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The background
Since the discovery of the first Egyptian serekh of Narmer at Tel Erani (Yeivin 1960),
scholars have become aware of a significant degree of Nilotic imports and Egyptianinfluenced objects, particularly pottery in the Early Bronze Age, primarily in the region
of the Gaza Strip and south-central Israel (Fig. 1). While early works were somewhat less
than specific as to the time span when the mass of Egyptian-related material appeared
in the archaeological record, more recent research (Yekutieli 1991; 2001; Braun &
van den Brink 1998) has shown the phenomenon to be associated with late phases of
Early Bronze Age I (Regev et al. 2012: 526), but mainly at select sites within a limited
geographical region.
The appearance and quantification of Egyptian-related artifacts in the Early Bronze
Age, as presently understood from the archaeological record, has suggested a four-tiered
hierarchy (Braun 2004: 512-514) of Egyptian associations. Tier 1 sites are defined as those
likely to have primarily been peopled by Egyptians1, while sites defined as Tiers 2-4, have
yielded, respectively and in descending order, significantly less, very little, or no evidence
of Egyptian material culture. All this intensified activity appears, on the basis of a number
of serekhs found at sites in the southern Levant, to date to the reigns of Ka and Narmer
(van den Brink & Braun 2002), sometime at the end of the fourth millennium (Braun &
van den Brink 1998; Dee et al. 2013) or late Dynasty 0 to early Dynasty 12.
1
This term (which may probably be characterized as “ethnic”), refers to immigrants from the Nile Valley and
its Delta in Egypt, who brought with them a material culture quite distinctive and distinct from that associated
with contemporary inhabitants of the southern Levant.
2
These reigns are considered by different scholars to be either the next to last (Ka) and last reign (Narmer) of
Dynasty 0, or alternately the last reign of Dynasty 0 and the first of Dynasty 1.
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Figure 1. Map of the southern region of the Southern Levant with principal Early Bronze Age I
sites cited in the text; most with Egyptian associations. Tier 1 sites with primarily Egyptian populations are marked with an asterisk. Tier 2 sites include Tel Erani, the Halif Terrace and Tel Lod.
Tier 3 sites are Amaziya, Horvat ‘Illin Tahtit, Arad, Small Tel Malhata, el Maghar, Azor and possibly
part of the Afridar complex in the Ashqelon Littoral cluster of late Prehistoric sites. Tier 4 sites
are represented by Bab edh Dhra, Tel Apheq, En Esur, Megiddo, Tell abu el Kharaz and Bet Yerah.

Egyptian imports
For purposes of the present discussion I believe that it is vitally important to distinguish
between true Egyptian imports, i.e. objects transported from the Nile Valley and “Egyptianized” objects, i.e. artifacts of recognizably Egyptian mien, but which were fashioned locally
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Figure 2. Representative collection of Egyptian and Egyptianized pottery from Amaziya, a Tier 3 site:
1. Cylinder vessel fragment; 2. Fragments of small bottles; 3. Fragment of lentoid bottle; 4. Fragment
of baking tray; 5. Fragments of wine jars; 6. Base of small jar.

of indigenous materials (Braun in press). That distinction is made because of logistics
involved in transporting objects, in particular fragile ceramic vessels (and their contents)
from the Nile Valley (Fig. 2) over long distances to sites in the southern Levant in the
context of the late 4th millennium BC. Unfortunately, often definitive identifications of
the Egyptian origin of such objects are impossible without the help of pure scientificallybased criteria, such as petrographic studies, which, because they are labor intensive and
somewhat costly, may only be done on a limited scale.
The nature of egyptian imports
Egyptian imports include prestige items such as specific types of fine ware ceramic bottles
and cylinder vessels, stone palettes, a single, exquisitely fashioned ripple-flaked knife and
a cylinder seal. Several of these were associated with tombs (e.g. Ben-Tor 1975) but
numerous additional examples of similar ceramic containers as well as “wine jars” and
lentoid-shaped bottles have been found in settlement contexts at Tel Erani (Brandl 1989:
fig. 9), En Besor (Gophna 1990: fig. 8:16-17) and Amaziya (Milevski et al. 2012: fig. 67:3).
