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1
Introduction

War is a matter of vital importance to the State; the province of life or death; 
the road to survival or ruin. It is mandatory that it be thoroughly studied.

—Sun Tzu, The Art of War 1.1

As throughout most of the world, warfare was common throughout the 
ancient Near East.1 Most people would have seen warfare firsthand at 
some point in their life and virtually all major aspects of life in the ancient 
Near East were affected in some way by violent conflict. Since the study 
of warfare is essential to understanding many areas of life, a never-ending 
stream of work has addressed the topic. However, due to the linguistic 
diversity, geographical spread, and long time frame of the ancient Near 
East, these studies on warfare tend to be limited to specific cultures, time 
periods, or topics.2 In addition, much of the specialized work on war-
fare has been known only to scholars in that particular field. Although 
sourcebooks have been published on warfare in later periods (such as 
warfare among the Greeks and Romans), fewer scholars have compiled 

1. For two scholars’ opinion of the eighty major battles of the period, see Nigel 
Stillman and Nigel Tallis, Armies of the Ancient Near East: 3,000 BC to 539 BC; Organi-
sation, Tactics, Dress and Equipment (Cambridge: Wargames Research Group, 1984), 
69–90.

2. Cultures: Jack M. Sasson, The Military Establishment at Mari, StPohl 3 (Rome: 
Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1969); Richard H. Beal, The Organization of the Hittite 
Military, THeth 20 (Heidelberg: Winter, 1992); Anthony J. Spalinger, War in Ancient 
Egypt: The New Kingdom, Ancient World at War (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2005). Time 
periods: William J. Hamblin, Warfare in the Ancient Near East to 1600 BC: Holy War-
riors at the Dawn of History, Warfare and History (London: Routledge, 2006). Topics: 
Robert Drews, Early Riders: The Beginnings of Mounted Warfare in Asia and Europe 
(New York: Routledge, 2004); Israel Eph‘al, The City Besieged: Siege and Its Manifesta-
tions in the Ancient Near East, CHANE 36 (Leiden: Brill, 2009).
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2	 FIGHTING FOR THE KING AND THE GODS

the material in the ancient Near East.3 Yigael Yadin’s The Art of Warfare 
in Biblical Lands is the best in the genre for the ancient Near East, but it 
is now over fifty years old (1963), making it difficult for readers to track 
down sources, and it organizes the data in terms of the Old Testament.4

This book seeks to fill that void by gathering and summarizing a wide 
variety of texts and images concerning many aspects of warfare in the 
ancient Near East to provide an introduction to the topic. (In personal 
terms, this is the book I wish existed when I was writing my dissertation!) 
The information gathered here (from the earliest texts of the ancient Near 
East to the early Persian period) illustrates various viewpoints on war 
and shows how warfare was an integral part of life. We will pay attention 
not only to the victors and the famous battles, but also to the suffering 
that war brought to innumerable nameless victims, as well as the many 
more mundane aspects of warfare. Although several of these texts are well 
known (such as Ramesses II’s battle against the Hittites at Qadesh), many 
of them are less well known (especially the more “realistic” texts about 
warfare like letters). One of the main goals of the book is to make it easier 
for readers to track down both these sources. References to representative 
secondary literature in each specific aspect of warfare are also included to 
allow for further study. Preference will be given to English translations of 
texts and secondary sources, but a selection of secondary sources in other 
languages will also be cited throughout the work to help those seeking to 
do further research.

Although the focus is on texts, we will also address visual images (and 
include representative examples of these images throughout the book). 
Many of these images, especially those from the British Museum and 
the Louvre, are freely available for viewing online. In general, an Inter-
net search for the image with the name of the museum and its museum 
number leads to a picture of the relief. For example, searching for “British 
Museum 118904” yields a picture of a relief from Tiglath-pileser III depict-
ing Assyrian archers attacking an enemy city (see the top right corner of 

3. William K. Pritchett, The Greek State at War, 5 vols. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1971); Brian Campbell, The Roman Army, 31 BC–AD 337: A Source-
book (London: Routledge, 1994); Michael Sage, Warfare in Ancient Greece: A Source-
book (London: Routledge, 1996); Adrian Goldsworthy, The Roman Army at War: 100 
BC–AD 200, OCM (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996).

