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INTRODUCTION 



Chapter One 

THE CATASTROPHE AND ITS CHRONOLOGY 

T HE END of the eastern Mediterranean Bronze Age, in the twelfth 
century B.c., was one of history's most frightful turning points. For 
those who experienced it, it was a calamity. In long retrospect, 

however, the episode marked a beginning rather than an end, the "dawn 
time" in which people in Israel, Greece, and even Rome sought their ori­
gins. In certain respects that assessment is still valid, for the Age of Iron 
stands much closer to our own than does the world of the Bronze Age. The 
metallurgical progress-from bronze to iron-was only the most tangible 
of the innovations. More significant by far were the development and 
spread of alphabetic writing, the growth of nationalism, of republican 
political forms, of monotheism, and eventually of rationalism. These and 
other historic innovations of the Iron Age have been frequently noted and 
celebrated. 

The bleaker objective of the present book will be a dose look at the 
negative side. In many places an old and complex society did, after all, 
come to an end ca. 1200 B.c. In the Aegean, the palace-centered world that 
we call Mycenaean Greece disappeared: although some of its glories were 
remembered by the bards of the Dark Age, it was otherwise forgotten until 
an.:haeologists dug it up. The loss in Anatolia was even greater. The Hittite 
empire had given to the Anatolian plateau a measure of order and prosper­
ity that it had never known before and would not see again for a thousand 
years. In the Levant recovery was much faster, and some important Bronze 
Age institutions survived with little change; but others did not, and every­
where urban life was drastically set back. In Egypt the Twentieth Dynasty 
marked the end of the New Kingdom and almost the end of pharaonic 
achievement. Throughout the eastern Mediterranean the twelfth century 
B.c. ushered in a dark age, which in Greece and Anatolia was not to lift for 
more than four hundred years. Altogether the end of the Bronze Age was 
arguably the worst disaster in ancient history, even more calamitous than 
the collapse of the western Roman Empire. I 

The end or transformation of Bronze Age institutions is obviously a 
topic of enormous dimensions. From the modern perspective it is the disap­
pearance of many of these centuries-old forms that gives the years ca. 1200 

1 For the comparison see Fernand Braude!, "L'Aube," in Braude!, ed., Lu Mediterranee: 
/'esprJC<' et /'histoire (Paris, 1977), 82-86.ln Braudel's words, "Ia Mediterranee orientale, au 
xii• siede avant j.-C., retourne au plan zero, ou presque, de l'histoire. '' 
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B.c. their extraordinary importance. In this book, however, I shall deal 
with that topic only in passing. My subject here is much more limited and 
concrete: the physical destruction of cities and palaces. One might object 
that although the physical destrm ... "tion was tragic for the occupants of the 
cities and palaces in question, in itself it need not and should not have 
entailed the collapse and disappearance of Bronze Age civilization. The 
razing of Athens in 480 B.C., after all, cleared the ground for the temples of 
the Periclean city, and the burning of Rome in 387 B.C. was followed 
directly by an unprecedented burst of Roman expansion. But although tlle 
sacking of cities ca. 1200 B.c: was not a sufficient condition for the disap­
pearance of Bronze Age civilization in Greece, Anatolia, and southern 
Canaan, it was certainly a necessary condition. It is the destruction of sites 
that I shall therefore try to explain, and this topic is itself enormous. Within 
a period of forty or fifty years at the end of the thirteenth and beginning of 
the twelfth century almost every significant city or palace in the eastern 
Mediterranean world was destroyed, many of them never to be occupied 
again. 

This destruction-which hereafter I shall refer to simply as "the 
Catastrophe" -1 shall review in some detail in chapter 2. Before doing 
that, however, it will be useful to thread our way chronologically through 
the period in which the Catastrophe took place. For a chronology we must 
look to Egypt, since the only narrative history we can write for this period 
is Egyptian history. Most scholars would agree that there survives at least 
one documentary source on the Catastrophe, and that is an inscription that 
Ramesses III put upon the wall of his mortuary temple at Medinet Habu. 
This is the famous text, accompanied by pictorial reliefs, in which 
Ramesses III celebrates the victory that he won over the "Sea Peoples" in 
his eighth year.l Since Ramesses declares that before attacking Egypt the 
enemy had already ravaged Hatti, Alashia, and Amor, it is a reasonable 
assumption that the inscription furnishes a terminus ante quem for at least 
some of the destruction attested in these places. 

z Wm. F. Edgerton and John Wilson, Historical Records of Ramses Ill: The Texts ;, 
*Medinet Habu, • \blumes l.znd II, Translated with Explanatory Notes (Chicago, 1936), 
plate 46; Breasted, AR, vol. 4, nos. 59-82. Leonard H. Lesko, ~Egypt in the 12th Century 
a.c.," in W. A. Ward and M.S. joukow~lcy. ed~ .• The Crisis Ye.rrs: The 12th C.nrtury B.C. 

(Dubuque, 1992), 151-56, has argued that this inscription w.Js cut for Memeptah ·s mortuary 
temple, that Ramesses Ill appropriated it for his own temple at Medinet Hahu, and therefore 
that rhe events described in it occurred in the eighth year of Merneptah ( 1205 B.C.) rather than 
of Ramesses 10. But the swath of destrut:tion through .. Amor~ that the inscription mentions 
could hardly have taken place during Merneptah ·~ reign, •in.:e the Levanrine cities were still 
standing at the accession of Queen Twosret. In addition, the defensive posture that this 
in!t..:ription attributes to the Egyptian phar:wh is not easily reconciled with the offensive 
campaign that .Mem~tah claimed to have ,on.Ju .. -red in the southern Levant. 
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Dates for the reign of Ramesses III depend on the accession year chosen 
for Ramesses II, the illustrious predecessor whose name the young king 
adopted; and in this study I shall follow the "low., chronology that now 
seems to be accepted by most Egyptologists. On this chronology, Ramesses 
the Great ruled from 1279 to 1212, accounting-all by himself-for most 
of the Nineteenth Dynasty.3 When the old king finally died, dose to the age 
of ninety, he was succeeded by his oldest surviving son, his thirteenth, 
Memeptah. The latter was, at his accession, "a portly man already in his 
sixties. " 4 As king, Memeptah lived another ten or eleven years and was in 
tum succeeded by one of his sons, either Seri II (whom Memeptah had 
designated as his successor) or Amenmesse. At any rate, Seti gained the 
throne not long after Merneptah's death. 

For the first time in decades, Egypt was not ruled by an old man. But the 
middle-aged Seti II had an unexpectedly short reign. After ruling only six 
years, Seti died, leaving the succession in some confusion.5 His principal 
wife had been Twosret, but the pair had no surviving son. In the event, 
Seti's nominal successor was Siptah, who was still a child or adolescent. 
Although Siptah was evidently the son of Seti, his mother was not Twosret 
but Tio, one of his father's secondary wives, and Siptah must have owed his 
elevation to the exertions of powerful mentors. Twosret survived the boy, 
and she herself ruled as pharaoh for at least two years, being only the fourth 
woman in almost two millennia of Egyptian history to reach the throne. 
During the reigns of Siptah and Twosret (a period of at least eight years), the 
power behind the throne seems to have been Bay, a Syrian who had risen to 
become "Great Chancellor ofthe Entire Realm." With the death ofTwosret 
(the circumstances in which any of these people died are unknown), a man 
of uncertain origin, Semakhte, drove "the Syrian" from his position as 
king-maker and established himself as king. Thus ended the Nineteenth 
Dynasty and began the Twentieth. Although Semakhte ruled for only two 
years, Egypt was fortunate that the upstart had a son as capable as himself: 
this was the young Ramesses III, who faced the Catastrophe and survived 
to describe it. 

, On the high chronology Ramesses ll's accession year was 1304 B.c., on the middle 
chronology 1290. The high chronology has bttn generally abandoned by specialists. The low 
chronology was effectively advocated by E. F. Wente and C. C. Van Siclen, "A Chronology of 
the: N~ Kingdom," in J. H. Johnson and E. F. ~nte, eds., Studies in Honor of George R. 
Hughes (Chicago, 1976), 217-61. For other arguments sec Paul Astrom, ed., High, Middle, 
or Low? Acts of .m International Colloquium on Absolute Chronology Held at the University 
of Gothenburg 20th-12d August 1987 (Goteborg, 1987). 

4 K. A. Kitchen, Pharaoh Triumphant: The Life and Times of Ramesses II (Warminster. 
191!2), 207. 

' The confusion, at once the bane and the dc:li~t oll::gyptologists, was much clarified by 
Al:ln Gardiner, "Only One: KingSiptah and Twosre Not His Wife," JEA 44 (1958j: ll.-22. 
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Although the regnal dates for Ramesses III, his father, and their 
1eteenth-Dynasty predecessors cannot be precisely fixed, the following 
n to be approximately correct:6 

Nineteenth Dynasty 
Ramesses II 1279-1212 B.C. 

Merneptah 1212-1203 B.C. 

Amenmesse 
Seti II 
Siptah 

1203-1202 B.C. 

1202-1196 B.C. 

1196-1190 B.C. 

Twosret 1190-1188 B.C. 

wentieth Dynasty 
Setnakhte 1188-1186 B.C. 

Ramesses III 1186-1155 B.C. 

this reckoning, the terminus ante quem for much of the Catastrophe­
crucial eighth year of Ramesses III-will be 1179 B.C . That fits well 

.ugh with a recently discovered tablet indicating that Emar (on the 
>hrates, downstream from Carchemish) fell in the second year of Melik­
>ak, king of Babylon. 7 On J. A. Brinkman's Mesopotamian chronology, 
ar must have been sacked in the 1180s. g An even more recent discovery, 
; time at Ra~ Shamra, shows that the rule of Hammurapi, the last king of 
trit, began when Merneptah was ruling Egypt and extended into the 
:n of Siptah and Queen Twosret.9 The synchronism proves that Ugarit 
; still standing in 1196 B.c., and suggests that the city was not destroyed 
ore 1190.10 

Since in some cases only a terminus post quem for a monarch's death is available, various 
mes have been proposed, and on the low chronology the accession of Ramesses lll is 
ed anywhere from 1188 to 1182 B.C. For several possibilities see Wente and Van Siden, 
Chronology of the New Kingdom," and K. A. Kitchen, "The Basics of Egyptian 
:mology in Relation to the Bronze Age," in Astrom,ed., High, Middle, or Low? 37-55. 
Daniel Arnaud, "Les textes d'Emar et Ia chronologie de Ia fin du Bronze Recent," Syria 
1975): 87-91. The tablet dated to Melik-shipak's second year is a short-term contrac.1:; 
aud therefore concludes that only a very shQrt time ("quelques semaines") elapsed 
"een the writing of the contract and the destruction of the city. 
Brinkman, "Notes on Mesopotamian History in the Thirteenth Century B.c.," Bibli­

·ca Orienta/is 17 ( 1970): 306-7; 1 am much indebted here to the explanations iurnished 
A. Bierbrier, "The Date of the Destruction of Emar and Egyptian Chronology," )EA 64 
78): 136-37. At n. 2, Bierbrier notes that "Professor Brinkman now informs me that his 
;t date for year 2 is 1185 :t5 B.C." 

Jacques Freu, "La tablette RS 86.2230 et Ia phase finale du royaume d'Ugarit," Syria 65 
II!) : 395-98. Tablets found at Ras Ibn Hani had already established that Hammurapi's 
, overlapped that of Merneptah, and the new tablet indicates that Hammurapi was still on 
:hrone when Bay, the ~Grand Chancellor" ior Siptah and Queen Twosret, held his office. 
n Ibid., 398. 
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The relative chronology supplied by Mycenaean pottery must be fit into 
the absolute framework derived from Egypt. It now seems probable that 
the transition from LH IIIB to IIIC pottery occurred no earlier than the 
reign of Queen Twosret. On the low Egyptian chronology this would mean 
that IIIB pottery was still being produced ca. 1190 s.c. 11 Since that is only 
a terminus post quem, and since it is likely that a few years elapsed between 
the last of the IIIB wares and the resumption of pottery making in the 
Argo lid, the earliest IIIC pots probably were not made before ca. 1185. The 
destruction at Tiryns and Mycenae may have occurred shortly before 
Ramesses Ill came to power. A few sites in the Aegean, on the other hand, 
seem to have been destroyed several decades before the end of the IIIB 
period, evidently while Ramesses the Great still reigned. 

Altogether, then, the Catastrophe seems to have begun with sporadic 
destructions in the last quarter of the thirteenth century, gathered momen­
tum in the 1190s, and raged in full fury in the 1180s. By about 117 5 the 
worst was apparently over, although dreadful things continued to happen 
throughout the twelfth century. Let us now take a close look at the physical 
destruction that the Catastrophe entailed. 

•1 For a discussion of all the evidence on the end of UIB and the beginning of UIC see Peter 
Warren and Vmnwy Hankey, Aegean Bronze Age Chro11ology (Bristol, 1989), 158-62. The 
most important synchronism comes from a faience vase with Twosret's cartouche found in a 
shrine at Deir 'Alia (ancient Succoth), along with a range of LH IIIB pottery. Warren and 
Hankey note that the pots were not heirlooms but functional vessels in the service of the 
sanctuary. The authors adopt Kitchen's slightly later dates for the last rulers of the Nineteenth 
Dynasty and so conclude (p. 161) that ~we may place the boundary between lllB and lllC c. 
1185/80 sc, !_he rime of Tewosret or a few years later." 



Chapter Two 

THE CATASTROPHE SURVEYED 

ANATOLIA 

EVERY Anatolian site known to have been important in the Late 
Bronze Age the Catastrophe left a destruction level. 1 Figure 1 
shows a wide distribution of places in Asia Minor that ca. 1200 

B.C. suffered what Kurt Birtel described as a "Brandkatastrophe." Four of 
these sites are within the arc of the Halys River, the heartland of the Great 
Kingdom of Hatti, and perhaps this region of Anatolia suffered more than 
others. In the centuries following the Catastrophe the intra-Halys sites 
seem to have been occupied only by squatters, and it is safe to say that for a 
long time after 1200 there were no cities in the area. 

Hattusas itself was plundered and burned at the beginning of the twelfth 
century (since no Mycenaean pottery was found in the destruction level, 
correlation with Aegean sites is problematic). The excavators found ash, 
charred wood, mudbricks, and slag formed when mudbricks melted from 
the intense heat of the conflagration. The nearby site of -!'\laca Hoyuk, 
twenty kilometers to the northeast, suffered a similar fate: an ashy destruc­
tion level extends over the entire excavated surbce. Southeast of Hattusas, 
the Hittite city at Alishar-protected by a stout wall-was destroyed by 
fire.2 A hundred kilometers to the east, at Ma~at Hoyiik, a palace that had 
helped to anchor the frontier against the Kaskans went up in flames 
early in the twelfth century. Here some LH IIIB pottery supplies a rough 
synchronism .. J 

Between the Sangarios and the Halys three sites have been excavated, but 
only one seems to have been destroyed in the Catastrophe. Gordion and 
Polatli have yielded no evidence of destruction, but Karaoglan met a fiery 
and violent end. Skeletal remains of the victims were found on the site. 4 On 

' Kurt Bind surveyed th~ ~idc:nce on Aniltolia at the Zwettl symposium: cf. his "Die 
arch.lologisch~ Siruation in Kleinasien um 1200 v. Chr. und wiihrend der nachfolgcnden vier 
Jahrhunderre, ~ in Sigrid Deger-Jalkotty, ed., Griecho1/and, die Agiiis und die Levante wiih­
rend Jer "Dark Ages" {Vienna, 1983), 25-47. 

z H. H. von der Osten, The .4.lishar Hiiyiik: Seasons of 1930-1932 (Chi.:ago, 1937), 28'J. 
' Bind, "Kieinasien, ~ 34. suggests thar because M~at is so disranr from the Aegean we 

should perhaps allow rhc: ponery "einigc:s Ndchlebc:ns. • If so, a date even larer than 1 190 will 
nor bt: excluded. 

• Ibid., .lJ. 



FIGURE 1. The Eastern Mediterranean: Major sites destroyed in the Catastrophe 

GREECE 16. Tarsus 32. Kadesh 

I. Teichos Dymaion 17. Frakrin 3.1. Qatna 

2. Pylos 18. Karaoglan 34. Hamath 

3. Nichoria 19. Hanusas 35. Alalakh 

4. The Menelaion 20. Alaca Hayiik 36. Aleppo 

S. Tityns 21. M~t 37. Carcbemish 

6. Midea 22. Alishar H<)yiik 38. Emar 

7. Mycenae 23. Nor~unrepe 
SOUTHERN lEVANT 

8. Thebes 24. Tille Hoyiik 

9. Lefkandi 25. Lidar H6yiik 39. Hazor 

10. lolkos 40. Akko 
CYPRUS 41. Megiddo 

CRETE 26. Palaeokastro 42. Deir 'Alia 

II. Kydonia 27. Kition 43. Bethel 

12. Knossos 28. Sinda 44. Beth Shemcsh 
29. Enkomi 45. Lachish 

ANATOLJA 46. Ashdod 

IJ. Troy SYRIA 47. A.~hkelon 

14. Miletus 30. Ugarit 
15. Mersin 31. Tell Subs 

• At sites in italks de.~trucrion in the C<~tastrophe is probable bur nor certain. 
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the western coast of Anarolia a far more imporranr Late Bronze Age cenrer 
w:ts rhe t..iry of Milerus (probably Milawara, or Milawanda, in Hirrire 
texts), around which a great wall was built in the thirteenth ccnrury B.C. 

Milerus roo seems ro have been destroyed during the LH IIIC period. The 
sire may have been desolate for some rime but was apparently resettled 
before the beginning of the Protogeomctric period.J 

At the site of Hissarlik two consecutive settlements-Troy Vlh and Troy 
VIla-were destroyed at the end of the Bronze Age, and in both cases the 
cities seem ro have burned. The dates for the destruction of the two levels 
are much disputed, but it is now likely that Troy VI-an impressively 
fortified citadel, which is likely ro have been occupied primarily by a royal 
family, its courtiers, and warriors-fell sometime during the second half of 
the thirteenth century B.C. In the aftermath of that destruction, a crowd 
of people-humbler, but sharing the same material culture as the lords of 
Troy Vlh-moved into the citadel, repairing the fortification walls and 
building a warren of small houses. This city, Troy VIla, was probably 
burned ca. 1190 or 1180,6 but the survivors again rebuilt the walls and 
occupied the site (VIIb) through the twelfth century. 

1 The most lucid dis~"Ussion of thc evidcnce on Miletus is still that providcd by Vincent 
Desborough, Tht• Ltst MycC11at\tns a11J Their Sucussors: A11 At·c/J.reological Survey c. 1200-
, .. 1000 B.C. (Oxfnrd, 1964), 162-63. Although Fritz Sc:hacherm~-yr, Mykene unJ das 
Hetlliterreich (Vienna. 19116). discussed at great length the Milawata of Hittite sources, he 
said nothing about the fate of Brnnze Age Milt"tus. 

" Blegc~'S3rgumcutthat Troy VI was destroyed in thcmiddle and Troy Vl1:1 toward the end 
nf the IIIB period is still widdy :h.:cepted, but his dates-a. 1275 and ca. 1240-:ue nowa­
d:~ys generally regarded as much wo high (Blegen's dates were ba~ nn the high Egyptian 
chronology and nn the assumption that LH IIIC beg.m at the end of Merneptah 's reign). The 
prerent exc:~vator at His.~arlik, Manfred Korfmann, sugg..-sts th;1t Troy VI w:1s destroyed ca. 
1250, and VIla ca. IIllO. Sec Korfmann, "Aires und Neues :~us Troia," Das Altertum 36 
( 1990): 232. As noted in chapter I, it now :~ppe;m that the transition to LH IIIC can be placed 
no l!arlier than the reigttof Queen Twosret. Even if one ac.:c:pts Blegen's analysis of the pottery, 
but follows the Egyptologists' low .:hronology, one .::nuld date the fall of Troy Vllo~ as late :IS 

1190, and of Troy VI Js lare as 1225. But even lower dates are probable. Studies of the pottery 
have convinced several specialists that VIla w.~s still standing in the IIIC period. For the 
:~rguments, see Michael '\llboc.l, fn Se.trcll cl{ tl1e Troiall War (New York, 1985), 224; and D. 
Easton, "H3S the Troj:~n War Been Found?" A11tiquiry 59 ( 1985): 189. If nJC sherds were 
indeed found in VIla Jev.,Js, th..- destru~-ri<m date f(Jr VIla would be nol!;ttlier than ca. 1180, 
and Twy VI .:ould have been destroyed in the l:1st <jU<trter of the thirrc ... nth century. The most 
radi.:;t) ni the new schemes is that oi Chnstian J>odzuwett, ~Die mykenisc:he Welt und Trota," 
in B. Hansel, ed., SiiJostcurop., ::.urischen /600 wu/1000 v. Chr. (Moreland, J982j, 65-88. 
Podzuweit reo1nalyzed tl1e pottery from Troy Vlh and VII and conduded that lutt' LH IIIC 
pottery wa\ used not nnly in the VIla settlement but .tlso in the Vlh city. If one accepts 
Podzuwcit's :~n.tly~is, one would nec."tt ro date the destruction of the greo1t city-Troy VI-to 
the second halt of the twdfth cenntry. Podzuweit condud..-s that the much humbler settl..-ment 
oi TnJY VIla iell "in die ersten Jahrzente des II. J:~hrhuuderts • (p. ll.'J:. 
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In southeastern Anatolia two import;mr sites-Mcrsin and Tarsus­
were burned during the Catastrophe, and here too there was recovery. 
Twdfth-cen~ury Tarsus was in fact a sizeable city, and <l few pieces of LH 
IIIC pottery show that it was in sporadic ~ontact with rhe Aegean. On the 
headwaters of the Seyhan River, two miles from the rock reliefs :lt Fraktin, 
unknown aggressors destroyed a Hittite town "durch eine grosse 
Brandkatastrophe," probably after 1190 B.C. (the date depends on a single 
LH IIIC1 stirrup jar found in the destruction debris).:: Finally, on rhe upper 
Euphrates in eastern Anarolia other centers were burned in the Catastro­
phe: the excavations at Lidar Hoyiik (150 kilometers upstream from Car­
chemish) and at nearby Tille Hoyiik, as well as those ar Nor~untepe (on the 
Murat Nehri, near Elazig) show that the Late Bronze Age structures there 
were destroyed in site-wide conflagrations.H 

CYPRUS 

Bronze Age Cyprus has become very interesting, since archaeological work 
on the island has in the last thirty years moved at a faster pace than in either 
Syria or Anatolia. The Catastrophe in Cyprus divides Late Cypriote II from 
LC Ill (LC Ill is thus contemporary with LH IIIC in Greece). Recent excava­
tions have shown that the LC II period was one of general prosperity. 
Ashlar masonry, which had been regarded as an innovation of the post­
Catastrophe period in Cyprus, now seems to have been employed in civic 
architecture for much of the thirteenth century.'' 

Among the major Cypriote cities that were sacked and burned at the end 
of LC II were En komi, Kition, and Sinda. 10 In fact each of the rhree sites 
may-like Troy-have been destroyed twice in the period of a few decades. 
The old view was that there were two waves of destruction, the first ca. 

7 Bittel, ~Kkinasien," .H and 34. 
8 Harald Hauptmann, Arch. Art. 1991, 35 I, rl!ports thar Lidar Hiiyok was destroyed "in 

das 1. Vierrel des 12. Jhs." On rhe 1989 salvage excavations .n Tille Hiiyiik, which discovered 
a "large burnt building" destroyed c:a. 1200 B.c., seeS. R. Blaylock, AS 41 (1991): 4-S. On 
Nor~unrepe S« Bittel, .. Kleinasien," 3]. 

" Ashlar blo.:ks have been found in LC II conrexrs ar Ayios Dhimitrins and Palac:ukasrro. 
Ar Vnurnes, nur M:aroni, Gerald C:adng:an h:as found :an ashl:ar buildi11grh:ar should be dared 
"probably ro the earlier parr nf rhe 13th .:cntury." S.:e Cadogan, "Marum and rhe L.lte Bronze 
Age of Cyprus," in V. Karageurghis and j. Muhly, Cyprus(ttt/Jt"Ciosto{tl''' Late Rmnu Age 
(Ni.:osia, 191!4), 8. 

Ill james Muhly, "The Role of the Sea Peoples in Cyprus during rhe LC lll Period," in 
Karageorghis and Muhly, Cyprus, 41. For a full survey ui the Catastrophe in Cyprus see 
Va.-.su' Karagenrglu:., Tile E11d of tl1e L.ttc Brurr::l' Ag(• itt C.rfJnl$ ~Nicosi:a, 1991')); and rhc 
same aurhnr's ~The Crisis Years: Cyprus.~ in Ward .and jnukllW\ky, Cri:>is Ytar$, 79-ltn. 
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1230 B.C. and the second ca. 1190 (those dates were predicated on the 
assumption that 1230 was the approximate date for the beginning of LH 
IIIC). Paul As tram has revised and compressed all this, dating the first set of 
conflagrations to ca. 1190 and the second to the eighth year of Ramesses Ill 
(1179). A more radical solution, advanced by James Muhly and accepted 
by Vassos Karageorghis, is to recognize only one wave of destructions in 
Cyprus and to date it to the end of LC IIC.11 In any case, at all three sites­
Sinda, in the interior, and Enkomi and Kition on the southern coast-there 
was reconstruction after the Catastrophe, and a sizeable community 
through the twelfth century. 

Several smaller sites were not destroyed in the Catastrophe but aban­
doned. In a Late Cypriote IIC city at Ayios Dhimitrios (on the Vasilikos 
River, a few kilometers downstream from Kalavasos and some three kilo­
meters up from the south coast) there is some trace of burning, but "the 
evidence does not suggest a great conflagration or deliberately destructive 
activities." 12 In addition to much Cypriote pottery, the site yielded LH IIIB 
but no IIIC imports. Another site abandoned during the Catastrophe was 
Kokkinokremos, in southeastern Cyprus, recently excavated by Ka­
rageorghis. This was a short-lived settlement, having been established not 
much earlier than ca. 1230. Karageorghis discovered that Kokkinokremos 

was abandoned suddenly, obviously as a result of an impending menace. The 
bronzesmith concealed his fragments of copper ingots and some of his tools and 
artefacts in a pit in the courtyard, the silversmith concealed his rwo silver ingots 
and some scrap metal between two stones of a bench, and the goldsmith care­
fully put away in a pit all the jewellery and sheets of gold which he had. They were 
all hoping, as happens in such cases, that they would return and recover their 
treasures, but they never did.IJ 

That none of the three smiths returned to retrieve the hidden valuables 
suggests that they were killed or enslaved. 

On the western coast of Cyprus, at Palaeokastro, Karageorghis un­
earthed more evidence of the Catastrophe. Here the excavations produced 
"a layer of thick ashes and debris attesting a violent destruction." 14 The 
city was rebuilt soon after the disaster, and LH IIIC: lb pottery appeared in 
the reoccupation level. The reoccupation seems to have lasted about a 
generation, after which the site was abandoned. IS 

11 Muhly, ~sea Peoples,~ 51; Karag~orghis, "Crisis Years,~ 82. 
12 Alison K. Sourh, "Kalavasos-Ayios Dhimitrios and the Late Bronze Age of Cyprus,~ in 

Karageorghis and Muhly, Cyprus, 14. 
13 Karageorghis, .. New Light on late Bronze Age Cyprus,~ in Karageorghis and Muhly, 

Cyprus, 10. 
1• Ibid., 21. 
1 ~ Carling, AR (1986-87j : 71. 
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SYRIA 

How terrible the Catastophe was in the Levant is attested both archae­
ologkally and in the Medinet Habu inscription. Because the Levantine 
sites were in relatively dose contact with Egypt, several of the destruction 
levels here have yielded artifacts dated by a royal Egyptian cartouche. The 
same sites produced a quantiry of Aegean pottery, especially LH IIIB ware, 
and thus serve to tie together the ceramic chronology of the Aegean with 
the dynastic chronology in Egypt. 

The large city of Ugarit, which had been an important center in western 
Syria since the Middle Bronze Age, was destroyed by fire at the end of the 
Late Bronze Age and was not reoccupied.l6 The destruction level con­
tained LH IIIB but no IIIC ware, and a sword bearing the cartouche of 
Merneptah. Because the sword was "in mint condition" it was for some 
time taken as evidence that Ugarit was destroyed during Merneptah's 
reign. As we shall see in chapter 13, however, the sword is likely to have 
been in mint condition primarily because it was unusable. At any rate, a 
tablet discovered in 1986 establishes that the burning of Ugarit occurred 
well after Memeptah's death and indeed after Bay became Great Chancel­
lor (which he did, on the low chronology, in 1196 B.C.).•7 The last king of 
Ugarit was Hammurapi, but although Hammurapi's reign certainly over­
lapped that of Suppiluliumas II in Hattusas, a more exact Hittite synchro­
nism is not· to be had. H. Otten supposed that the fall of Hattusas opened 
the way for the destructive assaults on the Cypriote cities and on Ugarit, 
while G. A. Lehmann concluded that Ugarit was destroyed before Hat­
tusas.18 The eighth year of Ramesses III is assumed by all to be the terminus 
post quem non for the fall of Ugarit. On the chronology followed here, the 
conflagration at Ugarit would have occurred sometime after 1196 but 
before 1179. 

When Ugarit was destroyed some hundred tablets were being baked in 
the oven, and so from this site we have documents written on the very eve of 
its destruction. One of these tablets "from the oven"-a letter from a 
certain Ydn to "the king, his master"-mentions prm (hapiru), and re­
quests that the king "equip 150 ships." 19 A tablet from the Rap'anu Ar-

1" MarguC!ritC! Yon, "The End of the Kingdom of Ugarit, ft in Ward and Joukowsky, The 
Crisis Years, 1 11-22. 

17 According to Freu, "TablettC!, ~ 398, "il faut done abaisser Ia date de Ia destruction 
d'Ugarir a pres 1 195, sans doute pas avant I I 90. ft 

18 On the relative sequence of the destruction of Ugarit and Hattusas see H. Otten, "Die 
lerzte Phase dC!s hethitischen Grossreiches nach den Texten, ft in Deger·Jalkorzy, Griechenland, 
21; and Lehmann's remarks in the discussion tharfollowed OrtC!n ·s paper (Griechenland, 22-
23). 

' 9 RS 18.148 ~ no. 62 (pp. 88-89) in l'RU, vol. 5. 
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chive, and so somewhat earlier than the oven tablets, indicates the kind of 
threat that the last kings of Ugarit and Alashia faced (the tablet is a letter 
from the king of Ugarit to the king of Alashia):2° "behold, the enemy's 
ships came (here); my cities(?) were burned, and they did evil things in my 
country. Does not my father know that all my troops and chariots(?) are in 
the Hittite country, and all my ships are in the land of Lycia? •.. Thus, the 
country is abandoned to itself. May my father know it: the seven ships of 
the enemy that came here inflicted much damage upon us.,. The king of 
Ugarit closes the letter with a plea that the king of Alashia send a warning, 
by any means possible, if he learns of other enemy ships in the vicinity. This 
letter is one of three from the Rap'anu Archive that were sent between 
Alashia and Ugarit, all concerned with "the enemy" who suddenly sail in, 
wreak havoc and raze cities, and then sail away.21 

Not far from Ugarit, the coastal settlement at Ras Ibn Hani was de­
stroyed at the same time as the capitol. Here, however, there is evidence that 
the site was re-used very soon after the destruction. 22 Tell Sukas, another 
coastal site, also shows a destruction level at this time . .!J The great inland 
cities of western Syria were also burned. Going upstre3m on the Orontes 
ca. 1200 B.c. one would have passed Alalakh, Hamath, Qatna, and finally 
Kadesh (Tell Nebi Mind, on the upper Orontes); apparently all four were 
sacked.24 In his excavation of Tell Atchana, Leonard Woolley immediately 
came down upon the massive destruction level that effectively closed the 
life of ancient Alalakh . .!S "The burnt ruins of the topmost houses show that 
the city shared the fate of its more powerful neighbours. "2~ 

Cities in eastern Syria may have been less affected by the Catastrophe. 
Aleppo, lying midway between the Orontes and the Euphrates, was appar­
ently sacked.27 But Carchcmish, on the Euphrates, may have escaped. 
Although included in Ramesses Ill's list of places destroyed by his oppo­
nents, there is reason to believe that Carchemishsurvived. Archaeological 
work done there early in this century did not identify a destruction level 
that could be assigned to this period. Tablets frorf! Ugarit show that Talmi-

1" RS 20.238, from the Rap'anu Archive. Translation from Michxl Astour, "New Evi­
dence on the Last Days of lfgarit; AJA 69 ( 1965): 255. 

!I The letters are RS 20.18, RS LJ, and RS 20.238; these :Ire, respectively, nos. 22, 23, and 
24 in Ugaritica, vol. 5. 

!! See the summary hy Annie Caubet, "Ra:ocL-upation of the Syrian Coast after the De· 
strucrion ot the 'Crisis Years.'" in Ward and Joukowsky, Cri~is Years, 124-27. 

J.J R. D. Barnett, ~The Sea Peuples," CAH, vol. 2. part 2, p. 370. 
!" See G. A. Lehm:mn, Die mykenisch-friihgriechische Weh und der iistliche M.ittdmeer· 

r..tum in der Zeit der -Seevnlker ~ -l11vasionen '"'' 1200 v. 01r. (Opi.Jden, 1985), 14; Astour, 
-New Evidence," 254; Barnett.. ~The ~:1 Pwples." 370. 

H Woolley, A Forgotten Kingdom (H.1mmndsworth, 1953). 156-64. 
! .. lhid .. 164. 
~7 lhiJ. 
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Teshub, king of Cuchemish and vassal of Suppiluliumas II. Great King of 
H~mi, was contemporary with Hammurapi of Ugarit. Recently published 
tablets indicate that after the destruction of Hattusas the kings of Car­
chemish began to use the title .. Great King of Hatti. "211 

Whatever the fortunes of Carchemish may have been, recent excavations 
have shown that Emar, downstream from Carchemish on the Euphrates, 
was destroyed by fire during the Catastrophe . .!'~ And Emar is that r~tre site 
for which, as Annie Caubet has noted, we have .. evidence for both the 
destroyers and the chronology. ".lo Two tablets found here report that 
.. hordes of enemies, attacked the city, the attack evidently occurring in the 
second year of Melik-shipak, king of Babylon {ca. 1185 B.C.). The dating 
formula employed on these two tablets shows that at Emar the year just 
concluded was described as "l'annee ou les tarvu ont afflige Ia ville," tarvu 
being translated by D. Arnaud as "hordes,, or as masses for whom the 
scribes of Emar had no proper name or conventional designation. 

THE SOUTHERN LEVANT 

The Catastrophe took a heavy toll in Palestine and what in the Iron Age 
was called Israel. At Deir 'Alia (ancient Succoth) a settlement was destroyed 
aher 1190 B.c., since the destruction level yielded, along with much LH 
IIIB pottery, a vase bearing the cartoucheof Queen Twosret.31 Lachish may 
have been destroyed at the same time or a few years later. LH IIIB pottery 
was found throughout Stratum VI at Lachish, which underlies the destruc­
tion level, but there is some indication that Stratum VI did not end until the 
reign of Ramesses Ill. If that is so, LH IIIB wares were still being produced 
in the late 1180s, some years after they are generally supposed to have been 
superseded by LH IIIC. Trude Dothan, however, has proposed that after 
the destruction of Lachish a limited settlement, "probably an Egyptian 
garrison," was established above the ruins .. l 2 On this argument, the sol­
diers or squatters were there in the reign of Ramesses Ill, but the destruc­
tion of the city (and the last importation of LH IIIB pottery) had occurred 
before Ramesses' accession. 

!• J.D. Hawkins, ~Kuzi-Tdnb and the 'Grear Kings' of KarkamiS.." AS 38 (1988): 99-
108. 

1• See Arnauc.l, wLes rex res d'Emar," 87-92. 
"' Caulxr, ~ Reoc:cuparion," 12 9. 
'' H. J. Franken, wThe Excavations at Deir 'AIIa,Jonbn," VT 11 ( 1961): 361-72. Trude 

DIXhan, wSome Aspet.'ts of the Appearance oi the: Sea Peoples and Philistines in C.maan," in 
Deger·Jalkntzy, Grie.:henl.md, 10 I, notes that the Two~ret cartouche provides u~ with wthc 
tennitrus ,,J quem for My.:. IIIB pottery." 

11 Dothan, •Sea l'coplc:s and Ph11ist1nes.." 10 I; cf. her review of Llchish, vol. 4, in 1£} 10 
( 1960): 58-6.1. 
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fhe important centers along the Via Maris of Palestine, the route that led 
m Egypt to Syria (and more particularly from Gaza to Jaffa), were 
tually all destroyed in the Catastrophe. Megiddo seems to have held out 
: longest, Stratum VII running without interruption from the thirteenth 
atury until ca. 1150 B.c.33 Among the earlier victims were Ashdod, 
hkelon, and Akko. For Ashdod no Egyptian synchronism is available, 
t the ceramics indicate an early twelfth-century date: the predestruction 
atum XN produced LH IllB pottery, and in the postdestruction Stratum 
II some LH IIIC: 1 b pottery was found. At any rate, Moshe Dothan 
;avated at Ashdod a "destruction layer (ca. 85 em), containing ashes, 
tich indicate that this stratum, in Area A-B, ended in a heavy conflagra­
n. "34 At Akko, the destruction can be dated with some precision. In 
ae lowest ash refuse layer" of the destruction level was found a scarab 
th the name of Queen T wosret, evidence that places the destruction of 
.ko no earlier than 1190.35 The city was rebuilt, and the excavators 
and that in the reoccupation the residents used a monochrome pottery 
•sely related to Mycenaean IliC ware.36 

In addition to the major cities along the Via Maris, all of which would 
;e been under Egyptian hegemony in the early twelfth century, smaller 
dements were also destroyed in the Catastrophe. These little towns 
•uld surely have been vassals or dependencies of the major cities, and so 
•uld also have been protected, very indirectly, by Egypt's imperial maj­
y. Among the smaller sites destroyed in the Catastrophe were the towns 
Tell Jemmeh, Tell Sippor, and Tell Jerishe.37 

ln the interior, the early twelfth-century destruction at Lachish and Deir 
Ia has already been m~ntioned. Other inland sites destroyed at the same 
ae were, from north to south, Tell el-Qedah (Hazor), Beitin (Bethel), Beth 
emesh, Tell el-Hesi (Eglon?), Tell Beit Mirsim (Debir or Eglon), and 
irbet Rabud (possibly Debir).38 As everywhere else, these cities were 
rned, the destruction being either total or so extensive that archaeolo-

11 William Dever, "The ute Bronze-Early Iron I Horizon in Syria-Palestine: Egyptians, 
1aanites, 'Sea Peoples,' and Proto-lsraelites," in Ward andjoukowsky, Crisis Years, 101. 
14 M. Dothan, "Ashdod at the End of the late Bronze Age and the Beginning of the Iron 
:, ~ in Frank Cross, ed., Symposia Celebrating the Seventy-Fifth Anniversary of the Found­
of the American Schools of Oriental Research (1900-197 5) (Cambridge, Mass., 1979), 

'· 
15 Trude Dothan, "Sea Peoples and Philistines," 104. Dothan goes on to say that the 
rab "may provide a terminus ante quem for rhe destruction of the Late Bronze city.~ But it 
terminus post quem that the scarab actually gives us. 

16 Ibid., 103. 
17 Ibid., 108; for a tabular presentation of Palestinian sires destroyed and spared see Dever, 
Jte Bronze," 100. 
18 Paul Lapp, "The Conquest of Palestine in the Light of Archaeology," Concordia Theo­
icrJI Monthly 38 (1967): 283-300. 
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gists assume that vinually the entire city was destroyed. After the destruc­
tion, most of the sites in the interior were soon occupied by squatters: at 
Hazor, Succoth, and Debir there are traces of post-Catastrophe huts or 
small houses, storage silos, and crude ovens.3"~ Some cities near the coast, 
on the other hand, were substantially rebuilt. At Tell Ashdod and Tell Mor 
there is evidence for considerable occupation after the Catastrophe.40 

A few settlements, finally, were spared. There is evidence for continuous 
occupation from the thineenth century-through all or most of the twelfth at 
a number of major sites: Beth Shan, Taanach, jerusalem, Shechem, Gezer, 
and Gibeon. Still other sites show no destruction in the late thineenth or 
early twelfth century because they were unoccupied at that time: paradox­
ically, Jericho and Ai, two of the cities whose destruction is dramatically 
described for us (Joshua 6-8 celebrates the slaughter of all the inhabitants 
of Jericho and Ai, and the burning of the two cities), were deserted tells at 
the time of the Catastrophe.41 

MESOPOTAMIA 

The closest the Catastrophe came to Mesopotamia was the destruction of 
Nor~untepe, in eastern Anatolia, and of the Syrian cities of Emar and­
possibly-Carchemish. Emar was destroyed by nameless "hordes" and 
perhaps the same can be assumed for Nor~untepe. The Euphrates river and 
the Jezirah may have furnished something of a barrier to protect the Meso­
potamian cities from the devastation experienced in the Levant, but it is 
also likely that the kingdom of As sur served as a deterrent. Generally, 
Mesopotamian history in the late tbineenth and twelfth centuries follows 
the pattern of earlier times. 42 Wars were common, but they were between 
perenniel rivals. It was primarily the palaces at Babylon and Assur that 
competed for primacy, with the kingdom of Elam playing a major role from 
time to time. 

It is instructive to see what the kings of Assur were able to accomplish 
before, during, and after the Catastrophe. Tukulti-Ninuna I (1244-1208 
B.c.) was perhaps the greatest of the Middle Assyrian kings. After subduing 
the barbarians who lived to the east, in the Zagros mountains, he marched 

.1~ Norman Gur:tw:dd, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated 
Israel, 1250-1050 B.C.£. (Maryknoll, N.Y., 1979), 195. 

40 Moshe Dothan, wAsh dod," 127 -2!1. 
•• William Sriebing.Jr., Out of the Desert? Archaeology and the Exodus I Conquest Narra­

tives (Buffalo, 1989), 80-!16. 
·~ For rhe history of Mesopotamia see rhe relevant chapters by J. M. Muon-Rankin, D. J. 

Wiseman, and Ren~ Labar in CAH, vol. 2, parr 2; for a summary directly pertinent ro rhe 
present srudy see Richard L. Zerrler, "TwcUth-Cenrury B.C. Babylonia: Continuity and 
Change," 174-81, in Ward and joukowsky, Crisis Years . 
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ough the mountains of Kurdistan and reached the district of Lakes Van 
:i Urmia. His greatest triumph may have come in 1235, when he defeated 
· Kassite king of Babylon; soon thereafter he captured Babylon, and his 
ierlings governed there for perhaps seven years. When Tukulti-Ninurta 
s murdered by his son, Assyrian power was riven in faction and Assur's 
ninion rapidly receded, but Assur and the other cities of the Assyrian 
mland came through the Catastrophe unscathed. Ashur-dan I defeated 
Jy!on in 1160 and took from it several frontier cities. His successors 
Jarently had no difficulty maintaining their rule over the Assyrian heart­
d in the second half of the twelfth century, but they did have to do battle 
tinst Akhlamu and Aramu warriors (both names probably refer to 
1maic-speaking tribesmen) who threatened on the north and west of 
;yria. Still more serious was an invasion by twenty thousand warriors 
m Mushki, under five chieftains, who crossed the Taurus mountains and 
ied the lands around the upper Tigris. But the Mushkians were beaten 
Tiglath-Pileser I (1115-1077) in a great battle in the mountains of 
rdistan. 
n southern Mesopotamia the Kassite line reestablished itself in Babylon 
!r its interruption by Tukulti-Ninurta and enjoyed another forty years of 
ninion. Apparently it was while Melik-shipak ruled at Babylon ( 1188-
74) that so many cities in the Levant were destroyed, but neither Melik­
:Jak nor his son seems to have experienced serious trouble. Trouble did 
ne in 1157, when the city of Babylon was stormed and parts of it were 
·ned by the Elamites. Although this incident might be reminiscent of the 
:astrophe, the "sacking" of Babylon in 1157 seems to have been rela­
:ly limited and fits quite well within the normal expectations of Mesopo­
tian history: three years after having been beaten and humiliated by 
tur-dan, a weak Kassite king was defeated by Shutruk-Nahhunte, the 
g of Elam, and his large army. The Elamite king allowed his troops to 
nder parts of the city-razing some sections in order to teach the occu­
ltS a lesson-and he then removed the statue of Marduk to Elam. 
hough Shutruk-Nahhunte put an end to the Kassite dynasty, he made 
effort to subjugate Babylon permanently and certainly did not destroy 
city. Soon after his departure a new Babylonian dynasty was estab­
ed by a warlord from Is in. Babylon not only recovered its independence 
also established some control over towns as far north as the Diyala 

·r. 

YPT 

e Mesopotamia, Egypt was spared the destruction of its centers during 
Catastrophe. It was not, however, spared the fear of destruction, for 
.vcen 1208 and 1176 the pharaohs had to battle repeatedly against 
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invaders who threatened to do in Egypt what had already been done in 
Anatolia and the Levant. Because the kingdom of Egypt survived the Catas­
trophe we h3ve Egyptian inscriptions advertising what happened there 
during the years in which so many other lands lost their principal cities and 
palaces. 

In some respects, it is true, Egypt did not survive the Catastrophe. Al­
though prosperous and secure during the long reign of Ramesses the Great, 
after the accession of Merneptah Egypt entered upon a time of troubles that 
effectively ended its long history as the dominant power in the Near East. 
Merneptah and Ramesses III were able to repel the attacks upon Egypt and 
then celebrate their accomplishments in a princely fashion, but they were 
virtually the last of the great pharaohs. The successors of Ramesses III were 
hard-pressed to maintain any Egyptian presence in the Levant. Under 
Ramesses IV (1155-1149) there may still have been Egyptian garrisons at 
Beth Shan and a few other strategic posts in southern Canaan, but they 
must soon have been overrun or withdrawn.43 The last evidence of Egyp­
tian power so far north is the name of Ramesses VI (1141-1133) inscribed 
on a bronze statue base at Megiddo.44 At home, the last kings of the 
Twentieth Dynasty left few architectural or inscriptional monuments, and 
in the Twenty-First Dy.nasty royal power in Egypt reached a low ebb. 

The victories of Merneptah and Ramesses Ill were thus the swan song of 
the Egyptian New Kingdom. Merneptah celebrated his triumphs in var­
ious places, but especially in the Great Karnak Inscription and on the 
Hymn of Victory Stele (sometimes referred to as the "Israel Stele''), found 
across the river, at Thebes. 45 For our purposes, however, the inscriptions of 
Merneptah and Ramesses III are important not so much because they are a 
final celebration of pharaonic power but because they illuminate the nature 
of the dangers that Egypt and many other kingdoms faced in the Catastro­
phe. Merneptah 's troubles began in his fifth year, 1208 B.C., when a Libyan 
king named Meryre attacked the western Delta. Meryre brought with him 
an enormous army, most of his men being from Libya itself but a fair 
number being auxiliaries from "the northern lands.'' They are identified by 
Merneptah's scribe as Ekwesh, Lukka, Shardana, Shekelesh, and Tur­
sha.46 The Libyan warlord also brought with him his wife, children, and 
even his throne, obviously intending to set himself up as ruler of the west-

41 James Weinstein, MThe Collapse of the Egyptian Empire in the Southern Levant," in 
Ward and Joukowsky, Crisis Years, 142-50. 

44 Weinstein, MCollapse," 144; I tamar Singer, "Merneptah 's Campaign to Canaan and the 
Egyptian Occupation of the Southern Coastal Plain ol Palestine in the Ramesside Period," 
BASOR 269 (1988): 6. 

H For the Great Karnak Inscription see Breasted, AR, vol. 3, nos. 572-92; for the Hymn 
of Victory Stele, see nos. 602-17. Lesko, MEgypt," 153-55, has argued rharrhe "year 5" and 
"year 8" inscriptions of Ramesses Ill at Medinet Habu were originally cut for Merneptah's 
mortuary temple. 

•• Breasted, AR 3, no. 574. 
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ern Delta. Against the invaders Merneptah mustered all his forces, and on 
the third day of the third month of summer he defeated them at Periri, the 
precise location of which is disputed. It was undoubtedly a long and diffi­
cult battle. According to the inscription on the Athribis stele, Merneptah's 
army slew over 6000 Libyans, as well as 2201 Ekwesh, 722 Tursha, and 
200 Shekelesh (how many Lukka and Shardana were killed cannot be 
determined).47 The Libyan king fled in disorder and disgrace. 

The Hymn of Victory Stele, although primarily celebrating the victory 
over the Libyans and their allies, shows that Merneptah also conducted a 
major campaign in Canaan.48 He claims here to have "plundered" and 
"pacified" various places, including several cities (Ashkelon and Gezer; 
Yanoam too was evidently a city). The land of Canaan and the peoples of 
Israel and Hurru were chastised.49 Until recently Merneptah's claims to 
have campaigned in southern Canaan were dismissed as mere propaganda; 
but Frank Yurco discovered that wall reliefs, which were once attributed to 
Ramesses II and in which the capture of Ashkelon is portrayed, were 
actually commissioned by Merneptah.so It now seems that Ashkelon and 
Gezer must have declared their independence from Egypt at the outset of 
Merneptah 's reign and were brought to heel by this elderly but surprisingly 
energetic pharaoh.st The trouble presented by men of Israel must have 
been something new. Here Merneptah was dealing not with the cities that 
had traditionally been Egypt's concern but with uncivilized tribesmen. 
Merneptah evidently battled against them and inflicted some casualties: 
"their seed is not,'' he announced. Since the offense of~ the tribesmen of 
Israel was not the withholding of tribute or the renunciation of allegiance 
to Merneptah, it is likely to have been something inqirect, such as an 
assault against one or more of the pharaoh's vassal cities in southern 
Canaan. 

From the reigns of Merneptah 's ephemeral successors we have no record 
of foreign conflicts. That certainly does not mean that barbarians on both 

47 Ibid., no. 601 (in the Karnak Inscription the figures are slightly different). 
48 The text of this stele has also been translated by Wilson, ANET, 376-78. 
4 Y For a recent treatment of this much-debated text see J. J. Bimson, "Merenptah's Israel 

and Recent Theories of Israelite Origins," ]SOT 49 (1991); 3-29. 
so In 1977, while working on his doctoral dissertation, Yurco examined the reliefs that 

flank the "Peace Treaty Text" and discovered that the original cartouches (underlying those of 
Seti ll) belonged not to Ramesses 11, as had been assumed, but to Merneptah. See Yurco, 
~Merenptah's Canaanite Campaign," ]ARC£ 23 (1986): 189-215; and the same author's 
~3200-Year-Oid Picrure of Israelites found in Egypt," Bib. Arch. Rev. 16 (1990): 20 ff. See 
also Lawrence Stager, "Merenptah, Israel, and Sea Peoples: New Light on an Old Relief," 
Eretz-/sr<ll'l 18 (1985): 61-62. For objections to the identification see D. Redford, "The 
Ashkdon Relief at Karnak and the Israel Stele,~ IE] 36 (1986): 188-200; for Yurco's reply 
see ~once Again, Merenptah"s Battle Reliefs at Karnak," IE] (forthcoming). 

Sl Singer, ~Merncpt:th's Campaign." 3. 
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frontiers had ceased to cause problems or to insult Egyptian interests. 
Dreadful things were beginning to happen in the 1190s, and in Canaan 
especially Egypt's vassals must have been crying for assistance. But the last 
representatives of the Nineteenth Dynasty-Seti II, Siptah, and Twosret­
had all to do to keep a feeble grasp on the throne. 

