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PREFACE 

This collection of essays is the result of an international conference which took 
place at Ruhr University Bochum from April 26th–28th 2012. It was hosted by the 
Zentrum für Mittelmeerstudien (Centre for Mediterranean Studies) which is 
funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research. We would very much 
like to express our gratitude to the Ministry for its financial support. One of the 
aims of the conference was to foster critical approaches to Mediterranean Studies 
and thus we invited several scholars of Mediterranean Studies with different dis-
ciplinary backgrounds to discuss current problems relating to spaces, resources 
and connectivities in the Mediterranean. 

During the conference we received much logistical support from the members 
of the Centre for Mediterranean Studies and we would particularly like to single 
out Eleni Markakidou, Christoph Kremer, Anne Riedel and Stefan Riedel. Editori-
al work of this volume was considerably supported by Anne Riedel to whom we are 
very grateful. Further, Matthias Bley, Andreas Eckl and Stefan Riedel contributed 
to the editing of this volume. We would also like to thank all contributors to the 
conference and all panel chairs and discussants, of whom we would especially like 
to mention Johannes Fabian who chaired the final discussion and gave stimulat-
ing input to the conference. 

 

Achim Lichtenberger and Constance von Rüden    

Bochum, October 2014 
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CONSTANCE VON RÜDEN 

Making the Way through the Sea1 
Experiencing Mediterranean Seascapes in the Second 

Millennium B.C.E. 

Introduction 

Environmental conditions are widely assumed to justify considering the Mediter-
ranean a spatio-temporal entity. Apart from the similar climatic conditions and 
vegetation in coastal areas, the sea itself is often seen as a driving mechanism or as 
an ‘artery of contact’ (van de Mieroop 2005, p.138) which has led to an out-
standing high level of connectivity through the ages and to similarities in people’s 
behavior; an environmental determinism, which implicitly informs many archae-
ological, historical and anthropological approaches. In attempting to support this 
ahistorical assumption, researchers often refer to the Eastern Mediterranean of the 
second Millennium B.C. as the first period of Mediterranean long-distance ex-
change (for example, Abulafia, 2011; Horden and Purcell, 2000, pp.346-348) to 
support their idea with the justification of the longue-durée and with a certain 
authority that derives from antiquity. Hence the imagination of the Mediterrane-
an as a spatial entity is even augmented by a temporal one, which removes not 
only its specific social but also its historical dimension. 

At a first glance the archaeological research on the 2nd Millennium BC seems to 
confirm this idea of the sea as a unifying factor: a huge number of volumes and ar-
ticles have been written about thalassocracies (for example, Säve-Söderbergh, 1946, 
p.41; Sasson, 1966; Lindner, 1981; Hägg and Marinatos, 1984; Wiener, 1989; for 
a critical discussion see Starr, 1955; Knapp, 1993), long-distance exchange (Kemp 
and Merrillees, 1980, pp.278-279; Lambrou-Phillipson, 1990; Gale, 1991; Cline, 
1994; Knapp, 1998; Sherratt and Sherratt, 1991; Bevan, 2007), concepts of an ‘in-
ternational koiné’ (Kantor, 1947; Smith, 1965; Sherratt, 1994; Feldman 2002; 
2006) or even a ‘Mediterranean System’ (van de Mieroop 2005, p.138). But most 
of the studies have concentrated on the distribution of objects, chronological refer-
ences, and attempts to reconstruct exchange systems or to identify cross-cultural in-
fluences on material cultures. They have focused mostly on the sources of raw ma-
terials (for example, Stos-Gale, 1989), the place and time of manufacture of worked 
                      
1 The expression “making the way through…” is borrowed from Ingold’s article “Footprints 

through the weather-world: walking, breathing, knowing” (Ingold, 2010). It is used by him to 
emphasize an improvisatory movement – of ‘going along’ or wayfaring – that is open-ended and 
knows no final destination (Ingold, 2010, p.122). 
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objects (examples are Kemp and Merrillees, 1980, pp.278-279; Lambrou-
Phillipson, 1990; Cline, 1994; Knapp, 1998) or the origin of technical and typo-
logical influences in the archaeological record (examples are Kantor, 1947; Smith, 
1965; Buchholz, 1974; Crowley, 1989; Brysbaert, 2008). As ‘archaeologies of or-
igins’ they essentially describe networks and flows within the Mediterranean 
which is of course a central issue understanding how people from different shores 
came into contact. But at the same time it often neglects the way these exchanged 
objects were used and thus to understand possible common practices, meanings 
or life styles within the Mediterranean, an aspect which still offers a huge field for 
future research. 

Written sources from the second half of the 2nd Millennium B.C.E. might pro-
vide some further insight into common practices in the region: Cuneiform letters, 
written in Akkadian as the commonly used language of the time, have been 
found in palatial archives in Western Asia, Anatolia and Egypt describing trade, 
royal gift exchange, inter-marriage and diplomacy between the different rulers of 
the Eastern Mediterranean and beyond (Liverani, 1990). By addressing one an-
other as brothers, fathers or sons the actors seem to have produced a kind of 
common imaginary kinship.2 

“Sa[y] to Nibmuareya, the k[ing of Egypt], my brother: Thus Tuišeratta, the king 
of [M]ittani, your brother. For me all goes well. For you all go well. For Kelu-Ḫeba 
may all go well. For your household, for your wives, for your sons, for your mag-
nates, for your warriors, for your horses, for your chariots, and in your country, may 
all go very well.” (EA17, Moran, 1987, p.41) 

One might consider this development to be the emergence of a common Eastern 
Mediterranean elite identity during the Late Bronze Age, an identity which was 
also materially expressed in several ways. To display a certain kind of togetherness 
these elites decorated their palaces with similar wall paintings (Niemeier and 
Niemeier, 1998; Niemeier and Niemeier, 2002; Bietak, Marinatos and Palyvou, 
2007; Feldman, 2007; Brysbaert, 2008; Taraqji, 2008; Cline, Yasur-Landau and 
Goshen, 2011; Kamlah and Sader, 2010; von Rüden, 2011) and consumed hybrid 
luxury goods, often labeled as ‘international style’ or ‘international koiné’ objects 
(Kantor, 1947; Smith, 1965; Feldman, 2006). Both aspects, the design of their 
palaces as well as the use of these ‘international koiné’ luxury goods, can be seen 
as evidence of a similar kind of conspicuous consumption (Veblen, 1912) per-
forming a high status vis-à-vis their peers, the rulers of the different political enti-
ties of the Eastern Mediterranean, as well as the local population; a similar, possi-
bly transcultural praxis within the palatial environments of the various elites that 
possibly resulted in an affiliation to a transmediterranean elite identity. 

But these are not the central questions of this paper. Rather, I will discuss 
whether the observed development during the second Millennium can be as-
cribed to the sea as communication medium and if we can trace any difference 

                      
2 For a detailed discussion about the different denomination of kinship s. Franke, 1983. 
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between the networks within the Eastern Mediterranean and the networks of 
non-marine regions, for example, along valleys or rivers such as in Mesopotamia 
or the Danube region? In other words: What makes the Middle Sea so special? 
Does the affordance (Gibson, 1979, p.16) of the all-connecting sea really have a 
specific impact on people’s life style and behavior and do the coastal populations 
necessarily feel the need to explore the sea and make contact with people beyond 
it? Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell consider instability of subsistence agri-
culture in the ‘micro-regions’ of the Mediterranean as a driving mechanism for an 
exchange by sea (Horden and Purcell, 2000, pp.342-400). Such instability can be 
found in most pre-industrialized societies, but does this threat essentially result in 
an affinity with the sea? 

To approach some of these questions I shall explore the way in which people 
in different Mediterranean regions related to the medium ‘sea’ during the second 
Millennium B.C.E.; I shall attempt to trace their experiences with the sea, how 
they generated knowledge by their entanglement with this medium, how the sea 
may be embodied through the practice of everyday life and how this entangle-
ment was materialized in the archaeological record (Rainbird, 2007, p.46). 

Seascapes in the Light of Transport and Wayfaring 

Tim Ingold’s research on the perception of landscapes results in a very interesting 
observation: the distinction between wayfaring and transport (Ingold, 2011). For 
him a wayfarer is “a being who, […], negotiates or improvises a passage as he goes 
along – in his movement his concern is to seek a way through”. Transport by con-
trast is a form of moving which “[…] carries the passenger across a pre-prepared, 
planar surface. […]. The passenger’s concern is literally to get from A to B, ideal-
ly in as short time as possible. What happens along the way is of no consequence, 
and is banished from memory or conscious awareness” (Ingold, 2010, p.120). An 
experience very close to this latter concept is maybe that of today’s underground 
trains – you enter it at a certain point of the city and you surface at another place 
in as short a time as possible, almost with no awareness of the trip. But even to-
day pure transport is an ideal which is never completely achievable in practice. It 
is an ideal of a perfect infrastructure which is desired in our modern capitalistic 
world; a result of our aspiration to waste as little time and energy as possible in 
order to maximize profit. 

