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THE SAPLINGS THAT SHAPED THE ANCIENT WORLD:
An illustration of the significance of Cedar and Ebony wood in reference to interconnections in the Bronze Age Mediterranean.
ABSTRACT
Through the use of the biographical theory of objects, the biographies of four different sites will come alive to tell us the significance of Cedar and Ebony within the Bronze Age Mediterranean and how these woods became agents of their own shaping the interconnections within this region of the Ancient World.
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[bookmark: _Toc512536095]Introduction
Within this report I aim to illustrate how Cedar and Ebony wood has been instrumental to aspects of interconnectedness within the Bronze Age Mediterranean. I will endeavour to do this by examining two sites that contain Cedar and two sites that involve Ebony. The first site will be the Funerary Complex of King Khufu located in Giza, Egypt, the piece of evidence I will be examining will be dismantled timbers of Cedar. Next I will examine the Cedar planks found at the Pharaonic Harbour in Egypt. After I have achieved that I will then explore the significance of the Uluburun Shipwreck off the coast of Turkey that harbors Ebony logs, in relation to the interconnectedness of the Bronze Age Mediterranean. Lastly, I will study the tribute scene within the vizier Rehkmire’s Tomb located in Thebes, Egypt. I will attempt this analysis with reference to the biography of objects theory that follows a material/objects supposed ‘life’, from its ‘birth’ to its ‘death’. This will be useful towards my interpretation of the material evidence I have chosen to illustrate interconnectedness within the Bronze Age Mediterranean, because of the fact that I will be able to follow these materials around the Mediterranean, from wherever their ‘birthplace’ may have been to their final destination, and this will highlight the significance of the materials Cedar and Ebony within the wider sphere of the Mediterranean during the Bronze Age. 




[bookmark: _Toc512536096]The ‘Life’ and ‘Death’ Theory
Due to the increasing influence of object studies in order to establish the “relationships between people and objects” (Joy, 2009: 540), the biographical approach to interpreting the cultural and social aspect of objects, which was put forward by Igor Kopytoff in 1986, has become a methodology used widely within the archaeological and anthropological fields of research. This methodological approach studies the proverbial ‘birth’ to ‘death’ cycle of objects, in order to establish their cultural and social significance to the people interacting with, or even creating, these objects. This approach has been expanded upon through various papers, with some suggesting that the significance of an material/object can be changed through the physical altering of the material/object, and through this process the material/objects has gone on to a new phase in its existence, while others put forward “how the perception of and meaning of objects is transformed through exchange” (Joy, 2009: 541). These two aspects of the biography of an object is especially relevant to this report on how the trade of Cedar and Ebony is significant in the exploration of interconnections between nations in the Bronze Age Mediterranean, because of the fact that it is through the exchange of these woods in their mostly untouched forms, and the altering of these materials that are of the most importance in deciphering this proposition. When these objects enter into the archaeological record at “the end of the object’s life cycle itself” (Steel, 2017: 192) is also of relevance to this report as how their supposed lives came to an end would in effect reflect “the cultural concerns of the object’s user” (Steel, 2017: 192). Perhaps shedding light on the importance of the material to the elite, or even the everyday person of the Bronze Age Mediterranean.
[bookmark: _Toc512536097]Data Set
	Site
	Date
	Archaeological Evidence
	Iconographical Evidence
	Source

	Funerary Complex of King Khufu, Egypt.

Location:
The Great Pyramid, Giza, Egypt.
	2650 BC.
	Dismantled Timbers, mostly consisting of Cedar.
	
	Jenkins, N. (1980). The boat beneath the pyramid. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.
 
Ward, C. (2006). Boat-building and its social context in early Egypt: interpretations from the First Dynasty boat-grave cemetery at Abydos. 

Fawcett, N. and Zietsman, J. (2012). Uluburun – The Discovery of the World’s Oldest Known Shipwreck. 

	Pharaonic Harbour.

Location:
Mersa/ Wadi Gawasis, Egypt.
	Approx. 3020 -450 BC.
	Cedar Hull Planks.
	
	Ward, C. (2012). Sailing the Red Sea: Pharaonic Voyages to Punt and Min of the Desert.

Kathryn A. Bard and Rodolfo Fattovich (2015). Mersa/Wadi Gawasis and Ancient Egyptian Maritime Trade in the Red Sea. 

	Uluburun Shipwreck.

Location:
Off the coast of Uluburun, Turkey. 
	1400 BC.
	Ebony Logs.
	
	M. Monroe, Christopher. (2010). Sunk Costs at Late Bronze Age Uluburun. 

Bachhuber, C. (2006). Aegean Interest on the Uluburun Ship. 

Fawcett, N. and Zietsman, J. (2012). Uluburun – The Discovery of the World’s Oldest Known Shipwreck. 

	Tomb of Rehkmire.

Location: Thebes, Egypt. 
	1450 BC.
	
