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Abstract: In the past six decades since its inception, nautical archaeologists have excavated and studied
the hulls, cargoes, and other remains of ancient watercraft. However, shipwrecks themselves only
tell part of the story. The archaeological record is replete with examples of known shipwrecks
from some cultures and periods, but, for others, no hulls exist in the known archaeological
record. Vagaries of preservation generally prevent the upper parts and rigging of a vessel to
survive in all but the most remarkable of cases. This paper reviews the role of iconographic
representations in understanding ancient vessels and seafaring by presenting the issues, examining
the limitations, proposing interpretative methods for, and finally by supplying specific examples of,
ancient nautical depictions.

Keywords: art history; Egyptian art; graffiti; Minoan art; Mycenaean art; nautical archaeology;
ship iconography

Until we excavate a sunken ancient vessel lying upside down on the sea bed, preserving
in sand or mud most of the deck, we have to rely for our knowledge of the latter on vase
painters, artists’ representations and more surely on graffiti by sailors.

Thurneyssen (1979)

1. Introduction: Why Iconography?

Throughout human existence, watercraft have been among the most complex artifacts created
by any culture (Muckelroy 1978, p. 3; J. Richard Steffy pers. comm.). Even today, space craft—space
ships—arguably fit this description. We cannot imagine a past in which vessels did not play a crucial
role in exploration, migration, trade, and war at one time or another. Virtually everything ever made
or used by humans has been transported by ship, up to and including the pyramids of Egypt, whose
brilliant white limestone casing had to be shipped across the Nile, in block form, from the Tura quarries
on the river’s east bank (Grimal 1992, pp. 27, 109, 111 figure 5, 113, 177). Evidence for seafaring might
go as far back as the Lower Paleolithic circa 200,000 years ago (Carter et al. 2019; Strasser et al. 2010).
Yet, until the introduction of SCUBA in the midst of World War II, our knowledge of ancient vessels
themselves remained limited.

Archaeologists have discovered (often with the help of non-archaeologists), excavated, studied,
and published numerous shipwrecks from across the Seven Seas writ large since the first scientific
underwater nautical excavation in 1960, led by George F. Bass (1967) on the Cape Gelidonya shipwreck
(circa 1200 BC, Turkey).1 Nautical archaeology has contributed immeasurably to an understanding of
our collective maritime past. Additionally, thanks to the sub-discipline of hull reconstruction, which

1 On the early days of nautical archaeology, see (Bass 1976). For relevant nautical vocabulary, see below, Appendix A: Glossary
of Nautical Terms.
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was first defined by J. Richard ‘Dick’ Steffy (1994), experts now can study even minimal hull remains
and reconstruct much of a vessel’s missing parts.

Despite this cornucopia of information, ancient shipwrecks can only tell part of their own stories.
While there exist numerous shipwrecks, many of which are well documented, from some historical
epochs—Roman, Byzantine, and medieval, for example—there remain other cultures/periods (the
Minoans, the Mycenaeans, and the Sea Peoples, etc.) for which no hulls have been reported to date.2

Furthermore, less information normally survives pertaining to the upper parts of ships than for
their lower hulls and contents due to the vagaries of wooden-planked hulls’ preservation after their
deposition on the seabed. During or after storms and battles, masts, sails, and rigging may have been
lost or intentionally cut away (Acts 27:19). Vessels that went down in deep water will consistently
land upright on the seabed, irrespective of the manner in which they disappeared below the waves
(Robert D. Ballard, pers. comm.; Ballard et al. 2000, p. 1616; Kloner and Wachsmann 1978, pp. 131–33;
Wachsmann 2011a, p. 206). This phenomenon also holds true for the vast majority of vessels that sank
near coastal obstructions, an estimated 80 percent of all ship losses (Bascom 1976, p. 84). Indeed, only in
rare cases, when vessels end their days inverted, do the upper parts of ancient wooden-planked ships
survive (Herculaneum Boat [AD 79]: Steffy 1985; Steffy 1994, pp. 67, 69 figure 3–56, 71; Pisa D shipwreck
[Late Antiquity]: Bruni and Abbado 2000, pp. 48–51, 68, figures 38–40; Camilli and Setari 2005, pp. 76–77;
Port Berteau II shipwrecks [7th-century AD]: Rieth 2016, pp. 284 figure 164, 285 figure 165, 286 figure 166,
287–288, 289 figure 167, 290). Ancient Mediterranean shipwrecks normally reveal themselves through
exposed inorganic artifacts, usually amphorae. Organic materials unprotected by sediment disappear
over time due to waterlogging, which results in the leaching out of water-soluble elements (organic acids,
starches, and sugars). This, together with the destruction that is carried out by a variety of wood-eating
boring mollusks, bacteria, and, to a lesser degree, fungi, eventually consumes all traces of exposed
timbers and other organic materials (Figures 1 and 2a) (Kohlmeyer 1969; Wessel 1969; Grattan 1987;
Herdendorf et al. 1995, pp. 80–82). On average, only about ten percent of wooden-planked hulls original
structure survives (Steffy 1994, p. 6). In the vicinity of the Mediterranean, the Black Sea alone allows for
the survival of ancient ships’ timbers in the water column due to the unusual chemistry of its anoxic and
toxic lower depths (Bascom 1976, pp. 36, 37 figure 7, 38; Ballard 2001, pp. 54–61; Brennan et al. 2013;
Broad 2016).
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Figure 1. The Tantura B shipwreck is typical of the preservation of wooden-planked shipwrecks in the
Mediterranean Sea, with only the lower parts of the hull, which had been buried in sediment soon after
deposition, surviving. Early ninth-century AD, Tantura Lagoon, Israel. Photo: S. Wachsmann.

2 One hopes that the recent discovery of a cargo of what appear to be pillow-shaped copper (oxhide?) ingots in the region of
Kumluca, Turkey, might indicate a Minoan shipwreck with surviving hull remains (Öniz 2019).
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Figure 2. (a) The Kinneret Boat. Bow facing left.; (b) Starboard sheer plan from J. Richard Steffy’s lines 
drawings. Note Steffy’s reconstruction of the missing bow with a cutwater at right and the recurving 
stern. Dashed line X–X’ represents the height of preservation of the hull’s starboard side; (c) The boat 
mosaic found at the adjacent site of Migdal. (First-century AD). (a) Photo: S. Wachsmann. (b) from 
Steffy 1990, foldout 2. (c) Photo: D. Syon. Courtesy of the Yigal Alon Museum. Used by permission. 

The loss of much of the information regarding the upper portions of ancient shipwrecks is a limiting 
factor in what can be learned regarding the overall appearance of ancient ships solely from 
shipwreck archaeology. Thus, there remains a significant role for the study of contemporaneous 
iconography, even with the advent of the scientific excavations of shipwrecks. As Christopher 

Figure 2. (a) The Kinneret Boat. Bow facing left.; (b) Starboard sheer plan from J. Richard Steffy’s lines
drawings. Note Steffy’s reconstruction of the missing bow with a cutwater at right and the recurving
stern. Dashed line X–X’ represents the height of preservation of the hull’s starboard side; (c) The boat
mosaic found at the adjacent site of Migdal. (First-century AD). (a) Photo: S. Wachsmann. (b) from
Steffy 1990, foldout 2. (c) Photo: D. Syon. Courtesy of the Yigal Alon Museum. Used by permission.

The loss of much of the information regarding the upper portions of ancient shipwrecks is a limiting
factor in what can be learned regarding the overall appearance of ancient ships solely from shipwreck
archaeology. Thus, there remains a significant role for the study of contemporaneous iconography,
even with the advent of the scientific excavations of shipwrecks. As Christopher Monroe (2009, p. 90)
notes in regard to Egyptian ship representations, shipwrecks and nautical imagery supplement each
other in a remarkable manner:
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Because only the lower portions of Bronze Age hulls have been preserved, these Egyptian
models and pictures are the most reliable guide for reconstructing the mast and yards, rigging,
steering, and other parts of the ship that are not completely buried, and thereby preserved,
at the time of wrecking . . . . By sheer coincidence, the preserved hulls and iconography are
perfect complements, since the pictures never indicate what is below the water line.

This finds expression, for example, in the artist’s reconstruction of the Uluburun shipwreck
(circa 1300 BC, Turkey) that appears in a National Geographic Magazine article authored by Bass (1987,
pp. 694–96) (Figure 3). The positioning of the vessel’s cargo in the hold derives from an understanding
of the excavation evidence, while the upper parts of the ship replicate Syro-Canaanite ships from the
Theban tomb of Kenamun (Theban Tomb [henceforth TT] 162; Amenhotep III) (Figures 4 and 5).3

Arts 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 67 

Monroe (2009, p. 90) notes in regard to Egyptian ship representations, shipwrecks and nautical 
imagery supplement each other in a remarkable manner: 

Because only the lower portions of Bronze Age hulls have been preserved, these Egyptian 
models and pictures are the most reliable guide for reconstructing the mast and yards, rigging, 
steering, and other parts of the ship that are not completely buried, and thereby preserved, at 
the time of wrecking…. By sheer coincidence, the preserved hulls and iconography are 
perfect complements, since the pictures never indicate what is below the water line. 

This finds expression, for example, in the artist’s reconstruction of the Uluburun shipwreck 
(circa 1300 BC, Turkey) that appears in a National Geographic Magazine article authored by Bass (1987, 
pp. 694–96) (Figure 3). The positioning of the vessel’s cargo in the hold derives from an 
understanding of the excavation evidence, while the upper parts of the ship replicate Syro-Canaanite 
ships from the Theban tomb of Kenamun (Theban Tomb [henceforth TT] 162; Amenhotep III) 
(Figures 4 and 5).3 

 
Figure 3. National Geographic reconstruction of the Uluburun shipwreck. Artist: Rosalie Seidler. 
Courtesy National Geographic Image Collection. 

To utilize ancient images, we must understand their intrinsic character. What Norman de Garis 
Davies (1930, pp. 29–30), the great chronicler of Theban tombs, notes in regard to interpreting their 
art also holds true for ancient ship iconography: 

If the study of written documents and that of excavated objects have their special 
difficulties and limitations, the interpretation of pictured records, forming a third division 
of historical research, also offers scope for philological and archaeological knowledge, as 
well as wide experience and some psychological sense. We may ask then what measure of 
truth can be reached in this third field, and particularly in that realm which is just now 

                                                           
3 I use the term ‘Syro-Canaanite’ here to denote the cultural entities that inhabited the shores of the eastern 

Mediterranean, from the Bay of Iskenderun in the north to the shores of Sinai in the south during the 
Middle and Late Bronze Ages (circa 2000–1200 BC). Syro-Canaanite remains preferable to the term 
‘Canaanite’ as at Ugarit, located in modern-day northern Syria, Canaanites were regarded as foreigners and 
more suitable than the term ‘Phoenician’, for although this culture derived from the Canaanites, it evolved 
its own material culture, which differed from its Bronze Age antecedents (Rainey 1963, 1996; Mazar 1990, 
pp. 355–57; Mazar 1992, pp. 296–97). On the borders of Canaan proper, see (Rainey 1996; Rainey and 
Notley 2006, pp. 34–36). 

Figure 3. National Geographic reconstruction of the Uluburun shipwreck. Artist: Rosalie Seidler.
Courtesy National Geographic Image Collection.

To utilize ancient images, we must understand their intrinsic character. What Norman de Garis
Davies (1930, pp. 29–30), the great chronicler of Theban tombs, notes in regard to interpreting their art
also holds true for ancient ship iconography:

If the study of written documents and that of excavated objects have their special difficulties
and limitations, the interpretation of pictured records, forming a third division of historical
research, also offers scope for philological and archaeological knowledge, as well as wide
experience and some psychological sense. We may ask then what measure of truth can be
reached in this third field, and particularly in that realm which is just now claiming special
attention—the precise valuation of such scenes as illuminate the international relations of
Egypt in the imperial period.

3 I use the term ‘Syro-Canaanite’ here to denote the cultural entities that inhabited the shores of the eastern Mediterranean,
from the Bay of Iskenderun in the north to the shores of Sinai in the south during the Middle and Late Bronze Ages (circa
2000–1200 BC). Syro-Canaanite remains preferable to the term ‘Canaanite’ as at Ugarit, located in modern-day northern
Syria, Canaanites were regarded as foreigners and more suitable than the term ‘Phoenician’, for although this culture derived
from the Canaanites, it evolved its own material culture, which differed from its Bronze Age antecedents (Rainey 1963, 1996;
Mazar 1990, pp. 355–57; Mazar 1992, pp. 296–97). On the borders of Canaan proper, see (Rainey 1996; Rainey and Notley
2006, pp. 34–36).
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It is all important, therefore, that an inquiry should be made into the reliability of these
pictures, and it is as well to realize at the outset, to prevent disappointment, that modern
standards of historical exactness will have to be imported by us into the study of these
records. We shall not find them ready for us there . . . Burbage, the inventor of the calculating
machine, was once asked by a lady whether, if he put in the wrong figures, it would still
come out right! Mathematics suggests that the value for knowledge of the above quotient
would be relative to the accuracy or inaccuracy of the “facts”, multiplied by n (the number of
items used), but would demand that minus quantities (the silence and lacunae of the sources)
should rank equally with plus quantities in the calculation. History is not in the least an exact
science. The vaguest branches of knowledge have much wider room in them than arithmetic
has. The ideal historian is he who to a base of great industry adds in perfect proportion the
strong acid of purified scepticism and the rare precipitant of refined telepathy.
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Figure 4. Early photos of the tableau of Syro-Canaanite ships in the tomb of Kenamun (TT. 162; 
Amenhotep III). This wall painting no longer exists. (a) Center and right side of the scene depicting 
ships docked at an Egyptian harbor and trading activities. Note particularly the scribe recording 
slaves(?) and the man above him with a staff whose head is hidden behind the bow of the ship. (b) 
Large ships on the left side of the scene. After (Daressy 1895, pl. XIV–XV). 

Figure 4. Early photos of the tableau of Syro-Canaanite ships in the tomb of Kenamun (TT. 162;
Amenhotep III). This wall painting no longer exists. (a) Center and right side of the scene depicting
ships docked at an Egyptian harbor and trading activities. Note particularly the scribe recording
slaves(?) and the man above him with a staff whose head is hidden behind the bow of the ship.
(b) Large ships on the left side of the scene. After (Daressy 1895, pl. XIV–XV).
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(b) Detail. After (Davies and Faulkner 1947, figure VIII).

In a well-known series of works—La trahison des images, Les deux mystères, L’air et le chanson,
etc.—the Belgian surrealist painter René Magritte portrayed a smoker’s pipe with this comment below
it: “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” (Figure 6) (Torczyner 1979, p. 71 figure 87; Hammacher 1985, pp. 25, 27–28
figures 33–34, 29–30; Sylvester 1992, pp. 168–70). Here, Magritte correctly addresses perhaps the single
most important consideration in the study of ancient iconography in general, and specifically the
iconography of ancient ships: a representation of a ship is not the ship itself. This might seem an obvious,
as well as unnecessary, observation, but keeping it in mind serves well in trying to make sense of
ancient ship iconography.

Whether two or three dimensional in nature, representations of ancient vessels are projections
both reflected and refracted through their materials and the artistic styles—or, more often than not,
the lack of any artistic style—of their creators. Such prosaic conditions as the space that is available
to an artist when creating a two-dimensional representation of a ship, the material selected for the
production of a ship model or the model’s purpose can introduce drastic deviations from the prototype
vessel. Details that caught the eye of the artists and what they chose to emphasize in their depictions all
play roles in the shaping of an ancient ship image. We must inquire into the source of the artist/artisan’s
actual knowledge of the ship that is portrayed.
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Figure 6. Magritte’s warning. “Ceci n’est pas une pipe”. La trahison des images. (© 2019 C.
Herscovici/Artists Rights Society [ARS], New York).