Certainly this concept of transport is deeply anachronistic for Bronze Age voy-
aging, but nonetheless it has crucially influenced our perspective on exchange. As 
described above, archaeological research concentrates mainly on the idea of 
transport of goods and its technical needs such as shipbuilding. This functionalist 
approach has often focused on the outcome and the use of exchange, surely influ-
enced by the economic theories of 80s and 90s. In these rather modernist ap-
proaches, only the beginning and the end of a journey is of interest, everything 
which is in between is more or less a loss of time and resources. It is doubtful that 
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this is the reality for any human and surely we cannot approach people’s experi-
ence with the sea during the Bronze Age with such a concept – a period when 
possible dangers, unexpected events and consequently time schedules were much 
less controllable than today. Even if journeys by sea might have reduced travel 
time (Carver, 1990) and allowed bigger volumes of goods to be transported, the 
question arises if the duration and efficiency of the journey was always the crucial 
factor in the Bronze Age? In his study about navigation on Puluwat Atoll in Mi-
cronesia Thomas Gladwin describes how the inhabitants of the islands continued 
voyaging by canoe and experimenting with new construction techniques even 
when more functional or convenient ferry boats had been introduced. Obviously 
there was more to travelling by canoe than mere functional considerations: it had 
a “psychological worth of its own” for these societies (Gladwin, 1970, p.35).  

Therefore we should try to understand the relation of humans with the sea 
more in the sense of Ingold’s wayfarer. In his reflections about the human rela-
tionship to landscape, he considers walking or in his words “making the way 
through” the landscape and the weather-world as “a process of thinking and 
knowing”. This knowledge is formed “along the paths of movement in the course 
of everyday activities” (Ingold, 2010, p.121). Based on Merleau-Ponty’s phenome-
nology (Merleau-Ponty, 1945) Ingold considers earth and sky not as components 
of an external environment with which the socialized or encultured body inter-
acts, but as regions of the bodily existence without which knowledge and memory 
would not be possible - an approach that not only dissolves the body-mind di-
chotomy, but also includes the body-environment relationship. Even though In-
gold does not explicitly refer to the sea or the medium water, his considerations 
hold true for seascapes too. Through daily activities and experiences with this 
medium the knowledge of the practitioner grows, and this knowledge in turn 
shapes the way she or he relates to the sea, the way she or he perceives it.  

So when David Abulafia states that his “‘Mediterranean’ is resolutely the sur-
face of the sea itself, its shores and its islands, particularly the port cities that pro-
vided the main departure and arrival points for those crossing it” (Abulafia, 2011, 
xvii), then this is the perspective of a non-mariner or a person inexperienced with 
the sea . Only for them does the sea appear to be simply a flat, monotonous sur-
face. When an experienced navigator such as, for example, a Puluwatan, “speaks 
of the ocean the words he uses refer not to an amorphous expanse of water but ra-
ther to the assemblage of seaways that constitute the ocean he knows and under-
stands” (Gladwin, 1970, p.34). Therefore Rainbird rightly suggests that in the 
same way as landscapes have to be understood as visionscapes, soundscapes, 
touchscapes and smellscapes, the sea is a textured space and therefore knowable 
(Rainbird, 2007, p.47). Through human experiences, through the body’s sensory 
entanglement the sea becomes part of the wayfarer’s knowledge and personal 
lifeworld (Schütz, 1974; Habermas 1981, p.192). The sensivity to cues in the en-
vironment such as, for example, specific winds, reefs, waves or currents, increases 
with experience and with this knowledge the wayfarer becomes aware of the 
meaning and possible consequences of specific phenomena and acquires the abil-
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ity to respond to these challenges in an appropriate way (Ingold, 2010, p.134, 
p.136). 

Hence by the process of ‘knowledge growing’ the seascape ceases to be an un-
differentiated mass, but is enriched by visual, haptic, audible and olfactory sea-
marks. Saul Riesenberg describes in his study about the navigators of the Atoll 
Puluwat the mnemonic devices and systems of classification for geography and 
star courses as a kind of navigational system. These descriptions3 give us a pre-
cious insight about how the sea might be perceived by those living with and in it. 
For them there are not only distinct coastal features like islands, cliffs, peaks or a 
river mouth, but also underwater elements such as, for example, reefs, sandbanks 
and specific sea beds (Riesenberg, 1976, p.92, p.97, p.99). By the precise descrip-
tion of their shape, their specific vegetation or inhabitants such as, for example, 
seaweeds, shells or clams (Riesenberg, 1976, p.112, pp.114-115, p.119, p.122) it 
is evident that their observations are not restricted to the sea’s surface, but rather 
penetrate it. For their awareness a whole world exists below the surface, a world 
which does not exist for the inexperienced person. Besides it is not only the rela-
tively stable ocean bead which is of importance, but also the seemingly unstable 
water surface, the currents and waves. A wave can indicate a distinct position in 
the sea, for example, the end of the wind shadow of an island, and in some cases 
waves are even named. The same holds true for places with special water qualities 
or locations where the currents collect floating objects (Riesenberg, 1976, p.107, 
p.111, p.113, p.116, p.126). Even more astonishing for non-mariners is the use 
of animals as orientation. Individual fishes, shoals or birds have very distinct habi-
tats and can often be observed in the same area. Schools of bonitos, turtles or par-
rot fishes are known examples (Riesenberg, 1976, p.106, p.116) and in some cas-
es also individual animals like sword fishes, sharks or whales are identified as sea-
marks. Like the above-mentioned locations and waves, they too can bear personal 
names such as, for instance, a very big whale with the name Máŕipeŕip, a large 
swordfish with the name Eherewór, and Apilú, a frigate bird in in the Puluwat 
Atoll (Riesenberg, 1976, p.98, p.103, pp.117-118, p.122). The importance of 
these animals for a mariner of the Pacific is best shown by a narrative entitled ‘Sea 
life’, whose specific aim is to pass this know ledge of the ocean on to the next gen-
eration (Gladwin, 1970, pp.204-207). 

Moreover the sea is not only visually perceived. The coral head Fayitárép 
whose name can be translated as the “coral of the Sound of Surf” (Riesenberg, 
1976, p.100) shows the audible dimension of seamarks, while other aspects are 
perceptible mainly through our haptic sense. A specific wind compass known in 
the Pacific uses the latter sense for navigation (Lewis, 1972, pp.73-76): the direc-
tion of waves and swells can be sensed by the up and down movement of a boat 
and Gladwin points to the fact that Puluwatans “steer by the feel of the waves 

                      
3 While Riesenberg describes only 11 systems of classification, Peter Ochs reports later more than 

70–80 groupings about which he has been told by only one informant (Riesenberg, 1976, p.91, 
Note 2). 
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under the canoe, not visually” (Gladwin, 1970, p.171; Lewis 1972, p.127). Not 
all the seamarks are “real” phenomena in our modern western sense; some of 
them seem to us to be located in the realm of myth. A two-headed whale or Ra-
núkuwel, the whale with two tails, a spirit who lives in a flame, a man in a canoe 
made out of ferns, or vanishing islands are examples of this (Riesenberg, 1976, 
p.101, pp.104-105, pp.108-109, p.112, p.121), but nonetheless they also have to 
be regarded as a part of the inhabitants’ reality of the seascape.  

