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‘Hamblin’s book is a goldmine of information — both textual and archaeological —
on ancient Near Eastern warfare before the Late Bronze Age.’
Professor Robert Drews, Vanderbilt University

For many historians, military history began in Classical Greece. Chronologically,
however, half of recorded military history occurred before the Greeks rose to
military predominance. In this groundbreaking and fascinating study, William J.
Hamblin synthesises current knowledge of early ancient Near Eastern military
history in an accessible way, from the Neolitihic era until the Middle Bronze Age.

Drawing on an extensive range of textual, artistic, and archaeological data,
Warfare in the Ancient Near East to 1600 BC offers a detailed analysis of the military
technology, ideology, and practices of Near Eastern warfare, focusing on key
topics including: recruitment and training of the soldiers; the logistics and weap-
onry of warfare, with emphasis on the shift from stone to metal weapons; the role
played by magic; narratives of combat and artistic representations of battle; the
origins and development of the chariot as a mode of military transportation; for-
tifications and siegecraft; and developments in naval warfare. Hamblin pays parti-
cular attention to the earliest-known examples of holy war ideology in
Mesopotamia and Egypt, and argues that this era laid the foundation for later Near
Eastern concepts of holy war, and that such understandings remain of vital sig-
nificance in the world today.

Mlustrated throughout, including maps of the region, this book is essential for
experts and non-specialists alike.

William J. Hamblin is Associate Professor of History at Brigham Young
University, specializing in Near Eastern and military history. He is co-author of
World History to 1648 (1993).
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“Mightiest of the mighty, hero in battle, let me sing his song!”

Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven, Sumer, c. 2000 BCE (EOG 169)
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Preface

While working on this book over the past few years, my motto, along with
Shakespeare’s Prospero, has necessarily been: “Me, poor man, my library was
dukedom large enough” (Tempest, 1, i1, 126). As anyone who has written a book
can attest, it is both an exhilarating and an exasperating experience. It is also,
paradoxically, a most lonely endeavor that can only be accomplished with the
assistance of many friends and colleagues.

It is my pleasure to thank numerous people and institutions for their generous
assistance in writing this book. The History Department and the College of
Family Home and Social Sciences at Brigham Young University (BYU) provided
a much-needed sabbatical and research funds to complete this book. The Institute
for the Preservation of Ancient and Religious Texts at BYU provided resources
for released time from teaching and for hiring a research assistant. Likewise BYU’s
General Education and Honors Program, Middle East Studies Program, and
Kennedy Center for International Studies, were all liberal with resources for travel
and research. Jake Olmstead provided helpful research assistance. John Gee, Wil-
liam “Bill” Gay Associate Research Professor of Egyptology at The Institute for
the Preservation of Ancient and Religious Texts, BYU, was very accommodating
with his advice on matters Egyptological. Michael Lyon, artist and scholar, pro-
duced the illustrations. Prof. Dr. Eric Gubel, Senior Keeper of Antiquities in
Royal Museums of Art & History in Brussels, kindly provided a digital photo-
graph of one of the cylinder seals from that collection.

On a more personal level, I would like to thank my wife’s family for admirable
restraint in limiting the number and frequency of questions to my wife concerning
why her errant husband was not attending certain mandatory family functions. My
father gave a fine rendition of Pope Julius to my less than adequate Michelangelo;
it is a matter of no little irritation that, while undergoing chemotherapy no less, he
finished two books in the time it took me to finish this one. I am more than
thrilled that his personal “al-Qaeda cells” have been defeated. Finally, I must
thank my wife and children for their unending patience and support. To them I
can only say: I have at last emerged from the dungeon.

William J. Hamblin
Provo, Utah, 2005
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Introduction

For many historians, military history begins with the classical Greeks. Warfare in
World History, for example, starts with the battle of Thermopylae {480 BCE}.!
The very useful Reader’s Guide to Military History has one entry on ancient Egypt
and another on the ancient Near East, but eight on the classical Greeks and
another eleven on the Romans.? The Art of War in World History devotes eleven of
its 1069 pages to warfare before the Greeks. Likewise, the World History of Warfare
devotes only twenty-nine pages to the pre-Greek and Persian Near East.* This
common misconception of military history beginning at Greece is off by a mere
2500 years. In purely chronological terms, half of all recorded military history
occurred before the battle of Marathon {490 BCE}.

On the other hand, there is certainly some justification for the Hellenocentric
approach to early military history, largely because the surviving source material for
Greek military history alone probably exceeds the entire corpus of surviving
militarily significant sources from the ancient Near East from 3000-500 BCE.
Furthermore, the sources for ancient Near Eastern military history are written in a
number of obscure and difficult languages which are seldom studied by military his-
torians. All these languages still present numerous philological difficulties and uncer-
tainties. Compounding these problems, we find that many of the sources are laconic,
tendentious, fragmentary, and contextually obscure. Furthermore, many modern
scholarly studies on ancient Near Eastern military matters are published in specialist
journals of limited accessibility, often burdened by nearly impenetrable technical
jargon and abbreviations and a bewildering array of unpronounceable transcriptions
of ancient words. Despite these problems, however, there is a vast vista of ancient
Near Eastern military history which remains essentially terra incognita to many
military historians. The goal of this study is to synthesize our current knowledge of
early ancient Near Eastern military history in a form that is accessible to the broader
range of military historians who do not specialize in ancient Near Eastern studies.

Those general surveys of military history which deal with the ancient Near East
to some degree frequently do so by giving a brief passing nod to Thutmose III
{1504-1452 BCE} at Megiddo, Ramesses IT {1304-1237 BCE} and the Hittites
at Kadesh, the Assyrian Empire {930-612 BCE}, and perhaps the Bible, before
turning to the Greeks.> Important as these events and periods are, they are but a
small portion of the vast array of ancient Near Eastern military history, and the



WARFARE IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST TO 1600 BC

repeated emphasis on these same events necessarily distorts the overall under-
standing of warfare in the ancient Near East. Indeed, this present study concludes
at the end of the Middle Bronze Age {c. 1600 BCE}, before the battles of
Megiddo {1482 BCE} or Kadesh {1274 BCE} took place. Even within this lim-
ited timeframe I found myself hard-pressed to selectively synthesize the available
source materials into the 544 pages of this book.

Geographically this study encompasses the modern countries of Turkey (Ana-
tolia), Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Jordan, Egypt, Iraq (Mesopotamia), wes-
tern Iran, and the modern states of the Arabian Peninsula. However, due to the
nature of the surviving sources, most of the emphasis will be on Mesopotamia and
Egypt. Chronologically, this study ranges from the origins of warfare to the end of
the Middle Bronze Age around 1600 BCE; again because of the nature of the
surviving sources, the focus will be on the period from roughly 3000 to 1600
BCE. The selection of the year 1600 for ending this study is based on three con-
siderations. First, major social and political transformations occurred around this
time, as reflected in material culture; scholars use these transformations as the cri-
teria for the transition from the Middle to the Late Bronze Ages. Second, this
period of transformation is marked politically by the fall of Babylon to the Hittites
{1595 BCE} and the beginning of the rise of New Kingdom Egypt in Thebes
{1569 BCE}. Finally, the sixteenth century BCE witnessed the final emergence of
fully developed chariot warfare, creating the “chariot age”, which would dom-
inate Near Eastern military history for the next half millennium or more (which I
hope to examine in a future study). I will present both a narrative of military his-
tory and an examination of military systems and ideologies of different kingdoms
and cultures in the ancient Near East during this period

Chronological issues
Chronological notation conventions

Unless other wise noted, all dates are BCE (Before the Current Era = BC) or, in
other words, before the traditional year of the birth of Christ. I have adopted the
convention of placing dates within pointed brackets { }, with parentheses ( ) used
to identify sources, and square brackets [ ] marking editorial insertions into quotations
of sources, to help contextualize and clarify the intent of the source. A number
followed by a “C” refers to a century: hence {25C} means the twenty-fifth cen-
tury BCE. A number preceded by a “Y” refers to a regnal year: thus {Y 15} refers to
the fifteenth year of the reign of the king under discussion. Regnal years are generally
also translated into the equivalent years of our current calendar when known.

Sources for chronology®

While scholars of modern military history can sometimes temporally define mili-
tary events down to the hour and even minute, historians of the ancient Near East
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often debate about which century a ruler lived in. The systems of scholarly peri-
odization of the ancient Near East present the non-specialist with a bewildering
variety of names and periods which I have attempted to simplify and systematize.
There are a number of different methods by which scholars attempt to discover
chronological information for the ancient Near East. Each of these methods has its
advantages and limitations; the most secure dates are based on a complementary
combination of as many chronological methods as available.”

The overall goal of these methods is an attempt to establish absolute chronol-
ogy, in which ancient events are correlated to precise years in our modern calen-
dar. For much of the ancient period, in most of the regions of the ancient Near
East, dates for an absolute chronology are unfortunately not available with cer-
tainty; historians must therefore rely on other forms of periodization based on
estimates derived from a combination of other dating techniques. These include:

e  Synchronism, which searches for the correlation of chronologically significant
events in one text with another, or with astronomically datable events.

e  Dendrochronology, the study of the patterns of tree rings for certain species of
trees which vary according to differing climatic conditions for each year,
allowing the year a tree was chopped down to be determined.

e Radiometric dating, which provides approximate dates derived from measur-
ing the decay of radiological elements (such as Carbon 14) found in all organic
matter.

e Relative or stratigraphic dating, based on analysing the relative position of an
artifact in relation to other artifacts found at a given site (EA 5:82-8).

e Typological dating, comparing form, pattern, color, material, and construc-
tion techniques of the remains of material culture (EA 450-3). This type of
dating is generally associated with pottery typologies, but weapon typologies
are also very important for military history.

By painstakingly fitting together thousands of minute technical chronological
data from these and other forms of dating, archaeologists have been able to identify
the broad chronological patterns of ancient Near Eastern history, and establish an
absolute chronology for much of the history of Mesopotamia and Egypt. Unfor-
tunately, a number of ambiguities and uncertainties in the data permit several dif-
ferent overall ways of interpreting the chronological information, and hence
different chronologies.

For the most part this study will not deal with technical questions of chronol-
ogy. Instead, I will accept the “Middle Chronology”, as used in the standard
reference works such as The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt (EAE), The Oxford
Encyclopedia of Archaeology in the Near East (EA), and Civilizations of the Ancient Near
East (CANE).® Specific chronological charts for regional periodization will be
provided for each chapter. I should emphasize, however, that there is ultimate
uncertainty in much of the chronological information from the early ancient Near
East. Generally speaking, the older the date the more uncertain the chronology.
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While all dates given here are more or less problematic, I will use the abbreviation
“c.” (for the Latin circa, or “approximately”’) when giving chronological informa-
tion that is especially dubious. Even though the dates given are often mere guesses,
I have chosen to use dubious dates rather than no dates at all, in order to help the
reader keep at least a relative sense of chronological periodization and develop-
ment through time. We must remember, however, that these dates are sometimes
little more than chronological pegs on which mentally to hang our information,

rather than temporal absolutes.

Periodization

There are a number of additional different ways scholars categorize ancient
chronological information besides trying to give a date in our modern calendar.
The first is the appearance of writing, which alone allows us to give precise dates
and specific names to people, places and events. Periods before writing are pre-
historic, while societies with surviving written source materials are historic. The
transition point between prehistoric and historic is different for each region of the
world. Some regions of the world—Australia for example—remained prehistoric
until the eighteenth century CE. In Egypt, on the other hand, the first evidence of
writing is about 3000 BCE; thus, before 3000 is prehistoric, while after 3000 is
historic. However, it is generally the case that the first evidence of writing is often
so sparse and laconic that it provides the historian with very minimal informa-
tion—sometimes nothing more than the name of a king. We thus often speak of a
protohistoric period, where the number of written texts is so limited that it provides
us with only fragmentary historical knowledge.

A second method of periodization is based on archaeological study of the pri-
mary material used for tool making: stone, copper, bronze, or iron. Broadly
speaking, archaeologists speak of three great “ages” in the ancient Near East: Stone
Age, Bronze Age, and Iron Age (EA 4:267-73). The Stone Age itself is divided
into subperiods: Paleolithic (Old Stone Age), Epipaleolithic (Late Old Stone Age)’
and Neolithic (New Stone Age). In addition, there is a transitional period from
the use of stone to the use of metal, in which the first signs of working copper
appear; this period is known as the Chacolithic (“Copper—Stone” Age), which
generally corresponds with late Neolithic in most regions of the ancient Near East.

This system of periodization by tool manufacturing has its own particular set of
problems. First, based on the tools alone, no absolute chronology can be deter-
mined; assigning specific years in the modern calendar to each “age” results from
synchronisms (discoveries of chronological matches or overlaps) with historical
texts, radiometric dating, and archaeological stratigraphy. Second, each of these
archaeological ages begins at a different absolute date in different regions of the
Near East. Thus, the Bronze Age in Egypt begins later than the Bronze Age in
Mesopotamia. Some isolated regions of the world, such as parts of New Guinea or
the Amazon, for example, were still in some ways in the “Stone Age” until the
early twentieth century. Third, the dividing line for these periods generally
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represents centuries of transition. Stone or bronze tools often remained in wide-
spread simultaneous use for centuries after their “ages”, according to the archae-
ologists’ periodization, technically ended. From the military history perspective,
this system is somewhat unsatisfactory. In Egypt, for example, flint arrow heads
were still in widespread use during the Middle Kingdom, even though Egypt was
technically in the Middle Bronze Age by that time. It must be remembered that
the transition between tool ages is based on when the technology first appears, not
on when it is universally adopted. For the ancient Near East, the following is a
very rough periodization by tools (based on EA 4:269-70), with the caveat that
each region has its own specific chronology with different periods of transitions.
Egypt, in particular, generally entered these phases several centuries later than the
rest of the Near East. Table A shows a chronology of the Ancient Near East, based
on the materials used for tool making.

Table A Chronology of the Ancient Near East, based on tool making

Epipaleolithic Epipaleolithic (Mesolithic) c. 18,000-8500
Neolithic Pre-Pottery Neolithic c. 8500-6000
Pottery Neolithic c. 6000-4500
Chalcolithic Chalcolithic c. 4500-3300
Bronze Early Bronze ¢. 3300-2000
Middle Bronze ¢. 2000-1600
Late Bronze c. 1600-1200
Iron Iron Age I c. 1200-925

Archaeologists also classify chronological periods based on a matrix of material
culture discovered at, and named after, specific archaeological sites where a parti-
cular combination of material culture was first discovered. Thus we find in Egypt a
discussion of the Faiyum culture, the Moerian period, as well as the Maadi,
Badarian, Naqgada or Gerzean; all of these, however, are simply specific regional
subphases of the Neolithic period in Egypt. These periods of material culture are
often subdivided into phases, which are generally given Roman numerals. In order
to minimize confusion and complexity, throughout this study I will mainly use the
dynastic and tool-based methods of periodization since these are the most relevant
to military history. I will generally convert pottery-based subphases of material
culture into their dynastic or tool-typology equivalents. At the beginning of each
chapter I will provide a chart which attempts to correlate all these different forms
of periodization for the region under consideration.

Historical geography and ethnography

The historical geography and ethnography of the ancient Near East is also a
complicated subject. One problem is that the modern location for most place
names mentioned in ancient texts is not known for certain. Even capitals of major
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empires, like Akkad of the Akkadians and Washukanni of Mitanni, have not been
identified with certainty. The same place might be called different names in dif-
ferent languages; place-names can also change with time. The kingdom of
Mitanni, for example, was anciently called Mitanni, Maitta, Hurri, Khanigalbat,
Khabigalbat, Naharina and Nahrima (DANE 200). Furthermore, different scholars
often translate a single ancient term difterently; likewise the English, German,
French, or Italian usages are sometimes quite distinct. All of this is further com-
plicated by the fact that many ancient sites are called by their modern Arabic
names, even after the ancient name has been discovered. Thus, the ancient Ebla is
also frequently called by its modern Arabic name Tell Mardikh. For the non-spe-
cialist, this can create immense confusion. As a general rule I will select one stan-
dardized modern spelling for ancient place names, and consistently use it
throughout this study. Alternate place-names will generally be given in parentheses
or in notes; all alternate spellings in quotations and translations will be standar-
dized. Thus, for example, I will consistently use the modern standard English
spelling for the city of Aleppo, rather than Yamkhad (ancient Near Eastern name),
Beroea (Hellenistic name) or Halab (Arabic name).

Different ancient peoples at different times also defined themselves and others
differently, and such ethnonyms (names of peoples) could change through time.
Many different ethnic groups inhabited the same region simultaneously, with some
groups disappearing and others appearing in different periods. Migration was
common in the ancient Near East, causing frequent changes in ethnography.
Furthermore, what groups called themselves was often different from what for-
eigners called them. For clarity for the non-specialist, I have decided to use a
simplified, standardized, and consistent—though necessarily somewhat arbitrary—
system for describing ancient ethnography. Broadly speaking, I will use the following
terms for peoples living in the following modern regions:

Anatolian Ancient people of modern Turkey

Phoenician Ancient maritime people of the Levant coast of modern Syria,
Lebanon, and northern Israel

Syrian Land-based peoples of modern Syria and Lebanon

Canaanite Peoples of modern Israel, Palestine, and Jordan

Egyptian Peoples of the Nile Valley below Aswan (First Cataract)

Libyan Peoples of the deserts to the west of the Nile

Nubian Peoples south of Aswan in northern modern Sudan

Mesopotamians  All ancient peoples living in the Tigris and Euphrates river
valleys in modern Iraq and southeast Syria. Mesopotamians
included a number of different ethnic and linguistic groups
such as Sumerians, Akkadians, Assyrians, and Babylonians,
who will be introduced in the appropriate chapters.

Elamite Peoples of south-western Iran

Highlander Mountain pastoral herders in the Zagros Mountains of Wes-
tern Iran and south-eastern Turkey
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Nomad Desert and steppe pastoral herders. It should be emphasized
that Early Bronze nomads were generally not horse and camel
riders. They usually migrated and fought on foot. By the
Middle Bronze Age some nomads were beginning to ride
equids and camels, but there is no evidence of large bodies of
cavalry or camelry used by ancient nomads in battle.

Using this method is unsatisfactory in many ways. It is rather like calling
ancient Gauls or Franks by the modern term French; or, more drastically, like
referring to the Iroquois as New Yorkers. While recognizing the problems with
this approach, my goal is to make ancient ethnography and geography more
accessible to modern readers. When introducing new ethnonyms I will always try
to place them in their proper geographical and chronological setting and give
variant spellings. Thus, when, introducing the Hittites and Luwians, I will say they
are “Anatolian” peoples, even though the land the Hittites and Luwians inhabited
was not called Anatolia until nearly a thousand years after the age of the Hittite
Empire.

Sources

Before roughly 1820 CE, all of our knowledge of the ancient Near East was found
in the Bible and in classical Greek and Latin sources. During the nineteenth cen-
tury the decipherment of ancient Egyptian {1822-1843 CE} and the cuneiform
writing systems {1802-1852 CE}, along with the rapid development of the dis-
cipline of professional archaeology, transformed our knowledge of the ancient
Near East. Indeed, the rediscovery of the lost history of the ancient Near East
through archaeology and the philological decipherment of dead languages is one
of the great intellectual sagas of mankind.!” Nearly all of the sources for ancient
Near East history used in this book have been discovered through archaeology in
the past two centuries. From these two centuries of archaeological effort we have
four types of source materials available for the study of warfare in the ancient Near
East:

1 texts, in a wide range of genres including royal inscriptions, year names,
autobiographies, hymns, letters, administrative texts, myths, epics, and other
literature;

2 martial artwork: artistic representations of arms and combat, generally
patronized by kings for royal propaganda and aggrandizement, or as religious
veneration and thanksgiving to the gods;

3 fortifications;

4 weapons and other military-related artifacts.

Each of these categories of evidence is complementary, offering difterent per-
spectives on ancient warfare, but each also has special methodological problems
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relating to their interpretation. Some of the technical issues relating to specific
artifacts, art, or texts will be introduced throughout this study. Here some general
methodological considerations will be discussed.

Textual sources

The textual sources of ancient Near Eastern military history before 1600 are lar-
gely in three primary languages: Sumerian, Akkadian (including Old Assyrian and
Old Babylonian dialects), and Egyptian. Hittite texts become crucial for Anatolia
and Syria in the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries. A large archive of admin-
istrative and economic texts also exists in Eblaite, which are of indirect interest to
the military historian.!" There are a number of other ancient Near Eastern lan-
guages which are poorly attested or poorly understood, or for which we only have
a body of names mentioned in texts written in other languages. These include
Elamite, Hurrian, Amorite, Byblos Syllabic, and Old Canaanite; these languages
have few significant texts for military history.'> The linguistic Babel of the ancient
Near East is further compounded by the fact that many crucial secondary studies
are in German, French, and Italian.

Another problem in dealing with ancient Near Eastern sources is that there are
a number of different ways to transliterate ancient words and names and to trans-
late technical military terms. Some of the translations I have cited use different
transliteration systems. I have opted to follow the spelling and transliteration sys-
tems found in the Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt (EAE), the Oxford Encyclo-
pedia of Archaeology in the Near East (EA) and the Dictionary of the Ancient Near East
(DANE). In order to make understanding easier for the non-specialist, I have
standardized alternative spellings in sources which use different spelling and trans-
literation systems. Thus, I use the spelling “Montuhotep” for the famous Middle
Kingdom Egyptian rulers. If sources I quote use the alternative spellings Mentu-
hotep or Mentuhotpe, I have simply changed their spelling to conform to the EAE
system without comment.

Likewise, certain technical military terms can be translated in different ways by
different translators. I have chosen to standardize many of these as well. For
example, the Egyptian term imy-r can be translated in different ways according to
context. In texts relating to work crews it is perhaps best rendered as “overseer”.
In a military context the translation of “commander” is probably more appro-
priate. The problem is that different English words are sometimes used by different
translators to translate this single Egyptian word. Thus, many of the translations I
am quoting have been slightly modified by me for consistency of translation of
technical military terminology. I generally give a transliteration of the original
term I am translating when the concept is first introduced. I also make extensive
use of square brackets | | to indicate my insertion of explanatory terms into a
translation to provide background for the non-specialist reader. For example,
when a text states “I am the lord of the land” (L 249), I might moditfy it to read “I
[the god Shamash| am the lord of the land [of Mari]” to clarify the context.
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I have made a consistent effort to give as many sources in translation as possible.
Throughout this study I have given preference to citing English translations in
accessible editions, though this has not always been possible. I have generally not
given full bibliographic references to the standard editions for these sources in the
original languages. Instead, I have included references to translations or commen-
taries which include full bibliography on original language editions and studies.
Those who wish to consult the original languages can find that information in the
secondary literature and commentary on the translations I have cited. Such pri-
mary studies are thus at most one bibliographic step away in my notes and refer-
ences. | have also adopted a fairly extensive system of abbreviations to keep the size
of the notes and parenthetical references to a minimum. These abbreviations can
be found on pages xv—xxiv.

Art and weapons

Martial art and surviving weapons are a crucial source for the military history of
the ancient Near East. Throughout my study I have made extensive use of such
sources. Unfortunately, due to publication costs, it has been impossible to include
illustrations of all the items I discuss in the text. Whenever I make reference to a
particular work of martial art or weapon I attempt to give references to recent and
accessible publications which have reproduced that art, preferably in color. I will
frequently give multiple references to reproductions of the same piece of art to
help those attempting to track them down. I also try to get a full verbal description
for those who cannot get access to the images, though such descriptions are
invariably inadequate.

The interpretation of martial art has its own set of methodological problems
which T will discuss on occasion throughout the text. Three major problems are
idealization, contextualization and anachronism. Idealization is where the martial
scene is presented in an idealized or ritualized context—how things should have
been, rather than how they really were. This is a nearly ubiquitous problem with
ancient Near Eastern martial art, since nearly all of it was patronized by kings or
nobles in order to glorify their martial achievements. The second problem, con-
textualization, is more subtle. It is attempting to determine what precisely the art is
intended to depict. For example, the famous “Standard of Ur” includes scenes of
Sumerian war-carts trampling defeated prostrate enemies (AFC 98-9; FA 84; AW
1:132-3). The question is: does the art mean to depict war-carts in the midst of
battle as they knock down enemies in combat, or does it show an after-battle tri-
umph where the war-carts are paraded among the corpses of the dead who have
already been killed by infantry? Such questions plague the interpretation of a great
deal of ancient martial art. Finally, there is the question of anachronism; this is
especially a problem in the context of ritual or mythological martial art. Here the
essential problem is: do the weapons of the kings and gods represent the actual
weapons used in battle at the time the art was made, or are they idealized mythical
weapons which are no longer actually used in combat? Here the example of
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Christian religious art depicting the archangel Michael with a sword is analogous.
Such art in medieval churches may depict actual contemporary weapons, while a
depiction of Michael in a twentieth-century church—still with his sword rather
than a machine gun—is clearly anachronistic. Likewise the British Royal Horse
and Foot Guard continue to parade with archaic weapons and uniforms that are no
longer used in actual combat. Four thousand years from now an archaeologist
might be puzzled by what seems to be the continued use of sword-armed cavalry
in the age of machine-guns, tanks and airplanes.

What is war?'?

For anyone who has been in one, it seems silly to ask the question “what is war?”.
Only those who have experienced it can really know, and for them there can be
little doubt as to what it really is. I have been fortunate to never have experienced
war at first hand. I missed the Vietnam War by only a few months, with a draft
number of 53. In one sense this should disqualify me from even discussing the
topic. By what arrogance do I——who have never killed anyone or had anyone try
to kill me—talk about warfare? But in reality, that is not my purpose here. My
function is to collect, synthesize and present what the peoples of the ancient Near
East had to say about warfare. My function is that of interlocutor, to serve as an
intermediary for voices of ancient warriors—now dead for thousands of years—
and let them tell their stories. I am, of course, not so naive as to believe that I can
tell their stories without necessarily distorting their past through the prism of my
own ideas, beliefs, ignorance, and limitations. But, as much as possible, my goal is
to present and elucidate the ancient texts, art, and artifacts related to war.

For the purpose of this study, I am not overly concerned with formulating a
precise definition of warfare; I am actually rather dubious that such a thing could
be done, or if it could that it would be very useful. Different definitions of warfare
are often related to the fact that anthropologists, archaeologists, historians, and
other scholars, although all dealing with the same phenomenon, each approach the
issue by asking different types of questions and attempting to answer those ques-
tions with different types of evidence and methodologies. Our concern, then,
should not be defining “what is war?”, but rather, “what type of model or defi-
nition for warfare is most helpful in understanding the issues and questions related
to the strengths and limitations of a given discipline, methodology or body of
evidence?” A universally useful definition of war is not only unattainable, but
undesirable. Rather, such definitions should be viewed as more or less useful
models for answering a specific range of questions with certain types of metho-
dology. The overall issue of warfare should be explored with as many different
perspectives and methodologies as possible. My goal here, however, is not to for-
mulate an idealized model describing what “tribal warfare”, “chiefdom warfare”,
or “state warfare” was supposedly like (FA 48—73). Rather, I will pay close atten-
tion to the evidence we have describing what was actually done by specific indi-
viduals at specific times and places. My particular approach here is thus historical,
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though I will gratefully incorporate the insights provided by anthropology,
archaeology, and other disciplines as frequently as possible.

It is odd that, in attempting to define warfare, so little attention is often paid to
the indigenous concepts of warfare of the peoples being studied. Rather than trying
to decide what we think warfare is, we should begin by asking ourselves what do
they—the objects of our study—think warfare is. This is the important anthro-
pological distinction between insider and outsider perspectives and forms of dis-
course. It is more interesting to the historian to discover what the ancient peoples
thought they were doing when they fought wars, than how modern scholars
choose to describe or model what we think ancient peoples were doing. From the
perspective of ancient Near Eastern peoples, war was conceived of as something
altogether different from the activity often described as war by anthropologists,
archaeologists, and historians. Feeding and equipping armies certainly occurred in
the ancient Near East. Ancient soldiers marched and fought, and killed and died,
just like modern soldiers. But for ancient Near Easterners that was not what was
really important about war. For the ancients, war was the means by which the gods
restored cosmic order through organized violence undertaken in their name by their divinely
ordained kings. Or, to put it in Clauswitzian terms, “war is the continuation of
divine policy by other means”. Whatever other modern models we might wish to
apply to our study of ancient Near Eastern warfare to help illuminate certain
questions, this definition must never be far from our mind. Throughout this study
I will try to pay careful attention to the ideologies of warfare as conceived by
ancient Near Easterners.

To the modern mind this definition of war is almost incomprehensible, parti-
cularly since in the wake of 9/11—the destruction by terrorists of New York’s
World Trade Center in September 2001—we tend to view warfare in the name of
God as something abhorrent. In reality, however, throughout most of history and
in most regions and cultures, there has been an intimate connection between
religion and warfare, so much so that one could argue that ancient Near Eastern
warfare was, in many ways, a form of religious worship and mass sacrifice.

To the modern advocating the superiority of the veneration of a god of love
and peace, the ancient would simply reply: “Why would I possibly want to worship
a god who cannot bring victory in battle?” To the outsider, four thousand years
removed from this world-view, there is something unsatisfying and even disturbing
in this perception of war. But only when we understand this key concept—that
ancient Near Eastern war isn’t really about maces and javelins and fortresses, but is
a theomachy, a “war of the gods”—can we begin to understand ancient Near
Eastern warfare. From their perspective it is not that humans cynically invoke the
gods to justify fighting their human wars. It is that the gods use the humans to
fight their divine wars. The cosmic war between good and evil, order and chaos, is
ongoing; the gods simply recruit mortals to fight in that war. To understand the
ancient Near Eastern view of war is to read of the acts of the gods in Homer’s Iliad
not as literary metaphor but as an absolutely authentic description of the actual
presence of real, cosmicly powerful beings using humans as their pawns.
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But, to return to the world-view of the twenty-first century: rather than
attempting a narrow definition of warfare and ignoring all war-like human beha-
vior that does not fit this definition, I will, instead, adopt a loose and broad defi-
nition of war and war-like activities. In its most universal form, warfare is simply
organized violence between rival human groups. Under this broad definition,
“gang wars” over drug territory in a ghetto would be a form of warfare. Thus, in
some sections of this book I will take this perspective, considering fighting
between small forager tribal groups as just as “authentic” a form of warfare as
World War Two. But most of the attention of this book will be focused on state-
sanctioned organized violence, directed at either destroying rival political entities,
or forcing them into submission. Much of ancient Near Eastern warfare also had
an important economic component, either to enrich the gods, king and warriors
directly, through the acquisition of slaves, plunder, or tribute, or indirectly, by
controlling access to important rare resources such as tin, lapis lazuli, or cedarwood
for building timber. All of these factors—religion, politics, and economics—had
an overlapping and integrated impact on war-making in the ancient Near East;
although we view them as causally separate, they would generally not be clearly
distinguished in the minds of ancient kings and warriors.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Neolithic Age and the origin of warfare
{to c. 3000}

The origin of war

The question of how, why, when, and where warfare began is a complicated one
that is frequently burdened by many uncorroborated assumptions; proposed
answers are sometimes blissfully unhindered by evidence. Even asking the very
question begins to limit the possible range of answers, since asking “when did war
begin” implies that there was a time when there was no war. In theory we must
allow for the possibility that warfare has always been known among humans.
Attempts to answer this question are also intimately connected to assumptions
about human nature — are humans (or more specifically male humans) inherently
violent? — which are beyond the purview of historians.! Asking these questions
also implies that we know what war “really” is, and that we have sufficient evi-
dence from the past to allow us to clearly identify its presence or absence. Both of
these assumptions are dubious. As discussed in the introduction, I doubt an
objective and universally applicable definition of war can be formulated. Rather,
the nature of war has varied from culture to culture throughout history, with war
meaning different things to different people at different times and places.

What war meant to a Paleolithic forager, an Egyptian pharaoh, or a modern
politician, may be quite different things, but that is not to say that those phenomena
should not all be seen as warfare. The mother whose son died in a cattle raid in
Neolithic Anatolia undoubtedly grieved just as much as the mother of an Iraqgi or
American soldier killed in the Gulf War; the fact that some modern scholars might
be unwilling to say that “primitive” Neolithic raids are “real” war hardly changes
the poignancy of the mother’s grief (WBC 3-24). But the debate over what “real”
war is misses the real point that should be the focus of our attention. Although,
using historical methods, we may not be able to answer questions concerning
when, where, why, and how war began, we can contribute to the discussion by
instead asking: “by what types of evidence can we know that war occurred in the
past?” In reality all that we are actually able to discuss is our first evidence for war,
not the actual origin of war. The Near Eastern evidence discussed below indicates
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that war probably existed millennia before the first surviving written texts that
describe war. War was already commonplace by the time the first writing appears.
Some of our earliest writing describes a mythic or legendary past in which warfare
was present, which may thus serve as possible evidence for prehistoric warfare.

We are therefore left with four types of archaeological evidence which may
point to the existence of prehistoric war: martial art, weapons, human skeletons
with weapon trauma, and fortifications (WBC 36-9). Two of these forms of evi-
dence are not, in fact, helpful in trying to identify the origins of war. Weapons are
a dubious indicator, since almost all Neolithic weapons — axe, dagger, spear, jave-
lin, bow, and sling — were also used in hunting and other non-military activities.
Thus the presence of a bow may indicate hunting rather than war. (The mace, as
discussed below, may be a uniquely militant tool.) A skeleton with weapon trauma
is also not conclusive evidence for warfare, since the person may be a victim of
murder rather than war. However, the presence of a large number of skeletons
with weapon trauma in mass or simultaneous burials is probably conclusive evi-
dence that they died in warfare, though even here it could point to mass execution
or ritual human sacrifice. Practically speaking, this leaves us three types of
archaeological evidence that can point to the existence of war: art depicting con-
flict, mass burial of skeletons with weapons trauma, and fortifications. Near East-
ern examples of each of these types of evidence will be discussed below. It must be
emphasized that, while the presence of these types of evidence should be sufficient
to demonstrate that war occurred, their absence does not necessarily demonstrate
that war did not occur. Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. Many, if
not most, wars in ancient Near Eastern history have left no archaeologically dis-
cernable evidence that they were fought. Artistic evidence for archaic warfare
found in early cave paintings from Late Epipaleolithic or early Neolithic Spain
{10,000-6000} show organized humans fighting and killing each other with bows
(FA 52-5; OW 20-3). Likewise some Epipaleolithic or early Neolithic mass burials
with skeletons with weapon trauma have been found in Germany and at Jebel
Sahaba in the northern Sudan (FA 52-3; OW 23—4). Overall, however, such
archaeological evidence is quite sparse for periods before the late Neolithic. War-
fare clearly existed, but there is no evidence to show it was endemic.

Most arguments for warfare in the Epipaleolithic and early Neolithic periods
are in fact based on anthropological analogy. The assumption here, and it is only an
assumption, is that human societies go through a sort of evolutionary progress from
“bands” of foragers to “tribes”, then “chiefdoms” and finally “states”.? This is
essentially an anthropological model for the evolution of human social and poli-
tical organization in which it is assumed that human social groups that modern
anthropologists classify in certain categories will behave in similar patterns, even
though they may be separated by thousands of years or tens of thousands of miles,
and have completely different languages, cultures, and religions. Thus, if one finds
evidence for warfare in a thirteenth-century CE chiefdom in North America
(WBC 68-9), it is seen as evidence that warfare would have similarly occurred in
“chiefdoms” in the Near East in 6000 BCE or Africa in 500 CE. Likewise the fact
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that some twentieth-century CE tribal groups in the Amazon or New Guinea
fight wars (FA 56-60), is viewed as evidence that ancient human groups classified
by anthropologists as tribes should also have fought wars.> The problem with this
approach is that, while some tribal groups clearly engage in warfare, others do not.
Some human groups resolve conflict through arbitration and mediation, others
through violence. And the same group might negotiate in one circumstance and
fight a war in another. Thus, while anthropology can tell us a great deal about the
range of possible human social behavior, it cannot tell us that a specific tribe or
town in Anatolia in 5000 BCE did or did not engage in warfare.

My suspicion —and it is only a suspicion — is that war began at least in the Paleolithic
times when different foraging clans first began to interact (CB 55-127). Much of this
interaction was undoubtedly peaceful and friendly, such as the exchange of goods
or intermarriage. If anthropological analogy is any guide, however, it seems likely that
conflicts would also have occurred, be it competition for food or other resources,
kidnapping women, or personal offense taken for a petty insult. In such circumstances
conflict could turn to fighting, and as groups rallied to support and defend their
clansmen, fighting could turn into tribal war. A death or injury needed revenge; stolen
property or kidnapped women needed to be recovered. This is not to say that wars
always occurred between different foraging clans, only that competition and conflict
between rival clans created the social circumstances in which tribal wars could occur.

The “‘military threshold”

Rather than attempting to answer the question of when and why war began
through anthropological models, I will take an historical approach and ask two
questions: what is our earliest archaeological evidence of warfare (artistic, skeletal,
or fortification); and, when do the various regions of the Near East cross what I
will call the “military threshold”’? By military threshold, I mean the point at which
warfare has essentially become endemic in a region, and at which all peoples in a
region are forced to militarize their societies to one degree or another. In the Near
East this seems to have first occurred as early as the sixth millennium in Anatolia, and
is closely related to the culmination of a process we call the Neolithic Revolution.

The Neolithic Revolution*

Epipaleolithic {c. 18,000-8500} human hunting bands had low population density
and were scattered in small clans of a few dozen people living in temporary camps
and wandering in seasonal migration patterns; as time progressed some of these
seasonal camps in ideal ecological zones with plentiful food had the capacity to
develop permanent villages with populations in the low hundreds. Anthro-
pological analogy would suggest that Epipaleolithic hunting clans were territorial
and could have had periods of competition and conflict with other clans, possibly
creating flashes of tribal warfare (AS 39—40; CB; WBC). However, there is little
evidence for Epipaleolithic warfare in the Near East.
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The Neolithic period in the ancient Near East {c. 8500-4500} witnessed a
number of fundamental technological, social, and economic developments which
laid the foundation for the eventual crossing of the military threshold. These
include the development of the domestication of plants and animals, metallurgy,
boats, social stratification, the development of large cities with the capacity for
monumental building, the worship of militant gods, and the foundation of warlike
royal dynasties. Evidence for the crossing of the military threshold as early as the
sixth millennium can be found in weapons, art, and fortification, as well as mythic
recollections written down in later periods. Each of these developments was a slow
process, taking centuries if not millennia. Some developments occurred earlier or
more rapidly in one area than another, but the increasing network of international
trade and cultural contacts — developed largely in pursuit of rare and valuable
resources such as metal, precious stones, and building wood — meant that devel-
opments in one region of the Near East were eventually copied in all others. The
cumulative effect was the formation of new human social structures based on the
city-state, and the crossing of the military threshold.

Domestication of plants and animals

A fundamental development of the Neolithic period is the domestication of plants
and animals. The move from hunting and foraging to domestication seems to have
emerged from both ecological and demographic factors. Ecologically there seems
to have been an increasing desiccation in the Near East during the Neolithic per-
iod, forcing more people to live in progressively smaller regions with the best
water and food resources. At the same time we see a rise in population, bringing
increasing competition for decreasing resources.

Domestication of plants and animals emerged as strategies to bring greater
control and security to food resources, and to intensify the amount of food that
could be produced from a given tract of land. Domestication of plants, including
wheat, flax, barley, beans and peas, allowed increasing sedentarization in the Near
East, with villages becoming permanent sites of habitation and slowly growing in
size. Domestication of animals such as cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, and dogs increas-
ingly supplanted hunting and fishing as a major source of food. Initially these
developments occurred in upper Mesopotamia, Syria, and Anatolia, where these
plants and animals were indigenous in the wild. Eventually these domestication
practices moved into the river valleys, where irrigation techniques were first
practiced. In the long run, irrigated agriculture in the great river valleys of the
Near East would prove far more productive, giving those regions significant agri-
cultural surpluses and laying the foundation for the rise of the large city-states of
the late fourth millennium.

A related important development during the early Neolithic that was to have
crucial impact on military history was the formation of two symbiotic systems of
food production, agricultural and pastoral, which in turn would create two dif-
fering social systems: farmers and nomads (AS 68-79, 126-31). Although today
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nomads as a significant military force in world history have essentially disappeared —
largely due to the development of the airplane, motorized transportation, and food
and water preservation and storage technologies — the complex interrelationship of
cycles of cooperation and conflict between nomad and city formed a constant
theme in the military history of the Near East and the world until as late as the
early twentieth century CE, when Arab nomads participated in the liberation of
Damascus and the fall of the Ottoman Empire in World War One.’

Domestication had a number of significant indirect effects on the military
potential of human societies. First, increasing competition for dwindling resources
could lead to conflict and, potentially, to militarism. Second, domestication of
plants required the new farmers to remain in a single location. Their survival
depended on retaining control of their farms. If a forager or nomad band was
threatened it could migrate. When a sedentary band was threatened, it could not
flee; it had to submit or fight. This basic fact laid the foundation for the eventual
development of fortifications and siegecraft. From the military perspective the
domestication of the donkey, for which we have evidence by at least the early
fourth millennium (EA 2:255), also came to play a significant role in military
logistics. As a pack animal the donkey would prove invaluable for collecting and
moving surplus resources, trade goods, and for campaign logistics. The full military
impact of the domestication of animals will be discussed in Chapter Five.

Agricultural surpluses

Whereas nomads were restricted as to the maximum size of their herds (and hence
food surplus) by the carrying capacity of their grazing land, agriculturalists could
create large food surpluses simply by planting and harvesting more food than they
needed for their families. The ability to produce food surpluses created the possi-
bility for both increasing population and, more importantly, for some of the
population to specialize in non-food-producing activities, including warfare. The
major problems for agricultural food surpluses were storage and spoilage. These
problems were resolved by the development of pottery {seventh millennium},
which, when properly sealed and stored, could preserve grains and other food
products for years. The development of pottery permitted storage and transporta-
tion of surplus food supplies. Militarily the combination of agricultural surpluses
and pottery storage systems laid the foundation for the rise of a specialized warrior
class who could control and gather much of a region’s food surplus. This, in
combination with using donkeys, boats, and eventually carts for transport, created
military logistics, with the potential for the extension of military operations in
time and space.

Boats
Our earliest evidence for boats comes from Syria in the Upper Euphrates around

5000, where small model boats were discovered at Tell Mashnaqa. These earliest
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boats were reed canoes covered with pitch and propelled by paddling or punting.
Similar models have been discovered at a number of other sites from Iraq in the
fifth millennium (AS 167-8; EA 5:30—4). River craft developed on the Nile at
roughly the same time. From the military perspective boats facilitated transporta-
tion and communication in the two great river valleys, the Nile and Mesopotamia.
The ability to move men, supplies, and equipment more easily and cheaply along
these great river systems meant that it was easier to exercise military power within
the river valleys than outside them. As we shall see, river transportation facilitated
the formation of larger, more powerful, and longer lasting military states in the
river valleys than outside them. The eventual development of sea-going vessels
will be discussed later.

Increasing population

Agricultural surpluses allowed for an increase in both the number and the size of
settlements in the Near East throughout the Neolithic period. Rising populations
brought increased contact between various Neolithic clans and villages. Contact
could be peaceful, involving trade, intermarriage and cultural exchange. On the
other hand, competition for resources could create rising tensions, possibly leading
to war. Rising population naturally created the possibility for increased army size,
and thus larger and more complex campaigns.

Monumental building and fortifications

The development of monumental building in the Neolithic had three compo-
nents: the ability to mobilize enough manpower to erect monumental buildings;
the development of the engineering skills necessary to do so; and a cultural
impetus creating the desire to build large communal structures. The earliest form
of monumental building in the Near East was the temple, but militarily the
building of fortifications is most important. The earliest evidence we have for
fortifications will be introduced later, but, generally speaking, fortification build-
ing is our clearest indicator that a society has crossed the military threshold. The
fact that a people are willing to spend the time and resources necessary to build
fortifications implies that they perceive a serious and long-standing military threat,
transcending low-level feuding, raiding, or brigandage.