4. Yigael Yadin, The Art of Warfare in Biblical Lands: In the Light of Archaeological 
Study, trans. M. Pearlman, 2 vols. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963).SBL P
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	 1. INTRODUCTION	 3

fig. 1.15). Many drawings from the 1800s of now-lost reliefs are also found 
on the British Museum website, referred to as the Original Drawings vol-
umes. They are abbreviated in the form Or.Dr.IV.78 (a drawing of a relief 
of Sennacherib showing his troops in boats), which is picture 78 from vol. 
4. When relevant, we will also cite a few archaeological sources throughout 
the book, especially when it comes to fortifications, weapons, and armor.
This book is intended for a variety of audiences. Ancient Near Eastern 
scholars will benefit from the book, as it provides a collection of warfare 
texts from a variety of cultures as well as recent research in the field. Bibli-
cal scholars will find it helpful as a reference for comparing biblical texts 
about warfare with a broader ancient Near Eastern background. Finally, 
military historians and others interested in warfare in general will find 
this book an easy pathway to investigating ancient warfare. Most works on 
ancient military history spend little time in the ancient Near East, and a 
survey of the various aspects of warfare for the era will go some distance 
to alleviating the problem of finding sources and alerting these scholars to 
the importance of the time period for their research.6

1.1. Old and New Military History

Before looking at warfare in the ancient Near East specifically, it will be 
helpful to survey briefly the state of the field of military history. The aca-
demic field of military history began in the nineteenth century as a way 
to systematize the study of warfare and fight battles more effectively.7 Now 
called old military history, it tended to focus on the tactics and strategies 
of battles and campaigns, the generals leading the troops, and the weapons 
and armor employed in warfare. Many books on warfare in the ancient 

5. A detailed photograph of BM 118904 may be found at §7.2.4, of BM 118882 at 
§6.3.4, and of BM 118902 at §4.5.4.

6. For more on the Eurocentric focus of many military historians, see Jeremy 
Black, Rethinking Military History (London: Routledge, 2004), 66–103.

7. For various studies of the history and current state of military history, see 
John Whiteclay Chambers II, “The New Military History: Myth and Reality,” JMH 55 
(1991): 395–406; Black, Rethinking Military History, 26–63; Robert M. Citino, “Mili-
tary Histories Old and New: A Reintroduction,” AHR 112 (2007): 1070–90; Lee L. 
Brice and Jennifer T. Robert, “Introduction,” in Recent Directions in the Military His-
tory of the Ancient World, ed. Lee L. Brice and Jennifer T. Roberts, PAAH 10 (Clare-
mont: Regina, 2011), 1–10.SBL P
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4	 FIGHTING FOR THE KING AND THE GODS

Near East continue this focus, especially those written at a popular level.8 
This book will be covering much of this ground, especially in the chapters 
on battles and weapons and armor.

In the twentieth century the field of military history has developed a 
negative reputation in scholarly circles, and both the number of military 
history faculty positions and the field’s range of influence among academ-
ics have declined. The reasons for this include the backlash against warfare 
as a result of the Vietnam War, the immense popularity of the topic at 
the popular level (and the substandard value of much of the material pro-
duced for that audience), and the restricted focus of old military history. 
Military historians have been actively fighting this trend, as demonstrated 
by the recent publication of a “White Paper” by the Society for Military 

8. Stillman and Tallis, Armies of the Ancient Near East; Nic Fields, Bronze Age War 
Chariots, New Vanguard 119 (Oxford: Osprey, 2006); Trevor Bryce, Hittite Warrior, 
Warrior 120 (Oxford: Osprey, 2007).

