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Luxurious Forms: Redefining a Mediterranean
“International Style,” 1400-1200 B.C.E.

Marian H. Feldman

Scholars have postulated the existence of an international
style for the arts of the eastern Mediterranean of the four-
teenth and thirteenth centuries B.C.E. because they exhibit
shared formal features that cut across cultural and geopolit-
ical boundaries. In particular, easily portable luxury objects
made of ivory, gold, alabaster, and faience defy attribution to
any one cultural region because of extensive hybridism in
which motifs from multiple regions intermix with one an-
other. The time period, known as the Late Bronze Age,
witnessed intense interactions among the polities of Egypt,
the Levant, Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Cyprus, and the Aegean
(Fig. 1). These took place through a variety of means, includ-
ing entrepreneurial and royal trade, diplomatic relations,
and military conflict. The general international climate of the
time has been considered, therefore, a primary agent for the
artistic internationalism exhibited in the works. The category
of “international style,” however, has remained ill-defined,
obscuring nuances of form and meaning. This article reex-
amines the term international style based on an analysis and
classification of a group of luxury goods from the ancient
kingdom of Ugarit. In so doing, it fragments this corpus to
reveal a multiplicity of coexistent artistic forms previously
regarded as part of a single stylistic class. These reclassified
representational elements are then explored in light of the
objects on which they occur and the function of these objects
within the dynamic relations of the period.

The kingdom of Ugarit on the Mediterranean coast of
Syria (Fig. 2), which includes the sites of Ras Shamra and
Minet el-Beida, presents, among its luxury arts, a microcosm
of multiple artistic forms, making it a particularly informative
case study of artistic internationalism. The formal evidence
gains support from an analysis of the archaeological record
and surviving texts, which makes it possible to reconstruct
various sociopolitical factors. Instead of sequential chrono-
logical divisions and contiguous geographic zones, the anal-
ysis reveals superimposed spheres of interaction, including
trade, diplomacy, and warfare; their coalescence underlies
the divergent artistic expressions. Given that artistic expres-
sion is embedded in and embodies complex social, political,
and economic structures, then the multiple forms and ico-
nographies of the luxury goods from Ugarit signal a richly
layered visual rhetoric.

This conclusion should come as little surprise considering
that in 1953 Meyer Schapiro, in his highly influential discus-
sion of artistic style, wrote that “the stratification of social
classes often entails a variety of styles, not only with respect to
the rural and urban, but within the same urban community.”l
Yet the dominant approach in archaeology and ancient stud-
ies tends toward the one-to-one mapping of style to culture in
a continuous and linear sequence. Often this arises from a
paucity of material and information. In the case of the Late
Bronze Age, however, we are fortunate to possess a consider-

able diversity of documentary material: archaeological, epi-
graphic, and artistic. The broad range of evidence permits a
multifaceted reconstruction of the social, political, and eco-
nomic systems that overlapped and interconnected with one
another during this period. Ugarit, in particular, offers a rich
body of material by which to refine the application of the
term international style.

Internal features of the luxury goods from Ugarit have led
me to define at least two artistic traditions: an indigenous
Levantine and a hybrid international. The Levantine tradi-
tion itself presents complexities of definition and is best
comprehended in the small-scale arts excavated at sites along
the eastern coast of the Mediterranean. Often viewed as
merely derivative, in several instances it draws on the iconog-
raphy of its neighbors, in particular Egypt, while creating a
unique visual expression. I would argue, however, that prod-
ucts of the Levantine tradition that incorporate foreign ele-
ments should not be considered “international,” since their
primary sphere of use and audience remained at the local or
regional level. A truly international tradition can be seen in
the small number of luxury works whose culturally hybrid
motifs, shared compositional devices, and common reper-
toire of materials and object types conspire to elude attribu-
tion to any one particular region. Shifting the emphasis from
artistic origination and authorship to the “social life” of ob-
jects leads to an examination of socially ascribed significance,
which helps to illuminate the differing forms of artistic ex-
pression. I propose that each tradition manifests subtly idio-
syncratic signification within the multidimensional social and
political network of its use.

Defining an “International Style”
The concept of a commonly shared repertoire of motifs
found throughout the eastern Mediterranean and the Near
East has long fascinated scholars, who began to conceive of
this repertoire as an artistic phenomenon as early as the
beginning of the twentieth century.? The Egyptologist Wil-
liam Stevenson Smith first applied the term international style
to the arts of the Late Bronze Age in the 1960s.® According to
Smith, the unusual combination of multiple foreign or non-
indigenous elements characterizes such an international
style, causing confusion as to the place of manufacture. Smith
further noted that the international style occurs most com-
monly on objects of a “small, costly, ornamental character”
and attributed its emergence to the exchange of gifts be-
tween rulers of widely separated states.* While most scholars
accept the presence and general characteristics of an inter-
national style, few have considered in depth the composition
of a unified corpus of objects in relation to such a style.”
Scholars tackling this phenomenon, most notably Helene
Kantor, in a series of publications from the 1940s through the
1960s, have wrestled with the inability to determine a locus of
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production for individual objects and sought to map direc-
tions of influence by tracking specific motifs back to their
cultural origin.® An interest in revealing the cultural-cum-
ethnic identity of the individual maker is predicated on mod-
ern notions of nationalism and the dominant mode of the
artist’s biography, in which cultural and even racial traits
stand as substitutes for personal characteristics. More recent
research has turned to scientific material analysis in an at-
tempt to determine origins.” This approach, however, can
demonstrate only the source of the material, not necessarily
the location of manufacture or identity of the producer.
Given the emphasis on the moment and place of creation, a
tactic that meets with the objects’ continued resistance, stud-
ies have, for the most part, overlooked distinctions among
the individual works.® Likewise, the hybrid nature of their
imagery, such as winged composite animals and voluted pal-
mettes, has been taken as a lack of originality, a view that
tends to stifle interest in iconographic meaning.” Recent
work on material culture and social history offers new ave-
nues for understanding this phenomenon of artistic hy-
bridism. This paper moves from questions related to artists
and production to address the issues of both internal formal
differences and variation of meaning. In so doing, it rede-
fines the “international style” as a more narrowly bounded
visual expression of specific cultural circumstances that coex-
isted with other artistic modes.

In order to reevaluate the “international style” as a con-
cept, I have constructed a classification scheme based on
shared formal attributes, that is, those elements that can be
considered “conventions of making” common to each classi-
ficatory group.'® I have defined attributes as conventional
when they appear to be accepted by consensus on the basis of
their repeated occurrence in the artistic oeuvre of a given
time and place. The process is to some extent subjective and
artificial in that I have laid a framework over the entire
corpus according to features distinguished by modern schol-
arship. Nevertheless, restricting these features to formal at-
tributes inherent in the works helps to anchor the classifica-
tions. For the purposes of this paper, indigenous refers to
features found almost exclusively in a single, bounded geo-
political area. Foreign describes features known from one
indigenous tradition but appearing outside their primary
geopolitical center of greatest use. International denotes fea-
tures that have been hybridized to the extent that they can no

longer be attributed to a single specific regional tradition,
and they are found over several geopolitical entities. The
application of the term international is, strictly speaking,
anachronistic during the Bronze Age, since “nations” did not
exist according to current definitions."’ More properly, it
might be called intercultural. Nevertheless, I have retained
the term international in this paper because it best conveys
what I see as the highly politicized use of visual hybridization.

In addition, I employ a hierarchy of terms to distinguish
semantically among those formal traits ascribed to individual
artists, those ascribed to cultural regions, and those ascribed
to sociopolitical sectors that are within or stretch across cul-
tural regions. The term style is restricted to the minutiae of
formal details, such as line, volume, and form, that can cut
across themes and compositions and that may be indicative of
a single artist or workshop.'? The term tradition is employed
here as a synonym for “cultural style” so as to distinguish it
clearly from personal/workshop style in the Morellian
sense.'” Tradition encompasses the larger domain of clus-
tered themes, compositions, material, and techniques that
appear to correspond to a geographic or cultural area.'*
Traditions, however, are not monolithic, and the term idiom
refers to subsets within a tradition that are not specific or
homogeneous enough to equate with a workshop or artist.'?
Artistic expression serves as a generic term to refer to any level
of style, idiom, or tradition. In this manner, the organic
continuum of artistic production unifying the eastern Medi-
terranean and Near East is broken down into subsets accord-
ing to clusters of attributes and degree of individuation.'®
Nevertheless, boundaries delineating groups are often indis-
tinct, and so I have focused attention on the core objects in
each group. The distinction among tradition (cultural style),
idiom (local style), and style (workshop/artist style) is impor-
tant in the study of artistic internationalism because of the
difficulties in locating place or person of production. The
range of suggested terminology provides selective tools for
analyzing hybrid forms that situate the art in the context of its
use. While a piece is assigned to a tradition, idiom, or style
based on its inherent features, attribution does not illuminate
the identity or the location of the manufacturer. Because one
must accept the element of artistic choice and manipulation
on the part of the human agents, these stylistic divisions may
appear mutable. The analytic framework is not, therefore,
strictly linear; instead, boundaries (both vertical and horizon-
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tal) are highly permeable, particularly so in the hybridism
evident in an “international style.”

