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Someone once said that his favorite times in history

were when things were collapsing,
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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD


In this, the fourth volume in the series Turning Points in Ancient History, Eric H. Cline continues the story that he told in its first volume. In 1177 B.C.: The Year Civilization Collapsed (2014, rev. ed. 2021), Cline recounted the remarkable tale of the ruin of Bronze Age civilizations in place after place in the Eastern Mediterranean and Near East. The year 1177, as he demonstrated, was a turning point, but what came next? In the current book, After 1177 B.C.: The Survival of Civilizations, Cline turns his probing intelligence to that question. And a great story it is.

Cline is after big game in this book, and he pursues it with power and passion. He addresses one of the fundamental subjects of the historical profession—the rise and fall of civilizations. He does so, however, by taking a fresh approach: it’s not rise and fall that he seeks to explain but fall and resurgence. How do societies respond to collapse or the threat of collapse? Why do some endure while others go under? What makes some civilizations resilient while leaving others fragile? To answer these questions, Cline proceeds to a panoramic survey of ancient societies from Greece to Mesopotamia.

In crystal clear prose enlivened with wit, After 1177 B.C. offers a fascinating mix of archaeology, history, climate science, and social theory. It ranges over a great variety of civilizations: Assyrians, Babylonians, Canaanites, Egyptians, Greeks, Hittites, Israelites, Phoenicians. This is a bravura performance, and one that few scholars would be able to match for its range. Cline draws on his vast knowledge of archaeology to bring the reader up close and personal with artifacts and sites, from inscriptions and obelisks to swords and from temples to tombs. There are dramatic moments, including a knife thrust to a pharaoh’s neck and the discovery of the bones of what might represent a woman sacrificed in a warrior’s grave. And a cavalcade of characters graces the book’s pages, from ancient kings and conquerors to centuries of scholars who engage in more civilized, if no less ardent, battle over history and its cycles.

Cline reaches the intriguing conclusion that the centuries following the Bronze Age collapse were not, as the textbooks say, a “Dark Age.” In fact, they represent a period of innovation. Mass literacy, the use of iron tools and weapons, the invention of coinage, and the emergence of the Greek city-state (polis) were among the revolutions of the era. Specialists in the period know this, but the message hasn’t gotten through to the public yet. So, writes Cline, enough with the Dark Age: let’s simply call this period the Iron Age instead.

This is a hopeful conclusion and a welcome takeaway, because After 1177 B.C. is not merely academic. Rather, it focuses on a theme that speaks to us today. In an age of innovation proceeding at a breakneck pace and a cascade of unsettling events around the world—pandemic, war, forest fires, artificial intelligence—it couldn’t be timelier to contemplate how our ancestors coped (or failed to cope) with change and catastrophe.

Barry Strauss






PREFACE
“It’s the End of the World as We Know It” (… and I Don’t Feel Fine)


I began writing this book early one morning in February 2019 while sitting on the balcony of a rented apartment in Rethymnon, Crete. We were there for the beginning of my wife Diane’s Fulbright grant to teach at the University of Crete. I had arranged to have the semester off from our own university so that I could accompany her, and we were enjoying the weak winter sun and visiting familiar archaeological sites before her classes began. We were also marveling at the ubiquity of antiquity in modern marketing, personified by depictions of Ariadne holding a ball of yarn and Minoans leaping over bulls. That wouldn’t be particularly surprising except that the scenes were emblazoned on the sides of a dusty refrigerator full of Cokes outside a shop in an alleyway deep in the oldest part of the city.

That particular morning, it was peaceful and quiet, with the sun rising in front of me over Homer’s beloved Mediterranean Sea and with the snow-capped White Mountains off to my left in the far distance. All seemed well as I sipped my coffee and surfed the Internet, reading various periodicals online while lending half an ear to the news on streaming audio.

Then I started listening more closely to what was being reported by the BBC. We were being warned about the possible collapse of our current civilization, courtesy of a multitude of interrelated factors ranging from climactic to economic. These, according to a study that had just been published and was now being breathlessly described by the journalists, could soon result in “economic instability, large-scale involuntary migration, conflict, famine and the potential collapse of social and economic systems.”1

[image: Photographs of two Coca-Cola vending machines in Crete. The bottom portions of the machines have drawings of a woman seated and holding a ball of string in her hand (left machine) and a person on a flying horse (right machine).]
FIG. 1. Coca-Cola vending machine in Rethymnon, Crete. Photographs by E. H. Cline.


It had been almost exactly five years to the day since I first published 1177 B.C.: The Year Civilization Collapsed, which examined the causes of the Collapse that took place in the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean at the end of the Late Bronze Age, more than three thousand years ago.2 In it, I explained what life was like during the fifteenth to the twelfth centuries BC in those regions—from what is now Greece across to Iran and Iraq and from Turkey down to Egypt, to put it in modern terms. I described the G8 of that time—the Mycenaeans, Minoans, Hittites, Cypriots, Canaanites, Egyptians, Assyrians, and Babylonians—and then examined the possible causes of the Collapse that ended their internationalized world, though exactly why and how it happened so quickly and so completely is still very much a mystery.

Among the possible factors or causes that I discussed (including subsequently at greater length in the revised and updated 2021 edition) were climate change, drought, famine, earthquakes, invaders, and disease. I concluded that none of them would have been sufficiently cataclysmic on its own to bring down even one of the Bronze Age civilizations in the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean, let alone all of them. However, a combination of all (or many/most) would have created a perfect storm of calamities, with both multiplier and domino effects, which could have led to the rapid disintegration of one society after another, in part because of the fragmentation of the globalized Mediterranean network and the breakdown of the interconnections on which each civilization was dependent. As I concluded there, “In short, the flourishing cultures and peoples of the Bronze Age … were simply not able to survive the onslaught of so many different stressors all at the same time.”3

[image: ]
Crete is one of the places where civilization essentially collapsed and the advanced society whom we call the Minoans basically disappeared at the end of the Bronze Age, to be replaced by a new iteration. The Mycenaeans on the nearby Greek mainland, known as the homeland of Achilles, Odysseus, Ajax, and the Greek states described in the Iliad and Odyssey, didn’t survive either—or at least their society/culture didn’t. Nobody today claims to be Minoan or Mycenaean. So, the news that day did cause me a bit of consternation—striking home with a particular sense of “future déjà vu,” one might say, as we worry in turn that a catastrophic collapse may lie ahead for us and our globalized world. It could be the end of the world as we know it, as R.E.M. once sang, but I really didn’t feel fine about it. If there is another collapse coming, I wondered, is it too soon to start thinking about how we will rebuild? Will it even be possible?

My thoughts also turned to what it might have been like for them, back when their Bronze Age world was collapsing. What did each of these areas, or the survivors in them, subsequently do—or fail to do, as the case may be—about the situation(s) in which they found themselves? Did anyone at the time know that they were in the middle of a collapse?4 How did they regroup and recover? Or did they? Were they resilient? Did they transform? Or did they simply go under, to be replaced by new states and new societies?

I am not alone in being interested in such issues. In recent years other archaeologists and ancient historians have begun to explore more fully the question of what happens after a collapse has occurred—not just in terms of the Late Bronze Age Collapse, but regarding any number of other societies and civilizations over the past millennia that endured a sudden disintegration, either total or partial. These cases range from the Harappans in the Indus Valley four thousand years ago to the Romans in Italy at the end of the classical age to the Maya in Central America in the ninth century AD, and many others as well. Some failed to survive, but others somehow made the transition and managed to successfully reestablish or reinvent themselves.5

The question is: how were the survivors able to endure and continue? Some of the terms now being batted around to describe survival of modern crises include “coping,” “adaptation,” “transition,” and “transformation.” The word “resilience” has become especially popular because it has become clear, as one pair of scholars have said, that “collapse and resilience are two sides of the same coin; collapse occurs when resilience is lost, and resilient systems are less likely to collapse.” Princeton historian John Haldon and his colleagues have pointed out that the manner in which previous societies have responded to stress depends on three things: their complexity, their flexibility, and their systemic redundancy, “all of which together determine the resilience of the system.”6

[image: ]
All of this was further driven home to me beginning about eight months after we returned from Crete, during the winter and spring of 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic hit the United States and the Black Lives Matter protests spread across the country after the death of George Floyd Jr. The protests, some peaceful, but some erupting into violence because of counterprotesters and actions by federal agents, continued into the summer and fall.

