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Preface




It was a quite unexpected result, when my first exposure to Hittite cuneiform tablets at the University of Chicago’s Oriental Institute launched me into years of dedicated study of Late Bronze Age Anatolia. The Hittites—once a forgotten empire whose very existence scholars doubted—have gradually emerged from historical obscurity to take their rightful place among the great civilizations of the ancient Near East. This book represents my attempt to synthesize the remarkable archaeological and philological discoveries of the past century into a comprehensive history accessible to both scholars and general readers. 

The Hittite Empire, which flourished in Anatolia (modern Turkey) from approximately 1650 to 1180 BCE, stood as a formidable counterweight to Egypt, Babylonia, and Assyria. At its height, under rulers like Suppiluliuma I and Ḫattušili III, Hittite influence extended from the Aegean Sea to the Euphrates River. Their military innovations, diplomatic achievements, and legal traditions profoundly shaped the ancient world. Yet until the decipherment of their language in the early 20th century, they remained largely a biblical footnote—mysterious people mentioned fleetingly in the Old Testament.

My fascination with the Hittites began with their paradoxical nature: a people simultaneously central to ancient Near Eastern politics yet peripheral to our historical consciousness; innovators who adapted and synthesized cultural elements from their neighbors while maintaining distinct traditions; empire-builders who left behind thousands of clay tablets but whose capital at Hattuša fell into such complete ruin that their very existence was questioned until modern archaeological discoveries.

This book traces the arc of Hittite civilization from its origins in the early second millennium BCE through its imperial phase and ultimate collapse around 1180 BCE in the tumultuous "Sea Peoples" period. I have endeavored to integrate the latest archaeological findings with translations of key texts to present a multidimensional view of Hittite society, religion, diplomacy, and everyday life.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work would not have been possible without the generous support of numerous institutions and individuals. The German Archaeological Institute's ongoing excavations at Hattuša have been an invaluable resource, and I thank Directors Hans Schmidt and Andreas Schachner for access to their research.

My intellectual debt to pioneering Hittitologists cannot be overstated. The groundbreaking work of Hans Gustav Güterbock, Harry Hoffner, and Theo van den Hout at the Chicago Hittite Dictionary Project shaped my understanding of Hittite language and culture. Trevor Bryce's historical studies and Itamar Singer's insights into Hittite religion have been constant companions throughout this project.

Special thanks go to the staff of the Anatolian Civilizations Museum in Ankara and the Museum of Ancient Oriental Civilizations in Istanbul for facilitating my study of artifacts in their collections. The Turkish General Directorate of Monuments and Museums has been exceptionally supportive of foreign scholars in Turkey.

Any errors or omissions remain entirely my responsibility.

NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND DATING CONVENTIONS

Hittite texts present unique challenges for modern scholars. The Hittites employed a cuneiform writing system borrowed from Mesopotamia but adapted it to write their Indo-European language. Throughout this book, I follow the standard conventions for transliterating Hittite: italicized lowercase letters represent phonetic values, while uppercase letters indicate Sumerian and Akkadian logograms.

Personal names present difficulties. I have opted for the most accurate renderings of royal names (e.g., Ḫattušili rather than Hattusili)), while noting alternative forms where scholarly consensus is lacking. Place names generally appear in their Hittite forms as well, with modern equivalents provided at first mention.

For dating, I employ the "Middle Chronology," placing the fall of Babylon to the Hittites at approximately 1595 BCE. All dates should be understood as approximate, particularly for the earlier periods. Where scholarly disagreement exists regarding significant dates, I note the range of possibilities.

The Hittite scribes themselves dated events by regnal years rather than by an absolute chronology. When quoting Hittite texts directly, I preserve their original dating system while providing BCE equivalents in brackets.
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Introduction: Rediscovering a Lost Empire




The Hittites emerge from the fog of prehistory as one of antiquity's most enigmatic peoples. For nearly three millennia, their existence was known primarily through scattered references in the Hebrew Bible and occasional mentions in Egyptian texts. Unlike the civilizations of Egypt or Mesopotamia, which maintained a continuous presence in historical consciousness, the Hittites vanished so completely that scholars once questioned whether they had existed at all. Their rediscovery and the gradual reconstruction of their history represents one of archaeology's most remarkable achievements—a testament to the power of interdisciplinary scholarship to resurrect lost worlds. 

This book aims to present the current state of Hittite studies, integrating textual analysis with archaeological evidence to construct a comprehensive picture of this Bronze Age superpower. The Hittite civilization, centered in what is now central Turkey, dominated much of Anatolia and northern Syria from approximately 1650 to 1180 BCE. At their height, they rivaled Egypt for control of the Near East, forging the world's first recorded peace treaty after the famous Battle of Kadesh. Yet despite these accomplishments, they remain less familiar to the general public than their contemporaries in Egypt, Babylon, or Assyria.

In the chapters that follow, I trace the rise, flourishing, and ultimate collapse of the Hittite state, examining its political institutions, religious practices, artistic achievements, and everyday life. Special attention is given to the extensive diplomatic correspondence that reveals a sophisticated system of international relations in the Late Bronze Age. By placing the Hittites within their broader Mediterranean and Near Eastern context, I hope to demonstrate their crucial role in the development of ancient civilizations and their lasting impact on subsequent cultures.

The Mystery of the Hittites in Biblical and Ancient Sources

The Hebrew Bible mentions the Hittites over forty times, portraying them as one of the indigenous peoples of Canaan. In Genesis 23, Abraham purchases the cave of Machpelah from Ephron the Hittite as a burial place for his wife Sarah. Later biblical passages describe Hittites serving in King David's army, most famously Uriah, whose wife Bathsheba became David's consort after Uriah's death. The biblical Hittites appear as a relatively minor group inhabiting the hill country of Palestine, quite different from the imperial power revealed by modern archaeology.

This discrepancy puzzled 19th-century scholars. Biblical references suggested a Canaanite tribe of limited significance, yet Egyptian monuments recorded battles against a formidable "Kheta" empire centered far to the north in Anatolia. The annals of Pharaoh Thutmose III (c. 1479-1425 BCE) mention tribute from the "great Kheta," while the famous Battle of Kadesh, immortalized in Ramesses II's monumental inscriptions around 1274 BCE, pitted Egypt against a powerful Hittite coalition. Assyrian records similarly referred to a land of "Khatti" in central Anatolia.

