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CHAPTER ONE
A barbarian history
Prelude: a Mediterranean microcosm
Out here, the only sound is the clink of wind-sculpted splinters of limestone on others half buried in the red earth. The sun has been up just a few hours, but already heat pulses in the air, all shade to shelter anything larger than a mouse has vanished, and the huge sky is bleached an unbearably brilliant white on the retina. At eye-level (the highest angle of vision that I can manage without a wince), a strip of sea, solid blue yet faintly in motion like the colours in a Rothko, half-encircles the horizon. Beyond it hovers a pallid silhouette of other, much bigger land. And in the gap between, an old Russian container ship steams up the strait, surreptitiously emptying out its tanks as it goes.
This sketch may evoke innumerable patches of land and sea around the globe, but its further particulars anchor the scene in one definite place on the east coast of the Aegean island of Kythera, in August 2001.1 I am out there looking for a team that has been in this wilderness since dawn collecting battered lumps of 3500-year-old pottery, the surface signature of an archaeological site found a year before by another team as it swept to and fro across the peninsula, combing it for traces of this island’s eventful past. Modern and medieval remains are meagre in this bleak sector, save around the old harbour at Avlemonas, twenty minutes’ walk behind me. The finds are equally few from the time when the Spartans, fearful of a takeover by the all-powerful Athenian fleet, wished this island neighbour of theirs would sink beneath the waves, though a few scatters of Roman sherds among the rocks that fringe tiny, sea-filled creeks reveal small-scale comings and goings by boat several centuries later. What intrigues us, however, and brings us back to this superficially unpromising place, is the fact that as soon as we venture further back in time, to the Bronze Age and even beyond, the signal strengthens, and the landscape erupts with activity.
By now I can just make out the team, the small dark figures stationary as they count and bag their finds, their leader taller and moving, all weirdly shimmering with the heat coming off the land and horizontally striated with silver lines of mirage. A little closer I can pick out slighter actions, and sense the progress. Fieldwork here is approaching completion, although we will need to study those eloquent hunks and crumbs of pottery for days back in the shade before we reach our best assessment of what was going on. Already it is clear that most finds date to that phase of the Bronze Age when the Minoan societies of Crete were at their most powerful and influential within the Aegean. Kythera formed a part of the Minoan web of connections, and this site is just one among many contemporaries on an island commonly held to have served as a Cretan outpost. Quite what it was doing out here, how people lived in this landscape, if they did, and, if they did not, what else they were up to, are questions for later, but already from the fragments glimpsed on this visit it is clear that they had cooked food and stored something, both quite intensively to judge by the density of remains. Soil and pollen, extracted from a core drilled into a usefully located wetland near Avlemonas, inform us that this place did not look very different 3500 years ago, or indeed for some 2000 years on either side of this date. But perhaps people managed to farm this barren land nonetheless, by building terraces across the shallow folds to retain earth and moisture, as we know they did elsewhere on Kythera. Or maybe their preoccupations were quite different. For on the craggy crest of the hill that rears up behind our site, a prominent place later made sacred for a second time by the white church of Agios Georgios, an open-air shrine of the same period has just been excavated by Greek archaeologists, who found offerings of figurines, vessels and other ritual paraphernalia in metal, stone and clay, some of which came from overseas.2 And this shrine was itself visually tied to the real fulcrum of power on Kythera, the port-town of Kastri further to the south, a place where names such as ‘Knossos’, ‘Mycenae’ and perhaps more distant locations formed part of the cultural geography of its more outward-looking inhabitants.3
Nor are these the earliest remains from this little patch. Tiny sherds of pottery indicate several foci 6500–4000 years ago, probably hamlets each clinging to a small patch of land. With them are shiny black flakes of obsidian, a razor-sharp volcanic glass whose nearest source lies 130 km (80 miles) distant on the Cycladic island of Melos. Even these people therefore enjoyed modest connections that reached beyond the sea, though for what now obscure reasons did they bother to try to live out here? A still older find of Neolithic date makes slightly more sense to our time-fogged perceptions: roughly 7000 years ago a visitor out hunting or fishing left a tiny arrowhead on the offshore islet to my right that now exults in the name of Antidragonera.4 And from this vantage point in the past a speculative plunge launches off into deeper time. For the strait between Kythera and the hazy land beyond (Cape Maleas, the southeast tip of the Peloponnese) is just one segment of a corridor of sea and land that runs south towards Crete, itself occasionally (but not today, in high summer) visible beneath a long white cloud. Whatever lived on Crete in the remote past, whether elusive hunter-gatherers, as some believe, or just the bizarre creatures that we will encounter in later chapters, had to get there somehow, and Kythera lies athwart one of the most plausible routes of entry.
This scrap of Kythera, and the shifting webs of people that have tied it to other places across the sea, reflect many of the kinds of locations and activities that make up the early past of the Mediterranean, that basin of mingled sea and land whose plenitude of history and culture, both internal and world-impacting, is so vastly disproportionate to its tiny share of the planet’s oceanic and terrestrial space. This book’s subject is that early past, from its beginnings long before the emergence of our own species up until the formation of the Classical world, and the way in which an oecumene with the sea as its middle was forged from myriad fragments, creating a blueprint for a blue planet. In line with a number of recent broad-ranging histories it is written in the belief that if we do not understand the deeper past and its trajectories towards the present, we shall never grasp the conditions of our humanity, nor comprehend our present predicaments and impending futures.5 As we shall see, despite some valiant starts and older studies, no such up-to-date, holistic exploration of the early Mediterranean exists, and we are all, dwellers within it (in body or mind) and others alike, very much the poorer for it. But before looking at why this immense time span and remarkable theatre are of such enduring interest, let alone how they might be effectively approached, we can linger a little longer on Kythera for a few initial insights into a few other kinds of webs, whose influence we will need to combat relentlessly. These are the webs of the mind, full of sirens and decoys, in which we ensnare the Mediterranean’s past.

1.1  A panorama over the eastern coastlands of Kythera and the small harbour of Avlemonas, taken from the heights of Agios Giorgios. Several points around the great bay have served as anchorages from the Neolithic to the present.
Three unintended visits to the nearby coast illustrate in metaphorical terms the dangers to be faced. The first, in 1802, was by the Mentor, wrecked off Avlemonas carrying some of the marbles taken from the Athenian acropolis by Lord Elgin, whose illustrious cargo was fished up by sponge divers, buried on the beach and completed its journey a few years later. The second, in 1843, was by the poet Gérard de Nerval. Nerval anticipated a bed of roses, primed by the tale of Aphrodite’s birth off Kythera, and a flower-strewn painting by Watteau (that made no allusion to the love goddess’s less polite mythic origins in the genitalia flung into the sea after Cronos castrated his father). Instead he saw black rocks with a man hung from a scaffold on the headland, and vented his spleen to Baudelaire, who re-spun the scene in Les Fleurs du Mal. The third visit took place a few years ago and, symptomatically, I do not know the illicit passengers’ names or what became of them, but they arrived under escort on a turquoise fishing boat of Libyan lines, now impounded at a quayside further up the coast and blithely ignored by the tourists and locals pouring off the ferry from Piraeus. Each of these visits highlights desires in all too much Western thinking about the Mediterranean, the first to expropriate its antiquities and past for our own ends, the second to romance it in ways that falsify its meanings, and the third to forget the awkward bits that we do not understand or want to know about, especially if they relate to North Africa west of Egypt.
Before Corruption
Any new writing on Mediterranean history operates in the shadows of giants. Of these, the French historian Fernand Braudel is without doubt the most venerable, and was the first to recognize the Mediterranean’s unity and distinctiveness as a field of study [1.2]. His massive The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II (first published in French in 1949) reconfigured space to fix the marine basin, rather than the surrounding continents, at centre stage.6 As a leading light of the annaliste movement, Braudel also advocated revolutionary ideas about the aims of historical enquiry, which he saw as the pursuit of geographical, cultural and economic dynamics more than politics. Last but not least, he plumbed temporality itself, conceiving time as refracted into multiple wavelengths: the sharp oscillations of events, medium-term conjonctures such as social and economic structures, and the term for which he is most famous, the longue durée of environmental rhythms. In passing, he also added to our knowledge of the 16th-century AD Spanish monarch whose name, by a deliberate inversion of expectation, brings up the title’s rear.

1.2  Fernand Braudel (1902–1985), the founder and still doyen of long-term historical study of the Mediterranean.
Ironically, and largely due to its awesome scope and rapidly acknowledged iconic status, for many years Braudel’s masterpiece discouraged further comparable Mediterranean-wide studies. The last decade or so, however, has seen a resurgence of engagement with the Mediterranean as an entity, visible in a proliferation of specialist studies,7 several overall histories,8 a caustically recounted circuit by Paul Theroux and the rhapsodies of the Croatian writer Predrag Matvejević, whose Mediterranean Breviary offers the beguiling spectacle of ‘Braudel as rewritten by Walt Whitman’.9 In part this resurgence reflects post-Cold War changes in the Mediterranean’s status as a geopolitical arena. It is also connected to the troubling state of its environments and societies today. The time has clearly come, therefore, to reopen themes raised by Braudel over sixty years ago, and to explore the possibility of applying his synoptic vision to earlier parts of the Mediterranean’s past.
This challenge has recently been taken up at Braudelian length and depth by a partnership between medieval and ancient historians. Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell’s The Corrupting Sea: A Study of Mediterranean History marks a sea change in our understanding, something of a paradigm shift, to invoke an abused but in this case apposite term.10 Its themed investigation, via vignettes drawn mainly from the millennium or so before and after the birth of Christ, identifies, in a less romantic vein than Braudel, the common denominators that underlie how things have happened in the Mediterranean, give the basin’s history its particular flavour, and justify its choice as a robust and rewarding frame for historical enquiry.
For Horden and Purcell a triad of fundamentals is in operation. The first is the extreme fragmentation of Mediterranean land- and seascapes into micro-regions that are constantly reworked and reconfigured by human agency. The unprepossessing corner of Kythera where this chapter opened is one among an all but infinite number of examples. The second is the ubiquity of uncertainty. This takes many forms, including the amount of rain that falls, the direction and force of the wind on a given day, and seismic or volcanic catastrophe. Uncertainty makes the Mediterranean a place of high risk yet also sudden flourishes of opportunity, and life in the basin is conditioned by efforts to survive or reduce the former while exploiting the latter. Fragmentation and uncertainty, for instance, prompt a logic of production that encourages people to diversify, overproduce and store in anticipation of lean times ahead, and equally in times of glut to capitalize on their surplus by exchange, or blow it on status-enhancing displays. We take a closer look at these characteristics in the next chapter. The third common denominator is the exceptional ease of mobility and hi-fi communication ensured primarily by the presence of the central sea, in short a propensity to connectivity that enables people to link the fragments, pool resources or relocate in bad times and seek gain abroad in good ones. In place of the historian Moses Finley’s once orthodox vision of the ancient Mediterranean11 as a scatter of bounded communities, rooted in agriculture, with only minor communications and accordingly little scope for markets, Horden and Purcell’s Mediterranean pulses with a ‘Brownian motion’ made up from people’s innumerable quotidian movements and small-scale interactions, as well as further-flung enterprises. The precise labels given to such activities – exploratory, extractive, reproductive, friend-making, mercantile, piratical, military, migrational, diasporic, hunting, pastoral and agricultural – are in a sense merely the superstructure above the common necessity of mobility for survival and prosperity in a Mediterranean theatre full of challenges and sudden openings.
In combination, Horden and Purcell argue, these factors create an enormously complex and highly distinctive world, whose elements operate in a way subservient to the same ground rules at many, effectively fractal, scales, from the family farm to the imperial estate, the local middleman to the merchant prince. Its unity resides not in internal uniformity, but rather in the universality and nature of exactly the opposite, a ‘continuum of discontinuities’, or, as the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss nicely phrased it, ‘not the resemblances, but the differences, which resemble each other’.12 This Mediterranean is also constantly in flux as people reorder its fragments. Vital to the world of The Corrupting Sea as well as the present book, and striking a chord in our own globalizing age, is the idea of the network.13 Mediterranean networks come in a bewildering variety of shapes, sizes and structures, and they can entangle places, people and things with equal promiscuity, helping to forge the kind of behavioural similarities we will trace in chapters to come. But equally, those entangled can often act back to modify the meshes around them. Thus while networks may remain stable for some time, they tend towards change, extending, contracting, shifting and buckling in an endless quest for the best fit with evolving circumstances. Some changes are strongly determined, some thoroughly contingent, and, critically, they commonly unfold in an undirected, self-organizing fashion rather than through any centralized control. This last fact, coupled with intrusions of exotic things, people and ideas, especially from over the sea, sooner or later undermines all effort to enforce autarkic or overarching forms of internal order, whether in the guise of dynasties, states or empires, social or ethnic formations, trade routes and centres, religious beliefs, taste, values or moralities. It is in this subversive, if strangely liberating, sense that Horden and Purcell’s Mediterranean, and its sea, is corrupt.
The only fly in the ointment is the time frame. The outer temporal boundaries of The Corrupting Sea extend from a distant point in the past to the late 19th century AD, when its Mediterranean begins to fray in the centrifuge of global connections. But it focuses between about 800 BC and AD 1300, an extended Iron Age centred on the Classical and medieval periods. By the early 1st millennium BC the relevance of a pan-Mediterranean perspective is beyond dispute, given the voyaging of people whom we know as Phoenicians between the Levant and the Pillars of Hercules (better Herakles, or, best of all, Melqart, as we will see in Chapter 9) and the explicit identification of the sea as an entity: an ‘Upper Sea’ for Assyrians with their other marine pole in the Persian Gulf, ‘our sea’ for the Greeks by the 6th century BC, and, of course, Rome’s mare nostrum. The Mediterranean’s centrality must have seemed more self-evident to its inhabitants then than it does today, given the truncated Africa and Asia shown in ancient maps, which depicted continents of comparable size arranged around a sea in the middle, all encircled by the bounding Ocean [1.3]. ‘Mediterranean’ was used to refer to the sea long before its extension, over the last two centuries, and initially thanks to the work of French scientific expeditions, to characterize the surrounding lands too.14 The term appears, obscurely, around AD 200, and by the 6th century it definitely applied to the sea in the writing of Isidore of Seville, by a twist of fate resident of a city that a thousand years later helped to sponsor the Atlantic navigation that would gradually undermine the Mediterranean’s place on the world stage.15

1.3  Approximate map of the world as known from a Mediterranean viewpoint in about 500 BC, according to the geographical writings of Hecataeus of Miletus.
But what about the years preceding all this, the great expanse of time inaptly called ‘prehistory’ in much of the Mediterranean (‘never’, Braudel himself cautioned, ‘say that prehistory is not history’)? What of the periods that we call the Bronze and Copper ages, the Neolithic, Mesolithic, and hundreds of Palaeolithic millennia before that? This ‘early Mediterranean history’, a term henceforth used without apology, is our subject, and of immense significance. First, it was an intrinsically exciting period of incredible human creativity within dramatically changing physical surroundings, involving the emergence of our own species and its cognitive powers, the origins and expansion of farming, navigation and trade, the rise and fall of towns and states, the appearance of new technologies, consumption habits, ideologies and politics. Second, among this welter of developments must lie the first germs of the world portrayed in its evolved state by Horden and Purcell, which manifestly had not existed forever. Put another way, we shall see that many of the fundamentals underlying the Classical and later Mediterranean in fact emerged and proliferated earlier (often far earlier), offering the prospect of fresh and sometimes startling perspectives on the ostensibly familiar. Third, and as discussed at the end of this chapter, millions of people now living in and beyond the Mediterranean regard its early relics and their associations as things that matter powerfully today. This remote history reverberates in the present, sometimes passionately so, and getting it as right as we can is therefore a serious responsibility.
At first sight, it might seem a straightforward business to head upstream from a notional starting point around 1000 BC, and follow this world back to its source at whatever time in the past. Enterprising later historians in search of prequels to their Mediterranean have indeed launched thought-provoking forays in this direction, if not without danger of cherry-picking those traits that match later expectations to the exclusion of much that does not.16 But this Victorian explorer’s strategy will not work if the aim is to be a holistic explanation of how people living around the basin came together to create a cultural, social and ecological Mediterranean out of the initially mere geographical expression.17 Understanding this phenomenon requires finding out how its features first emerged. To illustrate this point simply, until people could cross the sea proficiently, the Mediterranean in a real sense did not exist; a non-conveying sea could not corrupt, or in fact do much save sustain fish. Moreover, we shall need to go a stage further, for the traits finally selected as dominant, those that spread widely through the basin and shape our conception of Mediterranean ways of doing things, are initially likely to have been only a few among many options, not even necessarily the most salient ones, nor yet neatly combined. To reverse the initial riverine metaphor, we will need to begin simultaneously at the heads of many streams, of different lengths, and follow them as they meander, braid, divide, dry up, wander off and in certain cases cumulatively converge and merge. Much of the last, crucial process may have taken place at different rates in different parts of the basin, and begun on a modest, if not microcosmic scale (one feature of the world of The Corrupting Sea that surely can be safely retrojected). With this in mind, we would do well to keep a keen eye for what are known as ‘emergent properties’, as opposed to fully fledged systems, often evolving independently with little coordination amidst a wild-growth of alternatives. Equally, we shall want to spend plenty of time along streams that headed elsewhere, or eventually failed, both for their own particular interest, and if we aim to discover what brought others together to such effect.
Crucially, we also need to embrace a significant change in the nature of the principal evidence, one that should not distract from the ultimate goal, but that does demand a familiarity with alternative ways of getting to it. Ancient written sources, and likewise artistic representations, will contribute, often invaluably, to our pursuit of early Mediterranean history, but the further back we go in time, the more their quantity and distribution dwindle, eventually to vanishing point. Instead, an archaeology of the most omnivorous variety, adventurous in its remit among the social and hard sciences, and resolute in deploying its major strength – access to an unparalleled time depth – will be the key to effecting that extension of history by other means that is needed in order to explore the Mediterranean’s more distant past.
The curious thing is that astonishingly little writing in this vein has come out of Mediterranean archaeology in the past few decades. Instead, the inexorable trend has been towards specialization by period, region or technique, sometimes taken to absurd extremes. To adapt one of Horden and Purcell’s pithier phrases, this produces much archaeology in but none of the Mediterranean. The causes of this ghettoization are not hard to spot. Most of the blame lies with the same factor that is Mediterranean archaeology’s greatest blessing, namely the floods of new information sweeping across the basin each year. It is simply no longer possible to absorb everything that one might ideally want to know even about one aspect of the Mediterranean, let alone the whole. Another factor is the unsurprising preference for local perspectives in the Mediterranean’s younger nations, and other autonomously minded regions.18 These were further favoured in the late 20th century by scholars reacting against the previous assumption that major innovations necessarily derived from Near Eastern (primarily Egyptian or Mesopotamian) precedents – a ‘diffusionist’ assumption with its roots in Herodotus (who believed that the Greeks learned wisdom from the east) and espoused in the late 19th and early 20th centuries by, among others, Oscar Montelius, coiner of the phrase ex oriente lux, Angelo Mosso, author of The Dawn of Mediterranean Civilisation, and Gordon Childe, the leading archaeological interpretative synthesizer of his age.19
At its best, a close focus encourages us to look at regional and micro-regional processes and thereby highlights the critical capacities for internal change within all Mediterranean societies – an outstanding example being Colin Renfrew’s study of the Aegean in The Emergence of Civilisation.20 Without such insights, large-scale history becomes suspiciously smooth, and attempts to understand commonalities and interconnections remain just so stories. At its worst, however, the result is archaeological and intellectual parochialism, a myopia that misses the linkages and parallels that give structure and explanatory coherence to the whole, that exalts what Freud condemned as the ‘narcissism of small difference’, with each case unique unto itself. Degrees of diversity are hardly a surprise, given that none of us is able to transmit even our genes and ideas with complete fidelity; far more striking are those instances where, despite the inevitability of difference, we find that we can in fact still connect, compare and generalize to good effect. Archaeology in the Mediterranean too easily finds itself in the position of a person at the bottom of a well, who can see a small patch of sky with perfect clarity, but misses the scope and constellations of the heavens.
The severity of the problem can be gauged by the fact that, notwithstanding several recent collections of valuable studies of selected themes,21 the last two pan-Mediterranean syntheses of the basin’s early past date back a generation. David Trump’s The Prehistory of the Mediterranean provided a concise summary of what was known in 1980,22 if one that somewhat dodged explanation and justification, and already revealed incipient data-overload when grappling with the hydra-heads of pottery style. The other is a totally different book, and an utter surprise. Entitled, with Gallic flourish, Les Mémoires de la Méditerranée (translated with a counter-dose of prosaic Anglo-Saxon as The Mediterranean in the Ancient World), its manuscript was written in 1968–69, but languished all but forgotten until 1998. The author was none other than Braudel, taking time out from the sterner stuff of Civilization and Capitalism to write an overview from the Palaeolithic, via Ramesses II and Philip II (of Macedon rather than Spain, as the English editor quips – though Braudel might have countered that their worlds differed less than we imagine) to the Emperor Constantine.23 Focused on geography, culture, commerce and technology, rather than dynasts and battles, the book is vintage Braudel, and a gently magisterial voice from beyond the grave. Inevitably, it shows its age, especially in the west and centre where (as we shall discover) a dating revolution was poised to blow to smithereens the assumptions on which he depended. But it remains impressive in its vision, prescience and enticing analogies – for example between populous, supremely confident, self-proclaimingly autarkous and yet, in the final assessment, commercially vulnerable Egypt, and late imperial China. Braudel’s lost masterpiece reads more excitingly over forty years on than much written on the subject today, but manifestly a work of this age can be no substitute for one informed by subsequent increases in knowledge. The closest that anyone has since come is another Frenchman, born, appropriately, in Carcassonne, namely Jean Guilaine, whose La Mer Partagée (1994) bears Braudel’s imprimatur.24 The title captures the ambiguously sharing and dividing aspects of the sea, and what follows is a masterly, still often up-to-date thematic exploration of societies all over the basin from the Neolithic up to 2000 BC (roughly Chapters 5 to 7 of the present book) – only to stop tantalizingly in mid-track. Given the challenges, it is little wonder that the treatments of the early Mediterranean in several recent accounts of the basin’s overall history are disappointingly scanty relative to its time span and significance, though only John Julius Norwich is disarmingly frank enough to declare its ‘prehistory’ to be fundamentally boring – a verdict with which I hope the reader will come to disagree.25
Other recent syntheses that incorporate the early Mediterranean fall into one of two categories, both of which draw attention away from investigation of the basin as a whole. One dismembers the sea and its hinterlands between surveys of Europe, Africa and southwest Asia, so that Sicily rubs shoulders with Scandinavia but not Syria, Morocco with the Cape of Good Hope but not Spain. In a recent book, Barry Cunliffe (who avers that the lack of tides renders it effete beside the mighty Atlantic), portrays the Mediterranean as one of Europe’s maritime boundaries.26 In fact, such tyranny of the continents is as hoary as Herodotus. Although such divisions make some sense for the very remotest periods that will concern us, they soon become detrimental to any Mediterranean focus and cry out for counter-alignment around the sea. The other category encompasses the ‘world-systems’ approach, in this context advocated in its most rhetorically stimulating form by Andrew and Susan Sherratt.27 This reworks the old diffusionist idea to argue that from about 3500 BC the Mediterranean and Europe were profoundly shaped by economic and ideological engagements with the emergent cities, states and empires of the adjacent Near East. This model will be set out more fully when the time comes, in Chapter 7. At one level its truth is beyond dispute, but regardless of the degree to which we elect to read some phases of early Mediterranean history from right to left (like cuneiform itself), or insist upon the ongoing dialogue between such wider processes and the enduring, often resistive practices of local people,28 the basic limitation for our purpose is that it leaves huge swathes in outer darkness until ripples from the east started to reach them – places and people without history until the eve of incorporation in a wider world. A world-systems approach cannot offer an overall framework for Mediterranean history, and in fairness was never intended to do so. In contrast, the thalassocentric, Mediterranean focus offers a promising chance to write simultaneously both big and small, to locate the multiplicity of local trajectories in a wider framework that allows peculiarities and shared features alike to emerge, and thereby to avoid both the dual temptations of a steamrolling master narrative and the mere heaping up of a magpie’s bricolage of local truths.
Before we turn to the materials at hand to attempt this, one last aspiration: may this book be a fundamentally barbarian history. This does not imply that we should ignore the grand societies that developed first in the eastern part of the basin, though a dose of scepticism concerning the approbation that we unthinkingly attribute to them thanks to the values we ascribe to their art and other remains, and greater attention to the Mediterranean’s wild side, will be no bad thing. Nor does it deny that something that could be called ‘Mediterranean civilization’ was coalescing and spreading by interaction and convergence on shared ways of doing things by the later part of our time span.29 Rather, ‘barbarian’ is intended in its original meaning, as Greece’s cultural ‘other’, whether personified in a Persian noble or Libyan goatherd. For as one observer rightly complains, ‘“Mediterranean” has often been a synonym for “Greek and Roman, plus such other ancient cultures as I may happen to pay attention to”‘, a politically correct alternative to Classics (which should need no such fig leaf), without real commitment to basin-wide perspectives.30 Likewise, another warns that ‘“Classics”…isolates the ancient world of the Mediterranean from its predecessors and contemporaries, and defines it solely in terms of its putative successors’.31 Phenomena like Minoan Crete, or the marble figurines of the Cyclades, that for various reasons have found cultural favour in modern times, are thereby uprooted and placed in spurious ancestry to the later Greek world, while most of the rest is relegated to the shadows. In fact, although by the 14th century BC archaic Greek was being written in a syllabic script in parts of the Aegean, we have no idea how widely or for how long it had been spoken there. And we do have certain reasons to believe that Hellenic identities began to form markedly later, climaxing right at the end of this book’s remit in the trauma and triumph of the Persian wars, just after a strikingly late spurt that for the first time brought the Aegean into a truly lead position within the Mediterranean.32 The sweeping adoption across the basin of Greek-style traits came later still. To be avoided at all costs is the species of history that declares the Parthenon to be the finishing post before the athletes are even at the starting line. Naturally, the people of the Aegean will play a major part in this book, as do those of Iberia, Italy, the Levant, Africa and elsewhere, but they possess no privileged position or manifest destiny. This is an emphatically polyglot history.
An embarrassment of riches
The Mediterranean is one of the most favoured parts of the world in which to do early history through archaeology. Before we parade its strengths and the astonishing range of information on which interpretations are founded, it is well worth asking why this should be so. One reason is the duration and intensity of investigation. Curiosity about the remnants of the past is ancient in itself, especially in places like the Mediterranean where relics abounded, even if it is simplistic to equate with our idea of archaeology the clearing of older tombs at Abydos in Egypt by late 2nd-millennium BC rulers in search of Osiris, or Empedocles of Akragas’s belief that the bones of fossil elephants in Sicily were those of Cyclopes.33 More palpably ancestral were the universal savants of the Renaissance, and the antiquaries to whom they ceded place in the 17th and 18th centuries.34 The monumental and aesthetically admired antiquities of Greek and Roman times held the greatest sway over such scholars, a dominance confirmed in the mid-18th century by the Neo-Classical doctrines of Johann Joachim Winckelmann and the first organized digging for painted vases in Etruria (roughly modern Tuscany) and at Pompeii and Herculaneum. This encouraged an adventurous southern extension of the Grand Tours undertaken by wealthy northern Europeans. Samuel Johnson affirmed that ‘The grand object of travelling is to see the shores of the Mediterranean’, while the Enlightenment positioned its archaeology in a glorious march towards the West’s self-image, a place that it has held ever since, to the detriment of attempts at more level-headed analysis. This phase also fixed the tone, for better or worse, in one additional respect: Mediterranean archaeology to this day remains exceptionally thing-rich, and thing-focused, an archaeology of overflowing museums. Objects exist in profusion, to be counted, dated, mended, run through machines, imitated, forged, debated, fought over and still often admired for their beauty. Mediterranean artifacts are everywhere.
From an early date, pre-Classical objects can be glimpsed in scholarly writing and cabinets of curiosities. During the late 16th century Michele Mercati, a doctor at the Vatican, illustrated Neolithic or Copper Age flint arrowheads and blades, arguing that they came not from lightning strikes but were weapons and tools made before the invention of metal. Bronze figurines from Sardinia appear in the 18th-century collection of the Comte de Caylus [1.4], another enquiring mind who urged that antiquities needed to be explained as well as possessed.35 And right at the end of the 18th century, the troupe of scholars attached to Napoleon Bonaparte’s expeditionary force in Egypt brought an older civilization, and one from the southern side of the Mediterranean, to the attention of a Europe that had until then relied on a trickle of escaped objects, plus the Bible and Classical authors, for knowledge in this quarter (unlike Arab scholars, incidentally, who had long engaged with the colossal ruins on their doorstep).36

1.4  An 18th-century AD engraving, easily recognizable as a record of an early 1st-millennium BC Sardinian bronze figurine, from the Caylus collection.
The later 19th and early 20th centuries saw a boom in scholarly exploration of the early Mediterranean. This was part of a wider phenomenon, the very formation of ‘prehistoric’ archaeology in the wake of the demonstration of the earth’s geological age, and in tandem with the idea of evolution by natural selection. In much of Europe ‘prehistory’ was initially grouped with palaeontology, geology or ethnography (as evidence of ‘primitive’ peoples) rather than the archaeology of later, literate societies. In Greece, however, the equivalent time span (at least its later phases) was regarded as the forerunner of the Classical world, fragments of whose history were thought to be preserved in Homer; Heinrich Schliemann was a pioneer in this respect. Biblical texts and the questions they prompted played an equivalent role in the Levant, though in Egypt and the Near East the time before the age of kings and writing was accorded the lowest priority, and left devoid of questions, until well into the 20th century.37 In terms of fieldwork, Mediterranean archaeology in the late 19th and early 20th centuries was dominated, especially in the east, by ‘big digs’ at major sites, facilitated by cheap labour and what now seem coarse expectations about the recording and retention of finds [1.5]. Some of these, for example at Troy, Knossos, Ugarit, Jericho and Thapsos in Sicily, were rediscoveries in the sense that the ancient place names were already known from written sources. Their legacy is the spectacular horizontal and vertical exposure of ancient towns and villages, plus huge numbers of tombs, but variable degrees of certainty as to what was found where, and a depressing sensation for the modern professional that vastly more data would be recoverable if the site were excavated today.

1.5  A typical action scene from an early 20th-century big dig: the French mission at Ras Shamra (Bronze Age Ugarit), with large numbers of local workmen wielding heavy tools and foreign archaeologists striking commanding poses.
Archaeology as it emerged over the course of the 19th century was primarily a Western invention, and until the end of the Second World War its practitioners throughout the Mediterranean were predominantly Europeans, often from north of the Alps, with a smattering of American Classicists and, in the ‘Holy Land’, Biblical scholars and missionaries.38 Around much of the basin, the context in which archaeology took place was explicitly or quasi-colonial. By the end of the 19th century most of North Africa (save for Libya, later to be seized by Italy), plus Malta and Cyprus, had been annexed on various pretexts to the British or French empires. At the end of the First World War this grip extended to the Levantine mandates formed after the collapse of the Ottoman empire (archaeology had been adopted as a foreign graft late in the latter’s life, leading to the foundation in 1868 of the sole imperial antiquities collection more or less within the Mediterranean, at Istanbul). In Greece, a growing sovereign nation since the 1820s, foreign financial and diplomatic pressure could force a politics of deference, and in southern Spain the leading archaeologists of the late 19th century were two Belgian mining engineers. In the Italian peninsula, which was largely unified in the 1860s, and whose early archaeology was a primarily Italian concern from the first, Etruscan and Sicilian archaeology was in part an act of resistance against the renewed hegemony of Rome. Under such circumstances, and despite the glamour that surrounds grand colonial-age excavators such as Arthur Evans, Flinders Petrie and Leonard Woolley (all knighted), an equal glory should go to those indigenous men (and this was a chauvinist field save for a handful of foreign women, such as Kathleen Kenyon at Jericho and Harriet Boyd Hawes in Crete) who contributed to the exploration of the early Mediterranean with a fraction of the funds available to foreigners. Such figures include Christos Tsountas, the pioneer of Cycladic and Thessalian archaeology, Paolo Orsi, the discoverer of vast cemeteries around Syracuse, and Themistocles Zammit (also knighted), the father of Maltese archaeology [1.6]. Such people are just as emblematic in the light of current realities in the Mediterranean as the familiar heroes of the colonial story.

1.6  Themistocles Zammit (1864–1935), polymath and native founder of Maltese archaeology, served under British rule both as rector of the Royal University of Malta and as the first director of the National Museum of Archaeology.
For since the 1950s the operating conditions have been utterly reconfigured by widespread national independence and modernizing developments. While a century ago a Mediterranean archaeologist would typically be foreign, independently funded and in pursuit of a personal agenda, today, despite a minority presence of international teams often working collaboratively with their hosts, most are nationals of the country concerned, often state employees conducting fieldwork ahead of the bulldozer. Numbers in universities, museums and governmental authorities are incomparably greater, and many are women. All this reflects the absorption of archaeology into the mainstream. It is also part and parcel of a veritable explosion of fieldwork. To give one example, in the last decade of the 20th century Israel issued permits for no fewer than 2200 excavations, some three-quarters of which were new, and mostly required by salvage efforts in advance of building to house immigrants after the collapse of the Soviet Union.39 For all the double-edged issues associated with national sponsorship of the means to write history (to which we return at the end of this chapter), the alarming amount of rescue digs and subsequent destruction, and hand-wringing over backlogs of unpublished work, these are positive changes overall, in terms of the quantity and in most cases quality of the archaeology undertaken. No law of diminishing returns applies; on the contrary, the prospect is one of rich streams of information for creating fuller pictures of the past. Equally positive is the formulation of distinct intellectual traditions within the Mediterranean in the teeth of the Anglo-American dominance of recent archaeological thinking, which threatens to replace colonial hegemonies with new ones of the mind. Particularly notable are the left-wing tradition in Italy, and in Spain since the fall of Franco, as well as a focus on technology and its transmission in France, a nation with an impressive history of basin-wide archaeological activity.40 All in all, Mediterranean archaeology at the start of the 21st century is more diverse than ever before, and there is exponentially more of it.
The Mediterranean is archaeologically blessed in other ways too. One under- recognized fact is its unusual wealth of freak preservation conditions – those under which a capsule of ancient reality escapes the devastating attrition (such as the rotting of organics, or dispersal and destruction of precious or recyclable goods) that afflicts most of the record and renders it, in David Clarke’s resonant simile, not so much a perforated solid like a Gruyère cheese, but the finest of suspensions floating in a liquid of loss.41 Such windows provide piercing visions of the full palette and scale of early activity, and prompt us to query the minimalist assessments of the past that degraded records tend to promote. We owe most to the Mediterranean’s extraordinarily diverse environment (explored further in Chapter 2), which generates a range of preservation niches rarely matched elsewhere. Shipwrecks and drowned settlements furnish waterlogged and underwater conditions [1.7], while desiccation operates not only in Egypt, much of which lies beyond the Mediterranean, but also in the dry caves of Israel, southern Spain and the Balearic Islands. Volcanic eruptions bequeath two Bronze Age Pompeiis; the best known is the town of Akrotiri on the Cycladic island of Thera (modern Santorini) [1.8], but no less informative is Croce del Papa, near Nola, in the shadow of Vesuvius, with its almost intact huts, complete with trapped livestock. Even the famous Iceman was freeze-dried only 200 km (125 miles) from the Adriatic; he expired just on the wrong side of the watershed, but we know that he hailed from further south (see Chapter 7). Water, aridity, ash-fall and ice supplement the wealth of the standard remains in the Mediterranean in ways that challenge and force us to revise assumptions.

Extraordinary archaeological preservation by water and volcanism:
1.7  The freshwater-inundated remains of Neolithic wooden structures at La Draga in Catalonia.

Extraordinary archaeological preservation by water and volcanism:
1.8 Multi-storey survival of a Bronze Age town beneath tephra at Akrotiri on Thera (modern Santorini), in the Cyclades.
Another advantage is the Mediterranean’s profusion of texts and images [1.9]. Admittedly, the former, in particular, have severe restrictions. Until the 1st millennium BC, writing was limited to the easternmost end of the Mediterranean and the Aegean. And even here, scripts only emerged well into our time span, and several scripts are undeciphered to this day (notably those of Minoan Crete and Cyprus). The breadth of written evidence also varies in terms of survival and range of subject matter. For example, the first Aegean scripts, unlike those to the east, were written principally on unfired clay tablets that only survived if a conflagration consumed the building containing them. Moreover, their largely economic remit is far narrower, and reveals a more restricted literacy than in the east, where writing soon included elite propaganda, diplomatic and other correspondence, treaties, religion, history and law codes as well as economic records. We also need to keep in the forefront of our minds the fact that people wrote not for our investigative benefit but as part of their ordering of the world, which often transgressed the categories just listed, and that writing was primarily intended for elite members of society. Certain ostensibly factual royal proclamations are highly suspect as event-historical records and tell us more about official ideology on the home front; famously, the pharaoh Ramesses II came close to losing a major battle at Qadesh in the Levant that his monuments in Egypt claimed that he won outright. But despite all this, and as long as we grasp that writing complements, rather than makes redundant, other forms of data, judicious use of text can take us to places that we otherwise could not dream of entering, revealing details as varied as long-range transfers of princesses in marriage contracts, the value of rock crystal (a big piece was worth 3000 sheep and 60 male slaves in neighbouring northern Mesopotamia some 3750 years ago) or the sheer scale of the Bronze Age cloth industry.42 Often most telling are the unintentional insights into conventions, assumptions, priorities and orderings of places, people and things, the preoccupations taken for granted that lurk submerged under the hyperbole of royal letters or the tedious regularities of tax records. For all the limitations of early Mediterranean texts, only a fool would wish such hints away. The real challenge is to calibrate correctly those contexts that they irradiate, with those, notably in the centre and west, that they do not. The same holds true of images, with which Mediterranean archaeology abounds. Although these are more generously distributed in space and time than texts, similar cautions and opportunities apply concerning the distinction between ancient intent or ways of seeing and the information that we seek to extract, especially from the superficially more familiar narrative, naturalistic forms of representational art that developed in the eastern half of the Mediterranean during the Bronze Age.43

1.9  The prolixity of textual sources in parts of the eastern Mediterranean from a comparatively early date is illustrated by these inscribed clay tablets, found with thousands of others in the archive room of 3rd-millennium BC Ebla, in modern northwest Syria.
Within such a cornucopia, what are the current cutting edges of archaeological investigation of the early Mediterranean? Excavation, of course, still flourishes, but in diverse guises.44 The big dig is now an endangered species thanks to soaring costs and higher expectations of fine-grained recovery, recording, analysis and publication – a shift from pickaxe to trowel, sieve, microscope and database that has drastically slowed the pace of work. Most such enterprises that have survived are either foreign projects with massive private or overseas state funding, or prestigious national showpieces. Examples of the former include Ashkelon in Israel and Tell el-Dab’a (ancient Avaris) in the Nile Delta, both enormous, multiperiod sites; volcanically preserved Akrotiri on Thera exemplifies the latter.45 Although the big dig has become a white elephant, and unfashionable (a clear case of the fox and the grapes), it is worth underlining what we lose by its dwindling, for large sites hold the keys to urban life and often to interregional connections. Consider the forty-plus seasons conducted by French teams since 1929 at Ugarit, the capital of a kingdom in the 2nd millennium BC, which have yielded the early Mediterranean’s broadest exposure of palaces, temples, houses and tombs, together with their contents, including imports from as far afield as Egypt, the Aegean and central Asia, as well as state and private archives that offer breathtaking prospects.46 Under present conditions, it is typically feasible only to nibble at such sites, supplementing excavations with surface work and remote probing of what lies beneath, often using new technologies. On a more positive note, the decline of the big dig correlates with a growing attention to small sites, such as rural settlements and caves, which has broadened our knowledge immensely, for small sites need not entail small questions. Finally, although much excavation currently takes place under rescue conditions, this in no way prejudices the novelty or value of results. Entire classes of extensive settlements enclosed by boundary ditches, often covering huge areas, have been discovered in Greece, southern France and Spain thanks to work in advance of building roads and housing estates [1.10].47

1.10  Rescue archaeology at Villeneuve-Tolosane, near Toulouse, reveals beneath the layout of a modern housing estate the outlines of a large Neolithic ditch-enclosed village, along with hundreds of hearths, silos and other features.
Increasingly, excavation shares the stage with surface surveys that analyse the long-term evidence for activity within an entire landscape, whether a valley, river drainage, massif, island, city, its hinterland or mining region.48 Survey has deep roots in reconnoitring for ruins, but began to be systematized from the mid-20th century. In the Mediterranean, one pioneering project during the 1930s explored hundreds of sites on the Amuq plain in the northern Levant, followed soon after the Second World War by surveys of the southwest Peloponnese and the Etrurian landscapes adjacent to Rome. From the 1970s survey redesigned itself to comb smaller expanses more intensively, using closely spaced walkers. The scene with which this book opened intercepted one of almost a hundred surveys that have collectively covered thousands of square kilometres in the Aegean, with comparable coverage in Italy and parts of the Levant [1.11]. It also reveals this technique’s ability to turn terra incognita into landscapes swarming with life, indeed one contribution has been to expose the unimagined extent to which Mediterranean countrysides could be peppered with small communities and other activity areas, almost all of which escaped earlier notice. Surveys also build intellectual bridges, for its landscape focus encourages an engagement with scientists, historians and anthropologists with parallel interests (often inspired by Braudelian annales traditions), as well as the adoption of methods ranging from aerial and satellite image analysis to empathetic exploration of the sensual perceptions of ancient men and women.49 Lastly, survey is critical to reconstructions of past demography, and the tendencies of populations to expand under favourable conditions, and crash if these altered. At a fundamental level it is difficult to think about the past and the actions of people in it without some notional grasp of orders of magnitude. To take two extreme cases, the population of the Mediterranean under the Roman empire at its peak is thought to have been 35–50 million people, while 20,000 years earlier, at the height of the last glaciation, it may have been a mere 45,000, roughly a thousandth of the later figure (further discussed in Chapters 4 and 10, respectively). The first estimate comes from fiscal and other records, the latter from analogy with ethnographically studied hunter-gatherers, but for most of the periods in between and, just as importantly, for the distributions of people in different parts of the basin at any given time, we are primarily reliant on the numbers, size and nature of the numerous dots on the maps that survey has generated.

1.11  Field survey in action: a team of archaeologists walks the uplands of Kythera in the summer of 2001. Such close combing of the surface for remnants of all periods of the past has transformed our knowledge of the ever-changing face of Mediterranean landscapes over time.
Another frontier lies underwater, from the shoreline down to the inkiest depths. The Mediterranean was one of the birthplaces of maritime archaeology. The 1960s dives on a 3200-year-old boat that sank off Cape Gelidonya, a cruel stretch of the Turkish coast, remain a landmark, though the title of the world’s earliest shipwreck is now held by a slightly older neighbour at Uluburun [1.12], more recently excavated, and there are potential challengers elsewhere in the form of hull-less debris scatters up to a thousand years older (seafaring, as we shall see, long pre-dates all of these sites, but its earliest indications are indirect proxies such as traces of human presence on islands).50 State-of-the-art deep-sea exploration technology is currently breaking the prior restriction to shallow coastal waters, opening up the revolutionary prospect of investigating early open-sea crossings and finding cargos free from the depredations of sports divers and other disturbance – though the damage wreaked by bottom-trawling turns out to be chronic even several hundred metres down.51 On the Skerki Bank between North Africa and Sicily, remotely operated vehicles far below the waves have located wrecks of Roman or later date. The search for a vanished submarine off southern Israel encountered two 8th-century BC cargo ships 400 m (1300 ft) down, and a 3rd-century BC merchantman has been found at the eerie depth of 3 km (2 miles) off Cyprus. The discovery of older deep-sea wrecks is surely only a matter of time. In the meantime, Mediterranean maritime archaeology is far from being limited to shipwrecks, fascinating as these time capsules are in terms of cargos, trade routes and shipbuilding techniques. Additional underwater research, especially along the intensely investigated coasts of southern France and northern Israel, have encountered Neolithic villages drowned by sea level rise.52 The ancient harbours at Tyre and Sidon in Lebanon have been delineated by coring the sediments that later choked them.53 Most dramatically, in 1991 an intrepid diver, drawn to a cave entrance now 37 m (120 ft) underwater off Marseilles, swam in darkness for 150 m (490 ft) along a sinuous tunnel to emerge in a painted cavern last entered dry-shod 9000 years ago, and which now bears his name: Grotte Cosquer.54 Less courageous, but no less informative, is armchair study of maritime culture, through the evaluation of early navigational capabilities (based on ancient depictions of ships, ethnographic reports of similar craft and experimental replicas), sailing conditions (from practical experience, both modern and ancient data on winds and currents and early navigators’ descriptions of seamarks and travel times), as well as the nature of supporting coastal landscapes and the vital intangibles of seagoing ideology.55

1.12  The submarine frontier of Mediterranean archaeology. At Uluburun, off the southern coast of Turkey, a diver some 45 m (150 ft) down prepares to raise a 14th-century BC copper ingot, with pottery transport jars in the background.
Archaeological science constitutes a final cutting-edge activity, with the basin a favoured zone of application for global developments liable to generate possibilities over the coming decades that we can at present hardly imagine. Five areas stand out. The first is the quest for provenance, or the identification of where raw materials and objects came from.56 This deploys a range of chemical isotope and geologically based techniques. Its clearest successes are associated with materials of restricted natural occurrence. One example is the research on distinctive stones like obsidian, which is found in fewer than a dozen major outcrops in the circum-Mediterranean region, and whose superb cutting qualities ensured that it was in wide demand.57 Analysis of the clays and minerals in pottery is equally insightful; extraordinarily, we know, for instance, that a particular type of container for oil or wine on the Uluburun shipwreck was made in the Mesara region of Crete and that very similar pots, perhaps made by the same potters, ended up in a royal palace on mainland Greece and at a settlement on Sardinia, the latter some 2000 km (1250 miles) from Uluburun.58 More controversial, if vitally important, results come from the analysis of metal artifacts, ores and the by-products of metallurgy; not only are the techniques complex and less self-evidently lucid, but metals are highly prone to mixing through recycling.59 The second area is the investigation of ancient technologies, for instance the temperatures reached, recipes used, degree of standardization and fidelity of knowledge transmission.60 A third developing field is analysis of organic residues, mainly of lipids, acids and other traces that can pick up the presence of oils, resins, alcohols or narcotics in the pores of pottery, as well as hints of diet and cuisine from cooking pots.61 A suite of approaches usually bundled together as ‘environmental archaeology’ represents a fourth realm of application that includes analysis of animal bones, seeds, pollen, charcoal and phytoliths (microscopic silicates in plant cells), in pursuit of questions about domestication, diet and consumption, economy and landscape reconstruction.62 The last advance is in the extraction of information from human beings. Here the high-profile strand is mitochrondrial DNA inherited via the female line, and male Y-chromosome lineages.63 Despite exciting claims and counter-claims it must be stressed that, due to the difficulties in extracting ancient DNA, most of the patterns generated derive from analysis of people alive today, and we must guard against a host of simplistic assumptions when trying to make links to the deeper past. Less trumpeted but at least as promising is the reconstruction of life histories from the physical and chemical information contained in ancient bones and teeth.64 This includes health and diet, status, the timing and nature of traumas or violence, marks of heavy muscular activities like spear-throwing or seed-grinding, and the difference in such respects between men, women and children.
The ambiguous results from some scientific techniques prompt a cautionary note that, while applicable to all archaeological inference, is particularly relevant when archaeology engages with the magic box of science. This is simply that the answers obtained will only be as sophisticated as the questions asked, and many of the questions that we are interested in cannot be solved in this way. It is one thing to establish that something moved from A to B, but quite another to explain the desires or ‘needs’ that made it worth making the transfer in the first place, the social milieux and means of procurement that effected this (direct collection from source, raiding, profit-oriented trade or gift-giving, to mention just a few options), the value of the substance transferred, the timing of the transfer within the artifact’s overall cultural biography, and the way in which it was ultimately consumed. These questions return the ball firmly to archaeology’s court, and must tax both our ingenuity and grasp of past human action if they, and others like them, are to be convincingly addressed.
North Africa, the great lacuna
So much for the present strengths of Mediterranean archaeology. But the riches also embarrass in their uneven distribution. Some of this is inevitable; we cannot wish literacy into being in Neolithic France, or hope for icemen in Malta. But there are imbalances in exploration too. Many of these are minor. To take islands as examples, we know a lot more about those in the southern Adriatic than those in the north, while the first proper survey on Corsica is only recently underway. A few lacunae in time or space are larger and more troubling. Until recently, the Palaeolithic of Turkey and the southern Balkans was thinly attested. Again in Turkey, rescue work along the eastern river valleys doomed by dam-building, coupled with the overlay of later cities, long discouraged work on much of the Mediterranean coast. Albania, parts of the former Yugoslavia and Lebanon are likewise still catching up.
But only a single imbalance is so devastating that it threatens to undermine the integrity of the overall study of the Mediterranean. This is the dearth of information on the early societies of Mediterranean North Africa. A comparable problem faced Braudel in the 1940s. Then, the archives of the Ottoman empire, which controlled over half the circumference of the basin, were still a closed book to Western scholars. Otherwise, Philip II would surely have shared Braudel’s title with his contemporary, Suleiman the Magnificent. Yet Braudel, who confessed that as a young teacher on his first posting to Constantine in Algeria, the ‘spectacle of the Mediterranean as seen from the opposite shore, upside down’,65 stimulated his vision of history, could at least hazard a fair guess, the accuracy of which was later confirmed, that the Ottoman Mediterranean ‘lived and breathed with the same rhythms’ as the Christian. In the case of early North Africa, we cannot be so sure that a similar statement would hold good, and indeed exasperatingly inconclusive indications hint that it would not.
In the Nile Delta, some 17,000 sq. km (6500 sq. miles) in its present form and accounting for roughly half Egypt’s arable land, the problem is only moderately severe; we do know a certain amount, even if we suspect that it may be misleadingly little. In the remainder of Mediterranean Africa, however, it is chronic, despite a nearness measured by dust from the Sahara that falls as red rain across southern Europe [1.13]. In fact, it has become standard practice in most writing on the early Mediterranean to tacitly more or less ignore most of the southern flank from the end of the Palaeolithic until the arrival of Phoenician and Greek settlers.66 Nor can the blame be laid entirely at the door of Mediterranean scholars, for most African archaeologists equally ignore this sector of the continent’s rim. From a Mediterranean viewpoint, this is a disaster. For the fertile zone between Tunisia and the Atlantic (whose Arabic name, the Jazirat al-Maghreb, means ‘the islands of the west’, an interesting way of conceptualizing this in-between region) contributes around a quarter of all the land in the basin, while the coast from Alexandria to Ceuta (Africa’s Gibraltar) claims a sizeable proportion of its shoreline. Whatever did or did not happen here, we can hardly afford to simply avoid its history.

1.13  The proximity of Africa. During a seasonal reversal of the prevailing winds, a plume of red Saharan dust is blown north across the mid-Mediterranean narrows, smothering Sicily, parts of Italy and reaching towards Greece.
What accounts for this dearth of information? Part of the answer may be a lack of looking. But despite the prejudices of some Classicizing thinkers (the Swiss writer Emil Ludwig notoriously claimed in 1942 that ‘to the life of the Mediterranean, the Acropolis is more important than the whole history of Morocco’),67 under colonial rule a good deal of archaeology of the early periods was undertaken in the Maghreb. The Frenchman Gabriel Camps, in particular, became a staunch advocate of North African archaeology and Berber culture.68 In Cyrenaica (currently better known as the hinterland of Benghazi), a British team excavated the huge Haua Fteah cavern in the 1950s, documenting 14 m (46 ft) of deposit that still represent North Africa’s master sequence from the Palaeolithic to the Greeks [1.14]; the cave has recently been re-excavated.69 There was also great interest, albeit based on flawed premises, in trans-Mediterranean contact across lost land-bridges. One relic of this is the hybrid term ‘Iberomaurusian’ for the Maghreb’s last Upper Palaeolithic phase (see Chapter 4). Moreover, some of these connections were thought to run from south to north; for instance, various early scholars considered the Capsian phenomenon in the Maghreb (see Chapter 5) to be a progenitor of the French Upper Palaeolithic or Iberian Neolithic. The debunking of such proposals in the 1930s heralded a new, much-needed chronological rigour, but also hastened an investigative divorce between south and north.70

1.14  Haua Fteah (‘great cavern’) lives up to its name in this image from the 1950s excavation by a British team.
The next major shift came with the political independence of the North African nations, mainly in the 1950s but only in 1962 in bloodily contested Algeria. Numbers of active foreign archaeologists fell, most dramatically in Algeria, which embraces the largest share of the Maghreb facing the Mediterranean. Many of those who continued pursued external agendas, either early matters of human origins, or later ones such as Roman imperium. With its origins as a colonial practice, and the grand Greek, Roman and early Christian remains felt to be emblematic of alien rule, archaeology struggled to put down local roots and to claim funding in nations with other priorities.71 Apart from the touristic asset of Roman ruins, the antiquities favoured since independence have tended, understandably, to be representative of non-European achievements, especially Carthaginian, Numidian and Islamic monuments. Recent initiatives in Tunisia, Libya and Morocco are encouraging, but the fact remains that in comparison to the meteoric advances elsewhere in the Mediterranean over the last few decades, our knowledge of the early history of the southern flank west of Egypt has virtually stood still. Our reaction to this parlous state of affairs should, of course, be to try harder rather than to avert our gaze, and at least to offer some heuristic interpretative options.
Yet the low archaeological profile of much of Mediterranean North Africa may not be entirely due to a lack of prospection. Perhaps, at certain periods, its history was differently constituted from that of the remainder of the basin; if so, to explore it with European or Levantine preconceptions would be misleading. In the coming chapters we shall encounter several indications that this was indeed the case. For the present, two indications from Tunisia must suffice. Had this book opened there, rather than in Kythera, the story would have been radically different. On Djerba, an offshore island twice the size of Kythera, no definite prehistoric sites were found by a recent survey, while the total number of sites older than the 1st millennium BC discovered by recent surveys in this, by North African standards, well-prospected country, amounts to just fifteen.72 Even allowing for biases in detection, this is a minute figure compared with those from the northern or eastern flanks of the Mediterranean, or the 1500 Roman sites located by the same Tunisian projects. Something different surely was going on.
One intriguing hypothesis is that for long periods much of the North African littoral was oriented not on the Mediterranean, but the great continental expanse to its south.73 Its inhabitants concentrated on hunting and gathering of wild resources, and later mobile pastoralism, with little interest in the maritime interactions building up in the remainder of the basin. There are, as we shall see, good reasons to favour this line of thought. Far from implying that history in this part of the world was a conqueror’s prerogative, or that the Maghreb, Cyrenaica and the rest were not in some sense part of the Mediterranean, we shall need to be alert to the idea that the basin’s early history could follow other trajectories than those prescribed in the Levantine and European flanks. But even this begs the question as to why Mediterranean North Africa followed a path less trodden (if we decide that it indeed did). As we shall see, societies in most other parts of the basin seldom rooted themselves so exclusively in the land masses behind them. One suggestion is that geography played an isolating role, notably the combination of a rugged ‘mountain exoskeleton’ facing the sea, adverse currents, and a vast desert to the south that also thrust between the Maghreb, Cyrenaica and other habitable areas, breaking up the coastal strip into a series of widely separated virtual islands.74 This undoubtedly captures part of the truth, but under certain conditions we shall need to recognize a more positive pull from Saharan environments and societies – so much so that we cannot grasp what happened in Mediterranean Africa without venturing far to its south. To answer the paradoxes of early history west of the Delta we shall require more Africa, not less, in our Mediterranean.
In the Nile Delta the problem is different in its nature and causes.75 Egypt, of course, is no poor relation abandoned by African and Mediterranean archaeologists, but a cultural trophy claimed by both. Here, too, we shall gain much by embedding its developments within northeast Africa. But our Mediterranean perspective focuses particular attention on the great fertile triangle where the Nile intercepts the sea. The problem is that the archaeology of this crucial deltaic interface lies under a thick blanket of river silt and much of it beneath the water table, creating problems first of detection and then logistical ones for excavation. As a result, as late as 1988 one expert could complain that ‘our idea of the history of Egypt is therefore the history of the region starting with Heliopolis [at the triangle’s southern vertex] and stretching further south deep down into the Sudan’.76 He might have underlined too the danger of imposing a misleadingly uniform version of Egyptian history, derived from the Nile Valley, onto the potentially different world of the Delta. Since the 1980s a few windows have started to open up (the largest, at Avaris, has been mentioned already), though to this day most of the exposed areas remain limited. Even these reveal that long before the foundation of Alexandria in 331 BC, a coastal city tellingly described in Roman times as ‘towards’ rather than ‘in’ Egypt, Delta communities could look strikingly different from those of the Nile Valley, and display closer affiliations to their Mediterranean neighbours. One challenging but rewarding task will be to include Egypt in our Mediterranean history, but in a manner that filters it through the lens of this deltaic junction point.
New frameworks: time and climate change
Thirty years ago, the greatest structural revolution underway in early Mediterranean archaeology was a chronological one. Radiocarbon dating offered the first chance to establish stand-alone time frames for every corner of the basin, and to place relative sequences, established by changes over time in styles of pottery and other artifacts, within an absolute temporal grid.77 This was a huge advance on the previous scheme, based on the reigns of Egyptian pharaohs, tied in through Egyptian records to datable astronomical events, and extrapolated across the basin by a cat’s cradle of exports or precarious stylistic parallels. The overall impact, especially after the calibration of radiocarbon dates to achieve accurate calendrical ones, was to lengthen chronologies and alter key synchronisms. Phenomena like the huge stone temples of Malta and the first megalithic tombs in Western Europe, which had often been assumed to be echoes of Egyptian architecture refracted via Mycenae, turned out to be centuries earlier than the pyramids, and proof of independent evolution, thereby liberating the central and west Mediterranean from a presumption of eastern priority. Radiocarbon dating also enabled a massive extension of accurate timescales, for while no pharaoh ruled much before 3000 BC, its limits lie some 50,000 years ago. Half a century of advances in radiocarbon, augmented by complementary or stand-alone techniques like tree-ring dating and others for the still deeper past, now place us in the happy position (aside from such significant fine-tuning as the grand conflict over a discrepancy of a century or so in the 2nd-millennium BC Aegean between advocates of Egyptian-derived versus scientific dates) of being able to employ calendrical dates BC throughout the period on which this book, save Chapter 3, concentrates. A salutary indication of what this advance means, and an ironic one given the seminal status of Braudel’s thoughts on the nature of historical time, is the fact that the major errors, especially in the centre and west, that render parts of his The Mediterranean in the Ancient World obsolete today stem directly from the unfortunate fact that he was writing slightly too early to benefit from its insights; the continued use of wildly erroneous dates garnered from older literature by later historians is less forgivable. One final and invaluable benefit of our secure time frame is that we can begin to liberate ourselves from the artificial period labels that have dominated and cramped our interpretations for too long.
Today, the biggest incipient and future revolution in Mediterranean and indeed global frameworks is a quite different one. For a long time it has been obvious that before the last glaciers retreated, and for much of the earth’s last two-and-a-bit million ice-age haunted years known as the Pleistocene, the Mediterranean looked very different from today. Equally, there are indications of fluctuations even within the ensuing Holocene, the present interglacial (starting around 9600 BC) that we so optimistically designate as a separate phase of world climate – the best known being the so-called Little Ice Age. Indeed several trailblazing projects in the Mediterranean have centred their efforts on the relationship between environmental changes and those seen in the archaeological record, notably a UNESCO-sponsored study of former sustainability in the arid zone south of Tripoli, analyses of desertification in the Vera basin in southern Spain, and most recently investigation of the links between water and human society in southern Jordan.78 Thanks to current alarm over global warming (which will have a dire impact on the fragile Mediterranean), we now know immeasurably more about past climate change, as well as its solar and orbital triggers, and enjoy a good standard of resolution within the basin itself [1.15].79 Earth’s master records come from cores bored into the bed of the Pacific Ocean, refined by others extracted from the Greenland and Antarctic ice. Thanks to similar preservation conditions to those that so enrich its archaeology, as well as its avoidance of the kinds of glacial erasure of the long-term record suffered at higher latitudes, the Mediterranean supplements the overall picture with a rich array of local data. Seabed cores give information on marine temperatures, salinity, ecology, sediments washed off land and freshwater run-off, shoreline data plot the rises and falls of sea level, while lakes and other wetlands reveal comparable insights as well as long pollen records. Tree rings, species of beetle and other fauna, calcitic accretions in caves, stream flows and sedimentation rates increase the data spectrum. South of the basin, cores drilled into now-vanished Saharan lakes prove that although Atlantic weather has always been the principal influence on Mediterranean climate, tropical monsoons also exerted some, perhaps indirect, influence on the southernmost fringes of the basin during the warmest and wettest phases of the past.80 All these proxy sources have their issues, and share the general problem of distinguishing climate-related impact from the signatures of human activity, especially once farming developed on an ambitious scale, but combined they provide many insights into an ever-changing Mediterranean.

1.15  Measures of climate change from 50,000+ to 10,000 years ago, from cores taken in (from top to bottom) the Greenland ice sheet, offshore Portugal, the far western Mediterranean, and Lake Ioannina in northwest Greece. The close similarity between all these is notable, as is the jagged nature of the changes witnessed.
Some strategic conclusions of this research need to be highlighted before we touch on specific details in the coming chapters. Over the long term, climate change in the Mediterranean, as elsewhere, has been the norm not the exception (indeed the only constant is inconstancy), and its tempo could be rapid.81 Even the Holocene, on whose relative quiescence most human achievement has been predicated, has been far from uniform, with shifts between markedly wetter and drier conditions, sharper medium-term oscillations, and a few severe short-term ‘events’.82 One crucial consequence is that the environmental conditions underpinning Horden and Purcell’s thesis are not natural or eternal to the Mediterranean, but a 5000–6000-year phase (with its own sub-phases), nested between a different preceding regime and a future that we can only start to discern. Further back in time, the changes become more dramatic, and continue for as long as we or our ancestors have lived around the basin. None of this in itself turns coincidences between climatic changes and historical processes into proof of a causal connection, but it does engineer a real change of perspective and demand that we give serious attention to such possibilities. Though Braudel mused that climate might be the ultimate source of change, and Childe popularized an ‘oasis’ theory of agricultural origins (by which drought squeezed hunter-gatherers into well-watered niches where they altered their means of food acquisition to survive), the role of climatic factors in the interpretation of Mediterranean archaeology has traditionally been the preserve of a fringe ranging from the speculative to the lunatic, too often used to explain allegedly lurid collapses and consequently studiously ignored by the mainstream. The time has come to bring climate change into the heart of Mediterranean history, and not merely to depict a variably bosky, parched or chilly backdrop, but as an active element in the shaping of life all around the basin.
To do this well, however, we must avoid the naiveties of determinism. After all, we deal with a double translation, from climate (temperature, rainfall and the like) to environments and ecologies, and from these to cultural perceptions of affordances and limits in a temporarily stable or changing land- (or sea-) scape. As one champion of climate-informed perspectives observes, ‘climate is not destiny. It reveals human ingenuity and creativity’; another reminds us that deteriorating conditions can have a galvanizing effect, encouraging innovation as an alternative to conservatism, flight or collapse – a subtler version of Arnold Toynbee’s challenge and response model, whose excesses Braudel once lampooned as reducing the role of environment to ‘that attributed to the cane in some English public schools: a severe but effective moral tutor’.83 In fact, circumstances are everything. The impact of environmental change on people typically depends on its rapidity, magnitude, duration and frequency. Frequent short fluctuations, even if severe or sudden, are predictable risks that encourage built-in resilient responses to enable them to be ridden out. Rare, unprecedented or massive ones are far more likely to be unanticipated, overwhelming and a trigger for social change. Moreover, individuals and communities confronted with similar phenomena might react very differently. This is partly a matter of perceived advantages and threats; for controllers of the food supply a drought could initially be seen as an opportunity to accrue power, only becoming the disaster it already seemed to less fortunate people if it became prolonged. But it also depends on how threats to ways of doing things, and measures to combat these, relate to the strategies of leading people as well as wider ideology. A climate-induced threat might be attributed, for example, to divine wrath, stimulating a greater investment in religious activities and thus accelerating the consumption of resources. Neighbouring groups can also be differentially locked in or flexible in this respect, and variably survive, transform or fail. None of this should come as a surprise, given the current inability of governments and citizens to substantially alter behaviour that is advantageous in the short term, in the face of overwhelming signs of global warming, even when the evidence comes from science, one of the most persuasive ideational frameworks in the contemporary world.
There is one final inverse rider to add: while appreciation of the influences of environmental change upon human societies is growing in sophistication, the accusation of catastrophic human impact on past environments is receiving more sceptical treatment, despite recent popularization; we shall encounter very few cases in which only Mediterranean people managed to inflict really serious damage in this respect.84
The present danger
Last but far from least, we must consider how the Mediterranean’s early past relates to the basin’s troubled present. What threats does its archaeology face today, and how might better understanding of the past help, if not to solve current problems, at least to place them in perspective, and encourage the creation of a more tolerant, viable future? To start with the first question, the Mediterranean’s archaeology is certainly in dire need of effective defenders, thanks to the cruel coincidence that places one of the world’s hotspots of archaeological riches over a cluster of economically modest to poor nations often swamped by the challenge. Among the physical threats the most universal are consequences of development. Modern farming, mainly in lowlands densely occupied for millennia, must have destroyed tens of thousands of archaeological sites over the last few decades, frequently without any record. Headlong urbanization, often over ancient centres, continues apace; a third of Greek nationals live in Athens. Added to this are the exponential demands of mass tourism, both global and internal, which have encouraged unfettered building in places such as the south of Spain [1.16] and coastal Turkey, and leave huge swathes of other landscape bungaloid. Mediterranean tourism began in Roman times, and Edward Lear already grumbled about a trickle of tourists to Paliokastritsa, his favourite beach on Corfu, in the 1860s, the decade that saw the first Thomas Cook tours to Egypt. But today the Mediterranean attracts, for the notorious four esses of sun, sea, sand and sex, more annual visitors than its standing population, and unsustainable multiples of this ratio on the most popular islands.85

1.16  The threat to the archaeology and broader environment of the Mediterranean coastal zone from large-scale development and mass tourism is inescapable at Torremolinos in southern Spain.
All these factors impact disproportionately heavily on the coast and immediate hinterland, the membrane between sea and land where the battle for environmental sustainability and against pollution will also largely be fought (where it is not already lost), and where archaeology urgently needs to forge common cause with the wider conservation movement.86 According to one estimate, almost a fifth of the Mediterranean coastline lies under concrete or tarmac, with this proportion approaching half on Mallorca. It is easy to criticize, and to forget that there is little alternative to intensification in places where population densities have climbed to planet-leading spikes of over 1000 people per sq. km (or more than 2500 per sq. mile), as in the Nile Delta and tiny, overloaded Malta (the very highest densities, in Gaza and Monaco, reflect freak conditions, one tragic, the other ludic, while at only 20–30 people per sq. km (or 50–75 per sq. mile), coastal Libya and Corsica represent the other extreme).87 Equally, even if tourism eventually proves fickle as monocrop, its income prevents abandonment on many of the islands, encourages well-managed interior landscapes, and contributes heavily to the incomes of Cyprus, Malta, Israel and most of the North African states. Yet the impending crisis cannot be ignored; the current generation may, according to one seasoned observer, prove to be the last to witness a reasonable archaeological record in the Mediterranean.88 To give two dismal examples, on the Croatian tourist island of Hvar, 30 per cent of all prehistoric to Roman sites have been destroyed or damaged (including those within protected areas) and 65 per cent of its shipwrecks looted,89 while during post-civil war reconstruction in Beirut, a city atop precursors going back millennia, 90–95 per cent of the area cleared in advance of building was bulldozed without archaeological supervision, a disastrous ‘memorycide’ for a nation learning how to live with itself [1.17]. In the chilling phrase of one of the bravest chroniclers of Beirut’s travails at the hands of the developers, the new city rising from the ashes is a ‘lobotomized phoenix’.90

1.17  Map of central Beirut, showing the extent of archaeological excavation and of destruction without such documentation during rebuilding in the wake of the last civil war.
These multiple pressures mean that archaeology bids for its place and share of resources against stiff, sometimes invincible, competition from other local, national and multinational interests. This is hard enough when a well-known site is concerned. Examples of popular sites whose visitation has been planned to enable their survival as well as public access include the subterranean labyrinth of Hal Saflieni on Malta [1.18], and the modern walkways around the above-ground maze of Knossos, where some 600,000 visitors each year were trampling the soft gypsum pavements and stairs to oblivion.91 In the more common circumstance where the site is barely known to the public, or newly discovered and of unexceptional potential, the battle to achieve even basic documentation before destruction can be far tougher. Hardest of all is the effort to preserve coherent landscapes that might present, for example, an ancient city and its cemeteries, or a sacred site in its setting, as an integrated whole. Overall, the most successful and ethically resolved attempts have engaged hearts, minds and interests at diverse levels, starting with local people, and shown the remains of the past to be an asset to all parties rather than a burden, and that have presented a site accessibly, preferably with finds in a nearby museum rather than a national, let alone, foreign, capital.92 All this, of course, costs far more than is normally available; a protective shelter may cost as much as an excavation. But the consequences of failed dialogue are seen in the ongoing tide of destruction, even if they are seldom as well studied as the case of the Maltese temple at Mnajdra, where a brief communication breakdown in 2001 created a pretext for one disgruntled interest group to spray-paint and dynamite the giant stones.93

1.18  State-of-the-art visitor management at the vulnerable underground burial complex of Hal Saflieni on Malta, one of the island’s World Heritage Sites. Educational spaces, walkways and the upper levels of the archaeological monument are visible; below this, small groups are guided through a network of chambers and tunnels carved out of the rock some 5000 years ago.
A different physical threat, for which the battle for hearts, minds and interests is equally engaged, comes from the looting of objects to be sold on the international art market.94 Classical remains have generally been worst affected, but hard-hit older categories include the marble Cycladic figurines hailed by Moore, Brancusi and their like as inspirational [1.19] or the Sardinian bronzes already known to the Comte de Caylus. Increasingly, almost anything that fetches a few dollars is fair game in a rapidly growing market. Like tourism, looting is nothing new. As the vast holdings of antiquities in north European and American museums attest, the Mediterranean has been haemorrhaging its material past for several centuries, through means variously illegal, illicit yet tacitly sanctioned, imperially decreed and occasionally even locally permitted. But none of this excuses the present tidal wave, which is explicitly illegal by national and international laws, destructive of a finite resource, tied to sleazy big business measured in hundreds of millions of dollars (second only to the drugs and arms trades), and often operates as an outrider of war and its aftermath. Moreover, we are now aware exactly the degree to which looting kills history by generating objects that can only be appreciated in isolated terms, stripped of their associations, and leaving in its wake sites so ransacked that often little sense can be made of them. Part of the battle involves engagement at the source, with picaresque characters like Angelos Batsalis, nicknamed ‘Niotis’ (‘of Ios’), a cobbler, folk poet, drug-dealer, forger and looter in the Cyclades, or an Italian equivalent who boasted of robbing 4000 Etruscan tombs.95 But while rural poverty endures this will never be enough. During a depression in the late 1980s and following the first Gulf War, Jordanian farmers dug countless ancient cemeteries ‘as if they were tomato farms’, simply as a source of income and without a thought for the future benefits that abstinence might bring.96 Real breakthroughs will need to come at the demand as well as supply end, with legal strictures on marketing antiquities of dubious origin by dealers and auction houses, and a change on the part of the collectors (both individuals and museums) whose desires, however laudable in their own minds, sustain the tragedy.

1.19  Fragments of marble figurines of the 3rd millennium BC, part of a still larger number said to have been looted from the small Cycladic island of Keros and now largely dispersed into private collections. Subsequent archaeological fieldwork at the site has confirmed the unique frequency of such finds there, but the contextual integrity of these examples has been destroyed forever.
And what of the manipulation of the Mediterranean’s past for political ends, to create docile subjects, fervent patriots or sectarian zealots?97 Again, the darker side of the present offers a searing riposte to the patronizing complacency of those outsiders who persist in viewing the Mediterranean as simply a nice place in which to holiday. Lebanon’s penultimate war killed 5 per cent of its population (equivalent to 3 million Britons or 16 million Americans); the conflict continues, hot and cold, in the disputed ‘Holy Land’ to its south; wounds in the former Yugoslavia close too slowly; Cyprus is still divided by its drab Green Line; Picasso’s Guernica returned relatively recently to a democratic Spain; and at the time of writing the Arab Spring hangs in the balance, while four economies north of the sea hover on the critical list, and African refugees risk their lives to reach the Italian island of Lampedusa, along a route opened some 8000 years ago in boats at least as seaworthy [1.20]. Just slightly further back in generational time lurk other memories of civil wars, the commonly violent birth of over a dozen sovereign states, and torture, exile and ‘ethnic cleansing’ at the hands of authoritarian regimes all around the basin. Moreover, history is sure to stay very much alive in a theatre whose population has plateaued in the north but is predicted to grow fivefold between 1950 and 2025 in the south, where African nations’ GDPS are barely an eleventh of those in the north, which contains two resident nuclear powers, which is running out of fresh water even before global warming hits home, through which passes a third of the world’s oil and thousands of its economic migrants and refugees, and which is shared between Christian, Islamic and Jewish communities among all of whom exist militant groups whose rhetoric asserts the impossibility of cohabitation.98
   

1.20  North African economic and political refugees crowd a small boat brought to land at the tiny outlying Italian island of Lampedusa in 2011; in recent years, many others have not survived the crossing in unseaworthy craft.
   
The manipulation of the Mediterranean’s past has long been standard practice at the imperial, national and provincial scales, indeed it is the very distance of the past from the present that tempts people to treat it flexibly. Xerxes, Alexander and Sultan Mehmet II all visited what they believed to be Troy to declare vengeance for the East or victory for the West, a tradition reworked into a pleasanter vein by the plans for an international peace park linking the battlefields of Gallipoli and Troy across the Dardanelles.99 Under colonial rule, supposed archaeological affirmation of localized identities might be deliberately fostered to distract from more dangerous affiliations, hence the concept of an indigenous ‘Eteocypriot’ as opposed to Hellenic archaeology during British rule on Cyprus, and the implied equation between ancient Phoenicians and modern Maronites during the Mandate period in Lebanon.100 But such sentiments can also evolve internally, against resented nation states. Intriguing instances come from several large Mediterranean islands. In 1979, 30,000 inhabitants of Heraklion in Crete blockaded the town’s museum in order to prevent Minoan objects leaving for an exhibition in New York and Paris, a loan brokered by an unpopular government in Athens.101 Members of the Sardinian independence party are known as ‘nuraghisti’, a nickname taken from the island’s distinctive Bronze Age towers. Unsurprisingly for a theatre vibrant with recent nation building, the pressing into service of archaeology as an underpinning of national identities has been commonest of all, although attitudes to the earlier past vary from Greece, where it is invested with such symbolic capital that it verges on archaeolatry, to countries where its association with vanished inhabitants (in Spain popularly thought to be ‘Moors’) renders it of less consequence.102 Some of these tendencies seem insidious, others enabling, and the distinction between use and abuse is partly a matter of opinion. But we perpetrate a ‘trahison des archéologues’ if we decline to engage with such debates, challenge how the past is deployed in the present or show how subtler, more accurate archaeological interpretations open up different perspectives from the typically crude visions of the political imagination.103 With such thoughts in mind, what can a pan-Mediterranean approach to the basin’s early history contribute to its present and future, and of what dangers should it be wary?
Certainly, we need to recognize that the in fact only relatively recent usage of ‘Mediterranean’ as an ascription for people is freighted with contentious issues.104 Ever since the decline of Mediterranean economies against those of northern Europe, a trend beginning in the 18th and 19th centuries AD and still relevant today, the term has held ambivalent connotations as an outsider’s stereotype, both of the romantic kind (the land of blue skies and lemon blossom, of spontaneity, hospitality, blood feuds and olive oil, as often caricatured in word, and also paint)105 and pejoratively, to vindicate external domination as the only solution for lands declared to be sunk into corruption and drained of former vigour. Even the unfettered love that Braudel professed for the Mediterranean can seem suspect to a jaundiced postmodern eye.106 Equally, we need to be aware of the nuances that the term can imply among people living there today.107 Often, it denotes a cosmopolitanism opposed to nationalist loyalties, popular among such minorities as Catalans, Berbers, Turks repelled alike by the legacy of Atatürk and the prospect of political Islam, and Maltese intellectuals seeking wider horizons for their island nation. Another use seeks distance from continental neighbours. Thus Israel asserts Mediterranean credentials relative to the surrounding Arab world (and the original homes of many of its people). For certain Egyptians a window on the sea is more defining than the line of the Nile, and for other Africans, both northern and southern, the Sahara rather than the central sea marks the border between Europe and Africa (Napoleon, conversely, allegedly declared Africa to begin at the Pyrenees). None of these views is ultimately right or wrong, but collectively they reveal a desire for more open ways of thinking about political and cultural associations, a need ever more urgent in the light of the basin’s geopolitics now and for the foreseeable future. Here, the big question, as starkly phrased by Joschka Fischer, Germany’s former foreign minister, is whether the Mediterranean in the 21st century will become a sea of cooperation or one of conflict.108 The former, infinitely preferable, option develops the 1995 Barcelona Declaration (followed in 2008 by the Union pour la Méditerranée), signed by the European Union and most other Mediterranean states; this is dedicated to neighbourly relations, pluralism, minority rights, democracy and dialogue over trade, tariffs, immigration, the environment and terrorism. But if conflict prevails, the Mediterranean Sea, to quote The Times of 1992, is set to become for Europe ‘what the Rio Grande is to the United States’, a closed frontier fortified by isolationist European origin myths grounded in Celts or Carolingians, and embittered on both sides by self-fulfilling ‘clash of civilizations’ polemic.
Several specific ways in which the Mediterranean’s early history might help to enlighten the present and future for people both in and beyond it suggest themselves. One is by presenting a portrait of the basin before it became a cockpit of monotheistic world religions, and with the imposed gridiron of national identities and peoples also wrenched off. This portrait would reveal, in the words of one advocate of a more self-aware archaeology in the Aegean, a ‘tapestry of traditions’ rather than the ‘platter of simplistic models of culture history…that has passed as common table fare in much popular archaeological prose’.109 Of course, as soon as the curtain lifts on texts and their accompanying images, we find people on the Nile being defined by their leaders as distinct from, and superior to, those living elsewhere, to the degree that one way of expressing Egyptian kingship was to dominate Levantines, Nubians and others held to be different and illustrated as such [1.21].110 But while this reveals the antiquity of attitudes that remain all too alive and well today it in no way demonstrates that such categories were solid, archetypal or of agreed validity beyond Egypt, which may well be a special and, as we shall see, actually quite complex case in this respect. Without denying the likelihood of various constellations of social, cultural and other identities, early Mediterranean history instead comprises an ever-shifting kaleidoscope of webs of people and practices changing within and between places. It was out of such webs, not as formative, adamantine nodes within them, that the solid groups and boundaries we have inherited and reified arose, gradually and generally late, through a mixture of self-identification and categorization by others. Even these stereotypes were regularly reworked, as they are to this day. The reality instead resembles that expressed in an eloquent sand painting by Yukinori Yanagi, of the flags of all the Pacific nations and their surrounding and colonial powers, into which was then released a multitude of ants. As the ants burrowed, the sand grains shifted, blurring the colours and forms, creating fresh patterns and interpenetrations that subverted the sharp rectilinear order of the original. Our task, at one level, is to release the Mediterranean’s ancient ants and map and interpret their activities with as few preconceptions as possible.

1.21  An example of ancient ethnic stereotyping: Levantines, Nubians and Libyans held down by Ramesses II, as portrayed in Egyptian art of the 13th century BC.
However, it must be acknowledged that even this alternative, interactionist, anti-nationalist and more self-aware vision of the Mediterranean’s past, with its clear analogies to current globalization and consequent ‘glocalization’, is not itself an entirely innocent model to guide the future of the Mediterranean basin, or indeed the planet.111 Already we have implied that the ancient Mediterranean as a human world was not a given, but came into being as a consequence of actions over time, that in this sense it was long in the process of becoming. If such ‘mediterraneanization’ was therefore a dynamic process, it necessarily involved change, often conflictual, and so produced winners and losers, the latter people who, from the former’s perspective, were surely often seen as within, but not ‘of’ the Mediterranean.112 Examples of victims are legion in the context of the relations between Iron Age enclaves and indigenous people that we will explore towards the end of this book, but such issues of gain and loss are sure to have been played out in the deeper past too. To ignore this would create a history as crassly triumphalist, and deceptive, as the worst excesses of nationalism. Overall, as a place of mobility, encounter and flux, the early Mediterranean constitutes a good, instructive, even guardedly hopeful place to study the world. We ignore its past to our poverty and arguably at our peril. But its darker sides will be equally relevant to how its present and future are made, both by people living there and the rest of us.



CHAPTER TWO
Provocative places
Mediterranean centres and edges
‘There are places’, wrote the poet Joseph Brodsky, ‘that, when you examine them on a map, make you feel for a brief moment akin to Providence, places where history is inescapable…places where geography provokes history.’1 The Mediterranean is full of such places and, while avoiding the simplicities of determinism and acknowledging that culture reworks physical spaces, it is manifest that over time these have tended to encourage or discourage certain kinds of activities and decisions by people in their vicinity. The role of the basin’s physical attributes in fashioning its history has been recognized since Herodotus and Strabo. Braudelian geography was a way of getting historical answers, while Horden and Purcell focus on environments and ecologies; in fact, all three help to define a genuinely distinctive theatre. So far, we have looked at the Mediterranean as an idea and a place in which archaeologists and historians work, but we can no longer neglect its physical face. Given the basin’s diversity, such an exploration is no easy matter. But without some grasp of the kinds of places in which people lived, Mediterranean history becomes meaningless, whether its concern is the routines of villagers, rhythms of navigation, policies of rulers or fortunes of battle.
This chapter is an interpretative description of physical land- and seascapes. Our ultimate aim is a cultural one and will demand that we ask how people engaged with the Mediterranean’s waters, mountains, animals, plants and minerals, how they exploited its opportunities, modified or adapted to its constraints, and made its dangers bearable. But across the many millennia that will concern us, there were huge changes in all these respects, that need to be traced phase by phase in future chapters, and defy prior summary. Even the physical Mediterranean only gradually reached its current form over our time span, and alters to this day. As alluded to in Chapter 1, the present climate and ecology, that underpin the world of The Corrupting Sea, are only 5000–6000 years old. The outlines of the basin would have been familiar in detail about twice as far back, while despite oscillations in the remoter past between cold periods that shrank the sea and reduced much of the land to tundra or steppe, and wet, warm periods lusher than today, a few elements have a longer ancestry measured in hundreds of thousands of years. Even when, over the next four chapters, we encounter marked differences from the portrait that is sketched here, it will be helpful to have this benchmark for comparison.
To start with, we need a working definition of the Mediterranean’s centre and edges. The former is readily offered by the sea in the middle, a ‘peninsula in reverse’, as Trump memorably called it, a ‘liquid continent’ for Horden and Purcell.2 The Mediterranean Sea extends some 3800 km (2350 miles) east to west and between 750 and 400 km (460 and 250 miles) north to south. At 2.5 million sq. km (965,000 sq. miles), it makes up less than one per cent of the world’s marine space. Whether this inclines us to concur with the self-styled Mediterranean islomane Lawrence Durrell that ‘the Mediterranean is an absurdly small sea’ will be decided over the course of this book, from viewpoints as diverse as the Neanderthal and Phoenician, though we can already concur with his continuation that ‘the length and greatness of its history make us dream it larger than it is’.3 From the perspective of our own age, when it has been reduced to a minor gulf of the Atlantic traversable by plane in an hour or two, the challenge will more often be to magnify it; even in the 16th century AD the Mediterranean, as measured by travelled time, was typically two to three months long, and what we would regard as delays and inefficiencies were the standard operating conditions.4 Returning to practicalities, however, even the sea’s extent is somewhat negotiable. Should the Black Sea be included, another 461,000 sq. km (178,000 sq. miles) connected via the slender Bosphorus and Dardanelles? Plato, writing when Greek towns ringed its shores, certainly thought so. But although a close neighbour, and far more than the Mediterranean’s backyard, the Black Sea has a notably more equable, continental environment, a totally contrastive maritime aspect (it is effectively islandless, for a start) and, partly as a result, a different early history from the larger basin.5 What, too, of the ‘Mediterranean Atlantic’ beyond another long, if broader, strait at Gibraltar?6 This was later a key zone in the conversion of Indian Ocean-derived sailing technology and holy war for the conquest of the western ocean and the Americas. Pragmatism offers a solution here, for apart from tendrils extending along the coasts of Iberia and Morocco, maritime ventures in this arena only began at the very end of our time span. To summarize, then, the expanse of sea from Gibraltar to the Levant, and the Gulf of Sirte to the head of the Adriatic, sets our central stage.
Edges are not so easily decided, save perhaps in the furthest west. Elsewhere, they need to be sought within the surrounding land masses, dividing terre marine (in Boccaccio’s eloquent oxymoron) from the non-Mediterranean.7 Intuitively, we sense that they should fall somewhere short of temperate Europe, the Sahara and the north Arabian desert, but at a finer grain various options present themselves, none of which is entirely satisfactory and applicable in all directions. Braudel wrestled with this and came up with the famously elusive answer that the Mediterranean had a hundred frontiers. As critics have remarked, however, we need a firmer idea of when we are, and are not, in the Mediterranean, if the basin is to have much meaning as a focus of analysis. Several options remain even if we exclude more ideational definitions (Braudel’s economic frontier that embraced Spain’s American colonies, for example, or the intellectual one that had Goethe already there before he left Frankfurt), and ignore such modern political conundrums as the case for Portugal and the consequences of Yugoslavian disintegration.8
The most popular approaches invoke climate, vegetation and topography.9 A look at their strengths and weaknesses proves none better than the other, but it does reveal an encouraging tendency to braid and overlap [2.1]. The technical definition of a Mediterranean climate is a particular variety of semi-arid regime in which winter rainfall predominates (ideally threefold) over summer levels, and where summers are hot, and winters mild to cool. In the present case, and including the sea, this describes an area of 6 million sq. km (2.3 million sq. miles), certainly centred on the basin, but extending west to the Canaries and east to the Caspian, near Tehran. Similar, but more tightly defined, is a Mediterranean delineated by plants. Various species have been recruited to this end; the most iconic is the olive, a frost-sensitive tree that needs the summer drought to produce its oil-rich fruit, and which for some possesses a mystical potency. Witness Durrell in purple torrent: ‘The whole Mediterranean – the sculptures, the palms, the gold beads, the bearded heroes, the wine, the ideas, the ships, the moonlight, the winged gorgons, the bronze men, the philosophers – all of it seems to rise in the sour, pungent taste of these black olives between the teeth’; or more gnomically, Aldous Huxley vaunting this tree as ‘symbol of a classicism enclosed in a romanticism’.10 Climate and olives produce some plausible results, but cut off the head of the Adriatic and exclude drier stretches of the African shore as far as the Levantine border. Such definitions are also vertically challenged, for they omit Mediterranean mountain tops; olives grow up to just 300 m (1000 ft) above sea level in northern Italy, even if somewhat higher at around 1300 m (4250 ft) in southern Spain. Edges of this kind are also susceptible to redrawing by quite minor shifts in climate; during the 2nd millennium BC, for example, people on the Anatolian plateau relished local pig fat in place of olive oil, but by Roman times olives grew only a little further south in the upland city of Sagalassos, where, however, they cannot thrive today,11 and an olive is currently in fruit outside the window of the room in London in which I write.

2.1 Braiding Mediterranean boundaries explored by rainfall, plant life and river drainages.
What about the limits of what Australian Aborigines would call the ‘saltwater country’?12 A circum-marine definition is attractive, and serves better than climate and vegetation along the African coast. But how broad a strip should we include? Modern writers plump somewhat randomly for between 50 and 150 km (30 and 90 miles). Under Greek and Roman communication conditions, distances in the lower part of this range are cited by ancient sources in relation to the legal writ of decrees connected with the sea and coast.13 Another informative approach is to delineate the land that trends towards the sea, defined by the watersheds of rivers and streams flowing into it, though this hits trouble where climate and olives did too: in eastern and central North Africa, not least at the terminus of the Nile.14 The Mediterranean can undoubtedly claim the great coastal oasis of the Nile Delta on grounds of adjacency and seasonality, though barely rainfall, which is less than 200 mm (8 in.) per year in Alexandria and down to 25–30 mm (around 1 in.) at Cairo. Yet the remainder of the river, at 6650 km (4130 miles) the world’s longest, belongs to an utterly different African world, fed by lakes and summer monsoons far to the south.15 Hence the marked dissonance between the Nile’s seasonal rhythm and that of the rest of the basin. Until modern damming, the surge of revitalizing Nile floodwaters and nutrients reached the Delta in September, having taken a month to traverse Egypt, then slowly receded until the start of a dry season early in the year.
The search for edges finds no single answer, but rather a distinct if fuzzy zone of transition. For Horden and Purcell this creates a gradient as common denominators cease to combine in full strength,16 something intuitively obvious from plentiful hints to those travelling into or out of the basin. One corollary is that entering or leaving the Mediterranean can result from incremental movements as well as conscious journeys. A best fit for the various edges in fig. 2.1 suggests a terrestrial Mediterranean of some 2.3 million sq. km (900,000 sq. miles), a coincidentally close match with the extent of the sea, plus perhaps around 10 per cent more if we include the zone of fall-off. Over a quarter lies in the Maghreb, a fifth in the Iberian peninsula, slightly less apiece in Italy and the Aegean, and the rest comprises coastal strips of varying width in the south of France, Dalmatia, southern Turkey, the Levant and northeast Africa, as well as the islands set in the sea.17
This flexible solution has the further advantage, as we turn to contact zones between the Mediterranean and regions beyond, of easing the transition and stressing a distinction between edges (blurred but real) and barriers (much rarer). The basin has never been a sealed space, and several key elements in its development are external in origin, if subsequently localized in their application and adaptation, a truth illustrated by the non-trivial fact that numerous ingredients of what we think of as Mediterranean cuisine derive from the Americas or South Asia, and bear little relation to the suite of foods available a thousand years ago, let alone further back in time. ‘The edges’, as Purcell says, ‘alter the contents’, a maxim that will hold true from the beginning.18
The maritime contact zones between the Mediterranean and its neighbours are few and marked by straits and swift currents that require skilled seamanship to exploit effectively, but those on land vary much more. On the European side the boundary is porous. This is particularly true of the swathe of uplands across Iberia and southern France, though a few river valleys do concentrate movement: those of the Ebro, Aude and its Atlantic partner, the Garonne, and above all the turbulent Rhône, a river hard to navigate, but that slices a lowland corridor through the massif dividing southern from temperate France. Further east, the serried walls of the Alps form a belt 100–200 km (60–120 miles) thick that wraps around the head of Italy, here sharply dividing the Mediterranean from central Europe. This can be bypassed along the corniche of Liguria and coastal Provence, or to the east via the Friuli–Ljubljana gap, which gives access to the central Balkans. But even the Alpine wall is perforated by some twenty seasonal high passes. Given favourable circumstances and incentives, Mediterranean trans-Alpine links are perfectly achievable. Moving further east again, the lower but extensive ranges of the southern Balkans and western Anatolia create another broad edge-zone. Here too, we can pick out corridors and impediments. The dearth of passages through the southern Balkans, save for those carved by the Vardar and Struma, might deflect connections towards a circuitous route via the Black Sea and up the Danube, which also opens up the Russian steppe and the Caucasus. By contrast, the uplifted rectangle of Anatolia (equivalent to the Iberian Meseta at the other end of the basin), with its westward and southward flowing rivers, is often invoked as a land-bridge between the Levant and Europe, an isthmus between the Mediterranean and the Black and Caspian seas, and, inside the basin, an alternative to the sea-route between the Levant and Aegean. We should, however, beware a tendency to think of such regions just as places of passage – few people live on bridges, and we shall see that Anatolia heaved with activity.19
On the African flank east of the Maghreb the land is generally low lying and countless small seasonal wadis run seaward. Here, the pattern of routes in and out of the basin is controlled not by physical relief, but conditions in the Sahara. In its present state, as 9 million sq. km (3.5 million sq. miles) of hyper-aridity, dune-rippled ergs (sand-seas), hard desert and high mountains, the Sahara constricts movement to routes marked by strings of oases, and to people and animals able to tolerate intervening conditions. But as we shall see, the Sahara has not always worn this aspect. Kinder climates open up an immense front along the southern side of the Mediterranean, that could engulf the coastal fringe in a different, continental universe. And in the northeast corner of Africa, the Nile provides the longest corridor of all, and one at least semi-resilient to changing conditions in the Sahara. As a conduit of movement in and out of the basin, the Nile enjoys a fortuitous combination of qualities.20 Even at its lowest, the river runs north at 1.8 km per hour (slightly more than 1 mile per hour), a speed that quadruples at the annual flood. In antiquity the 900-km (560-mile) river voyage from Thebes to Memphis took under two weeks with the current. The prevailing winds, moreover, blow from the north, so that once sails had been introduced, journeys upstream were equally straightforward. Furthermore, the Nile is fringed by a strip of valley land between 2 and 17 km (roughly 1.3 and 10 miles) wide, a food-producing cornucopia. Small wonder that the Nile proved a more favourable axis of movement, until late in our history, than the similarly aligned Red Sea, with its winds, shoals and dangerous shores, or the overland route along the Hejaz, the dry west coast of Arabia.
Between the Nile Delta and highland Anatolia lies one last vital contact zone. The Levant constitutes a derisory 3.3 per cent of the land in the basin, but thanks to its wider connections this scrap has repeatedly been of disproportionate significance on the Mediterranean, and indeed global, stage.21 Much of it is hemmed in by a deep belt of arid land, currently desert, that was often used as a marginal hinterland, but (unlike the Sahara) never, until the end of our time span, as a point of access to other regions. Yet at both ends lie slim but vital passages. One runs over the Suez isthmus and plugs into Africa via the Nile corridor. The other, in the north, lies across the Jazira (another ‘island’ in Arabic), a low saddle of grassland south of the Anatolian highlands and a part of the continental, extended lobe of Mediterranean climate. In the west it grades into the Levant, just where major passes ascend into Anatolia. But a mere 200 km (125 miles) from the coast the Jazira crosses the Euphrates, which swings west to lie closer to the sea than, say, Madrid, and enters Mesopotamia. Thence it rolls on to the Tigris, melding to its south into the Mesopotamian alluvium, the boundary being conventionally set where the rains fail and farming depends on riverine irrigation. The Jazira forms a keystone in the great arch of the Fertile Crescent, one of whose horns runs down the Levant, the other into Mesopotamia and the piedmont of the Zagros mountains. While every connection in and out of the Mediterranean influenced its history, these two in the east alone brought contacts with, and eventually combined, radically more potent agents of change. By the later 4th millennium BC a newly pharaonic Egypt was turning the Nile into the central chamber of a civilization, while equivalent developments in Mesopotamia began slightly earlier and then spread across the Jazira. From this time we can no more exclude Egyptian Thebes or the cities of Sumer from our Mediterranean history than Braudel could keep Antwerp out of his. But as we will see, the Levantine exceptionalism that resulted from this mixture of Mediterranean conditions and unrivalled strategic location can in fact be identified far earlier, in this tiny region’s role in the global expansion of humans and their ancestors, followed by the emergence of farming, as well as later, with the rise of several world religions.
Mediterraneans and mediterraneoids
In 1943, at the turning point of the last major imperial war that the Mediterranean has suffered to date, the historian, archaeologist and geographer John Myres delivered the annual Frazer lecture at Cambridge on the subject of ‘Mediterranean Culture’.22 His translation of the Mediterranean as the ‘Midland sea’, although accurate, seems an oddly terrestrial inversion to an English reader (he was, after all, born in Preston, Lancashire). That apart, his lecture still contains much relevant sense, not least in the attention paid to the ‘little men’. ‘What’, he asked ‘are the permanent features of their mode of life, without which nothing could have been achieved, either by gods or by heroes; upon which have been erected noble superstructures; into which, in evil times, Mediterranean man withdraws to recuperate?’ And what justified Myres’s choice of the Mediterranean, if not the gods, heroes and noble superstructures of the standard panegyric? His answer is a simple one, yet arresting; the Mediterranean, he believed, is a ‘geographical region unique as a home for man’. Unfortunately he never set out the grounds for this exalted status and few of the many others who echo this verdict on the Mediterranean as a portion of the earth’s surface have done so either. Those that try to typically fall back on its intercontinental position between Europe, Asia and Africa, a rare distinction but most relevant in later periods, or on the concept of the Mediterranean as a natural crossroads, which it is for birds (many millions migrate over it each year),23 and latterly people, but not to a degree unparalleled on the planet. How, as an initial step in our endeavour to explain the Mediterranean’s remarkable history, might we affirm Myres’s bold assertion more precisely and cogently?
One effective approach is to compare the Mediterranean with those other parts of the world that share its most distinctive characteristics, the inland ‘middle sea’ and the specific climate regime [2.2]. Each draws out the unusual status of the Mediterranean at a global level, and between them they do indeed identify a unique space. Beginning with inland seas, the Mediterranean beats all rivals in terms of size, by more than fivefold the neighbouring Black and Red seas as well as more distant associates in the Persian Gulf, Caspian Sea and Baltic (commonly known as the ‘Mediterranean of the north’, a compliment that is tellingly never reversed).24 It is twice the size of icy Hudson Bay and comfortably exceeds the empty expanse of the Gulf of Mexico. Despite its greater size, moreover, its east–west alignment fosters broadly comparable conditions throughout, which eases the transfer of everything from crops to perfumes, seafaring techniques to landscape know-how, while at the same time including, as we shall see, enough vertical variation to match the advantageous complementarities of, for example, the north–south aligned Baltic.25 A handful of less fully enclosed marine theatres, defined by continental coastlines and strings of offshore islands as a bulwark against the open ocean, are comparable in size, if mostly somewhat smaller, notably the Caribbean, Europe’s Atlantic facade and the South China, Japanese and Bering seas.26 To these we might add the fantastic interplays of sea and land between big islands and small archipelagos in island Southeast Asia and the southwest Pacific. Admittedly, vastly larger quasi-Mediterranean spaces can be identified, too, as the world’s great oceans are themselves surrounded by land. Thought-provoking as it is, however, to consider the Indian Ocean before or after European intrusion, or the circum-Pacific of today and tomorrow, as supersized Mediterraneans, such analogies make little sense until the last few thousand years, or considerably less in the latter case, before the present.27
The Mediterranean is equally unusual in its climate (which we defined earlier as semi-arid, summer-hot and winter-wet) and thence environment. It is, in fact, one of just five ‘mediterraneoid’ areas in the world. The others lie in southern California, central Chile, south and southwest Australia, and Cape Province in South Africa [2.2] – a group for which the provenances of wine offer the best mnemonic, thanks to the friendliness of all to viticulture.28 In aggregate, mediterraneoids make up only 2 per cent of all land on the planet, and owe their existence to highly specific conditions created by oceanic winds and currents off the west coasts of continents between about 30 and 45 degrees north or south of the equator. The Mediterranean is larger than all the rest combined, thanks to the absence of an intercepting north–south mountain barrier near the ocean, coupled with the elongated inlet of the sea, which allow the climate zone to penetrate far inland. Despite the distances between them, evolutionary parallels over the last few million years have produced astonishingly similar kinds of plant life in all the mediterraneoid zones, in particular drought-tolerant, fire-adapted and tough-leaved species. In the Mediterranean proper, this takes the form today of high, dense growth known as macchia or matorral, scrubby garrigue, low, aromatic phrygana, grassy steppe, and evergreen trees such as holm and prickly oak, olive and pine, with deciduous species confined to well-watered areas.29 The fynbos flora of South Africa, the mallee of south Australia and the American chapparal are fundamentally similar.

2.2 The world’s five environmentally mediterraneoid regions (shaded in grey) and its other major inland seas.
Intriguingly, the Mediterranean seems to have raced ahead in terms of social complexity and intensity of interaction relative to inland seas and mediterraneoids in other parts of the world. Starting with comparative thalassology,30 a slower clock for the Caribbean is inevitable given the later colonization of the Americas, but even in AD 1492 it remained less impressive than most of the Mediterranean at the equivalent date BC.31 Despite early seafaring by hunter-gatherers in the Sea of Japan, the take-off came later here, too, coeval with the Classical world and first Islamic empires,32 and similar observations hold true for the Baltic as well as, with a backward stretch of a millennium or so, much of Europe’s Atlantic facade.33 The Red Sea’s navigation appears to have been tied to a pharaonic timetable, although more is surely to be revealed there. The closest matches are the Persian Gulf, where long-range sea trade began in the 6th millennium BC,34 if with less consolidated follow-through than in the Mediterranean, and perhaps the South China Sea, whose earliest maritime contacts remain shadowy.35 In relation to the other mediterraneoids, the contrast is starker. All sustained unusually dense populations of hunters and gatherers, but farming was locally taken up only in one (central Chile, gradually, over the 1st millennia BC and ad), and lapped round another (Cape Province, itself unsuitable for crops needing summer rain, but turned into grazing land by Khoisan pastoralists).36 Well after the birth of Christ, minor chiefs may have arisen in Chile, and large villages of sedentary hunter-gatherers in California provide good analogues for Levantine societies 12,000 years earlier.37 In all other mediterraneoids, state-level organizations appeared recently and in colonial guise, starting in Chile with the Inca around AD 1480 and elsewhere in the context of European imperialism. That all were absorbed by European empires indicates their relative vulnerability as well as the prospects of transferring techniques from the true Mediterranean, and in all cases heavy environmental impact dates back only to these last exploitative centuries.
What made the Mediterranean unique was its combination of these already individually unusual characteristics.38 Coastal California and its offshore Channel Islands are the only parallel, in a very minor key, for coexistence of a mediterraneoid climate and maritime theatre (hardly an inland sea), and it is intriguing that here, from about AD 800 and especially after AD 1150 dense, ideologically charged canoe-borne networks between chiefly communities arose that look similar to formations in parts of the Mediterranean four millennia earlier.39 Add in a third factor, matched only in the non-mediterraneoid Persian Gulf and the seas off East Asia, namely proximity to the cores of two of the world’s earliest civilizations, which emerged just beyond the basin and first communicated through it…and if Brodsky is right, we might anticipate some truly exceptional, and provocative, developments in the Mediterranean’s early history.
A basin is born
The Mediterranean’s form and many of its properties are legacies of plate tectonics, and therefore a temporary conjunction in la très longue durée.40 There is no real beginning to its geological history. In the age of the dinosaurs (250 to 65 million years ago) a warm primordial sea, christened Tethys after the consort of Oceanos in Greek myth, extended over the entire area, linking the proto-Atlantic and Indian oceans, but dividing the African and attached Arabian plates from Eurasia [2.3]. Tethys is still with us: the raw material for the Mediterranean’s gaunt limestone landscapes (recall that in which this book opened), with their red soils and capacity to swallow water and spew it out elsewhere, fashioning caves, springs and poljes, formed as the seabed of this gerontic ocean. There are still Tethyian relics among Mediterranean plant life today. But the defining stages in the basin’s shaping came after the passing of the dinosaurs, when Africa and Arabia (variously joined or divided at Suez or the Bab-el-Mandeb, the two termini of the Red Sea) drifted north towards Eurasia, squeezing the sea between them. They collided in the area of modern Iraq some 15–20 million years ago, severing Tethys into a proto-Mediterranean fragment in the west, and an eastern half that has since shrivelled into the Black, Caspian and Aral seas. Atlantic and Indian ocean waters remained divided here until 1869, when the Suez Canal opened.

2.3 Before the Mediterranean: an approximate geography of the Tethys ocean and surrounding continents during the Cretaceous.
The clash of plates, which continues today as Africa muscles 2 cm (0.8 in.) a year into Europe, accounts for the fundamentals of the Mediterranean’s outline. At the point of contact the heavier African plate slides under the Eurasian, raising and shattering it into fragments, each gyrating independently. From this derives the glaring distinction between the Mediterranean’s generally straight, smooth southern shore (the diving plate) and the phenomenal complexity of its centre and north (the up-thrust, broken plate). The consequent bucklings of the Tethys seabed created the dramatic mountain ranges that run along the Mediterranean’s entire length, whose sharpness and height (regularly 2000–3000 m (6500–10,000 ft), sometimes over 4000 m (13,000 ft)) reveal their youth: on the African side the great line of the High Atlas, Rif and a few outliers further east, in the north the Sierra Nevada, Pyrenees, Alps, Apennines, Dinarics, Pindos and Taurus, the last grading into the Anti-Taurus (with a small spur into Lebanon), the Caucasus, Zagros and onward in a continuous gigantic wrinkle that culminates in the Himalayas. Much of the remaining land is uplifted too. Two-thirds of Greece and three-quarters of Italy are hill or mountain country. The central plateau of the Iberian Meseta lies above 500 m (1600 ft), and much of the interior of the Maghreb east of the Rif comprises high plains. Any sailor approaching the sheer walls of Mallorca’s Tramontana, the White Mountains of Crete or the sabre-line range hanging over Kyrenia on Cyprus soon realizes that most islands are the tips of other, sometimes towering, submarine massifs. Except along the eastern stretches of the North African coast, wisps of high land always hover in clear weather on Mediterranean horizons. No wonder, then, that for one enthusiast of high altitudes, the Mediterranean is not simply the sea between the lands, but that between the mountains.41 We shall see profound changes over time in the extent to which this elevated Mediterranean was visited, exploited or even inhabited by hunters, farmers, pastoralists, traders, lumberjacks and others engaged on ritual journeys.
Conversely, caught between uplifted high ground and the sea, large lowland plains are at a premium, especially on the northern side. Notable examples are those of Languedoc in France, in Italy the Po Valley (carved by Alpine melt-waters), Campania and the Tavoliere, in Greece Thessaly and much of Macedonia, and the Turkish Amuq. Subsidence where plates pull apart or run alongside each other creates many of the most dramatic valleys, or deep inlets of the sea. The longest is that running from the Red Sea through the Wadi Arabah, Dead Sea (the lowest terrestrial place on earth), Jordan Valley, Sea of Galilee, and sky-high Beqaa Valley between the Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon mountains, finally to peter out in the Amuq. This traces the contact line between the African and Arabian plates and forms the northern extension of Africa’s Great Rift Valley. Most lowlands, however, are more modest affairs, typically small basins among the hills, or thin ribbons that string out inhabitants along the coasts [PL. II].
Needless to say, the tectonic clash also explains why the Mediterranean is so prone to earthquakes and punctuated by active, dormant and extinct volcanoes [2.4].42 The northeast and central parts of the basin are worst afflicted, and the Aegean, in particular, is one of the most active parts of the world’s crust, with a fault in the Gulf of Corinth that in aeons to come will rival the Californian San Andreas in its menace. Volcanoes erupt both on land and from the sea, creating havoc, wonder, useful stones and, in time, rich soils. Alongside rapid episodes of climate change, earthquakes and volcanoes testify that natural events can operate on a faster, more devastating timetable than Braudel’s longue durée, and test Mediterranean people’s response and recovery skills to the limit. More positively, along with the impact of limestone (jagged peaks, caves and springs in particular), volcanic craters and fumaroles created strange features in the landscape whose wondrous properties attracted ritual visits from an early date.43

2.4 An eruption of Vesuvius, one of the youngest but most violent volcanoes in the Mediterranean, as witnessed by William Hamilton and the artist Pietro Fabris from across the Bay of Naples on the lit-up night of 8 August 1779.
From a geological perspective, the rest is mere details. By the period known as the Miocene (22 to 5 million years ago), which is also notable for a superabundance of apes that include our ancestors among them,44 the Mediterranean would have been readily recognizable from space. Many of the islands and peninsulas were starting to emerge, if still with unfamiliar forms and connections; Crete, for example, broke off from Turkey some 9 million years ago, carrying with it horses, deer and crocodiles, then disintegrated and foundered, before arising again looking more like its modern self some 2–3 million years ago.45 The blindingly white, soft marl landscapes of many Mediterranean lowlands, so favoured by farmers, are the remnants of more recently uplifted sea- and lake-beds than those earlier petrified into hard limestone. And while volcanism has a long history (the Troodos mountains in Cyprus, for example, are the debris from submarine eruptions as old as Tyrannosaurus rex, later thrust above the surface), most of the now-recognizable volcanoes between Turkey and Italy emerged relatively late, and overlap with the arrival of our close ancestors, or sometimes even our own species, around the shores of the sea. Chapter 3 will pick up the story from here.
Five tectonic consequences
In the meantime, how has tectonic history shaped the Mediterranean lands as places in which to live? We can identify at least five major consequences. Most stem from the first, the astonishingly broken-up nature of the basin’s landscapes. Braudel knew that there were ‘ten, twenty, or a hundred Mediterraneans, each one sub-divided in turn’,46 and fragmentation is elevated to a defining property by Horden and Purcell. The basin is even richer in ‘habitat islands’ than real ones, areas of similarity surrounded by seas of difference that range from the ‘island’ of the Maghreb down to minuscule patches. An afternoon walk on Crete can take one from surroundings reminiscent of Wales to ones more like North Africa.47 Some of this fragmentation operates fractally in a manner that matches the social fractal noted in Chapter 1, revealing similar patterning on the grand through to microcosmic scales.48 Maps display the horizontal fragmentation well, but there are vertical versions too. Around much of the coast, for instance in Spain, where the Sierra Nevada rear over the Costa del Sol, Provence, Liguria, Dalmatia, parts of the Aegean, southern Turkey and Lebanon, environments are stacked one above the other, so that a day or two’s walk from the coast will traverse a ribbon of (in summer) sweltering lowland, then hill country and finally soaring peaks flecked with snow [PL. I]. An experiment conducted to establish areas within reach of early communities in southern Spain discovered that the average change of altitude in a two-hour walk from each was over 700 m (2300 ft).49 In such corrugated landscapes, water seldom travels far; rivers are typically short, rushing and often of little use for boats far inland;50 some never reach the sea but drain into lakes, evaporation pans, marshes or sinkholes. Of course, this fragmentation is not equally intense everywhere. Macedonia, the Negev or the high plains of the Maghreb are less minutely broken up than, say, the Abruzzi or most of the islands. Quantifying such phenomena is challenging, but one approach will be suggested when we turn to examine the Mediterranean’s shores.
Both the overall tectonic history of the Mediterranean and its shattered details influence our second consequence, namely the pattern of Mediterranean weather and especially rainfall [2.5].51 We have seen that the very existence in this part of the world of a semi-arid Mediterranean climate owes everything to the placements of ocean, inner sea and mountains at an appropriate latitude. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the Atlantic dominates Mediterranean weather, with a Saharan input in the south, and another from the Russian steppe in winter, though mountains protect the basin from the worst continental conditions. Most rain clouds enter from the west, which is why the eastern parts of the basin are drier, and the western flanks of each major peninsula tend to be more lush. Coupled with a marked offset in mid-basin (such that, against intuition, coastal Algeria, Sicily, southern Greece and Turkey lie on the same latitude), which places the southeast in a hotter, drier band, this accounts for the general pattern of the basin’s climate. For instance, it explains why the Maghreb enjoys a clement regime, while most of the eastern half of coastal North Africa, as well as Sinai and the Negev, are semi-desert or steppe, with Saharan dunes lapping up to the coast along the Gulf of Sirte. Annual rainfall averages 400–700 mm (16–28 in.) in the northern Mediterranean, and often at least twice as much in the mountains, but it drops to a mere 50–100 mm (2–4 in.) for most of coastal northeast Africa, a level prohibitive to rainfed cultivation.

2.5 The extreme inter-annual variation in rainfall in many parts of the basin is illustrated in this graph of precipitation for the whole of Spain and for San Fernando, near Cadiz. The unusually close correlation between the general and local plots is attributable to the latter’s location on the path of incoming Atlantic weather; once within the basin the relationship breaks down.
But this being the Mediterranean, complexity plays havoc with generalization. Much of this is thanks to the rain-snaring proclivities of mountains. Unlucky Crkvice in Montenegro, where Atlantic and Russian weather meet, is the wettest place in the basin. Mountains can act, in Braudel’s simile, as water towers for lands around their base.52 Without the Sierra Nevada and Atlas, the plains of Granada and Marrakesh would parch,53 but even more striking is Cyrenaica, an uplifted block similar in size to Crete (directly to its north) that catches what rain there is, creating a verdant habitat island amidst the harshest stretch of African coast, known in Arabic as the Jebel Akhdar (‘green mountain’; a miniature version lies further west, in the Jebel el Gharbi near Tripoli).54 Elsewhere, however, mountains can block the rain. Hence the odd fact that the driest sector on the northern side of the Mediterranean is Spanish Almería, close to the Atlantic, but cut off by surrounding peaks. Several of the major lowland plains are also surprisingly arid. Elsewhere, the limestone swallows up water, and it is this, as much as its serrated ridges, that renders the Dinaric range of the eastern Adriatic so daunting. Other limestone uplands, such as the Grands Causses in France and many in the Aegean, have also probably never presented a much friendlier aspect than they do today. The upshot of all this variation is a patchy distribution of rain, often over tiny distances, that nuances or counters the overall trends. And rainfall is equally variable from year to year, with small clouds easily deflected by one place to the detriment of others. Some areas are certainly favoured, but what will actually happen in any given year is very hard to guess. Long-term averages rarely reflect yearly reality, with most locations seeing much more, or alarmingly less, rain fall on the thirsty soil. Drought bites home every few years, and a major deluge might devastate the landscape every ten, twenty or a hundred years. Mediterranean people live in the shadow of this uncertainty, and take precautions accordingly. It is interesting to compare the situation with that along the course of our equatorial interloper, the Nile. This itself is no stranger to fluctuating floods, but these impact uniformly along its length, are dampened in the Delta by a high water table, and compared with the rest of the basin seems a paragon of stability. In later antiquity Egypt’s grain harvest was one of the most reliable elements in the supply strategies of cities.
A third legacy of tectonics generates complexity too, but this time relating to movement. The map of the Mediterranean is full of potential attractors and nodes of communication: islands, capes, gateways between sea and hinterland, passes, straits, and isthmuses for overland travel and transfer from sea to sea, all at a range of scales. It reveals apparent obstacles, too: expanses of open sea, deserts and high mountains that appear to shut off coastlands from the interior, or ring off each plain into cell-like isolation. In all cases, the reality is more intriguing. Geography mattered, but it rarely determined, and although certain points came to the fore often, and others seldom if at all, there were few if any eternal central places even at a local level – a point that chimes in with the interplay and mutual constitution of shifting networks, places and societies (outlined in the previous chapter), which regularly reworked geography’s meaning and significance.55 We should be sceptical of such proclamations as ‘Sicily is the crossroads of the Mediterranean’, or ‘Iberia turns its back on the Mediterranean and faces the Atlantic’.56 However resonant these initially seem, they invariably prove false over the medium or long term. And concerning division, even the mountains, open seas and deserts can serve as highways rather than barriers if the technology and incentives are sufficient; the self-contained Mediterranean terrestrial cell is usually an illusion, a prison only for interpretations.
Under such conditions, few routes are really dictated by nature and proximity need not equate with close relations. There are usually multiple solutions to the issue of travel between points, as the young Theseus knew when planning to visit his father in Athens: by land, sea or both, and by straight line or roundabout route? In this sense geography may provide a multitude of nodes but it also offers chances to short-circuit them. Which wins out in a given situation is decided by the comparative advantages of transport (human portage, pack animals, wheeled vehicles or seacraft of different capabilities), the bulk and value of carried goods, any number of social factors, and a good dose of serendipity. Choices favoured at a given period owed their popularity to specific circumstances, some prominent again today, but many forgotten. Of course, we shall see in the coming chapters that a few routes do figure repeatedly. The cliffs above the Dog River in Lebanon are carved with inscriptions from passing armies, from those of New Kingdom pharaohs to Napoleon III’s troops, but even here there are other possibilities by land or sea for travel between the northern and southern Levant. Likewise, a few key straits stand out, but the intensity of activity across them was far from constant. It is striking that the few really consistent funnels of movement over time tend to lie on the basin’s fringes rather than in the thick of its topographic melee – for example the Nile Valley, the Jazira, and the great defile of the Cilician Gates via which highland Anatolia and the Levant communicate. We return to the subject of routes when we start to look at the sea and how people have moved across it.
The fourth legacy of tectonic history is the profligate existence of desirable minerals [2.6]. On geological maps the Mediterranean parades peacock colours and forms the western end of a long mineral-rich belt extending into the Himalayas.57 Uplifted lumps of seabed are especially rich in rare stones and metal ores, and support unusual plants once broken down into soils.58 The basin’s tectonic formation explains the uneven spread of this bounty, giving advantage to certain regions, and stretching the ‘taskscapes’ of those wanting to acquire them through expeditions or exchange.59 In terms of minerals the major distinction is between their abundance in the north and east as far as Egypt, in contrast to the dearth in the rest of the African Mediterranean. At a more detailed level, the link between mineral formation and intense geological activity places most sources in rugged, upland and often insular landscapes, usually far from the best agricultural land and so again requiring movement to acquire them (ancient Etruria is an exception, blessed with rich volcanic soils as well as abundant ores). Stones and metals recur throughout the chapters that follow, but before some are introduced here, it is worth noting a few other minerals used, or suspected to have been used, in our time span, such as the alum of the Aeolian Islands, bitumen from the Dead Sea, cinnabar in the Aegean, and sulphur from Sicily, let alone clays for potting.
Humdrum stones outcrop everywhere, and even marbles are fairly widespread, but those with special properties, whether hardness, smoothness, colour, gleam or translucency, are much rarer.60 Fine flints and dense stones that take a high polish are mainly found in the mountains, in particular the Alps. In contrast to the plumage and pelts of the tropics, Mediterranean archaeology is fortunate in that many brightly hued substances are durable; one concentration of brilliantly coloured and patterned rocks runs along the lines of the Nile, Red Sea fault and intervening desert (providing red granite, alabaster, amethyst and Sinai turquoise, to list but a few). Volcanism creates hard basalts and other stones for grinding, as well as occasionally obsidian, the ultra-hard, darkly gleaming glass that we have already come across as a calling-card of early seagoers on Kythera and a success story in provenance analysis. All sources of obsidian [2.6] in the basin occur on volcanic islands: primarily Melos and (for speckled varieties) Giali in the Aegean, Lipari in the Aeolian Islands, Palmarola off the Campanian coast, a group of outcrops at Monte Arci on Sardinia and (for a distinctive green variety) Pantelleria, between Sicily and Tunisia. Other sources lie just beyond the basin, on the Anatolian plateau, in the Carpathians and, more distantly, Ethiopia and Yemen.

2.6 The major sources of metals and obsidian in and around the Mediterranean; note the extremely uneven distribution, both overall and of specific minerals, as well as the greater dependency on external sources in the case of tin.
Mediterranean metals are concentrated too.61 Zones with several ores or native metals, many used in antiquity, occur in Iberia, Sardinia, Etruria and Anatolia, the last blending into the Aegean and southern Balkans. Other areas are well endowed with a single metal, notably Cyprus, which, as its Greek name implies, is a major source of copper. Some metals are more widespread than others. Copper is broadly available, with medium or small occurrences even in places like the south of France, southern Levant and Sinai, that are otherwise devoid. Iron, though used only occasionally and in precious meteoric form until the final centuries covered in this book, is widespread too. Silver and gold, however, are more restricted. The former, extracted from silver-rich lead, came mainly from Anatolia, the Aegean source of Lavrio at the southern tip of Attica, and Iberia, with minor possibilities in Sardinia. Gold was collected in its native form and was generally rare, if less so in Anatolia, the Balkans and Iberia. The only prolific gold source lay well beyond the Mediterranean, in Egypt’s eastern desert and further south in Nubia (modern Sudan). External sources are again relevant in the case of one last metal, namely tin, the second ingredient (with copper) of bronze. Small deposits exist in all the basin’s polymetallic regions, often in natural alloys, but there is ferocious disagreement as to whether any were used in early times. Once the Bronze Age began the Mediterranean’s major sources of tin lay in granitic massifs well outside the basin, principally far-off central Asia, and probably the Erzgebirge (Ore Mountains) of Bohemia, as well as Cornwall and Brittany.
The fifth and final influence of tectonics is on biodiversity.62 Mediterraneoids all harbour very large numbers of species, especially plants, many of them endemics that exist nowhere else in the world. The smallest, Cape Province, is richest relative to its size. But the true Mediterranean benefits from lying at a junction of continents and boasts the largest absolute tally, some 25,000 plant species, half of which are endemic – four times the number in the rest of Europe, 10 per cent of those on the planet and including half the world’s aromatics and oil-bearers, all of which helps to place the basin in the top eighteen hotspots of biodiversity on Earth. Tectonics provide the background explanation once again, for over geological time the writhing land and reconfigured seas have repeatedly subdivided ranges, thereby hastening genetic and behavioural divergence. Unsurprisingly, therefore, many of the endemics are found on mountains and islands. On Crete, several plants’ entire global distribution consists of a few hundred square kilometres in the mountainous interior.63 Turning to animals, Corsica has an endemic trout, which it must have retained since it and Sardinia split off from Italy 30 million years ago, while in 2004 DNA analysis confirmed a ‘living fossil’ native mouse on Cyprus.64 Such creatures are survivors of a once larger and stranger Mediterranean island fauna.65 All over the world, encircling seas and confined territory have selected for a slim portfolio of land animals on islands. Good swimmers are disproportionately common, in particular hippopotamus, elephant and deer, whose water-crossing prowess runs to 100 km (60 miles), 50 km (30 miles) and 5–10 km (3–6 miles) respectively, and whose herding habits help a breeding pool to make the transit. Carnivores, at the precarious tip of the food chain, and usually landlubbers, are notably rare. When an island is reached, the meagre pickings encourage bigger species to shrink, sometimes leading to dwarfism. On the other hand, the absence or rarity of predators encourages smaller ones to grow. Other changes save energy, for instance slowness, or flightlessness in birds, and a further acquired trait is naivety, in other words the non-recognition of external killers. At various periods over the last few million years, over a dozen Mediterranean islands sported bizarre morphed bestiaries variously composed of dwarf elephants, hippopotami and deer, giant rodents, flightless birds and other idiosyncratic creatures, in the main swimmers, rafters or (once) fliers, but in a few cases relicts from expansion via since submerged land-bridges [2.7]. As expected, there were few carnivores: a fox-sized canid on Sardinia and a genet on Cyprus.

2.7 An artist’s impression of the dwarfed or outsized fauna created by insularity on certain Mediterranean islands, in this case Malta, and featuring flightless swans and giant tortoises alongside miniature elephants.
What, we might ask, do such weird and wonderful characteristics have to do with early Mediterranean history? The fates of the now almost entirely extinct island animals in several cases dovetail with the earliest human occupancy of their homes, as set out in coming chapters. In botanical terms the answer is of wider currency, for the mosaic of variation across small distances created incentives for people to bind habitats together into integrated landscapes, while rarer scents, resins, fine woods and other vegetal products, with properties ranging from the mouth-watering to mind-blowing, joined the distribution of minerals as a further incentive to draw people into longer-range movement.
This partial portrait of the Mediterranean, built up from overlapping tectonic consequences, reveals in sum a highly distinctive ecology, created out of the forms and properties of land and sea, climate and environment, minerals, plants, animals, and of the interplays between these and one last crucial set of players – the basin’s human inhabitants. On one matter there is universal agreement: the appearance of practically every square metre of the Mediterranean today, save a few remote fastnesses, has been altered, directly or indirectly, by the past activities of people.66 Beyond this, opinions part company.67 Many travellers, artists and environmentalists have concluded that the early inhabitants of the Mediterranean were a disaster, despoilers of an earthly paradise. In opposition to this ‘ruined landscape’ theory, however, an increasing number of modern experts take a cooler look and reply that, whatever the undeniable delinquencies of the present, the actual evidence for such past enormities as mass deforestation and land degradation leading to catastrophic erosion has been exaggerated. Instead, they argue for unconscious yet intimate coevolution over the millennia, with people learning to manage the Mediterranean sustainably for growing numbers of inhabitants, even in periods of substantial climate change, and in response its ecology becoming more resilient than that of other mediterraneoid regions and in fact even more diverse thanks to human manipulation and injection of new species. Without denying specific cases of overexploitation, even quite early, there is much to be said for this latter, historically accretional view of the evolution of Mediterranean landscapes.68 Moreover, unlike most plants and animals, people were not passively divided by the Mediterranean; they actively brought it together. But we have looked long enough at the land; it is time we turned to the sea, to the basin’s central fact.
Periplous: exploring the sea
Just as deserts are far from uniform, so the sea too is variegated. In ancient Greek a periplous entailed the extended navigation of coasts, and description of such journeys; its interminable lists of land- and seamarks, anchorages and travel times, all mentally compiled during our time period and first written down around its end, were means of creating what Braudel, recalling flights in small seaplanes across the basin, called maps ‘made up of memories laid end to end’ [2.8].69 We shall likewise pass high over the sea, and dive beneath it, but must never forget that its main significance lies in movements across its surface. From the earliest days of navigation, these opened up land that was otherwise out of reach or only attainable circuitously, and once efficient, powered seacraft emerged, travel by sea would outstrip that by land in terms of speed and bulk, a lead sustained until the age of steam. The Mediterranean Sea therefore held out the prospect of rolling back the ‘tyranny of distance’,70 or at least of rendering it of very variable significance for sailors and landlubbers. Ultimately, the sea formed a multi-directional, low-friction highway for fast, direct communications (if fraught with risks and hazards of its own), increasingly not just in-between space, but a maritime place and participant in its own right.

2.8 A small modern gulet approaches the line of distinctive islets strung off Cape Gelidonya (the ‘Cape of the Swallows’ in ancient Greek) in southern Turkey, one of the innumerable land- and seamarks that articulate Mediterranean journeys by sea.
We can start with several suggestive facts.71 Just as the basin gets most of its weather from the Atlantic, so the sea relies upon the ocean to its west for survival. The summer heat creates not only a roasting pan for millions of tourists, but also one for gargantuan evaporation. Rainfall cannot make good the deficit. Nor can rivers; only the Nile, Rhône and Po are of substantial size, and they inject just a quarter of the input needed to keep the Mediterranean alive, with a further trickle via the Black Sea from the meandering giants of the Russian steppe. The rest comes from a colder, less saline inrush from the Atlantic. Past Gibraltar the tides that syncopate life on the Atlantic coast fail, save in a few shallow gulfs where rises and falls are detectable – as anyone who has sloshed along a causeway of planks in Venice, or got caught by 3-m (10-ft) oscillations in the gulfs of Gabès and Sirte, will know. The lack of a tidal range gives many Mediterranean shorelines an accessible, vertically compressed aspect.
One consequence of tidelessness, as well as the meagre continental shelf (only a fifth of the Mediterranean is less than 200 m (650 ft) deep, in contrast to almost the entire Baltic and North seas), is that coastal marine life is comparatively poor, save where lagoons or river mouths inject nutrients, and around Gibraltar and the Dardanelles, where the Atlantic and Black Sea pour in.72 This picture changes little as we move into deeper waters, where the seabed is commonly 2–3 km (1–2 miles) down, and as much as 5 km (3 miles) off Cape Matapan, the central tip of the Peloponnese – further from the surface than the peak of any Mediterranean mountain, and recently found to be home to a reclusive population of sperm whales. As early as 1860 an encrusted cable recovered from the seabed off Sardinia furnished proof of life in the abyss,73 but it is again relatively narrowly based because high evaporation makes for a salty sea and salt water sinks, accumulating in concentrations too high for many marine animals. Most fish inhabit the upper levels of the open sea, where they are notoriously hard to catch unless, as in the case of the famous tunny drives off Sicily and its satellites, they come inshore to feed or during annual migrations. As a result fishing, like so much else in the Mediterranean, is an unpredictable business, often shore-based, small-scale and seldom a reliable mainstay, if a useful supplement and from time to time prodigiously rewarded in terms of catch.74
Moving from beneath the waves to glide high above them enables us to appreciate that the Mediterranean Sea is an agglomeration of sub-basins separated by islands and gigantic peninsulas that thrust seaward. Braudel distinguished between a smaller western and a larger eastern half, divided at the channel between Sicily and Africa, where the gap between northern and southern shores shrinks to 145 km (90 miles); Cape Bon in Tunisia is occasionally visible from high ground in Sicily. This primary division works well for Mediterranean Africa, where it separates the Maghreb from the generally dry, low land stretching east to the Nile. But in the north it exacerbates an embarrassing tendency to omit the Adriatic, which is never considered part of the east (and whose archaeology, as we saw in Chapter 1, has suffered from a similarly low profile until recently).75 Preferable is a triple division into a west Mediterranean extending from Gibraltar to Sardinia and Corsica, a central Mediterranean embracing the seas around Italy (a peninsula that can be thought of as a strip of land, or as the parallel coasts of two sub-basins), and an east Mediterranean starting in the Aegean and Cyrenaica.
We can focus in further. Three almost landlocked sub-basins stand out, with narrow passages that lead to open sea: the Aegean, Adriatic and Tyrrhenian. Each of these miniature Mediterraneans differs from the others: the Aegean and Adriatic are similar in size and multitude of islands, but the latter is elongated, with most islands hugging one shore, while the Tyrrhenian is larger, enclosed by island giants as much as continental land, but empty save for a few volcanic specks. These sub-basins will emerge as places where the Mediterranean soon became ‘a sea of close neighbours’.76 But to put them in perspective, they make up only a fifth of the basin’s marine space. Half as much again comprises two semi-enclosed regions, the Alboran Sea in the far west, where Iberia and Africa converge to within 160–70 km (100–5 miles), and the waters between Cyprus, the northern Levant and Anatolia. The majority is very different, with long coasts looking out on empty horizons, the start of the extensive sea deserts beyond sight of land that lurk at several points in the Mediterranean. To give an inkling of the response that such a geography could prompt, the sea on the margins of later pharaonic Egypt was known as ‘the Great Green’, an uninviting empty plain that vanished into the haze save where the low line of homeland curved away in the distance.77
How do the currents and winds swirling between the convoluted masses of land influence movement across these seas? Naturally, much of the answer lies in the changing capabilities of seacraft, but we can offer some preliminary observations.78 The Atlantic injection circulates anticlockwise in sweeping longshore currents and internal eddies (see Topographical Map). Beaches in Gaza and Israel are made of redeposited African sand. Currents are typically sluggish, though at narrows they accelerate, at Gibraltar to 6 knots (11 km or 7 miles per hour), a serious obstacle to ships departing the Mediterranean until recently. In the Strait of Messina between Sicily and peninsular Italy, surges create the whirlpools that inspired the Odyssey’s Charybdis, and attract spawning swordfish from the open seas, as palisades of their decapitated heads in the Catania fish market testify. Save under such circumstances, currents are only a modest help or hindrance to Mediterranean mariners. Far more relevant are the winds, whose names – mistral, bora, tramontana, meltemi, levanter, scirocco, khamsin and many more – conjure up as romantic a response in northern sensibilities as they do a practical respect among Mediterranean navigators. A strong blast can neutralize or reverse the surface current. Moreover, wind direction and intensity fluctuate wildly and unpredictably. True, the prevailing pattern consists of winds from the north, most violent between October and March. But as ever, Mediterranean generalizations are of limited validity. Endless travellers’ tales of frustrated plans and surprise landfalls, bolstered by meteorological data, reveal that the wind can spring surprises pleasant and unpleasant from any point of the compass and at any time. Daily cycles of on- and offshore breezes offer further possibilities for short hops. Atmospheric equivalents of Charybdis concentrate where mountains meet the sea, in the perilous Gulf of the Lion south of Marseilles, where winds hurtling down the Rhône Valley spew out, roaring, and similarly off the coasts of Malaga, Dalmatia, the Aegean and southern Turkey, the last of which boasts the world’s earliest demonstrable shipwreck at Uluburun. On the other hand, in any season the sea can assume a lake-like innocence, with the so-called halcyon days falling in the middle of winter. And these are just the extremes among a spectrum of conditions best insured against, and exploited, by practical knowledge, and those prepared to wait. As a rule of thumb, a safe place to be is far enough offshore to avoid coastal squalls, reefs and cliffs, but close enough to avoid getting lost, and to run for shelter should one of the terrible storms of the open sea gather to seaward. In a small boat, the horizon at sea level lies 5–7 km (3–4 miles) away, but in the final assessment, judging whether this hedging position wastes chances or courts disaster is the mark of an experienced Mediterranean navigator.
These conditions have fostered two theories about the impact of the wind on Mediterranean movement by sea. One argues that prevailing winds, configurations of land and sea, and boat technology combined to encourage specific sea-paths and trunk routes. Certain areas did well, and others were disadvantaged, an acute example of the latter being the African coast, a lee shore onto which boats were easily driven and also fraught with sandbanks and reefs.79 The other instead stresses flexibility of destination within a fickle environment, with expedient goals rather than preordained plans, and points to evidence for this in the eclecticism of early cargos.80 In fact, both options can be sensibly accommodated. For an individual sailing the freedom of choice could be considerable, especially if distances were small and the purpose not tied to a specific place and time. But equally, prevailing winds would, over time, select for particular axes of movement, especially for long crossings reliant on runs of steady weather, as well as choices of seasonally sheltered anchorages, with accumulating knowledge of successful runs encouraging convergence upon them and so the emergence over time, and under specific social conditions, of regular routes and hubs.
To integrate our portraits of land and sea, we need to concentrate where these realms converge, first at the coast and then those special, wraparound coasts known as islands. Coasts are always interesting as places of opportunity, danger, and cultural as well as literal liminality and promiscuity. The Mediterranean’s do not disappoint. Unravelled like the intestine of a blue whale, they are 46,000 km (28,500 miles) in length, more than the Earth’s circumference and a higher proportion of global coastline than the basin’s share of planetary space.81 The northern shore accounts for the vast majority, and the lion’s share goes to the Aegean, one small sub-basin that accounts for an astonishing third of the total, followed by peninsular Italy and Dalmatia. We can usefully quantify and map the coastal indentation that helps to create this [2.9].82 Indented zones of coast occur in most parts of the basin, but the longest and most intricate mass in a few stretches. The greatest concentration is the fantastically convoluted Aegean, though Dalmatia and parts of southern and central Tyrrhenian Italy are also prominent and there are smaller but significant foci in the Gulf of İskenderun, where the Levant swings west into Anatolia, at Gibraltar, and, in North Africa, along the Nile Delta (an unstable shore, however, as we shall soon discover) and coastal Tunisia. In contrast, relatively featureless coasts predominate along the remainder of North Africa, but also in Adriatic Italy, the Levant and to a lesser degree southern France and Spain. What might we learn from this? Rather as the configurations of various tracts of sea allowed preliminary ideas to form about likely kinds of connection across them, the lie of the coasts provides clues as to where land and sea mingle closely enough to prompt and reward maritime over terrestrial travel, in short likely hotspots for early seagoing.83 Conversely, long, straight shores suggest conditions where terrestrial and maritime coastwise movement might remain closely comparable, and competitive, as options.

2.9 An exploration of relative indentation around the coast of the Mediterranean by dividing the coastal zone into equally sized cells and assessing how many surrounding cells also contain a coastal element, thereby creating a proxy for areas in which coastal topography might encourage maritime activity.
Coasts vary in appearance too.84 High coasts in uplifted regions create seamarks and marine vistas, captured by names like ‘Panorama’ and ‘Mirabello’, that might entice people into them.85 Low-lying shore is harder to spot from a boat, poorer in navigational marks, and often coupled with treacherous shoals. The longest stretch of the latter is eastern North Africa (save for the Cyrenaican interlude), then swinging north to where the Carmel ridge meets the sea near Haifa. Rocky shores occupy about three-quarters of the coast. Their appearance can be forbidding, but unbroken stretches without sheltering fissures or larger inlets and other interruptions are rare. Soft shores are more variable in nature and more changeable over time. In addition to beaches and dunes, two other varieties deserve attention, one more common in the past than today, the other quite the contrary, and both, as we shall discover, hiding a disproportionate number of our best-preserved archaeological surprises. The first are coastal marshes and lagoons, exceptionally rich in fish and birdlife, as well as natural salt pans that created a substance of likely importance throughout the past, but whose now visible residue is next to zero.86 In the past century many have been condemned as malarial swamps by ‘progressive’ governments and drained to create farmland; an area larger than Cyprus has been lost in the last fifty years. Their survival in Albania and Sardinia, both spared this aspect of modernization, and to a lesser degree in Languedoc, offers an idea of their former extent. Other major wetlands, we might note, pepper the interior, for instance the crater-lakes of central Italy, the internally draining basins of the southern Balkans and Anatolia, the Ghab depression in Syria, a string of Levantine rift valley lakes from Galilee to the Dead Sea, and the seasonal saline chotts and sebkhas of North Africa.
The second, rarer species of ancient coastal wetland is the alluvial river delta.87 Mediterranean rivers can create deltas largely thanks to slow currents and lack of tide. That they have done so in the past is proven by large underwater cones of sometimes perilously unstable mud rising from the seabed, on which deltas such as that of the Rhône rest today. But this does not mean that deltas have always existed. In their present form, most are relatively young reflections of stable sea levels and high rates of erosion (both natural and human-induced) that provide their raw material; global warming allied with reduced input due to damming will soon spell their death knell. Many are in retreat already, even that of the mighty Nile, which until recent damming was fed by more than 100 million tonnes of river-borne silt each year. When the latest round of delta-building began is a question with many answers. Some in Iberia and most in the east Adriatic date after the end of the Roman empire, but the shifting locations of ancient Priene plot an older seaward march by the Meander in western Turkey, whose delta has advanced 20 km (12 miles) in the past 2500 years, at an average of 8 m (26 ft) a year [2.10].88 Most of the Rhône’s advance was over by Classical times, since when it has subsided as fast as it grew.89 The Nile has performed even more prodigiously. The northern limit of Egypt, where marshy lagoons gave way to coastal dunes and then the sea, was known in antiquity as ‘Reed-thicket’, a name surely ever on the move, and indeed in the last 10,000 years the Nile Delta has grown from a vestigial stub to a fertile triangle 17,000 sq. km (6500 sq. miles) in extent, rivalling the cultivatable land in the valley to its south by the time of the pharaohs, and larger than all but two Mediterranean islands [PL. V].90 Within our time frame, the overall point is that to envision coastal landscapes involves subtracting much current deltaic land. This results in fewer, smaller coastal plains, but also more unclogged creeks and embayments, offshore islets and navigable river mouths than are visible along the smothered modern coast, and therefore far more anchorages for early mariners [2.11].91 Furthermore, a surprising number of currently landlocked sites were once coastal or easily accessible from the sea. Walking the banks of the Guadalquivir in Seville, just beyond the Mediterranean proper, it is hard to grasp that they stand just 11 m (36 ft) above sea level, and close to the point where once salt and fresh water met.

2.10 The march of the Meander delta over several millennia, and its consequences for coastal topography.

2.11 Early photograph of small sailing craft near the mouth of the Yarkon River in modern Israel; even modest rivers might often be navigable or at least offer shelter for the seacraft of antiquity.
As we have seen, certain stretches of mainland coast are so marine as to be almost islands (the Latin etymology of ‘peninsula’). But what of those fragments of genuinely sea-surrounded land on which navigators kept so close an eye?92 By virtue of their location in the midst of the sea, and the startling fact that they enjoy over a third of the total coastline, islands play a dramatically greater role in Mediterranean history than their size (in sum less than 5 per cent of the basin’s land area) would lead us to anticipate [PL. IV]. Even the largest fall outside the Earth’s top thirty – a rare respect in which the Mediterranean must concede to other enclosed seas, notably the Caribbean and those of the East Asian rim. The big five (Sicily and Sardinia roughly tied in first place, then Cyprus, Corsica and Crete), followed at a distance by Euboea, Mallorca, Lesbos and Rhodes, often operated as miniature continents, too large to be comprehended as islands by the eye, and internally highly diverse. Taking 0.1sq. km (0.04 sq. miles) as a cut-off point, there are about 360 smaller islands, most under 100 sq. km (40 sq. miles), and after this trail thousands of islets and reefs. Diminutive scale need not, however, imply insignificance; while some substantial islands, such as Malta, are low-lying, volcanic Alicudi, at 5.2 sq. km (2 sq. miles) one of the smallest of the Aeolian cluster centred on Lipari, thrusts its triangular peak 675 m (2215 ft) into the sky, catching rain clouds and acting as a seamark from afar. Palagruža, a mid-Adriatic scrap that fails the aforementioned qualifying threshold, will nonetheless figure repeatedly in this book.
Because islands are products of the forces that uplift and fracture the edges of the Eurasian plate, or sea-born products of the associated volcanism, the vast majority congregate in the northern Mediterranean, especially the Aegean and Adriatic, whose intricate shores they further embellish. North African islands are few and, save for a few islets off Morocco, concentrate off Tunisia: flat, barely insular Djerba, the Kerkennahs, tiny La Galite and Zembra, plus Pantelleria and the Pelagies (Lampedusa, Linosa and Lampione), which today belong to Italy but are physically closer to Africa. Most islands lie fairly close to the mainland, each other or both. The remotest are the aptly named Pelagies (from the Greek meaning ‘open sea’), at 140–165 km (85–100 miles) uniquely out of sight of major land, their distant neighbours Malta and Gozo, and the Balearics (Mallorca, Menorca, smaller Ibiza and Formentera, the latter two also known as the Pitiusics, and which also lie unusually far from each other). At the other extreme are islands so close to the mainland that they barely qualify at all, including two of the largest, Sicily and Euboea. Places such as these, set beside the Mediterranean’s long, slender peninsulas, blur the division between island and mainland, and raise questions such as whether Sicily is so different from Calabria or Apulia (the toe and the heel of Italy), or indeed the Peloponnese, another compromised almost-island facing different seas and split up by a mountainous heart. Lovely Istria, protruding into the northern Adriatic, has been described as island, peninsula and hinterland all in one. Lastly, the multitude of small islands creates all kinds of patterns: rare singletons, satellites of bigger islands, and archipelagos either dispersed or cheek by jowl, some strung out along the coast, others in discrete clusters, others again festooned between larger land. The last is well illustrated by the coastal Dalmatian islands, Sušac, Palagruža (Italian Pelagosa, which gives a better idea of its open-sea location) and the Tremiti Islands off Italy’s Gargano peninsula, which create a line of stepping stones over the otherwise open Adriatic. In short, most Mediterranean islands are the opposite of insular, at least by stereotypical perceptions of the term, and seldom usefully regarded as isolates.93 Highly diverse, fragmented and linked into wider patchworks of land and sea, islands are accentuated variants of all Mediterranean environments.
We shall return to many of the questions raised about sea, coast and islands in relation to specific developments in the chapters that follow. But standing back, can we discern any useful overall Mediterranean distinctions? Some tendencies certainly emerge, even if they are less than absolute, and the fractal tendency creates miniature replicas in unlikely places of traits witnessed on a grander scale elsewhere. The most salient conclusion is the disadvantaged maritime status of much of the African shore. Save for a few stretches, it is less indented, bereft of alluring islands, poorer in both anchorages and navigational marks, and the prevailing winds beat against it, a suite of factors to add to the other possible reasons for divergence in much of Mediterranean Africa that were proposed in Chapter 1. However, such factors are not unique to the southern shore. Several apply in less acute forms to parts of the Levant, Adriatic Italy and the northwest Mediterranean. For now it is an open question whether we should anticipate less precocious seagoing in such places, or simply more linear, coastwise movement in contrast to the multidirectional networks of, for example, the Aegean.94
The voyage ahead
The Mediterranean is, of course, more than a convoluted mass of land between which shimmers a central sea. It is a place full of people, and the rest of this book asks how this human world came into being, how the changing potential of everything we have reviewed in this chapter – sea, mountains, lowlands, minerals, plants, animals, climate and the rest – was learned, lived and turned to advantage. A broadly chronological approach to this question runs the risk of any narrative, namely a runaway entrainment in pursuit of the rise of this, the acme of that, as well as an exaltation of the new at the expense of enduring practices, but without a sequent framework the staggering range of developments within our remit could never be understood coherently. My hope is that this book’s framework will allow the ways in which deep structuring elements of life in the Mediterranean first coalesced and expanded to be traced, while at the same time sampling the sheer diversity of trajectories, all at as many scales as information allows. Analogies for such an approach come less from writing than orchestral music, in which, within a coherent whole, themes interweave over time, coming and going in various keys or picked up by different instruments, or such paintings as the avowedly symphonic later canvases of Kandinsky and the creations of pointillisme, in which innumerable dots glow in miniature, while combining to create patchworks of related colours and, when we step far enough back, a grander overall image.
The breaks that define the chapters that follow reflect major transition points in early Mediterranean life, some of which, it will come as no surprise, coincide with climate shifts. Naturally, they do not always work equally well in all parts of the basin (it would be rather suspicious if they did), but they do offer a better fit with what was going on than the traditional Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic, Copper, Bronze and Iron labels, which were helpful as first approximations in their day, but connote confusingly different time periods in each part of the basin, often fail to capture the overall structure of developments even in a given region, and are sometimes imposed wholly inappropriately. The sooner this antiquated system is replaced by reference to centuries and millennia BC, the better. For the present, however, we will still need to genuflect periodically to the traditional terms. The chronological tables on pages 10–14 offer a guide to the nightmare of terminologies, and each chapter will rehearse as painlessly as possible those names of convenience still used to refer to particular periods in specific regions. The time spans covered by each chapter shrink progressively from tens of thousands of generations, to thousands, hundreds, tens and finally a mere twelve to fifteen generations in the penultimate chapter, a reflection only in part of the ever finer-grained, more abundant information at our disposal, and more fundamentally of the accelerating pace of overall change.
Chapters 3 and 4 explore how the predecessors of modern humans filtered into the basin, and the activities of our own species up to the end of the last severe glaciation. Chapter 5 covers the huge changes associated with the run-up to, and first millennia of, the present Holocene phase of Earth’s climatic history, especially the expansion of maritime activities and agricultural communities around the basin, plus the seeds of divergent trajectories in North Africa. Chapter 6 is interstitial; it traces the elaboration of such ways of life, which, but for subsequent momentous interventions, might have set the pattern for much of later Mediterranean history. Chapter 7 takes on a series of fundamental changes between 3500 and 2200 BC, and marks a crux. This time span witnessed the drying of the Mediterranean’s climate, and the beginnings of the regime familiar to us today. It also saw the rise of large-scale societies in Mesopotamia and Egypt, and their first impact on parts of the Mediterranean. Many features of later Mediterranean life first become visible in embryonic form at this stage. Dividing Chapter 7 from Chapter 8 is the last climate crunch to hit the Mediterranean, around 2200 BC, but otherwise the division is artificial, because the ensuing and, in the east, extremely glitzy phase (think Mycenae, or Tutankhamun) in many senses represents simply the growth and proliferation of things set in train in the preceding millennium. Chapter 9 explores the new social, economic and connective developments on either side of 1200 BC that enabled the first truly pan-Mediterranean networks to arise. Chapter 10 completes the story, and examines how this world powered up and spread to almost every corner of the basin, quickly and often aggressively. The end-date of 500 BC is chosen not for any deep significance, and in historical terms marks an arbitrary point within a continuum of Mediterranean developments. Rather it aims to dovetail with the ostensibly familiar Classical world, and to invite an onward exploration into that world of the deeper patterns set out in the preceding chapters. Chapter 11 summarizes those patterns as we have seen them coalesce, and formulates a few new questions for the centuries that followed.



CHAPTER THREE
The speciating sea
(1.8 million – 50,000 years ago)
Beginning in deep time
Africa is the natural starting point for any long-term history of the Mediterranean. As we saw in Chapter 2, it was movement of the African plate and its Arabian annex that created the basin’s first recognizable precursors. And what Africa gave, it could also take away, by the tiniest tectonic twitch. About 5.9 million years ago, close to the transition from the Miocene to Pliocene, when the bipedal ancestors of ourselves and others were restricted to a zone well to the south, one such geological spasm propelled Africa into Iberia and a then conjoined Morocco. This shut down two straits along the present lines of the Guadalquivir and western Rif that until then had channelled in the Atlantic. The result was the Messinian Salinity Crisis [3.1].1 Deprived of oceanic inflow, sea levels plummeted by as much as 1300 m (4250 ft), until the Mediterranean Sea was reduced to saline pockets in a glittering desert of evaporites, down to which the Nile and Rhône carved gorges to rival the Grand Canyon, one with its waters plunging some 700 m (2300 ft) over a sill beneath modern Cairo, the other still present underwater in the Gulf of the Lion. The sea’s return when the barrier was breached at Gibraltar, a few hundred thousand years later, was equally dramatic. An estimated 65 cu. km (15.5 cu. miles) of water surged into the desiccated basin every day for a century. Traces of this nightmarish Messinian abyssal desert can still be seen in deep-sea cores. While the basin was dry, North Africa and Europe swapped animal species freely by land for the last time. More poignantly, the sea’s retreat enabled ancestors of the now-extinct goat-antelope Myotragus balearicus to walk out between the salt deserts to Mallorca and Menorca, where they evolved in isolation for over 5 million years, only to be annihilated in the last instants of evolutionary time by the arrival of seafaring people a few thousand years ago.2

3.1  Reconstruction of the dried-out Mediterranean basin during the Messinian Salinity Crisis.
It was also from the African side that hominins (the bipedal, generally bigger-brained scions of the hominid family) first reached the margins of the Mediterranean. To the best of our knowledge, though this is exceptionally provisional, the earliest to glimpse the sea did so from some point now geologically deformed past recognition on the high plateau of northeast Algeria, near Ain Hanech (the ‘Spring of the Snake’).3 The sedimentary bluffs around Ain Hanech were first put on the map for their wealth of animal fossils rather than traces of hominins, but investigations since 1992 have documented three layers containing limestone choppers and other flint tools [3.2]. The excavators argue that these can be dated to approximately 1.8 million years ago, through a combination of scientific techniques, the associated animal species and parallels with artifacts from Olduvai Gorge in East Africa. This places them early in the Pleistocene, the last great geological age in the earth’s history, whose severe climatic shifts will soon demand our attention. The positions of the tools suggest that they were slowly covered by silt on the margins of a river, or its residual oxbow lake, as it wound through open savannah. Nearby lay the bones of hippopotami, horses, gazelle and others, whose carcasses the tool-users scavenged. From which branch of the fairly young genus Homo the tool-users came is unknown, as no skeletal parts have been found, and as many as five different candidate hominins coexisted in Africa around this time. The Ain Hanech team opt for Homo
habilis, but equally plausible is an early appearance of Homo
ergaster (better known by its name in Asia, Homo
erectus), our direct anatomical and, in a generic sense, behavioural ancestor: upstanding, rangy, clever and well-adapted to tree-studded grasslands, where it added tubers to the diet of a scavenger and small-prey hunter.4

3.2  One of the oldest artifacts in the Mediterranean: a chopping tool from Ain Hanech, with parallels at Olduvai Gorge in East Africa.

3.3  Map of sites mentioned in this chapter, also showing the Pleistocene natural refugia (shaded in grey), approximate limits of enduring snow during maximal glacial phases and, as insets, (bottom left) long-term sea level fluctuations and (top right) the gradual tectonic formation of the Mediterranean as illustrated by the outline of later Pliocene Italy, some 3.5–2.5 million years ago.
In fact, exactly where and when hominins first encountered the Mediterranean is likely to remain an elusive question for the foreseeable future. In the Jordan Valley, beside a precursor of the Sea of Galilee, and slightly younger than Ain Hanech, is the site of Ubeidiya [3.4, 3.5].5 Here, among the thousands of tools, are early examples of hand axes, an enduring form whose proposed functions range from all-round penknife to emblem of potency in mating displays, and that characterizes a new phase in tool production, known as the Acheulian, that began more than 1.5 million years ago and lasted for well over a million years.6 Some intervening presence can be predicted in northeast Africa, especially where the African Rift Valley merges with the gateway to the Levant. Still older dates might be anticipated, too, perhaps towards the end of the Pliocene, when a continuous belt of savannah still ran from Africa to the Asian Pacific coast, inviting widespread dispersal across and beyond Africa.7 This is lent some credence by recent surprises such as 1.8 million-year-old hominins at Dmanisi in the Caucasus, and the strange hobbit-like creatures that survived until 18,000 years ago on Flores in island Southeast Asia, which may hint at earlier exits from Africa and complex subsequent flows and evolution.8

3.4  A basalt hand axe from Ubeidiya. Both around the Mediterranean and more widely, the early presence or absence of these distinctive, in several senses multifaceted objects can be variously explained in terms of differences in chronology, connectivity, materials or cognition.

3.5  Part of the Ubeidiya formation, whose tilted geology exposes multiple early strata to investigation, seen here in its landscape setting of the Jordan Rift Valley, with the Sea of Galilee in the distance.
Regardless of the details, what significance should we attribute to places like Ain Hanech and Ubeidiya within overall patterns of hominin expansion across Africa and Asia? The number of African animals at Ubeidiya suggests that its hominins, too, were a minor overspill of African ergaster, from which tinier numbers percolated east into Asia. Indeed, these first appearances on the southern margin of the Mediterranean reflect not so much the giant steps of a pioneering species, but sporadic pulses of small-scale expansion from core populations in East Africa, and perhaps elsewhere, followed by retreats and local extinctions.9
Ergaster’s flexibility and intelligence had its limits in the face of the increasingly dry, unstable conditions that we shall see were starting to become established, cyclically uniting and dividing the ecological niches that early hominins could exploit. After Ain Hanech the record in northwest Africa is silent until about a million years ago, when intermittent traces begin in the caves and modern quarries excavated early in the 20th century to build a new port at Casablanca, followed by 700,000-year-old ergaster fossils at Tighenif in Algeria.10 A comparable silence divides Ubeidiya from its 800,000 year old neighbour Gesher Benot Ya’aqov, where waterlogging preserves remarkably early smoothed wooden objects and plant remains alongside traces of fire.11 These silences may in part be due to non-survival or failure of detection, but in the well-explored Levant they lend weight to the suggestion of an ephemeral initial presence, punctuated by long gaps.
An equally minimal assessment can be made of the degree to which the arrival from time to time of hominins in North Africa and the Levant led to any engagement with the sea. Even allowing for our ignorance of ergaster’s precise cognitive powers, it can be safely hazarded that, unlike the European discovery of the Pacific (at least as immortalized by Keats), there was no Cortesian visual climax on the final ridge. As we shall discover, in clement periods the region of the Sahara through which hominin groups expanded would have been studded with extensive bodies of water, of which the Mediterranean’s margins probably seemed just a saltier variant. At most, the river mouths and coastal lagoons may have offered good scavenging and hunting. Overall, the conclusion in this chapter concerning early maritime activity and use of marine resources will be that the encounter between hominins and the sea was far from a case of love at first sight. For a very long time indeed, the Mediterranean Sea remained a forbidding expanse, a barrier circuitously circumvented, whose resources were only gradually learned and exploited, initially with both feet on dry ground. Plato, putting words into the mouth of Socrates in the Phaedo, famously likened the coast-dwelling inhabitants of Classical Greece to ants or frogs round a pond.12 His simile offers more scope for distinction than is commonly recognized. For while the bulk of this book chronicles and analyses the emergence of ever more centripetally oriented, culturally amphibious Mediterranean societies, this first historical chapter, save for a few rather evidentially problematic frog-hops, highlights an immense centrifugal period, one of rootedness in continental hinterlands, that instead lives under the sign of the ant.13 In this specific sense, this was a pre-Mediterranean world, and provides a deep-time counterpoint to the maritime orientations that subsequently developed with increasing velocity.
The palaeo-Mediterranean
What did the Pleistocene Mediterranean actually look like? This is more than a matter of idle curiosity, for the basin underwent repeated transformations during this epoch, and these fashioned the shifting theatre in which its inhabitants lived. The last geological events of pan-Mediterranean significance were the restoration of the oceanic connection at the end of the Messinian Salinity Crisis, and the opening of the Red Sea to the Indian Ocean at the Bab-el-Mandeb, which determined that the sole remaining overland exit from Africa would brush the Mediterranean at Suez. It would be wrong, however, to ignore later tectonic activity, not only because its infinitesimal torture of the Mediterranean’s landscapes continues to this day, but also because over this chapter’s timescale it substantially resculpted the basin’s physiognomy. Italy and its islands are a case in point [3.3].14 About a million years ago (when hominins were about to arrive there) much of the current peninsula had already been thrust up from the sea, but the Apennines were still lower, Apulia and the Monte Gargano massif remained islands quite recently divorced from Dalmatia, and Calabria would hide underwater for another 200,000–300,000 years. Proto-Sicily comprised two islands separated by a shallow sea until 700,000 years ago; these were then united by a colossal eruption that spawned Etna, at about 3330 m (10,925 ft) in current altitude the Mediterranean’s largest volcano, and the sight of which, in 1828, helped to persuade the geologist Charles Lyell of the earth’s immense age. Etna’s birth was one of many such cataclysms in the Tyrrhenian region, and comparable processes of uplift, subsidence, contortion and volcanism were at work more widely across the Mediterranean within the same expanse of time.
While the land’s bones were being reshaped, global climates were trending towards generally cooler, drier conditions, which brought an end to the subtropical world of Tethys and its immediate descendants, and prompted here and in the other mediterraneoids the evolution of distinctively Mediterranean-type floras – the first olive pollen, for example, comes from a seabed core in the west Mediterranean that dates back slightly over 3.2 million years.15 This crystallized into a new, Pleistocene, regime around 2.5 million years ago, marked by oscillations between colder and warmer phases, ultimately driven by long-term fluctuations in the earth’s orbit, its relatively faster-paced wobbles and tilts, feedback effects between ocean water, ice and greenhouse gases, and the sheer chance that a continent had drifted to the South Pole, where it allowed a mass of ice to accumulate.16 The last time such factors had coincided was 290 million years ago, and the consequent Permo-Carboniferous age lasted for 10 to 20 million years. Such durations are a cruel reminder of the fact that our busy bubble of warmer times, which we bravely distinguish as the Holocene, is in the natural course of things merely a short blip in a much longer chill.
As our knowledge of Pleistocene climate improves, particularly with regard to more recent phases, a complex picture has emerged that defies categorization into the discrete ‘ice ages’ of traditional climate history, a term in fact doubly inappropriate in the Mediterranean, where, as we shall see, aridity, not ice, posed the main challenge. Major long-term fluctuations are designated by a sequence of Marine Isotope Stages (MIS), identified by the oxygen isotope ratios preserved in microfauna found in deep-sea cores. These relate to the proportion of the planet’s seawater that was locked up in ice caps, and so provide a crude proxy for global climate. The MIS sequence marked a revolutionary advance when first delineated four decades ago, but ice caps take millennia to melt, and tens of millennia to accumulate. Fresh data from cores drilled into the Greenland ice sheet (a superb, annually updated repository of data for the northern hemisphere), and most recently Antarctica, coupled with other sources such as pollen in lake cores, are more sensitive to shorter-term conditions and reveal a much spikier pattern nested within the MIS cycles. This tendency for rapid, drastic alteration is sinisterly known as the ‘flickering switch’ of climate behaviour.17 Some flickers comprised cold or warm stages a few millennia in duration apiece, but major shifts are detectable over much shorter, even decadal, time spans. Clearly, the climatic playing field has never stayed level for very long.
For the first million and a half years of the Pleistocene, the incoming regime was fairly mild. But from slightly less than a million years ago, and more markedly over the last 450,000 years, both the overall cooling and the amplitude of oscillations increased. Regular peaks of cold occurred every 100,000 years, correlated with drier conditions (an important generalization), and each short, warm interglacial witnessed an increase in the rains. This drove the cyclic opening and closing of corridors across Africa and the Levant alluded to earlier, as well as phases of population extension and subdivision further south, and elsewhere in Eurasia, that accelerated human genetic and cognitive development.18 Although this Pleistocene drying is commonly held to be responsible for creating a hyper-arid desert across the Sahara, this was only fully realized under certain conditions.19 Over time, dry periods were punctuated by interglacials when the Indian and Atlantic ocean monsoon belts shifted northward, nourishing in the Sahara a semi-arid, seasonal patchwork of savannah, grassy steppe, running wadis and huge shallow reedy lakes. This lured animals, plants and the hominins and later humans who fed on them to expand into it and towards the Mediterranean, of course ignorant of the threat of isolation and local extinction in the coastal strip should the cold and desert return. This dual process has been likened to a colossal demographic pump that alternately drew in and expelled entire communities of plants and animals (including bipedal ones) in a manner that profoundly influenced the long-term pattern of history in Mediterranean Africa.20
What wider impact did such Pleistocene conditions have on the Mediterranean basin itself?21 There were two major transformations, one on land, the other marine. Starting with the former, even in full glacial periods the basin was shielded from the worst of the weather by mountains along its northern edge, and its environments therefore enjoyed greater stability than those beyond the mountains and, as just seen, in the Sahara. Moreover, although large expanses of the Mediterranean were reduced in the north to cold steppe and in the south to milder, dry steppe grading into desert, with perennial snow and even glaciers on high ground, the fragmentation identified in Chapter 1 as a fundamental Mediterranean characteristic ensured that a large amount of environmental diversity survived. A critical role was played by sheltered pockets known as refugia, over fifty of which can be identified in botanical terms, covering a sizeable minority of the Mediterranean, including several of the larger islands.22 For many Mediterranean species, refugia spelt survival, though the bolt-hole sometimes proved too small eventually to sustain a self-regenerating population. Combined with the role of the sea as a midway barrier to species shifting south to escape the cold, or north to escape desertification, this made parts of the basin a peculiar catchment for animals and plants, often in bizarre juxtapositions without analogue today.
At the start of each major warm phase, including the last interglacial, unromantically known as MIS 5e (127,000–117,000 years ago), and the present Holocene, floral survivors would break out to recolonize the Mediterranean, temperate Europe and parts of the Sahara, creating landscapes of grassland and trees, dominated in optimal conditions by deciduous woods. Concurrently, as we saw at Ubeidiya, a bridgehead of African climates, plants and animals often extended into the southern Levant. This summary smoothes a more complicated reality, with environments and climates occupying all kinds of intermediate positions between the extremes. Moreover, although certain regularities permit cautious deployment of recent phases to shed light on older ones, complex specific interplays ensured that each phase evolved uniquely in its details. We shall investigate several key phases in this and the following chapter, culminating in the well-investigated Last Glacial Maximum (dated by radiocarbon to 21,000–18,000 BC) and the ensuing warming that led up to the start of the Holocene.
Meanwhile, fluctuations in sea levels caused by the waxing and waning of ice caps affected the Mediterranean’s immense coastline.23 At the Last Glacial Maximum global stands lay 120–30 m (400–25 ft) lower than today, a drop at least matched by equivalent dips further back in time. During such periods, as well as shorter phases of mass iceberg calving in the Atlantic known as Heinrich events, cold water flooded into the Mediterranean, altering the composition of its marine life and chilling the atmosphere. At the opposite extreme, the last interglacial is immortalized in stable sectors of the coast by fossil beaches and wave-carved caves 3–6 m (10–20 ft) above the modern shore. Some contain remains of molluscs that are now only found off West Africa, revealing warmer waters than have ever existed during the Holocene. For most of the time, however, sea levels rose and fell between these outer brackets, in delayed concert with climate fluctuation, and with substantially lower stands than today’s over most of the Pleistocene.
How much sea level change altered the coastline depended on the local lie of the land and the extent of the sea’s drop; if the former was steep and the latter modest, shorelines remained similar, though not identical, to those of modern times and a fair number of ancient sites situated close to former shores should survive. But in gently sloping areas, the glacial maxima in particular substantially augmented the Mediterranean’s lowlands, to the approximate tune of 300,000–400,000 sq. km (115,000–155,000 sq. miles). These drowned, archaeologically all but inaccessible plains, well watered, probably grazed by game animals and close to the softer climatic influence of the sea as well as the rich diversity of foods in coastal and estuarine landscapes, are widely held to have been magnets for early occupation.24 In addition, they created new corridors between regions, and ones that benefited from fairly consistent conditions along their length. Under some circumstances, lower sea levels forged another kind of terrestrial link in the form of land-bridges between places otherwise divided by water. The survival of the Mediterranean Sea confirms that the Strait of Gibraltar and the Sicilian narrows remained open, but, in contrast, the shallow Dardanelles and Bosphorus have acted as often as isthmuses as straits during the course of the Pleistocene.
Most intriguing of all is the impact of lower sea level on islands. Particularly in the Aegean, Adriatic and central Mediterranean, many became joined to each other or the mainland, though the insular status of others, such as Cyprus and the Balearics, has not been compromised in recent geological time. Which islands were connected when depends on details that can be hard to pin down decisively, especially given the countering or exacerbating effects of vertical tectonic movement. A question mark therefore hangs over fine-grained reconstructions beyond roughly 100,000 years ago, and in a few cases even later. Sicily provides a cautionary tale.25 Today, the Messina strait dividing it from peninsular Italy is a minimum of just 3 km (2 miles) wide and 72 m (235 ft) in depth at its shallowest point. On the face of it, therefore, Sicily and mainland Italy should have fused under full glacial conditions. Yet this spot lies on a plate boundary and has already risen several metres over the last 150 years for which accurate measurements exist. Add a 127,000–71,000-year-old beach now elevated 90 m (300 ft) above the sea near the strait, and we might start to wonder whether Sicily was ever solidly attached to other land. The most likely solution, for reasons set out below, is that it fluctuated between genuine insularity and one compromised by stepping-stone islets and shallows.
Another way of investigating whether a given patch of land was once an island is by taking a look at its fossil terrestrial animals. In particular, the presence, absence and (given fluctuating sea levels) date of the strange island creatures introduced in the previous chapter allow an independent check. Again, Sicily illustrates the point.26 Its earlier Pleistocene fossils display strong endemic traits indicative of a true island (or islands, given Sicily’s multiple origins), but in the later Pleistocene, part of which broadly matches the date of the elevated beach just cited as evidence against a solid land-bridge, the faunal portfolio becomes merely imbalanced, with certain continental types present, but not others that are poor swimmers, such as ibex. Endemics equally betray the existence of former islands in unexpected places. Dwarf elephants and deer lived in southern Calabria perhaps as late as the last interglacial, while Hoplitomeryx, a weird five-horned creature, evolved and died out alongside giant owls on Monte Gargano, now the spur of the Italian boot, when it was still an island in the Adriatic.27
The first peoplings of the northern Mediterranean
The intermittent presence of hominins along the southern flanks of the Mediterranean well over a million years ago has been suggested above to be a by-product of changes in natural environments and hominin behaviours across the African continent. Africa’s leading role in the generation of hominins over the immense period known there as the Early Stone Age (starting with the first tools and ending 250,000 years before the present), ensures that the same holds partly true for the lands around the northern side of the Mediterranean, where the equivalent period is known as the Lower Palaeolithic. The question as to when, where, how and how often these lands were frequented has been hotly debated between the partisans of longer and shorter chronologies.28 It holds a special importance for us, because it determines the point at which a circum-Mediterranean theatre began to emerge.
There is widespread agreement that around 500,000 years ago, the visibility of archaeological sites increases dramatically in Mediterranean and temperate Europe, signalling the establishment of substantial, fairly permanent occupation. Assemblages of Acheulian tools with improved formal symmetry can be convincingly linked to the presence of Homo heidelbergensis, a new, larger-brained, probably more carnivorous archaic human, standing tall at an average 1.75 m (5 ft 9 in.) and weighing a muscular 90 kg (200 lbs) [3.6].29
Heidelbergensis is considered on grounds of fossil evidence and analysis of its descendants’ ancient DNA to be a common ancestor of both Neanderthals and ourselves. Its residues are commonly found beside ancient waterholes, good places for scavenging carcasses or finishing off a trapped animal. At Torralba in northern Spain, for instance, tools mingle with the bones of an extinct kind of elephant. Some sites lie close to ancient beaches, but there is no sign that the sea had become a source of food; rather, the attraction was probably more open coastal landscapes, abundant fresh water and therefore large animals, in contrast to an interior heavily wooded in warmer phases. A glimpse into one such place is offered by the damage on the tusks of elephants from their fighting during summer droughts around coastal lagoons near Rome some 334,000–301,000 years ago.30 The complex, if expedient and still narrowly focused, engagements of heidelbergensis with the world are indicated by evidence of the transport of useful stones over 30 km (20 miles), controlled use of fire, application of stoneworking know-how to elephant bone, and the rare survival of wooden artifacts, notably untipped spears at Schöningen in Germany31 (though, interestingly, fire and wooden items are attested markedly earlier in the Levant, at Gesher Benot Ya’aqov).32 Larger brain size argues for bigger social groups and communication through simple language, an advance on the grooming-based social habits inferred for their predecessors. In effect, we are in the presence of early people.

3.6  Skull of Homo
Heidelbergensis from Petralona in northern Greece, possibly already with some incipient Neanderthal traits.
Heidelbergensis emerged as a species roughly 600,000 years ago, although precisely where in Africa or western Eurasia is unknown. Its expansion within Europe took place during a warm interglacial window open some 528,000–478,000 years ago, and may have been quite rapid and smooth, to judge from the close parallels between skeletons and hand axes found north and south of the Mediterranean. Apart from their bigger brains, more flexible social systems and so greater adaptive capacity in the face tougher climatic times, further reasons behind the sustainability of this expansion may have been the reduction to eventual extinction of a daunting mix of large hyenas and sabre-toothed cats in Europe, whose carcass-destroying habits left slim pickings for scavenging humans, as well as improved weapons to fend such competitors off.
Until a few years ago, this horizon might have been taken to mark the genuine first arrival of people north of the Alps. But the Lower Palaeolithic is a fast-moving field. New finds in East Anglia push back the first arrivals in the British Isles to more than 780,000 years ago.33 And in Mediterranean Europe long-contested clues pointing with variable reliability towards earlier occupancy have solidified into certainties at a few key sites. The most rigorously excavated is a giant honeycomb of sinkholes and caves at Atapuerca in northern Spain [PL. VI], where the evocatively named Aurora Bed, itself 860,000–790,000 years old, has now been trumped by the nearby Sima del Elephante, which boasts tools and hominin fossils dated to 1.1–1.2 million years ago, comparable to claims made on slighter grounds for finds in deep gullies near Orce in Andalusia.34 In Italy several sites fall just shy of a million years in age, notably Monte Poggiolo on the edge of the Po plain, Ceprano near Rome, and possibly the scatter of tools and elephant, deer and bison bones at Isernia la Pineta in Molise.35
As the residue from over half a million years of presence, these early sites are still thin on the ground. Although in some regions, most plausibly Iberia, they could reflect the remnants of a slender continuum of occupation, most can be interpreted in a manner similar to early finds on the southern side of the Mediterranean, and in Asia, namely as the traces of sporadic cycles of expansion and contraction by groups on the margins of a core ergaster population. Further support for the latter hypothesis comes from good evidence for the absence of hominins in numerous rich fossil beds across Europe, and the skeletal remains at Atapuerca, which represent an isolated offshoot of ergaster, defined as Homo antecessor.36 If this interpretation of the earliest data from Mediterranean Europe is right, both long and short chronologies are valid in different senses. The earliest presence does indeed date well before 500,000 years ago, but the surge in overall, sustained occupancy came long after.
From a Mediterranean perspective one of the most intriguing issues raised by the earliest horizons in southern Europe is the route by which hominins reached Iberia and peninsular Italy. There are two possibilities. The more parsimonious in terms of its implications for hominin abilities is that they expanded overland on the same long anticlockwise axis via the Levant that would be taken by several of their successors – this itself, of course, a cumulative outcome of countless minor extensions, rather than any conscious intent to settle the subcontinent. Given the tendency of the glacial cycles to periodically degrade parts of the narrow Levant to steppe and desert, even this option would not always have been straightforward, and we might expect a staccato pattern, with the Levant serially playing the role of conduit, filter and barrier. The alternative axis is a maritime frog-hop across the Mediterranean Sea at one of its narrow points, the implications of which would be manifest for our history.
Let us look first at the evidence from Europe itself. Unless an extremely early dispersal is envisaged (before 1.7 million years ago), the overland option is favoured by a peculiar paucity of hand axes at many of the earliest sites, which could indicate attenuated transmission over very long distances, and the consequent loss of this manufacturing tradition.37 The appearance of new horse and caprine species alongside artifacts in Iberia is also suggestive, as neither are swimmers and thus bear witness to other overland expansions around this time. Ostensibly ranged against these points are the location of the earliest sites at the western end of Europe, and the lack of equally early intervening sites in Anatolia, the southern Balkans and the Aegean. Yet neither is quite what it seems. Iberia harboured an atypical suite of carnivores whose habits left substantial carcasses; the focus there may reflect greater success at maintaining a scavenging foothold, thereby increasing visibility for us today but creating an optical illusion as far as arrival route is concerned.38 In much the same way, the fact that the earliest lion bones in Europe derive from Pakefield in Suffolk is somewhat unlikely to identify an actual point of entry.39 Moreover, the lack of intervening sites may simply reflect a lack of prospection until the last few years.40 Fresh discoveries at Dursunlu and Kaletepe are in fact pushing the earliest known traces in Anatolia back to 1 million–800,000 years ago, double the previous age of the first finds. Sites older than a million years are surely now extremely likely in this part of the world.
The maritime alternative only enters the picture if some form of sea crossing was feasible at such an early date.41 Here, we need to tread a delicate path between a ‘temporal chauvinism’42 that denies this possibility before the emergence of modern humans, and a credulity that abandons critical faculties in the face of the first scrap of purported evidence. As explained in Chapter 1, theories of early trans-Mediterranean movement initially arose over a century ago in the first flush of colonial archaeology, based on apparent similarities between tools on either side of the sea, coupled with an enthusiasm for antediluvian land-bridges. Since the 1920s, these notions have been eroded by the refinement of synchronisms, awareness of the potential for independent convergence on similar solutions for making tools (which might explain, for example, similarities between late Acheulian ‘cleavers’ in Iberia and Africa), a realization that the Gibraltar strait and Sicilian channel have remained open throughout the last few million years, and fossil testimony that the Pleistocene sea was an effective barrier for most land animals. However, the maritime option has recently returned to tentative favour in the minds of some Palaeolithic experts.43 In Mediterranean terms this is in part due to those Iberian sites located suggestively (if not, as discussed, necessarily significantly) near the shortest crossing from Africa, in part to the confirmed sporadic presence on the southern shore, and in part, as we shall see, to several claims from the Mediterranean islands. But this revival equally owes much to a potential analogy from the again surprise-springing Indonesian island of Flores, where stone tool discoveries seem to imply that 800,000 years ago hominins crossed 20–30 km (12–20 miles) of sea between Bali (then joined to Java and thence mainland Asia) and Lombok (attached to other islands extending eastward to Flores).44 The persistence of a water-gap here gains some credibility despite the great age of the finds and location on an active fault because it lies athwart Wallace’s Line, a biogeographical barrier that for millions of years has blocked the expansion of Asian animals towards Australia, even swimmers as proficient as deer. Apart from hominins, only elephant-like stegadonts, komodos and giant tortoises among the larger land animals have crossed it by their own efforts.
In the light of the Floresian phenomenon, plus the obvious point that overall hominin expansion must have included crossing broad rivers, it would be foolish to deny categorically the possibility that some hominins dispersed into southern Europe by sea. Given the first Iberian dates, this could potentially have occurred even earlier than in island Southeast Asia. But how compelling is this scenario? The most likely crossing is at the Gibraltar strait, which, as one Palaeolithic archaeologist wryly puts it, is ‘crossed continuously nowadays by windsurfers from Spain and illegal immigrants from Morocco’.45 Under the severest Pleistocene conditions the strait shrunk from its present 14 km (9 miles) to two 5-km (3-mile) hops between midway islands, and the currents slackened.46 However, there are objections to this intriguing possibility. First, save for aquatic hippopotami, there is little sign in the fossil record of other animal transfers after the Messinian land-bridge was submerged.47 Second, as will become apparent, strong negative evidence from later periods suggests that even more sophisticated early people did not make the crossing to any noticeable degree; indeed the first undeniable evidence dates to the very end of the Pleistocene. Without finds of stone tools made of materials only available on the other side, or parallel technologies not explicable by convergence of ideas, the Gibraltar option hovers short of confirmation or refutation.48 The possibility in the broader Sicilian channel, though, can be confidently rejected. Sicily is devoid of clear anthropogenic material until 40,000–35,000 years ago, when, as we will discuss in Chapter 4, its affinities lie with Europe, while its idiosyncratic earlier fauna imply isolation from predators, and the dates of early sites in peninsular Italy tend to point to an expansion from north to south.49
This leaves the purported evidence for sea crossings to other Mediterranean islands. Most candidates were either in fact not insular at the time, for instance Capri was attached to peninsular Italy when Acheulian tools were left there, or rely upon evidence whose nature and date is questionable, and at worst (for example on Cyprus and Sardinia) rejected by expert opinion.50 The most recent claims come from Crete, where a fanfare of publicity has announced the finding of artifacts claimed to be at least 107,000–130,000 years old on the basis of their redeposited geological context and several times more ancient on grounds of technological parallels, although some caution is required given the lack of securely dated contexts and battered nature of the finds.51 Sea-crossing distances to Crete over much of the last half million years seem to have been much shorter than at present and, interestingly, in contrast to Crete’s earlier dwarf hippopotami and mammoths, by 150,000–100,000 years ago fossils of normal-sized elephants and mice, as well as several varieties of deer, show that endemism was declining.52 Potentially, the latter could reflect shoreline changes that eased access for all comers, including hominins, or the ghostly presence of a (hominin?) predator, either way at a comparatively late date.
Even if we acknowledge the possibility of a few freak crossings over the more than 1 million years during which hominins lived round a shifting mosaic of windy coasts, the ultimately important question is what wider conclusions should, or should not, derive from this. We have already cast doubt on significant early population transfers out of Africa by sea. Similarly, it is entirely unwarranted to regard any such events as marking the birth of a true seagoing tradition, or equally as indices of precocious cognitive sophistication. In the case of Flores, the presence of Wallace’s Line implies that options open to other animals, such as unassisted drifting on one of the tropics’ natural vegetation rafts, should not alone have sufficed to effect a successful transfer. In situ experiments, however, have shown that rudimentary paddled manipulation of a floating platform made all the difference.53 The basic requirement was only the slightest modification of nature’s sweepstakes – minimally culturally enhanced floating – plus a good run of luck for a few people, set against potentially huge numbers of fatal failures. In the Mediterranean, vegetation rafts are unlikely (another impediment to animal crossings), but the shortest necessary crossing distances to places such as Crete are quite small enough to fall within range of assisted drifting, and the degree of intentionality could have been equivalently modest. The wider implication seems to be that if a few hominins did make such island landfalls, they had arrived at what constituted for them a cul-de-sac rather than a stepping stone across the sea.
Two species both alike in dignity
If even the Strait of Gibraltar acted more as a barrier than a bridge, we must imagine a Mediterranean that in terms of connections for hominins and their successors worked very differently from that familiar to us. The northwest Maghreb and southern Spain were not all but touching neighbours, but effectively as distant apart as either is from China or California. The role of the sea as a separator of early circum-Mediterranean populations (in reality a more enduring one than the Sahara), is driven home by the separate evolutionary paths witnessed to its north and south over most of the half a million years after the first appearance of heidelbergensis in Europe.54 In time the differences became so entrenched that when the end products finally overlapped and met in Europe less than 45,000 years ago, as Neanderthals and our direct ancestors, modern Homo sapiens, they present a strange reality: human beings of what can be considered, in effect, to be two different species.55 The proof of divergence comes partly from their skeletons, but the clinching case is made by mitochondrial DNA, which reveals that these northern and southern Mediterranean populations last shared an ancestor between 700,000 and 400,000 years ago, and that subsequent segregation allowed genetic differences to accumulate. In biological terms this makes for a straightforward case of allopatric speciation, the process by which new species arise from genetic shifts after expansion and separation from the region inhabited by their common ancestor. This has no parallel among people alive today, as it needs vastly more isolated generations to take effect; in the case of the twin descendants of heidelbergensis, the elapsed time is at least ten times that since the final modern human exodus from Africa. That the Mediterranean Sea enabled such evolutionary divergence to take place is a powerful testimony to the severity and duration of the sea’s role as an obstacle for early people.
On the northern side of the Mediterranean, the physical ‘Neanderthalization’ of heidelbergensis people can be plotted through skeletal evidence and DNA.56 In part of the Atapuerca cave complex known as the Sima de los Huesos (‘Pit of the Bones’), the remains of at least thirty-two men, women and children lie crammed at the base of a narrow shaft, into which their corpses had been thrown, probably for reasons of hygiene and discouragement of carnivores rather than early ritual [3.7]. Over 500,000 years old, they already display a few incipient Neanderthal traits. From Altamura in southeast Italy comes another skeleton, of a man who fell 8 m (26 ft) into a cave mouth and groped his way into its depths before he died.57 DNA analysis indicates that the Neanderthal genome was largely complete by 230,000 years ago, and skeletons displaying full Neanderthal traits appear by 150,000 years ago. Physical changes continued towards what are usually considered the ‘classic’ thick-set, muscular and broad-nosed Neanderthals of 70,000 years ago onward, though in fact this simply denotes a late stage in an evolutionary continuum subsequently cut short by extinction.

