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Fig. 1. Archaeologists e)o;cavated more than 3,000 porcelain objects from a shipwreck near Sad ana Island 
on Egypt's Red Se(l coast Monochrome glazed, blue-and·whlte peony scroll dishes, and 'Chinese Imari ' 
wares -lacking the characteristic scarlet and gold enamelling due to seaW(ller erosion -are common. Courtesy 
of the Institule of Nautical Archaeology. (N. Piercy photo) 

supercargo of Priucm Amelia in lhe 
tlrchives of the Eas t Indi a Company described the cargo of a 
shipwreck I was cxcavatm~ off Egypt's Red Sea coast. 

Institute of Nautica l Archaeology (INA) st-aff first visited the 
Sadana Island shipwreck in 1994 after heanng about it from several 
~port divers and. seeing pieces of Chinese porcelain in Hlirgad~ dive 
shops. The ship sank at the base of a coral reef in more than 100 feet 
otwater, and today lies nearly empty after three seasons ofexeavation. 
Before our arrival on the SltC, a group of sport divers made more than 
500 visits to thc site and removed sevefill thous~nd pieces of 
por(;e lain . We tound large numbers ofsh~ttered pieeesas well, both 
buried in sand on shore and sca ncred o n the bottom Photographs 
made by some of these divers show 900- 1,000 coffee cups p.lcked 
in wooden boxes wilh te~ le~ves around and between the stilch. 
None 01 these boxes, and lew of thc' cups, survived_ 

The INA expeditio ns focussed o n scientific documentation of 
th e:: sh ip and its contents .lOd on excavation 01 the portable and 
aesthetically aplX(llling obje<.:ts at the site. Our SUCCC'iS ill this is 

measured hy the dl~Bu~t of a local diver who lold one of my team , 
"There used 10 be a good wreck here [at Sadana] but the America ns 
have ruined it" . Il1di scrimill(ll e disturbance of the site d(stroycd 
much of origina l context for surface finds .lnd ill parts of the vesscl 
- particularly at midshi ps. Because of the lack of control and 
documentation by these fec re;Jcional divers, we lost the opportunity 
to learn even more ahout Red Sea trade in Chineseexpon porcel~ln . 

The site 's recent hiSTOry of loollng has not kept us from 
I(arning about it (Haldane 1996, Ward 2000). Massive ship timbers 
were we ll preserved and visible bene~th vividly coloured corals, and 
the ship. bmlr unl ike any other ever studied· is the larges[ artefact 
at Sadana Island. Such o f porcelain, cOI>!X'rcooklng pol sa nd trays, 
and several thouS<lnd large and small clay jars occupied o nly about 
a quarter o f the site. Meflculous exeav(lflon revealed traccs ol a cargo 
of golden aromatic resin our Egypt l(ln team membel"i identified at 
o ncc as 'uwm, o r frankincense, andcolfee beans, probably carned by 
the to n. In (lddi tion to these expensive exotics, we also recovered 



Fig . 2. Porcelain cups, clay gcbletsand Jars fO( 
cooling water, and tobacco ~pe bowl s all date 

to the third quarter of the' 8th century and 

reflecl Middle Eastern ptefefeoces in csesign 

and lorm. Courtesy 01 the tnstitute 01 Nautical 
Archaeology. (M. Kato photO) 
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every po~~ible nook and cran ny of 
thc ship. 

O n our fi rs t v i ~ i t , we found 
~ ...efill diffo:: renl types of porcela in 
from bro wn glazed cotfo::o:: ClipS 10 

brilli<l nl, di ~he~ with (;ohalt bluc 
peony sprays and bowl~ with blue 
~p lashe~ of glaze In larlie (ields 0 1 
wh i te . Pre lim Inary Info rm al 
eVil lua tio ll o f photogra phs by 
porcdilln ~pec la l ls t s suggested thai 

the porcelai n. a type ~ pec i 'ically 
desi !o] ned for the Mi ddle Eastern 
market, dated to 1640-70, ~n d so 
our cxJX"dilion prepared for it blO:: 

