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ABSTRACT  

This contribution reassesses the date and origin of a particular group of cornelian and red jasper scarabs, displaying line designs such as crosses 
and stars on their bases. The numbers that surfaced in the southern Levant and the Aegean have led scholars to attribute them to Ramesside 
Egyptian, Late Bronze Age IIB/III Palestinian, or even Middle Minoan II workshops. An assessment of the Egyptian finds, however, 
remained wanting. This article presents an overview of all provenanced artifacts and argues that the recorded quantities and, more 
importantly, their archaeological context and distribution pattern throughout Egypt, the Levant and the Aegean indicate an Egyptian origin 
and 18th Dynasty date for these scarabs with geometric designs. 

 
he scarabs under discussion have three aspects in 
common: they are all made of cornelian 
(etymologically more accurate than the familiar 

designation ‘carnelian’)1 or red jasper, they display X-shaped or, 
more frequently, star-shaped designs on their bases and they are 
mainly found in Late Bronze Age contexts throughout Egypt and 
the eastern Mediterranean. The non-Egyptian nature of their 
designs, the use of semiprecious stone and their wide distribution 
has prompted scholars to postulate a large variety of 
interpretations regarding their origin, meaning and dating.  

Ancient sources of cornelian can be located in India, Iran, 
Turkey and Saudi-Arabia. It was also found in the Egyptian 
Eastern (northeast of Luxor in the regions of the Wadi Saga and 
the Wadi Abu Gerida) and the Western Deserts (Gebel el-Asr in 
Nubia).2 Red jasper is another red colored microcrystalline 
quartz, but opaque compared to the translucent cornelian. It was 
found mainly in Iran, Saudi-Arabia and in the Eastern (and 
possibly also the Western) Egyptian Desert.3 The cornelian and 
red jasper amulets, beads and seal-amulets that surfaced in the 
Levant and Mesopotamia are therefore either imported from 
these regions or the result of local manufacture from imported 
raw material or semi-finished objects. 

In most cases, it has been the archaeological context that 
invited scholars to postulate a date for this group of scarabs with 
cross designs. A 19th Dynasty origin has generally been accepted 
(cfr. infra) but evidence from the northern Levant argues for a 
revision of this dating based on archaeological, iconographical 
and typological considerations.  

 
 

Figure 1: Distribution map of cornelian scarabs with cross 
designs in the southern Levant. 
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL APPROACH 
 
A considerable number of cornelian scarabs surfaced in the 

southern Levant, approximately in two regions (Figure 1 and 
Figure 2 nos. 1-2, 4-10, 12-16)4: a concentration of 10 finds is 
discernable in the south, in the southern and central coastal plain 
(Deir el-Balah, Tell el-cAjjul, Tell el-Farca South, Lachish, Aseka, 
Bet Shemesh, Ashdod, Jerishe/Gerisa) and a smaller group of 4 
scarabs is located in the upper Samarian highlands and the Jezreel 
Valley  (Dotan,  Megiddo and Bet Shean).5 Nearly all seal-amulets  

 

 
 

Figure 2: Cornelian scarabs with cross designs from the 
Levant.  

 
No.1: Drawings by the author after Ory 1944, pl. XIII no. 8; 
No. 2: Drawings by the author after Rowe 1936, no. 379; No. 
3: Kühne and Salje 1996, abb. 30; No. 4: Keel 2010a, 309 no. 
210;  No. 5: Idem, 505 no. 32; No. 6: Keel 1997, 737 no. 2; 
No. 7: Tufnell, Inge and Harding 1940, pl. XXXIIA no. 24; 
No. 8: Keel 1997, 515 no. 1208; No. 9: Keel 2010a, 199 no. 
229; No. 10: Keel 1997, 683 no. 59; No. 11: National 
Museum of Beirut, inv. no. 21385, drawings by the author (© 
Ministry of Culture/Directorate General of Antiquities, 
Lebanon); No. 12: Keel 2010b, 405 no. 900; No. 13: Keel 
2010a, 411 no. 20; No. 14: Idem, 309 no. 209; No. 15: Idem, 
279 no. 143; No. 16: Drawings by the author after Rowe 
1936, no. 798. 
 