	Tribute Scene. Nubian individuals giving Ebony as tribute. 
	Naylor, G. (2015). Theban Tomb (TT) 100: Trade, Tribute and Commerce in the Egyptian Eighteenth Dynasty. 




[bookmark: _Toc512536098]The Journey of Two Woods
For the analysis portion of this report, as I have already stated above, I will be interpreting the archaeological and iconographical evidence that I have acquired with reference to the materials biography, in order to decipher how Cedar and Ebony would have helped to shape the ancient world through its trade between different nations of the bronze age Mediterranean, or through the gift exchange they were involved with between those nations leaders, which would in effect highlight the interconnectedness of this region during this period in ancient history, and how Cedar and Ebony were part of this interconnectedness. 
Cedar will be the wood that I will study first, as it is already clear that there is much significance attached to this material because of the fact that it is greatly needed within Egypt as a way of building bigger and stronger sailing vessels, as their native woods would not be an effective material, and the only way to attain Cedar is to make contact with those that either control the Cedar forests of Lebanon, or the trading posts of Byblos. First, I will be examining the evidence presented to us from Khufu’s funerary complex in Thebes, Egypt. The archaeological evidence from this site consisted of 651 dismantled timbers, which is observed to have been placed within the pit in thirteen layers, as can be seen in appendix 1 figure a. When reconstructed this vessel (Appendix 1, Figure b), built from the Cedar wood of Lebanon, reaches 45 metres in length, and there is much debate among archaeologists as to its purpose. (Jenkins, 1980: 8 and 14). There have been a few suggestions to what the purpose of this ship once was, and also what it could continue to be. These range from a vessel that the King used in life to visit holy sites within Egypt, or perhaps it was used to carry the King’s body to the pyramid to be put to rest, other than that this boat could have been buried within the pit of Khufu’s funerary complex, in order to be used by the King in the afterlife. Nancy Jenkins has taken the view that we cannot know for sure of the boats purpose within the lifetime of Khufu or after, and that is why Jenkins has chosen to refer to the boat as “the 'Royal Ship' of Cheops (as Khufu was known to the Greeks), for royal it most certainly what it was” (Jenkins, 1980: 14). Besides the fact that this vessel was buried within the funerary complex of King Khufu, the 4th dynasty ruler of the Old Kingdom, which automatically gives this material culture real significance within Egyptian context, there are other aspects of this archaeological evidence’s biography that gives it significance in the wider sphere of the Mediterranean, more specifically with the interconnectedness of the Mediterranean. This is due to the fact that the material the vessel is mostly comprised of, Cedar, is from Lebanon, on the Eastern Mediterranean coast. How did this material come to be in Egypt? Did it travel there on a trade ship, or was it part of a gift exchange between the leaders of the trading post of Byblos and the Pharaoh of Egypt, or was it given as tribute, not an equal exchange meant to be reciprocated at a later date? It is unclear which of these it could be for the Cedar of Khufu’s Royal Ship, however it seems that Byblos and Egypt, from around this era, began to form some form of “special relationship” (Meiggs, 1998: 64), perhaps this was due to the trade in Cedar that came from Lebanon.
The next site I will be exploring that has evidence of Cedar, will be the Mersa/Wadi Gawasis on the Red Sea, also known as the Pharaonic Harbour. The archaeological evidence from this site are Cedar Hull Planks that were “rotten with ship worm” (Ward, 2012: 25). From what has been deduced from this and other evidence from the harbour, this site was probably the area from which ships sailed on the Red Sea in order to trade, exchange gifts, or receive tribute from Punt, a place that is mentioned within textual evidence such as Henu’s inscription from around the eleventh dynasty. Henu was a High Official of Mentuhotep III, and he detailed that ships were built with Cedar on the Nile and “then dismantled and conveyed across the Eastern Desert to be reconstructed on the Red Sea coast” (Bickerstaffe, 2017: 16), these ships would be reconstructed and would then set sail on the Red Sea to arrive in Punt. Another piece of evidence that backs up with this narrative would be the Punt Reliefs of Hatshepsut’s Mortuary Temple at Deir el-Bahari. These reliefs depict a voyage to Punt, for either trade or gift exchange, with one of those items being an “exotic wood, particularly ‘Ebony’” (Creasman, 2014: 396) which ties together the biographies of Cedar and Ebony. This narrative of trade that comes about by examining Cedar within the wider context of the Bronze Age Mediterranean, illustrates the biography of this wood, from its ‘birth’ in the mountains of Lebanon, to the port of Byblos, down the Nile of Egypt and across the Eastern Desert, to then set sail on the Red Sea, and finally to the proverbial ‘death’ of this material with its abandonment at the Pharaonic Harbour of Mersa/Wadi Gawasis.
Stepping away from Cedar’s part within the interconnectedness in the Bronze Age Mediterranean, I will now move on to Ebony’s role within this chronicle. As already stated first I will look at the last piece of archaeological evidence within this report the Uluburun Shipwreck off the coast of Turkey, to ascertain the role of the Cedar planks found aboard this sunken vessel in the wider frame of the Mediterranean, and then I will move on to examine the tribute scene found in the Tomb of Rehkmire, a vizier of Egypt around 1450 BC which is the piece of iconographical evidence that I wish to explore to understand the significance of Ebony within the world of the elite. 
The Uluburun Shipwreck was home to many different objects and materials that never made their destination so long ago, and one of those materials were logs of African Ebony, sometimes referred to as Egyptian Ebony. There has been debates as to whether this ship was on a diplomatic voyage, or a commercial one. The reason for the debates is that there is evidence for both, with one reason being that the culturally mixed crew would suggest a more commercial tone to this adventure (Monroe, 2010: 19), whilst the sheer economic value of the cargo for the Late Bronze Age Mediterranean would suggest a gift exchange. Whether this particular quandary will be answered one day, it may forever remain a mystery as to who this cargo was meant for. This particular narration of the biography of Ebony, shows us again the interconnectedness of the Bronze Age Mediterranean, as its very existence beyond its native homeland in itself illustrates this interconnectedness, and beyond that it highlights to us the possible significance of Ebony to those in high positions, that is if it was on a voyage to give as a gift in some form of exchange. This particular way of looking at the Uluburun Shipwreck could be corroborated, because of the fact that “the cargo from the Uluburun shipwreck are reflected in the gift exchange inventories and correspondences of the Amarna Letters” (Bachhuber, 2006: 350). Again it is possible to  map the ‘birth’ and ‘death’ of this particular piece of archaeological evidence, and if you follow the itinerary side of the biography of objects theory, like Joyce and Gillespie, this material along with the others examined above have experienced more a period of stasis, than of death, and that their re-introduction into the social world, through our interference, and so now these materials have entered into the next phase of their existence, in which they now influence our lives, through the information that they give us about the interconnections within the Bronze Age Mediterranean. 
Finally, I will be examining the tribute scene from Rehkmire’s Tomb in the hopes that it will shed further light on elite interest in Ebony wood. This scene is obviously one of tribute, and from the Nubian gathering their tribute includes African Ebony, and from Appendix 3 Figure a, we can see clearly how this would be possible as Ebony travels from the south towards Egypt. Through this depiction the significance of Ebony as a luxury item is highlighted to us, that it would be taken a distance to give as a tribute is another illustration of its significance to the elite. The fact that someone took time and effort to make sure that this was recorded also attests to the Ebony’s importance. Also through this scene we are shown that tribute is coming from many areas within the Mediterranean, in affect illustrating the significance of this iconographic evidence of Ebony exchange between nations. We cannot exactly detail the ‘birth’ and ‘death’ of the Ebony within the depiction, however we are still treated to part of its biography as an agent within social spheres, as it was harvested most likely for the sole reason of tribute.