Harry Tzalas (1990) supplies an excellent introduction into some of the complex decisions that
might cause the representation of a ship to diverge from the reality of the prototype vessel. He describes
a fresco in the Church of the Holy Cross in Pedoula, in the Nicosia region of Cyprus that has a
commissioned representation of the Kyrenia II, a sailing replica of the eponymous shipwreck of a late
fourth-century BC merchantman that sank off the northern coast of Cyprus (Steffy 1994, pp. 42–59)
(Figure 7). This figure is particularly informative, because, as Tzalas notes, we know all details of
the Kyrenia II, as did Alkis Kepolas, the iconographer who painted the fresco. An avid photographer,
Kepolas documented the modern ship during its construction in harbor, so he was well familiar with
his subject when he painted it. Thus, this image supplies us with a remarkable opportunity to study
the changes in the representation of a prototype ship about which we know all of the details.

We might expect that this competent artist would accurately depict the ship in the fresco, but
such is not the case. Tzalas notes that the depiction contains numerous deviations from the original
and divides these into three groups: (A) errors resulting from a lack of understanding of the vessel
(11 items), (B) intentional changes required to permit the ship to appear in a Byzantine-style fresco (five
items), and finally (C) changes both in addition and omission essential for a ‘pagan’ ship to appear in a
Christian church (seven items).

In the first category, unintentional errors, Tzalas includes changes in representing the positioning
of the topping lifts, the yard represented as a single timber when, in fact, it was of tripartite construction
and had a distinct downward curve at the extremities, incorrect proportions between the hull, the mast,
and the yard, the quarter rudder faces in the wrong direction and shows no attachment to the hull, no
blocks appear in the image, nor is the wale depicted, and so on.

In Tzalas’ second group, which consists of intentional errors resulting from a need to have the
image conform to Byzantine fresco techniques, he includes details of the sail, which lacks its seams and
appears to hang like drapery, many rigging details that have gone missing, only four strakes appearing
above the assigned water line, and so forth.

In his third classification, those changes that result from the need for the image to comport to
ecclesiastic representational art, Tzalas includes the appearance of the Holy Virgin in the center of the
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sail, a cross topping the mast, the side screen carries the acronym “IC XC” (Iisous Christos), and the lack
of the replica’s apotropaic, but pagan, opthalmoi (eyes), among others.4
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Figure 7. (a) The Kyrenia II with her brailed sail set. This vessel is a modern reconstruction of the
Kyrenia ship, which sank off the north coast of Cyprus at the end of the fourth century BC. (b) The
Kyrenia II represented in a fresco, in the church dedicated to Panaghia tou Pedoula, the Virgin of
Pedoula, Cyprus. Courtesy of Harry Tzalas, President, The Hellenic Institute for the Preservation of
Nautical Tradition. (b) from (Tzalas 1990, p. 326 figure 1).

In total, Tzalas lists a stunning 23 considerations for changes made to this single representation
that cause it to differ from the prototype, even though the artist had complete knowledge of the original.
In addition to these types of errors, the observer must keep in mind the consideration that the visual
evidence itself might vary widely, from reliefs made based on first-person observation to images
pecked on a rock with a handy stone by a bored shepherd based on stories heard.

4 On ships’ eyes (Gk. opthalmoi; Lat. oculi), see (Hornell 1938a, 1970, pp. 285–89; Casson 1995, pp. 64, 212 no. 49, figures 119,
65–68, 72, 81, 91, 107, 115, 119–122, 125–126, 145, 191–192; Nowak 1999, 2001, 2006, and there additional references).
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With all of these bewildering possibilities for original error, as well as many others that can lead
any modern researcher to inaccurate interpretations, what is the correct approach for the study of
ancient ship iconography that will lead to conclusions that approach past realities?

Consider the parable of the Indian blind men, each of whom, when instructed to identify the
essence of an elephant by touching only one part of it—trunk, ear, body, leg, or tail—came away with
‘logical’ conclusions that an elephant most closely resembled, respectively, a snake, parchment, a wall,
a tree, or a rope (Goldstein 2010, p. 492).

This parable contains an essential lesson: like the blind men, we who study the past can touch it
but we cannot see it. Viewing the past through any single lens results in a myopic, and, thus, an inferior,
result. The task before us requires a truly holistic approach. We must meticulously scrutinize every
available source of information relevant to the task. Metaphorically speaking, the goal must be ‘to
touch as many parts of the elephant as possible’.

For the study of ancient ships, in addition to iconography, three other possible primary sources of
evidence must be considered critically whenever available and relevant:

Textual evidence—Any pertinent contemporaneous written information must be evaluated
to determine whether it can contribute to a better understanding of the image under study.
Texts may deal with ships, their construction, their nationalities, their destinations, as well as
a myriad of other considerations as, for example, a change in terminology that may supply
an explanation for the odd manner in which artists depicted Noah’s Ark in Late Antiquity.5

Archaeological evidence—The actual remains of vessels and their equipment are, of course, of
intrinsic relevance. Ships, subject to the comments above regarding preservation, remain the
main source for our understanding of hull construction techniques and the shapes of vessels
along with myriad other details. Shipwrecks still can surprise regarding aspects of the upper
structures of ancient hulls. Note, for example, the discovery of fragments of a wickerwork
fencing on the Uluburun shipwreck, which supplies an important archaeological confirmation
to the fencing that is depicted on representations of Syro-Canaanite ships as they appear in
the tombs of Kenamun and Nebamun (TT 17; Amenhotep II) New Kingdom nobles at Thebes
(compare Figure 8 to Figures 4, 5 and 9) (Pulak 1992, p. 11 figure 12; Pulak 1995, p. 54 Abb. 25;
Pulak 2008, pp. 302, 303 figure 99; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 44–45, 51, 56, 217).6

Ethnographical evidence—At times the manner in which ancient cultures perceived their world
seems to be inexplicable to modern observers. Comparisons to ethnographical parallels from
the present, or the recent past, aid in penetrating the conceptual world of bygone times.
Studying the construction, manners of propulsion, and use of traditional ships of the present
and recent past, can provide valuable clues to research enigmas. Utilizing ethnographic
materials from disparate cultures across the globe and over vast expanses of time does not
argue for any direct cultural connection: rather, it addresses the consideration that the human
psyche, given similar problems and available materials, will tend towards analogous solutions
and expressions (see, for example, Hornell 1938a, 1938b, 1943; Wachsmann 1980, pp. 292, 293
figure 7, 294 figure 8, 295; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 71, 73 figure 5.6, 74 figure 5.7, 75, 77 figure

5 See below, Section 11. To Be or not to Be.
6 On the ship of Nebamun, see (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 45–47, and there additional bibliography). Samuel Mark (2017) identifies

the Nebamun ship as Egyptian rather than Syro-Canaanite, but this vessel remains irrevocably coupled to the scene in the
register above it showing Nebamun, a physician, administering to a Syro-Canaanite personage, presumably the ship’s owner
(Figure 9a). This connection is so obvious that even Torgny Säve-Söderbergh (1946, p. 56), perhaps the most forceful advocate
for the preeminence of Egyptian shipping, concedes the vessel’s Syro-Canaanite identity. As J.J. Shirley (2007, p. 384) notes in
her restudy of Nebamun’s tomb “ . . . the idea that the Syrian’s presence would have no bearing on the remainder of the scene
contradicts ancient Egyptian artistic principles generally and the conventions of tomb depictions in particular . . . . Indeed,
I am unaware of any New Kingdom tomb where a scene that is clearly the main component of a wall’s decoration would
have elements completely unrelated to each other.”
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5.14, 78 figure 5.15, 79 figure 5.17–18, 80 figure 5.19–21, 81 figure 5.22, 185 figure 8.44, 190, 193
figure 8.60, 194 figure 8.63, 195, 196 figure 8.65, 197 figure 8.66–67; Wachsmann 2002a; 2002b).
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Figure 9. Scene from the tomb of Nebamun (TT. 17; Amenhotep II). (a) In the right center register
Nebamun administers to a Syro-Canaanite personage, presumably the merchant owner or captain
of the foreign ship that appears at the left of the lowest register; and, (b) Detail of the ship. (a) after
(Säve-Söderbergh 1957, pl. 23); (b) after (Müller 1904, Taf. 3).
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The following pages contain concerns and approaches for the study of ancient ship depictions,
based on over four decades of studying these fascinating ancient treasures. To be clear, these
comments only represent a few of the necessary considerations when trying to understand the nautical
iconographic information left to us by the ancients. A complete checklist is beyond the scope of
this paper.

One writes about what one knows: below, I mainly use my own research as illustrations, including,
in some cases, my own errors, as cautionary tales. My interest in ancient ship iconography has focused
primarily, although not exclusively, on vessels and seafaring of the Bronze and Iron Ages in the
eastern Mediterranean. The following examples primarily spring from those epochs and that region.
I particularly focus on a type of galley, or oared ship, with an open rower’s gallery that appears at
the end of the Late Bronze Age in use by the Mycenaean Greeks and later by the Sea Peoples, as this
particular corpus of ship images elucidates a number of pertinent issues. The concepts discussed here,
however, should be applicable to ship imagery farther afield in time and space.

2. Shaving with Occam’s Razor

The first step in any study must be meticulous documentation of all types of possible evidence
relevant to the ship representations under consideration.7

Be aware of the crucial role of seemingly invisible personal biases, as demonstrated by Amos
Tversky and Daniel Kahneman in their Nobel-Award winning research (Tversky and Kahneman 1974;
Kahneman 2011). Limit the effects of personal biases of which you may not be cognizant: do no harm.
To try to contain my own biases, I endeavor to ‘shave’ my research approaches and conclusions with
Occam’s Razor, defined by Webster’s Dictionary as, “a scientific and philosophical rule . . . that the
simplest of competing theories be preferred to the more complex or that explanations of unknown
phenomena be sought first in terms of known quantities (Miriam Webster s.v. Occam’s Razor. n.d)”.

In other words, keep it simple.8 In fact, Occam’s Razor serves as the single most effective guardrail
against gaping chasms of bias, which one unfortunately all too frequently finds in the literature. Simply
put, the more complicated the interpretation, the farther it is likely to stray from past realities and to
enter the realms of modern scholarly conceits. To be clear, applying Occam’s Razor does not ensure
that one will reach a correct interpretation of the past: it will ensure, however, that one will reach the
least incorrect one by precluding the introduction of conclusions based on personal biases.

Assume nothing. I am not referring here to a hypothesis, which indicates a formulated thought
process. The hypothesis may prove right or wrong, but the process itself is driven by intent and by
curiosity. As opposed to this, assumptions derive directly from bias.

A cautionary tale. The Gurob ship-cart model is the most detailed known representation of the
type of galleys used by the Mycenaeans and adopted by the Sea Peoples in the waning years of the Late
Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age (Figure 10) (Wachsmann 2013). The archaeological record currently
lacks any examples of this ship type. Expressed colloquially, if Helen of Troy’s face indeed launched a
thousand ships, then at present the Gurob model is the closest that we can approach this ship type.

During the first several years of my research, I blithely assumed that the four wheels that were found
with the Gurob model indicated that it had served as a simple child’s toy (Wachsmann 2013, pp. 20, 21
figure 1.21, 22 figure 1.22). Eventually I had the good fortune to read an article by the Egyptologist
George Legrain (1917) that dealt with the support base, termed by him a “pavois”, which was used by the
ancient Egyptians for transporting and storing cultic ships or ship-shaped palanquins. The loose pieces

7 For a good example of an exquisitely bad example in collecting evidence, see my own experience with the Gurob ship-cart
model (Wachsmann 2013, pp. xvii–xviii).

8 In his review of my book on the Gurob ship-cart model (2013) Christoph Bachhuber (2013, p. 29) disparages my “repeated
invocation of ‘Occam’s Razor’”, which in his opinion “may work for aspects of ancient ship design” but “does not work for
issues related to ethnicity and identity”. In my view, Bachhuber here does not give sufficient consideration to bias, which is
certainly not limited to issues of hull construction.
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that were found with the model included a small decorated wooden rectangle that clearly represents a
pavois, meant to be pegged into a hole amidships on the bottom of the Gurob model (Wachsmann 2013,
p. 20 figure 1.20). This led me to the dual realization that the model, far from being a toy, represented a
cultic ship model, and, furthermore, it evinced a snapshot of syncretism: a European cult, represented
by a model of a distinctly Aegean ship type, in an early phase of absorption into Egyptian cult indicated
by the introduction of the pavois. As late as it came in my research, this understanding introduced an
additional, and for me unexpected, dimension of cultural and cultic interconnectivity, changing the
direction of my study of the model (Wachsmann 2013, pp. 85–162, 202–3).
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Figure 10. The Gurob ship-cart model. Date: 13th–12th centuries BC. Note the pavois beneath the hull.
Courtesy of the Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, University College, London.

I still shudder to think about how mediocre my research on the Gurob model could have turned
out had I missed Legrain’s publication, simply because I had assumed (bias) that the accompanying
wheels identified it as a toy.

Assume nothing.

3. From Detail to Abstract

When dealing with any corpus of ship representations, study them from the most detailed
representation to the most abstract or poorly executed. A series of Minoan ‘talismanic’ seals demonstrate
this concept (Figure 11) (Betts 1968, 1973; Onassoglou 1985, pls. 12–13; Basch 1987, pp. 94, 95 nos.
A1–9, 96 nos. A10–18, 97 nos. A19–28, 98 nos. A29–35; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 94, figure 6.18, 99, 101;
Wedde 2000, pp. 341–49, figures 921–53, 959–60, 962–63, 966–68, 971–73, 978–79, 981). The artisans
who created these gems situated the salient cult items—the bird (swallow) decoration and the ship’s
cabin (Gk. ikria), located respectively at the bows and sterns of the prototype ships—together on a
thumbnail-sized canvas by reducing the hulls’ length.9 By placing the scenes in the order of their
progressive abstraction, and then by comparing them to the most detailed representations of these
vessels (the procession-scene ships from Thera, as discussed below), the enigmatic aspects of these seals

9 On changes to the relative sizes of various elements in nautical scenes, see below, Section 10. Size Does Matter.
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become apparent.10 Trying to impart accuracy to the placement of these details misses the intention of
the seals’ creators and negates the value of their evidence. To paraphrase Magritte, these are not ships.
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Figure 11. Late Minoan ‘talismanic’ seals depicting the progressive abstraction of the stern castle (ikria)
and ships’ bows. From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 98 figure 6.25) after (Marinatos 1933, pls. XV: 42, 43, XVI:
44–51; Casson 1995, figures 44–45).

4. Question the Source

Today, one can place an original image on a photocopier and copy it, and then make a copy of that,
and so on. Each new image loses resolution. The same holds true for ancient ship depictions. What is
the source of a ship’s image? Does the representation derive from the artist’s personal knowledge or is
it based on a secondary or even a tertiary source? Did the artist ever actually see the prototype vessel?

The female pharaoh Hatshepsut sent a trading fleet to the land of Punt, located somewhere along
the southern Red Sea coast (Kitchen 1971). Unlike other pharaohs who sent expeditions to Punt, but
did not record them in imagery for posterity, she chose to depict this expedition on the walls of her
mortuary temple at Deir el Bahri (Naville 1898, pls. 72–75; Säve-Söderbergh 1946, pp. 8–30; Casson
1995, pp. 21–22 figure 18; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 17–29). This tableau remains one of the best known of
Egyptian nautical representations and also one of only a handful of ancient Egyptian representations
of seagoing ships (Figure 12). The vessels impart a distinct impression of authenticity.

10 See below, Section 8. Cultural Continua, figure 29. On Minoan/Cycladic stern castles (ikria), see (Marinatos 1974, pp. 49, pls.
100, 108, 11s, color pls. 4, 9; Van Effenterre 1978; Shaw 1982; Doumas 1983, p. 32, color pl. XI; 1992, pp. 60–70 figures 35,
71–74 figure 36, 75–77 figure 37, 80 figure 39, 81 figure 40, 86 figures 49–50, 87 figure 51, 88 figure 52, 89 figures 53–54, 90
figure 55, 91 figure 56, 92 figure 57, 93 figure 58, 94 figures 59–60, 95 figures 61–62; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 93 figure 6.14–15,
94, 99, 111 figure 6.48).
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reality they would have hung in pendant arcs. After (Säve-Söderbergh 1946, p. 14 figure 1). 

