CHAPTER 8

The Substance and Symbolism of
Long-distance Exchange: Textiles as Desired

‘Trade Goods in the Bronze Age Middle
| Asian Interaction Sphere

Monica L. Smith

Introduction

Long-distance trade in distinctive objects is a hallmark of human behavior.
As early as 100,000 years ago, the transfer of both raw materials and
finished objects over hundreds of kilometers can be archaeologically
demonstrated in Furope, Africa, and Australia. Practiced long before
the development of cities and states, long-distance exchange provided
the visual and tactile expression of faraway places materialized in goods
that were seen and used every day. In this chapter, I consider how the
circulation of ordinary perishable goods such as textiles contributed to
the establishment and maintenance of long-distance trade routes that
also served to distribute small quantities of elite goods once political
hierarchies emerged.

The relationship between long-distance exchange and the development
of sociopolitical complexity has been discussed by numerous scholars
who have observed that emergent leaders control the acquisition and
display of unusual objects that symbolically bolster their political
authority {e.g. Clark and Blake 1994; Goldstein 2000; Hayden 1998;
Helms 1993). However, the value of long-distance goods for nonelites
has not been discussed to the same extent. There are several reasons
for this. One reason is that despite the increased amount of household
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archacology undertaken in many parts of the world, much evidence
still comes from elite-related contexts, such as tombs and other special-
purpose venues, with the result that our sample size for the distribution
of long-distance goods in other contexts is small. Another reason is that
researchers often assume that ordinary people had limited scope for
consuming nonlocal goods, as such objects are viewed as having traveled
only upon the demand of political authorities in fairly advanced states
and empires. A corollary to this assumption is that nonelites, therefore,
desired, acquired, and used only locally produced, abundant, and basic
items. Finally, our understanding of ancient transportation systems,
which is rarely documented in terms that would let us model the actual
volume of trade, leads us to believe that transportation was arduous
and difficult, that trade was limited to items that were light and easily
transported, and that long-distance goods were always scarce.

Cognitive and historical perspectives on the exchange of goods
indicate that many of these assumed conditions should be reevaluated.
The characteristics by which objects are perceived as distinctive can be
assessed by all viewers within a society, not just by elites. Many factors
make similar objects distinguishable from each other, including visible
physical characteristics such as color, embellishment, the use of unusual
materials, and evidence of manufacturing skill. Selection among a group
of similar items is done according to standards of value that are both
negotiated among exchange participants and internalized by consuimn-
ers. Even the mechanisms of transfer can be encoded into the perception
of an object’s worth, whether procured after many months of work or
deliberation, or through acts of theft or other forms of prowess. Objects
also can have histories attached to them that are repeated and enhanced
at the time of transfer, encoding them with additional value in the course
of the transaction (e.g. Malinowski 1950; Weiss 1997). Distinction can
be further embellished through a retelling of the memories and genealogy
attached to objects that are used as heirlooms, souvenirs, prizes, and gifts.

‘Language embellishment can even increase the perceived distinction of an
object in the absence of any specific physical characteristics. The source of
the item may not be known except by the proclamation of the merchant or
trader or by the connoisseurship of the consumer. Indeed, distance to the
source of raw material or manufacturing locale may be the only aspect that
makes a particular object stand out in a living repertoire of possessions.

“Distance Value” and the Desire for Nonlocal Ordinary
Goods

In an insightful paper on trade in the Aegean Late Bronze Age (2nd
millennium BC), Eric Cline has examined the phenomenon of low-value
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commodities that were transported long distances. He describes them as
“ordinary, functional Eastern Mediterranean objects of non-exotic and
non-precious material which hardly seem to have been worth the cost of
transportation, but which somehow and for some reason made their way
to Aegean sites” (1999, 119). Cline uses the example of unglamorous
terracotta wall brackets, which appear both in locaily made versions and
in exemplars traded from a long distance, and which appear in both elite
and nonelite contexts. Cline suggests that because the imported goods
were made of cheap materials, “we might have here an example of a
commodity which perhaps had increased in value and desirability simply
because of the distance which it travelled—a quality which one might
usefully label distance value™ (1999, 122). Cline’s observations show
that the assignment of value by consumers can be done along several
rubrics, with some long-distance goods valued because they are scarce,
some because they are labor intensive, and some because they appeal to
and can be acquired by all social classes.