Classical Greek and Roman sources, however, preserved no memory of a Hittite empire. When Herodotus traveled through Anatolia in the 5th century BCE, he attributed ancient monuments to various peoples but never mentioned Hittites. The Neo-Assyrian empire's records from the 9th-7th centuries BCE refer to "Hatti-land," but by then this was merely a geographical term rather than a reference to the Hittite state, which had collapsed centuries earlier. The disconnect between biblical Hittites and these fragmentary references from other sources created a historical puzzle that would remain unsolved until the late 19th century.

Early travelers to the Near East occasionally noted curious hieroglyphic inscriptions in northern Syria and central Anatolia that resembled neither Egyptian nor Mesopotamian writing systems. In 1812, the Swiss explorer Johann Ludwig Burckhardt documented monuments at Hamath (modern Hama in Syria) bearing these strange symbols. Similar inscriptions were discovered throughout the 19th century across Turkey and northern Syria, but scholars could not determine who had created them or what they said.

The Irish missionary William Wright, working in Syria in the 1870s, was among the first to connect these mysterious inscriptions with the biblical Hittites. In his 1884 book "The Empire of the Hittites," Wright proposed these monuments represented the remains of a once-powerful empire centered in Anatolia that had extended its influence into northern Syria—potentially matching the "Kheta" of Egyptian texts and the biblical Hittites. British archaeologist Archibald Henry Sayce developed this hypothesis further, suggesting that the peculiar hieroglyphic script represented the Hittite language.

While these early scholars correctly identified the general connection, they lacked sufficient evidence to reconstruct Hittite history with any precision. The breakthrough would come not from these hieroglyphic inscriptions (now known as Luwian hieroglyphs, primarily used in the southern provinces and successor states), but from the discovery of thousands of clay tablets written in cuneiform—the wedge-shaped writing system of Mesopotamia—at the site of Boğazköy in central Turkey.

Archaeological Breakthrough: Boğazköy and the Decipherment of Hittite

The ruins at Boğazköy (modern Boğazkale) had attracted scholarly attention since the early 19th century. In 1834, the French architect and archaeologist Charles Texier discovered the site, documenting impressive stone reliefs at the nearby rock sanctuary of Yazılıkaya. Local villagers had long known about the extensive ruins, but their significance remained unclear until systematic excavations began.

The crucial breakthrough came in 1893-94 when Ernest Chantre, a French archaeologist, uncovered cuneiform tablets at Boğazköy written in multiple languages. The real watershed moment, however, arrived in 1906 when Hugo Winckler, a German Assyriologist, began excavations in collaboration with the Ottoman archaeologist Theodore Makridi. Their work revealed a vast archive of over 10,000 clay tablets and fragments in the ruins of what proved to be the ancient Hittite capital, Hattuša.

Scribes primarily wrote the tablets in cuneiform, the wedge-shaped writing system developed in Mesopotamia, but many were clearly not in Akkadian, the lingua franca of the Late Bronze Age Near East. Winckler recognized he had discovered the archives of the Hittite state, confirming that Boğazköy was indeed Hattuša, the capital mentioned in Egyptian and Assyrian sources.

The decipherment of the Hittite language represents one of philology's outstanding achievements. In 1915, the Czech linguist Bedřich Hrozný, then working in Vienna, made the crucial breakthrough. While examining tablets from Boğazköy, he noticed a sentence that read: "nu NINDA-an ezzatteni watar-ma ekutteni." The words NINDA and watar appeared in contexts suggesting they meant "bread" and "water." Based on the Indo-European pattern of the surrounding words, Hrozný correctly translated the phrase as "Now you will eat bread and drink water."

This insight led to the astonishing realization that Hittite was an Indo-European language—the earliest attested member of this language family, which includes Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, and most modern European languages. Previously, no Indo-European language was known to have been written before around 1500 BCE, and none had been documented in Anatolia before the arrival of Greek-speaking peoples after 1200 BCE. The discovery that the Hittites spoke an Indo-European language revolutionized understanding of ancient Anatolia and Indo-European prehistory.

Hrozný published his decipherment in 1915, but World War I delayed wider recognition of his achievement. By the 1930s, however, the basics of Hittite grammar and vocabulary were established, allowing scholars to begin translating the vast corpus of texts from Boğazköy. The German Archaeological Institute resumed excavations at the site in 1931 under Kurt Bittel, work that continues to the present day with only occasional interruptions.

The texts revealed the Hittites called themselves "people of the land of Hatti," though ironically, they had adopted this name from the non-Indo-European Hattians, whom they had conquered. Their own language was called "Nesili," after the city of Nesa (also known as Kanesh, modern Kültepe), an early center of Hittite power. The archives included historical annals, religious rituals, international treaties, legal codes, administrative documents, literary works, and correspondence—a comprehensive record of a complex Bronze Age state.

Alongside Boğazköy, excavations at other sites have enhanced our understanding of Hittite civilization. At Kültepe (ancient Kanesh) near modern Kayseri, excavations revealed an Assyrian trading colony from the early second millennium BCE, documenting the period immediately preceding the rise of the Hittite state. The site yielded over 23,000 cuneiform tablets, mostly commercial records of Assyrian merchants, but also including some of the earliest documents in the Hittite language. These texts illuminate the transitional period when Indo-European speaking groups were establishing political control in central Anatolia.

Other important Hittite sites include Alaca Höyük, with its monumental sphinx gate and royal tombs; Maşat Höyük (ancient Tapikka), which yielded provincial administrative archives; and Ortaköy (ancient Sapinuwa), a major administrative center that served briefly as an alternative capital. In the southeast, sites like Carchemish and Tell Atchana (ancient Alalakh) document Hittite imperial control in Syria, while Eflatun Pınar and Yalburt preserve monumental inscriptions from the Empire period.