surfaced in Late Bronze Age IIB/III contexts, in tombs, 
structures and levels dated to the 13th century or later.6   Based on 

these findings and on the availability of the material, Othmar 
Keel and Baruch Brandl assigned an Egyptian origin to the group, 
more precisely to the 19th Dynasty.7 On the other hand, a non-
Egyptian origin for the southern Levantine finds was recently 
proposed by Nir Lalkin. He notices the concentration in the 
Shephelah, around Bet Shemesh, and postulates a 13th century 
workshop in this region.8 

The presence of two cornelian scarabs - one of which bears a 
cross-shaped design on its base (Figure 2 no. 3) - in an older 
context further north, in Lebanon, does not agree with the 13th 
century date proposed by the authors mentioned above. They 
were discovered in a funerary context in Kamid el-Loz (ancient 
Kumidi), an important Late Bronze Age centre in the southern 
Biqaca Valley and located on the route from Palestine to Central 
Syria. The so-called Treasury (‘das Schatzhaus’) is named after the 
many precious and exceptional finds it contained but originally 
functioned as a funerary structure for the local royal family. 
Stratigraphically, it can be associated with Phase P4 of the palace 
(P4d-P4a, ca. 1480-1350). It is possible that the tomb was already 
constructed at  the end of the previous phase,  P5 (ca. 1550-1480)  
 

 
 

Figure 3: Cornelian scarabs with cross designs from the 
Aegean.  

 
No. 1: Drawings by the author after Blackmann 1999: fig. 5; 
No. 2: Popham 1980, fig. 5; No. 3: Drawings by the author 
after Phillips 2004, fig. 8 top. 

 
but it is certain that it was no longer in use by the late 14th 
century.9 The Treasury’s date is based on the burial gifts, such as 
ivory objects, bronze weapons, jewelry in gold, local and imported 
(Cypriot and Minoan) pottery and stone vessels.10 It should be 
noted that the burial complex was subject to disturbances caused 
by renovation campaigns during building phases P4c and P4a and 
by clandestine excavations in the late 1970s.11 However, the 
cornelian scarab with cross design is registered as coming from a 
“primäre Lage”, a floor level of building phase P4d in room S of 
the ‘Treasury’12 and for that reason appears  securely  dated to the 
mid-15th century. It therefore seems that, unless the context was 
incorrectly recorded as a primary context by the excavator, the 
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scarab from Kamid el-Loz is older than the ones from the 
southern Levant and consequently represents the oldest 
attestation of this type in the entire Levant. If manufactured 
locally, a northern Levantine origin would therefore seem more 
likely than the southern workshop proposed by Nir Lalkin, even 
if larger quantities surfaced in Israel, where the pace of 
excavations is considerably higher. Another cornelian scarab with 
cross design was discovered in Byblos, but unfortunately 
represents a surface find (Figure 2 no. 11)13 and consequently can 
not confirm or refine the date indicated by the scarab from 
Kamid el-Loz.  

An even higher date is proposed for the two scarabs 
recovered in a Late Minoan IIIA1 tomb (late 15th - early 14th 
century) on the Gypsadhes hill at Knossos. They both display 
star-shaped designs (Figure 3 nos. 2-3). Jacqueline Phillips argues 
for a Middle Minoan II date (18th century) and considers them as 
“indigenous antiques”, i.e. local, Minoan scarabs and heirlooms in 
their archaeological context. According to her, a Minoan origin is 
indicated by the fact that “There are few Egyptian examples (…) 
they have an entirely different profile and are not as crudely 
made”.14 The tapering, somewhat pointed profile is indeed 
uncommon for cornelian scarabs with line designs but is not 
exclusive for the Cretan finds: it can also be observed in the 
profiles of the scarabs from Jerishe, Deir el-Balah and Tell el-Farca 
South (Figure 2 nos. 1, 12, 13). The crude style of engraving, the 
other aspect that would suggest a local Minoan origin, is also 
discernable in the Levantine finds, except for the one from Jerishe 
which is neatly cut. The Middle Minoan II date for these two 
scarabs from Knossos therefore seems to be based solely on the 
fact that the design is not attested in Late Minoan Crete and 
cornelian objects occur on the island not earlier than Middle 
Minoan II.15 Admittedly, there is a local production of scarabs 
during the Middle Minoan I period (20th-19th century) but these 
display different features and are made exclusively of steatite.16  