In both prestate and nonstate systems, individual and houschold
desire for distance-value goods promoted the development of regional
exchange networks for finished products and raw materials, even when
there were local technological equivalents that could serve as a substitute
(e.g- Smith 2001). Ethnographic examples illustrate that people even rely
on trade mechanisms to acquire necessary goods for which there are no
local substitutes, as Bronislaw Malinowski noted for the outlying islands
of New Guinea in the early 20th century in which “the manufacturing
centres of important articles, such as pottery, stone implements, canoes,
fine baskets, valued ornaments, are localised in several places, according

 to the skill of the inhabitants, their inherited tribal tradition, and special

facilities offered by the district; thence they are traded over wide areas,
sometimes travelling more than hundreds of miles” (1950[1922], 1).
This example illustrates how long-distance goods become part of a
routine domestic repertoire when such goods can be reliably obtained
despite the long travel distance involved.

Recent archaeological studies of nonelite contexts further indicate
the role of long-distance goods in ordinary households, Research in
the Maya region on so-called “commoner” households reveals that
there is tuch more diversity among such households than previously
appreciated. “The excavation of middens around households at other
Maya sites like Tikal now makes it clear that commoners did obtain
some of the goods formerly labeled “high status” or “exotic,” such as
obsidian and shell” {Marcus 2004, 268, citing Haviland and Moholy-
Nagy 1992, 54; emphasis in original). Payson Sheets (2000, 217) has
observed a similar phenomenon at the small site of Ceren in El Salvador,
where Classic period households each “obtained distant exotic items,
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such as obsidian tools, jade axes, and polychrome serving ceramics, by
exchanging their household surplus commodities in elite centers.” Elite
and ordinary economies are thus mapped onto one another, both in
terms of desired items and in the logistics of trade (cf. Geary 1986).

Two mechanisms of long-distance trade can be identified: direct
long-distance contacts across large expanses (particularly across oceans
and other water bodies), and repeated short-distance contacts that have a
cumulative effect. Direct long-distance contacts would have been initiated
and operationalized through activities such as formal trade missions as
well as by political envoys and adventurers with armed accompaniment.
Because of their unfamiliar culture and obvious foreignness, it is not
surprising that Philip Curtin (1984) proposes that long-distance traders
often were viewed with suspicion and mistrust. However, this mechanism
probably characterizes relatively few long-distance transfers; instead,
much economic activity was achieved through short-distance transfers
undertaken in the context of other social engagements and in which trad-
ers were part of the local culture. This model of interaction, encompassed
in Renfrew’s (1975) expression of down-the-line trade, is one in which
the effect of long-distance trade is achieved by a chain of short-distance
transactions in which the eventual destination of the exchanged goods
may be unknown to the majority of participants.

Ethnographic and archaeological studies indicate that ancient
transport systems were capable of distributing large quantities of bulk
goods through both direct and down-the-line mechanisms. For example,
the Late Bronze Age (c. 14th century BC) Mediterranean shipwreck
at Uluburun contained a cargo of impressive magnitude with 10 tons
of raw copper, one ton of tin, 175 glass ingots, and 149 Canaanite
jars along with thousands of beads {summarized in Pulak 1998). The
cumulative effect of overland travel might have been even greater,
particularly in perishable goods that no longer survive. The specter of
transport by pack animals or by human head-load or back-load strikes
the modern researcher as arduous, unpleasant, and inefficient, but it was
probably responsible for the incremental movement of vast quantities
of goods. In her examination of the realities of human portage, Nancy
Malville (2001) utilized ethnographic observations of Nepalese porters
to evaluate the potential volume of trade. She found that the average
load in relation to body weight was 137-154% for adult males, with
those individuals who worked for themselves carrying loads that were
the heaviest (2001). Evidence for the transportation of large quantities
of items supports a view of ancient trade as having been comprised not
only of small, light objects but also bulky goods and those that might
otherwise be viewed as redundant of local production. With the capacity
for distance value to enhance the perceived worth of objects, the transfer
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of perishable goods from one region to another becomes an economi-
cally viable impetus for trade. '

