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CHAPTER ONE


Destruction and the End of the Bronze Age


Collapse, Crisis, and the Year 1200 BCE


Throughout the Eastern Mediterranean from the Mycenean palaces of Greece to the shores of the Nile, the years surrounding 1200 BCE are often described as ones of crisis, collapse, transition, and change. The description given as part of this introduction of the possible causes and consequence of the end of the Late Bronze Age do not reflect my personal opinions on these matters. As will be seen throughout the body of this text, I will disagree with many of these suppositions, or, in some cases, demonstrate them to be fallacious. The following unnuanced opening narration is meant to give a brief overview of many of the commonly held assumptions, theories, and in some cases canonic explanations for the changes and transformations that took place at the end of the Late Bronze Age ca. 1200 BCE.


While the Late Bronze Age world was one of trade between the great kings, empires vying for power, and the construction of historic monuments, after the events of the years encircling 1200 BCE all was changed, many would say for the worse (fig. 1.1). Populations were displaced and moved freely about the Eastern Mediterranean causing havoc in their wake. Writing was abandoned in the Aegean, Ugarit, and parts of but not all of Anatolia and the Levant, as was the construction of monumental architecture throughout the entire Eastern Mediterranean. The trade that had flourished during the Late Bronze Age ground to a halt with the collapse of the world system that fed the coffers of the rich and elite. The palatial system that had constructed some of the greatest ancient monuments in Greece was dissolved with the destruction of those palaces, while the empire of the Hittites was broken. Egypt’s hold on part of the Levant lasted through the reign of one last great pharaoh, Ramesses III, but even this empire, which had stood for nearly three hundred years, could not stand against the tide of change, a wave brought on by the movement of the “Sea Peoples,” who themselves were only the victims of a corrupt system and a devastating drought that had gripped the Eastern Mediterranean.


This admittedly rather dramatic description of the end of the Late Bronze Age mirrors the kind of grandiose narration that permeates the scholarly literature. The year 1200 BCE in particular holds a prominent place in historical commentaries relating to the ancient Near East and classical world—though other dates, in particular 1177 BCE and 1184 BCE, are also put forward. The year 1177 BCE is one date given for the arrival of the Sea Peoples on the shores of the Nile Delta during the eighth year of Ramesses III’s reign, while 1184 is one of the traditional dates suggested for the Trojan War.1 The year 1200 BCE however serves as a fulcrum in the reconstructed narrative of history, the before and after of which are viewed in such stark contrast—great empires before and collapse after—even if that particular calendrical year has no special significance.2 Because of the assumed significance surrounding 1200 BCE, a great deal of scholarly effort has gone into trying to piece together the series of events that led to the crisis, collapse, and transition and to the changes and transformations that transpired afterwards.3


[image: p002-01]


This discourse around the end of the Late Bronze Age has waged for more than 150 years, as Gaston Maspero (1873, 1886, 1896) laid the foundation for many of the still current ideas of the end of the Late Bronze Age. He based his ideas on Greek myth and the then recently translated texts from Ramesses III’s mortuary temple at Medinet Habu in West Thebes with a particular focus on one story from Ramesses’s eighth regnal year. These texts, and their associated reliefs purportedly told the story of several mobile groups who had “made a conspiracy in their islands” to ransack the great kingdoms of the Eastern Mediterranean, with a final plan to attack Egypt itself. However, they were stopped by the valiant efforts of Ramesses III in both a great sea battle and a land battle. These groups were given the name the Peuples de la mer, or the Sea Peoples, even though the term was never used in any ancient text. It was these texts from Medinet Habu describing the movements of the “Sea Peoples,” combined with the mythology, that gave way to the idea that moving people groups placed pressure on other groups, such as the Dorians, who in turn displaced the populations in Greece turning them into the Sea Peoples, who then went on to attack the remainder of the Eastern Mediterranean.4


The monocausal explanation for the end of the Late Bronze Age featuring the onslaught of the Sea Peoples, oftentimes accompanied by the Dorians and the Phrygians, persisted through the end of the nineteenth century and into the mid-twentieth century. However, this initial idea based on Greek myth and Egyptian “history” was fleshed out and seemingly confirmed by the archaeological excavations that began in earnest in the latter part of the nineteenth century. This trend began with Heinrich Schliemann’s excavations at Troy, Mycenae, and Tiryns, while excavations throughout the remainder of the Eastern Mediterranean uncovered corroborating evidence of the demise of the Late Bronze Age, as many sites yielded evidence of massive conflagrations. However, over the course of the past sixty years other ideas that diverged from the Sea Peoples and Dorians as the main causal factors in the collapse have been put forward, though the Sea Peoples themselves have not yet been laid to scholarly rest—they have merely been transformed.


Climate change represented by the cooling and drying of the environment throughout the Eastern Mediterranean has been attributed with bringing about the end of the Late Bronze Age.5 Drought over the course of a hundred years or more supposedly placed stress on the centralized and rigid economic system of the palaces throughout the Eastern Mediterranean. Cities and nations began to starve, as vividly illustrated in several texts and eventually, as many of the theories propose, climate change induced a revolt among the populations, turning starving peasants into ravaging Sea Peoples, eventually leading to the downfall of nations and states.6 Others, while invoking climate change as a factor, place the collapse at the feet of revolutions and peasant uprisings against a cruel and unjust ruling class, who forced their populations into debt and eventually into debt slavery without periodic forgiveness.7 The empires and polities already under stress were then pushed over the edge to ruin by the coming of the Sea Peoples (Liverani 1987; 2003, 27–29; 2020, 21).


Another theory was championed by Robert Drews (fig. 1.2), who dubbed the end of the Late Bronze Age the “catastrophe,” believed that the years surrounding 1200 BCE represented “arguably the worst disaster in ancient history, even more calamitous than the collapse of the western Roman Empire” (1993, 3). Drews went into great detail to dismiss the major theories proposed up to that point (1993, 33–96), and instead posited that all of the destruction wrought at the end of the Late Bronze Age throughout the Eastern Mediterranean was due to raiders equipped with advanced weapons and military techniques that the elite nations’ chariot forces could not withstand (1993, 97–226). Others, however, preferred a more nature-based solution, looking to earthquakes and repeated seismic events as the catalyst that helped to bring about the end of the world as it was known ca. 1200 BCE.8 According to this theory, these earthquakes, in what Amos Nur and Eric Cline (2000) dubbed an “earthquake storm” where one seismic event was followed by another further down the fault line, helped to bring ruin to already struggling nations. Systems collapse and similar theories, such as complexity theory, admixtures of all the above, have also been widely adopted. Earthquakes, climate change, peasant revolts, warfare, Sea Peoples, destruction, and the failure of trade all coalesced in the years surrounding 1200 BCE to bring about the end of an age, ushering in a new world.9 Trade relations, gift exchanges, international marriages, and the exchange of goods, ideas, and people all came to a halt once this “perfect storm” (per the title of ch. 5 from Cline 2014, 139) of circumstances broke apart the system that had upheld the empires, kingdoms, and powerful polities of the Late Bronze Age.
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Figure 1.2. Map after Drews’s 1993 map of the Catastrophe ca. 1200 BCE. (For sites in italics destruction was assumed probable but not certain.)





There are of course many more theories pertaining to the end of the Late Bronze Age, both for the Eastern Mediterranean as a whole and for specific regions or even individual sites.10 Nevertheless, despite the variety of these theories and the various causal factors that have been proposed, there is one nearly universal baseline shared by all of them: destruction. For some theories, the role of destruction is more overt, as it is in Drews’s reconstruction. His book The End of the Bronze Age begins with a survey of the sites destroyed ca. 1200 BCE, and it was the destruction wrought by his technologically advanced raiders that brought about the end of the Late Bronze Age. He stated that, “Within a period of forty to fifty years at the end of the thirteenth and the beginning of the twelfth century almost every significant city in the eastern Mediterranean world was destroyed, many of them never to be occupied again” (1993, 4).


The Sea Peoples, no matter the form they take in the literature, be they Aegeans, impoverished peasants, or a famine-driven populace, helped to bring ruin to healthy or limping societies through the physical destruction they caused throughout the Eastern Mediterranean. The “earthquake storm” also aided in ushering in the end of the Late Bronze Age via destruction, even if the theory does not state that all sites were destroyed or even that all sites with destruction were destroyed by an earthquake (Nur and Cline 2000, 61; Nur and Burgess 2008, 244). The Late Bronze Age system connecting the elites, while hampered by piratical activates and ailing from drought and internal and external stresses, was finally broken with the destruction brought on by any number of supposed causes. Destruction too was supposedly a major factor in the abandonment of prestigious and once central sites such as Pylos, Hattusa, Sarissa, Ras Shamra, Emar, Hala Sultan Tekke, Hazor, and Lachish, to name just a few.