The material culture revealed by these excavations—monumental architecture, sculpture, ceramics, metalwork—complements the textual evidence, offering insights into aspects of Hittite society not covered in the written record. Particularly impressive are the massive stone fortifications of Hattuša, with walls up to 8 meters thick and elaborate gateways adorned with sculptures of lions, sphinxes, and warriors. The nearby rock sanctuary of Yazılıkaya, with its reliefs depicting a procession of deities, represents one of the most important religious monuments of the ancient Near East.

Historiographical Overview and Methodological Approaches

The study of Hittite civilization has evolved significantly over the past century, reflecting broader developments in archaeological and historical methodology. Early work focused primarily on political history, using the royal annals and international treaties to reconstruct the sequence of kings and their military campaigns. Scholars like Emil Forrer, Albrecht Goetze, and Hans Gustav Güterbock established the basic chronological framework in the 1920s and 1930s.

The post-World War II period saw increasing attention to social and economic aspects of Hittite civilization. The work of Sedat Alp, Heinrich Otten, and Emmanuel Laroche expanded understanding of Hittite religion, while scholars like Harry Hoffner and Theo van den Hout examined legal and administrative texts to illuminate social structure and economic organization. The Chicago Hittite Dictionary project, initiated in 1975, has provided an invaluable lexicographical foundation for all aspects of Hittite studies.

In recent decades, interdisciplinary approaches have become increasingly important. Paleoclimatology has offered insights into how environmental factors affected Hittite agriculture and settlement patterns. Dendrochronology (tree-ring dating) and radiocarbon analysis have refined chronological frameworks. DNA studies of human remains from Hittite sites promise to illuminate questions of population movement and ethnicity that textual sources alone cannot answer.

The methodological challenges in Hittite studies remain substantial. The texts, while numerous, represent primarily elite perspectives—the viewpoints of kings, priests, and scribes. Archaeological evidence helps balance this bias, but rural settlements and common people's lives remain underrepresented. The chronology, particularly for the early periods, continues to be debated, with competing "high," "middle," and "low" chronologies differing by up to a century in their dating of key events.

A particularly fruitful approach has been the integration of Hittite studies into the broader context of Eastern Mediterranean and Near Eastern interconnections during the Late Bronze Age. The Hittite empire existed within a complex international system that included Egypt, Babylonia, Assyria, Mitanni, and Mycenaean Greece. Treaties, diplomatic correspondence, and trade goods document extensive interaction among these powers. The Amarna letters from Egypt, the Ugaritic archives from coastal Syria, and Mycenaean Linear B tablets all complement the Hittite sources, allowing reconstruction of this international system.

Trevor Bryce's historical studies have been particularly influential in synthesizing textual and archaeological evidence to create comprehensive political narratives. Itamar Singer's work on Hittite religion and cultural interactions illuminated the syncretistic nature of Hittite culture, which absorbed elements from Hattic, Hurrian, and Mesopotamian traditions. Jürgen Seeher's archaeological work at Hattuša has transformed understanding of the capital's urban development and fortifications.

Recent scholarship has increasingly emphasized the multiethnic, multilingual nature of the Hittite state. Rather than viewing the Hittites as a homogeneous ethnic group, scholars now recognize the kingdom as a political entity encompassing diverse populations speaking Hittite, Luwian, Palaic, Hattic, Hurrian, and other languages. This perspective helps explain the apparent contradictions in earlier sources and bridges the gap between the imperial Hittites of Anatolian records and the more localized groups mentioned in biblical texts.

Sources: Cuneiform Archives, Archaeological Evidence, Egyptian and Assyrian Records

The reconstruction of Hittite history depends on integrating multiple categories of evidence, each with its strengths and limitations. The primary sources fall into four major categories: the Hittite cuneiform archives, archaeological remains from Hittite sites, contemporaneous records from neighboring civilizations, and later traditions preserved in classical and biblical texts.

Cuneiform Archives

The cuneiform tablets from Boğazköy form the cornerstone of Hittite studies. Over 30,000 tablets and fragments have been recovered to date, making this one of the most extensive archives from the ancient Near East. The texts span approximately five centuries, from the Old Kingdom (c. 1650-1400 BCE) through the Empire period (c. 1400-1180 BCE), with the majority dating to the later periods.

The Hittite archives are remarkable for their diversity. Historical texts include the Annals of Ḫattušili I, Mursili II, and other kings, which record military campaigns and political developments. International treaties document relations with neighboring states, from the Treaty of Kuruštama with Egypt (c. 1400 BCE) to the famous Egyptian-Hittite Peace Treaty between Ḫattušili III and Ramesses II (c. 1259 BCE), copies of which were inscribed on silver tablets and mounted on temple walls in both capitals.

Legal texts include the Hittite Law Code, which exists in multiple versions showing its evolution over time. Administrative documents record palace operations, provincial governance, land grants, and economic activities. Religious texts comprise the largest category, including detailed instructions for festivals, rituals, prayers, and myths. Many of these religious texts preserve traditions from non-Hittite peoples within the empire, particularly Hattic and Hurrian traditions.

Literary works include translations of Mesopotamian classics like the Gilgamesh Epic, as well as native compositions like the "Song of Release" and the "Kingship in Heaven" cycle. Letters illuminate diplomatic relations and administrative matters, from correspondence between kings and foreign rulers to communications between the central government and provincial officials.

The Hittite scribes wrote primarily on clay tablets, using a simplified version of the Mesopotamian cuneiform script. Most tablets were sun-dried rather than kiln-fired, making them vulnerable to water damage and other forms of deterioration. Paradoxically, the final destruction of Hattuša around 1180 BCE actually preserved many tablets by baking them in the fires that consumed the city's buildings.

Smaller archives have been found at provincial centers like Maşat Höyük (ancient Tapikka) and Ortaköy (ancient Sapinuwa), offering insights into regional administration. The tablets from Kültepe (ancient Kanesh) primarily document the Old Assyrian trading colony of the early second millennium BCE but include some of the earliest attestations of the Hittite language.

One methodological challenge in working with these texts is their often fragmentary nature. Many tablets were damaged in antiquity or during excavation, requiring painstaking reconstruction. Dating texts precisely can be difficult, as scribes rarely included absolute dates. Linguistic challenges persist despite a century of scholarship; the meaning of many words remains uncertain, and grammatical peculiarities continue to be debated.