3.7  Members of the Atapuerca team with the rich finds of hominin skeletons from the Sima de los Huesos, or ‘Pit of the Bones’.
Switching to the southern side of the Mediterranean, a parallel process was at work over much of Africa.58 Archaic versions of Homo sapiens appeared by 300,000–250,000 years ago, and anatomically modern humans by 200,000–160,000 years ago; evidence from mitochondrial DNA indicates that most key genetic characteristics had coalesced by around 200,000 years ago, with a bottleneck moment at some point around this time, during which the global population of modern humans collapsed to a few thousand. The southern flank of the Mediterranean played a part in this evolution, if somewhat on the periphery, to judge by the later dates for a surprisingly rich suite of fossils.59 Those from Salé and Kebibat in Morocco date to between 450,000 and 250,000 years ago and still belong to heidelbergensis, if with possible sapiens traits. More substantially sapiens is another Moroccan find from Jebel Irhoud, about 160,000 years old, while definitely anatomically modern are a skeleton 70,000 years old from Dar es Sultan, a similarly dated child buried facing the sky at Taramsa in Egypt and maybe somewhat older mandibles from Haua Fteah in Libya [1.14]. Most intriguingly, anatomically modern people not dissimilar to the Irhoud individual were also buried in the Skhul and Qafzeh caves in Israel between 130,000 and 80,000 years ago.60 Presumably, the warm conditions of the last interglacial and its aftermath had again turned the southern Levant into a little tongue of Africa, encouraging such people to extend their range. Whether these intruders moved into a vacuum, or lived side-by-side with whatever kind of humans lie behind the preceding stone tools, is impossible to determine, but as so often in the Levant the moment was transitory, for these anatomically modern humans disappeared again from the region as the climate deteriorated, only returning less than 50,000 years ago in a very different guise. In the interim, Neanderthals filtered in from the north. This multiple turnover of occupancy, with or without overlaps, speaks volumes about the fragility of life for all early humans in this slender strip as the climate altered.
There are striking similarities between the two kinds of humans coming into being around the perimeter of the Mediterranean.61 Some of the physical distinctions can be overplayed, and simply reflect climate-selected traits. Thus the Neanderthals’ large sinuses took the edge off freezing, dry air, whereas the gracile figures of modern humans were a response to hotter climes. Skin colour presumably differed, too, with the eventual modern human expansion into Europe bringing initially dark southerners into contact with apparently pale, ginger-haired Neanderthals. More significantly, on both sides of the sea the size difference between the sexes became less pronounced, a sure sign of growing cooperation between them.
At the deeper level of behaviour the parallels for a long time at least matched the differences. Brain size increased to modern levels all around the Mediterranean by 200,000 years ago; indeed Neanderthal crania were slightly larger, though we cannot vouch for the mental links within. Developments in tools display comparable trends, starting with the replacement of hand axes by flake-based ‘Mousterian’ traditions that denote the start of the African Middle Stone Age and the equivalent Levantine and European Middle Palaeolithics around 250,000 years ago. This did not imply long-distance contacts or movements around the basin, but a convergence on similar technological solutions in different kinds of human mind. The Levallois technique, which struck flakes from preformed cores, was employed on both sides of the sea and indicates deeper learning and more anticipation than anything witnessed before. Composite spears with hafted stone points, and the first blade-like tools, were more common among moderns but also made by Neanderthals. The latter’s composite spears are mainly a feature of the Levant, where, exceptionally, they may hint at an overlap and interaction with early anatomically modern humans; some were even bonded with bitumen. One such was found impaled in a wild ass’s neck-bone at Umm el Tlel in Syria [3.8],62 and by this time preferential hunting of large, prime-age game (an unusual carnivore tactic) is in fact visible in the animal bones from archaeological sites all over the basin. Hunting was cooperatively executed, with forward planning evident in butchery that selected certain body parts for transport and later consumption, while scraping tools indicate that skins were processed and put to use.63 Gradually, the fires to which meat had long been brought to soften it for eating became formalized into hearths where concepts of food sharing and other socializing forms of behaviour took shape.64 All round the basin the endurance of such ways of doing things for over 100,000 years does not demonstrate torpid brains so much as the sheer success of this low-density lifestyle for small groups of hunters.65

3.8  Fragment of a Middle Palaeolithic stone point embedded in the neck bone of a wild ass at Umm el Tlel, where other examples retain traces of the bitumen adhesive that once mounted them to wooden spears.
The principal distinction between the two species lay in the greater propensity for symbolic expression among early modern humans – although even this domain admits some common ground. Both Neanderthals and anatomically modern humans used pigments as ephemeral forms of decoration, mainly red ochres, and both sometimes deliberately buried their dead, the former occasionally at times and in places that exclude any possibility of learning via the latter.66 The biological affinity of the person who made deliberate cuts across a tiny pebble at Berekhat Ram in Israel 280,000–250,000 years ago, in order to increase its resemblance to a woman, is unknown.67 But the incidence of more complex symbolism begins to accumulate differentially in areas occupied by anatomically modern people. The best evidence comes from the furthest tip of Africa, at Blombos Cave on the southern Cape coast, where carved designs on lumps of ochre as well as ornaments made from seashells date back over 70,000 years.68 But contributions come from the true Mediterranean too: the burials at Skhul and Qafzeh differed from Neanderthal interments in their formalization and inclusion of fallow deer antlers, a wild boar’s jaw and seashells. Such shells, pierced and ochre-stained, appeared at Taforalt Cave (also known as the Grotte des Pigeons) in Morocco 82,000 years ago, 40 km (25 miles) from the coast; one at Oued Djebbana in Algeria had even been transported 200 km (125 miles) inland.69 Exactly what weight to place on these durable yet elliptical hints of symbolism, ritual and bodily ornament is hard to gauge, and behind this imponderable lies a further one concerning language.70 Both kinds of human certainly spoke, but there is no agreement as to the comparative complexity of syntax and expression. Early modern humans probably did differ from Neanderthals in terms of symbolic and affective thought, and its reification in art and speech, but how significantly we shall probably never know.
That in many respects very similar trajectories should be witnessed among the separated offspring of heidelbergensis is not surprising, given a common ancestry and the comparable experience of Pleistocene climatic turbulence and its consequences for environments on both sides of the Mediterranean. Both kinds of people expanded and contracted their ranges, endured, evolved and learned, or locally failed to do so and died out, through several major glacial-interglacial cycles and, just as importantly, the innumerable shorter fluctuations that selected for flexible minds that could respond to, and effectively exploit, the potential of shifting surroundings. We shall spend most of the remainder of this chapter among the Mediterranean Neanderthals, whose lives are richly illuminated by a huge amount of archaeological research. But first, what more can be said of contemporary developments on the African side of the basin?
In North Africa the state of the Sahara was, as ever, the critical factor.71 A long glacial from about 300,000 to 250,000 years ago swept the Sahara and probably also Mediterranean Africa of people, which explains why there is no trace of the transition from the Early to Middle Stone Age throughout this great region. This transition was effected further south, and when people returned during the next warming they were probably already anatomically close to modern, and certainly using the new range of tools. Among their sites, one represents a limit of expansion, the newly investigated Benzú rockshelter near Ceuta, opposite Gibraltar.72 Interestingly, when drier times returned, these groups held out for a while even in the Fezzan area of the central Sahara, maybe because the transition back to desert was gradual, but perhaps also because their adaptive abilities were slightly better honed. Eventually the desert won once again, but the pattern of human return and resilience is yet more impressive in the last interglacial, the wettest period attested in the Sahara over the last 350,000 years, and especially in its immediate aftermath.
This time the distinguishing trait is a suite of tools known as Aterian, after the Algerian site of Bir el Ater.73 This added small projectile tips with attachment tangs to the standard earlier Middle Stone Age toolkit, creating light missile weapons ideal for bringing down fast game like gazelle in open landscapes with little cover for stalking [3.9]. The Aterian seems to have emerged out of a movement into Nubia and the eastern Sahara during the last interglacial that was itself unusual because its associated tool types remained distinguishable from the products of the pre-existing inhabitants (though new dates suggest that tanged points occur slightly earlier in the Maghreb).74 The Aterian heyday began over 80,000 years ago and continued for more than 20,000 years, as this complex dispersed across the slowly drying Sahara, the Maghreb (but notably never beyond, into Iberia), the Jebel el Gharbi south of Tripoli, and perhaps Cyrenaica, where enigmatic early levels at Haua Fteah contain blades, possibly reflecting the arrival of modern humans, with Aterian traces in the overlying levels. This innovative Aterian is an arresting development in one further respect. Its location athwart the approaches to the exit from Africa in the millennia preceding the expansion of modern humans across the globe, as well as the previously noted association with symbolic shell ornaments, give its makers a fair chance of being some of our direct forebears.

3.9  Tanged Aterian points, some probably for attachment to missile weapons, from sites in North Africa.
The end of this North African world was brought on by a double blow some 70,000–74,000 years ago, in the form of the onset of a new glacial phase (MIS 4, the penultimate in the planet’s history to date), on top of which was mapped a nuclear winter triggered by a cataclysmic eruption of the Toba supervolcano, which sent 1000 cu. km (240 cu. miles) of Indonesia into the atmosphere.75 This double setback may have been responsible for a further bottleneck in human demography, and the temporary eclipse of evidence for symbolic behaviour in Africa.76 It probably brought about the end, too, of the first incursion of modern humans in the Levant. Certainly, by 60,000 years ago, after a period of shifting efforts to avoid the worst conditions, the Sahara was once again a vast, empty swathe of aridity, as it would remain for almost 50,000 years. People using Aterian toolkits were cut off in the Maghreb. There they hung on, but for how long, and whether any thread of continuity into more recent times can be traced there, or in the smaller habitat islands of the Jebel el Gharbi and Cyrenaica, is questionable. We will pick up this strange trail again after 50,000 years ago in Chapter 4, but we would do well to linger for a little longer on the further side of this temporal divide, and north of the marine one formed by the sea.
Neanderthals in the sun?
What of the Mediterranean Neanderthals? We can begin by admitting the randomness of the name given to the Middle Palaeolithic inhabitants of Europe, which goes back to a fossil find in 1856 from the Neander Valley in Germany.77 In combination with the cold-combating features of Neanderthal physiognomy, the choice of name creates an image of these people as hardy northerners adapted to harsh conditions beyond the Alps. Yet this impression is misleading. Even the priority of discovery is illusory, for a Neanderthal skull had in fact already been unearthed at Gibraltar in 1848. Unfortunately, Europe had other matters on its mind in 1848, a year of revolutions in politics rather than human origins, and the fossil languished until the chance to claim the species as gibraltarensis was irretrievably lost. Concerning adaptation to cold, while features like wide sinuses show that the Neanderthals underwent evolutionary selection and probable bottlenecks during glacial phases (a likelihood supported by new research on the Neanderthal genome),78 it is more accurate to think of them as periodically and perforce cold-enduring, rather than cold-loving, people. Their distributions tended to shift southward towards the Mediterranean and Black Sea at each glacial advance, and many of those who could not escape from truly harsh tundra conditions surely reached the limits to their capacity to adapt and so died out, time and again.79
In addition to open Neanderthal locations, cave sites become common for the first time, whether due to better survival as we approach the present, or more skilful use of fire to clear hyena dens and eject the huge, vegetarian cave bears hibernating in their depths. Krapina Cave in Croatia, well excavated for its time back in 1899–1905, still provides our largest group of skeletons.80 Neanderthal sites continue to be found in profusion. There is a sharp rise in numbers in the basin, especially in the east, after 65,000 years ago, thanks to the penultimate glaciation and its aftermath.81 But the Mediterranean story is not simply one of periodic inflows by northern refugees. Southern Neanderthals are attested well before 100,000 years ago, in balmy interglacial landscapes. Coastal and lakeside areas blessed with milder maritime climates, plenty of fresh water, a range of foods and easy connections along the shore display lengthy, intensive occupation, notably in the long-known haunts of Iberia, southern France and Dalmatia, as well as more recently explored parts of the Neanderthal world in Italy, the Aegean and the Black Sea.82 To this we can now add the startling fact of Neanderthals in the Levant.83 Neanderthal skeletons 60,000–50,000 years old come from Kebara Cave in the Carmel ridge [3.10]. These Neanderthals moved south to avoid the cold of Anatolia or western Russia in the penultimate glacial, perhaps as early anatomically modern humans were vacating the Levant. What are presumably their tools (though, interestingly, they are in effect indistinguishable from those of the previous inhabitants belonging to another species) extend all over the Levant as far as the edge of the Negev and the Gulf of Aqaba, defining a range limit at the very threshold of Africa. Altogether, we might hazard a guess that Neanderthals lived in greater numbers and more continuously in the Mediterranean basin than in any other part of their range. We have already seen that in evolutionary terms Neanderthals are unthinkable without the existence of the Mediterranean Sea as a barrier, and can now affirm that some of the basin’s land also formed an enduring home. As will transpire, Neanderthals were among the first to eat the sea’s products and possibly to travel over its surface; the next chapter reveals that the last of them died on its shores. From its evolutionary beginnings to its final whimper, the history of the Neanderthals, people in many ways our haunting, ultimate ‘other’,84 is a tale with profoundly Mediterranean twists.

3.10  Kebara Cave, set in the rugged limestone escarpment of the Carmel ridge, where Neanderthals once roamed 60,000–50,000 years ago.
To understand how Neanderthal lives meshed with the world around them, we need to take a closer look at environmental developments as the exceptionally lush penultimate interglacial receded. We can do so with startling accuracy, thanks to the finer-grained picture created as local pollen cores come into play to augment oceanic and ice-cap data (for example, within the 102,000 years of the Italian Lake Monticchio core, vegetation shifts over time spans as short as a couple of centuries can be discerned).85 The MIS 4 glacial (71,000–58,000 years ago), whose start was exacerbated by Toba’s eruption, has already been introduced in the context of its hand in the demise of the Saharan Aterian. Further north, Mediterranean Neanderthals rode it out with marked success. In fact, much more challenging were the ensuing wild fluctuations (within a middling range) during an exceptionally climatically jagged MIS 3 (58,000–24,000), a phase that has been the focus of impressively detailed environmental reconstruction.86 A complex mosaic of ecologies coexisted in the basin, whose patterning altered with shifts in temperature and rainfall. During milder phases, the Levant was covered with a temperate grassy steppe dotted with trees. Chillier steppe extended over Iberia save for a strip of grassland with stands of pine and oak along the southern coast; grassland and cool forest predominated in northern Italy and southern France, with deciduous woods in those parts of southern Italy and the Aegean not claimed by steppe. During the harsher phases, grassland, steppe and tundra expanded everywhere, but retreating trees held out in pockets, buffered against annihilation by the sea’s ameliorating effect and the wealth of hideaways afforded by folds in the land. A particularly sharp image emerges from the environs of Gibraltar [PL. VII], a protected coastal niche in the south, whose pattern can be extrapolated along the Malaga coast.87 Here a patchwork of savannah, wetland, matorral and scrub endured, studded with oak, pine, juniper and olive, and supported a wide range of land animals as well as 145 varieties of bird. Such windows warn us that we should expect considerable diversity within each environmental zone.
Climate fluctuations also brought changes in the animals available for hunting, with colder phases often creating ideal open conditions for grazing herds, and warmer ones (as well as more buffered refugia) patchier landscapes, with multiple ecological zones and diverse resources in close proximity. Even at the glacial maxima true arctic fauna such as reindeer, saiga antelopes, mammoths, woolly rhinoceroses and arctic foxes penetrated no further into the basin than the Iberian Meseta, southern France, northern Italy and Croatia.88 A more significant long-term impact of climate fluctuations was the cumulative winnowing of Mediterranean Europe’s more exotic earlier Pleistocene animals, and the promotion of increasingly familiar ones, save on certain islands where archaic endemics survived until much later. This process was a drawn-out one, thanks to the number of refuges, and extinctions probably came about more from the demographic collapse of small populations than total eradication of suitable environments. Peninsular Italy is a well-studied example, and a striking one because its north–south alignment allowed mammoths and bison to wander the Po steppes while the last elephants, rhinoceroses and fallow deer shared southern Apulia with horses, ibexes and others.89 By 250,000 years ago monkeys had vanished from Italy, and 150,000 years later hippopotami, the most temperature-sensitive of the pachyderms, were on the brink, though pockets of elephants and rhinoceroses held out, as in Iberia, into MIS 3 (elephants survived longer on the eastern and southern flanks of the basin, in Syria until their final slaughter by Assyrian hunters in the early 1st millennium BC, and in Morocco until less than 1000 years ago). The last lions roamed Tuscany at the start of the Holocene, and a few residual hyenas haunted Salento’s first Neolithic. Apart from these dwindling species, the animals that lived alongside Mediterranean Neanderthals are mostly still known in the basin today, albeit with altered ranges or in domesticated form: red and roe deer, boars, aurochs, horses (plus their extinct cousin the steppe ass), ibexes, chamoix, rabbits, hares and, for predators, wolves, brown bears and red foxes. Two were especially important. Red deer proved the supreme adapters of the later Pleistocene and beyond, happy to form large herds in the grassland, tundra and steppe, or to disperse in open woodland. Ibexes colonized craggy open spaces and even sea cliffs, their descendants in Europe’s mountains today being the meagre remnant of a once physically larger and much more widespread species.
Mediterranean Neanderthals therefore inhabited a different world from those in the ‘mammoth steppe’90 and coniferous woods north of the Alps. As Neanderthal sites appear to display slight regional variations in terms of technologies and other ways of doing things, it is interesting to ask whether any recognizably Mediterranean practices can be detected among them. In most respects Mediterranean Neanderthals were unexceptional. They were relatively thin on the ground, and therefore as prone to local crashes as any other predator at the apex of the food chain. Estimates for the entire, neatly defined Levantine arena envisage a population of below a thousand, and one recent genetic study even concludes that the total west Eurasian pool of breeding-age Neanderthal women may have been as low as 3500.91 Nowhere did the animals they preyed on, even the most vulnerable species, exhibit signs of overkill.92 Like all Neanderthals, they led hard, brief lives and enjoyed social interactions of uncertain cognitive depth.93 They made hearths, carried their tools with them, were attracted to pigments, occasionally buried each other deliberately, if without demonstrable burial goods, from France to Israel, and fashioned artifacts in antler, bone, shell and wood as well as stone; the fourth rarely survives but there are suggestive fragments at Abric Romaní in Catalonia.94 Social worlds were fairly small and territories often extremely localized. Neanderthals in the Grotte Vaufrey, south of the Dordogne, found most of what they needed within a day or so’s walk; those living in the caves of the Ligurian coast obtained most stones nearby, with only a few choice flints coming from longer distances, and the local stones’ properties resulted in different working techniques at each site.95 Up on the Anatolian plateau, obsidian was used near to its sources, but seldom travelled far, while at Kalamakia on the Mani peninsula Neanderthals knapped lapis lacedaemonius, a hard, speckled green andesite from a unique source just 30 km (19 miles) to the north (later used for Minoan seals and in medieval mosaics from Constantinople and Palermo to Santiago de Compostela).96
Although not above occasional scavenging, like all Neanderthals, those in the Mediterranean were impressive big-game hunters, targeting prime specimens even of aurochs that stood 2 m (6 ft 6 in.) at the shoulder.97 Where possible, they concentrated on one or two particularly rewarding species. From their massive musculature and handheld weapons, we can deduce that their killing style involved short-range ambushes from cover, probably cooperative and involving both sexes, a highly effective if dangerous technique. The fairly static habits, or short, vertical migrations, of most Mediterranean animals encouraged the localization of southern Neanderthals’ lives, a tendency that deepened in food-rich niches like those in the Carmel range in Israel and the caverns running along the base of the ibex-traversed Rock of Gibraltar, where Neanderthals congregated in unusual numbers for much of the year.98 But elsewhere, ranges may have been stretched by Mediterranean seasonality and the different foods available at a distance.99 In the drier far south of the Levant, Neanderthals seem to have alternated seasonally between upland and lowland, and in the Pyrenees, Alps and Apennines tools found at higher altitudes than in earlier times may reveal similar practices. Mujina Pećina Cave near Trogir in Croatia provides a well-focused picture; in the spring and autumn Neanderthals hunted bison, aurochs, deer, ibexes and chamois from this base, but over the summer and winter they abandoned it to the cave bears and moved elsewhere, in all probability down to the now-drowned coast.100
But the most significant distinction between the Mediterranean Neanderthals and their northern contemporaries is the extent to which they supplemented hunting and scavenging with a spectrum of gathered foods. Northern Neanderthal diets were almost entirely carnivorous, for lack of alternatives, and in common with high-latitude hunter-gatherers to this day. But although isotopic analyses of Neanderthal skeletons confirm a meat-dominated diet in the Mediterranean too, several of their sites extend the picture.101 Botanical remains prove that as a supplement, maybe to tide over hard times, Neanderthals at Kebara Cave also ate wild peas, pistachios, acorns and possibly grasses (if these were not introduced as bedding); at Gorham’s Cave at Gibraltar they consumed pine nuts, gathered from stone pines dotting the landscape around the base of the Rock.102 Tortoises were a favourite at both sites, and people from Kebara stole ostrich eggs. These omnivorous facets of southern Neanderthal diet admittedly pale in terms of range and relative importance beside those of later hunters and gatherers in the Mediterranean, and more challenging prey was mostly spurned in favour of lethargic or immobile targets.103 Nonetheless, a growing awareness of the spectrum of foods that Mediterranean environments might yield is apparent.
Mediterranean Neanderthals extended this gathering to include seashores and estuaries. Marine shells found in still earlier cave deposits in southwest France probably arrived in seaweed gathered, perhaps like the grasses at Kebara, for bedding, or were brought by birds. But the big, juicy mussels deposited by a hearth of lentisk and juniper wood in the Vanguard Cave at Gibraltar, some 49,000–45,000 years ago, had manifestly been picked out and carried from a former estuary that lay 3–4 km (2–2.5 miles) away when the sea was lower, heated over the flames and eaten [3.11].104 A child’s burnt, shell-rich faeces preserve the aftermath. Lower strata at Vanguard, almost 100,000 years old, yield shell fragments too, as do other sites in the Bay of Malaga, and round the coast of France to southern Italy, mainly in the form of food debris but sometimes converted into scraping tools.105 Larger coastal denizens appear as well: monk seal bones with butchery cuts at Vanguard and Grotta di Sant’Agostino in Latium, as well as dolphin from Gibraltar.106 Neanderthals displayed less interest, however, in fish. A few flatfish bones are known from the Middle Palaeolithic levels at Grotta Romanelli in Italy and Iberian coastal sites; if not transported by roosting birds, as is quite likely, they could imply occasional spearing in shallow, estuarine water.107

3.11  Conjectural reconstruction of a group of Mediterranean Neanderthals at Gibraltar. Note the documented consumption of mussels and tortoises.
Overall, the restriction of seafood consumption to Neanderthals living near the coast, and to slow or immobile shoreline species plus presumably stranded windfalls, argues for expedient exploitation when circumstances favoured or necessity impelled it, rather than a thorough embrace of marine lifestyles. This pattern finds parallels in broadly contemporary sites associated with anatomically modern humans in southern Africa, which yield shells and sea mammals. But a noticeable difference is the regular evidence for fishing, including deep-water species at Blombos Cave and, at Katanda in the Congo, the world’s oldest harpoons.108 The coasts of Mediterranean Africa and Atlantic Morocco, which were occupied by modern humans rather than Neanderthals, also produce signs of fishing, as well as consumption of shellfish and sea mammals, in particular at Mugharet el ‘Aliya in Morocco and Haua Fteah. We return to this in the following chapter.
In the meantime, the obvious question is whether any of these strand-walking Mediterranean Neanderthals went a stage further and travelled across the sea. To put this in perspective, the modern humans soon to expand again out of Africa on their path to global hegemony certainly would possess this capacity. Such abilities are commonly assumed to be the exclusive property of modern humans, and raise questions of cognitive sophistication and the skills needed to build reliable craft, plan maritime ventures and navigate.109 As in the case of the Lower Palaeolithic, the arguments for and against Neanderthal seafaring are bedevilled by poor data and contentious claims. In itself, some of this obscurity argues against the likelihood. For example, not a single definite Middle Palaeolithic find is known from Sicily, Sardinia or Corsica, whose combined area is a fifth that of mainland Italy, which has hundreds of uncontroversial sites.110 All these big Mediterranean islands had enough resources to allow long-term habitation, but appear to have lain empty. The lack of contact between Neanderthals in Iberia and early modern humans in the Maghreb is equally suggestive, and on both accounts. There are, however, tantalizing hints that a few Mediterranean Neanderthals may have undertaken short movements across the sea. Middle Palaeolithic tools from several Greek islands are reasonably documented, if still not scientifically dated. The best case is Kefalonia, opposite the southern end of a long mainland coast running south from Dalmatia that has abundant evidence for Neanderthal presence.111 Other now insular find-spots off this coast were probably then joined to the mainland, including Corfu and Lefkada and the site of Veli Rat on Dugi in the Adriatic.112 but sea depths and an up-thrusting major fault argue that Kefalonia was always cut off by a few kilometres (or at least a mile) of sea. In the Aegean, near another Neanderthal hotspot in Thessaly, there are plausible finds on the northern Sporades, but more surprising are reports of tools on Melos (not made from obsidian), for this island was never divided by less than 10 km (6 miles) from the rest of the Cyclades, many of which merged at lower sea levels.113 The chronology is frustratingly open, but later dates within the Middle Palaeolithic would make the best sense in terms of lower seas and increasing activity on adjacent mainlands as glacial conditions intensified.
If (and that qualification should be firmly retained for the present) the island Middle Palaeolithic sites are genuine, and if Neanderthals made the tools (the alternative of otherwise invisible early modern humans is a long stretch), then at least a few such people must have developed limited water-crossing abilities. Use of tree trunks and crude paddles lay within Neanderthals’ woodworking skills, to judge from the remains of trunks, flattened planks and fashioned sticks among the finds at Abric Romaní.114 The fact that all the islands concerned are modest in size would favour brief visits, maybe in response to shifts in local environments and demography, rather than permanent residence. Equally striking is the emphasis on the Greek archipelago, an area whose intricate configuration we drew attention to in Chapter 2, and whose role as a focus of nascent seafaring will be further affirmed in Chapter 5. As with the breadth of foods at Mediterranean Neanderthal sites, such potential relics of short-range seagoing may imply that the basin had begun to fashion behaviour and encourage certain kinds of innovation, despite vast differences between its Pleistocene and later environments. In this narrow sense, Mediterranean societies could have started to come into being from a very early date, and outside our own species.



CHAPTER FOUR
A cold coming we had of it
(50,000 years ago – 10,000 BC)
The modernization of the Mediterranean
Some 50,000 years ago, the Mediterranean was shared by two kinds of humans, the Neanderthals and anatomically modern Homo sapiens, who divided it at Gibraltar and Sinai. Over the ensuing few thousand years the latter expanded into the Levant and then Europe.1 By happy coincidence this diaspora unfolded over a period that now falls within the range of calibrated radiocarbon dates. This greatly sharpens our chronological resolution and enables dates to be given in ranges of years ‘BC’, in accord with the remainder of this book – if spanning still mind-boggling durations compared to later history.2 This Upper Palaeolithic expansion is plotted by toolkits of finer blades, distinctive scrapers, carving burins and greater use of bone, as well as a crescendo of symbolic and artistic activity, and was part of the process by which they (or rather we, as these people were in their essentials like us, in brain as well as body) spread across Eurasia, on the path towards global saturation. In Europe these people are often called Cro-Magnons, after the southern French rockshelter where their bones were first found, but this term expropriates a phenomenon of utterly non-European origin, and we shall refer to them simply as ‘moderns’ for as long as others remained in the Mediterranean from whom they need to be distinguished.
When and where our minds attained their present structure, and in particular the capacity for expressive, symbolic and creative thought, is one of the grail quests of human evolution. Until recently, the most popular hypothesis proposed an abrupt, genetic mutation or neural rewiring of the brain among one subset of anatomically modern humans around 50,000 years ago.3 As the location of this cerebral revolution would not be detectable in skull shape, and because it also proved peculiarly hard to identify via immediately visible cultural fireworks, this theory’s supporters had ample scope for speculation. One favourite arena was the old evolutionary engine of East Africa, but others implicated areas further up the Great Rift Valley, in the continent’s northeast, or even that ancient corridor, pressure point between the desert and sea, and home to early symbolism, the Levant itself.4 For a glorious interpretative moment, this small Mediterranean fragment became a contender for the cradle of the modern mind.

4.1  Map of sites mentioned in this chapter, also showing the coastline at the Last Glacial Maximum, approximate avenues of expansion by modern humans, and main likely Neanderthal refugia.
Sadly for the Mediterranean, the tide is turning in favour of a more gradual, widespread development of cognition among the soup of populations within Africa, stretching well back into the ancestry of anatomically modern humans and perhaps shifting its spatial focus over time.5 As we saw in the previous chapter, incised ochre and shell beads at Blombos Cave, similar beads transported over the Maghreb, and the funerary accompaniments of the escapees buried in the southern Levant all testify to sporadic flashes of symbolic activity at a considerably earlier date, some notably close to the southern edges of the Mediterranean. One proposal is that such precocious spikes, the ensuing quiescence between 70,000 and 50,000 years ago, and finally the resurgence over the following 5000 years and onward, reflect an initial cumulative build-up among growing, interacting and largely African populations, followed by subsidence during the setback of the MIS 4 glacial and Toba’s eruption, then succeeded by recovery and global expansion in the Upper Palaeolithic, which enabled concentrations of creative humanity to emerge all over the planet.6 In short, what we detect is not so much the origin of modern cognition (which remains shrouded in the early days of our species), but the subsequent florescences that resulted from the meetings of many such minds, first in Africa and the Levant and then ever more widely.
Relative to the rest of the continent, most of Mediterranean Africa was by now something of a sideshow, if nevertheless an intriguing one. We left it in Chapter 3 as the return of a hyper-arid Sahara cut people off in the habitat islands along the coast. How long they held out there is a serious question. In terms of survival prospects the Maghreb, today containing about a quarter of the land in the entire basin, was easily the largest refuge, even as its high plains dried and desert invaded in the south, but its westerly location rendered it also the most isolated. Its initially plentiful Aterian sites had fallen silent by 40,000–30,000 BC, with only a few enigmatic blips over the next 10,000 years.7 A population that at first could have run into the thousands drastically declined, perhaps to partial extinction. The picture further east, in Cyrenaica, is quite different.8 At Haua Fteah, above the Middle Stone Age lies a typical Late Stone Age (the African equivalent of the Upper Palaeolithic) known as the Dabban, which emits mixed messages of either local development from its predecessor or derivation along a considerable distance of inhospitable coastal strip from the Levant. The latter possibility would match the surprising hints from DNA analysis of an early inflow of Levantine people to North Africa.9 Some ten millennia after it appeared in Cyrenaica, the Dabban took advantage of a milder climatic interlude to gain a foothold further west, around the long-abandoned springs of the Jebel el Gharbi. But from here the last jump to the Maghreb was apparently a bridge too far; and even the repeopling of the Jebel el Gharbi would eventually succumb in the teeth of deteriorating conditions to a combination of small numbers, great distances and attenuated links between annexes of inhabitable land.
How did modern humans expand around the remainder of the Mediterranean? From a comparative perspective, the greatest surprise is that the sea initially acted as a barrier for them just as much as it had for their predecessors. Archaeologists working on both sides of the Gibraltar strait are adamant that even in extremis the last Aterian groups in the Maghreb made no attempt to cross into Neanderthal Europe, while as we have just seen, the people responsible for the Dabban did not penetrate far enough west, perhaps leaving the southern side of the narrows empty for a long time.10 The latter groups are unlikely to have realized that a further shore existed, or conceived of the open sea to their north as an escape route. All this is superficially strange, because at a global level modern expansion was impressively aquatic in contrast to its hominin predecessors.11 From an early date, sea crossings, and by inference reliable seacraft, brought hitherto inaccessible places into range, Australia across 60–100 km (35–60 miles) of ocean by at least 45,000 BC and maybe a lot earlier, the archipelagos of western Melanesia and Japan over the next 5000–10,000 years.12 These maritime thrusts from the eastern Eurasian rim may owe much to dispositions acquired along a southerly, coastal route eastward across Asia, maybe exiting Africa across the Red Sea at the Bab-el-Mandeb some 60,000 years ago – well before any circum-Mediterranean movement began.13 Whatever the precise dates, the contrast between this eastward route along tidal shores rich in marine resources and headed into a gigantic patchwork of outsized, accessible islands, and the separate, later and dry-shod exit across the Suez isthmus up through the island-poor Levant into Europe (or in the case of the Dabban along North Africa) could explain why the initial expansion around the Mediterranean was so obdurately non-aquatic in character. Mediterranean moderns had to generate a seafaring orientation and technology from scratch, and that required time. If this distinction is valid, fervent faith in widespread and proficient Mediterranean seagoing from dates comparable to those far to the east is a victim of misleadingly uniform expectations, and also belittles the significance of the later passages of maritime thresholds that do stand out in the Mediterranean.
The overland expansion stemmed from northeast Africa, although we possess frustratingly little information about this staging area and the main routes across it at the relevant time, save for a few ineloquent tool sites and quarries.14 The return to the Levant had begun by 47,000–45,000 BC, signalled by Boker Tachtit on the edge of the Negev, Ksar Akil in Lebanon and slightly later Üçağızlı in the north, with its early finds of shell beads [4.2].15 In all probability the small outpost of Neanderthals that had filled the vacuum left by the failure of the previous excursion of Homo sapiens from Africa had in turn already been eradicated by hard times, and it speaks volumes for the adaptability of the moderns now filtering in that they could take over under such circumstances – the first time, indeed, that a human group had penetrated the Levant against the climatic trend. Beyond the Levant, the trail goes cold at the mountains of Anatolia, and we do not know whether the first moderns entered Europe directly via the Bosphorus and Dardanelles (then reduced by lower sea levels, if not dry) or at the end of a long loop around the Black Sea and thence from the southern Russian steppe. Either way, the marine theatre of the Aegean seems to have been bypassed.16

4.2  Perforated shell ornaments, probably once strung as beads, made from marine gastropods at Üçağızlı.
Sites appear in the Danube basin around 44,000 BC, from where groups leapfrogged through a swathe of land north of the Alps and south of the European plains as far as the El Castillo and L’Arbreda caves of northeast Spain, taking advantage of a well-documented climatic amelioration.17 The first demonstrable reforging of contact with the Mediterranean basin since Üçağızlı occurs at Grotta di Fumane in the Po Valley, where moderns arrived about 41,000–40,000 BC. The grazing of the northern edge of the basin here, and in southern France, could be interpreted as the sequel to a separate, archaeologically invisible axis of advance through the east and central Mediterranean, but the evidence is non-existent, and such sites are more convincingly understood as offshoots of continental expansion.18 Out of this web of places and people within mid-latitude Europe arose the nexus of traits known as the Aurignacian.19 In contrast to the elaborate later Upper Palaeolithic culture of Europe, the Aurignacian is characterized by simple, flexible toolkits, if ones commonly made from better, often more distant flints, some from remote quarries such as Monte Avena, 1450 m (4750 ft) high in the Dolomites. But other Upper Palaeolithic hallmarks appear too. Inland Grotta di Fumane yielded roughly 500 shell ornaments from thirty species, many of them perforated for wearing. It also boasts painted designs on fallen fragments of the cave wall, the putatively early date of which is now supported by the dramatic demonstration that the first red discs and hand stencils in caves in northeast Spain were created by at least 38,800–35,300 BC.20 Figural cave art appears to have taken off a short few thousand years later in the Aurignacian, as spectacularly exhibited by the paintings of Chauvet Cave in the Ardèche, a densely populated part of southern France hemmed in at the time by tundra-steppe, mountains and the Atlantic [4.3].21

4.3  Closely observed animal depictions at Chauvet Cave, such as these lions and bison, reveal an apparently startlingly early date to fully fledged figural art around the northwest margins of the Mediterranean.
In contrast to this rapid spread, movement south into the rugged peninsulas of the Mediterranean was sluggish and uneven.22 Until recently the Aurignacian was all but absent in the Aegean; a few finds now plug the gap, but still fall relatively late. In Iberia, the swift arrival in the northeast was followed by an immense delay in progress south and west. South of the Po the Aurignacian is mainly found along the Tyrrhenian coast, though one site much further south is of unquestionably wider importance. This is Riparo di Fontana Nuova in southeast Sicily, where a bunch of pioneers hunted red deer and scouted out the land widely enough to find flint about 100 km (60 miles) further north at Monte Iudica.23 As established in Chapter 3, Sicily was probably often reachable via islets in a diminished Strait of Messina. Such a crossing was therefore hardly a giant leap, and furthermore it was a temporary incursion, to judge by the lack of subsequent evidence for some 20,000 years. But it does possess one advantage over earlier claims of island occupation in the Mediterranean: it indisputably happened.
Why did moderns take such a strangely long time to reach even the continental extremities of Mediterranean Europe? Of course they faced environmental challenges, and the typically broken landscapes may have seemed unattractive until spaces further north had filled up. But it is hard to imagine that people of the kind that had expanded from Africa through the Levant and Eurasian plains would have been daunted by these for an appreciable amount of time. In one instance the dangers were admittedly more dramatic, for from a volcanological point of view southward-bound moderns in Italy could not have timed it worse.24 Ischia blew up three times in 10,000 years, and around 37,000 BC the Phlegraean Fields near Naples suffered the basin’s most colossal convulsion of the last 200,000 years, which smothered huge areas up to 50 m (165 ft) deep in ash and generated a plume borne on the winds as far as the Volga. Eruptions on this scale must have disrupted if not destroyed life throughout southern Italy, and the first Sicilians whom we have just encountered could plausibly have been displaced people fleeing this devastation. But such special instances apart, it seems inescapable that, in contrast to the genuine natural obstacles to settling and holding the habitat islands of Mediterranean Africa, delays around the northern shores owe little to nature and much more to prior occupancy.
For the major reason for the slow, patchy progress southward in all the great peninsulas of the northern Mediterranean was surely the continuing existence there of longstanding refugia for Neanderthals. The correlation between advancing moderns and Neanderthal retraction has attracted different, not always incompatible, explanations.25 For some, the former caused the latter. Scenarios of genocide may be groundless, but over many generations differences in hunting efficiency, reliability of social connections and child survival rates arguably allowed moderns to out-compete and overwhelm Neanderthals. However, the priority can equally be reversed to argue that Neanderthals were by this time already under exceptional stress, a marked species like so much of the Mediterranean’s early fauna.26 As humans highly optimized for a specific spectrum of conditions, in contrast to our own more generalized species, their reaction to change outside this envelope was to retreat (where possible) rather than adapt in situ.27 But each time the cold intensified, such pull-backs into refuge pockets split up by the sea and mountains increased the risk of local eliminations, eroding the overall viability of Neanderthals as a species, while the chaotic oscillations of MIS 3 added a further challenge just as the presence of moderns further north made it harder to regain land, connections and therefore numbers during warmer phases. In this sense Mediterranean refugia offered respite, but in the long term could turn into deathtraps for people lacking the flexibility to transform their potential, or adequate sea-crossing skills to sustain links between them. From this perspective, the intrusion of moderns into the southern Neanderthal realms was no victorious advance but an infiltration of emptied land. Behind both scenarios, and intermediate possibilities, lurks a profound uncertainty as to how often moderns and Neanderthals met within the thinly peopled landscapes of Europe, and what transpired if or when they did. There appears to be a very minor (if thought-provoking) Neanderthal element in the DNA of modern Eurasians, but above this bottom line of potential sporadic sexual encounters all kinds of possibilities for interaction, or its absence, remain.28
Along the northwest edge of the Mediterranean, the final Neanderthal collapse came quite swiftly, probably during a severe cold spike around 38,500 BC, and after a brief overlap in southwest France and northeast Spain, where hybrid toolkits known as Châtelperronian may hint at a little Neanderthal learning from moderns.29 Evidence from Vindija Cave in inland Croatia suggests that Neanderthals survived somewhat later in the forested tracts of the northern Balkan interior, again with hints of adopted Aurignacian practices, but as we move further south into the Mediterranean proper, the realities behind the archaeological traces of the last Neanderthals become more intriguing.30 In the coastal Balkans and the Aegean firm dates for their final demise are lacking, but we do know that it took a long time for moderns to establish themselves; for millennia this area could have been either a Neanderthal redoubt, or something of a no-man’s-land.31 The Italian Neanderthals vanished well before 30,000 BC, but in the far south a mixed tool tradition seems to parallel the Châtelperronian; moreover, some unusual features in the subsequent south Italian Aurignacian toolkit may even reveal a unique counterflow from Neanderthal woodworking traditions.32
Iberia presents the most striking picture.33 There is no trace of cross-learning, though later Lagar Velho in Portugal offers a potential case of human hybridity, in the form of a child with a purportedly partly Neanderthal skeletal inheritance, but interred with typically modern accoutrements.34 Iberia’s distinction instead lies in the fact that Neanderthals lived on in parts of the peninsula for hundreds of generations after moderns took over in the northeast. Some of the last Neanderthals on the planet were those at Gibraltar, and their final death on the rock may have come as late as 32,500–30,000 BC, or even 27,000–26,500 BC, in isolation to judge by the markedly later arrival of modern groups to reuse their dwellings.35 Two factors contributed to this resilience. One was the Iberian peninsula’s superb qualities as an environmental refuge (as set out in Chapter 3, with particularly easy conditions in the vicinity of Gibraltar), and the other its unparalleled combination of a constricted, mountain-barred entrance and a swelling interior, which in demographic terms allowed a relatively big Neanderthal battalion to survive longer than elsewhere. It is a thought-provoking geographical coincidence, or no coincidence at all, that Iberia was both a focus for the earliest hominins in Mediterranean Europe, and the place from where the last who were not us walked out forever into the night.
Cultured hunter-gatherers
By the time the Neanderthals had vanished, the world was heading towards a new full glacial phase. This (to date) Last Glacial Maximum (21,000–18,000 BC) is the best investigated and therefore most amenable to detailed reconstruction. Whether or not it was marginally less bad than other late Pleistocene glaciations is academic; it was certainly quite severe enough and, more importantly, the only one to have tested the survival mechanisms of modern people throughout the Mediterranean. This last point underscores the fact that with the advent of such people, we need to embrace a more nuanced relationship between environmental change and human activity than hitherto, with people now developing sophisticated ways of insulating or buffering themselves from the worst, and of exploiting whatever openings the shifting conditions brought. Some insulation was literal, in the forms of new, tailored leather clothing implied by the widespread use of bone needles, shoes detectable in the detailed morphology of foot bones, and lightly built or transportable shelters, all of which enabled people of recent African descent to expand and endure in the teeth of conditions that even cold-adapted Neanderthals could not tolerate.36 But physical insulation was only one of the strategies now pitted against adversity. Before we turn to the struggle for survival through the long millennia of the Last Glacial Maximum, we should therefore take a closer look at the unprecedented Mediterranean societies already emerging.
Mediterranean Neanderthals had begun to explore the potential diet breadth of the basin’s environments, but modern hunter-gatherers were the first to realize their full potential, in certain areas tracing an acceleration right from the start, and universally by the Last Glacial Maximum. From the advent of the Levantine Upper Palaeolithic onward, the bones at archaeological sites reveal increasing pressure on prey, a trend that followed the bow wave of expansion irrespective of climate conditions, and that later humanity has sometimes held in check but never definitively reversed.37 It may appear bizarre to trace modernity by measuring tortoises, but the outcome is telling: after millennia of low-level consumption by Neanderthals, the declining size and age of these vulnerable, slowly reproducing animals once moderns arrived betrays quickly unsustainable levels of attrition. Similar patterns of progressive depletion are seen for most of the optimal large game, forcing successive shifts to smaller, faster ungulates, as well as targets such as game-birds, hares and rabbits that required more energy or skill to catch but bred fast enough to sustain high losses. The diversity and rapid turnover in tool types that erupts in the Upper Palaeolithic reflects an ever-inventive response to the need for more efficient means to kill and process all kinds of quarry. It was also probably at around this time that traps, snares and nets were first deployed to turn the tables on nimble prey, and collecting baskets first woven. Such inventions enabled the young and elderly to be more effectively recruited to the food-quest, and in contrast to the slight gender distinctions inferred for Neanderthals, women may have started to become differentiated by an association with lower-risk forms of meat acquisition, tailoring of clothes and shelters and, as we shall see shortly, plant-related activities. Specialized roles within the community, as well as more intricate seasonal schedules, were gradually beginning to emerge.
The concept of communities reminds us that these hunter-gatherers were, for all their apparent strangeness and distance, people with families, kin, social lives and personae marked by distinctions of age, status and role as well as sex, cultural beings who inhabited landscapes assuredly invested with symbolic meaning and myth.38 Like many recent hunter-gatherers they would have lived for most of the year in bands of one or two dozen people, sharing food and much else in common, with only a limited sense of personal ownership. But each band would have been connected to others via larger social affiliations numbering hundreds of people. These connections increased the flow of information, skills and materials, as well as the choice of mating and other partners. Furthermore, they fostered long-term stability by reducing the risks facing each individual band in adversity; should conditions improve they equally facilitated a swift and coordinated response. These aggregate groups may only have met on special occasions, but the critical distinction from Neanderthal societies was that they stayed immanent in the mind, and could be drawn on even when their constituent members were scattered in space, or even over ancestral time. The result was the creation of the first recognizable Mediterranean networks – ones that often, due to the low densities at which these hunter-gatherers lived, delineated connections over distances rivalling those of far later times, despite the fact that all overland mobility remained pedestrian.
This ‘release from proximity’39 and capability for notional communion while far apart was intimately connected with an explosion of symbols and other designators of social relations and identity. Many were gleaming, colourful, seductively smooth, skilfully fashioned or otherwise enchanting things.40 The shell ornaments of North Africa and the Levant are good early examples, but as deteriorating conditions broke down groups in the former and disrupted connections in the latter, Europe came to the fore, late in the Aurignacian and among the ‘Gravettian’ societies that followed from 30,000–31,000 BC. Glossy beads made from marine shell, mammal or fish bone, deer teeth, steatite or mammoth ivory, figurines carved into the inaptly named ‘Venus’ or werebeast forms, and the artistic representations in painted meeting caves across the northwest, all played a part in maintaining relations over long distances. Mediterranean shells travelled inland as far as the Rhine, and one distinctive suite of Aurignacian beads is attested right across Italy and the Aegean.41 Beads, strung or sewn onto garments, became particularly popular, thanks to their lightness, visibility and aesthetic as well as durable properties, and they gradually outstripped pigments as a medium of personal adornment.42 The additional fact that they were readily quantifiable and of naturally standardized shapes (in the case of the popular tusk shells, neatly segmentable), made them also early forms of valuables and status markers. This in turn raises a further question: did long-range transport simply reflect direct access to sources over great distances, and individual high mobility and ostentation, or had things begun to be exchanged from person to person (or region to region – coastal shells for northern ivory?), and if so, was this entirely embedded in reciprocal social etiquette such as gift-giving, or had concepts of equivalence, and even advantage, already begun to emerge?43
The things, practices and networks that make up the Gravettian first coalesced north of the Alps, and indeed one of the Gravettian’s impressive features in contrast to earlier periods is the maintenance of life at these latitudes right up to the Last Glacial Maximum.44 But the Gravettian enjoys high visibility in Mediterranean Europe too. In Epirus and at Franchthi Cave in the Peloponnese, the Upper Palaeolithic in Greece comes briefly into focus before a period of virtual desertion.45 Peninsular Italy was well occupied, or reoccupied from southern France after a possible collapse within the Aurignacian. Mobile groups penetrated the Iberian interior from their earlier focus around the coast. One residue of this criss-crossing infiltration is the open-air rock art of the Côa Valley in Portugal, which started with images of horses, aurochs and ibexes, and is surely but the remnant of a widespread tradition obliterated by rain and wind.46 Back in Italy, art again hints at long-range movement. The handprints and skilfully depicted horses in Grotta Paglicci in Apulia are unique in Italy, yet find close parallels in Provence and the Rhône Valley. Given their fixture on cave walls, a far-travelled visitor from France is the only likely explanation.47
Occasionally, a particular locality comes into sharper focus. Gravettian levels at the cluster of sites variously known as the Balzi Rossi, Grimaldi or Menton caves, on the Ligurian coast close to the modern Italian–French border, reveal a band’s base camp or perhaps a meeting point for wider gatherings.48 Much of their stratigraphy was destroyed by Prince Albert I of Monaco and other late 19th-century excavators, but enough can be reconstructed to confirm an exceptional status. In addition to thick layers of occupation debris, the caves produced many symbolic and exotic finds, not least fifteen out of the nineteen early figurines known from Italy (and a third of all those from Western Europe), eight of which have recently re-emerged in Canada after disappearing shortly after their discovery [PL. VIII]. Stylistic details indicate ties as far away as the Russian steppe. Equally arresting is the number of burials. Together with a few from Grotta Paglicci and elsewhere in southern Italy, these offer insights into some of the people living at this time [4.4]. Most of the skeletons belong to adolescent or adult men, several outstandingly tall at 180–90 cm (5 ft 11 in.–6 ft 3 in.), with massive musculature, especially on the legs, that speaks of active lives in rough or far-flung lands. Bodies were laid out singly, in pairs or in one instance as a triple inhumation, in an extended posture that drew attention to their adornment with strings of beads, some of mammoth ivory, at the wrists, chest, neck and forehead, the last relics of elaborate headdresses. Such rare yet spectacular special treatment surely reflected exceptional, powerful qualities, whether in terms of physical prowess, social prestige or leadership. One explanation for this accentuation in a part of the basin that would never achieve such prominence again until the post-Roman foundation of Genoa is the gentle climate in the lee of the Alps, which under incipient glacial conditions offered major advantages. But another possibility is of deeper interest. Astride a communication bottleneck between France and Italy, under conditions that made long-range mobility essential, overwhelmingly terrestrial, and impossible via the Alps, do these caves provide a precursor of the kind of contingent, context-specific nodes and central places that we shall encounter again and again at the heart of later Mediterranean networks?

4.4  Symbolism in the Gravettian: the visually prominent placement of the ornaments on the bodies of three male and one female Gravettian and slightly later burials, three on the left at Balzi Rossi and that on the right from Arene Candide.
Enduring the Last Glacial Maximum
From such glimpses of hunter-gatherers on the northern fringes of the Mediterranean, we can turn to the reconstruction of conditions during the Last Glacial Maximum, into which these people were headed.49 The nadir lasted for some 3000 years, but climates had begun to deteriorate from an already poor, unstable state several millennia before 21,000 BC, and even after 18,000 BC there would be little improvement for several thousand years. Sea temperatures in the centre of the basin averaged 5–9°C (41–48°F) in summer and a chilly 2–6°C (36–43°F) in winter, and icebergs drifted west of Gibraltar. Year-round snow lay as low as 1500 m (4900 ft), with three to six month cover over much of the remainder in southern Europe, huge glaciers ground through the Alps, and small ones formed in the Atlas, Pyrenees and Apennines, the Balkan, Anatolian and Lebanese mountains, and even on Crete, Corsica and Sicily. Steppe speckled with low, dry scrub spread over great areas, merging inland into tundra in the north and temperate desert in the Levant and North Africa. Along the driest stretches of African coast the Sahara lapped close to the shore, while the Nile meandered or lay stagnant for parts of the year. Such landscapes owed as much to dryness and constant winds as to actual cold. They reflect global conditions under which tundra and polar steppe tripled their grip on the planet, with temperate steppe and desert likewise on the march.
As with previous glacials, however, we must qualify this bleak portrait. Once again, sheltered, often coastal microclimates ensured the survival of Mediterranean plants and animals, as well as refugees from further north. Pollen and charcoal show that the Po Valley was reduced to a dusty plain with a gallery of trees along the river, but oak, elm, walnut, birch and pine rallied around the mouth of the Arno, while holly and laurel grew in the Madonie mountains of Sicily.50 Liguria was a veritable glacial riviera in which even olives hung on, accompanied by a mixture of red deer, ibexes and a few reindeer intruding from the north. Such pockets, some large, others smaller but locally crucial, dotted the basin; the subsequent genetics of the olive, which shows at least one major separation phase in the past, may preserve a relic of their dividing and preserving role.51 Two of the biggest refugia lay in the west, predictably one in Iberia, south of a Meseta roamed by tundra fauna, another (but how populous?) on the seaward flank of the Atlas, where grassy savannah dotted with pine and oak stretched to the shore, and cedar held out on higher ground. Charcoal and pollen from Cosquer Cave, the now-submerged, painted cavern near Marseilles mentioned in Chapter 1, reveal a finer-grained picture. The blazing torches by which people drew and gazed at the images on its walls were made of Scots pine, now gone from lowland Provence, while the pollen, though dominated by steppe plants, also reveals juniper and clumps of birch.52 On Crete, cosseted by the sea, a native palm may have survived.53 And one further set of refugia deserves special mention, given subsequent history. In a steppe- and grassland-dominated Levant, olive, evergreen oak, almond and terebinth clung on in the hills, while the declivity of the Jordan Valley sheltered patches of woodland. Perversely, a few major Levantine lakes survived or even expanded, because the low evaporation generated by cooler conditions more than counterbalanced the reduced rainfall. Lake Lisan, an expanded version of the Dead Sea that at its maximum extent stretched from the Galilee to Wadi Arabah, held out in the Jordan Valley, and around Azraq in the eastern steppe-desert huge, ephemeral sheets of water appeared, magnets in winter and spring for migratory herds of gazelle and their human hunters.54 Of equal interest are the enduringly mosaic-like character of such environments and the very varied composition of their individual tesserae, which in certain cases preserved resilient microcosms of typical warm-weather Mediterranean ecologies, and in others created radically different compositions from less familiar constituents.
The coastline of the Mediterranean was likewise unfamiliar [4.1].55 Two or three times more of the planet’s water was frozen than is the case today, mainly in the gargantuan ice sheets that sprawled over northern Eurasia and America. This drove sea level down to 120–30 m (390–425 ft) below the present stand. The dramatic consequences can be reconstructed in detail, alongside the pattern of later rises. The principal straits looked quite different, with Gibraltar and the Sicilian narrows reduced to some 8 km (5 miles) and 60 km (35 miles) respectively, while the Bosphorus and Dardanelles stood dry, causing the level of a thus isolated Black Sea to plummet. Sea-gaps between islands shrank or vanished altogether. Corsica and Sardinia fused to create ‘Corsardinia’, at 35,000 sq. km (13,500 sq. miles) the largest insular land mass to have existed in the basin in the history of modern humans. Sicily, whether or not linked to Italy, stretched south to absorb Malta. Many Aegean and Adriatic islands fused with the mainland or each other, with losses offset by newcomers arising in shallower seas, especially the Aegean and Sicilian narrows. Along the coast, the area exposed varied with the lie of the land. Shorelines typically moved 5–15 km (3–10 miles) from the modern stand, but in steeper zones much less – for example, the lack of change in the shells used for ornaments at Riparo Mochi (one of the Balzi Rossi caves, in Liguria) before, during and after the glacial climax testifies to a fairly stable coast and ecology as well as cultural continuity.56 In areas of low relief, however, the gain could be substantial, some 50 km (30 miles) seaward along much of southwest France and in parts of the Aegean, for example. In two cases great plains emerged, one in the northern Adriatic, the other in the Gulf of Gabès, each some 40,000–50,000 sq. km (15,000–20,000 sq. miles) in area, or double the size of Sicily. Altogether, the Mediterranean gained some 300,000 sq. km (115,000 sq. miles) of land, the equivalent of a second peninsular Italy.
How did changing shores shape life round the edges of the sea? Much is often made of the possibility that shrinking inter-island distances encouraged sea crossings, but in fact short-range opportunities existed at every sea level stand, and, as we shall see, it would take more specific conditions to draw people into the maritime world to any great degree. More promising is the suggestion, also made for previous glacials, that most hunter-gatherers followed the herds to live out on extended coastal plains, where their archaeology is largely lost to us.57 Daring exploration of now-submarine caves off Marseilles confirms that an apparent lack of people in Provence is due to the fact that most lived in landscapes currently beneath the sea, and in rugged regions like the Aegean such exposed tracts comprised a high proportion of all usable lowland.58 Not all the gains were necessarily attractive, however. There are rival visions of the great plain at the head of the Adriatic: one a rich vista dotted with game animals and hunter-gatherer base camps, the other a brutal wind-blasted heath of mudflats, bogs, gravel banks and clumps of pine, a haunt of the lonesome elk.59 On balance the rosier view is likely to have at least some truth to it, and neatly explains the draining at this time of human traces from the inland Trieste karst, as well as the handful of outposts overlooking the plain around Pula in Istria and current islands in the Kvarner Gulf. But the verdict remains out for the other exposure, whether a scrubby inhabitable steppe or barren desert, now inundated off Tunisia.
As the Last Glacial Maximum tightened its hold on the Mediterranean, people congregated in more sheltered areas. For all the survival skills of humans living further north in Europe, it is likely that numbers of these moved south into the basin too, not as strangers but drawing on contacts long sustained by social networks and circulating objects. Both locals and newcomers became gradually stockier in physique as glacial conditions winnowed much of the gracile African inheritance from their bodies.60 But before we explore what else transpired in these Mediterranean refuges, it is well worth asking approximately how many people were attempting to live round the basin during the Last Glacial Maximum, and with what consequences. The answer will be speculative, and overly simplified given the tendency for hunter-gatherer numbers to fluctuate under unstable conditions, but even the order of magnitude proves salutary. Hunter-gatherers, past and present, exist at almost universally very low densities. The best estimates for Western Europe and Iberia at that time are an average of less than one person per 60 sq. km (or slightly less than 25 sq. miles), although with huge differences between relatively packed pockets and expanses barren of humanity.61 Allowing for land won as the sea shrank, this implies a mere 45,000 or so inhabitants for the entire basin, and given the tracts of snowbound upland and desert, even this errs on the optimistic side. This shockingly small figure, equivalent to a single large city of the 5th century BC, compares with guesses of a global population of 1–2 million at the Last Glacial Maximum.62 If this total is broken down, it becomes apparent that most regions only supported a few thousand people, and smaller refuges must have had a perilously fragile demography in the low hundreds, right at the brink in terms of long-term viability, unless they could maintain effective links with pools of people in neighbouring parts of the basin.
That people often experienced chronic difficulties in maintaining such linkage may be indicated by the break-up of the Gravettian during the Last Glacial Maximum, with disparate ‘Epigravettian’ traditions developing in Italy and areas further east, and Solutrean followed by early Magdalenian ones in Iberia and France.63 Certain regional populations may have dwindled to vanishing point. Much of southern Dalmatia, the Aegean and upland Anatolia lay empty, and turnovers would have been likely, as ever, in parts of the Levant.64 But as during earlier crises, the African habitat islands offer the most compelling doom scenarios.65 Dabban occupation held on in Cyrenaica but collapsed at or slightly before the onset of the Last Glacial Maximum in the Jebel el Gharbi, a vulnerable, hemmed-in spot even with the benefit of territorial gains as sea level fell.66 It is therefore all the stranger that in the later part of this inauspicious phase signs of activity reappear in the Maghreb, in the guise of barbary sheep hunters at Taforalt and Tamar Hat. Their signature is known as the Iberomaurusian, a tradition that continued in Mediterranean Africa long after the Last Glacial Maximum (as well as a misnomer that reflects early credence in trans-Gibraltar connections).67 Whether or not its initial materialization is truly this early – and it must be confessed that the first Maghrebian dates are not unproblematic – the emergence of the Iberomaurusian poses interesting questions.68 For with the Sahara closed, the Jebel el Gharbi empty and no discernable maritime contacts with Europe, the earliest Iberomaurusian can only be explained by a westward venture from distant Cyrenaica, or a resurgence, despite the almost total intervening silence, and marked skeletal dissimilarities between the two horizons, of populations descended from Aterian survivors in the Maghreb, with all that this would imply in terms of physical, genetic and linguistic distinctions from other moderns around the basin. In support of the latter possibility are the few blips of an ongoing presence noted earlier, as well as a later signal at the recently investigated Kehf el Hammar Cave in Morocco, from a basal stratum pre-dating the Last Glacial Maximum, below Iberomaurusian tools, dry-land plants and rodents that date to the end of the glacial climax.69 Anyone emerging from the Maghreb as conditions improved after the Last Glacial Maximum must have felt like, and been viewed as, a visitor from another planet.
Circumstances elsewhere around the Mediterranean were seldom this extreme. A few favoured areas even saw a rise in population. One such region was the southern Iberian coast, protected from the cold blasts of the Meseta by the Sierra Nevada, and still enjoying the vestiges of a seaside climate.70 Sites here are numerous and closely packed, and at the merest hint of a relenting in the climate regime, the wielders of superb Solutrean spearheads would expand into southern France [4.5]. Under such abnormally dense conditions conflict is inherently likely, and the distinctive portable art of this region, known from the stone plaques found at Parpalló Cave, may reflect efforts to negotiate such tensions.71 Confined territory, together with the extreme local ecological diversity created by the abrupt transitions between sea and mountains, had other significant consequences too. For it encouraged a relatively tethered lifestyle in southern Iberia, involving lengthy periods of residence at a single place, with a high proportion of nourishment obtained quite close at hand. In short, by reducing mobility it marked a noticeable shift towards more sedentary lifestyles.

4.5  A finely crafted Solutrean spearhead from Placard Cave in southwest France.
Elsewhere around the edges of the Mediterranean, other examples of this trend can be discerned, each time associated with unusually rich, concentrated resources, as well as a degree of circumscription. At Wadi Kubbaniya, on what survived of the Nile upstream near Aswan, people lived for at least half the year off catfish, aquatic plants, waterbirds and desert animals, a way of life that probably resembled that in a then far lower-lying Nile Delta that has since been lost to the sea or scoured to oblivion by the resurgent river.72 Neighbours on the Nile again lived cheek by jowl and tensions may have run high, to judge by the alleged killing of one young man with projectile points in his chest. A final well-preserved example in the basin itself comes from the upper Jordan Valley, then occupied by groups using tool types known as the Kebaran. One of their dwelling areas, identified as Ohalo II, has been obligingly exposed by recent droughts in the Sea of Galilee, then part of Lake Lisan [4.6].73 Around 20,000–19,000 BC, people occupied huts made of tamarisk, oak and willow at least during the spring and autumn, to judge by the seasonality of animals and plants, and occasionally buried their dead. From a surrounding mosaic of savannah, steppe, woods and upland they obtained a range of animals, including three species of gazelle, each with its own preferred environment, goats, steppe ass, woodland-loving aurochs and boars, as well as waterfowl and fish from the lake. In addition, they gathered forty varieties of seeds, nuts, berries and roots, including from Mediterranean plants such as wild barley, wheat, olives and grapes, all of which were riding out the glacial climax in this little niche. Some of the cereals were even ground and roasted.

4.6  The shallow remains of a circular shelter at Ohalo II, outlined by a dark ring of burnt construction material, with rich floor levels within.
Projectiles and grinding introduce two final developments that can be detected in unrelated regions all over the basin, both of which reflect the drive to squeeze food resources ever harder, and loosely associated with the Last Glacial Maximum, if with sporadic earlier beginnings. The first is a shift in weapon and tool technology towards small, ‘microlithic’ products. This produced more cutting edge per unit of flint (a real advantage with montane sources under snow and ice) and enabled easily maintained ‘plug-in/pull-out’ composites [4.7]. At first the main use was for light projectiles such as throwing spears, harpoons and arrows, an evolution given impetus by hunters’ concentration in refuges of limited size but highly diverse potential targets. Harpoons and projectile points had been developed earlier in Africa, but atlatls (spear-throwing devices) are first attested during the Gravettian, and Mediterranean bows and arrows, though not provable until the end of the Pleistocene, are strongly implied by a proliferation of tiny stone tips during and just after the Last Glacial Maximum.74 These refinements were accompanied by efforts to extract more from kills: tiny tools were useful for small carcasses, and the numbers of fire-cracked stones reveal stone-boiling of meat to render its nutritious fats.

4.7  Options for flexible mounting of microliths to create light missile weapons, including arrowheads, as well as skinning, fine cutting and reaping tools.
Processing was also the key to efficient and intensive use of wild plants. These had already served Mediterranean Neanderthals as a supplement, and their successors probably expanded on this earlier and more ambitiously than we can detect – and not just for sustenance, given impressions of simple woven items found in central Europe, and 35,000-year-old flaxen cords, some dyed, that have recently been identified in the Caucasus.75 Microliths would later help to construct the first harvesting sickles, but before this came heavy grinding stones for seeds and nuts.76 Groups all over the basin gradually began to manufacture these, sometimes millennia before the Last Glacial Maximum. Finds at Ohalo II (where such stones bear traces of starch grains), Grotta Paglicci in southern Italy and late Dabban sites in North Africa illustrate this trend. While the Mediterranean stayed relatively chilly and arid, plants remained in dietary terms second fiddle to meat, but even so (and equally with respect to the new hunting technologies) the basin stood far ahead of the continent to its north, where the equivalent broadening of the food spectrum would not begin until the ice was in full retreat.
Sea-fishing and Corsardinia
The harvest of lake fish at Ohalo ii prompts questions about sea-fishing, and whether conditions at the Last Glacial Maximum encouraged ventures onto the Mediterranean Sea for other reasons too. As established in Chapter 3, Neanderthals had recognized the shore as a source of food and this was never forgotten. Later people ate sea molluscs and adorned themselves with the most alluring of their shells. Sea mammals remained a minor dietary element along the coast, now with the addition of the great auk, a fat-rich, flightless bird resembling a penguin, that inhabited vast colonies in the north Atlantic until it was eaten to extinction in the 19th century AD – these birds spread as far as the central Mediterranean during glacial phases, as evidenced at Archi on the Messina strait.77 More novel is the appearance of such creatures in art.78 In the northwest, seal images appear during the Solutrean, peaking later in the Magdalenian. Most are carved and portable; a few inland finds offer glimpses of mobile items or people. At Mas d’Azil in southwest France the incisor of a possibly Atlantic and presumably beached sperm whale was also found, engraved with the image of an ibex in a nice juxtaposing of sea and cliff.
But the most exciting discoveries are those from the inundated Cosquer Cave off Marseilles, dated to 21,500–20,000 BC, and so right at the heart of the Last Glacial Maximum [4.8].79 Marine creatures make up 11 per cent of the figural images that survive where the cave wall is still above sea level, ranking after horse, ibex and aurochs. The roll call is eight incised seals shot by projectiles, three painted auks [PL. IX], one or more fish, and some questionable jellyfish, almost all demonstrating deep familiarity with the animals’ appearance and behaviour, down to observations like the two male auks fighting over a female in early summer. Cosquer, together with a few Iberian coastal caves, breathes new life into the old idea of a Mediterranean zone in Palaeolithic art, distinct in its subject matter and style from inland representations. The one frustration is that because the cave was never used for habitation, we cannot compare this image-world with the bones of animals actually consumed in coastal Provence at this time.

4.8  A cross-section through the present submarine entrance, approach passage and principal caverns of Cosquer Cave. During the Last Glacial Maximum the cave mouth stood 80–90 m (260–295 ft) above sea level and some distance inland.
As mentioned, at least one fish, of unascertainable species, appears in the art of Cosquer. Nearly 150 other fish images are known from some thirty Upper Palaeolithic caves, a total almost equal to that for mammoths.80 They concentrate in France and Iberia, with a focus at La Pileta, now 55 km (35 miles) inland in southwest Spain, but extend as far as Grotta Romanelli in southern Italy. Most belong several millennia after the Last Glacial Maximum, and the earliest images tend to be of riverine or migrant species, especially trout and salmon, or portable carvings of flatfish. Bones of sea-fish have been recovered from before the Last Glacial Maximum at a few sites in North Africa (see Chapter 3), in upper levels at Üçağızlı and in questionable context at Gorham’s Cave at Gibraltar. At its height a remarkable total of thirty species appear at Nerja Cave on the Bay of Malaga (then 4 km or 2.5 miles from the shore), mainly small inshore denizens, but also big sturgeon as well as Atlantic cod, haddock and pollock that came through the Gibraltar strait to feed.81 Quite what to infer from this is less obvious, as few if any of these species were necessarily intercepted far from shore. The central significance of early sea-fish finds is therefore not that they furnish definite evidence for extensive seagoing, but rather that they add a further marine element to the widening spectrum of foods consumed in the Mediterranean. The stronger signature in the west is due to the Atlantic influx of ocean fish (which created a marine profile in the Alboran Sea just as strange to modern eyes as some of its terrestrial contemporaries) as well as the migration of freshwater-spawning species such as salmon and sturgeon.
Clinching proof for seagoing around the Last Glacial Maximum instead comes from the same kinds of evidence that pertained earlier, both negatively and positively, namely signs of movement between places that required the crossing of sea-gaps. As we saw, one extremely short-range event definitely occurred between mainland Italy and Sicily in the Aurignacian, while before this Neanderthal and possibly even earlier short hops may have occurred sporadically in the Aegean. To these we may now add, from the Simonelli Cave in western Crete, a poorly dated modern human skull with fossils of extinct deer in its surrounding breccia.82 But the secure lead is taken over by another large island, Sardinia, or, rather, the fused insular land mass of Corsardinia. From the Corsican end of this, the Italian mainland, which then reached as far as Elba and its satellites, lay across 15 km (10 miles) of sea that is nowadays swept by swift currents. Corsardinia’s larger fauna comprised an endemic triumvirate: the fast-breeding hare-like Prolagus sardus, a native deer and a small dog-like predator, all now extinct.83 Until recently, the case for Palaeolithic presence was mired in the usual controversies engendered by excited claims, sceptical reactions and shaky data, most notoriously in the case of the so-called Venus of Macomer, an enigmatic, unprovenanced figurine made of volcanic rock that combines a woman’s body with – to the eye of faith – a Prolagus head.84 For the earlier Palaeolithic nothing has altered, but excavations at Corbeddu Cave in eastern Sardinia have yielded a scrap of human bone associated with cold-weather plant pollen suggestive of the Last Glacial Maximum, bracketed by underlying strata 30,000 years old and overlying ones dated to 16,800 BC onward.85 This lends credence to previous less secure hints from the cave, mainly a few artifacts in levels presumed to be early, and peculiar accumulations of deer bones that, though bearing no incontrovertible traces of human intervention, are hard to attribute to the local canid.86 Soon after the Corbeddu find, roadworks at Santa Maria is Acquas on the Campidano plain in the south exposed Upper Palaeolithic tools in a soil horizon is thought to date before the end of the Last Glacial Maximum.87
What exactly can we infer from the Corsardinian evidence? Certainly, it gives an idea of the minimum water-crossing capabilities of some Mediterranean people by the Last Glacial Maximum, though the distance is hardly more than an optimist might attribute to a fortune-favoured crossing by earlier human species. It is unlikely to have been a unique event, but equally it does not clinch the case for widespread or longer-range sea travel of an intensity that might start to qualify the overwhelmingly land-based character of the networks linking people together. There is no sign of contact across the Gibraltar strait between users of Solutrean and Iberomaurusian tools, and although low sea levels offered easier access to obsidian sources on islands, which do indeed act as excellent tracers of seagoing at least this early in Melanesia and Japan,88 the bald fact is that no Mediterranean island obsidian (including even Sardinian) has yet been found at any site securely dated to this juncture or the immediately following millennia.
So in a world of apparently still reluctant seagoers, why did people cross to a place like Corsardinia? One clue may be the fact that despite the glaciers crowning Corsica’s peaks, Corsardinian climate would have been milder than that of mainland Italy, especially in the southern half where the finds concentrate.89 Hunter-gatherers may have relocated to this land mass that offered better conditions, was big enough to live off and just happened to necessitate a sea crossing – not that different from hops between habitat islands in North Africa or countless other, less visible shifts round the basin’s rim as climate deteriorated. Corsardinia’s role as a refuge during the worst of times might also explain the lack of traces of subsequent activity until millennia later, at the start of the Holocene. Sea-crossing skills could, after all, just as easily effect a reversal once conditions improved, and the manifold attractions of mainland life outweighed the weather. Alternatively, the first islanders may have remained too few to become truly established. Either way, a later abandonment could explain the fact that, uniquely among larger Mediterranean endemics, the native deer and canid survived at Corbeddu well after this first influx of people, until the very end of the Pleistocene.90 In all likelihood they were granted a temporary reprieve by the limited number of hunters, the island’s large recesses and arguably the temporary nature of the first incursion.
A false dawn
The pitiless climatic clamp began to relax episodically from about 18,000–17,000 BC, heralding the start of the first return to interglacial conditions for a hundred thousand years, and this time with the unprecedented difference that moderns were spread all round the Mediterranean.91 Within a relatively few millennia, a combination of radical climate amelioration and the actions of these clever, dynamic people would transform the basin and indeed the planet [4.9].92 It took roughly 9000 years for the major ice sheets to melt and longer for sea level to reach its modern stand, though in the Mediterranean most mountains were released from the grip of year-round ice and snow by 14,000–13,000 BC. The first marked acceleration in temperature rise and the return of the rains dates to 12,700–10,700 BC, a phase known as the Bølling-Allerød interstadial, during which temperatures were similar to today’s and rainfall greater. In North Africa, the northward shift in the monsoon belt typical of interglacials brought increased precipitation and a more even seasonal incidence, with summer monsoons and Mediterranean winter rain. The Nile revived with a vengeance, in an alarmingly wild form for hunter-gatherers caught between its turbulence and the desert. Predictably, the Bølling-Allerød witnessed a surge in the pace of sea level recovery, peaking at 1.5–2.0 cm (0.6–0.8 in.) per year, enough to be noticeable in the lifetime of a coastal dweller, and to drown plains near the shore within generational memory. By the end of this phase sea level was just over halfway to its current level, though with many current islands still conjoined or welded to the mainland, and the Pleistocene coastal plains going but not yet gone.93

4.9  A transforming Mediterranean: (top) the jagged record of climate change after the Last Glacial Maximum, showing the Bølling-Allerød interstadial, reversion to a cold Younger Dryas, abruptly warming transition to the Holocene, and subsequent developments; (above) the impact of rising seas on coasts and islands in the southern Aegean (white areas represent land at the time; sea depths of 50 m (165 ft) and 100 m (330 ft) are shown in lighter grey).
As so many times before, plants burst from their refugia to retake the basin, describing an overall trend of expansion from southeast to northwest that reflects the general climatic cline, but at a finer resolution a chaos of local breakouts, determined by generous rainfall more than temperature.94 Birch, pine and fir were common early recolonizers in the north, followed by deciduous trees. In the Levant as far east as the Jordan Valley, woodland was on the increase, mainly oak and terebinth, and beyond this a vast warm grassy steppe developed, a now-vanished landscape with swathes of wild cereals and other grasses, speckled with stands of trees.95 Other parts of the basin took longer to recover. The Anatolian plateau remained a dry, bare steppe and in the Sahara lakes had yet to form.96 In this fast-changing world the whereabouts of animals were equally fluid. Cold-weather species retreated, eventually to vanishing point, and in the north and east there was a resurgence of forest-loving aurochs, boars and roe deer. Much of this substituted the conveniently herding species of the open plains, and their hunters’ dreams of mass kills, for elusive or solitary prey. Red deer, those arch-adapters, dispersed and maintained their hold, as did the similarly resilient gazelle and barbary sheep on the basin’s eastern and southern fringes, respectively. Other species of sheep and goat flourished in the Taurus, Levantine uplands and, further east, in the Zagros. Ibexes and chamois, however, both denizens of exposed rocky terrain, fought a long retreat against encroaching trees. One finale is signalled by the crash in counts of ibex bones after 14,500 BC at Grotta Paglicci, on the flanks of Monte Gargano in southeast Italy, as the forest smothered the mountain’s peak and extinguished its crag-dwelling fauna.97 Meanwhile, equids most at home in open landscapes underwent a decline towards local elimination over most of Mediterranean Europe and the Levant, though a few European steppe asses eluded their species’ extinction for some time in southern Italy, Asian onagers survived in the Levantine interior and horses never quite vanished from the Meseta.98 South of the equid-dividing sea, African wild asses, the progenitors of the domestic donkey, continued to thrive in the more open landscapes of North Africa.
But the most explosive and dazzling response to the end of the Last Glacial Maximum was by the Mediterranean’s Epipalaeolithic people. Unlike Neanderthals, they did not passively await the return of warmer times, but scouted, probed and leapfrogged ahead of shifting eco-frontiers, already educated by experiences in refugia for what the now-emerging environments of the wider Mediterranean had to offer.99 The bewildering variety of pathways they pursued can be explained in part by antecedent traditions, long-nurtured in regional redoubts, in part by the specific opportunities and niches that opened up in each area, and in part by the rapid turnover of such openings under the cumulative impact of warming. Mediterranean fragmentation ensured that within a day’s walk diverse, evolving resources were available, resources that in more homogeneous areas of the world lay further apart in space or over the passage of time. For instance, patterns of food acquisition at Franchthi Cave, which was reoccupied in the Bølling-Allerød, described a shift from ibex, chamois, steppe ass and aurochs to a later, more diversified reliance on deer, pig, huge amounts of land snails as well as plentiful marine molluscs and some inshore fish, shadowing a transition from more open to more wooded surroundings interspersed with scrub.100
Normally we can only infer these hunter-gatherers’ activities and appearance from their garbage and rare shell-decorated burials, but occasionally we are treated to a better insight. One such is offered by the poorly dated but roughly contemporary incised images at Addaura Cave on Monte Pellegrino above Palermo, at a time when people were returning to Sicily in strength [4.10].101 Here, lithe, striding women and bearded men hunt, transport bundles and join in group dances. Some sport bird beaks or penis sheaths, and one much debated depiction shows contorted floating figures, maybe shamans on their dream-quest, or trussed-up victims. Whether they represent mythic events or everyday life, these images reveal a world of constant movement, rich in symbols and ritual. Different insights into contemporary world-views come from pebbles and other objects scored in a way that appears to mark the passage of time.102 These are widespread in Iberia, southern France and Italy, with outliers as far as the Levant. Beyond revealing the challenges of scheduling activities in an ever-changing world, they may hint at deeper emergent ideas about time and the cosmos.

4.10  Human and animal figures incised on the wall of Addaura Cave.
The most generalized initial response to the waning of the cold was a wave of expansion into hitherto empty or thinly inhabited regions, part of a global population boom that amply demonstrates hunter-gatherers’ capacity to multiply fast when the going is good. The Magdalenian and its post-Kebaran contemporaries in the Levant represented bow waves of pioneer reclamation that maintained remarkable uniformity over extensive areas, the former from the northwest Mediterranean as far as Britain and Russia by 12,000 BC, the latter signalled by a rash of tiny sites spreading deep into the grassy parkland coming into being all the way from Sinai to the Euphrates.103 The late efflorescence of cave and portable art in the Magdalenian, immortalized by Lascaux and Altamira, as well as the ongoing circulation of seashell far inland, make sense in terms of ritual integration and sharing of knowledge in a rapidly changing natural and social world. Although most of the Sahara remained empty, and the perilously rushing banks of the Nile were sparsely occupied, Iberomaurusian groups in Mediterranean North Africa blossomed and began to move south, inland, as conditions improved.104
Repeopling also entailed smaller-scale infilling. On the south Turkish coast the hinterland of the Gulf of Antalya filled up with sites, such as Öküzini and Beldibi caves, set against increasingly wooded backdrops.105 It was from such bridgeheads, or ones further east in the Taurus foothills, that people began to infiltrate the southern Anatolian plateau.106 This process is poorly understood, but one consequence was the appearance in the Levant of tiny quantities of central Anatolian obsidian by 14,000 BC, its earliest arrival in the Mediterranean proper.107 Similar infilling and radiation to take over very different kinds of landscapes took place in the southern Balkans, along the wooded coastline of Dalmatia and in the wider Adriatic, where an estimated several thousand hunter-gatherers appeared swiftly between the hills and the sea, presumably an archaeological optical illusion created by their retreat from the drowning Adriatic plain.108 Sicily was certainly an island (just) when people began to re-enter it, though Aegean Lemnos and Adriatic Brač were still probably joined to their nearest mainland when the first hunter-gatherers arrived.109
Given the diversity of environments and foods in the midst of which bands of hunter-gatherers lived, it is unsurprising that forms of mobility varied considerably. Residential mobility, whereby the entire group and its base camp moved periodically through the cycle of the year, seems to have been the norm in certain cases, notably the immediately postglacial Levant, where sites were small and undifferentiated save for a few large seasonal aggregation points around the basin of the Azraq lake [4.11].110 But under certain circumstances, fixed base camps can be identified by the wider range of finds, depths of deposits and occasional burials, and mobility instead took a ‘logistical’ form, by which specific task groups spread out seasonally, or on shorter expeditions. Two good examples of the latter are the Taforalt and Afalou bou Rhummel caves in the Maghreb, both of which reveal plentiful human remains (up to 183 individuals, with skeletal peculiarities that support the idea of a long-isolated population in Africa’s northwest), an early effort at trepanation, a distinctive cultural marker in the pulling of incisors at puberty, and a symbolic efflorescence of animal and human figures and carved ostrich eggshell.111 The distinction between the fixed base camp kind of mobility and residence patterns that were in effect sedentary is a matter of degree. Indeed, as we have seen, a partly sedentary way of life had occasionally been practised during the Last Glacial Maximum, where localized resources and spatial constraints encouraged it. In addition, ways of living could change over time within a region, and not always describing a neat evolutionary sequence towards fixed abodes. The thin strip between the Jordan Valley and the Mediterranean Sea provides a good illustration. Here, the residential mobility just alluded to was replaced early in the Bølling-Allerød by what we shall soon see was the most sophisticated semi-sedentary society yet to emerge in the Mediterranean, but which would itself revert to higher mobility in its final phase.

4.11  The large seasonal aggregation site of Wadi Jilat 6 in the Azraq basin, seen in the foreground with a subsequently incised wadi beyond, was a magnet for gazelle hunters in the lateglacial Levant.
The shifting patchwork of new environments also had a profound impact on hunting tactics. The ever greater reliance on killing and carefully processing small or solitary game explains the increasing prevalence of microlithic projectile points and cutting or scraping tools, many now in tiny ‘geometric’ forms. It may cast light, too, on the incipient domestication of dogs, for symbiosis with a smell-sensitive predator offered obvious advantages in detecting camouflaged, elusive prey in overgrown landscapes. The timings of the surely multiple occasions around the world when dogs split genetically from wolves are controversial, but signs of canine incorporation into human culture date to the last few thousand years of the Pleistocene in Europe and the Levant.112 More generally, early postglacial millennia saw the rise of ultra-specialized hunting, best documented in north-central parts of the basin, though comparable wild goat hunters also start to appear in the Taurus at this time.113 Much of this entailed seasonal ventures into the mountains, to heights seldom frequented before. Each window of opportunity was sandwiched between the retreat of one line (snow) and advance of another (timber). A telling example is Klithi rockshelter in the cliffs of the dramatic Vikos Gorge, which slices through the Pindos mountains of northwest Greece [4.12].114 Between 16,500 and 12,500 BC, Klithi was one point in a web of locations that enabled summer access by task groups based on the now half-inundated coastal plain to the west, or beside Lake Ioannina. Klithi was visited for a few days each year by a handful of hunters, who used it to process carcasses brought in from expeditions in the surrounding highlands. The precisely targeted nature of such activity is revealed by the bones, over 99 per cent of which come from ibexes and chamois, both difficult targets mainly killed in their prime. Meanwhile, at Grotta del Clusantin in the foothills of the Italian Alps, marmots were the almost exclusive victim during summer visits around 12,000 BC, in all likelihood valued for fur and fat as much as their meat.115

4.12  Seasonal activity in the Mediterranean highlands as climate ameliorated is well illustrated by excavations at Klithi rockshelter, seen at centre right amidst the cliffs and gorges of the Pindos mountains.
Not all activity in the now increasingly accessible uplands was this focused, however. A veritable scramble to exploit the southeastern Alps erupted as they began to open up after 12,500 BC, with frequent traces of people at altitudes over 1000 m (3250 ft).116 Finds of children’s milk teeth suggest residential mobility, with whole families who wintered below in the Po or Adige valleys moving to the highlands for the summer. At Riparo Dalmeri, on the Asiago plateau, at an altitude of 1240 m (4070 ft), ibexes dominate the animal bones, but the hundreds of ochre-drawn depictions on stone slabs illustrate other animals as well, including red deer, beavers, marmots, hares and squirrels, in addition to local lake fish.117 The truly special-purpose sites in this part of the mountains are found almost twice as high, while the movement of flints suggests the crossing of passes over 2600 m (8500 ft) in altitude.
Along some, but certainly not all, of the coast, seafoods became increasingly important as coastal plains shrank, though the famous calculation that one would need to eat 150,000 cockles to gain the calorific equivalent of one red deer should never be forgotten.118 Two zones of particularly thorough exploitation stand out. One is in the Tyrrhenian region, where coastal middens of discarded shells are a regular feature by 12,000 BC. The shrinking size of shells over time in the abundant middens around the shores of northwest Sicily reveals a familiar story of steady depletion, in this case by people moving into a hitherto more or less virgin island.119 The other zone is Iberia, partly under Atlantic influence, where fish bones and art reveal an intensification of the earlier fishing habit late in the Magdalenian (13,000–10,000 BC), with open-water fish now more common, as well as tiny species like sardines most plausibly taken in nets.120 Bone harpoons are ubiquitous in southern Iberia and France, but one comes from an altogether more arresting location: an Iberomaurusian stratum at Taforalt Cave in Morocco, where it dates to the 12th millennium BC, and stands out as an alien, trans-Mediterranean intrusion [4.13].121 Whether it arrived in Africa as hafted flotsam, embedded in a fish that got away, or finally bears witness to linkage across the Gibraltar strait is impossible to determine. If the last of these options (as is tempting to assume), it should be stressed that this find is the first, but for this period still singular, definite sign of interaction between Iberia and the Maghreb, two regions with still nothing else of significance in common among their cultural repertoires.

4.13  The first trans-Mediterranean object? Fragment of a harpoon tip of Iberian type discovered in the Maghrebian cave of Taforalt.
By now there is good evidence that people were eating plants in a minor way around much of the basin, with especially well-documented remains of wild legumes and cereals at Franchthi.122 But the engagement with this floral potential was led by the Levant, at one end of a Fertile Crescent uniquely rich in large-seeded grasses, including wild stands of wheat and barley, as well as abundant legumes.123 Here, exploitation of a broad spectrum of plants went back to Ohalo II at the Last Glacial Maximum, accompanied by grinding stones and, at an indeterminate point, simple microlithic knives for reaping food- or fibre-rich plants – a few of which, as also in North Africa around the same time, start to preserve traces of polish from slicing stems.124 The ample rain of the Bølling-Allerød, together with rising populations in this ecologically diverse yet condensed zone of wooded hills, grassland and lakes, now began to effect a more thoroughgoing, active and culturally embracing use of plants.125 Natural stands of cereals and other species were nurtured and encouraged (by controlled burning, for example), creating in effect wild gardens. Evidence comes from plant finds (which number 150 species at contemporary Abu Hureyra on the Euphrates),126 the first true sickles assembled from mounted flints, and a boom in grinding gear, including deep mortars, some with incised designs and others carved into bedrock as an ultimate testimony to sedentary ways [PL. XI]. Human teeth reveal the damage done by carbohydrates while bone chemistry confirms a more vegetal diet.127 Such wild plant tending and consumption was simply one element of a broader cluster of traits that collectively delineate the Early Natufian (12,500–10,800 BC), without doubt the most unusual and elaborate societies existent in the Mediterranean at this time, and for which the conventional Epipalaeolithic label seems entirely inappropriate.128
The core Natufian zone lay in the northern part of modern Israel, at ecological hotspots in the lush country between the Jordan Valley lakes and Mediterranean coast, though elements of Natufian culture and activity can also be found, mainly associated with more mobile hunter-gatherers, as far south as the Negev and as far north, inland, as the Euphrates. Within the focal area, sedentary occupation at the same spot over much of the year can be deduced from three kinds of evidence, beyond the small, round, hut-like structures encountered. One is the first presence of modest stone- or mud-lined storage pits; their contents are unknown, but wild cereals or legumes are obvious candidates. Such pits indicate a shift in emphasis towards delayed, seasonal, rather than immediate returns from the food-quest.129 The origins and antiquity of food storage are obscure (as are those for meat preservation by smoking, salting or drying, all alternatives to the natural freezers of northern glacial climes). Like so much else, it probably had minor, episodic beginnings further back in time, but the Natufian marks its coming of age and the start of the accession to social and economic prominence of what later became a crucial element of Mediterranean lifestyles. A second indication of sedentism is the appearance of the earliest ‘commensals’, or behaviourally and genetically altered animals, such as house mice and sparrows, that became entirely dependent on stable human residence.130 Third, tooth eruption stages among the animals hunted appear to suggest that virtually year-round kills were brought back to the same location, by hunting parties that had manifestly been absent from what we might now call ‘home’ for some time, often in quite distant habitats.131 This last point reminds us that for all their prowess with plants, the Natufian people were proficient hunters too, mainly of gazelle but also aurochs, boar, deer, sheep, goat and onager, and adept to an unprecedented degree in netting and snaring of birds and other small, fast game.132 Gazelle bones provide an eloquent testimony to contemporary hunting skills, for the ages of the animals killed shows that even these swift creatures came under greater pressure than ever before. Many were intercepted and slaughtered en masse in their seasonal migrations through the steppe, while other gazelle species were taken individually by hunting among the crags of the Lebanon, at altitudes of up to 2000 m (6500 ft).
The number of people in these Natufian communities can only be estimated from the extent of the sites and counts of the huts among which either nuclear families or more extended, maybe polygamous, groups were distributed. For larger places like Ain Mallaha (or Eynan to use its Israeli name), beside Lake Hula, some 200 people is the realistic upper limit [4.14]. Skeletal and cultural distinctions between communities in the core area indicate several distinct groups, and could imply a link between residential territory and social identity, though, interestingly, the artifacts tentatively associated with women’s activities (plant-related) are more localized in style than those male-affiliated (hunting gear), which could hint at gendered distinctions in terms of labour and mobility.133 Indeed, to characterize the Natufian merely in terms of food and size of communities, unique as these were, is to miss out on the sheer sophistication of its symbolic world. Most of its components find parallels earlier and elsewhere: burial, figural art, body ornaments (now of stone as well as animal products), and long-range exotics, mainly shells from the Mediterranean, Red Sea and even the Nile,134 plus tiny amounts of Anatolian obsidian. What is new is the intensity of their deployment and their combination in unprecedented ways, for example in a carved bone sickle handle carved into a gazelle [PL. X].135 The burials, of which some 400 are known, are more frequent than elsewhere in the Mediterranean, and bodies more richly ornamented, perhaps denoting kinship position, social role or status achieved in life. Natufian sedentism owed its success not just to its viability in an unusually favourable window, but its compelling attractiveness in terms of social opportunities and the excitement of participation in such congregations of people. Big Natufian communities were complex places, in effect unfamiliar hunter-gatherer villages, and while they certainly drew upon deeper Mediterranean traditions, they also looked to a very different future.

4.14  Plan of the living structures, burials, hearths, grinding equipment and storage facilities at the major Natufian settlement of Ain Mallaha, and cumulatively indicative of a growing investment in sedentary life.
The sting in the tail
It would be too beguilingly simple to depict the Mediterranean in the Bølling-Allerød interstadial as a hunter-gatherer demi-paradise. If indices of violence are sought, they can be found, not least in the form of arrowheads embedded in human victims.136 But against this must be weighed the overall picture from the skeletons of the basin’s now-record numbers of inhabitants, for example the healthy, if grit-worn Natufian teeth, which reveal few episodes of childhood or adult stress, similar data from Italy, and instances where the injured, toothless and even dwarf had been cared for enough to survive.137 At the very least, there was a notable reduction in external stresses and, as elsewhere on the planet, the conclusion is irresistible that humanity in its modern guise had never had it so good. No less significantly, the manners in which Mediterranean people lived were more diverse than ever before. To crudely caricature these as a vegetable-led diet in the Levant, hunting domination in the north and south, and marine exploitation in the coastal west is far too simple, as all three of these mainstays were combined with differing central tendencies right across the basin. Yet inherent in such distinctions of degree was the potential for very different kinds of futures should any of these tendencies intensify.
Around 10,700 BC this halcyon age was rudely interrupted by a swing back to glacial conditions that lasted for roughly 1100 years – a duration often referred to as a cold snap by climatologists, but nearly as protracted as the span of time from Charlemagne (or his great contemporary the Abbasid Caliph Harun al-Rashid) until the present. This bleak if critical phase is known as the Younger Dryas, after the tundra plant that first helped to identify its existence.138 This was the last joker in the Pleistocene pack, and similar in impact and duration to the earlier Heinrich events associated with spates of Atlantic iceberg calving. The Younger Dryas itself was triggered, in an illustration of the paradoxical feedbacks in the world’s climate system, by icy meltwaters from the shrinking North American ice sheets spewing into the north Atlantic, where they shut down the conveyor currents of warm water and precipitated an abrupt return to cold, dry times. It was harshly felt across the Mediterranean, and in parts of the Aegean and Levant may have brought even worse aridity than the Last Glacial Maximum. The advance of the trees halted and was then reversed. Sea level rise petered out globally, and Lake Lisan dropped by some 200 m (650 ft) to below the level of the Dead Sea today.
For Natufian communities, the Younger Dryas had disastrous consequences. Caught between a rapidly deteriorating climate and a population that had peaked at exceptional densities during a boom time, the time-honoured refuges must have been overwhelmed and the southern Levant probably experienced substantial mortality.139 The often physically smaller, less well-nourished Late Natufian survivors reverted to residential mobility (back in essence to the Kebaran), with the old sedentary bases still used for burials in a poignant display of remembrance of things past. After burial the new practice of skull removal and curation initiated a long Levantine tradition and probably began as a way of reconciling an ancestral sense of place with the realities of a life again on the move. The most ritually charged Natufian burial dates to this late phase: the recent find at Hilazon Tachtit Cave in Galilee of the shells of fifty tortoises consumed in a funerary meal, a golden eagle’s wing-tip, a leopard’s pelvis, martens’ skulls, an aurochs’s tail, a boar’s leg, and last but not least a severed human foot, all buried with a small, elderly disabled woman, who has been interpreted as a shaman [4.15].140 Elsewhere there was less far to fall, but effects were still marked. Istrian sites ceased to be frequented, while in northwest Greece Klithi, abandoned since 12,700 BC when the forest reached the area and drove off the ibexes, enjoyed a converse return to favour as the arboreal tide temporarily ebbed.141 In North Africa a gap in dated horizons in the Maghreb looks suspicious, and further east Haua Fteah stood empty.142 Archaeologists elsewhere in the Mediterranean have been slow to identify the Younger Dryas’s chilly signature, but the signs are often there; for instance, at Grotta Romanelli on the sea cliffs of Apulia, between coastal lagoons and the inland plain, the first occupation was accompanied by the remains of dry-land horses, steppe asses and bustards, as well as that harbinger of cold, the great auk.143 And in one further realm of activity there is a clear correlation with the Younger Dryas. This, as we shall learn in Chapter 5, is the start of proficient Mediterranean seafaring, a crucial stage in the creation of the Middle Sea.

4.15  Reconstruction of the remarkable Late Natufian burial of an elderly woman, accompanied by a range of animal parts, recently found at Hilazon Tachtit.




I  The often spectacular vertical stacking of Mediterranean environments is a product of the basin’s violent tectonic history. Here, snow-capped Mount Ida in central Crete towers over its wooded foothills, the coastal end of the fertile Mesara plain, and the island’s southern shore near the Bronze and Iron Age port of Kommos.




II  Cellular lowland plains ringed by mountains, and often with an outlet on the sea, have acted as foci of settlement for millennia. This Cretan view shows the Bronze Age palace of Knossos, aligned on the sacred peak of Mount Iouktas. Under the fields beyond the palace lies a big, largely unexcavated town.
 Please note that Plate III has been omitted from this edition.




IV  This satellite view of the Cyclades, Dodecanese, Crete, and more northerly Aegean islands, including Samos, Chios and Lesbos, demonstrates the huge diversity of Mediterranean islands in terms of size, shape, constellation and relationship to a sometimes almost-insular coastline.




V  The Nile Delta, greatest in the Mediterranean, has created a massive verdant triangular oasis, seen here in its modern form, on the otherwise arid northeast African coast. Beyond, the coast curves away to the Levant, while the Gulf of Suez gives access to the Red Sea; in the far distance, the rugged marches of Sinai.




VI  Archaeologists at work on one of the great exposures of Palaeolithic levels at Atapuerca in northern Spain, which were initially revealed by the late 19th-century construction of a mining railroad.




VII  The rock of Gibraltar, as it looks today and as it might have appeared during phases of lower sea level to the Neanderthals occupying large caverns along its base.




VIII  Two Upper Palaeolithic female figurines long ago excavated from the Balzi Rossi caves, near Menton in France, that have recently resurfaced in Canada: (left) a small serpentine dual-headed pendant; (right) a more typical mammoth ivory figurine.




IX  Among the creatures depicted by Upper Palaeolithic people during the Last Glacial Maximum on the walls of the Cosquer Cave, now entered underwater off Marseille, is the great auk, a penguin-like flightless bird only recently driven to ultimate extinction in the north Atlantic, and once a harbinger of glacial conditions and influxes of cold oceanic water in the Mediterranean.




X  Natufian bone sickle haft from Hanahal Cave in the Carmel escarpment in modern northern Israel, with what can be identified as a young gazelle carved on its tip, in an intriguing juxtaposing of the spheres of plant-gathering and hunting.

XI  These heavy, well-crafted mortars and pestles from the Natufian site of Wadi Hammeh 27 in modern Jordan testify in exceptionally elaborated form to an increasing investment in grinding equipment for processing grass seeds and other initially wild crops in several parts of the Mediterranean after the Last Glacial Maximum.



CHAPTER FIVE
Brave new worlds
(10,000 – 5500 BC)
Pigmy hippopotami and the island of black glass
Cyprus, the solitary insular giant of the far eastern Mediterranean, has yet to enter our history. Like other islands, it has its claimed Palaeolithic finds, but it stands out for the thoroughness with which they have been found wanting. The cramped rockshelter that does yield the earliest definite evidence for the arrival of people, right at the end of the Pleistocene, was first discovered back in 1961 by the son of an RAF officer, out fossil-hunting on the cliffs of the Akrotiri peninsula in the south of the island – an area still encompassed by one of the few foreign bases to outlive the waning of imperialism. Aetokremnos, ‘the eagle’s cliff’, was relocated and excavated in the late 1980s [5.1].1 Its upper stratum, dated to the 11th millennium BC, had abundant signs of people, including hearths, stone tools, and a few shell and stone ornaments. With these were thousands of seashells, bones of bustards and many other birds, a few wild boar toe fragments (once attached to skins?) and, last but far from least, almost 4000 bones of the extinct Cypriot pigmy hippopotamus, whose full-sized ancestors had swum over from the mainland far back in the Pleistocene, and which glories in the Linnaean name of Phanourios minutus. Changes to its leg structure and the placement of nostrils and eyes reveal that this stocky grazing beast the size of a pig had adapted on Cyprus to rough terrain as much as wetland.2 Aetokremnos’s lower stratum, however, had a very different character. A few artifacts were found there too, but most of the finds comprised 218,000 densely packed hippopotamus bones, from at least 500 animals, plus a few hundred more from dwarfed elephants; a third of the bones bore traces of fire.

5.1  Aerial view of the steep Akrotiri peninsula in Cyprus, with the Aetokremnos rockshelter about one quarter of the way down on the left. Lighter sea tones below indicate a different, lagoonal coastline at the end of the Pleistocene.
The excavators offer the following reconstruction. The first people to venture out to Cyprus from the mainland found it stocked with pigmy hippopotami. Unused as these were to predators, they made easy targets, and from time to time hunting bands would settle in to exploit this vulnerability. They explored the island thoroughly, to judge by local cherts and blue picrolite used for tools and beads. Hippopotami killed elsewhere were transported to Aetokremnos to be butchered and eaten, creating a thick bone midden. But the rate of slaughter eventually proved too much for a species already under pressure from the environmental changes at the end of the Pleistocene. The hippopotami dwindled to extinction, and the hunters shifted for a while to smaller prey, mainly birds, before abandoning the effort and perhaps the island too.
This makes a compelling narrative, consonant with the huge accumulation of bone and its mid-slope location, neither of which are features of natural hippopotamus bone beds at sinkhole traps or birthing and dying sites. But it remains controversial nonetheless.3 The lack of cutmarks, marrow extraction or skeletal articulation are all puzzling, as is the practice of lugging heavy carcasses to the site intact (for all body parts are present). Others point to the shelter’s low roof and argue that it was merely a cache, smoking-space or dump for activities carried out in the open air. Most troubling of all is the differing composition of the two strata, and the possibility that what little overlap there is between them reflects churning over once people moved in. Sceptics contend that the hunters post-date the hippopotami and instead lived mainly off birds and molluscs. Further traces of such visitors, probably summer encampments to judge by their exposed locations, are in fact currently emerging from coastal sand-dunes and river mouths elsewhere on the island, some now submerged; their signature too is one of birds, shells and stone tools.4 On the other hand, the hippopotami certainly did vanish around this time. Elsewhere on Cyprus, their last well-dated bones belong to the start of the Bølling-Allerød warming, and are absent from Holocene sites, thereby defining a window of some 4000 years during part of which people were present and potentially cohabiting with a meat prospect hard to ignore. Given this smoking gun, even if the ambiguities of Aetokremnos cannot clinch the case, other finds might well do so in the future. A tantalizing report of hippopotamus bones with tools at Arkhangelos Mikhail, in the underexplored north should, for example, raise a speculative eyebrow.5

5.2  Map of sites mentioned in this chapter, also showing high North African lake stands, the initial core zone of farming, subsequent main axes of expansion, and some of the principal residual Mesolithic enclaves.
Aetokremnos therefore constitutes a question mark in the debate over human responsibility (whether by direct overkill or attrition through habitat destruction, disease and competition from other introduced animals) for a crescendo of extinctions among the Mediterranean’s island endemics from the end of the Pleistocene onward.6 The larger insular mammals were worst hit and the cumulative loss was almost total. Of all those that had evolved over hundreds of millennia, today just two shrew species remain, one (like many a resistance movement) in the Cretan mountains, the other on Sicily and Gozo, plus a Cypriot mouse newly elevated to endemic status on the basis of its genes.7 Keeping a low profile has obviously been advantageous, as is apparent from the better survival rate of reptiles, too. The largest mammal to hang on into later times was the hare-like, fast-breeding Prolagus sardus. These endured on Sardinia until the boom years of the Iron Age, and in Corsican obscurity into Roman times, when Pliny the Elder and Polybius mistook them for rabbits; sheltered from the predations of black rats, one redoubt even held out on an islet off Sardinia until the 18th century ad.8 The Balearic goat-antelope, Myotragus balearicus, vanished during the 3rd millennium BC, under suspicious circumstances addressed in Chapter 7. Aside from far earlier losses, everything larger – hippopotami, elephants, deer and a few carnivores – died out just before, during or after the end of the Pleistocene, admittedly during a phase of climatic turbulence (if no more so than earlier oscillations), but also close to the times of human arrival. Indeed, save for the arguably temporary intrusion of people into Corsardinia at the Last Glacial Maximum, there is no solid example of lasting coexistence between large island mammals and humans. The corollary is worth noting too: excepting the few tiny endemic survivors, all the Mediterranean island mammals seen today are domestic or feral descendants of continental fauna purposefully or accidentally introduced by people – even the wild goats and mouflons touted as curiosities on and beyond islands, whose elegant horns betray recessive ancestral characteristics that returned once they were no longer being deliberately bred for other traits.9 This anthropogenic process has boosted the species count on islands, yet banalized their hitherto unique compositions.
An archaeological site as tiny as Aetokremnos would have earned its place in the hall of fame had it demonstrated just one potential ‘first’. Yet it and its newly found contemporaries announce a further practice of even more fundamental importance for Mediterranean history. As we have seen, by the Last Glacial Maximum certain people commanded seagoing abilities sufficient to cross modest stretches of open water, and there are sporadic signals of earlier short-range activity going back to the Aurignacian, and perhaps Neanderthal or even older culturally enhanced forms of floating. Such intermittent, tentative false starts and messing about with prototypical boats manifestly had a long, if thoroughly obscure, history, and forms the background and baseline for subsequent Mediterranean developments. But a presence of people on Cyprus denotes something that on present evidence is entirely new: substantially longer-range, actively navigated and probably more regular maritime movement. The deep seas surrounding Cyprus ensured that the distances were little different from modern ones, namely 65–70 km (40–45 miles) from Turkey and 100 km (60 miles) from the northern Levant, both crossings entirely without intervening stepping stones, and therefore giant leaps by the Mediterranean standards of their time. Moreover, the fact that early sites encircle the island could imply further cruising along the shore after initial landfall, searching for suitable campsites.
In this respect Cyprus is not quite alone. Before Aetokremnos was excavated, tiny amounts of obsidian from Melos had been detected in levels of comparable age (and all subsequent phases) at Franchthi Cave in the northeast Peloponnese, two places 120 km (75 miles) apart as the crow flies, and never linked by land in recent geological times.10 Once again two Mediterranean firsts can be identified, the maritime one now sharing the prize with Cyprus, the other marking the earliest access to island obsidian – some 20,000 years later, it might be noted, than in Japan and 10,000 years after Melanesia.11 Over the last few years, our resolution on this exploit’s context has greatly improved.12 Obsidian first appears at Franchthi in levels characterized by a diet almost as parlous as that of a hippopotamus-less Aetokremnos, with decreases in land mammals and fish, vast numbers of snails and shifts in marine molluscs. Crossing distances to Melos from Attica, the nearest mainland, via hops through the western Cyclades, were 15–20 km (10–12 miles) apiece (plus intervening coastwise travel), again similar to the present [5.3].13 A more direct but hazardous open-sea route with jumps of up to 35 km (22 miles) ran southeast from Franchthi via then shrinking or drowning islets west of the Cyclades, though the tiny quantities of obsidian cast doubt on whether Franchthi was procuring directly or from undiscovered intermediaries. The individual crossing distances on neither route rival those to Cyprus, but the sum totals are higher, as much as 250–300 km (150–185 miles) via Attica, with return journeys to be considered. Moreover, as was long ago pointed out, we are surely only spotting the tip of an iceberg, for this discovery of the two Melian outcrops of obsidian in the midst of a complex archipelago only makes sense as the outcome of a more thoroughgoing maritime exploration of the Aegean that has otherwise left almost no trace.14

 

5.3  Experimental travel in a hypothetical reed boat and its journey time between Attica and Melos, mapped with notes on changing weather conditions.

 
Such maritime distances become more impressive and thought-provoking when translated into travel time. No boat remains or depictions are known this early, or for several more millennia, so it is impossible to ascertain whether seacraft improved at this juncture, but on balance it is more likely that the same kind of craft that must have existed by the Last Glacial Maximum, if not before, remained in use. After all, a boat afloat after 10 km (6 miles) should, all things being equal, still be so after 100 km (60 miles). Simple vessels still, or until very recently, in use provide a good idea of the general options and performance.15 Reed-built, skin-and-frame and fire-hollowed dugout craft were all feasible with the toolkits of the time. Each might carry a few people and a light load in moderate seas over some 20 km (12 miles) a day as the crow flies. An experimental journey from Attica to Melos in a 6-m (20-ft) reed boat with six paddlers managed this in good conditions, but once days lost to bad weather are taken into account it took two weeks to complete a one-way journey, implying trips of a month if time for quarrying and return against prevailing winds is added in [5.3].16 Certain people (probably men) must have been away at sea for a long time. Even the shortest crossing to Cyprus from coastal Turkey, from where the island presents the easiest, lengthways target, would have required a couple of days and the intervening night, and the journey from the Levant is longer, with all sight of land lost in mid-crossing. These are skilful exploits in comparison to anything that can be clearly demonstrated to have taken place substantially earlier. As such, they mark the inception of true seafaring in the Mediterranean, and the point at which the basin begins to rival the earlier foci of activity along the west Pacific rim – though the Pacific retained its lead, with a daring crossing to the island of Manus in Melanesia, shortly before 12,000 BC, that traversed 200–20 km (125–35 miles) of open ocean, 60–90 km (35–55 miles) of which lay out of sight of land.17 In both these theatres, it should be underscored, seafaring was an emphatically hunter-gatherer invention.
So why did true seafaring emerge in the Mediterranean at this time and in such places?18 For many years, limitations on radiocarbon dating and climate reconstruction precluded more than a general correlation with the rosy effects of postglacial warming and rising seas. Now, however, we know that the earliest Melian obsidian was obtained in the 11th millennium BC, and perhaps slightly earlier within that millennium than at Aetokremnos. It is a shock to realize that both these fall in the depths of the Younger Dryas (10,700–9600 BC), that drastic return to cold, arid conditions and a chilly sea no longer encroaching on coastal territory. If this correlation is broadly sustained – and slightly earlier finds cannot be ruled out19 – Mediterranean seafaring began in hard not halcyon times, and this in turn forces a rethink as to why people started to practise it. Humans as much as hippopotami were under stress, and one likely answer is a search for refuges that would enable members of a recently booming population to survive as prospects deteriorated. Episodic visits to Cyprus (climatically buffered by its maritime location) neatly parallel the contemporary Late Natufian reversion to mobile lifestyles, and a further association between the two might be discerned in the fact that the first sea-fish at inland Hatoula, in Israel, date to the Late Natufian.20 Similarly desperate adaptations can be envisaged in the Aegean, with the discovery of obsidian a non-commensurate compensation for other losses less visible to us. There are points of comparison with the move to Corsardinia at the Last Glacial Maximum, but this time there was a crucial difference: seagoing became more than a means of hopping across marine moats, and started to become an activity that reaped additional dividends. What began as a short-term response to crisis conditions became locked in as a longer-term practice, as amply revealed by ongoing acquisition of Melian obsidian long after the Younger Dryas had faded into memory, plus a crescendo of seafaring from early in the Holocene that built upon the cumulative legacy of maritime knowledge. From this juncture, we no longer need to ask whether seafaring existed to any serious degree in the Mediterranean, and instead can begin to enquire where it was being practised, by whom, and to what ends and effects.
Are the points in Mediterranean space where we first witness seafaring equally significant? There are sure to be plenty of surprises in store, but before we succumb to the pessimistic assumption that our pattern of discoveries is random, let us return to the properties of Mediterranean coasts analyzed in Chapter 2, and particularly the extent to which likely natural hotspots of early maritime activity are identifiable, in the present context as seafaring ‘nurseries’.21 The most promising candidates are, first of all, the Aegean, followed by Dalmatia and its southward extension, as well as southern Italy, Sicily and the arc from Tuscany through Elba to Corsica and Sardinia, plus several smaller foci, including at Gibraltar and the Gulf of İskenderun, where Anatolia and the Levant meet. Late Pleistocene conditions would not have altered this greatly, although some regions might have been enhanced, notably the Gulf of İskenderun, which was probably larger and studded with islands now turned into hills mired by river-borne silt, while parts of the Aegean were being gradually re-insularized, potentially creating islanders in situ from any inhabitants who did not retreat.22 It is striking how well this list correlates with the most reliable traces of early maritime activity, from the possible Neanderthal or earlier experiments in and around the Aegean, via the Aurignacian of Sicily, the Corsardinians of the Last Glacial Maximum, and the Iberian harpoon found in Morocco, to the quantum leap in the Younger Dryas represented by ventures in the Aegean and out to Cyprus. That the final breakthroughs occurred in the east is no surprise, given the Aegean’s qualities as a maritime nursery, the particularly ghastly Younger Dryas endured in this sector of the Mediterranean, and arguably also the exceptional dynamics of the Natufian Levant.
Just as we will shortly find was the case for another epochal development in the opening phases of the Holocene, the emergence of true seafaring in the Mediterranean was a result of processes specific to unusual places at an unusual time. Once triggered in one or more parts of the basin, however, its expansion to others had the potential to revolutionize the logic of Mediterranean space and erode the nearly 2 million-year-old tyranny of the basin’s ‘negative geography’, a world of sea-barriers, peninsular cul-de-sacs, waterlocked islands, constricted isthmuses and habitat islands cut off by desert. Elements of the world of a Middle Sea could start to appear, very faintly at first, and mainly in favourable areas, but in time gaining clarity, reach and dynamism. The sea’s margin was no longer merely a source of food and materials, but a potential portal to maritime connections that could bind together patches of land hitherto cut off from each other, or separated by immense overland distances. This is most obvious in the case of islands. The distance required to reach Cyprus from Anatolia (which was of an order that typically kept seafarers within sight of land, given decent visibility and high ground at both ends) would bring Crete, Corsica, Sardinia and a host of smaller islands into range; in fact it omits only a few remote outliers, mainly the Balearics and a few specks south of Sicily. From now on, islands’ qualities such as their size, distance, place amidst wider configurations, and rare resources would exert increasing influence over activity on and around them, whether seasonal visits or long-term settlement and the inception of island life. But such crossing distances also span several of the basin’s key narrows, notably across the Aegean and, perhaps most importantly, the 72 km (45 miles) of the Strait of Otranto between the Balkan coast and heel of Italy. Such links could start to break down the barriers between people living in the sequence of peninsulas and sub-basins along the northern side of the Mediterranean, whose only connection until now had been their far-distant northern roots in continental Europe. In the case of the African Mediterranean, geography and culture would prompt radically different results, as we shall see at the end of this chapter, but this exception should not detract from the wider observation that the advent of seafaring raised the prospect of a Mediterranean turned inside out, an arena more fittingly understood from its centre than its edges.
Paradise regained?
The end of the Younger Dryas came swiftly around 9600 BC, with temperature rises of as much as 7°C (12.5°F) in a few decades. This marked the beginning of the Holocene, the most recent 11,600 years of the planet’s life into which most human achievement has been crammed and during which, without our interventions, Earth would broadly resemble its state in the previous interglacial over 100,000 years ago.23 In the Mediterranean the overall trends in climate and environment continued those of the Bølling-Allerød until about 5500 BC, with a peak around 8000–7000 BC, when temperatures averaged 2°C (3.5°F) above present.24 In other respects, too, the early Holocene echoes a litany familiar from earlier warmings. Rainfall was higher, albeit to varying degrees. Estimates of 20 per cent above current levels (a welcome extra 50–200 mm (2–8 in.) in most areas) are a reasonable minimum, but in the south the incursion of the tropical monsoon belt made for greater differences, as much as doubling modern levels in the southern Levant and multiplying those in the Sahara ten- to twentyfold.25 For the first 4000 years the rains also fell more evenly through the year and were more reliable in incidence – a vital distinction from later, including modern, times. Rain-filled aquifers and raised water tables brought springs to life, created or amplified lakes and other wetlands and fed countless steadily flowing streams and rivers. Most of the human initiatives witnessed in this chapter are directly or indirectly predicated on the relative abundance of fresh water.26
A deciduous, humid wildwood expanded with its attendant ecologies, including elusive, dispersed animals, particularly on the northern fringe of the Mediterranean and in temperate Europe.27 The succession as climate improved and plant ranges expanded was initially chaotic, but ultimately resolved in many areas to large tracts of mixed oak forest, with conifers in the mountains and open scrub across poorer limestone country. Further south, especially in the drier parts of Iberia, the Aegean and the Levant, tree cover was patchier and alternated with prickly scrub or great tracts of savannah dotted with almond, pistachio and terebinth. What we regard as typically Mediterranean shrubs and herbs, as well as olive and other evergreens, maintained a rather modest profile, while on Crete trees like hazel, alder and lime, all unknown there today, appear in the pollen record.28 In parts of the Levant and southern Anatolia, woodland took a strangely long time to advance, its climax on the Anatolian plateau falling as late as 6300–4300 BC. One reason may have been that the expansion of the trees was being retarded through deliberate burning to maintain open landscapes of greater benefit to the unprecedented, ever-growing numbers of people by now living there, as we shall see, in a new cultural universe and an increasingly interventionist relationship with nature.29
Spectacular natural changes were wrought in North Africa [5.4].30 A northward shift of 600–700 km (375–435 miles) brought summer monsoons over the Saharan watershed, allowing their run-off to head into the Mediterranean. In the south the Sahel frontier advanced into what had been the heart of hyper-aridity. Combined with winter rainfall from the north, this nurtured within the Sahara verdant massifs, running wadis and vast shallow lakes that covered a tenth of modern Libya. At 340,000 sq. km (130,000 sq. miles), Lake Mega-Chad was as big as Italy, and over ten times the size of its modern rump. Between lay savannah, steppe and stretches of residual semi- or true desert. The proof of this transformation lies in pollen cores, relics of high lake stands, finds of freshwater molluscs in the desert and a rolling invasion from the south of aquatic or savannah animals – mainly giraffes, elephants, hippopotami, rhinoceroses, buffalo, gazelle and crocodiles. These last are attested by their bone remains, the rock art of hunters who followed them, and isolated populations that survived in the Maghreb to entertain Roman audiences in the Colosseum, or in the case of a cluster of crocodiles recently stumbled upon in Mauretania, even to this day.31 The arrival of such animals in a Maghreb long isolated by desert explains the extinction at this time of local giant buffalo, camel, gazelle and deer, a relatively rare phenomenon within Africa but typical, as we have seen, of the Mediterranean’s true islands, if for somewhat different reasons.32 Otherwise, the early Holocene’s environmental impact in the Maghreb and Cyrenaica was less dramatic, and in line with other southerly parts of the basin. One new feature, however, was a long coastal corridor of vegetated land between the two areas, and running on to the mouth of the Nile, which relieved the former isolation. Much of Mediterranean North Africa also gained a belt of peridesert savannah to its south. Comparable changes took place on a smaller scale in the Negev and Sinai, and all along the eastern margins of the Levantine corridor.

5.4  Northern Africa, showing the boundary between the desert and Sahel today and at the Last Glacial Maximum, the approximate northern limit of the early Holocene monsoon and the location of major early Holocene lakes; (inset) detail of the flowing wadi system in the area of modern Libya.
The end of the Younger Dryas reinitiated sea level rise, with a peak rate of 2.3–4.0 cm (0.9–1.6 in.) per year, or up to 4 m (13 ft) a century, at about 7500 BC.33 The sea still stood 55 m (180 ft) below its present level in 9600 BC; by 8000 BC it lay at −35 m (−115 ft), at which stage most coastal outlines resembled today’s, and by 5500 BC at only −10 m (−30 ft), after which the rate of rise petered out to reach approximately current levels a millennium and a half later. It became warmer, too, as revealed by seabed cores, warm-water shells and (the most bizarre proxy) finds at archaeological sites lying at latitudes of 35–40 degrees of a broad size range of dusky grouper, a fish that starts its life as female but undergoes a sex change to male at about 80 cm (30 in.) in length, and mixed sizes of which indicate waters warm enough to breed.34 The Mediterranean as a whole became richer in marine life. Over this time span many sites across the basin see high, if uneven, quantities of fish bones that hint at bonanza years and perhaps shifting shoals as marine conditions evolved. It has even been argued that a milder climate created a more navigation-friendly sea, although we can be fairly sure that the early Holocene Mediterranean was still no mill-pond.35
Encroachment on the remnants of glacial plains was largely over by 8000–7000 BC, bringing the sea in certain areas right back to the feet of the mountain facade. The generation of islands from land hitherto joined to the mainland continued for longer – even the British Isles only became such again around 6200 BC. In combination, the result was to drown some of the best lowland and often leave only upland above water, with exceptionally gaunt effects still visible in the karstic islandscapes of Dalmatia. At some time, and in a manner much disputed, sea level rise brought the Mediterranean to the brim of the Sea of Marmara and then a Black Sea that had once been greatly shrunk by Pleistocene evaporation. Disappointingly, the dramatic proposal that this triggered a catastrophic deluge as the Mediterranean’s waters thundered into the exposed lowlands (a reprise of the Messinian event that opened this history) is now largely discredited in favour of a more gradual merging.36
Equally important were developments at the mouths of the rivers and streams flowing into the Mediterranean.37 Lower seas had forced them to incise channels down to their outlets, ranging from little gullies to elongated valleys and veritable canyons. The Holocene has witnessed a tug of war between the invasion of these by rising seas, and their infilling by soils washed down from the interior. Until about 5500 BC, the speed of sea level rise and low rates of erosion thanks to a gentler climate, stability of wooded slopes and modest levels of human activity, ensured that marine invasion won hands down. Mediterranean coasts would have been more indented than today, riddled with creeks and occasional deep fjords; the Latmian Gulf in western Turkey, for example, thrust 50 km (30 miles) further inland, and the now trout-stocked, idyllic lake of Bafa Gölü near Didyma was an arm of the sea [2.10].38 Conversely, there was normally little chance for growth of river deltas, thanks to the flooding of any build-up not flushed out by the gradients of the rivers themselves. The same may hold true for many of the lagoons that became a common feature of later shallow, soft shorelines until modern drainage, though great salt marshes must have flourished in low-lying areas as the sea lapped in, insinuating itself into the slightest fold in the land. Franchthi casts light on one such turnover: there, mud-loving molluscs were replaced by sand and rocky shore species around 7000 BC, as the sea flooded the coastal plain and drew close to steeper slopes near the cave.39
The only significant climatic blip within this ecological, if (as we shall see) not unambiguously social golden age has only recently been confirmed by environmental records, and is christened by its approximate date the ‘6200 event’.40 Like the Younger Dryas, it was caused by North American cold-water discharge into the Atlantic, in this case the final demise of the ice sheet and a sudden redirection of its meltwaters as the last ice dams broke. The cooling was sharp, in the order of 6°C (11°F) on land, with a mix of drier weather in the south and east and flash-flooding deluges in the north, but this time it was mercifully short, with 150–200 years of overall impact and a much briefer spike of maximum incidence. Even so, it can be aligned with a horizon of changes all over the Mediterranean, some of decisive significance.
Another serpent may have lurked in the garden, though its presence is uncertain and certainly heavily camouflaged. The warming and humidity could have loosed into the basin diseases hitherto kept south of the Sahara, including high- and low-mortality infections as well as ancestors of epidemic diseases that later developed more virulent strains under greater population densities.41 Even if their advent came substantially later, a general association between higher levels of disease and warmth, humidity and (for reasons we now come to) transfers to humans resulting from closer coexistence with animals is likely to be correct. This provides a countertrend to the resumption of sharp demographic growth in the early Holocene, and opens our eyes to the multiplicity of vectors that we need to consider in this brave new Mediterranean world.
The nuclear explosion of the Levantine Neolithic
The early Holocene Levant combined a propitious ecology, a strongly forcing topography, a superlative window of opportunity and, last but not least, an exceptional cumulative build-up in cognitive and practical terms since the Last Glacial Maximum (after all, the last time Homo sapiens occupied the Levant during an interglacial, 100,000 years earlier, nothing comparable occurred). Out of this arose the first farming communities of the Neolithic, a new age indeed (if only tangentially in regard to stone) that heralded transformations of society, culture, economy and relations between people and nature that would, as they spread and diversified, irreversibly alter western Eurasia and parts of North Africa.42 In fact, the Levant is simply the best-investigated segment of a larger nucleus of change that extended east across the Jazira into northern Mesopotamia and the Zagros piedmont, encompassing much of the Fertile Crescent.43 Over half this overall arc lay beyond the Mediterranean basin (the vast majority of which was, conversely, excluded), but most still fell within the eastward-thrust lobe of Mediterranean climates mapped in Chapter 2, whose pronounced seasonality accounts for the unusual abundance of large-seeded wild cereals in the region. The global tally of hotspots of early farming is growing,44 but still remains limited, and the fact that one, and on current information the earliest, overlapped with the Mediterranean is one of the great formative factors (the second, after the location of the sole land route out of Africa) that has shaped the course of its history and rendered this so dynamic from such an early date. Semi-Mediterranean in origin, this western Eurasian brand of farming would over time be further reworked by the challenges and opportunities of a maritime basin, and in turn become the greatest sculptor of Mediterranean landscapes and ecologies since the end of the Pleistocene.
The Levant and wider Fertile Crescent were unusually fortunate in the range of plants and animals susceptible to domestication [5.5].45 Initially most significant among the former were three cereals (emmer wheat, einkorn wheat and barley), four pulses (pea, lentil, chickpea and bitter vetch) and flax. The last of these, a source of fibre for cords and consequently woven linen cloth, as well as oil, reminds us that domestication was not all about staples, and, indeed, sugar-rich figs may have been an early target too.46 Domestication marked the final stage in a coevolution of plants and people. It built upon far older hunter-gatherer plant lore, and more specifically the gathering, grinding, roasting or baking and consumption of wild cereals and pulses by the Last Glacial Maximum, graduating in the Levant to the wild cultivation of the Early Natufian. Such practices survived the Younger Dryas, to judge by the numbers of Late Natufian grinding stones and a vegetal signature in the chemistry of human skeletons.47 Indeed, one isolated flash in the pan at Abu Hureyra on the Euphrates, shortly before it was abandoned to drought, hints that some of the rye seeds (not again a regular crop for many millennia) may have been in effect domesticated.48

5.5  The distribution of the wild progenitors of plant domesticates in the Levant, wider Fertile Crescent and surrounding regions.
The faunal situation was just as propitious. Out of 148 large herbivores on the planet today, fewer than a tenth have ever been domesticated.49 The rest are unwilling to breed in captivity or simply too behaviourally intractable – cases in point being the skittishness and aggression during their ruts of deer and gazelle, two favourite quarries of Mediterranean hunters. In addition to the dog, which acquired new roles as a guardian and herder, the Fertile Crescent boasted four of this select club in the wild: sheep, goat, boar/pig and aurochs/cattle. Their domestication created a ‘walking larder’ (effectively storage on the hoof), and again was the culmination of a longer process.50 Sheep and goat, both naturally herding creatures, had attracted scant attention while better hunting targets abounded, but became of greater interest as the preferred prey species declined, the number of mouths to feed grew, and alternative approaches to animal exploitation came to the fore.51 Conversely, images and figurines stretching back into the Pleistocene suggest that people had long attributed a sacred power to that hulking, dangerous mass of meat, the aurochs, and its taming might be partly understood in this symbolic light.52 The initial contribution from domesticated fauna came, like that of hunted game, in the form of meat, hides, and other body parts that demanded the animal’s death. Exploitation of renewable, or as commonly termed ‘secondary’, animal products53 – milk-based from sheep, goats and cattle, wool once sheep and goats had been bred for shaggy outer coats, and traction by cattle and later additional species – followed at staggered junctures, sometimes considerably later.
From such perspectives farming was simply one more intensification of food production (admittedly with gigantic potential), the ultimate in a delayed-returns way of life, and, in the Fertile Crescent, an accident waiting to happen.54 Once we focus on the details, however, questions of timing and incidence are less apparent, and for good reason. The latest generation of archaeological analyses and reconstructions of genetic lineages reveal a pattern of multiple foci and lengthy experimentation (therefore also potentially very varied motives over time and space) around the core zone.55 Some of this resulted from practices intended to preserve as much as subvert existing societies, as the continuation rather than nemesis of inventive hunter-gatherer strategies that had already lighted upon efficient food extraction, storage and probably exchange as ways of surviving in a diverse world. Several of the foci overlap in the northern Levant and southeast Anatolia, but there were important extensions into the Crescent’s extremities, notably for cereals and sheep in the southern Levant and goat and sheep on the flanks of the Zagros. Only slowly did this web of activities converge into something readily identifiable as farming. Given all this, the timing of domestication events has become something of a semantic distraction. Technically these are defined by the genetic shifts that reduce or nullify a species’ ability to survive and reproduce naturally, or in visible terms traditionally identified by traits such as size reduction in animals, and in cereals a tougher junction between the seeds and stalk, a rare anomaly in the wild that militates against natural resowing by shattering when ripe, but greatly eases the reaper’s task by holding the ear together (Natufian harvesters of wild cereals got around this by reaping while still green). Yet well before such changes are attested, plant and animal remains at archaeological sites betray hints of management in such details as the accompanying weeds and patterns of slaughter, respectively. Cultivation of cereals still largely wild in form continued for the first thousand years of the Holocene, until progressive selection and isolation from wild stands made easy-reaping variants both numerically dominant and reliant on human hands for resowing.56 Likewise, the faunal protagonists in their wild guises were being corralled, culled, selectively bred and even (as we shall see in the case of Cyprus) moved over substantial distances by the 9th millennium BC, if not even earlier in a few cases, with full domestication following only a millennium or so later.57
There was, however, far more to Neolithic origins than domestication. Equally central were the formation and spread of village communities, which tied more people to a more place-based lifestyle than ever before, and a range of symbolic practices that enabled people to engage with plants, animals and increasing numbers of each other in new ways, and to negotiate the complicated entanglements that ensued.58 In this sense, too, the Levant had a flying start with the Natufian, to which we might now add further hunter-gatherer groups riding out the Younger Dryas beyond our immediate purview in southeast Anatolia, who also experimented with sedentary life and sought to enculture the wild.59 A final vital ingredient for the cumulative spread and pooling of fresh ways of doing things was widespread networks of contact. All hunter-gatherers maintained these of necessity, but those in the Levant were unusual in their habit of converging on corridors like the Jordan Valley, where novelties were juxtaposed and reinforced each other, as well as in the recent extension of such networks across the sea. Individually, none of the above factors was decisive; but together they created dynamite attached to a fuse lit as soon as people were released from the grip of glacial aridity.
The societies of the early Holocene Levant and adjacent regions are collectively known as the Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN). The opening PPNA phase (9600–8500 BC), was a volatile time of rising populations as the climate warmed and new environments opened up.60 Under its umbrella lurks a range of societies united by little more than the use of Khiam points, distinctive arrowheads found from Sinai to the northern Fertile Crescent. Although a good indicator of long-range interaction, further affirmed by the circulation of Anatolian obsidian, Mediterranean and Red Sea shells, brightly hued minerals and Dead Sea bitumen, the spread of Khiam points should not disguise major distinctions between their users in different areas. Many small stone tool scatters mark no more than ongoing, ever more intensive hunting, especially of gazelle. Meanwhile, the northern Fertile Crescent experienced a hunter-gatherer climax of astonishing ritual elaboration, exemplified at Göbekli Tepe in southeast Anatolia by massive monoliths carved with wild animals and male symbols, one unfinished pillar weighing 50 tonnes [5.6].61

5.6  One of the decorated monoliths carved by early Holocene hunter-gatherers at Göbekli Tepe, outside the Mediterranean basin itself but within the eastward extension of its climate zone across the northern Fertile Crescent.
Yet in a short stretch of the Jordan Valley north of the Dead Sea, and perhaps in the Damascus basin and additional patches further afield, some groups took a different course. As in the Early Natufian, rising populations hemmed in by sea and steppe faced acute challenges that were best solved in situ. The Early Natufian solution had been to settle down in places within range of diverse, rich wild resources. This time, however, certain crops, especially wild cereals, were themselves transported to augment such sweet patches, and tended there outside their normal habitats.62 This deceptively simple practice is the most likely mechanism by which easy-reaping strains were isolated and their domestication accelerated. Ecological micro-diversity in the fully Mediterranean segment of the Fertile Crescent served as a major enabler in this respect, shortening distances so much that many transfers must have lain within the territory of a single community.63 The receiving environments were new to the age too: seasonally flooded fans of light soils along the valley margins, deposited by streams and springs fed by the new rains.64 Plants used to drier savannah or hill soils responded to the abundant water and greenhouse climate in the Jordan Valley and similar environments with burgeoning yields, spurring ongoing manipulation by their tenders, and by some point in the PPNA there is little doubt that a few crop stands had been in effect domesticated. The upshot was a turning point in history: the lifting of the lid imposed by natural abundance on population numbers, density and aggregation. By the end of the PPNA, settlements of unprecedented size had arisen in such places – at Jericho, Netiv Hagdud and Gilgal in the Jordan Valley, and Tell Aswad near Damascus.65 Jericho, the largest at 2.5 ha (6 acres), may have numbered as many as 500 people, almost certainly more than had ever lived in a single spot on the planet until then, and the first human community substantial enough to reproduce itself, if it chose to, within its own boundaries [5.7].

5.7  The propitious early Holocene environs of Jericho and its adjacent oasis on the abundantly spring-fed lowlands at the edge of the Jordan Rift Valley. The shaded area shows the approximate extent of the area under cultivation today.
The culture of these communities blended new features with reworked ancient traditions. Proclamations of permanence were prominent among the former. Dwellings continued to be circular, like Natufian huts, but were made of more durable mud-brick, and between them in several cases stood free-standing, well-sealed silos for crops [5.8].66 When these eventually decayed they were rebuilt in much the same place, so that over time the debris rose as a mound, or tell, above the land, a monumental statement of the community’s attachment to a specific place, and a deeper sense of time.67 Jericho’s inhabitants laboured for collectively thousands of hours to construct a sturdy stone wall and tower-like structure threaded by an internal stairway, the first to divert floodwater from the copious nearby spring, the second of unknown purpose [PL. XII].68 As among certain other groups in the Fertile Crescent, ritual took on an immense importance at such places; its surviving gear and locales hint at ceremonies that exercised a magnetic effect on the viewer, drawing people in, and helping to resolve the literally unspeakable problems created by the physical adjacency of such multitudes. Some of these ritual markers reflect emergent concerns, for instance the first embellishment of dwellings with wall-paintings, at Ja’de on the Euphrates, and the growing popularity of figurines of women, as opposed to animals during the Natufian, which may testify to women’s prominence as the nurturers of incipient plant domestication.69 Equally new, and emblematic as well as practical, were polished stone axes, tools for digging or clearing that affirm increased environmental reworking. Others, however, had a deeper history, notably the caches of human skulls and numerous burials. This dialogue with the dead, whether as generic ancestors or specific individuals and the relationships that they had embodied, drew on clear antecedents in Natufian practice.

5.8  Reconstruction of one of the large cylindrical grain silos recently discovered at Dhra’, on the eastern flank of the Rift Valley, near the Dead Sea. Note the suspension of the raised floor to improve air circulation and deter rodents.
The Levantine PPNA was just the initial stage in an extraordinary trajectory, never envisaged by the first agents of change, that accelerated in the following PPNB (8500–6700 BC), as growing numbers of people, accumulations of domesticates and evolving cultural practices fed back on each other within a zone of interaction about 1000 km (600 miles) across.70 Many PPNB traits were accentuations of PPNA trends, but there were also substantial modifications and divergences whose longer-term repercussions lead many to regard this, rather than the PPNA, as the defining phase for the western Eurasian Neolithic and all that followed from it.
It was only now that farming came together as an integrated, widely applicable practice based on full domesticates (if initially still accompanied by plenty of hunting), with regular cross-breeding consolidating the initial suite and generating improved new variants – notably easier, free-threshing bread wheat and barley.71 In the pioneering PPNA, floodwater cultivation appears to have been the norm, on the basis of the major sites’ proximity to spring-fed or other seasonal wetlands, and the marsh plants mixed in with the cereals.72 Seeds were scattered during the spring onto waterlogged soils as the spate subsided, and needed little tending save for protection from birds and animals until the harvest. Although easy in terms of labour, this system restricted cultivation to the niches where these precise conditions reigned. In the PPNB it was supplemented and gradually replaced by a type of farming still different from that practised over the past few thousand years in the Mediterranean, but recognizable in certain elements and extremely enduring in its own right. This was the horticulture of winter-sown crops in small, garden-like dry-land fields, productive, readily created artificial environments maintained by a back-breaking cycle of hoeing, weeding and, where possible, human watering from nearby springs, probably also dug wells, or other sources to supplement rainfall.73 Domesticated animals pastured nearby played a critical part too, beyond supplementary food and materials, thanks to their manure, which maintained nutrient levels in the soil. The combination of sheep, goats, cattle and pigs, each with their own grazing preferences, offered a balanced, flexible portfolio as well as meat packages of conveniently differing sizes. By such mixed farming, a group of five people deriving most of their food from cereals could subsist from a few hectares of fields and the immediately surrounding grazing land, in contrast to the far greater expanses typically required by an equivalent number of hunter-gatherers – a first indication, along with the invitation to a shorter spacing between births once people ceased to be on the move so frequently, of farming’s potentially dramatic impact over time on Mediterranean demography.
The accompanying labour regime dominated everyday life, culture and ideology, and prompted new ideas about ownership of its fruits as well as hereditary rights over the land itself, concepts typically less accentuated among hunter-gatherers. Farming reflected an entrapment as much as triumph, and by boosting populations to levels that could not be sustained in any other way, it raised the spectre of future crises should conditions ever deteriorate. Its spread also reflects a victory for big demographic battalions rather than health. Early farmers’ skeletons show them to be hard-working, disease-ridden, prone to toothache from a carbohydrate-rich diet and harrowed by 40–50 per cent mortality among the young, with higher stress levels among the survivors compared with their hunter-gatherer forebears.74 Just like their domesticated animals, Mediterranean farmers became smaller and less rugged in build, evolving ‘utility model’ physiques adapted to sedentism and routinized but less physically extreme work.75 Last but not least, farming further entrenched divisions of labour by gender.76 Plants had probably already become a female domain in hunter-gatherer and incipient agricultural communities, and skeletal studies of early farmers demonstrate that their processing was certainly women’s work, probably for a couple of hours each day, followed by the preparation of gruels or oven-baking of simple flatbreads.77 It was an arduous task to judge by pathologies derived from prolonged kneeling and grinding. If women tended the nearby garden plots too, a responsibility compatible with lower mobility during pregnancy and nursing, the inner realm of home and fields may have started to be thought of as female space, with men’s status tied to the still significant realms of hunting, other long-range provisioning, and presumably fighting.
Closely linked is growing evidence for the household as the primary social and productive unit.78 Unsurprisingly, much of this comes from identifications of structures that we can consider discrete houses. At a general level, the most obvious shift is from the circular structures of the PPNA and earlier times to substantial rectangular, and often tightly compartmentalized buildings, sometimes with two storeys plus a flat rooftop working area, though this trend was far from uniform or irreversible [5.9].79 The autarky of households is revealed by replications of food production, storage and tool manufacture areas in each structure, and their increasing transference indoors and away from prying eyes. The size of houses and numbers of burials under floors or benches (a further sign of the significance of residential definition) suggest that these households consisted of nuclear families, typically an adult couple and about two to four surviving parents or children. It is unclear whether we should read the architecture at face value, and infer the emergence only now of this classic building block of later societies, with the PPNA, Natufian and other late hunter-gatherer groups having more communal, fluid or polygamous arrangements.80 But regardless of the nuclear family’s precise antiquity, its prominence by the PPNB had repercussions for logics of economic production. Among societies that shared food and other resources (most, or all, of those hitherto existent), incentives to work harder were slight, given the lack of preferential reward. But once farming households emerged, increased labour leading to a degree of overproduction in terms of food helped to smooth over likely fluctuations in the number of hands that this tiny workforce could muster.81 Looking ahead, overproduction and the storage of its fruits beyond the yearly cycle would take on a far greater importance in the future, by enabling households to tide over bad years as farming expanded into unpredictable environments and as local conditions deteriorated (see Chapter 7) – still tiny clouds on the horizons of the PPNB, but of thunderhead proportions in millennia to come.

5.9  Pre-Pottery Neolithic B rectangular houses at Beidha in southern Jordan: (top) plan showing densely packed comparable household modules and one larger, possibly ritual-oriented structure; (above) reconstruction of a house showing its arrangement over two storeys.
Families might fail with a run of bad luck or poor management, but conversely they might prosper from good land, better fortune or sheer hard work. If the gains were cumulative and heritable this might translate into long-term gradations of wealth more easily than among hunter-gatherers, where such distinctions seldom outlived an individual’s achievements. The greater privacy of households at one level proclaims autarky, but it might also hint at the endurance of an older levelling ideology inimical to the outward flaunting of whatever differences existed. The emergence of groups of community leaders is, as we shall see, likely within the largest PPNB communities, but whether they were selected on grounds of age and experience (in other words as elders), seniority within lineages of families, wealth, specific skills, or combinations of these is unknown.82 Their long-assumed orchestration of activity in the ritual buildings that now became common, and the by now well-attested feasts in which large amounts of meat were consumed, is ambiguous in this respect, for such practices might equally serve to bind a community together by affirming shared membership, or accentuate the status of a minority able to participate prominently. Possible signals of people regarded as outstanding come from rare special treatments in burial, the growing quantities of accompanying objects in the later PPNB, as well as the curation of skulls and their plastic, flesh-like modelling with layers of lime-plaster, finished off by painted details, eyes picked out in cowrie or obsidian and strange, net-like headgear rendered in bitumen [5.10].83

5.10  Pre-Pottery Neolithic B decorated skull from Jericho with inset cowrie eyes.
These fundamentals help to give meaning to a series of astonishing phenomena that we can now explore sequentially. With hindsight, the Early PPNB (8500–8100 BC) was fairly muted.84 Nonetheless, it witnessed the start of a critical merging of innovations that had originated bottom-up in separate niches into an integrated zone encompassing the entire Levant and beyond. Within this, and building upon PPNA activities, raw materials, crafted goods, plants, animals and people were on the move. Whatever social realities lay behind the displacement of objects among earlier hunter-gatherers around the Mediterranean, by now much of this movement undoubtedly consisted of exchanges between people, in effect early forms of trade, certainly influenced by personal, familial or community relationships, as well as ideas of reciprocity, but probably already bringing with it a sense of desirousness, gain or good value, in whatever terms this was perceived.85 Thanks to obsidian, seashell, coral, carved chlorite bowls, highland cedar, bitumen and other durables, some of these flows can be traced, but otherwise we rely on inference, for example from the proliferation of small clay and other incised tokens whose precise meaning is lost, but that collectively mark a growing consciousness of exchanges between people and their consequences.86 Much of this involved goods that were presumably regarded as valuable (surely at this stage including domesticated plant and animal stock), though mundane, everyday exchanges must have taken place too, however invisibly to us, and are likely to have equally, if unfathomably, ancient roots.
By the Middle PPNB (8100–7200 BC) the standard farming suite of domesticates was well established, and snowballing effects become more evident.87 In one core zone in and around the Jordan Valley, settlements at ’Ain Ghazal and Basta outgrew Jericho to become tells of 4–5 ha (10–12 acres), though smaller communities remained the norm here and the rule elsewhere. Large sites in particular display an explosion of ritual activity. Caches of human figures, shorter busts and heads shaped from pale clay or lime-plaster on an armature of reeds appeared at ’Ain Ghazal [PL. XIII] and Jericho, and there was a proliferation of elaborately decorated skulls [5.10].88 Such communities appear to have controlled the flow of exchanged goods, becoming central places in regional networks, and were also probably the bases for long-range expeditions to acquire prized materials. For example, Mediterranean and Red Sea shells were acquired in different regions of the Levant, but ’Ain Ghazal and Basta are unusual in enjoying good access to both.89
The Late PPNB (7200–6700 BC) saw a further acceleration of these trends and a veritable population boom.90 ’Ain Ghazal, Basta and a few other sites in the same area mushroomed into mega-sites of 10–14 ha (25–35 acres), probably with several thousand inhabitants. This was driven by both internal growth and the pulling power of heightened social and ritual engagement. Impressively, it did not depopulate surrounding regions. For numbers of small settlements were sharply on the rise too, in parallel with a marked outward drive, whether through out-migration by bands of farmers (often young people, we can assume, given burgeoning populations) with their seeds and herds, or the adoption of domesticates by already partly implicated hunter-gatherer neighbours. Among the regions brought more fully into the farming zone was the Mediterranean coastal strip, as attested by the lowest level at Ras Shamra (later the famous trading city of Ugarit).91 Also infiltrated were the fringes of the inland steppe, until now still a land of roundhouse-dwelling hunter-gatherers preying on gazelle and wild ass with the aid of immense wall lines converging on a killing zone, the ‘desert kites’ best known in the Wadi as-Sirhan [5.11].92 Boundaries between hunters and farmers often shifted and blurred, with wild meat crossing in one direction, and cereals, pulses, sheep and goats in the other. From one such internal boundary on the edge of the dry Judaean hills, and perhaps marking it in ways obscure to us, come the miraculously surviving plastered skulls, stone masks, headdresses, basketry, mats, knotted and semi-sewn linen and range of seeds and fruits deposited in the Nahal Hemar Cave [5.12; PL. XIV].93

5.11  Long lines of low stone walls create kite-like patterns in profusion across the dry steppe near Jawa in northern Jordan. Used by hunters to funnel gazelle into convenient killing zones, such structures date to various junctures in different parts of the Levant, but these are of relatively early Holocene date.

5.12  Fragment of loosely sewn linen netting, preserved in the dry cave of Nahal Hemar.
Towards a sustainable Levantine future
The immediate sequel to the Late PPNB climax in the Levant is a confusing but, for our purposes, informative period from 6700 to 6200 BC. Conventionally, it marks the Final PPNB or PPNC, and the transition to a Late, or Pottery, Neolithic (6200–5500 BC).94 The last of these labels is best avoided.95 Heat-alteration of materials, whether lime extraction for plaster, softening of metals or hardening of clay, was widespread during the PPN, with open fires and bread ovens providing chances to experiment at moderate temperatures. Fire-hardened clay objects date to as early as the 10th–9th millennia BC at Mureybet on the Euphrates, and from the 8th millennium in the Levant. Some already took the form of containers, alongside wares made of lime and ashes, woven baskets and presumably also wooden vessels. The shift to regular use of fired pottery took place in the early 7th millennium BC in the north and the late 7th in the south, incidentally long after its earliest global appearance among East Asian hunter-gatherers,96 and also, as we shall see, post-dating African innovations. By 6500 BC potting skill had improved greatly. Its products were used for boiling, stewing and serving food, leading to improvements in taste and nutrition. Another crucial function, proved by the extraction of fatty acids from potsherds of this date, was processing of milk, perhaps initially to create readily digestible yoghurts even before full lactose intolerance had developed among adults, as well as more durable cheeses and other milk-based foodstuffs – in short, the first attested secondary products.97 Pottery and its ramifications aside, two other Levantine trends stand out at this time. One is the eclipse and eventual unsynchronized abandonment of the PPNB mega-sites and networks by around 6300–6200 BC. The other was further expansion into hitherto thinly peopled lands, coupled with further changes that presage a more diversified future for Mediterranean farming.
How did the collapse of the giant inland PPNB communities come about?98 The widening mesh of communities throughout the Levant might have rendered the hubs in the Jordan Valley less central in terms of ritual power and control of exotic valuables. Perhaps, therefore, they just faded away. But other processes may have been at work too. One possibility is that tensions between the priorities of the individual family and the vastly larger community proved in the end insuperable within the limited structuring mechanisms that such societies created, and precipitated fissioning. At ’Ain Ghazal, we may even possess the first demonstrable instance of real environmental degradation as a result of Neolithic activity, in the form of soil loss triggered by tree-felling to open arable land and fuel production of lime-plaster, as well as overgrazing by sheep and goats (remains of which increased markedly over hunted gazelle in the final levels).99 Another contributing factor by the end could have been abrupt climate change.100 The 6200 event fell decisively too late to explain the overall pattern, but may have hastened the end by dispersing people and discrediting a leadership unable to avert disaster. The last two suggestions point to an interesting possibility. Although large PPNB communities lived in intimate contact with their ancestral past, they may have been enjoying their present as if there were no tomorrow. Given the overall balmy conditions of the early Holocene, this would be understandable. But such a way of living would also become unsustainable in the Mediterranean as soon as the climate began to oscillate or the consequences of unfettered exploitation took effect.
In this light, several 7th millennium BC Levantine developments can be seen as attempts to structure Neolithic life in more sustainable ways. By the Late PPNB, domestic animals had begun to show up on the inland steppe, and during the mid-7th millennium BC mobile herding of sheep and later goats became established there, replacing hunting in most areas by 6000–5500 BC, a final reprieve for the long-harried gazelle.101 In the coastal zone, different trends came to the fore. In the north, plentiful villages appear in Cilicia and the Amuq plain around 7000 BC, that at Mersin (Yumuktepe) with wattle-and-daub houses, domesticates and dark-surfaced, incised pots reminiscent of wooden prototypes.102 What lifestyle these farming villages replaced is unknown. Possibly this wooded shore was a late hunter-gatherer enclave, like others we will encounter around the basin, but alternatively we are missing its first farmers, a real possibility given Ras Shamra just to the south, and one to which we return in the context of nearby Cyprus. The coast comes alive all the way down to Ashkelon in the far south, nowhere more so than at Atlit-Yam, now thanks to sea level rise 8–12 m (25–40 ft) underwater and 200–400 m (650–1300 ft) off the Carmel shore.103 Here, the sand-smothered structures, wells and burials extend over 4 ha (10 acres) [5.13], but even more interesting are the clues concerning marine activity. Cases of an ear pathology caused by diving into cold, deep water have been identified in the skeletons, and 97 per cent of the fish bones belong to grey trigger fish, the adults of which prefer to live at some depth and therefore, on this shallow-sloping coast, imply capture from boats. Whether fishing by farmers began in response to crisis conditions is an open question. Inland Hatoula got plenty of coastal fish back in the PPNA, and a few slightly earlier,104 so Atlit-Yam may instead reflect the growing visibility of coastal life as rising seas drove settlements closer to the modern shore, coupled with the surge in natural marine abundance seen in many parts of the basin around this time.

5.13  An early well, dug to tap fresh water by the coastal villagers of Atlit-Yam, and now itself preserved underwater thanks to subsequent sea level rise.
With such thoughts in mind, we should approach the Levantine Late Neolithic as much more than the dustcart after the PPNB parade. Its culture was more regionally variegated, less eye-catching and less interconnected, its settlements generally small (under 0.5 ha or 1.25 acres), dispersed and short-lived – mere hamlets or farmsteads.105 But they materialize in a strikingly broad range of ecological niches and hint at major shifts in the farming portfolio. Continuing the terminal PPNB trend, hunting dwindled into insignificance, with sheep and goats on the rise as arrowheads declined. As mentioned, the first secondary products came into play, and although northwest Anatolia emits the strongest signal of milking at this time, people in parts of the Levant are likely to have practised this at least as early. The new way of life in dry-land landscapes based on mobile herding now also penetrated the Negev and Sinai. Turning to new crops, Mersin yields the first evidence of regular olive exploitation, around 6000 BC.106 Thousands of crushed olive stones in pits at marginally later Kfar Samir, another underwater site off Carmel, confirm the extraction of oil, a nutritious food with a long shelf life, as well as a fuel and later unguent (curing the intact fruit to remove their bitterness, on the other hand, only started in the late 1st millennium BC).107 Initially, wild trees would have been harvested, but their selection and pruning marked the first steps towards domestication. Accompanying these shifts are hints of reformulated social relations. Elaborate ancestral rituals and skull manipulations were superseded by small, flexibly deployed female figurines and different approaches to time and descent.108 To the east, beyond the Mediterranean basin, among small communities on the Jazira, a separate revolution was underway: the reassignment of carved stamp seals from their initial role as decorators of human bodies and cloth, to their impression on clay pellets, and deployment of the resultant ‘sealings’ to assert ownership and track exchanges over time and distance far beyond the potential of face-to-face meetings.109
Several observations should be made about this cluster of features. First, as we shall discover in future chapters, they anticipate a startling number of key elements of later Mediterranean life. Second, although many were subsequently realigned to serve the interests of large-scale economies, they appear first in the context of the transition to a small-scale world of little villages, hamlets and farmsteads. Nearly two millennia of experimentation in an ever more unreliable environment would elapse before they crystallized into a suite of strategies capable of supporting cycles of new, differently structured large-scale societies in the Levant. But third, and in contrast to previous population collapses in the fragile Levantine corridor, going back to the first hominin infiltrations, the new demographics enabled by farming, allied to the notable resilience and adaptive inventiveness of these generations of Mediterranean farmers, ensured that this time around the Levant, even in apparent recession, remained in play, both in its own right, and as a potential conduit of connections between the regions around it.
Beyond the mountains and across the sea
In pursuing Levantine farming from its origins to its settling in as a broadly balanced Mediterranean practice by the 7th–6th millennia BC, we have left the remainder of the basin behind. We can now set the clock back and examine what happened elsewhere, first among the Levant’s neighbours in Anatolia and Cyprus. Both areas were vital to subsequent expansion of this new way of life to the rest of the Mediterranean, and the way in which it came to them can also shed light on the early Holocene Levant’s role as an exporter of people. Strictly speaking, the Anatolian plateau lies outside the environmental bounds of the Mediterranean, but it matters as a land connection to the Aegean and because within it, 150 km (90 miles) from the coast, emerged Çatalhöyük, the most famous of all the mega-sites and one whose radius of activity certainly encompassed the Mediterranean hinterland.
The earliest Neolithic of the Anatolian plateau had a mixed ancestry.110 Farmers moving up from the Fertile Crescent constituted one element, but hunter-gatherers had already resettled the edges of the plateau by the final millennia of the Pleistocene, and their descendants played a part too. Other pioneers were also implicated. Obsidian was now coveted for more than razor-sharp tools; its dark gleam shone from figurines’ eyes and polished mirrors, ranking it with other enchanting and exotic materials like marine shell and coral, and by 8300 BC a workshop at Kaletepe, beside the central Anatolian Göllü Dağ source, was turning out products typical of the Levant but unparalleled in its immediate environs.111 The likeliest explanation is that this workshop was run by long-range expeditionary groups from the south – the first instance of operations mounted by lowlanders to extract mineral wealth in highland Anatolia, a major, typically state-sponsored practice in later times. On the plateau, Aşıklı Höyük had domesticated crops and managed sheep and goats by 8400 BC.112 Its claustrophobic, tightly packed mass of houses foreshadows later Çatalhöyük, and may have been a response to harsh upland winters – one of the new challenges facing farmers at these altitudes. Aşıklı Höyük reveals that another, initially minor innovation was getting closer to the Mediterranean, for from it come a few tiny items made from copper. The epicentre of experimentation with metals lay in copper-rich southeast Anatolia, where the site of Çayönü has yielded thousands of little beads, pins and awls, made from malachite or native copper cold-hammered as a malleable stone in the 9th millennium BC, but later heat-treated.113 Such techniques had spread to lead-rich galena by 7000 BC. Sporadic objects and, rarely, metalworking knowledge percolated across the plateau and into the Fertile Crescent, where a few nuggets of raw Jordanian copper also circulated in the PPNB.
Çatalhöyük began to coalesce from 7400 BC on a large fan of river-borne soil splayed across the Konya plain [5.14].114 At first, it lay in the midst of hunter-gatherer land, and the intake of the plain’s indigenous people contributed to the site’s meteoric growth to a 13.5-ha (33-acre) mound, occupied by 3000–8000 people in the 7th millennium BC. A hunter-gatherer legacy is visible in the microliths of the lowest levels, and their myths must lie behind the atavistic paintings on the walls of otherwise impeccably Neolithic household dwellings, full of vultures, leopards, spectacular, still-wild aurochs and other fierce beasts [PL. XV], all at odds with a meat diet dominated, according to the bone remains, by domestic sheep. Such images and accompanying rituals drew people in and helped to bind the swollen, potentially fissile community together. For how much of the year this warren of abutting houses and middens was in fact occupied to full capacity is open to question, and there is some evidence for a seasonally fluid pattern. The spring-flooded wetland surrounding Çatalhöyük was not farmed but used for roofing material, aquatic food and aurochs hunts; cereals, sheep and goats were tended some kilometres away on drier land.115 Obsidian was acquired 170 km (105 miles) to the east from Göllü Dağ and a little copper trickled in from further afield. The forests of the Taurus mountains provided deer, boar, timber, berries and acorns, as well as distant vistas of the Mediterranean, whence came seashells and date palm fronds, the last most probably arriving in the form of baskets of organic goods lost to us.

5.14  A detail of the closely packed houses and yards of Çatalhöyük, seen in this reconstruction from above, with their roof-top activity areas and walkways.
West of the Konya plain there still lies virtual terra incognita before the mid-7th millennium BC, although tantalizing hints from current excavations, for example of red plaster floors underlying levels dated to 7000 BC near the coast at Ulucak, near Izmir, imply that the borders of this earliest Neolithic world lie closer to the Aegean than we knew.116 By the mid-7th millennium, farming had appeared in strength in the southwest Anatolian lake district. Small communities like Hacilar and Bademağaci compare with their modest Levantine contemporaries. They too are referred to as Late Neolithic until 6100 BC, but thenceforth as Copper Age (or ‘Chalcolithic’ – ‘Copper-stone’),117 the first of a series of antiquated and ill-correlated metal-based labels for time periods with which we will henceforth have to contend – recall that copper had begun to show up millennia earlier. As in the Levant, this expansion was accompanied by the break-up of the mega-sites.118 By 6350 BC Çatalhöyük was shrinking and streets began to divide its houses, replacing the former rooftop walkways and entrances. In the final layers structural timbers became rarer and various marks of drier times connote the 6200 event. By 6000 BC an adjacent Copper Age community half its predecessor’s size had taken over, elaborate painted decoration had shifted from house walls to pots, and a ripple of small villages and hamlets repopulated the Konya plain as the mega-site went down. To the south, on the coast, hunter-gatherers survived in the Gulf of Antalya until the early 7th millennium. Finds there, at Öküzini, of a few polished axes indicate interaction with farmers – maybe, as we will see, including those moving west along the coast into the Aegean by this time.119
Further south again across the now-inviting sea lies Cyprus, where this chapter opened. Here, a series of dramatic further discoveries have engendered a heady state of rolling interpretative revolution, and an insular microscope that reveals startling views as to how the Neolithic must have come together and spread across the neighbouring mainland too.120 Until roughly twenty years ago, the consensus was that the Cypriot Neolithic began around 7000 BC with the Khirokitia phase, a puzzling isolate characterized by an anachronistic combination of roundhouses, carved stone vessels and the absence of pottery and cattle.121 Between this and earlier Aetokremnos lay a gap of over 2500 years. That gap is now riddled with new finds. The newest, identified both inland and on the coast, is an early 9th millennium BC horizon contemporary with the later PPNA and the start of the PPNB.122 Its most striking features are a roundhouse at Klimonas, now much more of its age and emblematic of long-term presence, plus the hunting (with dogs) of wild pig. Whether or not these pigs were descended locally from the earlier boars faintly attested at Aetokremnos, they had manifestly been introduced at some time to stock the island with game after the hippopotami had vanished, and cast indirect light on how people in the Levant were managing animals that to us still look undomesticated. Continuity in human occupancy is equally hard to gauge, but it does begin to look as if Cyprus, once visited, was never quite forgotten; the temporal gap has reduced almost to a three-figure duration over which progressively lengthier visits are extremely plausible.
Regardless, this opening phase of the ‘Cypro-PPN’ undoubtedly did grade into a further phase of roundhouse settlements, notably Mylouthkia and Shillourokambos in the south and Arkosyko in the north, that span the late 9th and entire 8th millennia BC, synchronizing with the end of the Early PPNB and the entire Middle PPNB in the Levant [5.15].123 These contain domesticated cereals and pulses, none of which, save possibly barley, was native to the island. New animals were introduced, some at early stages of domestication, others still wild in appearance, plus a few commensals dependent on the environments of settled communities.124 At Shillourokambos traces of their stockades have been unearthed. First to join the managed pigs were initially semi-wild goats and cattle, plus cats, whether mousers to combat that other fellow traveller of grain-storing farmers or, on the basis of one accompanying a human burial, of symbolic resonance, like the animals occasionally found in Levantine funerary contexts [5.16]. Sheep and a few foxes followed soon afterwards, but the most unexpected major arrivals were wild fallow deer, which to judge by the bones from kills, were released into the still understocked island and hunted as game without any effort at control. Other traces of a consciously transported mainland world include burials, stone bowls, PPNB-type tools, Anatolian obsidian and the human skulls and goat skeletons ritually deposited in deep water wells (themselves the earliest known in the eastern Mediterranean) at Mylouthkia.

5.15  The loose collection of roundhouses constituting the early Cypriot village of Shillourokambos, set in this reconstruction within a savannah-like landscape with semi-free-ranging yet carefully managed herds.

5.16  The faunal record for early Holocene Cyprus reveals repeated injections of new species, and fresh stock among existing ones, both of which indicate regular comings and goings by people between the island and mainland. The PPNB dates here refer to the Cypriot variant of the sequence. (Grey bars show overall probable date ranges. Black arrows indicate the earliest evidence for the arrival of new species. Grey arrows indicate the probable introduction of new lineages of animals.)
Cypro-PPN farming was palpably of off-island origin and unveils the reach and potential of maritime movement by early farmers, with implications as crucial for early Mediterranean history as the prior achievements of seafaring hunter-gatherers. Slightly different crop profiles at each site, and parallels with diverse localities on the mainland on the part of the animals, argue against a single point of origin, but strong suspects for a primary role must be the archaeologically invisible people of the Gulf of İskenderun before the appearance there of pot-using villages, whose hinterland embraced a zone of roundhouse architecture stretching to the Euphrates.125 This maritime nursery has already been highlighted in the context of Aetokremnos; one key to the Cypro-PPN is surely a continued tradition of seafaring there, while another must have been the loss of its coastal lands to rising seas, just as regional populations were also on the rise.
This peopling of an island with farmers and their way of life is as emblematic of the logistical abilities and scalar ambitions of early Holocene people in this part of the world as Jericho’s tower or Göbekli Tepe’s colossal carved pillars. Viable numbers of people and five species of sizeable animals, plus a suite of crops, had to be shuttled over sea-gaps of at least 65–70 km (40–45 miles). Although we still lack physical remains or images, the most likely seacraft by this time are no longer permeable reed boats but watertight dugout canoes made out of great trees from the nearby mountains – as we shall see in coming chapters, there is no sign of any more powerful seagoing technology for almost another five millennia, and such craft would still be lucky to make the crossing in less than a couple of days. Moreover, this was not a one-off event. Three intriguing strands of evidence demonstrate that for a long time Cypriot farmers remained in close touch with mainlanders.126 First, the animal bones reveal periodic influxes of new stock [5.16], with at least eight episodes of introduction at Shillourokambos, most clustered in the earlier part of its 1400-year life, and some of them responses to local failures that underscore the advantages of a continental back-up for island-based life; these injections, incidentally, also cast light on likely levels of less visible animal transfers on the mainland. Second, measurements on the molars of the house mice that presumably smuggled aboard capacious canoes reveal no divergence over time from Levantine norms, thereby arguing for a steady trickle of new mice to the island. Third, obsidian kept coming, particularly to Arkosyko (a natural entry-point facing the Taurus passes into upland Anatolia), which obtained raw nodules and dispersed blades across the island.127 Fish hooks, as well as remains of deep-water hake and shark, at Arkosyko leave little doubt that it was in part Cypriot canoes that plied the seas to maintain lines of contact. Seafaring, fishing, trading, tending of plants and animals and hunting were united in a cooperative endeavour essential for initial success and long-term survival. This nexus of confident social groups, microcosms of sustenance and robust seafaring technology operating over medium-range distances marked a distinctive Neolithic way of life that would bring radical changes to the ways in which people lived along the coasts, islands and hinterlands of the entire northern flank of the Mediterranean.
But before exploring further west, what happened in the longer term to Cypriot Neolithic societies? Several peculiarities of the Khirokitia phase now make better sense as Cypro-PPN derivatives, but the persistence of the increasingly archaic round-houses and continued lack of pottery, a loss of cattle in the early 7th millennium BC for (as we shall see) some 4000 years, the adherence to deer hunting as a mainstay for almost as long and the gradual disappearance of obsidian, all suggest a steady decline in external contacts. It is a moot point whether this reflected the deliberate rejection of an outside world of which islanders remained aware, but whose innovations they considered to be irrelevant or inimical in comparison to insular ways of doing things, or an unconscious drift towards parochialism similar to the reduction of horizons all over the Levant after the break-up of the PPNB sphere.128 One little community perched on the rocky tip of the Karpass peninsula switched, like Atlit-Yam, to fishing, with catches including large tunny, while Khirokitia, the biggest community on the island, shifted to a heavier reliance on sheep and goat just before it finally fizzled out; both look like sporadic efforts to reconnect to mainstream ways of life, but if so, neither survived.129 Cyprus now completes its hat-trick of early Holocene firsts by illustrating just how odd the lives of Mediterranean islanders might become. Once a target for pioneering seafarers and farming settlers, the island slowly slipped into an internal rut, and over the horizon of continental concerns, where it stayed until the surrounding world had altered beyond recognition.
The last hunter-gatherers of the northern Mediterranean
The intuitively hardest point to grasp about the Mediterranean in the early Holocene is that for most of the immense time span of the Levantine Neolithic and its immediate offshoots, farming remained east of a line running from the Negev to Cyprus and up a shifting axis through Anatolia. To the west, hunter-gatherer lifestyles continued until far later. Farming began in the Aegean around 7000–6500 BC, contemporary with the Late PPNB boom and its aftermath; at the other end of the basin, it only reached Iberia around 5500 BC, by which time the Levantine Neolithic was drawing to a close. North Africa also remained free of farming until the mid-6th millennium BC, as we shall see at the end of this chapter. On the European side of the basin, the last hunter-gatherers are known as Mesolithic, a sandwich-filler of a term (post-Palaeolithic, pre-Neolithic) that disguises the fact that their microlithic tools, and the practices behind them, were essentially Holocene continuations of themes developed by the warm-weather hunter-gatherers of the postglacial Pleistocene that we encountered in Chapter 4.130
It is hard to put flesh on the bones (or stones) of these people, largely thanks to our patchy knowledge of their sites, many of which were open air and low key in their archaeological signature.131 Despite a common preference for aquatic locations, also lacking so far are waterlogged find-spots like those that have preserved basketry, wooden implements, nets, traps and even entire canoes in contemporary temperate and northern Europe. Stone tools, food debris, ornaments, burials, rock art and markings on incised or painted pebbles afford strictly limited views into this cultural universe. People were generally well nourished and typically, if not always, mobile, although often over less distance than many of their cold-weather predecessors. Their numbers were probably volatile, with a tendency to boom as local conditions peaked but also to overshoot and crash or disperse, the aftermath of which presumably casts light on several hints of population redistributions between regions, sometimes seemingly rapid and extensive.132 Certain individuals clearly mattered, as they always had done; at Grotta dell’Uzzo in Sicily a few of the dead may even have been founder burials laid in the natural soil beneath the midden.133 Others in southern France died violently, bearing traces of scalping or headhunting, maybe as a result of heightened stresses around the 6200 event.134 There is nothing to suggest communities as complex as the Early Natufian, but beyond this, the paucity reflects our loss, not their poverty. To reflect on the potential extent of that loss, in Australia, where hunter-gatherer traditions continue up to the present, this same age of greening land and rising seas is thought to have been that in which the Rainbow Serpent myths were first formulated, an age of ancestral creation.135
In terms of the food-quest it is an exaggeration, but a pardonably illuminating one, to characterize the Mesolithic as the age of the snail, and of molluscs in general.136 Of course this was not the whole story in terms of diet breadth and, equally, in terms of social prowess, no rock artist painted snail collecting. But early Holocene conditions typically made for difficult hunter-gatherer arcadias, in which small foodstuffs of fixed location balanced the challenges of foraging for larger but unpredictable prizes. Thick deciduous woodland dispersed the browsing deer, aurochs and boars to a degree only partly offset by seasonal hauls of nuts, acorns, fungi and berries (and caries in human teeth from the Grotta dell’Uzzo do indeed betray sweeter-toothed hunter-gatherers).137 The ideal niches were varied and provided year-round possibilities; many were prime Mediterranean micro-ecologies combining in close proximity unforested mountains, wooded or more open lowland and coasts. One such was the Sorrentine peninsula on the southern side of the Bay of Naples, where the land rises to 1500 m (4900 ft) only 2 km (1.25 miles) from the sea, and the meat intake was a mixture of ibex, boar and shellfish.138 A larger zone of this description lay in an arc of steep relief from the Pyrenees via southern France, northern and Apennine Italy, to the Trieste karst and Istria.139 Here thrived a rich Mesolithic tradition known as the Sauveterrian (9000–6500 BC). Two sites at the extremities of this arc provide some flavour. Balma Margineda, a cave 970 m (3180 ft) high in the Andorran Pyrenees and by this time used for several millennia, now served as a highland summer camp for people coming up from the Aude Valley to hunt and catch trout in the streams.140 Meanwhile, off in the uplands of Istria, a cluster of sites focused on Pupicina Cave, a base rich in shell ornaments, where bone chemistry suggests a diet mainly of plants, but that also served as a venue for autumn boar feasts.141
Elsewhere, rich concentrations of marine foods played a bigger role. Even if the popularity of coastal life is partly an optical illusion created by the loss of comparable earlier sites to rising seas, the pattern is sustained across enough coastal topographies to inspire general confidence. At Grotta dell’Uzzo analysis of human skeletons reveals a diet rich in sea and plant foods, and the molluscs eaten tell us that at first people used the cave only in winter, but later frequented it year-round as they took more to fishing during the 8th–7th-millennium BC pan-Mediterranean burgeoning of sea life.142 A similar pattern is evident on the east Adriatic coast; highlights are a base camp at Vela Spilja on Korčula, with thick layers full of the remains of small fish and rarely big ones, as well as dolphins, molluscs and land animals, a string of newly identified sites from Albania to northwest Greece, and the long-known midden above Sidari beach on Corfu.143 But two areas stand out in terms of marine lifestyles, albeit in different ways, one showing how these could tether people and make them relatively sedentary, the other, in quite different circumstances, connected with widespread travel across the sea.
The first lies formally just outside Mediterranean waters, in southern Portugal, where Atlantic tides flooding in and out of the long, winding channels cut by the Tagus and other rivers running off the Meseta nourished an inexhaustible cornucopia of molluscs, crustaceans, fish, sea mammals, seabirds and local as well as migratory waterfowl.144 On the inner sections of such estuaries, hunter-gatherers settled down, creating middens of shells up to 100 m (330 ft) long and up to 2–3 m (6–10 ft) high [5.17]. The differing proportions of oysters, cockles and limpets reflect not so much local preferences (however attractive the idea) but the muddy, sandy or rocky beds in the immediate surroundings. Within middens, finds of acorns, nuts, berries and game still reveal trips to the wooded interior, but the lure of the shore was overwhelming. By the later Mesolithic, and perhaps hastened by the 6200 event, most Iberian people were living on the coast all round the peninsula – the culmination of a long and remarkably consistent trend going back to Solutrean and Magdalenian times.145 The extent to which the white, shell-built middens of southern Portugal in particular created monuments rooting people in their locality is clear from the fact that storage pits and striking numbers of burials were dug into them.

5.17  Close-up of the accumulations of marine shells, discarded after consumption by coastal and estuarine hunter-gatherers, that created huge white middens along the coast of Atlantic Portugal and parts of the Mediterranean proper.
Our second, very different, example of seaward orientation lies in the intensely coastal and insular landscapes of the Aegean. Even allowing for site losses to sea level rise, and uneven prospection (with a startling proportion of all known sites identified by a single scholar with a good eye),146 the last Aegean hunter-gatherers manifestly did concentrate in certain areas, mostly though not all coastal. Just outside the Aegean, we have just noted one such focus in northwest Greece; another has recently come to light around the Sea of Marmara and the Dardanelles.147 Others must lie undetected along further well-watered, estuarine stretches of coast, such as the west Anatolian seaboard. But it is Franchthi Cave that continues, as it did during the first obsidian procurement, to raise the standard in every sense, and to offer a superb window into how changeable the lifestyles of these hunter-gatherers could be.148 In the 9th millennium BC, food came mainly from deer, boar and smaller prey, alongside a huge rise in wild plants (attested by some 28,000 seeds from wild barley, oats, lentils, pear, pistachio and over twenty other species), augmented by a little fishing and mollusc collecting. Obsidian was still used, but in tiny amounts. The cave’s occupants may have sought to express a sense of belonging, for the first Mesolithic phase contained several burials of men, women and children. In the early 8th millennium BC, the burials drop off, as does the rate at which sediments built up, both signalling a shift in lifestyle. Suddenly, and perhaps for just a couple of centuries, tunny up to 200 kg (440 lbs) in weight make up 20–40 per cent of the bones [5.18], specialized tools for fish processing appear, and obsidian increases thirtyfold relative to other stones. Here and elsewhere in the Mediterranean (save for a dubious showing in Gorham’s Cave, at Gibraltar, before the Last Glacial Maximum), tunny are a new, Holocene, catch. Being fast-moving, primarily open-water fish, their presence is often taken as proof of deep-sea fishing, and so a surrogate for seagoing, but they also shoal around promontories where the oxygenated water attracts prey, and during their annual migrations they swarm into coastal bays and along narrow straits, in which constricted locations they can be netted or speared from the shore. As at Grotta dell’Uzzo, people spotted a new marine opportunity and altered tack to exploit it, maybe investing in nets and canoes, and going seasonally mobile along the coast and between islands.

5.18  Large tunny make a spectacular catch, as illustrated by this detail from an early 19th-century painting of one such moment in southern Italy. But precisely what does the discovery of their bones in early Holocene sites imply for fishing practices and seagoing more generally?
Other Aegean evidence complements the picture of growing maritime activity. Two well-documented sites are open-air Maroulas on Kythnos in the Cyclades and the Cyclops Cave on minuscule Gioura in the outermost Sporades, both sea-girt at the time.149 Reports are coming out of similar activity elsewhere, not least a Mesolithic on Crete, hitherto an anomaly as the only one of the Mediterranean’s big five devoid of such finds.150 Kythnos and Gioura were too small and poor to sustain hunter-gatherers year-round, but were repeatedly visited. The former lies on the inter-island passage to Melos, dates to roughly the time of the maritime surge at Franchthi, and has abundant obsidian, as well as round huts and burials suggestive of seasonal occupancy. Gioura obtained a little obsidian too; the Cyclops Cave’s fauna include deer, small wild boars (if their mineralized bones do not point to an older, Pleistocene walk-on, followed by insular dwarfing),151 various birds, both coastal and semi-open sea-fish, and the hooks with which to catch them [5.19]. Tunny, mackerel and bonito, all mainly denizens of open water, had been decapitated elsewhere and maybe salted for transportation from the catching grounds.152 Missing fish heads, island burials and more obsidian are all parts of a picture that is largely lost to us, but that if visible in its entirety would surely reveal a network of seasonal sea-paths paddled by the practitioners of a dynamic maritime culture. The sea-children of the Aegean nursery were coming of age.

5.19  Fish-hooks from the Cyclops Cave on the north Aegean islet of Gioura.
But how widespread was the phenomenon of island-based hunter-gatherers, beyond the Aegean, Cyprus and quasi-continental Sicily? Sardinia and Corsica, now sundered from each other and roughly modern in form, can certainly be added to the roll call.153 After acting as a refuge in the Last Glacial Maximum, followed by likely subsequent abandonment, they were repeopled during the 9th to 8th millennia, via a sea crossing now tripled to 50 km (30 miles), and with the squeeze on mainland territories by rising sea levels arguably the motivation. Although as on Cyprus, and we might now add, Crete, there is no cast-iron proof of human culpability, it is an otherwise extraordinary coincidence that the native deer and canid vanished around this time. Their departure left only Prolagus sardus, a dreary dietary prospect indeed [5.20]. Exactly how monotonous is brought home by careful analysis of the Monte Leone rockshelter, at the southern tip of Corsica.154 Here, Prolagus comprised three-quarters of the bones; an estimated 75,000–150,000 of these hare-like creatures were devoured over five centuries of sporadic occupation – a tribute to their breeding rate, given Prolagus’s survival into later times. The rest of the menu comprised sardines and eels, spiced up with the occasional vole, mouse, bird, mollusc, seal or beached dolphin. Most people were trappers and inshore fishers who moved up and down the coast as they depleted a given area, perhaps seasonal visitors but more plausibly permanent residents; a crippled skeleton from Araguina-Sennola implies one individual who had been on Corsica for some time.

5.20  The staple meat supply on Mesolithic Sardinia: a skeleton of little Prolagus sardus.
People on islands prompt us to ask how much real seafaring, as opposed to just strand-line activity, was going on in the Mesolithic sphere. The attractive concept has recently been proposed of early Holocene ‘foraging seascapes’ in the Mediterranean,155 but how widely does it apply? In the Aegean, and earlier in the seas around Cyprus, it resonates well with the visible tip of the iceberg, though even here most food was still taken on land. Further west, however, it is worth enquiring to what extent the iceberg actually existed. Of course, the presence of people on Corsica and Sardinia proves seafaring, and a further hint comes from Dalmatia. Here, most islands with Mesolithic finds were still joined to the mainland or so close as to make no odds. But one find from Vela Spilja is more telling: a pestle made from an igneous pebble whose source is one of several volcanic islets already well out to sea by this time.156 The prime candidate is mid-Adriatic Palagruža, whose tiny size belies its significance as a maritime stopover (and also a source of fine chert on its satellite, Mala Palagruža), and from which comes a reciprocally suggestive possibly Mesolithic shell bead. This pebble aside, however, central Mediterranean island stones reveal a very different picture from the east. Most remarkably, there was virtually no use of obsidian – just one potentially secure find apiece from Sicily and Apulia, a dubious candidate from Liguria and a few of unknown origin from northwest Greece and Albania.157 In the case of the Lipari source, part of the explanation is that the main flow quarried in antiquity was only created during a volcanic eruption in the 9th millennium BC (most of what is visible today was formed in medieval times). Possibly the minor sources on remote Palmarola and Pantelleria had not yet been discovered (itself good negative evidence), while the total absence of obsidian from Sardinian sources in the interior furnishes additional proof of the coastal orientation of the island’s hunter-gatherers. Further west, we lose both the convenient tracer of obsidian sources and easily accessible islands, but on the basis of what we do see, there is no sign of sea crossings between the 12th-millennium BC Iberian harpoon at Taforalt in the western Maghreb, and the start of the Neolithic. Despite the time-honoured penchant for seafood in the west and central Mediterranean, a tentative case might be made that true hunter-gatherer seafaring was rarer than in the east, especially in regions less endowed with indented coasts and islands. Any such distinction would, of course, have ramifications for understanding the subsequent expansion of farming.
The neolithicization of Mediterranean Europe
Neolithic farming communities replaced this Mesolithic world in the northern half of the Mediterranean basin at different times between 7000 and 5500 BC, save for a few enclaves that held out slightly longer [5.21]. Overall, the trend was strongly from east to west, if with informative variations. The start date in the east was conditioned by the acceleration towards full domestication, followed by the Late PPNB boom in farming settlements. Over the course of its 3500-km (2175-mile) expansion beyond central Anatolia and Cyprus, the Neolithic displayed impressive consistency in its core features, principally the suite of domestic animals and plants, pottery and other objects like polished stone axes, often collectively known as the Neolithic ‘package’. One great facilitator was the basin’s latitudinal orientation, which offered comparable environments from the Jordan to the Atlantic; another, the robustness and amenity to transport of most Mediterranean domesticates. Sheep, for example, were popular right across the basin, thanks to their modest size, propensity to store fat on the hoof, and provision of meat and milk – and residue analysis affirms that small-scale, if sometimes quite intensive, milking played a major role in sustaining the spread of the Neolithic.158 But a lot of remodelling also occurred en route,159 so that the Iberian Neolithic, while bearing a distinct family resemblance to the Levantine PPNB, could never be mistaken for its identical twin. Some of this may reflect genuine losses at several bottlenecks in transmission, but these changes represent more than simply a cumulative cultural impoverishment, or, as one expert puts it, the discarding of heavy luggage on the long journey west.160 From nuances of crop choice to matters of pottery style, they also reflect accommodations with specific conditions in each area, continual honing with experience and creation of local meanings within the inherited framework.

5.21  The changing speed of the spread of farming around the Mediterranean basin and deeper into Europe, as represented by one-century isobars. The long pause in western Anatolia may reflect lack of investigation, which is also a problem at entry points to North Africa, but elsewhere the pattern is well determined.
The mechanisms behind this transformation have been heavily contested.161 For a long time, one hypothesis was that local hunter-gatherers independently domesticated plants and animals, as in the Fertile Crescent.162 With boars and aurochs roaming the basin’s woods and stands of wild cereals and legumes between these in several regions, this seemed a genuine possibility, though the absence of native wild sheep and goats already placed limits on the scope. But stringent analyses of bones, seeds, the cave strata that contribute much of our information and most recently genetics, today testify beyond doubt that no such in situ transition to farming in fact took place on this flank of the Mediterranean before exogenous domesticates arrived from further east.163 Why this should have been so, and what alternative, counterfactual histories of indigenous management and domestication might have transpired if this swathe of the basin had been more isolated, or given extra time, remain interesting issues – and in the case of pigs (but only these) there is intriguing genetic evidence that people living in southern Europe soon after the advent of farming substituted the eastern breeds for ones derived from locally domesticated boars, which over time swamped the intruders.164 Sticking to history as it actually played out, however, the conclusion is inescapable that only the critical overlap between one sliver of the eastern Mediterranean and the core of early farming in the Fertile Crescent enabled a drastic, irreversible and strategic change of this kind to emerge and spread so early over so much of the remainder of the basin.
With the elimination of local domestication, the quest for an active Mesolithic contribution has shifted to the proposal that hunter-gatherers adopted domesticates and other traits through contact with farmers, slotting them into their lifestyles until they in effect became Neolithic.165 The possible incentives range from the social (for example, the incorporation of Neolithic traits in hunter-gatherer exchange networks or feasts) to the pragmatic (maybe sedentary propensities and plant management skills predisposed hunter-gatherers to appreciate the advantages of domestic strains?). The jury concerning this possibility still remains out, and the arguments for and against will be best evaluated on a case by case basis.
The alternative to Mesolithic-focused scenarios is, of course, that the Neolithic spread primarily by the actual movement of people who lived by farming and its range of associated cultural practices – in other words, an extension of the same process that had filled in the Levant, Anatolia and Cyprus. As farming, once established, sustained far higher densities of people than hunting and gathering, it swamped or absorbed pre-existing populations.166 To illustrate this contrast, it is quite plausible that the number of hunter-gatherer inhabitants of a region as large as Sicily (some 25,000 sq. km or 10,000 sq. miles) was comparable to the population of a single mega-site such as ’Ain Ghazal or Çatalhöyük. Alongside demic turnover would surely have come a redrawing of the linguistic map, though there are philological obstacles to the proposal that it was farming that first dispersed Indo-European languages.167 Early versions of this migratory scenario in the Mediterranean and further north envisaged a broad wave of advance, in aggregate a slow rolling frontier,168 but more favoured now are punctuated, leapfrogging jumps by small founder groups from one suitable patch directly to the next, each creating a little enclave that propagated local expansion and further onward leaps.169 The timing of the next jump depended on when the best niches had been claimed, or among these fission-prone, post-mega-site groups, when social tensions made moving on preferable to in situ negotiation. This did not need to wait for a local saturation point to be reached.170 Expansion could therefore be rapid, and might in time evolve a distinctive ethos and impetus. Over the last two decades an impressive amount of archaeological evidence has accumulated to suggest that this mechanism was a, or perhaps the, major means by which the Neolithic dispersed. Genetic data are harder to interpret, but seem to indicate that at least 15 per cent of modern European DNA derives from Near Eastern immigrants of plausibly Neolithic age, a substantial figure given that plenty of local genes must have been picked up via intermarriage with native people as farming spread west.171 Most such analyses imply higher immigration in the Mediterranean than temperate Europe, and in the east than the west, possibly up to 85 per cent in the Aegean, according to one study of Y-chromosomes, which reflect arguably more mobile men.172 Such east–west clines, underpinned by older generations of archaeological data, long sustained a conventional compromise and contrast, with primacy awarded in the east to an influx of farmers and in the west to local hunter-gatherer ‘neolithicization’, the dividing line typically falling somewhere in central Italy.
Before we ask whether recent archaeological investigations sustain or alter this received wisdom, one increasingly uncontroversial feature of Neolithic expansion must be spotlit, as it represents something fundamentally new in Mediterranean history. For whatever the social and economic processes involved in the spread of farming, there is no doubt that maritime mobility was a major medium for its dissemination. The marine short-cuts of Mediterranean geography and the sea’s wider connecting potential began to come more fully into play, and to demolish the barriers to contact between opposing shores, sub-basins and islands. The Neolithic expanded from the east to west Aegean, across the Adriatic and via the Tyrrhenian Sea to the Atlantic. The big islands figured prominently, from 9th-millennium BC Cyprus, to (as we will see) Crete, Sicily, Corsica and Sardinia, all of whose place in the flow of the Neolithic stream is proven by their earliest dates for sheep and goat (two convenient proxies), which fully kept pace with the adjacent mainlands.173 The fact that overland expansion in temperate Europe, and in particular 6th-millennium BC ‘Linearbandkeramik’ dispersal from Hungary to the Paris basin, could be equally rapid underscores the point that the advantage of Mediterranean maritime movement was not yet speed, but directness and accessibility.174 Viewed from the perspective of the deeper past, the shift from a circum- to trans-Mediterranean axis announces an inversion of the Palaeolithic regime, in which most novelties had entered from the continental edges and the basin’s peninsular extremities served as refuges for doomed creatures and ways of life. Now, a place such as southern Italy was a cul-de-sac no longer, and rather a stepping stone and accelerator of innovations, while refugia for older practices began to coalesce instead on the basin’s northern margins.
This provokes two further observations. First, if much transmission was by sea, we will have lost a disproportionate number of early farming sites to the last millennia of sea level rise, for low coastal shelves are likely to have been as attractive to farmers as to hunter-gatherers. At Franchthi, the cave was used from early in the Neolithic as a peripheral activity area for a now partially drowned open settlement, while at Leucate in southwest France an inundated Neolithic settlement was found during the dredging of the lagoon.175 Second, the Mediterranean Neolithic’s spread represents the fusion of two initially separate developments: maritime hunter-gatherer seafaring and terrestrial farming, first in the context of Cyprus and then repeated all over the basin. The rapidity and success with which these were combined must have varied, speeding or retarding events in different theatres. Moreover, the local players cannot be reduced to a simple dichotomy between hunter-gatherer seafarers playing ferryman to landlubber farmers. We have seen that in the western half of the basin the Mesolithic fishing folk were not necessarily adept seafarers, while equally, dietary evidence reveals that many maritime farmers had an aversion to seafood;176 in short, all manner of cross-overs was possible. With these thoughts in mind, we can take a closer look at the Neolithic as it expanded from the eastern Mediterranean to the Atlantic.
Leapfroggers around the pond
We left Mediterranean farming as it was spreading overland across Anatolia, and with a maritime branch long established on Cyprus. The former pathway implied a twofold adaptation, from Mediterranean conditions to those of the Anatolian plateau, then back again as it entered the Aegean. This may have exerted a brake on progress westward. It also fashioned the Neolithic as it would look in and beyond the Aegean, for it was now that hitherto minor traits such as little figurines of plump, ample-buttocked women and seals with geometric designs for stamping skin or cloth became popular.177 The earliest Neolithic to reach the east Aegean coast may eventually prove to date just before 7000 BC, with pioneers filtering in overland or via the southern coastal passage.178 But from about 6500 BC an increasing number of small, low tells appear, especially where the east–west river corridors debouch. Meanwhile, in the northwest, at the gateway to the Balkans, hunter-gatherer concentrations around the Sea of Marmara, Dardanelles and entrance to the Black Sea delayed the start of the Neolithic.179 Here, the Fikirtepe phase is as late as 6100 BC (an approximate date that will repeatedly emerge as significant), for instance at Ilipinar, a ring-shaped farming village beside Lake Iznik, and Hoca Çes¸me on the Evros River, now the border between Turkey and Greece. Along the south coast the record is non-existent save for the waning of hunter-gatherer activity at Öküzini in the 7th millennium BC though, as we shall see, finds from Crete suggest that at the start of that millennium, and maybe occasionally even earlier, seafaring farmers leapfrogged from Cilicia, the Amuq or just possibly Cyprus past stretches of savage coast from one fertile embayment to the next.
The Neolithic in the west and south Aegean began between 7000 and 6500 BC, first and foremost in the great plain of Thessaly and its northward extension to where the coast swings east near later Thessaloniki.180 Franchthi may provide insights into the interface with hunter-gatherers, and on Crete the lowest levels of the tell above which rose the Bronze Age palace of Knossos boast some of the earliest dates of all. The first expansion appears not to have been terrestrial, via the northern Aegean, largely due to the hunter-gatherer block in the Sea of Marmara and maybe others in the estuaries and woods of Macedonia, a current blind spot. Rather, it seems to have crossed the Aegean via chains of islands, albeit leaving little impress on the latter en route.181 This implies maritime proficiency on a par with the advent of farming on Cyprus over a millennium earlier, and neatly illustrates the tendency to target desirable areas, even at a distance, rather than crawling from one scrap of land to the next. A coastal route along the south Anatolian coast would have provided experience in this respect, and most probably led to the farming settlement of Crete (plus, we might suspect, Rhodes); there are striking similarities between the dark-surfaced pottery with incised designs at Knossos and Mersin, both belonging to the early 7th millennium BC. In the rest of the Aegean, pre-existent hunter-gatherer maritime knowledge must have played a vital role. It also left another telling mark on the first Neolithic communities, for their early strata in western Turkey, Greece and even Knossos contain obsidian from Melos, in the last case 170 km (105 miles)from its source across the open sea, and in other cases twice as far via coastal and island-hopping routes. Obsidian’s recondite Aegean origin was surely learned from hunter-gatherers, some of whose descendants possibly specialized in supplying it – in turn perhaps explaining the fact that the early Neolithic’s microlithic arrowheads reveal Mesolithic antecedents.
Such particular legacies apart, the Aegean Neolithic was exogenous, introduced by small groups of migrants into a region only patchily inhabited by hunter-gatherers who were swiftly assimilated.182 Even at Franchthi, where Mesolithic people had gathered wild barley and oats, the case for local adoption is at best partial.183 An initial level with sheep, goats, later pigs, possibly domestic cereals and new kinds of blades could reflect acquisitions from nearby farmers. But this was a false start, for a temporal gap separates this from the ensuing layer, which had the full Neolithic package without substantial Mesolithic traits. Elsewhere, the Neolithic was associated with open spaces rather than caves (notably expanses of arable plain and rolling hills that seemingly had been lightly inhabited, if at all, by hunter-gatherers), intensive horticulture of the kind developed in the PPNB and a preponderance of sheep augmented by smaller numbers of the other standard domesticates, with little wild fauna or hunting gear. We now know, thanks to the new Mesolithic finds on Crete, that the people who followed a babbling brook up to its lush confluence with a smaller stream and there set up a farming community just after 7000 BC were not the first to make landfall on the island, but Knossos still furnishes unusually clear insights into these newcomers.184 The lowest stratum covered a quarter of a hectare (two-thirds of an acre) and implies a founding nucleus of just a few families. Nonetheless, except for the initial absence of pots it contained the full farming and cultural package, none of which was local to the island. Everything had to be carefully shuttled across the sea to replicate a way of life familiar wherever the arrivals had departed from – as with the earlier Cypriot farmers, a conveniently visible microcosm on the move, that must have had numerous parallels across the Aegean and elsewhere.185
Thessaly emerged as the main attractor, with the greatest accumulation of people at this time west of the Konya plain.186 Following a poorly known early 7th-millennium phase in which pottery, as at Knossos, was missing or extremely rare, some 120 tells began to mushroom up in the east Thessalian plain during the Early Neolithic (6500–5800 BC). Each was a small village of some 50–250 people, typically less than an hour’s walk from its neighbours. The most fully excavated lies further north at Nea Nikomedeia, with free-standing, squarish wattle-and-daub houses and at first monochrome, then red- or white-painted pots [5.22].187 Each house is assumed to have belonged to a family, but cooking took place in communal spaces and implies sharing too. One bigger structure with either female, frog-like or birthing figurines, large polished axes, caches of well-knapped flint blades, and clay tokens may be a meeting-house, home to a successful family or just possibly a shrine. In contrast, the broken-up, drier lands south of Thessaly stayed sparsely inhabited in the Early and ensuing Middle Neolithic (5800–5500 BC), and most of the archipelago was empty of permanent residents.188 In the far south, after the initial newcomers, Crete’s Neolithic evolved along its own lines, with limited external contacts.189 Its secluded pathway, and the more southerly origins of its farmers, may provide some context for the mysterious language(s) revealed 5000 years later in the undeciphered Minoan scripts, which are unrelated to the speech of mainland Greece, and have no surviving parallels elsewhere.