Weapons and the origin of metallurgy {9000-2000%°

There are several important military implications of the development of weapons
during the Neolithic period. First, all ancient Near Eastern weapons — with the
probable exception of the mace — originated as Neolithic tools. During the Neo-
lithic, weapons and tools were generally made of flint, chert, or obsidian. Basic
hunting weapons of the Neolithic — axe, javelin, sling, bow and arrow, dagger, and
spear — are found in numerous Neolithic camps and burials. However, each of
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these tools had both peaceful and military uses: axes for chopping and shaping
wood, projectile points for hunting, and knives for domestic cutting of food or
other materials. The mere presence of these tools alone is thus not necessarily a
clear archaeological indicator of warfare.

All metal weapons were based on stone prototypes. Metal weapons developed
different forms during the Bronze Age, but the basic prototypes for Bronze Age
metal weapons can be found in Neolithic hunting weapons. The origin of metal-
working was one of the most momentous developments in military history, lead-
ing ultimately to metal weapons. Although this process originated in Neolithic
times, developments continued for several millennia. The earliest evidence for the
use of metal dates to the early ninth millennium at Cayonu in Anatolia, in the
form of drilled and polished malachite (copper) as ornamental beads. Copper was
the early metal of choice because it exists abundantly as a metal in its natural
geological context, is easy to polish and drill, and can be hammered into different
shapes. For the next three millennia {9000—-6000} the only known copper objects
continue to be native copper beads and pins; a small four-centimeter awl is the
largest known metal object from this period. This type of small ornamental metal-
working is sometimes called “trinket metallurgy”. By the sixth millennium this
type of trinket copper-working had spread into northern Mesopotamia, Iran and
Baluchistan (south-west Pakistan). Additionally, the technique of annealing —
heating native copper at low temperatures to facilitate hammering and prevent
cracking — also developed during this period, laying the foundation for the even-
tual smelting of metal. From the perspective of military history, metal-working was
irrelevant during the early Neolithic, since all weapons in that period continued to
be made of flint, chert, or obsidian (CAM 34). This was to change in the city of
Can Hasan in southern Anatolia, however, where a copper shaft-hole mace-head
was discovered dating to the sixth millennium, the earliest known metal weapon,
and the earliest large metal object in the world (EA 4:5b; CANE 3:1503b; ET 125).
It was probably made in imitation of a stone mace. Furthermore, it was found with
the skeleton of a man in a house in a level of the city that was destroyed by fire,
presumably in war. The mace wielding warrior apparently died in battle defending
his doomed home (CAM 46).

The fact that the earliest discovered large metal object was a mace is significant,
for the only purpose of a mace is to kill. The mace may be a Neolithic weapon
uniquely developed for warfare. The antecedents to the mace are both the club
and the axe. The club, in its simplest form of a heavy stick, is probably the earliest
human weapon. The Paleolithic axe was formed from binding a sharpened rock to
the club. A Neolithic mace is distinguished from the axe in that there is generally
no cutting edge on a mace; it is simply a rounded heavy weight fastened to a
wooden shaft. In theory a mace could be used for hunting — for dispatching a
wounded prey, for example. In practice, however, a knife or an axe would do just
as well, for if a hunted prey is already disabled by archery, then any weapon could
be used to kill it. Uninjured animals, on the other hand, are generally too fast to be
caught and injured by a man with a mace. There is no real reason to design a mace
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to complement the axe in the Neolithic hunting arsenal. Even if it eventually came
to be used by Neolithic hunters, the question is: why make a mace in the first
place? Whereas an axe can have a non-military use — chopping wood — the only
purpose of a mace is to kill. The mace is specifically designed for smashing things,
specifically skulls and bones.

The next phase in Near Eastern metallurgy {5000-3000} was the development
of smelting and casting (EA 4:6; CANE 3:1503—-6). Copper smelting is first in
evidence at Catal Hoyuk in Anatolia in the early sixth millennium, and later at
Tall-i-Iblis {c. 5000} and Tepe Ghabristan in Iran {c. 4500}, where a smelting
workshop was discovered including crucibles, molds, a furnace and twenty kilo-
grams of copper ore. The oldest known metal spearhead was found in Mesopota-
mia dating to the early fifth millennium (EA 4:3b). During this period the main
metal used for weapon-making was copper or arsenic-copper. Burials at Susa in
south-western Iran from the late fifth millennium included 55 copper axes. By the
fourth millennium copper smelting and casting was known in Syria, Canaan
(Nahal Mishmar), and Mesopotamia as well, where weapons included largely axes,
maces, and spearheads. In other words, logically enough, copper smelting and
casting began in Anatolia and Iran, where copper was abundant and where earlier
copper trinket metalworking had existed for several millennia. Although some
early copper objects could have been traded into Mesopotamia and Egypt, copper
metallurgy was transmitted as an already fully developed technology into metal-
poor Mesopotamia and Egypt, whose new metal industries were completely
dependent on imports for their raw materials.

The development of metal weapons is another sign of a probable movement
towards the military threshold. For ordinary hunting and household activities,
stone tools probably served nearly as well as metal tools. Given the relative expense
of the earliest metal objects the average householder would probably not be able to
afford a metal axe for chopping household firewood, or a metal tipped javelin for
hunting antelope. Eventually, of course, metal tools became common and inex-
pensive enough that they could be owned by ordinary householders. But initially,
metal weapons were rare and expensive, and affordable only by the elites. While an
aristocrat might have used a metal javelin for hunting, there seems to be little need
for a metal axe, since aristocrats did not cut their own wood. Although it cannot
be known for certain, the earliest metal axes, spearheads, and daggers were prob-
ably used only by the elites specifically for warfare; the appearance of metal
weapons is thus most likely a sign of militarism.

The need for access to metal mines and markets by the emerging metal indus-
tries of Egypt and Mesopotamia was one of the driving factors behind Chalcolithic
and Bronze Age imperialism (CAM 35). Once a society became dependent on
copper, it found itself increasingly drawn to securing access to the needed ores. In
Anatolia where there is ample copper ore, this did not create a serious problem.
But in Mesopotamia and Egypt, with limited copper resources, the search for
metal became an impetus to imperialism, leading emerging city-states to explore
and trade to obtain copper and, later, tin. When these peaceful methods proved
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insufficient or unstable, they would move to raiding, controlling, or conquering
metal resources. The search for metal became a spur to imperialism, and the pos-
session of metal-armed armies likewise maximized the possibility for military
success in that imperialism.

The third phase in Near Eastern weapon metallurgy is the development of bronze
{3000-2000} (EA 4:8-11; CANE 3:1506-7). Copper is a relatively soft metal
which doesn’t hold an edge well. While useful for making large heavy objects such
as maceheads and heavy axes, it is less effective with thinner spearheads, knife
blades or projectile points. Alloying roughly 10 percent tin with 90 percent copper
created bronze, a much harder alloy that holds a sharpened edge nicely and thus
was more useful for bladed weapons and projectile points. The actual tin content
of the earliest Near Eastern bronze varied from 2—15 percent. The earliest known
bronze objects date to about 3000 in Syria — hence the beginning of the Bronze
Age. Bronze was used in Mesopotamia by the twenty-eighth century and in Egypt
by 2700. However, throughout the period we call the Early Bronze age {3000—
2000}, most metal weapons continued to be made from arsenic-copper rather
than tin-bronze (MW 1:182-3). Copper ores with trace elements of arsenic create
a melted copper that is less viscous, and hence easier to cast with superior results.
Although there are some rare examples of the tin-copper alloy we call bronze,
most of the weapons in the Near East during the Chalcolithic and Early Bronze
age are in fact arsenic-copper weapons (CANE 3:1505—6). For example, a hoard
of metal objects found in Susa dating to roughly 2500 contained forty-eight cop-
per objects, of which six (12 percent) had 2 percent tin, and four (8 percent) had 7
percent tin; none had the 10 percent tin content traditionally associated by modern
scholars with true tin-bronze. In other words, four-fifths of the copper objects
found in this hoard contained no tin at all, and those with tin were weak bronze alloys.

Another important thing to note is that, throughout the Chalcolithic and Early
Bronze ages, stone weapons continued to be used alongside metal weapons. At
first metal weapons were undoubtedly rare and precious, used only by the elites —
they were weapons for gods and kings. As time progressed, however, the propor-
tion of metal to stone weapons steadily increased, culminating in the Middle
Bronze age when we begin to see the overwhelming predominance of metal
weapons. Since Near Eastern martial art is nearly entirely the product of the roy-
alty and nobility, depictions of weapons probably tend to show elite rather than
common armament. Another characteristic of the Bronze Age weapons industry
that may distort our data is the fact that metal was quite valuable and invariably
taken as plunder and recycled when damaged. Our finds of metal weapons are not
statistically random, but are significantly skewed by the fact that most of them are
intentionally buried, either in tombs (generally of the elites), in votive offerings to
temples, or in hoards buried for hiding and eventual recovery (EA 4:1-5). The
fundamental problem with early bronze-making was that there were no good tin
sources in the Near East that were accessible to ancient mining technologies
(DANE 292). One source may have been available in the Taurus Mountains, but if
it was exploited it produced only a small quantity of tin that was insufficient for the
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burgeoning demands of the Near East bronze industries. The main source for tin
throughout the Early and Middle Bronze ages was Afghanistan (known to the
Sumerians as Aratta or Tukrish), which also supplied all of the Near East’s lapis
lazuli, a highly valued semi-precious stone (EA 4:8-9; CANE 3:1507-9). From
the Near Eastern perspective, tin, lapis lazuli and gold were all of roughly equal
value. One of the reasons metal armor was not used extensively in the Early and
Middle Bronze periods was that it was inordinately expensive. But whereas lapis
lazuli and gold were used purely for ornamental purposes, tin had a crucial military
purpose as well, being the key ingredient in making superior bronze weapons. The
“Tin Road” trade route from Afghanistan to Elam and Sumer thus became a key
strategic artery, and by the middle of the third millennium had been firmly estab-
lished with regular trade. From Mesopotamia tin was shipped, with at least a 100
percent markup in value, to Anatolia, Syria, and ultimately Egypt. The best-
documented example of this tin trade is the Assyrian Middle Bronze merchant
colony at Kanesh (Nesha) in Anatolia {2000-1750}, where a surviving merchant
archive describes shipping 80 tons of tin over a fifty-year period to the city-states
of Anatolia from Assyria and originally from Afghanistan (see Chapter Eleven).
Throughout the Bronze Age Near East, tin was the strategic resource that was as
vital to ancient military systems as oil is to modern armies.

Because of the relative scarcity of tin supplies it was not until the Middle
Bronze age {2000-1600} that true tin-bronze became the predominant metal
alloy for weapon making. Thus, in a sense, true Bronze Age warfare begins only in
the Middle Bronze age. This increase in the overall bronze supply also allowed, for
the first time, armies to be equipped entirely with bronze weapons — although the
use of non-metal arrowheads seems to have continued, probably because shooting
an arrow often meant losing the arrow and bronze arrowheads were still too
expensive to lose. By the end of the Middle Bronze period bronze body armor was
beginning to appear, but only for the elite chariot warriors. The specific details of
the impact of metal weapons on different regions of the Near East will be discussed
in subsequent chapters.

Militant gods

The precise nature of the gods worshipped in the Neolithic period is uncertain
because of lack of any textual evidence. What is clear, however, is that when writing
first appears in the Near East, war-gods were already well established and widely
worshipped, as discussed in the following chapters. Given the conservative though
syncretistic nature of ancient Near Eastern religions, it is quite likely that the
worship of war-gods antedates their first appearance in iconography and texts by at
least several centuries. This would place the worship of war-gods in the Near East
no later than the mid-fourth millennium in both Egypt and Mesopotamia, and
probably much earlier. It is unclear if the worship of militant gods increased mili-
tarism among the worshippers, or if a warlike people naturally gravitated towards
worshipping warlike gods. Most likely the relationship was symbiotic. However
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that may be, it is probable that those groups worshipping warlike gods developed
militant social institutions and engaged in a higher frequency and greater intensity
of warfare. However the worship of militant gods may have first originated, their
worship is another sign that a people have probably crossed the military threshold.

Warlike royal dynasties

The creation of a military aristocracy centered around a warlord-king — a ruler
with the economic, ideological, and coercive power to mobilize the entire society
for war — was a crucial step in the movement to cross the military threshold.
Rulers for whom warfare was a means of ideological legitimization, personal
aggrandizement, and increasing wealth were rulers who would be more likely to
bring cities into war. The alliance of warlord-kings with priests was a key ingre-
dient in the crossing of the military threshold. Priests, speaking in the name of the
gods, could legitimize or even command the military endeavors of kings, while
plunder from victory in battle would be shared with the gods by donations to the
priest-controlled temple institutions.

All of these developments — social, economic, political, technological, and
religious — had their origins in the prehistoric Neolithic and Chalcolithic period.
By the time writing first appears in Egypt and Mesopotamia, both of those socie-
ties had already crossed the military threshold. As Arther Ferrill aptly put it: “as
soon as man learned how to write, he had wars to write about” (OW 31). The
following sections in this chapter will examine the specific evidence for warfare
and militarism in the major regions of the Neolithic Near East.

Neolithic Anatolia {to 11,000-5500}

The early Neolithic in Anatolia {11,000-6500} broadly parallels similar develop-
ments throughout the Near East: shift from hunting to village-farming economies,
domestication of plants and animals, and development of pottery by around 6500.
Most of the Early Neolithic settlements of Anatolia are similar to other con-
temporary villages in the Near East: small sites with a mixed food-collecting and
hunting economy, and no fortifications. Some, like Cayonu {8250-5000} (EA
1:444-7) and Nevali Cori {8300-5000} (EA 4:131—4) in south-eastern Turkey,
had monumental communal and religious buildings, indicating that they had suf-
ficient population and social organization to have built fortifications if they had
been needed. Their absence implies the lack of a serious and sustained threat. At
the early Neolithic site of Hallan Cemi Tepesi a triangular stone mace head was
discovered, possibly a war weapon (ET 87).

Fortifications

The famous wall and tower at Jericho {c. 7000} are often considered the oldest
fortifications in the world (see p. 29). Jericho, however, was essentially an isolated
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example of fortress-building designed to respond to a serious but isolated military
threat. In Anatolia, on the other hand, we find a cluster of fortified or quasi-for-
tified sites — Catal Hoyuk (Catal Hoyiik), Asikli Hoyuk (Asikli Hoyiik), Kurucay
Hoyuk (Kurucay Hoyiik), and Hacilar — all with fortifications dating to the mid-
to-late Neolithic period. The site of Asikli Hoyuk {seventh millennium} in cen-
tral Anatolia has closely packed houses and a defensive wall of mud brick (EA
1:123—4; PA 187-9). Kurucay Hoyuk {6000-5500} has a late Neolithic fortified
stone wall with projecting semi-circular towers (PA 166—72).

Catal Hoyuk (Catal Huyuk) {6500—5500}"

The site of Catal Hoyuk is one of the best preserved in the Neolithic Near East.
For the military historian it is notable for both its walls and its wall paintings. The
walls at Catal Hoyuk are rather peculiar, and could perhaps be described as proto-
fortifications. Most of the houses are built adjoining one another, sharing walls
with other houses, but with no doors between dwellings. The outer walls of the
outermost houses of the village thus formed a solid wall surrounding the entire
complex (CH 68-9). Individual houses were entered by ladders through holes in
the roof, while entry into the village as a whole was made by ladders which were
leaned against the outside walls, or through a fortified gate (CH 70). What this
effectively created was a walled city which could be defended from the rooftops on
the outer perimeter. The outer walls, while certainly a barrier to occasional raiders
and brigands, were not much thicker than the interior walls, and would not have
offered a serious obstacle to a determined enemy. None the less, an enemy
breaking through an outer wall would have access only to a single dwelling. To get
to the next dwelling he would have to break through another wall, or climb a
ladder up through the roof-door. Catal Hoyuk probably represents a transitional
phase in fortification; a first effort to protect a city with minimal additional
expenditure of resources and labor. Weapons found at Catal Hoyuk include stone
daggers, spearheads, arrowheads, and maces (ET 101; CH 209, 213, §113—15, xiv);
although copper trinket metallurgy was known at Catal Hoyuk, all weapons in the
late Neolithic were from flint or obsidian.

The earliest substantial Neolithic art of Anatolia — the wall paintings at Catal
Hoyuk — do not show explicitly military themes. We do have scenes of men
hunting with bows and perhaps slings, weapons which would eventually be turned
to warfare.® Another scene shows a deer hunt with bows and lassos (CH §62).
Most of the hunters wear a flowing leopard-skin kilt and are armed with a bow or
a club/mace. Between the two hunting scenes is a third scene, which has been
interpreted as a hunting dance (CH 174, §61), which is certainly an excellent
possibility. It may also, however, represent a war dance or victory celebration, or
even a battle. Twelve men are shown in running postures but are facing in different
directions. Seven are armed with bow and/or club/mace, five are unarmed. No
animals are present, but none of the men seem to be directly confronting each
other. What points to a possible military context is that three of the men are
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headless, and one of the headless men is armed with a bow. One unarmed man
stands in the middle, tied to two of the headless men. If the painting represents a
hunting dance, as Mellaart believes, why are there headless men, and why are some
men tied together? An alternative interpretation is that the scene shows an after-
battle victory celebration in which bound prisoners are brought forward and
decapitated.

From the military perspective another intriguing wall painting of Catal Hoyuk
comes from Room 7, which shows carrion birds hovering over headless bodies
(CA 169, §45-9). This has been interpreted as representing the exposure and
excarnation of bodies before burial (CH 167-8). The decapitation of the bodies
may also relate to the preservation and veneration of ancestral skulls (CH 656, 84)
such as are found at the “skull house” at Nevali Cori (Nevali Cori) (EA 4:133).
On the other hand, the painting in Room 7 may depict the decapitated bodies of
enemies killed in battle and left to be devoured by vultures, a military practice
memorialized in very early martial art in both Mesopotamia (Stele of Vultures,
AFC 190-1, cf. FI §887), and Egypt (Battlefield Palette and Narmer Palette, EWP
29). A different vulture scene shows a man with a bow or sling in one hand and a
mace or club in the other standing over a headless body flanked by two vultures
(CH §46). Mellaart believes the standing man is “ward[ing] off the two vultures
from the small headless corpse” (CH 166), although this runs counter to his overall
interpretation of people intentionally exposing the dead to be eaten by vultures
(CH 167-8) — why chase the vultures away if you intentionally expose the corpses?
A very fragmentary scene shows a man who seems to be carrying a human head,
perhaps a war trophy (CH §51). If this military interpretation is correct, the 8000-
year-old murals of Catal Hoyuk would be the oldest military victory memorial in
the world.

Unfortunately, all of the evidence at Catal Huyuk which T have interpreted
from a military perspective is ambiguous. The overlapping exterior walls may be
intended for protection, but might also simply be a quirky way to save building
materials and time. The mace may be a war weapon, or might be used to dispatch
a deer wounded by arrows on a hunt. The headless corpses amid the vultures may
be war dead, or may be a form of exposure of the dead known anciently in the
Near East, most closely associated with Zoroastrianism and Tibet.” Dancing armed
men may be preparing for the hunt or celebrating victory in battle. These ambi-
guities make certainty of interpretation impossible.

Hacilar {5700-4800}'°

The military interpretation of Catal Hoyuk, given above, is strengthened by the
fortifications and destruction levels of the late contemporary site of Hacilar. The
originally unwalled village was destroyed around 5500, and rebuilt with a defensive
wall 1.5-3 meters thick. It was destroyed again in 5250, and rebuilt with stronger
“fortresslike characteristics” (EA 2:449b). It was destroyed again and abandoned
around 4800. Can Hasan was also destroyed by fire at roughly the same time
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(ET 125), leading some to postulate a period of significant military upheaval in the
late sixth millennium. In other words, expanding from the proto-fortifications of
Catal Hoyuk, true fortified cities appear in Anatolia by the mid-sixth millennium,
suffering destruction in war and rebuilding in an even more strongly fortified
condition. This is strong evidence that Anatolia had crossed the military threshold
at this time.

Warfare in Neolithic Syria {10,000-4000}

The Early Neolithic Period {10,000—-6800}"!

As elsewhere in the Near East, the Neolithic period in Syria was one of transi-
tion from foraging to farming and nomadism through the domestication of plants
and animals, presumably in response to ecological change at the end of the
Pleistocene period. There are a few surviving signs of militarism in the Syrian
Neolithic. Neolithic weapons — flint arrowheads, javelins, knives, and stone
axes (AS 19-20, 26-7, 79-80; ED 67, 71, 74) — all had hunting or other
domestic functions and are not sure indicators of war. None the less, the discovery
of a number of skeletons with embedded projectile points, as well as a burned
house with a number of skeletons inside, indicate that violence, and probably
warfare, was present in the Neolithic (AS 76-7). An international “arms trade”
also makes its first appearance in the early Neolithic, with the development of
obsidian trade over hundreds of miles from the volcanic regions in eastern Anatolia
into Syria (AS 82). Obsidian creates a finer and sharper edge for tools, and was
highly prized by Neolithic peoples. Although most Neolithic obsidian pro-
jectile points or blades were not primarily intended for military purposes in the
Neolithic, the search for such scarce resources created international trade and
contact between scattered groups; competition for these resources was one of
the key factors contributing to inter-clan tension, potentially leading to tribal
warfare.

As time progressed the number and size of Neolithic villages expanded,
increasingly engaging in food production (farming and herding) rather than food
gathering. The size of early Neolithic villages in Syria ranged from 1 to 12 hec-
tares, with a population of the largest of these Neolithic villages, such as Abu
Hureyra (12 hectares) perhaps reaching 1000 people; the population of most set-
tlements, however, numbered in the hundreds (AS 59). Neolithic villages had
enough manpower and social organization to begin to undertake monumental
building, such as rough stone walls several meters high and terraced platforms for
ritual purposes at Halula and Tell Sabi Abyad {c. 7000} (AS 63-5), roughly con-
temporary with Catal Hoyuk in Anatolia and Jericho in Palestine. Despite
possessing the logistical and organizational capability to build such large stone
walls, however, none of these early Neolithic sites seem to have been fortified,
pointing to a lack of serious and sustained military threat in the early Neolithic; by
6000 Syria had not yet crossed the military threshold.
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Late Neolithic Syria {6800-4000} (AS 99-180)

By around the sixth millennium spreading Neolithic Syrian farming villages began
to be integrated into a the broader regional Mesopotamian cultural and agri-
cultural system of the Late Neolithic, subdivided into the Halaf Period {5900—
5200} and the Ubaid Period {5200-4000}.!2 This phase is characterized by the
development of pottery, increasing similarities of material culture throughout dif-
ferent regions (indicating ongoing interregional contacts), numerous scattered
small villages, as well as the development of a few large villages of over 1000
people. Some sites, like Bouqras, show signs of organized uniform village plan-
ning, perhaps pointing to the beginnings of social hierarchy and emerging elites.
Opverall, however, the Late Neolithic is characterized by egalitarian, self-sufficient,
and autonomous communities.

Like the early Neolithic, the late Neolithic archaeological data presents little
evidence of extensive militarism. As its name indicates, the “Burnt Village” level
at Tell Sabi Abyad was destroyed by fire around 6000, possibly indicating destruc-
tion in military conflict. However, the fire has also been interpreted as a ritual act
of destruction; bodies found inside the burned homes had died before the con-
flagration (AS 112-14, 148). Unfortunately, a burn level at an archaeological site is
not certain evidence of warfare, since fires may be started accidentally or even
intentionally in non-military contexts. A burial pit at Tepe Gawra contained 24
bodies which seem to have been “thrown into the pit without any attendant
ritual” (AS 148); they may have been victims of warfare.

There is evidence of some changes in the nature of archery in the Syrian late
Neolithic. It has been suggested that the expanding use of smaller projectile points
may represent some type of change in bow technology. The decline in frequency
of projectile point finds during the Late Neolithic is probably due to the spread of
agriculture leading to the decreasing importance of hunting as a source of food,
and therefore a decrease in the practice of archery (AS 128, 132-3). Two Late
Neolithic Syrian pots have paintings of archers with quivers in a hunting context
(AS 133). We also have the first evidence of the sling in the form of thousands of
clay sling bullets (AS 128,132). In the seventh millennium we also find the first
evidence of the use of copper in Syria, harbinger of the later development of metal
weapons; however, at this period metal objects are only small ornamental objects
such as beads (AS 133).

The last phase of the Late Neolithic is known as the Ubaid period {5200—
4000} (AS 154-80; M = CAM 53), known for increasing uniformity of pottery
styles, housing structure and other aspects of material culture between Mesopota-
mia and Syria. It has been speculated in the past that this uniformity may be rela-
ted to migration or even conquest (AS 154), but it must be emphasized that
uniformity of material culture does not demonstrate shared ethnicity nor the
existence of a single political entity — the existence of Japanese cars in the United
States, for example, is not evidence that Japan conquered the United States. It does
indicate, however, that the Ubaid was a period of increasing long-distance social
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and economic contacts. At Ubaid-period Tell Mashnaqga two small clay miniatures
of boats were found, the first evidence of riverine sailing on the Upper Euphrates.
The actual boats were apparently bundled reed canoes coated with bitumen,
similar to those used until recently by the Marsh Arabs of southern Iraq (AS 167—
8). The ability to move men and supplies up and down the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers would become important factors in later Mesopotamian warfare. The first
signs of the use of copper for tools rather than ornamentation also appear; a copper
axehead was made in the late Ubaid period, transitional with the following Chal-
colithic period (AS 169). Signs of warfare during the Ubaid period in Syria are still
relatively rare. None the less, by about 4000 a number of key technologies and
practices are in place that will allow the eventual transition across the military

threshold.

Neolithic Canaan {8500—4300}'3

Before 8500 Syria and Canaan were inhabited by Epipaleolithic hunting and
foraging bands known by archaeologists as the Natufian culture. The ecology of
the region was wetter then, allowing human occupation of areas which are now
deserts. The region was sparsely populated, with humans organized into small
kinship-based bands not much larger than a hundred people. There is no evidence
of warfare before the Neolithic period, although small-scale tribal conflicts
undoubtedly occurred. Hunting technologies developed during the Epipaleolithic
{10,500-8500}, which would lay the foundation for warfare in the following
millennia. These included the bow and arrow and javelin, with flint or bone pro-
jectile points (THL 42). Likewise flint axes and daggers were in use for hunting
and domestic purposes, which could also double as weapons if needed.

The beginning of the pre-pottery Neolithic period {8500-6000} is character-
ized by the transition from food gathering to food production, the rise of perma-
nent dwellings, and new burial practices. It is during this early Neolithic period
that the first signs of fortification in the Near East, and indeed the world, appear at
the site of Jericho (Tell el-Sultan) in modern Palestine.'* Human settlement at
Jericho was based on the perennial springs of the region. Initially foragers were
attracted to the rich plant and animal life at the springs, where they built a small
shrine and dwelling huts in the Epipaleolithic. By the eighth millennium, how-
ever, the development of agriculture had transformed this foraging settlement into
a city with a population between 1000 and 3500 (depending on presumed den-
sity), which was continuously occupied for nearly 2000 years. During this period
the people of Jericho built a massive defensive wall of large unhewn stones, almost
three meters wide and four meters high. A deep dry moat eight meters wide was
cut in the rock, and a round tower was constructed, measuring 8.5 meters in dia-
meter and 7.7 meters high (FA 76; AW 1:115; THL 45).

The appearance of such massive fortifications a thousand years before fortifica-
tion in other regions has led some to question their purpose, claiming the walls
were designed to protect the community from flash floods out of the wadis to the
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west. However, it seems dubious that protection from flash floods would require
such a massive four-meter-high wall — indeed the ditch alone should have proved
sufficient for flood control. The stronger interpretation is that the wall and tower
had a military purpose. It is possible that these defensive walls were designed to
protect Jericho against rival proto-towns in the region — nearly two dozen proto-
towns are known in Canaan and Jordan during this period. But it seems more
likely that the walls were designed to defend the community from local raiders
who were attracted to the rich springs at Jericho and the food surpluses collected
there from their early Neolithic agriculture. Such walls would have been an insu-
perable barrier to hunting or nomadic clans bent on a quick plundering raid at the
oasis. It is likely that the Neolithic fortress of Jericho was built in response to a very
specific, local, but ongoing threat, rather than reflecting a rise in regional militarism.

Tools with a possible military function — such as flint axes, knives, and projectile
points — are found throughout the region (ALB 46, 50, 52), but no other certain
signs of militarism are known in the Neolithic period {8500-4300}. The archaic
walls of Jericho remained in use throughout this period, however, and were rebuilt
twice; a similar, though less massive wall was found at Beidha (ALB 45). We have
no evidence of other fortification building at other Neolithic sites.

Based upon anthropological analogy we can perhaps assume that conflicts arose
between rival proto-towns, and between sedentarists and hunting nomads, but
such claims remain nothing but assumptions. There was increasing desiccation of
the region throughout the Neolithic period. Many sites in the Sinai, Negev
(southern Israel), and Jordan, which had flourished in the early Neolithic period,
show either significant occupational gaps or complete abandonment during parts
of the later Neolithic (ALB 48-9). Whatever the ultimate cause of such declines in
settlement — probably a combination of ecological degradation due to both desic-
cation and overuse of resources — such stress would create the conditions for
increasing conflict over decreasing resources, and warfare may have been a catalyst
in the abandonment of some of these Neolithic sites.

Neolithic Elam and Iran {7000-3400}'5

Only 10 percent of Iran is arable, the rest being mountain, steppe, or desert.
Throughout the Neolithic outside of Elam there were only sparse settlements
leaving limited archaeological remains. Ancient Elam was roughly coterminous
with the modern province of Khuzistan in south-western Iran, a region of flat
terrain watered by tributaries of the Tigris with good agricultural potential. The
modern province of Fars was also the center of another zone of city building
which would give rise to the ancient city-state of Anshan. The mountains of the
Zagros, running from north-west to south-east, were home to highland pastoral
tribes who would on occasion play an important role in the military history of
Mesopotamia. As with the rest of the Near East, evidence for militarism in early
Neolithic Iran is slight. It is not until the late fifth millennium that we begin to see
sure signs of warfare.
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Susa {4300-3400}

The major site showing military activity in Elam was Susa. The region of Susa had
been occupied by small Neolithic villages since the eighth millennium. In the late
fifth millennium, some of the surrounding Neolithic villages, such as Chogha
Mish, were abandoned, perhaps due to warfare. The population seems to have
migrated towards larger centers, perhaps for protection, with Susa being adopted
as a new regional ceremonial center around 4300.!° The “Apadana” section of
Susa I {4300-3800} included a 2.1-meter-thick mud brick wall — four times as
thick as the usual walls of the period; this may have served as a citadel for the
ruling elite (PAE 46—7). The city had a population of only a few thousand people,
serving as a ceremonial center for at least forty surrounding villages. At some point
it was destroyed by fire, presumably in warfare, and partially abandoned. Arsenic-
copper was smelted during this period, with metallurgical technology stimulated
from the Fars highlands (PAE 50). Burials at Susa from the late fifth millennium
included 55 copper axes, possibly for elite warriors. On the other hand, military
images are notably absent from the seals of Tal-i Bakan during this period (PAE 53).

During the Susa II period {3800-3100}, Susa shows strong cultural relations
with Sumer and the city-state of Uruk in Mesopotamia. Political power in Elam
was no longer centralized in Susa, but diffused among smaller towns such as
Chogha Mish and Abu Fanduweh, each with a population of several thousand.
The exact nature of the relationship between Sumer and Elam during this period
is a subject of strong debate (PAE 52—67). In the absence of historical documents,
the military implications of this relationship cannot be determined, but it is cer-
tainly possible that Sumerian military power was exerted in some form in Elam
during this period (see pp. 37-9). The abrupt appearance of Uruk-style pottery
and proto-writing system at Susa, and more broadly in Elam as a whole, strongly
suggests the migration of people from Sumer to Elam — whether as merchants, the
courtiers of a married princess, peaceful colonists, or military conquerors is not
clear. The question of the overall significance of the “Uruk expansion” will be
discussed in Chapter Two.

Anshan (Tel Malyan)'”

Anshan, near modern Shiraz in Fars province, had been occupied since 6000 BCE,
but the region was sparsely populated before the late fourth millennium. It became
a major center of military power during the Proto-Elamite period {3400-2800},
when the city served as the administrative center of the region with a large copper
smelting installation, and a probable population of several thousand. Militarily, it is
most notable for its massive city walls. Built on a stone foundation and protected
by a mud-plaster glacis, the main wall is some five kilometers long, made from
brick on a stone foundation. There are two parallel inner walls, indicating an
emerging understanding of concentric fortifications. The innermost wall is made
of brick and is five meters thick. The walls enclosed an area of 200 hectares,
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although only a portion of this was occupied. These fortifications made the city
the most powerful military bastion east of Mesopotamia. It is unclear if the ene-
mies of Anshan were local nomads and highlanders from within Fars, or outside
invaders, but it seems that such massive and sophisticated fortifications would be
excessive to deal with occasional bedouin raids.

Neolithic Egypt {to 3500}'®

Our understanding of the origins of warfare in Egypt must take into account the
ecological transformation of the Sahara from savannah to desert which had
occurred by the fourth millennium BC. In the past few decades the emergence of
the science of climatology and the history of climates has allowed scholars to more
fully understand how past environments differed, often dramatically, from current
ecological conditions. Temperature, rainfall and other ecological conditions have
fluctuated during the past 20,000 years. During this period the Sahara region has
oscillated between dry and wet phases. During the wet phases the Sahara received
sufficient rainfall to create a savannah ecology, with a wide range of animals
flourishing there (EAE 1:385-9; GP 60-1). Between 7000 and 3500 (late Epipa-
leolithic and Neolithic) the regions surrounding the Nile Valley that are currently
desert were much like the current Sub-Saharan savannah, home to large herds of
antelope, ibex, elephant, giraffe, ostrich, and cattle, and to lions (GP 83-112).
During this period Egypt and the Sahara were also home to semi-nomadic foragers
congregating in seasonal camps following the migration of animals and the natural
cycles of the maturation of plants used as food; these foragers also availed them-
selves of food and other resources from the Nile valley.

Thus, for several thousand years, hunting and herding bands lived seasonally in
the savannah surrounding the Nile Valley, and within the Nile Valley itself.
Humans in Egypt lived in small hunting and fishing camps, mixed with some
proto-agriculture — as witnessed by grinding stones and the microlithic sickles used
for harvesting grains. Human settlements in this period were generally temporary
seasonal camps. Population was small and societies were probably organized into
kinship-based clans.

Although few details are known, it seems probable that these seasonal foragers
engaged in tribal warfare. The oldest discovered cemetery in the Nile Valley at
Gebel Sahaba in Nubia (northern Sudan) — broadly dated to roughly 12,000—
9000 — provides the earliest evidence of tribal warfare, for roughly half of the 59
skeletons at site 117 had flint projectile points among the bones, probably indi-
cating death in battle; some had evidence of multiple healed wounds, perhaps
indicating repeated fighting.'” An extended period of drought beginning in the
sixth millennium led to the desiccation of the Sahara savannah, stimulating
increased migration into the Nile Valley as well as a transformation from food
gathering to food production through the domestication of plants and animals
{6000-4000}. The hunters and herders who had formerly roamed the once fertile
savannah were forced by this desiccation to slowly congregate in the Nile valley,
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causing mounting competition for increasingly scarce resources. A number of new
ideas, technologies, and domesticated plants and animals developed during this
period, laying the foundation for Egyptian civilization and its military system.

Rock art from herders in the Eastern Desert also provides evidence of warfare
in Egypt by at least the fourth millennium, and probably earlier. A recently dis-
covered vase from Abydos Tomb U-239 {early fourth millennium} depicts four
mace-armed warriors with ostrich feathers and animal-tail loincloths executing a
band of prisoners (GP 79). A similar mace-armed warrior in a boat is depicted in
rock art from near contemporary Wadi Abu Wasil (GP 79). These figures are
dressed and armed quite similarly to the figures on the famous “Hunter’s Palette”,
dating from a few centuries later (GP 96), indicating a widespread use of a com-
mon set of tribal military equipment: loincloth, feathered headdress, tails of bulls
or other animals as belts, with weapons including spears, bows, maces, and axes,
and a tribal banner or totem. All of this evidence implies that low-level tribal
warfare was at least occasionally a part of the life of Egyptian hunting clans, an
interpretation bolstered by anthropological analogy.

Neolithic Mesopotamia {9000-3500}>"

As with the rest of the Near East, there is little evidence for warfare in Neolithic
Mesopotamia. The Epipaleolithic period {16,000-9000} is characterized by small
foraging bands scattered unevenly throughout the region. The standard tool kit
included obsidian blades acquired from eastern Anatolia, indicating some long-
distance contacts and exchanges, even if indirect. Most of the excavated sites from
this period are in the uplands or highlands. In part this may be because the earliest
agriculture developed around the regions where wild wheat and barley grew
naturally with normal rainfall. On the other hand, the earliest sites and settlements
in the river valleys are buried in three meters or more of silt accumulated over the
past eight thousand years, are now beneath the water table (CAM 51-2), and are
thus largely inaccessible to archaeologists.

The development of incipient agriculture and domestication in the Early Aceramic
Neolithic {9000-7000} began in northern Mesopotamia, Syria, and Anatolia,
where wild wheat, barley, goats, and sheep facilitated the transition. Small Neolithic
agricultural villages of the period, such as Jarmo (EA 3:208-9), had only a few
hundred people, practicing a mixture of herding (sheep and goats), farming
(wheat, barley, lentils), and hunting with both flint and imported obsidian weapons.

A number of developments occurred during the Pottery Neolithic phase
{7000-5000}. As discussed on p. 18, pottery allowed storage of food surpluses,
allowing people more easily to remain at a single site all year, along with increasing
the population. Agriculture was becoming more prominent as a source of food,
but hunting was still widely practiced. A number of important sites such as Tell
Halaf (EA 2:460), Tepe Gawra (EA 5:183-5), and Samarra {6000-5000}
(EA 4:472-3) have been excavated from this period, revealing small villages of a few
hundred people. In the sixth millennium we see the beginnings of monumental
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building, mainly small temples. During this period we also see the development of
several zones with distinctive pottery styles (CAM 49, 53). The military implica-
tions of this fact are unclear, since pottery styles cannot be translated with con-
fidence into either ethnic or political boundaries. None the less, it is clear that
during this period there are ongoing contacts throughout Mesopotamia and Syria.

It is during this late Neolithic period that we begin to see the first evidence of
warfare in Mesopotamia. Most prominent is the fortification of the site of Tell
al-Sawwan near modern Samarra, where around 6000 a thick brick wall and a
three-meter-wide moat were constructed to defend the settlement (EA 4:473).
Clay sling bullets were discovered at Hassuna, but these could have been used for
hunting rather than war. Trinket metallurgy begins to be seen in Mesopotamia in
this period.

Ubaid {5000-4000} and early Uruk {4000-3500} periods

The final phase of the Neolithic era in Mesopotamia is called the Ubaid period,
after a shared style of pottery and material culture that spreads throughout much of
Mesopotamia and Syria. Ubaid-style pottery was also discovered on the north-east
coast of Arabia, and in Qatar and Bahrain, indicating that ocean-going vessels
existed during the period, initiating the Persian Gulf trade which would culminate
in the military expeditions discussed in Chapters Two and Three. This period
shows clear evidence of increasing settlement size, social stratification, inter-
regional contacts, and monumental building. The impressive temple complex at
Eridu in Sumer shows that communities had the capacity for monumental build-
ing during this period (EA 2:258-9; CAM 52), as do the large buildings at Arpa-
chiyeh with stone walls 1.5 meters thick.

None the less, there is still sparse evidence for either fortification or war during
this period. Despite its magnificent temple complex, Eridu seems to have been
unfortified in the fifth millennium. Eridu may have been a sacrosanct ceremonial
center during this period, supported by many surround villages and towns, rather
than a politically oriented city-state. Some have suggested that some of the
legendary prediluvian kings of the Sumerian Kinglist may have been associated
with Eridu in this period (C1/2:107). There is some evidence of war: at the end
of the Ubaid period the “Round House” at Tepe Gawra, which seems to have
served as a citadel, was destroyed by fire, possibly in war (EA 5:184b). By around
4000 we also see the shift to the Chalcolithic period, where tools and other large
objects begin to be made from arsenic-copper. A copper spearhead, the oldest yet
discovered, was found in Mesopotamia dating to the early fifth millennium (EA
4:3b). A painting on a bowl from Tepe Jowi shows a man with a bow in one hand
and possibly a mace in the other; he wears a loincloth and a feather in his hair
(AANE §186). Thus in the Early Uruk period there were a number of behind-
the-scenes developments which laid the foundation for the crossing of the military
threshold in Mesopotamia that occurred in the Late Uruk period {3500-3000},
discussed in Chapter Two.
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CHAPTER TWO

Early Dynastic Mesopotamia
{3500-2334}

Early Mesopotamia and Egypt were the heartlands of the great river valley eco-
nomic, social and political systems that produced the earliest advanced civilizations
in world history. From the military perspective, these two river valleys both wit-
nessed the development of intimately intertwined militant religion and kingship,
manifesting their warlike ideologies by the creation of martial art and inscriptions.
Though warfare in the Near East had been going on for centuries, it is with the
first written and artistic records of Egypt and Mesopotamia that true military his-
tory begins. This chapter will examine the rise of the military states in Mesopo-
tamia. These developments should be compared with comparable contemporary
events in Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom Egypt (see Chapters Twelve and
Thirteen).

The following chart (Table 2.1) shows the major periods of Early Mesopotamian
history. The exact dates for the division between the different phases and subphases
of the Early Dynastic period are interpreted differently by different scholars
(compare with Al 502-3 and C1/2:998-1001).

Table 2.1: The major periods of Early Mesopotamian history

Late Uruk 3500-3000
Jamdat Nasr 3000-2900
Early Dynastic | 2900-2650
Early Dynastic I1 2650-2550
Early Dynastic IIIA 2550-2400
Early Dynastic 11IB 2400-2300

The Late Uruk (Pre-Dynastic) period {3500-3100}'

A number of developments in the Late Uruk period collectively formed the cata-
lyst which caused Mesopotamian civilization to definitively cross the military
threshold. These included the urban revolution, an increase in the size and amount
of monumental building leading to fortifications, the development of ideological
art, much of it with military themes, and the rise of social stratification with
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domination by martial kings and elites. The formulation of a complex adminis-
trative organization, capable of collecting and dispersing surpluses and running a
city-state, laid the foundation for kings capable of mobilizing armies in the thou-
sands of men and keeping them in the field for months. The invention of proto-
writing (from mnemonic accounting devices), which occurred in Uruk around
3400, was a key component of the new bureaucratic state (PAE 58—67; EA 5:352—
8). In addition to allowing an expanded and more efficient bureaucracy, writing
would eventually permit the state ideology, both religious and military, to be
recorded and preserved, thus creating military history.

The city-states of the Late Uruk and subsequent periods were both quantita-
tively and qualitatively different from the towns of the Neolithic period. The shift
of agriculture from the rain-fed lands around Mesopotamia into the river valleys
had a significant impact on population growth. As irrigation developed in the river
valleys agricultural productivity and surpluses expanded, in part because of higher
productivity per acre and in part because of multiple crops per year in the hot
climates of Mesopotamia. At the same time the rivers allowed the easy collection
and transportation of these surpluses into one central location. The combination
of irrigation and river transport meant that cities were no longer dependent solely
on the land immediately surrounding the city, but could collect surpluses from
tracts of land all up and down the river system. The overall impact was to allow the
possibility of having cities many times larger than had been possible during the
Neolithic period, creating the first city-states.