Fig. 1.1. Assyrian reliefs from Tiglath-pileser III; BM 118904 (top right), BM 118882 
(bottom), and BM 118902 (top left). Photo courtesy of Hannah and Faith Grady.
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History, which argued for the necessity of military history as part of the 
broader field of history.9

Military history has expanded in recent decades by paying greater 
attention to the common soldiers in warfare (rather than focusing solely 
on the “great men” in charge of armies), as exemplified most famously by 
John Keegan’s The Face of Battle.10 This book will address that question 
(especially in the chapter on officers and soldiers), though unfortunately 
the data available for study in this area in the ancient Near East is minimal.

One major argument for the continued relevance of military history 
has been the expansion of its focus to what is often called new military his-
tory, which studies how warfare relates to other areas (such as the connec-
tion between warfare and society). Jeremy Black summarizes new military 
history in the following way.

War and society pursues the relationship between war and social class, 
gender, etc. at one level and at another asks how far war mirrors society: 
in what way the military and the exercise of military might reflect social 
constructs and images. There is now an extensive literature on such 
varied subjects as conscription, memorializing war, the appearance of 
the military, not least the purpose of uniform, the military and health, 
the environmental consequences of war, the gender aspects of military 
history, and war as a form of disciplining bodies and applying violence 
to the body.11

Scholars looking at the ancient Near East have many books that fit within 
this genre.12 This book will look at many of these aspects, especially in the 
chapters on preparation for war, the results of war, and officers and soldiers. 
While much more could be said about war and society, it is to be hoped that 
the portions covered in this book will allow others to develop them in more 
depth. The popularity of new military history among military historians is 

9. Tami Davis Biddle and Robert M. Citino, “The Role of Military History in the 
Contemporary Academy: A Society for Military History White Paper,” 2014, http://
tinyurl.com/SBL0394a.

10. John Keegan, The Face of Battle (New York: Viking, 1976); for more on this 
trend in research and publication, see Black, Rethinking Military History, 35–37.

11. Black, Rethinking Military History, 50.
12. E.g., Andrea M. Gnirs, Militär und Gesellschaft: Ein Beitrag zur Socialge-

schichte des Neuen Reiches, SAGA 17 (Heidelberg: Heidelberg Orientverlag, 1996); 
Spalinger, War in Ancient Egypt.SBL P
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6	 FIGHTING FOR THE KING AND THE GODS

now such that one scholar says this about it, “Once controversial, and still 
the occasional subject of grumbling from a traditionalist old guard, the 
new military history is today an integral, even dominant, part of the parent 
field from which it emerged. It has been around so long, in fact, and has 
established itself so firmly, that it seems silly to keep calling it ‘new.’”13

Finally, military history has expanded by discussing to a greater extent 
the role of memory and warfare. Popular culture often provides us with 
views of wars and battles that do not reflect how contemporaries of the wars 
viewed them. How wars are remembered often create controversy, such 
as the acrimonious discussion in Germany about the role of the German 
army in the Holocaust or the dispute about displaying the Enola Gay (the 
plane that dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima) in the Smithsonian 
Institute. This branch of military history has many parallels in scholarly 
circles, such as the recent focus on reception history in biblical studies. 
This new focus of military history could reap great dividends in the ancient 
Near East, where memory of past battles played such an important role.

1.2. Historicity

Before beginning a study of warfare in the ancient Near East, it is impor-
tant to express a cautionary word about the historicity of many of the 
sources of our information. Concerns about the accuracy of sources are 
not restricted to ancient times, but are present in modern times as well. 
Black cites a modern officer who says, “I am apt to turn a rather jaundiced 
eye on strength returns—perhaps because of vague memories of conjuring 
rabbits out of hats, as an adjutant a long time ago!”14

The most famous source of information about warfare from the ancient 
Near East comes from the royal annals, which clearly reflect the perspec-
tive of the king.15 Designed to glorify the king, these texts always magnify 

13. Citino, “Military Histories Old and New,” 1071.
14. Letter from C. J. C. Molony to Liddell Hart, October 7, 1958; quoted in Black, 

Rethinking Military History, 31; Black also presents many other similar examples there 
about the difficulty of trusting sources in modern times.

