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BELZLWD), BRI, ZOBMIIINLNT v Y ADLOBARICL > TEARINMEEHITHZ ENRT
L LVWE, ZOROERODEPHAR T 7 Mok Z Lk, BIAZOERDYERABIS S LD
REE X ZOREHRKE o TN LERLTWVS,

ZOLSREE%E S IFHET, B THX I T ABAORLHRIME L RSTZOR . W T Y o ¥—X -
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Egypt and the Aegean in the Archaic Period:

A View from the Other Side of the Mediterranean

Yoshiyuki SUTO (Nagoya University)

1 Introduction

The publication of Ancient Greek City-states in 1993 heralded the advent of a new era for the study of ancient
Greek history. Since then we have continuously been forced to reconsider the key concept of the classical Greek
society, polis, in a most thorough and profound way through the proceedings of the fruitful conferences of
Copenhagen Polis Center organized by Dr. Morgens Herman Hansen. The epistemological stand of CPC has already
been explained by Dr. Naerebout at the outset of this colloquium, and is also explicitly declared by Hansen himself in
a paper as follows: “at the Copenhagen Polis Center we want to know how the Greeks perceived their own settlement
pattern and therefore our investigation must be based, first of all, on a careful examination of the terminology used
and the site-classifications found in our sources”.! This is a typical methodology known as emic analysis among the
cultural anthropologists. According to Harris, emic operations have as their hallmark the elevation of the native
informant to the status of ultimate judge of the adequacy of the observer’s description and analyses.” Hence it is
logical that the project regarded the inventory of polis in the primary sources as an important starting point for
research into the concept of polis.

Yet sometimes the investigation of Hansen shows a remarkable, though legitimate, deviation from this basic
principle. As is well known Herodotus notes that the number of “polis” in Egypt rose to twenty thousand in the reign
of Amasis.> But these Egyptian “poleis”, some of which are described by Herodotus in various parts of his second
book, have never been considered as a proper object of the study of Greek polis. Indeed these settlements have been
categorically excluded from the survey of CPC with a notable exception of Naukratis. The reason is clear enough.
They are not Greek cities while Lex Hafniensis de Civitate applies to Greek poleis only.* Thus Hansen makes the
following observation; “sometimes the Greek historians and geographers seem — erroneously - to have believed that

barbarian towns were poleis in the political sense”.® He even suggests that in most cases the Greek authors must have

1 wish to thank Alexandra Villing for her stimulating response to this paper and to all participants of the First
Euro-Japanese Colloquium on the Ancient Mediterranean World for their lively discussion. Special thanks are due to
Mariko Sakurai and Catherine Morgan, who jointly organized the colloquium.

! Hansen (1996), 9.

% Harris (2001), 32.

3 Hdt. 11.177.1.

4 Hansen (2000), 173.

5 Hansen, op. cit., 180.
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applied the term polis to a barbarian urban centre knowing that, on the one hand, it was a nucleated settlement
whereas, on the other hand, it was not a political community.® Elsewhere Hansen counts the occurrence of the term
polis in Herodotus and notes that it is applied to 254 different named communities, namely 194 Hellenic and 60
barbarian poleis.” But this line of reasoning is quite unsuitable for strict emic approach because such term as
“Hellenic polis” or “barbarian polis” was entirely alien to Herodotus or other ancient writers except for Ps.-Scylax of
the fourth century.® If we regard certain usage of ancient historians or geographers as “erroneous”, we are
theoretically adopting an etic analysis by using the modemn interpreter’s imported conceptual apparatus.’

This deviation is not so anomalous since most of the historians as well as anthropologists seek to unify emic
perspectives into a systematic, comparative theory of culture based in large part on etic theoretical notions.”® But
sometimes such theoretical notions may prevent us from appreciating the value of rather intriguing contemporary
testimonies. At first sight the distinction between Greek poleis and other urban centers is so self-evident and that it
needs no explanation. A Greek polis is both an urban centre and a political community, while an Egyptian polis, if we
can imagine the existence of such an entity at all, is a mere nucleated settlement never to be denoted as a state in any
sense. Most of us have believed that Herodotus used the same word for both Greek and Egyptian towns simply
because he knew no other appropriate word to specify the latter. Surely it might have been the case. But is this the
only possible explanation for the seemingly contradictory attitude toward the urban settlements by Herodotus and
other ancient writers?