An examination of city size during the urban revolution gives a sense of the
overall growth of population. In the late Ubaid period {4500-4000} there were
very few settlements as large as ten hectares, which could have held a maximum
population of around 2000. By the Early Uruk period {4000-3500}, Uruk
(Warka, Erech, Unu)? encompassed 70 hectares, two other cities were 50 hectares,
and a final two 30 hectares each (M = CAM 58-9). The population in these cities
might have ranged from 7000 to 20,000. By the Late Uruk period {3500—4000}
Uruk had reached more than 200 hectares in area, and was the greatest city of the
age, with a population as high as 40,000 to 50,000 — twenty times greater than
the largest towns of the Neolithic period. Cities of this size could probably field
armies of several thousand men, and perhaps up to 5000 with maximum effort,
compared to the dozens or hundreds of men who composed earlier Neolithic
tribal armies. We must also note that the great cities that were developing in the
Late Uruk had a number of villages and small towns as satellites, which were
politically integrated into the city-state and which supplied some of their surplus
resources to the central city. However, as the great cities continued to grow in size,
the number of smaller villages began to decrease rapidly; presumably their popu-
lations migrated into the large centers. Part of the reason for this might have been
the greater security inside the great cities, pointing to increasing warfare in the
region.

These new cities were ruled by a hierarchy of priests and kings with the
majority of wealth and power in their hands, though they were always dependent

36



EARLY DYNASTIC MESOPOTAMIA

on town councils for making major decisions. They organized a central hier-
archical government overseeing a stratified society. A large percentage of the peo-
ple of the new Mesopotamian city-states were no longer directly engaged in
agriculture designed to produced the food to be consumed by their own families.
Rather, they increasingly entered non-food-producing occupations such as priests,
scribes, craftsmen and merchants. The development of economic specialization
gave rise to military specialists, who would develop into military professionals,
elites, and ultimately martial aristocracies. Monarchical rule was not absolute,
requiring advice and consent by the city council of elders. None the less, the new
kings of Mesopotamia had far more military resources at hand than any earlier
rulers. One of the primary functions of these new kings (lugal: “big man”) was that
of warlord, to protect and expand the power of the city-state.?

The centralization of power in the hands of allied royal and priestly classes was
associated with the emergence of a divinely mandated martial ideology. Using
their new wealth and surplus resources, the kings and priests embarked on a
flamboyant program of monumental building of immense temples, palaces and city
fortifications. The most lavish building projects were temples, such as the great
Eanna (“House of Heaven”) temple complex at Uruk (CAM 61-3). None the
less, massive monumental fortifications were also built, such as the great mud-
brick wall of Uruk, built around 3000, which had a circumference of six miles; its
ruins can still be seen 5000 years later. By the Early Dynastic period all Mesopo-
tamian cities were fortified with such huge mud-brick walls.

During this period a royal ideology of divine kingship developed in which the
king was chosen by the gods as his representative on earth; this could sometimes
encompass the idea of the king as son of god, or as a god incarnate (EM 260-74).
When the king acted as warlord, he was acting under the express command of the
gods as revealed through divination and oracles. The gods themselves were the
ultimate arbiters of war. It is probably not unimportant that the patron goddess of
Uruk — where we first see evidence of this new ideology — was Inanna (“Lady of
Heaven”, the Akkadian Ishtar), patroness of love and war. In the absence of early
written texts — all proto-writing of the Late Uruk period is administrative — the
development of an ideology of martial kingship can only be seen in the new styles
of martial art.

The “Priest-King”**

The earliest Mesopotamian art was largely ornamental and often abstract. This
type of art continued throughout the Late Uruk period, during which we also find
the first ideologically-rich martial art, from both sculpture and cylinder seals. The
use of cylinder seals in Mesopotamia dates back to the fourth millennium. They
were made from small two-to-five centimeter long cylinders of stone, similar to
large oblong beads, which were rolled on wet clay as a type of seal to show own-
ership, rather like a medieval signet ring. The art on cylinder seals is often called
glyptic art, which provides us with a number of important martial scenes as sources
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for military history. Originally designed simply as a stamp to indicate identity and
ownership, they rapidly developed into an extraordinarily sophisticated and ele-
gant art form, like gem-cutting and cameos in medieval and Renaissance Europe.®

A problem with interpreting glyptic art for the military historian is that much
of it focuses on mythological and religious themes, creating a methodological
question concerning the reliability of the weapons depicted: are the weapons and
combat techniques authentic to the contemporary age, or are they stylized repre-
sentations of archaic weapons in contemporary retellings of ancient myths. An
analogous problem might be if an archaeologist were to insist that twenty-first-
century warriors used swords in combat because he found depictions in twenty-
first-century Christian churches and religious art of the archangel Michael wield-
ing a sword. Thus, if a Middle Bronze cylinder seal shows a god wielding a mace
in a mythological scene, we cannot be certain that the mace was actually used in
real combat during the Middle Bronze Age, since the scene may be a stylized
anachronistic representation which originated centuries earlier, with the god
becoming iconographically standardized as wielding a mace in subsequent art.
Another problem with glyptic art is that many of the cylinder seals are quite small,
measuring only one or two inches. Although many of the scenes depicted are of
extraordinary detail and quality, many others are quite abstract, and it is often dif-
ficult to interpret the details of weapons.

Most art of early Mesopotamia was religious in nature, and presumably Late
Uruk martial art was also fundamentally religious in purpose. None the less, the
glorification of the martial deeds of the gods, legendary heroes, or kings clearly
points to a fundamental martial ideology as a significant indicator that Mesopota-
mia had crossed the military threshold by the mid-fourth millennium. This new
martial art is exemplified by the emergence of the “Priest-king”, an icono-
graphically stylized figure of a tall bearded man wearing a kilt or long robe, a flat
round cap, with his shoulder-length hair in a bun. The image of the Priest-king
appears in Uruk, as well as Susa II iconography in Elam. There are a number of
different scenes:

Hunting: armed with a bow, hunting either lions (AFC 22) or bulls (AFC 23);
Armed with a bow and a long, mace-like weapon resting on his shoulder
(PAE 68/3);

e Two siege scenes: both show the Priest-king armed with a bow, shooting
enemies while besieging a city. The first shows prisoners with arrows pro-
truding from their legs fleeing from the Priest-king. The city is represented by
a wall and a large palace or temple behind it. The building has three curved
horn-like lines coming from its side which have been interpreted as either
actual architectural features or a divine aura around a temple; they could also,
on the other hand, represent flames coming from the burning of the besieged
citadel, palace, or temple. This scene could represent an attack on an enemy
city, or perhaps the ritual slaughter of captured prisoners before the temple
of the gods (AFC 24; PAE 68/1, 70; FI §743). The second shows a number of
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bound prisoners around the city, with one man on the ramparts and another
falling from the ramparts; this is clearly a siege scene, but the building lacks
the horns/flames (PAE 68/2). These represent the earliest depictions of sieges
in history;

e  DBoat scene: the Priest-king sits in a large boat holding a mace in one hand and
rope in the other to which are tied two kneeling bound prisoners. This points
to the military use of boats by at least the late fourth millennium;

e  Execution of prisoners: two different scenes show the king armed with a six-
foot-long broad-headed thrusting spear, held point downward, overseeing the
torture or execution of bound prisoners (#1 = AFC 23; AAM §L-3; #2 =
PAE 68/5);

e Ritual activities (AFC 25, §8; AAM §L—1-2): making offerings at a temple
(AFC 89).

The Priest-king, armed variously with spear, mace, and bow, is thus shown in a
whole sequence of martial activities, including hunting, fighting enemies, assault-
ing fortified cities, transporting captives by boat, and torturing or executing bound
prisoners.

The problem of interpreting the Priest-king is one of context: is he intended to
represent a god or a mythical figure? Does each image represent the same great
conqueror king? Or is it a stylized figure representing a number of different kings,
each of whom is depicted in the same way? The kings of Egypt were always shown
in stylistically similar images, and it is generally impossible to tell which king is
represented without an inscription. Does each scene represent a separate discrete
historical event, or are they idealized depictions? Does the distribution of the
Priest-king iconography represent the zone of political domination of a single
state, or is it merely that the Priest-king iconographic style was copied in several
different politically independent regions? Unfortunately, in the absence of histor-
ical texts from this period, it is impossible to answer these questions with certainty.

A military maximalist interpretation of the Priest-king would argue that the art
depicts the real military activities of one or more actual kings who extended
Uruk’s military power into southern Mesopotamia. The appearance of the Priest-
king iconography in Elam represents the extension of Uruk military power into
that region as well. All of this may be part of what is called the “Uruk expansion”
(see pp. 40—42). Minimally, the Priest-king iconography demonstrates that martial
kingship was ideologically highly developed in Uruk by the late fourth millen-
nium; Mesopotamia had clearly crossed the military threshold.

Other Late Uruk martial art {3500-3000}

Not all martial art of the Late Uruk period was specifically associated with the
figure of the Priest-king, although the themes were precisely parallel. Hunting was
a major martial theme in Late Uruk art. The most famous is the Uruk lion hunt,
showing the Priest-king with a bow and another man with a spear battling four
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lions.® A similar scene shows the king with a bow followed by a servant with quiver
and arrows; the king is hunting bulls and an onager (AFC 23; AAM §A—4; FI
§683). Another cylinder seal shows a man with a bow hunting an antelope (AAM
§A-2). Hunting scenes do not necessarily point to warfare, but they do show a
desire to emphasize royal prowess with weapons; the theme of the martial hunter-
king endures in the Near East through the Sassanid period” and into Islamic times.

The importance of the bow in Late Uruk Mesopotamia is emphasized in two
other cylinder seals. One shows the king at target practice with a bow, shooting a
boar target mounted on a pole (FI §682). Another shows an early arms factory
making bows and bronze daggers, and perhaps javelins as well (FI §742). Individual
combat is depicted showing a man grappling with another and stabbing him with a
short javelin or dagger (AFC §22). A siege scene shows defenders on the city
ramparts throwing stones at attackers who appear to be torturing or executing a
prisoner (FI §748). Other scenes also show the beating or execution of bound
prisoners (FI §746); another shows kneeling bound prisoners attacked by vultures
or perhaps mythic winged creatures (FI §887). The marshaling of troops or vassal
clans in preparation for battle or in victory celebrations may be depicted in a scene
showing men with banners with large balls on top, seated before an enthroned
figure (FI §15).

The “Uruk Expansion” {3500-3000%°

The Late Uruk period also witnessed a phenomenon known as the Uruk Expan-
sion, which is characterized archaeologically by the spread of a similar style of
material culture of pottery, bowls, clay tablets, and cylinder seals from Sumer
(southern Mesopotamia) to far beyond its original core zone; during this period
Uruk-style material culture spreads to northern Mesopotamia, Syria and western
Iran. The cause of this expansion seems to have been largely economic. Mesopo-
tamia has few natural resources besides clay, reeds, and grain. The massive popu-
lation growth and high demand for prestige and luxury products by the new
emerging Sumerian elites created an extensive search outside the Mesopotamian
valley for metal (initially copper, then tin, lead, silver, and gold; ME 143-76),
stone (for building, and semi-precious stones like lapis lazuli for ornamentation;
ME 177-216), and building timber. The Uruk expansion occurred during most of
the Late Uruk period, but rapidly declined by the thirty-first century. Some
Sumerian centers, like Habuba Kabira in Syria, were simply abandoned. In others,
like Susa, Sumerian cultural influence also declined rapidly.

The Uruk expansion took three forms. First, and most intense, new colonies
were founded and occupied, largely by Sumerians. Second, Sumerian merchants
and craftsmen, and perhaps other colonists as well, took up residence in already
existing indigenous towns in northern Mesopotamia, Syria and Elam, bringing
with them Sumerian technology, culture, and other social practices. Third,
many cities on the highland fringes were regularly visited by Sumerians or were
indirectly influenced by secondary exchanges. The spread of Sumerian influence
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and colonies seems to have developed along major trade routes to high-demand
resource areas. The demand for natural resources in exchange for luxury and
prestige items from Sumer created a shared interest between Sumerian merchants
and peoples in the resource rich zones. The major Uruk Expansion trade routes
included (HE1 14-18; M = CAM 64-5):

1 Elam, with Susa as a major colonial center;

NW Iran, with Godin Tepe as center on the Lapis Lazuli (and later Tin) Road
to Afghanistan;

3 The Tigris route via Nineveh and Tepe Gawra;

4 North to Tell Brak in the Khabur triangle for copper, gold, and silver from
Anatolia;

5 The Euphrates route to Tell Habuba in Syria for cedars, other timber, and
metals;

6  The Euphrates route, with extensions southwest to Egypt via Canaan or the
Mediterranean Sea; Sumerian-style motifs have been found on some Pre-
dynastic Egyptian artifacts, though the precise implications of these connec-
tions are disputed;

7 Persian Gulf route to Bahrain and Oman.

The intensity of trade and Sumerian influence varied in each of these areas, with
the greatest evidence for direct Sumerian colonization being around Habuba
Kabira in Syria and in Susa in Elam.

From the perspective of military history the important question is what role, if
any, did military conquest play in the Uruk expansion. The essential question
is whether the expansion of Sumerian cultural influences and material culture can be
explained in purely social and economic terms, or do we need to posit a military
component? The evidence is insufficient for a certain answer. It seems that a
military component is not absolutely necessary, but the evidence fits more nicely
together if we assume that Sumerian armies were involved to some degree in the
Uruk expansion. It seems likely that warfare was a component in the expansion,
but that the phenomenon was not primarily military in nature. This is reflected
most clearly in the fact that some of the Sumerian colonies were strongly fortified;
Habuba Kabira in Syria is the most striking example, with three-meter-thick
mud-brick walls with numerous projecting square towers and strongly fortified
gates (AS 190-7). Sumerian military occupation of Susa and other parts of Elam is
also a possibility, but there are also arguments against this (PAE 52—69). Some have
argued that the Sumerian military system was not yet logistically advanced enough
to conquer Susa. But the distance from Uruk to Susa is only about 160 miles,
requiring a campaign of only 10—14 days. Susa could also have been approached by
the Karkheh river. Contemporary Egyptian armies found operations of this sort
completely feasible (see Chapter Twelve). The artistic sources mentioned above
demonstrate that militarism was a fundamental part of Sumerian kingship at this
time, making it likely that international relations between Sumerian kings and
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outside peoples would have had a strong military edge to them; this was certainly
the case a few centuries later.

Unfortunately, in the absence of written texts, all of this remains speculative.
The problem of interpreting both the military significance of the Priest-king ico-
nography and the military significance of the Uruk expansion are examples of the
difficulty of doing military history in the absence of texts.

Legends of the Uruk period

We have no historical texts for the Uruk period. On the other hand, later
Sumerian legendary recollections may reflect some of the historical situation in the
Uruk age. The most important historical tradition is the Sumerian King-list.” The
precise significance and meaning of the King-list for fourth-millennium history is
uncertain. It was clearly composed in its final form in the Isin-Larsa period (see
Chapter Six) as a propaganda tool for the legitimization of the kings of Isin. The
text can be divided into three phases: the antediluvian kings who ruled before the
“great flood” (KS 328; C1/2: 107-8), a group of protohistoric kings (KS 328—
329), a few of whom can be confirmed by other inscriptions, and the historic
kings, whose names are also known from other sources (KS 329-40). The ante-
diluvian kings have reigns of tens of thousands of years; after the flood the proto-
historic rulers reign for hundreds of years, while the historic rulers have ordinary
human reigns seemingly based on actual chronological information.

From the military perspective, a number of things are important to note. First,
kingship “descends from heaven” (KS 328); it is a divinely ordained institution.
Second, kingship is bestowed by the gods on a certain city, and can be taken away
from that city as well. Thus “kingship”, or perhaps what we would call the hege-
mony of Sumer, is transferred from city to city by the gods. The mechanism by
which kingship is transferred is warfare. The King-list repeatedly uses standardized
formulae to describe shifts in the balance of power in Sumer: “city-X was defeated
[in war]” or “city-X was abandoned [by the gods|”
weapons” after which “its kingship was carried off to city-Y”. Thus, when the
gods granted victory in battle, they were revealing whom they had chosen to be
the new hegemon of Sumer.

The Sumerian King-list mentions a great flood, but when this was thought to
have occurred relative to our modern chronological system cannot be determined.
But two things are clear about kingship in antediluvian times. First, kingship passed
between five different cities before the flood; each city in succession lost its
hegemony when it was “abandoned” by the gods, and the “kingship was carried
oft” to another city. In military terms I take this to imply that Sumerian myths and
legends remember that warfare and power struggles among Sumerian city-states
occurred in the mythic antediluvian times, which historically are probably recol-
lections of the fourth millennium. Second, after the great flood, kingship was
re-established by the gods and given to the rulers of the city of Kish, at which time
we move from legend into the very beginning of the proto-historical period.

or “city-X was smitten with
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WARFARE IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST TO 1600 BC

Early Dynastic I {2900-2650}'"

The end of the Uruk expansion occurred in the protohistoric period. The precise
causes are uncertain, but a shift in the balance of power in Sumer itself, and
increasing military conflict between rival Sumerian city-states, may have been
contributing factors, perhaps related to the legendary establishment of hegemonic
kingship at the city-state of Kish (EM 28-32; KS 328).

A number of characteristics of Early Dynastic Mesopotamia must be emphasized.
One problem with Early Dynastic military history is that we do not have firm regnal
years for most of the kings. We can generally tell the relative order of kings for a
number of cities, and we can often determine synchronisms — that a certain king of one
city was a contemporary of the king of another. But we do not know the length of
reigns for almost any kings other than some of those mentioned in the Sumerian
King-list, which is extremely unreliable for the Early Dynastic period. This means
we can place the kings in order and determine if they were early or late in a given
century, but, for the most part, we cannot give precise regnal years. In the following
discussion I will give dates for most kings, but it should be emphasized that these
are quite speculative and should be used only as broad chronological indicators.

Politically Sumer in the Early Dynastic period was divided into a number of
separate and feuding independent city-states engaged in complex patterns of
cooperation, alliance, conflict, and war. ! During much of the Early Dynastic
period there was endemic warfare between these city-states, rather like classical
Greece. The scale of this warfare was in many ways rather limited. Umma and
Lagash, whose ongoing feud is the best documented (RH), are only about twenty-
five miles apart. The entire area encompassed by the vast majority of Early
Dynastic military sources is only 300 miles across. The greatest distance of a
known military campaign in the Early Dynastic period, a conflict between Kish
and Elam (PI 35), amounted to a distance of no more than 160 miles. Most mili-
tary operations occurred within a few days’ march of the home city.

There was a great deal of cultural, linguistic, and religious unity among the
Sumerians, despite their political disunity. We are provided with only a highly
stylized legendary account of the history of this period in the King-list, which seems
to suggest a succession of city-states. In fact, synchronisms from other contemporary
records indicate that many of the dynasties mentioned in the King-list clearly
overlap rather than being sequential. It appears that, whatever else was occurring
in power politics in Mesopotamia, only one king was able to claim the title of
“king of Kish™ at a time. This did not mean he ruled all of Mesopotamia, but that
he was the first among equals; I will describe this ruler as the hegemon, and his rule
as hegemony. This hegemony also seems to have ben associated with religious respon-
sibilities of maintaining the Tummal temple of the god Ninlil at Nippur (KS 46-9).
An inscription describing which kings undertook repairs of that shrine broadly
matches the patterns of Sumerian hegemonic kingship as described in the King-list.

To properly contextualize the Sumerian martial inscriptions of the Early
Dynastic period, it must be remembered that the fundamental purpose of Sumerian
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inscriptions was to commemorate dedications and gifts to the gods. Most of the
inscriptions are almost always associated with giving gifts of land, precious things,
or temple buildings to the gods. The inscriptional evidence does not permit us to
write a complete military history of Early Dynastic Sumer; rather we are given
numerous snapshots of individual conflicts and military incidents. None the less,
we have enough data to give us a good sense of warfare in the Early Dynastic Age.

Kish {c. 3100-2700?} (EA 3:298-300; DANE 171)

According to Sumerian legend, the period scholars now call Early Dynastic I was
dominated by the hegemony of the kings of Kish (KS 328). Throughout the
Sumerian period the title “king of Kish” (lugal Kish) meant hegemon of Sumer,
and every warlord claiming universal domination of Mesopotamia adopted “king
of Kish” as one of his titles (PI 37, 40, 102). We cannot know for certain the
precise period of the hegemony of Kish. The King-list itself’ gives each of the
rulers reigns of hundreds of years, and the dynasty as a whole a duration of 24,510
years. The last two rulers on the Kish king-list, Enmebaragesi and his son Agga
(EM 28-32; KS 238; PI 18) are known from other records to have been con-
temporaries of Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, who dates to around 2700 (DANE 128-
9). If we assume that each of the twenty-three kings of Kish were historical figures,
however mythically remembered, who ruled for an average of around twenty years
each, the entire period of Kish hegemony in Sumer would have lasted somewhat
over 400 years. Since the dynasty’s hegemony ended around 2700 under the last
king, Agga, this would place the beginning of the Kish dynasty around 3100. Of
course, such numbers are very rough and can only give us the broadest sense of
chronology.

Militarily, little is known of the period of Kish, which has left scant inscriptions
or martial art — only a fragment of two warriors and an image of a bound prisoner
of war (AFC 89-92). Excavations of royal tombs from Kish show the use of metal
weapons and the burial of several early war-carts (EA 3:298; see pp. 132—41).
From the persistence of the title “king of Kish” as the rough equivalent of
“emperor” in later Mesopotamia, we can assume their hegemony was substantial
for at least part of the period. A few of their rulers have left us brief military hints.
Etana, the eleventh from the end of the dynasty {c. 2900}, was said to have “made
firm all the lands” (KS 328), which may refer to some type of political hegemony
but could equally be a ritual or religious phenomenon — he is also said to have
“ascend[ed] into heaven” (KS 328; C1/2:109-10), reflecting the connection of
Sumerian kingship with the gods. The later legend of Etana gives a more detailed
account of this (MFM 189-202). The legend records the founding of the city by
the gods, and their primordial preparation for its defense:

The Sebitti [seven warrior gods] barred the gates [of Kish| against armies.

[The Anunnaki gods] barred them against [other] settled peoples.
The Igigi [gods] would patrol the city. (MEM 190)
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Enmebaragesi {c. 2700} (PI 18; C1/2:110) is said to have “plundered the
weapons of the land of Elam” (KS 328; PAE 87) some 160 miles to the east. This is
the first textual reference to war between Sumer and the neighboring Elam, indi-
cating the logistical reach of Sumerian armies of the period. Enmebaragesi was
succeeded by his son Agga, under whom “Kish was defeated [in battle by Gilgamesh
of Uruk], and its kingship was carried off to [the temple] Eanna [in the city of
Uruk]” (KS 328).

Gilgamesh and the rise of Uruk {c. 2780-2560}

The shift of hegemony in Sumer from Kish to Uruk illustrates a problem in
Sumerian legendary historiography. Later Sumerian tradition is unequivocal in
attributing Uruk’s rise to hegemony to Gilgamesh (EOG 143-8), but the King-list
gives five kings ruling before Gilgamesh (KS 328-9); presumably Gilgamesh’s
predecessors before the rise of Uruk to hegemony. The dynasty begins four gen-
erations before Gilgamesh with “Meskiaggasher, son of [the god] Utu” {c. 2780—
2760} who “entered the sea and ascended the mountains” (KS 328-9). If this deed
is historical rather than mythical, it may imply that Meskiaggasher was perhaps the
first known Sumerian king to take to the sea in war, and raided into the Zagros
mountains for timber, metal, or stone.

Three of the early legendary kings of Uruk became epic heroes, perhaps
because of early development of a heroic court poetry centered on martial deeds
in Uruk. However that may be, Enmerkar {c. 2760-2740} and his son Lugalbanda
{2740-2720} were attributed in Sumerian legend with an invasion and siege of
Aratta, a mythical and wealthy land to the north-east of Mesopotamia, the source
of tin and lapis lazuli.!? Tt is generally thought that Aratta was in central or eastern
Iran, or perhaps Afghanistan (ME 12—4). We need not suppose that Enmerkar and
Lugalbanda actually campaigned to Afghanistan, but rather than Meskiaggasher’s
“ascent to the mountains” and Enmerkar’s siege of Aratta probably reflect
legendary recollections of Early Dynastic campaigns into the Zagros highlands in
western Iran to secure the immediate source of lapis lazuli and tin, rather than
their original source in Afghanistan.

The greatest warrior-king of early Uruk, however, was Gilgamesh {c. 2700—
2680}, who was destined to become the premier epic hero of the Near East, and
whose tales were told and retold for the next two-and-a-half millennia (EOG).
The military aspects of the Gilgamesh epic are discussed elsewhere, since they
probably reflect warfare in the age of their actual composition rather than in the
time of the historic Gilgamesh (see pp. 126-8). It is quite certain that Gilgamesh
was a historical ruler, but it is difficult to disentangle the epic-hero from the historic
king. He is attributed with building the massive ten-kilometer circuit of walls around
Uruk (CAM 60; EA 5:294-8; C 1/2:110-12). Like his predecessors, Gilgamesh
the epic hero is also a wanderer in search of cedarwood from Lebanon (EOG).

The most historical part of the epic tradition of Gilgamesh may be the tale of
the defeat of Agga (Akka), the last of the hegemonic kings of Kish.!* Agga sent
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envoys to Uruk demanding that Gilgamesh submit to Kish and pay tribute. Gil-
gamesh convened the “assembly of his city’s elders” for a consultation. Gilgamesh
proposed, “let us not submit to the house of Kish, let us wage war!” But the elders
demurred and refused to give their consent. Ignoring the will of the city council,
Gilgamesh instead “placed his trust in the [war] goddess Inanna, took no notice of
what his city’s elders said”, going directly to the “assembly of the city’s young
men” of military age, who supported the call for war:

You are their king and their warrior!

O crusher of heads [with a mace in battle],

Prince beloved of [the god] An

When he [Agga king of Kish] arrives why be afraid?
The army [of Kish] is small

And a rabble [of untrained troops]| at the rear,

Its men will not withstand us! (EOG 145—6)

With the young warriors of the city aroused, Gilgamesh prepared for war:

Now make ready the equipment and arms of battle,

Let weapons of war return to your grasp!

Let them create terror and a dread aura,

So when he [Agga of Kish] arrives fear of me overwhelms him,

So his good sense is confounded and his judgment undone! (EOG 146)

Agga is quick to respond to this challenge to the Hegemony of Kish. “It was
not five days, it was not ten days, [when] Enmebaragesi’s son Agga [king of Kish]
laid siege to Uruk” (EOG 146). Gilgamesh sends one of his “royal bodyguard” to
negotiate, but he is captured and beaten by Agga, whereupon:

Gilgamesh climbed up on the wall [of Uruk]

His dread aura overwhelmed those [too] old and [too] young [to fight]
But put weapons of war in the hands of Uruk’s young men.

At the door of the city gate they stood [marshaled] in the roadway,
Enkidu [Gilgamesh’s companion] went forth from the city gate
[leading the army of Uruk into battle against Agga].

Gilgamesh raised his head on the rampart.. ..

A myriad [of the enemy] did fall [to defeat]

A myriad [of Uruk] did rise [to victory]

A myriad did thereby roll [dead] in the dust,

He [Gilgamesh] cut down the horns of the [royal] boat [of Agga]

In the midst of his army he took prisoner Agga, king of Kish. (EOG 147-8)

With Agga as prisoner, Gilgamesh proceeded to negotiate from a position of
power. Agga finally agreed that “Uruk, the smithy of the gods, its great rampart, a

47



WARFARE IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST TO 1600 BC

cloudbank resting on the earth, is given into your charge” (EOG 149); in other
words Uruk became independent of Kishite vassalage. In return Gilgamesh set
Agga free. This account is interesting in reflecting the fact that the king did not
have absolute power, but had to consult the city councils before making war. The
old men of the council of elders cautioned against war, while the council of the
young warriors carried the day for war.

The predominance of Uruk in Sumer was said to have continued for perhaps a
century {c. 2680-2560}, but no military details are known for the subsequent
rulers. The period of Uruk hegemony corresponds roughly with what archae-
ologists call the Early Dynastic II period {2650-2550}. By the end of the first
dynasty of Uruk, their hegemony was rapidly passing to the city of Ur.

The First Dynasty of Uy, and the royal tombs {c. 2560-2450}'*

According to the King-list, the city of Ur came to hegemony in Sumer after the
first Dynasty of Uruk. Royal inscriptions of this period provide little information
of military matters beyond mere mentions of the names of kings, which none the
less have the merit of confirming the basic historicity of the Sumerian King-list, at
least for this period (PI 97-101; KS 329).

From the perspective of the military historian, the spectacular treasures from
the royal tombs of Ur include a number of artifacts of the greatest importance.
The cemetery of Ur contained hundreds of tombs, of which sixteen are called
“Royal Tombs” because of the richness of their content and because of human
sacrifices buried with the kings and queens, presumably to accompany them into
the afterlife. The absence of inscriptions makes it impossible to know for certain
who was buried in the tombs, but a tentative list has been reconstructed (AFC 96).
The tombs thus cannot be precisely dated, but are generally placed in late Early
Dynastic II through early Early Dynastic IITA, around 2550-2450.

A number of weapons and other military artifacts have been preserved in the
royal tombs of Ur, which generally reflect precisely the weapons depicted on
contemporary martial art. The weapons include: copper daggers (RTU §147-8); a
stunning ceremonial dagger in gold (AFC §54; RTU §146; AM §xv; AW 1:140-1);
spike-like javelins (RTU 162, §140; AW 1:134); broad-headed spears (RTU 162,
§141-2); and socketed axcheads (AW 1:136-7; RTU §149-51); no archery
equipment was found in the tombs. There were also weapons found in ordinary
tombs in the Ur cemeteries: a preliminary count included 58 spears, 171 daggers
and 309 axes.!® If these numbers are proportional to the actual use of weapons it
may give an impression of the troop-types of Sumerian armies.

Body army was likewise absent, but the oldest known copper helmets were
found still on the skulls of sacrificed bodyguards sent to accompany their kings in
the afterlife (AFC §56; AW 1:49). The beautiful golden helmet-crown of Meka-
lamdug {c. 2510} (AM §xvi; AANE §45; FA 83) could have been worn by the
king in battle, but it would have afforded little protection; it is somewhat similar to
the helmet worn by Eanatum (AM 66), but I suspect the battle version was in
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bronze. There were apparently no metal helmets found in the non-royal graves,
which probably indicates that most helmets were leather. Only elite soldiers and
royal guards had metal helmets. Some art from the royal tombs also display martial
themes, such as symbolic lions, representing the triumphant king, trampling pros-
trate enemies (AFC §57; RTU §13). A bodyguard in a sheepskin robe with an axe
attends the king at a banquet (RTU §17). Bronze daggers are also common
weapons in the art (AFC §58; RTU 74, §21).

The “Standard of Ur’'¢

The most important artistic source for military history from the royal tombs is the
famous Standard of Ur, a box inlaid with shell and lapis lazuli depicting a scene of
victorious warfare of the king of Ur. It was discovered in tomb PG 779, which is
associated with Ur-Pabilsag, who died around 2550 (AFC 96—7). The martial side
of the box is divided into three panels, depicting different phases of combat. I
believe it should be read from the bottom to the top. In the bottom panel four
Sumerian war-carts charge across a battlefield strewn with enemy corpses. These
war-carts are described in detail later (see Chapter Five). Each war-cart is pulled by
four equids, and has a driver and a warrior, who wields either a javelin or an axe.
The middle panel shows a line of eight infantrymen on the left side, and another
half a dozen collecting enemy prisoners on the right. The eight are all dressed the
same and carry the same weapons. The men wear sheepskin kilts, and have long
capes running from their shoulders to their ankles. The capes are fastened at the
neck and open at the front, leaving the arms free for combat. The capes are polka-
dotted, which some have interpreted as leopard skins, but are more likely simply
colorful designs. Each wears a leather cap or metal helmet fastened under the chin,
perhaps similar to the helmets found in the royal tombs (AFC §56). Each of the
men is armed with a medium-size thrusting spear, held underhand. The right half
of the middle panel shows the soldiers of Ur rounding up prisoners. All of them
have been wounded and have several gashes with flowing blood. Some of the Ur
soldiers have collected booty in their arms and are brandishing knives or clubs as
they herd the prisoners.

On the top panel the prisoners are brought before the king on the right side,
naked and bleeding from their wounds. King Ur-Pabilsag stands in the center of
the panel, reviewing the prisoners. Behind the king are three soldiers, each armed
with spears and axes. In the rear is the royal chariot, held by the axe-armed driver.
The elite warriors and charioteers all seem to be dressed in sheepskin or fringed
leather kilts and wear sheepskin cloaks over one shoulder. The common soldiers
wear the polka-dotted capes; both classes have the same caps or helmets.

As I interpret it the Standard of Ur depicts the aftermath of a victorious battle
rather than the actual combat. The chariots race across the field, pursuing the
fleeing foe and trampling the dead. The middle panel shows the infantry following
the chariots collecting the booty and wounded enemy as prisoners. The final panel
shows the triumph celebration where the booty and prisoners are brought before
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the king. The Standard shows two classes of Sumerian warriors, charioteers and
infantry; there is no sign of archers and none of the corpses or wounded have any
missiles protruding from them. The four weapons depicted are javelins (only
thrown by charioteers), medium-size thrusting spears, and axes or daggers for close
combat. We are not shown, however, how the enemy was defeated. Was there a
phase of missile exchange? Was there an infantry melee? Did the chariots charge,
drive by throwing javelins, or only pursue an enemy already broken by the infan-
try? Despite these unanswered questions, the Standard of Ur is a striking piece of
martial art, both for its depiction of war-carts, arms and armor, and for its evoca-
tion of the martial spirit of the Sumerian kings.

A lesser known, but equally important Ur war-scene comes from a cylinder
seal, which I believe depicts a Sumerian army on the march, with infantry,
war-carts, dogs, pack animals, and boats.!” The scene shows two parallel panels,
one on the river and one on land, which I interpret to show an army on campaign
with part marching on the bank of the river, accompanied by other troops and
supplies on boats in the river. The upper panel shows a boat with a seated royal
figure being paddled by another man. On shore is a soldier with a long lance
who accompanies a donkey bearing a load of supplies. The bottom panel
shows the army on land accompanying the fleet on the river, with a two-wheeled
war-cart ridden by a man with an axe (?) pulled by long-eared equids. The chariot
is followed by a dog and three soldiers, one with an axe and two with long
spears.

Although we know little of the actual military history of the First Dynasty of
Ur, the royal tombs provide crucial examples of weapons and martial art, giving us
invaluable insights into the Sumerian military system.

Early Dynastic IITA {2550-2400}
and IIIB {2400-2250}

With the beginning of Early Dynastic III, we enter our best-documented period
for military history before the rise of the Akkadian empire of Sargon. We are
especially fortunate to have a series of martial inscriptions from the kings of
Lagash. Around 2500 we have vague records of a Mesilim who claimed the title
“king of Kish” and who is remembered in later inscriptions as arbitrating a
boundary dispute between Lagash and Umma (PI 40), an apparent reflection of his
position of overlord. However, little is known of his military activities (KS 53).1®

The warrior-kings of Lagash {2495-2345}"°

Early Dynastic IIIA could be called the age of the warlords of Lagash, who provide
us with our richest sources of both military narratives and martial art of the Early
Dynastic Age. Interestingly, Lagash is nowhere mentioned in the Sumerian King-
list, an oversight which is generally thought to reflect a propaganda statement by
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the kings of early Middle Bronze Isin about the illegitimacy of the kings of Lagash.
The rise to hegemony of Lagash in Mesopotamia begins with the victories of
Urnanshe.

Urnanshe of Lagash {c. 2495-2475}

The first Mesopotamian king for whom we have a detailed contemporary account
of warfare is Urnanshe of Lagash, who fought against both Umma and Ur. The
background to this war relates to an ongoing struggle between Umma and Lagash
over control of agricultural land, diversion of irrigation water through building
canals and dams, and failure to share the agricultural produce from certain shared
tracts of land (RH 22-3; PI 54-5).

[Urnanshe, king] of Lagash, went to war against the leader of Ur and the
leader of Umma: [Urnanshe] the leader of Lagash defeated the leader of Ur.
He captured Mul...] the admiral, captured Amabaragesi and Kishibgal the
officers, captured Papursag, son of Uu, captured [...] the officer, he made a
burial mound [for the war dead]. He [then] defeated the leader of Umma. He
captured Lupad and Bilala the officers, captured Pabilgaltuk ruler of Umma,
captured Urtulsag the officer, captured Hursagshemah the quartermaster-
general, and he made a burial mound [for the war dead]. (PI 25)

Urnanshe’s inscription contains the first textual reference we have to the
Mesopotamian custom of building burial mounds for the war dead at the site of a
victory. We also have an iconographic representation of this in the famous Stele of
Vultures, where the dead are shown placed in a pile by the victors while people
carried baskets of earth to bury the corpses (AAM §121; see p. 55). When a
Mesopotamian king claimed to have “raised a mound” after a battle it indicated
that he was victorious, because his troops were in possession of the battlefield and
therefore buried the war dead. Urnanshe emphasized his capture of important
enemy officers, including the king of Umma, Pabilgaltuk. We do not know the
fate of these captives; in later texts they are often tortured or executed, but are also
often returned to their thrones as vassals of the victorious king. In addition to his
military victories, Urnanshe also “built the walls of Lagash” (PI 25, 28-9), a
defensive action emphasizing the military threat of his age.

Some of the inscriptions of Lagash mention overseas voyages through the Persian
Gulf to Dilmun (modern Bahrain; DANE 45; EA 1:266—8) for timber and stone
for temple building (PI 23, 24, 28-30). Although not explicitly military ventures,
these voyages indicate that seagoing vessels were capable of sailing the Persian Gulf
during this period, and this maritime technology would lay the foundation for the
eventual naval conquests of the Akkadians in the Persian Gulf (see pp. 80-1, 84).

Urnanshe was succeeded by his son Akurgal {c. 2475-2455}, about whom we
have no military information (PI 33), and then by his grandson Eanatum, the
greatest warlord of Early Dynastic Mesopotamia.
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Eanatum I (Eannatum) {c. 2455-2425)*°

According to Sumerian martial ideology, kings did not win victory in battle by
their own strength and wisdom, but by the gift of the gods. Eanatum is no
exception.

Eanatum, king of Lagash, granted strength by [the high god] Enlil, nourished
with special milk by [the mother goddess] Ninhursag, given a fine name by
[the war goddess] Inana, granted wisdom by [the god of wisdom| Enki, cho-
sen in her heart by [the divination goddess] Nanshe the powerful mistress,
who subjugates foreign lands for [the war god] Ningirsu [patron god of
Lagash] . .. beloved spouse of [the war goddess] Inana. (PI 37)

Not only was Eanatum granted these special gifts by the gods, he was in fact the
son of god on earth. According to one of Eanatum’s inscriptions, the war god
Ningirsu, “warrior [and son]| of [the high god] Enlil”, “implanted [his] semen for
Eanatum in the womb” of Eanatum’s mother. Thus, the hero-king was not a mere
man, but a demi-god, son of the war god, destined to fulfill the gods’ commands
and restore the proper divine order in Sumer through victorious battle. When
Eanatum finally matured, “Ningirsu, with great joy, gave him the kingship of
Lagash” (PI 34).

Lagash had been engaged in an ongoing struggle with Umma over disputed
agricultural land between the two cities for a generation or two. Attempted arbi-
tration ultimately failed, leading to renewed hostilities (RH 22—4). Eanatum’s first
campaign was against his nearest rival, the city-state of Umma under their king
Enakale.?! The great war between Lagash and Umma is recorded in the longest
and most detailed battle narrative of the Early Dynastic period. According to
Eanatum, the king of Umma “acted haughtily” and broke the divinely established
order by usurping the “Gu’edena”, an agricultural region between Umma and
Lagash. Eanatum observed the city of Umma making military preparations to seize
and retain control of this disputed agricultural land.

Eanatum, who has strength [in war] ... declared: “Now then, O Enemy [king
of Umma]!” [He] proclaimed for evermore: “The ruler of Umma — where is he
recruiting [soldiers for the war]? With [other|] men [foreign mercenaries?] ...
he is able to exploit the [agricultural region]| Gu’edena, the beloved field of
Ningirsu. May he [the war god Ningirsu] strike him down!” (PI 34; cf. PI 55)

This warlike provocation of seizing land from Lagash would have justified
military action by Eanatum, but the king was further compelled to battle by an

oracular dream.

Eanatum who lies sleeping — [his] be[loved] master [the war god Ningirsu]
approaches his head [in an oracular dream, and says:] “Kish itself [the sacred
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city of divine kingship] must abandon Umma.. .. The sun-[god] will shine at
your right [in battle], and a [crown?] will be affixed to your forehead. O
Eanatum, you will slay [the enemy from Umma] there. [The burial mound
with] their myriad corpses will reach the base of heaven. In Umma [...]
the people of his [king Enakale’s] own city will rise up against him and he
will be killed within Umma itself [during the rebellion of his own people]’
(PI 34)

Enakale, king of Umma, was not merely the enemy of Lagash, but the enemy of
the gods, who prophesied his defeat in battle. Eanatum does not go to war for
plunder or personal glory, but at the express command of the gods.

The description of most of the beginning of the battle is unfortunately broken,
but the narrative picks up again in mid-combat. “He [king Eanatum]| fought with
him [king Enakale]. A person shot an arrow at Eanatum. He was shot through by
the arrow and had difficulty moving. He cried out in the face of it” (PI 34). This
text shows both the use of archery in Sumerian warfare — which is unclear in the
art of the period — and the fact that the kings fought in personal combat.

The next part of the text is again broken, but it is obvious that, despite his
serious wound, Eanatum leads the army of Lagash to victory. After the victory, a
treaty is made, in which Enakale of Umma is forced to cede land to Lagash

Eanatum, the man of just commands, measured off the boundary with the
leader of Umma, left [some land] under Umma’s control, and erected a
monument on that spot [of the victory].... He defeated Umma and
made twenty burial mounds for [the battle dead, indicating very high casual-
ties in the war, or perhaps a number of different encounters].... Eanatum
restored to [the god] Ningirsu’s control his beloved field, the Gu’edena. ...
Eanatum erected a [victory] monument in the grand temple of Ningirsu.
(PI 34-5)

The defeated Enakale of Umma is thereafter forced to swear a peace oath.

Eanatum gave the great battle net of [the supreme god] Enlil to [Enakale| the
leader of Umma and made him swear to him by it. The leader of Umma
swore to Eanatum: “By the life of Enlil, king of heaven and Earth! I may exploit
the field of Ningirsu as a[n interest-bearing] loan.. .. Forever and evermore, I
shall not transgress the territory of [Lagash, the city of the god] Ningirsu!
I shall not shift the [course of] its irrigation channels and canals! I shall
not smash its [boundary] monuments! Whenever I do transgress, may the
great battle net of Enlil, king of heaven and earth, by which I have sworn,
descend upon Umma!” Eanatum was very clever indeed! He made up the
eyes of two doves with kohl, and anointed their heads with cedar [resin].
He released them to [the high god] Enlil, king of heaven and earth [as an
offering]. (PI 35)
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Doubting the sincerity of this oath taken under extreme duress, Eanatum forced
Enakale to repeat the exact same oath by five additional gods (PI 35-7). As we
shall see, Eanatum’s distrust was justified. Some time after the initial victory, the
oath was broken just as Eanatum had feared: “the leader of Umma smashed the
[boundary and victory] monument” that Eanatum had set up after his victory, and
occupied the disputed lands. The war god Ningirsu again “gave the order to
Eanatum [to go to war], and he destroyed [the city of] Umma” (PI 39-40).