In many ways, destruction stands as the physical manifestation of the end of the Late Bronze Age. Before Hattusa was destroyed, the Hittite Empire ruled much of Anatolia and Syria and was one of the great powers in the ancient world. After its destruction, the empire was in ruins. Before Ras Shamra was burned, it was a great trading hub bustling with international activity. After its destruction, trade ceased, and its palace was replaced by stables for local herdsmen. Indeed, destruction, often in the form of massive burning events, is the tangible and visible metaphor for the catastrophe that is so often associated with the years surrounding 1200 BCE. Thus, destruction acts as a symbol in the archaeological and historical narratives not only for the physical destruction of sites or empires and the end of the Late Bronze Age, but also for other less materially observable tragedies. William Dever (2017, 105) has so aptly articulated this point saying, “Archaeologists and historians speak somewhat cavalierly of destructions…. But it was not just sites that were destroyed … it was people, their lives lost or shattered. Thousands might have been slaughtered, thousands of others made refugees or homeless.” Destruction at the end of the Late Bronze Age was not just the burning of some palaces or the collapse of some walls. In the literature and the popular imagination, destruction represents the loss of complexity, the loss of writing, the loss of trade connections, and perhaps more tragically the loss of house and home, the loss of life, the dislocation of entire populations, forced migrations, and famine and starvation that led once innocent peoples to turn to violence to feed themselves. Destruction ca. 1200 BCE is then far more than just ash, burning, mud-brick collapse, and crushed pottery; it is devastation and desolation manifest.


It is for this reason that in nearly all discussions of the end of the Late Bronze Age, destruction is at least mentioned, if not deeply deliberated upon, as there is no end of the Late Bronze Age in the scholarly narrative without destruction. The two have been intertwined into a tapestry that is so tightly woven together that it is nearly impossible to separate the end of the Late Bronze Age from the concept of destruction. Since destruction plays such a strong role not only in the theories for what brought about the end of the Late Bronze Age, but also embodies its end, the question must be asked, How did destruction come to play such a crucial role in the narratives for every region in the Eastern Mediterranean ca. 1200 BCE?


A Brief History of Destruction ca. 1200 BCE


How destruction became intertwined with investigations into the end of the Late Bronze Age is to some degree a moot question, as there was never a time when destruction and the end of the Late Bronze Age were not connected. This association has its roots in Greek mythology, specifically with Homer’s account of the fall and subsequent destruction of Troy. As far back as 1838, in Philip Alexander Prince’s Parallel Universal History: Being an Outline of the History and Biography of the World, Divided into Periods, an early overview of the complete understanding of human history, the author (1838, 1) subdivided history into seventeen periods, the first beginning with the creation of the world in 4004 BCE as calculated by Bishop James Usher. His Period II began with Moses, but importantly ended with the fall and destruction of Troy in 1184 BCE (8–20). We must recall that this was before Schliemann had ever set a shovel into the dirt of Hisarlık, Mycenae, or Tiryns; before Maspero ever wrote on the peuples de la mer; before Emmanuel de Rouge (1855, 1867) had translated Ramesses III’s year 8 inscriptions; and even before the existence of a Hittite kingdom was acknowledged (see discussion in Sayce 1888). In sum, before there was even a Late Bronze Age as we now understand it, Prince’s historical reconstruction ended with the destruction of Troy.11 This intellectual concept steeped in Greek mythology took shape over the next decades of the nineteenth century beginning with the work of de Rouge and Maspero, and was fed by the evidence being revealed by the burgeoning field of archaeology with the discovery of destruction at Tiryns, Mycenae, and Troy.


These events were laid at the feet of either the Dorian invasion or Homer’s Greek invasion (Schliemann 1880, 343–44; Tsountas and Manatt 1897, 341; Dörpfeld 1902, 184–92). During the first half of the twentieth century, excavations at Pylos, Mycenae, Krisa, Troy, Hattusa, Karaoğlan, Yumuktepe, Tarsus, Ras Shamra, Carchemish, Megiddo, Tell Beit Mirsim, Beth-Shemesh, Bethel, and Tel Gerisa, among others, all yielded “evidence of destruction,” which was then dated to ca. 1200 BCE based on the ceramic sequences and synchronies that had been developed during the same period. This “destruction” was associated not only with the Sea Peoples and the Dorians, but also the Phrygians, Philistines, and Joshua’s conquest of the promise land.12 It was beginning to appear to the scholarly community that a pattern of destruction was emerging that only solidified the “truth” of the historical narratives found in the Greek poets, the biblical writers, and the Egyptian scribes.


By the second half of the twentieth century, lists of sites destroyed began to appear, and it was simply the assumption going forward that there was a massive wave of destruction ca. 1200 BCE. The general works by Per Ålin (1962, 148–50), John Hooker (1976, 148–52, 166–80), and R. Hope Simpson and Oliver Dickinson (1979) provided many of the now standard destructions we think of for Mycenean Greece, such as Krisa, Pylos, Mycenae, Tiryns, Gla, Orchomenos, the Menelaion in Sparta, Nichoria, Kastro-Palaia in Volos, which at the time was assumed to be Iolkos, as well as Mycenean sites further afield such as Miletus.13 As Carl Blegen (1962) described the end of the LH IIIB in the early 1960s, it “was marked almost everywhere on the Greek mainland by a trail of calamity and disaster.”


By 1975, the four destruction events most commonly associated with the end of the LC IIC on Cyprus, Enkomi, Sinda, Kition, and Maa Paleokastro were put into print by Hector Catling (1975, 209; see also Desborough 1975, 660 who only omits Maa), while Paul Åström (1985, 8) added Hala Sultan Tekke to the list a decade later. In the Levant, again many of the sites commonly associated with the end of the Late Bronze Age were already on lists of destruction by 1975 including Ras Shamra, Alalakh, Tell Sukas, Carchemish, Hama, Hazor, Tell Abu Hawam, Tel Dor, Megiddo, Beth Shean, Tell Deir Alla, Ashkelon, Lachish, Bethel, and Tell Beit Mirsim (Katzenstein 1973, 59; Barnett 1975, 370; Franken 1975, 334–35). For Anatolia the proper list of destructions did not come into being until 1983 with Kurt Bittel’s article “Die archäologische Situation in Kleinasien um 1200 v.Chr. und während nachfolgenden vier Jahrhunderte.” While there was already the assumption that, “Wherever excavations have been made they indicate that the Hittite country was ravaged, its cities burned down” (Goetze 1975, 266), it was Bittel’s 1983 article that we have to thank for most of the commonly cited destructions in Anatolia, such as Hattusa, Karaoğlan, Alaca Höyük, Maşat Höyük, Fraktin, Yumuktepe, Tarsus, and Norşuntepe. Importantly, Bittel (1983, 32 Abb. 2) included a map of destructions ca. 1200 BCE in Anatolia, which represented an advance in the presentation of destructions at the end of the Late Bronze Age by adding a visual dimension.


For the Aegean, Klaus Kilian, in the 1980s, expanded upon the previous lists of destruction adding sites such as Midea, Prophetis Elias, Thebes, Athens, Lefkandi, and Kastanas in a chart of destructions ca. 1200 BCE, many of which he assumed had been caused by earthquakes (1983, 56–57 fig. 1). In the early 1990s, Amihai Mazar (1990, 290), William Dever (1992, 110 fig. 13.1), Marguerite Yon (1992), and Anne Caubet (1992) added other sites to the ever-growing list of destruction in the Levant with Ras el-Bassit, Ras Ibn Hani, Emar, Tell Keisan, Ashdod, Tel Zeror, ‘Afula, Aphek, Gezer, Tel Sera’, Tel Batash, Tel Zippor, and Tel Haror. Indeed, the idea had by now been cemented that destruction was rampant ca. 1200 BCE in the Eastern Mediterranean and beyond, an idea epitomized by Åström (1985, 3) who wrote,




Around 1200 B.C., we may … note widespread destructions in the Mediterranean region and the Near East from Italy in the west to Iran in the east. Inhabited sites which did not suffer from conflagrations at that time are few. Per Alin has written a whole book about the destructions in Greece at the end of the Late Helladic IIIB period. The Hittite Empire fell. The major cities of Cyprus were destroyed. Ugarit was abandoned. Cities in Palestine were covered with ash layers.





Up until this point in the late 1980s and early 1990s, while lists of sites destroyed abounded and many of the common destruction events had been set into scholarly stone, it was in 1993 that destruction at the end of the Late Bronze Age went beyond lists of regional destruction and the concept that destruction was rampant throughout the Eastern Mediterranean. The widespread nature of destruction ca. 1200 BCE was visually solidified with the publication of Drews’s 1993 book, The End of the Bronze Age: Changes in Warfare and the Catastrophe ca. 1200 BC. Drews spent the first thirty-three pages of his book discussing the destructions that he placed ca. 1200 BCE, beginning with Anatolia and moving throughout the Eastern Mediterranean from Cyprus, to Syria, the southern Levant, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, the Aegean islands, and Crete. This marked the first time such effort had been put into categorically demonstrating the breath and width of destruction throughout the Eastern Mediterranean and beyond ca. 1200 BCE.