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Possibly some calcite mace heads, most of which are probably to be considered prestige
objects (Braun 2011a) were also Egyptian in origin. Additional imported objects include
a small quantity of imported Egyptian flint objects, knives and arrowheads.
Egyptianized objects
In addition, there are vessels of Egyptian morphology, generally fashioned of extremely
coarse fabrics with significant quantities of vegetal inclusions, some of which may have
been imported, although most are thought to have been fashioned locally (generally
from loessy clays). Such items as baking trays, (aka “bread molds”), “lotus bowls” and
granary jars, mostly of extremely coarse fabrics (“rough ware”), found at some locales
in great quantities, suggest Nilotic foodways were associated with some elements of the
late EB I population in the southern Levant. Egyptian style bullae, clearly administrative
paraphernalia, made locally (Schulman 1976; 1980; 1992; Levy et al. 1997) and obviously
related to goods, presumably foodstuffs, were apparently used by Nilotic peoples sojourning
in the southern Levant.
The sum total of documented pre-dynastic and proto-dynastic, Egyptian-associated
objects found in the southern Levant to date is truly impressive, with the overwhelming
bulk of them dated to late phases of Early Bronze Age I (ca. 3100-3000 BCE; Regev et
al. 2012)3. They are correlated, based on parallels from their homeland and serekhs found
in the southern Levant (Fig. 3), with the reigns of Ka and Narmer (van den Brink &
Braun 2002; Dee et al. 2013).
An egyptian colony in a late 4th millennium context
When the mass of Egyptian and Egyptianized finds in late Early Bronze Age I contexts
became known, scholars were wont to interpret them as evidence of permanent settlements of Nilotic peoples in the southern Levant, designated as a “colony”. Until the
discovery of Tell es-Sakan (see below), I (Braun 2002) was somewhat dubious of that
characterization, and thought such occupation might have been confined to enclaves of
Nilotic peoples within primarily south Levantine population centers. I now fully accept
the existence of an Egyptian colony independent of south Levantine communities, albeit
with reservations concerning its scope (see below).
Scholars’ characterizations tended to “paint pictures” of that colony with very broad
brushes and, I believe, to exaggerate the degree and nature of the Egyptian colonial
episode. Their interpretations also purportedly indicated quite distinct territorial limits
for the colony and even some rather precise descriptions of its socio-political and military
activities. Following is a brief review of the more detailed characterizations available in
the literature, with my most recent interpretations of available evidence.
3
Mass importation of Egyptian objects and the appearance of Egyptianized objects seem to begin sometime
after the Erani C Phase (Braun 2011a). Egyptian involvement in the southern Levant is emphasized by the
appearance of two serekhs found on local south Levantine storage jars with Egyptian morphological features
(Braun & van den Brink 1998). Rare examples of Egyptian imports during the Erani C Phase are fragments
of jars with wavy line decoration of a type found in Tomb U-j at Abydos, Ashqelon, Barnea (Gophna 1974: fig
15:3,4; Golani this volume).
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Figure 3. Renderings of two fragmentary serekhs from the Early Bronze I site of Tel Lod:
1. Serekh with symbol of Ka; 2. Serekh with symbol of Narmer.

Tier 1 Sites with Primarily Egyptian-Associated Material Culture
Three, or possibly four sites in the southern Levant, all in the central, southwest fertile
zone (the Mediterranean Littoral and the northern extremity of the Negev4) seem to have
been populated by immigrants from Egypt’s Nile Valley. That hypothesis is extrapolated
from the evidence of material culture at a handful of sites, which seems to have been
predominantly Egyptian-associated, with little evidence of local south Levantine material
culture. One site seems to have been central to the Egyptian colonial enterprise, while two
or possibly three others were apparently its satellites. There may have also been a fifth
site associated with the Egyptian colony, but information on it is equivocal (see below: 5).