Regarding the interpretation of the large nucleated settlements in ancient Mediterranean world, serious problems
concern the scholarly tendency to concentrate only to the various aspects of Greek poleis largely ignoring the political
function or governmental structure of other contemporary “barbarian poleis”. An Egyptian settiement of Late Period,
for example, is usually conceived as an unstructured community, which was subjugated to a strongly centralized
empire. It was thus a sociologically negligible unit being far from autonomous. But can we substantiate this
preconception with adequate evidence? It may be true that from the economic point of view these Egyptian
settlements were subordinated to a large-scale redistributive system based on heavy taxes and dues, which was
certainly unknown to the Greeks of Archaic period. But there is no reason to suppose that this economic system
prevented the emergence of political consciousness in the local communities in contemporary Egypt, even though the
outward appearance of it was quite different from the political constitutions in the contemporary Greek poleis.

As a Greek archaeologist working primarily in Egypt for the past couple of years, I would like to explore in this

small contribution the significance of the urbanization and other notable cultural changes in the Saite period in order

¢ Hansen, op. cit., 181.

7 Hansen (1996), 39-41.

® For the Ps.-Scylax’s phrase poleis Hellenides, Flensted-Jensen (1996), 137-67.

® Feleppa (1986), 243.

' 1t should also be noted that Hansen points out the necessity “to contrast a culture’s perception of itself with an
outsider’s more detached perception of the same culture”. Hansen (1996), 8-9.
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to show that the nature of Greek Archaic society should not be considered in the notionally isolated space of the

Greeks but in the wider context of the Eastern Mediterranean world.

I Rise of Contact between Egypt and the Aegean in the seventh century

A serious reconsideration of the early cultural relations between Egypt and the Greek world may not have special
appeal for ancient historians today because of the too ardent advocacy of their connection by two influential writers,
one of ancient and one of modern times.

Herodotus has been notorious for his excessive enthusiasm for barbarians since antiquity. He visited Egypt in
about 459 B.C. during the first Persian occupation and it is generally believed that his descriptions were largely based
on his own autopsy except for some citation from Hecataeus of Miletus. Although his fascinating narrative of various
ethnographical observations has often been blamed for being too uncritical, his second book still remains the primary
source for the history of ancient Egypt, in particular, of Late Period. Even though there is no need to accept literally
his assertion that the Greeks adopted many religious customs from the Egyptians, it is still noteworthy that Herodotus
succeeded in presenting the cultural landscape of Egypt as something fundamentally comprehensible to the
contemporary Greek readers in spite of the presence of many superficial differences.

As for the controversial works by a modemn advocate of Egyptian connection, the successive volumes of Black
Athena by Martin Bernal, even the Japanese editions of which were recently published, this is surely not a place to
review the validity of his minute arguments. It may suffice to say that we should still concentrate on the examination
of relevant archaeological phenomena before claiming dubious, though possible, Egyptian origins of specific Greek
cultural elements.

To sum up the point rather ironically, if both Herodotus and Bernal had been more moderate in stressing the
supposed Egyptian influence, we would have been more positive in appreciating the importance of the multi-faceted
contact between Late Period Egypt and Archaic Greece. The progress of archaeological investigations in several sites,
especially in Lower Egypt, is most valuable in order to reconsider the nature of this cultural contact."

The earlier regular contact between Egypt and the Aegean ceased with the collapse of the palace economy of the
later second millennium BCE, and it is not until the seventh century that one can endorse its revival through
archaeological evidence. Several categories of objects found in the major Greek sanctuaries, e.g. Rhodian faience
scarabs from Perachora, may reflect the early interest of the eighth century Greeks in the precious Egyptian items,
though many of the allegedly Egyptian objects could be imitations made and transported by the Phoenicians in fact.

It is unanimously agreed that a significant change of situation in Egypt occurred with the establishment of the

" Smoldrikova (2002)
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Saite dynasty. As is well known, Herodotus wrote that Psammetichus I, who came to throne in 664 B.C.E., relied on
the Carian and Ionian mercenaries, “the bronze men from the sea”, in securing the country.'? Other sources suggest
also that the Lydian king, Gyges, sent the mercenaries.”® But irrespective of their process of coming, these
mercenaries were eventually allocated land in Egypt by the king and became the first permanent Greek inhabitants in
Egypt. There is no way of inferring the exact number of these Aegean mercenaries and other Greek settlers, but their
decisive role in the whole historical process as well as the scale of the so-called stratopeda sites suggests that they
became a significant demographic components at least in the Delta.