While Drews’s theory for what caused the end of the Late Bronze Age was never widely adopted, his influence on the perceived amount of destruction and which sites were destroyed has persisted to this day. In particular it was his map, “The Eastern Mediterranean: Major sites destroyed in the Catastrophe” (1993, 9 fig. 1) that had the most lasting affect. This is most evident in the maps of destruction that were produced after Drews, such as that in Nur and Cline (2000, 44 fig. 1), Carol Bell (2006, 137 map 1), and Cline (2014, 110–11 fig. 10) that either explicitly or implicitly copied Drews’s map.14 Moreover, for the general public, Drews’s map of destruction, and by extension Cline’s facsimile of this map, have become the common source in the nonscholarly domain for what sites were destroyed ca. 1200 BCE.15 What is particularly important to note about this map is that in his chapter on destruction ca. 1200 BCE, Drews describes several other sites as having been destroyed, such as Tell Jemmeh, Khirbet Rabud, or Koukounaries of Paros but, for whatever reason, he did not display these sites on his map of destructions. Yet, these very sites have subsequently not appeared as destroyed in later publications or maps. Drews’s impact and influence on our understanding of just how perversive destruction was and what sites were destroyed ca. 1200 BCE is attested to in some of the reviews of his book from the 1990s. One such reviewer went on to say that, “Chapter Two, ‘The Catastrophe Surveyed,’ is a laundry list of the devastation by archaeological site, treating Anatolia, Cyprus, Syria, the southern Levant, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece and the Aegean Islands, and Crete each in turn. For anyone who has wondered where to go for a comprehensive survey of the destruction, these pages will serve admirably” (Collins 1996: 129).


It was with Drews’s book, in combination with Bittel 1983, Kilian 1988, Caubet 1992, and a 1997 article by Cynthia Shelmerdine, who added several sites destroyed in Greece, that the now standard list of destructions for the end of the Late Bronze Age came into being.16 While of course other sites have been listed as destroyed in various books or articles either from old or new excavations, nevertheless, one will find that most any destruction mentioned from a list of destructions ca. 1200 BCE is likely a reference to one of these works, or a further derivative of these works.17 Thus, by the end of the 1990s, destruction had taken its seat on the throne as a major cause or contributor of the end of the Late Bronze Age throughout the Eastern Mediterranean.


Herein lies one of the major issues with the current scholarship on the end of the Late Bronze Age. Over the course of 150 years of research and excavations, the body of references has grown exceedingly large, and more often than not, when discussing Late Bronze Age destruction, these modern lists or maps are referenced rather than going back to the original source material. For example, rather than read through the numerous books and articles that describe the end of the Late Bronze Age at Alaca Höyük in Anatolia, it is easier to simply cite Bittel (1983), who says the site was destroyed, as he was a respected authority on the subject. The same could be said for Iria, a small village in the Argolid. It is easier to cite Shelmerdine, who says that the site was destroyed, than it is to go back to the single report written about the site by Hartmut Döhl (1973), who actually reported the findings from Iria in an article that Shelmerdine herself did not even reference.


In many ways, the current discourse on destruction at the end of the Late Bronze Age has become disconnected from the actual archaeological material that the discussion is supposedly based on. This is only compounded by the fact that there is no consensus on what is or is not evidence for destruction. The word of the excavator is taken as supreme, and if a site’s excavator says the site was destroyed ca. 1200 BCE, then this is taken at face value without considering whether the archaeological evidence actually shows that the site suffered a destruction event.18 This situation is only magnified as there is a clear lack of any standard theory or method to interpret destruction events—or even how to define what constitutes a destruction (see ch. 2). It thus falls to every excavator, archaeologist, and historian to decide for him or herself what is or is not destruction or what sites were in fact destroyed.


There are no commonly accepted guidelines for identifying destruction, something that is standard in almost every other area of archaeology, from ceramic sequences to temple typologies. Almost everything is classified and categorized, often down to the minutiae of whether not something is a wavy line or a chevron or whether a rim is flared or not. Yet, with destruction this is simply not the case, and has resulted in an interpretive free-for-all, with each individual scholar applying his or her own standard for what a destruction is, how to describe it, and defining what was the cause of said destruction. Additionally, there is another major issue outside of exactly what was or was not destroyed at the end of the Late Bronze Age or what materials have been cited that plague the scholarship on this transitional period. This is of course, When exactly did the Late Bronze Age actually end?


1200 BCE and the End of Late Bronze Age:
Consensus, Misnomer, or Shorthand


To understand how 1200 BCE came to be the consensus answer to the question, “When was the end of the Late Bronze Age?” it is worthwhile to explain briefly the history and origin of this date as a significant one in Eastern Mediterranean history.19 The first meaningful use of 1200 BCE came from the work of the German historian Arnold Heeren, who, in 1817, dated the fall of Troy to “about B.C. 1200” (135). Heeren went on in 1826 to use his established “approximate” date for the destruction of Troy to also mark the end for the Egyptian Nineteenth Dynasty. He employed the king list of the third-century Egyptian priest Manetho, in which the last pharaoh of the Nineteenth Dynasty was Thuoris, who was known in Homer’s account of history as Polybus, the husband of Alkandra, who was also the pharaoh when Troy fell (Heeren 1826, 324; 1838, 449–50). Combined with Heeren’s previous dating of the Trojan war, the Nineteenth Dynasty then had to have ended at 1200 BCE. Therefore, already two hundred years ago, Heeren dated two crucial events, the fall of Troy and the end of the Egyptian Nineteenth Dynasty, to 1200 BCE, setting it up as a pivotal date in ancient Eastern Mediterranean history.


From there, during the remainder of the nineteenth century, other crucial events were dated to 1200 BCE.20 John Anderson in 1881 (48, 92) ended Egypt’s New Kingdom glory at 1200 BCE, while also noting that this was when the “Migration of the Hellenic races” began. The emergence of Sea Peoples was added to 1200 BCE in 1882 by W. M. Ramsay (258), an event that was again mentioned by W. M. Flinders Petrie in 1890 (277) and by Harry Reginald Hall in 1902 (158). In 1892, it was confirmed that the Mycenean civilization fell in 1200 BCE (Smith 1892, 466), while the attack by the Dorians was placed at 1200 BCE in 1897 (Dawkins 1897, 392). Only a few short years later, in 1910, John Garstang (1910, 211, 391) claimed that the Hittite Empire had fallen to the first invasion of the Phrygians in 1200 BCE. Thus, by the beginning of the twentieth century, 1200 BCE had become an absolutely essential year for the entire early history of the Eastern Mediterranean.


An important matter needs to be addressed here. It seems there is a misconception concerning the year 1200 BCE as the date related to the biblical exodus and conquest, and that this supposed connection is where 1200 BCE derived its reputation. For example, as Ernst Axel Knauf (2008, 74) has articulated, “‘1200 B.C.E.’ is based on two Egyptological biblicisms: the assumption that the Israelites were employed building the ‘City of Rameses’ under Ramses II, and that Merneptah’s mention of Israel in Canaan … refers to the ‘post-exodus’ Israel of the Bible.” However, this simply cannot be the case. This is because, as noted above, 1200 BCE was already a year of significance in Eastern Mediterranean history for some seventy to eighty years prior to Flinders Petrie’s discovery of the Israel Stele in 1896.21 It was only after this discovery that Israel was connected with 1200 BCE, when Flinders Petrie made the argument against the exodus occurring during the Eighteenth Dynasty favoring a later date (1896, 623–26). Flinders Petrie though, when discussing the Israel Stele, only mentioned 1200 BCE in association with the reign of Merenptah, not Israel (1896, 626). However, in the same year that Flinders Petrie found the stele, William Hayes Ward (1896, 409) made the claim and association between 1200 BCE and Israel stating, “All that can now be said is that about 1200 B.C., Merneptah found Israelites in Palestine.” Indeed, looking at prior histories of the ancient world, Israel, the exodus, and the conquest, had nothing to do with 1200 BCE. Prince, in 1838 (8–11), utilized the traditional biblical chronology that placed the conquest at the end of the fifteenth century BCE during the Eighteenth Dynasty, while Anderson in 1881 placed the exodus at 1652 BCE, a date well before either the fall of Troy or the end of the Nineteenth Dynasty, which he himself placed at 1184 BCE and 1200 BCE respectively (1881, 48, 90, 92, 291). Thus, Israel was a latecomer to the 1200 BCE party as, prior to 1896, the fall of Troy, the end of the Egyptian Nineteenth Dynasty, the attacks by the Sea Peoples, and the fall of the Mycenean civilization had all been placed at ca. 1200 BCE. Israel’s connection with the year 1200 BCE occurred only after the date had already been elevated as a year of significance in eastern Mediterranean history.