Archaeological Evidence

Archaeological excavations complement and extend the textual record, documenting aspects of Hittite civilization that written sources don't address. The monumental architecture of Hattuša—its massive fortifications, temples, palaces, and storehouses—demonstrates the state's organizational capacity and ideological priorities. The city's layout evolved over time, with an older Lower City and a newer Upper City reflecting different phases of urban planning.

Distinctive Hittite architectural features include massive stone foundations for mud-brick superstructures, postern tunnels through fortification walls, and monumental gateways adorned with sculpture. Religious structures range from formal temples in the Upper City to the open-air rock sanctuary at Yazılıkaya, where relief carvings depict processions of deities.

Material culture offers insights into technological capabilities, artistic traditions, and everyday life. Hittite ceramics evolved from the distinctive "Cappadocian ware" of the early second millennium to the standardized mass-produced wares of the Empire period. Metalwork shows sophisticated techniques in bronze, silver, and gold, from practical weapons and tools to elaborate ritual objects and jewelry.

Burial practices varied across regions and over time. Royal tombs at Alaca Höyük from the Early Bronze Age (predating the Hittite state proper) contained spectacular grave goods, including solar discs and animal figurines in bronze and precious metals. Later Hittite practice favored cremation, with ashes placed in ceramic urns, though inhumation continued in some areas.

Settlement patterns document the organization of the Hittite landscape. The capital Hattuša, was surrounded by smaller administrative centers, agricultural villages, and religious sites. Monumental dams and reservoirs demonstrate sophisticated water management, crucial in the semi-arid central Anatolian plateau. Roads connected major centers, with bridges and rock-cut passages facilitating movement through the rugged terrain.

Bioarchaeological evidence provides information on diet, health, and population demographics. Paleobotanical remains document agricultural practices, with wheat, barley, and legumes as staple crops. Archaeozoological studies show animal husbandry focused on sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs, with horses reserved primarily for military and elite use.

Egyptian and Assyrian Records

Contemporary records from neighboring civilizations offer external perspectives on the Hittites. Egyptian sources are particularly valuable, documenting interactions from the early 15th century BCE through the end of the Hittite Empire. The Annals of Thutmose III mention the "great Kheta" among the powers of Western Asia. The extensive documentation of the Battle of Kadesh (c. 1274 BCE) between Ramesses II and Muwatalli II includes both textual accounts and visual representations on temple walls at Karnak, Luxor, Abu Simbel, and other sites.

The Amarna letters, a diplomatic archive from the reign of Pharaoh Akhenaten (c. 1350 BCE), include correspondence with Hittite kings Suppiluliuma I and Mursili II. These letters document the complex diplomatic maneuvering that characterized international relations in the Late Bronze Age, including the famous request from an Egyptian queen (possibly Ankhesenamun, widow of Tutankhamun) for a Hittite prince to marry.

Assyrian records mention the Hittites as both allies and adversaries. The Old Assyrian trading colony at Kanesh provides crucial documentation for the period preceding the Hittite state. Later Neo-Assyrian inscriptions refer to campaigns against Neo-Hittite successor states in northern Syria, preserving memories of Hittite traditions centuries after the empire's collapse.

Babylonian chronicles occasionally mention Hittite affairs, most notably the raid on Babylon by Mursili I around 1595 BCE, which ended the First Dynasty of Babylon. Ugaritic texts from coastal Syria document interactions with the Hittite empire during its control of northern Syria in the 13th century BCE.

Later Traditions

The Hebrew Bible preserves memories of Hittite populations in Syria-Palestine, though these likely represent Neo-Hittite groups of the Iron Age rather than the Bronze Age empire. Classical Greek and Roman authors occasionally mention "Syrians" or "White Syrians" (Leucosyrians) in Anatolia who may preserve aspects of Hittite heritage, but direct historical memory of the empire had faded by the first millennium BCE.

Medieval and early modern travelers occasionally noted the impressive ruins and rock monuments of central Anatolia but couldn't identify their creators. Only with the archaeological discoveries of the late 19th and early 20th centuries did the Hittites emerge from historical obscurity to take their place among the great civilizations of the ancient Near East.

Synthesis and Integration

Integrating these diverse sources—textual, archaeological, comparative—allows for a nuanced reconstruction of Hittite history and society. Where texts describe military campaigns, archaeology can document their destructive impact on settlements. When royal inscriptions proclaim agricultural prosperity, paleobotanical evidence can confirm or challenge these claims. Foreign sources provide crucial external perspectives, balancing the Hittites' own presentation of events.

This multidisciplinary approach has transformed our understanding of the Hittites over the past century. From fragmentary biblical references and mysterious monuments, scholarship has reconstructed a complex civilization that dominated Anatolia for half a millennium and shaped the history of the entire Near East. The Hittite archives preserve not only their own traditions but also those of earlier Anatolian cultures that would otherwise be lost to history.

The following chapters examine specific aspects of Hittite civilization in detail: political history, social structure, religion, international relations, art and architecture, and the empire's ultimate collapse around 1180 BCE. Throughout, I emphasize both the Hittites' distinctive characteristics and their connections to the broader world of the Late Bronze Age Mediterranean and Near East. By placing the Hittites in their proper historical context, we gain not only a better understanding of this specific civilization but also insights into the complex interconnections that characterized the ancient world.
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Chapter 1

The Indo-European Arrival





The Indo-European Question

The origins of the Hittites represent one of the most fascinating problems in ancient Near Eastern history. When Bedřich Hrozný deciphered the Hittite language in 1915, his most startling discovery was its unmistakable Indo-European character. This finding revolutionized our understanding not only of Anatolian history but also of Indo-European linguistics itself. As the earliest attested Indo-European language by several centuries, Hittite suddenly provided crucial evidence for reconstructing Proto-Indo-European and tracing the dispersal of its daughter languages. 

The presence of an Indo-European language in central Anatolia by the early second millennium BCE raised fundamental questions: When and how did Indo-European speakers arrive in the region? What was their relationship with the indigenous populations they encountered? How did the distinctive Hittite culture emerge from this cultural contact? These questions continue to animate scholarly debate, with significant advances in recent decades through interdisciplinary research combining linguistics, archaeology, and archaeogenetics.

