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Preface by the Series Editor

These conference proceedings represent the second volume of the new publication series Orien-
tal and European Archaeology, OREA, initiated by the series editor after the institute of the 
same name was founded at the Austrian Academy of Sciences in 2013. The scientific quality of 
the new series is ensured by international peer review and integration into an active scientific 
environment. The new publication series is intended to mirror the supra-regional networked 
research at the Institute for Oriental and European Archaeology and present it as a consistent 
collection. OREA deliberately considers the core zones of cultural developments in Europe and 
the Orient to act not as counterpoints, but rather as a common cultural bracket in which 
undoubtedly very different dynamics and processes influence the most important developments. 
The advanced specialisations of the various branches of archaeology and their corresponding 
regional foci are reflected in their publication cultures. The new series aims to achieve a cross-
regional readership and authorship from both European and Oriental archaeology to consider 
and discuss these cultural areas as they relate to one another. In accordance with the research 
profile and expertise of the institute, the series concentrates on the prehistoric and early histori-
cal periods in human history. The series is open to all scientific approaches, as long as they sup-
port topics and discussions of basic archaeological research in this area.

The proceedings “Policies of Exchange: Political Systems and Modes of Interaction in the 
Aegean and the Near East in the 2nd millennium B.C.E.” derive from an international confer-
ence held at the Institute for Archaeological Studies at the University of Freiburg, Germany, in 
2012. The organisers and volume editors Birgitta Eder and Regine Pruzsinszky accomplished 
bringing together a group of internationally well-known researchers to focus on one particular 
aspect of societies in the 2nd millennium BC Old World. The 17 papers incorporated in this vol-
ume highlight and reflect potential mechanisms and modes of exchange systems between differ-
ent political entities. Due to the editors’ interdisciplinary scientific perspective, this complex 
issue is discussed through current archaeological as well as philological research approaches. 
Their ambitious objectives, as explained in the comprehensive editorial introduction, have been 
achieved and will, we hope, be widely read and scientifically used in the future.

My sincere thanks go to the volume editors Birgitta Eder and Regine Pruzsinszky. Financial 
support for the conference has been provided by the Gerda Henkel Stiftung, the German 
Research Foundation (DFG) and Prof. Dr. Sigrid Deger-Jalkotzy. Dr. Sabina Kulemann-Ossen 
was responsible for the thorough editorial work. I would particularly like to thank the Austrian 
Academy of Sciences for their financial assistance with publication. 

Vienna, 20th January 2015
Barbara Horejs

Series Editor
Director of the Institute for Oriental and European Archaeology
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Introduction

Birgit ta Eder – Regine Pruzsinszk y

“Between kings there is brotherhood, friendship, peace and good terms, (if) there is plenty of (pre-
cious) stones, plenty of silver, plenty of gold.” (EA 11 trans. by Liverani 1990, 213)

The Late Bronze Age in the Eastern Mediterranean belongs to the most captivating chapters in 
the history of the Ancient World. In the period between 1600 and 1200 B.C.E. a tight network 
of supra-regional relations developed between powers of equal standing (Egypt, Mittani, Assyr-
ia, Babylonia, Elam, Ḫatti, Cyprus, Mycenaean Aegean; cf. map 1 and 2) and various subordi-
nate polities and vassals in the Syro-Levantine region. Cuneiform documents of diplomatic as 
well as administrative nature illustrate the formalized exchange of gifts and knowledge and the 
mobilization of tribute and taxes, while archaeological sources highlight the circulation of pre-
cious raw materials, prestige items and basic commodities. 

In the non-monetary societies of the Ancient Near East and the Aegean, “palaces” and “tem-
ples” (except for the Aegean) dominated crucial segments of economic production and the flow 
of gifts and goods on the regional and supra-regional level. Reciprocal gift exchange within the 
framework of diplomatic contacts and redistributive mobility of goods in asymmetric political 
relations shaped regional and supra-regional communication in different ways. Both, written 
evidence and archaeological contexts attest to the exchange of prestige goods such as jewelry, 
vessels, textiles, raw materials, and specialists or exotic animals.

Correspondence and contracts inform us about the exchange between political elites in a 
highly formalized way, while administrative documents provide more information on the actual 
manner the commodities were transferred from a regional and supra-regional perspective. The 
latter issues also link to questions about the protagonists, who were involved in the actual trans-
actions and movements of commodities and gifts. The controversial discussion about the role of 
palace dependent and private merchants may offer a case in point.

For the first time in Ancient Near Eastern history, we also observe the supra-regional use of 
Akkadian as lingua franca. The most commonly known examples are the cuneiform letters of 
different origins found at Tell el-Amarna in Egypt dating to the 14th century B.C.E. They pro-
vide vivid insights into the interactions of the Ancient Near Eastern Great Powers with Egypt 
and Cyprus and their individual relationships with the dependent vassal states in Syria and the 
Levant. Dynastic marriages and shifting alliances as well as the exchange of gifts and messen-
gers are essential elements for the maintenance of inter-regional relations associated with social 
commitment and the pursuit of prestige. The Akkadian and Hittite texts from the Hittite capital 
Ḫattuša (Boğazköy) in central Anatolia offer important information on the exchange mecha-
nisms of gifts and goods. Apart from texts of correspondence, annals and treaties with their his-
torical flashbacks provide rich details about the political alliances and developments in the Late 
Bronze Age. Numerous administrative and legal texts come from the centers of lesser polities in 
Syria (Ugarit, Qaṭna, Ekalte, Emar and Azû) and from the seats of Assyrian provincial gover-
nors in the western periphery of Assyria (Tell Khuera, Tell Sabi Abyad, Tell Fekheriye, Tell 
Sheikh Hamad), which document trade and exchange of gifts during times of repeated shifts in 
the balance of political power.

In this system, market or money did not play the key role for the distribution of goods; 
instead the palace functioned as the center of distribution (palace economy). The palace primar-
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ily organized supra-regional exchange via its dependent merchants, although the extent and lim-
its of private entrepreneurship remain a major issue of discussion. According to the cuneiform 
tablets, economic and symbolic aspects of gift exchange become blurred and cannot be easily 
separated from each other. The commercial facets of gift exchange need further study in respect 
to economic motivation and the potential economic profit of the parties involved.

Contemporary documents (in Linear B) are known from the palaces of the Aegean. Howev-
er, they do not contain any information on supra-regional exchange of goods and diplomatic 
contacts. Intended for temporary administrative purposes, these clay tablets inform us primari-
ly about internal management mechanisms and territorial organization, but they remain silent 
when it comes to external contacts. Mycenaean Greece as a whole or only one of the various 
Mycenaean palace polities (Mycenae or Thebes) have been and increasingly are identified with 
the land of Aḫḫiyawa, which is mentioned in Hittite texts and appears at least partly as an equal 
partner of the Hittite empire in diplomatic texts. The various perspectives on the so-called 
‘Aḫḫiyawa Question’ allow different models of reconstructing the exchanges between the lands 
of the Aegean and its eastern neighbors.

Some paradoxical features of the available data are apparent: While the Hittite texts provide 
extensive evidence on the exchange of gifts and goods, similar information is nearly absent 
from the archaeological dimension. However, we have abundant archaeological evidence to 
illustrate the contacts between the Mycenaean Aegean and Egypt and the Near East, which 
again are almost absent in the written record.