After its establishment in the nineteenth century, during the twentieth century, the year 1200 BCE became synonymous with the end of the Late Bronze Age and vice versa. Yet, now, in the general literature, the term “circa” has been stretched beyond any reasonable meaning of the word. As has been noted in a number of instances, some of which will be discussed below and others throughout the remainder of this volume, the Late Bronze Age did not end in all regions or all sites at the same time. Certain sites lost or maintained their Late Bronze Age material culture or their Late Bronze Age administrative systems decades or centuries before and after 1200 BCE. For example, at Zeyve Höyük-Porsuk, in Anatolia, the site’s Late Bronze Age character ended between 1514 and 1430 BCE (Beyer 2010, 100–101), while at Arslantepe it ended at the beginning of the thirteenth century BCE (Manuelli et al. 2021) and at Tille Höyük only after 1090 BCE (Griggs and Manning 2009). In the southern Levant, the Late Bronze Age at Hazor ended ca. 1250 BCE (Ben-Tor and Zuckerman 2008), while other sites such as Azekah, Lachish, and Megiddo have a so-called LB III phase, as does Sarepta in the central Levant, extending the Bronze Age into the late twelfth century BCE.22 In Greece, Iklaina was destroyed and lost its palatial character in the mid-thirteenth century BCE, while nearby Pylos persisted until the beginning of the LH IIIC Early (ca. 1180 BCE), some seventy years or so later. For Cyprus, the Bronze Age in general persisted until the end of the LC IIIA at 1100 BCE (Steel 2004, 185; Iacovou 2008, 635–37; 2014, 662–63, 667) except, that is, for sites such as Kalavasos-Ayios Dhimitrios, Maroni-Vournes, and Alassa, all of which were abandoned between 1200 BCE and 1150 BCE, prior to the end of the Late Bronze Age at other sites on the island.


This phenomenon can be seen throughout the entire Eastern Mediterranean, as there was not a single radical shift, but a period of change lasting decades, if not longer. However, in the literature this unspecified time frame is generally referred to as the end of the Late Bronze Age or as “ca. 1200 BCE,” even if its duration is stretched out to as long as 150 years or more. For example, Israel Finkelstein’s (2016, 113) offers the following definition of this period: “The end of the Late Bronze Age commenced in the middle or second half of the thirteenth century [that is the destruction of Hazor] and continued until about 1100 B.C. [the recent date for the destruction of Megiddo Stratum VIIA].” This inflation of the term “circa” to encompasses more than a century is apparent on maps of destruction, as Drews lists Hazor’s mid-thirteenth century BCE destruction event along with Lefkandi, which suffered a destruction in the mid-twelfth century BCE; yet both are listed as ca. 1200 BCE.23 In Nur and Cline 2000, 56–57, the authors explicitly state that they are focusing on destructions that took place between 1225–1175 BCE, and yet one of the major destruction events discussed in the article is Troy VIh, which even at the time was still dated to 1250 BCE and was later pushed back to 1300 BCE.


Taking destruction events from such a broad chronological window and collapsing them into a single date like “1200 BCE” to create a hypothetical momentously chaotic moment is a perfect example of what Dario Puglisi (2013, 177) has dubbed the Atlantis Premise, which is “an unconscious premise according to which destructions related to a radical historical change or, more specifically, to the disappearance of a highly developed ‘civilization,’ like mythical Atlantis, have to be put in a very short, archaeologically undetectable, time span.” However, often in the case of the end of the Late Bronze Age this is not an unconscious premise but a blatantly accepted practice. Temporally displaced events have been lumped together to create a crisis or wave of destruction at one time or over a compressed period of time, even though these events chronologically have nothing to do with each other.24


In the course of history, there will never be a time without major destruction, particularly given such a broad geographic area, and one could easily expand the borders of the end of the Late Bronze Age to destructions in the fourteenth century BCE, claiming them all to be part of the same process of disintegration.25 Stretching out what constitutes the end of the Late Bronze Age essentially makes the term functionally useless. If we applied the same sort of chronological gymnastics to historical periods by tying together events spanning 150 years as causally linked, not as separate phenomena that followed one after another, the scholarly response would likely be less than accepting.26 Thus, while the past obviously affects the future in one way or another, events in the past need not be causally connected to events in the future, nor do they need to be part of some greater overarching process.


Since it is the case that the Late Bronze Age ended at different times in different regions and with different outcomes, what should constitute the end of the Late Bronze Age as a functional date range that defines a set of events that can be reasonably placed together chronologically?27 That is, what span of time should mark the end of the Late Bronze Age? Quite simply it should be defined as the years between 1225–1175 BCE or ca. 1200 BCE, as we have known it for nearly two centuries. The reason for this is that many of the hallmarks of the end of the Late Bronze Age are encompassed cross-regionally within this fifty-year period. Linear B, Ugaritic, and writing in much—though not all—of Anatolia and the Levant are abandoned; most of the major palaces in Greece suffered some kind of destruction and the palatial system largely dissolved; the Hittite Empire as it was known in the Late Bronze Age collapsed; Ugarit was destroyed; various subregions suffered apparent depopulation; locally made LH IIIC pottery appears throughout the Levant and Cyprus; and there are of course Merenptah’s and Ramesses III’s infamous run-ins with the Sea Peoples. All of this transpired, as far as we currently understand it, between 1225 and 1175 BCE. Even this “narrow” temporal period of fifty years is more than a generation, likely blurring together events that are not connected, since they could be dispersed through time and space. However, since we cannot be more precise than this, we must allow for some wiggle room in the temporal span that encompasses the end of the Late Bronze Age.


The reason for selecting 1200 BCE is not merely to continue a two-century-long tradition, but because it acts as a natural midpoint between these two dates that do contain many of the major events typically considered to be characteristics of the end of the Late Bronze Age. If the date was ca. 1175 BCE, covering the time between 1200 through 1150 BCE, this would leave out major destruction events, such as those at Gla, Lachish Level VII, Aphek, Tarsus, and Mersin, among others. Moreover, it would exclude the first incursion by the Sea Peoples during the time of Merenptah, and the initial appearance of locally made LH IIIC pottery, typically defined as evidence of the arrival of the Philistines in the southern Levant (Asscher et al. 2015a). Likewise, even if the date for the “end of the Late Bronze Age” was extended to 1150 BCE, this still would not incorporate the end of Egypt’s hegemony over the southern Levant, the site-wide and multibuilding destructions uncovered at Azekah, Lachish Level VI, Beth-Shean, and Tell Deir Alla, nor the end of the Bronze Age on Cyprus, all of which occurred after 1150 BCE. The year 1199 BCE would be just as good a date, but historians and archaeologists tend to prefer rounding dates when there is no secure calendrical year for a historic event, and the same is true in this case (Millek 2021a; forthcoming b). Thus, 1200 BCE, as a specific year, has no special meaning or significance other than that it is a readily known natural midpoint between two dates that contain many of the typical markers of the end of the Late Bronze Age. This conclusion is in many ways similar to the one reached by Sturt Manning (2007, 78), who stated that,




In turn, considering the Sea Peoples phenomena and the changes associated with the end of the Late Cypriot IIC period, or the close of the Late Helladic IIIB period, the collapse of the Hittite Empire, and so forth, a date range ca. 1200 BCE can still be used as a suitable “textbook” round number approximation, so long as we are mindful that the relevant time period might in fact have been a few decades earlier or later (and need not have been contemporary across the relevant cultures/areas), and that the processes involved covered periods of time rather than point events.





It also needs to be clarified that the “end of the Late Bronze Age,” as defined here, is more of a scholarly tool demarcating a period of time containing a set of events that might be correlated chronologically and, in some cases, possibly causally. The “end of the Late Bronze Age”—that is, the time between 1225– 1175 BCE—is not meant to encapsulate every instance where Late Bronze Age cultural traits ended prior to these dates or persisted after them. To do this would include numerous microregional events that are neither chronologically, geographically, nor causally connected to one another.


To have any meaningful discussion concerning the aspects that are typically associated with the end of the Late Bronze Age, such as those listed above, this discussion must be chronologically limited. To add in all sites or regions where the Late Bronze Age phase ended or persevered into one overarching mega “end of the Late Bronze Age process(es)” would only create confusion or, worse yet, succumb to the Atlantis Premise by putting these events all as “ca. 1200 BCE” when they are in fact separated by a century or more. Therefore, when speaking of the “end of the Late Bronze Age,” I am not considering the physical end of Late Bronze Age traits at all sites in all regions. Rather, the “end of the Late Bronze Age” or “ca. 1200 BCE” are both meant to be scholarly or academic shorthand for the above-mentioned timeframe containing a set of events and processes that are commonly understood to constitute the end of the Late Bronze Age (see Millek forthcoming b).



Purpose, Scope, and Organization of the Work


From the above discussion we can draw out several issues with the perceived volume of destruction and destruction’s affects on causing or facilitating the end of the Late Bronze Age throughout the Eastern Mediterranean that must be addressed. The three primary issues are as follows. (1) The more than a century of research on the end of the Late Bronze Age has produced ever-growing lists and maps of destruction, but over time the lists and maps have become unquestioned and there has been no thorough review to see if all of the cited sites actually were destroyed ca. 1200 BCE. (2) The first problem is only compounded by the fact that there are no widely used interpretive tools to determine first, if a site has evidence of destruction; second, if there is evidence of destruction, how much of the site was affected; and third, what might have caused the destruction. It is now the situation that one archeologist’s ash is another’s conflagration. Thus, in the absence of any standards for what constitutes a destruction and how to define and describe destruction events, we are left in a position whereby if any given scholar states that “X site was destroyed ca. 1200 BCE,” then it was destroyed, with very few questions asked, and the site then appears in later lists or maps of destruction. (3) The chronological conflation of the end of the Late Bronze Age has become a catchall for destructions that are separated in time by more than most subperiods in the Late Bronze Age or the Iron Age lasted, such as the LB IIA or LH IIIB. This has led to the problem that chronologically disparate events have been placed on maps of destruction ca. 1200 BCE, even if the events themselves are separated by decades—if not by a century or more.