With the establishment of the Twentieth Dynasty our documentation 
resumes,5l and it is obvious that the situation has become more parlous 
than it had been under Memeptah. Ramesses III faced no less than three 
attacks upon the Delta in his first eleven years. In his fifth year (1182 B.c.) a 
Libyan force that must have been counted in the tens of thousands 
(Ramesses claimed to have slain 12,535 of the invaders) attacked the west­
em Delta. Three years later, in 1179, a force consisting mostly of Philistines 
and Tjekker, but assisted by men whom his scribe identified as Shekelesh, 
Denyen, Weshesh, and apparently Tursha, attacked from the east. 
Ramesses bested the invaders in a land battle at Djahi, somewhere in the 
southern Levant, and defeated another contingent of the same coalition in 
a sea battle. Finally, in his eleventh year (1176) Ramesses had to face yet 
another Libyan invasion. The inscriptions credit Ramesses with the 
slaughter of 2175 Meshwesh tribesmen (and the capture of another 1200) 
on this occasion.53 Altogether, the assaults upon Egypt in the reign of 
Ramesses III seem to have constituted the most serious external threat 
that Egypt had faced since the invasion of the hyksos in the seventeenth 
century s.c. 

GREECE AND THE AEGEAN ISLANDS 

None of the palaces of Late Helladic Greece survived very far into the 
twelfth century s.c.54 The nature of the Catastrophe here has been well 
defined by Richard Hope Simpson and Oliver Dickinson: "By the end of 
LH IIIB almost all the great mainland centres had been destroyed by fire, 
several being deserted thereafter. The destructions seem to concentrate at 
sites where there were palaces or comparable large buildings, or fortifica­
tions." 55 Since a great deal of archaeological work has been done in 

<l Breasted, AR, vol. 4, nos. 21-138. 
' ·1 Edgerton and Wilson, Historical Records of Ramses Ill: The Texts in "Medinet Habu," 

Volumes 1 a11d 11, Tra11slated with Explanatory Notes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1936), plate 75. 

•• The standard survey of th~ Catastrophe in Greece is Vincent Desborough's The Last 
Mycenaeulls and Their Successors: An Archaeological Survey c. 1200-c. 1000 B.C. (Oxford, 
1964). R. Hope Simpson :md O.T.P.K. Dickinson, A Ga:~:etteer of Aegean Civilisation in the 
Brmru Age. vol. 1: The Maini.Jnd and Islands {Goteborg, 1979), provide an excellent site-by­
site summary. 

H Hope Simpson and Dickinson, Gazetteer, 379. 
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Greece, hundreds of Bronze Age sites from the mainland and the islands are 
known. The following survey will focus on the destruction of the principal 
IIIB sites. But because we are fortunate to have considerable material evi­
dence for Greece in the period immediately following the Catastrophe, we 
may also note the several places that became important communities (some 
of them deserving to be called cities) in the me period. 

In Greece the northernmost evidence for the Catastrophe (see figure 1) 
comes from the settlement and "palace" at Iolkos. Unfortunately, the site 
has not been well published, and one cannot be sure what happened here. 
The palace (from which fresco fragments and much pottery was recovered) 
was evidently burned, probably early in the LH IIIC period. Iolkos may, 
however, have continued to be occupied after the destruction of the palace, 
for a considerable amount of IIIC pottery was found at the site. Although 
there is evidence for a Protogeometric settlement at Iolkos, it is not clear 
whether habitation was continuous from IIIC to Protogeometric times.s6 

One of the first of the Greek palaces to be sacked was apparently the 
Theban palace, well before the end of LH IIIB. It may have been rebuilt, 
only to be destroyed for a second time at the end of IIIB. From the IIIC 
period chamber tombs but no buildings have been found. 57 It is therefore 
doubtful that Thebes was a significant settlement in the middle of the 
twelfth century. 

On the Euboean coast a town at Lefkandi (or more precisely at "Xero­
polis," a few hundred yards east of Lefkandi) was destroyed at least once 
during-the Catastrophe. No evidence for destruction at the end of LH IIIB 
has bec;n found, but that may be because early in the IIIC period there was 
much new building at the site (whatever the IIIB settlement may have been, 
the III C settlement was considerably larger and deserves to be called a city). 
This city was "destroyed in a great conflagration" during the IIIC period; 
but it was immediately rebuilt and continued to be occupied until ca. 1100, 
when it was finally abandoned.S!! 

For Athens, the only conclusion now possible is a non liquet. Since there 
are no remains of an LH IIIB palace, we cannot know what may have 
happened to it in the early twelfth century. It is likely, however, that the IIIC 
settlement at Athens was much smaller than the preceding settlement, since 
the IIIB houses on the north slope of the Acropolis were unoccupied in the 
later period, and very few IIIC burials have been found in the Agora.s~ 

~• Desborough, Lo~st Mycenaeans, 128-29; Hope Simpson and Dickinson, Gazetteer, 
273. 

-~~ Hope Simpson and Dickinson, Gazetteer, 244-45; see also Frirz Schadiermeyr, 
Griechische Friihgt!schichte (Vienna, 1984), 119-22 ("Palasrbtasrrophe in Theben"). 

s• M. R. Popham, L H. Sackett, er al., eds., Lefkandi I: The Dark Age (London, 1980), 7. 
s~ Desborough, LAst Mycenaeans, 1 U; Hope Simpson and Dickinson, Gazetteer, 198-
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Perhaps the largest community in Attica during the me period was on 
Attica's east coast. At Perati, on the north side of the Porto Rafti bay, a 
cemetery of more than two hundred chamber tombs from the me period 
has been excavated. The town was undoubtedly near the cemetery but has 
not yet been found. The Perati tombs furnish much of what is known about 
lllC Attica.60 

On the Corinthian Isthmus attention focuses on a fortification wall, 
built late in the thirteenth century B.c. Apparently intended to span the 
entire isthmus, the wall may never have been completed. It is usually as­
sumed that it was built by Peloponnesians who feared an attack from the 
north.61 Almost nothing is known of Corinth in this period, but at nearby 
Korakou-on the Corinthian Gulf-there is evidence for an LH IIIB settle­
ment (the houses were excavated by Blegen). Although it was once thought 
that Korakou survived intact into the IIIC period, it is possible that the 
place may have suffered some damage and was briefly abandoned at the 
end of IIIB. At any rate, it was certainly reoccupied in me and enjoyed a 
period of some prosperity before a final destruction and abandonment.62 

In the northeast Peloponnese almost a hundred Bronze Age sites have 
been identified, although many of these are known only from surface 
finds. 63 At those Argo lid sites that have been excavated the pattern is clear: 
shortly after 1200 the site was either destroyed or abandoned. Prosymna 
and Berbati-both in the interior-were evidently evacuated without be­
ing destroyed,64 and the same was probably true of Lerna. The little un­
walled settlement at Zygouries, also in the interior, was apparently de­
stroyed at the end of LH IIIB and was not reoccupied in IIIC.65 

In his excavations at Mycenae, Wace found evidence for a destruction at 
the end of LH IIIB, but only in the houses outside the citadel ("House of the 
Wine Merchant," "House of the Oil Merchant," etc.). His excavations also 
showed that at the end of LH IIIC the entire site-including everything 
within the citadel-was burned. On the basis of these findings, the schol­
arly consensus until the 1960s was that enemies attacked Mycenae ca. 
1230 B.c. (the old date for the end of LH IIIB) but were unable to penetrate 
the citadel itself; and that the citadel was not sacked until the end of the 

6" Spyridon Iakovides, "Perati, eine Nekropole der Ausklingenden Bronzezeit in Attika," 
in H.-G. Buchholz, ed., Agaische Bronzeuit (Darmstadt, 1987), 437-n. 

•• Desboruugh, Ltst Mycenaeans, 85. 
6Z For the earlier view see Desborough, Last Myce11aeans, 85-86. Jeremy Rutter's disser­

tation, "The Late Helladic IIIB and IIIC Periods at Korakou and Gonia" (University of 
Pennsylvania, 1974), pointed Ol!t that although no evidence for destruction at Korakou was 
found, the argumentum c:x silentio has little: significance: since the sire provides no strati­
graphic record of the transition from IIIB to IUC. 

•• Hope Simpson and Dickinson, Guzetteer, 27-74 (nos. A 1 through A 94a). 
•• Des borough, Last Mycenaeans, n. 
bj Ibid., 84; bur cf. Pod:zuweit, "Mykenische Weir, • 70. 
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Moving to the islands of the Aegean, we find that evidence for the 
Catastrophe and its aftermath is limited but occasionally quite informa­
tive. Recent excavations on the island of Paros have shown that at a citadel 
now known as Koukounaries there was an extensive LH IIIB complex, 
possibly deserving to be described as a "palace." The complex was sacked 
and burned, and the excavators found not only a great deal of ash but also 
the skeletons of some of the victims. According to D. Schilardi, director of 
the excavations, "preliminary study indicates that the destruction of Ko­
ukounaries is slightly later than the disasters which afflicted the mainland. 
The pottery should be classified in the transition of LH IIIB2 to LH III C. "80 

After this destruction in the early twelfth century, the settlement was re­
built in me and was protected by a fortification wall.Sl In general, how­
ever, the Cyclades were not hard hit in the Catastrophe, at least in its early 
stages. The few major Mycenaean sites on islands in the central and west­
em Aegean (Phylakopi on Melos, Ayia Irini on Kea, and Grotta on Naxos) 
seem to have survived until late in the IIIC period.82 

For Rhodes and the other islands of the southeast Aegean evidence 
comes almost exclusively from tombs, and it is therefore uncertain what 
did or did not happen to settlements ca. 1200 B.C. The continuity of the 
cemeteries, however, suggests the essential continuity of population from 
IIIB to IIIC.SJ On the other hand, there is reason to believe that very new 
settlement patterns appeared in the twelfth century. The tombs suggest that 
the city of lalysos, on the northern coast of Rhodes, enjoyed a fivefold 
increase in population, and considerable prosperity, while some sites in the 
southern part of the island were abandoned. 84 On Kos, a settlement has 
been excavated-the Seraglio site-and here there seems to have been 
continuous occupation until well down into the me period.85 

CRETE 

What happened on Crete during the Catastrophe is a matter of vigorous 
debate. There is reason to believe that during the Catastrophe the island 
suffered as much as did the Greek mainland, but how much evidence there 

8° From D. Schilardi's report on Koukounaries, included in H. Carling's "Archaeology in 
Greece, 1980-81," in AR (1980-1.11): 36. 

81 See the summaries by H. Carling, AR (1988-89): 90; and E. French, 68. 
81 Hope Simpson and Dickinson, Gazetteer, 305,314, 325-26; to which add Carling, AR 

(191.16-87j: 47. 
81 Hope Simpson and Dickinson, Gazetteer, 348. 
84 Colin Macdonald, "Problems of the Twelfth Century BC in the Dodecanese," ABSA 81 

(1986): 149-50. 
H5 Desborough, Last Mycenaeans, 153 and 227; Hope Simpson and Dickinson, Ga· 

zetteer, 360. 



THE CATASTROPHE SURVEYED 27 

is here for physical destruction is disputed. The palace at Knossos, possibly 
the most splendid and extensive palace of the Late Bronze Age, was at some 
time destroyed, but the date of Knossos's destruction has conventionally 
been set in the early fourteenth century B.C. rather than in the early twelfth. 
How credible the conventional chronology is can best be judged after a 
survey of the rest of the island in the LM IliB and IIIC periods. 

It has long been known, on the basis of evidence from sites other than 
Knossos, that economic and cultural activities on Crete did not decline 
drastically after 1400. In Pendlebury's words, architecture and pottery 
from Cretan sites other than Knossos indicate that in LM Ill "Minoan 
culture continued unbroken but on a lower level. "116 But the picture of 
fourteenth- and thirteenth- century Crete has become much rosier than it 
was in Evans's and Pendlebury's books. It is now clear that the Cretans of 
both the LM IliA and IIIB periods were "prosperous and enterprising. "117 

In fact, thanks to Philip Betancourt's survey, we can now say that the 
thirteenth century was the golden age of the Minoan ceramic industry.ss 
The pots-especially the kraters and the thousands of stirrup jars­
suggest a lively e'Cport of some liquid (wine, olive oil, or possibly an oint­
ment or perfumed oil).89 Some of the pots demonstrate what had always 
been suspected anyway: Linear B continued in use on Crete until ca. 1200 
B.C. In addition to inscribed LM IIIB pots found in Crete itself, stirrup jars 
exported from Crete have been found at five mainland sites, and on the jars 
are Linear B legends that were painted on before firing. 90 

-In western Crete there appears to have been an important thirteenth· 
century center at Khania (classical Kydonia), now being excavated by a 
Greek-Swedish team. A great deal of LM IIIB pottery was evidently 
shipped from this site. A number of vases found at Khania bear inscriptions 

86 J.D.S. Pendlebury, The Archaeology of Crete (London, 1939), 243. 
87 A. Kanta, The Late Minoan Ill Period in Crete: A Survey of Sites, Pottery, and Their 

Distribution. Studies in Mediterranean Archaeology, vol. 58 (Goteborg, 1980), 313. Kanta, 
who accepts the orthodox dating (ca. 1380) of the "final destruction" of the Knossos palace, 
found little sign of decline thereafter in the island as a whole. Cf. her conclusion at p. 326: 
"Art and life in Crete are best summarised as having continued at a reasonably high level after 
LM III A 2, and the relative material well being o£ the average Cretan did not deteriorate in the 
wake of the destruction of Knossos." 

Rt Philip Betancourt, The History of Minoan Pottery (Princeton, 1985). At p. 159 Betan· 
court observes that in terms of volume, "the third lace Minoan period is a time of increased 
production and expanded commercial enterprise. Mycenaean pottery reaches both the Near 
East and the West in increa~ing quantities, vivid testimony to the thriving Aegean economy. 
Crete, well within the Mycenaean sphere, has a good share in this profitable trade." Tablet 
K700, which inventories over 1800 stirrup jars, "is a good example of the new ·performance 
expected from LM Ill potters." As for the quality of the pots, "technically, LM IIIB is the high 
point o£ Minoan potting and pyrotechnology" (p. 171). 
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"'>Betancourt, History of Minoan Pottery, 173. 
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referring to a wanax, and perhaps we may assume that the wanax in 
question resided somewhere on the island.91 Whether there was a palace in 
Kydonia itself is unclear, although Linear B tablets of LM IIIB date have 
recently been found there.92 At any rate, Kydonia was destroyed ca. 1200 
B.c., presumably sharing the same fate that overtook cities and palaces aU 
over the eastern Mediterranean. 93 

There is evidence that at the beginning of LM IIIC numerous sites in 
central and eastern Crete were abandoned. Amnisos, the harbor town for 
Knossos, seems to have been mostly unoccupied in LM IIIC, although a 
fountain-house and a shrine did continue in use.94 At Mallia there may 
have been some burning, but most of the site seems to have been simply 
abandoned soon after 1200.95 On the eastern tip of the island, the evidence 
from Palaikastro indicates abandonment at the end of LM IIIB, with trans­
fer to a site on Kastri hill in IIIC.96 Finally, excavations in 1987 revealed 
that from LM I to LM IIIB there was a large settlement at Aghios Pha­
nourios, near Mirabello Bay, and that this city was also deserted early in 
the twelfth century. 97 

The most noticeable feature of habitation shifts in Crete, however, was 
the sudden preference, ca. 1180, for relatively large settlements in remote 
and well-protected places. A recent survey of the Late Bronze Age sites in 
eastern Crete concluded that during LM Ilffi there were a great many 
settlements, with many people living either in hamlets or in isolated 
houses. In LM IIIC, on the other hand, such small sites are unattested: in 
this period people lived in larger villages or in towns. The IIIC sites, contin­
uing into the Iron Age, cover approximately one hectare.98 

The IIIC towns were typically placed high in the mountains. Three exca­
vated sites, all in eastern Crete, have commonly been referred to as "cities of 
refuge," since they were apparently founded by people who sought securiry 

91 louis Godart, "La caduta dri ttgni mic~nci a Cttta ~('invasion~ dorica," in Dom~nico 
Musri, ~d., Le origine dei Creci: Dori e mondo egeo (Rom~. 1990), 174-76. 
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ot small cowns, and occupy new locations .... On~ question is whether thcr~ is a significant 
population d~cre~ at th~ ~nd of LM 1118 or rath~r. a nucleation of s~rtl~m~nt in th~ Kavousi 
highlands in LM Ill C. ... Th~ Iron Age scttl~ments are larg~ in siz~. usually :~bout 1 ha, and 
o.:cupy locations in do~ proximity to arable soil 2nd wat~r supplies.,. 
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from city-sackers. Karphi is a mountain aerie some six airline miles inland 
from Mallia, on a peak thirteen hundred feet above the Lasithi plain (which 
is itself twenty-eight hundred feet above sea level).99 For understandable 
reasons nobody lived there in the LM IIIB period, but in the IIIC period 
there was a sizeable town at Karphi. 100 A second '\ .. ;ty of refuge" was 
Vrokastro, little more: than a mile from the western corner of Mirabello 
Bay, but high on a precipitous peak. The town on Vrokastro peak was 
constructed at the same time that the settlement at Aghios Phanourios, in 
the plain below Vrokastro, was abandoned.1°1 The third of the LM IIIC 
mountain sites in eastern Crete is Kavousi, which is actually a double site 
(the "lower" settlement near Kavousi is Vronda, while Kastro is perched 
still higher on the mountain).102 Although excavations here are still contin­
uing, it is once again very clear that these twin sites were established at the 
beginning of LM IIIC. 

For the building of towns in such appalling locations a powerful motiva­
tion must be imagined. This flight to the mountains early in the twelfth 
century was very likely precipitated by a particularly frightening instance 
of the Catastrophe nearby: whatever security the Cretans had relied upon 
in the nm period was now gone, and the population was left to defend itself 
as best it could. One can hardly avoid the conclusion that the regime by 
which the eastern half of the island had been ruled and protected in the LM 
11m period was routed and annihilated shortly after 1200. If Evans was 
correct in daring the final destruction of the Knossos palace to ca. 1400, 
then one must assume that in the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries B.c. 
central and eastern Crete had been administered from some palace yet to be 
discovered; and that when this other palace is discovered, with its stocks of 
provisions and its Linear B tablets, it will prove to have been destroyed in 
the early twelfth century. 

SUMMARY 

Destruction by fire was the fate of the cities and palaces of the eastern 
Mediterranean during the Catastrophe. Throughout the Aegean, Anatolia, 
Cyprus, and the Levant dozens of these places were burned. Although 

""'l'mdlebury et al., ~Excavations in the Plain ol Lasithi.lll," ABSA 38 (1938-39): 57-
145. 

100 Desborough, LAst Mycenaeans, 175, concluded that Karphi was founded in "the 
middle or latter parr of LH. III C." Cf., however, Kanta, LAte Minoan Ill Period, 121: "It is 
now clear that the town of Karphi was first inhabited during a relatively early stage in LM 01 
C." 

101 Carling, AR (1981!-89): 107. 
1 "~ For the most recmt rtport on these two sites see G. C. Gesell, l. P. Day, and W. D. 

Coulscn. "The 1991 Season at Kavousi, Ctere," A}A 96 (1992): 353. 
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many small communities were not destroyed, having been simply aban­
doned in the early twelfth century B.C., the great centers went up in flames. 
In fact, in all the lands mentioned it is only in the interior of the southern 
Levant that one can find at least a few significant centers that were not 
destroyed by fire at least once during the Catastrophe. 

In the aftermath of destruction many centers were rebuilt, and a surpris­
ing number of them were on or within sight of the seacoast. Tiryns, Troy, 
lalysos, Tarsus, Enkomi, Kition, Ashdod, and Ashkelon are the best­
known of these rwelfth-century coastal settlements, but there were many 
others. Another expedient, favored especially by the survivors of the Catas­
trophe in eastern Crete, was to locate new towns high in the mountains. 
Small, unfortified settlements were far less common in the middle of the 
twelfth century than they had been a century earlier. 

Egypt escaped the Catastrophe, inasmuch as no Egyptian cities or pal­
aces are known to have been destroyed, although after Ramesses III pha­
raonic power and prestige entered a sharp decline. And in Mesopotamia 
the Catastrophe seems to have done little damage: the kings of Assur 
remained strong through the twelfth century, and Babylonia's troubles 
were of a conventional kind. But in all other civilized lands, the Catastro­
phe was synonymous with the burning of rich palaces and famous cities. 
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Chapter Nine 

PREFACE TO A MILITARY EXPLANATION 

OF THE CATASTROPHE 

THE CATASTROPHE can most easily be explained, I believe, as a 
result of a radical innovation in warfare, which suddenly gave to 
''barbarians" the military advantage over the long established and 

civilized kingdoms of the eastern Mediterranean. We shall see that the Late 
Bronze Age kingdoms, both large and small, depended on armies in which 
the main component was a chariot corps. A king's military might was 
measured in horses and chariots: a kingdom with a thousand chariots was 
many times stronger than a kingdom with only a hundred. By the begin­
ning of the twelfth century, however, the size of a king's chariotry ceased to 
make much difference, because by that time chariotry everywhere had 
become vulnerable to a new kind of infantry. 

The infantries that evidently defeated even the greatest chariot armies 
during the Catastrophe used weapons and guerrilla tactics that were char­
acteristic of barbarian hill people but had never been tried en masse in the 
plains and against the centers of the Late Bronze Age kingdoms. The 
Medinet Habu reliefs indicate that the weapons of Ramesses' opponents 
were javelins and long swords, whereas the traditional weapon of the 
chariot corps was the bow. Neither the long sword nor the javelin was an 
invention of the late thirteenth century: a long slashing sword had been 
available in temperate Europe for centuries, and the javelin everywhere for 
millennia. Until shortly before 1200 B.C., however, it had never occurred to 
anyone that infantrymen with such weapons could outmatch chariots. 
Once that lesson had been learned, power suddenly shifted from the Great 
Kingdoms to motley collections of infantry warriors. These warriors hailed 
from barbarous, mountainous, or otherwise less desirable lands, some 
next door to the kingdoms and some far away. 

Before attempting to demonstrate these generalizations, I must make 
some apologies. Warfare in the preclassical world is a subject on which we 
evidently will never know very much. We have some idea what warfare was 
like in fifth;:entury Greece, and a few Roman battles can be reconstructed 
in detail. By extension, we can imagine at least the outlines of battles fought 
by Archaic Greeks and Romans. But beyond ca. 700 questions begin to 
multiply, and about the second millennium we are grossly ignorant. After 
surveying what is known and can be known about warfare at Ugarit, Jean 
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Nougayrol concluded that "malheureusement, nous ne savons pratique­
ment rien sur l'armee qu'Ugarit pouvait alors mettre sur pied." 1 On many 
questions one c."tn only guess, and since guessing seems unprofessional, 
historians do as little of it as possible. The result, however, is that for lack of 
evidence one of the most important things about the predassical world is 
largely ignored. There is good reason to think that the evolution of warfare 
made and unmade the world of the Late Bronze Age. Even though we 
cannot be certain about this evolution, and especially about its details, it is 
time that we begin to guess. 

The description of Bronze Age and early Iron Age warfare would ordi­
narily be the task of the military historian. For some time, however, mili­
tary history has been of little interest to professional scholars. During its 
golden age, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the subject 
was utilitarian and pragmatic, written by and for men who had consider­
able military experience. One studied it in order to win wars. The study of 
ancient military history culminated in Germany, with the first volume of 
Hans Delbriick's Geschichte der Kriegskunst and the magisterial works 
of Johannes Kromayer and Georg Veith.2 Since World War II military 
history has been-quite understandably-in bad odor in most academic 
circles. 

Even if military history remained a vigorous discipline, it is doubtful that 
today's scholarly officers would find Bronze Age and early Iron Age warfare 
intelligible enough to extract from it lessons useful for cadets. Since there is 
no Xenophon, Caesar, or Vegetius to serve as a Wegweiser to the Near East, 
the military history of this region is frustratingly opaque. Written records 
contain hundreds of references to weapons and military personnel, but 
more often than not the meaning of the words is uncertain. Even in Hebrew, 
which is relatively intelligible, it is not entirely clear when the word para­
shim means "horses" and when it means '"cavalrymen." In Egyptian, Hit­
tite, Hurrian, Ugaritic, Akkadian, and Mycenaean Greek the situation is 
far worse. Here the study of military history is stuck at the lexicographical 
stage, since there are uncertainties about even the most basic and elemen­
tary terms. The general plight of scholars attempting to illuminate all this 
darkness is described by Timothy Kendall, condemned to extract from the 
Nuzi tablets what they had to say about military matters: "The Nuzi texts 
pertaining to military personnel and supplies contain a vast nomencla­
ture ... . As one begins to read these texts, he immediately finds himself 
confronted by this strange new vocabulary and to his discouragement he 

I J. Nougayrol, "Guerre er pJiX a Ugarir," Iraq 25 (196.1): 117. 
z Delbriick, Gt•schichte der Kriegslmnst im Rahmen der politischen Geschichte, vol. 1: 

Das Altert11m (Berlin, 1900); Kromayer and ~irh, Ant1kl" .'kbl.tchtfdder, 4 vols. (Berlin, 
190.3-31); ;tnd Hemt..-sell und Kriegsfulmmg der Griul1e11und RrimL'T (Munich, 1928). 
There wa.-; nothing remorely oomparable in English or French. 
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soon discovers that a fair number of these terms have been inadequately 
treated or little understood even by the editors of the most up-to-date 
Akkadian lexicons. "J Even when all the words are understood, problems 
remain. Lengthy inscriptions advertise pharaohs' victories at Megiddo and 
Kadesh, but the course of the battles can barely be reconstructed out of the 
bombast. Perhaps our most informative and least misleading sources of 
information on military matters are Mycenaean vase paintings and Near 
Eastern royal reliefs, but the latter tend to duster in a few periods and 
places (especially New Kingdom Egypt and imperial Assyria);~ 

Surprisingly little illumination has come from in corpore evidence. In the 
Near East, first of all, archaeologists have found considerably fewer 
weapons and pieces of armor than have their counterpans at work in the 
Aegean or in prehistoric Europe (the discrepancy perhaps reflects the dif­
ference between tells and tombs as sources of the material record). And for 
both the Aegean and the Near East, what has been found has received less 
attention than it deserves. Although specialists have cataloged the weapons 
of the Bronze and early Iron Age, they have seldom ventured to speculate­
on the basis of the paniculars-about the evolution of warfare during this 
period. And few other scholars have found the catalogs of any interest at 
all. Until 1964, when Anthony Snodgrass published his Early Greek Ar­
mour and Weapons, discussion of these objects was largely restricted to 
out-of-print dissertations written in Germany early in this century.s The 
situation today is very much better. The Bronze Age swords of the Aegean 
were cataloged by Nancy Sandars in the early 1960s, and the spearheads 
and arrowheads by Robert Avila in 1983.6 The s~ords of prehistoric Italy 
are also now classified and published, and A. F. Harding has cataloged 
those from Yugoslavia. 7 Serious study of Near Eastern weaponry peaked in 
1926, when two little books-Walther Wolf's on Egypt, and Hans Bon-

·1 Kendall, Warfare and Military Matters in the Nuzi Tablets (Ph.D. dissertation, Brandeis 
Universiry, 1975), 74. 

4 The Egyptian reliefs are best seen in W. Wreszinski's collection of phorographs and in the 
line drawings based on rhem. Although .. published" before \lbrkl War II, rhe photographs 
W~:re quire inaccessible until their recenr reprinting, by Slatkine Reprints., in two boxed sets. 

See now W.alter Wreszinski, Atlas zur altiigyprischm Kulturgeschichre {Geneva and Paris, 
1988). 

1 Snodgr.ass, E..Jrly Greek Armour and Weapons: From the F.nd Q{ th~ Bronze Age to 6(}() 
B.C. {Edinburgh, 1964); for rhe dissertations see Snodgrass, Arms and Armour of the Greeks 
(Ithaca, N.Y., 1967), 13 l. Snodgrass's Early Greek Armour .md Weapons itself began as a 
dissertation. 

~ Sandars, "The First Aegean Swords and Their Ancestry," A}A 65 (1961 ): 17-29; "Later 
Aegean Bronze Swords," A}A 67 (1963}: 117-53. Avila, Bmnune Lmzen- und P(eilspitzm 
der griecMschm Spiitbronzc::eir, Prahisrorischc: Bronzefunde, parr 5, vol. I {Munich, 198Jj. 

~ V. Bian.:o Peroni, Die Schwerter in ltalienl Le Sp.ule neU'ltalia continentale, Prahis· 
ronsche Bronzefunde, part 4, vol. 1 (Munich. 1970}; on the publi.:ation of rhe Yugoslavtan 
swords see Harding, M}<Cen.1('olns o~nd Europe. 163. 
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net's on the rest of the Near East-sketched an elementary typology.11 

Detailed typologies of Near Eastern axes, daggers, swords, and spears have 
since been published but have been seldom used or even mentioned.9 

Chariots have been of greater interest, and it is encouraging to note that 
recently their technical aspects have received expert attention.• 0 An under· 
standing of the military applications of the chariot, on the other hand, lags 
far behind.ll Several assumptions about the role of the chariot on the 
battlefield seem to be quite mistaken, and we have apparently ignored the 
extent to which warfare in the Late Bronze Age was .. chariot warfare." 

In addition to the archaeological and typological studies of weaponry 
and armor, we now have detailed analyses-several of them in doctoral 
dissertations at American universities-of texts dealing with military mat­
ters. Focusing especially on the technical terminology used in the docu­
ments of this or that kingdom, these studies provide kingdom-by-kingdom 
surveys of things military at Mari, Nuzi, Hatti, Ugarit, Israel, Egypt, Pylos, 
and Knossos.I2 

• Hans Bonnet, Die Waffm der \6/ker des a/ten Orients (Leipzig, 1926); Walmer Wolf, 
Die 8t!Wdffnrmg des altiigyptischen Heeres (Leipzig, 1926). Although bor:h surveys ~main 
useful today, neither sheds any light on the changes in warfa~ that occurred from the Late 
Bronze Age to the Iron Age or even acknowledges that changes occurred at that rime. Wolf"s 
format is broadly chronological, but stops with the Nineteenth Dynasty. Bonnet's presenta· 
tion i5 weapon-by-weapon. Thus although he was concerned to show the differences between 
chariot lances and infantry spears, Bonnet nowhere discwsed the role of the chariot in battle. 
How the narure of ancient warfare was changed with the advent of chariotry, and what 
changes were :tsso.:ia~ wir:h the obsoi<!Scence of chariotry, are thw questions that could not 
be an.~wered on tho: basis of his information. 

9 Much of this was done by Rachel Maxwell-Hyslop, who began her typological research 
in the late 1930s. See her "Daggers and Swords in Western Asia." Iraq 8 (1946): 1-65; 
"Western Asiatic Shaft-Hole Axes," Iraq 11 ( 1949): 90-129; and "Bronze Lugged Axe- or 
Adze-Blades from Asia," Iraq 15 ( 1953): 69-87. On spears see Alessandro de Maigret, Le 
lance nell'Asia anteriore nell' Eta del Bronzo (Rome, 1976). 

to Mary Littauer and Joost Crouwel, Wheeled Vehicles and Ridden Animals in the Anciem 
Near East (Leiden, 1979); Crouwel, Chariots and Other Means of Land Transport in Bronte 
Age Greece (Amsterdam, 1981); Stuart Piggott, The Earliest Wheeled Transport: From the 
Atlantic to the Caspian Sea (Ithaca, N.Y., 1983). 

11 Good beginnings have been made by Elena Cassin, "A propos du char de guer~ en 
Mesopotamie," in J. Vernant, ed., Prob/emes de Ia guerre en Grece .vrcienne (Paris, 1968), 
297-308; by Littauer and Crouwel, Wheeled Vehicles, 91-93; and by P. S. Moorey, "The 
Emergence of the Light, Horse-Drawn Chariot in the Near East c. 2000-1500 B.c.," World 
Archaeology 18 (1986): 196-215. 

11. Alan Schulman, Military Rank, Title and Organization in the Egyptian New Kingdom 
(Berlin, 1964; Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1962); Albert Glock, Warfare in 
Mo~ri .:Jnd F.Jr/y Israel (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Michigan, 1968); Michel Lejeune, 
"La civilisation mycenienne et Ia gue~," in Vemant, Prob/emes de Ia guerre, 31-51; 
J. Nougayrol, "Gue~ et paix a Ugarit," Iraq 25 ( 1969t: II 0-23; jack Sa55on, The Military 
1:-'.stab/ishmcnts at Mari (Rome. 196':1); 1imothy Kendell, Warfare and Milit.1.ry Matters in the 
Nu:i T;3b/ets ( Ph.D. disserrarion, Brandeis University, 1975); Adc..>le Franceschetti, .. Annie 
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The synthesis of these specialized studies, and their conversion into a 
diachronic account of military history, has barely begun. While surveys of 
dassical military history appear with some frequenq, the first and last 
military history of the ancient Near East was Yigael Yadin's. In the long 
tradition of a military practitioner writing military history, General Yadin 
did a signal service to the academic world in writing a colorful and lu(.:id 
story-a diachronic account, that is-of warfare in the ancient Near 
East. 13 His Art of Warfare in Biblical Lands was not only a remarkable 
pioneering achievement but remains fundamental for anyone interested in 
the subject. It is not annotated, however, having been written as much for 
the general public as for professional historians; and, given its enormous 
range and the impenetrable nature of its subject, it has not surprisingly 
turned out to be wrong or misleading on many points. Israeli interest in 
military history has produced a number of books, narrower in topic than 
Yadin's but more popular in approach, recounting the victories of ancient 
kings in Israel andjudah.l4 More recently, Nigel Stillman and Nigel Tallis 
have collaborated to produce a thoroughly expert survey of what is known 
about ancient Near Eastern weapons and military organization (their for· 
mat, unlike Yadin 's, is not diachronic but kingdom-by· kingdom, or people· 
by-people).IS Although Stillman's and Tallis's book is not annotated and 
has the flavor of a military manual, the quality of their scholarship is high, 
and it is unfortunate that their survey has not been reviewed or acknowl­
edged in scholarly journals. 

Since a general survey of predassical military history is so novel and 
difficult an undertaking, it is not surprising that the subject is ignored even 
in some books whose subject is ostensibly "war in the ancient world. "I& 

Scholars venturesome enough to write on Near Eastern military history 
must expect to be embarrassed by occasional pratfalls. A case in point is the 
fairly recently published Warfare in the Ancient World, edited by General 

guerra in testi micenci," R.endiconti dell'Accad. di Archeologia, Lettere e Belle Arti di Napoli 
53 (1978): 67-90; Michael Heltzer, The Internal Organization of the Kingdom of Ugarit 
(W.esbaden, 1982), csp. chap. 6 ("The Military Organization and the Army of Ugarit"); Philo 
Houwink ten Cate, "The History of Warfare According to Hittite Sources: The Annal~ of 
Hatt~~silis l," pan I, Anatolica 10 (1983): 91-110, and part 2, A11atolica II (1984): 47-83; 
and Richard Beal, The Organizatio11 of the Hittite Military ( Ph.D. disscrution, University ol 
Chicago, 1986). 

u Yadin, The Art of Warfare in Biblic.1l Lands. 2 vols. (New York, 1963 )-
•~ See for example Chaim Herzog and Mordecai Gichon, Battles of the Bible (New York, 

1978). 
15 N. Stillman and N. Tallis, Arn~ies of the Ancient Near East, 3000 BC to 539 BC (Worth­

ing, Sussex, 1984). 
16 Y. G:ulan's, War in the Ancier11 ~h,fd: ,'\ Sr.cial History (London, 1975) is limited to the 

das.~ical world. In J. Harmand, lA gut!rre antique. de Sumn- a Romt! (P..uis, 1973) there an: 
references to the Ncar East. but no )ystemanc treannc:nt. 
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Sir John Hackett. 17 Each chapter of this very useful book is written by a 
scholar of high distinction. The eight chapters beginning with Archaic 
Greece and ending with the Later Roman Empire cover ground that has 
been trod for centuries and is now quite exquisitely mapped, but the two 
chapters on the pre-Persian Near East-by prehistorian Trevor Watkins 
and Assyriologist D. J. Wiseman-explore what to a great extent is still a 
terra incognita.•s Here one encounters, amid a variety of archaeological 
illuminations and Assyriological clarifications, a few impossible items: 
bows with a range up to 650 meters, Bronze Age chariots pulled by four­
horse teams, and Assyrian chariots with iron undercarriages. Nevertheless, 
the overviews furnished by pioneers such as Watkins and Wiseman far 
outweigh the occasional mistake on particulars. 

Having no credentials as a military historian, I shall undoubtedly fur­
nish future scholars with ample opportunity for mirth and correction. But 
a generalist of the rankest order, with no inhibitions against guessing when 
evidence fails, should be in as good a position as anyone to reconstruct the 
general evolution of warfare at the end of the Bronze Age and beginning of 
the Iron Age. Because the Catastrophe was followed by a dark age, produc­
tive of neither written nor pictorial evidence, the military history of this 
period is especially obscure. In both the Aegean and the Near East, the 
period between the reign of Ramesses III and Ashurnasirpalll is pictorially 
almost a total blank, relieved only by the stelae of "Neo-Hittite" kings in 
northern Syria.l 9 Yet there is reason to believe that the decades around and 
after 1200 B.C. were among the very qtost important in the evolution of 
warfare in the ancient world. The ne.xt chapters will accordingly attempt to 
sketch in at least its broad outlines how warfare changed at the en\l of the 
thirteenth century and the beginning of the twelfth. 

Some innovations in weaponry at the end of the Bronze Age have been 
noticed, especially by scholars who work closely with the material record. 
Archaeologists have known for a long time that at the end of the IIIB period 

17 Hackett, ed., Warfare in the Ancient World (london, 1989). 
18 Watkins, "The Beginnings of Warfare," 15-35; and Wiseman, "The Assyrians," 36-

.B. The bibliogr:.1.phy included for Watkins's chapter (Warfare, 250) contains three items: 
Yadin 's Art of Warfare, Breasted's Ancient Records of Egypt, and Luckenbill's Ancient Re· 
cords of Assyrid and Babylonio1. ln conrra~r, ten works-all studies in military history meant 
for the professional scholar-arc listed for Lazc::nby"s .:hapter on the Greek hoplitc. 

1"' On the .absen.:e oi artistio: .:viden.:e on military matters in the Aegean during this period 
see Desboruugh, The Greek Dark "Ages, 306: ~Between the early twdfrh century and the 
eighth there exists no figure or figurine of a warrior. nor any representation ot su.:h in va.'le 
pain ring, with the singk ex.:eption of the two o.:onfronted arc:hers at Lefkandi." Nor are things 
mu.·h better for the Near East. The lack ol C!lltdcn.:e there almost persuaded Y.1din to ~write 

off" the Iron I period as ~ .1 kind oi transitional perioJ abuut wh~.:h nothing on warfare o.:ould 
be known" (Art n{Warfare, vol. :!., 291; cf. p. 247: ~our sole sour.:e for the first part of the 
pennd is the many rdiefs of Ramcsc:s lll. "). 
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several items of defensive armor-greaves, certainly, and a smaller shield­
proliferate in the Aegean, as did the Naue Type II sword (on the Near 
Eastern side, where the transformation in warfare was radical, there has 
been less attention to it). Jeremy Rutter has in fact noted that in the post­
palatial Aegean .. the changes in virtually all forms of offensh·e and defen­
sive weaponry ... are remarkable for the comprehensiveness of their range 
and the rapidity with which they are effected. "2.0 But although these mate­
rial changes have been recognized, their historical significance is too little 
appreciated, apparently because the nature of warfare in the Late Bronze 
Age is so imperfectly understood. Tentative suggestions have occasionally 
been made. Nancy Sandars, for example, alluded to "'a new form of attack 
introduced with the flange-hilted sword,''ll and james Muhly observed 
that the appearance of greaves and slashing swords points to "the introduc­
tion of a new style of fighting. The taL-tics now were not just to thrust but 
also to cut or slash, especially at the legs of your opponent. "ll If the 
changes in weaponry and tactics are fully explored, and especially if their 
impact upon chariot warfare is imaginatively assessed, I believe that they 
will furnish as good an explanation for the Catastrophe as we are likely to 
find. 

111 Rutter, "Cultural Novelties in the Post-Palatial Aegean ~hrld: lndi~:es of Vit:!lity or 
Dedine?" in Ward and .Joukowsky, Crisis Years, 67. 

ll Sandars, Sea Peoples, 92. 
l 2 Muhly, "The Role of the Sea Peoples," 42. Cading, with whom the idea originated, 

temporarily abandoned it when the Dendra greaves (dating,-;~. 1400) were found; see C:ltling, 
"A New Bronze Sword from Cyprus," A11tiq11ity 35 (1'161 ): 122. 
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THE CHARIOT WARFARE OF THE LATE BRONZE AGE 

T HE THESIS of the present study is that the Catastrophe ~:arne about 
when men in .. barbarian" lands awoke to a truth that had been 
with them for some rime: the chariot-based forces on which the 

Great Kingdoms relied could be overwhelmed by swarming infantries, the 
infantrymen being equipped with javelins, long swords, and a few essential 
pieces of defensive armor. The barbarians-in Libya, Palestine, Israel, 
Lycia, northern Greece, Italy, Sicily, S::udinia, and elsewhere-thus found 
it within their means to assault, plunder, and raze the richest palaces and 
cities on the horizon, and this they proceeded to do. 

In order to place this thesis in perspective, it will be necessary to recall 
some familiar facts about chariots on the battlefield and to bring a few 
others out from obscurity. Although to the general public the chariot has 
always seemed one of the more interesting things about antiquity, few 
historians h:1ve devoted much time or thought to the subject.ln the last few 
years, however, Mary Littauer, Joost Crouwd, and Stuart Piggott have 
given us scholarship of the first order on chariots and chariotry. Their 
writings on the subject combine a mastery of the andent evidence with an 
equestrian's expertise on horses, harnessing, and horse-drawn vehicles. I It 
has thus become possible to glimpse at least the outlines of a phenomenon 
hitherto almost unrecognizable-chariot warfare. 

THE BEGINNINGS OF CHARIOT WARFARE 

Although carts and wagons had be.en used in Mesopotamia from the be­
ginning of the third millennium B.C., these were ponderous, solid-wheeled 
vehicles, and were much more easily drawn by oxen than by equids. The 
chariot was a technological triumph of the early second millennium. Made 
of light hardwoods, with a leather-mesh platform on which the driver 
could stand, the entire vehicle weighed not much more than thirty kilo­
grams. The wheels were, shall we !Jay, the revolutionary element: the heat­
bent spokes provided a sturdy wheel that weighed only a tenth as much as 
the disk wheels of the third millennium. With such a vehicle one could 

1 l'or their tr~armenrs of ..:hariotry in this pt.'rind !><:e Lirtauer ;~nJ Cruuwel. V(.'ht.'clt·d 
Vehiclts. 74-98; Crouwd, Chari•>ls; Piggott, F.Jrlir!st Wheelt•d Transport, 91-104. 
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begin_to exploit the horse as a draft animal: whereas an ox cart traveled 
only two miles in an hour, a team of chariot horses could cover ten. 

The recent scholarship on technical aspects of the chariot permits us to 
establish approximately when chariots became militarily significant. The 
era of the war chariot, as 1 have elsewhere arguoo in detail, began in the 
seventeenth century B.c.! Before that time, chariots seem to have been of 
little or no importance on the battlefield, even though they had been used 
for rapid transportation, for amusement, and for royal display as early as 
1900. It is likely that in Mesopotamia, at least, kings had all along ridden 
to the battlefield-on stately, heavy wagons in the third millennium and in 
chariots after the development of the spoked wheel. The chariot of the early 
second millennium, however, was apparently only a prestige vehicle and 
not yet a military instrument. That is not to say that in the time of Ham­
murabi of Babylon a king did not occasionally shoot an arrow from his 
chariot with hostile intent. Perhaps there were even battles in which a royal 
entourage of four or five chariots may have made a tiny contribution to the 
outcome. But in the Age of Hammurabi, as analysis of the Mari documents 
has shown,J battle still meant the clash of two infantries. By the standards 
of later antiquity these infantries of the Middle Bronze Age were not very 
formidable. In Twelfth-Dynasty Egypt, the army seems to have consisted of 
alternating formations of archers and dose-formation spearmen.4 The 
archers used the simple or self bow, which must have had an effective range 
of only fifty or sixty meters, and their arrows apparently helped only to 
"soften up" the enemy's formation of massed spearmen as it approached 
their own. After this preliminary phase, the battle proper began, with the 
opposing phalanxes attacking each other with axes and thr:J.Sting spears. 

Then came a revolution in ancient warfare. Since no documents describe 
it, we have no other recourse but to imagine it: a traditional infantry 
marches out to do battle with an opposing infantry but instead finds itself 
attacked by several score of archers mounted on chariots and armed with 
composite bows, the<lrchers shooting arrows with impunity until the tra­
ditional infantry formation is broken and routed. Each chariot carried two 
young men with excellent reflexes: the charioteer drove the horses while 
the chariot warrior shot arrow after arrow against the relatively stationary 
enemy formations, the chariots keeping just outside the range of the oppos­
ing infantry's bowmen. Essentially, the chariot became militarily signifi­
cant when it was combined with another intricate anifact, the composite 
bow, which also had been known for a long time but had until then been a 

l Drews, The Coming of the Greeks: Indo-European Conquests in the Aegean and the 
Near East (Princeton, 1988), especially 74-120; o;u also Cassin, MChar- de guerre," 298: 
Littauer and Cmuwel, llt'heeled Vehides, 63-65; and Moorey, MEmergen.:e."' 205. 

1 Glo.:k. Warfare in Mari and f..1rfy Israel, 144. 
• Stillm:m and Tallis, Annies, 54. 
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luxury reserved for kings or the very rich. Early in the seventeenth century 
it must have occurred to someone (who perhaps had himself enjoyed using 
his chariot and composite bow for hunting exploits) that sewral score of 
ch.uiots, e:1ch manned by an expert driver and a ••hunter" armed with a 
composite bow, would be able to overcome a conventional army of 
infantrymen. 

The earliest chariot warfare seems to have occurred in Asia Minor. Troy 
VI may have been established soon :~.fter 1700 B.c. by chariot warriors, and 
there is evidence that by ca. 1650 chariots were used by the king of Hatti, 
by Umman Manda at Aleppo, and by the hyksos who took over Egypt.s 
The hyksos, an assortment of Semitic, Hurrian, and Aryan adventurers, set 
up at Avaris a regime known to Manetho as Egypt's Fifteenth Dynasty. As 
another pioneer of the new warfare, Hattusilis I not only made himself 
Great King of all Hatti-a remarkable accomplishment-but also raided 
as far as Aleppo and Alalakh. By 1600 chariot warriors were in control at 
Mycenae and elsewhere in Greece, and not long thereafter charioteers took 
over northwestern India. 

CHARIOTRIES: NUMBERS AND COSTS 

Chariot forces in the middle of the seventeenth century were relatively 
small and possibly numbered no more than a hundred vehides.6 At this 
time, the chariots were presumably used against infantries of the old style. 
As chariotries proliferated, the target of a chariot archer was increasingly 
the horses and crewmen of the opposing chariotry, and it became impor­
tant for a king to have more chariots than his opponent had. Thutmose Ill's 
account of his victory at the Battle of Megiddo shows that by the middle of 

s In Comit~g of the Greeks, 101-5, I pre~nted evidence for the usc of war chariots by 
Hattusilis I and by the .. Gre-.Jt Hyksos" rulers of Egypt in the second half of the seventeen_th 
century, but overlooked two other very early instances of its use. First, it is certain that chariQts 
were used by Yarim-lim Ill of Aleppo, one of Harrusilis's adversaries. Yarim-lim's chariots, 
evidently one hundred in number. ar..: indicated by the ·zukrasi tt':X!," an Old Hittite tablet: 
"Zaludis. the <."OmmanJer of the Manda-troops. (and) Zukr.1(s)sis, the commander of the 
heavy-armed (?) troops. of the Ruler (?) of Aleppo came down from Altppo with his 
font-soldiers and his charioteers." For this rr.msl.uion sec Houwink ten Care, "Hi5tory of 
Warf01rc" 58; for the numb a, see lk!l. Orgctni:uti<JII, 58. Se.:ond. it now seems probable (a~ I 
argue in •Myths oi Mida.~") d1at the Troad was the first area tube taken uver by chariot 
warriurs (soon after 1700 B.C.) ;~.nd that they built Troy VI. . 

A See Seal, Orgunizo~tion • . H3. An .:pi.: text, -The Siege ol Urshu," mentions forcr!i o( 

thirty anJ eighty chari<>ts in the campaign ol Ham1silis lag,"linst Urshu: in tht wars between 
Hatrusili~ anJ Yarim-lim Ill of Aleppo two hundred ch;~.ri"t fighters (implying ;1 hunJred 
chariots) ;Jtc mentioned. At pp. 432-45, h<lWrver, Beal dis.:us~es a te.'ct referring to a pair of 
offic~rs who were c;~lleJ "OverSt"er~-oi-one-thousanJ-.:hariur-fighters." In private corre~pon­

dence Be:1l informs me rh:1t rhe rext dares t<> th..: rei!.'" of either Harrusilis I or Mur~ili~ I. 
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the fiftec:nth century B.c. a Great King could deploy at least a thousand 
chariots. At the beginning of the next century the Great Kingdom of Mit­
anni seems to have had at its disposal a chariotry numbering sever:ll thou­
sand, since the Nuzi tablets indicate that one of the minor vassals of the 
Great King of Mitanni could all by himself have supplied his lord with over 
three hundred chariots. 7 At the same time, however, an Attarissiyas (whose 
name has often been compared with the Ae:haean "Atreus") caused trouble 
in western Anatolia with only a hundred ~hariots.11 

Chariotries in the thirteenth century likewise ranged from a few hundred 
to a few thousand. At Kadesh, the Hittite king is said to have deployed 
thirty-five hundred chariots, twenty-five hundred of these being his own 
and one thousand being supplied by vassals. 9 Since Ramesses II emerged 
from the battle with some dignity, if not with victory, the Egyptian chario­
try was probably about the same size.1n At the end of the century the kings 
of Hatti and Egypt are likely to have been able to field chariotries of several 
thousand, since even a Hittite vassal-the king of Ugarit-seems to have 
had close to one thousand chariots. II 

Perhaps a more typical palace at the end of the: thirteenth century main­
tained a chariotry numbered in the low or middle hundreds. This, at least, 
seems to have been the situation at Pylos. Although the excavators at Pylos 
did not turn up "chariot tablets" such as those found at Knossos, they did 
recover approximately thirty "wheel tablets" detailing the disposition of at 
least two hundred pairs of wheels. Another text mentions the purchc1se of 
wood for 150 axles.u Since these spare parts constituted the palace's 

7 Kendall, Warfare, 67. Since the "mayor· uf Nuzi was an underling of the king of Ar­
rapaha, who in turn was the vassal of the Great King of Miunni. we may suppose that the 
Nuzi forces were a very small fra.:tion of the total that the Great King .:ouM muster. 

1 On the Madduwatta.~ text and its date see Hans Giiterbo.:k. "The Hittites and the 
Aegean World: Part 1. The Ahhiyawa Problem Reconsidered. • AJA 87 (1983): 133-34. 

~ For the te.'Cts see Alan Gardiner. The K.u/e511lnscriptio11S of Ramesses lJ (Oxford, 1960), 
PIJ0-35 and PtS0-55. tk-.d. Organizo~tion, 702, a.:.:epts the figures as r~asonable for the 
Hittite army at full strength. 

10 Ramesses does not state how many chari(J(S he had at Kadesh, but his prede.:essors seem 
to have maintained thousands of chariots. Amenhotep II, who admittedly was very fond of 
horses, brought bade: 730 chariots from one Asiatic campaign 3nd 1092 from another. See 
Wilson's translation of his annals in ANET. 246 and 247. 