1. Tell es-Sakan: The discovery of the early levels of Tell es-Sakan (de Miroschedji
& Sadeq 2005) with their wealth of Egyptian and Egyptianized material culture
that apparently predominated at the site in four of the earliest strata, offers great
credence to the idea of a permanent Egyptian community planted in the southern
Levant. Strategically placed adjacent to possible anchorages on the Mediterranean
coast and not far from the border of the arid, northern Sinai land route (known
in historical times as the Way[s] of Horus), Tell es-Sakan was an ideal location for
a south Levantine colonial enterprise. The relative size of that occupation, as well as
its associated massive fortifications, proclaim it the central site of Egyptian activity in
the southern Levant in that time span.
4
This region of the Negev is on the fertile, generally well-watered verge of a semi-arid zone and should not
be confused by some scholars’ use of the term “Negev Desert” for the entire region bearing that name.
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2. En Besor: This diminutive site has been excavated virtually in its entirety. Stratum III,
dating to late EB I, has yielded a wealth of Egyptian and Egyptianized material culture5
(Gophna 1995), including scores of bullae fragments. The excavator described the
site with its single structure as a small staging post for transference of commodities;
a scenario entirely in sync with the evidence. In any hierarchy, Tell es-Sakan would
have been the likely administrative center in control of this small site’s activities.
3. Tel Ma’ahaz: Unfortunately, little is known of the site of Tel Ma’ahaz. Based on
extremely limited fieldwork, Amiran (1977; Amiran & van den Brink 2001) suggested the occupation there was in the nature of a campsite. However, the wealth
of looted ceramics (Beit Arieh & Gophna 1999) from the site argues for a more
sedentary type of settlement as well as suggesting it too was largely, if not exclusively,
populated by Egyptians.
4. Taur Ikhbeineh: This site, due to its very close proximity to Tell es-Sakan, seems
a likely candidate for a contemporary Egyptian settlement, but unfortunately it too
has been only sounded in a very minute area and so little of it is known. It is likely it
was some sort of satellite to the larger community occupying the fortified site nearby.
5. Locale of Sheikh Zuweid, Northern Sinai? (Fig 1: inset): Five intact Egyptian storage
jars (van den Brink pers. comm.), four of which are published (Gophna 1970; van
den Brink & Gophna 2004), purportedly from a locale near Sheikh Zuweid on the
Wady el-Arish (located east of el-Arish where they were purchased) in northern Sinai,
may, if indeed such a site existed and these vessels derive from it, indicate additional
Egyptian activity at the very border of the southern Levant. As these objects were
looted in modern times, and acquired on the antiquities market, there is no surety of
such an archaeological provenience. If such an Egyptian settlement actually existed
there, then that site might have been associated with activity in more eastern regions,
perhaps as a way-station on the way to copper sources at Timna and Feinan.6
Sites with primarily south levantine material culture (tiers 2-4)
Other sites that have yielded significant quantities of Egyptian-associated artifacts seem
to have material culture that is predominantly south Levantine (i.e. Tier 2 type sites).
Tel Erani is the largest of these, and excavation of the late EB I occupation there has
yielded significant quantities of Egyptian-associated artifacts as well as much material
of local traditions as is known from available literature (Yeivin 1961; Brandl 1989;
Andelković 1995: figs. 14-17). Unfortunately, there are no definitive excavation reports
available and at present it is difficult to characterize the true nature of the Egyptian
complement at the site beyond noting that Egyptian-associated material is abundant in
5
In addition to published materials there is a wealth of curated objects at the Israel Antiquities Authority’s
storage facility at Beth Shemesh, making a very sizable Egyptian and Egyptianized complement.
6
A suggestion by E.C.M. van den Brink that these jars, all intact, were looted from a tomb or tombs and
hence not from a site of constant human activity, seems unlikely, as one would not expect a mortuary-related
locale to be greatly distant from a settlement.