15. For an entry point into the genre of the annals in the ancient Near East (and 
especially the Assyrian annals), see A. Kirk Grayson, “Assyrian Royal Inscriptions: 
Literary Characteristics,” in Assyrian Royal Inscriptions: New Horizons in Literary, 
Ideological, and Historical Analysis: Papers of a Symposium Held in Cetona (Siena) 
June 26–28, 1980, ed. F. M. Fales, OAC 17 (Rome: Istituto Per L’Oriente, 1981), 35–48; 
Hayim Tadmor, “History and Ideology in the Assyrian Royal Inscriptions,” in Fales, SBL P
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the victories of the king and his superiority over the enemy. Although the 
annals exhibit broad similarities between cultures, each nation wrote their 
annals in distinctive styles. Even within the same culture, various ways of 
writing military accounts are attested; for example, the Egyptians wrote 
several different kinds of military accounts, depending on such factors 
as whether the pharaoh was present in the battle.16 As will be discussed 
below, it appears that scribes accompanied the army on at least some cam-
paigns for the major powers and wrote war diaries recording the events of 
the campaign. Due to the propagandistic nature of the annals and reliefs, 
caution must be exercised in depending upon these accounts for gain-
ing historical knowledge. However, it appears that as much as they might 
stretch the truth, they did not often invent events wholesale.17

Alongside royal annals, the other major source of information about 
warfare in the ancient Near East comes from administrative documents, 
especially letters. Since these letters reflect more of the everyday practice 
of warfare, they are most likely closer to the reality of the situation and can 
be trusted to bring us closer to the reality of the situation. However, even 
letters were biased in particular directions; a letter to the king of Ur might 
have exaggerated the size of an army to sway the king.18

One of the most obvious examples of biased tests is the scribal texts 
from Egypt in the Ramesside Period (Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties 
in the New Kingdom) that were designed to persuade the reader that the 

Assyrian Royal Inscriptions, 13–34; Mario Liverani, Prestige and Interest: International 
Relations in the Near East ca. 1600–1100 B.C., HANE/S 1 (Padova: Sargon, 1990); 
Tadmor, “Propaganda, Literature, Historiography: Cracking the Code of the Assyr-
ian Royal Inscriptions,” in Assyria 1995: Proceedings of the Tenth Anniversary Sympo-
sium of the Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project Helsinki, September 7–11, 1995, ed. Simo 
Parpola and Robert M. Whiting (Helsinki: Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project, 1997), 
325–38; Frederick Mario Fales, “Assyrian Royal Inscriptions: Newer Horizons,” SAAB 
13 (1999): 115–44.

16. For a survey of these genres, see Anthony J. Spalinger, Aspects of the Military 
Documents of the Ancient Egyptians, YNER 9 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982).

17. Sarah C. Melville, The Campaigns of Sargon II, King of Assyria, 721–705 B.C., 
Campaigns and Commanders (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2016), 10; 
however, others have a more suspicious perspective; for example, see Mattias Karls-
son, Relations of Power in Early Neo-Assyrian State Ideology, SANER 10 (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2016), 12–13.

18. Bertrand Lafont, “The Army of the Kings of Ur: The Textual Evidence,” Cunei-
form Digital Library Journal 5 (2009): 20, http://tinyurl.com/SBL0394c.SBL P
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8	 FIGHTING FOR THE KING AND THE GODS

position of a scribe was the best profession by highlighting the difficul-
ties of the other professions that a young man might choose, including 
the army. Since the authors were prejudiced against the military and as a 
scribe they would have most likely also misunderstood warfare, the anti-
military scribal texts must be used cautiously in reconstructing Egyptian 
warfare. 19

Although myths are not cited extensively in this book, they should not 
be ignored in studying warfare, as they reveal to us in how people view the 
world.20 Poetic texts speak of warfare on occasions, such as the laments. 
In a few cases, even mathematical texts refer to warfare. However, while 
all these kinds of texts can be mined for information about warfare, their 
focus is not on providing an accurate picture of warfare, and great restraint 
should be employed. Ritual texts provide us a glimpse into how the mili-
tary perceived the connection between the gods and warfare; many rituals 
were conducted before and after battles to gain the favor of the gods. The 
ritual texts can most likely be trusted to provide an accurate description of 
the rituals performed, though the meaning and significance of these ritu-
als is often not clear.

