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System of Transliteration and Dating

Transliteration is a nightmare in a book that covers such a long period, and consistency is impossible. I have tried to combine
authenticity with clarity. With Greek names, I have rejected the sometimes absurd latinized forms long used, unless, as with
Aeschylus, the alternative is unrecognizable to non-experts. So I have Herodotos and Sophokles, and Komnenos for the great
Byzantine dynasty, not Comnenus. This becomes more complicated in later centuries. Ancient Thessalonika becomes Ottoman Salonika
and then modern Thessaloniki, while Epidamnos, Dyrrhachion, Dyrrachium, Durazzo, Durrës are all one place in Albania at different
epochs; I have used the name current in the period about which I am writing. Comparable problems arise with Hebrew, Turkish
and Arabic names. Along the Croatian and Montenegrin coast, I have favoured Slav forms, since they are now in general use,
so I use Dubrovnik rather than Ragusa but (lacking an equally elegant word for the inhabitants) I have called its inhabitants
‘Ragusans’.

Another contentious issue is whether to use the Christian labels for dates, BC and AD, or the modern substitutes, BCE and CE, or indeed (as Joseph Needham used to recommend) a simple ‘–’ and ‘+’. Since these variants produce exactly the same dates
as BC and AD I am not sure what advantage they bring; and those who are uncomfortable with Before Christ and Anno Domini are free to decide that BC and AD stand for some other combination of words, such as ‘Backward chronology’ and ‘Accepted date’.


Preface

‘Mediterranean history’ can mean many things. This book is a history of the Mediterranean Sea, rather than a history of the
lands around it; more particularly, it is a history of the people who crossed the sea and lived close by its shores in ports
and on islands. My theme is the process by which the Mediterranean became in varying degrees integrated into a single commercial,
cultural and even (under the Romans) political zone, and how these periods of integration ended with sometimes violent disintegration,
whether through warfare or plague. I have identified five distinct periods: a First Mediterranean that descended into chaos
after 1200 BC, that is, around the time Troy is said to have fallen; a Second Mediterranean that survived until about AD 500; a Third Mediterranean that emerged slowly and then experienced a great crisis at the time of the Black Death (1347);
a Fourth Mediterranean that had to cope with increasing competition from the Atlantic, and domination by Atlantic powers,
ending around the time of the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869; finally, a Fifth Mediterranean that became a passage-way
to the Indian Ocean, and found a surprising new identity in the second half of the twentieth century.

My ‘Mediterranean’ is resolutely the surface of the sea itself, its shores and its islands, particularly the port cities that
provided the main departure and arrival points for those crossing it. This is a narrower definition than that of the great
pioneer of Mediterranean history, Fernand Braudel, which at times encompassed places beyond the Mediterranean; but the Mediterranean
of Braudel and most of those who have followed in his wake was a land mass stretching far beyond the shoreline as well as
a basin filled with water, and there is still a tendency to define the Mediterranean in relation to the cultivation of the
olive or the river valleys that feed into it. This means one must examine the often sedentary, traditional societies in those valleys that produced the foodstuffs and raw materials that were the staples of
trans-Mediterranean commerce, which also means taking on board true landlubbers who never went near the sea. The hinterland
– the events that took place there, the products that originated or came through there – cannot of course be ignored, but
this book concentrates on those who dipped their toes into the sea, and, best of all, took journeys across it, participating
directly, in some cases, in cross-cultural trade, in the movement of religious and other ideas, or, no less significantly,
in naval conflicts for mastery over the sea routes.

Inevitably, in what is still a long book, difficult choices have had to be made about what should be included and what should
be excluded. Words used less often than they should be are ‘perhaps’, ‘possibly’, ‘maybe’ and ‘probably’; a great many statements
about the early Mediterranean, in particular, can be qualified this way, at the risk of generating a fog of uncertainties
for the reader. My intention has been to describe the people, processes and events that have transformed all or much of the
Mediterranean, rather than to write a series of micro-histories of its edges, interesting as that might be; I have therefore
concentrated on what I consider important in the long term, such as the foundation of Carthage, the emergence of Dubrovnik,
the impact of the Barbary corsairs or the building of the Suez Canal. Religious interactions demand space, and plenty of attention
is naturally given to the conflicts between Christians and Muslims, but the Jews also deserve close attention, because of
their prominent role as merchants in the early Middle Ages and again in the early modern period. I have given roughly equal
coverage to each century once I reach classical antiquity, since I wished to avoid writing one of those pyramid-shaped books
in which one rushes through the antecedents to arrive at comfortably modern times as quickly as possible; but the dates attached
to chapters are highly approximate, and separate chapters sometimes deal with events at the same time at different ends of
the Mediterranean.

The Mediterranean we know now was shaped by Phoenicians, Greeks and Etruscans in antiquity, by Genoese, Venetians and Catalans
in the Middle Ages, by Dutch, English and Russian navies in the centuries before 1800; indeed, there is some strength in the
argument that after 1500, and certainly after 1850, the Mediterranean became decreasingly important in wider world affairs
and commerce. In most chapters, I have concentrated on one or two places which I believe best explain broader Mediterranean developments – Troy, Corinth,
Alexandria, Amalfi, Salonika and so on – but the emphasis is always on their links across the Mediterranean Sea and, where
possible, on some of the people who effected or experienced these interactions. One result of this approach is that I say
less about fish and fishermen than some readers might expect. Most fish spend their time below the surface of the sea, and
fishermen tend to set out from a port, make their catch (often at some distance from their home port) and return to base.
By and large, they do not have a destination the other side of the water where they will make contact with other peoples and
cultures. The fish they bring home may well be processed in some way, as salted or pickled food, or even as a strong-tasting
sauce, and the merchants who carried these products abroad are often mentioned; fresh fish must very often have been standard
food for naval crews. Frankly, though, the data are scanty; my attention has only switched to what happens beneath the surface
of the Mediterranean with the arrival of submarine warfare in the early twentieth century.

My hope is that those who pick up this book will enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed writing it. For the invitation
to do so and for their enthusiastic encouragement thereafter, I am deeply indebted to Stuart Proffitt at Penguin Books and
my agent, Bill Hamilton, at A. M. Heath, and for further encouragement to Peter Ginna and Tim Bent at my American publisher,
Oxford University Press in New York. One special pleasure has been the opportunity to visit or revisit some of the places
I mention. I have benefited greatly from the hospitality of a number of hosts in the Mediterranean and beyond: Clive and Geraldine
Finlayson, of the Gibraltar Museum, were as welcoming as ever, and enabled me not just to revisit Gibraltar but to make a
foray across the Straits to Ceuta; Charles Dalli, Dominic Fenech, their colleagues in the History Department at the University
of Malta, HE the British High Commissioner and Mrs Archer and Ronnie Micallef of the British Council were exemplary hosts
in Malta; HE the Maltese Ambassador to Tunisia, Vicki-Ann Cremona, was also a superb host in Tunis and Mahdia; Mohamed Awad,
rightly famous for his hospitality, opened my eyes to his city of Alexandria; Edhem Eldem revealed unsuspected corners of Istanbul (and Alexandria); Relja Seferović of the Croatian Historical Institute in Dubrovnik was enormously helpful there,
in Montenegro (at Herceg Novi and Kotor) and in Bosnia-Hercegovina (at Trebinje); Eduard Mira shared his knowledge of medieval
Valencia in situ; Olivetta Schena invited me to Cagliari to commemorate my late friend and distinguished Mediterranean historian Marco Tangheroni,
enabling me also to visit ancient Nora; further afield, the History Department of Helsinki University and the Finnish Foreign
Ministry invited me to expound my views about Mediterranean history in a city whose great fortress is often called the ‘Gibraltar
of the North’; Francesca Trivellato allowed me to read her excellent study of Livorno in advance of publication. Roger Moorhouse
identified a host of suitable illustrations, often difficult to run to earth; Bela Cunha was an exemplary copy-editor. My
wife Anna explored Jaffa, Neve Tzedek, Tel Aviv, Tunis, Mahdia and large swathes of Cyprus with me. Anna tolerated growing
mountains of books on the ancient and modern Mediterranean in a house already full of books on the medieval Mediterranean.
My daughters Bianca and Rosa have been delightful companions on travels to various corners of the Mediterranean, and fed me
material on diverse topics such as the Moriscos and the Barcelona Process.

