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Abstract 

Processes of culture contact have been approached in traditional studies on 

early empires through unilateral perspectives such as acculturation studies and 

World System theories. Over the past decades, however, a new scepticism of 

these dominant narratives has emerged. The Wadi Gaza area during the period 

of Egyptian New Kingdom imperialism provides a to-date little utilised analytical 

arena in which to explore the challenges and opportunities of a different 

approach. This research aims to critically examine the imperial encounter 

between Egypt and the Gaza area, revaluating its timeframe and changing 

nature, and highlighting differences from previous interpretations of Egyptian 

imperial narrative. 

I approach these issues using a conceptual framework based on postcolonial 

concepts of hybridisation and cultural fluidity, which sees contact between 

cultures as a constant negotiation. The aims are addressed through a multiscalar 

approach, focusing on the regional scale, first, and on two site-specific case 

studies, Tell el-ᶜAjjul and Tell el-Farᶜah (South), then. I investigated these case 

studies through the analysis of their major “Egyptianizing” features alongside 

significant local material evidence. I took into account architecture, funerary 

customs, and pottery, examining the contribution of both cultures, Egyptian and 

Canaanite, in the creation of objects and practices. 

The results of this research demonstrate that a hybridisation perspective 

provides a new and more balanced account of the cultural dynamics resulting 

from the Egypto-Canaanite encounter and its negotiation. Liberated from the 

restraints of a literal interpretation of Egyptian sources, this nuanced 

interpretation casts new light on the material evidence, and provides fresh 

avenues for research on cultural encounters and early empires. 
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1 Egyptians and Canaanites: perspectives of an imperial 

encounter 

1.1 Introduction 

The study of Egyptian imperialism in the Southern Levant in the 

2nd millennium B.C. was a fashionable topic in Levantine archaeology a few 

decades ago. In particular, this matter was at the centre of heated academic 

debate in the 1980s and 1990s. The main interest was to establish the extent 

and nature of Egypt’s influence over the Southern Levant during the LBA. The 

alleged collapse of the Canaanite1 urban culture at the end of the MBA has been 

disputed (Dever 1987: 175; Finkelstein 1992: 216). Scholars have debated 

whether the evidence for destruction at late MBA and early LBA Canaanite sites 

could be attributed to Egyptian raids or to other factors. Such debate was 

predominantly generated by the lack of sources concerning the first part of the 

LBA: most existing Egyptian sources are indeed focused on narrating the events 

that happened at the end of the MBA and the LB II, generating a gap in the 

available texts that scholars have been trying to fill using archaeological 

evidence. However, as often happens in academic discourse, such discussion 

trends tend to ebb and flow, leaving behind a series of unanswered questions to 

be analysed by a new generation of researchers. In this case, there still was no 

consensus on the beginning of Egyptian imperial domination over the Southern 

Levant. 

In more recent years, several studies have explored this topic, mostly 

concurring on attributing an important role in the “collapse” of the Canaanite 

MBA to the Egyptian empire (Killebrew 2004; Morris 2005; Burke 2008; 2009; 

Burke and Vidal 2010; Martin 2011). These studies have provided invaluable 

information on the diplomatic and military relationships between the two 

regions, clarifying the political situation of the Southern Levant during the LBA. 

Some of these scholars, from contemporary and previous generations 

alike, have focused on locating traces of “Egyptianization” at Southern 

                                                
1 The term Canaan will be used in this dissertation to refer to the LBA territorial-political 

entity geographically encompassing modern Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, and Jordan. The term is 
known from the international correspondence of the 2nd millennium, where Canaan seems to 
indicate the Egyptian province in Western Asia and Canaanites the name of its inhabitants 
(Naaman 1994, 408). 
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Levantine sites, identifying material culture categories interpreted as indicating 

an Egyptian presence or influence (e.g. Weinstein 1981; Oren 1984; 

Higginbotham 2000; Killebrew 2004; Brandl 2010a; Martin 2011). In some of 

these cases, contemporary Egyptian and later Biblical sources have been used as 

a basis for archaeological research, aiming to find confirmation of such accounts 

in the material evidence (e.g. Kempinski 1974).  

All these approaches, based on literal readings of the sources or rigid 

interpretative frameworks, have not provided a balanced understanding of 

complex processes of intercultural contact. Moreover, they have produced 

generalised assumptions ambiguously attributed to the whole Southern Levant, 

which did not take into account local differentiations. The region is, in fact, a 

heterogeneous territory, where interactions with the Egyptian authority are 

likely to have generated a range of different outcomes at the local level. 

Moreover, so far, little attention has been given to the social aspects of 

this relationship. The situation of both locals and foreigners living in Canaan 

under Egyptian domination was, indeed, probably very different from the picture 

depicted by the official imperial narrative. The professions of these foreigners, 

in previous studies generally identified with the Egyptian administration (i.e. 

governors and soldiers), have not been fully investigated, and the same holds 

true for their behaviours and practices in the local reality of Canaanite 

settlements. Equally not well researched are the responses of local people to 

this foreign presence. Cohabitation with Egyptian people had a certain impact 

on the life of the Canaanite elite and, possibly, commoners alike. The nature 

and extent of this impact, however, has never been investigated. 

Therefore, this thesis will not deal with topics of diplomatic or political 

interactions, nor with the military aspect of the Egyptian imperialism, all 

abundantly researched in previous studies (e.g. Killebrew 2004; Morris 2005; 

Burke 2008; 2009; Burke and Vidal 2010; Martin 2011). It will instead investigate 

the social agents of this imperial relationship in a well-defined Canaanite 

context. 

In addition to the understanding of the social agents and their interaction 

within the local context of the Wadi Gaza area in the imperial period, this study 

also adds to our understanding of early empires. More particularly, this research 

aims to demonstrate how the use of a hybridisation framework (van Dommelen 

1997; 2006), which will be presented in detail in Chapter 3, provides the tools 
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for a more balanced and nuanced investigation of relationships between locals 

and foreigners in an imperial situation. The main critiques to hybridisation 

theory will also be acknowledged and, for this reason, I will propose a specific 

use of this framework This will not be treated as a result of the mix of “pure” 

cultures, but instead the employment of hybridisation as an investigative tool to 

detect processes of cultural mixing in a situation of imperial encounter.  This 

goal would support future studies on early empires, not limited to Egypt, setting 

a new way of understanding empires beyond the imperial narrative, aimed at 

human relationships between social agents. 

Finally, this thesis will focus on a specific region within the wider 

Southern Levant, which is the Wadi Gaza. Previous research, indeed, showed the 

presence of clear regional differences in the Southern Levantine area during the 

2nd millennium B.C. (e.g. Liverani 2008). These diversities, which will be 

examined in the thesis, produce a particular response in the Wadi Gaza to 

Egyptian imperialism. This reason, together with the necessity of restricting the 

geographical area of this research, brought me to select the Wadi Gaza as a case 

study. 

This thesis, therefore, aims to provide an innovative perspective on the 

social interactions between Egypt and the Southern Levant during the imperial 

period. It aims to do so by investigating the local reality of a distinct region, the 

Wadi Gaza area. It will employ an innovative framework, based on postcolonial 

concepts of hybridisation and cultural fluidity. This will provide a contribution 

not just to the studies of the Southern levant, but to the wider field of studies 

on early empires. 

Drawing on published and unpublished data from archaeological research 

in the Gaza area, this thesis will demonstrate that the processes which 

transformed cultural identities in the region following the establishment of an 

Egyptian imperial presence are complex and mutual; and that a conceptual 

framework based on hybridisation can provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of them. It will be demonstrated that the archaeological 

evidence, liberated from the straitjacket of limited and circumstantial literary 

sources, can significantly alter our understanding of the area and its role within 

the local socio-political milieu, as well as of the character of Egyptian 

imperialism in the Levant. This fresh analysis of the evidence will address those 

unresolved issues left by the previous generation of scholars, re-interpreting the 
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nature of the imperial domination over the region during the LBA. Moreover, this 

research moves beyond generalised and oversimplified assumptions, and 

proposes for the first time a comprehensive analysis of a distinct region within 

the wider Southern Levant, the Wadi Gaza area, examining the complexity of 

localised social practice and agency. In the following section are outlined the 

research questions designed to fulfil these aims, and the structure of the thesis. 

 

1.2 Research questions and outline of the thesis 

The thesis seeks to answer the following research questions:  

• What is the outcome of the imperial encounter between Egypt and the 

Southern Levant, as attested by the archaeological evidence of the Wadi 

Gaza area? 

This main research topic can be further broken down into more specific 

questions, namely: 

• How can we characterise the relationships between Egyptians and 

Canaanites in the local setting, as suggested by a contextual analysis of 

their practices?  

• What is the timeframe for this encounter, and how does the nature of the 

Egyptian presence change during this period? 

• How do the results of a contextual archaeological analysis of the local 

material culture and practice differ from previous interpretations of 

Egyptian imperial narrative? 

 

In order to answer these questions, I will first present the context of this 

research in Chapter 2. This will begin with an outline of previous scholarship on 

the theme of Egyptian imperialism in the Southern Levant and discussing the 

limitations of such studies (Chapter 2.2). I will then present the reasons for 

limiting my investigation to a small area of the Southern Levant, the Wadi Gaza 

(Chapter 2.3) and for the choice of chronological framework here employed 

(Chapter 2.4). After that, I will introduce the challenges posed by material from 

old excavations, more specifically those excavated and published by 

archaeologist W.F.M. Petrie, and the approach taken to counter these problems 

and minimise any possible resulting bias in the context of this research (Chapter 

2.5). 
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Chapter 3 sets out the theoretical and methodological framework of this 

study. It will first present an overview of the main approaches used in the past 

when dealing with culture contact and imperial relations. Acculturation theory 

(Malinowski 1923; M. J. Herskovits 1937), World System theory (Wallerstein 

1974), and Postcolonial studies (van Dommelen 1997; Knapp 2010) will be 

reviewed, discussing their advantages and shortcomings. I will then discuss the 

reasons for selecting an approach based on hybridisation and material culture 

studies. 

The following three chapters analyse and discuss the archaeological 

evidence from the region. Chapter 4 examines the questions on a regional scale. 

It presents a settlement analysis of the Gaza area between MBA and LBA 

(Chapter 4.3), discussing the differences between these two periods and how 

these may have affected the socio-political organisation. It will then examine 

some of the most salient “Egyptianizing” elements of the Levantine material 

culture of the LBA, namely governors’ residences, Egyptian pottery, and 

anthropoid coffins (Chapter 4.4). 

Chapter 5 and 6 will shift the focus to a site level of analysis, centred on 

two case studies. Chapter 5 deals with the site of Tell el-ᶜAjjul, a debated late 

MBA and early LBA site. It analyses material evidence from the settlement to 

show discrepancies between the two periods, as well as the contrast between 

the degree of hybridised practices attested in the palatial area and that of the 

rest of the town. 

The following chapter discusses the site of Tell el-Farᶜah (South), which is 

instead mostly inhabited in the later LBA and early Iron Age (henceforth IA). 

While remains from the settlement are in this case meagre, the site offers the 

opportunity to look at funerary practices and at the role of different practices in 

Egypt and in the Wadi Gaza. 

Chapter 7 will discuss the evidence so far analysed, identifying some key 

themes emerging from the investigation and how these answer the proposed 

research questions. Such conclusions will be developed further in Chapter 8 

Having outlined the overall purpose and structure of this thesis, the 

following chapter now returns to a more detailed consideration of existing 

literature and broader context of this research. 
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2 The wider context: previous scholarship and chronological 

settings  

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides the broad context for this study, identifying the 

problems with previous research that will be addressed in this thesis. The first 

section presents a short literature review, which examines the principal studies 

on Egyptian involvement in the Southern Levant during the LBA. As will be 

discussed below, previous scholarship made disproportionate use of textual 

evidence to explain the events occurring in this period. For this reason, it will be 

argued that these approaches have sometimes provided a misleading narrative 

on the outcomes of the imperial encounter between Canaanite and Egyptian 

cultures. The chapter will therefore present the main problems related to 

previous interpretations and the gaps in earlier research, which provide the 

context for the research questions, presented in the previous chapter. 

The analysis of former scholarship will clarify why this research is focusing 

on a small part of the Southern Levant, the Wadi Gaza area. The following 

section will then introduce the geographical settings and historical context. 

 

2.2 Investigating Egyptian imperialism in the Southern Levant: a 

text-driven narrative of conquest 

Egypt and the Southern Levant shared much of their history throughout 

the Bronze Age, but the New Kingdom (NK) and LBA is probably the one where 

they were most interconnected. This strong connection bears a compelling 

fascination, especially for scholars interested in imperial dynamics and culture 

contact. However, for many years, studies on the relationship between the two 

regions have been over-reliant on written sources, primarily Egyptian texts. 

Previous debates have been particularly centred on two issues. The first of these 

is the extent of the Egyptian involvement in Palestine during the first part of the 

18th Dynasty. Scholars have been divided between maximalists, who believe that 

Egypt had already established a form of imperial control over Canaan at the 

beginning of the LBA, and minimalists, who instead state that a form of 

hegemony is only attested from after Thutmose III (1479-1425 B.C.) (Hӧflmayer 

2015: 193). 



17 
 
A second set of problems concerns the kind of control established by the 

pharaohs – regardless of whether this started at the beginning or in the mid-LBA. 

While some believe in some form of direct Egyptian rule, others have explained 

the archaeological evidence in terms of elite emulation. Without doubt we owe 

much of our current knowledge to these previous studies, which have the merit 

of having analysed and debated numerous written sources and encouraged 

archaeological research in the region. However, these approaches are in need of 

revision, especially with regards to their use of ancient texts. This section 

discusses the historical context of the imperial encounter between Egypt and the 

Southern Levant, presenting the main texts used by previous scholars and their 

interpretations. It will concentrate on the two issues above described, the 

solutions proposed so far in the literature and, finally, will explain the need for 

a revised study of the evidence. 

The first part of the second millennium, the MBA, was a period of urban 

development for the Southern Levant, as the archaeological evidence clearly 

demonstrates (see Chapter 4). It was characterised by significant growth in 

settlement size and quantity, sophisticated urban planning, massive 

fortifications and public buildings, and a peak in ceramic technology (Dever 

1987; Mazar 1992; Ilan 1995). At the same time, Egypt was emerging from a 

phase of political disintegration, known as the Second Intermediate Period (SIP). 

In this period, the region was fragmented into small kingdoms ruled by several 

minor dynasties. The most powerful of them was centred in the Nile Delta and 

associated with the domination of the so-called Hyksos, a people of Asiatic origin 

(Bourriau 2000). Around the mid-16th century B.C., the Egyptian armies led by 

pharaoh Ahmose of the 18th Dynasty (1550-1295 B.C.) succeeded in expelling the 

foreign kings from their capital in the Delta, Avaris, corresponding to modern 

Tell el-Dabᶜa (Bietak 1996). The events are described by an inscription from the 

tomb of commander Ahmose, son of Eben, an officer in the pharaoh’s army, and 

in a fragmentary relief from the funerary temple of Ahmose at Abydos (Pritchard 

1950: 233-34). The latter depicts a war scene between the Pharaoh’s army and 

the Asians, identifiable by their beards and fringed dresses with long sleeves. 

Only fragments of the text are comprehensible, but these display the names 

“Ipep”, i.e. Apophis, penultimate ruler of the 15th Dynasty, and “Hut-Waret”, 

i.e. Avaris (Harvey 1994: 5). According to Morris, this evidence demonstrates 

that the events depicted are connected to the expulsion of the Hyksos from 
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Avaris (Morris 2005: 27). The inscription on commander Ahmose’s tomb seem to 

provide a more detailed account of these events: 

 

«The commander of a crew, Ahmose, son of Eben, the triumphant, 

says […] When the town of Avaris was besieged, then I showed valor 

on foot in the presence of his majesty […]. Then Avaris was 

despoiled. Then I carried off spoil from there: one man, three 

women, a total of four persons. Then his majesty gave them to me 

to be slaves. Then Sharuhen was besieged for three years. Then his 

majesty despoiled it» (Pritchard 1950: 233-34). 

 

The text suggests that, after the expulsion of the Hyksos from the Delta, 

the Egyptian army conquered a town named Sharuhen. This toponym is also 

known from other later sources: the Prologue to Thutmose III’s Annals, the 

topographical list of Amara, dated to Ramesse III, and the Old Testament 

(Joshua 19:6). These three sources seem to indicate the location of the town in 

the southern part of the Southern Levant. Some scholars, therefore, proposed to 

interpret Sharuhen as a safe haven for the “Asiatics” expelled from Egypt and as 

the main base of Egyptian operations in Palestine following its defeat (Kempinski 

1974: 149). Much archaeological effort has been dedicated to identifying the 

archaeological site corresponding to Sharuhen and demonstrate, on the basis of 

its archaeological remains, its paramount significance for the Egyptian conquest 

of Palestine. The most widely accepted identification was proposed by A. 

Kempinski who, using the above mentioned texts, located it at modern Tell el-

ᶜAjjul (Kempinski 1974: 149-52; Merrillees 1974: 62-63; Weinstein 1981: 6; Morris 

2005: 28). An earlier proposal by W.F. Albright, who placed Sharuhen at Tell el-

Farᶜah (South) – henceforth Tell el-Farᶜah – has also continued to attract 

followers (Albright 1929: 7; Bimson 1981: 243-44; Hoffmeier 1989: 184), while a 

less popular theory identifies it with Tell Haror (Rainey 1993). The location of 

Sharuhen, having been central in the previous literature, will be discussed again 

in later chapters.  

Another main point of debate in earlier scholarship pertains the 

aftermaths of this first Egyptian campaign in the Levant. Written sources for the 

first part of the LBA are remarkably meagre, and very few texts openly refer to 

Canaan. The gap in available information covers the period of the beginning of 



19 
 

the 18th Dynasty, the LB IA, until Thutmose III (1479-1425 B.C.). Scholars, 

therefore, used the sources of this later period, in particular the Annals of 

Thutmose III, to reconstruct prior events and infer the role of the Egyptian 

empire in the political organisation of the Southern Levant (for a full account 

see Redford 1979; Weinstein 1981; Morris 2005: 27-38). 

«Then it transpired in later times that the garrison which was there 

was (now) in the town of Sharuhen, while (the territory) from Yurza 

as far as the distant marshlands had broken out in rebellion against 

His Majesty» (Redford 2003: 9). 

 

This text seems to imply the presence of a sort of Egyptian authority over 

the territory south of Yurza, also located in the Wadi Gaza area (for its possible 

identification, see Chapter 4; Redford 2003: 13). Similarly, the following passage 

has been interpreted as evidence for the presence of Gaza among the Egyptian 

possessions at that time: 

 

«Regnal year 23, first month of shomu, day 4; the day of the 

festival of the king’s accession (celebrated at) the ‘Town-of-the-

Ruler’s Seizure’, [called] Gaza [of Kharu]» (Redford 2003: 13). 

 

These later texts, together with various analyses of the archaeological 

evidence, have been considered evidence for an already established Egyptian 

imperial domination over Canaan in the first part of the 18th Dynasty (Albright 

1960: 80; Wright 1961: 91; Helck 1971: 114; Weinstein 1981: 2; Dever 1987: 174; 

Oren 1987: 90; Hoffmeier 1991: 111; Dever 1992: 14; Morris 2005; Burke 2009: 

63). The shortage of contemporary LB IA sources is explained in various ways, for 

example by the lack of excavated temples erected by the pharaohs of the 18th 

Dynasty, where they would have celebrated their military victories (Morris 2005: 

36-37). According to Morris, pharaohs rarely commemorated battles in which 

they did not take part and it is more likely that they concentrated their 

presence on the campaigns in Lebanon. Therefore, archaeologists believed that 

already Ahmose and the other early pharaohs of the 18th Dynasty, hence before 

Thutmose III, had annihilated the Southern Levant. As a consequence, they 

interpreted the LBA, and especially its first part, as a period of decay for 
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Palestine, destroyed and suppressed by the Egyptian empire (Weinstein 1981: 7; 

Hoffmeier 1990; Morris 2005: 37).  

The view of these scholars, identified as maximalist, has been opposed by 

so-called minimalists (Hӧflmayer 2015: 193). Scholars supporting the latter 

stance stress the absence of relevant texts for the conquest of Southern Levant 

in the LB IA (Kenyon 1960: 195-206; Shea 1979; Bienkowski 1986: 127-30; 

Hoffmeier 1989: 181-93; Mazar 1992: 232; Redford 1993: 274; Na'aman 1994; 

Bunimovitz 1995: 322; Redford 2003: 193-94; Martin 2011: 18; Hӧflmayer 2015: 

202). The Annals of Thutmose contain the following passage: 

 

«For it had been a period of [many] years [that Retenu had lapsed 

into] brigandage, while everyone was committing [theft] against his 

fellow, and [....]» (Pritchard 1950: 235). 

 

According to the minimalists, this text appears to confirm that at the time 

of the conquest by Thutmose III, Palestine was already going through a period of 

anarchy, caused by internal conflicts, and it was only with this pharaoh that 

Egyptian imperialism in the Levant began. Before that, namely in the first part 

of the 18th Dynasty, their contention is that Egypt was only interested in some 

key sites, important for moving people and goods to Egypt. Only these few sites 

would have been affected by some kind of direct Egyptian control (Hӧflmayer 

2015: 202). 

A third, moderate, theory has been argued in different ways by M. Bietak, 

D. Ilan, and A.M. Maeir, taking into account a wider range of factors to explain 

the conflagrations in Canaanite sites dated to the end of MBA (Bietak 1991: 57-

62; Ilan 1995: 314-15; Maeir 2010: 165-75). According to these scholars, these 

widespread destructions were caused by a combination of issues, including 

Egyptian military activity, socio-demographic processes (particularly the Hurrite 

infiltrations), and the economic decline caused by an over-exploitation of 

resources during the flourishing period of MB II-III. 