Archaeological contexts attest to the circulation of prestige goods and commodities, but also 
to that of specialized craftsmen in the Eastern Mediterranean. This applies to a broad spectrum 
of materials such as the basic metals for the production of weapons and tools of bronze as well 
as to other precious metals like gold and silver, semi-precious stones like carnelian, amethyst 
and lapis lazuli, valuable materials such as ivory, ebony and colored glass for the production of 
prestige goods such as jewelry, furniture and vessels. Those latter goods were either imported 
as finished products or manufactured locally from imported raw materials. Transport vessels 
from the Near East, Egypt and the Aegean served in the distribution of liquids and materials of 
various kinds such as (scented) oils, wine and resins. The ship with its rich cargo that sank close 
to the Turkish coast at Uluburun around 1300 B.C.E. epitomizes the various means by which 
Near Eastern goods reached the Late Bronze Age Aegean.

Imported finished products or locally manufactured goods from imported materials occur in 
varying concentrations and combinations in various contexts (for instance palaces, temples, 
tombs and settlements) and exhibit different distribution patterns. They allow for the establish-
ment of an overarching chronological framework for the Late Bronze Age cultures of the East-
ern Mediterranean and illustrate the supra-regional networking on various levels of political, 
economic and social interaction.

Following the detailed discussions about modes of culture contacts and exchanges in previ-
ous research, our symposium addresses questions concerning the specific mechanisms and 
routes of exchange. How and by what means did material commodities and knowledge circulate 
among the Great Powers, lesser independent states and vassal kingdoms of the Aegean, Anato-
lia, Syria, the Levant, Mesopotamia and Egypt in the 2nd millennium B.C.E.? Combining writ-
ten and archaeological sources, one of our aims was to develop a perspective on the specific 
forms of exchange, (re)considering the interaction of political and economic forces. The recipro-
cal exchange of gifts in diplomatic interaction and the redistributive mobility of goods under 
asymmetric political conditions shaped regional and supra-regional communication in different 
ways.

The diversity of sources in the Eastern Mediterranean not only requires an updated review 
of the historical and archaeological data; it also raises questions about the specific mechanisms 
of exchange: Where did the different raw materials and finished products come from, and under 
what conditions? Who negotiated them? Is it possible to determine regions of production and 
direct and indirect channels of distribution? Which rules applied within supra-regional 
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exchange? What possibilities and obligations did the vassal kingdoms of the Levant have 
towards the Great Powers of the Hittites, Assyrians and Egyptians? Which role did the Myce-
naean palaces of the Aegean play within the “international” exchange networks? What sort of 
information do administrative records offer about the actors who actually carried out the 
exchange of goods and gifts? Which role did palace dependent merchants play as opposed to 
private entrepreneurs? Can we develop a model of political and economic interaction?

According to these questions we designed the program of the symposium in order to investi-
gate the rich archaeological and epigraphic evidence for “Policies of Exchange”. A major objec-
tive was to establish tangible and practical aspects for understanding the interaction of different 
political systems in the Eastern Mediterranean during the Late Bronze Age. The wealth of 
records in this period of international relations allows developing a multi-faceted picture of 
political dynamics and economic exchanges, which in turn contributes to the creation of models 
for understanding the intricate interconnections. The manifold archaeological and epigraphic 
sources are at the core of our discussion and certainly enrich the socio-anthropological portfolio 
on the different ways of “exchange”. Beyond the standardizing and equalizing powers of theo-
retical models, which are developed on the basis of external sources, the lively records of the 
second millennium B.C.E. have the advantage of illustrating complex societies at work in estab-
lishing, negotiating, structuring, maintaining and re-shaping relations, contacts and exchange. 

We invited internationally acknowledged archaeologists, philologists and historians to our 
symposium at the University of Freiburg (Germany) to discuss these issues on the basis of cur-
rent scholarship and to evaluate the archaeological and written evidence within an interdiscipli-
nary framework. We would like to thank all our participants for contributing to a successful 
und enjoyable conference with lively and stimulating discussions. Most of our speakers were 
able to submit their contributions for publication and we are thus in the fortunate situation to 
make this set of papers available to a wider public. These contributions provide a stimulating 
overview of the different and specific mechanisms of exchange and will certainly spawn further 
discussion.

Mario Liverani set the methodological framework with his keynote lecture “Exchange Mod-
els in Historical Perspective”. His contribution offers a paradigmatic overview of theoretical 
approaches to “exchange”, whereas the rest of the authors in this volume approach the topic of 
our symposium with various methods and address models of political systems, which stand 
behind the different levels and modes of exchange and interaction. The present contributions 
emphasize the potential of the available epigraphic and archaeological sources for reconstruct-
ing the political systems at work and the political dimensions of exchange in the 2nd millenni-
um B.C.E. The papers were arranged in a way to support the critical synopsis of the written and 
archaeological sources by discussing various issues alternately from both angles. This concept, 
which aimed to entwine different perspectives and specific methods, produced the desired 
dynamic.

The thematic sections began with “Syria and the Levant” and, because of a strong Egyptian 
bias in many papers, blended seamlessly into the following session on “Egypt and its External 
Relations”: The lectures of V. Matoïan and A. Ahrens presented the wealth of Aegyptiaca in the 
Levant and discussed their importance as objects of prestige in the local contexts of Ugarit and 
Qaṭna. K. McGeough located the palace of Ugarit on the basis of written sources and with the 
help of network models within the local context of the different actors, who were connected to 
the palace at varying degrees and at different levels. E. Roßberger questioned the concept of the 
“International Style” by M. Feldman on the basis of the burial gifts from the Royal Tombs at 
Qaṭna. She argued that the Late Bronze Age artistic production is better explained by close 
interregional exchange-networks of artisans than by high-ranking diplomatic gift-exchange. 
The contribution of E. Devecchi explained the diplomatic rules in external contacts with refer-
ence to the treaties of the Hittites with their vassals, while she used everyday documents and 
letters from places in Syria to complete the one-sided picture by detailed information. The dip-
lomatic contacts of Ḫatti’s Syrian vassals apparently conformed to the relations maintained by 
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their overlord with the other Great Powers and the Syrian kingdoms were ready to exploit 
Ḫatti’s alliances both on the regional and supra-regional levels.

L. Bavay presented the results of the analysis of transport amphorae from the Egyptian Deir 
el-Medina and illustrated the complex mechanisms of superregional production, bottling and 
transport of amphorae on behalf of the Pharaonic administration. This was one of the contribu-
tions stressing the importance of scientific analysis for determining the origins of clay, glass 
and organic materials (wine, honey, aromata, etc.) which in turn permits the reconstruction of 
the routes taken by those goods. J. Mynářová discussed the correspondence of small Syrian 
principalities, which is far from homogenous, by considering the differences in meaning of the 
Akkadian terms kittu and mamītu in their geographical distribution.

E. Morris developed new perspectives on the strategies of Egyptian rule and taxation in the 
Levant, by developing the idea of “coded taxes”, which were disguised as tributes to regional 
temples and in fact flowed to the Egyptian administration. F. Höflmayer offered a complementa-
ry approach which prompted much discussion. Based on the archaeological and textual record 
he questioned the intensity of the political and administrative presence of the Egyptians in the 
southern Levant during the 18th Dynasty. He concluded that any substantial Egyptian presence 
(military or commercial) in the southern Levant prior to the campaigns of Thutmose III should 
be regarded as highly unlikely. This contribution raised more general questions about how bor-
ders and territory were established and constructed in the states of the Late Bronze Age. 