I am also very grateful to audiences in Cambridge, St Andrews, Durham, Sheffield, Valletta and Frankfurt-am-Main who responded
so helpfully to a lecture I hawked around on ‘How to write the history of the Mediterranean’. In Cambridge, I received bibliographical
and other advice from Colin and Jane Renfrew, Paul Cartledge, John Patterson, Alex Mullen, Richard Duncan-Jones, William O’Reilly,
Hubertus Jahn and David Reynolds, among others, while Roger Dawe very kindly gave me a copy of his magnificent translation
of and commentary on the Odyssey. Charles Stanton read the first draft and set me right on a number of points – needless to say, the errors that remain are
mine. Alyssa Bandow engaged enthusiastically in lengthy discussions of the ancient economy which helped me clarify my ideas.
No institution can compare with the colleges in Cambridge and Oxford in offering an opportunity to discuss one’s ideas with
people in a great variety of disciplines, and I owe more than I can say to the stimulus of having among my colleagues at Caius
not just a host of History Fellows but Paul Binski, John Casey, Ruth Scurr, Noël Sugimura and (until recently) Colin Burrow,
as well as Victoria Bateman, whose comments on the text I much appreciate, and Michalis Agathacleous, whose guidance around
southern Cyprus was enormously helpful. The Classics Faculty Library was especially generous in providing for my needs, as were Mark Statham and the staff of Gonville and Caius College Library. When in the
final stages of preparing the manuscript, I found myself unable to leave Naples owing to a volcanic eruption – not Vesuvius!
– Francesco Senatore and his delightful colleagues (Alessandra Perricioli, Teresa d’Urso, Alessandra Coen and many more) offered
magnificent hospitality including the use of an office at ‘Frederick II University’, and lively conversation. Soon after the
skies cleared, I benefited enormously from a chance to discuss the themes of this book at a gathering at Villa La Pietra,
the seat in Florence of New York University, thanks to the kindness of Katherine Fleming, and refined my ‘Concluding Thoughts’
further in Norway, following an invitation from the ever-courteous organizers of a symposium held in Bergen in June 2010 to
celebrate the award of the Holberg Prize to Natalie Zemon Davis.

This book is dedicated to the memory of my ancestors who travelled back and forth across the Mediterranean over the centuries:
from Castile to Safed and Tiberias in the Holy Land, with intervals in Smyrna; and then, with my grandfather, from Tiberias
westwards again and after him, with my grandmother, back across the sea to Tiberias, also including my forebear Jacob Berab,
who reached Safed from Maqueda in Castile, and sundry Abulafias, Abolaffios and Bolaffis in Livorno and across Italy. The
title is of the book is taken from the Hebrew name for the Mediterranean, which appears in a blessing to be recited on setting
eyes on it: ‘Blessed are you, Lord our God, king of the Universe, who made the Great Sea’.

David Abulafia

Cambridge, 15 November 2010


Introduction: A Sea with Many Names

Known in English and the romance languages as the sea ‘between the lands’, the Mediterranean goes and has gone by many names:
‘Our Sea’ for the Romans, the ‘White Sea’ (Akdeniz) for the Turks, the ‘Great Sea’ (Yam gadol) for the Jews, the ‘Middle Sea’ (Mittelmeer) for the Germans, and more doubtfully the ‘Great Green’ of the ancient Egyptians. Modern writers have added to the vocabulary,
coining epithets such as the ‘Inner Sea’, the ‘Encircled Sea’, the ‘Friendly Sea’, the ‘Faithful Sea’ of several religions,
the ‘Bitter Sea’ of the Second World War, the ‘Corrupting Sea’ of dozens of micro-ecologies transformed by their relationship
with neighbours who supply what they lack, and to which they can offer their own surpluses; the ‘Liquid Continent’ that, like
a real continent, embraces many peoples, cultures and economies within a space with precise edges. It is important, then,
to begin by defining its limits. The Black Sea washes shores from which grain, slaves, furs and fruit were exported into the
Mediterranean since antiquity, but it was a sea penetrated by Mediterranean merchants rather than a sea whose inhabitants
participated in the political, economic and religious changes taking place in the Mediterranean itself – its links across
land, towards the Balkans, the Steppes and the Caucasus, gave the civilizations along its shores a different outlook and character
to those of the Mediterranean. This is not true of the Adriatic, which has participated strongly in the commercial, political
and religious life of the Mediterranean, thanks to the Etruscans and Greeks of Spina, the Venetians and Ragusans in the medieval
and early modern period, and the businessmen of Trieste in more modern times. In this book, the boundaries of the Mediterranean
have been set where first nature and then man set them: at the Straits of Gibraltar; at the Dardanelles, with occasional forays
towards Constantinople since it functioned as a bridge between the Black Sea and the White Sea; and at the littoral running from Alexandria to Gaza and Jaffa. And then, within and along the Mediterranean, this
book includes the port cities, particularly those where cultures met and mixed – Livorno, Smyrna, Trieste and so on – and
the islands, mainly when their inhabitants looked outwards, which is why the Corsicans have a lower profile in this book than
the Maltese.

[image: image]

This is perhaps a narrower vision of the Mediterranean than has been supplied by other writers, but it is surely a more consistent
one. The subject-matter of books on Mediterranean history has been the history of the lands around the Mediterranean, allowing,
naturally, for some attention to the interaction between these lands. Two works stand out prominently: Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell’s
massive Corrupting Sea of 2000 is especially rich in ideas about the agrarian history of the lands bordering the Mediterranean, assuming that a
history of the Mediterranean should include land bordering the sea to a depth of at least ten miles. They demonstrate some
fundamental features of Mediterranean exchange: the ‘connectivities’ linking different points, the ‘abatements’ when contraction
occurred. But, in the last analysis, they are essentially concerned with what happens on land rather than on the surface of
the sea itself. And then, looming over all historians of the Mediterranean, lies the shadow of Fernand Braudel (1902–85), whose book The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, first published in 1949, was one of the most original and influential works of history composed in the twentieth century.
From the 1950s onwards, Braudel guided the researches of many dozens of scholars not just on the history of the Mediterranean
in his chosen period, but earlier and later periods too, and not just of the Mediterranean but of the Atlantic and other seas;
and in his latter days he reigned with dignity and distinction over the highly respected Annales school of historians from his base at the mysteriously named ‘sixth section’ of the École Pratique des Hautes Études in Paris.
But his ideas had germinated slowly. French intellectuals such as the esteemed poet and essayist Paul Valéry, who died in
1945, had become fascinated with the idea of a ‘Mediterranean civilization’ shared among the French, the Spaniards and the
Italians, present both on their native shores and in their colonial possessions in North Africa and the Middle East. Braudel’s
book was the product of lengthy rumination in France, Algeria, Brazil and German prisoner-of-war camps, during which Braudel
made an intellectual journey from the close study of past politics that still engaged many French historians, through the
Mediterranean identities postulated by Valéry, to the writing of history informed by geography. Showing encyclopaedic mastery
of the history of the entire Mediterranean, not just in the sixteenth century, Braudel offered a novel and exciting answer
to the question of how the societies around its edges have interacted. At the heart of Braudel’s approach was his assumption
that ‘all change is slow’ and that ‘man is imprisoned in a destiny in which he himself has little hand’.1 This book suggests the opposite in both cases. Whereas Braudel offered what might be called a horizontal history of the Mediterranean,
seeking to capture its characteristics through the examination of a particular era, this book attempts to provide a vertical
history of the Mediterranean, emphasizing change over time.

Braudel showed what almost amounted to contempt for political history, understood as ‘events’ (histoire évènementielle).2 The geography of the Mediterranean was seen to determine what happened within its boundaries. He consigned politics and warfare
to the very end of his book, and its real strength lay elsewhere, in its understanding of the landscape of the lands around
the Mediterranean, and of important characteristics of the Mediterranean Sea itself – its winds and currents, which helped determine the routes people took to cross it. In fact, Braudel’s Mediterranean extended far beyond the sea to
encompass all the lands whose economic life was somehow determined by what was happening there: he managed at various points
to bring Cracow and Madeira into his calculations. In his wake, John Pryor has laid a strong emphasis on the limitations imposed
by winds and currents, arguing that medieval and early modern navigators found it difficult to navigate along the North African
shore, and emphasizing the importance of the open season between spring and autumn when it was possible to sail the sea backed
by suitable winds. Against this, Horden and Purcell have suggested that sailors were prepared to carve out additional shipping
lanes where the winds and currents were less favourable, but where other interests – commercial or political – drew them along
their new routes.3 The forces of nature could, then, be challenged with skill and ingenuity.

The physical features of this sea certainly cannot be taken for granted. The Mediterranean possesses several features that
result from its character as an enclosed sea. In remote geological time it was entirely closed, and between about 12 and 5
million years ago evaporation reached the point where the Mediterranean basin became a deep and empty desert; once breached
by the Atlantic, it is thought to have been flooded with water in a couple of years. It loses water through evaporation more
rapidly than river systems feeding into the Mediterranean are able to replace it, which is not surprising when it is remembered
how puny some of the rivers are: the little rivers of Sicily and Sardinia, the historic but not substantial Tiber and Arno
(the Arno becomes a trickle upriver from Florence in high summer). It is true that the Mediterranean draws down water from
the massive river system of the Nile, and the Po and the Rhône also make some contribution. Among European rivers, the Danube
and the Russian river systems make an indirect contribution, because the Black Sea draws in water from several great arteries
stretching deep into the landmass. The result is that the Black Sea has an excess of unevaporated water, creating a fast current
that rushes past Istanbul into the north-eastern Aegean. But this only compensates for 4 per cent of the water loss in the
Mediterranean, and the principal source that replaces losses by evaporation is the Atlantic Ocean, which provides a steady
inflow of cold Atlantic water, to some extent counterbalanced by an outflow of Mediterranean water which (because of the evaporation)
is saltier and therefore heavier; the incoming water rides on top of the outgoing water.4 The fact that the Mediterranean is open at its ends is thus crucial to its survival as a sea. The opening of a third channel,
at Suez, has had more limited effects, since the sea route passes through narrow canals, but it has brought into the Mediterranean
types of fish native to the Red Sea and Indian Ocean.