Classifying artistic expression according to formal at-
tributes constitutes a static analysis of a bounded chronolog-
ical and geographic extent. This approach is balanced by the
use of models that propose an active role for objects as both
reflective and constructive protagonists in the arena of social
interactions.'” Meaning resides in the various components of
the artistic expression but is not necessarily stable or un-
changing. Material objects symbolize and give physical form
to human relations.'® The process of human dynamics invests
inanimate material goods with values perceived in human
terms, and these animating qualities interweave with the
identities of the possessors, each one contributing to the
other in a continual dialectic.!® In other words, people/
society and material objects validate each other through pro-
cesses of exchange and possession. It is these processes that
drive the negotiation of status and identity and that ensure
that they remain relative and continuously shifting for both
people and objects. Artistic expression mediates human re-
lations by articulating specifics of meaning derived from the
symbolic or cultural significance attributed to the works. In
this manner, artistic expression becomes a critical vehicle in
the fluid process of negotiation. The analysis of archaeology
and texts helps to situate the separate subsets of artistic
expression in their reconstructed realms of use. Moreover, it
sheds light on their rhetorical, that is, their connotative and
persuasive, functions. In the case of the luxury objects found

at Ugarit, variations in rhetorical function correlate with
variations in “tradition” and “idiom,” suggesting that the
deployment of specific “traditions” for prestige items was
consciously chosen. The dissecting, then, of the “interna-
tional style” based on formal features finds an explanation in
the differing roles each subset played within the larger social
sphere.

Luxury Goods from the Kingdom of Ugarit

The ancient kingdom of Ugarit, its capital city (also named
Ugarit) located at the modern-day site of Ras Shamra near
the Mediterranean coast of Syria, was an active player in the
international arena (Fig. 2). The small kingdom flourished in
the second half of the second millennium before being de-
stroyed and abandoned about 1180.?° Located in the north of
the Levantine littoral, approximately sixty miles across the sea
from the island of Cyprus, Ugarit owed much of its prosperity
to its position at the crossroads of routes leading between the
eastern Mediterranean and the interior of the Near East (Fig.
1). The flow of raw materials through its ports, especially
metals (copper and tin, the basics needed to create bronze)
and timber, generated enormous wealth, including luxury
objects made of precious materials such as ivory, gold, ala-
baster, and faience. The excavators of the site of Ras Shamra,
a French team since 1927, have revealed a massive palace
built over the course of the final two centuries of the king-
dom’s history that contained six different administrative ar-
chives.?! The palace was surrounded by residential areas,
which cover much of the excavated extent of the mound. In
addition, two main temples were constructed on the acropo-
lis, and a thriving seaport at present-day Minet el-Beida was
located about half a mile away. The cosmopolitan nature of
the city is evident from the presence of documents written in
Ugaritic, Akkadian, Hittite, Egyptian, Hurrian, and even
Cypro-Minoan.??

Among the wealth of objects excavated at Ugarit, nine
made of ivory, gold, and alabaster stand apart as the highest
level of luxury goods with regard to their materials, workman-
ship, and archaeological contexts.”® Many of them were
found in the royal palace, including a half-life-size ivory head
carved in the round, an ivory tusk carved in relief, ivory inlays
from a circular tabletop, carved ivory plaques forming a pair
of furniture panels, a fragmentary ivory wing, and a fragmen-
tary incised alabaster vase (Figs. 8, 12,17, 13, 14, 21, 16).24 A
small, seated figurine of a female, also in ivory, turned up in
a large neighboring residence (Fig. 9). An unfinished carved
ivory pyxis rested in the vaulted tomb of a wealthy resident in
nearby Minet el-Beida (Fig. 11), and a small hemispherical
gold bowl was discovered in what appears to be a secondary
context on the acropolis, interpreted by the excavator as part
of a cache hastily buried just prior to the city’s final destruc-
tion (Figs. 18, 19).%° The dates of the various find spots range
from the end of the fifteenth century for the seated female
figurine to the beginning of the twelfth for the gold vessel.
The majority of the objects come from thirteenth-century
contexts, although several of them may be dated stylistically
to the fourteenth or late fifteenth century.

According to formal and iconographic connections among
the objects found at Ugarit, I have discerned two separate
artistic traditions: an indigenous Levantine one and a hybrid-



ized international tradition. Within the Levantine tradition,
two idioms appear identifiable, distinguished by the degree
of inclusion of indigenous and foreign features. At times the
two idioms interconnect with one another and at other times
remain forcefully distinct. Given a larger sample, individual
idioms might be more precisely defined and differentiated
from one another. The small size of the corpus at hand,
however, makes the identification of specific idioms provi-
sional. A predominately indigenous idiom includes the ivory
head, seated female, ivory tusk, and unfinished ivory pyxis
(Figs. 8,9, 12, 11). The presence of such a clearly indigenous
idiom reinforces the foreign and international character of
the other pieces. Also associated with the Levantine tradition
is an idiom that incorporates quotations of foreign traditions,
here taken as a separate subgroup. The central plaques of the
furniture panels and the fragmentary alabaster vase represent
this idiom (Figs. 13, 14, 16). The internationalizing hybrid
tradition, which highlights animal attack scenes set amid
stylized vegetation, includes the ivory inlay tabletop elements,
the gold bowl, the framing elements of the furniture panels,
and the fragmentary ivory wing (Figs. 17, 18, 19, 13, 14, 20,
21).

The International World of the Late Bronze Age

Numerous documents, of historical, administrative, legal,
and mythological nature, found at the site and at other sites
as well, record a multifaceted picture of the Ugaritic kingdom
during the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries. During this
time, Ugarit was a wealthy player in the international spheres
of the Late Bronze Age, aspiring to heights of power and
prestige despite ultimately remaining a lesser-ranked polity.
The luxury goods found at the site can be associated with
various processes of change, exchange, and negotiation evi-
dent in the written and archaeological record. The different
trajectories of their use suggest iconographic nuances, par-
ticularly within the international tradition. This, in turn,
helps explain the variations of visual expression, making
possible correlations between differing formal attributes and
specific sociopolitical contexts of use.

A variety of intercultural contacts tightly bound together
the world of the eastern Mediterranean and Near East during
the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries (Fig. 1). This closely
knit world extended from the Aegean (present-day Greece),
to Egypt, Anatolia (Turkey), Cyprus, the Levant (Syria, Leb-
anon, Israel, and Jordan), and Assyria and Babylonia in Me-
sopotamia (Iraq). The major political players in this arena
were New Kingdom Egypt, the Hittite state in Anatolia, the
Babylonians in southern Mesopotamia, and the Mitannian
state in northern Mesopotamia in the fifteenth century, suc-
ceeded by Assyria in the mid-fourteenth century. Cypriot
communities, either united or separately, participated, along
with the Mycenaeans of mainland Greece, although the rel-
ative lack of epigraphic documentation for these regions
leaves the specific political structures uncertain.?® City-states
of different sizes, including Ugarit, occupied the interstices,
acting sometimes as buffer zones and sometimes as agitators.
The archaeological remains indicate that polities were dom-
inated by large palace complexes, seen in Egypt at Amarna
and Malkata, in Anatolia at Hattusas, in Assyria at Ashur and
Kar Tukulti Ninurta, in Babylonia at Dur Kurigalzu, and in
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the Aegean at Mycenae, Tiryns, Pylos, Thebes, and Athens.?’
Although differing in floor plans and decoration, these pala-
tial complexes all served as central administrative quarters
and often included extensive workshops for the manufacture
of specialized products.?® The palace at Ugarit fits in well with
such architectural types.

The vast epigraphic evidence covers a wide array of genres,
such as celebratory monumental inscriptions, dedications,
administrative documents, letters, and literary texts, which
are written in multiple languages: Akkadian, Egyptian, Hit-
tite, Ugaritic, Elamite, Linear B, and Cypro-Minoan.?® The
intended audiences and ultimate purposes of specific texts
determined their form and content. International letters sent
between rulers present a very different picture of Late Bronze
Age relations than do celebratory inscriptions carved on the
walls of temples and intended for an indigenous audience.
For example, while Egyptian monumental inscriptions boast
of impressive military victories over their fellow kings and of
vast quantities of booty, letters sent to these same kings extol
the unending supplies of gold and other luxury items that
were given out as gifts of well-wishing.** Similarly, long pre-
ambles of diplomatic treaties presented the natural order of
the world in pseudohistorical terms as an explanation for the
unbalanced relations between the Hittite state and its smaller
Levantine neighbors.? While the disparity of languages and
textual genres creates an initial obstacle for cross-cultural
comparison, it also presents a richness that gives insight into
the coexisting spheres of social interaction in which to situate
the forms of artistic expression.