5.22  The Neolithic reaches the Greek mainland at Nea Nikomedeia: (left) figurine of a woman; (right) the village’s loosely arranged square-to-rectangular houses.
Farming took several more centuries to reach western Greece and the southern end of the Adriatic, and once again the well-known clusters of hunter-gatherers in this region may have acted as a retardant. Sheep, goats and poorly fired pots infiltrated the Sidari midden on Corfu by 6500 BC (a genuine case of Mesolithic adoption?), but for the first full farming horizons there and elsewhere in Albania, southern Dalmatia and the Apulian heel of Italy, we wait until a century or so on either side of 6000 BC.190 Thereafter, expansion during the Early Neolithic (in the Adriatic roughly coterminous with the 6th millennium BC) described two principal axes, one up the Dalmatian coast, the other across the Adriatic at Otranto into southern Apulia, or via a longer (140-km or 85-mile) island-hopping route further north, straight to the Tavoliere plain. The second option compares closely to previous trans-Aegean routes towards Thessaly. Traces of its passage or the aftermath have survived in the form of pottery on little Sušac, the Tremiti Islands and even Palagruža.191 The last of these, some 20 ha (50 acres) of lacerating rock, with no fresh water source and on average only 290 mm (11.4 in.) of rain per year, was impossible to farm, and must owe the passing honour to its midway location, which as we learned had already been discovered by hunter-gatherers.
The first Adriatic farming communities retained the same package of animals and plants as used further east, particularly in northern Greece.192 They targeted similar areas of arable land, notably in Apulia, the Tavoliere, and a rare break in the towering maritime facade of the eastern Adriatic between Šibenik and Zadar. Neolithic culture in this theatre departed in certain respects, however, from Aegean models, an index of further reworking, albeit with little traceable to hunter-gatherer traditions, nor across the barrier of the Dinaric range to the Balkan Neolithic of the Starčevo culture, which was expanding northward on the inland side of the mountains. As in the Aegean, most Adriatic settlements were open. Gone are the tells, due to the use of wood rather than mud-brick or wattle-and-daub for building in this well-forested zone, and in their place are extensive ditch-enclosed settlements with houses widely spaced within. The most famous are some 780 in the Tavoliere, many of whose outlines were detected by aerial photographs taken in the Second World War [5.23].193 Asfaka in northwest Greece, Smilčić near Zadar, and others in Sicily and northeast Italy define the overall zone. Another trait is impressed decoration on pottery, a minor feature in the east but the principal way of decorating pots in the Early Neolithic of the central and west Mediterranean, where it counters the demise of painted patterns beyond southern Italy.194 The designs imitate basketry, an old hunter-gatherer medium, but also plausible for a Neolithic transported in canoes. Regional varieties include a circum-Adriatic type, the ‘Stentinello’ styles of Calabria and Sicily, and several Tyrrhenian, Ligurian and Provençal-to-Iberian Cardial (cockleshell-impressed) traditions that describe a notably coastal distribution, the last evolving by 5600 BC into the so-called classic Cardial [5.24]. Behind these extensive trans-maritime zones of stylistic similarity must lie a mixture of genealogies of descent among farming potters, as well as widespread webs of connection, with individual pots in the west known to have moved over distances of 50–100 km (30–60 miles).195

5.23  A typical Neolithic settlement in the Tavoliere, identified in this 1940s aerial photograph by its encircling ditches and the small internal C-shaped cuttings assumed to delineate individual household plots.

5.24  An exceptionally elaborate Cardial-impressed pot from Cova de l’Or near Valencia, showing a figure with upraised arms. The surface appearance and rounded bottom indicate the close relationship to basketry.
Neolithic expansion up both coasts of the northern Adriatic was slow, taking about half a millennium to reach the head of the sub-basin.196 Farming appeared in Istria by 5700 BC, and near Trieste around 200 years later, where a potsherd from Edera Cave offers one of the few unambiguous Adriatic instances of hunter-gatherer contact with farmers.197 On the Italian side it breached a previously static front beyond the Tavoliere about 5500 BC and advanced to the centre and northeast of the peninsula.198 Along the coast and in parts of the interior the sites reflect fully Neolithic communities, those at the head of the Adriatic cultivating different strands of wheat and evincing other traits that betray a conjunction at last, north of the mountains, with the Balkan interior and central Europe.199 Elsewhere, however, it was a different matter.200 Mesolithic groups survived for several centuries in the Dinarics and Apennines, and as late as 5300–5200 BC in the eastern Alps. Mesolithic resilience also accounts for the delay in settling the water meadows, marshes and woods of the Po plain, where salvage work is starting to encounter long-anticipated hunter-gatherers beneath as much as 6 m (20 ft) of mud, followed by hybrid communities that grew crops but still hunted their meat.201 At other inland Italian settlements, such as little San Marco near Gubbio in the Biferno Valley, hunting remained prominent and other older traditions were maintained.202 This persistence of hunting, and in certain areas overall Mesolithic lifestyles, contrasts markedly with the pattern further east.203
Compared to the Adriatic situation, expansion in and beyond Tyrrhenian Italy was astonishingly fast [5.21,
5.25].204 The Neolithic materializes almost instantaneously in both south and north, during the first two centuries of the 6th millennium BC, then only fractionally later in Mediterranean France, and reached the Atlantic by 5500 BC. One axis took in Calabria, where wattle-and-daub houses clustered amidst the coastal sand-dunes, and Sicily, whose eastern plains were dotted with ditched Stentinello villages.205 In western Sicily Grotta dell’Uzzo shifted from a year-round hunter-gatherer base to its eventual demotion as a farmer’s shelter [5.26]. The other route is delineated by the roughly simultaneous appearance of most Neolithic traits on Corsica and Sardinia by 5700 BC, and a century or two earlier due north on the western Ligurian mainland, most notably at the cave of Arene Candide. Differences in impressed pottery styles between Sicily and the northern Tyrrhenian trace divergent pathways out of southern Italy, the latter’s via Tuscany and offshore settlements on the little island of Giglio. This division, like the earlier bifurcation around the mouth of the Adriatic, was a reflection of the coastal and island geography in this part of the Mediterranean, with Sicily and Sardinia remaining insulated from each other by 280 km (175 miles) of unbroken sea.

5.25  Leap-frogging expansion of farming nuclei between the Tyrrhennian region, southern France and further west can be demonstrated by cladistic analysis of differences in the morphology of sheep bones seen at a range of sites. While one axis of advance spread incrementally westward along the coast, another sprang directly from the northern Tyrrhenian into southwest France.

5.26  Patterns of meat and sea mollusc consumption at Uzzo Cave show complex fluctuations over time, with only gradual if eventually decisive takeover by domesticated animals. In contrast to the rapid appearance of Neolithic traits elsewhere, this is surely due to the fairly remote, cul-de-sac location of this west Sicilian site, and the consequent resilience of older ways of life.
More controversial are the mechanisms behind this suddenly galloping pace. For some, the speed itself argues for dispersal and uptake through indigenous hunter-gatherer networks, with the villages of eastern Sicily marking the high-water mark for migrant farmers. This conviction was long fortified by the ubiquity of caves rather than open sites as the principal find-spots from the Tyrrhenian westward, and the wild animals often found in the first levels with Neolithic traits. Moreover, the initial suite of domesticates was sometimes incomplete. Corsica only gained cattle after 5000 BC, while Arene Candide started with plentiful domestic sheep for eating and milking, then cattle possibly a little later, and its first swine were wild boars.206 The paucity of plants (either wild or domestic) simply reflected, however, the absence of evidence, as older excavations seldom sieved the soil to recover their remains; new investigations at the Pendimoun rockshelter on the Italian–French border soon found wheat and barley.207
But serious objections attend the idea that farming spread from the Tyrrhenian to the Atlantic primarily through native hunter-gatherers gradually becoming Neolithic. One is the point that the incoming Neolithic was more demonstrably maritime than the local Mesolithic. Another is whether caves tell the whole story. Newly discovered open sites reveal a different picture, and, as we shall learn in Chapter 6, two only marginally later waterlogged villages in France and Iberia preserve, thanks to their subsequent submergence, ample domesticates and other remains that prompt questions as to what sea level rise might have deprived us of a few centuries earlier. Finally, as chronology becomes more refined, the sparseness of the later, ‘Castelnovian’ Mesolithic between the Alps and the Rhône is becoming apparent; by the time the Neolithic reached here, something had already winnowed parts of this once rich hunter-gatherer landscape, and the first farming sites commonly show up in places where hunter-gatherer occupancy was not just thin, but entirely absent.208 Arene Candide was one such vacant niche, for its Neolithic directly overlies much older levels, and the same holds true for most of western Liguria, flanked by late hunter-gatherer redoubts at the root of the Apennines and in rugged Provence.209 The same hiatus is observed on Corsica.210 In other words, reports of the death beyond Italy of maritime expansion by farmers are exaggerated, however stripped down and adapted the package sometimes became, and the principal reason for exceptionally rapid westward expansion may have been not vibrant hunter-gatherer populations, but their prior decimation, a matter to which we must return.
We have slightly anticipated developments west of the Tyrrhenian Sea in order to make a revisionist case for the western half of the Mediterranean in general. In fact, there are growing indications that expansion along the alternately forbiddingly sheer and welcoming, lowland coast of southern France and Spain took exactly the form that has just been outlined (and might indeed give insights into how farming spread along the similar, still unexplored, south Turkish coast 1500 years earlier).211 In Languedoc, west of the Rhône estuary (itself a likely Mesolithic enclave), the Neolithic open site of Pont de Roque-Haute now confirms abundant sheep, few wild animals, three kinds of wheat, and pottery styles and obsidian from the distant central Tyrrhenian.212 Just how discrete, as well as distant, the founding groups that targeted such places might be is startlingly demonstrated by its close neighbour at Peiro Signado, just 3 km (2 miles) away, which instead had strong Ligurian connections [5.25].213 These sites begin around 5700 BC; a mere a century or so later the process had extended far along the Iberian coast, again often with substantial gaps in time and space between first farmers and last hunter-gatherers, and an impressive retention of the range of crops and animals witnessed further east.214 Mas d’Is in Alicante offers a rare view of an open community with built houses and a nearby ditched enclosure.215 Harder to explain are the functions of some upland caves, such as the Cova de l’Or, 650 m (2150 ft) up in the hills behind Valencia, with wheat, barley, sheep and goats.216 Did farmers so rapidly penetrate these uplands for cultivation, herding or hunting, is this a rare case of genuine adoption by hunter-gatherers hanging on to their traditional lands, or does the abundance of elaborately decorated pottery, its parallels with a contemporary local horizon of rock art and other ritual-associated finds, suggest a more arcane role for such places?217
From here to the ocean, the paths lay along the wild Andalusian coast, where the Nerja Cave had domesticates by 5500 BC, or via inland basins north of the Sierra Nevada, either way converging on the mouth of the Guadalquivir and thence up the Atlantic coast. As we saw earlier, there were certainly still ample hunter-gatherers in Atlantic southern Iberia, most of them now living and dying around the focus of the huge shell middens along the Tagus, Sado and other estuaries. Their retrenchment left plenty of intervening areas for farmers, and two segregated parallel lifestyles came into being here, with a few hunter-gatherer estuarine strongholds operating as late as 4500–4300 BC, eventually surrounded by farming communities.218 Pots occasionally appear in the upper levels of the shell middens, but not domesticated animals, and the bone chemistry of southwest Iberians at this time affirms a division between a land-based Neolithic diet and the more aquatic one maintained until the end by hunter-gatherers.
To complete this outline of Neolithic expansion from the Jordan to the Tagus, what happened in parts of the Mediterranean zone far from the coast, particularly in the west, where large expanses of interior lie within our remit, and long river valleys open the way? In the tightly bounded basin of the lower Rhône, Neolithic groups multiplied locally for generations before pushing inland and finally uphill, where in the late 6th millennium they ran into the last hunter-gatherers of the interior.219 In the Pyrenees and Cantabrian mountains too, hunter-gatherers held on, into the later 5th millennium BC in the latter case, where they only gradually merged into the world of the Neolithic.220 The unique language, genes and blood-group signatures of the Basque country may well be a testimony to the resilience of such people in mountainous, out-of-the-way places. In the remote limestone plateau of the Alentejo in southern Portugal, the first menhirs are arguably translations of Mesolithic wooden equivalents erected by the last hunter-gatherers in transition.221 But on both sides of the Pyrenees lay inviting valley corridors along the Aude and Garonne, and up the Ebro. Only in the last few years has it become apparent how soon farmers exploited these, in the first case bringing impressed pottery to the Bay of Biscay, and in the second a swift repopulation of parts of inland Iberia, which for millennia had been haemorrhaging people to the coast.222 The Mediterranean Neolithic had lost none of the capacity it had shown in Thessaly and the Tavoliere for switching to large-scale terrestrial settlement when the opportunity arose.
Standing back, and acknowledging the variety of circumstances that spread the Neolithic throughout the northern half of the Mediterranean, three main conclusions are abundantly clear. One is that migration by farming groups remained a mechanism, and probably the dominant one, not just in the east and centre but also the west, much of it in the form of jumps from one favourable spot to the next. Second, some hunter-gatherer contribution to this process is indisputable, particularly through transmission of seafaring knowledge, starting in the Gulf of İskenderun, with a later supercharging phase in the Aegean and perhaps another at the mouth of the Adriatic. Interestingly, this is best attested in the eastern half of the basin, not the west, where hunter-gatherers have traditionally held the interpretative upper hand. But instances of hunter-gatherers becoming even partly Neolithic are rare along the main axes of expansion and no less so in the west – indeed the shell-midden dwellers of Atlantic Iberia exemplify exactly the opposite tendency. Instead, this process belongs mainly to a twilight phase leading to the extinction of hunter-gatherer lifestyles in bypassed redoubts or on the basin’s margins, for instance the Sea of Marmara, the Po Valley, the uplands of northern Italy, southern France and Iberia and eventually the Atlantic estuaries. Hunter-gatherers and farmers alike were superbly attuned to Mediterranean conditions, yet in different ways and in different niches that made conversions and cross-overs rarely viable until the future lay manifestly with the new way of life. This should hardly surprise us. Their seasonal schedules differed, the hard labour and indifferent health of the Neolithic is unlikely to have appealed to hunter-gatherers with access to good hunting, foraging and fishing, and the two probably had quite different concepts of nature (in terms of relations with plants and animals as well as land) and the supernatural (for example, contrast the Neolithic obsession with ancestors and fertility with the likely animistic spirit worlds of hunter-gatherers). In the Levant one had gradually transformed into the other over millennia, via floodwater cultivation, but this remained unique within the Mediterranean. Further west a pre-evolved farming package and its attendant ideology was juxtaposed with hunter-gatherers nowhere near the brink of opting for farming by themselves.
Third, something changed drastically towards the end of the 7th millennium BC. As we have seen, evidence for late hunter-gatherer sites reduces sharply across broad areas, sometimes earlier but always by about 6000 BC, leaving voids, especially in the central and western Mediterranean, into which farmers later expanded. Local boom and bust cycles may have played a part, but responsibility for the overall horizon can surely be placed on the climate deterioration of the 6200 event, which hit hard and fast at the end of a long optimum.223 From a pan-Mediterranean perspective, the pace of Neolithic advance surged immediately after this. It had taken most of a millennium for farming to spread from western Anatolia to the bottom of the Adriatic, and (depending on one’s starting date) at least as long again to emerge from the Levant, implying expansion rates of a kilometre or so a year or a day’s walk per generation (in practice most moves will have been shorter, for instance to a new village nucleus in Thessaly, or longer but infrequent, for example across the sea to Crete). Much of this is attributable to the need for ongoing tweaking of the ‘package’ and its integration with seafaring, as well as a few hunter-gatherer blocks at potential conduits of advance.224 But thereafter, save for the strangely slow movement up the Adriatic, farming spread extremely fast to the western end of the basin, taking only 300–500 years to cover 1500 km (900 miles) as the crow flies, at an average of 3–5 km (2–3 miles) per year or a leapfrog each generation of 75–125 km (50–80 miles).225 Farmers would have been affected by the 6200 BC event too, but their numbers enabled faster recovery, and renewed advance before surviving hunter-gatherers had found a chance to recuperate. In this respect, the delay in the Adriatic could have something to do with exceptional hunter-gatherer resilience to the event in the north, in turn thanks to the Po Valley or because the Adriatic’s attenuated form concentrated survivors – either way making the Adriatic operate as Mediterranean peninsulas had during the Palaeolithic, as a refuge whose effect intensified at its far end, but this time in reverse.
Saharan super-attractor and deltaic dam
The early Holocene history of Mediterranean Africa could not be more different from that of the Levant or southern Europe, and some of the roots of subsequent divergence undoubtedly go back to this period. Few North African plants were susceptible to domestication, save for some wild barley and oats in the Maghreb comparable to the stands of southern Europe (which were not domesticated either), and sorghum in the southeast Sahara and Sudan, still-wild sprays of which were placed in Tutankhamun’s tomb.226 Pearl millet, Africa’s first native floral domesticate, emerged in the 2nd millennium BC, south of the Sahara. In contrast, the faunal options were relatively promising: widespread aurochs and, in the Maghreb, wild boars (both deep-time Eurasian intruders long gone native), as well as truculent African barbary sheep and, in northeast Africa, wild asses. Beyond this distinction, however, little is gained by measuring North Africa against the Levantine or European Neolithics and finding it wanting, nor, as will be affirmed in Chapter 6, by applying ‘Neolithic’ to all things African associated with pottery or stone axes. On the contrary, there is much to be lost, for it distracts us from an intrinsic exploration of the trajectories that actually did emerge in North Africa, few of which resemble those of farming societies elsewhere in the Mediterranean.
The paramount early Holocene development was the repeopling of the Sahara for the first time in 50,000 years. Descendants of Iberomaurusian hunter-gatherers filtered into this vast region from the Mediterranean coast, but the earliest and largest influx came from the south, shadowing the monsoon’s desert-greening advance and the accompanying bow wave of Sahel fauna.227 This was underway by the start of the 9th millennium BC on the southern fringes and the banks of the Nile. Soon it reached the central Saharan massifs, mountain-islands taken over as year-round bases from which people ventured out seasonally into drier lands. These pioneers were black Africans who presumably spoke early versions of the Nilo-Saharan languages that still survive in parts of the region. We glimpse them in the engraved and painted rock art of the Sahara, an open-air treasury of information preserved by the arid climate of later times, and which starts with a phase characterized by images of buffalo, giraffes and elephants, followed by a ‘round head’ style preoccupied with hunter-gatherer activities and a realm of spirits, masks and animal-headed people [5.27].228 Other sources of information expand our insights. Harpoons, nets and fine stone tools garnered abundant animals and plants from lakes and wadis. A 9000-year-old, 8-m- (26-ft-) long mahogany dugout canoe at Dafuna in Nigeria, then on the edge of Lake Mega-Chad, attests to watercraft probably on a par with Mediterranean seacraft.229 Such traits once earned these people the sobriquet ‘Aqualithic’,230 whose oddity reflects a distinctive way of life but overlooks terrestrial hunting and gathering activities. Finally, these people made pots long before anyone in the Mediterranean, a further measure of at least semi-sedentism, and probably used mainly for boiling plant foods.231 As later in the central and west of the basin, their impressed surfaces imitated baskets and perhaps nets.

5.27  Among the vibrant but often loosely dated rock art of the Sahara, this ‘round head’ style appears to date primarily to the early Holocene repeopling of this vast region, largely by populations moving in from the south.
Two parts of the Sahara may have seen experiments in the husbandry of wild animals. In the Tadrart Acacus massif, part of the southwest Libyan Fezzan, the case is fairly compelling.232 There, the huge Uan Afuda Cave was occupied from 9000 BC, initially by mobile groups hunting barbary sheep. But from about 8000 BC, and associated after 7000 BC with slightly drier conditions blurring into the severe aridity of the 6200 event (which finally triggered an abrupt hiatus in activity), residence became more fixed and foodstuffs broader-based. The latter embraced a range of land animals, birds and fish, as well as wild millet, sorghum and tubers. Numerous grinding stones and preserved gathering or storage baskets parallel this shift. Most interestingly of all, layers of trampled barbary sheep dung within the cave appear to indicate human corralling and feeding, an interpretation supported by injuries on the animals’ bones presumably caused by efforts to escape, as well as rock art depictions elsewhere of pregnant or suckling sheep. In the end, barbary sheep were never domesticated, either because time ran out when the 6200 event hit, or because they were behaviourally too boisterous. But their corralling implies constrained, delayed-returns storage on the hoof, to be drawn upon when needed. Moreover, such practices could have predisposed people later on to integrate externally introduced domesticates into their way of life.
The second potential instance of animal husbandry concerns cattle and is hotly disputed.233 Exhaustive genetic research points to an early division between Eurasian and African cattle, and therefore independent domestication of the latter within North Africa. But approximately when? The focus lies in the southeast Saharan borderlands between Egypt and Sudan, where claims for management of wild beasts during the 9th millennium BC in the Nabta Playa basin rest on an inconclusive combination of habitat reconstruction and the nuances of the bones themselves. The argument strengthens in the early 7th millennium, when walk-in wells were dug to enable animals to drink, and by 6000–5500 BC the genesis of Africa’s grand tradition of cattle herding for meat, blood and potentially already milk was certainly underway, with wider North African repercussions that will become apparent in Chapter 6.234
The Tadrart Acacus and Nabta Playa are about as far from the Mediterranean as London, so what do developments this far south have to do with the North African coastal region? Satisfactory answers are hard to come by, for the interface between these two worlds in the northern Sahara, the driest residual band, is poorly explored. But we can hazard a guess from what we know about patterns in the Mediterranean zone. At the start of the Holocene, hunter-gatherers occupied most of Mediterranean Africa, or, as in the case of Haua Fteah, reoccupied it after the Younger Dryas. They were descended from local Iberomaurusian groups and continued their predecessors’ burial and other skeletal rituals, shaping skulls into masks, as well as carving ostrich egg, used intact for containers and in fragments for beads.235 In the later 7th millennium BC a few groups in the Maghreb may have picked up pottery use from further south.236 The best known of these people are the Capsian groups of Tunisia and eastern Algeria, named after their site of el-Mekta near the Roman town of Capsa [5.28].237 Their presence is marked by massive middens that rival those of coastal Portugal, dense masses of fired and burnt stones, animal bone and colossal quantities of land snails, hence their name in French, escargotières, as well as the Arabic rammadiya, or ashy place. Up until the late 7th millennium BC these people were fairly sedentary, clumping in the richest patches and sometimes burying within their middens. They lived off the local big game (hartebeest, aurochs and zebra) and untold numbers of large, juicy snails, to which the charred wild onions discovered in one midden give a suitably Mediterranean culinary twist. But in the late 7th millennium, these hunter-gatherers switched sharply to smaller species (gazelle, hares, and even with the snail spectrum), proliferations of microliths (some mounted in sickles), and higher mobility, all adaptations that related, we might suspect, to the drier conditions brought on by the 6200 event.

5.28  Capsian sickle, needle, mask and beads, carved in bone, shell and ostrich egg. Not to scale.
Beyond the local details, what is telling for wider Mediterranean patterning is where these people elected to live. Before the end of the Pleistocene, hunter-gatherers were already moving out of the North African coastal zone into the interior as climate improved. In the Capsian this tendency solidified, as symbolized by the preference for ostrich egg over seashell as a decorated medium. Such people seem to have avoided the coast in favour of the lush savannah or open woodland then widespread across the interior and high plains, often setting up near springs. Further east at Haua Fteah, one of the few sites occupied (perhaps seasonally) near the sea, very few fish and molluscs augmented the barbary sheep, gazelle, pine nuts and wild legumes (preliminary reports of early domestic cereals have been dashed by the confirmation that they are Classical intrusions), and there is no sign of maritime ventures comparable to those elsewhere in the Mediterranean.238 A few late Capsian hunter-gatherers moved to the Tunisian coast, where they ate more significant amounts of fish and shellfish, but most headed south to seasonal winter lakes in the northern Sahara.239 In short, the strong gravitational pull of the coast witnessed elsewhere in the basin was inverted in Mediterranean Africa. One negative reason, as noted in Chapter 1, may have been the unfriendliness of much of this long shore to maritime experiments, but such an aversion implies the existence of a positive alternative too. This was the enormous, patchily verdant, game-rich Sahara of the early Holocene, which for North Africans acted as a much more powerful super-attractor than the sea. But the strategic impact on long-term Mediterranean history of a once greener Sahara was not limited to the tug it exerted at this time on human activity along the southern shore. Devoid of domesticated plants, yet with virtually limitless space for hunting and potentially herding, and with placid rather than turbulent bodies of water, the Sahara encouraged radically different lifestyles and cultural values. Its influence on the inhabitants of Mediterranean Africa promoted trajectories that were utterly different from, and in some respects antithetical to, those in the rest of the basin.
This indifference to Mediterranean Neolithic lifestyles also helps us to explain farming’s conspicuous lack of headway in Egypt for thousands of years after it became established a mere 250 km (150 miles) away in the Jordan Valley. The early Holocene Nile Valley was in effect just one more North African aquatic environment, grading into the main Saharan zone via lake basins whose remnants make up the modern oases and playas of Egypt’s Western Desert. We have a good grasp of the settled fishing, hunting, water-plant-gathering and pottery-using people who flourished along its upper corridor once the river had got over its roiling postglacial spate.240 Frustratingly, the same cannot be said of the zone around the mouths of the Nile, which for us is more relevant.241 As we saw earlier, the apogee of sea level rise was not a propitious time for deltas, but inner fragments of this mightiest Mediterranean example did survive, though with a bight of the sea thrust 50 km (30 miles) inland, scattered with drowning relics of Pleistocene beaches and turtle-backs of wind-blown sand. Once the pace of sea level rise abated after 7500 BC, the Nile quickly gained ground. Silt accumulated between sandbanks, perhaps a metre (3 ft) of it by 5500 BC, creating marshes, lagoons, raised levees along the river branches and eventually terra firma, the opening stages of an advance that continued, with a few setbacks, until the construction of the Aswan High Dam in the 1960s (disastrously a trap for silt as much as water). No traces of the first inhabitants of this waterworld have yet emerged from beneath the subsequent metres of silt laid down by the river, but there is little doubt that as the Delta swelled into the most ecologically stupendous wetland in the basin, it became home to substantial numbers of sedentary hunter-gatherers with a strong aquatic streak. One legacy of such invisible populations may be later Egyptian adeptness with the papyrus reed, a palpably hunter-gatherer technology that was turned to make everything from boats, sandals, mats and food to, finally, a writing surface. More immediately, such people and the delta environment itself are likely to have been a major barrier to any coherent expansion of the Levantine Neolithic package via the Mediterranean coastal zone.
One expert on farming expansion writes that ‘Early Holocene Egyptians did not need agriculture and did not seek it, until the tables turned and agriculture sought them’.242 This makes good sense for the first millennia of the Holocene, but they, and other North Africans, would be quick to take up and adapt elements of what it offered when their own world began to change. With regard to crops, current data suggest that this moment falls within the time span of the next chapter, though Deltaic mud could smother some slightly earlier surprises. But by 5800 BC, domestic sheep and goats of indubitably Levantine origin appeared in the hills along the African shore of the Red Sea.243 Soon they reached the lake basins west of the Nile, by 5700 BC at Dahkla and 5500 BC at Nabta Playa, where they slotted into the already established cattle herding. If our previous surmises are correct, this infiltration circumvented the Delta, instead passing through Sinai and across the narrow Gulf of Suez. The circumstances bring us full circle back to the Levant, where the PPNB collapse had been followed in the later 7th and 6th millennia by a spread of small-scale sheep and goat herding into the desert-steppe margin.244 From there, once the 6200 event had abated, sheep and goats were well placed to expand into northeast Africa (and northern Arabia), either accompanied by their herders or taken up by local people. Either way, on present knowledge these creatures were the first foreign domesticates to enter Africa.
But only just, for a couple of centuries after sheep and goats first materialized in northeast Africa, a separate enclave, this time of full mixed farming, appeared 3500 km (2175 miles) further west at the tip of the Maghreb. The caves within a small triangle described by modern Tangier, Ceuta and Tétouan, just south of Gibraltar, have long been known to contain pottery, including some Cardial sherds, as well as sheep, goats, cattle and pigs,245 though in a shocking illustration of the paucity of modern fieldwork in Mediterranean Africa, until recently not a single domesticated plant pre-dating the Iron Age had been detected beyond Egypt. In the past few years this picture has radically improved. New investigations at Kaf Taht el-Ghar, near Tétouan, confirm wheat and barley by 5400 BC, according to pollen analysis grown in newly opened glades among the woodland,246 while discoveries near Melilla expand the key zone eastward and push the earliest date for domesticated plants and animals back to around 5600 BC.247 There is little scope for local domestication (even putatively, only from aurochs and boar), and the early date, far-off location and overall signature affirm an independent injection to that of sheep and goat via the Red Sea. In fact, this demonstrably full farming enclave is only superficially incongruous in the western Maghreb. If we recall the maritime leapfrogging proclivities of Neolithic groups in southern France and especially nearby Iberia, it becomes obvious that this Maghrebian Neolithic originated as an integral part of the same process – to those involved simply the intake of one further coastal niche, perhaps by now partly vacated, like those on the opposite side of the sea, rather than a portentous footstep in a new continent. This trans-Gibraltan expansion may even have enabled a few Maghrebian hunter-gatherer technological and cultural traits to enter the mix in the Iberian deep south and Atlantic regions.248 It says a lot for maritime transmission all along the northern side of the Mediterranean, and equally for the obdurate resistance of Egyptian hunter-gatherers, that derivatives of the Levantine suite of domesticates could reach the western Maghreb, almost 4000 km (2500 miles) from their original source, before most had managed to infiltrate the blockage on the nearby Nile.



CHAPTER SIX
How it might have been
(5500 – 3500 BC)
A hundred Mediterranean flowers bloom
The years between 5500 and 3500 BC are the Mediterranean’s forgotten age. This may seem an outrageous statement to those archaeologists bringing to light and interpreting its remains. Certainly, it is anything but dull; indeed, over its duration societies around the basin developed in arguably more diverse directions than at any other time in the Mediterranean’s past. It is also an age of major innovations, not least the widespread use by its end of metals. So why forgotten? Primarily because these years stubbornly and intriguingly refuse to fit into any neat, overall narrative. Earlier, the expansion of farming offered a common thread, with burgeoning life in the semi-green desert as its southern equivalent. After 3500 BC, give or take a generous few centuries, sweeping changes across and beyond the basin created fundamentally new vectors that presage the better-known Mediterranean of later times. Between these lies an unsynchronized wild-growth legacy of the initial Neolithic in the north, variations on the hunting and pastoral themes in the south, and in the east precocious initiatives with deep Levantine roots as well as discernible links to the broader Near East. Viewed with hindsight, this age was the last pan-Mediterranean anarchy, the last time when local ways of doing things enjoyed an all but universal primacy throughout the basin, before larger-scale logics slowly began to reshape Mediterranean history over the next three millennia.
In climatic terms the years covered in this chapter are also interstitial, and flicker back and forth.1 The early Holocene optimum, ultimate sponsor of the transformations explored in the previous chapter, was coming to an end. Ahead, starting at an indeterminate time between 4000 and 3500 BC and continuing to this day, lay a tougher regime that would engineer a drier basin and the rebirth of a hyper-arid Sahara. Separating these lay a phase of oscillations. These had little impact in clement areas, but swings were felt acutely in the more sensitive Levant and North Africa, which experienced marked wetter and drier phases, as well as other southerly parts of the basin.2 In the meantime, sea level rise slowed to a halt, as the last of the Pleistocene ice caps joined the oceans. By the early 4th millennium BC it had reached the level it occupies today, which it has never substantially transgressed, as is neatly demonstrated by Palaeolithic paintings at Cosquer Cave, which run right down to the current waterline.3 From now on, shifts in the relative stands of land and sea, of the kind attested all over the later Mediterranean by drowned buildings and dry harbours, have to be laid at the door of tectonic action. The tables slowly began to turn, too, in the struggle at river mouths between marine incursion and deltaic reconquest. The prodigious Nile had begun to win earlier, as we saw in Chapter 5, and the locations of archaeological sites and sand-bars in the Rhône delta reveal the land beginning to push out around 3700 BC, though (as alluded to in Chapter 2) in most cases growth took a lot longer, and the heavily silted, straight or out-bowing lowland coasts of modern times are a relatively recent, and largely post-Roman, creation.4 Other coastal wetlands also began to stabilize. In 5000 BC the land on which Venice now stands was dry and 20 km (12 miles) from the coast, but by 4000–3500 BC the world’s most illustrious lagoon had begun to take shape.5
It is symptomatic that these 2000 years are afflicted by an appalling tangle of regional terms for each phase within them, often inconsistently applied and connoting differing start and end-dates within a general trend from east to west. In Europe, the Levant and Turkey these reflect early efforts to establish and subdivide phases on a regional basis with reference to their dominant technology, stone for the Neolithic and metal for the Copper Age. This has long been undermined by metal finds in Neolithic contexts, and the terms must be taken simply as conventional labels that can disguise as much as highlight the true rhythms of change as we now understand them. We also need to guard against the prejudices attached to each; for example, the span from 4500 to 3200 BC in the Aegean is referred to both as a (conservative) Final Neolithic and as a (progressive) Copper Age. To summarize as painlessly as possible, this chapter equates to the entire Levantine Copper Age (divided between Early and Late at 4500 BC), the Anatolian Middle and Late Copper Age (again divided at 4500 BC), and the Aegean Late (5500–4500 BC) and Final Neolithic or Copper Age (4500–3200 BC); in the Adriatic, Italy and Tyrrhenian it covers the end of the Early, and all of the Middle and Late Neolithics, and in France and Iberia most of the Early plus all of the Middle Neolithic. Across much of North Africa these labels are meaningless. Instead, a sequence of Pastoral phases has been defined for the Sahara, and along the Nile a series of names is borrowed from exemplary sites (such as ‘Badarian’ and ‘Maadian’), with ‘Neolithic’ applied to northern Egypt before 4000 BC.6 A variably appropriate Neolithic sequence is deployed over the Maghreb and coastal regions to its east.
This witch’s brew of terms must not distract us from investigating what people were actually up to around different parts of the Mediterranean basin, and now also in the midst of the sea. Between 5500 and 3500 BC this question enjoys a provocative counterfactual potential, for what we shall encounter are long-extinct societies, many without close later Mediterranean analogies, which nonetheless could have become prototypes for later ways of life had subsequent circumstances not extinguished them. How these societies might otherwise have evolved – what, to indulge a fantasy, some Aztec-sponsored Caribbean Columbus or Chinese Marco Polo might eventually have blundered into – remains guesswork. Recent analogues such as Sudanese pastoralists for North Africa, Papuan villages for Neolithic southern Europe, American Southwest pueblos for the Levant and Anatolia, Caribbean islanders in the archipelagos, and the hunter-gatherer villages of the American Pacific Northwest for the Nile Delta are all plausible suggestions, but it is equally possible that Mediterranean histories would have veered down pathways that have no parallel in the ethnographic present. But we can be sure of one thing: the ancient Mediterranean as we know it to have evolved over the last few millennia, with all its enduring impact on our lives today, would not have existed in anything like its present form. Exploring the Mediterranean from 5500 to 3500 BC is therefore not merely a sterile exercise in reconstructing a confusing heap of long-dead societies, but a strange window into how it might have been.

6.1  Map of sites mentioned in this chapter, also showing the principal interaction zones within the Mediterranean during the late 6th to early 4th millennia BC and connections between them, Saharan pastoral expansion, the principal early foci of metallurgy and (inset at left) the main Ubaid zone centred on Mesopotamia, and the early 4th-millennium BC accumulation of power along the Nile.
Pastoral symphony with noises off
We can open the first window where we ended Chapter 5, in North Africa. There the Sahara had been reclaimed by hunter-gatherers, with others of local ancestry in the Mediterranean zone, and, we guessed, a populous, aquatic variant in the Nile Delta. Cattle-based herding had emerged in northeast Africa’s Four Corners region, where Egypt, Sudan, Chad and Libya meet, and early in the 6th millennium BC Levantine sheep and goats filtered in across the Red Sea. Save for a small enclave of Levanto-European mixed farming at the western end of the Maghreb, crop cultivation was apparently absent. Much would soon change, making North Africa host to at least five fundamentally different kinds of society, while along the Nile Valley by 3500 BC the foundations of pharaonic rule were becoming established. In order to understand the Mediterranean’s southern flank at this time, and the northeast African roots of later Egyptian exceptionalism, we need to start at the heart of the matter, in the Sahara.
Before the end of the 6th millennium BC cattle pastoralism, with a graft of sheep and goats, started to expand westward from its initial epicentre.7 This percolating tide of animals and their herders, flowing along wadis and pooling around lakes and grazing land, created a new lifestyle that would dominate the Sahara for nearly 2000 years, and which we know as the Middle Pastoral. Similar groups moved east to the edge of the Nile Valley, with longer-term consequences that would be quite different. Ostensibly, this expansion could have been triggered by the resumption of a wetter regime in the wake of the 6200 event, but introducing an alternative to wild game also makes sense as a strategy to ensure a reliable food source, and so survival, in a still viable, but less predictable, environment of fluctuating lakes and intervening dry phases.8 New analysis of residues in pottery confirm that Saharan cattle were being milked by 5000 BC,9 and if later African pastoralism is any guide, they may also have been bled for human consumption, but were probably too valuable on the hoof for their meat to be often on the menu. It is unlikely, moreover, that the spread of cattle pastoralism was a result of uptake by earlier Saharan hunter-gatherers. For one thing, it is not at all clear that many of the latter had made it through the harsh end of the 7th millennium BC; cave occupation histories suggest the opposite.10 In addition, pastoralism correlates with a switch in Saharan rock art to a new ‘bovidian’ style, no longer preoccupied with hunting and ritual, but instead with cattle herding, milking and men [6.2; PL. XVII].11 It is likely that this fresh influx of people spread Afro-Asiatic languages (which include ancient Egyptian, modern Berber and Chadic, all affiliated, probably since the Pleistocene, with the Semitic tongues of the Near East), which had hitherto been confined to northeast Africa.12 If so, the romantic notion that the Capsian groups of the Mediterranean zone were proto-Berbers is sadly unlikely.13

6.2  Rendition of a rock-painted Saharan pastoral scene showing herded cattle and processing of milk products in pots, from the Tadrart Acacus.
The most frequent relics of these pastoralists are scatters near former lakes or swamps of pottery, tools and perforated boulders used to hobble cattle and (according to rock art) trap savannah creatures such as giraffes, ostriches and, in one vainglorious instance, a lion.14 At these seasonally occupied sites, people still hunted, fished and gathered, processed and stored wild plant food. But between these places and seasons, entire communities and their herds were on the move from one grazing range to the next, creating a truly nomadic lifestyle. Indeed, if the movement of brightly coloured stones and pigments over immense distances is any guide, such pastoralists were more mobile than the hunter-gatherers whom they replaced. This lifestyle created societies structured in profoundly different ways from those of Neolithic farmers in the eastern and northern Mediterranean.15 In place of the household, the human body and cattle became subjects of cultural preoccupation. Status, probably more concentrated in men than in heavily plant-oriented Neolithic communities, would have been attained by amassing animals as the principal token of wealth. In this mobile world the referents that became fixed and ritually elaborated at seasonal aggregation points were not so much dwellings, which were only transitorily used, but the tombs where humans and animals were laid to rest at the end of their travels. Tumuli built over both people and cattle become a prominent feature in the eastern and central Sahara in the late 6th and 5th millennia BC, as do other ceremonial structures associated with the remains of sacrificed cattle. This ‘primary pastoralism’ was far more spatially extensive than the marginal variant, based on sheep and goats, that was forming around the same time on the drier fringes of the Levant, and a world entirely sufficient unto itself compared to the secondary types that would later emerge elsewhere in the basin, in tight symbiosis with sedentary, urban societies, whose upland and steppic borders they haunted.
The 5th-millennium BC Badarian societies of the Nile Valley, known for their encampments and burial grounds of bodies decked out with bright stone, copper, gold and Red Sea shell beads, pigment-grinding palettes and combs for lost coiffures, were an offshoot of this world, if one whose importance would be retrospectively amplified by its contribution to the formation of later Egyptian culture around sanctified bodies, tombs and arguably cattle.16 To understand how farming came to Egypt, we need to look closer to the Mediterranean. The Delta itself, an ever-growing patchwork of solidified land, ponds and marshes among which flowed seven major branches of the Nile and a maze of minor channels, retains almost all of its secrets until after 4000 BC, under 7–8 m (23–26 ft) of mud. Almost, for a few years ago a small sounding beneath the later town of Sais hit a sandy basal stratum with pots, catfish and deep-channel species, but also Levantine pigs and other domesticates, overlain by another with the four main domestic animals as well as wheat and barley, though still plenty of fish.17 This matches long-known sites further inland, dating to a century or two on either side of 5000 BC, at Merimde Beni Salame near Cairo, and in the Fayum basin, the latter fairly short-lived ventures enabled by a southward shift in Mediterranean winter rains and a now-extinct conduit from the Nile, which fed a sheet of water far larger than the Fayum’s current residual lake.18 The inhabitants of such places grew Levantine domesticated cereals and flax, raised cattle, sheep, goats and pigs (the last external injection completing a local reassembly from diverse beginnings of the Levantine farming package, possibly with some new Levantine breeds of the earlier faunal arrivals), and made pottery, including models of watercraft.19 At the same time, however, they carried on exploiting the wild cornucopia of river and lake, as well as the desert margins. Indeed, the basket-lined, tightly sealed grain silos dug into ridges overlooking the Fayum may indicate that storable cereals were mainly used as a back-up in the event of a dearth of wild foods – a vegetal equivalent to the logic of cattle pastoralism, if in this instance almost certainly adopted by the descendants of invisible earlier hunter-gatherers rather than brought by farmers from the Levant [6.3].20 In other respects, this Neolithic is peculiar. At Merimde the accumulation created by a thousand years’ collapse of the flimsy oval huts, and the burial of children within the settlement, encourage us to infer relatively sedentary village life, especially after 4600 BC, but well-defined houses are hard to discern.21 Despite Levantine contacts revealed by the incoming domesticates, as well as new spinning and weaving gear, arrows and maceheads, further connections to the south testified by desert stones and possibly cattle, sheep and goats, plus (as we shall see) a two-way trickle via northern Egypt of exotic seashells, Levantine copper and southern gold, communities at the Nile’s junction with the Mediterranean were still rooted on their own deep, and to us archaeologically inaccessible, local past.22

6.3  Well-preserved basket-lined pits for cereal storage on the edge of the Fayum basin.
Over the course of the 5th millennium BC, wheat and barley spread far up the Nile, beyond even the then-greater reach of Mediterranean rains and instead cultivated by a distinctive regime of riverine flood-basin irrigation anchored in the Nilotic cycle of inundation and retreat, which dictated autumn sowing and an early spring harvest, a calendar different from that in the Mediterranean.23 Even then, and perhaps in part due to the need to adapt their growing seasons, cereals were initially adjuncts and back-ups to diverse herding and hunting lifestyles, a combination reminiscent of the mix of floodwater farming and hunting in the first Levantine Neolithic five millennia earlier. Finally, around 3900 BC, and significantly close to the onset of desertification across North Africa, a massive and relatively sudden switch-over to a reliance on barley and wheat as the staples of existence (cultivated in a 2:1 ratio that would remain stable until the Iron Age) took place throughout the Egyptian stretch of the Nile.24 The demographic consequences in an environment of immensely rich, irrigable soils were electric and irreversible. The years around 4000–3900 BC are an Egyptian watershed, the start of a Predynastic age that culminated with astonishing rapidity in sacred rule over a unified riverine kingdom, by about 3000 BC.25 We defer a closer look at this until Chapter 7, because until mid-millennium the key transformations were confined to a 200–300 km (125–85 miles) ribbon far upriver, where a string of vying nodal communities arose at places such as Hierakonpolis, Naqada and Abydos, with a ruling group at the head of each. This slender crucible of destiny lies well south of the Mediterranean basin, and the formative phases of later royal culture reveal little debt to Mediterranean, or even specifically Deltaic, traditions. Instead, the preoccupation with richly furnished death monuments (soon coupled with early efforts to preserve the body), attractive desert rocks carved into body ornaments but now also superb stone vessels, and the long-range circulation of copper and gold all derive from the Saharan pastoral world, strangely grafted onto farming and consequent sedentism within the Nile Valley.
What was going on during these fateful years in northern Egypt? For the first time the archaeology of the Delta itself comes into real focus, especially in the east. Here, the countless sandbanks rising above the high-water mark of inundation offered locations for occupation and burial close enough to the modern land surface to be regularly detected, and in time to rise up as Africa’s first tells.26 According to one estimate, by 4000 BC the Deltaic triangle became home to as many as 80,000 people, already a major concentration of Mediterranean humanity.27 The principal site we know about is Maadi, a sprawling 18-ha (45-acre) settlement near the southern vertex.28 Its houses retained earlier traditions of light, wattle-and-daub construction, augmented by underground chambers of uncertain function, and burials were simple affairs compared with their most lavish upriver contemporaries. Moreover, pottery styles, a common tradition of ponderous basalt vessels and small inflows of copper point to stronger affiliations with the nearby Levant than the Nile Valley stretching away to the south, a link that we revisit at the close of this chapter. From a circum-Mediterranean perspective, the native societies of the Nile Delta, while exceptionally populous, evince no signs of complexity prior to the mid-4th millennium BC that are not at least matched in other parts of the basin that we shall visit. The one significant distinction for the future was the prospect of revolutionary change if the Delta came within reach of the radically differently constituted and aggressively expansive societies arising to its south, deep in Nilotic Africa.
Thus, by unusual paths, the elements of Levantine farming consolidated their second African bridgehead, in a vast riverine ribbon oasis from which the surrounding environment precluded further expansion, save by the faunal component in an already realized pastoral guise. What, by way of comparison, was the consequence of the first bridgehead on the continent, gained several centuries earlier, right at the opposite end of the basin, in the western Maghreb? The impact of this Neolithic enclave on ways of life in the rest of the Maghreb, and its long-term cultural and, we might add, linguistic and genetic legacies, are still to be resolved.29 As in northeast Africa, there were limits to the potential cultivation of Mediterranean crops, but in theory no reason why they, and the people and animals accompanying them, should not have spread back east by land or sea to take over the fully Mediterranean realm of the Maghreb. Maybe they did, but if so, and notwithstanding a lack of looking in the key landscapes of Algeria, no visible, sustained surge matches the unmissable signature on the other flanks of the basin. Perhaps, on the other hand, the founding groups in an initial toe-hold no larger than the coastal rim of the Gulf of the Lion never built up their critical mass, arguably because the prohibitively open expanses of the Alboran Sea channelled connections through the slender conduit at Gibraltar. Later divergences in pottery style do indicate that contact was gradually lost with groups across the sea, though this could argue as persuasively for the successful attainment of demographic independence as isolation. Some expansion clearly did take place during the early 5th millennium BC, down the Atlantic coast of Morocco, and eastward between the mountains and the sea. Whether the descendants of immigrant farmers or local hunter-gatherer uptake lie behind this is an open question, given the sparse information to hand, as is the degree to which the package held together as it spread. Along the Atlantic, a loosely defined Neolithic is attested at Rabat by the early 5th millennium, and some traits continue to Tarfaya in the far south of Morocco, but most of the Atlantic Saharan shore stayed the domain of shellfish-harvesting hunter-gatherers for much of the Holocene.30 To the east, on the Chafarinas Islands, close to the Moroccan–Algerian border and today still owned by Spain, but then the tip of a cape thrusting out from the Maghreb, a state-of-the-art excavation at Zafrín has uncovered the outline of a hut containing a peculiar repertoire: pottery (some of it impressed), grinding stones and other tools, ostrich eggs, sheep and goats (only), along with the remains of seals, fish and shellfish, plus possible traces of cereal pollen [6.4].31 But to the south, even modest distances inland, farming seems to have gained little or no foothold.32

6.4  This artist’s impression of activities within the structures at Zafrín evokes a Neolithic scene only partly familiar to eyes acclimatized to Europe.
A Tellian or Oranian ‘Neolithic’ spread as far as eastern Tunisia, exemplified by Rhafas Cave near Oujda, where the bones are mainly from sheep, goats and hunted game, and, apart from a single Cardial sherd, pottery has only vague parallels to the west and north.33 Regardless of such labels, limits to the spread of domestic crops and animals are hinted at by a few reliable beacons in the archaeological obscurity. One is Capeletti Cave, 1540 m (5050 ft) up in the Aurès mountains of east Algeria, overlooking the Roman town of Timgad.34 The cave lies so close to the snowline that it must only have been used seasonally, which itself tends to imply a mobile way of life for at least some of its occupants. Sheep and goats are present in the lowest levels around 5300 BC, but here, halfway across Africa, they could as easily have arrived via the Sahara, while the boars and a few cattle appear to have been wild. Plant remains were found, but all of wild species, mostly acorns and grapevines. The absence of crops is hardly decisive at this altitude, but might hint that people here were out of touch with cereal-growers.
Meanwhile, clustered around shallow, saline lakes in lowland Tunisia, the ‘Neolithic of Capsian Tradition’, a palpable misnomer, appeared around 5000 BC.35 Most of the introductions that mark the shift from earlier Capsian lifestyles, notably pottery (occasionally earlier, and for snail cooking and milk boiling?) and patchily represented domestic sheep and goats, are as likely to have arrived from the south via interactions with Saharan groups, with only polished stone axes definitely pointing to Mediterranean origins. Sites often comprise the upper levels of earlier escargotières, hunting continued and, again unusually for this sector of the basin, there is positive evidence for the ongoing gathering of wild grasses, nuts, fruits and bulbs, and against domesticated crops. On the far side of the Gulf of Sirte, at Haua Fteah, sheep and goats, smaller than the wild barbary sheep and slaughtered at different ages, appear slightly earlier, along with pots and hoe-like implements of uncertain use; domesticated crops remain completely absent.36 Any of these might have reached Cyrenaica along the slender coastal corridors from west or east, but once again the most likely axis is from the south, via Saharan pastoralists.
On present evidence, therefore, the west Maghrebian offshoot of the northwest Mediterranean Neolithic was a fairly restricted phenomenon and in the end peripheral to African ways of life. To its east, as far as the edge of the Nile Delta, Mediterranean Africa was inhabited from 5500–5000 BC by people living by various combinations of herding, gathering and hunting, but not crop cultivation. Such ways of life based on the selective uptake of domesticates alongside wild foods only enjoyed only a brief, very patchy currency on the northern side of the Mediterranean, and a fairly marginal if longer-lasting status in the Levant. In much of Mediterranean Africa, however, they became the norm, primarily thanks to the wider orientation on pastoral practices, decoupled from crop cultivation, that had arisen in the Saharan heart of North Africa. As we shall see in future chapters, this lifestyle survived for millennia along Africa’s Mediterranean fringe, even as that heart was ripped out by the return of the desert.
Such divergence, however, did not always entail absolute isolation from other Mediterranean currents, and one detail is significant in this respect. Pieces of greenish obsidian from the Sicilian channel island of Pantelleria have been detected in coastal Tunisia and eastern Algeria, including on the islet of Zembra, 12 km (8 miles) off Cape Bon, and also transported along with seashells far in the interior [PL. XVI].37 A few fragments indicate local knapping. Such obsidian appears in upper levels at the superbly analyzed site of Hergla, a big late 7th- and 6th-millennia BC midden beside the salty Halk en Menjel lagoon on the Hammamet Gulf, a place of exceptional interest for its unusual littoral location, abundant marine molluscs and fish bones, total absence of domesticates, and square, house-like structures that suggest a surprisingly village-like aspect [6.5].38 Such a profile counters occasional suggestions that the entire Neolithic package might have jumped the wider sea-passage from Sicily into the eastern end of the Maghreb,39 but the obsidian remains and pots at Hergla also show ambivalent North African and south-central Mediterranean affinities. Pantelleria was one of four obsidian islands supplying the central Mediterranean at this time, but the find-spots of its own variety describe a concentration in the eastern Maghreb, western Sicily and other islands in between, notably Malta and Lampedusa. Usually it is assumed that this distribution reflects the activities of Neolithic seafarers from the northern side of the channel, with the African finds simply overspill. This could be partly right, for this period was, as we shall shortly see, a heyday of small-island settlement and maritime circulation of obsidian in the northern Mediterranean’s sub-basins. Yet there are certain indications that Pantelleria may not have been permanently inhabited at this juncture, and lain open to all manner of visitors, while the first contexts at Hergla date at least as early as any with such obsidian outside Africa.40 Throw in the further facts that Pantelleria lies closer to Africa (70 km or 45 miles) than Sicily (100 km or 60 miles), that the cliffs with its green variety face south, and that the nearest, in this case clearly inhabited sector of North African coast is the only one where a topography of deep bays, headlands and offshore islands provides an enticing maritime prospect (the selfsame shore on which Carthage later arose),41 and it is well worth asking whether we in fact possess here, at last, a hint of indigenous North African seafaring. But regardless as to who brought obsidian to the Maghreb, we should not overlook one indisputable, and equally significant truth. The Mediterranean Sea’s slender waist was finally coming to life as a crossing point, and people from either side are likely to have met, however fleetingly, for the first time in history.

6.5  The lagoon-edge escargotière at Hergla in coastal Tunisia, under excavation.
A proliferation of islanders
The black pearl of the Sicilian channel may or may not have been inhabited as people came and went for its obsidian, but even if Pantelleria still lay empty, its neighbours and many other modest islands across the basin were certainly becoming long-term homes to farming communities. Hitherto, although islands were familiar places, often visible from the mainland and well-reconnoitred, relatively few had been permanently settled,42 principally the big five (arguably less as islands per se than coast-rich land masses), some medium-sized inshore examples (in the Aegean Chios, Thasos and possibly Rhodes; Brač, Hvar and Korčula in the Adriatic), plus a handful of small islands close to population hubs, like the Tremiti group east of the Tavoliere, and the Sporades off Thessaly – though the Neolithic at the Cyclops Cave on tiny Gioura is so rich in painted pots that the cave may well have become a ritual place, still only visited seasonally.43 During the 5th and 4th millennia BC all this changed [6.6]. Islands witnessed a greater influx at this time than any other environment in the basin, even if in absolute terms the numbers must have been small, often in the hundreds even once population had built up, and no more than a few families in certain cases.44 Crossings to Pantelleria testify to people’s abilities to navigate to scraps of land well out to sea, and similar efforts elsewhere in the channel brought the Neolithic package across 80 km (50 miles) from Sicily to Malta before 5000 BC, as well as pottery, sheep, goats and pigs to Lampedusa. The last of these, at 120 km (75 miles) from other land, must define the remotest community in the Mediterranean, close to the limit to what was attempted by sea at this time. North of Sicily the roll call continues. Peopling of the Aeolian cluster began on the largest, obsidian-rich island of Lipari, from where it spread to Salina, Filicudi and the rugged speck of Panarea, although settlers avoided the sharp cone of tiny, outlying Alicudi, and visits to regularly erupting Stromboli and Vulcano appear to have been brief, perhaps ritual adventures. Others lived on Elba and Giglio, off Tuscany, though visitation rather than inhabitation remained the order of the day on Palmarola, another obsidian island. In the Adriatic many newly inhabited islands lay so close to the mainland as to make little odds, and what stands out is the persistence at a few more fully maritime locations after the initial trans-Adriatic passage of farming. On the tiny Tremiti Islands and Sušac sheep and goat bones, harvesting gloss on sickle blades, grinding stones and ruined houses affirm that people had come to stay.45 Finally, this was a great age of Aegean island settlement, building on a long tradition of seafaring, exploration, visits and pioneer habitation. Most of the densely packed Dodecanese and other eastern islands were settled, and springing from there, some of the Cyclades were occupied during the 5th millennium BC [6.6]. Over the 4th millennium further influxes filled in many other islands in the archipelago. It is now that we find the first traces where this book opened, on Kythera.

6.6  After the initial spread of farming came numerous expansions of Neolithic settlement into the smaller islands of the Aegean and central Mediterranean.
Few islands of any substance remained uninhabited after about 3500 BC. Most that did were extremely small, unusually far from other land, or both; some, indeed, could not sustain life for any length of time, such as the tiny, waterless stopover of Palagruža.46 During the late 4th and 3rd millennia BC, the smallest Cyclades would finally be taken in, down to little Delos, as would Ustica, just 50 km (30 miles) north of Palermo but hidden in a sea desert and until then seldom frequented.47 When the handful of islands off Tunisia came into play remains a mystery. Zembra has Pantellerian obsidian, and mouflon that descend from goats introduced at some stage, but nothing else until it was stocked with rabbits and, inadvertently, black rats in Roman times. Almost landlocked Djerba has been searched, more or less fruitlessly until the Iron Age, and the Kerkennahs and the Galite Islands remain blanks.48 The only really distinguished members of the latecomers’ club are the Balearics. As will be explained in Chapter 7, it is well-nigh certain that these big but remote islands lay empty until the late 3rd millennium BC, winning the distinction of being the last land masses in the Mediterranean to become peopled, and maybe even to feel the impress of a visiting human foot.49
For the first time we also possess solid evidence concerning the boats in which people crossed the sea. There are still no depictions, save for a dubiously interpreted scribble on a sherd from Hvar,50 but ample compensation is the splendidly preserved remains of one craft, admittedly not from an island, nor indeed the sea itself, but the waterlogged Neolithic village of La Marmotta on Lake Bracciano, north of Rome [6.7].51 Discovered in 1994 and dated to 5450 BC, the La Marmotta boat was a dugout canoe 10 m (33 ft) long and with a beam of just over 1 m (3 ft), all carved from a single oak. It would have taken hundreds of person-hours of labour to construct, and along with the Neolithic house must have been one of the most ambitious creations of its age. Travel around the Mediterranean in a near-identical replica powered with short paddles by a crew of eleven shows the design to be seaworthy.52 It averaged 3–4 km (2–2.5 miles) per hour at sea, or 32 km (20 miles) per day, although this should be reduced to 20–25 km (12–15 miles) for a laden craft and distances measured as the crow flies. This kind of performance would bring Lipari in range from Sicily in a single day, and tie many Aegean islands together by one-day crossings, but it implies two or three days and intervening nights to reach a place like Malta. Such ventures could easily exploit short windows of navigational opportunity, rather than being dependent on prevailing weather patterns, though runs to and from Malta and other Sicilian channel islands pushed the envelope in this respect, and may often have made better headway heading south with summer winds behind them.


6.7  The La Marmotta dugout canoe: (above) the original vessel as preserved; (top) an approximate replica sets out to sea.
It is all too easy to assume, simply because we possess it, that the La Marmotta boat represents a breakthrough in waterborne technology, and thereby explains the parallel spurt in island life. But its replica’s performance confirms rather than extends the ranges proposed in Chapter 5 for earlier times, on the basis of the ethnography of simple seacraft and other experiments. Boats hollowed out by fire-setting and (in the Neolithic) polished stone axes surely had considerably earlier invisible origins, and altogether there seems no doubt that the La Marmotta craft was built to a basic design known at least since the first farmers set out for Cyprus several millennia earlier. So if islands were no easier to reach from the standpoint of nautical technology, why did more people go to live on them?53 Equally wanting are indications of any broadening of subsistence to facilitate survival on these often relatively impoverished patches of land. Bones and seeds demonstrate that island farmers transported the Neolithic world of animal husbandry and crops with them, implanting capsules of familiarity amidst the sea. Hunting was in sharp decline, and only the occasional deer bone echoes the earlier game-stocking strategies practised on Cyprus. Conversely, while communities such as Saliagos in the Cyclades enjoyed bonanza hauls of tunny and other fish, this remained a sideline, and was also hardly an insular monopoly. In fact, on all except the largest islands, wholesale introduction of the Neolithic package, tweaked in favour of hardier crops and breeds, was the only means by which people could hope to get beyond seasonal visits, and bring the Mediterranean’s archipelagos into the realm of permanently settled space. Lastly, even repeat visits to collect desirable stones would not have easily elided into habitation, for the simple reason that lengthy expeditions were probably single-sex operations. Palmarola and maybe Pantelleria are examples of islands visited for a very long time without anyone electing to live there, but the best illustration is Melos in the Cyclades, whose obsidian had been obtained since the 11th millennium BC, but whose first inhabitants only arrived in the 5th or 4th millennia54 – strangely enough, later than Lipari, where obsidian collection and occupancy began broadly simultaneously in the early 6th millennium BC.
The likely answer as to why people now started to live more on islands is a very prosaic one.55 People simply moved out to them as populations on the mainlands rose, the best niches became ancestrally held by others, and as communities periodically split and went their separate ways. In short, much island life began as an infilling of second-best but, with farming, now tolerable places, comparable to what we shall see in other outlying parts of the Mediterranean lowlands. In those areas of the Aegean, Adriatic and to a lesser extent Tyrrhenian where mainland and islands are inextricably interwoven, the initial decisions can hardly have been radical, and in this respect the answer to the conundrum of Melos versus Lipari is simply that the latter was closer to long-inhabited Sicily than the former was to anywhere save other equally long-empty islands. Melos and most of the Cyclades owed their eventual peopling to the fact that where scatters of islands extended far out to sea, the island-living habit once learned could be repeatedly applied, encouraging little inter-island settlement cascades, and also enabling mutually sustaining networks of islanders to form – along with back-up from the mainland, a vital factor in overcoming the setbacks and local failures that must have dogged such processes more than our coarse resolution allows us to see.56 The end points of such incremental expansions are the kinds of events that do stand out as extraordinary and slightly hubristic, or desperate, if viewed in isolation, such as the attempt to settle distant Lampedusa, assuredly the end of the line in every sense.
The birth of regular small-island life should not distract us from developments on the handful of already settled far larger islands. We saw in Chapter 5 how Cyprus described a trajectory from initial close connections with the outside world to virtual closure by the 7th–6th millennia BC. Over a span of some centuries after the end of the bizarrely pottery-free, deer-rich Khirokitia phase, running well into the 5th millennium BC, it then evinces no definite signs of life at all.57 This gap could reflect a genuine population collapse or, as has been intriguingly argued, a reversion to low-visibility, mobile ways of life by a never large population of islanders able to essentially reject the Neolithic.58 When Cypriots do become visible again, in the local Late Neolithic (4800–4000 BC) and Early Copper Age (4000–3500 BC), there is still little sign of external input or other catching up, save for the extremely tardy uptake of pottery.59 Communities chose similar locations and scales of occupation to their predecessors. Houses were closely packed and implausibly small for family households, as at earlier Khirokitia, though now more squared-off and followed by a switch to subterranean dwellings at the start of the Copper Age. Hunted fallow deer supplied if anything more of the meat than before, while cattle remained conspicuously absent. Despite Cyprus’s wealth in this material, the Early Copper Age barely earns its name from the few hammered native copper artifacts made after 4000 BC, a very late date by east Mediterranean standards and, along with the popularity of blue picrolite for beads and figurines [6.8], reminiscent of the PPNB rather than the contemporary Levant and Anatolia. The causes of this deepening time warp and insular idiosyncrasy need to be sought in internal Cypriot perceptions and indifference to alternative ways of life, coupled with a decline in westward and seaward engagement by people on the Levantine mainland at this juncture, to which we shall return.

6.8  Cypriot Copper Age cruciform figurine carved from blue picrolite, reflecting a local island style and material. An identical item hangs from the figurine’s own neck.
Crete, Sardinia and Corsica experienced more orthodox Neolithics, and plenty of contacts with the outside world. Crete had been relatively sequestered until 5500 BC, but then took off.60 Knossos spread over 4–5 ha (10–12 acres) and was divided between wealthier and poorer farming families, pottery styles began to follow the rest of the Aegean, and new weaving technology was introduced. After 4500 BC, settlements become visible all over the island for the first time. A similar pattern can be seen on Sardinia and Corsica.61 During the 5th millennium BC open settlements eclipsed caves, and grew in size and numbers, both on the coasts and in the interior. Even before the end of that millennium there are signs of inter-island movement. Sardinian obsidian appears to have been discovered as soon as farmers moved inland; it soon reached Corsica (and, as we shall see, much of the north Tyrrhenian region), while serpentine bracelets from Corsica appear on Sardinia. Island culture became more elaborate too, as illustrated by figurines on Sardinia and smartly outlined bowls on Corsica with parallels in France. All this reached a climax on Sardinia from around 4000–3400 BC with the start of the Ozieri phase. Settlement numbers tripled to as many as 200, particularly around the great Campidano plain in the south. Most were small hamlets, but others grew into agglomerations of up to 100 houses, some with added porticos, matched by a closely associated tradition of elaborate rock-cut tombs. Pottery became better fired and fancier, with swirls and lines of dancers, its exports unearthed as far off as the Piazza della Signoria in Florence; even cooking pots sprang tripod legs. And as we shall see, Ozieri-phase use of metals is among the earliest in the central Mediterranean. From now on larger, more fertile and mineralogically better-endowed Sardinia started to pull away from its rougher Corsican neighbour, opening up a gap in relative social complexity that would widen over the millennia.
In the long term, the impact of countless individually minor moves further out to sea, or deeper into the larger islands’ landscapes, was anything but peripheral to Mediterranean history. We saw in Chapter 5 how the maritime axis of initial Neolithic expansion reflected a seismic reordering of Mediterranean connections towards the coastal and maritime core of the basin, in contrast to the pull of the continental edges that dominated the Pleistocene. Now the connecting webs grew denser and stronger in the island-studded sub-basins, as groups of islanders forged links with each other, the mainlanders they had left behind and others on the opposing coasts before them. We shall encounter excellent examples when we take a wider look at Neolithic trade, and an additional tracer is the large number of wild animal species that invaded island ecosystems in the 5th and 4th millennia BC, the smaller hidden in the bilges or cargos of frequent canoe traffic.62 In the Aegean, and the narrower parts of the Adriatic and Tyrrhenian, the sea in the middle was slowly promoted from being simply something crossable to becoming the focus of newly emergent social constellations. Over time and under favourable circumstances, the islanders in such places, originally marginal people on the internal frontiers of the inhabited Mediterranean, would start to play disproportionately prominent roles in regional and eventually further-flung patterns of contact and trade.
Even by the end of the time span covered in this chapter, most of this still lay in the future, but a couple of premonitions can be detected. In the Aegean, the setting up of farming villages on some of the Cyclades in the 5th millennium BC coincided with more profligate obsidian use across the southern Aegean, as these consolidated communities in the middle of the sea transformed conditions of access for islanders and mainlanders alike.63 But the best example at this juncture is Lipari.64 The earliest settlers of the 6th millennium BC lived in farming plots scattered over its countryside. Around 5000 BC, however, a new, village-level community of 100–200 people arose on the island’s later acropolis and current capital, a defensible point overlooking the best harbour [6.9]. While Lipari’s obsidian was flowing out over the central Mediterranean, the acropolis site obtained a remarkable number of fine stone axes and flints from overseas, as well as exceptional quantities of painted pots, normally reserved for ritual use by their closest Calabrian neighbours, and only more readily available 150–200 km (90–125 miles) away. Potting clay was also brought in, hardly a standard item of exchange at this time, and an important hint that some of these imports were acquired abroad by the islanders themselves. By the end of the 5th millennium BC, copper ores were being imported for local smelting, and on the plain of Contrada di Diana, just below the acropolis, a further hub of activity came into being. It consisted of an extensive spread of large open-air earth ovens, masses of debris from obsidian production, numerous fine axes, and grinding stones stained with ochre. One attractive interpretation of this strange accumulation is that it reflects the residues of seasonal gatherings of strangers as well as locals, drawn by the magnet of obsidian but also the chance to trade, feast, socialize and swap news in the midst of the sea with people from far away.65 Such scenarios were unthinkable a millennium earlier, and symbolize the start of the Mediterranean islands’ coming of age.

6.9  View across Lipari to the coastal acropolis, beneath which lie deep layers of Neolithic and later occupation; further off in this small cluster of islands lie Panarea and Stromboli.
The myopic Mediterranean
From the emerging societies of the Mediterranean islands we turn to their progenitors among mainland Neolithic societies on the northern flank of the basin. Here, hunter-gatherers held out in a few secluded spots until the late 5th millennium BC, especially in northern Iberia, inland parts of the Midi and the Po plain.66 They succumbed in the end to the Neolithic’s big battalions, probably through a mixture of eventual local adoption, appropriation of their hunting land, violent endings, and intermarriage, perhaps of the former’s women to the latter’s men, as argued by bone chemistry and DNA analyses in central Europe.67 This was a transformation with no going back once the population rose to levels unsustainable by reversion to wild foods. Yet the triumph of farming should not lull us into the cosy belief that we now face a familiar world. To portray Neolithic farmers as Mediterranean ‘peasants’, and their communities as ancestral to the rural villages of yesteryear, is void of meaning in a world with no urban antithesis, and distracts from its enduring strangeness.68 Across Mediterranean Europe, blurring into temperate regions to the north and Copper Age western Anatolia, lay a mosaic of myopically local villages, replete with an intricate symbolic culture, crammed into the fertile plains with thinner scatters between. Here, farming still meant more or less what it did as it expanded, women laid claim to the inner space of village and fields by tending plants and children, making pots and deploying figurines, while the men staked out wild spaces beyond by vestigial hunting, as well as trade and rituals in the secret recesses of painted caves. A normal death ended with one’s bones mingled in the garbage of a boundary ditch, and a woman could reveal her identity to a stranger (whose speech she might not grasp if he came from more than a few dozen kilometres away) by a smile or grimace from which several front teeth had been deliberately removed.
This sketch is, of course, a simplified caricature, drawing heavily on Italian data,69 and does little justice to subtler distinctions. But it does intimate how vastly better informed we are about such societies compared to their local predecessors. In addition to a century of normal excavation and survey, a series of recently discovered waterlogged Neolithic villages strung out along the Mediterranean are revolutionizing our understanding. We had reason to appreciate Atlit-Yam in Israel in Chapter 5, and earlier in this chapter La Marmotta on Lake Bracciano for its dugout canoe. Similar conditions exist at Dispilio near Kastoria in northern Greece, while a submerged site in the Leucate lagoon near Perpignan is notable among other things for its remains of swordfish (a true open-sea catch save at its breeding grounds in the Messina strait).70 Most remarkable of all is La Draga, half-inundated by Lake Banyoles in Catalonia, where excavations above and below water have uncovered a village dating to 5300–5150 BC [1.7, 6.11].71 It comprised two rows of eight to ten rectangular wooden houses, rebuilt several times from deciduous oak and poplar, infilled by willow and hazel wattle and lashed together by clematis and linden cords, all from the nearby woods and lakeside. There were granaries on the better-drained slopes and cobble-filled earth ovens for cooking meat, with tripod stands alongside to suspend vessels for roasting or boiling grain. From the lake come the normally decayed paraphernalia of Neolithic life – wooden bowls, ladles, scoops, spindles, sickles, digging sticks and javelins, yew bows and willow or dogwood arrows, and of course baskets [6.10]. Half a million grains of wheat, diverse other cereals, broad beans, peas, fruits and nuts also survive.72 Flint arrived from Narbonne, and a few marble vessels, bracelets and beads are heirlooms or trade objects from as far as the Tyrrhenian. It is hard to know how to compare such a site with the contrastive preservation of the tiers of mud-built houses encased in a Thessalian tell, or the diffuse, flat Tavoliere settlements from which later ploughing has stripped even the house floors. Behind this difficulty, and exacerbated by the otherwise stimulatingly divergent approaches taken by archaeologists in each region, lies the unanswered question as to how much Neolithic communities in each region fundamentally resembled each other beyond the distinctions imposed by local cultural expression, current preservation and modern interpretation.73

6.10  Fragments of basketry and their methods of construction from La Draga.

6.11  The Neolithic village at La Draga: waterlogged levels under excavation.
We can start our exploration with what happened to farming. In contrast to the further round of developments nascent in the Levant before the end of Chapter 5, the answer is relatively little, beyond the selection and introduction of strains and breeds better suited to local conditions.74 Household-based intensive horticulture mixed with some animal husbandry remained the norm. Waterlogged La Marmotta, surrounded by deciduous woods, provides a long list of cereals and legumes that were eaten, we assume, as gruels and flatbreads cheered by herbs, salt or honey (this last identified in a pot on the southern Meseta), along with wild grapes, figs, hazelnuts, berries and other seeds.75 All the evidence points to an overwhelmingly vegetarian daily diet, with meat-eating mainly syncopated by periodic feasts.76 In light of their size, even slaughtered sheep and goats must have been shared beyond the family, and cattle with entire communities and perhaps their neighbours.77 Testimony to such events are the great earth ovens encountered at Contrada di Diana and La Draga, and popular across southern France and mainland Italy too. To provide some idea of the scale of consumption, after one event at Makriyalos in northern Greece the remains of several hundred animals and vast numbers of pots were discarded in a large pit.78 At many villages, especially in the primary foci of farming-based life, wild animals were rare, if not quite taboo. They were more common on the margins of regions cleared for farming or areas of hunter-gatherer resilience, though for upland caves with wild animal bones it is often impossible to distinguish between hunting parties of farmers and residual Mesolithic folk. They also appear as totems and art in south Italian men’s ritual sites out in the wilds, as exemplified by the red and roe deer skulls piled up underground in the rock-cut Ipogeo Manfredi, or the hundreds of deer images executed in bat-dung paint at the Grotta dei Cervi at Porto Badisco [6.20].79 Fish and shellfish were popular at a few coastal, lagoonal and island settlements, with mussels prized enough at La Draga to be brought 50 km (30 miles) inland, but in general seafood was seldom eaten in quantity.80
In addition to ongoing milking, a few lesions on cow thigh bones, for example at Knossos by 5800–5300 BC, indicate that cattle were starting to pull heavy loads, though whether yet ploughs, as often assumed, or rather sleds and other contraptions is uncertain.81 Cattle became particularly prominent in the larger settlements of southern France, Italy, Sardinia, Corsica and Crete.82 In terms of pasture they were far more extravagant to maintain than sheep or goats (cows less so than massive oxen, but still a viable herd of thirty head needed as much land as would support a Neolithic village on cereals – though woodland browse around many settlements might mitigate this), but in return they provided high milk and meat yields, now traction power, and last but far from least copious manure. In the Rhône Valley their husbandry entailed the artificial encouragement of large tracts of a savannah-like grassland studded with oaks, similar to the Iberian dehesa ecologies, whose origins remain more elusive.83 Bigger villages and bigger animals may therefore go together, their farming a kind of ‘gardening with cows’.84 Although embedded in quite different societies from those of North African pastoralists, here, too, cattle ownership may have correlated with wealth, not so much through accumulation of larger herds as the control of lusher pasture for their grazing and access to their muscle power within the farming world.
Milking and traction leave only wool outstanding among the major secondary products of the Mediterranean’s faunal suite. As we shall see, in the Levant the first steps in this direction were certainly underway, but the rest of the basin still remained devoid of wool and largely linen-, grass- and hide-dependent for garments and other gear. Concerning textiles, the salient innovation of this time in Europe and Anatolia was instead the spread of vertical looms, attested by durable clay or stone weights, which set up a long-term antithesis with the presumably older and less visible ground-looms that remained the norm in the Levant and Egypt for millennia to come.85
The only entirely new, native domestications of significance had nothing to do with survival, and everything to do with mind altering. Experiments with sugar-rich fruits opened perceptions and taste buds to yeast-based fermentation and intoxication. As in the remainder of Neolithic Europe, people drank a range of sweetened, resinated or spiced alcoholic beverages fermented from fruits and grains.86 Wild grapevines prefer the woodland margins but are fairly resilient to other environments, and flourished widely in the Mediterranean and neighbouring regions, including the great highland massif comprising the Caucasus, south Caspian mountains and northern Zagros, the warmer stretches of the Black Sea littoral and the major river valleys of temperate Europe.87 Cultivation, probably for wine, may have begun as early as the 6th millennium BC in and around the Caucasus; wine production is confirmed there from the late 5th millennium BC by the recent find of a grape press, fermentation vats and other equipment (as well as the planet’s first surviving leather shoe) at the Areni Cave in Armenia.88 But this does not preclude independent efforts elsewhere – indeed the DNA of modern vines appears to point to both a major eastern event and much later cross-breeding with local varieties.89 On Mediterranean sites of this age grape pips are common, but usually too small in size or number to clinch domestication. We shall encounter one possible exception in the Levant, and another definite one stands out in northern Greece where, around 4000 BC, pressed residues are found at Dikili Tash and the pip sizes at Dimitra suggest domesticated plants.90 Equally intriguing is the case of the opium poppy.91 This probably originated in Iberia, where sap-rich heads, stored in baskets woven from esparto grass and brightly painted with geometric designs, were discovered at the end of the 19th century along with burials and further preserved shoes, this time of plaited grass, in the dry recesses of Cueva de los Murciélagos, almost a kilometre (half a mile) up in the Cordoba mountains [6.12, 6.13]. Opium compounds are also detectable in the Neolithic burials from a disused mine at Can Tintorer near Barcelona, and the seeds occur at La Marmotta. Opium poppies only reached the Aegean after the Neolithic, an interesting counter to the westward spread of the agricultural domesticates. It is intriguing to speculate how much the exuberant swirls on Neolithic material culture owe to visions triggered by opium-based or other natural hallucinogenic substances.
Returning to pragmatics, how were these European Mediterranean landscapes inhabited?92 Most farmers targeted the fertile lowlands, patchily clearing woodland from around the houses, and these remained the vortices of life in most regions until at least 4500–4000 BC. In addition to Thessaly and the Tavoliere, which throbbed with some 10,000–20,000 people each, other concentrations of Neolithic humanity arose in the plains of western Macedonia, eastern Sicily, parts of northeast Italy, the Rhône, Aude and Garonne valleys and lowland Catalonia. Beyond, smaller and more broken up lowland areas were also settled, occasionally at village level but often at the scale of hamlets or single homesteads. In the Aegean, small groups expanded on the margins of Thessaly and into the Peloponnese and similar microcosms dotted peninsular Italy, for instance the handful of families living at Penitenzeria at the tip of rough Calabria, or San Marco near Gubbio in Umbria.93 Even the Vera basin in southeast Spain, less arid than today but never an easy prospect for farming, attracted pioneer settlers from about 5000 BC.94 Such communities, typically surrounded by wild land rather than packed cheek by jowl in the few extensive plains, and more heavily reliant on outside contacts for survival, were the terrestrial equivalents of those moving into the smaller islands at the same time, with the great difference compared to certain islands being that their chances of later achieving unanticipated centrality were much slimmer.

6.12  Exceptionally well-preserved esparto grass basket from the Cueva de los Murciélagos.

6.13  The fortuitous discovery of the Cueva de los Murciélagos burials, as imagined in an early engraving.
Lastly, what of the rearing masses of more mountainous land? In general, the Neolithic remained a low-altitude phenomenon, ultimately the easiest way to average the environmental tolerances of its constituent domesticates. It therefore signified a marked retreat from high ground in comparison to the age of warm-weather hunter-gatherers.95 But there are some interesting finer distinctions. At one extreme, farming only began in the clefts of the northern Pindos mountains as late as the 1st millennium BC.96 On the other hand, the uplifted plateaux at both ends of the basin were already seeing plenty of action. Anatolia was examined in Chapter 5, and now Iberia comes into focus, with a penchant for mobile, cave-based sheep and goat herding perhaps linked to late hunter-gatherer adoption in remote areas (a feature also of the wild Velebit in Dalmatia),97 but also wheat and barley alongside the poppies at Cueva de los Murciélagos, which formed part of a landscape of upland farmers.98 Typically, however, Mediterranean uplands had to wait until the 4th and 3rd millennia BC to receive resident communities, and then under changed circumstances (see Chapter 7). In the meantime, vast areas lay empty – liberating or frightening land for settled people, only traversed by tiny numbers of traders, stone procurers, hunters or initiates, hastening onward towards the nearest houses or remote places of ritual.
Three of the greatest concentrations of people yield rich social insights. Each enjoyed a boom phase in the size, number and cultural elaboration of its communities, but the timings differ. In Thessaly this falls in the Aegean Middle and Late Neolithic (5800–4500 BC); in the Tavoliere, in the Italian late Early and early Middle Neolithic (5500–4800 BC); and in the river valleys of southern France in the Middle Neolithic, or Chasséen (4700–3600 BC). Given the strong local character in each case, the east–west trend in date cannot reflect transmission from one to the next (unlike earlier and later processes encountered in the course of our history). Instead it reflects the differing time lags between the arrival of farming and build-up of a sufficient number of people. To emphasize the independence of each boom, we start late and in the west.
Braudel, in patriotic mode, once proclaimed the Chasséen to be his country’s ‘civilisation néolithique nationale’, but although indeed unusual from our perspective in that it extends over much of non-Mediterranean France too, new work has stressed the distinctiveness of the southern version and also drawn attention to parallels on the other side of the Pyrenees, in Catalonia.99 The Mediterranean Chasséen communities concentrated in the farmland and pasture along the Rhône, Aude and Garonne, where we have seen that they encouraged a landscape of oak-studded grassland for their cattle (here and elsewhere the abundant acorns could feed pigs and, as a back-up food, people). At Villeneuve-Tolosane, near Toulouse, an area of 30 ha (75 acres) under a housing estate is peppered with some 700 circular and rectangular hearths, cobbled areas and grain silos, almost half enclosed by ditches and palisades [1.10].100 At Saint-Michel-du-Touch the concentration covers 20 ha (50 acres), and about the same at Bòbila Madurell in Catalonia.101 Poor preservation of houses makes it hard to tell how many people lived in such villages, and numbers may have fluctuated seasonally, but occupation was certainly loosely clustered compared to the crowded tells of the Aegean and Levant.
Further east, the great gift of the Tavoliere is its remarkable information about settlement numbers, size and layout, primarily obtained in the Second World War from aerial photographs that captured the ghosts of cumulatively incised encircling ditches and the small, inner c-shaped ditches believed to surround each dwelling, just before the disastrous advent of tractor-drawn deep ploughing.102 Of 566 sites thereby identified within the 3200 sq. km (1200 sq. miles) of the Tavoliere, 95 per cent occupy 7 ha (17 acres) or less and, on the basis of their c-ditch counts, each comprised only a handful of houses. The few larger villages are Middle Neolithic creations of internal growth or the coalescing of smaller communities. Passo di Corvo is the largest, 28 ha (69 acres) as defined by its inner zone or 172 ha (425 acres) as measured by a 3-km- (2-mile-) long outer ditch. Despite the enormous latter extent, only a hundred or so c-ditches can be counted within, implying a substantial yet still village-scale population of some 500 people (a cautionary tale for the diffuse Chasséen). The outer ditches clearly demarcated a more inclusive concept of community boundaries than the inner concentration of housing, probably enclosing cultivated or grazed areas and perhaps defining the transition between spaces dominated by women and men.103 Against a recent proposal that Tavoliere sites were not farming settlements at all, but occasional aggregation or ritual centres,104 we can cite their vast numbers, the debris in their ditches and the decapitation of living-floor levels by ploughing, as well as the fact that at comparable Stentinello sites in eastern Sicily, where cuttings were made into bedrock rather than soil, rows of postholes outline large rectangular houses.105
Traditionally, the extensive, loosely occupied flat sites of the west and central Mediterranean are contrasted with the compact, elevated tells of Thessaly, which, at 1–2 ha (2.5–5 acres), were far smaller, if nonetheless crowded with between fifty and a few hundred people.106 This remains an instructive comparison. But over the last couple of decades, archaeologists in Thessaly and adjacent parts of Macedonia have realized that large flat sites existed there too. Makriyalos, the most fully excavated (in advance of a new road and rail route between Athens and Thessaloniki), comprised rubbish-filled ditches and thinly scattered houses like those further west, with strikingly little difference in farming activities from the nearby tells.107 Their very existence makes us wonder under what circumstances the vertical tells literally arose. Building material is one factor (accumulating mud and earth versus rotting wood), but as with the PPN in the east, tells also indicate a close association over many years between households and specific plots of land, built on time and again until an inhabited monument lifted high above the fields.108 That this distinction was self-conscious is proven by Middle Neolithic Sesklo, which comprised both a tell community of large, well-built houses furnished with elaborate pots, and a surrounding lower settlement of flimsier, simply equipped abodes.109 Successful Thessalian households’ quests for segregation are further illuminated by a late proliferation of dividing compound walls on the tells, a tendency for cooking and eating to take place inside these rather than, as earlier, in shared open space, and the popularity of house models, one from Platia Magoula Zarkou with the members of a notably large family within [6.14].110 In the final phase, between 4800 and 4500 BC, a single large-porched house known as a ‘megaron’, access to which was controlled by walls and gates, came to dominate the tops of several Thessalian tells, notably Sesklo and the younger coastal site of Dhimini [6.15].111

6.14  Model Thessalian household from Platia Magoula Zarkou.

6.15  The core of the later Neolithic settlement at Dhimini, showing households divided by courtyard walls and, on the central elevation, a large porched ‘megaron’.
These large houses may signal that 2000 years into Mediterranean Europe’s longest Neolithic sequence, some form of institutionalized village leadership had emerged in Thessaly. If so, this is an exception that proves the rule, for equivalents have not emerged elsewhere. This should not really surprise us. For as already hinted, it is unlikely that any Neolithic settlement on the northern flanks of the Mediterranean held more than a few hundred people, far less than the eastern mega-sites of the Late PPNB two to three millennia earlier. They therefore fall within the range of what are slightly misleadingly termed ‘egalitarian’ communities, in which authority and status are spread diffusely, often on the basis of personal attributes, between diverse kinds of people and realms of action, rather than concentrated in a leading individual, family or kin group.112 In such highly tangled communities a ritual expert might not be the same person as an experienced elder (in this context anyone alive at forty), a war-band leader, a skilled crafter, or the head of a family grown wealthy thanks to its stake in the best land, making it very hard for linked-up, let alone inherited, forms of power to become established. The tensions inherent in this system may have something to do with the endemic violence attested by frequent cranial wounds on men and women in Italy. Its ambiguities also make sense of the odd treatments of a few individuals after death.113 Until a late date, the Neolithic dead are at best sporadically visible, and when we do see them the settings imply one-off circumstances rather than straightforward leadership. Good examples are the old man trepanned and then buried with a mass of ritual objects in the Grotta Patrizi in southern Italy, and the reconstitution within a 7.4 × 5.0 m (24 × 16 ft) wood-lined pit at Saint-Michel-du-Touch of two skeletons from bodies that had decomposed elsewhere, accompanied by decorated pots, stone beads and pierced sandstone plaques, over which a pebble mound was raised.114
It goes without saying that against this kind of background, structured power relations between communities were unlikely to evolve. Big communities were just larger than their neighbours, not their territorial overlords, and a village’s authority probably extended little further than its fields, a kilometre or so beyond the houses. To what extent even this might be challenged is uncertain. Cases have been made for and against a Hobbesian state of endemic ‘warre’ between villages in Thessaly,115 but although ditches and palisades can fulfil peaceful functions like drainage, corralling and boundary delineation, it is suggestive that at Stentinello in Sicily a wall ran along the inner rim of the deep perimeter ditch, while the level of violence seen on Italian skeletons is unlikely to relate entirely to internal fracas.116 Yet however peacefully or otherwise each community got on with things, they still needed their neighbours on a variety of levels. Even the largest were barely populous enough for internal intermarriage to suffice, and every smaller hamlet and farm would have had to marry out, cross-breed its small flocks with other herds, and draw upon a wider pool of expertise for specialized needs, including ceremonial rites and long-range trade. The wider ties and identities fashioned by such interdependence between hundreds if not thousands of people profoundly shaped Neolithic social landscapes, whether compressed into a cluster of big plains villages, or spread over thinly peopled country.
Such observations make sense of Neolithic culture’s dense variegation. Some of this has vanished into the realm of informed speculation, notable the divergence of speech and formation of local dialects and languages that we can envisage after the initial spread of whatever language(s) the first farmers spoke and some creolization with hunter-gatherer tongues.117 To the rescue comes pottery, which now enjoyed its first peak of technological and stylistic sophistication.118 As intimated for the Levant and Africa, the function of early pots varied, in the Aegean beginning with a minor social role, in the centre and west with a one-suits-all approach. It then diversified almost everywhere on the northern side of the Mediterranean to embrace coarser cooking and storage (taste-enhancing and parasite-proof respectively), as well as technically highly ambitious, smartly shaped and intricately decorated vessels for formalized eating and drinking, some with elevated pedestals, flat bases suggestive of table use, and handles on the first clear drinking cups [6.16]. Elaborate ‘salt pots’ in the Aegean and the Danilo phase of Dalmatia further remind us that eating entailed far more than simply survival.119 Turning to the designs that covered pots, the broad early zones of stylistic similarity seen in, for example, impressed wares, broke up into localized traditions as people settled in and multiplied. This reached extremes around 5500 BC in Thessaly and southern Italy. The former boasts fourteen to sixteen distinct styles of confined, overlapping distribution, many spectacularly painted bichrome and trichrome creations, with in the latter region a similar profusion of painted and impressed wares, in both cases often imitating basketry or textiles (oddly square-mouthed pottery in northern Italy instead mimicked wooden vessels). Clay analysis informs us that few pots now moved far from where they were made, and we can extract from this stylistic localism a glimpse of the narrow horizons of the skilled women who probably made them.120 Likewise, the coexistence of multiple styles within a single community hints at complicated social relations. Conversely, where settlements were thinly scattered, and so in more acute need of each other, such as among the Aegean islands, uniform styles extended over much broader areas.121

6.16  Elaborately painted Neolithic cup in the Serro d’Alto style of southern Italy, with echoes of textile designs in its decoration and an ornate handle.
Similar trends can be discerned in ritual places and practices. We encountered the Cova de l’Or in the hill country now divided between Valencia and Alicante in the context of the spread of farming, and raised the possibility of a sacred function. One of its ornate Cardial pots depicts a human figure with hands upheld, an image also found in the local rock art but further paralleled on a carved pig bone at the Gaban rockshelter in the Adige Valley of northern Italy, as well as earlier on the walls of Çatalhöyük.122 Such widespread horizons soon shrank. In the landscapes around the Cova de l’Or, and the well-studied Serpis basin, a distinctive rock art tradition continued, with contrasting styles used to map and maybe contest symbolic space, and haunting images of farming in areas where no farmers yet lived, as well as depictions of wilderness activities such as thieving honey from wild beehives [6.17].123 Figurines multiplied in a bewildering range of styles and genders that quite refute the traditional effort to lump them together as ‘mother goddesses’. Hundreds of examples come from the Aegean, with the Sardinian Bono Ighinu figurines one of the first and largest traditions in the central Mediterranean [6.19].124 Astonishingly, one figurine in use at La Marmotta was in fact an Upper Palaeolithic object carved at least 20,000 years earlier.125 The same preference for highly local ways of doing things can be seen within as confined a region as Apulia, where the ceremonial cave of Grotta Scaloria [6.18], sealed by an ancient collapse that preserved painted pots still placed to capture water droplets falling from the stalactites (and incidentally some of Europe’s last wild ass bones), contrasts with Grotta dei Cervi’s paintings of deer, men and women, trending in the deeper recesses towards male exclusivity, and children’s handprints [6.20].126

6.17  The Levante-style rock art of southern Iberia is hard to date, but much of it appears to belong to Neolithic or slightly later times; in the selection here, female harvesters, some wielding sickles, are juxtaposed with an adventure in hive-robbing, a reminder that honey offered a rare source of sweetness.

6.18  Remnants of cult in the lower cavern of Grotta Scaloria, where Neolithic pots, tools and bones were found clustered around stalagmites, stalactites and a pool of still water.

6.19  Bono Ighinu-style figurine with elaborate headdress, from Sardinia.

6.20  Male hunters, stags and geometric motifs, part of a world of symbols and wild-land ritual, in the Grotta dei Cervi at Porto Badisco.
Longer-range vision
The real surprise is that these myriad, self-absorbed little communities dotted around the plains, valleys and islands of Mediterranean Europe had just as much access to desirable far-off materials and objects as others around the basin with more obvious outward orientations. As seen in previous chapters, people had been collecting things and depositing them elsewhere even prior to the emergence of modern humans; well before the Last Glacial Maximum some transfers of gleaming seashells encompassed distances of 1000 km (600 miles). And, as also noted, among mobile hunter-gatherers it is hard to ascertain whether this reflects simply co-transport of things on the move with their original users (for instance a tool or necklace), or sometimes transfers between people, with all that then follows in terms of concepts of exchange within the social and economic mindsets and motives of the people involved. Even once we can be fairly certain that exchange was happening, further questions arise. In addition to ideational profundities, to what extent were the often extensive final distributions that we document today the creations of individually short down-the-line transfers of ever-diminishing amounts of material from A to B, then B to C, then C to D, or did a few people move things over substantially longer ranges, and if so who were they? All these are manifestly vital questions given the centrality of trade to so much later Mediterranean history. Yet despite a firm intuition that transfers between people had begun by the first millennia of the Holocene, and probably well before in the Upper Palaeolithic, such questions remain hard to crack until surprisingly late. In Africa this is due to continued mobility and scanty data, in earlier Holocene Mediterranean Europe to a mixture of ongoing hunter-gatherer lifestyles and leapfrogging farmers, and in the PPN Levant, the most promising early arena, to mobile groups embedded in, and also regionally encircling, the cores of village life – for example, recall the likelihood that access to Anatolian obsidian began not by long-range exchange, but procuring expeditions that went to the highlands to bring it back. With the settling in of locally rooted communities on the northern flanks of the Mediterranean and in the contemporary Levant, we now get the first really good chance to look at these issues in more interesting ways, and with the additional advantage that growing numbers of people, and their relations to each other, triggered a take-off in the amount and variety of things set in motion.127
The vast majority of materials and objects used in most places were locally sourced, even if local quality was poor. We have already seen that, in contrast to its later performance, Neolithic pottery seldom moved very far – though a few trans-Adriatic instances stand out.128 Certain prized things were regularly displaced over 50–100 km (30–60 miles), notably hard volcanic grinding stones, ochre for pigments, cinnabar or the green variscite used in Iberia for ornaments, as well as fine flints, such as those of the Vaucluse, Alpine foothills, Gargano, and Hyblaean massif of southeast Sicily (the last producing blades up to 20 cm or 8 in. long).129 Beyond this, a few materials show up radically further from home. One is obsidian, to which we return below. But equally far-travelled were lustrous polished axes and amulets of greenish-blue metamorphic or igneous rocks, in particular those of southern Italy, the Aegean and above all ‘jadeite’, actually eclogite, from the western Alps.130 Bracelets made of the spiny oyster Spondylus
gaederopus percolated deep into the Balkans and central Europe, mainly but not exclusively from the northern Aegean.131 The imports to regions poor in such materials, including the populous lowland plains and many islands, could be extensive. Malta obtained grey flints, dark basalt axes and red ochre from Sicily, black obsidian from Lipari and green from Pantelleria, greenstone axes from Calabria, and a pendant of Alpine jadeite, a list that reveals how much of the colour palette that relieved the drab hues of everyday material came from far away.132 We sometimes know quite a lot about the places from where such materials were extracted. Obsidian quarries are obvious point sources that have been closely investigated, but they are not alone. The flint mine at La Defensola on the Gargano peninsula, next to the Tavoliere, consisted of deep galleries worked by lamplight with antler picks.133 Neolithic mines are known in Catalonia, one at Can Tintorer with shafts 50 m (165 ft) long and 14 m (45 ft) deep dug in search of variscite (touched on earlier in the context of the opium detected in skeletons buried in its disused sections), another for salt at the appositely named La Muntanya de Sal.134 We are less informed about where such materials were worked, although shell-bead manufacturing locales have been identified as far apart as Franchthi and Arene Candide.135
Such information allows us to plot patterns of connection with some accuracy. Naturally, we need to pay attention to the quantities involved. Over half the axes in Liguria and southern France were made from nearby west Alpine stone, some superb items over 35 cm (14 in.) in length [6.21], but further afield Alpine axes were much rarer and smaller, with the few beyond the Pyrenees, and in southern Italy, delineating the western and southern limits of a spread whose northern edge runs through Scotland.136 With these warnings in mind, the major exchange arenas that emerge are the Aegean, parts of the Adriatic and Tyrrhenian sub-basins (the last two only feebly linked across peninsular Italy), and a corridor centred on southern France, extending west into Catalonia and east towards the Po. The maritime nature of most of these zones is striking, and testimony to the integrative role of populated islands. But the degree of overland or coastwise linkage between the Rhône and Ebro is also marked, in fact more so than at any subsequent time until the 1st millennium BC. In contrast, the now less frequented mountains formed impediments to such reciprocal contacts, cutting off Dalmatia and southern France from their continental hinterlands, and nudging connections inward to the central sea. Exactly how these objects and materials moved, however, is not entirely clear. The different ranges argue that many were exchanged for social reasons within the dense relationships that tied neighbouring households and villages together, occasionally escaping the vortex of one such system to be captured by the next; others worth the effort came in from a few days’ walking or paddling away, and a minority came as prized or otherwise special-purpose exotics over longer distances, often across the sea.137 The link between maritime and longer-range movement is striking. Beyond the obvious fact that island-free stretches of sea necessitated longer transfers, if transfer there was to be, this suggests that the less encumbered sea facilitated dispersal more than overland travel, whose impediments were social as well as physical, involving repeated negotiation of the niceties of local customs at each village along the route.138

6.21  The distribution of fine southwest Alpine axes in and well beyond the Mediterranean, with the earliest distribution zone at 5500–4900 BC highlighted. The diameter of the circles is proportional to the number of axes at each location. Note the rapid fall-off beyond southern France and northern Italy, save for a far-off accumulation among the megalithic monuments of Brittany.
In terms of sheer resolution, however, nothing rivals the information provided by obsidian, whose Mediterranean heyday in terms of amounts in circulation roughly coincides with this chapter.139 Quite why it travelled is not evident in all cases; near its sources it was expediently employed for most sharp edges, but further off it became a rarity whose role was restricted to cutting soft tissues (butchery, human scarification, or the cutting and shaving of hair?); clearly its meaning shifted with distance from its points of origin.140 The regions supplied from each source were fairly discrete, which points to an unsurprising decline in ease of access and transport as distance increased. Melos was predominant in the Aegean, overlapping with the Anatolian sources on the eastern seaboard and Carpathian ones at the Balkan interface.141 Almost no Melian obsidian crossed into the Adriatic, which was supplied meagrely from the Carpathians and central Mediterranean. From peninsular Italy westward to southern France, plus a few finds in Catalonia and the Pantellerian obsidian in the eastern Maghreb, central Mediterranean sources enjoyed a complete dominance.142 Access to sources seems not to have been closely controlled by people living near them, but remained open to local islanders and such others as had the means to reach them.
With four separate sources and over 3000 objects tested for their provenance, the central Mediterranean provides a unique opportunity to compare shifting obsidian preferences and circulation patterns over time [6.22].143 In the earlier 6th millennium BC, all the sources supplied constricted, largely coastal constituencies: Lipari (whose obsidian is particularly high quality and translucent) in Sicily, Calabria and Malta; the Monte Arci quarries of Sardinia the islanders’ own considerable needs, plus Corsica, Elba and northern Italy; the minor Palmarola source in nearby Campania and other parts of central Italy; and, as we saw earlier, Pantellerian obsidian covered western Sicily, other Sicilian channel islands and the eastern Maghreb. Subsequently, Sardinian obsidian penetrated southern France, especially Provence and occasionally Chasséen sites beyond the Rhône, while obsidian from Lipari starts to be found all over coastal and inland Italy south of Tuscany, and well into the Adriatic. By the end of the 5th millennium BC, Lipari’s dominance had extended further north to the Po, ousting Sardinian products from first place even at Arene Candide in Liguria. Sardinia was now the principal supplier only to itself, Corsica and southern France. Significant details also shed light on the condition in which obsidian travelled, and thence how it circulated. As in the contemporary Aegean, areas up to 100–200 km (60–125 miles) or so from the source (southern Calabria, for example, where Lipari obsidian was the material of preference) reveal not only the final blades, but remnants of cores from which blades were struck, and sometimes detritus from preparing the core itself. In contrast, more distant sites often have only finished blades.144 Within the former zone, either local people went to the source and brought raw material home to work, or travelling knappers from the source brought obsidian to them, working it locally or en route. But in more distant regions obsidian typically comprised only 1 per cent of the stone used, and finished blades were obtained through exchange, a conclusion borne out by occasional finds of caches of pre-prepared tools in central and northern Italy, and equally rare ‘middleman’ sites for entire regions, such as Passo di Corvo for the Tavoliere. Behind such observations we sense the ghosts of unusual specialist individuals or groups moving over much longer distances than most of their contemporaries.145

6.22  The dispersal pattern from each of the sources of obsidian in the central Mediterranean, aggregated over time.
With the interesting exception of its deep penetration of the interior Maghreb (a reflection of more generalized long-range terrestrial mobility across North Africa), Mediterranean obsidian circulation is strongly associated with movement by sea, well beyond the requirement of getting off its islands. It is tempting to wonder whether its cultural value lay partly in this maritime association. Transport of Lipari’s obsidian to Calabria implied the ability not merely to cross the Strait of Messina, no challenge since the Aurignacian, but the skilled business of navigating its length, which demanded knowledge of its racing, treacherous currents, and the later transport of such obsidian round the heel of Italy and into the Adriatic was manifestly maritime.146 In one other fascinating instance, logistical implications in the data enable us to define the route and guess at the people involved in some detail. In southern France almost all the obsidian comes from just one of several Sardinian outcrops, whose visually identical products otherwise circulated promiscuously around the northern Tyrrhenian.147 This exclusivity effectively rules out an indirect acquisition by French consumers from the general Tyrrhenian network, in favour of a direct connection between coastal France and one specific Sardinian source 400 km (250 miles) away, including an open-sea journey of 150 km (90 miles) between France and Corsica, which in terms of likely canoe speeds and lost time translates into a return journey of a couple of months. These bold travellers must have been Sardinians closely connected to one source on their home island, or parties from southern France to whom only one outcrop was known or accessible, which would be unsurprising in view of the inland, scattered locations of outcrops in the Monte Arci region. Obsidian distributions equally help to confirm those stretches of sea that were not yet open; the absence of Sardinian material in Sicily and elsewhere in the southern Tyrrhenian, in particular, is silent witness to one still unbridged expanse of big blue.
An intimation of things to come in Mediterranean Europe
As we shall see in Chapter 7, during the 4th and 3rd millennia BC communities around the Mediterranean altered fundamentally, forming new social structures and networks in conjunction with changing environmental conditions. In most parts of the basin, the crux of change lay around or after 3500 BC. But premonitions can be spotted earlier. We saw in Africa how the Nile Valley was turning into a hotbed of dynamic political culture that would soon follow the floodwaters downstream to engulf the Delta. In the northern half of the Mediterranean the changes would not come from the outside but from within, even if they share commonalities with parallel shifts over the remainder of Europe. And their roots become apparent by the late 5th and early 4th millennia BC, especially in the Italian Late and Aegean Final Neolithics, both of which align more convincingly with the future than the past.148 In order to do least chronological violence to the integrity of our history, these harbingers of change need to be explored briefly at this juncture, for the moment without too much speculation about their wider significance, to which we return, adding further vectors over a wider canvas, in Chapter 7, which covers one of the most decisive ages in Mediterranean history. Four changes are evident before 3500 BC, all of which, we may suspect, were loosely interlinked but started off locally in different areas, and only gradually coalesced.
The first is a gradual transformation of landscapes of settlement. The earliest manifestation is the abandonment soon after 5000 BC of hundreds of loci in the Tavoliere, which was thereafter sparsely occupied until the Iron Age. This was followed several centuries later by a similar trend over much of Italy.149 Processes in Thessaly were less dramatic, but, as elsewhere in the Aegean, the Final Neolithic saw the slow break-up, after 2000 years, of the old primary agricultural communities, the emptying of many established villages and the end of megaron houses.150 The demise of Neolithic villages in Italy and the Aegean was not universal, but exceptions tend to come from areas slower to take off and sometimes environmentally favoured – for example, Ripoli and other sites in central and northern Italy, the Ozieri villages of Sardinia and Final Neolithic Knossos.151 Over well-surveyed parts of the basin the typical scale of settlement shrank to hamlets or single farmsteads, widely dispersed across the landscape, with a partial reversion to cave occupation.152 Accompanying this was a centrifugal push into marginal land, including uplands and tiny islands. A rash of little sites spread across hitherto empty tracts of the Peloponnese and Crete, the smaller Cyclades, the hills overlooking the emptied Tavoliere, upland Calabria and the hinterlands of Liguria and Tuscany.153 The deeper environmental and social reasons for this landscape inversion are explored in Chapter 7, when further examples after 3500 BC strengthen the case for a sweeping if imperfectly correlated process.
Second, as living places became smaller and more ephemeral, places of burial became more prominent.154 Earlier treatments of the dead were often archaeologically elusive, with human remains found in ditches or pits between or under houses, so that the dead became reincorporated into the community, or strikingly exceptional in their circumstances. Defined burial grounds were rare, save for cremation cemeteries next to some Thessalian tells (another affirmation of distinction by tell-dwelling families?), the first cist graves and rock-cut tombs in southern Italy and Sardinia, and the earliest tumuli over burials in the later 5th-millennium BC Tavertet tombs of Catalonia (plus versions of this type, including the construction at Saint-Michel-du-Touch, in southwest France).155 For all the publicity given to a very few richly endowed burials, in most cases no objects were left with people in death. But at the end of the 5th millennium BC all this began to change, with the regular appearance of formal cemeteries, some with massive above-ground architecture, or no less impressive subterranean features, and often containing gravegoods. In the Aegean, southern Italy and Sicily this initially took the form of modest clusters of cist graves, in the Tavoliere sometimes dug into the abandoned villages to assert a link to the ancestral past.156 Impressive rock-cut tombs for communal burials (known as hypogea) appeared on two central Mediterranean islands. On Ozieri-phase Sardinia, one of the few places where village-scale life survived, the most impressive of several thousand domus de janas (‘witches’ houses’) were large, multiroom tombs and ritual arenas that imitated houses down to their carved, red-painted beams and roofs, with bull heads in relief on the walls, all furnished with decorated pots and figurines [6.23].157 In the Maltese archipelago tombs with kidney-shaped lobes appear from 4100 BC; one at Xaghra on Gozo contained sixty-five burials.158 And from the far west, a megalithic tradition of above-ground tombs constructed from massive blocks of stone covered by an earthen mound began to spread out from the Alentejo upland of southern Portugal, home to more than 2000 such tombs, the earliest dating to the 5th millennium BC and making this region, along with Brittany, an epicentre of megalith construction along the Atlantic facade.159 The Tavertet tumuli already expressed an awareness of such monuments, but after 4000 BC true megalithic dolmens appear in Catalonia, with an influx up the Tagus into the southern Meseta.160 This initial zone would explode after 3500 BC into a ‘véritable dolmenisme’ in the western half of the Mediterranean.161

6.23  Reconstruction of the carved and painted interior of a multi-chambered, rock-cut Sardinian domus de janas tomb at Mandra Antine, with bulls’ horns and other motifs surrounding a false door.
Our third change is the opening up of social interaction, most obviously in the Aegean and Tyrrhenian.162 In both regions, the centuries between 4500 and 4000 BC witnessed the demise of the multitude of local decorated pottery styles and their replacement, through convergence rather than emission from a single source, by plain varieties, more or less uniform over extensive areas. These must have helped small groups taking in new landscapes to establish flexible relations with each other, free from the weight of past social boundaries. In the Aegean this took the form of simple pattern-burnished and red-crusted surfaces.163 In southern and central Italy the part was played by shiny monochrome Diana-Bellavista pottery (the first half of whose name derives from the meeting place for travellers below the Lipari acropolis).164 It was paralleled in Malta by Red Skorba wares, in Sardinia by Ozieri styles and further north by Lagozza pottery, which in turn links to the dark, burnished and incised pottery of the Chasséen and its Iberian cousins – the paradoxical correlation with the Chasséen acme of village life further west nicely underlining the imperfectly coordinated initial incidence of each change across the northern Mediterranean. This shift was paralleled in the Aegean by a marked de-skilling of pottery production, attested by the demise of finely made vessels at the expense of coarser, lower-fired products.165 In conjunction with the rise of utilitarian, mass-produced plain pottery in the Levant during its own Copper Age, as well shall see, we might conclude that the opening phase in the social life of Mediterranean pottery was essentially over. More open social networks help to explain, too, a general increase in the amount of material in circulation. In the central Mediterranean, the Late Neolithic was obsidian’s high noon, especially in the case of widely connected Lipari.166 It now regularly reached even the persistently out-of-the-way Abruzzo-Marche region of east-central Italy.167 Aegean marble beakers and other fine creations also describe surprisingly wide connections.168
Our fourth and final new development is the emergence of the first metallurgy in Mediterranean Europe.169 This side of the basin is richly endowed with ores, both in uplifted parts of the mainland and on the increasingly settled islands. Nearby Balkan regions led the way during the late 6th millennium BC, as in Anatolia with beads and other simple forms fashioned from native, sometimes heat-treated copper, but quickly followed by the first casting in open moulds. Early in the 5th millennium BC, pit-like copper mines were dug at Ai Bunar in Bulgaria and Rudna Glava in Serbia, just a few days’ walk from the Mediterranean, the first smelting to extract copper from its ore took place at Belovode near Belgrade (currently dated as early as anything equivalent further east), and native gold was panned in streams.170 Metal items become heavier, technically more sophisticated and more numerous, reaching a temporary peak around 4000 BC. Two-piece moulds for axes with an integral shaft-hole hint at a degree of learning from Anatolia, but the final products circulated in a manner indistinguishable from stone axes west of the Alps, and the contexts in which gold was used also argue for a deep embeddedness in local culture. The great Varna cemetery on the Black Sea contained 6 kg (13 lbs) of gold, a quarter (roughly 900 objects) in a single grave; it covered bodies and sheet-wrapped stone with glitter.171 Gold paint was even employed to decorate pots.
As in Anatolia and the Levant, metal goods quickly slotted into longer-range trade. By 5000–4500 BC, Balkan copper and gold items, mostly ‘trinkets’ rather than tools, were filtering into the Aegean.172 The first local Aegean metallurgy, in copper, gold, silver and lead, dates to the Final Neolithic (4500–3200 BC), stimulated by the Balkan connection, proximity to Anatolia (where, unlike the Balkans, silverworking also began early, around 4500 BC) and the discovery of ores in the Cyclades as these became fully settled. Copper from Lavrio in Attica was smelted just after 4000 BC at Kephala on nearby Kea in the Cyclades [6.24], and green or blue ore-derived pigments start to adorn figurines.173 The first objects manufactured in the Aegean were simple tools, jewelry and flat ring-idols in silver and gold [6.25]. A similar pattern prevailed in the central Mediterranean, where a trickle of mid-5th-millennium BC Balkan imports into the Adriatic was followed by local metallurgy both there and in the Tyrrhenian by 4000 BC.174 In northern Italy the commonest product was a simple copper awl, for tattooing or as a punch for pressure-flaking elaborate flints, both classic examples of the application of new technology to traditional ends.175 Metallurgy is also prominent on islands, notably ore-rich Sardinia (which produced the earliest silver west of the Aegean) and Lipari, which imported ores from across the sea. In southern Italy, Sicily and France, metals were more or less absent until 3500 BC. Until a few years ago, it looked as if this horizon extended to Iberia. But an independent origin for metallurgy in this prodigally metalliferous peninsula now seems to be affirmed by the discovery, at Cerro Virtud in the Vera basin, of a potsherd with copper smelting slag attached, dated to 5000–4500 BC, and so decisively earlier than anything west of the Balkans.176 If this lonely datum is upheld, Cerro Virtud stands at the head of a long tradition of Iberian metal extraction and working that only became fully integrated with the wider Mediterranean some three-and-a-half millennia later, on the threshold of the Iron Age.

6.24  The early 4th-millennium BC settlement of Kephala on Kea in the northern Cyclades, a windswept location between the metal ores of Lavrio to the north and those of other Cycladic islands to the south, which may explain the traces of metallurgy found across it.

6.25  Silver jewelry of 4th-millennium BC date from the impressive Alepotrypa Cave in the Mani peninsula of the southern Peloponnese.
A dazzling Levant
All that remains for us to investigate of this forgotten age in the Mediterranean is its Levantine dimension. In many senses the best, or at least most strikingly precocious, has been left to last. When we departed from the Levant in Chapter 5, it lay in a kind of creative recession following the end of the PPNB mega-sites, its people scattered into little communities but ones increasingly experimenting with sustainable ways of living within Mediterranean conditions. This Late Neolithic pattern continues into the Early Copper Age, but by the Late Copper Age of the later 5th and early 4th millennia BC, first in the north and then in the drier south, where it was encouraged after 4500 BC by a millennium-long spell of weather substantially wetter than today’s, a second cycle of large, dynamic communities arose, quite different from those of the PPNB. Moreover, the Levant was acquiring interesting neighbours. We noted its links to the Nile Delta earlier, and return to these at the end of this chapter. In western Anatolia, the assertion that ‘the [Copper Age] people are the real Neolithic’177 rings true from a European viewpoint, with a village like Beycesultan on the Meander, or Hacilar in the lake district reminiscent of the northern as much as eastern Mediterranean. At Ilipinar in the northwest, the pottery resembles Balkan Vinča traditions, while from village to village across this broad interface Melian and Anatolian obsidian mingled. Even here, however, surprising facets flash out. Kulaksizlar near Izmir, a 6th-millennium BC production centre for marble figurines of the ‘Kilia’ type [6.26] contained some 900 faulty rejects, a chastening number higher than the total of known finished examples; its products dispersed up to 400 km (250 miles) across western Anatolia, while the marble beakers also made at the site spread across the Aegean and into the Black Sea.178

6.26  Kilia figurine of a type manufactured and distributed in large numbers across western Anatolia.
Moreover, much as the Nile Delta lay downstream of a river corridor in which momentous events were underway from 4000 BC, so, too, the northern Levant graded east into a distant world between two rivers, whose transformation began even earlier, and was the source of ripple effects felt to its west, in the Mediterranean basin, and its north, in central and eastern Anatolia. Farming had spread earlier into the rain-fed zone of northern Mesopotamia, and partly in response to the arid 6200 event, it had evolved small-scale river-tapping channel and canal irrigation.179 The unintended but revolutionary consequence was to open up to farming the vast and fertile yet rain-poor alluvium further south. This unleashed a population explosion between 5400 and 4000 BC, rather earlier than in Egypt. A swathe of Ubaid villages appeared (named after a type-site in southern Iraq), first in the south and then spreading back north, not without signs of conflict, to establish an unprecedented level of cultural and symbolic homogeneity throughout Mesopotamia.180 Large, dense villages of 9–10 ha (22–25 acres) like Ur and Eridu, with populations of a couple of thousand, became socially complex places that exercised a degree of administrative surveillance over flows of goods and materials through clay sealings and tokens, maybe controlling in this way smaller communities in their vicinity. They also erected small, free-standing temples. As on the northern side of the Mediterranean towards the end of the Neolithic, richly decorated pottery and other media gave way to plainer, more uniform material, but in this context not to ease communications between small-scale communities, so much as to standardize and order the material world – it is in this light, as well as a drive to boost output, that we should see the first use of a slow wheel to mechanize pottery production.181 The Ubaid’s potential was realized from around 4000 BC in the emergence of the world’s first cities, at Uruk and Susa on the southern alluvium (the former covering 70–100 ha or 170–250 acres), and in the north at Tell Brak, possible ancient Nagar.182
As in the case of Egypt, the main impact of these game-altering developments on the nearest, Levantine segment of the Mediterranean came after 3500 BC; and even then relations with Mesopotamia were less direct, and differently structured from those with the Nile. Well before that, however, the alluvium’s lack of metals, stones and wood drove Ubaid communities to look to their peripheries, much as did the inhabitants of the plains of Thessaly and the Tavoliere, but on a larger scale and with the critical distinction that their outlying networks engaged radically different ecologies, whose combined contribution further fired up the emergent properties at the centre.183 To the south, the shallow, subtropical Persian Gulf thrust 200 km (125 miles) inland from its current marshy limit (after having been almost entirely dry at the Last Glacial Maximum), and we can assume inspiring oral versions of the flood legends later committed to writing.184 Finds of Ubaid pots all the way down the Gulf, together with lumps of barnacle-covered, reed-impressed bitumen coating, are all that survive of a vigorous sea trade in reed boats for Omani copper and maybe dates.185 In the north, contact was established with metalworkers in highland southeast Anatolia as well as north Levantine groups with access both to metals in the Taurus and (as we shall learn) copper from the southern Levant.186 These routes acted in reverse as conduits for the outward transmission of Mesopotamian innovations. Later, after 3500 BC, as the Mesopotamian sphere expanded and a unified kingdom arose along the Nile, the Levant’s role would gradually alter – still highly inventive, economically superbly connected and sometimes politically powerful in its own right, but dominated for long periods by its giant new neighbours. Between this future and its glory years as part of the Neolithic nuclear zone lies the Levantine Late Copper Age, a time of societies that were both remarkably innovative in a Mediterranean context and open to outside ideas on their own terms. This potent combination forged what can be seen, at least in the south, as the Levant’s last flourishing of truly indigenous societies and, from our perspective, practices that prefigure many features of later Mediterranean life.
In the northern Levant the best insights come from the plains of the Amuq and Cilicia.187 Superficially, surveys of the former reveal something akin to Thessaly, a landscape densely dotted with modest villages. But a few places were larger and more complex in appearance and functions, even if the precise structure of their societies still eludes us. At the large site of Tell Kurdu, goods were marked with seals impressed into clay, and a 90-sq.-m (970-sq.-ft) structure with grill-like foundations to enable underfloor air circulation may have served as a central granary, if so indicating the accumulation of cereals on a considerable scale, whether via some kind of voluntary or enforced tithe on produce, or starkly unequal landholding. At Mersin on the western shore of the Gulf of İskenderun, and below the metal-rich Bolkardag mountains, a remarkable fortification wall with a gate guarded by towers was built around 5000–4800 BC, and the overlying level saw a tripartite building with storage magazines added; a slight frisson is engendered by the fact that horizons of destruction become frequent [6.27].188 These constitute the first probable examples in the Mediterranean basin of grain storage beyond household levels, and of large-scale defence walls. Sites like Kurdu and Mersin exploited rich farmland in their surrounding plains, but while such niches were fairly widespread in the basin, their architecture and its social implications were not. The explanation must be sought in a wider framework, specifically the advantage that these places enjoyed at the junction between metal-rich Anatolia, the southern Levant, and connections eastward along the grassy saddle of the Jazira into Mesopotamia. In cultural terms, Copper Age Cilicia and the Amuq faced east and south, with their backs to the rugged hinterland from which they obtained metals.189 Ubaid influence is detectable in pottery shapes as far south as Hama on the Orontes, and still further through the adoption of slow wheel technology and eclipse of painted pots at the expense of plain, mass-produced chaff-tempered wares.190 Mersin’s imposing public architecture may also find its precedents back in Mesopotamia. Such developments prefigure in embryonic form the kinds of circumstances and responses that would become increasingly central to Mediterranean history as long-range relations and consumer demands for distant resources strengthened.

6.27  Plan of Mersin in the early 5th millennium BC, showing heavy fortifications, gateway and structures within.
In the more fully explored southern Levant, Mesopotamian influence is all but non-existent, save for adoption of the slow wheel indirectly via potters further north. Instead, we encounter a more or less pristine Mediterranean phenomenon.191 Building upon the pioneering Late Neolithic, habitation spread to all the major environmental zones suitable for farming, including not only the Jordan Valley and coastal plain, but stone longhouses on the Golan Heights and, as the rains increased and revived now-vanished perennial rivers, a string of settlements along the currently arid Beersheba Valley on the northern margins of today’s Negev desert. Pastoralists extended further south into Sinai and well to the east of the Jordan. Population surged, and with this came the return of major communities. The largest we know of is Tuleilat Ghassul, east of Jericho at the currently landmine-sown, northern terminus of the Dead Sea, a settlement of 20 ha (50 acres) with scraps of wall-paintings that allow us to snatch frustratingly fragmentary glimpses in blue, green, yellow, red, brown and black of angular people in brightly patterned clothes, sun rays, animals, plants and enigmatic ‘spook masks’ [PL. XVIII].192 Slightly later, other large communities arose along a vibrant 60-km (35-mile) stretch of the Beersheba Valley, notably at Shiqmim [6.28].193 One idiosyncrasy there was a troglodytic penchant for digging chambers and tunnels under (and sometimes prior to) houses, like ant farms, in the words of Shiqmim’s excavator.194 These were adaptations to the overwhelming heat of the Negev, as well as secure storage spaces, and maybe bolt-holes from trouble. Overall, the abundance of local traits resembles Mediterranean Europe’s Neolithic rather than the conformity of Ubaid Mesopotamia. Thus representations of people were common yet extremely variable; from violin-like schematics to ivory figurines of great verisimilitude at Bir es-Safadi in Beersheba, and basalt pillars with beaky human features and receptacles for offerings in the Golan.195 Likewise, and mirroring the late 5th and 4th millennium BC trend across the northern flank, places of burial are found in profusion. They range from artificially extended, labyrinthine caves such as Peqi’in in Galilee and Nahal Qana in Samaria, full of clay bone-boxes adorned with human faces, to small dolmens in the Golan, to tumulus fields for the mobile herders of the Negev and the excitably christened ‘Cave of the Warrior’.196 This last was found in 1993, in parched canyonland 10 km (6 miles) west of Tuleilat Ghassul; it held a man buried in a foetal position on a twill-woven reed mat, wrapped in 7 m (23 ft) of linen of elaborate weave and coloured trimming, accompanied by further textiles, a basket, wooden bowl, leather sandals, bow and arrows and (in case we felt we had left the deeper past behind) a large flint blade, the whole lot saturated in red ochre.197

6.28  Diagrammatic cross-section of an ‘ants’ nest’ of underground complexes at Shiqmim.
As in the north, the social structure behind this second spike of complexity is hard to fathom. One hypothesis is that larger communities were the centres of early chiefdoms that controlled territories tens of kilometres across and smaller subordinate settlements within them.198 If so, this would constitute a milestone for Mediterranean social organization, but there is in fact little decisive support, save the questionable assumption from evolutionary anthropology that chiefs are a necessary stage between egalitarian societies and urban states of the kind that arose later, in the Bronze Age. Settlements provide if anything less evidence of central power within the community than the Thessalian villages with their megaron houses, and in the south storage still ran at household level. The overwhelming message from the burial realm is of communal ideologies, with little scope for individual aggrandizement – the Cave of the Warrior (as peculiar an outlier as the one-off ritual burials further west) is outstanding for its preservation but not its wealth. In all likelihood big communities, if less ‘egalitarian’ than those of Mediterranean Europe, were dominated by groups of elders, lineage heads or ritual specialists, not that unlike the earlier PPNB mega-sites, if differently expressed in material terms.
The intriguing fact is that signs of wider regional integration, beyond the usual circulation of flints, valued goods and a local specialism in heavy, well-crafted basalt bowls, are found less in political organization than a series of big, free-standing, well-furnished shrine buildings and their altars and walled precincts. These drew people and things from far-flung parts of the southern Levant.199 Three examples are known, one constructed after an earlier phase of household ritual at Tuleilat Ghassul, another on a soaring rock shelf at Ein Gedi, overlooking the Dead Sea and a verdant spring-fed wilderness oasis [PL. XX], and a third at Gilat on the border of the northern Negev; in different ways all were nodal points in their landscapes. Such sacred places displayed close similarities, and arguably direct interconnections, beyond their architecture. These include masses of conical drinking horns, known as cornets, bowls with fenestrated pedestals, violin figurines, and exotic objects, one at Ein Gedi probably an Egyptian stone vessel. The provenances of clay and stone prove that many pots and figurines arrived from diverse points of origin, suggesting that people travelled from far and wide to make offerings, and perhaps to participate in ceremonial eating and drinking. For one further aspect of these sites that is now coming to light is their connection to agricultural produce. The Gilat shrine is famous for two figurines, one of a ram with cornets on its back [6.29], the other of an explicitly sexed, seated woman balancing a churn-like object on her head [PL. XXI]. Full-sized churns can be confidently associated with processed milk products.200 Similar research has identified olive oil as the contents of a hundred torpedo-shaped pots that uncannily presage the later amphora form.201 They came to Gilat, according to clay analysis, from several locations in the uplands to the north. The shrine at Tuleilat Ghassul instead stored olives intact, in a local environment in which the trees would not naturally grow.202 Plentiful spindle whorls reveal textile production to be another major activity at Gilat. Whatever the nature of the cult, its beliefs and religious personnel, shrines were clearly implicated in the movement and accumulation of a range of crops and animal products. One interpretation views the entire phenomenon in terms of the sacred and pragmatic management of risk; another might emphasize instead the exchange and sometimes sacrifice of a fresh suite of highly desirable agricultural products.203

6.29  Figurine of a ram from the Gilat shrine, bearing models of three drinking cornets on its back.
Such cult sites echo in ritual form the integration, ecological complementarity and widening portfolio of Copper Age Levantine farming. Building on and adapting primary horticulture, the salient principles were diversification, flexibility and tuning to the variegation of the land. For example, crops in Beersheba were almost certainly irrigated by construction of check dams to divert stream floodwaters into their fields, a practice little different in principle from the larger-scale basin inundation developed at much the same time (coincidentally or not) on the Nile.204 Without this it is unlikely that communities like Shiqmim could have flourished in what was still marginal land for farming, and indeed the archaeologically shadowy origins of this technique may go back to final PPNB and subsequent experimentation, as farmers moved into drier areas.205 Another novelty was the big vermin-proof ceramic container (widely known as a pithos, from the later Greek) for long-term storage of produce, while no less significantly one archaic variety of wheat was rejected, signalling the first stage in its path towards global extinction a few millennia later.206 As will be recalled, olives had been gathered and pressed to extract oil substantially earlier, initially in wild form. By now, generations of artificial propagation (and perhaps grafting, which was certainly known by the Bronze Age) in pursuit of greater yields had led to their domestication, ahead of the rest of the Mediterranean by two to four millennia. Aside from Tuleilat Ghassul, the best evidence comes from the uplands, notably a cache of 1200 stones at Modi’in west of Jerusalem, an extraction vat at Rasm Harbush in the Golan and further new finds from Jordan.207 Evidence of grape cultivation and wine production is numerically less impressive, but fortified by the useful fact that after the Last Glacial Maximum (when wild examples were gathered at Ohalo II), the grapevine’s natural range retreated north, with the result that any pips found in the Copper Age south should imply introduced, cultivated plants.208 Cornets may have been used for drinking wine, though their mounting on the Gilat ram argues rather for milk-based liquids. Among potential sweeteners, the fig was local and long cultivated, but the date palm and pomegranate were neither, even if the latter would become so closely tied to the Levant via its association with a later Phoenician love goddess that its Linnaean name means the ‘Punic fruit’. Copper Age dates and pomegranates have been found in dry caves in the Judaean hills, including one whose additional treasures (to be revealed shortly) argue that eating exotic fruits was a high-status or ceremonial practice.209
An equivalent range of animal secondary products were by now in use too, if probably still on a small scale. Milk and its derivatives were nothing new, but the cultural emphasis on churns hints at a new prominence, maybe connected to hard, more transportable cheeses.210 Lesions on cattle bones suggest, as at several other places across the basin, that some dragged heavy loads, but, as elsewhere, quite what is uncertain, and there is as yet no unambiguous sign of ploughing.211 Last but not least, sheep or goat wool began to be sheared, spun and woven, probably for the first time. Sheep in particular are today inextricably linked to wool, but the first domesticates had short outer coats, like their wild progenitors. It took selective breeding, maybe initially for other goals in the chilly highland margins of the Fertile Crescent, to produce fleecy outer coats.212 Once available, the great advantages of wool over linen were its easier processing for plain products, and (as soon as white rather than the original brown hair was bred for) superior retention of colour dyes for fancier ones.213 Its coming enabled a polychrome, patterned world of textiles to develop, of which the brightly garbed painted figures at Tuleilat Ghassul are a premonition. The first Copper Age evidence comes from dry Levantine caves: preserved scraps dyed to a colour palette similar to the Tuleilat Ghassul murals and, as an unlooked-for bonus, fragments of a wooden ground-pegged flat loom of the kind that long remained standard in the Levant and Egypt, in distinction to the vertical looms by now becoming characteristic of Europe and Anatolia.214
Adopting a broader perspective, this expanded suite of Levantine Late Copper Age farming activities was of unique sophistication for its time in the Mediterranean, preceding by millennia anything equivalent elsewhere in the basin, and establishing practices that would remain central to agrarian life there until recent times. Why was the Levant so advanced in this respect? The answers lie in a rare set of circumstances. One was the advantage of being first. By 5000 BC elements of farming were 4000 or more years old in the Levant, while in the west and Egypt they had only arrived a few centuries earlier. Over those four millennia the Levant had experienced an entire cycle of trial and error with ways of getting the most out of plants and animals, including the vital low-profile efforts of its Late Neolithic – for example, the kind of long-term investment implied in cultivating olives, which can take a decade to mature and only fruit every second year, is manifestly not a first-generation farmer’s strategy.215 By the time this complex had crystallized, large-scale expansion of farmers with their way of life was a thing of the past in the east, and the alternatives, namely diffusion or local uptake, would take a lot longer to disseminate. In fact, looking ahead to Chapters 9 and Chapter 10, only when generalized mobility returned to the Mediterranean as a major dispersal mechanism in the Iron Age would this suite of practices spread to every corner of the basin. Another factor was the Levant’s adjacency to other, non-Mediterranean regions themselves generating transferrable innovations, notably woolly sheep and vines to the northeast. This increased the pool of options to an unusual degree. Crucial, too, was the fact that some of the new approaches improved chances of survival in an uncertain climate, lessening the risk by spreading it over more crops, improving storage and easing transport, and it is extremely relevant in this respect that the end of the early Holocene optimum hit the relatively dry Levant sooner, and harder, than most other parts of the basin. Lastly, in the Late Copper Age these forms of farming were operated by some of the most complex communities in the Mediterranean, and it is therefore worth asking whether some had begun to harness them for ends beyond the household level. As was alluded to in Chapter 5, the enormous potential of such practices was their applicability at any scale from a modest and prudently diversified household economy to the stupendous wealth generation of a landed elite. At this early stage the jury is out, but on balance any incipient shift towards more optimized zoning of activities (with olive and vine cultivation in the hills, cereals in the plains and sheep and goat herding in the uplands and steppe fringes) is more likely to reflect community-level selection of the best combination and emphasis for their particular niche, plus the circulation of specialized products through social and, as we have seen, cultic networks, rather than any overarching regional economic management.
So far, our portrait of the Late Copper Age Levant has been rather lacking in the medium that gives its name to the age. There are advantages to this, as excessive enthusiasm on the part of archaeologists for metals from too early a date can distort interpretation of the societies that they only later helped to transform. But we can now complete our exploration by highlighting this last realm of Levantine (and Anatolian) dynamism. For the Levant and Anatolia comprised the most advanced of the several foci of metalcrafting arising around the basin. We saw in Chapter 5 that copper even preceded pottery at central and southeast Anatolian sites near the ores. In the 6th millennium BC, Anatolia continued to set the pace, with the casting of small objects, simple axes and chisels.216 The mid-5th millennium start of the Late Copper Age saw further advances, such as larger tools, two-piece moulds for fully three-dimensional forms like shaft-hole axes, multifaceted moulds for the flexible casting of any one among a selection of small objects, the first silver, and, now if not earlier, deliberate alloying (a technique hard to prove given the often naturally mixed Taurus sources), especially in the form of arsenical additions to copper.217 Somewhere between Anatolia, the Balkans and the remaining circum-Pontic regions, the dagger first appeared as a new special-purpose, two-edged fighting weapon with no stone precedent and a great future ahead of it.218 The best evidence derives from Arslantepe and Değirmentepe, the latter close to the ores of southeast Anatolia, and both outside the Mediterranean basin, but similar activities took place in Cilicia and the Amuq. It is hard to deny a link between this growth in proficiency and Ubaid Mesopotamia’s interest in acquiring and consuming metals.
Of more immediate concern is the emergence during the 5th millennium BC of a new centre of extraction and production in the southern Levant.219 This was mainly based on copper from Wadi Arabah, especially Feinan in Jordan [PL. XXVII], though arsenical copper, not a naturally occurring alloy in the south, also reveals imported Anatolian or Caucasian metal. One striking organizational feature, apparently shared with Anatolia, is that smelting to liberate the metal from the ore took place at the consuming villages rather than the mines themselves, the two 100 km (60 miles) apart in the case of the Beersheba settlements, which were notably active in this respect.220 This ostensibly bizarre habit argues that the first ores were extremely copper-rich relative to their weight, that the amounts of metal produced were modest (a supposition backed up by the fact that at Shiqmim stone axes outnumber copper ones at a ratio of 250:1), and that control over the transformational mysteries of metallurgy was guarded by village authorities, perhaps behind the compound walls of wealthier households (the secrecy surrounding imported arsenical alloys was even greater, and extends to their virtual invisibility at the working stage to this day).221
The most spectacular metal finds in the southern Levant were discovered in 1961 in a remote cave high in the sheer cliffs of the Nahal Mishmar Gorge, which cuts through the Judaean hills close to the southern end of the Dead Sea [6.30].222 Like the Cave of the Warrior, they were a happy by-product of the search for further Dead Sea Scrolls, and of derdoing worthy of Indiana Jones. Over 400 metal items weighing 140 kg (310 lbs) were hidden here, alongside 6 of hematite (iron ore), 6 of hippopotamus ivory, several pots and a wealth of organic goods, notably the wool-related remnants mentioned earlier, along with linens, olives, nuts and pomegranates [PL. XXII]. The timing is controversial, maybe about 4000–3500 BC, though the (antique?) reed mat used to wrap the objects offers a somewhat earlier date.223 The surrounding circumstances are equally obscure. Corpses in the adjacent chambers could intimate a funerary rite, but a dramatic alternative is that the items belonged to the Ein Gedi shrine, and were hidden away at the end of Copper Age.224 Such imponderables aside, what can be said for certain is exciting enough. Among the contents are 10 cylindrical crowns sprouting animal totems, over 100 standards with fluted, incised or knobbed designs, some surmounted by ibexes (maybe together with gazelle taking the place of deer further west, as symbols of wild, male domains), 260 maceheads, a very widespread weapon before the rage for daggers, several drinking horns and 4 small jars, altogether an utterly undreamt of demonstration of metallic wealth and technical virtuosity. Pure copper was used for simple tools but arsenical copper for more complex, cast items. The latter, although of imported metals, were made in the south at several locations, for their stone cores are of local rocks, including Wadi Arabah chalk.225 The most ambitious were cast by the lost-wax technique, in which the metal is poured into a closed mould shaped around an original of the object made in wax, which melts away. At first glance the Nahal Mishmar treasure might prompt us to revise our scepticism concerning the rise of chiefly rulers, but a cooler appraisal reveals that though obviously intended to invest certain people with glitter and authority, its components have not been found in their original context of use, and the repetition of a limited number of insignia indicates a considerable number of eligible users – while ‘crown’, of course, is our term for objects whose symbolic connotations at the time may have been entirely different.226

6.30  The Nahal Mishmar hoard as found, following the intrepid exploration of small caves high in the cliff face.
How the northern component of Nahal Mishmar’s metals arrived is unknown. In contrast to the robust maritime networks emerging in other parts of the basin, there is surprisingly little evidence of sea traffic in the easternmost Mediterranean at this juncture, with a gulf between the watchers on Mersin’s battlements and the reticent islanders of Cyprus that is far wider than the sea-gap between them. It is tempting to explain this as an index of the degree to which the rise of Mesopotamia temporarily shifted the gaze of coastal dwellers at the northern end of the Levant to the east, and inland. An intriguing argument for one exception around 5500–4500 BC involves the large nodules of Anatolian obsidian (one weighing 22 kg or 48 lbs) found on the coast at Tell Arqa in northern Lebanon and Tel Kabri in northern Israel.227 These might indeed be relics of a canoe traffic between such natural entry-points to the interior, but overland transport cannot be ruled out. Furthermore, even if movement by sea was responsible, was this the last hurrah of the ancient obsidian trade before its eclipse by metals, or the germ of a new kind of coastal, middleman activity with a long future ahead of it?
Such northern connections are matched by no less significant finds entering the Levant from further south. Egypt is the only plausible source for eight rings of gold or electrum, a natural silver-gold alloy, found in the Nahal Qana burial cave [PL. XIX]. Their size (4.3–5 cm (1.7–2 in.) in diameter) and much later Egyptian parallels raise the thought-provoking possibility that they served as early ingots of standard weight and value.228 Nile shells and even fish remains show up in the southern Levant, as well as the first turquoise from southern Sinai and a few Egyptian stone bowls.229 The ivory at Nahal Mishmar and elsewhere may hail from the Nile too, though herds of hippopotami still wallowed in Levantine swamps. In return, and following the inflow of domesticates, the copper found at Maadi and further up the Nile is likely to be of south Levantine extraction, probably routed via the Beersheba Valley. These flows represent only a trickle over roughly a millennium, and in this case there is little doubt that they passed overland along the dry shores of northern Sinai, which is studded with the remains of small pastoral encampments at this time.230 With this return to Egypt our investigation comes full circle, and to the threshold of a new age in the Mediterranean.




XII  The tell site of Jericho, showing the decayed condition today of the great trenches dug through it in the 1950s, with the functionally enigmatic Pre-Pottery Neolithic A circular stone tower in the foreground, and a glimpse of the surrounding green oasis and its Rift Valley margins beyond.




XIII  One among many of the large human figures discovered at the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B megasite of ’Ain Ghazal in modern Jordan; plaster construction on a reed core, with bituminous mastic outlines for the eyes.




XIV  This stone mask, with its traces of green and red paint, as well as asphalt adhesive for attached hair, is one of the many remarkably preserved finds from Pre-Pottery Neolithic B storage of ritual apparatus at the dry cave of Nahal Hemar, southwest of the Dead Sea.




XV  Among the famous wall-paintings at Çatalhöyük, the great Neolithic megasite high on the Anatolian plateau, are prominent images of still-wild aurochs, the ancestors of domestic cattle, surrounded by frenetically active human figures.




XVI  The towering southern cliffs of the little island of Pantelleria, in the Sicilian strait, face towards North Africa and contain seams of a distinctive greenish obsidian that was widely used over the south-central Mediterranean. Above, the later intensive agricultural terracing so typical of many Mediterranean islands has obliterated much of the island’s early archaeological record.




XVII  Early rock engraving of cattle being milked at Tiksatin, Libyan Sahara.




XVIII  Restored design of brightly coloured wall-paintings from the south Levantine Copper Age site of Tuleilat Ghassul, just north of the Dead Sea, offering glimpses of contemporary ritual and symbolism, as well as the advent of richly woven polychrome textiles.




XIX  Eight gold and electrum rings, up to 5 cm (2 in.) in diameter, from the Copper Age use of Nahal Qana Cave, today in northern Israel. The metal is probably Egyptian, and the approximately standardized ring-form and rough finish may suggest an early variety of ingot.

XX  The Copper Age shrine complex at Ein Gedi, located on a high bluff near a copious spring, overlooking the dry country immediately west of the Dead Sea. The outlines of an enclosure, gateway and ritual buildings, plus a central circular structure, are clearly visible. Such prominent places acted as magnets for regional interaction and possibly ‘pilgrimage’.




XXI  From another Copper Age sacred complex, that of Gilat on the fringe of the Negev, today in southern Israel’s arid zone, comes this remarkable figurine of a seated woman with prominent sexual features, tattoos and, balanced on her head, a milk-processing churn characteristic of this period in the southern Levant.




XXII  A selection from among the hundreds of finds from an exceptionally rich Copper Age hoard hidden in the Nahal Mishmar Cave, among the tall cliffs of Judea, seen here after restoration (compare with fig. 6.30). These include so-called ‘crowns’, standards, maceheads and various vessels, made of pure or alloyed copper, as well as a large perforated item carved from hippopotamus ivory.



CHAPTER SEVEN
The devil and the deep blue sea
(3500 – 2200 BC)
Flights of fancy
Imagine two series of flights around the Mediterranean in one of the slow, low-flying seaplanes that Braudel delighted in over half a century ago. The first takes place in the time span of the previous chapter, around 5000 BC. Then 2500 years later the journey is repeated. By the mid-3rd millennium BC, an aerial traveller would find the Mediterranean profoundly altered. The most obvious difference would be the colours and textures of its landscapes. Despite the basin’s eternal variegation, the later flights, especially if undertaken in summer, would have passed over a generally drier, more dun-coloured land, with fewer solid expanses of trees. Along the southern shore the tawny desert has crept closer to the sea. A sharp eye for wisps of smoke or the twinkle of fires at dusk would reveal marked changes in the places and aggregates in which people lived. The earlier flights would have detected a predictable pattern of lowland clusters and much intervening wilderness on the northern and eastern flanks, with the traces thinner but widespread across North Africa. But two-and-a-half millennia later, all this has altered. Settlement has spread over far more of the northern side of the basin, even to unprepossessing areas. By contrast, populated zones have shrunk drastically in North Africa. Heading east, unprecedented concentrations of people would start to be sighted, first (and in stark contrast to the sparseness elsewhere on this side of the Mediterranean) a mass of habitations in the verdant triangle of the Nile Delta, with a vast smudge vaguely glimpsed just to its south, and then, as the pilot swings up the coast and the sun sinks, imparting to the sea a metallic sheen, a few large, dense pools of firelight north of the Lebanese mountains. Our traveller’s hunch might well be that there were more people living around the Mediterranean as a whole than ever before, and if tempted to speculate, a guess of 5 to 10 million might come to mind.1 Less open to question would be the fact that many of these millions have started to live in quite different ways from their ancestors.
Further reconnaissance would help to pinpoint some of these differences. Most astonishing would be the sheer scale of activity in certain regions. A return in daylight to the northern Levant, for example, would reveal the great pools of firelight to emanate from large towns, ringed with great walls and centred on a grand building with courtyards, columns and multiple tiers of rooms. On closer inspection, some of the occupation in the Nile Delta would resolve into extensive regular compounds with cellular mud-brick buildings, set in large, neatly ploughed fields and vineyards. From the Jordan Valley to Iberia, small- to medium-sized fortified settlements, a few dominated by one or more outsized houses, would attract attention. A sweep over Malta, on the other hand, would find an island studded with strange half-roofed, cloverleaf-shaped structures built of colossal, well-fitted blocks of stone, and from here westward great masses of stones and earth, many burial monuments half-sunk in the landscape, would be a common sight. The sea itself would seem more alive, on a lucky day with a white flash of a sail catching the light in the eastern seas, or a long, slender, paddled canoe surging its way over the waves, perhaps far out to sea between France and the peaks of Mallorca. Only in Africa west of the Nile would signatures be subdued compared with the earlier passage, the plumes of dust from animals and herders on the move rarer than before, and often resolving, as the plane dives down to inspect, into a scrambling troupe of goats. And to the traveller’s frustration, over the Maghreb a mysteriously persistent veil of Atlantic fog obscures much of the view day after day, leaving nobody any the wiser.

7.1  Map of principal sites mentioned in this chapter, also showing the four major maritime networks of the 3rd millennium BC, the main axes of connections beyond the basin and (inset) the rise of consolidated states in Egypt and Mesopotamia.
Had our curious explorer been able to touch down close to habitation, perhaps not always a wise idea, unless well armed, one additional distinction would soon have become obvious. The Mediterranean had always been home to diverse groups of people, but until now most of the variation had been horizontal, between regions or, at the community scale, between members who performed different roles within broadly egalitarian societies. By 2500 BC, however, and indeed several centuries before this, vertical gradations of status and wealth have emerged to a dramatic degree in widely separate parts of the basin, so much so that Mediterranean individuals might now be far apart not only in terms of space and ways of life, but also their power over others and the elaboration of the cultural universe around them. Much of this archaeologists can infer from the kinds of remains routinely available. We are fortunate, however, in the survival of two particular people, men born within a couple of centuries of each other near the close of the 4th millennium BC, both of whom achieved an elevated position (if in very different ways), and, although strictly speaking interlopers in the basin, both exemplary nonetheless of the growing distinctions within it.
The first, an experienced man of about forty-five at time of death, had been forgotten for over five millennia when his frozen body emerged from the ice 3200 m (10,500 ft) up in the Tyrolese Alps in the summer of 1991, a gift of global warming abetted by the nicely trans-Mediterranean event of a fall of Saharan dust.2 Tattooed, 1.65 m (5 ft 5 in.) tall, probably brown-eyed and accompanied by the remnants of high-altitude clothing and other gear [7.2, 7.3], this ‘Iceman’ and the circumstances of his death have attracted an inordinate amount of forensic, not to say prurient, attention. X-rays have detected a flint arrowhead embedded in his shoulder, and the blood of four people is said to have been spattered over his possessions. Yet, despite the exceptional and cruelly undignified manner in which he came to our attention, the Iceman’s way of life is likely to have been typical of many people living around the mountainous borders of Mediterranean Europe at this time. He was, for example, no stranger to metals or frequent illness. A copper axe hafted in yew was found beside him, and his hair retained traces of metalworking; less happily, he suffered from arthritis, diarrhoea and sundry other complaints. He was also highly mobile, whether as a herder, hunter, trader or fugitive, a conclusion drawn from the backpack and self-sufficient survival kit he carried, with its fire-lighting equipment, medicinal substances, knife, bow and arrows, as well as hints from pollen analysis that he had recently spent time in farmland further south.

7.2  The Iceman shortly after discovery.

7.3  A reconstruction of the Iceman on the move, including cold-weather grass cape, knapsack, bow and other equipment.
The physical body of our second man has never been rediscovered, or at least re-identified, and one later tradition has it that he was killed by a hippopotamus. But its idealized, muscular form has been immortalized in art, and his name, written with the signs of a catfish and a chisel, was proclaimed all along the Nile, his home river, on desert rocks between it and the Red Sea and on pots in the southern Levant.3 The surviving depictions, which he commissioned, announce that he too was a fighter (or a leader of fighters and mass decapitators of prisoners), as well as a man on the move over long distances. Here, however, the similarities end. For while the Iceman’s body was clad in leather, fur and grass, riddled with disease and probably stank, this second body, we can surmise, was dressed in fine linens, crowned, perfumed, flushed with wine, shaded from the sun and elevated above the ground – and even its footwear was carried with ceremony by an attendant. And while the Iceman may have been widely known among small communities along the Adige, his counterpart claimed authority beneath new gods over at least a million people, a third of whom dwelt within the Mediterranean basin. This second individual is the pharaoh Narmer, best known for a carved stone ceremonial palette that ranks among the most evocative, if disturbing, icons of early kingship [7.4]. Even allowing for the manifest self-glorification, Narmer was one of a brief sequence of Egyptian rulers who forged a unified Egyptian kingdom extending right to the mouths of the Nile, as well as an ideology of divine kingship and cosmic order that underpinned this and infused it with spiritual significance. His name was in all likelihood more widely renowned than any other up to this point in world history. Between these two near-contemporaries lies a yawning chasm, whose span measures the distinctions in the scale and scope of power now emerging in the Mediterranean.

7.4  The two faces of the Narmer palette, with their rich imagery of royal power and cosmological order.
This chapter investigates what we can usefully conceptualize as the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, a critical time span extending back into the later 4th millennium, and that witnessed four epochal developments. The first was the onset of a drier climate, and so the gradual formation of the Mediterranean environment as we know it today. Twinned with this from birth was the resurgence of desert in the Sahara. The second was the expansion of the first large-scale societies, Egyptian and Mesopotamian, into the easternmost parts of the basin, and their impact on people living there, a turn of events that will require us to consider the role of such influences over a widening area for the remainder of this book. Egypt and Mesopotamia, along with the Indus Valley in Pakistan and China’s Yellow River, comprise the four early foci of such societies over the entirety of Eurasia and Africa, and their proximity to the Mediterranean is a decisive coincidence whose importance for the basin’s subsequent history is hard to exaggerate. Our third development is the appearance of smaller, but no less novel, societies over the northern half of the basin, a phenomenon anticipated in Chapter 6 and now examined in full. The fourth dimension of this crux in Mediterranean history is a boom in long-range activity, especially by sea. Individually vital as each of these undoubtedly was, the ultimate key to understanding the overall transformation of the Mediterranean over the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC lies in evaluating the relatedness, or autonomy, of each of these developments relative to the others.
Environmental mediterraneanization
Major environmental changes played out across the Mediterranean basin during the 4th and 3rd millennia BC.4 Some of the first hints came from shifts among dominant plant communities: at the risk of over-simplification, from deciduous trees and lowland woods to greatly reduced, typically dry-leaf or coniferous tree cover and the spread of tough, often thorny, scrub (prickly oak, wild olive, pistachio and other hardy plants), interspersed with low, herb-rich growth, open savannah sparsely dotted with trees, or steppe, blending into semi- or full desert in the driest areas. In a theatre as varied as the Mediterranean, such shifts were neither simultaneous nor uniform in incidence and degree. Many thinly soiled limestone uplands had long been cloaked with nothing more than scrub, while in certain relatively well-watered areas, including rain-snaring mountain ranges, the broadleaf woods survived in strength until Roman or later times, and sometimes are still with us.5 Thousands more years were needed to create in full the remarkable ecology seen today, but individually significant details cannot mask a fundamental truth: the ‘long’ 3rd millennium’s transition denotes the end of the earlier Holocene Mediterranean, and the emergence of a familiar regime, ancestral to that of modern times.
One school of thought holds that the triggers of this momentous change were primarily anthropogenic and signify the stage at which Mediterranean people’s impact first becomes widely detectable, as communities expanded out of their initial farming zones to clear and exploit more of the landscape, in growing numbers and utilizing a widening panoply of agricultural techniques. There is definitely some truth to this.6 Broadleaf oaks grew best on the same soils that farmers sought to cultivate, and the reduction of their woodland was accordingly only a matter of time.7 Traces in certain areas of growing soil erosion and more frequent fires accompanying the vegetational changes are themselves causally ambiguous, but today, at least, it is a combination of freshly exposed, sun-parched earth (burnt, bulldozed, ploughed up or overgrazed – though the last less often than the goat’s many detractors would have us believe) and violent summer rainstorms that results in the worst soil loss.8 Moreover, in a telling parallel, sediments from the Río Tinto, and downstream in the Gulf of Cadiz, reveal that metal extraction in the great ore-belt of southwest Spain was certainly starting to contaminate waterways – some of the earliest industrial pollution in the world.9
Yet despite this contributing human factor, new research has now established beyond doubt that a cumulative shift towards drier climates and environments was a central fact of the 4th- and 3rd-millennia BC Mediterranean, itself part of a worldwide pattern triggered by changing solar radiation levels, associated with a southward drift of the monsoon belt, and arguably the last major alteration in the Earth’s climate until that of the present day.10 The case for the Mediterranean is clinched by a convergence of data. Several clues derive from botanical details. For example, vegetation changed in Tunisia, which was inhabited at low intensity, and even in the Balearics when these were still devoid of people.11 Species of trees that once flourished in the basin but now grow only in or beyond its northern margins vanished even from the most inaccessible cliffs, where they would have been safe from grazing animals.12 Meanwhile, eastern Mediterranean seabed cores reveal the end of the last organic-rich layers indicative of abundant freshwater run-off, while those drilled into lake-beds document permanent drops in water levels from southern Spain to Turkey, as well as in much of North Africa.13 In the most severe cases, coastal lagoons turned into salt flats, notably that bordering the Tavoliere, whose desertion during the later Neolithic we witnessed in the last chapter.14 Of course, as hinted by the pattern of vegetation change, drying was typically gradual and staggered in time and space. At a crude level it began in the hotter, more arid south and east, sometimes before 4000 BC, and spread as a rolling frontier that only reached the wettest parts of the north (if ever) after the end of this chapter’s time span, and with the usual regional anomalies – the southern Levant, for example, enjoyed a significant wet spell around 3000 BC within a wildly see-sawing long-term decline, while Lake Tigalmamine in Atlantic Morocco, a maverick counter-case attributable to its high altitude and oceanic climate, actually expanded.15
This slow but profound transformation of the Mediterranean’s environments is crucial to our history for two related reasons. One consequence of drier times would have been increasingly unpredictable rainfall, variously bringing drought, flash-floods or, with luck, something in between. In other words, what was underway was not just the mediterraneanization of a natural environment, but the emergence of the regime of risk and opportunity identified in Chapters 1 and 2 as decisive to the shaping of later Mediterranean societies. Even if the incidence of disaster or bonanza was sporadic – crop-threatening droughts occur every five to ten years in many parts of the modern basin, or several times in the lifetime of someone who survives to adulthood – it was now frequent enough for coping strategies to make sense for human actors, and to be put permanently in place precisely because the call upon them was so unpredictable. As alluded to in Chapter 1, one key to surviving and flourishing under such conditions was to invest in storage, both of water by retention mechanisms, and foods by ancient preservation tricks such as salting, drying and smoking, newer ones like conversion of milk into cheese, ‘storage on the hoof’, by which animals fattened during a good year could be eaten in a lean one, and, for farmers, primarily overproduction of crops and retention of surplus beyond that needed as seed, at a household or community level.16 In contrast to the seasonal nature of most hunter-gatherer storage this encompassed inter-annual timescales, up to two years for cereals, whose shelf life began to matter more than previously. Another option was to diversify, spreading eggs between baskets. And a third was to go mobile. For farmers, the limits to this last in terms of residence were narrower than for pastoralists, and their mobility would mainly entail movement of foodstuffs to respond effectively to dearth or glut, as well as a massively enhanced investment in networks of association and reciprocal assistance between communities, a form of ‘social’ rather than physical storage that buffered collectively for far longer than even durable foods could survive.17 As Horden and Purcell put it, such a suite of practices is ‘extraordinarily resilient; it cushions against sudden disaster; it absorbs pressures and defuses stresses; it is malleable and ductile, hard to snap under strain’.18 What archaeologists have been slow to recognize, however, is the fact that this highly anti-autarkous, connective kind of behaviour, far from being intrinsic to Mediterranean life since the spread of farming, would have started to become radically more prominent in the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, as the new environmental regime bit home among a population overwhelmingly committed to agriculture. Initially imperceptibly, but ingrained year after year, century after century, this would slowly but remorselessly reshape, within each micro-region, many of the essentials of life around the basin.
And that leads us to the second reason why all this matters so much. For it is otherwise the strangest of coincidences that the Mediterranean should have witnessed its first widespread, sustained signs of rising social inequalities just as its environment was altering in this way. In the trusting days of the 1970s, such emergent elites were argued to have played a beneficial role in managing and pooling the resources of a patchwork ecology for the general good, a ‘friendly bank manager model’ that grows more implausible with each passing year.19 If such altruistic motives figured at all, they faded quickly. Cooperative survival networks were in fact chronically susceptible to the accumulation of imbalances over time that would create build-ups of social debt and obligation to the fortunate few, unless strong mechanisms were in place to counter them. A further unpalatable truth is that in adversity cooperation may not always be the most advantageous strategy. It can be impractical, for instance, if the harvesting season is so abbreviated that everyone has to look to their own in the same few weeks.20 Moreover, competition or naked aggression might prove more attractive to those able to muster the force for it, and such rule breaking is notoriously liable to be emulated, out of cupidity or tit-for-tat necessity, if initially rewarded.21 All this has long been recognized by those trying to explain social change in the Mediterranean, and beyond it lies the intriguing possibility that the riskier conditions in themselves promoted innovation and mental agility.22 Yet what is new is the fact that the better climate and environmental data now enable us to calibrate factors once generically equated to Holocene farming conditions more decisively to a phase beginning in and around the 3rd millennium BC.23 It would be naive to identify climate as the sole cause of the extraordinary social changes we shall witness in this chapter; several are of wider incidence than the Mediterranean, or originate beyond it, others were rooted in a deeper past, and, last but not least, we need to distinguish between meteorological statistics, the complexity of real-world environments, and people’s engagements with both, the links between which involve translations in which much is altered.24 But equally, climate change has too long been the missing element in our understanding of what happened in the Mediterranean over the ‘long’ 3rd millennium, and it is high time we asked how the environmental mediterraneanization it engendered meshed with other currents to reshape life throughout the basin.
The return of the Sahara
Let us start far to the south, in a region where the devastating role of desiccation has never been in doubt. Changes across North Africa go a long way towards explaining why the inhabitants of the coastal strip west of the Nile, never prominent on the radar screens of most archaeologists, dwindle almost to invisibility for the next 2000 or so years. As the monsoon belt slid southward, subtle gradations in residual rainfall over the vast area of the Sahara ensured that the desert’s resurrection was far from even.25 In the east, now one of the driest places on earth, it began with terminally falling lakes slightly before 4000 BC. In the west, nearest the ocean, it dates a thousand years later, when Saharan dust appears in Atlantic sea cores and as accumulations on Lanzarote. In the centre, an intermediate date around 3800 BC can be pinned in the Fezzan by a horizon of wind-blown sand and collapsing cave roofs.26 By 3000 BC at the latest the Sahara had become a true desert, its former lakes reduced to salt flats and laminated silts, its wadis dry as a bone. Only where long-accumulated subterranean reservoirs breached the surface as oases, for instance at Wadi Tannezzuft west of the Acacus,27 or in mountainous regions that still snagged the occasional rain cloud (nowadays 5–12 mm (0.2–0.5 in.) of rain falls in a good year), could people continue to operate. Those who did stay substituted hardier goats for cattle, and it was in this Late Pastoral phase (3800 BC until well into the 2nd millennium BC) that an ultra-mobile nomadic pattern, of people and animals constantly on the move between small, dispersed patches of grazing, began to shape.28 Unsurprisingly, the relics of these stopovers are ephemeral, often no more than stone tumuli and layers of animal dung, though something of the varied groups inhabiting the desert is hinted by notable differences among the skeletons of those buried beneath the piled-up stones. However, most of the population departed the lost heartland of North Africa, whether to the south (where pastoralism eventually reached the Cape of Good Hope, another mediterraneoid land, beyond the intervening tsetse fly belt, around the start of the 1st millennium AD), to the west, where cattle, sheep and goats appear at Dhar Tichitt in Mauritania by 1500 BC, or to the Mediterranean coast and the Nile, areas that concern us more closely.29
For Mediterranean Africa beyond the Nile Delta, the rebirth of the Sahara spelt a return to the conditions its inhabitants had endured during the Last Glacial Maximum, when the Maghreb, Jebel el Gharbi and Cyrenaica were cut off by a combination of desert and sea, although this time their isolation would be lessened by slightly better survival abilities in the former and sporadic maritime contacts across the latter. The Maghreb remained a Mediterranean environment from the coast to the summits of the Atlas, with deciduous trees and stands of cedar at high altitudes.30 Immediately to the south, here and elsewhere, lay a semi-desert of sparse scrub and achabs, plants that sprout only after a rare fall of winter rain, and whose presence would be well known to seasonal visitors.31 Cyrenaica’s ‘green mountain’ formed a smaller, drier equivalent far to the east. Between these, a speck of wooded hills held out in the Jebel el Gharbi, and juniper grew on offshore Djerba,32 but most of the intervening coast along the Gulf of Sirte became, as it has remained to this day, a dry land interspersed with salt flats, where rainfall was too low to permit farming until water-harvesting techniques were developed, probably through local initiatives, in Roman times. Communications along this stretch ran inland, well back from the sea, via a chain of oases that connected with those west of the Nile Valley.33
From now until the early 1st millennium BC, these habitat islands were doubly orphaned. Formerly on the periphery of a Saharan world that revolved around cattle pastoralism rather than Mediterranean agriculture, and thereby probably routed even in areas suitable for the latter along a different course from the rest of the basin, they were now bereft of that defining focus. Refugees from the south must have percolated into Mediterranean Africa, but there is no indication that the core elements of Saharan pastoral culture outlived the loss of its heartland. The demise of the Saharan world has rendered these regions academic orphans, too, neither at home in mainstream African archaeology, nor (with a few exceptions) in that of the Mediterranean until the arrival of Phoenicians and Greeks, save when occasional contacts across the sea demand a footnote. Egyptian experts, likewise, tend to engage west of the Nile only when drawn by texts mentioning encounters between cultivators on the alluvium and other people beyond its limits. All this makes it hard to evaluate whether the lack of self-evident developments in Mediterranean Africa west of the Nile in, and after, the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC was a consequence of genuine quasi-isolation, or simply reflects a lack of dedicated looking. At present, the best guess is a substantial element of the former, obfuscated by a lot of the latter.
Starting with the Maghreb, a predominantly pastoral lifestyle is commonly assumed, but we in fact have no idea if, or how widely, agricultural enclaves existed in the west by this time. Given this ignorance, we cannot even begin to decide whether the Maghreb was a full and busy place, as its size, if under cultivation, would lead us to anticipate, a sparsely inhabited landscape of herders, or a mix of the two. A recent survey in the Rif encountered little except tumuli and a few cave occupations, and the best evidence instead comes from Atlantic Morocco.34 Close to the ocean in the vicinities of Casablanca and Rabat, two later 4th- or 3rd-millennium BC cemeteries at El-Kiffen and Skhirat held the remains of people whose way of life is unknown but who were buried with pots, polished stone axes, flints, beads of ostrich egg, bracelets and small cups carved in elephant ivory, and a stone vessel. Two of these materials – ostrich egg and ivory – first reached Iberia in small amounts in the 3rd millennium BC.35 In return, the western Maghreb as far as Algiers received a few Iberian objects, mainly decorated pots, copper tools and weapons.36 Indigenous exchanges distributed these inland. Several of the metal forms appear in rock art high in the Atlas, at heights of 2500 m (8200 ft) that imply seasonal visitation [7.5].37 Whether any local metallurgy was inspired by such imports is more a matter of faith or scepticism than proof either way, although copper may have been produced in West Africa south of the Sahara by this time.38 Lastly, most of the megalithic tombs built in the Maghreb seem to date to the 2nd millennium BC, but one or two, and in particular an impressive enclosure with a more than 5-m- (16-ft-) high menhir at M’zora near Tangier [7.6], as well as cists in the vicinity, may be offshoots of earlier Iberian traditions.39 They beg the question as to what else might lie beneath Tangier, known from Phoenician times as Tingi but, as the only sheltered anchorage on the African side of the strait, presumably an older gateway. As before, the western end of the Maghreb displays closer contacts with other parts of the basin than anywhere else along the African shore until we reach the Nile Delta.

7.5  Among the weaponry depicted in the rock art from the High Atlas is that associated with this male figure, surrounded by other diverse symbols, and probably of approximately 3rd millennium BC date.

7.6  A North African megalith: the M’zora menhir near Tangier.
Further east, information is exceptionally thin. In Algeria there is a hint of growing numbers of sites, and an increase in cattle at Capeletti Cave shortly before its abandonment in the early 3rd millennium BC, both of which might reflect a Saharan influx.40 Pottery around the gulfs of Gabès and Sirte ceased to be decorated, as it had been in accordance with Saharan conventions. At Haua Fteah the only sign of external contact is an Egyptian shell bracelet, traded between oases or along the coastal strip before this key cave site, too, went out of use, leaving it empty from about 3500 BC until the Iron Age.41 A few Egyptian basalt vessels at Marsa Matruh, about a third of the way along the shoreline passage to Cyrenaica, support the latter route.42 Elsewhere in Cyrenaica there are only scatters of stone tools and pottery, plus small tumuli and other burial sites.43 In the mid-1st millennium BC, Herodotus stated that the indigenous people here had lived by sheep and goat herding, a standard derogatory colonial claim that we would normally wish to interrogate via the lens of archaeology, but in this case at least compatible with what little we know.44
The final direction open to those abandoning the Sahara was towards the slim oasis of the Nile. Even the Nile’s flow reduced substantially around this time, but it remained a magnet nonetheless.45 Indeed, as argued in the previous chapter, such influxes, resultant population pressure and aggregation may in part explain the switch to cereals, grown in annually inundated basins on the flanks of the river, as the main source of food by 3900 BC. Elements of the pastoral world had exerted a formative influence on the ritual preoccupations of Nile Valley society from an earlier date, notably the fixation on tombs and the sanctity of the body.46 But despite this legacy, as sedentary farmers in the valley multiplied explosively over the course of the 4th and 3rd millennia BC, they differentiated themselves from residual pastoralists to the west. This, coupled with the physical barriers imposed by the Sahara, would make sense of the split between ancient Egyptian and the Berber languages, whose antecedents were presumably forming across the Sahara at this time.47 A consciousness of ‘them’ versus ‘us’ is exemplified in the 3rd millennium BC by Egyptian contrasts between dwellers in the ‘black land’ of Nile silt, and those in the ‘red land’ of the desert. In fact, by this time Egyptian activity in the Western Desert was restricted to gazelle hunts and stone-quarrying operations, with few of the textual inscriptions that begin to pepper the Nile corridor incised more than 20 km (12 miles) from the valley’s rim.48 Skirmishes with ‘Tjehenu’ (usually translated as ‘Libyans’) are recorded, and an iconography of these people as vanquished enemies had evolved by 3000 BC.49 Tjehenu also served as some of the earliest mercenary soldiers in Egypt, and others, probably those from the oases closest to the Nile, provided a fine oil of uncertain identity (but almost certainly not olive-based), and apparently lived in settled communities. Beyond this, Egyptian ignorance was only marginally less total than ours; the desert was too broad, and the coastal route to the west by land or sea too long, perilous and unrewarding. The same cannot be said, however, for the upriver Egyptian elites’ view to the north.
The first superpowers: Egypt and Mesopotamia
Along the upper Egyptian reaches of the Nile, and beside the rivers of Mesopotamia, ultimately world-impacting initiatives were afoot by the early 4th millennium BC, as we glimpsed offstage in Chapter 6. Their pace accelerated through the later 4th and 3rd millennia. The full reasons for this genesis lie beyond our remit, as does the question of whether a climatic common denominator underlaid social transformations here as well as in the Mediterranean (though a case can definitely be made).50 Certainly, in both Egypt and Mesopotamia a dual riverine effect operated: the river as creator of alluvial lands made populous by farming, within which minor shifts in how things were done could amplify spectacularly, and the river as a conduit between zones with very different environments, resources and culture: highland Anatolia and the Persian Gulf for Mesopotamia, northeast Africa and the Levant for Egypt.51 From the former perspective, the results were ‘pristine’ events, from the latter, far from virgin births.
Quite what we should call the political entities that emerged, typically focused on towns or cities, and ruling over a multitude of subjects spread over sometimes extremely extensive hinterlands, is an open question.52 In their own day, the terms of reference were the land, its symbolic limits and its ruler, and it is not by chance that while most of the Mediterranean proceeds into Copper and Bronze ages, Egyptian and Mesopotamian chronology, as described by contemporaries and in our own day, shifts to a sequence defined by royal lifetimes or ruling places. Popular generic terms are ‘polities’, ‘states’ (later ‘empires’) and ‘complex societies’. Each has advantages and drawbacks. The first is neutral and flexible enough to deal with the many smaller-scale and often politically fissile entities that would arise over the next 3000 years around the Mediterranean, though its mildness fails to convey the true grandeur and sanctity immanent in, for example, pharaonic Egypt. ‘State’, with its emphasis on organizational power, sets the bar appropriately high; as one expert puts it, ‘If you can argue whether a society is a state or isn’t, then it isn’t.’53 Nervousness of modernizing implications sometimes encourages the prefix ‘archaic’, or ‘early’, but this loses as much as it gains by disguising the sheer dynamism of these creations, as well as some disturbing parallels between ways of exerting power in their day and ours. ‘Complex societies’ opens up an interpretative vipers’ nest. Such formations clearly did entangle very diverse kinds of people and groups, and supervised huge flows of material and information. But smaller social units could be ‘complicated’ in their own way (recall the Neolithic villages of Mediterranean Europe, or earlier Çatalhöyük),54 and in fact one distinctive feature of the new regimes was a drive in certain sectors to simplify and thereby better control – for example by mass production, standardized weights and measures, and certain uses of the early writing associated with them.55 All these terms, and others such as ‘kingdom’, will be deployed interchangeably henceforth, as seems intuitively appropriate. However we decide to name them, over the long term the economic impact of their spread across the Mediterranean lifted populations and aggregate wealth there to levels otherwise unattainable. Yet this, and the fact that their fabulous creations now fill the world’s museums, should never disguise the other truth that, as one Iberian archaeologist puts it, their rise entailed ‘success for the few and oppression, exploitation and coercion for the many’.56 The wealth of the few came from many sources, but undoubtedly among them were taxes creamed off farmers reduced to peasantry, and the proceeds from sweated labour of the unfree in agrarian estates or manufactories. The proliferation of such institutions would bring new splendour, but also new dangers, toil and inequities, to many aspects of Mediterranean life.
The Egyptian and Mesopotamian paths to statehood were different and the outcomes distinctive. Although, as intimated in Chapter 6, the latter has chronological precedence, the desiccation of North Africa has already brought us to the banks of the Nile, and it is there that we accordingly begin, by tracing the expansion of a society that had only fully embraced farming a few centuries earlier, and never quite shaken off the cultural trappings of a pastoral ancestry (so, no lengthy economic or cultural Neolithic gestation here). Meteoric changes culminated by 3000 BC in the creation of the largest territorial state, and the most theocratic, then in existence.57 At first, the cockpits of power accumulation and strife remained far upriver, circumscribed by the desert and thereby accentuated. The exact sequence of events is lost to us, but was assuredly less smooth than later Egyptian sources would have us believe. The players are no less shadowy, probably initially ritually sanctioned chiefs, each controlling the people, key resources and trade along a sector of the Nile corridor. Among the early winners were rulers at Hierakonpolis in the deep south, a sprawling expanse of houses in the shadow of a grand, decoratively indented, mud-brick facade. Hierakonpolis boasted some ostentatiously rich as well as numerous poor tombs, and was a city of the dead as much as the living. By the end of the 4th millennium BC, however, the consolidating crown had gone to Abydos, best known for its colossal burial monuments, which are associated with the early kings later grouped into a 1st Dynasty and their hazier precursors, known as Dynasty 0. In one of these (Tomb U-j, maybe that of the so-called ‘Scorpion king’), the earliest Egyptian writing has been discovered, painted on pots and incised on labels attached to goods for the deceased [7.7]. The context is as redolent of royal ceremonial associations as of incipient bureaucracy.58

7.7  Tomb U-j at Abydos: (left) pierced bone label showing a heron perched on a building, which can be read to denote a town name, possibly in the Delta, and arguably as a reference to the shrine of Djebaut at Buto; (right) view of the cellular architecture, with most of the finds removed.
Meanwhile, the process of political expansion and spread of upriver African culture burst the bounds of the initial nuclear area, heading both upstream to subdue the territories of similarly emergent elites as far as what became known as Nubia and, of more interest to us, downstream into the Delta and the Mediterranean rim. Indeed, one of the many insights from Tomb U-j is the inclusion among the names written on the labels of Buto and Bubastis, both later known as major Delta towns.59 This joins a mass of evidence, derived from later traditions, allusions on art objects sponsored by the early kings (not least to martial triumph there on Narmer’s palette), and recently archaeology, that points to the Delta’s incorporation in an emerging Egyptian state in the last centuries before 3000 BC.60 There were compelling reasons to control this region. The ever-growing Delta was by now 7000–8000 sq. km (2700–3100 sq. miles) in extent, already comprised only slightly less than half the cultivatable land along the Egyptian Nile, and was home to several hundred thousand people.61 In addition, although in many respects so far a sequestered area, it could potentially serve as a springboard to the Levant, with which it had long-term connections that gave access to desirable materials and technologies. Finally, it defined a natural boundary for a river-kingdom, even if its inhabitants and customs must have appeared foreign, even quasi-Levantine, to upriver eyes. What happened when these hitherto different worlds, that of the Nile Valley and the peri-Mediterranean land of the Delta, became integrated? To explore this, we need to take a closer look at the latter’s archaeology, as it emerges from the enveloping silt.
Two sites, Buto itself (modern Tell el-Fara’in) and the cemetery of Minshat Abu Omar, are particularly informative.62 The existence of both is a testimony to the Delta’s expansion. The location of Buto still lay beneath the sea in 5000 BC, became divided from it by a belt of swamps a thousand years later, and by 3300 BC, a few centuries after the site was first occupied, already lay several kilometres inland amidst fertile mud a metre thick. Minshat Abu Omar’s environs underwent a similar change from marsh to arable. In contrast to the tenor of later, reconciliatory Egyptian sources, which present the merger with the Nile Valley on equal terms, as the union of two crowns, archaeological indications of major indigenous hierarchies in the Delta are conspicuous by their absence.63 Instead, all the signs point to a unilateral direction of influence, from south to north. At Buto, a typical Delta village of reed and daub huts, using local types of pottery was replaced a little after 3500 BC by mud-brick houses, matched by a leap in the amount of pottery of upriver style. At Minshat Abu Omar and other Delta cemeteries, funerary customs and rituals from the Nile Valley spring up suddenly in an area with apparently no previous commitment to elaborate burial. In these tombs, wealth and power claims are manifest; for example, the largest 2 per cent of the graves at Minshat Abu Omar contained 25 per cent of all the copper goods, and, intriguingly, the largest of all – graced with an indented interior facade similar to that at Hierakonpolis – held a nine-year-old child, whose status could have been hereditary, rather than due to its own efforts, given the age at death.64 Whether these abrupt shifts in Delta life- and death-styles resulted from colonizing groups intruding from the valley, piecemeal conquest and pacification from that quarter, emulation of upriver ways of doing things by local people, or, most likely, a combination of all these, is secondary in the final assessment to the strident message of political and cultural annexation from the African interior over this corner of the Mediterranean.
The consolidation of a unified territorial state along the Nile continued into the 3rd millennium BC. During the Old Kingdom (27th to 22nd centuries BC) between 1 and 1.5 million Egyptians of diverse ancestry were ruled by a pharaoh as all-caring, perfect and terrible, at least in royal ideology, as only an incarnation of the god Horus could be.65 Spanning the vertiginous gulf between king and commoner was an elite of officials, many members of the extended royal family. Some were present around the king, others governed the provinces into which Egypt became divided, or served as priests at the proliferating royal and regional temples, or in the mortuary cults that consolidated coevally with techniques of mummification. Living kings may have been peripatetic, a fitting strategy in a land linked by a single artery, but by 2800 BC, if not earlier, a capital was forming at Memphis (anciently known, among other names, as Ineb-hedj, or ‘White Walls’), at the balance point between the Nile corridor and Delta. Because it was located on the valley floor (a popular choice as the annual inundations reduced) and is now deeply buried, we know absurdly little about this city hovering on the edge of the Mediterranean, save that it was enormous – estimates of 100–200 ha (250–500 acres), plus as much as 1100 ha (2700 acres) for a wider metropolitan area, have been hazarded.66 On the low escarpment above Memphis stood Saqqara, Giza and their neighbours [7.8], a string of necropoleis in the midst of which arose the royal pyramids, manifestations of colossal labour in pursuit of the cosmic and salvational, on a scale inconceivable in the age of Narmer – whose palette, incidentally, was laid to rest around this time, already a relic of a bygone age, at the now-provincial town of Hierakonpolis.

7.8  The step pyramid of the pharaoh Djoser (roughly 2667–2648 BC) at Saqqara is one of the earliest in a long line of pyramids surmounting the desert-edge escarpment west of Memphis.
Moving from Memphis towards the Mediterranean, how did its incorporation in this Egyptian state affect the Delta, home to roughly half a million people, or between one in two and one in three Nile-dwellers? [7.9] Many of its inhabitants continued to live in villages perched on turtle-backs, and a few aquatic communities survived on the water margins (the emblem of one northwestern province was the harpoon; scenes of elite sportfishing and hunting in reed swamps also abound in early Egyptian art).67 But a radically new element had appeared in the landscape by 3000 BC, and arguably a century or two earlier. This was the royal or otherwise elite estate, planted on vast holdings of prime agricultural land that had been either seized or reclaimed from wilderness in the hitherto less populous western Delta.68 Several such establishments have been excavated, revealing large, planned rectilinear complexes of buildings, and mass-produced coarse clay bread moulds and jars holding fermented beer slurry, both for labourers’ rations. Many of the animal bones come from cattle, which matches the remains of clover grown as a fodder crop to feed great herds of beasts.69 In addition to providing meat and milk, some of the cattle were by this time undoubtedly bred as plough oxen. Indeed, the number of weed seeds found among the cereals hints at open fields worked by plough teams and seasonal gangs of harvesters rather than the traditional household plots.70 Grape pips, texts and images reveal the introduction of vines from the Levant, tended in trellised vineyards, often on the well-drained gravels of the Delta’s margins.71 Here was the home, too, of papyrus, which became the Delta’s emblem in Egyptian art, as well as the material for a new writing surface. All this is a far cry from village-based horticulture. Spatially extensive, costly in outlay, and profligate in the labour needed to tend and process crops and animals, as well as to turn out mass-produced linen garments, stone vessels and other goods, these estates were wealth-generating enterprises, often run by literate overseers (much more than ‘scribes’). They exploited the cornucopia of the Delta, improved through select Levantine additions, for the sumptuary and accumulative advantage of the living and, thanks to the rise of voracious mortuary cults, deceased members of the Memphite royal court and its upriver antecedents.

7.9  The Nile Delta in the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC: (top) map of its extent and river branches by 3000 BC; (centre left) wooden label from Abydos commemorating a royal visit by the pharaoh Aha; (centre right) plan of a large, complex building of early 3rd millennium BC date at Buto.