II Twice in Ugariti.: te.'Cts we find referen.:es to rwo thousand horses. or at kast to hn alpm 
(in Israel. an 'elep/1 was-like a Roman century-sometimes merely a "division ft rather than 
a precise number). Cf. Astour, "New Evidence.~ 257, and B. Cutler and J. Macdonald, 
"ldenrifi.:ation of the na'ar in the Ugaritic Texts. • UF 8 (1976): 255. A rablet analyzed by 
Heltzer, lnt""al Organizati01t, 194, lists teams oi .:hariot horses, and Heltzer wndudes that 
"at least 200 pairs of horses were counted originally in this text." Hdtzer\ estimate is Mthat 
the chariotry of Ugarit numbered at lea5t 700-1 001) .:hariots. • This is .II so the estimate of 
Noug.1yrol, "Guerre et paix a Ugarit. ft 117n.47. 

"lereune, Ml.a civilisation mycenienneet Ia ~uerrc,M 49. 
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reserve, we are probably justified in imagining that the Pylos palace could 
put several hundred chariots into the field. 

The Knossos archive gives us our most detailed information about num· 
bers of chariots in a Late Bronze Age kingdom. Here the chariotry may 
have numbered as many as a thousand. The relevant tablets at Knossos are 
all from no more than eight scribal hands, and these scribes seem to have 
"specialized" in keeping a full and meticulous record of the chariots avail­
able to the palace. u That all the relevant tablets have survived, however, is 
not very likely, and on some surviving but damaged tablets the numerical 
notations on the right-hand side are illegible. The figures we have are 
therefore only a minimum for the chariot strength of the Knossos palace. 
According to Michel Lejeune's computation, 14 the Knossos tablets refer to 
more than 150 complete (•CURR id~ogram) war chariots that were al­
ready distributed to individuals, and to another 39 chariots of the same 
type "en magasin." Most of these •cuRR chariots appear in the 140 tab· 
lets of the "Sc series,'' each tablet in this series being the record of a single 
charioteer to whom an assignment of horses and equipment has been 
made. IS Other tablets indicate the numbers of incomplete chariots, or 
chariot parts, stored in the magazine. Here, arranged in multiples of four, 16 

were approximately 550 chariot boxes (''CAPS ideogram), and at least as 
many pairs of wheels (apparently any set of wheels was immediately adapt­
able to any chariot box).17 With so many replacements stored in the maga­
zine, it would seem that the field strength of Knossos's chariotry must have 
been somewhere between five hundred and one thousand. 

Other information on the Knossos tablets, however, suggests that the 
number of chariots that could take the field may have been far lower than 
the number "on paper." Of the tablets in the Sc series, twenty-eight are 

u J.·P. Olivier, Les scribes de Cnossos (Rome, 1967), identified the scribes and their places 
of work. Michel Lejeune, "Chars er roues a Cnossos: Srru.:rure d'un invenuire,ft Minos 9 
(1968): 9-61, used Olivier's conclusions as a poinr of depanure for a thorough analysis of 
how rhe scribal bureaucracy worked. l.ejcune de5cribed the responsibilities of three offices 
("Bureaux I. II, 111ft) in the matter of chariots. At p. 15 Lejeune notes that the scribes who 
worked in these offices "pataissenr avoir eu ch:Jts er roues comme affectation unique."' Be· 
cause these scribal hands show up in no othc:r tablets, john Chadwick su~sted that they 
were apprentices and thar the ~chariot tablets" are merely scribal exercises: see his "The 
Organization of the Mycenaean Archiv.:s," in A. Barronek, ed., Studia Mycenae.J. Proceed­
ings of the Mycenaean S'J"'posium, Brno, .'tpri/1966 (Bmo: 1968), 1-15. Why a palace 
would have kept such s~denr exercises in an archive, while preserving none of the chariot 
records kepr by ptof~ional scribes, is difficult to imagine. 

"' Lejeune, MChars,"' 47; and ~civilisation," 49-51. 
IS Lejeune, '"Civilisation,~ 50. 
1" John T. Killen. '"Notes on the Knossos Tablets," m john T. Killen er al.. Studies in 

Mycmae.z11 .Jnd Classical Greek Presented to ]o/1n Cha..lwick. 319-23. 
17 l.e1eune. "Civilisation,~ 49, says rhar the magazine held "plus de m11le p.1ires de roues,,. 

bur the figures he pr~enrs .u MChars.~ 47, indic:~re a roral of 550. 
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preserved well enough that Mycenologists c;m confidently inventory what 
these twenty-eight charioteers did and did not have. The pattern is not very 
encouraging: One charioteer has horses but no vehide, another has a 
vehicle but only one horse, and still anothc!r has both horses and a vehicle 
but no defensive armor. In fact, only six of the twenty·eight charioteers 
(that is, 21 percent) had all of the equipment necessary to take the field. 111 If 
one believes, with Chadwick, that the "chariot tablets"' are merely scribal 
exercises, one could suppose that the ac.:tual condition of the Knossos 
chariotry was much better than the tablets indicate. But comparison with 
records elsewhere suggests that the figure.s for the chariotry at Knossos are 
real, for they are no worse than those for Alalakh and Nuzi and somewhat 
better than those for Assur in Neo-Assyrian times.l9 Another possibility 
may be that both at Knossos and elsewhere the tablets indicate not what a 
charioteer actually had but what the palace furnished to him. A tablet 
itemizing the chariot and single horse of a particular charioteer would in 
that case indicate only that the charioteer received a chariot and one horse 
from the palace, and we would presume that he had another horse of his 
own.2o But this solution is speculative, and it is certainly possible that at 
any given time only a fraction of a kingdom's chariotry would be in condi­
tion to fight. If indeed a Great King could count on only some 20 percent of 
his chariotry to be battle-ready, then we must suppose that when 
Muwatallis put twenty-five hundred of his own chariots into the field at 
Kadesh the "paper strength" of his chariotry was over ten thousand. 

Whatever discrepancy there may have been between the size of a chario­
try on paper and that of one in the field, it must be observed that even the 
largest Late Bronze Age chariotry was small, relative to the size of the 
population it had to defend. Although a thousand chariots at Knossos 
might initially seem an impressive number, there must have been well over 
one hundred thousand Cretans whose security depended on them.ll The 
proportions were no less steep at Pylos: if we assign the Pylos chariotry a 
field strength of five hundred vehicles (an optimistic number), there was 
probably not more than one chariot for every two hundred souls in Mes-

11 Alexander Uchirel, "Charioteers of Knossos." Minos 23 (1988): 48-50. 
•~ Ibid .• 53-511 . 
.!11 Along this same line. Uchitel. in ibid., 48, suggests that the "EQU I e·ko 1" of Tabler So: 

226 "can possibly mean that he {i.e. the charioteer, ti-ri-jo-qa) 'has' one horse of his own, aod 
another one is supplied by the state." 

2J Pendlebury, Archill!ology of Crete, 303n.3, observed that at its height in both Byzantine 
and modem times the island's population was about half a million. Evans estimated rh:ar 
Knossos itself had one hundred thousand people. Kanta, Late Minoan III Period, refrains 
from estimating huw many people lived iu Ctere during that period bur notes (p . .122) rhar 
"finds. especially those belonging to l.M Ill B, ate thickly spread all uver the island. It is 
evident rhar rhere was a population tXplosion in Crcre ar rhi~ time." 
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sc:nia . .!.! In Egypt, even if the pharaoh had as many as forty-five hundred 
chariots, the number of his subjects was possibly a thousand times 
gre::uer . .!J 

The limitations on the size of a chariotry were imposed most of all by the 
enormous expense of maintaining one. Solomon is said (1 Kings 10.29) to 
have paid 150 shekels of silver for each of his chariot horses, and 600 
shekels for each chariot. That was a considerable outlay, since it was also 
said (2 Samuel24.24) that for fifty shekels of silver David bought a team of 
oxen and a threshing floor, and since Exodus 21.32 fi.xed liability damages 
for the death of a slave at thirty shekels of silver. The Papyrus Anastasi 
ridicules the young Egyptian who mortgages his grandfather's property to 
buy a chariot pole for three deben, and a chariot for five. Composite bows 
w~re also notoriously expensive. Such a bow was a very effective weapon, 
having double or triple the range of a self bow, but its manufacture was 
costly and difficult (the layering and lamination of wood, hom, and sinew 
was done at long intervals, and a properly aged bow would leave a bowyer's 
shop five or ten years after he had brought in the raw materials from which 
it was made).2-' 

Defensive armor for the chariot crew (and sometimes even for the 
horses) was a major expense. As Yadin pointed out, the development of the 
mail corslet resulted from the use of chariots in battle.ZS Until the Hittites 
added a shield-bearer to the crew, corslets were the only protection that the 
driver and the warrior had. In the Mahabharata both crewmen regularly 
wear a corslet. So Uttara, for example, clowning for the benefit of his sister 
and her friends, "put on his coat of mail upside down, and the wide-eyed 
maidens giggled when they saw him . .. . Uttara himself tied the costly 
armor on Brhannada. Himself wearing a superb coat of mail which shone 
like the sun, and raising his lion standard, he ordered the other to handle 
his chariot. "26 In the Near East and the Aegean corslets are attested from 
the very beginning of the Late Bronze Age (scales found in the Shaft Graves 
at Mycenae may have come from a corslet), the time at which chariot 

22 Berancoun, "1M End of the Bronze Age," 42, notes that population estimates for 
Messenia at the time the palace was destroyed range between 50,000 and 120,000. 

2J On the basis of data in the Harris Papyrus, John Wilson, Tbe Cult~~re of Ancient Egypt 
(Chicago, 1951), 271, guessed that the population of Egypt in the twelfth century was about 
4,500,000. 

! 4 Wallace McLeod, ~An Unpublished Egyptian Composite Bow in the Brooklyn Mu· 
seum," A]A 62 (1958): 400. 

2 1 Art of Warfare, vol. I, 84. For a comprehe-nsive presentation on the Late Bronze Age 
corslet see C.uling. "P..1nzer," in H.·G. Buchholz and j. Wiesner, Kriegnwsnr, Teill, Archae· 
nlogia Homerica IE (Goningen, 1977j, 74-118. 

2h Mahabhar.zta 4 (47) 35.19-21. The tr.lnslation comes from j.A.B. van Buitencn, The 
Maho~b/Jarato (Chicago, 1978). 
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warfare began. The .. chariot tablets" from Knossos itemize the distribu­
tion of a pair of knee-length corslets to each chariot crew. '!.7 The corslet may 
also appear in ceremonial chariot scenes on LH IliA and IIIB pottery: men 
in or ::tlongside the ch::triots carry swords in tassled scabbards and wear 
long and dot-covered .. robes" that Carling has tentatively identified as 
corslets.2& Much of what is known about Late Bronze Age corslets was 
learned at Nuzi. Copper scales from corslets were found there in great 
quantity, and the Nuzi tablets make frequent reference to corslets. 1'~ The 
typical Nuzi charioteer's corslet, or sariam (a Hurrian word, borrowed by 
Hittite, Akkadian, and Northwest Semitic speakers), was a long, cumber­
some, and expensive affair. Its basis was a leather (usually goatskin) tunic, 
partially sleeved and reaching down to the knees or to midcalf. Approx­
imately five hundred large copper scales were sewn to the torso and skirt of 
the sariam, and another several hundred small scales were sewn to the 
arms. The head and neck of the chariot crewman was protected by a 
gurpisu, a leather helmet covered with long strips of bronze or copper 
(since the gurpisu extended to the collar, the crewman was entirely covered 
except for the face, the lower arms, and the lower legs). The several Nuzi 
corslets that can be reconstructed arc estimated to have weighed between 
thirty-seven and fifty-eight pounds.30 

At Nuzi and occasionally in other kingdoms the horses also wore coats 
of mail. .11 A very few Egyptian chariot horses are shown wearing such 
things, and an ivory carving from Cyprus shows-oddly-a hunting scene 
in which both the chariot archer and his horses are draped with scale 
corslets.32 Possibly the Mycenaean kingdoms regularly issued horse­
armor: Catting has argued that two of the Linear B ideo~rams refer to 
horse-coverings of some sort rather than to crewmen's corslets.JJ The 
horse-armor was undoubtedly very costly, and how effective it was is diffi­
cult to guess (horses wearing heavy cloaks were less vulnerable, but surely 
also much slower). 

Apart from the expense of purchasing all these items, and of hiring all the 
.necessary specialists (charioteers, chariot warriors, trainers, grooms, veter­
inarians, carpenters), there was the matter of food: Stuart Piggott has 
estimated that eight to ten acres of good grain-land would have been re-

l7 C:ading, "Panzer," l07ff.; Francesd1etti, ~Annie guerr;:a," 77 and 80. 
!k Carling, ~Panzer," 96. 
l• The fullest discussion of the Nuzi evidence is in Kendall. W.zrfare, 263-86. 
1o Ibid., 278; cf. Cading. "P~nzer," 89-90 . 
. H Kendall, Warfare, 223-25 and 242-45. 
J2 For the Enkomi ivory see H.-G. Buchholz and V. Karageorghi~. Prehistoric Greece and 

Cypnu (london, 1973), no. 1749. 
H Carling, ~Panzer," 108-16. 
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quired to feed one team of chariot horses.J4 If Hammurapi of Uga.rit did 
indeed have more than two thousand horses, they must have represented a 
sizeable fraction of that king's wealth, and the cost of maintaining them 
would have been enormous: in addition to all the professional and spe­
cialized personnel, they would have required-on Piggott's formula­
almost ten thousand acres of grain-land. 

Given the extraordinary expense of maintaining a chariocry, it is no 
surprise co find that the chariotry was a palace's chief concern. Keeping 
crack of the chariots and charioteers required a small bureaucr<k.-y of clerks 
and quartermasters. This is shown most clearly at Knossos, but in Egypt 
.too there are references co the "scribe of the stable," "scribe of horses," and 
~scribe .o£ the chariotry. ".H Everywhere the charioteers have names, while 
infantrymen are merely numbered. In the Greek world, the palace fur­
nished everything: each tablet in the Knossos Sc series was devoted to one 
charioteer, being a record of the vehicle, team, harness, and corslet (or 
corslets) allocated to him. In Egypt and the Levant, the charioteer may have 
"owned" his own chariot, with the palace supplying arms, armor, and 
horses.36 Nougayrol thought chat at Ugarit the maryannu were "sans 
douce proprietaires de leurs chars" but that ocher individuals may have 
been furnished with vehicles by the palace.37 In Egypt it likewise was a 
charioteer's responsibility to provide his own chariot, while the pharaoh 
supplied the horses.JII 

Throughout the civilized world in the thirteenth century charioteers and 
chariot warriors were thus a privileged elite. The king and the men in his 
chariot corps were closely interdependent, the king supplying much or all 
of the expensive equipment that the chariot crews needed and the chariot 
crews providing for the king's and the kingdom's security. Often the men of 
the chariocry were given land by the king, to be held in fief. At Ugarit land 
allotments were made to the maryannu, and apparently a son inherited 
both the allotment and his father's military obligation.39 Arrangements in 
the Mycenaean world were probably much the same, but details are lack-

J 4 Piggott, "Horse and Chariot: The Price ol Prestige," Proceedings of the Seventh lntema· 
tional Congress of Celtic Studies, Held Jt Oxford from JOth to 15th July. 1983 (Oxford, 
1986), 27. 

Js Alan Schulman, wEgyptian Chariotry: A Re-Examination," Journal of the Amt'rican 
Research Center in Egypt 2 (1963): 95. Lejeune, wchars et roues," 14-15, identifies in the 
Kno~sos po~lace three ~parate "bureaus" whose scribes specialized in the chariot invent9ries 
and are not known (from their distinctive hands) to have inscribed anything other than 
"chariot tablets." 

Jt. At Nuzi, for example, Kendall, Warf.Jre, 130, conduJ.:d that many charioteers owned 
their own vehicle!' but were supplied with horses by the pabce. 

17 Nougayrol, WGuerre et pJ.ix a Ug.uit," n. 47. 
·'" Schulman, wEgyptian Chariotry, ~ 117, citing P:tpyru~ An.l.Stasi Jll, vs. 6, 7-8. 
·~A. F. Rainey, MThe Military Personnel at Ugarit,• JNES 24 (1965): 19-21. 



THE CHARIOT WARfARE 113 

ing.40 At Nuzi there were "imperial" charioteers whose livelihood was 
apparently supplied by the Great King of Mitanni, and local charioteers 
who depended directly on the .. mayor" of Nuzi; but both groups were part 
of an aristocracy closely connected to the palace:~' 

How CHARIOTS WERE USED IN BATTLE 

How many charioteers there were, how much they cost to maintain, and 
what their social status was are matters less controversial than how they 
fought. The strictly military aspects of Bronze Age chariotry have been 
addressed piecemeal, and the general ch:mtcter of chariot warfare remains 
unexplored. This chapter will conclude that before the Catastrophe char­
iots were in all kingdoms used as mobile firing platforms for archers armed 
with composite bows, but that conclusion is quite unorthodox. 

Mycenaean chariots, first of all, are often thought of as having had little 
utility of any kind on the battlefield. This vit-w is popular especially among 
archaeologists. Their indifference to the chariot is not entirely surprising: 
while hundreds of Late Helladic swords and spearheads have been found, 
and even a number of boar's tusk helmets, no Mycenaean chariot has yet 
been brought to light, nor are the chances very good that future excavations 
will produce one. Most archaeological studies of Mycenaean warfare have 
therefore readily accepted Homer's assurance that the Mycenaeans fought 
on foot and have assumed that whatever was done with the chariots was of 
little or no consequence.-*2 Mycenologists, on the other hand, have had to 
confront the Linear B scribes'laborious inventories of chariots and have no 

411 Cf. M. Detienne, "Remarque~ sur le char en Grece," in Vernant Problemes de lague"e, 
314. 

41 Cf. Kendall, Warfare, 128: "The local chariote~rs seem also to have been a privileged 
lot. A very great many lived in or :1round the palace, and their duties often consisted of no 
more than standing guard as watchmen at the paiJce portals." 

"! Lorimer's Homer o~nd the Monuments devoted pp. 305-211 to the chariot (in compari­
son, her treatment of infantry weapons fills I 73 pages) and dealt primarily with its design and 
construction. About its use in Mycenaean warfare, she regr~tted (p .. 121) that "we know 
nothing at all" and did not speculate about it. When Lorimer wrote, of course, Linear B was 
entirely illegible, and the chariot ideograms on the Knossos tablets were ~n by all scholars as 
dating ca. 1400 B.C. It W3S therefore possible to believe that although chariots may hav~ been 
important in LH I and 11, by the end of lllB they were as incons~quential as Homer makes 
them. In recent scholarship, it is noteworthy that in the exquisitely derailed Arch<ll!ologia 
H•>meric.:J series the two volumes devoted to Kriegswesm do not even include a chapter on the 
chariot, and Josef Wiesner's ftthren und Rtitcn treats the chariot 3S primarily J. prestige 
vehicle. In Harding's Mycenaeans tmd Europe, the chapter "Warfare, Weapons and Armour" 
(pp. 151-87) begins by noting ~the use of the light chariot, probably, as in Homer, to 
transport the warrior to the scene of battle rathtr than for use as a genuine war .:hariot" (p. 
I 5 1), but says nothing more about it. 
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doubt at all that the chariot was used for military purposes.4 ·1 But the 
tablets do not say how the chariot was used in warfare, and Mycenologists 
have not spec.:ubted on this matter. A few historians have tried to fill the gap 
left by our archaeological and do~"ttmentary evidence, but with varying 
results. Occasionally the Mycenaean chariot is understood to have been 
used to propel a d1rusting spcar.44 Most often it is seen as nothing more 
than a battle taxi: the Mycenaean Greeks fought on foot but were trans­
ported to and from the battlefield by chariots. The possibility that the 
Mycenaean ~hariot was an archer's mobile platform has not, so far as I 
know, been seriously considered. 4S 

Nor is it widely believed that the Hittite chariots were so used. Most 
scholars who have expressed themselves on the role of the Hittite ch ariotry 
have stated that in Hatti the offensive we:rpon of a chariot warrior was the 
lance-the thrusting spear-and not the bow. The Hittite chariots, that is, 
like medieval knights at a joust, made a furious rush at the opponent's 
vehides, the chariot warrior attempting to thrust a lance through one of the 
enemy crewmen. 4f- This belief is founded on the Egyptian representations 
of the Battle of Kadesh: in the reliefs, some of the Hittite chariot crewmen 
carry lances, but none carries a bow. Several scholars have in fact suggested 
that the Hittites came up short in the Battle of Kadesh because their chariot 
lancers were held at a distance by Ramesses' chariot archers.47 

4.1 Lejeune, ~La civilisation myc..'inieune et Ia guerre," devotes most of his di~cussion to rhe 
tablets' references ro chariots; so alsb does Franceschetti, ~ Armi e guerra in resti micenei." 

+I Greenh,tlgh, E.zrly Grt!ek Warfart, 7-12, argues that "the long thrusting-spear was the 
main weapon of the Mycenaean chariot-wuriors as it was of the Hirr;tes, with whom the 
Achaeans appear ro have been in dose touch" (p. 11); cf. also his "The Dendra Charioteer," 
Antiq11ity 54 ( 1980): 201-5. 

4 ·' Schachermeyr, M~rn:irwagen und Streirwagenbild im Alten Orient und bei den my­
kenis.:hen Griechen," Anthropos 46 ( 195 1): 705-53, m:~y h:1ve assumed rhatthc: Mycenaean 
chariot warriors were bowmen bur did not argue the point and in fact said nothing about how 
Mycenaean ch3riots may have been used "im Streit." 

..., For rhe Hittite diarior w:urior's dependenc..-e on a thrusring spear sec, for example, 
Yadin, Warfart, vol. I, 80 and 108-9; Sch:~chermeyr, "Streirwagen," 716; F. Srubbings, 
~Arms and Armour," in Wa..:e and Stubbings, eds., A Companio11 to Honrer (london, 1967), 
521. The inrerpret:Jrion of Stillman and Tallis, Am1ies, 65, is slighdy different: ~Again~ 
enemy chariorry, the Hittite chariorry would durge into dose c..-ombat. The Hittites would 
attempt to get dose to their opponents to discharge their spears or thrusr with them." 

4~ Olaf Hockmann, ~Lmzen und S~re der agiiischen Brunzezeit und des Ubergangs zur 
Eisenzc:it," in H.-G. Bu<:hholz, Agiiische Brnnzeuit, 340, describe.<; the Hittite chariot war­
riors as lancers and then condemns this "au~ichtslose Takrik." Similarly, Yadin (Art of 
w.lr{u"· vol. I, I !l9j S:lW Kadesh 3.<; iln E!;Jpri:In victory because chanor lancers were a poor 
..ec..-ond to c..-hariot .uchc:rs: "The weakness of the Hittite duriot was immediately evident 
when the Egyptian chariors armed with rhe long-range compo~ite bow, went over to the 
counter .Jttack." It is more likely th:1t the Hittites knew ht>W to usc: ch.1riors, and goc the better 
of Ramesse~ .u Kadcsh. 
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Even the Egyptian chariot is not always seen as a mobile firing platform: 
according to an article published by Alan Schulman in 1980, both in Egypt 
and elsewhere the chariot warrior was indeed :In archer, but one who shot 
his bow from the ground.~~~ In this view, the chariot driver drove his horses 
to a good vantage point. at which the archer would dismount from the 
chariot, shoot his arrow, remount the ch;uiot, and ride off to another 
location and another shot. 

Schulman's view can be immediately rejected. It arose from two consid· 
erations, both of them true: first, in Homeric battles the chariot functions 
only as a battle taxi;49 and second, Egyptian evidence shows the chariot 
warrior as an archer. Instead of seeing the Homeric and the Egyptian 
evidence as incompatible, and choosing between them, Schulman merged 
them, producing the taxied archers. But the practice he describes has no 
support whatever in either literary or an:haeological evidence, is unim· 
aginable in practice, and is congruent only with Schulman's own recent 
argument that chariotry was too inefficient ever to have been of any mili· 
tary importance.so 

Let us go on to consider the possibility that for the thirteenth·cenmry 
chariot warrior, especially in Hatti but also in Greece (as Nestor claims at 
Iliad 4.297 -309), the offensive weapon was the thrusting spear. Here again 
we may be categorical: the notion that either Hittite or Mycenaean chariot 
warriors could have relied upon the lance as their primary offensive 
weapon is for practical reasons out of the question. Like the chariots of 
Mycenaean Greece, Nuzi, and Assyria, the Hittite chariot certainly carried 
a lance. This weapon would have been essential against enemy foot soldiers 

48 Schulman, .. Chariots, Chariotry, and the Hyksos. ft journal of the Society for the Study 
of Egyptian Antiquities 10 (1980), 105-53. 

4., Ibid., 125-28. 
su Although his earlier conrriburions are v:Jiu,tbl~. Schulman's 1980 artide rejec:rro nor 

only rhe consensus bur also his own originalcondusions about the importance of chariony in 
New Kingdom Egypt. In ~chariots, Chariorry, and the Hyksos, w Schulman argues dur 
"outside of certain situations where it did have a limited ucri.:al value," the chariot was of 
little significance in ancient warfare. The artide ignores the fact that from the beginning oi 
antiquity to the end the art of warfare went through radical evolutionary and revolutionary 
changes. In making the 1rgument about the Llte Bronze Age, the article relies upon dassical 
sources, such u Arrian's Tactrca, which daimed that chariots were ollirrle practical V3lue on 
the battlefield; Schulman's use of such late sources is ba\ed on his surprising assumption that 
"little ot the conditions, practice, and weaponry of wo1r had changed between the rime ot the 
Hyksos and that of Arrian" (p. 119). Schulmo1n .ngues th:u if chariots had lirrlc military value 
ro the Greeks and Romans, they would have been just as ineffective in the Late Bronze Age, 
since late Bronze Age :~rmies were "as ~killed in warfare as were its pro~<:titioners in Gassi.:al 
antiquity" (p. 119). While looking to classi..:al authors for an :tSsessment d chariot warfare, 
S..:hulman found Llte Bronze Age source~ suspc~'t: ~Although it is rrue th:~t the Kadesh texts 
sp~cify th3t 2500 Hittite chariots, each bearing rhr~ men ~urpris~d th~ Egyptian amty, we 
~·an h:1rdly a.:cept ~u..:h a figure as other than ;1 gross e.xJggcrationft (p. 132). 
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or chariot crewmen who had fallen to the ground (a relief from the Old 
Hittite period shows a warrior in a chariot thrusting his spear toward a 
prostrate enemy}.s 1 But that a warrior on a speeding chariot could have 
thrust a lance against an opposing chariot is quite simply impossible, as 
Littauer and Crouwel have dearly shown, demonstrating the physical facts 
with measurements and diagrams.52 A chariot warrior could not have 
thrust a spear over the heads of his own horses or out the back of the 
moving car. That a chariot warrior's offensive assignment was to thrust a 
spear laterally. as rwo ch;~riots passed, is also unimaginable. 

Finally, we must confront the thesis that in Late Helladic Greece the 
chariot's military usc was confined to transporting infantryman to and 
from a batde.SJ As we shall see in chapter 11, some of the infantrymen 
known as "chariot runners" may have ridden with the charioteer and the 
archer until the enemy came within range, at which point the apobatai 
would have leaped to the ground, and this practice may have been charac­
teristic of Late Helladic chariotries. Furthermore, as Littauer and Crouwel 
have pointed out,54 several recently discovered sherds of LH IIIC pottery 
do portray chariots carrying a driver and an infantryman. It is possible, 
therefore, that in the middle of the twelfth century B.c. those chariots still 
to be found in Greece were indeed litde more than the personal convey­
ances of warriors who fought on foot and that Homer reflects this practice. 
But how chariots were used after the Catastrophe and how they were used 
before must be regarded as two very different questions. During the century 
and a half prior to the Catastrophe life in the palace-states seems to have 
been so secure that Cading described the period as the pax Mycenaica.H 
Since it is unlikely that in this period military chariots were often put to the 
test, we may be dealing more with hypothetical than with actual use . 

. H jeanny Vorys Canby, MHinire An, .. Bib. Arch. (1989): 114. 
n Mary lirrauer and J. H. Crouwel, MChariots in lare Bronze Age Gr«<:e," Antiquity 57 

(198J): 187-92 . 
. <J This view has prevailed from Homer ro rhe presenr. For recenr argumenrs thar Homer's 

picture of My<.-enaean charior warfare was essentially correcr see josef Wiesner, Fahren und 
R.eiten (Acchaeologia Home rica I F [GOningen, 1968 )); Mary Littauer, .. The Milirary Use ol 
rhe Charior in rhe Aegean in rhe lare Bronze Age," AJA 76 (1972): 145-57; littauer and 
Crouwel, "Chariots in Lare Bronze Age Greece," 187-92; Crouwel, Chariots, 126-27. 
Wiesner, littauer, and Crouwel supposed rhar chariots functioned as b:1trle raxis rhroughour 
rhe LH Ill period. J. K. Anderson :~rgued only rhar rhey were so used in rhe Dark Age, afrer rhe 
gre;tr period of charior warfare had ended. 5« Anderson's "Homeric, British and Cyrenaic 
Charior~." AJA 69 { 1965): 349-52, and ~Greek Charior-Borne ;md Mounred lnfanrry," AJA 
79 (1975): 175-!17. 

H Lirrauer, "Milit.ary Use,~ 145- 46; Jjttauer and Crouwd, "Chariots in lare Bronze Age 
Greece," 189-90; rhe >ignificance of rhe sherds was lirsr nored by Carling, "A Mycenaean 
Puzzle from lefkandi in Euboea," AJA 72 ( 1961!): 41-49. 

« Carling," A Mycenaean Puzzle; 46, pmpo~ed th.1r rhe period of pea(e Jasred forM abour 
a .:enrury and a hati• and ended \\irh rhe disasrers ca. 1200. 
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How, when the palaces were still standing, the Mycenaean palace lords 
intended that their chariots should be used in a battle, if ;\ battle were ever 
to occur, is a question that can not he answered by reading Homer. For the 
Homeric picture is mislei.lding, as Homer himself was the first to admit. 
When Nestor gives his advice that the chariots be drawn up in a line, so that 
they might charge against the Trojans, each warrior thrusting with his 
spear against the enemy, the old man justifies his advice with the reminis­
cence (Iliad 4.308) that this is how the ~men of earlier times" (proteroi) did 
battle. We have already seen that men of earlier times did not-and could 
nor have done-battle in the way Nestor here prescribes, but the reminis­
cence is nevertheless important because it reveals Homer's own concession 
that his Achaeans at Troy were not using their chariots in the way that 
chariots were supposed to be used. In the days when men really did depend 
on chariots, Homer is here conceding, they did not use them merely for 
transport to and from the battlefield. If we may translate this into our terms 
perhaps we may propose, along the lines suggested by J. K. Anderson, that 
the way in which the Greeks of the IIIC period used their chariots was not 
how the chariot was used, or was meant to be used, in the IIIB period-the 
generations before the Catastrophe. 

The claim that Homer did nor know how Mycenaean chariots were 
meant to be used in battle may be regarded by some as a rash calumny and 
needs some defense. Although Homer's Achaeans have most often been 
identified with the occupants of the Mycenaean palaces, there is good 
reason to believe-as I have argued elsewhere-that the saga originated in 
the less civilized, more bellicose, and illiterate parts of Achaea (especially 
the mountainous coast of Thessaly and Phthiotis); and thl.'t the Achaeans 
or "Argives" who sacked Troy (and whose fathers had sacked Thebes) 
spoke North Greek rather than the South Greek of the Linear B tablets. 56 

No one has yet refuted the argument, pur forward by Paul Cauer a hundred 
years ago, that Homer's Achaeans came from the north, and since Veneris's 
decipherment of the-Greek in the Linear B tablets the argument is in fact far 
stronger than it was-in Cauer's day. Evidence also continues to mount that 
before the Trojan saga circulated among Ionic-speakers it was preserved in 
the Ae-olic dialect of their northern neighbors. 57 

I would suggest, then, that Homer was basically ignorant of chariot 
warfare because the heroic tradition originated in a society of infantrymen, 
in which the chariot was indeed nothing more than a prestige vehicle. 

s~ Drews, M Argos and Argives in rhe Iliad," CP74 ( 1979): 111-3.5. See now H. W. Singor, 
•Nine against Troy," Mnemosyne44 (1991): 58-59. 

J? Richard Janko, Homer, Hesiod, and the Hymns: Diachnmic Detrelopment in Epic 
Diction (Cambridge, 191!2), 119-92; M. L. West, ~The Rise of the Greek Epic," JHS 1011 
( 191!1!): 159-67; Paul W.nhdet, '"Les datifs analogiqucs en ·fOOl dans b tradition (pique," 
REG 104 !1991}: 1-14. 
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Homer's Achaeans were not themselves charioteers or chariot archers but 
instead were responsible for putting an end to chariot warfare and to the 
domination of the horse-tamers. They were, that is to say, infantrymen of 
the new type-fleet of foot, skilled with the javelin or throwing spear, and 
also carrying long swords-who spelled the doom of the great chariot 
forces of the Late Bronze Age. Integral to the thesis of this book is the tenet 
that in Greece chariot warfare virtually disappeared during the Catastro­
phe and that throughout the Dark Age it was nothing but a vague memory. 
The LH IIIC period seems in this respect to have been closer to the Dark 
Age than to the pre-Catastrophic Bronze Age: obviously there were still a 
number of chariots in the Argolid, on Euboea, and elsewhere in LH IIIC 
Greece, but tht: day of chariot warfare was over, and the day of the infantry­
man had arrived. That Homer knew very little about chariot warfare is 
precisely, it seems to me, what one should expect of a bard who stands at 
the end of a tradition that originated in a society of infantrymen. 

The thesis that during the palace period Mycenaean chariots served 
primarily as battle taxis is untenable not because we have evidence to the 
contrary (we do not) but because it makes no historical sense. The enor­
mously expensive chariot and chariot horses, as Greenhalgh observed, 
would hardly have been risked by the palace in such a frivolous way, when 
the wounding of a horse "could easily put the whole apparatus out of 
action.''5R The rulers of Pylos and Knossos devoted their resources to the 
maintenance of a chariotry of several hundred vehicles, keeping a large 
inventory of spare wheels, axles, and boxes and assigning a small bureau­
cracy to the supervision of the men, horses, and material. Jt is not reason­
able to suppose that the rulers did all this merely to ensure that several 
hundred of their infantrymen could ride in comfort or dignity to the battle­
field. Chariots as status symbols or as convenient means of transportation 
would have been a private concern: men with ample wealth may have 
chosen to spend some of it in purchasing a chariot and team and in raising 
the grain to keep the horses healthy. But a palace would hardly have-been so 
preoccupied with its chariotry if the chariots were nothing more than the 
personal luxuries of a few hundred foot soldiers. The rulers must have 
believed that the chariotry they were so diligently maintaining would in a 
crisis provide the regime and its subjects with protection and security. They 
must have believed, that is, that the kind of chariot warfare that had once 
been effective w~1s still effective. In the event, of course, they were wrong. 
But if the pax Mycenaica provided few opportunities for putting· the old 
warfare into practice, the rulers of the Mycenaean palaces can hardly be 
blamed for imagining that the next war would be fought along the same 
lines as the last one. 

~~Early Gn!ek Warf.zr(, 17. 
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There is, finally, a decisive argument that before the Catastroph~ ch;u­
iots in Mycenaean Greece were not used, or meant to be used, merely as 
battle taxis: prior to 1200, chariotry was not merely ;m adjunct to a 
Mycenaean king's military forces but the very basis of his army. Here 
I must anticipate the conclusion of chapter 11. That chapter will show that 
in the centuries prior to the Catastrophe the armies of eastern Mediter­
ranean kings included no offensive infantry formations: the only offen­
sive foot soldiers in these armies wer~ skirmishers or "runners" who 
fought in support of the chariot squadron to which they were attached. 
Our picture of heavily armed infantry tmits as the bulwark of the Myce­
naean palace-states comes not from the archaeological evidence (and cer­
tainly not from the Linear B tablets) but from the Iliad, and for the period 
when the Pylos and Knossos palaces were still standing it is demonstrably 
wrong. 

How, then, were war chariots used in the Late Bronze Age kingdoms of 
the eastern Mediterranean? The answer will be no surprise: as mobile 
platforms for archers.s~ Throughout this area, when artists depict chariots 
on the attack, the chariot warrior is regularly shooting his bow from a car 
traveling at full speed. That is also how the war chariot was used elsewhere. 
Sanskrit scholars have known all along that the Aryan chariot warriors of 
India were bowmen, and recently it has become clear that in China too the 
war chariot carried an archer. nO 

Closer to home, there is no doubt that in Babylonia the chariot warriors 
of the Kassites depended on the bow.6 1 The Nuzi texts are unusually infor­
mative, since they detail the issuing of equipment to chariot crews; along 
with helmets, corslets, a whip, and a sword, bows and a quiver of thirty or 
forty arrows were standard. 61 From first-millennium Mesopotamia, As­
syrian archers in war chariots are familiar from Ashurnasirpalll's Nimrud 
orthostats, from the bronze doors at Balawat that commemorate Shal­
maneser Ill's victories and from the war reliefs from Sargon Jl's palace at 
Chorsabad.6 3 

In the Levant, as in Mesopotamia, the war chariot carried an archer. The 
fact that the bow was the weapon of the chariot warriors who opposed 
Thutmose Ill at Megiddo is clear from that king's account, on the Gebel 

~9 Moorey, ~Emergence,~ 208, likewise concludes th:Jr ufrom the ourset :Jrchery was 
fundamental to rhe role of rhe lighr horse-drawn chariot as a w:tr vehicle." 

"'Jacques Gerner, MNote sur le char en Chine,~ in Vern ant, ProbLi?rnes dew guerre, 31 0; E. 
L. Shaughnc:ssy, wHistorical Perspectives on rhe Introduction of rhe Chariot into China," 
Haroard Journal vf Aswti.: Studies 48 (1988): 195 and 199. 1 th:Jnk Professor Sru:Jrt Piggorr 
for rhis reference. 

~I Ca.~sin, ~char de guerre," J04. 
• 2 Kendall, Warfare, 210-12; at p. 256 Kendall cir~ a rabler referring to a lot of twenry 

thousand arrows (q,m.ttu ) . 
., Yadin, Wur(arc, vol. 2, JM6-87, 402-3,41 6-17. 
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Barkal Stele, of the tribute that his defeated enemies brought him:64 "All 
their horses which were with them, their great chariots of gold and silver, as 
wdl as thost; which were plain,, all their coats of mail, their bows, their 
arrows, and all their weapons of warfare. It was these with which they had 
come from afar to fight against my majesty, and now they were bringing 
them as tribute to my majesty." In his Karnak annals, Thutmose specifies 
that he captured 924 chariots and 502 bows fro111 the e_nemy. Ugaritic texts 
make frequent mention of bows and arrows, and it will be recalled that the 
T.zle of Aqhat revolved about an extraordinary composite bow. One Ugari­
tic tablet reports that two chariots brought in for repairs "are without 
quivers," an obvious implication, as Beal notes, "that other chariots did 
have quivers. "65 Another Ugaritic tablet records the delivery of either 
harnesses or teams of horses1 of armor for men and horses, and of forty 
bows and a thousand arrows.66 Although we have few graphic representa­
tions of the war chariot from the Levant, an ivory plaque from Megiddo­
dating from ca. 1200 B. C.-shows captives marching in front of a Cana­
anite chariot, the chariot being equipped with quiver and bow case. A 
ninth-century onhostat from the Neo-Hittite palace at Carchemish shows 
a chariot archer in the act of shooting, while his chariot rolls over an enemy 
already brought down by an arrow.67 

It is well known that .Egyptian chariots carried archers. These chariots 
were outfitted with a bow case and occasionally a quiver attached to the 
chariot box at a diagonal, the mouth being at a level with the archer's right 
hand. An Egyptian papyrus notes the departure of a chariot for Syria, the 
chariot having a q\l~.Yeq~<;>ck~d _ _with. eighty arrows.68 Egyptian inscrip­
tions rarely go into sufficient detail to clarify what h<~ppened in a battle 
(what happened in the battles at Megiddo and Kadesh wiH be looked at in 
detail in the following section), but such references as there are indicate that 
c.:asualites were normally inflicted by chariot archers. Memeptah's account 
of his victory over the Libyans. in 1208, for example, claims that "the 
chariot warriors who were upon the chariots of his majesty placed them­
selves in pursuit of them (i.e., the broken Libyan invaders), they being 
overthrown by arrows, carried off, and slaughtered. "69 The pharaohs 
themselves took pride in their skill as chariot archers. Amenhotep II 
boasted of the rapidity, range, and accuracy of his shooting. daiming that 
from a speeding chariot he had hit four targets, set thirty-four feet apart, 

.,.. Wilson's translation, ANET, p. 2.18. 
h5 Beal, Organi;:ption, 578. 
"" Hc:ltzer, Internal Organi;:ption, 113. 
'"7 Yadin, War{art , vol. I, 243; and vol. 2, 366. 
~A Papyrus Koll~r 1.1-2; .:f. Schulman, "Chariots, Chariotry, and th~ Hyksos," I24n.57. 
•~ Merneptah's Karnak lns.:ription, as translated in Schulman, "Egyptian Chariotry," p. 

HR. ror th~ Full inscription. 5~e B~ast~d. AR. vol. 3. ll()S. 569ff. 
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with such fow:! that the arrows went dean through each target's three 
inches of copper.,,, E!,')'ptian chariot archers in battle appear not only in 
wall rdiefs-as ofSeti l's battles, of Ramcsses ll's battle at Kadcsh in 1275, 
or of Ramesses Ill's victory over the Libyans in 1182-but also in reliefs 
etched on the sides of the fifteenth-("cntury chariot found in the tomb of 
Thutmose IV and on a painted panel of a chest from Tutankhamun 's 
tombJI 

The hct that Hittite chariot warriors were bowmen is not generally 
recognized, but it is nevertheless demonstrable. As noted above, the belief 
that the lance was the standard weapon of the Hittite chariot warrior 
derives from Ra.messes the Great's reliefs of the Battle of Kadesh. 72 In those 
reliefs the Egyptian chariots carry archers but none of the Hittite chariots 
carries an archer, and in fact only the chariot of the Hittite king has a bow 
case. In each of the other Hittite chariots is a crew of three. One of the three 
holds the reins, a second man regularly carries a shield, and the third man 
sometimes holds a lance. The Egyptian sculptor, however, nowhere depicts 
the Hittite chariots in action (they are either heading toward or retreating 
from the battlefield). And as Richard Beal points out, as often as not the 
third man in a Hittite chariot is shown without a weapon of any kind. Since 
in the inscription Ramesses does mention the archers of the Hittite chariot 
corps,n Beal argues that the reliefs are "clearly a misrepresentation. "'74 

The Egyptian sculptors have here chosen to portray the enemy armed only 
with defensive weapons. In battle scenes the pharaoh's artists were careful 
never to depict an Egyptian corpse or indeed an Egyptian in danger. As 
portrayed in Egyptian art, only Egyptian troops take the offensive, the 
obligation of the artist being to propagate the myth of the pharaoh's invin­
cibility.i5 Noting that the relief of the Battle of Kadesh shows one Hittite 
chariot warrior apparently about to throw an arrow at the Egyptians, Beal 

711 See Wilson's translation of Ammhotep's Gizeh stde, ANE.T, 144. 
7 1 The two volumes of Yadin's Warfare provide excellent illustrations of these and.Dther 

scen<!S cited; see Wurfare, vol. 1, 104-5; 192-93, 216-17; 240-41; and vol. 2, .134-37. 
7~ [t also deriv<!S, as Moorey ("Emergence," 203) ptlints out, fr.nn such anachronistic 

soun:es ;15 Xenophon 's Cyropat!dia and misconceived "analogies drawn from tank warfare." 
~' [n the inscription (Gardiner, K.ulesb, Pl60-65 ami P200-205) a demoralized Hitrit~ 

proclaim~ that "one is unable to take up a bow" when 11ne behold-; the glorious R;~mcsses; 
and Rames.o;es himself boasts that "whoever shut in my din:..'tlon, their arrow~ scattered as 
they reao:hed me." See also Breao;ted, AR, vnl .. l, nos. 3.17 and 34.J. The latter is a o:aption for a 
so:me of .1 group of pris<HJers: "List of those ..:ountries whio.:h his ma1esty slew, while a lope by 
him~df: o:orpses, hnr:~es. ~nd ch.Jriots. bows, !'~Words, all the weapons of warf:Jre. ~ 

74 Be.1l, Orgmti;;;ation, 575. 
7 f Ibid., 617. John Wilson, "The Royal Myth in Ancient Egypt," Proa<Jdings of the 

Amt'ricu/1 l'hilusophicaJS(Idl'ty 100 ( 1956j: 4.l9-42. Students of ;mcientweapunry have also 
~uspe.:teJ th.Jt th~ Eg)'Ptian ;~rtists di~torr .. c.l their nppouents' weaponry. Stillm.Jn and Tallis, 
.>\n•tics, S7, note th••t in th~ New Kingc.lnm "m m.my b;1ttle scene~ only enemic~ are ever 
,.hown Jead or wouuc.lcJ JnJ son•etiml'S un3rmoured .uul without w•::•pon~. ~ 
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suggests that for Ramesses' artists an enemy bow may have been "ideologi­
cally unportrayable," and ~ondudes that "the evidence seems to show that 
bows and arrows were the primary weapons of the Hittite chariotry. "7 6 

The battle reliefs of Ramesses' father, Seti I, confirm this conclusion. 
When Seti campaigned against the Hittites, he evidently was opposed by 
Hittite chariot archers, for the Karnak reliefs that celebrate his victory (see 
plate 1) depict Hittite chariots equipped with bow cases, and in each 
chariot is a Hittite warrior with a quiver on his back and a bow in his 
hand.77 In short, Hittite chariot warriors fought exactly as did their coun­
terparts in Egypt, the Levant, Mesopotamia, and India . .In all the Near 
Eastern kingdoms of the Late Bronze Age, the chariot served as an archer's 
mQ.bik .firir.tg P.l!:l.t.f.Q.~. 

From Mycenaean Greece, unfortunately, we have no pictorial represen­
tations of a chariot battle. For that reason, and perhaps because no com­
posite bow has ever been found in a Mycenaean tomb, Aegean archaeolo­
gists have traditionally and stubbornly insisted that the bow had no 
military importance in the Late Helladic period. 78 That view, however, was 
invalidated forty years ago. Before the Linear B tablets were read, and 
when Homer was still taken as a reliable guide to things Mycenaean, it was 
understandable that scholars imagined the Mycenaeans as contemptuous 
of the bow. H. L. Lorimer summed up and lent her great authority to the 
consensus: the composite bow was strictly Oriental and Minoan, and 
although the Mycenaeans may now and then have seen such a weapon 
"there is no indication that they learned how to use it." For Lorimer, the 
composite bows inventoried in Linear B tablets were of course "Minoan" 
rather than Mycenaean, since she wrote before Ventris's decipherment. On 
similar grounds she dismissed the importance of the bow in the Odyssey: 
the centrality of Odysseus's great composite bow in the story of his return 
was "natural when we consider the strong Cretan tinge of much of the 
poem."79 

76 Beal, Organization, 578 and 617. 
77 Rt!liefs and Inscriptions at Karnak, \blume 4: The Battle Reliefs of King Sety 1, Oriental 

Institute Publication no. 107 (Chicago, 1986), plates 34 and 35. 
~~The Kriegswesen fascides of Archaeologia HomeTica thus far published deal with the 

sword, spear, dagger, and !!Yen the club, but not the bow. In their discussions of Mycenaean 
warfare most archacologi.:al surveys either dismiss the bow in a f~ sentences or omit it 
altogether. Not to multiply examples, I cite only Jan Bouzek, The Aegean, AnatoiUI. and 
Europe: Cultural/ntt!TTt!lations in the Second Millennium B.C. (Goteborg and Prague, 1985). 
In the very last paragraph of his fifty-page survey of late HellaJic armor and weapons, and 
after a meticulous analysis of swords, spears, daggers, knives, and axes of the period, Bouzek 
finally reaches (p. 142) the subject of bows and arrows: "Arrowheads are mentioned only for 
the sak~ of completen<ss. ... In any case the bow only played a marginal part in warfare 
during thr period in question. ~ 

·~Lorimer, Homer o~nd the Mo1111ments, 180 and 289. 
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We know now that the tablets from the Knossos "Armoury" contain a 
primitive form of Greek and so must acknowledge that the Myccnaeans not 
only had learned how to use a composite bow but knew how to make one, 
and did so by the hundreds. Thae is other evidence that the bow was the 
prim:~ry weapon of Mycenaean chariot warriors. Knee-length corslets were 
evidently provided for chariot crews, .md these must have been meant for 
prOtection against enemy missiles (in a comest of thrusting spears or ra­
piers the long corslets would have offered little protection and would h:1ve 
greatly impeded the wearer's movement). Alongside the .. chariot tablets" 
found at Knossos were tablets recording large lots of arrows: 60 I 0 in one 
batch and 2630 in another, enough for each of two hundred chariot archers 
to receive forty. Nearby were found stores of bronze arrowheads, which 
were meant for distribution to Mycenaean rather than (as Evans thought) 
Minoan warriors. Tablets also refer to bow making and to bowyers (to-ko-so­
wo-ko, which "ha un perfetto corrispondente in greco in 'toSOfOQYOL). ''110 

The distribution of in corpore arrowheads from prehistoric Greece also 
suggests that the bow was far more important from 1600 to 1200 B.C. than 
it had been in earlier times or would ever be again. Whereas no metal 
arrowheads have been found in EH or MH contexts, bronze arrowheads of 
various kinds <tppear suddenly with the Shaft Graves and continue through 
the LH lliB period; then they vanish ag;1in, with only a handful attested for 
the whole of the Dark Age.Kt 

Thus there is a great deal of evidence that in the armies of Mycenaean 
Greece-as of kingdoms everywhere during the Late Bronze Age-the 
composite bow was the principal offensive weapon. That Homer had some 
very wrong ideas about how a composite bow was made (cf. especially the 
description of Pandaros's bow at Iliad 4.105ff.) can no longer mean, as it 
did for Lorimer, that such a bow was "un-Mycenaean." Rather, it shows 
how much of Mycenaean warfare had been forgotten in the epic tradition. 
In a detailed philological study Denys Page concluded that Homer's lim­
ited repertory of formulas for bows and arrows is "the disintegrating relic 
of a much wider and stricter system," and that "the evidence of formular 
usage is sufficient to carry the bow and arrows back to a remote past. " 8 ! 

Although the Mycenaeans may once have sung about the exploits of 
chariot archers, no written account of chariot warfare has been found at 
Ugarit, Hattusas, or the Mycenaean palaces. It is something of a paradox 

All Add~ frJn.:~s .. t.erti, M Armi ~ guc[T .1 in t~sri mi..:enei. ~ 81; for a percqxivc argumenrthat 
the bow was of much greater military importance in LH Ill Greece than Homer imagined, and 
than has geneully hccn l..~sumtd, see Renat~ ll)llc-Ka~tcnb~in, Pfeil u11d Bogt•n im a/ten 
Criecher~la11d {Bochum, 1980), 24-.'!6 anJ 41-42. 

"' Snodgrass, Arms Jnd Armour, 40. For J .:;tt:llog and typulogy of thc L.1te H~ll.1dic 
.trrowheJd$ sc<: Avil.t. I.JIJUII· rmd Pt<•ilspit:•'"· 

M! !,age, Hi;tory <111<1 tbe ffomeri.- /lie~,/ (Bc:rkdt-y and Lus Anj;des: 1959),17!!-7':1. 
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that from the thousands of Late Bronze Age tablets from the Aegean and 
th~ Near East, so many of which refer to ~hariots, one learns so little about 
how these ve~icles were used in battle. Much more ~an be learned from 
India. The hymns of the Rig Veda originated in the late centuries of the 
second millennium, when in India too chariots dominated the battlefield; 
and here, unlike in Greece, oral tradition kept the world of the chariot 
warrior alive f.u into the first millennium, when finally the hymns were 
written down. One hymn, recited over the chariot crew just before they 
wem into banlc, begins by invoking divine blessing upon the warrior•s 
armor:11.l "His face is like a thundercloud, when the armoured warrior goes 
imo the lap of battles. Conquer with an unwounded body; let the power of 
armour keep you safe." The invocati1m focust.'S in turn upon the horses, the 
chariot, the reins, and the whip but dwells especially upon the bow: 

With the bow let us win cows, wirh the bow let us win the contest and violent 
battles with the bow. The bow ruins the enemy's pleasure; with the bow let us 
conquer all the comers of rhe world. 