With its rival Umma subjugated, Lagash was now one of the most powerful
states in Sumer, but was yet by no means predominant. In subsequent years he
launched a whole series of campaigns throughout Mesopotamia. In his first cam-
paigns he “defeated Elam and Subartu [northern Mesopotamia], mountainous
lands of timber and treasure . .. he defeated Susa [the capital of Elam]” (PI 37), and
“defeated the ruler of Urua, who stood with the standard [of the god of the city]
in the vanguard [of the battle line]” (PI 43), another indication of Sumerian kings
fighting in the front ranks. Thereafter he turned to subdue the rival city-states of
Sumer.

He defeated Uruk, he defeated Ur, he defeated Kiutu. He sacked Uruaz and
killed its ruler. He sacked Mishime and destroyed Arua. All the foreign [non-
Sumerian] lands trembled before Eanatum, the nominee of Ningirsu. Because
the king of Akshak [a city near Baghdad] attacked, Eanatum ... beat back
Zuzu, king of Akshak ... and destroyed [Akshak]. (PT 41-2, 43)

His initial victories over these city-states established his pre-eminence in Sumer, so
that “to Eanatum, ruler of Lagash, Inana [the war goddess], because she loved him

so, gave him the kingship of Kish”, meaning official status as hegemon over Sumer
(PI 41). Thereafter,

Elam trembled before Eanatum, he drove the Elamite back to his own land.
Kish trembled before Eanatum; he drove the king of Akshak back to his own
land. (PI 42)

Eanatum’s new status as hegemon, however, was not entirely secure. Realizing
they could not defeat him individually, his defeated rivals began to form coalitions
against him:

He defeated [a coalition of the kings of] Elam, Subartu and Urua at the [battle
of the] Asuhur [canal]. He defeated [a coalition of the kings] of Kish, Akshak
and Mari at the Antasura of Ningirsu. (PI 42)

By the time of his death Eanatum was supreme in southern Mesopotamia, and
hegemon of Sumer, but his defeated enemies chafed under the domination of
Lagash, and grasped the first opportunity to rebel under Eanatum’s successor and
brother, Enanatum I (see pp. 60-1).
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The Stele of the Vultures>*

Eanatum’s great victory over Umma, which left twenty burial mounds of enemy
dead and launched Eanatum on his career towards domination of Sumer, was
celebrated in the famous “Stele of the Vultures”, which could perhaps be better
entitled “The Victory of Ningirsu through Eanatum”. This stele is perhaps the
greatest surviving piece of Early or Middle Bronze martial art from ancient
Mesopotamia, and merits detailed attention.

The stele is unfortunately broken and fragmentary, but the overall sense is clear.
The entire stele shows the victories of Eanatum, but each side shows a different
sphere, the celestial and the terrestrial. The divine side, probably the more sig-
nificant from the Sumerian perspective, is divided into two panels. The upper
panel shows the bearded and powerful war god Ningirsu, father of Eanatum and
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Figure 1 The “Stele of the Vultures”, king Eanatum of Lagash, Sumer {c. 2440}
Source: Louvre AO 50; drawing by Michael Lyon.
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divine patron of the city of Lagash. Ningirsu holds his mace in his right hand, and
holds the “great battle net” of Enlil in his left hand — surmounted by an emblem of’
the mythical Sumerian lion-headed eagle Anzu (also called Imdugud, GDS 107-8;
AAM §117; AM §70a) — by which the defeated king of Umma was forced to swear
an oath that, if he broke the treaty, “the great battle net of Enlil ... [will] descend
upon Umma” (AM §67; PI 35), precisely as depicted in the stele. The soldiers of
Umma are caught in the net, and the head of one — presumably the king of Umma
who is trying to escape — is being crushed by the mace of Ningirsu (AM §67, 69).
Behind Ningirsu, and about half the size of the god, stands a figure in a feathered
crown holding a battle standard crested with Anzu (AAM §118). This is probably
Ninhursag, mother and councilor to Ningirsu. The standard, possibly an actual
bronze standard of Lagash (PI 43), is Anzu, precisely the same emblematic creature
on Ningirsu’s battle net. When the standard is carried into battle it thus represents
the presence of Ningirsu going into battle beside the king — a motif mentioned in
numerous Mesopotamian inscriptions.

The lower register is quite fragmentary, but clearly shows the edge of a chariot
on the left, and the top of the head of Ninhursag facing the chariot on the right
(AAM §118). This type of chariot of the gods was led in processions at the temple
of Ningirsu at Lagash, where the king Eanatum greets the god and shares the
booty of the victory with him. It is possible that the chariot and Anzu standard
were actually brought into battle as a sign of the divine presence of Ningirsu,
rather like the biblical Ark of the Covenant (Judges 5.20; Joshua 6; 1 Samuel 4-6);
hence the emphasis given by Eanatum on his later capture of the standard of the
enemy king of the city of Urua (PI 41, 43). The overall meaning of the celestial
side of the stele is that Ningirsu grants victory in battle to his son and earthly
representative, Eanatum, king of Lagash.

The other terrestrial side of the stele shows the earthly results of Ningirsu’s
divine intervention on behalf of Eanatum (AFC 190). This side is divided into
four panels, which are probably intended to be read chronologically from top to
bottom. It must be emphasized that the panel does not show the army of Lagash in
actual combat, but at the moment of victory. In the top panel the sky is filled with
vultures — from which the stele gets its name — who fly oft with the severed arms
and heads of the dead soldiers of the defeated army of Umma (AM §120). Beneath
the hovering vultures, on the right side of the panel, the victorious army of
Eanatum marches gloriously over the corpses of their fallen enemy (AM §66).
King Eanatum leads the army wearing a thick sheepskin kilt and long sheepskin
robe on his left shoulder and a helmet similar to the golden helmet of Meka-
lamdug from the Royal Tombs of Ur (see p. 48). He is armed with what is
sometimes called a sickle-sword, but what may be a scepter or club (see pp. 66-71).
Behind him his troops are marshaled in a very interesting formation, which is
sometimes described as a phalanx (AM §68). The soldiers are beardless, with long
hair flowing down to their shoulders. They all wear helmets, which might be of
copper similar to those found in the royal tombs of Ur (AFC §56; AW 1:49). One
text mentions the delivery of a copper/bronze helmet and spearhead, implying
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that the two go together as a warrior’s equipment (PI 71). However, it may be that
only the elite bodyguards, like those buried in the royal tombs, had metal helmets,
the rest making due with leather caps.

The front of the formation is protected by four large body-length shields — only
the heads and feet of the soldiers are visible. The shields are rectangular — about
one and a half meters tall and a meter wide; each has six round, evenly spaced
disks. It is impossible to tell what the shields are made from, but a contemporary
body shield from Mari (AFC §99) is made of long reeds bound together with
leather straps and a large handle two-thirds of the way up. By analogy it is likely
that the Lagash shield were made of reeds and covered with leather. It appears that
every soldier did not have his own shield. Rather, only the front rank of the for-
mation carried the shield in both hands, forming a solid shield wall. This is
apparent from two characteristics. First, between each shield we see six spears
thrust forward, and each spear is held by two hands, which means the men in the
rear ranks cannot hold a shield. A second feature which points to most soldiers
being shieldless is that in the second panel, discussed below, none of the soldiers
have shields, nor do those in the Standard of Ur (AFC 98-9). Thus, the overall
formation is seven men deep. The front man carries a shield, probably with both
hands for ease of maneuverability and bearing the weight. The rest of the men in
the following six ranks thrust their spears between the shields.

The right half of the first panel is generally ignored, but is important for
understanding the scene. The army of Lagash is trampling the dead on the left
portion of the top panel, while on the right the diminutive and chaotic soldiers of
Umma — some fallen, some tumbling, some standing — flee in terror (AFC 190).

Only the upper left portion of the second panel has survived (AAM §119; AM
§66). On the right Eanatum, in precisely the same dress as on panel one, rides his
war-cart into battle. In his right hand he holds a sickle-sword (or club or mace)
and in his left hand he holds a long lance which he is thrusting out against the
enemy over the heads of his donkeys (see p. 55). Most of the war-cart and the
equids pulling it is missing, but from its size it is clearly a four-wheeled vehicle,
and essentially the same in structure as the war-carts found in the Standard of Ur,
though rendered in more detail (see pp. 49-50); the javelin quiver contains eight
javelins and an axe. Behind Eanatum stands his driver, who is mostly effaced by
damage to the stele; his arm by Eanatum’s hip is holding an axe (or a javelin?).
Behind Eanatum marches the infantry of Lagash. They are dressed in sheepskin
kilts, with some type of sash (leather or colored cloth?) over their left shoulders.
They wear precisely the same helmets as the soldiers in the first panel, and are
armed with spears and narrow-bladed socketed axes, some of which have been
found by archaeologists (RTU §151; AW 1:136-7). They seem to be marching in
fairly ordered ranks.

Several questions of interpretation arise here. First, are the infantry in panel two
the same as those in panel one, but in a different phase of the battle? Or are they an
entirely different tactical unit, performing a different function? One interpretation
suggests that they represent the same troops in different phases of the battle. In

57



WARFARE IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST TO 1600 BC

defensive positions, or when advancing slowly, the Sumerian infantry remained
behind the large body-shields. When attacking, however, they abandoned the
shields, which were too bulky to use at a run, and charged forward without them.
The other interpretation maintains that some of the infantry fought without the
shields, and were assigned to tactically support the war-carts at a run. According to
this interpretation, the heavy infantry fought from behind their shield wall
throughout the entire battle, while different units of light, shieldless infantry sup-
ported the war-carts. Another question derives from the placing of Eanatum rela-
tive to the infantry. In both the first and second panels, Eanatum precedes his army
into battle. Does this represent actual tactical practice, or is it a symbolic repre-
sentation of the king as leader of the army? Most importantly, did the war-carts
generally precede the infantry into battle? In other words, did war-carts charge
against enemy formations supported by infantry, or did the infantry defeat other
infantry while the war-carts supported with javelins, or pursued fleeing enemies.
Unfortunately, the evidence from Early Dynastic Sumer is insufficient to answer
these questions with certainty.

Of the third panel, only a triangular fragment of the center-left survives,
showing the aftermath of the battle (AAM §121). The left shows a burial mound:
the dead of Umma — and perhaps the casualties of Lagash as well — are stacked in a
mound, while workers bring baskets full of dirt to bury them. This is the burial
mound whose “myriad corpses will reach to the base of heaven” (PI 34) as pro-
phesied in Eanatum’s dream. The right side of this fragment shows the rich bounty
from the reconquest of the field of Gu’edena, the result of Eanatum’s victory. In
the far right corner we see the feet of Eanatum, supervising the scene. At his feet a
cow lies bound to a stake, which is probably either to be sacrificed to the gods, or
will be eaten by the troops. The message of this panel is also clear. The result of
war is death to the enemies of the god Ningirsu and his beloved city of Lagash,
and prosperity and bounty for the people of Lagash.

Only the barest sliver of the fourth panel remains, but it provides enough
information to reconstruct some of the scene. In the far left of the panel we see a
hand grasping the end of a long lance in precisely the same way that Eanatum
grasps the end of his lance from his chariot in the second panel. I suggest that the
fourth panel showed another chariot scene parallel to that in the second panel, or
perhaps the king standing and using his lance. The precise length of the lance is
difficult to tell, but by comparing its proportional length to the size of Eanatum in
the surviving figures, the lance would seem to be three to three-and-a-half meters
long. All of this implies that, in addition to using javelins from the war-carts, the
Sumerians also used long lances, which the chariot warrior would thrust over the
backs of the equids against the enemy. On the far right of the fourth panel we see
the tops of four heads, three facing to the right. Only the tops of their heads are
visible, and they are set very close together. They seem to be wearing helmets
similar to those worn by the soldiers of Lagash in the first and second panels. It
may be that they are part of the advancing army of Lagash, but no weapons are
visible above their heads (as they should be by analogy to panel two). Furthermore,
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Eanatum is always shown on the stele preceding his army, never following it. I
suggest they are probably enemy soldiers who have turned to flee from the irre-
sistible onslaught of Eanatum’s chariot.

The fourth figure, who is taller and slightly larger than the others, faces left,
about to be stabbed in the face by Eanatum’s lance. He seems to be raising his hand
to ward off the blow. This figure probably represents the enemy leader, at the
moment of his defeat by Eanatum. A fragment of the inscription by this head reads
“king of Kish” (PI 37). This may simply be a phrase from a longer part of the now
lost inscription, but some have speculated that this refers to the name of the man
who is being attacked by Eanatum — Eanatum himself is likewise identified in a
superscription on the stele (PI 37). In other words, the fourth panel may show
Eanatum’s victory over the king of Kish. This makes some sense in the context of
the inscriptions, since, as Eanatum’s oracular dream prophesies, “Kish itself must
abandon Umma, and, being angry, cannot support it [Umma]” (PI 34), implying
that Kish was an ally of Umma in the war. This scene would thus represent the
aftermath of the original victory over Umma in which the “king of Kish” is like-
wise overthrown, paving the way for Eanatum to take that title of hegemony in
Sumer, as he ultimately does (PI 42).

Ironically the Stele of the Vultures may not be a representation of the actual
battle, but rather of the oracular dream in which Ningirsu ordered Eanatum to go
to war with Umma and promised him victory.

Most of the elements of Eanatum’s dream are depicted in the stele. On the celes-
tial side we see the appearance of the God Ningirsu holding his enemies trapped in
the great battle net. On the other side we see the defeat of the army of Umma and
the huge burial mound reaching to the height of heaven. In the small upper frag-
ment of the lowest panel we see a figure about to be skewered by Eanatum’s lance,
who is possibly identified in the inscription as the “king of Kish” (PI 37), whom
the oracular dream promises “must abandon Umma” and “cannot support
Umma”. The stele thus nicely illustrates how oracular dreams, divine intervention,
and actual combat were all inextricably intertwined in Sumerian warfare.

Other artistic sources

Additional Early Dynastic martial art supplements the more famous Standard of Ur
and Stele of the Vultures. Most of the martial art of the Early Dynastic period
often does not have sufficient chronological context to be attributed to a specific
ruler or dynasty. All of the art exhibits similar styles and themes. These sources are
important to help us avoid interpreting Sumerian martial art based only on the
artistically most famous and most frequently reproduced items — in other words,
generalizing from limited examples. Some very fragmentary figures from Kish
(AFC §48-9) show close parallels with similar scenes from contemporary Mari and
Ebla (see pp. 241-8), which allows us to fill in some conceptual gaps.

In scenes of close-grappling melee combat, either with humans, animals, or
mythic monsters, the preferred melee weapons include the mace (FI §79), short
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thrusting spear (or javelin) held overhand (FI §61, §78, §942), the axe, and the
dagger, held either overhand (FI §83, §758; AAM §46) or underhand (FI §837). In
one scene a warrior has grabbed his enemy by the hair and is thrusting his dagger
into his neck (FI §837). Wrestling and boxing are also depicted as sports (AM §46;
AANE §437; AAM §48). The bow is occasionally shown (FI §758, §933; ME 110;
AFC §99), indicating its use in this period even though absent from the Standard
of Ur and the Stele of the Vultures. Several scenes also show javelins used from
boats for hunting (FI §695—7; FI §934); presumably they would have been used in
river warfare as well (AMM §44).

A number of Early Dynastic maceheads were dedicated as temple offerings,
indicating the continued use of that weapon.> One example has four carved lion-
heads projecting out of the sides of the mace (AAM §38), which may be related to
lion-headed maces which kings said they dedicated to the gods.?* The mace was
possibly considered the premier royal weapon of the Sumerians. From Gudea’s
dynasty at Lagash alone we have twenty-nine surviving votive maceheads (E3/
1:225—6 for catalog list). Based on archaeological evidence alone, we would con-
clude that the stone mace was the major weapon of the Sumerians. However,
these maces may reflect the continuation of traditional ritual use of the mace —
rather like a royal scepter (AM §65) — rather than its use it combat. The priority of
the mace in ritual did not necessarily translate into its priority in combat, where it
seems to have largely been replaced by the axe, as found in the artistic and textual
sources. In the Stele of the Vultures the god Ningirsu still wields a mace, while all
humans on the terrestrial battlefield use axes (AM §66—7; cf. SDA 169). This
emphasizes that caution needs to be used when trying to reconstruct combat
weapon-use from archaeological evidence alone. What gets preserved in the
archaeological evidence is often based not on what weapons were used in combat,
but on what weapons were used in rituals, in temple dedications, or in tombs.

Enanatum I {c. 2425-2405}*

Upon the death of Eanatum he was succeeded by his brother Enanatum I
Urluma, king of Umma, the son of Enakale who had been humiliated in the wars
with Lagash, took the opportunity afforded by the succession to attempt to regain
the disputed land:
Urluma, ruler of Umma, recruited foreigners [as mercenaries]?® and trans-
gressed the boundary channel of [the god] Ningirsu, [saying]: “Antasura is
mine! I shall exploit its produce!” [The god Ningirsu| spoke angrily [through
a prophetic oracle]: “Urluma ... has marched on my very own field. He must
not do violence against Enanatum, my mighty malel” Enanatum beat back
Urluma. (PI 47-8)

Urluma’s rebellion against the hegemony of Lagash was apparently not the only
one, for a later inscription informs us that the gods “granted kingship of Lagash to
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Enanatum, put all foreign lands [Elam, northern Mesopotamia] in his control, and
set the rebellious lands [of Sumer] at his feet” (PI 51). Thus, though the details are
not known, it appears that Enanatum faced a serious rebellion upon his succession;
he claims to have retained control over Sumer, but if so, it was quite tenuous.

Enmetena {c. 2405-2385} (PI 54-68)

Some of Enanatum’s claims may have been propagandistic hyperbole (RH 30-1),
for the war between Umma and Lagash continued. The conflict erupted over the
failure of Umma to pay the grain tribute that had been established by earlier
treaties:

When, because of [Umma’s failure to deliver| that barley, he [Enanatum I
sent envoys to him [Urluma], having them say to him, “You must deliver my
barley!” Urluma spoke haughtily with him: “[The| Antasura [agricultural
zone] is mine, it is my territory!” he said. He levied the Ummaites and for-
eign [mercenaries| were dispatched there. At the [battle of the] Ugiga-field,
the beloved field of [the god] Ningirsu, Ningirsu destroyed the Ummaite
army. (PI 77)

More details are provided in the inscription of Enmetena, son and successor to
Enanatum I:

Enanatum, [father of Enmetena and] ruler of Lagash, fought with him
[Urluma of Umma] in the Ugiga-field, the field of Ningirsu. Enmetena,
beloved son of Enanatum, [commanding the army of Lagash]|, defeated him
[Urluma]. He [Urluma] had abandoned sixty teams of asses on the bank of the
Lumagirnunta-canal, and left the bones of their personnel strewn over the
plain. He [Enmetena] made burial mounds in five places there for them. (PI

55, 77)

This inscription has a number of interesting features. It states that Enanatum
fought with Urluma, but does not mention a victory. Rather, his son Enmetena is
said to have defeated Urluma. This can be understood in one of two ways. Either
Enanatum fought Urluma and was defeated, after which Enmetena took revenge,
or that Enanatum declared the war but was too old to fight, and the actual battle
was fought by his son Enmetena (RH 29-30). Whatever the actual events, this
incident reminds us of an important characteristic of ancient Near Eastern
inscriptions. A king never writes an inscription or raises a monument in which he
admits defeat.?” Since, due to the vagaries of archaeological preservation and dis-
covery, we lack inscriptions from Umma’s side of this war, the conflict appears at
first glance to be nothing more than an endless succession of brilliant victories by
Lagash orchestrated by the god Ningirsu. The reality was obviously quite difterent,
hinted at by the fact that Enanatum is said to have fought Urluma, but not to have
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defeated him. The other interesting item in this inscription is the mention of the cap-
ture of “sixty teams of asses’”’, meaning, presumably, sixty teams for war-carts. The
implications of this for Sumerian war-cart warfare are discussed in Chapter Five.

In the aftermath of the battle, Urluma escaped. The army of Lagash followed
the fleeing king to the walls of Umma, where Enmetena “sent [envoys to Umma,
saying]: ‘Be it known that [Umma] will be completely destroyed! Surrender!” ” (PI
85). Urluma apparently refused to surrender and was overthrown and killed in a
coup. He was replaced by 1Il, a priest of the temple at Zabala, who usurped the
throne. Umma apparently made peace thereafter, but the underlying conflict over
the disputed agricultural and water rights continued, with Enmetena prevailing (PI
55). Most of Enmetena’s other inscriptions deal with temple building or other
ritual activities. He does mention that he “built a fortress along the Sala-[canal] in
the Gu’edena [agricultural zone], and named it ‘Building-that-Surveys-the-Plain’
for him. He built a wall for the Girsu ferry terminal” (PI 67). These were watch-
towers and provincial fortifications designed to observe and protect against troops
or raiders from Umma.

Enmetena’s control over other parts of Sumer was likewise weakened. A
building report mentions that

He [Enmetena] cancelled [labor and tribute?] obligations for the citizens of
Uruk, Larsa and Patibira. He restored [the first] to [the goddess] Inana’s con-
trol at Uruk, he restored [the second] to [the god] Utu’s control at Larsa, and
he restored [the third] to [the god] Lugalemush’s control at the Emush [temple
in Patibira]. (RH 31)

The obvious import of this inscription is that there were certain obligations of
labor or resources that these city-states had been required to make, but that
Enmetena “restored” them to the city-states. The implication here is that his
hegemony over these city-states was lost, at least to some degree. This is confirmed
by another text which states that “Enmetena ruler of Lagash and Lugalkiginedudu,
ruler of Uruk, established brotherhood” (RH 31). “Brotherhood” here implies
peaceful relations, but more specifically, independent equal kings called themselves
“brothers”. Whereas his uncle Eanatum had “defeated Uruk” (PI 41-2) and
established hegemony over the city, Uruk is now regarded as a fully independent
equal of Lagash, whose obligations of labor and tribute were “restored”. This may
hint at the initial military victory by Uruk which laid the foundation for the rise of
that city to predominance under subsequent rulers (see pp. 63—6). Thus, under
Enmetena, the hegemony of Lagash which had been established by Eanatum was
beginning to be undermined.

En-entarzi {c. 2367-2350}

Unfortunately we know almost nothing of the military history of Lagash during
the next forty years {c. 2385-2343}.2® The vague indications we have point to the
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decreasing military might of Lagash. There is a brief account that during the reign
of En-entarzi {c. 2373-2360} 600 Elamites raided the land of Lagash, but they
were intercepted and captured by local troops.

Luenna, the sanga [temple administrator], fought with 600 Elamites who were
carrying off booty from Lagash to Elam. He defeated the Elamites and [took]
560 Elamites [prisoner].. .. They are in Eninmar. He [Luenna] recovered five

vessels of pure silver, twenty [...] five royal garments, and fifteen hides.
(KS 331)

Such raids and counter-raids were probably not uncommon in Early Dynastic
Sumer, but records of such events have rarely survived. The fact that this raid was
dealt with by the local commander probably points to a military system in Lagash
that was still relatively strong. On the other hand, the fact that the raid occurred at
all, and that there is no record of a retaliatory attack by Lagash against Elam,
probably points to the declining prestige and overall military strength of Lagash
during these decades.

Urw’inimgina (Urukagina) {c. 2343-2335}>°

The growing weakness of Lagash is emphasized by the fact that its last king of this
period, Uru’inimgina, was a usurper: “Ningirsu . .. granted the kingship of Lagash
to Uru’inimgina, selecting him from among the myriad people; [Uru’inimginal
replaced the customs of former times” (PI 71); this implies that there was a period
of social anarchy at the time (PI 74-5). The disorders and weakness of Lagash
increased the threat of outside intervention, causing Uru’inimgina to “[re]build
the wall of [the city of] Girsu” (PI 70). But this was a case of too little too late. The
year names>” on several tablets mention sieges of Lagash by “the leader of Uruk”
in the fourth {2340} and sixth years {2338} of Uru’inimgina (RH 34), for a new
great warlord had arisen who in one terrible day would erase the century-and-a-
half of domination of Lagash over Umma.

The Second and Third Dynasties of Uruk {2410-2316}

The power vacuum created by the declining military strength of Lagash in the
twenty-fourth century was filled by Uruk, ruled by the epic hero Gilgamesh three
hundred years earlier. Lugalkiginedudu (Lugalkinishedudu) {c. 2410-2390} seems
to have initiated the revival of fortunes for Uruk by becoming king of both Uruk
and nearby Ur. It is not clear if he took Ur by force, but the impression from the
text points to some type of diplomatic union of the states (PI 101-3): “[The god]
An, king of all lands, and [goddess] Inana, queen of [the temple| Eana, Lugalk-
iginedudu, king of Kish — when Inana combined lordship with kingship for
Lugalkiginedudu, he exercised lordship in Uruk and kingship in Ur” (PI 102). In
this text he also claims the title “king of Kish”, which the kings of Lagash had
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ceased using. If not pure hyperbole, this probably implies some type of hegemony
in Sumer for Uruk.

We have no military records for the next two kings of Uruk, Lugalkisalsi
{c. 2390-2375} (PI 103—4) and Urzage {c. 2375-2360} (PI 104). However, they
retained the dual monarchy of Uruk and Ur (PI 103), and Urzage, at least, con-
tinued his claim to be “king of Kish” (PI 104), pointing to ongoing predominance
of Uruk during the early twenty-fourth century. The fourth king of Uruk,
Enshakushana {c. 23602340} (PI 104—6) spread Uruk hegemony into northern
Sumer with a campaign against Kish and Anshak.

For [the god] Enlil, [divine] king of all lands, Enshakushana, lord of Sumer
and king of the nation [of the Sumerians] — when the gods commanded him,
he sacked Kish and captured Enbi’ishtar, king of Kish. [He defeated] the lea-
der of Akshak and the leader of Kish, having sacked their cities [...] [He]
dedicated the statues [of the gods of Akshak and Kish], their precious
metals and lapis lazuli, their timber and treasure to [the god] Enlil at Nippur.
(PI 105)

According to this inscription, Enshakushana conquered Kish and Akshak (near
Baghdad) in northern Sumer; his offerings at the temple of Nippur implied some
type of alliance or suzerainty over that city as well. Taken as a whole, control of
Ur, Uruk, Nippur, Kish, and Akshak gave Enshakushana power over western,
central and northern Sumer. This left only Lagash in the south-east still outside of
the domination of Uruk. Lagash became the target of the last and greatest of the
warlords of Uruk, Lugalzagesi.

Lugalzagesi (Lugalzaggissi) {2340-2316}>"

Lugalzagesi was the son of king U’u of Umma, and great-grandson of I, who had
usurped the throne from Urluma after his disastrous defeat at the battle of the
Ugiga-field (see p. 62). Before becoming king of Umma, Lugalzagesi had been an
important priest of Nisaba, patron goddess of Umma (PI 94). His relationship to
the city of Uruk is somewhat mysterious; he claims he was “brought up by Nin-
girim the mistress of Uruk” (PI 94), perhaps implying an intimate relationship
with the city from his youth. It is probable that he became king of Uruk through
marriage or some type of peaceful acquisition, rather than by war (RH 34). In his
major royal inscription he lists “king of Uruk” (PI 94) as his first title, and he is
called king of Uruk, not Umma, in the Sumerian King-list (KS 330). This would
imply that the sieges by the “king of Uruk” against Lagash and Girsu mentioned in
several year names were undertaken by Lugalzagesi himself, and are the same
events as the sieges described in the Uru’inimgina inscription. By combining the
city-state of Ur with the kingdom of Uruk, which had conquered most of Sumer
under the previous kings, Lugalzagesi was master of all Sumer except the old dual
city-state of Lagash-Girsu, to which he turned his attention.
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The initial attacks by Lugalzagesi against Lagash were unsuccessful. A frag-
mentary inscription describes these initial campaigns. “He [Lugalzagesi| besieged
Girsu [the second major city of the kingdom of Lagash]. Uru’inimgina battled him
and [drove him off] at [Girsu’s] wall. [...] He [Lugalzagesi| returned to his city
[Umma], but came a second time [to attack Girsu]|” (PI 78). The year names also
mention at least three failed sieges against Lagash by the “king of Uruk”, pre-
sumably Lugalzagesi (RH 34).

Although the details are not known, around 2335 Lugalzagesi inflicted a
crushing defeat against Lagash, in which he sacked and destroyed the city. We have
a poetic lament by a priest of Lagash who witnessed the final destruction of

his city.

[Lugalzagesi] the leader of Umma set fire to the Ekibira [temple]. He set fire
to the Antasura [temple] and bundled off its precious metals and lapis-lazuli.
He plundered the palace of Tirash, he plundered the Abzubanda [temple], he
plundered the chapels of [the gods] Enlil and Utu. He plundered the Ahush
[temple] and carried off its precious metals and lapis-lazuli. (PT 78-9)

The account goes on in this vein, describing the desecration and plundering of
another dozen shrines. The priest-scribe making this account was in a sense
creating a judicial record of the crimes and sacrilege of Lugalzagesi, and ends his
account with a prayer and curse:

The leader of Umma [Lugalzagesi|, having sacked Lagash, has committed a sin
against Ningirsu. The hand which he [Lugalzagesi] has raised against him
[Ningirsu] will be cut off! It is not [because of] a sin of Uru’inimgina, king of
Girsu [that Lagash was sacked]! May Nisaba, the god of Lugalzagesi, ruler of
Umma, make him [Lugalzagesi] bear the sin [for plundering the temples of
the gods]! [PI 79]

In a sense this bitter prayer was answered, for Lugalzagesi would eventually himself
be defeated and overthrown by Sargon of Akkad; if the scribe who wrote this
curse lived to see that day he undoubtedly rejoiced and praised his gods.

But the day of retribution was not to come for another twenty years, which
were filled with triumph upon triumph for Lugalzagesi. Using the plunder and
slaves from the sack of Lagash, Lugalzagesi was able to muster an even stronger
army for a series of campaigns over the next two decades. If he was not already
king of Uruk in 2335, he became such within the next few years and seems to
have moved his capital there, using “king of Uruk” as his principle title.

Having thus conquered the last independent city-state of Sumer, Lugalzagesi
claimed the title of high king of Kish.

When [the high god] Enlil, [divine] king of all the lands, gave to Lugalzagesi
the kingship of the nation [of Sumer], [Enlil] directed all the eyes [of the other
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rulers of the] land [of Sumer| toward him [Lugalzagesi, in obedience], put all
the lands at his feet [in submission|, from east to west made them subject to
him. (PI 94)

Here we see that, in typical Sumerian fashion, it is the gods who decided to grant
Lugalzagesi supreme kingship in Sumer. Later in the inscription Lugalzagesi lists
the Sumerian cities that “rejoice” under his kingship. It presumably lists his con-
quests or vassal states, and includes Uruk, Ur, Larsa, Umma, Zabala, Kidingir, and
Nippur (PI 94). Lagash and Girsu, though conquered by Lugalzagesi, are notably
absent from the list — perhaps there was little rejoicing in those devastated cities.

With Sumer fully secure, Lugalzagesi turned his attention to the Semitic-
speaking lands to the north, campaigning along both the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers:

Then, from the Lower Sea [Persian Gulf], along the Tigris and Euphrates to
the Upper [Mediterranean] Sea, he [the god Enlil] put their routes in good
order for [Lugalzagesi’s armies to march, and for communication and trade].
From east to west Enlil permitted him no rival; under him the lands rested
contentedly, the people made merry, and the suzerains of [the various vassal
city-states of] Sumer, and the rulers of other lands [along the Tigris and
Euphrates| conceded sovereignty to him [Lugalzagesi] at Uruk. (PI 94)

Some scholars doubt the historicity of Lugalzagesi’s conquests outside of Sumer,
attributing the inscription to royal hyperbole. It is true that there is little con-
firming evidence for his conquests, although the city of Mari was sacked twice
during this period, which could be attributed to campaigns by Lugalzagesi and
later by Sargon (CAH 1/2:331). On the other hand, there is nothing inherently
improbable about Lugalzagesi being able to campaign up the Tigris and Euphrates.
After all, Sargon and his successors would do the same a few decades later. Meso-
potamian armies of this time had the capacity to campaign over distances of several
hundred miles. The lack of confirming evidence is probably due to the fact that
Lugalzagesi was overthrown by Sargon shortly after his Tigris and Euphrates
campaigns, leaving him no time to consolidate these fresh conquests. In a sense
Lugalzagesi’s campaigns of the unification of Sumer paved the way for the rise of
Sargon. By undermining the independent military strength of each individual
Sumerian city-state, Lugalzagesi made it possible for Sargon to take all of Sumer by
one great military victory — the defeat of Lugalzagesi himself, as will be chronicled
in the next chapter.

The sickle-sword>>

Yadin, followed by many subsequent scholars, believed that the so-called “sickle-
sword” originated in Mesopotamia in the twenty-fourth century. I see several
phases of development of this weapon, with the classic sickle-sword emerging only
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in the Middle Bronze Age. The earliest evidence we have of a possible sickle-
sword-style weapon comes from Early Dynastic Mesopotamia {2900-2300} (MW
1:143). An Early Dynastic fragment of sculpture from Telloh shows a man with a
sickle-like weapon on his shoulder (AM §44a; AW 1:136; see Figure 2a). This
weapon was also known in Early Dynastic Syria, where a cylinder seal depicts a
man slaying a lion and a bull with a javelin wielded overhand in his right hand and
a sickle-shaped weapon in his left hand (FI §78). There are two questions about
these weapons: are they made from copper/bronze or wood? Do they have a
cutting edge or were they used as clubs? There is insufficient evidence give us a
certain answer. As discussed below, I suspect that these Early Dynastic weapons
represent fighting clubs, essentially the same as the similar weapons found in Egypt
(AW 1:158-9, 166—7; see p. 426).

The next example of a possible Early Dynastic sickle-sword comes from the
famous “Stele of Vultures” of king Eanatum of Lagash {c. 2440 (see Figure 1)}.%3
Here, however, the ambiguities are only increased. King Eanatum is shown in two
different scenes holding the same curved sickle-like object. In the top scene the
upper portion of the object is missing, while in the bottom scene the upper por-
tion is partially defaced. The main oddity of this weapon is that it is clearly shown
as being composed of (at least) three separate parallel pieces. A first glance this
feature might seem to be ribbing on the metal, as is found in some depictions of
daggers. But the object seems to be bound together in at least two places with thin
ropes. Since copper/bronze objects were invariably cast as a single piece, it seems
unlikely that the artist was trying to depict a metal sickle-sword, or at least not of
the classical type found in the Middle Bronze period. None of the other soldiers in
this scene are carrying this type of object. While it is possible that this object was a
sickle-sword, there is clearly ambiguity here. It may, in fact, be a scepter rather
than a weapon; an image of an enthroned deity from the Early Dynastic period
shows the god holding both a mace and a curved club-like object in his left hand,
which broadly resemble the proposed early sickle swords (AM §65; cf. FI 821).
Another possibility is that Eanatum’s weapon is actually a whip used to goad the
equids in the chariot, such as is clearly depicted in several chariot scenes;>* the
most clear comparison is to an Old Babylonian scene (WV §31).

The case against Eanatum’s weapon being a sickle-sword is bolstered by the fact
that the type of object held by Eanatum disappears during the subsequent Akkadian
and Ur III periods {2300-2000}. If this object is the ancestor of the classic Middle
Bronze sickle-sword, why does it disappear during the Akkadian period? Instead,
the Akkadian sickle-sword-like weapon is clearly a type of axe. The haft and the
blade of the Akkadian weapon would be about 60-75 cm long, judging by its
proportion to the body — when the tip is resting on the ground the edge of the
handle reaches to about the lower hip (FI §540, §781; see Figure 2c—e). The haft is
completely straight until the last foot or so, which has a slight curve to it. A broad
rectangular axe blade is fastened to the upper curved part of the haft; the wooden
haft sometimes extends beyond the upper edge of the axe blade (FI §567, §781).
The rectangular axe-blade seems to be epsilon-shaped (FI §781; see Figure 2b—c).
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Figure 2 Early and Middle Bronze Age weapons (drawings by Michael Lyon)

(a) Warrior with throwing or fighting stick, similar in form to later “sickle
swords” {c. 3000} (Relief from Telloh; Louvre AO 2350); see AM §44a.

(b) Akkadian stele of warrior carrying a sheathed dagger on a belt in his right
hand; an Akkadian war-axe showing the shape of the head and rivets is
sheathed in his belt, partially obscured by a sash {23C}; (Iraq Museum 59205)
see AM §119.

(c) Uruk: Neo-Sumerian god with war-axe in age of Shulgi {21C} (British
Museum, 116719); see FI §781.

(d) Mari: The goddess Ishtar holding a curved axe in her left hand; colored mural
from the Palace of Zimri-Lim, “The Investiture of the king by Ishtar” {18C}
(Louvre); see SDA §346.

(e) Cylinder seal from Mari showing a god carrying a classic “sickle-sword”
standing on a prostrate enemy {18C} (Louvre AO 21988); see FI §191.

(f) Classic “sickle-sword” from Abydos, Egypt {19C} (Museum of the Oriental
Institute, Chicago); see AW 1:172b.



(g) Narrow-bladed “chisel” axe from Ras Shamra, Syria (Louvre); see MW
2:276, §418.

(h) Middle Kingdom Egyptian semi-circular axe; see EWW §23c.

(i) Middle Kingdom Egyptian broad-bladed axe (British Musuem); see AW
1:154.

() Middle Bronze Age broad-bladed dagger from Tel Rehov, Israel; see MW
2:434, §628.

(k) Broad spearhead from Serrin, Syria (Oxford, Ashmolean Museum); see MW
2:315, §47.

(1) Spiked javelin head from Khirbet el-Krimil, Israel (Jerusalem, Hebrew Union
College); see MW 2:336, §156.
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In a badly damaged reliet of Sargon in a victory procession, he is followed by
several attendants carrying what seem to be this type of “sickle-axe”.>> The clearest
example of this weapon comes from a fragment of an Akkadian relief from Nasriyeh
showing courtiers bringing tribute. In the upper-right-hand portion of this relief a
soldier escorting prisoners is carrying a clearly depicted version of this axe (ME 108).
In the lower-left section another man holds a sheathed bronze dagger in one hand,
and a vase in the other. Inside his belt is a rectangular sickle-axe, about 75 cm long
in proportion to his body (AAM 137; see Figure 2b). The sickle-axe is partially
obscured by a sash, but enough of the top remains to show that the upper portion
of the haft is partially curved and the haft extends beyond the top of the blade, just
as in the other examples. Another clear example can be found in the twentieth-
century relief of Anubanini in Iran (ME 20; PAE 319). The axehead is riveted to
the metal bands which encircle the haft. T will call this weapon the “rectangular
sickle-axe”. I believe what occurred is that during the Akkadian period a rectan-
gular axe blade was bolted to the curved scepter-club of the Early Dynastic period,
representing the first step in the evolution towards the classic sickle-sword.

At around 2000 the form of the Akkadian-style rectangular sickle-axe splits into
two different forms of the weapon: the Babylonian curved sickle-axe, and the
classic sickle-sword. The Babylonian version probably originated as a shift in the
form of the axe blade from the original Akkadian rectangular blade to a semi-circular
curved version of the sickle-axe found on Neo-Sumerian and early Old Babylo-
nian cylinder seals (AW 1:150; AAM §138; FI §167, §772). The difference is
subtle, but noticeable, and is transitional to the Babylonian curved sickle-axe. The
Babylonian-style “curved sickle-axe” is held in precisely the same way in precisely
the same ritual contexts as the Akkadian “rectangular sickle-axe”. In some of the
depictions it is possible to see that the blade of the curved sickle-axe is quite clearly
a separate object from the wooden haft — they are not a single piece of cast bronze
(SDA §383, 384; FI §538). The best examples of this come from the remarkable
murals at the palace of Zimri-Lim in Mari {c. 1765 (Figure 2d)}. Here the war-
goddess Ishtar holds a sickle-axe in her hand; the painting shows the curved
wooden haft in one color, to which is attached a different colored crescent-shaped
axe blade, on the top of the haft (SDA 279; AW 1:172). Overall the weapon has
the distinctive curve of the Old Babylonian sickle-axe. Another mural from the
palace shows the war-goddess with three hafted weapons in a quiver on her back —
a mace, an axe, and a curved sickle-axe, again with distinctive colors for the haft
and blade (SDA 282-3).3¢

The other line of development from the Akkadian rectangular sickle-axe leads
to the classic Middle Bronze sickle-sword, found in both art and archaeology.>” A
very clear cylinder seal from Mari {1765} shows the new-style sickle-sword with
precisely the features of the surviving archaeological examples of the classic sickle-
sword, but depicted in the same ritual context of the earlier Akkadian sickle-axe
(FI §191; Figure 2¢). Ritually speaking, in depictions of royal and divine icono-
graphy, the weapon was the same, even though the actual form of the weapon had
gone through several transformations. In the classic sickle-sword the blade is
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actually rectangular (like the Akkadian sickle-axe). Essentially someone seems to
have taken the Akkadian rectangular sickle-axe, and cast the entire thing in bronze,
haft and blade, while retaining the original axe-like form. As with the Akkadian
rectangular sickle-axe and the Babylonian curved sickle-axe, the sharp blade of the
weapon occupies only the upper third, betraying its origin from the axehead.

From surviving archaeological examples we can see that the classic sickle-sword
kept the distinctive quasi-rectangular form of the blade which was modeled after the
Akkadian rectangular sickle-axe. Thus the Akkadian sickle-axe diverged into two
different forms in the Middle Bronze Age: the curved sickle-axe, and the classic
sickle-sword. The curved sickle-axe continued the original curvature of the haft,
but kept the wooden haft and metal blade of the original. It seems likely that the
sickle-“sword” is actually a version of the axe, where the original wooden haft and metal
blade are combined together and cast in a single piece. This would have served to
decrease breakage both of the haft and of the joint between haft and blade. The
weapon also invariably appears only in royal and ritual contexts in both artistic and
archaeological evidence. It is quite probably an elite or royal weapon (MW 1:170-1).

During the Middle Bronze Age the new sickle-sword spread rapidly through-
out the Near East, appearing in Elam, Syria, Canaan, and eventually Egypt.>®
Egypt seems to have been the last region to acquire the weapon. It doesn’t appear
in Middle Kingdom Egyptian art, making it likely that the weapon was initially
acquired by Egyptians through trade or plunder from Canaan. There is mention of
thirty-three “scimitars” — literally “reaping implements” (ECI 79 n49) — taken as
plunder in Syria during the reign of Amenemhet II {1929-1895}. Presumably
these are versions of the sickle-swords found in the royal tombs of Byblos in Syria
and Shechem in Canaan during this period. The weapon does not seem to have
been manufactured in Egypt until the New Kingdom, when it frequently appears
in a modified form as the Egypt khopesh (lips), or scimitar, where the haft of the
weapon is reduced to about one third and the blade extended to two thirds (AW
1:206—7; FP 51).

Warfare in Early Dynastic Elam {2900-2334}°°

Although ethnically distinct and speaking their own language, the Elamites had in
many ways been integrated economically and culturally with Sumer during the
Uruk expansion of the late fourth millennium. These bonds remained strong
throughout the Early Dynastic period, during which we also have our first records
of warfare between Elam and Sumer. In the Susa III phase of Elamite history
{3100-2700}, the early cultural predominance of Uruk expansion-style material
culture is replaced by pottery and art styles derived from the eastern highlands of
Fars and Luristan. Some speculate that this might be associated with the movement
of nomadic highlanders into Elam, perhaps associated with “Awan”, a name in
Sumerian records for northern Elam (PAE 88-9, 97-8).