Proto-Hittite Migrations into Anatolia

Chronology and Routes of Entry

The timing of Indo-European migrations into Anatolia remains contested. The traditional view, advanced by scholars like Hans Gustav Güterbock and Albrecht Goetze in the mid-20th century, placed this migration around 2300-2000 BCE, coinciding with the transition from the Early to Middle Bronze Age. This chronology aligned with apparent disruptions in settlement patterns and material culture during this period, particularly in central Anatolia.

More recent linguistic research, however, suggests a considerably earlier timeframe. As Craig Melchert and others have demonstrated, the Anatolian languages (including Hittite, Luwian, Palaic, and later attestations like Lycian and Lydian) diverged from Proto-Indo-European at an early stage, before many innovations shared by other Indo-European branches. This linguistic evidence points to a separation perhaps as early as the fourth millennium BCE, making the Anatolian branch the first to diverge from Proto-Indo-European.

Archaeological evidence for this earlier chronology remains elusive, however. Archaeologist James Mellaart once proposed identifying the earliest Indo-European presence with the Demircihöyük culture of northwestern Anatolia (c. 3500-2500 BCE), but this connection remains speculative. More recently, David Anthony and Kristian Kristiansen have associated early Indo-European dispersals with the expansion of Yamnaya pastoralists from the Pontic-Caspian steppe after 3300 BCE, potentially including movements into Anatolia.

The routes by which Indo-European speakers entered Anatolia also remain uncertain. Three main possibilities have been proposed:

Recent archaeogenetic studies have shed new light on these questions. A 2019 study by Lazaridis et al. analyzed ancient DNA from Anatolian archaeological sites, finding evidence for steppe ancestry appearing in central Anatolia during the Early Bronze Age (c. 2800-2400 BCE). This timing broadly supports the traditional archaeological model, while being somewhat later than the linguistic evidence might suggest. However, the genetic contribution appears relatively modest, suggesting cultural and linguistic change may have occurred without wholesale population replacement.

Material Culture and Archaeological Signatures

Identifying archaeological signatures of early Indo-European speakers in Anatolia remains challenging. Unlike the Yamnaya expansion into Europe, which can be traced through distinctive burial practices and material culture, the material evidence in Anatolia shows more gradual transitions. This suggests a complex process of infiltration and acculturation rather than a single, dramatic invasion.

The Early Bronze Age III period (c. 2400-2000 BCE) does show significant changes in settlement patterns across central Anatolia, with many sites showing evidence of destruction or abandonment followed by rebuilding with modified architectural forms. At Alacahöyük, for instance, the famous "royal tombs" with their distinctive metalwork cease after this period, suggesting a significant cultural shift. Similar transitions are visible at sites like Kültepe, Alişar Höyük, and Acemhöyük.

Significant changes in ceramic traditions also appear during this period. The distinctive wheel-made "depas cups" and other forms associated with the "Anatolian Trade Network" of the mid-third millennium give way to new styles, including what Thissen has identified as "Central Anatolian Burnished Ware." These ceramic transitions, however, show regional variation and gradual adoption rather than sudden replacement, again suggesting a complex process of cultural interaction rather than simple replacement.

Changes in metallurgical traditions during this period may also reflect new populations or influences. The distinctive arsenical bronze traditions of Early Bronze Age Anatolia gradually give way to tin bronze technology, possibly reflecting new trade connections or technological knowledge. The appearance of distinctive toggle pins and other dress accessories might reflect changing clothing styles associated with new populations.

Perhaps most significantly, there appears to be a shift in settlement hierarchy and political organization during the late third millennium. The relatively egalitarian settlements of Early Bronze Age I-II give way to more hierarchical arrangements, with clearer evidence for elite residences and administrative structures. This transition might reflect the emergence of new forms of political organization associated with Indo-European social structures, though such connections remain speculative.

Interaction with Indigenous Hattian Populations

The Hattian Substrate

When Indo-European speakers arrived in central Anatolia, they encountered a well-established indigenous population now known as the Hattians. Our knowledge of Hattian culture comes primarily through the lens of later Hittite sources, as the Hattians themselves left no written records in their own language. Nevertheless, it is clear that Hattian cultural and religious traditions formed a crucial substrate for the emerging Hittite civilization.

Hittite archives preserve a small corpus of ritual texts that reveal the Hattian language, including phonetically recorded Hattian incantations with Hittite translations. These fragments reveal a non-Indo-European, non-Semitic language with no confirmed linguistic relatives, though some scholars have proposed connections to Northwest Caucasian languages. Key phonological features include distinctive consonant clusters and apparent vowel harmony, quite different from Indo-European patterns.

Hattian material culture is associated with the Early Bronze Age traditions of central Anatolia (c. 3000-2000 BCE). Archaeological sites like Alacahöyük, with its famous "royal tombs" containing sophisticated metalwork, represent the height of pre-Hittite civilization in the region. The distinctive zoomorphic vessels, solar discs, and standards found in these tombs reflect a rich symbolic tradition that would later influence Hittite religious iconography.

Settlement patterns suggest the Hattian cultural zone centered on north-central Anatolia, particularly the bend of the Kızılırmak River (classical Halys) where the Hittite capital of Hattuša would later be established. Major Hattian centers included Hattuša itself (known in Hattian as Hattus), Nerik, Zippalanda, and Arinna—all sites that would maintain religious significance throughout the Hittite period.

Cultural Synthesis and Adaptation

The interaction between Indo-European newcomers and indigenous Hattians appears to have been characterized more by integration and synthesis than by conflict and replacement. The archaeological record shows continuity in many aspects of material culture alongside gradual changes, suggesting a process of acculturation rather than conquest.

This pattern of cultural synthesis is clearly reflected in Hittite religion, where Hattian deities and rituals were incorporated wholesale into the emerging Hittite pantheon. The chief Hittite deities—the Storm God of Hatti and the Sun Goddess of Arinna—were Hattian in origin, their worship continuing with remarkable continuity despite the language shift. Hittite religious texts frequently specify that certain rituals should be performed "in the language of Hatti," indicating the prestige and perceived efficacy of Hattian religious traditions.