The archaeological and textual evidence documents a di-
versity of contacts among the polities of the eastern Mediter-
ranean and Near East, such as long-distance trade, diplo-
macy, and military strife. Extensive trade relations can be
traced in the appearance of nonindigenous materials, textual
references to merchants and mercantile activities, and the
archaeological evidence of weights, balances, and store-
houses.?? Two Late Bronze Age shipwrecks, one at Uluburun
dating to the late fourteenth century and the other a twelfth-
century wreck at Cape Gelidoniya, both just off the southern
coast of Turkey, attest to the movement of large cargoes for
commercial transactions or diplomatic gift giving, as do the
enormous quantities of Mycenaean and Cypriot pottery
found throughout the eastern Mediterranean.*® The palace
courts, whose rulers were in close contact with one another,
played a critical role in military and diplomatic interactions.
Mention of military conflicts is widespread in certain genres
of texts, most notably treaties between states, and also finds
visual representation on a large scale in celebratory reliefs.**
In addition, archaeologists have uncovered massive fortifica-
tions and possible military destructions at numerous sites,
including Ugarit. A further dimension of international con-
tacts is evident in the elaborate, hierarchical diplomatic rela-
tions, conducted on a number of status levels. These relations
are revealed in letters between rulers and court officials,
which indicate a high degree of formalized and sophisticated
diplomatic protocol guiding the interactions.*® Overall, a
balance of power among great kings, lesser polities, and
vassals was maintained through much of the fourteenth and
thirteenth centuries. Yet shifts in relations and mobility be-
tween ranks made the international system dynamic, as for
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3 Stone statue from Ugarit (Ras Shamra), drawing. Latakia,
Archaeological Museum (from Yon, “Stéles de pierre,” 351,
fig. 2a)

example when the king of Assyria rose from vassal status to a
rank on a par with the kings of Egypt and Babylonia.”® The
evidence points to the active negotiation of status within
these networks by all members, including Ugarit, and indi-
cates that these processes were worked out in both the visual
and textual realms. Thus, a complex, kaleidoscopic picture of
the Late Bronze Age world takes shape from an examination
and integration of the epigraphic and archaeological sources,
and I propose that the differing manifestations of artistic
expressions parallel this situation.

A word must be said about chronology, that is, the sequen-
tial ordering of historical events, of the fourteenth and thir-
teenth centuries. The issue, taken for granted in so many
later periods, has dominated the research agenda of this
period for decades, and problems surrounding it are com-
pounded by a number of separate but related concerns. A
different terminology has evolved to describe the relative
cultural sequence for each region, and these systems vary in
the accuracy they achieve in assigning absolute dates to the
sequence. The situation is complicated further by attempts to
synchronize the relative and absolute chronologies of the
different regions with one another based on fragmentary
evidence.*” In addition, many of the specific objects in ques-
tion come from archaeologically ambiguous contexts or rep-
resent heirlooms deposited subsequent to their manufac-
ture.® These can only be more precisely dated through
stylistic comparison with more chronologically secure Egyp-
tian works. Therefore, this study has not attempted a precise
chronological ordering of events. Rather, it has sought to
articulate patterns of interaction within a fairly well-con-
tained span of time that corresponds to the period labeled
LB II by Syro-Palestinian archaeologists, or in Egyptological
terms, the reigns of Thutmose IV in the first half of the
Eighteenth Dynasty through the reign of Ramses III in the
Twentieth Dynasty—a span that, based on the traditional
Middle Chronology, falls between about 1419 and 1166 B.C.E.

4 Bronze statue from Ugarit (Ras Shamra), drawing (from
Negbi, fig. 129)

The Indigenous Levantine Tradition

In order to evaluate manifestations of an “international style,”
it is necessary first to determine those properties that can be
considered indigenous. The Levant, a region with ill-defined
boundaries roughly corresponding to present-day Syria, Leb-
anon, Israel, and Jordan, sits at the junction of the eastern
Mediterranean and Near Eastern worlds and, therefore, has
been seen intuitively as the home of the international tradi-
tion while bereft of an indigenous tradition of its own (Figs.
1, 2). The arts of the Levant, though far from a precisely
delineated group, have been characterized as generally imi-
tative and decorative.* Difficulties in articulating a Levantine
tradition are compounded by a lack of consensus about its
geographic extent and borders. Throughout much of history,
including the Late Bronze Age, a multitude of small city-
states strung along the fertile crescent of the eastern Medi-
terranean coast, the plain of Aleppo, and the northern Eu-
phrates shared attributes that created a cultural continuum
between Egypt, Anatolia, and northern Mesopotamia (Fig.
1). Material artifacts found in these city-states indicate three
basic cultural areas. First are the southern states in Palestine
that border on Egypt. The second stretches northward along
the littoral, fanning outward to the east in a broad arc en-
compassing the area around Aleppo. The last includes the
banks of the northern Euphrates and its tributaries in north-
eastern Syria. Although discrete boundaries are elusive, sev-
eral points of difference emerge. Most notable is the distinc-
tion between the Levantine coast and the inland region of
Syria, which is marked just east of Aleppo where the agricul-
tural plain meets the desert.*” A less distinct separation is



found between the northern and the southern coast around
the point of the ancient cities of Tyre in Lebanon and Hazor
in northern Israel, the southern part being assigned to the
cultural sphere of Palestine. Despite differences in the mate-
rial culture of the northern and southern parts, their similar-
ities with one another relative to other regions argue for their
association in this paper for the purposes of determining an
indigenous idiom. Therefore, the Levantine cultural region
in the second millennium discussed here follows the imme-
diate coastline and inland valleys of the Jordan and Orontes
rivers, with an eastward spur into the plain of Aleppo. Inland
Syria, which belongs to the northern Mesopotamian cultural
sphere, lies outside this definition of the Levant.

A corpus of stone and metal sculpture in the round, relief
stelae, metal plaques, ivories, and cylinder seals, all predom-
inately small in size, establishes the parameters for an indig-
enous Levantine tradition. These works come from sites
along the coast including, from north to south, Alalakh,
Sefire, Ugarit, Minet el-Beida, Hama, Qadesh, Byblos, Kamid
el-Loz, Hazor, Abu Hawam, Megiddo, Beth Shan, Gezer,
Sippor, Lachish, and el-Ajjul (Fig. 2). The thematic reper-
toire focuses on isolated human figures, such as a seated
figure alone or receiving homage; a standing figure brandish-
ing an upheld weapon in a smiting position; and a standing
frontal nude female figure. Extended narratives are rare. The
theme of a seated figure in a high-backed chair receiving men
occurs in several ivories, as well as on stelae such as one
carved with a figure identified as the god El from Ugarit and
one depicting the god Mekal from Beth Shan.*' Small stone
statues, usually under eight inches in height, that show a
single figure seated on a stool or high-backed chair are
probably related to the more extensive scenes of “homage.”*?
Most of the seated figures wear a distinctive heavy robe with
thick, rounded borders. As determined from the head-
dresses, which range from snug caps to tall conical crowns
with or without divine horns, the figures represent both gods
and high-status human individuals. A recently excavated ex-
ample from Ugarit, carved from basalt and wearing a conical
crown resembling the Egyptian white crown, has been iden-
tified as the god El (Fig. 3).** Bronze seated figures parallel
the stone examples (Fig. 4).**

The image of a male figure, generally believed to be divine,
standing with feet apart and one arm holding a weapon
raised above the head in a smiting position is executed both
in carved relief on stone stelae and in three-dimensional
metal figurines. A short kilt secured by a belt, more appro-
priate to an active figure, replaces the heavy robes of the
seated figures. A delicately modeled, shallow relief stela from
Ugarit depicts a smiting god, probably equated with Baal,
who holds a mace above his head and a down-turned spear
from whose staff vegetation sprouts (Fig. 5).** His tall, funnel-
shaped headdress has two horns of divinity at the front. A
small figure, wrapped in a heavy, thick-bordered robe, stands
on a platform in front of Baal, his head protected by the god’s
sheathed dagger. He most likely represents the king or crown
prince of Ugarit. Bronze figurines in the smiting position
discovered at Ugarit and Minet el-Beida, some retaining over-
laid gold leaf, compose a common genre with numerous
examples from elsewhere along the coastal Levant.*

The nude females that figure on many metal plaques made
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5 “Baal” stela from Ugarit (Ras Shamra). Paris, Musée du
Louvre (photo: © RMN)

from sheet gold divide into two broad subgroups.*’” One
abbreviates the female form to depict only the head, breasts,
navel, and pubic region within a pear- or violin-shaped piece
of cutsheet metal (Fig. 6). In some cases, the head and
breasts are executed in repoussé, while incised lines delineate
the navel and pubic region. The second type depicts the
entire standing female form in repoussé with a full frontal
face and torso; the pubic region is again emphasized by
incision. In several of these examples, the figure stands on
the back of a lion and/or holds vegetation or animals in
either hand. The second type of metal pendant is rarer,
although four examples were discovered at Minet el-Beida
(Fig. 7).** Considerably more common are terra-cotta
plaques of nude female figures, the vast majority of which
depict the entire female body as in the second type of metal
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6 Gold pendant from Ugarit (Ras Shamra), drawing (from
Negbi, fig. 116)

pendant.*’ Female sexuality, embodied in the breasts and
pubic area, constitutes the primary focus of these pieces,
which is further emphasized by the body’s frontal position.