The only other Aegean find is a cornelian scarab from a Late 
Helladic tomb in the Athenian agora (Figure 3 no. 1).17 It is 
carefully executed and the rendering of the v-shaped notches on 
the shoulders, representing the humeral callosities (i.e. the 
‘shoulders’ of the beetle), is a feature not attested on scarabs 
before the very end of the Second Intermediate Period and 
becomes one of the characteristic elements of New Kingdom 
scarabs.18 Consequently, from a typological point of view, this 
scarab is contemporaneous with its Late Bronze Age context and 
does not represent a Middle Minoan heirloom, as suggested by 
Phillips.  

It thus seems that the three Aegean cornelian scarabs were 
found in early 14th century contexts and David Blackman rightly 
notes: “As the LBA in the agora has produced limited imports, it 
will be of interest to determine if this scarab is in fact Egyptian or a 
local imitation” (Blackman 1999, 5). The three Aegean scarabs 
are much more likely to be contemporaneous with their Late 

Bronze Age context than to represent heirlooms predating their 
Levantine counterparts by more than three centuries. Moreover, 
the fact that only two examples can be cited for Crete and the 
nearly complete absence of these cornelian scarabs in other 
Aegean contexts compared to the numerous finds from the 
Levant, strongly argue against a Minoan origin.  
 

 
 

Figure 4: Cornelian and red jasper scarabs with cross 
designs from Egypt. 

 
No. 1: Petrie and Brunton 1924, pl. LVIII no. 21; No. 2: 
Idem no. 20; No. 3: Idem no. 36; No. 4: Brunton and 
Engelbach 1927, pl. XXII no. 20; No. 5: Brunton 1930, pl. 
XXXIV no. 75; No. 6: Idem no. 22; No. 7: Tufnell, Martin 
and Ward 1984, fig. 23 no. 23; No. 8: Petrie and Brunton 
1924, pl. LVIII no. 28; No. 9: Brunton and Engelbach 1927, 
pl. XXIX no. 9; No. 10: Royal Museums of Art and History 
Brussels, inv. no. E.4409B, drawings by the author ( © Royal 
Museums of Art and History, Brussels); No. 11: Brunton 
and Engelbach 1927, pl. XLI no. 96; No. 12: Petrie and 
Brunton 1924, pl. LVIII no. 40; No. 13: Engelbach 1915, pl. 
XVIII no. 75; No. 14: Idem no. 76; No. 15: Idem no. 77; No. 
16: Petrie 1906, pl. XXXVII no. 64; No. 17: Tufnell, Martin 
and Ward 1984, fig. 24 no. 28; No. 18: Drawings by the 
author after Petrie, Brunton and Murray 1923, pl. L; No. 19: 
Drawings by the author after Dunham 1963, fig. 37 no. 4; 
No. 20: Petrie and Brunton 1924, pl. LVIII no. 19. 
 
The scarab from Kamid el-Loz and the three examples from 

the Aegean world are not the only ones from contexts predating 
those of the southern Levant. At least eighteen cornelian scarabs 
with crossing line designs were discovered in Egyptian sites and 
most of them come from contexts dated to the 18th Dynasty or 
slightly later (Figure 4).19  
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In Egypt, uninscribed cornelian scarabs are already attested 
in the 12th Dynasty, although a few isolated examples date back to 
the First Intermediate Period.20 It is, however, not before the 
New Kingdom that cornelian really becomes appreciated for the 
production of scarab-shaped seals. They bear royal names21 or 
display figurative designs such as representations of 
anthropomorphic deities, and are produced all through the New 
Kingdom.22 Analogous with this tradition of name and figurative 
design scarabs, red stone scarabs with cross designs also appear 
during the New Kingdom. It is interesting to note that, contrary 
to the Levant, red jasper is sometimes used for their production.23  