Hattian influence extended to royal ideology as well. The Hittite royal title, Tabarna/labarna, appears to be Hattian in origin. The practice of royal ancestors becoming deities after death, central to Hittite state religion, likely derives from Hattian traditions. Even the location of the Hittite capital at Hattuša represents continuity with earlier Hattian settlement, though the site appears to have been abandoned immediately before the Hittite reoccupation.

Material culture shows similar patterns of continuity and adaptation. Hittite artistic conventions, particularly in religious iconography, draw heavily on Hattian precedents. The double-headed eagle, which would become a prominent Hittite royal symbol, has antecedents in Early Bronze Age Anatolian art. Metallurgical techniques and stylistic preferences show evolution from Hattian traditions rather than wholesale replacement.

This pattern of cultural synthesis is not unique to Hittite-Hattian interactions but represents a broader pattern visible across Anatolia. In western Anatolia, Indo-European Luwian speakers similarly adopted and adapted indigenous Anatolian cultural elements. This process created distinctive regional cultures that, while sharing Indo-European linguistic features, developed along different trajectories based on their local substrates.

Elite Emulation and Population Genetics

The mechanism by which Indo-European languages came to dominate Anatolia despite apparent demographic continuity remains debated. One compelling model, supported by both archaeological and genetic evidence, involves elite dominance and language shift through social emulation rather than population replacement.

Under this model, relatively small groups of Indo-European speakers established themselves as political elites in Anatolian communities, perhaps leveraging military advantages (possibly including early use of horse-drawn vehicles) or new forms of social organization. Local populations gradually adopted the language of these elites through processes of social emulation and intermarriage, while maintaining many aspects of their traditional culture.

This model is consistent with the archaeogenetic evidence, which shows only modest genetic input from steppe-related populations in Bronze Age Anatolia. It also aligns with the archaeological evidence for continuity in material culture alongside changes in political organization. Similar processes of elite-driven language shift are well-documented in historical periods, providing plausible parallels.

The persistence of Hattian in religious contexts for centuries after it had ceased to be spoken in daily life reflects the common pattern of older languages maintaining ritual significance after vernacular use has ended. This phenomenon, visible in the use of Sumerian in Mesopotamia and Latin in medieval Europe, typically occurs when a language shift has been driven by prestige and social factors rather than wholesale population replacement.

Linguistic Evidence for Early Settlement Patterns

The Anatolian Branch of Indo-European

Linguistic evidence provides crucial insights into the early history of Indo-European speakers in Anatolia. The Anatolian languages—including Hittite, Luwian, Palaic, and later attestations such as Lycian, Lydian, and Carian—form the most divergent branch of the Indo-European family, lacking many features common to all other branches.

Key archaic features of Anatolian languages include:

These and other features suggest that the Anatolian branch separated from Proto-Indo-European before many innovations that characterize the remaining branches. This has led some linguists, including Edgar Sturtevant and Warren Cowgill, to propose an "Indo-Hittite" hypothesis, which treats Anatolian and "Core Indo-European" (ancestral to all non-Anatolian branches) as sister groups descending from an earlier common ancestor.

Whether one accepts the Indo-Hittite model or views Anatolian as simply the first branch to separate from Proto-Indo-European, the linguistic evidence points to an early divergence, possibly as early as the late fourth millennium BCE. This chronology aligns better with the "Early Arrival" archaeological models than with traditional theories placing Indo-European entry into Anatolia around 2000 BCE.

Internal Diversity and Geographic Distribution

The internal diversity of Anatolian languages provides further clues about early settlement patterns. By the time of our earliest substantial written evidence (c. 1650 BCE), three distinct Anatolian languages are attested:

This distribution suggests an early diversification of Anatolian languages following their initial entry into the peninsula. The relationship between these languages indicates that Luwian and Hittite shared a period of common development after separating from Palaic, suggesting a historical scenario where Proto-Anatolian speakers first divided into northern (Pre-Palaic) and southern (Pre-Luwian-Hittite) groups, with the latter subsequently dividing into the ancestors of Luwian and Hittite.

Onomastic evidence (personal and place names) extends our understanding of this linguistic geography. Place names in -ssa/-ssos (like Hattuša, Taruntassa) appear to have a Luwian origin, while names in -ma/-man (like Ankuwa, Zippalanda) may reflect Hattian origins. The distribution of these toponymic elements helps map linguistic zones even in periods before written records.

Personal names show similar patterns. The Hittite royal family used both native Indo-European names (like Mursili, containing the element murs- "to be short") and names of Hattian origin (like Ḫattušili, "man of Hattuša"). This onomastic mixing reflects the cultural synthesis discussed earlier and provides evidence for bilingualism and cultural integration in the early Hittite period.

Loanwords and Contact Phenomena

Patterns of loanwords between Anatolian languages and their neighbors provide additional evidence for early contact situations. Hittite contains numerous loanwords from Hattian, particularly in religious and political terminology. Terms like Tabarna/labarna (royal title), halentuwa (palace), and numerous divine names entered Hittite from Hattian, reflecting the significant cultural influence discussed earlier.

Loanwords also flowed between the Anatolian languages themselves. Hittite borrowed extensively from Luwian, with loanwords increasing over time as Luwian speakers became more numerous within the Hittite kingdom. By the late Hittite period (13th century BCE), Luwian influence on written Hittite is substantial, reflecting what Theo van den Hout has called a situation of "Luwian drift" within the empire.

Mesopotamian influence appears early, with Sumerian and Akkadian loanwords entering Hittite through trade contacts and the adoption of cuneiform writing. Terms related to scribal practice, administration, and international diplomacy were particularly likely to be borrowed from Mesopotamian sources.

These patterns of linguistic borrowing confirm the picture of cultural synthesis visible in the archaeological record. Rather than simple replacement of indigenous cultures by Indo-European newcomers, we see a complex process of integration and mutual influence, with the emerging Hittite culture drawing on multiple sources.

The Kültepe Merchant Archives and Early Hittite Presence

The Old Assyrian Trading Network

Our most detailed written evidence for Anatolia immediately before the rise of the Hittite kingdom comes from an unexpected source: Assyrian merchants. Beginning around 1950 BCE and continuing for approximately two centuries, merchants from the city of Assur in northern Mesopotamia established a network of trading colonies (kārum) in central Anatolian cities. The largest and most important of these was at Kanesh (modern Kültepe), near present-day Kayseri.