She comes all the way up to your ear like a woman who wishes to say something, 
embracing her dear friend; humming like a woman, the bowstring stretched 
tight on the bow carries you safely across in the battle. 

These two who go forward like a wom;m going to an encounter hold the arrow in 
their lap as a mother holds a son. Let the two bow-tips, working together, pierce 
our enemies and scatter our foes. 

In the still later Mahabharata, chariot archers are again conspicuous. As 
the Tngarta chariots rolled against the Matsyas, "the sun disappeared 
behind arrows shot back and forth, but the compact sky was lit up as 
though by fireflies. The gold-backed bows of the archers, world famous 
heroes who shot right-handed and left, got tangled when they fell. "84 

Virata, hero of the fourth book of the epic, wrought havoc with the 
Trigartas: 

Virara, having felled five-hundred warriors in the fight, hundreds of horses and 
five great champions, made his way variously among the chariots, till he encoun­
tered Susarman of Trigana on his golden chariot on the battlefield. The two 
great-spirited and powerful king.<o struck out ;u each other, roaring like two bulls 
in a cowpen. The chariot fighters circled each other on their chariots, loosing 
arrows as nimbly as douds let go their water streams."-~ 

M 1 Rig Vc:Ja 6. 75 ( iittutla.<yer•a hhavatr pratikam), translated into English as •To Arms," 
by Wendy Doniger O'fbhl"rty, Tire Rig Veda: An A11th<llogy (Harmondsworth, 1981\, 236-
39. 

M• Mllha/Jbar.rta 4 (47; 31.6-7 \trans. J.A.B. ~:In nuit~nen) . 
• , lhid., 111-10. 
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From Hittite, Aegean, and even Egyptian sources there is nothing remotely 
resembling these vivid pictures of chariot battles in Indian literature. 

In summary, whatever evidence we have for chariots in battle indicates 
that they were used as mobile platforms for archers. This seems to have 
been true from the beginning of chariot warfare in the seventeenth ~-entury 
umil the Catastrophe. Homer did not know how war chariots were used in 
the LH lllB period, but that is not surprising since neither did he know 
anything of the palace regimes that served and were served by the chario­
tries. In the Near East chariots continued to carry archers, armed with 
composite bows, down to the eighth century, although by that time char­
iots played only an ancillary role in battle. 

We have only a little information about the organization of chariotries. 
The smallest tactical unit seems to have been a group of ten chariots (when­
ever chariots are requested, they are requested in multiples of ten}. Schul­
man assembled evidence that in Egypt, at least, five of these units-or fifty 
vehicles-normally made up a squadron. The autobiography of Meryptah 
describes that worthy's service in squadrons named "the Phoenix" and 
"Manifest injustice" (amongMeryptah'spositions were "standard-bearer 
of the chariot warriors" and .. first stablcmaster" }.116 Each squadron had its 
own commander, as shown by the Nuzi tablets, and several squadrons 
together made up a "host of chariots." It may be that the color of the 
chariot boxes varied from squadron to squadron. Lejeune pointed out that 
the Linear B scribes consistently (except on one tablet) noted the color of 
the chariot box-vermillion, purple, red-and suggested that the color 
was an "element de signalement. "87 It may also be worthy of note that 
the Nuzi tablets (as well as occasional tablets from el~where) designate 
vehicles as being either of "the right" or of "the left. "88 The designation is 
possibly related to the fact that on Egyptian and Assyrian reliefs we see 
both right-handed and left-handed chariot archers, with the quiver corre­
spondingly mounted on the right or the left side of the chariot box. Al­
rllough we have no evidence on the matter, we must suppose that all the 
archers of a given squadron shot their arrows from the same side of the box 
and that a squadron itself could therefore be described as belonging" to the 
right" or "to the left." In the Mahabharata one of the deadliest heroes is 
"the valiant Partha, the enemy-killing left-handed archer," who would not 
turn away even if faced by all the bands of the Maruts. 89 

Finally, we must try to visualize the chariots in battle. Those scholars 
who have-correctly-imagined chariots as mobile firing platforms 
(rather than as battle taxis or propellams of thrusting spears) have gener-

"" On all this see Schulman, "Egyptian Chariotry," 75-84. 
87 Lejeune, ~char-set roues," .2.9. 
RR Kendall, Warfare, B0-3 I. 
~9 M.1habh.1rata 4 (47) P, 10 (tran~. ].A.B. van Buitenen). 
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ally pictured them as participating in the preliminaries and the conclusion 
to what was essentially an infantry encounter. In T.G.E. Powell's recon­
struction, at the outset of a battle chariots provide a thin screen for an 
infantry formation, the chariots moving laterally across the front of their 
own infantry and the chariot archers shooting-at a right angle-their 
arrows against the enemy's infantrymen. The chariots then remove them­
selves while the infantries engage, and after the battle is won the chariots 
return to pursue the enemy fugitives. <~o Trevor Watkins, on the other hand, 
suggested that chariots were held in reserve until the infantry battle had 
reached a decisive stage. At that point the chariots would be committed, in 
order to tip the scales of the battle. 9 1 These reconstructions, I am con­
vinced, are quite far from the mark: as will be argued in the next chapter, 
the assumption that Late Bronze Age battles were essentially infantry con­
tests is without foundation. 

Leaving the infantries out of the picture, at least temporarily, we must 
apparently imagine that opposing chariot forces would hurtle toward each 
other (chariot warriors are regularly shown shooting over the heads of their 
horses), the squadrons maintaining an assigned order and the archers 

90 Powell, "Some Implications of Chariotry," in I. Foster :md l. Adcock. eds .• Culture and 
Environment. Essays in Honour of Sir Cyril Fox (London, 1963), 165-66: 

It is dear that in the opening st01ges of the battle exch01nges ol arrows were made from 
chariots moving up 01nd down their own fronts, but probably at a range which did not 
seriously t:ndanger tht: horses. This was the ph3st: for display and intimidation, re.:ogniz­
able again in the Iliad, and in Irish epic. L:uer in d1e battle, if the opposing side was routed, 
chariots wt:re ag:~in employed for pursuit. To conceiVt: ol tht: likdihuod ol massed o.:haricxs 
charging an enemy formiltion, whether also in chariotS or on foot, is to ignore pril~-rk:ll 
considt:rations. ~unds easily to be inflicted on horses would ensure chaos, and ceruinly 
allow of no recovery. As was said .:artier, tho: chariot in its Egyptian and Asiati.: n1lt: 
provided a mobile vantage point for ar.:hery. In the Egyptian reliefs of chariots in a.:tion 
there is no head-on dash, the scene is always thilt of pursuit, and Egypti:~n :~rrows pierce 
the enemy and his horses from behind . . .• Chariots were never so expendable that one 
violent collision .:ould have been 01llowed to risk abandonment on the field. 

Powell's description assumes thilt Late Bronze Age battles were essentially infantry en· 
counters (I shall try to show in chapter 11 that tht:y wt:re not) and ignores the fact thilt in thest: 
battles .:hariots 01nd horses were indeed lost, by the hundreds. What .:onrribution could have 
been made by chilriots that moved .. up and down their own fronts, but probably at a tange 
which did nut seriously endangt:r the horst:S," is diffi~"tdt to imagint: sin.:e, in Powdl's view, the 
two infantries were e~en farther apart than the two promenading .:hariotries. It is trUe that in 
Egyptian art "there is nu head~m dash, the s~-ene is always of pur~uit, ~but that is very likely 
be.:ause in Egyptian ideology enemi.:s regularly flee ilnd Egyptians pursue. The Jlia<l, as 
indicated above, can nut be used as 3 guide to the .:hariot tacti.:s used before the Catastrophe. 

91 So Watkins, "Beginnings oi Warfare,~ 31: "Chariony was a highly prestigillus, hugely 
expensive and very vulnerable parr of any army. It would not be used in barrie until the .:rin~":ll 
moment h.1d arrived; then its task was tel I.Jun.:h a drive whi.:h would indu.:e a breaking of 
r.mks in the opposing infantry linc!S. On.:e the r:ide of a h.Jttlt: h.1d hc=m rumed the .:hariotry 
might thc:n alsu harry and hunt down the di~persed t:n~ny. ~ 
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beginning to discharge their arrows as soon as the enemy came within 
range (perhaps at a distance of two hundred meters or more). The archers 
must have shot ever more rapidly and vigorously as the opposing forl:es 
dosed the distance between them. Of course many horses were killed or 
wounded: the whole point of the battle (as Egyptian reliefs show clearly 
enough) was to bring down as many of the opponent's chariots as possible. 

The typical chariot force was probably deployed in a formation broader 
than it was deep. On a flat plain, only the :1rc.:hers in a front rank of c.:hariots 
could have had an uninterrupted view of their opponents. And a c.:harioteer 
driving his horses at the gallop could not have followed too closely upon a 
chariot in front of him, since he would need to be able to maneuver around 
any sudden casualty, lest his own team should pile onto a comrade's immo­
bilized vehicle. Perhaps a host of chariots was typically deployed in three or 
four ranks, ranged behind one another at intervals of twenty or thirty 
meters, but it is not impossible that on occasion all the chariots were 
deployed in a single rank. Since (as we shall see in the following section) 
Thutmose himself rode in the center of the frontline at Megiddo, we must 
infer that front-line chariots were not conspicuously at risk, and that in 
turn suggests that the chariot formation was wide and shallow. It probably 
was important to extend one's line far enough that it could not be out­
flanked by the enemies' vehicles. 

What happened when the opposing chariot forces charged against each 
other will be imagined in various ways. Horses, unlike men, cannot be 
driven to charge directly into their opponents, and so we must imagine that 
in a battle between two more or less equal chariotries the two lines slowed 
as they closed and then somehow slipped around or through each other 
(when a large chariotry met a small one, on the other hand, the small force 
would perhaps either have turned tail long before closing or would have 
been entirely enveloped, brought to a standstill, and thus destroyed). Per­
haps a chariot force may have divided as it approached the enemy, the 
vehicles on the right pulling farther to the right in order to flank their 
opponents, while the chariots on the left (all carrying, perhaps, left-handed 
archers) pulled to the left. Contrarily, the objective may have been to drive 
wedges into the enemy line, a compact squadron splitting apart the en­
emy's unbroken line, and the successive ranks funneling into and stretch­
ing the gap. It is barely conceivable that all along the line the formation was 
loose enough that the two opposing lines could completely intermesh and 
thus pass through each other, but in that case the casualties would have 
been enormous. 

After the surviving teams had made their way past each other, the ar­
chers may have faced the rear of their vehicles and fired once or twice at 
their opponents as they receded. Then the two forces, if they were still 
cohesive, must h3ve wheeled around and begun their second charge. this 



T H E C H A R I 0 T W A R f..\ R E 129 

time from the opposite direction. Finally, when one of the forces had been 
heavily depleted or thrown into disorder, the survivors would have made 
no more return charges but would have tried to escape to a citadel or a 
guarded position. 

THE BATILES AT MEGIDDO AND KADESH 

There are two battles in the Late Bronze Age about which at least a little is 
known. The Battle of Megiddo was commemorated by the victor, Thut­
mose III, on the walls of the temple of Amon at Karnak.n In his twenty­
second year (ca. 1460 B.C.) Thutmose led a great army into the Levant in 
order to establish his supremacy there and was opposed by a coalition of 
Canaanite kingdoms under the leadership of the king of Kadesh. On the 
ninth day after passing the Delta frontier fortress at Sile, Thutmose's army 
was at Gaza, 150 miles distant; by the standards of antiquity and the 
Middle Ages, he had moved very quickly.9·1 Learning that the Levantine 
forces were massed at Megiddo, Thutmose's officers worried that if the 
Egyptian forces proceeded northward in a long column along the central 
road, the vanguard would be attacked and overwhelmed before the rear 
elements could catch up and be deployed. Thutmose decided, however, to 
maintain the single column, and to put himself at the head of it: "[Every 
man] was made aware of his order of march, horse following horse, while 
[his majesty] was at the head of his army." 

Arriving at the Qina.valley, Thutmose spread his force in order to span 
the entire valley and in early afternoon came within sight of Megiddo and 
the Canaanite forces. He decided to pitch a camp, however, and to delay 
the battle until the following day: "Prepare ye! Make your weapons ready, 
since one w.ill engage in combat with that wretched enemy in the morn­
ing." After a night's sleep, Thutmose was advised that .. the desert is well" 
and that all-was in readiness. At dawn Thutmose rode forth in his gold­
covered chariot. His battle line, according to the inscription, e..xtended 
from the Qina brook to a point northwest of Megiddo, "while his majesty 
was in the center, Amon being the protection of his person (in} the melee." 
Since Thutmose's chariotry must have included more than a thousand 
vehicles (it routed a Levantine chariotry of at least that size}, we may 
suppose that his battle line was indeed a long one. If the chariots were 

9l Se~ Wilson's rransl:uion of rhe inscription, ANET. 234- 8. 
0 1 William Murnane, The Road to Kadesh; A Historicullmerpretatio11 of the Battle Reliefs 

of King Sety I at Karnuk (Chiogo, 1':185), 145-50 /appendix 2. "Movements of Annies ,lJld 
Timings of Travel in Egypr and rhe Levant"), notes rhar rhe :umics of Ass)·rian kin~s Jnd of 
Alexander the Grear moved at ,l rate of berween thirteen and fifteen miles a day. 
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deployed in a single rank, the line would have extended for almost two 
miles. 

The battle then commenced. We have no details about the charge and are 
told only about its outcome: 

Thereupon his majesty prevailed over them at the head of his amty. Then they 
saw his majesty pr~-vailing over them, and they fled headlong [to] Megiddo with 
faces of fear. They abandoned their horses and their chariots of gold and silver, so 
that so111eone might draw them (up) into this town by hoisting on their gar­
ments. Now the people hild shut this town against them, (but) they [let down] 
garments to hoist them up into this town. 

Possibly the Canaanite chariotry did not complete even its initial charge 
against the Egyptians, turning before the two lines neared each other and 
fleeing to the city. There the crews leaped from their chariots and began 
climbing the walls, undoubtedly protected by a covering barrage of arrows 
shot by bowmen stationed on the walls, and assisted in their eli mb by ropes 
and garment-lines let down from the top of the walls. The inscription 
regrets the fact that at this point Thutmose's men began collecting the 
enemy's horses and chariots ("an easy prey") instead of pressing on with 
the attack and killing the enemy as they were being hoisted up the walls of 
the city. Because of this shortsightedness, a siege of Megiddo was necessary. 
Thutmose ordered the construction of a fortress to the east of the city, to 
serve as the Egyptians' base during the siege, and divided the perimeter of 
the city into sectors, assigning a commander to each. The siege was succe~s­
ful, and the enemy princes eventually came out of the city "to kiss the 
ground to the glory of his majesty and to beg breath for their nostrils." The 
booty that Thutmose brought away from the campaign included 1,929 
cows, 20,500 sheep, and many costly and beautiful things. More pertinent 
to our interests are the military personnel and material: 

[List of the booty whi~-h his majesty's army carried off from the town of) 
Megiddo: 340 living prisoners and 83 hands; 2041 horses, 191 fo:.ls, 6 stallions, 
and .. . colts; I chariot worked with gold, with a body of gold, belonging to that 
enemy. [1] fine ch:.riot worked with gold belonging to the Prince of 
lMegiddoj . .. and 892. chariots of his wretched army-total: 924; 1 fine bronze 
~,;o;.tt of mail belonging to that enemy; [I] fine bronze coat of mail belonging to 
the Prince of Meg[iddo, and] 200 [leather] coats of mail belonging to his 
wretched ;~rmy; 502 bows; and 7 poles of meru-wood, worked with silver, of the 
tent of that enemy. 

The second Late Bronze Age battle about which we know at least a little 
is the battle that Ramt'sses II fought against Muwatallis II of Hatti in 1275, 
wht:n the young R:1me~ses was in the fifth of his sixty-seven years on the 
throne. The battle was fought within sight of the city of Kadesh, in north­
ern Syria, and Wt' know about it because R:1messes II assiduously advcr-
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tised his version of it. He ordered it to be portrayed, with reliefs and 
inscriptions, not only on his mortuary temple at Thebes (the Ramesseum) 
but also on temples at Luxor, Abydos, and Abu Simbd.'N More complete 
texts of the inscription have also been found on two papyri, one of which 
runs to eleven pages. As Rame~ses recounted the battle, it was a victory and 
was won almost entirely by his own skill and bravery, his army having 
panicked and flc::d. In fact, the battle seems to have been at best-for the 
Egyptians-a draw, and several units in Ramesses' army made their pres­
ence felt.'~5 

Great battles were uncommon through most of the thirteenth century 
B.C. The kings of Assur and Hattusas may have fought in the 1230s, but the 
matter is quite undear.'~6 In the Aegean, there seems to have been very little 
military activity from ca. 1375 to ca. 1225. For Egypt, the Kadesh cam­
paign was apparently extraordinary, since we know of nothing remotely 
similar for the rest of Ramesses' long reign. In his twenty-first year (1259) 
he and the Hittite king arranged a peace treaty, after which the Levant 
seems to have been mostly quiet until Ramesses' death in 1212. The Battle 
of Kadesh may therefore have been by far the greatest battle fought any­
where in the eastern Mediterranean during either the fourteenth or the 
thirteenth century, and we are fortunate to know something about it. 

Ramesses' army spent exactly one month in traveling more than five 
hundred miles from Avaris, in the eastern Delta, to the vicinity of Kadesh, 
which was one of Muwntallis's most important vassal states in Syria. We do 
not know how many chariots and how many infantry Ramesses had as­
sembled, since in describing his force Ramesses' scribes say only that "His 
Majesty had made ready his infantry and his ch:lriotry, and the Sherden of 
His Majesty's capturing whom he had brought back by the victory of his 
strong arm; supplied with all their weapons, and the plan of fighting having 
been given to them."97 The army moved in four divisions, named after the 
gods Amon, Ptah, Re, and Seth, with Ramesses himself in the leading 
division of Amon. Upon reaching the vicinity of Kadesh, and having been 
given the false information that the Hittite army was far to the north, 

94 fur the reliefs see Wreszinski, Atlas, vol. 2. plates 63ff. (Luxor), 82ff. (Ramesseum), and 
17 6ff. (Abu Simbel). For translation of the te..xts see Alan Gardiner, The Kadesh Inscriptions of 
Raml!sses II (Oxford, 1960). Gardiner's tran~lations supersede those of Breasted. AR, vol. 3, 
nos. 306-Sl. 

~~For reconstructions of the battle see Breasted, The Battle of Kadesh (Chicago, 1903); 
Yadin. Warfare, vol. 1, 103-10; Kitchen, Pbaroob Trittmpbant, 53-62. These reconstruc­
tions seem to me misleading only in the as.<umptions that the Hittites failed to achieve a 
dear-cut victory becmse their chariot warriors were armed with lances instead of composite 
bows (Yadin, naturally enough, found thi• to be the major uweakness" of the Hittite 
chariotry) ""d beciluse Muwatilllis failed, for one reason or .mother, to commit his immense 
infantry. 

9 ' ltamarSin!(er, ~The BattleofNihnya and the Endofthe Hinite Empire," ZA 7S ( 198Si: 
100-123. 

" 7 Gardiner's translation, Ka.lt:sb, P2.5-30. 
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Amon division crossed the Orontes and proceeded north to a campsite. 
When the second division, Re, began fording the river, the Hittite king 
bunched his chariots upon it from a concealed position near the city wall: 
"But the wretched Chief of Khatti stood in the midst of his army which was 
with him and did not come out to fight through fear of His Majesty. But he 
had sent men and horses exceeding many and multirudinous like the sand, 
and they were three men on a chariot and they were equipped with all 
weapons of warfare."9 8 

In what follows we can deduce that the Re division, caught astride the 
Orontes, consisted of both chariotry and infantry, neither of which with· 
stood the onslaught. The Hittite chariots "came forth from the south side 
of Kadesh and broke into (?) the army of Pre' in its midst as they were 
marching and did not know nor were they prepared to fight. Thereupon the 
infantry and the chariotry of His Majesty were discomfited before 
them. " 99 With the Hittite chariots in hot pursuit, many of theRe chariots 
fled toward the Amon division, which was setting up camp under the 
supervision of Ramesses himself. The enemy chariots "hemmed in the 
followers of His Majesty who were by his side," but Ramesses quickly 
"assumed the accoutrements of battle and girded himself with his cors­
let." 100 After ordering couriers to take a message to the third division 
{Ptah), commanding it to speed to assistance, Ramesses mounted his char· 
iot and entered the fray, perhaps with little more than his own chariot 
squadron: 

His Majesty went to"look about him and he found 2,500 chariots hemming him 
in on his outer side, consisting of all the chamjJions of the fallen ones of 
Khatri ... , they being three men on a chariot acting as a unit, whereas there was 
no high officer with me, no charioteer, no soldier of the army, no shield·bearer, 
my infantry and my chariotry scampering away before them, and not one of 
them stood firm to fight with them. HH 

Ramesses claimed not only to have rushed into the thick of the Hittite 
squadrons bur to have wheeled about and charged no less than six times: 

Then said His Majesty to his shieJd.bearer: "Stand firm, steady thy heart, my 
shieJd.bearer. I will enter in among them like the pounce of a falcon, killing, 
slaughtering, and castiug to the ground. What careth my hean for these effemi· 
nate ones at millions of whom I take no pleasure?" Thereupon His Majesty 
st;Jrted forth quickly and entered at a gallop into the midst of the battle for the 

YK Ibid .• P65-70. 
4 • Ibid., P70-75. 
lf){J Ibid., BSO-B90. For reliefs of rhe camp sceno:s and rhe m:tin chariot hartle see 

Wreszinski. AtLzs, voL 2, pbres 6.7, 70. 82, 84, 88, 17R. 
101 Gardiner, K.zdesh, 1'80-90. 
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sixth time of~ntering in amongstthem.l was after them like Ba':~l at the moment 
of his power. 1 o! 

Whatever the truth may be about Ramesses' personal heroics, he and his 
fellow charioteers from Amon division and the fugitives from Re evidently 
held the field long enough to enable the Ptah chariots ro arrive. At that 
point the Hittite chariots too were reinforced, by a thousand chariots of 
Muwatallis's allies. 

While the battle had been raging, certain of the Hittite chariot crews had 
dismounted to begin plundering the Amon camp, which apparently had 
been abandoned by its defenders. But as the Hittites were engaged in 
looting, warriors whom Ramesses called "the ne'arim from Amor'' and 
whom Yadin described as "Canaanite mercenaries serving in the army of 
Rameses II" came to save what was left of the camp and fell upon the 
Hittite crews, killing them all. 103 

How many casualties there were on either side, and whether either side 
was in fact victorious, we do not know. Ramesses claimed victory, but the 
Egyptians apparently lost little time in moving south, perhaps to avoid 
another surprise attack. 

The size of the Hittite army can be pieced together from several state­
ments in the inscriptions. Ramesses reports that the chariotry that 
Muwatallis initially launched against theRe division and that followed up 
with an attack upon the Amon camp, consisted of twenty-five hundred 
vehicles, each carrying three men. Late in the battle, perhaps after the Ptah 
division had arrived on the scene, Muwatallis launched another thousand 
chariots, these apparently being allied squadrons.1<J4 

We also have precise figures for the Hittite infantry. Ramesses' reliefs, 
and the accompanying legends, indicate that Muwatallis had one large 
body of warriors before him and another behind him. Breasted read the 
two figures as eight thousand and nine thousand respectively, but Alan 
Gardiner corrected the reading to eighteen thousand and nineteen thou­
sand. lOS Gardiner's readings are probably to be preferred, although there is 
not yet a clear consensus among Egyptologisrs. 11J6 

Whether numbering seventeen thousand or thirty-seven thousand, the 

llll )bid., P215-225. 
''')Ibid., Rll; cf. Yadin, Art of Warfare, vol. 2. 267. 
lu• Ibid., P'l50-155. 
•os Ibid., R43 and R44. 
IO<> For discussion see Be:tl, Orgu11izahon, 356- 57. Beal ~unsuited Murnane on the read­

ing lnd :tr n. 1116 quotes from Murnane's response: "I don't think Glrdinet is neces.~arily 
wrong (and he seems ro have been accepted in rhis by more recent scholars) bua I would still 
say rhar there is some uncertltnty. n !'v1urnlne's own The Ro.rd to K<Jdesb deals with events 
lelding up to R:tmesses' c:tmp:tign, but not wirh rhc: campaign itself. Kitchen, l'huraoh 
Triumpham, 53, accepts Gardin<!r's re:tdings. 
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Hittite infantry at Kadesh was substantial, and it is therefore all the more 
noteworthy that it took no part in the battle itself, the Hittite king sending 
only his chariotry (approximately ten thousand, five hundred men) to the 
:ltta(:k. Not only do the insaiptions say that Muwatallis sent his chariots 
into battle, while he stayed at Kadesh with the infantry, but the reliefs tell 
the same story. The reliefs of the battle on the Ramesseum and the Luxor 
and Abu Simbel temples portray a massed infantry standing guard ncar the 
city of Kadesh, toward which the routed Hittite chariots flee.J07 It would 
therefore appear that Muwatallis used his massed infantry as a defensive 
force, forming a cordon around the city gates and the approaches to 
Kadesh. 

The size of Ramesses' army is nowhere stated, but chariotry appears to 
have been its offensive element. Except for the Amorite ne'arim, who prob­
ably (as we shall see in chapter 11) were "runners" att:Khed to the Amon 
division, no footsoldiers under Ramesses' command are known to have 
engaged the enemy. When the king, with the Amon division, was informed 
that the Re division had been routed, he seems to have counterattacked 
with as many of the Amon chariots as could be got ready, charging and 
turning about to repeat the charge six times. Whatever infantry formation 
was included in the Amon division was evidently not part of its offensive 
force and in fact was not even sufficient to defend the camp. One may 
suppose that in Ramesses' army, as in Muwatallis's army, the chariotry's 
charge was not coordinated with the charge of an infantry formation. 

W 7 For rhe rhree reliefs see Yadin, Art of Warfare, vol. 1, 238. 



Chapter Eleven 

FOOTSOLDIERS IN THE LATE BRONZE AGE 

I T IS SURPRISING to discover how little inform:ltion survives about 
Late Bronze Age inf:mtries. No infantryman's archive has been found 
to compare with the ""chariot tablets" from Knossos, the "horse texts" 

from Ugarit and Hattusas, and the many Nuzi t3blets dealing with the 
chariot corps. As a result, in each of the text-based studies that have been 
done on things military at Nuzi, Hattusas, Ugarit and Mycenaean Greece, 
the space devoted to infantry is only a small fraction of that devoted to 
chariotry. 1 A general study of Late Bronze Age infantry has yet to be made. 

In lieu of information, it has been widely assumed that Late Bronze Age 
infantries were much the same as infantries in other periods of antiquity. 
More particularly, it has been supposed that in battles all through the Late 
Bronze Age infantries played the primary role, with the chariotries in 
support. These assumptions do not seem to be borne out by the meager 
evidence that we have. 

In better-documented periods of antiquity, the infantry was central to an 
army's attack, and horse troops were peripheral. Horse troops operating 
independently were useful for reconnaissance, for harassing an enemy line 
of march (as the Syra1=usan cavalry harassed the Athenian hop lites on their 
retreat in 413 B.C.), or for small-scale action, but in a pitched battle horse 
troops regularly served to support the infantry'5 attack. Persian, Greek, 
and Roman battle tilctics required that the movement of infantry and horse 
troops be coordinated, the infantry normally forming the center of a battle 
formation and the horse troops being posted at the infantry's right and left 
flanks or being held in reserve for commitment after the infantry battle had 
begun. Occasionally, as Hannibal did at the Trebia River, a commander 
might order his cavalry to initiate the battle, in order to draw the enemy 
infantry into a position of his choosing. But whiltever role was assigned to 

the horse troops was chosen with the infantry battle in mind, since in 
classical antiquity an army's center of gravity was invariably its infantry. 

This "normal" balance has also been assumed for the Late Bronze Age. 
The thesis that Mycenaean chariots hauled infantrymen to and from a 
battlefield is based on the assumption (common in archaeological circles} 

1 Chapter Ill of Kendall's \Vt1.r(are is a lexicon of military terms from Nuzi; .tpproximatdy 
llO percenr of th<' t<'rms refer to horses, chariots, and the chariot corps. In Beal's Organization 
there are 36 pages (58-93) <>n the chariotry .md only rwo (I OJ-4) on the infanrry. Lejeune's 
and fr:mccschetti's text-based studies of MycenaeJn warfare deal primarily with two topics: 
chariots and the o-ktJ tablets. 
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that the Mycenaeans fought on foot. Some scholars have in fact supposed 
that in the Near East as well chariots were milit:J.rily useful only as infantry 
transports. Thus Jacques Gcrnet. comparing the military chariots of Chin;1 
with those of "lcs civilisations occidentales," found it noteworthy that in 
China the chariot w;lS actually used;, battle: he assumed that in the West it 
served only as a taxi for footsoldiers, especially those needing a fast geta­
way from the battlefield . .!. Even Egyptologists have been inclined to see the 
infantry as basic to New Kingdom warfare. As noted in chapter 10, Schul­
man recently proposed that in New Kingdom Egypt the chariotry played a 
marginal role while the infantry bore the brunt of the fighting (he assumed 
that there were fifty infantrymen for each chariot). In R. 0. Faulkner's 
reconstruction of New Kingdom warfare, chariots are more imponant but 
nevenheless function primarily as a screen for a massed infantry: "In a field 
action it seems to have been the chariotry who took the first shock of battle, 
the infantry advancing behind them to exploit a tactical success or to 
stem the enemy's advance if matters went awry, somewhat as in modern 
warfare the infantry operate behind a screen of armoured vehicles. "3 Sim­
ilarly, the thesis that Hittite ch:uiot warriors fought with the thrusting 
spear generally presupposes that the primary objective against which the 
Hittite chariots delivered their frontal charge was an enemy infantry 
formation. 

The conclusions reached in chapter 10 about the nature of chariot war­
fare leave little room for the dash of dose-order infantry formations. Bat­
tles between eastern Mediterranean kingdoms of the Late Bronze Age, like 
those described in the Mahabharata, must have consisted primarily of tWo 
chariot forces charging against and past each other and then circling back 
to charge each other again, the archers all the while shooting against the 
opposing squadrons. How a mass formation of offensive infantry could 
have contributed something to such a battle (or even have kept abreast of it) 
is not self-evident, and that it did cannot be taken for granted. 

We have seen that at Kadesh there was no encounter between opposing 
infantries, nor does there seem to have been one at Megiddo, the only other 
Late Bronze Age battle about which some details are known.ln describing 
his army's march to Megiddo, Thutmose III noted the presence of an 
infantry,4 but he does not mention it in connection with the battle itself, 
and his booty list implies that there was no infantry engagement (the 
Egyptians, it will be recalled, slew fewer than a hundred men and captured 

1 Gemet, ·Note sur le char en Chine," J 10: •Les indications qu'on po:;sede pour les 
civilisations oc<:idenules laissent penser que le char sert normalement au t£;~nsport des 
combattolnts a pied d'oeuvre et leur permet si besoin est de prendre Ia fuite. Ce n'est p;15 en 
char que se deroulcnr ordinairement les .:omhats. l..e .:om hat en char est au (<>ntraire de regie 
en Chine." 

' F:aulkner. •Egyptian Milit:ll'y Organiz.uion." .fF.A 39 ( 195J:: 4J. 
~ ANET, 2.li (trans. John ~'ilson). 
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only 340, while seizing 924 chariots and 2041 horses). Apparently Thut­
mose"s infantry was not put to work until the seven-month siege of 
Mcgiddo began. On the Canaanite side there surely also were infantrymen, 
but during the battle they may have been stationed at Megiddo itself, 
serving as defensive bowmen atop the walls and-until they pankked and 
closed them-before the gates of the city. 

References to less famous battles also conspicuously ignore infantry 
encounters. In the Nuzi texts are such reminiscences as "when the chariots 
of Hanigalbat gave battle at the town of Lubti" or "'when the chariots gave 
battle in Silliawa. "5 Possibly infantrymen also gave battle at these times 
and places; but if they did, their contribution was apparently too small to 
have been appreciated or mentioned. If one is looking for the kind of battle 
familiar from classical antiquity-heavy infantries fighting hand-to-hand 
in the center, with horse troops engaged on the wings-one will search in 
vain the documents and pit."torial represent;Jrions that have come down to 
us from the Late Bronze Age kingdoms prior to the Catastrophe. The 
notion that Late Bronze Age chariotrics fought in support of massed infan­
try formations is a misapprehension and an anachronism. 

There is no doubt that some Near Eastern kings raised substantial infan­
tries when they went to war. Although we have no figures for New King­
dom Egypt, it is probably safe to assume that on a major campaign the 
pharaoh took along several thousand infantrymen. Egyptian footsoldiers 
were either "shooters" (bowmen) or nakhtu-aa, a term that literally means 
"strong-arm boys" and denotes hand-to-hand tigbters.t• The "shooters," 
perhaps all native Egyptians, were grouped in companies of 200 or 250 
men, the companies bearing names such as "Aten Appears for Him" or 
"Pacifier of Gods. "7 

The Great King of Hatti was often accompanied on campaign by many 
more men on foot than in chariots. His vassal, the king of Kizzuwatna, 
brought to his lord a force of one thousand infantrymen and one hundred 
chariots; even if each of the chariots had a three-man crew, the infantry 
would have outnumbered the men of the chariotry by more than three to 
one. A similar ratio is attested in the forces of two kingdoms that fought 
against the Hittites.11 And at Kadesh, as we have seen, Muwatallis was 
accompanied by an infantry formation of at least seventeen thousand and 
probably thirty-seven thousand men. The Hittite vassals of eastern Syria 
must have brought thousands of troops to their confrontation with 
Tukulti-Ninurta I of Assur, since he claims to have captured twenty-eight 
thousand of them." 

i Kendall. Warfare. 114 and 132. 
• Stillman anJ l"o!llis. Annil's. 8. 
7 Ibid. Sec also Faulkner. ~Egyptian Military Organization,ft 45. 
• Seal. Orgam:::ation. 702. 
~D. D. Lu.:kenbill. A11cimt R~<f>rtis of A~syr~o1and IJoJby/o•Ji,J, vol. I. nos. 164 JnJ 171. 
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The crucial question is not how many footsoldiers there were in Egypt or 
in Hatti but what they did. Hittitologists have recognized that despite its 
size the infantry seems not to have counted for much in the typical Hittite 
battle. Oliver Gurney concluded that in most battles the Hittite infantry 
played only .. a subordinate part," and Beal found that .. the key part of the 
Hittite armed forces was the chariotry." to The reason why the tablets say 
so little about the infantry, I believe, is that in the typical battle there was no 
engagement of massed infantries. 

We have evidence for infantries going on the attack in the Late Bronze 
Age prior to the Catastrophe but not in conjunction with a chariotry. A 
contrast emerges, it seems, between warfare against civilized enemies and 
warfare against men from the hinterland, whom I shall call barbarians. 
The kingdoms, and cities generally, were sited in fertile plains, which could 
be dominated and defended by chariots. When one king attacked another 
the confrontation was therefore a chariot battle. Similarly, a kingdom 
could depend on its chariots against barbarians who raided its perimeter. 
Thus Egyptian reliefs illustrate battles in which Ramesses the Great led his 
chariotry against various tribesmen who invaded the kingdom or its de­
pendencies. Reliefs on a temple at Beit-el-Weli show Ramesses in his char­
iot, shooting his arrows at a crowd of Nubian infantry bowmen.ll No 
Egyptian infantrymen are shown in the reliefs or mentioned in the inscrip­
tions, and the relief depicts only Ramesses and two other Egyptian chariot 
archers, shooting into the crowd of retreating Nubians. A second relief at 
Beit-el-Weli portrays Ramesses' victory over Shoshu, or Bedouin, tribes­
men. The Shoshu warrior typically carries a single spear (evidently a 
thrusting spear) and a short weapon whose function has not been identi-
6ed.l2 Like the Nubians, the Shoshu warriors carry no shield and wear no 
metal armor. Here too, it may be that Ramesses depended in part on 
offensive infantrymen, but they are not shown or mentioned. 

On the other hand, in order to carry the battle to mountainous or rough 
terrain, where chariots could not go, a king necessarily depended on an 
infantry. =fhere is one clear case of an Egyptian in fan try force confronting a 
barbarian infantry prior to the Catastrophe, although it is hypothetical 
rather than real. Our source here is the Papyrus Anastasi, 9ne of the most 
illuminating pieces of evidence we have for the military sitUation on the eve 
of the Catastrophe.u This papyrus, dated to the end of the Nineteenth 
Dynasty, is a letter written by a royal official named Hori to an ambitious 

1o Gurney, Tbe Hinites (Hannondsworth: 1961), 106; Beal, Org.mizatiorr, 698. 
II Yadin, Art o{Wilr(are, vol. I, 234-35. 
1.t For the rdiei see ibid., 232-33; Yadin suggestS that the second weapon of rbe Shoshu 

tribesmen may be a sidde sword. One Sbosu warrior carries two shon SPQrs. presumably 
javdins. 

"See Wilson·~ cranslacion oi chc papylU$ in ANET, 475-79. 
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but inexperienced and untutored young man. In the course of ridiculing his 
correspondent's ignorance of practical affairs, Hori puts before him a hy­
pothetical military situation, asking him what sort of food supplies he 
would need were he quartermaster for an army of five thousand men sent 
to crush a rising of the ne'arim in Diahan (the significance of this casus 
belli we shall examine in chapter 14 ). Hori details what this hypothetical 
expeditionary force would consist of: "The bowmen of the army which is 
before thee amount to 1900, the Sherden 520, the Qeheq 1600, the Mesh­
wesh (100), and the Nubians 880-TOTAL 5000 in all, not counting their 
officers." Since food for the horses is not part of the problem, we may 
assume that the nineteen hundred bowmen are on foot rather than in 
chariots. And since the other thirty-one hundred troops-all barbarian­
are differentiated from the bowmen, they are presumably hand-to-hand 
warnors. 

The Papyrus Anastasi does suggest that at the end of the thirteenth 
century B.C. the Egyptians could field an infantry force of five thousand 
men, most of these being professional skirmishers. The papyrus does not, 
however, suggest a dose-order formation (each of the national contingents 
apparendy has its own officers, and the type of battle envisaged must be a 
guerrilla since it will be fought against disorganized tribesmen). And since 
no chariots accompany the five thousand infantrymen the papyrus cer­
tainly does not contradict our thesis that prior to the Catastrophe chariots 
were not used to support mass formations of offensive infantry. In battles 
fought close to home, or against another kingdom, a palace could rely 
entirely upon its chariot force. Only on those occasions when a kingdom 
fought against barbarian tribesmen in the tribesmen's own habitat would 
footsoldiers bear most or all of the burden. 

Although we may generalize that in the Late Bronze Age men of the cities 
and kingdoms normally relied on chariotry, an exception may-be inferred 
for the kingdom of Assur, on the northeastern frontier of the civilized 
world. In the thirteenth century, as was noted in chapter 2, the kings of 
Assur frequently fought against barbarous enemies on their northern and 
eastern borders, and here the mountainous terrain must have required the 
employment of a sizeable Assyrian infantry. When Gutians, from Guti in 
the Zagros Mountains, came down into the plain to raid Assyrian depen­
dencies, Shalmaneser I (1274-1245) left his infantry behind and swiftly 
rode out-with only a third of his chariots-to rout the Gutians, "whose 
numbers are countless as the stars of heaven, and who know how to 
plunder."t4 But when Tukulti-Ninurta I (1244-1208) boasts of invading 
Guti itself and of slaughtering "the armies of the Kuti (in their) mountain 

14 Luckenbill, . .o\ncient RLcords of Assyrw ;md Babylonia, vol. 1, no. 117. 
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fastnesses," 15 we must assume that this was done by an infantry capable of 
hand-to-hand fighting. Perhaps the Assyrians' long experience in infantry 
warfare was not unrelated to the fact that the kingdom of Assur was one of 
the few to survive the Catastrophe. 

In kingdoms other than Assur dependence on an offensive infantry must 
have been unusual. In the Aegean, the palal.-es in the plains may have been 
<X:casionally raided by mountaineers early in the late Helladic period; 
although the plains could be defended by chariots, retaliation would have 
been undertaken by infantries. The famous "Captain of the Blacks'' fresco 
from Knossos seems to have shown a troop of black spearmen, led by a 
.. Minoan" captain. •6 What remains of the Pylos .. Battle Scene" (see plate 
2) shows the palace's warriors overcoming a group of savages dad in 
animal skins.I7 This is not a battle between infantry formations but a 
guerrilla in which each of the palace's men duels with an opponent. Since 
the Pylians wear boar's-tusk helmets, they are obviously warriors of high 
status (the tusks of more than seventy boars were required to make a single 
helmet). But whether the Pylos fresco reflects contemporary life or recalls a 
legendary event, we do not know-and at any rate it is doubtful that in the 
pax Mycenaica the palaces were often threatened by barbarous opponents. 
The Hittite kings had more opportunities to usc an infantry. From time to 
time they campaigned ag:1inst barbarians who fled into hilly or moun­
tainous country, and on such occasions the Hittite king boasts of having 
pursued the fugitives on foot. It may be that the first phase of such a war 
featured the Hittite chariotry, and the second phase-in rough terrain­
the infantry. Even for the Hittites, however, infantry fighting was unusual. 
In his study Richard Beal identified the Sumerogram ERIN.ME~ GIR..tn.A as 
the strict equivalent of our word "infantry" (as in the expression "the 
chariotry and the infantry") but found only seven instances of the term in 
the Hittite texts. 18 References to infantry in documents from other late 
Bronze Age kingdoms seem to be equally scarce. 

In any case, what evidence we have suggests that prior ro the Catastro­
phe infantry battles occurred only in places that chariots could not go. In 
the plains and in "normal" terrain, where the chariot forces were at home, 

u Ibid., no. 152. 
'" On this freSL'Cl sec Arthur Evans, The Palace o{Mitto; at Knosso~, vol . .!., part l (l.ondon, 

1'J28), 755-F and the .1ccompanying color plate (plate xiii). The black soldier running 
behind the Aegean ~captain" seems to carry :1 single spc:1r. The dare of the fresco cannot be 
ascertained (it w.l$ found near-hut not in-the Huuse ofrhc Frescoes). Ev~ns noted that the 
fragments ~ditferin .:harao.:ter~ from rho$C in the fresco stack and ~~-em to h:~ve belonged to a 
sumewhJt later dJt~. ~ 

•:- Forth.: fr;IWJtcnt~> in their original state ami for Pier de Jong's re.:onstrUL'tion see !l.bbel 
l..mg, Tbc P.zl.tcc' of N~stor .11 Pylus i11 Western .'vksseniu, vol. 2: 'fb~ fres<•ll!s (Prin.:eton. 
1969), pl.uc ~ !1! H 1\4); for lang\ .:omments see pp. 42-47. 

•• Bcal. Org.nu:utio11, IIH-4. 
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PlATE 2. Reconstructed "Battle Scene" fre;co from Pylos 

the chariotries themselves did the fighting. In the Late Bronze Age chariots 
did not serve-whether as a screen in the front or as pincers on the flanks­
to support mass infantry formations. 

"RuNNERs": THE RoLE OF INFANTRYMEN IN 

CHARIOT WARFARE 

On the contrary, before the Catastrophe footsoldiers seem to have sup­
ported the chariotry. On the march, footsoldiers can be assumed to have 
served as an escort for the chariots moving in column and as a guard for the 
nightly encampment (in which a chariot army, its hor!.eS all unyoked and 
tethered, would. have been exceptionally vulnerable). In the aftermath of a 
victory, infantrymen would probably have pursued fugitives who fled to 
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PLATE 3. A sharda11ct skirmisher slaying a Hittite charioteer at Kadesh. Abydos 
relief 

fortification). Possibly on some occasions skirmishers rode into battle on 
their comrades' chariots (the Greek apobates comes to mind here) and 
dismounted when their vehicles began to dose with the enemy. Alter­
natively, skirmishers may have moved as a troop. In reliefs, squads of four 
Egyptian infantrymen are sometimes shown marching alongside a chariot 
as it proceeds toward battle, the four carrying shields and either spears or 
sickle swords. The Amorite ne'arim who saved the Amon camp in 1275 
B.C. seem to have reached the camp as a company. 

The unusually realistic Abydos reliefs of the Kadcsh battle show that 
Egypti:m runners must h:tve worked closely with their chariot squadron, 
their function being to deal with those of the enemy who were on foot. In a 
chariot battle, the enemy on foot would have included nor only the oppos­
ing runners but :tlso casualties from the chariots themselves: skirmishers 
must thus have been responsible for "finishing off" an enemy chariot crew 
whose vehicle had been immobilized. We can assume th<tt in any chariot 
battlt· a rapidly moving chariot host would leave its casualties in its wake. 
These might he individual men, wounded or simply fallen from their .:har-
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iots; or the casualty might be ;tn emire chariot and its crew, one of the 
horses having been killed or wounded, or perhaps the vehicle itself having 
been immobilized by a broken wheel or axle. The dispatching of these 
stranded casualties, it is clear from Egypti;~n pictorial evidence (see plates 3 
and 4 ), was left to footsoldiers. Armed with a short spear and dirk. the 
skirmisher was indeed indispensable for all phases of a chariot battle. We 
might say that whereas in Greek and Roman times horse troops supported 
the infantry formation, in chariot wa rf.t n: infamrymen as individuals or in 
small sqt!ads supported the horse troop to which they were attached. 

Although very little can be learned about these runners, we can hardly 
avoid supposing that every chariot corps had them. Although deteL"ted in 
Egypt by Schulman, they have not yet been spotted in the lexicographical 
fog that envelops military matters at Knossos, Pylos, and other sites with 
limited pictorial evidence on warfare. It is nevertheless possible that the 
ahu in fourteenth-century Nuzi was a chariot runner. Literally, the al1u was 
a "brother," but the designation was in fact used for a certain kind of 
warrior and most likely for a certain kind of footsoldicr attached to the 

PLAn: 4. A sl1<1rdd11J skirmisher cutting off the hand of a slain Hirrit~ charioteer at 
Kadesh. Ahydos rdicf 
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chariotry. Kendall"s analysis shows that these warriors were neither char­
ioteers nor chariot warriors but were attached to chariot units, and that 
there were two such brothers for C\'ery charioteer .. u. 

It is cenain that the Hittite kings used chariot runners, but little can be 
s.1id about them. Beat's survey turned up sever:tl references to troops who 
were to .. run before'' the Hittite king . .!7 No Hittite term for "chariot 
runner'' emerged from the texts, although the piran buyatalla ( .. forerun­
ner") may in several passages have some such meaning.211 1t is also possible 
that the sharikuwa troops, who seem to have been a tertium quid alongside 
"infantry'' and chariotry, were skirmishers.:!"~ The importance of runners 
in Hittite chariot warfare was after all great enough that Ramesses II 
mentioned them immediately after the chariots themselves. The "poetic" 
account of the Battle of Kadesh declares that Ramesses "found twenty-five 
hundred chariot-teams surrounding him in his road, together with all the 
runners belonging to the foes of Hatti and the numerous countries which 
were with him. "JO These Hittite runners must be contrasted with the stolid 
ranks of infantry that stand motionless, in the reliefs, around the fortress of 
Kadesh. 

In Linear B tablets no term has yet been interpreted as the equivalent of 
skirmisher or runner. The professional warriors employed by the Pylos and 
Knossos palaces, however, may very well have been intended to serve in 
that capacity. There may be a bit of pictorial evidence for Mycenaean 
runners (or, more accurately, walkers). On a late thirteenth- or early 
twelfth-century krater from Tiryns two warriors, each armed with a short 
spear and a small, round shield, proceed on foot in front of a chariot.J 1 It is 

!h Kendall, W.1r{are. 78. 6nds that u the 'brothers' and the charioteers have the same 
commanding officers, and that the former are generally twice as numerous as the latter." 

17 Beal, Orga11ization, 234-35, l.J7, l38n.72.l, and 555. 
lN For references see ibid., 554-59; Real's own preference is to translate the term as 

~kaderft or uvanguardsman.ft · 
!~ Be<~ I, ibid .• 125-27. dtes a number of texts that refer to uthe infantry. the horse troops, 

and the sharikuw.1," but no text suggests the basis for the differentiation. Cf. Real's sum· 
mary: u If the sarik11wa- were neither infantry nor horse troops, what were they? ... On the 
basis of ptesenr evidern:e it is impossible to say what sort of troops they were. ft In private 
corresp!lndenc:e Real wdcomes the identi6.:ation of the shariknU'a troops as chariot runners 
but regR!ts that ~it cannot be proven one way or another. • 

·'° K;.~desh poem. lines 84-85. as translated by Schulman, '"Egyptian Chariotry, ft 90n.lll 
(d. p. 89n.l 06}; the Egyptian term used he~ is pl,rr, accompanied by an ideogram of a 
running man anned with shield and spear. In Gardiner's translation (K..ulesh, P85) the word is 
translated not as •runners~ but as ~champions. " In his note on the line Gardiner explains: 
" PI1rr means literally ·runner,' but Wb. i 541. 14-18 shows that it was a general tetm for 
doughty warriors." On the Hittite runners see also Stillman and Tallis, Annies, 41. 

•• Vcrmeu le and K.1rageorghis, Myctn.Je.nt l'ictori.ll V.1se P.Jinting, I 08-9, with plate X. I. 
Alth<lugh the .1rtist did n<>t show the warriors with any other weapons, he may have intended 
the spears :IS throwing-~pear~ or ;avdins: the sh:tft is gripped with the fingertips of a cocked 
h:~nd. The .1uthor~ Jate the vase to the tr Jnsition between l.H IIIB .md IIIC. 
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o1lso possible that the apobates known from first-millennium olthletic con­
tests was the distant descendant of a second-millennium chariot runner . .l2 

Let us summarize what can be deduced o1bout the role of infantrymen in 
the Late Bronze Age kingdoms of the eastern Mediterranean. Infantry 
battles of a guerrilla type were evidently fought in barbo1ria, or in locales 
impassabie for chariots. Kings also required an infantry for such station ;try 
assignments as the siege or defense of a city. When the chariotry was on the 
march, footsoldiers would have provided an escort and guarded the en­
campment. During the battle itself footsoldiers were apparently employed 
in one of two ways. Many of them seem to have served as a cordon, a haven 
to which worsted chariots could flee. Others served as hand-to-hand 
skirmishers-or runners-who fought in immedio1te support of the char­
iot squadron to which they were attached. These various responsibilities 
were all important, but they were nevertheless ancillary: infantrymen sup­
plemented the chariotry, rather than the other way around. Prior to the 
Catastrophe there is no evidence for a clash of dose-order infantry forma­
tions or for chariot warriors supporting their comrades on foot. 

THE RECRUITMENT OF INFANTRYMEN lN THE LATE BRONZE AGE 

The recruitment of footsoldiers by the eastern Mediterranean kingdoms is 
consistent with the secondary role that infantry played in the Late Bronze 
Age. There is, first of all, no evidence for a general call-up of adult males in 
these kingdoms: nothing, that is, to parallel the citizen militias of Archaic 
Greece and Italy or the tribal militias of Israel and Judah in the early Iron 
Age. Before the Catastrophe, kings depended upon professionals rather 
than upon mobilized civilians, and many infantrymen were apparently just 
as professional (even though of relatively low status) as were the chariot 
crews. Assyria, again, may have been exceptional. Since Assyria was a 
frontier kingdom, the tradition of a tribo1l militia may have prt.'Vailed there 
in the second millennium, as it 3pparently did in the first (although the 
practice cannot be demonstrated from the few Middle Assyrian documents 
that survive). At any rate, in those kingdoms for which there is substantial 
evidence the general popubtion was never mobilized. 