Egyptianizing elements of dress, such as the white (atef)
crown and the was staff, appear in a number of the Levantine
works. In addition to specific attributes of dress, the more
elongated proportions of Egyptian art can be seen in these
pieces. Less common is the occurrence of features from other
foreign regions, such as Hittite Anatolia. In such instances,
the foreign element remains clearly identifiable even within
an overall Levantine setting. This use of foreign elements in
fairly clear quotation of their original context constitutes a
major idiom of the indigenous tradition at Ugarit and is
discussed at greater length below in relation to the ivory
furniture panels and alabaster vase fragments. These two
works can be seen as occupying one end of a spectrum of the
Levantine tradition, in which foreign quotations increasingly
coexist with indigenous elements.”®

The site of Ugarit, having produced examples of all the
discussed themes and object types, represents a microcosm of
the Levantine tradition.”" Several of the luxury goods under
consideration also fall into this classification. An ivory head in
the round, which probably belonged to a composite statue
and retains traces of inlay in its hair and eyes, was found in
the northwest corner of court III of the palace, along with a
number of other ivories (Fig. 8).°% It displays strong formal
parallels with a stone head from an earlier Levantine context:
an eighteenth-century shrine associated with the palace of
Yarim-Lim in level VII at Alalakh.?® Specifically, the two share
the inlaid treatment of the eyes with raised rims; the heavy,
arching eyebrows that do not meet in the center; the prom-
inent nose; and the small closed lips no wider than the base
of the nose. While the Alalakh head appears to depict a
human entity, the ivory head has been convincingly associ-
ated with the depiction of the deity on the “Baal au foudre”
stela from Ugarit (Fig. 5).>* In addition, it shares an overall

7 Gold pendant from Minet el-Beida, drawing (from Negbi,
fig. 119)

similarity of proportions and physiognomic features with the
unfortunately weathered statue of the seated god El, also
from Ugarit (Fig. 3). Whether human or divine, the ivory
head belongs to the Levantine tradition. Its fragmentary
condition makes it difficult to situate within the idiomatic
spectrum outlined above, yet in its current state it displays no
foreign quotations.

Also carved in the round is a seated female figure just over
one inch in height (Fig. 9).” The diminutive figurine is
broken at the waist but preserves the torso and head of a lady
and the high back of her elaborately decorated chair. She
wears a mantel with a decorated border pulled over her head
and enshrouding her folded arms. Her full, rounded forms,
seated pose, and type of chair find parallels throughout the
Levantine tradition, including an ivory figurine excavated at
Kamid el-Loz in Israel and an unoccupied high-backed chair
carved of stone found at Beth Shan, also in Israel.’® Two small
gold pendants from Ugarit made of sheet gold with incised
imagery show highly Egyptianized females in long robes
seated on high-backed chairs.”” Scenes of a male figure,
seated on a high-backed chair constructed out of zoomorphic
elements and approached by standing figures, however, pre-
dominate in the Levantine tradition, seen for example on an
ivory from Megiddo (Fig. 10) and a stone sarcophagus from
Byblos.”® The unfinished ivory pyxis discovered in Tomb III
of the port city at the site of present-day Minet el-Beida
exhibits the remains of such a scene, preserving the chair and



8 Ivory head from the palace of Ugarit (Ras Shamra).
Damascus, National Museum (photo: author)

lower body of a seated individual and the approaching feet of
at least one individual (Fig. 11).5° While not well preserved,
the elegant carving of the zoomorphic chair displays elon-
gated proportions similar to those seen on the Megiddo ivory.
Its unfinished state, evident in the blocked but not fully
carved scene of a lion attacking a bull, implies that the item
was in the process of being carved when it was deposited in
the tomb.
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9 Ivory figurine from a residential building of Ugarit (Ras
Shamra), drawing. Paris, Musée du Louvre (from Caubet and
Poplin, “Les objets de matiére dure animale,” fig. 21)

An elephant tusk carved in relief, found in a portico lead-
ing to court III of the palace, also falls into the indigenous
tradition (Fig. 12).°° The lower portion of the tusk is pre-
served to approximately 8% inches (22 centimeters), al-
though the base does not survive, obscuring its original
length. Wear marks around a narrow opening at the tip
suggest that it functioned as a musical instrument.®’ The tusk
is divided into at least two registers, of which only the top one
is well preserved. A nude female figure standing frontally with
her legs close together and her arms folded above her belly
occupies the internal curve of the tusk. She is carved in high
relief with her torso and face sculpted almost in the round,
while her thick, finely striated tresses encircle the upper
opening of the tusk and cascade down the back side in a
heavy braid. Two winged sphinxes of slender proportions
flank her, standing with all four feet firmly planted on the
ground line, although only one of the two remains fully
preserved. The nude female figure is one of the distinguish-
ing elements of Levantine art, and this example displays the
extreme frontality and sculptural quality characteristic of the
indigenous tradition (Figs. 6, 7).

In sum, there existed at Ugarit and in the Levant as a whole
an identifiable indigenous artistic tradition distinct from any
international artistic tradition. This tradition was employed
in the production of a wide range of artistic objects, generally

10 Ivory plaque from Megiddo, drawing. Jerusalem, Archaeological Museum (from Loud, The Megiddo Ivories, pl. 4: 2b, courtesy of
the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago)
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12 Carved ivory tusk from the palace of Ugarit (Ras Shamra),
drawing. Damascus, National Museum (from Caubet and
Poplin, “Les objets de matiére dure animale,” fig. 19)

of small scale and including elite luxury materials such as the
four ivory pieces from Ugarit. The unfinished ivory pyxis
suggests local production of these goods, while the find spots
in the palace and wealthy residences indicate an elite, though
not necessarily royal, context of use.®?

The complex nature of artistic expression in the Levant
finds a parallel in the sociopolitical situation. The precise
political configuration fluctuated more extensively here than
in the neighboring regions, characterized by small city-states
whose fortunes waxed and waned according to both internal
and external stimuli. Historical sources indicate that while

en ivoire,” fig. 56)

they controlled their own hinterlands, the numerous king-
doms often came under varying degrees of external rule.®®
The area lay at the center of the international network and
had access to critical long-distance routes in all directions. As
such, it also represents the locale in which encounters be-
tween more farflung regions took place. While the Levant
has often been studied in terms of domination by one of the
“superpowers” surrounding it, such as Egypt, Hatti, Mitanni,
or Assyria, close examination of the material and textual
evidence suggests that the individual states not only con-
trolled certain aspects of their fate, they also actively engaged
in tactics to better their positions vis-a-vis both one another
and the great powers.** The lack of long-term political stabil-
ity has generally been blamed for the perceived absence of a
strongly defined artistic tradition.®® This may indeed account
for the concentration of small-scale finds and the paucity of
“monumental” art, which requires a greater degree of cen-
tralized resources, as well as the incorporation of foreign
elements. Nonetheless, political fragmentation does not ex-
clude the formation of an indigenous tradition. It seems most
judicious to understand the indigenous artistic traits de-
scribed above in terms of a tension between seemingly con-
tradictory factors. On the one hand, a multiplicity of separate
sociopolitical entities helped forge diverse works while draw-
ing on relatively limited resources. On the other hand, the
jostling polities, by dint of their desirable geographic posi-
tion, which enabled them a degree of self-determination and
provided cohesion, were culturally linked. The corpus of
small-scale objects reflects this in its shared themes, materials,
and techniques and the range from completely indigenous to
the incorporation of some foreign elements. Foreign ele-
ments appear to an even greater extent in other luxury works,
such as the ivory furniture panels and alabaster vase frag-
ments, which nevertheless maintain elements of the indige-
nous that place the pieces in a Levantine cultural sphere.

Quoting the Foreign as Indigenous

The ivory furniture panels and incised alabaster vase demon-
strate a sophisticated borrowing or, more precisely, deploy-
ment of potent symbolic images, reinterpreted and reconfig-
ured to suit the needs of a developing royal ideology (Figs.
13, 14, 16). They have been considered manifestations of
artistic internationalism (that is, of the “international style”)
because certain elements are clearly derived from foreign
traditions. The foreign elements, however, coexist with spe-
cifically indigenous features, suggesting their ultimate con-
nection to the Levant. These foreign features, which com-
prise a select repertoire of self-contained motifs, can be seen
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13 Ivory furniture panels from the

palace of Ugarit (Ras Shamra), side A,
drawing. Damascus, National Museum
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palace of Ugarit (Ras Shamra), side B, (///j/& )

drawing. Damascus, National Museum
(drawing: Liz Lauter)

to fall into specific patterns of adoption and, more impor-
tantly, adaptation within the Levant. Furthermore, the pat-
terns can be associated with specific contexts of use and
consumption that suggest the Levantines knew and under-
stood what these elements signified. I argue that since the
borrowed motific “vocabulary” is situated in a wholly Levan-
tine composition, these pieces should be interpreted instead
as indigenous, the foreign features redefined to address Uga-
ritic concerns.

The two ivory furniture panels, composed of numerous
individual vertical and horizontal relief and cutout plaques,
were found in situ, set back-to-back, to form a single object
intended to be viewed from both sides (Figs. 13, 14).°° They
were originally affixed to a wooden frame, measuring approx-
imately 40 by 20 inches, most likely as the head- or footboard
of a bed or couch, similar to excavated examples from
Egypt.” The ivories themselves are in varying states of pres-
ervation, with the horizontal plaques surviving only partially.
Each of the twelve vertical plaques is carved in low relief and
contains one or two human figures that stand the full height
of the plaque with feet firmly planted on the ground line,
leaving little background space around them. The horizontal
plaques and cutout elements display compositional and the-
matic features that differ from the vertical plaques. Although
the entire work shares stylistic traits, such as the rendering of
caprine heads and lion’s paws, that indicate a probable com-
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mon production, the maker(s) employed two separate artistic
traditions. The one to which the horizontal plaques and
cutout elements belong, as well as the coexistence of two
traditions on a single work, is discussed in the following
section.