Furthermore Ingold remarks that a wayfarer is less a surveyor than a narrator. 
She or he does not classify every experience, but rather relates every impression to 
the occurrences that paved the way for it. The wayfarer’s knowledge is not classifi-
catory, as we are familiar with it in scientific approaches, but storied, ‘not synop-
tic but open-ended and exploratory’ (Ingold, 2010, p.128; 2011) – therefore the 
landscape becomes a story for those living in it (Ingold, 1993, pp.162-163). The 
same holds true for seascapes, an observation which is in line with the narrative 
maps of seafarers. In the above-described systems of the Puluwat Atoll the narra-
tor often imagines himself in a canoe, following a path from place to place (Rie-
senberg, 1976, p.91). This individual wayfarer of the sea, the narrator of the nav-
igational systems, draws his or her tale from the sea, a tale which also has mean-
ing for other practiced mariners with whom she or he shares similar experiences 

Fig.1: Stick chart with the representation of a reef 
(photo courtesy of the Völkerkundemuseum der J. 
& E. von Portheim-Stiftung Heidelberg). 
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and a similar lifeworld. Hence these individual experiences and knowledges are 
shared within their societies, they are passed on from generation to generation ei-
ther through storytelling, through dancing (Lewis, 1972) or through song (Rie-
senberg, 1976, p.92; Rainbird, 2007, p.46) or by a materialized representation of 
this information such as, for example, the stick charts that we know from the 
Marshall Islands (fig.1) (Davenport, 1964). Therefore seascapes can also become 
part of communal narrations, myths and rituals and associated with collective 
memories (Tilley, 1999, p.177). By all these stories, by their collective produc-
tion and consumption the individual sea experience of the wayfarer becomes part 
of the group’s lifeworld and the perception of the sea acquires a social and historic 
dimension; a dimension, which in turn has an impact on how the sea is experi-
enced and expressed both materially and literally. With these insights into the 
sea-realities of practitioners, the question arises if such a complex awareness and 
narration might also be traceable in the archaeological and literal record of the 
Second Millennium B.C.E. 

Relating to the Sea – Literally and Materially Produced Realities 

To shed light on people’s experiences and knowledge of Bronze Age seascapes, I 
want to trace sea-related practices and their implied knowledge as well as the way 
they represent the sea in the written and materially produced realities. I have cho-
sen three regions: Egypt, the northern Levant and Crete, broadly during the mid-
dle of the 2nd millennium B.C. E. but of course I do not consider them as strict 
cultural and social units. Furthermore it is not my aim to draw a complete pic-
ture of sea-related activities and images in these regions and to compare them one 
by one - an impossible task within the frame of this article. Rather I want to high-
light by comparison the diverse possibilities of relating to this medium and the 
integration of different knowledges in the respective local lifeworlds and to en-
courage further research in this direction. 

All three regions possess an extensive coast line and were involved in the vi-
brant exchange system of the Eastern Mediterranean during the second Millenni-
um B.C.E. At least since the beginning of the Millennium big sea-going sailing 
ships were available to all of them (Casson, 1995, fig.39) and long journeys across 
the open sea, navigation at night and sailing at an angle to the wind were possible 
(Berg, 2007). 

Egypt and the Nile Delta 

In Egypt relations with other Mediterranean regions had existed the latest since 
the Early Dynastic Period, but for the Old Kingdom we have the first evidence 
that Lebanese cedar wood was imported by ship from the city of Byblos in the 
central Levant. What is not made explicit in this source is whether these ships 
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were navigated by people from the Levant or from Egypt (Wilkinson, 2000, 
pp.141-142). The depiction of a sea-going vessel in the sun temple of Sahura (5th 
Dynasty) might shed some light on that question. The crew members are depict-
ed in an ‘Asiatic way’ with beards, which suggests that this is a ‘Byblos ship’ 
(Vinson, 2009, p.3). The term ‘Byblos Ship’ (kbnt) is known to us through a 6th 
Dynasty inscription which tells us about the return of the corpse of an Egyptian 
overseer of the construction of ‘Byblos boats’ in Western Asia (Strudwick, 2005, 
p.335). Hence voyages across the Mediterranean were indubitably undertaken, 
but there is no evidence of the participation of ‘Egyptians’ as practitioners, that is, 
as sailors or navigators. The same lack of evidence holds true for the Middle 
Kingdom, even though travel on the Middle Sea was surely prevalent (Watrous, 
1998). More information is available about ‘Egyptian’ navigation on the Red Sea. 
The Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor dating to the Middle Kingdom (Baines, 
1990) and the archaeological findings in Marsa Gawasis (Sayed, 1977) reflect 
Egyptian efforts to find easy access to the mines of the Sinai by sea.  

There is more evidence for the New Kingdom. But despite the rich sources 
from this period and Torgny Säve-Söderbergh’s intensive search and desire for an 
Egyptian navy or even Egyptian supremacy over the sea during the 18th Dynasty 
(Säve-Söderbergh, 1946, p.42), the data is scarce and often not very compelling. 
Among the most interesting sources are the dockyard annals of Thutmose III, 
which mention sea-going ships in the river harbor Perunefer. The vessels are 
called sk.tj, Byblos (kpn) or Keftiu/Cretan (Kftjw) ships and we can assume that 
their names reflect their origin in these regions (Glanville, 1931, p.116; 1932, 
p.36) and not in Egypt. This assumption is supported by the fact that one of the 
very few depictions of sea-going vessels4 in the Theban tomb of Kenamun, the 
‘Superintendant of Perunefer’, has a ‘Syrian’ crew (fig.2). Is this ‘dominance’ of 
non-‘Egyptian’ sea-going ships in the written or iconographic record only due to 

                      
4 See also the depictions of the expedition to Punt on the Red Sea (for example, Duemichen, 1868, 

pl.1). 

Fig.2: Depiction of a sea-going ship with Syrian crew in the tomb of Kenamun (after 
Aruz et al., 2008, fig.98). 
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the scarce preservation? Does it only reflect Kenamun’s desire to emphasize the 
‘international’ character of his responsibilities in Perunefer or does it simply rep-
resent a reality of daily life in the harbor town? From texts we know that Pe-
runefer, whether we identify it with Tell el Dabca or locate it in the area of Mem-
phis, was a multicultural place. The population also included many people from 
Western Asia, and ‘Asiatic’ cults flourished (see, for example, Bietak, 2009; 2011, 
pp.22-23). At least we should take into consideration that the Western Asian 
presence might not only be attributable to the Hyksos’ heritage, but also to the 
multicultural character of the harbor town and its possible attraction for skilled 
navigators and sailors from the Levant – no matter whether they were hired by 
the city states of Western Asia or by the Pharaoh. A preponderance of Western 
Asian navigators and seamen within the ‘Egyptian’ sphere might explain why 
Säve-Söderbergh searched in vain for official titles for marine personnel of the 
18th Dynasty (Säve-Söderbergh, 1946, pp.93-94).5 This assumption might even 
be supported by the much later ‘Tale of Wenamun’ (Third Intermediate Period) 
which describes Wenamuns’s sea voyage to Byblos and Cyprus with a non-
‘Egyptian’ crew (Lichtheim, 1976, pp.224-230). Of course we cannot view the 
tale as a historical report, and this detail might simply reflect the loss of Egyptian 
power over the sea after the Late Bronze Age, though it might also mirror a cus-
tomary practice of hiring foreign crews. Furthermore the Mediterranean is re-
ferred to in this text as the ‘great sea of Syria’ (using the Semitic term yam, 
Lichtheim, 1976, pp.224-230); this is possibly not only a geographical denomi-
nation, but also an indication that the Mediterranean was regarded as an integral 
part of the ‘Syrian’ rather than the ‘Egyptian’ sphere. This is not to say that Egyp-
tians were not able to build and navigate sea-going vessels during this period. We 
know from the Punt reliefs (Duemichen, 1868, pl.1) that they were capable of 
doing so, at least for voyages in the Red Sea, and a letter of Ramses II shows that 
distinct knowledge about ship building existed at the very end of the Late Bronze 
Age (Edel, 1994, pp.186-187).6  

Despite Egypt’s intensive Mediterranean exchange during the Second Millen-
nium there is hardly any evidence for ‘Egyptian’ navigators or sailors in the Medi-
terranean in the written and iconographical sources. This lack of evidence is sur-
prising, especially because we encounter several references to people from West-
ern Asia practicing these skills. Either they were rarely practiced by Egyptians or 
those Egyptian practitioners were not considered to be of sufficient interest to 
warrant depicting or reporting about them.7 

                      
5 Vandersleyen even argues that they do not exist at all (Vandersleyen, 2008, p.125). 
6 In this letter the Pharaoh refers to a ship he has sent to the Hittite king, so that the carpenters of 

the latter can copy it and produce a drawing. However, Ramses II might not have been primarily 
interested in the spread of information about ship building, but in using the famous skills of the 
Hittite carpenters for his own interests. 