Some kings ordered a conscription on occasion, but the number of men 
called up was small. Levies in Egypt traditionally took one of every ten 
temple· servitors for military service, but Ramesses III prided himself on 

ll N. B. Crowther, "The ApobatL'S R«onsi.Jere.J (Demosthenes lxi 23-91." JHS Ill 
(1991): 174-76. bring.~ together all the Greek texts referring to this ob~cure athlete, who 
leapt from a chariot to accomplish sev~r;d fe<1ts of running and warfare. Crowrher (p. 174) 
notes that iourrh-c:entury Atheniilns imagined that th<· uf'Ohdtai whom they were watching 
were replicating the way that "Greeks and barb:tri.tu~ 111 Homer m:u.le war ag:1in~t c:1c:h 
other." 
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ho1ving forgone even this modest exaction.JJ For his foorsoldiers he will 
ho1ve relied upon the professionals whom he hired. These included both 
.. picked men" of Egypt and b:ubarians. The Egyptians were apparently not 
employed as runners, since a Medinet Habu inscription differentiatcs_the 
two groups.34 

The Hittite kings depended primarily upon their regular army, the pro­
fessional infantrymen known as UKU.US and sharikuwa. When a serious 
campaign was planned, this "standing army'' was routinely supplemented 
by troops sent, under tre:uy, by pacified districts on the frontier, especially 
to the north of Hatti (where thousands of Kaskans, renowned for their 
valor, were to be found).35 Only in emergencies was it necessary for the 
Great King to levy troops from the civilian population of Hatti itself; and 
when such levies were held, the recruits were discharged as soon as 
possible.36 

In Ugarit, Heltzer found some evidence for conscription,37 individuals 
from various villages being issued bows by the palace or being assigned as 
rowers on the Icing's ships. But again, their role was marginal, and for the 
most part the king of Ugarit relied upon his professionals-the mdrg/m­
guards and the tnnm (the latter seems to have meant something like "hand­
to-hand warriors") . .l11 The entire military force at Ugarit, according to 
Heltzer's calculation, was only 2077 men, with one-twelfth-or about 175 
men-serving in any given month. Although this figure may be much too 
low (Heltzer himself notes that the king of Ugarit may have had a thousand 
chariots), Heltzer's winnowing of the tablets has at least shown tha.t there is 
no evidence for o1ny massed infantry in that city. The single largest contin­
gent in his list are the mdrg/m-guards, who account for over half {1050 
men) of his total.-~9 

In the Mycenaean kingdoms there may have been no conscription at all. 
At Pylos, where there were several hundred chariotS; the chariot crews 
must have been almost as numerous as the infantry. As indicated above, the 
estimates for the population ruled by the Pylos palace-range from 50,000 
to 120,000 people, but nowhere do we hear of thousands of Messenians 

33 Breasted, AR, vol. 4, no. 354; d. Gardiner, Egypt, 293. 
14 Edgerton and Wilson, Historical Ruords of Ramscs Ill, plate :!9: "The army is assem· 

bled, .mu rhey are the bulls of rhe land: every picked man [of J all(F..gyptl and the runners." 
'" Beal, Org<~11i;:ation, 210-40. 
'" On Hittite levies seC' ihid., 133-46. 
,.,. Hdtzer, lntern.zl Organization, 108-1 1. 
'" M . DiC'trich .md 0. Lorett., "Die Schardana in den Texren von Ugarit," in R. Stiehl and 

G. A. Lehmann. ed~ .• A11tike und Universalgeschichte: Festschrift Hans Erich Stier (Miinster, 
197!), 41, suggest ~Nahkiimpfer" as a translation of tnnm. a term rhat at Ugarit is almost 
interd1:1ngeable wirh slhlrdJ/1<1. 

'~ Hdrur, lntt!rn.zl Org<~ni~.ztion, 105-8. 
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being called to the colors. The five o-ka tablets enumerate 770 pedijewe, a 
word that is probably to be equated with classical Greek pedieis and 
should therefore mean "foorsoldiers .. {although it must be said that some 
Mycenologists have recently denied that the o-ka tablets have anything to 
do with military matters). "'1 At any rate, the 770 men listed in these tablets 
would be by far the largest number of men attested for military purposes 
at Pylos, and the ethnica designating them suggest that they were not 
Messenian natives.41 That there were no militias in the palace-states of 
thineenth-century Greece may seem a heretical view, since the Mycenaean 
lawagetas is usually thought of as being a Homeric "shepherd of the host" 
and so as marshal of a vast array of infantry formations. But in all of the 
tablets the only reference to the lawagetas in a conte.·u that might conceiv­
ably be military is an entry mentioning .. the charioteer of the lawagetas. "42 

At Knossos, center of a kingdom ruling well over 100,000 people, the 
largest numbers of men recorded in the Linear B tablets are 900 and 428. 
Here too, as jan Driessen has argued, what few infantrymen are attested 
are very likely professional and non-Cretan.43 

One must suspect that in those Near Eastern kingdoms in whi.ch con­
scription was practiced the caliber of the levied troops was not very high. 
Even in battle the conscript may have been more a civilian than a soldier. In 
Egypt, as noted, one out of ten temple servitors might be conscripted for 
military duty, and persons so infrequently levied are not likely to have had 
prior military experience. Hittite records indicate that the men collected in 
a royal levy might be assigned to a variety of menial tasks: serving as a 
footsoldier was one, but alternatively the draftee might be assigned to carry 
ice or harvest a vineyard.44 At Nuzi, the typical sab shepi ("footsoldier") 
was apparently a conscript: in one of the few references to such a troop, the 

'"' On th~ p,vJijewe in th~ o-k.J tabl~ts sec lcjeun~. "Civilisation," 31. Alcxand~r Uchitel, 
"On t~ 'Military' Charact~r ohh~ 0-KA Tabl~ts." Kadmos 23 ( 1984): 136-63, argues that 
th~ o-ka tablets hav~ nothing to do with milirory matt~n and inst~ad refer to "som~ sort of 
agricultural work, probably ploughing~ (p. 163). Uchitel's argument has been strongly ~n­
dorsed by Jarn~s T. Hooker, "Titles and Functions in the Pylian State," in Killen, Studies in 
Mycenaean and Classical Greek Presented to john Chadwick, 264-65. If the o-ka men were 
"foreigners," however, a~ they seem to have been, it is likely that their occupatiOn was 
~omething mor~ s~ialiled than workiug in the fields. 

~• J. M. Drie.sen and C. Maooonald, ·Some Military Aspe.:ts of the A~g~an in th~ ute 
fifteenth and Early Foun«nth Centuries II.C. , • AHSA 79 ( 19114): 49. 

~! Lejeun~. "Civilisation," 31 and 49. 
41 Driessen, "Milir.uy As~cts.." 51-52 and 55-56, finds no evidence for •native" infan­

trymen in the servi.x ol the Knossos palace. If the designations ol the sev~ral groups of 
infantrymen mentioned in the tablets are indec:d ethnic, the men were very likely of foreign 
origin, "since these designations cannot be cunnr<:t~c.l with Cretan place-narnrs mentioned in 
the Knuss1.1n ar.:hive or later· (p. 52). 
~ Bcal, Organi~tion, 140-41. 
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tablet specifies that of seven footsoldiers one was a fuller, two were smiths, 
and one was a temple official:•-~ 

How such recruitment might have been conducted in the Late Bronze 
Age is not indicated, so far as I know, in any of our records. In the Middle 
Bronze Age, we catch a glimpse of how things might have proceeded at 
Mari. The officer in charge of recruitment there decided, as Watkins ob­
served, 46 that something must be done .. pour encourager les autres" and so 
sent to King Zimri-Lim a modest proposal: "If my lord will agree, let me 
execute a criminal in the prison, cut off his head and parade it all around 
the town ... to make the men afraid so that they will assemble quickly." 
How conscripts were used in Late Bronze Age warfare is unclear. At Ugarit, 
as mentioned, they were sometimes issued bows, and perhaps we may 
imagine them employed in either assaulting or defending a fixed position. 
Possibly some of the thirty-seven thousand infantrymen who stood with 
Muwatallis at the gates of Kadesh were conscripts, although Ramesses' 
inscription does say that these men were all thr warriors, a term that means 
something like "valiant" and was applied to experienced troops. No text 
mentions the training of conscripts, and we may suppose that they were 
assigned duties of a routine nature. There is no reason to think that con­
scripts were expected-or able-to engage in hand-to-hand combat. 

We may turn, then, to the professional footsoldiers, who appear under a 
variety of designations. In the first centuries of the Late Bronze Age most 
professional footsoldiers may have been natives of the kingdom in which 
they fought. lp late fifteenth-century Nuzi there is little evidence for foreign 
infantrymen. In Eighteenth-Dynasty Egypt the infantrymen who sup­
ported the chariotry were probably Egyptian nfrw, which literally may 
have meant "young men .. but which Schulman translates as "elite troops." 
On the Konosso stele, Thutmose IV described his forces as he attacked a 
Nttbian prince who had rebelled: "The chariotry was in battle-lines beside 
him, his infantry was with him, the strong-of-arm consisting of the nfrw 
who were (usually) beside him on both flanks."47 

"Even at the end of the Eighteenth Dynasty the pharaoh's chariot runners 
were probably still native Egyptians. On a chest from the tomb of 
Tutankhamun, from the middle of the fourteenth century, is a painting of a 
battle in the Levant. The pharaoh, acting as both charioteer and chariot 
warrior, dominates the scene, shooting the enemy's chariot horses. But the 
work of dispatching the crews of those chariots that have been immobilized 
is performed by footsoldiers who attack with short thrusting spears; and 

45 Kendall, Warfare, 148; it is symptomatic that the entire discussion ot Nuzi's infanrry c:m 
be contained on rhis one page . 

.., Watkins, ~Begmning.~. ~ 27; for me rext see Archives Rqyales Je Mari, vol. 2, no. 48. 
4" Tt3nslarion from Schulman, ~Er,ptian Chariorry," 76. 
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from their garb, hair, and weapons one would suppose the men to be native 
Egyptians. 411 

Among foreign professionals, rhc lowest level seems to have been that of 
the hapiru (or 'prw), free-lancers who were hired merely for a season or 
campaign. Egyptian, Ugaritic, and Hittite texts all make mention of hap­
iru, both as hired troops and as troublesome elements against whom action 
had to be taken. The "Hebrew" traditions in early Israel indicate that 
many of the hapiTu who fought for the pharaoh were hired from the less 
settled populations in the southern Levant. Etymologically, the word hap­
iru seems to have had no specifically military connotation, meaning some­
thing like "vagrants" or "those who have crossed boundaries," and clearly 
not all hapiru were warriors. 49 But in the Late Bronze Age many hapiru 
were associated with mercenary military service, and apparently they were 
hired for hand-to-hand rather than for long-range combat. The Sumerian 
ideogram that is often used alongside or in place of the word hapiru is 
SA.GAZ, which seems originally to have meant "he who commits aggres­
sion," or "one who knocks down," or even "killer. "50 The hapiru, or 
SA.GAZ, seem to have fought in conjunction with chariots but were not 
themselves charioteers or chariot archers. ~ I 

A preferable source of seasoned infantrymen for temporary service was a 
vassal state or a province on the frontier. As indicated above, the Hittite 
kings (who rarely hired hapiru) seem to have assembled the considerable 
infantry needed for a major campaign by requiring every subject district to 
send to the Great King a certain number of troops. If one were to believe 
Ramesses the Great's accm~nt of the Battle of Kadesh, the kings of 
Hatti depended very much upon mercenaries. According to Ramesses, 
Muwatallis stripped his treasury bare in order to hire manpower for the 
showdown at Kadesh. Although Ramesses provides us with a great list of 
places that supplied troops to Muwatallis, it is not dear which of these were 
Hittite vassals and which were simply areas from which volunteers or 
mercenaries may have come. At any rate, few of Muwatallis's thiny-seven 
thousand infantrymen were conscripts from Hatti: Ramesses refers to both 
groups of Muwatallis's infantrymen as "thr warriors," a word that may 
mean "champions" or "valiant men" but that more objectively seems to 

43 For color illustration see Yildin, Art o(W11r{llrC', vol. I. 216-17. 
4" Of a score: of studies on the hapiru the mosr recc:nr is hy Nadav Na'aman, MHilpiru and 