All these theories, however, rely primarily on textual data, using these 

sources as the basis of their arguments. A similar, textual-driven, approach, has 

also characterised the interpretation of the following stages of the LBA, and the 

debate on the second of the above-mentioned topics, i.e. the nature of Egyptian 

control over Canaan in the imperial period. 



21 
 
Textual sources are indeed much more abundant in the LBA. The Annals of 

Thutmose III are, as already stated, the earliest contemporary texts available. 

The main event here described is the Battle of Megiddo, which conferred on 

Egypt a more solid territorial control over the Southern Levant. In Thutmose’s 

23rd year of reign (1456 B.C.), the pharaoh is said to have attacked the town of 

Megiddo, defeating a coalition of city-states led by the ruler of Kadesh, and 

protected by the northern chiefs of Mitanni (Bryan 2003: 237-38). Thutmose and 

his successors, according to the texts, would have then continued their 

campaigns in the Southern Levant, necessary to ensure control over products 

such as cedar wood, copper, and tin (Redford 2003; Morris 2005: 115-52).  

The main texts used to understand the socio-political organisation of the 

Southern Levant in this period are the letters of Tell el-Amarna. This archive 

provides evidence of the diplomatic and administrative correspondence between 

the pharaohs of the late 18th Dynasty and several Near Eastern states (Cohen and 

Westbrook 2000: 1). The letters have been studied using both a literary and 

scientific approach. As for the latter, chemical and petrographic studies have 

clarified the provenance of the tablets, allowing the association of a town or its 

ruler, when mentioned, with a modern site or geographical area (Goren et al. 

2004). Yet, the most applied approach uses the literal interpretation of the 

documents to comprehend the organisation of LBA Canaan and, therefore, the 

nature of Egypt’s hegemony over the region (Liverani 1988; Finkelstein 1996; 

James 2000). According to the most prevalent interpretations, the Levant was 

divided into three provinces: Amurru, Upe, and Canaan, each one hosting 

Egyptian garrisons and troops (Killebrew 2005: 57). Egypt instituted a vassalage 

system, where local governors were kept in place. Each province, however, was 

controlled by an Egyptian overseer, to which each local governor was expected 

to report. Vassals were also required to send goods to Egypt in the form of 

tributes or gifts, and had to continue to prove their loyalty to the pharaoh, for 

example through intelligence reports and military support (Murnane 2000: 103-

04). 

It is undeniable that the Amarna letters are an extremely valuable source 

of information. However they are only one of the many instruments to be used in 

reconstructing the political system of the LBA (Liverani 2000: 16). Relying on 

textual sources, in general, has numerous limitations, as ancient texts are 

chronologically distant from the events they narrate and ideologically influenced 
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(Bunimovitz 1993b: 28). None of them are to be understood as accurate 

historical accounts: royal inscriptions, like the Annals of Thutmose, have an 

ideological agenda, serving as imperial propaganda to obtain political 

acceptance. Diplomatic texts like the Amarna letters, on the other hand, possess 

a different persuasive tone, presenting arguments of bargaining and emotional 

metaphors (Liverani 2000: 17). 

The literal reliability ascribed to these texts by many authors, therefore, 

can be contested. Moreover, it is important to stress, for the Amarna archive, 

that the letters are dated from the age of Amenhotep III (1390-1352 B.C.) to as 

late as Tutankhamun (1336-1327 B.C.) (Cohen and Westbrook 2000: 6). 

Therefore, any evidence gathered from this correspondence is only limited to 

this short part of the LBA and cannot be extended without evidence to the rest 

of the period. For the later LBA phases, other sources usually employed are the 

Hittite archives, the reliefs of Karnak and Luxor, and commemoration stelae 

found in Levantine sites (for a full discussion, see Morris 2005: 217-19, 343-82). 

However, these sources are either diplomatic or propagandistic texts and, 

therefore, should also be addressed with caution. 

A small number of authors have attempted to provide a synthetic 

approach, which would take into account textual sources as well as 

archaeological evidence, purportedly in equal measure. Some examples are the 

studies by C. Higginbotham and Ann E. Killebrew. The former proposes that 

Egyptian and Egyptian-style artefacts in the LBA Southern Levant can be 

explained as a result either of direct Egyptian rule and presence, or local elite 

emulation (Higginbotham 2000: 10-16). Higginbotham argues that LBA Palestine 

had a mixed administrative system, where, in combination with a limited 

Egyptian presence, local princes remained in charge of local polities. Killebrew 

instead defines the Egyptian presence as an “administrative” imperialism 

(Killebrew 2005: 81-83). He argues that until Ramesse III there was only a limited 

occupation, defined by military troops at garrison cities and administrative staff 

stationed in towns with governors’ residences (see chapter 5). Even though these 

studies have the merit  of placing at least partial analytical emphasis on the 

archaeological record, they remain limited by their binary theoretical approach, 

which will be analysed in detail in the next chapter. 

Few studies on Egyptian imperialism in the Levant are entirely 

independent from the textual sources. Perhaps the most important one is 
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represented by M. Martin’s publication, which examines Egyptian and Egyptian-

style pottery in the Southern Levant (Martin 2011). Martin presents an overview 

of the pottery investigated, including a full typological classification and a study 

site-by-site. Through this analysis Martin argues the absence of an Egyptian 

domination in the beginning of the LBA. Archaeological evidence would support 

Egyptian imperial control over the Southern Levant only from the 19th Dynasty, 

when Martin recognises a sudden increase in Egyptian and Egyptian style pottery 

at most sites. The scholar also believes that there is no reason to suggest a use 

of Canaanite material by Egyptian personnel and that, therefore, only the 

occurrence of Egyptian material in considerable amounts can detect a presence 

of Egyptian people in the Southern Levant. At the same time, however, Martin 

also recognises the lack of a uniform situation across the region, and suggests 

that the Southern part of the region seems to show a different pattern (Martin 

2011: footnote no. 282). The distinct role of the southern part of the region had 

already been stressed by other scholars, even though their data is mostly 

textual. Evidence consists of the location in the Wadi Gaza area of the toponyms 

in the aforementioned sources – Sharuhen, Yurza, and Gaza. W.G. Dever, for 

example, believed that the Wadi Gaza area hosted the headquarters of the 

Hyksos army in the MBA, while N. Na’aman stressed the role of the Wadi as a 

defence line to control the movements of nomads and to prevent Egyptian raids 

(Na'aman 1982; Dever 1985; 1997). E.D. Oren also considered Southern Palestine 

a peculiar settlement phenomenon directly related to the close relationship of 

the area with the Hyksos in the Delta, a hinterland of the Delta kingdom (Oren 

1997: 256) . Always according to Oren, the region played a similar role in the 

LBA and in the IA as well. Neither Martin, nor any of these other authors, 

however, provided a detailed investigation of this area that was not limited to a 

concise assessment of a few of its sites. 

Altogether these studies represent important reference works for any 

study on Egyptian imperialism in the Levant. The latest publications, and in 

particular Martin’s work, have the significant merit of focusing their attention on 

material culture and on its importance in socio-political discourses. However, 

they also highlighted issues in previous literature and certain themes that need 

to be researched in more depth. Firstly, they make clear that there is the need 

for more material-based studies to shed light on the Egyptian empire in 

Palestine. The uncritical use of historical sources has produced a misleading 
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understanding of the texts, inadequately taking account of their underlying 

agenda. Secondly, many of these studies have highlighted the presence of 

evident distinctions between different areas of the Southern Levant. Yet, as 

demonstrated above, most of the previous accounts deal with the Southern 

Levantine area in its entirety, rarely focusing on regional specificities. Finally, 

nearly all the former studies have focused on political institutions or structures, 

leaving out any consideration of social relations within communities.  

To redress these shortcomings in the extant literature, my research 

focuses on material evidence from a specific region, the Wadi Gaza area, and on 

the processes and practices involved in the co-production of the imperial 

condition by both agents of Egypt and local communities. In order to show the 

importance of this narrow geographical focus for a study on Egyptian 

imperialism, I will now present the Wadi Gaza, its geographical features, the 

archaeological excavations carried out in the region, and elaborate on the 

reasons for choosing it as the main focus of the present research. 

 

2.3 The Wadi Gaza area, a passageway to the Near East 

This study focuses on a small area of the Southern Levant, its southern 

edge. The region, called the Wadi Gaza area, Gaza area, or simply Southern 

Palestine, is located in the southern coastal plain overlooking the Mediterranean 

(Figure 2.1). It encompasses the modern territories of the Gaza Strip, part of 

modern-day Palestine, and the Northern Negev, in the State of Israel. The 

distinctiveness of the area within the wider region and its importance in this 

study can be evidenced by an analysis of three main factors, namely its 

geographical features, its strategic importance in the period examined, and the 

role conferred to it by previous scholarship. 

Geographically, the Wadi Gaza area is considered a marginal region, 

comprised between the Negev desert in the south and the Shephela in the north. 

It is a transitional zone between the Mediterranean and the desert, 

characterised by fluctuations in climate and rainfall patterns, which, depending 

on the year, can either cause drought or excellent crops (Oren and Mazar 1974: 

3). Despite its unpredictable environment, the area’s value is enhanced by its 

location on the coast and by the presence of the Wadi Gaza basin – also called 

Nahal Besor – which springs from the Negev hills, and its main tributary, the 
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Wadi Gerar. During the Bronze Age, the level of the Mediterranean Sea was 

probably about 1 m higher than today, making the wadi navigable and forming 

several natural harbours around which settlements could grow (Raban 1987: 295-

308; Dever 1997: 255; Morhange et al. 2005: 75-78). The region also contains 

abundance of grazing land, encouraging the development of a prolific pastoralist 

economy.  

 

Figure 2.1. Map of the Southern Levant with the main sites and the sites discussed in the thesis; 
the Wadi Gaza area is circled. 
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 These environmental and topographical features, which contribute to the 

identification of the Wadi Gaza as a distinct geographical region in the Southern 

Levantine context, also allowed the presence of a virtually continuous human 

occupation since the Chalcolithic, with at least 14 tells inhabited during the 

Bronze Age. 

The flourishing of settlements attested in the MBA and LBA (see Chapter 

4) also relates to the strategic aspect of the region. The area was indeed a main 

passageway on the highway connecting Egypt to the Levant and the rest of the 

Near Eastern region. Its main LBA centre, Gaza, is considered to be the endpoint 

of the way of Horus, the route along the Mediterranean through North Sinai, and 

a main stop on the Via Maris, connecting Egypt with Mesopotamia and the 

Northern Levant  (Aharoni 1979: 42-43; David A Dorsey 1991: 59, map. 1; Morris 

2005: 49, note 78). This attribute makes the Wadi Gaza area highly appropriate 

for the present study. The region’s importance as a passageway and access 

point, not only to the Levant but to the whole Near East, would have also been 

perceived by Egypt. Especially in a period of military campaigns and imperial 

occupation, the control over this region, therefore, would have been of immense 

value to ensure enduring connections between Egypt and its domain. 

Another reason for focusing the research on this area is its role in previous 

scholarship. As examined in the previous section, several published works have 

pointed to the region’s distinctiveness in connection to the Hyksos and, later, to 

the Egyptian empire. The reputation of the Gaza area in modern scholarship 

caused some controversial interpretations of the archaeological remains, which 

will be analysed in more detail in the following chapters. This interest has 

sparked archaeological research in the area, which, at the same time, has 

unfortunately been hindered by modern geo-political circumstances. 

The main excavations were carried out in the early 1900s by W.M.F. 

Petrie, a pioneer of Egyptian and Palestinian archaeology (Petrie’s methods and 

issues with his work will be discussed below in section 2.5). Petrie’s campaigns 

were halted by the Arab revolt in Palestine in 1936, while subsequent 

archaeological activity was prevented by the Second World War and the 1948 

Palestinian War. From 1948, the archaeological heritage of the Gaza area was 

administered by the Egyptian government, which left the country in 1967, when 

the Gaza strip started to be administered by the Israeli army, until 1994 (Taha 
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2010). During the Israeli occupation, some excavations were carried out, 

including one at the LB IA site of Deir el-Balah (see Chapter 4). From 1994, 

authority over the strip was transferred to the Palestinian people and 

archaeological activities briefly flourished. An example is the Swedish-

Palestinian expedition to Tell el-ᶜAjjul (see Chapter 5). The Intifada of 2000 and 

the following upheavals between Israel and Palestine have prevented any later 

archaeological activity in the region and continue to damage both the population 

and the archaeological sites within the Gaza strip to this day. However, some 

new excavation data is available from recent archaeological excavations in the 

Northern Negev, such as the expeditions at Tell Jemmeh and Qubur al-Walayda 

(see Chapter 4). 

The neglected state of archaeological excavations in the area constitutes 

one final reason for focusing this study on the Gaza area. While research in the 

northern Negev is possible and currently practised, the Gaza Strip, a central 

territory for the understanding of the region, is currently inaccessible to 

archaeological investigations. Even if these circumstances were to change in the 

future, much of the archaeological heritage of the region has already been 

destroyed or looted, causing permanent loss of important evidence. The data 

available, either in form of archaeological reports or material, as flawed as it 

might be, in many cases will be the only information ever available. This issue is 

particularly pressing in contemporary Middle Eastern archaeology since the 

outbreak of the Syrian civil war, but it has been ongoing, to a lesser extent, in 

the archaeology of the Gaza Strip for many years. It is vital, therefore, to 

research old excavation data under a new light, using modern-day approaches 

and methods (see Chapter 3). 

To summarise, this study will focus on the Wadi Gaza area for multiple 

purposes. First, for its geographical distinctiveness within the Southern 

Levantine region, which allows us to consider it as a discrete area in the wider 

regional context. Secondly, for its strategic location, which made it an 

important connection for Egypt, for commercial, military, and political reasons. 

Additionally, to re-evaluate the connection of the Wadi Gaza area to the 

Egyptian empire in previous scholarship. Focusing primarily on the archaeological 

evidence will allow us to evaluate the soundness of previous interpretations, 

which focused disproportionately on written evidence. A final purpose is to 

counter the ongoing loss of information on the area due to the complicated geo-
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political situation. All these reasons make the Wadi Gaza area an ideal and 

imperative case study to analyse the outcome of the meeting between the 

Southern Levantine and Egyptian cultures in the 2nd millennium B.C. 

Before turning to the discussion on theoretical and methodological 

frameworks, the next section of this chapter will review the Southern Levantine 

chronology, presenting a comparative chart of the different areas discussed in 

the thesis and the nomenclature employed. 

 

2.4 The chronological setting 

The academic debate around the chronology of the second millennium 

B.C. in the Mediterranean is still ongoing, regularly updated in the light of new 

archaeological and scientific discoveries. As chronology is a vast topic, but not 

the central focus of this research, I will only present a brief overview of the 

recent debate leading to the chronology adopted in the study, its sources, and 

the reasons for preferring it. This section, therefore, presents the chronology of 

the second millennium B.C. 

The main controversy with the chronology of the second millennium is 

related to the Canaanite MBA and its synchronisation with the rest of the 

Mediterranean. While the LBA is well-known both archaeologically and, most of 

all, historically, the anchors for the MBA chronology are meagre. It must be kept 

in mind that the dates proposed do not necessarily refer, in my opinion, to the 

areas considered as a whole. Especially when dealing with the end of the MBA 

and the beginning of the LBA, we have to acknowledge the presence of different 

regional patterns, which determine slightly diverse chronologies for each area. 

This has been clearly demonstrated, for example, for the Jordan Valley (Maeir 

2010: 128). In this area, not all evidence from the final stages of the MBA are 

datable to the same period, but more likely span through a phase comprising the 

last years of the conventional MB III and the whole LB IA (Maeir 2010: 169). 

The approach of homogenising large areas into one chronology, which 

relies on the Egyptian history to establish chronologies in neighbouring 

territories, has also been adopted for the Southern Levant (for an overview on 

Levantine chronology and the main theories, see Sharon 2014). Several Levantine 

archaeologists based their reconstructions on the so-called Conventional 

Egyptian chronology and made each subdivision of the MBA correspond to an 
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Egyptian Dynasty (e.g. Dever 1991; 1992; Weinstein 1992). This practice, 

however, started to be disputed in a series of international conferences and 

projects, first by the initiative of Paul Ästrom, with the Symposium “High, 

Middle or Low”, and later developed by Manfred Bietak, Hermann Hunger, and 

Walter Kutschera, in a special research project called “The Synchronisation of 

Civilisations in the Eastern Mediterranean in the Second millennium BC” (SCIEM, 

Åström 1987; Bietak 1991; Bietak and Czerny 2003; Bietak and Czerny 2007). The 

SCIEM project led to a general consensus over the Low Chronology, based on the 

excavations at Tell el-Dabᶜa as well as the Egyptian historical chronology, given 

by a convergence of genealogy/history and astronomy (Helck 1987; Kitchen 

2000; Hornung et al. 2006; Kitchen 2007). This conclusion was supported and 

implemented also by several Palestinian archaeologists (Maeir 2010: 127). 

However, this debate instigated further research, notably that conducted by F. 

Höflmayer, who has recently revisited SCIEM’s hypothesis on the MBA Levantine 

chronology (Höflmayer et al. 2016). 

The scholar argues that the High Chronology is, in the light of his new 

research, the most plausible option for the MBA Southern Levant. Höflmayer’s 

results are based on radiocarbon dates from Tell el-Dabᶜa, Tell el-ᶜAjjul, Tel 

Ifshar, Tel Kabri, Jericho, Tell el-Hayyat, and Tell el-Burak. These radiocarbon 

sequences, as originating from recent excavations, carried out with modern 

scientific methods, are considered by Höflmayer more reliable than previous 

samples. They have been examined with the use of a Bayesian model, which is 

accepted by many and used in Levantine radiocarbon dating, although not 

immune to criticism (Mazar 2011: 105). This higher chronology creates few issues 

in correlating the first part of the MBA with Egypt (for details, see Cohen). 

However, being a recent publication, it has not been fully debated yet. 

Therefore, this research will not entirely discard the previously used Low 

Chronology in favour of Höflmayer’s proposal. Besides, the change caused by the 

adoption of a High Chronology does not affect the whole LBA, but only the 

beginning of the period, and therefore does not affect the main issues analysed 

in the thesis. Its impact mostly affects the analysis of the earlier phases, 

witnessed especially at the site of Tell el-ᶜAjjul, which is examined in Chapter 6. 

For this reason, I will refer in the study to both the Low and High Chronologies, 

when appropriate, and I present both options in the table below. 
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Other problems concern the end of the LBA and its transition to the IA. 

Again, scholars have noticed several regional differences (Finkelstein and 

Piasetzky 2015). Numerous projects have collected 14C samples from different 

sites to establish the beginning of the IA and, most of all, the Iron I/IIA 

transition, which represents a moment of change in the material culture of the 

Southern Levant (for discussion, see Sharon et al. 2008; Boaretto 2015). The end 

of the LBA is important for this research as it corresponds to the withdrawal of 

Egypt from the Southern Levant, and the arrival of the so-called Sea People and 

the Philistines. This phase has been denominated in diverse ways by different 

authors. While Mazar prefers to call it Iron IA (Mazar 1992; 2011), others, among 

which Ussishkin, consider it to be part of the LB, calling it LB III (Ussishkin et al. 

2004; Ussishkin 2007; Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2011). Other scholars have 

proposed to name it the LB/IR transition (Sharon et al. 2008). In this research, I 

prefer to use LB III, instead of Iron IA, as it expresses the continuity with the 

previous period, especially with reference to Egyptian domination. The following 

period is here called Iron I, in contrast to some studies that use the term Iron IB 

(e.g. Mazar 2011: 105). 

The period has been usually dated according to three different schemes, 

corresponding to the High, Middle, and Low Philistine Chronologies, with the 

current debate mostly focused on the Middle or Low Chronologies (Killebrew 

2005: 232). An important study, particularly relevant for the Wadi Gaza area, is 

the radiocarbon analysis of samples from Qubur al-Walayda (see Chapter 4, 

Asscher et al. 2015). The samples are considered reliable, as they were 

extracted from three different locations of the site, each accompanied by a 

clear stratigraphic sequence with correlated archaeological materials. The 14C 

data has been analysed according to the Bayesian method (Asscher et al. 2015: 

91-94). According to Asscher, the middle Philistine chronology is to be preferred, 

and the end of the Egyptian domination and the transition to the IA are here 

dated around 1140–1095 B.C. In this research, therefore, because of this 

reliability of this radiocarbon dating, I have adopted the middle Philistine 

chronology. 

The chronology of Egypt is better defined, given that it is based on more 

solid archaeological and historical evidence. Studies have connected reign 

lengths of each pharaoh to absolute calendar dates associated to ancient 

astronomical observations and, more securely, radiocarbon dates. For this 
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research, I have used the recent radiocarbon analyses by Ramsey et al. 

combined with the chronology set down by Shaw, which is closer to the 14C dates 

for the NK (Shaw 2003; Ramsey et al. 2010).  

Finally, something needs to be said about the chronology of Cyprus. Even 

though the region is not central to this research, it is nonetheless of paramount 

importance in the exchange networks that involve Egypt and the Southern 

Levant during the Bronze Age. Moreover, its materials, and particularly pottery, 

are paramount for dating Levantine archaeological layers (see Chapter 4). As 

already stated for the Levant, also in Cyprus there are different regional 

chronological patterns for the second millennium B.C. For example, Manning has 

convincingly argued that the LC I originally commences in the northwest and 

only later can be detected in the western and the southern areas. The east, on 

the other hand, shows a lengthening of the MC culture, becoming “fully” LC only 

by the end of the western LC IB (Manning 2007: 121). However, there is a 

general agreement among scholars regarding their absolute dates. In the present 

research, I follow the chronologies proposed by Manning and Merrillees, which 

are based on radiocarbon and archaeological analyses (Manning et al. 2001; 

Merrillees 2002; 2009). 