7 Furthermore the Horus Way, the land connection from Egypt via Sinai to the Levant, was still 
the usual route for trade and military campaigns to the Levant. 
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This was evidently not the only facet of the Mediterranean that was disregarded. 
For example, there is no explicit description of the animals native to this body of 
water. This is particularly surprising because fishing is a very prominent topic in 
Egyptian iconography though depictions of this activity are restricted to Nile or 
marsh scenes. In these contexts the fish were drawn in such detail that we can 
identify most of the species (Brewer and Friedman, 1989). The inhabitants’ 
knowledge of these species might mirror the interest and importance of these re-
source-rich regions for the population. The Nile had an abundance of fish, and 
Nile perch and fresh-water shells were even exported to the Southern Levant and 
Cyprus (Reese, Mienis and Woodward, 1986). The fact that these animals are 
depicted in detail in their natural habitat reflects the practitioner’s knowledge of 
underwater fauna, and obviously these riverscapes were an integral part of peo-
ple’s lifeworld. Similar illustrations, but of Red Sea species, can be seen below the 
depictions of Hatshepsut’s Punt ships in Deir al- Bahari. Here, too, the animals 
are mostly identifiable with fish living today in the Red Sea (Doenitz, 1868, 
pp.46-47, pl.20-24) and therefore reflect a very good knowledge of the local sea 
life, while similar representations of the Mediterranean are unknown. Even 
though it is difficult to argue on this lack of evidence, it seems that the Egyptian 
convention of depicting, or one can almost say listing in detail, what is below the 
water surface is restricted to the Nile and the Red Sea. Again the question rises if 
it was simply not of interest to depict the Mediterranean Sea in such a detailed 
way or if this body of water and its dwellers were less known? 

The few available archaeozoological data seem to confirm the subordinate role 
of the Mediterranean Sea as a food resource, at least in the nearby Nile Delta. 
One of the rare examples of a sea fish is a mullet found in a storage jar in the pa-
latial district of F/I in Tell el Dabca on the Pelusiac branch of the Nile. But obvi-
ously only those sea fish which can adjust to brackish water and were therefore 
able to swim upstream have been detected in the archaeological record (Boess-
neck and von den Driesch, 1992, pp.42-43; von den Driesch, 1986). Hence they 
could have been fished in the brackish water of the Nile Delta and cannot be 
used as evidence for fishing activities in the Middle Sea. Also, there is little evi-
dence of collecting in the littoral zone. A small number of murex shells (Murex 
brandaris) and some other marine shells (a few are pierced and used as jewelry, as 
for example some Cerastodermae) are known from the site of Tell el Dabca 
(Boessneck and von den Driesch, 1992, p.44). Furthermore, there is evidence of 
sea shells and corals in a workshop of F/II, probably used as raw material8, and 
crushed shells have also been detected as filler for the wall paintings of the palatial 
district of the Thutmosite period (Brysbaert, 2007, p.155). In limited amounts 
shells obviously entered different craft productions in the Nile Delta, but it is of-
ten hard to say whether they were imported from the Red Sea or the Mediterra-

                      
8 Beneath corals, Tridacna, partly burned and some Pinna shells, which might hint at a sea silk 

production, also some cuttlebone from H/VI Karl Kunst, personal communication. 
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nean.9 Nonetheless some collecting activity in the littoral zone can be assumed, 
though unfortunately archaeozoological evidence from sites directly on the coast 
and therefore immediate evidence of activities in the littoral zone of the Mediter-
ranean is very limited. Due to the alluvial deposits in the delta the ancient coast 
line and therefore coastal sites are difficult to trace. An exception might be the 
very small Late Bronze Age site of Marsa Matruh which is about three hundred 
kilometers west of modern Alexandria, hence west of the delta. Different species 
from the littoral zone and open-water fish like mackerel as well as marine inverte-
brates like Monodonta and Patella, the latter probably collected for food, have 
been documented. This evidence speaks for active interaction with the sea in 
terms of collecting in the littoral zone as well as coastal and even open-water fish-
ing by the few inhabitants (Reese and Rose, 2002, pp.89-92, pp.97-101). But be-
cause of its remote location the site cannot be considered representative of the 
Nile valley. 

After looking at sea voyaging, fishing and collecting as possible sea-related 
practices and hence possible experiences for the inhabitants of ancient Egypt, we 
finally come to the topic of how the Mediterranean itself was described in the dif-
ferent sources. In recent research there has been intensive discussion about the 
term Wadj-Wer, ‘the great green’ (w3ḏ-wr), and which regions were named by 
this appellation (see, for example, Kitchen, 2000; Vandersleyen, 1999; 2008; 
Quack, 2002). The traditional identification of Wadj-Wer as primarily the Medi-
terranean Sea has been challenged by Vandersleyen10, who proposes that the term 
should be used exclusively for places within Egypt. Among others he lists, for ex-
ample, the Nile itself, the delta, the Fayoum oasis and generally the flood of the 
Nile, but he excludes the Mediterranean (Vandersleyen, 1999; 2008). Even if we 
do not follow his rather radical exclusion of the Mediterranean (for a discussion 
see Kitchen, 2000; Quack, 2002), his study has again drawn attention to the 
multiple meanings and contexts of the term and that it clearly also covers differ-
ent lakes and marshes. It seems that there is no distinctive term, no specific char-
acterization for the sea; we are merely confronted by a broad amalgam of several 
water-related areas. From the Hyksos period onwards the Semitic term yam en-
ters the written sources of Egypt (Vandersleyen, 1999, pp.127-128) and converg-
es with indigene narratives. This is consistent with the introduction of different 
Asiatic cults and gods as well as influences of Western Asian mythological narra-
tives (Kaiser, 1959, pp.78-91; Stadelman, 1967), beneath the cult of Baal 
Zaphon. Manfred Bietak hints at the fact that the cult of Seth/Baal Zaphon con-
tinued in Tell el Dabca from the Hyksos period until Ramesside times, fulfilling 
his role as the god of seafaring and sailing, a role which could not be assumed by 
any Egyptian god (Bietak, 2011, pp.23-24). His introduction into the harbor 

                      
9 Kunst, 2009, Karl Kunst personal communication. 
10 He considers the same for the term Yam, the Western Asian word for the sea, since the Second 

Millennium also used in Egypt. Vandersleyen sees it as an equivalent to Wadj-Wer (Vanders-
leyen, 1999, pp.87-128). 
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town of Tell el Dabca probably due to a lack of an indigenous deity with these 
characteristics could be compared to the introduction of the Levantine term yam 
in the light of the rather unspecific or broad meaning of the Egyptian term Wadj-
Wer. 

There is only sparse evidence in the archaeozoological, iconographical and 
written records that the inhabitants of ancient Egypt were actively involved in 
practices in and with the Mediterranean Sea such as, for example, navigating, sail-
ing, fishing or collecting. This stands in stark contrast to the iconographical rep-
resentation of riverscapes and marshes which show the inhabitants’ intimate 
knowledge of the river and fresh water fish. It gives the impression that the Medi-
terranean was a largely neglected sphere and that the knowledge acquired through 
everyday experience with this medium were relatively limited. If this indeed was 
the reality for most ‘Egyptians’, the rather blurred use of the term Wadj-Wer as 
an appellation for the Mediterranean is not very surprising.  

Ugarit and Northern Syria 

From Egyptian texts and iconography we have already gleaned information about 
the active role of Levantine sailors and merchants voyaging in the Mediterranean 
Sea. But the written sources from Late Bronze Age Ugarit give us an even deeper 
insight into these practices on the Northern Levantine coast. Two administrative 
texts listed 75 ships categorized into several types (for example, anyt-mlk, any-
alṯy, anyt yam). Linder proposes that they are based on a multi-purpose vessel 
that was transformed by modifications in construction and composition of the 
crew into merchant ships, troopers and warships (Linder, 1981, p.40).11 The ves-
sels were crewed by skilled seafarers, described as captains, commanders and sail-
ors (malaḫḫe or mare malaḫḫe), and by unskilled crew members such as rowers 
and warriors (Linder, 1981, p.40). In contrast to the Egyptian sources there is no 
reason to believe that these people were not recruited from the city state of Uga-
rit, and the clear distinction between the different occupations reflects the admin-
istration’s awareness and knowledge of the skills involved as well as well as first-
hand experience of them. 

It is also of interest that shipwrights were mentioned in the Ugaritic text 
(Linder, 1981, pp.40-41). Hence technical knowledge of ship construction and 
specialized craftspeople were available in the city. The skill of boat and ship 
building involves not only technical knowledge, but also a deep understanding of 
sailing practice; the ship builder needs to be intimately familiar with the strength 
of currents and winds and to know how these elements interrelated with the ma-
teriality of the ship. These aspects, the knowledge these craftspeople share with 
sailors, create a bond between the practice of sailing and ship building (Kirby and 
Hinkkanen, 2000, pp.99-100; Rainbird, 2007, p.63). The execution of the latter 
                      
11 UT 319, UT 2085.  
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in the harbor, on land, brings parts of the sailor’s lifeworld to the sphere of the 
city, one possible way the broader community of Ugarit might have encountered 
this craft and the sea.  