Figure 12. Hatsheput’s seagoing Punt ships from her mortuary temple at Deir el Bahri. Note how the
yard lifts on the ships with sail raised on the right of the tableau appear swept to the sides, when in
reality they would have hung in pendant arcs. After (Säve-Söderbergh 1946, p. 14 figure 1).
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Indeed, the relatively accurate anatomical depictions of Red Sea fish and other sea creatures that
appear in the strips of water beneath the ships indicate that the scenes, including the ships, are based
on first-hand observation (Figure 13) (Danelius and Steinitz 1967; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 19, figure
2.14, 21 figures 2.15–16, 22 figures 2.17–18). Artist(s) that participated in the expedition presumably
sketched these creatures after they had been caught, but before they ended up in the cooking pot.
These details supply credence to the ship depictions, as well as to the remarkable adjacent portrayals
of sub-Saharan Africa, the earliest of their kind (Naville 1898, pls. 69–72, 78).
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Figure 13. Fish and other marine fauna appearing in the strips of water beneath Hatshepsut’s Punt
ships at Deir el Bahri. From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 19 figure 2.14 [after Naville 1898, pls. 69–70, 72–75]).

Even so, intentional errors have been introduced into the scene. Some fresh-water Nile fish swim
happily along together with the salt-water sea creatures. They have been moved from other aquatic
scenes in what Heinrich Schäfer (1974, pp. 160–62) terms ‘association of idea’, and what I prefer to call
‘transference’ (Wachsmann 1987, pp. 11–12, 78–92). Note also that the lifts of the yards of the ships
under sail are swept back in looping concentric arcs, in an impossible manner, rather than overlapping,
as they would have done in reality. In making this change, the artists created a tidier, more elegant,
and more symmetrical, but decidedly less accurate, depiction (Figure 12: ships at right).

A second celebrated Egyptian wall relief, on the northern exterior wall of Ramses III’s mortuary
temple at Medinet Habu, depicts a naval battle—the first ever recorded in art—in which Ramses
defeated a coalition of Sea Peoples in his Year 8, circa 1176 BC (Figures 14–16) (Epigraphic Survey 1930,
pls. 36–40; Nelson 1943; Wachsmann 1981; 1982; 1998, pp. 166–75; 2013, pp. 33–40).
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From (Epigraphic Survey 1930, pl. 37). Courtesy of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. 
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From (Epigraphic Survey 1930, pl. 37). Courtesy of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago.
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Figure 15. Detail of the naval battle. The detail supplied in these representations indicate that the
Medinet Habu artists must have worked from records derived from person(s) who had actually seen
and recorded at least one of the invaders’ vessels. A drawing, or perhaps a detailed sketch, by an
Egyptian military artist, made after the battle could reasonably have been the source for the multiple
appearances of a single Sea Peoples’ ship. Certainly, the graphic depiction of an enemy ship in the
process of being capsized by means of a grapnel conveys a gripping element of reality derived from
direct observation (Figures 16–18) (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 317, 318 figure 15.1–2, 319 15.3–4). From
(Epigraphic Survey 1930, pl. 39). Courtesy of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago.
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However, even at Deir el Bahri and Medinet Habu, the artists who recorded the Red Sea voyage
and battle were unlikely to have been the same ones who carved and painted the scenes on the walls.
In other words, the artists who imparted to us the voyage to Punt and the naval battle had probably
never seen their prototypes.
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Figure 17. Sea Peoples’ ship N.1, according to Nelson (1943) classification, with extraneous bodies
removed. Note the Egyptian grapnel in the rigging and the manner in which the brailed sail, in its
furled state, hangs in bunches beneath the yard. See also Figures 16 and 18. Medinet Habu, Ramses III.
From (Wachsmann 2013, p. 38 figure 2.5) after the (Epigraphic Survey 1930, pl. 39). Courtesy of the
Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago.
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Figure 18. The Sea Peoples’ capsized ship (Nelson’s Ship N.3). Medinet Habu, Ramses III. From
(Wachsmann 2013, p. 38 figure 2.6) after the (Epigraphic Survey 1930, pl. 39). Courtesy of the Oriental
Institute of the University of Chicago.

In another instance, a terracotta ship model found at Byblos, on the Lebanese coast depicts a
type of new Kingdom Egyptian Nilotic vessel (Figure 19a) (Dunand 1937, pl. CXL: no. 3306; Dunand
1939, pp. 223–25 no. 3306; Février 1949–1950, pp. 135 figures 2–3, 136–139; Landström 1970, pp. 106
figure 327–330, 107 figures 331–334, 108–109 figures 335–339, 110 figure 340; Jones 1990, pp. 28–37,
pls. XVI–XXII, nos. 273, 284, 287, 306, 309–310, 314, 597 [Type B]; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 22 figure 2.20,
23 figures 2.21–22, 24 figure 2.23). Nile boats, as we understand them, would not have been able to
make the journey from Egypt to Byblos across the Mediterranean Sea, and internal details regarding
the Byblian model—a proto-keel seen projecting inside the hull—indicate that it could not have been
based on a drawing. What source then did the model-maker draw on to create the Byblian model?
One possibility is that the artisan replicated in clay an Egyptian wooden ship model, like those from
the tomb of Tutankhamun, which had reached Byblos (Figure 19b) (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 52–54). This
solution is problematic, however, as all of the known New Kingdom Egyptian wooden models of this
ship type are constructed from solid blocks of wood (Figure 19b) (Jones 1990; Wachsmann 2013, p. 10
no. 19). However, what seems clear is that the creator of the Byblian model either saw a model with
some internal structure depicted in it, or observed and copied an actual ship of this type (Wachsmann
1998, pp. 241–42). As the roughly contemporaneous Gurob ship-cart model—representing a foreign
ship type but found in Egypt and probably created by an Egyptian artisan—does display some internal
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structure, the former possibility seems preferable, although I am not entirely satisfied with this solution
(Wachsmann 2013, pp. 13 figure 1.13, 14 figure 1.14).
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Figure 19. A terracotta ship model from Byblos (a) that appears to copy a type of Egyptian travelling
ship exemplified by a wooden model from the tomb of Tutankhamun (b). NTS. (a) from Wachsmann
1998, p. 52. figure 3.16; (b) after (Jones 1990, pl. XXXII [Model Boat Obj. no. 284]). Drawings: (b):
Megan Hagseth.

Other possible explanations exist. The creator of the Byblos model could have been either a local
who had spent time in Egypt or an Egyptian expatriate living in Byblos or its environs. Both scenarios
are possible. Visitations of Egyptian ships, not to mention Egyptians, along the eastern Mediterranean
coast are witnessed in both textual and archaeological evidence. Specifically regarding ships, an
inscribed axehead, belonging to an Egyptian royal ship of Cheops or Sahure, was found in the Adonis
River (Nahr Ibrahim), just south of Byblos (Rowe 1936; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 11, 12 figure 2.1).
Egyptian-style stone anchors with apical rope grooves and subsidiary L-shaped basal holes come
from both Byblos and Ugarit (Frost 1969a, p. 443 Anchor 21, pl. V; Frost 1969b, pp. 238, 241, 244



Arts 2019, 8, 165 21 of 67

Table I: 11, 245 figure 11; Frost 1991, pp. 360–63, 371, 378 no. 9, 379, pls. IV–V; Wachsmann 1998,
pp. 259 figure 12.7, 271 figure 12.28: 21, 274, figure 12.33: 11). Beginning in his Sixth Campaign
(Year 30, circa 1449 BC), Thutmose III appears to have established a network of harbors along the
Syro-Canaanite coast to support and supply ships transporting his army to and from Egypt, saving
them the exhausting trek across the Sinai and the Levantine coast (Säve-Söderbergh 1946, pp. 33–36;
Wachsmann 1998, p. 10). Egyptian officials and merchants appear in texts from several Syro-Canaanite
cities (Rainey and Schniedewind 2015, Byblos: EA 105: 33–34, 114: 51–53; Sumur: EA 67: 6–16; Ugarit:
Rainey 1967, pp. 88–89; Wachsmann 1986). When Wenamun shipwrecks on Alashia (Cyprus) he finds
someone living there who speaks Egyptian who then serves as a translator between Wenamun and
Heteb, the “princess” of Alashia (Wente 2003, p. 123).

If the evidence from Deir el Bahri and Medinet Habu, and, to a lesser degree, the Byblos model,
give us a relative level of confidence of first or second-hand observation, consider a few examples of
ship representations at the other end of the spectrum, in which the image is clearly separated from the
prototype by several levels of dissociation:

• A porter holds a ship model on the Minoan Hagia Triada sarcophagus (Figure 20) (Long 1974).
In this illustration we have a painting . . . of a model . . . of a ship.

• The Gurob ship-cart model copies a cultic boat on wheels, quite possibly a Dionysian ship cart,
which, in turn, replicates a contemporaneous 13th or 12th-century BC Aegean-style galley, thus
indicating three levels of separation (Figures 10 and 21b).11

• The Kinneret Boat (Sea of Galilee Boat) dates to the first century BC–first century AD (Figure 2a,b).
The vessel was discovered on the western shores of the Sea of Galilee, Israel (Steffy 1990;
Wachsmann 1990; 2009; 2015). A contemporaneous mosaic from the adjacent site of Migdal
depicts a vessel like the Kinneret Boat, fully rigged, crewed, and with its mast and sail furled
(Figure 2c) (Corbo 1978). This resemblance to the Kinneret Boat led me to erroneously conclude
that the vessel in the mosaic represented an accurate contemporaneous depiction of the vessel
type (Steffy and Wachsmann 1990). Ronny Reich (1991) notes, however, that there are other items
arrayed around the ‘boat’ in the mosaic, which include a pair of Hellenistic/Roman-period scrapers
(strigili), together with what Reich interprets as an ointment bottle (aryballos) attached to a ring
with a chain, a drinking cup (kantharos), and a fish. In other words, the mosaic portrays a still
life scene, including a model of one of the local vessels. Here again we have a situation that is
analogous to that of the Hagia Triada Sarcophagus: in this case, a mosaic depiction of a model of
an actual vessel.12

In some instances, artists plainly demonstrate that they did not fully understand the nautical
details that they represent. For example, the Kenamun scene of Late Bronze Age Syro-Canaanite
seagoing ships contains the most detailed known depictions of these vessels (Figures 4 and 5). During
that period, the normative sail system consisted of a rectangular sail deployed between a yard and a
boom (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 248–51, and there additional bibliography). This ‘boom-footed rig’ is
clearly seen on the ships of Hatshepsut’s expedition, in which it appears in both the raised and the
lowered/furled positions (Figure 12). In this rig, the boom was secured to the mast. A number of lines,
termed ‘lifts’, ran obliquely from the masthead to points along the yard and the boom. The crew set
sail by raising the yard to the masthead. The lifts supported the yard in its lowered/furled position
(Figure 12: ships at left), but when the sail was set/raised the yard’s lifts served no purpose, and hung
loosely in pendant arcs between the masthead and their various points of contact along the yard
(Figure 12: ships at right).

11 On evidence linking the Gurob model to Dionysian cult, which apparently arrived in Egypt during the period of Sea People
migrations, see (Wachsmann 2013, pp. 41–57, 59, 120–32, 203–4).

12 Similarly, but much farther afield, Kristian Kristiansen (2019) proposes that elements of Scandinavian rock art depict models.
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However, on several of the Kenamun ships, the yards’ lifts attach at both of their extremities to the
yard itself without connecting to the masthead, in a completely ineffectual manner (Figures 4b and 5b).
Elsewhere in the scene, a ship’s yard is lowered in a position that would have resulted in the lifts
being drawn taut in support of it (Figure 4a, lower left; Figure 5a, bottom center of scene). In this case
Kenamun’s artist connected the yard to the boom with lifts forming two pendant arcs in an impossible
manner. I find it curious that the artist could confuse these details, as contemporaneous Nile ships
employed this same rig, so that any Egyptian would have been familiar with its elementary details.
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Figure 20. (a) The Hagia Triada Sarcophagus, (b) Detail of the mourner carrying a votive ship
model on the Hagia Triada sarcophagus, Crete, ca. 1400 BC. (a) by Jebulon—Own work, CC0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=40380234 (b) from (Wachsmann 1998, p. 102 figure
6.32) after (Evans 1964, I, p. 439 figure 316).
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5. Modern Changes

Beware of modern changes to ancient ship representations. When possible always examine the
original ship depiction, or at least a photograph of it. This is important due to the possibility of
encroaching error due to modern reconstructions. Early Egyptologists notoriously made repairs and
changes to ancient boat models, such as arbitrarily reconstructing them, or rearranging the crews and
ships’ gear and even switching ship parts among models (Reisner 1913, p. XVI, 6 ns. 1–6; Doyle 1998,
pp. 137–39; Wachsmann 2013, pp. 1, 4 figure 1.4, 5 figure 1.5–6, 91).

At times, reproductions are all that exist for a ship depiction. In the case of a Helladic/Sea Peoples
style ship painted on an funerary urn from a cremation level at Hama, the excavators published only a
painting and miniature line drawings, but no photographs (Ingholt 1940, pl. 22: 2; Riis 1948, pp. 48
figure 25, 97 figure 130: B, no. 112, pl. 12: C). I myself have replicated this image repeatedly (mea culpa)
having been unaware until recently that the published images are in fact partially based on the modern
reconstruction (Wachsmann 1998, p. 174 figure 8.19: B; 2013, p. 63 figure 2.33, passim).13

6. On Ship Typologies

Typologies represent one of the most important and difficult of tasks required of archaeologists.
With some groups of ship representations there is, however, a distinct danger of over interpreting the
evidence. We do well to consider the relevance of Davies (1930, pp. 29–30) comments regarding the
interpretation of Theban tomb art:

The task cannot consist merely of collecting and arranging the items offered and then
deducing the solution, as if by an operation in mathematics or chemical analysis.

. . . we long for exact historical truth and have so much to build on these deeply buried
foundations, to remember how little it was the purpose of the ancient artist to record exact
facts and still less to be of help to those who would come to his record without previous
familiarity with its subject and its conventions. If we deal with his delightful, and, properly
dealt with, most instructive pictures as if they were illustrations to an encyclopedia, we only
delude ourselves and render his unintended services to the far future a diminution, instead
of an increase of knowledge . . . We must be sadly content to know nothing if there is nothing
to know. We must be as ready to score above the line as below, admitting the large total
which has been lost to us by the carelessness and impulsiveness of our partner (the ancient
witness) as well as the positive gains we have made together.

Most Egyptian ship models lend themselves particularly well to typologies (Reisner 1913;
Landström 1970; Jones 1990; Merriman 2011; Stephens 2012). Additionally, in cases in which a
specific group of artists worked in a determined style to decorate pots with images of contemporaneous
ships, a typology can be worthwhile. A study of war galleys on Attic Late Geometric-period ceramics,
for example, has merit because a single group of painters, the Dipylon school, created these images in
Athens over a period that probably did not exceed six decades (Morrison and Williams 1968, pp. 12–13,
18–37; Coldstream 2006, pp. 109–19; Basch 1987, pp. 162–63; Casson 1995, pp. 43–60). In this case, there
exists a certain inherent conformity of artistic conventions and regional ship types—although even
here not without significant differences(!)—that artists represented during a relatively short period.
Other Geometric-period ship depictions demonstrate a similar cohesion of details as seen in the galleys
appearing on Geometric-period Boeotian fibulae (Basch 1987, pp. 190–94; Basch and Artzy 1985,
pp. 326–27 figure 13: A–G).