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late Early Bronze Age I levels (Braun 2011b). Renewed excavations there by the Institute
of Archaeology of Jagiellonian University, Krakow and Ben Gurion University of the
Negev will hopefully be able to offer some more detailed information on the Egyptian
episode at the site.
Tier 2 type sites are those that have yielded sufficient quantities of Egyptian-associated
artifacts to suggest they may have, in addition to their local inhabitants, harbored Nilotic
populations as either frequent visitors or long-term residents. That could also explain
the presence of Egyptian baking bowls at some sites, which may be viewed as limited
evidence for the practice of non-local foodways. By contrast, Tier 3 sites are those that
have yielded only minute quantities of Egyptian-associated material culture, while Tier 4
sites are devoid of any such objects.
Scholars’ Characterizations of an Egyptian Colony
N. Porat (1986; 1989; 1992), who did the first scientifically based studies on identifying
imported Egyptian pottery, used her results to claim that a large portion of the southern
Mediterranean Littoral of the Levant, up to the area of Tel Aviv (including the Gaza Strip
and a large region in southern Israel), was administratively an integral part of an Egyptian
Dynasty 0 polity.7 In Porat’s paradigm Egyptianized bullae from ‘En Besor (Schulman
1976; 1980; 1992) were understood as evidence of Egyptian administration and political
hegemony.
B. Brandl’s (1992) intensive research into Egyptian and Egyptianized objects,
stemming from his work on the Egyptian-associated complement of material culture
from Tel Erani (Brandl 1989), offered the first major overview of the mass of material
derived from the archaeological record on which the colonial model was based. Based
on those observations he suggested the presence of an Egyptian colony within a clearly
defined region, primarily in the southwestern region of the southern Levant.
The weakness of Brandl’s paradigm is in its failure to consider more than a single
explanation for the presence of Egyptian associated material culture. His model is
primarily based on a single problematic assumption, that the presence of Egyptian and
Egyptianized objects, in any quantity at sites in some relative proximity, are evidence
for Egyptian political hegemony. Thus, he viewed a map showing the dispersion of
such evidence at sites in the southwest region and drew a border of a purported colony
around them (Brandl 1992: 444, map) from Rafiah to the Yarqon River.
His model not only failed to take into account quantitative analyses of Egyptian versus
local artifacts, but it also ignored the possibility of Egyptianizing objects being other that the
products of Nilotic immigrants. The possibilities of imitations made by, and possibly even
7
This interpretation of the archaeological evidence suggests a specific region in the southern Levant had an
Egyptian status analogous to that of a pre-independent, French Algeria, which despite its physical separation
from European France, was considered to be a department of that country on a par with its continental
administrative regions. There is, of course, no historical evidence to indicate such a relationship, especially in
a relatively early, formative period of the Egyptian state.
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for locals, and the development of hybrid types over time, all of which drawn inspiration
from Egyptian prototypes, but were not directly associated with Egyptians (Braun 2011c; in
press), was not considered. The idea of local polities within the same region independent of
an Egyptian colony was not considered, although with three exceptions all the sites within the
area allotted by Brandl to his colony yielded primarily local, south Levantine material culture.
B. Andelković’s (1995) Egyptian colonial paradigm closely followed Brandl’s interpretation but further embroidered it. Although the former’s work admirably documented
virtually every known find of Egyptian association to that time, it did not consider that
significant regions of the purported colony were occupied by large aggregations of
indigenous peoples clearly identified from the overwhelming mass of associated (i.e., late
southern EB I) local material culture. Andelković’s (2012: 70) more recent work suffers
from a severe “Egyptocentric” bias; one that supposes the southern Levant to have been
suffering from a “cultural, political and social gap” with Egyptians clearly importing
a “superior” and more sophisticated culture. Accordingly, his work greatly exaggerates the
importance of Egyptian-related artifacts in south Levantine contexts.