On the subject of fishing there is only indirect evidence in a text that lists two 
thousand sardines and fifteen squid, the latter called “arrow-with-two-beautiful 
eyes” (Dietrich, Loretz and Sanmartín, 1995, No.4.247, pp.23-27), both species 
can be fished in the littoral zone, for example, by using nets cast from a boat. By 
practicing this method of fishing a certain interaction with marine life is almost 
inescapable. Such an experience might be reflected in the Baal Cycle, a series of 
mythological stories about the god Baal. Here the appetite of a dolphin is used to 
describe the hunger of Mot, god of the nether world.  

“My craving is the lion’s in the desert, 
The appetite of the dolphin of the sea, 
Buffalo (that) rushes to the pond, […]”  

(Pope, 1981, p.167). 

To use a dolphin as a metaphor for appetite implies knowledge about the hunting 
technique of dolphins. This might be an unusual choice of description for a non-
mariner, but not for a person who is familiar with the sea. Dolphins usually hunt 
in a group, encircling a shoal of fish before picking their prey at an enormous 
speed and swallowing them whole – a behavior which might be interpreted par-
ticularly greedy or hungry. Such a scene is easily observed by fishermen practicing 
net fishing from their boats. Both dolphins and fishermen are eager for the same 
prey and casual encounters are known to be common. The text passage therefore 
gives the impression that the personal experiences of fishermen have entered the 
myth, the communal narrative of the society. Obviously it was sufficiently pre-
sent and relevant as a part of people’s life world, as an integral part of the com-
munal knowledge for the metaphor to be understandable to the community at 
large. This is not the only instance where fishing at sea plays a role in the mythi-
cal sphere of Ugarit. It is mentioned a second time in the same mythological con-
text, when the goddess Asherat sends fishermen out to sea to catch fresh fish for 
expected guests (Smith and Pitard, 2009, p.78, 1.4 II); apparently fresh fish was a 
much appreciated food. Even though the Ugaritic lists of offerings mentioned 
fish less often than meat (Dietrich, Loretz and Sanmartín, 1995, No.1.1906, 
pp.21-23), it nonetheless had a significant role in rituals. On a cylinder seal from 
Alalakh, just a few kilometers north of Ugarit, an offering table with a fish is de-
picted in front of a seated god (Collon, 1975, p.105). 

But fishing and fish are not restricted to the spheres of myth, rituals and gods; 
rather they were an essential aspect of daily life. This is evidenced by several find-
ings of fishing equipment. For example, the fishing weights in the shape of a 
miniature anchor found at the Acropolis of Ugarit (Frost, 1991, p.365) can be in-
terpreted as a fisherman’s votive, maybe offered in the hope of a safe journey or a 
good catch. Another very interesting observation has been made by Honor Frost. 
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Relating to old descriptions and photographs by Claude Schaeffer she presents 
the find context of more fishing equipment. It was detected together with three 
different kinds of shells (beneath a triton, Cymatiidae Charonia Sequenze Linné, 
and a tun, Tonna Galea Linné) as an obviously intentional deposition in the so-
called maison funéraire (Frost, 1991, pl.IX). Hence not only fishing equipment 
as a probable symbol for this practice was deposited in the city center, but also 
objects originating from the sea. Clearly somebody has chosen to bring them 
from depths of the ocean into the human ritual sphere. It will remain unclear to 
us whether these shells have an apotropaic quality or whether they might symbol-
ize specific places such as, for example, important fishing grounds, but it is surely 
not too far-fetched to consider these rituals as an attempt to control the sea and 
secure fishing fortune with the help of the gods. 

From a practitioner’s perspective fishing by boat and trade by sea are not en-
tirely different activities. Despite their different aims, the experiences of fisher-
men and traders in seeking their way through the sea are in many regards compa-
rable and in some cases even interwoven. Fishing was often conducted on trade 
ships to secure a supply of food on board; this aspect is evidenced by the fishing 
equipment discovered on the Late Bronze Age shipwreck of Ulu Burun (Yalçin, 
Pulak and Slotta, 2005, pp.628-629, cat.-nos.184, 185). Whether one is travelling 
on a trade ship or a fishing boat the wayfarer has to be aware of the clouds, the 
wind and weather (Ingold, 2005), different sea beds, the movement of birds and 
fish as well as different currents. The boat and the sail are extensions of the body 
(Rainbird, 2007, p.53) through which one feels the rising and falling of the 
waves, the currents, wind and weather (Ingold, 2010). Such were surely sensual 
experiences of the sailors of Ugarit. Additionally we can assume an animal-human 
interaction which is even reflected in the dolphin metaphor, which entered the 
literally produced realities of the inhabitants of the city. 

In Minet el Beidha, the harbor of Ugarit immediately on the Syrian coast, 
countless fragments of crushed murex shells have been excavated (Schaeffer, 
1929, p.290, p.293, p.296; 1938, p.38). This finding implies an intensive collect-
ing practice in the littoral zone around Ugarit; an activity which is also substanti-
ated by a text listing two hundred purple snails (Dietrich, Loretz and Sanmartín, 
1995, No.4.247, pp.23-27). Murex can be used, for example, as food, as bait or 
as filler for wall paintings and pottery, but the immense mass of crushed shells in 
Minet el Beidha speaks for the very complex process of dye extraction. Its use as a 
color is also referred to in a mythological text from Ugarit, where the goddess 
Anat employed it as a cosmetic. 

“She beautified herself with mure[x] 
[Whose] extract from the sea [is a thousand fields]” 

(Smith and Pitard, 2009, p.71, 1.3 III, 1-2) 

Huge amounts of murex are needed for dyeing textiles. They are usually caught 
in traps, a practice which implies a very good knowledge of their habitats and be- 
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havior (Karali, 1999, p.43). The sheer amount found here points to a very regular 
activity and therefore a habitual interaction with the coastal zone of the sea. One 
can hardly imagine that such an intensive coastal activity does not go hand in 
hand with an intimate knowledge of especially rocky coastlines and their animal 
and plant life, resulting in a much broader collecting activity on the shore, for ex-
ample, for other kinds of shells, salt or sea urchins, which did not enter the ar-
chaeological record. 

The sea is also a mythical entity in Ugarit. It is extensively described as Yam in 
the above mentioned ‘Baal Cycle’ and later even introduced into the Egyptian 
myths. As a god Yam is the personified sea and river and in the ‘Baal Cycle’ his 
role as the raging and untamed sea is emphasized (Smith and Pitard, 2009, 
p.247). In order to become king, the weather god Baal has to subdue Yam who 
despotically ruled over the gods and is hence described as a threat. Against this 
background it is very interesting to note that in Ugarit it is not Yam who is 
wooed by sacrifices and prayers to ensure a safe sea journey. And in the lists of 
gods, too, he is one of the last and rarely receives offerings at all (Cornelius and 
Niehr, 2004, p.52). If an Ugaritian wants to exert influence over the sea Yam, she 
or he has to do so through the virtually omnipresent god Baal. According to the 
myths his role is to control and subdue Yam. A locally cut cylinder seal of the 
Hyksos period in Tel el Dabca (13th Dynasty) illustrates this constellation very 
nicely (fig.3): Baal is shown with each foot resting on a mountain and faces to the 
left (Bietak, 2011, p.22, fig.6). His right arm is raised and he holds a club in his 
hand as if threatening the sea, which is depicted with a ship on the left-hand side 
on a slightly lower level. A very famous Baal stele found at the acropolis of Ugarit 
shows a similar iconographical composition. Again Baal is portrayed with a club 
and is directly placed above two wavy lines: one probably represents the moun-
tains, Baal’s home, the other the subdued sea Yam (Cornelius and Niehr, 2004, 
p.46, fig.71). Here, too, Baal controls the sea, a medium which seems to be re-
garded as dangerous and often hostile and which should not be trusted despite its 
manifold resources. Specifically the latter perspective is referred to in an incanta-
tion text, which describes how Yam should be tied to the mountains, the sphere 
of Baal, so that he is unable to rise again (de Moor, 1996, pp.155-157). Taming 

Fig.3: Cylinder seal with the depiction of Baal and the sea from Tell el Dabca (cour-
tesy of Prof. Dr. Manfred Bietak). 
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and controlling the sea means therefore to bring it into Baal’s sphere. We could 
speculate whether this control might also be expressed by bringing sea-related ob-
jects into Baal’s sphere. Does a fisher who deposits his or her equipment and ex-
travagant shells within Ugarit, the city of Baal, seek to control Yam with the 
power of Baal? The deposition of shells in Ugarit stands in clear contrast to the 
above-mentioned rather functional use of shells as bait, food or raw material for 
different crafts in Tell el Dabca or Marsa Matruh. 