E. Cline opened the session on “The Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean” by addressing 
the different distribution patterns of eastern imports in the Late Bronze Age Aegean and apply-
ing the key words “Abundance vs. Scarcity” and “Competition vs. Cooperation” to his analysis. 
He argued that the Mycenaeans did not have a centralized government, but rather that the small 
kingdoms were separate and autonomous and thus probably competed for resources and goods 
coming from Egypt and the Near East. B. Eder and R. Jung followed a different line of argu-
ment in their respective papers, where they discussed various aspects of the import of raw 
materials from the Middle East on the one hand and the export of Mycenaean pottery to the pol-
ities of the Eastern Mediterranean on the other, highlighting the governing role of the palace of 
Mycenae in these exchange and distribution processes. D. Panagiotopoulos focused on the func-
tioning of Aegean administration on the basis of seals and clay nodules, stressing the very con-
sistent nature of the documents which clearly signal more political coherence than is generally 
assumed. The presentation by H. Matthäus offered a comprehensive overview of the evidence 
for copper and bronze production on Cyprus and of trade with Cypriot copper in the exchange 
networks of the Eastern Mediterranean. 

The last thematic section dealt with “The Hittites and their Neighbors”: R. Pruzsinszky and 
B. Solans focused on the ancient Syrian city of Emar and reflected on its role in the trans-
regional trade pointing out various examples which illustrate cases of private trade and (transit) 
trade under Hittite control. Their paper analyzed the information pertaining to the power of the 
local government of Late Bronze Age centers in Syria and stressed its importance for the recon-
struction of political systems. Finally, M. Novák emphasized the differences in the archaeologi-
cal record between the vassal kingdoms of the Hittites and the Hittite heartland in respect to the 
distribution of prestige goods and imports.

“Policies of Exchange”, 30th May – 2nd June 2012, was the first international interdiscipli-
nary conference to be organized at the Institute for Archaeological Studies at the University of 
Freiburg, which has pooled various archaeological disciplines since 2008. The Institute of 
Archaeological Studies is one of the few German-speaking institutions where both Aegean 
Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern studies are represented within the curriculum and 
research. This situation offered the ideal framework for our symposium, which emphasizes the 
importance of these two fields of study within the German academic landscape on an interna-
tional level. The profitable cooperation between Aegean Archeology and Ancient Near Eastern 
studies is not only important for a narrow circle of specialists: As the topic of our symposium 
touches on one of the most exciting and dynamic periods in the history of the Ancient World, it 
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is also of interest for neighboring disciplines such as Cultural Studies, Ancient History and 
Social Anthropology.

Our project would not have been possible without the generous funding of the Gerda Henkel 
Stiftung, the German Research Foundation and the Austrian Academy of Sciences. Part of the 
funding by the Gerda Henkel Stiftung also helped us in editing the manuscripts for final publi-
cation. Prof. Sigrid Deger-Jalkotzy, former president of the Section for the Humanities and 
Social Sciences of the Austrian Academy of Sciences (until 2013) offered additional funding 
and honored our event by attending and contributing her expertise during our symposium, espe-
cially by summing up the results during the final discussion. Likewise, our thanks go to the 
staff of the Institute for Archaeological Studies and the University of Freiburg, especially to the 
departments of Ancient Near Eastern Studies and of Classical Archaeology for general support 
on various levels of organization. We are grateful to Prof. Ralf von den Hoff, director of the 
Archaeological Collection, and Jens-Arne Dickmann, curator of the collection, that the sympo-
sium found its venue in the wonderful setting of the Archaeological Collection of Freiburg Uni-
versity. We would especially like to thank our students, first of all Christine de Vree, Damian 
Domke, Johannes Dusend, Alicia Ferretti, Magdalena Gybas, Young-Min Lee, Jana M. Richter 
and Nadja Wöhner, whose help allowed a smooth organization of events in every respect. Also 
Tanja Hohwieler and Monika Schubert, the respective departmental secretaries, deserve our sin-
cere thanks for their practical support.

Throughout the editorial process of this book we were assisted by Marco Pietrovito for 
smoothing out the English of some of the contributions and by Sabina Kulemann-Ossen, who 
proved to be of tremendous help preparing the manuscripts in proper form and style. We would 
like to thank Barbara Horejs, director of the newly founded Institute for Oriental and European 
Archaeology (OREA) of the Austrian Academy of Sciences for accepting this volume in the 
new series of the Institute and Eva Alram-Stern, director of the department “The Aegean and 
Anatolia” of the OREA Institute for supporting the publication process from the very start. We 
are very grateful to the Austrian Academy for providing the necessary funding of the printing 
costs. Our thanks also go to Robert Püringer and Elke Salzer at the Austrian Academy, who 
were of invaluable help throughout the final process of publication. The editorial guidelines fol-
low the editorial policy of the American Journal of Archaeology (AJA). The maps of the 
Ancient Near East in the 15th–14th and 13th centuries B.C.E. (maps 1 and 2) are reprinted from 
the “Historischer Atlas der Antiken Welt” (Der Neue Pauly, Supplement 3, Stuttgart: J.B. Met-
zler 2007, 15) with the kind permission of the J.B. Metzler publishing house.

Birgitta Eder (Vienna) Regine Pruzsinszky (Freiburg)

October 2014
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Exchange Models in Historical Perspective

Mario Liverani

Abstract: This chapter summarizes the development of studies and models about the Ancient Near Eastern trade 
procedures in pre-classical times, and their connection with the general development of Western culture, the politi-
cal events, and the macro-economic theories. After a long stagnation during the first half of the 19th century, the 
years ‘60s provided new models, especially influenced by anthropology and semiotics, by French structuralism, and 
by Karl Polanyi’s patterns (redistribution, reciprocity, market). The contributions by the “Rome school” are espe-
cially underscored. In subsequent decades, the study of ancient Mesopotamian trade has been variously influenced 
by a sequence of several different trends. Among them, special treatment is devoted to the ethno-historical studies, 
to the New Archaeological and New Geographical models, to the Neo-liberalist trends (towards privatization), to 
Wallerstein’s “World System” and Renfrew’s “Peer Polity Interaction”, to the advent of globalization in place of 
previous capitalist imperialism. Finally the crisis of the strong “ethic” State in favor of the patrimonial state is con-
sidered, both in its positive and negative effects on the study of ancient trade relations.

Keywords:  trade models, Mesopotamia, redistribution, neo-capitalism, post-modernism

In the late sixties of the past century, when I was younger and the world too, and most of you 
were not yet born, something unprecedented happened in the course of studies in general, and 
also on the topic of commercial and cultural exchanges in antiquity that is our subject today. 
Europe had just recovered after twenty years (ca. 1940–1960), including the disaster of the sec-
ond world war and the post-war material reconstruction, preceded by another twenty years 
(ca. 1920–1940) of reactionary idealism and nationalism. We had to make up for the lost 
time – and we tried to do that. Scholars started elaborating new models, or adopting models 
already conceived in other fields of study. As an epoch-making example in our own field, just 
think of Mogens Larsen’s Old Assyrian Caravan Procedures, published at the very eve of the 
mythical Sixty-Eight1: after decades of useless debates about the Assyrian Old Kingdom being 
or not being an empire of the traditional territorial kind, finally the typology of the documents 
was properly identified and the sequence of actions building up the Assyrian trade was conse-
quently reconstructed, shifting from chaos to structure.