The inflow from the Atlantic deterred medieval navigators from making a regular passage out of the Straits of Gibraltar, though
it did not deter Vikings, crusaders and others from entering the Mediterranean. The major currents follow the coasts of Africa
eastwards from Gibraltar, swing past Israel and Lebanon and around Cyprus, and then round the Aegean, Adriatic and Tyrrhenian
Seas and along the French and Spanish coasts back to the Pillars of Hercules.5 These currents have had a significant impact on the ease with which ships have been able to move around the Mediterranean,
at least in the days of oar and sail. It has even proved possible, tacking back and forth, to use the currents to sail in
the face of the Mediterranean winds. The weather systems in the region tend to move from west to east, so that the winds could
be profitably exploited to carry shipping in spring from the ports between Barcelona and Pisa towards Sardinia, Sicily and
the Levant, though the major influence in the western Mediterranean during winter is the north Atlantic weather system, while
in the summer it is the Atlantic subtropical high, stationed over the Azores. Wet and windy weather in the winter is characterized
by the mistral bringing cold air into the valleys of Provence, but it has many close cousins such as the bora or tramontana of Italy and Croatia. John Pryor has pointed out that the ‘Gulf of the Lion’ off Provence is so named because the roar of
the mistral resembles that of a lion.6 No one should underestimate the unpleasantness or danger of a winter storm in the Mediterranean, despite the modern image
of a sun-drenched sea. Occasionally low-pressure weather systems develop over the Sahara and are dragged north as the unsettling
wind known as the scirocco (Italy), xaloc (Catalonia) or hamsin (Israel, Egypt); vast amounts of red Saharan dust may be dumped on the lands surrounding the Mediterranean. So long as ships
relied on sail power, the prevailing northerly winds endangered navigation along the coast of North Africa, for they threatened
to throw ships on to the sandbanks and reefs of the southern Mediterranean shores, while (as Pryor has also observed) the
steeper inclination of most of the north Mediterranean shores made them much more attractive to navigators, as did their coves and beaches; however, these coves
were also a long-standing temptation to pirates in search of a nook or cranny.7 Passage from west to east, the famous Levant trade of the Middle Ages, was easier for ships setting out from Genoa or Marseilles
in the spring and following the northern shores of the Mediterranean, past Sicily and Crete and around Cyprus to reach Egypt;
it was not standard practice to cut across from Crete to the mouth of the Nile until the coming of the steamship. Of course,
one cannot be completely sure that the winds and currents have remained the same. Yet there are enough references in classical
and medieval sources to such winds as the Boreas from the north-west to make it clear that the bora has a very long history.

Changes in the climate could have important consequences for the productivity of lands close to the Mediterranean, with a
knock-on effect on the trade in Mediterranean grain, which was so important in antiquity and the Middle Ages and then lost
its primacy. A cooling of the climate in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries helps explain why grain lands went out of
cultivation and why imports of grain from northern Europe became surprisingly common, strengthening the hand of Dutch and
German merchants in the Mediterranean. Desiccation of coastal regions may suggest climate change, though here, importantly,
the human hand is often visible: in North Africa new waves of Arab invasion in the eleventh and twelfth centuries may have
resulted in neglect of dams and irrigation works, so that agriculture suffered. Economic decline in Asia Minor during the
period of the late Roman Empire was accentuated by the abandonment of vines and olive terraces that had held in place soil
which now washed down into rivers and silted them up.8 In modern times, dams, notably the Great Aswan Dam in Upper Egypt, have changed the pattern of flow of water into the Mediterranean,
with effects on currents and humidity. It is man who has altered the seasonal cycle of the Nile, decisively changing the economic
life of Egypt and putting to an end the annual floods which the ancient Egyptians attributed to their gods. On the other hand,
the geographer Alfred Grove and the ecologist Oliver Rackham have suggested that human beings have had a less drastic effect
on the Mediterranean environment than is often assumed, for nature in the Mediterranean lands shows a capacity to recover
from climatic and other variations, and from the abuses imposed on it. Humans, they stress, do not determine the evolution of climate, or at least did not do so before the twentieth century; and erosion, even allowing for a human role,
also takes place naturally – it happened in the age of the dinosaurs too. One area where human impact has often been reported
is deforestation, which has had severe effects in Sicily, Cyprus and along the Spanish coast; demand for timber for ships
has been succeeded by the clearance of land for new or expanding towns and villages, but here too an argument can be pressed
that natural regeneration has often taken place. Grove and Rackham are less optimistic about the future the Mediterranean
faces, as water resources and fish stocks are over-exploited and, in some areas, desertification threatens, likely to be rendered
worse if credible prophecies about global warming are even partly valid.9 To look back at the history of the Mediterranean is to observe a symbiosis of man and nature that may be about to end.

This book does not deny the importance of winds and currents, but aims to bring to the fore the human experience of crossing
the Mediterranean or of living in the port towns and islands that depended for their existence on the sea. The human hand
has been more important in moulding the history of the Mediterranean than Braudel was ever prepared to admit. The book is
full of political decisions: navies setting out to conquer Syracuse or Carthage, Acre or Famagusta, Minorca or Malta. Why
some of these places were strategically important did depend to a significant extent on geography – not just wind and waves
but other limitations: fresh food and water might last a couple of weeks on a merchant vessel, but were too bulky to load
in great quantities on a war galley that had little space to spare. This simple fact meant that control of the open sea was
a very tough challenge, at least in the age of sail; without access to friendly ports where supplies could be taken on board
and ships could be careened, no power, however many warships it possessed, could lord itself over sea routes. Conflicts for
control of the Mediterranean thus have to be seen as struggles for mastery over its coasts, ports and islands rather than
as battles over open spaces.10 To manage the almost constant threat of piracy it was often necessary to enter into murky deals with the pirates and their
masters, permitting free passage to merchant shipping in return for gifts and bribes. Advance positions were invaluable. The
situation of Corfu ensured that it was coveted over many centuries by those who sought to control entry into the Adriatic.
The Catalans and then the British constructed a line of possessions across the Mediterranean that served their economic and political interests well. Oddly, though, the places chosen
as ports often provided poor harbours: physical advantages were by no means the only consideration. Alexandria was difficult
of access through often choppy seas, medieval Barcelona offered little more than a beach, Pisa nothing but a few small roadsteads
close to the Arno estuary, and even in the 1920s ships reaching Jaffa had to unload out at sea. The harbour at Messina lay
close to the rushing waters of what classical commentators identified as the twin terrors of Scylla and Charybdis.11

Human history involves the study of the irrational as well as the rational, decisions made by individuals or groups that are
hard to understand at a remove of centuries or millennia, and that may have been hard to understand at the time those decisions
were made. Yet small decisions, like the flutter of a butterfly’s wings, could have massive consequences: a pope’s speech
at Clermont in France in 1095, loaded with vague but impassioned rhetoric, could unleash 500 years of crusades; disputes between
rival Turkish commanders, in contrast to charismatic leadership on the Christian side, could bring surprise defeat upon Ottoman
armies and navies, as at Malta in 1565 – and even then Spain was slower to send aid than the emergency demanded, risking loss
of command of the waters around one of its prize possessions, Sicily. Battles were won against the odds; the victories of
brilliant naval commanders such as Lysander, Roger de Lauria and Horatio Nelson transformed the political map of the Mediterranean
and frustrated the imperial plans of those in Athens, Naples or Napoleonic France. Merchant princes placed their own profit
above the cause of the Christian faith. The roulette wheel spins and the outcome is unpredictable, but human hands spin the
wheel.
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Isolation and Insulation,
22000 BC–3000 BC

I

Carved out millions of years before mankind reached its coasts, the Mediterranean Sea became a ‘sea between the lands’ linking
opposite shores once human beings traversed its surface in search of habitation, food or other vital resources. Early types
of humans inhabited the lands bordering the Mediterranean 435,000 years before the present, to judge from evidence for a hunters’
camp set up near modern Rome; others built a simple hut out of branches at Terra Amata near Nice, and created a hearth in
the middle of their dwelling – their diet included rhinoceros and elephant meat as well as deer, rabbits and wild pigs.1 When early man first ventured out across the sea’s waters is uncertain. In 2010, the American School of Classical Studies
at Athens announced the discovery in Crete of quartz hand-axes dated to before 130,000 BC, indicating that early types of humans found some means to cross the sea, though these people may have been swept there unintentionally
on storm debris.2 Discoveries in caves on Gibraltar prove that 24,000 years ago another species of human looked across the sea towards the
mountain of Jebel Musa, clearly visible on the facing shore of Africa: the first Neanderthal bones ever discovered, in 1848,
were those of a woman who lived in a cave on the side of the Rock of Gibraltar. Since the original finds were not immediately
identified as the remains of a different human species, it was only when, eight years later, similar bones were unearthed
in the Neander Valley in Germany that this species gained a name: Neanderthal Man should carry the name Gibraltar Woman. The
Gibraltar Neanderthals made use of the sea that lapped the shores of their territory, for their diet included shellfish and
crustaceans, even turtles and seals, though at this time a flat plain separated their rock caves from the sea.3 But there is no evidence for a Neanderthal population in Morocco, which was colonized by homo sapiens sapiens, our own branch of humanity. The Straits apparently kept the two populations apart.