In some cases, however, typologies are ill advised. Such is the case with the Late Helladic/Sea
Peoples’ galley—the very ancestor of those same Geometric ships. Depictions of these vessels come from

13 I intend to correct this error in an upcoming publication (Wachsmann in preparation).
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across the eastern Mediterranean world. Chronologically they span three centuries and the creators
of these representations did not conform to any particularly artistic convention, but rather followed
their own, often limited, artistic capabilities. In only a handful of instances can one demonstrate that
more than one ship depiction came from the hand of a single artist (Wachsmann 1998, p. 155). Most of
these representations come from the Late Helladic IIIC period (circa 1200-1075/1050 BC), an epoch
noted for societal upheavals that contributed to insularity. In fact, perhaps the most notable feature of
this corpus of ship imagery is the independence of styles in which artists represented them. At its
extremity, the two ship depictions in Figure 21 may represent the same type of galley with an open
rowers’ gallery, discussed in detail below (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 135 figure 7.17, 137, 141 figure 7.28,
142–43).14 In situations such as this, a typology of such representations adds nothing and, in my
view can be counterproductive (i.e., Wedde 1999). Such modern scholarly creations are particularly ill
advised, because typologies are so easily, and so often, quoted by other scholars seeking expertise on
the subject. In such cases, it seems preferable to limit discussion to listing the major characteristics
of these craft as seen in the iconography while avoiding categorizing the representations themselves
(Wachsmann 1998, pp. 155–58).

7. Which Way Forward?

Sometimes crude ship representations lack sufficient detail to even distinguish a vessel’s bow
from its stern.15 A graffito of a ship on a Late Helladic IIIC stirrup jar from Asine has a long horizontal
line extending from its left side (Figure 22). Some scholars consider the projection an early nautical
ram and, therefore, determine that the ship faces left, while others believe the ship to be facing right
(Left: Kirk 1949, p. 117 figure 5; Morrison and Williams 1968, p. 10 no. BA.3. Right: Casson 1995,
p. 32 figure 29; Bass 1972, p. 22; Basch 1987, pp. 146–47 figure 309).16 In this case the authors focus on
whether the horizontal line is a quarter rudder strung out aft of the vessel or a bow projection.
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In such cases, if the vessel is under sail, consider in which direction the sail is set. As Williams
himself notes, the thick vertical line bisecting the hull must represent the mast. If so, then the vessel’s
sail is swelling to the right and the bow lies in that direction, a conclusion supported by additional
evidence (compare the billowing sail on the galley in Figure 21b) (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 139 figure
7.22, 140). If they are to function, however, masts cannot be stepped aft of amidships, which seems to
be the case here if this interpretation is correct. Indeed, this would be a problem if we were dealing here
with an actual ship. But such is not the case: this is a representation of a ship, one in which the artist
chose to indicate the billowing of the sail without undue concern as to where exactly the mast would
have been stepped in reality.

14 See below, Section 9. Corpus Delecti.
15 On determining the directionality of Early Cycladic long ships, see below, Section 8. Cultural Continua.
16 Earlier Lucien Basch (1975, pp. 201, 202 figure 2) had identified the left end as the bow.
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A similar problem exists concerning a ship incised on a stele dated to the Late Cypriot III period
(circa 1225–1050 BC) from Enkomi (Figure 23a) (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 142 figure 7.29A, 143–144).
This ship can be explained as a Helladic style warship of the period if it faces right: but does it
(Wachsmann 1998, pp. 130–58; Wachsmann 2013)? The sail, if represented by the lines in Figure 23b:
2-3-6, appears to be billowing to the left, which would indicate that the ship faces left. Here an informed
knowledge of the ship type and its rig aids in resolving the issue.
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rigging. (c) Detail of a Phoenician ship’s brailed rig with the sail furled to the yard, ca. 700 BC. After
(Wachsmann 1998, p. 142 figure 7.29).

This graffito dates to the time of the brailed sail, which first appears towards the end of the Late
Bronze Age (Figures 7a and 15–18) (Casson 1995, pp. 70, 234 no. 42, 259 no. 3, figures 72, 81–82, 89, 90,
95–97; Vinson 1993; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 251–54; Whitewright 2018). The brailed sail did away with
the boom of the earlier rig and allowed the crew to control the sail by pulling on lines termed brails
that ran from the foot of the sail over the yard through (brailing) rings sewn to the forward side of
the sail.17 A crew could configure the sail by controlling the brails, rather like raising or lowering a
modern Venetian blind. This permitted sailing to windward, something impossible with the earlier
boom-footed rig (Cariolou 1997). To take in sail, the crew hauled on the brails. When furled, the
sail collects in bunches beneath the yard (Figures 17 and 23c). This same brailed sail allowed for the
dramatic expansion of sea routes at the outset of the Iron Age (Wachsmann 1998, p. 331).

With the brailed rig in mind, now reconsider the sail on the Enkomi ship. The lines comprising
the mast and rigging can be reasonably explained for a ship facing right. Thus, in Figure 23b, line 1
must represent the vessel’s mast, 2 the yard, 3 would then stand for a single forestay, 4 a halyard or a
brail, 5 a backstay, and 6 a brace. The triangles formed by lines 2, 8 and 9 and lines 2, 7 with (mast) 1

17 Herodotus (Histories 2.36.4), writing in the fifth-century BC, states that the Egyptians alone had the curious habit of running
their brails on the ‘inside’, that is the after side, of their sails (Basch 1978, pp. 115, 116 figure 28–29, 118; Casson 1995, p. 234
no. 42; Vinson 1993, p. 135 no. 11).
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then crudely represent the hanging bunches of the vessel’s brailed sail in the furled position (Figures 17
and 23c).18

8. Cultural Continua

In ship evolution and in the development of ship-related accoutrements and customs, one can
sometimes discern a ‘cultural continuum’. Certain elements, or even nautical customs, that, although
they evolve and transform over time, also remain true to an original concept. These examples of
continuity can last for centuries, and in some cases millennia (see, for example, Whitewright 2018).
When such a phenomenon can explain a research question, one should not deviate from it, as it represents
the simplest resolution.19 The following two cases—the directionality of Early Bronze Age Cycladic
longships and the identity of Late Bronze Age/Geometric-period stem and stern devices—demonstrate
this point.

The earliest representations of Aegean seagoing vessels appear in the Early Cycladic period (third
millennium BC). The best known two-dimensional representations of these vessels decorate a series of
remarkable cultic artifacts commonly termed ‘frying pans’ due to their shape, not purpose (Figure 24)
(Coleman 1985; Papathanassoglou and Georgouli 2009). While distributed across Greece, the Aegean
and Turkey, only the frying pans from the Cycladic island of Syros bear ship representations, all
seeming to depict the same type of vessel. In these two-dimensional representations these watercraft,
commonly termed ‘Cycladic long ships’, appear to be long and narrow, with one high extremity and
the other low. An outboard-facing fish totem sits atop the high end while the low extremity of each
vessel bears a horizontal projection continuing the lower line of the hull. Rows of parallel lines appear
along the sides of each hull.

Scholars have vigorously debated which extremity of these vessels represents the bow, and which
the stern (Johnstone 1973; Casson 1975; Wachsmann 1980; 1998, pp. 73–74; Johnston 1982; Basch 1987,
pp. 84–85). This debate continues (Guttandin 2009; Guttandin et al. 2010, 2011; Wachsmann 2011b).

For over a half century following Sir Arthur Evans’ discovery of the Minoan culture in nearby
Crete at the birth of the 20th century, little new evidence emerged for clarifying the directionality of the
Cycladic vessels. The available visual corpus consisted of ships engraved on thumbnail-sized seals and
sealings, a few poorly-made models and the Hagia Triada Sarcophagus, each with its own limitations
(Figures 11, 20 and 25) (Marinatos 1933). Then Colin Renfrew (1967) published a remarkable trio of
third millennium BC lead ship models, now in the Ashmolean Museum, from the Cycladic island of
Naxos. The models clearly replicate, but in three dimensions, the long-ship type appearing on the
Cycladic frying pans and confirm that the prototype vessels indeed had long and narrow dimensions
(Casson 1995, p. 41). The best preserved of the models has a beam-to-keel ratio of 1:14 (Figure 26).

As paddlers must be situated immediately adjacent to the sides of a vessel, paddling requires less
inboard space than rowing, which makes paddling the normative manner to propel narrow vessels
(Figure 27). Thus, the models’ tapered proportions indicate that the rows of parallel lines on the frying
pan craft must represent paddles rather than oars (Basch 1987, p. 84; Wachsmann 1995, pp. 10, 13–14).
These models lack the horizontal projections that appear on the low extremity of the frying pan ships.
Rather, the low extremities end in a sheet of lead that folds transom-like into the stern.

18 See also figures below, in Section 8. Cultural Continua.
19 See above, Section 2. Shaving with Occam’s Razor.
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Figure 27. Paddling is the normative method of propulsion for vessels with narrow hulls. Here
paddlers propel slender dragon boats during a race. Hong Kong. From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 110
figure 6.47).

This absence of the horizontal extension on the models raises two possible explanations: either
the device was not an integral part of the vessel’s structure, being only attached when mandatory
to accomplish its function, or some ships of this type were constructed with this projection while
others were not. The latter possibility can be likened to the case of keel extensions on the bows of Late
Helladic/Sea Peoples’ galleys: some had the extensions while others did not (compare Figures 10, 21b,
22, 23a [With bow extension] with Figures 17, 18, 21a [Without bow extension]) (Wachsmann 1998,
pp. 157–58).

The status quo dramatically changed, however, in 1972 when Spiridon Marinatos, excavating at
Akrotiri on the Cycladic island of Thera, discovered a structure that he termed the ‘West House’, which
contained a series of polychromatic frescoes bearing nautical motifs (Marinatos 1974, pp. 19–31, color
pls. 2, 4, 6, 9; Basch 1987, pp. 117–32; Morgan 1988, pp. 121–45, 150–54, color pls. A, C; Doumas 1983,
pp. 48, 49 figure. 6, 82-88, 105-106, color plates II, X–XI, XIV; 1992, pp. 45–97; Wachsmann 1980; 1998,
pp. 86–122). The site and the frescoes had been buried in the wake of Thera’s eruption circa 1628 BC.
While these frescoes derive from an indigenous Cycladic culture, it had clearly been highly influenced
by contact with the Minoans. In truth, the ships appearing in these frescoes show such similarities
to what can be gleaned from the thin gruel of evidence for Minoan vessels that it is preferable to
inclusively term these ships as being of Minoan/Cycladic origin. There may have been differences
between Minoan ships and those appearing in the West House frescoes, but from this distance in time
and with the evidence available, it truly would be unwise to attempt to differentiate between them.

The Miniature Frieze on the south wall of the West House’s Room 5 portrays a naval regatta or
procession (Figure 28). A second scene in the Miniature Frieze depicts ships of the same type as the
processional ships, but lacking the festive decorations, beached along a rocky shore, and with oars
adrift in the water (Basch 1987, pp. 131–32; Morgan 1988, pp. 150–54, color pl. A; Doumas 1983, color
plate XIV; 1992, pp. 58, 60–63; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 88–91, 113–17). Several dead bodies float in the
surf and nearby soldiers, apparently disembarked from the ships, march inland.
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Figure 28. The waterborne procession in the south Miniature Frieze. Courtesy Wikimedia Commons.
By pano by smial; modified by Luxo; Image: AKROTIRI SHIP-PROCESSION-FULL PANO.jpg, Public
Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1568965. Used with permission.

Significantly, the six ships participating in the procession have several pertinent unifying
characteristics (Figures 28 and 29a):

• They are highly decorated and carry ornamented bowsprits missing on the functional ships.
• While the processional ships have masts and sails, in all cases, the sails, and sometimes also the

masts, have been lowered.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1568965
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• Perhaps most surprisingly, the ships move under paddles, not oars. The awkward manner in
which the paddlers strain, bending over the sides of the hull, makes it abundantly clear that
paddling was not the accustomed manner of propulsion for these vessels (Figures 29a and 30).
Furthermore, in the same scene, a vessel accompanying the procession moves under oar, which
indicates that the Therans knew both forms of propulsion well (Figure 28a [far left of scene] and
Figure 31).

• However, for the present discussion, the most significant factor is that each of the processional ships
carries a horizontal device under its stern (Figure 29b). This extension, repeatedly depicted in great
detail in the fresco, appears to be clearly lashed to the sterns of the processional vessels. Those not
taking part in the regatta lack the device.
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Figure 29. (a) Line drawing of the best preserved of the ships taking part in the waterborne procession
portrayed in the Miniature Frieze, West House, on Thera. (b) Detail of the stern of the same ship, with
its attached horizontal projection. From (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 92 figure 6.13, 93 figure 6.14) after
(Marinatos 1974, color plate 9).
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Figure 30. Paddlers on a processional ship in the Miniature Frieze bend over to complete their stroke.
Miniature Frieze, West House, Akrotiri, Thera. From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 106 figure 6.42) after
(Marinatos 1974, p. 51 figure 6).

Arts 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 33 of 67 

 
Figure 31. The rowed ship accompanying the procession. Miniature Frieze, West House, Akrotiri, 
Thera. From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 93 figure 6.16) after (Doumas 1983 p. 121 figure 20). 

Another example of a cultural continuum relates to the decoration of stem and sternposts on 
Mediterranean watercraft. Statues of birds, bird heads, and particularly the beaks of water birds, 
have displayed a remarkable resilience as ornaments on Mediterranean seacraft. These devices are 
perhaps best known as symbols on Roman-period merchant ships (Figure 32). However, it 
transpires that bird-head decorations, and sometimes even statues of birds, also served as a standard 
decoration on warships of the Late Bronze Age, the Iron Age, the Classical period, and later 
(Wachsmann 1996; 1998, pp. 177–202; Lenz 1998). 

 
Figure 32. Bird-head stern ornaments on merchant craft in the first and second centuries AD. After 
(Wachsmann 1998, p. 178, figure 8.24). 

These bird devices have an exceptionally long and fascinating history. They first appear on 
Helladic vessels or on those that belong to the Sea Peoples (Figures 17, 18, 21 and 33). Similar birds 
commonly appear on Mycenaean and Philistine pottery (Furumark 1941, pp. 250–52, 253 figure 30, 
254, 255 figure 31 [nos. 36–52]; Benson 1961, 1975; Dothan 1982, pp. 198–200, 201–2 figures 61–63, 

Figure 31. The rowed ship accompanying the procession. Miniature Frieze, West House, Akrotiri,
Thera. From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 93 figure 6.16) after (Doumas 1983, p. 121 figure 20).

Lionel Casson (1975, p. 7) proposes that the processional ships were either old vessels or,
alternately, contemporaneous ones employed in an archaic manner:

Now, at Athens in Classical times it was the practice to send the embassy to the annual spring
festival of Apollo at Delos in a vessel that was so old fashioned that people were able to say
it was the one in which Theseus had sailed to Crete. Why not a similar situation here? That
the six ships are an archaic style of craft called into use for a special religious ceremony?
Either that or they are current models that are deliberately being handled in archaic fashion,
as demanded by the ceremony in which they take part?

Following Casson’s lead, we might ask the following question: if the ceremonial ships represent
contemporaneous vessels emulating older indigenous craft, then which culturally-related earlier craft
are they emulating? The answer, of course, is self-evident. The Theran ships’ archaizing attributes
all hark back to the third-millennium Cycladic long ships, which were decorated, lacked sail, were
propelled by paddlers and they had a detachable horizontal stern projection (Figures 24 and 26).

Thus, regarding the directionality of the Cycladic long ships, we can confidently determine that
on these vessels the high end represents the bow, and that the low end, with its horizontal extension,
represents the stern by identifying a localized cultural continuum (Wachsmann 1980; 1998, pp. 86–99,
105–22; 2011b).

Another example of a cultural continuum relates to the decoration of stem and sternposts on
Mediterranean watercraft. Statues of birds, bird heads, and particularly the beaks of water birds, have
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displayed a remarkable resilience as ornaments on Mediterranean seacraft. These devices are perhaps
best known as symbols on Roman-period merchant ships (Figure 32). However, it transpires that
bird-head decorations, and sometimes even statues of birds, also served as a standard decoration on
warships of the Late Bronze Age, the Iron Age, the Classical period, and later (Wachsmann 1996; 1998,
pp. 177–202; Lenz 1998).
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Figure 32. Bird-head stern ornaments on merchant craft in the first and second centuries AD. After
(Wachsmann 1998, p. 178, figure 8.24).