About the same time, in the far periphery of the scholarly world, I mean in my city of Rome, 
we conceived the idea of a volume about the international relations in the Late Bronze Age, to 
be written together by my students and myself. We started from Lévi-Strauss’ idea2 that human 
relations are built up of three exchange systems: exchange of goods, exchange of women, 
exchange of messages, and we structured the volume accordingly. I was assumed to write an 
introduction, Carlo Zaccagnini a chapter on gift exchange, Franco Pintore a chapter on inter-
dynastic marriages, and Lapo Del Monte a chapter on letters. In the meantime I published my 
article on the “irrational elements” in the Amarna trade, where the model was outlined.3 The 
project took a somewhat unexpected turn. Zaccagnini wrote his part, according to the new 
model, but not in the dimensions of a chapter, but of an entire independent volume. His book 
appeared rather quickly, in 1973.4 Pintore also wrote his part as a separate book, according to 

1 Larsen 1967.
2 Lévi-Strauss 1951.
3 Liverani 1972 (inspired by Godelier 1969). A survey of the various trends in trade studies was later provided by 

Yoffee 1981.
4 Zaccagnini 1973. A similar study on the Old Babylonian period appeared as Zaccagnini 1982.
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his own methodology, but much more slowly, and we had to tear his never-ending manuscript 
from his hands, almost by force. It appeared in 1978.5 Del Monte never took his participation in 
the project seriously, and renounced to it pretty soon. As to my expected introduction, it also 
grew up to the size of a book, but only finally appeared in 1990, after several postponements 
and various accidents (per intervalla insaniae, as the Latin poet would have put it).6

What I have labeled and we considered – rather ambitiously, or better said ingenuously – “a 
new model” was new for us but not in absolute terms. It was built up of various component fea-
tures and aspects. A first component was provided by social anthropology, especially in its 
French version: we were deeply influenced by Lévi-Strauss and by the old “Essai sur le don” by 
Marcel Mauss;7 but we were also influenced by the Anglo-American versions of social and cul-
tural anthropology as represented by Marshall Sahlins, Paul Bohannan, Raymond Firth, and 
others.8 Note that the impact of the anthropological models upon history, even ancient history, 
which is now a banality, was still rather new during the sixties, and of course we were influ-
enced by the Annales School and similar historical trends, in a mixture of structuralism and 
longue durée. By the way, the personal engagement of a historian (as I always pretended to be) 
in archaeological fieldwork was also not only considered abnormal but even disapproved of or 
blamed. At that time, history was usually the task of philologists, and the philological mastery 
of cuneiform tablets was considered much more important than the knowledge and use of his-
torical methods.

Besides Lévi-Strauss and Mauss, a second reference point was provided by Karl Polanyi, 
whose main works appeared since 1944 (The Great Transformation) and 1957 (Trade and Mar-
ket), but became particularly influential in ancient history during the sixties.9 To my mind, 
Polanyi’s most sound contribution was provided by his first book, with the proposal that the 
“laws” of the classic economy are linked to the capitalist ideology and cannot be extended to 
previous eras; while his second book, with its application to various case-studies from antiquity 
is much more open to criticism. What happened is that ancient historians of the classical world 
were better able to appreciate the positive contribution, and to discard the faulty applications; 
while the orientalists (much less at ease in point of method), were especially troubled by the 
faulty applications and rejected also the general and methodological approach – throwing away 
both the dirty bath-water and the baby. Assyriologists were especially disturbed by Polanyi’s 
selection of the Old Assyrian case (which is no doubt a case of private, not “administered” 
trade)10 and by the rejection of the market place (which has a name in Akkadian)11 – not consid-
ering the positive value of the redistributive pattern of the state administration, which is in fact 
the basic mechanism in the Ancient Near Eastern polities, or by minor yet critical concepts, like 
e.g. the special-purpose money,12 or the staple finance.13 In any case, the influence of Polanyi 
was quite pervasive also in Oriental studies (perhaps more with regard to Egypt14 than Mesopo-
tamia), through direct or indirect channels, and I ironically suggested that it would be possible 
to write a book on the influence of Polanyi upon scholars who never read him.15

Finally, our studies in the sixties and seventies were also influenced by the structural and 
semiotic approach to ancient cultures, and in more practical terms to ancient texts. I mean: 
identification and inner articulation of the sphere of the sender (the scribe and the king) and of 

5 Pintore 1978.
6 Liverani 1990; republished as Liverani 2001.
7 Mauss 1924 (more widely known in the reprint in Mauss 1950). See later also Godbout 1982.
8 Especially Sahlins 1965, 1974; Firth 1967.
9 Polanyi 1944, 1957.
10 Gledhill and Larsen 1982.
11 Röllig 1975–76.
12 Polanyi 1960b.
13 Polanyi 1960a; the term became of common use only after D’Altroy and Earle 1985.
14 Janssen 1975, 1981.
15 Liverani 1990, 20. Several of his articles are collected in Polanyi 1968, 1977; see the evaluation by Clancier et 

al. 2005.
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the addressee (the intended and unintended ones, the human and the ideal ones), of the medium 
and the channels of contact, and so on. Such an approach has also become an obvious one these 
days, but at that time it was rather new. In particular, I suggested that one and the same act of 
international transfer of goods could be interpreted and presented differently, according to dif-
ferent audiences: namely as a tribute, in celebrative inscriptions addressed to the inner public, 
and as an exchange of gifts, in the diplomatic correspondence. In this way also, Polanyi’s pat-
terns of integrations – reciprocity and redistribution, but also market – could be displaced from 
the realm of materiality to the realm of ideology and interpretation.16

You can easily and correctly suspect that, in my memory and in my own perspective, the 
sixties and seventies acquire a sort of mythical flavor, as a golden age of creative models. But 
really that period was one of new approaches to old problems, a critical and innovative but posi-
tive and constructive (not yet de-constructive), just because we had to reformulate our approach 
after several decades of stagnation, as already said. Of course the topic of the exchange systems 
and of cultural interaction during antiquity was just a small tessera in the overall mosaic, but 
one worthy of attention, both because all the tesserae are important, even necessary, in order to 
reconstruct a complete and meaningful image, and because of its strategic position: just think of 
the shift from the idea of diffusionism (with its imperialistic implications) to the idea of accul-
turation and interaction, with a more positive role for all partners in an exchange system.

But of course what happened afterwards is just as important, and even more so, since it 
affects our actual way of thinking and working more directly. Starting with the seventies, there 
was no longer the urgency to make up for lost time, yet the pace of innovation became so accel-
erated that every decade, even every year, could (and did) bring about important new improve-
ments. So it would be rather futile to follow here the fortunes and misfortunes (dissemination 
and misunderstandings, even political censorship) of our proposals and models of the sixties, 
and it is better to concentrate on new trends. Clearly, a detailed reconstruction of the course of 
studies would require an entire volume and cannot be simply summarized here – by the way, I 
tried to do that about the course of studies on the ancient Oriental city, it was a three-year total 
engagement. 17 I think it would be useful to also do the same for the ancient exchange systems, 
but please do not ask me to do that, somebody else should do it!

