
SHIPS IN THRACE DURING THE BRONZE AGE 

The Bronze Age in Thrace started at the end of the 4th millennium BC and 
ended at the end of the 2nd millennium BCI. These two millennia in the history of 
Thrace have not been uniformily studied. This is particularly true of navigation 
and of the marine culture along the coasts of the Black Sea, the Sea of Marmara 
and the Aegean Sea, synthesized in the term Thracia Pontica. We have not 
excavated a ship from Thracia Pontica, but there exist other facts which may serve 
as a basis not only for the formulation of this problem, but also for its initial 
investigation. 

Thus, for example, for the end of the 4th and throughout the entire 3rd 
millennium BC, i.e. during the Early Bronze Age, the Circumpontic cultural 
community* can be explained most logically in terms of the existence of active 
overseas contacts. The observed similarities of the archaeological cultures around 
the Black Sea cannot be due to mere coincidence, they must have resulted from 
contacts. It is quite another matterwhat the reasonsfor these assumed overseas 
voyages were. This problem will be discussed further below. These observations 
are even more valid for the cultures on both sides of the Sea of Marmara3. And if, 
nevertheless, the communications of Thrace by land were possible for part of the 
lands around the Black Sea, contacts with the northwestern part of Asia Minor 
were parexcellence by sea. These two observations are supported by the predating 
of some of the stone anchors with holes found along the western Black Seacoast 
from the 2nd to the3rd millennium BC, as proposed by Honor Frost4. These seem 
to have been the anchors of the ships that sailed at that time. However, these 
ships carrying many tons did not sail for the pleasure of their crews, as is the case 
with the yachtsmen of today. Navigation during the antiquity was for the needs 
of trade and was directly linked with production. In my opinion, one of the most 
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important reasonsfor navigation was the search for and the supply of copperores 
or copper for the production of bronze. It should be pointed out that bronze was 
not used for making tools, because tools made of wood, bone, horn or stone were 
still effective, being at the same time much cheaper. Copper and its alloys were 
used for making weapons and cult objects (actually weapons were also objects). 
This can be accepted even after a cursory glance at the archaeological material. 
Then the search for cooper as the basic product for the production of bronze 
becomes easily explainable. Whoever had copper could possess the modern 
weapons for that time, he could be victorious and he could rule over lands, wealth 
and people. Moreover, it is well known that the ancient Thracian lands were an 
extremely well developed metallurgical centre even from the Chalcolithic Ages. 
This suggests that copper was mined in the Thracian lands and was exported to 
lands where it was lacking. Ancient Thrace exported both to the Nothern Black 
Sea coast and to the south. 

In Bulgarian archaeology there is an attempts to see models of Early Bronze 
Age ships in some of the clay vessels found at Ezerovo II near the Varna Lake. 
In my opinion, these elongated plates are not sufficiently convincing evidence 
and we should wait patiently until a real model is discovered or - better still - an 
Early Bronze Age ship from Thracia Pontica. An indirect evidence about the use 
of navigation vessels - but for fishing - are the bones of dolphins and of belted 
bonito discovered during excavations of the Early Bronze Age settlement near 
Urdoviza7 because dolphins and belted bonito can be caught only by means of 
boats and ships. 

Anyway, we still do not know what the ships of Thracia Pontica looked like 
in the 3rd millenium BC. However, on the basis of indirect evidence we may also 
assume the existence of ships both for fishing and for overseas contacts. 