 
The Nile Delta in the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC: Detail from a generic scene of aquatic life in the Old Kingdom tomb of Kagemni at Saqqara.
The tensions in this exploitative relationship may help to explain the assiduous attention paid by Egypt’s rulers to treating the Delta as an indissoluble element of a unified kingdom. Symbolically this was propagated by a binding imagery of knotted or interwoven papyrus and reed (the latter standing for upriver Egypt) that overtly expressed unity and, obliquely, captivity.72 Administrators of provinces were rotated, so that in theory they could not put down local roots. Associations between prominent Delta communities and the royal house were proclaimed.73 Rulers recorded visits to shrines erected to Delta divinities, such as the cobra goddess Wadjet at Buto (symbolized by a heron on top of her shrine) and Neith at Sais; both divinities also appear in royal names and titles. Only in death were there limits, for these pharaohs baulked at burial north of Memphis. In contrast, and casting doubt on the long-term success of royal policy, at Mendes – an eastern Delta centre that experienced most of the trends outlined above – burial monuments built in the mid-3rd millennium BC around a new local temple indicate that one provincial elite was starting to see itself as native to the area, perhaps as a result of ultimately counterproductive royal grants of land in the vicinity as rewards for loyal service.74 Arguably equally subversive was the construction of a Levantine-style shrine building at Tell Ibrahim Awad.75 What the multitude of less illustrious people, especially those with ancestries in another past, thought of this involuntary integration, which brought them within the bounds of a numinous land of the gods but reduced many to labourer status, we can only guess, for they remain voiceless to posterity. This was merely the first round in a long tug of war over the Delta’s affiliations, and indeed the evolving identity of Egypt itself.
Contemporary Mesopotamia can be covered more briefly because, however critical its indirect impact via the development and dispersal of key innovations, to which we will shortly turn, the two rivers lay more distant from the Mediterranean, some 200 km (125 miles) off at the nearest point. As we saw in Chapter 6, organized village-level craft production, regulation of the flow of goods by sealings, and small community temples all preceded the state in Mesopotamia, and by the early 4th millennium BC supernova cities had arisen at Uruk and Susa in the irrigation-farmed south and at Tell Brak in the rain-fed north. Uruk, which has lent its name to the period spanning much of the 4th millennium BC, grew further later in that millennium, to 250 ha (620 acres), of which 9 ha (22 acres) alone belonged to the Eanna temple’s precinct.76 Its population probably numbered roughly 20,000 people. Production underwent leaps in scale and standardization, especially of pottery containers (now thrown on a fast hand-propelled wheel) and textiles.77 Much of this was organized by temple workshops that transplanted large amounts of labour from the household into a growing industrial sphere. A good deal of the weaving was female work, to judge by depictions on seals of women with their hair practically braided into pigtails. In the south, writing appeared earlier than in Egypt, in the guise of cuneiform signs impressed into clay tablets, initially for the detailed enumeration and grading of goods, rations and personnel.78 Only gradually did it accrue the phonetic equivalences to speech that would allow its roles to diversify. Another long-lasting innovation was the cylinder seal, whose image-carved surface rolled in damp clay served, like other seals, to denote ownership, verify transactions or authenticate goods, but in addition broadcast elaborate messages about new forms of power through scenes depicting control over bestial or human enemies, the high life in manifestations ranging from the sumptuary to the sexual, and the world of the gods and the favours they bestowed on the luckiest mortals.79
Although manifestly urban in focus, we know little about political structure in Mesopotamia during this formative time. However, by the 3rd millennium BC vying urban polities with territories of several thousand square kilometres apiece had crystallized from southern Mesopotamia to the Jazira – a quite different outcome from that along the Nile.80 At the head of each stood a king and royal family resident in a palace, linked to tutelary city gods and surrounded by a council of elders, as well as exalted temple officials. A superficial political unification of the entire region was realized between 2350 and 2200 BC by the conquest of these polities by Sargon of Akkad (whose name connoted true kingship, and whose grandson Naram-Sin was depicted wearing the horns of a god), but the ‘empire’, infrastructure and new capital that he created fell apart after a few generations.81 The next cycle of inklings of an imperial future for Mesopotamia would not return for several centuries to come.
Civilizing processes
The early states of Egypt and Mesopotamia are not just remarkable political creations. New kinds of elite culture and large-scale economy arose inextricably with them, and these reveal much common ground despite separate origins and enduringly different stylistic ‘looks’. Some elements were genuine innovations under the prevailing hothouse conditions – for instance, writing, the fast potter’s wheel and others soon to be discussed. More, however, were expropriations, refinements and redeployments, in the pursuit of ambitious new goals, of practices developed earlier, at a smaller scale, within, or often beyond, their domains. Examples abound in the realms of metallurgy and other craft skills (including the bow-driven drill, a distant descendant of hunter-gatherer weaponry), viticulture and probably the wider use of fermentation to make leavened bread and beer, woollen textiles, administrative use of seals and, last but not least, increasingly elaborate ritual observances to supernatural beings.82 In certain cases, we simply cannot establish precedence. This is unfortunately true of one key breakthrough, that of animal traction hitched to both ploughs and wagons (the latter another deployment of rotary motion in parallel to the potter’s wheel). The first reliable later 4th-millennium BC dates are tied between Mesopotamia and Europe,83 with hints from the Mediterranean, as we saw in Chapter 6, that cattle were pulling loads of some kind substantially earlier. Much the same goes for a new generation of metal weaponry. Daggers, as we saw in Chapter 6, originated on either side of 4000 BC, in Anatolia, the Balkans or the Pontic region, but their elongation into swords and mounting on poles as thrusting spears could well be Mesopotamian.84 Of course, the uptake was not entirely uniform. Egypt’s long-lasting aversion to carts and wool sheep reflects, respectively, the role of riverine transport and lack of extensive steppe or upland pasture along the Nile. But overall the sums were far more than the disparate parts: what made the real difference was the pooling and integration of elements, each with an ascribed place. Packages of behaviour began to be formulated that can be regarded as ‘civilizational’ in that they represented ways of doing things that, if far from sealed and immutable, were more long-lasting and overarching than the rule of dynasties, though we shall need to keep the term firmly separate from the uncritically approbatory connotations that tend to attach to it.85
To start at the top, the primary role of elite culture was to legitimize and enjoy the fruits of an unequal social order, and in this sense it complemented a threat of violence that was seldom far from the surface.86 It radiated in all directions. Laterally, it affirmed, by shared experience, membership of the inner circle within and beyond each polity that benefited most from the system. Downward, it was deployed in public pageants, such as royal ceremonies, funerals or religious festivals, that syncopated the lives of the majority (maybe 90 per cent of people at an informed guess), who had no normal access to high-status goods, for whom the new order brought meagre if any rewards and whose daily lives had become routinized by organized labour and aesthetically impoverished by the replacement of traditional styles with the drab uniformity of mass-produced goods (Uruk and Old Kingdom pottery is notoriously plain).87 Arguably most vitally of all, much of it was directed upward, to perpetuate the well-being and stability of its earthly sponsors and their subjects through sacrifice to the gods as the ultimate arbiters of cosmic order – beings themselves experiencing a transformation from the legions of local spirits or ancestral figures presumably rife among village farmers to the slimmed-down ranks of formal deities of particular dynasties and cities.
Such culture was intended to draw gasps. Eye-catching brilliance derived from many mineral and organic sources, but above all radiant metals, led by non-corroding gold, an ideal symbol of eternity and the gods. Resins and scented oils charmed the nose, food and rarefied drinks the tongue, complex musical instruments the ears, and smoothly finished objects surprised the touch. Alcohol, aptly described as ‘the most effective drug of all time’ for its mixture of convivial and mind-altering properties, became central to this lifestyle, in the forms of both wine and beer, the latter long predominant in Mesopotamia and among less privileged groups in Egypt [7.10].88 The very act of pouring such liquids could take on erotic overtones. The scale and subtlety of consumption is indicated by the discovery in Tomb U-j at Abydos of 4500 litres (1200 gallons) of wine, some flavoured with figs and terebinth resin, and bottled in 700 jars, some probably imports but many local imitations of Levantine types, perhaps in an effort to allude to a more exotic origin for the vintages than was in fact the case.89

7.10  Mesopotamian banqueting scene from a seal found in the royal cemetery at Ur; note the beer drunk through straws.
Elite culture’s definition was made easier by the simplification of its opposite, but still required further strategies that explain many of its details.90 Use of materials far beyond the ability of ordinary people to obtain was one option. Lapis lazuli, whose source lay in the distant highlands straddling the borders of Afghanistan and Pakistan, is an excellent example. Its deep blue became synonymous in Mesopotamia with fabulous riches, gods, royal heroes like Gilgamesh, and lustrous dark hair (in a distant echo of this, the curly locks of Homer’s gods were still true blue), and in Egypt with regeneration and the night sky.91 The queen’s name in one Jazira town translates as ‘lapis lazuli girl’.92 But there were other means of distinction. One was quantitative, evident in gargantuan buildings scaled up from humble predecessors, or staggering repetition: tens of thousands of stone vessels were buried with certain early pharaohs. Another explored the qualitative axis, through the virtuoso crafting of one-off, unique works. New fine metalworking techniques such as granulation, filigree, soldering and riveting embellished ornate jewelry, weapons, drinking, dining and liquid container vessels and other status symbols. An allied approach was the combination of precious substances, each with their symbolic resonances, to create multimedia, polychrome objects distinct from the typically single-medium status objects of earlier times, and flaunting an ability to acquire and pool materials of different origins until the time came to bring them together. Two sheet-gold statues with inlaid lapis lazuli eyes, once covering a wooden core, from Tell el-Farkha in the Nile Delta, illustrate this nicely [PL. XXIV]; they also capture a local aesthetic of the human figure shortly before pharaonic codified poses and proportions (themselves projections of legitimate order) eradicated it, and they further underscore how often such combined materials were committed to divine or royal images.93 Creations such as these were beyond the wildest dreams of earlier craftspeople, however expert. The most skilled practitioners, especially those working in the media of most interest, became permanently attached to royal or other elite households or temples, were fed and supplied from their stores, and their persons and products, in effect, owned by others. By the 3rd millennium BC, Mesopotamian texts listed such artisans and their tools as war booty.94 This marked the birth of a tradition of royal-sponsored hyper-crafting that continued unbroken to the Fabergé eggs of Tsarist Russia, and beyond.
Fundamental economic transformations, meanwhile, were altering the manner and scale in which resources were exploited, wealth acquired and raw materials and goods produced and exchanged. As already illustrated by the estates of the Nile Delta, some of this entailed investment of accumulated wealth in capital-intensive projects of a scope hitherto unimaginable, and often involving mass workforces, whether free, dependant or enslaved captives. In addition to human sweat, it was now that the potential of animal secondary products was finally exploited to the full.95 One decisive element was traction. Regardless of where and when load-pulling and light ploughing initially evolved, teams of hulking male draft oxen, the state-of-the-art tractors of their age, came into their own on the immense, flat, ruralized hinterlands around the new towns and estates of Mesopotamia and Egypt.96 With ample labour available to bring in the harvest, these could be farmed extensively in large ploughed fields that yielded less per unit area than closely tended household plots, but higher absolute returns for the landowner. The same goes for four-wheeled wagons in Mesopotamia [7.11]. Over gentle ground and short distances these enormously eased the transport of crops and other bulk products. Satellite imagery of the Jazira reveals hollow ways radiating out from the towns, in part entrenched by the passage of such vehicles.97 Crop processing itself could be mechanized; an Uruk-period sealing from Arslantepe in central Anatolia illustrates a threshing sledge, the underside lined with cutting flints, maybe a widely distributed type known as ‘Canaanean blades’, also used for sickles [7.12].98 On the steppic fringes of Mesopotamia, herding of vast numbers of sheep and to a lesser extent goats for wool and milk products became feasible, too. There were ample hands to weave on an industrial scale, and woollen textiles, often coloured, patterned or otherwise decorated, came into their own. The milk-based products of large-scale dairying likewise now found a ready urban market, Under these circumstances, just as the processed products of olives, vines and other fruits had less to do with subsistence than sumptuary extravagance, so such exploitation of animals allied with other forms of wealth creation and display as much as the prosaic daily realities of nutrition.99

7.11  A 3rd-millennium BC clay model of a solid-wheeled, covered wagon, from Hammam in the central Jazira, today in eastern Syria.

7.12  Among the less familiar deployments of traction today is this animal-drawn threshing sledge, illustrated on a clay sealing from Arslantepe.
Terms such as ‘market’ and ‘capital’ bring us to arguably the most profound development associated with the emergence of the early Egyptian and Mesopotamian states and their urban populations. For within them, the socially instigated desires for lifestyle markers, driven by a conspicuous elite in this respect, led to the birth of the first consumer societies, while a parallel obsession with establishing gradations of quality, plus perhaps the branding of goods with standard packaging containers and seals of authentication, created what were, in effect, commodities.100 Unsurprisingly, the creation of measures of capacity in the 4th millennium BC was followed in the 3rd millennium by full-blown metrology.101 And crucially, aspirations, materials, weights and measures became articulated by the rudiments of a market operation and its modes of calculation, in which the value of things, which fluctuated with supply and demand, was pegged against certain standards, both at the level of exchange between rulers and internally between private people.102 If the essence of a market could develop millennia before the layout of marketplaces, so proto-currencies could emerge long before coinage, and indeed without such a medium of value equivalence it is hard to imagine how multilateral exchange of any complexity could have flourished. It was in this context that metals became of revolutionary significance, and differentiated from other attractive or rare materials and traditional status goods.
That metals became selected as the medium for proto-currencies was due not only to their glitter, relative rarity, portability, durability or even apparently universal appreciation, all of which contributed to their roles in elite culture, as we have seen, but were shared to varying degrees with rival materials. The decisive factor was their liquid convertibility, the fact that they could move to and fro between raw material, crafted object, and standard of value or, in effect, bullion.103 Henceforth, a metal item, no matter how costly in terms of the labour invested in it (the ‘added value’ of skilled crafting), or the social lustre gained by association with particular personalities or events, held the potential for an alternative life due to its ‘prime value’ as a lump of known quantity. Metal might be used to buy and sell, to pay taxes, even to finance a loan or repay a debt.104 The metal initially selected was copper. In Mesopotamia this had been reduced to utilitarian status by the later 3rd millennium BC and its role taken over by silver.105 In Egypt, however, copper retained this role for longer; silver was much rarer, likened to the moon, and only became a currency a thousand years later. Gold was allotted values relative to other metals, but remained universally above the level of currency, the precious metal par excellence, imbued with exalted symbolism. In the Akkadian period, ten shekels of silver, at that time about 110 g (3.9 oz), would buy one or two bulls, five or six rams, between two- and one-third of a slave (an unpleasant index of the fact that people had variable ‘added’ value according to their skills), 20 kg (45 lbs) of wool or 100 litres (25 gallons) of oil.106 Metal-based price structures enabled local equivalences to operate even at the village level, in grain, wool or slaves, and, of course, for transactions to occur without the presence of the metals themselves.
A cascade of consequences followed for metals.107 The written records attest to a surge in the amount of copper, silver and gold available in Mesopotamia and Egypt. This necessitated better extraction techniques, for example of copper from much richer but less easily smelted sulphide ores,108 and, as we shall see, the reorganization of metal-yielding landscapes around specialized communities resident permanently or seasonally at mines, often in remote locations. The commodification inherent in the use of metals as currencies encouraged production of standardized units, in other words ingots, while their abundance led to a growing preoccupation with control over access and the protection of values against inflation. Inflows and outflows in payments, gifts to courtiers or trade were monitored closely. The scarcity of precious metals outside elite circles was encouraged (even if contemporaries did not see it quite that way) by their lavish display in settings that put them permanently or temporarily out of reach, for example in the furnishing of temples, or royal burials. Ironically, however, the overwhelming importance of metal circulation helps to explain a growing problem in terms of archaeological visibility. For as metal objects acquired bullion value, the temptation to melt them down if damaged or simply of more use in another form grew rapidly. Analysis of silver items from late 4th-millennium BC Egypt and Levantine Tell esh-Shuna, for instance, has identified admixtures of gold that indicate the recycling of alloyed or gilt silver artifacts.109 Metal concentrations also made prime targets in warfare; the asset-stripped, burnt palace, whose archives enumerate the abundance of metals present just before disaster struck, becomes a regular archaeological frustration. The greatest accumulations that have survived to the present, and therefore exert a disproportionate effect on our understanding, did so thanks to freak circumstances: the few royal tombs that eluded ancient or modern robbers, notably at 3rd-millennium BC Ur, mid-2nd-millennium Mycenae and later that of Tutankhamun (soberingly, all quite minor from an archival perspective), hoards either ritually interred or buried in a panic but never recovered, the occasional building that burnt too fast to be emptied, and later a handful of shipwrecks. Such random troves apart, we are largely dependent on texts and the occasional image for our insights into the astonishing lost world of ancient metalwork.
The construction of value equivalences triggered ripples of emulation. Part of this occurred within the domain of metallic classification. One clue is the proliferation of alloys. While sometimes an unintended consequence of working with polymetallic ores, certain alloys were deliberate, including arsenic-rich coppers and the tin-copper bronzes that, as we will see later in this chapter, first appear regularly from the later 3rd millennium BC, after earlier sporadic instances. The assumption that these sought to improve mechanical and casting properties sometimes stands up to scrutiny of the functions to which the products were put, but not always, and an intriguing alternative is that alloys attempted to imitate the surface effects of precious metals, a silvery sheen in the case of arsenical copper, and a red-gold one in the case of bronze.110 Likewise, while a tendency towards skeuomorphism, the emulation of characteristics of one medium in another, was itself nothing new (recall the echoes of basketry, wood and textiles in Neolithic pot decoration), and even now was hardly restricted to metal originals (consider the newly explosive popularity of artificial, vitreous blue faience in the light of both lapis lazuli and Sinai turquoise), metallic features, such as gleam, angularity of contours, and construction features such as rivets, becomes a feature of production in other media from as early as the start of the Old Kingdom in Egypt.111
First Mediterranean repercussions
Why does much of the above matter, besides a neighbourly curiosity, to the history of the Mediterranean beyond the Nile Delta? First, many of the materials implicated did not occur naturally in Mesopotamia or Egypt and could only be acquired outside their borders, towards all points of the compass and including those that necessitated an engagement with the Mediterranean proper. Pragmatically, this was a function of the geology and ecology of alluvial plains, but it also owed much to an esteem for things brought from the ends of the known world as affirmations of the cultural centrality of the places where they were consumed, and the cosmic centrality of their rulers and gods.112 Such materials had to be procured in increasing amounts as consumption spirals took off. One means of doing so was trade, sometimes over extremely long ranges, and at first in valuable but low-bulk substances, as is witnessed in both respects by lapis lazuli.113 Alternatives flexed the first states’ man-mobilizing muscles, whether in the form of expeditions to extract directly from source,114 or booty raids to take from those living there, the latter easiest in the dawn years before other polities consolidated, and tempting because they directed violence outward against people deemed ‘foreigners’. From around 3500 BC all these means of acquisition irrupted into the southeast corner of the Mediterranean, and over the coming millennia their tentacles would feel their way cumulatively deeper into the basin.
A second reason is that many of the objects, technologies, economic practices, aesthetics, values and beliefs developing in Egypt and Mesopotamia were picked up by neighbouring Mediterranean societies, and thence spread widely, either overtly or in sometimes thick disguise.115 Those with a propensity to be deliberately transferred or to escape with ease were adopted swiftly and piecemeal. Others required wholesale social or economic reorganization, and so took longer or were rejected. Furthermore, such adoptions were catalysts that began to influence local aspirations and strategies. We shall find many examples in this and coming chapters of the enormous benefit of being the first to define the nature of the good life, its attributes and values, and conversely of the dependencies that this generated elsewhere.
The final reason to take a long look at Mesopotamia and Egypt at this stage is the suggestion, building on the first and second points, that in fact such interventions, demands and uptakes became the driving forces of change across the Mediterranean as a whole over the following millennia. This brings us back to ‘world-systems’ as a way of understanding the growth of large-scale societies and interregional economies in the Mediterranean (and the rest of Europe) from the 4th to 1st millennia BC, as raised in Chapter 1.116 This identifies a ‘core’ of urban societies with advanced agriculture and manufacture (initially Mesopotamia and Egypt), a ‘periphery’ of smaller societies (for our purposes initially in adjacent parts of the Mediterranean) engaged in unequal economic and ideological relations with the core, which they supplied with materials, receiving in return trappings of elite culture that bolstered nascent leaders, and a vast outer ‘margin’ of independent societies in which any escaping scraps of core culture lost their original meaning. Expansion was driven by burgeoning consumption at the centre and the tendency for peripheries to be structurally altered by interaction with the core, until they fused with it, driving peripheries and margins ever outward. There is much to recommend this as a schematic way of conceptualizing one of the principal emerging vectors of change in the Mediterranean, albeit in a way different from that in which its participants rationalized their actions, with often much reworking at the receiving ends, and havoc played by the connective possibilities of a central sea on any expectation of concentric zoning. But equally, this and the coming chapters will furnish ample evidence for other quite different and equally formative processes at work in the basin. We do best to conceptualize an emergent world-system in the east as a further newcomer among the many networks by now criss-crossing parts of the Mediterranean, even if one of exceptional extent and sometimes gigantic gravitational pull.
The ‘Uruk expansion’ between about 3600 and 3100 BC is a spectacular early example of such dynamics in operation.117 From the Zagros to Anatolia and west to the Syrian reaches of the Euphrates, clusters of south Mesopotamian features appear, including architecture, writing, cylinder seals, wine-jars and other pottery, notably the mass-produced bevelled-rim bowls used as bread moulds or ration units. Some were embedded in existing communities, others announce new foundations and a few overlie a destruction horizon. This spread has been variously attributed to colonies from the south running an extractive operation that siphoned off key resources (especially metals) to the advantage of their home cities, trading enclaves integrated in local interaction spheres and host societies, or refugees from faction-fights or overpopulation on the southern alluvium seeking a fresh start. Whatever its explanation, the Uruk expansion had a dramatic effect on its neighbours. In the metal-rich highlands of Anatolia, for example, the already relatively complex Copper Age community at Arslantepe was succeeded by one with thousands of Uruk-type sealings, public buildings including temples with wall-paintings, and rich metal finds, including spearheads and swords 60 cm (2 ft) long, one with silver inlay.118
For our purposes the key issue is how far Uruk connections spread towards the Mediterranean. At the westernmost swing of the great Euphrates bend, some 200 km (125 miles) from the Mediterranean coast, one of the most impressive new foundations of all was established around 3400 BC, on empty land. Habuba Kebira was a planned town of 18 ha (45 acres), defended by a thick wall covered by towers, with pottery typical of southern Mesopotamia, a dearth of agricultural tools that suggests that it obtained its food by other means, and residues of silver extraction [7.13].119 On the nearby heights of Jebel Aruda stood temples and grand houses. It is odd, therefore, that Uruk-related finds drop off sharply between here and the coast, with only a few bevelled-rim bowls reaching as far as the Amuq and Hama – little more, in fact, than was attested in the preceding Ubaid period.120 On these grounds it is commonly assumed that Habuba operated entirely upriver towards Anatolia. Yet its location lies too far south for this to make complete sense, while it averages the requirements for a western as well as northern gateway admirably. Most significantly, moreover, a few ultra-high status objects of Mesopotamian origin or association did get through to Egypt at this time, in particular cylinder seals, which were locally copied and help to explain fleeting Mesopotamian borrowings in early Egyptian elite art (notably motifs of entwined monsters and men mastering lions), and pieces of lapis lazuli in richly appointed tombs, some 4000 km (2500 miles) away from their source and, tellingly, cached en route as raw lumps of immense value at Jebel Aruda.121 A transfer less easy to understand in terms of its mechanism is that of the indented facade design, already encountered in Deltaic as well as upriver Egypt but with a deeper ancestry in Mesopotamia. Routes across the intervening deserts can be ruled out, as probably can direct circum-Arabian connections (though hints of intervening activities here are growing), leaving indirect linkage via the Levant as the most likely option. In short, what happened west of the Euphrates was a shift in articulation and actors, which enabled a few Mesopotamian objects to percolate to the Mediterranean seaboard, where their exalted value and associations ensured that they eventually gravitated into elite hands within Egypt. This flow marks the start of a new role for the Levantine sliver of the Mediterranean, as the sole conduit of interaction between these superpowers, whose awareness of each other’s existence surely remained at this stage dim and refracted.

7.13  Plan of the large Uruk foundation at Habuba Kebira, as revealed by rescue excavation in advance of dam construction and flooding.
Early in the 3rd millennium BC, Mesopotamia’s focus shifted to the south, via the Persian Gulf to copper sources in Oman and a sea-route to the emergent Harappan cities of the Indus Valley.122 Currently landlocked Ur, with its famous royal tombs, was a port for this trade, on a coastline that then thrust far inland. Levantine contacts carried on via intermediaries on the Euphrates, but only with the late 3rd-millennium BC hegemony of Akkad did the west again figure prominently in Mesopotamian geopolitics. The desire to establish access to metal sources, and now also cedar wood, was the stimulus, and cities in northern Syria were devastated along the way.123 The ‘silver mountain’ referred to in Akkadian texts denotes the Taurus. The ‘cedar forests’ also claimed as conquests may have been those of the Amanus range rather than more distant Lebanon; either way, they appear in the exploits of Gilgamesh, who killed their guardian, the monster Humbaba, and returned with their felled timbers. Earlier kings had found long, fragrant beams to span their buildings in the nearby Zagros, and this extension, to what in later times was reckoned as a half-year trek, argues for impressive transport logistics, even with the flow of the Euphrates to help the return journey.124 Not for nothing did Naram-Sin title himself King of the Four Quarters, and the cedar raid episode in the Epic of Gilgamesh, a work compiled from diverse traditions around or slightly after this time, likewise expresses an urge to dominate the uttermost ends of the world.125 It is in this context that we find the earliest Mesopotamian reference to the Mediterranean, or the small fragment of it that Akkadian expeditions encountered and named an Upper Sea, juxtaposed with their Lower Sea of the Persian Gulf, and facing which Sargon claimed to have erected images of himself.126 No trace of these has ever been found, but surviving Akkadian monuments in this genre give some idea of what may have once looked out over the lapis-blue waters of the Gulf of İskenderun [7.14].

7.14  Akkadian kings as divine world-conquerors: Naram-Sin, wearing the horns of a god, ascends a mountain above his victorious soldiers on this stele found at Susa, on the southeast borders of Mesopotamia. Similar monuments may once have been erected on the Mediterranean fringes of Akkad.
From an Egyptian viewpoint, there could be no such momentous discovery of the Mediterranean, for incorporation of the Nile Delta was an integral part of Egypt’s unification as a territorial state. But that state shared with Mesopotamia the problem that many of the materials it desired only existed outside its boundaries, even if these were relaxed to include the adjoining deserts and their manifold stones. Two routes lay south, one up the Nile to Nubia and its gold, the other, by about 2500 BC, via the Wadi Hammamat to the Red Sea and thence Punt (roughly Eritrea and the northern Horn of Africa), a source of tropical exotics.127 Egypt also engaged extensively with the Levant, as already attested by the transplantation of vines, and Uruk-type imports. Again, metals were critical, principally copper from Sinai and the southern Levant, and indirectly silver from more distant sources. But equally coveted were the woods, resins, aromatics, fruits and oils that flourished in Mediterranean environments, and above all cedar, in this case truly of Lebanon, whose hard, scented, decay-resistant red wood Egypt began to import a thousand years before Akkad, at first in tiny, but then ever-growing amounts.128 Flinders Petrie, excavating tombs at Abydos, found the sand so drenched in cedar oil that he could still detect its heady tang.129 Along this axis, several modes of acquisition coexisted, all exploiting the constricted entry- and exit points of the Nile to enforce a cosmological quarantine between the ordered kingdom along the river and the allegedly chaotic world beyond [7.15]. This also nicely facilitated royal oversight of the inflow of goods, and hence their use and dispersal within Egypt. In Sinai, state-organized quasi-military expeditions were mining copper and turquoise before the mid-3rd millennium BC, in a landscape formerly the exclusive preserve of pastoralists; juniper, with its piquant leaves and berries, may also have been transplanted from there to Egypt.130 In addition, however dubious the veracity of certain of the episodes of ‘smiting the Asiatic’ and raiding the ‘sand-dwellers’ proclaimed by Egypt’s rulers, there is no doubt that along the southern fringe of the Levant, attacks by the world’s largest state on its closest neighbours were often an effective means of obtaining materials or temporary obedience. An ivory handle from Abydos shows Levantine captives carrying jars [7.16], while a late 3rd-millennium BC text even refers to a marine raid at the ‘Antelope’s nose’, possibly a reference to the Carmel peninsula.131 Finally, there was trade and other forms of non-violent acquisition from Levantine people, ambiguously represented within Egypt as a form of ‘tribute’, and whose changing pattern over time rewards exploration in detail.

7.15  Schematic map of the main Egyptian modes of interaction with the southern Levant, showing the older overland axis with its concentration of finds at the terminus of the Ways of Horus, and the more northerly emphasis of its seaborne alternative.

7.16  Ivory handle from Abydos, showing people in Levantine dress bringing jars and other goods, possibly as captives.
Small-scale overland contact and transmission across northern Sinai, along a dry, briny coastal passage backed by dunes and rocks, had to date been effected by a patchy scatter of Copper Age groups between the Levant and the Delta. This pattern lasted until the climax of state formation in Egypt (roughly 3100–3000 BC), when the Egyptian presence intensified in the southern Levant and began to display a logistical structure indicative of official intervention.132 The Sinai passage became formalized as a 10-day, 250-km (150-mile) route known as the Ways of Horus. Around the Levantine terminus large stations were established, whose outfitting was strongly Egyptian, but made on the spot. Seals and sealings testify to controlling procedures, while ‘serekhs’ (royal monograms equivalent to later cartouches) of Narmer may connect to estates back in the Delta. Fortified Tel Erani, at 24 ha (60 acres), is one impressive example; another at En Besor, located at the best spring at the trailhead of the Ways, was organized around a big mud-brick building in Egyptian style with numerous bread moulds and beer jars for provisioning caravans; at newly discovered Tell el-Sakan, it is estimated that 90 per cent of the pottery is Egyptian in style or origin.133 Such stations managed a system that extended as far north as modern Tel Aviv, and through which Egyptian officials and their intermediaries extracted goods for export to Egypt, notably copper, oils and initially wine in the distinctive Levantine jars commonly found as imports (or local imitations) in Egypt itself. How much extraction was conducted by command, and how much through reciprocal trade, is hard to discern. Such state-led initiatives, or their less formal antecedents, were presumably also the means by which vines and Eurasian plough-traction were introduced to the Nile.
Around 2700–2600 BC this overland system fell into abeyance, replaced in the southern Levant by a less intrusive Old Kingdom network of contacts with rising local centres, plotted by a smattering of Egyptian prestige goods and a hub of connections at Beth Yerah in Galilee.134 Under the Old Kingdom contacts intensified by sea, following the inception of a minor maritime route in the late 4th millennium BC.135 In particular, the central Levantine coast, now northern Israel and Lebanon, was targeted for bulk imports of cedar, whose use, in a classic illustration of sky-rocketing consumer demand, had spread to coffins, architecture and watercraft in Egypt (the superbly preserved 26th-century BC, 43-m- (141-ft-) long royal barge of Khufu, or Cheops, he of the Great Pyramid, used 12 tonnes of cedar, with the shortest single hull plank 7 m (23 ft) long and 12 cm (almost 5 in.) thick) [7.17; PL. XXIII].136 Alongside this and other fragrant woods went oils and resins, Anatolian metals, rare stones, including a second pulse of lapis lazuli, and other goods. There was a clear logic to this shift. As Egypt established direct control over the Sinai mines, the need to obtain copper from presumably locally contested south Levantine sources evaporated, much as the inception of a home wine industry reduced, at least temporarily, the need for substantial imports. Attention switched to materials and substances that were only accessible further to the north.

7.17  Detail of the massive cedar-wood planking brought from Lebanon to make the solar boat of Khufu; note the shell- rather than frame-first construction.
The donkey and the sail
Two revolutionary innovations in transportation, sponsored by Egypt’s capital wealth and accumulated know-how, lent decisive impetus to these sequent initiatives, and remained of lasting importance long after this exemplary opening exercise in the large-scale extraction of the basin’s mineral and vegetal wealth was over. The first involved a newcomer to the Mediterranean’s portfolio of domestic animals. Donkeys evolved in northeast Africa from the native wild ass of the steppe-desert, plausibly a little before the middle of the 4th millennium BC and thanks to pastoralists desperate to increase their mobility as the land dried.137 A few bones are reported from Maadi and its south Levantine Copper Age contemporaries, the latter presumably tracing the first trialling across Sinai.138 Such humble beginnings were soon left behind, however, and donkeys became coveted possessions [7.19]. Ten in their prime were buried around 3000 BC beside a royal enclosure at Abydos, in a manner otherwise reserved for lions (and, as we shall see, river-craft), in Akkadian texts a donkey cost two to four times as much as a bull, and four times the price of a standard slave, and by the later 2nd millennium they fetched some $468 in today’s value, a sum that falls neatly midway within their current price range.139 It is not hard to see why. Donkeys can pull loads or be ridden, but it is as beasts of burden that their qualities truly shine. This was quickly appreciated, to judge by the spinal pathologies on those from Abydos, as well as a donkey figurine of similar date from south Levantine Azor, which sports two panniers [7.18]. They are able to carry some 50–90 kg (110–200 lbs) over 30–50 km (20–30 miles) a day, survive on the roughest of diets, and their adaptation to hot steppe conditions enables them to drink enough to go without water for several days, and endure extremes of dehydration and heat.140 Although lacking the dromedary’s ability to cross expanses of true desert, donkeys are more usefully flexible in the Mediterranean and its semi-arid surrounds. For long-range transport over uneven terrain they represented the first marked improvement on human portage, and when grouped into logistically well-supported caravans, such as those we can imagine plodding along the Ways of Horus, they could shift substantial aggregate bulk. As their use percolated into humbler communities, donkeys would prove no less useful for shuttling smaller loads over the short, hard, often vertical distances between Mediterranean micro-ecologies, thereby integrating dispersed landholdings and, on an intermediate scale, local central places with their hinterlands.

7.18  Clay model of a donkey carrying capacious panniers or jars, from Azor.

7.19  Fragment of the so-called ‘Libyan palette’, once similar in scale to that of Narmer’s, and of unknown provenance within Egypt. Between the bands of cattle and gazelle or goats runs a sequence of donkeys; more problematic in terms of the dry-land theme are the fruit-trees below, and walled settlements depicted on the reverse side.
The second innovation was the introduction of the sail, which had momentous repercussions.141 Up to this point, locomotion over water had relied on paddler-power, which imposed modest ceilings on size, speed and cargo comparable to overland travel in the last two respects. The harnessing of the wind changed this forever, and ushered in prototypes of the kinds of ships that would tie the Mediterranean, and indeed the world, together until the age of steam. By Classical times an average single day and night’s sail would cover some 100–50 km (60–90 miles),142 and although averages were rarely the reality at sea, and the first sailing ships assuredly slower and clumsier, even they represented a mighty blow against the ‘tyranny of distance’, and the advent of a new age of low-friction maritime bulk transport. For example, the ten days spent traversing the overland Ways of Horus compare reasonably with the time that would be needed for a parallel sea journey in a laden canoe, but an early sailing ship moving at an estimated 2–5 knots (4–9 km per hour) would cover the distance in one or two days.143 In the involuted geography of the Mediterranean, such straightforward land versus sea comparisons were rare, and all kinds of other factors often impinged, so the donkey’s future in long-range transport remained assured, but no wonder that in this specific case, a state-sponsored effort to establish efficient, direct connections, the overland route withered once sea traffic took off.
Where sailing was invented is uncertain, and several epicentres may have risen across the planet.144 One possibility is the Persian Gulf, with its shallow tongue then protruding into southern Mesopotamia. As we found in Chapter 6, this was travelled in reed boats by the late 6th and early 5th millennia BC, but a contemporary image of a purportedly masted craft is sadly inconclusive.145 A 4th-millennium BC start shuttling between the coastal cities of Mesopotamia and Susa is also plausible, and sails must certainly have been used on 3rd-millennium BC voyages to the Indus, in which context their competitive edge explains the switch in long-range eastern trade from overland to sea-routes.146 The best evidence, however, comes from the Nile. There can be no doubt that boats had been part of life on the river for millennia; deep-channel fishing and riverboat models had a long history, while the Egyptian language contains over eighty words for watercraft.147 Moreover, unlike the rivers of Mesopotamia, the Nile was a perfect experimental laboratory, in which the current conveyed boats downstream, while the prevailing winds from the north, with something to catch on, could propel them back up against the flow.148 About 3500 BC, large angular boats appear in upriver imagery, with deck cabins, long steering oars at the rear and bristling with paddlers.149 Plank-built construction is proven by the discovery of fourteen such craft buried at Abydos in around 3050 BC, one over 17 m (55 ft) long. The Abydos boats were oddly held together by cross-hull lashings, a relic of reed-bundle craft, or possibly connected to the need to dismantle ships for desert carriage to the Red Sea or around Nile cataracts. Their wood was poor, mainly local sycamore, acacia and tamarisk. Although such boats are depicted and excavated in association with royal ceremony and fighting, they surely also played a less glamorous role in shifting goods, tribute and grain up and down the river. A few of the images sport palm fronds or banners mounted in the bows, and after 3200 BC these quasi-sails were replaced by depictions of the real thing: square, forward-mounted and presumably linen, the most unimpeachable from an aspiring elite burial at Qustul far upriver in Nubia [7.20] (another, better known example is unprovenanced and unfortunately may number among fakes made for the early 20th-century AD antiquities market).150 The adaptation of a riverine vessel into a seagoing craft able to handle the Mediterranean’s changeable winds and rough waves was far from straightforward. Nile craft had a shallow freeboard (which encouraged the retention of paddled locomotion), low manoeuvrability with the sail placed so far forward, and no keel. Quite where and when the conversion to marine conditions was effected is guesswork, but the likeliest answer is the Delta early in the 3rd millennium BC, just as Egyptian wadj wer, or ‘the Great Green’, began to connote the sea as opposed to Deltaic marshes.151 For over 2000 years sea traffic was received at river-ports inside the Delta, similar to others further up the Nile (as well as the Mesopotamian karum, originally a river quay), but thanks to the sea’s influx able to operate year-round, even when the river was at its lowest. Only in the 1st millennium BC were harbours finally built out on the marshy, shifting coast itself.152

7.20  Roll-out of the images on a cylindrical incense burner from Qustul in Nubia, modern Sudan, showing several rivercraft, that on the right with a partially preserved, forward-mounted square sail and approaching a large structure with indented facade.
The mist lifts with a suite of Old Kingdom texts and images.153 An inscription of the pharaoh Sneferu (2613–2589 BC), a major builder himself and father of Khufu, the greatest of all, records a convoy of forty ships filled with wood, a neat revelation of the feedback cycle between growing access to foreign timber and a take-off in the scale of shipping. Trade by sea is mentioned on the so-called Palermo Stone, but the funerary monuments of Sahure (2487–2475 BC) and Unas (2375–2345 BC) are the first to illustrate the vessels involved [7.21]. They depict solid, seagoing ships with bipod or tripod masts, long oars for manoeuvring or ancillary travel, a truss from stem to stern holding the ship together (another relic of reed-built techniques), heavy stone anchors, a mixture of stereotypical Egyptians and Levantine people, the latter including children and so probably captives rather than emissaries or crew, all performing onboard obeisance to pharaoh, plus a cargo of jugs and, less predictably, bears, the last a reminder of the kinds of exotics that we tend to forget. The sail was supported by a yard above and boom below, as would remain standard for a thousand years. This rig, and the stepping of the mast further back, may have allowed headway as much as 30 degrees off the wind.154 In combination with some tacking or jibing ability, the on- and offshore coastal breezes and, as a last resort, the leverage of long oars, this permitted progress up the Levantine coast even against prevailing winds.155 The overwhelming impression is of the sheer scale of these machines, their complexity and the intricacies of wood, linen, rope, joinery and rigging, handling know-how, and even the bodily discipline of rowing backwards. In later times they could still cost a fortune; in 2nd-millennium Egypt a tall mainmast alone, typically 16 m (52 ft) high, was priced similarly to a slave.156 All this argues that the first sailing ships represented an acme of state-level endeavour. For now, the image of one such prototype nudging free of the last mud-shoals and reed-banks into the choppy, still silt-stained waters of the open sea offers as evocative a symbol as one could desire of the changing face of the Mediterranean.

7.21  Well-preserved illustration of an Old Kingdom seagoing ship from the mortuary temple of Sahure at Abusir.
The Levant at the crossroads
The position of the Levant, once part of the Neolithic nucleus, and subsequently home to the most diversified farming and spectacular metallurgy in the Mediterranean, was changed forever during the Early Bronze Age (3500–2000 BC). So far in this chapter we have encountered it as a periphery of newly giant neighbours, at the start of a long, if interestingly discontinuous, path that would lead to political dependency and, by the middle of the 1st millennium BC, provincial incorporation. But there is another, less negative, viewpoint: that from within. How did people there react to and reap advantage from the fluke of geography that rendered them the sole intermediaries between Egypt and Mesopotamia, and purveyors of substances in demand in both? Equally, how did internal Levantine traditions and conditions, themselves shifting as climates became drier, shape local lifestyles and alter the rules of wider engagement? Such issues force us to investigate bottom-up as well as top-down. This is a matter of vital importance, both because the over-assumption of world-systemic stimulus has had an unfortunate tendency to dampen efforts to explore how local and wider Mediterranean conditions contributed to the creation of societies in the Levant that were far from simulacra of their alluvial neighbours, and because it enables us to examine the Levant alongside the rest of the basin, as well as against a looming eastern and southern backdrop.157 The lessons learned here will prove repeatedly significant in coming chapters, as the kinds of large-scale connections in which the Levant was already enmeshed spread further into the Mediterranean.
Different ecologies, traditions and exposure to external influences ensured that late 4th and 3rd millennia BC Levantine societies were far from homogeneous. A major division lay between north and south, with larger-scale developments in the former, and more obvious loss around 3500 BC of the Copper Age spike of complexity in the latter, possibly hastened by a short arid snap, and including the demise of farming and a switch to pastoralism in the Beersheba Valley. How much this owed to the differing nature of outside contacts, and how much to the less constricted and better-watered landscapes in the north, remains an instructively open question. Distinctions can also be picked out between the interior and Mediterranean coast. For all this, however, we can make certain generalizations. Although settlements fluctuated in population, and were sometimes abandoned, especially in the south, the overall growth of large tells is a testimony to community organization, stable landholding, reliable connections and robust agriculture.158 Concerning the last of these, the legacy of the later Neolithic and Copper Age was a complex, superbly flexible range of options, pre-adapted not only to the environmental conditions now becoming prevalent, but also to the new market for its products, the demand for which now began to encourage a concentration on particular optimal crops or animal yields in certain regions, as well as more explicit integration of these regions’ specialized products into a wider economic network.159
Beyond the original farming base, this comprised vines, olives and other tree crops, as well as routine use of animals for traction, carriage, dairy foods and wool, recently supplemented, thanks to widening connections, by mechanized ploughing, threshing and wheeled transport.160 Water management, suspected in the Copper Age if not earlier, becomes indisputably visible. Early Bronze Age Wadi Feinan in Jordan was criss-crossed with small check dams, water-diverters and receiving fields,161 while at Khirbet Umbashi and Jawa in the eastern borderlands of Jordan and Syria, channels and reservoirs harvested run-off from a large area of undulating volcanic steppe-desert, enabling the herding of vast flocks of sheep and goat, together with back-up cereal crops, by pastoralists geared to provide large quantities of dairy products to emergent urban markets further west [7.22].162 Similarly specialized pastoralism, probably on a smaller scale, flourished in the Negev.163 A parallel boom in upland settlement is often taken to reflect growing demand for vines and olives, although different explanations for a similar trend across much of Mediterranean Europe, as we shall see, urge caution and the association may be most valid for specific micro-ecologies, such as the rain-catching, rugged hills of northwest Israel and Lebanon, that offered the best prospects in this respect.164 Terrace walls are notoriously hard to date, and the first appearance of the extensive, contour-wrapping versions characteristic of much the Mediterranean today definitely falls much later (in most regions around or after the end-date of this book), but simple cross-slope efforts to retain soil and moisture may also date this far back in the Levantine hills, and indeed differ little in principle from the check dams being built in dry-land areas.165 Lastly, where the mountains rose higher, above farms and orchards alike towered great silent forests, rich in aromatic, resinous species such as pine, juniper, box and cedar.

7.22  Complex installations for water management and animal penning sustained the large-scale exploitation of sheep and goat for their secondary products at the steppic site of Khirbet Umbashi in modern-day southern Syria: (left) map of the system of channels, dams and pools; (right) corrals and other structures in the southwest built area.
Let us look first at the north, where the cessation of Uruk contacts left behind a landscape of small centres, widespread contacts and enduring legacies, such as the cylinder seal and the fast potter’s wheel, used to churn out masses of drinking goblets. Exactly how the sequel to this phase came about is frustratingly obscure, and would undoubtedly benefit from closer comparison with what we shall find further west in the Mediterranean as well as what we have seen further east in Mesopotamia.166 But fast changes must have occurred over the middle centuries of the 3rd millennium, because by 2400 BC at least one urban, literate polity was in full swing less than 80 km (50 miles) from the shores of the Mediterranean. This is Ebla, today Tell Mardikh, situated on a prominent hilltop settled since 3500 BC in the rolling country southwest of Aleppo, in a classic Mediterranean micro-region of arable, hills and wetland mapped onto an increasingly strategic crossroads where the Levantine corridor met the route from the Euphrates and passages into Anatolia – an auspicious location at every level [PL. XXV].167
Even by the most cautious readings, the evidence from Ebla blazes across our horizons like a comet. The later 3rd-millennium site was a town of 55 ha (135 acres), surrounded by a 6-m- (20-ft-) thick fortification wall, and dominated by a multi-storey palace building. Only part of the latter has been exposed, mainly a grand staircase clad in fine wood with a shell-inlaid flower design, and an archive room that held a staggering 17,000 cuneiform tablets [1.9]. Many of the tablets are written in a local west Semitic tongue with borrowings from the Sumerian language of southern Mesopotamia, but there are also texts in Akkadian, which had started to become a shared language of communication over long distances. The tablets contain records of the administration of the palace’s economy, exchanges of letters concerning trade, politics and elite intermarriage with other powers in the east, royal decrees, and the hymns and myths of already ancient Mesopotamian divinities, as well as east Mediterranean ones like the sea god Dagan, who survived to be excoriated in the Old Testament. From the tablets, we learn that Ebla ruled a kingdom of at least 10,000 sq. km (3850 sq. miles; larger than Cyprus, Crete, Corsica or indeed the contemporary Nile Delta), delimited to the west by a line of small coastal polities, to the south by others along the Orontes, and to the north and east by major powers on the Euphrates of whom we will hear again, notably the already booming entrepôt of Mari.168 This domain was constructed from a mosaic of formerly autonomous smaller towns and villages, now ruralized by their subordination to an urban-centred state (entire villages were bought and sold), and their inhabitants effectively reduced, like those of the Delta, to the status of peasants.169 The mechanisms of territorial aggrandizement were warfare interspersed with diplomatically, often nuptially, brokered outbreaks of peace – other decorative cut-out inlays show Ebla’s enemies put to the sword and their severed heads counted, in grisly contrast to the flowery royal stairway [7.23]. The last king of this phase in Ebla’s life was one Ishar-Damu, and we are reasonably confident that his own city and palace were in turn sacked and torched by Sargon or Naram-Sin of Akkad.

7.23  A darker side to palatial power: fine limestone inlay from Ebla, once set in a large wooden beam, showing the collection of severed heads of enemies.
This was no reincarnation further west of Uruk-period Habuba Kebira, and for all its Mesopotamian cultural trappings, Ebla differs in intriguing details suggestive of local Levantine traditions. For one thing, the apex of the social pyramid was broader and blunter than appears to have been the case by now in Mesopotamia. Ebla’s kings were less powerful and self-glorifying in art and literature, and the presence of decision-making councils and assemblies was unusually strong.170 Moreover, the size and role of temples, although imposing in local terms, was modest by Mesopotamian standards. Although the basic idea of a town focused on a royal palace that served as the king’s house and ceremonial focus, a hub of economic and administrative activity, place of storage and hotspot of craft production, was ultimately of Mesopotamian and probably Egyptian origin (if not in fact generic to most early states), specific practices at Ebla were idiosyncratic: the administration was simpler, for example, and access to the palace’s courts less constricted. Altogether, Ebla provides the earliest attested example of a species of palace-based economy, adapted to Mediterranean conditions, that would thrive in parts of the eastern half of the basin for more than a millennium, and come to dominate much of its life.
The archives reveal marvellous vignettes of capital-intensive farming methods in a Mediterranean environment.171 The palace engaged in cereals mainly for the sake of labour rations, and vines and olives for wine and oil, both to supply the palace and as cash crops for market circulation. In what seem to be locations on higher ground, olives often predominate – one queen, for example, granted a priestess land with 16,320 units of olives, 8800 of ‘sowable’, and a compact 630 of vineyard. Royal and other elite holdings consisted not only of estates (some worked by the oxen and wagons recorded as stabled at the palace), but also scattered holdings among the kingdom’s villages. A man by the name of Irniba owned 30,600 units spread over twenty-one locations, a portfolio that may reflect his canny approach to risk spreading, conscious cherry-picking of the best plots, sporadic royal munificence, complex inheritance patterns, or a combination of any or all of these. In addition, sheep flocks numbered in the tens of thousands, and fed a textile industry in which the royal family held a considerable stake. This was a palace economy geared to wealth extraction and the mobilization of surplus on a huge scale, a system tilted to the elite’s advantage with little besides ceremonial panaceas and security-at-a-price given in return to the mass of small-scale farmers.
Fine crafting and trade comprised the other major wealth-generating activities, although Akkadian ransacking has ensured that the material residues are thinner than the textual in this respect. Surviving hints include Egyptian stone bowls, some bearing royal cartouches, 22 kg (almost 50 lbs) of raw lapis lazuli (surely an oversight, given that the palace’s archive lovingly detailed dozens of varieties among its prized possessions), and fragments of multimedia figures and furniture in stone, metal, wood, ivory, bone and shell [7.24].172 But it is from the archive that we learn of the 800 women weaving, grinding corn and cooking, the 500 smiths, 140–60 carpenters, 30–40 physicians, 26–30 musicians and 14 barbers – several thousand people by most estimates – supported (if the term is not too charitable; these people were dependants, and mostly unfree) by rations or payments from the palace.173 The tablets also tell us something of the palace’s priorities: lists of goods and raw materials are largely restricted to metals, lapis lazuli and richly patterned, coloured woollen cloth. Many of the products of industry were used internally by the elite (apparently a few hundred people) during celebrations of births, marriages and victories, or offered to the gods. Others were given out to lower officials and other retainers as gifts or reward for services (creating a palace-affiliated ‘look’ in, for example, jewelry and costume). And large amounts were committed to external trade with other entrepôts, notably Mari, some 400 km (250 miles) away to the east.

7.24  Elite material culture at Ebla: (left) small multimedia figure of a man-headed bull familiar from Mesopotamia, with golden body over a wooden core and steatite beard; (right) Egyptian import in the form of the lid of a stone perfume jar carved with the name of the late Old Kingdom pharaoh Pepi I.
Metals had infiltrated the Eblaite economy to an astonishing degree, in both quantitative and qualitative terms, and they were regularly on the move.174 Silver was the value standard by this time, with gold at Ebla two-and-a-half to five times as valuable but copper only a twentieth its cost. An annual average of as much as 45 kg (100 lbs)of gold and five to ten times this weight in silver passed through the palace in the fifty years of activity revealed by the archive, with individual transactions that varied from a few grams to almost 1.5 tonnes (the former underlining the penetration of the economy at the micro-level, the latter the staggering maxima). Most metal was obtained for the palace through trade, or from officials granted the right to tax-farm the peasantry in kind, with the expectation that they pay their own dues in metallic form (a clear sign of smooth convertibility). With respect to trade, Ebla’s intermediate location between Mesopotamia, Egypt and the Anatolian metal zone was highly propitious, for while in late 3rd-millennium BC Mesopotamia the value of silver to gold was 10:1, in Egypt (where gold was easily obtained) it was as high as 1:2–1:3.5. Ebla’s ratio reflects a middleman position, further brought out by its interest in silver-gold alloys. There is little doubt that it played these early, and as yet unintegrated, exchange rates to the full.
The wonders of Ebla should not blind us to other probably comparable polities in the north, along the Orontes Valley at Hama and the huge tell of Qatna, as well as substantial dependent towns such as 25-ha (60-acre) Umm el-Marra, in the Jabbul plain east of Aleppo, where a prominent free-standing funerary monument contained the burials of high-status women, their babies, several men, donkey skulls, wooden coffins and the familiar litany of gold, silver and lapis lazuli.175 But as we track southward, the scale of settlement and social organization tends to contract.176 Several communities in northern Israel fell into the 20–30 ha (50–75 acre) range at certain times in their oscillating histories and can lay claim with some credibility to urban status, notably the well-known later sites of Dan, Hazor and above all Megiddo, the last of which boasted several shrines and a circular altar. But surrounding them, and further south, settlement size shrinks until we run into the Egyptian outposts on the marches of Sinai. Neatly fortified Arad, a heavily excavated site on the edge of the Negev, covered only 6 ha (15 acres), divided into clusters of housing and small shrines [7.25]; Ai, equally interesting as the earliest large settlement to emerge in the relatively recently settled hill country, was barely double this. Moreover, southern communities were often unstable; Megiddo virtually vanishes for the first centuries of the 3rd millennium BC, despite an apparently short wet spell in the south around this time, and several sites on hilltops seem to have imitated tells to grace themselves with a false antiquity.

7.25  View of Arad, showing houses and the bastioned fortification wall in a dry landscape.
Some south Levantine settlements possessed facilities for bulk storage of grain or olive oil, for instance an impressive multisiloed granary at Beth Yerah [7.26], while later 3rd-millennium BC Tel Yarmouth sported a modest ‘palace’ also with ample provision of storerooms.177 Whether these reflect an elite’s tax on family production, the proceeds of capital-intensive farming by such people, or stores set aside by the community as a whole against a bad harvest is anyone’s guess. The overall impression is that households maintained much of their autonomy, and that despite efforts to identify chiefs or kings (and thence states), the reality, at least south of Megiddo, was still a landscape of large and small villages, run by quite self-effacing groups of powerful individuals or families – much as in the Copper Age, if culturally with a different aspect.178 Communal charnel houses for the remains of the dead, and other scatters of modest built graves outside settlements, likewise point to relatively small-scale inequalities, as does the fact that, despite connections to Egypt and the north, no form of writing, little power imagery and only sporadic bureaucratic use of seals were at this stage adopted.179 Trade patterns were also lively but mainly regional, stitching together the variegated landscape as they had for millennia.




7.26  Large-scale storage for cereals at the multi-siloed granary of Beth Yerah, shown in plan and conjectural domed reconstruction.
The potential exceptions to this last assessment are wine and copper, both of which were at some stage exported to Egypt, albeit not always through mechanisms that fall under the category of ‘trade’ (oil exports, to judge by the clay provenance of the containers, came primarily from further north).180 These showed striking resilience in the face of changing Egyptian strategies. South Levantine wine exports declined once Egypt established its own vineyards, but with tellingly little effect on local levels of production and consumption.181 Copper production intensified to an industrial scale, now focused at special-purpose installations near the ore sources, all remote places on the edge of the dry zone. Those at Wadi Feinan are mercifully undamaged by later mining and provide a sharp picture of the chain of operations from mine galleries to smelting, casting of standardized objects and recycling of waste droplets and artifacts [7.27; PL. XXVII], all overseen by a village-level community amidst a populous landscape neatly divided between metallurgy, farming and pastoralism.182 Hundreds if not thousands of tonnes of slag accumulated, and the resultant pure copper was cast into small bar-shaped ingots for ease of transport. On the coastal plain at Kfar Monash, hundreds of the 800 copper sheets discovered with a hoard of tools and weapons also seem to be units for trade.183 Certainly, much of this copper was siphoned off south until Egypt had enforced its monopoly over the Sinai ores and pulled back its Levantine outposts. But again it is striking that the climax at Feinan, and at Arad, which handled transport west, actually occurred after this switch. This implies that local consumption more than buoyed up local production, or that copper exports were redirected to other parts of the Levant, perhaps via the growing coastal sea-route.

7.27  The abundant evidence for 3rd-millennium BC copper metalworking at Wadi Feinan includes: (top) moulds for casting objects and slender ingots; (below left) the crescentic ingots themselves; (below right) items re-melted in a bowl-shaped crucible.
A consequent question is whether or not the overbearing proximity of Egypt had a suppressing impact on south Levantine societies. Was this, in recent economic parlance, a case of the ‘development of under-development’?184 The limited size and often interrupted lives of even major settlements, as well as (less open to alternative environmental explanation) Egypt’s intermittent ‘smiting’ claims, could hint that this was indeed so. In addition, there is a strange paucity of wealth goods in the south, especially precious metals, relative to the Copper Age and contemporary societies further north. If the theory is correct, the heaviest impact fell early, during the rapacious phase of Egyptian outposts, when imports and exports do seem exceptionally skewed. The partial disengagement of Egypt and its shift towards maritime destinations further north, which is sometimes claimed to have brought about a crisis in the south, seems on the contrary to have eased conditions and opened up local opportunities. In addition to continuity in viticulture and a surge in copper production, it was at this stage, too, that major southern settlements began to construct fortifications, ever more ambitiously as the millennium continued, and arguably more reflective of internal rivalries during a phase of regional prosperity than fear of the odd Egyptian raid.185 The lesson for us is that becoming a backwater in world-systemic terms could have compensating advantages at a local level.
The maritime Levant comes of age
Before we take our leave of the Levant, what of its coasts and seas, which were being plied during the 3rd millennium BC by Egyptian sailing ships? This relatively straight shore, with few embayments larger than a river mouth and a feeble smatter of islets, mostly sandstone remnants of Pleistocene beach dunes, played little part in the genesis of Mediterranean seafaring, save at its northern terminus in the embracing curve of the Gulf of İskenderun. Nor is there much indication of later Neolithic and Copper Age sea traffic along its length. All this changed during the later 4th and especially the 3rd millennia BC, which mark the start of a fundamental Levantine realignment towards the maritime world, whose significance becomes clear if we consider that within 2000 years it would culminate in the Phoenician connections that encompassed the entire length of the basin. This volte-face, without which the Levant might have stayed as terrestrial in orientation as much of North Africa, was highly contingent on the region’s recently acquired role as middleman between Mesopotamia and Egypt (as well as metal-rich Anatolia, and soon additional players further west), combined with the desirability abroad of its own products, decisively consolidated by the invention of a propulsion device that suddenly made bulk sea transport fast and efficient.
Yet, as with Ebla, whatever the initial debt to external circumstances, the new conditions were quickly seized upon and transformed by those Mediterranean people in the right place at the right time. Indeed, although Egypt’s first seagoing ships take the limelight in terms of the formalization of maritime routes and explosion in scale, a few late 4th-millennium BC stirrings of sea connections pre-date them.186 These take the form of crude boat images at Megiddo and Tel Erani, and a few pots netted from the seabed off Israel, one of Egyptian clay and still holding freshwater Nile molluscs, perhaps bait or a seafarer’s snack. And in one stretch of the central Levant where the plain between the sea and mountains narrows to just 4–5 km (2.5–3 miles), rendering alternatives to agriculture especially attractive, on a small cliff-girt promontory below the cedar-clad peaks of Lebanon, a few of the thousands of jar burials in the cemetery of one coastal village clustered around a spring became peculiarly rich in silver and other exotic imports.187 That community was Gebal, better known by its Greek name of Byblos (a suggestive reference to papyrus, and only thence to books), and its rise surely began as a local entrepôt and instigator of sea traffic up and down the coast [7.28]. In the early 3rd millennium BC, as Egypt’s appetite for the timber in Byblos’s immediate hinterland intensified, a special relationship began to blossom. A late 2nd-Dynasty royal stone bowl has been found there, and from the nearby mouth of the Adonis River (named for a Levantine deity and now the Nahr Ibrahim), which runs blood-red with iron-rich soils each spring, comes the lucky find of an axe engraved with the name of a 4th-Dynasty lumberjack gang or ship’s crew, one of several Egyptian formalized work groups that acquired nautical links.188 From now on, Byblos appears disproportionately often relative to other Levantine places in Egyptian records, and was accorded a special role in Egyptian cosmology. The very sailing craft that tied this economic, political and sacred knot became known in time as ‘Byblos ships’.189

7.28  Aerial view of the coastal site of Byblos, overlooked by its Crusader castle and hemmed in by the modern town. The surprisingly small, densely packed nature of the ancient settlement is readily apparent.
A closer look at this striking community as it evolved over the 3rd millennium BC proves rewarding.190 Just like Ebla, Byblos resulted from a fusion of the local and external, but with radically different results. It stands as a prototype of a distinct kind of maritime community that would materialize all over the Mediterranean in the years to come – extending further and later, indeed, than the palatial system. The principal structures were a probable ruler’s residence, the temple to Ba’alat Gebal (the ‘Lady of Byblos’), and a ritual enclosure close to the ‘sacred lake’ conjured out of the former waterhole. Local culture predominated, but Egyptian elements existed in profusion too, particularly in the vicinity of the temple, where the Lady’s cult blended with a montane manifestation of Egyptian Hathor. Egyptian votives are intriguing in their variety, for they include socially modest gifts, including cosmetic pots with female associations, as well as vessels engraved with royal names, including that of Pepi I (2321–2287 BC), who celebrated his jubilee with offerings at the twin poles of his world, at Byblos and Elephantine, above the Nile’s First Cataract – a cautionary illustration of the symbolic significance behind some of what we often uniformly gloss as trade.191 The stone vessels dedicated at the temple differed from those in the ruler’s residence, for while most of the former were ritual items, the latter comprised tableware similar to Egyptian gifts at the palace of Ebla.192 From its fame, far-flung contacts and the quantity of cedar and other goods passing through it by this stage, one might imagine that Byblos had grown into a mighty city. In fact, as far as we can determine, it remained remarkably small, slightly more than 5 ha (12 acres), with a population of 1000–2000. It is hard to call this a kingdom with a straight face, and ‘state’ is quite absurd, yet it was a place of considerable wealth, and one that conducted relations at least partly on its own terms with some of the most powerful kings of its day. Herein lies Byblos’s long-term significance, for the later Mediterranean would see many more small, rich and dynamic sea-trader polities (here the looser term is definitely helpful) effloresce at key junctures and places in subsequent history. Many arose, like Byblos, bottom-up from local entrepôts, routes and networks; a few, notably Tyre and Aegina, would finally challenge in wealth and influence the greatest territorial powers of their day.
Mention of Tyre encourages us to look beyond the admittedly exceptional case of Byblos. Despite difficulties in digging down to the deepest levels of subsequently burgeoning cities on the sea, there is little doubt that a string of other maritime centres emerged at propitious points on the Levantine coast. The previously insignificant offshore islet of Tyre, which offered sheltered anchorages and some insulation from the tergiversations of mainland life, was first occupied in the 3rd millennium BC.193 Its later priests told Herodotus that they believed that rites began there 2300 years earlier, a close enough stab to hint at accurate dynastic or temple-based year counts; another intriguing Tyrian legend connects its origins to canoe traffic.194 Sidon, also a future Phoenician city, moved closer to the shore and traded up and down the coast, as did the ancestor of Beirut.195 In the north, newly fortified Ras Shamra may be identifiable in the archive of Ebla by its ancient name of Ugarit, and in the south Ashkelon began to emerge.196 Several features of Levantine pottery also reveal the growing importance of maritime connections, increasingly to the north as well as south. In particular, the trade in olive oil, resinous liquids and wine (the last less often destined for Egypt) that was taking off in the central stretch, now comprising northern Israel and stretching into Lebanon, stimulated the design of the first jars for bulk transportation of liquids by sea (torpedo-shaped Copper Age vessels for oil reflected a false start earlier and slightly further south, in the context of overland movement).197 Hard-fired, tough, ‘metallic ware’ jars with highly recognizable combed decoration were ancestral to the amphorae of the 2nd millennium BC, while a range of red-polished or painted jars and jugs accentuated their appearance to advertise the product contained or point of origin – in short the rudiments of a potentially competitive marketing ploy.198
The growth of maritime trade along the Levant raises an inevitable question. Egyptian priority in the introduction of sail technology to the Mediterranean is not in doubt, nor is the reality of royal convoys from the Nile during the 3rd millennium BC. But can we take pharaonic decrees as a complete reflection of who controlled traffic up and down the coast? Were all Levantine people depicted in the Egyptian ships on Old Kingdom monuments in reality captives, and how soon did Levantine maritime communities with easy access to high-quality timber invest in construction of sailing ships themselves, perhaps further customizing them for Mediterranean conditions? In short, when did ‘Byblos ships’ start to have a Byblite or otherwise Levantine element in their ownership as well as design and route? The answer is likely to be increasingly so as the 3rd millennium BC rolled on, and certainly by the late 3rd-millennium replica stone anchors were being dedicated at a new, thoroughly un-Egyptian tower temple at Byblos.199
Over the same time span, maritime interaction spread up the northern Levant, past the Amanus forests and glimpses or even landfalls at Cyprus, to Early Bronze Age Tarsus, fortified, widely connected to north and east, and itself contributor of a pot to a 4th-Dynasty tomb at Giza in Egypt.200 Just 80 km (50 miles) beyond Tarsus, but 1800 m (5900 ft) up in the ‘silver mountain’ via the Cilician Gates, huge volumes of diverse ores were being extracted at the labyrinthine Kestel mine and turned into metal at a nearby miners’ village at Göltepe, a rough place of wattle-and-daub pit houses and industrial smelting gear, surrounded by carefully managed woodland fuel supplies.201 This was conveyed down to the coast and into the maritime sphere, or overland towards Ebla and further east, or north into the Anatolian interior, which was occupied as far as the Caucasus by gradually urbanizing societies extravagant in their deposition of metal wealth, and themselves foci of metallurgical experimentation, fired by trade and technological interplay with the lowland cities to their south, both of which tempted military bids at overlordship by the Akkadian kings.202 Post-Uruk Arslantepe boasted a tomb crammed with seventy-five items in silver, copper and various alloys, topped off with four teenage sacrifices, a boy and three girls.203 Accumulations of metalwork with Pontic parallels were buried in around 2300 BC at Alacahöyük, including an ultra-rare meteoric iron dagger with a gold handle, while hoards at Mahmatlar and the rising site of Troy in the far northwest contained silver ingots among other glitzier finds, and reflect an uneasy position between the world of metal equivalences to the southeast and a quite different approach to metals beyond, in Mediterranean Europe.204 Most such places lay beyond the reach of sea traffic, but Troy, at least, faced a Mediterranean shore as well as the interior. Did a few ‘Byblos ships’ (in any sense) probe tentatively further on, towards the Aegean? Here we cross the junction between the Mediterranean we have explored so far in this chapter, and another crystallizing independently to the west.
Prickly leaves and brazen men
People along the northern side of the Mediterranean during the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC also began to forge different kinds of lives from their Neolithic predecessors, but removed from direct contact with Egypt and Mesopotamia. In world-systems parlance most inhabited an obscure margin that refracted beyond recognition the meanings of any eastern objects or ideas that attained the escape velocity to reach it. From our point of view, however, the advantage of this distance is that it renders these parts of the basin the best in which to explore how Mediterranean societies could transform themselves bottom-up, largely or wholly without eastern input, and in concert with the basin’s shifting environments. We already suspect that such processes played a larger role in the Levant than can easily be isolated from the sound and fury to the south and east. In west Anatolia and parts of the Aegean, where interfaces with the Levant began in turn to inject a boost by the later 3rd millennium, untangling trajectories still requires care, though eastern echoes grow rapidly fainter and more selective with distance. But further west, as far as the Atlantic, what happened did so independently, embedded in Mediterranean circumstances, and with striking resemblances across the basin.
Compared with the tangle of period names in Chapter 6, the late 4th and entire 3rd millennia BC are straightforward. Following various terminal Neolithics that ended between 3500 and 3000 BC come the Copper ages of the west and centre, and the Early Bronze Age of the Aegean, with Italy and Dalmatia shifting from Copper to Early Bronze ages shortly after the mid-3rd millennium. But what is in these names? Strictly speaking, the latter is a misnomer, because true bronze, an alloy of copper and much rarer tin, only regularly appeared even in the Aegean around 2500 BC, thanks to connections explored near the end of this chapter.205 Copper remained the basic metal for tools and weapons, to varying degrees accidentally or deliberately alloyed with arsenic. Gold and also now silver were used for jewelry where available, save in Iberia, where metalwork remained narrowly focused on tools and weapons – one aspect of this peninsula’s distinctive, and relatively isolated metallurgical trajectory.206 At a deeper level, though, these metal-derived terms reflect a belt of increasingly ‘flashy’ communities right across Mediterranean Europe, ancestral to the Bronze Age societies of the following millennium. This was matched by increased production and the first use of less tractable copper sulphide as opposed to copper oxide ores.207 As further east, mine galleries and segregated smelting sites are found in Iberia, northern and central Italy, the Aegean and even the late-starting south of France.208 We saw earlier that the effluent from activity in southwest Spain was sufficient to create an environmental fingerprint detectable as far as the Gulf of Cadiz.
Metallic terminologies also nicely capture the new social roles performed by metal goods, as status symbols to be acquired, displayed and disposed of conspicuously in lavish burials. Metal forms and aesthetics shaped what was deemed desirable and unleashed a cascade of consequences for other materials. It was now, rather than when metals first appeared, that chipped stones began to retreat, whether to extinction (as in the case of Tyrrhenian obsidian beyond Sardinia, where the local material hung on until the early 1st millennium BC) or into such specialized niches as virtuoso arrowheads exquisitely produced from fine flints, or obsidian razors in the Aegean.209 In southern Italy, and rarely elsewhere, flint daggers were even knapped in imitation of metal ones. Of course, the ubiquity and status of metals were far from uniform. In regions of abundance, copper tools quickly became utilitarian – a good example of the triumph of function over flashiness is the fact that almost three-quarters of the Iceman’s copper axe was hidden by its haft.210 Meanwhile, in ore-poor Valencia, southern Italy and Sicily, metal goods remained uncommon until well into the 3rd millennium. The glaring contrast, however, is with Mesopotamia, Egypt and the Levant, for further west, metals did not yet operate as proto-currencies, nor were they stockpiled as bullion, save in interstitial Anatolia, where there was a definite awareness of the value equivalences being established further east.211
The social pre-eminence of metals is emblematic of a wider suite of trends that accelerated through the later 4th and 3rd millennia BC, metamorphosing the Neolithic world beyond recognition, and creating fresh resemblances across the northern half of the Mediterranean – a ‘great simplification’ according to one archaeologist viewing this from a Neolithic perspective.212 We came across premonitions of this in Chapter 6, in failing traditional villages, increasing funerary activity and opened-up social and economic networks. All these now reward closer attention. But first, they too were inextricably associated with broader changes in social behaviour. For one thing, the spectrum of prestige and wealth markers in metal, stone, textiles and now again well-manufactured, highly decorated pottery (after a lapse at the end of the Neolithic, also noted in Chapter 6) expanded and converged on a similar vocabulary over extensive areas. In addition, compared with the, to us, anonymous lives of most Neolithic people, a new assertiveness on the part of individuals leaps out, an emphasis on personae with lives differentiated from the group, and similar to those of others engaged in the same kinds of striving. Form and decoration in human figurines become immensely varied. Witness, for example, the variety among some 2000 stone, plaque-like images from southwest Iberia, which may reflect details of genealogy and identity.213 Facial details on figurines also became more prominent, and grooming and adornment of real bodies extremely popular, as reflected by finds of razors, tattooing needles, colourants, jewelry and hair- or dress-pins, as well as allusions to patterned clothing.214 Men’s and women’s roles were more vehemently distinguished, and gradually became entrenched into distinctions in power.215 Celebrations of masculinity were strident. One reason why daggers spread like wildfire was their adoption as the predominant male emblem, the first codification of an emergent warrior identity, alongside older ways of being a man in the wider world, notably hunting.216 In contrast, female referents in contemporary Italian imagery (created for whose benefit and viewpoint?) became their sex and clothing.217 The nexus between prestige possessions, individual identities, physical appearance and gender is beautifully illustrated by statue stelae, standing stones carved into flat portrayals of men and women in a patchy band running from the Black Sea via the north Aegean (including Troy) and Alps to France and Iberia [7.29]. Battered and reused over time, their original positions are poorly preserved and their meaning uncertain. Some stood over graves, but others out in the landscape, perhaps marking points within the wider social webs that their creators were bringing into being.218

7.29  More than life-size anthropomorphic stele from Arco, north of Lake Garda in Alpine Italy, gendered male on the strength of the multiple daggers, halberds and axes; note also the elaborate festoon belt and necklace.
Where and how were these new people living? The break-up of villages into dispersed farms or hamlets, which we detected in parts of Italy and the Aegean late in Chapter 6, became generalized from about 3500 BC.219 A richly studied case in point is southern France, a landscape of coastal plains and lagoons backed by dry, scrubby limestone plateaux (the Garrigues) and then the high Grands Causses and Cévennes, neatly zoned in Languedoc but crumpled together in Provence.220 Through this roiled the Rhône, a divider rather than a unifying focus like the Nile. Here, Chasséen villages were replaced by swarms of settlements using a welter of local, short-lived pottery styles. Their raw numbers need not imply more people, for Copper Age settlements typically comprised one or a handful of families apiece and many probably lasted for only a few generations. Unlike the abandonment of the Tavoliere, the French lowland was not emptied. The Étang de Berre, a lush, coastal lagoon, became a focus for small communities living off fish and molluscs as well as farming; others dotted the interior plains.221 Most striking, however, was the move into the hitherto all but uninhabited Garrigues. The best-studied pioneers are known from their pottery’s type-name as ‘Fontbouisse’. Hundreds of their stone longhouses (timber buildings were not an option in this land) have been found beside small patches of soil amidst the limestone; ten or more, for instance, ringed the little arable basin of Viols-le-Fort in the Aude [7.30].222 Such movement into agriculturally marginal landscapes is widely paralleled from Iberia to Crete, and indeed onward into parts of the Levantine hill country.223

7.30  The small fortified community at Boussargues in the limestone uplands of southern France, with several typical stone-built longhouses within.
Small islands were microcosms of such environments. Some that have hardly been inhabited since became homes at this stage, including Lavazzo, at 0.6 sq km (0.25 sq. miles) the largest of a cluster of islets between Corsica and Sardinia, and several Cycladic scraps that are today deserted save for the occasional goat.224 Archipelago conditions and differing geologies within the Cyclades enable us to detect with exceptional clarity one further consequence of living in such ‘exploded’ communities that must in fact have been universal across their range.225 This is the ubiquity and necessity of interaction, beyond anything in the Neolithic, and mapped not in the grand sweep of connections we have traced elsewhere (and to which we return towards the end of this chapter), but by ceaseless small-scale contacts between neighbours, what Horden and Purcell conceptualize as a form of Brownian motion. Tiny settlements, especially those in risk-prone landscapes, were heavily dependent on mutual comings and goings, whether for help in times of need, bringing together workforces larger than a family, viable marriage partners, breeding of flocks, or access to materials, craft and ritual skills, let alone anything coveted from further afield [7.31]. As we know from non-local clays the amounts of pottery and other goods that Cycladic islanders now shuttled to and fro over modest distances were part of the fabric by which they held their world together, and ensured collective social and economic survival in the long term. Comparable micro-patterns are starting to emerge from mapping the movements of pottery and stone in Iberia,226 and surely lie behind the multiplicity of regional styles seen in southern France and elsewhere.

7.31  Connections and experiences of distance among island societies during the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC: (a) modelled networks in the Cyclades, by joining evenly distibuted points to their closest neighbours, with well-connected loci indicated by larger dots, shaded travel ranges from five major centres of a 1-day return and outward-only journey in a small or laden canoe, plus (in outline) the more extensive reach of a 1-day journey in a large canoe; (b) the range of a 3-day journey under similar conditions from Stentinello in southeast Sicily, Tarxien in Malta and modern Enna in the Sicilian interior.
Over much of the northern flank of the Mediterranean, an equally striking axis of movement into marginal land was vertical, a return in strength to the higher ground for the first time since the up-rush of warm-weather hunter-gatherers, and presaged at an unusually dizzy altitude by the Iceman going on his fatal way, and more typically by peopling of the Garrigues. Some of this in fact had little to do with settlement. Most high-grade ores and stones around the Alps had to be sought high up. Moreover, several extraordinary concentrations of Copper Age (and later) rock art, sometimes as high as 1000–1500 m (3250–5000 ft), announce that a few montane areas were becoming invested with ritual power.227 The largest of these galleries of images lie well inland at Valcamonica and Valtellina, two river defiles carved through the southern Alps to the Po plain. Much closer to the sea, only 30 km (20 miles) as the crow flies from the French Riviera, are the estimated 37,000 images pecked into soaring glacier-smoothed sandstones high beneath the sky on Mont Bégo [PL. XXVI]. Once thought to be graffiti left by Hannibal’s soldiers, the geometric patterns, daggers and halberds (a short-lived European variant on the spear, with the blade mounted transversely, like an axe), long-horned cattle heads, oxen yoked to ploughs, outlines of enclosed fields (indicative of newly staked out land as people expanded into hitherto empty zones), and rare aureolated males, afford a superb insight into the preoccupations of Copper Age men, who probably sought this remote wilderness as a place of initiation.
But for every rock art spectacle there were scores of humdrum sites, often at altitudes of between 500 and 1000 m (1600 and 3250 ft), and occasionally associated with a pulse of upland erosion.228 A good example is the opening up of wild east Liguria by groups ascending the steep gullies from the coast, and punctuating the mantle of silver fir in the process.229 What were people up to in such places? One popular explanation is that they were Mediterranean Europe’s first pastoralists, not of the truly nomadic Saharan variety, nor the Levantine steppic version (once small in scale but now established as a specialized supplier of new towns and palatial industries), but rather a vertically ‘transhumant’ kind in which herders with their sheep and goats oscillated seasonally between upland summer grazing and lowland winter pasture, zones often juxtaposed in the Mediterranean.230 From Classical times to the recent past dramatic transhumant movements are well attested, sometimes operating over hundreds of kilometres, with thousands of animals.231 But whether this makes sense in the Copper and Early Bronze ages of the northern Mediterranean is another matter.232 For a start, it is a mystery how the even seasonal upland populations revealed by site numbers far higher than in Africa or on the Levantine steppe could hope to survive by pastoralism without urban markets in which to exchange their products for other foodstuffs. Moreover, analysis of places like Troina, a pioneering settlement cluster 650 m (2100 ft) up in the lovely hills of inland Sicily, or comparable open and cave sites in the Aegean, affirm that most are a short walk from patches of arable good enough to sustain a few families.233 Equally, where examined, the ages of animals at death demonstrate year-round, rather than seasonal, occupation, and other evidence suggests beasts kept for a mixture of meat and secondary products, less herdable pigs (as well as cattle) accompanying the predominant sheep and goats, and no sign of herding on the scale needed for an animal-based diet. As a coup de grâce, in the few instances where experts have looked, cereal and pulse remains suggest that crops were cultivated too. In short, although it would be wise to allow for a degree of behavioural latitude in particular circumstances and some elasticity in the envelope of possibilities (recall the early herders of the Velebit mountains mentioned in Chapter 6), it seems that most of the new uplanders were mixed farmers, and that pastoralism as a discrete practice of any magnitude remained a thing of the future in this part of the basin.
In fact, a broader look at how people were farming on this flank of the basin confirms relatively few changes compared with the Levant, most of them inflections of established practices. The staples remained the same, with an enhanced role for drought-resistant barley in drier areas, and a few new variants (such as Celtic bean) filtering into the north from temperate Europe.234 A key difference in the Aegean is that domestic olives and vines were widely cultivated.235 At Myrtos, a hamlet in southern Crete, storage jars held resinated wine.236 Elsewhere, however, the case is tendentious, with little agreement as to what constitutes proof. Concerning the central Mediterranean, olives and vines are said to be present at Tufariello in southern Italy in the later 3rd millennium BC, but if so, this is an anomaly, as parallels in Italy, Dalmatia and indeed France are lacking.237 In southern Iberia signs of vine cultivation remain ambiguous, although analysis of the morphology of olive stones could argue for an independent domestication, again by the later 3rd millennium BC, a possibility supported by the genetics of the olive, which indicates more than one focus of early cultivation.238 Patchy local initiatives would be unsurprising, as both plants grew widely in their wild form, and the principles of fermentation were long understood (well documented in Copper Age Iberia by a range of beers, meads and hallucinogen-spiked beverages that provide an alternative explanation for the marked increase in liquid-holding vessels among the pottery repertoire).239 What is notable by its absence, however, is the scalar revolution in production seen in the Levant and (for vines) the Nile Delta. Stepping back from specific crops, there is no trace of irrigation or terracing either,240 and while the Iberian dehesa, a landscape of savannah and scattered oaks browsed by herds and interspersed with fields (similar to the Chasséen landscape outlined in Chapter 6), may have formed around this time, it is hard to tell whether this was due to human management, or nature’s response to drier times.241 One feature that is, however, decidedly striking at settlements in very different niches is the first serious investment in storing large amounts of food over long periods, either in the capacious jars that become popular from this time, or pits and other forms of underground silos. In a good year, the surplus grain, pulses and perhaps, in the Aegean, olive oil produced at household level were being carefully held over for the future.
Smaller settlements created chances to expand animals’ contribution within a mixed farming package, further augmented by a resurgence of hunting.242 This meant more meat on the table, as well as more storage on the hoof. Most of both now came from sheep and especially sturdy goats. Along with drier times and upland life, their smaller size explains why these now ousted cattle into distant third place in most bone counts, if emphatically not in muscular and symbolic potency. Moreover, and in tardy equivalence to the Levant, a full range of secondary products came into play in most areas. Milking was as old as farming in this part of the Mediterranean, but expansion into marginal lands may have prompted more emphasis on durable dairy products, if a wide horizon of coarse pots with perforations around the rim, in southern France, Sardinia, Corsica, Italy and the Aegean, is correctly attributed to such practices.243 Wool was a genuine novelty, whether thanks to crossing with fleecy breeds from further east, or local selection.244 In addition to depictions of patterned clothing and a new abundance of spinning equipment, the date of wool’s appearance rests on two significant Alpine absences. First, the well-insulated Iceman would assuredly have worn woollens had they been available in the late 4th millennium BC, yet no trace was found on him. Second, a few centuries later, in the waterlogged lake villages of the northern Alps, which preserve plant- but not animal-based organics, linen suddenly vanishes, and the most logical explanation is its replacement by non-surviving wool. Another freak of preservation does, however, cast doubt on how swiftly it spread to the west; at Cueva Sagrada near Lorca in southern Spain, a later 3rd-millennium BC burial accompanied by a linen tunic, painted leather bag and esparto mat, has a potentially archaic feel.245 Lastly, along with a new interest in equids, to be explored when we look at the rise of long-range connections, traction was taking off, again raising questions of indigenous development from earlier cattle haulage versus external introduction, in this case as plausibly from central or Eastern Europe as the Levant. Ploughing motifs appear in southern Alpine rock art, associated with men, presumably those coming up from suitable lowland soils [7.32], Nemea in the Peloponnese contributes a model of a yoked ox, and by the end of the 3rd millennium BC waterlogged Ledro in northern Italy preserves a simple wooden plough.246

7.32  Images of early traction in Mediterranean Europe: (top) fragmentary ox figurine bearing a yoke, from Nemea in the Peloponnese; (above) rock-art of a ploughing scene from Mont Bégo.
After looking at ways of life, what of the new ways of death that we began to detect in Chapter 6, from the start of the 4th millennium, and which intensified after 3500 BC? It is no coincidence that the ephemeral settlements in which most people lived find their inverse in the formalized nature of the places where they were buried – both the stone and earth pimples in the landscape so obvious to our aerial traveller at the start of this chapter, which in fact loomed over more earthbound travellers, and subterranean places that eluded the former, but spoke volumes to the latter. A visible cemetery was an excellent means of asserting rights to land at a time when the demise of traditional villages and the settling of new areas played havoc with ways of regulating claims. Moreover, real or fictional descent from the buried dead provided a usefully flexible means of anchoring people’s place in the emergent new world. Over time, the hitherto relatively rare practice of depositing objects with the dead also gathered pace. By placing things in tombs, the living celebrated or altered the persona and status of the deceased, while competing with others through the extravagance of their giving.
In southern Iberia and France most of the tombs were collective repositories. One newly discovered burial cave at Camino del Molino in Murcia (southern Spain) contained the skeletons of no fewer than 1300 people, apparently most of those who died in a nearby community over several centuries in the later 3rd millennium BC.247 Tombs also varied greatly in form. Megalithic structures with overlying mounds, ultimately derived from Atlantic traditions but losing some of their sacred aura, were common in the west, both rectangular ‘corridor’ graves and simple dolmens holding ten to fifty burials. The latter were erected by the thousand on the newly tamed uplands of the Midi, much as they had been under similar circumstances in the Golan Heights a millennium or so earlier.248 Architecturally refined monuments with shaped blocks or adroit dry-stone masonry are also a feature of the 3rd millennium. Over eighty round tombs with a corbelled roof of smaller stones pepper the approaches to the settlement of Los Millares in Almería, to which we shall return, but the most awe-inspiring is the Cueva del Romeral, further west at Antequera, close to the hulking megalithic mass of its predecessor, with its 30-m (100-ft) underground passage to two beehive-shaped chambers [7.33].249 Meanwhile, as already exemplified by Sardinian ‘witches’ houses’, people around the Tyrrhenian Sea tended to prefer a subtractive approach, digging away soft rock to create single chambers or warren-like hypogea. But this division belies a more complex reality. Dolmens sprang up even on Sardinia during the later 3rd millennium BC, while hypogea with hundreds of burials at Roaix and elsewhere in the Vaucluse create a complementary counter-pocket along the Rhône.250 Probably the largest of all such funerary monuments, the 42-m- (138-ft-) long, splendidly named Epée de Roland, dominates a cluster of rock-cut, megalith-roofed hybrids on a hilltop near Arles [7.34].251 Long ago ransacked, enough nonetheless survives from these last tombs to date their start to 3300–2800 BC. Further east, in Dalmatia and around the head of the Adriatic, a tradition of stone tumuli arose during the 3rd millennium BC.252 The Aegean continued a local preference for cist or rock-hewn graves holding single and multiple burials, save on Crete, parts of which opted instead for overground, highly visible circular and rectilinear collective tombs.253 In western Anatolia, by contrast, jar burials predominate, if the dead are visible at all.254
Two observations stand out from this parade of funerary expressions. First, its sheer variety reflects independent responses to common underlying social conditions. Second, in a thought-provoking reversal of the too-easy assumption that innovations in the Mediterranean started in the east, the largest tombs demanding most investment of effort lie far to the west. In their time such tombs must have been one of the most effective ways of expressing individual or collective power and achievement west of Italy; for us they are also the first premonition of audacious social trajectories in the centre and west that were quite unconnected to those in the east.

7.33  Interior of the main chamber and entrance passage of the Cueva del Romeral at Antequera, which blends dry-stone corbelling and megalith traditions.

7.34  Cross-section and plan of the enormous underground burial monument known as the Epée de Roland.
Before we investigate this key issue further, we need to stand back from this tapestry of ways of life and death around the northern side of the Mediterranean, and ask how it came about. Most of the generic changes were unrelated to Mesopotamia and Egypt. Even in the case of the Levant, parallels rooted in Mediterranean conditions are as common as specific borrowings. Potentially strong arguments for a direct debt and east-to-west sequence of adoption at this juncture can only be made for wool, ploughs (for which temperate Europe is an alternative source) and (in the Aegean) olives, but even these are not incontrovertible, and it is as refreshing to reverse the gaze and look, for instance, at the pulse of activity in the upland Levant as part of a basin-wide phenomenon. Additional eastern connections specific to west Anatolia and the Aegean are enumerated later, but the fundamental point is that the basic ways of living being forged in the European Mediterranean, which would underpin history there for a long time to come, evolved (unlike farming) in situ, and in patchy synchrony. In fact, there are also many parallels, if as yet few direct connections, with the temperate remainder of Europe, with some of the changes in how and where people lived, interacted and were buried, forming part of a broader picture that extends north of the bordering mountains.255 Yet one final factor lent a distinct edge and character to developments in the south. This brings us back to environmental mediterraneanization and its consequences.
It is not hard to envisage how such changing conditions would have prompted some of the changes we have seen, and cast light on their uneven timing within the broad horizon. Several of the lowlands that had nurtured masses of Neolithic villages were surprisingly close to the limit of viability once rainfall reduced and became less reliable. The Tavoliere, abandoned by the later Neolithic, as we saw in Chapter 6, only needed slight shifts to move from breadbasket to minor dust bowl, and the demise of the southern Chasséen has been similarly explained.256 Many Neolithic villages may have slowly faded, their inhabitants dispersing into surrounding areas as a skein of smaller communities, their cultural traditions transformed along the way. Even where older ways of life remained sustainable in most years, a run of droughts, perhaps allied to the allure of alternative, arguably less restrictive, lifestyles in neighbouring areas that had already undergone the transition, would have slowly eroded adherence. Viewed more positively than as a mere reaction, the combination of spreading out, storing more and building stronger ties between communities is a classic package for risk-buffered farming. It can help to explain the apparent paradox that people moved into, rather than away from, poorer places for farming just as climate change was rendering them even less inviting, and without any fundamental shift in the means of subsisting there.257 This simple fact, combined with the occasional wefts of older traditions woven into new ways of life, is an eloquent testimony to the manner in which the promptings of climate change might be thoroughly reworked by human ingenuity to unexpected ends.
Lilliputian lords
More dramatic consequences of the altered social and environmental conditions were also springing up along the northern flanks of the Mediterranean by the middle of the 3rd millennium BC. Out of the landscape of scattered, interconnected farmsteads and hamlets new centres begun to emerge, including large villages quite unlike their Neolithic predecessors in form and location, accompanied by unmissable signs of aggrandizing individuals or groups equally without good local precedent. Explaining such spikes of aspiring power and authority has become a central challenge for archaeologists – witness the full title of Colin Renfrew’s influential The Emergence of Civilisation: The Cyclades and the Aegean in the Third Millennium BC.258 In fact, it is not too hard to understand how, out of the background just sketched, small nuclei of social power started to emerge, and such explanations may have more currency in the Levant, too, than is commonly acknowledged. Their growth and entrenchment over time, let alone their coalescing into anything recognizable as ‘civilization’, admittedly constitute a taller explanatory order. Yet, as in Egypt and Mesopotamia, even the most grandiose outcomes started from, and were decisively shaped by, small beginnings, and it is on the specific forms these took in Mediterranean Europe that we now need to focus.
It would actually be surprising if the networks of communities now evolving under environmentally mediterraneanizing conditions did not generate inequalities, and quite rapidly in areas where the selective pressures were greatest and Neolithic traditions most swiftly lost.259 As intimated early in this chapter, one possible route of advancement exploited the very interconnections intended to ensure mutual survival, whose weakness was the fact that things seldom did stay in equilibrium for long, given the unequal niches that people occupied, the differential skills, foresight and risk-taking propensities of participants, and pure random good or bad luck, for instance in runs of rainfall or births of children. Initially mutual exchanges could easily become lopsided, generating net winners and losers over time, as some called on help more than others, leading the less fortunate to accrue debts redeemable only by offering food, goods or labour to those better favoured. Such people could then deploy accumulations of these to sponsor status-reinforcing largesse or compete for, and commission, further marks of distinction. Some kinds of successful place and people are in this sense predictable, for instance those in micro-environments that sustained slightly more reliable crops or perhaps a plough team. That this train of consequences is more than mere speculation is strongly supported by the fact that the most impressive spikes of aggrandizement shot up, as we shall see, in challenging areas where famine versus feast were starkly opposed, and the relatively advantaged could most easily establish a hold over their neighbours, and begin to compete with other winners in the next arena over the hills. Conversely, more clement regions are revealingly thinner on such indices of change.260 A second, sometimes complementary, possibility of equal significance was to exploit a central place in local or regional webs of communication.261 We have come across this kind of phenomenon from time to time before, most recently in Lipari and the coastal Levant, and as networks became more vital to everyday social and economic life, the opportunities increased exponentially. In a gradually drying theatre whose natural resources were unevenly allocated, power commonly went to those best placed and equipped to move things around and to control movement itself, thereby determining connections and distributions between surrounding communities, as well as access to distant things. As ever, geography in certain parts of the basin was more conducive to this than in others.
Such means of accruing power were as unpleasant for those at the receiving end as in Mesopotamia, Egypt or indeed the territory of Ebla. Contestation, resistance, outright seizure and defence of gains, together with the endemic insecurity created by an unpredictable environment and the dissolution of traditional order, all lie behind increasing signs of conflict in the 3rd millennium BC. In contrast to indiscriminate minor violence in the Neolithic, the skeletons of people killed are now almost entirely male, sometimes apparently mutilated, and hit by arrows. More than forty arrow injuries are known in Iberia, some 12 among the 289 bodies buried at the sonorously named San Juan ante Portam Latinam in the Basque country, and the lethal nature of missile-based fighting compared to the posturing of dagger duels is further borne out by a late phase of Iberian rock art, which depicts all-out combat between groups of archers [7.35].262 The casualties seem modest relative to those we can envisage in and around Mesopotamia and Egypt by this time, but such attrition, if continued for any length of time, would have a serious impact on small communities.263 Unsurprisingly, a rash of fortifications (strikingly similar to the contemporary horizon in the Levant) added a largely new form of monument to this part of the basin. These typically had stout stone walls, protruding bastions and occasionally elaborate gateways or outlying ditches or satellite forts. Their size and complexity varies from major constructions implying more than 100,000 worker-days, albeit spread over many years, to tiny fortified farmsteads whose investment implies a galvanizing level of fear.264

7.35  Two bands of probably Copper Age skirmishing archers exchange fire in this depiction on the walls of the Los Dogues rockshelter, north of Valencia.
Two exceptionally environmentally challenging regions, southern Iberia and the southern Aegean grading into western Anatolia, experienced the most sustained take-offs. They make a thought-provoking pair, the latter in fingertip touch with the peripheries of Mesopotamia and Egypt, but the former at the furthest Mediterranean point from such contacts, in a location where even the diffusionist Gordon Childe entertained independent development, and we can now affirm from the extreme paucity of imports that ‘bottom-up’ was indeed the only way in which things would change for a long time to come.265 A close look at these hotspots is our obvious priority. But in order to appreciate the emergent properties and propensities of much of the northern flank of the Mediterranean, it is worth drawing attention to a few signals elsewhere. Several tombs stand out in terms of size or number of goods. We have already admired the huge examples above Arles, whose location at the junction between the Rhône corridor and Mediterranean coastwise routes was decidedly privileged. At a less extreme level, the rich tumuli of Velika and Mala Gruda occupied a similar position within communications along the Adriatic and through the Dalmatian mountains.266 More remarkable for wealth than size are several burials in southern Italy. At Mirabella Eclano in Campania, in the midst of a landscape of small settlements, most with no sign of metals, a man was interred alone save for his dog, three copper daggers and two flint ones, a copper axe, numerous flint arrowheads and other shapes, several pots and a stone rod [7.36].267 Italy also produced a few unusually big communities, including one not far from Mirabella Eclano at Tufariello, which was fortified, and noted earlier as an anomalous candidate for olive and vine cultivation.268 In France, the Fontbouisse farms were overshadowed in the end by a village of forty to fifty longhouses at Cambous, and further west another girdled by ditches watched over the Aude at Carsac.269 The use of a copper mine at Cabrières likewise correlated with a local spike of social differentiation.270 In France, Corsica and Sardinia, modest defences were built, for instance little, bastioned Boussargues on a high point in the Garrigues, sheltering five Fontbouisse houses and barely 30 m (100 ft) across, or Monte Baranta near Olmedo in Sardinia [7.30].271 Such flashes in the pan compare tolerably well with plenty of manifestations in Iberia and the Aegean, though not the most spectacular instances.

7.36  This richly furnished single burial of a man at Mirabella Eclano, surrounded by an assortment of weaponry, pots and his dog, is typical of many assertive small-scale statements of status and power around the flanks of the European Mediterranean during the 3rd millennium BC.
In Iberia, the density and combination of manifestations is of a different order of magnitude, unmatched west of the Aegean until the end of the 2nd millennium BC.272 One major arena was Almería and eastern Granada, stretching towards Murcia, rugged country dissected by rivers and dotted with small coastal and inland basins. Even Almería was less desperately arid than it is today, as it withers at the demands of thirsty cities, tourists and tomatoes (exacerbated by global warming), but already a landscape of dry maquis and thin galleries of trees along seasonal river courses.273 The background was a typical one of small dispersed sites, most recently established. Since the late 19th century AD, the most famous site has been Los Millares, which assertively rides the cliff-girt tip of a high plateau at the confluence of the Andarax River and a smaller torrent [7.37].274 Los Millares deserves far more respect outside Iberian circles than it receives, for it represents a remarkable spike of local social power, palpably neither the Aegean colony once claimed by diffusionists nor, as recently argued, a vague gathering place for mobile people.275 Comparable sites existed 50–70 km (30–45 miles) away, to the north at Cerro de la Virgen and El Malagón, to the east at Las Pilas, and further off under modern Lorca, though an intriguing lack of parallels in Valencia may hint at an area where inequality was held in check (in contrast to the ‘backwater’ status often attributed to such places).276 Given the mass of intervening mountains, each Millaran major site may have been pre-eminent within a few hundred square kilometres of landscape, though there is no definite proof that these hinterlands became formal territories or their inhabitants dependent subjects.

7.37  A reconstruction of Los Millares, showing the concentric bastioned defence walls, scatter of circular huts (with conjectural roof form), and some of the tumuli clustered along the approaches.
Los Millares grew larger and more elaborate through the 3rd millennium BC, with enough of its interior occupied by round huts to infer a population of as much as a thousand people.277 One of more than a hundred fortified Copper Age sites in Iberia, it was defined by several lines of walls, the outermost sporting regular bastions and a complex gate whose layout reflects a brutal military logic.278 Compact, heavily defended fortlets were built on the skyline or along access routes towards the end of the site’s life, whether as part of the wider defences, or reflective of a community fragmenting into sparring factions. The inner approach across the plateau was dotted with round, above-ground corbelled tombs, of which eighty-three survive.279 These were communal, containing on average twenty burials, many of whose bones had been carefully grouped. The minimum total of 1140 interments is so much lower than the number of people who must have lived and died at Los Millares over the centuries that it implies a high-status burial area from which most people were excluded. Even within this privileged ground, some tombs are richer than others in copper and gold, fancy flint and marble, pottery decorated with symbolic eyes, and rare materials such as green variscite, yellow amber, black jet and white ivory and ostrich egg, the last two of African origin, and overall a list of desirables strikingly distinct from ‘core’ culture far to the east – notably in the absence of blue. The quantity of goods dwarfs that in other cemeteries along the Andarax. Before leaving this remarkable and, as an emergent Mediterranean central place, paradigmatic location, a few salient points deserve note: there is no trace of any large residential or public building, food storage was in pits outside the huts, with no evidence for control or concentration, and while metallurgy and flint-knapping both took place, the degree of dependence or freedom on the part of craft specialists is unfathomable, as it is, indeed, throughout the northern flank of the Mediterranean at this time.280
Panning out from southeast Spain, a few Portuguese sites, such as Zambujal and Vila Nova de São Pedro, resemble Los Millares in miniature, with concentrations of copper, gold, decorated pottery and other trade goods in a fortified centre.281 More excitingly, however, a spate of recent discoveries, often during rescue excavations, in southern Portugal and above all along the valleys of the Guadalquivir and Guadiana, has brought to light an extraordinary new class of supersites in open ground [7.38].282 These effectively extend the zone of large communities and emergent elites over large parts of the southern Iberian peninsula. Three of the largest are La Pijotilla near Badajoz, Marroquíes Bajos near Jaén and Valencina de la Concepción near Seville (it is tempting to speculate that a similar site lies undetected near the magnificent tombs of Antequera). There is much still to learn about these unexpected places, as only tiny fractions have been exposed and their populations and social structures remain largely guesswork. Inner zones of as much as 20–40 ha (50–100 acres) were studded with huts, some dug in so that thatched or rush roofs were almost flush with the ground, and pockmarked with storage pits, the latter at Valencina apparently concentrated within a quarter protected by a ditch 7 m (23 ft) wide and 4 m (13 ft) deep (a notable difference from Los Millares). Beyond lay up to five concentric circles of ditches, oddly reminiscent of the Neolithic in otherwise vehemently Copper Age communities, and some palisaded or walled. The outermost enclosed huge areas (300-400 ha or 750–1000 acres at Valencina), presumably used for fields and pasture as well as richly appointed, typically collective, burials in grand megalithic or dry-stone tombs. Patterns among smaller surrounding sites suggest that each centre did exercise real power at a distance, over agricultural produce and flows of materials and craft goods.283 Several acquired, and in some cases demonstrably made, plentiful objects in copper, gold, marble, quartz, rock crystal, variscite, flint, volcanics, pottery and ivory. Valencina again stands out for a zone, no less than 9 ha (22 acres) in extent, devoted to metalworking.284 Furthermore it established close relations with mining communities such as Cabezo Juré, dozens of kilometres away in the mountains and itself an eye-opening place unmatched west of Anatolia, where powerful, well-fed and fancily accoutred people in a fortified hilltop enclave controlled the production and circulation of copper, once the ore had been dug out by others less fortunate than themselves.285

7.38  Recent discoveries have transformed our knowledge of major settlements in Copper Age Iberia. At top left, three long-known centres: (a) Vila Nova de São Pedro, (b) Zambujal, (c) Los Millares. Contrast now with (d) Perdigoes, (e) La Pijotilla (with burials marked), (f) Marroquíes Bajos, and (g) Valencina de la Concepción, in the last case showing excavated areas and possible division between habitation and funerary zones.
Before we take our leave of Copper Age Iberia, it is worth drawing attention to one often overlooked feature of particular interest from a Mediterranean viewpoint. Most of the major sites lie inland, often high up, and this terrestrial focus dovetails neatly with the vigorously Marxist approaches to social inequality and the means of production that dominate much of their interpretation. But what of coastal equivalents and their activities? The most often cited is Zambujal, which lay on a then unsilted sinuous estuary. But Valencina, the most impressive of all and now landlocked west of Seville, likewise lay at the head of a great estuarine inlet where the Guadalquivir flowed into an enlarged Gulf of Cadiz, a superb gateway between the arable wealth of a major river valley and an aquatic realm that led first to the mining belt parallel with the coast, and then to further Iberian and northwest African horizons.286 Just off this the spindly little islands of the Cadiz archipelago are famed from Phoenician times, but a much ignored fact is the presence of scraps of Copper Age pottery beneath later strata.287 While the comparatively straight, island-poor coast of Iberia cannot compete overall as a natural seafaring theatre with the Aegean, the mouths of the Tagus and Guadalquivir, the Cadiz archipelago and long throat of the Gibraltar strait presented locally outstanding opportunities. Coastal traffic and points of origin for crossings to North Africa that, as we have now established from both sides, traded Iberian for African products, must have concentrated in this maritime zone, where seagoing was surely more prominent in the lives of powerful people than we have appreciated.
The Early Bronze Age Aegean is one of the most exhaustively scrutinized parts of the Mediterranean during the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, largely because it is widely believed to hold the secret as to why urban, palatial ‘Minoan’ society emerged on Crete in the centuries around 2000 BC – an early case of the impact on our priorities of an assumed manifest destiny.288 In fact, with one critical distinction in relation to potential linkages to the east, to which we return in the next section, the major centres and manifestations of social power here were more or less on a par with southern Iberia, as well as much of the southern Levant (whose strategic placement, of course, was different again). Rather than explore the Aegean for Minoan roots, or purely as a child of an eastern world-system (which certainly shaped later trajectories but did not trigger them in the first place), it is refreshing to look at it instead as one further variant on themes variably accentuated in several parts of the basin. Here, the Aegean will be generously construed to include west Anatolia, which itself formed an intermediate zone between the northern and eastern Mediterranean.
The initial aftermath of the decline of Neolithic tell communities was, as ever, dispersal and small-scale settlement of the drier south at densities comparable to those in Iberia. It was there, in southern mainland Greece, the Cyclades and Crete, as well as west Anatolia, that the next round of developments took place, mainly after 2700 BC. As in Iberia, the new foci arose in different places from earlier ones, with the exception of Knossos, whose venerable site was occupied more or less continuously from the first days of farming to Roman times. A further similarity with Iberia is the variety of forms that social ascendancy took. In mainland Greece, large, sometimes fortified communities several hectares in extent, such as Lerna, Tiryns and Thebes, compare reasonably well with Los Millares and its peers, and dominated equivalent hinterlands; that at Tiryns built what may have been a colossal granary.289 The coastal mega-site at Manika on the Euripos strait is a diffuse enigma equivalent to Iberian ditched communities.290 Debris from metal production and other materials reveal that such sites served as hubs of craftworking, as did their Iberian equivalents. So far, so similar, the major differences being that a few sites were dominated by a grander two-storeyed building, most famously the so-called ‘House of the Tiles’ at Lerna, and that a rudimentary practice of sealing goods furnishes stronger proof of tributary territories [7.39].291 Generically similar places arose in west Anatolia. Troy, a 9-ha (22-acre) settlement with a heavily fortified citadel entered via imposing ramps and gates that gave onto huge cavernous longhouses and storage structures, has too long stood alone, but as work in western Turkey accelerates, comparable sites are being uncovered, inland at Küllüoba and down the coast at Limantepe, an isthmian location obviating the long haul around the Karaburun peninsula.292 With surprisingly few cemeteries in these parts of the Aegean, save at Manika and in Attica, aspiring people and their vocabularies of prestige are hard to discern, with the glaring exception of Troy, where the famous treasure hoards of intricate jewelry, vessels, figurines, weapons and tools variously wrought in gold, silver, copper, diverse alloys and meteoric iron, as well as scraps of textiles, rock crystal and lustrous stone battle-axes of Black Sea type, one carved in lapis lazuli, provide in an extreme form something of the flavour [7.40, 7.41].293 We shall return to these depositions when we look at Troy from another perspective, as an interface and interpreter between different worlds.

7.39  Lerna: (right) plan of the Early Bronze Age structures, including the House of the Tiles, its predecessor on a different alignment and the fortification wall, plus the circular outline of a large tumulus erected after the House’s destruction; (left) examples of clay sealings, an innovation in the Aegean at this stage.

7.40  An early photograph of the spectacularly preserved ‘great treasure’ of Troy, one among several such accumulations discovered by Schliemann in later 3rd-millennium BC contexts, and containing an eclectic range of metalwork and other prestige goods, to this day unmatched for its time in the Mediterranean.

7.41  Polished lapis lazuli battle axe with traces of gold leaf on the band of studs, from Troy.
The preference for coastal locations on the part of these mainland sites is more obvious than in Iberia, and although each drew upon its agricultural hinterland, most also engaged in maritime trade. Being on the sea was vital for some, notably Troy on the Dardanelles (to which it was connected by a sheltered inlet, later an alluvial plain and eventually a battlefield in the imaginations of Homerically inspired visitors) and Manika on the north–south trunk route of the western Aegean. Once we enter the archipelago, seaward orientation becomes paramount and the fortunes of those islands that made it into midstream abundantly apparent. Cycladic communities with all-round maritime connectivity emerged at nodal points among the webs of short inter-island hops.294 Similar centres arose elsewhere, in the north at Poliochni on Lemnos and, in the south, Kastri on Kythera and Kolonna on Aegina, the latter embarking on a long career as a hub of sea trade.295 None is a match in size for the largest mainland sites and, except at offshore Kolonna, the big buildings vanish. But these places were often fortified, and always rich in prestige goods and other imports, as well as signs of production in metals and other media, including the well-crafted, and now iconic, marble figurines of the Cyclades, whose once tattooed naked bodies seem jarringly primitive in a world obsessed with clothing [7.42].296 In the Cyclades our insights into prestige culture and society are boosted by a rich if – thanks to the price fetched by figurines today on the art market – disastrously looted burial record consisting of cramped little graves, most with a single incumbent, yet several outstandingly rich in metal, marble, and decorated pottery.297 One good example of a Cycladic island trader community is Chalandriani-Kastri on the wild coast of northern Syros.298 A still more extreme case is Dhaskalio Kavos at the tip of the small, rocky island of Keros, where a large community prospered at a nodal position for inter-island trade and arguably ritual [1.19, 7.43].299 It is likely that both gained control over maritime movement in their vicinity. For devotees of Cycladic figurines, Dhaskalio Kavos’s claim to fame is that it captured and held more of these (many deliberately smashed during or after their deposition) than anywhere else in the islands. For archaeologists, no less important is the spider’s web of connections with surrounding islands, best traced by the fact that almost all its pottery was imported.300 From a Mediterranean perspective, Dhaskalio Kavos may be the earliest known case, perhaps along with contemporary Tyre, of an island community that could not feed itself off its own barren little patch of land, and instead traded for its food, and far more besides: a maritime specialization indeed.

7.42  Marble head of a Cycladic figurine, unusual both for its size and the degree of preservation of painted facial markings and diadem.

7.43  An island central place of the 3rd millennium BC: the islet of Dhaskalio and adjacent shore of Kavos, at the western extremity of the small Cycladic island of Keros, command an extensive panaorama over the surrounding ‘islandscape’. The islet was densely overbuilt with houses, and the Kavos shore witnessed large-scale deposition of marble and other status goods.
This leaves only the giant island, or mini-continent, of Crete. Here, several of the features met elsewhere are juxtaposed. In the northeast a small peninsular trading settlement, now on the islet of Mochlos, with a cemetery rich in stone vessels and gold jewelry, would have been at home in the Cyclades.301 Other north coast sites maintained Cycladic links associated with metals, in which Crete is notably poor.302 Yet the built tombs of Mochlos are communal, like most of those on Crete, including many circular ones in and around the Mesara plain in the south, so in this sense more akin to Iberian practice.303 Meanwhile, the largest centres lay elsewhere, at Knossos, Malia and Phaistos, none, incidentally, as large as Los Millares.304 Because these sites expanded into palatial towns a few centuries later, their Early Bronze Age levels are often truncated or inaccessible, which reduces knowledge of their layouts to glimpses and guesses. Malia and Knossos provide hints of big buildings or terraces by the later 3rd millennium BC. For whatever reason, however, no cemeteries have been found for these primary settlements, though they abound elsewhere. To put it mildly, with the evidence to hand, it takes a massive dose of hindsight to identify Crete as the sole area along the length of Mediterranean Europe whose societies would shortly accelerate into something comparable to Ebla.
Compared to the pharaohs or the kings of Ebla, leading people in such Iberian, Aegean and other societies were, in Jean Guilaine’s words, mere ‘petits seigneurs’.305 For all the optimistically christened ‘chiefly’ graves, and the real inequality, scales of operation and the reach of power remained limited, and although the greatest centres were more populous than the Neolithic villages they succeeded, they were still only on a par with the PPNB Levantine mega-sites – if radically different in organization. Tribute from surrounding communities was imposed in a few instances in the Aegean and probably Iberia, as we have seen, but most political economies fit comfortably in the ‘prestige goods’ type delineated by anthropologists, in which status and power are defined by the ability to acquire, control and ration a suite of small goods of high, if competitively negotiable value.306 As in Mesopotamia and Egypt, where after the shift to capital-oriented economies such goods still mattered immensely, these were chosen for their natural or enforced scarcity, whether in terms of distant origin (such as ivory and ostrich egg in Iberia), association with a specific source (the burials of the miners at Can Tintorer were never adorned with the green variscite extracted for the benefit of far-off, more successful people),307 or level of required crafting expertise. Metals typically qualified on all counts, but they did more than this for the powerful. To be decked out in them probably denoted not simply wealth, but shining or sharp qualities to be admired, feared, followed or resisted. In contemporary rock art, the fiery solar disc acted as an attractor for images of metal objects, especially daggers, and when it aureolated the human figure, we glimpse something of how ‘brilliant’ people wished to be seen.308
Probing further, what kinds of prominent people might this chapter’s aerial explorer have run into should he or she have touched down at, say, the House of the Tiles, or at a funeral in a massive or richly appointed tomb? Plenty were men, unless we are quite misled by the strenuous claims of this sex at the time, and power was more all-round, concentrated and visible than in the Neolithic. In contrast to Egypt (but arguably to a much lesser extent the Levant) leadership looks a surprisingly secular business, not without its rituals, but lacking a noticeably sacred tinge. Beyond this, the fact of local, bottom-up growth ensured ample variation. Some leading people appear to be sharply individualized, perhaps tolerably analogous to the ‘big men’ of classic anthropology: dynamic, entrepreneurial and when necessary aggressive figures mobilizing labour and retinues by feasting, gift-giving or other largesse, while pursuing competitions for status played out through widely agreed rules with rivals elsewhere and involving the accumulation of prestigious goods and materials via trade or sponsored production.309 Where rich single tombs stand out, as for example in the Cyclades, the fit can be quite compelling. But in other cases high personal status may have been subordinated to the corporate authority of powerful lineages, factions or other groups.310 As seen earlier, the south Levant may have taken this path too, and although social realities can be masked by the presentation at a funeral, and individual leaders can lurk behind deceptively collective ideologies, some of the richest multi-burial tombs point in this direction, for example at Los Millares (with each group’s tomb ranked against others) and on Crete. Even where great houses were erected, as in parts of the Aegean, how many had access? In the repeatedly remodelled citadel of Troy, several stood side-by-side at certain times, and the regalia among the treasures include repeats, as if several people wore or wielded them.311 Finally, certain forms of leading role might be effectively extinct and so quite alien to our repertoire of expectations. Over time, a few would win out at the expense of others, through emulation of those that worked best and elimination of those that proved to be less robust in an unforgiving world, but in this sense the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC was an extended period indeed, and still early days.
This portrait of the people behind Schliemann’s ‘jewels of Helen’ or buried in the echoing recesses of great tombs in the west, is a harsh one, in which power was a pragmatic, often coercive business, and where distinctions between models of leadership in the end mattered less than the common aim of cornering resources, connections and people. As in the emergent states south and east of the Mediterranean, an element of persuasion and charisma, whether initially truly altruistic, merely bamboozling, or a bit of both, must also lie behind the embryonic stages of this new social order.312 Even once established, there will have been benefits for some outside the charmed circle – gifts, trickle-down gains and basking in reflected glory for members of a retinue, lineage or other hangers-on – while sponsored communal events sought the loyalty as well as labour of the wider group. Such benefits help to explain one last feature. In as fickle an arena as the mediterraneanized basin, holding on to gains for long would never be easy, and big man structures are chronically frail in these terms, because no framework exists to maintain a hereditary lead if descendants prove less adept at the game. It is therefore unsurprising that Mediterranean Europe, not unlike the southern Levant, was strewn with mini-Ozymandian relics. Isolated wealthy graves may reflect efforts without issue in the next generation, and even funerary monuments still in use centuries after their construction could be hijacked by different groups over time. The few skeletons accompanied by wealth goods that have been studied argue that a better diet was seldom guaranteed from birth.313 And yet, though almost every efflorescence of gathered power between Troy and Zambujal imploded eventually, with new ones thrusting to take their place, many in the Aegean and Iberia did manage to survive and expand for several centuries. We do not really know whether this was because their locations repeatedly favoured ambitious individuals, because corporate leadership facilitated passing on of power, or because hereditary principles and other structures had been formulated that allowed minor dynasties to emerge. Whatever the answer, such sustained ascendancies of individuals, places or social groups point to a future in which their successors would spring up ever more often, in more parts of the Mediterranean, and in ever larger, more structured and durable forms.
Far horizons and the call of voyaging
So far, we have explored the Mediterranean during the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC as a patchwork of regions, highlighting how societies were changing in each. But this was a new age for connectivity too, not only the ubiquitous Brownian motion now so vital to keeping local life ticking over, or the bulk goods passing up and down the Levant, but also truly long-range contacts by land, and especially sea. Earlier archaeologists took the kinds of cultural changes we have witnessed in the northern Mediterranean, along with this fresh signature of long-distance associations across the suBContinent as a whole, as the combined markers of a massive westward thrust of Indo-European language speakers, often thought to originate north of the Black Sea.314 This has now been rejected on good archaeological grounds, at least beyond the Carpathian basin, but there are also philological objections to the counter-proposal of a prior spread of Indo-European as the principal language(s) spoken by the first farmers moving west several millennia earlier (see Chapter 5).315 Early Mediterranean linguistic geography is highly speculative, given that hard evidence even by the 3rd millennium BC extends no further than the writings of one north Levantine polity and a handful of towns in the Nile Delta. The most likely scenario is a mosaic of wildly differing languages of variable antiquity, plus widespread multilingualism, with the extremes of variegation so plausible during the climax of the Neolithic starting to be winnowed in parts of the basin during the 3rd millennium BC by widening connections, and in the southeast by state-approved speech.316 In this mix Indo-European speakers must already have been embedded, yet the spread of these speech communities was probably not an event, but a drawn-out, partly serendipitous process, still ongoing throughout the 1st millennium BC, when the first central and west Mediterranean writing catches the last gasps of a welter of indigenous languages, many unrelated to Indo-European or even each other. In all probability Indo-European languages were favoured at different junctures by their adoption and emulation as prestige, gender-specific or trade languages, along with modest migratory expansions from time to time, of the kind we shall witness in future chapters.317 For far-flung ties in the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC were undoubtedly articulated by precisely the kinds of aggrandizing people and places just encountered on the northern side of the basin, and indeed ensured a gradual, if uneven, increase in linkage and learning between the flashes of display that flared up in different regions. Men, perhaps footloose, younger men in particular, were already the principal agents of activity away from home (hunting, fighting, trade and other kinds of procurement), and they retained their control of this domain as it burgeoned in cultural and spatial terms beyond its rather secondary Neolithic significance.318 In this sense the return to hunting, growing signs of warfare and explosion of long-distance trade were mutually implicated male strat-egies. Interaction at a distance could certainly involve violence as well as peaceful exchange. We saw earlier how Egypt launched seaborne attacks against the Levant, and smaller raids on far-off targets must equally lie behind part of the widening circulation of desirable, exotic things, and the growing propensity to fortify, both so widely attested elsewhere in the Mediterranean.
As in Egypt and the Levant, new means were found to conquer distances more effectively. In the northern Mediterranean these drew on options potentially available since the Neolithic, thereby emphasizing that social demands triggered innovations in transport, rather than vice versa. Donkeys got as far as the Aegean during the later 3rd millennium, presumably after being pressed into overland service across Anatolia, but they only percolated further west considerably later.319 Because Europe’s steppe ass, a cousin of the African variety domesticated as the donkey, was already extinct, the sole available native equid was the horse, which survived the end of the Pleistocene in a giant reservoir centred in the grassy steppes north and east of the Black Sea but also extending towards the lower Danube and Caucaus, and in pockets further west, including one on the Iberian Meseta.320 In the first of these, from about 3500 BC, people began to manage horses for milking, riding and hunting their wild relatives for meat, a different suite of tasks to those inflicted simultaneously on the donkey, and inseparable from the genesis there of nomadic societies, pastoralists with attitude comparable to those of the now-lost mid-Holocene Sahara, and with famous descendants in the form of the Scythians.321 From here, horses had spread by the end of the 3rd millennium BC into Anatolia, Mesopotamia (where they were known as ‘donkeys of the mountain’, a reference to their acquisition via the Caucasian and east Anatolian massif), the Levant and the Aegean, occasionally still ridden, as we know from depictions on Akkadian seals, but mainly as a means of pulling wheeled vehicles at speed.322 Meanwhile, a separate domestication was underway in Iberia. To judge by an enclosure full of bones at Cerro de la Encina, Iberian horses were eaten at the end of long lives. They were ridden, as demonstrated by figurines at Cabezo Juré, and probably carried loads – the ships of the Iberian interior [7.44].323 The first horses in the middle of the basin, identified at Maccarese near Rome, could just as easily derive from such Mediterranean stock, or other pools of wild animals in central Europe, as from the east, and either way they pre-date the arrival of the, in local terms, more exotic donkey.324

7.44  These scenes of horse-taming from several locations within Iberia are poorly dated, but may add to the increasing evidence for indigenous domestication during the 3rd or early 2nd millennia BC.
At sea, we might initially imagine the equivalent to be a rapid adoption of the sail. But this was emphatically not the case. The expansion of sailing ship technology west across the Mediterranean was a stadial, staggered process that, as we shall see in Chapters 8 and 9, took the entire 2nd millennium BC to reach Gibraltar – a reminder of the fact that such ships demanded a totally fresh approach to boatbuilding (simply mounting a canoe with a sail small enough to prevent capsizal made little difference to speed, while the Indo-Pacific outrigger solution was apparently never tried), as well as different operating disciplines, and capital investment that could as yet seldom be brought to bear.325 Instead, paddle-driven canoe technology was pushed to its technical and performative limits. How do we know this? Despite a number of seabed finds either lost overboard or from sunken cargos,326 true shipwrecks with hull remains still elude us, but we do for the first time possess clues of another kind, in the form of a sudden swathe of boat images that runs from the Levant and Egypt, as we have already seen, west to the Aegean and Malta [7.45].

7.45 Canoe imagery of the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC: (a) large canoe on a Cycladic pottery ‘frying pan’ from Chalandriani-Kastri on Syros; (b) small canoe with quadruped, rock-pecked at Korphi t’Aroniou on Naxos, also in the Cyclades; (c) earlier rock-carved Cycladic variant newly documented at Strophylas on Andros; (d) clay model of a small craft from Mochlos on Crete; (e) multiple carvings on a megalith at Tarxien, Malta. Not to scale.
The Aegean repertoire mainly consists of Cycladic images and clay models at Mochlos, both prominent foci of sea-trading.327 Small craft are represented at Cretan Mochlos but the Cyclades portrayed large, slender canoes with a fish totem at the high end (probably the stern) and long lines of paddles. First found at Chalandriani-Kastri on Syros, incised on ritual pots of the mid-3rd millennium BC, the start of this horizon has recently been pushed back 1000 years by the discovery of rock peckings showing similar craft, interspersed with other symbols, at the terminal Neolithic settlement of Strophylas on Andros.328 On Malta, a mass of such boats, one sporting a central cabin, was scratched on a great slab in the megalithic ‘temple’ of Tarxien (a place that we will soon revisit), during or after its main phase of use, and either way in the mid- to late 3rd millennium.329 Even a parsimonious reading suggests that such craft were 15–20-m- (50–65-ft-) long and crewed by at least twenty-four paddlers.330 Whether plank-extended dugouts or fully plank-built, they clearly descended from earlier Neolithic canoes. Physical remains of boats constructed by lashing the planks together survive from the 2nd millennium BC in British estuaries,331 and such ‘sewn’ craft are also known from later wrecks and art in the west and central Mediterranean, where they may represent the epilogue to an older, more widespread tradition (indeed lashing may be indicated by zigzags on the hulls of a few Cycladic depictions).332 While the dearth of earlier images makes it impossible to prove categorically or deny that such outsized canoes plied Mediterranean waters prior to roughly 3500 BC, the overall horizon of depictions, the introduction of facilitating (if not strictly essential) metal tools, including saws, and the simultaneous rise in maritime activity converge to argue for a genuine innovation. Where this began we cannot say. The date of the Andros boats, and the distinctive design, rule out any debt to Byblos ships and also prove an Aegean contribution, but other foci further west are likely too. Last but not least, a comparison with the great paddled canoes of New Zealand, California and the Pacific Northwest before and at the time of European contact offers further insights. Such craft were liable to have been used in warfare and ceremonial as well as trade, could carry a modest cargo of about a tonne, and covered at least 40–50 km (25–30 miles) per day, at double the speed of a smaller canoe – but less than half that of a sailing ship with a fair wind.333
Yet to restrict our investigation to nautical technology is to miss something of deeper importance for the maritime history of the Mediterranean. For in addition to asking why bigger seacraft were thought worth building at this juncture, we need to consider why, after millennia of invisibility, boats suddenly spring into view. It was, of course, certainly not for our informational advantage. In fact, most of the contexts are ritually charged: decorated pots on which canoes are juxtaposed with vulvas, fish and stars or sunbursts, rock images accompanied by rich symbolism, and colossal sacred buildings in Malta and Egypt.334 They suggest that, unlike every-day activity in smaller canoes, which continued unabated, travel in the new craft was ideologically charged, imbued with power, status and cosmological overtones. Among the Cycladic islands, only the largest communities and most powerful men commanded enough people to crew such craft, which substituted for the mainlanders’ great houses as the foci of organization and investment.335 Outsized canoes were the means by which such places and people exerted control over sea communications, in practical and symbolic terms. Over short distances, such craft rendered sea-raiding far more devastating, and could perform awe-inspiring ceremonial roles. But their additional symbolic potency, and a source of glory for navigators and crews, lay in the realm of long-range sea travel, a spatial equivalent to terrestrial ascents into the high mountains.336
Ventures over distances that pushed the envelope of what paddled propulsion could achieve demand a separate term – voyaging – to distinguish them from the merely competent and only rarely long-range seafaring of preceding millennia. Part of the reward and prowess resided in the exotic goods and news brought from far off to impress those at home, as well as engagement with illustrious people beyond the sea; that the voyagers were a tiny, exclusive minority is particularly clear in the Cyclades, where, out of a population in the thousands, only a few hundred probably crewed the big canoes, while most other people probably never travelled beyond their nearest neighbouring islands.337 Part also lay in the act of travel itself, as a triumph over dangers and proof of esoteric knowledge of seamarks and the heavens, the mental maps accompanying the birth of long-range navigation, some of necessity by night, and reliant on astral observation. The ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC begat the warrior ideal, as we have seen, but on certain coasts and islands this was matched and combined with an Argonautic and Odyssean one: the elite male seafarer as far-travelled, brave, enduring and wealthy through his deeds. Summer voyages timed to mesh with likely runs of favourable conditions will have clashed with the demands of the agricultural calendar at home, a mismatch that must have encouraged the greatest mariners to turn specialist, possibly at the level of entire communities at places like Tyre, Keros, Mochlos and the faintly suggested case of the Cadiz archipelago.338 Recalling, too, the stone anchors dedicated in sacred precincts at Byblos, there is no doubt that a new maritime culture was coming into being, more charged in its attitudes to the marine universe and the craft that crossed it than pragmatic earlier engagements – and one, we might hazard, that populated the sea with gods. Coupled with the invention of the sail, this was the first major maritime development in the basin since the Younger Dryas and the early Holocene expansion of seafaring.
It is time to experience this in action. We look at three manifestations, first a great jump in maximum crossing distances across open sea, second a surge of activity on consciously remote small islands, and third the creation of sea-woven interaction networks of unprecedented extent. All of these, with the partial exception of the third, were effected not by the distance-shrinking sailing ships of the east, but by canoes.
Previously unattempted crossings mark the conquest of two of the central and west Mediterranean’s uninterrupted sea deserts, potentially lethal places with midway expanses completely out of sight of land, and with nowhere to run to if a storm blew up. One of these was the 250 km (150 miles) of open sea between Sardinia and Sicily, five to six days of exhilaration or terror even in a fast canoe with a modest freeboard. We know this was crossed because Sardinian styles of pottery, megalithic tombs and a western custom of trepanning skulls materialize in the far west of Sicily halfway through the 3rd millennium BC.339 Interestingly, from now on the facing, southern end of Sardinia, hitherto the back of beyond, displays many more signs of social dynamism.
The other was a descent on Mallorca and Menorca, which hold the honour of being the last sizeable tracts of land to be settled in the entire Mediterranean. Their remoteness is underscored by the fact that they were the only major islands to have experienced no influx of land vertebrates since the reflooding after the Messinian event, 5 million years earlier. As noted at the start of Chapter 3, this left a walk-on colonist from that remote period as their undisputed master until the last instants of evolutionary time: the corpulent goat-antelope Myotragus balearicus, whose hoof-prints are preserved in the islands’ sandstones, scraps of whose pelts may survive in dry caves where they went to cool off, and whose occasionally preserved turds reveal a voracious stomach adapted to digest even poisonous boxwood [7.46].340 The end for this engaging relic of another age came thousands of years after that of the basin’s larger endemics. It still thrived around the mid-4th millennium BC, but by 2000 BC it was gone.341 For years archaeologists argued, on skimpy grounds, for an earlier human frequentation of Myotragus’s home, and therefore an extended coexistence, including its corralling in caves.342 While the occasional prior visit can never be ruled out, rigorous analysis has demolished the foundation for these claims in favour of an incredibly delayed arrival in the later 3rd millennium BC – a marked exception to the trend for ever earlier dates of people on islands.343 To islands heavily browsed (like others millennia earlier) by their endemic herbivore, the first settlers introduced a mainland culture of intriguingly boat-shaped longhouses, metals, sheep, goats, cattle, pigs and dogs, along with stowaway wood- and dormice. Their impact can be seen in the environmental record; Myotragus’s nemesis came swiftly, through habitat devastation, devouring by hungry settlers, or some goat-borne pathogen to which it had no resistance. One further telling detail rewards our attention. These two Balearics were peopled before Ibiza and Formentera, their small westerly neighbours that break down the crossing distance from Iberia to two 85-km (50-mile) jumps. This, plus the close resemblance of a later megalithic tomb at Ca Na Costa on Formentera to others in southeast Iberia, argues that these stepping stones played no part in initial settlement.344 Instead, Mallorca and Menorca were reached directly, by a minimum crossing of 170 km (105 miles) from Catalonia, or much more if, as good parallels with Fontbouisse societies imply, these pioneers of yet another marginal niche had actually derived from southern France.345 Even with a tailwind whistling down from the Ebro or the Rhône, and island-clinging cloud masses or migrant birds to navigate by, this was an intrepid deed bearing a founder cargo of crops, animals and other gear. Note a last codicil, however: one great sea-barrier in this part of the Mediterranean remained unbreached, that between Menorca and Sardinia, ensuring that direct contact between the central Mediterranean and Iberia remained a thing of the future.

7.46  Myotragus balearicus, the last of the larger Pleistocene island bestiary to survive, thanks to the long-retained isolation of the Balearic archipelago.
Turning to our second manifestation, peaks of activity on remote little islands, often lying close to longer sea connections, are a peculiar characteristic of this phase of ambitious canoe-borne travel, before the spread of sailing ships that would tend to bypass such rocky isolates, relegating them again to emptiness, and later sea-shrines, hermits, fishermen or lighthouse keepers. The first regular settlement of lonely Ustica, far out in the sea just north of the route between Sardinia and Sicily, makes sense in this light, as, in the Aegean, does that of Antikythera, and the finds on Parapola, an obscure rock between the Peloponnese and Cyclades.346 But the strangest phenomenon of all is minuscule Palagruža, almost the only place from which both shores of the Adriatic can be seen [7.47].347 After slight traces of passage during the expansion of farming came three millennia of silence, abruptly broken in the later 3rd millennium BC by thousands of stone arrowheads, one discovered by a early modern visitor embedded in a buried skeleton, alongside plentiful stone blades and decorated Dalmatian bowls. Many of the stone objects were made of chert from nextdoor Mala Palagruža, but this hardly explains the whole phenomenon. It very much looks as if armed men came to this scrap of rock, as a test in itself or as part of longer voyages, and engaged in combat with each other or the crews of passing seacraft, perhaps even leaving many of the arrows as part of a maritime warrior cult otherwise lost to us.

7.47  Tiny Palagruža, in the midst of the open Adriatic sea, lives up to its Italian name of Pelagosa. Today it sports a lone lighthouse to warn ships of its existence, but in the later 3rd millennium BC it was a magnet for long-range voyaging.
Concerning the third manifestation, certain kinds of objects now circulated further than ever before by sea (as well as overland, where they equally benefited from the opening up of networks). Those most spectacularly displaced are not always the most informative, as they tend to be outlying escapees that prove the cumulative superconductivity and interlocked nature of a sequence of trading circuits, but tell us little about the reality inside each. Supreme examples are two carnelian beads, etched on the Indus or in Mesopotamia, that ended up in a hoard on Aegina in the Aegean by the end of the 3rd millennium BC [7.48], and a gold dagger from the Mala Gruda tumulus in Montenegro that matches central Anatolian forms in baser metal.348 Other immensely long-range displacements show more structure, but only grazed the edge of the basin, notably the trickle of lapis lazuli down the Levantine coast to Egypt (one small segment of its 4000-km (2500-mile) journey from central Asia),349 and the overland spread down the Levant, from 2700 to 2300 BC, of red or black polished pottery derived from wares in the Caucasian, Iranian and east Anatolian highlands, and variously explained by a wine-drinking, metalworking or migratory, pastoral connection.350

7.48  A far-travelled object: carnelian bead decorated in a style typical of the Indus Valley or southern Mesopotamia, discovered on the Aegean island of Aegina, today just opposite Athens.
Instead, we focus on three networks, principally of the mid- to later 3rd millennium, that stretched over large expanses like sprawling octopi, overspilling sub-basins to erase Neolithic boundaries, and yet different, too, from the targeted Byblos route, as well as earlier Uruk and Egyptian expeditions.351 They were expressed through dissemination of suites of small but valued symbols of a shared way of life among prominent people, mainly metalwork, figurines, items carved or chipped from high-quality stone, and – a newcomer to long-range trade in Mediterranean Europe – pottery drinking vessels covered with designs whose subtle distinctions those in the know would appreciate. Alongside, less visibly, flowed small quantities of the raw materials implicated in this interaction, and the skills to work them. In each case, the veneer of uniformity over great distances dissolves if we focus on individual contexts, which were usually embedded in local culture. For participants in such voyages cultivated dual identities and affiliations, one rooted in specific places, the second shared with trading partners and other social equals living at a distance, so creating a virtual elite community recognizable by its emblems. In this sense mobility became institutionalized not through the kinds of royal cosmologies seen further east, but by social alliances and contacts between peers. Where such people were thick on the ground, fierce little vortices formed, and where the travel costs or transport modes shifted gear, accumulations and other anomalies tend to cluster.
We begin in the west, with the Mediterranean version of the ‘beaker’ network, a wider universe also involving central Europe, the lower Rhine, south Baltic, British Isles and temperate France over the mid- to late 3rd millennium BC.352 Beakers were capacious drinking vessels (probably for beer, fermented punches or mead sweetened with honey), incised or combed with a bewildering range of patterns, some notably ‘international’, but others, often later in date, that went native, and whose intricacies have absorbed modern archaeologists just as much as they presumably did the social-decoding skills of drinkers in the 3rd millennium [7.49]. Associated, more or less loosely, were archery gear, especially wrist-guards, sometimes shifts in metalwork and additional features such as amber, mainly northern, but perhaps occasionally inferior material from Sicily.353 The warrior connotation is apparent, and isotopic analysis of the skeletons from beaker burials in central Europe and Amesbury in southern England confirms the mobility of these people, some of whom were first-generation immigrants to the regions where they died.354

7.49  Shared styles in distinctive drinking vessels are a marked feature over much of the Mediterranean in the 3rd millennium BC. This beaker with corded and impressed decoration accompanied a burial at Forcalquier-La Fare in southeast France; it shares its particularities with others in the same region, and generic parallels over much of the western half of the Mediterranean and parts of temperate Europe.
Huge numbers of beakers and related objects are found in parts of Iberia and southern France, especially at the mouth of the Tagus, where dates well before 2500 BC confirm an early point of origin, and from about 2500 BC in Almería, the Aude and lower Rhône, all regions with already evident signs of social aggrandizing.355 The southern French sequence begins at coastal and riverine sites with ‘international’ beakers of the maritime type prevalent in Atlantic Europe, later replaced by spreading local styles.356 Lower density beaker use extended into the western Maghreb, Mallorca, northern Italy and Sardinia (but significantly not Corsica, an early instance of this island being cut out from the connections enjoyed by its polymetallic neighbour), from where a few reached western Sicily, providing part of the earlier case for voyaging but quickly morphing to suit the local preference for painted pottery.357 The articulating routes were mostly coastal or riverine, the Rhône providing important links with beaker-using people in temperate Europe. But open-sea connections also blossomed. In addition to those involving big islands, an entirely new maritime zone emerged in the ‘Mediterranean Atlantic’ just beyond Gibraltar, based on tidal estuary-head sites such as Valencina and Zambujal. North along the Atlantic facade, this lobe of beaker associations reached Galicia and cut across the Bay of Biscay to reach Brittany.358 Indeed, all along the seaways as far as Scandinavia, where boat imagery peppered the rocks of fjords and islets, the later 3rd millennium was a time of new maritime confidence and ambition, if mainly prestige-oriented, with much less implication in everyday networks of survival. Further south, Mediterranean Atlantic connections brought Iberian metalwork, fancy flints, wrist-guards and beakers to the oceanic coast of Morocco, from where some filtered inland, as we saw earlier in this chapter.359 In return, ivory and ostrich egg, both known as tomb goods in Atlantic Morocco, trickled into Iberia in raw form, where they were carved into local styles.360 Whether beakers or metal goods were also made in the western Maghreb is unclear, though it raises interesting questions of adoption, or of people on the move, between these extremities of Europe and Africa, that have been in abeyance since the dispersal of farming. We might equally wonder whether any Iberian voyagers paddled further east along Mediterranean Africa, and even speculate whether this ebullient maritime activity might have possibly encountered the Canaries.
There is a surprising dearth of tracers of long-range Tyrrhenian trade, save in Sardinia, and a low profile in the Aeolian islands compared to the Neolithic.361 Only an increase in seafaring among the so-called ‘Gaudo’ communities around the Bay of Naples, perhaps a displacement of earlier Aeolian centrality, catches the eye as a hint of things to come.362 This quiescence, and the more fragmented nature of Tyrrhenian culture at this time, reminds us that networks could diminish as well as burgeon, but what caused this temporary eclipse is unclear. One possibility is the realignment of the western and northern edges of the Tyrrhenian sub-basin towards the beaker zone, combined with the paucity of desirable metals in southerly regions. Over in the Adriatic, more was astir, with even a few archery-related elements of the beaker complex filtering in.363 The acme here, which would tie together seas and coasts from the head of the Adriatic as far south as Malta and the Gulf of Corinth, came right at the end of the 3rd millennium BC, under peculiar conditions that we shall encounter at the start of Chapter 8. But the internal roots of this lie a few centuries further back.364 In contrast to the low level of Neolithic traffic, trans-Adriatic crossings became more frequent, as witnessed not least by the popularity of visits to Palagruža. On the same latitude, it was the great tumulus of Mala Gruda on the deep, sheltered Bay of Kotor that snagged from circulation, alongside other wealth goods, that golden Anatolian dagger, while the types of gold rings buried here and in the profligately metal-rich Vučedol communities of the Danubian interior materialize as far south as a similar cluster of tumuli on the Ionian island of Lefkada.365
Long-range interaction was intensifying in the Aegean by 2800–2700 BC.366 It operated between the vibrant sea-trading sites of the Cyclades and other islands and coasts, which circulated metals, figurines, drinking and pouring vessels, including the ‘sauceboat’ and first jugs (in this region often for wine), as well as a liquid transport bottle and other markers of the good life. Many were locally copied, spreading a way of looking and living. If the cyclic journeys down to Crete and their long return clawed back against prevailing winds via the east or west Aegean seaboard, and those around the north Aegean, are unravelled, they easily qualify as voyages.367 Different stages in the transformation of metals took place at separate points along the way, the mining in often remote locations, smelting on windswept headlands, and casting into objects at settlements.368 Initially, extra-Aegean contacts were scanty, save for a piece of eastern hippopotamus ivory tusk at Knossos, a sneaking suspicion that the folded-arm pose of Cycladic figurines aped Anatolian metal originals, and ties in the northeast, around Troy, to southeast Europe and a metal-rich interaction zone around the Black Sea.369 But after 2500 BC, as big buildings arose at several Aegean centres, this interaction sphere started to overlap increasingly with others to the east [7.50]. A new set of ceramic drinking vessels derived from metal prototypes, their gloss still retaining the latter’s aesthetic, coalesced along routes through western Anatolia and was adopted by sea-trading circuits in the central and eastern Aegean, ousting older island rituals surrounding trade, status and burial.370 One type, the depas (so named by Schliemann after what he saw as a match with a cup described by Homer nearly 2000 years later), is an elegant two-handled form whose frequent lack of a base hints that its contents were downed in one, or passed round, a subtle reminder of the social performances that accompanied drinking. With these came the tentative use of a fast wheel for potting at a few larger sites.371 In Crete, drink was instead sipped from handleless little goblets, similar to those of Ebla. North Levantine or Mesopotamian metal and pottery flasks for scented oils percolated or were copied further west (Troy boasts a gold example and an ornate pin crowned by a row of six miniatures) [7.51].372 And as noted already, administrative use of seals spread to the Aegean, as one part of a range expansion that advanced its other frontier to the Indus; most were stamp seals of the kind prevalent in Anatolia, though a few imported Levantine cylinder seals or their impressions survive, notably at the trading hubs of Poliochni and Mochlos.373 It can even be argued that the Aegean began to use similar ponderal units to those of the Levant.374 On Crete, a smattering of Egyptian stone vessels appeared, soon locally copied, as did beads made of blue faience, that vitreous ersatz echo of lapis lazuli and turquoise already popular in the east, and a symptom of how the Aegean colour palette might realign under external influence.375

7.50  By the mid-to-late 3rd millennium BC, the Aegean was more exposed than other sub-basins further west to the positive and negative effects of indirect contacts with the larger-scale world of the Near East and its outliers.

7.51  The metallic, cosmetic and sumptuary combine on this gold pin from Troy, with spiral decoration and six attached miniature flask-like jugs, the latter alluding to scented oils or other rarefied liquids.
Meanwhile, by the later 3rd millennium BC the world of Aegean metals was being stirred up in a manner unparalleled further west. Complex moulds and ornate decorating techniques invented in Anatolia or Mesopotamia appeared, including fine granulation in gold, which lent jewelry at Troy a look analogous to that from royal burials at Ur.376 And while hitherto most metals had been mined within the Aegean, fresh sources and alloys now came into play, the most significant combining tin and copper to create true bronze.377 Tin and its alloy appeared in Mesopotamia, Anatolia and rarely Egypt (which waged a lengthy resistance to it) early in the 3rd millennium, but quantities rose rapidly after 2500 BC, and spread to the north Levant and Aegean, much probably in pre-alloyed form.378 At Ebla, tin’s value equalled that of silver, and bronze ranked above copper.379 The first usage of bronze, as suggested earlier, may have owed as much to its rich colour, and (if not pre-alloyed) control over initially arcane knowledge of its recipe and access to its discretely sourced ingredients, as to greater strength and lower casting temperature. The early sources of tin, which is thirty times rarer than copper in the earth’s crust, are fiercely disputed.380 It exists in Western and central Europe (both Mediterranean and temperate), but save for a few finds, some of which may be chance alloys, on the Balkan interface there is little sign of deliberate use there until the end of the 3rd millennium BC.381 Traces of tin in Iberian artifacts are definitely considered accidents of the peninsula’s polymetallic soup. The same has been argued for putative tin-working at the Kestel mine in the Taurus mountains, but the number of early tin-rich finds at nearby Tarsus and Tell Judaidah does in this case lend support to some local extraction from low-grade ores at this time.382 Though the verdict remains out, here and elsewhere in and beyond Anatolia, the majority of the tin deliberately used at this juncture seems to have come from far to the east, primarily in central Asia, and reached the Mediterranean by two routes. One, also travelled by lapis lazuli obtained from the same rugged part of the world, ran down the Indus and by sea to Mesopotamia, from where it dispersed westward. The other lay to the north, via the Caspian and Caucasus to the Black Sea and Anatolia. Finds of the oil-rich seeds of Caucasian Lallemantia plants in northern Greece suggest that the tin on this northern route also picked up fellow travellers.383 The first Aegean tin bronzes reflect a modest trickle at the end of immense roads, along which metal often changed hands and forms. Yet despite this attenuation, the Mediterranean moral of the tale is that despite being 3000 km (1850 miles) away from the principal source, Aegean people picked up on this circulating novelty before southern Iberians, in many respects their most comparable rivals, had learned to exploit the supplies on their own doorstep.
This observation, extended further to embrace other imports and emulations of eastern goods, raises several intertwined issues. Did the wider networks in which the Aegean was becoming enmeshed exert a more directional and gravitational pull than those that existed further west? In other words, did a Near Eastern world-system start to tug and distort patterns first forged locally, and socially? To a modest degree this may well have been the case, especially with regard to silver, which by 2500 BC was a proto-currency further east, and recorded in huge amounts at Ebla a century or two later. The Aegean and west Anatolia are rich in this metal, and at Troy silver was cast into ingots, a suggestive index of engagement with eastern economies. Speculatively, the scarcity of silver as opposed to gold in Cretan tombs could possibly be explained by the former’s higher exchange than symbolic value, which encouraged its passage straight through the island, heading east. A related issue is fidelity of transmission. Save for the additional Pontic axis, the options in terms of connecting routes had not changed since the expansion of farming: overland via the high, non-Mediterranean plateau of Anatolia, or by sea along the south coast. The Anatolian interior was criss-crossed by webs of interaction that blurred seamlessly into the Aegean and the Balkans at one end and the Levant at the other, with places such as Küllüoba acting as repositories and passers-on of all kinds of goods and information.384 This potentially allowed innovations put to use in Anatolia in something like their eastern manner to be faithfully transmitted west, for example sealing, the potter’s wheel and advanced metallurgical techniques. However, know-ledge of the heartlands of Mesopotamia must have been refracted to a mythic level, and things passed on but not employed along the way probably likewise arrived with their meaning garbled by transfer from one community to the next. Troy, which faced the Near Eastern, Pontic, Balkan and Aegean worlds, experienced all the advantages and tensions that stemmed from its promiscuous cultural connections. The wealth and variety of its treasures, from amber to lapis lazuli, plus the metals galore, is unique in the Aegean, and the obsession with buried hoards, which included even ingots designed for trade, is symptomatic of an ambivalent desire to consume wealth by committing it to the ground, while retaining the option to reuse it, or in other words of a vacillation between the strategies of Mediterranean funerals further west, and the accumulative priorities witnessed to the east.385
Turning to maritime connections, many of these may also have been effected by down-the-line activity and so had the same quality as their terrestrial counterparts, though the archaeological blind spot of the southern Turkish coast afflicts us again. Mochlos was one plausible terminus, where rowlocks shown on in its small clay boat models hint that the idea of oars to replace paddles escaped west ahead of the sail,386 though other intermediaries must have existed, including on Rhodes, the gateway to and from the Aegean. Yet the sea-route offered the alternative possibility of direct communication without intervening participants, one that might convey objects and ideas associated with ‘civilized’ behaviour faithfully over great distances. A residue of such hi-fi transmission may be preserved in a few Egyptian bowls made of grey-white mottled anorthosite gneiss, found unstratified at Knossos.387 If these arrived near the time of their manufacture (2600–2200 BC), this would be of great interest, for such bowls were associated in Egypt with royalty and its immediate circle, and in the Levant concentrate at the palace of Ebla, where they are thought to be pharaonic gifts. Such meaning-rich, prestigious trophies would be precisely the kind of things sought by aspiring Aegean elites, or granted them as tokens of recognition. Direct contacts with Egypt are unlikely, and unnecessary given that these things could be found closer to hand in the Levant. Perhaps occasional Aegean canoes did voyage east, to Tarsus or beyond. Or perhaps a few voyagers on Byblos ships (the two terms strictly and broadly construed, respectively) probed far to the west of their normal cruising range to intercept Aegean silver, a metal in which they had long traded. After all, the mid-3rd-millennium BC date at which the Byblos run consolidated is precisely when eastern objects begin to increase to a modest degree in the Aegean, and also when Cretan groups broke off cultural contacts with their Cycladic trading neighbours and started to search more exotic horizons.388
This leaves one final question. Did access to the great world to the east give aspiring people in the Aegean a decisive advantage over their equivalents in Iberia and elsewhere in the Mediterranean?389 To put it another way, Egypt, Mesopotamia and the Levant are manifestly unnecessary to explain stirrings of social and political change all over the basin, but did they subsequently help to reinforce this trend in the Aegean, enabling more successful take-offs both now and in the ensuing millennium? Here the answer must surely be affirmative. The pool of economic, technological and ideological possibilities in the east, not least those already adapted to Mediterranean conditions by people in the Levant and parts of Anatolia, provided blueprints that obviated the need to reinvent the wheel (literally, and metaphorically for much else besides). They offered pointers as to how power could be institutionally entrenched, beyond its assertion in extravagant competitive tournaments – even if these means, too, had to be converted to fit local circumstances and would never be straightforward to maintain in a precarious, ever-shifting social and natural environment. Likewise, even if, as is perfectly feasible in each case, such practices as ploughing, weaving of wool and olive and vine cultivation did arise independently, or at least at arm’s length from the ‘core’, the east proffered pre-formulated templates for fitting them together into defined lifestyles and effective packages for wealth generation. And finally, this larger eastern world could stimulate local leaders in neighbouring regions to intensify production of the materials it required, and offer desirable goods in return. Much of what unfolded could notionally have happened unaided, in isolation from the east, as the first Iberian florescence amply indicates, but given that in terms of (variously) ecology, resource diversity, constriction, scale and prior history the Guadalquivir was not the Nile, the Meseta not Nubia, and the Mediterranean Atlantic and western Maghreb not the Levant, it would have taken far longer for breakthroughs to consolidate, with more failures along the way. By the late 3rd millennium BC the Aegean therefore did stand in a position exceptionally pregnant with possibilities, as its locally grown elite began tentatively to engage with a larger-scale world.



Calypso’s isles
It may seem perverse to close a chapter that has traced a boom in contact across much of the Mediterranean with two islands that lay far out of the stream. But their extraordinary societies are very much exceptions that prove the rule, as demonstrated not least by the manner of their eventual demise, and as exceptions they are also quite intrinsically strange enough to attract our attention. They may in fact be less unusual than we think; the Mediterranean of the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC must have retained more obscure corners than archaeologists have yet plumbed, and in particular certain island conditions allowed trajectories to diverge for longer and more deeply than was often possible on the mainland.390 Corsicans, for instance, were erecting their granite menhirs in exceptional numbers.391 In the interior even of better-connected Sardinia, fat figurines and Ozieri-type traditions were long clung to, and a massive pyramidical platform with a processional approach ramp and red-plastered building on its summit arose at Monte d’Accoddi, over the ruins of an earlier village, burial ground and overthrown menhir.392 The second version of this monument, constructed around 2800 BC after its predecessor had burnt, was 9 m (30 ft) tall, 30 × 40 m (100 × 130 ft) in ground plan and was ascended by a 40-m- (130-ft-) long ramp culminating in a steep flight of steps – a unique structure that, cloaked in spring verdure, has a peculiarly Maya aspect [7.52]. What went on there is unknown, but around it pottery and figurines cluster thickly.

7.52  Monte d’Accoddi on Sardinia is one of the most impressive and least widely known monuments in the early Mediterranean. Here, a view along the axial ascent ramp to the summit of the massive pyramidal structure.
But it is on Malta and Gozo that construction of stone ritual structures reached its most regularly spectacular form.393 These islands are only 315 sq. km (120 sq. miles) in combined area, and realistic estimates of sustainable densities suggest that there can never have been more than a few thousand islanders.394 Yet from roughly 3600 BC, through a crescendo of activity that climaxed in the first half of the 3rd millennium, these people erected an unparalleled series of some twenty-five megalithic buildings that we call ‘temples’, for want of a better grasp of their functions [PL. XXVIII]. These were among the largest free-standing buildings in the world until the pyramids in Egypt. The curving, multilobed ground plans of the basic temple unit resemble earlier rock-cut tombs, but the dead continued to be placed underground in no less fantastic rock-cut hypogea [1.18]. The most extensive of these, at Hal Saflieni, was paired with the greatest temple complex at Tarxien and, although almost completely emptied before archaeologists learned of it, is thought to have held the remains of some 9000 people, crammed into several dark, resonant storeys of ochre-painted labyrinthine chambers, passages and hollowed-out simulacra of temple architecture that burrowed deep underground.395 The vignettes of death-rituals at a recently excavated hypogeum at Xaghra, near the Ggantija temple on Gozo, partly compensate for this loss: ancestral individuals were buried first, sometimes intact and one wearing a headdress of cowries, followed by thousands of disarticulated remains, whose skulls and long bones were moved about and clustered for viewing.396 Both temples and burial sites yield a wealth of symbolic objects, including obese and other figures of women and men, typically dressed in a skirt-like garment and ranging from one more than life-size colossus to tiny sleeping miniatures, as well as carved reliefs of swirling designs and animals (plus bones from their sacrifice), models of temples, astral aids (several temples align on the risings of celestial bodies, or other features in the land- or seascape), stone axes and masses of elaborate pottery [7.53].397 In contrast, the remains of where people lived have been largely obliterated or buried by later erosion and terracing, save for some postholes around the temples and a few scraps preserved under later field walls.398 We are thus left to reconstruct society from the exceptional rather than the quotidian. The local group associated with each temple was probably modest, perhaps 100–200 people living off the little arable basins on the edges of which most temples stood, though there must have been ritual mechanisms for engaging more islanders in major building projects. A growing investment in screens, barriers and secret voice-holes in the later, most grandiose temples suggests that access and ritual participation became concentrated in a minority of people who thereby wielded authority, but there is no hint of individual leadership. Instead, everything points to an ultra-corporate society, with competition channelled into intergroup rivalry in building. Art and skeletons indicate, moreover, that women held more powerful positions than seems to have been normal at this time. To round off the strange flavour, the record of these chronologically ‘Copper Age’ people is entirely devoid of metals.

7.53  ‘Sleeping lady’ figurine from Hal Saflieni, surely associated with this site’s elaborate death rituals. Note the enduring fidelity to earlier ideals of bodily form, one of the many respects in which societies on Malta eschewed wider developments during much of the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC.
Explanations of this incredible phenomenon have been sought in numberless theories, from the New Age to the soberly archaeological. One of the most initially appealing, namely that the islands’ location comparatively far from other land led to their isolation and cumulative divergence in way of life (‘esoteric efflorescence’, in a memorable phrase also applied to Easter Island), is undermined by two facts.399 One is that for the first 1500 years following their arrival in about 5000 BC, these islanders displayed no difficulty in maintaining outside contacts, as indicated by pottery styles that evolve in parallel with Sicily, and imports of stone and other materials.400 Etna looms on the northern horizon, visible on a clear day. The other is that imports in the temple period itself are not as rare as was once thought: greenstone axes, flint, ochre and a few exotic pots got through, and, as we have seen, the concept of the hypogeum itself had a wider currency.401 What may instead have happened was a greater channelling and control of links to the world over the sea by the temple authorities, such that an artificial sense of separation and difference was created where none had previously been perceived.402 This chimes well with the fact that a striking number of temples lie close to access points from the coast, as well as the boat images noted earlier (if these do not date to the following phase).403 The scope offered by physical insularity was thus manipulated to create a cultural island. But why? One reason could be that this encouraged attention to focus on a frenzy of construction and ritual, to the advantage of those invested in it. Another, maybe related, was that influential islanders wished to reject the social norms developing to the north, specifically the more open, male, martial and metal-associated way of life, in favour of an ultimately Neolithic-derived tradition and differently structured relations between the sexes.404 The drive to affirm these conservative values led to a spiral of ritual assertion, perhaps with Tarxien-Hal Saflieni and Ggantija-Xaghra acting as island-wide foci by the end. Either way, the relative weakness of contemporary long-range activity in the central Mediterranean made such self-imposed quasi-isolation more feasible than elsewhere; it is very hard to imagine temple-period Malta surviving long in the Early Bronze Age Aegean.
Our other hidden island is Cyprus, thirty times larger than the Maltese cluster, and with a history of divergence from the surrounding mainland that began as early as the 7th millennium BC. Here, a few dozen kilometres from a northern Levant well on its way to the rise of urban, literate palace-based states, the archaic tradition of roundhouses, the heterodox portfolio of pig, sheep, goat and fallow deer, and a younger but equally idiosyncratic style of cruciform figurines in blue-green picrolite, reached its climax in the local Cypriot Middle Copper Age (3500–2700 BC), a phase that in fact evinces only a minor, tardy start to production from the island’s copper ores, using by now primitive techniques, and equally slim indices of off-island contacts.405 Cyprus has no buildings of a weirdness to compare with Malta’s temples, but at the village of Mosphilia the circular houses became more imposing and strictly zoned internally; one was converted into a segregated ceremonial space for depositions, including a set of figurines contained in a house-shaped bowl [7.54].406 This was again a society committed to different practices from those current in the world around it. Cyprus’s size makes a sustained, conscious strategy of differentiation harder to envisage than on Malta and Gozo. The long sleep-walk may instead reflect a sense of self-sufficiency on a large, fertile island for a modest population living by traditional means that still worked well enough, abetted by a lack of interest, so far, from people living over the water.

7.54  The Copper Age acme of the long Cypriot roundhouse tradition, in the form of the large ‘pithos house’ at Mosphilia, reconstructed here with its contents.
Regardless, both capsules of lifestyles differentiated from the mainstream fell apart amidst widespread signs of penetration by the outside world before the end of the 3rd millennium BC. Maltese temple culture ended between about 2400 and 2200 BC, leaving many of the great structures derelict.407 After an apparent hiatus, several were reused as living places or cemeteries by people with extensive central Mediterranean affiliations (as we shall see at the start of Chapter 8), who introduced the first metal items, and probably the first horses, to the Maltese islands.408 One scenario is that temple society overstepped the limits of sustainability in pursuit of ever more hands to fuel a competitive crescendo of temple construction, and collapsed, perhaps with devastating population loss, although, admittedly, burials at Xaghra show no signs of stress.409 Another is that a sharp drying phase that, as we will see in the next chapter, affected parts of the Mediterranean late in the 3rd millennium BC, pushed it over the edge, though this too runs up against lack of proof. A third option is revolt against the temple-based leaders (who, despite their grounding in Neolithic tradition, were in fact forging a highly divided society in terms of access to ritual power), with an ensuing embrace of alternative, off-island customs. A final scenario, potentially in the aftermath of any of the preceding ones, is an incursion of newcomers. Whatever the truth, something that remains to this day hauntingly unusual passed utterly beyond memory, leaving only enigmatic ruins, and henceforth Malta and Gozo would produce unexceptional variants of central Mediterranean societies until the arrival of the Phoenicians.
In the case of Cyprus, by 2700–2500 BC Copper Age society was beginning to show signs of internal disruption and new external connections.410 Shortly afterwards a suite of indisputably off-island features and surge in settlement numbers, including big villages, denote a late start to the Early Bronze Age.411 These include rectangular architecture, burials in chamber tombs, red-polished pottery drinking ware and flasks similar to those at Tarsus, changes in cooking, a cluster of shifts in animal husbandry that brought secondary products to the island with for once truly revolutionary speed and coherence (including a reintroduction of cattle after almost 5000 years, as well as ploughs, new breeds of goat, donkeys, slightly later horses, and upright, warp-weighted looms of Anatolian type), plus new cereals and wine production (though olive cultivation had begun before the end of the Copper Age). Many of these activities are illustrated by models of ploughing, milking, grape-crushing and cult offerings at a tall cattle-shrine, some on huge zoomorphic jugs and flasks, with an ebullience that celebrates the newness of this way of life on the island [7.55]. The sheer sweep of these changes, the paucity of convincing internal roots, and the fact that many initially appear in the north and east, especially at Vounous and Lapithos opposite the Anatolian coast, make some influx of people from this quarter one plausible explanation, although aspiring locals may well have established contact with outsiders and emulated their ways too.412 Certainly, sailing ships passing close to the island must have infringed Cyprus’s seclusion. Their stop-offs register in a trickle of imports, at first faience beads but soon Egyptian stone vessels, along with scraps of gold, silver and other metals. But what really galvanized Cyprus’s external relations was the realization of the island’s potentially vast copper resources, coupled with acquisition of the skills needed to smelt its sulphide ores.413 Copper began to appear in quantity in rich burials on the island. Much of its presumed outflow was initially controlled by a north-coast entrepôt at Vasilia, which received weaponry, other bronzes and ingots from Anatolia in return.414 The upshot was a strategic shift: Cyprus, if never entirely relinquishing a distinctive cultural profile, became abruptly ‘normalized’ relative to its neighbours, and within a few centuries was a major player in east Mediterranean trade. As in the Maltese islands, the victory for connectivity, and the emerging world of the Bronze Age, was complete.

7.55  Clay model of a ploughing scene from the northern Cypriot site of Vounous, one of many indices of rapid cultural and economic turnover during the later 3rd millennium BC on this island.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Pomp and circumstance
(2200 – 1300 BC)
All that glitters
If asked to name the most spectacular discoveries from the early Mediterranean, most people’s answers would gravitate to the 2nd millennium BC. Take, just in the Aegean, the ‘Palace of Minos’ at Knossos, the treasures of Mycenae, the frescoed interiors of Akrotiri, buried by the Thera volcano, and the Homeric resonance of Troy. Or further east, the cosmopolitan city of Ugarit, the time capsule of the Uluburun shipwreck off the wild southern coast of Turkey, and the urban giant of Tell el-Dab’a, now rising again from the Delta’s mud to challenge us as in its heyday it did the kings of the Nile Valley – including the founder of a line that fizzled to its end with the teenage Tutankhamun, whose tomb furnishes another marvel, beyond the basin itself but tracing connections far into it. Even setting iconic finds aside, the 2nd millennium BC is without earlier parallel in terms of quantity and quality of evidence. Beyond the normal staples of archaeology, troves of written records illuminate their surroundings like starbursts, while the increase in representational imagery reveals undreamt-of vistas. Of course, text and image must be understood as expressions of preoccupations often quite different from the answers that we seek from them. But notwithstanding this, the 2nd-millennium BC Mediterranean offers a convergence of data that is rare and privileged on a global scale for its time, and long afterwards.
Admittedly, this is not the whole picture. Much of the above applies mainly to that part of the basin between the Nile Delta, Levant and Aegean, during their Middle and Late Bronze ages. In the contemporary Early and Middle Bronze age central and west Mediterranean, different, smaller-scale, if no less interesting societies flourished, whose characteristics and engagements (if any) with people to the east we will need to explore, too, in order to obtain a balanced view of how Mediterranean lives were evolving. Unfortunately, the information about Africa’s coastal belt west of the Nile reaches its nadir at this point.1 Slight relics of contact with people from other shores shed a glimmer of light on tentative trans-Mediterranean connections, but little on the indigenous people themselves, about whom we remain ignorant until things heated up on Egypt’s western, ‘Libyan’ desert marches in the final centuries of the millennium. Equally, even in the east a few areas buck the trend, revealing very different ways of living on the edges of a big world. Last but not least, even at the heart of that world, the underpinnings of its grandeur and authority were still in part grounded in modest, humdrum practices, across the countryside, in towns and at sea, that remained highly sensitized to the scope of the possible within a Mediterranean environment. Demands from the top shaped behaviour lower down, commonly influencing what was grown, manufactured or traded, but, equally, there were enough gaps in the vision and reach from the summit to ensure that all kinds of separate localized priorities continued to operate. Braudel once astutely surmised that ‘the dazzling civilizations we have glimpsed may have been no deeper than a layer of gold leaf’.2 We need not feel guilty at being drawn to that dazzle, for it signals some of the most decisive (if not always palatable) developments in Mediterranean history at this time, but its brightness must not blind us to other ways of living within the shadows it cast, and beyond its range.

8.1  Map of principal sites mentioned in this chapter, also showing the extent of the urban and palatial world during the 2nd millennium BC, significant connections within and beyond the basin and (inset) the extent of the principal later 2nd millennium BC eastern proto-empires, and their zones of overlap.
The previous chapter introduced the idea that these 2nd-millennium societies, so often enthusiastically seized upon by archaeologists and historians of later periods as ancestral to the Classical world, themselves had their origins back in the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, among the seismic shifts that Mediterranean lives and environments underwent over that time span. Accordingly, this chapter’s theme is no longer why such ways of living first emerged. Instead, it asks how they coevolved, expanded and interacted within Mediterranean conditions, to create a patchwork of similar cultural practices and realms of engagement that embraced a growing proportion of the land and sea, and one ultimately distinct from the original civilizations of Mesopotamia and upriver Egypt. If we can understand, for example, why certain people were tuning to a wavelength more akin to their equivalents’ across the sea than to those of close neighbours beyond the basin, we will have laid promising foundations for the final stages of our history. For if a puzzle hangs over this period, it concerns legacies rather than origins, and the transition from the Bronze Age to the ostensibly different, and for the first time truly pan-Mediterranean, Iron Age of the 1st millennium BC. To allow a proper interpretative run-up towards this final question, the present chapter stops unconventionally early, at around 1300 BC (allowing for some local flexibility), with the Bronze Age system in the east still running on full throttle, and therefore well before a notorious, traditionally epoch-ending horizon of destructions there a century later.
A testing time
For now, however, the end of the Bronze Age lies in the future. More compellingly urgent is a marked hiatus towards the close of the 3rd millennium BC. For although strong underlying similarities link the societies of this and the ensuing millennium, in the short term the transition was often anything but smooth. The nature and causes of this disruption furnish one last instance of climatic perturbation and its impacts on early Mediterranean history. Over parts of southwest Asia, the drying trend that we have tracked for more than a millennium underwent a jagged acceleration after 2500 BC, culminating from approximately 2200 BC in two spikes of severe aridity, before a levelling off at the start of the 2nd millennium.3 Windborne Mesopotamian dust shows up in unprecedented Holocene quantities in cores from the Persian Gulf, sand layers accumulated at coastal sites, lakes fell in the Levant, streams down-cut as their gradients steepened and rainfall grew more intermittent and prone to flash-flooding deluges, while a drought-tolerant, humped breed of cattle, the zebu, was introduced to the Jazira, and at Saqqara an ultra-dry-loving beetle species makes its first appearance.4 Across the rest of the Mediterranean, complementary climatic evidence is tardily, if patchily, starting to emerge from the Aegean to the Atlantic.5
Archaeological signatures of abrupt change extend, albeit unevenly, across the basin. The downturn intersected with Mediterranean history at a busy time of diverse, unprecedented developments. This, and the varied nature of micro-ecologies, ensured that both the climatic impact and people’s responses varied immensely, though with some association between drier areas and greater dislocation. A closer look at several examples proves rewarding, for as ever in the study of so-called ‘collapse’, we learn a lot about societies from how they fall apart, endure or adapt.6 In fact, even this drawn-out disaster, whose magnitude exceeded anything that people could predict or prepare against, reveals impressive resilience on the part of many of the new kinds of societies that had been evolving around the basin in the preceding thousand-plus years. We can even discern a few exceptional cases where, thanks to protection from the worst, the implosion of pre-existing centres and interconnections, or the stimulus of adversity itself, fresh initiatives were fostered in previously obscure parts of the basin.
In general, the most elaborate and rigid social structures of trade were most susceptible to collapse, both because the reputation of those at the top for effective organization and intercession with the gods was compromised, and because their investment in the status quo gave them less incentive to initiate change.7 Though a long-claimed run of low Nile floods is proving harder to affirm than once thought, Old Kingdom Egypt, perhaps intrinsically prone to disintegration after centuries of centralized rule and the growing local embeddedness of powerful families, broke up into local dominions around 2160 BC.8 Contemporary sources refer to militias and crises, while a later literature, manifestly rhetorical and obsessed with the benefits of royal order, but also surely reflecting an admixture of real memories, lamented recurrent famines and cannibalism. Archaeological testimony comes from Mendes in the eastern Delta, where late Old Kingdom burials were poor and cramped, with skeletal markers of nutritional stress; subsequently, the cemetery was desecrated, a nearby temple razed and dozens of massacre victims left lying amidst the marks of conflagration.9 But even in Egypt there was another side to the story, for the ending of central taxes, royal prerogatives and toiling on monument construction brought dividends to people beyond the traditional elite, whose cultural and spiritual worlds were enhanced by modest, localized forms of status goods (often garbled versions of Old Kingdom types), as well as widening access to the sacred paraphernalia and texts that ensured access to the afterlife. Among the numerous survivors, not least in the Delta, this release from the pharaonic straitjacket created vibrant opportunities for new people and forms, including the soon-ubiquitous scarab seal,10 to take hold. These would continue to influence society and culture long after the return of the kings.
The demise by 2150 BC of the Akkadian hegemony in Mesopotamia, which had displayed its fragility at each royal succession, is unsurprising.11 More striking is a waning of many towns across the Jazira, save Brak and irrigation-based Mari on the Euphrates, a blow from which urban life there took centuries to recover.12 In neighbouring regions the picture is uneven.13 Ebla and Hama hung on in a reduced form, but Ugarit was abandoned, as apparently were Tyre and Sidon.14 While Byblos survived, it lost its special relationship with the pharaohs – ‘none sail north to Byblos today’ as was bemoaned, from an Egyptian perspective, in the hazily dated Admonitions of Ipuwer.15 Further south the picture is especially bleak.16 According to one estimate south Levantine population crashed to a tenth or twentieth of its previous level. Most large settlements emptied, to be replaced by a scatter of tiny, short-lived sites, often marked by burial tumuli or dolmens. All over the Jazira and Levant, this dislocation enabled expansion and penetration by the tribal pastoral groups that, during the 3rd millennium BC, had been coalescing in the steppic fringes, stimulated not least by the growing urban market for their products. Such people were known as known as ‘Amorites’ and often viewed with trepidation by villagers and town-dwellers – the last king of Akkad allegedly battled some of them northeast of the Palmyra oasis, itself an island of connections in a drying steppe.17 The subsequent distribution of Amorite names argues for the infiltration of many settled communities, sometimes at the very highest, dynastic levels.
Elsewhere in the basin the evidence is patchy. Most of the ambitious Aegean societies of the previous centuries, including the great houses of southern Greece, the canoe-based maritime circuits of the Cyclades and the rash of settlements that had swept out across the landscape, came to an end.18 The timing around 2200 BC is highly suggestive. Los Millares and most of its Iberian contemporaries likewise went into terminal decline, though the chronology suggests a more drawn-out process, and one grounded in a transition from supersites controlling trade in prestige goods to a more robust pattern of multiple, smaller controlling sites based on localized power relations.19 As noted in Chapter 7, the end-date of the Maltese temples stands open between 2400 and 2200 BC, making this most enigmatic of island societies potentially another casualty. Coincidentally or not, the close of the 3rd millennium BC also witnessed the demise of other megalithic climaxes in the west, from Antequera to Arles, and a sharp reduction in social complexity also on Sardinia.20
So much for the doom and gloom, the grim reality of which is hardly in doubt. But as we saw in the Nile Delta (and, from an Amorite point of view, elsewhere), the inverse can be equally striking. Three more examples highlight further subtleties and affirm that plenty of Mediterranean societies survived, and even flourished. Our first comes from the southern Levant, one of the worst-hit regions and today renowned for unrivalled research into the impact of aridity.21 Among the ranks of villages and towns that failed, a minority in fact survived. Some of these carried on cultivating olives and grapes, which implies regular water supply and confirms that these crops had become part of the local fabric of survival. Such places may reflect more flexible communities where adjustments were easier to effect (especially among non-hierarchical villages east of the Jordan), although it must be admitted that many simply lay close to the few springs or streams that survived the desiccation, for instance at Tell Iktanu in Jordan. But equally, it is becoming clear that the surviving former inhabitants of settlements deprived of such a lifeline did not simply abandon farming for pastoralism – actually a more romantic than practical response to Mediterranean adversity. Rather, in place of a firm division between complex agricultural communities and specialized herders, the pattern blurred as these ends of the spectrum converged on an oscillating middle, creating a shifting combination of low-density, small-scale farming and herding able to respond and relocate as necessary.22 At least for some groups, this resilient strategy of rolling with the environmental punches appears to have worked fairly well.
A second positive response could not be more different and focuses, surely not coincidentally, on a region blessed with the highest rainfall in the Mediterranean. We saw in Chapter 7 how trans-Adriatic networks strengthened in the 3rd millennium BC, while rich tumuli along the eastern seaboard attested to the rise of sporadic metal-rich elites, all rather on the fringes of the far-flung beaker and Aegean connections to the west and east. One cluster of tumuli with inhumations and cremations, ornately impressed drinking and eating vessels, daggers and archery kit is known as the Cetina culture, after a brimming river that flows out from the rain-gathering mountains and their ore-rich hinterland into the Adriatic near Split, opposite an enticing prospect of islands spreading out towards southeast Italy.23 These modest beginnings offer little warning of its eruption over the last two centuries of the 3rd millennium BC all over the coastal Adriatic, from the Trieste karst and Veneto to Apulia and Campania, and out through the Strait of Otranto into the wider central Mediterranean.24 It took the end of the Cold War for the penny to drop that Cetina is the common denominator behind a long-noted set of parallels in pottery, cremations, figurines and other finds as far apart as post-temple Malta, Sicily and western Greece, including a site beneath the altar of Zeus at Olympia. At one end of this distribution, necklaces of faience (by this time a widely distributed technology), ostrich egg and fish bone, copper daggers and axes, and a strange blue and gold bead, accompanying the cremation urns in the ruined temple at Tarxien on Malta, as well as Pantellerian obsidian on contemporary Gozo, proclaim a wide and eclectic range of marine connections [8.2].25 It is possible, too, that the Tarxien boat images (see Chapter 7) date to this, rather than the temple, phase; if so, they join one more from the Ionian island of Ithaca of similar date – an apposite find for the legendary home of Odysseus.26 At the other end, in the Gulf of Corinth, the cross-over of Cetina expansion with the surviving elements of Aegean networks explains a trail of bossed bone plaques, carved in Sicily and found not only in Apulia and at Tarxien, but as far east as Lerna and Troy [8.3].27 Behind part of this Cetina expansion lay the circulation of Alpine and Balkan metals, maybe now including tin, but the intrusive flavour abroad is also strongly suggestive of maritime groups on the move from Dalmatia.28 Regardless, the expansion’s timing and abrupt evaporation at the start of the 2nd millennium closely associates it with the climatic crunch around 2200 BC. As this disrupted neighbouring societies and hubs of trade, a sudden window of opportunity opened for the seafarers based in between, in a region largely impervious to drought. Looking far into the future, it is decidedly thought-provoking that the next time Adriatic seafarers broke out into the wider Mediterranean would also be the next time that Aegean societies imploded, 1000 years later, at the end of the Bronze Age.29

8.2  Necklaces and pendants in faience, ostrich egg, large fish-bones and pebbles, one of the last inlaid with mother-of-pearl, are among the finds from the cemetery within the former temple at Tarxien that testify to a new emphasis on off-island culture and connections.

8.3  Cetina expansion temporarily brought the Adriatic into wider Mediterranean prominence, arguably for the first time. The networks it forged enabled the functionally enigmatic bossed bone plaques of Sicily (example pictured left) to reach destinations as far apart as Malta, where Sicilian strait connections were also expanding, and the Aegean sites of Lerna and Troy, long before regular contacts were established between the Aegean and central Mediterranean in the mid-to-late 2nd millennium BC.
Our final example of interesting times is Crete. There, the centuries after 2200 BC, which saw widespread disruption elsewhere in the Aegean, are a time of dramatic social change that culminated in the construction of the first Minoan palaces around 1950–1900 BC.30 In Chapter 7 we concluded that over most of the 3rd millennium BC Iberia and the Aegean were fairly comparable in terms of the bottom-up growth of minor foci of wealth and power, with the crucial difference that the Aegean enjoyed links, however filtered, to larger societies further east, from which Iberia was cut off. A broadly world-systemic perspective therefore holds good for the Aegean earlier in the 3rd millennium and subsequently for much of the 2nd, but the truth is that the initial take-off was restricted to Crete, and took place exactly when the principal core zones to the east were in decline.31 Whether this patchily lush mini-continent out to sea was better buffered from climatic hardship, or whether the latter destabilized communities sufficiently to allow a few advantaged groups to expand, are unresolved matters. Add to this a fascination ever since Sir Arthur Evans with the culture of palatial Crete and its mythic legacy, and it is no surprise that ‘Minoan state formation’ remains one of the more alluring, if intractable, questions in Mediterranean archaeology.
One stumbling block is the fact that we are still not sure precisely what we are trying to explain. As we shall see, at a schematic level the Minoan palaces and towns represent one western extremity of a fluctuating continuum of Bronze Age palatial states that stretched deep into Asia, yet they display peculiarities in significant details that equally hint at stranger places, and ambiguous ancestries. The other problem is the poor archaeological record just preceding their emergence, not least thanks to the great levelling and overbuilding operations that followed. In spite of this, scraps of evidence reveal an island in ferment. Knossos, the oldest continuously inhabited place on Crete (a fact that might have mattered if recognized at the time), offers tantalizing hints. In around 2200 BC a massive wall and court were built on the same alignment as the later palace facade, and by the end of the millennium the surrounding settlement had grown prodigiously from 5–6 to around 40 ha (12–15 to 100 acres) – in other words, from a village to one of the Mediterranean’s larger communities in at most ten generations [8.4].32 Here and elsewhere extensive territories began to be staked out; new wheeled vehicles allowed bulk goods to be conveyed to emergent towns (the other, pot-throwing, use of rotary technology entered the island roughly simultaneously), while the rise of peak-top sanctuaries, open-air shrines at highly visible points in the uplands, ritually unified the lowland communities around them.33 Early experiments with writing indicate other emergent forms of symbolic control.34

8.4  Knossos takes off: from mid-3rd millennium BC village, to expanding proto-urban centre around 2000 BC, to an exceptionally large early 2nd millennium BC palatial town. Plotted against a longer duration, the urban spike appears particularly dramatic.
Crete’s relations with the wider Mediterranean underwent restructuring too. In Chapter 7 we saw that by the mid-3rd millennium BC Cretan groups were occasionally obtaining exotics from further east, perhaps in return for Aegean silver. From around 2000 BC Cretan seals start to depict the first sailing ships known in the Aegean [8.5].35 The generic similarity to the Byblos ships of the preceding millennium militates against independent invention, but this still raises questions. Were these eastern ships? If so, from where? Or do the images imply Cretan adoption of a technology picked up abroad, like uses of the wheel? If the latter – and by soon afterwards Aegean people were certainly building such vessels – the depictions imply that the eastern contacts, which such ships themselves greatly facilitated, were now direct enough to transmit construction details, and much else besides. Either way, the trans-Anatolian overland route to the Aegean, which had dominated the 3rd millennium BC, was superseded.36 From this point on, eastern imports focus on Crete, their numbers rise sharply and for the first time Aegean exports become visible too, the earliest on Cyprus.37 Several of the early imports on Crete are Egyptian, notably scarabs, amulets and cosmetic pots, mainly derived from the provincial culture of the Nile Delta and further upriver, plus several clay imitations of the sistrum, a symbol of Hathor [8.6].38 We should, however, resist the urge to assume that direct contacts had opened up with the Nile, for such goods could well have been obtained from the intervening Levant, perhaps at Byblos, a focus of silver and other distant trade, itself soon to take up writing in the guise, unlike Crete, of adapted Egyptian hieroglyphs. From an only slightly later context at Byblos, similar scarabs and amulets were interred with a promiscuous range of Egyptian, Levantine and broader Near Eastern metalwork, seals and beads in a jar dedicated, perhaps after a voyage, over the ruins of the temple to Ba’alat Gebal – the Lady of Byblos synonymous with Egyptian Hathor, herself a protectress of travellers [8.7].39 This find, combined with the flavour of imports on Crete, casts an unexpected light on the opening stage of Crete’s direct engagement with the east Mediterranean, in terms of locations, the likelihood of non-royal players, and a persistent association with women, ritual, or both.40 Just as patterns of change within Crete imply something more specific than simply a culmination of processes common to much of the 3rd-millennium BC Aegean, so the early eastern contacts confound expectations. We may never know precisely why Minoan palatial society arose as and when it did, but our best hope is to appreciate the peculiarities of its internal structure and the unusual Mediterranean circumstances within which they emerged.

8.5  The earliest definite Aegean image of a sailing ship is on this seal-stone from a tomb at Platanos in southern Crete, dated stylistically to within a century or so of 2000 BC. Note the accompaniment of large, pelagic fish.

8.6  Clay model of a sistrum, a musical instrument associated in Egypt with the goddess Hathor, and found in an early 2nd-millennium BC funerary context at Archanes, south of Knossos. The precise significance of this link remains elusive, but hints at the widening cosmological ambit of an emergent Crete, perhaps mediated via Byblos.

8.7  A selection of the highly diverse contents of the Montet jar (named after its excavator), dedicated at Byblos and including examples of an ape figurine, early Egyptian scarabs and toggle pins of a type most popular further north.
The east Mediterranean palatial polity in outline
After 2000 BC, communities and landscapes all over the east Mediterranean began to regenerate swiftly. The details varied, but we can pick out common trends over the 2nd millennium that reveal convergence on broadly similar practices and ways of life. Landscapes, though as diverse as ever, and still with large areas of small-scale mixed farming interspersed with upland, steppe, wetland and tracts of surviving woodland, began to take on a more anthropogenic, zoned and (as donkeys and carts percolated into wider use) integrated and complementary aspect. This reflected the impact of palatial and other urban economies, which led the way in large-scale cereal farming to feed themselves and their dependent labourers, plus in cash-cropping of olives and vines both for internal consumption and, increasingly, export. People in the plains and surrounding, patchily olive-silvered hills were most closely embroiled with such power-centres, but the latters’ feelers reached into mountains and steppe as well, reaffirming the uneasy symbiosis with the pastoral communities multiplying there in response to burgeoning markets for milk products and wool. Many of the shrines to the gods that would become such a regular feature of the east Mediterranean in the 2nd millennium BC were situated in settlements, but others (like the Cretan peak sanctuaries) sprang up at high elevations, which often became the seats of deities and so visually bound towns and their hinterlands into sacred as well as economic units, these two spheres being intimately connected.41
The towns and the palaces at their hearts represent a common module that we first encountered at Ebla in Chapter 7, but one that as it proliferated adapted to a wide range of scales. A few giant communities reached 100 ha (250 acres) or more, with populations well into five figures and multi-storey palaces as extensive as a sizeable village. More frequent were medium to small towns of a few thousand inhabitants, focused on less grandiose, though still imposing, central buildings. Although it is often assumed that the early Mediterranean was overwhelmingly rural, in equivalent Mesopotamia it is thought that up to 80 per cent of people were town-dwellers,42 and even though east Mediterranean proportions are more elusive, and surely varied, there is little doubt that here, too, towns held concentrations of producers and consumers that sometimes at least matched numbers in the surrounding countryside.43 This should not disguise a marked boom-to-bust tendency in the life histories of individual urban communities. At first glance this seems belied by the solidity of the tells that they often generated, which certainly do indicate durable beliefs about residence and community, but closer inspection reveals a bewildering pattern of urban foundation, abandonment, expansion and shrinkage, as local or wider opportunities and adversity dictated.
Palaces as they evolved in their east Mediterranean form were central to most urban communities and, beyond, to an entire economic system.44 As witnessed at Ebla, ‘palace’ connotes far more than the residence and household of a ruler, even if most never quite relinquished this patrimonial aspect, at least at a symbolic level.45 It serves as the shorthand for a physical and organizational structure dedicated to large-scale farming, storage and processing, skilled multimedia manufacture, technological know-how and innovation in hothouse conditions, literate supervision of the complex flows of materials and labour demanded by such tasks, as well as trade and gift-giving (often deploying its own high-value products), both internally and with peers beyond the palace’s rule. Gone are the days when food storage in the palatial system was interpreted in primarily benevolent terms as a form of managerial ‘redistribution’ necessary in an uncertain environment, taking a tithe in good times and dispensing aid in bad ones; people could survive perfectly well in the Mediterranean without palaces, and texts suggest that bailing out subjects (as opposed to affirming the debts of the less fortunate) rarely figured in palatial agendas.46 Instead, palaces were extractive institutions that mobilized wealth from taxes, estates, share-cropping, compulsory labour, trade or other means in the interests of those near the top of the hierarchy, whose position was validated by traditions of deference, kinship and other social alliances, association with the gods to whom they sacrificed and judicious rewards to loyal retainers, backed if necessary by coercion, over which palaces jealously guarded a military monopoly.47 The proportion of the agricultural, manufacturing and trading activity that palaces controlled via such ‘command economies’ was far less than the total amount going on in their territories, leaving plenty of room for independent activity, some of which they taxed but much of which operated at a level below their reach.48 But this does not imply that palaces were weak; rather, they were selective, targeting sectors with maximal potential for wealth generation, calculated displays of largesse and status definition. In addition to the universal focus on oil, wine, cereals and wool, care was taken to stockpile costly materials, especially those obtained from afar, and to ensure control of craftspeople with the skill to turn these into yet more valued objects; fleeing craft experts could be recovered by force, while their agreed transfer between palaces became a conduit for the transmission of cutting-edge skills. In fact, the greatest, most long-established palaces must have been extraordinary repositories of knowledge, not just in practical terms, but of recondite information about the worlds of people and gods, distant times and places, and the deeper meanings and histories of the intricate objects and images with which they were filled. Within these generalizations there was room for a lot of variation in time and space, but the Bronze Age palace loomed over 2nd-millennium BC east Mediterranean society and economy as it towered over its subjects’ houses, and we accordingly need to retain a generic model of its workings in our minds.
Ports were an equally key element in such east Mediterranean landscapes or, in this instance, coast-scapes. They might be towns in their own right, but the locally paramount urban palatial settlement usually lay a little distance inland. Some smaller ports arose independently, perhaps run by consortia of sea-trading families, and accumulated a degree of wealth belied by their diminutive size. Byblos, which never grew substantially, already furnished an example of this highly Mediterranean phenomenon in Chapter 7, and we shall encounter others below. Harbour facilities still mainly comprised those offered by nature: bays, coves, the lee of coastal islets or headlands, lagoons and lastly rivers, at their mouth or further upstream.49 This entailed offshore mooring for large or laden ships, unloading by smaller lighters, and perhaps applications of pitch to hulls to avoid the attentions of marine worms.50 Faint hints of artificial improvement can be picked up at a few Levantine ports, for instance poorly dated cuttings in a long sandstone ridge at Sidon, a breakwater of boulders at Yavne-Yam, and a reference in the Ugarit archives to a ship colliding with a quay.51 Sadly, in the Mediterranean nothing has been found to rival Marsa Gawasis, ancient Sawaw, Egypt’s early 2nd-millennium BC Red Sea port, with its ship timbers, still-coiled ropes, stone anchors, votive shrines, workshops, storerooms and discarded storage chests from the Punt trade.52 A wall-painting from Akrotiri does, however, afford us one glimpse of an Aegean harbour, set amidst a cluster of coves, in sprinting range of a coastal town [PL. XXX], while a later, 14th-century BC painting from the tomb of Kenamun in upriver Egyptian Thebes shows a quayside scene on the Nile with docked Levantine ships [8.8].53 Both underscore that there was more to ports than their facilities. They were gateways, places of encounter between different people (note the formalized greetings and demarcating dress codes) and knowledge hubs, where news and ideas as much as goods were sought and exchanged. Even though commonly under palatial supervision, not least due to the lucrative harbour dues surely generated by their comings and goings, such melting pots slowly encouraged the rise of personae and practices less susceptible to control by terrestrial authority. The term ‘port power’ nicely summarizes this phenomenon, which would intensify steadily over the millennium.54

8.8 Cross-cultural encounter at a river-port somewhere along the Nile during the 14th century BC, as portrayed at Egyptian Thebes in the tomb of Kenamun. Levantine merchants dock their ships and unload goods, while Egyptian men and at least one woman await them with a balance-scale and other equipment at the ready. Formalized greeting gestures and rituals are much in evidence.
Towns, palaces and coastal ports, together with expanses of land dotted with their subordinate villages, farms and occasional elite estates, are the main components of the regional power structures we know as ‘states’ or ‘polities’. As discussed in the previous chapter, the utility of such terms is sometimes greater or less, but semantics aside, the political units into which much of the east Mediterranean became divided display vast variations in scale, from a few dominions of well over 10,000 sq. km (3850 sq. miles) to numerous examples comprising a single town with a surrounding territory hardly a tenth that size – Crete, an island of 8260 sq. km (3190 sq. miles), was divided up at one point into perhaps a dozen or so such units.55 Moreover, these entities grew and shrank as they subsumed their neighbours, themselves were swallowed, or simply fell apart. How authority within them was distributed is another matter again. The model of a king with an encircling court of relatives and other high officials is a decent norm, but confounded by several cases where leadership is strangely low-profile and may have been quite differently constituted, and others where royal power barely exceeded that of a wider elite group.56 In Mesopotamia and Egypt, too, power was more widely shared than once believed, but the Mediterranean provides unusually insistent clues of heterogeneous forms of rule. If there is a common feature to these early Mediterranean states it lies less in how they were governed than in their alignment across micro-environments. A remarkable number of those encountered in this and the following chapters occupied a lateral cross section of landscape, typically defined by a river’s course, with one foot in the sea, the main body set back slightly in a coastal plain, and the other foot planted in a rugged hinterland, typically giving access to routes reaching far into the interior.57 This combination was favoured over time, thanks to its unrivalled ability to harness and integrate the food-mobilizing and wealth-acquiring openings of both land and sea. Its mesh with the typical scales of Mediterranean landscapes also goes some way to explaining the modest size of many polities.
Evaluating such palatial polities requires striking a balance between uncritical adulation of their artistic creations and an excessively mordant concentration on their exploitative, unequal and sometimes blatantly brutal faces. Somewhere in the middle lies the crucial truth that for better or worse these were radically successful entities in their own terms, ones that transformed substantial parts of the basin. Demography and aggregate wealth surged in their spheres of operation. Pan-Mediterranean population probably pushed towards 15 million people over the course of the 2nd millennium BC, with perhaps a quarter of the whole in the 10–15 per cent in the east that came under palatial sway.58 Within this, some places experienced peaks that would remain locally unrivalled for the rest of this book’s time span.59 Only some of this dramatic growth can be explained by the nutritional edge enjoyed by those, similarly distributed, areas most invested in large-scale olive oil production. Likewise, this chapter plots massive overall distinctions in total wealth between the east and the rest, regardless of internal distribution. However rapacious elites might be, they had an interest in encouraging a large labour pool and tax base, and whatever the involuntary Faustian bargains struck by subjects in terms of their personal security within states, there is no doubt that the essentially new economic security created by state-level structures vastly stimulated production, exchange and consumption, with the palaces themselves leading the way.
Finally, we need to clarify what these polities were not. The new abundance of writing and images reveals a number of name labels and visual stereotypes for locals and foreigners, beyond those already noted in Egypt in Chapter 7. While these inform us about how those at the top defined themselves and their subjects relative to others considered to be different, as early efforts at ethnic ascription they were crude and tell us practically nothing about any senses of identity felt by those people on whom such categories were imposed, which we may suspect were subtler amalgams of a localized sense of place or kinship and broader affiliations (a rare known example being the self-ascriptive ‘Canaanite’ for much of the Levant),60 to be negotiated and played up or down as the occasion required. Moreover, beyond an Egyptian idealization of a cosmically central Nile Valley as the true dwelling place for Egyptian people, there is nothing to suggest that these categories mapped closely onto the geopolitics of the age.61 Much the same can be said of language, where states hastened the selection of a few winners over a likely multitude of losers, but again with multilingualism, formal trade languages and mosaics of speech communities within each region still very much the norm. Early east Mediterranean polities were thus quite different creatures from later nation states. Not until well into the Iron Age, and then only in certain cases, can strongly constituted ethnic groups be taken as even semi-reliable building blocks for major dimensions of Mediterranean history – a matter to which we return in Chapters 9 and 10.
Palaces around the pond
So much by way of introduction. What of the actual texture of developments around the east Mediterranean? For now we shall restrict ourselves to the first half of the 2nd millennium, as after 1500 BC considerable alterations took place within the general framework. We begin on the Nile, where the start of the Middle Kingdom in the final decades of the preceding millennium denotes reunification, again originating upriver, and, under a strong 12th Dynasty based near el-Lisht (south of Memphis), the resurgence of royal power at home and abroad.62 This regime lasted for two centuries, after which the fissioning tendencies resumed. Despite a self-conscious back-referencing to Old Kingdom and still earlier pharaohs, the reality was more complex, due in part to the enduring legacy of widened social access and more caring forms of lordship derived from the years of fragmentation, and in part to fresh initiatives such as the conquest of Nubia, which boosted the gold supply, and widespread irrigation in the Fayum, which augmented Egypt’s already vast areas of farmland.
At the Mediterranean interface two features stand out. One was the resumption of the Old Kingdom tradition of royally sponsored sea-trading and raiding, especially to the central and north Levant. A discovery at Memphis provides superb insights into such expeditions. Inscribed on a granite block later reused as a statue base are sections of the annals of the great Amenemhat II (1911–1877 BC), dating to early in his reign, during a spate of largesse perhaps intended to solidify a contentious succession.63 The Mit Rahina inscription, as it is known, records among other projects two overseas ventures. One, to uncertain northerly destinations, possibly including Cyprus, brought back 1554 captives alongside raw and worked metals, precious stones and other fine goods, including furniture. The second, in two ships, targeted the central Levant and returned with a precisely documented cargo of 231 lengths of Lebanese cedar, 65 captives or otherwise human chattels, 23 kg (50 lbs) silver, 133 kg (293 lbs) bronze, 435 kg (959 lbs) copper, 19 kg (42 lbs) white lead, 37 bronze daggers decorated with gold, silver and ivory, 225 kg (496 lbs) emery and 537 kg (1184 lbs) of other grinding sand, diverse other stones, quantities of oils and resins, spices such as coriander and cinnamon, 73 fig trees and other less identifiable vegetal products. The cargo’s diversity is as striking as the presence of substances we would otherwise hardly imagine. The king’s annals also listed gifts to temples, notables and soldiers. Another lucky strike bears the first of these out. Under the temple of Montu at Tod, well up the Nile, the selfsame pharaoh dedicated four copper chests filled with gold ingots, cups and flowers, silver ingots and 150 carefully folded silver cups and other vessels decorated in styles reminiscent of the Aegean or Anatolia, plus lapis lazuli and other fine stones, seals and scarabs [PL. XXIX].64 The Tod ‘treasure’ confirms where some of the wealth acquired via Mediterranean expeditions ended up, and reminds us that, especially in Egypt, temples too were consumers on a grand scale.
The other salient feature of Egypt’s Mediterranean connections concerns the Delta itself and nearby parts of the southern Levant. The green triangle continued to extend seaward, and its proportion of Egypt’s still growing population increased accordingly throughout the 2nd millennium BC, at the expense of the Nile Valley.65 In the east a now-vanished strand of the Nile known as the Pelusiac branch became established as a major waterway, bringing the river and expanses of verdant farmland far closer to Sinai. Pollen reveals a virtually treeless landscape of cereals grown on well-drained land, with grasses and marsh plants interspersed, while animal bones affirm a superabundance of birds, fish and other waterlife.66 As for the teeming numbers of people living in this other Egypt, by now heading towards a million, their composition, identities and degree of assimilation to the resurgent Egyptian state are hard to gauge.67 Certainly, the Middle Kingdom made efforts to affirm uniformity. Offerings to the shrine at Tell Ibrahim Awad in the Delta resemble those at Elephantine far to the south on the First Cataract, and further east forts were erected, just as in Nubia, to guard the gateway to Siniatic copper and turquoise.68 But despite this, the contemporary Tale of Sinuhe, a reflection on what it meant to be Egyptian written from the perspective of a scribe in Levantine exile, still expressed strangeness through the feelings of a ‘marsh-man’ in Nubia.69 Moreover, material remains, human skeletons and personal names among the upper echelons of society reveal, alongside the hundreds of thousands of parochial farmers living in the Delta’s maze of fields, swamps and river channels, a substantial element with unmistakably Levantine connections.70 Even upstream at Beni Hasan, tomb paintings show the arrival in Egypt of donkey caravans driven by people whose colourful robes, weaponry and hairstyles distinguish them as Levantine [8.9], and the intervening northern Sinai was peppered with tiny ephemeral sites at this time.71 A steady donkey-borne coming and going tied together the southern Levant, Sinai and eastern Delta, driven by a combination of pastoralism, commerce, mining and flight from periodic droughts, some of which led to permanent infiltration, settlement and mingling (a long-term pattern echoed in the Biblical story of Joseph and his notably Mediterranean prescience in matters of storage). Other newcomers contributed less voluntarily to Egypt’s voracious labour pool: the captives listed at Mit Rahina alone swelled Egypt’s population by about 0.1 per cent – a drop in the ocean, but the only drop that we happen to know about. Given that this was an age in which the official ideology proclaimed being Egyptian to be synonymous with adherence to specific cultural norms, in which Sinuhe defined his exile in terms of things alien to Egyptian ideals of bodily comfort, physical appearance and language, it is also possible that in the Delta, something that for upriver Egyptians (and many modern archaeologists) could only be explained in terms of foreign influx, was in fact partly an unmentionable ancestral element of the indigenous population, going back hundreds if not thousands of years.