Long-distance Exchange in Perishable Goods

What was the role of perishable goods in ancient trade networks? This
question should first be addressed by a careful consideration of what is
meant by “perishable.” As archaeologists, we are accustomed to think-
ing of items such as grain and textiles as perishable—and ceramics and
stone as durable—because of preservation factors that lead to the differ-
ential recovery of these items in archaeological sites. However, to ancient
people brittle objects such as ceramics and stone flakes might well have
been viewed as perishable, and other objects such as wood and cloth
viewed as durable. Wooden objects and textiles easily can be used for a
generation or longer, constituting a significant source of value through
both daily use and intergenerational inheritance, The replacement of the
archaeological criterion of perishability with a consumer-initiated pet-
ception of utility and durability means that we can fruitfully develop a
model of long-distance trade in organically derived goods that traversed
cultural spheres through down-the-line exchange.

Examples of trade in food—too numerous to examine here—show that
edible items did move around the landscape, sometimes at considerable
distances and in considerable amounts. Textiles are another ubiquitous
item, with near universal use after the beginning of the Holocene (for
the textile tradition of the preceding Upper Paleolithic, see Soffer et al.

- 2000). Textiles are not just for keeping warm; they also are the means

for quotidian public display, providing the opportunity to demonstrate
identity, belonging, and savoir faire through a socially necessary posses- -
sion. Textiles are a manufactured item with a high potential for diversity
in many different types of objective critetia that can be readily discerned,
such as the raw material used (flax, cotton, wool, silk), thickness of
thread, tightness of weave, weight of the finished product, width of the
cloth, and the color and style of the finished garment, as well as design
elements achieved through dyeing and appliqué. ]

As a consumer good, textiles can be relatively long lived, providing
many years of service from the time of initial acquisition; they also have

- the potential for sustained use through patching and repairs. They do

eventually need to be replaced, which is a factor that is important for
producers as an incentive for sustained production. Like cerarnics, textile
manufacturing is a rich realm for innovation as well as tradition, providing
the consumer with opportunities for decision making at every acquisition

- event in which choice is “forever dynamic, never at rest” (Bianchi 1997,

284). However, textiles provide some.important distinctions in use
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strategies compared with pottery. Ceramics are displayed only in certain
contexts, usually having to do with the storage or presentation of food
that may be witnessed by relatively few individuals. By contrast, textiles
worn as clothing are constantly in motion and in public view, providing
a daily expression of identity inside and outside the household (cf. Smith
2007).

The principal chalienge to the study of ancient textiles is that they
rarely survive in the material record. Archaeologists have devised a
variety of proxy methods for evaluating textile production, including
the analysis of the durable tools (spindle whorls, knives, awls) and
the facilities used in manufacturing (e.g. dyeing vats, loom anchors).
The history of textile use has been undertaken through the study of
impressions left on durable material such as clay (e.g. Soffer ez al. 2000),
organic materials preserved through contact with metals or salt (e.g.
Compagnoni and Tosi 1978; Good et al. 2009; Reade and Potts 1993)
and even through changes in the DNA of commensal species adapted to
the human use of clothing (Kittler ez al. 2003). Another important means
of understanding textile use in antiquity is through the study of figurines,
rock art, sculpture, and other representations of the human form that
preserve information about clothing and coverings through painted or
incised decorations. These studies, along with the relatively rare recovery
of actual textiles in arid or anaerobic environments, suggest that textiles
can be substantiated as a component of many ancient trade networks.