17th -century ship . In fact, inscribed 
dates on coppcr obje<.; ts suggest a 
sinking da te no earl ier thiln 1764. 
The diff..: ro::nce o f iI century is due to 
lon~-term cu~(()mersath ' a<:.tion with 

des igns produced for a partICular 

Fig. 3. tn addition to eICcavating artefacts, archaeologists documented the Ship's construction. The SO·metre­

long shiP, probabty opera ted by Egyplians, is built Unlike any other yet studi6<:l. Courtesy 01 the Institute of Nautical 

Archaeology. (M. KillOphoto) 

martel. 
Just a~ C hines..: po rcelain f,lcto1i~ created <;recial shapo::s and 

de5igns for European or Ameril.. <l 1l marke.s, ~o they catered to 

M iddle Ea stern cu ~ { om ers Cultura l inju nc tio ns il g ain~ t the 
rcp~ntation ofhuman and animJI fi gures meanllhat most porcelain 
w id in Islamic marJ.;e tS fea tured fl oral o r geomet ric dcsigns. The 
lilfgesl co llection of Ch inc5e expOrt porcelain fo r {he Middle 
E~~tern market iscuratedbythe T opkapi Sara yi Museum in btanbul, 
where a number of p iec~ arc virtuaBy identical to those fr om the 
Sadana lsland shipwreck (K]"iJhl and Ayers 1986). 

The Porcelains 

like the PnH(rS~ Amdiil 'S cargO, the Sadana porcela in i~ mixed. 
Most o f the shapes are open: bowl s, dIshes and platters milke up the 

lUiljority o f the coll ectio n. Inuivid lWls who had visited the site 
l>cfon: uur Investigalions showed me phutographs of a few small, 
lidded jars, but w..: found o nly a single sherd from th..:se_ A quarter 
of the excavated porce lain is deeor:lted ~olcly with cooalt blue 
underglazinS on a wh!t e background . About 270 klfge, hl ue-and­
white d l<;hes featun: a fl ora l mnl jf 0 0 the inlenor anu two bare 
bril l1ches on th..: exterior. The~e dishes are eilher 34.4 em o r 37.8 1..m 
in diameter. Modern Arabi!.: spedke rs ohen call these bakJo~rlij, or 
'paN.ley' di ~hcs, but Western porcelam speualisls rder to them <IS 

·peony <;c ro ll dishl::'S~ _ 

Most of tllese dishes came from an area just forward uf 
midships where coral -covered Slacks 01 up to 20 dishe~ we ighed 
Inon:: than 50 kg when excavated . Studying the o ri gillill Pilcking 
Olethod!'. and o rder is vi tal to unde rstanding how the cargo came tn 
be on the ship. This is pilrt tcularly imporlanl si nce earlIer visi tOr<> to 
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FigS. 4 and 5 Bowls with a bold blue-and-whlle pattern originally were 

oovered with flowers in red, green and gold. The drawing sl10ws Ille design 

as painled bycrnllsmen in China, and recovered by tracing faint lines on the 

porcelain's surface. Courtesy oltha Institule of Nautical Archaeology. (Photo 
A. Flanigan: Drawing N. P~ercy and F. Heller) 

the ~ il(" had r("moved and bro ken thousands o f piecC"5 and Iheir 
pa!...king Crates. Many d iffere nt 'hands' can be SoCen in the glued 
patterns Because archacolo~ists and afl histo rians ohe n ~ tut.l}' the 
variations in a patkm to look for stylis tic cha nge over time", the 
Sadana l..ulb.:tlOn will help identify v,lllal10ns wiThin the Iy pe 31 a 
preCise ly kn()wn date 