A thorough examination of excavation reports demonstrates 
that Egyptian sites yielded more scarabs with cross designs than 
anticipated: at least twenty were found during controlled 
excavations. About half of them come from burials dated to the 
18th Dynasty; only five come from post-Ramesside contexts. A 
closer look into the archaeological contexts is needed to identify 
the oldest examples of these scarabs with cross designs and, 
subsequently, to fix a date for their first appearance in Egypt. 
Two cornelian scarabs (Figure 4 nos. 7 and 17) with cross designs 
surfaced in the Tomb of Maket in Lahun/Kahun. It was dated to 
the Ramesside Period by William Matthew Flinders Petrie, based 
on the popularity of certain burial gifts during the 19th and 20th 
Dynasties.24 Olga Tufnell and William Ward dated the seal-
amulets to the early part of the 18th Dynasty based on their 
typology. The presence of scarabs naming Thutmose III and the 
complete absence of scarabs naming his successors or scarabs 
displaying typical Ramesside designs, point towards a mid 18th 
Dynasty date for the burial, which appears to have been closed 
during the reign of Thutmose III.25 Mid 18th Dynasty dates were 
also assigned to the tombs in Sedment that yielded cornelian and 
red jasper scarabs with cross designs (Figure 4 nos. 1-3, 12, 20): 
Tomb 1723 was dated “Tehutmes III” by the excavators, Tomb 
1810 between “Amenhetep II and Tehutmes IV” and Tomb 2200 
was assigned an even higher date, “early XVIIIth Dynasty”.26 An 
early 18th Dynasty date (“Amenhetep I”) was also attributed to 
Tomb Group 27 at Gurob/Kom Medinet Ghurab, containing 
one red jasper scarab with cross design (Figure 4 no. 4).27 Based 
on its ceramic assemblage, however, the tomb is more likely to 
date from the mid 18th Dynasty.28 Tomb 2200 in Sedment 
therefore brings the date for this group of scarabs back to the 
early, rather than to the mid 18th Dynasty, although this high date 
seems to be based solely on the presence of a coffin, painted in “a 
style reminiscent of the Middle Kingdom”.29 This could not be 
verified due to the lack of reproductions in the excavation report 
and the evidence from Sedment Tomb 2200 is therefore 
insufficient to support a date higher than the one proposed by 
the other Egyptian finds.  

The geographical distribution of cornelian and red jasper 
scarabs with cross designs shows that they are largely found in 
Middle Egypt (Figure 5). Moreover, the scarabs from 18th 
Dynasty contexts, discussed above, concentrate in the Fayum 

region (Gurob, Sedment and Lahun). Red stone scarabs with 
cross designs from burials that are not dated exclusively to the 
18th Dynasty but more generally, to the 18th-19th Dynasties, are 
also located in Middle Egypt: Gurob, Riqqeh and Badari. The 
contexts of the finds in the Nile Delta (Gheyta/Tell Yehud), in 
Upper Egypt (Abydos) and Nubia (Meroe) are dated to the Late 
Period or later. 
 

 
 

Figure 5: Distribution map of cornelian and red jasper scarabs 
with cross designs in Egypt and Nubia. 

 
It can be concluded that the archaeological evidence from 

Egypt, the Levant and the Aegean indicates that red stone scarabs 
with cross designs first appear in Egypt, in Lebanon (Kamid el-
Loz) and Crete (Knossos), perhaps also on the Greek mainland 
(Athens). Their production in red jasper seems to be limited to 
Egypt. The contexts point towards a production period between 
the reigns of Thutmose III and Thutmose IV, possibly until the 
reign of Amenhotep III, i.e. the mid 18th Dynasty (ca. 1479-
1389/1349).  