In Andelković’s paradigms, south Levantines are assumed to have lived in “small”
villages and been: “not particularly wealthy native ‘customers’ (Andelković 2012: 794).
This pejorative approach, in discussing an economic model of interaction, allowed
Andelković to feel justified in suggesting that only a small military complement would
have been needed to maintain control over a large region of the southern Levant. In
that same work he once again meticulously enumerated, albeit not always with accuracy8,
Egyptian-associated finds, offering them as evidence of Egyptian social control, even
when they are only a handful of newly discovered objects at far-flung sites; some well
outside the obvious Egyptian sphere of activity.
Andelković’s overall colonial paradigm, according to whichever of the model’s he
suggests might depict it, is based on an inaccurate evaluation of south Levantine society
at the end of Early Bronze Age I. Suffice it to note here that his descriptions of small,
impoverished villages does not do justice to centuries of occupation and development
during the Early Bronze Age I and the reality of it during the time span of the Egyptian
colonial episode. It does not take into account the fortified sites of Tel Aphek (Yadin
& Kochavi 2000) and Arad (Braun 2011b), a cluster of large settlements at Ashqelon
(Braun & Gophna 2004; Golani 1997; 2004; 2008; Golani & Nagar 2011), large villages
at Palmahim Quarry (Braun 2000), Lod (van den Brink & Braun 2002), Ptora9 (Milevski
& Baumgarten 2008), Ashqelon (Golani & Nagar 2011) and a large-scale occupation
at Tel Erani that could possibly have been urban-like in character (Milevski et al. 2012).
His (Andelković 2012: 791) characterization of the Egyptian-associated assemblage of Lod as “less than 10%
greatly inflates the quantity of that material. While that material represents a significant complement in and of
itself, it should be noted that in relative terms of the entire assemblage of contemporary objects, it would have
to be cited as some fraction of 1%. Thus, the material culture of EB I Lod was overwhelmingly local in nature,
albeit with a significant Egyptian element.
9
This site, ca. 2.5km directly east of Tel Erani, and excavated over a vast area, yielded several strata of the Erani C
horizon, but only a single Egyptian object, a fragment of a stone vessel (I. Milevski pers. comm.).
8
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Neither does it take into account evidence from regions farther to the north.10 In addition,
something of a less than depressed economic status of the south Levantine inhabitants
of the region may be discerned from imports into Egypt found in the royal Tombs U-j
and U-k at Abydos (Hartung 1993; 1998; 2001), dating prior to the establishment of
a colony, as well as the wealth of pottery and other prestige (some Egyptian imports)
objects known from numerous Early Bronze I tombs throughout the southern Levant.
C. de Miroschedji’s & Sadeq’s (2005) paradigm offers some very specific boundaries
for what they consider to have been an Egyptian colony. Their map (ibid.: fig. 19.10)
indicates a “core” area of Egyptian permanent installation (i.e., a physical extension of
“Egypt” into the southern Levant) similar to Porat’s characterization, as well as a “colonial”
area farther north up to the Yarqon River, and suggestions of “seasonal” activity beyond.
The evidence for this last remains to be enumerated, but presumably considers small
quantities of Egyptian imports at Assawir and Megiddo (Fig. 1).
D. Yekutieli (2004) refined de Miroschedji’s and Sadeq’s idea of a core area and
suggested the existence of a “contact zone” where Egyptians and south Levantines met.
He further argued, on the basis of the fortified occupation at Tell es-Sakan, for a highly
developed, even urbanized Egyptian polity operating in the southern Levant under the
auspices of the Egyptian State.
Those scholars’ interpretations of the archaeological record, either implicitly (e.g.
Brandl) or explicitly (Andelković, de Miroschedji & Sadeq, and Yekutieli) hypothesize some form of Egyptian settlements and political hegemony over large tracts of
the Mediterranean Littoral and the piedmont (Shephela) to the east. I have significant
reservations concerning those scholars’ hypotheses, based on my understanding of the
archaeological record, especially on consideration of the logistics involved in establishment
of a colony of types suggested by them.