These bird devices have an exceptionally long and fascinating history. They first appear on
Helladic vessels or on those that belong to the Sea Peoples (Figures 17, 18, 21 and 33). Similar birds
commonly appear on Mycenaean and Philistine pottery (Furumark 1941, pp. 250–52, 253 figure 30,
254, 255 figure 31 [nos. 36–52]; Benson 1961, 1975; Dothan 1982, pp. 198–200, 201–2 figures 61–63, 203;
Meiberg 2011, pp. 47–51, 54–69, 81–90, 99–112, 126–44, 162–65, 182–87).20 Most remarkably, we bear
witness to a repeating cycle in which the bird head first appears in its natural form and then cycles
through stylized, and then completely abstracted, forms of a bird head, ending with the bird’s head
and beak transforming into little more than a complex curve.

20 Often these ships depict bird heads with upturned beaks, a feature unparalleled in birds appearing in Aegean or Philistine art
(Figure 21b). The upturned beak may represent a central European Urnfield influence (Wachsmann 1998, p. 180 figure 30: A).
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Figure 33. Outboard facing bird head devices on the stem and sternposts of the five depictions of a
Sea Peoples’ ship at Medinet Habu. Note that only the bow (right) bird-head protome of ship N.5
(bottom right) has a carved eye. Ramses III. After (Wachsmann 1998, p. 177 figure 8.23) derived from
(Epigraphic Survey 1930, pl. 39). Courtesy of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago.

Stern devices in the shape of bird heads painted on three Cypriot jugs dating to the sixth century
BC serve as a key to understanding the vast variety of forms in which bird heads can be depicted
(Karageorghis and Gagniers 1974, pp. 122–23 nos. XI: 1–3). An entirely natural bird head, complete
with eye and facing inboard, tops one vessel’s sternpost (Figure 34a). In a second ship (b), the eye
disappears, and the head becomes stylized, but it remains differentiated from the beak. However,
on a third craft (c), the bird head and beak devolve into little more than a sinuous curve. Even if
this progression results solely from the abstraction by the artist(s) who created these images, the
bird heads nevertheless demonstrate a clear and obvious evolution. This cycle—natural, stylized,
and abstract—repeating on ships in the ancient Mediterranean creates a clear cultural continuum
of Mediterranean ship ornamentation (Wachsmann 1996; 1998, pp. 177–97; 2013, pp. 78 figure 2.48,
79). Additionally, a strong argument can be made for bird-head devices that serve as the immediate
precursors of two devices—the volute and the aphlaston (Appendix A)—that later decorate the sterns
of Greek and Roman warships: (Wachsmann 1996, pp. 544–45; 1998, pp. 189–90, 191 figures 8.56: A,
C–D, 8.57, 192 figure 8.59: B–C).
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and dismisses, the possibilities that the devices represent birds, griffins, or horses, and concludes 
that, on Late Helladic IIIC ships, these items are best interpreted as “sea dragons”. To support this 

Figure 34. Ships appearing on three Cypriot jugs dating to the seventh century BC demonstrate the
progressive mutation of a naturalistic bird head and beak, with eye (a) to stylized (b) and then abstract
(c) versions. From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 183 figure 8.41) after (Karageorghis and Gagniers 1974,
pp. 122–23 nos. 11: 2, 3, 1). Drawing (c): Megan Hagseth.

However, other identifications have been proposed for these stem and stern devices. Assaf
Yasur-Landau (2010) studies the stem ornaments seen on Late Helladic ship depictions. He discusses,
and dismisses, the possibilities that the devices represent birds, griffins, or horses, and concludes
that, on Late Helladic IIIC ships, these items are best interpreted as “sea dragons”. To support this
argument, Yasur-Landau compares these bow decorations to stern devices on Minoan cultic boats that
predate the Late Helladic IIIC by several centuries, as well as to a depiction of a dragon-like creature,
which appears on a pictorial vase from Ashkelon, but notably not as a ship decoration (Evans 1964, IV:
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II, pp. 950–53; Wachsmann 1998, p. 112 figure 6.52 [also p. 113 figure 6.54 for depictions of similar
creatures in the sea in Minoan art]; Stager and Mountjoy 2007).

In a similar vein, Homer (Iliad 18.3, 19.344) describes his ships having “upright horns”. Observing
Geometric-period warships, roughly contemporaneous to the structuring of the Homeric epics, one
well understands the appropriateness of that particular epithet (Figure 35) (, p. 45, pls. 1: e, 2: a, c–d, 3:
b, 4: a, c [i–ii d–e]B124-arts-588633; Basch 1987, pp. 166 figures 334–336, 171 figures 349–352, 172 figure
353, 173 figure 357, 174 figure 360–361, 175 figure 362, 176 figure 367, 177 figures 371–372, 178 figure
374, 187 figure 393, 188 figures 394–395, 189 figures 396–397; Casson 1995, p. 45 no. 16, figures 30, 62,
65–68, 72, 74; Wachsmann 1998, p. 186; Lenz 1998; Mark 2005, pp. 97–98, 102, 104). Michael Wedde
(2002, p. 858) takes this epithet as indicating that the curving appendages visible on these vessels
represent horns.
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What is the simplest explanation (Occam’s Razor) for the devices on Helladic and Geometric-period
ship representations? Hypothetical interpretations that would have sea monsters on Helladic ships, or
horns appearing on Geometric galleys, have no antecedents and no descendants in Bronze and Iron
Age Mediterranean ship iconography. If correct, these devices would have to appear out of nowhere
and then immediately return there. Again, in this case, bird heads, as part of a well-documented
cultural continuum, should be preferred.

9. Corpus Delicti

The manner in which human figures relate to a ship representation can occasionally contribute
significant details regarding the prototype vessel’s structure, as seen in Ramses III’s naval battle relief
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at Medinet Habu. The relief today is in a sad state when compared to how it must have appeared in its
heyday. Originally, the wall would have been plastered, carved, and painted. Today, no traces remain
of the thick layers of plaster that had been used to smooth the wall’s surface and make corrections, nor
of the paint (Nelson 1929, pp. 22–23). This represents a significant loss to our knowledge, as Egyptian
artists did not differentiate between the carved and painted detail in this art form. We can infer the
dramatic loss of information that vanished with the paint from the following description by Harold H.
Nelson (1929, p. 22) of another battle scene, this one against the Libyans (Tjemhu), in which the paint
had survived at Medinet Habu (Figure 36):

Here, in the upper portions of the relief, even the water-color paint is unusually well
preserved, and we find that the bare sculpture has been extensively supplemented by painted
details distinctly enriching the composition. The colors of the garments worn by the Libyans
clearly stand out. Between the bodies of the slain as they lie upon the battlefield appear pools
of blood. The painter has suggested the presence of the open country by painting in wild
flowers that spring up among the dead. Moreover, it is apparent that the action takes place
in a hilly region, for streams of blood run down between the bodies as the enemy attempt
to escape across the hills from the Pharaoh’s pursuing shafts. The details of the monarch’s
accouterments are indicated in color, relieving him of the almost naked appearance that is
often presented by his sculptured figure when divested of its paint. It is not infrequent to
find such details as bow strings or lance shafts partly carved and partly represented in paint.
The characteristic tattoo marks on the bodies of the Tjemhu are also only painted in pigment.
When all of these painted details have disappeared, though the sculptured design might
remain in fairly good condition, much of the life of the original scene is gone and many aids
to its interpretation are lost.
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The naval battle, while being fought between ships, did not take place on the open sea, but rather
on a branch of the Nile (Figure 14) (Wachsmann 2013, p. 33 no. 7; Hoffmeier 2018). Archers, led by a
colossal Ramses III, appear on the far right of the scene shooting from land, while one soldier pulls a
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Sea Peoples prisoner of war out of the water (Figures 14 and 16). The Sea Peoples’ ships appear to
be immobile in the water, with their brailed sails furled and no evidence of rowers. Ramses appears
to have surprised his foes at anchor (Breasted 1988, IV, §77; Nelson 1943, p. 46; Casson 1995, p. 38;
Wachsmann 1998, pp. 166, 168).

The nine ships, four Egyptian (E) and five belonging to the Sea Peoples (N), form three columns
with a single ship type representing each side (Figure 16). This is an obvious oversimplification, as the
accompanying text describes three vessel types that participated on the Egyptian side alone (Breasted
1988, IV, §65; Edgerton and Wilson 1936, p. 54 no. 20b; Nelson 1943, p. 44). In other words, the ‘fleets’
taking part in the battle each derive from a single representative prototype vessel repeatedly copied,
albeit in varying degrees of detail.

The invading Sea Peoples’ vessel, replicated here five times, had been clearly adopted and perhaps
adapted from the typical Helladic galley type for which a large corpus of roughly contemporaneous
images exists (Figures 10, 21–23) (Wachsmann 1981; 1998, pp. 123–204; 2013, pp. 59–84).21 Without
doubt, the Sea People’s vessel repeatedly portrayed in the Medinet Habu relief must have been
based initially on first-hand observation. Artists clearly took part in both Egyptian trading and
military expeditions beyond Egypt’s borders, as witnessed in Hatshepsut’s Punt scenes, Thutmose III’s
‘Botanical Garden’ in the Akhmenu at Karnak, and a relief of Ramses II in Luxor Temple (Figures 12, 13,
37a and 38) (Naville 1898, pls. LXIX, LXXII–LXXV; Davies 1930, p. 30 figure 1; Danelius and Steinitz
1967; Bianchi 1997; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 17 figure 2.11, 18 figures 2.12–13, 19 figure 2.14, 20 figures
2.15–16, 21 figures 2.17–18, 22; 2013, pp. 39–40).22
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Figure 37. The queen of Punt as she appears in Hatshepsut’s tableau (a) and in an ancient sketch (b).
After (Davies 1930, p. 30 figure 1). Drawing: Shelley Wachsmann.

21 For additional examples of this ship type, see below and Section 10. Size Does Matter.
22 On Thutmose III’s Botanical Garden at Karnak, see also below, Section 11. To Be or Not to Be.
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Figure 38. A scene from Thutmose III’s Botanical Garden at Karnak Temple. Photo: S. Wachsmann.

In truth, we cannot determine what led to the selection of the specific galley that served as a
source for the five Sea Peoples’ ships. It could have been chosen because it was the predominant vessel
type, because it was unique, or perhaps simply because it was available. Conceivably, the artist chose
this ship because it was the one that had been capsized, and yet we have no way of knowing whether
this action represents a unique event or a standard Egyptian method of operation during this battle.

The Sea Peoples’ capsized vessel (Figure 16 [Ship N.3], Figures 18 and 39b) is the most detailed,
displaying three horizontal sections, as opposed to only two on each of the other Sea Peoples’ vessels
(Figure 16 [Ships N.1–2, 4–5], Figures 17 and 39a). The Egyptian artist(s) provide three clues to the
meaning of the additional section, between lines 2 and X in Figure 39b in the form of dead and
dying warriors.
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Figure 39. (a) The horizontal lines on ships N.1–2, 4 and 5 in the Medinet Habu nautical battle scene. (b)
The horizontal lines on capsized ship N.3. From (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 170 figure 8.13, 171 figure 8.15).
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In Figure 18 one fellow lies on the upturned hull with his right foot stretched out behind him.
His left leg disappears behind the hull, but then reappears in the central panel. Below him, a second
figure seems to be falling out of the ship: his legs straddle the screen (Figure 39b, panel 3-X), his left
leg disappearing behind it and then reappearing in the central panel. To the left of this figure, a third
warrior is wrapped around the screen, with his body reappearing in the central panel once again.

All three figures indicate that the central panel must represent an open space, or rowers’ gallery,
through which oars could be plied (Figure 39b, 2-X). Additionally, it is possible to determine that
these vessels also had raised decks in their fore and stern castles and that a center-line deck ran the
length, although not the breadth, of the ship by studying the positioning of warriors in the other ships
in relation to the hull and decking (Figures 17 and 40).23 Since I first published this reconstruction
for the Medinet Habu Sea Peoples’ ships in 1981, it has been confirmed by discoveries from Pyrgos
Livanaton (Homeric Kynos) in Greece, from Bademgediği in Turkey, as well as from a restudy of the
Gurob ship-cart model (Figures 10 and 41) (Wachsmann 1981; 1982; 1998, pp. 131 figure 7.8, 132 figure
7.9; 2013, pp. 13 figure 1.13, 14 table 2, 15, 16 table 3 and figure 1.16, 63 figure 2.34, 67 figure 2.39: E,
74–75, 76 figure 2.47; Dakoronia 1990; 1995; 2006; Mountjoy 2005; 2006; 2011).
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Figure 40. A study of how warriors interact with their ships in the Medinet Habu naval battle scene
enables a reconstruction of the basic details of the ship. Drawing: Fred Hocker. From (Wachsmann
1998, p. 173 figure 8.18: A).

23 Lionel Casson (1995, p. 51, figures 67–69) had previously used the same method to interpret the construction of
Geometric-period galleys.
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(a) A ship depiction from Pyrgos Livonaton, Homeric Kynos, in Greece only displays the torsos of 
the rowers at their oars, with their heads hidden behind the screen. Late Helladic IIIC. (b) Ship 
depiction from Bademgediği, Turkey. The artist has expanded the rowers’ gallery to reveal the 
rowers working their oars. In both scenes, figures standing above them indicate a deck running the 
length of the hull. Compare figures 17-18. Transitional Late Helladic IIIB-C Early or Late Helladic 
IIIC Early. NTS. From (Wachsmann 2013, p. 67 figure 2.39: E, 77 figure 2.47: B) (b) after (Mountjoy 
2005, pl. XCVI). On the dating of (b) see (Mountjoy 2011, pp. 484, 486 figure 3: bottom). 

One element missing in the Medinet Habu representations, and particularly on the capsized 
ship, are the stanchions, vertical posts that would have been essential in the prototype vessel to 
support the superstructure. Stanchions regularly appear on depictions of this ship type, being 
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Figure 41. Representations of Helladic-style galleys with rowers visible in the open rowers’ gallery.
(a) A ship depiction from Pyrgos Livonaton, Homeric Kynos, in Greece only displays the torsos of the
rowers at their oars, with their heads hidden behind the screen. Late Helladic IIIC. (b) Ship depiction
from Bademgediği, Turkey. The artist has expanded the rowers’ gallery to reveal the rowers working
their oars. In both scenes, figures standing above them indicate a deck running the length of the hull.
Compare figures 17-18. Transitional Late Helladic IIIB-C Early or Late Helladic IIIC Early. NTS. From
(Wachsmann 2013, p. 67 figure 2.39: E, 77 figure 2.47: B) (b) after (Mountjoy 2005, pl. XCVI). On the
dating of (b) see (Mountjoy 2011, pp. 484, 486 figure 3: bottom).

One element missing in the Medinet Habu representations, and particularly on the capsized ship,
are the stanchions, vertical posts that would have been essential in the prototype vessel to support the
superstructure. Stanchions regularly appear on depictions of this ship type, being represented as a
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‘horizontal ladder pattern’ (see, for example, Figures 10, 21b and 41b, [Figure 35: middle for a row of
stanchions on a Geometric-period galley]).24 It is possible that the stanchions originally existed solely
in paint and have long since disappeared (Wachsmann 1998, p. 172). Alternately, and more likely in
my view, the artists never included the stanchions in an attempt to simplify the ship’s appearance.
Lionel Casson (1995, p. 71 no. 6) suggests a similar explanation for the intermittent appearance
of stanchions on the Geometric-period descendants of these vessels: here, the artists included the
stanchions when oarsmen were absent, but omitted them when the rowers are seen pulling at their
oars. The two Late Helladic IIIB-C ships in Figure 21 appear to follow the same methodology, as they
can both be interpreted as depicting galleys with open rowers galleries, one (a) by displaying the
rowers antithetically arranged below figures standing on the deck (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 141 figure
7.28, 142–143), the other (b) with the typical horizontal ladder pattern representing an open rowers’
gallery intersected by stanchions, but without oarsmen. However, this rule is not evenly applied in
the Late Helladic IIIB-C. Note that the Bademgediği ship representation depicts both oarsmen and
stanchions together (Figure 41b). As noted, inconsistency in detail of representation in this particular
corpus is to be expected.25

10. Size Does Matter

Ancient representations were not intended as scale drawings or models. In some representations
of vessels, the relative scale of different elements can be disproportionally displayed or overemphasized,
while other details go missing. During the Bronze Age (circa 3000–1070/1050 BC), for example, when
the boom-footed rig was in use, artists emphasized the multiple lifts supporting the yard and boom
in their imagery while almost invariably ignoring other elements of the rig (Figures 5, 9, 12, 25 and
29a).26 At times, this focus on specific ship’s elements resulted in the artists skewing them to a scale
larger than the other parts of the ship, as the two following instances demonstrate.