Now, in the seventies and eighties, in the age of the New Archaeology, additional models 
arrived from outside of our field, namely ethno-archaeological and ethno-historical models, and 
New-Geographical models. The former affected archaeology much more than ancient history, 
and production much more than exchange, technology and dwelling structures much more than 
culture and ideology, and local much more than wider sceneries. However, there are some use-
ful exceptions, for instance in better visualizing the procedures and the dedicated places of 
local exchange, or the export of finished or semi-finished objects versus unworked raw materi-
als, and so on, but these are just details. The ethnographic parallels are quite helpful in restoring 
the sense of life, the human presence, even a more realistic and variegated image, to the ancient 
records (both written documents and material remains). However, they also bring about the neg-
ative implication that things always went on in the same way, and that ancient peoples behaved 
like modern savages or peasants. Such an idea has a noble history, at least from Thucydides 
(I 6.6: “the Greeks behave once like the barbarians do now”), but runs the risk of anti-historical 
equivocalities – e.g. when you read about ancient trade understood thanks the Hausa rather than 
Old Assyrian merchants, or redistribution reconstructed on the base of Hawaiian chiefdoms 
rather than Egyptian or Babylonian palaces.18

In the meantime, besides ethno-archaeology, also New Geography had an impact on the sub-
ject of trade and exchange. But, while the impact of its models was really effective – and 

16 Liverani 1990, 19–26; now also Liverani 2011.
17 Liverani 2013.
18 For a critical view of such abuses of evolutionism, see Yoffee 2005, 4–21. Cf. also the Yoruba case (as a model 

for Mesopotamian city-states) sponsored by Stone 1999.
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became pervasive – in the study of the settlement patterns and their relation to political struc-
tures, it remained quite minor in the study of exchange patterns: basically limited to the differ-
ence between the real dissemination of items as compared to their normal / expected down-the-
line distribution, as a hint at distorting factors of political or other nature.19 Consequently, while 
these models could have a reasonable application in prehistoric or proto-historic archaeology, in 
the absence of written evidence, the complicacies and subtleness of the properly historical 
exchange systems were such that they could gain no benefit from them. Even leaving aside 
some proposals of the kind that Kent Flannery once qualified as “Mickey Mouse Laws”,20 there 
is no way to deduce from the distribution of items through space neither the sophistications of 
the commercial and financial procedures, nor those of diplomacy and of the language of politi-
cal discourse.

Besides the adoption of new models, the archaeology of the seventies started a season of 
higher quality standards and improved techniques. Just remember the unprecedented amount of 
data provided by the shipwreck excavations (Gelidonya, Uluburun, and others) on the sea trade. 
Or remember the impact of chemical and petrographic analyses on the identification of prove-
nance areas of artifacts and raw materials. Or consider the improved accuracy of digging meth-
ods, or the development of off-site archaeology. Regarding the textual data, just remember the 
tremendous increase of the available data: after the decipherment of the Hittite texts during the 
twenties, of the Ugaritic ones during the thirties and of the Mycenaean ones during the fifties, 
which disclosed the Late Bronze Age trade, the second wave of publication and study of the 
Mari tablets (Durand and Charpin, starting with the eighties), and of the Kültepe tablets, clari-
fied Middle Bronze Age trade, and eventually the publication of the Ebla tablets in the last 
twenty years disclosed the Early Bronze Age trade previously almost totally obscure. The Old 
Assyrian trade has been particularly well analyzed in a series of important studies, especially in 
the two centers of Copenhagen and Leiden.21 Outsiders (as general historians and economists 
are) seem to still ignore that the Old Assyrian trade in Anatolia is by large the best documented 
case of inter-regional trade in the entire course of ancient history, at least until the Medieval 
Cairo Geniza documents.

However, apart from the increased amount and quality of the available data, we are here 
rather concerned with trends in methods and in general historical views. The greatest influence 
came from two directions: on the one hand, a change in the model of the state, and on the other 
hand new proposals regarding the overall pattern of international relations. The two trends 
became influential more or less at the same time, but they are quite distinct and deserve a sepa-
rate treatment. Let us start with the change in the state model. The idea of a strong state, cen-
tered on the palace or the temple, leaving a quite marginal role to private agencies and activi-
ties, underwent a progressive crisis. You all know the story of the progressive discard of the 
“temple city” model,22 from a totalitarian view of the entire agricultural land belonging to the 
temple, and the entire population working for the temple, through an intermediate phase when 
Igor Diakonoff and Ignace Gelb demonstrated the existence of private lands and communities 
of peasants, 23 down to the more recent interpretation of the Uruk temples as spaces for infor-
mal social interrelation or ceremonial meetings.24 The same happened with the palace, starting 
at least with the discussion (in the late seventies)25 between the younger Norman Yoffee speak-
ing of the “crown” and the more aged Fritz Rudolf Kraus objecting that such an anachronism 
was useless since the texts explicitly used the term Palast. The laughter about ancient Mesopo-

19 Hodder and Orton 1976.
20 Flannery 1973, 51.
21 Larsen 1967, 1976; Dercksen 1999a, 1999b, 2004; Veenhof 1972, 1988, 1999, 2003; Bongenaar 2000; van Driel 

2000, 2002.
22 Best summary by Foster 1981.
23 Diakonoff 1954, 1972, 1982; Gelb 1969, 1972, 1979.
24 Forest 1996, 1999.
25 Yoffee 1977; Kraus 1979.
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tamian people speaking German was unwarranted, since the Sumerian and Akkadian terms 
(é-gal, ekallum) do in fact designate the “palace” as a building, an institution and an economic 
agency. The debate was not just terminological: in speaking about “crown” and “crown proper-
ties”, the palace sector was downgraded from being the hub of the state system to being just a 
personal patrimony of the king, a kind of feudal privilege and nothing more. 

In proper economic terms, it is evident that since the eighties of the past century, in the neo-
liberalist vein, the role of the “great organizations” (to use Leo Oppenheim’s term) 26 became the 
target of more and more severe attacks. As for the exchange of goods, redistribution gave place 
to market as the basic mechanism – in a kind of revival of the “modernist” views based on the 
assumption that the rules of economic behavior are permanent, and that the polanyian idea of 
embeddedness should be discarded. On the theoretical level, the discussion has all the charac-
teristics of a never ending story27 – since even professional economists are in disagreement. Just 
considering the divergent ideas expressed by the Nobel Prize winning Douglass North28 (in 
favor of Polanyi) and by Morris Silver29 (against), it is probably all far more interesting in the 
story of ideologies than in the study of ancient documents. 