An Elamite kingdom, with its capital at Susa and encompassing south-western
Iran, flourished during the Early Dynastic or Proto-Elamite period (PAE 71-84;
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EA 5:106-10). The precise boundaries and nature of this state are uncertain.
Cultural influence from Elam, including pottery styles and proto-Elamite tablets,
are found throughout much of south-western and central Iran, indicating wide-
spread cultural influence and merchant activity. In some ways, the Elamites
became the suppliers for overland trade to Sumer for lapis lazuli, tin, and other
Iranian products. How much political or military influence Elam might have
exerted in other parts of Iran is unknown.

Militarily, all we know of Elam during the Early Dynastic period derives from
incidental references in Sumerian texts. The Sumerian King-list states that “Ur
was defeated in battle and its kingship carried off to Awan” (KS 329) — either a
city-state in Elam or an alternate Sumerian name for the region as a whole. Its
location in the King-list would place the event in late Early Dynastic II, perhaps
around 2550. Assuming there is some historicity to this claim, it would imply a
major Elamite invasion of Sumer — perhaps Awan highlanders — which may have
resulted in the vassalage of one or more Sumerian city-states to the Elamites (PAE
88). Shortly thereafter, perhaps 2525, Enna’il, King of Kish, claims to have “van-
quished Elam”, probably ending this vassalage (PI 21).

The major recorded wars of earliest Elamite history are with Eanatum of
Lagash, who mentions campaigns in Elam a number of times in his inscriptions (PI
37, 41—44; PAE 89). Lagash, on the south-east edge of the Mesopotamian flood-
plain, was the closest Sumerian city-state to Elam, and had the most frequent
economic relations with it (PAE 91). Eanatum claims to have defeated Elam, “the
mountainous land of timber and treasure” (PI 37), and “made burial mounds” in it
(PI 41). The details are elusive, but economic texts from Lagash in subsequent
decades show extensive trade in grain, spices, wood, and silver (PAE 91). It is
possible that Lagash exercised some type of suzerainty over Elam during the late
twenty-fifth century. Arrowheads, daggers, and a four-wheeled chariot were dis-
covered in excavations at Susa dating to roughly this time (PAE 95), indicating the
movement of Sumerian war-cart technology into the region by the twenty-fifth
century. With the decline of Lagash military power beginning around 2400, the
Elamites became independent again, and took to raiding their former suzerains. A
text from about 2360 describes a raid by 600 Elamites into Lagash (KS 331). It was
undoubtedly only one of many. Thereafter we have no military information on
Elam until the invasion of Sargon of Akkad and his successors in the late twenty-
fourth century.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Akkadian empire {2334-2190}

With the rise of the Akkadian empire we see a number of new characteristics
appearing in Mesopotamian military history.! First, there is a fundamental shift in
military power away from the ethnic Sumerians to Semitic-speaking peoples of
central and northern Mesopotamia. Second, although a few kings of the Early
Dynastic period campaigned outside of the confines of Sumer itself, for the most
part the military history of the Early Dynastic period focused on struggles among rival
Sumerian city-states. With the rise of Akkad, Mesopotamia, Syria, and Elam are
all integrated into one diplomatic and political system. Third, the Akkadian warlords
introduced new policies of destroying the walls of conquered cities to eliminate
their capacity to rebel, and of installing Akkadian governors in conquered cities
rather than keeping the indigenous kings as vassals (R2:11-12), who presumably were
supported by Akkadian garrisons. Thus, rather than trying to establish himself as
hegemon over rival vassal kings who had been defeated, Sargon deposed those
kings and took direct rule over an empire administered by appointed governors.

The origins of the Akkadian empire are obscured by lack of sources, and by
many late legendary accounts. The site of Sargon’s capital at Akkad is unknown,
although there is a general consensus that it was probably located in the region of
modern Baghdad at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates (EA 1:41—4). The
eventual discovery of this site may produce additional information about the
Akkadian Empire from tablets and monuments. Before the rise of Sargon, Akkad
had never played an important political or military role in Mesopotamia.

Sargon (Sharrukin) {2334-2279}>

Interpreting the military career of Sargon is complicated both because most of his
inscriptions lack chronological data, and because of the large number of legends
which grew up about him, making it sometimes difficult to distinguish between
history and legend. In this section I will mainly use contemporary sources written
during the lifetime of Sargon or his immediate successors.

If the later legends are to be believed, Sargon was a usurper of the throne. He
began his career as the dependent ruler of Akkad under the hegemony of his
overlord Ur-Zababa, king of Kish, whom legend claims he served as cup-bearer
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(KS 330). He may have been installed as governor of Akkad by Ur-Zababa. In his
early reign® he rebelled against Ur-Zababa, perhaps after the latter had been wea-
kened and his authority undermined in wars with Lugalzagesi of Uruk. Sargon
successfully secured his independence, defeating several subsequent rulers of Kish
during his early reign, and finally conquering the city of Kish itself. This early phase
of his career, centering on the struggle with Kish for independence and pre-
dominance in central Mesopotamia, apparently lasted from 2334 to around 2320.

With his position in Akkad and central Mesopotamia finally secure, Sargon
faced an even greater challenge. While Sargon was struggling with Kish, Lugalza-
gesi of Uruk had risen to prominence in Sumer and even campaigned up the
Euphrates and Tigris (see pp. 64-6). It seems likely that, during some part of
Sargon’s early reign, he was in some sense a vassal of Lugalzagesi — though the royal
inscriptions of Sargon would of course never admit such a thing. Sargon’s conquest
of Kish was probably viewed by Lugalzagesi as an upstart vassal taking too much
power. War broke out (R2:9-22, 31), and at the battle of Uruk {c. 2316}, Sargon
defeated the army of Uruk, including “fifty governors” or vassal rulers of Lugal-
zagesi; one suspects that some of Lugalzagesi’s vassals may have deserted him at a
key moment in the battle, hoping his defeat would allow them independence, not
realizing, of course, that Sargon was ultimately a greater threat to their indepen-
dence than Lugalzagesi. Sargon claims to have personally captured the aging king
Lugalzagesi (R2:16, 21), and to have led him captive in triumph to the Gate of
Enlil at Akkad.

Sargon, king of Akkad, steward of the goddess Ishtar, king of the world,
anointed priest of the god Anum, lord of the land, governor [on earth] for the
god Enlil, was victorious over Uruk in battle, conquered fifty governors [of
Lugalzagesi] with the [divine] mace of the god Ilaba, as well as the city of
Uruk, and destroyed [Uruk’s| walls. Further, he captured Lugalzagesi, king of
Uruk, in battle [and] led him off to the gate of the god Enlil in a neck stock.
(R2:13)*

Sargon forced his royal captive to watch the erection of a victory stele (R2:15);
Lugalzagesi’s ultimate fate is uncertain, but presumably he was executed, as was the
Akkadian custom with captured kings: Naram-Sin “captured three kings and
brought [them] before the god Enlil”, after which they were apparently executed.
Other captured kings were marched through cities in triumph, after which they
were executed “before the gods” in their temples (R2:112, 138, 222).

Following his victory over Uruk, Sargon faced a new challenge. The Sumerian
vassal rulers had asserted their independence after the fall of their overlord Lugal-
zagesi to Sargon, requiring him to undertake at least four additional campaigns in
Sumer to secure Lugalzagesi’s entire former domain (R2:10-15).

Sargon, king of Akkad, was victorious over Ur in battle, conquered the city
and destroyed its walls. He conquered Eninmar, destroyed its walls, and
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conquered its districts and Lagash as far as the sea [Persian Gulf]. He washed
his weapons in the sea. He was victorious over Umma in battle, conquered
the city, and destroyed its walls. (R2:14)

The important after-battle ritual washing of weapons was designed to cleanse them
of blood and purify them (HTO 243). When inscriptions describe Sargon’s
weapons being washed “in the Upper and Lower Seas” (the Mediterranean and
Persian Gulf) (R2:11, 32, 97), it was meant to indicate that Sargon had reached the
end of the world, and could therefore ritually cleanse his weapons, since there was
nothing left to conquer (R2:11, 14, 17).

The destruction of the walls of conquered cities, while not unknown before,
became a standard policy under Sargon. Presumably the city walls were not
entirely destroyed, but were left with major breaches or without gates, rendering
them indefensible and thereby making rebellion a very dubious proposition. The
fact that so many cities in the Akkadian empire repeatedly rebelled despite their
ruined city walls is an indicator of the great hatred the conquered people had for
their Akkadian overlords. A related policy undertaken by Sargon was to install loyal
Akkadians as governors of conquered cities rather than allowing conquered kings
to remain as vassal rulers: “from the Lower Sea to the Upper Sea citizens of Akkad
held the governorship [of conquered cities]” (R2:14). Sargon is also sometime
credited with creating the world’s first standing army, based on one of his inscrip-
tions where he claims “5400 men daily eat in the presence of Sargon” (R2:29).
This passage probably has reference to Sargon’s palace establishment rather than an
actual standing army, and references to ration distribution to ministers, scribes,
priests, courtiers, and perhaps even servants at the palace of Akkad. It is quite
likely that a portion of those 5400 men were in fact the Royal Bodyguard who
formed a permanent standing army.

The exact chronological order of his subsequent conquests is uncertain, though
we can identify four regions where Sargon campaigned: Elam, Subartu (northern
Tigris), Syria, and perhaps south-central Anatolia. With Sumer secure, Sargon
turned towards a traditional enemy of Mesopotamia, Elam, in south-western Iran.>
His inscriptions describe thirteen cities or regions which he defeated and plun-
dered, along with capturing a number of governors and generals, including both
“Khishibrasini, king of Elam” and his son Lukh’ish’an. A victory stele erected at
Susa shows Sargon, with thick beard and long hair tied in a braided bun at his
neck, leading prisoners and booty in triumph after his capture of the city.® Elam
was apparently not permanently subdued, however, for Sargon’s son Rimish was
compelled to campaign there again (see pp. 78—80).

Sargon also campaigned into northern Mesopotamia (C1/2:430-2). A vague
tradition records his victories in Subartu (northern Tigris), where he “defeated
them, cast [their dead bodies| in heaps [of burial mounds|, and overthrew their
widespread host” (C1/2:430). Nineveh and Ashur, the homeland of the Assyrians,
were clearly ruled by Sargon’s successors, and presumably were conquered at this
time. The practice of piling the corpses of dead enemies and burying them on the
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battlefield is noted in the inscriptions, which seems to have served both as a reli-
gious ritual, and as a victory monument reminding would-be rebels of the price of
defeat (R2:53, 56, 129, 144). For example, “when [Shulgi] destroyed the land of
Kimash and Hurtum, he dug a ditch and heaped up a pile of corpses” (R3/2:141;
E4:387).

Sargon’s campaigns up the Euphrates are more clearly documented in his own
inscriptions (R2:12, 15, 28-31). Sargon began his campaign by seeking author-
ization from the gods for his proposed conquest of Syria. At the city of Tuttul in
the middle Euphrates . ..

Sargon, the king, bowed down to the god Dagan in [his temple in the city of]
Tuttul [seeking oracular confirmation for his plan to conquer Syria]. He [the
god Dagan, through an oracular pronouncement| gave to him [Sargon]| the
Upper Land [Syria], [including the cities of] Mari, Yarmuti, and Elba as far as
the Cedar Forest [of Lebanon] and the Silver [Taurus] Mountains. (R2:28-9)

Archaeological evidence shows destructions of Mari and Ebla at this period,
probably by the invasion of either Sargon or his grandson Naram-Sin (AS 277-9).

There are also later legendary sources which claim that Sargon invaded south-
central Anatolia and attacked Purushkhanda, in defense of Mesopotamian mer-
chants who were being abused by local rulers. There is no confirmation of this
campaign in contemporary Akkadian sources, but it is not inherently implausible,
since Anatolia was an important source of silver for Mesopotamia, and would
therefore have been an attractive source of plunder for Sargon (C1/2:426-9).

Opverall, Sargon was clearly the greatest Mesopotamian conqueror before the
Assyrian period some 1500 years later. In military terms his achievements are
remarkable:

Sargon, king of the world, was victorious in thirty-four battles. He destroyed
the [city] walls [of his enemies| as far as the shore of [both] the seas. He
moored the ships of Meluhha [Indus Valley], Magan [Oman], and Dilmun
[Bahrain] at the quay of Akkad.... 5,400 men daily eat in the presence of
Sargon. (R2:28-29) ... He [the god Enlil] gave to Sargon [all the land from]
the Upper Sea [to] the Lower [Sea]. Sargon [became] king of the [entire]
world. (R2:32)

He created the largest empire the world had yet known, stretching from the
Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean, and encompassing most of modern Iraq and
Syria, and over twice the size in population and land of contemporary Egypt.”
From another perspective, however, Sargon’s empire was what we would call
today a humanitarian disaster, for “the god Enlil instructed [Sargon to conquer the
world] and he showed mercy to no one” (R2:32). This merciless feature of Sar-
gon’s conquests, imitated by all his successors, fomented widespread hatred for
Akkadian rulers, creating a constant underlying threat of rebellion. When the great
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warlord finally died, his entire empire rose in revolt, only to be further suppressed
by mass devastation by his son Rimush (see pp. 78-80).

Sargon as the ideal warrior-king (LKA 57-139)

The reality of Sargon the Warlord as unifier of Mesopotamia was amplified by
subsequent generations. For later Mesopotamians Sargon served as the exemplar of
the conquering warlord, a mythic role similar to Alexander’s or Caesar’s in
Europe — two subsequent kings of Assyria took his name. In the past few decades
scholars have been able to reconstruct the legendary account of the life of Sargon.
Although the historical value of these texts for understanding Sargon’s historic
reign is limited — rather like the Alexander Romance in relation to the historic
Alexander — the legends are useful to illuminate the warrior mentality of the age.
Although these literary texts cannot necessarily be viewed as reliable history, they
do provide narrative detail of a typical military campaign that is often lacking in
the terse and propagandistic royal inscriptions.

Sargon is described as ever eager for war: “Sargon girds his loins with his ter-
rible weapons. In the palace, Sargon opens his mouth. Speaking to his warriors he
declares: ‘My warriors! With [the land of] Kanish I desire war!” ” (LKA 109-11).
Sargon recognizes the logistical and intelligence problems facing his army in
campaigning far from Akkad. When his advisors warn him, “The road, O my
Lord, that you wish to travel — it is month-long, it is dangerous” (LKA 111-13),
Sargon summons merchants “who spy out the regions” to provide him with
intelligence to properly plan for the march (LKA 115-21).

On the eve of battle, Sargon is depicted as giving a speech to his assembled
warriors, admiring their “courage, strength, vigor [and] heroism” (LKA 63). His
warriors are compared to ‘“strong bulls” (LKA 67). His champion responds,
“Tomorrow, Akkad will commence battle. A festival of warriors will be cele-
brated” (LKA 63). The army is encouraged to act bravely “so the king [Sargon]
will proclaim you ‘My Warrior’ and erect your statue in front of his own statue”
(LKA 66-7). “My Warrior” may have been a technical term for personal guards.
The reference here to making monuments commemorating the bravest warriors
on campaign may mean that some soldiers depicted along with the king on
Akkadian monuments may represent actual individuals. The soldiers are described
as wearing fine robes adorned with gold (LKA 67-9), perhaps like those depicted
on the Alabaster Victory Stele (AM §119; AFC §131). These may be robes of
honor given as another type of reward for heroic soldiers.

Sacrifices, prayers, and divination preceded and followed battle.® Armies are
divided into center lines and two flanks (LKA 87, 181), and the troops are divided
into battalions (kisri) (LKA 65), armed with “maces and copper battleaxes” (LKA
137). Sargon naturally fights in the front ranks (HTO 244-5), and is compared to a
lion in battle: “Was it not because of his frightening radiance and his bellowing
roar that no one dared to approach him? I, Sargon, am your raging lion ... When
there is combat, invoke my name!” (LKA 99-101). This may be an allusion to
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shouting the king’s name as a battle-cry. On another occasion the men shout
“Charge, man against man!” (HTO 37) to launch an attack.

Even after the battle is won, the enemy’s capital must be besieged to win the
final victory. Some narrative details of siegecraft are provided:

Sargon undermined [the walls of] the city, broadened the Gate of the Princes,
[he made a breach| two iku [c. 120 meters| wide. He cast it down; in the
highest part of its wall he made a breach; he smote all of his wine-intoxicated
men. Sargon placed his throne before the gate. Sargon opens his mouth,
speaking to his warriors. He declares, “Come on! Nur-Daggal [the enemy
king] ... Let him stir himself! Let him humble himself! Let me behold [him
surrender].” (LKA 123-5)

With his city walls undermined, Nur-Daggal panics and surrenders, negating the
need for an assault into the breach. In victory the Akkadian army strips the
countryside of both humans and animals, leaving the conquered city a heap of
ruins depopulated for miles around (LKA 71-3, 91).

Rimush {2278-2270}°

Even during Sargon’s lifetime, there were hints of rebellion among the conquered
peoples of Mesopotamia (R2:30; C1/2:433). It is clear there was substantial dis-
satisfaction with Akkadian rule, and upon Sargon’s death most of the empire rose
in revolt. Sargon’s son and successor Rimush probably spent most of his short reign
trying to keep his empire in one piece. It is difficult to obtain an accurate picture
of the extent and success of these rebellions, since they are only mentioned in the
Akkadian annals after they have been suppressed; successful rebellions are never
discussed.

Rimush recorded a lengthy inscription in which he details his suppression of
these rebellions. His inscription, however, is highly formulaic, repeating over and
over that a city revolted, Rimush defeated it, killed and captured a certain number
of men, captured the rebel leaders, and destroyed the walls of the rebellious city.
Here is an example:

Rimush, king of the world, was victorious over Adab and Zabala in battle and
struck down 15,718 men. He took 14,576 captives. Further, he captured
Meskigala, governor at Adab, and Lugalgalzu, governor of Zabala. He con-
quered their two cities and destroyed the walls of both of them. Further, he
expelled many men from their two cities and annihilated them. (R2:41)

After six campaigns, Rimush had apparently suppressed the rebellion, con-
cluding that, like his father, he “[was] king of the [entire] world — the god Enlil did
indeed grant kingship to him. ... He took away their tribute [from defeated
enemies from]| as far as the Lower Sea [Persian Gulf]” (R2:46).
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The inscriptions of Rimush introduce a new element into Akkadian military
practice: mass slaughter, enslavement, and deportation of defeated enemies, and
the total annihilation of their cities (R2:42, 44, 46, 48). The policy was that, if a
city rebelled against the king of Akkad, that city should be utterly destroyed as a
warning to others contemplating revolt. Rebellion against the king was tanta-
mount to rebellion against the gods. Table 3.1 summarizes the casualty reports
from Rimush’s inscriptions, emphasizing the widespread human suffering caused
by Akkadian imperialism.

The names of a number of important captured aristocrats are also given,
including Kaku, king of Ur (R2:46—7). Since Ur had been previously captured by
Sargon, this would indicate either that he had left Kaku as vassal prince of Ur, or
that Kaku restored kingship in Ur as part of the rebellion. Other cities in Sumer
are described as being ruled by rebellious “governors” (ensi). To the extent that the
figures given by Rimush are not pure fabrications — he repeatedly insists “by the
gods Shamash and Ilaba I swear that [these| are not falsehoods, [but] are indeed
true”, perhaps protesting too much (R2:49, 54, 57-8) — these numbers undoubt-
edly represent casualties among the entire civilian population of the defeated cities,
rather than just numbers of soldiers.'” If so, they represent the first evidence for a
new policy of mass destruction as punishment for rebellion, one which will endure
for several thousand years in the Near East, bearing terrible fruit under the
Assyrians and Babylonians, and which continues to be practiced by some modern
Middle Eastern tyrants who, like the ancient Akkadians, rule with blood and
horror upon the earth.

Having solidified his rule, Rimush launched a campaign against Parahshum in
Elam, winning a great victory at the battle of the Middle River {c. 2273}, for
which we have a detailed description (PAE 103-6; ME 100-2).

Rimush, king of the world, was victorious in battle over Abalgamash, king of
Parahshum. Zahara, Elam, [Gupin, and Meluhha,]'! had assembled in Para-
hshum for battle, but he [Rimush] was victorious [over them] and struck
down 16,212 men [and] took 4,216 captives. Further, he captured Emahsini,
king of Elam, and all the [nobles?] of Elam. Further, he captured Sidga’u,
general of Parahshum, and Sargapi, general of Zahara, in between [the cities of]
Awan and Susa, by the “Middle River”. Further, he heaped up over them a

Table 3.1 Summary of enemy casualties from Rimush’s campaigns

City Killed Captured Expelled Source
Adab and Zabala 15,718 14,576 — R2:41
Umma and KI.AN 8900 3540 3600 R2:43-4
Ur and Lagash 8049 5460 5985 R2:45-6
Three battles in Sumer 11,322 - 14,100 R2:47-8
Kazallu 12,052 5862 - R2:48, 51
Parakhshum (Elam) 16,212 4216 - R2:52
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burial mound in the area of the city. Further, he conquered the cities of Elam,
destroyed their walls, and tore out the foundations of Parahshum from the
land of Elam. [Thereby] Rimush, king of the world, ruled Elam. The god
Enlil showed him [the way to victory] ... When he conquered Elam and
Parahshum, he took away 30 minas [roughly a pound each] of gold, 3,600
minas of copper and 300 male and female slaves and dedicated [them] to the
god Enlil. (R2:52-5)

An interesting element of this inscription is the reference to troops from
Meluhha — the Indus Valley civilization — serving in the anti-Akkadian coalition at
the battle of the Middle River.'> Rimush saw this victory as definitive for his
reign, describing himself in later inscriptions as “Rimush, king of the [entire]
world: the god Enlil gave to him all the land. He holds the Upper Sea and the
Lower Sea and all the mountain [lands] for the god Enlil” (R2:59). Overall
Rimush managed to keep much of the Akkadian empire together after significant
rebellions, and solidified Akkadian power in Elam.

Manishtusu {2269-2255}'°

According to later legend, Manishtusu usurped the throne after the murder of his
brother in a palace coup; certainly Rimush’s reign was rather short. As was usual at
Akkadian succession, his reign began with a general uprising of most conquered
provinces, which was probably an extension of the revolts against his predecessor
Rimush: “all the lands ... which my father Sargon left had in enmity revolted
against me [Manishtusu] and not one stood fast” (C1/2:437-8). There is no
account of his suppression of this revolt, but he apparently maintained control over
most of the empire. An inscription from Ashur indicates that the local ruler Azuzu
recognized Manishtusu as his overlord (A1:8).

The military affairs of Manishtusu’s reign are poorly documented. His single
martial inscription alludes to two great campaigns:

Manishtusu, king of the world: when he conquered Anshan and Shirihum [in
south-west Iran], had ... ships cross the Lower Sea [Persian Gulf]. The cities
across the Sea, thirty-two [in number], assembled for battle, but he was vic-
torious [over them]|. Further, he conquered their cities, struck down their
rulers, and after he roused them [his troops| plundered as far as the Silver
Mines. He quarried the black stone of the mountains across the Lower Sea,
loaded [it] on ships, and moored [the ships] at the quay of Akkad. He fash-
ioned a statue of himself [and] dedicated [it] to the god Enlil (R2:75-6).

Here we see a first campaign into eastern Elam, solidifying and even expanding
the conquests of his brother in that region. (Anshan is Tal-i Malyan near modern
Shiraz, while Shirihum is the area west of modern Bandar Abbas.) Thereafter, he
launched a major maritime campaign “across the Lower Sea”, or the Persian Gulf.
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The specific target of this offensive is not named, but there are three lands gen-
erally reached via the Persian Gulf during this period: Dilmun (Bahrain), Magan
(Oman) and Meluhha (Indus delta). Most scholars assume it to be Oman, since it is
a source of the “black stone” which is probably diorite (R2:117). None of the
three regions can be excluded, however. Given the mention of a Melluhan con-
tingent allied with the Elamites at the earlier battle of the Middle River against
Rimush, it is possible that Manishtusu’s expedition included a punitive raid on the
Indus delta as well. The ability of the Akkadians to launch a successful maritime
expedition in the Persian Gulf in the twenty-third century BC indicates a fairly
sophisticated level of administration and logistics, as well as ocean-going naval
technology. Manishtusu’s ocean campaign (c. 2260) comes almost a century after
Weni’s maritime campaign against Canaan (c. 2340) (see pp. 336—40); together
these events represent the beginning of recorded naval warfare.

Naram-Sin {2255-2218}'*

After his grandfather Sargon, Naram-Sin was the greatest of the Akkadian
warlords. The widespread use of terror and massacre by his uncle Rimush to sup-
press revolts had done little to endear the people of Mesopotamia to their
Akkadian rulers, and Naram-Sin’s rule was likewise inaugurated with a massive
revolt.!>

When the four quarters [i.e. the entire world] together revolted against him,
[which] no king whosoever had [ever] seen [before|: when Naram-Sin, the
mighty, [was| on a mission for the goddess Ishtar, all the four quarters together
revolted against him and confronted [him] (R2:96).... Through the love
which the goddess Ishtar showed him, he was victorious in nine battles in one
year, and the [three| kings whom [the rebels|] had raised [against him]|, he
captured. (R2:113)

Of course the suppression of the rebellion was not nearly as straightforward as
Naram-Sin wanted to make it seem. The exact order of the different phases of the
rebellion and its suppression cannot be established, since the inscriptions lack a
chronology. None the less, it is clear that the rebellions nearly toppled the empire.
As the rebellion began, the newly independent city-states elevated anti-Akka-
dian rulers as new kings, and organized large coalitions to oppose Naram-Sin.
Akkad’s old rival Kish rebelled under Iphur-Kish, rallying half-a-dozen cities to his
cause, enlisting the aid of Amorite bedouins (shadu) (R2:104, 109), serving as an
ominous precursor to the Amorite invasion and migration into Mesopotamia in
subsequent decades (see pp. 157-9). As leader of the rebel coalition, Iphur-Kish
mustered his force and marched toward Akkad, where “he drew up battle lines
[before the city] and awaited battle” at the “Field of the God Sin” (R2:104).
With a rebel army at the gates of Akkad, Naram-Sin was seriously threatened:
“Naram-Sin, the mighty, [mobilized] his young men there [in Akkad], and he held
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Akkad. He closed [the city gates]” against Iphur-Kish (R2:104-5; LKA 255-7).
Rather than face a lengthy siege, which would only give other cities the oppor-
tunity and motive to join the rebellion, Naram-Sin mustered his army and
immediately attacked Iphur-Kish. “In the field of the god Sin the two of them
engaged in battle and grappled with each other. By the verdict of the goddess
Ishtar-Annunitum, Naram-Sin, the mighty, was victorious over the Kishite
[Iphur-Kish| in battle at Tiwa”, capturing “300 officers and 4932 captives”
(R2:105-6). Thereafter Naram-Sin pursued the routed rebels:

Further, he [Naram-Sin| pursued him [Iphur-Kish] to Kish, and right beside
Kish, at the gate of the goddess Ninkarrak, the two of them engaged in battle
for a second time, and grappled with each other. By the verdict of the goddess
Annuntium and the god Anum, Naram-Sin, the mighty, was [again] victor-
ious over the Kishite in battle at Kish. (R2:106)

Another 3015 men were captured in battle, and the city and its walls were
destroyed.'®

The immediate threat to Akkad was thus averted, but unfortunately for Naram-
Sin, rebellion spread rapidly throughout Sumer. Ur and Uruk had joined Iphur-
Kish’s coalition (R2:109), but, because of Naram-Sin’s swift response and victory,
they were apparently unable to arrive with their armies in time to face Naram-Sin
in the initial battles. After the fall of Kish, rebellion continued in southern Sumer
under the leadership of Amar-Girid of Uruk, who formed an alliance with nearly
all the Sumerian city-states including Ur, Lagash, Umma, Adab, Shuruppak, Isin,
and Nippur (R2:107). Amar-Girid “drew up battle lines” near Ashnak (R2:108).
Wasting no time, Naram-Sin ‘“hastened” to successfully attack Amar-Girid
(R2:108), thereby apparently crushing the rebellion in Sumer. In all, Naram-Sin
was victorious in nine battles in a single year {2255}, capturing three of the rebel
kings (R2:113, 115-17; LKA 260—1). By any military standard it was a remarkable
victory.

In grateful recognition for the divine intervention that preserved Naram-Sin’s
rule and saved city of Akkad, the people of Akkad spontaneously prayed that the
gods might accept Naram-Sin as one of their own — at least if you believe Naram-
Sin’s account:

In view of the fact that [Naram-Sin] protected the foundations of his city
[Akkad] from danger, [the citizens of] his city requested from [the following
gods] — Ishtar in [the temple of] Eanna, Enlil in Nippur, Dagan in Tuttul,
Ninhursag in Kes, Ea in Eridu, Sin in Ur, Shamash in Sippar, (and) Nergal in
Kutha — that [Naram-Sin| be [made] the god of their city, and they built
within Akkad a temple [dedicated] to him [as a god]. (R2:114)

Thereafter Naram-Sin took the title “king of the four quarters”, meaning the
entire world, and was frequently called the “god of Akkad” (C1/2:440). As with
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Alexander the Great, it is impossible to determine whether this self-deification was
megalomania, shrewd propaganda, or a sincere religious belief — or, most likely, a
combination of all three.

The rebellion against Akkadian rule was not limited to Sumer, however; city-
states in northern Mesopotamia (Subartum) revolted as well. Naram-Sin appar-
ently undertook two campaigns in this region.!” The first, up the Tigris river
valley, is poorly documented (R2:125-30). He claims to have “smashed the
weapon of all of [the land of] Subartum” and to have conquered “fourteen for-
tresses” (R2:141-3); Naram-Sin boasts of having “reached the source of the Tigris
River and the source of the Euphrates River” during his campaigns (R2:140).

With the Tigris Valley subdued, Naram-Sin turned his attention to the
Euphrates, where the revolt was galvanized under the leadership of the lord of
Apishal, swearing to fight Naram-Sin “whether I die or keep myself alive”
(R2:91, 141)."® One inscription gives us a feel for the nature of Naram-Sin’s
campaign and an itinerary of his march against this northern rebellion (cf.
R2:125). The rebels mustered their troops and marched to the battle of Mt. Bashar
(Jebel Bishri on the west bank of the Euphrates in Syria):

Naram-Sin, went from Ashimananum to Shishil. At Shishil he crossed the
Tigris River and [went] from Shishil to the [east] bank of the Euphrates
River. He crossed the Euphrates River and [went] to [Mount]| Bashar, the
Amorite mountain.... He [Naram-Sin| marched to Habshat. Naram-Sin,
[going] from the Euphates River, reached Bashar, the Amorite mountain. He
personally decided to fight: [the two armies] made battle and fought one
another. By the verdict of the goddess Ishtar, Naram-Sin, the mighty, was
victorious in battle over Apishal at [Mount| Bashar, the Amorite mountain.. . .
He struck down in the campaign a total of 9 chiefs and 4,325 men. Naram-
Sin, the mighty captured [?] captives and the king of Apishal.... [He cap-
tured] leaders and chiefs, as well as 5,580 captives. [Enemy casualty list for this
campaign]: Total: 6 generals. Total: 17 governors. Total: 78 chiefs. Total: [?]
captains.. .. [Grand] total: [?] kings. [Grand] total: 13 generals. [Grand] total:
23 governors. Grand total: 2,212 chiefs. Grand total: 137,400 men [including
civilian casualties?]. The god Enlil showed [him the way and] Naram-Sin, the
mighty, struck down as many as there were in the campaign, and captured

[them]. (R2:91—4)

Despite the probable hyperbole in the total of 137,400 casualties he claims to have
inflicted on his enemies, this inscription makes clear the magnitude of the oppo-
sition to Naram-Sin, with over two dozen city-states allied against him, together
with the Amorite tribesmen from the Syrian Desert (R2:93).

His subjugation of the rebellion in the northern Euphrates left him in a position
to undertake further campaigns into Syria (R2:163, 167). Naram-Sin’s inscription
describing his conquest of Armanum (Aleppo?) and Ebla contains the most
important description of fortifications and siegecraft for this period.'’
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Whereas, for all time since the creation of mankind, no king whosoever had
destroyed Armanum [Aleppo?] and Ebla, the god Nergal, by the means of [his
divine] weapons opened the way for Naram-Sin, the mighty, and gave him
Armanum and Ebla [through conquest]. Further, he gave to him [by con-
quest] the Amanus [Mountains], the Cedar Mountain, and the Upper Sea. By
means of the [divine] weapons of the god Dagan, who magnifies his kingship,
Naram-Sin, the mighty, conquered Armanum and Ebla. Further, from the
[west] side of the Euphrates River as far as [the city of] Ulishum, he smote the
people whom the god Dagan had given to him for the first time, so that they
perform service for the god Ilaba, his god. Further, he totally [conquered] the
Amanus, the Cedar Mountain (RS2:163, 167).

The regions described here are all in western Syria. The Amanus Mountains are
the range north-west of modern Antioch, while the Cedar Mountain is in modern
coastal Syria or Lebanon. From central Syria Naram-Sin marched to the
Mediterranean Sea and to “Talkhatum”, apparently in south-central Anatolia
(C1/2:442-3). At least large portions of Syria were incorporated into the
Akkadian empire, with Nagar (Tell Brak) in northern Mesopotamia becoming
the main Akkadian administrative center, flourishing during this period (AS
279-80).

With Syria subdued and his conquests extended to the “Upper Sea” or the
Mediterranean, Naram-Sin turned his attention to the Akkadian overseas domain
in the Persian Gulf, which had been established by his father Manishtusu. His
army “crossed the [Lower] Sea and conquered Magan [Oman], in the midst of the
sea”, capturing its ruler Manium (R2:97, 117, 138, 140, 163). Naram-Sin also
attacked Elam and Parahshum in south-western Iran, but these campaigns are
poorly documented (R2:130, 167; PAE 106-8; ME 105-16). There is archae-
ological evidence of direct Akkadian rule in Elam in the form of victory monu-
ments and other Akkadian artifacts.

Ominously, the inscriptions of Naram-Sin include a vague reference to
“smiting the people and all the [Zagros] Mountain Lands for the god Enlil”
(R2:138, 140). Mountain Peoples, or highlanders (shadu) is a somewhat vague
term, but is generally understood to refer to fierce mountain tribes of the Zagros
Mountains. Evidence of direct Akkadian rule in part of the central Zagros is
found in copper and stone votive maceheads which were discovered in the area
(ME 112). Most importantly, the famous Victory Stele of Naram-Sin describes
a punitive campaign against the highlander tribal confederation of the Lullubu in
the central Zagros (AANE §49; Figure 3): “Satuni, the king of the the highlanders
of Lullubum assembled together ... [for] battle. ... [Naram-Sin] heaped up a
burial mound over them ... [and] dedicated [this object, the stele] to the god
[who granted victory]” (R2:144). The Lullubu highlanders who “assembled
together” to attack Akkad were an ominous precursor to the invasion of Akkadian
empire by Gutian highlanders within a few years after Naram-Sin’s death (see
pp. 102—4).
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Akkadian martial art

Given the warlike nature of the Akkadian kings, the fact that we have only nine
surviving pieces of Akkadian monumental martial art — all but two of them

fragmentary — clearly emphasizes the point that we are at the mercy of random
chance for both survival and discovery of our evidence for ancient Near East
military history. I will examine each of these pieces here for the insights they can
give us into Akkadian military history.

la

1b

Victory Stele of Sargon (Susa).?” King Sargon, identified by an inscription, is

shown in procession with soldiers and prisoners (AM §115). This badly
damaged stele, which is a small fragment of a much larger original relief that
probably included item 1b below, consists of only half of two panels. The
upper panel shows a row of naked prisoners with their arms bound behind
them at the wrist. The lower, more important panel shows Sargon leading a
victory procession. Sargon is dressed in a robe, with his long hair and beard
precisely matching the famous bronze bust of an Akkadian ruler (9, below).
He may have a dagger in his belt. Two characteristics of the stele make it
slightly possible that Sargon is riding in a war-cart. First, there is a triangle of
damaged rough stone in front of Sargon, about waist high. It is in high relief,
and if Sargon were walking one would expect this portion of the panel to be
in low relief, as is the rest of the background on the stele. This piece of the
stele is in the rough shape of the upper front of a two-wheeled war-cart from
the period (see WV §8, §13, §17, §18, §31), but is too damaged to see any
confirming details. Something is there, which has the vague shape of a war-
cart; if it is not a war-cart, what is it? Second, Sargon is taller than the rest of
his soldiers; this may be because of the widespread tradition in Near Eastern
martial art of representing the king as larger than ordinary mortals, but may
also be because he is standing on a war-cart. The bottom and front part of
image that would have shown the wheels and equids are both missing. Sargon
is followed by a courtier carrying either a standard, a banner, or perhaps a
parasol. Behind march five soldiers with long pleated robes on their left
shoulders and carrying large Akkadian battle-axes.?!

The Prisoner Stele of Sargon (Susa). This shows prisoners led by an Akkadian
soldier with an axe (AFC §127).2 This is likely, but not certainly, a different
piece of stele 1a. It shows an Akkadian soldier in a kilt with a broad-headed
battle-axe escorting naked prisoners with their arms bound behind their backs
at the wrist.

The War-net stele of Sargon (Susa) (AAM §126—7; AFC 193). This highly
fragmentary relief shows a war-net scene based on iconography quite similar
to Ningirsu’s war-net on the Stele of the Vultures (see pp. 55-9). Here Sargon
holds a net in which a dozen enemy prisoners are ensnared. As with Ningir-
su’s net, one prisoner is trying to escape and is being bashed on the head by
Sargon’s mace. Sargon is presenting the net to the war goddess Ishtar
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(Sumerian Inana) who is seated on her throne. All we see is her skirt, and a
mace over her shoulder (presumably in a quiver on her back), which icono-
graphically point to Ishtar.

Stele of Rimush (two sides) (from Telloh) (AFC §129a-b; Figure 5e, p. 219).2
All that survives of this stele is one triangular fragment with reliefs on both
sides. Parts of three panels of war-scenes are shown on either side. On side one,
the upper panel depicts two archers with their tasseled quivers on their backs,
and vague outlines of bows; they are very similar to an archer from an Akkadian
cylinder seal (AFC §139). The second panel of side one shows an archer with a
drawn bow. In front of him, a soldier with an axe dispatches a naked enemy.
The third panel shows a man wielding his pike with two hands, stabbing a fallen
enemy who is missing from the fragment. The second side, panel one, shows a
soldier carrying a large axe. On the second panel, a soldier dispatches a kneeling
man pleading for his life. Behind him, a soldier with a long 2.5-meter pike
escorts a prisoner. This man’s marching stance with his pike is very similar to
that in the Victory Stele of Naram-sin (4). On the feet just below the pikeman
is the head of an archer with the top of his bow visible. Taken together we see
four archers, three axemen and two pikemen.

Victory Stele of Naram-Sin (AANE §49; Figure 3). The the most famous
Akkadian martial monument,>* this stele shows the king and his army
ascending into the Zagros Mountains and defeating the Lullubu highlanders.
This scene is the first in the history of Mesopotamian martial art to attempt to
depict the natural terrain of the battlefield in a single scene rather than in
stylized panels. The terrain shows a number of ridges covered with trees and a
high mountain peak in the background. The inscription reads in part, “Satuni,
the king of the highlanders of Lullubum assembled together . .. [for] battle.. . .
[Naram-Sin defeated them and] heaped up a burial mound over them . .. [and]
dedicated [this object, the stele] to the god [who granted victory]” (R2:144).
The Lullubu soldiers, with their distinctive long braided ponytails, are shown
in an utter rout. Several lie dead; one has an arrow or javelin protruding from his
neck. Another falls from the mountain. Two more run away, one with a broken
pike. The Lullubi king Satuni stands before Naram-Sin, begging for his life.
The Akkadian army, on the other hand, marches boldly forward in good order.
All six of the Akkadian soldiers wear kilts and helmets, broadly similar to
those shown in the earlier Sumerian Standard of Ur and Stele of the Vultures
(Figure 2). They all also have narrow-bladed axes for melees. Two carry war
banners, two hold 2.5-meter pikes at the butt, resting the shaft on the shoulder
like a rifle on the parade-ground. The fifth Akkadian has a bow, while the sixth
seems to have an axe. The heroic Naram-Sin leads his army into battle on the
crest of the mountain, standing twice as tall as anyone else, and stepping on the
bodies of fallen enemies. He has a similar kilt, but has a thick beard and long
hair, and wears a horned crown symbolic of his divinity. In his hand he carries an
axe, a bow, and an arrow. His bow is often said to be the earliest representa-
tion of a composite bow, an issue that will be discussed below (pp. 89-95).
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Figure 3 The “Victory Stele” of Naram-Sin, Akkadian {c. 2230}
Source: Louvre, Sb 4; drawing by Michael Lyon.

5  Darband-i-Gawr rock cut relief of Naram-sin (AAM §157; Figure 5d, p. 218).
This gives a different version of the events depicted on Naram-Sin’s victory
stele (4). The king is shown in precisely the same martial pose, striding for-
ward to victory carrying a bow and a mace or axe. Beneath him are the fallen
bodies of the dead Lullubu highlanders, again with long braided ponytails.

6 Royal Stele of Naram-Sin (from Pir-Hussein), (AFC §130).2° This stele shows
the king in courtly robes in a ritual pose. In each hand he holds the haft of a
weapon, probably an axe or a mace; unfortunately, the heads of both weapons
are missing.

7 Alabaster Victory Stele (from Nasiriyya). The three fragments show a triumph
scene of yoked prisoners and booty with an armed Akkadian escort.?® Frag-
ment A (left, AM §119), shows two Akkadian soldiers bearing booty, includ-
ing two nicely rendered bronze daggers in leather sheaths and belts. The
Akkadian solider wears a long kilt with a sash-like fringed robe over his
shoulder, and a helmet/cap with stripes, either striations on metal, or colored
bands. The solider has a broad-headed axe thrust in his belt. A comparison
with the dress of soldiers in combat leads me to suspect that this is the court
dress of the bodyguard, rather than combat dress. Fragment B (center, AM
§136), shows a line of naked prisoners with their arms bound behind them at
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the elbows, yoked together at the neck with long poles. The middle soldier
has a beard and a long braided ponytail similar to the Lullabi soldiers on the
Naram-Sin Victory Stele (4; see also 8). Fragment C (right, AFC §131) shows
an Akkadian guardsman wearing the same robes and helmet as the soldier in
Fragment A. He holds a broad-headed battle-axe which is nicely rendered,
showing the details of the blade and how it was riveted to the haft. Above him
are the feet of another guardsman with what appears to be the spiked-shape
head of a spear pointing downward.

8  Vase. This shows a bound highlander captive, with long beard and braided
hair similar to that of the Lullubu (SDA 190—1; AANE §367), and the prisoners
in 4 and 7.

9 Cast bronze bust of Sargon or Naram-Sin. Technically not a piece of martial
art, this is however the most striking example of royal iconography, and shows
details of how the hair of the king, and possibly other warriors, was braided
and bound for combat.?’

Other sources of martial art

Akkadian period weapons included the mace, dagger, bow, javelin, narrow-headed
axe, broad axe, spear, and pike, all of which are depicted on contemporary cylinder
seals; several have surviving archaeological examples. Contest scenes depicting
grappling with animals or mythical creatures may show ancient wrestling stances
(FI §95-101 §703), and presumably Akkadian warriors were trained to fight
without weapons. In other hand-to-hand combat the dagger is frequently used
(FI §566, §876). A finely rendered and well preserved glyptic scene shows
four armed men, one with bow, arrow, and quiver, one with javelin, and two with
small narrow-headed axes (AFC §139, §150; FI §641). The two-handed long spear
or pike makes a frequent appearance in Akkadian art. In one scene two gods
attack a seven-headed monster with longs spear held overhand with both hands
(FI §840).