 
ORIGIN OF THE CROSS-DESIGN AND MEANING 

 
All finds from Egypt were discovered in burials, whether 

dated to the New Kingdom or later. This is also the case for the 
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two scarabs from Crete, the one scarab from Athens and for one 
third of the cornelian scarabs from the Levant. This particularity 
may attest to the transfer, at least in these cases, of the original, 
Egyptian function and meaning. 

Material and color played a significant role in ancient Egypt, 
where the symbolic value ascribed to the color red was that of 
power and strength. Even though it was associated with anger 
and rage, even with violence, these aspects were used in a positive 
way, with the aim to avert threats and evils and protect the owner 
of the object.30 The use of cornelian and red jasper in funerary 
contexts (i.e. mainly for amulets, seal-amulets and beads) can 
therefore be interpreted as a reinforcement of the apotropaic 
function of the object to secure the well-being of its owner.31 

Whereas the distribution pattern and first appearance of 
these cornelian and red jasper scarabs clearly point towards Egypt 
for their production, it is principally the non-Egyptian nature of 
the star and cross designs that would argue against an Egyptian 
origin.  

New Kingdom scarabs display names of kings, the name or 
representations of the god Amun Ra, the eye of Horus wd3t, the 
tilapia nilotica fish, lotus flowers, uraei in various compositions, 
the scorpion, the lion, the sphinx and representations of the 
king.32 The simple, irregular and non-standardized cross designs 
on the cornelian scarabs do not fit within this well-defined and 
mostly figurative iconographic repertoire of the period. 

Cross designs are universal motifs, particularly as a simple 
marking sign; they are not exclusive ‘Minoan’, ‘Levantine’ or 
‘Mesopotamian’.33 Othmar Keel proposes a connection to a 
Levantine goddess.34 In Egypt, cross and star-shaped designs are 
attested on the earliest types of seal-amulets35 and they are not 
unknown during the 18th Dynasty, where they appear on scarabs 
in other materials and on other types of seal-amulets: a steatite 
scarab from a 18th Dynasty context at Lahun, a blue faience 
cowroid from a late 18th-early 19th Dynasty context in Gebel el-
Zeit36 and two faience (?) scarabs dated to the early to mid 18th 
Dynasty by Percy E. Newberry37 are some of the examples 
attesting to their regained popularity during the early New 
Kingdom.  

From this point of view, the simple crossed line designs 
could even be linked to the so-called “international artistic style” 
of the Late Bronze Age, attesting to the recurrent use of similar 
decorative imagery by different cultures in the eastern 
Mediterranean.38 Moreover, attributing the non-Egyptian nature 
of the design to the presence of foreign seal cutters in Egypt is not 
unfeasible. The foreign influence on Egyptian art during the New 
Kingdom has been discussed extensively in the literature39 and 
the presence of Levantines in Middle Egypt is apparent in the 
archaeological and historical records.40 Furthermore, both the 
motif and the choice of material do not exclude that the 
production of these red stone scarabs could be related to a foreign 
deity or an Egyptian deity associated with distant lands,41 but 
ascertaining their true meaning remains hypothetical. 

TYPOLOGICAL FEATURES 
 
Typological sequences were established for scarabs from the 

preceding periods (Middle Kingdom and Second Intermediate 
Period), allowing to distinguish Egyptian from Canaanite 
scarabs.42 A typological approach of the red stone scarabs 
discussed here could therefore offer additional insights into the 
date and origin of this particular group. Unfortunately, not all 
features are known and only preliminary remarks can be made 
based on the available information. 

Nearly all the cornelian and red jasper scarabs identified 
during this research display lined backs. A scarab from Bet 
Shemesh (Figure 2 no. 14) and one from Abydos (Figure 4 no. 
10) display plain backs, and the features of the backs are 
unknown for 6 scarabs (or 15 % of the material).  