Hc:bn:ws: The Transfer of ;1 SO<.; ill Term ro the: lirer.uy Scene," ]NfS 45 (1~86): 271-118; see 
also H. C:.zc:lles, MThe Hebrews," in D. Wiseman, c:d .• Peoples of Old Testament Times 
(Oxford, 1973), 1-28. 

~~~ M:.ry Gray, KThe J:Uhirii·Hebrew Problem in the Light of rhc: Source: M:1tc:ri:.l AvaiiJble 
:Jt Prc:sc:nt," Hebrew Union College A11nual 29 {I 9.58): IJ7ff. 

<~ W. Heick. Die B,•ziehrttrg''" Agypteus :.u Vorder,rsien im J. rmd 2. ]11hrt•msend 11. Chr. 
(Wiesb,td~'1t, 1962). 512-.J I, proposc:d rhat the rerms mtJrytJIInu o~nd • prw stood respe ... -rivdy 
for ch:.notry :md miantry profe~~ion:.ls. 
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distinguish seasoned veterans from conscript troops.-12 Egyptian kings :1lso 
depended on frontier vassals for auxili:1ry troops. The Amorite ne'arim 
who fought for Ramesses H in 1175 B.C. may have been furnished by his 
vassals in the Levant. 

ln the thirteenth century, however, many kings preferred to secure the 
services of vali:1nt barbarians on a permanent basis. In return for a plot of 
land, and for some other compensation, the warrior would be available for 
annual campaigns and might perform guard or sentinel duty :1t other times 
of the year. The advantages of having such men in one's service were, for :1 
Near Eastern king, considerable. For natives of Egypt and other kingdoms 
of the Ne:1r East life was normally pacific, and consequently they were not 
such keen hand-to-hand warriors as were men from less settled lands. In 
the royal reliefs, the native Egyptians engaged in hand-to-hand warfare 
fight in squads of four, the four standing shoulder to shoulder and so 
presenting a solid wall of oblong shields. The barbarian skirmisher, on the 
other hand, fights on his own; with no comrade to right or left, he depends 
on his own round shield. Mobility rather than solidarity was essential. For 
offense, the native Egyptian skirmishers wielded either thrusting spears 
or long metal staves, with which they beat their opponent to the ground. 
Such weapons were suitable for the compact squad, since a man was not 
likely to injure his fellows if his weapon was parried or misdirected. The 
barbarian was a far more efficient skirmisher: ferocious in his horned or 
feathered helmet, he used his long sword to threaten opponents in a wide 
perimeter. 

Although the Egyptian pharaohs procured many of their professionals 
from Nubia and Libya, some of the best (and perhaps the most pictur­
esque} skirmishers evidently came from Sardinia. Both in Egypt and at 
Ugarit a term sometimes applied to foreign professionals skilled at hand­
to-hand combat is shardana.H As I have argued in chapter 4, the word 
originally must have meant "a man from Sardinia." That ph rase, however, 
although entirely meaningful when spoken by a Sardinian native living in 
Egypt, would have meant little or nothing to a native Egyptian, who had 
never seen a sea, an island, or a map. The proper noun therefore may 
sometimes have been used as a common noun denoting a man's function in 
society and his physical type. In Egyptian inscriptions the phonetic render­
ing of the word shard.:ma is occasionally illustrated by a determinative: a 
warrior wearing a horned helmet (between the horns is a small disk) and 
usually carrying a sm:1ll round shield and either a sword or a spear. 54 As 
Heick concluded, whenever we see warriors in horned helmets depicted in 

.<2 On th" lhr waniors see Heick, Beziehungen, 531-32; Heick translates th~ term .1s 
wGard~" or wHeld. ~ 

n Di.,tri.:h :mJ Lom:rz, "Die Schardana in d~n Texren von Uganr," 39-42; G. A. 
lehm:~nn, ,\-fyh'lltjche Wdt, .H-J4. 

" Hd.:k. ~ni.: s.,eviilker," 9. 



Egyptian reliefs we may reasonably "sie als Surdi11 identifiziercn. "55 How­
ever, we must also suppose th<lt for a thirteenth-century Egyptian scribe the 
word shardana had a scm.1ntic field quite diffcn:nt from that of our word 
Sardinian. So far as the provenance of such warriors was concerned, the 
Egyptian scribe perhaps knew only that they came from ;1 barbarous place 
"in the midst of the sea." 

The first Sardinians attested in Egypt were raiders who ravaged the Delta 
in 1279 and were defeated and captured by Ramesses the Great. They had 
come "in their w<lrships from the midst of the sea, and none were able to 
stand before them. "56 Once impressed into Ramesses' service, the Sardi­
nians evidently served him very well. They were :.m important and conspic­
uous part of the army he took to Kadesh in 127.5 B.C.: in the Abydos reliefs 
(see plates 3, 4, and 5), some Sardinian runners-warriors wearing horned 
helmets and carrying dirks or short swords-;tre slaying the fallen Hittite 
chariot crewmen and cutting off their hands, while others serve as personal 
bodyguards for Ramesses. By the end of the thirteenth century, as the 
Papyrus Anastasi suggests, a great many Sardinians (there are 520 in Hori's 
imaginary force) were employed by the pharaoh. As noted above, in the 
Medinet Habu reliefs we see warriors in horned helmets doing yeoman 
service for Ramesses III against the Philistines, and the at.-companying 
inscription divides the pharaoh's army into "'the infantry, the chariotry, the 
troops, the Sherden, and the Nubians. "57 At the same time, some warriors 
in horned helmets had been recruited by the Philistine side. At least some of 
these, too, were shardana in the narrower rather than the generic sense, 
since one of the Medinet Habu reliefs identifies as a shardana a captured 
chief who wears a horned helmet. 58 Af<er the eventful battles of his early 
years, Ramesses III still employed many shardana and other barbarians 
(especially from Libya), since in the Papyrus H;trris the dead king addresses 
"the princes, and leaders of the land, the infantry and chariotry, the Sher-

55 Heick, MDie Seevolker," 9. 
56 From the Tanis stele, as translated by Gardiner, Egypt, 159. 
57 Edgerton and Wilson, Historical Records of Ramses Ill, plate 29 . 
.<s Sandars, Sea Peoples, figs. 68 and 79. There is no reason. however, to suppose that all 

warriors in horned helmets came from Sardinian stock. Sandars pointed out (ibid., 106-7) 
that the homed helmet has an ancient pedigree in the Near East, going back to Naram-Sin of 
Akkad. Perhaps it would be safest to think()( me homed helmet as appealing to a variety of 
European, Mediterranean, and Near Eastern warriors: a professional warrior who wished to 

look and feel formidable could hardly do better than strapping on his head the horns of a bull. 
Most if not all Sardinian warriors serving in the eastern Mediterranean may have worn the 
homed helmet. But Sicilians may also have worn it, since in the Medinet Habu relief of the 
naval battle in 1 I 79 B.c. the c:nemy wear horned helmets, aml the accomp,mying inscription 
identifies Shekelesh but not Shard.ma among the enemy. We need not identify as Sardinians 
the: soldiers on the Mycenae: an ~warrior Vase,~ simply bc:c.mse they we.tr horned helmets. nor 
the similarly accoutred Ingot God of Cyprus. 
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PLAn: 5. Shardana bodyguards of Ramesses II, at Kadesh. Abydos relief 

den, the numerous archers, and all the citizens of the land of Egypt." 
Further on in the papyrus he boasts that he had "Sherden and Kehck 
without number" in his service and that conditions in his kingdom were so 
peaceful that "the Sherden and the Kehek in their villages . .. lie at night 
full length without any dread. "59 And in the reign of Ramesses V (1149-
45) the Wilbour Papyrus identifies shardana as proprietors of land granted 
to them by the king. 60 

In the Levant, Sardinians apparently served as mercenaries already in the 
Am a rna period. In correspondence denouncing Rib-Addi of By bios, shar­
dana are mentioned three times, and they are quite clearly soldiers. 61 In the 
Ugarit tablets there are several references to shardana, although by ca. 
I 200 B.c. the tern1 may here too have denoted function rather than prove­
nance. Heltzer regards the shardana as .. foreigners in the royal service of 

s., Breasted, AR, vol. 4, nos. 397, 40.2., and (as translated in Gardiner, Egypt, 293) 410. 
"''Gardiner, Egypt, 296-97. 
hi Hekk, "S..L-viilktt," II. concludes "dass sie Sol daten sind. Ob sie im Dimst des Ribaddi 

stc:hen oder zu ei""r .lgyptiS<:h~n Finh(jt gehOren, ist nicht erkennbar. • 
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Ugarit,62. and in some sense they undoubtedly were foreigners. Yet one of 
th!:! few shardana mentioned by name is "Amar-Addu, son of Mutba'al."' 
The names of father and son are both Semitic. Another shardana seems to 
have inherited fields at Ugarit,~>J the normal pral:ticc: being that the shard­
ana received land from the king in return for military scrvi(;e. It thus 
appears that at Ugarit some of the sharda1t11 may have been fairly well 
assimilated into the general population. At Ugarit some: shardm1a served as 
mdrg/m-guards and as tmrm; the latter term, as noted above, evidently 
means "hand-to-hand warriors.,,,_. 

The king of Hatti seems to have recruited much of his standing :mny­
the UKU.US and the sharikuwa-from men living near or beyond the 
frontier and especially along the Pontic range in the north. Here lived the 
barbarous Kaskans, a source of danger as well as manpower. After sub­
jugating some of the Kaskan lands, Hattusilis Ill brought back warriors to 
serve with his UKU.US.6-' The king of Ugarit may also have kept a troop of 
Kaskans. Liverani at any rate suggested that what seems to be a reference, 
in a Ugaritic text, to the "capo dei Kaska" can best be explained on the 
assumption that "si tratta di un gruppo di sold:tti mercen:ui. "6 C. 

For the Aegean world, there is little evidence on our topic. What there is, 
however, suggests that prior to the Catastrophe the Mycenaean palaces 
might have depended almost entirely on "foreign"' professionals for their 
infantry forces. The "Captain of the Blacks'' fresco at Knossos may have 
portrayed an Aegean captain leading a company of black troops (one 
thinks of the Nubians who fought for the Egyptian pharaohs). The "Battle 
Scene" fresco from Pylos (see plate 2) shows three palace warriors who are 
surely professional but who seem to fight in the same style-and with the 
same weapons-as their "wild" opponents. l11e six groups of men named 
in the o-ka tablets from Pylos are likely to be six ethnic designations.67 
Although none of the designations suggests a provenance from outside the 
Aegean, there is some reason to see these men-if they are indeed soldiers, 
as they are usually thought to be-as "foreign" professionals. Driessen has 
argued that at Knossos the designation kesenuwija is ancestral to the 
classical Greek xenoi, a word that literally means "strangers'' but must 
often be translated as "mercenaries." Since three or possibly four of the 
Pylos o-ka groups show up in the Knossos archive, Driessen con dudes that 
the Greek rulers of Knossos brought in "foreigners" or mercenaries to 

~>l "'Helrzer, Internal Organi::.arion, 127. 
b.l On borh rhese individuab see Helrzer, lntern.zl Organization, 126. 
M Dierrich anJ Lore12, "Schardana," 41. 
M Seal, Organi::.ariwt, 111-13, 235, and 2.17; see ato;,:1 E. Laroche, "'l.ettreJ'un preter au 

roi hittire, • Revue hirtite et asianique 67 (1960): 81-!lf>. 
"" Liverani, Sturia di Ugarir. 154. 
" 7 Dri~sen, •Milirary Aspccrs," 49. 
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maintain the kingdom's security. 6 N The place-names that can be got out of 
(or read into) th!! terms suggest that th!! xmoi came from backward areas of 
the Aegean. (,'1 Sin~c the foreigners show up on tablets registering land 
allotments, it may be "that small groups of foreigners were admitted to the 
Pylian kingdom :md were allotted small fiefs of land for cultivation. In 
return, tht.'Y had to contribute a certain amount of tlax and render military 
service in the Pylian army. " 711 At Knossos there: is no direl"t l'Vidence for this 
practice, hut Driessen thinks it likely that there too the palace brought in 
foreigners .. who rendered military service in return for fiefs of land.~ 

So far as our limited evidence goes, then, we: may suppose that My­
cenae:m infantrymen were normally professionals and came from the less 
pacific parts of the Aegean. Elsewhere I have argued that in the Late Hell­
adic period the lower classes in the palace states of Boeotia, the Pelopon­
nese and Crete still spoke the pre-Greek language that had been current 
throughout the area in Early and Middle Helladic times: most subjects of 
the palaces, that is, would at best have had only a limited acquaintance 
with the Greek language spoken by the lords of the palaces and their 
charioteers. I would therefore here suggest that when the Pylian king, for 
example, hired professional infantrymen, he: hired North-Greek speakers 
from the mountains beyond Boeotia. It is likely that the mountaineers were 
more warlike than the Messenian natives, whose relationship to the palace 
seems to have anticipated that of the helots to their Dorian masters in the 
Iron Age. 

Such indications as we have of numbers suggest that the typical foreign 
contingent was composed of several hundred {and not several thousand) 
men. In the Papyrus Anastasi army, the largest foreign contingent we are to 
imagine is that of the Qeheq, a Libyan tribe, who would account for sixteen 
hundred of the five thousand-man force. When Ugaritic texts make refer­
ence to shardana, the references are not to hundreds but to groups of four 
and five, and Heltzer calculates their total as about sixty.?• The Linear B 
tablets are unusually informative on this point. The o-ka tablets from Pylos 
show that two hundred okara men formed the largest contingent, the 
smallest being a group of seventy urupijajo. 72 The Pylos palace did not, 
however, have all two hundred okara serving together but broke them up 

6• Ibid .•. i0-56. 
6 .. Driessen, ibid .• 50, sugg~ts that the lw.zso were troops whc1 came from liL'i<IS, that the 

Umpii•lin were troops from Olymp1a, and that all the troops "were originally 
non-M~senian ~ !in n. S Driessen passes on the suggestion that two ot the other contingents 
may have come from Corcyra and Skyros}. I would suggest only that Umpijaio is more likely 
to point to Mr. Olympus than to Peloponnesian Olympia; the latter name seems to he derived 
from the tormer, .mJ there is no re~son to suppose rhar it is much older than the san~-ruary. 

' 0 Ibid. 
~. Heltzer, ]lltemal Organbllion. 106-7 and 126. 
?2 Lcjc·une, •Civilisation,., 3<~--JO. 
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into smaller groups and posted them in several locations. In the Knosso:; 
archive, tablet B 164 refers to at least 368 men. apparently all of them 
"foreigners. ''71 

When Meryre of Libya-about to attack Egypt in 1208 B.C.­

supplemented his Libyan force by recruiting warriors from .. all the north­
ern lands," he was following a traditional practice. What was not tradi­
tional is that the runners whom he secured were not cast in a supporting 
role to chariotry, since Meryre had no chariotry of any significance. In­
stead, the skirmishers were themselves assigned the task of destroying the 
Egyptian chariot army. Th.u battle belongs to the Catastrophe and we shall 
return to it in our final chapter, but Meryrc's scheme and the Catastrophe 
can only be understood against the background of what infantry forces 
were available to the Late Bronze Age kingdoms. 

To summarize: Insofar as our evidence illuminates such things, it ap­
pears that prior to the Catastrophe an eastern Mediterranean king might 
send infantrymen into the mountainous hinterland to punish barbarians 
who had misbehaved. Such combat was probably a melee rather than a 
conflict' of dose-order formations. When two civilized kingdoms went to 
war, the hand-to-hand fighting was subordinated to and integrated with 
the chariot battle. In chariot warfare there was no engagement of mass 
formations of infantry, and what hand-to-hand fighting was required was 
the responsibility of professional chariot runners, or skirmishers. In the 
thirteenth century these men were rarely natives of the kingdoms in which 
they fought and tended to come from barbarian lands such i1S Nubia, 
Libya, and Sardinia or from the more backward parts of Greece and the 
Levant. Their service as skirmishers was undoubtedly hazardous and de­
manding and must have required a great deal more stamina, skill, reckless­
ness, and perhaps ferocity than could be found in the typical resident of 
Ugarit, Messenia, or Memphis. 

INFANTRY FORCES IN THE CATASTROPHE 

During the Catastrophe, some rulers trying to defend their cities and pal­
aces apparently made signifi<.:ant changes in their armed forces. As we shall 
see in detail in chapter 14, the aggressors were runners and skirmishers, 
and they therefore had to be contained and countered by infantrymen. For 
the first time in four centuries, at least a few battles in the plains and in 
defense of the pala<.:es themselves seem to have been primarily infantry 
dashes. 

71 Driessen, ~Military Aspect~," 5 I. 
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In 1208 B.c. Merneptah seems to have relied greatly on his chariotry to 
defeat the Libyans, but he also celebrated his hand-to-hand warriors and a 
"militia" (mnfyt) of Egyptians. 74 When Ramesscs Ill fights against the 
Philistines in 1179 not only are his horses like falcons but his inf;Uttry are 
"like bulls ready on the field of battle." And to counter the Libyan infantry 
in 1176 Ramesses leads fonh not only his chariotry but also "the mighty 
men [whom he had] trained (to] fight."7SJn both battles Ramesses himself 
was of course a peerless archer in his royal c-hariot, as New Kingdom 
pharaohs had always been. But he is also, surprisingly, a footsoldier who 
fights hand-to-hand. One relief shows Ramesses dismounted from his 
chariot and overpowering the enemy, and the accompanying text lauds his 
prowess "on his two feet. "76 
7 In the land battle against the Philistines, Ramesses' footsoldiers are 
conspicuous, some of them in traditional Egyptian headdress and others 
wearing the shardana helmet (see plate 6). The latter, as they always had, 
tend to fight on their own, as individuals, each shardana auxiliary taking 
on one or more of the enemy with his sword or thrusting spear. The 
Egyptians, on the other hand, fight in their traditional squads. The artist 
shows them in groups of four, all four men moving and striking in concert. 
Although the divine R<1messes and other ch:1riot warriors are shown on the 
right-hand side of the Land Battle Relief, each of the five registers of the 
relief is primarily a depiction of the valor of Ramesses' hand-to-hand war­
riors. Egypt probably owed its survival to Ramesses' recruitment or train­
ing of thousands of footsoldiers who could take the offensive against the 
raiders. Although his barbarian professionals could fight in guerrilla fash­
ion, the Egyptians needed to be placed in organized units, each man being 
thus supponed and assisted by his comrades in a dose-order formation. 

In the sea battle (see plate 7) the main burden fell on native Egyptian 
infantrymen. In order to catch his opponents before they landed, Ramesses 
assembled a great many boats and manned them with Egyptian archers 
(some of these, of course, could have been chariot archers) and hand-to­
hand warriors. The latter were Egyptians, armed with the usual shields and 
staves, and were responsible for dealing with those of the enemy who tried 
to board the Egyptian boats. In Ramesses' vaunt, his boats were filled from 
bow to stern with warriors: "The militia ( mnfyt), consisting of every picked 
man of Egypt, were like lions roaring upon the mountain tops. "7 ':" How he 

74 8reasred. AR, vol. 3, no. 578. 
·; F..dgenou .md Wilsom. Hi5C<>ricJI Rewrds of R .. lmses Ill, plarc:s .l1 and 80-83 (pp. 77-

78). 
~~ E..Jgenon .1nd Wilson, ib1d., plare 68: c:f. 8re;Jsted, AR, vol. 4, no. 106. 
,... t.dgerron :md Wilson, Historic.1l Re,·ord: of RJmses Ill, place 46, pp. 54-.H. Ina norc 

nn rheir rr:anslari11n of llltt()'t .lS ~militi;l" the aurh1>rs o>bservc rh:at "mn6•t ..eems co be m 
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recruited these "picked men of Egypt., we cannot know, but it is important 
to note the unusual effort to augmt.'flt the professional infantry. 

In Greece too, it appears, the wmmunities that came through the early 
horrors of the Catastrophe began in the IIIC period to create forces of 
footsoldiers. Since we have no written documents from the period, we must 
here depend entirely on pictorial evidence. Professional skirmishers, first of 
all, seem to have enjoyed an unwonted status in lllC communities. Individ­
ual warriors, relatively well armored, appe:tr on kraters of LH IIIC date at 
Tiryns and on pots at Nauplia and lefkandi. Littauer and Crouwel have 
pointed out that tht:se warriors, carried in chariots, arc footsoldiers, appar­
ently en route to a battle.78 As suggested in chapter 10, the Homeric 
description of chariots as battle taxis may be a reminiscence of this twelfth­
century development. Possibly in IIIC Greece the horses and vehicles that 
survived from the pre-Catastrophe chariot forces became nothing more 
than prestige vehicles for the professional w:miors who until then had been 
runners in the chariot corps. The chariot on these lllC vases, at :my rate, 
suggests that its passenger is a footsoldier of unusual status, and we may 
suppose th:u he was an individual skirmisher, capable of holding his own in 
a man-to-man encounter with any barbarian raider. 

But in addition to the individual skirmishers, who may have been re­
garded as the promachoi or "champions" of their communities, the lliC 
towns may also have fielded forces of nonprofessional footsoldiers. In 
order to stand their ground in hand-to-hand combat against the barbarian 
raiders, these men would necessarily have bc:cn put into a dose-order 
company. Lines of footsoldiers appear on the Warrior Vase and the Warrior 
Stele from Mycenae, both of which date either to the IIIC period or to the 
very end of IIIB. 79 On the krater, the .. front .. panel (see plate 8) shows six 
bearded soldiers wearing horned helmets, a sleeved corslet that reaches to 
the waist, a fringed leather skirt, and greaves (whether these are to be 
understood as being made of bronze or of leather cannot be determined). 
Each of the soldiers carries a six-foot spe.:tr and a round shield. The five 
soldiers of the rear panel brandish shorter spears and wear "hedgehog" 
helmets but otherwise resemble their counterparts on the front. On the 
Warrior Stele there are again five infantrymen, almost identical to those on 
the reverse of the vase, brandishing spears. In both representations the 
infantrymen are in dose order, marching with spears on their shoulders, or 

7~ Licuuer. MMilit:Jry Use," 145-46; Litcauer and Crouwel, .. Ch:~riors in Lace Bronze Age 
Greece," 189-90; for the representations sec Vermeule and Kamgeorghis, Myunaean Picto· 
ri.tl Vase Painting, nos. XI. la-b, Xl.l6, Xl. l H, Xl.1H . 

~~ The repre~encaril)ns are usually dated to the e:~rly IIIC period. Vermeule and Kara· 
georgh1s. 1hid., 1.30-34. with p!Jte!S XIA2 .111d XJA.J, assi~o;~• them t•l their "tunsitional~ 
period. ft>r 30 argument that the represent.lOIIOS date Ill the end o{ the II m penod sec: jllhn 
)\Junger. "The End ,,t Mycenae.m Arc," 111 Thomas, fnrschut~gen, 63-Tl . 



162 A MILITARY EXPLANATION 

PI.ATE 8. "Warrior Vase" from Mycenae, Side A 

about to throw their spears in a "ceremonial volley" (the stele is certainly 
and the vase is probably funerary). It is perhaps possible that the artist 
intended one of the groups to represent foreigners, since the homed hel­
mets are an exotic element, whereas the "hedgehog" helmet appears on 
many LH IIIC sherds. But it is more likely that both groups are intended to 
represent native troops: the warriors in horned helmets pass in front of a 
woman who is either bidding them farewell or mourning, and either a 
farewell or a funeral suggests that these are men from the locality in which 
the vase was cherished. 

The scenes suggest that the artist and his patrons were familiar with 
infantry formations and more particularly with formations of spearmen, 
all the soldiers being uniformly accoutred and armed and all having an 
assigned position within the relatively dense formation. These Mycenaean 
infantrymen were not about to do battle with chariots: they had been 
organized and equipped-with a hand-to-hand weapon, a shield, and 
body armor-in order to confront infantrymen in close combat. 

Although it has o&en been committed, it is a methodological sin to 
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present the scenes on the Warrior Vase and Warrior Stele as examples of 
"typical" Mycenaean practices of the Late Bronze Age. Similarly, the Me­
diner Habu reliefs of Ramesses Ill's battle against the Philistines and the 
Libyans should surely not be used as a guide to Egyptian military practices 
in the reigns of his Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Dynasty predecessors. 
These representations were made after the Catastrophe had run much if 
not most of its harrowing course, and they must not be torn from that 
chronological context. The Mycenae vase and stele, whether dated to the 
end of IIIB or to IIIC, were at any rate made several decades after Troy VI 
and Thebes had been destroyed, and after Mycenae and Tiryns were forti­
fied and the Isthmus wall was begun. The Medinet Habu reliefs show what 
the Egyptian army looked like in 1179 B.C., by which time palaces and 
cities had been destroyed all through Greece, Anatolia, Cyprus, and the 
Levant, and Egypt seemed about to become the next victim. The represen­
tations therefore do not show us the military character of the eastern 
kingdoms at their zenith but instead reveal how some kingdoms that had 
thus far survived the Catastrophe were responding to their dire situation. 
Professional skirmishers were never more valued and perhaps provided 
much of the defense against their predatory kinsmen. In addition, forma­
tions of native infantrymen-so difficult to find in our pre-Catastrophe 
documentation-were now being armed and trained, as the few centers 
still flourishing sought to escape the fate that had by that time overtaken so 
much of the eastern Mediterranean world. 



Chapter Twelve 

INFANTRY AND HORSE TROOPS 

IN THE EARLY IRON AGE 

T HE LAST two chapt~rs have argued that, from the late seventeenth 
to the late thirteenth cennuy, for the eastern Mediterrane:m king­
doms warfare was a contest between opposing chuiot forces, and 

the only offensive infantrymen who pani~...;pated in battle were the 
.. runners"-the skirmishers who ran among the chariots. The present 
chapter will review what we know about warfare in the early Iron Age. 
Although there is distressingly little information for the 1...-enturies following 
the Catastrophe, what there is suggests that all over the eastern Mediterra­
nean the principal role in battle was now borne by offensive infantrymen. 
Thus chariot warfare, which in the Late Bronze Age had distinguished 
cities and kingdoms from the barbarous hinterlands (where horses and a 
chariot were a luxury that few, if any, could afford), did not survive into the 
Iron Age, and even the wealthiest kings had now to depend primarily upon 
foot soldiers. 

It is generally recognized that the chariot was less important in the Iron 
Age than in the Late Bronze Age. By the reign of Tiglath-Pileser Ill (745-
27) the light, two-horse chariot rarely appeared on the battlefield, 1 since by 
that time the tasks hitherto assigned to chariots were normally carried out 
by cavalry. As a result, the Neo-Assyrian chariot became an enormous and 
1..."\lmbersome vehicle, carrying a variety of passengers and drawn by three 
or four horses. Such vehicles had little in common with the war chariot of 
the Bronze Age and seem to have served as prestige conveyances for the 
king and lesser dignitaries. 2fn classical times (if we except the dreadful but 
ineffective "scythed" chariots of the Persians) the chariot was associated 
almost entirely with status, parades, and recreation. We may thus say that 
in the Iron Age cavalry "replaced" chariotry as an effective military arm. 

Prior to the Catastrophe there were, so far as our evidence indicates, no 
troops of cavalry or camelry. The Egyptian reliefs, howeve.1, do include 
occasional individuals on horseback. and some of these figures are depicted 
as carrying a bow and quiver. Without saddle or stirrups riding a horse w.as 

' Litta~Kr and Crouwel. Wltalc.:l Vehicles. 130-31. 
2 In n:lirfs from rho! last ccnrury oi As.~yrian histor)· th<5e huge chariots are frequently 

standing ~riD. serving 3S lofry ;md well prcwa:ted (but ba.\ically srarioru~ry) platforms from 
wha~~o:h a few pnvilegcd archers could shoot their bows. 5« lirr:aucr and Crouwd. ibad., U 1-
Jl. 
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difficult enough, and the Bronze Age rider was not yet able to control his 
mount and shoot a bow at the same time. Perhaps, therefore, the bow 
carried by a Bronze Age rider was meant for self-defense. and the few men 
on horseback were scouts or m~"SSengers rather than mounted archers.J 

The earliest representations of archers shooting from the backs of gal­
loping horses are ninth-century Assyrian reliefs. These reliefs show the 
cavalry archers operating in pairs: one ":avalryman holds the reins of both 
his own and his partner's horse, allowing the parmer to use his hands for 
the bow and bowstring. The early cavalry teams thus parallel t."Xactly the 
charioteer and chariot archer.4 The cavalry archer was undoubtedly less 
accurate than his counterpart on a chariot (bouncing on a horse's back was 
less conducive to a good shot than standing-knee.-; bent-on the leather­
strap platform of a chariot). But in other respects the cavalry teams were 
surely superior. They were able, first of all, to operate in terrain too rough 
for wheeled vehicles. And their chances for flight, when things went wrong, 
were much better: when a chariot horse was injured, both crewmen were in 
immediate danger, but if a cavalryman's horse was killed or injured the 
cavalryman could immediately leap on the back of his partner's horse and 
so ride out of harm's way. Yet another advantage of cavalry over chariotry 
was economic, since the cost of purchasing and maintaining a vehicle was 
considerable. The Chronicler claims (2 Chronicles 1.17) that in the tenth 
century the chariot itself cost twice as much as the team that pulled it. 

How early in the Iron Age kings began to use cavalries in place of or 
alongside chariotries cannot be determined, since there is so little docu­
mentary and pictorial evidence for the period 1150-900 B.C. By the mid­
dle of the ninth century cavalries w•:re obviously well established, since at 
the Battle of Qarqar Shalmaneser Ill faced many men on horseback (and 
some on the backs of camels) and since he himself claimed to have 2,002 
chariots and 5,542 cavalrymen.·s For earlier centuries all we have are 
Hebrew traditions, and although they are hardly trustworthy it must be 
noted that they routintly associate cavalries with the kings of the period. 
Solomon was said to have maintained twelve thousand parashim; David 
was believed to have defeated enormous horse troops consisting of both 
chariots and cavalrymen; and Saul was reponed to have been slain on Mt. 
Gilboa by Philistine parashim. 

More reliable Hebrew traditions in fact imply that the substitution of 

1 Beal. Orgo~niz.nion. 94; Stephanie Dalley, Mfomgn Chariorry and Cavalry in the Annies 
ofTiglath-PileKJ" Ill and Sarsoo n.• lr"'l47 (1'185): .17-.18. 

~ Uttauer and ("~1. Wbeekd ~hicks. l.lS: ~Tbc chariot oomplement-warrior and 
driver-i.< simply rr.ans(rrred to the back of iiS ream, the men's resp«tift func:tions remaining 
the same.~ 

i M. El.at. "The Campaign~ of Sh:llm.tneser Ill against Aram and Israel, • II-:} 25 (1975): 
27. 
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cavalry teams for chariots began in the Catastrophe itself. Poetic references 
in Genesis and Exodus to .. the horse and his rider" among Israel's enemies 
indicate that at least a few kings began to put some of their archers on 
horseback as early as the twelfth century. In the '"Song of the Sea .. the poet 
exults that not only "Pharaoh's chariots and his host" but also "the horse 
and his rider" have been thrown into the sea (Exodus 15.1 and 21). In the 
"Blessing of Jacob" the patriarch promises (Genesis 49.17-18) that the 
tribe of Dan "shall be a serpent in the way, a viper by the path, that bites 
the horse's heels so that his rider falls backward. "6 

It appears, then, that the use of cavalry began in the twelfth century, that 
by the tenth century some kings employed thousands of C:lvalrymen, and 
that the ninth-century Assyrian kings had at least as many horses in their 
cavalry as in their chariotry. The final obsolescence of chariotry came with 
the discovery, in the eighth century, of new techniques for reining a ridden 
horse. The new method, apparent in the reliefs of Tiglath-Pileser III, al­
lowed cavalrymen to operate independently rather than in pairs, each rider 
now controlling his own mount.7 With every rider an archer, the "fire­
power" on the backs of a hundred cavalry horses was double the firepower 
drawn by a hundred chariot horses. Thus by ca. 750 B.C. the replacement 
of chariots by cavalry was more or less complete. 

Bur horse troops of any kind, whether chariorry or cavalry, were of much 
less importance in the Iron Age than had been their predecessors in the Late 
Bronze Age. Whereas before the Catastrophe warfare was the swirl of 
chariot squadrons, with drivers charging, wheeling, ~nd then charging 
again while the archers sent volleys of arrows against the oncoming enemy 
chariots, in the Iron Age the focus of the action was combat between 
opposing infantries. Here a horse troop's initial mission was to deal with 
the opponent's horse troop, but the ultimate mission was to assist in de­
stroying the enemy infantry, by encircling, flanking, or dividing it. Assyrian 
reliefs show that cavalrymen were also used for pursuing and dispatching 
individual fugitives after the enemy infantry-had been routed, and for this 
assignment the lance rather than the bow was the appropriate weapon. 

From the twelfth century to the end of antiquity horse troops did not 
establish the battle but played a supporting role. On occasion, as at Iss us or 

" It is sometimes ~aid th:u the lines refer to chariotry, the assumption being that cavalry was 
still unknown when the: ~ms were wrirten. See, for example:, Gortwald, Tribes o{Yahll~eh, 
540: .. The h,u~e .1nd it~ rider whi.:h Dan attacks ... refers .dm05t certainly to horse-dtawn 
chariots . . . . It is nuw well documented that cavalry uiiiL~ were: only introduced effectively 
inm the: Near East by the A~yn.ms in the eighth-ninth centuries." That 'avalry was intro­
duced into the Ncar Ea~ hy AlDyrians in the: ninth century is not documented at all; we know 
only th.Jt in the midJic oi the ninth century the: Assyrians had an enormous cavalry. 

7 Littauer an..J Cmuwel, Wheeled Vehicles., 138; d. Dalley. MForeign Ot.triotry," 37-38, 
who reicrs to J. Spruynr, ·w nmduitr du cheval ..:hez !'archer assyricn," Plaisirs EquestTes 
129 1_1'1113): 66-71. 
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Adrianople, that supporting role might be decisive, and we even he:u of 
armies (the Parrhians at Carrhae) that consisted almost entirely of cavalry. 
But the normal expectation of Ch:tldaeans, Persians, Carrhaginians, 
Greeks, and Romans was that a battle was in essence a clash of infantries. 
Thus chariotry, and then cavalry, made important contributions in Iron 
Age warfare, but what we see in the Iron Age should not be called .. chariot 
warfare." 

The centrality of an offensive infantry is dear when our documentation 
resumes in the ninth century, with the inscriptions and reliefs of Ashur­
nasirpal II and Shalmaneser III. Although Shalmaneser's horse troops were 
impressive, they were evidently secondary to his infantry, which in a major 
campaign numbered more than 100,000 men. Another inscription of the 
early ninth century describes an Assyrian army of 1,351 chariots and 
50,000 footsoldiers. 11 These enormous infantries were of course levied 
from the general population in Assyria, where the tradition of militia 
service seems to have been still flourishing in the ninth century."' Although 
neither reliefs nor inscriptions and literary accounts give us a dear pi(.""ture 
of a ninth-century battle, what can be pieced together indicates that in the 
armies of Assyri:t, Israel, and Judah an advancing infantry formed the 
center of a battle line, and horse troops operated on the wings "for pincer 
movements and efforts ro overwhelm and rurn the enemy flank." 10 In the 
ninth century, in other words, infantry units no longer served merely to 
escort chariotries on the march and, in battle, to provide a haven for 
chariots in trouble but were now at the center of the offensive action. The 
Assyrian infantry included companies of archers (protected by defensive 
armor and armed with composite bows) and of spearmen, and all carried a 
straight sword as a secondary weapon. 

But if we have reasonable documentation for ninth-century warfare, the 
three centuries from the Catastrophe to Ashurnasirpal's reign are a dark 
age. Nevertheless, we have just enough evidence to conclude that in this 
period too, in the immediate aftermath of the Catastrophe, infantries al­
ready played the primary offensive role. Egypt, which tells us so much 
about Late Bronze Age warfare, has almost nothing to offer for the early 
Iron Age. But although we have no advertisements of victories by the later 
Ramessids and the weak kings of the Twenty-First Dynasty, papyri from the 

~ Elat, ~campaigns of Shalmaneser." 27; Luck~nbill, Ancimt Records rJ{ Assyria and 
Babylonia, vol. 1, no. 658; Stillman and Tallis, Armies, 31. 

" Walth~:r Manitius, '"Das st~:hende He.:t der As:;yr~:rkonige und sein~ Organiution," ZA 
24 ( 1910): 104-5, c:mpha.~iud th.u the militia was th~ normal force: for ninth-cc:ntul"}· As­
syrian kings and that a standing, profe.'iSional army was not introduced until th~ ei(thth 
cenrury. 

1" Stillman .md Tallis, Annit>s, bO; so=e also their ex<·ellent presentati()n <m As~yn:~n mili­
tary nrganizarion, pp . .!6-31. 
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reign of Ramessl!s IX ( 1137-1120) rderto great numbers of barbarians­
especially Libyans and Meshwesh-who Wl!rc creating disturbances at 
Thebes.•• Since Libyans and Meshwesh in Egypt were traditionally offen­
sive infantrymen, perhaps we are justified in assuming that the trouble­
makers at Thebes were also professional infantrymen, whom the pharaoh 
had settled in Upper Egypt as a military reserve. Ultimately a Libyan, or 
more precisely a "chief of the Meshwesh,., seized royal power and inaugu­
rated the Twenty-Second Dynasty (ca. 940 B.C.). 

Assyria was the one Late Bronze Age kingdom in which an offensive 
infantry was important, and so it is not surprising to find here a reliance on 
infantry in the early Iron Age. The only well-documented reign in the 
twelfth and eleventh centuries is that of Tiglath-Pileser I ( 1115-1077). 
When this king marched north into the Elazig region of eastern Anatolia he 
defeated 20,000 Mushkian tribesmen on "Mount Kashiari, a difficult re­
gion, "l.l and for that battle he must have had a formidable infantry. Still 
further north, he suppressed the Kaskans who had taken over the cities of 
Hatti, and he captured 4,000 of their men and 120 chariots. 13 To the east, 
Tiglath-Pileser had to confront the Gutians, a traditional scourge from the 
Zagros: 

The sons of the fmounrains?J d..-vi~cd warfare in their hearts. 
They prep;trcd for b;mle, they sharpened their weapons. 
The enemies initiated their war. 
All thc highland(ers) were assembkd clan by clan .... 
lhe Gmian seethed. aflame with terrifying splendor. 
All the armies of tht: mountains, the Confederation of the J:lab~u lands 
Cilme to eac:h other's ;tid in strength."" 

Since Tiglath-Pileser carried the battle into the mountaineers' homeland, 
we must again imagine him relying primarily upon footsoldiers. 

Anatolian warfare after the fall of the Hittite kingdom is quite unknown. 
Virtually all that we have are the Assyrian inscriptions cited above, whid1 
indicate that at the end of the twelfth century the Mushkians and Kaskans, 
at least, had very few chariots and a great many men on foot. This is of 
course what one would expect from barbarous tribesmen, and in Anatolia 
after the Catastrophe there evidently was no Great Kingdom (the kings of 
Carchemish, as already noted, usurped the title "Great King of Hatti" after 
the fall of Hattusas)-and perhaps no kingdoms at all. 

II Gardiner, Egypt, 299. 
I z Luch'IIbill, .411citnt R.•c<m:ls <if Assyria and Ro~hylomo~. vol. I, no. 221 . 
I' Ibid., no. 226. 
H Victor Hurowin .md Joan Wcstcnholz, "I.K.\ 63; A Ht!roi.: Poc.-m in Celebration •* 

Tigl.tth·Pil~~r l's !\.tu~m-Qumanu C:~mpaign," Joum.J[,,f Cull<!i(orm St11dies -11 ( 1990i: 5. 
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For Dark Age Greece we have the ;, corpore weapons found in Proto­
geometric and Geometric graves, a few figured vases depicting combat, and 
of course the problematical battle descriptions provided by Homer. All 
three types of evidence would suggest that the Dark Age Greeks commonly 
fought on foot (arrowheads, for example, hardly appear at all in D;.~.rk Age 
graves). But that fairly obvious generalization was for a long time obscured 
by the authority of Aristotle. According to Aristotle, 

Among the Gr~eks, govemm~nt from the beginning (after the ~nd of kingship) 
depended on those who did the fighting in war. The earliest of the polities was 
based on the hipp~is, since in war the decisive 3nd overwhelming force was that 
of th~ bippeis; for without organized form3tions 3 hoplite force is usdess, and 
among the ancients there was no experience in tactical matters. It was for that 
reason that the real strength was in the hippeis.'5 

Classicists understood Aristotle to mean that until the perfection of the 
hop lite phalanx (usually thought to have been attained in the early seventh 
century) the typical Greek battle featured the dash of a few noble cavalry­
men. Since it was also understood that Greeks did not ordinarily use the 
bow, it was imagined th;:tt these early "knights" fought with thrusting 
spears. This picture, of armored ;1nd spear-thrusting knights dominating 
the battlefield in early Greece, was until the 1970s widely accepted. 16 But it 
does not stand up under careful scrutiny. P.A.L. Greenhalgh showed that 
although the Geometric "knights" may have owned horses, they did not 
fight from horseback; attended by a squire, the hippeus wpuld ride to the 
battlefield and there dismount to fight as an infantryman.'7 

With the mounted lancers out of the way, we can now begin to see what 
warfare in Dark Age Greece may have looked like. Recent analyses of 
Homer's battle descriptions suggest that during the Dark Age the typical 
battle between Greek poleis featured massed infantries that were drawn up 
in a line, or phalanx, of spearmen (a mass, or a company several phalanges 
deep. was called a stix). Dueling nobles are essemial for the poet'sstory, but 
in reality the promachoi were much less important than the anonymous 
multitude in whose front rank they stood. Ill The evidence from graves 

•~ Aristotle. Politics 1297b; cf. 1289b, 1306a. 
1.; See. {or aample, V. Ehrenberg. Till' G~dr Stale (Oxford. t 960): 21 : "Single combat 

which-almost exclusively-ruled tht: ta.."'tics of the 3!(e .. • survived in thC' name of the 
"knights.' the hippeis." Cf. A. AlfOidi, ~Die Hars.:h.1ft dc.-r Rriterei in Griecht:nland und Rom 
nacb dem Sturz der Konige."' Gestalt 1md Gr:s.-hichlt!: IYstscbri{t K. Schl'{old (Berne. 1967): 
13-47;J. Bury and R. Meiggs, A History oiGreece, 4th ed. (london, 1975} 94. 

17 Greenhalgh, Early Greek Warfare, 40-ol. 
IM 1-(>r the organized. massed infantrie:o; of Homeric warfare ~ee J. L.atacz, K.JmpfparJnese, 

K.Jmp{tldrstel/u,g un.1 K.Jmpfwirkli.-hkeit in der 1/ias, hei l<al/mos 11nJ T)•rtaios (Munich. 
1977); md Hans v:tn Wees, "Leaders o( Men? Milirary Organization in the Iliad,"' CQ J6 



170 A M I L1 T A R Y E X P L A N A T I 0 N 

suggests that a very small proportion of the adult males in a Dark Age 
l:ommunity were able to afford both a sword and a spear, and defensive 
armor is conspicuously bcking. 1 ~ In rhc Ionian poleis a relatively well 
armed basi/eus might therefore have had a sword, a spe:u, and a leather 
shield, and perhaps wore a helmet, corslet, and greaves all made of leather. 
The men under his command would have had no more than spears and 
shields. The Dorians were perhaps better armed: whether or not their 
name was derived from the doru,20 these were "spearmen" par excellence 
and in rhe Geometric period formed a privileged military caste in Crete, 
Laconia, the Argolid, and other places where a non-Dorian population was 
protected and exploited by a Dorian elite. Among the Dorians there was no 
tradition of either chariotry or cavalry, nor even of wealthy hippeis riding 
ro the battlefield. 

Greek infantries in the Dark Age were hardly impressive by later stan­
dards, but the important point here is rhar an infantry was a community's 
principal-and, in most cases, its only-defense. We have seen that rhe 
noble cavalrymen, described from Aristotle's time to our own as rhe bul­
wark of the nascent polis, are imaginary. Nor was chariotry revived after 
the Catastrophe. Although a few wealthy individuals must have continued 
to use chariots for pleasure or prestige in the Dark Age, chariots were no 
longer used on the battlefield. This is indicated nor only by Homer's igno­
rance of rhe subject bur also by the complete lack of archaeological evi­
dence for chariots in Greece between the twelfth century B.C., when they 
were represented on LH IIIC pots, and the eighth century, when rhe chariot 
reappears both on Geometric pottery and in bronze and terracotta figu-

( 1986): 2!15-303. For .:riticism see Singor, ~Nine ;lgainst Troy,., 17-62. On th~ role of th~ 
basih•is ;~s prrm1tUI1oi see Van Wees. ~Kings in Combat: Battles and Heroes in the Jliad," CQ 
38 (1988): l-24. 

''' Snodgrass, Anns and An11our, 38. 
!1.> Classical Greeks detived the name of the Dorians from an eponymous Doros, son of 

Hellen. Mod.:rns have often supposed that the Dorians got their nJme from tiny Doris, but the 
borrowing se.:ms to h:IVe been reversed: the Spartans cre;lted Doris Metropolis as a counter­
w.:ight to Atheni.1n influence in the late fifth cenrury. On Doris see now D. Rousset, "l.:s 
Doriens deb Metropole,l, ~ BCH 1 13 11989): 199-239. The derivation of ~WQLEU<; fmm 
b6Qv was J.:cepted by .Mc:yer in the second ~dirion of Gesd1ichte des Altertums, vol. 2, 570-
71: "Die Dorer ... ~ind ein kriegerische Stamm, Jessen Name als 'Lanzenk:'impfer' zu be­
zeichr.cn scheint." H.:rmann Bengtson, Griedtische Gesrltid tte, 4th ed. (Munich, 1 969): 52 , 
stJteJ Without further ado that Dorieis is indeed a "Kurzform ~ of tlorimad mi. P. R;~mat, ~sui 
nome dci Dori, " /'.lrol.J . Icl/'o:~ssato 16 ( 1961 }: 62-65, argued that doru was indeed the base 
of the nJme, but the: done RJmat had in mind was J tree rather than a spear (the tree being 
something of a totem for the "Dorians ~). Singor, ''1\;ine against Troy, ~ 30, has mo~t recently 
given the ~tymolo1.w lukewarm endorsement. 
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rines.2 1 Thus the infantry militias of Dark Age Grl!ecc offer a sharp contrast 
to the chariot-based armies attested for the Late Helladic kingdoms. 

Finally, we must look at the Levant and rhc dubious evidt>ncc that the 
Old Testament provides on post-Catastrophe warfare. For the first century 
and a half after the Catastrophe the various tribes of lsrad 3nd Judah were 
scarcely urbanized and had no centralized state. But late in the eleventh 
century the tribes of Israel 3ppointed Saul as their king, with a residence at 
Gibeah, and soon thereafter the men of Judah m<Ide David king at Hebron. 
The fusion of these two kingdoms by David resulted in :.1 highly centralized 
and remarkably we3lthy regime, and the trappings of mon:.trchy soon 
appeared. Along with splendid buildings (palace :.tnd temple) in Jerusalem 
came a magnificent display of horses and chariots. Solomon was known for 
his horses, and is reputed to have maintained four thousand chariot teams 
and twelve thousand cavalrymen (parashim).!.2. lf these fabulous figures are 

11 See Crouwel, CJ1ariots, 143-44; Snodgr;tss, Eurly Cr<!ck Amw11r a1td Weapons, pp. 
160-63; Greenhalgh, Early Greek Warfar~, 38. The scenes of chariot combat on 
eighrh-cenrury Geometric kraters in Attica are not retlecrions of actual chariot warfare. As 
SnoJgrass and Greenhalgh argu.:, the eighth-cenrury artist was inspired by saga, by reports of 
chariots in use in the Near East, and by surviving Mycenaean represcnt;ltions of chariots. 

u 2 Chronides 9.25. At 1 Kings 4.26 Solomon is said to have had not fonr thousand but 
forry thous;tnd '11m11it hor~es and chariots, and twelve thous;tnd par.1shim; in this ..:ase the 
Chronicler's figure is more likely to be ~correctn (which is to say that the textual tradition of 2 
Chronicl<!s 9.!5 is sounder than the texru:~l tradition of I Kings 4.26). The meaning of 'utwor 
has been well explained by G. I. Davies, ~·urwot in I Kings 5:6 (Evv. 4:26) and the Assyrian 
Horse Lists, n jour~~o~l o(S<!mitic Studies 34 (I ~89) : 25-38. D:wies calls attention to Assyri;tn 
parallels suggesting that 'urw0t Joc:s not me·m ~st;~llsn or ~st:tbles, n as mo~t translators ha\'e 
thought, but ~teams. n Whether Solomon in truth had four thousand teams of chariot horses 
and twelve thousand paras him is another question; ifthe fiF,ures Jre not grossly ex;~ggerated, 
they might account for the resentment that So!omon\ subjects harbored against him and his 
grandeur. 

A less persuJ.o;ive part of Davies's argument does away with Solomon·~ cavalry, leaving only 
the ch;uiors. Davies conduded that the original meaning of I Kings 4.26 was as follows: 
~solomon had 4000 teams of horses for his chariotry, 11amdy 12,000 horses. n The figure of 
four thousand, inste:ld of forty thousJnd, is justified by the Septua~int reading and by the 
parJIIel :Iecount at 2 Chronicles 9.25. But that the Chronicler intended p,IT.I>him as ~horses '' 
or "chariot horsesn-sa~·ing, in effect, that the four thousand teams ..:onsisted of twelve 
thousand horses, thn:e to each team-is most unlikely. According to Dav1es's argument the 
Chronicler, using so unfamiliar J term J.~ 'ntw<it, a.:commodated his readc:rs by spelling out 
for thc:m what this oh!ICUrt' term me:lnt (Jt p. -~6n.35, Davies su~;~esrs that the conjun(.-tion be 
under~tood :ts an "'expli.:at1vc: W<IW" and be tr:mslatc:d not .1s "and" but .Js ~namely~). But it a 
writ<!r wanted to c!Jrify for his readers that th~e four thousand 'urwot of horses were-in 
plain Hebrew-twelv~ thousand horses, he would snrdy have: us.:d the word :;usim. The very 
worst way to darify the exotic term 'urwot would be to write th.lt Solomon had ~four 
thousand ·urwbt of horses and twelve rhous.1nd p.1r,1Shim. n TI1e IJtter word must here mean 
~cavalrvmen, n as It does in other passages .md as the Septua~int translators assumed it does 
hera. 
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dose to the mark, Solomon acquired the greatest horse troop that the 
ancient world had ever seen. But Solomon never went to war, and so it is 
difficult to say how these horsemen might have been deployed in ;1 battle. 
Cert3inly there was no enemy in sight against whom such a g;1rgantuan 
horse troop might have been used. 

David, unlike his son, had been a warrior and in the early tenth century 
had established a kingdom that was perhaps the most powerful in the 
world. Renowned as a "slayer of myri3ds," David won his victories with 
footsoldiers.B We are told that when he captured a thousand chariots from 
Hadadezer of Zobah he "houghed" all but a hundred of the chariot 
teams.24 The traditions about him quite consistently present him as mak­
ing no use of chariots in battle and as fighting under the aegis of the 
infantryman's god, the Lord of Hosts. 

David's infantry consisted of both professional "mighty men" and a 
levied militia.2S The former group was relatively small (six hundred Git­
tites, the same number of Judahites, and the mysterious "Pelethite and 
Kerethite guards") and constituted his regular army. David's militia was 
said by the Chronicler to have numbered 288,000 men, but its actual 
strength is usually estimated at only a half or a third of that figure.26 The 
"mighty men" were evidently well armed, whereas the militiamen may 
have had spears and shields but nothing else. 

The farther back one goes in the history of the Israelite monarchy, the 
greater the role that one finds for the militiamen of the infantry. Saul seems 
to have had no regular army of professionals, and no borse troops. Tradi­
tions about his great victory over the Ammonites, as wdl as about his 
defeat at the hands of the Philistines, speak only of infantrymen (the Phi­
listines, on the other hand, surely had horse troops, since Saul was hunted 
down on Mt. Gilboa by Philistine chariots and parashim). Finally, before 
the creation of the Israelite monarchy the-people of Israel, as of Judah, 

Z.l Yadin, Art of Warfare, vol.l, 285; Stillman and. Tallis, Armies, 37. 
Z4 2 Samuel 8.3-4 (d. l Chronicles 18.3-4). 
2S This has bren well treated by A. van Srlms, "The Armed Forces of Israel under Saul and 

David." in Studies on the Books of Samuel: Papers &ad at the Jrd Meeting of Die 0. T. 
Werkgemeenskap in Suid-Afrika (1960): 55-66. 

l6 Yadin, .4rt of Warfare, vol. 2, 279-82, argurd that thr figurrs from the Chronicler (1 
Chronicles 27.1-1 5) in this inst:Jnce were derived from an accur:tte source. The militia figures 
for the early monarchy in Israel were sc:Jied down dra_stically by George Mendenhall, MThe 
Census Lists of Num~r.~ t and 26." JBL 77 ( 1968): 52-66. Wherras Numbers 1.32, for 
ex.1mple, says that the: number of those men in Ephraim who were ".1ble to go forth to war~ 
was 40,500, Mendenhall reduced the figurr to a mere 500 men, organized in 40 units. But 
Mendenhall's argummt rests on analogies from Mari; like most other scholars, of course, 
Mendenhall did nQt recl.:on with the revolutionary changes in the an of w-.1r th.u occurred 
between the s~enteenth century and the tenth. In fact, the concept nf a militia wa.~ unknown 
in seventeenth-century Mari. 
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depended for security entirely on a miliria.27 It is true that by the late 
eleventh century this style of fighting was no longer very effective: the 
league of Philistine cities, with a smaller but well-armed and regular force, 
soundly defeated the tribal militias rallied by the priests of Yahweh and 
added insult to injury by seizing the Ark of the Covenant. But in the twelfth 
century the tribesmen were evidently quite formidable. 

Sheer numbers were essential to this early Israelite renown: '"The forty 
thousand of Israel" (Judges 5.8) was probably an optimistic figure, but it 
suggests that a general mobilization of the tribes living in Israel could and 
did furnish tens of thousands of warriors. Although untrained and hardly 
well armed, tribesmen so numerous-especially when stirred to furor by 
oracles from the Lord of Hosts- must have been a force with which neither 
the coastal cities of Canaan nor the later Ramessids in Egypt cared to do 
battle. An index of how drastically warfare had changed in the Catastrophe 
is that thereafter the militiamen of Israel, without any horse troops at all, 
were able to maintain complete independence from the last Ramessids and 
the Twenty-First Dynasty kings of Egypt. Prior to the Catastrophe, the land 
of Israel had for almost four hundred years chafed under Egyptian hegem­
ony, a condition so unthinkable in post-Catastrophe circumstances that 
tradition seems eventually to have transformed it into four hundred years 
of Israelite "bondage" in the land of Egypt. 

! 7 Yadin, Art of Warfare, vol. 2,284. 



Chapter Thirteen 

CHANGES IN ARMOR AND WEAPONS 

AT THE END OF THE BRONZE AGE 

I N A FEW DECADES before and after 1200 B.C. the eastern Mediterra­
nean world underwent a transformation in the tools of w.1r. Aegean 
archaeologists, as noted in chapter 9, have long been aware that new 

types of weapons and armor came into use at the end of the LH IIIB period, 
and some archaeologists have: recently emphasized the range and compre­
hensiveness of the innovations. As Jeremy Rutter pointed out at the Brown 
Conference, the rapidity with which "virtually all forms of offensive and 
defensive weaponry" change ca. 1200 stands in sharp contrast to "the 
conservatism of developments in military gear during the palatial period." 1 

But the findings of ardtaeologists have not yet been translated into his­
tory. Although there has been some suspicion that the innovations appar­
ent from the material record must reflect the advent of a new style of 
warfare, historians have barely begun to explore what this new style and its 
significance might have been..! In particular, it has not yet been proposed 
that the new types of armor and weaponry reflect a historic shift from 
chariot warfare to infantry warfare. TI1at the new arms and armor be­
longed to footsoldiers has of course been clear all along, but the signifi­
cance of this fact has been obscured by the assumption that infantries had 
played the primary role in warfare all through the Late Bronze Age. Having 
seen, in chapters 10-12, that before the Catastrophe chariot warfare was 
the norm for the eastern Mediterranean kingdoms and that offensive infan­
tries came to the fore in the early Iron Age, we are now in a position to 
appreciate the historical significance of the military innovations that ar­
chaeologists have documented for the decades of the Catastrophe. 

ARMOR 

It was, first of all, during the Catastrophe that the infantryman's corslet 
made its appearance. Prior to ca. 1200, corslets were designed for the 
chariot crew. The mail-covered, leather sariam, a robe reaching to the calf 
or even the ankle, provided reasonable protection for a man in a chariot, 

I Rutt~r, ·cultural Novelties,~ 67. 
2 Forth~ suggestions oi Muhly and Sandars ~I! p. 103. 
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and for him the faC£ that it was difficult to run in such a robe was not a 
serious liability. Apparently some infantrymen in the Late Bronze Age 
wore a simplified, much less expensive version of the charioteer's corslet: 
the Luxor relief of the Battle of Kadesh portrays a line of Hittite auxiliaries 
in full stride, and most of them wear wide-skirted and ankl<!-length 
"robes."-~ Possibly the robes were made of leather rather than of linen, but 
obviously they were not covered with metal scales. 

Alternatively, some Late Bronze Age skirmishers went into battle wear­
ing only a helmet and a kilt. A parallel here would be the primitive tribes­
men of a century or two ago, who were as naked in battle as in everyday life. 
The shardana in service to the phar:.tohs are shown with no defensive 
armor other than a helmet, and the same is true for the Pylian warriors in 
the "Battle Scene" fresco (they wear boar's tusk helmets, and kilts). 

There is no documentary or pictorial evidence at all for "heavily ar­
mored" infantrymen in the Late Bronze Age. That footsoldiers in My­
cenaean Greece wore bronze armor is sometimes asserted on the basis of an 
in corpore find: a plate-bronze corslet found in 1960, in a chamber tomb at 
Dendra.4 The Dendra Corslet, which dates from late in the fifteenth cen­
tury B.C., has been identified by several scholars as an infantryman's corslet 
and as an example of the kind of armor that Mycenaean infantrymen 
would generally have worn in the LH II and LH lilA period. s Such an 
interpretation, however, cannot be correct. The Dendra Corslet encases the 
body from the neck almost to the knees, and the girdle of bronze around 
the d1ighs must have prevented the wearer not only from ru.nning but from 
even walking at a normal pace. It must therefore have been worn by a man 
who in battle would be required to step only occasionally, and then in half­
strides, and such conditions point necessarily to a chariot crewman. ft is 
also relevant that the Dendra Corslet bears some resemblance to one of the 
corslets that a Linear B ideogram records as b~ing distributed to chariot 
crews.6 

In the Catastrophe, on the other hand, we have pictorial evidence for 
infantrymen's corslets. The Medinet Habu relief of the sea battle in 1179 
shows that not only the Philistine and Shekelesh aggressors but also the 
Egyptian defenders were protected with waist-length corslets and leather 
skins. The corslets were apparently strengthened with strips of metal sewn 

1 Wreszinski, Atlas, vol. 2, plate 87; cf. Sandars, Sea People$, fig. 13. 
4 For dc:scription set! Catling, "Panzer." 96-98. On the tomb see Paul Astrom, The Cuirass 

Tomb unJ Other Finds at De11dra (Goteborg, 1977}. 
5 Harding, Mycenaeansand Europe, 151 and 174 (seep. 175 for reconstruction drawing, 

by K. t..t.:Barron, of Dendra warrior as an infantryman, with sword and spe:u); Crouwel, 
Ch.zriots, 127. 

b Bouzek, Aegean. 108. 
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to rhe learher.7 1n the Aegean, roo, corslets for infantrymen appear only at 
the end of the IIIB or beginning of the IIIC period. The Mycenaean infan­
trymen depicted on the Warrior Vase and Warrior Stele wear corslets. In 
place of meral strips, these corslets seem to have copper or bronze scales.11 

And like their Philistine and Egyptian contemporaries, the Mycenaean 
warriors wear leather skirrs rhat reach to midthigh. But it is not just at 
Mycenae, and not only at the transition from IIIB to IIIC that the infamry­
m:m's corslet appe:us in post-Catastrophe Greece. Figured lllC shcrds 
from several other sites show footsoldiers (although some riding in char­
iots) wearing hedgehog helmets, waist-length corslets, and leather skirts.9 

Every reader of Homer knows that the Achaeans who sacked Troy were 
"well greaved," and specialists are quite aware that metal greaves came 
suddenly into vogue ca. 1200.10 Again, however, we must emphasize the 
obvious: the warriors who used the new armor were infantrymen. This 
innovation was mostly limited to the Greek world, perhaps because all 
through the Late Bronze Age men in Greece protected their lower legs with 
leather .. spats" when at work (so, for example, old Laertes wears knemides 
as he digs around his fruit trees at Odyssey 24.228-29) or at war (in the 
Pylos .. Battle Scene" fresco [see plate 2], the Pylian warriors are naked 
above the waist but wear leather spats). And Late Helladic smiths had 
occasionally made metal greaves: ca. 1400, the Dendra warrior whose 
corslet we have just discussed wore bronze greaves. 11 With his plate corslet 
protecting him from collar to knee, and with greaves protecting at least the 
fronts of his lower legs, the chariot crewman buried at Dendra was ar­
mored as completely, although not as comfortably, as a Nuzi charioteer 
whose sariam reached from collar to midcalf. Thus metal greaves may in 
Mycenaean Greece have been worn now and then by chariot crewmen who 
for some reason preferred plate armor to scale armor. But it is unlikely that 
infantrymen before ca. 1200 wore metal greaves. 

Thereafter it is quite a different story. In Cyprus, two burials dating from 
ca. 1200 have produced bronze greaves. Another pair has been found in a 
chamber tomb at Kallithea in Achaea, daring from the early twelfth cen-

7 For discussion and color illustration see Yadin. Art o{Wdrfare, vol. 2. 25 1 and 340-41 ; 
for a deuiled discussion of these corslets see Lorimer, Hamer and the Monuments, 199-200: 
cf. Carling, "Panzer," 103. 

~ Carling, ibid., 105; Snodgrass, Arms dnd Annour, .11. 
'*Carling, ibid., 105. 
10 N. K. Sandars. "North and South at the End of the Mycenaean Age: Asp~cts of an Old 

Problem,"' Oxford journtJI of Archaeology 2 (1983): 43-68; Harding, Mycenaeans md 
Europe, 178-80. 

11 On the jtreaves s« Catlin g. "Bein~hiener~, ~in Buchholz anJ Wiesner, Krit>gs~~~esen, vol. 
J. IH. 
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tury (the same tomb yielded a Nauc Type II sword). 12 Finally, yet another 
pair, found in 1960 on the southern slope of the Athenian ::tcropolis, seem 
also to date from the twelfth century s.c.u All thesc twclfth-~:entury Greek 
and Cypriote greaves were evidently locally made and were pcrhaps extem­
porized by local bronzesmiths. Although Goliath was said to have- worn 
bronze greaves, they were never popular in the Near East. Nor do they seem 
to have been worn in temperate Europe before they appear in Grt.-ece. 
Harding notes that the earliest greaves thus far found in Italy belong to the 
tenth century, while those from central Europe ;llld the Balkans "appe:u to 

start at the same rime as the bte Mycenaean examples. '' 14 

Aher the middle of the twelfth century, greaves disappear from the ar­
chaeological record in Greece and do not reappear until the end of the 
eighth century. Catling assumes that in the Dark Age leather leggings came 
back into use. 15 Various scholars have noted that Homer knew little about 
greaves, other than the fact that the Achaeans had them, ;md his vagueness 
may indicate that in his rime bronze greaves were only a memory. It thus 
seems that the use of metal greaves in the early twelfth century was a short­
lived experiment, restricted mostly to Greece and Cyprus. The obsoles­
cence of the bronze greave after ca. 1150 can most easily be explained as a 
result of the general poverty, and especially the scarcity of bronze, that 
Snodgrass has documented in The Dark Age of Greece. This would be all 
the more understandable if, in an age when bronze was very dear, the 
bronze greave was regarded as not very "cost-effective." The bronze 
greaves from the early twelfth century are not impressive pieces. The Ka­
llithea specimens were simply hammered out of sheet bronze, and Catling 
noted that the smith made no effort to model the greaves to the musculature 
of the leg. And all these early greaves are relatively thin: those from Enkomi 
are two millimeters thick, but modern experiments have shown that even a 
thickness of three millimeters can be entirely cut through by a slashing 
sword.16 

Perhaps the most important item of defensive armor that comes into use 
at the end of the thirteenth century is the round shield, with its conical 
surface running back from the boss to the rim.J7 Held with a center-grip, 

ll Ibid., 152-53; for a full desc.:riprion ol the Kallid1ea tomb and its contents see N. 
Yalouris, ~Mykenis.:he Bronzeschutzwalfen, .. MDA/75 1]960): 4.!-67. 

l.l The find W;l~ originally assigned [() me: Geometric perioJ but has been redatN 
by Penelope Mountjoy, "The Bronze Greav~ from Athens: A C'.a_\e f1>r a I.H IIIC Date:," 
Opuscula AtheniensirJ 15 (1984): 135-41>. 

14 Harding, Mycenae.ms and F.urope, 179. 
u Cading, "Beinschienen," 158. 
I(· Ibid., l.i6-57. 
•- On shieiJ.'i see HeiJe Borchhardt, ~Friihc grie.:hische Schildiormc:n," in Buchholz and 

Wiesner, Kriegswesen, vol. I. 1-56. 
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this symmetrical shield ("balanced all-around• is a common Homeric 
epithet for the aspis) made up for its relatively small size by a superior 
design. Until the introduction of the round shield, footsoldiers of the east­