Interpreting the evidence
Nearly nine decades of excavation and survey have yielded abundant evidence for scores
of late Early Bronze Age I sites contemporary with the Egyptian colony (Braun 2011a).
They include large and medium-sized agglomerations of populations with stratified social
systems that may be termed urbanized or urban-like (Braun 2011c; 2013: Chapter 7). Not
a few of those settlements are fortified and of those, most are in more northerly regions,
well away from the sphere of Egyptian activity and influence. Thus, the Egyptian colony
was not planted in an unpopulated wilderness, rather it was located in a region somewhat
densely populated by peoples who inhabited large and thriving communities, and who had
inherited several millennia of architectural traditions (including mudbrick construction
that did not seem to arrive in Egypt until the end of the 4th millennium). They represent
continuity in occupation and development of sophisticated social organization that may
be termed urban-like. By late Early Bronze I south Levantines had created monumental
10
While the merits of this argument may be easily dismissed in light of the sophisticated late EB I south
Levantine occupations at Megiddo (Braun in press; especially Chapters 5 and 7) and Bet Yerah (Greenberg et al.
2006), such a discussion lies beyond the scope of this paper.
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architecture in free-standing buildings, such as the Megiddo J2-J4 temples (Finkelstein et
al. 2006), and massive fortification systems such as those at Tel Apheq, Bet Yerah (Getzov
2006) and Jericho (Holland 1986; Parr 2000).
Select communities had large concentrations of populations with highly developed,
complex social systems. One of those appears to have been Tel Erani, which if it may be
shown to have attained such status in the Erani C phase (Braun & van den Brink 1998;
Braun 2012; Milevski et al. 2012), would indicate such developments likely occurred
prior to major Egyptian activity in the region. If we may extrapolate from knowledge
of the massive quality of fortifications at some sites, then we suggest late EB I was
a politically unstable time, which may have witnessed some form of internecine warfare
that demanded such protection. That is the context in which the Egyptian colony was
planted in the southern Levant.
Tell es-Sakan – An Engima
By location and size Tell es-Sakan appears to be the central site in Egypt’s earliest attempt
at foreign colonization. As such it would also appear to be the key to understanding the
nature of Egyptian colonization. According to the excavators there is an overwhelming
quantity of Egyptian-associated objects of material culture representing an ethnically
Egyptian population. After an initial period of settlement, in its second phase of activity
the site was fortified by a sizable mudbrick wall which, in two succeeding strata, was
added onto by accretions with the possible association of a tower or bastion.
Was that massive, mudbrick construction, built up over time (during three occupation
strata) a response to the bellicosity of south Levantines? Or was it an Egyptian initiative
prompted by a desire to imitate local traditions in order to create the perception of power?
The evidence strongly suggests that whatever the reason, the idea was borrowed from not
so poor indigenous peoples, especially as this fortified site is the earliest evidence in the
presently known archaeological records of the Nile Valley and the southern Levant, for
“Egyptian” fortifications.
Judging from the size of this massive structure, it must have taken considerable
manpower to create. That observation then brings into question the logistics of its
construction and the size of the Egyptian ethnic community at the site? Who actually
designed the fortifications, made the bricks and laid them in place. Were there enough
Egyptians to supply necessary manpower or were locals involved in the construction of
the fortifications? Suffice it to note here, that more than one scenario can be used to
explain the information available.11
How can we understand the role of Tell es-Sakan within its greater, regional context?
It is clearly the center for administration of Egyptian colonial activity, with En Besor
and probably Tel Ma’ahaz and Taur Ikhbeineh performing supportive functions, some
of which are likely related to contacts with south Levantine communities (Milevski et
al. 2012). Possibly sites such as Lod and Tel Erani had Egyptians in constant contact or
even residing within primarily south Levantine populations. However, in the absence
11

For a more detailed discussion of the logistics involved see Braun in press.