On side A (Fig. 13), the six vertical plaques, from left to
right, include a man carrying a live goat; a hunter with a slain
deer slung around his shoulders leading a decoy stag; a
woman in a long robe holding a vegetal staff in one hand and
an unidentified object in the other; a frontal-facing horned
and winged female with two identical adolescents at her
breasts; an embracing couple; and finally an attendant hold-
ing weapons in both hands. The divine figure suckling ado-
lescents, the widest plaque and situated almost in the center,
dominates this side. The plaques on the opposite side (B, Fig.
14) show a nude female figure holding a vegetal staff and an
ankh, the Egyptian symbol for life; a man in an Egyptian
khepresh crown and pleated skirt spearing a lion; a bearded
man grasping the hair of and pointing a sword at a collapsing
victim; two armed men holding bows and axes; a man hold-
ing a scepter and a leashed lion; and an attendant bowing
with arms raised before him. On side B, the victorious warrior
appears in the centermost position, although the adjacent
plaque of the lion spearing shares the spotlight. An opposi-
tion of seemingly domestic themes on side A and militaristic
themes on side B has led scholars to postulate a comprehen-
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sive dichotomy between the two panels.®® In fact, the associ-
ated plaques present a more complicated program, evi-
denced by the appearance of a nude female figure on the
“war” panel (side B) and a hunter carrying a dead deer on the
“domestic” side (side A). A comparison with Egyptian works,
in particular the tomb of Ramose in Thebes, which was
constructed over a period of time spanning the transition
from the early Eighteenth Dynasty to the Amarna period
(reign of Amenhotep III), dates the furniture panels to the
early part of the fourteenth century.*

The individual plaques reveal a number of foreign ele-
ments that are combined with elements of the Levantine
tradition. Most notable among the foreign borrowings are
those from Egypt and Hittite Anatolia. Egyptian royal iconog-
raphy plays a major role; however, the refashioning of many
Egyptian features into coherent indigenous forms indicates
an awareness of their original meaning rather than an igno-
rant attempt at imitation. The already ancient scene of a
victorious king smiting his enemy, which dates back to the
predynastic period in Egypt (on the Narmer Palette, ca.
3200) and remains popular throughout the New Kingdom
(ca. 1570-1076), provides the inspiration for the plaque of
the victorious warrior (Fig. 15). In the plaque, though, in-
stead of wielding a weapon high above his head, as in the
Egyptian examples, the victor holds his sword at waist level.
Any dynamic action implied in the diagonal thrust of the
body and raised heel in Egyptian examples is completely
absent. Furthermore, the victor is dressed as a Levantine in a
short kilt with tassels falling between the legs and a headband
that binds up his long hair. The short sword with gently
curving pommel represents a type found along the southern
coast of Anatolia and the Levant, including an example ex-
cavated at Ugarit.”” The scene, clearly drawing on the Egyp-
tian iconography of royal victory, has altered the specifics
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15 Karnak, wall relief showing Seti I
presenting war captives to Amun,
drawing (from Walter Wreszinski, Atlas
zur altaegyptischen Kulturgeschichte, pt. 2
[1923-35; reprint, Paris: Slatkine
Reprints, 1988], pl. 53a)
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within the parameters of the Levantine tradition. Its neigh-
boring scene also borrows from the same thematic realm,
that of the king and high court officials spearing hippos on
the Nile. Here, the scene has been transformed into a land-
bound figure and a leonine prey, both of whom stand pas-
sively despite the presumably violent action, with Egyptian
attributes such as the blue (khepresh) crown and pleated skirt
retained. The message of the scene—of domination over the
natural world—remains, even as the culturally specific refer-
ences to Egyptian royal ideology and religion are removed
through a change of scenery and animal type.”"

Similarly, the suckling goddess on the opposite side com-
bines elements of Egyptian iconography (the duplicated boys
nursing from divine breasts) with those of Hatti (the “signe
royal” inscribed in the disk between her horns) in a tradi-
tional Levantine format of the frontal female.”” While in
Egypt this scene is reserved for showing the divine royal child
being suckled by a maternal goddess such as Hathor in
human or cow shape, the plaque appears to offer a reinter-
pretation within the Ugaritic context of the kingdom’s col-
lective population nourished by the goddess. This encom-
passes the “men of the king” (bns mlk), who are dependents of
the palace, on the one hand and the “sons of Ugarit,” who
hold land in the countryside, on the other, both known from
the texts to constitute the dual demographic makeup of the
palace-centered realm.”® With great complexity and sophisti-
cation, the ivory panels operate on several levels as the for-
eign elements, in conjunction with the indigenous, are assim-
ilated to create a nuanced iconographic and compositional
work related to the royal ideology of Ugarit. The two panels
appear to represent critical components and concerns of
kingship specific to Ugarit, which was undergoing a process
of definition and refinement during the fourteenth and thir-
teenth centuries.”



A second luxury item from the palace exhibits a related
adaptation of foreign elements for the purpose of creating an
indigenous Ugaritic royal tradition. Three fragments of an
incised alabaster vase were recovered from among many oth-
ers in the central archives area of the palace (Fig. 16).”® The
three fragments fit cleanly together and probably belonged
to a large amphora-type vessel.” The incised design preserves
the upper part of a representational scene that takes place
beneath a pillared portico supported on either side by ornate
lotus, papyrus, and volute capitals. It appears to have been
self-contained because the cornice edges on both sides, as
well as the two capitals, are completely preserved. Five col-
umns of Egyptian hieroglyphs run below the cornice and
read from right to left, “the great one [ruler] of the land of
Ugarit, Nigma’d.” Below the inscription survives the upper
part of a man’s head wearing a net cap (or hatching to
indicate hair). Facing him to the right stands a woman in
Egyptian dress. She holds a vessel in one hand and a cloth in
another as she pours a libation before him. Directly in front
of her is a profile rendering of a spotted cow’s head that
resembles rhytons of Aegean type known from examples
found on Crete in the Late Minoan I period (sixteenth—
fifteenth centuries) and pictured as tribute in early Eigh-
teenth Dynasty tombs of private officials.”” Because of the
ruler’s name, identified as Nigmaddu II (d. ca. 1315), the
proportions of the woman’s body, and the detailing of the
canopy and columns vis-a-vis dated Egyptian examples, the
vase fragments have been dated to the end of the Eighteenth
Dynasty in Egypt, approximately the middle to late four-
teenth century.”

The Egyptian elements, while clearly recognizable, are in-
tegrated into an Ugaritic context, evident not only from the
reference to Nigmaddu in the inscription but also from the
reinterpretation of the elements themselves. For example,
the portico’s cornice, which in Egypt would exhibit cobra
head wuraei, is surmounted instead by a row of bearded ca-
prine heads. In addition, the male head with net cap and
thick band belongs to the Levantine tradition. To judge from
his larger size relative to the standing female, the man prob-
ably was seated, and probably belongs to a scene of a seated
figure receiving an audience. The scene, based on compari-
sons with Egyptian examples, has been interpreted as depict-
ing a marriage between King Nigmaddu and an Egyptian
princess or court lady.”® Although there is no other evidence
for an alliance with an Egyptian woman, which would have
been extremely unusual,?® the Ugaritic king would certainly
have desired such a match. The vase fragments, even if not
representative of fact, clearly indicate the aspiration. A simi-
lar image appears among a group of ivories found at
Megiddo in Israel in a stratum dated to the early twelfth
century.?! An ivory box fragment combines an Egyptian in-
scription with a scene of a standing woman presenting a
papyrus flower to a seated individual whose upper body is
broken away. The lengthy inscription refers to a prince of
Ashkelon, a city on the coast of the southern Levant in
modern-day Israel. The Megiddo ivory differs from the Ugarit
alabaster fragments in that it contains only Egyptian ele-
ments, including the seated figure of the Levantine prince,
and a much longer inscription.*? It too, however, demon-
strates the use of Egyptian iconography by Levantine elites.®®
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16 Alabaster vase fragments from the palace of Ugarit (Ras
Shamra), drawing. Damascus, National Museum (from
Schaeffer, Ugaritica, vol. 3, fig. 118)

Like the ivory furniture panels, though on a less complex
level, the vase fragments exhibit elements that can be clearly
identified with a foreign culture, and again, these elements
are related primarily to the royal sphere. These foreign mo-
tifs have not been slavishly copied but instead reinvented with
indigenous features to create unique representations. The
hieroglyphic inscription, although carved with hesitancy, is
grammatically proper Egyptian.®* The use of the foreign
language may be compared to the adoption of Egyptian
artistic iconography: the vocabulary and even the grammar
are borrowed, but the meaning relates to indigenous con-
cerns. These two pieces are, therefore, “international” only in
their use of foreign elements; the written reference to Nig-
maddu, king of Ugarit, and the uniquely Levantine details
link them to the indigenous Ugaritic sphere. This fits well
with the picture of the Ugaritic kingdom as an aspiring power
during the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries, a status that
required an internally directed artistic expression at the royal
level. The adaptation of foreign iconography associated with
strong, centralized kingship, especially the long tradition of
nearby Egypt, provided a foundation on which to build a
specifically Ugaritic royal representational idiom. This artistic
expression, I would suggest, was consciously directed inward
at the indigenous population rather than outward to an
international audience. ‘