Such an assumption is in line with the custom of offering anchors to Baal. An-
chors have been found throughout the city, but they have been mainly erected 
within the district of Baal’s temple on the acropolis or incorporated in the latter’s 
temenos wall (fig.4) (Frost, 1991, pp.375-80). Similar practices can be observed 
at the obelisk temple at Byblos (Dunand, 1950, nos.13035, 13036; Frost 1991, 
p.359), at the temple of Kition on Cyprus (Karageorghis and Demas, 1985, plan 
II) and even in a shrine in Mersa Gawasis on the Red Sea (Galili, Sharvit and 
Artzy, 1994, p.94). The anchors found in Ugarit have no marks of wear and also 
their often tremendous weight suggests they were not actually used at sea (weight: 
125-600kg) (Frost 1991, p.357, p.59, p.362), but nonetheless their relation to 
practices and perils at sea cannot be denied. As Frost writes, “anchors save ships 
in danger of being dashed to pieces” (Frost, 1991, p.367) and it is in the context 
of these existential experiences that the origin of their symbolism in this ritual 

Fig.4: Plan of the Baal-temenos in Ugarit with the find spots of anchors marked in 
grey, after Frost (1991, fig.1b). 
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might have lain. Did the sailors ‘anchor’ at the temple, to be materially connected 
to the harbor? To be anchored in Ugarit in case of storms or unsuspected cur-
rents? We can imagine that they produced an additional anchor as an offering be-
fore they set sail, before they ventured into the uncanny medium of the sea. This 
idea would also be consistent with the temple’s function as a seamark. The 20m 
high, almost tower-shaped temple could have been sighted by arriving ships long 
before the white rocks of the harbor at Minet el Beida (Frost, 1991, p.355). This 
material connection to the security of the coast can be also observed in other con-
texts. Frost hints at the fact that anchors were also placed at the head or bottom 
of wells (Frost, 1991, p.362) and, hence indicating that fresh water was one of the 
most urgent supplies for sea voyages. Obviously the Levantine sailors wished to 
symbolically bind their ships to the coast, particularly to the protective sphere of 
Baal who controls not only the sea, but as the storm god also the weather; both 
media are of immense importance to sailors and fishers. Despite the manifold us-
es of the medium sea and the diverse available knowledge considering currents, 
winds and animals, the Mediterranean and its personification as Yam is regarded 
more as an external hostile entity, as the “other”, which has to be controlled. 
Sailors do not appease Yam himself with their offerings; they rarely incorporate 
him in their own ritual sphere.12 Their way of relating to the sea was largely guid-
ed by the attempt to control, to subordinate it with the help of Baal; anchors, 
fishing equipment and shells were brought to Baal’s city or even his temple rather 
as Yam was tied to Baal’s mountain in the above-mentioned incarnation text. It is 
interesting that there is no depiction of the god Yam and the rare representation 
of the sea shows it from the outside, as a surface; an aspect which is in clear con-
trast to what we can observe on Crete. 

Crete 

In contrast to the Northern Levant and the Nile valley, Crete does not offer 
many readable written sources from the second Millennium B.C.E. Only at the 
very end of the Late Bronze Age do the Linear B tablets shed some light on life 
on the island. Nonetheless the archaeological record describes the inhabitants’ re-
lation to the sea in such manifold ways that a comprehensive treatment of the 
topic is impossible within the frame of this article. Hence I will restrict the last 
section to some examples which might be of significance for a comparison with 
the regions treated above. 

‘Minoan’ iconography supplies us with several hints about the different ways 
humans traveled on the sea. The various sea-going vessels displayed on seals of the 

                      
12 The same attitude becomes evident in a mythical text. The two marine monsters tunnanu and 

anharu should not be simply avoided or appeased with offerings. Instead the fishermen should 
catch and therefore control them (de Moor, 1987, p.306, p.308). 
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2nd Millennium B.C.E. range from large sailing ships (fig.5) (for example, CMS 
VIII 106, or CMS II, 2 100) to canoe-like boats (fig.6) (for example, CMS II, 3 
252). Rather as Lindner proposes for Ugarit, one may assume that Cretan sailing 
ships might have served as multi-purpose vessels with which the Cretans were ac-
tively involved in long-distance voyages in the Eastern Mediterranean. The icon-
ographical compositions in which the smaller boats are often embedded on gold 
signet rings hint at a ritual context (for example, CMS II, 3 252), but similar 
boats are assumed to have been in use for daily transport or fishing in the littoral 
zone. The latter activity is also traceable in the zooarchaeological record. The few 
available studies on fish bones show that at least littoral species were quite com-
monly fished. Fish vertebrae have been found in plain barrel-shaped pots in the 
South-West Basement of the palace of Knossos (Evans, 1921, p.555) as well as 
inside pots from various contexts in Kommos (Powell, 1996, pp.57-58) while the 
remains of cuttlefish have been detected both in Kommos and Pyrgos (Powell, 
1996, p.47). More difficult to trace are fishing activeties on the open sea, a more 
complex and dangerous task than fishing in the littoral zone and which required 
special knowledge. Up to now the actual role of seafood in the diet of the coastal 
population sadly remains obscure. Isotope data are only available from the ceme-
tery in Armenoi (LM III) in the Cretan heartland and it is not surprising that in 
this region seafood formed only a very small part of the diet (Reynard and Hedg-
es, 2008). 

As in Ugarit, collecting in shallow waters and on the rocky shore was the usual 
practice. Murex shells have been found at several sites such as, for example, in 
Mallia, Palaikastro, Knossos and on the island of Kouphonisi, and their condition 
and number often speak for the extraction of purple dye (Reese, 1987; 1980, p.80; 
Papadakis, 1983, pp.58-65). This interpretation is supported by the references to 
purple dye and cloth in the Knossian Linear B texts of the later periods (Palaima, 

Fig.5: Depiction of a sailing 
ship on a Minoan seal, CMS 
VIII, 106 (courtesy of Corpus 
Minoischer Siegel). 

Fig.6: Depiction of a canoe-like boat on a 
Minoan seal, CMS II,3 252 (courtesy of 
Corpus Minoischer Siegel). 
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1992, list (7) p.474). As in the case of Ugarit, huge amounts of murex had to be 
collected for this purpose, necessitating the use of traps and a good knowledge of 
the animal’s habitats and food preferences (Powell, 1996, p.94). But these are not 
the only shells to be documented in the archaeological record. Large numbers 
originated from the Middle Minoan II/III kouloures in Knossos and can proba-
bly be considered as food refuse (Evans, 1935, pp.104-105). Further findings orig-
inate from Mallia (Karali, 1999, p.15), Tylissos, Phaistos, Palaikastro, Pseira, Mo-
chlos and Kommos (Powell, 1996, pp.46-47; Karali, 1999, p.16). Species such as 
patellae were probably used as bait for fishing (Reese, 1987), while the cardium 
might simply have been eaten as it is nowadays. Thus it is very surprising that 
some of the latter, very common species were also deposited at the peak sanctuary 
of Mount Yuchtas and the well-known Temple Repository of the palace of Knos-
sos (Evans, 1921, p.517, fig.378), an aspect to which I will return in the later part 
of this section. 

This intimate knowledge of the coastal area and its animal and plant life prob-
ably was not restricted to the gathering of clams. We have evidence for the collec-
tion of crabs in Knossos, while sea urchins have been found in Chania, in the 
Unexplored Mansion in Knossos and in Kommos (Powell, 1996, p.47). The way 
in which the latter might have been collected can be seen by the preservation of 
such a vessel filled with sea urchins from the site of Akrotiri in the Cyclades 
(Marinatos, 1972, pl.86). Furthermore while one was making his or her way 
through the rocky sea shore, sea salt might also have been gathered on the rocky 
shore either to season food or to preserve perishable food. 