[image: image]

In the long period of the Lower and Middle Palaeolithic (‘Old and Middle Stone Age’), navigation across the Mediterranean
was probably rare, though some present-day islands were accessible across land bridges later covered by the rising sea. The
Cosquer grotto near Marseilles contains carvings by homo sapiens from as early as 27000 BC and paintings earlier than 19000 BC; it now lies well below sea level, but when it was inhabited the Mediterranean shore lay a few miles further out. The first
good evidence for short sea-crossings comes during the Upper Palaeolithic (the late ‘Old Stone Age’), that is, before about
11000 BC. At this point, visitors set foot on Melos in the Greek Cyclades, in search of the volcanic glass obsidian, used in stone
tools, and offering sharper edges than flint. Sicily has yielded dozens of Palaeolithic sites from the same period, very often
along the coast, where settlers consumed large quantities of molluscs, though they also hunted foxes, hare and deer. They
took care of the dead, covering the body with a layer of ochre and sometimes burying the corpses with decorated necklaces.
On the western extremity of Sicily, they occupied what are now the easternmost Egadian islands (which were then probably small
promontories connected to Sicily itself); on one of them, Levanzo, somewhere around 11000 BC, they decorated a cave with incised and painted figures. The incised figures include deer and horses, drawn with liveliness
and a degree of realism. The painted figures are more schematic, rough representations of human beings, and are thought to date to a later occupation of the cave. The drawings and paintings
from the Sicilian caves demonstrate the existence of a hunter-gatherer society adept, as we know from other evidence, at the
creation of effective tools out of flint and quartzite, whose rituals included sympathetic magic aimed at the winning of prey.
They hunted with bows and arrows and with spears; they lived in caves and grottoes, but also inhabited camp sites in the open.
They were thinly spread and, while their ancestors had reached Sicily on whatever simple boats were available to them, later
generations did not explore the seas further.4

The style of life of the first inhabitants of Sicily was not markedly different from that of hundreds of generations of other
Upper Palaeolithic people spread around the shores of the Mediterranean, from whom they were, nonetheless, isolated. This
is not to say that their lives lacked complexity; a comparison with nomadic hunter-gatherers in Australia or the Amazon suggests
that elaborate myths and rituals have for millennia bonded together families and groups, irrespective of their level of technology.
Change, when it occurred, took place very slowly and did not necessarily consist of what might be called ‘improvement’, for
skills such as those of the cave artists could be lost as well as gained. Around 8000 BC there was a very gradual warming, and this resulted in changes in flora and fauna that sometimes set these small groups of
people on the move in search of their traditional prey, and sometimes encouraged a search for alternative types of food, especially
that provided by the sea. The sea gradually rose, by as much as 120 metres, as the ice caps melted. The contours of the modern
Mediterranean become more recognizable as isthmuses turned into islands and sea coasts retreated to roughly their current
position; but all this was too slow a process to be readily visible.5

There was little social differentiation within these wandering bands of people, travelling in search of food, arriving at
convenient hilltops and bays, moving from settlement to settlement, zigzagging back and forth. But as groups became familiar
with particular areas, they adapted their diet and customs to that area. Possibly, as they buried their dead and decorated
the caves, they acquired a real sense of attachment to the land. Occasionally stone tools passed from hand to hand and moved
between communities, or were acquired in skirmishes between tribes. In essence, though, they were self-sufficient, relying
on what the sea and land offered in wild animals, fish and berries. Although the human population remained tiny, maybe a few thousand in the whole
of Sicily at any one time, the effect on the animal stock of climatic change and of human intervention was increasingly severe;
larger animals began to disappear, notably the wild horses which had arrived before the humans arrived, when Sicily was still
linked physically to Italy; these horses were recorded in the Levanzo cave drawings and provided massive feasts.

During the transitional period to about 5000 BC known as the Mesolithic (‘Middle Stone Age’), when tools became steadily more refined but animal husbandry, ceramics or the
cultivation of grain had yet to emerge, the diet of prehistoric Sicilians shifted towards products of the sea, from which
they fished sea-bream and grouper; large numbers of mollusc shells have been found on archaeological sites, some incised and
decorated with red ochre. By 6400 BC, in what would become Tunisia, the ‘Capsian culture’ emerged, which was heavily dependent on shellfish and has left large
mounds or middens along the coast.6 Further east, in the Aegean, Upper Palaeolithic and Mesolithic seafarers made their way occasionally along the island chain
of the Cyclades to Melos, collecting its obsidian and transporting it back to cave sites on the Greek mainland such as the
cave at Franchthi, 120 kilometres from Melos; their boats were probably manufactured from reeds, which could be shaped and
cut using the small sharp-edged stones, or microliths, that they had developed. Since sea levels were still rising, the distance
between islands was shorter than now.7 
Mesolithic Sicily also knew obsidian, which was obtained from the volcanic Lipari islands off Sicily’s north-east shore. Movement
across the open sea had begun. It was local; it was spasmodic; but it was deliberate: the aim was to collect precious materials
in order to make superior tools. This was not ‘trade’; there was probably no one living permanently on either Melos or Lipari,
and even had there been, the settlers would not have expressed a proprietary right to the volcanic glass that lay about the
islands. Those on Sicily or in Greece who acquired pieces of obsidian did not manufacture blades in order to send them inland
to neighbouring communities. Autarchy was the rule. It is necessary to take a leap forward into the Neolithic period in order
to find regular evidence for purposeful travel in search of desired products, in an age when societies were becoming more
hierarchical and complex and the relationship between mankind and the land was changing in revolutionary ways.

II

The ‘Neolithic Revolution’, which eventually encompassed all human communities across the globe, was really a series of independent
discoveries of how to control food resources, from about 10,000 BC onwards. The taming of cattle, sheep, goats and pigs provided a consistent source of meat, milk, bone for tools, and in due
course fibres for cloth; the realization that crops could be selected and sown in seasonal cycles resulted in the cultivation
of various types of wheat, starting with semi-wild emmers, and culminating in the production (in the Mediterranean) of early
wheat and barley. The earliest ceramics, at first moulded rather than wheel-thrown, began to be used as food containers; tools
were still made of flint, obsidian and quartzes, but they became smaller and more specialized, a trend which was already visible
by the Mesolithic period; this speaks for growing specialization, including a caste of skilled toolmakers whose training in
what seems a deceptively simple craft was no doubt as long and as complex as that of a sushi chef. Neolithic societies were
perfectly capable of creating complex, hierarchical political institutions such as monarchy, and of dividing society into
castes defined by status and labour.

Concentrated settlements developed, permanent, walled, dependent on local supplies but also on goods brought across distances:
the first, around 8000 BC, was Jericho, with about 2,000 inhabitants in the early eighth millennium; its obsidian was Anatolian rather than Mediterranean.
From around 10,000 BC, the inhabitants of Eynan (Ayn Mallaha) in what is now northern Israel cultivated crops, ground flour and also had the time
and inclination to produce schematic but elegant human portraits carved on stone. As the population of the eastern Mediterranean
grew, fattening on the new sources of food, competition for resources led to more frequent conflict between communities, so
that weaponry was used increasingly against fellow-humans rather than animal prey.8 Conflicts generated migrations; folk from Anatolia or Syria moved towards Cyprus and Crete. By 5600 BC a community of several thousand people had settled in Cyprus, at Khirokitia, making pots not from clay but from carved stone;
these first Cypriots imported some obsidian, but they mainly concentrated on their fields and flocks. They built houses out
of mud-brick, on stone foundations, with bedrooms on a first-floor gallery, and the graves of their ancestors under the hut floor. Less impressive was the first Neolithic settlement
in Crete, at Knossos, dating to around 7000 BC; but it marked the beginning of the process of intensive settlement of the island which would dominate the eastern Mediterranean
in the Bronze Age. The inhabitants arrived already equipped with seed grain and animals, from the coast of Asia Minor, for
the animals they raised had no wild cousins on Crete itself. They grew wheat, barley and lentils. Pottery was a skill they
did not develop for about half a millennium; weaving was practised by the first half of the fifth millennium. The lack of
pottery suggests an isolated community which did not copy the methods of its neighbours further east; obsidian arrived from
Melos, which lay not far to the north-west. Generally, though, the Cretans looked away from the sea: the relatively few sea
shells that have been discovered in the lowest stratum of Knossos show water wear, indicating that they had been collected
for decorative use long after the molluscs they once contained had died.9 But external contacts started to transform the lives of early Cretans. When pottery began to be produced, around 6500 BC, it was of a dark, burnished variety that has some similarities to Anatolian styles of the period; the craft does not seem
to have developed gradually, but to have been imported wholesale. During later Neolithic phases, further settlements emerged
in other parts of the island, such as Phaistos in the south; but the process took 3,000 years, during which Crete turned increasingly
outwards to the sea. The extraordinary civilization that eventually emerged in Crete can best be understood as an interplay
between a slowly evolving native culture with a powerful local identity and growing contacts with the outside world which
provided new technology and models, idiosyncratically adapted by the Cretans to meet their own uses.