For Aegean galleys, the open rowers’ gallery appears to have most impressed those who created
this imagery (Figures 10, 18, 21 and 41).27 Indeed, in some cases, this feature so overwhelms the
vessel that it becomes a shorthand manner of representing the ship itself, with oars and rigging being
occasionally added (Figures 21b, 41b and 42).

Similarly, but of a much later date, a graffito of a Roman galley from Khirbet Rafi, Israel, dating to
the time of the Bar Kokhba Revolt (AD 132–135) magnifies details related to the stem and stern—the
forecastle, the artemon sail, the volute, the ship’s (triton?) guardian deity (tutela), and the stern with
its hanging lamp—while shrinking the hull (Figure 43) (Kloner and Wachsmann 1978; Hornell 1943).
Of course, human figures regularly appear in varying, often incorrect, scales in relation to the ships that
they inhabit, being sometimes represented to more than one scale on the selfsame ship representation
(Figures 4, 5, 9, 17, 18, 21a, 34a,c, 35b and 44).

24 See also below, Section 10. Size Does Matter.
25 See above, Section 6. On Ship Typologies.
26 Dates for the Bronze Age in the eastern Mediterranean vary by region. Here I employ the accepted Aegean chronology

(Manning 2010, p. 23 table 2: 2). Sometimes we must concede that certain questions will remain unresolvable with the
evidence at hand. For example, in Figure 42a did the artist invert the galley in the larnax in order to signify that the bones
interred in it were the result of a shipwreck, because the artist painted when bending over the larnax or for some other
unknown reason?

27 On the three-dimensional evidence for stanchions on the Gurob ship-cart model, see (Wachsmann 2013, pp. 13–16).
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Figure 42. In some cases, rough representations of galleys with open rowers’ galleries ‘become’ the 
gallery, sometimes with rigging and oars added (NTS). (a) Ship graffito depicted inverted on the 
interior of a Late Minoan larnax. Below, the ship reversed. (b) Late Geometric-period galley from 
Khaniale Tekke, near Knossos, Crete. From (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 131 figure 7.7, 138 figure 7.20) 
after (Gray 1974, G47, Abb. 11; Boardman 1967, p. 73 figure 6: 21). 

 
Figure 43. The Khirbet Rafi ship graffito, Israel. First half of second century AD. From (Kloner and 
Wachsmann 1978, p. 230 figure 3). Used by permission. 

Figure 42. In some cases, rough representations of galleys with open rowers’ galleries ‘become’ the
gallery, sometimes with rigging and oars added (NTS). (a) Ship graffito depicted inverted on the interior
of a Late Minoan larnax. Below, the ship reversed. (b) Late Geometric-period galley from Khaniale
Tekke, near Knossos, Crete. From (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 131 figure 7.7, 138 figure 7.20) after (Gray
1974, G47, Abb. 11; Boardman 1967, p. 73 figure 6: 21).
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Athena. On the last day of the festival, she received a singular garment (peplos) that was brought to 
her in an impressive procession, parts of which are the subject of the Parthenon frieze (Wachsmann 
2012, pp. 237–38). For at least a millennium, iterations of the Panathenaic ship, a large vessel 
transported on wheels that never saw water beneath her hull, brought the peplos to the Acropolis. 

Figure 44. Nautical relief from the tomb of Iniwia. Late XVIIIth or early XIXth Dynasty. From
(Von Bissing 1913, Taf. 10 no. 21).

When dealing with ship models, similar problems of relative proportions arise. The most common
of these seems to be a distortion of the prototype vessel’s length-to-beam ratio. For example, compare a
wooden model of a Nile travelling ship from Tutankhamun’s tomb, which probably correctly replicates
the prototype vessel’s relative beam-to-length proportions (while at the same time distorting its sheer
plan, in typical Egyptian style) with the stubby terracotta ship model from Byblos discussed above
(Figure 19).

Details of a model’s construction can also result in deviations from the prototype vessel. On the
Gurob ship-cart model, the vertical post at the stem should follow the line of the bow, as it appears
consistently on representations of the Helladic galley with open rowers’ gallery (Figures 17, 18, 21, 22
and 41). Nevertheless, the model maker intentionally inserted the stem, incorrectly, aft of the line of
the bow, placing it at the center of the forecastle, presumably in order to secure the forecastle deck in
place (Figures 10 and 45) (Wachsmann 1998, p. 156; 2013, pp. 8, 11 figure 1.11).

Ship models may also serve specific functions that can result in significant deviations from their
prototype ships. A bronze ship model from the Athenian Acropolis illustrates this issue.

The Athenian Panathenaia celebrated the traditional birthday of the city’s patron goddess, Athena.
On the last day of the festival, she received a singular garment (peplos) that was brought to her in an
impressive procession, parts of which are the subject of the Parthenon frieze (Wachsmann 2012, pp.
237–38). For at least a millennium, iterations of the Panathenaic ship, a large vessel transported on
wheels that never saw water beneath her hull, brought the peplos to the Acropolis.

The fourth-century Erechtheion ship model might be the most detailed representation known of a
Panathenaic ship (Figure 46) (Wachsmann 2012, pp. 248–55; 2013, pp. 135–46). Nevertheless, this ex
voto, bearing the dedicatory inscription IEPON THΣ AΘHNAΣ (“sacred to Athena”), also served as
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an oil lamp. The lamp nestles between the ram and the forecastle and causes a distortion in the model’s
bow. This becomes clear when the model is compared to the most securely identified, although badly
damaged, representation of the Panathenaic ship, which appears on the Calendar Frieze, which is
imbedded in the Church of Ayios Eleutherios, or Little Metropolis, in central Athens (Figure 47a,c)
(Wachsmann 2012, pp. 247 figure 11, 252 figure 16).Arts 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 45 of 67 

 
Figure 45. Detail of the Gurob ship-cart model’s bow. Note that the stem rises from the center of the 
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the reality of the prototype ship on which the stem would have risen from the bow. Courtesy of the 
Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, University College, London. 
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mark survives (p. 249 figure 13: A). John S. Morrison and R.T. Williams (1968, p. 179 Clas. 20) 
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Figure 45. Detail of the Gurob ship-cart model’s bow. Note that the stem rises from the center of the
forecastle deck, locking it in place. This positioning results from a modeling issue and does not reflect
the reality of the prototype ship on which the stem would have risen from the bow. Courtesy of the
Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, University College, London.
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Figure 46. The Erechtheion model, (a) starboard sheer view, (b) top view. Note the cup-shaped lamp 
between the bow and the forecastle. From (Basch 1987, p. 229 figure 477). Courtesy Hellenic Institute 
for the Preservation of Nautical Heritage. 
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Figure 46. The Erechtheion model, (a) starboard sheer view, (b) top view. Note the cup-shaped lamp
between the bow and the forecastle. From (Basch 1987, p. 229 figure 477). Courtesy Hellenic Institute
for the Preservation of Nautical Heritage.

Additionally, early representations of the Erechtheion model show it with a stump amidships,
which, when the model was discovered, survived to approximately the height of the gunwale
(Wachsmann 2012, pp. 254 figure 17, 255; 2013, pp. 145, 149 figure 3.66). Currently, only a slight mark
survives (Figure 46b) (p. 249 figure 13: A). Morrison and Williams (1968, p. 179 Clas. 20) identify this
element as a mast tabernacle (histopode). However, this does not comport with the Calendar Frieze
ship. A careful study of its surviving remnants indicates that the ship carried a raking mast stepped
well aft of midships (Figure 47b) (Wachsmann 2012, pp. 244, 245 figures 6–7, 246). This leads me to
suspect that the stump, rather than indicating a mast, represents the remnants of a stalk that served to
suspend the model at its center of gravity (p. 255 no. 71).
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Figure 47. (a) The Calendar Frieze Panathenaic ship. Small Metroplitan Church (Church of St.
Eleutherios) in Central Athens. Dates for the frieze vary from the Late Hellenistic period to the
second-century AD. A Byzantine-period cross has largely obliterated the ship. (b) A careful study of
surviving details allows for a reconstruction of the Calendar Frieze Panathenaic ship. (c) When an
outline of the Erechtheion model is placed over the Calendar Frieze Panathenaic ship, the results are
strikingly similar, despite the disparate materials used in the representations. Note that the model’s oil
lamp (2), placed above the model’s chisel-shaped ram (1) resulted in its forecastle (3b) being moved
aft relative to the forecastle on the frieze (3a). The frieze’s artists were limited in horizontal space
so they omitted much of the run of the hull. When this is taken into account the through-beam on
the model matches the location of the quarter rudder on the frieze (5). Similarly the beak of the bird
head stern decorations on both the frieze (fragmentary) and the model (6) coincide. This similarity is
particularly remarkable given that the two representations are probably based on different iterations of
the Panathenaic ship. (a) photo by Shelley Wachsmann; (b,c) from (Wachsmann 2013, pp. 143 figure
3.60: B, 148 figure 3.65: B).

11. To Be or Not to Be

I own a delightfully whimsical image of a submarine that I purchased on the Aegean island of
Kythera from an artist who specializes in Greek Orthodox icons (Figure 48). It constantly reminds me
that some ship depictions represent vessels that never actually existed. Today, of course, one can point
to innumerable examples of this phenomenon, from Captain Nemo’s Nautilus to the Beatles’ Yellow
Submarine, and other fictional ships, as well as fictional space ships à la the Millennium Falcon of Star
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Wars fame. Anyone studying ancient ship iconography must be aware that imaginary depictions of
vessels from antiquity, although admittedly rare, do exist.
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Figure 48. Icon of an imaginary submarine. Painting: D. Mathios.

To be clear, I am not referring to the innumerable ancient depictions of mythological ships, or of
biblical passages with nautical themes and the like, which often copy contemporaneous prototypes
and can have great value. Here, I specifically refer to ship representations that can only be termed
‘illusionary’ in the sense that the vessels appear in manners in which they simply could never have
existed in reality. The following two examples illustrate this phenomenon.

In Egyptian art, one must consider the influence of ‘hybridism’ (Wachsmann 1987, pp. 4–9; 1998,
pp. 54–56). Artists created non-existent objects, human figures, and even entire scenes by combining
elements from two or more sources. Davies (1930, p. 36 figure 6, 37 figure 7) notes that details from
gold vessels taken as booty from Syro-Canaanite polities in the XIXth Dynasty become unified in a
single depiction, while scenes of Libyan plunder from the campaigns of both Seti I and Ramses II
depict hybrid creations of these same vases, weaving together various Syro-Canaanite themes.

One of the most fascinating examples of hybridism can be observed in Thutmose III’s ‘Botanical
Garden’ (Figure 38). The walls of this chamber contain some 275 representations of plants, birds,
and other animals from the Syro-Canaanite littoral (Davies 1930, pp. 34, 35 figure 5; Bodenheimer
1949, pp. 257, 258 figure 32, 259; 1960, pp. 167–68; 1972, p. 46 figure 32; Wreszinski 1988, pls. 26-33;
Wachsmann 1987, pp. 5–6, pl. II; Beaux 1990). Although the artists accurately depicted the fauna, this
does not always hold true for the flora. While some plants are anatomically correct, others appear
based either on imprecise memory or are simply clever inventions.

Hybridism applies to some representations of foreigners in Egyptian art. The tomb of
Menkheperrasonb (TT 86; late Thutmose III) contains a remarkable scene of foreign visitors with a
display of their wares that were brought as trade or tribute (Davies and de Garis Davies 1933, pp. 3–9,
pls. I, IV–V; Wachsmann 1987, pp. 6–9, pls. XXIV–XXIX). In the scene’s top register, the first three
figures are Syro-Canaanites (Figure 49a,b, Register 1). All of the other figures behind them have typical
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Minoan attributes: clean-shaven, dark red skin, and skirts similar to those worn by Aegean porters in
the tomb of Rechmire (TT 100; Thutmose III-Amenhotep II) (Davies 1943, pls. XVIII–XX: top register;
Wachsmann 1987, pp. 34–35, pls. XL–XLIII). The second register, however, bears some characters who
never existed in reality. While the first three men introducing the register are again Syro-Canaanites,
interspersed between their retinue stride hybrid figures created by skillfully amalgamating typical
characteristics belonging to both Syro-Canaanites and Minoans (Figure 49a,b, Register 2, Figure 50)
(Wachsmann 1987, pp. 6–9, pls. III, XXXIV–XXXVIII).Arts 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 49 of 67 
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Figure 49. Registers I–II of foreign tribute from the tomb of Menkheperresonb (TT 86). Thutmose III. 
From (Davies et al. 1933, pls. IV–V). 
Figure 49. Registers I–II of foreign tribute from the tomb of Menkheperresonb (TT 86). Thutmose III.
From (Davies and de Garis Davies 1933, pls. IV–V).
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Figure 50. ‘Hybrid’ representation of a human in the tomb of Menkheperresonb (TT 86). The figure’s 
red skin color and skirt are Minoan while the beard and hair are Syro-Canaanite. Thutmose III. After 
(Davies et al. 1933, pl. I). 

Figure 50. ‘Hybrid’ representation of a human in the tomb of Menkheperresonb (TT 86). The figure’s
red skin color and skirt are Minoan while the beard and hair are Syro-Canaanite. Thutmose III. After
(Davies and de Garis Davies 1933, pl. I).

A relief from the late XVIIIth or early XIXth Dynasty tomb of Iniwia (Cairo EM 11935), first
published by Friedrich Wilhelm Von Bissing (1913, Taf. 10 no. 21) and discussed by Bjorn Landström
(1970, pp. 138 Figure 403, 139) represents an example of hybridism as it can pertain to a ship
representation (Figure 44) (Wachsmann 1998, pp. 54–60).28 The relief depicts three ships’ bows,
which replicate those of Hatshepsut’ seagoing Punt ships from her mortuary temple at Deir el Bahri
(Figure 12). These Punt scenes had a demonstrable fascination for ancient Egyptians, as evidenced by a
later sketch of the morbidly obese queen of Punt (Figure 37b) (Naville 1898, pl. 69; Davies 1930, pp. 30
figure 1, 31; Peck 1978, p. 115 figure 46). Additionally, the leftmost of the vessels carries a hogging
truss—a longitudinal support system required by Egyptian seagoing ships, at least up to the time of

28 On the tomb of Iniwia (also written Nia or Iniuia), see also (Porter and Moss 1981, p. 707; Martin 1991, p. 200; Schneider 1993).
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Hatshepsut, when our visual evidence for Egyptian seagoing ships goes dark—to prevent them from
coming apart in open water due to their lack of proper keels (Figures 12 and 51a: Arrows).29Arts 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 51 of 67 
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Dynasty. Note the hogging truss (arrows). From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 60 figure 3.30). (b) Line drawing of 
Syrian ships from the tomb of Kenamun (see Figure 5), reversed horizontally. From (Wachsmann 
1998, p. 59 figure 3.30: B). 