Another dominant feature is the so-called lunate or semi-
circular head, in some cases taking a more triangular shape. Two 
types can be distinguished: certain scarabs display a simple lunate 
or triangular head, whether or not with the eyes marked on the 
sides, with a straight base line; other scarabs have a ‘depressed’ or 
‘sagging’ head, cutting into the pronotum. The scarabs from the 
Levant are arranged according to their head type on Figure 2 and 
Figure 3: the heads with straight base line at the top and the 
heads with cutting base line at the bottom. Nevertheless, the two 
head types do not seem to suggest a chronological particularity as 
they are both attested on the oldest finds, that is to say on scarabs 
from context contemporary with the mid 18th Dynasty (compare, 
for instance: Figure 2 no. 3, Figure 3 nos. 2-3, Figure 4 nos. 1-4, 7, 
20).43 Neither are they an indication for the geographical origin 
of the scarabs, since they seem to be attested both in Egypt and 
beyond. It is, however, interesting to note that the Egyptian finds, 
provided that their features are known, display almost exclusively 
heads with straight base lines.44  

A large variety of side types can be observed: the legs are not 
represented (Figure 2 nos. 3-6, 9, 11, 13-14, Figure 4 no. 9), are 
rendered by a simple horizontal band (Figure 2 no. 15), are 
grooved (Figure 2 no. 1) or carved-out (Figure 4 nos. 7, 10). The 
fact that the features of the sides are unknown for half of the 
registered scarabs does not facilitate defining their typological 
properties. Unfortunately, only two scarabs from Egypt have 
been published with a representation of their profiles - which are 
not pointed - so the features of the sides are unknown for almost 
all Egyptian finds and can not help to confirm the pointed profile 
as a Minoan trait, as proposed by Jacqueline Phillips (cfr. supra). 

 
EGYPTIAN-LEVANTINE-AEGEAN RELATIONS 

 
The distribution of cornelian scarabs with cross designs from 

Egypt, to the Levant and the Aegean, must be put against the    
background of international commercial and political relations.  

The  geographical  proximity  to   Egypt   and   the   Egyptian 
military and administrative presence in the Levant explain the 
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quantity of Levantine finds. To maintain the Egyptian empire in 
the Levant, particularly in Canaan, Thutmose III stationed 
garrisons on strategic points along the coastal plains. His 
successors strengthened the Egyptian presence by organizing the 
Levantine territory into administrative districts (Canaan, Upi 
and Amurru) and by securing the loyalty of local vassals.45  

The geographical distribution of cornelian scarabs as 
visualized in Figure 1 corresponds to the Egyptian presence in 
Canaan during the 13th century (the period to which the 
archaeological contexts of the cornelian scarabs are dated): during 
the Ramesside Period, bases were located at Tell el-Farca South, 
Deir el-Balah, Tell el-cAjjul, Gaza, Tell Serac, Tell el-Hesi, 
Ashdod, Tell Mor, Gezer, Jaffa, Aphek and Bet Shean.46 The 
question remains why these cornelian scarabs, apparently 
representing an Egyptian production of the preceding period, 
were only deposited in their contexts during the early Ramesside 
Period. The inherent value of semiprecious stone could explain 
why they remained in circulation as precious heirlooms, but it is 
surprising that not a single object was found in a context 
contemporary with the 18th Dynasty. An alternative explanation 
would be that the southern Levantine finds are the result of a 13th 
century local production, as proposed by Nir Lalkin (cfr. supra), 
but there are no typological or stylistic differences between these 
finds and their counterparts from older contexts in Egypt or the 
Aegean.47  

In regard to their presence further north, the Egyptian 
empire also encompassed Lebanon and during the mid and late 
18th Dynasty, Egyptian bases were indeed established in 
Yarimuta, Ullaza, Byblos and Sumur/Tell Kazel.48 The 
administrative centre for Upi, the second Egyptian district in the 
Levant, was Kumidi/Kamid el-Loz. Written sources attest to the 
presence of Egyptian officials in Kumidi, at least during the late 
18th Dynasty.49 Although Kumidi found itself under Egyptian 
influence from Thutmose III onwards, there is no clear 
archaeological evidence for an Egyptian presence in the city 
during the mid 18th Dynasty, the period to which the Palace P4 
and its ‘Treasury’ are dated. Those buried here are either 
members of the local ruling family or Egyptian representatives. If 
not brought along as personal belongings by Egyptians, the 
aegyptiaca from the ‘Treasury’ are interpreted as diplomatic gifts 
sent to the ruling elite.50 Even if the cornelian scarabs can hardly 
be considered prestigious items, the fact that they are ‘exotic’ and 
rare made them valuable.51 The historical background suggests 
that, during the mid 18th Dynasty, the local rulers of Kumidi were 
Egyptian vassals52 and goods from Egypt not only reinforced their 
allegiance to the pharaoh but also confirmed their social status.54  