‘Trade in the Middle Asian Interaction Sphére

Turning our attention to the third-millennium Bronze Age in Asia, the
objects and mechanisms of exchange provide support for a model of
trade in “perishable” goods that underwrote the long-distance transfer
of exotica among elites {Figure 8.1). Gregory L. Possehl (2002) described
the Middle Asian Interaction Sphere as comprising Mesopotamia, the
Turanian Basin, the Iranian Plateau, the Arabian Gulf, and the Indus
region linked in a large-scale economic phenomenon that he characterizes
as “a complex mosaic of urban centers and regional polities all seemingly
linked by an economic vitality that is both new and impressive” (2002,
217). Trade in the ancient Middle Asian Interaction Sphere took place
among distinct cultural and political groups, and scholars initially
focused on its elite connotations. Possehl himself has proposed that it
was limited to exotic goods destined for elite and cult purposes, what
he calls the “classic ‘long-distance trade in luxury products’ that V. G.
Childe used as one of his markers of Bronze Age urbanization. It is the
trade for aggrandizement of elites and their cult system, not the common
peoples of the Middle Asian Interaction Sphere” (Possehl 2002, 218},
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Figure 8.1 Sites and regions discussed in the text (figure by Robert Mion).

- The most distinctive finds associated with this trade are testimony
to the concept of elite participation, such as the Indus-style stamp seals
found at Ur, the Gulf seals found at the Indus site of Lothal, and the

~ long-barrel carnelian beads among the finds at the Royal Cemetery at Ur
-~ (for seals, see Parpola 1986; for beads, see Pittman 1998). However, the

amount of information that is forthcoming from the region has increased
dramatically in the last 30 years (a point made recently by Daniel Potts
[2008] and Andrew Lawler [2008] and echoing earlier comments by
Possehl [2002]). Ongoing research has revealed a distribution of objects
that is more diverse than the few items recovered in special-purpose elite
contexts. It therefore seems appropriate to propose that trade networks
had more local impact than is suggested by the reliance on Childe’s
model of elite/cult exchange.

~ Examination of the archaeological record of the Middle Asian
Interaction Sphere reveals a variety of traded goods. The best-known
commodity was carved soft-stone bowls, fragments of which are found
from Mesopotamia to Mohenjo-daro and constitute the “most widely
scattered single artifact type in 3rd millennium Mesopotamia-Iranian
Plateau” {Lamberg-Karlovsky 1975, 350; see also Kohl 1978; Potts

72003, 2008). Archaeological evidence demonstrates the trade in marine
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shells from the Indian Ocean to sites such as Shahr-i Sokhta, which is
over 500 km inland (Durante 1979 reported in Good 2006). There

also is evidence for the movement of lapis lazuli throughout the Middle -

Asian Interaction Sphere {Casanova 2008), as well as trade in ivory that
is likely to have come from South Asian sources (e.g. the ivory from
Altyn-Tepe in Turkmenistan; Possehl 2002). Pottery, stone weights, and
dice of Indus origin all are found in sites along the Arabian Gulf and in
the Gulf of Oman (Dales 1968; Possehl 2002; Ratnagar 2001).

Because the Indus script remains undeciphered (and is unlikely to
provide us with detailed Lists of traded commodities in any case), the
written record that is of the greatest assistance comes from Mesopotamia
where texts mention the products coming from Meluhha, identified
today with the Indus region, These products included stones such as
carnelian and lapis, wood and plants, metals such as copper and gold,
and animals that appear to have included both live specimens and
figurines (Possehl 2002). 'Fhe sources indicate that Mesopotamian lead-
ers of the Bronze Age were particularly interested in acquiring metals,
such as copper and tin (Meyer 2006), although these would not have
been available in the alluvial Indus Valley. Tin from Afghanistan may
have reached Mesopotamia either overland or down the Indus River
(Meyer 2006); if tin came east from Afghanistan to the Indus and then
downstream, those traders would have been available for moving other
goods as well. Similarly, gold and silver are associated with boats from
Meluhha, although it is not clear whether it is simply the boats, or also
the precious metals, that came from the Indus area (see Meyer 2006).