At a more practical level, I would suggest two critical approaches to the subject. The first 
suggestion is to keep diachronic developments in mind, which are usually present in current 
studies on the classical world, but much less in those about the Near East, notwithstanding its 
enormous time range. It is clear that the role of the private entrepreneurs (in commercial and 
financial activities) became much more relevant in the mid-first millennium B.C.E., as com-
pared to the Bronze Age, so that the most convincing analyses of market and entrepreneurs are 
related to the Neo-Babylonian economy (the work of Michael Jursa is paramount in this 
sense)30. The second suggestion is to consider the two segments in the chain of activities build-
ing up the so-called “administered” trade31 separately. The first segment concerns the relations 
between palace and merchants. Before they leave, merchants receive an endowment or an 
amount of goods and a precise request about what to get in exchange. When they return, they 
settle accounts with the administration according to fixed prices, with no need for a market 
place. However, while they are abroad negotiating, they behave according to the laws of profit: 
they sell at the highest possible price and buy at the lowest possible, they use the endowment for 
financial activities (exploiting the time-interval between departure and return), and they cumu-
late public and private (personal) negotiations. There is no major contradiction between the pic-
ture we get from the Ur III merchant accounts,32 pertaining to the first segment only, and the 
documents of the merchants, pertaining to personal activities during the second segment. Of 
course, when the palace is strong, it can better control the activities of its merchants, and when 
the palace is feeble, the merchants increase their private activities. By the way, the same also 
happens in other sectors: in dealing with craftsmen (e.g. metal workers or potters),33 or even 
with cattle or sheep breeders,34 the palace has recourse to fixed parameters – in the working-
time to produce a pot of a specific size and shape, or the number and gender of new-born ani-
mals per year, etc. – since it cannot know what really happens. The administrative texts provide 
a precise picture of the administrative conventions, not of the real world.

But it is time to leave the subject “crisis of the strong state”, to face the subject of the inter-
national (or, if you prefer: inter-regional) relations at large. Here, the major input from other 

26 Oppenheim 1964.
27 E.g. Lamberg-Karlowsky 1996.
28 North 1977; cf. also Mayhew, Neale, and Tandy 1985. On the Ancient Near East Renger 1993; Robertson 1993; 

Zaccagnini 1994.
29 Silver 1983, 1985, 2004, 2006.
30 Jursa 2004, 2010.
31 Liverani 2006.
32 Snell 1982.
33 Waetzoldt 1971, 1972; Steinkeller 1996. 
34 The text published by Gelb 1967 is paradigmatic to this end.
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fields of studies, or from other periods of history, came with the adoption of the “world-system” 
idea of Immanuel Wallerstein.35 As everybody knows, Wallerstein advanced his idea as strictly 
related to the modern period, to the establishment of the western hegemony over the entire 
world, but such specificity was surmounted both by scholars (such as Gunder Frank) extending 
the world-system to the entire history (from the third millennium B.C.E. down to the present),36 
and by archaeologists (such as Guillermo Algaze) applying such a label to the most remote peri-
ods and to circumscribed regions (such as the Uruk expansion in Upper Mesopotamia).37 To my 
mind, such a use of the label “world-system” is misleading: if you place the Uruk system on a 
world map, its size appears ridiculous. It is much better to speak about regional systems, and 
also to abandon the idea of a unique world-system or a unique cycle of world-systems. Once 
reduced from worldwide to regional, and from unique to plural, the concept keeps its useful-
ness. 

The basic idea is that inter-regional economic relations are shaped according to a counterpo-
sition between core and periphery, and that the initiative came from the core, for its own pur-
poses and thanks to its more advanced political organization and technology, and that the role of 
periphery was rather passive. Consequently, the basic exchange was a transfer from periphery 
to core of raw materials at low cost, in exchange for dissemination (from core to periphery) of 
junk, ideology, and dominance. In a sense we could say that the world-system model is an 
extension, from local to global dimension, of the redistributive model as conceived to visualize 
the relations between the central city (with its palace) and the surrounding villages and country-
side. Also in this local sense the periphery (here the countryside) provides the core (here the 
city) with material goods and receives ideology and dominance. As in a “fractal” view, the form 
of each cell is identical to that of the whole.

A necessary corollary of the world-system model is that inter-regional exchange produces an 
economic development of the core, but increases under-development of the periphery – such 
being in fact the case with the European expansion during early-modern and colonial times. In 
a sense, the anti-colonialist ideology of the sixties (in the books by Gunder Frank, Samir Amin 
and Arghiri Immanuel)38 was the reverse of the colonial ideology of the “empty land”, accord-
ing to which raw materials (and human work-force as well) in the periphery remained useless 
and unexploited by the quite rarefied and primitive local population, and the intervention of the 
core was beneficial to the periphery itself, providing it with the benefits of civilization, includ-
ing true religion, political stability, technological advance, and sanitary measures.

Now, as for antiquity in general, and the Bronze Age in particular, both ideologies – the 
colonialist and the anti-colonialist – seem to fit badly into the true course of events. On the one 
hand, I do not see an effect of increased under-development in a region inserted as periphery in 
a regional system, providing raw materials to the core. The nature and amount of materials 
handed over (metals, timber, spices) are not such as to negatively affect the local economic life, 
the local standard of life, while the contacts with the core are effective in introducing innova-
tions into the political and technical spheres, but with no depressive effect – an aspect that has 
not been directly investigated, as far as I know. On the other hand, the role of the periphery is 
not so passive as the world-system approach would imply, and in particular the active role of the 
periphery in the Uruk period has been deeply investigated, to become now the “normal para-
digm”, especially as a consequence of recent and less recent discoveries about the local (Late 
Chalcolithic) developments, which took place before the arrival of the Uruk influences.39 

It is quite clear, at least to my mind, that this last position (the “active periphery”) also has 
an ideological background, in the frame of globalization and neo-capitalism. A fully globalized 

35 Wallerstein 1974–89; impact on the Ancient Near Eastern studies: Kohl 1987; also Ratnagar 2001.
36 Gills and Frank 1990; Frank 1991, 1993; Frank and Gills 1992, 1993.
37 Algaze 1989, 1993, 2001a.
38 Frank 1967; Emmanuel 1972; Amin 1973. 
39 See Rothman 2001; Postgate 2002; Frangipane 2010.
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world has no core and no peripheries, and neo-capitalism pretends to make its profits no longer 
by way of domination, but by way of interaction and persuasion. Nobody is happy with being 
qualified as a passive periphery, and every scholar tries to demonstrate that his own case study 
was “active”, and in a similar vein he wants to qualify his own case study as “complex” (nobody 
could admit to study something simple!) – so that an equal distribution of agency and of com-
plexity is a basic expression of political correctness. Assuredly, if ancient people could be 
brought back to life, they would be surprised and flattered to learn how correct their world was, 
as when they were alive they considered it to be tragically inequitable in every respect. 

The properly alternative model, against the “world-system”, is that of “peer polity interac-
tion”, already advanced 25 years ago by Colin Renfrew,40 according to which a region is divided 
into a set of polities of peer size and power, and presumably exploiting similar resources: an 
excellent model for the study of political relations inside a homogeneous culture, but a very bad 
one for the study of a wider area of economic interplay, with structured flows of goods (and also 
services, persons, messages, techniques, even ideas), since you need a diversified region in 
order to generate such a “structured” interplay. I am not aware of any major application of the 
“peer polity interaction” to trade relations. In the cases in which it has been applied, the region 
considered is too small and too homogeneous (Greece, or Etruria, to quote examples from the 
original proposal). In considering a wider and better diversified area, such as e.g. the entire 
Near East (including the Eastern Mediterranean) during the Late Bronze Age, with interacting 
polities as diverse as Egypt, Babylon, the Hittites, and the Mycenaean world, and with such 
peripheral areas as Nubia or the Zagros, the opposite is true, in which we are dealing with too 
large and diversified an area to apply any single model. Clearly, in such an inter-regional dimen-
sion, features of both models of “world-system” and of “peer polity interaction” should be used 
in an interactive way, in order to give rise to a more flexible model. By the way, Egypt and 
Cyprus (to mention the extreme cases) were not equal at all, in neither political, economic or 
demographic terms, but they decided to behave as if they were equal (adopting the metaphor of 
brotherhood) in order to interact according to the peer-polity model.