Cornelian scarabs with cross designs in the Aegean – though 
attested in very small numbers – bear witness to the extensive 
trade network in the Late Bronze Age eastern Mediterranean. 
They were recovered from burials contemporary with the mid to 
late 18th Dynasty.54 Egyptian-Aegean relations appear to have 
been close during the Late Helladic IIIA1/Late Minoan IIIA1 

period, when Mycenae emerged as the dominant power in the 
Aegean.55 The archaeological record demonstrates that Egyptian-
Aegean relations intensified under Amenhotep III56 and it is 
therefore probable that these cornelian scarabs found their way to 
Knossos and Athens during his reign.  

The scarabs could have arrived in Crete and on mainland 
Greece together with Egyptian royal gifts and it has even been 
suggested that such objects were brought along by Egyptian 
diplomatic delegations.57 Although items in semiprecious stone 
were valued, it is doubtful that these scarabs with their simple 
designs should be considered royal gifts.58 The hypothesis has also 
been put forward that some aegyptiaca represent commodities: 
Egyptian gold, ivory or other valuables could have been 
exchanged for metals, more precisely silver and lead from Attica.59 
It is, however, more likely that the cornelian scarabs belong to the 
group of low-value manufactured items (bric-à-brac) that 
accompanied trade goods and whose exotic nature appealed to 
the local elites.60 From this point of view, instead of resulting 
from direct Egyptian-Aegean relations, they may have arrived 
through a Levantine intermediary.61 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
The practice of secondary engraving of imported objects (i.e. 

reworking uninscribed or semi-finished scarabs or carving objects 
from imported raw material)62 could offer an alternative 
explanation for the finds in the Levant and in Crete but their 
archaeological contexts and distribution patterns indicate that 
this is very unlikely. The first appearance of cornelian scarabs 
with crossing line designs in Egyptian contexts, the quantities 
recorded in Egypt compared to those found abroad, but also the 
availability of cornelian in ancient Egypt and its use for the 
production of design and name scarabs throughout the New 
Kingdom argue for an Egyptian origin and a mid 18th Dynasty 
date for this particular group. Rather than interpreting them as 
non-Egyptian (Levantine or Minoan) imitations of an Egyptian 
prototype, these scarabs seem to represent genuine Egyptian 
products. A Middle Egyptian origin, more particularly in the 
Fayum region, can be postulated based on the geographical 
distribution pattern of the oldest examples. Whether they bear 
witness to an ‘international style’ or to a production by seal 
cutters with Levantine roots remains a matter of speculation. In 
any case, their widespread distribution, from Nubia to Greece, 
reflects Egypt’s commercial relations with the neighboring 
regions and the extensive network of trade routes in the Late 
Bronze Age eastern Mediterranean, whether over sea or land.63 
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NOTES 
 

* This article stems from doctoral research conducted by the 
author on the distribution of Egyptian scarabs in the 
northern Levant (Boschloos, V. 2011-2012. Study in the 
relations between Egypt and the Near East: the geo-
chronological distribution of Egyptian scarab-shaped seals in 
the northern Levant (Syria and Lebanon) from the late 3rd 
millennium to the late Iron Age, unpublished PhD 
dissertation in Dutch, Vrije Universiteit Brussel). For a 
concise description of its aims, methods and results, see: 
Boschloos, V. (forthcoming), “Egyptian and egyptianising 
scarab-shaped seals in Syria and Lebanon”, Bibliotheca 
Orientalis LXIX n° 3-4 (may-august 2012). I also wish to 
express my gratitude to the Royal Museums of Art and 
History in Brussels and the Lebanese Directorate General of 
Antiquities for their permission to publish here, for the first 
time, the scarabs from Abydos (Figure 4 no. 10) and Byblos 
(Figure 2 no. 11). 