The infrastructure of trade known through Near Eastern texts
suggests that it was much more robust than would have been required
for the small amount of elite goods found outside of Mesopotamia.
Merchant communities were active, and the “investments based
on accumulations in the private sector came to play a more and

more important role” {Larsen 1987, 43; see also Crawford 1973)..

Merchants had an interest in exchanging goods across cultural zones,
especially given that the political climate in Mesopotamia certainly
fluctuated {Larsen 1987) so that the entire impetus to trade could not
have been sustained through elite demands alone. Textual references
to stockpiled commodities show that there was a massive scale of
transport and accumulation, as seen for example in the store account

of the Mesopotamian governor of Girsu which listed 951,000 liters of

purified bitumen (Meyer 2006). Nor was the distance value achieved
by comestibles reserved to items of limited supply; Christopher Edens
(1992) has calculated that barley was exported from Mesopotamia to
the Gulf region in the late 3rd millennium BC'in quantities sufficient to
feed thousands of people at a time.
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The written record of textile production in Mesopotamia similarly
indicates a significant scale of production and distribution. Mogens
Larsen has discussed the potential for cloth production to transform [ocal
economies into regional ones, making a historical analogy that “the Italian
and the Flemish cities built their wealth on trade in cloth” and proposing
that there was similar potential for cloth as an important component of
trade in the Mesopotamian Bronze Age (1987, 55). He cites the archives
of ancient Kanesh to show that in the Old Assyrian period (around 1900
BC)! there was a significant overland trade in textiles even though the
inhabitants could well have produced the same textiles themselves, He
asks himself, with some degree of astonishment, “how was it possible
to send woolen cloth all the way from southern Mesopotamia to central
Anatolia, in fact to the Black Sea coast, when such textiles could in prin-
ciple be produced anywhere in the region?” (Larsen 1987, 55).

Complementing Larsen’s focus on the trade between Mesopotamia
and its western neighbors, Irene Good (2006) has discussed textile
production on the eastern side of the Middle Asian Interaction Sphere.
She reports on archaeologically recovered cloth remains from the site
of Shahr-i Sokhta, where specimens of linen, woolen, and sunn hemp
thread and/or cloth were recovered (Good 2006). Good suggests that
the trade would have involved either raw fibers or finished products and
that the source areas could have been quite distant: the southern Indus
or coastal Makran areas for the sunn hemp and Mesopotamia for the

* linen {for linen appearing in the Arabian peninsula, see Reade and Potts

1993)_. Recent research on fiber availability in the Indus region illustrates
that silk was known and used there (Good et al. 2009) in addition to

other fibers, such as cotton preserved by contact with metal vessels at

Harappa and Mohenjo-dare (Kenoyer 1998, 159) and jute preserved on
a ceramic sherd (Wright et al. 2012),

Archaeological evidence suggests that the Indus had a high level of
sophistication in textile manufacture and use. Fabric impressions in
faience vessels indicate the use of spinning wheels which produce a
much finer thread than hand spinning. Other indirect evidence for textile
production consists of knives similar to the ones used today for cutting
carpet fibers (Kenoyer 1998). From observations of pictorial and physical
remains, we can propose that Indus peoples discerned differences in styles,
weights, durability, and appearance of different textiles. Iconographic
representations show a diversity of textile consumption. Mark Kenoyer
notes that “the wide variety of dress depicted on terracotta figurines
and carved onto seals indicates that clothing was an important part of
Harappan cultural identity” (2004, 3 citing C. Jarrige 1997). Modeover.
he suggests that the production of textiles in the Indus region “may havé
contributed to the exports traded to Mesopotamia and neighboring
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regions” {Kenoyer 1998, 159). If so, trade in textiles was going in both .

directions, indicating that exchange involved more than just the provi-
sioning of needed items and included the movement of different styles
of goods. '