ern Mediterranean kingdoms carried large shields of various shapes. The 
Mycenaeans in the LH I and II periods (and possibly also in LH IliA and B, 
although evidem:e is lacking) favored the huge .. figure eight .. shield, which 
enveloped the warrior on three sides from neck to ankles, while providing 
some freedom of movement for the arms at the indentations. An alternative 
for the Mycenaeans, in use also in Egypt, was the slightly smaller "half­
cylinder" shield, with sides arching back. Although such a shield protected 
a man from neck to shins, the absence of arm indentations must have 
severely restricted his wielding of an offensive weapon. The Hittite shield 
seems to have been rectangular and relatively flat but had se11loped sides or 
.. cutouts" for the arms. The standard Egyptian shield was oblong with a 
rounded top, thus offering some protection for the neck.. IS All these Lare 
Bronze Age shields, if held frontally and at the proper height, would have 
covered most of a footsoldier's body, far more in fact than did a round 
shield. The Homeric sakos-the great shield-was evidently used with a 
long lance (the enchos), both items indicating an intention to keep one's 
distance in dispatching an opponent. The size and design of these pre­
Catastrophe shields are quite understandable if they were intended for 
defense primarily against missiles, and only occasionally against hand-to­
hand weapons. 

The round shield, on the other hand, was ce!fainly meant for a hand-to­
hand fighter. For him, agility and mobility counted for much, and he 
tsacrificed the security of a full-body shield in order to be fast on his feet and 
,to have free use of his offensive arm. The round shields varied in size from 
less than two to more than three feet in diameter, but even the largest did 
not cover a man below midthigh. But because it was perfectly balanced, the 
round shield was unusually maneuverable. That quality, together with its 
uniformly sloping surfaces, gave the warrior good protection at the spot 
that he needed it. 

With one exception, there are no round shields attested anywhere in the 
eastern Mediterranean lcingdoms before the late thineenth century.19 The 
exception-from ca. 1270-appears in a Luxor relief of the storming of 
Depur, a Hittite stronghold in the Levant, by troops of Rarnesses the Great. 
Round shields arc carried by several of Ramesses' skirmishers in horned 

'" On these Ute Bronu A~ types see Borchhardt, "Schiklformcn. • 6-17 and 25-27. an.J 
the foldout following p. 56. 

19 Ibid., 30: "1m ges.tmten igaischen Ben:ich wie im VorcJcren Orient ist der runde Schild 
erst mit dcm Ende des 13. Jahrhunderts eindeurig nachzuweisen, nach dem jeweiligm 
Zerstorungshomont. der eben mit der Seeviilkerbewc:gung in Zusammcnh3ng gebr:~eht 
wcrd~ kann. ~ 
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helmets, and the likelihood is fairly strong that the Egyptian artist intended 
these figures to represent Sardinian auxiliaries . .!0 Thus there is reason to 
believe that the round shield was introduced to the eastern Mediterranean 
by barbarian skirmishers from the west. Its ultimate provenance is un­
known. Although round shields were common in temperate Europe after 
1000, Harding found that only one has been assigned (by at least some 
scholars) a dare earlier than the twelfth century. 21 

Although Sardinian runners were using the round shield on Near East­
em battlefields in the early thirteenth century, it evidently remaint.-d a 
specialty of the barbarian skirmisher for another sixty or seventy years. 
From late in the thineenth century or early in the twelfth come several 
representations of the round shield, found at Megiddo: one on a sherd and 
two more on ivory plaques. 22 The possibility that ca. 1200 the round shield 
was becoming familiar in the southern Levant is strengthened by the fact 
that all the aggressors who attacked Ramesses Ill in 1179 had round 
shields. In the Mcdinet Habu reliefs (see plates 6 and 7) it is carried not 
only by the western Mediterranean warriors in horned helmets-both the 
shardana fighting for Ramesses and the Shekelesh fighting against him­
but also by the Philistines and Tjekker. Ramesses' Egyptian infantrymen, 
however, carry the traditional Egyptian shield (oblong, with rounded top). 

In the Aegean the round shield-theaspis-seems to have come into use 
rather suddenly soon after 1200 and then quickly become standard. The 
earliest evidence for it in Greece may be the liryns Shield-Bearers Krater, 
dating to the transition from LH IIIB to IIIC.l.J On the Warrior Vase (see 
plate 8) and Warrior Stele the spearmen of all three lines carry shields that 
are round except for a scallop on the bottom.24 These shields, carried by 
men in dose-order formations, are noticeably larger than those carried by 
the skirmishers. The round shield also appears on LH IIJC sherds from 
Tiryns and Nauplia, on a vase from Mycenae, on two mirror-handles from 
Cyprus, and in the hands of the "Ingot God" from Enkomi.2S 

The innovation of the infantryman's corslet, greaves, and the round 
shield in the armies of the eastern Mediterranean reflects the imponance 
that was suddenly attached, during the Catastrophe, to hand-to-hand 
fighting. The round shield had long been favored by Sardinian skirmishers 
but was now in general demand. The infantryman's corslet was perhaps 

Zll Ibid., 28. 
ll Harding, Mycnraeans t111d &uupe, 177. The single early specimen was found in west 

Bohemia. 
l! Yadin, Art o{Wa~, vol . .!. 242, datesth~m to c.:1. 1200. Cf. Borchharo.lt. ·schddfor-

men,• 30. 
H Vermeule and Karageorghis, Mycl!l'l.zetlll Pictori.JI V.ase Po~i11tit1J:, IOS-9 .md plate X. t. 
14 Ibid., plate Xl.42. 
H lbJd., plata Xl.la and lb, ud Xl.lH; Borchhardt, •!K_iJildf<lnn~n," 29 anJ .H. 
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improvised by the defenders of the e:lstern kingdoms, in order to steel 
themselves for a type of combat that was unfamiliar and unnerving. The 
use of greaves may have begun among either the sa~kers or the defenders of 
the Aegean palaces (Homer associates greaves with the marauders at Troy, 
while the in corpore evidence shows them in use by defenders of the IIIC 
communities). Altogether, the armored infantryman was in large part a 
creation of the Catastrophe. 

jAVELINS, SPEARS, AND LANCES 

In weapons, as in armor, there were major innovations at the end of the 
Bronze Age. Although the advent of a new type of sword is perhaps the 
most conspicuous and dramatic of these innovations, there seems to have 
been another that was equally important but has hardly been noticed. I 
refer to the proliferation of a small, long-range weapon that we may call a 
javelin, although it could also be called a large dart. This was not the javelin 
familiar from modem track-and-field events but a much smaller missile. 
The weapon that seems to have played an important role in the Catastro­
phe was perhaps only half or a third the size of today's sporting javelin, 
which is almost nine feet long and weighs almost two pounds (eight hun­
dred grams). A closer parallel to the Bronze Age weapon would be the 
Roman iaculum, which Polybius (6.22) describes as two cubits long and 
thick as a finger. 

The Medinet Habu relief shows that in 1179 the typical Philistine or 
Tjekker warrior carried two spearlike weapons, slightly over a meter in 
length and with diameters small enough that two could be rightly grasped 
in the palm of the hand. In discussing the relief, Yadin reasonably con­
cluded that these weapons were javelins.26 He did not, however, see their 
presence as remarkable, and in most subsequent discussions of the arms of 
"the Sea Peoples" the javelin has not appeared at allP Even highly spe­
cialized studies have overlooked the popularity of the javelin in the late 
second millennium. De Maigret's classification of Near Eastern spears 
recognized two types of javelin but noted no increase in their use toward the 
end of the Bronze Age. On the Aegean side, Lorimer made no mention of 
javelins, and in Avila's Lanzenspitzen there is no category for javelins (as a 
result, in this otherwise very useful typological study javelin heads must be 
sought among either the spearheads or the arrowheads). In discussing the 
importance of javelins in thirteenth- and twelfth-century warfare, then, we 
cannot simply summarize e..xpert opinion but shall have to look at the 
primary evidence in some detail. 

1t. Yadin, Art o(Warfa", vol. 2, 251-52 . 
.t? Neither S:mdars's Sea l't:nples nor Strobel's Secvrilkersturm (b(>th of which Jis..:u~s the 

aggressors· weaponry .lt some length) mentions rhe j ;~velin. 
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It is generally recognized that in the Lue Bronze Age javelins were used 
by hunters . .!11 One fresco at Tiryns shows a young man who is presumed to 
be a hunter shouldering two javelins grasped in the left hand; another 
shows two hunters, each with·a pair of javelins in the right hand . .!~ A third 
fresco, at Pylos, shows a hunter about to throw a javelin at :l running 
stag.ln Since the Homeric word aiga1tee app:uently means, etymologically, 
something like "go::tt spear," that weapon may originollly have been used 
for hunting wild goats) I The javelin as ;1 hunter's we:1pon was common in 
antiquity and among primitive tribes down to our own timc.·1l Strabo 
(4.4.3) described the Gauls' skill in hunting birds with javelins, declaring 
that the Gallic hunters were able to throw their javelins farther (and appar­
ently with no less accuracy) than they could shoot an arrow. 

In classical times the javelin was of little importance on the battlefield: 
whether hop lites threw javelins at each other before closing is debated, but 
it is agreed that in either case the "real" fighting did not begin until the 
thrusting spears were brought into play. In Rome, the velites threw their 
iacula, but it was the legionary's pi/um (a much heavier missile) and sword 
that determined the outcome of the battle. In primitive societies, on the 
other hand, the hunter's javelin was also the primary weapon when a tribe 
was involved in a guerrilla with its neighbors. In Herodotus's catalog 
(7.71-79) of Xerxes' army the javelin is the main weapon of the Libyan, 
Paphlagonian, Thracian, Mysian, and Marian contingents, and in still 
another group of auxiliaries each man carried two "wolf-destroying" 
spears. Thucydides (3.97-98) gives us a vivid pict~re of the Aetolian jav­
elineers, whom the Athenians suspected of eating raw meat, picking off 
"the best men of Athens" when Demosthenes led a force of hoplites into 
the Aetolian mountains. In Arrian 's history of Alexander's campaign, some 
of the most memorable chapters feature the heroics of the thousand Agri­
anes, javelin men from the mountains ot Paeonia. But these exploits of the 
javelineer were exceptions to the rule that in classical antiquity javelins 
were of limited military value.3.l 

Toward the end of the second millennium, however, this humble weapon 
seems to have enjoyed a brief prominence. For the "hunting'' of chariot 
horses the javelin must have been ideal: although it would seldom have 

.!~See Ol:tf Hikkmann, "Lanze und Speer.~ in Buchholz, 1\riegswl!sen, vol. 2, 289-90. 
1 • Hockmann, "Lanze und Speer," fi~;s. 74a and b. The fres<.:oes belong to the earlier and 

later Tiryns pala(.:e respecrivdy. 
Jo Lang, Palace of Nestor, plate 12 (no. 16 H 43 ). 
11 H&kmann, "Lanze und Speer," 315 . 
.n E. Norman G.mliner, "Throwing the Javdin," JHS 27 (1907): 257, noted that the 

thonged iavdin ~ is essentially the weapon of less highly civilized peoples. It is a weapon of the 
cha.~e, :1 weapon of the common people, but it plays hrtle part in the: heavily equipped citiJ.en 
armies of Greece and Rome.~ 

1' On the lightly .umed javelineer~ <>f dassic.tl Grt:e<·e see Snodgr:~s~. Ami.< ,md Armour, 
67 :md 71!-~0. 
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killed the horse that it hit, the javelin would surely have brought it to a stop, 
thus immobilizing the other horse, the vehicle, and the crew. Composite 
bows were appropriate for the chariot warrior, but for a runner a far 
preferable long-range weapon would have been the javelin. Javelins are 
thrown on the run, whereas an infantry bowman would have to shoot from 
either a crouching position or a flat-footed stance (in either case offering 
chariot archers a stationary target). In addition, the javelineer could carry a 
small shield, whereas the archer had to use both hands to work his bow. 
That javelins were in fact used against chariots in the Late Bronze Age is 
clear from Ramcsses the Great's account of his valor at Kadesh: in the 
"poetic" inscription Ramesses boasts that the Hittites were unable either 
to shoot their bows or to hurl their javelins at him as he charged against 
them in his chariot.34 

The Agrianes mentioned above show the efficiency of javelineers against 
a chariot force. When he learned that Darius had a hundred scythed char­
iots in the middle of his line at.Gaugamela, Alexander responded by plac­
ing his Agrianes (as well as Balakros's javelineers) as a screen for his heavy 
infantry. The mountain men were deadly marksmen, and not one Persian 
chariot got through the screen.Js An argument can be made, despite the 
fact that the evidence is exiguous, that something similar must have hap­
pened time and again during the Catastrophe, and that the javelin played a 
key role in bringing the era of chariot warfare to an end. A horde of 
javelineers swarming through a chariot host would have destroyed it: at 
forty or fifty meters a team of horses would even at the gallop have made a 
far easier target for a javelineer than he-small, running, and protected by 
his shield- would have made for the chariot archer. 

From the centuries before the Catastrophe there are occasional illustra­
tions of what seem to be javelins carried by warriors, although these are 
somewhat larger than those carried by the Philistines in 1179. A few of the 
Shoshu tribesmen whom Seti I defeated early in the thirteenth century may 
have brought javelins to the contest with the Egyptian chariots, since in a 
relief (see plate 9) one tribesman is depicted grasping two thin spears of 
moderate length in his right hand.36 The same was true when Seti's son, 
Ramesses the Great, campaigned against the tribesmen.37 In the Aegean, 
javelins seem to be carried by the captain (but not by his men, who evi­
dently carry thrusting spears) in the "'Captain of the Blacks" fresco: lying 
across his shoulder are two long and thin lines, which may represent the 

l-1 Gardintr, Kadesh, P135- 40 and P160-65. 
H Arrian, Ano1h. 3.13.5. 
•• Battle Rl'liefs of King Sety I, plate: 3. 
1' For rdid sh<)wing a Sh<)~hu warrior grasping rwo thin and fairly short ~spears~ in his 

right hand see 'iadin, Art of W.1r(are, mi. I, 233. 
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slender shafts of javelins.Js If the fresco depicts .a squad of skirmishers on 
their way to a battle, perhaps the captain intended to engage the enemy at 
long range while his Nubian troops closed in hand-to-hand combat with 
their thrusting spears. Finally, a few short javelins are portrayed in 
thirteenth-century warfare: these are tassel-stabilized d:uts, hardly a meter 
in length, carried on Egyptian chariots (see plate 1 ). Bonnet observed that 
this "Wurfpfeil" first appears on Nineteenth-Dynasty chariots, the crews 
apparently keeping several of these missiles available for use at a range too 
close for a bow .. l\1 

In the twelfth century military javelins are portrayed in greater numbers. 
There is, first of all, no doubt that the javelin was the weapon that the 
Philistines and Tjekker brought to Djahi in 1179. The Medinet Habu relief 
portrays many of the enemy holding two small (three- or four-foot) 
"spears" but never using one for a thrust. Since the fighting is hand-to­
hand, the javelins appear to be a useless encumbrance. But it was not only 
the enemies of Egypt who used javelins in the twelfth century. Another 
relief shows them in the hands of Ramesses III's own barbarian skir­
mishers,40 evidently for use against enemy infantrymen (this king is not 
known to have fought against a chariot army). In Greece too we can see the 
importance of the short javelin as a military weapon in the twelfth century. 
An LH me sherd from Tiryns shows a warrior armed with javelins. 4 1 Since 
the warrior is riding in a chariot, we may identify him as a skirmisher on his 
way to the battle zone rather than as an infantryman who fought in a close­
order company. Another LH lllC skirmisher is represented on a krater 
sherd recently found in the Unterburg at Tiryns: the warrior in this scene 
rides on a chariot and carries two javelins in addition to his round shie!d:U 
Yet another me sherd, this one from Lefkandi, seems to show (the scene is 
too poorly drawn for us to be certain) an armored warrior holding two 
javelins. 43 It thus appears that by the early twelfth century javelineers were 
to be found in the kings' armies as well as among their barbarian oppo­
nents. The kingdoms' employment of javelin men probably began before 

J8 See, ft~r example, Hackmann, "Lanze und Speer," 281!-90. Snodgrass, F..arly Greek 
Armour and Weapons, 115. suggested thilt the rwo lines (almost as long as the .:aptain 
himself) may be outlines of a single spear; but the Cilprilin's body is visible between the lines, 
and if the lines do outlin.: a single spear, it is massive, with a diameter almost as great as the 
capuin 's arm. The hla.:k man who follows the: captain $e.:ans to .:arry 3 single spear ui normal 
diameter (see Evans, Palau of Mi11os, vol. 2, 2, plate xi it). 

1" Bonnet, Waffen, 105-6. For this" thirteenth-..:enrury innovation see also Yadin, Art of 
Warfare, vol. I. 88, and his illustration at pp. 140-41. 

411 See Silndars, S<!a Peoples, fig. 14. 
<I Vermeu)e and K:.~rageorghis, Myct'lt<~ean Pictorial V<ls<' Paiffling, no. Xl.ll!. 
•l Ibid .. no. Xl.28. 
4 ' Vermeule and Karag<!orghis, in ibid., no. Xl.61 (p. 136), suggest that the sherd portrays 

~a sharp-fan!d soldier in a .:rested helmet with rwn light 1avelins anJ an .wal shteld." 
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the Catastrophe, with runners using javelins to assist in bringing down 
enemy chariot reams, but the twelfth-century javelineers of Tiryns and 
Lefkandi presumably threw most often at a human target. 

There is a bit of literary evidence that late in the second millennium the 
javelin was used against footsoldiers. In the Iliad there are occasional 
references to akontes, and when Pandaros shoots Menelaus with the bow 
Menelaus's life is saved by the waistband that he wore as "a barrier against 
akontes" (Iliad 4.137). A more surprising source is the story of David and 
Goliath. Yadin presented an ingenious argument that the story was origi­
nally about an Israelite who killed a famous Philistine warrior whose 
weapon was a javelin.44 We all know that Goliath carried a spear "like unto 
a weaver's beam," but that does not help much in a world even less familiar 
with looms than with spears. Yadin explored the term C,l1K 1U?.l and 
found that it has nothing to do with size: it was, instead, a shaft of very 
slender proportions. What was distinctive about it, however, were the 
loops that it carried. Yadin concluded that the original Hebrew story de­
scribed a Philistine warrior who carried a spear equipped with a throwing­
thong (the ankyle of the classical Greeks, and the amen tum of the Romans). 
With a thong spiraled around the shaft, a warrior could rifle a javelin as he 
threw it, thus adding to its accuracy and its range. Although the story of 
Goliath and his spear "like unto a weaver's beam" was eventually attached 
to King David, it was also told of Benaiah of Kabzeel ( 1 Chronicles 11.22-
23) and Elhanan of Bethlehem (2 Samuel 21.19} and may well have origi­
nated in a real event. 45 It would appear that the use of the thonged javelin 
was exceptional in Canaan late in the second millennium and was perhaps 
limited to a few warriors in Philistia. In Greece the thonged javelin may 
have been especially distinctive of the north and of Thessaly in particular. 46 

How much in corpore evidence we have for the javelin in the second 
millennium is difficult to say. Many bronze weapon-heads from the period 
have been found, but in the absence of the shafts one cannot be certain 
whether the heads were attached to spears, javelins, or arrows. Because the 
military use of a short, dartlike javelin has scarcely been recognized, how­
ever, I believe it likely that many javelin heads from the late second millen­
nium have been erroneously identified as arrowheads. 

De Maigret's classification does assign one type of socketed "lance­
head" to a javelin, and on this type there should be no argument. Tipo B 7 
("giavellotti a bm<1 triangolare acuta") is large enough-most specimens 

"" YaJin, ~Goliath's.Javelin .!nd the C'l,.K ·m1.l." PEQ ( 1955), 58-69. 
4·1 On the oonflations and contradictions in the: story as told in the Masoretic text see 

Emanuel Tov. "The David and Goliath Saga,~ Bi/Jle Review ( 19!16): 34-41. 
4" Euripides' reference (Baahae, 1205) to "Thessalian ankylomala~ indicates that his 

audience assodated the thonged javelin with Thc:~saly anJ assumed its use there in the heroic 
period. 
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are about 10 or 12 centimeters long-that it can hardly have come from an 
arrow; but since the sockets of this type are barely wider than .Olm, neither 
could it have been attached to a thrusting spear. The forty-three specimens 
of Tipo B 7 heads are almost without exception from the Levant (especially 
Megiddo) and date from the Middle and the Late Bronze Age.47 Thus it 
appears that socketed javelins, with thin (and, one would suppose, short) 
shafts, were in use in the Levant all through the second millennium. 

In the Aegean we also find a number of socketed weapon-heads, most 
dating from late in the LH Ill period, which arc reasonably identified as 
javelin heads. Many of these, it is worth pointing out, were found in north­
west Greece, just beyond the frontier of the Mycenaean world.48 Because 
the "Epirote" specimens have faceted, solid-ring sockets, rather than the 
split-ring sockets characteristic of Mycenaean spearheads, Avila proposes 
that they are the southernmost extension of types that originated in the 
Balkans. 49 We may note that socketed javelin heads have also been found in 
Italy in contexts dating to the third quarter of the second millennium.so 

Despite opinion to the contrary, it is also very likely that a somewhat 
smaller head, this one tanged rather than socketed, came from a javelin. 
Heads of this type (see figure 2) have an elliptical blade and vary in length 
from ca. 7 to 13 centimeters (including both tang and blade). They were in 
use all tilrough the Late Bronze Age5 1 but enjoyed their greatest vogue 
during the twelfth and eleventh centuries B.C. Although found primarily in 
the Near East, they were also used in Greece. These heads were certainly 
used in hunting, but there is no doubt that they were also used in battle: one 
of them was found embedded in the dorsal vertebrae of a man buried at 
Ugarit.52 Most often they have been identified as arrowheads, despite the 
fact that even the shortest is approximately twice the size of the average 
military arrowhead. 53 In part, I suspect, they have been identified as arrow-

4~ De Maigrec, Lmce, 154-67. 
4~ In Avi13's L.mzenspitun, nos. 143-60 are all "aus Epeiros," and all measure between 

I 0 and 20 em. in length, induding blade and socker. The dateable specimens come from rhe 
LH I liB or IIIC period. Cf. Snodgra.,s's Types Band C (F.arly Greek Armour and Weapons, 
119-20). 

4~ Avila, ibid., 67; Snodgrass, Early Greek Armour and Weapons, 119, calls his Type B 
(found especially in Epirus and Kephallenia) "a w~ll-known Danubian cyp~." 

50 J. M. Col.:s and A. F. Harding, The Brmru Age;, Er~rope (New York, 1979): 179-80. 
Coles and Harding dace ch.:se javelin h~ads from C1sdna Ranza, near Milan, co ch~ "~arlier 
Bronze Age" (shordy before 1300) . 

. H More chan thirty were re.:over~d from ch~ fourceench-century shipwreck off Ulu Burun; 
see Cemal Pulak, "Th~ Bronz~ Ago: Shipwreck at Ulu Burun, Turkey: 198.5 Campaign," A}A 
92 (19!18): 23-24. 

Sl The skeleton was found in Grave 75 arRas Shamra, wirh pottery from late l.H lilA or 
~arly l.H 1118. s~e Avila, Lzm:cnspitzcn. 112-13. 

H Sin.:e we h<~.v~ no .:aralog of N~ar Eastern arrowh~aJs, I base my g~neraliucion on 
Avila's findings for rho: Acg~an. Mosc of che Lace Bronze Age arrowheads in his !An~en- und 
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heads simply because typologists have no classification for a small, dartlike 
javelin. On the Near Eastern side, de Maigret arbitrarily established a 
length of 11 ..::entimeters as the minimum for the head of a giaveflotto; de 
Maigret duly recognized as javelins the eleven elliptical tanged heads that 
met this qualification, but he excluded the scores that fell bdow 11 centi­
meters, leaving them to be dealt with by an eventual typologist of Near 
Eastern arrowheads. 54 

More than a dozen heads of the same type have been found in Greece, 
but these Greek specimens have been classified by Avila as Pfeilspitzen.ss 
Although these heads would have met de Maigret's length requirement 
(they average 11 centimeters in length), Avila assumed that "spearheads'' 
must be socketed and that a tanged head could only have come from an 
arrow. That assumption, which is certainly untenable for the Near East, is 
probably invalid for Greece too, since a Tiryns fresco seems to portray 
javelins whose heads are tanged rather than socketed. 56 

What makes the matter especially pertinent for us is that weapons with 
such a head were clearly instrumental in the Catastrophe. In the destruc­
tion level of the central city at Ugarit thirteen such weapon-heads were 
found, not in a hoard but scattered in the debris. s7 They must therefore 

Pfeilspit~en have no shaft accachmenr: the v-base of che blade was simply pressed inco che end 
of che shafc. Looking ac all of chese Klasse I spe.:imens I nos. l63 co 687G), I find chac che vase 
maioricy are less chan 3 em. long. For example, of che 318 arrowheads from twelfth-century 
Pylos, che longest is 2.58 em. and che median 1.~4 em. All ranged he'lds (nos. 688 through 
773) Avila classifies as Klasse 2 arrowheads. These are considerably larger, che median being 
approximately 4.5 em. Buc if my contention is correct that heads over 7 em. ca.ne from 
javelins, che typical ranged arrowhead would measure a bic less chan 4 \."Tll. The sole arrowhead 
found in Troy VIla, barbed and ranged, me:lSured 3.9 em. (a similar specimen from Troy VI 
measured 3.8 ... 'ITI.): see Blegen ec al, Troy, vol. 3: Settlemmts VIla, Vllb, and VIII (Prin.::econ, 
1958): fig. 219. Supporting evidence may be available from a mu.::h Iacer dace: Morde.:hai 
Gichon and Mi.::hada Vitale, ~Arrow-Heads from l:lorv;lt 'Eyed," IE) 41 (1991): 242-.57, 
report chac ac this Helleniscic-Roruan site forty-three ranged military arrowheads are well 
enough preserved to be measured~The median length is 3.6 .:m., and none of chese ranged 
heads measures over 6.1 em. 

H In reference to his Tipo A 7 ii, de Maigret, Lance, 90, noces chac these javelin heads had 
morphological parallels co Levanrine arrowheads of the Late Bronze Age. The eleven heads in 
chis group come from Hazor (no. I, undated); Ugaric (nos. 2-4, fourteenth and chirteenrh 
cenruries); Alalo1kh (no. 5. thirccench or twelfch cenrurie~); Tarsus (no. 6, 700-.520 B.C.); 

Boghazkiiy (no. 7, fourteenth or chirteench centuries); and Assur I nos. 8-11, Old or Middle 
Assyrianj. Although no. 2 measures_JO .:m. in lengrh, ch~ others range between I I and 18 .:m. 

H Compare de Maigret's Tipo A 7 ii javelin heads (ac L.mce, 89-91, wich 6g. 20) and 
Avila's Kl.1sse 2f arrowheads (L.mzenspitze11, 112- 13, wich pl.ue 2ll). 

~h Hockmann, "Lanze und Speer," 290: "die Spiczen offenbar mittles eines Schaftdoms in 
d.m vorn knau fartig verdickcen Hol7.schafc gesce.:kc sind." 

57 Mane-Jose Cha1•ane, •Instruments de bronze," in M. Yon et o1l., Rus Sltartrra- Oug.1rit 
III. I.e Cmtrc de Ia l'ille: 31/'-44' Cumpagnes (1978-1984), .357. ChavJne, I am happy co 
noce. does noc rule our javelins (~!ceize pointcs de tlf.:hc~ ou de faveline"). 
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FIGURE 2. Tanged, elliptical weapon-heads of the late second millennium. Scale 
approx. 5:6 

a and b. From Catastrophe destruction level at Ugarit 
c. From El Khadr, Israel (ca. 1100 B.c.) 
d. From Mycenae (no dated context) 
e. From Hazor (eleventh century B.C.) 
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have been used by either the aggressors or the defenders in the city's last 
hours. The three heads from Ugarit thus far published are 7, 8.5 and 8.7 
centimeters in lcngth.>N 

If one objects to identifying thes~ and other elliptical, tanged heads of 
the late second millennium as coming from small javdins, one's only alter· 
native is to argue that at this time archers for one reason or another 
developed a preference for enormous arrows. But various considerations 
identify these elliptical, tanged heads as coming from javelins. Many of the 
specimens that have been found, first of all, :ue inscribed. This practice, 
which Frank Cross has called "a fad of the 11th century," -;y was especially 
common in the southern Levant but is also attested for Mesopotamia.60 A 
hoard of tanged heads came to light at El Khadr, near Bethlehem, in 1953, 
and five (measuring between 9.2 and 10.5 em.) are inscribed I?~ 'bdlb't, 
which Cross prudently translated as "dart of 'Abd-Labi't. "61 The Hebrew 
I?~ is normally an arrow, but because these heads seemed too large for an 
arrow, Cross supposed that the word could also have been used for a small 
missile that was hurled rather than shot. Since 1953, another eighteen 
heads have been found bearing what seem to be the names of their owners; 
still others, from Mesopotamia, are inscribed with royal names. It is less 
likely that an archer would inscribe all thirty or forty of his arrowheads 
than that a javelineer might inscribe his few javelin heads. 

Not only the size but also the shape of the heads suggests javelins rather 
than arrows. A military arrowhead was normally barbed, so that the victim 
could not retract it without tearing his flesh; but these heads are elliptical, 
designed for easy retraction. The possibility that an archer could or would 
wish to retrieve a spent arrow is unlikely, but a warrior with only two oc 
three javelins would perhaps have retrieved each of them several times 
during a skirmish. 

18 M. Yon. Pierre Lombard, and M:~rgo Renisio, kl.'organi~:1tion de l'h:~bitat: les maisons 
A, Bet E.~ in Yon, I.e centn• de fa t•ille, 46-48, with rigs. '2.7 and 28 (objects nos. 80/270, 
80/99, and 80/70). Chavane, "les instruments de bmnze," 357, announces that publi.:ation 
of the thirteen heads, along with other bronze pieces. is forthcoming. 

SY Cross, a on Daring Phoeni<'i:ln Inscriptions in Sardinia and the Metlitcrr:Jne:Jn," A}A 94 
( t 990): 340. 

60 See, most rccendy, Benjamin S:JSs, ~rn:;cri~d Babylonian Arrowheads of the Tum of the 
Second ~tillennium and Their Phoem .. ian Counterp;~rts." UF ll (191!9): H9-.Sil; :lRd J.·M. 
de Tarragon, "LJ pointe de fli:cheinsc.:rite des Pi:rcs Bl:ln<~ Jejerusalem," Rw. Bib. 9H i 1991 ): 
Z44-51. These "armwhc~tds" are undtlubtedly from short javelins !the Jerusalem spe.:imen 
measures 8.2 em.). 

M J. T. Milik and frank Cross, "Inscribed J.!vdin·Heads from the Period of the Judges: A 
Recent Discovery in P:llesrine," BASOR 134 ( 1954): 5-15. 1\vo mor~ heads from the same 
hoard, dated paleographic.JIIy to ..:a. 1100, h:~ve since surtao.:ed: see Cross, "Newly Found 
lns<-ripriuns in Oltl C:Jnaanitc and Early Phoeni<'i.Jn Scripts,~ BASOR lJll i 1<11!1)): 4-7. 
Unforrunatdy, betwe.."n 1954 .tnd 19!!0 Cmss downgr:~ded the El Kh:~dr heads lr<1m javdin 
he.1ds to arrowhe:~ds. 
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Finally, there is the evidence from a votive jar found in Stratum XI (late 
eleventh century) at Hazor. The jar contained (see figure 2e) not only 
tanged bronze heads very similar to those from El Khadr, but also shaft 
butts (the diameters of these butts are 1.6 em. and 2 an.).62 Since it is 
vinually cenain that the shaft butts and weapon heads came from the same 
weapons, the Hazor weapons must be identified as javelins and not as 
arrows. Neither of the two Hazor heads e'Cceeds 10 centimeters in length. 63 

To say that all tanged heads less than 11 centimeters long are arrowheads is 
therefore to ignore the only sure evidence we have for the size of tanged 
javelin heads at the end of the second millennium. 

And these small javelins were used in Greece as well as in the Near East. 
Since the Aegean heads that Avila classified as Klasse 2 Pfeilspitzen are 
morphologically identical to (and, indeed, slightly larger than) the five 
inscribed El Khadr heads, we must suppose that these too are javelin 
heads.M The one securely dated specimen comes from a LH IUB chamber 
tomb near Thebes. 65 That a single such head would be interred with a 
warrior again indicates that we are dealing here with a javelin rather than 
an arrow. There is little doubt that toward the end of the Late Bronze Age 
short javelins of a Levantine type were used as military weapons in 
Greece.66 

Both the pictorial and the in corpore evidence shows that Late Bronze 
Age javelins had slender shafts and small heads, and undoubtedly these 
javelins would have inflicted much less trauma than six- or seven-foot 
spears. But as missiles for wounding chariot horses or lightly armored men, 
these humble weapons were perhaps as imponant as any in the arsenal of 
the barbarian raiders. In the conventional view that I .ate Bronze Age war­
fare was characterized by dense formations of heavy infantry, the utility 
and the importance of the barbarians' javelins would be difticult to see. But 

62 Cf. Y. Yadin: Y. Aharoni ct al., H~Uor: A11 Accormt of the Tbirtl .md follrtb Sea.smJs c( 
&ca&!Giiort$, 1957-19S8(jeru.Wen1, 1961): plateCCV,nos.6, 7, IO,.md 11 fordr.1wing; 
for :a phorograph "{to approxim:atdy 1: I Kale) see pbte CCCXLVII. For illustr:arion of the 
Hazor votive dcpasit see Yadin, WarftzTe, vol. 2, 352, and note his comment there: "The faa 
dut the butts w~ found in the vessel srrmgthens the theory thar the h~s were ior javelins 
and not for arrows." 

"' The bl:ade of _no. 10 is bent; if lltr:aightl:'ned, me length of the pia:e would rel'ert from its 
'--urrent 8.5 em. tu I 0 ~m. The tlrher head (no. II) is broken; irs preserved length (7 .5 em.} can 
be 355umed to represent .1t le:asr three-fourths of me original. 

""I refer to the four he;Jds in A.-do~'~ Kl:aSR 2f (nos. 766-69): which aver.1ge 11 em. in 
lenph. Of the fourreen s.-imens Avila caralogs as Pft!'ilsp~ 770A-770M and describes as 
·ruchr n:iher bestimmbare Pfeilspitzen dct Grundform 2," ar leasr ten 1m0ld be re.15onably 
identi6ed .15 javelin he3ds on the basis of barb size ;md form. 

•f Avib, Lan~spil:m, no. 767 (p. 112). 
"" Ibid .• 112. unequivoclly .usigns thi~ type ul he:ad :a Near Eastern origin: "Srielspitten 

der Kl:asse 2f sind nicht gria:hischen Ursprungs: ihr H:auprvnbmrungsgebict liqr im Vor­
derrn Orienr und er~treckt sid1 von An:att>lien und Zypt'OI bis zum heutigrn Gazasrrrifen." 
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if it is conceded that prior to the Cata:;trophe the eastern kings depended 
for offense on their charionies, one can imagine how much the ja\-elin may 
have contributed to the raiders' success. And on this matter, as on so many 
others in ancient military history, imagination is our only resource, since 
we have no relie~ painting. or text that presents the raiders throwing 
javelins at chariot horses. 

Offensive weapons other than the javelin have been the subjects of spe­
cialized study, and so we may more briefly review their development at the 
end of the Bronze Age. Not surprisingly, the spear ( .. spear" here represents 
a weapon wielded with one hand, and .. lance" represents a weapon so large 
that it was normally thrust with both hands) in twelfth-century representa­
tions is roughly what it had always been: a sharpened head attached to a 
shaft approximately as long as its wielder is tall. 6 7 The in corpore evidence 
indicates one change in the manufacture of Aegean spears: tbe twelfth­
century spearheads had solid-ring sockets, whereas earlier sockets had 
split rings. That difference resulted from a change in the technology of 
bronze working: instead of forging the spearheads in smithies, twelfth­
century bronzeworkers cast them in foundries. The solid-ring socket seems 
to have had no military significance, although the development of foun­
dries does suggest that mass production of bronze artifacts was suddenly 
important in the Aegean. In the eleventh and tenth centuries, iron spear­
heads appeared alongside bronze, both in the Near East and in the Aegean, 
and that change too may have resulted in part from the need to produce 
more spearheads than could be had from the limited supply of bronze. 

On the Warrior Vase a spear is the only offensive weapon the warriors 
carry and so must have been used only for a thrust. Homer called the spear 
an aixf.Ul or a~. and since UtXJ.l'lnl~ was for him a virtual synonym for 
'"warrior" we must suppose that in the Dark Age the Greeks depended 
primarily upon their spears in combat. Before the Catastrophe, the spear 
had been less important. The word OOQU does not appear in the Linear 8 
tablets. Of course the Mycenaeans had spears, but they seem to have had a 
single word-enchos-for both the lance and the spear.6B It is possible 
that the word ~ was popularized by North-Greek speakers who came 
south in the Iron Age (in chapter 4 it w:ts suggested that a .t1roQLtuc; was, 
etymologically, a "spearman").69 Homeric warriors occasionally carry 
two dourata, throwing one and thrusting the other, but whether that prac-

•~ For a discussion of dtincenth· and rwelfrh..:mtury ~~:ars in Grec.:e see HOckril3nn, 
•t.anzen und S~." For individu31 types!~« Snodgrass, fJrly Grnk Arm011r.md ~.zpom, 
115-39, and Avila, Lallunspit::,n~. At pp. 128-29 Avda nOI'rS the populariry d .. die man­
nesbnge l..anze • from l.H II through Ill C. 

""Hockmann, "l.anun und Sp«re," J.l.f-35. 
•• for agenr nouns t~rminating in •ro;;see Eduard S .. "hwyzer, Gneclnscbe c;rammatilt, ,.,,J. 

I, (Munich, 1'1391: 476-77. 
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tice obtained in the real world we do not know. 70 In Israel the spear seems 
to have been the militiaman's primary weapon during the period of "the 
Judges." What the role of the spear was in twelfth-century Assyria is 
unknown, but in the ninth century an Assyrian infantryman carried either 
a bow or a single spear as his primary weapon. 

It is undoubtedly safe to s.'ly that in the early Iron Age hand-to-hand 
fighting throughout the eastern Mediterranean was a contest of thrusting 
spears. This weapon was appropriate especially for infantrymen in close 
order formations, whether in Homeric phalanges and stiches, in Doric 
phylai and phratries,71 or in the "tens, hundreds, and thousands" of the 
Near East. A spear not only had a much greater range than a sword but was 
less apt to injure comrades immediately to one's right and left. 

In contrast to the spear, the lance seems to have become a rarity after 
the Bronze Age, at least in Greece. The lance-the ettchos of both Homer 
and the Linear 8 tablets-must have been used especially for defense of 
the chariot against runners (as noted in chapter 10, it is so depicted on a 
Hittite stele)72 and in Greece may have lost its utility when the chariot 
became a prestige vehicle. How long these lances were is difficult to say, 
since the heads (and they are enormous), but not the shafts, have been 
preserved. At 1/iad 6.318 and 8.494, however, the poet describes Hector's 
enchos as eleven ells (5.08 meters) long. Philologists have noted that in 
Homer the enchos is usually paired with the great shield, the sakos, and 
seems to reflect an older usage; the younger pair is the doru and the 
aspis.n 

SWORDS 

We come finally to the sword, in which the changes ca. 1200-throughout 
the eastern Mediterranean-are nothing less than revolutionary. Both ar­
chaeologists and typologists of weapons have noted that it is at this time 
that a new type of sword, the Naue Type II, arrived in the eastern Mediter· 
ranean, and it has also been pointed out that this is the first true slashing 

"U One would suppose rhar a warrior who wished ro rhrow a missile ar an upponenr. before 
having ro engage him wirh a rhru.'iring spear, wuui.J bring ro rhe battle rwu quire .Jiffermr 
weapons. Ar E.Jrly Grult Armour and War(~, 136-37, Snodgrass norcs rhar a few gr311eS 
from rhe Dark Age yiddcd one large and un< small spc.~rhead. .m..J makes~ goud suggestion 
that the smaller hea..J was from a missile. 

71 S. R. Tod.J, •Citizmry Divisions in Ano.ient Greek Poleis: Military Aspects of Their 
Origin and Dnek)Jimmr" (Ph.D. dissertation, 'V.Jndetbilr University. 1991). p~nrs an 
argument that pbyl.li beg:an as me priiD3ry divisions-and phratries .IS subdivisions-uf .. 
militia, lloo mar tho: military organization pteferml by the o.,rians was tripartite. 

a ('.;~nby, MHirrire An," 114. 
:'l For discus.~ion and bibliography~ HO..."km.1on, ·L..anzen und Speere." 3!9-J.l. 
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sword that the area knew. But the revolution in swords and swordsmanship 
in the eastern Mediterranean actually goes deeper than that. Although not 
literally correL-r, there is much to be said for Trevor Watkins's generaliza­
tion that the sword as such was foreign to men of the eastlTJl Mediterra­
neiln until .. th~ Peoples of the Sea" brought it forcefully to their atten­
tion. 74 Before 1200 B.C., what swordsmanship th~re was in the eastern 
kingdoms was a monopoly of skirmishers whom the kings had brought in 
from barbaria. 

In a useful essay on ancient swordsmanship Col. D. H. Gordon provided 
a technical terminology that can clarify discussion of the weapons of the 
thirteenth and twelfth centuries. 7S Stabbing weapons shorter than four­
teen inches (35 em.) are knives and daggers. A "sword" between fourteen 
and twenty inches long (35 to 50 em.) is more correctly called a dirk, a 
"short sword" falls between twenty and twenty-eight inches (50 to 70 em.), 
and a long sword has a length of at least twenty-eight inches. Although in a 
pinch a dirk or even a dagger could be used with a slashing (rutting) 
motion, these weapons were of course designed primarily for thrusting. 
Proper swords could be serviceable for either function, and the shape of the 
blade is the best indication of how one was in fact used. Blades that tapered 
continuously from hilt to tip were generally meant to be thrust. Contrarily, 
a blade whose edges ran roughly parallel-and that was at least an inch (26 
em.) wide-for most of its length was undoubtedly designed to keep from 
bending even when brought down in a hard slash.76 Thus "a cut-and­
thrust sword is one that can be used as effectively as its form permits both 
for cutting and thrusting ... 77 • 

Ca. 1200 B.C. there appeared in the eastern MediteJTanean the thor­
oughly efficient cut-and-thrust sword known to specialists as the Naue 
Type II, 711 or the Griff:;ungenschwert. Let us take a dose look at it (see 
figures 4a and d) to see what a truly "good"' sword was, and what it could 
do. 79 The Na ue Type II was a long (most of them ca. 70 em. from pommel 
to rip) bronze weapon. The blade's edges were virtually parallel for much 
of its length, or even swelling very slightly to a maximum at approximately 
twenty centimeters from the tip, before tapering to a sharp point (such a 
blade is therefore called "leaf-shaped"). The blade and hilt were cast as a 
single piece of metal. The hilt was a flat tang, a little over half as wide as the 

74 Watkin~ •Bcginninp d Warfare, • 25. 
7 ' D. H. Gordon, •swords, Rapiers, and Ho~riders." Arrtiquity 27 (1953): 67-71J. 
.,.,.Ibid .. 70. 
71 Ibid., 71. 
.,.. The classification derives from Julius N3~, Die IIOrfDmiscbm Scbwrrter 4ltS Kll/'fu, 

Bmnu 1md f.ism (Munich, 1903). 
, .. For a derailed typological srudy see Carling. ~Bronze Cut-and-Thrust S'll.-ords in rite 

Easkm Mediterranean," PPS 22 ( 1956): 101-2.~. 
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blade, from the edges of which curled four tlanges. Hilt-pieces of bone or 
wood were seated within the flanges and attached through the tang by 
rivets. With such a hilt the warrior could be confident that his blade would 
not bcod from the tang, nor his hilt-pieces loosen, no matter how jarring a 
slash he struck. The Naue Type II could be used as a thrusting weapon, 
since the extremity of the blade was tapered and on both sides two shallow 
"blood channels" ran the entire length of the blade. But obviously this 
sword was designed primarily for cutting (slashing). In swords whose pri­
mary design was for thrusting, the center of gravity was just below the hilt. 
On the Naue Type II the center of gravity was much farther down the blade 
(this was especially so for the leaf-shaped blade). In a thrusting sword that 
would have been a serious drawback, but it added greatly to the force and 
velocity of a slashing sword. With such a slashing sword a warrior could 
cut off an opponent's head, leg or arm, or cut him in two: so Diomedes 
(Iliad 5.144) seversHypeiron's shoulder from his neck and back. The Naue 
Type II could also, of course, be used with a thrust, and a warrior who had 
already severed an opponent's limb with a slash would thereupon proceed 
to run him through with a thrust. 

After its introduction ca. 1100, the Naue Type II quickly established 
itself. By the eleventh century it was virtually the only sword in use in the 
Aegean, and excavated specimens show that it was also the standard sword 
in the Near East in the early Iron Age. The only improvement required in 
the half-millennium that followed its introduction was the substitution of 
iron for bronze, afu!r ironworking had been developed to the degree that 
iron could provide a sharper, stronger, and more durable blade. By ca. 900 
s.c. swords were regularly made of iron, but the design remained that of 
the thirteenth-century bronze Griffzungenschwert.R0 The geographical 
and temporal extent of this weapon's popularity attests to its efficiency. In 
the Near East, the Aegean, and Europe from Italy and the Balkans to 
Britain and Scandinavia, the Naue Type II remained the standard sword 
until at least the seventh century. 

Today it is generally agreed that the Naue Type II sword had been in use 
in central and northern Europe well before it appeared in the eastern 
Mediterranean.SIJn northeast Italy too, as Stefan Fohiny pointed out, it is 

"" On Greece, for the entire period 1200-600, see Snodguss, F.arly Grnk Armour and 
W~.Jpo11s, 106: .. It is rem:~rbblc th:~t the period ~hould be so thoroughly domin3ted, from 
beginning ro end, by one type." The Griffzungenschwerr w.1s virtu31ly the only kind of sword 
known in the Protngeometric period 3nd rent:~ined sto1nd3rd until the sevaJth cenfury, when 
hoplitc t3cti.:s made a short sword more ~rviceable. See also Snodgra.~. Arms .Jnd Armour, 
Jit-37, 58, o1nd 97. 

M' Widdy believed since the turn of rhe c.:entury. but argued exhaustively i and, for the most 
p:1rr, convim:ingly) by J. D. Cowen, YEinc F.infithrnng in die Geschio:hre dcr bronzenen 
Griffzungenschwerrcr in SU..Ideutschland und dc:r angrenzcndc:n Gchieten," Bericbt Jer Ro­
misch Gr!Tm.miscbc!n Kvmmi.<smn .J6 (195.)}: 52ff. See :~lso <.:owen's "The Flange-Hilm.l 
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quite well represented at an early date.112 It seems to haw originated in the 
area from the eastern Alps to the Carpathians: in Austria and Hungary 
specimens belonging to the subtype known as Sprockhoff Ia have been 
found dating at least as early as l450.'u Like all northern swords, these 
were not forged in smithies (forging was an eastern Mediterranean art) but 
cast in foundries, a technique th3t encouraged proliferation: with a mold 
doing most of his work for him, a founder was able to produce a finished 
sword in a relatively short time. From the eastern Alps and Carpathians use 
of the Naue Type II spread northwMd :1nd westward over most of temper­
ate Europe, and by the fourteenth century swords of this type were in use 
from the Rhone to Scandinavia (in fact, the Sprockhoff Ia is attested espe­
cially in Denmark).114 Quite remarkably, however, nothing comparable was 
at that time to be found in Greece and the Near East. By the thirteenth 
century, the Sprockhoff Ia had evolved into the fully mature Naue Type II, 
the evolution again having taken place entirely in barbaria. 

For contrast, let us now review the arsenal of the eastern Mediterranean 
kingdoms before the arrival of the Naue Type II. There were "swords" in 
these kingdoms during all of the Late Bronze Age, but according to the 
standards of a Roman legionary they would have left much to be desired. ss 
One Egyptian weapon that in reliefs may at first glance appear to be a 
slashing sword was in fact a bronze rod and would have been more appro­
priate for a Roman lictor than for a legionary. With one of these weapons 

Cutting Sword uf Bronze: Was It First Devdo~d in C~ntral Europe, or in the Aegean Area?~ 
Bericht uher ,ten V. Intemationafe11 Kongress fiir \hr· 1md FrUhgt>sch;chte !Berlin, 1961:: 
207-14. Cading, who in 1956 argued in f;.1vorot ;.1n Acgean origin, five years later agrttd with 
Cowe.J rhat th~ evidence pointed to temperate Europe: see Carling, ~A New Bronze Sword 
from Cyprus," Antiquity J5 (19(, I): I 15-22. Forthe conclusions of Nancy Sandars, expert 
on the weapons of both rhe easrem Mediterranean .1nd rem~rate Europe, sec her Sea Peoples, 
91-94. 

u The Julian specimens of rhe N.1ue Type II were largdy ignored unril assembled .1nd 
published by rolriny, "Flange· Hilted Cutting Swords of Bmnzr in Central F.umpe, Norrheasr 
July, and Greece," AJA 68 (1964): 247-58. The definitive caralog of prehistoric Italian 
sword$ i~ now V. Bianco Peroni. Die Schwerterl Le Spude; rhis caralog does not indude Sicily 
and Sardinia. 

MJ Cowen, "flange-Hilted Cutting Sword," 208-09. 
R4 Ibid., 212, fig. 5. 
~5 This has nor been stated dearly enough by our standard authorities. In his chapter on 

the weapons ofthe Near f.3st during the Late Bronze Ag~. Yadin (Art ofWarf.zre, vol. I, 76-
114) described \·ery wdl whar was rhere bur did nor call attention to whar was nor; he 
therefore: did nor mention rhe ,1bsence ot rh.: straight slashingswnrd (or its arrival ar rhc: end of 
the Bronze Age). Rachel!'.-bxweii-Hyslop. MDaggers and Swords,~ pruvid~-d a full cat.1lng of 
the weapons from rhe Near E.lst bur did not place them in a larger context. Of the fifty-six 
types m her caralog, the overwhelming majority (fifty-two or fitry-threc of thc fifty-six) .1re 
daggers or dirks {weapons rhar C.ol. Gordon defin<...J as dirks arc in Maxwdi-Hyslup's rcnni· 
nology eirherdaggers or short swords!. In addinon ro Type 34 I the sickle sword:. unly Types 
48, 49, and 52 are swonls, anJ uoneofthe:;cappear beinre the la.~tdecadcsuf the Bronze A~e. 
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(which Yadin describes as .. a long metal scourge or a long baton")116 a 
warrior neither cut nor stabbed his opponent but broke his bones and beat 
him to death. The rod was evidently more than a meter in length and had a 
diameter of two or three centimeters.87 Although a standard weapon of 
native Egyptian infantrymen, it apparently found no favor elsewhere in the 
eastern Mediterranean. The Egyptian infantryman used the rod with a 
smiting or dubbing motion, beating his opponent while protecting himself 
with an oblong shield held in his left hand. The motion required in wield­
ing the rod was therefore somewhat similar to that required with the 
slashing sword. But whereas the slashing sword could cut an opponent in 
half, the rod could only knock him to the ground. 

Before the arrival of the Naue Type ll sword, the only slashing weapon 
used by men of the eastern kingdoms was the "sickle sword" (see figure 3a), 
found all over the Near East but not in the Aegean. ss This "sword," which 
bears some resemblance to an American farmer's corn knife, evolved from 
an axelike weapon of the Middle Bronze Age whose edge seldom exceeded 
25 centimeters in length. In the Late Bronze Age the sickle sword sported a 
somewhat longer edge but still provided a slash within a very narrow 
range. The entire weapon was seldom more than half a meter long, with the 
handle accounting for almost half of that length. One must imagine it 
slicing into an opponent's flesh rather than breaking or cleaving his bones. 
Although it undoubtedly served very well for cutting off an opponent's 
penis or hand during the collection of trophies, it was evidently too small to 
cut off his limbs while the battle still raged. Nor did the sickle sword have 
much else to recommend "it. Because of its shape it could not be used at all 
as a thrusting weapon, nor could it be sheathed: a soldier carrying it would 
never have both hands free. Despite its ubiquity from Hattusas to Egypt, it 
was not an impressive weapon. 

Thrusting, or stabbing, weapons of the Late Bronze Age come closer to 
our notion of what an ancient sword "should" have been. In many of the 
eastern Mediterranean kingdoms a warrior might wear a dagger, dirk, 
short sword, or occasionally even a long rapier in a scabbard, as a personal 
weapon or a weapon of last resort. The in corpore finds indicate that 
daggers, dirks, and a very few short stabbing swords were the only sword­
like weapons in use in thirteenth-century Greece.89 Sir Arthur Evans 
thought that the Linear B tablets from Knossos inventoried Naue Type II 
swords, but that idea has long been abandoned, and Boardman suggests 

86 Art of Warfare, vol. 2, 249. 
87 According ro Wolf, Bewaffnung, 79, rhe single specimen preserved inracr mea.~ures 1.26 

meters. 
~ROn rhe sickle sword see ibid., 66-68; Maxwdi-Hyslop, "Daggers and Swords,~ 41-

44; and YJdin, Art of Warfare, vol. 1, 206-7, and, vol. 2. 475. 
•~ SandJrs, "Luer Aegean Bronze Swords," 130. 
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FIGURE 3. Easrern Mediterranean swords of the Late Bronze Age 

a. Sic:kle sword from tomb of Tutankhamun 

b. LH II rapier from Plovdiv, Bulgaria 

c. Anatolian rapier found near Boghazkoy (ca. 1400 B.c .) 
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that the phasgana (pa-ka-na) were in fact daggers. 'J<.l In the Pylos "Battle 
Scene" fresco, while one of the palace's men thrusts his spear into a savage, 
two other Pylians attack with daggers or short dirks. 

A much longer thrusting weapon (see figure 3b) was evidently carried for 
self-defense by early Mycen•1ean charioteers. In the sixteenth and fifteenth 
centuries B.C. many r::tpiers (some over a meter in length) were elegantly 
made, but the costly hilting was so precarious that it is doubtful they were 
meant for serious fighting." 1 From the LH IliA and IIIB periods in corpore 
rapiers have not been found in Greece, but vases continue to portray char­
ioteers carrying such weapons in tasseled scabbards suspended ftom the 
shoulder. For the Near East we have less evidence for the long rapier in 
the late Bronze Age.9l A fine specimen, however, was found in 1991 by 
toad workers near Boghazkoy. 9.l Measuring 79 centimeters in length, the 
Boghazkoy rapier (see figure 3c) has a nattow blade that tapers sharply 
from 7.5 centimeters at the hilt to 3 centimeters at a quarter's length and 2 
centimeters at the midpoint. An Akkadian inscription proclaims that King 
Tudhaliyas (Tudhaliyas II, ca. 1400 B.c.) dedicated .. these swords" to the 
Storm God after conquering the land of Assuwa (probably "Asia," in 
western Asia Minor). The dedication suggests that these tapiets too wete 
costly pieces as well as useful weapons. 

The traditional weapons of the eastern Mediterranean kingdoms contin­
ued in use until the twelfth century. A relief of Ramesses Ill on the notth 
wall at Medinet Habu shows twenty native Egyptians, all hand-to-hand 
warriors, guarding a line of captives. Each Egyptian catties a spear in his 
tight hand and another weapon in his left. Of the weapons in the left hand, 
six are dirks, six are rods, and seven ate sickle swords.9-4 Not one of the 
Egyptian infantrymen catties a long sword. 

A few men did use a long sword in Late Bronze Age battles in the eastern 
Mediterranean, but these were shardana skirmishers in the Egyptian char­
iot corps. Many of the shardana carried (often in a scabbard across the 

WI john Boardman, Tbl' Date of the Knossos Tablets (Oxford, 1963): 78-80. 
"' Sandars, .. Later Aegean Bronze Swords, M 117; S:md:us argues persuasively (117-29) 

that even in the later fifteenth century, by which time the hilting problems had been overcome, 
the elaborate thrusting swords from the Warric>r Graves .lt Knossos were essentially status 
symbols. 

9 ! Under her Type 48, Maxweli-Hy1lop (~Daggers anJ SworJs~ 54-S5) induJcd only 
two ~ntries Jating front before 1200. bnrh fmm Asia Minor. 

~.J I thank Richard Seal for calling ro my .mention the prdiminary publicJtion by Ahmet 
Unal et al., ~Tho! Hittite SworJ from Bogazki\y-H;tttusa,M Miize(Muser1m) 4 ( 1990-91): 50-
51. The cmument:try on th~ sworJ misleJJs only in st.tting (p. 52) rh:lt .. as a cut-Jnd-thntst 
weapon tho! sword is eviJendy imponant JS the basic w~apon of the Hittite army.~ The 
Boghazki\y svmrd ha.~ too narrow J blade ro have serveJ JS J cut-and-thrust weapon; and 
there is no evidence fur it\ use in the Hittite army. 

" 4 YaJin, Art of W~rf~~re, vol. 2. 2J2-H; SanJars, Sea Peapit.'5, 12'7,1i~. 1!0. 
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breast) a dirk or short thrusting sword. The Abydos reliefs (sec plate 5) 
show warriors with horned helmets, quite certainly Sardini:ms, serving as 
bodyguards for Ramesses the Great before the Bartle of K:tdesh in 1275. 
:tnd each of them holds :1 dirk or short sword in his hand. -J.S Another relief 
of Ramcsses the Great, however, this one depicting the storming of .1 city in 
Syria, depicts shardarta brandishing long swords.'in In the following cen­
tury, some of Ramesses Ill's barbari:m skirmishers (see plates 6 and 10) are 
likewise armed with the long sword, some of them almost a meter in 
length. The Egyptian reliefs suggest that these long swords of the skir­
mishers were rapiers rather than slashing swords. The artists portray an 
occasional skirmisher running his sword through an opponent, but no 
skirmisher slashing off an opponent's head or arm. Although it is possible 
that the reliefs arc misleading and that the long swords of the skirmishers 
were indeed used for cutting as well as for thrusting, it is safer to suppose 
that the shardana normally used their weapons-whether dirks or long 
swords-with a thrust. There is no independent evidence on Sardinian 
long swords of the second millennium, although a series of statue-menhirs 
from Corsica indicates that the long swords then in use on the latter island 
were cur-and-thrust swords rather than rapiers."7 

A preserved long sword with a continuous taper was found at Bet Dagin, 
neat Gaza, in 1910, and is now in the British Museum. Although originally 
thought to be a great spearhead, it was identified as "a broadsword," and 
more particularly as "a Philistine sword of 'Shardana' type" by H. R. 
Hall. "K Subsequently jr has come to be called simply "the Shardana 
sword," and on the basis of this association has convention::~lly been dated 
to ca. 1200 or the early twelfth century. That daring, however, is apparently 
incorrect. A spokesman for the British Museum notifies me that "recent 
analytical work undertaken on this piece has demonstrated that it is in fact 
to be dared ro the third millennium sc."99 We therefore have no in corpore 
specimen of the kind of sword that Egyptian artists portray in the hands of 
Sardinian skirmishers in the thirteenth century. 

There is olle representation of a native Egyptian wielding a long sword in 
the Late Bronze Age, and it dates to the ~e of the Catastrophe. A relief at 
Karnak, depicting the siege of Ashkelon, shows an Egyptian soldier (in 

·~ Sandar., ibit.l., fig. 66. 
~ .. Jb.J .• fig. 12. 
•~ Trump, l'Tehistoryofthe ,'vlediterranean. 201, 219,anJ fig. 45. 
•~ Hall. Aege.tn Arrhaeology (Lon .Jon, 1915): l47n. l. Maxwdi-Hyslop, "Daggers ant.l 

Swort.ls," 59. lists the: G>~:ta sw<1rt.l >~s the first example of her Type 51. For .1 gooJ illustration ol 
the swort.l see Yadin, Art of Warf.trc, \'OI. 2, 344. On an.1lojzy with the Egyptian reliefs, 
Maxwell-Hy,lop datet.l the Gaza swore! tel 1200-1150 . 

.... r~rsunal correspont.len.:e IJO July 92) from Mr. Jonathan N. Tt•hb. in the British Mu­
seum's o~p.mment ot ~tern Asiatic: Anti<JUint',. 
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PLATE 10. Bartle of Ramesses III against Libyans. Line drawing of relief from 
Mediner Habu • 

traditional Egyptian headdress, he is apparently a professional infantry­
man but not of barbarian extraction) climbing a ladder, and he is armed 
with a long sword, broad at the base and tapering straightto the point.IOO 
Since it flanks the text of Ramesses ll's peace treaty with the Hittites, the 
relief has regularly been assigned to Ramesses II. That attribution would 
suggest that as early as ca. 1270 the use of long swords had been extended 
from the barbarian auxiliaries to professional infantrymen of the native 
Egyptian population. Now, however, it appears that the conventional date 
for this relief is too high. As was noted in chapter 2, Frank Yurco's inspec­
tion of the monument revealed that the Karnak relief was cut not for 
Ramesses II but for his son, Memeptah, whose stonning of Ashkelon is 
recorded on his famous "Israel Stele."IOI That Merneptah did make an 

'"" Yadin, Art o{Wo1r(12rt!, vol. I, 228. 
loll See p. 20. 
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effort to se"--ure long swords for his hand-to-hand fighters is also indicated, 
we shall see, by the "Merneptah sword" discovered ;lt Ugarit. 

A long sword, evidently once again a rapier rather than a slashing sword, 
was the weapon upon which many of the aggressors in the Catastrophe 
relied in their hand-to-hand fighting. In the Medinet Habu relief (!.<!e plate 
6) of the land battle in 1179 most of th~ Philistine warriors are shown with 
dirks or short thrusting swords. The relief of the naval battle, however, 
shows the aggressors with long swords. Although in this relief the Phi­
listine and Shekelesh opponents are in utter disarray, many still have 
weapons in their right hands. One has a spear while, according to my 
count, seventeen have long swords. These are huge weapons. The blade, 
which tapers continously, is considerably wider at the base than the hand 
that clenches the hilt. The hilt and blade together are longer than a man's 
arm. Similarly, when the Libyans attacked Ramesses Ill in 1182 and 1176 
they depended on the long sword. Another Medinet Habu relief (see plate 
10) shows a few Libyans using the bow, while the majority are armed with 
long swords-longer in fact than those shown in the relief of the sea battle 
against the Philistines.l02. 

As in the last years of the Catastrophe, so in its first years the hand-to­
hand weapon preferred by the aggressors was evidently the sword. When 
the Libyans attacked Merneptah in 1208, that king reported seizing as 
booty only twelve chariots but 9111 swords.l03 Since that figure almost 
matches the number (9724) of penises and hands that Merneptah's men 
gathered as trophies, we must suppose that for the overwhelming majority 
of the Libyan king's warriors (whether coming from Libya or from one of 
.. the northern lands") the sword was the principal weapon. 

It was apparently to trump the raiders' thrusting swords that some men 
in the eastern Mediterranean began, ca. 1200, to acquire cut-and-thrust 
swords, and above all the superb Naue Type II. A fair number of later iron 
specimens of the Naue Type II have been found in the Near East, 104 but 
very few in bronze (it must of course be said that because few tomb deposits 
from the period have been found, few twelfth-century swords of any kind 
have been found in the Near East). Catling counted five in Cyprus (to this 
relatively high figure from Cyprus must be added four more, found at 

t02 For drawing of part of the rd;e{ see Yadin, Art ofW.zr{urt', vol. 1, 334-35. In rhe relief 
the artists depkt seventeen long swords in a boocy pile, and others in the hantl5 of Libyan or 
Meshwesh warriors. For a sket.:h <Jf the swords in the pile see l.oma G. Hayward, "The Origin 
of Raw Elephant Ivory in Late Bronze Age Greece and the Aege.m, ft Antiquit}' 64 { 1990): I 06, 
fig. 1. 

'"l Breasted, AR, vol. 3, no. 589. 
•114 Carling, "Bronze Cut-and-Thrust Sword~~ 117, notes that "t Hama "a sub$tanrial 

num!J(!r of Naue II swords was found wirh rite ~Temariuns of which the majority is of iron.­
None ol these iron swords is earlier than .:a. 1100. 
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FIGURE 4. Cut-and-thrust swords from the period of the Catastrophe 
a. Naue Type II from Ar:lnyos, Hungary 
b. "Merneptah Sword" from Ug;trit 
c. Sword from "Ia maison du Grand-pretre d'Ugarit" 
d. Naue Ty~ li from Mycenae 



CHANGES IN ARMOR AND WEAPO!"S 203 

Enkomi in 1967), to5 but only eight in the rest of the Near East.IO& Of these 
eight, four are undated and three date from the period 1100-900. The 
eighth, and earliest, is said to have been found in the Egyptian Delta :1nd 
bears the cartouche of Seti II.•o7 The six-year reign of this pharaoh is dated 
1202-1196 on the low chronology. 

From the Greek world, on the other hand, the number of in corpore 
Naue Type II swords is impressive. As Snodgrass has shown, in the Proto­
geometric period the Naue Type II was the only kind of sword used in the 
Aegean. 11111 The Protogeometric and Geometric specimens, however, were 
of iron. The bronze specimens are earlier and fewer in number, but the 
number is nevertheless extraordinary when we remember that from the 
two hundred years prior to the arrival of the Naue Type II virtually no 
Aegean long swords have been found. In his 1968 survey Catling counted 
twenty-seven bronze Naue Type II swords in Greece and the islands of the 
Aegean (including Crete).l119 Subsequently another specimen, very well 
preserved, was found in an LH me Arcadian tomb, and still another in an 
LM me tomb in the North Cemetery at Knossos. 110 To these twenty-nine 
we may also add the nine found in Cyprus, for a quite remarkable total of 
thirty-eight from what can vaguely be called the "Greek world., Perhaps it 
is not surprising that scholars early in this century referred to the Naue 

1os J. Lagarcc:, kQuatre epees de bronze provenant d'une cacherre d'armurier 3 Enkomi­
Aiasia (Chypre)," Ugaritic.J VI (P:lris, 1969): .,49-68. The four were found, along with the 
head of a javelin, in .1 pit deposit dating from the.- early twelfth century. In Carlin~ ~Bronze 
Cut-and-Thrust Swords," nos. 16 through 19 come from Cyprus, 20 through 26 from the res( 
of the Near Ea.o;t. Carling's later survey, klate Minoan Vasc:s and Bronzes in Oxford," ABSA 
63 ( 1968): I 01-04, includes one addition from Cyprus and another from the Levant. 

IIIIo In Cading, .. Bronze Cut-and-Thrust Swords," nos. 16-19 come from Cyprus,l0-26 
from the rest of the Near East. Catling's later survey, kLue Minoan V3.se-s and Bronzes in 
Oxiord," ABSA 63 (1968): 101-4, includes one addition from Cyprus :md anotherfrom the 
Levant. 