Regarding the delineation of Cypriot phases, however, this research will 

follow the distinction proposed by A.B. Knapp, who differentiates a Prehistoric 

Bronze Age or PreBA (ca. 2700–1700/1650 BC) from the Protohistoric Bronze Age 

or ProBA (ca. 1650–1100 BC). This classification does not rely on the more 

commonly used Egyptian chronological divisions, but on developments taking 

place on Cyprus (Knapp 2008). 

The table below presents the absolute dates of the Levantine chronology 

for the second millennium B.C. and compares it to the other adopted 

chronologies for Egypt and Cyprus. 
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Period in 

the 

Southern 

Levant 

Egypt Cyprus 
High 

Chronology 

Low 

Chronology 

MB I 
MK: 12th 

Dynasty 
MC I-II 

2000/1900 – 

1850/1800 B.C. 

1900 - 1750 

B.C. 

MB II 12th, 13th, 14th MC III/ProBA 1 
1850/1800 – 

1700 B.C. 

1750 - 1650 

B.C.. 

MB III 

13th, 14th, SIP 

(15th 16th and 

17th) 

MC III-LC 

IA/ProBA 1 

1700 – 1600 

B.C. 

1650-

1540 B.C. 

LB IA 

SIP (15th 16th 

and 17th), NK 

18th 

LC IA-LC 

IB/ProBA 1 

1600 - 1479 

B.C. 

1540-1479 

B.C. 

LB IB 

NK: 18th 

Dynasty: 

Thutmose III - 

Amenhotep III 

LC IB (late)-LC 

IIA (early)/ 

ProBA 1/2 

1479-1400 B.C. 
1479-1400 

B.C. 

LB IIA 

NK: 18th 

Dynasty: 

Amenhotep IV - 

Horemheb 

LC II A (late)- 

IIC 

(early)/ProBA 2 

1400-

1330/1300 B.C. 

1400-1300 

B.C. 

LB IIB 
NK: 19th 

Dynasty 

LC IIC 

(late)/ProBA 3 

1330/1300-

1200/1150 B.C. 

1300-1200 

B.C. 

LB III 
20th Dynasty 

early 

LC IIIA/ ProBA 

3 

1200/1150-

1130 B.C. 

1200/1150-

1130 B.C. 

IA I 

20th Dynasty 

late, beginning 

21st Dynasty 

LC IIIB-CG 

IA/Early Iron 

Age 

1130–1050 B.C. 
1130–1050 

B.C 

Table 1.1.- Levantine chronologies (High and Low) and proposed synchronisation with 
Egypt and Cyprus 
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2.5 Sir William Matthew Flinders Petrie: achievements and 

limitations 

Any study of the Wadi Gaza area cannot be carried out without using the 

material excavated and published by one of the pioneers of Near Eastern 

archaeology, Sir William Matthew Flinders Petrie. Petrie was an Egyptologist and 

holder of the Edward Chair of Egyptology at UCL from 1892 until 1934. Most of 

his archaeological excavations were carried out in Egypt on behalf of the Egypt 

Exploration Fund initially and, later, of the British School of Archaeology in 

Egypt, which he founded and based at University College London. Petrie’s 

eminence amongst his fellow scholars is justified by his ground-breaking 

archaeological theories which, however, he did not always successfully translate 

into practice. Because of this divergence, as well as the sheer amount of 

material he excavated, Petrie has been at the centre of any archaeological 

discussion on the Wadi Gaza, with a few disagreements on the level of reliability 

of his data. Therefore, it is a priority to address such issues at the beginning of 

the thesis, review Petrie’s methodology, and discuss how to overcome any 

potential bias introduced by the use of his work. 

Petrie’s method can be determined by a study of the vast dataset the 

scholar left behind, which is composed of his well-known excavation reports and 

accounts (Petrie 1907; Petrie 1928; Petrie 1930; 1931; William Matthew Flinders 

Petrie 1932; W. M. F. Petrie 1932; Petrie 1933; 1934; Petrie et al. 1952), as well 

as his unpublished material. The latter include photographs, field notebooks, 

tomb cards, and letters, for the most part held in the archives of the Palestine 

Exploration Fund and the Institute of Archaeology, UCL (Drower 2004; Sparks and 

Ucko 2007: 14). Also useful for studying Petrie’s approach, as well as for 

research like the present thesis which uses his work, is the excavated material, 

partially kept at UCL or in other museums in the UK, and only in part stored in 

Israel and Palestine. Indeed, Petrie used to fund his excavations by accepting 

donations from museums, granted in exchange for some of his finds. For this 

reason, the assemblage of material from Petrie’s excavations is scattered among 

several locations between Europe and the Middle East. Therefore, this research 

has been based on my examination of most of the archival data and 

archaeological remains kept in the different locations, which together can allow 

a sound understanding of Petrie’s methodology. 
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As mentioned above, a large part of Petrie’s archaeological career was 

spent in Egypt. However, in 1890 he was forced by the political situation in 

Egypt to suspend his excavations in the region and decided, therefore, to 

investigate the neighbouring area of Palestine. His first work here was at Tell el-

Hesi, in the south-eastern coastal plain. The finds from this first excavation in 

the Southern Levant are possibly what later motivated him to resume exploring 

the region a few years later in order to establish a pottery sequence (Drower 

1995: 161). It was at this site that he started a seriation of Canaanite pottery 

types, gathering them into sets, each one including a variety of shapes, before 

sending them to different museums and scholars in Israel, Palestine, and Europe. 

Petrie was indeed convinced of the importance of pottery for the correct 

interpretation of Tell el-Hesi (William Matthew Flinders Petrie 1932: 117). His 

approach to archaeological objects was revolutionary, especially with regards to 

pottery. He realised the importance of all artefacts, therefore not limiting the 

recording and keeping of finds only to precious or attractive objects, as was 

usual at the time. He instead realised that all artefacts, and pottery in 

particular, were essential for chronological purposes as well as for cultural 

considerations (Sparks 2013: 145). His work eventually led to the creation of the 

first pottery catalogue for the region (Duncan et al. 1930). However, this aspect 

brought some limitations as well to Petrie’s recording method. As he was 

particularly interested in types not already known or recorded by previous 

studies, he only recorded the “addition to the corpus” (i.e. Duncan’s “Corpus of 

Palestinian pottery”). Altogether, however, the scholar can be considered one of 

the founders of typological studies, and his contribution to modern knowledge of 

Canaanite pottery is of paramount importance. 

Petrie’s methodological achievements are not limited to artefact 

recording. The scholar was the first to introduce a more meticulous approach to 

excavation, even though his system is far from modern scientific methods. 

Formed in Egypt, his method consisted in removing strips of soil until he 

recognised a mudbrick wall. Using the identified architecture, he then cleared 

out the fill from each room, exposing the structures in their entirety. He would 

then transfer the fill to a previously emptied room, leaving the walls well in 

evidence in order to be recorded in plan and studied (Sparks 2007: 5). However, 

this methodology could not be easily applied to Palestine where, at Tell el-Hesi, 

Petrie encountered his first multi-phase site. This meant that he had to destroy 
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previously recognised structures in order to expose the following ones. For this 

reason, the scholar developed a method that may be considered one of the 

precursors of modern stratigraphy (Petrie 1904; Harris 2014: 9). He realised that, 

if he wanted to reveal the history of the town, he had to record all the different 

layers of the mound in sequence. However, this pioneering approach remained 

unrefined, and Petrie based any stratigraphic distinction on recognised 

architectural layers only. Many contexts, therefore, went undetected, especially 

in areas lacking any structures. He also believed that the absolute height of the 

structure was related to its chronology. He did not distinguish between 

foundation, use, and destruction layers. Furthermore, as he was developing the 

method while excavating, he was often changing opinion and editing his records, 

causing some of his early notes to be less reliable. This occurrence however 

decreases in time, making his last excavated sites in Palestine more dependable 

than Tell el-Hesi. 

After this excavation, indeed, Petrie did not go back to Palestine for over 

30 years. During this gap, he continued excavating in Egypt, where he became 

familiar with the Hyksos culture of the Delta through the excavation of notable 

sites such as Tell el-Yahudiye. In 1926 he went back to the Southern Levant, now 

under the aegis of the British School of Archaeology. Here, he decided to 

investigate sites in the Wadi Gaza area, where he believed he had found the 

same Hyksos culture recognised in Egypt. He explored the sites of Tell Jemmeh 

(1926-1927), Tell el-Farᶜah (1927-1930), and Tell el-ᶜAjjul (1930-1934, 1938). 

Each expedition lasted approximately six months, running from November-

December until May (Sparks 2007: 2). 

In these new excavations, Petrie added another element to his 

methodology, his characteristic numbering system. He used letters to name each 

recognised phase in each different area, using double letters when the 

excavated extension became too large (AA, AB, etc). At tell el Ajjul he refined 

his method, and started using the first letter to define an area and the second or 

third letter to name the locus within each area. He labelled finds using the same 

system, marking the objects with the initials of the site, the relevant letters, 

and a number representing the height (in inches) of the finding spot. This 

reference proved extremely useful considering the vicissitudes of the collection, 

moved over the time to different buildings across London (Sparks and Ucko 2007: 

19). It was only in his last season at Ajjul in 1938 that he started using a grid 
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system (Sparks 2007: 7). For the cemeteries, he named each cemetery with a 

number in hundreds (e.g. Cemetery 1500) and then each tomb with an individual 

number within the same sequence (e.g. Tomb 1501, 1502, etc). The recording 

system was the same used in Egypt, with the use of precompiled tomb cards, 

where dimensions, type, and content of the burial were recorded. 

Unfortunately, the same method was not applied to other contexts, making 

burials some of the most trustworthy recorded contexts from Petrie’s 

excavations. 

An additional issue endangering the reliability of Petrie’s accounts is 

caused by the way he managed his workers. These were usually hired in place, 

and operated sometimes with little supervision, therefore often ignoring 

numerous archaeological features. Moreover, the system used to pay them 

affected the way they worked.  While sometimes they were paid a daily fee, 

other times they were remunerated for the amount of soil they removed or for 

the quantity of objects they found (the so called bakshish system). Some objects 

were considered more valuable, including scarabs, decorated sherds, bronze 

tools and weapons, and balance weights (Sparks 2013: 149-50). This caused, as it 

will be clear by the analysis in the next few chapters, a bias in the available 

records, which needs to be considered and assessed. The bakshish system causes 

indeed two main issues. The first one is the presence of a number of artefacts 

with no records of their context. According to Sparks, less than 10% of finds from 

Tell el-Farᶜah have a partial or no context, while this figure increases to almost 

30% for Jemmeh. The number is quite variable for Tell el-ᶜAjjul, where it 

depends on the expedition. While it is comparatively high in the first year (more 

than 50%), it goes down to about 8% by the last year (Sparks 2013: fig. 5). The 

second one is the greater occurrence of “valuable” materials than lowly paid 

objects, for instance painted pottery over plain wares. This issue is particularly 

attested at Tell el-ᶜAjjul, as will be analysed in Chapter 5. 

All these issues have sometimes led scholars to dismiss the entirety of 

Petrie’s finds, arguing that the dataset is not reliable enough to be used in any 

scientific account (e.g. Killebrew 2005). However, I do not believe it necessary 

to discard the vast amount of information provided by the scholar. It is instead 

possible to provide a tailored approach to the study of these excavations, thus 

overcoming the bias produced by these records. Several studies have been 

carried out and helped develop a solid methodology for this purpose. For 
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example, some authors attempted to revise Petrie’s stratigraphy to adapt it to 

modern archaeology. The first one was Kenyon, who did it for Jemmeh as 

recorded by UCL, when she was curator there (Sparks 2007: 8). In my opinion, it 

is not reasonable to adapt stratigraphy to a site excavated and recorded with 

such a different approach. However, it is possible to integrate Petrie’s data with 

new excavations. This is what the new expeditions at Tell Jemmeh and Tell el-

ᶜAjjul attempted to do, connecting Petrie’s layer with one or usually more 

recognised layers (Fischer 2003b; Ben-Shlomo and Van Beek 2014). This research 

will therefore take into account such considerations. Other scholars, for instance 

C. Bergoffen, have designed other methods to improve the reliability of Petrie’s 

stratigraphy, based on the reading of his plans and the recorded levels of each 

structure and artefact. This method, also partially employed in this research, is 

outlined in more detail in Chapter 5.2, together with the specific challenges 

posed by the site of Tell el-ᶜAjjul. As for the partiality of the recorded finds, the 

method employed in this research will minimise the impact of this factor by 

employing a qualitative over a quantitative approach. 

As will become clear from the remainder of this thesis, the data recorded 

by Petrie constitutes an invaluable resource for an understanding of the Wadi 

Gaza area. Therefore, even though there is a potential bias in dealing with 

Petrie’s material there are methods which can be employed to reduce such bias, 

as the next chapter will outline more in detail. 

 

2.6 Conclusions: towards a new approach on Egyptian imperialism 

The research background presented in this chapter has clearly shown that 

the topic of Egyptian imperialism in the Southern Levant during the 2nd 

millennium B.C. is in need of major revision. Previous studies have relied too 

much on historical sources and have not exploited fully the potential of the 

archaeological data. Moreover, while many studies have noticed the presence of 

specific regional patterns, few have proposed an in-depth analysis of a single 

region, as this study does with the Wadi Gaza. The choice of this area is even 

more compelling when considering the current state of archaeological research 

in the region, which has been halted by several conflicts in the modern era, 

especially in the Gaza Strip. The impossibility of studying the region 

archaeologically first-hand, and the loss of material, urges the academic 
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community to find a way to use the material already available from previous 

excavations, combined with a new approach.  

The next chapter, therefore, will present the theoretical background and 

methodological approach proposed in this research, tailored to the dataset and 

the issues here described. 
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3 Culture contact: old theories and new avenues for research 

3.1 Introduction 

Human societies have never existed without interacting with each other, 

either in a conflicting or peaceful manner. Every group is naturally in need of 

knowing and facing diverse human communities, on ontological grounds as well 

as for practical reasons. The desire to control land boundaries, the need to 

exchange raw materials or to obtain refined products are some of the main 

reasons behind contacts between cultures. Scholars have proposed a vast range 

of definitions for these relations. “Culture contact”, as it has been often 

defined, has been described as continued and direct exchange between 

members of different societies with diverse identities, characterised by the 

desire to control that interaction (Cusick 1998b: 4; Urban and Schortman 1998: 

102; Gosden 2004: 4-5). This complex and essential process could be the key for 

understanding the social, economic, political, and ideological patterns of the 

societies involved in the contact, and therefore it needs a solid theoretical and 

methodological approach to be analysed. 

Studies in the archaeology of the Southern Levant, however, have not 

typically engaged with the contemporary theoretical debate which is distinctive 

of other archaeological fields. Levantine archaeologists have instead opted for 

either a textual oriented approach (see Chapter 1) or, regrettably, the adoption 

of general common sense (Johnson 2010: 1-11). Issues connected to ethnicity, 

identity, and culture contact have been mostly analysed through the lens of 

typological studies, explaining culture change in the light of the shifting 

appearance of pottery or other diagnostic materials. Quite the opposite holds 

true for the neighbouring archaeology of the Mediterranean, where the 

theoretical debate has been intense and productive (see below). 

This chapter will therefore present an overview of the previous 

approaches used when dealing with culture contact both in Southern Levantine 

contexts as elsewhere in the archaeology of the Mediterranean. It will present 

three main frameworks that gained popularity in the past few decades: 

acculturation theory, World System theory, and postcolonial studies. This study 

will particularly focus on the latter. I will present the major arguments in 

support of it, as well as the criticisms, and finally I will explain how this 

framework will be used in the present thesis. 
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3.2 Acculturation Theory 

Acculturation theory was originally developed in the context of the late 

19th century colonial ideology in America. It belongs to the anti-immigrant 

tendencies developed at the time, which argued that Native Americans and 

immigrants had to be raised into the fold of progress (Cusick 1998a: 127-28). The 

movement was largely influenced by the contemporary socio-political 

environment and motivated by the imperialistic desire of a capitalistic 

development. Seeking for a strategy for a successful acculturation, governments 

used the first theorists of culture contact as consultants, as was the case, for 

example, with Indian reservations or Japanese American relocation camps during 

World War II (Cusick 1998a: 134; Dietler 2010: 47). 

The movement was more coherently formulated between the 1930s and 

1950s and it accounts, among its most influential scholars, B. Malinowski and M. 

Herskovits (Malinowski 1923; M. J. Herskovits 1937). Their theories were then 

further developed in the 1960s as an anthropological and sociological model. 

Studies focused on culture changes in small scale societies as they came into 

contact with politically and economically dominant European and American 

states (Foster 1960; Spicer 1962). According to acculturation theory, the smaller 

and less powerful society in the relation undergoes major changes and loses its 

cultural distinctiveness as a result of the contact (Urban and Schortman 1998: 

102). In this view, the agency is therefore completely retained by the biggest 

and most powerful society, which decides the kind of contact to establish and 

bears change to the subjugated societies. The individuality of the latter has no 

weight in the contact, which is therefore interpreted as a one-way experience. 

Acculturation theory has been mostly abandoned in contemporary studies, 

with scholars recognising its limitations. The main problem is its restrictive view 

of Western groups as more advanced than non-Western societies. These were 

considered inferior groups, described as “traditional” or “primitive”, and 

characterised by a static culture, only altered as a result of the contact with 

Western societies (Powell 1882; Redfield et al. 1936; M. Herskovits 1937; 

Steward 1955). The agency of the subordinate group, consequently, was entirely 

denied, a feature that, in different forms, persisted in later theories as well (see 

below). Additionally, such changes were evaluated exclusively through the study 
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of cultural traits, represented by objects or techniques, which were transferred 

from the dominant to the subjugated culture (Dietler 2010: 47). Similar 

approaches, as above mentioned, have largely prevailed in the archaeology of 

the Southern Levant.  

Nevertheless, even considering all the flaws of this approach, 

acculturation theory has played an important role in the history of culture 

contact studies. In some cases, it led to the publication of useful reference 

material – catalogues of pottery and objects – and it generally contributed to 

stress the importance of cultural interactions in archaeological studies. 

However, recognising culture change only through the alterations in material 

culture can provide misleading narratives, as exemplified by the mistaken 

equation pottery = people (Kramer 1977) . The understanding of this major flaw 

of acculturation studies led the scholarly community to abandon this approach 

and to the formulation of the World System Theory. 

 

3.3 World System Theory 

World System Theory was developed during the 1970s, after I. 

Wallerstein’s publication of The Modern World System (Wallerstein 1974), and 

then applied to archaeological and historical interpretations with various 

alterations. According to Wallerstein’s original version, the modern world could 

not be perceived in isolation: it consisted of an interconnected and 

interdependent economic system. Therefore, its political and economic 

developments could only be understood on a the larger scale (Wallerstein 1974: 

15). In this view, a World System develops when different autonomous polities, 

called “minisystems”, develop a net of interactions between each other, mainly 

through trade. Based on the initial differences in the distribution of population, 

resources, and technology, certain states become more powerful than others. 

This determines the formation of a “multipolity”, a system composed of a core, 

a semi-periphery and a periphery, which differ in their degree of political 

centralisation, organisation of labour, and main products (Wallerstein 1974: 38). 

Even though this approach has been widely employed in archaeology, its 

original formulation has received several critiques. A central problem is its 

tendency to dichotomise core versus peripheral zones. Relations between the 

two remind of earlier acculturation themes, where the agency of the peripheries 
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is limited or denied, while the core is the only agent of the relationship (Urban 

and Schortman 1998: 106-07; Sherratt 2009: 9). Likewise, critics condemned its 

exclusive perception of interactions according to a capitalistic model, where 

exchanges are only related to food materials (Bell 2006). 

Aware of these weak points in the theory, C. Chase-Dunn and T. Hall 

proposed an adjusted model. They provided a wider definition of World System 

that would not be confined to the capitalistic model, and argued that other 

forms of trade could be considered in this framework, such as exchange in 

prestige goods, warfare, and political symbolism (Chase-Dunn 1993: 855, 62-63). 

They therefore define their theory a “World System Perspective”, moving away 

from Wallerstein’s original model. However, even this more moderate view has 

been subjected to various criticisms. Parkinson and Galaty, for example, believe 

it to be too broad, therefore losing the descriptive and explanatory power of 

Wallerstein’s model (Sherratt 2009: 9). According to Stein, instead, the 

application of a world-system theory to non-capitalist, pre-fifteenth-century 

societies distorts our understanding of developmental change by 

overemphasizing the role of external over internal dynamics (Stein 1999: 26). 

Most importantly, as argued in this research, a World System approach, even 

when adopting the loose framework proposed by Chase-Dunn and Hall, still 

minimizes the role of “peripheries”, as well as their social groups and individuals 

(Lightfood and Martinez ; Dietler 1998: 299). 

World System theory, nonetheless, has been accepted and used by several 

scholars, especially in research on Mediterranean trade (e.g. Rice 1998; Bell 

2006; Kardulias 2009; Sherratt 2009). Other studies have employed a World 

System framework not only in the case of commercial exchanges, but also in 

situations of imperial interactions, aiming to understand the economy, political 

structure, and process of imperial formation and collapse (Sinopoli 1995: 4). In 

relevance to the present research, various scholars have stressed the importance 

of economic processes to understand the history and social changes of Egyptian 

imperialism in the Southern Levant (Liverani 1988; Higginbotham 2000; Killebrew 

2005; Flammini 2010; Cohen 2016). Extremely influential was the study by C. 