A year later, despite a change in the US presidency, things were no better. In August 2021, the United Nations released an extremely pessimistic report on climate change, while the US National Intelligence Council issued a report on the pandemic, stating that it had “deepened economic inequality, strained government resources and fanned nationalist sentiments.” At about the same time, wildfires erupted simultaneously in both California and Greece, and problems with the global supply chain began to emerge, creating troubles for consumers wanting items ranging from laptop computers to automobiles and everything in between.7

At that moment, my thoughts during our earlier time on Crete no longer seemed like just an idle academic exercise. To the previous list of stressors, we had now abruptly added a worldwide pandemic, wildfires more intense than usual, severe storms and other evidence of climate change, supply chain issues on a global scale, and serious societal fractures along political lines in the United States.

Nor did things improve with the new year. During the spring, summer, and early fall of 2022, we saw Russia invade Ukraine, new strains of COVID-19 spread rapidly around the world, and ongoing revelations about what happened at the US Capitol on January 6, 2021. I was worried before, but now I was very seriously wondering if another “perfect storm” of calamities has arrived and whether another collapse is just around the corner, as I described previously for the year 1177 BC. It has all happened with breathtaking speed—far faster than it had taken back in the twelfth century BC, which is my personal benchmark for civilizational catastrophes.

The questions that I was asking myself while on Crete, and which have been asked for some time by other scholars, are now being asked by the US government, as well as members of the media.8 What happens after a society collapses? Is it gone forever, or does it bounce back? Can one simply pick up the pieces and begin again? Are there replacements called up from the minor leagues—new people and a new society? Or can the surviving people show resiliency and adapt to the new circumstances by transitioning and transforming to a “new normal”? As archaeologist George Cowgill said back in 1988, “the ‘collapse of a civilization’ … is a far less simple idea than we have been accustomed to think.”9 So too is the rebirth or transformation of civilization. That is what we will explore together in the following pages, by examining what actually took place in the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean during the period after the Late Bronze Age Collapse.

[image: ]
A few words of warning are in order before we begin, however. As we will see, the situation after the Late Bronze Age Collapse was more nuanced than one might have thought. As the international network linking the entire Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean fell apart (and there is no doubt that it did), the individual societies each had to make their own decisions regarding survival. Their choices were simple: if they were to survive, they had to cope, adapt, or transform to the new normal. If they didn’t, they faced extinction. This becomes clear when one studies the immediate aftermath of the Collapse and compares the situation of each of the ancient societies involved, which is exactly what I will do in the following chapters. I am interested in not only who survived and why/how they did, but also who did not (and why they didn’t).

In addition, I should mention that the initial drafts of this book followed a chronological approach, much as I did in 1177 B.C., looking at what took place during each century after the Collapse. However, I subsequently decided that a geographical approach would provide a better sense of how each of the societies responded to the Collapse over time, as the inhabitants in each region attempted to work their way out of the aftermath of the catastrophe that had affected them all, though there will still be a certain amount of connectivity between the various chapters at a number of points. In essence, we have here eight examples of what to do, or not to do, after a collapse.

I will tell the story using specific objects as signposts for our journey—most often inscriptions written on stone, clay, papyrus, and other materials, but also other ancient artifacts. In presenting this underlying evidence, I am aiming for intellectual transparency: to show not only what we know, but how we know it. However, as will become apparent, especially for the Assyrians, Babylonians, and Egyptians, who left extensive written inscriptions, in many instances there is enough granular detail (perhaps too much, on occasion) to focus on some of the higher-ranking individuals and their accomplishments, but not always for those in the lower levels of society. Moreover, for some of these societies, such as the Mycenaeans, Minoans, and Cypriots, the specific details of most of the individuals who lived during this period, whether rich or poor, elite or insignificant, are now lost to history. My discussions will therefore vary dramatically from chapter to chapter, with deeper dives into specific details and stories when possible, depending on the amount and type of information that is available, but I aim for a common denominator of basic historical coverage wherever possible.10 Who lived, who died, I’ll try to tell their story (to reference the hit musical Hamilton). And, for those who have difficulty keeping the players straight without a scorecard, a glossary of the most important people and their details has been included as a “Dramatis Personae” towards the end of this book.

We also need to be aware that this will be a much messier story than that of the Bronze Age. In fact, we should think in terms of stories (plural) rather than a single story, for in examining the responses of the various societies during these centuries, we are looking at a Mediterranean realm that had been fragmented by the collapse of the intertwined world as they had known it. It will be a bit like looking into a kaleidoscope, with some connections and links but with the pieces often separated from each other or only tenuously connected, to be brought together again only at the conclusion of this tale. But we have a unique opportunity here to investigate what happens after a system collapse by examining in detail the history of not just one society, like the Maya or the Romans, but eight different ones. And that is exactly what we will do for the first five chapters of this book. Then, in chapter 6, we will take what we have just learned and analyze it, ranking the societies in terms of their resilience and their success or failure to adapt or transform, using criteria and definitions provided by the IPCC, and will be able to examine which of this is relevant to our modern world, with the hope that it might provide some guidance for us on how to make our own societies more resilient against the potential catastrophes that we currently face.





[image: Map of the Iron Age Eastern Mediterranean. Places such as Uratu, Babylon, Elam, Ammon, Cyprus, among others are marked.]
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MAP 1. Overview of Iron Age Eastern Mediterranean, with Neo-Hittite, Aramean, and Mesopotamian sites shown, and with southern Levantine kingdoms identified (but not all sites listed).




[image: Map of Egypt during the Iron Age. Cities Tanis, Piramesse, Bubastis, el-Hibah, Deir el-Bahri, Deir el-Medina, and Luxor/Karnak/Thebes are marked.]
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MAP 2. Egypt during the Iron Age, with sites and areas mentioned in the text.




[image: Map of Levant during the Iron Age. Cities Qarqac, Damascus, Arwad, Beirut, Ammon, Ekron, Dibon, Beersheva, among others, are marked.]
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MAP 3. The Levant during the Iron Age, with sites and areas mentioned in the text.




[image: Map of Cyprus during the Iron Age. Cities Lapithos-Kastros, Salamis, Enkomi, Kition, Amathous, Palaepaphos, Paphos, among others, are marked.]
[image: This device does not support SVG]
MAP 4. Cyprus during the Iron Age, with sites and areas mentioned in the text.



[image: Map of the Western Mediterranean during the Iron Age. Cities Huelva and Carthage are marked along with Iberia, Italy, Sardinia, Sicily, and North Africa.]
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MAP 5. Western Mediterranean during the Iron Age, with sites and areas mentioned in the text.




[image: Map of the Aegean region during the Iron Age. Cities Lefkandi, Thebes, Athens, Pylos, Sparta, Chania, Kommos, among others, are marked.]
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MAP 6. Aegean region during the Iron Age, with sites and areas mentioned in the text.