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of historical documents, we may only surmise the nature of the relationships between
these Nilotic immigrants and indigenous peoples. Whether or not south Levantines might
have come under the sway or rule of an Egyptian colonial polity probably can never be
discerned solely from the archaeological record of mute artifacts. It is valid to offer such
scenarios, but I feel that for them to be seriously considered, they require global overviews
that especially take into account the state of social and political developments of the
indigenous peoples of the southern Levant. Accordingly, such models and scenarios when
suggested, should be couched in conditional terms and not, as some scholars’ have done,
as historical realities.
Understanding the Meaning of Egyptian – Associated Artifacts
At sites where Egyptian and Egyptianized artifacts represent the bulk of material culture
it seems clear their populations were primarily immigrants (Fig. 1). However, at sites
where such artifacts have been found in much lesser proportions to objects of material
culture of local traditions, the presence of Egyptian and Egyptianized artifacts should be
understood as evidence of trade (direct or down-the-line) or some alternate mechanism
resulting in transfer of exotic artifacts to local communities. Scenarios apart from trade,
such as gifting associated with social rituals (e.g. dowries, bride prices, visiting, votive
offerings, bribery, etc.) and looting, may as well explain the presence of such exotic
artifacts at sites peopled primarily or solely by south Levantines. Thus, the presence of
such objects does not, then, ipso facto, signify definitive evidence of direct rule or even
direct contacts with an Egyptian polity.
The egyptian context for a colony in the southern Levant
Intrinsic to understanding Egyptian ability to establish a colony in the late 4th millennium
is comprehension of the nature of social organization in the contemporary Nile Valley.
Although the late Dynasty 0 and early Dynasty 1 kings’ tombs offer glimpses into
developments overtaken Egyptian society, it is only more recent work at such sites as Tell
el-Farkha in the Nile Delta (Chłodnicki this volume; Czarnowicz this volume), where the
pulse of development of an Egyptian polity may be measured by evidence for increases
in communal social institutions in the archaeological record (e.g. Ciałowicz 2004; Buchez
& Midant-Reynes 2007; Chłodnicki & Ciałowicz 2008; Köhler 2008).
What appears to be a considerably greater degree of advancement in social organization in the Delta than previously understood, helps in understanding the ability of
an Egyptian polity to mount such a considerable colonizing effort in a distant region,
Porat’s, de Miroschedji’s & Sadeq’s, and Andelković’s interpretations aside. The Delta
(and particularly the major site of Tell el-Farkha) is strategically placed to allow relatively
easy access to the southern Levant from the Nile Valley, either by the land route of
northern Sinai or by sea along the coast. As noted above, Tell es-Sakan would have been
a convenient starting point for such a foreign adventure. If the four strata at Tell es-Sakan
attributed to this time span are any indication of the duration of this colonial enterprise,
then it is likely to have lasted for several generations.
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What

constitutes an egyptian colony in the context of the late

millennium?

4th

In the absence of historical records, with reliance solely on the archaeological record, the
degree to, and manner in which the Egyptian colony was integrated into the economic and
social life of the southern Levant, cannot be definitively understood. The evidence is too
sparse for such characterizations, especially as it is based solely on artifacts serendipitously
unearthed in partial excavations of sites. How may we understand the presence of such
objects? Do 20 Egyptian associated ceramic vessels at Amaziya, including fragments of
baking trays amongst many hundreds of local vessels imply Egyptians lived there? Is
a pot or other type of artifact sufficient evidence to indicate definitively identify political
hegemony? In that context, can we unconditionally accept Andelković’s militaristic
scenario of a small Egyptian force dominating a large region populated by so many south
Levantines, especially in light of the number of contemporary, south Levantine fortified
sites? Indeed, beyond that scholar’s suggestion, is there is any real evidence for such
a political reality?