Higginbotham, according to whom Egyptian and Egyptian-style artefacts in the 

LBA Southern Levant can be explained as a result either of direct Egyptian rule 

and presence or of local elite emulation (Higginbotham 2000: 10-16). 

Higginbotham argued that LBA Palestine presented a mixed administrative 
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system, where, in addition to a limited Egyptian presence, local princes 

remained in charge of their polities. The latter, located as they were at the 

periphery of Egyptian civilization, would have selected and incorporated 

Egyptian material culture and styles into their own cultural repertoires for the 

purpose of garnering local social capital (Higginbotham 2000: 141-42). Similar 

conclusions are reached by Flammini, though in the earlier context of MBA 

relations between Egypt and the Levant. According to the scholar, the Canaanite 

MBA elite belongs to a periphery, opposed to the Egyptian core. Therefore, the 

material culture of MBA Levant can be explained, in the light of this 

relationship, as a phenomenon of elite emulation (Flammini 2010). Also in 

partial agreement with Higginbotham is Killebrew, who defines the Egyptian 

presence in the LBA Palestine as an “administrative” imperialism. Archaeological 

evidence – from this perspective – is mainly used to identify the administrative 

and military presence of the dominant power (Killebrew 2005: 81-83). 

These approaches, especially if compared to the previous textual driven 

interpretations (see Chapter 1), have the merit to return analytical emphasis, at 

least in part, to the archaeological record. Furthermore, they succeed in 

bringing the attention to cultural and social interactions. However, the main 

problem common to the above approaches is that they fail – by and large – to 

acknowledge the complexities of a cultural or imperial encounter. They are 

focused too intently on the dominant power and, therefore, result in a partial 

and incomplete account and analysis of available archaeological data. In the 

case of the Egyptian domination in the Levant, in particular, this approach still 

reproduces, as those textual-focused interpretations, the Egyptian imperial 

narrative, only from a different, i.e. material, perspective. 

The context of an imperial encounter, however, is extremely complex and 

cannot be only exemplified by a rigid dichotomy. While it is indeed 

characterised by an asymmetry of power at an administrative level, it is 

important to remark that not every context is affected by the imperial situation, 

and everyday life goes on with limited interactions with the imperial structure 

(Khatchadourian 2016). In understanding this complexity, most archaeological 

approaches to empire and colonialism have long moved away from the 

acculturation models that underlie notions such as ‘Romanization’ or 

‘Hellenization’ (e.g. Droysen 1843; Haverfield 1915; for discussion, see Woolf 

2000). On the contrary, research on Egyptian imperialism still largely insists 
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retaining ‘Egyptianization’ as a valid model of cultural change. In the attempt to 

acknowledge the complexity of the encounter between Egypt and the Southern 

Levant, I will now present a third approach to the study of culture contacts, 

represented by postcolonial studies. This is the framework adopted in the 

present thesis and, therefore, the next few sections, after presenting an outline 

of the main theories, will analyse the reasons for this choice and how this 

approach will be employed in the research. 

 

3.4 Postcolonial studies 

As the critiques to World Systems increased from the later 1990s onwards, 

new perspectives and methodologies started to be proposed by scholars looking 

for a more flexible way of studying local histories within larger scale processes. 

An emphasis on the local milieu and on the individual is the main characteristic 

of these approaches, which focus on indigenous agency and recognise the roles 

of both locals and foreigners in bringing about cultural change as the result of 

their encounter. These approaches have been grouped under the label of 

“postcolonial” studies. 

There have been different uses of the term, which has been sometimes 

written with a hyphen and others as one word. Generally, “post-colonial” is 

referred to the period after colonialism: it has been used by economists, 

political scientists, and anthropologists dealing with the events following the 

colonisation of Third World countries by western authorities. The use of the 

term as one word, on the other hand, has been employed by academics when 

dealing with the theoretical approach that goes beyond colonialism, not only 

chronologically but mostly ideologically (van Dommelen 2006: 104). 

The origins of postcolonial studies have to be sought in the critique of 

colonial approaches expressed by E. Said in Orientalism (Said 1979). Colonial 

studies, based on notions of race, unchangeable ethnicity, fixed nationality and 

language, were indeed employed even in archaeological research as a tool for 

controlling and justifying the western possessions through the establishment of a 

link with the past (Trigger 1989: 74). On the other hand, postcolonial approaches 

were characterised since the beginning by the attention to the issue of shifting 

boundaries and fluid identities, and to the continuous blending nature of colonial 

societies, carefully avoiding binary categories (van Dommelen 1997: 308-09; 
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Dietler 2010: 50; Knapp 2010: 194-95; van Dommelen and Knapp 2010: 4). 

According to these approaches, the meeting of different cultures leads to the 

creation of new cultures, in a creative process distinguished by fluidity, 

ambiguity, and ambivalence, and by the adoption and rejection of foreign 

materials and practices (van Dommelen 2002: 129; Knapp and van Dommelen 

2008: 31). Culture is in fact a fluid entity, constantly changing in response to 

both external and internal factors (Hodos 2010: 15). The fluidity of culture, 

in a context of contact, permits the creation of different identities that are not 

just a simple combination of the local and colonial cultures, but entirely new 

entities (Knapp 2008: 47). In this conception, contact between cultures can be 

defined as a cultural encounter, in agreement with Stein, where both colonisers 

and colonised played an important role in the definition of their identities (Stein 

2005: 17). 

A postcolonial perspective therefore provides us with the opportunity to 

re-empower those traditionally envisaged as passive in the context of imperial or 

colonial encounters (Given 2004: 13), and offer a more balanced perspective to 

the interpretation of archaeological evidence from imperial and colonial 

situations. The connection of postcolonial approaches and archaeology, in 

particular with material culture studies, is fairly recent, but it has been 

encouraged as a productive analytical tool (van Dommelen 2006: 120). Such 

approaches have already been employed, for instance, in the study of colonial 

encounters in the western Mediterranean (e.g. Delgado and Ferrer 2007; Counts 

2008; Vives-Ferrándiz 2008; Ioannis Voskos and A. Bernard Knapp 2008; Van 

Dommelen 2012). Only a small number of scholars, by contrast, have employed 

this theoretical framework for the interpretation of the ancient Levant, and they 

have done so exclusively with regards to cultural transformations taking place in 

the first millennium B.C. (Hitchcock and Maeir 2013; Bunimovitz and Lederman 

2015). 

The application of a postcolonial perspective to the LBA Southern Levant, 

nevertheless, makes it possible to consider the inhabitants of Palestine as active 

participants with an effective role in constituting the LBA society. This allows us 

to focus our attention on what happens during and as a result of imperial 

encounters, on the cultural negotiations that take place between imperial and 

local agents, and on the ongoing, creative co-production of new and varyingly 

shared cultural norms and traditions (van Dommelen 2006: 137; Ioannis Voskos 
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and A. Bernard Knapp 2008: 661; Tırpan 2013: 471). This continuous and mutual 

process is known as hybridisation, which can be defined as the ambivalence 

produced by the encounter of cultural differences in a colonial context (Bhabha 

1994: 110; van Dommelen 1997: 309; Silliman 2013: 493). 

The concept of hybridity has been originally developed by M. Bakhtin as a 

linguistic model (Bakhtin 1981: 305), but it was H.K. Bhabha who later applied it 

to colonial contexts (Bhabha 1994). Bhabha describes hybridity as a process that 

reverses the structures of the colonial authority and that can be addressed as a 

practice of appropriation and resistance. The author expanded this view to 

create the so-called “third space”, where the mixed cultural formation is 

theoretically located and thus can be analysed (Bhabha 1994: 38). Postcolonial 

studies in archaeology have brought the concept to new light, also thanks to a 

discussion on its terminology. In particular, Van Dommelen has pointed out that 

the term “hybridity” has little analytical strength. This word refers to the 

observation of different objects combined and, therefore, does not improve our 

understanding of the entire context. Conversely, the term “hybridisation” is 

better suited an succeeds to provide a conceptual tool, describing the process 

underlying the cultural mixture and helping to define the effect of mixed 

cultural practices and material culture (van Dommelen 2006: 119). It is for the 

first time with B. Knapp and I. Voskos that the terminology has been completely 

detached from the constraint of a colonial dominance. The authors stress that in 

different cases of cultural encounter, all the cultures involved contribute to the 

shaping of the hybridised cultures (Knapp 2008: 57-61; Ioannis Voskos and A. 

Bernard Knapp 2008: 661). 

Postcolonial approaches, nevertheless, have not been exempt from 

critiques. Among them are the tendency to deal in a homogeneous way with 

colonial encounters, to neglect the material aspect of colonialism, and to stress 

too much subjectivity – denying any real scientific objectivity (Young 2003: 3). 

They have also been criticised for their excessive tendency to focus on local 

contexts, paying less attention to general models (Turner 1995: 204; Dirlik 1998; 

Parry 2004; Gosden 2012: 241-43, 52). The use of the concepts of 

hybridity/hybridisation, in particular, has been accused of perceiving cultural 

stasis as the default condition and of conceiving a pre-existing state of ‘purity’ 

(Silliman 2013: 491). Particularly critical of the concept is P.W. Stockhammer, 

who argues that archaeologists tend to perceive as hybrid all those objects 
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which seem to resist classification within predefined taxonomies (Stockhammer 

2012: 46; 2013: 11). 

As a result, several scholars have proposed alternative designations to 

hybridisation, for example creolization, mestizaje, syncretism, appropriation, or 

entanglement (Webster 2001; Hahn 2004: 220-24; Stewart 2011: 50; Hodder 

2012; Stockhammer 2012: 49-51; Bader 2013: 260-62). However, the concept 

here supported is wider than what Stockhammer and others attack. Especially in 

the light of van Dommelen’s terminology, hybridisation is not just limited to 

objects, and certainly not only to those who do not clearly classify in 

predetermined typologies. In archaeological terms, hybridization is visible in 

products, but also in practices and traditions displaying features belonging to 

both the indigenous and the colonising cultures. These are the outcomes of a 

constant negotiation between the two cultures, marked by both acceptance and 

resistance to different materials and practices (Given 2004: 163). 

Another major critique to postcolonial studies is the importance given to 

individual agency. As above mentioned, one of the aims of postcolonial theory is 

to re-empower the colonised in the analytical literature, giving them 

individuality, choice, and an active role in society with agency theory (Given 

2004, 13). Social agents have been humanised to become socially embedded 

people, while the structures in which they live and those they create have 

started to be viewed in a more dialectic relationship (Giddens and Dallmayr 

1982; Bourdieu 1986; Garfinkel 1991). The main critiques to this concept, not 

just limited to postcolonial approaches, are the difficulty of detecting agency in 

archaeology – especially in pre-historic contexts – the  risk of projecting modern 

ideas into past cultures, and the actual capacity of people to act outside the 

limits of their social structure (Dobres and Robb 2000: 13; Jones 2010; Barrett 

2012: 61). In postcolonial studies, however, there is no purpose to invoke a wide 

concept of agency, where indeterminacy and intentionality lead the 

interpretation. At the same time, postcolonial agency is not limited to the 

economic sphere, as it was in structuralist approaches. The intention is instead 

to grasp a more complete picture of human needs, ambitions, and desires as 

mechanisms for promoting social change (Given 2004: 13-15). 

Analysing the archaeological evidence through the lens of hybridisation, 

therefore, allows us to understand how hybrid cultures are generated and 

develop (van Dommelen 2006: 119). In the imperial context of LBA Palestine, 
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this framework permits us to overcome previous unidirectional approaches, only 

stressing the agency of the Egyptian culture. It discloses a different meaning of 

the hybridised material culture itself and of the relationship between the people 

behind it. 

In this study, therefore, I employ a postcolonial approach to the study of 

the imperial encounter between Egypt and the Southern Levant in the second 

half of the 2nd millennium B.C. This approach, and the concept of hybridisation 

more specifically, can be fruitfully employed to shed a new and more nuanced 

light on Egyptian-Levantine imperial relationships. Before turning to the analysis 

of the archaeological evidence, I will present in the next section how I will apply 

this framework to my research. 

 

3.5 A material culture approach 

The postcolonial framework, as above examined, provides suitable tools 

to analyse different situations of cultural encounter and, more specifically, the 

imperial relation here analysed. The research will explore traces of hybridisation 

in the Southern Canaanite area, the so-called Wadi Gaza. The analysis will start 

on a regional scale and will then move on to a local scale with the study of two 

selected sites, Tell el-ᶜAjjul and Tell el-Farᶜah. The reasons for this choice have 

been outlined in Chapter 2 and will be explained in more detail in Chapters 4-6. 

For every case study, including the regional analysis, this study will examine the 

physical and social contexts of consumption of material culture, which, as seen 

above, is vital for detecting the process of hybridisation. 

For every site the thesis will discuss the more significant archaeological 

evidence that bear traces of the hybridisation process between Egypt and the 

Wadi Gaza region. This research employs the main concepts of this approach 

through a contextual analysis of material culture. Indeed, it is solely through a 

grasp at the local context in which the above mentioned societies operated that 

we can appreciate hybridised materials and practices and understand the 

reasons behind their actions and perceptions (Jiménez 2011: 118; van Dommelen 

and Rowlands 2012: 22). 

Material culture is a meaningful tool in a context of cultural encounter, as 

it gives insights into the practices of the colonised, highlighting different beliefs 

and traditions (van Dommelen 2006: 112). In particular, it allows the 
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investigation of both extraordinary and routine practices (Bourdieu 1986: 52-65), 

the latter being typically absent from historical documents. Moreover, material 

culture facilitates the understanding of interactions between non-locals and 

indigenous groups, highlighting the contributions of each culture and stressing 

how objects are culturally redefined and used (Kopytoff 1986: 67-68; Comaroff 

and Comaroff 1991: 274-78; Thomas 1991: 205-06; van Dommelen and Rowlands 

2012: 22; Villing and Spataro 2015: 17). 

This research will examine different kinds of material evidence, but it will 

particularly focus on pottery remains. Ceramics are, more than any other class 

of materials, a great means for re-empowering the traditionally ‘passive’ groups, 

in line with the postcolonial concepts. Pots were used by every stratum of the 

population, for a variety of practices. They represent the agency of the Egyptian 

and Canaanite cultures, therefore providing a reliable dataset to study their 

active role in the negotiation of imperial relationships, while detecting 

processes of hybridisation. However, especially in the field of Levantine 

archaeology, pottery has been seen primarily as a chronological tool or as an 

ethnic marker, leading scholars to classify vessels in strict typologies loaded with 

excessive meaning. In the context of the Egyptian domination over the Levant, 

for instance, some influential pottery studies are M. Martin’s examination of 

Egyptian and Egyptian-style pottery in Levantine sites and A. Fantalkin’s study of 

coarse kitchen and household pottery. Both authors, however, tend to fall into 

those misleading practices, composing rigid categorisations and connecting 

absence or presence of specific types to an ethnicity or gender (Martin 2011: 

262; Fantalkin 2015). Even though their conclusions are not to be discarded, 

these approaches do not allow us to understand the more complex picture of 

human interactions occurred in this cultural encounter. In the present thesis 

there will be no attempt to compile a new typology of the wares analysed. The 

main interest here is not in categorising pottery through morphological or 

stylistic criteria, but to investigate practices and behaviours in a context of 

imperial encounter in the local milieu of the Wadi Gaza. Nevertheless, 

typologies, when theoretically oriented towards the solution of some specific 

research questions, can be useful, providing a good starting point to organize the 

material for future studies (Miller 1985: 10). In accordance with this last 

statement, it is considered important to have a typological reference as a 

ground for the study of vessels, devoid of any rigid application. A critical use of 
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typologies, for instance, could be beneficial for detecting wares that do not fit a 

given morphological structure, helping us define the materiality of the 

hybridisation process. 

As an alternative to these qualitative studies, ceramics have been 

examined using quantitative approaches, either in terms of pottery 

quantification or chemical and petrographic analyses. The problems of this 

approach, however, cannot be underestimated, especially when dealing with old 

excavations not organised according to scientific methodologies and aims, as it is 

the case of the sites here analysed. Sampling is a major issue, especially in 

Petrie’s excavations (see Chapter 1), though this is a general limitation of the 

archaeological context, which is intrinsically incomplete (Lis 2015: 104; Rice 

2015: 205-07). The contribution to knowledge of scientific analyses is not here 

disregarded. However, these have not been directly performed as part of this 

research and they will only be reported in the presence of existing studies 

corroborated by recognised publications. Residue analyses and petrography can 

indeed provide valuable information on the content of ceramic vessels or on 

their provenance and, therefore, help us analyse the function and usage of the 

assemblage. 

In general, however, this research opted for a different kind of qualitative 

approach, which belongs to the so-called performance-based life history 

approach (Schiffer 2010; Skibo 2013; Rice 2015). This method analyses the life 

story of the vessel: its production, its diverse uses through time, and its 

recontextualization. To this end it is particularly informative the concept of 

chaîne opératoire, which is defined as the procedures transforming raw 

materials into a finished product (Cresswell 1976: 13). The operational 

effectiveness of applying this approach to pottery studies has been clearly 

outlined by Roux (2016). The chaîne opératoire method allows us to identify the 

transmission of technological processes through the observation of procedural 

traditions within social groups (Roux 2016: 113). Also important for the aims of 

this research is the concept of behavioural chain. This focuses on the life of the 

artefact after its production, and therefore in connection to its various uses until 

its disposal (Skibo 2013: 8). In the situation of imperial encounter here 

examined, these two methods assume major significance, as they can support 

our understanding of the reasons and the modes in which different technologies 

and traditions were borrowed between the interacting cultures. As a result of 
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this, therefore, they can improve our comprehension of the role of this 

encounter in the reshaping of both cultures. 

Some successful attempts to implement this perspective are instead 

exemplified, for instance, by the study of IA cooking pots by Ben-Shlomo (Ben-

Shlomo et al. 2008). The use of pottery, and in general of material culture, 

applied by Ben-Shlomo and proposed in the present research draws upon the 

definition of habitus proposed by Bourdieu. This is the set of dispositions through 

which individuals act, reflecting all the intertwining identities in which they 

recognize themselves (Bourdieu 1986: 169-225). Vessels, as containers connected 

to food preparation and consumption, are an important indicator of these 

identities. Behaviours connected to food preparation and consumption are in a 

dialectic relationship with identity: the food that we eat is defined by our 

culture and at the same time it contributes to defining our belonging to a social 

group (Samuel 1999) (Samuel 1999: 121; Bray 2003; Orton and Hughes 2013: 227; 

Villing and Spataro 2015: 13). Foodways can drive change as well as encourage 

tradition and their alteration can be a result of cultural interactions (Goody 

1982: 33-39). Moreover, food is linked to status and wealth and, therefore, is an 

indicator of economic and social divisions. 

The act of eating and sharing food is in many cultures embedded with 

meaning, such as symbolic representations of social relations (Dietler 2001: 89). 

Meals cooked and served in specific occasions, like feasts, are different from 

those cooked in the everyday life. Feasts are distinguished by the kind of food 

prepared, the containers in which it is prepared and served, the place of 

consumption, plus some events (e.g. performance) that might have accompanied 

the meal (Green 2004: 205). The benefits of holding a feast have been described 

by various scholars, and include the strengthening of relationships between 

groups, the request of support, the creation and showcase of political power and 

control of goods on behalf of the elite (Hayden 2001) (Hayden 2001: 29-30). In 

contexts of imperial dominations, as the LBA Southern Levant, food was used by 

empires in feasting activities as a negotiation tool for relationships serving their 

political agenda (Bray 2003: 2). Pottery has therefore a specific and important 

social value for these elite, who, even if they could have afforded more 

luxurious and expensive containers, show a conspicuous use of plain pottery 

(Glatz 2015: 185). Therefore, the identification of food and drink consumption in 

this context, if positively connected to commensal activities, can shed light 
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on patterns of social interaction and the underlying cultural processes. These 

practices can give us an insight into the relationship between Egyptians and 

locals, their perception of their own cultural identity and of their way to relate 

to the otherness. 

In order to successfully gather this information from the archaeological 

evidence, I have personally analysed material from Wadi Gaza sites kept in 

different museums and collections of the UK. Most of these items belong to the 

UCL collection, with minor assemblages from the Manchester Museum, 

Ashmolean Museum, Boston Museum, British Museum, and The Hunterian, 

Glasgow. 

For all the observed items, I have taken photographs and recorded the 

main macroscopic observations (measurements, fabric colour and composition, 

firing and manufacture techniques, decoration). An important feature for the 

topic of this thesis was recognising the place of manufacture for the pottery. 

Especially with regards to pottery of Egyptian shape, it was paramount to 

understand whether these wares had been manufactured locally or had been 

imported from Egypt. In the remainder of the thesis, I will refer to the former as 

Egyptian-style wares, while the latter will be simply categorised as Egyptian 

wares. Even though I did not perform any petrographic analyses, previous studies 

on pottery, both imported and locally produced in the Southern Levant, have 

made it possible to make some comparisons (Martin 2011: 99-108). 