	
TABLE 1. Kings and regnal years mentioned in the text—northern area







	
	
Assyria


	
Babylonia


	
Elam


	
	
Carchemish (Great King)


	
Carchemish (Country Lord)


	
Kunulua/Palistin (Tayinat)


	
Sam’al (Zincirli)


	
Urartu





	
13th century BC


	
Tukulti-Ninurta I (1244–1208 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
12th century BC


	
Aššur-dan I (1179–1133 BC)


	
	
Shutruk-Nahhunte (1190–1155 BC)


	
	
Kuzi-Tešub (ca. 1200–1180 BC)


	
	
	
	



	
	
	
Enlil-nadin-ahi (ca. 1157–1155 BC)


	
Kutur-Nahhunte (ca. 1155–1150 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
Aššur-reša-iši I (1133–1116 BC)


	
Nebuchadnezzar I (1125–1104 BC)


	
Hutelutush-Inshushinak (ca. 1120–1110 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
	



	
12th–11th century BC


	
Tiglath-Pileser I (1115–1076 BC)


	
Marduk-nadin-ahhe (ca. 1099–1082 BC)


	
	
	
Ini-Tešub (late 12th c. BC)


	
	
	
	



	
11th century BC


	
Aššur-bel-kala (1074–1057 BC)


	
Marduk-sapik-zeri (1082–1069 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
Taita I (11th c. BC)


	
	



	
	
	
Adad-apla-iddina (1067–1046 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
Aššurnasirpal I (1049–1031 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
Shalmaneser II (1030–1019 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
Kaššu-nadin-ahhe (ca. 1007–1005 BC)


	
	
	
Sapaziti (late 11th c. BC)


	
	
	
	



	
10th century BC


	
	
	
	
	
Ura-Tarhunta (early 10th c. BC)


	
Suhi I (ca. 1000 BC)


	
Taita II (early 10th c. BC)


	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
Tuthaliya II (10th c. BC?)


	
Astuwalamanza(s) (10th c. BC)


	
	
	



	
	
	
Nabu-mukin-apli (ca. 978–943 BC)


	
	
	
grandsons of Ura- Tarhunta (10th c. BC)


	
Suhi II (10th c. BC)


	
Manana (mid 10th c. BC)


	
	



	
	
Aššur-dan II (934–912 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
Katuwa(s) (late 10th c. BC)


	
Suppiluliuma I (late 10th c. BC)


	
	



	
10th–9th century BC


	
Adad-nirari II (911–891 BC)


	
Shamaš-mudammiq (ca. 900 BC)


	
	
	
	
Suhi III (ca. 900 BC)


	
Halparuntiya (early 9th c. BC)


	
Hayya (ca. 870/ 60–840 BC)


	



	
9th century BC


	
Tukulti-Ninurta II (890–884 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
	
Lubarna I? (early 9th c. BC)


	
	



	
	
Aššurnasirpal II (883–859 BC)


	
Nabu-apla-iddina (ca. 887–855 BC)


	
	
	
	
Sangara (ca. 875–848 BC)


	
Suppiluliuma II/Sapalulme (mid 9th c. BC)


	
	
Aramu (ca. 859–844 BC)





	
	
Shalmaneser III (858–824 BC)


	
Marduk-zakir-sumi (ca. 855–819 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
Qalparunda II (mid 9th c. BC)


	
Sha’il (prob. co-ruler ca. 850–840 BC)


	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Isarwila-muwa (2nd half of 9th c. BC)


	
Lubarna II (late 9th c. BC)


	
Kulamuwa (ca. 840–810 BC)


	
Sarduri I (ca. 834–828 BC)





	
	
Shamši-Adad V (823–811 BC)


	
Marduk-balatsu-iqbi (819–813 BC)


	
	
	
	
Kuwalana-muwa (2nd half of 9th c. BC)


	
	
	
Ishpuini (ca. 828–810 BC)





	
	
	
Baba-aha-iddina (ca. 812 BC)


	
	
	
	
Astiru(wa) I (ca. 810 BC)


	
	
	



	
9th–8th century BC


	
Adad-nirari III (810–783 BC)


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Menua (ca. 810–786 BC)





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Kamani (ca. 790 BC)


	
	
	
Inushpua (ruled with Menua)





	
8th century BC


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Argishti I (ca. 786–764 BC)











	
TABLE 2. Kings and regnal years mentioned in the text—southern area







	
	
Tyre


	
Byblos


	
Kingdom/City Damascus


	
	
Egypt


	
United Monarchy


	
Israel


	
Judah


	
Moab


	
Edom





	
13th century BC


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
12th century BC


	
	
	
	
	
Ramses III (1186–1155 BC)


	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
Ramses IV-X (1155–1098 BC)


	
	
	
	
	



	
12th–11th century BC


	
	
Tjekkerbaal/Zakarbaal (ca. 1075 BC)


	
	
	
1) Ramses XI (1098–1070 BC); 2) Smendes (1077/69–1043 BC); and 3) Herihor (1080– 1074 BC); Panedjem I (1074–1036 BC)


	
	
	
	
	



	
11th century BC


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
Psusennes I (1039–991 BC)


	
David (ca. 1000– 970 BC)


	
	
	
	
Hadad (early 10th c. BC)





	
10th century BC


	
	
Ahiram (early 10th c. BC)


	
	
	
Amenemopet (991–982 BC)


	
	
	
	
	



	
	
Hiram (ca. 970–936 BC)


	
Ethbaal (early 10th c. BC)


	
	
	
Siamun (979–958 BC)


	
Solomon (ca. 970– 930 BC)


	
	
	
	



	
	
	
Yehimilk (mid 10th c. BC)


	
	
	
Psusennes II (958–945 BC)


	
	
	
	
	



	
	
Baal-ma’zer [Baal-azor] I (late 10th c. BC)


	
Abibaal (mid-late 10th c. BC)


	
	
	
Sheshonq I (ca. 945–924 BC)


	
	
	
	
	



	
	
Abdi-Aštart [Abdastratus] (late 10th c. BC)


	
Elibaal (mid-late 10th c. BC)


	
	
	
Osorkon I (ca. 924–890 BC)


	
	
	
	
	



	
10th–9th century BC


	
Methusastratos [usurper] (late 10th c. BC)
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PROLOGUE
Welcome to the Iron Age


Sweeping down from the north, wielding gleaming weapons of sharp iron, the fierce Dorian warriors brought a quick end to the Mycenaean civilization shortly after 1200 BC. Greece was plunged into the world’s first dark age. According to the later Greek historian Thucydides, it was just eighty years after the Trojan War.1

Early archaeologists and historians working in modern Greece embraced the concept of a “Dorian invasion.” According to their scenarios, the invaders brought with them new types of pins and brooches, burials, pottery, and—most important of all—swords made of iron.2 This story became part of the established account in textbooks on ancient Greece and still figures prominently in various compilations, including the most recent edition of the Columbia Electronic Encyclopedia, which states: “The Mycenaean commercial empire and consequent cultural influence lasted from 1400 to 1200 B.C., when the invasion of the Dorians ushered in a period of decline for Greece.”3

However, it probably never happened.
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The existence of a Dorian invasion was questioned as long ago as 1966, by scholars such as Rhys Carpenter of Bryn Mawr, and it continues to be questioned today. It has been described as a “baffling situation of an invasion without invaders,” “a scholarly mirage,” and “an extraordinary and paradoxical situation, in which there is no sign of the presence of a hostile invader.” Joseph Tainter, the preeminent scholar of collapse, put it nicely: “Quite simply … the Dorians have left curiously little archaeological trace,” while Professor Gregory Nagy, the former director of Harvard University’s Center for Hellenic Studies, has said that “there is no need to posit a ‘Dorian Invasion’ … if in fact the Dorians were already ‘there’ in the Peloponnesus, as a substrate population.”4

In fact, none of the “evidence” mentioned above requires the arrival of a new people to explain its existence, and some of the so-called innovations are now known to have already begun in the Bronze Age, including Naue II swords and violin-bow fibulae. Other innovations, such as mastering the technology of ironmaking, only came about after the destruction of the palaces, rather than either previously or simultaneously, as we will see below. Moreover, Mycenaean-style pottery continued for another century and a half after things began collapsing, until the middle of the eleventh century BC.5