These three factors combined have created a situation where numerous sites have been listed as destroyed when they were never destroyed, or in some cases at least not ca. 1200 BCE. In other instances, while certain sites certainly did suffer destruction ca. 1200 BCE throughout the Eastern Mediterranean, often the severity of those destructions has been blown out proportion, as only a single building from the whole site was found burnt or ruined. Nevertheless, generally in the summary and conclusion sections from site and excavation reports, archaeologists tend to report again that, “X site was destroyed in a conflagration ca. 1200 BCE” without nuance as to how much was actually destroyed. Or in other cases there is blatant fudging of the data to make it appear that more of the site was destroyed than what was uncovered in the excavation.28 At times, more attention has been paid to what might have caused some of the destructions, but even here there is often an interpretive rift where certain scholars believe all destructions were manmade and the result of warfare or violent human action, while others prefer natural causes, such as earthquakes, as the primary bringer of destruction. Very few assume that an accidental tabun fire could have burnt the house down, that building a fortress on a literal foundation of sand might have led to a structural engineering failure, and often there is not a detailed examination of all available evidence for what might have caused the destruction, if a cause can even be determined at all.


In order to address these issues and come to a clearer understanding of what transpired ca. 1200 BCE, this volume pursues two main objectives. The first is to set out an interpretive framework for the systematic classification and interpretation of destruction events. This system will be applicable to sites throughout the Near East and the Aegean, regardless of the period under study. It is meant to be a general method of classifying what a destruction event is, how to describe the destruction, the scale of destruction, and to lay out criteria to assess the possible cause of the destruction, if one can be ascertained at all, while also cutting out unneeded verbiage that only confuses rather than aids our understanding of the nature of the destruction. If there is not reasonable evidence based on these criteria, then no cause can or should be assigned to the destruction event.


The second purpose of this volume is to systematically apply this interpretive method and analysis to the destructions at the end of the Late Bronze Age throughout the Eastern Mediterranean by providing a singular assessment to determine how many sites were actually destroyed ca. 1200 BCE, and where there is reasonable evidence, what caused those destructions. This will help test certain theories for the end of the Late Bronze Age that rely on massive numbers of destruction, be that by warfare or by earthquake. Part of this analysis is also to asses the degree to which destruction ca. 1200 BCE plays a role in the scholarly literature. While lists and maps abound, and there are lengthy discussions on destruction at the end of the Late Bronze Age, not every list or every map is equal, and there are a number of sites referenced as destroyed in some publications that are left out in others. Or, as is often the case, many sites have been cited as destroyed ca. 1200 BCE, but these sites have not gained the same level of publicity as others and exist as singular references of destruction ca. 1200 BCE. Thus, one of the primary aspects of this work is to gather these references, lists, and maps of destruction into one cohesive whole to properly ascertain how many cities, towns, and villages have been cited as destroyed ca. 1200 BCE.


By applying a rigorous method to the destruction events throughout the Eastern Mediterranean, all following the same rubric, this study aims to challenge several assumptions about destruction at the end of the Late Bronze Age. While I will discuss various theories for the end of the Late Bronze Age as a whole and for individual regions, the purpose of this volume is not to answer what caused every change, transition, crisis, or collapse from the Late Bronze Age to the Iron Age. Rather it is to examine what affect destruction had on the societies at end of the Late Bronze Age, either as a widespread or localized phenomenon. For example, I will not try to answer the question, What sociopolitical, geopolitical, environmental, governmental, and economic situations could have brought down the Hittite Empire? Rather, I seek to answer the question, Is there evidence that destruction by any cause helped to exacerbate or directly caused the downfall of the Hittite Empire? These other factors certainly played a role to one degree or another, but taking all of these into account and trying to answer “What caused the end of the Late Bronze Age?” is another book entirely. This is especially true when examining as wide a geographic area as this volume considers.


This brings up the geographic scope of the volume. The focus is on Greece, Crete, the Aegean Islands, Anatolia, Cyprus, and the entirety of the Levant. There are of course other regions that one could include, as there is much discussion on the events in Italy ca. 1200 BCE, with destruction being one of the components (see Kilian 1983; Jung 2009, 2012b, 2018b). There are also references to destruction closer to Egypt in the Sinai (see Oren 1984; Hoffmeier 2018), and one could also expand the search inland to Mesopotamia (see Brown 2013) or even to Central Europe (see Kristiansen and Suchowska-Ducke 2015). However, to enlarge this study beyond the borders of the Eastern Mediterranean would become a never-ending quest for more destruction. In any given fifty-year period some site in any given region will suffer destruction, and one could increase the geographic scope without bounds. There will always be another site over the next hill that was burnt, suffered structural failure, collapse from winter rains, or burned because of a careless oil lamp. The geographic area under study already encompasses 153 cited destruction events, and, regrettably, the other regions must wait for a separate study.


Chapter two presents the theory and method for interpreting destruction events and will serve as the basis for the remainder of the book. Chapter three focuses on the 61 percent of all sites claimed to have been destroyed ca. 1200 BCE that either were not destroyed ca. 1200 BCE, or do not meet the criteria for a destruction event, or that have simply been falsely identified as destroyed even though there is no evidence or claim by the excavators that the site under question was destroyed ca. 1200 BCE. Chapters four, five, six, and seven each focuses on destruction in a specific region beginning with Greece and Crete, followed by Anatolia, Cyprus, and finally the Levant. Each chapter will offer an extensive examination of the evidence for destruction, the scale, and the possible cause for each destruction, as well as how this information when taken together affects the various theories for the end of the Late Bronze Age in each region, and what affect, if any, destruction might have had on it.


Throughout chapters three through seven, each site will be discussed individually, even if at times that discussion is brief. While it may seem that some of this information could simply be displayed on a chart, graph, or map, this would only perpetuate the current problems that plague the study of destruction at the end of the Late Bronze Age, namely, that more often than not, most sites are simply listed as having been destroyed without explanation. Thus, while it may appear long-winded at times, we must examine the actual archeological evidence before coming to any conclusion.


Chapter 8 concludes this study with a presentation of the wider picture of exactly how much destruction took place ca. 1200 BCE and what the scale of that destruction was, as well as a discussion as to whether there are any broader, widespread tendencies in the pattern of destruction. This final chapter seeks to answer the question what effect destruction itself had on the various societies of the Eastern Mediterranean ca. 1200 BCE, as well as to lay a path for the future study of destruction ca. 1200 BCE and beyond.
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14. In Cline’s recently revised and updated version of 1177 BCE (2021, 104–5), he has slightly altered the figure heading for his map to “Sites destroyed or affected ca. 1200 BCE” (see Cline 2021, 211 n. 62 for the reason behind this change). However, this slight alteration only makes the map more confusing, as there were no changes to the sites listed on the map. Thus, there is now a great deal of ambiguity as to which sites Cline assumes were destroyed and which were merely affected. There is also no definition of what “affected” entails. E.g., neither Tille Höyük nor Lidar Höyük experienced any major changes ca. 1200 BCE. Carchemish and Kition flourished without any evidence of destruction and if they were “affected” it was only in the positive. After the ca. 1250 BCE multibuilding destruction, Hazor was uninhabited ca. 1200 BCE and could not be affected, as there was nothing to affect. Likewise, there is no evidence of any destruction or real affects dating to ca. 1200 BCE at Hama, Qatna, and Tell Nebi Mend (see discussion of all of these sites in ch. 3). Moreover, sites such as Hama or Qatna, while listed on the map, are not discussed in the text, and there is no clear message on whether or not Cline assumes these sites are destroyed or affected, given the lack of discussion. Thus, rather than helping to clear up any misconceptions, this slight alteration to the figure heading has only created more confusion.


15. This is clear from the Wikipedia page on the end of the Late Bronze Age where both are widely cited; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Late_Bronze_Age_collapse.


16. Shelmerdine 1997, 581 n. 275. She lists, “Sites destroyed: Argolid: Mycenae, Tiryns, Midea, and Iria; Laconia: Menelaion; Messenia: Pylos; Achaea: Teichos Dymaion; Boeotia and Phocis: Thebes, Orchomenos, and Krisa.” This article was republished in 2001, which is the more widely cited version.


17. E.g., Knapp and Manning 2016 completely rely on Bittel for their list of sites destroyed in Anatolia, while they utilize Shelmerdine 2001 and Deger-Jalkotzy 2008 for the Aegean. However, Deger-Jalkotzy 2008 is only a reference to Shelmerdine 2001; see discussion in ch. 3.


18. Many examples of this will be discussed in ch. 3.


19. For a lengthier discussion, see: Millek 2021a, forthcoming b.


20. The fall of Troy was also dated to about 1200 BCE by Maunder (1850, 383) and Bell et al. (1859, 478), while Reinisch (1864, 1) too placed the end of the nineteenth Dynasty at 1200 BCE.