We have even more 'coloured' ( e J\~rne ll ed) wares than hlue· 
and·w'rnte. Most of these ~re classified as C hinese Imari. The 
Chine~e im1tated ajapanesc style 01 Jccoratlon 'Is ing n:d, gold, and 
other coloured enamels on top of previollsly fired cohalt hlue 
ILmJerglaze pattem'i. The striking and elaborate enamelled Wim::~ 
cost at lea'il twice as much 015 piecc; decorated with blue alont. We 
alw ("xcavated dishe->, plates and pl il t t~rs that appeared to he white, 
but ll.al we ~u.~pectedonce hadbcen h l,l!hlycolour(:d. Our problem 
lay in di<;covering the original decoratio n schemes for the Sadana 
porl..dain because almost alil he Sadana Island porcelains had lost 
thC'trhrilliant enamel co lOUr<; to the U1l rdcnti~ eff(!(.·ts of ~bmel"';ion 
in the sea. 

Lud.i ly, our artist Nella Piercy knew thai evC"o though enamel 
colour~ rarely remain on porcelain exposed to I>("awater over long 
periods of t1me, patience ilnd fakin.: li ght t.:an work wonders. It is 

Fig. 6. Chinese lman bowls, slacked together for more than 230 years. 
lealuled peonies and chrysanthemums when first painted. Courtesy ot the 
Institule of Nauucal Archaeology. (Photo D. Haldane) 

possible to tract the o riginal locatio n of coloured enal1ld~ o n the 
porcelains because the e n3mella~t~ lo ng enollgh 10 prot«:t the fired 
white surface hom the efft:cIs o ( salt water. Intricate g hosling on 
several piece~ agai n Ii I\k ~ the Sadanil Island collection 10 examples 
from the vast T Ol"lkal"li treasures. 

Some of our lovelies, porce lains Me bowls and a 'id featuring 
day Iilic~ and chry~an(hemums In a frilmework of underglaze blve 
leilves, flowering gras~es and lozenges identical in decorati on hut 
slillhtly larger than T o pk;rpi examples. Large bowls with grape· leaf 
shaped medallio ns and ~plralinB blue panels oflllinally glowing wi Ih 
emerald green, ~c arle t and gold also are common to both collections. 
A fe w tral~ of ~laZl: remain o n some sherds, but most require 
eXle nsive invt SIi.\l:a tion 10 recover their de'iign. 

.~10rc Ihan 7(1 ~maller howls and about 150 coHee cup~ alsn 
glowed with lolour. The mOSl brilliant may havC" been some ~hallow 
dishes anti pli1 le5of Ill ree ~ tzes, dull whue when they wer~e"l.. avated . 

Excruciat ing work hy Netia J>icrcy revealcd addicak !.(;rol ling ~he ll 

and Iloral border around a nosegi)y o f spring flo wers Ihat original I), 
may have been ho t pink, Bfeen and yel low . 

The laST large group of porcelain obj~ets is mOllochrome 
,1dJzed. [n th~ Sa-dana collecllo n, theS e" ~re smilll OJp~ wilho..tl 
handle, for drinking coffee. In addition to the many examples of 
~namclled wares, ~ome cups gleam d~rkly with an inte;:nse cohall 
blue once hj~hlil!!hted by intricate gilt flowers and geonletric 
pattems. Rlt.:h brown gla zed exam rle5, some of which hav~ a whit~ 
<Juatpcfoil medallion fill ed by an underglazc blue plum.famd y 
blossom, and (.:up ~ glazed in p~le green complete th e catalog 

In add itio n In Ihese, severill velY fine bowl hagm~nt~ and 
unique examples o f o lher w~rcs wcreexuvatnl. The~e currendy arc 
under conservallon treatment, and have not yet ~en analysed . 

68 



Fig. 7. Drawing of peony scrOll bowl (see Fig. I). Drawing by N. Piercy. 

Dating 

Troditional s l~ldle~ of Middle Eastern porcelain have heen 
hampered by a lack of well-excavated, stratified sites from thi<; 
relatlvcly late date Olle of the most pressing questions to addre~s 
is the date of the Sadana l ~la nd porcelai n. The si te is isolilled, aod 

there is 110 mixing of Illi\terials with ea rl ieror lilt cr deposits. As notcd 
above, first impre~<,ions pOinted to a date in the middle 16005. But 
as we looked more clmdy, we found ,htlt most specialists dated 
pieces we found in context, !.emented togethl:r ilnd to the bottom 
of the ship, more than a hundn:d year. apan. 

