Article review of Knapp’s “Thalassocracies in Bronze Age Eastern Mediterranean Trade: Making and Breaking of A Myth.

Knapp’s article covers the academic theories around the potential thalassocracies of the Minoan Empire, Mycenae, Syria (“Canaanite or “Semitic””[footnoteRef:1]) and Egypt. He then goes on to provide counter arguments to the aforementioned academic theories and explain why it is unlikely that any of these were truly thalassocracies, and why it is unlikely that there was a thalassocracy in the eastern mediterranean during the bronze age.  [1:  Knapp, 1993] 

The article fails to give a definition of thalassocracy, something that would have been useful for clarification, given that the idea of a thalassocracy can have some variation in its exact specifics. Knapp does, however, provide the example of 5th century B.C. Athens, which allows for some useful comparison, though Knapp does not invoke it as often as to provide a proper comparison throughout the article. Knapp does, however, invoke the idea that a thalassocracy could also be caused through trade and trade influence alone, with the express purpose of putting down the idea that this could apply to the bronze age Eastern Mediterranean.
Knapp’s arguments against the Minoan thalassocracy are the shortest of his arguments, simply arguing that the Minoans never possessed the naval power and reach to be considered a thalassocracy, and that the scattered presence of their artistic and cultural influence is much more likely to be a result of “diverse social or political contacts between Crete and Egypt or the southern Levant.”[footnoteRef:2] Than it is to be evidence of Minoan naval dominance. [2:  Knapp, 1993] 

Knapp’s arguments against the Mycenaean thalassocracy hinge around debunking the idea that the Mycenaeans had a monopoly on trade in the eastern Mediterranean through the theory that the Mycenaean objects found across the eastern Mediterranean are traded through Cyprus, described as “down the line trade”[footnoteRef:3] by Renfrew, primarily by independent merchants.  [3:  Renfrew, 1975] 

Knapp's arguments against the Syrian thalassocracy are based on taking a different interpretation of the evidence than the archaeologists he disagrees with. He agrees with Yannai (1983) that the most likely circumstance was Cypriot and Levantine merchants acting as middlemen, as opposed to being a regional economic hegemon. He makes particular use of the evidence surrounding the Cape Gelidonya and Ulu Burun shipwrecks, pointing out that their cargo includes Cypriot copper, and that the crew appears to be of a number of ethnicities. Additionally, he addresses the idea that a “naval entente”[footnoteRef:4] existed, arguing that the very existence of such a thing would mean that no one power could be a thalassocracy, given that they would lack uncontested oceanic control. This matches his comparison of 5th century Athens, that held its thalassocracy only until the loss of its naval dominance. [4:  Knapp, 1993] 

Knapp’s arguments against the Egyptian thalassocracy are that there is very little evidence in favour, and that the assumption amongst Egyptologists of a level of Egyptian power over Mediterranean trade is unfounded. Knapp notes that many of the depictions of trading ships in descriptions and wall paintings were identified as Levantine, not Egyptian.[footnoteRef:5] In his final paragraph on Egypt, Knapp makes a claim that the extent of Egyptian influence is exaggerated because of the Egyptian ideology and depictions of their own power, quoting Liverani 1990, “Supplies that were in fact the result of trade or gift-exchange are recorded and presented as tribute for the sake of control over the inner Egyptian populace.”[footnoteRef:6] Knapp’s assertions to this point would back his argument against Egyptian naval power well, however for such an important assertion, this element could have benefited from more attention, as despite having easily the largest-reaching implications of any piece of this study, it received no more than one paragraph. [5:  Artzy, 1985]  [6:  Liverani, 1990] 

A throughline in Knapp’s disassembly of the idea of thalassocracy through trade dominance is that archaeological evidence has been misinterpreted. While some evidence (primarily the presence of large volumes of certain region’s products in other context, i.e. “Mycenaean pottery in the Levanto-Egyptian sphere,”[footnoteRef:7]) points towards a trade dominance of certain civilisations, Knapp counters this assertion with several counter theories. [7:  Knapp, 1993] 

The first of Knapp’s counter theories is that instead of being directly traded, the reason for the reach of many of the various state’s trade goods is that huge volumes are being traded into Cyprus, then sent on several steps further by Cypriot traders. The repercussions of this would be a dramatic range extension of local trade routes that would have stretched from the Aegean Sea to Cyprus. This argument draws very heavily upon Yannai (1983), unsurprisingly echoing her work’s statements on the importance of Cyprus in bronze age Eastern Mediterranean trade.
Knapp’s second counter argument against trade-based thalassocracies is that much of the trading is not government trade, but is in fact the work of independent merchants. If correct, this would dramatically reduce the trade influence that was believed to be possessed by any of the supposedly thalassocratic states, instead of the states possessing great wealth and influence from extensive trade, the benefits of trade are diluted among the merchants, reducing the influence of trade, and the power of the supposedly thalassocratic state.
The article’s conclusion is highly convincing. The idea of a thalassocracy relies on a relatively uncontested control of the seas, such as was present in 5th century B.C. Athens. As well explained by Knapp, and pointed to by all available evidence, this uncontested control is not found in any of the states examined given as examples, particularly given that they are all being supposed to be thalassocracies at the same time, as any two equivalent naval powers would prevent the rise of a thalassocracy. Additionally, Knapp puts in a large amount of effort into debunking a second concept of the thalassocracy, the concept of a thalassocracy through trade hegemony, something that he invokes particularly in reference to Hagg and Marinatos’ work on the idea of a Minoan thalassocracy.[footnoteRef:8] In particular, Knapp very effectively outlines why the widespread presence of any one culture’s trade influence is not an effective argument for their dominance through sea power. [8:  Hagg and Marinatos 1982] 

Overall, Knapp is very convincing, he invokes an extensive analysis of both the primary sources and the academic analysis of the bronze age Eastern Mediterranean to debunk the idea of the presence of a Thalassocracy in that time. However, his article is slightly held back by a small but notable lack of clarity to his criteria in assessing what would make any state a thalassocracy.
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