Triton and conch shells have been excavated in settlements, tombs and sanctu-
aries of the palatial and postpalatial period (Evans, 1921, p.221, pp.580-581; 
Reese, 1990; Karali, 1999, pp.22-24,). These species are usually at home in deep-
er waters (Karali, 1999, p.22) and it can be assumed that such large shells are 
rarely washed up unbroken on the shore where they could be easily collected. 
This would support the thesis that they were also brought to the surface by div-
ing, a practice well-known until recently from Cretan sponge divers (Papadakis, 
1983, pp.58-65). If we consider this as a possibility, it would open another field 
of human experience on Crete. In the introduction I tried to contrast an inexpe-
rienced person’s perception of the sea with that of a navigator from Puluwat At-
oll. While the former generally regards the sea as a flat surface, the latter is not 
only aware of the sea routes, wind and currents, but also the seabed, reefs and an-
imals - the space below the surface. This space is experienced by a diver even 
more intensively and with more dimensions. As she or he makes her or his way 
through this medium a diver is not restricted to the visual aspects of this world 
seen from above, but actually feels the water and is able to touch the rocks and 
plants on the sea floor. Entering the medium, the diver cannot breathe - an essen-
tial difference to the world above the surface. Moreover, he or she experiences a 
virtual absence of gravity, feels the pressure increase while diving deeper and 
gains, in contrast to the medium air, the ability to move three-dimensionally. 
This very specific encounter with the sea might have an impact on the practition-
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er’s personal perception of the sea. But one might ask if this personal experience 
entered the communal knowledge and if this might be reflected in the communi-
ty’s materially produced realities of the sea? 

There has been extensive discussion about the ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ representation 
of sea creatures in ‘Minoan’ iconography and whether they are based on people’s 
observations of and experiences with these animals (for example, Berg, 2011, 
pp.121-127 with bibliography). This is particularly true of the representation of 
the octopus and nautilus on the ‘Palace Style’ and ‘Marine Style’ pottery which 
brings us finally to a very important aspect -- the relation between representations 
in art and material production and the way people perceived their environment. 
Of course artistic expression cannot be considered a one to one translation of 
people’s perceived surroundings, but as we have already seen in the above referred 
example it is surely not completely disconnected from their life world. Therefore 
John Berger is very probably right to ask the ‘naïve question’ about what all 
painting from the Palaeolithic period until today has in common: 

“Every painted image announces: I have seen this, or, when the making of the im-
age was incorporated into a tribal ritual: We have seen this. The this refers to the 
sight represented.” (Berger, 2001, 14) 

He considers painting first as “an affirmation of the visible which surrounds us”. 
But he also emphasizes the characteristic of the visible to appear and disappear 
and suggests that the latter perhaps gives the impulse to paint. In his view it is the 
“surety (the permanence) which painting strives to find” (Berger, 2001, p.14) 
through an “encounter between painter and model - even if the model is a moun-
tain or a shelf of empty medicine bottles” (Berger, 2001, p.15). This very broad 
and maybe too obvious relation between painter and model is often buried under 
modern art theory, but nonetheless it is a very intriguing aspect for our present 
challenge of understanding the relation between ‘Minoan’ iconography and the 
life world of the inhabitants of Crete, even though we will hardly grasp its exact 
nature. 

A closer look at the Cretan ‘Marine Style’ pottery allows us to observe some re-
sults of this encounter between the painter or the society producing the pots and 
the model, the seascapes and its dwellers. The depiction of different shells and sea 
urchins (Müller, 1997) is easily set into relations with the above above-described 
collecting activities which we can trace in the archaezoological and archaeobotanic 
remains of several excavations. They reflect not only the awareness of these ani-
mals by the inhabitants of Crete, but also their importance, even though its exact 
nature remains largely unknown to us. The same holds true for the representations 
of crabs in relief pottery or on seals and seal impressions (Evans, 1921, pp.521-
522, fig.380; CMS VII 030b [MM II]; CMS II, 8 154 [MM III-SMI]).  

More intriguing are the possible reflections of fishing activities on seal icono-
graphy. For example, the depiction of men and women holding fish cannot simp-
ly be dismissed as the scheme of a Potnia or Potnios Theron (CMS II, 3 327 [LM 
I]; CMS VI 333 [LM I]; CMS V 181 [LM II]); there must be a reason for the 
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choice of this animal in place of the more common goat or lion. Especially the 
depiction of a man or woman carrying a bundle of fish in one hand (CMS VII 
088; CMS X 144; CMS VI 324 [LMI]) or in another case even an octopus and a 
fish (CMS VI 183 [MM III-SMI]) might have been inspired by the way people 
handled freshly caught fish on secular occasions. But a far deeper insight can be 
gained from the combination of two motifs on ‘Minoan’ seals: a net-like motif and 
several fishes. This composition might be an iconographical abbreviation for the 
depiction13 of fishing with a net. The fact that it shows mainly flying fish is 
highly interesting (fig.7) (see, for instance, CMS I 457; CMS III 322; CMS III 
335, 337; CMS V 486 [all LMI]). This species is generally seen on the open sea 
and rarely in the littoral zone, a fact which might serve as evidence of net-fishing 
in the open sea - even though we cannot know if this was a one-off observation 
which was reproduced again and again or if it was something experienced regular-
ly by fishers. Similar experiences might possibly underlie the images of dolphins 
and tuna (CMS II, 8 160 [SMI]), both of which are usually at home in the open 
sea, or the combination of a dolphin and a cuttlefish (CMS X 247 [SMI]). While 
it is difficult to trace fishing of open-water species in the archaeozoological rec-
ord, the iconography hints to the existence of this activity. Fishing in the open sea 
is a highly complex and dangerous task requiring far more knowledge than fish-
ing in the littoral zone. This is not only due to the necessary exploration of the 
more perilous open sea, but also to the seasonal variations in the occurrence of 
fish like tuna. The depiction of flying fish on seals as well as the examples made 
of faience found in the context of the Temple Repository of Knossos (Evans, 
1921, p.521) might be directly associated with this dangerous and skillful prac-
tice and might have even served as a symbol for this activity. The same holds for 
                      
13 For similar phenomena in later periods see Siftar (in preparation).  

Fig.7: Depiction of a flying fish 
and a net, CMS III, 322 (cour-
tesy of Corpus Minoischer 
Siegel). 
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the depiction of nautili in several media. In the discussion of ‘rightness’ or 
‘wrongness’ of the ‘Minoan’ animal images the nautilus figures prominently 
(Berg, 2011, pp.121-127); the fact that it is depicted upside down has puzzled 
most archaeologists. Usually the nautilus lives in the open sea (Berg, 2011, 
pp.125-126) and can rarely be observed alive. From time to time fishers find 
them in their nets mostly not as living animals but as dead by catch which possi-
bly explains their unexpected depiction. It is under similar circumstances that 
nautilus shells might have entered the ‘Minoan’ material world – either as a 
mnemonic device for the experience of fishing in the open sea or possibly for a 
specific location, maybe a fishing ground. 

With the help of John Berger’s reflection on painting we are able to analyze 
‘Minoan’ images on the simple and maybe naïve level of “the inhabitants of Crete 
have seen this” and might therefore relate personal or communal experiences and 
knowledge with it. But Tim Ingold’s thoughts about the implications of craft-
work might lead us a bit further. He points to the fact that we should not exam-
ine craft in the modern sense of art and therefore not as a reflection on a symbolic 
level. It should not be understood as a specific human capacity to disengage con-
sciously from lived experience. Ingold rightly considers this approach to be a ret-
rojection onto the entire field of pre-modern and non-Western societies, of no-
tions of humanity and animality, of culture and nature, and of art as representa-
tion, that have their sources in Western modernity (Ingold, 2000, p.111).  

“The activities of hunters and gatherers that lead to the production of what we in 
the west call “art” should, I argue, be understood as ways not of representing the 
world of immediate experience on a higher, more “symbolic” plane, but of probing 
more deeply into it and of discovering the significance that lies therein.” (Ingold, 
2000, p.112). 

And furthermore he explains that: 

“their purpose is not to represent but to reveal, to penetrate beneath the surface of 
things so as to reach deeper levels of knowledge and understanding. It is at these 
levels where meaning is to be found. There is no division, here, between “ecology” 
and “art”, as though hunting were merely a matter of organic provisioning and carv-
ing and painting gave vent to the free play of the symbolic imagination. The divi-
sion, along with the dualism of nature and culture on which it rests, is of modern 
provenance, and it lies behind the conventional notion of the work of art as proof of 
a uniquely human capacity for the creative thought and expression.” (Ingold, 2000, 
p.130). 

It might be worthwhile to consider the earlier mentioned treatment and deposi-
tion of shells in tombs, settlements and sanctuaries from this perspective. Wheth-
er or not these shells were an important source of nourishment, they were obvi-
ously considered to be special. The deposits are reminiscent to some extent of the 
above-mentioned findings of shells and fishing equipment in Ugarit, but it would 
go too far to ascribe a similar meaning to both practices. While the myth of Baal 
and Yam allows us to glimpse at least one aspect of the community’s perception 
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and ambivalence towards the sea and its dwellers, we can hardly understand what 
the inhabitants of Crete had in mind when they offered the shells in their sanctu-
aries. But the practices executed with them might help us to understand the way 
they were incorporated into the human life world on land. 