This change must have had a far-reaching effect not only on Egypt but also on the Aegean. The founding of the
Greek communities gave strong incentive for the speculative Greek merchants to penetrate into the land bestowed by
the Nile. Sometimes they behaved as pirates rather than courteous traders, who made raids on the settlements of
native Egyptian as “bronze men” did until Psammetichus I hired them. The story of Kolaios the Samian naukleros,
which is mentioned in the famous episode of the foundation of Cyrene, suggests that this expanded activities of the
Greek merchants happened almost simultaneously with the colonial movements. I will later turn to the implication of
this parallel phenomenon of the late seventh century Eastern Mediterranean.

Both literary sources and archaeological finds testify that most of the early Greek settlers in Egypt came from the
eastern shore of the Aegean. Samians merchants and mercenaries were ubiquitous and the mysterious Samians whom
a Persian troop happened to meet in a town of Oasis in 525 B.C.E must have been the descendants of these early
settlers.'* The Milesians were also active in this enterprise as the existence of a fortress named “Milesian Wall” on
the Bolbotinian branch of the Nile suggests.’® It was thus natural that these two poleis and Aegina, the homeland of
Sostratos the richest merchant of Archaic Greece, held dominant positions among the twelve poleis participated in the
foundation of Naukratis in the reign of Amasis by constructing their own temples there.'®

Archaeological evidence also indicates that imported Greek pottery increased rather suddenly in the late seventh
century. Considerable amount of late seventh century pottery of Aegean origins, including sherds of Chian amphora
and that of Milesian Wild Goat II style, have been reported from such sites as Tell el-Maskhuta, Mendes, Tell
el-Balamun and Naukratis. Greek imports are also attested, though not so abundant in quantity, at other traditional
centers such as Bubastis or Memphis. Thus, as Haider and Smoldrikové suggest, these archaeological finds show that
Greek merchants of the later seventh century directed their trade activities mainly towards their compatriots, who

resided either permanently or temporarily in Egypt. It has also been revealed that there were a great number of sites

2 Hdt. 11. 152-154.

" Maller (2000), 33, n.56.
' Hdt. I11. 26.

15 Strab. 17.1.18.

' Hdt. I1. 178.
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with a far more intensive Greek settlement than we have hitherto believed."”
These radical demographic changes must have affected the contemporary settlements of native Egyptians outside
the Delta, too. The results of our investigations at Akoris in Middle Egypt, almost certainly one of the “twenty

thousand poleis” mentioned by Herodotus, may illuminate the circumstances of a settlement in this critical period.

m Akoris in the Late Period

The archaeological site of Akoris is located some 400km south of Alexandria on the east bank of the Nile.”® A
massive rock to the south of the modern village of Tehneh is a salient geographical feature of this area, and a vast ruin
of ancient city, which measures 600m north-south and 300m east-west, spreads on a flat plateau below it. Numerous
rock-cut tombs of various periods open their mouth on the lower slope of the rock and surrounding cliff, testifying the
long occupation of this strategic point in ancient times. Recently large ancient quarries were discovered to the south
of the site area on the craggy range between the Nile valley and the eastern wadi.

A Japanese mission conducted the first series of systematic excavations at several points in the site from 1981 to
1993, though little remains prior to Roman times were recovered during these seasons. The only exception was the
deep trench east of the Sarapeion, which yielded some Ptolemaic pottery including an upper part of an imported
Rhodian amphora. Though several architectural remains in the site, such as north Chapel and Chapel F, seemed to be
undoubtedly of Ptolemaic age with their characteristic decorations in Greek style, and there is also a large rock-cut
inscription for Ptolemy V of the early second century, the archaeological evidence remained surprisingly scarce to
corroborate the image of a thriving Hellenistic settlement gained from the philological or iconographic evidence.