21. Petrie 1896. See also the discussion in Drower 1985, 221.


22. Anderson 1988, 390; Kleiman, Gadot, and Lipschits 2016, 110; Finkelstein et al. 2017a, 264; Garfinkel et al. 2021, 422. Garfinkel et al. 2021 utilize both Iron IA and LB III as a label for Level VI.


23. Drews 1993, 9 fig. 1; a problem that was carried over to Cline’s map; Cline 2014, 110–11 fig. 10


24. See my discussion on the destruction of Hazor and Lachish during the Late Bronze Age and Lachish and Ashkelon in the Iron II in Millek 2018b: 256–58.


25. As Bonacossi 2013, 127–28 has already suggested doing for the northern Levant, or Kreimerman 2017, 191 has done, reaching back to textual evidence from the Amarna tablets to elucidate the situation in the southern Levant ca. 1200 BCE.


26. As I have mentioned elsewhere, the city of Hamburg Germany suffered massive destruction both in 1842 and 1942. The first began as an accidental fire, while the latter was the result of bombing campaigns during World War II (Millek 2018b, 257). Or as another example, the American Civil War did not result in the election of Donald Trump, two events that are separated by the same amount of time that separated the destruction of Qatna in 1340 BCE and Ras Shamra in 1185 BCE (Millek 2019a, 170).


27. But not causally, as that is an entirely different question.


28. See the discussion on Enkomi in ch. 6.




CHAPTER TWO


The Archaeology of Destruction: Denoting, Describing, and Classifying


The Problem with Destruction


Destructions abound in the archaeological record and often are featured in site reports as important time capsules or chronological markers; yet, despite their importance in constructing archeological narratives, there is no systematic method of describing and interpreting these events. Moreover, and more importantly, there is not even a consensus as to what is or is not a destruction. As the late Sharon Zuckerman (2007, 4) so aptly stated over a decade ago, “Given the ubiquity and prevalence of destruction layers in ancient Near Eastern tell sites, it is surprising that a systematic treatment of this phenomenon is largely neglected and that there is no conceptual paradigm for dealing with it,” and the situation remains largely unchanged today. Consequently, while ancient destructions are replete throughout the archaeological record and have been featured numerous times in site reports, there has unfortunately been little study of destruction as a phenomenon, how to interpret it, describe it, or even what it is. There is no overarching theory or method that can be brought to the fore to compare adequately one destruction with another, whether that is from the same site but different levels, a neighboring site from the same period, or from different regions, to see if there are differences in regional patterns of destruction from so-called destruction horizons.


Under the current paradigm each archaeologist and historian employs his or her own criteria and interpretive standards for destruction. The presently accepted approach to analyzing destruction in the archaeological record could be compared to a hypothetical scenario where all Late Helladic pottery was cataloged with a unique typology, chronology, and nomenclature invented by each individual excavator throughout Greece and the Mediterranean wherever the pottery was uncovered. The result of this type of approach would only create utter confusion and would essentially make much of the information about the pottery useless. If any scholar attempted to discuss pottery styles regionally during a set period of time, unless that scholar examined the drawings and plates from every excavation and created their own set of standards, the resulting study would be a hopeless mishmash of terms, dates, and definitions. It is for this very reason that so much effort has gone into creating ceramic typologies in every region of the world where ceramics were produced. In general, no matter where Late Helladic pottery is uncovered it can be placed into a neat typology, if there is enough information. Sometimes it will be quite clear that the sherd belongs to a LH IIIB2 flask, at other times the sherd may be so small that it is only clear that it is a body sherd from a vessel from some time in the LH IIIA–B. Nevertheless, this is possible since there is a method to categorize each sherd, which allows for intersite and interregional comparison.


However, for destruction the exact opposite approach is taken, as every archaeologist utilizes his or her own definition of what constitutes a destruction, as well as a unique method of analysis for each individual destruction. Every independently defined destruction is then incorporated into larger regional and superregional discussions, even though the criteria that each excavator applies to its own destruction vary widely. So, much as with the muddled outlook that would come without a standard for Late Helladic pottery, this is currently the situation for destruction, both in general, and particularly for the end of the Late Bronze Age. There is a great deal of uncertainty around exactly what sites were destroyed ca. 1200 BCE because there is no standard to judge the “destructions.” Moreover, as mentioned in chapter 1, while at times the original excavation reports are referenced in broader articles on the end of the Late Bronze Age, there is rarely an in-depth analysis of the evidence for destruction from each site that is reported as destroyed, since many discussions on the end of the Late Bronze Age rely upon secondary or tertiary sources for their information.


This is of course not to say that destruction has been left out of the scholarly discussion or that there are not excellent examples of scholarship that examine destruction events for some sites ca. 1200 BCE.1 Moreover, there have already been attempts at categorizing destruction. Israel Finkelstein, more than a decade ago, came to same conclusion as Zuckerman that there needs to be a standard in the study of destruction. He (2009, 113) stated that, “The exact nature and meaning of ‘destruction’ has never been fully deliberated on in the archaeology of the Levant. The word is used quite freely to describe ashy layers found in a dig. The fact of the matter is that not every ashy layer represents destruction, that not all destructions entail heavy conflagration, and that not all destructions are of the same nature.” Finkelstein went on to define what a destruction is, a definition that we will return to shortly, as well as proposing a “Megiddo Destruction Scale which may then be used to scale most cases of destruction layers in other sites” (120). His scale comprised three levels of severity and impact on the site.2 However, within the archeological community as a whole there does not appear to be an appetite for any sort of scale or classification of destruction, for as to my knowledge this scale system was never utilized outside of the article where it was presented, even by Finkelstein himself. Others have since presented methods of interpreting and classifying destruction, but apparently to no avail, as we remain in a sea of ideas for what is or is not a destruction and what might or might not have caused them (see, e.g., Hasel 2016; Kreimerman 2017; Millek 2017, 2018b, 2019c). Nevertheless, to try to make sense of destruction in a way where we can determine patterns of scale and cause across sites and regions, we must adopt a definition for destruction, a universal set of terms that are employed to describe destruction, a scale of destruction, as well as distinct criteria to determine what might have caused the destruction.


What Is a Destruction?


Perhaps the most vital component to this discussion is to clarify what should be the definitive evidence to determine if a building was destroyed, as at the moment there is no consensus on precisely what material remains, and in what quantities, constitute a destruction.3 This lack of an agreed-upon definition inherently leads to complications in how we interpret and understand the past, as destruction events are often key markers for chronologies, transitions, or collapse at individual sites or regionally. To illustrate this problem, let us assume there is scholar A who deems that destruction is typified by a mass of burnt mud brick and rubble that crushed whole vessels. On the other hand, scholar B assumes that an ashy layer of a couple of centimeters on a floor from one room in a structure could also be evidence of destruction. Both scholar A and B go on to their own independent excavations and uncover a “destruction.” Scholar A excavates a building that had been burnt to a pile of baked mud bricks filled with pottery and weapons of war, while scholar B uncovers some burnt material in a pit, which he assumes represents a destruction that affected the entire site even though no further evidence of burning or collapse were uncovered. In most cases, these two hypothetical scholars will publish evidence for their “destruction,” and in the end they will summarize the finds in an article or chapter by saying, “Site X was destroyed by fire ca. 1200 BCE.” These two references will then be combined by a third party, scholar C, who will then summarize both into a single statement saying, “Sites X and Y were both destroyed by intense conflagrations” even though the actual evidence for destruction from both sites could not be further apart. Furthermore, scholar D will then go on to reference scholar C perhaps adding in sites W and Z, which each have their own set of criteria for destruction and in this way the web of confusion only grows.


This is not a hypothetical illustration but a very real situation in the scholarship surrounding destruction and the end of the Late Bronze Age. For example, Pylos suffered a site-wide destruction event that Carl Blegen vividly detailed in his report, and in this case, Blegen would be scholar A. Meanwhile, at the small coastal site of Iria, Hartmut Döhl, or scholar B, assumed that the site was destroyed even though there was no evidence of destruction in the architectural remains. Some burnt material was only uncovered in a nearby bothros or pit, but this is not sufficient evidence that the site was destroyed or that even a single building was destroyed.4 Both stated that their sites had been destroyed and this was combined by Cynthia Shelmerdine (2001, 373), or scholar C, into a list of Mycenean destructions ca. 1200 BCE with no differentiation between the two. Shelmerdine was referenced by Bernard Knapp and Sturt Manning (2016), scholar D, who added her list into a discussion of over fifty sites throughout the Eastern Mediterranean that were “destroyed” at the end of the Late Bronze Age. The sites that Knapp and Manning reference include a host of false destructions as well as a wide variety of scales and causes that have all fallen under the undefined rubric of “destroyed.”