8.9 Brightly garbed south Levantine men and women, accompanied by children and laden donkeys, approach the margins of Egypt in this tomb painting from Beni Hasan on the Nile.
These cultural currents swirled most strongly around a place known today as Tell el-Dab’a, where the seaward flow of the Pelusiac Nile intersected the head of the Wadi Tumilat, the land corridor to Sinai and beyond.72 Here, an impeccably canonical royal estate and grid-planned town were laid out at the start of the 12th Dynasty [8.10]. Their initial name translates as ‘Royal Settlement of Amenemhat I, Justified, At the Door of the Two Roads’, the last epithet redolent with locational destiny. Some 200 years later this Delta settlement had rocketed to 75 ha (185 acres), making it one of the biggest places in the Mediterranean and a magnet for consumption in its own right rather than a mere cog in the royal machinery of Nilotic redistribution and transhipment. As the grip of the late Middle Kingdom pharaohs began to loosen it swiftly became itself a seat of local dynasts. And as the settlement grew, it also shook off its official guise and revealed a radically different, thoroughly hybrid life- and death-style. Houses and burials bore Levantine as well as Egyptian characteristics; metalworkers employed techniques unfamiliar to the Nile; and Levantine temples arose, one with palpably un-Egyptian charred acorns at the altar before it, probably all that remains of a foreign goddess’s sacred tree.73 Within the garden of a palace of impeccable Egyptian design, the tombs of high officials had a palm placed in front, in deference to Deltaic traditions, while their chambers were stuffed with foreign goods. These included Levantine weapons, a scarab inscribed in faulty Egyptian to the ‘overseer of foreign lands’, and sacrificed pairs of donkeys, the last a Canaanite practice connoting the caravan trade [8.11]. Nor did all Tell el-Dab’a’s connections point to terrestrial routes. Pottery and jewelry with ties to Cyprus and Crete, as well as a locally carved cylinder seal portraying a sailing ship accompanied by Baal-Zephon, a north Levantine deity associated with the maritime world [8.12], confirm that the sea-paths were equally well-travelled.74 Some time between 1800 and 1650 BC this vortex of people and networks acquired its better-known ancient name of Avaris, in which form we shall visit it again.

8.10  Gridded town plans preceded later Classical practice by at least 2000 years, and some of the earliest are royal foundations in Egypt, in this case the initial settlement of Tell el-Dab’a in the eastern Nile Delta.

8.11  Mixed messages from a mud-brick tomb at Tell el-Dab’a identified, from a scarab, as that of a deputy treasurer known as Amu, who was laid out in a typically Levantine posture, with a Levantine dagger but mainly Egyptian pots. In front of the chamber, five or six donkeys have been interred.

8.12  Roll-out of the design carved on a cylinder seal from Tell el-Dab’a, showing a ship, sea-and-storm god astride twin mountains, plus bull and snake that probably signify other Levantine deities.
Levantine society’s bounce-back after 2000 BC was just as impressive, and in the south closely tied to the rise of the Middle Kingdom. This was the fourth round in a cycle of ever more experienced building of big communities in a fickle environment since the Neolithic, and it proved the most ambitious, an acme until well into the 1st millennium BC.75 In contrast to the preceding millennium, when the north completely outstripped the south, towns with grand entrance gates and massive ramparts to deter battering rams, cuneiform literacy, tin-bronze, and wheel-thrown pots are encountered throughout the Levant, ruled by powerful, if never divine, kings. Both maritime and inland trade routes striated the region, most running north–south as before, but with a cross-over in the Jezreel Valley between the southern coastal trail and a northern one running inland east of Lebanon between the Galilee and Orontes Valley. The robustness of long-haul routes through the interior in the face of maritime competition illustrates the fact that the choice of sea versus land transport depended on a subtly varying calculus involving not just speed and bulk, but also value, security and intervening markets, which could tip the balance either way, especially for lighter or valuable goods.
From this time, as already noted, Levantine communities (save in the extreme north) are also known as Canaanite, a contemporary term loosely denoting the land, its people, products and traditions.76 Levantine culture demonstrates strongly recurrent themes at this time, including distinctive metal weaponry and wealthy tombs. One combination of these that resonates with the Tale of Sinuhe’s account of one-on-one combat as means of asserting Canaanite male status are the male ‘warrior’ burials at places such as Sidon and a resurgent Jericho, accompanied by daggers, spears and perforated bronze axes – the last emblematic of tree-felling as well as fighting, and taken up as a symbol as far off as Crete [8.13].77 But equally, the Levant was turning into a cultural melting pot of traits from Egypt, Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Cyprus and occasionally the distant Aegean. Egyptianizing emblems and deities, in particular, appeared on seals, ivories and, at Tell Sakka near Damascus, even wall-paintings.78 This openness extended to personal names, which display a mix of Canaanite, Amorite, Hurrian (highland Anatolian) and, at the titular level, Egyptian derivations. A further striking feature was the prominence of sizeable shrines, now often of tower-like form or situated in open high places.79 Unlike Mesopotamia and Egypt, where temples were usually permanently endowed, the maintenance of the gods’ homes in the Levant was a private, palatial or communal responsibility and commonly reflected the concerns of specific groups of worshippers. In this sense, the boat models, anchors and gilt-bronze men dedicated amidst the diminutive pseudo-Egyptian erections at Byblos’s ‘Obelisk temple’ [8.14], when compared to the figs, and bones from sheep, goats, plus a few pigs and costly cattle, at the local shrine of a farming village at Tell el-Hayyat in the Jordan Valley, speak volumes about the dominant preoccupations at different points within the Mediterranean landscape.80

8.13  Redolent of both combat and the felling of aromatic trees, the fenestrated axe became a distinctive power symbol in the early 2nd-millennium BC Levant. This exceptionally elaborate example, intricately decorated with granulation and other elaborate techniques, and with figures from the Epic of Gilgamesh visible in the fenestrations, was found beneath a major temple at Byblos.

8.14  Diminutive obelisks at the eponymous shrine at Byblos, probably dedicated to a Levantine deity but indicative of revived connections with Egypt. Some bear hieroglyphic inscriptions, and the temple as a whole acted as a focus for dedications, including of the axe illustrated in fig. 8.13, as well as model boats and huge numbers of gilt bronze figurines.
Focusing in, the explosion of urban life in the south is startling after the less complex settlements of the previous millennium and the desertification with which it ended. Sites near springs, year-round rivers or other lush pockets were unsurprisingly popular, and irrigation probably underwrote the massive populations that accumulated in the Hula and Galilee basins.81 Evidence for the distribution of polities comes from archaeology and Egypt’s Execration Texts, the latter ritual incantations listing Egypt’s foes, many of whom lay, luckily for us, in the southern Levant (among them the first mention of Jerusalem, a highland settlement whose physical remnants at this stage are mere scraps on the bedrock).82 Archaeology confirms that the recovery began earliest on the coast, especially at a string of burgeoning ports between Ashkelon, at this time the largest coastal town anywhere in the Levant [8.15], and Akko (Crusader Acre). Some of these only make sense in terms of sea traffic.83 Little Tel Nami, for instance, on the Carmel coast, was tightly sandwiched between wetlands and the waves.84 Only later did urbanism spread inland, where a true giant arose at Hazor in Galilee, near the junction between the interior north–south trail and the Jezreel Valley corridor to the sea. Hazor, whose ramparts enclosed 75–80 ha (185–200 acres) and contain 1 million cu. m (35 million cu. ft) of soil, numbers among the handful of true supersites around the east Mediterranean.85 Its palace has been located, though not yet the archive that would clarify the extent of its sway, which according to most estimates reached over several thousand sq. km in the Galilee basin, Golan Heights and southern Lebanon, swallowing in the process a polity in the Hula basin based on Tel Dan. In general, the southern pattern was of a patchwork of polities of variable size and authority, many aligned in typically Mediterranean fashion as slivers of coast and hinterland, several more in the highlands or segmenting the Jordan Valley, and all alike tugged in economic and perhaps political terms between the gravitational pulls of Hazor, Ashkelon and the Levant’s real southern terminus at this time, Avaris in the Nile Delta.86

8.15  The great Levantine town and seaport of Ashkelon, the closest major stop to the Nile Delta on the southern coastal route, with its massive arc of ramparts. Less obvious today is the location of the anchorage for the numerous ships that made landfall here.
So much for the overall scene, but the intensity of investigation in the southern Levant gives us a rare chance to explore the texture of these emergent Mediterranean landscapes at a finer grain of resolution. For beneath the urban pinnacles lay tiers and networks of villages, hamlets and farms, many integrated with urban economies and thence the wider world, to whose shifting rhythms their agriculture and craft goods both contributed and responded. Huge numbers of rural sites cover the hill country of Israel, especially the wetter north and the western slopes most dedicated to tree crops, by now certainly enhanced by painstakingly built little terraces and rock-cut cisterns.87 East of the Jordan one of the best explored is Tell el-Hayyat, which we just visited in the context of its modest temple.88 It was a village of a couple of hundred people in the hinterland of a medium-sized town known in later antiquity as Pella and today as Tabaqat Fahr, itself perched on the edge of the Jordan Valley and uncomfortably close to Hazor. Potters at Tell el-Hayyat made a lot of the vessels used by its urban neighbour, and the amount of olive remains tells us that the community had also invested heavily in oil production, much of which was probably consumed locally, but some donkeyed down the Jezreel Valley (where its final bottling may have taken place)89 to the coastal towns and from there off across the sea. The micro- and the macro-scales in this part of the Mediterranean, just like the hinterland and coast, had become more intimately linked than ever.
Further north the parallels with the 3rd millennium BC are stronger. Small, rich ports clung to the Lebanese coast.90 Byblos regained some of its special relationship with the pharaohs, but although its rulers flaunted coveted Egyptian titles and royal gifts (as we know from their lavish tombs), in a now more multilateral web of connections they struggled to prevent rivals from provisioning Egypt with timber too. Sea traffic at Tyre, Sidon, Beirut and Tripoli flourished in the lee of offshore islands or peninsulas. Montane communities bloomed high in the Beqaa Valley, and further inland the ramparts of Qatna delineate a city of 100 ha (250 acres).91 In the far north, beyond the Levant’s mountain-pinched waist, Ebla remained substantial but had yielded to Yamhad as the paramount territorial state and regional power.92 Inconveniently, the latter’s capital is encased in the hulking tell, crowned by an Arab castle, in the middle of modern Aleppo, and we know it almost entirely from what contemporaries wrote [PL. XXXI]. Yamhad ruled over some 20,000 sq. km (7700 sq. miles), a major holding by any standard of the time, and its western dependencies, each with their own dynasties, included two trading centres renowned in their own right. One was Ugarit, now apparently a fortified town, the other Alalakh (Tell Atchana), Antioch’s predecessor as the hub of the Amuq, which has produced a small archive and a hoard of tusks from still not exterminated local Asian elephants.93 By now a more modest place than when we visited its elite cemetery in Chapter 7, Umm el-Marra still honoured its royal dead from the previous millennium but had adapted to a drier present by concentrating on a leather industry supplied by hunting the wild onagers of the endless dun steppe to its east.94
Away to the east, two or three days’ journey by land followed by a descent of the busy Euphrates by barge, lay Mari, a 100-ha (250-acre) caravan city with strongly ‘Amorite’ tribal politics enmeshing a realm even greater than Yamhad’s, and the pre-eminent city on the middle stretches of the river until 1760 BC, when an ascendant Babylon destroyed it on the path to a long-lasting dominance in Mesopotamia.95 The palace at Mari comprised 300 rooms spread over 2.5 ha (6 acres) [8.16]. It was the marvel of its age according to one ruler of Ugarit, who sought Yamhad’s blessing to travel from the coast to visit it. Reverse journeys are recorded too. In one, a king of Mari fought his way to the coast, where he triumphantly sacrificed, cleansed his troops in the ‘vast sea’ and loaded up with cedar, boxwood and other fragrant timbers.96 Later, his frequently peripatetic son, Zimri-Lim, by then himself king, journeyed to the Mediterranean, via a three-month circuitous route with long stopovers at his father-in-law’s palace at Yamhad, as well as at Ugarit, where he bought an entire village.97 With him went a retinue of thousands, consisting of soldiers, servants, bureaucrats, wives and concubines, as well as huge quantities of metal and other gifts dispensed and received along the way – altogether quite a pageant for Mediterranean eyes. We owe such details to Mari’s modern treasure, its archive of 20,000 tablets, including 6000 letters, dating mainly to the reign of Zimri-Lim, its last king, that lay bare the scope and detail of this far-reaching palace economy just across the Mediterranean’s eastern border.98 The insights from this archive exceed any hope of summary here. Among those most relevant to us are the interstate alliances involving Yamhad and Qatna, the latter still directly reachable, even for large, if lightly burdened expeditions, across the desertifying and dangerously lawless steppe via Tadmor, later Palmyra, without the detour along the otherwise preferred northern route through Yamhad.99 Equally revelatory are the emissaries of Babylon reported as present as far south as Hazor, and last but not least Mari’s key role as a dispenser of central Asian tin, which it traded on into the Mediterranean.100 Tin consignments went from Mari to Hazor, Qatna, Yamhad and Ugarit, in the last case including small amounts destined for a man of ‘Kaptara’, and the interpreter working for this place’s chief trader at Ugarit.101 Kaptara further appears at Mari in the context of gold-embellished weapons, metal vessels, textiles and leather. Like its Egyptian cognate ‘Keftiu’ (first encountered in the early Middle Kingdom), this term denotes Crete, or the generic southern Aegean – the first external textual acknowledgment of the region’s existence.102

8.16  Plan of the vast early 2nd-millennium BC palace at Mari on the Euphrates, in its own time an acknowledged wonder. Note the several large courtyards, big royal audience chambers and ample provision for storage and other activities.
But before we take the great Cilician bend and head west for Cyprus and the Aegean, an Anatolian detour is essential. We know little about coastal Turkey at this time, but inland, on the plateau, processes of great significance for our history were underway. As seen in Chapter 7, the communities of 3rd-millennium BC Anatolia, and the status of the rulers whom the kings of Akkad claimed to have fought, are hard to pin down. Out of these, however, a set of large, evenly matched towns dominated by palaces had arisen by 2000 BC, several of which enjoyed links with the northern Levant and Mesopotamia.103 From the lower town of one such centre, Kanesh (modern Kültepe), comes another remarkable set of documents. Most belonged to an enclave of Mesopotamian merchants, one of more than twenty spread over central Anatolia, whose families operated from Assur on the Tigris, 775 km (480 miles) away as the crow flies.104 These merchants ran donkey caravans between the alluvium and highland towns, trading Anatolian gold and silver for Mesopotamian textiles and eastern tin (the import of tin a sign that any Anatolian tin mines were far from meeting current demand).105 The surprises from this archive are threefold, though all probably reflect practices that had begun, less visibly to us, considerably earlier. First, the foreign merchants and their trade in organic or recyclable goods would be undetectable without textual revelation. Second, the scale was enormous. The caravans engaged 200–50 donkeys, each laden with 60 kg (130 lbs) of metal or cloth, travelling for 35–40 days; it has been calculated that well over 100 kg (220 lbs) of silver and a thousand large, heavy textiles were moved annually over the period from 1920 to 1850 BC that the archives illuminate. Treaties, security agreements and tolls en route regulated their passage. Third, the trade was operated by families and consortia or ‘companies’ under little palatial scrutiny, and these undoubtedly aspired to and obtained a lucrative profit – in a nice inversion of expectations, 200 per cent gross on textiles and 100 per cent on tin before transport costs. The Akkadian word tamkarum used to denote these entrepreneurial figures so familiar with profit margins, loans, taxes, smuggling and coping with local royal monopolies, can be justifiably translated as ‘merchant’.106
This intricately balanced phase of interconnections was closed by the rise of Babylon in the south and interstate warfare in the north from which emerged, in the late 17th century BC, a parallel, and in this case first, supra-regional power in Anatolia, the Hittite kingdom of Hatti, with its capital at Hattusa (modern Boğazköy) in the north-central highlands of modern Turkey.107 While the Kanesh archive hangs beyond the basin’s edges as a hint of what we might be missing elsewhere within it, Hatti’s first intervention in the Mediterranean was brutally direct and went after booty and tribute, a strategy that entailed the sacking of Yamhad, Alalakh and Ebla, in the last case the final blow to a venerable city. By 1500 BC the outline of a new power structure was starting to crystallize in this part of the Mediterranean.
Cyprus remained buffered from such events, yet increasingly engaged in off-island interaction after the decisive end, around 2500 BC, of its long isolation on the internal margin of the east Mediterranean system. The key, as suggested at the end of the previous chapter, was copper, for which Cyprus is one of the largest sources in the world, and the timing related to the introduction of techniques to work its previously intractable sulphide ores – plus, we can now add, the decline of Omani copper sources, which had hitherto served as the bulk supplier to Mesopotamia [8.17].108 Mine galleries are visible by the 19th century BC at Ambelikou, and by the 18th–17th centuries the export of copper is attested archaeologically and textually, the latter mainly from Mari, where we encounter the name Alashiya, long to be associated with the island.109 A century later a smelting installation at Phorades confirms industrial-scale production in the mining zones of the interior, among the colourful ore gossans of the Troodos piedmont.110 Allied with equally recently introduced state-of-the-art farming techniques, the impact on the island’s societies was electric. Initially, and reflecting the Anatolian axis that had broken Cyprus’s isolation, as well as easy access to major mining regions, the main anchorages lay along the north coast, where they helped to stitch together an inshore route between the Aegean and Levant during the centuries on either side of 2000 BC.111 Increasingly, however, metal-rich tombs, a series of forts in the centre and east, and frequent destructions signal an island in ferment, as other communities competed for advantage in controlling routes from the ore sources to the coast, and over the sea to mainland markets.112 Out of this rose one particular winner, which coalesced at a lagoonal river mouth on the hitherto sparsely settled southeast shore facing the Levant, only a day’s sail from Ugarit, whose partial twin it would later become.113 Early Enkomi was a heterogeneous boom-town community, and from almost the first stage it stands out for its involvement in copper production and trade. In addition to copper, Cyprus diversified to export its pots to the Levant, Egypt and occasionally the Aegean, while imports increased in the form of seals, metalwork, liquids and an adapted ‘Cypro-Minoan’ version of a script used on Crete.114 It is odd that Cyprus, so close to the Levant and rich in copper, arose as a major player notably later than more distant, resource-poor Crete. Nonetheless, by 1500 BC a turnaround that must have been variously exhilarating or alarming for its inhabitants was well on the way to establishing it in a centre-stream position within Mediterranean trade.

8.17  Copper-rich parts of the Troodos foothills have remained mining landscapes for much of the time span from the Bronze Age to the present, as seen here near Skouriotissa. Modern mines often obscure or destroy traces of ancient activity.
Our tour ends in the Aegean, where by 2000 BC Crete was already on the cusp of dramatic changes. Soon afterwards, towns with labyrinthine Minoan palaces at their heart emerged, first at Knossos, Phaistos and Malia in the fertile centre, and all over the island in the next few centuries [8.18; PL. II].115 The palaces were places of public ceremony, sacred rituals, fine craft production, and, in the first and largest examples, agricultural storage on a grand scale.116 They segmented the island into small- to medium-sized polities of typical form, with their palatial towns set among the arable lowlands on or near the coast, surrounded by smaller communities that grew grain, vines and olives (now sometimes on gently terraced fields), and soon grading into a pastoral montane interior. Knossos’s disproportionate size and cultural pre-eminence encourage speculation that it played Hazor or Yamhad to its neighbours and gradually established a hegemony over the island.117 Administration was exercised through writing, mainly in Linear A, a native script that remains undeciphered, in part because it surely records an extinct, arguably non-Indo-European language originating far back in the island’s past. Palatial Crete is, in addition, renowned for a veritable explosion of intricate artistic creations, the best known of which are Kamares and Marine-style painted pottery, carved stone vessels, work in faience, ivory and (rarely surviving) metal, as well as pictorial wall-paintings.118

8.18  This aerial view of the Minoan palace at Malia in north-central Crete reveals the focus on a central courtyard of communicative and ritual significance, as well as large high-status rooms, long storage magazines, probable workshop areas and a pod of eight circular silos.
Superficially, Crete resembles much of the east Mediterranean at this time. But scratch the surface and one begins to doubt whether it can be pigeonholed so easily, glimpsing instead alternative ancestries in the vying societies emerging in the 3rd millennium BC across much of the northern Mediterranean, or (among the club of insular oddities) even as temple-period Malta writ large. Peculiar features include the strikingly urban character of the island for its size, which is under half the territory ruled by Yamhad, or a quarter the area of the southern Levant. Crete was studded with small towns, a handful of larger ones, and last but not least Knossos, which at 100 ha (250 acres) exceeded most cities west of Mari.119 Towns must have accounted for at least half the island’s population, and average urban house size reached a peak that would not be seen again on Crete until the threshold of Classical times.120 At Knossos the scale of the palace too is outstanding: 1.3 ha (3.2 acres) in ground-plan, extended over several storeys, and able to hold over 5000 people in its central court.121 Also unusual, though not unique, is the absence of clear advertisement of rulers, which could imply corporate rather than individual, dynastic leadership.122 If we take the imagery at face value, this consisted in part of elite women. Finally, the ubiquitous emulation of palatial styles between and, vertically, within polities, together with the staggering investment and fast fashion turnovers in individualistically decorated drinking and serving pottery (a medium that under most states became uniform, if not drab), suggests a competitive, volatile society that never quite settled down into an established order.123 This suspicion is fortified by the frenetically performative and theatrical aspect of palatial rituals, from public processions to bull-leaping.
The emergence of palatial Crete reconfigured the Aegean islands and much of the coastal rim into a lively periphery, with each area interacting with Crete in its own way.124 Behind this lay acquisition of metals, in which Crete was deficient and which encouraged its entry into Mediterranean trade networks, notably involving silver from Lavrio (control over which is less often considered than it should be) and more distant metals obtained via intermediaries in the east and maybe west Aegean. In the Cyclades, the east Aegean’s islands and peninsulas and on Kythera, where this book opened amidst a surge of new settlements supplying a booming port at Kastri, nodes of maritime trade flourished at key points. Over time their relationship with Crete deepened into ties of cultural affiliation. Several kinds of activities could lie behind this ‘minoanization’, from emulation by socially aspiring locals, to influxes of Cretans, to political control from one or more Cretan palaces, notably Knossos.125 A few island centres grew as large as some of the Cretan towns, notably Trianda on Rhodes and probably Akrotiri as well, the latter uniquely preserved to the height of two- or three-storey buildings thanks to a huge eruption of the Thera volcano ([1.8]; discussed below). On the other hand, Agia Irini, a small, heavily fortified silver- and textile-manufacturing cluster of rich houses, probably each for a family ‘firm’, on the agriculturally poor island of Kea (the last staging post for passage via the Cyclades to Lavrio in Attica), is more reminiscent of Tel Nami in Israel and other tiny, yet precocious port communities [8.19]. Still closer to the Greek mainland, Aegina established a key trading role independent of Crete, at first as a hub for the Saronic Gulf. It soon accumulated enough wealth to obtain jewelry paralleled at Avaris, and to furnish a rich warrior burial in a deep shaft-like grave – the prototype of a death-style soon taken up by its mainland neighbours.126

8.19  The handful of well-appointed houses and other buildings crowded within a tight, heavily fortified perimeter on the promontory of Agia Irini, situated on the Cycladic approaches to the silver lodes of Lavrio.
Initially the Greek mainland was less integrated, and parts robustly indifferent to Crete, full of resilient, relatively self-sufficient village communities.127 By the 17th and 16th centuries BC, resistance began to crumble, led by parts of the Peloponnese that enjoyed easy maritime links to the south, as well as potentially further north and west, with people and materials in southeast Europe and the central Mediterranean.128 At Mycenae and a few other places, shaft graves and other burials plot a crescendo in deposition of gold, silver, bronze, fine stones, faience, ostrich egg and other exotica [8.20; PL. XXXIII].129 The diverse, often distant origins of raw materials and finished objects mapped the Aegean, wider east Mediterranean and Europe from a point on their edges where they intersected.130 Many items, such as the individually decorated swords and daggers, must have featured in lost tales of heroic warriors and their possessions. Others, such as the famous libation vessel in the form of a bull’s head, recall Crete, while links to the Cyclades are particularly abundant. A model balance scale in sheet gold, once thought to have weighed the souls of the dead, may instead hint at how much of this wealth was acquired. Here we shall pause for the moment, on the verge of later Aegean developments, and contacts further west in the Mediterranean.

8.20  Finds from the Mycenae Shaft Graves number among the most iconic objects in archaeology, but in fact represent extremely diverse origins and meanings. The silver and gold bull’s head pouring vessel (left) is almost certainly a Cretan religious item redeployed in a Peloponnesian death-ritual, while the lion-hunt scene on the dagger (right) is of a wider visual currency localized through its choice of equipment, and executed in a skilled niello ‘painting in metal’ technique of uncertain eastern Mediterranean origin.
We cannot, however, leave the Aegean without a look at the most devastating natural event in the 2nd-millennium Mediterranean, one contemporary with the peak of expansion on Crete and the Mycenae shaft graves. The eruption of the Thera volcano bequeathed to us at Akrotiri a Bronze Age Pompeii without the bodies, and conditions of preservation we have to thank repeatedly in the course of this chapter.131 Beyond lies an entire Bronze Age landscape sealed under metres of ash. The volcano threw up an ash plume whose eastward drift on the wind is detectable in sea and lake cores across the Aegean and into Turkey, while a 6–11-m- (20–36-ft-) high tsunami left its mark at coastal sites in north Crete, and pumice floated far and wide on the currents [8.21].132 Once blamed for the final, fiery demise of palatial settlements on Crete in the early 15th century BC, we now know from finer examination of the pottery styles caught in both events that the two catastrophes were separated by several generations – a discovery that throws us back on human causes for events on Crete, and underscores the resilience of these Mediterranean societies, which survived an event often likened to the AD 1883 eruption of Krakatoa in Indonesia, which killed more than 30,000 people.133 The bone of contention is now instead the exact date of the eruption. This is of much more than arcane interest because it connects with cultural phases across the Aegean and affects how these align with the independently dated histories of Egypt and adjoining parts of the east Mediterranean, as well as European sequences. A traditional date in the late 16th century BC is challenged by radiocarbon, and by signatures of an event that may, or may not, be attributable to Thera in the Greenland ice and tree-ring growth across the northern hemisphere, which are collectively argued to support a date a century earlier, perhaps as precise as 1628/7 BC (though each has its attendant problems).134 Around this controversy battalions of archaeologists, radiocarbon experts, volcanologists and climate scientists have converged, generating countless papers and oceans of vitriol, yet no agreed verdict. Recently, the all but miraculous find of sprays from olive trees killed by the eruption have become symbols of neither peace nor victory, due to issues in sequencing their contorted rings and matching them to those from other tree species in Turkey.135 With any luck this debate may be close to resolution, but in turning now to explore contacts between communities sitting round the east Mediterranean pond, we must for the moment bear in mind a disconcerting uncertainty as to precisely how the acme on Crete and contemporary Aegean societies fit with the wider pattern.

8.21  Extrapolation from known residues in cores and terrestrial sites of the ash-fall from the Theran eruption.
An east Mediterranean trading system crystallizes
If we want to understand how these regions in the east Mediterranean coevolved and converged to create a greater whole, we need to investigate this part of the basin as a theatre of interaction. On land the options in terms of how to get around had changed little since the 3rd millennium BC: travel on foot, in drawn carts for short hauls or by donkey over short and long distances alike, the last exemplified by the Kanesh traffic. Horses were still rarely ridden at this stage, a situation that continued perhaps until larger animals had been bred or obtained from the Russian steppe. Sea travel around the east Mediterranean was now entirely the preserve of sailing ships, still among the most complex and capital-intensive machines of their day (though prices for donkeys reveal that caravans were not cheap either). Sadly, despite several underwater cargo scatters, including one off northeast Crete,136 and finds of stone anchors, actual remains of ships elude us until the 14th century BC. Partial exceptions are two Middle Kingdom votive masthead finials, now in Athens but surely modern arrivals to the Aegean.137 The dedication on one, to ‘the one whom the land-bringer, the Lord of the Winds and Hathor, Mistress of the North Wind shall love’, should evoke the sympathy of any mariner. Egyptian images from the first half of the 2nd millennium are also frustratingly lacking. Thankfully, we have the Akrotiri wall-paintings, which depict masted ships raiding a coastline and participating in a short-range nautical procession [8.22; PL. XXX].138 The latter, clearly engaged in a ritual event, were elaborately painted and propelled, save for one hastening ahead with its sail hoisted, by hordes of paddlers in an archaizing style reminiscent of older canoes. As on the earlier Cretan seals that announced the arrival of new shipping in the Aegean, the mast was single rather than bipod and had migrated back to midships since the Old Kingdom depictions, allowing the boat to steer a useful 90–100 degrees off the wind.139 Keels for better direction-holding only appeared in imagery in mid-millennium, but may have been invented earlier in the seas of the Levant or between these and the Aegean.140 Hardest to gauge is maximum ship size. One minimalist analysis avers that no seagoing ships substantially exceeded 20 tonnes in terms of cargo and 15 m (50 ft) in length.141 Yet, even accepting the unreliability of allusion to vessels several times this volume in the Middle Kingdom’s Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor (a Red Sea saga that also featured fantastical giant lapis serpents),142 a brilliant interpretation of the Mit Rahina ship inventories as the world’s earliest bills of lading deduces vessels of at least 25 and possibly almost 70 tonnes in capacity.143 Wherever we set the limit, the abundance of small boats in the Akrotiri paintings, and as models at Byblos’s Obelisk temple, suggest that large ships were in fact heavily outnumbered by little, mundane craft. Even in 16th-century AD Genoa, arguably the Ugarit of its day, only 2 per cent of the ships recorded in customs registers exceeded 30 tonnes.144

8.22  An Aegean ship a-sail around the middle of the 2nd millennium BC, with its mast mid-ships, sail supported by booms above and below, and steering oars in the stern. Similar but heavily festooned craft follow, driven by paddlers, in this image of a nautical festival from the West House of Akrotiri on Thera.
We saw in the previous chapter that fast new sailing ships could short-circuit the terrestrial Ways of Horus between Egypt and the southern Levant. As they opened up the rest of the eastern basin, they effectively shrank it: travel from the Nile Delta to Cyprus required two to three days, with maybe a week to ten days between the north Levant and the Aegean, where the archipelago’s resultant diminution demolished the world-view of the last canoe-based voyagers.145 Of course, this assumes a perfect run; actual journey times will often have been substantially slower due to adverse winds, with much involuntary lingering in port. At least equal amounts of time also passed in conduct of negotiations, where the social and business aspects seamlessly melded, as well as in physically obtaining the cargo. The Mit Rahina boats departed from Egypt in early summer and returned in the autumn, a period embracing the entire traditional sailing season, and all for a short run up the Levantine coast.146
If such journeys could be cumulatively plotted they would reveal the emergent lineaments of long-range routes, at least as tendencies, from out of the constant tangle of local to-and-fro movement, diversions due to weather and sheer range of options in the Aegean. The oldest trunk route ran along the Levant; another that lasted until well into the present millennium linked the Levant and Aegean via Cyprus and the coast of south Turkey. On certain long journeys reliant on consistent weather, the prevailing winds encouraged different sea-paths out and back. One example raises the issue of direct contact between Egypt and the Aegean across the open seas south of Crete.147 This trans-Mediterranean voyage, which figures in the Odyssey as a five-day crossing with a fair wind and necessitates travel over 200 km (125 miles) out of sight of land, demanded sterner stuff of mariners than coast-hugging traffic, although the much faster, safer craft now available meant that it may have been no more dangerous or glory-gaining than feats performed in canoes throughout the Mediterranean a millennium earlier.148 But while a following wind was very likely heading south, the reverse was a rare prospect. This argues that Egyptian-initiated contact with the Aegean was uncommon, and that any Aegean-sponsored ventures returned by a circuitous route up the Levant and along Anatolia, ensuring that return cargos were mixed in origin. Add in the fact that most Egyptian finds on Crete (and vice versa) were of types readily available at Levantine ports, and the deduction must be that the Levant, once again, frequently acted as the intermediary. Some direct contacts between Egypt and the Aegean may be likely, but are hard to verify until well into the 2nd millennium, and even then retain an exotic ‘edge-of-our-world’ quality, often fantastical or mythic,149 distinct from cosy connections in the Aegean or across Levantine and Cypriot seas, as well as more attenuated but fairly faithful transmission between the Aegean and both the Levant and Cyprus.
We therefore have a decent idea of the physical means by which long-range connections were effected and the kinds of directional links and durations involved. Much harder to demonstrate at this stage are the motives of producers, transporters and consumers, let alone the identity of the people in the middle who did the actual moving, and the frequency of their operations. We might wish to take our cue from the emergence across the broader Near East over the previous thousand or so years of consumer groups, metal-based currencies, value equivalences and market mechanisms alongside an etiquette of gift-giving, all confirmed early in the new millennium by the testimonies of Kanesh and Mari – though neither is strictly speaking Mediterranean nor maritime, and we have to wait until the later 2nd millennium BC for equivalent textual insights within the basin. But we should be aware of complementary possibilities, too. Thinking about voyages between the Aegean and Egypt has encouraged us to ponder the impact of distance and travel on how people imagined each other and their lands. Although the capital-based economies of east Mediterranean palatial polities differed in kind as well as scale from the fixation on prestige goods or (as we shall see) short-term tribute in smaller-scale societies elsewhere, we still need to be alert to conditions under which the exotic qualities of foreign objects, or the voyages by which they were obtained, enhanced the political legitimacy, sacral authority or social affiliations of the people who ultimately controlled them.150
People with different statuses and roles could in fact have moved around for a bewildering number of reasons, of their own volition, following instruction, or under compulsion (recall the captives bound for Egypt in the Mit Rahina annals; war, along with conviction of criminals, seems at this juncture to have been a far more significant means of obtaining slaves than trade). Goods travelling with them might be personal possessions, items to be traded, formal tribute or plain booty.151 Skilled craftspeople might move by royal transfer, marriage (a vector for high-status women as weavers in particular) or, at a humbler level, through independent quests for an opening for their talents.152 Moreover, sometimes the talent on the move left no archaeological trace. Take music: from its archive we know that the court at Mari listened to Mediterranean performers from Hazor, Qatna and Yamhad.153 Certain forms of writing may also have been more mobile than static clay archives suggest; the first proof of mobile jotters comes later in the millennium, as we shall see, but the adoption of an Aegean-related script on Cyprus, plus a scrap of linear writing at Tel Haror in Israel, could indicate fluid, mongrel scripts transferred between people on the move, quite distinct from the scribal schools and formal literacy of Mesopotamia and Egypt.154 And last, after many centuries of urban life in this part of the planet, and growth of wetland with stabilizing sea levels, it would be rather surprising if one accompaniment to mobility were not microscopic and entirely involuntary. Later 2nd-millennium texts refer to transfers of epidemic diseases (one called the ‘Asiatic disease’ in Egypt), but already in the 18th century BC crude communal graves at Tell el-Dab’a, that cauldron of people in the pullulating, damp Nile Delta, have been interpreted as plague pits.155 A town in this kind of environment may have bred death as much as it encouraged life, negating any increase in well-being and needing a constant influx to sustain itself.156
For all these possibilities and hints, the fact is that prior to the archives of the later millennium it is difficult to detect the personae involved in and benefiting from east Mediterranean trade, beyond the expectation that most of the latter belonged to the upper echelons. It is therefore to the materials and objects themselves that we turn for further insights. Nor is this straightforward, thanks to the wildly varying degree to which these are visible in the ground, images and texts.157 The typical archaeological signature of contact is a smattering of smallish items, such as scarabs, seals, jewelry and pots, to which we can add uptake of foreign symbols such as the Egyptianizing ones common in the Levant, or the monstrous griffins and versions of a minor Nilotic hippopotamoid deity, Tawaret, found in the Aegean.158 But while these offer thought-provoking clues, not least as to the regal or sub-regal flavour of such connections, it would be naive to assume that they indicate the full measure of contacts. We have in fact every reason to believe that much trade concerned materials that archaeologists seldom find in anything like their true original quantities. And in the exploration that follows, not every occurrence of such things necessarily denotes connections over great distances; much circulated internally or over short ranges, but collectively they define a maturing, and often long-lasting, basic repertoire for Mediterranean trade.
Movement of metals remained, as in the 3rd and 4th millennia BC, one of the major reasons for long-range connections, and their original quantities survive only in texts, the occasional pictures and such troves as the Tod and Mycenae shaft grave depositions.159 For the precious metals much the same sources prevailed: Anatolia and the Aegean for silver (still the principal proto-currency save in Egypt), and Nubia for most of the gold. As we have seen, the decline of Omani copper output was the stimulus for Cyprus to take over as main supplier of this utilitarian metal, which was needed in vast amounts. A few other copper-producing areas survived, mainly in Anatolia and at Egyptian mines in Sinai; by the later millennium that at Bir Nasib had generated roughly 100,000 tonnes of slag.160 Faced with such abundance and economies of scale, however, the incentive for smaller operations collapsed in the Aegean, which relied mainly on imported Cypriot and Anatolian copper, as did the Levant, where the old mines in the south lay idle, their dry landscapes abandoned to grazing.161 Ingots themselves dated as far back as the twin births of the metal trade and metrology. But new at this time was the so-called oxhide form [8.23].162 Misleadingly named for its resemblance to the flayed skin of an ox, at 25–30 kg (55–65 lbs) (normally of copper) this would be a lousy rate of exchange, and the explanation lies instead in ease of handling, with the ‘legs’ acting as grips or for lashing to donkeys, which could carry two such ingots – later in the millennium between them worth in bronze the same price as the beast itself, which simplified cashing in, when necessary, at the end of a caravan run.163 The origins of the oxhide ingot are mysterious; the earliest examples are found in the Aegean, in the 17th–15th centuries BC, yet analyses suggest that these, unlike numerous later ones, were not made from Cypriot or other Mediterranean metal.164 Tin still came mainly via extended supply routes from central Asia. Karnab mine in the Zeravshan Valley of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan gives us pause for thought about the exploitation, often in faraway places, that lies behind the lustre of Bronze Age trade.165 Excavations at one of thirty mines in the vicinity exposed a fissure 30 m (100 ft) long that had generated a tonne of tin and was so narrow that the extractors must have been women or children. As we know from other early mining contexts, it is unlikely that those who put in the hard labour reaped its profits.166 This casts something of a shadow over the generosity of the king of Mari, whose archive records that he gave away half Karnab’s weight in tin as gifts to fellow rulers in the Levant.167 Such inversions of the glamorous face of Mediterranean trade were the everyday experience of miners, weavers, farmers, lumberjacks and many others besides, in and increasingly beyond the basin.

8.23  Typical oxhide ingot of pure copper, one of the standardized commodities of eastern Mediterranean trade from about the middle of the 2nd millennium BC. This example, from a transitional 13th- to 12th-century BC hoard at Enkomi on Cyprus, bears a chiselled identifying mark.
Textiles match metals in textual prominence and archaeological elusiveness.168 Despite much overlap at the local level, an overall division emerged at the finer end of production and trade between Egypt’s linen industry and the wool-based ones on the sheep-rearing steppe and uplands of the Levant, Anatolia and Aegean.169 The former strove for purity of whiteness and fineness of weave, eventually up to 80 threads per cm (200 per in.). The latter, thanks to the better dye-taking propensity of wool, promoted colours, brilliant, jazzy patterns and perhaps, as in Mesopotamia, tapestry, to judge by the details of certain wall-paintings, which may echo lost wall-hangings.170 Egypt’s fascination with foreign woollens is apparent in the ‘coats of many colours’ worn by Canaanites in Egyptian depictions, and by designs painted as canopies on the ceilings of Egyptian tombs from the Middle Kingdom onward, some of which find precise matches in the elaborate red, white and blue garments seen in later Aegean wall-paintings [8.24].171 The Aegean may have pioneered two additional desirable fabrics that helped it to break into east Mediterranean markets. Purple dye demanded intensive, nauseatingly smelly extraction from the murex, a marine mollusc fished up from some depth in the spring (so before the sailing season), and each of which could tint, after processing, between 0.05 and 1 g (0.002 and 0.04 oz) of wool.172 Purple cloth is attested in the 14th–13th-century BC central and north Levant, famously the home of superior molluscs, by dye works, texts and a surviving scrap from Qatna.173 Decisively earlier, however, are the middens of crushed shells at 19th–18th-century BC sites in east Crete, which may reflect an early initiative subsequently swamped by Levantine quality and quantity.174 Even more tantalizing is a case made at Akrotiri from a preserved cocoon, together with the diaphanous clothing illustrated on the walls, for wild silk production from a moth native to the Aegean, Cyprus and southern Adriatic.175 Remnants from later, Iron Age cemeteries (in central Anatolia and Germany) support the existence of a western industry later eclipsed when Chinese degummed silk from domesticated moths reached the Mediterranean under the Roman empire.176

8.24  This imitation of a fine multi-coloured woollen textile was painted on the ceiling of a Middle Kingdom tomb at Assiut on the Nile. The woven originals of such designs can most plausibly be sought in the Aegean or other leading wool-producing regions in the eastern Mediterranean.
Crushed shells and insect cocoons remind us that significant trade items may lurk in unexpected places, particularly within the almost infinite spectrum of seldom recovered organics (though, equally, surprises spring up among durable materials that we tend to undervalue: as alluded to in Chapter 1, Mari recorded a large piece of rock crystal traded between kings for 3000 sheep and 60 slaves).177 We saw earlier that the most voluminous element of the Mit Rihana shipment from Lebanon to Egypt was cedar wood. Charcoal from non-local cedar, beech and yew has also been identified at Akrotiri,178 whose wall-paintings furthermore illustrate the gathering of saffron, as a dye or medicine, plus, as on Crete, exotic monkeys and gazelle disporting themselves with such verve and behavioural accuracy that their presence in Aegean menageries is the only plausible solution179 – such collections were a widespread elite affectation, and we can recall that Lebanese bears were already depicted in transit to Egypt by the Old Kingdom. From Tel Nami in Israel come charred remains of Spanish vetchling, a plant whose natural range does not extend east of the Aegean, and which (tellingly, in terms of the transmission of information) has to be heavily processed to avoid causing illness; could this be the ‘Keftiu bean’ named in a Egyptian medical tract as a remedy for bowel problems?180 Other Egyptian texts list a staggering number of oils, resins and other liquids, minutely qualified by their origin or base material.181 Many are impossible to identify definitively today, and as the most plausible matches date to later in the 2nd millennium, we can defer for now in favour of two vegetal products that undoubtedly did move in quantities to match if not exceed metals and textiles.
These are wine and olive oil, by now trade liquids par excellence. Both had a long storage life, greater in the case of wine than beer and other fermented drinks, and were simple to transport. They also offered great scope for creating more exclusive or simply differentiated products through refinement, wine by terroir, superior cultivars, vintages, blends or additives, oil by adding scent to render it a perfume, fancy soap or ritual ointment.182 Now, if not before, both accrued a wide range of sacred, sacrificial, erotic, medicinal and other connotations. Moreover, their base plants could be intensively cultivated on a grand scale or left in abeyance as the need arose. Both were widely and regularly consumed in their east Mediterranean and Anatolian areas of production, if more rarely beyond. Viticulture was exceptionally profitable.183 Later Anatolian texts mention prices for prime vineyards forty times higher than other farmland, and wine tripled in price between Carchemish and Mari, where (as in most of Mesopotamia proper) beer remained the principal brew. One wine-bearing caravan from Yamhad arrived at Mari with the equivalent of 4000 modern bottles. Egypt had introduced vines from the Levant in the 3rd millennium BC, but local production was repeatedly outstripped by demand, ensuring a steady flow of imported wine. Olive oil, similarly, was prized in Mesopotamia and Egypt, where a bewildering range of local alternatives derived from other plants and clarified animal fat remained standard.184 In Egypt, where the olive would not naturally grow, the first transplanted trees began to put down irrigated roots as late as the 17th–16th centuries BC.185
The trade in these and other liquids brings us to a major development that is, for once, highly visible in the mainstream archaeological record. In Chapters 6 and 7 we remarked on several early Levantine experiments in the design of specialized ceramic containers for the transport of liquids. After 2000 BC this consolidated into standardized types in the Levant and neighbouring regions, often made in places like the Jezreel Valley, midway between the oil- or wine-producing hinterland and coastal ports.186 For bulk transport, a plain, collared, pointed-base form that held up to 25–30 litres (7–8 gallons) (or a similar weight to that other commodity, the oxhide ingot) evolved out of earlier prototypes [8.25].187 Known as the Canaanite jar, it was in effect an amphora, and stands at the head of a lineage of vessels that would dominate trade in liquids in and beyond the Mediterranean until less than a thousand years ago.188 The pointed base aided lifting, embedding in beach sand and multilevel stacking shipboard. For small volumes of more precious liquids, a range of attractive little juglets was created in the Levant, Nile Delta and Cyprus.189 Each region had its own instantly recognizable shape and shiny, painted or incised surface [8.26]. This enables us to trace exports, and soon their imitations, with gratifying accuracy. More importantly, and again with a few premonitions back in the 3rd millennium BC, it manifests a phenomenon that is still with us: visual branding of luxury goods. Towards the middle of the millennium Cypriots made a successful push to take over this market with new ‘base-ring’ types.190 The Aegean, which displayed a decidedly sporadic record in this respect in the early centuries of the 2nd millennium BC (implying a later start for its export trade in liquids?), and which vehemently rejected the canonical amphora form until the Bronze Age was over, began around the same time to circulate its own side-spouted shape, known due to its peculiar handle as a ‘stirrup jar’ [8.26].191 This versatile form could act, dependent on size or decoration, in either bulk or bijou capacities, and would become one of the most widespread trade forms in the Bronze Age Mediterranean.

8.25  Canaanite jars perfected the basic form of the amphora as a tough, stackable liquid transport jar (left), and were produced to several standard capacities. At the later 2nd-millennium BC Ugaritic port at Minet el-Beida this batch (right) of some eighty was discovered lined up in a warehouse ready for shipment.

8.26  The visual advertisement of provenance and probably contents on the surface of certain classes of containers for desirable liquids took diverse forms: (left) a spectrum of small Cypriot juglets; (right) bulky stirrup jar of a widely exported later 2nd-millennium BC type made on Crete and bearing a stylized octopus.
Ceramic transport vessels are just one dimension of a new phase in the history of Mediterranean pottery. The preceding chapter discussed how skeuomorphism, the copying of the traits of one medium in another, was encouraged by the proliferation of sheet-metal vessels and growing intricacy of cross-media values. The status of pottery in particular was compromised as the low value of clay squeezed it out of elite circles and mass-produced wheel-made wares relegated it to the mundane. Skeuomorphing became part of the search for a new niche for this ancient craft, sometimes imitating designs on textiles, but above all in reference to metal.192 Echoes of metallic features became more apparent in the ebullient, sharply finished, thin-walled or brilliantly polished forms of Levantine and Anatolian pottery and the comparable, occasionally even arcaded or crinkly rimmed pottery of the Aegean. But some potters maintained the status of their wares by an entirely different strategy. Earlier, we noted that more Cretan pottery was richly decorated than that of east Mediterranean contemporaries, and that this contrast to the plain surfaces or simpler patterns prevalent in established polities might imply a less stable, overtly competitive social order in Crete. But in addition it proclaims a desire to give ‘added value’ through skilful artistry to a lowly material, both in an internal context, where there was probably never enough metal to triumph outright (especially if silver drained eastward), and in long-range trade, where in this respect it was fairly successful. A strikingly large proportion of the moderate numbers of Cretan pots to reach Cyprus, the Levant and Egypt, accompanying other less archaeologically visible cargos (and possibly some less instantly recognizable pots, as evidence from Tell el-Dab’a suggests), were gorgeously patterned cups and pouring vessels that moved not as containers but in their own right.193 One, recently found at Sidon, was a cup probably made near Phaistos shortly after 1900 BC, another an extraordinary vessel with floral sprouts discovered long ago near Aswan, far up the Nile. Such pots sometimes ended up in the graves of well-to-do people in Egypt [8.27], and as an ultimate compliment, were occasionally locally imitated.194

8.27  Selection of the grave goods in a medium-ranking tomb at Abydos on the Nile, as photographically arranged by Sir Arthur Evans. Among the typical Egyptian items, an elaborately decorated Cretan Kamares ware pottery pouring vessel stands out. Such semi-open vessels were traded on their own merits rather than thanks to any contents.
From this observation we can venture a more general proposal about the way in which young Aegean polities, first on Crete and later the islands and mainland too, managed to participate against the odds, and with a semblance of parity, within an east Mediterranean world in which the rules of the game and values of most cards had been determined long before by other players, in which the only high card that some Aegean people held was silver, and in which the Aegean sat so far from the table that the bidding was barely audible. For the finer realms of Aegean production focused ruthlessly on increasing the value of humble local raw materials, not just from clay to decorated pottery, but wool to dazzling textiles and grapes and olives to wine and perfumed oil.195 Even in metal, virtuoso embellishment is extraordinarily apparent. Of course, the Levant (which sat practically on the card table itself), as well as Cyprus, pursued similar approaches, and the texts, images and surviving masterpieces of the east deny any claim that fine crafting was an Aegean monopoly. Yet nowhere else did so much depend on it. Not for nothing did later Ugaritic myth place the god of crafts not in any random exotic location, but specifically in Crete.196
Equally, nowhere else betrays such fascination with the flexible valencies of things. Pots imitated metal, but also stone, textiles, leather and basketry; stone quoted metal; wall-paintings cited textiles; even metal highlighted its own syntax. The most telling example concerns a number of Egyptian Old Kingdom stone vessels in mid-2nd-millennium BC Crete [8.28].197 Most if not all reached the island nearly a thousand years after their manufacture, as antiques recirculated thanks to tomb looting during the breakdown of authority late in the Middle Kingdom. Their association with the most venerable fount of power in the Mediterranean may have lent legitimacy to Crete’s more shallow-rooted elite; if so, we might infer that their age was understood. Furthermore, some were cleverly converted into Cretan forms, by subtracting or adding parts, and local ‘fakes’ also exist, both of straightforwardly Egyptian vessels and, bizarrely, of the Cretan conversions from such vessels. Whether these, any more than skeuomorphs, were meant to truly delude is questionable; more significant is the consciousness of illusion and ambiguity, and knowledge, verging on connoisseurship, needed to appreciate what was going on. Standing back, the exceptional investment in crafting of base materials, the plays on illusion, the desire to strut on the larger east Mediterranean stage, and the agonistic nature of Aegean societies on the home fronts where most objects were deployed, may in combination shed light on a phenomenon too often accepted without question, namely why the Aegean both now and again in the 1st millennium BC created painted pottery of a mesmerizing intricacy and visual power without parallel in the Mediterranean. Setting aside claims of innate Hellenic genius, this may bring us some way towards a cultural, economic and interaction-based framework for understanding the emergence of what we call ‘Greek art’.

8.28  The intricacies of reception, emulation and relative knowledge involved in east Mediterranean cross-cultural exchange are intriguingly drawn out by the varied and creative Cretan responses to imported Egyptian antique stone vessels.
Returning to pragmatics, so far this portrait of a web of interconnected polities risks underplaying the internal barriers to be overcome, and so giving the impression of a smoother process than is likely for anything save pathogens. Cases of resistance or indifference on practical or ideological grounds abound. Wheels made it to Poland over a thousand years before their uptake on Crete.198 Cyprus long consumed more venison relative to lamb than anywhere else in the east Mediterranean.199 Apart from Crete (often an intriguing anomaly), nowhere else committed to stone vessel aesthetics as deeply as Egypt, no matter how many sacred oils or other pharaonic wonders came with them.200 In a multitude of ways Egypt, or at least the upstream version defined by ancestral pieties and cosmologies aligned on the Nile, proved the most obdurate in the rejection of external ideas. In the Middle Kingdom tin-bronze was proportionately far rarer than in temperate Europe, wheeled vehicles were seldom depicted and olive cultivation was yet to begin, while flat looms staked to the ground excluded the upright machines used elsewhere, and such ostensibly uncontroversial bodily props to gesture and appearance as vessels with handles, and earrings, remained unpopular.201 But given the propensity for military innovations to diffuse rapidly, the most telling instance is the combination of chariot, horse and high-velocity composite bow as a mobile, fast-careering firing platform.202 Horse-drawn chariots were invented between 2300 and 1900 BC, either in the Russian steppe or north Mesopotamia.203 Within a century or two they had become a coveted accoutrement of status across Anatolia, the Levant and, immortalized on crude grave markers and tiny gold rings, as far as the Aegean, in whose broken topography they made more symbolic than practical sense. Yet the first horse bones in Egypt date as late as 1680–1640 BC and upriver kings rejected chariotry for another century [8.29].204 The vector that altered all this came from the Delta, and the wider circumstances bring us to one of the most extraordinary, if profoundly misunderstood, episodes in early Mediterranean history, as well as the climax of developments in the eastern part of the basin over the preceding centuries.

8.29  Chariot-borne archer-pharaohs were a new element in Egyptian iconography from around the mid-2nd millennium BC, and lag slightly behind comparable imagery elsewhere. Here, the 15th-century pharaoh Amenhotep II reveals his strength by shooting arrows through the 4–5 cm (1.5–2 in.) of copper in an oxhide ingot. As seen in Chapter 9, such royal treatment of an emblem of Mediterranean maritime trade could be a case of hitting the target but missing the point.
The roads to Avaris
We last visited the Delta as centralized rule in Egypt was again foundering. On the Pelusiac branch, Avaris, that great aqueous eye on the Mediterranean, had grown into a cosmopolitan, widely connected town with a strongly Levantine flavour. Around 1650 BC a new (15th) dynasty arose there, one of several along segments of the Nile at this time. The monarchs of this dynasty had west Semitic, Levantine, names and are known to posterity as the Hyksos, from Egyptian heqa khasut (‘rulers of foreign lands’), a title that reflects their intrusive nature in later Egyptian historiography.205 After their eradication around 1530 BC by the Theban king Ahmose (1550–1525 BC), whose conquest of Avaris brought the Delta back under upriver rule, the Hyksos became vilified in Egyptian historical memory with a venom comparable, and based on not dissimilar paranoias, to Rome’s abuse of its arch-enemy Carthage. While this speaks volumes about the ensuing New Kingdom’s views on legitimacy, political unity on the Nile and the primacy of upriver cultural norms, it distracts us from the radically different version of events that archaeology in the Delta is starting to lay out for us.
Viewed dispassionately, Avaris went supernova after 1650 BC. From merely ranking as one of the biggest Mediterranean urban settlements of its day it expanded to a size estimated at 250 ha (620 acres), the largest city yet seen in the basin by a wide margin and, discounting areas set aside for the massively fortified citadel and palaces, implying a population of some 25,000–40,000 [8.30].206 It and its successors in the eastern Delta maintained this distinction for over half a millennium. Its rule extended to vassals south of Memphis and into the Fayum, thereby controlling more than half of Egypt’s farmland [8.31].207 The frequency of Hyksos royal scarabs in the south Levant may denote political hegemony there too, based at a new, loosely grid-planned settlement at Tell el-Ajjul (almost certainly ancient Sharuhen) on the coast near Gaza.208 Gifts, some of them mutilated Middle Kingdom statues, were dispatched as far as Ugarit and a now independent Nubian polity of Kush, while smaller items bearing Hyksos royal names travelled on to Hattusa and Knossos.209 The Nubian connection operated via an oasis route that circumvented the rump of a Nile Valley state at Thebes and assured the flow of gold from the south.210 At home, too, the culture of Avaris was mixed and tolerant, with connections all the way up the Levant, especially its centre and north, created by inflows of people plus the enduring ties of those already long locally acclimatized. There were also close links to Cyprus, as well as resident Nubian soldiery and, last but not least, strong traditional Egyptian traits in the city’s later royal manifestations.211

8.30  Venice on the Nile: the epithet seems particularly appropriate in this plan of Avaris, threaded with waterways, inundated areas and harbour basins. Much of this vast site remains unexcavated, despite the Herculean scale of current investigations, but the locations of major monuments and shifts in the focus and extent of the urban surrounds over time are gradually emerging (MK = Middle Kingdom; NK = New Kingdom).




8.31  The Hyksos polity and its long-range connections, mapped relative to other Nilotic, Mesopotamian and Anatolian powers.
Aptly christened ‘Venice on the Nile’ for its location on a series of turtle-backs among the braided strands of the river, and a 450 × 400-m (1475 × 1300-ft) central harbour basin linked to the main channel by canals, the analogy extends to the river-port’s role as a gigantic vortex of Mediterranean trade.212 The victory stele of Kamose, Ahmose’s predecessor who commanded the first Theban assault, describes how the women of Avaris peeped out from the fortifications like fledgling creatures from within their holes, and went on to announce with relish ‘I have not left a plank of the hundreds of ships of fresh cedar which were filled with gold, lapis, silver, turquoise, bronze axes without number, over and above the moringa oil, incense, fat, honey, willow, boxwood, sticks and all their fine woods – all the products of Retinu – I have confiscated all of it.’213 Lest this be dismissed as hyperbole, extrapolated data from Avaris suggest that roughly 2 million Canaanite amphorae were imported over the 250 years preceding the city’s destruction, mostly from the central and southern Levant (the latter known as ‘Retinu’ in Egypt, and denoting a shift from the 12th Dynasty’s economic links to the centre and north).214 This implied the average arrival of as much as 600 litres (160 gallons) of oil, wine or other fine liquids every day. This economic stimulus electrified the east Mediterranean. Cypriot pottery exports to Avaris and the Levant surged, assuredly in part tracers of consignments of copper. It was now and shortly after the Hyksos age, too, that Cretan polities reached their high-water mark and, as we shall see, instigated closer ties with Egypt. Luxury goods were consumed mainly in the city itself or traded on at a high level; a subject settlement at Tell el-Maskhuta in Wadi Tumilat, another hybrid place with Delta roots, is practically devoid of them.215 This consuming influx applied to people as well, for Avaris’s population boom was not so much a prerequisite for its seizure of the lead position in trade, which had been in the making since the Middle Kingdom, but a consequence of its status as the east Mediterranean’s economic super-attractor.
Hyksos Avaris was the logical culmination of an experiment in an alternative, more circum-Mediterranean and maritime configuration of space to the conventional opposition between a unitary Egyptian Nile, ruled from upriver, versus the Levant. It marked a reversion to the pattern of the Egyptian early Predynastic and Levantine Copper Age, before the coming of the kings, but now scaled up and with sea trade, spiralling consumption and geopolitics thrown in. This comparison emphasizes just how readily such an alignment might form, given the continuum of space around the Mediterranean shore, and how much political energy, assertion of divine authority and sheer force was required to deny it. From another perspective, Avaris was port power to the power of ten, and a supersized version of the general model for a successful Mediterranean polity, with one foot in the sea and the other controlling its hinterland. The difference was the huge scale and fertility of the latter, which included the Delta and regions immediately to its south (by now supporting maybe a million people),216 arguably the orchards of the southern Levant, and indirectly the Nubian goldfields. The timing was intimately linked to the rising wealth and trading power of the Levant, plus the window of opportunity offered by the breakdown of authority on the Nile, which insubordinations in the Delta may well have hastened. No wonder the Hyksos episode was anathematized by later Egyptian kings, and its power base left, in Kamose’s words, a mass of ‘reddened ruin-heaps’ [8.32].217 The only surprise is that a Theban polity fast on the way to provincial eclipse managed by force of arms to bring this flourishing Mediterranean giant down – a turning of the tables surely largely attributable to Thebes’s immediately preceding recovery of Kush and the gold supply.218 The great unknowable remains where, otherwise, this brilliant trajectory might have ended.

8.32  These tantalizing fragments of a painted relief from Abydos celebrate the ultimately successful Theban war against Avaris: (left) ranks of bowmen; (right) the vulture-adorned stern of a royal battle-boat on the Nile.
Change and continuity in the east
Ahmose’s sack of Avaris therefore represents a major rupture and redirecting moment in the history of the Mediterranean. Three decisions made in its aftermath by the early New Kingdom pharaohs of the 18th Dynasty presage new directions that define the centuries after 1500 BC, a period of splendour at the apex that is commonly taken, a little uncritically, as the climax of the Bronze Age. One of these was actually more reversion than novelty. From its capital upriver at Thebes the 18th Dynasty reasserted the unity of the Nile and adherence to core Egyptian cultural norms, while also subtly integrating a population, and even royal court, now manifestly of multiple origins, not least in the Delta (most of whose inhabitants remained)219 – as well as incorporating foreign traits as diverse as upright looms, amphorae and other new vessel forms, regular cultivation of the olive (whose stones occur far upriver and leaves were woven into Tutankhamun’s funerary wreath), and the first chickens, identified as ‘the bird that lays every day’, which arrived from the east around this time.220 Much of Avaris was abandoned, save for the citadel. At first this housed a garrison, but then, for a few decades in the early 15th century BC, a magnificent precinct of three palaces, after which it lay empty until about 1300 BC.221 This brief return to glory coincided with a phase of exceptional engagement with the wider east Mediterranean, and Avaris may in fact have been the famed river-port of Perunefer (‘Happy Journey’), traditionally assumed to have been somewhere near Memphis. We do not know how people in the Delta viewed their ‘liberation’ and reunification under the Theban kings.222 The principal context in which the region appeared over the ensuing two centuries was that of a productive royal wine industry, drawing on locally naturalized Levantine expertise – two of Tutankhamun’s vintners bore Canaanite names [8.33].223 Vintages were noted on amphorae sent up the Nile; the best, including shedeh, a red wine favoured by king and court, came from vineyards in the western Delta. A slightly later Egyptian royal vineyard measured 8.5 ha (21 acres), larger than most in France to this day, and was tended by twenty-two personnel.224 In contrast to the age of the Hyksos, and save for the short, bright flash of a revival at Avaris, the Delta reverted to a comparatively rural backwater.

8.33  Wine-jar from the tomb of Tutankhamun, with its contents recorded as ‘Year 4, sweet wine of the estate of Aten of the Western River. Chief vintner Aperershop’. The Western River equates to the Canopic branch of the Nile Delta.
The second initiative was the 18th Dynasty’s policy of taking the war to the Levant, in recognition of the fact that the Avaris phenomenon did not end with the Delta, and symptomatic of the rising prominence of soldierly values, and a standing army, in New Kingdom Egyptian society.225 Under Ahmose this got as far as Gaza and the destruction, after a siege, of Sharuhen. Soon afterwards, Thutmose I and Thutmose III (1504–1492 BC and 1479–1425 BC, respectively) advanced as far as the Euphrates, gathering booty and submission along the way, campaigns partly responsible for the destructions attested archaeologically at south Levantine towns in the course of the 16th and early 15th centuries BC.226 On the side, Thutmose III hunted some of the last Asian elephants in the Ghab wetlands – one of the huge shoulder blades from which was recently unearthed at Qatna.227 We revisit this expansion and its consequences for the Levant later. For now the key point is that such interventions gradually morphed from the age-old wealth-gathering razzias and smitings of the Asiatic into the imposition of a more durable overlordship and permanently extended resource control – the genesis, in short, of a rudimentary empire. Similar vectors were encroaching on the Levant from the north and east, each hastening the others in a scramble for dominance. We witnessed earlier how the first expansion of the highland Anatolian kingdom of Hatti resulted in raids and conquests in the north Levant. Despite this polity’s chronic susceptibility to fissioning and implosion, beyond its great heartland of 100,000–150,000 sq. km (40,000–60,000 sq. miles) in central Anatolia, its power periodically expanded deep into the Levant and Jazira, as well as westward towards the Aegean.228 What with its landlocked position and covetous eye on seaports, its ring of rebellious vassals, massed ranks of chariots, mineral wealth, grain shortages, paucity of merchants, clumsy monumental art, amalgam of home-grown and foreign ideologies, and inferiority complex with regard to Egypt, the temptation to caricature Hatti as the Soviet Russia of its age is irresistible – though if the analogy is pursued, Egypt resembled imperial China rather than the United States. Another empire-building contender was a short-lived, and to us shadowy, power known as Mitanni, which ruled the Jazira during the 15th and early 14th centuries BC, at a time of Hittite contraction, and briefly inherited control over Yamhad, Alalakh and Ugarit.229 Apart from serial annexations of the Delta by Nile Valley kings, and Akkad’s late 3rd-millennium BC incursion into the north Levant, these experiments in empire mark the first attempts to establish external rule over sectors of the Mediterranean basin, a process that would accelerate swiftly over the next thousand years.
The third historically resonant decision made a few generations after the end of Hyksos Avaris was to decorate one or more of the new palaces on the citadel with wall-paintings depicting bull-leaping, undulating landscapes full of animals, and other motifs executed in a manner familiar to us from the Aegean [PL. XXXII].230 The surviving fragments, and recognition of earlier scraps in a similar style from palaces at Alalakh and at Tel Kabri in Israel,231 have caused a sensation in Mediterranean archaeology. At face value they are proof of exported Aegean techniques, or even craftspeople, a case strengthened by similarities in the recipes for plaster preparation, which differ from those of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Unless, however, the revisionist chronology for the Aegean proposed in the Thera eruption controversy is right, the Levantine examples are at least as early as comparable wall-paintings on Crete, Thera and elsewhere, and to Aegeanists’ chagrin even bull-leaping, that spectacular Minoan emblem, finds established parallels in Levantine and Anatolian art.232 Rather than chase the tail of origins, a more productive alternative is to understand these wall-paintings as early symptoms of a new kind of long-range interaction, radically different from those so far encountered in the east (though with much smaller-scale antecedents elsewhere, for example in the western Mediterranean beaker sphere).233 The initiators were high-status people (maybe rulers of exceptionally ambitious polities) who sought to create a shared courtly vocabulary, and thereby forge a community of east Mediterranean coastal elites that was common to places wide apart, but excluded native inferiors. Egypt soon applied partial brakes to the internal deployment of explicitly foreign imagery. But elsewhere, as contacts and mutual knowledge grew, this ‘internationalism’ (in fact ‘Mediterraneanism’ might be more accurate in a world without nations in the modern sense) became more prominent, especially in affirmations of royal power.234 Often convergence remained at the level of subject matter, such as the glorifying depictions of muscle-pumped kings or heroes hunting on foot or from chariots. In other cases the foreign elements slipped into compositions otherwise grounded in a specific region. But a few pieces created a genuinely merged idiom that projected universalized ideas about power and harmony, and transcended locality. Here even the symbols were hybrids, whether griffins and sphinxes, or voluted palmettes, a blend of the palm (denoting abundance in Mesopotamia), Egyptian lotus and papyrus (emblems of stable, unified rule), and Cretan lily (of ritual significance). Most of these objects were in ivory, silver, gold and faience, and associated with the inner life of the palace, or martial display [8.34]. Many were portable, though the genre is nicely illustrated too by the ivory panels from a king’s bed at Ugarit, and the designs on Tutankhamun’s chariot gear. These developments unfolded alongside trading patterns that built to an ever greater scale upon older traditions created in or before the early 2nd millennium BC.

8.34  Stylistic ‘internationalism’ is richly illustrated by the designs on this gold bowl, one of a pair found at Ugarit. Images of men hunting lions and lions seizing other prey are interspersed with sphinxes, griffins, voluted palmettes, pomegranates, spirals and other motifs.
Among the major commodities, copper oxhide ingots feature regularly in archaeology and imagery, eventually spilling over into areas further west [8.35]. The growing availability of tin is apparent from plummeting prices between the Kanesh archive and those of the later 2nd millennium.235 In a good year, Nubia generated 200–300 kg (450–650 lbs) of gold as tribute during the reign of Thutmose III, roughly as much as a quarter of the average annual quantity dispatched to Spain from the Americas in the 16th and early 17th centuries AD.236 Mesopotamia moved to a gold standard, though silver remained the norm further west, where even in Egypt it began to share this role with long-normative copper.237 The values of each metal across regions had tended to converge since the gross differentials of the 3rd millennium BC, the mark of a better-integrated eastern world, and a tribute not least to the activities of Levantine intermediaries – though these still found plenty of variation to play with. Oil and wine production went from strength to strength, the former boosted in the Levant by efficient new lever-arm presses [8.36].238 A high-consuming wine culture extended all over the east Mediterranean. Ugaritic texts indicate the formalization from earlier practices of the marzeah, a drinking ceremony associated with social, religious or funerary occasions, later abominated by the prophets of Israel and comparable to the later Greek drinking parties known as symposia.239 Archaeological residues of such events, as well as meatier feasts, are widespread and impressive in scale.240

8.35  This map of oxhide ingot find-spots reveals their widespread currency, but is heavily skewed to areas that underwent catastrophic loss, through terrestrial destructions or shipwrecks, and so far from an accurate reflection of relative levels of consumption. Egypt, which texts and images confirm was a massive importer of copper, is barely evident, and the main source-island of Cyprus is also relatively under-represented. In addition, the finds from Sardinia and elsewhere in the west tend to be fragmentary, derived from hoards, and late in date (13th century BC onwards).

8.36  The ongoing expansion of the olive-based and wine industries in the later 2nd-millennium BC eastern Mediterranean is exemplified by (above left) an olive spray held up to the rays of the Aten disc by royal hands at Amarna and indicative of Nilotic cultivation; (above right) this reconstruction of an efficient lever-arm press from Ugarit; and (bottom) the mass-produced wine cups for large-scale participation in feasts at the palace of Pylos in the southwest Peloponnese.
Turning to other desirable substances, the analysis of Canaanite jars and their contents demonstrates that by this time many of those made in the north and central Levant, especially if destined for Egypt, contained terebinth or turpentine resins used as incense or in other ritual functions.241 There are intriguing suggestions that Cypriot poppyhead-shaped juglets held opium-based substances (to label these drugs imposes puritanical modern categories), and that Egyptian Red Sea voyages had begun to obtain frankincense and myrrh from south Arabia.242 Egypt’s deeper southward reach is undoubtedly seen, moreover, in the new availability across the east Mediterranean of African elephant tusks, which substituted for those of the dwindling Asiatic elephant herds in the Levant.243 These were also of better quality than hippopotamus ivory, which they ousted from top niches; thus the finest ivories in Ugarit’s palace were carved from elephant, while hippopotamus products dominated in the rest of the town.244 Pottery as a trade item operated within rationales identified earlier. The main branded containers, sometimes encountered far into the Anatolian highlands and up the Nile, were the Cypriot juglets, larger Cypriot and maybe Cilician red, lustrous vessels, many of elongated, arm-like form ending in a cupped dispensing hand, which initially targeted Egypt and later swung towards Anatolia (where Hattusa obtained huge numbers),245 and arguably most successful of all by the 14th century BC, Aegean stirrup and piriform jars. Painted pots continued their fightback in the value stakes, mainly from the Aegean but with flashes elsewhere, notably a blue-painted style in Egypt and a brief explosion of exquisite floral Nuzi ware cups in the Jazira under the sway of Mitanni, just after the cessation of the most elaborate Aegean vegetal designs.246 Even the beginning of regular glass production around 1500 BC, for brightly coloured, only mildly translucent beads, inlays, amulets and polychrome vessels, was a variation on an established theme.247 The first glass was blue, and referenced lapis lazuli or turquoise; one of its epithets was ‘stone from the kiln’. Similarly vitrified, artificial faience was in this sense its downmarket, lower-tech cousin. Production started in the experimentally inclined northern zone controlled by Mitanni, but soon spread, to Egypt perhaps thanks to a technology seizure during one of Thutmose III’s campaigns, and initially as a royal monopoly. In technological terms a new invention after earlier false starts, the associations of glass were nonetheless very old indeed.
Four windows on ‘trade’
The second half of the 2nd millennium BC in the east Mediterranean is renowned not only for the increasing scale of traditional activities alongside new initiatives, but also for an abundance of superlative archaeological and textual windows that provide vivid insights into the texture of specific kinds of trade and interaction, while dramatically confirming that what archaeologists typically recover is but the iceberg’s tip. Before we explore the key regions of the east at this time, it is well worth taking a good look at some of these. The four selected comprise the integrated archaeology and archives of a major coastal town, the diplomatic letters of a superpower of the day, the earliest well-preserved shipwreck in the world, and an obscure islet off the coast of northeast Africa. Each time, we will move from the specifics of the case to wider, overlapping networks of connection that cumulatively start to make sense of a remarkable world.
Our first window opens on a familiar place: Ugarit, an archaeological marvel thanks to the exceptional duration and extent of modern investigations, and one where we shall extend our remit somewhat beyond this chapter’s formal end-date, a liberty justified by the consistency of Ugaritic practices until the final destruction early in the 12th century BC.248 Although we still know too little about earlier levels contemporary with, for example, Ugarit’s appearance in the Mari archive, excavations over the last eight decades have revealed about a sixth of the later 2nd-millennium BC town, which was inhabited by 6000–8000 people [8.37]. Ugarit boasted a royal palace, grand mansions, residential quarters with kin groups of rich and poor families living side-by-side, wealthy tombs beneath houses, and tower temples – one of which, at the highest point and sacred to Baal, the town’s principal deity, had stone anchors built in as ex-votos and probably acted as a navigational mark for shipping [8.38]. The thousands of unearthed tablets cover economic, diplomatic, legal, ritual, literary and mythological matters, an accumulation steeped in local and more distant literary traditions, written in four scripts and eight languages (Ugaritic, Akkadian, Sumerian, Egyptian, Hittite, Hurrian, west Anatolian Luwian, and Cypro-Minoan; conspicuously missing from this polyglot community, however, was any whisper of Aegean writing). Under loose Hittite overlordship, Ugarit ruled 2000–3000 sq. km (775–1150 sq. miles) of fertile, well-watered and populous land bordered by richly forested mountains.249 We know little of its countryside save for allusions in the texts, which imply less than complete law and order, but the flint sickle blades common to most of the town houses, as well as oil-pressing installations in each neighbourhood, imply that although success encouraged an ever-denser urban community, most inhabitants retained their links to the fields, sometimes on a substantial scale.250

8.37  Ugarit in the later 2nd millennium BC: (a) the extent of the kingdom, with its full range of Mediterranean environmental diversity; (b) town plan, showing investigated areas of housing and major structures; (c-d) the royal palace and main gateway through the fortifications; (e) Yabninu’s house.

8.38  Stele of the god Baal, one of the principal divinities of Ugarit, found near his temple on a high point within the town. He wields a club and vegetation-sprouting spear, and the wavy lines beneath probably denote his dominion over mountains and sea. The smaller figure is likely to be a king of Ugarit.
However, like previous centres near this junction of north–south, east–west and land–sea routes, Ugarit’s wealth was pre-eminently derived from trade.251 Residues of metalworking are widespread, as are imports, plus local copies, from other parts of the Levant, Cyprus, Egypt, Anatolia and the Aegean. The archives reel off a plethora of predictable substances, but also some that typically suffer from low visibility. One was salt, and another grain, the latter of exceptional interest because although short- and medium-range bulk movements of cereals surely became a regular feature in the topsy-turvy east Mediterranean environment as soon as sailing ships and carts became available, and certainly proved crucial to later Mediterranean urbanism, they tended to slip beneath the radar of texts and are archaeologically undetectable.252 Before Ugarit our sole glimpse is a consignment from Yamhad heading out of the basin to Mari. Ugarit recorded shipments up and down the Levant, most of them from, but also to, the cereal cornucopia of Egypt, though even these are hard to evaluate in terms of significance and frequency.253 Regardless, at a more general level maritime trade was clearly vibrant and crucial. Ugarit lay roughly a kilometre (half a mile) inland, but boasted five harbours. Closest to town, the exceptionally well-sheltered sandy cove of Minet el-Beida (then known as Mahadu) has produced a profusion of imports, including an ivory lid with a bare-breasted woman in hybrid style, found in a tomb with a built-in anchor, a freeze-framed snapshot of export in the form of a batch of eighty Canaanite jars lined up for loading [8.25], and debris from purple dye production.254 Another harbour at Ras Ibn Hani (then Biruti) furnishes our sole example of a mould for casting oxhide ingots, located in a palace at one stage occupied by Ugarit’s queen mother.255
A wealth of further insights into maritime culture can be gleaned from the texts.256 One, cited earlier, mentions an artificial quay, with which a ship had collided. Another refers to large royal musters of ships in adversity. Mahadu’s overseer spent time in Cyprus buying boats for the king, but other texts establish beyond doubt the existence of private as well as royal vessels. Further tablets set out the regulations that defined the responsibility apportioned to owners, traders and crews for the safety of ships and cargo – we even learn of an unlucky ship that ‘died’ in a terrible storm off Tyre, whose king restored its cargo to the survivors after this had been salvaged and appropriated by a local coastguard. A few texts record specific shipments, most of which, in a healthy antidote to the tendency to gravitate towards spectacular ventures, were modest in size and destined for nearby cities on the Levantine coast; conversely, the inference from one document that giant ships of several hundred tonnes’ capacity existed is flawed.257 And lastly, although in Ugaritic mythology Baal subdued Yamm, the god of the sea, in worldly terms even a maritime power of Ugarit’s stature was unable to establish a secure ‘maritory’ to match its territory, let alone any formal ‘thalassocracy’; the sea remained an anarchic, free-for-all zone for anyone with the skill, daring and funds to set out upon it.258
Yet the greatest contribution made by the Ugaritic archives to our knowledge of early Mediterranean societies is their spotlight on the long-suspected, yet hitherto invisible, persona of the merchant, plus an accompanying arsenal of capital-raising, stake-sharing, risk-spreading and debt-recovery mechanisms analogous to those seen inland at Kanesh 500 years earlier, and just as commercial within the parameters of the times.259 The palace itself was heavily involved in staging and part-funding mercantile ventures, as well as more ceremonially articulated exchanges that we come to shortly, but it did not exert overall control over trade, and raised some of its revenue by taxing others’ profits in silver shekels. Thus, in an exception that proves the rule (and the sole reference to direct trade with the Aegean), one merchant won a royal favour: ‘Ammishtamru, son of Niqmepa, King of Ugarit, exempts Sinaranu, son of Siginu…his grain, his beer, his oil to the palace he shall not deliver. His ship is exempt when it arrives from Crete.’260 The person of the king, a figure of traditional, god-given authority, was screened from explicitly entrepreneurial activity, but this aversion apart, no stigma attached to trade. Indeed it was dominated by prominent insiders, who might seamlessly combine high state office at home or service as agents abroad, relations with the royal family, membership of the chariot-owning military elite, exploitation of estates cash-cropped by labour forces for internal consumption or export (witness the first stipulation in Sinaranu’s deal with the palace), and mercantile trade, as well as related transport services on behalf of the palace, other interests, or both. These diversified, tentacular characteristics, together with an evident concern to own their supply and delivery chains, resemble to a certain degree the operations of a modern company.261
Such individuals were the incumbents of the town’s most luxurious houses. Yabninu owned a multi-storey, 1000-sq.-m (35,000-sq.-ft) mansion just next to the palace, whose excavation brought to light an Egyptian stone vessel with a royal cartouche, Aegean pots, and sixty-seven tablets in several scripts, which may imply that such people were literate and multilingual.262 His private archive lists silver, tin (in whose acquisition from markets on the Euphrates he was centrally involved) and even iron, along with grain, oil, milk, wool, horses, fish, doves, tools, woods and other sylvan resources, reeds, walnuts and aromatic plants, as well as shipments and contacts with ports up and down the Levant. The less fully studied archive of Urtenu, found in another mansion until 1986 out of bounds beneath a Syrian army bunker, is eight times larger and includes correspondence between, and on behalf of, kings.263 One striking feature of the spheres of operation of such major players, as revealed by their archives, is the extent to which these varied in range and geographical emphasis, due in all likelihood to individual merchants’ webs of long-range connections, or micro-fluctuations in market conditions, otherwise too fine for us to recognize, during the slightly different time spans over which each was active [8.39].264 Lesser merchants, of whom we should not lose sight despite their more modest activities, congregated at Mahadu. Being a merchant could be risky as well as lucrative, and not purely in economic terms.265 Merchants often travelled with their goods and outside their home jurisdiction were vulnerable to lapses in protection and the frameworks of trust on which they relied; Ugaritic and other contemporary archives allude to merchants murdered or robbed at the interstices between polities, or even by unfriendly kings.

8.39  The trading connections of four leading merchants at Ugarit, as documented by their own archives (or in the case of Urtenu, only the quarter of it so far available). There are marked distinctions in both overall scope and regional market preference, but all alike engaged with Cyprus.
The million-dollar question is how far we should extrapolate these revelations. Foreign merchants are often mentioned at Ugarit, some of whom invested locally and wielded substantial, at times disruptive, influence in the town, as a result of which all were closely monitored.266 This leaves no doubt that similar kinds of people existed throughout the Levant, and on Cyprus. Interestingly, merchants working with Hatti concentrated at its narrow window on the Mediterranean, particularly at Ura, a port near modern Silifke that awaits archaeological identification.267 The situation in Egypt, where travel abroad had negative connotations, was quite different.268 Although a term for ‘merchant’ does begin to appear regularly for the first time in the New Kingdom, and riverside local and regional barter-based markets had existed since at least the Old Kingdom, the confines of riverine geography and the power of the state still enabled an exceptional degree of centralized redistribution and command within this sphere. Royal or temple operators au fait with prices certainly existed, and probably accumulated profits on the side, but independent traders were modest figures, scoring minor, sometimes dubious, gains from conveying and also lending along the river, beyond the fringes of official activity and very much second fiddle in terms of access to metals to the royal tax collector. In short, they were quite unlike the fortune-makers of Ugarit. Foreign merchants, meanwhile, docked at Perunefer, wherever its exact location in the north, and perhaps further upriver. But to illustrate the spatial and economic uncertainties, we can return to the Nilotic harbour scene from the tomb of Kenamun [8.8], and interrogate its details.269 Where is the setting? Kenamun was mayor of Thebes under Amenhotep III (1390–1352 BC), so a likely possibility is the latter’s great river-port at nearby Birket Habu. But did foreign merchants (among them high-status women, to judge from the depiction) really get this far upriver, and with what wider implications if they did? And who were the locals (again, two men, one woman), so wisely brandishing, in this cross-cultural, all-too-easily duplicitous encounter, the only sets of balance scales depicted in Egyptian market scenes: royal officials, merchants, or both, and acting on their own or others’ behalf? Without solid answers to such questions it is hard to decide how aloof Egypt remained in this respect from east Mediterranean practices, although the very depiction of such activities assumes a degree of tolerance. A similar problem, but this time raising real questions of relative economic scale and sophistication, attends the Aegean, where external and internal written evidence remains oddly silent.270
Our next window looks out from a royal balcony in Akhetaten, the capital temporarily established in the mid-14th century BC at Amarna, halfway between Thebes and Memphis, by Amenhotep III’s son, the famous revisionist pharaoh Akhenaten (1352–1336 BC). It consists of the correspondence sent to Egypt at the zenith of its power by other major and lesser polities, independent and vassal, over the course of thirty years [8.40].271 Interstate communication via emissaries and letters goes back to the early 2nd millennium BC in this part of the world, and the resultant alliances and accords had long institutionalized and facilitated flows of goods between regions. The Amarna archive reflects the formalization of such procedures into a new species of international relations that flourished over a lengthier period (from the 15th to 13th centuries BC), and arguably the world’s first diplomacy.272 The letters are formulaic documents written in versions of Akkadian, already a dead language akin in its use as a universal tongue to medieval Latin. They were read aloud in mimicry of personal conversations between kings, despite the weeks that elapsed for clay letters to be conveyed in their clay envelopes, and the protracted delays while messengers were detained by courtly formalities, negoti-ations and seasonal closures of the route home.

8.40  An example of the Amarna correspondence: cuneiform clay tablet inscribed in Akkadian and dispatched via a merchant envoy from Cyprus to the Egyptian court, seeking closer relations and accompanying a large shipment of copper. In this case, scientific analysis of the clay has proven somewhat inconclusive as to provenance within the island.
Their aim was to create, maintain or subtly alter an international order based on the symbolic equivalence and fictional brotherhood between a ‘great power club’ of kings who ruled the superpowers of the age, and paternal relations with dependent rulers, especially in the Levant, who similarly wrote among themselves in imitation.273 In this correspondence, rulers grappled to reconcile conflicting realities, among the Great Kings particularly their rhetoric of omnipotence and fiction of domestic autarky versus the harsher sweepstakes of power abroad, not to mention their veiled desire for things they did not possess. A nice example comes from a letter sent by Burnaburiash II of Babylon, who delicately opined ‘And, as I am told, in my brother’s country everything is available and my brother needs absolutely nothing; also in my country everything is available and I myself need absolutely nothing…however…’; there followed a request for a large quantity of gold.274 Equally, cultural traditions in each region meant that a given gesture might carry different, sometimes unacceptable local connotations. For instance, in this case revealing a positive cross-cultural dovetailing, Egypt was highly averse to marrying out its princesses to other courts, though happy to receive into the pharaoh’s harem foreign ones that to Egyptian eyes were symbols of subservience, while other kings found honour and political alliance in the marriage of their princesses abroad.275 The information in the Amarna letters is virtually limitless, but for us particularly relevant is that concerning movements of people and goods, as well as other fascinating sidelights on the polities gathered around the east Mediterranean.
The Amarna correspondence reveals a different aspect of interaction from that most salient in Ugarit’s archives. Instrumental were the high state officials who acted as messengers, but we glimpse other figures on the move too, and not only merchants (some of whose initiatives appear less positively as sources of diplomatic friction) and princess brides, but craftspeople, physicians, augurs and other ritual experts, given as presents or on loan; from other letters we learn that even gods could be on the move, hosted by foreign kings and acolytes.276 With at least mortals moved huge quantities of wealth goods in raw or worked form, some as ceremonial greeting gifts to accompany exchanges of letters, others as dowry or bride-price, and a few in response to blatant importunities thinly excused by an urgent need to fulfil a pious project.277 Commonest were gold (said by foreign rulers to be ‘as plentiful as dust’ in Egypt), silver, lapis lazuli, ivory, Sudanese blackwood (a bastard ebony), and bale after bale of snow-white Egyptian linen. Other textiles, woods and stones were regularly mentioned, the last often carved in Egypt to contain scented oils, as were furniture, horses, chariots and weapons, though oddly tin, cedar, glass and (save in the Cypriot correspondence) copper were rare or absent, while pottery and faience entirely failed to make the royal grade. Ostensibly these formal exchanges operated under utterly different rules from the entrepreneurial trade revealed at Ugarit, but beneath the courteous veneer of the accompanying letters lay a sharp eye for equivalence in quantities and qualities of materials (notably gold), barely veiled aspirations of advantage, and a prickly anxiety not to be demeaned, in short an economic equivalent to the endless jockeying for diplomatic position.278 The letters reveal a further ambiguity inherent in cross-cultural exchange, insofar as Egypt tended to portray as tribute what had been volunteered as gifts to be reciprocated, or as alliance-sealers.279 Again, letters from Babylon are informative. The most amusing are a complaint that chariots intended as a present to a fellow Great King had been put on show at Amarna beside the tribute from vassals, a request for a princess with the codicil that should this prove impossible, any Egyptian lady who could pass as such in Babylon would do, and, in an early case of bride and prejudice, the inverse alarm that a Babylonian princess married to pharaoh was no longer being treated as such at court.280 Freelance mercantile trade and royal gift exchange displayed a similarly keen awareness of value; where they contrasted most was in the institutional packaging and pacing of events. The Amarna mechanism could move around unprecedented wealth in a tightly controlled, exclusionary manner that underpinned the power of royal palaces. But its great disadvantage lay in the cumbersome etiquette of correspondence between kings, which might take years to come to fruition, compared to decisions that could be swiftly brokered, often face-to-face, between independently operating merchants.
The Amarna letters focus attention on the pinnacles of society, and it is likely that gift exchange was deployed far more widely, including between merchants, when the social occasion demanded. But if we can live with this avowedly regal bias, other insights follow, for, after all, the letters acted as conduits of information, even if of a slanted kind. Some are simply striking details of which we would otherwise have no inkling, for example we glimpse Byblos (which still aspired to preferential ties with Egypt) under siege and boats forced to detour via Cyprus, Tyre’s vulnerability if an enemy seized its mainland water and wood supplies, and the heirs apparent of Tyre and Jerusalem brought up as courtly hostages at Amarna to inculcate loyalty.281 Other letters hint at deeper structural patterns. The Levantine polities caught between Egypt, Hatti and nearby friends and enemies were adroit at manipulating the situation on the ground. Even the tone of letters could shift cannily. One sent to Amarna by a king of Ugarit (in fact Hatti’s, not Egypt’s, vassal) opened with an unabashedly grovelling ‘I fall at the feet of the king, the Sun, my lord’, then switched to a greeting formula more appropriate between equals and concluded with a cheeky request to be sent some craftsmen.282 Letters from Cyprus are revelatory in other respects, not least the inference of a resident expert in Akkadian, the fact that the sender styled himself as the pharaoh’s equal, a claim reflecting a safe sea-girt distance rather than political reality, the delivery by a merchant rather than royal courier, and the exceptionally pragmatic, commercial tone, with its chasing up of transactions, requests for the exemption of Cypriot merchants from Egyptian dues, proposals for the faster, annual exchange of news, and emphasis among goods bound for Egypt on consignments of the island’s copper, in return for silver, linen, oil, ivory, blackwood, chariots, horses and a gilt bed.283 Lastly, echoing the situation at Ugarit, the entire correspondence contains only a single exchange with the Aegean, initiated by the west Anatolian polity of Arzawa under threat of conquest by Hatti, gauchely written in Hittite instead of Akkadian and peculiar for its express suspicion of the medium of written correspondence.284 From Egypt’s perspective as much as that of Ugarit, the Aegean was of fleeting interest.
Before closing our exploration of the Amarna letters, it is naturally tempting to associate the practice of international correspondence and gift-giving with the equally formulaic artistic internationalism noted earlier. After all, both conjured an imagined harmonious community of rulers and, as one advocate has put it, international objects blurred elite cultural boundaries as the movement of princesses blurred gene pools.285 Such objects may well have numbered among the items accompanying royal letters, particularly the decorated furniture, chariots and precious metal vessels, though most such goods remained more representative of the giver’s home culture in terms of raw material, style or royal inscription.286 But another option is that international letters and international objects belonged to independent, if parallel, realms, the latter less immediately eloquent but more durable and so presenting rich opportunities for the subsequent manipulation of meaning by their owners. We saw how cleverly Ugarit’s letters played off its international connections. No less ambiguous was a stone vase displayed to the select few in its royal palace, whose style mingled the Levantine and Egyptian, with an added Aegean detail in the form of a bull’s-head ritual vessel [8.41].287 The subject, a marriage scene involving Ugarit’s king Niqmaddu II, was deliberately left open to interpretation, for the woman whom Niqmaddu weds was drawn so as to resemble an Egyptian princess, but without quite committing the diplomatic solecism, given Egypt’s adamant refusal to give these away, of explicitly stating that she was in fact any such thing. Judging from this slippery piece, international art played a range of roles in the strategies of rulers and other aspiring figures in the east Mediterranean.

8.41  This fragment of a stone vessel celebrating the marriage of Niqmaddu II of Ugarit is thoroughly cosmopolitan in its cultural allusions, and deliberately evasive as regards the identity of the bride.
Our third window is a porthole 40–50 m (130–165 ft) underwater off the eastern cliffs of the savage Uluburun (‘Great Cape’), which thrusts seaward from the cruel coast of Lycia in southern Turkey. Around 1325 BC, a little after the latest Amarna correspondence, a heavily laden ship foundered here, and its discovery by local sponge divers followed by a state-of-the-art underwater excavation revealed the world’s earliest well-preserved shipwreck [1.12, 8.42, 8.43].288 So far, we have made do with a combination of boat depictions, bills of lading, and bits and pieces recovered from the seabed. In contrast, the 15,000 artifacts (excluding some 85,000 beads) raised at Uluburun are a veritable treasure-house of information. The artifact to begin with is the ship itself, a 15-m (50-ft) vessel, the lower parts of which survive enough to reveal cedar-wood construction, joined without nails by a pegged mortise-and-tenon technique, and painstakingly built up shell-first from the keel (the frame-first method standard today was invented in the late 1st millennium AD).289 Nothing survives of the mast, rigging and sail, so above the waterline we must mentally splice in the Kenamun or Akrotiri images. The Uluburun ship was carrying at least 20 tonnes of cargo and shipboard gear, including twenty-four stone anchors (3 tonnes-worth) of a kind common in the Levant and occasionally found in the Aegean; this apparent superfluity served as ballast, in addition to a thousand-odd stones carried for this purpose, and enabled mooring on steep coasts, where an anchor could be simply cut away before sailing on.

8.42  Plan of the Uluburun shipwreck, showing the distribution of the main types of surviving cargo and the pierced stone anchors. The vessel’s outline and pattern of lading are clearly visible, suggesting that the ship settled intact on the bottom, with subsequent spillage downslope (left), mainly of Canaanite amphorae, large jars and stone anchors.

8.43  A diver on the Uluburun wreck holds a Canaanite amphora, balanced on a stack of oxhide ingots.
The cargo, carefully packed between dense thorny plants to prevent shifting, is even more extraordinary. One or more people sustained a major blow with its loss, for the value of bulk elements alone has been calculated from prices in contemporary archives to have been enough to feed a town as large as Ugarit for a year.290 It bears out the Mit Rahina inscription’s implication that shipments were made up from a wide variety of goods, a breadth that must in part have reflected uncertainties concerning precise destinations, as well as local supply and demand, in as navigationally and economically changeable an environment as the Mediterranean.291 On the Uluburun ship’s final journey the main cargo consisted of 10 tonnes of Cypriot copper, mainly in the form of 348 oxhide ingots (a larger copper consignment than any in the Amarna letters), a tonne of tin ingots (reflecting the ideal 10:1 alloying ratio for bronze), 150 Levantine Canaanite jars, most holding half a tonne of terebinth resin and the others probably oil, 350 kg (770 lbs) of Egyptian blue glass ingots, and, often overlooked, an unknown original number of textiles, of which only tantalizing purple and red threads remain. On these piggy backed smaller, still often valuable, amounts of many other raw materials and objects, including elephant and hippopotamus tusks and carved ivories, Sudanese blackwood, ostrich eggs, gold, silver and tin both as objects and scraps for recycling, a gold-masked bronze goddess (the ship’s protecting deity?) [PL. XXXIV], bronze tools and a few weapons of Levantine, Aegean and central Mediterranean types, Cypriot storage pithoi (several holding Cypriot juglets, bowls and lamps, but at least one probably a water-butt),292 a few Aegean pots (mainly stirrup jars), faience ritual vessels, the thousands of beads, some of Baltic amber, a stone ceremonial axe from the Danube, several musical instruments (a tortoiseshell lyre, bronze finger cymbals and an ivory trumpet), basketry, matting and rope, plants for food, flavouring or sweetening such as olives, grapes, almonds, figs, pomegranates, coriander, capers and safflower, orpiment for tanning or dyeing, murex opercula (which played no part in dyeing, but was possibly a medical ingredient), bone gaming pieces, and fishing gear. Last but not least comes the apparatus of mobile trade,293 149 balance weights divided into sets for several different standards prevalent around the Levant and east Mediterranean, cylinder seals and scarabs, and, stored in a pithos, a little folding wooden writing board, onto whose waxed surface no one had sadly yet inscribed [8.44]. Uluburun is the trading world of the east Mediterranean both in microcosm, as a moment of simultaneous conveyance, and in its widest ramifications, with the objects brought together in those few cubic metres of shipboard space originating as far apart as Afghanistan, Sudan, the Baltic and the central Mediterranean.

8.44  Wooden folding writing tablet from Uluburun, not under an ancient stylus but instead a conservator’s tool.
The circumstances of the ship’s last sailing are trickier ground.294 Plenty of items on board could have been picked up at most entrepôts around the east Mediterranean. The bulk cargo argues for one recent stop in the Levant, in the vicinity of the Carmel range to judge by the clay of most of the Canaanite jars,295 and another at a copper-rich port on Cyprus. The minutiae of the mandible of a house mouse unlucky enough to have stowed away argue for another north Levantine stop.296 The wreck’s westerly position suggests that it had subsequently either been blown badly off course, or was heading towards the Aegean, an unusual event from Ugarit’s archival perspective, with the few Aegean pots homeward-bound after circulating further east. If the latter destination holds good, this was again an important shipment, because the amount of copper on board is greater than that listed in all Aegean archives. Some would push the inferences further, using the cedar construction and best candidates for crew possessions (seals, weights, weapons and possible galley crockery) to argue for a Levantine home port and Levantine plus, more dubiously, Aegean merchants on board.297 This is not intrinsically unlikely, but a Cypriot origin is equally possible and, as the father of modern Mediterranean underwater archaeology and initial excavator of Uluburun memorably put it, how would we define the home of a modern ship ‘built in Japan but flying a Panamanian flag with a Portuguese captain and a Filipino crew…carrying Swedish automobiles and French wine to Brazil’?298 Furthermore, we have no idea whether the ship sailed alone or in company. Its feeble armament could imply that it had an escort, and we know Egyptian ships laden with rich cargos tended to move in convoy, often with a troop of archers on board299 – but conversely, recall Sinaranu of Ugarit’s solitary ship reportedly on its way back from the Aegean. As for whether this shipment reflected a palatial or private venture, several points stand out. The size of the cargo and know-how required to work materials like glass leave little doubt that it targeted sophisticated, generically palatial markets. As for who sponsored the voyage, and whether it represented an entrepreneurial venture, one side of a royal exchange, or both, we cannot be sure, but the overall cargo composition differs in certain respects from the typical gift profiles in the Amarna letters, and the number of one-off pieces of varying value, as well as the precious metal scrap, hint at private trade at least as an expedient sideline, if not central to the voyage.300
Our final window offers a less glamorous vista, onto a scruffy little islet in the calm, turquoise waters of a lagoon at Marsa Matruh on the African shore 280 km (175 miles) west of the Delta.301 A wadi from the interior fans out to create a small plain near this protected anchorage, an uncommon combination on this dry, exposed coast. The islet is named today after Oric Bates, an early explorer of this overlooked corner of the Mediterranean and the first to recognize the islet’s significance. After becoming lost again to knowledge for much of the last century, ‘Bates’s Island’ has returned to the vanguard thanks to confirmation from new excavations that mainly Cypriot, but also Aegean and Levantine pottery [8.45], scraps of faience, metal and metal-casting debris were deposited here in the 14th century BC, alongside, from the African side, ostrich eggs and a few handmade local pots. The best explanation is that the islet served as a stopover, a revictualling and watering point for sea traffic, where minor goods were exchanged for the ostrich eggs so popular as curios in parts of the east Mediterranean.302 Indeed, it makes excellent sense as a landfall for open-sea voyages from the north to Egypt on the prevailing winds, with an onward coastwise journey to the Delta and a circuitous return via the Levant to avoid contrary weather.

8.45  Fragments of a Cypriot white-slipped bowl with distinctive wishbone handle, a far-travelled piece excavated at Marsa Matruh on the North African coast.
As we saw earlier, quite when this demanding route opened up is uncertain. A 15th-century BC pulse in the reign of that horizon-stretching pharaoh, Thutmose III, is hinted by the renewed activity at Avaris mentioned earlier, most notably the palaces decorated with Aegean-style wall-paintings. Contemporary Theban tombs show processions bringing what can be flexibly translated, in the spirit of later Amarna, as tribute or gifts, borne by Canaanites, Mesopotamians, Nubians and, most significant in the present context, ‘Keftiu’ with Aegean clothing and hairstyles, oxhide ingots, bolts of cloth, elephant tusks and flower-adorned metal vessels and animal-headed ritual shapes [8.46].303 Do these echo Cretan expeditions to the court of a world-conquering king, just as one of Japan’s early rulers dispatched a 140-strong seaborne embassy to Tang China?304 Perhaps, but contacts remained episodic. Later Egyptian writings continue to mention Keftiu (albeit in one medical papyrus, copied from an earlier original, in the context of a curative spell purportedly in the language of Keftiu but in fact gibberish), while ‘Tanaja’, thought to designate the Greek mainland, and the ‘Isles of the Great Green’ also appear.305 But not until the reign of Amenhotep III, another mighty ruler, do we witness the next spike of connections, roughly synchronous with activity at Bates’s Island. This time it took the form of long-curated faience plaques bearing his name at Mycenae and, carved on his funerary temple in Thebes, lists of Aegean places, including Knossos and Mycenae, probably lifted from a mariner’s itinerary but deployed alongside other encircling lands to affirm Egypt’s cosmic centrality.306 How infrequent such Aegean encounters with Egypt remained is underscored by another observation that takes us back to Bates’s Island: the simple fact that most of the pots brought by the sailors were Cypriot rather than Aegean – a startling premonition of the rise of Cypriot maritime enterprise during the coming centuries.

8.46  Detail from a procession of Keftiu in the Theban tomb of Rekhmire, in this instance carrying an elephant tusk and precious metal vessels.
In contrast, the African partners in exchange at Marsa Matruh remain obscure, beyond the likelihood that they comprised people categorized in Egypt as Libyans. A nearby indigenous cemetery noted by Bates has not been relocated.307 If such people were seasonally mobile pastoralists, as is fairly likely, they would have sought winter grazing far inland on the desert margins and moved to the cooler coast in the summer, coincidentally when the sailing season brought most traffic from across the sea. We can only guess how these parties communicated and bartered, or whether they did so at all; silent trade with reciprocal displays of wares is a perfectly possible scenario.308 Regardless, in such encounters at Bates’s Island we sense a cross-cultural gulf utterly different from the fluent communications between kings and merchants to which we have grown accustomed. We also witness, however, an early germ of the connections that would, a few centuries later, firmly tie North Africa into the warp and weft of the maritime Mediterranean world emerging to its north.
Empires and traders
To understand how our four highlights fitted into the overall patterns around the east Mediterranean after 1500 BC we need to pan out again. As ever, a good place to start is the Levant, onto which no fewer than three of our windows afforded some view, and which was now nominally divided into spheres of external overlordship, the boundaries of which oscillated between the Lebanon and further north. In trying to envisage these early experiments in empire and their impact on the ground, it is best to banish later ancient, let alone recent, Old World analogies, which present a more politically and economically integrated aspect. Better parallels exist among the New World empires of the Aztecs and Incas into which the conquistadors blundered, both emergent entities still working out, with uneven success, how to control and profit from a patchwork of subject polities with antecedent traditions.309 One top priority was acknowledgment of hegemony, for Egypt ultimately grounded in the ineffable superiority of the kingdom on the Nile, in Hatti’s case in a more worldly way by the copious treaties it forced on subject polities. The other priority was the extraction of tribute or, as a last resort, booty from defeated rebel vassals. In this sense both Egypt and Hatti could be extremely successful through a mix of diplomacy and force. A superb example is Thutmose III’s dedication at the Karnak temple in Thebes after he annihilated a coalition of Levantine kings in about 1458 BC at Megiddo, the battle to which we owe the connotations of Armageddon [8.47].310 The booty was displayed in tiers of value culminating in precious metals (including silver Canaanite amphorae, an otherwise unknown refinement) that confirm the economic hierarchies of the age and illustrate just how effective such coercive strategies might be. Thutmose acquired living booty, too, including 2000 horses and more thousands of captives, among them probably some expert in glass production. Hatti’s approach likewise focused on metal tribute and population transfers. But a further key concern for Hatti, whose hallowed capital Hattusa lay far from the sea and the trunk routes of trade, was assured access to such arteries, to the extent of flirting with an alternative capital further south.311 This explains a recurrent focus throughout Hatti’s vicissitudes on control over the great Jazira trail through to its Mediterranean terminus at Ugarit, and over Cilicia, known as Kizzuwatna, where the Taurus passes provided its best window on the Mediterranean – a poor second to Egypt’s Delta, but still a funnel up which goods from Egypt, the Levant and Cyprus could reach Hattusa. This gravitation south and seaward by one of the great powers of the day is eloquent testimony to the perceived wealth of the east Mediterranean by this time, and the consequent necessity of access to it.

8.47  Part of Thutmose III’s booty from campaigns in the Levant, as dedicated at Karnak and illustrated there, organized in tiers of relative value. Note the predominance of precious metals, and the complete absence of pottery.
But in other respects these first imperial projects in the Levant were extremely weak. For one thing, their infrastructure was thin on the ground. Hatti instituted two dynastically connected viceroyships, at Aleppo and on the Euphrates at Carchemish, but elsewhere its vassals retained their local rulers, and Ugarit in particular had a very free hand as long as its king paid regular lip-service and tribute.312 Egypt established a chain of provisioning and watering points for its armies along the Ways of Horus, and a few small governors’ residences and garrisons at nodes within its sphere of influence, one of the most northerly at Kumidi (modern Kamid el-Loz) to watch over the high Beqaa Valley.313 The accoutrements of south Levantine kingship remained suffused in loosely Egyptian motifs [8.48]. But otherwise neither Hatti nor Egypt invested in physical reminders or practical mechanisms of control. Equally, no effort was made to integrate conquered populations; at the height of the New Kingdom, the pharaoh claimed authority over a 2000-km- (1250-mile-) long snake of land running from Nubia to the Lebanon, but being Egyptian remained a strictly Nilotic prerogative from which inhabitants of other regions were barred. We can now better appreciate how much depended on the careful diplomatic management of relations with vassal kings, who in effect remained locally in charge, and how volatile this situation must have been, given the jostling claimants for their loyalty. The recurrence of Egyptian and Hittite military actions in the Levant is only ambiguously emblematic of strength, for it also bears witness to the frequent breakdown of alternative means of control. Lastly, and as alluded to earlier, the sea itself remained a free-for-all. Although Thutmose III’s later campaigns involved naval operations and the capture of Levantine ships, ‘the Great Green’, as it was known in Egypt, lay beyond the control of imperial power and much of the movement across it remained in the hands of the kinds of coastal polities over whom land-based superpowers had constant difficulty in establishing enduring authority.314

8.48  The cosmopolitan court culture of the later 2nd-millennium BC Levant, with its strong Egyptianizing tinge, as illustrated by this 14th-century BC ivory carving from Megiddo.
These observations allow us to make better sense of the ambivalent face of the Levant at this time. Compared to the climax of urbanism and closely integrated rural settlements of the earlier part of the millennium, the centuries of Egyptian and Hittite hegemony represented a decline. Most of the political centres for a continuing mosaic of polities shrank, often to virtual villages clustered around their palace and temple.315 Fortifications vanished or were slighted, to grandiose gates stripped of circuit walls. If there was no longer room in the fracture zone between Egypt and Hatti for a Hazor on a par with its mighty Middle Bronze Age peak, there was also less security and hope of prosperity for farming villages like Tell el-Hayyat. The disappearance of countless rural communities was matched by a steady drift towards alternative, more pastoral lifestyles that oscillated between dispersal into the freedom of the eastern steppes in winter, and mobile grazing in the highlands over the summer.316 For many this offered refuge from military incursions, the burden of imperial tribute and impoverishment through the exactions of cash-cropping elites. Moreover, weaker polities meant more opportunities for preying upon the caravan trade. Urban scribes obsessed over roving, marauding bands of hapiru and shashu, terms whose usual translation as ‘brigands’ merely reflects their bogeyman status among town-dwellers. One Labayu was said to have taken over Shechem in upland Samaria, from where he terrorized Megiddo.317 A more neutral analysis might conclude that aggregates of mobile people managed to establish a relatively free, sustainable, if sometimes predatory, way of life at or beyond the edges of formal polities, during a time of particularly marked inequality and exploitation.
The other side of the coin was that a few towns boomed spectacularly. The archives and archaeology of Ugarit reveal the prosperity of one Levantine town, new finds of tablets and a royal tomb at Qatna, plus a wealthy tomb at Dan, point the same way in the central Levant,318 and in the south, even if we suspect some plagiarizing of their predecessors’ conquest annals by less successful pharaohs, it is striking how often the goose could be killed and still recover to lay yet more tributary golden eggs. Goods from Cyprus and the Aegean continued to pour in to a coastal zone less affected, if at all, by depopulation than the interior,319 and, as we have seen, the Levant’s merchants commanded both their home ground and contact points with the imperial cores to north and south. Meanwhile the enduring propensity for innovation under melting-pot conditions, outside palatial control and perhaps in the context of trade, can be gauged by the appearance of no fewer than three early versions of the alphabet that adapted cuneiform or hieroglyphs, one at Ugarit, another identified at the turquoise mines of Sinai but perhaps originating earlier in the eastern Delta (possibly at Avaris?), and the third, ancestral to later alphabets, in the south Levant.320 Levantine wealth and skill had not been drained, but concentrated at a few points in the network of trade, where they could be rapidly amassed and, when equally easily captured or bled by tribute, swiftly regenerated. Whether Egypt and Hatti explicitly recognized the cold logic of this cycle is unknown, but, either way, the economic opportunities arising from these by now highly evolved east Mediterranean conditions were proving a match in their own way for the armed muscle of the first intruding empires.
If we can draw such a partly upbeat conclusion from a strip of mainland on the very doorstep of the superpowers, it should come as no great surprise that the rise of Cyprus proceeded quite unfettered.321 Hatti intermittently claimed it as a vassal, and offloaded political exiles there, to no discernible effect.322 Amarna tolerated relations couched in terms of equity and mercantile pragmatism with someone writing as king of Alashiya, which is variously understood to refer to the island as a whole, Enkomi specifically, or, on the basis of the clay on which letters to Amarna were written, somewhere between the Troodos mining zone and the south coast.323 A Ugaritic monarch received a letter couched in familial terms from one such figure, by the name of Kushmashusha, offering copper.324 For all this, the character of political organization within the island remains intriguingly uncertain.325 Despite the self-identification of Akhenaten’s correspondent as royal, over a century of excavations at Enkomi and the string of medium-sized towns that now sprang up along the south coast to rival it (mainly Kition, neighbouring Hala Sultan Tekke, Maroni, Kalavasos, Kourion, Alassa and Paliopaphos) has furnished no demonstrable proof of a unitary political capital, nor indeed a definite palace among their imposing public buildings. Most look rather like the foci of small independent polities. We may be missing something in terms of paramountcy, but whoever wrote to Amarna and elsewhere could have presented himself more splendidly than the domestic reality – perhaps a necessary fiction in order to correspond with kings in the first place. In some of the eastern towns in particular, Cyprus’s late start and therefore poorly rooted traditions of rulership, followed by its careering economic growth, could well have led to any emergent pretensions of central authority being quashed in favour of a broader-based upper social tier engaged in copper production, cash-cropping and trade.326 The absence of palaces, as well as large bureaucratic archives, combined with the clusters of rich family tombs at major sites, all tend to favour this scenario, which would have the latecomer in effect able to skip a step in the typical institutional sequence of east Mediterranean societies.
Whatever the realities of political culture on Cyprus, the restructuring of the island’s society, economy and indeed ecology towards copper extraction and other kinds of trade is not in doubt.327 Deep in the interior, where the original woodland was probably being fast depleted and now carefully managed to feed the furnaces, mining communities were victualled by food-growing support villages and sustained in less tangible ways by impressive shrines, under whose protection extraction and transport of copper are thought to have lain.328 A symbolic vocabulary, focused on the oxhide ingot, was created and principally deployed in ritual settings. Thanks to such sanctions, copper was safely conveyed from a potentially lawless hinterland down to the coastal towns, where utterly different trading societies flourished, omnivorously drawing on Levantine, Anatolian, Egyptian, Aegean and indigenous traditions to create highly eclectic displays of wealth, and not above using melted scrap gold of purely bullion value as tomb goods [8.49]. Enkomi enjoyed a dyadic relationship across the water with Ugarit; among the tiny handful of tablets inscribed in Cypro-Minoan, half derive from Enkomi and the rest from Ugarit, all, incidentally, from merchants’ houses rather than the palace; Ugarit is also a likely source of the scribe who wrote from Cyprus to Amarna in Akkadian.329 Elite cross-residence between these two centres is entirely plausible. In addition to the trade in copper, and potentially other resources from the geologically rich, uplifted centre of Cyprus,330 coastal communities engaged in large-scale pottery production and export, and had a marked penchant for copying and adapting traditional forms to create, and then pander to, new tastes. Another distinctive trait was the marking with abbreviated signs of newly moulded copper ingots, transhipped tin ones and pottery batches destined for external trade.331 Cyprus may or may not have pioneered new forms of political structure, but it was definitely experimenting with fresh ways of promoting and prosecuting trade.332

8.49  The cultural eclecticism of status goods in later 2nd-millennium BC Cyprus is apparent in this exceptionally rich assemblage from Enkomi Tomb 93, which contained local and Aegean pottery and figurines, seals and scarabs, a glass flask, silver jewelry, and abundant goldwork as well as gold scrap, the last surprising in a funerary context and indicative of the openness of the Cypriot elite to unusually pragmatic statements about wealth.
Sailing west, along the Uluburun ship’s likely intended route, we pass Rhodes, a key island between the Aegean, Cyprus and the Levant that we might suspect has a lot yet to reveal.333 Beyond, on Crete, the early 15th century BC witnessed terminal destruction at most palaces. At Zakros, a small and only recently built palace in the east, agricultural storage had devolved to the surrounding town but the flames saved from plunderers caches of copper oxhide ingots, elephant tusks, stone vessels and other fine craft goods, a useful measure of late palatial priorities.334 Since the Thera eruption’s exoneration from direct responsibility, blame has shifted to internal crises coupled with Knossian aggrandizement, or conquest from the Peloponnese.335 Several gutted centres were replaced by a large state based at Knossos, which itself fell apart a century later, bringing an atypically early end to Crete’s palatial societies.336 From a wider perspective, the advent with this last Knossian state of flauntingly rich burials, a male-dominated hierarchy around a king and an archaic version of the Greek language (as revealed by the decipherment of Linear B, a Cretan script adapted for new sounds)337 spelt the extinction of yet another idiosyncratically structured and gendered island society.338 Henceforth Crete, like Malta before it, would look less different from the surrounding world. This apart, the most arresting trait of the later 2nd millennium BC was the rise of a great port at Kommos, complete with grand public buildings and a row of six ship-sheds [8.50], but emphatically no palace.339 Unlike other Cretan harbours, it was located not on the Aegean but lay in the south, facing onto the open Mediterranean. Kommos served as a local harbour for people in its hinterland, along the Cretan coast and on satellite islands like Gavdos, but also became a magnet for long-range traffic, and as a hub of importation and transhipment it led the Aegean in terms of finds from the Levant, Cyprus, Egypt, Anatolia and slightly later, as will be seen in Chapter 9, places further west.340

8.50  Plan of Building P at Kommos, whose long, parallel open-ended rooms have been interpreted as sheds for ships drawn out of the water for seasonal safety or cleaning from marine parasites. At some 38 m in length and 5.5 m each in breadth, this provision suggests substantial vessels.
The Aegean’s palatial baton passed to the mainland rim, where best explored are the often heavily fortified Mycenaean centres that arose after the Shaft Grave phase, for example at Mycenae itself [PL. XXXIII], its neighbour Tiryns, Pylos in the southwest, Thebes in central Greece (at least Mycenae’s equal, were it more accessible under an ugly modern city), probably the Athenian acropolis and a brand-new find south of Sparta.341 In typical Mediterranean fashion such polities combined an extensive territory with a window on the sea. This combination eclipsed hitherto flourishing small-island traders such as those on Aegina, which lost out as Mycenae encroached on its Saronic Gulf sphere.342 Despite their fame, these palaces and their towns were smaller than the largest of the preceding Minoan examples, and lasted for just ten generations or so. The Mycenaean leadership’s addiction to fighting and ostentatious burial (the shaft graves now largely replaced by round, corbelled tholos tombs) argues for an up-scaled version of the small, competitive elites common over much of Mediterranean Europe since the 3rd millennium BC, legitimized and entrenched thanks to cultural drapery and economic practices borrowed with varying degrees of fidelity from Crete and further east, and given some procedural gravitas by a basic level of literacy, again externally acquired.343 One advantage is that Linear B can be read, but the fact that the fire-preserved tablets for the entire kingdom of Pylos amount to just twice the number from the largest private merchant’s archive at Ugarit reins in expectations. Linear b tablets focused narrowly on internal palatial matters.344 They reveal command economies well-attuned, within a limited remit, to Mediterranean conditions, and concentrated on large-scale production of woollen and linen textiles, perfumed oil, wine and, to a lesser degree, bronze.345
As usual, many of these goods circulated internally, but plenty were also for export, and the archives allude to a wider world through reference to exotic materials, Semitic loanwords for gold, ivory, cumin and sesame, and people or things described as Tyrian, of Beirut, Cypriot or Egyptian.346 Otherwise, however, a resounding textual silence surrounds trade. Combined with the infrequent, tangential nature of external mentions of the Aegean (which leave some doubt as to how often its rulers attained the wider acknowledgment they seemed to yearn for),347 this leaves us overwhelmingly in the realm of archaeology when it comes to discerning patterns of contacts between the Aegean and regions further east. That such connections still existed is manifest. When a king of Pylos sat on one of the items of furniture minutely described in his archive as made of blackwood inlaid with ivory, glass and gold, his posterior rested on imported materials paralleled at Uluburun and in a smattering of survivals across Aegean sites.348 Something had to pay for such exotica, as well as inflows of copper and tin. In addition to the presumed export of textiles and silver, the period of the mainland palaces was characterized by an exceptional surge in the quantities of Aegean painted pottery sent east, most of which is traceable to manufacture in the Argolid, often near Mycenae.349
Thousands of pieces of decorated Aegean pottery have been found on Cyprus, particularly at the port of Hala Sultan Tekke. Ugarit and Abu Hawam, near Akko on the Bay of Haifa, yielded hundreds more, and many other communities acquired a few pieces. Most were closed pots for transporting oil, maybe wine and, in other less constricted-mouthed forms, viscous unguents or honey, but a substantial number were drinking or serving vessels. Particularly interesting among the latter are those known as kraters, big, deep-bellied wine-mixing vessels, often decorated with chariots, in one case with a facing figure holding a balance scale [8.51].350 Although made in the Argolid, they were rarely used there. Most ended up on or beyond Cyprus, making them the first open shape to be produced primarily for export. The krater form had a prior history in Levantine and Cypriot conviviality, and the Aegean’s painted versions played up the allusions to elite lifestyles. In fact, the status of Mycenaean pottery abroad varied; one krater was interred with Yabninu at Ugarit, but other Mycenaean pottery is found in middling contexts, and it faced stiff competition from Egyptian-style bronze drinking sets and Cypriot goods.351 People at Tell el-Ajjul harnessed it to local Egyptianizing practices.352 As for who conveyed it, east of Cyprus counts of Aegean pottery dropped off sharply, while Cypriot pots outnumbered Aegean ones at Uluburun and Marsa Matruh and a 3:1 ratio typified the Levant.353 Perversely, therefore, the explosion in Aegean pottery exports, at least beyond Cyprus, may be an index of growing Cypriot rather than Aegean activity. Aegean knowledge of the east Mediterranean may have remained partial, with a reasonable acquaintance with Cypriot and a few Levantine ports contrasting with much slighter knowledge of other coastal regions.

8.51  Large krater, or wine-mixing vessel, of probable Aegean manufacture but buried on Cyprus, with a scene of chariot-riding, less typically juxtaposed with a figure wielding a balance-scale and flanked by large octopi.
So much for the Aegean societies of the textbooks, but others reward a closer look too. Some comprise the ghost-polities of its eastern seaboard. Hatti faced south, in the main, but it was also embroiled in tussles and deals with a shifting mosaic of polities to its west, over whom it enforced fleeting supremacies.354 This entanglement reached as far as the Aegean, where troubles with freebooting maritime aggrandizers on the west Anatolian coast provide some idea of how effortlessly the sea liquidated imperial writ.355 Writings at Hattusa reveal the names of several polities and their towns. Arzawa was the largest, with its capital Apasa, possibly to be equated with later Ephesus; as we saw earlier, it was the only one to write to Amarna, and a century before it had supplied shipwrights for Perunefer on the Nile.356 Others included Ahhiyawa (arguably ‘Achaea’, and denoting one or more Mycenaean polities of uncertain location that exploited the haze of distance to bid for Great King status),357 Millawanda (probably coastal Miletus, previously a minoanized community)358 and maybe Troy, with unquenchable optimists discerning cross-references to Homeric politics.359 In material terms Troy was now a grand fortified acropolis surrounded by a large town and extensive hinterland that included the island of Samothrace; it was in contact with Mycenaean polities across the Aegean, Cyprus and the Levant, and in all likelihood other places around the Black Sea.360 But – apart from Troy, another sizeable town at Panaztepe on an islet in the mouth of the Gediz River, tiny windows at Miletus and Ephesus, a few rock carvings in Hittitesque style, and a swathe of Mycenaean-type tombs in the southwest, extending to Rhodes and Kos – we know absurdly little on the ground about this crucial zone, where names in the texts still drift across virtual terra incognita.361 Once again, Turkey’s archaeological wild west has a lot still to tell us about life within it, as well as links over and around the Anatolian peninsula.
One part of west Anatolia that cropped up regularly in royal archives is Lukka, which corresponds to Lycia, the mountain massif hanging over Turkey’s south coast, and off whose cliffs the Uluburun ship met its doom.362 Lukka is intriguing because it does not comply with expectations. External references to it named neither kings nor capital, referred to no treaties, and portrayed it as an ungoverned space that bred trouble for others on land and sea. An Amarna letter complained of Lukka raids on the Delta, with the intriguing insinuation of Cypriot encouragement – peevishly denied by whoever replied from Cyprus, complaining of similar attacks.363 Lycian archaeology proves similarly elusive, for the excavations at later Iron Age to Roman towns such as Tlos and Xanthos (Lycian Arñna), whose names correspond to places mentioned at Hattusa, have drawn an almost complete Bronze Age blank. However we populate Lukka in our imagination, with sturdy mountaineers, sea-raiders, or both and more, the point is that it represented a substantial capsule of non-palatial, maybe non-urban and presumably rudely non-Akkadian-conversant people within the polite circle of the east Mediterranean, and one that survived very well on its own terms, if the frequency with which it bothered the literate world is anything to go by.
In the Aegean proper, interstitial areas like this grow in density until, on its western and northern fringes, they fill the frame. On the eastern side of the Greek peninsula, modest palaces reached only as far north as coastal Thessaly; in the west no further than the Peloponnese. Images on the walls of Pylos of fleece-clad rustics slaughtered by palatial soldiery surely refer to near neighbours, as well as this most westerly and peripheral of all Mediterranean palaces’ cultural anxieties.364 Beyond lay differently structured, smaller-scale societies; another, often well-watered zone that underscores the specificity and non-inevitability of palatial regimes. We know too little about such unglamorous communities. For the Pindos mountains, all we can say is that they were thinly dotted with hamlets, which could have supplied cheese or timber to southern markets.365 But in one case we are better off, thanks to a handful of archaeologists admirably indifferent to the blandishments of the palatial south. At the great ‘toumba’, or tell, enveloped by modern Thessaloniki, and slightly further north at Assiros, a distinct pattern of elevated villages emerged, each with a perimeter wall and storage facilities for grain and pulses far beyond immediate needs [8.52].366 Analysis of their seeds identified few weeds, indicative of crops still carefully tended in small plots rather than plough-farmed open fields.367 Here we may, at last, have identified a genuine example of communal food reserves, created by clusters of villages without emphatic leaders. It is equally interesting that these places gave a very guarded reception to such potentially socially destabilizing southern imports as Mycenaean drinking pottery and the local variants of it soon turned out by entrepôts elsewhere on the coast.368 Glimpses like these reveal robust, sometimes resistive as much as engaging or desirous, ways of Mediterranean life, independent of the palatial world.

8.52  The charred remains from large baskets and jars in this storeroom at Assiros represent some of the best-preserved evidence for harvested crops and their storage known in the early Mediterranean.
From here it is but the tiniest of steps into the central and west Mediterranean, which this chapter has too long neglected and with which it ends. But before we cross over this locally faint divide, we can take brief stock of the economic and interactive structures in the east that we leave behind. At a rough guess (supported by the number of substantial consumers of that convenient tracer, Aegean painted pottery),369 by the later 2nd millennium BC a network of some forty to fifty principal producing, trading and consuming centres existed around the east Mediterranean, from the Nile Delta to the Peloponnese, typically if not always centred on palaces, and most definable as urban. Beyond, innumerable further communities fed into the system; these received trickle-down benefits to varying degrees, albeit in many cases reaching zero and, in the most exploitative cases, negative equity. Alongside internal redistributive mechanisms, and a broader culture of socially embedded exchange, market-like conditions flourished, building on the ‘long’ 3rd millennium’s establishment of proto-currencies, and with a number of the major trade products now standardized and commodified. Widespread interaction went hand in hand with a growing convergence of cultural practices at the more exalted levels. But while this created a broad consensus in terms of the relative esteem in which overall categories of materials and objects were held, and while the smoother flows of goods did quite a lot to reduce distinctions in the exchange values of the same thing in different places, on-the-spot prices across space and time clearly continued to vary and offer ample opportunities for profit. The reasons lie in familiar Mediterranean conditions: the uneven distribution of coveted resources, fluctuations in harvests and other conditions within each micro-region, and the fickle navigational and other transport conditions controlling access to each, as well as the general speed of movement between them.370 To this we might add the unsynchronized cycles of consumption at each centre, which guaranteed frequent swings in localized supply and demand. Finally, the palatial strategy of stockpiling a spectrum of desirable materials and goods as a form of capital accumulation, and the exchange value of such things when put into circulation, ensured that the pathways along which each moved when re-injected into the network described patterns far more complex than simply transfer from points of natural occurrence to ones of absence; Keftiu carrying elephant tusks to Egypt are just one Bronze Age version of coals-to-Newcastle, and made perfect sense.371
Initially more perplexing is the degree to which certain regions specialized in the production of objects or substances whose raw materials were widely available in the basin, notably textiles, wine, oil and painted pots. One reason, taking the cue from the political economist David Ricardo’s law of comparative advantage,372 could be that growing ease of seaborne movement facilitated importation to such a degree that it made better sense to acquire finished versions of certain things that in the past had been locally manufactured, and to concentrate instead on locally optimal products for trade, determined by a combination of materials and skills – the catch being that not all could benefit equally from the growth thereby generated, as certain regions would gradually discover. Another is that many places invested in detailing of their products (particular weaves, patterns, flavours, scents or, failing these, branded packaging), to ensure a specific cachet within generic demand. A third factor was the idiosyncrasies of cultural preference in the consuming regions with which each production zone was in easiest contact.373 Overall, this suite of developments was fundamental to the formation of an increasingly widespread kind of east Mediterranean economy, culture and lifestyle. Initially sponsored by the great palaces of the Bronze Age, it would long outlive and outgrow them.
For even at this high noon of the palatial system, potential future problems are not hard to spot. Most involve the growing challenges faced by palaces in maintaining their controlling grip. The connecting sea, as we have noted, remained an essentially anarchic space. In some areas, the complexity of coasts, seas and islands over which trade networks shifted and flickered made it hard for any point to maintain a nodal position, particularly if the means of doing so was a territorially embedded institution like a palace and dynasty. In social terms, too, problems lay on the horizon. For all the cordial relations between the palace and successful merchants at Ugarit, the priorities of each were not in complete harmony, and tensions were even more likely where political authority was less amenable to mercantile practices.374 In addition, more people were getting in on the cultural and economic act. The nature of our data encourages us to pay a lot of attention to the exclusive, often socially incestuous life of people at the top, and not without reason, for their evolving definitions of an apex lifestyle were major drivers of growth. Certain forms were so closely entwined with pharaonic ideals that they were described as ‘after the king’s own heart’.375 But by the later 2nd millennium BC we start to discern some rather different participants. One group consisted of a more open, less traditional, and thoroughly international elite.376 The great merchants of Ugarit and some extraordinarily eclectically furnished wealthy tombs on Cyprus stand out in this respect, but the phenomenon was more widespread – consider, for example, the grand, keel-vaulted masonry tombs not only at Ugarit and Enkomi, but also Knossos and Mycenae.
Another group was bigger and potentially equally subversive. For below the social stratosphere, the course of the millennium reveals ever more persistent clues in architecture, goods and moderately appointed burials of the consolidation of a broader sub-elite group, sometimes firmly segregated from those at the top, in others grading imperceptibly into them, and yet distinct too from the mass of rural and urban poor.377 This group may have comprised 10–20 per cent of the east Mediterranean population, a formidable cohort that on any reckoning numbered several hundred thousand people, whose satisfaction required increases of labour input and manufacturing output across the system as a whole. Such people were not averse to possessing high-status luxury objects if available, or to state-sponsored feasts and other largesse – in this sense the trickle-down effect was alive and well. But less recherché products, some technologically innovative, some avowedly imitative and many prone to stylistically hybridizing tendencies, also started to target this market, including painted pottery, mass-produced faience cylinder seals, and the simple mould-made glass objects that followed the bow wave of royal innovation, soon to be followed by younger materials of even less predictable future impact and cultural affordance [8.53].378 This high turnover of fashions was in itself indicative of increasingly open social mobility and aspirations. We might well wonder whether, faced with these ever-expanding, diversifying cohorts of products, practices and consumers, the sway of the palaces over east Mediterranean life might start to become somewhat precarious.

8.53  Among the potentially subversive materials widely disseminated by the later 2nd millennium BC in the eastern Mediterranean was glass. As shown by this polychrome flask from Enkomi, formed around a subsequently removed core into the symbolically fecund shape of a pomegranate, plasticity and brilliant colours were more important than transparency, and allowed early glass to emulate and compete with more traditional media.
All not so quiet on the western front
But for the moment such questions must wait, and instead we double back in time to explore what had happened since the start of the 2nd millennium BC in the west and central parts of the basin during their Early and Middle Bronze ages – labels that reflect an unevenly increasing use of tin-bronze, drawing, with much of Europe, on tin sources in Cornwall, Brittany, Bohemia and perhaps some of the Mediterranean occurrences in Iberia, Tuscany and Sardinia.379 We shall encounter glaring social and cultural differences within and between Iberia, France, the Tyrrhenian and Adriatic, which render the kinds of narratives of convergence so evident in the east premature, interpretations more fragmented, and discrete take-off trajectories harder to compare. Yet despite all this, and the blurred boundary with the Aegean, at a strategic level an overall contrast with the areas under palatial or otherwise urban control further east is worth drawing in order to highlight chastening distinctions of kind and scale that too often pass unnoticed.
Take, for instance, demography. On Sardinia, the durability of the thousands of stone towers in which we shall discover that most islanders lived by the mid-2nd millennium BC lends credence to order-of-magnitude estimates of island population. One calculation of 35,000 people may be too low,380 given an unknown degree of attrition of towers and uncertainties about the size of the family groups inhabiting each, but even if we double this, the average density was unlikely to greatly exceed a meagre 3 inhabitants per sq. km (or about 8 per sq. mile) – still comfortably within the range for all the European, and parts of the easternmost, Mediterranean a millennium earlier. In contrast, on Crete by 1500 BC, Knossos alone held 25,000–30,000 people, overall urban population must have been at least three times higher, and the total with country-dwellers thrown in can hardly have been less than 150,000–200,000, all on an island a third the size of Sardinia.381 In other words, the Cretan density was at least five or six times higher (probably more) than that on Sardinia, and similar arguments could be made elsewhere.382 Meanwhile, in the unique context of the Nile Delta, something approaching a million people crowded into an area still smaller than Sardinia, and until recently ruled from a capital (Avaris) housing perhaps half the number of people on the latter entire island. To nuance these figures, approximately 10,000 of those denizens of the Delta were probably literate and five to ten times as many were members of the social elite and sub-elite groups (so straddling the figure for all Sardinians).383 Crude as these figures are, they ram home the real distinctions wrought by two millennia of differential economic growth, urbanism and intensified, mobilized production of food and just about everything else.
As Sardinia demonstrates, most landscapes west of the Aegean remained far more sparsely occupied than those in the east. Signs of human intervention were more limited, and separated by extensive wilderness. The consolidating patchworks of olive groves and vineyards characteristic of the cash-cropping east find no parallel, nor do the latter’s agricultural terraces. As before, there are only a few, largely unconfirmed hints of olive and vine cultivation, and analogues for the east’s efficient apparatus for extracting, refining, storing and transporting the resultant liquids are conspicuously absent.384 The only late exception, as we shall see, is southeast Italy, a region in close touch with the Aegean. As argued in Chapter 6, sobriety need not have followed from the lack of extensive viticulture, indeed a sharp rise in fruit seeds at Italian sites, and a proliferation of drinking vessels, from the chalices of southern Spain to flamboyantly handled cups in peninsular Italy, point to a range of other fermented drinks.385
Another major contrast was in speed of movement, and the experienced scale of Mediterranean space. On land there was by now little difference around the basin, save for those parts of North Africa that had yet to resound to a horse’s hoof; remains of a cartwheel from Pontevedra in northwest Iberia, dated to around 1700 BC,386 are a only a few centuries later than the cart model from Crete. But at sea things were quite different. The Aegean adopted sailing ships early in the 2nd millennium BC and within a few centuries these began to probe the Tyrrhenian. But local adoption in the central and west Mediterranean came substantially later.387 Just how much later is a matter of guesswork, but from Italy to Iberia the first images date to the transition from Bronze to Iron Age. Early in the millennium incised canoes decorated a pot on Filicudi in the Aeolian islands, and as late as the 14th century BC a sail-less longboat was depicted at Thapsos in Sicily, a well-connected coastal site to which we shall return. Although ostensibly a swiftly roving sailing ship should have been its own best advocate, there were clearly long delays in uptake, presumably due to the investment needed for their construction, the learning curves involved in building and handling, and probably (as earlier in the Aegean) the resistance of canoe-focused groups. Until at least 1300 BC, the speed and transport capabilities associated with sailing ships were a prerogative of eastern interlopers. The 2nd-millennium BC east Mediterranean is commonly portrayed as a vast expanse compared to a more parochial west, but the latter’s seas, by geographical measures alone more open in several sectors than those further east, in fact remained more awe-inspiring for people travelling across their distances than the shrunken frog-ponds that the sail had created off the Nile, Levant, Cyprus and coastal Aegean [8.54].

8.54  This differentially scaled map of the Mediterranean suggests the contrasting experiences of local maritime space around the middle of the 2nd millennium BC, with distance-shrinking sailing ships commonplace in the east, incipient as visitors in the centre, and effectively unknown in the west. The inevitable accompanying distortion of terrestrial space is obviously to be ignored.
This paradox helps us to explain why, although the 3rd-millennium BC beaker interaction sphere had amply proven the potential for voyaging to stitch together long-range connections in the west when such practices enjoyed commensurate social status, the aftermath once this abated early in the 2nd millennium was a still bafflingly diverse, scantily interconnected set of societies and ways of doing things. This even included the survival, and indeed ‘baroque’ climax, of neo-megalithic burial in parts of France and a few of the more sequestered major islands.388 For however much we quibble over the finer details subsumed in the east under ‘palace’, no comparable common denominator in terms of social structure can even be tendered for the centre and west. The nearest we get is the ongoing rise and fall of accumulating, craft-sponsoring, if now often less extensively networked, minor leaders and their entourages, a widespread propensity to fortify even tiny settlements (a sure sign of endemic insecurity, and absent in the state-dominated east beyond a few small, wealthy trading hubs), and a notably ‘secular’ flavour to many societies, reflected in a strange dearth of sacred sites compared to earlier and later phases, as well as the contemporary east. Even generous definitions must preclude the realistic identification of towns or states west of Pylos,389 but there was still plenty of variability in the prevailing kinds of community, from scattered farms and hamlets to others clumped into villages or hillforts, and from egalitarian social orders to a few with palpable inequalities. Concerning the latter, southern Iberia again furnishes one of the most thoughtfully investigated areas in the entire basin in terms of how social and economic exploitation actually operated, in microcosm, within the potentials and constraints of production and control in a Mediterranean environment. Building on the testimony of Chapter 7, and given the number and variety of attempts over the course of the 2nd millennium BC (even those that imploded), there is little doubt that larger, more durable social formations would have eventually arisen independently, here and elsewhere west of the Aegean, had indigenous history not so soon collided with that of the east. But rather than view societies in the centre and west in terms of what they failed to become in time for the eastern stopwatch, we do better to explore them in their own terms, as the outcomes of distinctive, and by their own lights fairly successful, ways of Mediterranean life.
We can start in the far west, in a region that, as in the previous millennium, produces the most compelling evidence for social hierarchies anywhere outside the east Mediterranean. Also in common with the previous cycle during the Copper Age is the fact that Iberia remained a self-contained experiment, a peninsula containing a fifth of the Mediterranean’s land, yet in common with the neighbouring Maghreb only tenuously connected beyond its maritime and montane boundaries. We see this in the idiosyncrasies of its metal industry, which continued to draw on the wealth of internal sources but was slow to shed archaic technologies and adopt locally available tin for deliberate alloying [8.55].390 Daggers evolved into swords, halberds and finally spears, as elsewhere, but the amount of weapons and other metal finds, especially in locally available silver, is modest compared to other parts of the Mediterranean and Europe.391 Signs of external contacts include occasional foreign weapons, a handful of faience beads on the edge of the European and Mediterranean distribution, and a few tusks’ worth of raw ivory from the Maghreb, where art in the Atlas mountains still depicted Iberian-type weapons, though there is less evidence than in the preceding millennium for activity across and around the strait.392 More mysterious is a bunch of twenty-seven copper javelin heads of an ostensibly Levantine type variously dated between 2200 and 1600 BC, found back in AD 1860 in the outer flank of the La Pastora burial mound at Valencina de la Concepción, near Seville.393 These could conceivably be another instance of eastern objects that escaped into the margins beyond the reach of direct contacts, but it is more probable that, as with a handful of other Bronze Age east Mediterranean goods, they arrived as antiques as a result of Phoenician traffic on the younger side of 1000 BC.394 How much Iberian people really knew about the outside world during the 2nd millennium BC is a speculative matter, but all the signs are that they seldom ventured far afield or received travellers from across the sea.

8.55  Most of the richest Argaric tombs were excavated and illustrated by the Siret brothers in the late 19th century AD. This funerary assemblage from Fuente Alamo illustrates the typical copas, or drinking vessels, one with a metal ring around the stem, as well as daggers, a comparatively rare sword, tools, silver and copper jewelry including a simple diadem, as well as faience and ivory beads.
These considerations underscore local and regional factors as renewed spikes of social power began to emerge. The most emphatic were the Argaric communities, dating to 2200–1550 BC and named after El Argar in the Vera basin of Almería.395 This unprepossessing coastal valley, semi-arid, hemmed in by gaunt uplands and little more than 1000 sq. km (385 sq. miles) in extent, is one of the best explored landscapes in the Mediterranean, thanks to exemplary excavations at Gatas and Fuente Álamo, wider survey of its settlements and pioneering efforts to investigate the relationship between human activity, degradation and desertification of its fragile environment.396 From the end of the 3rd millennium BC the Vera basin doubled or tripled its population over a few centuries to 1700–3400 people, which seems to have strained the valley’s envelope of environmental tolerance. This closely followed the decline of Copper Age Los Millares a few valleys to the west, encouraging us to think in terms of shifting foci as much as overall Iberian growth. However, although the Vera basin was a hotspot, Argaric sites can be seen over much of southeast Spain, defining a zone as broad as that of the mainland palaces in the Aegean. Loosely comparable sites extended further still, triggered by either emulation of, or resistance to, Argaric activity. The major Argaric sites were rocky eyries surrounded by cliffs or artificial fortifications. Spread unevenly over 10–12 ha (25–30 acres), the largest, such as Lorca and La Bastida in Murcia, and Cerro de la Encina near Granada, approximately matched the Copper Age apex, as well as, more thought-provokingly, some of the more modestly sized coastal or island centres in the east Mediterranean.397
What makes these Argaric communities so fascinating is the detailed picture they provide of a rising elite of powerful families located at the physical pinnacle of the settlements, and its consequences [8.56].398 These occupied large rectangular, two-storey houses that towered over the community and sheltered private storage jars and rich, sharply gender-distinguished individual or paired burials under the floors, in contrast to the communal storage pits and collective tombs of the Copper Age [8.57]. Feasting on cattle was associated with the wealthier households’ funerals, while others made good with sheep and goat.399 Human skeletons are just as informative. At Cerro de la Encina they testify to the healthier, less strenuous life enjoyed by the wealthy. This became entrenched from childhood. In the Vera basin high physical diversity among the male skeletons argues that men married into communities, and a wider integration may be hinted at by the deficiency of male burials of fighting age on the margins of the basin compared with the central community at El Argar.400 The latter also cornered weapons, metal tools and jewelry. In general, although metals circulated further than in the Copper Age, access was more controlled, with smelting into ingots near mines in the Sierra Morena, casting at the central sites and display by the lucky few.401 The inequality within and between communities was not based on agricultural or other innovations, as claims for irrigation farming and polyculture have been dismissed, but rather in control of human labour and the extraction of surplus as tribute.402 Particularly telling is the fact that Argaric centres were often poorly placed in terms of farmland but nonetheless had efficient grinding and storage installations concentrated in their elite quarters, to which less fortunate members of society must have trudged up to mill, or weave on the many looms, whether under obligation or in return for food and other goods.403 Over time, and unlike the situation in lowlier farmsteads, barley came to eclipse other crops at these places, revealing a growing monoculture or requisitioning that selectively targeted grain.404 Combined with monotonously plain pottery, ubiquitous drinking chalices, eradication of alternative avenues of symbolic expression (such as the previously rich repertoire of figurines), and a clear concentration of swords in the Argaric heartland, this smacks of a grim, exploitative social order in which powerful people strove to establish an ascendancy locally and at a distance, to drive home their advantage and to maximize economic gains over others within the sweepstakes of a harsh and constricted corner of the Mediterranean. In unadorned fashion, the Argaric lays bare relations of power surely fundamentally similar to those hidden beneath the attractive fig leaves of ‘civilized’ culture over much of the eastern Mediterranean.405

8.56  The lower courses of substantial Argaric houses, their associated tombs and cisterns jostling for space on the constricted summit of Fuente Alamo, from where they dominate the surrounding settlements and landscape.

8.57  A typical Argaric burial, inhumed alone in a slab-built grave in the settlement of Cerro de la Encina, near Granada, accompanied by drinking vessels and a small dagger.
Around 1550 BC these Argaric societies fell apart. Just as the outside world can take no credit or blame for their emergence, so too the end was a strictly internal affair. Indeed, overall the Argaric trajectory’s lack of synchrony with wider patterns in other parts of the Mediterranean underscores Iberia’s relative isolation. Given the absence of any trace of socially beneficial activities on the part of powerful people, or even efforts to drape themselves in some form of sacred legitimacy, their demise is at one level unsurprising and was surely a relief to those on the receiving end; declining health and a flight to pitifully marginal land characterized the latest Argaric.406 Further responsibility can be shared, as with the demise of the Copper Age, between Iberia’s location, which offered little scope for external engagement and no access to a broader currency of ideas and mechanisms for maintaining power, and the exigencies of a harsh environment. Concerning the latter, this time excessive human intervention rather than climatic events seems to be to blame. In their drive to intensify yields, Argaric elites inflicted real damage on parts of southern Spain, where erosion became serious and the last deciduous woods along the streams vanished, to be replaced by hardy tamarisk, which thrived in saline conditions.407 Post-Argaric communities were smaller and less spectacular, but they relied on sustainable farming practices, and with the demise of this predatory elite, metals also materialized more frequently in the former Argaric lands and all over southern Iberia.408
Adjoining regions offer contrastive insights. The rain-poor high savannahs of the southeast Meseta were densely settled for the first time, especially close to rivers and wetlands, with the emphasis on cattle (for milk, meat and traction) and horses, the latter also popular at a few Argaric sites.409 Many settlements took the distinctive form of a small circular enceinte with concentric walls up to 11 m (36 ft) high, known as a motilla. These reflected a need for protection among rolling open spaces, and counter the tendency to consider unusual monumental structures to be an exclusively insular trait in the west and central Mediterranean. Stabling and manufacture clustered within the walls, while houses extended beyond. Motilla communities were smaller, socially more cohesive, and (like most places outside the acquisitive Argaric zone) modest in metals and other wealth goods, although a little ivory did penetrate this far inland. Further west, long-distance Atlantic connections had temporarily declined, leaving the Copper Age hubs on the Tagus without successors.410 But close to the lower reaches of the Guadalquivir, in the Huelva mountains, a zone that a few centuries latter would achieve Mediterranean-wide importance due to its fecundity in ores, there are striking hints of an increase in mining and metal circulation from about 1700 BC, associated with changes in the local vegetation and the establishment of fortified communities, in the case of La Papúa a rival, at 14 ha (35 acres) of enclosed area, for the largest Argaric sites.411
Looking further afield, there were few if any ripples from Argaric initiatives. The arrival of people on the major Balearics in the 3rd millennium BC, and peopling of smaller Ibiza and Formentera at the start of the next millennium, barely altered these islands’ marginal position, which would only end when sailing ships and pan-Mediterranean networks broke in with the Iron Age.412 Places like Son Mercer de Baix on Menorca and some thirty tiny sites identified on Formentera numbered only a few families apiece, in the former still living in ship-shaped longhouses [8.58].413 They were reliant on sheep, goats and barley, with slight access to copper, but seldom tin or other imports. In these secluded conditions most innovations came in the architecture of death.414 Dolmens and other megalithic tombs stayed popular until mid-millennium, as did rock-cut tombs, which pepper the Menorcan cliffs [8.59]. Symptomatically, extreme localism then triumphed, as each island went its own way. On Menorca this involved a move away from dolmens and experimentally towards the rectangular, keel-vaulted and masonry-built funerary navetas that, along with ongoing cave burial, typify the late 2nd and early 1st millennia BC.

8.58  A boat-shaped house at Es Coll de Cala Morell on Menorca, mid-2nd millennium BC in date and still broadly similar to those occupied by the first generations of Balearic islanders.

8.59  The cliffs of Menorca are riddled with rock-cut tombs mainly dating to the 2nd millennium BC.
Further east, from Catalonia to Mediterranean France, among a patchwork of coastal lagoons, cleared lowlands, surviving woods and limestone uplands, the social and economic profile remained modest among the communities living by farming plus, in France, still a substantial amount of hunting.415 Near the mouth of the Rhône, as before a favoured point at the convergence of coastal and interior routes, a sizeable defended enclosure arose at Camp de Laure,416 but otherwise communities remained small and simple, indeed even less noticeable in the second half of the millennium than the first, with few striking finds save for a handful of pieces of faience and amber percolating in from the north. Copper mining actually declined in the Midi, as local mineralizations were eclipsed by larger, more organized extraction of the high Alpine ores, in the west notably at Saint-Véran.417 Throughout the 2nd millennium BC southern France kept its back to the sea and maintained an introverted way of life, largely sufficient unto itself in an unusually clement Mediterranean niche. Together with the open seas of the west, this created a substantial buffer between Argaric developments and others in the central Mediterranean.
An island of towers
Heading southeast from France over the apparently largely empty sea, we bear down on another archaeologically prominent zone that rivals the Argaric in its demand for our attention. Corsica was in this respect secondary to its larger neighbour, and more cut off. Corsican dolmens and especially menhirs retained great local significance; over 250 of the latter were aligned in attenuated rows at Palaghju [8.60], while at Filitosa a strange complex of towers, menhirs, huts and perimeter wall was erected from around 1600 BC.418 Meanwhile, in the south a few stone towers (torres) mirrored on a stubbier scale a new way of life across the Strait of Bonifacio. For in Sardinia an extraordinary new template for the standard living unit emerged, one that thrust 15–20 m (50–65 ft) skyward in a thick granite- or basalt-walled, multi-storey conical tower topped with a balcony, dark and pokey on the inside but out in the landscape prominent from afar [PL. XXXV].419 We have already come across these nuraghi (a name traceable to Roman times, and surely Bronze Age in origin) in Chapter 1 as identity symbols for modern separatists, and in this chapter as robust ruins that encourage population estimates.

8.60  The enduring megaliths of an island far out of the stream: the alignment of menhirs at Palaghju on Corsica.
A preceding phase on either side of 2000 BC saw experimental constructions and the inception of water cults that later became an important element in Sardinian rituals.420 It also coincided with dereliction of the great platform pyramid of Monte d’Accoddi and the last burials in earlier rock-cut ‘witches’ houses’, that at Sant’Iroxi Decimoputzu ending on a spectacular note with 200 bodies and an accumulation of swords, one of which was an extremely rare Argaric escapee that somehow jumped the formidable barriers between these regions. From 1800–1600 BC true nuraghi multiplied across the landscape at a prodigious rate, initially to the virtual exclusion of other forms of settlement; some 7000 survive today, with a further 1000 known to have fallen victim to land clearance over the last two centuries alone. The thickest clusters, approaching 1 structure per sq. km (or about 3 per sq. mile),421 occur in the broken upland zone of the interior, close to patches of farmland, rather than on the lowland plains, though coastal clusters are attested too, and nuraghi spread onto the poorer land as good niches filled up. In parallel, burial monuments adopted an elongated, smartened-up megalithic design, with an elaborate ceremonial forecourt [8.61].422 These ‘giants’ tombs’ hark back to the Neolithic in terms of their corridor-like form, and make odd partners for the very contemporary stress on territorial claims inherent in the nuraghi. Most giants’ tombs related to a specific group of nuraghi. Yet their numbers are less than a tenth of the latter, prompting queries as to which members of living society they contained. One possibility is that in death people were altitudinally stratified (as possibly on Menorca too); most went to low-profile caves in the sides of valleys, while a minority rested higher, in the enormous tombs riding the plateaux.423

8.61  The theatrically imposing facade of this Sardinian ‘giant’s tomb’ at Coddu Vecchiu contrasts with the constricted access to the interior of the burial monument behind it.
Such matters invite further questions about the societies behind the island’s monuments. This was in origin very much an internal phenomenon; only later would nuragic Sardinia become embroiled in Mediterranean connections. The first proto-nuraghi arose in the Sardinian interior, the subsequent canonical tower form barely escaped the island’s confines to southern Corsica, and although dolmens survived patchily over much of the central Mediterranean, nothing compared in size or elaboration with the giants’ tombs. Aside from differential access to these tombs, which could be read in various ways, there is no evidence of social hierarchies; nuraghi were far too ubiquitous to be emblematic of an elite, and although individually defensive in stance their overall distribution in no way delineated more regional lines of protection.424 The establishment of wider political territories came decisively later, at the turn of the 1st millennium BC. We are thus left with the conundrum as to why farming families otherwise apparently comparable to countless others around the Mediterranean felt the necessity to invest in homes whose labour requirements undoubtedly exceeded their own means and implied the help of the selfsame neighbours in whom trust is belied by the form of the structures erected. Perhaps nuraghi reflected that quintessentially Mediterranean tension between mutual reliance and vying for advantage, driven to extremes by the unstable conditions of an expanding, fissioning, internally infilling population, and surely also by more specific competitive aspects of Sardinian social structure that will probably elude us forever.



Stirrings in the centre
The remainder of the central Mediterranean can be conceptually divided at this stage into three zones, one of unusually wide connections in north Italy and the head of the Adriatic, another of similar connective dynamism among the peninsulas and islands of the south Tyrrhenian, with a quieter pair of regions between them in central Italy and Dalmatia, across parts of which interesting trends can nonetheless be spotted.
We start in the first of these, which enjoyed strong connections to temperate Europe.425 Ties to the metal-rich societies clustered around the Alps explain the rise of metalwork in burials (in the vicinity of Verona 10–20 per cent of the dead were armed men or richly adorned women), the hoards lost or sacrificed in watery places, and the doubling up of local flanged axes as ingots and exchange standards.426 Other links ran east from Friuli, via the lowland corridor of Slovenia towards the chiefly Otomani societies of the Danube plain and its upland fringes, known for their regularly planned fortified settlements, ambitious trade to all points of the compass and an ideology that flaunted metal, horses and chariots.427 In the northwest corner of the Adriatic, running up the Po and into the southern Alps, many communities lived in or beside wetlands. Some were genuine lake dwellings in a broader Alpine tradition – places such as Fiavé, built out over the water on 9–10-m (30–33-ft) pinewood piles driven into the lake-bed.428 Such sites have yielded wooden artifacts, including a plough and a yoke for oxen, as well as the first possible evidence for gnocchi.429 Following a wanton pioneer clearing phase that left burnt trees where they fell,430 other farming, cattle-rearing communities moved from about 1700 BC onto the rich, heavy, damp soils along the southern tributaries of the Po, which were rendered viable by a drying environment and heavy-duty ploughs. The numerous remains of these terramare settlements consist of large villages defined by banks and ditches laid out in a rectangular form suggestive of the orderly intake of a freshly opened ecological niche.431 Both in settlement form and metalwork there are resemblances to Otomani traditions, though, as in Macedonia, some kind of levelling ideology in a clement environment seems to have worked against the rise of social inequalities. The terramare phenomenon appears alien to the Mediterranean as we normally imagine it, and the closest parallels for its wetland farming way of life may well lie in the rural backwaters of the Nile Delta and a few other even less well-known fluvial zones. Further east the plains give way to the limestone of Istria and the Trieste karst, and a less earthen archaeology.432 The main feature here is a rash of small hillforts beginning around 1800–1600 BC, the earliest dense concentration in Europe and attributable to a combination of local tensions in a quasi-insular setting, not unlike Sardinia, and proximity to Otomani forts. Monkodonja, an exceptionally impressive example of the 300 hillforts in Istria alone, was girded with concentric stone-built circuit walls and an elaborately planned defensive gate [8.62].433 The eye of faith has discerned Aegean inspiration in a nearby round tomb, but common sense instead a local grounding in the time-honoured Adriatic tumulus tradition.

8.62  Among the hundreds of small hillforts in Istria, that at Monkodonja stands out for the size and complexity of its stone-built fortifications.
Further down both sides of the Adriatic and in Tyrrhenian Italy, between the northern networks just outlined and others in the deep south, societies remained low key and broadly unchanged from the previous millennium, if with a few brilliantly preserved windows into the kinds of unexceptional community with which we need to much more broadly populate the Mediterranean than the archaeological targeting of glamorous sites usually enables us to do. In Dalmatia, hillforts were rare until late in the Bronze Age. However, the now-abandoned limestone landscapes are littered with 2nd-millennium BC walls and field clearance cairns, some of the latter with skeletons beneath – a neat link between burial and territorial assertions during the intake of marginal land. The valleys and denuded uplands around Zadar offer detailed views of small farms cultivating soils then barely deeper than today.434 At Čauševića the plan of one entire unit is discernible: buildings, enclosures, trackways, fields, cairns and tumuli, starting around 1400 BC and growing over several centuries [8.63]. Across the sea, in Apennine Italy, growing numbers of wattle-and-daub hamlets or villages remained the norm, and gradually contributed to the rolling back of woodland.435 It is hard to yet attribute much supernal prescience to that located where a coastal trail switched inland to avoid the coastal marshes and cross the Tiber at its lowest ford, the later site of the Forum Boarium in what would one day become Rome.436

8.63  Remarkably clear traces of 2nd-millennium BC farmsteads, with their field walls, trackways, tumuli and other features, can still be seen on the surface of Dalmatia’s abandoned limestone landscapes, in this case at Čauševića, near modern Zadar.
From Bronze Age Rome to a second prehistoric Pompeii, another settlement at Croce del Papa, near Nola, stands out merely for the misfortune of having lain in the path of pumice, ash and pyroclastic flows spewed out by Vesuvius in the 18th century BC, in one of many eruptions during the Holocene in this volcanically violent yet, as a consequence, exceedingly fertile and repeatedly densely settled corner of Italy [8.64].437 It lay amidst a patchwork of beechwoods and narrow, neatly laid out, well drained (or irrigated), closely tended, ploughed and manured fields, several of whose surfaces have been excavated below the volcanic ejecta. The cart tracks criss-crossing this landscape, and the hoof-prints from herds of cattle, add to the vividness of the scene, and underscore how much more might be found on Thera, too. Within the settlement itself, the eruption preserved for posterity stockaded, thatched huts well-provisioned with grain silos and suspended joints of preserved meats, an animal pen holding nine pregnant goats, a dog sheltering in one of the huts, a threshing floor, two wells, a smart headdress of pig’s teeth, pots, baskets, a wooden bucket slung on a fence, straw, foliage, cereals, ground flour, fruits and nuts, as well as the footprints of fleeing inhabitants – everyday life near the Bay of Naples nearly 2000 years before the volcano struck again, and more notoriously.

8.64  Under the volcano: the superbly preserved remains of a small settlement at Croce del Papa emerge from under the ejecta of Vesuvius.
If any broader new central Italian trajectory can be singled out at this time, it is a gently growing human signature in the uplands, and tentatively even higher ground, best demonstrated in the Biferno Valley.438 The causes of this are of some interest. One was small-scale upward seasonal movement of herds from nearby settlements (not, it should be stressed, long-range pastoralism), the other more regular communication across the peninsula. Skeletons in the Sant’Abbondio cemetery, near Pompeii, testify that men were moving and marrying over greater distances,439 while fortified La Starza, on a pass over the Apennines, and rich 15th-century burials at Toppo Daguzzo, on a natural corridor between the Tavoliere and Campania, flourished on the strength of an increase in overland connections that, over the coming centuries, would stitch together the first coherently trans-peninsular Italian societies.440
Finally, the southern tip of Italy, Sicily and its small island satellites comprise a different world again, one that stands out not only for its internal characteristics but also its extensive regional connections by sea. Archaeologists coming from an eastern perspective have traditionally tended to credit this to trade with the Aegean. This zone certainly did become an interface with Aegean people by 1700–1600 BC, as we shall shortly see, and thereafter it is difficult and somewhat fruitless to unravel the relative priority of internal and external factors in driving change. But to attribute this arena’s 2nd-millennium BC connections primarily to eastern activity ignores its encouraging configuration of islands, peninsulas, straits and gulfs, as well as its distinguished prior history of native maritime interaction, from the first circulation of obsidian, through Lipari as a later Neolithic island trading node, to the Gaudo societies around the Bay of Naples and its involvement at the end of the 3rd millennium BC in the Cetina phase, when Sicilian bossed plaques travelled as far as Troy, almost certainly not in Aegean craft for at least half that distance.
Along the coast of the southern mainland several large, fortified entrepôts emerged early in the 2nd millennium BC.441 Coppa Nevigata (occupied initially at the arrival of farming) faced the Adriatic, while Roca Vecchia lay right on the pulse of the Strait of Otranto.442 Close to both were lagoons that offered safe anchorage on this exposed shore. In Italy’s instep, Broglio di Trebisacce survives but Scoglio del Tonno vanished in AD 1899, appropriately beneath the docks of Taranto.443 While the Sicilian interior pursued ways of life with deep local traditions, including painted pottery and a boom in small settlements twinned with clusters of family tombs dug into prominent rock faces, their facades and doors carved with symbols, the coast was different.444 Here again, more nodal communities arose, in the southeast on the almost insular promontory of Thapsos and the islet of Ognina off Syracuse, and midway along the southern shore at Monte Grande, close to a sulphur mine. The extent of the fortified agglomeration of round huts and streets at Thapsos is uncertain, but may have reached 12 ha (30 acres) by mid-millennium, larger than Shaft Grave-phase Pylos, due east across open sea.445 A few centuries later, the dead in its cemetery of some 300 rock-cut tombs were dressed and seated on benches around elaborately decorated basins set on waist-high pedestals that tellingly scaled up Sicilian norms into something far more ambitious.
Other prominent maritime players were the inhabitants of several of the small Tyrrhenian islands, notably in the Aeolian archipelago and Vivara, a minuscule, only recently peopled, volcanic crescent in the channel between Ischia and the Campanian mainland.446 In the Aeolians a settlement of closely packed huts on Lipari’s acropolis re-established this island’s leading role in regional trade, but other islanders followed suit, for example on tiny Panarea at Punta Milazzese, a village of 150–250 people on a headland overlooking twin coves that presents a classic setting for lifestyles oriented on the sea [8.65]. With obsidian circulation now defunct, these later generations of Aeolian traders operated as middlemen conveying goods around the Tyrrhenian Sea, especially metals, the working of which is amply attested on Lipari (and likewise Vivara). Pottery production and trade between islands and further afield is also likely, in light of the identifying pot-marks on Aeolian ceramics, a seabed scatter of pots off Lipari that must reflect the relics of cargo,447 and similarity to styles on the nearby Sicilian coast, as well as Vivara. There are compelling parallels with the canoe-borne Cycladic traders of a millennium earlier in terms of scale, goods and likely seacraft.

8.65  The village of Punta Milazzese on the Aeolian island of Panarea occupied the kind of location favoured by many early Mediterranean coastal trading communities, flanked by two small anchorages and enjoying good natural protection.
Of course not all small-island people were accomplished traders. Even within the Aeolians, little places such as Portella on Salina were less well connected.448 Elsewhere the jury remains out. On Pantelleria, another former obsidian island that had become permanently settled during the 3rd millennium BC, a dense, neatly set out settlement subsequently arose at Mursia, as large as several more illustrious Aegean island contemporaries, but the islanders went their own way, creating a local tradition of burial cairns known as sesi.449 Wind-battered, lonely Ustica, in the open sea 53 km (33 miles) off northwestern Sicily, was also remote to judge by its idiosyncratic pottery.450 But in both cases the scenario of isolation may be overdrawn; Mursia’s tombs contain faience, while I Faraglioni on Ustica possessed moulds for casting non-local metals, and both took part in a system of presumably notational tokens made from recycled potsherds in whole, half and quarter denominations, which connects them to the same trading practice at Vivara and Monte Grande.451 Less ambiguous is the situation on the Maltese islands. After the demise of the temples, they briefly rejoined the wider world through Cetina-phase voyaging, and we see a startling spectrum of imports at Tarxien. Contact flourished with Ognina, off Syracuse. It was probably at this time, or in the early 2nd millennium BC, that small dolmens spread for the first time into parts of Sicily and Malta, from where at some juncture the tradition was transmitted via Cape Bon to the eastern Maghreb, initially in a style similar to its progenitors but diverging as it blended with the tumulus traditions of inland African pastoralists and further west with earlier influences across the Gibraltar strait.452 As the 2nd millennium advanced, the modest communities on low hills or headlands across Malta and Gozo dropped away from the mainstream, with southeast Sicily remaining their last major link to the wider world.453 The oddest feature is the deep parallel grooves that snake, occasionally for kilometres, over tracts of exposed bedrock.454 Popularly known as ‘cart ruts’, they were certainly not made by wheeled vehicles, and may instead have been worn by sled-like contraptions for dragging loads (crops, or soil eroded by extravagances in the temple age?). It is entirely possible that these islands had yet to encounter the wheel.
Yet times had changed, and even remote islands with minimal external traffic were no longer safely protected by their expanses of surrounding sea. During the 2nd millennium BC practically every small-island community of any note in the southern part of the central Mediterranean ensured a location on a naturally defended hilltop or promontory, and piled up crude fortifications.455 In the Aeolians this trend began between 1800 and 1500 BC and ended with a population nucleated on Lipari’s acropolis. On Pantelleria, Mursia constructed defences 7 m (23 ft) high within the same time span, I Faraglioni on Ustica was surrounded by a bastioned wall, and a hulking line was thrown up at Borg in-Nadur on Malta.456 These were heavy investments of labour for small island populations. The most likely explanation is that sightings of strange boats had started to spell danger as much as opportunity. Perhaps that danger was still no more than a raid by a neighbour’s war canoe – the Cycladic islanders had, after all, likewise fortified their homes during their own crescendo of canoe traffic almost a thousand years earlier – but the timing among several hitherto more remote central Mediterranean islands raises the possibility that this time the cause for alarm was not merely familiar canoes but the flash of a foreign sail on the horizon.
A meeting of Mediterraneans
During the middle centuries of the 2nd millennium BC Aegean pottery began to appear in the central Mediterranean.457 It started as a trickle at select sites but gradually grew in numbers and spread. The trading communities there were quite active and inured enough to receiving people and goods from over the sea to allow us to reject the old chauvinism that it took mariners from the east to awaken indigenous economies, and we can again recall that one precursor, the Cetina expansion, was initiated from the central part of the basin. But this does not reduce the significance of this new linkage between pre-existing networks in the Aegean and Tyrrhenian, which was soon to be extended up the Adriatic, east to Cyprus and west to Sardinia to create a bipolar ‘route of the islands’, closely implicated in metal trading. Despite subsequent ups and downs, and changes in the frameworks of engagement over time, this was a leap in the scope of connections, a permanent shift in Mediterranean history and a crucial stage in tying together the basin’s inhabitants across a soon-to-be shrinking sea.
This westward connection is for us the most relevant axis of a more generally broadening engagement that equally reached towards the Balkans, central Europe and Black Sea, and heralded closer active ties between the Mediterranean and temperate Europe than at any time since the far-flung landscapes of mobile Pleistocene hunter-gatherers.458 Much of this continental zone north of the Mediterranean itself saw the rise of small chiefdoms, codified warrior lifestyles, greater mobility and burgeoning metals and trade, in which copper and later bronze took on the role of a value standard played by silver in the east.459 The first tentative indication of contact is the similarity between ösenringe, copper torcs used as ingots or a proto-currency in huge numbers in central and southeast Europe for two centuries on either side of 2000 BC, and a smattering of similar objects in the east Mediterranean as far south as Byblos.460 Subsequent links are plotted by metals too, mainly weapons, drinking vessels and even an oxhide ingot fragment, as well as other east Mediterranean objects and styles that filtered north.461 The most visible tracer, however, is amber, a strange, sun-coloured material with magical static if rubbed (hence its Greek name, elektron) [8.66]. This spread south into the Mediterranean from sources in the Baltic, soon ousting an inferior and sporadically locally employed Sicilian variety.462 Some of the pieces from the Mycenae shaft graves had been carved in central Europe into specific forms of spacer beads that also reached the barrows of southern England; another piece, carved into a scarab, lay near the heart of Tutankhamun.463 Changes in the routes that amber took from the Baltic illustrate how shifting regional networks within the Mediterranean shaped and altered longer-range connections beyond it, in this case drawing amber into the basin first via Carpathian communities, but later further west, towards the Tyrrhenian. For Aegean people, the latter, western point of encounter with its glowing yellow nodules may lie behind the myth of the golden apples of the Hesperides.464

8.66  Necklace of Baltic amber found in one of the early Shaft Graves at Mycenae. Note the spacer plates between the beads, which commonly provide clues as to the location of manufacture and far-flung European trading connections.
Along all these interfaces between the Mediterranean and lands beyond, much of the pace was initially made by people north of palatial Crete, especially those well placed at the convergence of land and sea-routes in the lively corner of the Peloponnese dominated by Mycenae.465 Indeed, the wider significance of Mycenaean societies lay less in their eventual swelling by a few modest examples of an already time-honoured roster of palatial states, than in their articulation of the core zone of palaces with non-palatial societies and materials further west and north. Only in the Aegean did chariot-horse harness designs typical of the Levant, Europe and Black Sea all coexist, and there, too, millet, another product of the Russian steppe, first percolated into the basin as a fodder crop.466 Only there could objects as exuberantly eclectic as those in Mycenae’s shaft graves have been found together; among them, a spearhead with its socket cast in the round is the first Mediterranean find of a feature invented between the Urals and Altai, and brought west by pastoralists into southeast Europe.467 It was this interstitial role that gave Mycenaean culture its peculiar flavour, a blend of half-grasped Minoan traditions, eastern palatial tastes and values, temperate European heroic warrior ideals, and an occasional tang of the Asian steppes. Another rising power, at Troy, played a similar role in regard to Aegean links with the Black Sea, and this provides a likely context for two poorly dated ships drawn on the walls of the Yarimburgaz cave near the Sea of Marmara, one showing a slender rowed or paddled craft, the other a jaunty sailing ship.468
In schematic spatial terms, this phase of expanding networks has a world-systemic appearance.469 As parts of the Aegean joined the urban east Mediterranean core zone of large-scale consumers and producers, the peripheries and less articulated margins relocated further north and west. Outward went the more mobile, flashy, status-enhancing and easily integrated elements of core culture and technology. Inward percolated raw metals with amber and other tracers riding on their back. Copper and gold dominated the metals (silver remaining uncommon north and west of the Aegean), but central and west European tin must also have been significant, indeed until such contacts solidified, use of tin-bronze was moderate over much of the east Mediterranean compared to later-starting but well-endowed regions such as the British Isles.470 This process provides a context for the mid- to late 2nd-millennium BC surge in European metal production that is so evident in accumulations of scrap for recycling, uptake of bivalve moulds, compulsive, often ritualized, hoarding where routes converged and metal’s sheer abundance threatened traditional values, and the direct testimony from the Alpine ore sources.471 Estimates of output for the Mitterberg mine, which drew hundreds of labourers into the high valleys, range from 10 to 18 tonnes of copper per year,472 comparing impressively with the 10 tonnes on the Uluburun ship, and the 54 tonnes that Amenhotep II claimed to have extorted from the Levant.473 Conspicuously heavyweight copper- and goldwork was created in the Otomani centres, whose connections round the head of the Adriatic we encountered earlier, and which also lay athwart overland trails to the Aegean, where at Mycenae and elsewhere another chariot-riding and, in a sense, hillfort-building elite was on the make. Indigenous regimes of value subtly adjusted to eastern contacts – one example may be European people’s concern to colour their faience blue by adding copper salts, in unconscious ultimate reference to lapis lazuli, and more directly its east Mediterranean substitutes.474
But equally, we should not exaggerate, nor anticipate, the importance of such connections at this early juncture. Not until the Iron Age did relations become close enough to fundamentally reshape the culture and economies of outlying regions. With a few exceptions in southern Italy, no defining elements of east Mediterranean ways of life and capital-accumulating economies yet took root further afield. For example, the boundaries of seal use, which had rolled out rapidly during the 3rd millennium BC to the Aegean, and the Indus, advanced no further. In fact, the first Aegean agents of contact to the north and west came from beyond the urban, palatial world of Crete. Quite who they were (entrepreneurial big men, warriors, seafarers, or all three in one?) is lost to us, but as intermediaries they were small fry compared to a leading merchant of Ugarit. Their encounters on distant ground, or modestly sized and easily stormed ships, with substantial groups of people proficient at running their own trade circuits must have been ones of effective parity that offered both sides a chance to acquire desirable things, whatever the long-term consequences of the inequities in economic scale and value regimes behind them. From these meetings between people for whom neither Akkadian nor initially silver offered any pre-agreed media for exchange, and from beginnings presumably in barter, surely eased by drinking parties of the kinds that had developed independently throughout the eastern and northern flanks of the basin, new Mediterranean and European interrelations would very gradually emerge.
The central Mediterranean dimension of this process was typical in terms of the materials involved, which, besides the Aegean imports and amber, are assumed to have comprised Sardinian and Tuscan metals, volcanic minerals like sulphur and alum (the latter used in tanning), as well as, indirectly, Alpine and Carpathian copper and gold, plus European tin, which in the south had hitherto been seldom known.475 What made this theatre distinct (save for the still dimly understood Black Sea, maybe now experiencing its own Jason moment) was the maritime nature of the link and its realization by a bow wave of probing exploration in sailing ships [8.67]. In addition to the opportunity this afforded for bulk transport in and out of the central Mediterranean, this enabled routes to expand unusually fast. In Classical times it took just two weeks to reach Sicily from the Aegean, while the north–south traverse of central Europe over a similar distance remained a six-week journey in the 16th century AD.476 Another blessing was the layout of the Tyrrhenian and Adriatic seas, which, together with the pronounced northward offset of the basin’s main axis here, offered Mediterranean mariners access to latitudes close to the European interior. The opening of these sea corridors to wider Mediterranean trade, and the subsequent Iron Age extension of this process further west, help to explain why the efflorescence of the temperate European societies most actively engaged in Mediterranean trade describes a parallel westward march over time, from the Otomani hubs in the Balkans, to central European Hallstatt chiefdoms during the later Bronze Age, and ultimately the La Tène splendours of pre-Roman Gaul.477 In the final assessment, the vital point, as ever, was that maritime travel facilitated direct, unmediated, long-range links between places far apart, and so less-garbled transmission and dialogue than overland chains of communication.

8.67  Map of the central Mediterranean in the mid-to-later 2nd millennium BC, showing indigenous interaction zones, find-spots of Aegean-type pottery, and the main sea-routes from further east.
The earliest Aegean painted drinking cups, oil or unguent containers and plain pots in the central Mediterranean reveal the hands of players already prominent in the sea trade and markets of their respective home regions, namely the Argolid and Aegina in the east, and, at the receiving end, the Aeolian islands and Vivara.478 The connecting route, braided from sea-paths intermittently travelled from far earlier times, lay up the west coast of Greece, across the Strait of Otranto, around the heel and toe of Italy and into the Tyrrhenian Sea via the Messina narrows, with their Odyssean associations, or along the straight south coast of Sicily, where Aegean pots appeared at the large settlement and sulphur-mining complex of Monte Grande, near Agrigento. The earliest find-spots signal that contacts were concentrated at, and mediated by, native trading centres, which acted as the gatekeepers as well as gateways, keeping metal-rich Sardinia and much of the rest of the Tyrrhenian (along with virtually all the Adriatic) initially outside the purview of eastern navigators.
Within a couple of centuries, however, most of the initial winners had released their grip. The rise of the Mycenaean palaces changed configurations in the east, and in Epirus new establishments such as Ephyra on the almost landlocked Glykys Limin (‘Sweet Harbour’) of the Acheron delta sought to intervene in traffic westward, while reshaping societies in their own hinterland.479 In the centre of the basin, two very Mediterranean phenomena occurred: Vivara was smothered by a nearby volcanic eruption, and Aeolian traders relinquished their quasi-monopoly as the multiplicity of short-circuiting and outflanking routes around or across the southern Tyrrhenian Sea, islands and peninsulas allowed more mainlanders and Sicilians to get in on the game.480 This was the heyday of trade with Sicilian Thapsos [8.68], Scoglio del Tonno at Taranto and, more enduringly, Roca Vecchia on the Strait of Otranto, which alone siphoned off half the Aegean pots in the entire central Mediterranean.481 After 1400 BC, pottery and more rarely figurines, glass and ivory from the Aegean dispersed to scores of coastal and a few inland locations, albeit in varied quantities (often tiny, and usually fewer than internal imports) and still with precious little reaching the north Tyrrhenian or inner Adriatic. In contrast to the Argolid’s dominance over exports to the east, these goods still came from all over the Aegean and western Greece, with varied preferences and reception at the receiving end too.482 It would, of course, be naive to assume that each find-spot commemorated a visit by an Aegean trader, indeed their effective dispersal is equal testament to the vigour of indigenous networks. Outliers such as the single piece from a cup with a painted octopus discovered on Malta or the solitary Aegean fragment among 96,655 Tyrrhenian ones on Ustica surely arrived in local boats.483 The same can be said of the painted pot deposited towards the end of interment at the great Giovinazzo dolmen, near Bari.484 None of this detracts from the basic point that trade between the Aegean and central Mediterranean became more extensive, frequent and multidirectional at a point in time that equates further east with the Uluburun shipwreck, Amarna letters and overall peak of the palatial system.

8.68  Thapsos: (top) plan of the sheltering peninsula, showing areas of settlement and burials; (centre) select Aegean and Cypriot imports; (bottom) new large-scale rectilinear architecture above and among the traditional roundhouses.
The engagement also started to display shifts in nature that would deepen over coming centuries and so serve as harbingers of new practices and ultimately different forms of Mediterranean interaction. One was the establishment of direct linkage with Sardinia. Most of the evidence dates after 1300 BC and so awaits the coming chapter, but in the 14th century a few Aegean objects arrived, including an ivory of a warrior’s head sporting a helmet sheathed, as was admired in the Aegean, with boars’ tusks [8.69].485 The pig-tooth headgear preserved by the eruption of Vesuvius at Croce del Papa suggests that such an object would be readily appreciated by Tyrrhenian fighters. Another new feature was the appearance of Cypriot pottery in the central Mediterranean after 1400 BC, mainly juglets and large pithoi of the kind seen on the Uluburun ship (which in return carried a sword of south Italian or Sicilian type).486 The first Cypriot pots showed up in southern Sicily, at Thapsos and further west at Cannatello, as if the sea-traders of Cyprus were intent on cutting out circuitous routes via mainland Italy as well as south Tyrrhenian competition, in favour of a straight shot through the Sicilian narrows towards Sardinia. A last index of change was the adoption of customs from further east. At Thapsos long rectilinear buildings arose between and over the normal roundhouses [8.68], and tholos-like tombs were built nearby at Ragusa.487 But it was southeast Italy that led the way in the first wheel-thrown pots, both versions of Aegean painted forms and local grey wares, whether fashioned by indigenous or migrant potters.488 By around 1300 BC most of the visually Aegean-type pottery in the central Mediterranean was in fact produced in this part of Italy. Nor was this the only uptake. At Broglio di Trebisacce olive cultivation took off, and probably viticulture too, while Coppa Nevigata boasts the earliest donkey in Italy and possibly a purple-dyeing industry.489 Boundaries were breaking down and wider vocabularies starting to emerge. Over a few turbulent centuries, this process would expand further, from Lebanon to Gibraltar, and the Po to Tunisia. As it culminated to embrace the entire basin, the world of the Middle Sea, so long in the making, would finally come into unified existence.