The International Koine

While the ivory plaques from the bed panel and the incised
vessel fragments selectively quote foreign elements, several
other luxury pieces from Ugarit display hybridized elements
that cannot be associated with any one culture (foreign or
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indigenous) and therefore argue to be classified as truly
international. The ivory inlays from a tabletop, the gold
hemispherical bowl, the framing elements of the ivory furni-
ture panels, and a fragmentary wing share formal attributes
with one another and with a number of objects from around
the eastern Mediterranean, in particular Egypt, Cyprus, and
the Aegean (Figs. 17-19, 13, 14, 20, 21).%° Their closest
comparanda are to grave goods from the tomb of Tut
ankhamun and a silver treasure hoard from Tell Basta in
Egypt, three polychrome faience vessels and a number of
ivories from Cyprus, in addition to several ivories from the
Greek island of Delos (Figs. 22-25).%¢ The Ugarit pieces
share with such works from elsewhere in the eastern Medi-
terranean an internationally based repertoire of themes that
consistently combine in nonnarrative arrangements. Object
type, material, technique, iconography, and composition link
these pieces together. On them, animal attack and hunt
scenes amid lush, stylized vegetation are hybridized to such a
degree that discerning individual cultural identities becomes
extremely difficult. The combined repertoire of themes and
motific elements derived from numerous traditions warrants
using the term international, while the extensive sharing of
these motifs suggests a visual koine.®”

Hundreds of ivory inlays from a tabletop were found face
down in the ground of court Il in the palace, partly retaining
their original composition despite the complete disintegra-
tion of their wooden armature (Fig. 17).*® An ivory lotus
capital and several furniture feet in the shape of lion’s paws
were found mixed among the cutout elements, suggesting

17 Ivory tabletop inlays from the
palace of Ugarit (Ras Shamra),
drawing. Damascus, National Museum
(drawing: Liz Lauter)

their reconstruction as a pedestal table similar to one de-
picted on a stone stela also found at Ugarit.** The excavator,
Claude Schaeffer, records small pieces of lapis lazuli or glass
paste intermixed with the ivory.”” The inlay elements are
symmetrically organized into three concentric bands of anti-
thetical animal groups surrounding a central rosette. Lightly
incised with no surface modeling, the inlays may have been
covered originally with gold leaf. Groups of winged sphinxes
and griffins trampling fallen goats alternate with rampant
goats and seated griffins. Ornate voluted palmettes separate
the groups, while tendrils of vegetation fill the space around
the animals, creating the impression of lace.

The gold bowl from the acropolis is also arranged around
a central rosette in three concentric bands of figural repre-
sentations separated by three ornamental bands (Figs. 18,
19).91 Only seven inches in diameter, the small bowl was
formed by beating red-gold foil over a core of bitumen. The
gold foil is chased from the inside with details incised on the
exterior. Five horned goats, four arranged in pairs, confront
voluted palmettes in the innermost band. The middle band
displays two bulls head-to-head followed by two lions ar-
ranged in mirror position around four voluted palmettes.
Seven groups of animals and composite creatures encircle
the outermost band, which also contains the only two human
protagonists. A sphinx and a winged lion with bull’s horns
flanking a voluted palmette form a central focus, while the
remaining groups proceed more or less in linear fashion
toward them, starting at the opposite point on the bowl’s
circumference. One group includes two hunters who, in



18 Gold bowl from the acropolis of
Ugarit (Ras Shamra), drawing.
Aleppo, National Museum (from
Schaeffer, Ugaritica, vol. 2, pl. viin)

protection of a collapsing stag, attack a rearing lion with a
spear and dagger. Three other groups depict lions as preda-
tors, flying onto the backs of their herbivorous victims, while
scavenging birds, awaiting their meal, fly above. A fifth lion,
rearing up on its hind legs, prepares to attack an unsuspect-
ing but seemingly ill-natured winged griffin seated stiffly on
its haunches. Two rampant gazelles, whose addorsed bodies
cross at the hindquarters, complete the tableau. The vi-
gnettes of the upper band are surrounded by dense vegeta-
tion that fills the space below and above the figures, as well as
by almond-shaped elements and encircled stars. Sporadic
vegetation and disks appear in the other two bands as well as
a band of pomegranates that hang into the middle band. Two
bands of shakily incised running spirals frame the outermost
figural band. The variety of poses creates a sense of liveliness
enhanced by the exuberance of the vegetation and the sharp
yet sketchy quality of the incision.

The pair of ivory furniture panels was introduced earlier
because their twelve vertical plaques exhibit a tendency to
transform foreign elements into an indigenous idiom. These
plaques, however, are framed by horizontal strips that border
the top edge, four cutout voluted palmettes at the ends, and
cutout elements from the bottom that closely relate to the
tabletop inlays and the gold bowl (Figs. 13, 14, 20).°% Across
the horizontal plaque on side A (Fig. 13), two striding winged
lions with bull’s horns flank a bird of prey perched atop a
volute in the center. To either side, animal attack scenes
unfold, with two pairs of lions confronting bulls. A sole
human individual thrusts his spear into the haunches of one
of the lions, while a griffin attacks a hoofed herbivore. On the
horizontal plaque of the opposing panel (side B, Fig. 14), two
stags lock antlers across a clump of vegetation. A kneeling
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archer to the left aims his bow, behind which a pair of
lions mauls a bull. To the right of the stags, two addorsed
lions crouch in pursuit of their prey, while a single feline
chases after fleeing goats whose extended bodies undulate
across the upper zone of the plaque. At either end of each
panel, the cutout voluted palmettes assume a simplified form
of interlaced upward- and downward-turning volutes sur-
mounted by a fan-shaped palmette. A single set of cutout
elements can be securely identified as belonging to a band
bordering the bottom edge (Fig. 20).”® Executed like the
voluted palmettes and tabletop inlays with incised details but
no surface modeling, it represents the forepart of two winged
lions with bull’s horns flanking a voluted palmette.

Several compositional, thematic, and motific features unite
the ivory tabletop inlays, the gold repoussé bowl, and the
ivory furniture panels. Extended narrow friezes, either hori-
zontal or circular, predominate, while figural groups appear
associative in nature, eschewing any marked narrative se-
quence. All use vegetal elements, especially the voluted pal-
mette, to structure the composition, serving at once to sepa-
rate and unite the various motific elements and figural
groups. A general thematic connection of animal attacks and
antithetical arrangements around voluted palmettes also
links the three pieces. On the tabletop inlays and the ivory
panels, the predators include griffins and sphinxes, compos-
ite creatures based on the leonine form, while the bowl
depicts lions in positions of attack. The posture of the two
bulls in the middle band of the gold bowl resembles that of
the attacked bulls on the ivory panels. The right-hand hunter
on the gold bowl assumes a stance, with feet spread apart and
a bent arm thrusting the spear, similar to that of the hunter
on the horizontal plaque of side A of the panels. The form
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and composition of the voluted palmettes, in particular,
those from the lower border of the panels and the outer band
on the gold bowl, share specific features, such as the sharply
pointed fronds marked by parallel hatching, pendants that
hang from the volutes, and sinuous stalks of flowers growing
out of the volutes.

A final piece provisionally included with these pieces is a
fragmentary wing that may have belonged to a larger piece of
furniture (Fig. 21).7* Two rows of sharply delineated feathers
are finely executed in low relief with deep, precise incisions
marking the details. The feathers fan out from the forewing
into a gently rounded profile, while the forewing itself rises

19 Gold bowl from the acropolis of
Ugarit (Ras Shamra). Aleppo,
National Museum (photo: Jacques
Lessard, from Syria, Land of
Crvilizations, exh. cat., Musée de la
Civilisation, Quebec, Canada, 1999,
cat. no. 24)

20 Ivory inlay belonging to furniture
panels from the palace of Ugarit (Ras
Shamra), drawing. Damascus, National
Museum (drawing: Liz Lauter)

into an arching swell. A row of striated, overlapping locks,
curling to the left, conceals the juncture of the marginal
covert and the covert. The wing resembles that of an actual
bird of prey, and its rendering closely parallels that of wings
on the ivory panels and gold bowl.

These four works have their closest parallels with items
found in Egypt, Cyprus, and the Aegean, showing more elu-
sive associations with Anatolian and Mesopotamian pieces.”
While the interior Near East has preserved fewer com-
paranda, giving the koine a more westerly, Mediterranean
orientation, this geographic skew may be more apparent than
actual. The sample of small, precious objects of any type



excavated at inland Near Eastern palatial sites remains min-
imal. From Egypt, a number of exquisite objects recovered
from the tomb of Tutankhamun in the Valley of the Kings
display scenes of leonine predators attacking herbivores in
lush vegetation, such as an alabaster jar stained blue and two
beaten gold-foil chariot ornaments (Figs. 22, 23).% In the
case of the alabaster ointment jar, the juxtaposing of the in-
ternational attributes on the container’s body with the Egyp-
tian tradition on the top and bottom, including the cartouche
of the young Pharaoh, recalls the coexistence of indigenous
and international features on the ivory furniture panels.97
Such pairings are also seen on several silver vessels found at
Tell Basta (Bubastis) in the Egyptian Delta, probably dating to
the end of the Nineteenth Dynasty.”