The mace is actually the most frequently represented weapon in Akkadian
cylinder seals, but it appears mainly in mythical scenes of combat between heroes,
monsters, and gods, where the mace is a primary weapon (FI §445, 516, §779,
§849; AFC §143—4, §156—7; AM §113b). Sometimes maces appear in ritual poses,
but other times they are used in combat (FI §126), where a broken mace shaft is a
symbol of defeat (AFC §156; AM §113b). Some scenes show maces with handles
roughly a meter long which would best be wielded with two hands (FI §103-5,
§126, §896). One god holds two large maces, one in each hand (FI §896). The
widespread presence of the mace in Akkadian glyptic art may be because of ico-
nographic conservatism resulting in representing archaic weapons in mythical
scenes, since the mace is rarely seen in actual combat scenes between humans.
Thus, these mythic scenes may not tell us about real Akkadian weaponry, but they
certainly show the importance of the mace in earlier times.
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Mesopotamian archery and the Akkadian composite bow>®

In 1963 Yigael Yadin, in his magisterial study The Art of Warfare in Biblical Lands,?®
argued that two Akkadian stelae depict “the very first representation of the com-
posite bow in the history of ancient weapons”. He maintained that the Akkadian
composite bow “explains ... [how]| the Akkadians were able to conquer and gain
dominion over Mesopotamia.. .. It is indeed no exaggeration to suggest that the
invention of the composite bow with its comparatively long range was as revolu-
tionary, in its day, and brought comparable results, as the discovery of gunpowder
thousands of years later” (AW 1:47-8). Yadin later included a then newly dis-
covered archery scene from Mari as a third example of what he believed to be the
composite bow in Akkadian times (Figure 5c, p. 218)." Since Yadin, many scholars
have accepted this interpretation.®! The standard interpretation holds that, during
the Akkadian period, the combination of the greater range and power of the
composite bow, with the added penetrating power of bronze arrowheads, gave a
decisive tactical advantage to Akkadian archers. Thus, the Akkadian conquests
were due at least in part to the new technological innovation of the composite
bow with bronze-tipped arrows.

In order properly to evaluate Yadin’s argument, we need to re-examine the
evidence for the development of Mesopotamian archery, some of which has been
published since Yadin’s book, and some of which Yadin did not consider. The
crux of Yadin’s argument for the development of the composite bow in the
twenty-fourth century is based on an interpretation of three artistic depictions of’
the bow. As far as I can tell, no one has presented any archaeological or textual
evidence for the composite bow before the Middle Bronze period. Yadin’s argu-
ment, then, rests entirely on the iconographic interpretation of these three pieces
of martial art. To properly interpret their significance, these depictions need to be
placed in the broader context of Mesopotamian artistic representations of bows
and archery.

The bow was known in the Neolithic Near East by at least 6000, and
undoubtedly much earlier (EBD). Many figures depicted at Catal Hoyuk {c.
6000} use the bow (CH 171, §54, 61—4; xiii). Likewise Syrian pottery {sixth
132 and Mesopotamian pottery {c. 4200} have examples of hunter/
warriors with bows (AANE §186); these weapons seem to be simple wooden self
bows. The bow is also well represented in Pre-Dynastic {3500-3000} Mesopota-
mian martial art. The Priest-king figure (see pp. 37-39) is shown using the bow
for hunting and in a siege. The most famous archery scene is the Uruk lion-

millennium

hunt,?? in which the nocks of the bow are clearly recurved. However, this scene is
not the most informative. Less well-know are cylinder seals showing the Priest-
king hunting bulls using the same type of bow (Figure 5a, p. 218; AFC 23; FI
§683), and in target practice (FI §682). In two siege scenes the Priest-king again
uses the same bow (AFC 24; FI §743; PAE 68/2), which is also found in a
mythological Early Dynastic hunting scene (FI §993). Burials at Susa in Elam from
the early third millennium included copper arrowheads (PAE 95). All of these
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depictions seem to show the same type of bow. It is fairly large proportionally
(c. 100 cm), going from above the head to the waist when drawn. It is also clearly
recurved at the nocks or tips of the bow. The most pronounced recurvature is
found on the Uruk lion-hunt stele, but every example shows some degree of
recurvature at the nocks. My suspicion is that the Uruk stele artist was simply
exaggerating the size of the nocks because of the difficulty of working in a basalt
medium with only copper or stone carving tools.

While some have interpreted this Pre-Dynastic bow as composite (PAE 67), the
most decisive argument against a Pre-Dynastic composite bow comes from a Pre-
Dynastic cylinder seal showing an arms factory (Figure 5b, p. 218; FI §742). In this
scene, five unstrung bows are shown. They are all essentially straight when unstrung,
although they show a clear difference in thickness — thicker in the limbs and
thinner in the handle and nocks. But each shows a pronounced hook-like recur-
vature at the nock, very similar to the nocks on the drawn bow of the Uruk lion-
hunt stele. The fact that the overall shape of the bow is not recurved in the
slightest when unstrung implies that the weapon is probably a self bow with some
type of highly recurved nocks for the bow string. Another crucial piece of evidence
comes from Uruk, where a stele shows the Priest-king carrying a bow which is
not drawn and may be unstrung (PAE 68/3). This bow may exhibit some recur-
vature of the limbs and also has the curved nocks.

In overall structure, this Pre-Dynastic bow appears quite similar to the late Early
Dynastic bow from Mari, which Yadin believes is a composite bow (Figure 5a,
p. 218).>* In the Mari scene the archer seems to be depicted as he begins to draw
the bow, which certainly appears to be recurved. This creates a problem: if the
Mari bow is definitely composite, as Yadin argues, one would have to argue that
the Pre-Dynastic Mesopotamian bow, which seems to have the same basic shape
and type of recurvature, should also be composite. This would place the origin of
the composite bow in Mesopotamia at around 3400, a thousand years earlier than
Yadin suggests. It also ignores the fact that in the bowyer scene mentioned above,
the bow has no recurvature when unstrung (FI §742). If the bow in Pre-Dynastic
art is not composite, there is no reason to believe the Mari bow is either.

Archery does not appear frequently in either the art or texts of the Early
Dynastic period. This has led Yadin to conclude that “the bow ... was not used by
the Sumerian army” (AW 1:47). There are, however, several examples of its use.
Two cylinder seal from Early Dynastic Susa show the use of a bow (FI §758, §933;
ME 110), but these are from Elam. The Early Dynastic archery scene from Mari
also shows archery, but this is from Syria. None the less, although there were sig-
nificant cultural differences between Mari and Sumer, there were also many par-
allels in military equipment; a martial scene from Mari shows the use of the bow
(AFC §99). In textual evidence, an inscription of king Eanatum of Lagash {2455—
2425} claims that “a person shot an arrow at Eanatum. He was shot through by
the arrow and had difficulty moving” (PI 34), indicating the use of archery on the
battlefield among the Sumerians. The infantry on the Stele of the Vultures are
protected by large body-length rectangular shields (FA 82; AM §66—9), which
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makes sense as a defense against missiles (see p. 55). There is thus limited evidence
for the use of the bow among the Early Dynastic Sumerians.

Furthermore, although there is no artistic evidence of the bow among the
Sumerians in the Neo-Sumerian period {c. 2200-2000}, there is extensive textual
evidence for their use of the bow at that time. In a twenty-second-century myth
the god Ninurta uses the bow (HTO 244). Gudea of Lagash {2141-2122} had a
bow for a chariot he built (R3/1:96-7). A twenty-first-century text mentions the
use of a bow in battle (LD 61), while king Shulgi of Ur {2094-2047} mentions
conscripting archers for his army (R3/2:101). Hymns of Shulgi also mention the
king shooting a bow in battle (TSH 79), while a quiver is among objects dedicated
to the god Ningirsu (R3/1:34). The importance of archery is further emphasized
in the seal of “Kalbaba, bowmaker (9%.ban-dim), servant of [king] Ishbi-Erra [of
Isin, {2017-1985}]” (R4:12). The possession of seals was generally associated with
the elite of Mesopotamian society; Kalbaba was thus an important man, perhaps
the king’s personal bowyer. What we actually have in the sources is evidence for
the extensive use of the bow in Pre-Dynastic art, limited evidence for the bow in
Early Dynastic sources, and extensive evidence again Akkadian and Neo-Sumerian
sources. It is impossible to tell if this reflects a change in the importance and
practice of archery, or a change in the nature and survival of our sources.

In the 2048 the king of Ebla sent Shulgi of Ur tribute (gun) consisting of “500
tilpanu-weapons of sudianum-wood and 500 containers (¢%.kab-kul) of the same
wood.”3> This text leads us to the complicated problem of the philology of ancient
weapon names, an issue with many ambiguities leading to possible confusion.
Eichler has argued that the filpanu is a javelin,>® while Groneberg has made a strong
argument that it should be a bow.?” I believe that the fact that the 500 tilpanu-
weapons are sent along with 500 “containers” strongly points to the filpanu being a
bow, in which case the 500 “containers” would obviously be quivers. Otherwise,
of what use are the 500 “containers” for javelins? At any rate, if the filpanu here is
in fact a bow, as seems probable, it is said to have been made out of the same
sudianum-wood which is used to make the quivers. The most straightforward
reading of this evidence is that the filpanu-bow of the twenty-first century is an
ordinary self bow made from wood, not a composite bow. It is, of course, possible
that the sudianum-wood is used only for the wooden part of a composite bow, or
that these bows were self bows, while other weapons were composite bows. Once
again, the evidence is inconclusive.

The Akkadian artistic sources provide Yadin with two pieces of evidence that
are crucial to his argument: one shows Naram-Sin holding an undrawn strung
bow, the other shows an Akkadian warrior drawing a bow. Yadin argues that
Naram-Sin’s bow “bears the two characteristic features of the composite weapon;
it is small — about 90 centimeters from end to end (an estimate based on its rela-
tionship to the size of the figure holding it); and its arms tend to recurve near the
ends and then become straight” (AW 1:47). In actuality there are a number of
other artistic representations of the use of the bow by Akkadians, which serve to
muddy the interpretative waters. The two sources discussed by Yadin need to be
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compared with six others showing an undrawn Akkadian bow, and two others
with drawn bows.

We have a number of examples of gods or kings posing in Naram-Sin’s “archer
stance” from his Victory Stele, showing the Akkadian bow strung but not

drawn.?®

e  Naram-Sin’s famous victory stele (4 in the list on p. 86; Figure 3, p. 87) shows
the conqueror holding a 95-cm bow which recurves and becomes quite
straight toward the end. Indeed, about a third of each limb appears straight in
this example.’

e  Often neglected in the study of the Akkadian composite bow is the parallel,
but less famous, war monument of Naram-Sin, the rock-cut relief at Dar-
band-i Gawr (5 on p. 87; Figure 5d, p. 218).** This source is important
because it shows Naram-Sin in precisely the same dramatic stance, holding a
bow in the same way. However, at Darband-i Gawr, Naram-Sin’s bow does
not appear to be a composite bow. Whereas the tips of Naram-Sin’s bow are
straight and parallel with the string for about one third of the limb on the
Victory Stele, at Darband-i Gawr the bow is shorter (70 cm to the stele’s 95 cm)
and immediately curves away from the string; it is actually more triangular in
shape. Now it is, of course, possible that Naram-Sin is depicted using two
different types of bows, but it is equally possible that the differences between
the bows of the two monuments are based on artistic style rather than tech-
nological substance. Assuming Naram-Sin had a powerful and expensive
composite bow, why would he use an ordinary self bow in battle, or order a
monumental propaganda depiction of himself with the inferior weapon?

e Another soldier on the Naram-Sin victory stele also holds a bow (c. 90 c¢m).
The bottom part of the image of the bow is damaged, but the top part shows
that the bow is smaller than Naram-Sin’s, and has less recurvature towards the
tip; in style it seems midway between Naram-sin’s bow on the stele and that
on the Darband-i Gawr relief.

e A god holds a somewhat longer bow (102 cm) and arrow; the bow shows very
little recurvature towards the tips (FI §761; AM §113a; SDA §237; AFC §139).

e A god holds a rather small, undrawn bow (67 c¢m) which displays moderate
recurvature towards the tips (FI §849).

e A cylinder seal shows an Akkadian archer with an undrawn bow (94 cm) and
a quiver with tassel.*! Here the fine work of the artist shows a moderate
recurving of the limbs toward the nocks, but it is less pronounced than in the
Naram-Sin stele.

e In the lower right corner of the right fragment of the Victory Stele of
Rimush (p. 86) we see the head and top of the bow of an archer (AFC §129;
AAM §135). This bow, on the same stele as the drawn bow that Yadin saw as
composite, shows no recurvature and no straightening at the end. The slight
outline of the bottom of a bow on the other side of this stele in the upper left
panel also appears to have no recurvature and no straightening at the nock.
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Also, the ends of two other bows on the Rimush stele show no straightening
at the nocks.

In summary, these examples show a range in both size and recurvature: 95 cm,
strong recurvature (Naram-Sin stele); 90 cm, moderate recurvature; 67 cm, mod-
erate recurvature; 94 cm, moderate recurvature; 102 cm, little recurvature. From
this evidence we note that Naram-Sin’s weapon on his victory stele is of average
length, but is by far the most recurved of all these weapons. Yadin’s deduction that
the Akkadians used the composite bow is thus a generalization from an atypical
example.

We also have three depictions from the Akkadian period of a drawn bow.

e Yadin’s example comes from Akkadian monumental martial art (Figure 5e,
p. 219).*? Yadin believes that the bow’s “arms still curve outward slightly” at
full extension (AW 1:47; AFC §129), but if so, it is quite slight. In my view, the
shape of this flexed bow is much closer to that of a self bow than the classic
composite bow (EBD 78-9); it is certainly less recurved than the next example.

e A god draws a bow which remains quite recurved in form (FI §876).

e An archer shooting a bow; the image is unclear, but there is not much
apparent recurvature (FI §685).

Of these latter three examples, I would classify one drawn bow as recurved, and
two as not recurved. This leaves the evidence for the Akkadian recurved (and
hence composite) bow ambiguous. It either means that the Akkadians used both
the composite bow and the regular self bow, or that the Akkadian artists were not
overly concerned with accurately representing the weapons they saw. None the
less, when recurvature on Akkadian bows is seen, it is a distinctive enough feature
that it seems unlikely that it would have appeared as an arbitrary artistic aberration.
If the composite bow was known to the Akkadians, it was certainly not uni-
versally used by Akkadian archers; some, probably most, would have continued to
use self bows.

Thus I would suggest that, while the existence of the composite bow among
the Akkadians is possible, it is still uncertain. More to the point, however, the
military impact of the Akkadian composite bow, if it existed, is also unclear. The
mere technological capacity to make composite bows would not necessarily
translate into a tactical revolution on the battlefield. What percentage of all
Akkadian troops used the bow? What proportion of these had composite bows (if
any) instead of self bows? How many bronze (as opposed to copper or flint)
arrowheads were available? One Neo-Sumerian text mentions that the king him-
self shot “flint-tipped arrows” (HTO 330). If the king is still using flint arrow-
heads, how widespread could bronze arrowheads be? How many arrows could
each archer realistically shoot in a battle or siege? There is no hard evidence to
answer any of these questions. If the composite bow existed in Akkadian times I
would suggest that it was a rare and expensive weapon used by kings and other

93



WARFARE IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST TO 1600 BC

elites. As discussed elsewhere (p. 255), the expense of making bronze (as opposed
to copper or flint) arrowheads would probably limit the overall tactical impact of
the Akkadian composite bow. A few dozen archers in an army of several thousand
would not be tactically decisive.

Old Babylonian martial art also has a few representations of the bow, but the
surviving textual and artistic evidence does not give a great importance to the
weapon. One scene shows a god holding a bow in the Naram-Sin archer stance; it
is a short weapon with little or no recurvature (FI §160, §686). A scene from Ebla
shows an archer hunting with a quiver and what appears to be a short self bow
(AANE §451; SDA 292). During the Middle Bronze period, the god Ashur gives
the king of Assyria a bow at his investiture, indicating its continued importance as
a royal ceremonial weapon (A1:21). King Anubanini of Lullubi (modern Luristan)
is also depicted in the Naram-Sin pose, trampling a fallen enemy. In one hand he
holds an axe, and in the other a bow and arrow; the bow itself is not recurved, but
has slightly recurved tips where the string is attached (PAE 319; ME 20). In the
Old Babylonian version of the Epic of Gilgamesh, the hero arms himself with dag-
ger, axe, and “his quiver with the bow from Anshan” in south-west Iran (EG 113).
In the Beni Hasan murals in Egypt, Canaanite warriors have bows similar to those
of the Egyptians — though this may be the artistic convention of an Egyptian artist
who is told to draw a Canaanite with a bow, and draws the Canaanite with an
Egyptian bow, the only weapon the artist knows (AW 1:166—7). The textual evi-
dence for the bow from Mari, again indicating its relative unimportance, is dis-
cussed on pages 254-5.

If, as Yadin argues, the composite bow existed in Mesopotamia in the twenty-
fourth century with revolutionary military impact, the following questions
become difficult to answer. Why does the bow seem to decline in importance in
later evidence from Mesopotamia and Syria? Assuming the composite bow made
archery more effective, one would expect its use to increase, not decline, relative
to the Akkadian period. Why did the composite bow not spread to Canaan and
Egypt by the Middle Bronze Age, if it had already existed in Mesopotamia for
several centuries? Most other Syrian military technologies — fortifications, axes,
chariots — spread quite rapidly to Canaan. Assuming the Beni Hasan murals are
accurate in showing the Canaanites using Egyptian-style bows, why are the
Canaanites not using the superior composite bow if the technology had been
known to their Syrian neighbors for centuries? Why are arrowheads so sparsely
attested in martial tombs with other weapons burials? Why does archery appear to
play a relatively minor role in warfare in the Mari archives? Why are charioteers
not shown using a bow in martial art before the eighteenth century (see Chapter
Five)? Why do we not see the rapid spread of body armor and shields from the late
third millennium for protection from the new, more powerful composite bow?

I would argue that the most probable interpretation of the evidence is that the
composite bow — or at least an efficient version that could be produced in
reasonable quantities — developed only in the nineteenth or eighteenth century.
The dramatic military impact one would expect from the development of a new
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weapon like the composite bow, with twice the range and penetrating power of’
the self bow (EBD), only begins to be seen in the eighteenth century. We also find
textual evidence for the increasing weight of bronze arrowheads which could have
been shot from the more powerful bows (ARM 18.5; MK 63; see pp. 254-5).
During the seventeenth century we see marked evidence of the use of the bow
from chariots, and the weapon is introduced into Egypt probably in the seventeenth
century by the Hyksos (see Chapter Eighteen). Increased use of body armor and
shields is found in the seventeenth century and throughout the Late Bronze Age,
but is not found in the Akkadian and Old Babylonian periods. If the Akkadians
did have the composite bow, it was either a less efficient version of the weapon, or
it was so difficult and expensive to make that only the elites could afford it, and
therefore its tactical importance before the late Middle Bronze Age was limited.

Akkadian and Neo-Sumerian military systems*’

Only a partial understanding of the Akkadian and Neo-Sumerian military systems
can be obtained from fragmentary bits and pieces of information. Sumerian city-
states apparently organized their population into “clans”, each with a different
name and emblem, who were called up in labor corvees for construction of canals,
dikes, and temples (R3/1:78). Presumably, a similar organization existed for
recruiting levees for warfare, which were treated administratively as a type of labor
duty to the state. Each band of warriors served within a kinship or socially related
group. Each Sumerian family owed military service to the state. Shulgi named one
of his years “the year the citizens of Ur were conscripted as spearmen”. He also
describes his “conscription with the bow and arrow; nobody evaded it — the levy
being one man per family” (R3/2:101). These levees were recruited on an ad hoc basis
for a specific war, with soldiers returning to their homes after the campaign (MAS 27).
As a special privilege, the military and labor conscription required of a city could
be cancelled. For example, Ishme-Dagan of Isin {1953—1935} “relieved the citizens
of Nippur from military service ... and made the nation content” (R4:32—4, 89).

Sargon is sometimes credited with having created the first-known standing
army in the world. His claim that “5400 men daily eat in the presence of Sargon”
(R2:29, 31), however, refers not just to soldiers, but to priests, scribes or other
court functionaries see (see p. 75). None the less, a substantial number of the 5400
were probably soldiers. On the other hand, it is very likely that earlier rulers also
had professional guards. Texts of Amarsin mention the elite gardu, translated as
“royal body guard” (R3/2:239), who were probably professional troops. A seal
from the reign of Sumu-El of Lagash mentions an “Iemsium, lieutentant of the
elite soldiers (ugula aga.us.sag.ga)” (R4:136), perhaps another professional regiment.
There is a group know as the aga-ush — “followers of the crown” — who seem to be
professional full-time soldiers as opposed to levees (MAS 27). Soldiers are some-
times described as receiving land in return for military service.**

The Akkadians and Neo-Sumerians had a sophisticated bureaucracy over all
aspects of the state, including the military (EM). City governors (ensi) seemed to
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have had responsibility for military recruitment and supplies in their jurisdiction
(MAS 26-7). Within the homeland, cities were expected to provide supplies and
accommodation for armies passing through their province. Numerous Sumerian
and Akkadian economic texts describe the requisitioning of food and equipment
for government use, although it is not clear if this is for labor gangs or soldiers
(MAS 26). From the Mesopotamian perspective, there was probably no distinction.

Surviving archives describing the disbursement of supplies and equipment to
soldiers demonstrate that, at least by the Akkadian period, Mesopotamians had
developed a well organized commissary system which kept detailed records of the
collection and distribution of supplies.*> The archive recorded “the number of
workers [or soldiers| and how long they worked on the one hand, and the number
of times they had been fed on the other” (USP 25). They dealt with the collec-
tion, storage and distribution of grain, foodstuffs, personnel, livestock (including
donkeys), textiles, and equipment, including weapons (USP 38). A typical record
reads:

580 shu-loaves [of bread,] 29 jars of 30/30 beer did the chief of the work
troops receive. 20 loaves, 1 pot of 30/30 beer to the soldier of Adda. The
bread and beer are a disbursement. Year 5, month 5, day 27.

This extensive and complex bureaucracy facilitated the creation of the Akkadian
army and the management of the lands conquered by the armies.

The capture of booty was a major purpose of war. Several “booty tablets”
(namrak) have survived from the Neo-Sumerian period, giving lists of booty taken
on a campaign and its disbursement (R3/2:236). A portion of the booty was
generally donated to the temples of the gods, for practical use by the priests. One
text mentions, for example, the “booty dedicated to the god Shara [taken as
plunder| from the city of Sharithum” (R3/2:238). Since the gods were the most
important allies of the king, and granted him victory, they deserved their share of
the plunder just as any other allied king would, even though this portion of the
plunder was not of immediate practical military use. Part of the booty was directly
distributed to soldiers, both for food while on campaign, and as rewards after battle
(R3/2:108, 110). Great victory feasts were held for the “heroes” of the campaign,
in which captured animals were roasted (R3/2:109, 239). Finally, a portion of the
booty went to the king, some of which would eventually be recycled to fund the
army. The logistical and economic costs of maintaining this standing army may
have caused Sargon to create the world’s first predatory army — a force which is too
large to be maintained by the economic resources of the kingdom, and must per-
force campaign every year to provide plunder for its own upkeep (war must feed
war). A number of the texts focus on the plunder and captives taken from con-
quered regions, indicating these important economic aspects of Akkadian warfare
(R2:23—4, 31, 60-7).

The commander-in-chief of the Akkadian and Sumerian army was the king,
who regularly campaigned in person. However, the king was served by a number
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of different types of military officers, although the specifics about their differences
and functions are sometimes obscure. The Sumerian epic Gilgamesh and Agga has
a section where Gilgamesh lists five military offices in order of ascending rank
(EOG 148):

ugula lieutenant (overseer)

nubanda captain

ensi governor (or perhaps colonel in a military sense)
shagina general

«

shagina erin general of the army”, or perhaps field marshal

Shagina (Sumerian GIR.NITA, roughly “general”’) was probably the highest mili-
tary office, and occurs repeatedly in inscriptions (R3/2:349, 353). Successful
generals were honored in royal inscriptions (R2:32). Generals also appear as mili-
tary governors of conquered cities; for Mari we have a list of seven generals who
governed the city for the Akkadians (R2:231-7; R3/2:143), with several others
governing Elam (R2:302-8). Under Naram-Sin a warrior named Lugal-uru-si was
“general of the land of Sumer and Akkad” (R2:103), the supreme army com-
mander under the king, and perhaps the same as the shagina erin. As in many
ancient societies, generals often held many additional government and religious
offices — Caesar, for example, served as a priest as Pontifex Maximus. Under king
Shusin, Irnanna served simultaneously as governor, a sanga priest of the god Enki,
and the GIR.NITA Of several different provinces (R3/2:323—4). In addition to his
military duties, general Babati served as royal steward, accountant, canal inspector,
and sanga priest (R3/2:341-2). Likewise, city governors (ensi) are often described
as participating in campaigns, and seem to have ranked immediately under the
general.

The second most frequently mentioned military office is nubanda, roughly
equivalent to captain (R2:93; R3/2:239). They were clearly of lower rank and
more numerous than the generals. We can get a sense of the relative status, rank,
and numbers of Akkadian period officers by some of Naram-Sin’s prisoner lists.
He claims during one of his extended campaigns to have captured six shagina
(generals), seventeen ensi (city governors), 78 rabi’anu (nomad “chiefs”), and 2000
nubanda (captains) (R2:92-3). At the battle of Tiwa, Naram-Sin captured the
GIR.NITA (general) of Kish, along with four of his nubanda (captains) (R2:105-6).
Nubandas were often assigned specific types of duties; under Shusin we hear of
“Lugalmagure, captain of the watch” (nubanda ennuga) serving as governor of Ur
(R3/2:326, 418).

The Akkadian army was also organized into military units, though these seem
to have been rather flexible in size. The basic term for a military unit was kiseri, or
regiment; Sargon is said to have mustered nine kiseri against Uruk (R2:16). Several
records describe companies of roughly 200 men commanded by a nubanda (MAS
26 n11). The professional nature of the Akkadian army allowed it to campaign at
rapid speeds; a Naram-Sin inscription describes a forced march in which the
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Akkadian army moved at over twice the normal rate of march for several days
running (R2:125). Soldiers on campaign are described as eating “bread [baked] on
coals” and “drinking water from skins” (LKA 179). Some type of camp fortifica-
tions on campaign seem to be implied when Naram-Sin “made firm the founda-
tions of the army camps” (R2:141).

Manishtushu  (R2:75-6), Naram-Sin (R2:97, 117) and Shar-kalli-shari
(R2:192) all claim to have undertaken maritime expeditions in the Persian Gulf.
Congquest of the coast of the Persian Gulf allowed Akkadians to control much of
the maritime trade of the region, with merchants arriving in Akkad from Meluhha
(the Indus valley), Magan (Oman), and Dilmun (Bahrain) (R2:28-30). The cap-
tain of a boat is also called a nubanda (R3/1:41), like his land-based counterparts.
The “chief sea-captain”, or admiral, is called nam-garash (R3/247-8); this
inscription has specific reference to trading activities, but presumably this ofticer
would be involved in any naval military affairs as well.

Weapons in the Akkadian and Sumerian arsenals included lance, spear, javelin,
narrow-headed axe, broad battle-axe (or scimitar-axe), mace, dagger, and bow.
Weapons were kept in a special arsenal, sometimes inside a temple complex, which
were protected by images of divine beings. King Gudea {2141-2122} gave a
description of one of these arsenals: “in the inner [arsenal] where the weapons
hang, [at] its Battle Gate, [Gudea] posted the warriors ‘deer-of-six-heads’ and
‘Mount Sinjar’ 7 (R3/1:85) — the latter apparently being images of mythical war-
rior demons slain by Ningirsu.*

A ritual blessing given by Imdugud, a mythical dragon-like creature, to the epic
hero Lugalbanda, describes the arms of a Sumerian king:

May your flint-tipped arrow hit its man . ..

May it be sharp like the point of an axe ...

May [the god] Ninurta, Enlil’s son,

Cover your crown with the helmet, “Lion of Battle” ...
When you have wielded the net in the mountain,

May the net not let loose [your enemies|. (HTO 330-1)

The throwing net mentioned here was used to entangle enemies (HTO 236),
perhaps as depicted on the Stele of the Vultures (AM §66—9, see Figure 1, p. 55).

A description of a ritual inspection tour by Gudea of Lagash included a catalog
of some of the weapons at the temple arsenal at Lagash:

Gudea brings to [the god] Ningirsu ... [the officer] Shul-shaga ... holding
the seven-spiked mace, and opening the Ankar, the Battle-Gate [to the
arsenal|, that the

dagger blades [eme-gir]

the mitu [“dead-man”] mace,
the “floodstorm” weapon
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the “bitter one” [khurratum]
and all the weapons of war;

might all exactly hit their targets, that he might flood all the lands of [the god]
Enlil’s enemies. Gudea brings along with himself [for the inspection] to [the
temple of] Ningirsu the mighty weapon “Slaughterer of a Myriad”, which
subdues all lands in battle, [and] the officer of [the temple] Eninnu, hawk of
the rebel land, [and] his general Lugalkurdub.*’

This text apparently refers to a special blessing for weapons before battle. Weapons
were often viewed as magical objects, as gifts from the gods imbued with divine
power which was the real source of victory (R2:133). Many of these special cer-
emonial weapons were made of very precious and rare materials and given evo-
cative names such as “Mace-unbearable-for-the-regions”, “Three-headed-lion-
mace”, and “slaughterer-of-a-myriad” (R3/1:34). Sargon claimed that “the god
Ilaba, mighty one of the gods — the god Enlil gave to [me]| his weapons”. Sargon
ascribes his victory over Uruk to the power of the “mace of the god Ilaba”; per-
haps something similar to a mace he dedicated to the gods as a victory trophy
(R2:13, 17-18). Bur-Sin of Isin donated a “three-headed gold mace with heads of
lapis-lazuli as a great emblem for Ninurta” (IYN 30). Sargon’s grandson Naram-
Sin wielded this same mace (or another of the same name) in battle (R2:94). At his
coronation Naram-Sin was given “a weapon of heaven from the temple of the god
Enlil” (R2:85), as well as divine weapons of the gods Dagan and Nergal (R2:133),
and Ishtar (LKA 195, 199); Shu-sin received the a’ankara weapon from Ninlil (E3/
2:302, 307; cf. R4:391). The shibirru weapon — sometimes called a “scimitar” —
was apparently a special weapon of kingship (LKA 199-200). What distinguished a
divine weapon from an ordinary one is unclear. They may have been ancestral
weapons preserved in the temples, or weapons that were manufactured with a
special ritual and consecration by the priests. Meteoric iron was worked by the
Akkadians (R2:68); such a mace could perhaps have been described as coming
“from heaven”. These weapons of the gods are said to have the power to make the
enemy panic in battle (R3/1:93).

Akkadian martial ideology

The god Enlil, whose major temple was E-kur (“mountain house”) at Nippur, was
the particular focus of Akkadian martial devotion. Sargon became ruler by the
“verdict” of Enlil, and ruled as his “governor” (R2:10, 13, 19, 34, 133). Enlil
called Manishtusu “by name”, granting him the “scepter of kingship” (R2:77).
Enlil granted Sargon “surpassing intelligence”, thereby insuring that Sargon had
“no rival” in the world (R2:34, 11, 14, 20, 29, 31, 45).

The kings ruled as they were “instructed” by the gods, presumably through
oracles and divination. Divination often preceded battle. Enlils instructions
included the command to “show mercy to no one”, which the Akkadian rulers
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followed religiously (R2:32, 34, 56, 192-3): “Naram-Sin, the mighty, by the
authority of the god Enlil, showed mercy to no one in those battles” (R2:138).
The gods also “go before” or “open the way” for the king in battle, granting
victory (R2:50, 133; LKA 181).

The link between Akkadian kings and the gods was strengthened and empha-
sized under Naram-sin, who was no longer merely the representative of the gods,
but the “spouse of the goddess Ishtar-Annumitum” (R2:88). When he defeated a
rebellion of “the four quarters” (i.e. the entire world), thereby saving the city of
Akkad from destruction, Naram-Sin was proclaimed a god, and a temple was
dedicated to him (R2:113—14). Thereafter, his name was always written with a
divine determinative — a linguistic marker indicating the name of a god. His son
Shar-kalli-shari also claimed divinity in one of his inscriptions (R2:206).

Shar-kalli-shari {2217-2192}, and the decline
of the Akkadians*®

Naram-Sin’s son and successor, Shar-kalli-shari (“king of all kings”) was the last of
the great Akkadian rulers, but was unable to retain power over the vast empire his
father had controlled by brutal repression. As with all Akkadian kings, the exact
chronology of his reign is uncertain. He is noted as a great temple builder, who
undertook resource gathering expeditions to Syria and Lebanon (R2:185-91,
193); he may have been more interested in religious and cultural pursuits than in
warfare. Be that as it may, at some point during his reign a major rebellion broke
out, which is described in terms similar to those used by Naram-Sin:

When the four quarters together revolted against him [Shar-kalli-shari], from
beyond the Lower Sea as far as the Upper Sea, he smote the people and all the
Mountain Lands for the god Enlil and brought their kings in fetters before the
god Enlil. Shar-kalli-shari, the mighty, by the authority of the god Enlil,
showed mercy to no one in those battles. (R2:192-3)

Although he claims to have suppressed this rebellion, it is clear that his victory
was tenuous. Whereas his ancestors consistently called themselves “king of the
four quarters [of the world]”, Shar-kalli-shari is satisfied with “King of Agade”, as
were his feeble successors.

Shar-kalli-shari’s inscriptions are far fewer and less instructive than those of
Sargon and Naram-Sin, but a basic picture begins to emerge of an empire in crisis.
In his “year names” he mentions three campaigns, claiming victories in all. The
Amorites were defeated in their mountain stronghold at Bashar (R2:183), where
Naram-Sin had fought them earlier. Shar-kalli-shari claims to have defeated the
Elamites at the battle of Akshak, near modern Baghdad (R2:183; PAE 108). Sig-
nificantly, rather than campaigning into the heart of Elam, Shar-kalli-shari fought
the Elamites as they were invading the Tigris valley. Finally, the Gutian highlanders
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from the Zagros mountains under their ruler Sharlak were defeated (R2:183), but
not destroyed. In a few years Sharlak reappears as Sharlagab (KS 330), a Gutian
warlord ruling in Mesopotamia (see pp. 102—4).

Thus Shar-kalli-shari’s inscriptions reveal the empire surrounded by powerful
and militant enemies: the Amorites to the north-west; the Gutians to the east, and
the Elamites to the south-east. These problems were further complicated by the
internal revolt of recalcitrant city-states. Although royal defeats are never men-
tioned in the Akkadian annals, they were obviously occurring with increasing
frequency, and would culminate with the collapse of the Akkadian state shortly
after Shar-kalli-shari’s death. The Gutian invasion and collapse of Akkad will be
discussed in the next chapter.

101



CHAPTER FOUR
The Neo-Sumerian period {2190-2004}

The Neo-Sumerian period is characterized by the cultural and political revival of
Sumerian peoples after a century-and-a-half of domination by Semitic Akkadians.
The collapse of the Akkadian empire was in part caused by, and at the same time
facilitated, the migration of highlander warlords known as Gutians into Mesopo-
tamia. For over half a century these foreign warlords dominated local peoples, but
were never accepted by them as legitimate leaders. Sumerian kings first achieved
local independence, and then ousted the foreign warlords, creating the culturally
dynamic Third Dynasty of Ur. The Neo-Sumerian age lasted less than a century-
and-a-half, however, ending with a second wave of outsiders invading Mesopota-
mia. This time, Semitic Amorite warlords from Syria were successful in integrating
themselves into Mesopotamian civilization, creating a new political and military
order that transitioned into the Middle Bronze Age.!

Gutian warlords {c. 2190-2115}

At the death of Shar-kalli-shari the military crisis of Akkad was exacerbated by an
apparent civil war in which four kings ruled in only three years {2192-2190}.
There are vague allusions in the inscriptions to inter-city warfare during this per-
iod (R2:209-18), which the Sumerian King-list succinctly summarizes: “Who was
king? Who was not king? Igigi, the king; Nanum, the king; Imi, the king; Elulu,
the king — the four of them were kings but reigned only three years.” (KS 330).
Although Dudu {2189-2169} finally emerged as ruler of Akkad, by that time his
domain had been reduced to one city-state among many in central Mesopotamia.

During this period of chaotic anarchy, Gutian highlanders emerge as a major
military power in Mesopotamia. Earlier vague allusions to Gutians appear in Akkadian
texts, where they are described as highlanders of the Zagros Mountains to the east
of Akkad (ME 24-7), but their first major reference is to the defeat of the Gutian
king Sharlak by Shar-kalli-shari, mentioned on pp. 100-1 (R2:183). Thereafter,
Gutian warbands appear in Mesopotamia, first as devastating raiders,® and even-
tually as conquerors. The specific pattern of Gutian conquest is unclear. From the
military perspective, the fall of Akkad was characterized by both internal revolts
and outside invasion. The city-states of Sumer, Elam, and northern Mesopotamia
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all became independent, while outsiders simultaneously invaded Mesopotamia.
Mountain highlanders from many surrounding regions seem to have participated
in his migration, including the Hurrians (from the northern mountains), Lullubi
(neighbors of the Gutians in the Zagros mountains), Elamites from the south of Zagros,
Amorites from the Jebel Bishri region of Syria, and perhaps the obscure Umman-
Manda.* Archaeological data confirms the devastation of a number of cities in
northern Mesopotamia during this period (RA3:710). Later epic literature describes,
with considerable hyperbole, the panic and devastation of these invasions.> The
Akkadian armies are defeated, the land devastated, cities are destroyed, and the rites
of the gods blasphemed (LKA 271-7); all of Mesopotamia is overrun (LKA 315).

The most important invaders were the Gutians, described as fierce and lawless
barbarians from the mountains. Some of the Gutian warlords managed to establish
themselves as kings over some of the city-states of Mesopotamia. The Sumerian
King-list mentions twenty-one Gutian rulers reigning for a period of about 90
years, with each king ruling for only a few years (KS 330); an alternative possibility
is that many of these Gutian kings were contemporaries. They should not be seen,
however, as forming a coherent dynasty ruling all of Mesopotamia. It is more
likely they were loosely allied warlords who ruled as a foreign military aristocracy
over a number of city-states. Perhaps it is best to view them as broadly similar to
the Germanic kingdoms following the fall of Rome.

The Sumerians viewed this period as one of chaos and devastation:

The Gutians [are] the fanged serpent of the mountain, who acted with violence
against the gods, who carried oft the kingship of the land of Sumer to the
mountain land, who filled the land of Sumer with wickedness, who took
away the wife from the one who had a wife, who took away the child from the
one who had a child, who put wickedness and evil in the land of Sumer. (R2:284)

Military sources for this period range from vague to non-existent. Only the
campaigns of the Gutian king Erridu-pizir have substantial documentation. An
inscription describing the revolt of one of his rebellious vassals, the king of Madga,
is perhaps reflective of the anarchy of the age:

Erridu-pizir, the mighty, king of Gutium and the four quarters, hastened [to
confront] him [the rebellious king of Madga]. [Since the Gutian ruler of
Madga] feared [Erridu-pizar| he retreated [into his own original] mountain
[homeland], and [Erridu-pizir] hunted him down, captured him, led him
away [captive, and executed] him. Erridu-pizir, the mighty, king of Gutium
and the four quarters took [him] away by force through the gate of the god of
Gutium, struck him, and killed him, the king [of Madga]. (R2:221-2)

Here we see a Gutian warlord ruling a city in Mesopotamia as the vassal of another

Gutian. When a conflict arises between the two, the vassal flees back to his origi-
nal mountain homeland, hoping vainly to escape the wrath of his lord.
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Erridu-pizir’s greatest victory was a campaign against the rival highlander Lul-
lubi tribe in the Zagros. Erridu-pizir provides an itinerary for his campaign into
the mountains, forcing mountain passes and capturing the enemy commanders and
mountain strongholds:

KA-Nisba, king of Simurrum, instigated the people of Simurrum and Lullubi
[highlanders] to revolt. Amnili, general of [the enemy Lullubi] ... made the
land [rebel] ... Erridu-pizir, the mighty, king of Gutium and of the four
quarters hastened [to confront] him. He proceeded [through| the peaks of
Mount Nisba. In six days he conquered the pass at Mount Hamemepir ...
entered its pass. Erridu-pizir, the mighty, pursued him [Amnili] and con-
quered the pass at Mount Nuhpir. Further, he struck down Amnili, the
[Lullubi] ... on its summit ... In a single day he ... conquered the pass of
Urbillum at Mount Mumum. Further, he captured Nirishuha. (R2:226-7)

Gutian domination in Mesopotamian was not universal. Many Sumerian cities,
like Ur, Uruk, Umma, Lagash, and Mari, achieved some degree of independence
during this period. Their few inscriptions, however, provide little concrete mili-
tary information. From these independent Sumerian city-states arose a nationalis-
tic anti-Gutian movement aimed at ousting the hated invaders. The most
successful leader of this movement was Utuhegal of Uruk {2117-2111}, who is
credited with driving out the Gutians and inaugurating the Neo-Sumerian period
(see pp. 105-7).

Gudea, Second Dynasty of Lagash {2155-2122}°

While the Gutians dominated much of Sumer, the city of Lagash remained inde-
pendent under the kings of its Second Dynasty. Although this period is renowned
as a cultural golden age under king Gudea {2141-2122}, the Second Dynasty of
Lagash has not produced many military inscriptions, leaving our understanding of
warfare during this period rather vague. The corpus of inscriptions from Lagash
focuses instead on temple building and other ritual activities. When compared to
his lovingly detailed description of temple building, Gudea’s most important
campaign is laconically described: “Gudea defeated the cities of Anshan and Elam
and brought the booty there from to Ningirsu in his Eninnu [temple]” (R3/1:35).
Indeed, the allusion to the campaign only occurs in the context of describing the
materials gathered to build his beloved temples.

From the inscriptions of Lagash, it would seem that there was relative peace
during the reign of Gudea. Gudea praises the god Ningirsu, who “opened for him
all the roads leading from the Upper to the Lower Sea” (R3/1:33), which pre-
sumably meant for trade rather than for warfare. His inscriptions describe bringing
building materials, precious metals and jewels from Lebanon, Elam, the Persian
Gulf, Magan (Oman), and the Meluhha (Indus valley) (R3/1:33—4, 78). None of
Gudea’s numerous splendid statues depicts the king in any martial context (SDA
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202—-17). This is generally true of the next several centuries of Mesopotamian art;
for whatever reason, martial themes are seldom depicted (SDA 196-251);” martial
art essentially disappears during the Neo-Sumerian period.

Unlike the first dynasty, described in Chapter Two, the second dynasty of
Lagash was not an expansionist state, but apparently had a sufficiently strong mili-
tary to insure its own survival. Several of the year-names are associated with the
construction of ritual divine weapons for dedications at temples. These include
“the year the wooden [shaft] of the [divine weapon of Ningirsu| ‘Mow-down-a-
myriad’ was made”; “[the war-god] Ningirsu’s mace with fifty heads was fash-
ioned” (R3/1:27, 33, 75). But even these are, strictly speaking, ritual rather than
military activities. It remained for the warlike king Utuhegal of Uruk finally to
drive the hated Gutians from Sumer.

Puzur-Inshushinak (Kutik-Inshushinak) and the Elamites
{c. 2120-1990}"

The collapse of Akkadian power allowed local nobles in Elam to gain indepen-
dence for the first time in a century, recreating their Elamite kingdom based at
Susa. Puzur-Inshushinak, who began as an Akkadian vassal viceroy in Elam,
eventually asserted his independence, taking the title “mighty king of Awan
[Elam]” by the end of his reign. His main martial inscription describes his rise to
power in Elam, capturing two rival kings “Kimash and Hurtum” and “crushing
under his feet in one day 81 towns and regions”. The king of Shimashki, a land
east of Elam, “grabbed his feet”, begging for mercy, and was allowed to live as a
vassal of Puzur-Inshushinak (PAE 123). Claiming imperial titles from the
crumbling Akkadians, Puzur-Inshushinak proclaimed that “[the god] Inshush-
inak looked graciously upon him and gave him the four quarters of the earth”
(C1/2:653).