In addition to textiles, the Near Eastern written record includes other
“invisible exports” from Mesopotamia (Crawford 1973; see also Dales
1968 and Ratnagar 2001 on the subject of Mesopotamian perishables as
the commodity of export). Crawford (1973) notes that in addition to wool,
exports would have likely included leather, grain, and dried and salted
fish. We know that fish was widely exchanged within the Indus sphere,
and that irade networks may have sent fish to the Arabian Gulf and to
Mesopotamia (Belcher 2000). Just like textiles which could be duplicated
locally but which were enhanced by distance value, specialty fish products
may have been highly desired across the Middle Asian Interaction Sphere
(much as today wines are traded among California, Australia, France, and
Italy even though each of these areas could be self-sustaining by means of
their own produce). Foods also were introduced from west to east, with
Fast African millets cultivated in the Indus indicative of either direct or
down-the-line transfer of this staple grain (Weber 1990). Gregory Possehl
mentions an item called “Magan onion” {2002, 220), suggesting that
food was a perishable good that received a regional reputation and was
sought after. In any case, we know that there was the cachet of distance,
as exhibited by the placename “Magan™ (identified today with southeast-

ern Arabia), which is attached to “a large number of expressions, which-

have not necessarily anything to do with the region, like Magan goat and
Magan chair® (Meyer 2006, 94),

Some years ago, C. C. Lamberg»Karlovsky (1975 361) suggested that
“it is possible that the Mesopotamian capacity to produce surplus grain,
textiles, and perishables (such as fisli)—the commaodities which, the texts
inform us, were traded for the mineral wealth of the Iranian Plateaun
{Crawford 1973)—assisted the Mesopotamians in their exploitation of
the Iranian Plateau.” Similarly, James Shaffer (1992) has proposed that
trade networks were principally created to move ordinary goods such as
food, textiles, and wood. Even Possehl’s own earlier work on the trade
of the region that he would eventually call the Middle Asian Interaction
Sphere supports this view of local and regional trade in archaeologically
invisible itemns. In his book on the Kulli culture. Possehl (1986, 73)
proposed that sites such as Bampur (now in southern Iran) “may have
concentrated on the exploitation of some organic product, wood or cloth
for example, which has since largely vanished. It should not be forgotten
that trade in the ancient world was founded on the movement of such
commodities.” Insights from the limited quantity of archaeological data
from Mesopotamia, the Iranian Plateau, and the Indus suggest that
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textiles might well have been produced and consumed at a high enough
rate to support dense networks of down-the-line exchange throughout
the region.

If we combine Cline’s assignment of “distance value” to ordinaty,
locally replicable goods with Latsen’s observation of the high volume
of overland trade in textiles in Mesopotamia, we can model Bronze
Age trade in the area between Mesopotamia and the Indus as one in
which bulk goods for regional consumption were the driving force of

~ trade networks on which elite-destined special goods served as a grace

note of consumption. Such trade networks would have included both
maritime and overland routes. The maritime routes included shorelines
and islands throughout the Gulf region and the Indian Ocean and have
been the subject of extensive scholarly treatments {e.g. Boivin and Fuller
2009; Potts 1990, 2009). Overland trade through the rugged terrain
of the Iranian Plateau may have been more daunting than sea travel,
but there would have been at least two transport mechanisms: donkeys
(Algaze 2008; Potts 2011) and human portage. The subject of camels
as a potential source of transport is contested {Crawford 1973). Shaffer
(1988) suggests the possibility of camel transport by the middle of the
3rd millennium BC. Meadow {1996) sees the camel emerging in the mid

* 2nd millennium BC at the earliest. In the Gulf, the earliest domesticated

camels appear in the 1st millennium BC (Uerpmann and Uerpmann
2002).

The Comparison of Mesopotamia-Indus Trade with

- Mesopotamia—Egypt Trade

During the Middle Bronze Age, which dates from about 2100 to 1700
BC and encompasses the Third Dynasty of Ur and the Old Babylonian
period, there was a large amount of trade between Mesopotamia and
Anatolia, a large amount of trade between Mesopotamia and the
Gulf, and a reasonable amount of trade between Mesopotamia and .
the Iranian Plateau stretching to the Indus. One place in which there
was ot significant evidence of trade in the Middle Bronze Age period,
however, was between Mesopotamia and Egypt. Why did Egypt—which
was certainly in the same range of political complexity as any of those
areas—not become part of that trading sphere?