On Cyprus, ivories and elaborate faience pieces partake of
the koine themes and compositions. A polychrome faience
vase excavated at the site of Kition-Bamboula in the present-
day port city of Larnaca shows hunt scenes on the shoulder
and goats flanking voluted palmettes on the body (Fig. 24).%°
The flying gallop poses of the animals and the scattered
vegetation further link it to the corpus. Attack scenes be-
tween lions, griffins, and bulls, executed in cutout ivory inlays
and bands, have also been found in the Aegean, most notably
on the island of Delos (Fig. 25).'% The finely incised Delos
inlays, with their exaggerated flying gallop positions, are so
closely related to ivories found at Mycenae on the Greek
mainland, on Cyprus, and at Megiddo in the southern Levant
that it has been suggested that a single workshop produced
them.'”!

All these luxurious objects have in common a restricted
repertoire of motific elements and themes, consistently com-
bined to create vignettes that, while related, are nonnarrative.
The themes center on predatory animal attacks, foot hunts,
and herbivores flanking stylized vegetation. The most char-
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21 Ivory wing fragment from the palace of Ugarit (Ras
Shamra), drawing. Damascus, National Museum (drawing: Liz
Lauter)
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22 Alabaster container from the tomb of Tutankhamun.
Cairo, Egyptian Museum (photo: Griffith Institute,
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

acteristic motific element is the voluted palmette, which joins
upward- and downward-turning volutes with leafy fronds and
sinuous tendrils. These serve both as the vegetal focal point
for the flanking animals and also as compositional organizers
for the structure of the piece. The animal attack scenes
include a predator springing onto or perched on the back of
its victim. A second predator often lunges from the opposite
direction. Animals in motion generally assume a flying gallop
position with legs extended and above the ground line. Com-
posite creatures based on the lion—for example, sphinxes,
griffins, or horned and winged lions—place the imagery in
the realm of the supernatural. Human figures, when they
occur, are small relative to the piece as a whole, merging into
the surrounding elements. They represent hunters who con-
verge on foot, wielding bows, spears, daggers, and other
weapons. A common compositional device employs extended
bands of associated vignettes that wrap around the surface or
edges of an object. Each vignette is self-contained and con-
sists of a single thematic group or motific element.

Because of the hybrid nature of the elements, the imagery
on these pieces has often been characterized as decorative
and dismissed as lacking substantive meaning.'° Many of the
motific elements and themes have connections with specific
regional traditions. Even though these elements retain links
to the traditions from which they are derived, they have been
blended to the extent that the imagery as a whole cannot be
identified with any particular culture. Tracing links to better
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understood and longer established traditions, in particular
those of Egypt and Mesopotamia, helps elucidate the iconog-
raphy of these pieces. Two primary thematic categories can
be discerned, the first revolving around combative subjects in
states of extreme motion and the second associated with
orderly renderings of vegetation and herbivores. Both these
themes have long and rich histories related to kingship in
Egypt and Mesopotamia and translate into complementary
meanings. The combative themes, with an emphasis on leo-
nine creatures, refer to martial prowess, while the heraldic
scenes imply fertility and prosperity under the auspices of the
divine. Nevertheless, the imagery of these pieces avoids any
specific cultural references in the form of dress or symbols,
eschewing particularizing ties with any one region. I would
argue that the intermingling of various traditions produces a
consciously constructed, universalizing message, devoid of
overtly ritual or religious imagery that might associate it with
an established culture. The iconography, therefore, can be
understood as a generic reference to kingship in both its
military and providential aspects. The use of high-value ma-
terials further enhances this connection to the courts.

The group, however, shows significant stylistic variation
(using style in its restrictive, formalist sense), even among the
pieces from Ugarit. This is most evident in the execution of
wings on the composite creatures, which display variations
such as pointed or rounded feathers, interior parallel lines or
herringbone patterns, curling locks or dotted scale patterns,
as well as differences in the midsection angle. The deviation
of details at the workshop or artist level indicates that pro-
duction was probably not centralized or monopolized within
the eastern Mediterranean and Near East as a whole. Never-
theless, consistency in the motific and compositional reper-
toire suggests a commonly shared pool of features accepted
at the highest status level in every geopolitical area.

Specific, shared stylistic traits can be seen on a subgroup of
ivories spread over a wide geographic range from Mycenae
and Delos (Fig. 25) in the Aegean world to the island of
Cyprus as well as Megiddo in the Levant.'®® The pieces, which
depict attack scenes between lions, bulls, and griffins, are

23 Gold-foil chariot attachments from
the tomb of Tutankhamun. Cairo,
Egyptian Museum (photo:

Griffith Institute, Ashmolean Museum,
Oxford)

distinguished by the trefoil rendering of the ears and the
braided pattern of the hair along the body contours of the
lions. The possibility that this small subset of ivories was
produced in a single workshop contrasts with their broad
distribution, highlighting the extent to which these portable
items may have traveled.

A close stylistic analysis of the execution of details and the
distribution patterns of excavated works reveals two aspects of
production and consumption. First, it appears that over a
span of approximately two hundred years and a wide geo-
graphic range they had no single time or center of produc-
tion, although their final resting places in elite or royal
contexts associates them with palace workshops. Second, at
least one subgroup of ivories shares specific stylistic traits,
implying that their creation in a single location was followed
by their distribution over a wide area. These patterns suggest,
then, that there were a number of manufacturing locales,
perhaps tied to individual palaces, that worked with a single
shared repertoire of iconography and composition but re-
tained some degree of stylistic individuality, and that the
products of these workshops circulated well beyond their
place of manufacture. If the corpus were larger, more stylistic
groups might be identified; yet, due to their dissemination,
the exact geographic location of production would still prove
quite elusive. The very real possibility of itinerant craftsmen
further complicates issues of manufacture.'®® Thus, while it
might be tempting to seek the identity of the artists produc-
ing these works, the very nature of the objects’ stylistic and
iconographic properties inhibits such an inquiry. Much of
the frustration apparent in the scholarship of these luxury
objects may be attributed to a lack of success in determining
their authorship.

Not only do these objects from Ugarit and elsewhere in the
eastern Mediterranean share formal and thematic features,
they also use common materials and techniques and are
associated with elite contexts. The object types encompass a
variety of small-scale, easily portable items. They range from
military accoutrements, such as daggers, bows, and chariots,
to furnishings, including vessels, furniture, and even in one



24 Faience vase from Kition-
Bamboula, Cyprus, drawing. Larnaca,
Archaeological Museum (from Yon
and Caubet, Le Sondage L-N 13, figs.
33, 35)

25 Ivory inlay from Delos, drawing.
Delos, Archaeological Museum (from
Kantor, “Syro-Palestinian Ivories,” fig.
2B, courtesy of the University of
Chicago Press)

exceptional case an embroidered garment.'” In most in-
stances, they are courtly rather than ritual or everyday ob-
jects. The pieces from Ugarit fall into the category of furnish-
ings, including several ivory items that belonged to wooden
furniture and two vessels. Similarly, the materials are rare and
precious, restricted to a small group of elites. These include
elephant ivory, gold and other metals, faience, and alabas-
ter.!°® The techniques—repoussé, incision, inlay, and carv-
ing—favor surface decoration over three-dimensional forms
and evoke an exuberance through the interior detailing.
The luxury goods found in the palace and the gold bowl
from the acropolis have an archaeologically determined ter-
minus ante quem of 1200-1180, the final destruction of the
city. Comparanda from around the eastern Mediterranean
and Near East place them between this date and the late
fifteenth century. Evidence of earlier pieces, such as those
from the Shaft Graves at Mycenae (dated to between 1600
and 1500) or those from the tomb of Kamose and Ahmose’s
mother in Egypt (ca. 1600), highlights the artistic founda-
tions of these luxury goods, yet specific stylistic details dis-

tinguish the fourteenth- and thirteenth-century works as a
107

group.

Because the themes and motific elements of different re-
gional traditions are so fully intermixed in this group of
objects so as to create a new and distinct hybrid expression, it
can be seen as representative of an international koine. The
iconography and formal features of this group clearly situate
it within the highest ruling level of society, which is con-
firmed by the archaeological context of the objects. Many of
the Ugarit pieces come from the palace, and likewise many of
the related works, most notably the large number of objects
found in the royal burial of King Tutankhamun, have royal
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contexts. Associated with the courtly sphere, yet remaining
aloof from any specific regional affiliation, this group of
luxury goods becomes understandable when assessed within
the larger picture of Late Bronze Age interrelations.

