Drawing upon a variety of archaeological case studies consider how useful theoretically informed analyses are for exploring culture contact and the material and social worlds of the people of the Bronze Age East Mediterranean (3rd-2nd millennium BC). You should focus on one of the theories covered in the module (different to the theory used in the object analysis).



The politics of distance is an idea that the geographical distance and the command of those far-flung places creates a privileging of the exotic that can be used for political influence and reputation building. The overarching idea colours the way in which cultures interact and come together within the Mediterranean which can be seen in the hybridisation of objects, the international style and the market for exotic objects and materials. Boats and ships provided the means for the long-distance travel that generated the long-distance entanglements between the faraway places. Mary Helms articulates the concept in her book Ulysses' Sail: An Ethnographic Odyssey of Power, Knowledge, and Geographical Distance (Helms, 1988) .

Using any archaeological theory arises many questions, including whether it adds helpful interpretations that add to our understanding of the archaeological record of the bronze age Mediterranean. For the politics of distance there are also the questions of if such politics can be seen in the evidence we have been left with? Or whether the increased amounts of travel by the late bronze age impacted the different societies?

The theory of the politics of distance enables archaeologists to understand the technological and artistic developments as a response to an influx of new and exotic materials and ideas from distant cultures.

In this essay we will be first examining Mary Helms’ theory in closer detail, then we will determine its usefulness for understanding the relationship between bronze age Mediterranean cultures and their distant counterparts. This will be done by examining several archaeological artifacts through the lens of Helms’ theory to analyse how the material culture depicts the people’s views of far-off cultures. The artifacts looked at will range from the Uluburun shipwreck with a further exploration into the Cyclades boats, to obsidian blades, to ostrich eggs. 

Before we can get to the artifacts, we shall further explore the archaeological theory of politics of distance. The main voice in this theory is Mary Helms who explained and expanded the theory in her book, because of hers being the most well-known and accepted version of the theory it is the one we will predominantly analyse and utilise in this essay. The politics of distance theory is the idea that there is power and prestige that can be gained through use of the “symbolic significance” awarded to items and knowledge from far-off places (Helms, 1988, p. 8). According to Helms’ theory there was a similar mystique applied to vertical distances as there was to the distant horizons, the further from the familiar you stray the more magical, prestigious and exotic things become (Helms, 1988, p. 4). 

The imagined shores of distant places are populated with strange and exotic wonders, and when unfamiliar goods and products arrive from those places, they carry with them a transcendent value. Helms describes how access to distant places creates a type of political capital. “Not only exotic materials but also intangible knowledge of distant realms and regions can be politically valuable ‘goods’ both for those who have endured the perils of travel and for those sedentary home bodies who are able to acquire such knowledge by indirect means and use it for political advantage” (Helms, 1988, p. 4). In the bronze age Aegean boat building technology allowed for increasing amounts of distant travel and trade. There were elites and merchants who took advantage of the resulting opportunities. The imaginative views that people often had about foreign lands added to the mystique.

One thing that shows how people in the bronze age connected to the far-off lands they found so mysterious are the shipwrecks that can be found at the bottom of the Mediterranean sea. The Uluburun is one such shipwreck. It was a late bronze age ship, dated at around  c. 1300 BCE, and it was found near the Southwest coast of Turkey in Grand Cape (Pulak, 1998, p. 188). It is believed to have been a trading vessel giving insight into what goods were travelling to what places. The Uluburun started its voyage at Haifa (Savat, 2022) and was most likely traveling in an anti-clockwise direction around the Mediterranean coast (Jackson and Nicholson, 2010, p. 296). The ship was quite a large vessel, around 15 meters (Croome and Frost, 2011) and it contained “part of a rich trade that included copper ingots, amber, ivory, and other precious items” (Jackson and Nicholson, 2010, p. 296) as well as a large shipment of glass ingots. The glass ingots are thought to have originated in Egypt and were being transported to the Aegean, based on studies done on similar glass wherein it was found that the compositional make up of glass produced in Egypt and Mycenaean glass objects were very similar (Jackson and Nicholson, 2010, p. 296). This provides substantial evidence that by the late bronze age there was frequent trade between distant regions. Within this trade and exchanges of goods is also evidence that a large portion was diplomatic gift exchange with only some merchants primarily taking part in commercial trade. Texts from the time period show evidence of both commercial and diplomatic traders being active across the Mediterranean. One of the main distinguishing differences between the two types of traders is the mentions of tax exemptions. The texts show that commercial merchants had to pay income tax to their monarchs, whereas those working for a king would often have passports that granted them tax exemption (Kelder and Cline, no date, p. 25). The involvement of monarchs and the way that many traders seem to have doubled as diplomats show the way that politics was entangled with contact between distant cultures. Shipwrecks such as the Uluburun provide insight into what these political delegations were carrying out to the mystical and unknown places.