However, together with these Egyptian details, Iniwia’s scene also contains elements typical of 
the Syro-Canaanite vessels in the tombs of Kenamun and Nebamun (Figures 4, 5 and 9b) (Wachsmann 
1998, pp. 42–47, 54–60). The ships in the scenes from the tombs of Kenamun and Iniwia are unique in 
contemporaneous Egyptian art in depicting a crows’ nest fastened to the forward sides of their masts 
and with pithoi nestled in the bows. Indeed, the former element only appears on Syro-Canaanite 
ships prior to the 12th century BC: subsequently, they top the masts of both the Egyptian and Sea 
Peoples’ ships at Medinet Habu (Figures 14–18). Three ships appear in the Iniwia scene as opposed 
to two in the Kenamun one, but the latter scene depicts three boarding ladders. Iniwia’s vessels carry 
fencing above the sheer, similar to those already discussed on the Kenamun ships and also carried 
by the vessel that wrecked at Uluburun (Figures 4, 5 and 8). Each ship in the Iniwia relief has a large 
pithos stored in her bow. Pithoi appear on the Kenamun ships and ten have been recovered at 
Uluburun (Pulak 2008, p. 290 figure 1; 296, 321–322, 379). The ships in both scenes of Kenamun and 

Figure 51. (a) Line drawing of a scene of hybrid ships from the tomb of Iniwia. Late XVIIIth or
early XIXth Dynasty. Note the hogging truss (arrows). From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 60 figure 3.30).
(b) Line drawing of Syrian ships from the tomb of Kenamun (see Figure 5), reversed horizontally. From
(Wachsmann 1998, p. 59 figure 3.30: B).

However, together with these Egyptian details, Iniwia’s scene also contains elements typical of
the Syro-Canaanite vessels in the tombs of Kenamun and Nebamun (Figures 4, 5 and 9b) (Wachsmann
1998, pp. 42–47, 54–60). The ships in the scenes from the tombs of Kenamun and Iniwia are unique in
contemporaneous Egyptian art in depicting a crows’ nest fastened to the forward sides of their masts

29 On hogging trusses and the question of keels on Egyptian seagoing ships, see (Hocker 1998a; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 14–15,
18, 24–26, 45, 56, 74, 228 figure 10.9, 242, 248–250, 367 no. 15, 346 no. 55, and there additional bibliography).
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and with pithoi nestled in the bows. Indeed, the former element only appears on Syro-Canaanite ships
prior to the 12th century BC: subsequently, they top the masts of both the Egyptian and Sea Peoples’
ships at Medinet Habu (Figures 14–18). Three ships appear in the Iniwia scene as opposed to two in the
Kenamun one, but the latter scene depicts three boarding ladders. Iniwia’s vessels carry fencing above
the sheer, similar to those already discussed on the Kenamun ships and also carried by the vessel that
wrecked at Uluburun (Figures 4, 5 and 8). Each ship in the Iniwia relief has a large pithos stored in
her bow. Pithoi appear on the Kenamun ships and ten have been recovered at Uluburun (Pulak 2008,
p. 290 figure 1; 296, 321–322, 379). The ships in both scenes of Kenamun and of Iniwia carry six lifts on
either side of their masts, as opposed to the eight depicted on Hatshepsut’s Punt ships. Porters offload
Canaanite jars in both scenes.

Despite all of these similarities, might Iniwia’s vessels represent actual Egyptian seagoing ships
that have adopted elements of Syro-Canaanite ships? Following the reign of Hatshepsut iconographic
evidence for Egyptian seagoing ships stops. As noted, the Medinet Habu naval battle took place on a
branch of the Nile, so, although these vessels combat invading seagoing ships, the Egyptian vessel
depicted might not have been meant for the open sea (Figures 14–16: Ships E.1–4). Furthermore,
Canaanite influence is clear in the Egyptian shipyard records from Prw nfr (BM 10056), which date
to the reign of Thutmose III, immediately following the reign of Hatshepsut (Glanville 1931, 1932;
Wachsmann 1998, pp. 51–52).

The similarities between the Kenamun and Iniwia scenes, which verge on the subliminal, indicate
that the issue here is one of artistic creativity rather than one of changes to actual ships despite the initial
attractiveness of such an interpretation. Note the parts of the Kenamun scene isolated in Figure 52 with
some of these details horizontally reversed in Figure 51b to correspond in direction to the elements of
Iniwia’s scene (a). A comparison of the two scenes reveals a remarkable additional relationship. In the
Kenamun scene, note the scribe and the figure with his head and right shoulder hidden behind the
bow of a ship at the upper right corner of Figure 52 and enlarged in Figure 53a,b (note that, for clarity,
in Figure 53a I also have reversed the Kenamun-scene scribe.)

Arts 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 52 of 67 

of Iniwia carry six lifts on either side of their masts, as opposed to the eight depicted on Hatshepsut’s 
Punt ships. Porters offload Canaanite jars in both scenes. 

Despite all of these similarities, might Iniwia’s vessels represent actual Egyptian seagoing ships 
that have adopted elements of Syro-Canaanite ships? Following the reign of Hatshepsut 
iconographic evidence for Egyptian seagoing ships stops. As noted, the Medinet Habu naval battle 
took place on a branch of the Nile, so, although these vessels combat invading seagoing ships, the 
Egyptian vessel depicted might not have been meant for the open sea (Figures 14–16: Ships E.1–4). 
Furthermore, Canaanite influence is clear in the Egyptian shipyard records from Prw nfr (BM 10056), 
which date to the reign of Thutmose III, immediately following the reign of Hatshepsut (Glanville 
1931, 1932; Wachsmann 1998, pp. 51–52). 

The similarities between the Kenamun and Iniwia scenes, which verge on the subliminal, 
indicate that the issue here is one of artistic creativity rather than one of changes to actual ships 
despite the initial attractiveness of such an interpretation. Note the parts of the Kenamun scene 
isolated in Figure 52 with some of these details horizontally reversed in Figure 51b to correspond in 
direction to the elements of Iniwia’s scene (a). A comparison of the two scenes reveals a remarkable 
additional relationship. In the Kenamun scene, note the scribe and the figure with his head and right 
shoulder hidden behind the bow of a ship at the upper right corner of Figure 52 and enlarged in 
Figure 53a,b (note that, for clarity, in Figure 53a I also have reversed the Kenamun-scene scribe.) 

Now, compare Kenamun’s two figures with the Egyptian official, holding a staff, and the scribe 
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Figure 52. Detail of the scene from the tomb of Kenamun (Figure 5) with the parts appearing in 
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Figure 52. Detail of the scene from the tomb of Kenamun (Figure 5) with the parts appearing in
Figures 51b and 53a,b blocked out. From (Wachsmann 1998, p. 58 figure 3.29).
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Figure 53. A comparison of figures in the nautical scenes from the tombs of Kenamun and Iniwia: (a)
Scribe from the Kenamun scene (reversed); (b) Man with staff from the Kenamun scene; (c) Scribe from
the Iniwia scene; and, (d) Egyptian official with staff from the Iniwia scene. Note that he carries the
scribe’s pen box under his arm. After (Wachsmann 1998, p. 60 figure 3.31).

Now, compare Kenamun’s two figures with the Egyptian official, holding a staff, and the scribe in
Iniwia’s scene (Figures 44, 51a and 53c,d ). The two pairs of figures are virtually identical but for their
clothing.30 Kenamun’s scribe holds his pen box under his right arm, but Iniwia’s scribe has raised his
arms as he writes, which precluded Iniwia’s artist from positioning the pen box under his scribe’s arm
. . . so the artist placed the penbox under the arm of his official (Figure 53a,c,d).

In fact, like my imaginary submarine icon, Iniwia’s ships never actually existed in reality. Rather,
his artist cleverly contrived imaginary ships by combining the details of two entirely different types of
seagoing vessels. Any attempts to reconstruct an actual ship from this iconographic ‘evidence’ lack
validity (Landström 1970, p. 139 figure 407).

The following example demonstrates how, when depicting vessels from literature, misinterpretations
of terminology can also occur. The recent discovery of a scene depicting the story of Noah’s ark (Genesis
6:9–22; 7:1–18) with animals displayed around it in the fifth-century AD synagogue at Huqoq in Israel
brings attention to this curious genre in Late Antiquity (Magness et al. 2018, pp. 88 figure 26, 89 figure 27,
99 figure 36, 102, 103 figure 39; Magness et al. 2019, pp. 32–33). In the Huqoq Deluge scene, the ark has
unfortunately been largely destroyed, but enough of it remains for the excavators to favorably compare it
to the ark in a scene from a structure in Mopsuestia, Turkey, which has been identified as either a church
or a synagogue (Budde 1960, pp. 121–24, 126; 1969, p. 109, figures 27, 28; Avi-Yonah 1982; Talgam 2014,
p. 321 figure 397; Magness et al. 2018, pp. 102, 103 figure 39, 114–115; Magness et al. 2019, pp. 26–27,
32–33; Britt and Boustan 2019, pp. 3, 39, 43–45).31 Surprisingly, in both scenes Noah’s ark appears as a box
standing on four legs (Figure 54) (Magness et al. 2018, pp. 102, 103 figure 39; 2019, pp. 32–33).

30 On changes of clothing in Egyptian wall paintings, see (Pritchard 1951; Wachsmann 1987, pp. 44–48, and there additional
references).

31 Although badly damaged, a third Deluge scene mosaic in the late-fifth century AD synagogue at Jerash, Jordan, may never have
had an ark represented in it, rather focusing on the covenant the Lord made with Noah after the flood (Genesis 8:20–22, 9:1–17;
Biebel 1938, pp. 319–22, pls. LXIII–LXIV; Talgam 2014, pp. 319, 320 figures 394–395, 321 figures 396–397). On the possible use of
pattern books in creating Byzantine-period mosaics, see (Dauphin 1978).
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File:Adana_Archaeological_Museum_Noah%27s_Ark_Mosaic_0338c.jpg). Used with permission. 
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The example in Figure 55 dates to the rule of the Roman Emperor Philip the Arab (Marcus 
Julius Philippus Augustus, AD 244–249) (Friedländer and von Sallet 1877, pp. 225–26, pl. IX, no. 
885). On the coin’s reverse, Noah and his wife stand inside the ark, again in the shape of an open box 
inscribed with the name Noah in Greek (ΝΩΕ), floating on water. Above the ‘ark’s’ cover, on the left, 
a dove bears an olive branch while a raven perches on the cover (Genesis 6:6–12).32 On the left, Noah 
and his wife stand on dry land with their hands raised in the orans position (Trebilco 1991, pp. 87, 
94–95).  

                                                           
32  While not obvious on the coin in Figure 55, better preserved coins from this series show the bird with a 
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Figure 54. The Mopsuestia Noah scene. The ark appears as a box on four legs. Photo: D. Ossman.
Wikimedia Commons. Accessed on 30 July 2019 (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Adana_
Archaeological_Museum_Noah%27s_Ark_Mosaic_0338c.jpg). Used with permission.

Noah was one of numerous biblical figures seen as an expression of the Church, or of Jesus, by
the early Church Fathers: they interpreted the Deluge cycle in terms of redemption and salvation
(Spier 2007b, pp. 11–12; Talgam 2014, pp. 319, 321 fn. 301). For these reasons, the story commonly
appears in early Christian art. In one of the earliest depictions of this kind, dating to the early
fourth-century AD, Noah stands alone in a floating ark in the shape of a box (Jensen 2007, pp. 71, 72
figure 53). Similarly, the ark appears as a box with legs, three of which are visible, in the Ashburnham
Pentateuch, dating to circa AD 500 (Kessler 2007, pp. 155, 156 figure 116). Other early examples of
Noah’s ark also depict it either as a square box, or as a box on legs, typically with the cover open
(Goodenough 1953a, p. 120; 1953b, figure 701; Spier 2007a, pp. 172, 173 figure 2, 208 figure 40, 214
figure 44: B; Talgam 2014, p. 319 no. 289).

Indeed, the earliest known representations of a biblical scene depict Noah and his ark on
an extraordinary series of coins, which spanned the reigns of Septimius Severus (AD 193–211) to
Trebonianus Gallus (AD 251–253), from the ancient site of Apamea Kibotos, today’s Dinar, in western
Turkey (Friedländer and Sallet 1877, pp. 225–26, pl. IX, no. 885; Gressmann 1926–1927, vol. 2, p. 167,

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Adana_Archaeological_Museum_Noah%27s_Ark_Mosaic_0338c.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Adana_Archaeological_Museum_Noah%27s_Ark_Mosaic_0338c.jpg
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pl. CCXXVIII, no. 601; Gressmann 1980, p. 172; Goodenough 1953a, pp. 119–20; 1953b, figure 700;
Trebilco 1991, pp. 86–88, 92–95; Spier 2007a, catal. 171, figure 1: B, and there additional references).

The example in Figure 55 dates to the rule of the Roman Emperor Philip the Arab (Marcus Julius
Philippus Augustus, AD 244–249) (Friedländer and Sallet 1877, pp. 225–26, pl. IX, no. 885). On the
coin’s reverse, Noah and his wife stand inside the ark, again in the shape of an open box inscribed with
the name Noah in Greek (NΩE), floating on water. Above the ‘ark’s’ cover, on the left, a dove bears an
olive branch while a raven perches on the cover (Genesis 6:6–12).32 On the left, Noah and his wife
stand on dry land with their hands raised in the orans position (Trebilco 1991, pp. 87, 94–95).Arts 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 55 of 67 

 
Figure 55. A coin from Apamea depicting Noah and his wife with the ark, in the shape of a box in the 
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Julius Philippus Augustus, AD 244–249). From (Gressmann 1926–1927, vol. 2, pl. CCXXVIII, no. 601). 

The scene might have been attractive to the Apameans due to their city’s epithet, kibotos meaning 
box, as discussed below, is the same term used for Noah’s ark by the Septuagint, the Pentateuch part of 
which was compiled in the third century BC (Trebilco 1991, pp. 90–91). Additionally, its appearance 
here might relate to the tradition that located Mount Ararat, where the ark landed after the flood, in 
the region of Apamea (Sibylline Oracles I:240–324; Trebilco 1991, pp. 95–99). This city had a large 
Jewish population, which served presumably as the source from whom the city luminaries learned 
of the story (pp. 85–103). 

Relations must have been good between the Jews and their Greek neighbors in Apamea, as 
Josephus (War 2:479) includes it among only a handful of Greek cities that did not attack, or imprison, 
their local Jewish population at the outset of the Jewish War in AD 66. Additionally, the Council of 
Laodicea, which apparently met in the latter half of the fourth-century AD, and whose decisions 
embody the circumstances in Phrygia in general and its capital, Apamea, in particular, include 
injunctions against Jewish influence, which points to this being a concern for the Church at that time 
(Trebilco 1991, pp. 101–3). 

Irrespective of whether Noah’s ark ever existed, I suspect that today all can agree that it would 
not have been a box on legs! And yet—no doubt about it—Jews, Christians, and even pagans, 
conceived of the ark in the period covered by the representations discussed above as a box.33 How 
are we to explain this oddity? 

Paul R. Treblico (1991, p. 87 no. 7), following earlier writers, suggests that the coins continue a 
tradition set by Hellenic artisans depicting some mythological characters—Auge and Telephus or 
Danaë and Perseus—on the sea in boxes. While this explanation is possible, neither of these myths 
deal with a flood story, but they rather describe the attempted murder of a mother and son by 
drowning in a box set upon the sea (Graves 1988, p. 188 §141: G, no. 9, 238 §73: C, no. 4, with 
references). 

                                                           
33 On the information to be gleaned on hull construction techniques from the cognate story of Utnapishtim, 

the Mesopotamian flood survivor from the Epic of Gilgamesh, see (Pedersen 2003, 2005). 

Figure 55. A coin from Apamea depicting Noah and his wife with the ark, in the shape of a box in the
background. The name Noah appears in Greek (NΩE) on the box. Reign of Philip the Arab (Marcus
Julius Philippus Augustus, AD 244–249). From (Gressmann 1926–1927, vol. 2, pl. CCXXVIII, no. 601).

The scene might have been attractive to the Apameans due to their city’s epithet, kibotos meaning
box, as discussed below, is the same term used for Noah’s ark by the Septuagint, the Pentateuch part of
which was compiled in the third century BC (Trebilco 1991, pp. 90–91). Additionally, its appearance
here might relate to the tradition that located Mount Ararat, where the ark landed after the flood, in
the region of Apamea (Sibylline Oracles I:240–324; Trebilco 1991, pp. 95–99). This city had a large
Jewish population, which served presumably as the source from whom the city luminaries learned of
the story (pp. 85–103).