Predominant in Elam, Puzur-Inshushinak turned his attention to Mesopotamia.
A text from Ur from the reign of Urnammu lists several regions of central
Mesopotamia as being under the rule of Puzur-Inshushinak, including Eshnunna
and Akkad itself. This brought Puzur-Inshushinak into conflict with the rising
power of Urnammu of Ur (see pp. 108-9). Urnammu claims he “liberated
Akshak, Marad, Girkal, Kazallu, and their settlements, and for Usarum, whatever
[territories] were under the subjugation of [Puzur-Inshushinak] of Anshan”
(CS 2:409a; PAE 124-5). Elamite incursions into Mesopotamia were thus
temporarily forestalled, but a century later they would return to sack Ur itself (see
p. 120).

Utuhegal of Uruk {2117-2111}°

The overthrow of the Gutian warlords occurred in the reign of Utuhegal, king of
Uruk. Seizing the opportunity afforded by the uncertainty surrounding the
ascension of a new Gutian monarch named Tirigan, Utuhegal rebelled against his
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Gutian overlord. He left a vivid inscription of his victory over the Gutians which
contains one of the most detailed military narratives of the third millennium,
illustrating one of the fundamental principles of ancient Near Eastern warfare: that
the decisions of the gods, even if inscrutable, control the course of history.

The god Enlil, lord of the foreign lands, commissioned Utuhegal, the mighty
man, king of Uruk, king of the four quarters, the king whose utterance can-
not be countermanded, to destroy [the Gutian] name. Thereupon Utuhegal
went to the [war] goddess Inanna, his lady, and prayed to her, saying: “My
lady, lioness of battle, who butts the foreign lands, the god Enlil has commis-
sioned me to bring back the kingship of the land of Sumer. May you be

my ally”
The enemy [Gutian| hordes had trampled everything. Tirigan, the king of
Gutium, had [seized kingship in Sumer]| ... but no [Sumerian lord] set out

against him [in battle]. He had seized both banks of the Tigris River. In the
south, in Sumer, he had blocked water from the fields. In the north, he had

closed off the roads and caused tall grass to grow up along the roads of the
land.

The foundation of Utuhegal’s success was that the god Enlil chose him to “destroy
[the Gutian] name”. What this meant in practical terms is uncertain, but it likely
has reference to oracles presented by the prophets of Uruk calling upon Utuhegal
to overthrow the Gutians. Utuhegal, however, does not act alone.

Utuhegal, the mighty man, went forth from Uruk and set up [a war
banner?] ... in the temple of the god Ishkur [in Uruk]. He called out to the
citizens of his city [Uruk], saying: “The god Enlil has given Gutium to me.
My lady, the goddess Inanna, is my ally” ... Utuhegal made the citizens of
Uruk and Kullab [a suburb of Uruk] happy. His city followed him [in the
decision to go to war| as if they were just one person.

Having received oracles of victory from the gods Enlil and Inanna, Utuhegal
summons a city council at the plaza before the temple of Ishkur. He announces the
oracles and he rallies the citizens of Uruk to support his rebellion against the
Gutians. This incident emphasizes that Sumerian kings had to rely on the support
of their citizens for war, and that oracles could sway public opinion in these mat-
ters one way or another. With the support of the city, Utuhegal launches his
campaign.

Utuhegal arranged in correct array his select elite troops. After Utuhegal
departed from the temple of the god Ishkur [in Uruk], on the fourth day he
set up [camp] in the city of Nagsu on the Iturungal canal. On the fifth day he
set up [camp] in the shrine Ilitappe. He captured Ur-Ninazu and Nabi-Enlil,
generals whom [Tirigan, king of the Gutians] had sent as envoys to the land of
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Sumer, and put handcuffs on them. After he departed from the shrine Ili-
tappe, on the sixth day he set up [camp] at Karkar. He proceeded to the god
Ishkur and prayed to him, saying: “O god Ishkur! The god Enlil has given me
his weapon. May you be my ally.”

The reference to “select elite troops” is important, demonstrating a ranking of the
quality and value of soldiers. Utuhegal’s itinerary is our most detailed description
of a Sumerian army on the march. He emphasizes his daily piety, repeatedly calling
on the gods for assistance, attempting to act in accordance with the will of the gods
in battle. A rough estimate of a day’s march for a Sumerian army can be deter-
mined from Utuhegal’s itinerary. The next passage notes that battle took place
“upstream from Adab” some fifty miles north of Uruk, which was reached after a
six-day march, thus averaging about eight to nine miles a day. Utuhegal then
describes the day of battle.

In the middle of that night [Utuhegal] got up, and at daybreak proceeded to a
point upstream from Adab. ... In that place, against the Gutians, he laid a trap
and led his troops against them. Utuhegal, the mighty man, defeated their
generals. Then Tirigan, king of Gutium, fled alone on foot to Dabrum....
Since the citizens of Dabrum realized that Utuhegal was the king to whom
the god Enlil had granted power, they did not let Tirigan go. The envoys of
Utuhegal captured Tirigan along with his wife and children at Dabrum. They
put handcuffs and a blindfold on him. Utuhegal made him lie at the feet of
the god Utu and placed his foot on his neck. [Thus Utuhegal] removed [the
Gutians and] . .. brought back the kingship of the land of Sumer. (R2:284-7)

Utuhegal’s use of a stratagem to trick the Gutian should remind us that, although
relying on the will of the gods for victory, the Sumerians none the less also fought
wars in the real world of weapons, supplies, and tactics. Even if Enlil had promised
victory, Utuhegal still used a stratagem. This auspicious victory over Tirigan was
remembered in later years in books of divination (C1/2:462). The mention that
Tirigan “fled [the battle] alone on foot” undoubtedly has reference to the standard
use of war-carts in battle at this time.

Utuhegal’s victory, although decisive, was apparently not complete. Most of
southern Mesopotamia rallied to his support, but the full extent of his domain is
not certain. He did not, however, found a stable dynasty. After a reign of only
seven years he died, according to legend, by accidental drowning while inspecting
a dike. Real political power in Sumer passed into the hands of Urnammu, the
onetime governor of Ur, founder of the glorious Third Dynasty of Ur.

The Third Dynasty of Ur {2112-2004}'°

The Third Dynasty of Ur (or Ur III) witnessed the last flowering of Sumerian
cultural achievement; indeed, most of the literature, art, and architecture generally
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associated with Sumer was produced during Ur III. Militarily, this was also a per-
iod of Sumerian ascendancy in Mesopotamia, in which the kings of Ur were the
dominant military force in the region.

Urnammu {2112-2095}'"!

Although best known for his cultural achievements in law, literature, and art, and
for the building of the magnificent ziggurat of Ur, Urnammu also played an
important military role as well. Unfortunately, his surviving inscriptions focus on
his building projects, leaving us with fragmentary information about his military
activities. Furthermore, as is often the case in early Mesopotamian military history,
a precise chronology of Urnammu’s campaigns cannot be established from the
fragmentary evidence.

Under Utuhegal of Uruk, Urnammu had served as governor of Ur; some
scholars suspect that he was the son-in-law of Utuhegal (R3/2:9). While governor
of Ur for Utuhegal, Urnammu engaged in a border dispute with Lagash, defeating
them and annexing a portion of their land with the acquiescence of Utuhegal
(R3/2:10). Upon the death of his suzerain Utuhegal, Urnammu declared himself
an independent king {2112}, initially ruling only the city-state of Ur and its sur-
rounding land; the fortifications of Ur were significantly strengthened early in his
reign (R3/2:11, 19, 25-6). Later the fortifications of Nippur were also refurbished
(R3/2:76).

The anarchy of the Gutian period left brigands and pirates infesting both
Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf. Part of Urnammu’s achievement was to “put
the road in order from the south to the north” (R3/2:14) and to resume trade
with Magan (Oman) in the Persian Gulf (R3/2:41, 47). This restoration of
order and trade in Mesopotamia laid the foundation for the economic and cul-
tural renaissance of the Neo-Sumerian period. One of Urnammu’s claims was to
have cleared out the brigands and to have made river and land travel secure
(CS 2:409). As part of this process he mentions the “sea-captains” who “had
control of the foreign maritime trade” in the Persian Gulf; Urnammu “established
freedom” for the Sumerian maritime traders (CS 2:409a). These “sea-captains”
can be interpreted in one of two ways. It could simply refer to non-Sumerian
merchants who had taken control of ocean trade during the Gutian anarchy. On
the other hand, they may be Persian Gulf pirates who were pillaging Sumerian
merchants, in which case Urnammu is describing the first anti-pirate naval
campaign in history. He also mentions the return of a “Magan-boat” at Ur,
probably a reference to a boat capable of sailing the Persian Gulf to Magan-Oman
(CS 2:409a).

Urnammu undertook a number of campaigns which resulted in the hegemony
of Ur in Sumeria. His armies conquered Lagash in battle, absorbing the city into
his domain, although leaving it to be governed by local aristocrats (R3/2:47). He
also defeated his former masters at Uruk (R3/2:16). Eventually he “banished
malediction, violence and strife” — which is to say he defeated his rivals and
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subdued brigands. Ur’s predominance in Mesopotamia was ritually recognized in a
coronation festival at Nippur, culminating in his declaration as “king of the lands
of Sumer and Akkad” who “restored the ancient state of affairs”, which is to say,
he restored Sumerian rule in a unified Mesopotamia.'?

Although Urnammu’s direct military power was limited to central and southern
Mesopotamia, he formulated an alliance with Mari to the north-west in Syria to
oppose the growing power of the Amorite nomads in the Syrian steppe, who
increasingly threatened Mesopotamia throughout Ur I11.' This alliance was sealed
by the marriage of Urnammu’s son with Taram-Uram, the daughter Apil-Kin,
king of Mari (R3/2:86).

At some point in his reign Urnammu began to campaign to the east outside of
Mesopotamia. As noted above, the Elamite kingdom under Puzur-Inshushinak
had taken advantage of the power vacuum in Mesopotamia following the collapse
of Gutian power in Mesopotamia to sieze several Sumerian city-states (R3/2:48).
Urnammu campaigned into “highland Elam”, defeated the coalition of the
Elamite king, and liberated the Sumerian city-states (R3/2:19-20, 65—6; PAE
124-5).

There are fragmentary inscriptions describing campaigns by Urnammu against
the Gutians as well. Although driven from dominance in Mesopotamia by the
campaigns of Utuhegal, the Gutians had not been decisively crushed, and still
represented a serious potential threat to Mesopotamia. Gutarla, king of the
Gutians, still had garrisons in parts of Mesopotamia, from which he conducted
raids (R3/2:67). Urnammu campaigned victoriously against the Gutians “in their
mountain”, binding “the bloody hands of the Gutian” prisoners (R3/2:11, 21).
Even this victory did not fully break the Gutians, however, for, according to
Urnammu’s funerary lament, he died in battle against them in 2095, when his
army broke and fled, leaving him stranded on the battlefield: “in the place of
slaughter they [the army of Ur| abandoned [their king] Urnammu [in battle| like a
broken pitcher”.!* This is one of the rare examples of Mesopotamian royal
inscriptions describing the defeat and death of a king in battle.

Shulgi {2094-2047}'5

Shortly after the death of his father Urnammu in battle, Shulgi carried out a
punitive campaign against the Gutians to avenge his death (R3/2:20). Thereafter,
for the most part, the early years of Shulgi’s reign are generally associated in his
year-names with peaceful religious and building activities. There were, however,
some military undertakings; in his seventh year {2088}, the highlander “Su peo-
ple, and the lands of Zabshali [northwest Iran], from the border of Anshan to the
Upper Sea, rose like locusts” and invaded Mesopotamia. Shulgi undertook a
punitive expedition against them (DZ 138-9).

In the second half of his reign {2076-2047}, however, war becomes increas-
ingly common, with about half the year-names associated with campaigning. In
the last part of his reign Shulgi undertook a generally expansionist policy, leading
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to conquests throughout Sumer and hegemony abroad, which was continued by
his son Amarsin, creating a Sumerian empire.

Shulgi’s campaign against Der {2076} contains some interesting tactical details.
On the eve of battle Shulgi apparently destroyed some irrigation dikes, flooding
the enemy’s positions: “The banks of the River Diyala and the River Taban he
smashed, and in a swamp he annihilated the enemy. [In] the land which he inun-
dated he smashed his enemy’s weapon” (R3/2:142-3). Thereafter, Shulgi under-
mined the walls of Der and destroyed the city: “I [Shulgi] arrived at the rebellious
land [of Der]; [my army] ripped out the brickwork [of its walls] by its foundation.
May the city I have smitten not be restored! The houses which I destroyed were
ruined heaps” (R3/2:103). After the destruction of Der, Shulgi built two
fortresses — Shulgi-Nanna and Ishim-Shulgi — to maintain Sumerian control of
the region (R3/2:103), assigning Ur-Suena as military governor of the area
(R3/2:190).

Thereafter Shulgi was at war on a regular basis. One of his major efforts was in
the north against the Hurrian invaders, who had migrated into much of northern
Mesopotamia during the Gutian period. Shulgi launched three multi-year wars
against them in the upper Tigris region. Although he was generally successful in
these campaigns, the Hurrians remained an important and growing military
power.'® Most of Shulgi’s campaigns are only vaguely described, with standardized
formula such as “the year X was destroyed”. Some of these sites cannot be securely
identified. Shulgi claimed victory over Karahar {2071}, Harshi {2068}, Shasru
{2053}, and Simashki (R3/2:104, 108; 451). At some point in the latter part of his
reign, Shulgi added to his original title “mighty man, king of Ur”, the title “king
of the Lands of Sumer and Akkad” and “king of the four quarters [of the world]”
(R3/2:149), indicating his claim to military pre-eminence in Mesopotamia
(R3/2:111-16).

We are given more detail on a few of his campaigns. Over the course of twenty
years Shulgi campaigned against the recalcitrant Hurrian stronghold of Simurrum
five times {2069, 2068, 2062, 2050, 2049}, eventually capturing the city and its king
Tappan-Darah. This was considered a great victory, as it is referenced several times
in later oracular literature (R3/2:104-5). Attempting to improve relations with Elam,
Shulgi married his daughter to the “governor of Anshan” in 2065. The alliance
was unstable, however, and he invaded and defeated Anshan in 2061 (R3/2:104-5).

There are signs in the later part of Shulgi’s reign of increasing military stress. In
2059 he built the “Wall of the Land”, also known as the “Wall Facing the High-
land”. The location of Shulgi’s wall is not certain, but it was probably aimed at
preventing incursions by the Tidnumite nomad tribe of the Amorites (R3/2:106).
The “highlands” possibly refers to Mount Bishri (Bashar) to the west of the Upper
Euphrates, which had been a haunt of Amorite nomads since the days of Naram-
Sin two centuries earlier. If so, the wall was the first attempt to limit or control the
access of the Amorites into central Mesopotamia. The building of the wall was left
in the care of his general Puzur-Shulgi; part of the letter in which Shulgi orders
the building of the wall has survived:
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The wall is to be finished in the period of one month! There are to be no
further inquiries pertaining to these building activities! For now the Tidnum
[tribe of the Amorite nomads] have come down from the mountain. (R3/
2:106)

This letter seems to indicate that the building of the wall was taking longer than
expected and presumably going over budget, and that part of the reason for this
was that the Tidnum nomads were harassing the builders, having already “come
down from the mountain”.

This wall seems to be the first phase of the more famous “wall that repels
Amorites” which was built by Shusin against incursions by Amorite nomads,
representing the beginning of a shift from an offensive posture against highlanders
to defensive walls to limit their raids. This represents a significant psychological
shift in the martial mentality of the age: the Amorites, Hurrians, and Gutians
cannot be decisively defeated — the best we can do is hold them at bay. This “great
wall” mentality, more famous in its monumental Chinese manifestation, became
fundamental to the Ur III martial policy in the twenty-first century. The wall was
accompanied by the development of military garrison colonies and cities along a
defensive zone facing the Zagros Mountains to attempt to prevent incursions from
highlanders (DZ 153—6). The wall and defensive zone may have been initially
successful, for we hear of no further Tidnum incursions for over twenty years. On
the other hand, as noted below, the policy was ultimately to fail.

In the last five years of Shulgi’s reign {2051-2047} Ur was involved in repeated
campaigns against coalitions of partially subdued Hurrian city-states in northern
Mesopotamia. The problems began with a coalition between the city of
Simurrum — which Shulgi had already defeated three times — and the highlanders
of Lullubu. Shulgi claims to have defeated them in 2051. If so, it was not a decisive
victory, for in 2050 they were back in alliance with Urbillum (modern Arbil) and
Karahar. The campaigns of 2049-2047 were directed against another rebel coali-
tion of Kimash, Hurti, and Harshi (R3/2:107-9; 455), whose defeated dead he
“heaped up [in] a pile of corpses” (R3/2:141). The need for repeated campaigns
against Hurrian and Lullubi coalitions again points to declining military strength,
perhaps associated with the fact that Shulgi was by now probably in his sixties or
seventies, and may have been too old to effectively rule or lead his armies. Despite
such mixed success in warfare, Ur was none the less the predominant military
power of Mesopotamia at the death of Shulgi.

Military themes in the Shulgi hymns (TSH)

The court of king Shulgi of Ur {2094-2047} — who proclaimed himself a
divinity — prepared a number of panegyric hymns praising the kings divine
qualities, including his military prowess. It goes without saying that the king is
handsome, strong, courageous and brave (TSH 73-5). By all accounts Shulgi was a
superb athlete; he boasts of having run from Nippur to Ur (over 100 miles)
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some 1500 years before Phidippides’ more famous effort in Greece (R3/2:97,
157; Her. 6.106), in which he was later emulated by Ishme-Dagan of Isin
(R4:37).

The Shulgi hymns provide us with some detailed literary narratives of actual
combat in Neo-Sumerian times. One of Shulgi’s hymns gives an epic description
of a battle against the Gutians. Despite its hyperbole, poetic language and ritual
setting, the hymn provides a useful window into the characteristics of Sumerian
battle. The battle begins with an exchange of missile fire:

I will raise my spear against [the enemy]

I will set up my banner against the border of the foreign land
I will fill my quiver,

My bow will distend, ready to shoot, like a raging serpent,
The barbed arrows will flash before me like lightening

The barbar-arrows, like swiftly flying bats

Will fly into the “mouth of its battle”.

Slingstones will pour down on its people;

Heavy clay lumps, like the “hand stones”,

Will be striking on their back.

The crushed people of the rebellious land,

I will cut down with my bow and sling like locusts. (TSH 79)

Following the missile exchange, the battle transforms into a bloody melee with
maces and axes:

My [mace?] will sharpen its teeth at the “head of the land”

My mitum-weapon will shed the blood of the people like water.

My weapon, the double-edged axe,

Will [spill?] their blood, which will cover the [land]

Having been spilled on the highland, the contents of a broken wine-jug ...
In its wadis the blood will flow like water. (TSH 79)

In many periods of history, being taken captive after a battle or siege was often
only marginally more satisfactory than dying. But in the ancient Near East the
plight of the prisoner was particularly miserable. Royal prisoners were often mar-
ched naked and in stocks back to the capital of the victorious king, where they
were paraded in triumph, brought before the gods, and ritually debased by having
the victorious king stand on their heads or bodies in the courtyards before the
temples of the gods. The great hero Shulgi boasts that he will “set my foot on his
[the defeated king’s] head . .. I will make him die amid dripping blood” (TSH 77);
the enemy was ritually executed by being disemboweled (TSH 77) in what prob-
ably amounted to a form of human sacrifice.

In the aftermath of the battle the adults were often killed, children were
enslaved, and the fields and city destroyed.
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The children of the foreign land, he made them embark on his ships

The adults he killed in revenge.. ..

The hero avenged his city,

‘Whatever has been destroyed in Sumer, he destroyed in the foreign [Gutian]
land ... In its cultivated fields of shining barley, he caused weeds to grow,
He destroyed its wide and large trees with the axe.. ..

The king, after he destroyed the city, ruined the city walls . ..

He dispersed the seed of the Gutians like seed-grain. (TSH 85)

Many other prisoners were kept as slaves and sent to work on agriculture, canal
digging, mining, and quarrying or building projects (USP 47-50).

After the victory, great plunder is brought back to Sumer in a triumphal
procession:

The pure lapis-lazuli of the foreign land he loaded into leather-bags
He heaped up all its treasures

Amassed all the wealth of the foreign land,

Its fattened oxen and fattened sheep.

He invokes the name of [the god] Enlil,

He invokes the name of [the god] Ninlil

The hero [Shulgi], having carried out a noble revenge in the foreign land
[The king rode in] his shining royal magur-boat . ..

Shulgi, the righteous shepherd of Sumer,

Placed his feet upon [his enemy’s neck]|

Upon a throne he took seat.

The sim and ala-drums resounded for him,

The tigi-drums played for him music:

“My king has destroyed the foreign land, you have plundered its cities
Like a wild bull in the mountain™,

Sang the singers a song for him. (TSH 85-7)

Shulgi then enters the temple of Enlil, dedicating the plunder to the gods, and
receiving in return a divine decree of long, prosperous, and victorious rule (TSH
87-9). In another context it is clear that the soldiers also received their fair share of
plunder. After defeating the Elamites, the king “brought the booty to the god
Enlil, my lord, in Nippur, and marked it for him. The remainder I presented as a
gift to my troops” (R3/2:66).

Amarsin (Amar-Suena) {2046-2038}"

Opverall the reign of Amarsin is rather poorly documented for military affairs.
Amarsin succeeded his father Shulgi in the midst of an ongoing war with Urbil-
lum, against which he dispatched his general Niridagal in 2045 (R3/2:236), Nir-
idagal seems to have decisively defeated that city, which is later listed as having an
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Ur-appointed military governor (R3/2:324). Thereafter Amarsin turned his
attention to the north, launching two expeditions under general Haship-atal
against Shashrum and Shuruthum in 2043 and 2041. According to the recon-
struction of events by Frayne (R3/2:238-9), the campaign went northwest
from the Diyala river, also conquering the cities of Rashap and Arrapha. In
2040 Amarsin invaded Huhnuri in Elam (R3/2:239). At some point in his reign
he built a “watchtower” in Ur, but its precise military function, if any, is obscure
(R3/2:259).

Some idea of the size of the empire of Ur can be discerned by the seal
inscriptions of Ur-appointed city governors. Eventually the rulers of Ur are
known to have had dependent governors in at least sixteen Mesopotamian cities,
including Umma, Push, Kish, Lagash, Kazallu, Nippur, Sharrakum, Adab, Ishkun-
Sin, Shuruppak, Marad, Simudar, Kutha, Uruk, and Eresh (R3/2:xli—xliv, 3, 271—
7). There were undoubtedly other governors as well, for whom we lack records,
along with additional vassal states. There were other cities with known Sumerian
governors outside of Sumer itself, including Ashur, Babylon, Eshnunna, Simur-
rum, and Susa in Elam (R3/2:271-7); Ashur was governed by a general (GIR.NITA)
named Zarriqum (R3/2:278, A1:9).

At the height of its power the empire of Ur III was divided into three zones,
each with a different relationship to the city of Ur.'® In the central heartland of
Sumer and Akkad (southern and central Mesopotamia), the cities were ruled by
governors directly appointed by the king of Ur, directly paying taxes (bala) of
goods and services. The second zone, along the central Tigris valley and parts of
Elam, were conquered lands which had garrisons of soldiers (erin) with military
commanders (shagina) appointed from Ur. These provinces paid the “tribute of the
provinces” (¢un mada) in livestock and other products. In one year alone this tri-
bute amounted to 28,000 cattle and 350,000 sheep (CAM 102). The third zone
consisted of allied and vassal states, who had their own independent rulers but who
were dependent in some way on Ur. This region is rather amorphous and infor-
mal, with changeable relations with specific cities, but included at different times
parts of western Iran, the upper Tigris, the middle Euphrates and parts of Syria.
These regions sent ambassadors to Ur, intermarried with the royal family, and sent
various forms of tribute or diplomatic gifts (HE2:85-101). The middle Euphrates,
including Mari and Ebla, seemed to have some type of tributary status to Ur (HE
2:125-33), while ambassadors were received from as far away as Byblos on the
Mediterranean coast (EH2:122). In 2048 Shulgi received tribute (¢un) from Ebla
consisting of “500 tilpanu-weapons of sudianum-wood and 500 containers (¢%. kab-kul)
of the same wood” (HE2:128-9), which I interpret to be 500 bows and quivers
(see p. 91). This substantial tribute in weapons points to some type of vassalage on
the part of Ebla to Ur, and further emphasizes the importance of archery in Neo-
Sumerian armies.

Amarsin’s overall predominance in Mesopotamia is reflected in his continuing
claim to the title “king of the four quarters [of the world]”. Later legends
remember that, during Amarsin’s reign, “the homeland revolted” (R3/2:236), but
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this cannot be confirmed by any contemporary documents. It seems succession
occurred without incident.

Shusin {2037-2029} and the Amovrite Wars

Militarily speaking, Shusin’s reign is one of the better documented of the Ur III
dynasty (R3/2:285-359). As noted above, most of Shusin’s predecessors had
focused their attention on the conquest of the Tigris valley in north-eastern Iraq.
With this flank stabilized, Shusin turned his attention to the west and the middle
Euphrates basin. Early in his reign he entered into a military alliance with the
north Euphrates city-state of Simanum (north-east Syria) through the marriage of
his daughter Kunshi-matum to Arib-atal, son of king Pusham.'® Although the
details are unknown, in 2036 a coup occurred in which Pusham and his family
were ousted from power. The perpetrators of the coup are not named, but they
may have been Hurrians, and they received assistance from the Amorite nomads.
With the help of the gods Enlil and Inanna, Shusin — who “makes the foreign
country tremble” — launched a campaign against the rebels in Simanum in 2035,
which quickly turned into a much larger extended war with the Amorites.

From his base at Ashur, Shusin led the army of Ur northward up the Tigris,
capturing Nineveh, Talmush, and Habura. At this time Nineveh seems to have
been in the domain of the Hurrian king Tish-atal of Urkish (modern Mozan),
who appears to have dominated the upper Tigris during the early Ur III period,
and who may have been Shusin’s uncle.?” Shusin continued his march up the
Tigris, eventually reaching Simanum, where Shusin “smote the heads of Sima-
num, Habura, and the surrounding districts”. With the rebels defeated, Pusham
and his family were restored to the throne.

We are provided with some details of the fate of prisoners from this campaign,
who were deported and settled in a new town on the frontier of Nippur, perhaps
to work on Shusin’s defensive wall described below. Shusin boasts: “Since the
[mythical] days of decreeing the fates [at the foundation of the world], no king has
established a town for the god Enlil and the goddess Ninlil on the frontier of
Nippur, with people he had captured.” This type of mass deportation of citizens
from defeated cities would become a standard practice throughout Mesopotamian
history. Conquered people became in many ways a form of war plunder, to be
collected and transported just like silver or lapis lazuli or building timber. Warfare
created a mobile market of displaced migrant workers whom the kings could move
to support new agricultural or building projects.

Despite this victory, Shusin was forced to deal with an ongoing threat from the
Amorite nomads, which his grandfather Shulgi had temporarily suppressed twenty
years earlier, in around 2059. The Amorite nomads of the Tidnum tribe had
apparently been raiding, or migrating into, the agricultural land along the middle
Euphrates, since Shusin’s continuing campaign in 2034 is said to have been
undertaken in order to “remove any cause for complaint from the [people who
work the] furrows of the [agricultural] land [by] vengeance [against the] Tidnum
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[nomadic raids]” (R3/2:290). Perhaps using the newly conquered Simanum as a
base, in 2035 Shusin launched an attack against the Tidnum Amorite nomads,
possibly advancing as far as Aleppo (Yamhad) (R3/2:290, 299, 301). He claimed
that “the big mountains [where the Amorites live] were subdued ... the towns,
the populations, and their settlements, were turned into ruins”.

Despite these claims, the campaign was far from decisive, for in the following
year, 2034, Shusin decided to build “the Amorite wall called ‘It keeps [the] Tid-
num [nomads| at a distance’ 7 (R3/2:290, 328). A letter from the building com-
missioner to king Shusin provides an informative description of the wall:

To Shusin, my king . .. thus says Sharrum-bani, the high commissioner, your
servant. You have sent me as an envoy in order to build the great wall “It
keeps Amorites at a distance”. I am presenting to you how matters stand. The
Amorites are descending upon the land. You have instructed me to build the
wall, to cut off their path so that they may not overwhelm the fields by a
breach between the Tigris and Euphrates.... As a result of my building
activities the wall is now 26 danna long. When I sent for word to the area
between the two mountains it was brought to my attention that the [Amor-
ites] were encamped in the mountains. [The Hurrians at] Simurrum had
come to their aid. Therefore I proceeded to the area “between” the mountain
ranges of Ebih in order to do battle.?!

The text is somewhat vague, but it seems the Amorites had already crossed the
Euphrates, probably in the north, and were raiding southward between the
Euphrates and the Tigris. The wall was being built from the banks of the Tigris to
the Euphrates to forestall further penetration southward into central and southern
Mesopotamia. Ruins of this earth and clay wall — estimated to have been about
170 miles (280 km) long — can still be seen north of Baghdad.??> The wall would
thus be similar to Nebuchadnezzar’s later “Wall of Media”. The “mountain ranges
of Ebih” have not been identified with certainty, but might perhaps have reference
to the twin mountains Abd al-Aziz and Sinjar in northern Mesopotamia. The
building of this wall shows the concern over the growing military threat from the
Amorites, who would eventually participate in the destruction of the empire of
Ur. None the less, Shusin’s campaigns were successful in temporarily holding the
Amorite threat at bay.

The Zagros highlanders posed a simultaneous threat which was opposed with a
vigorous campaign in 2031 against Indasu, king of Zabshali (R3/2:301-6). Shusin
describes their depredations as being “like a swarm of locusts from the border of
Anshan (in south-east Iran] to the Upper [Mediterranean| Sea”, listing over a
dozen subsidiary tribes or city-states who formed a confederation against Ur.
Details of the battle are lacking; attention is paid to killing, scattering, and decap-
itating the enemy, finally piling their corpses into a heap. The captured leaders
were bound and brought as captives before the god Enlil. Others scattered,
attempting to . ..
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save their lives by fleeing to their cities, [but Shusin marched| against their
cities, screeching like an Anzu [dragon|. He turned their cities into ruined
heaps; he destroyed their walls. He blinded the men of those cities ... and
established them as slaves in the orchards of the gods ... [the women] he
offered as a present to the weaving mills of the god Enlil and the goddess
Ninlil. (R3/2:309-12)

Other captives were enslaved and forced to work in the silver and gold mine at
Bulma, one of the conquered cities. In addition to slaves, Shusin lists livestock and
“leather sacks filled with gold and silver” and bronze as his booty. In triumph,
Shusin created a monument depicting himself trampling the captive king Indasu,
along with the names of ten other captured leaders of the coalition.

A fragmentary inscription describes a naval campaign of Shusin to “Magan
[Oman], along with its provinces ... [and] the other side of the sea ...” (R3/
2:201), which could have been an extension of Shusin’s Elamite campaign. The
combination of his campaigns on the Upper Euphrates, against Elam, and in the
Persian Gulf allowed Shusin to claim the ancient Akkadian title of ruler from the
“Lower to the Upper Sea” (R3/2:302, 317), maintaining the Third Dynasty of Ur
as the dominant power in Mesopotamia.

Ibbisin (Ibbi-Suen) {2028-2004} and the fall of Ur*

Ibbisin’s reign marked the decline and collapse of the Ur III dynasty, unleashing an
ensuing period of invasion and chaos. Ibbisin’s year names and inscriptions show
far more concern with religious ritual than with the collapsing military and poli-
tical situation of Ur. None the less, a number of campaigns are mentioned. For the
most part these were defensive in nature, against provinces or cities which had
earlier submitted to Ur, but had now gained independence.

In 2023 {Y6} Ibbisin undertook repairs and expansion on the walls of Nippur
and Ur, perhaps reflecting a perception of an increasing threat to the heartland
(R3/2:363). In a propagandistic inscription describing the building of the walls,
Ibbisin wrote: “in order to make the land secure and to make the highlands and
lowlands bow down before him, he surrounded his city with a great wall, whose
loop-holes cannot be reached, and which is like a yellow mountain” (R3/2:369).
How a defensive wall on a city in Sumer would make the highlanders “bow
down” before the king of Ur is not explained. The defensive attitude, perhaps an
extension of the great wall mentality, could not mask an increasingly desperate
military situation.

The fall of the empire of Ur is rather well documented by the standards of the
Early Bronze Age. Psychologically for Mesopotamians it was rather like the fall of
Rome in the West, and from the military perspective it marks the end of the Early
Bronze Age and the beginning of the Middle Bronze. A number of factors con-
tributed to the fall of Ur. Internal political instability is reflected in the defection
and independence of a number of city-states in both the heartland and the
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periphery of the empire, which had been brought into submission by the cam-
paigns of Shulgi, Amarsin, and Shusin. “The lands that had been in obedience to
Ur were split into factions” (LD 43). By 2027 {Y2} Eshnunna and the province of
Simurrum had cast off allegiance, leading Ibbisin to send an army against them the
next year (R3/2:366, 362). The campaign was apparently a failure, because the
defections increased rapidly: Susa and Elam in 2026 {Y3}, Lagash in 2024 {Y5},
Umma in 2023 {Y6}, and Nippur in 2022 {Y7}. Girsu became independent
under kings Ur-Ningirsu and Ur-Nanshe (R3/2:427-31).

Although we lack full documentation, other cities undoubtedly followed suit,
while “brigands roamed the roads” (LD 42). More ominously, the Elamites were
not only independent, but becoming increasingly hostile towards Ur, which
would culminate in their destruction of the city. In an effort to stabilize the situa-
tion in Elam, Ibbisin “marched [eastward] with heavy forces against Huhnuri [near
modern Behbehan]| the ‘open mouth’ of the land of Anshan” in 2020 {Y9} (R3/
2:363). This operation was indecisive, however, for he was back in 2015 {Y14}:
Ibbisin “roared like a storm against Susa, Adamdun and the land of Awan [in
Elam]; he made them submit in a single day and took their lords as bound cap-
tives”, dedicating part of the plunder to the gods. The booty from this war appears
to have caused a temporary economic boom in Ur, but was insufficient to save the
state (R3/2:364, 371-2). Overall, prices of foodstuffs increased manifold during
this period.?*

At the same time the situation was also rapidly degenerating on the north-west
frontier, where the Amorites were becoming an increasing military threat. A series
of letters exchanged between Ibbisin and his governors in the north-west shed an
interesting light on the unfolding crisis. Despite the defection of south-eastern
Mesopotamia, Isin remained temporarily loyal under its governor Ishbi-Irra. From
2020 to 2010 {Y9-19}, the degenerating situation began to threaten the grain
supply to Ur. Ishbi-Irra, governor of Isin, wrote to Ibbisin explaining the situation:

Thus says Ishbi-Irra, your servant: You have instructed me to proceed on an
expedition to Isin and Kazallu in order to purchase grain. The market price of
grain has reached one gur [of grain] per shekel [of silver].... Word having
reached me that the hostile Amorites had entered into the midst of your land I
brought all of the 72,000 gur of grain into Isin. And now all of the Amorites
have entered into the land. One by one they have seized all the fortifications.
Because of the Amorites I have been unable to thresh the grain. They are too
strong for me, I am trapped [in the city of Isin].?

Here we see a countryside overrun by Amorite nomads to the extent that the Sumer-
ians are simply hiding in their cities, unable to harvest their fields as the price of grain
skyrockets. At some point Ishbi-Irra, exasperated with the weakness of Ibbisin,
declared his independence, leading to war with his former overlord (see pp. 159-62).

In 2013 {Y17} Ibbisin made the enigmatic claim that “this year the Amorites
of the southern border, who from ancient times have known no cities, submitted
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to Ibbisin, king of Ur” (R3/2:364; AUP 94). Importantly, the text does not a
claim military victory over the Amorites, but only that they “submitted”, perhaps
in return for a payment of tribute. This “submission”, however, apparently repre-
sented the formation of some type of coalition between Ibbisin and the Amorites
against Ishbi-Irra, the erstwhile governor of Isin; it may be alluded to in mythic
terms in the following inscription: “[the god] Enlil, my helper, has summoned the
Amorites from their mountain, Elam will come to my side and catch Ishbi-Irra
[rebel governor of Isin]” (AUP 95). Thus, as has happened on occasion in history,
when two rivals are locked in a civil war for the control of an empire, one may
turn to outside barbarians for assistance, buying short-term victory at the cost of
long-term security. What exactly this submission or coalition entailed is unclear;
while it may have represented a temporary set-back for Ishbi-Irra, it was a major
victory for the Amorite invaders, whose spread throughout Mesopotamia was
thereby facilitated.

Instead of providing military assistance to his beleaguered governor, Ibbisin
berated Ishbi-Irra for dereliction of duty and malfeasance:

Thus says your king Ibbi-Sin: ... You received twenty talents of silver to buy
grain and you proceed to buy two gur of grain for each shekel, but to me you
send one gur for each shekel. How is it that you permitted the Amorites, the
enemy, to enter my land against Puzur-Numushda, the commandant of Bad-
igihursagga? I sent you weapons with which to strike; how is it that you sent
the “men without heads” [fools? decapitated soldiers?] who are in the land
against the Amorites from the north? (R3/2:367)

The degenerating relations between Ibbisin and his governor eventually led to
civil war. By 2010 {Y19} Ishbi-Irra of Isin had declared independence from the
ineftectual Ibbisin, and had begun carving out his own state in central Mesopota-
mia. The situation was described by Puzur-Shugli, governor of Kazallu, apparently
the last governor in the region loyal to Ibbisin:

[Ishbi-Irra] has built the wall of Isin.. .. He has taken Nippur, set his men as
the garrison, and captured Nigugani, the highest priest of Nippur. He has
made [his general] Idi enter Malgium and plundered Hamasi. He has put
Zinnum, governor of Subartu, in prison. He has returned Nur-Ahum, gov-
ernor of Eshnunna, Shu-Enlil, governor of Kish, and Puzur-Tut, governor of
Borsippa, to their [former] positions [from which Ibbisin had removed them
for disloyalty?].. . . Ishbi-Irra proceeds at the head of his army.. .. He captured
the banks of the Tigris, Euphrates, [and] the Abgal and Me-Enlila canals. He
brought in Idin-Malgium [as an ally.] He quarreled with Girbubu, the gov-
ernor of Girkal ... and took him prisoner. His battle cry lies heavy upon me.
Now he has set his eye upon me. I have no ally, no one to go [to battle] with!
Although his hand has not yet reached me, should he descend upon me, I
shall have to flee.?
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By this time, however, Ibbisin was in no position to help his last loyal governor in
central Mesopotamia. “Ur’s king sat immobilized in the palace, all alone. Ibbi-Sin
was sitting in anguish in the palace, all alone. In the Enamtila, the palace of his
delight, he was crying bitterly” (LD 43).

By 2007 {Y22} the chaos had reached the capital of Ur. Amorite nomads from
the north, along with Gutian highlanders and Elamites, overran all of Mesopota-
mia. Ibbisin records an obscure inscription: “Ibbisin, king of Ur, held firm the city
of Ur ... which had been devastated by the ‘flood’” which had been commanded
by the gods and which shook the whole world” (R3/2:365). Many scholars view
this statement as a euphemistic metaphor: the “flood” is a flood of enemies who
overran much of the kingdom, but were unable as yet to capture Ur itself. Indeed,
this same flood metaphor is used to describe the attack of Gutians and Elamites
against Ur (LD 41).?” The next year, 2006 {Y23} Ibbisin also describes the com-
ing of a “stupid monkey” to Ur, which some scholars see as a euphemism for an
attack by an enemy king (R3/2:365). In 2005 {Y24}, the final year of Ibbisin’s
reign, a fragmentary inscription describes the Elamites as “smiting Ur”, ending the
dynasty (R3/2:366); Ibbisin was dragged in chains to Elam (LD 39; PH 7).

The Lament for Ur

An important document describing the fall of Ur is The Lamentation over the
Destruction of Sumer and Ur (LD) — a kind of Sumerian City of God. Although
clearly a literary text filled with hyperbole, it none the less contains a vivid
description of how the Sumerians viewed the fall of their civilization, with
numerous details on military matters. As with all affairs in human life, the
destruction of Ur is, from the Sumerian perspective, the result of the inscrutable
decrees of the gods: “the gods An, Enlil, Enki, and Nimah decided its fate. Its fate,
which cannot be changed, who can overturn it — who can oppose the commands
of An and Enlil?” (LD 39, 37). For although “Ur was indeed given kingship [by
the gods] ... it was not given an eternal reign” (LD 59). The war goddess “Inanna
handed over victory in strife and battle to a rebellious land ... revolt descended
upon the land [of Sumer], something that no one had ever known, something
unseen [until now|” (LD 41).

To accomplish this decreed destruction, the gods unleashed the foreign bar-
barians, the Amorites, Gutians, and Elamites. The god “Enlil then sent down
Gutium from the mountains. Their advance was as the flood of Enlil that cannot
be withstood, ... the teeming plain [of Sumer] was destroyed [by the Gutian
invaders], no one moved about there” (LD 41). The Gutians settled in the land
like a nest of vipers: “the snake of the mountain [the Gutians] made his lair there,
it became a rebellious land; the Gutians bred there, issued their seed” (LD 45).
The Elamites, who would actually destroy Ur, were also unleashed by the gods.
“Enlil brought down the Elamites, the enemy, from the highlands ... Fire
approached [the god] Ninmar in the shrine Guabba, large boats were carrying off
its precious metals and stones [as plunder]” (LD 47). Likewise the nomadic
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Amorites from the west joined in the slaughter: “To the south, the Elamites step-
ped in, slaughtering ... To the north, the [Amorite| vandals, the enemy ... The
[Amorite] Tidnumites daily strapped the mace to their loins [for battle]” (LD 51-3).

The culmination of these invasions was the siege of Ur by the Elamites. The
lament of the poet, who may have been an eyewitness, provides our most vivid
account of a siege from ancient Mesopotamia:

Laments sounded all along its city wall,

Daily there was a slaughter before it.

Large axes were sharpened in front of Ur,

The spears, the arms of battle, were being launched,

The large bows, javelin, and siege-shield gather together to strike,

The barbed arrows covered its outside [wall] like a raining cloud,

Large stones [from slings|, one after another, fell with great thuds.. ..

Ur, which had been confident in its own strength, stood ready for slaughter,
Its people, oppressed by the enemy, could not withstand their weapons.
Those in the city who had not been felled by weapons died of hunger,
Hunger filled the city like water, it would not cease.. . .

Its people dropped their weapons, their weapons hit the ground.. ..

Ur — inside it there is [only] death, outside it there is [only] death,

Inside it we are being finished oft by famine,

Outside it we are being finished oft by the Elamite weapons.. . .

Elam, like a swelling flood wave, left only the spirits of the dead.. ..

[Ur’s] refugees were unable to flee, they were trapped inside the walls. (LD 61-3)

Surrounded and starving, the citizens of Ur finally give way to despair, dissension,
and treachery:

In Ur no one went to fetch food, no one went to fetch drink,

Its people rush around like water churning in a well,

Their strength has ebbed away; they cannot even go on their way,

[The god] Enlil afflicted the city with an inimical famine,

He afflicted the city with something that destroys cities, that destroys temples,
He afflicted the city with something that cannot be withstood with weapons,
He afflicted the city with dissatisfaction and treachery. (LD 55)

In the end, the Elamites breached the walls and sacked the city, and “Ur, like a city
that has been wrought by the hoe, became a ruined mound” (LD 59). “The sol-
diers of Shimashki and Elam, the enemy, dwell in their [the Sumerians’] place,
[Sumer’s] shepherd [king] is captured by the enemy, all alone; Ibbisin is taken to
the land of Elam in fetters” (LD 39).