Data are considerably more abundant for the 2nd millenium BC, and especially 
for its second half. I shall start with the evidence found in the ancient authors 
concerning Thracian navigation. This evidence is the memory on which the 
archaeological data can be superimposed to come to life. Even Homer (11. XI, 220- 
230, Monro; Allen) told about the Thracian nobleman Iphidamas, son of Antenor, 
who sailed with a fleet of twelve ships during the Trojan War to fight on the side 
of Troy. According to (Pseudo-)Euripides (Rhesos 1, 430-435, Ebener), it was 
again Homer who sang about the legendary Thracian king Rhesos who sailed 
with his ships in the aid of Troy. Another author to tell us again about the second 
half of the second millennium BC was Diodoros (Vlll, frg. 1 1, Vogel), who reported 
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that after the Trojan War (13th century BC) the sea (i. e. the Aegean Sea - K.P.) 
was ruled over by Lydians and Maionians for 92 years, by Pelasgians for 85 years, 
by Thracians for 79 years, etc. Although Diodorus was a later author, he was 
known to have copied conscientiously earlier evidence that has been lost to us. 
This is why, the maritime supremacy of the Pelasgians and Thracians can be 
dated with much greater probability to the 12th and 11 th century BC. Apollonius 
Rhodius (Argonautica 1,580-930, Merkel), who also adhered faithfully to the most 
ancient variants of the narratives, mentioned that the women on the island of 
Lemnos recognised the Argo ship as Thracian and were afraid of a piratic invasion. 
It is known that the myth about the "golden fleece" and the "voyage of the Argonauts" 
connected with it are dated approximately to the end of the 2nd and the beginning 
of the 1 st millenium BC. Here I shall not dwell on the problem of the "golden fleece", 
but nevertheless I shall mention in passing that such a "golden fleece" was 
discovered in the waters near the present-day cape of Kaliakra (the ancient Tirizis) 
along the present-day Bulgarian Black Seacoast. This was a metal ingot resembling 
a taut sheepskin or even oxhide, weighing nearly 1.5 kg and containing 32% gold, 
18% silver, 43% copper, etc. The ingot is dated to the second half of the 2nd 
millenium BC, more specifically around the 14th century BC8. 

Thus, according to the brief information of the written sources, it can be seen 
that the notion of Thracian navigation existed even in the most ancient myths. 
Consequently, we are faced with a fact: the Hellenic historical memory reflected 
the ancient maritime culture of the Thracians. Therefore, we are to expect some 
material confirmation. 

The stone anchors with holes are among the most reliable arguments in this 
respect. They are from the Western Black Sea coast and the majority of them are 
dated to the 2nd millennium BC and especially to its second halfg, another part - 
as I said earlier - is dated even to the 3rd millennium BC. Stone anchors number 
a total of 150. Petrographic studies have shown10 that 90% of them were locally 
produced, 10% came with foreign ships, for the time being it is not known where 
from. According to Honour Frost, their size and weight suggest beyond any doubt 
that they were used on ships of 200-300 tons, i.e. ships like the ones in the fleet 
of the Thracians from the Western Black Sea region. There are no grounds for 
ruling out the hypothesis that similar ships, made by the indigenous Thracian 
population, sailed in the Sea of Marmara and in the Aegean Sea. Quite on the 
contrary, the evidence of Diodorus and Apollonius Rhodius, cited above, concerns 
precisely the Thracians in the Aegean region. 
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Stone anchors from the Bulgarian Black Sea coast can give us yet another 
important notion about the Thracian ships from the 2nd millennium BC. Very 
important in this respect is the place where they have been foundll. Almost all of 
them have been discovered near anchorages which are usually localized in very 
calm bays, close to the land, unlike the stone and lead stocks which are usually 
found in the waters around the capes. In my opinion, this fact suggests indisputably 
that stone anchors were used for ships that navigated with oars or with sails, 
whereas stone and led stocks were used on sailships. The ships with oars and 
sails with stone anchors could come in and go out of any bay using their oars only, 
approaching the shore and even reaching it. The sail was probably rather simple 
and was used only with suitable winds. According to the information available so 
far, such were the ships in Thrace during the Bronze Age. Sailing-craft began to 
be used later, during the Early Iron Age. It is the sail-craft that used wooden 
anchors with stone or lead stocks that anchored near the capes and did not enter 
deep into the bays. This was a common practice so that they could manoeuvre 
with their sails both in good and in bad weather. But this is quite a different topic. 

In support of my conclusion I shall cite two more facts from the Late Bronze 
Age. These are the clay models of navigation vessels (boats) discovered in 
Northwestern Bulgaria in necropolises close to the Danube river12 and the image 
of a ship on a stone plate from Southwestern Bulgaria (in the present-day town 
of Razlog), dated to the 14th-13th century and originating from a cult place's. In 
both regions this is indisputably an image of the "solar bark" which is associated 
with the religion of the ancient people. However, it is important for us that the 
navigation vessels were either boats or ships with oars. Although idealized, the 
notion of the "solar bark apparently reflected to a great extent the actual navigation 
vessels used at that time. 

In conclusion, the ships in Thracia Pontica were with oars, or rather with 
oars and sails, similar to the Late Bronze Age vessels found near Cape Gelydonia 
and Cape Kas on the western coast of Asia Minor. It seems that for two millennia 
they sailed in the waters of the Black Sea, the Sea of Marmara and the Aegean 
Sea. It is through these forms of navigation that Thracia Pontica performed the 
role of a contact zone for the Thracian civilization with the peoples in the rest of 
the Mediterranean world. 
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