Relations must have been good between the Jews and their Greek neighbors in Apamea, as
Josephus (War 2:479) includes it among only a handful of Greek cities that did not attack, or imprison,
their local Jewish population at the outset of the Jewish War in AD 66. Additionally, the Council
of Laodicea, which apparently met in the latter half of the fourth-century AD, and whose decisions
embody the circumstances in Phrygia in general and its capital, Apamea, in particular, include

32 While not obvious on the coin in Figure 55, better preserved coins from this series show the bird with a raven’s beak
(Spier 2007a, catal. 171, figure 1: B).
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injunctions against Jewish influence, which points to this being a concern for the Church at that time
(Trebilco 1991, pp. 101–3).

Irrespective of whether Noah’s ark ever existed, I suspect that today all can agree that it would not
have been a box on legs! And yet—no doubt about it—Jews, Christians, and even pagans, conceived of
the ark in the period covered by the representations discussed above as a box.33 How are we to explain
this oddity?

Paul R. Trebilco (1991, p. 87 no. 7), following earlier writers, suggests that the coins continue
a tradition set by Hellenic artisans depicting some mythological characters—Auge and Telephus or
Danaë and Perseus—on the sea in boxes. While this explanation is possible, neither of these myths deal
with a flood story, but they rather describe the attempted murder of a mother and son by drowning in
a box set upon the sea (Graves 1988, p. 188 §141: G, no. 9, 238 §73: C, no. 4, with references).

In the Mopsuestia scene, the inside cover of the open box bears the inscription “KIBΩTOΣ NΩE
P”, which Michael Avi-Yonah (1982, p. 186) renders as “the ark of Noah the R[edeemer]”, or alternately
as “the r[edeeming] ark of Noah” (Figure 54). In the Hebrew bible, the same term that was used for
the “ark” of Noah (
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Ark of the Covenant: alternately, the former term might refer to something in which living persons 
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The terminology changes in the Septuagint, which consistently employs the Greek term 
κιβωτός—meaning an enclosed wooden container that is used to store valuable objects—for both 
Noah’s ark as well as for the Ark of the Covenant. The Septuagint also employs the same term in 
describing the wooden box that the Lord instructed Moses to build for the two stone tablets containing 
the Ten Commandments (Deuteronomy 10:1–3, 5), while the term θῖβις (basket) serves for Moses’ 
mode of transport on the Nile (Muraoka 2009, pp. 330, 397).34 

In the Rabbinic literature, the two terms— תיבה   and ארון—are used almost synonymously (Klein 
2016). The Mishna, which was codified by Rabbi Yehuda ha-Nassi in the early third century AD, 
clearly uses תיבה to denote something of religious significance that has nothing to do with water 
(Ta’anit 2:1; Megillah 3:1), perhaps referring to a movable structure in which Torah scrolls were 
stored in a synagogue. Furthermore, Talmud Yerushalmi (Shekalim 6:1), which was compiled in the 
late fourth century AD, describes the Ark (ארון) of the Covenant’s components as consisting of three 
tievahs (that is, boxes) nested one inside another. 

It seems that the rather strange—to the modern mind—concept of depicting Noah’s ark as a box 
may derive from these later terminological evolutions. 

12. Conclusions 

Shipwrecks and seafaring transformed ancient rivers, lakes, seas, and oceans from formidable 
barriers into superhighways of cultural interaction. The archaeology of shipwrecks and hull 
reconstruction provide an understanding of ancient vessels, but only tell part of the story. We simply 
lack shipwrecks for some epochs and cultures. Additionally, once a vessel reaches the seafloor, 
normally little survives of its upper parts that remain exposed in the water column. Due to this, 
nautical archaeology primarily focuses on the remaining lower parts of hulls and their contents. 
Thus, the study of ships in ancient art represents a vital source for missing physical information that 
would otherwise be irretrievably lost. 

‘Art ships’ can vary markedly from their prototypes. Vessels depicted in art are not actual craft, 
but rather representations created by individuals of varying artistic capabilities. In any given setting, 
the same type of ship could be represented in two or three-dimensional formats in multiple 
mediums by persons of differing ability, art expertise, or knowledge of the vessel itself. Method, 
material, space available, and purpose of the image could all influence the outcome. Watercraft in art 
can also deviate from the original in the proportionality of their parts and related items, including 
that of humans to the hull. Therefore, it is important to begin study of a corpus of ship art with the 
most detailed examples available before approaching more problematic imagery. 
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[tievah]) was also employed to describe the basket in which the baby Moses
was set adrift on the Nile River (Exodus 2:3, 5–6). This term perhaps derives from t.ubbû, a type of
Babylonian vessel (Finkel 2014, pp. 147–49, 152–53, 313–14). Similarly, in the original Hebrew the term
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can also deviate from the original in the proportionality of their parts and related items, including 
that of humans to the hull. Therefore, it is important to begin study of a corpus of ship art with the 
most detailed examples available before approaching more problematic imagery. 
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(aron) designates the “Ark” of the Covenant and the same term applies to Joseph’s coffin (Exodus
2:3). Thus, in the Hebrew version, a single term serves for floating vessels in which something can be
stored (Noah and Moses), while a second term describes a storage device, like the Ark of the Covenant:
alternately, the former term might refer to something in which living persons can dwell, while the
latter is for the storage of inanimate objects or deceased humans (Klein 2016).

The terminology changes in the Septuagint, which consistently employs the Greek term
κιβωτóς—meaning an enclosed wooden container that is used to store valuable objects—for both
Noah’s ark as well as for the Ark of the Covenant. The Septuagint also employs the same term in
describing the wooden box that the Lord instructed Moses to build for the two stone tablets containing
the Ten Commandments (Deuteronomy 10:1–3, 5), while the term θ
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It seems that the rather strange—to the modern mind—concept of depicting Noah’s ark as a box 
may derive from these later terminological evolutions. 

12. Conclusions 

Shipwrecks and seafaring transformed ancient rivers, lakes, seas, and oceans from formidable 
barriers into superhighways of cultural interaction. The archaeology of shipwrecks and hull 
reconstruction provide an understanding of ancient vessels, but only tell part of the story. We simply 
lack shipwrecks for some epochs and cultures. Additionally, once a vessel reaches the seafloor, 
normally little survives of its upper parts that remain exposed in the water column. Due to this, 
nautical archaeology primarily focuses on the remaining lower parts of hulls and their contents. 
Thus, the study of ships in ancient art represents a vital source for missing physical information that 
would otherwise be irretrievably lost. 
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to denote something of religious significance that has nothing to do with water
(Ta’anit 2:1; Megillah 3:1), perhaps referring to a movable structure in which Torah scrolls were stored
in a synagogue. Furthermore, Talmud Yerushalmi (Shekalim 6:1), which was compiled in the late
fourth century AD, describes the Ark (
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can also deviate from the original in the proportionality of their parts and related items, including 
that of humans to the hull. Therefore, it is important to begin study of a corpus of ship art with the 
most detailed examples available before approaching more problematic imagery. 

                                                           
34  Noah’s Ark: Genesis 6: 14–16, 18. The Ark of the Covenant: Exodus 25: 10, 13–15, 16, 21–22, 26: 33–34, 30: 6, 

26, 31: 7, 35: 12, 37: 1, 5, 39: 35, 40: 3, 5, 20–21; Leviticus 16: 2; Numbers 3: 31, 4: 5, 8: 89, 10: 33, 35, 14: 44; 
Deuteronomy 10: 8, 31: 9, 25, 26; Joshua 3: 3–4, 6, 8, 11, 13–15, 17, 4: 7, 9–11, 16, 18, 6: 4, 6–9, 11–13, 7: 6, 9: 33; 
Judges 20: 27; I Samuel 3: 3, 4: 3–6, 11, 13, 17–19, 21, 5: 1–4, 7–8, 10–12, 6: 1–3, 8, 11, 13, 15, 18–21; 7: 1–2, 14: 
18; II Samuel 6: 2–4, 6–7, 9, 10–13, 15–17, 7: 2, 11: 11, 15: 24–25, 15: 25, 29; I Kings 2: 26, 3: 15, 6: 19, 8: 1, 3, 5–7, 
9, 21; I Chronicles 6: 31; 13: 3, 5–7, 9–10, 13–14, 15: 1–3, 12, 14–15, 23–29, 16: 1, 4, 6, 37, 17: 1, 22: 19, 28: 2, 18; 
II Chronicles 1: 4, 5: 2, 4–10, 6: 41, 8: 11, 35: 3; Psalms 132: 8; Jeremiah 3: 16. 

) of the Covenant’s components as consisting of three tievahs
(that is, boxes) nested one inside another.

It seems that the rather strange—to the modern mind—concept of depicting Noah’s ark as a box
may derive from these later terminological evolutions.

12. Conclusions

Shipwrecks and seafaring transformed ancient rivers, lakes, seas, and oceans from formidable barriers
into superhighways of cultural interaction. The archaeology of shipwrecks and hull reconstruction provide
an understanding of ancient vessels, but only tell part of the story. We simply lack shipwrecks for some

33 On the information to be gleaned on hull construction techniques from the cognate story of Utnapishtim, the Mesopotamian
flood survivor from the Epic of Gilgamesh, see (Pedersen 2003; 2005).

34 Noah’s Ark: Genesis 6: 14–16, 18. The Ark of the Covenant: Exodus 25: 10, 13–15, 16, 21–22, 26: 33–34, 30: 6, 26, 31: 7, 35: 12,
37: 1, 5, 39: 35, 40: 3, 5, 20–21; Leviticus 16: 2; Numbers 3: 31, 4: 5, 8: 89, 10: 33, 35, 14: 44; Deuteronomy 10: 8, 31: 9, 25, 26;
Joshua 3: 3–4, 6, 8, 11, 13–15, 17, 4: 7, 9–11, 16, 18, 6: 4, 6–9, 11–13, 7: 6, 9: 33; Judges 20: 27; I Samuel 3: 3, 4: 3–6, 11, 13, 17–19,
21, 5: 1–4, 7–8, 10–12, 6: 1–3, 8, 11, 13, 15, 18–21; 7: 1–2, 14: 18; II Samuel 6: 2–4, 6–7, 9, 10–13, 15–17, 7: 2, 11: 11, 15: 24–25, 15:
25, 29; I Kings 2: 26, 3: 15, 6: 19, 8: 1, 3, 5–7, 9, 21; I Chronicles 6: 31; 13: 3, 5–7, 9–10, 13–14, 15: 1–3, 12, 14–15, 23–29, 16: 1, 4,
6, 37, 17: 1, 22: 19, 28: 2, 18; II Chronicles 1: 4, 5: 2, 4–10, 6: 41, 8: 11, 35: 3; Psalms 132: 8; Jeremiah 3: 16.
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epochs and cultures. Additionally, once a vessel reaches the seafloor, normally little survives of its upper
parts that remain exposed in the water column. Due to this, nautical archaeology primarily focuses on the
remaining lower parts of hulls and their contents. Thus, the study of ships in ancient art represents a vital
source for missing physical information that would otherwise be irretrievably lost.

‘Art ships’ can vary markedly from their prototypes. Vessels depicted in art are not actual craft,
but rather representations created by individuals of varying artistic capabilities. In any given setting,
the same type of ship could be represented in two or three-dimensional formats in multiple mediums
by persons of differing ability, artistic expertise, or knowledge of the vessel itself. Method, material,
space available, and purpose of the image could all influence the outcome. Watercraft in art can also
deviate from the original in the proportionality of their parts and related items, including that of
humans to the hull. Therefore, it is important to begin study of a corpus of ship art with the most
detailed examples available before approaching more problematic imagery.

Introducing the researcher’s (often invisible) own biases into the complex work of interpretation
must be avoided. Adhering closely to the principle of Occam’s Razor (preferring the simplest
solution) remains the best method of preventing unforced errors, while cultural continua can serve as
useful guides.

A study of ship iconography must begin by collecting all evidence that might reasonably contribute
to its interpretation, including texts, archaeology, and ethnographical parallels. The value of most ship
depictions depends on the amount of information that can be derived from them. The relationship of
human figures to a ship’s architecture in some cases can provide information regarding the structure
and details of the depicted vessel.

The original source of the vessel’s representation should be addressed. Is the image based on
first-hand observation or has it been copied from one or more previous iterations? Had the artist
actually seen the physical prototype vessel reproduced? Careful attention should be addressed to
the question of artistic accuracy. Has the artist misinterpreted, added, or removed details from
the depiction?

Where possible, ancient ship art should be examined firsthand. Did a ship representation undergo
any changes due to issues of conservation, interpretation, or display between the time of its discovery
and the engagement of the researcher? This question also holds true for published drawings: do they
accurately reflect the original, or have details been added to, or subtracted from, them?

In many cases, typologies can be useful in understanding vessels in art. However, the painting of
ships can prove to be less amenable to detailed classification than the pots on which they appear as
the latter are physical objects, while the former are once removed, being representations of physical
objects. In extreme cases, some ships represented in art depict vessels that never actually existed.

From personal experience, I can attest that discovering insights regarding seafaring in bygone
days through the careful study of ancient ship iconography can be just as exciting and gratifying as
discovering ancient shipwrecks underwater . . . and well worth the effort.
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Appendix A Glossary of Nautical Terms

As some readers of this journal may be unfamiliar with nautical terms, I have endeavored to
minimize my use of them. Some terms, however, are unavoidable when trying to convey this subject
matter. The glossary below contains concise descriptions of the meanings as they apply here. For more
detailed nautical glossaries, see (Steffy 1994, pp. 266–98; Casson 1995, pp. 389–402 [Greek and Latin
nautical terms]; Hocker 1998b).

APHLASTON
Sternpost ornament, typically carried by warships beginning in the Classical
period

AFTER OR AFT Toward the stern.
ARTEMON Foresail.

BACKSTAY
An element of the standing rigging that provides longitudinal support to the
mast running aft from the top of the mast.

BOOM A spar used to spread the foot of a sail.
BOWSPRIT A spar extending forward from the bow.

BRACE
Rigging element attached to a yard’s extremities to control a square sail’s
angle to the wind.

BRAILED SAIL
A rig that employs brailing lines, also known as brails, to control the amount
of sail exposed to the wind as well as for determining the sail’s geometry.

BRAILING LINES (BRAILS)

Lines attached at intervals to the foot of the sail and brought vertically up
through “brailing rings” or “brailing fairleads” sewn to the sail. The lines are
carried up over the yard and then brought astern in a bunch. Sail is controlled
in a manner similar to that of modern Venetian blinds.

CROWS NEST Platform, often enclosed, near or at the top of the mast for a lookout.
FORECASTLE A short, raised deck located in a vessel’s bow.

FORESTAY
An element of the standing rigging that provides longitudinal support to the
mast running forward from the top of the mast.

FURL
To fold up and secure neatly. Used to describe a sail that is in the stored
position.

GALLEY A seagoing vessel propelled primarily by oar. Galleys usually carried sail also.
GUNWALE Uppermost run of planking on a vessel’s side.
HALYARDS Lines used to position the yard.

HOGGING TRUSS
An arrangement of ropes running over stanchions connecting a vessel’s
extremities to prevent vertical distortion of the hull in which the ends sag and
the midship area rises.

KEEL The primary longitudinal central timber of most vessels.
LIFT A line running from the masthead that supports a yard or a boom.

LINES DRAWINGS
A hull’s shape expressed by geometric progressions, normally including
profile, front, back and top views.

QUARTER RUDDER A rudder that is affixed to a vessel at the side in the stern.
SHEER PLAN Plan view of a hull as seen from the side.
STANCHION A load-bearing vertical post.
STARBOARD Right.
STEM The upright timber attached to the forward extremity of the keel or keel plank.
TABERNACLE A base that permits the mast to be stepped or struck.
TRANSOM A flat transverse plane forming a vessel’s stern.
TUTELA Likeness of a ship’s guardian deity.
WINDWARD Towards the direction of the wind.
YARD A spar used to spread a square sail on a mast.
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