times. Moreover, the traffic system on the
whole and its development in the subsequent periods after
the New Kingdom needs closer analysis. A change in the
traffic system after the New Kingdom can be noted, since,
for example, the amount of evidence for transport wagons
increases significantly in Greco-Roman times.223 Another
item of urgent interest is change in the travel behavior of
certain categories of the population224 in the time after the
New Kingdom, to analyze how, whether, or to what extent
it changed under foreign domination. No less interesting
is the question of whether the amount of evidence
referring to the feelings of the traveler or the reaction of
the host society—which are rather rare until the end of the
New Kingdom as stated above—increases.
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