Querns and mortars had to be fashioned; stone foundations were built for houses which now became permanent dwelling-places;
potters needed equipment for moulding and firing their vessels. Specialization increased the demand for specific types of
tool, and demand for obsidian grew. Its attractions were many, and compensated for the trouble involved in acquiring it: it
was easy to flake, and the edges were exceedingly sharp. The obsidian quarries of Melos, which were exploited for about 12,000
years, reached their peak of popularity in the early Bronze Age, when one might expect metal tools to have become more fashionable.
But obsidian was appreciated precisely because of its low value: in the early Bronze Age, metals were scarce and the technology to produce copper and bronze was not widely available, and difficult
to set in place. Even allowing for increased specialization within Neolithic villages, quarrying on Melos long remained casual
and lacked any commercial character. Although a settlement developed on the island, at Phylakopi, it emerged when the extraction
of obsidian was already long established, and flourished just as the obsidian quarries began to decline; the first settlers
were not obsidian merchants but tuna fishermen.10 Melos offered no special port: those in search of obsidian found a suitable cove, beached their vessel, and came to the quarries,
where they hacked off pieces of the volcanic glass.

III

For startling evidence of massive building projects from Neolithic Europe it is necessary to turn westwards, to the temples
and sanctuaries of Malta and Gozo, which predate even the pyramids. The Maltese temples were created by people who crossed
the sea and created an isolated culture with their own hands. The eminent British archaeologist Colin Renfrew has observed
that ‘something really exceptional was taking place in Malta more than five thousand years ago, something quite unlike anything
else in the Mediterranean world or indeed beyond’; this society was in full ascendancy around 3500 BC.11 The old diffusionist assumption that the temples were in some way imitations of the pyramids or ziggurats far to the east
is patently false. But, although they were not imitations, neither did they become models followed by other cultures within
the Mediterranean. Malta was settled by about 5700 BC, from Africa or more likely from Sicily, whose culture is reflected in the earliest Maltese rock-cut tombs. The early Maltese
arrived quite well prepared: they brought with them emmer, barley and lentils, and they cleared parts of the island to create
cultivable fields, for the archipelago had extensive tree cover, now completely lost. They acquired tools from the volcanic
islands around Sicily, employing obsidian from Pantelleria and Lipari. The island culture began to develop in distinctive
ways from 4100 BC. Then, very approximately in the millennium after 3600, great underground tombs or hypogea were carved out for collective
burial, suggesting that the Maltese community had a strong sense of identity. Massive building works were already under way at Ġgantija on Gozo, and at Tarxien on Malta itself. With great concave
decorated façades, and fronted by forecourts, these were enclosed structures, roofed buildings with hallways, passages and
compartments, with a preference for a clover leaf arrangement of semi-circular rooms. The aim of the builders was to erect
massive temples which could be seen from a great distance away, rising above the islands as one approached by sea, such as the temple at Ħaġar Qim in the south of Malta, where steep cliffs drop down to the Mediterranean.12

The buildings emerged slowly, over time, rather like medieval cathedrals, and with a less coordinated plan.13 Oddly, there were no windows, but there must have been extensive wooden fittings, and the stone fittings, which are all that
survives, are often handsomely decorated with carved designs, including spirals. For the culture of prehistoric Malta encompassed
more than monumental buildings. The temples contained massive statues of which fragments survive, assumed to represent a Mother
Goddess associated with childbirth and fertility. At Tarxien a female statue nearly two metres high was the focus of the cult;
there is quite simply nothing similar anywhere in the western Mediterranean at this time. The chambers at Tarxien have left
clear evidence of sacrificial ceremonies. An altar at Tarxien was found to contain, in a hollowed space, a flint knife; around
the altar were the bones of cattle and sheep. Shells were unearthed, confirming that seafood was an important part of the
local diet; and among the carvings are graffiti of ships.14 All this building and carving was achieved without the use of metals, which reached Malta only around 2500 BC.

Culturally as well as physically this was an insular world. In the Neolithic period, the population of the islands has been
estimated at less than 10,000. Yet the workforce was capable of building half a dozen large shrines and many smaller ones,
suggesting the islands may have been divided into several little provinces. One might then expect evidence of warfare – spearheads,
for instance. But virtually no such evidence survives: this was a community at peace.15 Malta and Gozo were perhaps sacred islands that commanded the respect of the peoples of the central Mediterranean, rather
like Delos in the classical Greek world. A hole in a slab in the temple at Tarxien may be proof that this was the site of
an oracle. Yet it is remarkable that so little evidence has been found of foreign visitors. If these were sacred islands,
part of their sacredness must have consisted in a rule that they were unapproachable, inhabited only by native Maltese in the service of the Great Goddess,
who was represented not just in the statues and figurines the Maltese carved, but in the very shape of the temples, with their
billowing exterior and womb-like internal passages.

The end of this culture is as perplexing as its creation. The long peace came to an end by the middle of the sixteenth century
BC. There is no sign of a decline in the temple culture; rather, there was a sharp break, as invaders arrived, lacking the skills
that had created the great monuments, but possessing one advantage: bronze weapons. Judging from finds of clay whorls and
of carbonized cloth, they were spinners and weavers, who arrived from Sicily and south-eastern Italy.16 By the fourteenth century they had been replaced by another wave of Sicilian settlers. But Malta had by now lost its distinctiveness:
the migrants and their descendants squatted in the monuments left by people who had vanished from the face of the earth.

IV

Whereas on Malta nothing changed greatly over many hundreds of years, Sicily was more volatile, as one would expect of a large,
accessible landmass with a great variety of resources. Settlers were drawn to the region by the availability of obsidian on
the Lipari islands; they brought their culture with them ready-made, as can be seen at Stentinello, near Syracuse, which flourished
at the start of the fourth millennium BC, while the Maltese temples were still being constructed. The site, filled with huts, had a perimeter of about 250 metres,
and was surrounded by a ditch; within, pottery and simple animal-head figurines have been found. This was a busy village,
with its own artisans and command of the surrounding countryside and shoreline, from which it could draw its food. The settlements
of these people are very reminiscent of those found in south-eastern Italy, whence their ancestors clearly came.

As much as 3,000 years separate the very first Stentinello culture from the coming of copper and bronze; changes did not take
place fast, and these migrations were spasmodic – as yet, there was no great wave of migrations that convulsed the Mediterranean.
But it was precisely this slow, osmotic contact that created some elements of a common culture. The style of life of the Neolithic Sicilians from Stentinello shared many features with that of other Neolithic peoples in
the Mediterranean; this does not mean they all spoke the same languages (lacking writing, they have left no traces of their
language), nor that they shared a common ancestry. But they all participated in the great economic and cultural changes that
resulted in the adoption of farming, the domestication of animals and the manufacture of pottery. A similar rough, incised
pottery can be found on sites from Syria to Algeria, from Spain to Anatolia. In the same period, Lipari ceased to be simply
a depot where obsidian could be collected at will, and was settled by people of similar tastes and habits to those of Stentinello.
The open sea was no barrier: settlers headed southwards, and pottery similar to that from Stentinello has been found on sites
in Tunisia, as has obsidian from Pantelleria, between Sicily and Africa.17

Lipari enjoyed an especially high standard of living as a result of its command of obsidian supplies. Whether the succession
of different styles of pottery indicates changes in the composition of the settler population can be debated endlessly. Fashions
change without populations changing, as any observer of modern Italy is well aware. Ceramics decorated with red flames characteristic
of the sixth millennium BC were succeeded by others which were plain brown or black, remarkable for their smooth, polished surfaces, and carefully and
precisely made. By the end of the fifth millennium BC these gave way to ceramics decorated with meandering patterns, zigzags or spirals, painted on the surface, very similar to
items found in the interior of southern Italy and the Balkans. This too was succeeded by new fashions, as plain red pottery
was introduced early in the fourth millennium BC, ushering in the long-lived ‘Diana culture’, as it has become known from the principal find-site. The important point is
the slowness of change and the stability of these island societies.18

Mariners took advantage of their voyages across the Adriatic Sea, the Ionian Sea or the Sicilian Channel to carry and offer
goods, most of them perishable – pottery and obsidian are simply what have tended to survive. It is only possible to guess
at what sort of boats these early mariners used. On the open sea skin coverings probably provided insulation; nor can the
boats have been tiny, since they were used to carry not just men and women but animals and pots.19 Later evidence, crude drawings on ceramics from the Cyclades, suggests that the boats had a low draught, making them unstable in choppy seas, and that they were powered by oars. Practical experiments with a reed boat
named the Papyrella have suggested that movement was slow – four knots at best – and that time was easily lost to bad weather. Reaching Melos
in the Cyclades from the mainland of Attika, island-hopping along the way, may often have been a week’s work.20

