To what extent can Egyptian archaeological evidence suggest interconnections with the wider Mediterranean through seafaring ?


        When it comes to looking at the interactions of Egypt with the wider Mediterranean, there are various examples that can be looked at in order to have a glimpse at seafaring, such as wall reliefs portraying the return of trade expeditions with boats in the background, as well as written inscriptions that sometimes accompany the reliefs or that are found separately on carved stones like stelae. Sometimes there is also written evidence on papyrus scrolls, but due to their lower preservation rate, they are scarcer than rock carvings, which have a higher preservation rate. It is also worth mentioning what I would define as trade as well. Could trade imply an exchange of items of equal value for one another, and is it limited to just objects. Could you trade peoples skills in exchange for things as well, more as a loan of skill as opposed to actually trading the people. For the sake of this essay, I will look at trade as an exchange of things for other things, not limited to items, but also skill transfer, such as frescos.

      In order for the Egyptians to have a possible advantage in regard to seafaring, one thing that could have made it a greater possibility is the application of sails onto Egyptian river boats. Broodbank (2010, p33) notes that they could have optimised travel time, thus expanding margins of the Mediterranean to explore the unknown. With sails, the boats could take advantage of the Mediterranean winds that could transport them towards the coasts of the North East. However, as with winds today which are seasonal, they have not changed much since ancient times and are still seasonal winds, which would render sails useless should they venture into open sea during those off-season times. However,   

[image: ]       In Egypt, one of the most notable archaeological features that could tell us something about Egyptian relations with the wider Mediterranean, is wall paintings, seen most prominently in tombs and mortuary temples of the pharaohs. These wall reliefs showcase a wide variety of screenshots into Egyptian life, from the gathering of crops by farmers, scenes of hunting, military exploits and also trade and travel. Of these trade reliefs, the one that features the trade expedition to Punt from Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple in Deir el-Bahri. Image 1 shows the return of people from the expedition, carrying what can be described as a sapling of  a tree, possibly one that could be used for incense, such as a myrrh tree for example. It is difficult to tell exactly from the painting what the tree species could be, so the tree species is open for debate. Wall paintings can also give us a glimpse into official court activities as well, such as the reception of Minoan officials at the court of Hatshepsut, noted by Barber (1991, p331). With the arrival of foreign officials at a court in Egypt, it could be inferred that there was contact between the two nations, possibly political. However, it is hard to tell whether trade can be inferred from such reliefs. It should be noted however, that Egyptian wall depictions should not be taken as literally as they seem. Egyptian art was an expression of not necessarily reality, but of an ideal life. Representations, such as the depiction of the pharaoh smiting his enemies, was not necessarily something that would have been actually done in later periods, but the pharaoh was still depicted smiting enemies, as his role as the protector of Egypt from her enemies still needed the visual representation. Image 1


[image: ][image: ]        Hieroglyphic stelae are a good source of information in regard to Egyptian life, providing you can either read hieroglyphs, or there are translations of the texts published. Although they were unreadable until the hieroglyph code was unravelled by Champollion, now that they are decipherable a wide variety of information can be found. one such inscription that can tell us about trade expeditions in ancient Egypt, is a collection of fragments referred to as the Palermo stones (see image 2, one of the Palermo stone pieces), noted by Shaw (2017, p26). Shaw also notes that a relief was found in the pyramid causeway of pharaoh Sahure, depicting what is believed to be the Punt expedition that Sahure undertook, as well as the retune of a fleet of Egyptian boats from the Levant (see image 3 for return of the fleet from the Levant). Matching written texts with wall depictions can be a way of corroborating whether events actually happened during the reigns of pharaohs.    Image 3
Image 2


       Treasure hoards , such as the Tod Treasure hoard (see image 2), could be seen as a collection of items that shows trade networks with Egypt and the wider Mediterranean. Shaw (2017, p43) noted that the hoard contained “precious items from across Egypt’s known world, including rings, bracelets, a mirror, copper, pendants, carnelian beads, fragments of quartz, amethyst and obsidian, as well as over 150 bowls”. The insinuation that all of the items in the hoard are of a precious origin, gathered from across the known locations for the Egyptians, could show that there was potential travel to those lands in [image: ]order to get the items, possibly through exchange of goods. As to whether this could show seafaring travel and trade, it is a lot more obscure, as we have no evidence that describes the gathering of these items together through travel. What is also not clear from hordes is whether they were gathered by walking across the land. This could then possibly discount this particular horde as a possible example of seafaring trade, if the items where not gathered via the sea. Although the horde does contain copper, which is found most prevalently in Cyprus, which could be an indicator of possible sea connections through trade, as we know ships such as the Ulubrun transported copper ingots. However, copper still could be traded across the land and transported to Egypt that way, not showing whether there was sea trade or not. Image 4