There is also significant evidence of continuity during this period, despite the sudden and total failure of the political and economic systems that had been in place on mainland Greece during the Bronze Age. For instance, linguistic specialists have suggested that some features of the Dorian dialect can already be detected in the language of the Linear B texts used by the Mycenaeans, which is an early version of Greek. Thus, the various dialects may simply have been spoken by different Greek-speaking groups who survived the great Collapse, rather than by invaders coming from farther away.6

Furthermore, there is no large influx of new populations. In fact, archaeological surveys have indicated exactly the opposite, for there was a dramatic drop in population on mainland Greece immediately after the Collapse. Initial estimates that the population had decreased between 75 and 90 percent from the thirteenth to the eleventh centuries BC are now considered to be a bit too high, but current assessments still hover between 40 and 60 percent for the decrease—with an estimated population of about 600,000 toward the end of the Bronze Age dropping to about 330,000 in the Early Iron Age on mainland Greece.7

Not everyone died, though; some survivors simply moved to new areas in Greece that had previously been unpopulated but that were perhaps now deemed safer places to live than where they had been before. Others may have moved even further away, migrating east to areas such as Cyprus or Canaan or west to Italy, Sardinia, or Sicily.8

Simply put, despite more than a century of excavation by this point, there has been no definitive proof uncovered of the Dorian invasion. It is a myth or literary tradition created by ancient Greek writers to explain, in part, how there came to be several different dialects of Greek spoken and written during the first millennium BC, but it is not backed up by any physical evidence.
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If the idea of a Dorian invasion has been tabled, shelved, and discounted by scholars for several decades now, one can reasonably ask, why is it still discussed? The fact of the matter is that, despite the skepticism of scholars about a Dorian invasion, belief in it outside the small community of academics continues. Sarah Morris, a professor at UCLA speaking of “the persistent specter of the Dorians,” says that “as much as the Dorians are now disallowed by professional specialists in history, language, and archaeology, they are still entrenched … in textbooks and classrooms. In other words, pedagogy—from curriculum to textbooks to course outlines—has not caught up with scholarship.”9

Rather than the concept of a “Dorian invasion,” Iron Age specialists now prefer instead to discuss the idea that some migrations may have taken place within Greece itself, as survivors of the Collapse moved to new areas and away from the Bronze Age citadels.10 It may seem—quite literally—to be merely a matter of semantics, but there is a world of difference between the two types of movements—that is, migrations versus invasions—with the former often peaceful and sometimes stretching over significant periods of time and the latter implying a violent and much more sudden episodic event involving outsiders coming into the area. In fact, such a migration of surviving populations is actually quite common in terms of what happens following a system collapse such as took place at the end of the Late Bronze Age. Another good example occurred in the American Southwest ca. AD 1300, where the population emigrated en masse from the Four Corners area southward to the Rio Grande Valley following a dramatic climactic downturn.11


Was It Really a Dark Age?

If scholars’ previous thinking about the Dorian invasion of Greece can now be demonstrated to be incorrect, then what else might we be wrong about in describing the centuries immediately following the Bronze Age Collapse, which has long been called by scholars “the first dark age”? In fact, we need to ask whether it really was a dark age. Is that an accurate description of what life was like across the entire region in the aftermath of the Collapse, especially if the Dorian invasion never happened?

Three decades ago, Nicholas Coldstream of University College London called this period in Greece “an age of total illiteracy and, in most Aegean regions, an age of poverty, poor communications, and isolation from the outside world.” However, writing at almost the exact same time, archaeologist Willie Coulson agreed that while the general perception is that this era was “a low point in the quality of art and life … a primitive and poverty-stricken time,” he also noted that we don’t have a good universal definition on which all scholars can agree.12

Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines a dark age as “a time during which a civilization undergoes a decline.” Two examples are provided: (1) “the European historical period from about AD 476 to about 1000” (which is not the topic of concern here); and (2) “the Greek historical period of three to four centuries from about 1100 BC” (which is my focus). It adds a general definition of “a state of stagnation or decline.”13

In fact, the criteria that Cambridge University archaeologist Colin Renfrew used back in 1979 to define a system collapse can also be used as criteria to define a dark age (which Renfrew said almost always follows a system collapse), speaking strictly from a societal viewpoint. These include (1) the collapse of the central administrative organization; (2) the disappearance of the traditional elite class; (3) a breakdown of the centralized economy; (4) a settlement shift; and (5) population decline. To these, as additional symptoms specifically of a dark age, I would add (6) a loss of writing; and (7) a pause in the construction of monumental architecture.14




	
TABLE 3. Societal changes indicative of a system collapse and subsequent dark age
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Joseph Tainter notes that a systematic collapse of a civilization or society is also usually thought to bring an end to “the artistic and literary features of civilization, and to the umbrella of service and protection that an administration provides.” As a result, he says, “The flow of information drops, people trade and interact less, and there is overall lower coordination among individuals and groups. Economic activity drops … while the arts and literature experience such a quantitative decline that a dark age often ensues. Population levels tend to drop, and for those who are left, the known world shrinks.” All of this is usually seen as a fearful event, “truly paradise lost.” However, according to Tainter, sociopolitical collapse is quite a normal occurrence and even to be expected in the general course of the life of most complex societies.15

It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that toward the end of the eighth century BC, the Greek poet Hesiod lamented the fact that he was living during just such a period. “Would that I were not among the men of the fifth generation,” he wrote, “but either had died before or been born afterwards. For now truly is a race of iron, and men never rest from labor and sorrow by day, and from perishing by night; and the gods shall lay sore trouble upon them.”16 It is from him, along with the growing use of the new metal, that we get the moniker “Iron Age” for this period, as an alternative to the oft-used “Dark Age.”

So, was this a dark age? Or should it now be seen as something else, especially if one is looking not only at societies, but also at the individuals who made up those societies? As James Scott of Yale University has recently asked, “ ‘dark’ for whom and in what respects?”17

This is the question at the heart of our explorations. What was it like for those living in the aftermath of the Collapse, and how was it different in each of the affected areas? What did it take to survive? That is what we will examine in the next several chapters, as we follow each of the societies and areas—sometimes superficially but often in great detail, as the evidence permits—through their twists and turns from the twelfth to the eighth centuries BC before we proceed to our analyses. So, let us begin.






CHAPTER ONE
The Year of the Hyenas, When Men Starved


(Egypt, Israel, and the Southern Levant)

A quick knife thrust to his throat by an assassin ended the thirty-two-year reign of Pharaoh Ramses III of Egypt in 1155 BC. Two decades earlier, Ramses had won an immense victory over the Sea Peoples, but now he fell victim to a sordid harem conspiracy set in motion by one of his own wives, named Tiye, and a lesser son named Pentawere.

The assassination, now known as the Harem Conspiracy, first came to the attention of modern Egyptologists about 150 years ago.1 The details are contained on approximately six papyri, some or all of which may have originally been part of a single scroll that was cut into sections by an enterprising antiquities thief before being sold to various people and places. The longest of these documents is now known as the Turin Judicial Papyrus, housed (perhaps not surprisingly, given its modern name) in the Museo Egizio in Turin, Italy. It had originally been purchased by Bernardino Drovetti, the French consul general to Egypt in the early 1800s; he then sold it to the king of Sardinia; and it eventually came to live in the Museo Egizio.2

The papyrus contains many of the details of the four trials of his accused assailants. The conspiracy was apparently hatched by Tiye, who wished to have her son by Ramses III, Prince Pentawere, accede to the throne. There were as many as forty accused conspirators, both members of the harem and court officials, who were tried in four groups. A number of them were found guilty and received the death penalty; several were forced to commit suicide right in the court. Pentawere was among those sentenced to death, and it is assumed that was true of his mother as well, although no record of her trial survives.