There were still Mediterranean islands where settlement was very limited, including the Balearics and Sardinia. Majorca and
Minorca were already inhabited in the early fifth millennium, though pottery was not introduced until the middle of the third,
and it is quite possible that there was an occasional hiatus, as early settlers gave up the battle against the environment.
The earliest inhabitants of Sardinia appear to have been stock-raisers, who must have brought their animals with them.21 Along the shores of North Africa, there were no monumental buildings, no efflorescence comparable to that on Malta. Most
of those who inhabited the shores of the Mediterranean ventured no further than the fishing grounds within sight of their
home. The emergence in the fifth millennium of farming communities in the Nile Delta and in the Fayyum to the west was a local
rather than a Mediterranean phenomenon; that is to say, it marked a creative response by the inhabitants of well-watered,
indeed waterlogged, lands to the environment in which they lived, and, for a few centuries at least, Lower Egypt was a closed
world. Malta, Lipari, the Cyclades were still highly exceptional island communities that performed very specific roles, in
two cases as the source of material for stone tools, and in one, very mysterious, case as the focus of an elaborate religious
cult.
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Copper and Bronze,
3000 BC–1500 BC

I

The development of prehistoric societies has always been viewed from one of two perspectives: a diffusionist approach, now
largely out of fashion, which attributes the arrival of new styles and techniques to migration and trade; or an emphasis on
the factors within a society that fostered change and growth. Alongside the tendency to look for internal explanations of
change, interest in the ethnic identity of settlers has faded. Partly this reflects an awareness that easy identification
of ‘race’ with language and culture bears no relation to circumstances on the ground: ethnic groups merge, languages are borrowed,
important cultural traits such as burial practices mutate without the arrival of newcomers. Equally, it would be an error
to see all social change as the result of internal developments merely enhanced by the effects of growing trade: the lightly
populated shores and islands of the prehistoric Mediterranean provided broad spaces within which those in search of food,
exiled warlords or pilgrims to pagan shrines could create new settlements far from home. If there were earlier settlers, the
newcomers intermarried with them as often as they chased them away or exterminated them, and the language of one or the other
group became dominant for reasons that are now beyond explanation.

The Cyclades became the home of a rich and lively culture, beginning in the early Bronze Age (roughly 3000 BC onwards). The main islands were by now all populated; villages such as Phylakopi on Melos were thriving; on several islands
small villages developed out of an original core of a couple of small homesteads.1 The obsidian quarries were still visited, and copper was available in the western Cyclades, whence it reached Crete; Cycladic products continued to flow outwards, though in quite precise directions: to the southern Aegean, but
not, for some reason, northwards, suggesting that the opening of the seas was still partial and dependent on what other regions
could offer the Cycladic islanders. The islanders appear to have imported little into their villages; very few eastern products
have been found on excavated sites on the Cyclades. But this is to make the classic error of assuming that the archaeological
record is reasonably complete; textiles, foodstuffs, slaves, objects made of perishable materials such as wood, all no doubt
arrived, though whether their arrival can be formally described as ‘trade’ is still, in the third millennium BC, a moot point.

[image: image]

The Cycladic culture ceased to be defined solely by the Cycladic islands; it began to spread southwards. In what archaeologists
call ‘EB I’, that is, the first stage of the Early Bronze Age, a new settlement developed at Ayia Photia in north-eastern Crete; to
judge from the style of burial, it seems more Cycladic than Cretan. To describe this as a formal Cycladic ‘colony’ is to be too specific; rather, Cycladic natives installed themselves on Cretan soil, and continued to live in the
style to which they were accustomed. By ‘EB II’, around 2500 BC, Cycladic goods were penetrating past Ayia Photia and even being imitated by Cretan artisans; in addition they began to radiate
north-eastwards to the emerging town of Troy, close by the Dardanelles, which, with its gradually expanding links to the Anatolian
interior and the Black Sea, was probably the major source of tin.2

For one product was gaining prestige, literally strengthening the hand of those who exercised political power: bronze; and
it was demand for this alloy that would create a network of connections across the Aegean, linking Troy to the islands. Shiny
containers and pedestals made of bronze or copper proclaimed their owners’ wealth and prestige; but it was bronze weapons
that assured safety from one’s enemies. Those who owned these articles were doubtless successful warlords. Copper was to be
found on the island of Kythnos in the westernmost Cyclades, or in Attika on the Greek mainland. Early metallurgists had learned
they could strengthen the relatively soft metal copper by alloying it with tin. Bringing together the ingredients of bronze
and establishing a system of exchanges meant that the network of connections across the Aegean developed into what can at
last be described as trade routes: links established regularly according to the seasons, from one year to the next, for the
purpose of exchange, in which the intermediaries travelled by boat, though it would be going too far to assume that they were
professional merchants who lived entirely from the proceeds of trade. In consequence the Mediterranean was coming alive, criss-crossed
by people of varied origins, in search of or anxious to dispose of goods that were of equally varied origins.

The Cyclades lay astride these routes. Rather than drawing in influences from several directions, they developed a distinctive
art form of their own; the term ‘art’ should, however, be used with some qualification since the objects they produced had
precise functions, even if those functions are now hard to decipher. ‘Cycladic art’ has been a powerful influence on modern
artists – ‘a simplicity of form that can be altogether breathtaking’, in Colin Renfrew’s words, for there was a growing concern
with the proportions of the human body, a sense of ‘harmony’ that has no parallel in the other monumental sculptures of the
period, in Malta, Old Kingdom Egypt or Mesopotamia.3 Objects range in size from miniature figures, so stylized that to modern eyes they resemble a violin more than a human, to near lifesize statues
of musicians; the violin figurines count among the earlier works, dating from roughly 3000 BC. Female figures predominate, hinting at the cult of a Great Goddess. The ‘Fat Lady of Saliagos’ with her generous buttocks
may, like the Maltese idols, have some link to fertility cults. White marble from Paros provided the raw material, but enough
stains survive to prove that these objects were highly coloured.4

The statues are associated with burials, and one grave was accompanied by fourteen ‘idols’. Sometimes they are found broken,
perhaps as part of an elaborate funeral ritual. Do they represent the deceased? They may have had several functions, especially
as they were being produced over many hundreds of years (the Early Bronze Age on the Cyclades spans twelve centuries from
3000 BC onwards). Other explanations include the idea that they were psychopompoi, that is, guides to the souls of the dead in the Underworld, or substitutes for human sacrifices, or even companions who
would offer sexual gratification or musical entertainment in the next world. The sculptures testify to the existence of a
caste of skilled craftsmen. The graves indicate a stratified and complex society, with leaders and subordinates; the male
workforce must also have been employed as oarsmen on board the small ships that increasingly plied the Aegean, though it is
highly unlikely that they ranged any further, and sailing ships appear to have been introduced only during the second millennium
BC. Images of their oared ships can be found on the so-called ‘frying pans’, engraved clay plates which carry pictures of centipede-like
objects with raised prows.5

II

The impact of Troy on the history of the Mediterranean is twofold. On the one hand Troy functioned from the beginning of the
Bronze Age as a staging-post linking the Aegean to Anatolia and the Black Sea; on the other, the tale of Troy lay at the heart
of the historical consciousness not merely of the Greeks who claimed to have destroyed the city, but of the Romans who claimed
to be descended from its refugees. The real Troy and the mythical Troy have been hard to disentangle since 1868, when the
German businessman Heinrich Schliemann, obsessed with the veracity of the Iliad, identified the mound of Hisarlık, four miles from the point where the Dardanelles flow into the Aegean, as the site of Homer’s
city.6 While some scholars have argued that there was no Trojan War, and that in consequence the identity of Troy is a non-question,
discoveries in the Hittite archives further east have removed any serious doubt that Hisarlık contains the ruins of a city
or statelet variously known to the classical Greeks as Troié and Ilios. Later settlers, including the Greeks who built the
new city of Ilion in classical times, and Emperor Constantine, who thought at first of building the New Rome there rather
than at Byzantion, were equally convinced of the attribution. More remarkably still, the site has an exceptionally long history
reaching back long before the date ascribed to the Trojan War by classical authors (1184 BC). Its history began as bronze was first diffused across the eastern Mediterranean. It was rebuilt again and again; in 1961,
one of the modern excavators of the mound, Carl Blegen, identified forty-six strata in nine main layers.7

Troy had no known Neolithic antecedents. It was settled by people who were familiar with copper, and probably traded in tin.
The first Troy, ‘Troy I’ (c. 3000–c. 2500 BC), was a small settlement, about 100 metres across, but it grew into an impressively fortified site, with stone watchtowers
and three lines of fortification.8 Over this period there was much rebuilding, and in the last days of Troy I a great conflagration put an end to the fortress.
But within the fortress a settled domestic life had proved possible, and the survival of spindle whorls shows that textiles
were woven by the side of hearths whose remains have been unearthed; so it stands to reason that the early Trojans also traded
in cloth, made from the fleeces of sheep reared in the plains below the citadel. The best-preserved house from Troy I was
nearly twenty metres long, with a porch facing westwards; it may well have been inhabited by a leader of the community and
his extended family. The early Trojans manufactured small figurines, mostly female, and they lived off shellfish, tuna and
dolphin flesh as well as meat and grain. Metal weapons have not been recovered from this level; but the existence of whetstones
indicates that copper and bronze tools were regularly sharpened. There is no evidence for luxury: surviving ornaments were
made of bone, marble or coloured stone. The plentiful pottery is sombre in appearance, dull in colour and generally undecorated,
though the shapes have a certain elegance.9

Early Troy formed part of a cultural world which extended beyond Anatolia; a similar community developed on the island of
Lemnos, not far to the west, on the site of Poliochni, sometimes described as ‘the oldest city in Europe’, as also at Thermi
on Lesbos.10 But it is not profitable to speculate where the earliest inhabitants of these lands came from or what languages they spoke.
Indeed, if Troy and Poliochni first emerged as trading stations guarding the routes across the Aegean and into the interior,
it is likely that they began to attract people of varied origins, as have port cities ever after. Though Hisarlık now stands
back from the sea, prehistoric Troy stood on the edge of a large bay (of which Homer seems to have been aware), which has
gradually become full of silt.11 Thus it was a maritime city, strategically situated: contrary winds could render entry into the Dardanelles impossible for
weeks at a time; shipping was detained in the bay and the inhabitants of the citadel could profitably service the needs of
those on board. All this did not happen immediately, and during the period of Troy I it is likely that navigation past the
citadel was intermittent and not easy to control. What emerged in its place, Troy II (c. 2500–c. 2300 BC), was a grander and better defended citadel, a little larger, with a monumental gateway and a great hall or megaron, probably surrounded by wooden columns. These Trojans were also farmers and weavers – a spindle has been found to which a
piece of carbonized thread still adhered.12 They acquired or manufactured sophisticated armaments; it is thought that their bronze weapons were imports, but softer weapons
made just of copper were available and may have been made locally, using metal brought across the Aegean.