 The classification here used relies on previous studies, mostly by Mario 

Martin and the so-called Vienna system (Bourriau and Nordström 1993; Martin 

2011: 92). According to such system, Egyptian pottery can be broadly 

categorised into Nile clay and Marl clay shapes. Martin’s study on Egyptian 

pottery in the Southern Levant convincingly concluded that vessels in Nile clay 

shapes, used in Egypt as household wares, were locally produced in the Southern 

Levant using local clays. Conversely, Marl clay shapes, commonly employed as 

transport wares, were imported from Egypt (Martin 2011: 91). These conclusions 

were also attested in my visual examination of Egyptian and Egyptian-style 

pottery from the Wadi Gaza. Imports (i.e. Marl clays) were characterised by 

their fine calcareous clay. They present few organic inclusions but a wide range, 

in varied quantities and sizes, of mineral inclusions. Marl clay vessels are usually 

fired at high temperatures, resulting in a hard and compact sherd. On the other 

hand, local clays were used in a variety of pottery shapes which in Egypt are 
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usually manufactured using Nile clays. Local wares in the Wadi Gaza area are 

mostly produced in the same region, sometimes in the vicinity of the site 

(evidence of pottery making facilities have been investigated, for example, at 

Deir el-Balah, see Chapter 4). For the manufacture of these Egyptian-style 

vessels, potters used the same clay employed in the production of Canaanite 

pottery, although mixing it with significant amounts of straw. This feature, 

resulting in a porous ware, is visible to the naked eye and makes the vessel soft 

and fragile. This technology has been recognised by Martin as being functional to 

mass produced wares and, at the same time, typical of the Egyptian tradition, as 

attested in Nile clay wares as well (Martin 2011, 98). 

To sum up, material culture, and pottery in particular, will be a central 

focus of this research. All of this data will be examined in a diachronic 

perspective, aimed at detecting changes in the practices and materials of the 

Southern Levantine societies, stressing differences between the pre-imperial 

period, the MBA, and the following LBA. The gathered evidence will be used to 

build a more balanced narrative of the period under examination, identifying the 

social issues of Southern Palestine in the MBA/LBA transition and the relationship 

between Egyptians and locals. 

 

3.6 A new interpretative framework for Egyptian imperialism 

As above presented, theoretical frameworks on culture contact and, 

specifically, on Egyptian imperialism, have too often relied on the literal 

interpretation of written sources or on binary approaches, including 

acculturation or World System theories. Conversely, this research argues that an 

interpretative framework based on postcolonial concepts can provide a 

transformative perspective on the imperial encounter between Egypt and 

Palestine in the LBA. The key concept of hybridisation has been considered 

especially appropriate when dealing with the LBA Levantine society. It can help 

restore the agency of those traditionally envisaged as passive groups and gain a 

more nuanced understanding of the relationships between Egyptian and 

Canaanite people in the local context. 

The way to detect this process is through a contextual evaluation of the 

material culture. Pottery will be the main tool, though other kinds of 

archaeological evidence will be analysed as well, with a special focus on those 
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deemed as representative of the hybridisation process between the two 

cultures. The material will be examined with a critical reference to typologies 

and the current literature on the topic, in order to define their material and 

functional properties. The method of this examination will be a performance-

based life history approach, which focuses on the artefacts and their story, from 

production to disposal. Drawing upon the concepts of habitus, chaîne opératoire, 

and life stories, this research will move beyond typological classification and 

investigate the social and political meaning of pottery consumption. 

Having laid the ground of the selected theoretical and methodological 

frameworks, in the next three chapters this research will discuss the 

archaeological evidence from the Wadi Gaza area. It will begin with a regional 

scale analysis (Chapter 4) to then move on to a site assessment (Chapters 5 and 

6) and recognise how traces of hybridisation in these contexts can provide a 

more balanced account of the imperial relationship between Egypt and Palestine 

in the 2nd millennium B.C. 
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4 Settlement patterns and imperial encounter in the Wadi Gaza 

area 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses how the interaction of Egypt and Southern 

Palestine is reflected at a regional scale in the Wadi Gaza area. The region 

undergoes marked political changes in the MBA-LBA transition, which are 

revealed by a settlement analysis and an examination of the material culture of 

selected sites. Situating the archaeological evidence of these two periods within 

their socio-political and material context will help us assess the political and 

social changes that occurred as a result of the encounter between Egyptians and 

the local population in the LBA. 

The Wadi Gaza region has been selected for this study for two main 

reasons: its strategic position in the imperial conquest of the Southern Levant; 

and its relevance in the previous literature (see Chapter 1).  As a main node on 

the Egypt-Palestine highwayon the southern coast of Palestine, the area was of 

paramount importance to Egypt’s commercial, political, and military contacts 

with the rest of the Syro-Canaanite region. Its main LBA centre, Gaza, is also 

considered to be the endpoint of the way of Horus, the route along the 

Mediterranean through North Sinai, and a main stop on the Via Maris, connecting 

Egypt with Mesopotamia and the Northern Levant (Aharoni 1979: 42-43; D. A. 

Dorsey 1991: 59, map 1; Morris 2005: 49, note 78). 

As already mentioned in Chapter 2, the interpretation of written sources 

has played a dominant role in the reconstruction of the historical and socio-

political events of the Bronze Age Southern Levant. The Wadi Gaza area, in 

particular, has been central in studies of Egyptian imperialism in Palestine. Many 

scholars believe it to have been the seat of the Hyksos kingdom in the MBA 

Levant, attacked and conquered by the first pharaohs of the NK. This narrative is 

largely derived from the Egyptian texts of the early NK and the inscriptions and 

diplomatic correspondence of the LBA, presented in the previous chapter. As 

examined earlier, a new interpretation of this evidence, based on contextualised 

archaeological materials, is required to gain a balanced and evidence-based 

understanding of this imperial encounter. 
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This chapter, therefore, will provide an investigation of the 

archaeological remains from the main 2nd millennium published sites in the Wadi 

Gaza area. The evidence from these sites, considered at a macro-scale and in 

their socio-political context, will help determine the political organisation of the 

area and its changes from the MBA to the LBA. My analysis will stress the role of 

the imperial encounter between Egypt and the Levant in generating these shifts. 

However, in accordance with the postcolonial framework employed here, the 

discussion will focus on the creation of hybridised materials and on how the 

agency of Canaanite and Egyptian agents reshaped the LBA culture of the Wadi 

Gaza area. 

 

4.2 The Wadi Gaza area: the southernmost region of Canaan during MBA and 

LBA 

The Wadi Gaza region occupies a position of strategic importance on the 

southern coastal plain overlooking the Mediterranean (Figure 4.1). At least 14 

tells were inhabited during the Bronze Age: these are located along the banks of 

the Wadi Gaza, which springs from the Negev hills, and its main tributary, the 

Wadi Gerar. 

The area has been explored by several expeditions, mostly led by the 

British School of Archaeology in London and the Ben Gurion University of the 

Negev (Petrie 1928; Petrie 1930; 1931; W. M. F. Petrie 1932; Petrie 1933; 1934; 

Petrie et al. 1952; Oren 1972; Biran 1974; Oren and Mazar 1974; Dothan 1979b; 

Oren 1982; Seger 1983; Seger et al. 1990; Oren 1993; Clarke and Steel 2000; 

Fischer 2000; Fischer and Sadeq 2000; 2002; Fischer 2003b; Clarke et al. 2004; 

Steel and Clarke and et al. 2004; Dothan et al. 2010; Lehmann et al. 2010; Ben-

Shlomo 2012; Ben-Shlomo and Van Beek 2014). Unfortunately, much of this 

research has been affected by several levels of bias. From a regional point of 

view, the region lacks extensive surveys, resulting in the possible absence from 

the available records of several smaller sites. Only a few sites have been subject 

to extensive excavations and/or excavated using scientific methods (Table 4.1). 

Tell Jemmeh and Deir el-Balah represent the most modern examples, even 

though they were excavated between the 1970s and 1980s. Tell el-ᶜAjjul and 

Tell el-Farᶜah represent instead the oldest data available and their bias is 

discussed in Chapter 1. Another issue is represented by sites only published in 
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preliminary form, such as Tel Seraᶜ, Tel Haror, Tell Halif, and Qubur al-Walayda, 

the latter being excavated in recent years (2007-2010). Finally, some of the sites 

are only known through salvage excavations, preliminary soundings, or survey, 

and have been only partially published. 

   
Figure 4.1. Satellite view of the Wadi Gaza area with the 2nd millennium sites 

mentioned in this chapter 

 

This situation might create some bias in our analysis. However, as also discussed 

in Chapter 1 with regards to Petrie’s method, this data is still valuable and 

cannot be ignored in an analysis of the imperial relations between 2nd 
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millennium Palestine and Egypt. Bearing in mind this bias, which is typical of 

most archaeological studies, the available data, integrated with contextual 

information and analysed through the proposed methods (see Chapter 3), will 

allow us to address our designed research questions.  

 

4.3 Settlement analysis 

As discussed in an earlier chapter (see 2.2), the period of Egyptian 

imperialism has often been interpreted as an age of decline for the Southern 

Levant. Egyptian texts claiming the collapse of the MBA Levant have found 

confirmation in archaeological accounts of destruction and abandonment layers 

at several Canaanite sites (Dever 1987). Previous scholarship on the LBA 

Southern Levant, therefore, argued that many settlements were destroyed at 

the end of the MBA and abandoned for some period, while new settlements were 

rarely attested (see Chapter 1). The same has been said for the Gaza area: this 

was believed to be the southern line of defence of the Canaanite kingdoms, the 

“Reign of Sharuhen” (e.g. A. Kempinski 1992: 189; Oren 1997). It would have 

represented the main Hyksos stronghold in the Southern Levant, destroyed by 

the Egyptian army with most of its settlements at the end of the MBA (Kochavi 

1993: 936; Burdajewicz 2000: 31).  

However, an overview of settlements and population density shows that 

the decay proposed by previous scholarship might have been exaggerated or that 

past interpretations oversimplified a more complex process. It seems clear, 

instead, how different areas of the Southern Levant reacted differently to the 

political and social changes that occurred at the end of the MBA. In the next 

section, I will present the survey data from the Wadi Gaza region for the MBA 

and LBA periods, analysing their settlement pattern, size, and distribution. I will 

then compare the two periods and discuss some of the social and political 

implications gathered from the evidence. 
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Site Period of 

occupation 

MBA size 

(ha) 

LBA size 

(ha) 

References Available 

data 

Tel Haror MBA - LBA 16.2 1-3 Burke 2008: 

table 18 

Excavations 

Tell el-ᶜAjjul MB III - LBA 10 10 (LB I-

IIA), <1 

(end of the 

LBA) 

Jasmin 2006; 

Burke 2008: 

table 18 

Excavations 

Tell el-Farᶜah MBA - LBA 3.1 6.5 Jasmin 2006: 

176 

Excavations 

Tell Jemmeh MBA - LBA 4.9 4.9 Ben-Shlomo 

and Van Beek 

2014: 3 

Excavations 

Tell Seraᶜ MBA - LBA 1.5 2-3 Jasmin 2006: 

184 

Excavations 

Tell Ridan MBA - LBA 0.2 0.2 Biran 1974 Salvage 

excavations 

Tell Ali 

Muntar 

MBA-LBA >0.1 (0.01) >0.1 (0.01) Clarke and 

Steel 2000; 

Clarke et al. 

2004: 35 

Survey 

Ziqim MBA-LBA Unknown Unknown Clarke and 

Steel 1999: 

224 

Survey 

El-Moghraqa MBA (LBA?) Unknown abandoned Steel et al. 

2002 

Survey, 

soundings 

Gaza LBA? N/A 10-50 Clarke et al. 

2004: 31, 33; 

Jasmin 2006: 

176 

Soundings 

Deir el-Balah LBA N/A 4 Jasmin 2006: 

176 

Excavations 

Tell Halif LBA End of LB IB 1-3 Jasmin 2006: 

184 

Excavations 

Qubur al-

Walaida 

LB II N/A 0.4-1 Cohen 1978; 

Finkelstein 

1996a: 239 

Excavations 

Tel 

Maᶜaravim 

LB II N/A 0.2-0.3 Oren and 

Mazar 1974 

Soundings 

Table 4.1. Comparative table of the sites in the Wadi Gaza during the Second 
Millennium B.C.  
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4.3.1 Settlement analysis: the MBA 

The MBA Southern Levant has been designated as a large, integrated 

urban system (Bunimovitz 1993a: 146; Bunimovitz 1993b: 445; Bunimovitz 1995: 

323) centred around city-states (e.g. Dever 1987: 165; Bunimovitz 1993b; 

Na'aman 1997; Hasel 1998). However, the term city-state has attracted 

criticism, as it is an imprecise expression, used in a variety of different contexts, 

and with little explanatory value (Jasmin 2006b: 162; Burke 2008: 119-21). 

Borrowed from modern studies on Greek poleis, the term assumes the presence 

of an independent city government and is more suitable in accounts of the IA 

Levantine administration than the Bronze Age system (Liverani 1996: 251; 

Liverani 2002). For this reason, I will use alternative terms, for instance small 

kingdoms or polities, to define the political and territorial entities of the 

Canaanite Bronze Age landscape (Ilan 1995: 305; Liverani 2002). 

In the Wadi Gaza area, 9 sites with remains dated to the MBA have been 

distinguished. Excavation data are available for the sites of Tel Haror (Oren 

1982; Oren 1993), Tell el-ᶜAjjul (Petrie 1931; W. M. F. Petrie 1932; Petrie 1933; 

1934; Petrie et al. 1952), Tell el-Farᶜah (Petrie 1930; Macdonald et al. 1932; 

Starkey and Harding 1932), Tell Jemmeh (Petrie 1928), and Tel Seraᶜ (Oren 1972; 

Oren 1982). Some preliminary soundings have been performed at the site of El-

Moghraqa Steel and Clarke and et al. 2004:  and salvage excavations at Tell 

Ridan (Biran 1974). The two sites of Tell Ali Muntar and Ziqim are only known 

from survey (Clarke and Steel 1999; 2000; Clarke et al. 2004). 

In this period, all settlements are distributed either around the Wadi Gaza 

and its main tributary, the Wadi Gerar, or on the coast (Figure 4.2). The largest 

is Tel Haror, with a surface of 16.2 ha (Burke 2008: table 18). This is located in a 

central position within the region, halfway through the length of the Wadi Gerar. 

A short distance to the East lies the 1.5 ha Tel Seraᶜ(Jasmin 2006a: 184). Along 

the Wadi Gaza to the South, are  the 4.9 ha Tell Jemmeh (Ben-Shlomo and Van 

Beek 2014: 3), and 3.1 ha Tell el-Farᶜah (Jasmin 2006a: 176). The remaining sites 

are located along or in proximity to the coast. Centrally located here, on the 

outlet of the Wadi Gaza, is Tell el-ᶜAjjul, a centre covering a surface of roughly 

10 ha (Burke 2008: table 18), and the adjacent site of Tell El-Moghraqa, located 

only 700m away. El-Moghraqa’s MBA extension, when it was a satellite 

settlement or even continuation of Tell el-ᶜAjjul. has not been yet estimated, 

though it has been given a 15 ha area for the EBA, (Clarke and Steel 1999: 215; 
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Steel and Manley and et al. 2004: 84-85). Were El-Moghraqa’s possible status as 

a continuation of Tell el-ᶜAjjul to be confirmed, it would change the estimated 

size of Tell el-ᶜAjjul. Unfortunately, archaeological research at the site has been 

limited to two brief campaigns in 1999 and 2000, which were interrupted by the 

Second Intifada and are unlikely to be resumed in the near future. Less than 10 

km distance from Tell el-ᶜAjjul, on its North-East, is the small site of Tell Ali 

Muntar, measuring 0.01 ha (Clarke et al. 2004: 35), while around 15 km North on 

the coast is Ziqim, whose measurements are not known. Also near the coast, but 

south of Tell el-ᶜAjjul, is Tel Ridan, another small settlement of roughly 0.2 ha 

(Biran 1974). 

 

 
Figure 4.2. Map of the Wadi Gaza area with MBA sites discussed in this chapter and 

indication of their size. 
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Rank-size analyses can be useful in assessing the organisation of the area 

and the different spatial relationships between sites. Scholars have usually 

divided the organisation of Bronze Age Canaanite settlement into a rank-size 

hierarchy, with a number of proposed tiers ranging from two to six  (Kotter 

1986: 504; Wolff 1991: 285; Bunimovitz 1994: 5; Jasmin 2006b; Burke 2008: 104). 

A convincing theory is proposed by A. Burke who, based on a rank-size analysis 

and an examination of the southern coastal area, argues that this integrated 

system in this southern coastal region during the MBA was centred around the 

polity of Ashkelon (Burke 2008: 125-39). Whilst Ashkelon does not strictly belong 

to the Gaza area, being located more than 20 km north of the Wadi Gaza, it 

represents the largest MBA settlement in the whole Southern coastal area of 

Palestine. It surpasses by far all the centres of the Wadi Gaza, with a ca 10 ha 

mound and 50 ha enclosure (Broshi and Gophna 1986: 83). Its finds point to the 

settlement’s importance as a trading post that had intensive contact with Egypt, 

especially with Tell el-Dabᶜa (Nakhai 2001: 353; Stager 2001a: 635). Some 

examples of these exchanges are provided by jars and boxes with scarab stamps 

recovered in the MB I town of Ashkelon, which would have been received from 

Egypt. Conversely, numerous amphorae of Levantine type common at Ashkelon 

were found in the Egyptian Hyksos  capital of Avaris (Stager 2001b: 635).  

According to Burke’s regional analysis, based on the study of recorded 

fortifications in the area, Ashkelon’s hinterland would have included small and 

medium-sized settlements between 5 and 22 ha in size (Burke 2008). The Gaza 

region in the MBA would have been part of this same kingdom, which included 

the whole southern coastal area from Tell Jemmeh in the South to Yavneh-Yam 

in the north and reaching Lachish in the East (Figure 4.3). Burke’s 

interpretation, supported by this research, discloses the political organisation of 

the Southern coastal plain. Like the rest of the MBA Southern Levant, this area 

was composed of large kingdoms clustered around a major centre (Gonen 1984). 

Therefore, based on Burke’s analysis and on a detailed overview of the Wadi 

Gaza area, I suggest a four-tier classification of the MBA Wadi Gaza area (Figure 

4.4). The first tier would be represented by Ashkelon, the main centre of a 

wider polity encompassing the whole Southern Coastal plain. Without analysing 

the other sites included in this polity, but only those falling within the Gaza 

area, three more categories can be recognised. The first is composed by Tel 

Haror and Tell el-ᶜAjjul. These, measuring respectively 16.2 ha and 10 ha, were 
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the largest centres in the area during the MBA. They were also located in a 

significant position: Tel Haror is at the centre of the region, less than 25 km 

from every other site in the area and more or less the same distance from 

Ashkelon. It is also situated halfway through the Wadi Gerar, making it easy to 

reach any part of the region, including the coast, the central hills, and the 

Negev. 

 
Figure 4.3. Geographical representation of the MB II-III kingdom of Ashkelon according 

to Burke (2008: fig. 13). 



64 
 

 
Figure 4.4. Graphic representing the rank-size analysis for the Wadi Gaza settlements in 

the MBA. The x-axis indicates the size in hectares of the settlements analysed, while the y-axis 
shows their rank. The graph clearly shows the gap between Ashkelon and the other sites, in 
keeping with its role as centre of the kingdom, as well as supporting the rank-size analysis 
outlined in the text. 

A third tier can be recognised in the settlements of Tell Jemmeh and Tell 

el-Farᶜah. These, being comprised between 3 and 5 ha, were intermediate in 

size. Moreover, even though situated on a strategic location, the Wadi Gaza, 

they are set at the edges of the region, especially Tell el-Farᶜah. The fourth and 

final tier includes sites smaller than 2 ha and specifically Tel Seraᶜ (1.5), Tel 

Ridan (0.2), and Tell Ali Muntar (0.01). These are located within 50 km of one of 

the major sites and can, by their size and location, be deemed minor villages. 

The dimensions of Ziqim and Tell el-Moghraqa, as above mentioned, are not 

known. However, due to el-Moghraqa’s location, it can be considered one of Tell 

el-ᶜAjjul’s satellites. Unfortunately, little can be inferred about Ziqim besides its 

short distance from both Tell el-ᶜAjjul and Ashkelon. It should also be 

remembered that more minor sites are probably missing from our records due to 

the lack of extensive surveys and the difficult political situation in the region 

(see Chapter 1). 

From the data available, therefore, we can conclude that during the MBA 

the Wadi Gaza should not be considered as forming a standalone kingdom but as 

the southern part of a larger polity, centred at Ashkelon. This analysis has 

important repercussions for the interpretation of the area and the role of the 
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T.562 were two rock cut shaft tombs with a stepped dromos entrance (Petrie 

1930: 8, pls. XV, LXIX, XXIV; Starkey and Harding 1932: 25). The two complete 

specimens (Fig. 5) belong to the grotesque style (see Chapter 3). Both figures 

are depicted with an Osiris beard and T.562 also bears a wig. The examples 

could have been manufactured locally, as has been demonstrated through NAA 

analysis for the similar specimens from Deir el-Balah, where NAA analyses have 

shown the local origin of clays (Dothan 1993: 149).  

 
Figure 6.10. Lid of anthropoid coffin Tell el- Farᶜah, Tomb 552, IAA (Braunstein 2011: 

fig. 8). 
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The clay coffins have taken a central role in discussions about the 

ethnicity of the population at Tell el-Farᶜah, as well as other Canaanite sites. 

Petrie labelled T.552 and T.562, together with three other graves, the “Tombs 

of the Philistine Lords”. Each was a rock-cut chamber burial that he considered 

to be close to Philistine culture on account of their features (Petrie 1930: 7-9). A 

connection with the “Sea Peoples”, for example, is seen in the square shape of 

the chamber, which is dissimilar to the irregular or circular shapes of Canaanite 

cave burials (Waldbaum 1966: 142). Moreover, the finds include significant 

amounts of Philistine pottery (Waldbaum 1966: 58; Perlman et al. 1973: 154-64; 

McClellan 1979). This evidence contributed to the interpretation of grotesque 

sarcophagi as a Philistine adaptation of Egyptian prototypes (see Chapter 3). 