8.69  Ivory plaque in the form of a man’s head enveloped in a helmet covered with rows of boars’ tusks. This example comes from Mycenae, but a fragment of a similar piece constitutes an early Aegean find in Sardinia. Such allusions to hunting and, by implication, martial prowess probably enjoyed a widespread cross-cultural currency.




XXIII  The 43-m- (141-ft-) long solar boat of the Old Kingdom pharaoh Khufu (Cheops), as reassembled from thousands of parts buried beneath his great pyramid at Giza. Although a river-boat, it illustrates sturdy construction, largely from massive planks of imported Lebanese cedar, and long, efficient oars.




XXIV  One of two late 4th-millennium BC figurines recently found at Tell el-Farkha in the Nile Delta, constructed of sheet-gold pinned over a lost wooden core, and originally with inlaid lapis lazuli eyes and necklaces of other rare stones. These illustrate the multimedia combination of precious materials typical of emerging Egypt and Mesopotamia, but also an unfamiliar aesthetic relative to later Egyptian norms, possibly specific to early Deltaic culture.




XXV  Aerial view of Ebla showing the palatial acropolis, urban extent and ramparts of this great 3rd- and early 2nd-millennium BC Bronze Age centre in the fertile, well-connected northern Levant, today in northwest Syria.




XXVI  High on the smooth rock faces of Mont Bégo in southeastern France, huge numbers of 3rd-millennium BC depictions testify to the growing engagement with upland zones, in this case in the form of seasonal visitations apparently by men, whose ritual and other preoccupations are vividly recorded.




XXVII  The ready availability of metal-bearing lodes to early prospectors is evident in this image from an experimental reconstruction of copper extraction at Wadi Feinan in southern Jordan; note the use of donkeys for the long-range outward transport of ores or, by the Early Bronze Age, ingots and finished objects.




XXVIII  Set in its landscape, this cluster of trefoil-shaped ‘temples’ at Mnajdra on Malta illustrates the relationship between such monumental structures and access to the sea. Whoever controlled the rituals at such places also held the keys to manipulation of off-island connections. Note the huge blocks of local limestone used in construction.




XXIX  Part of the early Middle Kingdom temple foundation deposit known as the Tod treasure, discovered at the ancient town of the same name in Upper Egypt, near Thebes. Several such copper boxes held over 150 mainly silver bowls and cups, whose swirling decoration is reminiscent of contemporary Aegean painted pottery, as well as silver ingots, and quantities of raw and worked lapis lazuli. Such exotic finds testify to strong trading relations, not least by sea, with the remainder of the eastern Mediterranean.




XXX  A short-range festive procession of ships, one with sail hoisted but the others propelled in an archaizing fashion by multitudes of paddlers, approaches a natural harbour near a busy coastal town in this wall-painting preserved by a volcanic eruption at the mid-2nd-millennium BC West House of Akrotiri on Thera in the Cyclades. Note the numerous small inshore craft and diverse coastal structures, but the lack of built quays or other harbour installations.




XXXI  The massive, ancient and still only partly archaeologically explored citadel of Aleppo (Bronze Age Yamhad), crowned by its huge Arab castle and seen here hovering over the medieval to modern city shortly before both were engulfed in the tragic civil war that still rages at the time of writing.




XXXII  Reconstruction from its fragmentary remains of one of several wall-paintings that once adorned early New Kingdom palaces at Avaris in the Nile Delta. The bull-leaping scenes, labyrinth motif and split-rosette design, as well as the style and technique of execution, strongly resemble those of Crete.




XXXIII  Behind palatial Mycenae’s ‘cyclopean’ defence wall and famous Lion Gate lie the earlier shaft graves, found unlooted by Schliemann and remarkable for their eclectic range of wealth goods. Later incorporation of this ancestral burial ground by Mycenae’s subsequent rulers is apparent in the remodelled grave circle built around them, and the outward bow of the circuit wall at that point.




XXXIV  Among the wealth of finds from the Uluburun shipwreck, off Turkey’s southern coast, is this Levantine bronze figurine of a goddess, with her head, arms and legs wrapped in gold leaf. Slightly later analogies suggest that this may have been the vessel’s tutelary deity. If so, she was negligent on the day when the ship foundered in the 14th century BC.




XXXV  Sardinia has a landscape of towers, or nuraghi, extremely numerous but fairly simple in their architectural form over much of the 2nd millennium BC, but from then onwards increasingly complex in a minority of larger settlements. This evolved example from Su Nuraxi remains typical, however, of most nuraghi in its domination of a local pocket of arable land.



CHAPTER NINE
From sea to shining sea
(1300 – 800 BC)
A room with a view
The audience in the high room in Byblos was not going well for Wenamun, priest of Egyptian Thebes, or so the story goes in the version that has survived, as an amalgam of reportage and literary sentiment, on a slightly later papyrus, found stuffed into a pot south of Cairo and currently in the possession of the Pushkin Museum.1 The date was around 1075 BC, and Zakar-Baal, lord of the town, sat in classic interview style with his back to the window, whose light framed his angry form. Through it Wenamun saw the roiling waves of the Mediterranean burst against the shore: the sea that sundered him from home and all that was good. His mission was a time-hallowed one, to obtain cedar to renew the sacred boat of Amun, but it had gone inauspiciously from the start. Negotiations even for passage beyond the Delta had proved time-consuming, thanks to the local potentate Smendes, and had cost Wenamun his letters of recommendation. Once en route again, a sailor on the foreign transport arranged by Smendes absconded with Wenamun’s silver and gold at Dor – then already graced with a 35-m (115-ft) built quay, a century or two old when Wenamun docked, and now (in northern Israel) the oldest to survive in the Mediterranean.2 By what chicaneries Wenamun extricated himself from this disaster is veiled by lacunae in the extant text, but they made him a marked man as he proceeded north, via Tyre and Sidon. In Byblos, shorn of his letters and gifts, he was kept waiting for a month, and when at last granted this audience, his lofty appeals to ancient custom, Egyptian overlordship and the blessings of Amun cut little ice with a self-confident local ruler impatient with rhetoric and well versed in the opposing view that his predecessors had received something more tangible, by the shipload, in return for timber. A message was dispatched to Smendes to break this impasse; three months later (making eight since Wenamun had left Thebes), he came up with the goods: a shipment of gold, silver, linen and other cloth, beef, fish, lentils and rope. The tail of this list is hardly the stuff of the Amarna letters, but the overall consignment mollified Byblite sensibilities and economic sense enough for 300 lumberjacks and as many oxen to be ordered into the mountains. As the birds migrated south, Wenamun departed with his cedar cargo, somehow evaded a vengeful squadron from Dor that patrolled offshore, and was promptly blown northwest to Cyprus. There, only intercession by an Egyptian speaker and a powerful lady saved him from the lynch mob gathered to meet this arrival from Byblos. ‘Sleep’ urged his protectress, at which juncture, pregnant with possibilities, the papyrus breaks off. That the cedar and its long-suffering guardian eventually returned to Thebes we can infer from the images at Karnak that celebrate the inauguration of Amun’s new boat.

9.1  Map of principal sites mentioned in this chapter, also showing areas of pre-existing or emergent maritime connections, the approximate ‘route of the isles’, using latitude sailing, the main axes of connections beyond the basin and (inset) Middle and early Neo-Assyrian territorial fluctuations.
Even allowing for its mixed genres and the standard Egyptian trope of the tribulations of life abroad, the Tale of Wenamun is one of those treasuries of incidental detail that irradiate early Mediterranean history. We learn, for example, that the god travelled with his emissary, as Amun-on-the-road, presumably embodied in a figurine akin to that found on the Uluburun ship, and at Byblos discreetly housed in a tent on the shore. Harbours stand out as refuges where seafarers lay under the protection of the local ruler, hence the delicacy of Wenamun’s situation at Byblos, and perhaps Dor. Those of Lebanon were crammed with ships, of which twenty at Byblos and fifty at Sidon traded with the well-connected Smendes and others. Not one ship is specified as Egyptian in any sense except its destination – although this did not stop our anti-hero from insinuating that this rendered them Egypt’s by association. In a premonition of Nausikaä’s role in the Odyssey, women succoured Wenamun three times: with food and clothes sent by Smendes’s wife with her husband’s cargo, with songs by Tinetnit (a resident Egyptian entertainer, sent by Zakar-Baal along with mutton and wine to cheer the disconsolate traveller) and with protection by the enigmatic Cypriot lady. Lastly, when the lord of Byblos ordered his ancestors’ records to be read out to prove the reciprocity of earlier relations with pharaoh, it is clearly implied that these were written on papyrus or leather rolls (recall the connotation of papyrus in the Greek name ‘Byblos’), a shift corroborated by the disappearance of clay tablets across the Levant as cursive, informal and ultimately alphabetical scripts replaced traditional cuneiform.3 Away from the preservation conditions of Egypt and, later, the Judaean desert, a chasm of archaeological loss suddenly gapes at our feet, one that largely explains the perversely lesser contribution of eastern archives over the coming centuries.
Behind such significant details we discern a series of profound changes since we last left the east Mediterranean. The most glaring, not least given the perspective from which the tale is told, is the diminished stature of Egypt. Abroad, Wenamun’s humiliations reveal a different universe from that of Amarna diplomacy; indeed, to hurry him on his way, Zakar-Baal pointedly offered to show him the graves of previous emissaries whom he had detained until they died. No pharaoh is invoked by name, and what symbolic capital and authority Egypt retained was precariously invested in Amun’s divine reputation. All this left the coast of the central Levant in a contrastingly buoyant state. Equally extraordinary is the change within Egypt itself, where again a resounding silence surrounds the matter of royalty. Local magnates controlled sectors of the Nile, in Smendes’s case a Delta once again on a breakaway trajectory from upriver rule, and busy in the Levant. Less dramatic, but nonetheless surprising, is the jumpiness on cosmopolitan Cyprus at the approach of a foreign ship, and had Wenamun’s misadventures propelled him still further across the seas (for all we know they did), other shocks would have been in store. For the three centuries after 1300 BC witnessed an enormous transformation in this half of the basin. In the uncritical language of earlier generations, the later part of this period saw the onset of a ‘dark age’, ushered in by disasters and destructions clustered around 1200 BC and associated with a ragged region-by-region start to the Iron Age.4 In fact, as Wenamun’s tale already intimates, the reality in terms of modern knowledge and ancient trajectories was a more thought-provoking chiaroscuro. Of this we can only make sense if we straddle the paroxysms around 1200 BC with a longer, more coolly analytical time frame, from the aftermath of Amarna to the threshold of the 1st millennium BC.
The rough and the smooth in the east Mediterranean
Where better to start than at Wenamun’s nemesis, the central Levantine coast? Here, all remained mercantile business as usual, powered up by the release from Egyptian authority and tribute [9.2]. The places identified in the Amarna letters still flourished in the 11th century BC, and recent excavations confirm smooth sequences at major sites, as well as smaller places like Sarepta, all of which maintained widespread connections.5 From now on, this quintessentially Mediterranean landscape of bustling coastal towns and narrow, river-striated agricultural hinterlands, climbing up through forests to skyscraping peaks, is conventionally known as Phoenicia. With its invocations of purple cloth, palms, skilled crafting and mythical beasts, ‘Phoenician’ is a Greek collective forged later, under different circumstances, that we force upon people who identified with their individual cities (so, Sidonians, Tyrians and suchlike), and continued to see themselves more broadly as Canaanite.6 Their Mediterranean-wide expansion still lay a few generations in the future but, free from Egyptian adjudication, the jockeying for advantage was already overt.7 Wenamun’s ship counts support other indications that Sidon had outstripped Byblos, and was the instigator of a central Levantine presence further south around the Bay of Akko. Tyre stayed a modest player until the late 11th century, as did Arwad, likewise an island town in the midst of the sea, and one that tapped its drinking water from an upwelling submarine aquifer. By way of contrast with this vein of unbroken mercantile life, to the north of Arwad, as far as Cilicia, the incidence of fiery destructions on either side of 1200 BC was greater, even if most places recovered fairly fast.8 The permanent and textually high-decibel annihilation in about 1182 BC of Ugarit, which had remained a flourishing international player and entrepôt of the metals trade throughout the 13th century, was a dramatic exception.9 Here, as elsewhere, however, neighbours quickly stepped in to fill the void, led by none other than Ugarit’s own former port of Ras Ibn Hani.

9.2  The Egyptian view of Lebanon as a land of unruly vassals in fortified towns clinging to rocks, and dense, bear-haunted woods. The missing element in this depiction from the reign of Ramesses II, and arguably the most vital, is the constant proximity of the sea.
Moving on, Wenamun’s hot reception on Cyprus may reflect tensions building up towards the end of an amazing run of economic expansion and cultural inclusivity.10 The 13th and 12th centuries BC witnessed the climax of this island’s non-palatial brand of urbanism, studded with imposing houses and rich tombs, and at Enkomi oriented on a new orthogonal street grid. Alongside large-scale olive oil and textile industries, copper production blossomed under the regulation of urban shrines, reflected by large hoards at Enkomi and imagery of ingots on ornate cultic stands [9.4], as miniature votives and beneath the feet of figures thought to represent deities, one female, another male with a horned helmet, brandishing a javelin and small round shield [9.3] – a new warrior’s kit emblematic, as we shall see, of its age.11 Like the north Levant, the island experienced destructions, abandonments and new foundations around 1200 BC, and Hattusa meanwhile bragged of invasions and sea-battles in a last-ditch effort to assert its authority (the latter arguably the first such fights in recorded history and, we can assume, on the imperial side reliant upon Levantine vassal shipping).12 But the strategic outcome was simply to concentrate power in a tighter suite of towns, principally Kition plus nearby Hala Sultan Tekke, Paliopaphos and Enkomi, the last of which slightly later shifted downstream, as its harbour silted, to form Salamis, temporarily ceding primacy to its rivals.13 All erected monumental shrines, that at Paliopaphos later celebrated as the first temple of Aphrodite, a goddess of Levantine origin. Meanwhile, foreshadowed by the earlier arrival of its goods in the Levant, Egypt, Anatolia, the Aegean and at Marsa Matruh, Cyprus moved into lead position in trade, a distinction it held for some three centuries, and which reaped the predictable rewards, plus less obvious luxuries such as dried Nile perch, deep-channel denizens that grow to 100 kg (220 lbs) and began to be taken early in the Holocene (probably also the fish that Smendes sent to Byblos).14 As people, goods and ideas flowed in and out, Cypriot society became ever more heterogeneous.15 During the 14th and 13th centuries, the personal names that crop up in correspondence involving the island were Semitic, Hurrian and Anatolian, presumably with an admixture of indigenous.16 It is within this cultural mélange, rather than as a consequence of the oft-advocated discrete early Greek migrations, that we should understand the uptake and local substitution of a range of Aegean-derived traits. Cyprus’s position was won by aggressive mercantile entrepreneurship; its agents in 13th-century Tiryns seem to have intervened even in the Argolid’s own specialization, incising batches of Aegean pots for their own export.17 It also owed much to growing prowess in the realm of open-sea navigation, especially between the largest islands of the Mediterranean, which by the 13th century BC brought Cypriot products to Crete, Sicily and as far as Sardinia.18 Only in the 11th century did this lead start to falter, symbolized by the cessation around this time of production of the iconic oxhide ingot, as Phoenicia began to compete more assertively in the same game and to penetrate the Cypriot home market.19 This is the context, of course, for the aggressive local reception of Wenamun’s Byblite ship.

9.3  The so-called ingot god from Enkomi, equipped, in the new style of terminal 2nd-millennium BC warfare, with a small round shield, horned helmet and javelin, while standing on a miniature oxhide ingot. Precise interpretations differ, but the link between changing modes of fighting and the circulation of metals is inescapable.

9.4  The close relationship between copper production and elite ritual on Cyprus is hinted at by this ceremonial bronze stand, possibly from Kourion, showing on this face a man carrying an oxhide ingot towards a tree; on another face the figure plays a lyre.
Before we leave Cyprus, one further innovation associated with this society so fecund in metals deserves attention. This is the earliest regular production of iron.20 We have sporadically encountered iron objects as far back as a 3rd-millennium BC dagger from Alacahöyük in central Anatolia. Most were high-value curiosities, some mounted in gold and made from meteoric metal gathered from impact craters such as one recently identified in Egypt’s Western Desert. The shift to terrestrial extraction, along with smelting, carburization and tempering, dates to the 13th–12th centuries BC. To judge from textual references, Anatolian metallurgists were among the pioneers, perhaps in association with Caucasian experts,21 but so too were the smiths of Cyprus, where small amounts of iron sometimes materialized as an unintended by-product of copper smelting. The paradox that an island superabundant in the main ingredient of bronze should have promoted the metal that gave its name to the Iron Age is only superficial, given the logics of an economy geared to marketing diverse new products, not least at sub-elite levels, and within which iron was meant to supplement rather than replace bronze.22 Knives with iron blades and bronze hilt rivets swiftly became run-of-the-mill on Cyprus, though abroad such products remained exotic for longer [9.5]. The beginnings of local iron production, often (unlike on Cyprus) from rich nearby ores, were staggered over the next few centuries in different parts of the basin, each time loosely correlated with the conventional start of a regional Iron Age sequence. Iron was functionally useful, creating lighter tools and weapons easy to resharpen, but its military impact can be exaggerated, and its true significance lay in the ubiquity of its ores, which made it harder to control centrally, once the necessary know-how had diffused, than only selectively available copper and distantly sourced tin. It was this slippery, potentially subversive aspect that earned it Gordon Childe’s famous sobriquet, the ‘democratic metal’, though ‘anti-monopolistic’ better captures its role among the new societies that we shall encounter across the Iron Age Mediterranean.23

9.5  The bronze-to-iron transition materialized in this 12th-century BC knife from Enkomi, with its iron blade and ivory handle attached with bronze rivets.
Following a practice as old as the sail itself in this part of the Mediterranean, Wenamun had skipped the southern Levant on his outward journey, and we do not know by what sea-path he returned. We, however, must stop off south of Dor. Here we pick up further reflections of Egypt’s grandeur and eclipse, and the consequences of both. In the 13th century BC Egypt’s grip had never been tighter.24 Egyptian-style governors’ residences and minor temples were built at key points on the coastal plain and inland, notably at Beth Shean where the valley routes from the coast and the north converged. Egyptianizing traits remained prominent in south Levantine culture, and anthropoid clay coffins, some with outlandish headdress designs, testify to the presence of Egyptians as well as the foreign soldiers they hired as garrison troops. Yet the first half of the next century saw piecemeal unravelling of this system, with a final pull-out from what remained around 1140 BC.25 Destructions throughout the late 13th and 12th centuries accompanied, preceded and followed this. Some can be blamed on internecine warfare as imperial mediation waned, others on coastal raids of a kind becoming commonplace, as we shall see, and a few on Egypt itself, notably an assault in 1207 BC by the pharaoh Merenptah against a presumably rebel Ashkelon and Gezer, which is famous today for the incidental, and manifestly exaggerated, claim in passing that it wiped out an obscure people known as ‘Israel’.26 Urban life hung on and then bounced back in the 11th century, now free from Egyptian tribute. In Galilee it stayed true to Canaanite traditions. In the southern coastal plain, however, new traits with Aegean and Cypriot affinities can be variously interpreted.27 For some they are best explained by emulation of foreign styles, for others through the arrival of new population elements from overseas, on scales that range from minor infiltrations to mass migration of mobile people or their resettlement by Egypt (the sole power still able to move groups by edict) on land over which it was ceding control. Regardless, this evolved into the zone known as the Philistine pentapolis, infamous from an Old Testament perspective, and comprising Ashkelon and Gaza on the coast, plus Ashdod, Ekron and Gath inland among fertile fields, each with great halls and shrines, but (interestingly) nothing like a central palace structure, and according to later traditions ruled not by a king but a council of lordly seranim.28
What, we inevitably ask, of ‘Israel’? With the Exodus at best a refracted folk memory of earlier expulsions of Levantine people after the fall of Hyksos Avaris, and no signs of a conquest from the desert, the most plausible candidates were already in situ, namely the inhabitants of scores of small villages and hamlets that appeared over the south Levantine highlands at this time, all politically egalitarian but articulated by open-air sacred sites.29 This appears to have reflected the settling down as small-scale mixed farmers of motley displaced groups, and notably the mobile hapiru and shashu encountered in Chapter 8, who hitherto, under more oppressive conditions, had made a living in the hills and adjacent steppes as tribal pastoralists. It also represented the third manifestation of farming settlement in this zone since its first major peopling during the expansion of upland communities across much of the basin in the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, followed by the revival of upland agriculture to supply the great Levantine towns and markets of the earlier 2nd millennium with wine, oil and other products.30 Upland farmers reappeared east of the Jordan too, in thoroughly un-’Israelite’ regions, yet one marked distinction in the west was the absence of pig bones, a taboo that contrasted sharply with their frequency at Philistine sites,31 and marks one of the earliest indices of a nascent desire to assert behavioural differentiation and self-definition among certain groups around the Iron Age Mediterranean.
The agendas of Biblical archaeology have unfortunately distracted attention from the kinds of economic insight within a Mediterranean framework that have been so fruitfully pursued further north and on Cyprus. In fact, despite the Old Testament’s emphasis on bloody conflict, the lowland towns and upland communities must have been symbiotic, as in the Middle Bronze Age. The movement across both of massive collar-rimmed jars may indicate the conveyance as well as storage of oil and wine destined for urban and coastal markets (they surely served as water-butts too).32 It is hard to credit that Philistine towns on the coastal plain were as focused on subsistence and innocent of trading links as has been argued, given their close tracking of foreign pottery styles and the region’s long history of oil and wine trade with Egypt.33 Equally noteworthy was the return to Levantine copper extraction after a millennium of abandonment. At Timna this began in the 13th century BC under Egyptian royal auspices, circumstances that suggest a bid for self-sufficiency at a time of spiralling consumption and harder Cypriot bargaining as the decorum of interregional trade began to fray.34 At Feinan, the resurgence post-dated Egypt’s retreat, and played a later part in the rise of the Iron Age polity of Edom [9.6].35 In the by now long-marginal Beersheba Valley, a vibrant community with widespread connections at Tel Masos may indicate, in an echo of 4th- and 3rd-millennium patterns, the path by which this copper moved west.36 More shadowy was the inception of an arduous overland trail up the Arabian coast of the Red Sea, debouching into the Mediterranean between the Wadi Arabah and Sinai or further north, and bringing incense, myrrh and other fragrances from south Arabia that until now only Egyptian maritime expeditions had enjoyed the potential to obtain.37 This monopoly-busting route, for most of its length in the hands of indigenous groups entirely beyond state control, became feasible largely thanks to the south Arabian domestication a few centuries before of the ultra-hardy dromedary, a camel at home in low, hot deserts, unlike its highland Bactrian cousin.38 Dromedary bones appeared around the Levantine terminus during the 14th and 13th centuries BC, to be followed by northwest Arabian pottery finds at Tel Masos, though neither in amounts indicative of regular caravan traffic until substantially later.

9.6  The early 1st-millennium BC fort at Khirbet en-Nahas in Edom, today in southern Jordan, surrounded by larvcge slag heaps from copper production.
Egypt itself is, as already intimated, our first case of long-term contraction. It took the form not of violent yet temporary destructions, but a sustained diminution of internal and external authority.39 Although it remained vastly populous, a byword for wealth, fertility and awesome antiquity, Egypt during the 1st millennium BC would experience few phases of political resurgence comparable to those of the past, and from the 7th century BC onward it suffered a series of unprecedented conquests and absorptions by rivals based in, and finally beyond, Mesopotamia. By the mid-12th century control over the Levant was gone, monument building had virtually ground to a halt and tombs were being emptied to recirculate their bullion value, in a subaltern, internal version of the injections effected by earlier pharaohs by foreign plunder and tribute.40 Later in the same century came sharp price rises in grain and oil.41 By 1069 BC, a few decades but several reigns later, and just after Wenamun’s journey, the last New Kingdom pharaoh, so invisible in the Tale, was dead. Egypt openly split into an upriver polity, ruled by Wenamun’s superiors, the high priests of Amun at Thebes, which had benefited from colossal land donations under the Ramessids, and another in the Delta, whose first king was none other than Smendes, that mixed blessing as a sponsor. A comparison with the situation in the 13th century BC brings out the relatively abrupt and precipitous nature of these changes. Then, the monument building and foreign-power projections of the Amarna age were revitalized by a new Ramessid dynasty, reliant as much on armed might as numinous authority.42 Sabre-rattling in the Levant against the superpower of Hatti had culminated in 1275 BC in a chaotic, nail-biting yet ultimately inconclusive clash at Qadesh between the core and confederate infantry and chariotry of each, numbering ten of thousands of troops and thousands of chariots on each side, and very probably the largest mass of soldiery yet brought together on the planet [9.7].43 News of the battle must have rippled through the east Mediterranean as it did in the aftermath of the battle of Lepanto, almost 3000 years later. No less emblematic of the age was the ensuing peace treaty and marriage between Ramesses II (1279–1213 BC) and a daughter of the king of Hatti, all replete with impeccable ‘brotherly’ sentiments – if recorded with sharply differing interpretative glosses, as indeed was the result of the battle itself, on temples in Egypt and a silver tablet (of which we possess the clay copy) at Hattusa.44

9.7  The Egyptian official version of the gigantic battle that unfolded around the central Levantine town of Qadesh on the Orontes river in 1275 BC, as repeatedly portrayed on Ramesses II’s temples and other buildings. An heroically outsized pharaoh routs the threatening mass of enemy chariotry all but single-handedly.
From our perspective one connecting thread between these glory days and the political nadir of the 11th century was the return to prominence of Deltaic Egypt, after several centuries of subordination. Unlike the preceding Hyksos ascendancy and the coming phase of secession, this resurgence began in the context of a strongly unified state, even if, as the contemporary Papyrus Anastasi averred, people at either end of this could still barely understand each other.45 Horemheb (1323–1295 BC), the last king of the 18th Dynasty, constructed a massive fortress over the ruins of the earlier palaces at Avaris, in recognition of the need to be closer than was sacred Thebes to the jump-off point for operations against Hatti or recalcitrant Levantine vassals, as well as to the vibrant Mediterranean maritime interface.46 His protégé and brief royal heir, the first Ramesses, hailed from Avaris and had commanded a strongpoint on the marches to its east. Ramesses II formalized this investment in the Delta by founding a new capital and military base just north of Avaris. Known as Piramesse (‘House of Ramesses’), and identified as the site of Qantir, this latest giant of the Delta may have spread over as much as a breathtaking 10 sq. km (4 sq. miles), larger even than Avaris in its prime.47 It had quarters devoted to industrial production, especially bronzeworking for weaponry on a colossal scale (foreign iron was long resisted), and some of the last glass-making before this skill was strangely abandoned, to be later restarted with quite different, natron-based techniques in the 1st millennium BC.48 There were great barracks, stables for chariot horses, granaries, palaces and temples. Nearby, on an adjacent branch of the Nile, lay the similarly new town of Tanis, its port and, thanks to ongoing alluviation, successor by Smendes’s and Wenamun’s day. Mediterranean penetration is evident in the worship of Levantine gods at Piramesse and further upriver. The increasingly popular Levantine deity Astarte appeared, now sometimes shown riding on horseback [9.8], and new popularity was enjoyed by a syncretism going back to pre-Hyksos times, between Baal-Zephon and Egyptian Seth, the patron god of the Ramessids.49 These deities claimed two of the four principal temples at Piramesse, the third being that of Wadjet, a Delta goddess from time immemorial, and only Amun’s, the fourth, with solid Theban associations. The embrace of Seth, a god of disorder and sea-conqueror seen as the antithesis of upriver divinity during the Hyksos wars, speaks volumes about efforts to incorporate the Delta in Ramessid cosmology as something more than a part of the Nile. Indeed, a stele commemorating the ‘400th year of his reign’, reaching back to the 17th century BC,50 looks suspiciously like the nearest thing to a tacit rehabilitation of the Hyksos world-view, if not its dynasty, that a later pharaoh could concede.

9.8  This fragment of painted limestone from Egyptian Thebes illustrates two phenomena of increasing significance during the closing centuries of the 2nd millennium BC: the growing penetration of Egypt by foreign cults, in this case that of Levantine Astarte, here depicted nude, probably brandishing a bow, and the rise of horseback riding, initially bareback and hitherto an apparently uncommon practice.
Mortal foreigners were abundant in the Delta too, and nowhere more so than in the army. Following the peace after Qadesh, a friendly Hittite unit was stationed at Piramesse, and while foreign mercenaries were nothing new in Egypt, these now started to be recruited from the Mediterranean sphere.51 Fragments of a papyrus from Amarna depicting soldiers in vaguely Aegean gear may imply that this practice began slightly earlier, but it certainly took off in the 13th century BC.52 Royal texts and images stereotyped such people with attributes and labels, a few of which will reappear in different contexts later in this chapter, notably the ‘Shardana’, shown with horned helmets and effective-looking swords, who served as pharaoh’s body-guard, fought at Qadesh and by the 12th century BC were renting land in small groups of ten to twenty in the Fayum and further south [9.9].53 In reality, the population element from the wider Mediterranean was probably a very fluid amalgam of mercenaries, traders and other characters of more varying backgrounds than Egyptian officialdom was able to discern or ready to admit. The picture of Tanis in Wenamun’s day, with its multitude of foreign ships coming and going, argues that this permeability survived the broader changes around it.

9.9  War and peace for Egypt’s Mediterranean mercenaries, in this case Shardana depicted left and right as royal bodyguards but also settled, along with other military personnel, in the Fayum and stretches of the Nile immediately to its south, according to the mid-12th-century BC Wilbour Papyrus.
One other group of people who were increasingly drawn by the magnet of the Delta brings us back, after over a millennium of ignorance, to some of the inhabitants of Mediterranean Africa west of the Nile. After a quiescent phase in Egyptian texts, incursions by Libyan groups stud the royal annals of the later 13th and 12th centuries BC [9.10].54 Three points stand out, reading between the Egyptian lines that gloated at wholesale slaughter and the booty recovered from tented encampments, including metal vessels, weapons and linen sent as gifts or acquired from Libyans in service on the Nile. First, among the desert oases a tribal political process had been building up.55 We can detect this in the archaeology of Wadi Tanezzuft and Wadi al-Ajal, where the availability of water drew people in and encouraged greater attachment to place, as indicated by megalithic tombs and other ceremonial structures.56 Above the minor lineages, paramount leaders arose, marked out in Egyptian depictions, beyond the usual tattoos, hairstyles, cloaks and penis sheaths, by ostrich plumes and swords. Date palm cultivation, horses and perhaps metalworking appeared in the oases around this time, though the first cereals came slightly later, and the entire families and vast heads of cattle, sheep and goats that Egypt’s armies captured argue for a fairly mobile pastoral society. Egypt had, in short, unwittingly nurtured on its desert periphery one of the earliest known nomadic confederacies, one with a predatory, expansive interest in its sedentary neighbour’s resources. Second, despite the gruesome defeats that late New Kingdom pharaohs claimed to have inflicted, Libyan infiltration of the western Delta was successful, permanent and tacitly acknowledged as such by the 12th century BC. Third, these groups were in touch with people from over the sea, presumably thanks to summer encounters similar to those envisaged at Marsa Matruh in Chapter 8. We glimpse this in Egyptian allusions to combined raids from the desert and sea, in a rock carving from Dahkla oasis, showing Libyans with huge genitals swarming over a ship (in point of fact the first seacraft depicted in North Africa west of the Nile) [9.11],57 and in the soon-overrun military response: namely, a line of Ramessid control points along the coast, one at Zawiyet Umm el-Rakham, 320 km (200 miles) west of the Delta, with Canaanite jars and Aegean stirrup jars from passing ships still in the storerooms of its fort, overlain by a layer of Libyan occupation.58

9.10  High-status Libyans depicted in a late New Kingdom Egyptian artistic idiom, sporting ostrich feathers, animal-hide garments and tattoos. Such depictions and textual references increase sharply towards the end of the 2nd millennium BC.

9.11  The pastoral and maritime worlds meet in this vibrant image from Dakhla oasis. In addition to the large vessel, several of the explicitly male figures seem to carry smaller models of boats.
If Egypt seems diminished, the loose empire ruled by the pharaohs’ arch-rivals and brother-kings in Anatolia had, in the meantime, disintegrated completely. The 13th century BC again began well here, with a slight edge over Egypt at and after Qadesh, and an ambitious extension of the fortifications coupled with copious temple building at Hattusa [9.12].59 But investments in bombast, defence and piety could not avert inroads by less traditional enemies. Just as Egypt unintentionally engendered tribal confederacies beyond its borders, Hatti stimulated ‘Kaska’ groups in the northern Pontic mountains, one of whose incursions was probably responsible for the eventual sack of Hattusa at the start of the 12th century.60 By the time Hattusa fell, however, it was half-deserted and its kings departed.61 More lethal in the long term had proven a major new power based at Assur on the Tigris, which swallowed the remnants of Mitanni, chewed off Hatti’s metal-rich southeastern territories and then reached towards the sea.62 A flurry of contemporary royal rock-monuments imply that internal rivalries and secessions accompanied Hittite political collapse; in the mid-13th century BC one royal prince, Kurunta, was already claiming an independent Great Kingship in Cilicia.63 For us, the divergent sequels on the plateau and further south are informative. While the plateau reverted to non-urban lifestyles, with influxes from the Balkans, southern towns from the Jazira to Tarsus survived and new ones were founded, initially under a Great King at Carchemish, later as independent polities64 – a strong hint that rule from Hatti’s ancestral home in the highlands had been a distorting imposition on its Mediterranean territories and their trading imperatives. Further west, life carried on at Kilise Tepe, above the passage carved by the Göksu River to the sea, and presumably in the fastnesses of Lycia.65

9.12  Hattusa’s version of a Lion Gate was one of several entrances through the grandiose 13th-century BC extension of the city’s defences, but such displays did little to avert the dissolution of central power on the Anatolian plateau within a few generations.
The new power based at Assur is known as ‘Middle Assyrian’ to distinguish it from the Assur of the earlier Anatolian caravan trade and the Neo-Assyrian empire that looms over the end of this chapter and much of the next. Unlike Hatti, it survived as a regional power long enough for its monarch Tiglath-Pileser I (1115–1077 BC)to spring a tribute- and cedar-extracting visit on the Phoenician ports a decade or so before Wenamun’s journey.66 There he indulged in a boat cruise to Arwad and boasted of killing a nahiru – almost certainly a sperm whale based in the deeps between Cyprus and the Levant, given this sea-creature’s association elsewhere with ivory (Mediterranean scrimshaw, in other words). Even Middle Assyria shrank back to its north Mesopotamian core in the later 11th century, but nonetheless it displayed certain unusual features for its time that may have given it a decisive edge, and look, with hindsight, rather like the germs of a more integrated model of empire building (in short, more the Great Game than happy families).67 Its letters to Amarna revealed the pushiness of upstart rulers to join the ‘great power club’, as well as bald rationales at odds with prevailing etiquette – one complained, for instance, that the rewards of gift exchange did not cover the costs of transfer.68 Moreover, Middle Assyria’s presence seems to be more visible on the ground, in restructured settlement patterns and culture, than anything in the domain of Hatti.69
The starkest political collapse around the 13th–12th-century transition lay, however, on the fragile edge of the Bronze Age palatial zone, in the Aegean.70 Here, arguments for continuity versus change are rendered emotive by their implications for the antiquity of what would later be known as Greek civilization. It is undeniable that several strands of earlier ways of doing things were transmitted with varying fidelity across the intervening centuries, including the full spectrum of cereal, olive and vine farming, seafaring practices, elements of religion and the Greek language itself, along with its tradition of oral poetry.71 In Crete, where palatial organization had been on the wane for some time and social transition was therefore easier to manage, continuities are exceptionally strong, not least in worship at the great cave and mountain shrines of the interior.72 But it is equally manifest that the final destructions of the palaces at Mycenae, Tiryns, Pylos, Aegean Thebes and elsewhere on either side of 1200 BC represented a real political and economic rupture, entailing territorial dissolution, the extinction of a narrowly palatial literacy (a unique kind of loss at this time) and the dispersal of formerly attached craft specialists. Unlike the picture further east, there were abundant signs of trouble in the Aegean’s palatial societies over the 13th century BC, in the form of unremedied destructions, accelerating investments in fortification, hints that prestige symbols were slipping from palatial control, growing penetration of Aegean trading activity by Cypriot interests and a dwindling presence of Aegean goods in eastern markets, to the point of virtual disappearance from Egypt.73
Several communities flourished during the 12th century BC, at a traditional coastal location in the case of Tiryns, where a modest ruler’s hall rose over the ruins of the palace, but more often in new sites that prospered along maritime routes freed up by the demise of palatial power, notably in the Dodecanese, the Cyclades and the tangles of sea-paths around Euboea, Attica and the northeast Peloponnese, as well as the western mainland and Ionian Islands.74 In such places, a distinct post-palatial culture emerged, still well connected but differently so from its predecessors, with vigorous images of fighting on land and sea on its pottery [9.13]. This was surely an age of epic tales involving new kinds of warrior bands, while the memories and physical ruins of fallen citadels were still fresh.75 Among these was Troy, destroyed twice within little more than a century and probably just one celebrated casualty sung about at the time [PL. XXXVI].76 The immediately post-palatial Aegean was equally typified by keen flirtation with Adriatic metalwork and Cypriot ironware, and a growing preference for consigning the dead to the flames before the ground, in line with the rise of cremation in southern Europe and its longstanding popularity in Anatolia.77 However, as the Aegean entered its Iron Age in the 11th century, the reduction in scale and return to backwater status could not be disguised. Signs of external connections more or less dried up for two to three generations, a mere handful of communities (most plausibly Knossos, Athens and Argos) retained any claim to be more than small villages and regional populations slumped by between half and three-quarters, to levels last seen in the 3rd millennium BC.78 A pollen core taken not far from the former palace of Pylos registers the lowest human impact on the landscape over the last 4000 years.79 Life among the clusters of thatched houses spread across the Aegean stayed as well attuned as ever to the basic rhythms of the Mediterranean environment, but it was on average briefer than before, and its parallels in terms of practices, values and horizons lay more with the centre and west than the world through which Wenamun wheedled his way further east.80

9.13  Part of a post-palatial pot from Kynos in central Greece, showing javelin-wielding warriors with peculiar shields on board on a galley-like ship.
Catastrophe or sea change… into something rich and strange?
The explanation of this horizon of turbulence, and the intriguingly diverse trajectories heading into and out of it, have exercised Mediterranean scholars for over a century. In contrast to earlier transformations, climate played no significant part; only in the 8th century BC may we see an appreciable shift from conditions prevailing since the start of the 2nd millennium. Unfortunately, the wrong kind of message tends to be extracted from the Ugaritic references to grain shipments mentioned in Chapter 8, several of which involved Egyptian consignments dispatched to alleviate dearth in Anatolia, or in another case couched as a demand from Hattusa (which boasted huge granaries) to Ugarit for 450 tonnes to be transported urgently to Ura in Cilicia.81 As noted already, these snippets, far from indicating that drought was bringing this world to its knees, instead point to a 2nd-millennium BC origin for the practice of shipping grain, often but not always the bountiful, exceptionally reliable harvests of Egypt, in bulk over substantial distances – a further role for sailing ships that would regularly keep later Mediterranean towns and cities alive through lean years. They are, in short, an index of robust precocity, rather than weakness. Equally, there is no evidence that Bronze Age palatial societies brought doom upon themselves by overexploiting the landscapes around them. This transformation began and ended with human actions.
Two basic interpretations have held the stage.82 The traditional one regards the sum changes we have explored as a straightforward catastrophe, descending out of a clear Late Bronze Age sky to destroy states and empires in their prime, perpetrated by people at or beyond the edges of the east Mediterranean, and over the rubble of which Iron Age societies would painstakingly rebuild.83 It rests upon a largely unquestioning reading of proclamations by 13th- and early 12th-century BC pharaohs of resounding victories against sea and land assaults on the Delta, several coordinated with Libyan incursions. As ever, the Egyptian version of events deployed ethnic labels and visual stereotypes, principally feathered headgear and horned helmets (which coincidentally also fed visceral phobias in the 19th and 20th centuries ad), to identify a shifting suite of enemies said to come from the vaguely comprehended maritime world to the north and west. Of these, Shardana had confusingly already served Egypt as mercenaries; others, such as Peleset and Shekelesh, were hitherto less familiar, while a few flashed so briefly in and out of the textual limelight that we may well doubt whether the royal annalists really understood whom they were describing. One famously self-glorifying rendition [9.14], on Ramesses III’s mortuary temple at Medinet Habu in Thebes, portrayed inter-ship fighting at the mouth of the Delta around 1179 BC, at the end point of a purported trail of mayhem down the Levant and as far inland as the Euphrates.84 Add to this the reports from Ugarit’s terminal years of sea raids by flotillas of anonymous enemies, its own ship deployments off Lycia, and attacks on Cyprus embarrassingly launched from Ugaritic territory,85 and a cat’s cradle of possibilities becomes woven into a narrative of invasion and migration by that notorious modern invention: ‘The Sea Peoples’.86 Several of the Egyptian namings sound with varying degrees of plausibility as if they might relate to specific parts of the Mediterranean, notably Shardana (Sardinia?), Shekelesh (Sicily?) and Peleset (the Philistine zone, whether as intruders there, or, like Israel at this time, an identity crystallizing in situ to mark it off from its neighbours?). The eye of faith even spots Achaeans and Danaans from the Aegean in the obscure Ekwesh and Denyen. Insofar as any cause for this deluge of war-bands and migrants is offered, the apparent geography of names is typically used to argue that a crisis in the Aegean (itself underexplicated) opened the floodgates there and further west to a surge of gathering momentum.87

9.14  Detail of the (in)famous depiction of overseas ship-borne raiders defeated in the Nile Delta by the forces of Ramesses III. The ships on both sides by now lack a lower boom, allowing for more flexible navigation, and several of the bird-headed non-Egyptian craft are notably symmetrical from bow to stern.
It is only too easy to spot the weaknesses in this explanation, which at its best may describe real events, without explaining their deeper roots, and at its worst puts a naive trust in the royal propaganda and analytical acumen of an Egypt on the cusp of disintegration itself.88 But before turning to its alternative, we must acknowledge three crucial respects in which the Sea Peoples model does highlight significant features of the time, if ones better understood in more systemic terms than those preferred by its advocates. First, however fast the bounce-back in favoured regions, the reality of violence, presumably slaughter, dislocation and, in certain cases, longer-lasting demographic and economic diminution, along with a recession of elite power and culture, is too evident in the archaeological record to be wished away; measured in terms of aggregate social development over the short-term, this horizon can indeed plausibly be seen as a major, if temporary, step backwards.89 Among the permanent social and regional losers were the Aegean palatial elites, plus those parts of their hinterlands most integrated into their political economy, as well as the royal houses of places such as Ugarit. Perceptions of safety plummeted in certain areas, too: in 12th–11th-century Crete over a hundred highland fastnesses emerged, set back from the coast and easily defended.90 Whether warfare was more lethal than in earlier or later times is hard to gauge, but on a small scale it surely became more endemic, and fighting styles shifted away from massed infantry and chariots to skirmishing with thrown javelins, new slashing swords, small shields and scant body armour, as sported by the ingot-mounted god of Enkomi [9.4] and comparable images elsewhere, from Medinet Habu to Mycenae and ultimately further west.91 It is likely, too, that the breakdown of established authorities with a vested, albeit non-altruistic, interest in securing their human resource led to a sharp rise in opportunistic snatch-and-run slaving, a practice of murky but assuredly already extended ancestry.
Second, this undoubtedly was a time of high mobility. This should come as no surprise, given the growing intensity and range of movement over the 2nd millennium BC and the explosion of both in that to come. The 13th-century BC archives of Hattusa furnish us with suggestive glimpses of people on the move in quite different contexts from the Egyptian battle narratives. One letter complained of 7000 people moving into adjacent Ahhiyawan lands, an index of both official concern to husband people as a source of labour and taxation, and the grass-roots actions that undermined corralling efforts; such movements in fact make good sense of the fluctuations in settlement that are archaeologically attested in parts of the east at this time.92 In another instance, a picaresque figure by the name of Piyamaradu flitted between west Anatolian courts, marrying off daughters and playing off kings, in a way reminiscent of Amarna-age practice, but also the cosmopolitan elites of the Iron Age.93 That participants from the central Mediterranean became drawn into this is perfectly plausible, regardless of particular equations with Egyptian ethnonyms. As we will see, parts of the Tyrrhenian and Adriatic were burgeoning at this time and sustained close eastern connections, not least with Cyprus. Components of the new fighting kit, notably the slashing swords traded and copied as far as the Orontes River, developed earliest in central Europe and entered the Mediterranean via the Adriatic, along with distinctive knives and a taste for brooches to fasten now-lost fashions in dress [9.15].94 And although most efforts to link culture change to population movement have focused on attempts to prove Aegean migrations to Cyprus and the Philistine zone, with at best equivocal results, one ceramic trait humbler than the painted pots, on which so much attention has been lavished, may well be more suggestive. This is the appearance of so-called ‘barbarian ware’, crudely handmade jars, bowls and jugs found in late 13th- and 12th-century BC contexts in the Aegean, Cyprus and the Levant.95 Though often locally made, their potting technique and style are alien to the east Mediterranean and match those of the Adriatic and south Italy. This expedient technology, which needed neither wheel nor high-firing kiln, could well correlate with the passage and stop-offs of new actors in the network. The quarrel with the Sea Peoples hypothesis in terms of mobility is not over the likelihood of frequent, multilateral and sometimes cumulatively large-scale relocation, much of it by young men – the most footloose, aggressive and armed element in most populations. It is rather with the over-simplification that results from looking at this process through Egyptian spectacles, into a sequence of ethnically organized, discrete events to be correlated with specific headgear, pots and suchlike, and which possessed the explanatory power to shut down the Bronze Age.

9.15  Plot of a selection of the Adriatic and other central Mediterranean material in the eastern part of the basin during the 13th–12th centuries BC. Overall, this describes an axis between northwest Greece, the Gulf of Corinth, southeast Aegean islands, Cyprus and the Levant. (Left) handmade burnished ware vessel from Lefkandi.
Third, much of this mobility was indeed seaborne. Not all of it, of course; in addition to nomads, donkey caravans and the first dromedaries, families were on the move in ox carts, if we are to believe the depictions at Medinet Habu. And around this time, as already witnessed by Astarte’s iconography in Egypt [9.8], horses began to be ridden regularly, as sturdier breeds and better harnesses percolated from the steppes north of the Black Sea and Caspian, where mounted warfare, wielding short, powerful bows of perhaps ultimately Chinese design, was already on the rise among nomadic groups.96 By the 9th century BC Assyria’s armies, learning from encounters with such warriors on their non-Mediterranean frontiers, would be taking the lead among sedentary societies in the switch from chariots to cavalry; less dramatically, if surely causally connected, the 1st millennium BC would see new fodder crops – oats, rye and perhaps alfalfa – spread all around the Mediterranean.97 But by the 13th century BC ships were already a preoccupation everywhere: in texts, in images ranging from official art to motifs on pottery, rock art and graffiti, and increasingly as debris on the seabed.98 A list of rowers from the last months of Pylos reveals a muster of twelve to twenty ships, as well as personal names that translate as Swiftship, Ship-famous and Fine-harbourer;99 a letter from Hattusa to Ugarit expressed curiosity about people ‘who live on boats’;100 and well before Merenptah and Ramesses III, an inscription from Tanis lamented that ‘the unruly Sharden [Shardana] whom no one had ever known how to combat, came boldly sailing in their warships from the midst of the sea, none being able to withstand them’.101 The last two examples betray a note of baffled imperial unfamiliarity and impotence in the face of people whose life was centred on the ungovernable realm of the sea. We shall return to this promising theme, but first, what of the ships themselves?
The late 2nd millennium BC saw a surge of innovation in maritime technology. Sails lost their lower boom, becoming loose footed, and threaded with ‘brail’ rigging, so that their shape and angle could be more easily altered, allowing greater versatility in terms of handling to windward and so further freeing up their directions of travel.102 We do not know where or by whom these breakthroughs were invented, but they first appeared in mid-14th-century images in Egypt and Crete, and by about 1200 BC they were ubiquitous. Some hulls became symmetrically double-prowed, often with avian figureheads, for even greater manoeuvrability at sea or in threading creeks and rivers.103 Ships became more diverse as well as nimble. One bifurcation, as at least some merchant shipping prioritized greater bulk capacity, led to the evolution of light, slender, many-oared galleys with an ancillary sail, particularly visibly in the Aegean.104 In effect these were more effective versions of the big canoes of earlier times in the east, and like them ideal for fast sprints (potentially repeated each day to become longer voyages), light cargos and coastal raids; they served, additionally, as platforms for sea-fights and foci of male affiliation.105 Unlike laden sailing craft, galleys could also draw straight up on the beach. Some sailing vessels appear to have become smaller, too, as the basic technology downscaled to offer cheaper, more risk-friendly options, and maybe hulls light enough to enable haulage across isthmuses, such as that at Corinth which cut out the sea-trek around the Peloponnese. This is borne out by shipwrecks, of which several are known from the decades on either side of 1200 BC. The most illustrious, thanks to its pioneering place in underwater excavation, lies off Cape Gelidonya, on the same coast that had snared its more lavishly laden predecessor at Uluburun.106 We cannot tell whether the Gelidonya boat was rounded or galley-like, but it was only 10–12 m (33–40 ft) long and carried a mere tonne of metal, made up of standard copper ingots, a little tin, small recycled bronze ingots and scraps for melting down (suggestive of a mobile metalsmith), plus a motley array of pots, scarabs, weaponry and other gear. Tinier still, in today’s terms no more than a caique, was a boat that went down off Cape Iria, on its way to or from the Argolid with a humdrum cargo of Cretan stirrup jars, Cypriot pithoi, a cooking pot and diverse other containers.107 Plenty of such low-profile shipping certainly existed earlier too, beneath the exalted level defined by Uluburun, but its growing prominence and the insights from its cargos offer an alternative, trade-focused perspective on the activities of contemporary seafarers to the obsession with maritime violence reflected in the writing of hostile and fearful land-ruling monarchs.
Equally, mastery of the navigational technique of latitude sailing is implied by this time (if not earlier), by the growing confidence in cutting east–west straight across expanses of open sea to a target on the far side, at this juncture best attested by ultra-long-range links between Cyprus and Sardinia, via Crete and Sicily. In the absence of compasses, this involved observing the position of the pole star, and thereby confirms nocturnal travel and a summertime rhythm to such ventures in order to maximize the views of clear skies.108 The Mediterranean’s alignment and the sequence of major sea crossings within it was a huge advantage in this respect, and the ability to sail along a given latitude therefore the key to direct passage through the basin’s maritime heart (though the distance travelled along that line towards a safe anchorage or fatal shore long stayed in the realm of dead reckoning). Latitude sailing brought seafarers from Cyprus straight to southern Crete, and after minor resetting by coastwise travel, from northwest Crete to Malta (a link worth investigation), or from the western Peloponnese to Sicily (the latter recorded in Roman times as a two- to three-day run in good weather), and thence after more resetting to southern Sardinia – a passage later known as the ‘route of the isles’ and that closely matches the distribution of Cypriot material at this time.109 The opportunities for interaction denied by this strategic bypassing of intervening coasts were compensated for by the fast, direct conveyance of people, merchandise and news, the relative safety from the natural and human hazards of the littoral zone, and the sometimes convenient ability to disappear into the empty deserts of the sea. Indeed, for all the vast distances, danger of high-sea storms, and sheer durations of absence, such voyages must have seemed more attractive for merchants or envoys on specific long-range missions than a politically entangled, drawn-out and in its own ways equally perilous slog along the coast, à la Wenamun.
Putting together the landlubbers’ testimonies, shipwrecks, pictures, pots and navigational inferences, it transpires that ‘sea people’ had indeed come into being, if de-capitalized for lesser portent, shorn of their cohering definite article, and with the ethnic specificities laid aside: people ‘who live on boats’ in Hattusa’s words, ‘nomads of the sea’ in a felicitous modern phrase.110 To characterize such people as ‘pirates’ is rather like translating their terrestrial equivalents, the Levantine hapiru, as brigands; it captures the diversity of freebooting and sometimes predatory maritime lifestyles but imposes a judgment derived from the perspective of those in power who presumed to declare what constituted legality – and nobody, we can recall, had succeeded as yet in ruling the waves. If the term has value, it is in highlighting the oppositional stance to land-based authority, which distinguishes it from the otherwise similar small-boat trading and raiding that flourished all over the largely pre-state Mediterranean of the 3rd millennium BC. Whatever we call them, the rise of such people is a compliment to the scale of contemporary maritime interaction, within which they played an integral role. Indeed, on a global scale ‘piracy’ has tended to shadow booms in sea traffic, and Braudel observed for the later Mediterranean that peak periods for low-tonnage ships (his ‘proletarians of the sea’) coincided with phases of expanding trade and liberation from monopolistic, institutionally sponsored, big-ship-dominated control.111
Moreover, it is likely that by the late 2nd millennium BC some of the smaller ships and crews circulating in the Mediterranean had only loose, if any, affiliation to a home port or region – one reason why Egypt found them so mercurial.112 If so, and despite the certainty of low-visibility, localized earlier origins, it is to this phase rather than the age of Amarna and Uluburun (with its directed, spatially segmented long-range traffic between at least broadly defined destinations) that we should date the coming of age of Braudel’s caboteurs, tramps and ‘travelling bazaars’,113 always on the move, their cargo in constant turnover, and often literally melting pots of things bought, sold or otherwise liberated at coastal communities or from other ships along the way. The great merchants of Ugarit seldom had cause to sail as far as the Aegean, but humbler ventures by less tethered crews of mongrel traders, fighters and metalworkers were busy tying ever more of the Mediterranean together by following coasts, short-cutting across open seas, and hauling their craft over isthmuses. If we must seek a point of origin for this essentially rootless, and often route-less activity, in which ships themselves started to become crucibles of new identities, it would be the ever-flourishing non-palatial port-towns of Cyprus, where even gods looked from the waist up like fighting sea people, while they rested their feet on the ultimate emblem of circulating metal.114
We can make one last observation about this shift in maritime life. It would be several centuries before widely connected, ostensibly politically neutral temples and their divinities fully replaced the earlier pretensions of palaces to be the protecting agencies of the world of the sea, but the years around the turn of the 1st millennium BC offer insight into the advance of this process. At the small port of Phylakopi in the Cyclades, the ruler’s residence went out of use around 1200 BC but the shrine, with a mixture of Argolic, Cretan and Levantine figurines, survived in the lee of the ruined fortifications.115 At Tel Nami, right over the sea on the Carmel coast, a place with hoards of scrap metal reminiscent of the Gelidonya cargo, and ship graffiti all over the distinctive rock pinnacle that guided sailors safely in, another well-appointed cult area has been identified.116 A major temple at Kition (perhaps by now sacred to Astarte) was likewise incised with images of the new shipping,117 and could be the very location of Wenamun’s sanctuary from the mob (thanks to the action of its priestess?); if so, to judge by his tale, it was a kindlier one to seaborne travellers than the royal harbours of Dor and Byblos [9.16].

9.16  The imposing complex of temples beside the town wall at Kition in Cyprus underwent repeated modification in terms of architecture and the identity of its cults between its foundation and the later Iron Age. Initially associated with metallurgy, it later developed an explicit link with maritime activity, as evidenced by the ships incised on the long walls. This plan shows the layout at around 1200 BC, with temples, courtyards, altars and attached workshops and furnaces.
It is a short step from here to the alternative interpretation of the close of the Bronze Age in the east. This, born of dissatisfaction with the explanatory power of the overall Sea Peoples narrative, if not necessarily denying the veracity of some of its constituent elements, envisages the problem in deeper and more structural terms. A useful start is to view the political fragmentation and, in certain regions, economic abatement within the long-term sequence of boom-to-bust cycles through which the Mediterranean’s and its neighbours’ polities and networks have passed ever since – and by no means the opening round in the east, as previous chapters have shown.118 Likewise, we might understand the successful infiltrations by central Mediterranean groups in terms of a paradoxical ‘advantage of backwardness’ that periodically favoured ambitious, less encumbered interests on the peripheral contact zone with an established but ponderous larger system, akin to the situation during the demise of the western Roman empire some 1500 years later.119 Equally, there is a certain truth to the idea that degrees of interconnection had reached an unfortunate level, sufficient to ensure that trouble could spread with alarming speed, but insufficient to enable an effective common response (even assuming that states of analytical self-awareness would have permitted this, which, as we shall see, is very much open to question).
However, we need something less generic to explain why the Iron Age resurgence would look in crucial respects so radically different from anything seen before. This requires setting aside the rhetoric of catastrophe, and instead thinking of burning palaces as problem-solving and enabling moments for certain kinds of people, the integral birth pangs of a new social and economic order, rather than a disastrous retardant to its emergence.120 Specifically, it suggests that the crisis marked the tipping point in a long-term shift from the institutionalized, centrally organized command economies of Bronze Age palatial states and proto-empires, and the elaborate royal ideologies and culture that pervaded them, to more flexible, uncentralized and freelance trading practices, largely in the hands of private individuals or consortia, decoupled from the political sphere and explicitly motivated by profit. For the latter, the rewards would ultimately outstrip the risks that came with the destabilization of the rudimentary monitoring and arbitration provided by the great powers and their vassals. Sea people in all their varied guises were in essence as much a consequence, and manifestation, as a root cause of this profound change.
As with most apparently sudden, seismic events, pressure had been building up for some time. By the Amarna age the monumental but cumbersome edifice of the Great Kings and their imitators had established a highly coherent economy at the top, driven by centrally controlled flows of raw materials of natural scarcity, etiquette-ridden exchange of enormous, subtly valued packages of royally manufactured ‘gifts’ and, in the case of Egypt and Hatti, militarily enforced tribute. Yet alongside this, we glimpsed in the Levant and on Cyprus the emergence, surely from earlier roots, of a more openly mercantile and less risk-averse sector, interested in speed of response to matters of supply and demand, as well as measurable returns. Although this operated in ostensible harmony with the royal palaces, or in their interstices, fundamentally it was in tension with their fixation on legitimacy and social order.121 We also identified a further challenge to palatial supremacy in the growing legions of sub-elite consumers. Their tastes were only partially met by trickle-down benefits, and elements of certain industries began to address them more directly. After Amarna such trends accelerated. Too much metal was circulating for central authorities to track and control it all, not least as fresh sources and styles of goods seeped in from the central Mediterranean; accumulations of scrap at Gelidonya, Tel Nami and in other hoards attest to increasingly informal means of acquisition and stockpiling, as much as uncertain times.122 Further technologies slipped palatial control, while subversive new ones arose, of which iron was the most defining; in the longer-term, the freed-up, mobile horizons of many skilled craftworkers that accompanied the waning of palaces was just as significant for Iron Age culture as the triumph of freelance trade.123 And a final consumer-driven phenomenon, again with earlier stirrings, was the undermining by local substitution of the quasi-monopolies on niche products that certain production centres had established in distant markets – a further twist to the comparative advantages of importation versus local production.124 A very telling example is the Aegean’s painted tableware and unguent containers, which the Argolid had successfully exported to the remainder of the Aegean, the central Mediterranean and mainly sub-elite markets in the east.125 By various junctures in the late 14th–12th centuries BC most of that in use in all three regions was no longer imported but locally made, and acquiring connotations that sheered away from Aegean associations – a trend that, incidentally, makes such pottery treacherous as a tracer of postulated Aegean migrations [9.17].

9.17  Stirrup jars portrayed with other sealed containers, stone beads, bundles of wood and cloth in the tomb of Ramesses III in the Valley of the Kings at Thebes. By this time Aegean imports in Egypt had dried up, and the jars were presumably Cypriot or Levantine. The admission of such objects to a royal tomb suggests the declining wealth of Egypt’s rulers by this juncture.
As the network ballooned, ever larger gaps appeared in the web of royal reach, particularly at sea, and within these, different kinds of people began to flourish. These were at best fleetingly tameable as mercenaries, and soon openly running parts of the operation, from Lukka sea-raiders, hapiru and shashu during the 14th century BC to ‘sea people’ in the 13th and 12th centuries. That the latter were regarded as more deadly merely indicates that by the late 13th century BC the ability of the two systems to coexist had been overwhelmed, as new modes of practice penetrated more domains of former royal prerogative or violently intercepted the interactions upon which palaces relied. The crescendo of destruction, dislocation and horror stories penned by the scribes of frantic kings around 1200 BC was but the inevitable collateral.
One strength of this revisionist interpretation is that it explains something that the traditional version cannot, namely why some kinds of people and places survived or even flourished through the crisis, while others dwindled. The Bronze Age world of controlling palatial elites was gone forever from the Mediterranean, but the reality that replaced it was more complicated than a black-and-white contrast between rising merchants and toppled kings, triumphant subalterns and cast-down elites, or dynamic cities and failing empires. A glance into the immediate and longer-term future reveals that plenty of royal houses endured, while differentials of wealth counted as much as ever (even if in some areas on a diminished scale), and empires would soon be back in more rapacious forms. At the heart of the matter, beyond the mayhem, was rather the degree to which those at the top, whoever they were and however they had got there, could extricate themselves from investment in the previous status quo, and decouple from the institutions and pretensions that had hitherto shaped political and economic values: not so much who ruled, as how, on what basis and within what remit.
Translating this into patterns across the east Mediterranean, prior history did much to shape which social groups and regions initially performed most vigorously and abjectly under changing conditions.126 The buoyant coastal Levant and savvy trader-kings encountered by Wenamun, who both commanded local cedar like any potentate of old and bargained ruthlessly for advantage, emerged out of a long coexistence of royal houses and merchant entrepreneurs in the realms of sea trade, production and exploitation of the arable base. Something similar goes for the ascendancy of Cyprus, where Bronze Age kingship is less visible on the ground than an ebullient urban elite, and where even the messenger dispatched to Amarna had been a merchant rather than a royal envoy. At a more modest level, on Crete the early start to post-palatial society may explain another non-catastrophic transition; indeed, it is interesting to speculate whether Cyprus and Crete’s successes in this respect were attributable to their buffered insular status, non-palatial politics, or the shaping of the latter by the former. At those extremities of the Levant that had felt the pressure of outside governance most keenly, the removal of overlords also created fertile ground for new orders to emerge, most clearly in the Philistine and Israelite zones, but maybe in Cilicia too. At a finer grain, lost local details must lie behind the vagaries of fate that, rather unexpectedly, saw the extinction of Ugarit, the source of so much insight into emergent entrepreneurialism, or the notably unruffled history of the Phoenician towns, which may be connected to their prior affiliations with ‘sea people’ networks in Cyprus and the Aegean.127 Lastly, the resilience of Middle Assyria until a delayed severe shrinkage in the mid-11th and 10th centuries BC recalls the brash, then untimely realpolitik it had displayed in the Amarna age and its inheritance through Mitanni of several innovative industries in the Jazira, to which we might also add the last-resort option to retrench to a large, shock-absorbing riverine core.
Conversely, the regions hardest hit were those unable or unwilling to adapt to changing circumstances. The crash of the Aegean’s last palatial polities was dramatic in its comprehensiveness, but otherwise small beer, given their peripheral location, modest scale and recent formation. Stunted mercantile development allowed them to be penetrated and outflanked along new routes by Cypriot and other freelance traders during the 13th century BC, and weak ideological foundations in contrast to the earlier Minoan palaces left little else to sustain them.128 More telling was the fate of Hatti and Egypt, two principal architects of the hegemonic, universalizing order of the later 2nd millennium BC, in which both were deeply invested, and both, as we saw in Chapter 8, with weakly evolved mercantile structures. In Ramessid Egypt, an internal trade in copper, corn, utilitarian goods and the laundered proceeds of tomb looting flourished, but Wenamun’s naivety illustrates the enduring dependency abroad on tradition rather than a grasp of market operations.129 It is likely that neither superpower could really diagnose what had hit them and their regulating regime, let alone fix it, and certainly their responses were all too predictable and ineffective.130 In the case of Hatti, the late rash of temple building in the capital looks like a devout misdirection of resources to keep the gods smiling. Likewise, a treaty with the Levantine vassal state of Amurru to ban trade between Ahhiyawa (whatever peri-Aegean polity this represented) and the Assyrian foe reeks of ponderous royal diplomacy desperately applied to the hopeless goal of managing the quicksilver operations of east Mediterranean trade.131 In the case of Egypt, we have seen how it demonized the threat in the stereotypical form of foreign attackers whom, in those telling words from Tanis ‘no one had ever known how to combat’, and over whom its victories seem, in hindsight, if not purely fictional at least superficial.132 In another 13th-century BC illustration of conceptual mismatch, a chariot-borne pharaoh showed off his might by the visual metaphor of shooting an oxhide ingot (some 5 cm or 2 in. of copper) full of arrows, as if it could be slain like a human opponent – hitting the target but missing the point? Hatti collapsed but Egypt survived, a testimony in its own view to its primordial divine foundation and the strength of kings. Yet in reality, how different were their fates at this time? Both fissioned, and in each the parts that prospered were those closest to the Mediterranean and adjacent trade routes: Carchemish and other successor states in the northern Levant, and in Egypt not the refugium around holy Thebes, but the newly independent dynasties of the Delta.
From our perspective the real victor to emerge from the changes on either side of 1200 BC was the Mediterranean, or more accurately, the hugely dynamic, volatile and potentially destabilizing, power-diffusing cultural and economic practices that people living around and in it were able to promote, once interactions over its surfaces had reached a critical scale and velocity. Terrible as the crisis undoubtedly was in the short term for many people, the Mediterranean emerged from this paroxysm to enjoy over the coming 1500 years its all-time greatest age of growth and relative ascendancy, the formative centuries of which will absorb the rest of this book. It was the Mediterranean that undid the unified Egypt of the New Kingdom, as it had almost succeeded in doing before, via Hyksos Avaris. As the Nile’s window on this world, the Delta proved to be a point of access to immense wealth but also an Achilles heel for cherished visions of riverine order. In fact, this corrosive, marine effect could be generalized to encompass the overall eclipse of palace-focused economic, social and political structures, in favour of very differently constituted Iron Age polities. Nothing, incidentally, better belies the argument that centralized food storage at the palaces helped the surrounding populations to survive the Mediterranean’s bad years, or better reveals beneath the gilt and heady perfume the parasitic elite-serving nature of these institutions, than the plain truth that Mediterranean economies, demography and agriculture would flourish to unprecedented degrees under quite different political regimes during the Iron Age. In fact, it is intriguing to plot the longevity of palatial institutions as a generic type across the east Mediterranean, as a perspective on how entrenched or epiphenomenal they were in the end. In the Levant, which saw the earliest Mediterranean manifestation at Ebla, this breed of palace lasted for just over a millennium, in the Nile Delta sporadically over a marginally shorter span, following political vicissitudes, on Crete (where the Minoan version was in part insular oddity too) for some six centuries, replaced by non-palatial towns well before 1200 BC, on the Greek mainland for a mere 200 years, and on Cyprus over just as brief a period, or maybe not at all, in the heart of the sea.
The centre becomes central
We have already had a taste of the contemporary central Mediterranean thanks to the presence of its products, technologies and potentially people around eastern shores. It is hard to overstress the novelty of such finds, whose sole earlier parallel lies far back in the late 3rd millennium BC Cetina expansion, which coincided with another phase of disruption. Aegean material had moved west for several centuries, and though by the 13th century BC most painted pots were locally made, Cypriot connections were now pushing to the fore, both in established zones and at fresh points of contact, marked by copper or bronze bowls, mirrors and openwork ritual stands, as well as ingots and pottery.133 But the reverse flow belies any lazy expectations of a simple westward march of eastern ways of life. As noted earlier, Tyrrhenian or Adriatic brooches, slashing swords and tools percolated into the Aegean and further east, to become naturalized there, and handmade pots of Adriatic tradition were used and sometimes made as far off as the Levant. Moreover, not all pots of central Mediterranean type fell into this ‘barbarian ware’ category; in addition, bulky Sardinian jars for carrying scrap metal appeared in quantity at the Cretan port of Kommos from 1300 BC, for example.134 To attribute all this flow to return cargos in eastern ships seems absurd; after all, the Aegean by the 12th century had reverted to a social and economic par with regions to its west, and Cyprus, though more dynamic, was too distant a player in Tyrrhenian and Adriatic waters to account for the entire pattern. Some of this eastward transfer (as well as a continued westward flow of eastern things) was very likely effected by people of central Mediterranean origin, some on the move as mercenaries or settlers, but most as tramping traders or raiders of the kind equally on the rise further east, whose networks they seamlessly expanded into – a web of coastal and island people covering two-thirds of the basin.
The fast-expanding horizons of such central Mediterranean people must have had a lot to do with local uptakes of sailing technology after several centuries of exposure to eastern designs. As noted in Chapter 8, dates for this uptake are hard to pin down; Sardinian boat models dating to the 8th, 9th and possibly 10th centuries BC show masts mounted on rounded, deckless hulls, and later wreck remains imply that a tradition of sewn planking survived and influenced the transition as sailing ship construction went native.135 Yet the coastal entrepôts of the central Mediterranean were so adept at adopting novelties as diverse as the potter’s wheel, rectangular buildings, olive cultivation and donkeys, that efforts at building sailing ships over the last few centuries of the 2nd millennium are exceedingly plausible, especially as nautical technology downscaled into variants demanding less capital investment. Egyptian indications of sail-borne people hailing in part from regions to the west may therefore have some truth to them, if not necessarily as understood by the pharaohs. The overall ‘Shardana’ phenomenon in fact makes excellent sense as a mingling of native fighting and voyaging traditions in the centre of the basin, sea-shrinking eastern sail technology, and the rising ethos of the caboteur.
To understand the central Mediterranean at this pivotal juncture, however, we need to go beyond its connections to the east and engage with its suite of variously termed Recent, Late or Final Bronze Age societies, still without texts and sparse in its imagery for a few more centuries, yet evolving fast. Save for one or two localized catastrophes, the horizon of disruption and partial collapse seen further east is conspicuously absent. Most communities and networks carried onward, and in certain cases upward, while prominent newcomers entered the arena. One can read this as a robust independence from fluctuations in the east, or as indicating such close connectedness that the latter’s travails benefited the former ‘periphery’, perhaps by zero-sum transfers of circulating wealth.136 Applied to specific aspects of the overall picture, there is much to recommend both perspectives. But a further critical factor, building upon connections established earlier in the millennium, was strengthening ties to temperate Europe, in which the Tyrrhenian and Adriatic played an integral part, and served as a zone of articulation with the rest of the Mediterranean.137 An enduring bond was forming here that would profoundly shape subsequent history on both sides of the dividing mountains. The dress and battle accoutrements that people of the central Mediterranean flaunted locally and exported east owed a great debt in terms of style, technology and raw metal to a surge in the quantity, standardization and quality of bronze production around and beyond the Alps. In reverse, eastern sheet-bronzeworking applied to body armour spread into Italy and thence further north, as did spoked chariot wheels, which in Italy spawned a fad for wheel-finialled dress-pins. At those points in the Tyrrhenian, Adriatic and Epirus where these worlds intersected, the stresses created by circulation of so much metal within partly clashing prestige-oriented and mercantile frameworks precipitated out in hoards of growing extravagance.138 Meanwhile, northern crops such as spelt wheat and millet infiltrated parts of Mediterranean Europe,139 and the urnfield cremation ritual that spread across much of Europe from about 1300 BC swept into north and central Italy.140 Combined with an older, separate tradition in Anatolia, the burning of the dead gradually gained currency in a basin hitherto largely devoted to inhumation. An urnfield symbolism of boats and birds may find echoes, passed on via the central Mediterranean, among the eastern images of bird-prowed seacraft.141
We start our exploration of the central Mediterranean during the last centuries of the 2nd millennium BC in southeast Italy. Here settlements multiplied, and coastal entrepôts that had benefited from earlier regional and medium-range Aegean sea traffic continued to flourish even as the latter faltered, maintaining a wheel-made, commonly painted, potting tradition initially designed to substitute for Aegean imports into the 1st millennium BC, with increasing evolution into local styles.142 Broglio di Trebisacce, an entrepôt on the Italian instep last visited as a new bridgehead of olive cultivation, peaked in the 12th century BC as a fortified, 10–15-ha (25–37-acre) settlement of perhaps 1000 people, a fifth occupying its inner acropolis.143 Life there carried on uninterrupted into the 1st millennium BC and the site yields the earliest ironworking in southern Italy. Among the pots from Scoglio del Tonno is a Rhodian stirrup jar dating to the revival of Aegean island trading after the end of the palaces.144 Roca Vecchia survived a murderous 14th-century sacking to be rebuilt twice, the second time with paved streets and massive wooden buildings, though here the end came before 1000 BC.145 Such sites boasted abundant metal and plentiful other imports, at Roca Vecchia including hippopotamus tusks and an Aegean seal-stone. The key to this continued prosperity, despite shifting long-range connections, was a role within more enduring, if to us still shadowy, regional circuits. Broglio moved metal, pots and maybe agricultural produce around the Gulf of Taranto.146 Eastern Apulia engaged across the Strait of Otranto, helping to define an interaction zone that also straddled southern Dalmatia, Albania and western Greece as far as the Ionian Islands, where shared pottery styles outlived the Bronze Age.147 An additional advantage for communities near Otranto was the strait’s role as a staging point for what we shall soon see was a fast-growing traffic into and out of the Adriatic; the hoards at Roca Vecchia contain north Italian metalwork, and even urnfield emblems of sun discs and possibly boats [9.18].148

9.18  Two gold discs bearing sun-like motifs of European urnfield design, from Roca Vecchia near the strait of Otranto. Such metalwork introduced a distinctively different aesthetic to the Mediterranean.
In Sicily the picture is in some respects similar. Wealthy tombs, cosmopolitan metalwork and large structures inserted among the roundhouses show that Thapsos more than survived the partial loss of Aegean and Cypriot contacts after 1300 BC, as long-range traders switched to the more direct south-coast route to destinations further west, via Monte Grande and later Cannatello in the vicinity of Agrigento, where jars marked in Cypriot fashion were offloaded.149 Thapsos was still lived in after 1000 BC, but by this time other communities were retreating inland, as they had done earlier on Crete. At Pantalica, among the craggy limestone gorges of the interior, the cliffs were peppered with thousands of rock-cut tombs containing inhumations, whose local roots as a way of treating the dead expressed a rejection of wider Mediterranean mortuary trends [PL. XXXVII]; the dating of a nine-room structure optimistically identified as a local palace is, however, somewhat dubious.150 If the Sicilian retreat was a response to locally insecure coastal conditions, the unfortunate islanders of Sicily’s satellites had nowhere to hide, though their decline merely continued a trend that had set in a century or two earlier. Many small-island communities were destroyed over the 13th century BC.151 Lipari’s acropolis held on, fortified, ravaged and sharing with the adjacent areas of Sicily and Calabria a distinctive pottery that may reflect localized movements of people, or another modest zone of interaction largely ignored by the wider world.152 Life continued apparently more uneventfully behind high walls or at promontory forts on Malta and Gozo.153
Sardinia was another large island that did exceptionally well at this time, and one of two central Mediterranean regions that saw a sharp rise in long-range contacts. A lack of reliable dates and abundance of recent looting for the only too ‘collectable’ metal votives that the islanders began to dedicate in profusion conspire to render the precise pace of change frustratingly opaque. But even at a conservative estimate, the island’s population was rising fast and the formerly egalitarian nuragic landscape starting to break down.154 In areas of better farmland, additional towers, now usually with a parapet, were joined to about a quarter of the existing nuraghi, or arose as entirely new constructions [9.19]. Huts clustered around such two-, three- or four-towered nuraghi, creating hamlets or small villages out of former farmsteads. For the first time in centuries, open communities of as many as 200 huts reappeared in the uplands, and occasionally on the long sparsely settled plain of Campidano in the south. The larger nuraghi imply greater control over labour, wider influence and the rise of small-scale leaders or lineages, but we remain ignorant as to the details of social structure. This is a pity, as within them must lie part of the explanation for the boom that Sardinia was experiencing. The best guess is extended families or kin groups practising intensified versions of traditional farming; a leather ox-yoke and the rarity of bones and grinding stones at Funtana near Ittireddu could hint that this prominent nuraghe controlled traction teams, and obtained its meat and flour from dependants in or outside the settlement.155 The decline of earlier giants’ tombs, the last of which received fewer, richer burials, together with the foundation of new meeting points in the landscape, both intercommunal shrine buildings and sanctuaries at wells or springs, likewise testify to dual processes of differentiation and integration.156

9.19  Virtual reconstruction of the multi-towered nuraghe at Arrubiu, based on the present ruins plus contemporary models that reveal the appearance of such towers’ upperworks. Around such larger complexes accumulated villages of round-houses. Nothing quite like these elaborate structures existed elsewhere in the Mediterranean, underlining Sardinia’s strongly indigenous cultural dynamic.
The paradox is that this tower-fixated, still internally obsidian-using society, in many ways so unlike others in the Mediterranean and retaining (unusually under such circumstances) many of its insular idiosyncrasies, also opened up spectacularly to external contacts.157 The consequences provide the rest of the explanation for its take-off. Much of this had to do with metal. Sardinian ores had been exploited since the 4th millennium BC, but compared to Cyprus we have little idea as to how and by whom, or even which of the available range of copper, silver and possibly a little tin were extracted when.158 What we do know is that more people, especially in the southwest and centre, now began to work local metal as a kind of cottage industry, as well as to accumulate, hoard and soon lavishly dedicate or display finished products. In addition to hundreds of copper and bronze bun-shaped ingots, oxhide types have been found at over thirty find-spots.159 Most of the latter were of pure copper whose composition, along with markings on several, point to a Cypriot origin for all save one possibly local alloyed variant. They mainly consist of fragments, some curated for several centuries, which may imply that this eastern commodity had acquired a local social value, and in turn could explain why such ingots were accepted on a copper-rich island despite the fact that analysis of local artifacts shows them to have been seldom used to produce goods. Overall, the Sardinian pattern is impressive, for the other central Mediterranean finds amount to several pieces crammed with a mass of smashed-up local ingots into a jar under one of the largest huts on Lipari, plus singletons from Thapsos, Cannatello and Corsica.160 Other signs of engagement with Cyprus are plentiful, building on initial contacts in the 14th century BC, swiftly eclipsing those with the Aegean, whose painted pots were soon locally imitated, and lasting until at least the 11th century, if not longer.161 In the realm of metallurgy, parallels between heavy-duty sledgehammers, tongs and charcoal shovels employed in smelting and smithing on Cyprus (and also tellingly present on the Gelidonya ship), and those adopted on 12th-century Sardinia, demonstrate a startling technological transfer between two copper-producing islands over 2000 km (1250 miles) apart.162 Cypriot too are scraps of openwork stands, and the earliest scraps of iron.163 This connection was partly forged by Cypriots and other eastern tramping outfits like that freeze-framed at Gelidonya; one such venture even left its characteristic stone anchor off Sardinia.164 But Sardinia’s immediately preceding seclusion and lack of later maritime reputation has engendered a strange reluctance to propose a complementary role for its own (and other Tyrrhenian) seafarers at this time. In fact, bearing in mind major changes in central Mediterranean shipping technology, the presence of Sardinian jars of the kind used to carry metals at Cannatello in Sicily, Kommos in Crete and, most recently reported, on Cyprus itself,165 an expanding island population and maybe a ‘Shardana equation’, it becomes likely that Sardinians did not all simply wait for the Mediterranean to come to them, but that certain groups among them engaged it actively abroad. Prominent among the latter would have been people at major coastal settlements, such as the import-rich nuraghe of Antigori, on the Gulf of Cagliari, facing the seaways east.166
The other fast-emerging zone lay at the other end of the central Mediterranean. Again, it was intimately tied to the expansion of sea-routes, in this case a sudden re-engagement of the Adriatic following its retirement after the dissolution of the Cetina connections.167 The slim signs of earlier Aegean or Cypriot activity in the inner Adriatic makes an even stronger case for the priority of local initiatives than on Sardinia, and we could hazard that it was native groups that plugged the Adriatic back into the Mediterranean current, with eastern sailors slow to master this sub-basin’s treacherous ways.168 As during the Cetina expansion, the demise of a controlling economic regime in the Aegean may have provided the opportunity and incentive. An association with local adoption of distance-shrinking sailing ships is especially tempting, too, in light of something that did not happen: this time round, as Adriatic long-range traffic revitalized, the islet of Palagruža played no visible part, presumably because it was needed less, and offered less suitable anchorage, than in the days of canoe traffic.169 Whatever the processes at work, the beneficiaries of these fresh connections were precisely located, and excluded not only tiny midway islets, but also most of the small hillfort communities of the Dalmatian coast and islands.170 On the western seaboard, the well-studied Biferno Valley remained equally remote, but a few groups did gain some access to north–south sea traffic, which seems to have favoured this navigationally more friendly, island-free shore, notably around Ancona, where Aegean-type painted pots, northern metalwork and even balance weights have been found.171
The real winners lay as close to a source of metals as the sea could take one, as in the Cetina phase, but now further north and on a larger scale. In Chapter 8 we saw that metal production and circulation had been on the rise for some time in and beyond the Alps. Changing conditions in the east Mediterranean seem to have spurred on rather than interrupted this. Acqua Fredda, a smelting site in the southeast Alps, accumulated 800–1000 tonnes of slag.172 Pick-shaped ingots became a standard in terms of form and weight – indeed one hoard of such objects from Madriolo, in Friuli, weighs about a talent, the eastern measure approximated by one oxhide ingot, and there is a suggestion of a wholesale shift to east Mediterranean weight denominations in the northern Adriatic at this time [9.20].173 Turning to consumption, Austrian military engineers dredging Lake Garda in the 19th century initiated the discovery of Peschiera, a lake village or place of watery sacrifices that has so far yielded some 6000 items of metalwork, of types that travelled the length of Italy and on to Mycenae.174 In between all this and wider Mediterranean networks lay the people of the eastern Po. The opening up of this area to long-range sea trade roughly coincided with the demise of many of the terramare villages that had settled the Po wetlands – the sole ‘collapse’ outside the east at this time. Whether there was a causal connection is debatable.175 The delicate ecological management underpinning them must have been vulnerable to even mild fluctuations in the water table, and some such change may lie behind the abandonment of many around 1200 BC, especially south of the main river, where swathes of land would lie fallow for centuries. On the other hand, such villages had been notably egalitarian and poor in long-range goods, so changes in surrounding economic realities could equally have proven too much of a challenge.176 Either way, the dissolution was a staggered process over the 14th to 12th centuries BC, comprising fall-backs, adaptation (or preferential selection for survival) and consolidation into a late cluster of larger communities along the lower Po and parallel course of the Adige.177 These ‘Valli Grandi Veronesi’ villages each held 1000–2000 people, and displayed a readier engagement in trade, with finds of amber and glass and contacts with mining and smelting zones to the north. Some 30 km (20 miles) downstream, on a strand of the Po that has since abandoned it, and closer to the coast than today, a similar community emerged around 1200 BC at Frattesina.178

9.20 Pick-shaped ingots, seen here from the Madriolo hoard in northeast Italy, retained a close link between extraction technology and the circulation of metal as a standardized commodity.
Within a century Frattesina had outpaced its local rivals and emerged as a significant entrepôt – in a sense, given its deltaic location and interstitial role, a miniature version of Avaris. Housing and manufacture spread over 20 ha (50 acres), the latter including production in bronze, iron, ivory, amber and glass, as well as humbler media. Its demonstrably local glass industry was unique outside the east Mediterranean, and it was surely to this time, when the trans-European amber trail was drawn across the east Alpine passes and down to Frattesina, that we can date a legend that sourced amber itself to the rivers flowing into the head of the Adriatic.179 Imports at Frattesina included Aegean-type painted pots, probably made in southern Italy, ostrich eggshell and an ivory comb with a close match at Enkomi, while metal exports reached southern Italy, Sicily and the Aegean. In contrast to this wave of material imports and technical innovation, the lack of adoption of new crops and animals from further east, in contrast to southeast Italy, can be attributed to the abrupt northward displacement involved, from the heart of the basin straight to its temperate fringe. As with other Mediterranean deltas, much awaits discovery under the mud; Aegean-type pots from Torcello in the Venetian lagoon raise many questions,180 and it has even been proposed that the feathered headdresses of certain east Mediterranean ‘sea people’ depictions may have their origins far away in the Veneto.181
Frattesina’s long arm stretched out in one further direction. Much of central peninsular Italy still consisted of small villages, if ones now converging on similar ways of decorating pots, fashioning metal and consigning the body to the flames, all marks of growing coast-to-coast and north–south communication, and a precursor to the subsequent emergence of the peninsula as an integrated whole, as opposed to two coastal slivers divided by the Apennines.182 But in Etruria more was afoot. Production from its ores intensified in the 12th century BC, driven by communities in the Colline Metallifere and the Piombino headland opposite iron-rich, offshore Elba.183 In the 11th century its smiths became for the first time trendsetters in fancy metalwork; their brooches spread down the coast and were copied in Sicily and Athens. From this time metal from Etruria began to oust southeast Alpine production from primacy in northern Italy, partly thanks to the ability to export pre-alloyed bronze as local tin sources were opened up; pick ingots of bronze rather than copper provided a ready-to-use product straight from the mining zone.184 These factors interested the later residents of Frattesina, who cultivated close relations across the Apennine passes.
In parallel with this, a development of great future significance was underway. Particularly in the fertile, well-watered south of Etruria, accumulations of huts, the largest covering 15 ha (37 acres), began to coalesce on top of the steep-sided plateaux of volcanic tuff that, along with its limpid crater-lakes, render the landscape of Etruria so unmistakable.185 From these natural acropoleis they overawed smaller places in their modest hinterlands. We have little idea how these emergent centres operated, though that at Sorgenti della Nova had a few larger buildings, and its animal bones allow us to trace the spread of donkeys up the peninsula.186 What we do know is that within a few centuries many of these embryonic places would become hubs of well-known Etruscan polities [9.21]. Similar patterns can be detected in the extension of this landscape south of Rome, in the Alban hills, though the Eternal City itself remained a scatter of small villages, one with its cremation cemetery under the Forum Romanum.187 The rise of Etruria and some of its neighbours still had a long way to go, but these first stirrings after millennia of placid obscurity nonetheless give us pause for thought.188 For one thing, until now, at least on the northern flank of the Mediterranean, the most obvious signs of aggrandizement have mapped onto areas of high environmental risk, and social reactions to such conditions were woven into the rise of elites within them. This may be why Etruria has detained us little before; indeed many other comparably fertile parts of the centre and west continued to happily foster small-scale societies for some time to come. A significant difference in the case of Etruria may have been the combination of agricultural fecundity, and therefore high potential population, with prodigal local metal ores, which is exceptionally rare across the basin as a whole. But even this does not explain the timing of this sleeping giant’s awakening. The key to that lay rather in the new scale of connections in and around the central Mediterranean, which gave Etruria’s inhabitants the incentive to realize its metallic and agricultural potential. The origins of this may go back to the south Tyrrhenian network of the mid-2nd millennium BC, with its local and Aegean participants, but if so the impact was slight, as virtually no eastern material then entered a possibly resistive Etruria,189 and even if we assume that its metals flowed into this vortex, we have come across other examples of metalliferous regions that benefited little from supplying their neighbours closer to the pulse of trade. More immediately relevant were circumstances after 1300 BC, with Tyrrhenian maritime activity increasingly focused on Sardinia, a younger hub at the head of the Adriatic enjoying trans-Alpine connections, and, in between, Etruria, astride the Italian peninsula at a time when overland connections across and along it (now donkey-driven?) were on the rise. The emergence of Etruria illustrates the advantage of being in the right place at the right time, Mediterranean-style.

9.21  The emergence of a long-term pattern of settlement in central Italy: (left) the locations of major communities by the end of the 2nd millennium BC, seen here with their likely territories, noticeably anticipate the later distribution of Etruscan towns; (right) modest early traces of graves among the hills of Rome.
What, by way of contrast, was the picture in the west? While barriers between centre and east were coming down, the west largely remained a series of worlds apart. Corsica is an illustrative gateway, a short crossing from Etruria or Sardinia, in fact on the route connecting them, but resource-poor and still left to its own devices, to judge by the paucity of imports.190 In a bizarre blend of Neolithic and Bronze Age practices, poorly dated around the millennium’s turn, the last menhirs at Palaghju and Filitosa were anthropomorphized and endowed with swords, daggers and helmets with holes for attaching horns [9.22]. This last detail, soon to surface on Sardinia, too, reflects a wider European penchant for horned warriors,191 captured in eastern depictions of sea people, though whether many Corsicans partook of their neighbours’ escalating mobility seems doubtful. Beyond, little had changed in southern France since early to mid-millennium, either among the coastal lagoons and plains or in the hills.192 Such external links as did exist ran eastward, or north, back into the continent, but even urnfield customs were slow to spread here. The Midi tells us something about what Etruria might have stayed like without mining and wider Mediterranean networks.

9.22  The enduring Corsican megalithic meets the Bronze Age, shortly before it became the Iron Age, in this anthropomorphic menhir at Filitosa sporting a prominent sword.
The central challenge is Iberia. During the 3rd and early 2nd millennia BC this westernmost peninsula of Mediterranean Europe had spawned, in effective solitude, home-grown societies of unusual scale and complexity, if ones also prone to periodic implosion. Up to the end of the 2nd millennium BC that solitude remained only faintly compromised. Ignoring a smattering of pieces that arrived as heirlooms much later, with Phoenician traders, and the continued trickle of amber, vitreous products and suchlike across the Pyrenees, the only signs of wider Mediterranean connections are two Argaric-type swords found on Sardinia some time around mid-millennium, and two 14th–13th-century BC Aegean painted fragments, plus a few other wheel-made pots, found at Llanete de los Moros, well up the Guadalquivir.193 The latter imply that a few Cypriot, or more plausibly Tyrrhenian, traders had began to probe far to the west, and such exploratory ventures might also explain an oxhide ingot from the sea off Sète in southern France, as well as rumours of others off Formentera.194 The thread remains, however, very thin, and even advocates employing optimistically vague chronologies find it hard to flesh out the connection more substantially until the start of the new millennium.195 Regardless, early within that millennium Iberia’s enforced aloofness would swiftly be brought to a permanent end, and we would naturally like to know with what points in indigenous cycles of growth or retrenchment, and with what sorts of people, this linking-up moment was due to intersect. Overall, Iberian societies during the late 2nd millennium BC appear to have been smaller-scale, more egalitarian and fragmented than the climaxes of the previous 1500 years, a regional ‘bust’ whose imminent encounter with a surge in Mediterranean long-range activity was, for all its influence upon the nature of the conjunction, entirely random and so conducive to entertainment of alternative scenarios (for example, how might things have been different if the Argaric florescence had peaked at 1000 BC?).
Compared to earlier periods, however, there is a frustrating dearth of both data and interpretative frameworks. Closest geographically to the centre and east were the Balearics and Catalonia. In the former, local ways of life continued uninterruptedly, with only a modest inflow of materials and ideas.196 By now these islands constituted a living museum of archaic potting and metalworking techniques. On the inland plateau of Menorca, vaulted funerary navetas, yet another island-specific variety of monument, referenced earlier house forms and the dark burial caves still in use along gorges and sea cliffs [9.23]. There and on Mallorca, most islanders gathered into villages of a few hundred people, while, in contrast, a thinly inhabited Ibiza became effectively deserted for several centuries from the end of the 2nd millennium, and there may have been no one to succour or slaughter survivors of the putative ingot wreck off nearby Formentera.197 This mixture of desertion and aggregation shares enough parallels with the slightly earlier patterning among the small central Mediterranean islands to serve as a potential register of otherwise all but invisible incursions into these waters by ships from further east. Back on the mainland, settlement was on the increase in Catalonia and up the Ebro, where modest fortified villages emerged. In the 11th century BC, urnfield burial rituals spread across the Pyrenees, but on the coast around Barcelona little changed until well after the start of the millennium.198 In lands formerly dominated by the Argaric elite, ways of living were also notably lower-key. Only in the underexplored southwest, in the rich farmland of the lower Guadalquivir and the ore-rich Huelva mountains, do we detect tantalizing hints of more substantial activity, starting several centuries earlier.199 Metal production here was considerable, and may lie behind a tardy rise in tin-bronzes across Iberia. Meanwhile, concentrated settlements were appearing in the lowlands at places, such as Setefilla, that will figure prominently in the centuries to come and the coastal zone, too, grew more active. The comparison with emergent Etruria is striking, although in Iberia evidence of external connections is far more elusive.

9.23  A new way of death on Menorca: the large funerary naveta at Es Tudons, a free-standing monument with two internal storeys.
We can end this exploration of Iberia on the brink of its engagement with the wider Mediterranean on an appropriately enigmatic, and metallic, note: the Villena hoard [9.24].200 Buried in the uplands behind Alicante, this accumulation comprises 11 gold bowls, 2 gold and 3 silver bottles, 28 gold bracelets, amber beads and a piece of iron set in gold – 10 kg (22 lbs) of metal in all. The styles are Iberian, but the deposition date fluid between the 13th and 8th centuries BC, with the truth most likely midway in between. On the one hand, hoards were still a young phenomenon in Iberia around 1000 BC, and the location, amount of precious metal and inclusion of exotic iron are all surprising. On the other hand, drinking and feasting events involving fine vessels enjoyed an Iberian ancestry going back at least two millennia. Villena’s treasure does not quite fit comfortably with the Iberian past as we have seen it unfold, nor does it bear the full marks of the Iron Age world to come; its ambiguities symbolize an obscure moment of endings and new beginnings.

9.24  The Villena hoard is unparalleled in Iberia in terms of its wealth in precious metals, but the precise dating of its contents and deposition remain very hard to determine.
Of mice and Melqart
Nowhere better captures the opening of the new millennium in southern Iberia and the basin in general than the muddy environs of Huelva, today a grey industrial port at the mouth of the Odiel, a small river flowing into the Gulf of Cadiz, the great embayment just beyond Gibraltar where the Guadalquivir meets the Mediterranean Atlantic [9.26]. We have traced the rise of metal-extracting societies in the arc of the Sierra Morena that terminates nearby, at Río Tinto, in a fanfare of silver, gold, copper, lead and iron, as well as the growth of communities in the fertile valley of the lower Guadalquivir. But since the 3rd millennium BC we have had little cause to consider the coast. That now changes decisively, as an emblematic pair of discoveries at Huelva bear out. The first was made in 1923, when a river dredger struck a haul of over 400 bronzes, including nearly 200 swords, daggers and spearheads made at various points along the Atlantic facade between Ireland and western France, a few old east and central Mediterranean brooches, fragments of a 9th-century helmet from Mesopotamia and further pieces of unidentified scrap [9.25].201 Radiocarbon dates from accompanying wood suggest that this mass of metal went to its watery grave some time between 950 and 850 BC. We can only speculate whether an accident befell a laden ship in the roadstead or, as so often along the northern flank of the Mediterranean (although less so in this sector of it), the objects were ritually sacrificed at a flashpoint of encounter and trade. Either way, this trove affirms the re-emergence of the Gulf of Cadiz as a trade hub, not least of Atlantic connections in abeyance since the end of the Copper Age.

9.25  These long, distinctively hilted swords of west European and Atlantic type are but a small selection of the masses of objects and scrap metal dredged from the river at Huelva in 1923.

9.26  The Gulf of Cadiz and its metalliferous hinterland around the start of the 1st millennium BC, with a deep embayment of the Guadalquivir reaching almost to modern Seville. On the flanks of this lay Huelva (inset) and the offshore Cadiz archipelago.
The second, and for our purposes even more startling, discovery was made a few years ago during rescue work under the town of Huelva itself, 2.5 m (8 ft) below the water table and hidden by a layer of sterile mud.202 Up from this depth, unfortunately in no stratified sequence, came a mass of pottery and other finds dating to the 9th, and in a few cases perhaps 10th, century BC. Over half the pots were handmade Iberian products, with a few imports from Sardinia and Italy, but some 40 per cent were wheel-made plates, bowls, jugs and amphorae of completely different pedigree, with precise matches on the Phoenician coast of the central Levant [9.27]. Many of the latter seem to have been locally manufactured. Add to this several Cypriot and Aegean imported pots, abundant traces of silver, copper, iron and lead production, further residues from the working of ivory, ostrich eggshell, horn, wood and stone, Levantine balance weights and scraps of graffiti, as well as grape seeds, murex shells, amphora-bottled preserved fish and possible ship timbers, and the hallmarks of an east Mediterranean inrush and fusion with the far west become unmistakable.

9.27  These visually unprepossessing scraps of a lamp and various amphorae rims are among the thousands of pieces of pottery, many closely related to types documented at Tyre and elsewhere, that date the first Phoenician contacts at Huelva.
So how did this dramatic link-up along the entire length of the Mediterranean come to be? One set of answers lies far to the east in the opening two centuries of the 1st millennium BC, among the commercial port-towns of the central Levant, the sector of that coast best placed to dominate maritime trade when external intervention to the north and south was in abeyance, and blessed with an exceptionally smooth transition from the 2nd millennium BC. ‘Phoenicia’, as we noted earlier, is an externally imposed and not unproblematic flag of ancient and modern convenience. As it rockets to pan-Mediterranean prominence we encounter other impediments to balanced assessment, not least an archaeology hampered by subsequent overbuild and recent civil war, and surviving texts that, with the total loss of local records written on papyrus, reflect the views of outsiders fired up by varied cocktails of envy, fear and scorn, from Israelite prophets, Assyrian kings and Greek poets to later Roman authors traumatized by the existential threat they faced from Phoenicia’s Punic offspring.203 To savour the extent of the loss, we know that a precocious regional ‘history’ was composed around 1000 BC at Byblos, translated in Roman times and then vanished save for excerpts in other writings. From what does survive in the east, Phoenician communities look like evolving descendants of those mercantile, maritime, middleman societies that had transformed and helped to bring down the east Mediterranean Bronze Age – Iron Age Ugarits blended with latter-day sea people. Kings survived, but their palaces were shorn of economic centrality, their authority shared with the priests of powerful shrines and families of merchant oligarchs (described with palpable Schadenfreude by the prophet Isaiah after their humbling as ‘princes…among the honourable of the earth’),204 and most of their income derived from taxing the bonanza of independent wealth creation by subjects great and small, augmented by the proceeds of royal enterprises.205 Profits were obtained from playing differential values and demands across an ever-widening stage, with the role of capital reserves becoming more crucial as voyages grew longer and returns more delayed.206 In material terms, too, there were links to the Canaanite past, in the emphasis on fine, often purple-dyed woollen cloth, ornate gold, silver and bronze vessels, perfumed oil flasks, exquisitely carved ivories, small faience items, and a flexible alphabetical script, as well as the indifference to decoration on the distinctive monochrome red pots used at home and now starting to show up as far away as the Gulf of Cadiz.207 ‘Phoenicians’, in short, were as much the creations as creators of the evolving culture and networks associated with them.
As Wenamun discovered, by the 11th century the little harbour of Byblos was overshadowed as a shipping centre by Sidon, although one of Zakar-Baal’s successors managed a last fling around 1000 BC, commissioning a great sarcophagus whose warning to any defiling enemy provides our longest known early alphabetical text [9.28].208 New coring at Sidon has identified the residues of silver-lead working in harbour sediments of about this date.209 Other minor central Levantine ports would continue to flourish, from Arwad [9.29] to Atlit in modern Israel, which boasts the best-preserved of the artificial quays and moles that over a few centuries on either side of 1000 BC became such a prominent feature of the Levantine coast, and unmistakable signs of investment in shipping.210 Over the course of the 10th century BC Sidon in turn ceded its primacy to the island of Tyre (originally Tzur, meaning ‘rock’ or ‘fortress’), a place occupied on and off since the 3rd millennium BC, but until now of secondary rank [9.30].211 This shift may reflect the benefits of a natural sea-moat as terrestrial powers began from time to time (as we shall see) to stalk the Levant again.

9.28  This long early Phoenician alphabetical inscription excoriated any violators of the grave and sarcophagus of Ahiram, lord of Byblos, several generations after the Zakar-Baal with whom Wenamun sparred.

9.29  The little island town of Arwad, off the Syrian coast opposite modern Tartus, overlies its larger and partially inundated Phoenician predecessor, but retains many of the features of an offshore trading community.

9.30  Tyre from the air in the 1930s, before the expansion of modern housing. Flecks of foam mark the extent of the reef and once larger islet. The pale sandy isthmus is a late feature that has accumulated along the breakwater created by Alexander the Great’s siege-works.
Today it is almost impossible to envision this grandest, richest city of the Iron Age Mediterranean, whose wondrous beauty the Old Testament likened to a ship at sea. Its revealingly Mediterranean foundation myth evoked islets spliced together by the roots of an olive tree, but the remains of the original 50-plus ha (or more than 125 acres) of elongated reef are today densely inhabited, permitting only a single archaeological trench to reach bedrock, and in the south entire neighbourhoods and a harbour have been drowned by subsidence and the currents later diverted by Alexander the Great’s siege mole, now a sandy isthmus that still robs Tyre of its insular dignity. Something of the technical feats and maritime facilities can be gauged from the sediments in cores that affirm the remodelling of Tyre’s northern anchorage into a 6-ha (15-acre) cothon, or artificial basin,212 tucked within the urban perimeter reputedly beside a marketplace, and linked by canal to the lost southern port to ensure shelter under shifting weather conditions, and to segregate overseas from local (soon to include naval) shipping. But the crenellated fortifications and round-arched gates famously portrayed in Assyrian images are gone [9.31; PL. XXXIX],213 as is the elaborate apparatus for provision of fresh water, and all but a few foundations of the houses for the 15,000–20,000 residents likely to have been crammed onto the island, which probably started to exhibit the high-rise tendencies seen in certain later Punic towns (still more people lived in suburbs on the opposite mainland, where the city’s surprisingly plainly furnished cemeteries were also situated).214 Maybe the greatest loss, however, is the fabled temple of Melqart, a new, specifically Tyrian god of cyclic fertility, the sea and overseas ventures, with a good claim to be true lord of the city – indeed the etymology of his name connotes precisely this.215 Tyrian ideology conceived of his temple as a reference point for the entire Mediterranean. Its twin gold and emerald columns were balanced at the other end of the basin first by the rocks of Gibraltar and Ceuta, known as the Pillars of Melqart long before their Hellenizing reattribution to Herakles (their earliest known names, Calpe and Abyla, may also be Phoenician rather than indigenous), and later by inscribed bronze columns at a matching temple to the god at Cadiz, between the strait itself and Huelva.

9.31  The temple of Melqart, with its twin pillars, rises commandingly above the battlements in this early rendering by Layard, the excavator of Nineveh, of a 7th-century BC Assyrian depiction of Tyre from the palace of Sennacherib. It shows the flight of the Tyrian king with his fleet across the sea to Cyprus.
Phoenician trade initially operated mainly within the old Bronze Age triangle described by the Levantine coast plus its Cypriot offset, and the access this gave to resources further afield.216 Tyre was particularly astute at exploiting openings in the shifting map of regional power. For reasons we shall come to, the Bible’s account of a 10th-century BC exchange between Tyre and Solomonic Jerusalem, of craftsmen and luxuries in return for grain, copper and Arabian exotics, building up to joint Red Sea voyages, though consonant with ambitious newcomers’ efforts to snatch at the trade routes, may sadly need to be relegated to the realm of myth.217 But similar strategies are attested a century later by Phoenician ivories in northern Israel, plus amphorae from Israel at Tyre, and before this Phoenician traders were active in the Gulf of İskenderun (the gateway to metal-rich Anatolia), on Cyprus, at Aleppo and as far east as the Euphrates. As during the preceding two millennia, some of this activity, whether specifically Tyrian, generically Phoenician or even more broadly Levantine, spilled over into the Aegean, with only the briefest caesura following the last 2nd-millennium imports, and now occasionally a little further into eastern Calabria.218 Much of the evidence comes from Crete, notably an inscribed bronze bowl as well as possible resident eastern metalworkers at Knossos, and Phoenician pottery at a new shrine constructed at Kommos, the now reactivating anchorage on the trunk route along the island’s south coast. But other contact points and way stations became enmeshed too. On Rhodes, the southeast entry-point to the Aegean, oil flasks made on Cyprus after Phoenician models were imported and themselves imitated. Prominent communities at Athens in silver-rich Attica and Lefkandi on the Euripos strait obtained small faience trinkets, metal goods (some battered antiques perhaps recently purloined from graves further east) and other Levantine or Egyptian-style imports. Unconfirmed legends hint at further calls at Kythera, later regarded as sacred to Cypro-Phoenician Aphrodite, as well as metal-rich Thasos in the north, and even the isthmus of Corinth. In all probability, it was encounters with such foreign traders within the Aegean, rather than first-hand knowledge of central Levantine realities, that initially stimulated local people in the former zone to identify such visitors, and their ways of conducting themselves, as ‘Phoenician’.219
This attention to the traditional aspects of early Phoenician trade embeds it in longer-term Levantine practices, but also throws into sharp relief two less familiar elements whose impact began to be felt in widely separate parts of the basin. The first was a more hegemonic, sometimes territorial attitude towards geographies of trade, especially on the part of Tyre, by which political actions abroad became more overtly dictated by economic logics than in the Amarna correspondence. The spur lay in the rare circumstance of a flourishing mercantile Levant that was temporarily fairly free from external intervention. This became apparent in formalized rules of engagement with terrestrial neighbours, as witnessed by Tyre’s 9th-century absorption of the lands of Sidon, and its alliances with agriculturally well-endowed polities in Israel, which created grain-supplying peripheries and freed up the Phoenician zone to concentrate on lucrative cash crops and craft goods.220 This particular house of cards would not long outlive the return of land-based superpowers to the Levant, but as an early attempt to construct a partly dispersed, discontinuous hinterland (something more formal than a web of trading connections), it was a foretaste of a strategy that Mediterranean cities on the sea would later take to far more ambitious levels.221
Another aspect of this approach proved more immediately durable and equally influential subsequently. It entailed the implantation at a distance of affiliate enclaves or entire communities at points that had usually already arisen as de facto nodes within a given network. This practice found parallels as far back as Uruk expansion, Egypt’s recurrent interventions in the Levant and early Assur’s merchant diaspora in Anatolia, but so far it had not lain within the scope of Levantine maritime polities. A first effort around the Bay of Akko may slightly pre-date Tyrian ascendancy; it gave access to the Jezreel corridor and Galilee, but its location rendered it as vulnerable as the remaining mainland edifice.222 More promising was the 9th-century BC restoration of a by now waning Kition into a vibrant town with refurbished temples (one to Astarte, another rededicated to Melqart) and strong ties of political dependency to Tyre.223 The overlying modern city of Larnaca takes its Greek name from sarcophagi in the orderly vaulted tombs of the Phoenician necropolis, from which come some of the earliest Phoenician inscriptions on Cyprus.224 Considering this island’s only recently diminished primacy in sea trade, plus earlier close ties between Cyprus and the central Levant, it is likely that Cypriot activities contributed a lot to the definition and spread of what are normally considered ‘Phoenician’ ways of doing things. Seen in this light, the regime change and urban regeneration at Kition probably reflected Tyre’s drive to assert a more strictly defined ascendancy at this vital staging post for shipping, and to exclude rivals from copper mines in the nearby polity of Tamassos, which, in another innovative move, Kition would soon purchase. Kition may have been rebranded as Qarthadasht, or ‘New Town’, in the 9th century, the earliest of many new or refashioned communities, several of which bore this name in one language or another, that would soon spring up around the basin in the context of expanding mercantile initiatives.225
This takes us to the second decisive novelty associated with early Phoenician trade: its direct and swiftly substantial extension into and just beyond the westernmost reaches of the Mediterranean (as witnessed at Huelva), accompanied, as we shall see, by an equally striking degree of residential tenacity there on the part of certain of its agents. When this began has long been disputed. The dates around 1100 BC favoured by Classical authors could reflect sporadic visitors of unknown affiliation, like those who brought a few Aegean pots to the Guadalquivir, or the Cypriot traders whose latest visits to Sardinia are so hard to pinpoint chronologically, but they also line up suspiciously neatly with putative dispersals after the fall of Troy, a popular interpretative trope in Classical writing.226 Several archaeological indicators along the way are likewise less than secure. For instance, a bronze smiting god, perhaps a shipboard deity, netted off Sciacca in southwest Sicily, is of so generic a type that it could equally well mark the passage of Cypriot ships at the end of the previous millennium.227 Until very recently, the first solid evidence clustered in the 8th century BC, which was indeed a boom time for Phoenician connections (see Chapter 10). But the new finds at Huelva decisively breach this barrier, demonstrating substantial, structured contacts at least a century earlier. Confirmation of this new 9th-century horizon is starting to accumulate, especially concerning its later decades. Cadiz, by the 8th century already thriving at the opposite end of the gulf, was always a promising place to look, and in the last few years a deep trench under the modern city has discovered flimsy 9th-century structures and Phoenician pottery sandwiched between the sand-dunes and later housing.228 On the peninsula of Nora in ore-rich southern Sardinia a stele found long ago, inscribed with Phoenician writing typical of the late 9th century, alluded to the god Pumay, as well as ‘Sardinia’ (the first proof of the island’s name) and tarshish, a slippery term whose associations include metal refining [9.32].229 Trumpeting and sanctifying of a landfall betrays a marking urge on the part of early Phoenician navigators, further affirmed by the naming of Melqart’s pillars at Gibraltar. Other traces of a presence at this time also exist, in the form of Phoenician and a few closely dated Aegean pots at Sant’Imbenia in the northwest, a site to which we shall shortly return.230

9.32  Battered stele with Phoenician writing found in secondary use built into a local house near Nora in southern Sardinia. Readings of the inscription vary, as do beliefs as to its precise dating, but it has every chance of being the earliest monumental inscription to survive in the western half of the Mediterranean, and certainly makes the first local identification of Sardinia.
Yet the African elephant in the drawing room is another Qarthadasht, better known as Carthage [9.33]. Earlier stopovers must be suspected on this indented sector of North African coast, so ideally located to shelter and sponsor traffic through and around the conduit of the Sicilian narrows, and a natural destination for return shipping from Iberia, before this skirted the great navigational marker of the Cape Bon peninsula (in particular the Ras ed-Drek, or Cape Fear) and then cut out to sea to avoid the shoals and currents of the Gulf of Sirte. A Bronze Age stirrup jar is said to come from the vicinity of Carthage, as are early scraps of indigenous pottery, both reminiscent of Marsa Matruh and other late 2nd-millennium BC landfalls on the coast west of the Nile Delta, while Utica, 40 km (25 miles) up the coast and then an islet in a river mouth, was thought in Classical times to have preceded its illustrious neighbour, a claim admittedly yet to be verified archaeologically.231 Regardless, we are surprisingly well informed about the circumstances and patently institutional nature of Carthage’s foundation, thanks to a relatively credible ancient testimony that drew on the now lost annals of Tyre, and recent excavation of the earliest phases, between the beach sand and later constructions topped off by fiery Roman destruction debris.

9.33  The topography of early Carthage is heavily obscured by later building and substantial shore-line changes, with even the presently visible harbours of much later Punic date. This map presents the current estimate of the extent of the early town, spreading down from its acropolis (Byrsa), as well as the locations of tombs, industrial zone and tophet, and the likely initial harbour area.
The story began at Tyre with a factional dispute that drove Elissa, better known as Dido and both sister of King Pumayyaton (Greek Pygmalion) and wife of Melqart’s high priest, to flee with members of the city’s elite, picking up Astarte’s priest at Kition en route. Wenamun would have recognized this blend of gods, priests, powerful women, wealth and Cyprus, and the association with Kition underscores the parallels between both these ambitious, politically motivated, elite-led takeovers of key points for maritime communications.232 The legend’s sequel in North Africa is harder to evaluate, but archaeology is unequivocal concerning the venture’s ambition, and consequently the likelihood of prior familiarity with the location and its potential. Early Carthage covered 25–30 ha (60–75 acres) on and around the hill of Byrsa, which remained the citadel until the bitter end.233 It had one or more harbours, since lost to the alluviation that has pushed the coast out half a kilometre; the harbours visible today date back no further than the battle fleets of the Punic wars. Almost from the outset its houses were imposing, stone-built structures, soon separated by a circuit wall from an industrial zone for ironworking, purple dyeing and potting. To all intents and purposes this was a Levantine merchant town transposed, at this stage the only firm candidate for urban status west of Cyprus and the Nile Delta. The main uncertainty hovers, frustratingly, over precisely when it was founded. Ancient tradition was adamant in favour of 814–813 BC, a date supported by radiocarbon against the early 8th-century BC alternative proposed on the basis of pots of Aegean type found among local and numerous Levantine, Iberian and Sardinian imported wares – one dimension of another discrepancy between ceramic and scientific dating that haunts the opening centuries of the new millennium to the tune of fifty to seventy-five years.234
Clearly, the burning question is what encouraged this extraordinary surge of connectivity that, after millennia of expert seafaring, finally brought the extremities of the Mediterranean face to face? It goes without saying that it signalled the definitive arrival of sail-driven shipping in the far west (and soon beyond, for a Mediterranean-type ship graffito carved on a rock face in Atlantic Galicia, and another recently identified on a potsherd from the Scilly Isles, off western Cornwall, fall within the same time span).235 But there is no indication of breakthroughs in nautical technology or navigation since those of the late 2nd millennium BC. Pre-existing techniques brought the ends of the basin together, and principally latitude sailing of the kind that had already enabled seafarers to cover two-thirds of the basin to Sardinia, now extended to complete the route of the isles with a 400-km (250-mile) traverse to the Balearics, after which the mainland coasts converged on Gibraltar.
In the absence of any further technical revolution in shipping, the commonest answer in recent years to the causative conundrum has been Assyria.236 However odd this suggestion might seem at first glance, there is certainly some truth to it. Chapter 7 established that the late 4th- and 3rd-millennium BC explosion of maritime trade in the Levant owed more to a new, intermediate world-systemic position between emergent Mesopotamia and Egypt, coupled with their demands for timber, oil and wine, than to the intrinsically rather unpropitious configuration of the Levantine coast. Ever since, the Levant had supplied its giant neighbours and profited by their expanding markets, while lately avoiding the recession that afflicted both. By the start of the 9th century, Assyria was on the fast track to resurgence in a fresh, expansive guise, so much so that one Neo-Assyrian king, Assurnasirpal II (883–859 BC), lubricated the opening of his vast capital at Nimrud with 10,000 skins of wine (in this instance probably non-Mediterranean).237 This swelling consumer zone undoubtedly stimulated Phoenician and other mercantile economies. Yet this in itself does not explain why, in contrast to Cypriot long-range sea trade under not dissimilar circumstances in the 14th and 13th centuries BC, direct and well-structured interactions now flashed so readily to the furthest end of the basin. The more specific argument that rapacious Assyrian tribute demands goaded Phoenician cities to reach far to the west to obtain precious metals, especially silver, that could appease or buy resistance to their overlords has much to recommend it for the 8th and 7th centuries, by which time Assyria was reconstituted as an empire of unprecedented size, territorial integration and extractive power. But in the 9th century the reforms that would effect this had yet to translate into reality away from their Mesopotamian epicentre.238 At the time when the first Levantine links to the far west were being forged, Assyria’s own records reveal its raids and tribute to have been still essentially Bronze Age in flavour. Lists and images reel off an eclectic mixture of bullion, metal vessels, precious stones, textiles, ivory, animal skins and birds, all sporadic in incidence, with decadal gaps during the 9th century BC and a lengthier interruption at the start of the 8th century.239 Costly as they certainly were for those at the receiving end, such extractions were no worse than prosperous cities on the sea had endured at the hands of Egypt and Hatti.
The final connecting up of the basin’s seas instead requires a complementary, and more specifically Mediterranean, analytical framework. The regular appearance of Levantine shipping in the far west, as eastern markets began to expand again, was in fact primarily a capillary result of something missing during the 2nd-millennium BC climax, namely an established indigenous network of interaction and knowledge across the western as well as central Mediterranean seas. As we saw earlier, an uptake of sailing ships in the central Mediterranean during the terminal centuries of the 2nd millennium BC triggered there a surge in mobility and sea trade. It took some time for the isolation of the west to be broken down, but by the onset of the 1st millennium BC avidly metal-consuming Tyrrhenian communities were effecting the intake of southwest Iberia, where sailing skills they had learned from encounters with eastern sailors were in turn swiftly taken up. West and central Mediterranean metal goods and styles started to appear in each others’ home areas in some quantity, hinting at both trade and travelling metalworkers.240 At first Iberia was simply a stupendously metal-rich terminus for Tyrrhenian sailors, but as the submerged metal finds off Huelva so richly attest, it soon began to serve as a meeting point, too, with Atlantic traders drawn south by demand for their distinctive lead-rich bronzes, as well as Breton and Cornish tin.241 Links between the Tyrrhenian and Atlantic can be traced through the spread of the latter’s slashing swords well past Huelva and other Iberian find-spots to Sardinia, Sicily and Etruria, while roasting spits of a kind familiar in southeast England, western France and Atlantic Iberia ended up not just in Sardinia but also (in a further sign of eastward connections) at Amathus in Cyprus [9.34].242 To complement this, a Sicilian axe arrived at Hengistbury Head on the English Channel.243 The west and parts of the centre had been here once before, in a more attenuated manner, during the 3rd millennium BC, when the Atlantic, Iberian and French beaker interactions reached Sardinia and western Sicily, but at that stage sailing ships, the Mediterranean’s real distance-shrinkers, were still confined to the Levant. This time the two meshed, and the result was electric. The ‘fantastic cauldron of expanding cultures and commerces’ that one astute ancient historian has described in the later Iron Age central and western Mediterranean was, we now realize, already simmering by the opening centuries of the 1st millennium BC.244

9.34  A strikingly new feature of the early 1st-millennium BC Mediterranean is its penetration by metalwork of Atlantic derivation, much of it moving within the ambit of western France, Iberia and the Tyrrhenian Sea, but with outlying parallels as far apart as the British Isles and Cyprus. Concentrations in Sardinia, and of Sardinian jug-like pottery askoi abroad, point to a central role for this island in long-range connections.
These connections were essentially multidirectional, but one of the hubs was certainly Sardinia, which faced all the participants, and where nuragic societies now reached their peak of hierarchical organization.245 Few new nuraghi were being built by this time, but on the best land, especially in the south and northwest, the largest multi-towered examples had gathered over a hundred huts of client families into their shadow, and ruled small chiefdoms spread over a few hundred kilometres of tower-studded landscape. Tensions emanating from this accentuation of inequalities were mediated by ritual places of congregation, ‘meeting huts’ and finely built sacred wells, where the offerings included votive swords, model nuraghi and numerous bronze human figures cast by the lost-wax technique, the westward spread of which was initiated now or earlier by encounters with eastern smiths and widely travelled smiting gods. These bronzetti are a further index of social aspirations and anxieties, offering a gallery of mainly male role models, notably warriors with horned helmets, shields, swords or bows, and cloaked leaders or other elders with knobbly staffs [9.35].246 As before, how power in Sardinia was practised is uncertain, but metals certainly mattered. The 9th-century BC destruction of a substantial nuraghe at Funtana-Ittireddu, just 10 km (6 miles) from the nearest ores, trapped 20 kg (45 lbs) of copper and bronze ingots and scrap, some of them curated fragments of oxhide type, as well as moulds and crucibles.247 Niches in the central room, where a bench encircled a large hearth, held a piece of by now possibly local iron and two boat models. Bronze votives of masted boats, often with a stag or bull figurehead [PL. XL], point to an additional avenue for wealth accumulation through off-island ventures that, given Sardinia’s location, must often have entailed voyages of some magnitude.248 Two massive bronze bull heads recovered from a later shrine in the Balearics may once have adorned the prows of Sardinian vessels, and there are reports of a wreck off the island’s west coast, facing the wild seaway to Iberia.249 Moreover, Sardinian traders were equally drawn to northern Etruria, another metalliferous land, where their pots and bronzes, including figurines and boats, pre-date east Mediterranean objects in hoards, shrines and burials.250 All this should make us receptive to the idea that a scatter of jug-like Sardinian pots in Iberia, Sicily, Crete and North Africa, which overlaps with Phoenician arrivals in the centre and west, may reflect the passage of Sardinian as well as eastern traders.251

9.35  Three Sardinian bronzetti, metal figurines made by the lost-wax technique of eastern origin. They form part of a wider Mediterranean horizon of small anthropomorphic bronzes, but remain highly local to the island in their style, attributes and preoccupations. On the left, a male authority figure with cape, staff and dagger, at centre a horned-helmeted archer, and an extravagantly armed, possibly mythic figure on the right. Many such figurines date to the 8th or 7th centuries BC, but increasingly early dates are also documented.
In other words, there was no pristine Phoenician ‘discovery’ of the west save in terms of prior eastern ignorance. The opening up of the western seaways and tidal reaches of the Atlantic was initiated by central and then west Mediterranean seafarers, albeit using adapted eastern nautical technology and at moderate degrees of intensity compared to Levantine activities at this time. The first eastern traders slotted into such networks and presumably benefited from local experience, possibly even local pilots. The scale of their activities there would in turn soon begin to transform the west, as we shall see in the following chapter, but despite the brilliance routinely attributed to Phoenician seafarers (the pole star itself would later be named Phoinike), and without diminishing the prowess of their trans-Mediterranean ventures, the fact is that here, as elsewhere, they were inheritors to a mass of orally transmitted, often mythologically encoded, knowledge about navigational conditions and hazards, memorized sequences of land- and seamarks, significant places, people and resources, and the intricacies of local custom, all accumulated by a multitude of anonymous Mediterranean seafarers.
This raises the spectre that not everything we call ‘Phoenician’ in the centre and west had much to do with sailors from the east. If a fuzzy term even in the Levant and Cyprus, it could surely disguise a still more varied gallery of actors in and beyond the Tyrrhenian, united by maritime trading practices as much as origin (in this sense ‘Phoenicians’ were true descendants of ‘sea people’).252 Such entangled realities are forcefully illustrated at Sant’Imbenia on Sardinia, where imitations were soon made of the early Phoenician imports, among them amphorae used within the settlement to amass metal ingots but also traded to Carthage and Iberia, arguably as wine containers – all in a community of probably mixed origins but basically nuragic layout.253 None of this is to deny the presence of long-haul traders from the Levant, and among them from an early stage organized, strategically minded Tyrian missions, but it does make us reflect that for every such ship other crews were also at sea, hailing from different harbours and intent on journeys of differing duration and destination. And this in turn urges us to revise how we conceptualize Mediterranean networks during the opening centuries of the new millennium. Too often these are reduced to a bold Tyrian arrow thrusting west, with occasional spurs to north and south. Yet even this arterial route was stitched together from segments that could be equally travelled as self-contained journeys and all around swirled myriad other connections, especially on the northern flank, where islanders and coastal people had been forging self-sustaining webs of interaction within each sub-basin, and connective ones between them, for millennia. Precisely who participated in which is ultimately less interesting, and certainly far less fathomable, than the convergent, reticulate maritime world that their integration created.
More follows on the men, women and gods swept up in this, but we can end our exploration of the connecting process itself with the exemplary and only recently recognized tale of a far tinier traveller [9.36].254 House mice have so far figured twice in this history, and each time as stowaways: once on the canoes bringing fresh injections to early farming on Cyprus, the second time in the guise of a north Levantine creature unlucky enough to have boarded the Uluburun ship. Until the 1st millennium BC, the house mouse was exclusively a denizen of the east, first in the sedentary, cereal-using Natufian and Neolithic Levant, where its lifestyle evolved, later spreading to Cyprus, Anatolia and northeast Africa with farming, and further afield in the 2nd millennium BC thanks to trade, as we know from that drowned in transit at Uluburun and others at the Cretan port of Kommos. The modern DNA of Cypriot mice is exceptionally diverse, as befits an island that became a maritime crossroads. Meanwhile, the native woodmouse reigned supreme in the centre and west, with the house mouse entirely absent long after suitable living conditions and canoe travel had become established there. Then, over a few centuries in the early to mid-1st millennium BC, as direct maritime links consolidated and sea traffic surged west of Italy, house mice stormed into Corsica, France, the Balearics, Spain and the western Maghreb. A few giant leaps and innumerable little scuttles: a fitting enough metaphor for the diverse tempos of Mediterranean mobility.

9.36  The 1st-millennium BC advent of the house mouse in the central and western Mediterranean, after a halting maritime expansion from its initial home in the Fertile Crescent, as documented by bone and tooth identifications, including that of one unfortunate mouse that sank with the Uluburun ship.
The rest of the Mediterranean
Mice apart, how did other areas of the basin begin to be drawn in during the first two centuries of the new millennium? We can start at the two poles of the Mediterranean, both tugged between the central sea and regions beyond, and generating later legends of fabulous wealth that veil earlier realities. The veils hang most heavily over Iberia, where the lower Guadalquivir and surroundings of Huelva must be the original behind Tartessos, a fabled argentiferous equivalent to El Dorado according to later Classical authors, and for us a key interface between connecting seas, abundant metals and rich farmland.255 The lavish elites that thrived here from the 8th century are well known, but not their predecessors, the other participants in the earliest interactions at Huelva. A little to the east of Gibraltar, recent excavations at Alcorrín of a large, well-fortified late 9th-century settlement founded on new ground 2.5 km (1.5 miles) inland, give us some idea of what we might expect.256 One trend that is clear, however, is the growing engagement in maritime trade on the part of coastal communities, which must have done much to prepare indigenous people for the undoubted shock of dealing with Levantine traders armed with the full mercantile paraphernalia and practices of the east Mediterranean. From the Gulf of Cadiz to the mouth of the Tagus (where west Iberian alluvial gold and other metals reached the sea), walled settlements articulated sea traffic along the coast, and stone carvings further inland displayed warriors with notched shields of a widespread Atlantic type.257 That other eyes were turned seaward is indicated by the images at Laja Alta, one of several painted caves along routes into the uplands behind Gibraltar, where local people depicted ships fitted out with oars or mast and sail, one apparently berthed in a rectangular cothon harbour [9.37].258

9.37  Ships, some with mast and rigging, painted in the Laja Alta rockshelter, including one apparently berthed in a square, artificial harbour basin.
If parts of mainland Iberia were busily opening up to seaborne visitors, people in the Balearics may well have considered their involuntary inclusion in the route of the isles, after an unbroken history of impoverished lifestyles and egalitarian values, as a more dubious honour, as well they might, so close to the end point of provision-depleting voyages and devoid of desirable resources save their own bodies, food and goods. A few hoards of off-island metalwork began to appear here, as elsewhere, but the lack of early eastern finds indicates that Levantine sailors regarded these islands at best as navigational markers and watering places.259 Darker temptations on the part of passing crews may, however, be implied by the accelerating nucleation of dwellings, increases in weaponry and the first experimental towers, refined over the 9th century BC into fortified talayots, hundreds of which would sprout up on Mallorca and Menorca in the coming centuries, attracting accretions of houses rather like the Sardinian nuraghi (to which, at a modest level, they bear a generic resemblance, possibly attributable to inter-island contacts) [9.38]. Menorca, the first landfall for arrivals from further east, showed symptoms of social disruption in its funerary practices. The great navetas went out of use, and at Cova des Carritx, a 60-m- (200-ft-) long winding tunnel used as a burial cave since 1400 BC, exceptional preservation conditions capture a crescendo of ritual action, including deposition of wooden and horn tubes holding red-dyed human hair, followed by closure around 800 BC [9.39].260 In the Balearics we sense for one of the first times, if far from the last, that Mediterranean integration might have its losers as well as winners.

9.38  Something new, something old in the early 1st-millennium BC Balearics: 
Tower-like talayots became an increasingly frequent settlement type on the larger islands.

9.39  Something new, something old in the early 1st-millennium BC Balearics: 
On Menorca, the burial and ritual cave of Cova des Carritx went out of use, leaving an extraordinary range of human and other organic remains on its floors.
Winners and losers were increasingly obvious, too, around the opposite pole of Phoenician enterprise. We have already visited Cyprus, where Tyre’s dependency at Kition extended its grip on copper and cult, triggering a combination of resistance and emulation among the island’s other by now rather minor polities.261 Meanwhile, the New Kingdom’s disintegration offered elites in the Nile Delta a formal political independence to match the free hand they had exercised for some time. Many of the resultant dynasts bore Libyan names, a mark of the extent to which former pastoralists had became naturalized, joining earlier Levantine and other infiltrators to enrich a cosmopolitan society not noticeably perturbed by the breakdown of political and cosmic order on the Nile (Delta-based rulers in fact shakily re-established the former for a few generations from the middle of the 10th century BC).262 The capital of this latest manifestation of a peri-Mediterranean Egypt lay at Tanis, whose monuments cannibalized carved blocks, statues and obelisks on a grand scale from its predecessors, not least the now-decaying city of Piramesse, and whose authority over other Delta towns decidedly waned over time.263 The Delta was still agriculturally wealthy and populous enough to sponsor rare displays of old-style Egyptian power. In about 925 BC the Libyan-named pharaoh Sheshonq launched a one-off raid into the Levant to disrupt emergent polities there, a traumatic enough event to be remembered in the Bible’s Book of Kings, and to leave a patch of detectable devastation north of Jerusalem.264 Spoils from this may have contributed to the gold and silver that his successor, Osorkon, claimed to have distributed to Egypt’s gods. But the reality was less unambiguously rosy; the necropolis of Tanis contains Egypt’s largest collection of intact royal burials [PL. XLI], but their wealth pales beside that of even the relatively minor Tutankhamun, and like the city’s other monuments, they pressed earlier masterpieces into service.265 One chronic problem was penetration by Phoenician interests of the production and marketing of metalwork, glazed goods and wine.266 Alongside Wenamun’s testimony to the Delta potentates’ dependence on Levantine shipping, this plots a growing stranglehold by overseas merchants on trade with the mouth of the Nile. Add to this a longer-term decline in the export appeal of fine white Egyptian linen against Phoenician purple-dyed woollen garments,267 and the Delta’s options for wealth generation were slipping perilously back to the agricultural. When Osorkon had his name inscribed on a possibly older royal bust that he then dispatched to Byblos in emulation of Old Kingdom practices [9.40], it can have done nothing to disguise the true reversal of relations with the Phoenician coast.268

9.40  Egyptian royal statue inscribed for the late 10th-century BC pharaoh Osorkon I and sent to Byblos in revival of ancient relations, where an alphabetical inscription then dedicated it to Ba’alat Gebal, the divine Lady of Byblos.
Closer still to the Phoenician heartland, by the 9th century BC medium-sized polities had carved up the Levantine interior. In the north, several are characterized as ‘Aramaean’, a term as nebulous as the earlier ‘Amorite’ and similarly associated with infiltration by pastoralists in the aftermath of political disruption, though in this case their language would gradually become a new Levantine lingua franca, still in use at the time of Christ.269 A few encouraged small entrepôts with well-stuffed warehouses on a coast dominated by Tyre; one serving the Amuq plain from the mouth of the Orontes was named Al-Mina (‘the port’) by Sir Leonard Woolley and was possibly known as karum (‘quay’, or ‘trading area’) in antiquity too.270 Such polities flourished between the Mediterranean and the as yet more economically stimulating rather than politically lethal proximity of Assyria. Control over early percolation of Arabian incense and myrrh through the Levantine valleys on its way to the sea or Mesopotamia, which is registered by ritually pure chalk altars for its burning, gave a fresh boost to the interior routes, especially in the south.271 Otherwise, free from effective external overlords, the pattern resembled the early 2nd-millennium heyday of Levantine polities, with thriving, if now somewhat smaller, towns girdled by extensive, populous and well-integrated hinterlands – what we might regard as the default setting for a Levant largely left to its own devices. Among the most prominent examples was Damascus, which under its ruler Hazael reduced the Philistine polities by land as surely as Tyrian trade was undermining them from the sea. Hazael is better known, however, for the monument erected at Tel Dan after his invasion of Galilee, in whose chilling inscription he exulted at his killing of a king of the house of David, the first contemporary proof of that line’s existence [9.41].272

9.41  The largest surviving parts of the stele erected by Hazael of Damascus at the town of Dan, today in northern Israel. Written in Aramaic, it trumpets a victory for this expanding central Levantine polity over the House of David.
More elusive, not least in Jerusalem itself, is the United Monarchy that the Old Testament claims that this house’s founder and his son, Solomon, established in the 10th century BC.273 David’s youth as a hapiru in the hills, and the struggles against the Philistine polities, fit the picture around the turn of the millennium fairly well, but the Solomonic apogee has proven archaeologically harder to authenticate, fuelling suspicions that a more modest reality was subsequently gilded, during codification of the Old Testament’s narrative and divine message several centuries later. Opinion remains sharply divided, and aside from Biblical veracity, what rides on the debate for us is whether one major south Levantine polity (arguably the greatest of its day, albeit at a very low Mediterranean ebb in these terms) arose decisively before the wider 9th-century horizon, stimulated by Tyre and maritime trade on the Red and Mediterranean seas.274 Regardless, as in the Bronze Age, in the 9th century the hill country underwent a dual political process, creating Israel in the north and Judah in the south. Once again, the rugged south stayed initially aloof while the pace was made by the wetter north, whose suitability for orchard crops is strikingly illustrated at its capital of Samaria by sherds incised with tax receipts for oil and wine, written in early alphabetic Hebrew but referring to individuals with Canaanite and Baal-cognate names.275 Unlike the Bronze Age, however, this time the northern upland polity also managed to snatch the grain-lands of Galilee and trail-heads towards the coast and Damascus, forming a significant presence in the Levant, and a major Phoenician satellite. This kingdom, lamented and abominated in the Old Testament, yet from our viewpoint thoroughly emblematic of the Mediterranean, with its mongrel populace, tolerance of religious diversity, aesthetic attraction to fancy ivories [9.42], voluted column capitals, new fashions in palace design and grand stables for chariot horses (memories of which, the sceptics assert, would later be redeployed to retrospectively drape ‘Solomonic’ majesty), was the Israel of the formidable King Ahab and his calumnied yet clearly dynamic consort Jezebel, daughter of none other than Ithobaal, lord of Tyre.

9.42  Intricately carved ivory panel of a winged sphinx, the original cherubim, almost certainly of Phoenician manufacture and once part of the furniture in the royal palace of Samaria, one of several centres that received quantities of such superb craftsmanship, variably as gifts, trade goods or tribute.
Between the Levant and Iberia, the regions first drawn into the web were ones where a prior tradition of indigenous networks and wider engagement was most easily tapped: mainly the Aegean and Tyrrhenian, with the latter’s superior access to trans-Mediterranean routes, and the spectrum of Tuscan and Sardinian metals, gradually relegating its Adriatic neighbour to a self-contained internal circuit. Among tracers of this, at Huelva, Carthage, on Sardinia, mainland Italy and Sicily, were a few Aegean pots, still targeting their modest, if distinctive, niche of the fancily painted drinking or serving vessel.276 Such cups and plates, often swathed in concentric semicircles, also appeared in the east, mainly around Tyre but at smaller places too, like Al-Mina, as well as on Cyprus. The focus of this style was the large offshore island of Euboea, part of a dense intra-Aegean circuit extending to Macedonia, the Cyclades and the Anatolian coast. Here lay Lefkandi, since the late 11th century BC an attractor of Levantine goods and, from the 10th century, boasting a gigantically elongated hall swiftly converted into a prominent funeral mound, in the shafts beneath which were interred a cremation with warrior gear and the gold-bedecked body of a woman, both accompanied by slightly battered eastern antiques, plus four slaughtered horses [9.43].277 Around the painted pots and this spectacular, if crude, death-ritual circles an unhelpfully polarized debate over the relative priorities of Aegean and eastern mariners, muddied by Classicists intent on exploring the non-question as to how interested ‘early Greeks’ were in the sea and trade.278 Many Aegean people had palpably been very interested in both for millennia and it is highly unlikely that the inhabitants of a region so conducive to maritime interaction ever lost that, especially at a place like Lefkandi, so well positioned for local traffic across the nearby strait dividing it from the mainland, and medium-range shipping up and down a sheltered corridor of communication between the south and north Aegean. There is no reason why some internal traffic should not have extended coastwise via the long-known sea-paths out from the Aegean towards the Levant and Italy, much as some far-flung Sardinian pots may denote Tyrrhenian seafarers. However, it is equally perverse to ignore the wider penetration of Levantine traders at this time. In Lefkandi’s tombs, in addition to numerous finds of small, east Mediterranean trinkets, one 9th-century BC weapon-rich cremation was accompanied by a set of Levantine balance weights and imported oil flasks, raising the tantalizing possibility of a resident easterner,279 and the concentration of Aegean pots around Tyre is suggestive concerning the origins of the shipping in which they travelled east. Neither a Hellenocentrism rooted in the Classics nor a bracingly revisionist, but equally simplifying, new phoenico-centric orthodoxy do justice to the fluid realities that were coming into being in the Aegean and more widely across the Mediterranean.

9.43  Lefkandi on the island of Euboea: (a) reconstruction of the large yet notably simple Toumba building; (b) the cremation urn with iron weaponry, richly adorned female inhumation and sacrificed horse burials beneath its main hall; (c) pendant found on the inhumed women, suspending a damaged Near Eastern gold disc dating to the early 2nd millennium BC; (d) selection of small faience goods of Phoenician style found in later associated burials.
Further parallels between the Aegean and Tyrrhenian can be seen in scales of social organization over the first two centuries of the 1st millennium BC, a reminder of how deeply the former had diverged since the Bronze Age from the uninterruptedly urban world of the Levant, Cyprus and Egypt. Admittedly, in the Aegean we know far too little about the eastern seaboard save at Bayrakli in the outskirts of Izmir, a walled settlement of a few hectares in the 9th century BC.280 But from the Peloponnese to Macedonia, including hotspots of exploration under Athens and Argos, and against a variegated backdrop of pottery and burial styles, even the largest communities of a thousand or so people still comprised loose clusters of houses and cemeteries with no vestiges of urban structure.281 People such as the honorand at Lefkandi, or groups of similar elites at larger sites, claimed exalted status in their funerals, but the durability of their power is questionable. They were known later as basileis, a term derived from Linear b Greek for a minor authority, and which even after decapitation of everything higher up the social pyramid remained closer to ‘big man’ than the connotations of royalty it later assumed.282 The terminal flavour of the funerary display at Lefkandi, notwithstanding associated burials in the vicinity for several generations, suggests that power was too unstable to pass on.283 Most was probably acquired by prowess in war (a burial on the Areopagus hill of Athens, with weapons and horse gear, comes to mind), exploitation of surplus (another Athenian grave contained a model granary), trade (recall the balance weights at Lefkandi) or social arbitration – all reminiscent of the Aegean some 1500 years earlier. Maybe because of this instability, certain shrines began to adopt a more socially and regionally integrative role. Remains of offerings, rituals and feasts appeared at Olympia and Isthmia, the Peloponnese’s land-bridge, a foretaste of things to come.284 Only on Crete can a faster pace towards the revival of larger communities be discerned, notably at Knossos and, as in the previous time round, perhaps not unconnected to the island’s close ties with Levantine activities – the myth of Zeus in the form of a bull abducting Europa, a princess of Sidon, from flowery meadows contains an intriguing blend of Minoan and Iron Age elements.285
Within an equally culturally diverse Italian peninsula, larger settlements were if anything slightly better attested, most strongly in Etruria but also among the Alban hills and at Rome, whose location where a coastal route switched inland to the lowest ford on the Tiber, avoiding the coastal marshes, became more advantageous as routes along the peninsula solidified.286 Further south, similar trends can be seen at Capua and elsewhere in a Campania closely linked to Etruria, while in the deep south and in Sicily settlements continued to expand inland behind an enduring if thinned chain of coastal centres.287 But under a magnifying glass the patterns become less solid. Most of the foci in Etruria were by now extensive natural hillforts crowning sheer-sided tuff plateaux, but despite influxes of people only a small proportion was actually covered by huts, in widely spaced clusters that might explain the plural forms of the names of several of the cities that later arose here. Thus the 175 ha (430 acres) of tableland at Veii reduced to 17–25 ha (40–60 acres) of habitation, and at Cerveteri (Roman Caere) eight patches of dwellings were scattered over a slightly larger plateau, suggesting in both cases populations in the low thousands.288 Small communities dotted the farmland of Etruria, presumably typically acknowledging the authority of their nearest large neighbour.289 Arguably, two cultural trajectories were emerging in central Italy. One manipulated the new, widely shared cremation ritual to forge social bonds and define through ornate weapons, armour, other goods and subsequent religious observances at the cemetery a vocabulary of expression for rising leaders and their retinues.290 Further hints of a rising elite just to the south include a big, repeatedly rebuilt hut of unknown purpose on the Palatine in Rome, rather more splendid than suggested by its floorplan (which is just a quarter the size of the hall at Lefkandi), to judge by models of such structures, whose roofs were crowned by huge animals and human figures [9.44].291 A few rich burials, perhaps of the heads of descent groups, stand out in the cemetery of a smaller community at Osteria dell’Osa, a little to the east.292 Finally, and unevenly, a central Mediterranean elite was becoming entrenched enough to attain archaeological visibility. The other trajectory continued the careering take-off of metallurgy, especially in Etruria, whose smiths now led the central and west Mediterranean in terms of innovation and skill [9.45; PL. XXXVIII].293 North Etrurian centres arose amidst the coastal mines at Populonia and Vetulonia, rather different from those in the fertile south and tied in to a metal-focused belt extending via Elba to Sardinia.294 Many of their products fed into the inflating funerary sphere, and an unknown proportion already went abroad, if Etruria’s regular capture of Levantine and Aegean imports, and the links between north Etruria and Sardinia, are anything to go by. But huge amounts of metal also started to be accumulated as capital and occasionally these survive in recycling hoards, one of which at Bologna, midway between the Alpine and Tuscan mines, contained 15,000 pieces.295

9.44  Cremation became widespread across Mediterranean Europe, but the pottery hut urns of early 1st-millennium BC Italy, sometimes sporting exuberant roof decoration, comprised a distinctive form of receptacle and perhaps hint that contemporary houses were more impressive than their architectural remains reveal. This 9th-century BC example is from Vetulonia in northern Etruria.

9.45  This fancy 9th-century BC bronze brooch, adorned with twisted gold wire, is a good indication of the swiftly rising skills of Italian metalsmiths and the popularity within the peninsula of distinctive forms of jewelry and dress, both highly emblematic ways of expressing cultural identity.
This exploration of the Mediterranean during the opening two centuries of the 1st millennium BC has focused on those areas that initiated or, for better or worse, were swiftly drawn into the dramatic extension of connections. But what of those that remained worlds apart, in several cases for some time to come? The energetic thrust of north Adriatic trading centres into the wider Mediterranean after 1200 BC, taking advantage of altered conditions in and beyond the Aegean, was throttled a few centuries later by better-placed Tyrrhenian competition. Frattesina declined over the 9th century and was abandoned by its end.296 On both the Italian and Dalmatian flanks, communities stayed limited in size and connections, with marked levels of internecine conflict reflected in the spread of hillforts into parts of Italy later known as Samnite territory, and a high frequency of burials with weapons.297 Adriatic interconnections remained largely internal, although lumps of amber percolated inland to the southern Balkans, and interaction over the Strait of Otranto continued unbroken, which helps to explain the strong linguistic affinities detectable on both sides a few centuries later.298 Another excluded sector, far from the route of the isles and lacking much tradition of maritime trade, was southern France, Catalonia, northwest Italy and Corsica.299 In the central part of this area, however, parts of Languedoc that communicated with western France along the Aude River started to exhibit faint social stirrings in a horizon of hoards and fortified villages, such as Carsac (Carcassonne), overlooking its rich plain and river crossing, and Cayla de Mailhac. Perhaps traders in the Atlantic goods so popular in the central and west Mediterranean had started to explore an overland route into the basin with the potential to short-circuit the long haul around the Iberian peninsula. Mediterranean Africa remained almost entirely excluded, too, with so far only a pinprick of impact on life outside its immediate vicinity on the part of Carthage, still an alien marine organism clinging to the shore. The momentous implications for both the Mediterranean and Africa of such implants along their shared coast lay in the future.
For all these exceptions, the implications and consequences for Mediterranean history of the link-up revealed at Huelva possess a strategic quality that should not be lost in the detail. Previously, the sea had been becoming central to sizeable fragments of the Mediterranean basin; now it began to form the centre of the whole. In aggregate distance (if not uninterrupted crossings) the first voyages along the length of the basin stand out as global record-breakers for their time, and the culmination of a late 2nd-millennium BC outstripping of Pacific performances that had held the lead since seagoing began.300 They also ushered in renewed symmetry to the Mediterranean, on a cultural level exemplified by the Levantine balance weights dug from Huelva’s mud, which number among the first of many introduced or otherwise shared practices that would draw the basin together in coming centuries, and in terms of maritime space restoring the equality in scale first distorted by the Byblos ships of the 3rd millennium BC. In this second sense symmetry went hand in hand with drastic shrinkage. The Neolithic Mediterranean had been uniformly if unimaginably vast, that of the Copper and Bronze ages more variably so, but the Iron Age Mediterranean was simply large and, as such, potentially knowable in its entirety and so claimable, too, as ‘our sea’. To illustrate the transformation, a reasonably lucky one-way passage of the basin’s length in the Iron Age is thought to have taken about three months, with a biennial return often imposed by seasonal weather,301 while the Neolithic version of this axial route took several millennia to convey farming from one end of the basin to the other, a duration beyond even collective memory. As we shall see, this shrinkage in turn powered up both centrifugal and centripetal tendencies in the basin’s networks, as the entire sea turned superconductor, forging the cultural and economic conditions for a subsequent pan-Mediterranean empire that would unify the basin politically for the first (and last) time, while extending its reach also into Europe, Africa and Asia.



CHAPTER TEN
The end of the beginning
(800 – 500 BC)
Eighth Symphony (Unfinished)
If a Classical Athenian, or a contemporary from any long-established Mediterranean centre, were sent back a few centuries to 800 BC, they would find most of the general lineaments of the world around them broadly familiar. But many of the details would seem strange or undeveloped, and inhabitants of other parts of the basin with a more sheltered prior history would be in for a profound shock. In the space of three busy centuries between 800 and 500 BC the final elements in the long, complex evolution of Mediterranean ways of life slotted into place, to form the picture so familiar from what is customarily, if somewhat quaintly, known as ‘ancient history’. Over this time span, criss-crossing currents render a region-by-region approach meaningless, as well as counter to the trend of connections and convergence. But two phases can still be discerned. The first, a fairly direct consequence of developments explored in the later parts of Chapter 9, and still fluid and emergent in its properties, lay in the 8th century BC, extending into the early 7th century. The participating zone remained largely as before, with southern France and its neighbours, the inner Adriatic and most of North Africa still going their own ways. Yet like Schubert’s ‘Unfinished’ Eighth Symphony, the Mediterranean’s 8th-century symphony remained incomplete. Its last movements, our second phase, overlapped with their predecessors during the 7th century but found fullest expression after 600 BC.1 This phase saw the Mediterranean’s cultural, social and economic activities intensify and its networks fill out to incorporate most of the basin, and reach well beyond. Simultaneously, rules of engagement between people and places became more codified and rationalized, in ways that would shape some of the most brilliant, as well as the most disturbing, features of the Classical and later Mediterranean.
The vitality of the 8th century BC and its immediate aftermath has long been apparent. For those with an Aegean bias, it connoted a ‘Greek Renaissance’; from our perspective, rather the Aegean’s active reinsertion into the wider Mediterranean, after a decidedly secondary participation since the end of the Bronze Age. Recently, it has become clear that it also ushered in a phase of wetter, cooler weather, subject as ever to vicissitudes but slightly friendlier to farming and thus a stimulus to demographic growth and expansion.2 Estimating Mediterranean populations at this time is fraught with the usual uncertainties, but a reasonable figure for 800 BC would be 20 million, on a sharp upward curve.3 The results were experienced most swiftly in drier regions. Numbers of people in the Aegean appear to have doubled over a century or so. In the southern Levant, population west of the Jordan almost tripled between 1000 and 750 BC, to reach its pre-Roman peak; east of the river the polities of Ammon, Moab and Edom arose within previously largely pastoral landscapes.4 In the Levant and slightly later the Aegean, hillsides striated with terracing became an increasingly common sight, a response to both more stomachs to feed and growing markets for oil and wine. Further west, the great Tavoliere lowland of Apulia came under substantial cultivation for the first time in four millennia.5 And at Zinkekra, in the central Saharan oasis of Wadi al-Ajal, wheat, barley, grapes and figs appeared – coupled with long-familiar domestic animals, at last a full, if temporary, outpost of agriculture in the desert.6
A further change in operating conditions takes us back to Assyria. During the 9th century, Neo-Assyrian kings at ever more giant capitals along the Tigris had begun to forge standing expeditionary armies and institute bureaucratic practices that would forever alter the face and reach of ancient empire, and eventually carve out and hold 1.4 million sq. km (540,000 sq. miles) of subject territory.7 Mesopotamia, the Jazira, upland Anatolia and the Caucasus soon felt the consequences. Just after the middle of the 8th century BC, confederacies of Levantine polities, devoid of the old Bronze Age counterbalance of a superpower along the Nile, also succumbed, to a series of devastating campaigns in the aftermath of a further, drastic round of internal reforms, by the Assyrian monarch Tiglath-Pileser III (744–727). These first campaigns of conquest for many centuries by Mesopotamian kings in the Mediterranean zone annexed all the north and central Levant save for Tyre, which capitulated on terms.8 Soon afterwards, the polity of Israel was extinguished, and 701 BC witnessed Sennacherib’s mauling of Judah, from which Jerusalem fortuitously escaped after the sack of little Lachish, so notorious for the grisly depictions on the walls at Nineveh of its siege and the torture of captives [10.1]. At the other end of the Levant, Tarsus fell in 696 to the same monarch. Having secured the corridor that had linked Mesopotamia and Egypt for nearly 3000 years, his successor, Esarhaddon, took the Levant’s connective properties to their logical yet unprecedented conclusion by directly assaulting Egypt, now politically reunified (after yet another break-up at the end of the 9th century) under a dynasty of Nubian origin that had been unwise enough to include intervention in the Levant among its restorations of tradition.9 The Delta became for the first time a gateway for formal invasion, as opposed to demic, cultural and economic infiltration. Vassal rulers were appointed in towns that had never been reconciled to the return of upriver rule, and from this staging point Assyrian troops struck south to strip Thebes in 664 BC.

10.1 State-of-the-art Iron Age siege warfare at its grisliest: the end comes in 701 BC for the defenders of Lachish at the hands of a professional Assyrian field army, whether in combat, by later impaling or deportation. Lachish was a thankfully small town, but like many larger victims it lacked the coastal connections with which to buy clemency, even if the emergent faith and ideology of Judah had countenanced this.

10.2 Map of principal sites mentioned in this chapter, also showing the proportion of the Mediterranean integrated by 650 BC and the extension of that zone by 500 BC, the main axes of connections beyond the basin and (inset) the expansion of empires in the east.
What did this entail for the Mediterranean, both those areas directly affected, and beyond? Assyrian imperial policy increasingly involved replacing client rulers and their kingdoms with appointed governors responsible for new provinces, forced movements of people on a huge scale (by one empire-wide estimate, 4.5 million over three centuries)10 and the return of a command economy exercised, after the extraction of war booty, via escalating tribute demands, accompanied by the intensification and reordering of regional economies. Tyre’s tribute shot up several times, to the value of 4500 kg (9900 lbs) in gold by 730 BC.11 As elsewhere, old-style broad packages of wealth goods were abandoned in favour of demands that ruthlessly targeted its optimal contribution, in Tyre’s case silver, iron, purple cloth and ivory. Sidon’s murex shell midden rose to an eventual height of 40 m (130 ft), and Lebanon’s cedars were felled as never before.12 Yet in productive terms Assyria needed the Mediterranean, and the economic growth of both was more symbiotic than is often recognized. Inland parts of the Levant suffered the most. It was from these that farmers and builders were deported to Mesopotamia, replaced by victims of devastation elsewhere to create an innocuous, largely rural population. But even here Assyrian policy assiduously supported, and indeed boosted, the cash-cropping of oil and wine, from upland growers to lowland processing units.13 At Ekron in southern Israel, over a hundred early 7th-century BC installations able to churn out hundreds of tonnes of oil a year, probably by the sweat of Israelite slaves, reveals one of the biggest operations of its kind known in the ancient Mediterranean [10.3]. Drier Beersheba and tracts of Judah were turned into grain-growing support zones, a monocrop imposed against the instincts of independent farmers.14 Edom arose on the strength of its copper mines.15 And through all this land swelling numbers of camel caravans bore Arabian incense, myrrh and other balms, stimulated by a growing Near Eastern market.16 The Arabian trade initially benefited the local polities at the termini of the overland trail, but with their demise, Assyria wrested control and drove one more nail into the coffin of Egyptian power, which long before had monopolized this access route’s Red Sea-borne precursor. Forts and shrines in the Wadi Arabah, Negev and Gulf of Aqaba, scraps of Arabian script at Jerusalem, the Bible’s curiosity concerning Arabian tribal genealogies, and the surely post-Solomonic attempt to recreate a maritime link to Arabian ‘Sheba’ with Tyrian help, all testify to the situation before direct Assyrian control. At Tell Jemmeh near Gaza, where caravans approached the sea, a strident Assyrian presence and masses of camel bones announced the imperial takeover. Camel-borne troops joined Esarhaddon’s attack on Egypt, and a bronze model of a ridden camel even got as far as Rhodes.17

10.3 Reconstruction of a 7th-century BC installation for industrial-scale olive oil production at Ekron.
Assyria was more solicitous of pre-existing realities on the Mediterranean Sea, whose scale Mesopotamians were now beginning to appreciate.18 This Upper Sea, of the Setting Sun, had, along with a Lower Sea in the Persian Gulf, provided the myth-tinged boundaries to Mesopotamian concepts of ideal kingship since Gilgamesh and Akkad. For all their occasional dismissal of its salty expanse as a ‘Bitter River’, Assyrian kings and their armies still sacrificed beside it and cleansed their weapons in its shallows. Despite its awesome might on terra firma, Assyria’s writ in fact barely extended any further. A basalt stele erected at Kition on Cyprus to honour Sargon II (722–705 BC), at one extremity of the world he knew, reflected only a very tentative extension from the Assyrian viewpoint, and from a Cypriot one little more than a nominal genuflection that allowed business to be prosecuted as usual [10.4].19 Likewise reminiscent of Bronze Age rulers’ hollow boasts was the assertion of one Assyrian official that ‘The Ionians [a term then implying islanders in general] came and attacked the cities of Samsimurana, Hasiru and…a cavalryman came to the town of Dana[bu]. I gathered available men and went. They did not get anything. When they saw my troops, they got in their boats and vanished into the midst of the sea.’20

10.4 This basalt stele of the Assyrian king Sargon II, erected at Kition on Cyprus, appears imposing, but it reflected a very limited, largely symbolic maritime breach of traditional land-bound limits to the extent of Mesopotamian rule.
Given its maritime impotence, Assyria’s strategy was to tax the profits of a sea trade it could never hope to control where it came ashore, at select ports watched over by forts and imperial functionaries. For a long time this formalized version of the concentrate-and-bleed approach to Levantine sea trade, first employed by later 2nd-millennium BC Egyptian and Hittite rulers, proved highly effective. Gaza blossomed where Arabian camels met Mediterranean shipping. Owing to high overland transport costs, Levantine oil and wine were not siphoned off as direct tribute, but instead permitted to flow overseas, as before, which yielded more profit in taxes (Assyria, until recently still a beer-dominated zone like the rest of Mesopotamia, met its escalating demand for the latter from the nearby Jazira and Zagros). This swelled Ashkelon to a harbour city of 10,000–12,000 people.21 But the supreme marriage of convenience between imperial command economies and mercantile cities on the sea was enacted at Tyre. Tyrian tribute sky-rocketed over the later 8th and early 7th centuries BC, but its wealth and power at sea grew commensurately – the association between Assyrian demands and Phoenician expansion, which we dismissed as premature in Chapter 9, now came into its own in an age of intensified activity over much of the basin. Moreover, despite repeated revolts against its overlord, the goose that laid such precious, abundant eggs was treated with a conspicuously light touch in comparison to its neighbours, and its merchants long left largely free to generate wealth as they knew best. Only after its rebellious king had fled to Kition in 701 BC was Tyre stripped of most mainland territory, only from the 670s were its ships and harbours closely monitored, and still the repeatedly besieged city itself was spared.22 In contrast, when Sidon revolted in 677 BC it was sacked, depopulated and refounded as the ‘Harbour of Esarhaddon’, an explicit dependency to be deployed as a foil against its ancient rival. Not until the altered conditions of the later 7th century BC would this pragmatic imperial leniency towards the lynchpin of Mediterranean maritime trade run out.
Monkey business
What of the remainder of the Mediterranean? Almost every theme worth exploring in the 8th and early 7th centuries BC can be introduced via Pithekoussai, on the island of Ischia in the Bay of Naples [10.5].23 This remarkable site marks a further round of seagoing activity in the inviting embrace of Campania and its offshore islets, following Copper Age Gaudo-related activity, Bronze Age Vivara, and a series of early 1st-millennium coastal communities that are only now coming to light, one at Cumae and another, with 2nd-millennium BC origins, at Poggiomarino, near Pompeii, perched on artificial islets in riverine wetland and active in the working of metals, amber and bone.24 In every sense Pithekoussai dwarfed these antecedents. Its cemeteries and large ridge-top settlement indicate that within a few generations the community grew from obscure origins to several thousand men, women and children, one of the biggest contemporary aggregations west of Cyprus, and one of the most ambitious small-island communities so far encountered beyond Phoenicia. Its composition was staggeringly diverse. People came from Campania, Etruria and Sardinia, the Aegean (primarily Euboea and Corinth – the latter on the ascendant, as we shall see), and a range of ‘Phoenician’ locales, but notably without signs of formal Tyrian affiliation.25 Burials combined eclectic traits of varied origin. Some hinted at marriages between Italian women and men from further afield, while a female finger bone with a cremated child echoed an Old Testament custom, and a young boy’s cremation was accompanied by scented oil flasks from Corinth and Cyprus (the latter in Phoenician tradition). A cup made on Rhodes but later incised with a teasing hexameter verse alluding to Nestor and Aphrodite furnishes one of the first examples of the Aegean alphabet, in a Euboean version [10.6]. Pithekoussai had a cosmopolitan, boom-town feel, and the primary lure was trade. Despite the number of imported pots and other goods, metals stood out as pre-eminent, especially Elban iron, whose ores were so pure that they were worth shipping overseas for smelting.

10.5 The environs of the Bay of Naples, showing the advantageous island location of Pithekoussai, and surrounding communities.

10.6 ‘Nestor’s cup’ from Pithekoussai, an otherwise unexceptional Rhodian pot named for its playful allusion to the epic tradition in a Greek inscription that runs (in translation): ‘I am the cup of Nestor, good to drink from. Whoever drinks from this cup, may desire of fair-crowned Aphrodite seize him.’
An intrusive Phoenician or Aegean origin is often assumed for Pithekoussai, and the selection of an island several days’ sail from the central Italian ores explained, rather anachronistically, by exclusive native control over Etruria’s approaches. It is in fact more likely that Ischia, rather like Lipari in the Neolithic, was chosen by traders of disparate affiliation as a neutral insular meeting place where connections across the Tyrrhenian Sea, around Sicily and towards the east intersected. Our ignorance of the site’s earliest phases could even disguise a prior history as a modest shuttler of goods and people in and out of the Bay of Naples. Its Greek name may adapt an indigenous or Phoenician original but translates as ‘Monkey Island’, an allusion to exotic places, whether by this time Egypt (baboons), northeast Africa in general (vervets) or the Maghreb (barbary apes), but also with connotations of imitation, persuasive chatter and encounters with creatures not quite like oneself. Its Latin name, Aenaria, referenced metals, currency and sea-travelling Aeneas.26 This island community is a touchstone, as its names imply, for wider themes: maritime mobility, Iron Age trade, the spread of the alphabet, the consumers of an evermore interconnected Mediterranean culture, the growth of large communities in new places and, last but not least, the creation of long-term bases far from home for substantial numbers of people.
To take these in turn, Pithekoussai testifies to a continued growth in shipping, which brought countless people, goods and materials to and from Ischia, and, along with farms dotted across the island, must have kept its inhabitants fed with imported food, presumably from Campania. Boats leapt back into visibility from the 8th century BC, in media as varied as Assyrian royal reliefs, painted pottery and metal firedogs twisted into galley outlines, as if the men gathered around the hearth bonded through the crewing of such craft.27 Wrecks further testify to an increase in both traffic and archaeologically visible commodities as well as the enduring dangrs of even a shrunken sea. The most impressive are two ships lost 50 km (30 miles) off Ashkelon around 750 BC, and detected by pioneering deep-sea techniques 400 m (1300 ft) beneath the waves, their combined total of some 800 amphorae (about 15,000 litres or 3300 gallons of liquid cargo) still delineating the hulls on the seabed [10.7].28 Unless their all but exclusive focus on liquid transport is a bias resulting from their incomplete, remotely controlled investigation, it contrasts with the mixed nature of earlier, and most later, cargos, and may reflect how regular the Levantine wine trade with nearby markets such as Egypt had become. Whatever the truth about maximum cargos in the Bronze Age, during the Iron Age these attained 70–80 tonnes, though there is no sign of the supersized bulk transports, of as much as 500 tonnes in capacity, reported as marvels in Roman and medieval times (an interesting, if currently unanswerable, question is the antiquity of the tendency, evident by medieval times, to deploy larger sails in the more open spaces of the western Mediterranean).29 An early 7th-century BC pot from Caere in Etruria illustrates in simplified form, and at a moment of high tension, the two basic kinds of craft at sea – with a familiar scene of Cyclops-blinding on the reverse [10.8].30 Cargo ships remained round-hulled, sail-driven craft with auxiliary oars, probably already known by their later nickname as ‘tubs’. Meanwhile, in the east, the Aegean and maybe further west, slender, oared galleys grew into skinny craft 20 m (65 ft) or so long, with up to fifty rowers (hence pentekonters in Greek), some of a two-tiered, or bireme, design.31 Galleys bifurcated in functional terms, too, into those designed primarily for low-to-medium-volume trade, and custom-built warships with a ram mounted on the prow and space for soldiers. Rams signalled the start of sea-battles of ship-on-ship manoeuvre as well as boarding, and the first true naval flotillas. At first these were tiny – in the 720s a mere dozen state-of-the-art Tyrian warships fought off a fleet commandeered by Assyria – and largely made up of ships in private hands, not least at Corinth, the leading Aegean maritime polity by the 7th century, which clashed at sea with its former outpost on Corfu between 680 and 644 BC.32 As galley complements grew, drinking water requirements began to tether such craft more than their antecedents to coastal areas and quick open-sea sprints, though this still brought most of the east and central Mediterranean into range. More than sailing ships, it was such galleys passing swiftly along the coasts and between islands during the summer months that would circulate hundreds of footloose young men – traders, fighters or both – over long distances, bringing these micro-populations in contact with often initially quite different shore-dwellers.33

10.7 Eerily clustered on the pitch-dark sea-bed some 400 m (1300 ft) down, and imaged by deep-sea exploration technology, this mass of amphorae still plot the outline of a ship that foundered off Ashkelon in the mid-8th century BC.

10.8 The basic bifurcation in Mediterranean shipping is neatly illustrated by this scene on the so-called Aristonothos krater, found at Caere and dating to the 7th century BC, which shows a clash between a galley and round-hulled sailing ship; interestingly, in this case both seem equally heavily armed.
Turning from the means of mobility to the economic mechanisms and things moved, the 8th century saw extensions and departures from established practice. Most trade remained freelance and profit-oriented, still eased with timely gifts as well as a younger etiquette of guest friendship intended to safeguard people in the absence of polity-level security west of Cyprus.34 Tyre was unusual in maintaining formalized relations with its daughter community at Carthage, which for centuries dispatched a tithe of its proceeds back to Tyrian Melqart, and it also exercised close control over another Tyrian outpost at Cadiz.35 The inequalities inherent when relatively small-scale economies were abruptly confronted over a shrinking sea by trading regimes of great sophistication are undeniable, not least in the case of Tyre (with Assyria behind it) and a long-sheltered Iberia, and the initial profits from exchanges of the ‘faience baubles for metals’ type were surely commensurately immense.36 But before we fall too readily for the stereotype of the Phoenician trader as a greedy, ‘gnawing’ cheat that surfaces episodically in Greek writing, we need to recall that profit-driven trade anywhere in the basin had always entailed losers as well as winners, that distance still reduced the power gap at the point of encounter, and that plenty of native societies (not least in Iberia) were no strangers to brutally asymmetrical relations themselves. Moreover, at any particular point of contact, the most blatant phase of cross-cultural exploitation can have lasted no more than a few generations, preceded by a situation in which both parties were so different that each in fact did well by its own lights, and followed by one in which all participants had become knowledgeable enough to play the same game on at least tolerable terms. In other words, even if the beginnings of this pan-Mediterranean trade network possessed a world-systemic tinge, any zoning into a core in the east versus a central and western periphery rapidly dissolved into a shifting world where exploiters and exploited existed everywhere.
As for the materials and goods on the move, a striking amount of the Bronze Age repertoire retained its appeal, if often with altered, sometimes more socially accessible meanings. In the metals trade, copper now mattered rather less, and with it tin. Silver, although mined in quantity only in Anatolia, Attica and Iberia, was widely crafted, and critically important as bullion, an exchange currency and, in the Levant, ultimately tribute by the tonne. By late Roman times, 6.6 million tonnes of waste from silver extraction had piled up at Río Tinto, the first of the two spikes that generated this lying between the 9th and mid-6th centuries BC.37 Whatever the truth of the tale that Phoenician ships cast anchors in silver so as to carry more away with them from Iberia, the gist is obvious.38 Iron now began to appear in bulk, too. It was smelted or worked using strikingly similar techniques in Pithekoussai, Carthage, Oropos (over the strait from Euboea) and Iberia.39 The 160 tonnes found stockpiled in an Assyrian palace near Nineveh affirm the stupendous quantities needed for armaments and tools.40
Simultaneously, the basin’s shared ecology encouraged the spread of purple dye industries, and above all wine and oil production. In Italy olive cultivation had been steadily advancing up the peninsula from its late 2nd-millennium BC southern bridgehead, and by the 9th century domestic grapes had got as far as Etruria, Sicily and possibly Sardinia.41 In Iberia, whatever the ambivalent traces of earlier experiments, and despite the certainty of other alcoholic drinks (including a mead-like concoction recently identified in an 11th-century BC pot), the definitive establishment of vine and olive cultivation came in the form of a Phoenician introduction during the 8th, or even 9th, century BC.42 As a general rule, wine production took off faster than that of oil in the west, a reflection of local pre-adaptation thanks to a long familiarity with alcohol-fuelled rituals and hospitality, and of the roles that wine-drinking played in lubricating cross-cultural encounters, defining (as we shall see) a shared elite lifestyle, mobilizing labour through mass drinking bouts and, in certain circumstances, establishing an addictive dependency that assured the acquisition of other desirable goods in return.43 As such practices became engrained and more regions invested in cash-cropping and export, two ceramic consequences spread wheel-thrown manufacture and the frenetic culture of brand definition, emulation and import substitution across the basin.
The first concerned transport containers [10.9]. Amphora production had never extended beyond the easternmost Mediterranean in the Bronze Age, but in the Iron Age it went universal.44 The Aegean had long abandoned its peculiar stirrup jars, and by the 7th century BC its distinctive amphorae reached both ends of the Mediterranean; Italy developed its own range, and derivatives of Phoenician types were turned out in Sardinia and Iberia, the latter’s sometimes for bottling piquant fish preserves ultimately derived from refined east Mediterranean cuisines. In the centre of the basin, early Carthage, despite having set up its own vineyards and olive groves on African soil from as near to the outset as we can detect, imported many amphora-loads from Sardinia, substantial numbers from Etruria and the Levant, and a few from Iberia, Sicily, the Aegean and Pithekoussai (where both Phoenician and Aegean forms were emulated).45 For smaller measures of perfumed oil, Phoenician flasks and their imitations, the descendants of older Bronze Age juglets, travelled widely, inspiring in Corinth an eye-catching variant known as the aryballos, which cheekily translated the images on eastern metal vessels onto clay, in black silhouette with incised details.46 The second ceramic consequence came as potters met the demand for fine vessels for serving and drinking wine, primarily in the Aegean, where ebullient black-and-white and polychrome figural styles emerged over the 7th century.47 Etruria produced hybrids of these, as well as its own bucchero tradition of gleaming, dark surfaces with the ornate handles long characteristic of Italian drinking cups.48 Phoenician groups stayed aloof from production in this realm, however many of its fancy products they handled and circulated; they concentrated instead on fine, neatly turned plain red plates for more solid foods, largely for their own usage.49

10.9 The marketing of precious liquids continued to shape ceramic containers: (left) one in a sequence of polished monochrome perfume flask designs signalling Phoenician and associated production; (middle) intricately painted 7th-century BC Corinthian equivalent, imitating incised metal vessels; (right) Attic-type amphora of 7th- to early 6th-century BC date for bulk liquid transport, known from its collar decoration as an ‘SOS’ type, with provision for standing as well as transport. Not to scale.
The definition of a shared elite lifestyle extended well beyond wine-drinking and its accompanying paraphernalia. It was furthered by a renewed spate of luxury goods and sub-elite trinkets into the Mediterranean, many the products of workshops in the north or central Levant, Cyprus, Egypt and Anatolia.50 Westward percolation of eastern goods, via all manner of mechanisms, had ample Bronze Age parallels, and many of the kinds of items now circulated were also traditional, including silver, gold or bronze bowls and other beautifully decorated metalwork [10.10; PL. XLII], Egyptian-style faience and stone vessels, seals, ivory furniture inlays and boxes, bronze figurines and suchlike. Many bore the monstrous motifs long favoured further east, several revived the ‘international’ elite imagery of the later 2nd millennium BC, and, as in the Bronze Age, a few were themselves antiques that referenced the past as much as the east.51 The newer features all reflected improved Mediterranean connections. One was a leap in quantity, another the spatial reach that embraced Iberia and Etruria, whereas Sicily and Sardinia had been the limit during the previous millennium. The sheer size of certain objects stands out too. Massive metal cauldrons with the protruding heads of humans, lions or griffins were on the move, originating in Anatolia but coveted in the Aegean and Etruria, as were ornate chariots with heroic associations; one of the latter, made from walnut trimmed in silver and bronze was committed to the grave in far-off Huelva.52 Lastly, a growing number of such objects were made in situ all over the basin, by mobile Levantine craftspeople no longer owned by palaces, or their skilled local emulators.53 On Crete, votive metalwork and attempts at sizeable stone statuary betray foreign expertise; in Iberia, eastern jewellers and ivory carvers employed local and Moroccan materials respectively.54 Outside a handful of resolutely ‘Phoenician’ communities – mainly Carthage, which was intriguingly indifferent to the flashier varieties of goods – the ways in which such objects were used reveal knowledgeable local inflections and redeployments, and the onset of production in the west further strengthens the argument that most such items soon shed their eastern connotations, morphing into a flexible, if meaning-laden vocabulary of pan-Mediterranean display. This phenomenon, misleadingly referred to as ‘orientalizing’, was in fact decidedly ‘mediterraneanizing’ in its social intent.55 The same is liable to be true of less tangible escapees, too, such as fragments of eastern cosmology, myth and symbolism, whether initially tied to objects on the move, or independently circulating and reconfigured in the vortices of ideas, traditions and information that places like Pithekoussai fostered. The preferential survival of such fragments in the Aegean, via Classical Greece and its posterity, offers the richest glimpses, for example of the appositely Corinthian hero Bellerophon in Lycia, fighting a hybrid monster on an equally hybrid winged charger (both with eastern antecedents), or the versions of the birth of the gods recounted by Hesiod and shown in an only superficially familiar scene on a storage jar from Tenos in the Cyclades.56 Even the lapis-blue locks of Homeric divinities reflected a refracted Mesopotamian and Egyptian belief.57 But the Aegean was surely not alone in this respect; central Italy’s fascination with liver-divination (a Near Eastern custom already well attested at 2nd-millennium BC Ugarit) and the Mesopotamian look of its demons hint at a far wider circulation of such intangibles around the Mediterranean.58

10.10 The size and flavour of the ‘orientalizing’ bronzework circulating over long distances, and also locally produced, by the 7th century BC is indicated by this reconstruction of a metre-high cauldron from Olympia.
With the goods and myths came writing, as seen at Pithekoussai and, earlier, at the first Phoenician stopping points mentioned in Chapter 9.59 Alphabetical scripts originated in the later 2nd-millennium BC Levant, as merchants and other go-betweens sought to break the written word free from the limits of clay and formalities of scribal learning enshrined in cuneiform, and to promote mobile practices, easier learning and simpler transfers [10.11]. Unsurprisingly, Iron Age expansion of the alphabet coincided with the decline of cylinder seals, and their rolled-out, recondite iconography, in favour of stamp seals bearing punchy, readily grasped images, which show up all over the basin. However, the pattern of adoption of the alphabet was more complex than it might at first seem. The Phoenician version circulated very widely and, with several consonants that were surplus to requirement in other languages switched to denote vowels in the early 8th century, an exceptionally speech-like variant emerged to write Greek and soon Italian languages. But where this began within a string of possibilities running from Euboea all the way to central Italy still remains anyone’s guess. Crete, though riddled with Phoenician traits and long ago home to the first Mediterranean script beyond the Levant, was an oddly late starter, and the best bets lie further west, among polyglot communities such as Pithekoussai, where bi- or trilingualism must have been commonplace. In contrast, Cyprus enjoyed an unbroken tradition of literacy and mercantile trade, yet, outside the orbit of Kition, stuck stubbornly to local syllabic script for centuries to come.60 Likewise, although a crude correlation between alphabets and greater, or at least more socially widespread, literacy holds good, the range of early uses that survive across the Mediterranean is a bewildering mixture of sacred and royal proclamations, tomb curses, personal offerings and claims of ownership, poetry, exhortations to enjoy life and only rarely (as in the agricultural dues from Samaria mentioned in Chapter 9) the regulatory preoccupations standard in the Bronze Age. The scraps that survive incised into stone or pottery must be the tip of an iceberg of perhaps more cursive writing on perishable surfaces, comprising the usual archives in the Levant, but probably quite different contents elsewhere.

10.11 A comparison of several versions of the alphabets ultimately derived from 2nd-millennium BC experiments in the easternmost Mediterranean, and then broadcast across the basin by 1st-millennium BC networks.
One further boon of the spread of writing is that its adoption finally lifts the curtain on the languages spoken in the centre and west, albeit just as their ranks were becoming thinned, as had happened earlier further east, by the linguistic repercussions of interregional contact and expanding political formations. Early texts in Italy would fossilize and preserve the last vestiges of a verbal kaleidoscope, the survivors of a mass of older, presumably occasionally even pre-Neolithic languages, several Indo-European but many not, and all nurtured, divided, merged or extinguished within a cellular topography over the millennia, until some bore no discernible relationship to anything else known to us [10.12]. Among these were Ligurian, Venetic, Etruscan, Umbrian, Oscan, Elymian, Sard and an initially tiny patch of Latin, in addition to a later Celtic influx into the Po plain, intrusive Phoenician and Greek in the south, and Messapic astride the Strait of Otranto.61 Less of the preceding diversity was captured by the adapted Phoenician and Greek scripts of Iberia, but again ‘Tartessian’, ‘Iberian’ and other tongues can be discerned, alongside Basque, the greatest survivor of all.62

10.12 A traditional exercise in mapping the languages of Italy before the spread of Latin, largely from inscriptional evidence up to the 5th century BC. Even this mosaic must be a massive over-simplification, flattening the likely extent of bilingualism, blurred boundaries in speech and space, and fluidity over time.
The main beneficiaries or consumers of all this, the shining, brightly coloured or richly worked artifacts, the intoxicating wine and scented oil, the assertive or witty texts, even the handful of languages of widening currency, were an Iron Age elite, for whom they offered emblems of superiority and ways of raising labour or other resources and fashioning new political communities – defining practices and ethics for a lifestyle shared among their peers in an increasingly converging world. Many of the most conspicuous displays occurred in imposing funerary monuments, ranging from huge built tombs at Salamis on Cyprus, to large tumuli in Athens and gigantic ones up to 50 m (165 ft) across in Etruria, where funerary banquets and ancestor-venerating rituals played a key role in community definition [10.13].63 Comparable tombs sprouted up all over the lower valley of the Guadalquivir. The shared elite ethos is underlined by parallels between the prominent cremations of young armed men at the entrance gate to Eretria in Euboea – the local successor, as harbour requirements grew, to Lefkandi (whose earlier spectacular death-rituals had, incidentally, foreshadowed traits now spreading across the basin)64 – and other examples in Etruria and Campania.65 The insatiable desire of local leaders to acquire and customize objects and images of once eastern origin was a reflection less of any desire to emulate eastern political forms, than of the dearth of equivalent indigenous trappings of power in Iberia, Italy, and in the Aegean since the demise of the Bronze Age palaces, especially ones more subtle than simply displays of weaponry and other metalwork.66

10.13 Massive stone-built tumuli, such as this series in the Banditaccia cemetery of Caere, testify to a wealthy, flaunting and internally highly competitive elite in central Italy, a phenomenon also widely encountered in other parts of the contemporary Mediterranean.
Yet the term ‘elite’ and the acquired veneer of common practices conceal a variety of local Mediterranean truths. In the east, the power of kingship on the coast had long been waning in comparison to inland polities like Judah and, in Anatolia, the rising power of Phrygia, with its mighty royal tumulus at Gordion containing 157 bronze drinking vessels as well as well-preserved furniture and cloth (all just too early to have belonged to the fabled King Midas himself).67 Assyrian imperial annexations hastened the demise of local kingship throughout this area. On Cyprus, not an island so far renowned for strong central authority, the royal epithet for the Salamis tombs reflects simply their splendour, and a putative palace at Amathus covered a derisory 400 sq. m (4300 sq. ft).68 Further west, royalty was irrelevant to most outposts of eastern traders, and even Carthage soon effectively kingless. To judge from the clusters of massive tumuli, it also failed to gain much hold among local societies against rival groups of powerful individuals and lineages surrounded by their kin and other retainers drawn to their protection – the customary, if increasingly hereditary big men, now plugged into a vastly greater economy, for the second time in the Aegean but to a new degree in Italy and Iberia.69 And sometimes escalating elite claims were themselves challenged, not surprisingly given their often shallow roots and lack of effective divine sanctification. Pithekoussai’s graves project a broadly sub-elite image and suggest wide access to at least the less grandiose goods, while in the Levant, Israelite prophets poured scorn on the luxury-loving magnates of Samaria and Tyre. Last but not least, patterning in the 8th-century BC Athenian cemeteries hint at the formation there, and assuredly elsewhere, of a substantial, more inclusive ‘middling’ group, again muscling into archaeological visibility with an alternative ideology that was warier of dazzling imports, allusions to a glorious ancestral past and heroizing funerals – a development manifestly pregnant with possibilities for the future of Mediterranean political systems.70
But what were the communities to which these actors belonged actually like? Pithekoussai was remarkable for its size and rapid formation from overseas in a new location, both features that introduce two more intertwined Mediterranean-wide traits: the spread of ‘urbanism’ and of ‘colonies’ (the latter a highly unsatisfactory term, as we shall discover). Beginning with the former, Chapter 9 argued that for the first two centuries of the new millennium, towns, and the tightly surrounding or more spacious polities associated with them, remained unknown west of Cyprus and the Nile Delta, save by the very end at Carthage. Even after 800 BC, at a time of rapid population growth, developments remained variable. East of the Cyprus–Delta line, town life was initially boosted by wetter conditions and expanding trade, but Assyrian intervention exerted a heavy influence on individual urban histories; on the one hand, even the provincial governor’s seat at Megiddo was a mere 6 ha (15 acres), while favoured ports like Tyre and Ashkelon boasted five-figure populations.71 Most unexpected of all was Jerusalem, a hitherto undistinguished hill-town now transformed into a massively fortified, densely populated city of 70–90 ha (170–220 acres), ruling over a Judaean state numbering some 75,000 people [10.14]. Jerusalem largely owed its growth to Assyria’s elimination of Samaria, its dominant northern sibling, which had triggered a flood of refugees, from skilled workers to doom-laden prophets, together with its hair’s-breadth escape from an identical fate, which left it the last southern polity able to profit from the trade in oil, wine and Arabian imports – freak, exhilarating, hothouse conditions that would leave their signature on world history.72 To the west, Carthage elaborated its already outstanding credentials, with an impressive stability in house plots and their party walls from the 8th century BC to the Roman sack in 146 BC, as well as carefully laid out cemeteries and communal shrines.73 Yet the other early Phoenician enclaves in the centre and west that we shall encounter shortly were much smaller, and while determined to project a Levantine or Carthaginian urban aspect in their architecture, they lacked both extensive infrastructure and weight of numbers.74

10.14 Jerusalem, the hill-town transformed into a capital of fervent religious faith. As a result, much of its early history is archaeologically inaccessible beneath later structures, not least that encapsulated beneath the Temple Mount.
This leaves two other pathways towards the formation of towns, both of which involved in situ coevolution across the basin, through local processes, network-based interaction, or a mixture of both, rather than wholesale massive implants from east to west, in which context Carthage remained exceptional, if not unique. One pathway followed up the earlier concentration of people at certain locations, often with plenty of farmland, in the southern Aegean, Etruria and neighbouring parts of Italy (further west, local centres, like intrusive enclaves, remained fairly small).75 Some such places became large and populous, if still patchily occupied and loosely structured [10.15]. Athens numbered over 5000 people, in clumps distributed over 200 ha (500 acres). Argos, Knossos, Rome and Veii, the last now outstripping coastal Caere, were comparable, and other examples appeared at Sparta, Eretria and above all Corinth, whose widely traded products we have already noted, and whose late 8th- and 7th-century peak owed everything to its place astride an easy alternative to the circum-Peloponnesian route between the Aegean and central Mediterranean. Such places exercised some authority over territories, as the competition between Veii and Caere, nascent Rome’s victories over its neighbours, and Eretria’s war with rival Chalkis for the intervening Lelantine plain, all imply. Given all this, and their elite social groups, they can reasonably be thought of as emergent polities, even if their communal infrastructure remained sparse – a meagre bounding wall, inevitably known as ‘Romulean’, ringed the Palatine in Rome by the late 8th century BC and the principal forum was paved in the 7th century, while Corinth boasted a few shrines, and a sanctuary later sacred to Apollo offered some focus to the scattered houses of a still street-less Eretria.76 If we deem such places to be towns, they were certainly radically different at this stage from those in the Levant, which typically packed several thousand people into sometimes as little as a dozen hectares of fortified space studded with large civic structures.

10.15 A very different urban prospect, that of Tarquinia in Etruria, beneath fields save at this western edge, and surrounded by steep cliffs that show as dark shadows in this early aerial photograph. The early community was dotted around the plateau, with large open areas between.
The final pathway towards urbanism was that taken by Pithekoussai, with people from far and wide aggregating, often rapidly, at niches and nodes newly favoured by networks of production and trade, a route that the case of Corinth demonstrates might overlap with the previous one.77 Its ancestry goes back to the growth of island trading villages since the 3rd millennium BC, and to the boom towns of Hyksos Avaris in the Nile Delta and Enkomi on Cyprus. What made the Iron Age outcome so different was the rise in absolute population and the number of individuals (elite, sub-elite, artisan and, crucially, people engaged in agricultural production as well as trade) in different parts of the basin who were now able to contemplate at least semi-permanent relocation, thanks to enhanced conditions for the maritime movement of people, bulk foods, cash crops and, in fortunate cases, bullion.78 Over time this created a voluntary equivalent at sea to the overland deportations in the east under empire, and must have equally blurred the Mediterranean’s gene pool. One rough estimate suggests that the departure of a few hundred men each year led a total of 20,000–40,000 leaving the Aegean over the course of the later 8th and 7th centuries BC, maybe 2–3 per cent of all adult males and a far higher percentage in seagoing regions.79 The motivations varied, but although ‘push’ factors, such as local tensions, failed harvests or excessive numbers living off a given patch, played a part in specific instances, ‘pull’ factors were more powerful overall. Principal among these was the opportunity to turn an arable-, mineral- or other trade-based profit (or at least to enjoy a better life), by fair means or foul, in underexploited niches all around the basin. Such niches were fairly common across the relatively thinly peopled centre and west, as well as in coastal North Africa, thereby determining the net directions of flow, but they were initially also abundant among the long underpopulated islands and valleys of the Aegean. The formation of a new community, often on fresh ground, explains the common practice of laying out streets, house plots and arable allotments in rectilinear or grid-like arrangements, witnessed alike in tiny intra-Aegean implants like Zagora on the Cycladic island of Andros and short-lived Vroulia (with its immaculately laid out housing, defences, shrine and cemetery) at the southern tip of Rhodes [10.16], and on a much more ambitious scale, as we shall see, in such transfers between sub-basins as that represented by Megara Hyblaea in Sicily.80 Far from being a product of Greek rationalism, this grid-like layout had ample precedents in earlier Egyptian workers’ towns (including Avaris’s predecessor), as well as mid-2nd-millennium BC Sharuhen near Gaza, the final rebuild at Enkomi and its successor at Salamis, recent Carthage and the contemporary reconstruction of Megiddo for an Assyrian governor and transported alien populace.