The Kültepe archives, discovered beginning in 1948 by Turkish archaeologist Tahsin Özgüç, comprise over 23,000 clay tablets written in Old Assyrian, a dialect of Akkadian. These documents—primarily commercial records, contracts, and letters—provide an unprecedented window into the economic, social, and political organization of central Anatolia during this crucial period.

The Assyrian merchants operated through family firms, with senior partners remaining in Assur while junior family members and agents staffed the Anatolian colonies. They imported tin (essential for bronze production) and textiles from Mesopotamia, exchanging these for Anatolian silver and gold. Agreements with local Anatolian rulers, who provided protection in exchange for substantial customs duties, governed this trade.

The Old Assyrian trading system operated through a hierarchy of establishments. The main colony (kārum) at Kanesh administered smaller stations (wabartum) in surrounding towns. A sophisticated system of caravans and messengers kept the entire network communicating, with letters taking about six weeks to travel between Assur and Kanesh.

Anatolian Society Through Assyrian Eyes

Although written from an Assyrian perspective, the Kültepe texts provide crucial information about Anatolian society on the eve of Hittite state formation. Central Anatolia was divided into numerous small kingdoms; each centered on an urban center ruled by a king (rubā'um) and queen (rubātum). These polities engaged in frequent conflicts, forming shifting alliances and occasionally establishing temporary hegemonies.

The political geography revealed in these texts shows many cities that would later feature prominently in Hittite history. Kanesh itself was a major kingdom, while other significant centers included Purushanda (possibly modern Acemhöyük), Wahsusana, and Hattuša. The latter appears in the Kültepe texts as a minor center, destroyed during a regional conflict—an event also mentioned in later Hittite historical texts.

Socially, these Anatolian kingdoms appear to have been organized around extended royal families, with various relatives of the king holding administrative positions. Local assemblies (tuzinnum) also played a role in governance, particularly in commercial matters. The Assyrian merchants interacted primarily with urban elites, though their texts occasionally mention rural populations and agricultural activities.

Economically, the region was more developed than previously recognized. Besides agriculture and animal husbandry, local industries included textile production, metallurgy, and pottery manufacture. Internal trade networks predated and coexisted with the Assyrian system, with local merchants (alahhinnum) continuing to operate alongside their Assyrian counterparts.

Indo-European Presence in the Kültepe Texts

The Kültepe archives provide our earliest textual evidence for Indo-European speakers in central Anatolia. Although written in Akkadian, the texts contain numerous Anatolian personal names, allowing linguistic identification of the populations involved. Analysis by scholars like Gojko Barjamovic and Ilya Yakubovich has revealed three main groups:

This distribution broadly matches the linguistic geography known from later periods, suggesting that the basic pattern of Anatolian language distribution was already established by 1900 BCE. The concentration of Nesite names in and around Kanesh explains why the Hittites later called their language "Nesite"—it appears to have been the primary language of this important city.

Particularly significant is the appearance of distinctively Indo-European royal names in several kingdoms. The rulers of Kanesh during the period of level II (c. 1950-1836 BCE) include kings with names like Inar, Warshama, and Pithana—all plausibly Indo-European. This suggests that Indo-European speakers had already established themselves as political elites in parts of central Anatolia by this time.

The Rise of Pithana and Anitta

The Kültepe archives document the beginning of political consolidation that would ultimately lead to the Hittite kingdom. During level Ib (c. 1835-1700 BCE), the texts record the rise of two kings of Kanesh who expanded their control over neighboring territories: Pithana and his son Anitta.

According to both the contemporary Kültepe texts and a later Hittite document known as the "Anitta Text," Pithana conquered Kanesh but "did no harm to its inhabitants." His son Anitta then embarked on a series of campaigns that brought much of central Anatolia under his control. He defeated the king of Hattuša, cursing the site and sowing it with weeds—an act of ritual destruction meant to prevent its reoccupation.

Anitta's achievements represent the first documented attempt to create a unified kingdom in central Anatolia. He adopted the title "Great King" (rubā'um rabium), previously used by major powers like Assyria, and received diplomatic recognition from distant rulers. His kingdom, however, appears to have collapsed after his death, with central Anatolia returning to a system of competing small states.

The significance of Pithana and Anitta for later Hittite history is complex. Although the first documented kings of the Hittite Old Kingdom (beginning c. 1650 BCE) do not claim direct descent from Anitta, they clearly viewed him as an important predecessor. The preservation and copying of the "Anitta Text" in the Hittite capital—ironically built at Hattuša, the very site Anitta had cursed—indicates a desire to connect with this earlier tradition of central Anatolian kingship.

The "Dark Age" and Hittite State Formation

The period between the end of the Kültepe archives (c. 1700 BCE) and the emergence of the Hittite kingdom (c. 1650 BCE) remains poorly documented. Archaeological evidence suggests political fragmentation and conflict, with many sites showing destruction layers. This "dark age" may have resulted from several factors, including the collapse of the Old Assyrian trading system, climate deterioration evidenced in dendrochronological records, and possibly population movements from the east.

The emergence of the Hittite kingdom under Ḫattušili I (c. 1650 BCE) represents both continuity and innovation relative to the preceding period. Like Anitta, Ḫattušili sought to unify central Anatolia under a single authority. Unlike Anitta, however, he established his capital at Hattuša, deliberately rejecting his predecessor's curse. This choice may reflect practical considerations—Hattuša's naturally defensible position made it an ideal capital—but also symbolically connected the new kingdom to Hattian traditions.

Ḫattušili and his successor Mursili I expanded Hittite control beyond central Anatolia, campaigning in northern Syria and even raiding Babylon around 1595 BCE. These campaigns established patterns of imperial expansion that would characterize the Hittite kingdom throughout its history. They also connected the Hittites to the broader Near Eastern world, setting the stage for their emergence as a major international power.

Conclusion: The Emergence of Hittite Identity

The evidence reviewed above reveals the complex origins of Hittite civilization through a process of cultural synthesis. Rather than representing the simple replacement of indigenous cultures by Indo-European newcomers, the Hittite kingdom emerged through centuries of interaction between multiple populations: indigenous Hattians, Indo-European Nesites and Luwians, and influences from Mesopotamia and Syria.