De Miroschedji’s and Sadeq’s map of an Egyptian colony shows an elongated tract
of “permanent Egyptian installation” contiguous with the Nile Delta thrust into the
southern region of the southern Levant. In my opinion that depiction offers a somewhat
misleading and greatly aggrandized impression as to the size and likely relative importance
of Egyptian activity at such a distance from the Nile Valley. Neither does it, I believe,
offer any convincing evidence for Egyptian rule over the portions of the southern
Levant indicated on it.
While Egyptians may have maintained control over the northern Sinai land route,
the large tract along the Sinai coast should not be considered as an area of “permanent
installation”, if by permanent, is meant sedentary occupation. The archaeological record
of that region has yielded mostly evidence for campsites in the relevant period and no
indication of permanent structures (Oren 1989; Yekutieli 1998: I-XXIII). Thus, the
Sinai “extension” on de Miroschedji’s and Sadeq’s map, a relatively barren region, was
interpreted in such a way as to allow Tell es-Sakan to be considered integrally contiguous
with the Nile Delta; in essence, a part of Egypt itself. In fact it is physically separated
from true permanent Egyptian settlements and it is an integral part the southern Levant.
That interpretation further allowed de Miroschedji and Sadeq to interpret a welldefined area to the north of Tell es-Sakan (including a swath of the Mediterranean
Littoral and the Shephela {piedmont}) as part of an Egyptian colony. However, only
one Egyptian site, Tel Ma’ahaz, is located there, while most sites are Tier 2 and 3 (Fig. 1),
which have yielded evidence of predominantly south Levantine material culture. Regions
to the north as far as Megiddo, and to the east as far as Jericho on that map are depicted as
areas of “Egyptian seasonal expansion”, all presumably on the basis of small quantities
of Egyptian associated artifacts found at En Esur (Yannai & Braun 2001) and Megiddo
(Braun 2013: pl. 64).
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By contrast, Yekutieli’s (2004) characterization of the Egyptian colony sees Tell
es-Sakan as the central site, with other related sites within a 40km radius, seems more
grounded in available information and less speculative as to the meaning of artifacts.
He understands the episode as part of the lengthy and continuing process of Egyptian
unification. I am in basic agreement with his evaluation, which suggests much greater
limitations on the information derived from Egyptian and Egyptian-associated artifacts
found in late EB I contexts.
The egyptian colony in context
The Egyptian settlements were planted within a limited region, the southwestern portion
of the southern Levant) which had been previously settled by indigenous peoples at
sites such as Tel Erani, Amaziya, Lachish, Ptora, Ashqelon, Taur Ikhbeineh (Oren
& Yekutieli 1992). However, the Egyptians appear to have, at least at Tell es-Sakan,
founded their settlement on virgin soil. Once founded and apparently prospering over
several generations, the Egyptians may have enlarged the sphere of their activity, perhaps
creating satellites and even establishing communities within south Levantine settlements.
The raison d’être for this colonial episode, which appears to have been royally
sanctioned, if not directly instigated by the nascent Egyptian state, seems, on the basis
of the archaeological record, to have been economic. Possibly Egyptians were seeking
commodities to import into the Nile Valley, wine, grain, pulses, olive oil, asphalt, resins,
wood, cattle and caprines, copper, and perhaps even human labor (slaves).
Unfortunately, it is impossible to ascertain the nature of relations between the
Egyptians in the colony and locals at different sites, but judging by the differentiation
in quantities of imported and Egyptianized a rtifacts, it seems likely that there may well
have been relations of different degrees with local communities. Trade may have been
on equal and/or unequal bases and direct, or down the line.12 Other types of relations
might have involved tribute or plunder, but once again the archaeological record cannot,
presently, supply sufficient information to ascertain the validity of such paradigms.
Hopefully further investigation will yield answers to some of the questions on what is the
nature of an Egyptian colony in the southern Levant in late phases of the Early Bronze I.
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A likely example of this type of activity is found in three Egyptian vessels in large assemblage of local pottery
in an Early Bronze Age I cemetery at Ramla (Avrutis 2012: 116, 117, figs. 4.29-4.31).
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