The Uluburun only showcases how trade relations were in the later part of the bronze age in the Mediterranean. Places such as the Cyclades can help us understand how such ties were formed. The Cyclades are a small group of islands in the Aegean which formed close community and trading links in the early bronze age. Depictions of boats from that period show that long-boats powered by people with oars rather than sails, which was adequate for travelling the distances between the Cyclades islands. Most islands are within 5 or 10 kilometres of another island, with the most isolated islands being about 30 kilometres from another island (Broodbank, 1993, p. 317). Broodbank writes about the perception of distance of islanders looking out to sea. “Where the encircling sea may define the threshold of the distant and the 'other' closer even than the physical horizon, or alternatively create a highway outwards to a wider and more cosmopolitan world” (Broodbank, 1993, p. 316). Broodbank writes in the context of the early Cyclades which, incidentally, have the earliest depictions of boats found anywhere in the world (Broodbank, 1993, p. 316). For islanders the distant perceived as accessible through travel by boat in a way is different to non-islanders, this brings to mind Mary Helms’ theories of how perception of space may be affected by physical geography. 

The Cyclades islands’ inter-trading systems seem to be a small-scale version of the complex system of trade and gift exchange that developed by the late bronze age in the Mediterranean. As boat building technology developed and boats with sails were designed travel to much more distant places became possible, it is not difficult to imagine that their culture of travel and trade easily expanded to a broader scope when those further shores became reachable. Trade among the people of the Cyclades islands would have been crucial for their survival and was most likely well integrated into their way of life, as can be inferred from the amount of sea vessels depicted on artifacts from that time period (Broodbank, 1989, p. 330).  The necessity of trade to the Cycladic people most likely made for an intricate inter-connected system of relationships between the islands (Broodbank, 1993, p. 320), which can be compared to the complex and political relations between the major powers in the late bronze age that are displayed in the Armana letters. All of this shows how trade and distance creates a special type of politics, as said in Helms’ theory of the politics of distance.

The politics of distance talks of how the more distance involved in a situation, the more likely it is to have a fascinating or magic-like quality to it, something that can be seen with obsidian. Obsidian is a volcanic glass and during the bronze age obsidian was mined to make tools and weapons such as knives, axes and spearheads (Tsampiri, 2018, p. 28). As chemical analysis has developed it has been possible to trace obsidian artifacts to their original sources due to each deposit of obsidian having slightly differing trace elements, allowing a greater ability to understand trade routes (Tsampiri, 2018, p. 30). On the island of Melos there were two main sources of obsidian, Dhemenegaki and Sta Nychia. These two deposits have been shown to have been exploited at different periods, with Dhemenegaki being mined in the neolithic period and Sta Nychia coming into use during the early bronze age. There have been previous assumptions that resources were sourced by “drawing on a range of experience and knowledge” (Carter, no date, p. 226), however, newer theories are that the practical concerns are “overridden by, quite different matters, such as a stone’s ancestral, cosmological or totemic powers, it’s colour and brilliance” (Carter, no date, p. 226). This more recent interpretation of why the people in the bronze age chose one site over another fits with Mary Helms’ theory of politics of distance, that they chose where they would source obsidian based on the perceived mystical qualities that the rock at one place possessed where a different site on the same island didn’t.  