        When it comes to looking at the transfer of artisanal knowledge throughout the Mediterranean, Brysbaert (2008, p78) notes that there was certainly a “level of transfer of iconographic motifs and stylistic features”.  As patterns and materials travelled around the Mediterranean, they ended up in Egypt. However, textiles seldom survive in the archaeological record, as they are a soft item that perishes easily, except for rare cases where some of them do survive, such as sandals from the tomb of Tutankhamun. Whilst sandals are not necessarily textiles, they are still a soft item that is often lost to the archaeological record. As Brysbaert (2008, p 78) notes, “objects perished but whose patterns were copied onto Theban tomb ceilings”, so although items may no longer exist physically, there is still evidence that they were at least seen by the Egyptians, possibly as a trade item,  and then the patterns copied onto wall reliefs, giving a slight glimpse at a possible example of a transfer of ideas through the movement of people and textiles. 
 
       One interesting point Brysbaert (2008, p79) makes is a “phenomenon visible across objects of different media and includes both transfer of iconographic and thematic aspects but also technological features”. One such example we see of a transfer of technology is a series of wall paintings found in Deir el-Ballas. What is interesting to note for these particular wall paintings is the method of the plaster. Egypt was well known for its dry climate, and so it favoured a form of wall painting known as al seco, which involved painting onto a dry plaster wall with pigments combined with a binding agent such as eggs, in order for the colours to remain on the wall, as noted by Brysbaert (2008). However, one key component sets these wall paintings apart from the traditional Egyptian method, and closer to the Minoan style, which is the fact that the plaster is made with lime, as opposed to the Egyptian standard of gypsum. This could possibly imply that Minoan painters could be going to Egypt as a trade of crafts and ideas, as the methods of painting found in Deir el-Ballas are very Minoan in the make up of the materials. However this is not a definite example of trade, as the artisans could have been sent to Egypt as potential gifts, therefore eliminating any trade being carries out, as the methods would be done by Minoan artisans, then they would go back to Crete, not having necessarily demonstrated their craft to an Egyptian as a craft exchange.

        Just as finding examples of textiles is difficult in the archaeological record, it is also difficult to trace the movement of people through the record as well. Traces can be found in written texts, such as Shaw (2017, p33) notes, in regard to the movement of a particular group of people localised as Asiatics. In this case, the movement of people did not necessarily contribute anything good for the Egyptians, as Shaw (2017) notes that they contributed to political problems in the first intermediate period. The reasons as to why they moved are unknown, but Shaw (2017) notes that “from 2250 – 2025 BCE, the Near East suffered through a period of drought, brought on by an unusually dry climate”.   

        When it comes to looking at Egyptian relations with the wider Mediterranean , it can be summed up rather concisely by Shaw (2017, p51) of Egyptian relations with Crete, that despite extensive archaeological evidence for Egyptian contact with Crete, there is only a single reference to the Minoans – called Keftiu – in Egyptian text, found in the ‘Admonitions of Ipuwer’, composed in the late middle kingdom. Something like this would mean that despite the vast array of evidence, if there is no mention of the people that brought the objects to Egypt, we have no concrete way of knowing what groups they may have traded with, or exchanged items with, it would be exceedingly difficult to establish whether any trade occurred between the groups, and even harder still if there is no mention of the arrival or departure of any sea vessels.
        
         When it comes to looking at whether there was trade through seafaring with Egypt and the wider Mediterranean, despite there being a wide variety of archaeological remains, in truth, they don’t offer much of an idea as to whether there was trade via the sea. In regard to trade , it would seem more plausible for trade to have occurred over the land, due to the paths of the sea winds, and also the lack of seaworthy boats in Egypt. River boats could have potentially  travelled up to the Nile delta, in order to receive cargo from ports, and then transport them back down the Nile. 
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