Although it was known that Ramses III had died before the verdicts were reached in this case, it is not clear from these documents whether the plot had succeeded, and the question was left open by Egyptologists. But apparently it had, although this fact was only brought to light in 2012, when CAT-scans were made of Ramses III’s body, which had been found more than a century earlier, in 1881, within the Deir el-Bahri cache of mummies near Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple. It had been moved there by priests for safekeeping early in the Twenty-Second Dynasty, in the late tenth century BC, following a series of royal tomb robberies that had stretched back over more than a century.

As reported in the British Medical Journal, it was clear that Ramses’s throat had been cut. The sharp knife that caused the wound had been thrust into his neck immediately under the larynx, all the way down to the cervical vertebra, cutting his trachea and severing all the soft tissue in the area. Death was most likely instantaneous, or nearly so. Subsequently, during the embalming process, a protective Horus-eye amulet had been placed in the wound, either for protection or for healing, though it was far too late to help the king in his corporeal life. In addition, a thick collar of linen was placed around his neck to hide the stab wound. It was only during the CAT-scan analysis that the scientists were able to see through the thick cloth and identify the injury that killed the king.3

A second body, of a male aged between eighteen and twenty and known only as “Unknown Man E,” was found with Ramses III in the royal burial cache at Deir el-Bahri. Wrapped in a ritually impure goatskin and not properly mummified, the body has been suggested to be that of the guilty prince, Pentawere. DNA tests indicate that he could have been Ramses III’s son, but this conclusion is by no means universally agreed within Egyptology. The forensic evidence, including facial contortions and injuries on his throat, suggests that he was probably strangled.4

The assassination set the tone for the coming centuries in Egypt, for the aftermath during the years that followed their victory over the Sea Peoples was not pretty. For instance, we now have evidence that the megadrought, which can be traced via proxy data from Italy all the way to Iran (in modern terms) and which I believe was one of the primary stressors leading to the Late Bronze Age Collapse, finally hit Egypt at about this time. This occurred because the flow of the Nile was reduced when rainfall decreased on the Ethiopian plateau, a situation that lasted for approximately two hundred years. This, not surprisingly, led in turn to a food crisis and thus famine in Egypt, as well as to related economic problems, including nonpayment of wages, which culminated in a strike and demonstration by the workers at Deir el-Medina in Ramses’s twenty-ninth year on the throne—possibly one of the first recorded pieces of industrial action in history.5

When Ramses III died, this era in Egyptian history also came to an end, although his sons and grandsons continued his dynasty for another four decades. Although Egyptian culture and society did not completely collapse, and Egyptians did not vanish from the face of the earth, neither was their transformation to the new world order particularly successful after the Bronze Age Collapse. While they did survive, it was at a much-lessened capacity; no longer would they have been counted among the “Great Powers” of the day, as they had been during the heyday of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties.

Instead, for the next two centuries, the Egyptians were hobbled by a government riddled with intrigue, not to mention problems with succession and rivalries that occasionally resulted in two, three, and sometimes even four rulers in different parts of Egypt at the same time. On occasion, a strong leader would emerge, such as Sheshonq I, a Libyan ruler who founded the Twenty-Second Dynasty, but that would not be until ca. 945 BC, more than two hundred years after the death of Ramses III, and it would not last.
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The eight pharaohs who followed Ramses III were all named Ramses (IV to XI), and their reigns witnessed a steady deterioration of the situation in Egypt. The first two kings, Ramses IV and V, were on the throne for just ten years between them and did little that merits mention.6 There are also intriguing questions surrounding the latter’s death, for he may have fallen victim to yet another calamity—disease—which might be associated with the Bronze Age Collapse. His mummy has pustules still visible on his face, leading to the suggestion that he may have died of smallpox ca. 1140 BC, which might be corroborated by texts that mention new tombs being dug for himself and other members of his family. The men who did the digging were subsequently given a month’s leave “at the expense of the Pharaoh” (i.e., with full pay), following which the Valley of the Kings was closed to visitors for six months, perhaps as an effort at quarantine.7

During Ramses V’s rule, Egypt continued to control the copper mines at Timna, in the Sinai Peninsula, but he is the last Egyptian pharaoh whose name is found in that region. Similarly, his successor, Ramses VI, is the last pharaoh whose name is found at the turquoise mines of Serabit el-Khadim, also located in the Sinai. This is usually interpreted to mean that the Egyptians had lost control and/or withdrawn from the southern Levant almost entirely by about 1140 BC or so.8 Interestingly, a small bronze statue base found at Megiddo by the Chicago expedition in the 1930s is inscribed with the cartouche of Ramses VI and is frequently cited as proof that Canaanite Megiddo was not overcome until this time, but it is in a disputed context and cannot be used to shore up any such arguments.9

When Ramses VI died in 1133 BC, the workmen constructing his tomb in the Valley of the Kings accidentally buried the tomb of Tutankhamun, which lay next to it, thereby leaving it for Howard Carter and Lord Carnarvon to discover in 1922. His son then came to the throne in turn, as Ramses VII. We don’t know much about his reign, but texts from the ten years (or less) during which he ruled indicate that the price of grain soared and that the economy was unstable.10

Similarly, after a brief reign of just one year for Ramses VIII, who, as a son of Ramses III, was probably already elderly when he became pharaoh, the problems continued for the next ruler, Ramses IX (ca. 1126–1108 BC). He was on the throne for eighteen years, during which time trouble was increasing in Egypt, specifically in the form of tomb robberies, famine, and disruptions by “foreigners” near the workers village at Deir el-Medina. It may have been at this time that Egypt first lost control over Upper Nubia and the gold mines located there. It is also possible that the rule of Egypt was split during his reign, presaging a common occurrence over the coming centuries.11

Among the legal documents from this period are the Tomb Robbery Papyri, as they have come to be known. These are a dozen or more texts, spanning the reigns of Ramses IX through XI, which include the so-called Abbott Papyrus and the Leopold-Amherst Papyrus from Ramses IX’s sixteenth year. Within them, we find detailed descriptions of tomb robbing within the royal necropolis as well as in private cemeteries. Most of the looting had apparently just taken place during this Year 16. A number of the tomb robbers were caught, and confessions were extracted during the subsequent interrogations and trials. The thieves were all sentenced to death, most likely by impalement, since that was the usual sentence for robbing a royal tomb.12

The robberies had begun even earlier, however, for we know that sometime prior to Year 9 of Ramses IX’s reign thieves broke into Ramses VI’s tomb. Again some of the thieves were caught. In a fragmentary papyrus in Liverpool, England, known as P. Mayer B, one of those arrested confessed specifically: “I spent four days breaking into it [the royal tomb], there being five of us. We opened the tomb and entered it. We found a basket lying on 60 boxes.” He then described finding bronze cauldrons, bronze washbasins, and various other bronze objects. They also opened two chests full of clothing, which are described in detail.13 The fact that bronze objects, rather than gold, are mentioned is especially interesting and may be a reflection of the decline in prosperity since the days of Tutankhamun.

Unfortunately, at that point the text breaks off, so we do not know what else they found and/or took, how their theft was discovered, or what punishment was subsequently meted out, though it was likely the death penalty. However, we do know that when Ramses VI’s mummy was found in 1898, within the tomb of Amenhotep II where it had been subsequently moved for safekeeping, it was clear that it had been “savagely attacked by the tomb robbers, the head and torso having been hacked to pieces with an axe.” As the British archaeologist Peter Clayton notes, “The priests had piously rewrapped the pieces on a board in an effort to make it resemble human form. When Elliot Smith examined it in 1905, he found portions of at least two other bodies included within the wrappings: a woman’s right hand and the mutilated right hand and forearm of another man. Where the king’s neck should have been were his separate left hip bone and part of his pelvis.”14

Some of the problems from Ramses IX’s time continued into those of his successor, Ramses X, who ruled briefly at the end of the tumultuous twelfth century BC. According to the scanty records from his reign, principal among these problems were a continuing lack of food and a related reduction in work-related activities (presumably because of hunger) as well as the presence of additional unnamed foreigners in and around Deir el-Medina.15 His successor was to be the last of the Ramses—Ramses XI—whose rule marked both the beginning of the new century and the ending of the Twentieth Dynasty.