Much of the rest of the Lamentation consists of poetic descriptions of the deso-
late scene after the fall of Ur, with temples deserted, cities destroyed, unplanted
weed-infested fields, and livestock captured. People were massacred, leaving
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“corpses floating in the Euphrates” (LD 42), while others were enslaved (LD 53).
The few survivors are “refugees, like stampeding goats, chased by dogs” (LD 47)
who were “scattered as far as Anshan” (R4:17). The text lists many major
Sumerian cities destroyed by invading Gutium and Elamites, repeating the refrain,
“Alas, the destroyed city, my destroyed temple.” With these invasions the old
Sumerian order and the Early Bronze Age ended. The new political and military
order of Mesopotamia was to be forged by Amorite warlords (see Chapter Six).

Ideal warfare in the Epic of Ninurta

Though describing a mythical tale of the gods, the Epic of Ninurta (HTO 233—
72) provides our most detailed literary account of the Neo-Sumerian army at
war.?® Written in the twenty-second century, shortly after the overthrow of the
Gutian highlanders from Mesopotamia, the myth centers around the great struggle
between the god Ninurta and Azag, a demonic ruler of the Zagros Mountains to
the north-east of Sumeria and personification of the Sumerian view of the high-
land warriors such as the Gutians. Azag is plotting to “take away the kingship and
sacred offices” of Ninurta in Sumeria, just as the Gutians had done (HTO 239).
Azag is a “fearless warrior”, a “killer out of the highland”, a “towering man” and
“true fighter” whose highland “warriors constantly come raiding the cities” of
Sumeria (HTO 237-8).

Ninurta is roused to anger by these incursions, and raises an army to destroy
Azag. The advance of his army to battle is compared with the terror and destruc-
tiveness of a rising storm and flood:

Rising, the lord [Ninurta] abutted heaven

Ninurta marching to battle kept abreast of the hours

A very storm he went to war,

Rode on seven gales against the rebel country.

Javelins he held cradled in the arm,

The mittu-mace opened its mouth against the mountains,
The weapons raged at the hostile horde.

The evil wind and the south storm were tethered to him,
The flood storm strode at their flanks,

And before the warrior went a huge irresistible tempest,
It was tearing up the dust, depositing it again

Evening out hill and dale, filling in the hollows;

Live coals [lightening] it rained down [from heaven)]

Fire burned, flames scorched. (HTO 240-1)

Mesopotamia was a land criss-crossed by rivers and canals, and boats were used
to transport troops and supplies in almost all campaigns. This is reflected in the epic,
as Ninurta “hastened toward battle” in “the boat Makarnuntaea — ‘boat sailing from
the royal quay’ 7 (HTO 241). As Ninurta approached the land of Azag, he sent
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spies and agents “slipping into the rebel country” to “cut off communication
between its cities” (HTO 241). His agents “brought an enemy captive back” to
interrogate, while bringing additional information about the enemy’s movements
and preparations (HTO 242).

When combat finally came, Ninurta’s “heart was brightening for him from
pleasure in this lion-headed mace”. The pre-battle arming of Ninurta is described like
“the embrace of the beloved”. In pre-battle preparations, a small portable shrine for the
gods was established for prayer, sacrifice, and divination (HTO 243). The marshaling
of troops for battle is described as preparations for a religious ritual, “the festival of
manhood, [the war-goddess] Inanna’s dance” (HTO 243). This may refer either to
a pre-battle war-dance undertaken in honor of Inanna, or a description of actual
combat as being a ritual dance honoring Inanna. This relationship of dancing with
war may point to the rote-learning of combat actions and marching in unison in
the form of a ritual war-dance. In some ways these war-dances are probably the
origin of martial arts — the teaching of stylized patterns of combat through dance.

Throughout the myth, Ninurta’s mace, named Sharur, is described as a sentient
being who spies for Ninurta and gives him council (HTO 236-8). This may sim-
ply be the personification of a divine weapon, but may alternatively reflect a
practice of giving weapon-titles to great champions of the king, just as Ninurta
himself is called the sky-god “An’s mace” (HTO 242). Elsewhere in the epic,
Ninurta’s soldiers armed with long spears are simply called his “long spears” (HTO
244). Ninurta holds a war council, and his councilors advise caution, fearing the
power of Azag in his mountain retreats: “we will prove no match for Azag; we
ought not to enter the highland!” (HTO 244).

Naturally, Ninurta is not dissuaded by their fears, but marshals his troops for
combat.

The lord [Ninurta] stretched the thigh

[The chariot pulled by a] donkey steed was mounted

He girded himself with warbelt

Cast over the highland his long august shadow ...

Unto Azag’s stronghold [in the highland] he attained

And stood in the front line of battle.. . .

He gave his [regiment of] long spears instructions . . .

The lord called upon his weapons, set out most completely arrayed.

The battle itself is described as overwhelming natural chaos, with the sky darken-
ing under the rising dust cloud caused by the combatants.

Into the fray the warrior [Ninurta] rushed ...

Bow and battle-sling he wielded well,

Shattered was the [army of the| highland, it dissolved

Before Ninurta’s battle array

As the warrior [Ninurta] ordered his weapons “gird yourself” [for battle].
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The sun marched no longer [through the sky], it had turned into a moon;
In the highland the [mountain| peaks were wiped from [view]
The day was made black like pitch [from the dust] (HTO 244).

The enemy king Azag, however, described as a gigantic dragon which struck
fear into the hearts of the gods, was not yet defeated: “Azag rose to attack in the
front line of battle” (HTO 245-6). At least in mythic texts, kings challenge each
other to single combat (HTO 297), or use champions (HTO 309-10); one such
champion is described as wearing a lion skin (HTO 316). Such a single combat
occurs between Ninurta and Azag, described metaphorically as a struggle between
the natural forces of desert and water (HTO 245-7). The enemy ‘“sent arrows
flying at [Ninurta] ... and threw elite troops against him like bolts of lightening”
(HTO 258). The combat culminated in Ninurta’s final charge:

Howling like a storm, [carrying] his long spear,

Ninurta . .. rammed his battalion like a prod into the highland.. ..
The mittu-mace smote [enemy| heads with its bitter teeth,

The shita-weapon, which plucks out hearts, gnashed its teeth,
The long spear was stuck [through the enemy] into the ground
While blood flowed from the hole it made. (HTO 248)

Ninurta is described as a “warrior, striding into battle, trampling down all
before him, putting a fighter’s hand to the mittu-mace, reaping like grain the necks
of the [enemies]” (HTO 235). At last Azag’s army begins to collapse:

The warrior [Ninurta] set up a howl loudly in the highland ...

He battered the heads of the enemy horde,

The highland was brought to tears,

The lord [Ninurta] bound up [captured] soldier teams like looted goods . ..
Ninurta passed through the [dead] enemies

Laid them out as if they were fatted calves. (HTO 249-50)

Azag is killed by Ninurta, who celebrates his victory by ritually dismembering
Azag’s corpse, perhaps in imitation of the god Marduk’s dismemberment of the
monster Tiamat at creation (MFM 254-5). Abuse of enemy corpses in Mesopo-
tamia should probably be understood in this mythic context.

The victory was followed a cleansing ritual in which the arms and body were
cleaned from the gore of battle.

The lord [Ninurta] rinsed belt and weapon in water,

Rinsed the mittu-mace in water,

The warrior wiped his brow —

And sounded the victory cry over the corpse [of Azag];

He carved up Azag, who he had killed like a fatted calf (HTO 250).
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This ritual is probably alluded to in several royal inscriptions in which the kings
wash their weapons in the waters of the ocean (R2:11, 14, 17, 32, 97).

With Azag and the highland army defeated, Ninurta brings civilization, irriga-
tion and agriculture to the area (HTO 250—4), including fortifications to protect
Sumeria: “He made a bank of stones against the highland ... and placed it as a
bar before the country [of Mesopotamia] like a great wall” (HTO 252). He then
is able to exploit the “gold and silver ... copper and tin” of the region (HTO
255), as well as numerous types of stones and gems (HTO 256—68). Returning to
his boat Makarnuntaea, which had been left in the river valley, Ninurta sails
home in triumph, where he is met with hymns praising his great victory (HTO
268-71).

What we have in the epic of Ninurta is a complete description of the ideal
Neo-Sumerian campaign, from its inception to the triumphal return of the king to
his capital. Although this ideal model could not always be fully followed in reality,
it is likely that Sumerian kings made conscious efforts to have their real campaigns
conform as closely as possible to this ideal.

Triumphal procession

After victory the warriors celebrated a triumphal procession, to honor both the
heroes and the gods. The “Hymn to Inanna”, the goddess of war, describes such a
triumph, which concludes with the ritual sacrifice of prisoners of war.

Drums, silver inwrought, they are beating for her —

Before holy Inanna, before her eyes, they are parading —

The great Queen of Heaven, Inanna, I will hail!

Holy tambourines and holy kettledrums they are beating for her ...%°
The guardsmen [sag-ursag] have combed their hair for her ...

They have made colorful for her the back hair with colored ribbons ...
On their bodies are sheep skin robes, the dress of divinities . ..

They are girt with implements of battle . . .

Spears, the arms of battle, are in their hands . ..

Playfully, with painted buttocks, they engage in single combat . . .
Captive [enemy] lads in neck stocks bewail to her their fate . ..

Daggers and maces rage before her . ..

The kurgaru [warriors] mounted on chariots swing the maces . ..

Gore is covering the daggers, blood sprinkles . . .

In the courtyard of the place of assembly

The temple administrator-priests are shedding blood

As loudly resounds there the music of figi-harps, tambourines and lyres.
(HTO 115-17)

It is likely that celebrations like this were organized for most victorious armies,
and probably represent the archaic origins of the later Roman triumphs.
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Warfare in the Epic of Gilgamesh

The Epic of Gilgamesh is a Mesopotamian literary epic which tells of the adventures
of Gilgamesh, king of Uruk. The historical Gilgamesh reigned as king in the early
twenty-seventh century (see pp. 46—8), and is noted for constructing the walls of
Uruk (EOG 1). He was worshipped as a deified king by the twenty-fourth century,
by which time it is assumed oral tales were told of the famous ruler. The oldest
extant parts of the Gilgamesh epic cycle date from the twenty-first century in
Sumerian. By the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries, nearly a thousand years
after the death of the historical Gilgamesh, the epic had reached its classical form
in Old Babylonian (EOG Ix). Thus, from a military perspective, the epic probably
best reflects military practices of the late third or early second millennium.

The Epic of Gilgamesh provides a number of interesting descriptions of military
activities associated with the battle against the monster Humbaba (EOG 22-47).
Gilgamesh represents the ideal Mesopotamian martial king, who “has no equal
when his weapons are brandished” (EOG 4). The first part of the epic focuses on
Gilgamesh’s battle with Humbaba on Mount Lebanon (EOG 19); although
mythic, it none the less represents the military ideal, if not necessarily the reality.

The description of Gilgamesh’s preparations and march to Lebanon probably
reflect actual practices on military campaigns. When Gilgamesh conceives of the plan
to attack Humbaba, his first act is to cast new bronze weapons: axes and daggers
with “gold mountings” (EOG 20). He then summons the town assembly, composed
of the elders and the “young men of Uruk who understand combat” (EOG 20-1).
In other words, the assembly is composed of the military-age males who debate
issues of war and peace, broadly paralleling similar institutions in early Greece.
This body debates Gilgamesh’s military proposal; the elders advise the king of the
perils of his proposed undertaking, objecting that “you are young, Gilgamesh,
borne along by emotion; all that you talk of you don’t understand” (EOG 22).
Gilgamesh laughs at their fears, and in the end the assembly gives him advice and
prays to the gods to bless him (EOG 28-9). They advise Gilgamesh “not to rely on
your own strength alone”, but to take Enkidu as counselor and war-companion
(EOG 28). They also give advice in the form of a military proverb: “who goes in
front will save his comrade, who knows the road shall guard his friend” (EOG 28),
apparently meaning that proper scouting and intelligence will protect an army.

Gilgamesh’s companion on the campaign against Humbaba, then, is Enkidu, a
“savage man from the midst of the wild” (EOG 7); he probably represents the
Mesopotamian view of highland hunters and nomads who are said to have never
tasted bread and beer (EOG 14). Enkidu is explicitly said to have been “born in
the uplands” where the monster Humbaba dwells (EOG 13, 18), which are asso-
ciated with “the mountain of cedar” in Lebanon (EOG 34, 39). In strength and
military prowess he is described as being the “equal” of Gilgamesh (EOG 11, 13) —
although Gilgamesh defeats him in a wrestling match (EOG 16). He is repeatedly
said to be as “mighty as a rock from the sky” (EOG 5, 10), possibly a reference to
meteoritic iron, the hardest substance known to the Mesopotamians.
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Having prepared his weapons, met with the council of the military assembly,
and selected his companion-at-arms, there remains the crucial issue of consulting
the will of the gods and gaining their support. For this Gilgamesh consults his
mother, the goddess-priestess Ninsun. In historical terms the “goddess” Ninsun
was probably represented by her mortal high priestess, who led divination rituals
and presented oracular responses from the gods, broadly paralleling the Pythia at
Delphi or the Sybil at Cumae. Ninsun performs various purification rituals, climbs
to the top of a ziggurat, and invokes the blessings of Shamash the sun-god on
Gilgamesh and Enkidu, concluding with a ritual in which she adopts Enkidu as
her son, and thus as Gilgamesh’s brother (EOG 24-7). In a badly damaged portion
of the tablet, Gilgamesh and Enkidu also perform various rituals to insure their
safety and victory in battle (EOG 27). Such divination and the reception of
favorable oracles were crucial for any military undertaking; no one in Bronze Age
Mesopotamia expected victory in battle if their plans were not approved by the
gods (see pp. 186-92).

The Epic of Gilgamesh thus presents us with three phases of military preparation
which were probably normative for most Bronze Age armies: 1, preparation of
weapons, equipment, and supplies; 2, consultation with the assembly of military-
age men to determine the battle plan and selection of those to participate in the
expeditionary force; and 3, divination and invocation of the gods to insure divine
authorization and blessing. Elements of these three phases of military preparation
can be seen in many other historical and literary sources.

The march from Uruk to the Cedar Mountain is described, with regular stops
for food and encampment. The emphasis in this section of the epic is on preparing
a special evening ritual which allows Gilgamesh to receive five oracular dreams;
each was a nightmare, filled with distressing images causing Gilgamesh to fear that
his mission will fail. Enkidu, however, cleverly interprets each dream as reflecting a
positive outcome for Gilgamesh (EOG 30-7). This doubtless reflects actual practices
on campaigns. Oracular dreams were widely regarded as authentic communications
from the gods throughout the Ancient Near East. As such, the dreams of the
commander of an expedition were particularly important. Such dreams always needed
professional dream interpreters to explain their meaning, and a clever interpreter
like Enkidu could make almost any omen or dream seem to favor his ruler’s plans.>’

On the campaign, and in battle, Gilgamesh and Enkidu encourage each other.
“Let your shout resound like a kettle drum, let the stiffness leave your arms, the
tremors your knees,” Gilgamesh proclaims, encouraging his friend on to battle.
“We shall go on together, let your thoughts dwell on combat; let him who goes
first be on guard for himself, and bring his comrade to safety” (EOG 38-9). When
Gilgamesh’s courage fails him at the sight of the terrifying monster Humbaba,
Enkidu berates him: “why, my friend, do you speak like a weakling? With your
spineless words you make me despondent.... Don’t draw back, don’t make a
retreat! Make your blow mighty!” (EOG 41).

As in heroic Greece, one of the principle goals of the warrior is to garner fame
from battle. Gilgamesh decides to fight Humbaba in order to “establish for ever a
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fame that endures, how Gilgamesh slew ferocious Humbaba!” (EOG 43). Details
of the battle itself are sparse. Gilgamesh and Enkidu fight hand to hand with dag-
ger and axe; no missile weapons are mentioned (EOG 39, 44-5, 70). As with a
Homeric duel, the battle begins with challenges and taunts; Humbaba boasts, “I
will slit the throat and gullet of Gilgamesh, I will feed his flesh to the locust bird,
ravening eagle and vulture” (EOG 41). Again paralleling Homeric literature,
humans can also challenge and threaten the gods. Later in the epic, Enkidu
threatens the goddess Ishtar that he will “drape your arms in your guts” (EOG 52).
When, with the help of great winds sent by the god Shamash, they finally subdue
Humbaba, the monster pleads for his life (EOG 43). When Gilgamesh refuses to
relent, Humbaba curses them: “May the pair of them not grow old, besides Gil-
gamesh his friend, none shall bury Enkidu”, after which Gilgamesh slits his throat
while Enkidu cuts out his lungs (EOG 44). Thereafter they plunder the cedar
forest — Humbaba’s kingdom — and take the timber back to be made into a
monumental door for the temple of Enlil, while Gilgamesh carries the head of
Humbaba home in triumph (EOG 47), where he purifies himself and washes his
weapons (EOG 48).
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CHAPTER FIVE

War-carts and chariots

Among the many military innovations in the Bronze Age Near East, two would
have an impact on warfare for thousands of years: the enlistment of animals into
military service, and the creation of machines to facilitate war-making. The crucial
role played by animals in warfare has declined only in the twentieth century CE.
Machines, on the other hand, are playing an increasingly dramatic role in warfare;
some would argue that we may be on the verge of seeing machines become more
important than men in determining the outcome of war. All of this began in
Sumeria with the donkey and the wheel.

Animals and warfare (MK 156—65)

One of the most important and long-lasting Neolithic military innovations was the
use of animals in warfare (CAM 36-7). There were five ways in which animals
eventually became employed in the ancient Near East to supplement human war
efforts: for guarding humans, and supplementing their sense of smell and hearing
(dogs); as a mobile source of food (goats, sheep, cattle); transporting food and
equipment as pack animals (donkeys, mules, horses, camels); pulling wheeled
vehicles (donkeys, onager-donkey hybrids, mules, horses, oxen), and for riding
(donkeys, mules, horses, camels).

The oldest military animal partner of humans was the dog, which has been
domesticated in the Near East since at least the tenth millennium. Dogs were
originally used for hunting and protection, a function they continued in the
military context. Watchdogs appeared with paramilitary functions protecting cities,
fortresses and camps (EA 2:166—7; EAE 1:229-31; AEMK 82—4). They occasion-
ally accompanied soldiers into combat: “the frenzied dogs were wagging tails
before the enemy, [as if asking] ‘have you killed a victim?’ and were drooling slaver
on their forepaws” (HTO 245; FI §723; AM §64). Although there are some
examples of tamed lions or cheetahs, these were probably rare, and were used
more for court spectacle than for day-to-day protection (EAE 1:513-16).

The next use of animals in warfare was as a source of food. With the beginnings
of the domestication of animals in the Neolithic period, humans were able to shift
from hunting to herding, creating a more reliable and controllable food source.
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Animals had a significant advantage over other possible military food sources such
as grain or fruit, in that animals could move themselves along with the army, rather
than requiring a man, pack animal or vehicle to carry them. On the other hand, in
arid regions animals competed with humans for water, required supervision and
protection, and, depending on the gait and speed of an animal, could slow an army
down. In the ancient Near East goats, sheep, and cattle were the main mobile food
sources which accompanied armies on campaign; on the other hand, donkeys,
mules, horses, and camels, though primarily draft and pack animals, were also
eaten when necessary.

The most significant military use of animals in the Chalcolithic and Early
Bronze Age was the pack animal. The donkey, in particular, was domesticated and
used to carry burdens in all aspects of Near Eastern life: domestic, agricultural,
mercantile, and military. Throughout the Early and Middle Bronze ages, the
donkey (or donkey-onager hybrid) was the primary means of land transportation
(EA 2:255-6; EAE 1:478-9; AW 1:166—7). The military use of the donkey per-
mitted armies to stay in the field longer, to campaign over greater distances, and to
have extended marches in desert terrain (AEL 1:25-6). On the other hand,
although we know donkeys were ridden, there is no evidence of donkeys being
extensively ridden in combat situations.

The fourth possible use of animals in ancient Near Eastern warfare was as draft
animals to pull wheeled vehicles. In the late fourth millennium {c. 3300-2800}
kings in Mesopotamia were conveyed in palanquins (FI §711) or on thrones
dragged on wheel-less sledges by bovines (FI §10; WV §2); while the sledge was
the ceremonial precursor to the chariot, it obviously had little military potential.
The wheel seems to have developed from modifications made to log rollers for
sledges. It is possible that wheeled vehicles appear in Mesopotamia as early as the
thirty-second century, though the ambiguous depiction in our evidence may show
a sledge on rollers rather than true wheels (WV 13, §1). In addition to carrying
loads, the earliest archaic vehicles were used for the ritual transport of images of’
the gods. Indeed, in Mesopotamian mythology the gods are frequently described
as riding in wheeled vehicles.! Kings were also conveyed on vehicles in ceremonial
processions. There is evidence that wheeled vehicles were extensively used for the
transportation of goods, supplementing pack animals and boats (EA 1:433—4);
Hammurabi’s law code {c. 1760} includes laws concerning renting wagons, dri-
vers, and oxen (ANET 177). During the Bronze Age the use of equids to pull
wheeled vehicles in battle was their most important military role.

By about 2700, wheeled vehicles begin to be used in warfare in the form of
war-carts which will be discussed in detail below.? Militarily, wheeled vehicles
were probably used to carry supplies on campaign, and, along with boats and pack
animals, remained the primary means of transporting supplies and military equip-
ment throughout the Near East. Despite the fact that the Egyptians had ample
trade relations with Syria, where war-carts and wheeled vehicles were known
during the Early Bronze Age, there is no evidence of the extensive use of wheeled
vehicles in Egypt before the New Kingdom {after 1570}, well over a thousand
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years after the first appearance of the wheel in Mesopotamia.® Presumably the fact
that nearly all of inhabited Egypt is within a few miles of the Nile rendered the use
of wheeled vehicles irrelevant for any type of long-distance travel, which could be
accomplished more efficiently and quickly by boat. Furthermore, the existence of
numerous irrigation canals and ditches in the fertile river valleys of Egypt and
Mesopotamia complicated travel by wheeled vehicles. In this context it must be
emphasized that early wheeled vehicles were not necessarily superior in either
speed or carrying capacity to simple pack animals or boats, and the mere knowl-
edge of the existence of wheeled vehicles did not necessarily constitute a com-
pelling reason for their widespread use or adaptation for transportation.* The
Egyptians adopted the widespread use of wheeled vehicles only at the very end of
the Middle Bronze Age in the seventeenth century, probably in response to the
introduction of the war-chariot by the Hyksos.”

The final military use of animals was combat riding. The precise date and place
for the origin of equid® riding is still somewhat controversial, due to the limita-
tions of evidence and ambiguities of interpretation. It seems to have first occurred
on the Eurasian steppe in the third millennium, although some scholars argue that
it may have begun as early as the early fourth millennium.” Given human nature, it
seems likely that informal riding was spontaneous and simultaneous with the first
domestication of equids; but this is something quite different from developing an
entire culture of horse-riding. Furthermore, it must be emphasized that domes-
tication of equids does not necessarily imply riding, nor does riding necessarily
imply military equestrianism. Nor does military equestrianism necessarily imply
fighting from horseback, since horses can be ridden by mounted infantry, scouts,
and messengers, and riders can dismount to fight.

In the Near East, the donkey was probably domesticated no later than the late
fourth millennium, and is widely used as a pack and draft animal until the present
day. Onagers were probably not domesticated, as they tend to be intractable (EEH
117a). Onager-donkey hybrids, however, were widely used and highly prized in
the late Early Bronze Age; the kunga onager-donkey hybrid could cost forty times
as much as an ordinary donkey (EEH 117a). The first evidence for the domes-
ticated horse appears in Mesopotamia by the late third millennium (EEH 117b).
Equid riding is first documented from the royal tombs of Ur {2550-2400}, where
a cylinder seal shows a man riding an animal, possibly with a weapon in his hand
(RTU 65). More clear evidence comes from the twenty-third (FI §685) and
twenty-first centuries.®

For our purpose, however, the crucial question is not the appearance of equid
riding, but of equid riding in combat. There is some evidence of early horse riding
in combat. An Akkadian seal {23C} shows a man riding an equid holding what
could be a javelin (EEH 118). Another scene shows an equid rider in a combat
context trampling a fallen man (EEH 118). A Canaanite ruler is shown riding an
equid while holding an axe during the reign of Amenemhet III {1843-1797} (IS
pl. 39). However, these scenes may depict riding an animal fo battle rather than in
battle. The tightest interpretations of the evidence point to the beginning of the
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widespread use of mounted warriors in the Near East probably occurring in the
early Iron Age, perhaps around the tenth or ninth centuries.” Although horses or
donkeys may have been ridden on campaign, or used by scouts or messengers, we
have no evidence for widespread combat equestrianism in the Early or Middle
Bronze ages in the Near East. Either as draft animals for vehicles, or mounts, the
intimate union of man and equids in war has been one of the most momentous in
military history, continuing for at least 4500 years, and fading only within living
memory.'"

Two other animals with potential use in military contexts were also known in
the ancient Near East, the camel and the elephant. Dromedary (one-humped)
camels were indigenous to Arabia, while the Bactrian (two-humped) camel
inhabited Iran and Central Asia; camels were introduced into Egypt and North
Africa only during Classical times. Camels were probably domesticated by the late
third millennium; an eighteenth-century Syrian cylinder seal depicts men riding a
Bactrian camel (FI §738). However, the camel did not have an appreciable military
impact until the Late Bronze Age.!! Elephants were also widespread in North
Africa and Syria, where they were famously hunted by Thutmose III {1504—
1452}, who is said to have hunted 120 elephants in the Orontes valley in Syria
(ANET 241a); there is no evidence of the use of elephants in combat in the Near
East, however, until Classical times (EAE 1:467).

Sumerian war-carts {2700-2000}'2

The evidence for the use of the Sumerian war-cart, though striking, is rather
sparse. We have three types of evidence: archaeological, artistic, and textual.
The remains of war-carts were discovered from burials at Kish, Ur, and Susa
(WV 16; RTU 21-5, 32-8); these were found in a highly decayed state, but
enough was preserved both to confirm and to elucidate the war-cart depicted in

artistic sources.'?

Early Dynastic four-wheeled war-carts {2700-2300}

The military use of wheeled vehicles first occurred in southern Mesopotamia in
the twenty-seventh century, or perhaps somewhat earlier. Although there was
undoubtedly a period of experimentation and development of both wheeled
vehicles and their military potential, in our surviving sources the war-cart appears
fully developed by no later than the middle of the Early Bronze Age in Sumer. I
will here only review the artistic sources, leaving a discussion of the military use of
the war-cart for later. The following are the major artistic sources for Early
Dynastic four-wheeled war-carts.'*

1 Cylinder seal on a pot from Uruk, Sumer {ED, 2900-2300} (FI 241, p. 159,

FI §499). A four-wheeled war-cart led by one man, carrying a seated man
with axe; the cart’s wheels are grooved for better traction.
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Figure 4 Early and Middle Bronze Age war-carts and chariots (drawings by Michael Lyon)

(a) Sumerian four-wheeled war-carts from the “Standard of Ur”, tomb of king
Ur-Pabilsag {c. 2550} (British Museum 121201); see AFC 98-9.

(b) Akkadian war-cart trampling enemies; cylinder seal from Nagar (Tell Brak,
Syria) {c 2250}; see EEH 116 §2.

(c) Neo-Sumerian two-wheeled war-cart, relief from Ur {26C} (University of
Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, 17086); sece AFC
72 §31.

(d) Warrior in two-wheeled chariot trampling enemy; cylinder seal from Baby-
lon {1779} (British Musuem 16815a); see WV §31.

(e) Warrior (in scale armor?) shooting a bow from a two-wheeled chariot;
cylinder seal from Syria {18—17C}; see WV §36.
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Vase painting from Khafajah {ED II, 2650-2550} (AW 1:128). A four-
wheeled war-cart with studded wheel rims, carrying two men and perhaps
four javelins in a side quiver-box.

“Standard of Ur” {ED IIIA, 2550-2400} (cover art; Figure 4a, p. 133; pp. 49—
50; AFC 98-9; FA 84; AW 1:132-3; SDA 146=7; WV §3; AM §72, §x—xi).
Along with the Stele of Vultures, the Standard of Ur is our most important
war-cart scene. Five war-carts are depicted being drawn by long-eared equids
(donkeys or donkey-onager hybrids) with barding for the animals. All the
war-carts have javelin quiver-boxes; half the men hold axes in their hands, half
are throwing or thrusting javelins. Judging from the gait of the equids, the
war-cart on the top panel is being walked in a procession, as is one war-cart
on the bottom panel; the other three, with long strides for the animals, seem
to be running, while trampling the dead bodies of enemies.

“Stele of Vultures” of Eannatum of Lagash (from Telloh) {ED IIIA, c. 2440}
(FA 82; AFC 190-1; AW 1:135; SDA 134-7; AM §66-9). The wheels are
missing; this could be a four or two-wheeled vehicle. Most of the war-cart is
missing, but the remaining fragment shows a war-cart with a large javelin-
quiver and the king holding a javelin (or thrusting spear?) and what appears to be
a proto-sickle-sword. This image is discussed in detail on pp. 55-9, Figure 1, p. 55.
Inlaid shell panel from Mari {ED III, 2550-2300} (AFC 159). A standard
Sumerian four-wheeled war-cart with javelins in a front quiver-box, accom-
panied by a spear-armed foot soldier; the war-cart is trampling a corpse.
Opverall, the composition is similar to the that depicted on the Standard of Ur.
Inlaid shell panel from Mari {ED III, 2550-2300} (AW 1:139). Fragmentary;
probably four-wheeled, but possible only two-wheeled war-cart.

Cylinder seal from Syria (Mari?) {ED III?, 2550-2300} (FI §722). A standard
Sumerian four-wheeled vehicle with one rider, drawn by four equids and
followed by a soldier with a javelin.

Cylinder seal from Kish {ED III, 25002350} (FI §724; ELH pl. 1). Seated
figure on four-wheeled war-cart being led by another man; the war-cart has
javelins in a front quiver-box and is trampling a fallen enemy.

Early Dynastic {2700—-2300} two-wheeled war-carts'®

As far as we can tell, four-wheeled and two-wheeled war-carts appear roughly

simultaneously in Sumer. Both utilize essentially the same technology, and are

both shown in similar military situations. The four-wheeled war-cart, discussed

above, appears more frequently and in more intense military contexts than are

shown in any of the representations of the two-wheeled version. The relative
military merits of both will be discussed on pp. 137—41. The major artistic sources
for Sumerian two-wheeled war-carts include:

Cylinder seal from Sumer {ED, 29002300} (FI §723; AM §64). Royal figure
armed with axe entering a two-wheeled war-cart, accompanied by a dog and
three men, two armed with axes and one with a spear.
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10 Copper model from Tell Agrab {ED II, 2650-2550} (AW 1:39, 129; SDA
152-3; WV §7; AM §49). Drawn by four horses, studded block wheels; there
is no apparent military context.

11 Votive plaque from Ur {ED II; 2650-2550} (Figure 4c, p. 133; AFC 72; AW
1:130; AAM §43; WV §8). The driver is standing on the ground behind the
war-cart, holding the reins, and carrying a javelin; there are other javelins in
the box-quiver on the war-cart. The war-cart seems to be draped with a
leopard skin. It is pulled by two (possibly four) equids which are not protected
by barding. It is probably part of a ceremonial scene similar to that depicted in
the votive plaque from Khafajah described below.

12 Votive plaque from Khafajah {ED II?, 2650-2550} (AAM §42; AM §45; SDA
132). The overall layout of this scene closely parallels the votive plaque from
Ur described above; indeed each complements the gaps in the other. A festival
is in process in which the third and lowest panel shows a war-cart drawn by
four equids, preceded by a man with a javelin or short thrusting spear.
Although the parallel scenes depicted in the Ur and Khafajah plaques are
ceremonial rather than military, these two-wheeled war-carts clearly have a
martial purpose, with a javelin quiver-box, and both the driver and accom-
panying foot soldier armed with javelins.

The Sumerian war-cart'®

From the archaeological and artistic evidence outlined above, we can obtain a
basic understanding of the Sumerian war-cart. The classic Sumerian war-cart
[, gigir] {2600-2300} was essentially a wagon adapted for military use. The four-
wheeled version seems to have preceded the two-wheeled version, but by the time
of its widespread military use both the two- and four-wheeled versions were used
in battle. The major limitation of the four-wheeler was weight; the Sumerian war-
cart had a heavy wooden frame with four solid disk wheels. The cart itself was
long and narrow, allowing only one person abreast, the driver generally in front
and the warrior behind. The cart was surrounded by a high front and lower side
panels for protection and for the driver and rider to hold to stabilize themselves. A
second major limitation on the four-wheeler was that the front wheels could not
pivot independent of the vehicle as a whole, giving it a very wide turning radius.
Although the royal-cart was originally pulled by oxen, which continued in use for
agricultural and commercial carts, in military settings the war-cart was always
pulled by equids — since bovines could move at only a few miles an hour, a war-
cart pulled by oxen would be slower than a man on foot (CG 77).

Since our sources are generally vague in both naming and depicting equids, it is
often not possible to determine with certainty what specific species of equid was
used (WV 22-8, 41-3). Donkeys were the most common equid in Mesopotamia.
Onagers (wild asses) were probably not used because they are difficult to domes-
ticate and control; the donkey-onager hybrid was common with war-carts, being
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larger and stronger than the donkey, but more docile and manageable than the
onager. The horse was introduced into Mesopotamia in the late third millennium;
the horse or mule (horse—donkey hybrid) was probably adopted for pulling war-
carts by the late Early Bronze Age (ELH 197-8). It must be emphasized that,
although the Bronze Age horse was larger, stronger and faster than the donkey, it
was still substantially smaller than modern horses; based on evidence from bones
we can estimate that ancient horses ranged from 12—14 hands high at the shoulder
(130-150 cm; one hand = eleven centimeters), while the modern Western riding
horse is 15-17 hands (160-185 cm). Due to the weight of the war-cart and the
limited size and strength of the draft animals, the speed of the Sumerian war-cart
was rather slow. Experimentation with modern reconstructions have demonstrated
that its speed ranged from 10 to 12 miles per hour, or five to six minutes per mile
(WV 33), slower than the top speed of an unarmed fast man, but probably some-
what faster than the average man in a combat situation.

Development of the Sumerian war-cart

The evidence, though inadequate, allows the following hypothetical reconstruc-
tion of the development of the Sumerian war-cart. The first war-carts seem to
have developed directly from ritual vehicles used for conveying divine images or
kings in ceremonial processions, initially drawn by oxen rather than equids. At
some point, probably in the twenty-seventh century, kings began to ride their
ceremonial war-carts to the battlefield rather than simply in ceremonial proces-
sions for civic and religious purposes. Carts were also made to carry statues of the
gods in ritual processions, and were dedicated to the temples (PI 100). Initially the
king probably had the only war-cart on the battlefield. Presumably he rode his
war-cart to the battlefield, dismounted and fought, and then rode again after the
battle. For example, in the Stele of Vultures {c. 2440}, Eannatum of Lagash {c.
2455-2425} is shown in the lower panel in the only war-cart depicted in the
entire battle scene (although others might have existed in the large damaged por-
tion of the stele). In the upper register, on the other hand, Eanatum is shown
fighting on foot (item 4, pp. 131-3). Military leaders were undoubtedly quickly
able to recognize the military potential in the royal war-cart. The king could move
among his own troops more quickly, giving orders and receiving reports. A fleeing
enemy could also be pursued more quickly by war-cart. At some point the king
began to ride the war-cart during the battle, and fight from it. In due course, the
number of war-carts on a battlefield increased, either because members of the royal
family and other nobles wanted to share in the high status of riding war-carts, or
because military leaders recognized that, by increasing the number of war-carts,
an army could potentially gain a tactical advantage over an enemy. Some specific
changes in the design of the cart may have had military impetus. Increasing the
height of the side and front panel would afford greater protection and stability
to the rider. Sheep skins, strips of leather, or other types of barding, were hung on
the chests of the equids for their protection (item 3, p. 134; MM 32), while a
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javelin quiver-box and probably other weapon containers were added to increase
the ammunition supply and make it more readily accessible (item 3 above). The
period roughly from 2600 to 2300 was the classic age of the Sumerian war-cart, as
spectacularly represented in the military art of the Standard of Ur (item 3) and the
Stele of Vultures (item 4), described above. By at least the twenty-fifth century this
technology had spread up the Euphrates to Mari and south-eastern Syria (items
5to 7).

The Sumerian war-cart in battle

The archaeological and artistic evidence can be supplemented by a few texts giving
us a basic understanding of the military use of the Sumerian war-cart. The weap-
ons of the warrior of the Sumerian war-cart were the javelin and the axe — the
standard weapons of the ordinary Sumerian warrior. Javelin quiver-boxes are
almost always found on the war-carts; warriors are shown wielding both javelins
and axes from within the war-cart (item 1). There is no indication that the bow
was used. The war-carts are almost always accompanied by foot soldiers,
undoubtedly to protect the war-cart from attacks by enemy infantry. The equids
are sometimes shown being led by a man (item 1), generally in a procession. The
war-carts are often preceded by an armed man (items 3, 8, 11-12), or followed by
a man (items 1 and 7) or a group of men (items 4 and 9) armed with javelins and/
or axes.

An important question posed by the artistic evidence is, why did the Sumerians
use both four-wheeled and two-wheeled war-carts? The four-wheeler has advan-
tages in stability and having room for a driver allowing the warrior to give his full
attention to combat. Psychologically, the larger war-cart was probably more ter-
rifying to the enemy. The two-wheeler, on the other hand, would have the
advantage of speed, since it was lighter, and maneuverability, since the four-
wheeler war-cart lacked a pivoting front axle and therefore had a wide turning
radius. Since the Sumerians used the javelin rather than the bow — which requires
two hands to shoot — as the major missile weapon from war-carts, a single warrior
could drive a two-wheeler holding the reins in his left hand and a javelin or axe in
his right hand, as several drivers are depicted. Overall, it seems that the two-
wheeled war-cart proved to be the most effective in battle, for, as we will see on
p. 145, the four-wheeled war-cart disappeared entirely from the battlefield by the
early Middle Bronze Age.

Most of the war-cart scenes in Sumerian martial art are rather static. There are only
two depictions of the Sumerian war-cart in which we get a sense of the actual use in
battle: the Standard of Ur (item 3; cover art, Figure 5a, p. 133) and Stele of the Vultures
(item 4), both dating to the twenty-fifth century. The Standard of Ur shows five
war-carts. Structurally they are all almost exactly the same: four disk-wheels, a
front panel between chest and neck height, and side panels about knee or thigh
height. In a sense, the war-cart can be seen as a mobile shield whose high front panels
provided protection to the driver and warrior from enemy missiles. All are pulled
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by four long-eared, long-tailed equids which have strips of sheep-skin or leather
barding covering their necks and chests to protect them from enemy missiles. The
war-carts are shown in two panels. The first shows a victory procession, with a
single war-cart to the rear. It does not have a visible javelin-quiver, but the upper
part of the top register is partly missing, so this may simply be lost. The driver, axe in
hand, stands on the ground holding the reins; the equids are depicted with walking
gait (all four legs visible at angles). The king — the presumed rider of the war-cart —
stands at the head of three soldiers armed with spear and axe, and receives pris-
oners of war from other soldiers in an after-battle triumph ritual. The other four
war-carts are shown in the bottom register in the midst of battle, all with javelin
quivers. The equids on three of the war-carts are shown in full gallop gait, tram-
pling the corpses of fallen enemies. The fourth war-cart, at the rear, is shown with
equids walking and not trampling enemies. Each war-cart has two riders, a driver
in the front and a warrior standing on the very edge at the rear. They all have
sheep-skin kilts and sheep-skins flung over their left shoulders for protection to
their upper torso; they also have either leather or metal helmets with a strap under
the chin. Of the drivers, one holds an axe on his right shoulder (though the head
of the axe is missing), holding the reins in his left hand, just like the driver in the
upper panel; the image of one of the drivers is damaged and it can’t be seen for
certain what he is doing with his right hand. The other two drivers hold some-
thing in their right hands, it but it is uncertain what — possibly axes or a javelins.
Several things seem clear from the Standard of Ur. Both driver and warrior
were expected to fight, since the drivers are also shown armed with axes. The
javelins were thrown, since the javelin quiver-box attached to the war-cart con-
tains multiple weapons. Axes were considered useful weapons for war-carts, whe-
ther to fight off infantry that might attack the war-cart, or to use when
dismounted. Sumerians recognized that the greatest vulnerability of the war-cart
was the equids. Since the easiest way to stop a war-cart was to kill or disable a
single equid, they were given some type of protection on their chests. War-carts
could move across the battlefield at a gallop and pursue fleeing enemies.
Unfortunately, there are number of ambiguities in the Standard of Ur which
make a complete interpretation impossible. First, is the scene meant to depict four
war-carts simultaneously, or one cart at different moments in a cartoon-like
sequence? It probably shows four different war-carts, since each warrior has a dif-
ferent weapon. Second, does it represent a line of war-carts following one another,
or a group of war-carts side-by-side? Third, are they charging formed-up enemy
ranks, or chasing and overwhelming already defeated and fleeing enemies? In other
words, were the war-carts used to break formed-up enemy ranks, or simply to
chase down a fleeing enemy whose ranks were already broken? The Standard of
Ur seems to indicate the latter, since all the enemies have their backs to the
advancing war-carts; no one is making any serious resistance. Are they trampling
the enemies, or riding around and beside them? In later depictions of war-carts,
riding over a prostrate enemy becomes a stylized depiction of victory in battle.
Unfortunately, the evidence is insufficient to answer most of these questions for
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certain, but it must be remembered that, whatever the artist of the Standard of Ur
was trying to depict in this particular instance, it does not demonstrate that this
was therefore the only way the war-cart could have been used by the Sumerians. It
is quite possible that the Sumerians both fought from the war-cart and dismounted
to fight. The war-carts could have been marshaled in line or rank depending on
the tactical circumstances. They may have on some occasions attacked formed-up
ranks of enemy, and on other occasions chased down fleeing enemies. There is no
reason to assume the Sumerians were incapable of tactical flexibility in their use of’
war-carts. It is also important to emphasize that Sumerian art almost invariably
depicts not actual battle, but victory affer battle. The Standard of Ur may thus not
be trying to tell us how war-carts were used to win a battle, but how they were
used after the battle was already won.

The Stele of Vultures {c. 2440} (item 4; Figure 1, p. 55) shows king Eanatum
of Lagash charging into battle on his war-cart, followed by a large body of infantry
armed with spears and axes. The depiction may be intended as symbolic rather
than tactical — the king is always said to lead his army into battle even if, in reality,
he stands at the rear of the army. But it may also represent a real tactic of the war-
carts preceding the infantry into battle. The king stands at the front of the war-
cart, holding a long spear overhead in his left hand and what appears to be a proto-
sickle-sword (or perhaps a club or a scepter, see pp. 66—71) in his right hand. The
war-cart is also equipped with a quiver-box with half a dozen javelins, as well as a
spare axe. The depiction of a spear in Eanatum’s hand is unique in Sumerian
warfare — all other war-cart warriors hold javelins. The spear is held overhand in
the left hand, so far to the rear of the shaft that it would seem to be unbalanced.
Although the head of the weapon is lost and we cannot tell the length of the spear,
it is clearly not a javelin. A fragment of a parallel scene from the same stele shows
the top of the largely lost fourth panel of the Stele of the Vultures.!” There, the
barest fragment at the far