The lack of trade between Mesopotamia and Egypt in the Middle
Bronze Age is made more curious by the archaeological evidence of
contacts both before and after this era. A very limited amount of trade is
seen via the Levantine Coast in the late Prehistoric period (Naqada I and
Nagada I1, 4000~3200 BC; Hendrickx and Laurent 2002; Ward 1964)>.

~ Trade in the subsequent period appears to be virtually nonexistent, with
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exchange only.evident again ‘after the middle of the 2nd millennium '

BC when it emerged with a strong political component. By this era, also
known as the Late Bronze Age, there was a substantial trade between
Egypt and Mesopotamia that occurred in the context of “elite groups
who chose to express allegiances through competitive gift exchange of

prestigious artifacts” (Jackson 2003, 1750). Here we can immediately .

think of famous examples such as the mask of Tutankhamen (1323 BC)
with its lapis lazuli bands inlaid into the gold of the headdress, and the
Uluburun shipwreck with its tons of diverse cargo. Other spec-tgcular
Egyptian royal investments in trade include the famous expedition(s)
to the land of Punt sponsored by Hatshepsut in the 15th century BC
and the political investment in trade between the Egyptian pharaohs
and Sumerian leaders as documented in the Amarna letters of the 14th
century BC. Egyptian external trade continued strongly afterwards as
well, and by the Ptolemaic and Roman periods of the late centuries BC
and early centuries AD, there is striking evidence of exchange not only
via the Mediterranean but along the Red Sea (e.g. Sidebotham 1989).

The technological conditions of trade known for the predynastic era
and the Late Bronze Age were present in the intervening period as well.
Moreover, in the Middle Bronze Age and particularly at the end of the
3rd millennium BC, states developed in Egypt and Mesopotamia that
should have been, in the Childean model of early long-distance trade, a
© sufficient stimulus for the exchange of objects by elites. Instead, “direct
Egyptian relations with Asia never extended beyond Palestine and west-
ern Syria from prehistoric times to the end of the Middle Kingdom™ (c.
1700 BC; Ward 1964, 2). Richard N. Frye (2009, 21) states the contrast
‘even more starkly. “There is no evidence of any relations with Egypt,
either in Ur III or in the Old Babylonian period [2100-1600 BC]. It is
odd if no contacts existed at the end of the 3rd millennium between the
two great civilizations of the ancient Middle East.”

The curious lack of trade with Egypt at the time of the Middle Bronze
Age when Mesopotamian groups were trading with every other complex
society in the same distance radius merits careful consideration. The case
of Mesopotamia and Egypt shows that the presence of states isnot enough
to ensure the development or maintenance of long-distance exchange
networks. ‘Leaving aside the untestable proposition that the Egyptians
elected to be isolationist, what appears to have been missing in the
Fgyptian case was the presence of a series of overlapping down-the-line
trade networks that would have supported the transfer of many types of
ordinary goods from place to place within regions and that would have
incidentally supported the transfer of elite-destined goods. By the Late
Bronze Age (mid 2nd millennium BC), coincident with the development
of complex polities in Greece, Crete and Anatolia, new trade networks
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developed in the eastern Mediterranean. These robust networks, which

.moved consumer durables in large quantity, subsequently became the

backbone of elite trade systems and provided the mechanisms for linking
the political elites of Egypt and Mesopotamia through the exchange of
valuables.

Discussion and Conclusion

The demonstrated connections between the Indus region, Central
Asia, Mesopotamia, and the Arabian Gulf in the Middle Bronze Age
show that there was the potential for a great deal more exchange than
what is evident in the archaeological record. From the perspective of
the ordinary person, trade was likely to have been an opportunity not
only to pass along precious goods to elite members of society, but also
items that acquired distance value through transportation. Objects that
are traditionally viewed as “perishable” by archaeologists would have
included items of varying but perceptible durability ranging from food to
medicines, leather, and textiles. Of these, textiles were perhaps the most
versatile and durable commodity. Whether worn on the body or used for
household furnishings, textiles are highly useful in temperate climates

- and serve as long-lasting symbols of exchange and identity.