[bookmark: _Toc512536099]Conclusion
Through this report it has been illustrated to me that the woods Cedar and Ebony are most definitely significant to interconnectedness within the Bronze Age Mediterranean. Obviously, this is due to their movement within the Mediterranean and beyond, from their ‘birthplaces’ to their areas of rest until they are discovered once again and move onto the next phase of their existence as artefacts of history that illustrate significant aspects of the past such as the interconnectedness of the Bronze Age Mediterranean. I have mostly centred my interest within Egypt, except of course the Uluburun Shipwreck, however particular vessel could perhaps have either set sail from Egypt or was voyaging towards it, alas this part of the narrative may never be written, however the story does not just involve this region. Through examining the four sites of this report, we have encountered the region of Lebanon from where the Cedar grows, Byblos which trades the Cedar, and Egypt which gratefully accepts the Cedar in order to make voyages across the Red Sea to Punt. Furthermore, we have discovered the possible native area of the Ebony tree, south to the borders of Egypt, and how far this Ebony was able to travel, off the coast of Turkey, modern day Anatolia. Through the travels of these particular woods documented within the archaeological, textual and iconographical record, it is possible to make out their biographies, and how they intertwine with those of the human agents of the Bronze Age Mediterranean.  
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Figure a: An image taken after the blocks covering the site were taken away, 1954, revealing the thirteen layers of dismantled timber, comprising nearly entirely of Cedar. Giza, Egypt. (Jenkins, 1980: 9)
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Figure b: the reconstruction of Khufu’s Royal Ship, now preserved within the Giza Solar Boat Museum, Giza, Egypt. (Jenkins, 1980: 51)
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[image: ]Figure a: A Map that shows the location of Mersa/Wadi Gawasis. (Bard and Fattovich, 2011: 106)
[bookmark: _Toc512536102][image: ]Appendix 3
Figure a: Map of the trade routes from both locations, and materials including Ebony. (Fawcett and Zietsman, 2012: 19)
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Figure a: Tribute scene from Rehkmire’s Tomb, Thebes, Egypt. Register in order: 1 – Punt. 2 – Aegean’s. 3 – Nubians. 4 – Syrians. 5 – Slaves. (Naylor, 2015: 59)
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