Royal Diplomacy and the International Concept

of Kingship

An extensive corpus of international letters between rulers
and palace officials in the eastern Mediterranean illumi-
nates one distinct facet of diplomatic relations during the
fourteenth and thirteenth centuries.'”® The largest and
best-preserved assemblages are from the capital cities of
Akhetaten (present-day Amarna) in Egypt and Hattusas
(present-day Boghazkdy) in Anatolia, although isolated ex-
amples elsewhere are known.'® The regions from which
correspondence survives include Egypt, Babylonia, Assyria,
Mitanni, Hatti, Cyprus, and the Levantine kingdoms. As re-
corded in a subset of these letters, a select group of rulers, the
self-proclaimed “Great Kings,” participated in a sophisticated
political system based on reciprocal exchange and the meta-
phor of brotherhood. Written according to a formulaic struc-
ture, the correspondence emphasizes maintaining contact
through the intermediary of messengers who traveled be-
tween royal courts, bearing information, salutations, and
gifts. These letters, called greeting letters, describe a “supra-
regional” sphere of royal interaction that bound the rulers
together despite potentially divisive cultural loyalties.

The international greeting letters dwell on issues of mar-
riage alliances, exchanged gifts of costly materials, and dip-
lomatic etiquette, with few references to historical events
such as military affairs and only occasional mention of trade-
related issues. Paramount among the concerns is the contin-
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uous exchange of salutations by means of the dispatch of
messengers and accompanying “greeting gifts” (Akkadian
Sulmanu, from the root SLM, meaning “well-being/well-wish-
ing”)."'” The giving and receiving of such greeting gifts iden-
tified the participants as belonging to the highest level of
rulership. Within this circle, rulers called one another
“brother,” expressing political alliances through the meta-
phor of blood ties that were realized through interdynastic
marriages. A passage from a letter sent by the Egyptian king
Ramses II (ca. 1304-1237) to the Hittite queen Puduhepa
succinctly captures the important elements in these diplo-
matic relations:

[when] I heard of the health of my brother and of the
health of my sister—“They are well, [safe], and healthy.”
And when I saw the tablet which [my sister] sent to me,
when I heard all the matters which my sister wrote me
about, when I received the gift which my sister sent to me,
and when I saw that it was secure and in good condition,
I was indeed overjoyed. The Sun-god and the Storm-god
will give us brotherhood and peace, even in this good
relationship in which we find ourselves forever. And our
messengers will travel continuously between us forever,
fostering brotherhood and peace.'!!

From details available concerning the objects sent as
Sulmanus, they appear to be prestige items similar to those
found among the international koine, although stylistic and
formal features are almost entirely absent in the written
descriptions. While it is not suggested that the objects belong-
ing to the international koine should be equated one-to-one
with sulmanus, it is likely that these luxurious works operated
in the same network of diplomacy and perhaps on occasion
served as objects of gift exchange. This shared social context
finds further affirmation from a number of structural, formal,
and iconographic similarities between koine luxury goods
and greeting letters. Both use culturally nonspecific motifs
(on the objects) and vocabulary (in the letters) to express a
restricted repertoire of themes or topics, which are drawn
from the constituent cultures but combined so as to create a
hybrid."'? These themes or topics are narrowly defined and
relate to generic attributes of kingship. Compositionally, a
nonnarrative arrangement of associated elements predomi-
nates. Both letters and objects required specialized knowl-
edge and costly resources to produce. And finally, in each
case, the physical substance embodied a critical aspect: that
of the tangible proof of well-wishing for the letters and that of
high-value materials for the objects.

Like the greeting letters, the international artistic tradi-
tion, manifest in easily portable luxury items that could have
circulated as gifts, provided a shared code that helped to
reinforce a collective identity of ruling elites. The luxury
goods bearing universalized themes of rulership perfectly
expressed an ideal communality of royal elites who formed
themselves into an exclusive extended family. Rhetorically,
these rulers considered each other as equals, although they
came from culturally disparate and potentially conflicting
regional traditions and often engaged in military actions
against one another. The international koine bound this
group together through visual channels; its lack of cultural

affiliation and emphasis on hybrid royal iconography made it
the logical expression of a brotherhood of kings. The lack of
regional affiliation for the iconography was motivated by its
conceptual origin from within the international community
itself, while its close connection with the royal elite was
reinforced by its derivation from long-standing, constituent
royal traditions. The two dominant themes of attack and
vegetation had long and rich histories related to kingship in
these areas, and they translated into two complementary yet
generic attributes of rulership.

According to this scenario, the appearance of such objects
at Ugarit signals a complex form of emulation of and aspira-
tion to the status of “Great Kingdom” that is borne out by the
textual and archaeological evidence from the site. Although
the kingdom of Ugarit never reached the status of “great,”
as explicitly acknowledged in the correspondence, that it
should so aspire with some reasonable hope for success is not
an implausible proposition. First, the small city-state of As-
syria, after emerging from the shadow of the Mitannian
“Great King,” ascended to just such an exalted rank and
participated as an equal in the exchange of messengers and
greeting gifts."'? Second, Ugarit occupied a strategic location
in a border zone between several competing powers that
provided it with potential bargaining power. Last, evidence
from the texts and archaeological finds points to the active
manipulation and negotiation of political rank by the Uga-
ritic kings, effectively playing its neighbors and the various
“Great Kings” off one another.!'* The deployment of visual
material associated with the highest sphere of political status
thus represents a further means by which to ascend in the
hierarchical ranks. In such a way, luxury goods executed in
the international koine but consumed by lower-status rulers
could effectively serve to instigate or bolster status negotia-
tion.

Artistic Expression at Ugarit
The preceding analysis has shown that at least two different
artistic traditions existed simultaneously within the Ugaritic
kingdom during the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries.
One can be considered an indigenous trend distinct from,
although incorporating, to varying degrees, other foreign
traditions. The indigenous tradition, as might be expected,
appears well distributed archaeologically within the Ugaritic
realm. Examples of indigenous high-level luxury arts have
been found within the palace, in a neighboring residence,
and in the tomb of a port-side residence at Minet el-Beida. An
extension of the indigenous tradition is the idiom evident in
the furniture panels and alabaster fragments that reshaped
the foreign in order to address local Ugaritic and specifically
royal concerns.''” The cultural inspiration for the foreign
motifs found in these pieces can be clearly identified, while
the selection and inclusion of them alongside the Levantine
tradition removes them from their original cultural environ-
ment. What has been called “internationalism” in these
pieces can be seen as foreign quotations that were directed
internally (that is, locally) and were intentionally chosen for
their symbolic potential; thus, their cultural origin served an
important function in contributing to the reading of the
imagery within its new context.

A second artistic tradition falls outside the Levantine tra-



dition, yet specific channels of foreign inspiration cannot be
clearly traced. Instead, the completely hybridized tradition
creates a “supraregional” koine connected to an idealized
kinship network of palaces throughout the eastern Mediter-
ranean. The complementary themes of rulership, domina-
tion, and fecundity draw on the long-standing traditions of
the network’s constituent participants, blended so that no
one tradition predominates. In this way, the luxury goods,
which may have circulated as greeting gifts, served as a vehi-
cle for identity formation and maintenance within a commu-
nity of royal elites who bound themselves into an exclusive
extended family. The presence of such items at Ugarit, a
lesser but aspiring kingdom, marks the deployment of a
potent rhetorical expression in an effort to increase its own
status. Furthermore, the use of an international tradition as a
framing device on the ivory furniture panels that display
strong ties to indigenous Levantine works indicates both the
ability of the artists to move between visual idioms (between
the Levantine and the international) as well as the intention-
ality that led to such movement. In this case, as in some
Egyptian examples, there appears to have been a conscious
decision to relate the indigenous elements to an internation-
ally situated tradition. For the crafting of such luxury works,
found mainly in court environments, one might postulate a
network of palace workshops that featured both mobility of
artists and flexibility in training. The evidence for produc-
tion, however, remains elusive and requires further research.

These two traditions were not the only ones present at
Ugarit, as witnessed by objects like the carved ivory pyxis lid
from Tomb III at Minet el-Beida and the second gold vessel
from the acropolis.''® They are, however, the most clearly
articulated among the small sample of the luxury goods
found there and elsewhere in the eastern Mediterranean and
Near East. Multiplicity of artistic expression at Ugarit should
not come as a surprise, considering the sophisticated inter-
national world in which it participated; it is to be expected
that social complexity would be mirrored in cultural expres-
sions. The desire to attribute works of art to a single individ-
ual or, that failing, to a single group (usually ethnically,
linguistically, or nationally identified) has in fact served to
direct inquiries regarding these luxury goods away from their
culturally situated contexts. Questions concerning consump-
tion, use, and social history, on the other hand, focus on
artistic forms as expressions of multidimensional social sys-
tems. Objects, particularly those that were invested with ex-
ceptional value, as evident from the amount of resources,
energy, and time allocated to luxury production, can act as
participants in the definition of relations by means of the
symbolic encoding ascribed to them by their human coun-
terparts.

The combined written and material evidence adduced in
the present study indicates that the kingdom of Ugarit par-
ticipated in several different spheres of domestic and inter-
national interactions, by which and for which it engaged in
complex identity formation and negotiation. In such a case,
I have suggested that visual representation on a prestige level
served as a major vehicle for rhetorical expression. Specifi-
cally, it is argued that the diversity of artistic traditions seen
in the luxury goods from Ugarit played an intrinsic role in
the promotion of status and identity at a variety of levels.
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The luxurious forms of the “international style,” when dis-
sected, thus reveal a complicated and sophisticated anatomy
that encompasses the indigenous, the foreign, and the truly
hybrid.
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