10.16 The small community laid out at Vroulia on Rhodes in the later 7th century BC, with provision for the living, dead and immortal, is probably typical of many earlier and contemporary ventures as population and mobility took off.
Homes away from home
At the rather arbitrary point in this continuum of mobility at which people migrated between sub-basins and over old cultural boundaries on a detectable scale, the result has become known as a ‘colony’.81 The Roman term is in fact thoroughly misleading at this juncture, given its connotations of central, imperial initiative. Greek apoikia (a succinct expression for ‘home-away-from-home’) is truer to the reality of such places, though even its differentiation from the narrowly mercantile emporion seems hard to police at this stage (what should we call Pithekoussai?). We do not know, besides a couple of ‘New Towns’, how Levantine people referred to such places, although the ancient karum, which wrapped up quayside, market and enclave, is a fair guess. At first these places materialized along a swathe of coast from Otranto via southern Italy, Sicily and Sardinia to southwest Iberia. This was an already mediterraneanizing zone in terms of social behaviour, agriculture and a variably deep history of maritime activity (not least due to its unusually conducive configuration),82 with excellent arable or mining potential, and modest degrees of local political complexity. Etruria lay decisively outside it, and itself exported people to Campania, Pithekoussai and later further afield. The external inputs came from two main sources: in the newly integrated zone between the Tyrrhenian Sea and Iberia, from whatever amalgam of Tyrians, other Levantines, Carthaginians and indigenous participants lay behind the western ‘Phoenicians’, and along the short seaways between Italy and eastern Sicily, primarily from seafaring Euboea and Corinth, as well as nearby western Greece.83
Some of these new places would grow at dizzying speed, but the number of founders was typically in the low hundreds and mainly composed of young men; how could it be otherwise, at least from the Aegean, given the modest population centres there?84 For a variety of reasons, mother cities were often retrospectively appointed, but the initial realities were less coherent and more opportunistic. Trial-and-error tales abound in the legends dealing with selection of places to settle, and the core group of specific origin was probably often no more than a shipload around an entrepreneurial leader, with accomplices and later recruits drawn from the connections that flowed in and out of such fledgling foci, and increasingly from their native neighbours, female as much as male. Pithekoussai was particularly diverse, but may still provide a reasonable idea of what many such places initially felt like – a luckily preserved glimpse that we owe to the later transfer of its activities across the bay to Cumae, on the mainland. Such hybrid places signified the westward extension of the kinds of melting-pot port communities that had long flourished in the eastern Mediterranean, and it is telling how often archaeology, or a close enough reading of later sources to penetrate their ‘Mayflower moments’,85 reveals a choice of location adjacent to, or even displacing by negotiation or force, a pre-existing centre of sea trade, whose role would then be drastically scaled up. Like eastern ports, several quickly established an economic as well as demographic symbiosis with their hinterlands. The main difference was that such transects through Mediterranean-type ecological diversity lay under the divided control of coastal dwellers and inhabitants of the interior (a swiftly more significant distinction than that between newcomers and natives). Once the coastal communities had swelled sufficiently, this was a division that many would ruthlessly overthrow.
A few highlights of this rapidly emerging world provide more texture to these observations. We start in the far west, at Cadiz (Phoenician Gadir, meaning ‘Walled’), an offshore island, like Tyre, and first peopled at a similar time in the 3rd millennium BC, though with a radically different subsequent history until the Iron Age linked the two together [PL. XLIII].86 Offshore islands were popular choices for Phoenician centres, not only because they resembled Tyre and Arwad, but also because of the liminal, in-between status they enjoyed and, in practical terms, their protective sea-moats. In Roman times Martial thought Gadir ‘joyous and licentious’, a judgment that without much romanticizing might apply to many Mediterranean port-towns since the Bronze Age. Thanks to an equally Tyrian combination of later overbuild and a subsiding reef that makes even its harbour channels hard to recognize, we know frustratingly little about early Gadir, save for later descriptions and some tantalizing dredged-up scraps: a voluted capital from a large shrine, with parallels at Tyre and Jerusalem, and hunks of masonry, plus bronze smiting gods cast into the sea as ex-votos, from between the southern tip of the spindly, 18-km- (11-mile-) long main island and terra firma, where a temple of Melqart greeted arrivals from the east. New excavations beneath the current city are beginning to change this, and lay bare a long adhered-to plan of houses, workshops and wide streets of 8th- and 7th-century BC date [10.17].87 Like Huelva across the gulf, and later Marseilles and Alexandria, the choice of the as yet unsilted rocky flank of a shifting, muddy estuary offered the best prospects for a marine anchorage, and a safer option than a quay on the navigable reaches of the Guadalquivir itself.

10.17 Phoenician architecture in the central and west Mediterranean: (a–c) to scale, respectively, a large warehouse and other structures at Toscanos, substantial house at Carthage, several houses plus a broad street and alleys at Cadiz; (d) reconstruction of the same neighbourhood at Cadiz; (e) voluted capital with Levantine parallels from the sea off Cadiz, close to the reputed location of an early shrine, and a rare survivor of an imposing Phoenician sacred building.
Gadir would soon diversify to become an interface between seas, but trade in silver and other metals back into the Mediterranean was the initial reason for its existence. This explains the close involvement of Tyre in what Tyrians considered a dependency, akin to Kition and Carthage, symbolized by the twin temples of Melqart at Tyre and Gadir, as well as regular sailings between the two islands down the length of the Mediterranean. For the extraction of metal by mining communities like that at Cerro Salomón, with its remains of lamps, picks, bellow nozzles and crucibles, as well as for conveyance from the powerful inland communities to coastal outlets of mixed composition at Huelva and Castillo de Doña Blanca, Gadir was mainly dependent on indigenous power brokers and connections.88 The most it offered to the experienced miners of the Sierra Morena were silver extraction methods gleaned elsewhere in the Mediterranean, and to a Tartessian elite already wise to manipulating metals, a flood of luxuries of the kind described earlier (cannily apportioned to perpetuate disunity), together with the injection of ritual practices suggested by shrines with Levantine traits around modern Seville, which presumably helped to ease the transit of metal, as on Cyprus centuries earlier.89 Considering the barriers between Levantine and Iberian societies at the start of the millennium, their integration two to three centuries later, in pursuit of one of the most ambitious extractive operations of its time, is a breathtaking illustration of the speed with which the Mediterranean was coming together.
More modest, but just as interesting, are a tightly spaced string of enclaves on former headlands, river mouths and islets around the Bay of Malaga and elsewhere on the Andalusian coast, well-excavated windows onto a Mediterranean landscape since altered by alluviation and destroyed by tourism.90 Here, the coastal vista of towering forested mountains, narrow plains and short rivers was reminiscent of Phoenicia, and against it the whitened, lime-washed clusters of houses must have stood out boldly. In addition to the Phoenician pottery and balance weights, small groups of grand houses were constructed, suggestive of family firms of merchants and imported masons. This commitment to residence was further affirmed by clusters of elaborate multi-generation tombs of eastern design, located, as at Tyre, across water from the living. At the unforgettably named Sexi (the Roman version of Phoenician Sks), Egyptian stone vessels, including royal antiques, were reused as cremation urns.91 Interestingly, however, a closer look reveals, among the carefully replicated Phoenician plates and domed bread ovens, handmade cooking pots reflective of an indigenous tradition and probably local women.92 Moreover, in a further illustration of the precept that size and wealth did not always combine in the Mediterranean’s maritime communities, most of these places remained small, with a few hundred inhabitants, their numbers probably fluctuating as ships came and went. Only Toscanos expanded to 12–15 ha (30–37 acres), flung up a defensive wall, constructed a wharf and crowned its core with a three-aisled, two-storey warehouse in impeccable Levantine tradition, overlooking its market area [10.17].93
What was the source of this wealth? With just a few kilometres between each Andalusian enclave, this was no chain of stops along a coastwise route, though most surely did pick up business during closures of the Strait of Gibraltar to Gadir-bound shipping by winter storms or Atlantic westerlies, as well as from patching up battered long-haul ships, building seacraft themselves, and benefiting, too, from an alternative land route to the head of the Guadalquivir embayment that passed through the nearby mountains.94 Likewise, while most worked and traded metals, this was a sideshow compared to the situation at Gadir. Rather, as the remains of wine and oil amphorae, grain storage, purple dye works and fish processing imply, each enclave flourished principally by intense extraction from its little splinter of Mediterranean landscape, and circulation of the processed results through the western and central parts of the basin. For this to work, cooperation with the locals was vital. For instance, Cerro del Villar in the Guadalhorce delta, probably ancient Mainake (meaning ‘Resting Place’, ‘Clean’, or ‘Empty’) on the tiny ‘Island of the Moon’ (an allusion to Astarte?), was surrounded by fenland and woods; for its food and metal, it relied on nearby native communities.95 For all their imposing facades, these enclaves were fragile. Several shared the shoreline with an enduring local village, or reveal hiatuses in occupation; one lost its foothold entirely.96 None, moreover, appears to have enjoyed the political imprimatur of Tyre, nor the protection of a major shrine. Even links to Gadir were loose. Yet the lesson to be learned is that a combination of extraction, maritime and hinterland trade, transhipment, and serendipitous business with sheltering boats was profitable enough to encourage far-off people to risk all this, and make some of them rich.
A mirror image distribution of 8th century Phoenician outposts is starting to emerge on the African shore at Ceuta, opposite Gibraltar, and Lixus on the Atlantic, probably extending also east towards Oran.97 After 700 BC, and in the wake of earlier contacts, littoral enclaves in Iberia spread northeast as far as the Segura River, with wine exports pushing ahead into the combative societies between there and the Ebro.98 Indigenous settlements and cemeteries furnish ample insights into how such encounters generated new hybrid personae and styles, as Iberians sought to emulate incoming ways or defend traditional customs. Earlier, during the 8th century, another rash of small Phoenician settlements had taken hold further to the east, on the offshore islets and slender headlands around southern and western Sardinia, building upon 9th-century BC engagements.99 These all faced resolutely seaward, whether due to the fractious and resistive propensities of nuragic societies, the availability of quality ores near the coast, or a greater focus on tapping into the sea trade in metals from Sardinia via Elba to Etruria than on agricultural exports. Little effort was made to engage local Sardinians and there are potential signs of conflict, including abandoned nuraghi in their vicinity, and a quickly established fort at Sulcis on the modern headland (then an offshore island) of Sant’Antioco. The gold jewels, scarabs and seals later crafted at Tharros, for example, spread far across the sea but barely registered inland, where the eastern-type goods so popular elsewhere remained uncommon.100 Intriguingly, those native coastal communities that did survive on Sardinia adopted a guise that aligned them more with the newcomers than inland people. Behind this facade, a parallel world of towers, ritual offerings, metalworking and competition for land and retainers continued at top gear among the territories of the interior.
Sicily equals Sardinia as a huge central Mediterranean insular land mass, but its different geographical position now encouraged more diverse developments. The tricorn island with one tip nudging peninsular Italy, another looking towards Malta and a third staring at Africa over the sea’s wasp-waist, always possessed the potential to be tugged in multiple directions. So far, this tendency had only been mildly visible, during the beaker network and, subsequently, the late 2nd-millennium BC shifts on the part of eastern navigators between the Messina-strait and south-coast routes (both of which, however, displayed as much desire to get past Sicily as to engage with it). Now, with the rise of Mediterranean-wide mobility, various limelights began to fall on the huge, fertile island with the convenient coasts at the centre of the basin. Under this glare, mediterraneanization swiftly bloomed, and in flowers blood-red as well as bright. Sicily’s new-found importance is underscored by the fact that while in the past its relatively few maritime nodes had tended to rise or fall to each other’s gain or loss, those that were now taken over, and the fresh ones being quickly imposed, flourished simultaneously and as never before. The later Greek historian Thucydides recorded a tradition of widespread early Phoenician presence in locations reminiscent of those attested in Iberia and Sardinia, but archaeology so far reveals an investment primarily in the western, hitherto backwoods, end of Sicily, where local population had been on the rise since the start of the Iron Age, and to the south, on Malta.101 Both locations complemented Carthage on the other side of the narrows, as well as the enclaves in Sardinia. Motya, on an islet sheltered in a salty lagoon, is the only Sicilian example that has been extensively explored, and still we know nothing about how it replaced, over the later 8th century, the indigenous community underlying it.102
Simultaneously, a rash of competitive ventures initiated from Euboea, Corinth and its neighbour and rival, Megara, sprang up at the other end of Sicily, astride the Messina-strait trunk route into the Tyrrhenian Sea [10.18].103 Only once the best nodes there had been spoken for did copycat efforts spread to other niches. Again, native coastal communities haunt the tales passed down. One expedition checked out Thapsos, before opting with ostensible local approval for the site of Megara Hyblaea, further up the sheltered bay. Thanks to its only modest later success, Megara Hyblaea preserves its early gridded alignment, at first sparsely in-filled with a few dozen huts, but in a few generations accommodating several thousand people; its irregularities reflect an initial concern less with creating a coherent town than respecting native trails along the coast [10.19].104 At Syracuse a group spearheaded by Corinthians expelled a local village from the islet of Ortygia, and soon began to push aggressively inland, to the detriment of nearby Pantalica – markedly faster than was normal in such situations, where a lag of one to three centuries would emerge as the norm,105 and undoubtedly an entirely new kind of behaviour for a Sicilian coastal entrepôt.106 Elsewhere in the interior, native hilltop villages survived, either, as at Monte Polizzo in the far west, in cultural dialogue with coastal enclaves or, like Sant’Angelo Muxaro and Lentini, for the present protected by Sicily’s rugged depths.107 Nearly a tonne of weapons and ingots found at Mendolito on the slopes of Etna are plausibly linked to the local cult of a volcano god that only later gained Hephaestian associations.108

10.18 The strait of Messina and a slumbering Etna, seen from the Roman theatre at Taormina. The low peninsula in the background is the site of Sicilian Naxos, one of several Aegean-derived ventures that from the 8th century BC sought to profit along this artery of trade.

10.19 The hesitant but cooperative origins of Megara Hyblaea, with originally several grids gradually infilled with modest houses, an open communal area and arguably pre-existent roadways, later developing into a walled town with shrines and agora, but still bearing the imprint of its earliest days in the street system. The plan of the agora area is shown in (a) the 8th century BC and (b) 6th century BC; (c) is an overall plan of the later town.
Over the same time span, southern Italy was targeted by small groups across an even shorter range from the Peloponnese.109 These had an eye for the rich farmland around the Italian instep as well as trading opportunities. In at least one case, at Incoronata near later Metapontion, they had to settle for swampy lowland that a mixed community of Greek and local inhabitants then painstakingly drained.110 At Taranto, the indigenous entrepôt of Scoglio del Tonno was succeeded by the Spartan-led founders of Taras; Broglio de Trebisacce was likewise replaced by Sybaris. As expected of a rising star at sea, Corinth secured its presence near the Strait of Otranto, primarily through a dependency on Corfu, whose later insubordination we came across in the context of the changing face of naval engagements. Cumulatively, the establishment of a new enclave in Sicily or southern Italy every two to three years over the last third of the 8th century BC is unmatched anywhere in the Mediterranean save, perhaps, in Andalusia.111
Of gods and Greeks: the rise of sanctuaries and ethnicity
So far, Pithekoussai has proved as reliable a guide as any site could be for the diverse initiatives of its time. In two respects, however, it fails us. The first concerns the role of shrines in articulating communications and trade, and in this instance the absence may simply be one of archaeological exploration in the right place on Ischia. One of the deepest contrasts between the Bronze Age and the Iron Age is the fact that in the former, religious structures in the east received less investment than palaces, and were at best modestly visible elsewhere, while in the latter they became not just holy places but visually and economically powerful elements in the Mediterranean’s land- and seascapes. Reasons for this change are not hard to come by. With the demise of centralized palaces and international diplomacy, even the rudimentary protection that these provided in the east for people and goods on the move evaporated, and nothing comparable had ever existed further west. At first, the resultant freedom balanced the drawbacks, but as trade and interaction over former cultural boundaries boomed in the 8th century, the desirability of universal regulating mechanisms grew. Moreover, with the partial exception of Tyre, the Mediterranean’s shallow-rooted, fissile elites were ultimately failing, for all their material glory, to secure the numinous mantle attached to earlier eastern rulers – one of the factors that would gradually split off a secular political world from the transcendent realm, and equally widen personal access to the divine.112 The gods and their houses took on the roles of mediator and oath-binder, guarantor of qualities and quantities exchanged, secure haven for people and goods in transit, information bank and even lender of capital, reaping benefits in thanksgiving offerings and the dues from markets conducted under their protection.113 Shrines stuck out in emerging townscapes at this time, too, but with a few exceptions, those vital to Mediterranean connections tended to be less community-specific, more inclusive, and situated in neutral areas, often stop-overs or way-finding points along sea-routes. They sacralized harbours, headlands, islands and isthmuses, replacing or adding to the local spirits, gods and monsters with which the sea had presumably always heaved.114
Among the Mediterranean’s enormous and ever-flexible pantheon, gods on the move, or content to be blended with their equivalents elsewhere, were nothing new, as is confirmed by Wenamun’s adventures and the widespread finds of metal figurines of Levantine divinities, many hitherto minor deities such as Astarte or the smiting god Reshef, whose promotion owed much to the inclusivity of their cults.115 Similarly, maritime shrines had existed earlier, too. What was novel was the sheer popularity and proliferation of both as the mobility of mortal worshippers took off across the basin. Phoenician activity is implicated in many early examples, from Tyre to the traces of monumental shrines, unique in the west, on the Cadiz archipelago. Between these lay others, such as Gorham’s Cave within the Rock of Gibraltar, last visited as a home of Neanderthals, where rituals with a marine flavour were instigated from the 8th century BC, Astarte’s sanctuary at Tas-Silg on Malta, which incorporated the ruins of a Copper Age megalithic temple, and that to an unknown god at Kommos, the Cretan staging post along the route of the isles, where a Phoenician tri-pillared altar was erected around 800 BC.116 The Phoenician figurines in native Iberian tombs could well symbolize contracts entered into by local elites under the eye of Gadir’s gods,117 while the abundance of nude female figurines may allude to the sexual rites at such sanctuaries – one place reputedly associated with such practices being Corinth.
Regardless of the details as to quite what went on at Corinth, it was there and elsewhere in the Aegean that such shrines in the end gained their greatest ascendancy, notably at Olympia in the western Peloponnese, on tiny Delos in the Cyclades, at Samos and Ephesus in the east and, of course, at oracular Delphi, recessed enough from the political map to give some credibility to its much-asserted neutrality, but conveniently placed above the Gulf of Corinth to pick up passing information and provide expert advice on overseas ventures [10.20].118 At such places, wooden and mud-brick buildings were replaced by grander ones with rows of columns, carved stone highlights, Corinthian terracotta roof-tiles and lively painted designs on their interior and exterior walls.119 The altars by which people communicated with the gods were commensurately up-scaled. Offerings prove equally informative. Among these, the wine-mixing cauldrons and tripods given as prizes in ritual games, such as those instituted at Olympia, were a recurrent feature, as were vast numbers of eastern exotica, in contrast to their mainly funerary use in the centre and west.120 Corinth’s shrine at Perachora, a short trip across the waters of the Gulf, was one magnet for these, as was Olympia, which also boasted Italian helmets among its offerings, while at Samos, two-thirds of all non-pottery finds derived from the Levant, Cyprus, Egypt or Anatolia, including a crocodile head, and mirrors that equated Egyptian Mut with Samian Hera [10.25].121 Some of these imports, many of them inscribed, undoubtedly reveal non-Aegean visitors or dedicants – for example Midas of Phrygia sent a gold throne to Delphi – but they are equally a testimony to Aegean long-range trading and raiding.122 One reason why such shrines played such an exceptionally authoritative and integrative role within the Aegean may go back to the unique circumstance of a palatial system lost without compensating continuity in urban and other civic life.

10.20 This aerial view of the land- and sea-scape around Delphi, situated centre-right below the snows of Parnassus, captures both its terrestrially secluded location and its proximity to the great conduit of maritime traffic and news along the Gulf of Corinth. The oracle drew some of its power from both.

10.21 A 9th-century BC north Levantine bronze plaque inscribed in Aramaic as the booty of Hazael, but finally deposited in the late 6th century BC at the temple of Hera on Samos, with a similar find discovered at Eretria. The interpretative freedom created by the gap in time and space is typical of many such eastern finds in Aegean sanctuaries, with the identity of the dedicants and timing of their acts very much open to debate.
The second respect in which Pithekoussai has little to tell concerns the growth of ethnic self-awareness in certain parts of the Mediterranean. So far, this book has deliberately eschewed writing about Mediterranean people in such terms, avoiding ‘Greek’ and ‘Etruscan’ save as languages and casting doubt on ‘Phoenician’ unity. One reason for caution is the fact that we simply do not know how the millions of people spread over the basin across the millennia identified themselves in collective terms, beyond the pharaonic vision of Egypt, the categories Egypt projected onto its neighbours, and a few loose groupings that the latter recognized in themselves, such as ‘Canaanite’. Another is the suspicion that, while ethnicities based on real or fictive descent, cohabitation or language surely must have coalesced under some conditions, these and other forms of identity were fluid and unassertive compared to those forged in later times, and radically different again, in geographical scope and constituent elements, from those trumpeted, for good or evil, in recent years. As was argued in Chapter 1, the vision of early Mediterranean history propagated in most popular accounts and modern national narratives, as a chessboard across which discrete ethnic groups have always marched, is certainly as false as it is pernicious.123 And yet while Pithekoussai stands as a model of inclusiveness worthy of attention to this day, the fact is that a few centuries later, descendants of its Aegean-derived inhabitants were among those coining ‘barbarian’ as a pejorative antithesis to a Greek identity that went well beyond language. A simultaneous hardening can be discerned in other parts of the basin. Of course, it is possible that the spread of writing creates an illusion of rising ethnic self-awareness – for instance, that we only start to see Etruscans (or in their tongue ‘Rasna’) once Italian and Greek texts existed to identify them to us – but despite this, the sense of a real surge in ethnogenesis is strong, and indeed those forms of alphabetical writing that were adapted, as was the Greek variant, to faithfully imitate a specific spoken language may have aided in its definition.124
This process was inseparable from the expansion of Mediterranean networks, just like the so-called ‘glocalization’ that accompanies contemporary globalization.125 Ethnic identities in the 8th and 7th centuries BC were similarly shaped by dual aggregative and differentiating impulses, often disproportionately shaped by the specific activities and characteristics of the small sub-groups of any given population that most long-range encounters actually involved.126 Accompanying this was surely a dose of just-so accounting for the abundant signs of recent movement that travellers must have encountered, some of which filter down to us in migration tales, many with an undercurrent of ancestral justification for present realities, such as the homecoming from Troy, the wanderings of Aeneas, an invasion of the Aeolian Islands by Italian ‘Ausonians’, and various obscure traditions around the Otranto strait.127 Affiliation through perceived association and common practices has been already suggested for the ‘Phoenicians’ in the west. In the central Mediterranean a proto-Punic variant can be detected in the highly interactive maritime triangle now described by Carthage, western Sicily and Sardinia (three areas barely in touch 500 years earlier). This was demarcated by worship of the goddess Tanit and promotion of the tophet, a ritual enclosure restricted (unlike the sanctuaries just visited) to locals and other initiates, in which infants were cremated and very probably sacrificed, alongside small animals, at moments of dire need or thanksgiving – the lurking Levantine background tradition of molk, or first-born sacrifice, brought centre stage [10.22].128 Simultaneously, the adoption of Greek identities in parts of Cyprus, southern Italy and Sicily could well owe as much to the regularity of contacts with the Aegean as to substantial influxes of people.129 Standing back a little, the conventional division of the Mediterranean at this juncture into Phoenician and Greek spheres appears to reflect not so much archetypal differences as younger ones emerging via contemporary webs of interaction.

10.22 Later memorials jostle each other above the thick layers of cinerary urns and burnt bones packed into the tophet of Carthage, whose foundation goes back to the early phases of the community.
But Greekness, in the Aegean and further afield, is an equally good example of the alternative strand of ethnic formation, via differentiation, in this case from the many other (literally) disorienting kinds of people encountered.130 Principal among these were Phoenicians, ironically a collective that we owe to Greek, and whose Aegean connotations were deeply ambivalent. Alluring as they were to elites eager to join the wider world of exotic goods and practices, Phoenicians presented an alarming prospect for others of the middling sort, especially agrarian or less travelled people (of whom there undoubtedly remained many), for whom the explicitly mercantile, culturally deracinated practices refined in the east since the Bronze Age seemed dangerously wily (shades of the ‘corrupting sea’) – a defensive stance that ossified into prejudice in later Classical thought and, thanks to the latter’s impact on Western elites over 2000 years later, colours attitudes to trade and stokes anti-Semitism to this day.131 During the 8th century BC, and for some time thereafter, intimations of Greek identity were faint, ambiguous and countered by elite cosmopolitanism, although even the latter gradually evolved a Hellenic guise.132 Such stirrings were quite widespread on the fringes of Phoenician engagement. On Cyprus, Sargon II’s stele at Kition could have stirred up resentment elsewhere on this hitherto tolerant island, as evinced by its uptake of Aegean trappings and retention of indigenous syllabic scripts.133 ‘Etruscan’ as both an ethnic and written phenomenon reflects similar reactions in the Tyrrhenian region, and in southwest Iberia offerings of eastern-type goods at earlier Copper Age tombs hint at attempts to control and render native the power of foreign things.134
In the east, and at least a match for Greek developments in terms of their long-term impact, new currents coursed through the remnant of Israel that had survived the Assyrian assault and the fall of the worldly northern kingdom, and now swirled in an unprecedented intellectual, moralizing ferment around southerly Judah’s swollen, and previously remote, highland capital at Jerusalem.135 As witnessed in Chapter 9, hints of Israelite dietary distinction had existed since the end of the 2nd millennium BC. In addition, we know from inscriptions that Yahweh had emerged by at least the 8th century as a god in both the northern and southern kingdoms, rubbing shoulders with Baal in the former and often with a consort typical of the tutelary divinities of specific Iron Age polities. Late in the 8th century BC, however, shrines to rival gods began to vanish, in favour of that encased, unexplored, within the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. Yahweh’s transformation into the exclusive deity and salvation of a chosen people, whose destiny lay in a promised land and unifying city – all profoundly un-Mediterranean concepts – is hard to imagine without Judah’s traditionally peripheral status, which enabled purism and disdain for the outside world to flourish, coupled with the mortal threat of Assyria and rallying efforts of a royal and priestly elite from the end of the 8th century onward. We shall probably never know whether other, no less remarkable theological and ethnic sprigs vanished under the tramp of Assyria’s armies, as that at Jerusalem so nearly did.
Finally, we shall also never know whether it was unusual conditions in 8th- and 7th-century Greece and Israel that led to the formulation of two of the ancient Mediterranean’s greatest literary creations, or whether the consequences of this exceptionalism simply preserved these examples out of a wider repertoire. The Homeric poems and the core of the Old Testament manifestly contain older elements, ranging from towns by now ruined to allusions to ancient objects and practices.136 In the Homeric case, these were transmitted thanks to a tradition of versatile oral epic of which we possess only the latest versions, and in Israel by genealogical memories aided from the 9th century BC by northern archives. We have encountered Biblical resonances that go back to the start of the Iron Age, and maybe as far as the Hyksos. The Iliad preserves details from the time of Mycenae’s shaft graves, while the mobile maritime ethos and figure of the flexible, aspiring seafarer, a resourceful man from a resource-poor island, so exalted in the Odyssey, emerged long before, alongside 3rd-millennium BC voyaging (even if, from an Aegean perspective, the creation of a freak-inhabited west as a foil was obsolete in terms of 8th-century realities and smacks of an earlier phase of exploration). But equally, alongside genuinely ancient strata and faux archaizing were clearly later elements, such as the 8th–7th-century aspect of the supposedly Solomonic golden age and of Biblical geography in general, the Homeric awareness of iron, cremation and contested domestic politics, as well as the Odyssey’s interlude in Phaiakia, which is portrayed as an ideal town in the west. All these observations contribute to a consensus that the Homeric poems cohered orally around 700 BC, if perhaps not frozen into writing until the 6th century, and that the Old Testament’s opening books were late 8th- or 7th-century compositions, heavily edited a century or so later. In both cases, part of the motivation was political, in Judah from kings and a priesthood rebuilding a shattered polity, in Greece from a more secular elite anxious to assert its prerogatives and honour code.137 But beyond this, such creations fostered a deeper sense of ethnic solidarity. In Israel this would survive defeat and exile. In the Aegean, which more than anywhere else struggled to resolve a local past that was glamorous yet palpably dead with the challenges of ever-widening present horizons, recitations in festivals at the great interregional sanctuaries perhaps first spun, in the blended dialects of Homer, the common stories of a war against Troy and voyaging among strange peoples, for audiences of islanders and coastal dwellers just beginning to distance themselves from their thrall to an eastern world-view [10.23].138

10.23 Lyre player seal, of a type produced in the northern Levant but most popular abroad in the late 8th-century BC Aegean. What songs the eastern sirens sang we can only occasionally glimpse from surviving hymns and epic stories in Bronze Age and later Levantine and Mesopotamian archives, but Aegean people’s fondness for bardic imagery implies a growing interest in their own, as well as a more widely shared, oral poetic tradition, culminating in Homer.
An Archaic end point: the burgeoning of towns and civic life
Despite the increasing symphonic strains audible by the 8th and early 7th centuries BC, the final movements in the coming together of the Mediterranean were played out slightly later, over the second half of the 7th and the entire 6th centuries. This created a world commonly known as the Archaic, although, from our perspective, it represents a culmination of much older initiatives rather than a point of origin. As explained at the start of this chapter, one of the distinctive elements was the drawing in of the rest of the basin, and even areas beyond. But before we explore this, we need to examine how a series of so far loose internal structures crystallized, rationalized and refined themselves, while at the same time growing exponentially. We will look at five developments in particular, mainly in the area stretching from the Aegean west: from large if inchoate communities and territories to true towns and states; from elite groups to formal oligarchies with codified lifestyles, their power relative to middling people negotiated, or not, within civic frameworks; from free-for-all trading patterns to more optimized, demarcated flows; from shrines to monumental temples; and from warriors and raiding galleys to patriot soldiers, mercenaries and costly naval forces.
That this cluster of processes draws our focus away from the Levant signals a major evidentiary and historical shift in the primacy of this hitherto key region. The overwhelming bias in its favour, in terms of the privileged insights offered by written records, is abruptly reversed, save for the Old Testament, by a flood of texts emanating from the Aegean. By the 6th century BC, writing was widespread there and, thanks to the later reverence for Greek culture, huge amounts survive in transmission beyond that on archaeologically durable media. In addition to poetry, dedications, laws, mathematics and philosophy – all touched upon later – Hecataeus, the first known name in a line of historians with a geographical bent, was born at Miletus around 530 BC. His works do not survive, but those of Herodotus, born a mere forty-six years later, do, and like those of his successor, Thucydides, they probed back into the centuries that concern us in this chapter. This creates the impression of a much more Hellenocentric Mediterranean than was yet the case, and drowns out, whether by ignorance or design, a multitude of other voices and memories.
But in real terms, too, the Levant underwent a drastic, if ultimately temporary, diminution at the hands of empire that gave other parts of the Mediterranean a chance to seize the lead. The immediate occasion was the replacement in the late 7th century BC of Assyrian hegemony by one deriving from further south in Mesopotamia, at Babylon, a stupendous city of roughly 80,000 people.139 From now on, empire would cumulatively swallow empire with little dip in local impact save at the moments of transition. Babylonian policy towards the Levant stands out as exceptionally negative.140 The last inland polities were annihilated (most notoriously Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar in 587 BC), spelling the demise of a brilliant tradition of urban life extending back into the Bronze Age, and the end of habitation at many ancient tells. In their place villages of surviving natives and transplanted populations, together with the estates of imperial favourites, ensured the agricultural productivity of a politically emasculated and demographically slighted landscape.141 More surprising, in contrast to Assyria’s economically motivated tolerance of mercantile cities on the sea, was the fiery sack of Ashkelon in 604 BC, followed in 572 BC, after a thirteen-year siege, by the fall of Tyre itself, whose last ruler died by the rivers of Babylon, his place taken by imperial functionaries, and the city’s role usurped by a pliant Sidon.142 The prophet Ezekiel bandwagoned on this catastrophe to extol Yahweh’s wrath at Mediterranean-style excess, but the damage to Levantine commerce was real; Greek pottery, that convenient tracer of deeper flows, all but vanished from the coast.143
Something beyond the choler of Mesopotamian potentates must lie behind this heavy-handed treatment. One answer specific to Tyre may be that the city’s success at flooding the east with Iberian silver in the end devalued this metal, triggering a shift to Egyptian and other gold that rendered Tyrian trade less vital to imperial interests.144 This may explain Tyre’s already harsher, more micromanaged treatment in the last decades of Assyrian power. But parallels between Babylonian destructiveness and the comparably drastic strategy of Egypt’s Mamluk rulers – who wiped out the last of the Crusader enclaves along the same coast nearly 2000 years later – also suggest that for certain highly continental, alluvium-focused empires, the threat of disorder from the maritime realm outweighed its economic allure and benefits. On the second occasion, the world of the sea carried on flourishing elsewhere, to the advantage of other maritime powers.145 Babylon, likewise, was utterly unable to suppress the rest of a Mediterranean whose production and consumption pumps were now fully primed for take-off, whose resources and networks were no longer being scoured and tapped off east by Tyre, and that remained free of the tribute that Levantine cities’ prosperity had been forced to surmount. Wiser, surely, was the more traditional, lenient policy of Lydia, a smaller if still considerable west Anatolian empire of some 250,000 sq. km (95,000 sq. miles) by the late 7th century BC, and save (arguably) for Ramessid Egypt, the first imperial entity to be based right on the edge of the basin itself – at Sardis, just 70 km (45 miles) from the sea.146 For Lydia, like the inland Phrygian polity it had succeeded, grew fabulously rich not only from its internal sources of gold and electrum, but also from the tribute of flourishing coastal towns in the east Aegean, which it spared after their defeat.
Let us turn to the broader picture, and first to the urban explosion around the Mediterranean’s perimeter and right through its heart. Mediterranean towns were singly and collectively more fragile, vulnerable creations than is often realized147 – witness their mid-millennium abeyance in the Levant, one of their first strongholds, as well as their rise and demise during the Aegean’s Bronze Age. But the 7th and 6th centuries BC saw an immense surge in their numbers and distribution, even if most populations stayed in the four-figure range, with a few into five figures, and none attaining six figures until well after 500 BC.148 Most arose in situ, out of pre-existing settlements drawn together in advantageous nodal positions or ecological sweet spots. They coevolved with sail-driven shipping, and in this sense both inter-connections and complex communities decisively pre-dated the florescence of towns themselves. The latter represented, in the conceptualization of Horden and Purcell, demographic intensification ‘congealed’, and made visually as well as morally solid and coherent by investment in monuments and infrastructure.149 Towns in turn created their own gravity fields, some strong enough to warp or supercharge the webs of interaction around them. Their territories varied greatly in size, but few were over 1000–2000 sq. km (385–770 sq. miles), in other words rarely more than a day’s walk from the individual urban hub. For this reason, such units are known as ‘city-states’, a concept also applicable to many of the smaller one-town polities of earlier times in the east but now more widespread and invested, as we shall see, with additional social connotations.150 Once this lifestyle became feasible on a Mediterranean-wide scale, the access it gave to everything from material goods to tutelary gods and security in an exposed world ensured its rampant popularity.151 These advantages more than countered the social cost of cooperation and a longer tramp out to the fields from which most town-dwellers still derived their livelihood. Towns, in short, became desirable places to live in, and people voted with their feet (or oars), a conclusion eloquently borne out in the Aegean by the numerous abandonments of small earlier settlements even at a time of population growth.
Urban forms and those of the surrounding territory varied greatly, however, both between regions and in comparison to preceding examples in the east. In the west and centre, the shoreline locations of most new towns reveal their origins in earlier entrepôts, a feature still visible today among the successors constructed over many of them in Spain, Sicily, southern Italy and, as we shall discover later, France.152 We know least about the far west. Gadir, Huelva and maybe Toscanos were urban on a modest scale, while inland medium-sized native hillforts arose, such as Acinipo near Ronda, less architecturally elaborated but sometimes adapting building methods and community layouts from their own past as well as foreign ideas, and often controlling more territory than the coastal communities.153 Carthage, well on its way to becoming Tyre-in-the-west, was growing fast, and may have become the most populous city in the basin once Babylon had demolished the competition back in the east. We gain a clearer insight, however, from two of its maritime neighbours, Motya in Sicily and Sulcis in Sardinia, both originally small trading posts. Motya grew throughout the 7th century BC and by the 6th the entire islet was circled with defensive walls, joined by a mole to the main island of Sicily, and densely packed with warehouses, shrines, a tophet, a cothon harbour and housing for some 15,000 inhabitants.154 In its industrial quarters, murex were crushed on sperm whale vertebrae, one with an iron harpoon tip embedded.155 Sulcis did not expand so dramatically, but was more overtly territorial, staking out its metal-rich hinterland with a line of further settlements, such as Monte Sirai, which doubled up as points of interaction with surrounding native communities.156 Urban growth and land-grabs paint an equally dramatic picture in the increasingly Greek areas of Sicily and southern Italy, confirming common underlying behaviours.157 Established places like Syracuse continued to expand by influx and local recruitment, while younger foundations such as Selinous and Akragas on the initially ignored south Sicilian longshore were initially laid out or swiftly replanned on grandiose grids, and soon thrust inland, with the weight of their big demographic battalions, to annex great swathes of prime cereal-growing countryside. The best resolution, however, comes from Metapontion, another booming, land-seizing town on a stretch of the Italian instep so malarial from late Roman times until its 20th-century AD reclamation that it preserves an ancient pattern of small farms and drainage ditches laid out in a grid of allotments, imposed upon the landscape in a striking assertion of social ideals and the expectation of standardized production units over natural diversity [10.24].158

10.24 The ancient landscape around Metapontion, showing the aerial detection of ancient land divisions and the numerous rural settlements and other sites, of later 6th-century BC date onwards, discovered within the surveyed zones.
As in Iberia, south Italian and Sicilian native communities grew in the interior. Southern Italy saw the creation of huge, scantily occupied enclosures, such as Gravina in the uplands behind Metapontion and an extraordinary 13-km- (8-mile-) long embankment at Arpi that advertised the return of the Tavoliere.159 Public buildings and street plans only materialized well after 500 BC, often in quite different places. In inland Sicily, internal rivalries, emulation and threats from the coastal towns triggered a coming together somewhat earlier, leading to the abandonment of promising smaller ventures such as Monte Polizzo in favour of sizeable native towns, for example at Segesta.160 Economic relations with the new breed of coastal centres were close and could be mutually rewarding; in southern Italy indigenous hill communities fed cloth spun on Greek-style looms into the maritime lowlands and both there and in Sicily, Greek goods (mainly amphorae, drinking vessels, ornaments and weapons) penetrated deep inland.161 But as towns hungry for land to cash-crop multiplied along the coast, the makings of conflict and mutual militarization became apparent. Early Pompeii, at a junction of local, Etruscan and Greek spheres, was a rare instance of cooperative melding; elsewhere, firmer distinctions began to reflect how people saw themselves and described others.162 We have already come across this in the context of nascent Greek identity; the trend spread along contact zones elsewhere in the Mediterranean, as loose native affiliations solidified into territorial tribes reinforced by newly defined cultural practices, both as a local means of resistance and a newcomers’ controlling strategy that streamlined negotiations with more readily identifiable local leaders.163
The urban pace was made, however, in two hotspots that had evolved locally throughout the earlier Iron Age: Etruria, plus its Roman appendage, and the southern Aegean. In the rich land between the Arno and Tiber, by now home to half a million people, roughly fifteen big towns with five-figure populations arose on the still unwalled tuff plateaux, each a substantial city-state living off as much as 1000–1500 sq. km (385–580 sq. miles) of naturally compartmentalized territory, the inner zones of which were criss-crossed by roads, studded with farms and neatly drained or watered by conduits and aqueducts.164 Older communities like Veii, Tarquinia and Rome retained the organic imprints of the settlements out of which they emerged, but rectilinear grids characterized new starts at Doganella and a later trans-Apennine expansion to Marzobotto, near Bologna [10.25]. Houses became rectangular and stone-built, while burials moved off the plat-eaux, and shortly before 500 BC the first urban temples were erected in Veii and Rome, the two cities uneasily sharing the lower Tiber Valley, the former’s temple dedicated to Etruscan Menerva, the latter’s to Capitoline Jupiter [10.26]. This apart, we know little about the physical appearance of these central Italian mega-communities, and no less baffling are several smaller intervening centres boasting impressive architecture, such as Acquarossa and Murlo, which have been variously interpreted as minor independent players, interstate ceremonial meeting points or private elite residential mansions.165




10.25 Streets and houses laid out at Marzabotto, near Bologna, a hub of expanding Etruscan-related activity beyond the Apennines.

10.26 This reconstruction of the frontal view of an Etruscan temple is modelled on the remains from Portonaccio at Veii.
The city-states of the Aegean have such a hallowed later reputation in the form of the Classical polis that it is hard to approach them objectively.166 In this broken landscape, the principal players unsurprisingly arose in much the same major valleys between the sea and mountains that had sponsored earlier Bronze Age polities, but the similarities end here. At the upper end of the scale, this second cycle of Aegean urbanism bred larger towns but, with a few exceptions, smaller territories, thereby creating unusually high, often evenly balanced, ratios of town-dwellers to country-folk, and commensurately initially under-inhabited rural landscapes, even as reviving population densities broke through their previous Bronze Age records. The houses, temples and other edifices of mercantile Corinth, at this stage the only major walled town in the Aegean, extended amidst intervening fields over 400 ha (1000 acres) below the looming acropolis, but drew upon only 900 sq. km (350 sq. miles) of terrestrial hinterland.167 To the south, Argos, Bronze Age Mycenae’s heir, held less again. Athens had grown to 20,000 people by 500 BC, and provides the best examples of courtyard-centred elite town houses (finally, a return for the Aegean to the standards of the Minoan palatial phase), but even so struggled to extend its grip beyond Attica towards its closest overland and island neighbours.168 Sparta, which had a perversely ephemeral urban core, was the only outstandingly successful conquest state, acquiring approximately 8000 sq. km (3100 sq. miles) and 150,000 largely servile subjects, both totals to rival the largest polities within the Mediterranean since the late 3rd millennium BC, save for those in the Nile Delta and contemporary Lydia.169 At the lower end of the scale the contrast with the Bronze Age was still more marked, for hundreds of small, and sometimes truly miniature, versions of this module for a polity sprouted up across the Aegean, most with populations in the hundreds or low thousands, and in several cases even partitioning minor Cycladic islands.170 The political autonomy of such units might often be compromised by larger neighbours, but nonetheless they remained decisively more than rural villages, thanks to the self-consciously urban aspect that they shared with bigger communities and the crucial fact that, however absurd the city-state title may seem for such places, they remained emphatically self-constituting citizen-states171 (a variant popular in western and northern Greece saw several small towns forming a territorial ethnos around a shared sanctuary).172 This brings us straight to our second broader theme: the formation of civic power across this newly urbanized Mediterranean.
Here, again, our view is dominated by the Greek experience, which provides the richest data and the political vocabulary to this day. Rome, too, probably stands out more than it should from its Etruscan neighbours thanks to the transmission into modern times of its equally partial recensions of history.173 In reality, at the apex of most later 7th- and 6th-century Mediterranean city-states in terms of wealth, authority and office stood a restricted group of powerful citizens, less formally organized and overtly hegemonic in their way of running things than the Bronze Age palatial elites. Oligarchy in various forms was therefore the rule, regardless of the niceties – after all, aristocracy (notionally rule by the best) was simply a self-regarding gloss on this basic norm, while the ‘tyrants’, such as Periander of Corinth, Polycrates of Samos and Athens’s Peisistratids, who arose from about 650 BC, were commonly oligarchs who had broken their peers’ rule of collective authority.174 Among the few instances of kingship, Sparta’s was heavily hedged, while those reported by later writers in Etruria and Rome were short-lived, hard to distinguish from tyranny and are barely visible archaeologically.175 Rule by the few could entail power-sharing by substantial numbers of the better-off. The citizen armies that Sparta fielded shortly after 500 BC point to around 8000 full citizens, just under a quarter of all adult men in the Spartan state, though this proportion would translate into far smaller totals elsewhere.176 Elite women played prominent, if less overtly political, roles, too. In Etruria, where high female status had long been apparent in burials, they were literate and took part in banquets [10.27].177 In Carthage, the memory of a foundress remained axiomatic. Greek priestesses were influential, too, while Sappho’s poems celebrated a world of high-born female sensibility.178 And in contrast to earlier and later artistic conventions of female nudity, the leading women of this period were depicted fully clothed in their finery.179 Sharing of political forms was encouraged further by continued elite mobility across ethnic and state boundaries, in the forms of mercantile activity, guest friendship and, increasingly, intermarriage. Names of mixed ancestry inscribed on pots in Etruria, such as ‘Rutile Hipukrates’, give substance to the story recounted by the later 1st-century BC historian Dionysios of Halikarnassos of Damaratos the Corinthian, who, after making a fortune in the Tyrrhenian trade, moved to Tarquinia when his home town’s politics went against him, and married into a local family.180

10.27 Women, shown lighter-skinned, join men in this depiction of a banqueting scene in the 6th-century BC Tomb of the Leopards at Tarquinia.
Superficially, this was a political high noon for the pan-Mediterranean urban elite. However, beneath the veneer of cultural convergence lay profound distinctions in the foundational solidity of their power. In the Levantine-derived political sphere, comprising what remained of its original homeland, parts of Cyprus, Carthage and the other Phoenician communities in the centre and west, oligarchy was deeply rooted in concepts of elite power-sharing and broader assemblies in an urban context that had matured over centuries.181 Although the evidence to prove it does not survive, it would not be surprising if, in line with the slightly earlier initiatives of the Levantine polities facing Assyria, effective centralizing organizational tendencies had begun to reassert themselves in such polities (without a return to the ponderous economic centralization of the Bronze Age). An unusually detailed glimpse into such oligarchical structures is offered by the magistrates who governed Carthage and derived their power from a combination of land, ships and trade, given sacred sanction by ties to the priesthood – not for nothing did they promote local gods, such as Tanit and Baal Hammon, over Melqart as Tyre ran into trouble back east.182 An interesting outlier to this distribution of stable oligarchies may well be Crete, less because of its earlier strong Phoenician connections than thanks to their abrupt cessation with the collapse of Tyrian trade at the start of the 6th century, which allowed a deeply grounded elite to establish a secluded and austere regime, not unlike that of the Sardinian interior, that removed this normally widely linked island from the map of Mediterranean connections at a critical juncture for the history of the Aegean.183 Where thus ingrained, oligarchy was robust and endured with few signs of instability, if an equal absence of the creative political debates that erupted elsewhere.
Such debates and, as a result, virtually endemic internal conflict, instead arose where oligarchical foundations were weaker, notably across much of the Greek and Italian spheres (sadly, we know little about the constitution of the elite associated with rising native centres and ethnic self-consciousness in Iberia at this juncture, though a similarly unstable structure is likely).184 The sources of weakness were manifold. For one thing, institutional power had few or, in most of the Aegean, ruptured roots, and the modest inequalities that had previously existed did not translate automatically into extensive authority – indeed, in terms of infrastructure the early city-states of the Aegean look decidedly flimsy alongside their Bronze Age antecedents. Furthermore, the make-up of the elite itself was now in wild flux as a new wealth and talent pushed in. In Etruria, kin-based elite lineages with their retainers (the old gens affiliation, descended from Bronze Age social structures) were undermined by wealth-based, narrowly family-focused claims, often by arrivistes.185 In the poems of Theognis of Megara, the obsession with new riches, blatant competition between rivals, fickle political and personal fortunes, and the demise of customary deference, bordered on the hysterical.186 Lastly, divine approval, the great consolidant of elite authority elsewhere, was never widely acknowledged, for reasons that are likely to go back to the strikingly secular power of the Lilliputian big men, and dearth of shrines, witnessed in Mediterranean Europe as far back as the 3rd and 2nd millennia BC (see Chapters 7 and 8).187 This created a disconnection with the sacred realm that now, as a consequence, began to develop more independently in such regions.
Out of this precariousness at the top in the Aegean and Italy grew the impetus and necessity to engage politically with other social groups, and thence the origins of a concept of civic life that, if assuredly not wholly new, undoubtedly placed a greater emphasis than before on explicit debate and eventually constitutional frameworks of power-sharing and thought. The target was that middling group, whose outlines have surfaced several times in this and the previous two chapters, most recently in the 8th century BC. But ways of accommodating them were far from agreed upon. Those most praised by posterity and palatable today advocated measures of protection from exploitation by the rich, notably in the writings of the Athenian Solon (638–558 BC), which urged elite restraint and responsibility, opposed the rise in debt slavery among poorer farmers in a landscape of greedy estates, and called for the creation from such people of a substantial class of small-scale free landowners.188 Positively singled out too is the widening of participation in civic life through new institutions, as exemplified by the Roman reforms of Servius Tullius (active 578–535 BC) and his predecessors.189 Occasional signs that such ideas were gaining traction can be picked up, for instance in the laying out of open agoras as assembly areas as well as markets, or an odd wooden structure for public gathering at Metapontion.190 In Etruria colossal tumuli were superseded by identical family-sized tombs aligned in rock-cut streets of the dead, and even drinking paraphernalia became more inclusive and impersonal.191 Public pageants such as state religious festivals (the famous Athenian Panathenaia started in 566 BC) and Italian processional ‘triumphs’ played to a wider audience too.192 However, it is easy to be carried away by hindsight. It took generations for Solonic precepts to turn the tide against ebullient Athenian oligarchs, and for all the interest in isonomia (equality before the law), the law codes so prominently displayed in Aegean city-states at this time reveal less interest in legality and conduct per se than in the oligarchical fixation with how power and office were shared out and regulated.193 Moreover, just as common a means of winning hearts and minds was the populist, charismatic and levelling approach adopted by tyrants and their kingly Italian equivalents (not least Servius Tullius), whether themselves table-turning members of the charmed circle or outsiders on the make, like Servius’ father-in-law and predecessor as king in Rome, Tarquinius Priscus, himself reputedly an offspring of the Corinthian Demaratos.194 Therein lay the reason why tyranny and kingship alike became abidingly abhorrent to an elite jealously guarding its prerogatives.
Common to all these systems was a strong internal awareness of, and appeal to, the collective identity of the individual city-state, which acted as an intermediate-level affiliation (owed in earlier times in the east to ruling houses) between those of family or wider kin on the one hand, and slowly consolidating wider ethnic groupings on the other. City-states acted, through their ruling parties, as self-conscious entities, asserting their achievements and competing with neighbours, whether in monument building, open warfare or its athletic surrogates, and creating cockpits of fiercely local difference that was superficially at odds with the wider ethnic associations and lumped oppositions being forged at a larger scale.195 Like polities in the Levant since the Bronze Age, they forged alliances, too, often with their enemy’s enemy (within and between states), but also involving looser, long-range connections, and it was in this context that the idea of a mother city for each home-away-from-home, and the cultivation of foundation stories, dates and associated founder cults, arose.
Turning from emergent political entities to their wider cultural correlates and expression, the instability and competition among the former in the Aegean and Italy sheds light on the veritable explosion of the latter, especially in the Greek case, where most leading towns became saturated with images, grandiose architecture and other forms of display, to a degree unparalleled elsewhere in the Mediterranean.196 Much was sponsored by the wealthy, and promoted their concerns. Some grew out of pre-existing practices. The Greek symposium and its distinctive Italian versions evolved from earlier collective wine-drinking customs, now codified to insist on the reclining posture already long-standard further east, specific adornments (clothing, perfume, garlands and jewelry), accompanying music and dance, explicit emphasis on the mixing of wine with water, and various conversational as well as erotic conventions.197 The playful, questioning imagery on symposiastic pottery reflected the preoccupations and sensibilities of participants. The literary legacy of the physically still under-investigated towns in the east Aegean reveals through their lyric poetry a continued elite addiction to sensual clothes and glittering metalwork, coupled with a dawning awareness of Arabian unguents. Writings on mathematics, philosophy and the ordering of celestial and earthly space likewise affirm a continued debt to Near Eastern erudition, gathered by tyrants like Polycrates both in the flesh, by attracting famous experts, and, in imitation of eastern tradition, through libraries of texts.198 The immediate lodestone was nearby Lydia, a byword for luxury and just as much a part of Sappho’s universe as the Greek towns along the coast, but other engagements ran along different routes.199 For reasons that will later become clear, a direct connection emerged between the Aegean and Egypt, arguably for the first time since the 14th century BC. Along with competitive display between city-states, and tyrants’ desires to flaunt their public munificence, this served to stimulate a new gigantism in Greek temple architecture.
Egyptian inspiration is also plain in the sudden eruption of large-scale Greek statuary, notably the aping of Karnak by Delos’s lion-lined avenue [10.28] and, above all, the kouros [10.29], an idealized nude rendition of the young, beautiful, virtuous, authoritative and wealthy male that proved immensely popular and versatile as a grave marker, votive and victory monument for elite males, as well as its brightly coloured, heavily draped female equivalent, the kore [PL. XLIV].200 No other Mediterranean elites invested so heavily in massive representations of the human form, although more parallels may have existed, and since been recycled, in the originally Egyptian form of hollow-cast bronze rather than stone, not least at the major Phoenician centres. Indeed, this seems the only plausible explanation for an unexpected find from Monte Prama in Sardinia, restored from thousands of later deliberately smashed-up pieces to reveal at least twenty-five stone statues of archers and pugilists in the style of native bronzetti, but, at 2 m (6 ft) tall, far larger and surely also skeuomorphing foreign metal sculpture.201 These warriors once stood over a native cemetery and guarded the middle ground between Phoenician Tharros and the interior. Even native Sardinian elites had begun to engage with the wider symbolic world of the Mediterranean, and to weave it in with their own traditions.

10.28 The wind-scoured Avenue of the Lions on the little Cycladic island of Delos, the religious centre of a wider island and coastal network by this time. The model for this grandiose processional way came from a very different, and much older shrine, that to the god Amun at Karnak in Egypt.

10.29 Strength, beauty, youth and virtue embodied in this kouros from Attica, the funerary monument to Kroisos, a member of the Athenian elite cut down in battle. Even in this relatively late example, the initial debt to a standard pose among Egyptian statuary can still be discerned.
Far-from-archaic trade
Much of what tied this world together remained commercial transactions. Except in Levantine waters, the later 7th and 6th centuries saw a further burgeoning of trade, and the final realization of a Mediterranean-wide market, already partly inter-dependent and governed by the regime of cheap maritime transport costs, specialist production and extensive importation, plus the attendant threats of short-circuiting, undercutting and substitution, that had arisen over the 2nd millennium BC in the east and survived there in a few economic refuges ever since.202 The later 7th century BC saw the peak of the Phoenician network in the west, streamlined by internal competition towards a limited number of major operators, primarily Gadir but also new foundations such as Malaka.203 This concentration, plus the native Iberian elite’s uptake of viticulture during the 6th century BC, in their own quest for Mediterranean-style consumption, wealth and status, spelt the end for smaller Phoenician ventures in the eponymous Malaga bay. Meanwhile, connections in the Tyrrhenian region were being heavily reshaped by Etruscan sea trade, which expanded decisively throughout this period, adopting as its culture hero one Utuzte (Latin Ulysses). Its foci were Elban iron and the export to adjacent regions of the products of another now well-established local oil and wine industry, alongside those of southern Iberia, southern Italy and Sicily.204 In both the west and central Mediterranean, a boom in marine transport is affirmed by the first tangible horizon of wrecks.205 Best known is that of a vessel that met its end off Giglio around 600 BC, with a cargo just as diverse as those of the Bronze Age, including iron and lead ingots, Etruscan bucchero pottery, Corinthian perfume flasks, musical instruments and a writing tablet. Others include the remains of a ship that foundered near Gela in Sicily, most notable for a hull still built using the antiquated lashed technique (and further writing apparatus), finds off Spain and the Balearics, and an Iron Age equivalent of the Gelidonya ship, wrecked on the Rochelongue off Agde in southern France while transporting scrap metal. To the east, the Aegean, that early nursery of seafaring whose Iron Age re-entry into the overall Mediterranean arena had partly piggybacked on Phoenician activity, now came fully into its own.206 By the late 6th century, it ranked as one of the paramount generators of pan-Mediterranean sea trade. For a few propitious centuries the Aegean became, in fact, the new Levant: a cluster of independent, dynamic maritime trading centres at the interface between a colossal, centralized world of continental consumers in the east and an expanding mosaic of resources and markets at all other points of the compass.
To a certain degree trading circuits were becoming more spatially defined and segmented again, partly as a result of the reduction in transits across the entire Mediterranean with the eclipse of Tyre, to the gain of multiple locations around the basin, but also reflecting the maturation and growing efficiency of the networks as a whole.207 How much this concentration, coupled with a growing self-awareness on the part of city-states and the collective projection of ethnic distinctions, eroded the free-for-all trading relations of the preceding centuries and replaced them with more discrete spheres of influence (Carthaginian, Etruscan, Greek, etc.) is a moot point. As in other domains, a good deal of ‘ethnic porosity’ assuredly remained.208 Most goods and people still circulated widely, and in all manner of hulls, and those that did not seem to have fallen victim not to trade bans but out-competition, or trouble at their point of origin (naturally, east Phoenician trade went into steep pan-Mediterranean decline). Only in the later 6th century BC did Carthage endeavour to close the western seas to others, making a treaty with Rome, later its mortal enemy, that attempted to exclude all non-Carthaginian boats from the zone west of Cape Bon in Tunisia.209 But even allowing for the bigger naval forces and well-monitored ports that we shall shortly encounter, there must be a strong suspicion that efforts to legislate over the sea were only gradually starting to gain more traction than during the Bronze Age.
Established trade goods flourished along pre-existing trajectories, notably in the realms of metals, textiles, other luxury craftwork and utilitarian goods. Wine was very widely produced, including by indigenous communities, and there are intriguing clues that living grapevines together with their ideal soils were transported around the western seas by ship.210 In the west, the vine still far outstripped the olive, which only became established as a cash crop at various dates between the 5th century BC and Roman times.211 For Purcell, the 7th to 6th centuries BC could be labelled the ‘First Mass Sympotic Period’.212 Glass now returned, manufactured by a new, natron-based technique.213 And a more general feature that stands out in contrast to the intervening trickle since the 13th century BC is the Aegean’s renewed role as a mass exporter to the rest of the Mediterranean.214 Corinth led the way with small metal items as well as armour (a tribute to its excellent connections, given the lack of ores within the polity) and also vast amounts of finely decorated pottery. The latter exceeded records set at the time of the Mycenaean palaces, and some of it once again was specifically tailored to overseas tastes. By the mid-6th century Athens had taken over on the ceramic front, boasting some 200–300 resident potters and painters.215 The initial emphasis on small perfume jars switched to drinking cups, wine-mixing vessels and display amphorae, at first in the black-figure technique and then, from about 530 BC, in red-figure, both of which echoed precious metal aesthetics [PL. XLV].216 Although of relatively modest value and made by people whom we may wish to regard as artists but contemporaries saw as merely competent technicians, these skilful, visually intricate, narrative-rich creations manifestly were worth sending overseas, in many directions but above all to Etruria, which by the late 6th century BC was receiving several thousand each year.217 This was far more than can be explained as a sideline accompanying other cargos, a surmise confirmed by a late 6th-century wreck off southern France, which contained 800 Athenian-made cups alongside double that number of other drinking vessels.218 Even though nowadays elevated staggeringly beyond its original status, Greek painted pottery still stands out as emblematic of the abilities of skilled artisans to add value to clay in pursuit of a market niche. As in the Bronze Age, emulation of the simpler types soon took off beyond their core areas of production, especially in Italy and later southern France. Quite what was thereby transmitted to indigenous or Phoenician consumers is less apparent.219 What most such people in essence desired was something aesthetically impressive from which to drink local or foreign wine, but imbalances in the mixing and drinking vessels they commonly imported suggest that many imbibed in their own customary, or newly hybrid ways, and cast doubt on how far specifically symposiastic practices spread beyond central and southern Italy. Equally, the images on pots appear to have been a less effective vector for spreading Greek myths, legends and culture in general than talking to people who already knew about them – often Corinthians, to judge from the dialect of Greek betrayed by Etruscan borrowings in this domain. In short, the export of Aegean pottery did not culturally Hellenize other Mediterranean people in any meaningful sense.
In addition, two very different bulk commodities came into their own. One was cereals [10.30]. In Chapters 8 and 9 we picked up from Ugarit the first mentions of sea transport of grain, much of it Egyptian, along the Levantine coast, shortly before the collapse of the palatial system. Later, several powers in the early 1st millennium BC Levant established grain-growing peripheries in order to free up core land for more profitable crops. Now, with sizeable sailing ships ubiquitous and towns sprouting up everywhere, the grain trade became a major pan-Mediterranean affair, drawing not only upon the harvests of Egypt (the eternal cornucopia in this respect), but also those of large, fertile hinterlands accessible to Sicilian powers like Syracuse, Akragas and Selinous, and newly linked-in lands in and beyond the basin, as we shall see. Pollen analysis reveals by the 6th century a sharp rise in the clearance of lowland tree cover as far apart as western Sicily and southwest Iberia.220 Yet in contrast to the annual reliance of subsequent supercities on imported grain (famously Athens by the late 5th century BC and, later, imperial Rome), few towns had yet outgrown the provisioning capacity of their surrounding countryside in a decent year, unless they chose to invest heavily in vines and olives.221 The exceptions are likely to have been a handful of teeming small-island trading communities, principally those of the Levantine coast, Pithekoussai, Gadir and a resurgent community on Aegina in the Aegean, many of whose members were liable to be abroad at any given time, and where the practice of regular provisioning from a distance may in certain cases stretch back to their 3rd-millennium forebears, and long pre-date their evolution into urban centres.222 All this leaves a slight question mark over the temporal origins of the dispersed overseas hinterlands from which many later Mediterranean towns regularly fed themselves.223 Most 7th- and 6th-century BC movement of grain instead flexibly targeted whichever towns had suffered a poor harvest that year, thereby providing an integral buffer for the overall maintenance of a constellation of towns across the basin, while ensuring reliable profits for producers and shippers operating in an unpredictable environment blessed with swift information exchange. As a further means of turning a profit, less hardy but higher-status white wheats may have been cash-cropped for discerning consumers. In this respect it is intriguing that while wheat and, to a lesser degree, olives dominated at coastal Selinous, it was barley, fava beans and animal fat that remained the norm in the Sicilian interior, at indigenous Monte Polizzo.224

10.30 Cereals and slaves are known to have become major trading commodities by the later 7th and 6th centuries BC, but both are archaeologically hard to detect. Here an ear of grain is tellingly depicted as the emblem of one major cereal producer, the town of Metapontion in southern Italy.
The other bulk commodity of growing significance had earlier beginnings, too, but appears much more disquieting today. Slaves had existed for a long time in the Mediterranean, in considerable numbers at Bronze Age palaces in the east and probably more widely at a household scale. As far as we can ascertain, most had been taken as war captives or criminals, or were the descendants of such people, although debt slavery was another downward, if redeemable route, and opportunistic coastal snatches of the kind so vividly described in the Odyssey must also have had a high antiquity.225 Later, in the Iron Age, the massive scale at which Assyria organized the slave labour of its victims engendered a more commodified form of chattel slavery that slowly began to spread across the Mediterranean.226 Disturbingly, its institution was inextricably linked to developments that now enjoy a more celebratory reception. One, most obviously in the Greek world, was broadening definitions of citizenship and the parallel stress on civic responsibility (recall Solon’s injunctions against debt slavery).227 Where effective, these ruled out a major internal source of dependent labour and formalized servile status by affirming its opposite, the freedom of citizens. Another, more general factor was the booming demand for consumer goods, among the growing middling group as well as the elite, which outpaced population growth and so threatened a shortfall that could only be averted by further mechanization of production or the drafting in of additional cheap labour. Despite an ongoing trickle of mechanical innovations, obtaining more slaves was the simpler answer in the Mediterranean for a long time to come. Some still came from the close borders of the city-state world or as spoils of war (in both cases, not least from Sicily), but ever larger numbers were obtained from the outer fringes of the basin, or beyond, and their acquisition became a significant driving force for the intake of new regions into the Mediterranean economy.
The growing volume of trade, and of trade in voluminous cargos, had several consequences for the patterning of routes around the basin, which became more defined but also subject to ever more frequent episodes of drastic redirection as the evolution of the overall network speeded up. The complexities of Mediterranean geography had long made particular nodes and networks vulnerable to being cut out as conditions changed, but never before had so much large-scale shipping operated over so much of the intricately configured parts of the basin, in particular the Aegean and central zone. Increases in scale shed interesting light on the rise and fall of seafaring centres in the Aegean. When most traffic was internal, Euboean locations on the Euripos strait connecting the northern and southern Aegean did extremely well, and it was they that began to re-establish wider connections. Their demise came in the 7th century BC, as trans-Aegean routes to the central and west Mediterranean became more important. The concomitant rise of isthmian Corinth made doubly good sense, given its position between the Aegean and the Gulf of Corinth, a sheltered seaway to the central Mediterranean, and the size of shipping, which remained moderate enough to enable the transhipment of medium bulk cargos, or transport of ships themselves over the isthmus.228 Corinth even invested in a slipway, or diolkos, between its two coasts [10.31]. On the strength of this route, and combined with its primacy in the Saronic Gulf, nearby Aegina also took off.229 The limitation for both lay in gradual rises in ship size, in particular for grain transport, because the solution of digging a canal across the isthmus was beyond Corinthian means (the depth of the modern cutting testifies to the challenge). The ensuing rise of Athens and Sparta marked the triumph of places nearer to the circum-Peloponnesian sea-route, and of the economic and military big battalions that a larger, and in the former case silver-rich, territory could marshal. That this sequence was far from arbitrary is underscored by Bronze Age parallels in the same part of the Aegean: from a mega-site at Manika on Euboea in the age of internal canoe traffic, to Aegina’s primacy in the early 2nd millennium, to the rise of Mycenaean territorial states with their windows on the sea – the differences being the lesser role of Corinth, and the absence of truly large-scale shipping. Nor are such examples confined to the Aegean. In a clearly premeditated early 6th-century example, people from Phocaea, a seagoing city-state in the east Aegean, set out to outflank Tyrrhenian traffic by instigating trading places at Marseilles (to which we shall return) and Alalia, on the Corsican coast directly facing Elba and its iron sources.230 Their retreat from the latter, after a close-fought engagement with Etruscan and Carthaginian ships, marked in essence the defeat of one aspiring network hub by its rivals. To underscore the fact that location still mattered at least as much as ethni-city, consider the defeat in 510 BC of Greek Sybaris, grown notoriously rich thanks to its isthmian position, where a donkey trail across Calabria to Poseidonia (Paestum), and thence on to its Etruscan trading partners short-circuited the sea-route around the Italian toe. The equally Greek assailant was the thereby bypassed town of Croton, which followed up its victory with exceptional, Babylonian-style savagery. Sybaris was wiped out, and the local river diverted to smother its site forever.231

10.31 Isthmian infrastructure: a short stretch of the paved diolkos, or slipway, near Corinth that facilitated haulage of cargos and entire ships between two seas, cutting out the route around the Peloponnese up to certain thresholds of bulk.
Behind all this flourishing trade lies the overlooked issue of the relationship between individual enterprise and wealth on the one hand, and the economic power of the city-state on the other. The shift since the Bronze Age away from centralized forms of trade remained complete. Throughout the basin, leading merchants sprang from or created rich private families, endowed with extensive cash-cropped estates, and either still sailed themselves or sponsored ships run by their dependants, with as yet barely a flicker of the later doubts, witnessed at least in Greek quarters, about the open association of landed ‘aristocrats’ with trade.232 The rural towers that sprang up in widely separate parts of the Mediterranean, around Jerusalem in the 8th–6th centuries BC, and slightly later in parts of the Aegean, are monuments to elite preoccupation with safeguarding both valuable agricultural produce for injection into the trading system, and their capital investments in the mechanical and human materiel required for its extraction.233 Frustratingly, only the Aegean sources preserve a few names and a little of the flavour of their activities, in the tales of men like Demaratos of Corinth, whom we have met already, Kolaios of Samos, who in the later 7th century had no trouble bringing back a haul of Iberian silver straight through the ostensibly Phoenician zone, or the proverbially wealthy 6th-century trader Sostratos of Aegina.234 We also know a fair amount, if again primarily in the Greek case, about the craftspeople who made the goods in circulation. Although sometimes hired by capital-rich entrepreneurs (Demaratos supposedly brought Corinthian experts to Tarquinia), artisans remained free in comparison to many of their Bronze Age predecessors, at least beyond the imperial Levant and probably Egypt too.235 Most ran single- or multi-family workshops that turned modest profits in their own right. The best studied is the late 6th-century BC Athenian workshop of Nikosthenes, which employed a number of potters and decorators to manufacture elaborate black-figure vessels, each variant targeting a specific city in the Etruscan market [PL. XLV].236 This freedom allowed real artisanal mobility, apparent in the movement to Etruria of Aegean potters, makers of architectural terracottas and perhaps mural painters – although not metalworkers, where Etruscan skills were by now second to none (the technique of gold granulation that they had recently acquired would soon be refined in their hands to produce work ten times finer than the early examples in the Troy treasures).237
The obvious question is: with so much independent activity going on, how did these seemingly economically weak city-states create such imposing urban landscapes and act so effectively abroad? One answer, illustrated in extreme form by the tyrants, but extending to a more general expectation of good works on the part of the elite, as a means of justifying as well as asserting their wealth, was that the private and public spheres blurred.238 Peisistratos of Athens owned north Aegean gold mines. The riches that Samian Polycrates deployed to build wonders such as his gigantic harbour mole and a kilometre-long water tunnel derived from his own ambitious maritime raiding and trading ventures, often condemned as ‘piratical’ (he died, after a colourful career on the east Mediterranean stage, by crucifixion in Lydia), but that can be reasonably seen to reflect the Odyssean premise that it was not what you did at sea that mattered, so much as how you did it, and who you were. Beyond this, there were two sources of revenue.239 One was publicly owned resources, of which the most valued were mines in the city-state’s territory. Far too little attention has been devoted to the processes by which the rich silver lodes of Lavrio in southern Attica fell under Athenian control, but well before the start of the 6th century any access by strangers was surely over, and silver became a mainstay of the Athenian economy. A freak gold-strike on Siphnos in the Cyclades allowed this tiny place to walk tall on the widest stage by erecting one of the loveliest and most mathematically sophisticated monuments at Delphi [10.32].240 The other main source was taxation, in the Greek case (and probably more widely) seldom directly on land or produce, but focused on transactional dues at ports or markets, which were often, of course, the same place, and a burgeoning source of revenue as interaction took off all over the basin.241 The apparent paradox that weakly structured polities bereft of overall economic control could enjoy enormous increases in wealth is in part resolved by this critical factor. Sicilian coastal towns in particular made huge profits on the grain, oil and wine trade, not least with Carthage.

10.32 The Siphnian treasury at Delphi, small but perfectly formed, and paid for by the discovery of gold in the 6th century BC on an otherwise minor Cycladic island. Leading craftspeople were by now often free to move between and beyond their home polities with commissions, in a complete reversal of the situation under the palatial regimes of the 2nd millennium BC.
Such circumstances placed great economic and regulatory significance on the ports serving such city-states. These became, as in eastern parts of the basin centuries earlier, carefully managed if physically precarious, usually unwalled arenas through which flowed diverse characters, now injected with a further charge by the rivalries and ethnic distinctions that began to inform encounters between people at them.242 It was probably at this stage that the term ‘emporion’ came into its definitional own to describe such places. The 6th-century growth of Phaleron, Piraeus’s predecessor as the harbour of Athens, was accompanied by the political creation of a metoikic (resident foreigner) status, usually to accommodate foreign merchants at this stage – a legalism that would have been quite unnecessary a century or two earlier.243 In southern Italy and Sicily most major towns lay right on the coast, and acted as their own ports, creating an extreme openness that may have become ultimately socially destabilizing. But in the central part of the peninsula, city-states had evolved from different origins and all the towns, save Populonia (where metalworking installations lined the shore beyond the walls and slag filled the bay), were well set back from the sea. Portus on the navigable Tiber was located deliberately just outside the bounds of Rome; a place of foreign shrines and traders, it acted as main contact point, though an early version of Ostia also existed downstream, only to be smothered by mud and now long-lost beneath the salt pans.244 The ports of several Etruscan city-states are better explored, notably at Gravisca, which operated for Tarquinia, and Pyrgi, which was Caere’s window on the sea.245 At both, prominent shrines presided over the harbour installations, warehouses and areas for manufacturing by both free artisans and slaves. Gravisca’s shrines received offerings from the east Aegean traders and, around 500 BC, a stone anchor dedicated to Apollo of Aegina by one Sostratos – presumably a descendant to the legendary 6th-century trader. From one of the gaudily decorated shrines at Pyrgi comes the lucky find of three gold sheets, two inscribed in Etruscan and one in Phoenician [PL. XLVII].246 The latter reads ‘To Lady Astarte. This is the holy place which was made and which was given by Tiberie Velianas king over Kisry [Caere]. During the month of the sacrifice to the Sun as a gift to the temple he built a small shrine [or altar]. For Astarte raised him with her hand…and the years of the statue of the divinity in the temple [shall be] as many years as the stars above.’ The Etruscan texts, as far as they can be understood, conveyed a similar message, but with deviations, notably the equation of Astarte with native Uni (Latin Juno), and a greater emphasis on the indigenous initiative for construction. Whatever the maybe hardening distinctions elsewhere, the coexistence of Aegean and Phoenician – now most often Carthaginian – people and gods on the Etruscan coast argues strongly that the world of the sea was still barely subjected to ethnic strictures.
The most remarkable emporion of all, however, lay on another navigable river far to the southeast. It went under the evocative name of ‘Rule over Ships’, Pi-emrôye in Egyptian, or in its better known Greek form, Naukratis. To grasp its significance, we need first to rehearse some recent events in Egypt. By now several of the Nile’s older channels through the Delta were failing, and as their injections of soil ceased to balance coastal erosion and subsidence under the Delta’s own weight, the sea began to encroach, flooding land in the east, where places reliant on the dwindling Pelusiac artery became doubly blighted.247 The river’s flow concentrated in three channels, in the west the Canopic and its bifurcating neighbour the Rosetta branch, and in the east the Damietta branch, the second and third of which flow to this day. When harbours first emerged on the true sea-coast of Egypt remains unknown, although recent finds affirm the tradition of an outpost by the 6th century, possibly with earlier Phoenician origins, at the mouth of the Canopic Nile, 20 km (12 miles) east of the great 4th-century BC foundation at Alexandria.248 But for the present the political fulcrum still lay slightly upstream, and drew shipping from the Mediterranean towards it. Its capital lay at Sais in the western Delta, the capital of a 26th Dynasty that in the late 7th century BC rose from vassaldom in this hitherto provincial region to reunify the Egyptian Nile as Assyria’s grip loosened, and to reimpose Egyptian state institutions after centuries of breakaway elites and quasi-tribal Libyan politics.249 In a brief interlude before the resurgence of Mesopotamia in its Babylonian guise, this polity asserted pharaonic prestige on land all the way to the Euphrates and by sea as far as Cyprus. But it also evinced a thoroughly contemporary desire to control less ancient routes. The pharaoh Necho sought to neutralize the overland camel trail between the Levant and Arabia by initiating a canal between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea via the Nile (a variant of the modern Suez Canal whose very conception starkly illustrates the different labour pools available to Egypt and Corinth).250 He reputedly also sponsored a Phoenician expedition to circumnavigate Africa, which would have bitten off vastly more than anticipated and whose reality is debatable.251
Beneath the official umbrella of Egyptian renewal and irredentism, the Deltaic core of Saite Egypt remained a mosaic of population diversity. In addition to the time-honoured presence of people with Libyan, Levantine and northwest Arabian ties, the polyglot world later reflected in the Rosetta Stone was rounded off by the arrival of Greek and southeast Aegean ‘Carian’ mercenaries – a striking reprise of the role of Mediterranean seagoing fighters in Egypt during the late 2nd millennium BC.252 It was this specific connecting moment that opened Greek eyes to monumental sculpture and architecture just as the Aegean’s towns were taking off, that formulated the belief in Egypt’s primordial wealth and wisdom that would saturate subsequent Greek thought (and remain impervious to later Greek demonization of other parts of the Near East), and arguably that gave the Greeks their numerical system.253 The compliment was not reciprocated, and the reasons may be readily surmised.254 These late arrivals from a confident, increasingly self-conscious Mediterranean were not assimilators, and presented a source of cultural danger. Mercenaries on campaign got to the borders of Nubia, and incised themselves into posterity on the knees of Ramesses II’s colossal statues at Abu Simbel [10.33], while others from Samos likened the Western Desert oases to the Isles of the Blest (a nice blend of Mediterranean and Saharan insularities), but otherwise they were confined to barracks or other remote quarters. Naukratis, as a gateway the equivalent to late imperial China’s Shanghai, imposed similar movement restrictions on the Aegean merchants who followed in the mercenaries’ wake.255

10.33 A small section of the mighty leg of Ramesses II, carved in the 13th century BC at Abu Simbel, over 1000 km from the Mediterranean, graffitied by Greek mercenaries some 700 years later, and again, with neat serifs, by a 19th-century traveller.
Naukratis was set up with pharaonic assent some 60 km (35 miles) from the then coast, on the Canopic branch.256 A canal connected it to Sais, a convenient but safe 15 km (10 miles) away, and along this an Egyptian functionary with the sonorously antiquated title of Overseer of the Gate to the Foreign Lands of the Great Green conveyed the customs levied there back to the capital. The earliest pottery suggests a start around 620 BC, primarily involving Samians, Milesians and Aeginetans, but other east Aegean city-states quickly joined in, as did some Cypriot merchants, and a sizeable Egyptian quarter and storage facility arose alongside the Greek shrines and other structures. In a stark sign of the times, east Phoenician traders were conspicuous by their absence – a last Tyrian enclave, at Memphis, fizzled out within a decade of the foundation of Naukratis, which became the sole legitimate destination for foreign ships entering the Nile.257 The highly profitable backbone of the trade was Aegean silver, wine and oil for Egyptian gold, grain, linen and papyrus, but much else rode on this, including locally churned out faience for the insatiable Mediterranean market in small Egyptianizing goods [10.34], and high-class international whores for the rich merchants passing through.258 As a place where Greeks from many city-states lived cheek by jowl with each other and Egyptian neighbours who, at least in their official manifestation, remained resolutely different and past masters in categorizing others, Naukratis became a veritable forge for Greek identity.259 In addition to the individual shrines built by participating city-states, nine clubbed together to erect a structure known as the ‘Hellenion’, one of the first allusions to this embracing term for a broader sense of Greekness. From emporic origins, Naukratis evolved over time into in effect a landless, partly pan-Hellenic city-state.260 As ever, the Nile Delta proved to be a fertile hotbed for surprising new ways of combining things around the Mediterranean.

10.34 Sensuality and savagery blend in this faience perfume flask in the form of a warrior helmeted in full Greek style, with a pharaoh’s cartouche on its side. Its provenance is unknown, but this combination of features makes it a very persuasive candidate for an export made at Naukratis.
One final theme relating to commerce has been left until last, because its later significance and unanticipated long-term consequences risk overwhelming the pattern of its origins, and their deep roots in the past. This, of course, is the early use of coins [10.35]. It should be clear from the preceding chapters that coinage was no more essential for the operation of currency and value equivalents than a market-place was for the flourishing of markets. Both had existed in the east ever since the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, and in more recent centuries had spread throughout the basin decisively before coinage, along with ideas about commodities, standardization, financial debt and rates of exchange. Nor did coins kill off gift-giving and other socially embedded forms of exchange; these had already long survived in parallel with commercial trade and would continue to do so, even when the ubiquity and flexibility of coinage eroded the range of their remit. Coinage began as one of several ways of marking and thereby underwriting modest denominations of metal; it had clear precursors in 8th-century BC Levantine experiments with inscribing weight units.261 True coins started to be minted within a decade or two on either side of 600 BC, by Lydia to judge by their emblem of lion’s head and paws, and the first known were found alongside stamped weights at Lydia’s maritime outlet of Ephesus, a city-state where Anatolian and Greek traditions mingled around a famous shrine to Artemis.262 They were made from electrum, an unassayable alloy that forced users to accept their face value rather than unknowable metallic worth. One plausible hypothesis is that these coins were intended for issuing pay to mercenaries, and for spending internally.

10.35 Early coinage: (left) Lydian gold example, showing the time-honoured motif of a lion savaging a bull; (right) Aeginetan silver piece, dating to shortly after 500 BC and identified by this maritime polity’s emblem of a sea-turtle.
An electrum currency worked well for internal payments or taxes, but silver was more widely available and, as a longstanding exchange medium, offered better scope for external deployment. By the early 6th century BC, the east Aegean Greek towns bordering Lydia were issuing their own mainly silver coins, as was maritime Aegina.263 City-states in southern Italy were soon active too, and in the late 6th century some on Cyprus and coastal, metal-rich Populonia in Etruria followed suit, the latter with large units rather than small change.264 Yet set against this are thought-provoking instances of indifference that speak volumes about the non-necessity of coinage for sophisticated trading and statecraft, notably Sparta in the Aegean, and even more so the entire Phoenician sphere, up until the 5th century BC in the case of the Levant and Carthage, where it certainly did pay mercenaries, and two centuries later in Iberia.265 And while coins minted by others might be used as money elsewhere, they could equally be treated as bullion, as was long the case in Egypt and most of the empires active in the east Mediterranean.266 In fact, the observation that early minting mapped not only onto major hubs of trade (most devoid of their own source of silver), but also onto the exceptionally competitive world of Greek city-states, hints that the issuing of coins with polity-specific emblems was a major symbolic means of projecting civic identity. Hence the distinctive sea turtles stamped onto coins of Aegina, Phocaea’s equally marine seal, Athena’s owl or Metapontion’s ear of grain, as well as subtler messages of dual affiliation, such as among the cluster of ‘Ionian’ city-states in the east Aegean that sometimes shared a common design on one face, asserting their individuality on the other. The origins and spread of coinage are embedded in the Mediterranean’s past, just as much as they presage its future.
Temples and triremes
The last two crystallizations and up-scalings of earlier phenomena can be dealt with swiftly, but to ignore them entirely would be to overlook prominent features of the coalescing Mediterranean’s cultural and agonistic landscapes. The role of shrines as integrating and negotiating spaces under divine jurisdiction had been on the rise for a long time. In addition to those in emerging towns and interregional centres, we have just encountered them in a new generation of emporia. In the 6th century this process reached its physical acme, as enormous, unmissable temples of increasingly standard appearance sprang up across the Mediterranean, especially in the Greek world, where they were now mainly stone-built, with forests of columns and embellished by sculptures that loomed over the pedimented entrances and projected myth-encoded messages about local or wider Greek identity [10.36].267 Over much of the 6th century BC, a new temple was begun on average every two years; Sicilian Selinous had nine by shortly after the century’s close [PL. XLVI].268 Some 270 tonnes of marble moved by sea each year to meet the sculptural demands alone.269 The scale and cost signal the growing wealth of Greek city-states, the sharpening competition between them, witnessed in races to build ever more grandiose edifices by neighbours like Samos and Ephesus, and, last but not least, a strident assertiveness on such emergent ethnic interfaces as the east Aegean and southern Italy and Sicily, where the giants concentrated (in this respect the great temples of Athens are anomalous, both those on the acropolis later destroyed by Persian assault, and the gargantuan temple of Zeus below, a project so ambitious that it was only finished in Roman times).270 Most temples served similar roles to the smaller shrines that preceded them, but special opportunities arose at the great interregional sanctuaries of Delphi and Olympia. These were crammed with dedications by rich individuals and city-states that used their arenas to exhibit and compare their status before a cosmopolitan Mediterranean audience – we noted lucky Siphnos’s exquisite ‘treasury’ earlier [PL. XLVIII].271 For elites, these places simultaneously offered a perfect venue in which to establish civic credentials at home while letting off competitive steam among their wider peer group, by making offerings and other honourable acts in the city-state’s name, especially once sporting events demanding leisure and wealth (notably chariot-racing) became part of the sacred festivals.272 Nor, despite strictures on participation in the games, were all the dedicants at such places Greek. At Delphi, an Egyptian king part-sponsored the rebuild of Apollo’s temple, a king of Lydia offered spectacular precious metal gifts, and in addition to the abundant Etruscan dedications, Caere erected its own treasury.273

10.36 Two pairs of vying colossal temples, in each case erected by neighbouring polities within a few decades of each other: (a) plans of the temple of Artemis at Ephesus (560 BC) and of Hera on Samos (530 BC); (b) end elevations of temple GT at Selinous (520 BC) and that to Olympian Zeus at Akragas (510 BC), both in Sicily. To underscore their gigantism, compare with the size of a typical treasury building at Delphi (c), similar to that shown in fig. 10.32.
Elsewhere, temples in an indigenous style that sprouted ridge-line sculptures arose by the late 6th century in Etruria and Rome, sometimes close to the cemeteries that they had begun to replace as foci of ritual. With its augurs and cults of water and wild beasts (not least as the sucklers of those destined to be future leaders), central Italian religion had deep local prehistoric roots.274 Monumental shrines whose forms can only be vaguely grasped from ancient descriptions of them had cast their shadows over Levantine and derivative towns for centuries, and Egypt remained a venerable source of holy gigantism. Not until well after this book’s end-date, and under empire, did secular architecture again rival the abodes of the Mediterranean’s so dramatically upgraded gods.
The final feature concerns the face of battle. Fighting on land and sea had been widespread for millennia, and already reached formidable proportions in the east by the later 2nd millennia BC, with a further leap following the Neo-Assyrian reforms. Only in the 7th to 6th centuries BC, however, with city-state territories and rivalries coming to the fore, did it attain the guise familiar in Classical times. On land, the heavily armoured warrior was nothing new, especially in the Aegean, where eastern and European bronze traditions were melded to this end. What made the new hoplite version, with his closed ‘Corinthian’ helmet and round 7-kg (15-lb) shield, so effective was the association of soldiery with citizenship, of an oligarchical kind given the expense of the kit that each man provided, and the superseding of solo combat or fighting in loose ranks by dense, well-drilled bodies of men whose mutual reliance, down to their overlapping shields, reified ideals of civic cohesion.275 We catch a glimpse of this around 650 BC on a Corinthian export to Veii, which depicts such troops clashing to the syncopation of pipes, surrounded by other evocations of elite lifestyles, and with less immediacy in a marked switch in the deposition of weaponry and armour from individual wealthy graves to civic dedications at sanctuaries [10.37]. Hoplite tactics spread over the east Mediterranean via mercenaries hired from the Aegean and adjacent areas, some fortune-hunters but others citizens out of favour in their home town. Earlier, we explored the upshot at both ends of this martial centrifuge in the case of Egypt, where manpower was manifestly not the problem so much as tactics effective against tough Mesopotamian field armies. Naturally, Egypt’s monopoly did not last, as is revealed by a brother of the poet Alcaeus of Lesbos, who fought in the pay of Babylon during the siege of Ashkelon.276 Still in the Levant, the Biblical Goliath’s armour apparently hints at a late, pseudo-hoplite-derived interpolation in the description of David’s adversary.277 Piecemeal usage was probably also the reality in central Italy, where elements of the hoplite kit were popular, but so mingled with native weapons, such as the double battle-axe, as to cast doubt over whether tactics translated with the gear.278 The exception could well be Rome, where the later memory of a ‘centuriate reform’ may explain why this city-state enjoyed a fighting edge in years to come.279 Further west and at Carthage our ignorance is complete, but land warfare may have remained less sophisticated for longer than was possible in the closely packed cockpits of vying polities elsewhere.

10.37 The changing face of battle on land: on the Chigi vase, a mid-7th-century BC Corinthian product excavated near Veii. For several centuries, such closely integrated ranks of heavily equipped hoplites would prove the most effective combat formations within, and as mercenaries, beyond, the Mediterranean.
At sea the critical shift came over a century later. Apart from capacious sailed ‘tubs’ for large cargos and open-sea traffic, pentekonters remained the workhorses of maritime mobility and naval fighting all over the basin for much of the 6th century, and effective ones too, if we consider their parts in tales of trade, population transfer, naval fighting and raiding recorded by Herodotus.280 Reputedly just two pentekonters brought one initial nucleus of people from the Aegean to Africa, in a venture to which we shall return.281 The pentekonters’ eclipse came in the form of a much larger sailed galley, the trireme, half as long again and typically with three times as many oarsmen in its triple banks [10.38].282 Triremes were not decisively faster, but their ram packed a terrible punch and at the beachhead they could disgorge large numbers of soldiers, triggering a sudden leap in the scale of violence that could be unleashed from the sea with little warning on distant shores – a reminder, if one is needed, of the darker side of connectivity and the coercive impacts of marine technology. Their time and place of invention is disputed, although against the traditional consensus of a gradual spread from the 8th or 7th century BC Levant into the Aegean, a persuasive case can be made for a more rapid inception close to 540 BC, perhaps at Sidon under its latest imperial master, or maybe Carthage, both places where we shall see that transporting armies across to islands was becoming a military priority.283 On highly connected seas the trireme, like the early 20th-century AD dreadnought, rendered previous fighting ships swiftly obsolete, and within a decade of 540 BC the leading east Aegean maritime city-states had adopted the new super-ships. Polycrates of Samos, for example, soon mustered forty to support his overseas ambitions. By the start of the following century, Aegina, Corinth and younger maritime polities such as Athens and Syracuse were building them on an equivalent scale, initially to fight each other. Triremes resembled dreadnoughts in their crippling cost as well, which exceeded the means of all but the very wealthiest individuals and restricted the naval scope of many entire city-states, thus accelerating the appearance of state navies as opposed to flotillas of elite-owned fighting vessels, and concentrating such formations in a few exceptionally rich cities. The political consequences would become ruthlessly clear within half a century.

10.38 The changing face of battle at sea: an ambitious experiment in the replication of an Athenian trireme, seen here underway. Note the ample space for troops used in land as well as sea combat, making such ships extremely effective exporters of violence under Mediterranean conditions.
The last great intakes
So far we have concentrated on the long, undulating belt of networks and converging lifestyles established along the axis of the Mediterranean early in the Iron Age. But escalating activities and demands ensured that over the later 7th and 6th centuries BC, most of the rest of the basin was drawn in too, bringing the geographical and cultural Mediterranean into ever closer alignment. As in the Late Bronze Age of the east, a few bypassed or resistant areas would still stand out. We shall come across examples in the central Adriatic, Liguria and parts of North Africa; others may have lingered on behind the barely explored wilder shores of southern Turkey. The slow intake of such backwaters would continue over the next few centuries, to peak temporarily in Roman times. By 500 BC, however, these places were already merely internal isolates within a framework that embraced and criss-crossed an entire Middle Sea. Nor did expansion halt at the physical edge of the basin, for from the 7th century BC the Mediterranean’s people and practices began to spill over into neighbouring areas as never before, heralding the onset of a rolling big bang in global history that before long penetrated temperate Europe, western Asia and the Indian Ocean, and eventually leapt the Atlantic to the Americas.
The beginnings of this integration, which concern us here, sometimes involved quite modest areas of the basin. Indeed, we can imagine processes at work on many scales, down to innumerable microcosms of valleys, bays or islands hitherto on the fringes of the action. Highlands became increasingly integrated too, and although the impact of newly prosperous and sometimes predatory upland societies (famously the Samnite polity of the southern Apennines, and equivalents on the Meseta) was felt most keenly well after 500 BC, the roots lie somewhat further back, tangled in their landscapes’ now steadily growing engagement with wider Mediterranean culture and markets (not least for the products of large-scale pastoralism on the part of new towns in the lowlands). Sometimes, too, there had been a previous but interrupted history of engagement. This was the case around the heads of two of the sub-basins. The north Aegean had barely lost its earlier thread of external ties, but only in the 7th century, as its metals, wine and slaves flowed south in quantity, did city-states start to carve out holds on its peninsulas and islands, alongside the large but loose indigenous communities of the Macedonian and Thracian interior, which had their own overland links into the Balkans and over to the Adriatic.284 Offshore, gold-rich Thasos became a magnet for what were primly dismissed further south as the entrepreneurial dregs of the Aegean.285
Revival of contacts with the inner Adriatic, beyond Corinth’s enclaves around its approaches, began later still, towards the end of the 6th century BC. Until then, the Adriatic had enjoyed a vigorously independent trade. Verucchio, inland from modern Rimini, circulated masses of Baltic amber, while the earthwork builders of Arpi were among those sending painted pottery handmade in the Tavoliere all over north and central Dalmatia.286 It is tempting to interpret this enclosed sea, with its easily closed-off access, maze of islands along the eastern side from which to launch ambuscades on exposed shipping, coasts studded with little hillforts and fierce images of mounted warriors in the Tavoliere,287 as actively inimical to Mediterranean interlopers, and for some centuries successfully so. The reconnection, when it came, started in the north, exactly as in the late 2nd millennium BC. Metal-trading Etruria and Venetic groups at later Padua and Este turned to this alternative outlet on the sea as competition in the Tyrrhenian theatre stiffened and the rich, steady harvest of the Po plain began to offer the prospect of a profitable grain trade.288 The equivalent of Frattesina as a maritime gateway to and from the Po and its Alpine hinterland lay 50 km (30 miles) to the southeast, at Spina, near today’s coastal lagoons, and like Venice a place of canals and diverse people, its cemeteries soon full of Athenian pots.289 Inland, a vibrant style of metal vessels combined Etruscan, east Mediterranean and trans-Alpine art; depictions of the missionary position, largely alien to eastern art, hint at undreamt of ramifications of connectivity.290 Again as in the Bronze Age, the intervening Adriatic coasts and islands were excluded from this connection. There was hardly a ripple of change in the local hillforts,291 and no intrusive enclaves took hold until as late as the 4th century BC, when, supported by Syracuse, Greek foundations arrived on islands such as Vis and Hvar (the latter, incidentally, preserving the best landscape of pre-Roman field divisions in the Mediterranean).292 But there was one tiny, telling exception. Palagruža has repeatedly acted as a mid-Adriatic barometer of seafaring trends, from its first hints of Mesolithic exploration and role as a stepping stone for expanding farmers, to its popularity as a destination for long-range canoe voyagers and converse emptiness as the first sailing ships sped past it in a shrinking central Mediterranean. In the late 6th century BC, Palagruža was reinvented yet again, this time as a sea-shrine to the legendary wandering hero Diomedes, whose name was scratched on Greek potsherds that link this barren scrap of now sacred rock to places far away.293
Not all newly incorporated regions were so limited, however, nor mediated by previous cycles of contact. Two stand out in particular for their strategic significance and almost unbroken previous indifference to external connections. In both cases, the process of integration began, not surprisingly, with external interventions, and led to swift changes in native societies, with ebullient new beginnings as fresh sectors of the coast turned actively maritime, matched by severe disruption and losses on the part of those at the receiving end.294 One lay around the arc of the Mediterranean’s third great northern embayment, in southern France, extending into Catalonia and the islands athwart its approaches. The other stretched along the immense African flank, a place with a hitherto utterly different, largely self-contained history, whose incorporation at this late juncture would soon lend a new dimension to Mediterranean history.
We begin in southern France [10.39]. Some time in the early 5th century BC, a lead tablet inscribed in Greek on one side and Etruscan on the other was deposited at a modest indigenous trading post between the mouth of the Aude and the Pyrenean foothills, today known as Pech Maho.295 The Greek side records the purchase of a boat from a port on the other side of the Pyrenees known as Emporion; the witnesses to the details of profit-sharing and debt (perhaps local dignitaries) bear Iberian names, while on the Etruscan face the place name Mataliai (Massalia) can be discerned. The only outstanding feature of this unexceptional vignette of Mediterranean maritime business, whose generics would have been at home in Late Bronze Age Ugarit, is that it would have been unthinkable just a few generations earlier in the part of the world in which it was embedded. Southern France’s switch to front-line status came after several millennia during which relatively clement environments, minimal endowment with desirable resources and semi-enclosure by mountains and open sea had created a Mediterranean backwater in which life carried on at a low key, with only occasional blips, one in the 3rd millennium BC associated with beakers and megalithic tombs, when links up the Rhône and round Iberia briefly plugged it in, and a few of a muted kind in the opening centuries of the 1st millennium BC, as a trickle of Atlantic goods short-circuited Iberia across the Aude–Garonne isthmus, boosting a few settlements along the way. Even in the 8th and early 7th centuries BC, most inhabitants still lived in villages and farms set in half-wooded landscapes, farming, hunting and exploiting the aquatic plants and animals of the coastal étangs.296 Naive as it would be to paint this lifestyle as idyllic, we can certainly surmise that, in comparative terms, this part of the Mediterranean had so far avoided many of the highs and lows experienced elsewhere.

10.39 The opening up of the lower Rhône Valley to Mediterranean trade, before and after the establishment of Massalia, as represented by shipwrecks and the distribution of sites with known quantities of amphorae.
The wider world’s irruption began in the later 7th century, as part of the overall Tyrrhenian push by Etruscan traders, especially from Caere and Vulci, though others quickly joined in.297 One approach route is delineated by a veritable marine graveyard of ships between Antibes and the Rhône delta, a grim testimony to the savagery of the Provençal coast and a credit to the intensity of underwater exploration, rivalled in the Mediterranean only off southern Turkey and northern Israel.298 As a target of Etruscan trade, France soon overtook the older markets of Sardinia, Sicily and Carthage. This trade concentrated on exports of wine to the hitherto beer- or mead-drinking locals, accompanied by elaborate serving and drinking vessels in metal or bucchero pottery, with Greek amphorae and fine painted pots, plus a few Phoenician items, riding upon this or arriving in other hulls.299 The big coastal village of Saint-Blaise, overlooking the watery world of the eastern Rhône delta, received exceptional amounts. Although caution is advisable in projecting later testimonies onto this first phase of the Gallic trade, the lack of other goods with which to reciprocate this influx, aside from some Iberian and Atlantic metalwork, suggests that the reverse flow, out to Etruscan ports and beyond, already consisted of local people sold into slavery to feed the insatiable demands of Mediterranean production – indeed this was probably the motivation for redirecting Etruscan energies towards a populous new region with little else to offer.300 If so, as soon as a desirable Mediterranean intoxicant was injected, even sub-idyllic lifestyles began to unravel, to the advantage of some and ruination of others.
For several decades contact took the form of ship-to-shore encounters, which limited its social impact and reach inland.301 Then, around 600 BC, a permanent enclave of traders began to coalesce on a promontory thrusting into a superb sheltered bay on the rocky flank of the Rhône delta, a day or two’s walk, or half a day’s sail, east of Saint-Blaise – closer than Gadir was to Huelva.302 The archaeology of early Massalia (Marseilles) is a victim of this well-sited city’s success ever since, but the community clearly began on a modest scale and, despite the story of its exclusive foundation by Phocaeans from the east Aegean, there are hints of Etruscan activity, as well as feasting and drinking areas of indigenous character – indeed ‘Phocaeans’ perhaps covered a multiplicity of characters circulating in the west [10.40]. Massalia grew quickly, if in a less orderly fashion than Carthage. At 30–40 ha (75–100 acres) by the later 6th century, it ranked as the largest town west of the Tyrrhenian Sea, with a quayside, a fortification wall of stone shipped from 25 km (15 miles) away, pottery workshops churning out amphorae and emulations of both local and east Aegean fine grey and painted wares, and a more stridently Greek identity as naval conflicts with an ethnic tinge flared up to its south.303 Unlike equivalent Sicilian and south Italian towns, however, it secured only a modest territory, hemmed in by likewise fortified native villages, just enough to feed itself and, crucially, to cultivate its own vintages as a cash crop; the sea and shipping were still its lifeline. Massaliote wine, locally bottled and dispatched into the interior or back to Italy, first substituted and then broke the trade of the Etruscan city-states by mid-century, arrogating the profits of slaving with it.304 This initiative, so Mediterranean in its agricultural and mercantile strategies working in concert, brought domesticated vines to a land where only the wild variety had existed before, and they flourished. In contrast, olive oil production only began after 500 BC, indicating the more immediate economic incentives and opportunities for social intercourse between the constituent groups in southern France that were offered by the grape.305

10.40 Large-scale excavations near the Marseille Bourse delineate the first harbour of Massalia and the structures that grew up around it. As so often with silting Mediterranean conditions, the anchorage has since migrated seaward, and the current Vieux Port is visible beyond the prominent row of large buildings.
The impact on native societies was immense, if closely focused and leaving other parts of their culture unaffected.306 Trade with the interior stayed in indigenous hands, and mediated by native customs and connections, but it was revolutionized in scale and intent. Strategically situated communities, mostly on the coast but a few inland at locations that would enjoy a long life thereafter (for example Arles, Nîmes and Carcassonne), sprouted extensive ditches and ramparts around sometimes orderly, rectilinear houses, mingling local traits with adoptions from wider Mediterranean culture.307 This marked the emergence of the French oppida, quasi-urban hillforts that, unlike the situation in Etruria a few centuries earlier, were unknown until the region joined the mainstream – closer parallels lie in contemporary Iberia, although the latter had also generated earlier locally driven cycles of complexity, for example in the Argaric. Woodland clearance expanded the land for crops, and soon cereals would become a stored bulk commodity for the first time.308 But for the present, wine and slaves dominated the economy. The former’s consumption etiquette, even in local versions that ignored the niceties of straining and mixing, required vast numbers of Greek-style cups.309 Whether due to the number of overlapping local networks or cunning handling on the part of Massalia, there is only scanty sign of prominent native winners; the losers, however, snared between competing hillforts and shipped off into the Mediterranean stripped of everything, were undoubtedly many. As the demand for slaves grew, southern French middlemen deploying the lure of Mediterranean wine began to tap populations further north, reopening for the first time in two millennia, with a new kind of traffic, the passage through the Rhône gap into temperate France.310
In addition to Massalia, smaller trading communities emerged at the lagoonal mouths of other rivers that offered communications with the interior, creating further instances of the classic transect from coast to hinterland, with capillary effects on land and sea. Pech Maho, whose tablet introduced us to radical change in southern France, goes back to the early 6th century, and by this time Saint-Blaise was a fortified plateau with a heterogeneous culture.311 Late Etruscan-led efforts seem to have lain behind the appearance in the 520s BC of Lattara (Lattes, near Montpellier in Languedoc), while Massalia promoted Agathe (Agde) and outposts further west, in the shadow of the Pyrenees, at Roda and the aptly named Emporion, initially on a river-mouth island (a rather ‘Phoenician’ choice of location).312 Both the last were tiny dots on the edge of a landscape of powerful Iberian communities, upon which Phoenician initiatives were also encroaching from the southwest.313 One upshot of this proliferation of mini-Massalias was to draw more local people towards the maritime world and to revitalize coastwise traffic, which had been in abeyance since the disintegration of the beaker phase, thereby forging a new network that embraced locals, Phoenicians and Greeks alike in southwest France and Catalonia, and brought these areas closer together than at any time since the 3rd millennium BC, or even the Neolithic climax. Wine grown in coastal Iberia was shipped to Languedoc, and all over this region native people drew on Phoenician or, rarely, Greek scripts to perform local writing.314 One fruit of this link may be the earliest written periplous, or sailing sequence, to survive from the Mediterranean. Badly garbled by late Roman interventions, it still retains a taste of 6th-century BC travel between Massalia and Iberia’s Atlantic coast, past the variously decaying or thriving Phoenician enclaves along the peninsula’s southern shore.315 In contrast, the Alpine coast east of Marseilles into Liguria remained untouched, one of the last inaccessible fastnesses of the Mediterranean.
Further out to sea, the incorporation of two islands perennially very far from the stream owed everything to the amplified links now surrounding them. Corsica has so far presented a picture of almost uninterrupted remoteness, all the more surprising by the late 2nd millennium BC, from when it lay midway on the metal route between Etruria and Sardinia. Subsequently Corsica would revert to its isolated, archaic aspect, but in between came a bright flash of engagement in the 6th century at one point on the island’s perimeter, intriguingly close to the find of an earlier oxhide ingot. This was Alalia, the implant started by Phocaeans (the same group implicated at Massalia) and provocatively located to intervene in the northern Tyrrhenian Sea and its routes to France.316 When forced to abandon this enclave after a too-costly defence in the later 6th century, the survivors elected to transfer to Massalia; Alalia carried on in a much lower key, and with a less predominantly Greek mixture of inhabitants.317
The second island lay further west, among the Balearics. The mid- and late 1st millennium BC brought more contacts with the wider world on all these late-settled, previously remote islands. In this most faunally impoverished spot in the basin, what better measure of this than the influx of snakes, mice, other rodents, weasels, horses, red and fallow deer, all as intentional introductions or stowaways?318 But interesting patterns can be observed among the islands’ human inhabitants, too. The populous islands of Mallorca and Menorca retained a wary stance, their tower-like talayots replaced by fortified villages that imply ongoing predations from the sea.319 Suspicion of outsiders only faded in the 4th and 3rd centuries BC, after the end point of this book, when many of their men were drawn to a labour market as paid slingers in the armies of Carthage. This coincided with the first substantial inflow of precious, exotic goods, as well as rituals on Menorca around taulas, t-shaped edifices made of hulking stone slabs, both the last gasp of the megalithic tradition and a crude echo of contemporary constructions seen for the first time by islanders abroad.320 Mallorca and Menorca both contrast with conifer-shrouded Ibiza, which lay deserted as late as 650 BC save, we might hazard, for the odd castaway, its total span of occupation to date amounting to the 2nd millennium BC. But as west Mediterranean economies and interaction grew to a scale at which Balearic centrality finally became potentially viable, Ibiza offered a rare opportunity to launch a new venture with excellent prospects for slave-worked cash-cropping, and no locals to complicate matters – rather like Madeira and the Azores 2000 years later, as Mediterranean societies took over the Atlantic’s islands.321 Phoenicians from Iberia set up Sa Caleta in the late 7th century BC, to process passing silver and iron.322 Then, roughly at the same time as Massalia’s foundation, a bigger operation took off at Ebesus (modern Ibiza town; both names stem from the Semitic Ibshim, meaning ‘Island of Pines’), best known for its cemetery at Puig des Molins. Ibiza proved so effective as a trading hub between Iberia, France and routes eastward, as well as a wine exporter, that before long it attracted the attention of Carthage.
Mention of Carthage brings us to our second major realm of expansion within the Mediterranean. Whatever its prior seclusion, southern France shared several of its fundamentals with most other parts of the basin, not least agriculture, sedentism and metalworking. In Mediterranean North Africa west of the Nile, none of these can be taken for granted even at this date, and we can hardly imagine the consequent wrench and trauma for indigenous societies as novelties and foreign people began to pour in. Frustratingly, although we know quite a lot about the overseas ventures that effected the rapid integration of parts of the African Mediterranean, Herodotus and informed guesswork are almost the only options concerning the receiving end. Herodotus was writing at a time when North Africa had already been so changed that his assertions about past ways of life there are hard to evaluate. For what it is worth, he described a Cyrenaica roamed by seasonal pastoralists.323 Perhaps these sowed grain in wadis after the autumn rains, as they headed south to graze their herds on the desert edges during the winter, returning to the coast for the summer and reaping a crop in the spring along their way, a plausible pattern with parallels in the recent past, when Cyrenaica sustained a substantial populace in a similar way, but entirely archaeologically unverified.324 Haua Fteah cave experienced a long hiatus in visits before the first Greek items appeared, and elsewhere handmade pots and stone tools changed so little over the millennia that their dating remains very broad, to put it charitably.325 The spread of cereals into the oases of the Libyan interior early in the 1st millennium BC, as noted at the start of this chapter, coupled with the presence of Libyan groups in the Nile Delta, perhaps encouraged a percolation of crops north or west into Cyrenaica too – but only perhaps, in our present state of knowledge.
Until a few years ago there was nothing more than ongoing rituals at crudely dated dolmens to help evaluate Herodotus’ altogether more startling statement that sedentary farmers already occupied the land west of Sirte, in the Maghreb [10.41].326 But thanks to a trailblazing excavation beneath the later Carthaginian and Roman town of Althiburos, 100 km (60 miles) from the coast and 750 m (2450 ft) up in the well-watered valleys of the tell country close to Tunisia’s border with Algeria, this parlous state of affairs has just begun to change.327 At the bottom of the sequence, and preceding the first appearance of a few 8th-century BC red, wheel-made Phoenician plates, cultivated olive pips and scraps of iron and slag, lay a series of 10th- or 9th-century BC stone structures, along with handmade pottery, bones of sheep, goats, cattle and pigs, and, crucially, cultivated barley, wheat, legumes, millet and a few (wild?) grape pips. At this date, so distant from the coast and in this cultural milieu, such a signature is impossible to explain as escaped Carthaginian agriculture. Clearly, some inhabitants of the eastern Maghreb in the early 1st millennium BC were indeed already mixed farmers, though even this breakthrough barely nibbles from the younger end at the yawning gap of over 4000 years during which we know nothing about the fate of Neolithic agriculture in northwest Africa. As a possible alternative to invisible continuity in this respect, the spread of dolmens into the eastern Maghreb via southern Italy and Malta, some time around or shortly after the end of the 3rd millennium BC (as described in Chapter 8), could hint at a much more recent influx of farmers, one that slipped across the Sicilian narrows at a time when our antennae are ill-attuned to detect such kinds of movement.

10.41 The multitude of dolmens that dot the eastern Maghreb, sometimes in sizeable concentrations, are extremely poorly dated and explored, though they remain the most visible aspect of indigenous culture. Here, the Bou Nouara dolmen, situated in the upland interior near Constantine.
Clearly, much remains to be resolved, but in the meantime, what of contacts across the sea more generally? A smattering of overseas visitors had been touching on North African shores and meeting their inhabitants intermittently for millennia. After Neolithic crossings at Gibraltar and the Sicilian narrows came a second horizon in the former sector during the 3rd millennium BC, associated with long-range voyaging, much of it on the Atlantic side of the strait, followed possibly by the connection just alluded to across the Mediterranean’s waist, and, by the later 2nd millennium BC, a mixed Cypriot, Aegean and local signature where ships stopped for water and ostrich eggs en route to Egypt. After these come less solid hints, of interaction between Libyan pastoralists and sea people, archaeologically unverified legends of early Phoenician enclaves, at Utica and on the Cyrenaican coast, and even the Odyssey’s African interludes.328 The North African shore had therefore never been hermetically sealed (an unlikely scenario anywhere in the basin), nor its people entirely unaccustomed to strangers from the sea; and conversely, some degree of navigational knowledge of its coasts must have built up among these visiting strangers over time. Yet most such encounters had little lasting or broader impact, and none tied North Africans firmly or permanently into the rest of the Mediterranean. People’s priorities on either side of the sea seem to have been just too different, and in most places the distances too great for more regular contacts to yet wear this difference down. The same, in fact, holds true for the earliest centuries of settlement at Carthage, from the late 9th century to at least the end of the 8th century BC. Beyond its immediate productive hinterland, early Carthage faced resolutely seaward, largely ignoring the land mass at its back, with its presence in North Africa accidental to the maritime logic of its location. Save for a handful of extraneous items and practices, Althiburos, away in the hills, remained a separate world.
From the later 7th and 6th centuries, this began to change. Carthage, by now a massive trading city not readily supplied by cultivators walking out from it each day, and long a food importer itself, began to engage with local hinterland communities in the 6th century BC, though not until a century later did its towers bristle on Cape Bon, the great promontory to its east that it turned into an agricultural paradise, and the climax of Carthaginian rural settlement lay later still.329 Native settlement at Althiburos resumed in the early 6th century after a short hiatus, much as before but with more imported pots (mostly associated with wine-drinking, as elsewhere in the Mediterranean), stronger signs of ironworking, and a cistern built after a blueprint from Carthage; shortly after 500 BC it lay on the fast-expanding frontier of Carthaginian territory.330 To the east, where the rain-inducing mountains created a Mediterranean micro-ecology in the southeast corner of the Gulf of Gabès, fresh Phoenician enclaves appeared in the late 7th and 6th centuries, maybe prompted by Carthage. They were stone-built at Lepcis but at Sabratha flimsier and with layers of wind-blown sand suggestive of initially temporary residence.331
Where Africa bowed north again and its contours reared up to create the great green mountain of Cyrenaica, Greek-led ventures began to stud the rocky shores from the late 7th century, and soon thrust into the interior highlands.332 Their foundation tales evoke a plausible medley of seasonal murex divers, pioneers marooned on an offshore rock, a passing Samian merchant bound for Egypt (reputedly Kolaios himself, shortly before he was blown west to Tartessos, and his fortune), small-island farmers fleeing a drought at home and, for good measure, the Delphic oracle.333 Text and archaeology alike confirm that the main actors came from Sparta, Crete and Thera, the last by now resettled over the blanket of ash from the 2nd-millennium BC eruption. These origin points in the far south of the Aegean stand out from the usual suspects engaged in such activity, and hint at a distinctive set of links between the Aegean and the facing coast of Africa. Atypical Aegean participants, superficial prior contacts and vast differences between incomers and locals combine to shed light on what followed. Confidence and impunity are both implicit in the rapid Greek move inland to found Cyrene, in an ecological sweet spot once described in modern terms as ‘twelve miles from its port, and two thousand feet above it’, and by local people 2600 years earlier as lying beneath a gaping rent in the sky – just possibly a genuine scrap of a native description of a place with abundant rainfall, fossilized in Herodotus [PL. XLIX].334 Local people and town-dwelling newcomers lived parallel existences that interacted, but only merged to significant degree after 500 BC.335 Herodotus reported intermarriage, right at the top on the strength of one ruler’s non-Greek name (Alizir), while imposing tumuli appealed to funerary expectations on both sides of the Mediterranean, and a few urban elites chose to be depicted with African clothes and hairstyles. On the other side of the balance stood enduring native food taboos about cows (previously kept only for dairying and blood?), and violently resolved flare-ups as towns swelled and impeded their neighbours’ way of life. The northeast African ideological trappings that Greek rulers adopted included at least nominal kingship, and intermarriage with Egyptian royalty, but these reflected the dictates of political power games more than any wider cultural hybridity.
In spatial as well as social terms the integration of Mediterranean Africa was still far from complete in 500 BC. Long stretches remained untouched, notably most of the Maghreb between Carthage and Oran (due to a lack of desirable resources and poor harbours on a rugged and dangerous coast), as well as the arid Gulf of Sirte; the situation in the coastal corridor between Cyrenaica and the Nile is unknown. Inland, the Maghreb would be economically and politically transformed through its relations with Carthage over coming centuries, but only in Roman times were the drier tracts to the east greened by Libyan farmers who learned to first harvest the sporadic rains in order to harvest crops from it as well.336 However, the momentous difference made to Mediterranean history by a string of urban, agricultural and trading polities along the African shore, engaged in production and consumption of a kind already generalized elsewhere, was already apparent.337 Whatever the truth about the extent of indigenous farming, the practices introduced at Carthage and in Cyrenaica represented a dramatic change, well beyond such obvious introductions as the olive and vine. Carthaginian agronomy was later famed as the most sophisticated in the Mediterranean, a reputation that owed much to its 9000-year inheritance of experience and experiment in the heartland of farming back in the Levant.338 This was probably transferred intact, down to seeds and stocks, in the opening centuries of Carthage’s existence, and once adapted to local conditions it gradually transformed the Tunisian plains into a gigantic agro-business. The Cyrenaican farms focused more straightforwardly on grain, which was sent over to the Aegean in vast amounts, while native knowledge contributed an endemic fennel-like plant, known in Greek as silphion, that became so prized across the Mediterranean for its flavour and medicinal properties that it was emblazoned on Cyrene’s coins and overexploited to extinction [10.42].339 Nor was the exchange all botanical. West African guinea fowl percolated in from the Maghreb at roughly the same time that Asian chickens spread westward via the Aegean [10.43].340 Furthermore, it was only at this late stage that domesticated horses achieved a circum-Mediterranean distribution, taking to North African plains largely depleted of big game with consequences for the growth of cavalry that would be felt by the Roman legions at Cannae a few centuries later. Quadrigas, four-horse chariots invented under Assyria and widely copied as symbols of power and prowess, escaped via Egypt, Cyrene or Carthage into the Sahara, where they appeared, careering wildly, on pastoral rock art far out in the desert [10.44].341 And one final unknown is whether Mediterranean metallurgy, for example the early ironworking practised in Carthage, Lixus or Egypt, had anything to do with the indigenous iron- and copper-based practices that sprang up in sub-Saharan Africa and Mauretania respectively around the same time.342

10.42 The now extinct fennel-like plant silphion, endemic to the Green Mountain, seen on Cyrene’s coinage and probably the substance shown being weighed and packaged under the supervision of Cyrene’s king in this mid-6th-century BC Peloponnesian cup.

10.43 A 5th-century BC Greek cartoon of a guinea fowl, a less-established exotic arrival than the ultimately South Asian chicken.

10.44 Horses and chariots (here two-horse models) took easily to the landscapes of North Africa, and offered new openings for displaying status and prowess far out in the Sahara. Here, in a composite reconstruction created in the 1960s of several images from the Tardrart Acacus, the chariots are juxtaposed with potentially much earlier figures of giraffes, barbary sheep and cattle.
The inclusion of Africa also profoundly altered the Mediterranean’s networks. Still wrapped in obscurity are the origins of those that from Roman times ran south out of the basin and brought Saharan and Sahelian goods, including gold, semi-precious stones, slaves and exotic animals (alive or reduced to their pelts or tusks) into the Mediterranean, penetrating the southern barrier that a hyper-arid Sahara had erected west of the Nile for the previous 3000 years.343 The ground conditions for such connections were certainly already falling into place, even if Arabian dromedaries did not enter the Sahara until the early centuries ad.344 In the eastern and central oases – where we plotted the rise of pastoral confederacies, the uptake of date cultivation, metallurgy and, when the rains increased, domestic cereals, grapes and figs – heralded a peak in social complexity from about 500 BC, in the form of the irrigating, hillfort-dwelling, partly literate communities known as the Garamantes, which were later indeed famed for trans-Saharan trade.345 Meanwhile, back in the coastal zone, pastoralists with ties to these deep Saharan experts in desert transit coexisted with Mediterranean traders in Cyrenaica and surely other areas besides.
Ironically, we are on firmer ground at sea. The virtually total absence of evidence for North African seafaring west of the Nile has often been underlined in preceding chapters, and attributed to smooth coasts, scarcity of offshore islands and adverse navigational conditions, combined in the earlier Holocene with the magnetic pull of an inhabited Sahara. One minor exception is the filigreed coastline of Tunisia, where 6th-millennium BC transport of Pantellerian obsidian into the eastern Maghreb could have been effected by African mariners. Activity in the Sicilian strait may have continued intermittently over the millennia that separated this blip from Carthage and any immediate predecessor, whose establishment along the same stretch of coast was assuredly no coincidence, and which had created the first North African ship imagery west of Egypt by the 6th century BC. Aside from this, indigenous maritime interconnections in all likelihood simply did not exist along much of the southern, African shore. Even an earlier Egypt that was so active in the east Mediterranean and Red Sea had displayed no apparent interest in sending ships west along the coast. Instead, the integration of points on the African coast took the form (as during earlier, tentative manifestations) of north–south routes dovetailed to hubs of seafaring on the northern side of the Mediterranean. Hence the intimate ties between Carthage, Sicily, Sardinia and, later, the mid-strait Maltese islands, and Cyrenaica’s strong Aegean connection, which lasted until Crete and Cyrene were merged into a single Roman trans-marine province, governed from the south Cretan Mesara plain.346 As with France and Catalonia, only after the establishment of a series of North African trading centres did coastwise traffic start to string them together, and voyages along the African flank of the basin become a reality. Travel along the segment between the Nile and Cyrenaica extended westward a 2nd-millennium BC seaway that had formerly only reached as far as the landfall at Marsa Matruh. But entirely new at this juncture was the segment across, or gingerly into, the treacherous gulfs of Sirte and Gabès, which tied together Carthage, Cyrenaica and intervening outposts. Even the offshore island of Djerba, with its scraps of native pottery and tumuli, and its perilous approach through shoal-water, received a few Greek pots by the 6th century.347 The last segment to be activated on a regular basis, perhaps well after 500 BC, lay to the west of Carthage, and the delay there was due less to any incremental east-to-west unfolding of connections, than to the lack of motivation to create enclaves in the central Maghreb, the adverse sailing conditions offshore, and the fact that an easier run to the west lay across the open sea, via an Ibiza now fully equipped to welcome shipping.
The Mediterranean’s big bang begins
The bounds of the Mediterranean were burst open before the intake of the last internal isolates. We shall explore the movement of people, practices and trading connections, but there was a cosmological dimension too. For despite jealous guarding of the local associations of particular myths throughout antiquity, the shrinking sea and closer acquaintance with its surrounding inhabitants by growing numbers of highly mobile individuals inexorably banished exotic or mythic realms from simply the next sub-basin over, or (an old favourite) the Nile Valley, to more distant parts of Asia, Africa, Europe or an ultima thule in the Atlantic. The vagueness of the Odyssey’s fabulous physical and cultural geography west of the Aegean reflects a transitional moment in this process, and in a sense marked a Mediterranean ending.
We can start our more prosaic, if no less intriguing, exploration in the Atlantic extension of Mediterranean Africa (a region regarded as only partly linked-in even as the Roman province of Mauretania Tingitana),348 and its reflection on the other side of the Strait of Gibraltar, where the Iberian coast starts to swing north. The key was Gadir, which we have so far treated as an only nominally Atlantic offshoot of the Mediterranean, and of Tyre in particular. By the 7th century BC, however, Gadir had evolved another face, as the hub of an independent maritime circuit centred on the strait, both sides of which were peppered with Phoenician outposts.349 This reached back through the Pillars of Melqart to the Alboran Sea, but equally out into the tidal reaches of the inner Atlantic. Such shifts in the Phoenician west tend to be explained as reactions to the mounting woes of Tyre, but were more a result of the new regional dynamics that ensued once a new participant had been set up in a favourable position. In this case, Gadir’s outposts extended along the Atlantic facade for a staggering total of 1400 km (870 miles) north and south of Gibraltar.350 Those in Morocco contrast with the dearth in parts of the Mediterranean Maghreb, and attest to the abundance of goods obtained from a lusher interior (especially pelts, and ivory to be carved at Gadir). Rich Atlantic fisheries and the easy evaporation of fish-preserving salt on a tidal shore were another attraction, harking back to the glimpses of a developing eastern taste for preserved, amphora-bottled fish in the late 2nd to early 1st millennia BC, although the true mass production of salted fish (apparently mainly tuna chunks), and highly flavoured fish sauces, for a pan-Mediterranean market only took off at Gadir well after 500 BC.351 Lixus, just 50 km (30 miles) south of the strait, at the mouth of a river that wound inland to the foothills of the Atlas mountains, began in the 8th century BC as a mixed endeavour by groups native to the strait and Phoenician entrepreneurs, with unusually little sign of wine-drinking.352 In the following century it became monumentalized as a Phoenician centre of operations. Over 700 km (435 miles) further down the coast lay Mogador, in a sense the Atlantic equivalent of Marsa Matruh, with no permanent houses, but a probable ritual stele, plenty of fish and whale bones, Attic amphorae, and sherds inscribed with the name ‘Magon’, in all likelihood a Phoenician merchant – a man by the same name was richly buried back in Andalusia.353 Mogador feels very far indeed from the Mediterranean, but in the 5th century BC it in turn acted as the jump-off point for a Carthage-sponsored voyage that plausibly reached much further round the West African coast.354 As usual, we have no reliable knowledge of the local people with whom such Phoenician merchants traded, according to Herodotus by silent exchange on the beach.355
North of the strait, the situation was quite different. Gadir tapped into the pre-existing Atlantic metals trade, especially in tin, which had long been handled by big indigenous villages, with an especially powerful cluster around the Tagus. As far as the Mondego estuary in central Portugal, these began to receive large quantities of Phoenician goods manufactured in the west.356 Only two actual 7th-century BC enclaves are known, a small, defended one at Abul on the Sado and another at Santa Olaia, while other Phoenician finds far inland – most famously the Aliseda treasure of gold jewelry and bronze and silver jugs – hint at parallel efforts to cultivate alternative overland access to northern Iberian metal sources.357 What with Atlantic metals, fish and salt, African animal products, plus Mediterranean oil, wine and superlative craft skills, Gadir was clearly a place with a brilliant future.
Before we turn away from this ‘Mediterranean Atlantic’, there is an enigmatic codicil. The Canary Islands, about 1000 km (600 miles) from Gibraltar and 100 km (60 miles) off the nearest African shore, were certainly known by Roman times.358 Pliny the Elder described them, and relics from Roman landfalls have been found. We cannot accurately date the arrival of the ancestors of the Guanche people who first farmed this archipelago, without metals, until their slaughter by European adventurers halfway through the transition from crusading to trans-Atlantic conquest. But the circumstantial evidence points to some time in the 1st millennium BC and a northwest African origin – the Guanche language and genes have Berber links, and a ‘Neolithic’ technology could reflect conditions in parts of coastal Morocco even this late, if not a post-arrival loss of metallurgy in an island environment entirely without ores. Even Canarian house mice match with the wider contemporary invasion of the west Mediterranean by this species.359 Although the exact scenario may never be known, one likely context for the transfer of a mainly northwest African founding nucleus to the Canaries is the Atlantic seafaring exploits of 7th- to 6th-century Gadir. When and how a hoard of 4th- to 3rd-century BC Carthaginian and Cyrenaican coins, reputedly found vastly further out to sea in the Azores in AD 1749, had crossed 1500 km (900 miles) of open ocean, is a matter for happy speculation, though the limits of the possible for misadventures by experienced mariners in robust vessels are fairly generous.360
As we have seen in the west, the Mediterranean’s maritime frontiers tended to be the fuzziest and most easily negotiable. Meanwhile, from the southeast end, Red Sea giant clam shells, often carved, travelled as far as the Aegean and Etruria [10.45].361 The Red Sea had long been Egypt’s other maritime outlet, and by no means a secondary one thanks to the lack (until recently) of internal competition and the cherished access it gave to subtropical goods. Necho’s canal project highlighted the desire to link these two seas efficiently, but athwart them lay not only a substantial intervening isthmus but also, as we saw at Naukratis and Sais, a highly centralized state apparatus that operated as a brake and filter on mercantile expansion in this direction. The kind of union of seas and sea trades presided over by Gadir was not so easily achievable here, however successful (as earlier at Avaris) that between the Mediterranean and the Nile.

10.45 Giant clam shell with carved head and incised floral design, found on Rhodes. The production centre for these distinctive objects is unknown, but probably lay in the Levant, which enjoyed good connections to the Red Sea by this time.
More propitious was the link to the Black Sea via the Dardanelles, the Sea of Marmara and the Bosphorus. The south and east shores of the Black Sea provided access to Anatolian and Caucasian metals, the mouth of the Danube opened up the Balkan interior, the Crimea offered a mini-Mediterranean climate and the steppic perimeter to the north gave onto a potentially vast grain-growing and slaving belt, while the sea itself teemed with little fish that could be salted and exported in huge, flavoursome quantities – far more so than the Mediterranean, thanks to the nutrients injected by so many great rivers.362 Moreover, at least since Troy became a far-sung ruin, the connecting corridor had not been subject to political or economic controls. The start date for direct travel between the two seas is uncertain, but should go back to the 2nd, if not sporadically the 3rd, millennium BC, when eastern tin began to trickle along this axis. Near the end of the Bronze Age, a hoard on the Marmara coast contained oxhide ingot fragments plus an Aegean sword and double axes.363 During the later 7th century connections took off.364 The instigators came from the Mediterranean, with geography and timing guaranteeing the priority of ventures from the Aegean, itself almost half the size of the Black Sea, but far more island-studded, densely populated and networked. For once there is not a trace of a Phoenician presence, although more local activities probably wait to be revealed. The Black Sea became in effect a marine extension of Aegean Greece. East Aegean people, particularly from Miletus, took the lead, perhaps aiming to compensate themselves for losses of land and metal access to the expanding power of Lydia.365 As the wealth to be gained became apparent, and city-state identities and interests more sharply delineated, the long, slender gateway to the Black Sea became the scene of a fast and fierce scramble for advantage. Megara gained an early foothold with the foundation of Byzantium, but during the 6th century Athens achieved a decisive hegemony that it would doggedly maintain until eventual naval catastrophe there in 405 BC spelt its defeat in the Peloponnesian War.
The Mediterranean’s terrestrial edges often proved harder to open up, thanks to the physical, cultural and economic friction effects on overland expansion, which commonly endured in the guise of connections run by intervening middlemen. We saw this in North Africa, where the Nile Valley remained the only artery for direct movement far from the coast (recall the mercenaries’ graffiti at Abu Simbel). The ancient, if ever-fluctuating engagement of the Mediterranean with the lands of the Jazira, Anatolia and Mesopotamia continued under successive eastern empires, with much of the human traffic out of the basin now taking the form of forced transfers of populations, although some Mediterranean merchants and other wealthy individuals still travelled freely inland. Greek mercenaries arrived in Mesopotamia later than in Egypt, mainly from the 4th century BC, and as harbingers of the victorious progress of much larger numbers in a Mediterranean conqueror’s pay a few decades later, under Alexander the Great.
Along the northern edges of the basin, contacts up the river valleys and over the mountain passes with a shifting spectrum of chiefly societies in temperate Europe had been on the rise since the second half of the previous millennium, operating within different kinds of frameworks from those increasingly taken for granted in the Mediterranean. The original stimulus had been metals, but we saw how this extended to wine and slaves in France, while the growth of Etruria, especially its activities in the Po plain and around the head of the Adriatic, similarly boosted and diversified trans-Alpine trade.366 North of the Alps, a cluster of Hallstatt centres emerged in response, the most elaborate at Heuneberg near Munich.367 In return for the human and other merchandise dispatched south came by now time-honoured classes of Mediterranean trade goods, some of which found distant resting places: wine amphorae, fine Greek pots (mainly Athenian), carved ivory, and elaborately decorated Etruscan and Greek metal vessels for wine-drinking ceremonies, some so huge that they had to be transported in pieces.368 Several of the last survive thanks to their rapid consumption in bombastic displays at local elite funerals. Indeed, if we seek a northerly equivalent to the deracinated, redeployed quadrigas by now galloping around the Sahara, it would be the Vix krater, a gargantuan bronze wine-mixing vessel, 1.64 m (5 ft 5 in.) tall, made in the Peloponnese, and yet buried in the last decades of the 6th century BC at a point along the Seine known also for its abundant amphora finds, precisely where the river became unnavigable and carriage from the Rhône, and then the headwaters of the Saône, switched to overland portage [10.46].369

10.46 The general premise that only a minuscule fraction of ancient metalwork has survived into modern times, and much of that not at the original centres, but on the margins of ancient production and consumption, is dramatically borne out by the discovery of this enormous bronze wine-mixing vessel, probably made in the Peloponnese but discovered at Vix, in northern Burgundy, to where it was transported along the Rhône, as part of the Gallic slave trade.
As yet, the two ends of this particular chain stayed segregated worlds, but the first direct large-scale movements were underway further east, and in contrast to the impressive levels of mobility displayed by Mediterranean people within their basin, these instead took the form of incursions from the temperate north. Phrygia’s early 7th-century coup de grâce had come, with Assyrian complicity, at the hands of a thrust around the Black Sea into Anatolia by the first great nomadic confederacy of horse-mounted archers to come together north of the Black Sea – an entity known to us as the ‘Cimmerians’. These were both the descendants of three millennia of increasingly adept horse-riding there, and precursors of the better-known Scythians.370 In political terms they were not unlike the late 2nd-millennium BC Libyan pastoral formations that had coalesced as raiders, fighters and settlers at another rich interface on the other side of the Mediterranean, along the margins of Egypt. Lydia later absorbed or expelled the Cimmerians, but the basin’s growing wealth encouraged such formations and would start to draw them in with accelerating frequency. Soon not all were pastoral: in the 5th century BC the Po plain was flooded by ‘Celtic’ farming migrants as the eastern Hallstatt complex fell apart.371 Both vortex and centrifuge, the pull and reach of this Middle Sea was becoming long indeed.
Into the familiar
Polybius, a high-born Greek intellectual of the 2nd century BC, held not unpleasantly as a hostage in Rome for his compatriots’ good behaviour, opined in the great work he wrote there that only since about 220 BC had history (by which he meant political history, and of the Mediterranean basin and its neighbours) possessed a truly woven-together, interactive unity.372 His choice of date signified the moment when Rome’s drive to conquer really took off beyond Italy and the Tyrrhenian Sea, reaching swiftly to the Balkans and Spain. In fact, as we have seen, long before its political history drew together, the Mediterranean was already an integrated, dynamic nexus of culturally convergent societies and economies, politically independent yet in every other sense interdependent,373 structured around a set of increasingly shared or easily convertible standards (citizens, coins, alphabets and Greek-style drinking vessels, to mention but a recent few), and all operating within an even older ecological whole.
Things would certainly get bigger on most fronts after 500 BC.374 Major states, cities and the battles between them became more massive and complex operations; by the 3rd century BC the populations of Carthage, Rome and younger foundations at Alexandria and Antioch had all breached the six-figure barrier, with imperial Rome eventually approaching a million people.375 At its ancient, and probably pre-modern, peak during the 2nd century AD the total population of the basin reached 35–50 million, roughly doubling the figure at 800 BC and a hefty advance, too, on the likely total some three centuries later, with astronomically faster growth in formerly thinly inhabited areas such as most of North Africa.376 ‘Carrying capacity’ is a somewhat misleading term in as unstable a region as the Mediterranean,377 but this population total, and other indices relating to production and consumption, seem to represent, in effect, a ceiling until the changed conditions of the last few centuries.378 The Mediterranean’s economy continued to grow, with an estimated rise of 25–50 per cent in per capita consumption in the thousand years after 800 BC.379 This left strong marks on the productive landscape all over the basin, as countrysides became more thickly settled, entire regions optimally, and sometimes ruthlessly zoned, existing cash crops further ratcheted up or entirely new ones introduced, additional extraction techniques intensified (from mining to new water-mills), and market-driven pastoralism at last unleashed on a grand scale in the mountains.380 At sea, wrecks and written testimony plot a gathering crescendo in the size and amount of shipping,381 and to receive this on exposed coasts, huge hydraulic concrete harbours began to be built from around 300 BC [10.47].382 Yet we have encountered earlier up-scalings and refinements of these and comparable phenomena throughout the course of this book, most often in the previous three millennia, but sometimes much earlier. To force a basic segregation now would be as unhelpful as to impose a divide between (for instance) the 3rd and 2nd millennia BC, or to dismiss the climax of growth under Rome on the grounds that the imperial state’s income, when pegged against grain prices, can be calculated as equivalent to no more than that of a well-off university in the United States today.383

10.47 The up-scaling of artificial port facilities during the last few centuries BC, as well as the superior showing of Roman-period economic installations relative to their successors, is dramatically apparent in this aerial view of Caesarea, on the coast of modern Israel. Above water, the modest Crusader to modern harbour; below, as dark shadows, massive remains of breakwaters built by Herod the Great, in honour of the emperor Augustus, jut out into open sea.
The final chapter of this book will summarize and draw together the principal strands that contributed to the emergence of this Middle Sea, starting millennia before Polybius and already complete several centuries before his birth. The present one ends with a brief bridging epilogue between the latest phases of the past we have explored and the ensuing 5th century BC, already an age of fewer, yet bigger principal players, most if not all more heavily investing in state infrastructure, and hotly engaged in what were by now in effect bi- or tri-polar contests for hegemony within and beyond their sector of the basin. This should further erase any false sense of an abrupt caesura between our largely archaeologically informed ‘prehistory’ and the ‘ancient history’ that followed (not that either term is very helpful). In violation of our ideal of balanced exploration, it selects a handful of large-scale phenomena and trusts that, in the closing moments, this will be forgiven in light of the ease with which it enables us to dovetail the past with some of the best-known phenomena of the new century.
We start in the central Mediterranean, where it is striking how, relatively soon after the 9th-century BC re-establishment of a scalar symmetry in the basin’s maritime spaces, the physical centre of the basin began to sprout cities ambitious on the widest of Mediterranean stages. Two out of the three that eventually gained the mantle of more than regional significance, and finally fought each other to the death, only shook clear of the local competition after 500 BC, and so need only briefly detain us. One of these was Syracuse, the closest of all contenders to the absolute geographical centre of the basin, and equally close several times during the 5th and 4th centuries BC to consolidating a political dominance to match its economic and cultural prominence.384 Another, of course, was Rome, whose ultimate win in the sweepstakes would at this stage be very hard to predict.385 Rome in the 6th century BC was a large, populous city-state with a respectable territory of 800 sq. km (310 sq. miles), but so was Veii, its Tiber Valley neighbour and rival, and wider leaderships were coming together elsewhere in Etruria. True, over the next two centuries Rome grew fast and evolved effective means of incorporation, such as the political intake of its common people, the plebs, and the institution within Italy of colonies (its own term, connoting far more dependency than the Greek apoikia). In conjunction with earlier centuriate reform of the army, this boded very well for mobilizing citizens and holding captured ground. Yet it only defeated and annexed Veii in 396 BC, and the conquest of the peninsula’s diverse other, and in some cases still barely urban, polities took more than another century.386 Only from about 270 BC did Rome’s rise towards lone superpower status accelerate, slightly before Polybius’ onset of historical unity and for most of the time dominated by a protracted tussle against Carthage across the central and west Mediterranean. That feud ended in 146 BC, the year in which Rome also sacked another iconic city on the sea at Corinth, and after Rome had offered Carthage the option of relocating 15 km (10 miles) inland (in short, mercantile instead of military suicide).387 These timescales seem to flash by after those we have dealt with, and could barely be detected before the Holocene, but they still left plenty of potential for specific events of this kind to pan out differently.
The third superpower in the central Mediterranean was Carthage itself, and in Braudel’s words, ‘a very special voice’.388 Carthage had no immediately neighbouring competition and was certainly on an exceptional trajectory before 500 BC, one that in consequence demands a slightly fuller exploration here. As suggested earlier, it is likely to have become the largest city in the basin once Babylon had finished its work in the Levant;389 if we had more than a few trenches dug into its early strata, uncertain inferences concerning its impact abroad and rare textual scraps embedded in hostile sources, parts of the history of the 6th and 5th centuries BC might appear in a different light (in fact, not unlike the situation with Hyksos Avaris a thousand years before). As with Gadir, too much weight can be placed on the fall of Tyre as the occasion for Carthage’s ascent. Of course, the cessation of formal Tyrian activity in the centre and west opened up new opportunities, but, long before that, Carthage was already large, critical to diasporic Phoenician demography and active on its own account in the central Mediterranean. Other aspects of the transition from Phoenician to Punic can be overpainted, too – even the latter term is simply a Latin derivative of the former. While the rise of alternative gods to Tyrian Melqart did signify conscious separation, it also reflected an oligarchical distancing from Melqart’s royal ties; when the house of Hamilcar Barca later began to pretend to a kingly aura, Melqart swiftly returned to favour.390 Moreover, worship of Tanit and rituals at tophets were already established Carthaginian traits in Phoenician centres across the central Mediterranean when Tyre still thrived, while, conversely, the custom of elite suicide in extremis, enshrined in the story of Elissa’s death, was maintained by Carthaginian military and other leaders up until the bitter end.391 In terms of broader identities there is an impressive, even poignant continuity, as well; Tyre received its symbolic tithe long after it was in a position to demand it, and in the 5th century AD, St Augustine knew North Africans who spoke Punic and considered themselves to be Chanani – Canaanites.392 More generally, historians may well have set the transition from an early trading hub to the territorial, military empire that confronted Rome too far back in time. Between these two stages in Carthage’s life, during the 6th and early 5th centuries BC, there plausibly existed instead a supreme network node, a huge city-state powerful at sea, where it deployed slave-propelled galleys to extract tribute from distant ports (themselves intensifying extraction from their hinterlands), but whose later explicit terrestrial militarism, much of it dependent on mercenary armies, was in part a subsequent response to aggression by others, and in the first instance heavily armed, probing Greeks.393 The 5th-century BC fortification of Cape Bon was surely in part a defensive reaction to prior challenges, decisively repulsed, such as the Spartan effort to force an enclave near Lepcis, or a Sicilian Greek attempt to do the same at Lilybaion, at the southern end of Motya’s lagoon and right opposite Carthage itself.394
This would make sense of the wider picture, such as it is. In terms of gains on land, Carthage continued to make an only moderate showing in North Africa outside its own sizeable core territory until the 4th and especially 3rd centuries BC, when rural and slave communities began to stud the Maghreb, stimulating the formation of the first indigenous ‘Numidian’ polities in response.395 Even nearby Utica held onto its independence as late as 500 BC. Abroad, 6th-century Carthage did begin to annex and sporadically settle land in southern Sardinia, an island that would find itself midway between North Africa and central Italy in the worst of senses over coming centuries.396 The Campidano plain in the southwest of the island, much of which had lain fallow since the drying of the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, began to be opened up as a grain belt, perhaps employing the same agronomic expertise that operated in Carthage’s immediate hinterland. Around this time, too, horses were introduced to Sardinia, probably via a circuitous route out of Africa, where they were virtually as recent arrivals.397 But the takeover of the island was protracted and never complete, with reversals against dogged local resistance, and while it created a hybrid society in the south of the island, often using old nuraghi as dwellings or places of ritual, it left most of the uplands and all of the north still untouched.398
In contrast, Carthage had little trouble dominating by sea. In the central Mediterranean it had long been the major attractor for other Phoenician interests. In the west, where a few successful locations were already reordering connections to their own advantage during the 7th century, its increasing prominence correlated with further realignments as much as any formal imposed authority. Ongoing shifts there were inevitable given the emergence of a new zone of production and consumption further north in Catalonia and France, as well as a sharp decline in silver production in southwest Iberia, whether due to exhaustion of the lodes that could be accessed by existing technology, depletion of the woodland required for charcoal, or the crisis in local power attested (as cause or consequence) by the disappearance of elites from the lower Guadalquivir and the rise of less cooperative indigenous societies inland.399 The fast-growing populations and uptake of Carthaginian burial customs and ideology at the select roster of major maritime towns of Phoenician origin that still prospered, notably Motya, Gadir, Malaka and Ebesus, reflected both their mercantile success and the influx of traders and maybe monitoring officials from Carthage.400 In at least one instance Carthage even founded a new enclave, at Tingis under modern Tangier.401 All in all, it looks very much as if we may be witnessing the informal genesis of the first truly extensive intra-Mediterranean empire.402 If so, it was taking a very different guise from those that we have grown accustomed to see emanating overland from the east, with islands no longer seen as intractable overseas trouble spots, but as the vital articulating points, ancestors of what Braudel would memorably describe as ‘la flotte immobile de Venise’.403
Nothing even remotely comparable to this Carthaginian network emerged in the Aegean until well into the 5th century BC, at the climax of its dramatically last-minute thrust into a truly decisive position within early Mediterranean history.404 But profound changes were afoot by the end of the 6th century in Athens, later the almost-insular ruler of an even more archipelagic empire,405 and equally emblematic of the combination of factors that propelled certain Greek city-states so rapidly forward: a newly advantageous geopolitical and networking position within pan-Mediterranean economies, the culturally and constitutionally creative fallout from fractious power politics, and a long tradition of value-added production and its marketing, to which Athens added the rarer benefit of a significant domestic source of precious metal, and hence exceptional wealth. At its peak in the 430s BC, Classical Athens was a walled city of 150–215 ha (370–530 acres) inhabited by 30,000–45,000 people (including the port of Piraeus), with some six to nine times that number living across the remainder of Attica.406 This overall population represented roughly 1 per cent of estimated contemporary Mediterranean humanity in just over 0.1 per cent of Mediterranean terrestrial space, or, in other words, the most densely crammed landscape anywhere in the basin (including the Nile Delta), an achievement whose sustenance (literally and loosely) was a tribute to connectivity writ large. Athens already had some 20,000 inhabitants by about 500 BC, a marked improvement from its low profile in a 7th century dominated by Corinth and the east Aegean towns, and one that it owed to silver and shifting trade.407 During most of the intervening period it had been presided over by an unexceptional mixture of kouros-erecting oligarchs and temple-sponsoring tyrants.408 But in the last decade of the 6th century, Athens deviated from this past in a way that has lent immortality to its name ever since.
It is hard to look dispassionately at what would soon become known as the Athenian democracy. In tactical terms its institution in 508–507 BC was an only partly intended consequence of old rivalries between tyrants and other elite factions, one of which favoured popular enfranchisement as a counterbalance against its enemies [10.48].409 Looked at another way, the expansion of the middling, sub-elite sort, identified in Athens itself by archaeology as early as the 8th century and later in Solonic writing, was a widespread feature across the Mediterranean, in some regions from even earlier times; where coupled with weak elite authority it made power-sharing solutions more or less inevitable. In this sense the creation of several tens of thousands of adult male citizens throughout Athens and Attica (at best a fifth of the total population, and, of course, excluding all women, slaves and foreigners) simply represented one end of a spectrum that ran through large, inclusive oligarchies such as Sparta’s. Moreover, it is estimated that even under democracy as little as a tenth or twentieth of all Athenians retained the ownership of nearly a third of the land.410 It is likewise unclear to what extent similar arrangements may have sprung up elsewhere at an early stage, for our sources come overwhelmingly from Athens, which as a major polity set the subsequent standard.411 As with the Roman republic, whose inception lies around the same time,412 we are quickly caught in circular reasoning: did such reforms make these city-states genuinely exceptionally successful and thereby lead to preferential survival of their records, or did later serendipities ensure the latter, and make these places appear more unusual than they once were? And yet for all these misgivings, and even setting aside its symbolic potency today, the Athenian democracy and its cultural hothouse environment offered something qualitatively, and in its eventual form, radically, new – a different course from most of the remainder of the basin, where the deeply rooted ‘Archaic’ world evolved seamlessly into its successors.413

10.48 The ‘Tyrannicides’, Harmodius and Aristogeiton, in the act of striking at the younger brother of the Athenian tyrant Hippias, in a failed coup as much to do with aristocratic honour and sexual jealousy as political reform, but taken up by the soon-ensuing Athenian democracy as an heroic founding sacrifice. This Roman version copies a lost early 5th-century BC Greek original, which itself replaced a bronze sculpture commissioned at public expense in 509 BC and subsequently taken off to Susa by Persian troops some thirty years later.
Athens’s near-nemesis, the Persian empire, presents a similar mixture of older roots and new directions.414 A product of rapid conquests in the later 6th century, it built upon thousands of years of consolidating states and empires in Mesopotamia, but at the same time, with its heartland further east on the Iranian plateau, represented an eclipse of Mesopotamian political pre-eminence. It was bigger, more integrated and in consequence even more vastly wealthy than its Assyrian and Babylonian precursors, comprising at its height 6.2 million sq. km (2.4 million sq. miles) and 20–26 million people, the first figure larger than the entire Mediterranean basin (sea and land), and the second comparable to its total population at that time. Most of the enlargement lay to the east, as far as the Hindu Kush, but in the west it reached Cyrene, Cyprus and, through the former lands of Lydia, which it quickly crushed, into the east Aegean, with an ephemeral hold over tracts of European Thrace. Peninsular Greece found itself in a not dissimilar situation to Phoenicia with respect to Assyria a few centuries earlier, if with more immediately surrounding sea-room for manoeuvre.
Persia’s engagement with the Mediterranean was more extensive than that of any previous empire, itself a tribute not least to the latter’s rapidly growing riches. Its hegemony extended over 20–25 per cent of the basin’s entire coastline, including several of its most dynamic sectors, and it was the first outside power to establish real authority over islands, including Cyprus and most of those in the eastern Aegean, with Persian influence extending westward into the Cyclades. Thanks to the number of its coastal vassals, Persia conjured up war-fleets of unparalleled size – indeed the first triremes may have been built to its specifications.415 In 525 BC the Persian call for Egyptian surrender at Memphis was made from the deck of a ship of Lesbos; slightly later, a coastal geography of the Aegean, presumably a periplous of some description, was written to imperial order by a team cruising around it in Sidonian ships.416 Persian kings’ determination to surpass decisively the Upper Sea bounds of Mesopotamian lordship may also cast light, alongside more prosaic rationales, on their persistent amphibious operations in the Aegean.417 And despite its resort to overwhelming force when it met resistance (which drove some east Aegean dwellers, including another generation of Phocaeans, to relocate far to the west), and its unexceptional policy of forced relocation (which saw others re-employed at Persepolis), the Persian empire reverted in its Mediterranean territories to the light touch that had served Assyria so well.418 It adapted its tribute and taxation arrangements to maritime realities, fostered recovery in the Levant and encouraged coastal towns in general to prosper, albeit with the teeth drawn from their politics under local rulers chosen from their own elite and responsible to provincial satraps. Greek pots returned in force to the Levant, as ever betraying other normally invisible flows, such as a vast consignment of purple cloth from the Argolid still stored in the palace at Susa when Alexander got there in 331 BC, and said to have been delivered 190 years earlier.419 Quite unlike the explicitly thalassocentric projects already emerging at Carthage and soon at Athens, the Persian empire remained typical of the pragmatic, if often grudging, cohabitation between major land powers and the Mediterranean’s maritime cities for centuries to come.
What went wrong in 500–499 BC in the east Aegean, where reconciling the demands of overbearing terrestrial polities with the call of the sea had proved tricky since the late 2nd millennium BC, is veiled in obscurity, though the young Athenian democracy, with its trading interests there and further north, assuredly had a hand in inciting opposition.420 The resultant ‘Ionian Revolt’ caught up Caria and Cyprus too, and ended disastrously for its instigators in 494 BC, when nearly 1000 ships fought off the islet of Lade, today a hillock landlocked by alluvial mud a short stroll from Miletus.421 Just fourteen years later the comparably sized navies of the Persian empire and a different alliance of Greek city-states would clash again, more famously, and with the inverse result, at Salamis.




XXXVI  The heavily trenched mound of Hissarlik, Bronze Age Troy, overlooks its still largely unexplored lower town and the plain that in antiquity would have been a slowly alluviating inlet of the sea; beyond, the maritime corridor of the Dardanelles. A site of both destruction and repeated myth construction from the Bronze Age to Schliemann, Troy remains one of the few substantially investigated centres along the interface between the Aegean and Anatolia.




XXXVII  The limestone gorges surrounding the southeast Sicilian settlement of Pantalica are riddled with rock-cut tombs dating to the late 2nd and early 1st millennia BC. Such places in the rugged interior long acted as redoubts for indigenous ways of doing things, but finds from them also reveal extensive contacts with the wider Mediterranean world.




XXXVIII  Italian metalworking burgeoned in quality and quantity in the late 2nd and early 1st millennia BC, combining abundant local sources, technological know-how derived from the east Mediterranean and transalpine connections. This distinctive form of helmet, from Tarquinia in ore-rich Etruria, reveals a blend of eastern sheet-metalworking traditions and local fighting styles.




XXXIX  The fortified city of Tyre on its rocky offshore island, as depicted during the reign of the widely campaigning mid-9th-century BC Neo-Assyrian monarch Shalmaneser III on the bronze gates of Balawat in northern Mesopotamia. Horse-headed boats and a procession of bearers bring out of Tyre a tribute of metal vessels, ingots, bales of cloth, and possibly trays of pointed scrimshaw (whale ivory). Back on the island, a high-status man and woman appear to perform a libation ritual with metal dishes.




XL  Bronze boat model from Sardinia, dating to the early 1st millennium BC. While the basic form reflects the expansion of broad-hulled, masted and sail-driven designs to the central Mediterranean by this time, the stag-headed prow and open-work cabin suggest a local input too. Most such models derive from native nuragic ritual contexts or from mainland Italy at a time of impressive maritime interaction on the part of the island’s coastal communities.




XLI  The royal tombs of Tanis, one of the principal Delta capitals of a fragmented Egypt during the early 1st millennium BC, were architecturally modest compared to earlier pharaonic burials and, like the city as a whole, relied heavily on reused stonework taken from earlier nearby cities such as Piramesse. Once a river-port close to the sea, the shifting branches of the Nile have now left the site high and dry.




XLII  Gilt silver 7th-century BC bowl with a mixture of east Mediterranean imagery from the Bernardini Tomb at Praeneste, modern Palestrina, east of Rome.




XLIII  Aerial view of a still sea-girt but no longer insular Cadiz, where the modern town entirely smothers those parts of the Phoenician and later ancient city that are not inundated by localized submergence. The core of the Phoenician settlement occupied the semi-submerged reefs in the foreground, divided by a sheltering channel faintly visible as deeper water, and extended onto higher ground on the main island.




XLIV  Replica of a 6th-century BC Attic funerary kore, slightly over life-size and known from its accompanying inscription to commemorate one Phrasikleia. Painted after surviving traces on the marble original, it illuminates both the high status of elite women at the time, and the largely lost world of richly decorated textiles.




XLV  Relations between pottery and largely lost metal vessels, as well as between Aegean and Italian ceramics, are evident in this pair of late 6th-century BC products: (left) Etruscan bucchero, in which the lustrous surface, ridged seams and strap-like handles faithfully evoke metalwork; (right) variant made in the Nikosthenic workshop of Athens to target an Etruscan market, with the basic form (alien to Greek tradition) retained but the surface allure now created by intricately painted decoration.




XLVI  Temple C, a massive construction in the Doric style, erected around 550 BC as one in a spate of such buildings in the Sicilian town of Selinous, typifies in particularly grandiose form the sacred architecture that dominated urban centres across the Mediterranean.




XLVII  Three inscribed gold tablets from Pyrgi, the coastal emporion of the Etruscan town of Caere, recording a dedication made around 500 BC in Phoenician and Etruscan.




XLVIII  Gold and ivory head from Delphi, probably representing Apollo and possibly a Corinthian or east Greek dedication. This rare survival of large-scale work in such media, preserved as fire destruction debris alongside other fragments, including those of an almost life-size gilt silver bull, underscores the growing wealth of certain Greek cities at this time.




XLIX  Cyrene, set amidst the fully Mediterranean environment of the uplands of the Jebel Akhdar (‘green mountain’), between Benghazi and Tobruk in present-day northeast coastal Libya. The Classical ruins largely obscure the remains of the first, late 7th-century BC southern Aegean foundation.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
De profundis
The nature of early Mediterranean history
Out of the depths of its many and varied pasts the world of the Middle Sea, so famous and influential in its Classical and later forms, came together over millennia, starting long – sometimes very long – ago. To return to a metaphor suggested in Chapter 1, in order to trace its rise with least danger of back-projecting its final properties onto the diverse, lively trajectories of earlier times, we have had to explore a multitude of streams, and trace their courses over time, as some headed elsewhere or ran dry, while others began to flow in parallel, converge and finally blend into a stronger current. This history has been primarily one of the Mediterranean’s people, but of necessity it became a natural history too, of the basin’s physical fabric, of water (falling, flowing, undulating, fresh and salt), of changing bestiaries and flora, and not least the impacts of climatic turbulence on all of these. If it has been a history of change, transition and innovation, sometimes spectacular, arguably even revolutionary, in its consequences, it has also been one of deep-lying, endlessly modulated continuities over impressive time spans, and even the grandest transformations can in almost every case be traced back to smaller-scale, often surprisingly early beginnings.1 Nor has all of this been a one-way, uninterrupted flow; right across the Mediterranean, independent cycles of initiative and growth have sprung up, flourished and fallen back repeatedly, some of a kind later reiterated, others to go extinct. Larger-scale abatements or fragmentations after dramatic spikes and periods of convergence, whether due to climate fluctuation, socio-economic change or both, have also been regular and often locally catastrophic features, though outright collapses have proven rare and tend to disguise a reversion to more flexible, resilient ways of doing things, usually exactly the sort of regrouping needed before further spurts of growth. Such apparent downturns should, at least for us, be entirely unmysterious, anticipatable and indeed informative; characteristically Mediterranean ways of life emerged from adversity and busts as well as boom times.
As expected, the formation of the Mediterranean world has turned out to be a far from closed-off history. At several markedly uncoordinated junctures, the African and European flanks, as well as neighbouring seas, injected new elements into the basin’s mix, or found themselves at the receiving end of its expansion. Dwarfing all of these, however, was engagement with areas to the east and southeast. Yet before we write off early Mediterranean history as simply an appendage of the Near East (a big mistake), it is worth stressing how different each principal phase of engagement actually was. The first, which operated episodically over most of the last million-plus years, focused on the Suez isthmus and Levant as a periodically open passage from which pulses of African hominins and humans could percolate north of the basin, and more widely. For the second, associated with the rise in sedentism, plant and animal manipulation and ritual elaboration around the turn of the Holocene that gave us west Eurasian farming, the framework was the Fertile Crescent, a good proportion of which lay inside the basin. In neither instance was the Mediterranean beholden to a broader Near East as such. In the former case, the ultimate debt, shared with the rest of the globe, was to Africa. In the latter, whatever the complex interplays around the Fertile Crescent as a whole during the run-up to established farming, quite enough was going on in the Levantine sector alone to argue that, at an imaginative pinch, something like the Neolithic would have emerged there anyway, and spread across the basin (though, to add a note of contingency, the prior absence of such trends over its remainder meant that without that Levantine overlap, Mediterranean farming would have been vastly tardier and differently constituted, without, at the very least, wheat, sheep and goats).
Only in the third phase of decisive impact from this quarter did the Near East as a whole play a key role, led by Mesopotamia and Egypt. This comprised the rise of urban, state-level societies, economies and culture over the later 4th and 3rd millennia BC, and their expansion into adjacent parts of the Mediterranean, followed by major resurgences in the 2nd and early 1st millennia, as well as an underlying hum of lower-level ongoing interaction. That this last engagement gave a huge succession of boosts to the Mediterranean’s economies, as well as instilling long-lasting cultural practices in eastern parts of the basin, some of which would later be taken up more widely, is axiomatic. Had the Mediterranean somehow been cataclysmically sundered from the Nile Valley and the lands along the Tigris and Euphrates around 3500–3000 BC, the upshot would indeed have been slower Mediterranean acceleration, at a guess to the tune of a millennium or two (depending on whereabouts in the basin, and with the likely pacesetters concentrated in the Levant, Aegean and southern Iberia), as well as intriguing differences from subsequent Mediterranean culture as we know it. And yet, as we have seen, and will now recapitulate, by the time Mesopotamia and Egypt had emerged, let alone the time that ripples of consequence reached the centre and west, most fundamental Mediterranean ways of doing things were already evident within the basin in an emergent form, and bearing their first fruit (albeit, in terms of political formations, initially more sustainably in the east, where tried-and-tested strategies for entrenching power could be more easily accessed). These emergent internal properties subtly reworked Near Eastern inputs, leading to fresh outcomes, and time and again confounded uni-directionality of influence in a welter of reticulate connections that further fostered ongoing growth on the basin’s own account. To an increasing degree, the Mediterranean, the Near East and other neighbours began to coevolve, with the basin starting to act back decisively, even towards the east. Avaris in the age of the Hyksos was a start, as unenvisaged by the earliest river-kings as was the prospect, less than two centuries off by the close of this book, of Alexander the Great in Babylon.
Three common denominators revisited
Back, then, to the Mediterranean as our justifiably central theme. At the risk of oversimplification, of reducing fluid processes and incremental alterations in scale to a crude stadial sequence, we can now outline roughly how the Mediterranean changed from being, at the outset, a geographical expression devoid of cultural existence, into a dynamic, interactive, converging and, last but not least, widely recognized entity. As good a place to start as any is with the triad of common denominators underpinning Mediterranean life identified by Horden and Purcell in The Corrupting Sea, revisited in their order of historical appearance: fragmented micro-ecologies, connectivity, and uncertainty plus its attendant aspects of risk and opportunity.
The first of these turned out to be as old as the Mediterranean itself, hard-wired by the basin’s tortured tectonics and shaping its fauna and flora for at least as long as it has influenced human, or indeed hominin, life. Within such mosaic-like conditions, people had learned the advantages of a mix and match approach, viable when stitched together over even modest distances, well before our own ancestors entered the basin. However, what actually filled each tessera of the mosaic was far from constant. True, fragmentation sometimes enabled a remarkable degree of survival for Mediterranean-type ecologies even when surrounding conditions were dire (for example, at Ohalo II, in Galilee, during the Last Glacial Maximum), or too lush. Yet it could just as easily create utterly different patterns of diversity from unfamiliar components (colonies of great auks near Cosquer Cave, off Marseilles, for instance), which presented their own extractive and adaptive challenges for the basin’s people. Moreover, the fillings of the tesserae became increasingly subject to human intervention over time. The origins of this must go back, if with fugitive visibility on our part, to the controlled use of fire as a landscape modifier. With modern humans on the loose, skilful hunting began to depress preferred quarry species one by one – later, on certain islands, to the point of extinction for their bizarre endemic creatures. Then, over the millennia on either side of the start of the Holocene (the abrupt warming that really changed the playing field for humanity), assertive management of select plants and animals in the Levant and elsewhere in the Fertile Crescent culminated in farming, itself, at one level, a kind of micro-ecological niche construction.2 The spread of farming unleashed the greatest rolling transformation of the Mediterranean’s ecologies seen during the Holocene, one still unfolding today. It created, initially in tiny patches, a basic combination of fields, pasture and fringing wilderness resources that would prove hugely successful,3 and by the time this reached Iberia, the Levant was putting together a more ambitious variant, including olives and vines as well as wider uses of animals, that could be deployed in all kinds of ways, from a bolster for subsistence to industrial-level extraction. As this, in turn, expanded during the 4th to 1st millennia BC, with fresh cultivars and breeds multiplying faster than new species were introduced (today there are 600 varieties of olives in the Mediterranean), and as specialized pastoralism took off in marginal lands, in certain regions together with investments in simple terracing or irrigation, an ever-shifting artificial mosaic spread out to complement or displace that of nature. Within our time frame, substitution and mutual accommodation of ecologies are more plausible than generalized overexploitation; we have in fact encountered relatively few human-induced eco-disasters – possible exceptions being the end of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic in the Levant and the later Iberian Argaric, plus several island wipeouts of endemic animals.
Connectivity was, of course, fundamental to the making of the Middle Sea. Beyond the universal need for interaction of some kind in order for any hominin to survive and reproduce, a sequence of new behaviours can be identified once modern humans had spread around the basin. Overland movements over impressive ranges rapidly become visible, transporting ornamental shells across hundreds of kilometres well before 50,000 BC on the African flank and not long after that on the European one – and although much of this could be due to the mobility of individual hunter-gatherer wearers (itself an index of extensive social interaction), it is perhaps unwise to rule out exchange of items, too, from an early date. Such terrestrial distances would have impressed a 2nd-millennium BC merchant, and although in the interim there were major changes (downward as well as upward) in the regularity of long-range transfers, a surge in volumes on the move with the coming of pack animals, and land routes that proved resilient to competition from the sea, overland connections would necessarily play second fiddle to maritime ones in terms of defining a marine basin as a theatre of interaction. To reiterate: no maritime links, no Middle Sea.
Whatever the truth about occasional ultra-early Pleistocene efforts at seagoing, there is no sign that the sea had yet become anything but a divider, and for even the first 35,000-odd years during which modern humans lived around it, the picture stayed one of tentative, short-range crossings, restricted to a few encouraging areas. The decisive shift from such, in this respect, ‘pre-Mediterranean’ conditions to a purposeful, medium-range and proficient practice came just before the start of the Holocene, and appears again to have taken place in a few favourable places, notably the Aegean and the waters between Cyprus and its mainland neighbours. Later, some Mesolithic hunter-gatherers followed suit in the central sub-basins, but the breakthrough was only generalized by the expansion of farmers, which, together with their subsequent infilling of the smaller islands, ensured modest degrees of maritime linkage over most littoral and insular zones by 5000 BC at the latest. The next phase began in the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, with the rise of long-range voyaging, much of it driven by new ideological preoccupations and wider social networks on land as well as sea (none of which lessened the ubiquity of humdrum short-range activity, now or later; indeed, for quite different reasons, this was simultaneously on the rise, as we shall be shortly reminded). In most areas, voyaging was at first prosecuted in bigger versions of the canoes that must have plied the seas since at least the start of the Neolithic, but in the east it meshed with a separate initiative made possible thanks to capital investments on the part of the first emergent states: those marvellous, distance-eating, bulk-shifting machines known as sailing ships. Over the 2nd millennium BC, sailing ships penetrated ever further west, being adopted as local maritime and social circumstances made it propitious, until, by around 1000 BC, the preconditions for a regular, closely knit Mediterranean-wide network were in place, and this reality was swiftly realized over the next few centuries. If we plot the infilling of the basin’s blue parts by human traffic over time, the cumulative rise of the sea as the real centre of the Mediterranean stands out clearly [11.1]. Intriguingly, when we compare this with the administrative units into which Rome would later divide the Mediterranean’s waters (an imposition itself redolent of supreme bureaucratic confidence on the empire’s part), we see that the latter reflected not just physical geography, but also the phantom outlines and evolutionary histories of older maritime connections that we have traced, in a few cases right back to the end of the Pleistocene.

11.1  (top) The overall expansion of zones of active seafaring across the Mediterranean, from before 6000 BC to 1300 BC, with arrows showing the additional direct linkages forged shortly thereafter, leading by about 500 BC to the infilling of the remaining maritime areas; (above) for comparison, the maritime administrative units of the Roman empire.
Two other aspects of the overall growth of connectivity deserve mention, one positive, the other negative, at least in network terms. Starting with the positive, it is remarkable how early a combination of the Mediterranean’s ‘provocative’ geography (as described in Chapter 2) and the changing play of human interactions across it created central places that then drew further connections towards them, and how often these locations shifted as conditions moved on. A concentration of prestige finds well before the Last Glacial Maximum at the intensely occupied Balzi Rossi caves in east Liguria could already hint at the benefits accruing to people at a major choke-point of connections under the, for us, unfamiliar conditions of a cold, overwhelmingly land-bound Mediterranean; after sea travel took off, this rugged and now tucked-away area has barely featured, and remained remote even in 500 BC. Regardless, the corridor of the Jordan Valley clearly worked to the connective advantage of Pre-Pottery Neolithic mega-sites located on well-watered soils along its length, and by the 5th millennium BC, if not earlier, the first true maritime hub that we can currently identify had arisen on Lipari in the Tyrrhenian Sea. In the 3rd millennium BC, often modestly sized but highly energetic networking centres became common throughout the basin, including, allowing for intervening vicissitudes, the ancestors of later Tyre, Aegina and perhaps Cadiz and Seville (the latter at Valencina de la Concepción), and their numbers and scales subsequently continued to proliferate, all long before Carthage, Pithekoussai or Corinth. Following on from early Ebla, which occupied a north Levantine regional hotspot with good access east to Mesopotamia and north into Anatolia, there was an increasing tendency during the 2nd and earlier 1st millennia BC for additional hubs to materialize where Mediterranean circuits met with arteries in and out of the basin, for example at Avaris in the Nile Delta, Troy on the Dardanelles, Fratessina at the head of the Adriatic, Cadiz in the form we know it, and latterly Massalia near the mouth of the Rhône. Moreover, what worked for specific locations could also apply to regions as a whole, and indeed this was one of the main ways in which entire new areas of the Mediterranean emerged into the limelight. Although the Levant’s overland routes are some of the oldest in the basin, its maritime prominence was largely a later function of macro-conditions only existent from the later 4th and 3rd millennia BC, namely two superpowers at either end of it, plus sailing ships to run its length. Likewise, Etruria’s moment came when its arable and metallurgical wealth were coupled with a position between the growing Tyrrhenian, Adriatic and Alpine spheres, while Sicily, at the geographical centre of the basin, rose rapidly once Mediterranean-wide connections took off. The Adriatic exhibited an unusually sharply syncopated series of extensions and retreats from engagement with the wider Mediterranean, correlated with changing circumstances in the neighbouring Aegean and Tyrrhenian sub-basins (premonitions of the later relative fortunes of Adriatic Venice and Tyrrhenian Genoa?). In a sense, much of the history of an emergent Middle Sea is the history of evolving connections.
The negative aspect, however, injects a note of caution, without which we too easily universalize mobility and high degrees of linkage, forget their hard-won status, particularly at sea, and as a result undermine their explanatory power. A trenchant question by Purcell serves as a good introduction: ‘How many native Greek-speakers travelled more than 20 km (12 miles) from where they were born in the 7th century? 2 per cent, 25 per cent, 50 per cent?’4 Answer: we do not know (my guess falls around the middle, but is as much a product of faith as analysis), and if we cannot tell for such a late, well-known group of actors, what hope have we for earlier periods? In fact, the accumulated, smoothed-out evidence of the last few chapters leaves no doubt that overall, in both relative and absolute terms, connections and mobility rose sharply in intensity and scale from the 3rd to 1st millennia BC, after stabilizing or even locally declining following the initial spread of farming. The timing and gradient of this take-off makes the Mediterranean exceptional on a global scale. But even allowing for the fact that all Mediterranean people relied on some kind of local or medium-range interconnections to survive (and ever more so as the basin began to dry out), certain areas manifestly remained much less widely tied in than others, especially by sea.5 The most interesting example is North Africa west of the Nile. As in previous interglacials, stretching back almost 2 million years, people here were in fact well linked-in while the Sahara lay open, but their connections ran overwhelmingly south, away from the Mediterranean; even for much of the Holocene, links across Gibraltar and the Sicilian narrows were patchy in time and limited in impact. With a few minor exceptions, seafaring appears to have been eschewed along this coast, for a variety of geographical and cultural reasons, and with ultimately huge consequences for North Africa’s inhabitants when it finally burst in on them. Smaller parallels include Liguria, as we have just seen, plus Corsica, its offshore extension in this sense, which has barely figured in the wider story compared to its metalliferous neighbour, Sardinia. Even Cyprus, a precociously sea-connected island just before and during the early Holocene, and again from the 2nd millennium BC onward, experienced over 4000 years of intervening parochialism, as it became internally self-sufficient, and until the outside world learned of its copper. Malta, a smaller island with a shorter history, swung repeatedly between wider integration and insular obscurity (in the temple period with spectacular results), while the still more recently settled Balearics were only just entering the mainstream as this history drew to a close. Given that the connecting sea could bring danger, disruption and loss as well as gain, reclusivity could be no bad thing in its own terms; life for many people in southern France (a further area that had turned its back to the sea for long periods) was assuredly safer, if maybe less exciting, before about 650–600 BC than afterwards. As expressed in Chapter 1, if the early history of the Mediterranean is in part that of how such seclusion was overcome, it is one often tinged with darkness.
Returning to the pursuit of the three common denominators, while the shifting ecological mosaic was aeons-old and starting to become more recognizable during the earlier Holocene, when competent seafaring, that prerequisite for connectivity, also became broadly distributed, the third element, uncertainty and its consequences, was rather younger. Of course, a seismic and volcanic hotspot swept by changeable winds and waves, one subjected over the long-term to climates ranging from the bucolic to the frigid, was never going to be a predictable place to live in, although it is easy to forget that the Mediterranean’s role as a human refuge during the Pleistocene’s coldest spells implies that under certain conditions it could, in fact, be regarded as less challenging than the lands to its north and south. However, the establishment of a less overtly dramatic regime of recurrent short-term uncertainty, notably in rainfall, within a climatic envelope that just permitted farming in most places most of the time (in short, Mediterranean conditions as we define them today as well as, crucially, risk over time spans that people could understand, and mitigate or exploit) was broadly a result of changes concentrated in the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, with slightly earlier episodes in drier areas like the southern Levant, and a later start (if ever to a severe degree) in the most clement spots. The widespread social response of farming groups, namely to spread out and intensify their short- and medium-range networks for mutual survival, encouraged an investment in quotidian connections far beyond that required in earlier times, thereby creating that endless ‘Brownian motion’ so vital to ensuring that Mediterranean life continued to tick over, plus a new breed of central places and ambitious people nicely located to gain by such movements. As this third fundamental slotted in with its two partners, it created the regime of interdependency that has dominated the basin ever since – one that, however transitory it may seem when held against the yardstick of the timescales explored in this book’s earlier chapters, has had an enormous impact on the shape of subsequent Mediterranean history.
Acceleration towards the Middle Sea
From this juncture, the strands of the Mediterranean’s history began to braid and combine ever more frequently, and we get an inkling of how a true Middle Sea might form, and what it might look like, with its sea-traders and other seekers after resources or glory, its specialized producers and discerning consumers, its striving, often competitive elites, its well-networked centres, its ships, suites of cash crops, bright metals and other minerals, and soon its labile deities. During the 3rd millennium BC, most manifestations of this integrated way of life were microcosmic (as many would always remain), and their intensity varied across the basin (another enduring feature), with the earliest pockets widely scattered. The little Cyclades – risky, sea-connected and thoroughly interdependent fragments – and other parts of the southern Aegean furnish excellent examples, as do several areas in southern Iberia, probably southern Italy and certainly the Levant. Underlining the fact that such microsystems emerged bottom-up, only the Levant furnishes a substantial overlap with that other contemporary development, the rise and expansion of Mesopotamia and Egypt, whose onset can be taken as ultimately coincidental or not, mainly depending on how much influence one accords the common reality of climate change. The swift upshot in the Levant was places like Ebla, a palatial town with a huge archive and long reach into the interior, as well as Byblos, the small, wealthy coastal community that traded by sea with the pharaohs. Yet even Ebla and Byblos behaved in a way that differed more in scale and sophistication than underlying essentials (the mobilization of a diverse Mediterranean resource base, plus trade in exotics) from leading communities further west. Copper Age Iberia, in particular, demonstrates how much could happen outside the reach of Near Eastern contacts. Indeed, if the Levant has been affirmed over the course of this book as a consistently interesting place in terms of what was cumulatively achievable within an extremely, if changeably, connected part of the Mediterranean, Iberia has proven how much could also be done in relative solitude.
In parallel with this, and yet largely segregated from it, Mediterranean Africa west of the Nile suffered a quite different fate. With its panoramic window on a more verdant and aqueous Sahara (filled first with sophisticated hunter-gatherers and then mobile pastoralists focused upon cattle), its paucity of domesticable crops, its slim and not always operational conduits for inflows of exogenous farmers, and its largely uninviting maritime facade, Mediterranean Africa had in fact been tracing different, and in their own terms, successful trajectories throughout the earlier Holocene. While the basin remained a relatively lush and unintegrated place, tolerant of a wild-growth of diversity, this was of little consequence, and is certainly not a matter for adverse judgment on our part – vive la différence, in North Africa, just as elsewhere. The climatic transition of the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC altered all that, turning the Sahara into, to all intents and purposes, a permanent desert, and cutting off people in the Maghreb and Cyrenaica from their demographic, cultural and ideological heartland to the south. While a few signs of subsequent links across the Mediterranean have been picked up, most if not all appear to have been driven from the European side; the dynamo of North African developments shifted east, to the ribbon of the Nile, and across most of the remainder we more or less lose the archaeological signal for several thousand years. The ‘long’ 3rd millennium, which in so many ways laid the foundations of the Mediterranean as we know it, was a disaster for most of Mediterranean Africa, and therein lie the seeds of much that would eventually follow on this other, southern flank of the Middle Sea when Iron Age people from across the sea began to break in.
A great deal was decisively set in motion, or decisively lost, during the ‘long’ 3rd millennium BC, but over a thousand more years would elapse before the last major parts of the basin were integrated, or entrapped (depending on one’s viewpoint). Over that time span, many of the developments were extensions of older, mainly ‘long’ 3rd-millennium BC trajectories (the rise of elites of varying power and reach over much of the basin, the new roles for metals, and increasing maritime connections between regions, to cite but a few), but the period is far from without interest, and glamour, in its own right, and spawned further contributions to the final outcome. The process of expansion was, moreover, anything but smooth, with one potentially widespread interruption at the end of the 3rd millennium BC, triggered by an arid spell (in which a few privileged regions like insular Crete and rainy Dalmatia actually flourished), and another disruption in the east on either side of 1200 BC, which appears to have been a strictly human affair, and again had its relative winners as well as losers. The Levant enjoyed two great peaks, in the earlier 2nd and earlier 1st millennia BC (to complement a unique record of four prior spikes of complexity since the Natufian), with a mixed intervening experience under outside proto-empires. The Aegean likewise witnessed two differently staggered flourishings, in the 2nd and mid-1st millennia BC, separated by a deep trough in between. Far to the west, in Iberia, the Argaric rose in a slightly different zone from the Copper Age foci and crashed out of synchrony with anything outside the peninsula, to be then followed by shrouded new shoots further west, along the Guadalquivir. In the east, the decisive development was the incorporation, around the transition from the 3rd to 2nd millennia BC, of Cyprus, southern coastal Anatolia and the Aegean into a wider east Mediterranean world. This tied in to pre-existent circuits in the central Mediterranean during the middle of the 2nd millennium. In turn, the upshot, once sailing ships went native (especially in Sardinia) was that while the east underwent a phase of drastic restructuring in the centuries around 1200 BC, strong connections between the centre and west were forged for the first time. This series of extensive, overlapping networks across a sail-shrunk sea at last created the maritime preconditions necessary for regular pan-Mediterranean travel. ‘Phoenician’ trade, which hides a multiplicity of participants beyond Tyre and the central Levant, was the almost instantaneous result. Given the constant propensity for ambitious bottom-up growth in well-placed parts of the basin (most recently Etruria), the outcome once eastern demand also recovered and populations burgeoned during a clement 8th century was predictable, if not always plain, interpretative sailing. From start to finish, this process of integration had been self-ordering, effected by the complex interactions of countless mainly independent players, with only relatively fleeting, partial moments of centralized direction. It must surely rank as one of the most extraordinary creations of its age on the planet.
Three new traits came to the fore over the 2nd and earlier 1st millennia BC, in tandem with this expansion. Exchange was itself nothing new, and both ‘utilitarian’, short-range variants and prestige-seeking, typically longer-range activities may well be as ancient as we are in the Mediterranean. It is probably equally unwise to exclude broadly profit- and advantage-oriented attitudes to some of it by at least the Neolithic, just as it is naive to omit the thick social wrapping of many transactions much later; certainly by the 3rd millennium BC both metal-based proto-currencies and elaborate ‘gift exchanges’ were widely operating in the east. Mediterranean trade therefore had extensive roots; it coevolved with social and economic circumstances, and versions such as ‘palatial trade’ were less discrete stages than accentuations of particular features of longer overall duration, in this case centralized control and formalized circulation. But what was truly novel and transformative in the 2nd and earlier 1st millennia BC was the low cost of bulk movement by sea, as sailing ships spread, which allowed vastly more goods and materials to circulate, and enabled a genuinely interactive market to emerge, characterized by fluctuating consumer demands, profits sufficient to more than offset the outlay and risk of long-range ventures, specialist production niches and import substitution. Such markets, it has been observed, could act just as aggressively, in their own way, as the most aggrandizing polities.6 Equally important was the definition of a core set of commodified trade goods, mainly metals, textiles, oil and wine, plus the latters’ containers, alongside a suite of apex luxuries (precious metalwork, finely crafted rare stones, ivory and suchlike) and also, to an increasing degree, minor, sub-elite alternatives, such as painted pots, various vitreous goods and later iron. One measure of the impressively rapid growth in this field is the fact that well before 500 BC even cereals, one of the bulkiest and most mundane, if vital, of Mediterranean commodities, could be transported in quantity by sea over substantial distances. The myriad new towns that easier mobility and rising numbers of people would encourage in the first half of the 1st millennium BC could feed themselves from far away if necessary. Central to all this was, of course, the figure of the merchant in all his rich – and not-so-rich – variety, a persona whose ancestry lay among older traders, but that came into its own during the 2nd millennium BC. As the ultimate go-betweens, merchants contributed far beyond their numbers to bringing the Middle Sea into being; in a way, they were the Mediterranean’s midwives.
Also coalescing over the same period, and engaging with the same conditions, was the Mediterranean polity. Plato placed his ideal city a wary 15 km (10 miles) inland,7 but in fact most of those we have encountered had their focal point advantageously nearer the shore, if seldom right on it until the comparatively late growth of towns out of intrusive enclaves in the centre and west. Typically such polities combined a maritime outlet with surrounding lowland fields and a rugged hinterland for forest-derived products, orchards, pastoralism or mining, a cross section through Mediterranean ecological variation; and while a few of the locations that we have seen flourish over the 2nd and early 1st millennia BC were tiny islands with minimal adjacent farmland (Tyre being the ultimate example), most combined an advantageous maritime location with the arable wealth and ample labour that a decent, if rarely enormous, nearby territory provided.8 Although sacred kingship never seems to have been much of a starter in the Mediterranean, the first major polities to arise in the east were focused on a royal palace with a tentacular reach through society and economy. Such palace organizations survived for just over a thousand years in the Levant, where they first arose in touch with Mesopotamian models, but their duration became progressively shorter as they were taken up elsewhere, and they never extended beyond the Aegean. In their place less formally structured elite groups pressed forward, often with strong mercantile interests, and a more flexible, freelance approach to economic activity – both reflections of the fluid openness of Mediterranean conditions, and the growing difficulty in controlling flows and sustaining a fixed advantage within such an unruly maritime world. Both are detectable at Ugarit and on Cyprus in the last centuries of the 2nd millennium BC, well before their pan-Mediterranean Iron Age heyday, when formerly modest local elites would swell their numbers and distribution immensely, getting rich, brokering power with each other and other social groups in new towns all over the basin, and devising fresh kinds of political structures in the process.
The Mediterranean gradually began to impact on established order beyond the basin, too, specifically along the Nile. The Delta, that hyper-populous triangle within the Mediterranean, but not of it in environmental terms, had been quiescent in the 3rd millennium BC under upriver kings, much in line with its relatively secluded earlier history. Thereafter, it turned into one of the most dynamic places in the Mediterranean, a gateway to prospects of wealth and foreign conquest for pharaohs, yet equally an entrance for Mediterranean people, activities and customs that threatened Egyptian traditional culture. Whether in the guise of the excoriated Levantine-derived Hyksos kings and their Mediterranean super-polity at Avaris, the still more gargantuan Ramessid capital at nearby Qantir, its architecturally cannibalizing successor at Tanis, or the later westward shift to Sais, the fulcra of power in Egypt were tugged relentlessly northward and forced to engage, with variable success, a sea whose corrupting effects they certainly recognized – and all this long before Alexander and Alexandria. One subversive message of this book has been the need for an alternative narrative of Nilotic history, viewed from the Delta, with the Ways of Horus curving off to the east across northern Sinai, and the Mediterranean shimmering just beyond.
The final trait is the spread of shared things, practices and identities over long distances, in other words, the cultural mediterraneanization of the basin’s people. In fact, even this has its premonitions back in the 3rd millennium BC, in the form of the far-flung distribution of accoutrements of a shared way of life, interestingly already focused on alcoholic drinks, with beaker connections extending from the Atlantic to France, the coastal Maghreb, Sardinia and Sicily, and only slightly less impressive equivalents in the Adriatic and Aegean. The later 3rd millennium BC also witnessed the sharp cessation of two idiosyncratic island societies, on Malta and Cyprus. But, at least in the west and centre, the shared traits fizzled out shortly after 2000 BC, and long after that the Mediterranean retained a multitude of ways of life. Instead, a more direct lineage runs from the suite of ‘international styles’, designed from around the mid-2nd millennium BC for east Mediterranean elites keen to assert their cosmopolitan participation in a rarefied, far-flung world, exemplified by Aegean-style wall-paintings, carved ivories and decorated gold or silver bowls. More modest variants were coming into existence even before the paroxysms near the end of the 2nd millennium BC, due largely to initiatives in the Levant and Cyprus, where some of the burials stand out as extremely culturally eclectic, and it was these regions, too, that saw the repertoire as a whole through the transition to the Iron Age, when growing mobility, interaction and ritual dedications at widely visited sanctuaries spread the latest variants all over the basin, among a less restricted and more heterogeneous range of people. Comparable lineages can be traced for alphabetical writing, and the formalized wine-imbibing ceremonies of the eastern Mediterranean, though the latter blended with all kinds of local forms of group intoxication. How much all of this involved conscious imitation, as opposed to reinterpretation, subversion or simply mutual convergence is a matter for debate, and important underlying differences certainly remained.9 But overall, a sea change had taken place. If a visitor from another part of the planet had been set down in the Mediterranean around 5000 BC, or even 2000 years later, and left to wander invisibly through it, he or she would have come across enormous diversity, and quite likely sooner or later found something with tolerable points of comparison to home. By, say, 600 BC the experience would have been utterly different. Common practices, looks, tastes, smells and presumably sounds would have been apparent all over the basin, alongside convergent ways of organizing, interacting, fighting, loving, worshipping and much more besides, with only a few lingering redoubts of sharply defined indifference. The stranger from across the planet would probably have felt at home nowhere in this now consciously distinctive world. In this both inclusive and exclusive sense, something that we might call a Mediterranean civilization had come into existence.10
Four questions for the later Mediterranean
To conclude that the remainder of Mediterranean history was just a ‘post-prehistoric’ epilogue would be trite, and misleading given the significant swerves of later times, not least renewed, more powerful drives towards greater centralization under Rome and subsequent empires, and the associated far from trivial challenge (overcome in full only once, by Rome) of politically uniting the entire basin. Mediterranean history had no more directional ‘lock-ins’ than that of any other part of the world.11 My hope is that those primarily interested in the later past will have gained something from looking at the Mediterranean from an unfamiliar perspective, as a much longer-term creation, and by witnessing its early history the right way round – the way it actually unfolded. But just because most of the Mediterranean’s fundamental natural and cultural components have a demonstrably, if variably, deep ancestry and had largely evolved significantly before 500 BC in no sense denies the benefit of continuing to analyse them in their typically even better-documented, ever-shifting later manifestations, in the same way that patterns first glimpsed in the 3rd millennium BC have yielded fresh insights when tracked over the next two millennia. Such analyses remain essential if we are to reveal the complete phylogenies of particular phenomena, and indeed of the very concept of the Mediterranean itself, from their inception to the present, and, equally, if proper sense is to be made of the interplay between Mediterranean life’s enduring underpinnings and the endless contingencies of specific historical circumstance.
But one consequence of our affirmation of the high antiquity of so much in the Mediterranean is that later historians may need to search elsewhere to find themes that are substantially new to their periods, or at least previously insignificant, just as each chronological chapter of this book identified further threads to braid in with the twists and turns of pre-existing ones. Looking forward a few centuries from the vantage point of what we can now more fully appreciate is a convenient, emblematic and yet ultimately arbitrary end-date around 500 BC, several questions come to mind, whose definitive answers lie beyond this book’s remit, but which can nonetheless be briefly outlined.
First, how and why did empires ruled from within the Mediterranean first arise? Before 500 BC, empire-scale integration had been pretty well entirely imposed from outside the basin, if we set aside the uncertain, spatially modest case of Minoan Crete (well within the scale of an ambitious territorial state in the contemporary east), and potential 6th-century BC moves in this direction by Carthage. Shortly afterwards, however, new kinds of empires superbly adapted to, and successfully exploitative of, the Mediterranean’s attributes and rhythms begin to be seen, first in the guises of an explicit hegemony on the part of Carthage and the shorter-lived but highly centralized and truly colony-establishing 5th-century Athenian empire,12 and in its most extensive, durable form under Rome, the vast majority of whose subjects lived within the basin [11.2]. In common with most empires, expansion was driven by a mixture of suitable internal incentives and surrounding opportunities, while Rome’s impressive survival owed much to more recent efforts to create (beyond a super-rich state and elite) substantial numbers of participating and benefiting citizens, as well as exploited victims, out of the roll call of subjects. Much of this eventually involved the abandonment of more exclusionary, and ultimately growth-limiting, forms of city-state political association.13 But, in addition, the growth of empires within the Mediterranean resulted in large part from determined thalassocratic efforts to regulate the sea’s traffic and legislate behaviour on it. These, if still never entirely successful, were decisively more so than in the past, thanks primarily to ever-larger resources to throw at the problem. Freya Stark’s ‘law-encircled sea’ was gradually established,14 as well as its inverse, at least if we define piracy by its widely acknowledged illegality rather than the time-honoured practice of maritime predation as such, with Etruscans on the losing side in the Tyrrhenian Sea among the first true ‘pirates’. In the late 6th century, Polycrates of Samos fingered the thalassocratic mantle, and it may have been at his court that a poet first coined ‘Aegean’ (a term of obscure, non-Greek derivation, possibly from a long-lost, ancient sea god) for the patchwork of sea and islands that his ships sought to dominate.15 Further great strides in this direction were made by 5th-century Athens, Carthage relied upon its warships for projecting power abroad and Rome, for all its land-based conquests, represented the acme of thalassocracy, finally killing off the most blatant forms of piracy and entirely eliminating enemy fleets from the Mediterranean. With at least this disruptive facet of the marine realm coerced, the long-dormant yet enormous potential for a central sea to facilitate the fast, reliable communications and huge redistributions essential for sustaining an internal empire was at last unleashed.16 A compelling case can in fact be made that the gradual shift from the first riverine corridors of power to the surroundings of a massively larger sea, and the lack of a similarly extensive and centrally placed watery zone further east, helped to keep the core zone at the western end of Eurasia ahead of that in the east (based around China), until the 6th or 7th centuries AD, when the Mediterranean fell apart again.17

11.2  The growth of empires from within the Mediterranean basin after 500 BC.
Second, why were Mediterranean polities over the coming few centuries so outstandingly successful at political expansion beyond the basin, a process that further hastened the Mediterranean on its way to becoming a crossroads of interaction not simply between its constituent shores (as we have seen over this book’s time span), but between much more extensive continental hinterlands? This success was entirely unpredictable on the basis of what we have seen so far, and the answers are clearly connected to our first theme. To venture a stage further, why was so much of traditional ‘core’ Mesopotamian culture, after millennia of accommodating and reshaping previous conquerors and political changes at the top, in the long term either extinguished or heavily compromised by the introduction of Greek customs under Alexander and his successors [11.3]?18 Much the same question might be asked of Egyptian traditions and equally Mediterranean Christianity. And what does this tell us about shifting constitutions of identity and civilization in each of these areas?