For Mesopotamia, trade in any direction was likely to have been
characterized by a “fluctuating relationship between a central authority
and a private sector” (Larsen 1987, 49}. The Indus culture, however it
may be described politically, was one in which merchant groups appear
to have played a strong role in civic organization {Kenoyer 1998).
Throughout other parts of the Middle Asian Interaction Sphere as well,
merchants with their connections across the landscape would have pro-
vided the links from the boundaries of one cultural group to the next.
One good example of a connective site is Qala’at al-Bahrain in the Gulf,
which used its maritime location to serve as a transfer point between cop-

. per from the Arabian Peninsula with grain coming from Mesopotamia

(Edens 1992; Potts 2009). Another good example is Kulli in modern-day
western Pakistan, seat of a distinct culture that may have served as a mer-
chant interface between the Indus, the Iranian Plateau, and the Persian
Gulf (Dales 1968; Possehl 1986; Ratnagar 2001}, What sustained these
merchant groups probably was not the occasional export of long-barrel
carnelian beads or transshipment of tin from the nearby mountains, but

- the regular regional exchange of massive quantities of locally produced

perishable goods such as grain, fish, and textiles. Within a social milieu
dominated by the consumption of these local items, and given theé human
propensity to favor the unusual, the movement of long-distance goods
sustained the local demand for items that acquired cachet simply through
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the added labor of transport, the “distance value” cited by Cline (1999).
The robusticity of trade between Mesopotamia, the Iranian Plateau, and
the Indus region compared to the paucity of trade between Mesopotamia
and Egypt indicates that rather than focusing on elite contact, we can
and should build models of long-distance trade that involve a large num-
ber of goods of widespread use. In addition to providing a general rubric
for the development of exchange networks, the long-distance perishable’
goods model provides answers to two important issues of chronology
and the development of trade networks in the Middle Asian Interaction
Sphere. First, it explains why there was no apparent trade between Egypt
and Mesopotamia in the Middle Bronze Age, although there were state-
level political entities in both places and although such trade occurred
under the same conditions of technology in the Late Bronze Age. Leaders

were certainly present who would have wanted the elite trappings of

authority in the form of scarce, nonlocal materials, but there was no
extant series of down-the-line exchange networks that could incidentally
support the transfer of small quantities of elite goods.

The second issue addressed by the long-distance perishable goods
model concerns the manner in which new exchange systems come into
existence. Trade between Mesopotamia and Egypt may have developed
precisely because of the rapid demise of the Indus culture, which broke
the chain of trade eastwards from Mesopotamia after about 1800 BC.
The emergence of new trade routes and new markets for Mesopotamian
textiles would have been aided and abetted by the nascent polities of
the Mediterranean seaboard, which would have drawn Mesopotamian
goods toward a western venue where they would have been encoun-
tered by traders who plied the seas back and forth to Egypt. The market
for Mesopotamian goods would have comprised part of a newly devel-
oped eastern Mediterranean ecopomic sphere culminating in the lively,
politically-charged exchanges documented in the Amarna Letters and
substantiated by the finds of the Uluburun shipwreck.,

Perishables often are invisible in the archaeological record, but
they are not invisible to archaeological theory. The record of durable
goods is evidence for the exchange of materials across and around the
Iranian Plateau from Mesopotamia to the Indus. The textual record of
Mesopotamia further suggests that trade infrastructure included boats
with considerable tonnage and that trade in textiles was a voluminous
one. An understanding of the role of material culture in human-identity
formation provides the explanation for large-scale trade in what would
seem to be the illogic of perishable duplicative goods, in which distance
value was the motivating factor for both overland and maritime trade.
Wool textiles moving out of Mesopotamia and cotton and/or silk textiles
moving out of the Indus region would have crossed in trade across the
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Iranian Plateau, leaving many opportunities for down-the-line consumers
to also partake of the goods passing through.
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