I previously mentioned the topic of the “Early State”, or the “First Urbanization”, and also 
from this perspective we can realize how deeply interrelated the research trend about the crisis 
of the strong state and the research trend about the inter-regional interaction models can be. In 
fact, the neo-liberalist school strongly suggested (and still suggests) that at the base of the early 
formation of state and city there is long distance trade. Take for instance the view of Guillermo 
Algaze about the Uruk period41: the commercial factor, the role of trade entrepreneurs, the mod-
el of market exchange, take the upper hand over technological innovations, over the agricultural 
surplus, over the redistributive mechanisms of an administration centered on the temple and the 
royal palace. I cannot enter here on a detailed discussion of this topic, but just allow me to state 
that this view is clearly influenced by the contemporary running of the economy, but it is con-
tradicted (at least during the entire Bronze Age) both in the archaeological record, by the enor-
mous disproportion between the seat of the “great organizations” and the doubtful visibility of 
the market; and in the textual records, by the great disproportion between the space devoted to 
inner redistributive mechanisms and the one devoted to inter-regional exchange.42 We cannot 
estimate in exact terms the percentage of the GDP (Gross Domestic Product) produced by inter-
regional trade, but it was clearly quite negligible.

In more recent decades – at the turn of millennium – the trends towards devolution and pri-
vatization became stronger, both in our contemporary world and in our view of ancient times.43 
In the field of trade, the role of private entrepreneurs became worthy of intensive study, espe-

40 Renfrew 1986; cf. also Erwin 1997 (modified model).
41 Algaze 2001b, 2004, 2007, 2008.
42 Recently Halstead 2011.
43 Powell 1977, 1978; Archi 1984; Hudson and Levine 1996, 1999.
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cially in the Neo-Babylonian period.44 The positive result, at a properly historical evaluation, is 
the sounder awareness of an epochal change taking place around the middle of the first millen-
nium B.C.E., when the role of private enterprise came to the fore, together with other aspects 
(individual personalities in culture and society, individual property emerging from previous 
family or corporate bodies, and so on) possibly to be related to the so-called “axial age”. (I open 
here a parenthesis on the “axial age”, a concept mostly discarded as un-historical by scholars 
dealing with periods later than the one in question, but quite helpful for scholars dealing with 
the previous periods in the Near East and the Eastern Mediterranean). 

A less positive aspect of the privatization trends (but this is my own evaluation), one clearly 
derived from what happens in our own contemporary world, is that the emphasis on private 
agency goes to the detriment of the burden of the public institutions (which was really relevant 
in pre-modern times in general and in the Bronze Age in particular), and of a clear distinction 
between the two, underscoring the mixture of private and public roles and behaviors, the con-
flicting interests, the private appropriation of public activities, and so on. The old model of the 
“ethic” state, as the social structure providing everybody with protection and freedom, is being 
supplanted by the model of the so-called “patrimonial” state45, a state considered as a kind of 
mafia in which the personal power relations between a boss and his clients take the place of the 
universal rules of olden political ideologies. No difference is felt between a private household 
and the royal palace, which is bigger, more rich and powerful, exploiting and even oppressing 
the other households, but has no right to do that. In the same vein, taxation or corvée work are 
an unlawful appropriation, and not the contribution of everybody to the functioning of the com-
munity, the “political body”. 

Personally, I don’t like the recent trends towards deconstructionism, and more generally 
towards the absence of simple, clear-cut and well-functioning models. I still believe that the 
simpler a model is, the more elegant, and (if you don’t care about elegance) it has a greater 
explanatory power. And I still believe that in any model of political and socio-economic rela-
tions, the roles of state, local community, and individuals should be kept separate – for the sake 
of analysis – and the same applies to the differences between institutional and private interests, 
between rules and unlawful behaviors.

Yet I have to acknowledge that the picture emerging from deconstructionism and from patri-
monialism is much more realistic than the old one. Rulers did use their institutional power for 
personal advantage, and public officials did the same, in case being blamed not for accepting 
bribes, but for not providing the expected favor (as in the famous trial against the Nuzi mayor). 
Allow me to use here as an effective parallel the image of the ancient buildings, that I studied in 
the last years: once the ancient city and its houses were conceived and depicted as much perfect, 
as if just born out from the mind and hands of the ancient architect: regular, intact, well planned 
and well built, the seat of functioning institutions and of an orderly life. Now we are more 
aware that a Bronze Age town was filled with empty spaces, with collapsing or badly restored 
buildings, the plaster cracked, the frames damaged, the streets filled with garbage, heaps of 
stinking rubbish, including human and animal excrements, putrefied carrions, and so on. In the 
same vein we are now more aware that trade and diplomacy, in their actual running, were as 
much distant from their theoretical, ideal structure. The so-called “laws” of gift exchange (the 
obligation to generously give, the obligation to politely accept, and the obligation to reciprocate 
at an increased measure) were currently subverted: gifts were pretended, their quality and 
amount were questioned, and reciprocity was delayed and downgraded. Diplomacy was domi-
nated by blackmail, and the poor messengers detained long and even forever. Trade was domi-
nated by cheat and fraud. Cultural contacts were marred by misunderstandings, sometimes can-
did sometimes intentional – and the case of the Canaanite reception of the Egyptian exhorta-
tions about protection and efficiency remains an exemplary case study. 

44 Cf. supra n. 28.
45 Eisenstadt and Roniger 1987; on the Ancient Near East Schloen 2001, 2003.
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Admittedly, the negative trends of our present condition find an accurate reflection in our 
way to conceive the behavior of our most remote ancestors. And since our own world is clearly 
collapsing, we are in a condition to better appreciate the collapse of the Bronze Age civiliza-
tions. 
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Ugarit et lʼÉgypte: essai dʼinterprétation de la documentation 
archéologique et perspectives de la recherche

Valér ie Matoïan

Abstract: Since the beginning of the exploration of the ancient capital of the Levantine kingdom of the second 
millennium B.C.E. the relationship between Ugarit and Egypt has attracted attention of research, especially after 
discovering a private and royal Egyptian statuary. In recent decades, specialized studies and syntheses focused on 
textual sources and material culture, providing a better understanding of the historical and socio-cultural context in 
which these exchanges grew. Many questions still need to be addressed, and one of the first objectives of the 
research is to establish the corpus of Aegyptiaca from Ras Shamra, Minet el-Beida and Ras Ibn Hani and the 
accurate study of their contexts of discovery, in order to define their nature and function (economic, cultural, poli-
cies “markers”, etc.). This is an opportunity to present and discuss recent achievements of current research results 
on artifacts dating from around 3000 B.C.E. to the end of the Late Bronze Age.

Keywords: Ugarit, Egypt, Bronze Age, Aegyptiaca, palatial material culture, epigraphy, iconography, interconnec-
tions

Dès les premières étapes de l̓ exploration sur le tell de Ras Shamra, la découverte d o̓bjets égyp-
tiens inscrits, dont certains portant une inscription royale, fut prise en compte, afin de retracer 
l̓ histoire de l̓ antique cité dʼUgarit et celle de ses liens avec l̓ Égypte au second millénaire av. 
J.-C. En 1936, dans le tome I de la série « Mission de Ras Shamra », Ch. Virolleaud livrait une 
Introduction à lʼÉtude de la Civilisation dʼUgarit dans laquelle plusieurs chapitres abordaient la 
question des relations entre la cité levantine et l̓ Égypte.1 L̓ auteur y analysait la statuaire égyp-
tienne, royale et privée, mise au jour sur l̓ Acropole et s i̓nterrogeait déjà sur la signification his-
torique et culturelle à donner à ces œuvres. Quelques années plus tard, dans le premier volume 
des Ugaritica, C.F.A. Schaeffer consacrait plusieurs pages à ce sujet,2 tenant compte des trou-
vailles de l’Acropole, mais aussi de celles faites en 1937 dans le secteur de la Ville Basse.