As discussed in Chapter 3, this type of burial and the different styles of 

coffins attested are material witnesses of the process of borrowing and mixture 

generated by the imperial encounter between these cultures. Moreover, the 

evidence from some Egyptian sites showed the bidirectionality of this process, 

with hybridised features adopted in Egypt as well as in the Levant. 

This complex and mutual process can also be detected by an examination 

of the pottery finds from T.552 and T.562. The coffins, as mentioned before, 

were each inside a chamber tomb with multiple burials, both plundered in 

antiquity (Goldberg et al. 1986: 205). It is not entirely possible, therefore, to 

state which vessels belonged to the coffin burial, rather than the other corpses 

interred in the same chamber. Therefore, I will present an overview of all the 

pottery retrieved in the two chambers. 

The material shows a mixture of different traditions. Local pottery is the 

best represented, and consists of shallow and deep bowls, dipper juglets, 

juglets, lamps, and pilgrim flasks (Figs. 8-9). Philistine pottery is also 

documented in the form of long necked jars (Figs. 6-7). Also attested is 

Egyptian-style pottery, represented by an ovoid jar and a necked globular jar 

from T.562 (Duncan et al. 1930: 75N2, 41F). The latter typically functioned as 

cooking pots or storage jars (Martin 2011: 63). Other types are represented by 

two ovoid amphorae and three amphoriskoi from T.552. The ovoid amphorae are 

particularly interesting, as they show some hybridized traits between the 

Egyptian and the local tradition. Their shape is the typical NK amphora with a 

tall neck, but the decoration is entirely Canaanite (Dothan 1982: 263; Martin 

2011: 234). This kind of amphorae was used to contain oils, honey and water and 
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may show the presence of imported goods from Egypt (Martin 2011: 79). An 

Egyptian origin, however, has not been proven to date and the decoration could 

point to local craftsmanship, perhaps an Egyptian potter living in Palestine, 

familiar with local decorative styles or working with a local potter. These finds 

allow us to date T.552 to the end of the LBA/beginning of the IA (1200-1150 

B.C.), while T.562 seems slightly later and can be assigned to the first part of 

the IA (1150-1050 B.C.). 

 

 
Figure 6.11. Pottery from Tomb 552 (Dothan 1982: fig. 7). Note the collection of ovoid 

amphorae (fourth row from above) showing hybridising features between the local and Egyptian 
traditions. 
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The ceramic assemblages of both T.552 and T.562, therefore, are 

characterised by cultural mixture and hybridisation between the local and the 

Egyptian traditions. A different scenario is shown by the pottery repertoire of 

T.935, where the incomplete clay coffin was found. The tomb was used for 

multiple successive burials from the LBA throughout the first part of the IA. It 

was heavily plundered, but it is believed that the coffin might have contained 2 

skeletons (Starkey and Harding 1932, pl. XCII). In contrast to the previous tombs, 

the pottery was all local, and was composed of three bowls, two juglets, three 

amphoriskoi, two pilgrim flasks, a pyxis and a lamp. In this case, therefore, even 

if the funerary ritual included the use of a clay coffin, the rest of the ritual 

seems to have been more rooted in the local tradition.  

 
Figure 6.12. Pottery from Tomb 562 (Dothan 1982: fig.8). 
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Given the Egyptian origin of the practice, and the mixed assemblage of 

pottery and associated objects, the ethnicity of those buried in these coffins has 

been at the centre of scholarly debate. The most common theory is that the 

interred were Egyptian officials stationed in Canaan (Dothan 1973: 104; Oren 

1973: 102-03; Van Beek 1992: 342; Killebrew 2005: 65), or people in close 

contact with the Egyptian imperial apparatus (Goldberg et al. 1986: 77). As 

presented above, it is generally assumed that these burials belonged to lower-

class individuals, and only a few authors have argued for an elite status of the 

deceased (Morris 2005: 538). 

According to some scholars, it was a dishonour for an Egyptian to be 

buried outside Egypt (Adams 1984: 39). This would be proven by the reading of 

some Egyptian sources. In the Tale of Sinuhe, for example, the protagonist asks: 

“What matters more than being buried in the land where I was born?”. Similarly, 

several passages of the Book of the Dead mention the protection offered by the 

city gods to the deceased (Meskell 2001: 34). Furthermore, in his boundary 

stelae, Akhenaten states that, was he to die abroad, his corpse had to be 

brought back and buried in Akhetaten (Dijk 2000: 278). Some scholars proposed 

that such a rule only applied to higher rank administrators and, thus, that 

anthropoid coffins would belong to lower strata workers of Egyptian origin 

(Dothan 1973: 236-37). 

The situation, however, seems to be more complex, and our 

interpretation cannot be simply limited to establishing whether the interred had 

an Egyptian or Canaanite origin. Identity is indeed a fluid entity and cannot be 

only related to the birthplace of the blood line, but it is instead changeable and 

adaptable (see Chapter 2). 

First of all, it is necessary to foreground the actions of those who took 

care of the burial more so than the deceased: survivors are the real agents of 

the funerary rituals (Green 2014: 167). Therefore, the portrayed cultural 

identity and social rank of the interred may not be straightforward and 

establishing the deceased’s identity from funerary equipment alone might lead 

to misinterpretation. The whole ritual, however, can give a better idea of the 

memory and the prestige that survivors wanted to display for the deceased as 

well as themselves. The burial kit preserved in association with coffins is, as 

analysed above, extremely diverse and shows both the deceased’s and survivors’ 

deep involvement in local and Egyptian culture, with a selection of material 
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borrowed from both traditions. In the light of these considerations, asking the 

archaeological record whether the deceased were originally born in Egypt of in 

Palestine is a misleading question. Instead, it appears that they did not 

recognise themselves as strictly Egyptian or Canaanite, as modern scholarship 

wishes. Whether originally Egyptians, or of Egyptian descent, these individuals 

appear to have spent a large portion of their life in the Southern Levant. 

Therefore, they became familiar with local traditions and practices, probably 

sharing some of their tastes with this culture. To these “Egyptians”, therefore, 

the foreign-burial-stigma implied by the sources had perhaps no meaning as, for 

them, the Southern Levant was not considered a foreign country. Similarly, 

survivors in charge of their burial did not feel as rigid about the Egyptian culture 

as later scholarship tended to depict them. Thus, more or less deliberately, they 

decided to employ a mix of Egyptian and Canaanite practices in the burial of 

their deceased. In concert, this mixture of elements would also disclose a 

process of hybridisation if we were to assume the local origin of the interred. 

The locals in charge of their burial chose to employ Egyptian traditions, namely 

anthropoid coffins, with Egyptian-style vessels and Egyptian figurines in the 

funerary kit. These traditions, however, were blended with meaningful local 

practices, displayed by the iconography of grotesque style coffins and by the 

rest of the pottery assemblage. 

Whether accepting the original Egyptian cultural identity of the interred 

or not, these tombs show a high degree of mixture between different traditions 

and carry important meaning because of the high symbolism of the funerary 

sphere. This evidence, more than other strands, expresses on the one side some 

characteristics of the deceased, but also shows the survivors’ choices for 

remembering and idealising their kin. 

 

6.5 Conclusions 

The traditions and practices at Tell el-Farᶜah show some peculiarities 

when compared to those investigated at Tell el-ᶜAjjul. These are partly but not 

entirely due to variable gaps in the excavated and recorded material from the 

two sites. The settlement of Tell el-Farᶜah has not been investigated in the same 

depth as the one at Tell el-ᶜAjjul. Conversely, the cemeteries of Tell el-Farᶜah 

have been extensively excavated, providing us with valuable insights about site’s 
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inhabitants and their identity or representations of their identity. Despite these 

differences in the record, the archaeology of Tell el-ᶜAjjul and Tell el-Farᶜah 

point to the unfolding of complex processes of negotiation between the local 

and the Egyptian cultures, which find expression in a range of hybridized things 

and practices. 

As for the settlement, the MBA period at Tell el-Farᶜah is only represented 

in the fortifications, which do not show signs of contact with Egypt. During the 

MB III the only indications of trade relationships are a few fragments of RWB 

ware, produced using cobalt originating in Egypt, and executed using a typically 

Egyptian technique. At the same time, however, this pottery is entirely local 

with regards to the shapes represented. 

In the following LB II/early IA period, to which most of the evidence 

belongs, the Egyptian imperial domination in the Levant is at its peak, and even 

Tell el-Farᶜah is engaged in major exchanges with the Egyptian culture. Similarly 

to Tell el-ᶜAjjul, these connections are mostly attested at an elite level and 

shown, in the settlement, by the main residence. Egyptian related finds from 

the domestic context of the pre-residency levels are not significant, being 

limited to a few Egyptian-style bowls. The residence, however, shows a different 

pattern, where both the architecture and some luxury finds disclose various 

degree of hybridisation between the two cultures. Egyptian features are visible 

in several aspects of the architectural planning in the residence, analysed 

above, and in the iconography of the plaque. Nonetheless, the local element is 

still clearly attested and has a prominent role in the functional and ideological 

role of the residence. It can be assumed that both Egyptian and local 

manufacturers have been involved in the planning and construction of the 

building, and both cultures are visible in the choice of luxury items, such as the 

ivory plaque. Thus, both parts demonstrate a conscious selection of cultural 

traditions, which, at an elite level, creates hybridised and multi-faceted 

archaeological evidence. 

Routine practices, as revealed by pottery from the building, do not show 

the same engagement with Egyptian traditions. Most of the pottery is local table 

ware, with scarce specimens of Egyptian-style mass-produced shallow bowls. 

This pattern stands in contrast to that of Tell el-ᶜAjjul, where, especially in the 

last phases, Egyptian-style pottery was common in the residence. However, it 

must be remembered that this ware was used mostly for preparation purposes, 
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whereas the assemblage of Tell el-Farᶜah does not include any preparation 

vessels. It is possible, then, that cooking practices were not performed in the 

buildings uncovered, which were instead mostly used for public consumption. 

Regardless, the assemblage from the residence of Tell el-Farᶜah clearly shows, 

similarly to Tell el-ᶜAjjul, that consumption activities were carried out in 

accordance with local traditions, at least as far as ceramic containers are 

concerned. 

Funerary practices are better attested, and some types of tombs show a 

deep engagement between the local and the Egyptian cultures. In particular, 

anthropoid coffins have demonstrated that the cultural identity of the deceased 

and their survivors is a nuanced one. Egyptian and local elements are blended to 

create a unique material evidence, used by just a few people at Tell el-Farᶜah. 

These might have originally been Egyptian born – although there is no DNA 

evidence to support this – but ultimately did not impose any of their funerary 

rituals on the rest of the population and, more importantly, adopted some of the 

local practices. 

In sum, the evidence from Tell el-Farᶜah shows different degrees of 

hybridisation with Egyptian culture. Both from settlement and cemetery, these 

can be associated mainly with the higher strata of the population, and are 

exemplified by architecture, luxury objects and elite burials. This is in some 

ways different from the picture that emerged from Tell el-ᶜAjjul, where 

hybridised practices are shown in food preparation and consumption, although 

also limited to the elite sphere in the context of palatial feasting. The main 

reason for these discrepancies may well be the diverse nature of the 

archaeological evidence available or might alternatively relate to the different 

chronology of the two sites. As above mentioned, the main occupation of Tell el-

Farᶜah, as well as the tombs analysed, are all dated between the end of the LBA 

and the early IA, just after the end of the occupation of Tell el-ᶜAjjul. This is a 

period of stable Egyptian presence in the Southern Levant, characterised by a 

conspicuous presence of Egyptian material culture in the Canaanite lowlands. 

The evidence from Tell el-Farᶜah belongs to the same trend, but also 

convincingly shows that this phase of Egyptian imperialism does not result in the 

suppression of local culture. On the contrary, local culture has a prominent role 

as a main contributor to the hybridised expressions of culture in the Levant and 

remains the principal set of traditions employed in daily life. 
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Finally, some theories can be advanced regarding the cultural identity of 

these elites. The evidence seems to point to an Egyptian origin of the overlord 

and his entourage, as witnessed by the iconography of the plaque and the 

coffins. If this hypothesis is accepted, the evidence from Tell el-Farᶜah would 

show a ground-breaking pattern of hybridisation of such elite, who borrowed 

elements of the local tradition, mixing them with their own practices. 

Something similar has already been theorised for Tell el-ᶜAjjul, as seen in the 

previous chapter. However, in this case, the reasons for such hybridisation seem 

different. No longer is there the involvement of the local elite or a context of 

community approbation such as feasting. At the same time, this evidence is 

dated to a later phase of the LBA, when the presence of Egyptian personnel in 

the Southern Levant had already been stable for a few generations. It appears 

feasible, then, that there is no other particular purpose in this hybridisation 

other than a genuine expression of a mixed cultural identity. As many times 

reiterated in the thesis, cultural identity is far from static, but it is constantly 

changing and reacting to external contacts and situations. The evidence from 

Tell el-Farᶜah, therefore, shows the peak of this process in the Wadi Gaza area, 

when, in the LB II, as a result of such prolonged contacts the boundaries 

between the two cultures are feeble, creating a highly hybridised Egypt-

Canaanite cultural identity. 
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7 The impact of Egypt’s imperial presence in the Gaza area 

7.1 Introduction 

The aim of this thesis has been to examine the imperial encounter 

between Egypt and the Southern Levant in the region of the Wadi Gaza during 

the LBA. Previous chapters examined both the early and advanced stages of 

Egypt imperial control over the Gaza area, focusing on the relationships 

developing between Egyptians and Canaanites through the lens of hybridisation 

theory and the contextual study of material consumption. The analytical 

approach taken was both multi-scalar, investigating the territory of the Wadi 

Gaza as a whole and two key LBA sites in more detail. 

 

Three critical themes have emerged from this analysis. First, there is a 

marked difference in the material culture and nature of contacts between the 

MBA and the first part of the LBA, therefore between the pre-imperial period 

and the beginning of the imperial period. Another notable shift has also become 

apparent between the LB I-IIA and the LB IIB-IA. These differences reveal 

valuable information regarding the nature of the Egyptian hegemony over 

Palestine in each phase, and significant details on the relationship between 

cultures in the local milieu. Second, the thesis has discussed the contrast 

between the imperial narrative, as known from the Egyptian sources, and the 

local practice reconstructed from the archaeological evidence. Third, we have 

noted a continuous process of hybridisation in objects, traditions, and practices 

in the LBA Wadi Gaza. 

 

In this chapter, I expand on these interconnected themes in light of the 

thesis’ overall research questions. These themes answer, in reverse order, the 

three specific research questions proposed in Chapter 1. 

 

7.2 Imperial narrative and local evidence 

One of the main issues, often used as a starting point in the discussion, is 

how the narrative proposed by the primarily-Egyptian written sources is at times 

exaggerated. In many of these cases, the issue derives from the one-sided 
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interpretations of such sources provided by earlier scholarship that looked for 

confirmation of the texts in the archaeological evidence. 

The main case observed throughout this study concerns the identification 

of Sharuhen, the site mentioned by Egyptian and Biblical sources in connection 

with the Hyksos defeat in southern Palestine. According to previous scholarship, 

the main candidate for this site is Tell el-ᶜAjjul, though some have also 

suggested Tell el-Farᶜah. According to the standard scholarly narrative, Sharuhen 

would have been the centre of the Hyksos kingdom in the Southern Levant, 

therefore leading scholars to look for signs of the site’s supremacy and 

confirmation of their text-derived hypothesis at ᶜAjjul itself. 

However, as the analyses in Chapters 4 and 5 demonstrate, ᶜAjjul was not 

a major centre during the MBA, but a medium-sized site of 10 ha. The town 

formed part of the polity of Ashkelon, second in size within the Gaza area to Tel 

Haror. A more detailed examination of the archaeological evidence from ᶜAjjul, 

moreover, revealed the comparatively unimpressive nature of its MBA 

settlement. This includes a minor residential quarter in the “City”, composed of 

clusters of small dwellings. The existence of a central administration is indicated 

by the fortification system and the public complex of area G, but altogether this 

evidence is not sufficient to designate ᶜAjjul as a key site in the area.  

In Chapter 5, I have also proposed a chronological argument that would 

challenge the identification of Tell el-ᶜAjjul with Sharuhen, that is the date of 

Palace I. Previous scholarship has tended to date this structure to the MB III and 

attributed its destruction to Ahmose, first pharaoh of the 18th Dynasty, thus 

confirming the Egyptian sources. However, my examination of the pottery from 

Palace I has established that a date in the MBA is not sustainable. All the pottery 

specimens belong to the first phase of the LBA. Therefore, according to the 

widely adopted Low Chronology, the palace was erected after Ahmose’s attack. 

This interpretation does not entirely refute the identification of ᶜAjjul with 

Sharuhen, which is impossible to state with certainty at the present state of 

knowledge. However, both the site’s modest size and chronology suggest at the 

very least a marked mismatch between imperial narrative and archaeological 

evidence. 

 The accounts provided by the sources, according to which it took the 

Egyptian army three years to conquer it, are almost certainly inflated. The 

purpose of this exaggeration lies in the role of the sources themselves, which 



183 
 

were intended to celebrate newly acquired control over the Delta by the 

pharaohs of the new 18th Dynasty. The achievements of the new ruler, 

therefore, had to appear glorious and challenging at the same time. They had to 

appeal to the Egyptians “patriotism” and, thus, depict the Hyksos, who 

nonetheless had been living in the Delta for generations, as foreigners who 

needed to be expelled and sent back to their country of origin. Therefore, even 

if Sharuhen really corresponded to Tell el-ᶜAjjul, this does not imply that the 

MBA Hyksos town was a major site in the area, nor that it was really destroyed 

by Ahmose. On the contrary, the fresh examination of the archaeological 

evidence provided in this thesis demonstrates that the site was no more than a 

local centre during the MBA, with signs of a strong and prosperous administration 

evident only in the first phase of Egyptian domination during the LB I. 

Connected to this topic is the matter of the alleged decline of the 

southern Levant at the end of the MBA. Following the numerous Egyptian 

accounts of raids and conquests in the Levant, especially by Thutmose III, many 

scholars have interpreted the end of the MBA and the first part of the LBA as a 

period of Canaanite cultural decline following the destruction or abandonment 

of many sites. This scenario, however, as my analysis in Chapter 4 

demonstrated, is not borne out by the archaeological data at hand. On the 

contrary, the region appears to have experienced a period of growth and 

prosperity in the first phase of the LBA. With the exception of a minor site, El-

Moghraqa, which is destroyed and abandoned at the end of the MBA, all MBA 

settlements in the area continue to be occupied and settlement expands to five 

additional sites. Other elements of the material culture also show the economic 

growth of the LBA and the lack of any significant hiatus at the beginning of the 

period. International trade thrived, especially with Cyprus, with the import of 

pottery crafted specifically on the island for consumption by the local middle 

and elite classes. Local luxurious products are also in demand, as demonstrated 

by the plaque of Tell el-Farᶜah as well as by the fine and varied local pottery. 

Although we cannot generalise this to the whole southern Levant, not examined 

in this thesis, this evidence indicates that the late MBA and early LBA are not a 

period of “collapse” – either economical or cultural – for the Gaza area (Dever 

1987: 175; Finkelstein 1992: 216). This transition undoubtedly involved change in 

the socio-political organisation. The different needs of the new administrative 
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arrangement are revealed, for example, by the new territorial administration 

and by the presence of elite residences at every site. 

Another key difference between written sources and archaeological 

evidence emerging from my analysis regards the treatment of the dead. 

Chapters 4 and 6 have discussed the newly attested funerary practice typical of 

the LB II of anthropoid coffins. These, attested among the analysed sites at Deir 

el-Balah and, in lesser numbers, at Tell el-Farᶜah, were only used by a fraction 

of the population, with the rest of the deceased interred in chamber and pit 

tombs. I have argued in Chapter 4 that individuals buried in such coffins had 

strong connections with Egypt and were possibly of Egyptian origin or descent. 

This conclusion was sustained by the long-lived practice of coffin burials in Egypt 

and its lack thereof in Palestine, as well as by the Egyptian iconographical 

elements and funerary kits associated to the coffins.  However, as introduced in 

Chapter 6, according to some Egyptian sources, for instance Sinhue’s account, it 

was not desirable for Egyptians to be buried outside Egypt. Therefore, the use of 

anthropoid coffins in the Wadi Gaza points to a discrepancy between the textual 

sources and everyday life in these conquered territories. As stated above, we 

must consider the role of these texts, which were certainly amplifying some 

concepts for their own agenda. At the same time, however, there is a clear 

divergence between written beliefs and their application in the local context. 

Another element confirming these assumptions is given by the 

consumption patterns of Tell el-ᶜAjjul. The use of a mixed pottery repertoire at 

feasting events at the court of ᶜAjjul has been linked in Chapter 5 to the 

presence of local elites invited to these banquets. Once more, it has been 

hypothesised that the governors were originally Egyptian. Their behaviour in the 

local milieu of the Gaza area, however, does not entirely reflect the reading of 

the sources, where Egyptians would consider foreigners to be barbarians, letting 

scholars imagine a heavily militarised Palestine with little local agency. The 

consumption context of tell el-ᶜAjjul provides a different picture. The Egyptian 

governors were welcoming local people at their courts, probably for diplomatic 

talks and to strengthen their relationships. 