The shells were not simply transported through the Cretan landscape to find 
their destination in one of the deposits. They were handled, seen and touched 
along the way and through this already merged with the human life world even 
though they retained their ‘natural appearance’. Besides, some examples have 
been painted on their outside as for instance several Cerastodermae of the Temple 
Repository of Knossos (fig.8). The process of painting transformed them clearly in-
to something new and made the human-nature entanglement very obvious. It re-
flects not only an intimate examination of the object but even its incorporation in-
to the life world of the painter. Evans describes their find context as strewed on 
the floors and altar ledges of the shrine (Evans, 1921, p.517, fig.377, fig.378) en-
veloping ritual objects and embedding the rituals conducted in this context. But 
this is not the only way in which shells entered the crafts of the island. For instance, 
the application of clay shells (mostly whorl shells, cockles, murex and tritons) on 
Middle Minoan relief pottery from Knossos and Mallia (Evans, 1921, pp.521-522, 

Fig.8: Different shells from the Temple Repository in Knossos (Evans, 1921, p.519, 
fig.378). 
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fig.380; Detournay, Poursat and Vandenabeele, 1980, pp.124-130, fig.176-180) is 
a highly interesting example. In some cases the application is not simply a three-
dimensionally executed shell motif; it is a one-to-one reproduction of an original 
shell which served as male mould (Evans, 1921, p.522; Poursat, 1981, p.965). 
The collected shell became an integral part of the production, of the creative pro-
cess of a human-environment entanglement. It underwent an intimate treatment 
which might also reflect the people’s quest for a deeper understanding of the ele-
ment sea.14 Thus, the producer embodied the shape in his own knowledge; he or 
she explores each individual whorl of the shell. This goes beyond a human-object 
interaction or a human-environment interaction, based on the Cartesian dichot-
omy between nature and culture, body and mind that was prominently criticized 
by Ingold. It should be considered more as a tight entanglement, maybe even a uni-
ty through his or her senses. This dissolves the dichotomy between painter and 
model supposed by Berger, an aspect which is not restricted to the manufacturing 
process but is also involved in consumption. Due to their three-dimensionality 
the shells not only offer a visual but also a haptic encounter in the course of using 
and touching it. Through these processes not only does the human merge with 
the object; there is also a merging of the terrestrial and maritime realities of hu-
man life worlds. Similar aspects might be observed in the production and con-
sumption of nautili and tritons made of stone and faience such as, for example, 
the well-known examples from Mallia and Agia Triada (Warren, 1969, pl.497-
501). Hence the Cretan coastal zone is not simply a sphere of human experiences 
resulting in an intimate knowledge of its seascapes, the dwellers and their habi-
tats. Elements of this area were extracted, reshaped and reproduced and, through 
this intimate handling explored and incorporated. 

In a very similar way images help us to understand the way the inhabitants of 
Crete approached the sea and aspired to a deeper understanding of the medium. 
Rather like the navigators of Puluwat Atoll the producers of ‘Minoan’ iconogra-
phy seem to pay attention to what happens below the water’s surface. For exam-
ple, the depictions of fish below a boat on a gold signet ring (CMS VI 280 
[LMI]) and below sailing ships on a three-sided prism and on a seal from Plat-
anos (CMS VS 1A 330a [MMII-III]; CMS II, 1 287b [FM III-MMI]) indicate 
this awareness of the underwater world. Even more intriguing are the depictions 
on seals of shoals of fish or of a whole seascape with a fish and an octopus (fig.9) 
(for example CMS IV 232 [LM I], CMS XIII 077, CMS II, 8 157, all MM III-
[LMI]) or the way in which octopuses are depicted in their natural environment, 
within rocks or sandbanks, on the ‘Palatial’ pottery of the island (Müller, 1996). 
It is not only that the people’s knowledge of the animal’s habitat and behavior 
shines through what we often consider the artistic filter, the stylistic rendering of 
the motif; the way these animals are depicted in their natural surroundings or 
within a specific seascape might point to specific locations or type of locations in 

                      
14 The same holds true for a later jug from Poros (Mountjoy, 1985, p.231) whose shell decoration 

is even applied on the handle and thus in the place where the user grasps the vessel. 
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which these animals can be found. These images reflect not only an intimate 
knowledge of the under-water world, but also a specific way of approaching the 
sea and by this of becoming more knowledgeable. The way in which seascapes are 
depicted demonstrates quite clearly that the Cretan wayfarer does not perceive 
the sea as a plain surface, but explores it as a three-dimensional experience, con-
sisting in an awareness of its marine life and the composition and layout of the 
seabed.15 If this perspective on the sea is mainly triggered by the experience of so-
phisticated navigators, by a habitual entanglement through collecting activities or 
even as the result of a sensual experience by submerging into the medium water is 
difficult to evaluate, but it seems to reflect a certain attitude and interest related 
to human experiences. 

This way of approaching the sea becomes even more evident in the later, post-
palatial periods of Crete, such as, for example, in the seascape painted on the 
floor of a shrine in Agia Triada (fig.10) (Militello, 1998, pl.11B, p.13).16 A per-
son who is allowed to enter this room would literally step into the sea, a medium 

                      
15 Nicholson mentions in his study of Shetland fishermen that they even named their fishing 

grounds by referencing the seabed (Nicholson, 1983, p.105). 
16 Hirsch assumed that the so-called Dolphin fresco from Knossos was also a floor painting. 

Fig.9: Depiction of a seascape on a Minoan seal, CMS II, 8 157 (courtesy of Corpus 
Minoischer Siegel). 
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associated with the intensive bodily experiences of a mariner, collector or possibly 
diver. Obviously it was this way of approaching, of experiencing the sea which 
has been ‘transferred’ to the ritual sphere of the settlement to be evoked by each 
repetition of the ritual practice. While before that time single objects had been 
brought to the terrestrial world, objects which could be easily handled and con-
trolled, a whole seascape is now integrated into the architectural setting of a 
shrine. Rather as the navigator, collector or diver entered the medium sea, the 
worshipper would have entered the shrine and been completely enveloped by the 
seascape of the floor. Thus the worshipper commemorates or even re-experiences 
activities at sea and becomes an integral part of the pictorial program - the wor-

Fig.10: The depiction of a seascape on shrine floor at Agia Triada (af-
ter Militello, 1998, pl.13). 
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shipper fulfills the role of the human actor of the land- and seascape in ‘Minoan’ 
wall and floor paintings.17 This attitude to the sea is probably the most important 
difference vis-à-vis the more ‘external’, and perhaps controlling approach of the 
Ugaritians. 

Conclusion 

The archaeologist’s focus on trade and interaction between the Eastern Mediter-
ranean palatial elites of the second millennium covers only a very small segment 
of the human-sea relationship. It is the segment which focuses on the ideal of 
transport and therefore bears the risk of reducing the sea to a flat, homogenous 
surface, to an infrastructure which facilitates communication and trade for those 
very small groups of the respective societies. 

If we broaden our view it becomes obvious that there is no universal phenom-
enology of the sea. The sea has a social dimension, culturally and historically con-
structed, and therefore a whole spectrum of local phenomenologies results. Alt-
hough the Mediterranean seems to link the different regions geographically and 
offers a certain affordance, the sea is not an ahistorical constant; there are multi-
ple attitudes to the sea within every society, but also in its broader social dimen-
sion it differs from society to society (Rainbird, 2007, p.56, p.57). While in 
Egypt the sea is treated with a certain reserve and the focus clearly lies on the river 
Nile or the Red Sea, in Ugarit it is seen mainly as a threatening force which has 
to be subdued by the city god Baal and is preferably seen from the outside, the 
shore. Without falling into the trap of environmental determinism and the as-
sumption that Crete as an island must be considered a sea-oriented entity, the in-
habitants of Crete seem to have an entirely different and maybe also more inti-
mate approach to the sea. Instead of seeing it from the outside, their perspective 
appears to submerge into the sea, below the water’s surface, aware of what lives in 
the water and how different seascapes might look. Different practices, the pro-
duction and consumption of sea-related objects are testimony to an intimate 
knowledge of this sphere. By incorporating them through a sensual entanglement 
they even merge with the medium sea and its dwellers. There are probably many 
more sea-realities within the regions and societies under discussion, but the dif-
ferences we have found between them will hopefully exemplify the manifold ap-
proaches, attitudes and interest in the sea that were ingrained in the societies of 
the Eastern Mediterranean in the 2nd Millennium B.C.E. 

 

                      
17 It would also be interesting to relate this evocation to the sarcophagi of this later period, painted 

with octopuses and seascape. 
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