This process of ethnogenesis—the formation of a new cultural identity from diverse sources—characterizes many ancient societies but is particularly well-documented for the Hittites. The resulting civilization maintained awareness of its composite nature, preserving Hattian religious traditions alongside Indo-European political institutions and adopting Mesopotamian scribal practices.

The Hittite case offers valuable insights into broader questions of cultural contact and language shift in prehistory. It demonstrates that linguistic replacement need not involve wholesale population replacement, with elite dominance and gradual language shift providing a plausible mechanism. It also shows how new political formations can emerge from the creative synthesis of diverse cultural traditions, producing innovative solutions to the challenges of state formation.

In the chapters that follow, we will examine how this synthetic Hittite civilization developed through the Old Kingdom period (c. 1650-1400 BCE) and into the Empire period (c. 1400-1180 BCE), becoming one of the great powers of the Late Bronze Age Near East.
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Chapter 2

The Emergence of Hittite Kingdoms





Pitḫana and Anitta: The Precursors of Hittite Power

The emergence of the Hittite kingdom in central Anatolia did not occur in a political vacuum. Long before Ḫattušili I established what we recognize as the Hittite Old Kingdom around 1650 BCE, the groundwork for centralized authority had been laid by two remarkable rulers: Pitḫana and his son, Anitta. Their achievements, documented in both contemporary texts and later Hittite records, provide crucial insights into the political landscape that preceded and influenced the formation of the Hittite state. 

The Textual Evidence

Our knowledge of Pitḫana and Anitta derives primarily from two textual sources. The first comprises contemporary documents from the merchant colony at Kültepe (ancient Kanesh), written in Old Assyrian during the level Ib period (c. 1835-1700 BCE). These include references to local rulers in business transactions and occasional mentions of political events. The second, more detailed source is the so-called "Anitta Text," a Hittite-language composition preserved in several copies from the Hittite capital of Hattuša, dating to the 16th-13th centuries BCE.

The "Anitta Text" presents itself as Anitta's own account of his achievements, beginning with the statement: "Thus (speaks) Anitta, son of Pitḫana, king of Kuššara." While clearly based on authentic historical traditions, the text as we have it is not a contemporary document but a later composition, possibly incorporating elements of genuine royal inscriptions. As the Hittitologist Harry Hoffner noted, "The Anitta Text represents the earliest attested example of historiography in an Indo-European language, predating even the earliest Greek historical writings by a millennium" (Hoffner 1997: 182).

The text's preservation and copying by later Hittite scribes indicates its significance in Hittite historical consciousness. It served to connect the Hittite kingdom with an earlier tradition of central Anatolian rulership, even as it described the destruction of what would later become their capital.

Pitḫana of Kuššara: The Foundation of a Dynasty

According to both the Kültepe archives and the "Anitta Text," Pitḫana originated from the city of Kuššara, a settlement that has not yet been conclusively identified archaeologically but was likely located in the anti-Taurus mountains east of Kanesh. The "Anitta Text" describes his conquest of Kanesh (Neša in Hittite) in straightforward terms:

"Pitḫana, king of Kuššara, came down against the city of Neša in the night by force of arms, and took it. He seized the king of Neša, but did no harm to the inhabitants of Neša; he made them mothers and fathers" (KBo 3.22 obv. 1-7).

This passage reveals several important aspects of Pitḫana's political approach. First, his conquest was strategic and swift, executed as a night attack that targeted the existing ruler while minimizing civilian casualties. Second, his treatment of the conquered population—making them "mothers and fathers"—suggests a policy of incorporation rather than subjugation. This idiom, which appears in later Hittite texts as well, indicates the establishment of a relationship of mutual obligation between ruler and subjects.

The archaeological evidence from Kanesh corroborates this account of relatively peaceful transition. Level Ib at Kültepe, which corresponds chronologically to Pitḫana's conquest, shows no evidence of widespread destruction. Instead, we see continuity in material culture alongside administrative changes that likely reflect the new political order.

Pitḫana's conquest of Kanesh represented a significant political development in central Anatolia. Kanesh was already a major economic center due to the presence of the Assyrian merchant colony (kārum), which connected central Anatolia to northern Mesopotamia through an extensive trading network. By making it his capital, Pitḫana gained control over important trade routes and access to the wealth generated by international commerce.

The Assyrian merchants, who had established their colony with the permission of local rulers, appear to have adapted pragmatically to the new political situation. Tablets from the kārum Kanesh level Ib mention both Pitḫana and Anitta, indicating that business continued under the new regime. One text refers to "the palace of Pitḫana," suggesting that he established a royal residence in or near the city.

While the "Anitta Text" focuses primarily on his son's achievements, the conquest of Kanesh established Pitḫana as the founder of what would become, under Anitta, the first documented kingdom to unite a substantial portion of central Anatolia. His decision to relocate his capital from Kuššara to Kanesh also set a precedent for later Hittite rulers, who similarly moved their capital for strategic purposes.

Anitta: Creator of the First Central Anatolian Kingdom

Upon succeeding his father, Anitta embarked on an ambitious program of territorial expansion that transformed the political landscape of central Anatolia. The "Anitta Text" details a series of military campaigns against neighboring cities, culminating in the defeat of Hattuša and its ruler Piyusti. Through these conquests, Anitta created what archaeologist Trevor Bryce has called "the first attested kingdom in central Anatolia" (Bryce 2005: 37).

Military Campaigns and Territorial Expansion

The "Anitta Text" presents Anitta's military activities as responses to aggression by neighboring rulers. Anitta first campaigned against Ullamma, whose king had "risen up" against him. After defeating Ullamma, Anitta faced a coalition led by Huzziya, king of Zalpuwa, who had previously stolen the divine statue of Neša, the Šiuš (Storm God). Anitta defeated Huzziya, captured Zalpuwa, and returned the deity to Neša, an act that legitimized his rule in religious terms.

Subsequent campaigns brought Anitta into conflict with Piyusti, king of Hattuša. After defeating him in battle, Anitta captured and destroyed the city:
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