11.3  Detail of the Alexander mosaic from Pompeii, composed after a lost earlier Greek painting of this close encounter between Alexander of Macedon and Darius III of Persia. The setting is probably the battle of Issus, near the Gulf of İskenderun, a long-significant region where, on that day in 333 BC, the potential for large-scale imperial expansion beyond the Mediterranean was first realized.
Third, stemming from the above, why did so many of the material and other traits practised and brought together by Greek people (often from foreign origins)start to be so widely adopted as a common vocabulary across the basin? Greeks had never before stood out as the Mediterranean’s strongest voices, and even now they remained in political and economic terms just one among several assertive leading players. In Chapter 10, some doubt was cast on what broader messages, beyond an aesthetic preference, travelled with Greek painted pottery, and even later it is not at all self-evident what ‘Hellenization’ (if this is indeed an accurate term) actually meant in places like Carthage, how random or directed its increasingly viral expansion really was, and, incidentally, how it is implicated in the reduction of written languages to merely four by the time of the Roman empire (Greek, Latin, Punic and Aramaic). Moreover, this needs to be squared with the fact that, in the face of mortal external danger, 5th-century Aegean city-states evolved more chauvinist definitions of what it meant to be, and not to be, Greek – barbaros is barely attested before 500 BC.19
Fourth, if surely far from finally, why did the Classical Mediterranean witness so many world-changing conceptual and religious breakthroughs concerning relations between the individual, society, politics and the transcendent? A few hints have been offered in this book, notably the increasingly non-sacral nature of political authority in several regions, its frequently fragmented and contested basis, and the early lead established by areas on the interacting yet also resistant edges of the old Near Eastern heartland of power and knowledge, in the southern Levant and Aegean. But much has not been explained. Fuller answers lie in the direction of seeing the Mediterranean as a prominent case within the broader contemporary rise of such ‘axial age’ thought, in response to new forms of political reality, across widely separated parts of Eurasia.20
The view from Salamis
Naturally, these four themes overlap, and raise further issues that lie well beyond this book’s scope. We can conclude, instead, on a less portentous note, with an attempt to portray the far deeper and often humbler pasts, as well as the fractal qualities, that lie behind even one of the most famous, conventionally epochal days in Mediterranean history. This book undertook to avoid writing the kind of early Mediterranean history that culminates in the Parthenon and its associated glories, but I hope will be forgiven for closing within sight of the flames of the Parthenon’s predecessors on an acropolis torched by Persian fire. For Salamis, another scruffy little island set in a sapphire sea, its coast still full of ancient and modern nautical installations and today encroached by Athenian suburbs and the petrol refinery at Eleusis, is a quintessential Mediterranean place with which to close [11.4]. Its fractal properties are exceptionally pronounced, for the enclosed bay with its islets mimics in microcosm the surrounding Saronic Gulf, whose form in turn presents a minor version of the Aegean, which is itself a miniaturization in intensified form of the entire Middle Sea. The ships and sailors that fought there in 480 BC were the outcome of more than ten millennia of experience in seafaring, while the sheer chanciness of Mediterranean life is chillingly apparent in the brutal fact that on paper the result should have gone the other way, and probably would have done but for a few significant details of local coastlines, plus a lucky silver strike at Lavrio, which had enabled Athens to build a fleet of over 200 ships a few years before the battle.21 According to a Greek tradition with rather too much pan-Mediterranean symmetry to be strictly plausible, the very day of the fight was balanced by a Greek victory in western Sicily, where forces led by Syracuse routed those of Carthage.22 A temporal, or historical, fractal is almost certainly operating too. We know relatively little about early Salamis, which only became an island during the Holocene, as rising seas crept into the Pleistocene valleys joining it to the mainland. In the 5th millennium BC, however, one of its caves was occupied, and by the 3rd millennium it had several settlements, all participants in the local interactions around the Saronic Gulf that kept this small world going, to the advantage of some more than others, and none more so than the nearby island of Aegina, a place of wider horizons that, as we saw in Chapter 7, had managed to capture late in the 3rd millennium BC a few carnelian beads, probably carved in the Indus Valley, a place so distant that it still lay on the frontier of Persia two millennia later (when Aegina was, incidentally, the original intended target of the newly constructed Athenian navy). There are likely to have been earlier Salaminian battles, too, smaller affairs but with a higher proportion of its own islanders as fighters, and not necessarily fought in its lee – all well before the island’s 6th-century BC annexation by Athens. The attributes of the local epic hero Ajax echo fighting styles glorified in Mycenae’s shaft graves, while earlier pots on Aegina carried some of the first images of seaborne warriors in the basin. Recent excavations at Kanakia, the principal late 2nd-millennium BC site on Salamis, have even discovered, along with a chunk of oxhide ingot, a fragment of scale armour stamped for Ramesses II, whether testimony to a roving fighter or passing scrap merchant.23

11.4  Salamis, almost enclosing its inner bay, at the eastern (right-hand) opening of which the famous sea battle unfolded in 480 BC. On the far right of this final, history-drenched Mediterranean microcosm, sits the modern Piraeus, its harbour and suburbs, while beyond, in the far distance, lie Euboea and the narrow sea-passage past Lefkandi, Chalkis and Eretria.
The moral is not that Salamis was always at the centre of things; it was not, and its few hours of glory on the world stage contrast with the repeated salience of Aegina. It is rather that even the most spectacular events and processes seen in the later Mediterranean were embedded in practices whose deeper antiquity has too often gone unrecognized. Just like the musters of ships that converged at Salamis, the innumerable strands of early history that came together to create the Mediterranean had diverse origins of unequal significance, traced various approach routes, bunched and combined at different times, and need to be measured against others (hundreds of vessels in the case of the Persian fleet) that were driven elsewhere or otherwise lost before the great merging. When the Persian king Xerxes, enthroned above the battle, looked down on the melee of metal, wood and humanity, he was staring unknowingly through the defeat of a day, and deep into the Mediterranean’s past.
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anatomically modern humans 97–100, 102, 107, 109–16, 131. See also early modern humans
anchorages 17, 75, 268, 477, 486, 487, 525: Cyprus 368; Egypt 403
anchors 363, 373: stone 291, 303, 330, 393, 553; Ugarit 393; Uluburun shipwreck 401
Ancona 477
Andalusia 93, 574: coast 194, 526, 527
Andarax River 317, 318
andesite 105
Andorran Pyrenees 180
Andros 153, 327, 523: boats 328, 328
animals 70: as wealth 206; domestic, Libya 507; domesticated 161, 166, 169, 177, 193, 289; dung 266; exotic 572; extinctions 92, 595, 596; fat 379, 549; figurines 165; game 90; Holocene 176; husbandry 198, 215, 220, 343; images 131, 163, 197; migrations 83, 95, 145; totems 247; wild 194, 221. See also under names of individual species
annaliste movement 18
Antarctica 42, 63, 88
antelopes 104
Antequera 258, 312, 312, 318
Antibes 564
Antidragonera 16
Antigori 446, 477
Antikythera 331
Anti-Lebanon mountains 64
Antioch 365, 509, 578
antiquities: Greek and Roman 26; trade in illegal 48, 49
Anti-Taurus mountains 63
antler artifacts 105: picks 230
Apasa 411
Apennines 63, 87, 105, 120, 180, 192–93, 427–28, 478, 561
Aphrodite 18, 450, 487, 512
apoikia 524, 580
Apollo 522, 553, 558, XLVIII
Apulia 79, 87, 104, 119, 147, 190, 228, 351, 474, 507: obsidian 184
‘Aqualithic’ 198
aqueducts 540
aquifers 157
Arab Spring 49
Arabia(n) 59, 201, 390: camel trail 554; castle 365; dromedaries 572; exotics 487; imports 521; incense 499, 510; pottery 454; script 510; tectonics 63, 64
Arad 259, 298, 298, 299
Araguina-Sennola 183
Aral Sea 63
Aramaeans 499
archaeological: phases 203; science 35
archaeology: absorption into mainstream 29; aerial 33; colonial 94; environmental 36; Hellenic 50; maritime 34–35; Mediterranean 22–24; 19th-century 28; prehistoric 27; 21st century 29; underwater 34–35, 402, 564
archers: horse-mounted 577; images 315, 315
archery gear 333, 335, 351
Archi 110, 126
archipelagos. See islands
Arco 258: stele 306
arctic foxes 104
Ardèche 114
Arene Candide 110, 150, 192, 193, 204, 230, 232: body ornaments 119; leapfrogging 192
Areni Cave 222
Areopagus hill 502
Argaric culture 566, 602: communities 419, 422; elites 421; sword 481
Argolid 444, 465, 584
Argonauts 329
Argos 447, 460, 502, 509, 540: population 522
aridity 88, 146, 163, 348, 350
Arkhangelos Mikhail 149
Arkosyko 151, 175, 178
Arles 312, 316, 508, 565
Armenia 222
armies 456, 558, 580: Assyrian 464, 507, 508; camel-borne 511; Carthaginian 567; Greek 581; Mesopotamian 559; Roman 571; Spartan 541; transport of 560
armour 462, 473, 547, 558, 610
Arno River 120, 539
aromatics 285
Arpi 508, 539, 562
arrows/arrowheads 125, 125, 146, 163, 172, 189, 207, 219, 242, 261, 261, 305, 332: injuries 260, 315; Neolithic 16, 26
Arrubiu 446, 475
Arslantepe 205, 246, 259, 279, 279, 283, 304
art 109, 221: Egyptian 261, 273, 284; market 48, 322; representational 32. See also rock art
Artemis 556
arthritis 260
Arwad 447, 449, 459, 485, 509, 525
aryballos 517
Arzawa 399, 411
Asfaka 151
ash, volcanic 30, 372, 372
Ashdod 447, 452
Ashkelon 32, 151, 171, 259, 286, 303, 347, 363, 447, 452, 509, 511, 513, 521: sack of 536, 559
Ashur-Dan II 446
Asia 112: animals 94; central 63; early hominins 93; East 62, 78; exports, 32; hunter-gatherers 170; onagers 130; savannah 85; southeast 63; southwest, climate 348; steppes 432; tin 70, 337, 366, 377
Asiago plateau 135
Aşıklı Höyük 151, 173
asses: steppe 104, 326; wild 99, 99, 130, 197, 289
Assiros 347, 412
Assiut 347, 377
Assur 347, 367, 446, 447, 458, 459, 488
Assurnasirpal II 491
Assyria(n) 446, 464, 470, 499, 507, 508, 514, 542, 553, 571, 583–84: army 508; assault on Israel 534; demands on Tyre 511; economic growth 510; governor 523; hunters 104; images 486; imperial policy 508–12, 520; kings 484; palaces 515; people 20; reliefs 513; replaced by Babylon 536, 537; slave labour 549; tribute 491
Astarte 455, 464, 467, 488, 490, 527, 530–31, 553
astral aids 341
astronomical events 41
Aswan 124, 200, 346, 381
Atapuerca 84, 92–93, 96, 97, VI
Atatürk, Mustafa Kemal 51
Aterian industry 101, 103, 123: point 101; sites 112
Athenian Panathenaia 544
Athens 44, 50, 67, 225, 373, 410, 447, 460, 479, 502, 509, 540, 547–48, 550, 552, 576, 582: acropolis 18; cemeteries 521; coins 556; democracy 583–84; empire 606, 606, 607, 610; navy 15; population 522; temples 557; triremes 560; tumuli 519; workshops 551
Atlantic 482, 494, 573: coast 194, 566; connections 421; Europe 334; facade 61, 62, 235, 334, 483; fish 127; fisheries 573; Galicia 490; goods 563, 574; islands 567; metals trade 574; Morocco 263, 267, 334; Ocean 38, 63, 66, 72, 73, 82, 89, 90, 126, 146, 159, 184, 187, 209, 304; sea-cores 265; seafaring 574; tides 180; traders 492; traditions 311; weather 43, 66
Atlas mountains 66, 120, 121, 266, 267, 418, 574
atlatls 125
Atlit-Yam 151, 171–72, 171, 178, 219, 447, 485
Attica 69, 152–54, 153, 237, 321, 460, 487, 541, 552, 582, 583: amphora, in Morocco 574
Aude River 58, 195, 224, 504, 563
Aude Valley 180, 223, 307, 316, 334
Aude-Garonne isthmus 563
augurs 397
Aurès mountains 210
Aurignacian 114, 116, 118, 127, 152, 233: Sicily 155
aurochs 104, 105, 119, 124, 126, 130, 131, 136, 147, 161, 174, 179, 185, 197, 199, 201, XV
Aurora Bed (Atapuerca) 92
Ausonians 533
Australia 61, 61, 62, 63, 112, 179: Aborigines 57; Asian animals 94
autarky 167, 397
authority 226, 314, 358, 454: pharaonic 553–54; political 608; Rome 541; sacral 375. See also elites; power; status
Avaris 32, 40, 347, 362, 364, 371, 383–86, 388, 403, 407, 447, 452, 471, 523, 575, 580, 595, 598, 604, XXXII: demography 416; palaces 455. See also Tell el-Dab’a
Avlemonas 15, 16, 17, 17
awls 173: copper 237
axes 218: Alpine 230, 231; basalt 84, 230; battle 321, 321, 559; bronze 363, 385; copper 260, 305, 351; double 576; flanged 425; greenstone 230, 342; images 306; Morocco 267; moulds 236; polished 190, 230; shaft-hole 246; Sicilian 492; stone 165, 184, 197, 210, 215, 217, 246, 341; Uluburun shipwreck 401
Azor 289
Azores 567, 574
Azraq lake 121, 132, 133
Ba’alat Gebal 302, 354
Baal 394, 534
Baal Hammon 543
Baal-Zephon 362, 455
Bab-el-Mandeb strait 63, 87, 112
Babylon 346, 366–67, 397–98, 508, 538, 559, 580, 583, 595: rule 536–37, 553
Badajoz 318
Badarian societies 203, 206
Bademağaci 151, 175
Bafa Gölü 77, 159
balance scales: images 396, 411; model 371
balance weights: Iberia 484; Italy 477; Levant 502, 505; Phoenician 526; Uluburun shipwreck 401
Balawat XXXIX
Balearics 78, 90, 151, 156, 213, 263, 331, 422, 481, 491, 493, 495–96, 498, 546, 567: isolation of 599; preservation conditions 29
Bali 94
Balkans 37, 58, 77, 93, 132, 188, 192, 230–31, 236, 277, 338, 431, 442, 459, 561, 575: coast 156; daggers 246; interior 116; metal 69, 351; mountains 120; Neolithic 190; precious metals 236, 237; and Rome 578; Vinča traditions 238
Balma Margineda 150, 180
Baltic 402: amber 401, 431, 432, 562; beaker network 333; Sea 60, 61, 73
Balzi Rossi Caves 110, 119, 121, VIII: body ornaments 119
banners 290
barbarian ware 463–64, 472
barbary sheep 123, 130, 197, 198, 199, 210
Barcelona 223
Barcelona Declaration (1995) 51
barge, royal 288
Bari 444
barley 125, 135, 160, 161, 165, 193, 194, 201, 309, 420, 549: Egypt 206; Libya 507; Menorca 422; North Africa 568; Spain 223; wild 181, 189, 196
basalt 68: axes 84, 230; bowls 242; pillars 241; vessels 208, 268
basket(s)/basketry 117, 169, 170, 179, 198, 242: Africa 198; grass 222; imitations on pottery 191, 191; Italy 428; -lined pits 207; La Draga 219, 219; painted 222; Uluburun shipwreck 401
Basque country 195, 315: language 519
Basta 151, 168
Bates, Oric 403, 404
Bates’s Island 347, 403, 404, 447
Batsalis, Angelos 48
battle axes. See axes, battle
Baudelaire, Charles 18
Bay of Akko 449, 488
Bay of Biscay 334
Bay of Haifa 286, 411
Bay of Kotor 335
Bay of Malaga 526
Bay of Naples 64, 180, 335, 428, 512, 512, 513
Bayrakli 447, 502
beaches 74, 91, 92: fossil 90
beads 118, 120, 173, 199, 206, 219, 236, 351, 354, 399, 432: Aetokremnos 149; amber 463, 482; carnelian 332, 333; faience 41, 336, 343; Morocco 267; ostrich eggshell 199; picrolite 216; shell 113, 113, 114, 184; stone 226
beaker network 258, 333–35, 350, 417, 492, 528, 566, 604
beakers 334, 563: marble 236, 238
bears 378
beavers 135
beds, gilt, Cyprus 399
beech 378
beehives 227
beer 273, 276–77, 278, 310, 333, 378–79, 511: France 564; jars, 287
Beersheba 241, 246, 248, 293, 453, 510: crops 243
beetles 43, 348
Beidha 151, 166
Beirut 46, 46, 303, 347, 365
Beldibi Cave 111, 132
Belgrade 236
Bellerophon 518
bellow muzzles 525
Belovode 204, 236
Benghazi 38
Beni Hasan 347, 361
Benzú rockshelter 100
Beqaa Valley 64, 365, 406
Berbers 51, 574: languages 205, 268
Berekhat Ram 85, 99
Bering Sea 61
berries 124, 174, 179, 181, 220
Beth Shean 447, 451
Beth Yerah 259, 286, 287, 298: silos 299
Beycesultan 204, 238
Bible 27, 452, 487, 498, 499, 510, 535, 559
Biferno Valley 192, 428, 477
big men 324, 325, 441, 502, 520
Bir el Ater 84, 101
Bir es-Safadi 205, 241
Bir Nasib 347, 376
birch 120, 121, 130
birds 104, 106, 136, 182, 183: Aetokremnos 148; beaks 131; and boat symbolism 474; consumption 193; flightless 70, 126; game 117; images 504; water 124. See also under names of individual species
Birket Habu 396
Biruti. See Ras ibn Hani
bison 93, 104, 105, 114
bitter vetch 160
bitumen 99, 99, 168, 239
Black Sea 55, 58, 60, 61, 63, 73, 102, 113, 121, 159, 188, 222, 236, 306, 325–26, 335, 337, 412, 431–32, 442, 464, 575–77: battle axes 321; marble beakers 238
blackwood 410: Cyprus 399; Egypt 397; Uluburun shipwreck 401
blades 98, 101, 109, 232, 233: flint 26, 190, 242; sickle 393; stone 332
Blombos Cave 100, 106, 110
blood-group signatures 195
boars 100, 104, 124, 130, 136, 147, 161, 174, 176, 179, 180, 181, 201: Aetokremnos 148; feasts 180; wild 182, 185, 193, 197, 210. See also pig(s)
boat images 291–92, 291, 292, 301, 327, 329, 334, 342, 373–74, 399, 416–17, 467, 474, 496, 513–14, XXXIX: Africa 457; models 207, 338, 363, 472, 493, XL; Tarxien 351
boat(s) 66, 152, 172, 213, 214–15, 290, 328, 374, 444: of Amun 445, 446; -building 327; lack of evidence 154; papyrus 200; reed 153, 177, 239, 290; small 466; solar boat of Khufu 288, 288, XXIII; technology 75, 472–73. See also canoes; galleys; seafaring; ship(s); shipwrecks
Bòbila Madurell 204, 224
body ornaments 145
Boğazköy. See Hattusa
Bohemia 70, 415
Boker Tachtit 111, 113
Bolkardag mountains 240
Bølling-Allerød interstadial 129, 130–31, 133, 136, 146, 149, 156
Bologna 504, 540
Bonaparte, Napoleon 26, 51, 68
bone: artifacts 105, 109, 199; -boxes 241; chemistry 180; gaming pieces 401; harpoons 135; needles 117; plaques 351; -working, Italy 512
bonito 182
Bono Ighinu figurines 228, 228
Book of Kings 498
booty 404, 405, 509
Borg in-Nadur 346, 431
Bosphorus 55, 90, 113, 575
bottlenecks 185: communication 120; genetic 97, 101
bottles 335; gold and silver 482
Bou Nouara 508
Boussargues 258, 307, 316
bow(s) 125, 219, 242, 261, 261, 464: composite 383; -driven drill 276
bowls 484, 517: basalt 242; bevel-rimmed 283, 284; bronze 472, 487; chlorite 168; copper 472; Corsica 217; Dalmatia 332; Egyptian 338; France 217; gilt silver XLII; handmade 463; house-shaped 343; pedestalled 243; stone 248, 296, 301; Uluburun shipwreck 401; wood 219, 242
boxwood 330, 366, 385
Boyd Hawes, Harriet 28
Brač 132, 212
bracelets 219, 230: gold 482; Morocco 267; serpentine 217; shell 268
brain size 98
Brancusi, Constantin 48
Braudel, Fernand 18, 18, 19, 21, 23–24, 33, 37, 41, 43, 51, 54–55, 59, 64–65, 72, 73, 224, 257, 345, 466, 580, 582
bread 276: moulds 272, 283, 287; ovens 170, 526
bride-price 397
Britain 92, 94, 132, 158, 441: beaker network 333; Empire 28
Brittany 70, 235, 334, 415: axes 231
broad beans 219
Brodsky, Joseph 54, 62
Broglio di Trebisacce 346, 428, 442, 444, 446, 474, 529
bronze 69, 281, 282, 305, 336, 337, 343, 360, 410, 451: axes 363, 385; bowls 472, 487, 517; bull heads 493; daggers 360; drinking vessels 411, 520; figurines 26, 26, 48, 493, 517; goddess, Uluburun shipwreck 401; Iberia 483; ingots 465; Italy 478; jugs 574; model, ridden camel 511; Mycenae 371; pre-alloyed for export 479; production 473; smiting gods 525; tools, Uluburun shipwreck 401; vessels 485; wine-mixing vessel 577; -working, large-scale 455
Bronze Age 70, 80, 242, 269, 343, 427, 500, 502, 505: Aegean 537; art 32; central and west Mediterranean 415–23; climax 386; cloth industry 31; hoards 576; to Iron Age transition 417; juglets 517; kingship 470; Kythera 16; landscape 372; palace 188; palatial states 353, 355, 461, 468, 469; polities 540; towers 50; town 30; trading 377; Vivara 512; volcanic eruptions 29
brooches 472, 479
brown bears 104
Bubastis 259, 270
buffalos 157: images 197, XXXII
Bulgaria 236
bull heads: bronze 493; libation vessel 371; relief 235
bullion 280, 305, 515, 523, 556
bull-leaping 370: images 388
burial(s) 99, 105, 120, 124, 145, 145, 147, 181–82, 268, 299, 317, 335, 351, 504: Africa 206; beaker 333; cairns 430; caves 248, 481, 498; children 207; Crete 409; Cueva Sagrada 311; customs, Carthaginian 581; Cueva de los Murciélagos 222; Cyprus 343; donkey 289; elite 291; Etruria 493; founder 179; France 312; gender-distinguished 420; gravegoods 235; high-status women 297; human 165, 167, 177, 247; Iberia 222, 222; Italy 425, 428, 540; Levant 241, 362; Los Millares 318; Malta 235; miners 323; monuments 270, 275; more prominent 234; mounds, Spain 418; Mycenae 371; neo-megalithic, France 417; Neolithic 223; northern Mediterranean 305; Old Kingdom 349; Palagruûa 332; rituals 482; royal 281, 498; Sardinia 340, 424; shell-decorated 131; Sicily 474; Ur 336. See also cemeteries; grave(s); funerary activity; human remains; tomb(s)
burins 109
Burnaburiash II 397
burning, controlled 136
Busiris 274
bustards 147, 148
butchery 99, 106, 149
Buto 259, 270, 271, 271, 274, 275, 286
Byblos 259, 286, 301, 302, 303, 330, 347, 349, 354, 357, 363, 365, 398, 445–50, 447, 467, 484–85, 499, 601: route 333; ships 303–4, 328, 338, 353, 505
Byrsa (Carthage) 490
Byzantium 509, 576
Ca Na Costa 258, 331
Cabezo Juré 258, 318, 327
cabinets of curiosities 26
caboteur 473
Cabrières 258, 316
Cadiz 258, 446, 487, 489, 508, 598, XLIII: archipelago 320, 329; rainfall 66. See also Gadir
Caere 479, 503, 508, 514, 553, 564: population 522; treasury at Delphi 558
Cairo 57, 83, 206, 445
Calabria 79, 87, 91, 191, 192, 218, 223, 233, 234, 475, 487, 550: greenstone axes 230; obsidian 232
California 61, 61, 62, 64, 96: canoes 329
Calpe 487
Cambous 258, 316
camels 157, 511: caravans 510; images 511; trail 554
Camino del Molino 258, 311
Camp de Laure 346, 422
Campania 64, 69, 316, 351, 428–29, 503, 512–13, 524: cremations 520; obsidian 232
Campidano plain 128, 217, 475, 581
camps 180
Can Tintorer 204, 230, 258, 323
Canaanean blades 279
Canaanites 359, 403, 449, 485, 532, 581: amphorae 34, 385, 405; clothing, images 377; communities 363; donkey sacrifices 362; jars 379, 390, 393, 401, 402, 458; names 363; traditions 452; vintners in Egypt 387
canal system 554, 575
Canary Islands 56, 334, 574
canids 70, 127, 128, 183. See also dogs; foxes; wolves
Cannae 571
Cannatello 346, 442, 444, 446, 474, 475, 476
cannibalism 349
canoes 178–79, 182, 191, 290, 327, 328–29, 350, 374, 465, 477, 495, 597: dugout 198, 214–15, 214, 217, 219; images 327, 328, 329, 417; Neolithic 328
Canopic branch (of Nile) 274, 553, 555
Cantabrian mountains 195
Cape Bon 73, 211, 430, 490, 547, 581
Cape Gelidonya 34, 72, 389, 447, 465, 468, 476: shipwreck 546
Cape Iria 447, 465
Cape Maleas 16
Cape Matapan 73
Cape of Good Hope 266
Cape Province 61, 61, 62, 70
Capéletti Cave 204, 210, 258, 268
capers, Uluburun shipwreck 401
Capitoline deities 540
Capri 95
Capsian groups 39, 199, 205, 210
captives 279, 287, 360, 361, 549. See also slaves
Capua 446, 503, 512
caravans 287, 289, 361, 373, 379, 407, 454, 464: camel 510; cities 365; donkey 367
carburization 451
Carcassonne 24, 508, 565
Carchemish 379, 406, 446, 447, 459, 471
Cardial pottery 191, 201, 210, 227
cargoes 35, 75, 373–74, 381, 442, 465, 472, 514, 546, 548, 550, 559: growing 549; sea-borne 327; transport by boat 329; Uluburun shipwreck 399–402
Caria 584: mercenaries 554
Caribbean 61, 61, 62, 78, 204
Carmel range 76, 102, 103, 105, 171, 172, 402: coast 364, 467; peninsula 286
carnelian beads 332, 333
carnivores 93, 151
Carolingians 51
Carpathian: basin 325; communities 432; copper 442; mountains 69, 231
Carsac 258, 316, 446, 504
Carthage 39, 211, 383, 446, 489–90, 494, 500, 505, 508, 515–17, 520–25, 528, 533, 538, 542–43, 547, 552, 559, 564, 567, 569–73, 578, 580–82, 584, 598, 606–8, 610: armies 567; burial customs 581; chariots 571; coins 574; currency 556; elite women 542; empire 606; on Etruscan coast 553; ironworking 571; ships 550; triremes 560
cartouches 287, 296
carts 355, 373, 393, 464: model 416; -wheels 416
carvings, stone 333, 496
Casablanca 84, 85, 267
cash-cropping 407, 416, 488, 510, 516, 523, 539, 547, 549, 551, 564, 579: Cyprus 408; Ibiza 567
Caspian mountains 222, 337
Caspian Sea 56, 58, 60, 61, 63, 464
‘Castelnovian’ Mesolithic 193
Castillo de Doña Blanca 508, 525
casting 236, 335, 337
Catalans 51
Çatalhöyük 151, 173–75, 174, 186, 205, 227, 269, XV
Catalonia 30, 105, 219, 223–24, 230, 331, 422, 481, 504, 562, 566, 572, 581: dolmens 235; tombs 234
Catania 74
catfish 124, 206: sign of 261
cats 177: sabre-tooth 92
cattle 161, 166, 177, 201, 224, 309, 330, 343: absence of 175; Algeria 268; bone lesions 221, 244; Corsica 193; Cyprus 176, 178; domestication 198; Egypt 273; haulage 311; herding 201, 204; hobbles 205; Iberia 421; images 206, 289, 309, 311; Italy 428; Jordan 363 lack of on Cyprus 216; Levantine in Africa 207; milk 162; North Africa 266, 568; pastoralism 205, 267; relative value to donkeys 289; Sardinia 476; shrine 343; traction 277; wild 210
Caucasian: metalworkers 451; pottery 333
Caucasus 63, 85, 125, 222, 304, 326, 327, 337, 507
cauldrons 517: wine-mixing 531
Čauševića 346, 427
cavalry 571. See also horses
cave(s) 90, 92, 96–97, 102, 127, 189, 193–94, 216, 219, 234, 241, 248, 330: Aegean 309; art 114, 114, 118, 132, IX; Balearics 29, 498; burial 481; ceremonial 228; climate change 43; Israel 29; Italy 105; Judaean hills 244; Levant 245; occupations 205, 267; painted 35, 496; as ritual places 212; Sardinia 424; Spain 29
cave bears 106
Cave of the Warrior 205, 241, 242, 246
Cayla de Mailhac 446, 504
Cayönü 151, 173
cedar 121, 168, 266, 285–86, 288, 288, 294, 302, 360, 366, 378, 385, 445, 459, 470, 510: Egypt 397; imports 287
Celtic: beans 309; farming 578; people 51
cemeteries 49, 234–36, 267, 301, 502: Aegean 321; Athens 521; Carthage 522; Crete 323; desecrated 349; Egypt 271; Iberia 527; Ibiza 567; Iron Age 378; Italy 428, 479; Malta 343; as means of asserting land rights 311; Sardinia 546; Spain 318; Syracuse 28; Ur 278; Venice 562. See also burial(s); funerary activity; grave(s); human remains; tomb(s)
Ceprano 85, 93
cereals 125, 135, 160, 166, 169, 207, 220, 221, 245, 209, 296, 356: Africa 572; bulk crops 293, 393, 566; domesticated 177, 189, 199; Italy 428; La Draga 219; large-scale accumulations 240; Levantine in Africa 207; Libya 568; pollen 209; storage 264; wild 130, 160, 162, 163, 185. See also grain and under names of individual species
ceremonies 165, 544: Crete 370; drinking 390; feasting 243; royal 270, 277, 290; space 343; structures, Africa 206
Cerro de la Encina 258, 327, 346, 419, 420
Cerro de la Virgen 258, 317
Cerro del Villar 508, 527
Cerro Salomón 508, 525
Cerro Virtud 204, 237, 238
Cerveteri. See Caere
Cetina culture 347, 351, 428: connections 477; expansion 431, 472
Ceuta 38, 100, 446, 487, 508, 527
Cévennes mountains 306
Chad 205: language 205
Chafarinas Islands 209
Chalandriani-Kastri 259, 308, 322, 327, 328
Chalcolithic 175
chalices 416: Spain 420
Chalkis 509, 522
chamber tombs 343
chamoix 104, 105, 130, 131, 134
Chanani 581
Channel Islands 62
chapparal 62
charcoal 36, 120, 121
chariots 383, 387, 389, 425, 454, 455, 500, 517: Cyprus 399; Egypt 397; horse harness 432; images 388, 411, 471, 571; North Africa 571; racing 558
charnel houses 299
Charybdis (whirlpool) 74
Chasséen culture 224, 232: landscape 310; pottery 236; villages 306
Châtelperronian 116
Chauvet Cave 110, 114, 114
check dams 244, 245, 293
cheese 170, 264, 412
Cheops. See Khufu
chert 184: Cyprus 149
chickens 386: Asian 571
chickpeas 160, 161
chiefdoms 242, 431
child survival rates 115
Childe, Gordon 23, 43, 316, 451
Chile 61, 61, 62
China 63, 96, 262: bows 464; silk 378
Chios 212
chisels 246: sign of 261
chlorite bowls 168
choppers 83, 83
Chotts Megalake 158
churns 243
Cilicia(n) 171, 188, 240, 241, 246, 405, 449, 458, 461, 470: Gates 68, 304; pottery 391
Cimmerians 577
cinnabar 68, 229
cinnamon 360
cist(s) 267: graves 234, 235, 312
cistern 569
citadel 321: Avaris 383, 386
cities: coastal 290, 488, 491; Crete 370; destruction by Babylon 536, 537; first 239; Harappan 284; Levant 394, 521; on the sea 303
citizenship 549
city-states 547, 549, 551–52, 556, 580, 583, 607: Aegean 540–41, 543–45, 555, 561; Etruscan 553, 564; Greek 582, 584; identities 576; Italy 540; rise of 537, 538; warfare 559, 560
civilization 314
civilizing processes 276–82
clam shells 575
Clarke, David 29
Classical period 20, 62, 87, 290, 309, 370, 442, 489, 490, 558, 608
Classics 25
clay 68, 170: boat models 327, 338; bone-boxes 241; bread moulds 272; coffins 451; Egyptian 301; imitation sistrum 354; low value of 380; pellets 172; potting 218; provenance 243; seal impressions 240; sealings 239; tablets 31, 31, 276, 397, 448; tokens 168, 190, 239; vessels, ritual 16; wagon model 279; weights 221
clematis 219
climate 56–57, 61, 88–89, 113, 120, 129–30, 146, 156–58, 202, 348, 506, 600: Africa 601; change 41–44, 42, 100, 151, 265, 313–14; deterioration 196; fluctuations 90, 104; Levant 263; maritime 102; reconstruction 154; uncertain 245; zones 61
cloth 520: industry 31; purple 509, 584; Tyre 509. See also dye; linen; wool
clothing 117, 118, 221, 275, 322, 463: Aegean 403; African 570; Canaanite, images 377; Greek 545; Levantine in paintings 357, 361; Libyan 457; patterned 306, 310
clover 273
Clusantin. See Grotta del Clusantin
Côa Valley 110, 119
coasts 75–76, 76, 77, 121, 200: communities 524–25, 527; geography 193; landscapes 35, 78, I; Levant 315; navigation 72–79; plains 306; routes 334; tourism 45; wetlands 203
cockles 135, 181: impressed into pottery 191
cod 127
Coddu Vecchiu 346, 425
coffins 288, 451: wood 297
cognitive development 87, 89, 111
coins 280, 555–56, 571, 574
Colline Metallifere 446, 478–79
colonies 521, 524
Colosseum 157
colourants. See dye
combs 206: ivory 478
commerce. See economies; merchants; trade
composite tools 98–99, 125
Comte de Caylus 26, 26
conduits 540
conflict 270, 315. See also warfare
Congo 107
conifers 157
connections 19, 230, 232, 307, 311, 323, 325, 596, 598, 599; African 567–73; Atlantic 421; Cetina culture 477; island 307, 308; maritime 303, 338, 346–47, 351, 446–47, 508–9, 596, 597; social 115; urban 346–47
Constantine I 24, 37
Constantinople 105
Contrada di Diana 204, 218, 220
convoys 402
Cook, Thomas 45
cooking 190, 219, 225, 227, 296, 343
cooking pots 36, 465: handmade 526; Sardinia 217
Coppa Nevigata 346, 428, 444
copper 69, 173, 207, 237, 246–48, 280–81, 287, 299, 299, 304, 318–19, 336–37, 360, 441, XXII, XXVII: Aegean 411; arsenical 246, 281, 305; awls 237; axes 260, 305, 351; beads 206; bowls 472; Carpathian 442; chests 360; Cyprus 343, 367–68, 399, 401–2, 408–9, 476, 599; daggers 316, 351; diminishing importance of 515; Egypt 208; Iberia 482, 484; ingots 465; javelin heads 418; Levant 239, 453; Menorca 422; mines 236, 286, 316, 423, 488, 510; Omani 239, 284, 376; ores 218, 342; oxhide ingots 34, 376, 377, 389, 393, 401, 403, 409, 431, 450, 477, 481, 567, 576, 610; oxide ores 305; production 300, 449; salts 441; sheets 299; Sinai 285, 360; smelting 238, 451; sources 69; sulphide 305; tools 267, 321; torcs 431; Ugarit 393; weapons 305
Copper Age 80, 175, 203, 216, 219, 236, 238, 239, 245–47, 269, 287, 293, 299, 300, 483, 505, 602: artifacts 26; Cilicia 241; communities 318; demise of 421; farming 243; fortified sites 317; Iberia 310, 601; Levant 244, 246, 289, 386; Los Millares 419; rock art 308–9; sea traffic 301; settlements 306; temples 531; tombs 534
coral 168, 173
Corbeddu Cave 110, 128
Cordoba mountains 222
cores: Greenland 42, 42; Kythera 16; lake 88, 372; Persian Gulf 348; seabed 83, 88, 158, 263, 265, 372
cores (stone) 98, 232, 233
Corfu 45, 108, 180, 190, 514, 529
coriander 360, 401
Corinth 447, 465, 487, 509, 512, 514, 517, 529, 547, 550, 582, 598: enclaves 561; helmet 558; imports 532; perfume flasks 546; people 522, 529, 548; seafarers 524; shrines 531, 532; temples 540; triremes 560; walls 540
corn, grinding 296
cornets 243, 244
Cornwall 70, 415, 490
corralling 198, 226, 330
Corsardinia 121, 126–28, 152, 155
Corsica 36, 46, 70, 73, 78, 107, 120–21, 155–56, 182, 187, 192–93, 233, 307, 310, 334, 423–25, 476, 495, 504, 550: bracelets 217; cattle 193; as a gateway 480; isolation of 566–67, 599; leapfrogging 192; Neolithic 216; obsidian 232; Roman 151
cosmetic pots 302, 354
cosmic order 262, 277
cosmologies: eastern 518; Egyptian 301; royal 333
Cosquer Cave 35, 110, 121, 126–27, 126, 202, 595, IX
Costa del Sol 65
cothon 486
Cova de l’Or 150, 194, 204, 227: leapfrogging 192; pottery 191
Cova des Carritx 446, 496, 498
cowrie shells 168, 168: headdress 341
craftspeople 276, 295–96, 356, 375, 388, 397, 551: mobile 517
creativity 110, 111
cremations 351, 500, 502, 533: Anatolia 460, cemeteries 234, 479; Italy 479, 512; ritual 473, 474; Spain 520; urns 351, 526
Cretaceous period 63
Crete/Cretans 28, 35, 50, 64, 70, 78, 96, 120–21, 127, 156, 183, 188, 196, 234, 307, 309, 320, 323–24, 335, 352, 358, 366, 368, 369, 370, 372–74, 381, 462, 487, 494–95, 502, 543, 572, 602, I, II: in Africa 570; boat images 327, 328; bronze axes as a symbol 363; cart model 416; deities 531; demography 416; eastern imports 354; Egyptian artifacts 336, 374; goblets 336; gold 337; harbours 410; influence on others 371; lily 388; Mesolithic 182, 189; Minoan 16, 25, 31, 606; Neolithic 216; palaces 409, 432, 441; palatial collapse 459; polities 381; ports 472; scripts 518; seals (artifact) 353, 373; shell middens 378; shrews 150; stirrup jars 465; tectonics 65; trees 157; votive metalwork 517; wall-paintings 388; wheels 382
Crimea 575
Crkvice 66
Croatia 46, 102, 105, 108, 116, 180: arctic fauna 104
Croce del Papa, Nola 29, 346, 427, 512
crocodiles 65, 157, 532
Cro-Magnon rockshelter 109
crops 164, 166, 173, 194, 200: Aegean 413; Beersheba 243; Maghreb, absence of 205; Neolithic 215; overproduction 264; spread of, North Africa 210; transport of 279
Croton 509, 551
crowns 247
crucibles 493, 525
crustaceans 180
Cueta 201
Cueva de los Murciélagos 204, 222, 222, 223
Cueva del Romeral 312, 312
Cueva Sagrada 258, 311
cult(s): offerings 343; sites 243; water 228, 424
cultivation, floodwater 165, 196
culture: elite 276, 277, 278; symbolic 219; transformation of 160
Cumae 508, 512, 524
cumin 410
cuneiform 24, 276, 407, 448, 518: literacy 362; tablets 295
Cunliffe, Barry 24
cups 335, 444: Athenian 548; Greek-style, in France 566; handled 416; ivory, Morocco 267; Nuzi ware 391; painted 227, 227; patterned 381; Rhodian 512
currencies 515, 555–56: metal-based 375; proto- 280, 305, 376, 413, 431, 602
currents 74
Cyclades 16, 28, 48, 108, 125, 152–53, 182, 213, 217, 234, 237, 237, 320, 322–24, 331, 350, 370, 430, 431, 460, 467, 500, 518, 523, 531, 541, 552, 584, 600: boat images 327, 328; marble figurines 25, 48, 48, 322–23, 322, 335; networks 307–8, 308; sea-trading 335; ships 329; trade 339; volcanic eruptions 29
Cyclopes 26
Cyclops Cave 151, 182, 182, 204, 212
cylinder seals 276, 283, 294, 336, 415: demise of 518; Egypt 362; Uluburun shipwreck 400–1
Cypro-Minoan script 368, 393, 409
Cyprus 28, 31, 46, 49–50, 74, 76, 78, 90, 95, 148–49, 148, 152–53, 162, 171, 173, 183–84, 186–88, 248, 304, 342–43, 354, 360, 367–68, 396, 399, 405, 407–9, 431, 445, 450, 452, 477, 487, 490, 492, 494, 498, 511–12, 523, 534, 542, 554, 556, 583–84, 596, 604: adoption of Greek identity 533; Aegean painted pottery 411; animals 70, 176; artifacts, Uluburun shipwreck 401; ascendancy of 470; attacks on 462; boat buying 394; copper 402; exports 450; farming 495; figurines 215–16, 216; geography 64, 65; influence on Sardinia 476; ironware 460; isolation of 599; juglets 380, 390, 391; letter from 398; links with Egypt 384; links with Sardinia 465; literacy 518; maritime trade 404; merchants 468, 555; metals 69, 377; migrations to 463; Neolithic 175, 178; Phoenician inscriptions 488; pithoi 465; ports 466; pottery 444; roundhouses 176; scripts 375; sea-crossings 154, 156; seclusion 343; sheep 382; ships 489, 569; shipwrecks 35; tombs 414, 519, 520; traders 488; traits in the Levant 363; venison 382; Wenamun on 449
Cyrenaica 38, 40, 73, 76, 101, 112, 123, 157, 210, 266, 268, 568–70, 572–73, 601: coins 574
Cyrene 509, 570–72, 583, XLIX: chariots 571
Dabban 112, 123, 125
Dafuna 198
Dagan 295
daggers 246, 247, 277, 306, 351, 363, 371, 480: Anatolia 451; bronze 360; copper 316, 351; flint 305, 316; gold 333; Iberia 418, 483; images 306, 308, 324; iron 304
Dahkla 200, 447, 457
dairy products 279, 293, 310
Dalmatia 58, 65, 74–75, 87, 108, 123, 155, 159, 183, 190, 223, 227, 230, 305, 310, 312, 351, 425, 426, 474, 477, 504, 562, 602: bowls 332; islands 79; mountains 316; Neanderthals 102
dam-building 37
Damascus 163–64, 347, 363, 447, 499, 500
Damietta branch (of Nile) 553
Danaans 462
dance 545
Danilo phase 227
Danube River 58, 326, 335, 401, 575: basin 113; plain 425
Dar es Sultan 84, 98
Dardanelles 50, 55, 73, 90, 113, 121, 181, 188, 322, 575, 598
date palm 174, 244, 457
dates (fruit) 244
de Nerval, Gérard 18
Dead Sea 64, 68, 77, 121, 146, 163, 241–42, 246: Scrolls 246
death rituals, Malta 341
dedications 536
deer 65, 70, 91, 94–95, 105, 128, 131, 136, 151, 157, 161, 174, 177, 179, 181–83, 215, 247, 567: Cyprus 216, 382; extinct 127; hunting 178; images 221, 228; Italy 93; teeth 118
deforestation 71
Değirmentepe 205, 246
dehesa 310
deities 275, 295, 376, 486, 493, 530, 534, 538, 543, 553, 556, 558, 580: Italy 540; politically neutral 467
Delos 213, 509, 531, 545
Delphi 509, 531, 532, 552, 558, XLVIII
Demaratos of Corinth 542, 543, 551
democracy 583, 584
demography 160, 358, 416, 506–7, 582
Denyen 462
depas cups 335
desertification 42, 207, 363
‘desert kites’ 169, 169
deserts 89, 93, 202, 262, 265–68. See also Negev; Sahara
desiccation 29, 265, 270
Dhar Tichitt 266
Dhaskalio Kavos 259, 308, 322, 322, 323
Dhimini 204, 225, 225
Dhra’ 151, 165
dialects 226
Diana-Bellavista pottery 236
Dido 490
Didyma 159
diet 36, 117, 146, 166, 179, 180, 194, 325: donkey 289; vegetarian 220
diffusionism 24
digging sticks 219
Dikili Tash 204, 222
Dimitra 222
Dinarics 63, 66, 190, 192
dinosaurs 63
Diomedes 562
Dionysios of Halikarnassos 542
diseases 159, 160, 166, 376: animal 150; human 261
Dispilio 204, 219
ditches 224, 226, 316, 318
diversification 264
divinities. See deities
Djebaut, shrine of 271
Djerba 39, 78, 213, 266, 573
Djoser, pyramid of 273
Dmanisi 85
DNA 112, 116, 186: ancient 92; mitochondrial 36, 96, 97; vines 222. See also genetics
Dodecanese 212, 460
Dog River 68
Doganella 540
dogs 133, 161, 175, 176, 316, 316, 330, 428
dogwood arrows 219
dolmens 235, 241, 311, 312, 349, 424, 444, 568: Corsica 423; Menorca 422
Dolomites 114
dolphins 106, 180, 183
domestication 160, 184, 186, 193–94, 196, 198, 221: Egypt 206; exogenous 185
donkey(s) 130, 289, 297, 326, 327, 343, 355, 377, 444, 473: caravans 361, 367, 464; figurines 289, 289; Italy 479; sacrificed 362; trail 550
Dor 445, 447, 451, 467
Dordogne 105
dormice 330. See also mice
doves, Ugarit 395
dowries 397
drainage 226
dress pins 306, 473
drills, bow-driven 276
drinking: ceremonies 336, 390; cups 227, 443; customs 545; events 482; goblets 294; horns 243, 247; vessels 278, 333, 334, 335, 343, 351, 411, 416, 431, 500, 517, 520, 539, 547, 564
dromedaries 453, 464, 572
drought(s) 44, 67, 92, 124, 161, 264, 313, 348, 361: -free areas 352
drying 264
Dugi 108
Durrell, Lawrence 55, 56
Dursunlu 85, 94
dusky grouper 158
dwarf elephants 70, 71, 91, 149
dwarf hippopotami 95
dwarfism 70
dye 125, 244–45, 296, 306, 485, 499, 515: Carthage 490; purple 377–78, 393, 444, 527
eagles 147
Eanna temple (Uruk) 275
ear pathology 171
early modern humans 97, 108, 595, 596: expansion 110–11, 594
Early Stone Age 91, 100
earrings 383
earthquakes 64
East Anglia 92
Easter Island 342
Ebesus 508, 567, 582
Ebla 259, 294–96, 301–4, 315, 336–38, 347, 349, 355, 365, 367, 472, 598, 600, 601, XXV: clay tablets 31; kings 323; limestone inlay 295; tin 337
Ebro River 58, 195, 230, 331, 481, 527
eclogite 230
ecology 42, 71, 122, 262, 595
economies/economic(s): capital-based 323, 375; growth 579; inequities 416, 441, 470, 515; interregional 283; large-scale 172, 276; life 315; mercantile 491; networks 306; palace-based 295, 296; production 167; reorganization 282; security 359; transformations 160, 279
Edera Cave 191
Edom 453, 507, 510
eels 183
egalitarian societies 226, 242, 260
Egypt/Egyptian 18, 27, 40, 77, 198, 203, 238–39, 245, 248, 269–75, 297, 304–5, 312, 314–16, 349, 362, 383–86, 397, 404–5, 407, 455, 470–71, 491, 553–55, 570, 572, 575, 594, 604: Amarna age 468; anchorages 403; art 52, 261, 261, 284; artifacts on Crete 374; basalt vessels 268; boat images 292, 303, 327, 373, 374; bowls 248, 296, 338; bulk movements of cereals 393; Canaanite clothing, images of 377; cattle herding 205; cedar imports 286; chariots 571; clay 301; cosmology 301; Cretan pottery 380; Cypriot pottery 368, 385; deities 532; diminished stature 448, 454; domesticates 206; 18th dynasty 386, 387, 455; elites 268; expeditions 333; exports 32; farming 200; grain harvest 67; graves 381; hieroglyphs 354; horses 383, 464; imports 360; influence on Levant 451; king at Delphi 558; kings 386, 388; languages 205, 268, 290, 393; large-scale societies 262; and the Levant 52, 259, 286, 488; Levantine vines 379; Libyans in art 52; linen 499; links to Cyprus 384; looms 221; Mamluk rulers 537; mercenaries 559; merchants 396; monuments 31; New Kingdom 346, 383, 387, 396, 406, 454, 457, 471, 498; New Kingdom pharaohs 68, 386; Nile Delta 37; and nomadic seafarers 466; Nubian in art 52; olive oil 379; pharaohs 41, 59, 74; pottery 287; Predynastic 207; preservation conditions 29; propaganda 461, 462; rise of 258, 600; rituals 271; rulers 261, 262; sacred buildings 329; seaborne attacks on Levant 326; ships 402; stone vessels 243, 336, 343, 381, 382, 394, 526; -style faience 517; temples 360; tin 337; tombs 26, 270, 271, 286; tourism 45; trade 374, 378; traits in the Levant 363; 12th dynasty 359, 361; 26th dynasty 553; war on 508, 509, 511; writing 276
Ein Gedi 205, 242, 243, 247, XX
einkorn wheat 160, 161
Ekron 447, 452, 509, 510
Ekwesh 462
El Argar 419, 420
El Castillo Cave 110, 113
El Malagón 258, 317
Elba 127, 155, 212, 504, 527: iron 512, 546, 550; obsidian 232
elders 226, 242, 276
electrum 248, XIX: currency 556
Elephantine 258, 302, 360
elephants 70, 92, 104, 151, 157, 387: fossil 26; images 197; Italy 93; ivory 267, 365, 390, 391, 401, 403, 409, 414. See also dwarf elephants
Elgin marbles 18
Elissa 490, 580
elite(s) 264, 280, 333, 349, 358, 603–4: Aegean 338; burials 291; coastal 388; competitive 410; culture 276–78; Egyptian 268; funerals 577; Greek 558; houses, Aegean 541; intermarriage, description in texts 295; Iron Age 463, 519, 521, 523, 530, 534; landed 245; lifestyles 517, 558; lifestyles, demise of 411; male seafarers 329; power-sharing 541–43; rising 503–4; suicide 580; urban 542, 570; women 370, 541–42
elk 122
El-Kiffen 258, 267
el-Lisht 359
elm 120
el-Mekta 150, 199
Elymian language 519
emery 360
emmer wheat 160, 161
Empedocles of Akragas 26
empires 269, 404–15, 508–9, 578, 606–7, 606
emporia 552, 553, 557
Emporion 508, 563, 566
En Besor 259, 287
encampments 206
enclosures 194, 318, 538
endemics 91, 95, 104, 150, 152
English Channel 492
Enkomi 347, 407–9, 415, 447, 449, 450, 462, 478, 523
Enlightenment 26
entrepôts 428, 473, 474, 478, 499, 529, 538
environment 61, 66–67, 100, 108, 132, 133, 262: Levant 293
environmental: archaeology 36; challenges 115, 117; change 41–44, 149, 262–65; conditions, changing 233; developments 103; diversity 89; mediterraneanization 313; sustainability 45
Epée de Roland 258, 312, 313
Ephesus 77, 347, 411, 509, 556, 531, 557
Ephyra 443
Epigravettian 123
Epipalaeolithic 131, 136
Epirus 119, 443, 473
equids 130, 311. See also donkeys; horses
Eretria 509, 520, 522
Eridu 204, 239
Eritrea 285
erosion 71, 263, 421
Erzgebirge 70
Es Coll de Cala Morell 346, 422
Es Tudons 446
Esarhaddon 507, 511
escargotières 210, 211
esparto grass 222, 222, 311
Este 508, 562
estuaries 106, 188, 195
Étang de Berre 258, 307
Eteocypriot 50
Ethiopia 69
ethnic: cleansing 50; distinctions 547; self-awareness 532–34
ethnographic parallels 203–4
Etna 88, 342, 529
Etruria 26, 28, 31, 33, 68–69, 478–80, 482, 492–93, 503–4, 512, 514, 517, 524, 534, 566, 580, 598: amphorae 516; bucchero pottery 546, XLV; cremations 520; currency 556; deities 540; elite women 541–42; grapes 515; growth of towns 539; imported pottery 548; language 519; lineages 543; metal trade 527, 562, 567; metal vessels 577; people 532, 607; ports 553; pottery inscriptions 542; sea trade 546; ships 550; temples 558; texts 553; tombs 48, 544; traders 564
Euboea 78, 79, 153, 460, 500; 512, 515, 520, 550: seafarers 524
Euphrates River 59, 132, 136, 161, 165, 170, 177, 283, 284, 294, 295, 349, 365, 395, 406
Eurasia 63, 89: early hominins 109; farming 594; Neolithic 165
Euripos Strait 321, 487, 550
Europa 503
Europe 58, 63, 230, 245, 335: animal migrations 83; beaker network 333; central 576, 577; early hominins 109, 115; hunter-gatherer population 122; imperialism 62; intermarriage 219; landscapes 223; lions 94; megalithic tombs 41; metallurgy 236; Middle Palaeolithic 98; Neolithic 204; Neolithicization 184–88; 19th century 102; plains 113; river valleys 222; societies 442; southern, cremation 460; Upper Palaeolithic 114. See also under names of individual countries
European Union 51
Evans, Sir Arthur 28, 352
evaporites 82
evolutionary anthropology 242
Evros River 188
exchange 162, 168, 172, 229, 230, 233, 243, 337, 359, 596, 602: arenas 230; cross-cultural 398; Maghreb 267; networks 441; rates 556; standards 425; values, differences 413, 414. See also currencies; gift-exchange; trade
Exodus 452
exotics 145: fruits 244; goods 243, 329, 567; pottery 342
extinctions 89, 150, 151, 595, 596
Ezekiel 536
Fabris, Pietro 64
faience 388, 391, 423, 430, 441, 487, 517, 555: beads 41, 336, 343; Crete 369; cylinder seals 415; Mycenae 371; necklaces 351; plaques 404
fallow deer 104, 216, 567: antlers 100; Cyprus 176, 342
famines 349
farmers: deported to Mesopotamia 510; France 195; Jordan 48; Libyan 570; migrant 193; Nile Delta 360; reduced to peasants 270; sedentary 268
farming 43, 62, 162, 165, 168–69, 172, 175, 178, 220, 299: capital-intensive 296; Celtic 578; Cyprus 177, 189, 495; Cyrenaica 571; demise of 293; diversified 292; early 160; as entrapment 166; Etruria 503; Eurasian 594; France 422; Holocene 265; Istria 191; large-scale 356; Levant 241, 243, 244; Maghreb 205; mixed 166, 205, 309, 310, 355, 452, 568; modern 44; North Africa 568; Sardinia 476; settlements 224; small-scale 350; spread of 150–51, 184, 185, 192, 193, 196, 200, 227, 238, 332, 595–96, 599, 600; sustainable 421; techniques, Cyprus 368; transition to 184–88; triumph of 219
fatty acids 170
fava beans 549
Fayum 206, 207, 384, 456: storage pits 207
feasting 168, 218, 220, 324, 390, 420, 482, 502, 519, 542
feathers 461: headdresses 478
Feinan 246, 453
fermentation 221, 272, 276, 333, 310, 416, 515. See also alcohol; beer; mead; wine
Fertile Crescent 59, 135, 151, 160–64, 161, 173, 185–86, 244, 594–95. See also Levant
fertility, Neolithic obsession with 195
Fezzan 100, 198, 265
Fiavé 346, 426
fig(s) 160, 220, 278, 363: Africa 572; Libya 507; trees 360; Uluburun shipwreck 401
figureheads 493
figurines 32, 118–19, 128, 132, 219, 227, 237, 296, 333, 335, 343, 443, 450, 493: ’Ain Ghazal 168, XIII; animal 165; Bono Ighinu 228, 228; bronze 26, 26, 517; cruciform 216, 216, 342; Cycladic 48, 322, 335; Cyprus 216, 216; donkey 289, 289; fat 340; female 165, 172, 188, 189, 190, 228, 341, XXI; frog-like 190; horse 327; human, varied 306; ivory 241, VIII; ‘Kilia’ type 238, 238; Kythera 16; Levantine 530; Malta 235; marble 25, 48, 238, 322, 323; obsidian 173; Phoenician 531; Phylakopi 467; Sardinia 217; Uluburun 401, XXXIV; violin-shaped 241, 243. See also sculptures; statues
Fikirtepe phase 188
Filicudi 212, 417
filigree 278
Filitosa 346, 423, 446, 480
Final Neolithic 203, 237
finger cymbals, Uluburun shipwreck 401
Finley, Moses 19
fir 130
fire 86, 92, 99, 102, 149: -lighting equipment 261
firedogs 513
Fischer, Joschka 51
fish 70, 73–74, 106, 118, 124, 126–28, 131, 158–59, 171–72, 180, 199, 209, 211, 215, 248, 307, 351, 450, 574: amphora-bottled 573; Black Sea 575; consumption 193; Egypt 206; found inland 155; hooks 178, 182; images 127; Italy 221; lake 135; preserved, Iberia 484; processing, Gadir 527; processing tools 182; salted 573; sauces 573; totem 327; Ugarit 395
fisheries, Atlantic 573
fishing 107, 178, 181, 290: Africa 205; gear, Uluburun shipwreck 401
flakes 98
flasks 336, 343, 485, 502, 517: oil 487, 512; perfume 546; zoomorphic 343
flatbreads 167, 220
flatfish 106: images 127
flax 160: cords 125
Les Fleurs du Mal 18
Flinders Petrie, William Matthew 286
flint 68, 105, 114, 125, 135, 229, 237, 318, 334, 342: arrowhead, in shoulder 260; blades 190, 242; daggers 316; fine 305; grey 230; -knapping 318; La Draga 219; Levant 242; mine 230; Morocco 267; mounted 136; sickle blades 393; on sledges 279; tools 26, 83; trade 218
floods/flooding 67, 159, 164, 174, 264, 553: flash- 264, 348; legends 239; Nile 349
floodwater 244, 245: cultivation 196, 207
Florence 217
Flores 85, 94, 95
flour, Italy 428
Fontbouisse 307, 316, 331
Forcalquier-La Fare 258, 334
Formentera 78, 331, 422, 481
fortifications 240, 240, 294, 300, 307, 315, 319, 321–22, 425, 430, 481, 504: Aegean 459; Avaris 383, 384; Balearics 567; Copper Age 317; Hattusa 458; Iberia 421; Italy 474; Marseilles 564; Mycenaean centres 410; Phylakopi 467; Tyre 486
Forum Boarium (Rome) 427
Forum Romanum (Rome) 479
foxes 104, 176, 177
France 58, 75, 105–6, 116, 119, 121–23, 127, 180, 187, 194–95, 230–31, 233, 259, 306, 310, 316, 331, 415, 481, 483, 495, 550, 572, 581: arctic fauna 104; axes 231; beaker network 333–34; bowls 217; break up of villages 306; burials 417; cave art 114; coastal traffic 566; copper 69; empire 28; harpoons 135; isolation of 423, 599; lead tablet 562; leapfrogging 201; limestone uplands 67; lowland plains 64; Magdalenian 123; Mediterranean 192, 422; metals 237, 305, Middle Neolithic 224; MIS 3 103; Neanderthals 102; Neolithic 203; obsidian 232; oppida 566; Riviera 308; shipwrecks 546–48; slaves 576; southern 480, 504, 562–65; tombs 311; underwater archaeology 35; Upper Palaeolithic 39; violent death 179; western 492; wine 576
Franchthi Cave 111, 119, 131, 135, 151, 152–53, 159, 181–82, 187–89, 204, 230
Franco, Francisco 29
frankincense 390
Fratessina 446, 478, 504, 562, 598
Freud, Sigmund 23
Friuli 425, 477
Friuli-Ljubljana gap 58
fruits 169, 210, 219, 280, 285: fermentation 222; Italy 428. See also grapes; wine
Fuente Álamo 346, 419
Fumane. See Grotta di Fumane
funerary activity 277, 306, 324, 338, 420, 502: contexts 177; customs, Egypt 271; elite 577; monuments 291, 297, 481, 519; practices, Menorca 496, 498; rites 247. See also burial(s); cemeteries; grave(s); human remains; tomb(s)
fungi 179
Funtana 446, 476, 493
fur 261
furniture 410, 520: decorated 399; Egypt 397; stone 296
Gaban rockshelter 204, 227
Gadir 515, 525, 527, 538, 546, 548, 573–75, 582. See also Cadiz
galena 173
Galicia 334, 490
Galilee 147, 241, 287, 363–64, 488, 499, 500, 595: basin 363
Galite islands 213
galleys 465, 514, 560, 581
Gallipoli 50
game animals 181: Rhafas Cave 210; wild 205
gaming pieces, Uluburun shipwreck 401
Garamantes 572
Gargano 79, 229, 230
Garonne River 58, 195, 223, 224
Garrigues 306–8, 316
Gatas 346, 419
Gath 447, 452
Gaudo culture 258, 335, 428, 512
Gaul: pre-Roman 442; trade 564
Gavdos 410
Gaza 46, 74, 384, 387, 447, 510, 523
Gazel 192
gazelle(s) 83, 101, 121, 124, 130, 136, 145, 157, 161, 163, 169–71, 199, 247, 268, 378: bone sickle 145, X; images 289
Gebal. See Byblos
Gediz River 412
Gela 508, 546
Gelidonya. See Cape Gelidonya
gender: distinctions 145; labour divisions 166–67; roles 117, 306, 341
genetics 70, 96, 97, 105, 186, 195: analyses 219; mutation 109; of olives 310; research 198; shift 162
Genoa 120
genocide 115
geography: Cretaceous 63; Mediterranean 54–81; North Africa 40
geology 63–71, 82, 83, 88
geopolitics 51, 386: Mesopotamia 285
Germany 92, 101, 576
Gesher Benot Ya’aqov 85, 86, 92
Gezer 447, 452
Ggantija temple 258, 341
Ghab depression 77, 387
Giali 68
giant owls 91
giant tortoises 71, 94
giants’ tombs 424
Gibraltar 55, 73–74, 75, 83, 100, 102, 109, 116, 121, 127, 155, 182, 201, 209, 327, 334, 482, 487, 489, 491, 496, 527, 531, 569, 574, 599, VII: Neanderthals 104–6, 107
Gibraltar Strait. See Strait of Gibraltar
gift(s) 397, 403: exchange 398, 459, 602; -giving 118, 324, 356, 399, 556
Giglio 192, 212, 546
Gilat 205, 242, 243, XXI: ram 244
Gilgal 151, 164
Gilgamesh 278, 285, 511
gilt-bronze figurines 363
Gioura 182, 182, 212
Giovinazzo dolmen 347, 444
giraffes 157: images 197, 205
Giza (Egypt) 259, 272, 304
glacial: aridity 163; conditions 146; cycles 93, 100; plains 158
glaciers 42, 89, 116, 120, 128
glass 410, 443, 547: Egypt 397, 455; Italy 478; -making 455; moulded 415; production 391, 405
global: population 123; warming 44, 50
globalization 53
glocalization 532
Glykys Limin (Epirus) 347, 442, 443
gneiss 338
gnocchi 426
goat(s) 124, 130, 136, 161, 166, 169–73, 177, 187, 189, 190, 201, 206, 209, 220–21, 310, 330, 343: Cyprus 176, 342; Cyrenaica 268; domesticated 200; herding 201, 223, 245, 268, 309; hunting 133; images 289; Italy 309, 428; Jordan 363; Lampedusa 212; large-scale herding 279, 293; Levantine in Africa 205, 207; Menorca 422; milk 162; North Africa 266, 568; Rhafas Cave 210; Tremiti islands 212; Tunisia 210; wild 152, 185; wool 244; Zembra 213
goat-antelopes 83, 151, 330–31
Göbekli Tepe 151, 163, 163, 177, 259
goblets 294, 336
gods/goddesses 277, 278, 302, 530: bronze from Uluburun 401, XXXIV; city 276; Egyptian 261; Phoenician 244; Roman 540; tutelary 538. See also deities and under names of individual gods/goddesses
Goethe, Johann Wolfang von 56
Göksu River 459
Golan Heights 241, 244, 311, 364
gold 69, 207–8, 236–37, 248, 277, 281, 285, 296–97, 305, 318, 336, 385, 388, 410, 441–42, XIX: Anatolia 367; balance scale model 371; beads 206; bottles 482; bowls 482, 517; bracelets 482; Cretan 337; Cyprus 343; dagger 333; Egypt 397, 537, 555; flask 336; granulation 551; handles 304; ingots 360; jewelry 323, 527, 574; pin 337; mines, Aegean 551; Mycenae 371; Nubia 359, 384, 386; rings 383; Saharan 572; sheets 278, 553, XLVII; sources 69; symbolism of 280; throne 532; tools 321; as tribute 389, 509; Uluburun shipwreck 401; vessels 485; Wenamun’s 445
Goliath 559
Göllü Dag 151, 173, 174
Göltepe 304
Gordion 509, 520
Gorham’s Cave 84, 106, 110, 127, 150, 182, 508, 531
Gozo 78, 235, 340–42, 343, 430, 475: obsidian 351; shrews 150
graffiti 68, 308, 490, 576: Iberia 484; ship images 464
grafting 244
grain 310: African to Aegean 571; bulk transport 548, 549; as a commodity 281; Egyptian 555; fermentation 222; images 556; shortages 387; silos 207, 224, 428; storage 240, 527; trade 562; trade profits 552; Ugarit 395. See also cereals and under names of individual species
Granada 66, 316, 419
granaries 219, 240, 298, 321: Hattusa 461; model 502
Grand Tour 26
Grands Causses 67, 306
granite: menhirs 340; red 68
granulation 278, 336, 551
grape(s) 125, 350, 381, 515: Africa 572; -crushing, models 343; cultivation 244; France 565; Libya 507; pips 273, 484, 568; Uluburun shipwreck 401; vines 210, 222, 547; wild 220. See also vine(s); viticulture; wine
grasses 106, 130: for clothing 221, 261, 261; wild 210
grassland 83, 89, 103, 224
grave(s) 325: chiefly 323; cist 234; communal 376; corridor 311; Cyclades 322; Egyptian 381; goods 110, 235; Pithekoussai 521; shaft 371, 376, 410, 432, 610. See also burial(s); cemeteries; funerary activity; human remains; tomb(s)
Gravettian 118, 119, 123, 125: body ornaments 119
Gravina 509, 538
Gravisca 508, 553
great auks 126, 147, 595: images 126, 127, IX
Great Pyramid 288
Great Rift Valley 64, 84, 109
Greece 37, 134, 180, 188, 219, 221, 266, 320, 350, 371, 404, 410, 443–44, 474: amphorae in France 564; art 382; city-states 541, 582, 584; Classical 87; climate 66; core 42; drinking parties 390; farming 190; geography 63; goods in Sicily 539; Homo heidelbergensis
92; identity 534–35, 539, 557; influence 607–8; Lallemantia plants 337; language 25, 409, 459, 518, 519; lowland plains 64; mercenaries 554, 576; metals 237; mythology 63, 548; Neolithic communities 189; 19th-century archaeology 28; obsidian 184; palaces 35; poets 484; population growth 582; pottery 536, 577, 584; priestesses 542; sanctuaries 558; scripts 566; seafarers 524; settlers, North Africa 38; shrines 555; statues, inspired by Egypt 545; symposium 545; temples 545, 557–58; towns 544, 545; Upper Palaeolithic 119; western 351; wine making 222; writing 515
greenhouse gases 88
Greenland 42, 63: ice cores 372; ice sheet 42, 88
greenstone axes 230, 342
griffins 376, 388: images 517
Grimaldi Caves. See Balzi Rossi Caves
grinding stones 125, 136, 145, 161, 209, 212, 218, 229
Grotta-Aplomata 308
Grotta dei Cervi 204, 221, 228
Grotta del Clusantin 110, 135
Grotta dell’Uzzo 150, 179, 180, 182, 192: meat and mollusc consumption 193
Grotta di Fumane 110, 113, 113
Grotta di Sant’Agostino 85, 106
Grotta Paglicci 110, 119, 125, 130
Grotta Patrizi 204, 226
Grotta Romanelli 85, 106, 111, 127, 147
Grotta Scaloria 204, 228, 228
Grotte Cosquer. See Cosquer Cave
Grotte des Pigeons. See Taforalt Cave
Grotte Vaufrey 84, 105
gruel 167, 220
Guadalhorce delta 527
Guadalquivir River 78, 82, 194, 318–20, 339, 421, 481–82, 483, 488, 520, 525, 527, 581, 602
Guadiana River 318
Guanche people 574
Gubbio 192, 223
Guernica 49
guest friendship 515, 542
Guilaine, Jean 24, 323
guinea fowl 571
gulet
72
Gulf of Antalya 132, 175
Gulf of Aqaba 102, 510
Gulf of Cadiz 263, 305, 319, 482–83, 483, 485, 496
Gulf of Cagliari 477
Gulf of Corinth 64, 335, 351, 531, 532, 550
Gulf of Gabès 73, 122, 268, 569, 573
Gulf of Iskenderun 75, 155, 177, 195, 240, 285, 301, 487
Gulf of Mexico 60, 61
Gulf of Sirte 55, 66, 73, 210, 266, 268, 490, 568, 570, 573
Gulf of Suez 201
Gulf of Taranto 474
Gulf of the Lion 74, 83, 209
Gulf War 48
Habuba Kebira 258, 259, 283–84, 284, 295
Hacilar 151, 175, 238
haddock 127
hairpins 306
hairstyles 457: Aegean 403; African 570; images 361
hake 178
Hal Saflieni 47, 47, 258, 340, 341
Hala Sultan Tekke 347, 408, 411, 447, 450
halberds: Iberia 418; images 306, 308
Halk en Menjel lagoon 211
Hallstatt 442: centres 576; complex 578
hallucinogens 223, 310
Hama 241, 259, 284, 297, 347, 349
Hamilcar Barca 580
Hamilton, William 64
Hammam 259: wagon model 279
Hammamet Gulf 211
Hanahal 111, X
hand axes 84, 84, 92, 93, 98
handprints 228
Hannibal 308
hapiru 469
Harappan cities 284
harbours 35, 217, 291, 357, 357, 396, 447, 486: Athens 552; Carthage 490; concrete 579; Crete 410; dry 203; Egypt 396, 553; Italy 553; moles 551; Ugarit 393. See also anchorages; ports
hares 104, 117, 135, 199
harnesses 432, 464
harpoon(s) 107, 125, 155, 197: Iberian 135, 135, 184; images 272; tip, iron 538
hartebeest 199
harvesting 227, 265, 266, 549
Hathor 302, 354
Hatoula 151, 155
Hatti 367, 387–88, 396, 398–99, 404–5, 407, 411, 454–55, 458, 468, 470–71. See also Hattusa; Hittites
Hattusa 367, 384, 391, 405, 411–12, 447, 450, 455, 458, 461, 463–64, 466. See also Hatti; Hittites
Haua Fteah 38, 38, 85, 98, 101, 107, 111, 112, 147, 151, 199, 204, 210, 259, 268, 509, 568
Hazael 499
hazel 157, 219: -nuts 220
Hazor 259, 297, 347, 364, 369, 375, 406
headdresses 120, 169, 228: feather 478
headhunting 179
hearths 32, 99, 105, 106, 145, 148, 224
Hecataeus 21, 536
Heinrich events 90, 146
Hejaz 59
Heliopolis 40
Hellenization 608
helmets 480, 558: horned 450, 461, 493; Italian 532, XXXVIII; Mesopotamian 483
hematite 246
Hengistbury Head 492
Hephaestus 529
Hera 532
Herakles 487
Heraklion 50
herbs 220
Herculaneum 26
Hergla 204, 211, 211
Herodotus 23, 24, 54, 268, 303, 536, 559, 568, 570, 574
herons, images 271
Hesiod 518
Heuneberg 508, 576
hides 162, 221, 572
Hierakonpolis 204, 208, 258, 270, 272
hieroglyphs 354, 407
High Atlas mountains 63
Hilazon Tachtit Cave 111, 147, 147
hillforts 418, 426, 441, 503, 504: Adriatic 562; Dalmatia 426, 477; France 566; Iberia 538
Himalayas 63, 68
Hindu Kush 583
hippopotami 70, 83, 95, 104, 151, 154, 157, 175, 261: ivory 247, 248, 335, 391, 401, 474
hippopotamoid deity 376
Hissarlik. See Troy
Hittites 346, 367, 456: language 393, 399; political collapse 458. See also Hatti; Hattusa
hoards 247, 281, 333, 425, 441, 449, 473–74, 482–83, 493, 496, 504, 576
hobbles, cattle 205
Hoca Çeşme 151, 188
hoes 210
holly 120
holm 62
Holocene 41, 43, 89, 90, 104, 149, 155–56, 158–59, 164, 171, 173, 177, 182, 199, 200, 209, 229, 330, 348, 580, 594, 599, 601, 610: climate 128, 129; demographic growth 160; early 178, 196; end of 263; farming 265; ‘foraging seascapes’ 183; lakes 158; Levant 160–69; Sahara 326
Holy Land 49
Homer 27, 278, 322, 335, 412, 518, 535. See also Iliad; Odyssey
hominins 97: early expansion 83–87, 89, 91–116, 594. See also anatomically modern humans; early modern humans
Homo antecessor 93
Homo erectus 83
Homo ergaster 83, 86, 93
Homo habilis 83
Homo heidelbergensis 91, 92, 92, 96, 98, 100
Homo sapiens 96, 113: Levant 160
honey 220, 227, 227, 333, 385, 411
hooks 182
hoplites 558, 559
Hoplitomeryx 91
Horden, Peregrine 19, 20, 21, 54, 57, 65, 264, 307, 537, 595
Horn of Africa 285
horse(s) 65, 83, 93, 104, 119, 126, 130, 147, 326, 343, 373, 383, 405, 425, 455, 500, 567: Africa 457, 571; Cyprus 399; Egypt 397; gear 502; Iberia 327, 327, 421; images 327, 464; Malta 343; -mounted archers 577; Sardinia 581; Ugarit 395
horticulture 166, 189, 220, 243, 275
Horus 272
house mice 136, 178, 402, 494–95, 495, 574. See also mice
House of David 499
‘House of the Tiles’ (Lerna) 320, 321, 324
houses: Çatalhöyük 174; circular 342; Cyprus 216; Iberia 526; Levant 362; megaron 234; models 225; mud brick 220, 271; Natufian 164, 167; Neolithic 189, 223, 225; painted 235; round 176, 178; subterranean 216, 241; Tremiti islands 212; Ugarit 32; wattle-and-daub 192, 304; wooden 219
Hudson Bay 60, 61
Huelva mountains 421, 446, 482–83, 483, 487–88, 492, 496, 500, 508, 525, 538
Hula basin 363
human remains 128, 132, 161, 178–80, 223, 226, 247, 260–61: Malta 340; sacrifices 304; skull 127; teeth 136; violent death 124, 226. See also burial(s); cemeteries; funerary activity; grave(s); tomb(s)
Humbaba 285
humidity 159, 160
Hungary 187
hunter-gatherers 43, 116–20, 122, 136, 163, 167: Africa 601; art 163, 163; California 62; contact with farmers 191; Corsardinia 128; France 195; Greece 16, 188; language 227; last in Mediterranean 178–84, 219; lifestyles 229; Mesolithic enclaves 150–51; mobility 596; Morocco 209; Neolithic 218, 223; North Africa 39–40; retaining traditional lands 194; Sahara 204; seafaring 62, 184, 187; sedentary 200; spirit worlds 196, 197; villages 204
hunting 87, 104–6, 114, 133, 136, 145, 167, 172, 202, 326, 595: efficiency 115; France 422; gazelle 268; images 228, 272, 388; Levant 161; Neolithic 215; resurgence of 310; technologies 126; Tunisia 210
Hurrian: language 393; names 363, 450
Huxley, Aldous 57
Hvar 46, 212, 213, 562
Hyblaean massif 229
hybridity, human 116
hyenas 92, 102, 104
Hyksos 383–86, 385, 388, 452, 455–56, 471, 523, 535, 580, 595: kings 604
hymns 295
hypogea 235, 312, 340–41, 342
I Faraglioni 346, 430, 431
Iberia(n) 55, 58, 69, 74, 77, 101, 124, 195, 237, 258, 306, 307, 316, 352, 422, 480, 490, 492, 494, 548, 563: alcohol 515–16; amphorae 516, 517; arctic fauna 104; Argaric 596; arrow injuries 315; Atlantic coast 566; Aurignacian 114; beakers 334; coast 106, 194, 573; communities 566; Copper Age 310; currency 556; dehesa ecologies 221; early hominins 93, 116; eastern influence 520; farming 179; harpoons 135, 184; hunter-gatherers 122, 218; imports 481, 483, 484; inequalities 418; isolation of 419, 515, 601; ivory 267; language 519; leapfrogging 201; Magdalenian 123; Meseta 63, 326; metal extraction 238; metals 421, 482, 483, 574; MIS 3 103; Neanderthals 102; Neolithic 39, 183; opium poppies 222; ornaments 229; ostrich egg 267; peninsula 57; Phoenician enclaves 525–26; pottery 236, 308; refugia 121; rock art 315; scripts 519; silver 537, 551, 581; southern 600; tectonics 82; tin 415; tombs 311, 531; towns 524; tree cover 157; tribute 323; use of metal 305; viticulture 546; weapons 418; wine 566
Iberomaurusian hunter-gatherers 39, 123, 132, 135, 197, 199: tools 128
ibexes 91, 104–5, 119–20, 126, 130–31, 134–35, 180, 247: images 126
Ibiza 78, 331, 422, 481, 567, 573: as a trading hub 567
ice: ages 88; -bergs 90, 120, 146, 153; caps 88, 202; cores 42, 372; sheets 121, 129, 159
Iceman 29, 258, 260–61, 260, 261, 308, 310
identity 534–35, 539, 557, 604, 607: collective 544
Iliad 535
Ilipinar 188, 238
illicit antiquities 48
incense 385, 390, 453, 499, 510: burner 291
Incoronata 529
India 63
Indian Ocean 63, 87, 89
Indo-European languages 186, 519: speakers 325, 326
Indonesia 94, 101
Indus Valley 262, 284, 290, 333, 336–37
Ineb-hedj. See Memphis
inequality 264, 277, 319, 323
infections 159
ingots 281, 338, 343, 360, 425, 494: images 449; pick 477, 477, 479; possible gold/electrum 248, XIX; Sicily 529; silver 337. See also oxhide ingots
inhumations. See burial(s)
innovation(s) 108, 168, 170, 202, 239, 245, 265, 275–76, 312, 328, 338, 356, 383, 407, 415, 478, 504: Menorca 422; sails 464; in transportation 288–92
inscriptions 360, 553, 562: Phoenician 488; textual 268
insecurity 315, 417, 461, 515
interglacial periods 41, 89, 92, 98, 100–3, 129–30, 156, 599
intermarriage 186, 219, 226, 375, 512, 542, 570: description in texts 295
Ionia(n) 335: city-states 556; islands 460, 474; Revolt 584
Ipogeo Manfredi 221
Iran: plateau 583; pottery 33
Iraq 63, 238
Ireland 483
Irniba 296
iron 69: daggers 304; Elba 512, 546, 550; harpoon tip 538; Iberia 482, 484; Italy 478; meteoric 321; North Africa 568; ore 246; regular production 451; Tyre 509; -working 490, 569, 572
Iron Age 20, 53, 80, 201, 234, 238, 245, 268, 412, 422, 441, 449, 486, 503, 505: Aegean 460; cemeteries 378; Egypt 207; elites 519, 521, 523, 530, 534; resurgence 468; shrines 530, 531; societies 461; trade 513
irrigation 207, 238, 244, 275, 310, 349, 359, 363, 596
Isaiah 484
Ischia 115, 429, 512, 513
Isernia la Pineta 85, 93
Ishar-Damu 295
Isidore of Seville 21
Islam 51: empires 62; monuments 39
island(s) 66, 74, 78–79, 87, 90–91, 94–96, 121, 128, 158, 183, 187–88, 204, 223, 230, 322, 339–44: Adriatic 562; animals, unusual 71; burials 182; connections 307, 308; endemics 150; geography 193; Greek 107; landscapes 181, 217, IV; mammals 152; Neolithic expansion , 212–18, 213; societies 604; volcanic 68. See also under names of individual islands
Island of the Moon 527
Island Southeast Asia 85, 94, 95
Isles of the Blest 554
isolation 89, 342, 419, 423, 476, 515, 566–67, 599, 601
isotope analyses 36, 106
Israel 46, 74, 99, 102, 105, 113, 219, 248, 287, 293, 297, 303, 365, 411, 445, 470, 485, 487, 500, 507, 510, 535: archaeology 29; Assyrian assault on 534; fish 155; polities 488; preservation conditions 29; prophets 390, 484, 521; rivers 81; shipwrecks 35
Isthmia 502
Istria 79, 122, 147, 180, 426: farming 191
Italy 28–29, 37, 57, 63, 73, 75, 78, 91, 119, 155, 180, 187, 190, 195, 223, 226–27, 230–31, 305, 310, 351, 425, 477, 478–80, 500, 503–4, 512, 562: adoption of Greek identity 533; arctic fauna 104; armour 473; axes 231; beads 118; beakers 334; break up of villages 306; cist graves 235; city-states 556; coastal sites 106; cremation 474; early hominins 93; eastern influence 520; Epigravettian 123; enclosures 538; exports 484; Final Neolithic 203; flint daggers 305; geography 63, 87; growth of towns 538, 539; handmade pottery 464; heel of 156, 233; helmets 532; hoplite kit 559; Lake Monticchio core 103; language 518; Late Neolithic 234; leapfrogging 192; liver-divination 518; lowland plains 64; maritime expansion 194; metals 237, 305; MIS 3 103; Neanderthal 116, 102; Neolithic 104, 214, 224; 19th-century archaeology 28; northeast 191; obsidian 184, 232; oil and wine industry 546; olives 57, 515; Pliocene 85; ritual sites 221; Samnites 561; Serro d’Alto-style pottery 227; southeast 416; southern 600; tectonics 70; tombs 234; towns 522, 524, 552; volcanoes 29, 65, 115; wine-drinking customs 545
Ithobaal 500
Ittireddu 476, 493
ivory 118, 120, 248, 318, 323, 334, 360, 363, 410, 443, 459, 572: carved 485, 500, 517, VIII; combs 478; Crete 369; cups, Morocco 267; Cyprus 399; Egypt 397; elephant 390, 391, 403, 409, 414; figurines 241, 444; handles 286, 287; hippopotamus 247, 335, 391, 474, XXII; Iberia 421; inlays 517; Phoenician 487; Tyre 509; Ugarit 389, 393; Uluburun shipwreck 401
Izmir 175, 238, 502
Jabbul plain 297
jadeite 230
Jaén 318
Japan 112, 128, 152
jar(s) 247, 272, 278, 286: beer 287; for bulk transport 303; burials 301, 312; Canaanite 379, 390, 393, 401–2, 458; handmade 463; large 310; Levantine 287; painted 303; perfume 547; piriform 391; Sardinia 472; Sicily 474; Spain 420; stirrup 380, 391, 401, 458, 465, 490; storage 309, 518
Java 94
javelins 219, 462: copper 418; images 450
Jawa 151, 169, 259, 293
Jazira 59, 160, 172, 241, 276, 278, 348, 349, 387–88, 391, 405, 459, 470, 507, 511, 576: wagon model 279, 279
Jazirat al-Maghreb. See Maghreb
Jebel Akhdar 66, XLIX
Jebel Aruda 284
Jebel el Gharbi 66, 101, 123, 266
Jebel Irhoud 84, 98
jellyfish 126
Jericho 27, 151, 164, 164, 168, 177, 205, 241, 347, 363, XII
Jerusalem 244, 347, 363, 398, 447, 487, 498–99, 507, 509, 510, 521, 534, 536, 551
jet 318
jewelry 237, 278, 296, 305–6, 321, 336, 371, 376: gold 323, 574; Greek 545; Iberia 420; -makers 517; Sardinia 527; Troy 324
Jezebel 500
Jezreel Valley 363–65, 379, 488
Johnson, Samuel 26
joinery 292
Jordan 184, 194, 241, 244, 246, 293, 350, 365, 452: copper 173; farmers 48; population 507; PPNB houses 166; Valley 64, 84, 86, 121, 124, 130, 133, 163–64, 164, 170, 200, 241, 258, 363, 364, 598; water management 168, 169
Judah, kingdom of 507, 510, 520–21, 534
Judaean: desert 448; hills 164, 169, 244, 246
juglets 380: Bronze Age 517; Cypriot 390, 391; Uluburun shipwreck 401
jugs 291, 335, 484: bronze 574; handmade 463; silver 574; zoomorphic 343
juniper 104, 106, 121, 266, 286, 294
Juno. See Uni
Jupiter (Roman god) 540
Kaf Taht el-Ghar 150, 201
Kalamakia 85, 105
Kalavasos 347, 408
Kaletepe 85, 94, 151, 173
Kamares painted pottery 369
Kamid el-Loz. See Kumidi
Kamose 384, 386
Kanakia 610
Kandinsky, Wassily 80
Kanesh 367, 373, 375, 389, 394
Kaptara 366. See also Keftiu
Karaburun Peninsula 321
Karnab mine 377
Karnak 405, 446, 545
Karpass peninsula 178
Kaska groups 458
Kastoria 219
Kastri 16, 259, 322, 347, 370
Katanda 107
Kea 153, 237, 237, 371
Keats, John 87
Kebara Cave 85, 102, 103, 106, 147: tool types 124
Kebibat 84, 98
keels 374, 399
Kefalonia 108
Keftiu 366, 403, 414: bean 378
Kehf el Hammar Cave 110, 123
Kenamun, tomb of 357, 396, 401
Kenyon, Kathleen 28
Kephala 204, 237, 237
Kerkennah islands 78, 213
Keros 322, 322, 329: marble figurines 48
Kestel mine 259, 304, 337
Kfar Monash 299
Kfar Samir 151, 172
Khiam 163
Khirbet en-Nahas 447, 453
Khirbet Umbashi 259, 293, 294
Khirokitia 175, 178, 205, 216
Khoisan pastoralists 62
Khufu 288, 288, 291, XXIII
‘Kilia’ type figurines 238, 238
Kilise Tepe 447, 459
King of the Four Quarters 285
kings 272, 304, 358, 406: Akkad 350, 366; Assyrian 484; communication with merchants 404; Ebla 295; Egypt 386–88, 397; foreign at Delphi 558; Hyksos 604; Levantine 405; Neo-Assyrian 491, 507
kingship 261, 262, 276, 520, 544: Aegean 541; Bronze Age 470; Egyptian 52
Kition 347, 408, 447, 450, 467, 488, 509, 511, 518, 525, 534
Kizzuwatna 405
Klimonas 151, 175
Klithi 111, 134, 134
knives 136, 261, 463
Knossos 16, 27, 151, 188–89, 216, 221, 234, 259, 321, 323, 335, 336, 338, 353, 369–71, 384, 404, 409, 415–16, 447, 460, 487, 503, 509, 522, II
Kolaios of Samos 551, 570
Kolonna 259, 322
Kommos 347, 410, 447, 472, 477, 487, 495, 509, 531
komodos 94
Konya plain 174, 175, 189
Korčula 180, 212
korai 546, XLIV
Korphi t’Aroniou 328
Kos 412
Kourion 347, 408, 447, 450
kouroi 545–46
Krakatoa 372
Krapina Cave 85, 102
kraters 411, 577
Ksar Akil 111, 113
Kulaksizlar 238
Küllüoba 259, 321, 338
Kültepe. See Kanesh
Kumidi 347, 406
Kurunta 458
Kush, kingdom of 386
Kushmashusha 407
Kvarner Gulf 122
Kynos 447, 460
Kyrenia 64
Kythera 15, 16, 17, 18, 33, 39, 68, 213, 322, 370, 487
Kythnos 153, 182
L’Arbreda Cave 110, 113
La Bastida 346, 419
La Defensola 204, 230
La Draga 30, 204, 219–21, 219, 220
La Galite 78
La Marmotta 204, 214–15, 219, 220, 223, 228: dugout canoe 214
La Mer Partagée 24
La Muntanya de Sal 204, 230
La Papúa 346, 421
La Pastora 346, 418. See also Valencina de la Concepción
La Pijotilla 258, 318, 319
La Pileta 110, 127
La Starza 346, 428
La Tène 442
Labayu 407
Lachish 507, 509
Lade island 77, 584
ladles 219
Lady of Byblos. See Ba’alat Gebal
Lagar Velho 110, 116
lagoons 73, 76–77, 87, 92, 147, 159, 187, 200, 203, 211, 211, 219, 306–7, 428: coastal 263; Italy 478
Lagozza pottery 236
Laja Alta 446, 496
lake(s) 42, 83, 89, 157, 198, 205, 219, 348: cores 372; dwellings 426; Egypt 207; Tunisia 210; villages 310, 477
Lake Banyoles 219
Lake Bracciano 219
Lake Garda 477
Lake Hula 145
Lake Ioannina 42, 111, 134
Lake Iznik 188
Lake Lisan 121, 124, 146
Lake Mega-Chad 157, 158, 198
Lake Megafezzan 158
Lake Monticchio 85, 103
Lake Tigalmamine 263
Lallemantia plants 337
Lampedusa 49, 49, 78, 211, 212, 216
Lampione 78
lamps 401, 525
land snails 131, 199
land-bridges 39, 58, 70, 90–91, 94–95, 336

landscapes 33, 87: Algeria 209; ancient 47; coastal 78; European 223; North Africa 130; over-exploitation 461; symbolic meaning 117
languages 92, 100, 190, 195, 226, 295, 325–26, 393, 518–19: Egyptian 289; Indo-European 186; of Italy 519; Nilo-Saharan 197; trade 359
Languedoc 64, 76, 194, 306, 504, 566
Lanzarote 265
lapis lacedaemonius 105
lapis lazuli 278, 282, 284, 288, 296–97, 321, 321, 333, 336–38, 360, 385, 391, 397, 441
Lapithos 259, 343
Larnaca 488
Las Pilas 258, 317
Lascaux Cave 110, 132
Last Glacial Maximum 90, 116–28, 126, 129, 131, 133, 135–36, 146, 152, 154–55, 158, 160–61, 182, 229, 239, 244, 266, 595, 598: coastline 110–11
Late Neolithic 241
Late Pastoral phase 266
Late Stone Age 112
Latin language 519
Latium 106
Latmian Gulf 159
Lattara 508, 566
Lattes. See Lattara
Laurasia 63
laurel 120
Lavazzo island 307
Lavrio 69, 204, 237, 370, 509: silver 552, 609
laws 536, 544: against illegal antiquities trade 48
lead 69, 237, 360: Iberia 482, 484; ingots 546; -rich bronzes 492; sources 69; tablet, France 562
leapfrogging 186, 188–96, 192, 201
Lear, Edward 45
leather 261: bag, painted 311; clothing 117; industry, Turkey 365; Mari 366; ox-yoke 476; rolls 448; sandals 242; shoe 222
Lebanon 35, 37, 50, 63, 64, 68, 113, 145, 248, 285–87, 293, 301, 303, 363, 364, 404, 406, 447, 510: cedar 360; geography 65; mountains 120; trade 378; war 49
Ledro 311
Lefkada 108, 335
Lefkandi 447, 502, 504, 509, 520
legumes 135, 185, 199, 220, 568
Lelantine plain 522
Lemnos 132, 322
lentils 160, 181
Lentini 508, 529
lentisk 106
leopards 147, 174
Lepanto, battle of 454
Lepcis 508, 569, 581
Lerna 259, 320, 321, 351
Lesbos 78, 584
Leucate 150, 187, 204, 219
Levallois technique 98
Levant 20, 27, 31, 33, 55, 57–59, 68, 74, 75, 79, 89, 123, 132–33, 135, 146, 152, 170–73, 186, 196, 204, 208, 210, 216, 238–48, 292–300, 305, 312, 324, 338–39, 348, 350, 361–62, 396, 404–5, 449, 494, 580, 595, 600, 602–3: amphorae 516; balance weights 484, 502, 505; boat images 327; boats 374; bulk movements of cereals 393; camel trail 554; captives 286; chariots 383; cities 521; cities, destruction by Babylon 536, 537; domesticates 207; climate 263; clothing in art 287, 357, 361; coastal 303, 315, 470, 487; copper 69, 285, 453; Copper Age 203, 289, 386; corridor 294; craftsmen 517; Cretan pottery 380; cross-cultural exchange 398; culture 363; currency 556; cylinder seals 336; Cypriot pottery 368; diet 146; early hominins 85–87, 89, 91, 93, 109, 111, 113, 115; early humans 101, 594; and Egypt 259, 270, 286, 326, 451, 454, 488, 554; grave goods 110; Greek pottery 584; hill country 307; as intermediary 375; jars 278, 287; javelin heads in Iberia 418; juglets 380; lakes 121; looms 221; maritime 300–4; mega-sites 323; merchants 407, 468, 518; Middle Palaeolithic 98; MIS 3 103; Neanderthals 105; Neolithic 160–69, 178, 495; phases 203; pigs in Africa 206; plants 161; political collapse 462; population 52, 112, 507, 524; ports 357, 484, 485; pottery 227, 236, 261; rainfall 156; as refugia 121; rift valley lakes 77; sailing ships 493; sea trade 511; sea-crossings 154; sheep and goats 205; shell ornaments 118; ships 406, 498; silver 284; societies 62, 362; southern, settlements 365; supremacy over Egypt 448; tin 337; trade 374; tree cover 157; uplands 130; Upper Palaeolithic 117; vassals 455; vines 273, 379; war on 387; wine trade 514; wooden artifacts 92; woodland 130
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libation vessel, bull’s head 371
Libya(n) 28, 39, 46, 66, 123, 198, 268, 404, 456, 457, 507, 554: cattle herding 205; and Egypt 461, 568; in Egyptian art 52, 457; farmers 570; lakes 157; names 498; palette 289; pastoralists 569; politics 553; wadis 158
Liguria 58, 65, 120–21, 193, 230, 234, 309, 566, 598: isolation of 599; obsidian 184
Ligurian: coast 105, 119; language 519; tradition 191
lily, Cretan 388
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Limantepe 321
lime trees 157
lime-plaster 168, 169, 170
limestone 65, 157, 307, 426: choppers 83; landscapes 63, 67, 103; plateaux 195, 306
limpets 181
linden 219
lineages 168, 543
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Linear B 409, 410, 502
‘Linearbandkeramik’ dispersal 187
linen 169, 169, 221, 241, 247, 291–92, 310: cloth 160; Cyprus 399; Egyptian 261, 377, 499, 555; garments 275; textiles, large-scale production 410; tunic 311
Linosa 78
lions 94, 104, 289: images 114, 205, 517, 545, 556
Lipari 68, 78, 212, 214–15, 217, 218, 230, 232, 232, 236–37, 315, 346, 428, 430, 475–76, 598
lipids 36
literacy 410, 459, 518, 519. See also alphabets; writing
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liver-divination 518
Lixus 508, 527, 572, 574
Llanete de los Moros 446, 481
localism 422
Lombok 94
longhouses 241, 307, 307, 316, 321: boat-shaped 330, 422
looms 221, 245, 343, 382, 386, 420, 539
looting 48: Egyptian tombs 381, 471
Lorca 311, 317, 346, 419
Los Dogues 258, 315
Los Millares 258, 312, 317–18, 317, 319, 321, 323, 324, 346, 350, 419
lost-wax technique 247, 493
lotus 388
Ludwig, Emil 38
Lukka. See Lycia
Luwian language 393
luxury goods 380, 385, 415, 517
Lycia 412, 459, 462, 518: sea-raiders 469
Lydia 508, 537, 541, 545, 552, 556, 576, 583: offering at Delphi 558
Lyell, Charles 88
lyre, Uluburun shipwreck 401
Maadi 203, 205, 208, 248, 259, 289
Maccarese 258, 327
macchia 62
Macedonia 64, 66, 188, 223, 225, 426, 500, 502, 561, 606
maceheads 207, 247
mackerel 182
Madeira 567
Madonie mountains 120
Madriolo 446, 477, 477
Magdalenian 123, 126, 132, 135, 181
Maghreb 38–40, 57, 63, 65–66, 73, 96, 101, 107, 110, 112, 123, 132, 135, 147, 157, 184, 196–97, 199, 203, 208, 210, 212, 231–33, 260, 266–68, 334, 339, 418, 430, 495, 568, 570, 571, 573, 581, 601: beakers 334; farming 201, 205
Mahadu 393, 394, 395
Mahmatlar 259, 304
Mainake. See Cerro del Villar
Makriyalos 204, 221, 225
Mala Gruda 259, 316, 333, 335
Mala Palagruûa 332
Malaga 74, 104, 106, 127. See also Malaka
Malaga Bay 546
Malaka 508, 546, 582. See also Malaga
Maleas. See Cape Maleas
Malia 259, 323, 369
Mallorca 45, 64, 78, 83, 259, 330, 331, 481, 496, 567: beakers 334
Malta 28, 36, 78, 121, 211–12, 214, 230, 236, 258, 335, 340–43, 351, 409, 430, 431, 444, 465, 475, 531, 604: animals, unusual 71; boat images 327, 328; burial complex 46–47, 47; figurines 341; islands 343, 572; isolation of 599; obsidian 232; sacred buildings 329; temples 41, XXVIII; tombs 235
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mammoths 95, 104, 127: ivory 118, 120
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Mandra Antine 204, 235
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Manika 259, 321, 322, 550
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mapping 72–79
maquis 316
marble 68, 69, 318, 557: beakers 236; figurines 25, 48, 238, 322, 323; vessels 219
Mari 258, 259, 295–96, 347, 349, 365–66, 375, 377–79, 391, 393
marine: activity 171; foods 127, 180; life 73; shells 106, 113, 113, 118, 180; -style painted pottery 369; temperature 42
Marine Isotope Stages (MIS) 88, 89: MIS 3 103–4, 115; MIS 4 101, 103, 111
maritime: archaeology 34–35; cargo transport 290; climates 102; connections 303, 338, 346–47, 351, 446–47, 508–9, 596, 597; contact zones 58; culture 330; expansion 194; exploration 154–56; history 329; hunter-gatherers 187; interaction 304, 465–66, 502; Levant 300–304; mobility 187, 230; networks 248, 258–59; proficiency 188; routes 301; technology 215, 464, 491, 494, 560; trade 322, 362, 370; warrior cult 332
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Mauretania 157, 572
Mauretania Tingitana 573
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mead 310, 333, 515, 564
Meander: River 77, 238: delta 77
measurement standards 221, 269, 280, 376, 401, 477, 556. See also standardization; weight(s)
meat 99, 161–62, 168, 174, 180, 184, 273, 309: cooking 219; preserved, Italy 428; stone-boiling 125
medicine 261
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Medinet Habu 461, 462, 464
Mediterranean: archaeology, 22–24, 27, 29, 44–53; as a barrier 87, 94, 112; boundaries 56; central 472–82; centrality of 20; climate zones 61; defining 54–60; as a desert 82; as a divider 596; east, trade 373–83, 391–404; east vs west 339; as a field of study 18, 19, 22; geography of 54–81, I, II, III, IV; landscapes 357; as a natural crossroads 60; northern 304–14; palaeo- 87–91; as a refuge 600
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mediterraneoids 60–62
megalithic: buildings 340; tombs 267, 311, 318, 330, 331, 422, 563
megaliths 235, 267, 567. See also menhirs
Megara 509, 576
Megara Hyblaea 508, 523, 529
megaron houses 225, 234
mega-sites 169–70, 173, 175, 186, 226, 238, 242, 318, 321, 323, 550, 598
Megiddo 259, 286, 297, 298, 301, 347, 405, 407, 521, 523
Melanesia 112, 128, 152, 154
Melos 16, 68, 108, 151, 152–55, 153, 182, 215, 231: obsidian 154–55, 189, 238
Melqart 20, 488, 490, 543, 580: Pillars of 487, 489, 573; temple 486, 525
Les Mémoires de la Méditerranée 23–24
Memphis 59, 259, 272, 275, 286, 347, 359, 384, 387, 396, 509, 555, 584
menageries 378
Mendes 259, 274, 275, 347, 349
Mendesian branch (of Nile) 274
Mendolito 508, 529
Menerva 540
menhirs 195, 267, 267, 340. See also megaliths
Menorca 78, 83, 330, 331, 422, 424, 481, 496, 567
Menton Caves. See Balzi Rossi Caves
Mentor 17–18
Mercati, Michele 26
mercenaries 469, 554, 558, 581: in Egypt 461, 576; Greek 576
merchants 404–15, 464, 498, 551–52, 576, 603: Aegean 402, 555; Anatolia 396; communication with kings 404; Cyprus 398, 450, 555; Egypt 396, 397; Iberia 526; Levant 394–95, 398, 407, 487, 518; Mesopotamia 367; oligarchs 484; Phoenician 574; Samian 570; Tyre 511; Ugarit 407, 414
Merenptah 452
Merimde Beni Salame 205, 206–7, 274
Mersin (Yumuktepe) 151, 171–72, 189, 205, 240–41, 240, 248
Mesara plain 35, 323, 326, 339, 572
Meseta 104, 121, 123, 130, 180, 220, 235, 421
Mesolithic 80, 180, 183, 189, 192, 596: Crete 182; enclaves 150–51; Europe 179
Mesopotamia 59, 160, 238–39, 241, 246, 269, 275–76, 294, 297, 305, 312, 314–16, 326, 333, 337–38, 355, 366, 454, 491, 499, 507, 536, 553, 576, 594, 603: armies 559; chariots 383; coastal cities 290; farmers deported to 510; feasting 278; gold 389; helmet 483; innovations 239; large-scale societies 262; merchants 367; olive oil 379; people 403, 511; rise of 258, 600; tin 336; traits in the Levant 363
Messapic language 519
Messina Strait. See Strait of Messina
Messinian: event 159, 330; land-bridge 95; Salinity Crisis 82–83, 82, 87
metal(s)/metallurgy 35, 69–70, 170, 202, 236, 246, 276, 280, 296–97, 299, 306, 324, 330, 335, 338, 465, 504: Aegean 305, 336, 336, 561; Africa 571; Anatolian 288; artifacts 35, 203, 420; Balearics 496; Balkans 351; cauldrons 517; Cyprus 377, 451; decorated 517; early 204–5; Etruria 479, 480; extraction, Spain 263; firedogs 513; flasks 336; Iberia 334, 418, 421, 482–83, 525, 574; ingots 494; Italy 425, 477, XXXVIII; lack of 239, 341; Levant 248, 292; meteoric 451; Near Eastern 354; ores 68; places of origin 237; precious 281, 300, 399; production 321, 322; Sardinia 217, 442, 476, 500, 527; Sicily 477; social pre-eminence 305; sources 69, 285; Spain 318; tools 328; trade 370, 376, 431, 515, 527, 567, 574; tribute 405; Turkey 240–41; Tuscany 442, 500; vessels 366, 380, 403, 562, 577; votives 475; weapons 277, 363; -workers 239, 362, 487, 492; -working 260, 278, 333, 393, 457, 512, 552, 567. See also copper; gold; iron; lead; silver
Metapontion 509, 529, 538, 544: coins 556
metoikic status 552
mice 70, 176, 183, 567: Cypriot 150; dor- 330; house 136, 178, 402, 494–95, 495, 574; wood- 330, 495
micro-ecologies 179
microliths 174, 179, 199: arrowheads 189; knives 136; products 125, 125; projectile points 133
Midas of Phrygia 532
middens 135, 180, 181, 194, 509
Middle Assyrian 446, 459
Middle Bronze Age 452
Middle Copper Age 342
Middle Kingdom Egypt 359, 360–61, 374, 377, 385: boats 373; demise of 381; rise of 362; statues 384; tin-bronze 382
Middle Palaeolithic 98, 101, 108: stone point 99
Middle Pastoral 205
Middle Stone Age 98, 100, 112
Midi 218, 311, 423, 480
migration(s): Aegean 469; fish 73; mass 452; tales 533; tunny 182
Miletus 77, 347, 412, 509, 536, 576, 584: people 555
military: actions 406; innovations 383
milk 162, 184, 198, 210, 244, 273, 279: Iberia 421; products 170, 206, 243, 264, 412, XXI; Ugarit 395
milking 172, 221, 310, 326, XVII: models 343
Millawanda. See Miletus
millet 198, 432, 473, 568
mines/mining 223, 236, 281, 286, 299, 304, 305, 335, 337, 361, 579: Aegean 336; communities 318; copper 246, 316, 367–68, 488, 510; Egypt 376; Etruria 480; flint 230; gold, Aegean 551; Iberia 421, 525; Italy 478, 504; Neolithic 230; Sinai 288; Spain 420; sulphur 429; turquoise 407
Minet el-Beida. See Mahadu
Minoan 16, 25, 31, 503, 606: artifacts 50; palaces 352, 470; scripts 190; seals 105; society 320; state formation 353; traditions 432
Minoanization 371
Minshat Abu Omar 259, 271, 272, 274
Miocene 65, 82
Mirabella Eclano 258, 316, 316
mirrors 472, 532: obsidian 173
MIS. See Marine Isotope Stages
Mit Rahina 361: inscription 360, 401; shipwreck 374, 378
Mitanni 346, 388, 391, 458, 470
mitochondrial DNA. See DNA, mitochondrial
Mitterberg mine 346, 441
Mnajdra 47, 258, XXVIII
Moab 507
mobility 118, 120, 124, 132–33, 135, 147, 229, 264, 289, 376, 462–64, 492, 509, 523–24, 528, 573, 598–99, 603–4: becoming institutionalized 333; hunter-gatherer 596
Mochlos 259, 323, 327, 328, 329, 336, 336, 338
models: balance scale 371; boat 207, 327, 338, 363, 472, 493; cart 416; granary 502; milking 343; ploughing 343, 344; ridden camel 511; rivercraft 290; temple 341; wagon 279, 279
Modi’in 205, 244
Mogador 508, 574
Molise 93
molluscs 90, 126, 152, 157, 159, 179–81, 183, 199, 211, 301, 307: consumption 193; Cyprus 149; for dye 377–78, 401, 484, 509, 538, 570
Monaco 46
Mondego estuary 574
monk seal 106
monkeys 104, 378
Monkodonja 346, 426
monoculture 420
monoliths 163, 163
monsoon(s) 43, 130, 157, 197: belts 89, 153, 265
Mont Bégo 258, 308, 311, XXVI
Monte Arci 69, 204, 232, 232
Monte Avena 110, 114
Monte Baranta 258, 316
Monte Beigua 231
Monte d’Accoddi 258, 340, 340, 346, 424
Monte Gargano 87, 91, 130
Monte Grande 346, 429, 430, 442, 446, 474
Monte Iudica 110, 114
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Monte Poggiolo 85, 93
Monte Polizzo 508, 529, 539, 549
Monte Prama 508, 546
Monte Sirai 508, 538
Monte Viso 231
Montelius, Oscar 23
Montenegro 66, 333
Montpellier 566
Montu, temple 360
monument(s): Akkadian 285; -building 544; burial 270, 275; Egypt 31, 208; funerary 291, 297; North Africa; Portugal 181
Moore, Henry 48
moringa oil 385
Morocco 38, 39, 55, 78, 100, 104, 107, 123, 135, 155, 201, 209–10, 267, 334, 517, 527, 573, 574: Atlantic 263
mortars 136, 145, XI
mosaics, medieval 105
Mosphilia 259, 342, 342
Mosso, Angelo 23
motilla 421
Motya 508, 528, 538, 581, 582
mouflons 152, 213
moulds 236, 246, 336, 441, 493: bread 272, 283, 287; copper 299, 393; for metal 430
mountains 63, 130: as impediments 230; as a shield 89
Mousterian 98
mud-brick 164, 190
Mugharet el ‘Aliya 84, 107
Mujina Pec´ina Cave 85, 105
multilingualism 325
Munich 576
mural painters 551
Murcia 311, 316
murex 377, 378, 401, 484, 509, 538, 570
Mureybet 151, 170
Murlo 540
Mursia 346, 430
museums 47, 48, 50
music 375, 545: instruments 277, 401, 546
mussels 106, 107, 221
Mut 532
Mycenae 16, 281, 347, 371, 376, 404, 410, 415, 431–32, 447, 462, 477, 610, XXXIII: drinking vessels 413; palaces 459, 547; shaft graves 610; territorial states 550
Mylouthkia 151, 175, 177
Myotragus balearicus 83, 151, 330–31, 331
Myres, John 60
myrrh 390, 453, 499, 510
Myrtos 259, 309
myths 118, 174, 179, 295, 503, 573: Greek 548; Ugaritic 381, 394. See also deities; gods/goddesses
M’zora 258, 267, 267
Nabta Playa 198, 200
Nagar 239
Nahal Hemar Cave 151, 169, 169, XIV
Nahal Mishmar Cave 205, 246–48, 247
Nahal Qana Cave 205, 241, 248, XIX
Nahr Ibrahim River 301
Naples 115, 180
Naqada 205, 208
Naram-Sin 276, 285, 285, 295
Narbonne 219
narcotics 36
Narmer 272, 287: palette 261, 261, 270
national identity 50, 53. See also identity
Natufian culture 136, 145, 161, 163, 495, 602: burial 147; communities 145, 146–47; Early 179; Late 155; teeth 146
Naukratis 509, 553–55, 575
Nausikaä 447
naval: engagements 406, 529; flotillas 514, 584; forces 547; warfare 559, 560. See also ship(s), for war
navetas 422, 481, 496
navigation 35, 62, 107, 152, 158, 212, 214, 233, 331, 491: coastal 72–79; long-range 329; marks 393
Naxos (Greece) 328
Naxos (Sicily) 508, 528
Nea Nikomedeia 151, 189, 189
Neander Valley 101
Neanderthalization 96
Neanderthals 92, 96, 98–109, 107, 112–13, 115, 117, 125–27, 152, 155: collapse 116; genome 97, 102; landscapes 103; refugia 110–11; societies 118
Near East 24, 27: impact on Mediterranean 594–95; influence 545; languages 205; markets 510
Nebuchadnezzar 536
Necho 554, 575
necklaces: faience 351; images 306
necropoleis 272, 488
needles 117, 199
Negev 66, 102, 113, 136, 158, 172, 178, 241, 243, 293, 298, 510
Neith 275
Nemea 259, 311, 311
Neo-Assyrian 446: kings 507; reforms 558
Neo-Babylonia 508
Neo-Classical doctrines 26
Neolithic 24, 80, 104, 202, 216, 318, 505, 566, 594: Africa 206; agriculture 568; Anatolian plateau 173; animal husbandry 215; arrowheads 16, 26; boundaries 333; canoes 328, 597; changes from 306; communities 189, 192; cup, painted 227; diet 194; expansion 195; France 36; houses 30, 223; Iberia 39, 184; Levant 160–69, 238, 495; as a low-altitude phenomenon 223; maritime 193; Middle 190; networks 236; package 184, 196, 200, 211–12, 215; pottery 228; Rabat 209; sea-crossings 569; settlement 187, 191, 225, 226, 327; societies 178, 218; tells, decline of 320; terminals 305; trade 217; villages 32, 35, 214, 219, 220, 221, 269, 313
Neolithicization 184–88
Nerja Cave 110, 127, 150, 194
Nestor 512
Netiv Hagdud 151, 164
nets 117, 135, 136, 169, 179, 182, 197, 198
networks 67, 118, 122, 163, 170, 233, 306, 314, 315, 332–33, 335, 337, 350, 491, 494, 547, 597, 602: Carthaginian 581–82; expansion of 532; maritime 248, 258–59, 308; Mediterranean 20; survival 265
New York, museums 50
New Zealand, canoes 329
Nigeria 198
Nikosthenes 551
Nile River 59, 67–68, 73–74, 77, 124, 130, 132, 145, 158, 197, 203, 239, 244–45, 259, 261–62, 265, 267–71, 274, 279, 290, 306, 339, 357, 381, 404, 601: compared to Grand Canyon 82; corridor 59, 268, 272; Delta 32, 37, 40, 46, 57, 75, 204, 206, 208, 210, 238, 257–58, 266, 268, 272, 274, 285, 291, 310, 325, 354, 361, 364, 374, 383–86, 405, 413, 426, 490, 541, 553, 598; demography 416; First Cataract 302; floods 349; harbour, image 396; juglets 380; molluscs 301; perch 450; pottery trade 391; shells 248; towns 523; Valley 40, 68, 200, 205–6, 234, 266, 345, 359, 594
Nîmes 508, 565
Nimrud 446, 447, 491
Nineveh 507, 508, 515
Niqmaddu II 399
Niqmepa 394
Nora 446, 489, 489
nomadism 205, 266, 464
North America 63, 159
North Sea 73
Norwich, John Julius 24
Nubia 69, 101, 270, 285, 291, 339, 359, 360, 376, 406, 508, 554: gold 386, 389; people 52, 52, 403
numerical system 554
Numidia 39: polities 581
nuraghi 50, 424–25, 477, 493–94, 496, 527–28, 581, XXXV
nutrition 170
nuts 124–25, 179, 181, 210, 219, 247, 428
Nuzi ware cups 391
oak(s) 103–4, 120–21, 124, 130, 219, 221, 224, 262, 310: broadleaf 263; forests 157
oases 59, 164, 200, 208, 242, 265–66, 268, 350, 457, 507, 554: route 384; theory 43
oats 181, 189, 196, 464
‘Obelisk temple’ (Byblos) 363
obsidian 35, 68, 105, 108, 132, 145, 152–54, 163, 168, 173–74, 178, 181–82, 184, 194, 211–12, 217, 229, 236, 428–30, 476: Anatolia 229, 238, 248; dispersal 231–33, 232; Kythera 16; Lipari 215, 218, 230; Melos 153, 189, 215; Pantelleria 213, 230–32, 231, 351, 572; Sardinia 216; sources 69, 153; trade 248; Tyrrhenian 305
Oceanos 63
ochre 99, 218, 229–30, 242, 342: carved 100, 110; drawings 135; -painted chambers 340
octopus, images 444
Odiel River 482
Odysseus 329, 351
Odyssey 74, 374, 447, 535, 549, 569, 573
offerings 363, 502, 531–32, 558: Kythera 16; Sardinia 528; vessels 241. See also sacrifices
Ognina 346, 429, 430
Ohalo II 111, 124, 125–26, 135, 244, 595
oil 35, 36, 268, 285, 287–88, 296, 356, 360, 411, 414, 443: Aegean 555; cash-cropping 510; cedar 286; Cyprus 399; flasks 485, 487, 502, 512; flax 160; Gadir 527; growing markets for 507; industry, Italy 546; Levant 452, 511; perfumed 277, 336, 381, 397, 410, 517; -pressing installations 393; receipts for 500; trade profits 552; Ugarit 395; vessels 303. See also olive(s), oil
Öküzini 111, 132, 151, 175, 188
Old Kingdom Egypt 272, 287, 359, 378, 396, 499: boats 373; disintegration 349; monuments 303; pottery 277; stone vessels 381, 382; texts 291; tombs 274
Old Testament 295, 452, 486, 499, 535, 536
Olduvai Gorge 83, 83
oligarchy 451, 542–44, 558, 580
olive(s) 56–57, 62, 104, 121, 125, 157, 172, 245, 247, 280, 293, 296, 313, 316, 339, 343, 350, 381, 386, 444, 473–74, 547, 549, 596: cash-cropping 355; Cyprus 449; domestic 309, 310; genetics 121; groves 416; Iberia 516; Italy 515; North Africa 570; pips, North Africa 568; oil 243–44, 298, 303, 310, 358, 365, 378–79, 389, 449, 565; pollen 88; trees 372; Uluburun shipwreck 401; wild 262
Olmedo 316
Olympia 347, 351, 502, 509, 531, 532, 558
Oman 239: copper 284, 367, 376
onagers 130, 136, 365
onions, wild 199
opium 222, 223, 230, 390
Oran 527, 570
Oranian ‘Neolithic’ 210
Orce 84, 93
orchards 386, 500
Ore Mountains. See Erzgebirge
ores 236, 245, 304, 308: Alpine 423, 441; Iberia 482; Italy 512. See also metal(s)/metallurgy
orientalization 518
ornaments 145, 179, 229: body 119, 208; Greek, in Sicily 539
Orontes: River 241, 295, 463, 499; Valley 297, 363
Oropos 509, 515
orpiment, Uluburun shipwreck 401
Orsi, Paolo 28
Ortygia 529
Oscan language 519
Osiris 26
Osorkon 498
Osteria dell’Osa 446, 504
Ostia 508, 553
ostrich eggs/eggshell 106, 199, 199, 209, 318, 323, 334, 351, 371, 478, 569: beads, Morocco 267; carved 132; decorated 199; Iberia 484; Uluburun shipwreck 401
ostriches: feathers 457; images 205
Otomani culture 425, 442: copper 441
Otranto Strait. See Strait of Otranto
Ottoman empire 28, 37
Oued Djebbana 84, 100
Oujda 210
outriggers 327
ovens 526: bread 170; earth 218, 219, 220; France 221; Italy 221
owls 91: images 556
oxen 279, 296, 311, 426: carts 464; images 309, 311; yokes 311, 476. See also cattle
oxhide ingots 376–77, 389, 403, 409, 431, 450, 477, 481, 567, 576, 610: images 471; Ugarit 393; Uluburun shipwreck 34, 401
oxygen isotope ratios 88
oysters 181
Ozieri phase 217, 235, 340: pottery styles 236; villages 234
Pacific Northwest, canoes 329
Pacific Ocean 42, 85, 154
paddles 108
Padua 508, 562
Paestum. See Poseidonia
pageants 544. See also ceremonies; festivals
Paglicci. See Grotta Paglicci
paint: bat-dung 221; gold 236; on pebbles 179
paintings: cave 114, 228, IX; Palaeolithic 202; tomb 361. See also wall-paintings
Pakefield 94
Pakistan 262, 278
palace(s) 276, 294–96, 302, 338, 356, 358–59, 413, 415, 484: Aegean 459; Amathus 520; Anatolia 366; Assyrian 515; Avaris 384, 386, 388, 403, 455; Bronze Age 188; challenges faced by 414; Crete 369, 370–71, 409; design 500; economies 366, 472; elites, Aegean 462; Greece 35; markets 402; Minoan 352–53; Mycenaean 443, 547; states 353, 355, 468, 469; systems 532, 548, 602–3; towns 323; Ugarit 32, 391, 393
Palaeolithic 38, 80, 91–92, 101, 187: art 127; caves 127; Cyprus 148; figurines 228; Greece 119; Lower 91, 92; Middle 98, 101, 108; paintings 202; tools 99, 128; Turkey 36–37; Upper 39, 109, 111–12, 114, 117, 119, 229
Palaghju 346, 423, 446, 480
Palagruûa 78–79, 184, 190, 213, 258, 331–32, 332, 335, 477, 562
Palatine 504
Palermo 105, 131, 213
Palermo Stone 291
palettes 272: pigment-grinding 206
Paliokastritsa 45
Paliopaphos 347, 408, 447, 450
palisades 224, 226, 318
palm trees 121, 290
Palmarola 69, 184, 212, 215: obsidian 232, 232
palmettes 388
Palmyra. See Tadmor
Panarea 212, 218, 429
Panaztepe 412
Pantalica 446, 474, 508, 529, XXXVII
Pantelleria 69, 78, 184, 211–13, 215, 230–32, 430, 572, XVI
Papuan villages 203
papyrus 273, 275, 301, 388, 445–46, 448, 456, 484: Egyptian 555; medical 403; reed 200
Parapola 331
Paris basin 187
Paris, museums 50
Parpalló Cave 110, 124
Passo di Corvo 204, 224, 233
Pastoral phases 203
pastoralism 202, 204–12, 266, 268, 293, 299, 361, 406, 561, 596: Africa 457, 568, 601; cattle 206; expansion 204–5; market-driven 579; mobile 40, 601; sheep/goat 150–51. See also pastoralists
pastoralists 62, 241, 264, 289, 309, 326, 432, 499, 569: Africa 572; Sudan 203. See also pastoralism
peak-top sanctuaries 353, 355
pear 181
pearl millet 196
peas 106, 160, 161, 219
pebbles, incised 131
Pech Maho 508, 563, 566
Peiro Signado 150, 194
Peisistratids 541
Peisistratos of Athens 551
Pelagie islands 78
Peleset 461, 462. See also Philistines; Sea People
Pella 347, 365
Peloponnese 16, 33, 73, 79, 105, 119, 152, 223, 234, 311, 331, 371, 409, 412–13, 432, 460, 465, 502, 529, 531, 550: war 576
Pelusiac branch (of Nile) 274, 360, 361, 383, 553
pendants 351, 501: ivory VIII; jadeite 230
Pendimoun rockshelter 193
penis sheaths 131, 457
Penitenzeria 204, 223
pentekonters 559
Pepi I 302
Peqi’in 205, 241
Perachora 532
perch 450
Perdigoes 258, 319
perfume 378: flasks 546; Greek 545; jars 297, 547; oil 410, 485
Periander of Corinth 541
periplous 72–79
Perpignan 219
Persepolis 508, 584
Persian empire 583, 584, 610: wars 25
Persian Gulf 60, 61, 62, 239, 269, 284–85, 290, 348, 511
Perunefer 387, 396, 411
Peschiera 446, 477
pestles 145, 183, XI
Petralona 85, 92
Petrie, Flinders 28
Phaedo 87
Phaiakia 535
Phaistos 259, 323, 347, 369, 381
Phaleron 552
Phanourios minutus. See pigmy hippopotami
pharaohs 41, 68, 78, 205, 261, 269, 272, 275, 278, 291, 323, 349, 359, 362, 365, 386, 397, 403, 406–7, 452, 454, 456–57, 461, 471, 498, 604: gifts 338; prestige 553–54
Philip II of Macedon 24, 37
Philistines 461, 462, 463, 470: polities 499; towns 452
philosophy 536, 545
Phlegraean Fields 115
Phocaea 509, 550: coins 556; people 564, 567, 584
Phoenicia(n) 449, 450, 484, 583: activity 547; alphabet 518; amphorae 516, 517; communities 542; demography 580; enclaves 500, 522, 525, 527–29, 566, 569; on Etruscan coast 553; expansion 511; expedition around Africa 554; exports to France 564; goddesses 244; Iberia’s resemblance to 526; language 519; necropolis 488; network 546; North Africa 38; outposts 573; people 20, 50, 266–67, 301, 319, 343, 485, 487, 512, 514, 530, 533–34, 556, 567; plates, in Africa 568; ports 459; pottery 489; seafarers 494; ships 515; towns 470, 582; traders 419, 481, 555, 574; zone 551
Phorades 347, 367
phrygana 62
Phrygia 520, 532, 577: polities 537
Phylakopi 447, 467
physicians 397
phytoliths 36
Piazza della Signoria, Florence 217
Picasso, Pablo 49
pick ingots 477, 477, 479
picks 230, 525
picrolite 149, 216, 216, 342
Pi-emrôye. See Naukratis
pig(s) 131, 161, 166, 176, 177, 185, 189, 201, 309, 330: bone, carved 227; Cyprus 342; fat 57; Italy 428; Jordan 363; Lampedusa 212; Levant 452; Levantine in Africa 206, 207; North Africa 568; wild 175
pigments 99, 105, 205–6, 229, 237. See also dye; ochre; paint
pigmy hippopotami 148–49
Pillars of Hercules 20. See also Melqart, pillars of
Pindos mountains 63, 134, 223, 412
pine 62, 103–4, 120–22, 130, 294
pine nuts 106, 199
pins 173, 306, 336, 337, 473
Piombino 479
piracy 466, 552, 607
Piraeus 18, 552, 582
Piramesse 447, 455, 456, 498. See also Qantir
piriform jars 391
pistachio 106, 157, 181, 262
Pithekoussai 508, 512–13, 512, 515, 518, 522, 524, 530, 532, 548, 598: amphorae 517; graves 521
pithoi 244, 401, 402, 465
Pitiusic islands 78
Piyamaradu 463
Placard Cave 110: spearhead 123
plains 64, 66: coastal 306; Europe 113. See also under names of individual plains
plant(s) 56, 56, 61, 70, 136, 210: aquatic 124; domestication 160, 161, 165, 173, 177, 201; management, early 595; North Africa 196; paucity of 193; processing 125; shift in dominant 262; wild 181. See also under names of individual species
plaques 124: bone 351; bossed 428; faience 404; sandstone 226
plate tectonics 63–71, 82, 90
plates: Phoenician 526, 568; wheelmade 484
Platia Magoula Zarkou 204, 225, 225
Plato 55, 87, 603
playas 200
Pleistocene 83, 87–91, 95, 108, 125, 128, 133, 146, 151, 155, 160, 199, 205, 217, 300, 326, 597, 600, 610: animals 104; climate 41, 100, 129; coastal plains 130; Cyprus 149; evaporation 159; glaciations 116; ice caps 202; postglacial 179; refugia 84–85; sea 94; seafaring 596
Pliny the Elder 151, 574
Pliocene 82, 85: Italy 85
ploughs/ploughing 221, 244, 273, 276, 279, 287, 293, 313, 339, 426: images 309, 311, 311; models 343, 344
Po: plain 93, 192, 218, 308, 519, 562, 576, 578; river 73, 230, 232, 425, 426; steppes 104; Valley 64, 113, 120, 135, 194–96; wetlands 478
poetry 459, 519, 536, 542–43, 545: epic 535; Greek 484
Poggiomarino 508, 512, 512
Poland, wheels 382
Poliochni 259, 322, 336, 336
politics/political 51: change 468, 469, 470; collapses 449–60; culture 234, 408; description in texts 295; expansion, Egypt 270; legitimacy 375; structure 276
polities 269, 358, 519, 603, 607: Aegean 381–82; Bronze Age 540; Crete 359, 385; Cyprus 408; Etruscan 479; Iron Age 471, 522, 534; Israel 488; Levant 363–64, 395, 398, 507, 542; Mycenaean 412; Numidian 581; palatial 375; Philistine 499; Phrygian 537
pollen 36, 88, 120–21, 128, 157, 201, 209, 360: analysis, Iceman 261; cores 103; records 43; Kythera 16
pollock 127
pollution 45
Polybius 151, 578, 579
Polycrates of Samos 541, 545, 551, 560, 607
pomegranates 244, 247, 401
Pompeii 26, 428, 512, 512, 539
ponds 206
Pont de Roque-Haute 150, 194: leapfrogging 192
Pontevedra 416
Pontic mountains 246, 277, 338, 458
poplar 219
poppies 222, 223
population 33, 358: Aegean 460; collapse 172, 216; growth 132, 238, 241, 506–7, 538, 582, 603; Iron Age 522; migrations 186; redistributions 179; Vera Basin 419
Populonia 446, 504, 508, 552, 556
portable art 132
Portella 346, 430
Porto Badisco 221, 228
ports 357, 358, 552: communities 524; Crete 472; Cyprus 466; Etruscan 553; Levant 484, 485; Phoenician 459. See also anchorages; harbours
Portugal 56, 116, 119, 181, 195, 235, 318, 574: core 42
Portus 553
Poseidonia 508, 550
pottery 170, 184, 190, 197, 219, 227, 246, 283, 376: absence of 175, 178; Aegean 394, 402–3, 431, 442, 443, 465, 489, 548; Aegean in Ugarit 394; Africa 198, 199; African pastoralist 205; Anatolia 336; Arabian 454; Athenian in Venice 562; barbarian ware 463–64; black-and-white 517; black-figure 548, 551, XLV; boat images 329; bucchero, Etruscan, in France 564; Capsian 210; Cardial 191, 201, 210; Carthage 490; central Mediterranean 430; chaff-tempered 241; composition of 35, 36; Copper Age 319; Corinthian 547; for cosmetics 302, 354; Cretan style in Egypt 362; Crete 380; Cyclades 308; Cypriot 216, 343, 368, 403, 444; Cypriot in Egypt 362, 385; Cyrenaica 268; decorated 194, 226, 235, 236, 267, 306, 318, 322, 329; decorated, decline of 239; demise of local styles 235; drinking and serving, Crete 370; Egypt 206, 207, 271, 287, 397; Egyptian-style 208; elaborate 341; Etruscan 26, 542, 546, XLV; flasks 336; Fontbouisse 307; France 306, 308; Greek 189, 536; Greek in Africa 573; Greek in central Europe 577; Greek in the Levant 584; handmade 472, 568; Iberia 308, 310, 483; Ilipinar 238; images on 213; imported, Egypt 555; impressed 191, 191, 192, 195, 209, 227; incised 189; Italy 428; Knossos-style 216; Kythera 16; Lampedusa 212; Levantine 247, 261, 303, 403; Makriyalos 221; Malta 341–42; mass produced 236, 409; Mesopotamia 284; monochrome 485; Morocco 267; Mycenaean 411, 413; Neolithic 229; North Africa 268, 568; painted 212, 218, 333–34, 429, 472, 513; painted, Aegean 382, 411, 413–15, 469, 476–78, 481, 500; painted, Arpi 562; painted, Crete 369; painted, Egypt 270; painted, Greek 608; perforated 310; Phoenician 487, 489, 526; plain 239, 420; polychrome figural style 517; pot-marks 430; red-figure 548; residues in 205; ritual 327; Sardinian 217, 493, 502; Sardinian styles 330; Serro d’Alto-style 227; sherd with copper slag 237–38; ship images 464; standardization 275; styles 41, 185, 194; technology 338, 353; Tell el-Hayyat 365; as a trade item 391; for transporting liquids 34, 379, 411, 516; uniformity 235; wheel-made 275, 276, 294, 336, 362, 380, 444, 473–74, 481
pouring vessels 381. See also flasks; juglets; jugs
power 270, 271, 306, 314, 323, 329, 352, 358. See also authority; elite(s); status
PPN. See Pre-Pottery Neolithic
PPNA. See Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA)
PPNB. See Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (PPNB)
PPNC. See Pre-Pottery Neolithic C (PPNC)
Praeneste 508, XLIII
precipitation. See rainfall
pre-Neolithic languages 519
Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN) 151, 163, 178, 225, 596, 598
Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA) 164–65, 167–68, 170, 175
Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (PPNB) 165, 166, 167–69, 173, 175, 179, 189, 216, 226, 244, 323: animals 176; decorated skull 168; mega-sites 238, 242
Pre-Pottery Neolithic C (PPNC) 170
preservation conditions 29
prestige 306: goods 287, 321–24, 321, 350, 375, 598
prickly oak 62, 262
Priene 77, 77
priestesses 542
priesthood 543
Prince Albert I of Monaco 119
privacy 167
profit 413, 484, 511, 523, 552, 602, 603: from grain trade 562
projectile points 101, 124, 125, 133
Prolagus sardus 127, 128, 150–51, 183, 183
propaganda, Egyptian 461, 462
prophets, Israelite 390, 521
proto-Berbers 205
proto-empires 346, 468
Provence 58, 119, 121–22, 191, 193, 306, 564: leapfrogging 192
pueblos 204
Puig des Molins 567
Pula 122
pulses 160, 169, 177, 309, 310
Pumay 489
Pumayyaton 490
pumice 427
punch 333
Punic 484, 580: language 581; towns 486; wars 490
Punt 285, 357
Punta Milazzese 346, 429
Pupicina Cave 150, 180
Purcell, Nicholas 19, 20, 21, 54, 57, 65, 264, 307, 537, 547, 595
Pylos 347, 410, 412, 418, 429, 447, 464: palaces 459, 460
pyramids 41, 272, 273, 424
Pyrenees 51, 63, 105, 120, 180, 195, 224, 230, 481–82, 566: foothills 563
Pyrgi 508, 553, 553, XLVII
Qadesh 31, 447, 454, 456, 458
Qafzeh 85, 98, 100
Qantir 447, 455, 604. See also Piramesse
Qarthadasht 488. See also Carthage
Qatna 259, 297, 347, 365, 366, 375, 387: royal tomb 407; textiles 378
quadrigas 571, 577
quarries 113, 114, 232, 268: obsidian 230
quartz 318
quays 393, 485
Qustul 258, 291: incense burner 291
Rabat 204, 209, 267
rabbits 104, 117, 213: actually Prolagus sardus 151
radiocarbon dating 41, 109, 154
rafts, vegetation 95, 96
Ragusa 346, 444
raiding 552: by sea 329, 359, 462, 466, 469
Rainbow Serpent myths 179
rainfall 56, 66–67, 66, 72, 89, 121, 130, 136, 156–57, 166, 263, 265, 313, 348, 350, 600: Egypt 207; unpredictable 264
Ramesses II 24, 31, 455, 610: images 52; statues 554
Ramesses III 464: mortuary temple 461
Ramessid Egypt 454, 471, 537, 604
rams (animal). See sheep
rams: battering 362; ship-mounted 514, 560
Ras ed-Drek 490
Ras ibn Hani 393, 449
Ras Shamra 27, 151, 169, 171, 259, 303. See also Ugarit
Rasm Harbush 205, 244
rats, black 213
razors 305–6
reaping tools 125
reciprocity 168
red deer 104, 114, 120, 130, 135, 567
Red Sea 59, 60, 61, 62–64, 68, 87, 112, 145, 163, 200–1, 205, 261, 285, 357, 453, 500, 554, 572, 575: saga 374; shell beads 206; shells 169; voyages 390, 487
Red Skorba wares 236
reed(s) 168, 275: boats 239, 290; mats 241, 247; Ugarit 395
refugia 12, 84–85, 89, 104, 110–11, 112, 115, 121, 123, 130, 131, 146, 196
reindeer 104, 120
religious festivals 277, 544, 558
Renfrew, Colin 23, 314
reptiles 150
rescue archaeology 29, 32
reservoirs 265
Reshef 530
resins 36, 70, 277, 285, 288, 303, 360
Rhafas Cave 204, 210
Rhine River 118, 333
rhinoceroses 104, 157
Rhodes 78, 188, 212, 338, 409, 412, 487, 512, 523
Rhône River 58, 73, 77, 193–95, 223–24, 230, 232, 306, 312, 331, 334, 422, 563, 566, 577, 598: compared to Grand Canyon 82; corridor 316; delta 203, 564; Valley 74, 119, 221
Ricardo, David 414
riding 326, 511, 577
Rif mountains 63, 64, 82, 267
Rift Valley. See Great Rift Valley
Rimini 562
ring-idols 237
rings, gold 383
Río Tinto 263, 482, 515
Riparo Dalmeri 110, 135
Riparo di Fontana Nuova 110, 114
Riparo Mochi 121
Ripoli 204, 234
ritual(s) 131, 172, 199, 218–19, 247, 276, 323, 390: ancestor 519; arenas 235; buildings 168; centres 224, 558; Egypt 271; enclosure 533; experts 397; Fertile Crescent 164; games 531; Malta 341, 342; Menorca 567; objects 226; offerings, Sardinia 528; places 223, 227, 493; power 308; Sardinia 424, 528; stands 472; stele 574; structures 340
rivers 57, 66, 87, 157, 159: corridors 188, 238; delta 77; drainage 56; Levant 363; Mesopotamia 269; mouths 73, 203; routes 334; transport 277; valleys 58, 222. See also under names of individual rivers
rivercraft 289, 290: adaptation to seacraft 291
riveting 278
Roaix 258, 312
Roca Vecchia 347, 428, 442, 443, 447, 474
Rochelongue 546
rock art 119, 157, 179, 315, 324: Africa 197, 198, 205, 571; Alps 311; Atlas mountains 267; boat images 329; carvings 131, 131, 412; Copper Age 308–9; France 114, IX; Iberia 315; Levantine-style 227; Maghreb 418; Sahara 197; ship images 464; tradition 227
rock crystal 31, 318, 321, 378
rock-cut tombs 42, 217, 340, 422, 424, XXXVII
Roda 508, 566
rodents 123, 567: giant 70
roe deer 104, 130
Roman period 262, 266, 321, 465, 515, 525, 538, 547, 558, 561, 570, 572, 574: authors 484; Corsica 151; empire 33, 39, 77, 378, 383, 467, 578, 606; legions 571; olives 57; republic 583; sack of Carthage 522; tourism 45; towns 210, 412; Zembra 213. See also Rome
Romanelli. See Grotta Romanelli
Rome 28, 33, 92–93, 214, 327, 346, 427, 446, 479, 479, 503–4, 508, 540, 541, 547–48, 553, 578–81, 597, 606–7: centralization of Mediterranean 605; mare nostrum 20; population 522; temples 558. See also Roman period
Ronda 538
roof-tiles 531
rope 292, 401
Rosetta branch (of Nile) 553
Rosetta Stone 554
roundhouses 175, 177, 342, 342, 474
‘route of the isles’ 446–47, 465, 491, 496, 504
rowing 292
Rudna Glava 204, 236
‘ruined landscape’ theory 71
Russia 102, 113, 132: steppes 58, 66, 73, 119, 373, 383, 432
rye 161, 464
Sa Caleta 508, 567
Sabratha 508, 569
sacrifice(s) 483, 511: human 533; in water 477
Sado River 194, 574
safflower, Uluburun shipwreck 401
saffron 378
Sahara 51, 58, 66, 87, 89, 100–1, 112, 120, 196–204, 210, 265–68, 577, 599, 601: Aterian 103; Atlantic shore 209; environments and societies 40; goods 572; Holocene 158, 326; lakes 43, 130, 158; oasis 507; pastoralism 204–5, 206, 208, 210; rainfall 156; rock art 197; watershed 157
Sahel 158: fauna 197
Sahure 291
saiga antelopes 104
sailing 327, 338, 464: images 362; invention of 290, 330; latitude 446–47, 465, 466; ships 81, 292, 300, 301, 329, 331, 343, 353–54, 373, 393, 416, 422, 442, 477, 492–93, 537, 548, 597, 602; technology 55, 303, 472–73
St Augustine 581
Saint-Blaise 508, 564, 566
Saint-Michel-du-Touch 204, 224, 226, 234
Saint-Véran 346, 423
Saïs 205, 206, 259, 274, 275, 509, 553–55, 575, 604
Salamis (Cyprus) 450, 509, 519, 520, 523
Salamis (Greece) 584, 609–10
Salé 84, 98
Salento 104
Saliagos 204, 215
Salina 212, 430
salinity 42
salmon, images 127
salt 220, 230, 393, 573, 574: marshes 159; pots 227; preservation 264
‘saltwater country’ 57
Samaria 241, 407, 447, 500, 509: Assyria’s elimination of 521; elites 521
Samnite: polities 561; territory 504
Samos 509, 531, 532, 554, 557: people 555
Samothrace 412
San Fernando, rainfall 66
San Juan ante Portam Latinam 315
San Marco 150, 192, 204, 223
sanctuaries 476: Crete 353, 355; Greek 558. See also temples
sandals 242: papyrus 200. See also shoes
sandstone plaques 226
Sant’Abbondio cemetery 346, 428
Sant’Agostino. See Grotta di Sant’Agostino
Sant’Angelo Muxaro 508, 529
Sant’Antioco 527
Sant’Imbenia 446, 494, 489
Sant’Iroxi Decimoputzu 346, 424
Santa Maria is Acquas 110, 128
Santa Olaia 508, 574
Santiago de Compostela 105
Santorini. See Thera
Saône River 577
Sappho 542, 545
Saqqara 259, 272, 273, 347, 348
sarcophagi 485, 488
Sard language 519
Sardis 509, 537
sardines 135, 183
Sardinia 35, 69, 73, 76, 78, 95, 107, 121, 127–28, 155–56, 182, 187, 192–93, 234, 237, 305, 307, 310, 316, 330–31, 335, 340, 350, 431, 443–44, 462, 480, 488–89, 491–93, 504, 512, 517, 528, 533, 543, 572: amphorae 516; Argaric sword 481; beakers 334; boom 476; canids 70; Corsican bracelets 217; Cypriot influence 476; demography 416; exports 484; figurines 26, 26, 48, 228, 228; grapes 515; horses 581; isolation 476; links with Cyprus 465; metals 442, 500, 527, 567; Neolithic 216; nuraghi 496; obsidian 184, 232; pottery 217, 236, 463; Prolagus sardus 151; stone statues 546; stone towers 424; tin 415; tombs 234, 235, 312, 524
Sarepta 447, 449
Sargon II 511, 534
Sargon of Akkad 276, 285, 295
Saronic Gulf 371, 410, 550, 609, 610
sauceboats 335
Sauveterrian 180
savannah(s) 83, 85, 104, 121, 157–58, 164, 262, 310, 421: animals, images 205
Sawaw. See Marsa Gawasis
saws 328
scalping 179
Scandinavia 334
scarabs 354, 360, 362, 376, 384, 432, 465: Sardinia 527; seal 349; Uluburun shipwreck 402
scarification 231
Schliemann, Heinrich 27, 324, 335
Schöningen 92
Sciacca 489
Scilly Isles 490
Scoglio del Tonno 347, 428, 442, 443, 447, 529
scoops 219
Scorpion king 270
Scotland 230
scrapers 109, 133
scribes 407, 469
scripts 393–94, 409, 510, 518: alphabetical 448; Greek 566; Iberia 519; syllabic 534. See also writing(s)
scrub 104, 157, 262, 266
sculptures 48: Greek 557. See also figurines; statues
Scythians 326, 577
sea: contacts 287; cores 372; -crossings 49, 72, 94, 95, 112, 115, 122, 128, 152–54, 180, 182, 211, 213–14, 231, 308, 320, 346–47, 374, 403, 465–66, 596–97; -fishing 126–28; inland 61; levels 42, 82, 84, 90, 129–30, 158–59, 171, 376; level rise 146, 181–82, 187, 193, 202; mammals 126, 180; -moats 486, 525; raids 329, 359, 462, 466, 469; -routes 338, 362, 477; shells, Red Sea 163; temperatures 42, 120; trade 52, 239, 322, 327, 357, 359, 373, 386, 443, 492, 511, 546; trade, long-range 330–39, 478, 491
Sea of Galilee 64, 77, 84, 86, 121, 124
Sea of Japan 61, 61, 62
Sea of Marmara 159, 181, 188, 194, 195, 432, 575–76
Sea of Okhotsk 61
Sea People 462, 464, 466, 468–69, 478, 480, 484, 494: networks 470. See also Shardana
sea turtles, images 556
seabirds 180
seafaring 62, 108, 113, 127, 147, 154–56, 178, 183–84, 212, 301, 319, 329, 441, 477, 599, 609: abilities 152; absence of, in North Africa 572; Adriatic 352; expansion 597; hunter-gatherer 187; knowledge 195; Neolithic 211, 212; nomadic 466; technology 177. See also boats; canoes; galleys; ship(s); shipwrecks
seafood 135, 188, 221
sealings 239, 275, 287, 336, 338
seals (animal) 183, 209, 209: images 126, 556
seals (artifact) 188, 276, 278, 279, 287, 299, 327, 336, 354, 360, 363, 373, 376, 517–18: Cretan 353; impressions in clay 240; Minoan 105; Sardinia 527
seal-stone 474
seasonality 124, 160
seaweed 106
Second World War. See World War II
sedentism 124, 136, 145, 166, 208, 567, 594
sedimentation rates 43
seeds 36, 124, 125, 169
Segesta 508, 539
Segura River 527
Seine River 577
Selinous 508, 538, 548–49, 557, XLVI
Semitic: languages 205, 295; loanwords 410; names 450
Sennacherib 507
Serbia 236
serekhs 286, 287
Seriphos 153
serpentine bracelets 217
Serpis basin 227
Serro d’Alto-style pottery 227
serving vessels 411, 500, 517: Etruscan, in France 564
Servius Tullius 544
sesame 410
Sesklo 204, 225
Sète 481
Setefilla 446, 482
Seth 455
settlement(s): changing landscapes 234; Corsica 221; Crete 221; demise of large 298, 349; ditch-enclosed 190; drowned 29, 35; Egypt 361; farming 184; fortified 258, 496; France 221; growth 217; Italy 221; Levant 168, 172, 298, 300; Neolithic 187, 225, 226, 327; Sardinia 221; small-scale 320
Seville 78, 318, 319, 418, 598
Sexi 508, 526
shaft graves. See grave(s), shaft
Shalmeneser III 446
shamans 131
Shardana 456, 461–62, 464, 473. See also Sea People
sharks 178
Sharuhen. See Tell el-Ajjul
shashu 469
Shechem 347, 407
sheep 136, 161, 166, 169–74, 187, 189–90, 194, 201, 206, 209, 220–21, 296, 310, 330: cave-based 223; Cyprus 176, 342, 382; domesticated 200; figurines 243, 244; herding 201, 245, 268, 309; herding, large-scale 279, 293; Jordan 363; Lampedusa 212; Levantine in Africa 205, 207; Menorca 422; milk 162; North Africa 266, 568; Rhafas Cave 210; Tremiti islands 212; Tunisia 210; wild 185; wool 244
Shekelesh 461, 462. See also Sea People
shekels 394
shell(s) 106, 121, 132, 135, 145, 158, 168, 173–74, 180, 207, 211, 229: Aetokremnos 148; artifacts 105, 199; beads 184, 206; bracelets 268; clam 575; decorated 199; as decoration 168–69, 168, 596; middens 181, 194, 378, 509; Nile 248; ornaments 100, 101, 126, 180; perforated 113, 113, 114, 118; Red Sea 169
shellfish 180, 209, 221
Sherratt, Andrew 24
Sherratt, Susan 24
shields 462, 496, 558: images 450
Shillourokambos 151, 175, 176, 177
ship(s) 290, 328, 338, 343, 394, 456: Aegean 416; Athenian 15; -building 35, 464–65, 527; Byblos 301, 450, 505; Cypriot 489; Egyptian 300, 301, 402; images 303, 353, 354, 357, 362, 373–74, 432, 461, 464, 490, 572, XXX; Levantine 357, 406, 447; North Africa 569; Phoenician 515; sailing 300, 301, 373, 393, 422, 442, 493, 537, 548, 597, 602; symbolism of 329; technology 327, 477; timbers, Iberia 484; for war 514, 550, 559–60, 584, 607, 609. See also boat(s); canoes; galleys; seafaring; shipwrecks
shipwrecks 17–18, 29, 34–35, 46, 75, 281, 327, 374, 378, 394, 399–402, 409, 444, 465–66, 481, 495, 546, 579: France 548, 564; Iberia 483–84
Shiqmim 205, 241, 242, 244, 246
shoes 117, 222: sandals 200, 242
shovels 476
shrews 150
shrines 242–43, 247, 275, 297, 353, 355, 360, 450, 452, 502, 534, 557–58: Balearics 493; Carthage 522; cattle 343; Corinth 522; Cyprus 408; Ephesus 556; Greek 555; Iberia 525; Iron Age 530, 531; Italy 553; Kythera 16; Levant 363; Motya 538; Sardinia 476; sea 562
Šibenik 190
Siberia 63
Sicily 27, 35, 37, 68–69, 73–74, 78–79, 87–88, 91, 107, 114–15, 120, 131, 135, 155, 179, 187, 190–93, 211–12, 214–15, 223, 225–26, 230, 305, 309, 330–31, 333, 342, 428, 430, 442–44, 462, 465, 474–75, 479, 490, 492–93, 500, 503, 513, 548, 598: narrows 90, 94–95, 121, 568–69, 572, 599: adoption of Greek identity 533; amphorae 517; bone plaques 351; cist graves 235; climate 66; flint 229; fossil elephants 26; grapes 515; Greek goods in 539; growth of towns 538–39; hunter-gatherers 186; meat and mollusc consumption 193; metals 237; obsidian 184, 232; Phoenician presence 528–29; shipwrecks 546; shrews 150; temples 557; towns 523–24, 552
sickles 125, 136, 199, 199, 219, 279: blades 212; flint 393; handle 145, X; images 227
Sidari 151, 180, 190
Sidon 35, 259, 303, 347, 349, 357, 363, 365, 445, 447, 449, 485, 488, 503, 509, 509, 511, 536: cup 381; ships 584; triremes 560
sieges 398, 486
Sierra Morena 420, 482, 525
Sierra Nevada 63, 65, 66, 123, 194
Siginu 394
Silifke 396
silk 378
silos 32, 165, 224, 299, 310
silphion 571, 571
silver 69, 246, 280–81, 285, 296–97, 301, 305, 337–38, 354, 360, 385, 388, 441, 515, 556: Aegean 353, 376, 381, 411, 555, 582; Anatolia 367, 376; Attica 487; bottles 482; bowls 517; Canaanite amphorae 405; Cyprus 343, 399; extraction 284; Iberia 418, 484, 551; Iberia, devalued 537, 581; ingots 304; inlay 283; jewelry 237, 237; jugs 574; Lavrio 370, 552, 609; Levantine 284; Mesopotamia 389; Mycenae 371; shekels 394; sources 69; tools 321; trade, Gadir 525; Tyre 509; Ugarit 394; Uluburun shipwreck 401; vessels 485; Wenamun’s 445
silver-gold alloy 248, 297
silver-lead working 485
Sima de los Huesos (Atapuerca) 96, 97
Sima del Elephante (Atapuerca) 92–93
Simonelli Cave 111, 127
Sinai 66, 109, 132, 158, 163, 201, 241, 248, 286–87, 289, 360–61, 376, 407, 453, 604: copper 69, 285; Egyptian outposts 298; mines 288; ores, Egyptian monopoly 299; turquoise 68, 282
Sinaranu 394, 402
sinkholes 92
Sinuhe 361
Siphnos 153, 552, 558
sistrum, clay imitations 354
6200 event 159, 179, 181, 196, 198–99, 201, 205, 238
Skarkos 308
Skerki Bank 35
skeuomorphism 227, 282, 380, 381
Skhirat 258, 267
Skhul 85, 98, 100
Sks. See Sexi
skulls: Homo heidelbergensis
92; human 165, 177; manipulation 172; masks 199; plastered 168, 168, 169
slag 238, 299, 376, 477
slaves 549, 564: Aegean 561; as a commodity 281; France 566, 576; Saharan 572
sledgehammers 476
sledges, threshing 279, 279
sleds 221
Slovenia 425
smelting 218, 236, 238, 246, 299, 304–5, 335, 420, 451, 476–77, 512
Smendes 445, 447, 450, 455
Smilčic´ 151, 190
smithing 476
smoking (for preservation) 264
snails 152, 179, 210
snakes 567
snares 117, 136
Sneferu 291
soap 378
social: affiliations 118; alliances 333; change 44, 352; complexity 62, 269, 350; connections 115; debt/obligation 265; hierarchies 418; inequality 264, 277, 316, 319; interaction, Neolithic 235; life 315; networks 122, 236, 306, 597; order 277, 324, 380; organization 242; power 320; reorganization 282; structures 92, 233, 424, 425; transformations 160, 269–76
societies: Aegean 350; consumer 280; cooperative 341; egalitarian 242, 260; European 442; large-scale 172, 262, 283; Levantine 293
Socrates 87
soldiery 278, 454, 558. See also armies; mercenaries
Solomon 499
Solon 543, 549, 583
Solutrean 123, 126, 181: spearheads 123, 123; tools 128
Son Mercer de Baix 346, 422
Sorgenti della Nova 446, 479
sorghum 196, 198
Sorrentine peninsula 180
Sostratos of Aegina 551, 553
South Africa 61, 62, 100
South America 63
South China Sea 61, 61, 62
South Pole 88
Soviet Union, collapse 29
Spain 63, 75, 96, 116, 127, 194, 219, 223, 227, 305, 311, 418, 420, 495, 546: caves 92, 114; chalices 416; climate 42; drop in water-level 263; early hominins 92; geography 65; growth of towns 538; islands 209; metals 263, 305; 19th-century archaeology 28; olives 57; preservation conditions 29; rainfall 66; and Rome 578; tombs 311, 520; tourism 45; war 49
Spanish vetchling 378
sparrows 136
Sparta 509, 541, 550, 581, 583: in Africa 570; currency 556; people 15, 522, 529
spears 92, 98, 277, 363: -heads 123, 123, 283, 432; Iberia 418; throwing 125
specialization 414, 546
speech, divergence of 226
spelt wheat 473
sperm whales 73, 459, 538: engraved 126
sphinxes 388
spices 360
Spina 508, 562
spindle(s) 219: whorls 243
spinning 310
spiny oyster (Spondylus gaederopus) 230
spook masks 241
Sporades 108, 182, 212
sportfishing, images 272
springs 157, 363, 476
squirrels 135
stamp seals 172, 336, 518
standardization 247, 269, 275, 281: bronze production 473; in trade 413, 556. See also measurement standards; weight(s)
starch grains 125
Stark, Freya 607
states 269, 270, 358: formation 287, 353. See also city-states
statues: Egyptian 554; Greek, inspired by Egypt 545; Middle Kingdom 384; sheet-gold 278, XXIV; stone 517, 545–46. See also figurines; sculptures
status 206, 226, 260, 314, 323, 324, 329, 335, 375: goods 349; symbols 305. See also authority; elite(s); power
steatite 118
stegadonts 94
stele 285, 306, 455, 534, 574: Kamose 384; Sardinia 489; stone 511
Stentinello 192, 204, 225, 226: styles 191
steppe(s) 58, 62, 66, 73, 89, 93, 103, 120, 130, 163, 171, 262, 289, 350, 355, 406, 432, 464: asses 124, 130, 131, 147; -desert 293; Po 104; Russia 113, 119, 373, 383
stirrup jars 380, 391, 401, 458, 465, 490
stockades 177
stockpiling 414, 468
stone(s): Alpine 230; anchors 291, 303, 330, 393, 401, 553; arrowheads 125, 332; artifacts 105; axes 165, 184, 197, 210, 215, 217, 236, 246, 267, 341, 401; battle axes 321; beads 206, 226; blades 332; bowls 248, 296, 301; burnt 199; carvings 333, 496; chopper 83, 83; coloured 205, 206; grinding 125, 136, 145, 161, 209, 212, 218, 229; high-quality 308; Iberia 308; lack of 239; longhouses 241, 307, 307; masks 169; ornaments 148, 208; perforated, as hobbles 205; plaques 124; points, hafted 98–99, 99, 101; provenance 243; quarrying 268; rare 68, 288; ritual structures 340; slabs, ochre drawings on 135; spearheads 123, 123; standing 306; statues 517, 545–46; stele 511; tombs 312; tools 83–84, 83, 94–95, 98, 101, 109, 123, 148, 179, 198, 268, 568; towers 423–25; tumuli 266; vase 399; vessels 175, 208, 275, 278, 302, 381, 382, 517; vessels, Crete 323, 369, 409; vessels, Egypt 243, 336, 394, 526; vessels, Egyptian, on Cyprus 343; vessels, Morocco 267; weights 221. See also under individual types of stone
storage 145, 162, 227, 244, 264, 295, 310, 321, 412: jars 309, 420, 518; large-scale 356; magazines 240; pits 136, 181, 207, 318; silos 32, 165, 224, 299, 310
Strabo 54
Strait of Bonifacio 423
Strait of Gibraltar 90, 94–96, 112, 128, 135, 320, 430, 527, 573
Strait of Messina 74, 91, 114, 219, 233, 443, 528, 529
Strait of Otranto 156, 190, 351, 428, 443, 474, 504, 519, 524, 529, 533
Stromboli 212, 218
Strophylas 259, 327, 328
Struma River 58
sturgeon 127
Su Nuraxi 346, XXXV
Sudan 40, 69, 196, 198, 205, 402: pastoralists 203
Suez isthmus 59, 87, 112, 594
Sulcis 508, 527, 538
Suleiman the Magnificent 37
sulphide ores 281, 343, 367
sulphur 68, 442: mine 429
Sultan Mehmet II 50
Sumer 59
Sumerian language 295, 393
sun-disc images 474
surplus 19, 264, 296, 420. See also cash-cropping; stockpiling
Susa 204, 239, 258, 275, 285, 290, 508, 584
Sušac 79, 190, 212
swans, flightless 71
swordfish 74, 219
swords 277, 283, 371, 480: Aegean 576; Argaric 481; Iberia 418; Sardinia 424; slashing 462–63, 472, 492; votive 493
Sybaris 509, 529, 550
sycamore 290
symbolism 100, 109, 110, 131, 219, 228, 280
Syracuse 429–30, 508, 529, 538, 548, 562, 579: cemeteries 28; triremes 560
Syria 77, 99, 136, 164, 283, 285, 293, 297, 363: elephants 104; wagon model 279, 279
Syros 322, 327, 328
Tabaqat Fahr. See Pella
tablets 366, 393, 397, 409, 410, 448: clay 31, 276; cuneiform 295; lead, France 562; Ugarit 394; writing 546
taboos 452, 570
Tadmor 347, 350, 366
Tadrart Acacus 198: rock art 206
Taforalt Cave 84, 100, 110, 123, 132, 150, 184: harpoon 135, 135
Tagus River 180, 194, 235, 320, 334, 421, 496, 574: sites 150
Tajikistan 377
Tale of Sinuhe 360, 363
Tamar Hat 110, 123
tamarisk 124, 290, 421
Tamassos 447, 488
Tanaja 404
Tangier 201, 508, 582: megaliths 267, 267
Tanis 447, 455, 456, 464, 471, 604, XLI
Tanit 533, 543, 580
Tanitic branch (of Nile) 274
Taramsa 85, 98
Taranto 428, 443, 529. See also Taras
Taras 509, 529. See also Taranto
Tarfaya 204, 209
Tarquinia 446, 479, 508, 540, 542, 551, 553, 553, XXXVIII
Tarsus 259, 304, 338, 343, 447, 459, 507
Tartessos 570: elite 525; language 519
Tarxien 258, 327, 328, 346, 351, 430
Tas-Silg 508, 531
tattoos 119, 237, 260, 322, 457: needles 306
taulas 567
Taurus mountains 63, 130, 133, 174, 239, 246, 285, 337, 405: foothills 132; passes 178
Tavertet tombs 234
Tavoliere 64, 195, 212, 223–24, 230, 233–34, 239, 306, 313, 428, 507, 539, 562: cist graves 235; plain 190; settlements 191, 220
Tawaret 376
taxes 270, 280, 298, 349, 356, 396, 463, 484, 500, 511, 552, 556, 584
tectonics. See plate tectonics
teeth: children’s 135; decay 166; deer 118; deliberately removed 219; human 136, 179
Tehran 56
Tel Aviv 287
Tel Dan 259, 297, 347, 364, 407, 447, 499
Tel Dor 447
Tel Erani 259, 286, 287, 301
Tel Haror 347, 375
Tel Kabri 205, 248, 347, 388
Tel Masos 447, 453
Tel Nami 347, 364, 371, 378, 447, 467, 468
Tel Yarmouth 259, 286, 298
Tell Arqa 205, 248
Tell Aswad 151, 164
Tell Atchana 365
Tell Brak 204, 239, 258, 259, 275, 347, 349
Tell el-Ajjul 347, 384, 411, 523
Tell el-Dab’a 32, 274, 345, 347, 361, 362, 376, 381
Tell el-Fara’in. See Buto
Tell el-Farkha 259, 278, XXIV
Tell el-Hayyat 347, 363, 365, 406
Tell el-Maskhuta 347, 385
Tell el-Sakan 259, 286, 287
Tell esh-Shuna 259, 281
Tell Ibrahim Awad 259, 274, 275, 347, 360
Tell Iktanu 347, 350
Tell Jemmeh 509, 510
Tell Judaidah 337
Tell Kurdu 205, 240
Tell Mardikh. See Ebla
Tell Sakka 363
Tellian ‘Neolithic’ 210
tell(s) 164, 168, 188, 190, 356, 412, 536: Africa 20; communities, decline of 320; Thessaly 220, 225, 234
temperature rises 130, 156. See also climate
tempering 451
temple(s) 239, 275, 281, 283, 284, 295, 302: Aphrodite 450; Byblos 363; Copper Age 531; Corinth 540; Egypt 360, 363, 471; Etruria 558; Greek 545, 557–58, XLVI; Hattusa 458; Karnak 405; Levant 362; Malta 41, 47, 327, 340–43, 351; of Melqart 486, 525; Mesopotamia 363; officials 276; politically neutral 467; Ramesses III 461; Rome 558; Sicily 557; Thebes 404; Ugarit 32, 393; urban 540; workshops 276
Temple Mount (Jerusalem) 534
temporality, concept of 18
Tenos 518
terebinth 121, 157, 277–78, 390, 401
terracing 16, 310, 507, 596: walls 293
terracotta, architectural 531, 551
terramare villages 426: demise of 478
Tethys ocean 63, 63, 88
Tétouan 201
textile(s) 125, 221, 241–44, 275–76, 279, 306, 321, 377, 381, 414: Egypt 397; images 377; industries 296, 449; manufacturing 371; Mari 366; Mesopotamian 367; Uluburun shipwreck 401
Thapsos 27, 346, 417, 429, 442, 443–44, 446, 476, 508, 529
Tharros 508, 527
Thasos 212, 258, 474, 487, 509
Thebes (Egypt) 59, 346, 357, 383–87, 396, 403–5, 445–46, 447, 454–55, 461, 471, 508, 508, 509
Thebes (Greece) 259, 321, 347, 410, 459
Theognis of Megara 543
Thera 29, 30, 32, 372, 372, 388, 409: and Africa 570; volcano 371
Theroux, Paul 19
Theseus 67
Thessaloniki 188, 225, 412
Thessaly 28, 64, 188, 190, 195–96, 212, 220, 223–27, 234, 239, 240, 412
Thrace 561, 583
throne, gold 532
Thucydides 528, 536
Thutmose I 387
Thutmose III 387, 389, 391, 403, 405, 406
Tiber River 427, 503, 539, 553: Valley 540, 580
tide, lack of 73
Tighenif 84, 86
Tiglath-Pileser I 446, 459
Tiglath-Pileser III 507
Tigris River 59, 367, 458, 507, 594
Tiksatin 204, XVII
timber 174, 175, 291, 301, 491
Timgad 210
Timna 447, 453
tin 70, 305, 336–37, 367, 389, 451, 515, 574: Aegean 411; -bronzes 337, 362, 382, 415, 441, 482; central Asia 366, 377; -copper bronzes 281; Cornish 492; eastern 576; Egypt 397; Europe 415, 442; Iberia 418, 482; ingots 401; Italy 479; sources 69; Ugarit 394; Uluburun shipwreck 401
Tinetnit 447
Tingis. See Tangier
Tiryns 259, 321, 347, 410, 447, 450, 460: amber beads 463; palaces 459
Tjehenu 268
Tlos 412
Toba supervolcano 101, 103, 111
Tod 346, 360, 376, XXIX
tokens 239: clay 168, 190; pottery 430
tomb(s) 268, 284, 304, 311, 316, 324, 362, 429: Africa 206; collective 420; Copper Age 534; corbelled 317, 410; Crete 337; Cyprus 368, 408, 414, 519, 520; curses 519; Dan 407; Egypt 26, 270, 271, 274, 286, 377, 396, 403, 471; Etruscan 48, 544; Europe 41; France 563; giants’ 424; goods 334; Iberia 531; Lefkandi 502; Levant 363; looting 381, 471; Los Millares 318; megalithic 41, 267, 330, 457; Menorca 422; paintings 361; Qatna 407; rock-cut 217, 234, 340, 422, 429, XXXVII; royal 281, 284; Sardinia 235, 235; Spain 318, 520; stone 312; tholos-like 444; Tutankhamun 345; Ugarit 32, 393, 415; wealthy 474. See also burial(s); cemeteries; funerary activity; grave(s), human remains
Tomb U-j, Abydos 270, 271, 277, 286
tongs 476
tophets 533, 538, 580
Toppo Daguzzo 346, 428
Torcello 478
Torremolinos 45
torcs, copper 431
Torralba 84, 92
tortoise(s) 106, 107, 117, 147: -shell lyre 401. See also giant tortoises
Toscanos 508, 526, 538
totems 221, 247
Toulouse 32, 224
tourism 44, 45, 46
towers 423–25, 551: Bronze Age 50
towns 355, 358: Aegean 582; central and west Mediterranean 521–23; Crete 370; Cyprus 408; Greece 544, 545; grid-planned 361, 523; growth of 537–39, 548; Italy 552; Nile Delta 523; Phoenician 582; Roman 412; Sicily 552
Toynbee, Arnold 43
traction 221, 276, 277, 287, 293, 311, 421, 476: images 279, 279, 311
trade 62, 168, 178, 218–19, 226, 229–30, 239, 281–87, 297, 304, 318, 329, 332, 338, 343, 350, 356–57, 361, 492, 546: Aegean 459; Anatolia 367; Arabian 510; collapse of 349; copper 368; Cyprus 408; description in texts 295; east Mediterranean 373–83, 391–404; freelance 468, 470, 514; Gallic 564; growing volume of 549; hubs 352; in illegal antiquities 48; inter-island 323; Iron Age 513; long-distance 326, 380, 395; maritime 322; metals 236; Neolithic 217; networks 370, 413, 441, 515, 547; obsidian 248; patterns 299; Phoenician 487, 488; profits 511; routes 35, 363, 405, 431, 453, 487; shell bracelets 268. See also exchange
traders 404–15, 470: Cypriot 488; eastern 494; Etruscan 564; Levant 496, 502; Phoenician 555; Sardinian 493
trading posts. See entrepôts
Tramontana 64
transportation 67: innovations 288–92
traps 116, 179
tree-ring dating 41, 43, 72
trees 89, 103–4, 120, 146, 172, 262, 263: crops 293; felling 170
Tremiti Islands 79, 190, 212
Trianda 347, 371
tribute 287, 290, 323, 389, 398, 403–7, 420, 459, 468, 491, 511, 581, 584
Trieste 191: karst 122, 180, 351, 426
tripod stands 219
Tripoli (Lebanon) 347, 365
Tripoli (Libya) 42, 66, 101
triremes 560, 584
Trogir 105
Troina 258, 309
Troodos mountains 65, 368, 407
trout 70, 159, 180: images 127
Troy 27, 50, 259, 304, 306, 321–22, 324–25, 335–36, 336, 338, 347, 350, 412, 428, 432, 447, 460, 533, 535, 576, 598, XXXVI: fall of 489; silver 337
Trump, David 23, 55
trumpets, Uluburun shipwreck 401
tsetse fly belt 266
Tsountas, Christos 28
tsunamis 372
tubers 83, 198
Tufariello 258, 310, 316
Tuleilat Ghassul 205, 241–45, XVIII
tumuli 234, 266–68, 312, 316, 333, 335, 349–51, 426, 430, 520, 570: Athens 519; Etruria 519, 544; Levant 241
tundra 102, 104, 120
Tunisia 38, 39, 69, 73, 75, 78, 122, 199, 210, 211, 213, 547, 568, 572: coastal 211; plains 571; vegetation change 263
tunny 73, 178, 181, 181, 182, 215, 573
Turkey 51, 58, 74, 77, 94, 132, 152, 159, 188, 366–67, 372, 412: climate 66; coast 194; drop in water-level 263; geography 65; lowland plains 64; Neolithic communities 189; phases 203; sea-crossings 72, 154, 156; south coast 374; tectonics 65; tourism 45; volcanoes 65. See also Anatolia
turpentine resins 390
turquoise 68, 248, 282, 286, 336, 385, 391: mines 407; Siniatic 360
Tuscany 26, 104, 155, 192, 212, 232, 234: metals 442, 500; mines 504; tin 415
Tutankhamun 281, 345, 386, 387, 432, 498: chariot gear 389; tomb 196
Tyre 35, 259, 303, 323, 329, 347, 349, 365, 394, 398, 445, 447, 449, 486–88, 490, 498–99, 507, 509, 509, 511, 515, 525, 527, 531, 573, 598, XXXIX: elites 521; fall of 536, 543, 547, 580; people 524; warships 514
Tyrolese Alps 260
Tyrrhenian 73, 75, 192, 215, 217, 220, 230, 415–16, 425–26, 442–44, 463, 473, 480, 562: and Aegean 502; brooches 472; communities 492; Final Neolithic 203; islands 429; metallurgy 237; Neolithic expansion 187; obsidian 305; region 135, 216, 534, 546; Sea 73, 88, 114, 192, 193–94, 312, 430, 513, 524, 529, 567, 598; seafarers 502; social interaction 235; trade 335, 481, 542; tradition 191
Uan Afuda Cave 198
Ubaid period 204, 241, 246, 284: villages 238, 239
Ubeidiya 84–86, 85, 86, 89: basalt hand axe 84
Üçağızlı 111, 113, 127: perforated shells 113
Ugarit 27, 27, 32, 151, 169, 259, 303, 347, 349, 357, 365–66, 368, 384, 388, 391, 392, 393, 395, 396, 399, 401–2, 405–7, 409, 411, 441, 447, 449, 461–62, 464, 484, 518, 548, 604: Aegean pottery 394; Egyptian artifacts 394; ivory 389; language 393; merchants 414; mythology 381, 394; palace 391; texts 390; tombs 415; trade 398. See also Ras Shamra
Uluburun 34, 34, 74, 347, 389, 399, 411, 466, XXXIV: shipwreck 399–402, 409–10, 412, 441, 444, 446, 465, 495
Ulucak 151, 175
Ulysses. See Utuzte
Umbria 223: language 519
Umm el Tlel 85, 99: stone point 99
Umm el-Marra 259, 297, 347, 365
Unas 291
underwater archaeology. See archaeology, underwater
Uni 553
Ur 204, 239, 258, 284: burials 336; seal (artifact) 279
Ura 347, 396, 447, 461
Ural mountains 432
urban/urbanism 406, 522: communities 355, 356; connections 346–47; economies 355; elite 542; Levant 363, 364; palatial 449; populations 280; societies 206, 283, 594; spread of 521–23
urbanization, modern 44
urnfield cremation ritual 463, 473, 474, 482
Urtenu 395, 395
Uruk 204, 239, 258, 275, 284: cessation of contact with Levant 294; expansion 283, 488; expeditions 333; imports 285; period 295; pottery 277; seal 279, 283
Ustica 213, 331, 430, 431, 444
Utica 446, 508, 569, 581
Utuzte 546
Uzbekistan 377
Valcamonica 258, 308
Valencia 194, 227, 305, 317
Valencina de la Concepción 258, 318–19, 319, 334, 346, 418, 598
Valli Grandi Veronesi 478
Valtellina 258, 308
Vanguard Cave 84, 106
Vardar River 58
variscite 229, 230, 318, 323
Varna cemetery 204, 236
vases 26, 399
Vasilia 259, 343
vassal rulers 406, 508
Vatican 26
Vaucluse mountains 229, 312
Vaufrey. See Grotte Vaufrey
Veii 446, 479, 503, 508, 540, 558, 580: population 522
Vela Spilja 151, 180, 183
Velebit mountains 223, 309
Veli Rat 85, 108
Velika Gruda 259, 316
Venetic language 519
Venice 73, 203, 351, 478, 562
venison 382
Venus figurines 118
Vera basin 42, 223, 237, 419, 420
Verona 425
Verucchio 508, 561
Vesuvius 29, 64, 427, 512
vetchling 378
Vetulonia 446, 504
viceroyships 406
Vila Nova de São Pedro 258, 318, 319
village(s): Chasséen 306; communities 162–63; ditches 32, 192; Egypt 207; failing 306; France 32, 224; hunter-gatherers 204; Italy 214; lake 310, 477; Levant 240; Mesopotamia 239; Neolithic 214, 219, 220, 221, 234, 269, 313; Papuan 203; Spain 219; Ubaid 238; waterlogged 219
Villena 446, 482
Villeneuve-Tolosane 32, 204, 224
Vinča traditions 238
Vindija Cave 110, 116
vine(s) 245, 280, 285, 287, 293, 296, 316, 596: cash-crops 355; cultivated 309, 310, 339; domestic, to France 565; Iberia 516; images 273; North Africa 570; wild 222; -yards 299, 416. See also viticulture
vintners 387
violence 146, 226, 277, 315, 332. See also warfare
Viols-le-Fort 307
Vis 562
viticulture 61, 276, 300, 378–79, 416, 546
Vivara 430, 442, 443, 512, 512
Vix 508, 577
volcanoes 64–65, 64, 68, 88, 101, 103, 111, 115, 318, 371, 372, 409, 427–28, 443: eruptions 29, 388; islets 183; landscape 479; minerals 442; rock 128
voles 183
Volga River 115
votive(s) 450, 475: metalwork 517; statues 546; swords 493
Vounous 259, 343, 343
voyaging 325–39: long-distance 569. See also sea-crossings
Vroulia 509, 523
Vučedol communities 335
Vulcano 212
Vulci 479, 508, 564
vultures 174
Wadi al-Ajal 446, 457, 507
Wadi Arabah 64, 121, 246, 247, 453, 510
Wadi as-Sirhan 169
Wadi Feinan 205, 259, 293, 299, XXVII
Wadi Hammamat 285
Wadi Hammeh 111, XI
Wadi Jilat 111, 133
Wadi Kubbaniya 111, 124
Wadi Tanezzuft 265, 446, 457
Wadi Tumilat 361, 385
wadis 89, 158, 198, 205, 265
Wadjet 275, 455
wagons 276, 296: four-wheeled 279, 279
Wales 64
Wallace’s Line 94, 95
wall-paintings 165, 174–75, 283, 357: Aegean 377; Aegean-style in Egypt 403; Akrotiri 373, 374, 378, XXX; Avaris 388; Çatalhöyük 174, XV; Crete 369, 388; Syria 363; textiles in 377; Tuleilat Ghassul 241, 245, XVIII
walls 169, 317, 318; bastioned 431; stone 315. See also fortifications
walnut(s) 120: chariot 517; Ugarit 395
warehouses 538, 553
warfare 50, 226, 281, 295, 326, 329, 367, 387, 405–6, 451, 452, 454–55, 462, 504, 507, 544, 549, 558, 578, 584, 609–10: on Egypt 508–9, 511; images 460, 461, 558; Lebanon 49; mounted 464. See also armies; mercenaries; ship(s) for war; soldiery
warrior(s) 441, 480, 493: armoured 558; burial 371; cult 332; figurine 444; gear 500; heroic 371; ideals 329, 432; identity 306; images 496; statues 546
water: cults 424; management systems 169, 266, 293–94, 294; supply 350
waterfowl 124, 181
water-mills 579
Watteau, Jean-Antoine 18
wattle-and-daub 190, 192, 208, 427
wave of advance 186
Ways of Horus 286, 287, 289, 290, 374, 406, 604
wealth 167, 168, 206, 242, 260, 270–71, 279, 302–3, 306, 316, 324, 338, 352, 358, 360, 371, 499, 509: Athens 582; creation 280; Cyprus 409; differences in 470; Egypt 288, 397, 471, 554, 604; goods, paucity of 300; Iberia 527; Levant 386, 407; metal 304; Rome 541; from taxes 356; Ugarit 393
weapons 246–47, 277–78, 299, 305, 316, 321, 431, 465, 496, 502, 504, 558: copper 267; Egypt 397, 455; Greek, in Sicily 539; Iberia 418, 420; images 267; Levant 362; Mari 366; metal 363; Sicily 529; Uluburun shipwreck 401
weasels 567
weather 66, 66, 72, 214. See also climate
weaving 207, 241, 276, 296, 339, 375: technology 216
weight(s) 221: standardization 269, 477; stamped 556; units 556. See also measurement standards; standardization
wells 166, 171, 476: Italy 428; sacred 493; walk-in 198
Wenamun 445–49, 451, 454–56, 459, 466–67, 470–71, 485, 490, 498, 530
werebeast figurine 118
Western Desert 200
wetlands 42, 104, 157, 174, 200, 203, 355
whales 73, 574
wheat 125, 135, 160, 192, 193, 194, 201: Egypt 206; free-threshing bread 165; La Draga 219; Libya 507; North Africa 568; Spain 223; white 549
wheels 353, 382
whirlpools 74
White Mountains 64
White Walls. See Memphis
wildwood 157
willow 124, 219, 385: arrows 219
Winckelmann, Johann Joachim 26
winds 74–75: prevailing 37, 59, 154, 214, 290, 292, 374, 403
wine 35, 244, 277–78, 287, 299, 303, 335, 356, 378–79, 381, 389, 410, 411, 414, 491, 547: Aegean 555, 561; cash-cropping 510; containers 494; culture 390; -drinking ceremonies 333, 545, 577, 605; -drinking pottery, North Africa 569; Egypt 261, 387; France 564, 566, 576; Gadir 527; growing markets for 507; Iberia 566; industry 288, 546; jars 283; Levant 452, 511, 514; Levantine trade with Egypt 453; Marseilles 564; -mixing cauldrons 531, 547; production 222, 343; receipts for 500; resinated 309; trade profits 552. See also grapes; vine(s); viticulture
wolves 104, 133
women: elite 541–42; images 189, 276, 341, 393; of power 445–48; as weavers 375
wood 70, 292, 301, 412: artifacts 86, 92, 105, 179, 426; bowls 219, 242; as building material 190; coffins 297; houses 219; label 274; lack of 239; menhirs 195; shell in-laid 295; spear 99; Ugarit 395; vessels 170; -working 116; writing board 402
woods/woodlands 89, 103, 130, 157, 179, 188, 192, 219, 220, 262, 263, 285: clearance, France 566; Iberia 581
woodmice 330, 495. See also mice
wool 162, 221, 244–45, 247, 279, 293, 310, 312, 339, 356, 377, 378, 381: cloth 296, 485; clothing 499; as a commodity 281; Egypt 397; textiles 276, 410; Ugarit 395
Woolley, Sir Leonard 28, 499
woolly rhinoceroses 104
World War II 33, 190, 224
world-systems 283, 441, 515: approach 24–25; Near East 337
wrist-guards 333, 334
writing(s) 31, 276, 269, 276, 283, 299, 326, 354, 359, 375, 518–19, 536, 545, 566, 604: board 402; Crete 369; Egyptian 270, 403; Greek 515; Hattusa 411; Phoenician 489; of Solon 543; spread of 532; tablet 546
Xaghra 235, 258, 341, 343
Xanthos 412
Xerxes 50, 610
Yabninu 394, 395
Yahweh 534, 536
Yamhad 347, 365–67, 369, 375, 379, 388, 393. See also Aleppo
Yamm 394
Yanagi, Yukinori 52
Yarimburgaz Cave 347, 432
Yarkon River 81
Yavne-Yam 347, 357
Y-chromosomes 36, 186
yeast 221
Yellow River 262
Yemen 69
yew 378: bows 219
yoghurts 170
yokes 311, 426, 476
Younger Dryas 129, 146–47, 154–56, 158–59, 161, 163, 199, 330
Yugoslavia 37, 49, 56
Yumuktepe 171
Zadar 190, 427
Zafrín 204, 209, 209
Zagora 509, 523
Zagros mountains 59, 63, 130, 160, 162, 222, 283, 285, 511
Zakar-Baal 445, 447–48, 485
Zakros 347, 409
Zambujal 258, 318–19, 319, 325, 334
Zammit, Themistocles 28, 28
Zawiyet Umm el-Rakham 447, 457
zebra 199
zebu 348
Zembra 78, 211, 213
Zeravshan Valley 377
Zeus 18, 351, 503: temple of 557
Zimri-Lim 366
Zinkekra 507, 508
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