Elites in the bronze age Aegean were able to use exotic iconography and artifacts to enhance their status and reputation. An example of this is the blue monkey wall-paintings found in the Minoan palaces found on Crete. Most examples of wall-art found in the Aegean were in the interior rooms of large houses, which strongly suggests that such art was a demonstration of wealth by elites of the time (Chapin, 2023, p. 60). Blue monkeys were depicted on many wall-paintings found on Crete, and as the paintings themselves were a sign of wealth it would follow that the iconography would also depict things that would showcase their prestige and money. “Chlorocebus monkeys were deemed so exotic and important by the Aegean Bronze Age culture that they were not thought of simply as animals, but rather as creatures who played the role of intermediary between the human and divine worlds” (Masseti and Masseti, 2021, p. 154). The monkeys would have most likely been imported knowledge from Egypt or elsewhere near African lands making them mystical and exotic, something that only occurred because of the distance between Crete and the areas that the monkeys were native to, and was exploited for political means.

Within literature there has been many different interpretations of the species of monkey depicted in the Minoan wall-paintings. In his paper Masseti attempts to identify the type of monkeys and also explain their origins. There is some disagreement among scholars as to how the blue monkeys came to be depicted on Minoan wall-art. Previously scholars have claimed that they were represented having been studied first-hand in African lands. Masseti argues, however, that “green monkeys were exotic primates very likely imported from sub-Saharan Africa into the Aegean region through trade with Egypt, and not that they were directly observed by the Minoan artists in Africa” (Masseti and Masseti, 2021, p. 153). The difficulty Masseti has in identifying the species of the monkeys could be down to the paintings depicting several species that have been hybridised together (Masseti and Masseti, 2021, p. 155). This hybridisation of species could have come from a lack of knowledge of them, likely due to the distance between Crete and Africa, which shows how distance can make information get distorted and seem far more magical than it would otherwise be.

A further example of knowledge getting distorted across large distances is from another import from Egypt, ostrich eggs. Ostrich eggs were a luxury item that was exported from Egypt across the eastern Mediterranean during the bronze age, often getting turned into rhyta or other such vessels (Hodos et al., 2020, p. 382). There have been many occasions where ostriches have been viewed within mythological contexts, with the birds themselves as well as the by-products they produce being imbued with religious and mythological significance (Green, 2006, p. 30). One way in which ostriches, or rather their eggs, got tangled into mythology is in the Aegean where they may have been misinterpreted as griffin eggs (Younger, 2011, p. 166). The people in the Aegean during the bronze age would never have seen an ostrich, but there were some of them in possession of large eggs, from a strange and unknown place. Since Egypt was so far away, and so unknown, by Helms’ theory it would make sense for the people in the Aegean to interpret the ostrich eggs in a mystical manner.

A problem that can be found with many archaeological theories, and the interpretations of historical evidence, is that they have a tendency to dehumanise the people of the past, not always accounting for the possible illogical reasons behind choices ancient people made. The politics of distance, however, interprets evidence in a very human manner, so much so that it can be used through all of human history, and can still be applied to human activity today. For example, exotic pets have been used to display wealth and status for centuries, and are still used to do so now. The fascination with distant places can still be seen in our culture today, there is less emphasis on distant countries, instead the unexplored areas of ocean and space have been the target of recent fascination. Billionaires creating space programmes is an example of the rich travelling to distant and exotic places to showcase their wealth, just as it has been in the past.

In conclusion, the politics of distance is an archaeological theory that can be usefully applied to interpret historical evidence. It can help to explain why so many merchants in the bronze age were given high levels of importance and frequently doubled as envoys and dignitaries for kings, as well as why such intricate and complicated trade relations developed, and the politics behind them. Helms’ theory can also account for why many signs of wealth displayed features that were imported from distant places, such as the images of blue monkeys on the Minoan wall-paintings. Furthermore, the idea that distant places have a sense of mystery and magic due to their unknown nature aids with understanding how possible misinterpretations of objects such as ostrich eggs can result in the creation of mythological explanations, or why one source of a material might have been favoured over another even when they are in close proximity. Finally, Mary Helms’ theory proves its usefulness by being applicable to human behaviour throughout all of our history, all the way up to today where we still display the same tendencies of mystifying the distant and unknown.
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