This evidence shows that some of the previous interpretation of historical 

sources have brought limited understanding of ancient practices. However, I do 

not wish to argue for a dismissal of historical sources. As proposed by 

Khatchadourian, a multidisciplinary approach is still valuable, but only if based 
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on independent analytical methodologies (Khatchadourian 2016: 198). An 

archaeology of empires, however, must abandon a literal reading of the sources 

and rely on the contextual interpretation of materials anchored to the local 

situations of production and consumption. This is why the interpretation of the 

hybrid practices and materials discussed in this study is confined to the Wadi 

Gaza. Such practices and their rationale cannot be applied, for instance, to the 

pharaoh or elite living in Egypt nor to Egyptian personnel living in foreign 

territories other than the Wadi Gaza.  

To sum up, the thesis has demonstrated that previous interpretation of 

the Egyptian empire in the Wadi Gaza area have treated archaeology as a 

distinct topic to history (see in particular Chapter 2.2). My analysis, based on an 

independent contextual analysis of the archaeological evidence from the area, 

has instead proposed a more balanced account, where, either for diplomatic 

purposes or as a result of prolonged cohabitation, Egyptian practices differed, at 

times significantly, from the narrative proposed by written sources and their 

interpretations. 

 

7.3 Detecting the empire in the archaeological record 

Whilst, as seen in the previous section, the decline of the LBA is not 

attested in the Wadi Gaza area, this research has investigated the differences 

between the MBA and the new imperial period. Studying the contrasts between 

the two periods was deemed essential to understand how the imperial encounter 

with Egypt affected the region under examination. However, in the course of the 

study, another development became discernible, namely between the first part 

of the LBA and the end of the period. This evidence shows how imperial 

relationships with the local population are continuously negotiated resulting in 

the creation of a new local identity over time. This section therefore discusses 

material witnesses of the new imperial relationship since the beginning of the 

LBA, reflected by the changes from MBA to early LBA. However, as examined in 

the thesis and reassessed below, it is only with the LB IIB that the Egyptian 

presence in the territory increases and the creation of hybrid identities becomes 

increasingly discernible. 

At the regional scale, in the region of the Wadi Gaza, the dawn of the LBA 

witnessed changes in the political organisation, settlement pattern, pottery 
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consumption, and funerary customs. The LBA is characterised by a political 

system based on smaller polities than the MBA kingdoms. The Wadi Gaza area, 

previously part of the kingdom of Ashkelon, now constitutes a minor polity itself. 

This was centred either around Gaza or, if we were to accept the idea of Gaza 

as an Egyptian administrative base, at Tell Jemmeh (section 4.3.2). The 

examination of the Tell el-Amarna correspondence has shown indeed that the 

latter, accepting its identification with Yurza, had a local ruler, Pȗ-Baʼlu/Pȗ-

Haddu, in a vassalage relation with Egypt. This assumption, however, can only 

be confirmed for the period of the archive, namely the LB IIA. The eminent 

status of Tell Jemmeh throughout the LBA, nevertheless, is supported by the 

rank-size analysis of the region carried out in Chapter 4. The site, with its 5 ha 

extension, is one of the largest settlements of the LBA Wadi Gaza, though it is 

not nearly as large as Gaza itself, whose purported Egyptian base measured 

between 10 and 50 ha, even though not much is known of the ancient tell, which 

is entirely covered by the modern city. It is possible, however, that Gaza, as the 

seat of an Egyptian commissioner, was independent from Yurza. The latter was 

instead the centre of the new Wadi Gaza polity in the LBA, in a relationship of 

vassalage with the pharaoh and strongly connected to the Egyptian empire by 

diplomatic ties. 

The main change in the political and territorial organisation between the 

MBA and the LBA, therefore, is dictated by the newfound Egyptian control over 

the area. This shift in the administration was possibly the cause of some 

adjustments in the settlement pattern. Surveys and excavations of the Wadi 

Gaza have so far revealed only 9 sites dated to the MBA and 13 to the LBA, 

among which are 5 new settlements (one abandoned at the beginning of the 

LBA, see above). My rank-size analysis has shown that, within the area, the MBA 

is characterised by a substantial number of larger sites, accompanied by satellite 

villages, while the LBA presents only one major site (Gaza), and more sites of 

minor dimensions, always accompanied by small villages in their hinterland. 

Therefore, the LBA presents a more integrated regional political system where 

the only large site of the region, Gaza, was probably under the direct control of 

the Egyptian administration. These conclusions, if demonstrated, could reveal 

details on the kind of organisation of the territory in the imperial period. 

Unfortunately, conclusively demonstrating the role of Gaza during the LBA would 

require solid archaeological evidence from the site. However, as examined in 
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Chapter 4, the modern city of Gaza entirely covers the ancient settlement, 

preventing any extensive archaeological project. 

Whilst the shift in the settlement pattern points to a different 

administrative system, other changes between the MBA and LBA reveal an 

increased Egyptian influence more explicitly. A relevant example is given by the 

examined patterns of pottery production and consumption. The striking presence 

of pottery imported from Egypt can be traced at virtually every site of the Wadi 

Gaza area, especially Deir el-Balah (section 4.5), Tell el-ᶜAjjul (section 5.5) and 

Tell el-Farᶜah (section 6.4.1). At the same sites, there is a high incidence of 

Egyptian-style pottery, i.e. wares produced locally but following the Egyptian 

tradition. However, I have argued that while their quantities are not reliable due 

to the excavation methods, the practices associated are noteworthy. Such 

practices, attested from the LBA, are particularly evident at the settlements of 

Deir el-Balah and Tell el-ᶜAjjul and less so at Tel Seraᶜ and Tell el-Farᶜah. At all 

these settlements, the Egyptian pottery assemblages include storage wares 

alongside locally produced Egyptian-style ceramics. The latter, in particular, 

were used for the preparation of food. This presents a major transformation of 

cooking practice at these Levantine sites. Egyptian food, imported in the 

dedicated containers, was cooked in locally-produced Egyptian-style vessels. As 

food and identity are strongly connected, this shows a major shift in cultural 

identity. Indeed, as is often stated, food is not just a physiological need. 

Practices of food production, consumption, and disposal are social acts 

embedded with meaning. Foodways are in fact culturally specific and 

representative of social strata, age, gender, religion, and wealth (Twiss 2007: 2-

3). At the same time, however, food can determine political, ideological, social, 

and economic situations. Furthermore, we use food to affect how to present 

ourselves to the world. Therefore, foodways are representative and, in concert, 

participates in the creation and negotiation of identities. Perceptions of identity 

and difference and community are repeatedly affirmed in the daily practices of 

food preparation and consumption, therefore instructing habitus (Bourdieu 1986; 

Dietler 2007: 222-23). This evidence thus shows the presence in the LBA of 

original culinary practices associated with a new hybridised cultural identity. 

Another characteristic of the LBA is the increased presence of Cypriot 

pottery and the occurrence of north-western and central Cypriot pottery styles 

in the Southern Levant (Crewe 2007: 14). This evidence is certainly the result of 
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the new role of Cyprus in the international scenario of the LBA. From the LC IB 

Cyprus became indeed more involved, economically and politically, with the 

neighbouring Aegean and eastern Mediterranean regions (Knapp 2008: 298). 

Accompanying the evidence of increased interactions are several changes in the 

settlement pattern and material culture of the island (Crewe 2007: 1). Likewise, 

it is possible that the expulsion of the Hyksos created a disruption in the market, 

and eastern style wares became replaced by north-western and central pottery 

producers (Merrillees 1971: 78; Crewe 2007: 15). 

The increased occurrence of Cypriot imports indicates at the same time 

the flourishing economy of the Wadi Gaza since the beginning of the LBA. The 

inhabitants could indeed afford to import “sub-elite” and elite goods from the 

island, revealing the presence of middle and upper classes with distinctive tastes 

(Sherratt 1999: 185). It has been demonstrated that such pottery was specifically 

produced for export to the Southern Levant (section 4.4.2) and is different from 

the Cypriot wares uncovered, for example, in Egypt (Chapter 5). 

Another new feature observed in mid-2nd millennium Wadi Gaza sites is a 

change in the funerary tradition, with a strong regionalisation attested in the 

LBA. This period is characterised by the disappearance of cave burials, typical of 

the MBA, and the attestation of pit interments, which reflects a change in the 

funerary practices (section 4.4.3), as pit burials are a typical Egyptian burial 

type not previously attested in the Levant. 

As for the start of these new practices, many of them are already dated 

to the first part of the LBA. This is particularly visible at Tell el-ᶜAjjul, where 

Palace I already shows a combination of Egyptian and Egyptian-style pottery, as 

well as Cypriot imports. The international opening to commerce and the 

presence of an elite is well illustrated by the “City” of ᶜAjjul, where the analysis 

has shown the presence of elite residences, temples, and imported pottery. A 

similar chronology has been inferred for Tel Seraᶜ, where the occurrence of a 

different, more international, ceramic repertoire is attested from the 15th 

century.  

These changes between the MBA and the LBA, therefore, indicate that the 

strong ties between Egypt and the Wadi Gaza began to develop already in the LB 

IA at a small number of sites. Altogether, they point to an Egyptian presence in 

the area since the beginning of the period, from around 1540 B.C. according to 

the Low Chronology here employed (see 2.4). It appears that Tell el-ᶜAjjul was 
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one of the sites with the most Egyptian influence at this time, but a significant 

presence can also be detected at Tel Seraᶜ and Tel Halif. The Egyptian 

administrative base of Gaza was also probably established around this time, 

laying the groundwork for a more intensive imperial involvement during the LBA. 

In the Wadi Gaza, therefore, my analysis shows that since the LB I there is 

a significant Egyptian cultural presence. This caused a major shift in funerary 

and culinary practices of part of the Wadi Gaza population, mainly at Tell el-

ᶜAjjul and, in minor extent at Tel Seraᶜ and Tel Ridan. At other settlements, this 

process of cultural change commences later, even though this can be attributed 

to the lack of evidence from earlier LBA phases.  This is the case, for instance, 

at Tell el-Farᶜah, where remains of the LB I are scanty, or of sites established in 

the LB II, such as Deir el-Balah, Qubur al-Walayda, and Tel Maᶜaravim. Besides 

the appearance of new settlements, their characteristics of long-established 

centres also vary. One of the most significant changes includes a dramatic 

reduction of the settled area at Tell el-ᶜAjjul, which shrinks from a medium-

sized settlement of 10 ha in the LB I to a small village of about 1 ha in the LB IIA, 

until ceasing to exist in the LB IIB. The role of ᶜAjjul might be replaced by Tell 

el-Farᶜah, which is now a relatively substantial site, slightly larger than Tell 

Jemmeh, and where the most significant remains are dated to the LB IIB-IA. This 

shift has been also theorised by Morris (2005: 533), though the scholar does not 

propose any reasons for this. Even though the archaeological evidence does not 

indicate the reason for the abandonment of Tell el-ᶜAjjul, it is possible that the 

shift to Tell el-Farᶜah had a political motive. I believe that this was either a 

deliberate Egyptian tactic to depose a former regional centre or that the 

position of Tell el-Farᶜah further south in the region was strategically more 

useful at this time, when Egypt’s grip on the rest of the Southern Levant was 

more solid. 

Additional changes between the LB I-IIA and the LB IIB-IA are witnessed by 

square residences, Egyptian and Egyptian-style pottery, and coffin burials. 

Square residences are attested at many of the Wadi Gaza sites, including Tel 

Halif, Tell el-Farᶜah, Deir el-Balah, Tel Sera, Tell Jemmeh, and Qubur al-

Walayda. With the exception of Tell Halif’s building, which dates to the LB I, all 

the others were erected in the final LBA and remained in use until the IA. The 

square residences incorporate several aspects of Egyptian architectural tradition 

while being firmly grounded in Levantine practice, and show, therefore, that 
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during the LB II the bond between the two cultures was deepening. The 

possibilities for this exchange of knowledge will be discussed in more detail 

below – including the likelihood of Egyptian architects working together with 

local professionals in the territory. Another indication of this new hybridised 

culture in development is given by the increasing quantities of Egyptian and 

Egyptian-style wares in the later phases of the palace at Tell el-ᶜAjjul (Palace III-

V). Egyptian pottery, both imported and locally produced, is similarly popular at 

Deir el-Balah, Tel Seraᶜ, and Tell el-Farᶜah. Finally, the presence of anthropoid 

coffins also points to an intensification of such relationships. As examined, they 

are a typical Egyptian feature which, in the Canaanite area, is reinterpreted 

with the borrowing of cultural features from the local tradition. 

Therefore, the presence of more settlements, with strongly hybridising 

characters of mutual borrowing between Egyptian and local cultures, show that 

even if the territorial domination of Egypt on the Wadi Gaza was already 

established at the beginning of the LBA, the Egyptian presence in the territory 

significantly grows in the second part of the period. This evidence can also be 

connected to the role of the Wadi Gaza as a fringe area: for its location, the 

region was probably considered an optimal base for the administration of the 

rest of the southern Levant and, therefore, it was an important seat that the 

Egyptians strengthened during the LBA.  

The analysis of the changes witnessed by the LBA and, in particular, 

between the first and the last phase of the period, shows the progressive 

entanglement of the Wadi Gaza with the Egyptian empire. This is demonstrated 

by the growing hybridisation of the material culture in the area and discloses, at 

the same time, the complexity of this imperial relationship. This goes beyond a 

mere military occupation or, as often described in the past, an Egyptianization 

or elite emulation. My analysis has instead shown that over the course of the 

LBA, objects and practices in the Wadi Gaza become progressively more 

hybridised. Such hybridisation is, therefore, one of the main outcomes of the 

imperial encounter between Egypt and the Gaza area. The next section will 

therefore discuss the materiality of this process in the archaeological evidence 

and its meaning for current research. 
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7.4 Hybridisation in the Wadi Gaza 

At the end of the LBA, the mutual borrowing between Egyptian and local 

cultures is visible in numerous objects and practices of the Wadi Gaza. This 

ongoing process has been attested during the whole LBA and contributed to the 

formation of a new hybridised culture in the Gaza area. In the thesis we have 

pointed out that the limited presence of hybrid objects was accompanied by a 

larger attestation of blended traditions where the agency of both cultures was 

visible. In this section, I will thus reassess the evidence previously analysed and 

its meaning in understanding the Egyptian-Canaanite imperial relationship in the 

local milieu. I will stress, in particular, two characteristics that emerged from 

my analysis. Firstly, I will show that hybridising practices are deeply local 

phenomena and take many different shapes. Secondly, I will discuss how, in the 

Wadi Gaza area, these practices were mostly confined to the seat of power and 

the social implications of this interaction. 

Single objects with hybrid features belonging to both cultures, as 

mentioned, are not predominant in the archaeological evidence from the Wadi 

Gaza. Nevertheless, they are represented, for example, by the ceremonial 

goblet retrieved at Tel Seraᶜ (section 4.4.2). As analysed in Chapter 4, the 

goblet represents an LBA Canaanite shape, with a decoration arranged in a 

Canaanite metopal style and, at the same time, presents a typically Egyptian 

figurative scheme including a marsh scene. Similarly hybrid are the amphorae 

and ivory plaques from Tell el-Farᶜah, examined in Chapter 6, which also display 

the integration of Canaanite and Egyptian iconographies and shapes. All of these 

finds show the incorporation of elements belonging to different cultural 

traditions, predominantly Egyptian and local (together with some Aegean 

elements in the case of the ivory plaque). These are mixed together to create 

new and unique objects, which do not entirely belong to any of the previous 

traditions. In earlier literature, these objects have often been referred to as 

belonging to the “international style” (e.g.  Smith 1965; Caubet 1998; Feldman 

2006). The combination of different elements was mostly recognised in small 

portable luxury items and the style became associated with the notion of 

derivative. Besides the problems created by the denomination itself (including 

the concepts of nations and style), this definition is not explicatory of the 

agency behind these handiworks and leads instead to an oversimplification of 

the creative process. Moreover, studies on the international styles have 
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traditionally focused on determining such items’ place of production or the 

identity of their artisans, in rigid interpretations of cultural identity. As argued 

by Feldman, such a rigid approach deprives the objects of their agency in 

influencing international relations and identity (Feldman 2006: 2-5). Therefore, 

in this study I have instead pointed at these objects as reflections of the 

hybridising cultures of the Wadi Gaza, generated by the specific imperial 

encounter between Egypt and locals. 

This process is visible in several of the practices analysed in this thesis. 

For instance, it is particularly well represented by consumption patterns at the 

palaces of Tell el-ᶜAjjul. In this case the mixture is not represented by single 

objects, which are still realised according to the original Egyptian or local 

customs. Instead, the way these wares are used in the local context bears signs 

of the hybridisation process, creating a consumption pattern that is unfamiliar 

both to Egypt and the Southern Levant. In the context of feasting at Tell el-

ᶜAjjul, local pottery is primarily used as a serving ware, together with Cypriot 

pots. The latter, even though not locally produced and not belonging to the local 

tradition, likewise represent local tastes. Egyptians imported almost exclusively 

closed shapes, in contrast to the considerable variety of Cypriot open shapes 

imported at Tell el-ᶜAjjul and in the Southern Levant in general. While the 

serving repertoire is local, cooking ceramics are to a large extent locally 

produced according to Egyptian methods and styles. Likewise, storage ware is 

largely constituted by Egyptian imports. I have interpreted this evidence in 

relation to the different roles of such pottery, which would also explain their 

significance in this context. Storage jars were directly imported from Egypt for 

their content, therefore indicating the desire of the local elite to consume 

Egyptian produce. Similarly, cooking and preparation wares were manufactured 

according to the Egyptian tradition to ensure the unchanged flavour of the 

meals, as their shape has been shown to affect the taste (Chapter 5.5.2). In 

chapter 5 I also proposed a specific purpose for the employment of local and 

Cypriot pottery in this otherwise Egyptian feasting assemblage. These wares 

would have been used for the meaning of pottery in the Canaanite culture 

combined with the significance of feasting for diplomatic aims. The choice of 

including a local serving repertoire has been linked to the need and desire of the 

Egyptian officials, assumed here to be the ruling elite, to appease the local elite 

and secure, therefore, a more solid grip on the administration of the town. The 
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result of using different traditions all together in a single context, therefore, 

marks a kind of hybridisation which, instead of changing or inventing new 

individual objects, results instead in a new set of behavioural practices. In this 

case, moreover, I have proposed that the acceptance of foreign practices by 

Egyptians stationed in the Levant had a specific aim, representative of local 

diplomatic needs. 

The hybridisation process is also visible in other more widespread 

traditions typical of the LBA Wadi Gaza. Particularly relevant is the architecture 

of the square residences, which mixes different elements belonging to local and 

Egyptian traditions. This mixture of different styles and techniques creates a 

new architectural type only attested in the local milieu of the southern Levant. 

This style becomes an established tradition in the second part of the LBA and 

early IA, when square residences are erected in several sites of the southern 

Levant. At some sites, this process had already started in the LB I, when the 

residences of Tel Halif and Tell el-ᶜAjjul show architectural elements borrowed 

from both traditions. The first one presents the characteristic Egyptian square 

shape built exclusively using local building techniques, while the second displays 

a Canaanite plan with a construction method typical of the Nile region. Part of 

the same process is the deposition of a lamp and bowl(s) in residences’ 

foundation deposits. This typically Egyptian practice is attested at Deir el-Balah, 

Tell Jemmeh, and Tel Seraᶜ. However, it is here reinterpreted using local 

ceramics, and in particular lamps, representative of the local tradition (see 

4.4.1). In this case, the hybridisation seems justified by the presence of a mixed 

personnel at these sites.  

Local and Egyptian born architects were probably living at the settlements 

and therefore generating a mix in the tradition. However, it is important to note 

that the type of square residences was used in Egypt not for the main ruler, but 

for middle class houses. A possibility, therefore, is that rulers living in these new 

square residences, perhaps of Egyptian origins and belonging to the middle class, 

affected the layout of the structures. The buildings of Tel Halif and Tell el-ᶜAjjul 

give us a significant insight into the intermediate stage of this process, as they 

display different characters typical of the “final” product – either the planimetry 

or the technique. Therefore, they seem to point to a negotiation between 

Egyptian and local traditions, made of experiments and trials, possibly mixing 

the Egyptian architectural knowledge with the available material or testing a 
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typical Egyptian construction method in a local planimetry. The result, however, 

shows the meeting point between the two cultures in creating something that 

recalls models and elements of both while adapting them for the different needs 

in the specific context. The final product is not, therefore, a sign of local 

Egyptianization, as often argued by previous scholarship, but, more precisely, is 

a local manifestation of an emergent Egypto-Canaanite culture in the setting of 

the Wadi Gaza. 

Another new local tradition, though one not as widespread as the 

residences, is the interment of some deceased in anthropoid coffins. These 

burials were only recorded in a handful of sites, mostly located in the Wadi 

Gaza, but they illustrate the significance of the hybridisation process at its peak, 

as well as demonstrating the bidirectionality of the process. Anthropoid coffins 

are dated to the last part of the LBA and, among the analysed sites, have been 

mostly found at Deir el-Balah, with some specimens at Tell el-Farᶜah as well. 

The coffin itself is typically Egyptian, but the employment of such a practice in 

the Levant diverges in some cases significantly from the original types. In 

Chapter 4 and 6, it has been proposed that coffin burials in the Wadi Gaza 

belonged to the elite residing at the sites, as the costs of production and the 

wealth of the associated funerary kits could not have been afforded by lower 

classes. At the same time, it has been proposed that the choice of using this 

feature would express the will of the survivors, and possibly the deceased as 

well, to recall the Egyptian tradition, to which they might have originally 

belonged, as well as the local one. This statement, therefore, has two important 

implications. The first one is that, if we assume that the deceased were 

originally Egyptians, they were accepting a series of local practices otherwise 

stigmatised in their texts (see above). Secondly, it shows that these individuals 

did not intend to portray themselves as totally Egyptian nor local, therefore 

leading us to believe that, whatever their origin or descent, they perceived 

themselves as a product of that hybridisation. 