Even though they had now graduated to wheel-thrown pottery (absent from Troy I), Blegen did not like their pots and assumed
that they were ‘a dour, austere people, with little fondness for gaiety and light’;13 it is a matter of taste whether the slender goblets the Trojans were now producing were really so dull and lacking in character.
In addition, large pots arrived in Troy from as far away as the Cyclades, carrying oil or wine. Similar pottery to that made
in Troy has been found around the shores of the Aegean and Anatolia, and the easy assumption is that these items were exported
from Troy, though it is more likely that the style of pottery reflected a common culture of which Troy was one part. Indeed,
Poliochni, with which Troy shared so many features, was twice the size of Troy. These Aegean settlements lagged far behind
the cities of Egypt and Mesopotamia in wealth, and there is no evidence they had yet developed writing, a tool that would, in due course, greatly facilitate trade and accounting; nonetheless,
Troy and Poliochni were becoming part of an intertwined trading world across which snaked regular commercial routes by sea
and land; and the clearest evidence that this brought great wealth to the elite of Troy II is found in the famous ‘Treasure
of Priam’ discovered by Schliemann.

The long disappearance of this treasure within Soviet vaults has deprived scholars of the opportunity to make sense of what
sometimes seems to be a contrived creation of Schliemann himself.14 Schliemann gathered together what he found in several hoards, one of which he characterized as the ‘Great Treasure’, attributing
it to a siege which (if it ever occurred) took place a millennium later. The quality of workmanship was truly impressive.
The collection of women’s jewellery and gold and silver vessels is striking, including a golden ‘sauceboat’ and what he believed
to be a woman’s headdress made of gold filaments, as well as thousands of gold beads and several silver necklaces; there were
plenty of items made of other materials, including jade ceremonial axes and rock crystal knobs that may have been attached
to sceptres. Some items were apparently made locally; others, including the gold itself, must have been imports. All this
speaks volubly for a society which was ruled by a prosperous elite that had accumulated considerable wealth from the profits
of the trade passing through the city. Troy was not just a trade entrepôt but a centre of industry, most probably producing
heavy wool fabrics; another export may have been timber from Mount Ida nearby, for shipbuilding and construction in nearby
lands; the area was rich in farmland and livestock. Judging from finds of animal bones, it was not yet the famous centre for
the rearing of horses that it would eventually become. But Troy was a peripheral settlement; the Mediterranean was never the
focus of the interests of the great kings of Hatti further to the east, which were firmly directed towards the mountainous,
mineral-bearing interior of western Asia.

The rise of Troy was not a straight trajectory. Troy III (built after Troy II was destroyed by fire around 2250 BC) was a poorer settlement than Troy II, and its inhabitants were squeezed together less comfortably on their hilltop. Turtle
flesh featured prominently in their diet. On Lemnos, Poliochni apparently suffered attacks, and the town contracted in size
and wealth by the end of the third millennium BC. Around 2100 BC Troy was destroyed again, perhaps in war, but in the rebuilt Troy IV conditions were not markedly better, and tight, tortuous streets wound between the houses. Wider changes in western Asia
were affecting the eastern Mediterranean: in central and eastern Anatolia the empire of Hatti and then, from c. 1750 BC, the new empire of Anitta became the focus for trade up from the Tigris and Euphrates; business was diverted away from the
trade routes that had been bringing metals to the northern edge of the Aegean.15 After the age of gold, then, came a period of recession, lasting 300 years or more, though by the end of Troy V, around 1700
BC, conditions were improving; houses were cleaner, and the inhabitants preferred beef and pork to the turtle stews of their
forebears. But the most striking developments in trade and culture were taking place once again in the islands of the eastern
Mediterranean – on Crete and the Cyclades.

III

The Minoan civilization in Crete was the first major Mediterranean civilization, the first wealthy, literate, city-based culture
with a vibrant artistic culture to emerge within the Mediterranean world. This claim might seem to be contradicted by the
still earlier emergence of high civilization in Old Dynasty Egypt, but the Egyptians regarded the shores of the Mediterranean
as the outer edge of their world, which was defined by the Nile, not by the sea beyond. By contrast, the Minoans actively
navigated the Mediterranean and the sea featured in many striking ways in their culture – in the design of their pottery,
in their ceramics, and, possibly, in the cult of the sea god Poseidon. The Minoans were almost certainly descended from migrants
who had arrived from Anatolia. Yet what they created was a civilization distinctive in its style of art, religious cults,
economic life and social organization. In addition, they left a memory of their achievements in the legends of the great king
Minos, whose name has been attached to their civilization by modern archaeologists. Thucydides reported how King Minos had
been the first to create a great naval empire, or thalassokratia, in the Mediterranean world; so some memory of early Crete lingered as late as fifth-century Athens. The Athenians also remembered
a sacrificial tribute of young men which had been paid regularly to the king of Crete, of which echoes can be found in the
ritual practices of the Cretans during the second millennium.16

The earliest settlement at Knossos, dating back to Neolithic times, was already developing its own artistic style before the
end of the third millennium. Pottery designs of early Bronze Age Crete diverged more and more from those of neighbouring lands.
Pottery of the period known as Early Minoan II (c. 2600–2300 BC) was characterized by a mottling effect, managed through tricks learned during firing; in addition, attention was paid to
the outward form of vessels, achieving a delicacy of form and a liveliness in decoration (great swirls and flowing meanders)
which increasingly distinguished the pottery of early Crete from that of contemporary Anatolia. There were influences from
outside, too. By 2000 the Cretans were producing ivory and stone seals, a sign that an elite anxious to assert ownership of
its goods had emerged; some themes, such as lions, are clearly of outside inspiration, while abstract patterns often recall
Egyptian or Near Eastern seals – trade with Syria and the mouth of the Nile was already active.17

It is not necessary to make a stark choice between the early Minoans as an indigenous people of talent and the Minoans as
migrants who brought with them elements of Near Eastern cultures; Crete was a crossroads of several cultures, and must have
attracted settlers from many directions. Classical writers from Homer onwards enumerated the many different peoples who inhabited
the island, including the ‘great-hearted Eteo-Cretans’, that is, ‘true Cretans’, and the ‘noble Pelasgians’, a term used for
any number of wandering peoples. Place-names on Crete and on the mainland with pre-Greek endings such as -nthos and -ssa may have been left by peoples who were living in the region well before the coming of the Greeks; the most memorable -nthos word is ‘labyrinth’, which classical sources connected with the palace of Minos at Knossos, while -ssa words include the word for the sea itself, thalassa.18 Language and genes are, however, separate issues, and better than any attempt to identify a ‘native stock’, with its own
idiosyncratic genius, is an interpretation of the Minoans as cosmopolitan people whose easy openness to many cultures also
left them free to devise art forms of their own that were unlike those anywhere else. They were not hidebound by traditions
of style and technique which some neighbouring cultures, notably in Egypt, preserved little changed over many millennia.