It was thus our great excitement to find a large Hellenistic deposit during the excavation of large unfinished
limestone blocks at the north edge of the city area in 1997. Many Hellenistic artifacts, both domestic and imported,
were recovered in a burned layer, which filled the area adjacent to lower part of the stone blocks. There are also
lamps and terracotta figurines in Greek style, which suggest that daily life of the inhabitants of Ptolemaic Akoris
shared the contemporary cultural milieu of the Eastern Mediterranean. By far the most significant finds, however,
were many fragments of commercial amphora of Mediterranean origin. The predominance of Rhodian amphora in
Alexandria suggests that Akoris in the Ptolemaic period was not an isolated rural village but that it maintained active
economic relations with the metropolis. As I have suggested elsewhere, it might have been the exploitation of the

nearby quarry and the export of roughly processed stones that promoted the exchange of commodities between

Y7 Haider, 1996, 114; Smoldrikovi, op.cit., 46.

'® Akoris, 1-4; D Kessler, Historische Topographie der Region twischen Mallawi und Samalut, Wiesbaden 1981,
253-290.
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Akoris and Alexandria in Hellenistic times."®

But the progress of excavations into lower levels revealed the presence of an extremely interesting structure. A
stretch of substantial wall constructed with typical large thin mud bricks of Late Period was recovered under the sand
layer below the huge limestone blocks. Though this wall had deliberately been demolished at some time between the
Late Period and the Hellenistic times, its remnant must have been still visible in later period, since the nine limestone
blocks found in this area were apparently placed according to the line of the wall.

The wall measures 2.1 to 2.2 m in thickness and the exposed part reached a total length of 38 m. That this wall
enclosed the whole residential area is evident from the observation that it shows a slight bend to the south in the
western trench. While it has already been ascertained that Hellenistic Akoris had a strong fortification wall along the
city area, our investigation at the northem end of the site revealed that Late Period Akoris had also been equipped
with a circuit wall.

Besides the excavations at the northern edge of the site, we have been digging at the southern slope of the massive
rock since 2002, where a densely built-up area of Late Period has been discovered. A number of leatherworks and
enigmatic circular structures excavated there suggest that this was not an ordinary residential quarter but a kind of
workshops for leatherworkers. If our observations are correct there was already a distinct spatial differentiation of
function inside the settlement area. To put it another way, Late Period Akoris was not so much a mere village of petty

farmers as a strong walled city, inside which a craft specialization developed to a certain degree.

v Urbanization in the Seventh Century Egypt

The discovery of a Late Period circuit wall in Akoris is not an isolated phenomenon. In fact not a few settlement
sites in Egypt have a strong circuit wall or a large fortified area of the seventh century date. At Tell el-Balamun two
mud brick enclosure walls around the temple area have been discovered, of which an inner wall is dated to the Saite
Dynasty. Both two walls are reported to surround the same region of about 160,000 square meters.”’ Kom Firin is
also reported to have been fortified by a relatively massive wall of mud bricks and included a citadel and a temenos. I
would like to draw attention to these mud brick walls because it has sometimes been suggested that a substantial
circuit wall was the sine qua non, at least in the classical period, of the Greek poleis that were just emerging on the
other side of the Mediterranean.*

Surely a circuit wall of the Saite Period Egypt did not usually enclose the whole residential area but formed a sort

of large square fort adjacent to the settlement itself. The most famous such fortified edifice is located at Tell

1% Kawanishi and Suto (2005)
2 Spencer (1996), 26f.
2 Camp II (2000)
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Defenneh, which is sometimes identified with one of the stratopeda mentioned by Herodotus. Although the majority
of finds from Tell Defenneh dates to the reign of Amasis, and thus makes the equation of it with stratopeda of
Psammetichus I difficult at first sight, it seems still significant that several such large forts stationed by a garrison of
Greek troops were already built in the Saite period at Naukratis (the Great temenos), Tell el-Maskhuta, and Migdol
(T.21). The suggestion by the original excavator of Tell Defenneh that it could. accommodate 20,000 Greek
mercenaries shows the extraordinary scale of these military facilities.

The above observations make it fairly clear that the establishment of the Saite Dynasty opened a period of marked
urbanization. As I mentioned in the beginning, when Herodotus visited Egypt in the fifth century, his informant told
him that Egypt attained its greatest prosperity in the reign of Amasis and that whole sum of the inhabited cities in the
country reached twenty thousand.” If this information was a reliable one, such situation must not have been brought
about without brisk urbanization of traditional as well as newly founded settlements. Although it is difficult to
reconstruct the typical urban landscape with adequate evidence, these urban centers must have had a sacred precinct
as well as a civic agora in the vicinity of it, as the description of the polis of Bubastis by Herodotus shows.