IU7 Catling, .. Bronze Cut-and-Thrust Swords," 116. Cf. Wolf, Bf!Waf{nrmg, 103. Evidently 
thi.~ Naue Type II was somc:-what shorter than most of the Aegean specimens, since its original 
length (both the hilt and th~ tip of the blade are missing) is c:-stimated at ca. 60 em. 

11111 Anns wnd Armour, 37; d. Early Greek Armour llnd We.~pons, 106. 
1119 At p. 103 of ~Late Minoan Vases," Cading's chart shows fifty bronze Naue Type II 

swords. Of these, tm comt from ~north Greece:-~ (Illyria, Epirus, and Macedonia).. and forty 
from ~rest of Greek world. M Howewr, a.~ his categoric~ on p. 102mdicate, the rubric .. rest of 
Grec:-k world" includes not only Cyprus hut also Egypt and the Lc:-vant. If we e.'<dude hi~ 
thirteen Cypriote anJ Near Eastern specimens (;IS well .1~ the ten from Mnorth Greece"), we 
narrow his list to 27 specimens from the Aegean. Note that to his Cypriote speciinens must be 
added the four found at Enkomi in 1967: Jacques Lagarce, MQuatre epees," 349ff. 

I~<~ On the Arcadian sword see K. Demakopoulou, Archaiologika i\nalekta Atheno11 
(1969): 126lf.; see also H.-G. Buchholz. ~s.:hlussbc.-merkungen," in H.-G. Buchholz, ed., 
Aglii..<dte Bronuzeit, 502-3, :md abb. 123. For the Knossos sword see Cutin~. "Knossos, 
I'J78," AR (t971!-7'J): 46. 
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Type II as the "Mycenaean sword." But of course the Mycenaeans were 
rdatively late in adopting it, and it is much better attested to the north and 
the west. Over 100 bronze swords of this type are known from Italy (the 
majority from the Po Valley), and over 130 from Yugoslavia. Ill 

What is most noteworthy for the present argument is the suddenness 
with which the Naue Type II established itself in the Aegean. Of the more 
than thirty bronze swords in the Greek world a few are late, dating from 
after 1100. All the others "belong exclusively to the late thirteenth and 
twelfth centuries B.C." 112 Catting's first survey concluded that the earliest 
swords which come from reliably dateable contexts "can be put with some 
confidence at c. 1200 B.C." 113 Sandars's conclusion was the same: the 
appearance of the Naue Type II in the Aegean can be dated "at the end of 
the thirteenth cenrury (probably very little if at all before 1200)." 114 These 
dates, calculated on the basis of the middle chronology for the Egyptian 
kings, can on our low chronology be brought down to the first decades of 
the twelfth century. They therefore arrive in the Aegean during the darkest 
years of the Catastrophe. 

Let us state this baldly and succinctly: for the thirteenth century we have 
no long swords at all from the Greek world, whereas for the twelfth we 
have at least thirty of a single type. The archaeological evidence indicates as 
clearly as one could ask that ca. 1200 warfare in the Greek world changed 
drastically. The sword, and the ability to use it, had suddenly become 
immensely important in the Aegean and in Cyprus. That a similar revolu­
tion occurred in Egypt and the rest of the Near East is not so clear, since 
little has there been learned from tombs in this period. We have already 
noticed, however, the:: Naue Type II sword with the cartouche of Seti II. And 
as will be shown below, the French excavations at Ugarit have produced five 
more long swords-none of them quite Naue Type II, but all designed for 
both cutting and thrusting-that were made shortly before Ugarit's de­
struction. These specimens suggest very strongly that between the acces­
sion of Merneptah and 1185 the sword had become a weapon of para­
mount importance in the Near East also. 

Since most of the Naue Type II swords from the Aegean were found in 
"Greek" tombs it is likely that "Greeks" had acquired them. That the 
swords were made in Greece is less likely, and at any rate they owed much 
to non-Greek swordsmiths. Harding has pointed out the striking sim­
ilarities between the earliest Aegean swords of this type and those from 

Ill Cf. Harding, Mycenaeans .md Europe, 163; for the ltali;~n swords s~ Bianco Peroni, 
Schwerter!Spt~de, nos.ll9-l89 (nos. 194-271 date from the firsr millennium). 

Ill Carling, ~Late Minoan Vases,~ 101. 
1 1.1 ~Bronu Cur·and-Thmsr Swords.~ 106. 
" 4 ~Larer Aegean Bronze Swords,~ 142. 
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northern Italy, and he concluded that" Italy seems to have played an impor­
tant part in the production and diffusion of the Greek weapons. "115 

Nevertheless, bronzesmiths of the eastern Mediterranean can also be 
seen at work in the weaponry revolution. The five swords from Ug:uit, 
along with several made in Greece, show that at the end of the thirteenth 
and beginning of the twelfth century eastern smiths suddenly found 
thcmelves obliged to begin producing a weapon with which they were not 
very familiar. For their models tht.'}' certainly turned to the Naue Type II, 
perhaps-as Harding's analysis suggests-especially the specimens 
brought from northern Italy. The results did not quite match the Naue Type 
II, but in themselves they are eloquent testimony to the urgency of the 
demands placed upon the swordsmiths. 

Exhibit A on this matter is the so-called Merneptah sword (see figure 
4b), which Schaeffer found at Ugarit in 1953. The sword and several other 
bronze objects, along with a day figurine of a goddess, were found "buried 
in a corner of the inner court" of a house to the east of the royal palace. 116 

The sword was "in mint condition," with its edges unsharpened. Schaeffer 
speculated that perhaps Merneptah "had ordered from Ugarit swords of 
this type, marked with his cartouche, to arm the auxiliary troops." ••7 The 
Merneptah sword was almost certainly meant to serve not only for thrust­
ing but also for slashing. As such, it may be the earliest preserved Near 
Eastern sword intended for slashing. Measuring 7 4 centimeters, and with a 
wide blade (5 em. at the hilt and 4 em. at midpoint) whose edges are almost 
parallel for most of its length, the Merneptah sword has been likened to the 
Naue Type II. Its hilting, however, consisted of a very long and slender tang, 
so wispy in fact that it is bent vertically and horizontally. 11 11 The bending of 
the tang probably occurred during or soon after the sword's manufacture 
and may well be the reason why the sword's blades were never sharpened. 
Although tro good as a weapon, it was a handsome artifact, especially since 

-
115 Hardiqg, Mycenae<JIIS .znd Europe, 165; for the distriburion of rhe Italian specimens 

see Bianco Peroni, Schwerter!Spade, tables 69 and 70A. 
116 Schaeffer, "A Bronze Sword from Ugarit with Carrouche of Mineptah (Ras Shamra, 

Syria)," Antiquity 29 (I 955): 226-29; for essentially the same presentation, with a few 
additions, see Schaeffer's report in Ugaritica l1l (Mission de Ras Shamra, vol. 8. P.Jris, 1956): 
169-77. 

117 Schaeffer, "A Bronze Sword," 227. Cf. alsop. 226: "The sword is not of an Egyptian 
rype. lr is knovyn that these big swords did nor form part of the armament of Egyptian soldiers 
rill rhe 13th century when Ramses II and especiillly his thirteenth son and successor, Minep­
tah, began enlisting quire important bands of foreign mercenaries." 

118 Schaeffer gives the length of the tang as 15 em., bur does not indic3te its width. The 
width of the blade ar the hilt end is 5 em., and the phorographs suggest char the widrh of the 
tang is less than a centimeter. The extent of the bending is dear from the photograph~ and 
drawings and docs not resemble rhe deliberare hend in "killed" swords ceremonially 
deposited. 
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it bore a royal Egyptian cartouche. I assume that because it was one of his 
most treasured possessions the householder buried it in his courtyard 
along with the idol and the other bronze objects, in expectations of recover­
ing the hoard after the danger had passed. At any rate, the Merneptah 
sword has aspirations to be a Griffzungenschwert but has nothing like the 
Griffzung of the Naue Type II. 

In the Aegean too we find that early in the twelfth century the first 
attempts were made to produce a slashing sword. From the very end of the 
LH IIIB and from the IIIC period come four of Sandars's Class F and G 
weapons that were intended as slashing, or cut-and-thrust, swords. These 
are clumsy specimens and show only that ca. 1200 a few Greek sword­
smiths began trying to forge a new kind of weapon. A twelfth-century 
Class G sword from Perati, in Attica, is reminiscent of a butcher•s deaver: 
"the blade is unique, being truly leaf-shaped with the greatest width in its 
lower third. "119 Two Class F specimens (one complete, the other fragmen­
tary), found at Mouliana in Crete and dating to the twelfth century, are also 
slashing swords. A fourth slashing sword, dating from ca. 1200 and com­
ing from Mycenae, is 62 centimeters long but is also badly designed. 
Sandars observes that it is "most unwieldy and eccentric, more so than the 
Perati sword, and may be grouped with it and with the Mouliana F sword 
as examples of inexpert experimentation. "120 

How eastern Mediterranean smiths worked to produce slashing swords 
during the Catastrophe is most vividly illustrated by a group of four such 
swords found at Ugarit in 1929 (although not finally published until1956, 
by which time, unfortunately, the man who dug them up-Georges 
Chenet-had died).I21 The four are superior to the "Memeptah sword, 
from the same city, since their tangs are suitably broad and strong (see 
figure 4c). Because their tangs are not flanged, the Ugarit swords are not 
true Griffzungenschwerter, but in other respects they-are on a par with the 
Naue Type II. In length they range from 63 to 73 centimeters. Their tangs 
are flat but extend through to a pommel spike, and are all more than 2 
centimeters wide (that is, two or three times the wiath of the Merneptah 
sword). The blades have parallel edges for most of their length, ending in a 
taper. The four blades vary considerably in width: measured at the mid­
point, they are respectively 2.5, 3, 3.3, and 4 centimeters wide. There is no 
doubt that these are cut-and-thrust swords. rn 

11• Sandars, "Later Aegean Bronze Sword~." 139 . 
• ,., Ibid., 140. 
111 These swords are de$cribed by Schaeffer in Ugaritica III, 256- 59. For rheir initial 

announcement, see Schaeffer, "Les fouilles de Minet-ei-Beida et de RJs ShamrJ. (campagne du 
printemp~ 1929), w Syria tO ( 1929): 295 and plate LX, fig. 3. 

•u Cf. Carling, "Bronze Cut-and-Thrust Swords," 121; Snodgrass, [;.lr/y Grt!ek Armour 
and Weapons, 207. 
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They were never used, however. Cast rather than forged, they are fresh 
from their molds and are unfinished in that their points and blades were 
never sharpened, and their tangs are without rivet holes. They are part of a 
~ollection of seventy-four bronze obje~ts found underneath "Ia maison du 
Grand-pretre d'Ugarit." Specifically, the excavators found the deposit in a 
hollow directly beneath the spot ont::e ot::cupied by the threshold of an 
interior doorway (by 1929 the threshold itself had disappeared, perhaps 
because it was made of wood)}2J 

The swords are usually dated to the fourteenth century. That was Claude 
Schaeffer's interpretation, based on the sherds found in the fill into which 
the pit was dug. U 4 Schaeffer's assumption was that the bronze objects were 
a foundation deposit, dedicated when the high-priest's house was built. 
There is, however, a much better possibility: the objects constitute a hoard 
buried during the final emergency of Ugarit, ca. 1185, in hopes that after 
the attackers were gone the objects could be retrieved from their hiding 
place. 

The fourteenth-century sherds in the surrounding fill can be dismissed as 
a criterion for dating the deposit, since on any reconstruction the pit must 
have been dug into a preexisting stratum. The question is, When was the pit 
dug? Schaeffer proposed that it was dug at the time of the house's construc­
tion, for a foundation deposit, but this is unlikely. Although foundation 
deposits under thresholds are known, they tend to contain a sacrificial 
victim along with a few vases and figurines (a "lamp and bowl" combina­
tion was common in the Late Bronze Age).l25 That seventy-four bronze 
artifacts were buried as a foundation deposit defies belief. In 1929 the 
ubiquity of hoards at Ugarit was not yet re~ognized; but in the ~ourse of his 
forty years at the site Schaeffer himself was to find that almost all of the 
bronze articles discovered there had been squirreled away by the occupants 
in wall cavities or in hollows under the floors. 126 

A typological argument puts the hoard at least a century later than the 
date proposed by Schaeffer. Among the seventy-four artifacts is a tripod 
with pomegranate pendants. Catling noted that the tripod corresponds 
closely to many such specimens found on Cyprus, all in contexts dateable 
to the period after 1250. Himself an expert on Cypriote bronzework of the 
period, Carling concluded that the Ugarit tripod represents an advanced 

ll.l S~:haeffer, Vgaritic.1 Ill, 253. 
124 Lagarce, "Quatre epees," 364n.27, reveals that in private conversation S,;;haeffer even­

tually wncedc:d that his original Jate was a bit ton early, and that the foundation depo~it may 
have been made ~au debut du xiii• siede." 

125 Some thirty-five of these are chara,;;terized by Shlomo Bunimovn'Z and Orna Zimhoni, 
~ 'Ltmp and Bowl' Foundation Deposits from the End of the late Bronze Age-Beginning of 
the Iron Age in Eretz·lsrael," Eretz Israel !.I ( 1990i: 102. 

1l 6 S<.:haeffer, ~commenraires," 76.3: ~tri:s nombrcuscs cachettcs d'ob)ets pr~cieux eta· 
blies par des parriculiers dlns des murs ou sous les planchers de leurs habitatiOns. • 
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stage of the type and could hardly have been made much earlier than the 
end of the thirteenth century.t27 

Finally, the swords themselves argue for a date during the Catastrophe. 
All four are excellent pieces. From all of the Near East the only known 
sword that matches these is the Naue Type 11, bearing the cartouche of Seti 
II and so dating no earlier than 1202. Enough is now known about swords 
at Ugarit, and throughout the eastern Mediterranean, for us to state cate­
gorically that in the fourteenth century swordsmiths at Ugarit were not yet 
casting cut-and-thrust swords of any kind, much less swords so typolog­
ically advanced as these. We may conclude that the four Ugarit swords, like 
the four recently found at Enkomi, were hoarded in the early twelfth 
century .. dans l'espoir d'un retour prochain." tzs 

It was the misdating of the four Ugarit swords that for a long time 
obscured how deficient Late Bronze Age swords in the eastern Mediterra­
nean were in comparison with those of temperate Europe. Until Catling 
objected, scholars interested in ancient weaponry accepted Schaeffer's in­
terpretation as fact. To Lorimer the four swords demonstrated the presence 
in fourteenth-century Ugarit of Mycenaean immigrants, some of whom 
had evidently set up a sword factory.L!.~ For V. Gordon Childe, C.F.C. 
Hawkes, Col. Gordon, and others, the Ugarit swords suggested that cut­
and-thrust swords were pioneered in the eastern Mediterranean and not in. 
temperate Europe. 130 Even Snodgrass, who found Catling's argument 
tempting, still presented the four swords as evidence for "a parallel and 
contempor~ry evolution" of cut-and-thrust swords in the eastern Mediter­
ranean and in central Europe.t3t 

Once the hoard swords from Ugarit ::re correctly dated, it is plain to see 
that changes in eastern Mediterranean swords at the end of the Bronze Age 
were revolutionary rather than evolutionary. The first Naue Type II speci­
mens (in Greece, Cyprus, and Egypt} appear almost simultaneously ca. 
1200, and a variety of local experiments attempted to produce a slashing 
sword of similar efficiency. Some of the experiments resulted in unusable 
swords, but by ca. 1185 swordsmiths at Ugarit had all but perfected their 
product. Unfortunately for Ugarit, the time for producing these swords, 
and for training men to wield them, had run out. 

11'" utling, "Bronze Cut-.md-Thrust Sworc.ls," 121: "The IUs Shamro~ ~tand is typolog­
icatly very advanced in me series and. in isolarion, would almo~t certainly be dated ;.1 good 
deallarer than 12JO." 

I!K lagarce, "Quatre epees," 367-68. 
IZ'* Lorimer, Homer <111d tl1e Mcm11mmts, 21 and 33. 
uu Childe, "The Fin~l Bronze Age in rhe Near East and Temperate Europe," PPS 14 

( 1948j: 183ff.; Hawkes, "From Bronze Age ro Iron Age:: Middle Europe,lt~ly, and the Norrh 
and Wc:st," ibid., 191!if.; and Gordon, "Swords, Rapiers and Hurse-Ru!ers," 72. 

Ill Early Greek Armour .md WeJpons, 207. 



Chapter Fourteen 

THE END OF CHARIOT WARFARE 

IN THE CATASTROPHE 

CHAPTERS 10-12 presented an argument that warfare in the Late 
Bronze Age was very different from what it was in the early Iron 
Age (or, for that matter, in any other period of antiquity). Before 

the Catastrophe, a king might send infantrymen against barbarians in the 
hills; but combat between two kingdoms was chariot warfare, in which the 
only infantrymen who played an offensive role were the chariot runners or 
skirmishers. In the Iron Age, on the other hand, warfare was synonymous 
with infantry encounters: if horse troops took part in the battle, they were 
ancillary to the footsoldiers. 

The archaeological evidence for armor and weapons, reviewed in chap­
ter 13, locates the period of transition from chariot to infantry warfare 
precisely in the decades of the Catastrophe. This was evidently the time 
when, after chariot armies had been supreme for more than four hundred 
years, infantrymen once again took back the field. Although the forms of 
some weapons-bows, lances, spears, and javelins-are not known to 
have changed much in the late thirteenth and early twelfth centuri~s, their 
relative importance evidently did. Bows and lances, the weapons of the 
chariot crew, were far more numerous before the Catastrophe than after. 
Javelins, on the other hand, thrown on the run by skirmishers, seem to have 
proliferated at the end of the Bronze Age, and in the Near East remained 
important through the twelfth and eleventh centuries. The spear, the 
weapon par excellence of the dose-order infantryman, -is well attested for 
the early Iron Age. In Dark Age Greece a single spear normally accom­
panied a dead man to the afterlife. 

Other items of infantrymen's equipment are even more telling. Corslets 
and greaves for infantrymen were apparently an innovation in the Catas­
trophe. Round shields had been used by barbarian runners in the thir­
teenth century but came into general use early in the twelfth. The evidence 
for swords is most dramatic: the material record shows that a revolution in 
swordsmanship began in the Aegean, in Egypt, and at Ugarit ca. 1200 B.C. 

There was suddenly a demand for long slashing swords, whether for the 
Naue Type II swords brought from northern Italy or the Balkans or for 
more experimental specimens produced in the eastern kingdoms them­
selves. In short, the archaeological record of changes in armor and 
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weaponry presents a decisive argument that it was in the decades imme­
diately before and after 1200 that there began the infantry dominance that 
was to continue to the end of antiquity. 

On the basis of the circumstantial evidence we may therefore conclude 
that chariot warfare ended in the Catastrophe. the raiders and city-sackers 
having found a way to defeat the greatest chariot armies of the time. But of 
course there is also direct evidence that this is what the Catastrophe was 
about. The reliefs at Medinet Hahu show clearly enough that the aggres­
sors against Ramesses Ill-the Libyans, the Philistines and Tiekker, and 
the nonherners who joined in the attack-were infantrymen, supponed 
by a very few chariots. They also show that Ramesses was able to win his 
victories over the marauders by assembling a great number of footsoldiers, 
drawn both from barbaria and from Egypt itself. That the aggressors were 
infantrymen has generally gone unremarked because it has been assumed 
that ancient land battles had always been fought primarily byfootsoldiers. 
Only when one recognizes that in the Late Bronze Age that was not the case 
can one appreciate the significance of what is shown in the Medinet Habu 
reliefs. 

From the reliefs we can also infer that the Libyans and Philistines fought 
as skirmishers, perhaps as they had traditionally done in their tribal guer­
rillas, rather than as disciplined troops in organized formations. The Medi­
net Habu relief suggests that the Philistines and Tiekker swarmed, as indi­
viduals or in small groups, over the field. With a long sword as his primary 
weapon for hand -to-hand warfare, the raider required an "open" space, in 
which his agility and Oeetness could be exploited. But before the hand-to· 
hand tighting began, the chariots had to be overcome, and it was surely for 
this purpose that the raiders brought their javelins. Again, the javelins 
suggest a swarming tactic, the javelineer running forward and then hurling 
his weapon at a team of chariot horses. At Djahi in 1179 Ramesses wisely 
kept his chariots in the background and relied on the footsoldiers he re­
cruited. But in other battles the raiders must have used javelins to good 
effect, destroying the chariot armies and ending the era of chariot warfare. 

The fac.:t that the marauders were "runners,'" and therefore dangerous 
for a chariotry, can be inferred from the reliefs but is explicit in the inscrip· 
tions. The Great Karnak Inscription, after enumerating the various lands 
from whkh Meryre's auxiliaries had come for the attack in 1208, states 
that the wretched Libyan chief had "taken the best of every warrior and 
every Ph" of his country." 1 Thirty years later, Ramesses likewise referred 
to both his Libyan and his Philistine enemies as "runners." After beating 
back the assault by the Libyans he boasted, "I have cast down the violators 
of my frontier, prostrate in their places, their runners pinioned and slain in 

1 Bre.Jsred, AR. vol .. l. no. 57Y. 
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my grasp.,. And of the Philistines and their associates who attacked in 1179 
he said, .. I have carried away their runners. pinioned in my grasp. to present 
them to thy ka. ".! 

Although the barbarians were able to defeat the chariotries of the eastern 
kingdoms bc.x:ause their weapons ami tactics were suited e.xactly to the 
task, the documents also show that they owed their success to overwhelm­
ing numbers. When the Libyans and their northern auxiliaries attacked 
Mcrneptah in 1208, he ·boasted of having slain almost ten thous;1nd of 
them. A generation later, Ramcsses claimed to have killed no fewer than 
12,235 Libyans. Even after allowing for pharaonic exaggeration, one 
would suppose that on each occasion the attacking army must have con­
sio;ted of at least twenty thousand men, all of them skirmishers armed with 
either javelins or long swords, or both. In legend, ''the forty thousand of 
Israel" confronted the kings of Canaan and at least th::u many Achaeans 
descended upon Troy. As the Catastrophe spread and mushroomed, and as 
the limitations of the chariot armies were everywhere revealed, barbarians 
all over the Mediterranean world must have been attracted by the prospects 
of an easy victory and rich booty. Small successes begat great successes, 
until even Mycenae and Hattusas fell. Against throngs of raiders no king­
dom (with the possible exception of Assyria) could have felt secure. Even 
the Gre~u Kingdoms had traditionally employed only a few thousand skir­
mishers, and in a small kingdom, such as Pylos or Ugarit, hand-to-hand 
fighters were counted in the hundredo;. When the scribes of Hattusas and 
Emar speak of {hese cities being attacked by "hordes" we can understand 
their peril only when we recall that for defense the kingdoms had tradi­
tionally relied on a small number of proft:·~sional military men. 

Finally, we have a few pieces of literary evidence that the Catastrophe 
resulted from the victory of barbarian footsoldiers over the chariorries of 
the eastern Mediterranean kingdoms. In the Iliad the Trojan War is obvi­
ously not described as a conflict between Achaean infantry skirmishers and 
Trojan charioteers, but vestiges of such a contlict may survive in the tradi­
tion:-Stories about the Amazons and the Phrygians with their fast horses, 
about Paris slaying Achilles with a bow shot, and even about the capture of 
Troy through the ruse of a wooden horse (this story, portrayed on an 
eighth-century vase from Mykonos, was evidently current long before our 
Odyssey was composed)-1 may have arisen when the horses and chariots of 
Troy were still remembered. The description of Achilles as .. fleer-footed" is 
especially appropriate for the arete of a runner. And the adjective .. horse­
taming," the conventional epithet both for Hector and for all the Trojans, 

! Edgerton :and WiL~. Histonc.ll Rc.wmls "( R.mrs.•s Ill. plat~ :u, :mJ 44. 
1 Odyssry. 4.171-II'J anJ 11.492-520 .1!.-~ume thar the .ulditncr kMW the story. fur rhc: 

V:l.'k:' ~ ~. Tmio~n W..zr, HO. 



212 A MiLITARY EXPLANATION 

presumably derives from a real renown of the Trojan charioteers and char­
iot warriors. 

A far more explicit tradition of infantrymen besting chariot armies was 
preserved in Israel. Much had been lost and other things added by the tenth 
century, when the traditions were first written down, but there was nev­
ertheless a persistent recollection that "the Conquest of Canaan" had been 
effected by Israelite footsoldiers against the chariots of the Canaanite ci ries. 
In our te.xts of Joshua and Judges, the hill-dwellers of Manasseh are for a 
time unable to take over the plains of Beth-Shan and Esdraelon because the 
Canaanites have "chariots of iron"; and in Judah too the hiD men are 
temporarily prevented by .. chariots of iron" from seizing the plains. Al­
though the expression seems to be the misconception of a writer in the 
Persian period, 4 the imagery does reflect the tradition that the conquest of 
the most fertile plains in Canaan was costly because of the chariot armies 
that guarded them. 

Two of the oldest pieces of Hebrew poetry that have come down to us 
commemorate viaories of Yahweh over great chariot armies. The "Song of 
the Sea" (Exodus 15), attributed variously to Moses or his sister Miriam,~ 
celebrates Yahweh's drowning of an Egyptian chariot host: 

I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; 
the horse and his rider he has thrown into the sea .... 

Pharaoh's chariots and his host he cast into these;~.; 
and his picked officers are sunk in the yam suph. 

The floods cover them; 
they went down into the depths like a stone. 

Thy right hand, 0 Lord, glorious in power, 
thy right hand, 0 Lord, shatters the enemy .... 

Thou didst blow with thy wind, the sea covered them; 
they sank as lead in the mighty waters. 

In the prose account that eventualJy gave the song a setting, six hundred 
Egyptian chariots pursue five million Israelites "fleeing" from Egypt. 
When the Israelites reach the Red Sea (yam suph),6 Yahweh divides the 
waters-allowing his people to march through on dry land-and then 
rolls the water back to cover the pursuing Egyptian chariots. On the other 

• Drews, •nu: 'Chariots of Iron' of joshua and judges," }SOT 45 (1989): 15-23. 
s Frank Cross and David Freedman, "The Song of Miriam," JNES 14 (1955): 23i-50. 
" The yam suph was translated in the Septuagint as f.rythra Thalassa, and in the Vulgate as 

Mare Rubrum, but the tr:mslarion seems to have ~en deduced trom the P writer's routing of 
'"the Exodus" through ~ Red Sea. Many biblical scholars, noting that in several O.T. 
pas.~ages suph means •po~pyrus reed," belitve that the name yam suph originally was applied 
to a "Reed Sea" somewh~re in the e3stern Delta. Difficulries with this view are pointed out by 
B. f. Barto, ·The Reed Sea: Requiescat m Pa.:e," JBL 102 (1q83): 27-35. Barto's own 
conclu~ion ts th;~t yam suph origin.ally meant ·sea of End/Extim:tion." 
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hand, the song itself, which must commemorate a real rather than a mythi­
cal event, speaks repeatedly of Yahweh throwing the horse and rider into 
the sea, the horses and chariots sinking into the water like a srone or a 
leaden weight. Thus the song seems to c.xult in the capsizing of ships in a 
storm, perhaps horse transports making their way toward Canaan through 
coastal waters. The only period in which "'lsrad" may have b~~n the objec­
tive of chariot armit.'S dispatched from Egypt would be the decades from 
.Mcrnept:th to Ramesses IV, aher whose reign the Egyptians seem to have 
abandoned their claims to hegemony in Canaan. 

The second poem is the "Song of Deborah" (Judges 5 ), which commem­
orates a great victory over the chariots of Jabin, king of Hazor. The song 
announces itself as a favorite of those 

who ride on tawny asses, 
who sit on rich carpets 
and you who walk by the way. 

To the sound of musicians at the watering places, 
there they repeat the triumphs of the Lord. 

Since the poem itself is celebratory and exclamatory, the narrative is pro­
vided in a prose prologue (Judges 4) that includes some derails that are not 
found in the poem but that are consistent with it. According to the pro­
logue, Jabin, king of Hazor, had for twenty years sorely oppressed the 
Israelites. The instrument of his oppression was his commander, Sisera, 
who had nine hundred chariots of iron. At last, the men of Zebulon and 
Naphtali, north of the valley of Esdraelon and in the immediate hinterland 
of Hazor, threw off the yoke. Led by Barak, son of Abinoam, and on the 
strength of an oracle by the prophetess Deborah, ten thousand Zcbulonites 
and Naphtalites occupied Mt. Tabor (some thirty miles to the southwest of 
Hazor). When Sisera learned of this, he came with his nine hundred char­
iots to the Valley of jezreel, a part of Esdraelon below Mt. Tabor. Un­
daunted, Deborah prophesied to Barak that Yahweh would that day (or 
possibly that night, since the song suggests a night attack) give him a great 
victory. "So Barak came charging down from Mr. Tabor with ten thousand 
men at his back. The Lord put Siscra to rout with all his chariots and his 
army before Barak's onslaught. " 7 AJI Sisera 's men perished; not a man was 
leh alive. Sisera himself fled on foot and sought shelter in the tent of Heber 
the Kenite. There he was killed as he lay under a rug, hiding from his 
pursuers: it was Jael, Heber's wife, who killed him, driving a tent peg 
through his temples. 

The prose account is followed by the song itself, which hails as Barak's 
warriors men of lssachar and several oth~r northern districts alongside 

7 judge~ 4.14-15 (NF.JJ tran~laoonj. 
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those from Zebulon and Naphtali. All of these swept down, following their 
marshals dan by clan, into the valley: Yahweh's peasantry (hupshu) 
against "the mighty" of Canaan: 

King.~ came, they fought; 
then fought the kings of Canaan, 

at Taanach by the waters of Megiddo; 
no plunder of silver did they rake. 

The stars fought from heaven, 
the stars in their courses foughr againsr Sisera. 

The Torrent of Kishon swepr him away, 
the Torrent barred his flighr; the Torrent of Kishon; 
march on in might, my soul! 

Then hammered the hooves of his horses, 
his chargers galloped, galloped away.8 

The poem then lauds Jael, who "stretched out her hand for the tent peg, her 
right hand to hammer rhe weary,, and rejoices at the death of Sisera and at 
the anxiety of his mother, who peers through the lattice looking for the 
chariots that never returned. "So perish all thine enemies, 0 Lord!" 

Joshua 11.1-11 presents a southern (Ephraimite or Benjaminite) ver­
sion of the same event. 9 Here the battle is fought not along the Kishon but 
at "the waters of Merom." It is not just the tribes north of Esdraelon, but all 
of Israel that defeats Jabin of Hazor. It is not Barak but the southern hero, 
joshua, who is the victorious commander, and Deborah is not mentioned 
at all. After defeating Jabin's army, joshua hamstrings all the horses and 
burns the chariots. He then proceeds to Hazor, massacres all the inhabi­
tants, and burns the city to the ground. On this point the oral tradition was 

-apparently correct, since Yadin 's excavations demonstrated that Hazor was 
indeed destroyed ca. 1200. 

The few and precious poems that survive from the early Iron Age there­
fore support the conclusion inferred from the archaeological evidence and 
from Egyptian reliefs and inscriptions: in the Catastrophe, thousands of 
barbarian skirmishers descended upon the plains that they had hitherto 
eschewed, destroyed the chariot armies on which the defense of the plains 
depended, and then sacked and burned the cities. From our vantage point 

. we can see that all through the Late Bronze Age the eastern Mediterranean 
kingdoms had been vulnerable to a concerted ;mack by barbarian neigh-
bors. But for most of the period this arcanum imperii was not perceived, 
either by the kings at risk or by the barbarians themselves. Only toward the 

• Ibid., 5.19-l..!. 
• On the two a.:coums see Gottwald. Tribes o(Y<~hu.-,h. 1$3-54. 
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end of the thirteenth century did the l;tttc:r begin to sense their opportunity 
and to seize it. 

We may close by speculating on the course of history in the eastern 
Mediterranean in the late thirteenth and e;trly twelfth centuries B.C. For 
fifty or sixty years after the Battle of Kadesh ( 1275) the eastern Mediterra­
nean seems to have bec:n a relatively peaceful pl;tce. In th~ Aegean the 
several palaces, necessarily including one on Crete, supervised their popu­
lations with linle fear for the future. Neither Knossos nor Pylos was forti­
fied, their rulers evidently trusting in the habit of peace that has aptly been 
called the pax Mycenaica. In Anatolia and the Levant the Great Kingdoms 
of Hatti and Egypt provided stability, each Great King supporting and 
supported by networks of vassal kingdoms. After his pexe treaty with 
Hattusilis Ill, Ramesses the Great's hegemony perhaps extended as far as 
the mountains of Lebanon. More of an innovation was Ramesses' initiative 
toward Libya: apparently he established Egyptioln strongholds along the 
Mediterranean coast well beyond El Alamein.•0 The westward expansion 
of Egyptian authority would have repercussions, although not in 
Ramesses' own long reign. 

The Catastrophe of the eastern Mediterranean kingdoms seems to have 
begun along the northwest frontier (see figure 1 ). Here a century and a half 
of peace must have ended dramatically when Boeotian Thebes and the 
great city known as Troy VI were captured and sacked. In Greek legend, the 
Seven who first tried to take Thebes failed to do so, and it was their sons, 
the epigoni, who succeeded: what the generation of Tydeus attempted the 
generation of Diomedes achieved. From the legends we may extract the 
probability that" Achaean" warriors (who these .. Achaeans" were I shall 
suggest presently) made an early and unsuccessful assault upon Thebes 
and that some years later other Achaeans returned, this time taking the city. 
The same generation of warriors sxked Troy. The LH IHB pottery found at 
the two sites permits the conclusion that the destruction of both Thebes 
and Troy VI occurred toward the end of the long reign of Ramesses the 
Great. In the event, the fate of these two kingdoms was a harbinger of what 
could and would happen everywhere in the eastern Mediterranean. 

The Catastrophe burst upon Egypt in 1208, the fifth year of Merneptah's 
reign, when a Libyan chieftain, Meryre, son of Did, ventured to invade the 
western Delta. We do not know what motivated Meryre's presumptuous 
act. Ramesses' encroachment on Libya m;ty have provoked him, or perhaps 
a drought inspired Meryre to seize some of the irrigated lands of the Delta, 

10 Gardin~r, Egyp1, .!70, nottd th:u stelae of Rame~scs II hav~ bun found wc:st ot El 
Abmein. Hayward, ~Elephant Ivory,~ I 05, repom that .. a forrres.~ was built at Zawiyat Umm 
ar Rakham, about .!0 km to rh~ 111.-o:st (of B.1res's l~land. ncar !\1arsa M.uruh) during the reign 
ut Rames~l!!> II.~ On the probable rok of Bar~·~ ld:1nd in Ramc:ssc:s' fronri~r poliq• d . Donald 
Whit~, •Th~ Third Sea$4-,n at Marsa Marruh. ~ AJA ~4 11990}: BO. 
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or Meryre may simply have calculated that Merneptah was too weak a king 
to resist a determined aggressor. But whatever his motivation, it is very 
likely that Meryre was encouraged in his undertaking by reports of what 
had happened in the Aegean. For we see in the description of the battle and 
its results that Meryre did not field much of a chariotry but made up for his 
defil.;encies in that area by assembling tens of thousands of infantrymen. 
Most of these men came from Libya itself, but his recruitment efforts 
extended throughout "the northern lands" as well. That a Libyan king 
could communicate with much of the Mediterranean is no longer surpris­
ing, since the recent excavations on Bates's Island, near Marsa Matruh, 
have produced Mycenaean and Levantine pottery and suggest that the 
island was something of an exchange center for the eastern Libyans. 

According to the Great Karnak Inscription, Meryre sought out runners 
from all the northern lands, men who could fight as skirmishers in hand-to­
hand combat. Evidently his appeal for mercenaries fell on fertile ground in 
Sardinia, Sicily, southern or western Italy, Lycia, and especially northern 
Greece. All these lands were in contact with the civilized kingdoms of the 
eastern Mediterranean but were not themselves civilized. Instead, they 
were barbarous places, in which opportunities for the better things in life 
were severely limited. In Pamphylia, Lycaonia, and Lycia, the rugged tract 
of mountains along Anatolia's southern coast, there seems to have been 
nothing resembling a city in the Late Bronze Age. While Mycenaean pot­
tery, and the perfumed oil contained in the pots, was shipped in great 
quantities to the cities of the Levant and the Cilician plain, the only ships 
that stopped along the Lycian coast were those that sank. 11 It is hardly 
surprising that as early as the Amarna Age men from the Lycian mountains 
tried their hand at piracy, raiding the comparatively wealthy coasts of 
Cyprus. 

The Achaeans who joined Meryre's campaign are likely to have been 
North-Greek speakers.12 The mountains west and north of Boeotia were 

' 1 See figure 53 in Harding, Mycen.~eans and Europe, fnr the contrast between Mycenaean 
pottery finds in the Levant and in southern Asia Minor {aside from the Cilician plain). 

12 Hittitologists are generally convinced that tht! place-name •Ahhiya" {or, later, 
"Ahhiy:twa ")of the tabkts refers to the Greek mainland. See Hans Giiterbock, "The Hittites 
and the Aegean World, I: The AhhiyJwa Problem Reconsidered," A]A 87 (198J): 133-38; 
and Trevor Bryce," Ahhiyawans and .MycenJeans-An Anatolian V~ewpoint," Oxford jour­
nal of Arcbueology 8 (1989): 297-310. But ~nee the "Greek mainland" was not concep­
tualized until modern times, the Hittite term must have denoted something slightly diffe~nt. 
It was, I would suggest, the name used in Asia Minor for the north·:~Cuth land mass rhat AsiJn 
sailors encountered when sailing west from the Dardanelles. After coasting along Th race for 
two days, and rounding rhe Chak;dice, one re.IChes rhc Vardar (Axios) River, where the 
coastline rurns sharply and decisively !.Outhward. This 1s perhaps where Al1biya began, and it 
ran to the tip nf rhe Pdc>ponnese. In book 2 of the lli.ul. the land east of the Axios is not 
A.:hJea: rhe P..1innians. who .:orne "from the wide river Axios, the Axios, whose W3ter is 
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fur more primitive than the palace-states. Where :Is the latter were civilized 
and Minoanized (South Greek may in fact have differcntiared itself from 
North Greek because of .. Minoan" influences), most of the norrh was an 
illiterate hinterland, in which the dialect of the Greek-speakers was the 
conservative North Greek. Troy, lolkos, Thebes, and Orchomenos were 
outposts on the northwestern frontier of the civilized world, and beyond 
these centers there was little discernible prosperity in the LH lllB period. 
The two dialects-South Greek and North Greek-thus seem to reflect 
two rather distinct cultural zones, and when reference is made to "the 
Achaeans" we must specify which of the two zones is meant. As I have 
protested betimes, 13 the evidence is considerable that the particular 
Achaeans who sacked Troy came from the north. 

We may imagine, then, that late in the reign of Ramesses II hordes of 
these northern Achaean footsoldiers had attacked both Troy VI and 
Thebes and succeeded in taking and s3cking both places.H The Achaeans 
attacked Thebes, according to Hesiod, 15 .. for the flocks of Oedipus." Prior 
to their attacks on these kingdoms, the northern Achaeans are likely to 
have served the kingdoms as skirmishers, and we may imagine that it was 
during that service that the northerners beg:m to perceive how vulnerable 
the royal chariotries were. Toward the end of the thirteenth century the 
rulers of the Argolid began building a fortification wall at the Corinthian 
isthmus (having already encircled their palaces with stout walls), indicating 
some alarm about what was happening in the north. It was perhaps among 
these northern Achaeans that Mcryre of Libya was most successful in his 
solicitation of skirmishers. In the casualty lists, 3fter the Libyans them­
selves it was the Ekwesh who lost the mo:>t men (over two thousand). 

Ever since Maspero transmogrified them into migratory nations, the 
Shekelesh, Shardana, and Tursha who joined Meryre's enterprise have 
received the most attention from scholars interested in the Catastrophe. 
Numerically, however, they were not very important, since Meryre re­
cruited from Sicily, Tyrsenia, and Sardinia together fewer men than Achaea 

fairest of .11l" (Iliad .!..849-50), are the Trojan~' westernmost allies, while the A.:haedns all 
come from beyond the Axios. 

Hittite tablets refer to a Great Kingdom in Ahhiya, and this was probably centered at 
Mycenae. with vassal kingdoms as far north as Attica and Boeoti••, if uot lolkos. But the more 
primitive people who lived between the kingdoms ;:and the Axios were also "Achaeans.~ There 
is gC?Od reason to believe that these northern Achaeans were the perpetrators of the Catastro­
phe, while the Achaeans of the kingdoms were its vi.:tims. 

u ~Argos3nd Argives." 111-15; Comingu(theGreeks. 222-24; see above, pp. 117-18. 
14 As I have argual at .. Argos and Argives," l.J2-.U, the • Argives" led by the Seven 

against Thebes came from the Pelasgic Argo.~ 3nd nur from the Peluponnese. Iliad 4.370-99 
and 6.213 rec.~ll th.1t Thebes was sacked by .. Achal!ans" but char the kingdom of Mycenae did 
nor particip.1te in the advenrure. 

I< W(}rks ,md I>.zys. 161-63. 
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supplied to him all by itself (it is not impossible that even the Lycians 
outnumbered the westerners in Meryre's army). But prospectors for merce· 
naries would undoubtedly have found the lands of the central Mediterra· 
nean a promising vein. Sicily was almost entirely barbarous, but for a few 
Sicilians of the southeast coast a window on the wider world had been 
opened: on the promontory of Thapsos, jutting out from the shore a few 
kilometers north of the Syracusan bay, traders from the eastern Mediterra · 
nean, and perhaps specifically from Cyprus, had built a town for them· 
selves by 1300, and the town continued through the thirreenth century. 
Here were spacious and rectilinear buildings, and the residents of the town 
lived the good life, with eastern artifacts and luxury items. 16 On the coasts 
of Italy, which was equally primitive, Mycenaeans had established emporia 
at Scoglio del Tonno, on the Gulf of Taranto, and at Luni sui Mignone, in 
Etruria. For those '"Tyrsenians" who lived nearby, these emporia must have 
advertised the possibilities that the lands to the east had to ofkL The 
contact between the eastern Mediterranean and Sardinia, and the east· 
erners' exploitation of Sardinian copper, has only recently been appreci­
ated. But it now seems likely that in the thirteenth century most Sardinians 
who lived within a day's walk of the Golfo di Cagliari would have seen the 
visitors' ships, if not the visitors themselves, and would have been wdl 
aware of the discrepancy between their own condition and that of these 
people from the east.17 

To be a warrior, then, was in these barbarous lands no bad thing, since 
skill as a skirmisher might transport a man to a better liie in a better place. 
Men from southern Sardinia went off to Byblos and Ugarit, and eventually 
to Egypt, and it is unlikely that many ol them returned home or wished to 
do so. In the eastern kingdoms they could enjoy the pleasures of urban life 
and at the same time be men of status and property, with lands assigned 
them by their king; in rerum, they were obliged only to guard the palace 
during peacetime and to run in support of the fabled chariot forces on those 

16 Holloway,irmy .md the Aegetm, 87: "It mruired mm and ideas to rr:msform a Sicilian 
village into an emporium with some urban configuration, and this appears to have been the 
work of Cypriote residents in the 14th and 13th cmturie . ., See also Holloway, "Italy and the 
Cmtral Meditertanean in the Crisis Years," in Ward and .Joukowsky, Crisis Years, 41. 

17 In the twelfth century Cypriotes were probably working metal on the southern coast ol 
Sardinia {see D. Ridgway, "Archxology in Sardinia and South Italy, 1983-88, .. p. 134 ). But 
the discovery oi LH IIIB ware near Cagliari ncJW shows shat already in the thimrnth century 
easterners wer~ resident there. pcrlups •castins copper for cxpon in the ingot shape long used 
in the ~ast." See Holloway, •Jtaly and the Central Meditcrranan, .. 41. Contact with the 
interior is difficult to esrim:ate. fora much later period ftrrucio Barreca, •"Jhe Phoenician and 
Punic Gviliz:trion in Sardinia, • in Miriam Balmuth, ed., Studies ift Solrdinian Archaeology, 
vol. 1., 145, has shown that from Nora and other site on the Cagliari bay '"settlemmiS began 
to spread towards the S..rJinian hinterland with an average penetration of .tbout twmry 
kilometers tram the cuasts ... 
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rare occasions when the chariots gave battle.lt is not surprising that young 
men in Sardinia and elsewhere aspirc:d to serve as skirmishers in the chariot 
corps of a wealthy king. All that one needed was cotJr:lge. speed, strength, 
and an initial invesm1ent in the necessary equipment: a sword or spear, a 
shield, and an intimidating helmet. 

When Meryre advertised for skirmishers in Merneptah 's early years, 
those who responded had undoubtedly long hoped to be professional 
warriors, whether in Egypt itself or in one of the other kingdoms that 
traditionally hired mercenaries. What was new in 1208 was the mercen· 
aries• enlistment in an army in which they were not to play second fiddle to 
a chariot corps. As noted above, Meryre had very few chariots-a defi. 
ciency that a decade or two e:1rlier would have prevented him from even 
considering a war with Merneptah. But by 1208 Meryre thought it possi­
ble that with a huge force of skirmishers he could defeat the largest chariot 
army in the world. For the hand-to-hand fighting his men were certainly 
armed with long swords, since the Karnak Inscription records that over 
nine thousand of these bronze swords were retrieved as booty. For use 
against the Egyptian chariots Meryre must h:1ve had men expert with long· 
range weapons of some sort, and there is good reason to think th:1t these 
were javelins rather than bows. In the primitive lands from which his 
auxili:1ries came there would have been m:1ny men who were skilled with 
the hunting javelin but who had never im:1gined that their skill might one 
day be in demand. 

Meryre•s infantry was defe:1ted, and it was :1nother generation before 
another Libyan force attacked the Delta. But Meryte's failure, like the 
Achaeans' successes at Troy and Thebes, seems to have publicized the 
possibilities of the new kind of warfare. On the eastern side of the Delta, 
there was trouble in Canaan at about the same rime that the Libyans 
attacked on the western side. Hori, the author of the Papyrus Anast:1si, asks 
his youthful correspondent to im:1gine himself in charge of supplies for an 
army sent to Djahan (or, possibly. Djahi) .. to crush those rebels called 
Nearin."lS The ne'arim of Canaan were h:1nd·to-hand w:1rriors :1nd h:1d 
distinguished themselves at the B:1ttle of Kadesh in the service of R:1messes 
the Gre:1t. Now, however, at the end of the Nineteenth Dynasty, they have 
evidently become a problem, and in the scenario dr:1wn by Hori an army 
consisting entirely of infantrymen, most of whom are barbarian skir· 
mishers, is sent out to deal with them. In this connection we must note the 
recently discovered evidence that Merneptah did in fact c:1mpaign in the 
Levant and that among his opponents were warriors from lsr:1el. The men 
of Israel will certainly have fought on foot. 

The "rebellious ne· arim"' of the southern Lev:1nt did not yet pose a threat 

•• Trans. Wilson, AN£T, 47&. 
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to Egypt itself. There was no king here who organized the tribesmen of 
Canaan for a campaign on the scale that Meryre managed in Libya. In 
Hori's imaginary army there arc only five thousand men, suggesting that 
the Levantine warriors against whom they are sent also number in the low 
thousands. But although not yet a danger to Egypt, the warriors of Philistia 
and Israel were certainly capable of defeating the vassal cities that were 
allied with Egypt. Although Merneptah may have maintained Egypt's tra­
ditional hegemony over the southern Levant, it is doubtful that his feeble 
successors were able to do so. Seti II had trouble enough asserting himself 
in Egypt, having apparently to deal with a usurpation by Amenmesse. At 
Seti's death, the throne devolved first upon his son Siptah-still a child­
and then upon Twosret, Seti's widow. Neither could have intervened in 
Canaan, and it was evidently in Twos ret's reign that the sacking of the great 
cities of southern Canaan began. 

Although we cannot be certain who sacked the cities on the Via Maris­
Ashkelon, Ashdod, Akko, and others-there is no reason to look for the 
culprits in some distant place when there are obvious suspects close by. 
Undoubtedly the sackers were "Philistines," but that term ought to stand 
for the population that had traditionally lived in the hinterland of the 
pentapolis. Armed with the javelins and long swords shown in the Medinet 
Habu reliefs, the Palestinian tribesmen must have made short work of the 
chariot armies by which the pentapolis was defended. Further north along 
the coast, the Tjekker must have closed in on and eventually taken the city 
of Dor. And the warriors of Dan seem to have made a name for themselves 
by their success, probably with long swords, against both chariots and 
cavalry. 

In the interior, centers such as Deir 'Alia (Succoth), Lachish, and Hazor 
were most likely sacked by "Israelites," seminomadic tribesmen who for 
generations had scraped out an existence in the hill country flanking the 
valleys of the Jordan and its tributaries, and in the desert fringe to the east. 
Until the Catastrophe, the best that either Philistines or Israelites could 
hope for was service as ne'arim or hapiru in the employ of a petty king. But 
now they were in a position to kill the king, loot his palace and his city, and 
bum them to the ground. Not all the Canaanite cities between the Jordan 
and the Mediterranean were razed. Shechem was spared by the Israelite 
tribesmen, the Israelites foreswearing hostilities against the city, and the 
Shechemites granting to those Israelites who submitted to circumcision the 
rights of connubium and of participation in the venerable cult on Mt. 
Gerizim. Gibeon was also spared, having come to terms with the invaders: 
in return for their lives, the Gibeonites were said to have pledged them­
selves and their descendants to serve their conquerors as hewers of wood 
and drawers of water. According to Israelite legend, when the other Cana­
anite kings took umbrage at the Gibeonites' accommodation and attacked 
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the city, Gibeon's Israelite champions came to its rescue and slaughtered 
the Canaanite force, while the sun stood still over Gibeon and the moon 
halted in the vale of Aijalon. It must have been a long and terrible day in 
Canaan. 

The successes that skirmishers armed with swords and javelins achieved 
over chariot armies, and the consequent sacking of famous cities, must 
have generated excitement wherever service as a mercenary footsoldier had 
once seemed attractive. The motivation for the sacking of a city is not likely 
to have been anything so rarefied as religious fanaticism, ethnic hatred, or a 
class struggle. The perpetrators of the Catastrophe had more material 
objectives: cattle, gold, women, and whatever else caught the eye. The 
precious objects squirreled away in pits or wall-caches at Ugarit, Mycenae, 
Kokkinokremos, and other places testify that what the residents of these 
places feared was an attack by looters. And since at none of the razed cities 
have archaeologists found "in the open" anything of material value, we 
may conclude that what the residents feared would happen did happen. 

Just as the cities of southern Canaan are likely to have been plundered 
and razed by warriors from the countryside of Philistia and Israel, so it is 
likely that some cities in other regions were sacked by raiders who came 
from a hinterland not too far away. In eastern Syria Emar, possibly along 
with Carchemish, was sacked by "hordes," and in that part of the world in 
the early twelfth century such nameless hordes must have been Aramaic­
speaking tribesmen. In Boeotia, as suggested above, Thebes had been 
sacked by raiders from its hinterland. On the Anatolian plateau, Hattusas 
evidently fell to Kaskans from the Pontic mountains: 

In some areas there was no warlike population of barbarians within 
striking distance. In western Syria, so far as the tablets from Alalakh and 
Ugarit indicate, there were only peaceful and unarmed villagers. The dan­
ger here was posed by raiders who came from the sea, among whom may 
have been freebooters from Lycia, the northern Aegean, Italy, Sicily, Sar­
dinia, and other maritime regions of barbaria. The tablets from Ugarit 
warn of the peril posed by marauders who came in ships, and the tablets 
"from the oven" suggest that Ugarit itself fell to raiders who appeared with 
little warning. A force of several thousand skirmishers, possibly crammed 
into no more than thirty or forty boats, would have been sufficient to defeat 
whatever chariot force sallied out against them from the gates of Ugarit. At 
any rate, Ugarit, along with all the great cities on the Orontes-Aialakh, 
Hamath, Qatna, and Kadesh-was sacked and burned. 

In the civilized regions of southern Greece there likewise was little to fear 
from people who lived close by. Within the large palace states administered 
from Pylos or Knossos there were no warrior populations, the subjects 
there being pacific and helotized descendants of the pre-Greek inhabitants. 
Although the palaces in Boeotia may have fallen to raiders from Locris, 
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Phocis, and inland Thessaly, who came on foot, more sites in the Aegean 
are likely to have been attacked by raiders who came by sea, many of them 
undoubtedly from coastal Thessaly and Ach:tea Phthiotis. From the citadel 
of Koukounaries, on Paros, one looks down a steep decline to Naoussa Bay. 
Fifteen minutes after wading ashore, veteran sackers of cities would have 
been atop the citadel. The huddled skeletons found there in recent excava­
tions indicate that the population had little warning and no chance to 
escape. Pylos and Knossos, without walls, were entirely vulnerable, and we 
may imagine that the inhabitants fled at the first alarm. At Troy, Tiryns and 
other places some sort of siege may have been conducted, but in the end the 
citadels were taken. Mycenae is not likely to have been surprised, since the 
citadel is a two-hour walk from Argos Bay, but against several thousand 
raiders there would have been no real protection. Even if the attack came in 
broad daylight, and even if the rulers of Mycenae were able to mobilize 
several hundred chariots, the swarming javelineers would have been elusive 
targets and deadly marksmen against the chariot horses. After storming a 
city or a citadel, killing or enslaving those inhabitants who bad not been 
able to flee, and ransacking the buildings for every bit of precious metal, 
elegant cloth, and usable artifacts, the raiders would have prepared the 
place for burning and then set fire to it. Such must have been the fate of 
dozens of the wealthiest cities and palaces in the eastern Mediterranean. 

After most of the great palaces had fallen, attempts were made once 
again upon Egypt. Ramesses III had to face incursions by Libyans, now 
grown persistent, in 1182 and 1176. These were certainly massive assaults, 
since Ramesses claims that in the first of these two wars his troops killed 
12,535 of the invaders. And by this time the Philistine and Tjekker war­
riors, even without a king to mastermind and finance the venture, posed a 
threat to Egypt itself. In his eighth year (1179) Ramesses dealt with this 
threat on his eastern border. His inscription would have us believe that the 
enemies whom he defeated in that campaign were a vast coalition, a con­
spiracy of all lands, that had been responsible for devastating the entire 
Near East from Hatti to Canaan and from Cyprus to Carcbemish. Such 
claims greatly enhanced his own victory and need not be taken literally: 
from their letters we know that the rulers of Hattusas, Emar, and Ugarit 
were themselves uncertain about the identity of the hordes intent on sack­
ing their cities, and it is unlikely that Ramesses had any better information 
on the subject. What Ramesses undoubtedly did know is that the kind of 
destruction that the Philistines and Tjekker had wrought in the southern 
Levant, and the kind of warfare that these tribesmen pra<:ticed, had already 
come to most of the great cities and palaces farther north. 

The Levantine aggressors in 1179 were armed with javelins and long 
swords, wore helmets and corslets, and carried round shields. In order to 
defeat them Ramesses had to improvise, and his battle plans seem to have 
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relegated his chariotry to a subordinate role. Ramesses assembled a consid­
erable number of hand-to-hand fighters, both barbarian skirmishers 
(shardana) and native Egyptians. The latter stood shoulder-to-shoulder in 
dose-order formations, carried oblong shields, were armed with the tradi­
tional rods or sickle swords, and were hardly :ts effective as their foreign 
auxiliaries who fought as free-lancers. But infantrymen of both kinds, 
helped out by the archers in the chariot corps, were sufficient to win the 
battle at Djahi. 

Whether on that same occasion or soon thereafter, Ramesses destroyed a 
great force of Philistine, Tjekker, and Sicilian skirmishers who were caught 
on their boats a short distance offshore. The skirmishers had not expected a 
battle while still in their ships and were virtually annihilated. With remark­
able foresight Ramesses had assembled a fleet and assigned to each ship a 
detachment of archers (most likely the archers who in other circumstances 
and other times would have shot from chariots) and hand-to-hand war­
riors. The Egyptian ships were able to cut off the enemy, who had no usable 
long-range weapons. The Philistine and Sicilian warriors would have had 
javelins, but javelins on these crowded ships were of no value at all, since a 
javelin must be thrown on the run. The Egyptian archers, on the contrary, 
were able to shoot their bows far more effectively from the deck of a ship 
than from the platform of a bouncing chariot. Even worse for the aggres­
sors, while the Egyptian archers could leave the rowing to the oarsmen 
whom Ramesses had impressed into service, the Philistine and Sicilian 
warriors had to do their own rowing. Perhaps the Medinet Habu relief does 
not exaggerate the extent of Ramesses' victory at sea in 1179. 

Even Ramesses' vktories, however, illustrated how drastically warfare 
had changed in the three or four decades of the Catastrophe. The Egyp­
tians' salvation owed little to their chariotry. Most important were the 
hand-to-hand warriors, whether Egyptian or barbarian, that Ramesses 
had assembled at Djahi. The archers who had been positioned on the decks 
of Ramesses' ships had also taken their toll, but the "naval battle" may 
have been something of a fluke, contingent on timing and luck. The future 
belonged to men who could stand their ground in hand-to-hand combat. 

Those who survived the Catastrophe resorted to new strategies against 
the probability that the raiders would return. On Crete the small and low­
lying settlements were abandoned for "cities of refuge" in the mountains. 
The Arcado-Cypriote dialect suggests that many South-Greek speakers 
from the Peloponnese and central Greece fled in two directions, some to the 
mountains of Arcadia and others to the island of Cyprus. The flight to 
Ionia, on the other hand, seems to have occurred several generations after 
the Catastrophe ended. 

If towns built in the twelfth century were not in the mountains, they were 
on the seacoast. On Cyprus, as well as in Phoenicia and Greece, large 
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coastal towns were built and fortified, and the coastal cities of the Via 
Maris were rebuilt and strengthened (with refugees from Crete probably 
seeking asylum there). The size of the twelfth-century towns indicates a 
belief that there was safety in numbers. The coastalloc:Ition may have been 
preferred for several reasons. It provided, first of all, the optimum vantage 
point for spotting hostile ships long before they reached the shore. A city on 
the coast, even if it housed few hand-to-hand fighters, was also able to take 
some effective offensive measures against raiders who came by sea. As 
Ramesses' sea victory had shown, one very good way to confront a sea­
borne horde of hand-to-hand skirmishers was to keep them from reaching 
land. On board their ships the skirmishers were vulnerable, since they had 
no bows (the man fortunate enough to own a composite bow would have 
found it warped and deteriorated after several days in an open boat). It is 
therefore possible that a few of the coastal towns continued to count on 
archers, now shooting from coast-guard ships instead of from chariots. It is 
more likely, however, that coastal locations were chosen for defensive rea­
sons: a city on the coast might be able to withstand a siege, while a city in 
the interior could be entirely cut off. 

But no civilized society could defend itself without putting into the field 
infantrymen equipped for hand-to-hand combat. Against the new peril 
new weapons were required, and new pieces of armor. In Greece especially 
we can see that the Catastrophe created the armored footsoldier, protected 
by a helmet, corslet, greaves, and a round shield. A short thrusting spear 
was most important as the weapon of men who took their position in dose­
order infantry formations. For professional skirmishers, who might con­
front the enemy in man-to-man combat, a long sword was required against 
the long swords of the predators. The manufacture of cut-and-thrust 
swords began in Merneptah's time, as the unusable "Merneptah sword" 
from Ugarit shows. The Aegean productions found at Mouliana, Mycenae, 
and Perati are clumsy experiments, but better designs were soon found. 
Had there been time to hilt them and edge their blades, the four unfinished 
swords from the high-priest's nouse in Ugarit would have been formidable 
weapons. In the IIIC Aegean, however, what those who could afford it 
wanted was the terrible Griffzungenschwert that had long been traditional 
in northeast Italy and the Balkans. The carrouche of Seti II on a specimen 
found in Egypt shows that there too some of the pharaoh's warriors ac­
quired the very best slashing sword that could be found. 

Although weapons and armor were important, even more important 
were men who could use them, and on this matter the Catastrophe intro­
duced profound changes. In the Late Bronze Age kingdoms warfare had 
been a specialist's concern. Civilian conscripts were apparently used only 
for defense, and massed offensive infantries were conspicuously absent 
when Late Bronze Age kingdoms (except, perhaps, for Assyria) went to 
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war. After the Catastrophe, political power belonged to those societies in 
which warfare was every man's concern, the adult males of a community 
serving as its militia. The Warrior Vase from Mycenae suggests that in the 
twelfth century at least some men of Mycenae were learning how to march 
and fight in close-order formations, depending on the thrusting spear and 
on the new elements of defensive armor. But neither at Mycenae nor in 
most otber civilized communities could a "warrior ethos" have developed 
in the immediate aftermath of the Catastrophe, and military prowess ten­
ded to be associated with the less civilized frontier societies. It is likely that 
the "Dorians" were North-Greek speakers who became proficient as dose­
order spearmen. In the Iron Age Levant, communities such as Philistia, 
Israel, Moab, Ammon, and Aram (in eastern Syria) depended on mass 
infantries. We need not believe, with the biblical author, that in David's 
kingdom there were 1,300,000 ·•able-bodied men, capable of bearing 
arms." But the militia was apparently counted in six figures, and we can 
perhaps take the author's word for it that when David wished to curse 
Joab, the best he could think of was "may the house of Joab never be free 
from running sore or foul disease, or lack a son fit only to ply the distaff." ' 9 

Typically these frontier societies coalesced into "nations," the nation being 
a coalition cohesive enough and large enough to defend itself against any 
foreseeable aggression.2o 

The solidarity of an Iron Age community, whether of a polis or of a 
nation, stemmed from the recognition that in war the fortunes of the 
community would depend on every man playing his part. Against mass 
formations of close-order infantry, the formations being controlled by an 
efficient chain of command, disorganized hordes of running skirmishers 
would have been outmatched. The kind of solidarity required in the Iron 
Age was, with rare exceptions, unnecessary and therefore unknown in the 
Late Bronze Age, since prior to the Catastrophe a king's subjects were 
amply protected by the king's chariots and chariot runners, The military 
revolution that occurred in the Catastrophe was thus a prerequisite for the 
social and political changes that made the world of the Iron Age so different 
from that of the Late Bronze Age. 

19 2 Samuel 24.9; 2 Samuel 3.29. 
20 On nationalism in rhe early Iron Age see liverani's discussion of ~a farrore genrilizio e lo 

Sraro 'nazionale,"' in his Antico Oriente, 654-60. 
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