1  Moorey 1994, 96 (“from the Latin cornum: cornel-berry, not 
carnis: flesh”). 

2 Aston, Harrell and Shaw 2000, 27; Bloxam 2010, 3; 
Haussperger 1991, 276; Inizan 1999, 130-135, fig.1; Moorey 
1994, 97-98; Yule 1981, 193. 

3 Aston, Harrell and Shaw 2000, 29; Moorey 1994, 98-99. 
4 No scale was used in the figures due to the lack of 

dimensions for a number of scarabs. Recorded lengths range 
between 11 and 25 mm. 

5 Keel 1997, 514-515 no. 1208 (Tell el-cAjjul, context 
unknown), 682-683 no. 59 (Ashdod, stratum XIIIa/XIV, ca. 
1200-1000), 736-737 no. 2 (Aseka, hoard ca. 1300-1150); 
Keel 2010a, 198-199 no. 229 (Bet Shean, stratum S-4, ca. 
1200-1150), 278-279 no. 143 (Bet Shemesh, stratum IVb, 
ca. 1300-1250/1150), 308-309 nos. 209-210 (Bet Shemesh, 
stratum IVb, ca. 1300-1250/1150), 410-411 no. 20 (Deir el-
Balah, Late Bronze Age tomb), 504-505 no. 32 (Dotan, 
sifting of level 3-4, ca. 1400-1200); Keel 2010b, 404-405 no. 
900 (Tell el-Farca South, tomb 960, ca. 1300-1250/1150); 
Ory 1944, pl. XIII no. 8 (Jerishe, Late Bronze Age II tomb); 
Rowe 1936, no. 379 (Megiddo, Late Bronze Age II tomb 
989C.1), no. 798 (Megiddo, tomb 877B.1); Tufnell, Inge 
and Harding 1940, pl. XXXIIA no. 24 (Lachish, structure 
D.III, ca. 1400-1200). To these scarabs can be added three 
seal-amulets in cornelian: a cowroid from a 13th century level 
in Aphek (Keel 1997, 90-91 no. 34), a rectangular plaque 
from Anafa (Keel 1997, 642-643 no. 8) and a signet ring 
from a Late Bronze Age tomb at Deir el-Balah (Keel 2010a, 
410-411 no. 22). 

6  The contexts of the two scarabs from Dotan and Lachish 
have a more general date, ca. 1400-1200. 

7  Brandl 2009, 644; Keel 1995, §375. 
8  Lalkin 2008, chapter 8.3, pl. 96. He does not exclude the 

possibility that they found a new mine or a new source to 
import it from (Lalkin by correspondence). I wish to thank 
Nir Lalkin for sharing his insights with me. 

9 Adler 1994; Hachmann 1996. 
10  The finds are discussed in Adler 1994. Silvia Penner  studied  

  
 
the local pottery (Penner 2006) and Christine Lilyquist 
dated the objects from the ‘Treasury’ to the period preceding 
the reign of Amenhotep III (i.e. early to mid 18th Dynasty, ca. 
1550-1390) based on comparanda from Egypt and the 
Levant (Lilyquist in Adler 1994, 207-220). The Cypriot 
Base Ring I-II and White Slip II imports (Penner 2006, 182-
183) and a Late Minoan IB jug (Lilyquist in Adler 1994, 
208) agree with this date. Egyptian and Mycenaean pottery 
were not present. 

11  Penner 2006, 153, 313, 325, 374, 402. 
12  Kühne and Salje 1996, 151 no. 96. 
13  Dunand 1950-1958, 81 no. 7238, fig. 64. 
14  Phillips 2008, 145 nos. 275-276. 
15  Ibidem ; Yule 1981, 148-149, 193. 
16  The oldest Cretan scarabs date from the Middle Minoan IA 
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