Finds from the shipwreck offer new evidence fo r dilting the 
porcelain. An inscription on r..:opper pot 6 -48 Indudes the AH date 
1169, equivalent to 1755/6 AD, and a ~e!,;ond inS<.:r iptio n wa~ 
scratched onto a serving dish in 1764 AI") . This is neil rly il ce nlUf)' 
later than scholars had expel·ted some of the pieces were made . 
What these dates ultimatdy suggest is that de mand tor particular 
styles In the Middle Eastern markC' t remaillcd sleady over far lo nger 
period s than suspeoed. 

POfcei<lin was an expen~ ive, fa ~t-moving anid e 01 trade. 
Ahhou/oIh we seem to be dealing with middle- m.1rke l opc-r310rs who 
;lssemblccl their cargo from various W\'r<..:e~ (nVI dif("~tly from 
C hina), il is unlikely that the porcelain ilsdl wa~ madr o ver such a 
Ion).: period and traded only afrer 17S0 . flC'C;J u o;e porcelain worcs 
withi n this period rarel y bear reign marks that l·ovld proVide ;\ 
precise dale, we expectthe Sadana Isl~nd shl p's !.:a rgu eventually will 
help resolve new and exi~ling questions about Q ing Dynasty 
c hronology. 

As more and more of the Sadana porx..dain i ~ deaned , dried. 
and dOC1.1menred in the Alexandria (Egypt) 1.aboratory for the 
Co nsctv.1tion of Sllbrnerged Antiquitie;. we learn mure and morc 
OIbout its P.1st and its place within society. After being brought more 
than halfway round the globe from the kiln, of Ch ina to si nk 
beneath the waves over 230 years ago, the Sadana Island porec hain 
now iliumin;Jtcs our understandmg of custom, traditiun, and desire 
in the lands washed by rhe Red Sea and heyond. 

Cbtryl Ward is A$s j~ lfl lIl ProJruor oJ An,bropolCHJY, FloriM Slaff Ull illtrs,fy 

a~J Adjwllcf ProJNs{)T JOI Ihr Instilule oj Na ll/ical Arcbawlogy SI" ka"hts 
"aulic"al arcb,rwlogy, tbt hislory auJco"~'ruc'io"ofwooJm ~biP-S. ~rcJ"lrobota!1y 
""d arciJ<l(o/ogicai consmmtiOll . 
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NOTES 

Ind'a Office L,br~<y, Lo ndon, Dc~ralCh fl<>r,b, ~:rl/ 101. 30 Stpt 1724, P 303 IkrylJay'~ ~nd Roch~rd Kilburn Il,,,,,lded " 'C ... illHnnch apl>rCU~lcd h"....nc.J l b~al".d 


of {he Chin~ {u.k, and th ~ ,r prc llnllna<y J"a IY<l~ of S ada,,~ Isl~nd sh'I'W'<:Lk poru l"im. ha" been ~n In vJ IuJhle 8Uld~ In undtr<,andinJl {he coltect,on. 

The Sadana 1$land Ship wa~ eXCiValCd hy the Ar;oc inu< pe r"llllS\lon anti ""i' l~ nu, at El,'ypl\ S' lPfeme CnullClI nl An,iqUllit;:<, wi,h "'nher a.SSOSlancc IIo<n dll.· l,,,,ilul<: 

of Nautical Archa{'oloQ"y, Ihe American Rt~urch C:c nt~1 in EAr pl , l h~ NJhon.~1 Ccogr~phi~ s.....:"'ty'~Comm .lI~ In. ~..rch .... d E.r..,lnn,inn, t l.e A",oco Fu..."d.tlon< 


and many corporate and pnVJIC lporlSOt1. indudi llil "olu llt~e" whn nca"at~d w, lh us. 
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