The building of the palaces offers the clearest proof that what developed in Crete was a dynamic local civilization. Knossos,
six miles from the seashore, was reconstructed as a great palace around 1950 BC, and around the same time (‘Middle Minoan I’) other palaces developed at Phaistos in the south and Mallia in the east. Knossos,
however, was always the queen among the palaces; whether this reflected its political or religious pre-eminence, or simply
the greater resources of the area under its command, is uncertain; theories that the island was divided into chiefdoms based
at the various palaces are, indeed, theories. Even the term ‘palace’ is doubtful: possibly these structures were temple complexes,
though it would be wrong to assume that the Minoans applied the same sharply defined categories as a modern observer.19 There had been a small complex on the site of Knossos previously; so the building of the great palaces was not the initiative
of a new immigrant people who had seized charge, but one that grew out of the existing culture of the island. It reflected
an economic boom, as Crete confirmed its role as the crossroads of the eastern Mediterranean, as a source of wool and textiles.
Imitation of foreign palaces was conscious: there were grand palaces and temples of comparable size in Egypt, with frescoed
walls and colonnaded courts. But the design, style and function of the palaces in Crete was quite different.20

The palace at Knossos was repeatedly damaged by fires and quakes, and over its 200-year history there were many changes in
its internal appearance. But a few snapshots of its contents can be shown. The so-called Vat Room, dug into the soil of the
Old Palace, contained an impressive collection of goblets and artefacts from about 1900 BC, probably used in religious rites. Some of the pottery came from the highlands of Crete, but there were exotic objects too,
such as pieces of ivory, faience and ostrich egg, revealing contact with Egypt and Syria. Predictably, there were quantities
of obsidian from Melos. So it is clear that in the period of the Old Palace the Minoans were linked northwards to the Cyclades
and south and eastwards to the Levant and the Nile. A distinctive type of loom-weight found in the Old Palace suggests that
Knossos was a centre for the production of a special type of cloth which was exported to neighbouring lands; these weights
appear outside Crete only after about 1750 BC. Enormous jars, pithoi, set into the ground were used to store oil, grain and other goods, whether for palace use or for trade. The Cretans perfected
an eggshell-thin pottery, exported to Egypt and Syria. Some items were made in palace workshops; but around the palaces there
stood real towns, for this was ‘civilization’ in the full sense, a culture that revolved in significant measure around cities, with all their specialized crafts. Knossos had
satellite towns at Katsamba and Amnisos which functioned as its seaports, and Amnisos was mentioned in Egyptian texts. Here,
the Minoan fleets were built and docked, and (to judge from pottery finds) trade expeditions set out for the Peloponnese and
Dodecanese, including Rhodes, then up to Miletos and probably Troy.21 The first Minoan shipwreck to be discovered by maritime archaeologists came to light only at the start of the twenty-first
century, in north-eastern Crete. The ship was ten or fifteen metres in length and carried dozens of amphorae and large jars,
used for carrying wine or oil along the coasts of Crete some time around 1700 BC. Its wooden structure has entirely decayed, but a Cretan seal shows a single-masted vessel with a beaked prow and high stern,
and that is probably how it looked.22

Evidence for external links, and of the idiosyncratic response to them, comes with the appearance of writing in Crete. Seals
in pictographic writing begin to appear from about 1900 onwards, so the development of a script seems to coincide quite neatly
with the first phase of palace-building. By the end of the Old Palace period, large numbers of documents were pouring forth:
inventories of goods received or stored, including tribute from those working the land to be paid to the ruler or deities
of Knossos. The main function of writing was to maintain accounts; and behind the scribes there was evidently an efficient
and demanding administration. A few of the symbols resembled Egyptian hieroglyphs, indicating that the Cretan script drew
inspiration from Egyptian writing. Perhaps because the sound system of the Cretan language was different, most of the signs
that actually developed were quite unEgyptian. So the idea of writing may have been borrowed; but the writing system was not.

Fires and massive earthquakes brought the first palace period to an end in the eighteenth century BC. Phaistos had to be totally reconstructed. At a sanctuary on Mount Jouktas, a priest, a priestess and a young man gathered
to propitiate the earth-shaking gods; the young man was sacrificed, but then the roof collapsed, burying those who had vainly
offered up his life.23 Bearing in mind the story of the young men and women sent from Athens to feed the Minotaur, there is no reason to doubt that
human sacrifice was practised in Minoan Crete. After some intermediate attempts at rebuilding, the New Palace complex emerged
which – despite further fires and earthquakes – is still visible at Knossos, imaginatively reconstructed around 1900 by Sir Arthur Evans, with its vibrant frescoes, its maze of chambers, its ‘royal quarters’
on several levels, its great court and the ceremonies that can be dimly perceived: the ritual or sport of bull-leaping, and
great processions bringing tribute to the goddess Potnia.24 This New Palace period lasted from about 1700 BC to 1470 BC, ending spectacularly with earthquakes and volcanic eruptions that also put an end to the Cycladic civilization on the island
of Thera. Some of the frescoes portray a lively palace-based culture: one shows the women of the court, often bare-breasted,
sitting around what must be the central courtyard, though one should not be beguiled by these paintings, which are intelligent
reconstructions from small fragments. Most commentators have revelled in this image of Minoan culture as happy, peaceful and
respectful of women; but it is important not to impose modern values, and what we see in the frescoes is the life of the elite
– a princely court, or colleges of priests and priestesses. The question whether the palaces were really, or also, temples
is pertinent here. These buildings were home to a court culture that revolved around religious cults, in which the snake goddess
played an especially important role, probably as a chthonic deity; as in other early Mediterranean cultures, female deities
were dominant.

This was the period in which outside contacts grew significantly. An Egyptian alabaster lid found in Knossos dates from around
1640. Two hundred years later, the tomb of the Egyptian vizier Rekhmire outside Luxor was painted with images of the Keftiu bringing gifts; the visitors were dressed as Cretans, with their kilts and semi-naked bodies, and the name Keftiu recalls the ‘Caphtor’ of the Bible, which was Crete. The frescoes are labelled: ‘gifts from the princes of the land of Keftiu and of the isles which are in the midst of the sea’. In return the Cretans received ivory, stone jars containing perfume,
gold and chariots in panels ready for assembly – these were not crude self-assembly kits but prestigious decorated vehicles.25 Yet no flood of foreign artefacts overwhelmed Crete; nor were Minoan artistic styles impregnated with foreign models. The
Minoans were confident of their own styles, represented by some of the most famous finds at Knossos: the bare-breasted snake
goddess figurines; the elegantly shaped goblets decorated with octopus designs. Indeed, it was Minoan culture that was being
exported: fine pottery produced on the Greek mainland displays the same patterns and shapes, including the octopus designs.

It was in this period that the Cretans abandoned their hieroglyphs; they recorded their assets in the syllabic Linear A script,
less handsome than the hieroglyphs, but quicker to write. It seems that the language they used in these documents was Luvian,
an Indo-European language related to Hittite, which was also spoken along the western coast of Anatolia and, if an inscribed
seal discovered there is any indication, in twelfth-century Troy.26 Luvian was widely used for official correspondence between courts, and its use in Crete does not mean that some or all of
the Cretans were descended from Anatolian Luvians; the fundamental point is that the Minoans (unlike the Trojans) created
a civilization that was not simply Anatolian.

IV

The rebuilding of the Cretan palaces coincided with a new burst of energy in the Cyclades, especially Akrotiri on Thera, between
about 1550 and 1400 BC. Thera may have been inhabited by natives of the Cyclades, by Cretans or by representatives of all the many peoples who lived
around the shores of the Aegean Sea. They came for the obsidian of Melos. Saffron was grown on Thera: a fresco shows the harvesting
of crocuses. Yet it was also via Crete and its dependencies such as Akrotiri that the Aegean lands received supplies of more
exotic objects – scarabs, faience figurines and beads from Egypt and Syria. Akrotiri grew into an important centre and imported
plenty of Cretan pottery. The buildings in Akrotiri followed Cretan designs; the remarkable frescoes on their walls portrayed
fleets of vessels manned by kilted Cretans arriving in a port whose houses reached two or three storeys. The ships appear
to be ferrying warriors dressed in the style favoured on the Greek mainland; Thera functioned as a bridge between the high
civilization of Crete and the developing culture of the Mycenaean Greeks on the mainland, showing that the Minoans had extended
their commercial, and probably their political, control beyond Crete.27

The years from about 1525 BC onwards saw troubling signs that the stability of the region was quite literally under threat. Akrotiri stood on the edge
of the caldera of a great, partly submerged volcano. Tremors multiplied; an earthquake led to the evacuation of Akrotiri in
good time, since around 1500 BC the island of Thera was blown apart in what was one of the greatest volcanic eruptions in human history, leaving the crescent-shaped island of Thera poking above
the waves.28 Seismic changes occurred in Crete too, in both the literal and the metaphorical sense. Earthquakes caused severe damage at
Knossos around 1525, ushering in a period during which parts of the palace may have been abandoned. After Thera exploded,
a rain of ash blotted out the sun, perhaps for years, and then fell to earth, so that as much as 10 centimetres of ash fell
on eastern Crete. The severe disruption of agriculture resulted in long-term famine. In the small Minoan palace at Arkhanes
on Mount Jouktas, chambers previously used for other purposes became storerooms. The need to protect supplies was rendered
greater by the devastating effect of the eruption on the entire region, so that it was not possible to rely on trade with
neighbours to make up any shortfall. The sense of crisis is conveyed by a gruesome discovery in a building at Knossos known
as the North House; around this time four or five children were killed, and their flesh was scraped from their bones in what
was surely an act of ritual sacrifice and cannibalism.29 The Minoans wished to propitiate gods and goddesses who seemed increasingly wrathful.

The paintings of emissaries reaching the court of Pharaoh at Luxor date from this period. They came, perhaps, in the hope
that not ivory, apes and peacocks but the grain of the Nile Valley would be made available to Pharaoh’s Cretan allies. The
eruption of Thera weakened but did not destroy the economy and society of Crete, and Knossos retained wealth and influence,
if on a reduced scale, for about fifty years. This disruption marked only the first stage in a much wider series of changes
that transformed the political, economic, cultural and ethnic identity of the eastern, and possibly parts of the western,
Mediterranean.
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