It is for this very reason that there is the pressing need for a strict definition of what constitutes a destruction. However, it is not necessary to invent a new definition, as Finkelstein’s set of criteria is already a suitable description of what should constitute a destruction, only requiring a few minor additions. Finkelstein (2009, 113) states that:




A real destruction of a settlement should be defined by the presence of at least two of the following features: 1. A black layer with charcoal, representing burnt beams, on the floor, usually overlaid with a thick ashy layer. 2. A thick accumulation of collapse—of bricks or stones—on the floor. This accumulation can at times be as much as one meter or more deep. In the case of bricks and a strong fire, the bricks may turn red or even white. 3. In most cases, an accumulation of finds, mainly broken pottery vessels, on the floors.





There are of course some minor additions that need to be taken into consideration. Ash in and of itself in association with pottery is not evidence of destruction. This is particularly true if the ash or charcoal is uncovered in areas of industry or food preparation where we would expect there to be ash (Finkelstein 2009, 120; Kreimerman 2017, 176). For example, at Enkomi in the Area III structure, while there is evidence of action by fire in the western half of the structure, this was related to the copper smelting industry in that sector of the building. Given the absence of any structural collapse, there is no evidence that this section of the building was destroyed, as the ashes and burning resulted from smelting not destruction (see full discussion in ch. 6). Therefore, when ash is present, we must examine what the function of the area was. Was there any sort of industry that could account for the ash; is there a nearby hearth or tabun; or was it an area of food preparation? If there is a reasonable nondestruction explanation for the presence of ash, it should not be considered evidence of a fire or destruction. Likewise, small lenses of ash or ash accumulation on certain floors without other evidence of destruction should not be used as evidence for a destruction. Burning can occur without the physical destruction of the architecture or wind can blow ash from areas with the controlled use of fire to other rooms or spaces.


Another factor that must be taken into deliberation is the timing of the destruction. If, for instance, a building was abandoned with some of its contents remaining and after some time the structure simply collapsed due to a lack of maintenance, one could call this a destruction even by the above definition, as it would yield two of the criteria listed by Finkelstein.5 If this is taken as the case, then essentially every building from every period was destroyed and the definition becomes functionally meaningless. Therefore, to be considered a destruction under this definition, there would need to be a direct impact on the inhabitants of the site. The destruction event must be contemporaneous with the building or settlement period of occupation or use. If there is evidence that a site was abandoned, and decayed mud bricks are found fallen on the floors along with other rubble, this evidence must be taken with caution, as it is likely that after the buildings were no longer maintained they simply crumbled and collapsed on whatever remained in the structure (Millek 2019a, 159; 2019b, 120).


Finally, for a structure to be defined as destroyed, more than one or two rooms from a building must show signs of destruction. Thus, even if there is evidence of a fire that raged in one room, if the building in general was spared, then it was not destroyed. For example, the Pithos Magazine from Building II at Alassa burned with such intensity that it cracked some of the ashlar blocks in the walls. However, outside of some burning on the floor of the adjoining Room P, there is no other evidence that the rest of the building was burnt (see full discussion in ch. 3). In this case, even though there was damage by fire in one wing, the building was not destroyed. In other words, localized damage does not equal building-wide destruction. To put this into perspective, if your modern-day kitchen caught on fire but the fire did not spread to the rest of the house, you would likely say that your kitchen burned, not that your house burned to the ground. The severity of the damage between the two statements is entirely different, as would be the impact on your life. The same could be said in the past, as obviously a fire that burned one or two rooms would certainly not have been a “good thing,” but it does not mean that it would end the life cycle of the structure or that it destroyed the building. This is to say, there is a difference between a damaged building and a destroyed building.


The Description of Destruction


As with any endeavor in archaeology, there is a set of generally agreed upon terms that we utilize to describe the past.6 Yet, for destruction there is no set of agreed-upon nomenclature. One will find such descriptors as: violent, fiery, severe, intense, conflagration, and mixtures of those, such as violent fire, severe conflagration, or a violent destruction resulting in an intense conflagration. However, each of these terms either has no scientific meaning or has been misused. There are no criteria for what makes a destruction or a fire “violent” nor are there any for a fire to be intense. Is a violent destruction only one caused by human agency or can a natural disaster also violently destroy a building? Is an intense fire only one that burns above 900 degrees Celsius, which is the beginning for calcination and vitrification, or does it also apply to fires that did not burn as hot? The answer to these questions is that there is no difference and these terms are only used to be graphic, catching the reader’s eye, not to add any scientific value. It would be comparable to saying that a vessel was explosively carinated or that someone uncovered an extreme cooking pot. These descriptors would only hinder our understanding of the vessels under discussion rather than enhancing it. Much the same, the terms that are often added onto destruction events can create more confusion, as the reader will assume a violent conflagration is more than just an ash layer on a floor, even if that is all that was excavated.


Conflagration as a label is at times appropriate, but the word is more often than not misapplied. The English word “conflagration” literally means, “An extensive fire which destroys a great deal of land and property.”7 If there is evidence that a large portion of a site or a whole site was destroyed by fire, this would be a conflagration. Yet, any other application of the term, “conflagration” describing a fire or ash deposits smaller than this, would be misplaced, denoting a greater degree of damage than what was uncovered in the archaeological record. This is not only a problem in the English-language literature, as each language has its own particular descriptors and terms that have no agreed upon meaning and thus no real scientific value. In German, there is no substantial differentiation between a Brandkatastrophe (“fire disaster”), a Brandzerstörung (“fiery destruction”), or a Zerstörung (“destruction”), as each is applied by the individual archaeologist under his or her own preconized understanding of how to describe destruction. This is despite the fact that a Brandkatastrophe appears more deadly and destructive than a simple Zerstörung.


One of the most widely used, misleading, and obstructive turns of phrase to describe destruction is to simply say, in whatever language, “X site was destroyed.” To illustrate why this is so problematic we must go back to our modern kitchen-fire mentioned above. If after the fire, you call your insurance agency and say, “My house burned down,” when the agent arrives to inspect the damage and finds that only the kitchen was burnt, they might assume you were attempting insurance fraud, as obviously your house did not burn down. Likewise, if a mayor said publicly that their city had been destroyed by an earthquake but in fact only one building collapsed due to a faulty foundation, the public at large would likely assume that the mayor was exaggerating beyond what is reasonable. Yet, while these examples might seem silly, this is the exact situation for nearly every single site that suffered destruction in the entire ancient world. Very rarely were sites destroyed as a whole in what I will describe below as a site-wide destruction. More often than not, only a single structure or a set of structures was destroyed in any given destruction event, and many, if not most, buildings were left intact to be reused in the following phase or were abandoned without destruction. Nonchalantly stating that “X site was destroyed,” often gives an impression of a far worse scenario than what was in fact uncovered. This problem is only magnified if any of the above destruction descriptors are added to this overly generic statement.8


As another way to illustrate this problem, when the phrase, “X site was destroyed” is employed in the scholarly literature, it would be much the same as saying at the end of a season of excavation that, “We found a lot of pottery this year,” or “We found some pots and a couple of small finds,” without providing any further details, images, or drawings. While this gives the most basic of information about what was uncovered in that year’s excavation, this statement is essentially useless, as there is not enough detail about the pots or small finds to be subsequently utilized by other researchers. Yet, this is again the case for destruction in the scholarly literature. Over time, crucial information has been masked, details smoothed over, and patterns made invisible due to this unnuanced approach to describing destruction.


What then is the way out of this terminological and phraseological conundrum? For the most part the answer is simple. Abandon using the majority of these descriptors and enlist plain language and rigorous descriptions of the destruction, detailing the evidence room by room and building by building. While it might be less exciting if we no longer had violent destructions or intense conflagrations, it would be more scientific. There might at times be certain instances where the term conflagration is appropriate, but it should be seldomly employed. At other times, these descriptors might be better suited in less generalized statements. If in a destruction one finds victims who were bludgeoned to death, someone else with a lance in their side, or masses of victims in associations with evidence for warfare, one could rightly say that the people were violently killed or that the destruction was an act of violence.9 Likewise, if there is evidence that the fire in a building burned so hot that it caused vitrification or calcination, then one could say that the fire was intense in that building or often in that specific room. It is frequently the case that if there is evidence of an intense fire, this is not uniform throughout a single structure—and certainly not across several structures. High heat fires are often uncovered in specific contexts and rooms based on the contents of that room or how well it contained the heat. Nevertheless, in general, these terms are neither helpful nor necessary when describing a destruction event and should be abandoned all together in general settings, or at least sparingly utilized for more detailed statements.


The main issue is to replace the adage, “X site was destroyed.” This phrase can be substituted in two ways. The first is to replace it by stating that a site suffered or was affected by a “destruction event.” The phrase “destruction event” simply indicates that at the site under discussion there is evidence of destruction based on the criteria listed above. It does not signal the scale or cause of the destruction, as that information is to follow. The second is to denote the scale of the destruction at the beginning of the description, which I will discuss in more detail below. Nevertheless, the most suitable way to describe a destruction is to be as plain as possible, noting what rooms had what type of destruction debris, which buildings were or were not destroyed, and critically analyzing probable cause based on what was uncovered in the destruction and what was destroyed. Again, avoiding obtuse verbiage is common practice when describing pottery, and it should become common practice when describing destruction.