Overall, the twelfth century BC in Egypt was marked by food shortages and political infighting, among other problems. How resilient were the Egyptians then? They were able to cope and continue to exist but really failed to make the transition properly, neither adapting particularly well nor transforming at all. As a result, not only do we see societal problems but also a rapid decline in Egypt’s previous role as a major international power.


Where’s My Mummy? Egypt during the Twenty-First Dynasty

Ramses XI ruled Egypt for nearly thirty years at the beginning of the eleventh century BC, from ca. 1098 to 1070 BC. He had by far the longest tenure of any pharaoh during the Twentieth Dynasty. His first nineteen years were relatively peaceful, though there were still tomb robberies and famine. One papyrus mentions a woman possessing gold looted from a tomb, who claimed she had received it in return for selling some food during “the year of the hyenas, when men starved.” Worse was yet to come, for the second half of his reign was marked by fragmentation and civil war within Egypt, ending in rival rulers.16

Egypt had managed to retain most of its administrative structure until this point, but the system now began to break down when the high priests of Amun in Thebes began competing with the kings to rule the country. A high priest of Amun named Herihor, who is mentioned in the Tale of Wenamun, which I will discuss in chapter 3, claimed control over Nubia and Upper Egypt and assumed the title of viceroy of Kush as well as vizier to the pharaoh. By Ramses XI’s nineteenth year, Herihor was ruling Upper Egypt and Nubia as far as Thebes. This now became known as Year 1 of the “Renaissance” (from the Egyptian wehem meswt, meaning “the repeating of births”), though it was hardly a renaissance as we now understand the term.17

At the same time, an administrator named Smendes took control in the north, that is, Lower Egypt, specifically in the region of Piramesse in the Nile delta. He too is mentioned in the Tale of Wenamun, along with his wife Tanetamon, who may have been a daughter of Ramses XI. Ramses himself remained as pharaoh but was essentially reduced to a figurehead. Thus, at that point, rulership of Egypt was split among the three men—Ramses XI, Herihor, and Smendes—with the latter two ostensibly owing allegiance to the former but actually operating independently.18

The fragmentation of Egypt did not help the country respond to the crises of the age. Tomb robbing remained enough of a problem that Herihor and the other priests moved some of the royal bodies from their original tombs in the Valley of the Kings. Ramses II’s mummy, for instance, was temporarily placed into the tomb of Seti I in Year 15 of Smendes. The two were later moved again, ultimately into the cache at Deir el-Bahri, late in the tenth century.19

Immediately following Ramses XI’s death in 1070 BC, Smendes became pharaoh, thus founding a new royal dynasty, the Twenty-First, and ruled for the next twenty-five years. This marks the start of the Third Intermediate Period, which was, as a whole, a time of dislocation, punctuated by periods of disorder—and a few of relative prosperity. He and his immediate successors ruled from the new capital of Tanis in the Nile delta region for the next century and more, until ca. 945 BC.20

For his part, Herihor continued to rule Upper Egypt from Thebes, meaning that the country was now split in two. The situation apparently continued into the time of Herihor’s successor, Panedjem I, who was elevated from high priest to king following Herihor’s death. He was most likely married to Henuttawy, probably a granddaughter of Ramses XI, thereby linking both of the new ruling families to the previous dynasty and beginning a reunification of Upper and Lower Egypt.21

The work of safeguarding the burials in the Valley of the Kings was continued by moving ten royal mummies into a side chamber within the tomb of Amenhotep II. Among these were the bodies of Thutmose IV, Amenhotep III, Merneptah, Siptah, Seti II, and Ramses IV, V, and VI. In 1898, French Egyptologist Victor Loret, who had just been appointed director of the Antiquities Service, discovered the tomb and all of its royal mummies, including that of Ramses VI mentioned above. Although he excavated the tomb with care and kept a journal at the time, he only ever published a preliminary report of his findings. Ironically, long after Panedjem died, his own mummy would also be moved for safekeeping to the cache at Deir el-Bahri.22
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Meanwhile, when Smendes died in about 1043 BC, he was probably buried at Tanis in the first of a series of burials from the Twenty-First Dynasty. About five years after Smendes’s death, after a brief rule by another sovereign, a son of Panedjem I named Psusennes I came to the throne and proceeded to rule for nearly fifty years (ca. 1039–991 BC). With his accession, Upper and Lower Egypt were reunited once more. His reign may also mark the first instance of Egyptian involvement with the Levant in nearly a century.23

The evidence comes in part from the gold and silver vessels as well as other objects, including ushabtis (small human-shaped statuettes that were placed in graves to accompany the buried person into the afterlife), found in Psusennes’s tomb at Tanis. The French Egyptologist Pierre Montet discovered the tomb in 1939–40, just as World War II was beginning. What he found in the tomb was unexpected; it has been described as one of the richest burials ever found from ancient Egypt, surpassed only by that of King Tutankhamun.24

When Montet first entered the burial chamber, he saw a solid silver coffin in the middle of the room, surrounded by bronze vessels and other objects, with more items against the walls. The wall decorations confirmed that it was the tomb of Psusennes I. Montet alerted King Faruq, who was ruling over the modern country of Egypt at the time, and waited until the king arrived at the site before opening the coffin. As Egyptologist Bob Brier tells the story, “When the coffin was opened on March 23, 1939 … a gold mask was revealed, covering the long dead Pharaoh.” However, it was not Psusennes. Instead, the hieroglyphs indicated that the mummy in the coffin was a previously unknown king, Sheshonq IIa. This was extremely strange, as on the basis of his name, this king belonged to the dynasty following that of Psusennes, ruling perhaps a century later, during the Twenty-Second Dynasty. Moreover, Sheshonq was not alone in the antechamber, for the mummies of the last two kings of the Twenty-First Dynasty, Siamun and Psusennes II, were found there as well; Sheshonq’s coffin had been placed between them.25

As Brier notes, if Sheshonq IIa was in Psusennes I’s tomb, then where was Psusennes? Was this another case of a royal mummy having been moved or hidden in antiquity? As it turned out, the mummy hadn’t gone very far, and it didn’t take Montet long to determine that fact, for the next year, starting in mid-January 1940, as Montet continued to clear what was actually the tomb’s antechamber of the various grave goods, he noticed that there were two hidden doorways, barely visible in the west wall. As he later wrote: “We started with the northern opening. Small blocks were removed easily, but we then found ourselves stopped by a large block of granite which so exactly filled the corridor that for some time we did not believe it possible to extract it. Projecting through the very narrow slit the light of an electric lamp, inside we saw two metal objects, one shiny, the other green with oxide, and a massive stone.”26

When he was finally able to remove the blocking stone, by wrapping a cable around it six times and pulling it out of position by means of a hoist, and continued down the corridor, Montet found himself in a narrow room. It was one of two burial chambers in the tomb, with a massive pink granite sarcophagus surrounded by gold and silver vessels, as well as canopic jars (which contained the mummy’s preserved viscera) and other items. By this point, it had been nearly a year since Montet first found the tomb, but had he finally found the long-dead pharaoh? As Montet described it, “The inscriptions which framed it on the right and on the left and those which were engraved on the east face told us that we were, this time, at Psusennes.”27

However, it was clear that the sarcophagus had originally been intended for, and used by, Pharaoh Merneptah, the first pharaoh to fight against the Sea Peoples and to mention “Israel,” back in 1207 BC. The cartouches had all been erased and those of Psusennes substituted, although enough traces remained to make the original readings certain. Merneptah’s mummy had recently been moved into the tomb of Amenhotep II a short while before, and thus this sarcophagus (the innermost of three) was now available for reuse. It had therefore apparently been moved from its original location in the Valley of the Kings to this tomb in Tanis.28