Almost nothing is known about the inner political structure of these Egyptian settlements of the seventh century.
But it must be demonstrably incorrect to suppose that these urban centers were lacking for such structure at all.
Despite the fact that they were politically subjugated to the Saite Dynasty, such energetic urbanization would not
have been materialized without a kind of communal senses of the inhabitants of each settlement, though the nature of
their political consciousness might have been quite different from that of the contemporary communities of the
Aegean and the Greek mainland. Surely this may be an argument from silence, we should get rid of the preconception

that only the Greeks achieved the emergence of political communities.

v Conclusion

The recent article presenting 95 theses about the Greek polis in the Archaic and Classical periods assembled by
Dr. Hansen from the various papers published by Copenhagen Polis Center is decidedly the most valuable guidance
for the ancient historians who are interested in this evasive concept. In his 60" thesis we read the following entry “it
is commonly held that the polis as a state can be traced back to ca. 700 B.C. or even earlier, whereas the polis as an
urban centre emerged as late as the late sixth century. The archaeological record, however, especially recent
excavations of, e.g., Eretria, Miletos, Megara Hyblaia and Sicilian Naxos, indicate that urbanisation often took place

as early as the first half of the 7" century and, consequently, was contemporary or almost contemporary with state

2 Hdt. 11 177.
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formation”.?

This thesis comprises two critical observations. First, it suggests that sometimes there seems to have been a
significant time lag between the formation of polis as a political community and that as an urban center. It implies
that the emergence of a polis may not have been the result of the physical development of a local community.
Secondly, it also indicates that colonial cities were not the end product of the already well-established Greek poleis
but a polis emerged in the homeland and in the colonies more or less simultaneously, or even the colonies influenced
the polis formation in the homeland, as Malkin argues persuasively.”

Having verified the standard view on the formation of Greek polis, I shall go one step further out on the limb by
suggesting that the contemporary urbanization and the influx of Greek population in the Saite Period Egypt was not
irrelevant to the situation in the Aegean. As has been noted above, it must be certain that the great colonial movement
and the settiement of Greek mercenaries not only took place simultaneously in the northem coast of Africa but also
achieved a profound effect on the indigenous inhabitants and the Greek settlers.

A dedicatory statuette of Pedon found near Priene shows that the urbanization and the settlement of Greek
mercenaries had intrinsic relevance in the seventh century Egypt.”> The inscription testifies that Psammetichus I
bestowed a golden bracelet and a city (polis) on Pedon, son of Amphinnes, because of his virtue (arete). It is beyond
doubt that the virtue refers to Pedon’s military prowess as a mercenary leader. But what strikes us more is the
expression that the king gave him a city, which is explicitly called polis. This expression may remind us of the
famous episode about the foundation of Naukratis told by Herodotus that Amasis gave the polis of Naukratis (edoke
Naukratin polin) to those who came to Egypt to live in.*

Since the evidence conceming the organization of the Egyptian communities in the seventh century remains still
scarce, it is difficult to assess the scale of change in Egyptian society caused by this “Pan-Eastern Mediterranean
Urbanization”. But the introduction and swift spread of demotic in Egyptian writing system, which took place exactly
in the same period, might have something to do with this current of the times.

As for the urbanization in the Aegean it may not have been fortuitous that one of the earliest settlement with
elaborate town planning, Vroulia, emerged at the southernmost tip of Rhodes, the natural stopping off point on the
route from the Aegean to Egypt.

The emphasis on the paradigm of “Pan-Eastern Mediterranean Urbanization” of the early Archaic period may
sound a little embarrassing for the historians who are concerned exclusively with classical Greek society. But it
should be reminded that no archaeologist today dare to discuss the beginning of the Greek Early Iron Age without

putting the questions in the wider Mediterranean context of the 12" century. To reconsider the development of

B Hansen (2003), 274.

% Cf. Hansen, op.cit., thesis 89.
3 Vittmann (2003), 203, fig.103.
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Archaic Greek poleis also in the wider geographical context is surely both illuminating and rewarding as the other

recent studies on the urban communities in the periphery of the Greek world show.”

77 Keen (2002)
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