The Scale of Destruction


In addition to the general issues with the vernacular encompassing the descriptions of destruction events, there is the lack of a clear scale denoting exactly how much of any given site was in fact destroyed. Nevertheless, ensuring a consistent scale of destruction can illuminate details that are otherwise lost without intense inspection of each individual destruction event. For example, there is a difference between saying that “Ras Ibn Hani was destroyed,” and “Ras Ibn Hani suffered a single-building destruction event, as only the Palais Nord had any signs of destruction.” With the former, one assumes the site was destroyed wholesale, while in the latter it is evident that only a single building was in fact destroyed.10 Therefore, it is essential that we utilize a universal and direct system to easily relate how much of any given site was destroyed. The scale system proposed here is divided into four categories: partial, single-building, multibuilding, and site-wide (see also Millek 2018b). This method of organizing the magnitude of each destruction documents the number of buildings uncovered from a single stratum, level, or phase that have evidence of destruction.11


The smallest destruction event falls into the partial destruction classification. This category is generally reserved for excavations where there is apparent evidence of destruction based on the criteria set out above, but the published descriptions are too vague or the archaeological record too sparse or disturbed to say exactly how much of the site was destroyed. Examples of this would be Soli Höyük in Anatolia or Teichos Dymaion in Greece. In both cases, evidence of destruction has been uncovered dating to the end of the Late Bronze Age, but for Soli Höyük the material was highly disturbed, and for Teichos Dymaion, the currently published information is not detailed enough to say what was destroyed. Certain partial destructions may in turn be no destruction at all if further excavations uncover that the patch of burnt debris was a localized phenomenon, or it may be that a partial destruction masks a larger destruction event once the materials have been properly published or more excavations uncover more damage. Thus, the partial destruction designation may under or oversell the scale of destruction, but this is to err on the side of caution, as we should not assume that more of a site was destroyed if there is no physical evidence to back this claim.


The second scale is a single-building destruction. This is when only a single building from a stratum, level, or phase yielded any evidence of a destruction event. Additionally, when only a single building from a period has been uncovered, the rule in this system is not to magnify the destruction event based on this one building to the site as a whole. This is the minimalist approach, as when only a single building is excavated from any given stratum, it does not rule out that there might be more evidence of destruction waiting to be uncovered elsewhere in the site. However, in the same way, further excavation might demonstrate that no further structures have any evidence of destruction, as both possibilities are as equally likely. Thus, to not inflate a destruction beyond what can be archaeologically verified, in these cases, the site will be categorized as a single-building destruction, acknowledging that any further excavation can always alter the scale attribution, much the same as with the partial destruction.


Kastro-Palaia in Volos in Greece is an excellent example of a single-building destruction, as only the main public building has any evidence of destruction, while the surrounding domestic structures were uncovered without evidence of destruction. For Tel Miqne-Ekron in the southern Levant only a single storage building dating to the end of the Late Bronze Age has so far been unearthed and this building was destroyed. However, this single-building destruction does not indicate the site as a whole was destroyed until further evidence of such an event is uncovered. Therefore, Tel Miqne-Ekron is attributed to a single-building destruction unless additional evidence of a more widespread event is unearthed.


Following a single-building destruction is naturally a multibuilding destruction, where several structures suffered a destruction event in the same stratum while other buildings were left untouched. Several of the more infamous end of the Late Bronze Age destruction events fall into this category, such as Tiryns, Hattusa, or Emar. While several structures were indeed destroyed at each site, many buildings were left unscathed prior to the eventual abandonment or subsequent phase of occupation.


Finally, there is the site-wide destruction. This is reserved only for sites that yielded evidence of a contemporaneous destruction event found in all areas of excavation at the site. Examples of this would be Troy VIIa, Pylos, and Maa Paleokastro, where destruction was uncovered in every structure excavated. This scale of destruction is often what would be imagined when one reads, “Pylos was destroyed in a conflagration,” as in general the site truly was destroyed by a conflagration.


There are of course several caveats to this scale system, as not every destruction will fit neatly into one of these designations. Moreover, as with all things in archaeology, there is still a measure of interpretation that goes into determining the scale of any given destruction. This is particularly true when the information about the destruction is sparse due to the age of the excavation where all relevant information might not have been recorded, or because the archaeological record is incomplete due to later building activates, erosion, or modern agriculture and construction activities. It is possible that more destruction lies unexcavated or that buildings that had been destroyed were simply removed by the builders in the following phase or that the early excavators were not interested in recording or describing evidence of the destruction they uncovered. Thus, depending on how one approaches destruction, either from the minimalist perspective or the maximalist perspective, one could expand or contract the scale of destruction when the information is not clear enough to make an easy judgment.


For this system the rule is not to assume that there is more destruction than can be empirically demonstrated. It is in times such as this that the old archaeological adage might be brought up, that absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. However, what is oftentimes forgotten is that it is also true that the absence of evidence is the absence of evidence. It is good to exercise a degree of caution and allow for some margin of error, as there may be more destruction in the ground or evidence of destruction that existed in the past may no longer exist. Nevertheless, if taken too far, this line of thinking also leads to wild speculation that is no longer grounded in empirical data. It is because of this that the scale attribution is then not a permanent fixture, as future excavations or publications can change it based on the discovery of more evidence.


A connected issue is what to do with well-excavated sites that do not fit neatly into this scale system. For example, when Aphek Stratum X12 suffered a destruction event toward the end of the LB IIB there was only a single building (Palace VI) at the site. Given this, it could be classified as a single-building destruction, seeing as only a single building was destroyed. However, being the only building at the site at the time and since it was destroyed, all excavation areas yielded evidence of destruction and it could be classified as a site-wide destruction. Ras Shamra too falls into a scale classification gray area. A tremendous amount of the site has been excavated and destruction has been uncovered nearly everywhere and it would not be a stretch to say that Ras Shamra was destroyed in a site-wide destruction. Yet, destruction was not uncovered in every area of excavation, as the Ville Sud yielded no evidence that it was destroyed, meaning that the destruction could be classified as a multibuilding destruction. In both cases, the destruction could rightly be placed into two separate scale categories, and it is incumbent on the researcher to decide which designation fits best with the destruction. In both cases, I have opted for the site-wide destruction, as this scale reflects the true devastation both sites suffered, even though the amount of destruction differs greatly between the two. For Aphek, the entire site was destroyed, and for Ras Shamra, only a handful of buildings were not burnt; yet, there is enough evidence for destruction throughout the site to grant it the site-wide designation in my opinion.


Another issue when determining the scale of a destruction comes with the multibuilding and site-wide destructions, as there is the assumption that the destruction uncovered in various structures occurred at the same time. However, as Anthony Snodgrass (1987, 41) noted more than thirty years ago, “the conclusion that [a] destruction was synchronous [throughout a site], that it was all a single episode, is likely to be based on common sense inference rather than on demonstration: the degree of precision, in even the best dated pottery series, is unlikely to justify a distinction between one day and, say, ten years.” Jürgen Seeher (2001, 626, 634) too has noted this problem with the destruction uncovered at Hattusa. In many of the buildings that were destroyed there were few chronological markers to create a connected stratigraphy between buildings, some of which are separated by several hundred meters. Thus, one must always consider that not every structure was destroyed at the same time as all others if there is no stratigraphical correlation between the destroyed buildings. This again brings up the need to thoroughly and individually scrutinize each building that was destroyed to ascertain if there might be any indication that there were different causes to the destructions, particularly if the buildings are widely separated from each other.12


Another important point to bring up is what impact the scale of destruction has on interpreting the cause or affect of the destruction. In other systems of classifying the scale of destruction the scale is also tied to certain outcomes, such as reoccupation of the site for more minor destructions or the total abandonment of the site after a major destruction.13 However, the scale of the destruction is only a single data point among many and there is not a one-toone correlation with more severe destructions resulting in abandonment. For example, the end of the Late Bronze Age destruction event at Tiryns would likely fall into the most severe categories of destruction for both Finkelstein and Kreimerman; however, despite suffering a multibuilding destruction, the site was not abandoned. The same could be said for Troy VIh, which appears to have suffered from a site-wide destruction, but it too was not abandoned afterward.14


While there are cases where multibuilding and site-wide destructions are followed by a hiatus or abandonment, this may not even be related to the destruction event per se. Sites such as Emar, Hazor, and Lachish VI all suffered either a multibuilding or site-wide destruction and were abandoned after the destruction event. However, importantly, each site was also under a period of crisis or had already been partially abandoned prior to the destruction.15 In these cases, the destruction was only the archaeological capstone on an already ongoing process of abandonment. Therefore, while a site may be abandoned or experience a hiatus after a multibuilding or site-wide destruction, this will not always be the case, and there may be preexisting conditions that affected this outcome more than the scale of the destruction itself. In the same way, the scale of destruction also does not determine the cause of the destruction. The scale is a data point, but there is nothing to say that site-wide destructions are only brought on by X cause. In this way, the scale designations are not meant to elucidate on the possible cause of the destruction nor to signal what occurred after the destruction. Rather, the scale is meant to indicate how much of any given site was destroyed in a destruction event, nothing more.
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