In late February, Montet lifted off the heavy lid of the pink sarcophagus. Inside, as he later wrote, was “a second sarcophagus, in black granite and in the shape of a mummy.” By its style, this one had once belonged to a Nineteenth Dynasty noble. Without waiting any longer, Montet opened this second coffin. Within it lay a third coffin, this one made of solid silver. When its lid was opened, there were no additional coffins, only a gold mask and a gilded mummy-board. These covered the king’s body, all its wrappings and flesh utterly decayed down to a bare skeleton but bedecked with gold jewelry. The hieroglyphs confirmed that he had finally found Psusennes I, who has since been nicknamed “The Silver Pharaoh.” It took Montet a further ten days to carefully remove the gold mask and then the bones of Psusennes; they and other artifacts from the tomb were eventually transported to the Cairo Museum in an army truck.29

Meanwhile, behind the other hidden doorway lay yet another burial chamber. It had originally been intended for Psusennes I’s wife, Mutnedjmet, but her body had been removed at some point and replaced by that of Psusennes’s immediate successor, Amenemopet. It is not clear why this exchange took place, nor is it clear why Siamun, Psusennes II, and Sheshonq IIa were all in the antechamber of Psusennes I’s tomb rather than in tombs of their own. Siamun and Psusennes II may have been buried in the tomb from the outset, but Egyptologist Aidan Dodson has noted that plant remains found on Sheshonq’s mummy “seem to have grown into the bones while the coffin lay in standing water,” which would indicate that Sheshonq’s original tomb may have been flooded, thus requiring his reburial here in Psusennes’s antechamber.30

Although Montet had found an intact pharaoh’s tomb, with some material as spectacular as that found in Tutankhamun’s vault, the world’s media was more concerned with the world war going on at the time than it was with a long-dead pharaoh. As a result, this amazing discovery has not received the notice and acclaim that it should, although the treasures were displayed in their own special room within the Cairo Museum and have now been redisplayed in rooms that all held treasures of Tutankhamun.31

[image: ]
Montet also found hundreds of ushabtis in Psusennes’s tomb, as mentioned. These are now scattered, in various museums and private collections, according to Shirly Ben-Dor Evian, who served as curator of Egyptian archaeology at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem.32 The museum has four of them in its collection—three were found in his tomb; the other probably comes from a looted tomb located somewhere nearby. All are made of copper. One has the name “Psusennes” inscribed on it; another has the name of his wife Mutnedjmet; and two more have the name of the general Wendjebaendjed, who was buried in a subsidiary chamber of Psusennes’s tomb.

Ben-Dor Evian and her colleagues subjected the four ushabtis to lead isotope analysis, a technique that can help pinpoint the origin of the copper used to make the objects. Intriguingly, the copper in each of them comes from the Arabah region of the Negev highlands, on the border between modern Jordan and the Sinai. This is where the copper mines in the Timna Valley (in the Sinai), sometimes called “King Solomon’s Mines,” and Wadi Faynan (in Jordan) are both located. Clearly Egypt, which had received much of its imported copper from Cyprus during the Bronze Age, was now getting at least some from this region. This is part of the evidence that suggests international trade had resumed between Egypt and the southern Levant after a gap caused by the Collapse.33



Israelites and Philistines

I am attempting to cover two areas in this first chapter, so by pivoting at this point to more fully introduce details about the southern Levant before returning to Egypt and what will become an ever-more intermingled story, we can learn a few details about the situation there at the time from a papyrus called the Onomasticon of Amenemopet, which was found in 1890 within a jar at the site of el-Hibah in Egypt. It is now known in fully nine different copies. One portion of this manuscript, which lists peoples and places, mentions three of the groups that made up the Sea Peoples—the Sherden (Shardana), the Tjekker, and the Peleset (Philistines)—along with three cities: Ashkelon, Ashdod, and Gaza.

The implication in the papyrus is that remnants of the three groups had settled in these cities or had been settled there by the victorious Egyptians, as Ramses III claimed. It is noteworthy not only that we see the Tjekker here too, as well as the Peleset, but also that the cities named are three of the five that belonged to the so-called Philistine Pentapolis: Ashdod, Ashkelon, and Gaza were located along a stretch of the coastline in southern Canaan at or near the modern cities by those names, while Ekron (Tel Miqne) and Gath (Tell es-Safi) were situated further inland. Archaeological evidence uncovered at four of these five cities (Gaza has not yet been excavated) indicate that they were all Canaanite cities during the Bronze Age but then began to exhibit the material trappings of Philistine culture beginning at about this same time, that is, during the late twelfth and into the eleventh century BC.34

Just under a decade later, by 1899, the site of Tell es-Safi was identified as Philistine Gath, and joint excavations by the American archaeologist Frederick Bliss and the Irish archaeologist Robert Alexander Stewart (R.A.S.) Macalister began. By 1914, Macalister had published one of the first books in English devoted entirely to the Philistines, titled The Philistines, Their History and Civilization. Renewed excavations at the site began under the direction of Aren Maeir of Bar Ilan University in 1996 and have yielded much new information; I will refer to some of this data below.35

As Carl Ehrlich of York University has said, it seemed at first that the Philistines were going to be “the legitimate heir to the ancient Egyptian empire in Canaan.” However, that was not to be. Instead, the Israelites took over most of what had been Canaan and, after feuding with the Philistines from the time of Israelite King Saul, as well as with David and then his son Solomon, eventually “the status as Egypt’s heir” in the region “passed … to Israel.”36 The Israelites were unique in this period as practitioners of monotheism. They are variably considered either newcomers to the scene or lurkers in the background for some time, for the date and means by which the Israelites came to establish themselves in the land of Canaan is a complex and controversial issue.

Numerous scholars have weighed in on this topic, including with hypotheses that involve the biblical story of the Exodus and a military conquest of Canaan by the Israelites, resulting either in a genocide or a more peaceful integration such as variously described in the Books of Joshua and Judges in the Hebrew Bible. Other possibilities have been suggested as well, envisioning the Israelites as nomads or semi-nomads peacefully infiltrating the area, or as peasants from the highlands who revolted against Canaanite overlords, or even as gradually developing into “Israelites” from within the local Canaanite population. These theories are known variously as the “Conquest” model, the “Peaceful Infiltration” model, the “Revolting Peasants” model, and the “Invisible Israelites” model.37 The most recent discussions have revolved around more anthropological considerations of the ethnicity of the Israelites, especially in comparison to the other peoples who also emerged in the region during this same approximate period.38 These include the Philistines, who took over the coastal region of the southern Levant.

No matter which theory individual scholars subscribe to, we know for certain that an inscription on a victory monument of Pharaoh Merneptah, found by Sir William Matthew Flinders Petrie in 1896, claims that the Egyptians defeated a people called “Israel” who were living in the land of Canaan by about the year 1207 BC. We also know that, regardless of the antecedent events and the means by which they entered the picture, the initial Israelite settlements were established by the end of the twelfth century or thereabouts, and quickly exploded in number during the early eleventh century BC. That much has been attested courtesy of a multitude of archaeological surveys that have been conducted in the region since at least the 1960s.39

Given those facts, and regardless of whether they had been languishing in the Sinai for several decades or were already present in the land but “invisible” or had been infiltrating the land slowly over centuries, the Israelites may have simply taken advantage of the havoc in Canaan that was occurring during the Collapse. The political and military vacuum created by the retreat of the Egyptians, and the destruction of the various Canaanite cities, would have meant that the Israelites could have moved into areas that they could not normally have occupied under their own power. As a result, they would have been able to take over all or most of Canaan by the end of the twelfth century BC.40