Par la suite, la mise au jour d o̓bjets égyptiens et d o̓bjets portant une inscription en hiéro-
glyphes égyptiens, dans le Palais royal ainsi que dans le secteur dʼhabitation localisé à l̓ est de 
cet édifice, renouvelait la question, et plusieurs contributions dʼUgaritica III étaient dévolues à 
l̓ étude de ces œuvres.3 La poursuite des fouilles dans différents secteurs du tell apporta son lot 
de nouveautés, parmi lesquelles on citera les artefacts provenant du « Palais Sud » (ou Maison 
dite « de Yabninu »),4 de la « Maison aux albâtres »,5 de la « Résidence nord »,6 et plus récem-
ment encore, du secteur du « Centre de la Ville »7 et du chantier « Grand-rue ».8

Au cours des dernières décennies, des études spécialisées et des synthèses ont porté sur les 
sources textuelles et sur les données fournies par la culture matérielle, apportant une meilleure 
connaissance du cadre historique et du contexte socio-culturel dans lesquels se développèrent 

1 Virolleaud 1936, chapitres III, IV et VI.
2 Schaeffer 1939, en particulier 19–22, pls. III à V. C. Voir aussi: Schaeffer 1962, 212–25; Schaeffer-Forrer 1978.
3 Desroches-Noblecourt 1956; Krieger 1956; Schaeffer 1956.
4 Courtois 1990.
5 Contenson et al. 1975; Lagarce et Pytisson-Lagarce 2008.
6 Margueron 1977.
7 Caubet 1991.
8 Al-Maqdissi et al. 2007; Matoïan et al. 2013.
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les relations entre Ugarit et lʼÉgypte.9 Bien des questions doivent encore être approfondies, et 
l̓ un des premiers objectifs de la recherche relative à l̓ étude de la culture matérielle est, dʼune 
part, l̓ établissement du corpus des Aegyptiaca de Ras Shamra/Ugarit, pour l e̓ssentiel datés du 
second millénaire av. J.-C.10 et, d a̓utre part, l̓ étude la plus précise possible de leurs contextes de 
découverte, afin de définir au mieux leur nature et leur fonction (« marqueurs » politiques, éco-
nomiques, culturels, ...). Cet article est l̓ occasion de présenter des résultats récemment acquis et 
d é̓voquer des recherches en cours.

La question des artefacts égyptiens antérieurs au IIe millénaire av. J.-C.

Si C.F.A. Schaeffer découvre dès le début des fouilles à Ras Shamra des objets égyptiens ins-
crits – dont une partie date du Moyen Empire –, l i̓dentification d a̓rtefacts égyptiens remontant 
au IIIe millénaire av. J.-C. est plus récente. Dans le premier catalogue de la vaisselle en pierre 
de Ras Shamra et de Minet el-Beida dressé en 1991, A. Caubet propose une liste de six vases 
datés du IIIe millénaire av. J.-C. (RS 15.195; RS 15.544; RS 15.549; RS 21.98; RS 21.99; 
RS 78.106).11 Les recherches plus récentes, menées dans le cadre de la Mission archéologique de 
Ras Shamra, n o̓nt pas révélé d a̓utres catégories d o̓bjets égyptiens antérieurs au IIe millénaire 
av. J.-C. En revanche, elles ont apporté des données complémentaires sur cette vaisselle en 
pierre et ont permis d e̓n augmenter le corpus. Aucun vase ne provient dʼun contexte du Bronze 
ancien.

Seuls deux des six vases publiés en 1991 avaient fait l̓ objet dʼune étude directe (RS 21.98 et 
RS 78.106). Les quatre autres, conservés au Musée national de Damas, ont été étudiés depuis 
dans le cadre du programme d é̓tude portant sur le mobilier du Palais royal.12 Ce travail a par 
ailleurs permis d i̓dentifier, à Damas, deux vases supplémentaires (RS 15.552 et RS 18.151), 
auxquels nous ajoutons un vase conservé au Louvre. La liste établie est la suivante:

– RS 11.[entre 576 et 603]: grand bol profond,13 en diorite, provenant de la « Butte nord-
ouest » du tell de Ras Shamra.

– RS 15.195: jarre à panse globulaire avec deux anses-tenons,14 en diorite porphyrique 
(fig.1), provenant du Palais royal (locus 30/31).

– RS 15.544: bord de jarre à col cylindrique très court et lèvre horizontale étalée vers 
l̓ extérieur,15 en granite - diorite, provenant du Palais royal (locus 30).

– RS 15.549: vase à panse ovoïde, sans col avec une lèvre étalée horizontale, munie 
d a̓nses-tenons horizontales,16 en gabbro-diorite (fig. 2), provenant du Palais royal (locus 
72).

9 Pour les études historiques, voir entre autres: Singer 1999; Lackenbacher 2002; Freu 2006; Grimal 2013. Dans 
le domaine de la culture matérielle, de nombreuses recherches spécialisées, publiées au cours des dernières 
décennies, ont apporté des éclairages sur certaines catégories d o̓bjets. Pour les recherches menées dans le cadre 
de la mission de Ras Shamra, le lecteur trouvera des informations sur: la vaisselle en pierre (Caubet 1991), dont 
les pièces inscrites (Lagarce 2008, 2013); la statuaire (Yon 1991), les ivoires (Lagarce et Lagarce 1990; Gachet-
Bizollon 2001, Gachet-Bizollon 2007); les matières vitreuses (Matoïan 2000a; Matoïan et Bouquillon 2000; 
Bouquillon et Matoïan 2007). On signalera aussi les synthèses: Yon 2003; Caubet et Yon 2006.

10 Actuellement, des études sont en cours, comme celles portant sur les scarabées, la vaisselle en travertin ou 
encore les images divines. 

11 Caubet 1991, 207–8; dans la n. 14, l a̓uteur précise qu i̓l s a̓git dʼune liste provisoire, susceptible dʼêtre modifiée 
par les recherches futures.

12 Matoïan 2008a.
13 Louvre 84 AO 421, H. conservée 10 cm, D. 21 cm. Le bol présente une lèvre fine, plate, horizontale. 

Cf. El Khouli 1978, pl. 101, nos. 3583–584.
14 H. 15 cm; D. 32.5 cm. Caubet 1991, 208, 230; Icart et al. 2008, 175, pl. XII, 4. Cf. Sparks 2007, « Archaic jars », 

Type IB.
15 D. bord 17.2 cm. Caubet 1991, 208, 231; Icart et al. 2008, 177. Cf. Sparks 2007, « Archaic jars », Type IA.
16 H. conservée 10.5 cm; D. 11 cm. Caubet 1991, 208, 231; Icart et al. 2008, 175, pl. XII, 3. Cf. Aston 1994, Type 4.