The hybridisation process displayed by the evidence of the Wadi Gaza 

area has also shown characters of bidirectionality, displayed for example by 

grotesque coffins. This style, an expression of hybridisation, is not only attested 

in the Gaza area but also in few sites of the Egyptian Delta (Chapter 4.4.3). 

Thus, not only were Egyptians using this mixed style in the “foreign” land, but 

they also adopted it in Egypt itself. It seems likely that people who had spent 
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some time living in the Wadi Gaza and becoming familiar with this style brought 

it back to the Delta. Another possibility is that this style was instead generated 

in the Delta itself, in a territory that was also highly hybridised with the 

southern Levantine culture after the Asiatic infiltration and the following Hyksos 

rule. Evidence of this is also available for other features (see Chapter 5). In 

either case, this evidence demonstrates that modified materials and practices 

generated from the encounter between Egypt and the Southern Levant were not 

only used by Egyptians living abroad but, in some cases, were also brought back 

to Egypt. 

The hybridisation revealed by the Wadi Gaza sites, therefore, is a 

complex process which characterises single elements and objects but also 

involved the transformation of entire traditions in key areas of social and 

cultural production. The significance of the process is paramount for the 

interpretation of the relationship between Egyptians and local population in the 

wadi Gaza. However, one of the main features noted, as mentioned above, is 

that this phenomenon is in most cases limited to the elites and expressed by the 

archaeological evidence within the administrative contexts. This has been 

established at Tell el-ᶜAjjul, where, from my examination of the settlement 

area, a totally different pattern from the Palace has become evident. In the LBA 

“City”, the borrowing and mixture of cultural traditions is very limited, with 

most of the population using local ceramics for all their needs. The same pattern 

is demonstrated by all the aforementioned products of hybridisation, including 

square residences and anthropoid coffins, as well as by hybridised objects, as 

the Farᶜah ivory plaque and the Tel Seraᶜ goblet. This occurrence has in the past 

sometimes been justified as an elite emulation process, where the local princes 

were imitating Egyptian iconographies and architectural traditions 

(Higginbotham 2000). However, as I have demonstrated in this thesis, this 

process goes well beyond mere imitation. The use of food shown at Tell el-

ᶜAjjul, for example, is culturally specific and connected to identity. Similarly, it 

has been argued that the use of diverse funerary customs, demonstrated by the 

coffin burials at Deir el-Balah and Tell el-Farᶜah cannot simply be an emulation, 

but it is more probably connected to the ancestry and origin of the people 

buried in them. The presence of Egyptian people at the courts of the Wadi Gaza 

sites, therefore, seems unmistakable. It is therefore even more counter-

intuitive, given past narratives of empire, that it was the Egyptian population – 
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and not the local – that was transforming their traditions, borrowing and 

incorporating elements of the local customs. It looks also clear that this 

borrowing had in some cases an immediate purpose, such as in the case of 

consumption practices at Tell el-ᶜAjjul, where diplomacy was the main aim of 

the hybridisation. 

The complexity of this imperial situation is equally demonstrated by the 

unusual case of Tell Jemmeh, which shows different kinds of administration and 

varied degrees of hybridisation coexisting in the same region. At the site there 

are indeed limited signs of the process attested at the other centres. Pottery 

and funerary traditions in particular seem to be unchanged by the encounter 

with Egypt. The peculiarity of Tell Jemmeh could be justified in the light of the 

Amarna letters, which demonstrate the presence of a local governor at the site. 

During the first part of the LBA and in the LB IIA, therefore, Tell Jemmeh was 

administered by a local governor. However, the situation might have changed in 

the later part of the period, where even at this site there are some signs of 

borrowing, witnessed by the architecture of the square residence (section 

4.4.1). This evidence can be interpreted as a presence of Egyptian personnel at 

Tell Jemmeh in the later part of the LBA. Another hypothesis, however, is that 

the inhabitants of Tell Jemmeh’s administrative seat and their architects were 

not perceiving the square residence type as a foreign style. As previously argued, 

this tradition was now typical of the Wadi Gaza, and recognised as the new local 

style by all rulers and their architects in the area. 

In establishing the intricate relationship between imperial Egypt and the 

Wadi Gaza, the thesis has also proposed a specific application of the postcolonial 

approach, and the concept of hybridisation more specifically. Analysing the 

archaeological evidence through the lens of hybridisation, in fact, allowed us to 

rediscover the agency of the local Canaanite culture, understanding the 

relationship between these cultures, and detecting processes of formation of 

identities. In agreement with Knapp, therefore, this study supports the 

suggestion that a postcolonial approach based on hybridisation does not have 

only to be limited to strictly colonial situations (Knapp 2008: 57-61; Ioannis 

Voskos and A Bernard Knapp 2008: 661). Likewise, other studies on empires have 

employed a similar framework, in particular when dealing with Roman and, less 

so, Egyptian empires (Jiménez 2011; Mattingly 2013; Moreno García 2014). This 

study, therefore, strengthens these previous attempts and demonstrates that a 
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postcolonial approach can be successfully employed as a toolkit for the analysis 

and interpretation of imperial relationships. 

To sum up, in the last part of the LBA, there is no clear distinction 

between Egyptian and local tradition. These have become a new tradition 

altogether, a hybridising Canaanite-Egyptian culture. It is hard to state whether 

the elites residing at the Wadi Gaza sites considered themselves Egyptian, local, 

or a mix of the two. After generations living in Palestine, it is possible to 

imagine that they did not considering each other as an alterity after all. 

 

7.5 Conclusions 

This chapter has discussed three relevant themes representative of the 

imperial encounter between Egypt and the Wadi Gaza. It has allowed us to put 

into perspective the contribution of the sources to our understanding of the 

archaeological evidence; to trace the beginning of the imperial hegemony over 

the area; to recognise the complex process of hybridisation resulting from the 

encounter and to evaluate the contribution of postcolonial theory to the analysis 

of imperial contacts. 

It has been demonstrated that Egyptian sources have been at times 

interpreted too literally, without considering their ideological agenda and that 

the archaeological evidence has refuted some of these interpretations. In 

particular, this has been established for the role, and possibly, identification of 

Sharuhen. The evidence from Tell el-ᶜAjjul, commonly associated with the 

toponym, has shown that the site was only a medium-sized centre in the region 

and not a major stronghold. Moreover, the reading of sources stigmatising the 

burial of Egyptians abroad has been disproven by my analysis of the funerary 

evidence from the Gaza area. Such regulations do not appear to have been 

applied in the region, where Egyptians and locals were buried alongside in the 

same cemeteries. 

My analysis has also demonstrated that the Egyptian empire in the Wadi 

Gaza is already attested at the beginning of the LBA and lasts until the early IA. 

This is demonstrated by changes in architecture, pottery, and funerary customs 

witnessed from the LB I, as well as by the new territorial organisation of the LBA 

linked to the Egyptian imperial presence. Moreover, I have showed that the 

dynamics between cultures living in the area shift considerably over the course 
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of the LBA. The introduction of a standardised and widespread architectural 

style (square residences), the diverse occurrence of Egyptian and Egyptian-style 

pottery, and the new funerary practices of coffin burials mostly attested in the 

LB IIB bear proof of this. However, it has been noticed that much of this change 

only concerns the ruling elite and assumes different meanings in the various 

stages of the LBA.  

A process of hybridisation is already visible at the beginning of the period, 

when the reasons for this mixture in this period appeared to be justified by the 

needs of the ruling Egyptian elite to become closer to the locals, as witnessed by 

the consumption patterns at Tell el-ᶜAjjul. At a later phase of the LBA, 

nevertheless, this phenomenon appears less superficial and the boundaries 

between the two (elite) cultures become increasingly blurred. Egyptian and 

Canaanite cultures, in the local milieu of the Wadi Gaza, have now formed a 

new hybridised culture. The elite living in the Gaza area were hardly considering 

themselves strictly Egyptian or Canaanite and they clearly show this feature in 

their material culture. 

It appears likely that the population of the Wadi Gaza, as a result of the 

imperial encounter with Egypt, did not perceive differences, at an elite level, 

between the local and the Egyptian cultures. By the end of the LBA, elites in the 

region were probably composed by individuals of only Egyptian origin or descent, 

who would have already lived in the Wadi Gaza for a few generations. 

These conclusions have been reached through the employment of a 

postcolonial approach and, in particular, of hybridisation theory. At the same 

time, these results prove that such a framework is appropriate in studies on 

empires to achieve a balanced account of the archaeological evidence. 

Drawing on the results of preceding chapters, I thus argue for a major re-

interpretation of the Egyptian-Levantine imperial relationships to those 

proposed by earlier studies. The outcome of the Egyptian imperial presence in 

the Wadi Gaza is not a passively Egyptianized Palestine, but an ongoing process 

of intermingling.  Contrary to past interpretations, the archaeological evidence 

of the Wadi Gaza shows the incorporation of once Egyptian personnel into the 

local way of living, where the Egyptians adopt several ways of the local 

traditions in a continuous negotiation with the local identities. They do not 

abandon the Egyptian culture, but at the same time borrow elements of the 

local tradition, creating an elite hybridised Egyptian and Canaanite style. Thus, 
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the local tradition of those who were once called “periphery”, and in other 

situations addressed as “colonised”, is far from suppressed, displaying instead a 

powerful agency. 
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8 Conclusion: a new narrative for Egypt’s imperial encounter 

with the Wadi Gaza 

8.1 Introduction 

This thesis has analysed and discussed the archaeological evidence from 

the Wadi Gaza in the LBA, a period of interconnections with Egypt. It has done 

so through a postcolonial approach based on hybridisation and material culture 

study. The main aim of this research was to understand the outcome of the 

encounter between Egypt and the analysed area, answering the following 

research questions:  

• What is the outcome of the imperial encounter between Egypt and the 

Southern Levant, as witnessed by the archaeological evidence of the Wadi 

Gaza area? 

• What are the relationships between Egyptians and Canaanites in the local 

setting, as suggested by a contextual analysis of their practices?  

• When is the Egyptian imperial presence first attested in the area, 

according to the archaeological evidence? How does this presence change 

in the course of the imperial period?  

• How do relationships between Egyptian and local cultures compare to 

previous interpretations of the official imperial narrative? 

 

In order to explore these topics, the thesis has analysed the Wadi Gaza 

first on a regional scale, stressing the differences between the MBA – the pre-

imperial period – and the LBA. It has discussed settlement pattern, political 

organisation, and the main features defined by previous literature as 

“Egyptianizing”, including square residences, Egyptian and Egyptian-style 

pottery, and anthropoid coffins. The perspective has then been shifted to a 

settlement scale, with the analysis of two widely discussed sites, Tell el-ᶜAjjul 

and Tell el-Farᶜah. Their main MBA and LBA features have been analysed, and 

the meaning of various practices emerged in the LBA discussed, along with their 

connection to the Egyptian presence. The previous chapter clarified how such 

analysis answered the research questions proposed at the beginning of the study, 

through the discussion of some major themes that had emerged in the data 

chapters. The next section will briefly review these findings and will then point 
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out the original contribution to knowledge emerged from this study. Finally, it 

will propose new avenues of research to continue exploring the issues here 

examined. 

 

8.2 A new insight on imperial encounters 

The analysis carried out in this thesis has led to the emergence of some 

major themes, analysed in detail in the previous chapter, regarding the imperial 

encounter between Egypt and the Wadi Gaza. The first one is the discrepancy 

between the narrative proposed in the Egyptian sources – or their explanation 

proposed by earlier scholarship – and an interpretation based on my analysis of 

the archaeological data. This theme helps us answer the last research question 

proposed in Chapter 1, which interrogates the reliability of available historical 

sources. As has been often stressed in this study, ancient texts have a specific 

agenda that is not necessarily conducive to producing factual historical 

accounts. This principle, already theorised in Chapter 2, has been established by 

several examples examined within the thesis. An important contribution was 

given by my new chronology of Palace I of Tell el-ᶜAjjul. This, for a long time 

dated to the MB III, can now be securely attributed to the LB I. This evidence 

would either disprove the identification with Sharuhen, or require re-

interpretation of the role of the town, attributed to it by the historical sources.  

Furthermore, the thesis has demonstrated that funerary practices 

adopted by Egyptian people in the Wadi Gaza diverged from interpretations 

based on the sources, especially with regards to Egyptians buried in a foreign 

land. This practice, stigmatised by the texts, has been demonstrated to have 

occurred in multiple instances in the Wadi Gaza, mostly at Deir el-Balah and Tell 

el-Farᶜah (Chapters 4 and 6). 

The second main theme discussed in the previous chapter regards the 

differences between the MBA and the LBA, answering the second research 

question. The variance between the two periods has in past scholarship been 

explained in relation to the new political organisation of the Wadi Gaza in the 

LBA and the Egyptian presence in the territory. At the same time, however, the 

analysis has allowed us to shed light on the beginning of Egypt’s imperial 

domination over the Canaanite territory, still a matter of debate in the 



202 
 

academic literature (Section 2.2). The conclusion reached by this study is that 

the Egyptian presence in the Gaza area is already detectable from the beginning 

of the LBA. Although not as strong as in the LB II, the archaeological evidence 

points to an imperial domination over the area already in the LB I. It has also 

been suggested that the Wadi Gaza might have held a different role than the 

rest of the Southern Levant, because of its strategic position giving access to the 

rest of the region. This would explain the presence of a stable Egyptian 

hegemony over the region since the beginning of the LBA, whilst other areas of 

the Southern Levant might have been reached at a later date. 

These finds disclose another main theme of the thesis, answering the first 

research question of Chapter 1. This thesis has illuminated the complex and 

mutual relationship between Egyptians and locals in the Gaza area, a process 

here defined as hybridisation in accordance to postcolonial approaches. This 

phenomenon has been detected virtually at all sites of the Wadi Gaza area. 

While only few objects show signs of material hybridisation, several practices 

display hybrid characteristics with features typical both to the Egyptian and 

local culture, but new in their combination. These results have afforded an 

innovative reconsideration of earlier narratives about this encounter. Although 

previous scholarship tended to see Palestine as a peripheral culture with little or 

no agency, this study has demonstrated that the local culture was active as well 

as responsive. Moreover, this research has revealed two additional features of 

this hybridisation process. Firstly, this research has allowed us to analyse 

different stages of the process, from early examples of mixing features of the 

two cultures in the LB I, shown for example by the residences of Tel Halif and 

Tell el-ᶜAjjul, to a more advanced hybridisation in the LB IIB, demonstrated by 

several practices mainly at the sites of Deir el-Balah and Tell el-Farᶜah. For each 

stage the thesis has proposed different reasons people may have adopted these 

mixed objects and practices, therefore explaining hybridisation not just as a 

passive process, happening without the cognition of its protagonists, but as a 

potential solution to various cohabitation issues. This was the case, for example, 

with the feasting practices at Tell el-ᶜAjjul. Conversely, another explanation was 

provided for the later Tell el-Farᶜah, where the hybridised practices seem to be 

better understood in terms of the prolonged cohabitation of these cultures. 
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Secondly, the hybridisation process mostly concerns the elite of the Wadi 

Gaza. Furthermore, this elite has been supposed in most cases to be of Egyptian 

origin or descent. This theory brings an even more ground-breaking 

consequence: if only the elite is hybridised, and this elite, in most sites of the 

Wadi Gaza, is made up of Egyptian rulers, this means that it is mostly the 

Egyptian overlords and the inhabitants of the courts who engaged in hybridised 

practices. Among such inhabitants, as seen in the thesis, were certainly workers 

with different duties, including cooks, bakers, brewers, tailors, and architects. 

This is suggested by the presence of artefacts made according to Egyptian 

practices and traditions, such as typical pots (e.g. beer jars or spinning bowls) 

and architectural techniques (square residences laid in mudbrick foundations). In 

all the activities suggested by such artefacts, however, the local culture is 

always participating and clearly expressed. Therefore, an important conclusion 

is that the Egyptian presence in the Southern Levant is not only a military and 

administrative presence, but is more heterogeneous in nature, encompassing 

different kinds of workers as well as soldiers and governors.  

A further point discussed in Chapter 7 is the bidirectionality of the 

hybridisation process. It is not only the Canaanite culture in the Wadi Gaza area 

that gets mixed with the Egyptian one. This phenomenon is also attested in 

Egypt itself, with material evidence, for example anthropoid coffins of the 

grotesque kind, an expression of the hybridised culture of Egypt and Palestine in 

the Wadi Gaza, found in the Delta. Contrary to all previous theories, therefore, 

not only does the local culture not lose its agency, but it also causes 

hybridisation to the Egyptian culture, supposedly carriers of the “strong” and 

immutable culture. Even if this last theory were disputed, and these overlords 

shown to be locals, it is undeniable that the outcome of their encounter with the 

Egyptian culture did not lead them to abandon their traditions in favour of 

Egyptianization or elite emulation. The result of the encounter is a hybridised 

culture, where both cultures, Egyptian and Canaanite, are still alive and active. 

 

8.3 Proposals for a balanced approach 

These conclusions make clear the need to acknowledge the power of 

agency in Southern Levantine culture, together with all other allegedly “passive” 
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cultures described in the literature, when dealing with the situation of cultural 

(or imperial) encounter. It is essential to overcome binary narratives of “core 

and periphery”, and seek instead a more balanced account where the agency of 

all the entities involved in the encounter is recognised. 

A general consideration is related to our use of historical sources. As this 

thesis has demonstrated, archaeological studies cannot uncritically use historical 

sources as a guidance for their research, a practice used to different degrees by 

numerous studies, as analysed in Chapter 2. As also seen in the same chapter, 

historians warned earlier scholarship about the role of these sources, which have 

to be analysed with reference to their agenda. This research has demonstrated 

that an independent interpretation of the archaeological finds brings more 

balanced, evidence-based, results. As previously stated, this thesis does not seek 

to dismiss the study of ancient texts but argues for independent analysis of both 

texts and archaeological data, using specific methodological frameworks 

appropriate to the subject. 

As for the long-lived dispute between minimalists and maximalists 

referred to in Chapter 2, the study has demonstrated the beginning of Egyptian 

imperialism in the Wadi Gaza already attested in the LB I, but has also pointed 

out the regional peculiarity of the Gaza area. Therefore, this thesis proposes to 

take into account, in future studies, such territorial differences (geographical, 

social, and, ultimately, political), and to avoid generalisations across the whole 

Southern Levant in periods when the archaeological evidence indicates no such 

political unity. 

Finally, a word needs to be said about the potential of old collections. 

Most of the material analysed in this thesis was in fact excavated over a century 

ago, with methodologies that were far from scientific. My research has 

demonstrated the possibility of obtaining new information from this kind of 

material, when adopting a flexible and qualitative approach. This research 

therefore demonstrates the still considerable potential of these studies, 

especially in times when war and political issues prevent renewed archaeological 

excavations at such sites. 
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8.4 Looking forward 

This thesis has therefore answered the proposed research questions, 

finding at times surprising evidence and, in concert, generating further questions 

that have not been explored yet. 

Firstly, there is the further need to re-examine the relationship between 

Egypt and the Southern Levant in other areas of the region. There are clear 

benefits to carrying this out with a qualitative method and a hybridisation 

approach, based on contextual archaeological material. Such an analysis would 

bring a more balanced picture of the imperial encounter between Egypt and the 

Southern Levant in the LBA. A comparison between all the areas would then 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the nature of imperial domination, 

not just in chronological terms (the popular debate maximalists and minimalists) 

but, more importantly, on the impact of such encounter on people and 

practices. 

Secondly, it would also be appropriate and useful to carry out the same 

kind of research in Egypt. The hybridisation framework can be easily applied to 

the SIP period as well as the NK period in Egypt. In recent years, as seen in the 

thesis, much has changed in Egyptian archaeology, with a shift of focus from 

only pharaonic structures and finds to the wider variety of archaeological 

evidence. However, an open and flexible approach to the NK, exploring its 

relationships with the neighbouring regions, could provide a broader, deeper and 

more nuanced insight into processes and practices. 

Finally, from a methodological point of view, it is worth considering the 

application of the method proposed here to other areas, especially in the Middle 

East, where the only available data is in the form of now dated excavation 

material and reports. There is greater openness to these methods now, even 

though there is still much reluctance in the academic community. The 

limitations of such methods have been recognised and discussed in the thesis. 

Nevertheless, the results brought by my analysis, as well as by other scholars in 

their field (Witcher 2008; Chelazzi 2016), show the potential of old excavation 

material and legacy data in archaeological research. Therefore, among the 

propositions of this study is also the hope that the material excavated in the 

past, with less than scientific methodologies, will not be disregarded, but that 
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new ways to study it and recognise its importance will be researched and 

implemented. 

8.5 Old trends, new interests 

This research has been centred on differences and contrasts. MBA versus 

LBA, written sources versus archaeological data, Egypt versus Levant, old 

materials versus new interpretations. One more divergence has been pointed out 

at the very beginning of this thesis: that between old trends and new interests. 

It was in the 80s and 90s of the past century when the topic of Egyptian 

imperialism was being extensively, and sometimes fiercely, debated. However, 

many questions have only been answered thanks to renewed interests in this 

topic, decades after the trend had faded. Indeed, as demonstrated in this 

research, differences can sometimes bring about the creation of new entities. In 

the case of the contrast between Egypt and Levant, this led to a new hybridised 

culture in LBA Wadi Gaza. In the case of academic research, it is through 

debate, comparisons, and discussion that new theories can surface and be 

examined. It is therefore the hope of this thesis to provoke new contrasts and, 

perhaps, to bring new life to past trends to find new answers to old questions. 
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