While still speculative, this scenario plausibly provides the “how” that is missing from most of the other hypotheses. For those who believe in the miraculous hand of God, there is no need to investigate further, but for the rest, it remains a viable question as to how else the Israelites could have possibly attacked and successfully captured the imposing Canaanite cities. Under normal circumstances, they are unlikely to have been able to do so, at least on their own. However, once the Sea Peoples invaded the Canaanite coast as part and parcel with the other calamities (drought, famine, internal rebellion, etc.) that brought the Canaanite culture to its knees, and once the Egyptians had retreated from the region, the Israelites may have been able to occupy the ruins of the larger cities and to take over some of the lesser towns all by themselves, thus completing the conquest of Canaan. It is likely that the later biblical writers subsequently gave complete credit for the capture and destruction of the Canaanite cities to the Israelites without even mentioning the role of the Sea Peoples because they only knew the latter in terms of the biblical Philistines who caused such trouble for Saul and David over the course of their reigns.41


[image: ]
Recent studies involving climate change by Dafna Langgut of Tel Aviv University and her colleagues indicate a possible link to the early Israelites and Philistines in terms of a temporary cessation in the severe drought. Starting perhaps as early as 1150 BC and certainly no later than ca. 1100 BC, there seems to have been an uptick in the available moisture in the southern Levant, creating slightly wetter climate conditions, which in turn permitted “intense olive and cereal cultivation.”42

The more favorable conditions may have lasted in this region until ca. 950 BC, which corresponds to the same approximate time period as the initial emergence of the Israelites. As Langgut and her colleagues state, “The improved conditions in the highlands during the Iron Age I enabled the recovery of settlement activity, which is the backdrop for the rise of ancient Israel.… Similar conditions in other parts of highlands in the Levant could have led to the development of equivalent settlement systems which gave birth to other biblical nations—the Aramaeans in Syria and the Ammonites and Moabites in Transjordan.”43

This idea has now been supported by another new study, which suggests that this area in particular was one of the only regions in which the population actually increased, rather than decreased, at the beginning of the Iron Age, that is, the period immediately following the Collapse. If so, the population increase could potentially be the result of the new kingdoms established in the southern Levant, including Israel and Judah, as well as Moab, Ammon, and Edom, though scholarly discussions continue about whether there were already inhabitants in these areas, quite possibly nomadic, as some have suggested, who survived the Collapse or if they were all newcomers to the region who migrated in during the aftermath.44



King David

Our primary source for what happened next is the Hebrew Bible, where—if we take the story at face value—we are told that the Philistines created problems for the fledgling Israelites and their newly anointed King Saul and his sons later in the eleventh century. Matters came to a head when Saul and his progeny fought the Philistines in the Jezreel Valley, not far from Megiddo (biblical Armageddon). There, in about 1016 BC on the flanks of Mt. Gilboa, according to the biblical account, Saul and three of his sons were killed in battle and their bodies hung from the walls of Beth Shean (1 Samuel 28–31; 2 Samuel 1; 1 Chronicles 10).

Soon thereafter, one of Saul’s remaining sons, Ishbaal (or Ishbosheth), took over the northern half of the young Israelite kingdom while David declared himself king over Judah, the southern half of the kingdom (2 Samuel 2:1–4, 8). Eventually David took over the northern part as well, establishing what we now call the United Monarchy around the year 1000 BC.45

Unfortunately, we have no corroborating evidence from any archaeological or epigraphic sources to confirm these stories told in the Hebrew Bible, so we have no way of independently confirming their accuracy—but, though much debated, they seem plausible, especially given the other events taking place in the general area during this time period. Moreover, even until recently we had no evidence from outside the Bible attesting to the actual existence of David, strange as that might seem. All of that changed in 1992.

During that summer, Gila Cook was working as the architect for the archaeological expedition at the site of Tel Dan (ancient Laish), located north of the Sea of Galilee in modern Israel. The excavation was being directed by Avraham Biran, a longtime, well-respected archaeologist and professor at the Jerusalem campus of Hebrew Union College. He had been digging at Tel Dan for more than twenty-five years by that point, since 1966. The site itself is in the middle of a beautiful nature preserve that includes the icy-cold headwaters of the Jordan River and a great restaurant serving fish for tourists and locals.

Cook’s goal that day was to accurately draw and record the stones in a wall that they had recently uncovered. However, her project was derailed when the raking light of the sun created shadows on one stone in particular, revealing the presence of an inscription that was carved on its surface, which nobody had previously spotted. It was written in Aramaic, using Phoenician lettering. When it was subsequently translated, the text created a sensation, for it contained the words Beit David—the “House of David.” This was the first time that an inscription mentioning the biblical King David had been found; in fact, it was the first time that any attestation to the existence of King David had been found outside the Bible.46

[image: Photograph of a rock from Tel Dan with the inscription of the words Beit David.]
FIG. 2. Tel Dan inscription with the words Beit David highlighted. Photograph courtesy of Oren Rozen via Wikimedia Commons.


It turned out that the stone probably came from a larger monument that had most likely been set up about 841 BC, nearly a century and a half after David ruled (ca. 1000–970 BC). Additional fragments belonging to the same monument were subsequently found by the expedition the next year, although there are still many pieces missing. While it remains the subject of some scholarly debate and discussion, it seems that the inscription had commemorated the capture of Tel Dan by an Aramaean king named Hazael, whose home base lay just to the north at Aram-Damascus and who ruled ca. 842–796 BC. We shall meet him again below.

The fragmentary inscription, as it is currently extant, reads:

… my father went up [against him when] he fought at […]. And my father lay down, he went to his [ancestors]. And the king of I[s]rael entered previously in my father’s land. [And] Hadad made me king. And Hadad went in front of me, [and] I departed from the seven […] of my kingdom/kings, and I slew [might]y … kin[gs], who harnessed tho[usands … of cha]riots and thousands [of] chariot horses. [I killed Jo]ram … son of A[hab], king of Israel, and [I] killed [Ahaz]iahu son of [Joram, kin]g of the House of David. And I set [their towns into ruins and turned] their land into [desolation …].47

The discovery of this inscription put to rest a dispute that had been raging in academic circles, with some scholars doubting that the tenth-century BC rulers David and Solomon had ever existed, for no extrabiblical (i.e., outside the Bible) evidence for either monarch had been found until that point. Thus, the discovery of this inscription, with its mention of the House of David and the inherent implication that there had been a historical David (who had founded the dynasty), was extremely important. The reference to David and the dynasty that he founded also suggests that Solomon most likely existed as well, since he is David’s son.48

As a side note, I should mention that a possible, though very much debated, second reference to the House of David can be seen on what is known as the Mesha Stele. The inscription, which is much better known for its mention of “Omri, king of Israel,” was first seen and identified by an Anglican missionary named F. A. Klein in 1868 at the site of Diban in what is now modern Jordan. Even with a third of its text now missing, it is still the longest monumental inscription ever discovered in the Holy Land and is one of the first discovered extrabiblical inscriptions that names a person or place known primarily from the Hebrew Bible—for example, Omri, king of Israel, in addition to, possibly, the House of David.49



Edom and the Edomites

According to the biblical account, when David was establishing himself as king, the nearby kingdom of Edom was among the territories that he conquered. This was located to the south and east of David’s original territory, in the general area of Wadi Faynan in what is now modern Jordan.

The biblical stories of David’s conquest of Edom might provide additional support for the link between Timna and Egypt, which I have mentioned previously, for we are told in the biblical account that during the fighting the Edomite crown prince Hadad, who was an infant at the time, was spirited out of the country and down to Egypt for his safety (1 Kings 11:14–22). When Hadad grew up, he married the sister of the Egyptian queen and had a son, Genubath, before returning to Edom after the death of King David and later rebelling against King Solomon.50

Although there is no independent corroboration to confirm this story either, Egyptologist Kenneth Kitchen suggests that it may have been Psusennes I who gave Hadad sanctuary in Egypt, as well as a “house, food allowance, and land” (1 Kings 11:18).
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