One of the most contested texts relating to historicity in the ancient 
Near East is the Old Testament. Given the massive amount of scholarship 
on the topic, this is not the place to enter into the debate.21 Although it is 
important to recognize that many doubt the historicity of larger or smaller 
portions of the Old Testament, simply rejecting the Old Testament entirely 
as a source of warfare material does not seem to be the best way forward 
(especially since the historicity of many other texts throughout the ancient 
Near East is also doubted). This book will take a compromise approach by 
focusing mostly on the least controversial portion of the Old Testament, 
the time of the divided monarchy.

19. Anthony J. Spalinger, “The Paradise of Scribes and the Tartarus of Soldiers,” 
in Five Views on Egypt, LingAegSM 6 (Göttingen: Seminar für Ägyptologie und Kop-
tologie, 2006), 5–50.

20. Bustenay Oded, War, Peace, and Empire: Justifications for War in Assyrian 
Royal Inscriptions (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 1992), 4.

21. For recent discussion, see Megan Bishop Moore and Brad E. Kelle, Biblical 
History and Israel’s Past: The Changing Study of the Bible and History (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2011); Iain Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman III, A Biblical 
History of Israel, 2nd ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2015).SBL P
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Alongside texts, another major source of information about warfare is 
the reliefs depicting warfare. Since most of these reliefs are royal reliefs, they 
employ the same perspective as the royal annals and suffer from similar 
pitfalls in their employment to reconstruct historical events. Other reliefs 
have been found in tombs (especially in Egypt) or on seals. Although these 
might be somewhat more reliable than the royal reliefs, they are still pro-
duced by the elite who are trying to influence either the gods or the people 
around them for their own benefit and must also be used with caution. 
Finally, some information about warfare can be gleaned from archaeology, 
especially about fortifications, weapons, and armor. They might seem to be 
the more trustworthy pieces of evidence, but they still require a high level 
of interpretation at both a basic level (dating and function) and a higher 
level (what they actually tell us about warfare). Their use is further compli-
cated by the question of unprovenanced artifacts.

1.3. Structure of the Book

Since the topic of warfare in the ancient Near East is so wide-ranging, struc-
turing a book of this type is difficult. The typical path taken is to divide the 
material into larger sections based on geography and time period, within 
which a series of smaller sections describe various aspects of warfare.22 
The strength of this approach is to ensure that warfare is clearly presented 
within its historical and geographical context, but the drawback is that it 
makes it difficult to find all the material on a certain topic. For example, 
if one wanted to read about sieges, then the reader must employ the index 
or the table of contents to find the appropriate section within each geo-
graphical unit and time period. This book will swap the normal pattern by 
making the larger sections based on various aspects of warfare, with smaller 
sections within each chapter based on geography and time period. Such a 
structure will allow the book to be more easily used as a reference book.

The first half of the book will roughly follow the temporal order of a 
stereotypical war. After this introduction, chapter 2 will address the various 
casus belli of nations in the ancient Near East, dividing them into catego-
ries of defense, protection against chaos, and acquisition. A final section in 
the chapter will examine why nations sometimes did not go to war. Chap-

22. E.g., Yadin, Art of Warfare in Biblical Lands; Hamblin, Warfare in the Ancient 
Near East to 1600 BC.SBL P
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ter 3 will move on to examine how nations prepared for warfare, including 
studies of communication with the enemy, military intelligence, mustering 
troops, marching to war, the king’s role before battle, and preparing defenses. 
Chapter 4 will focus on the battles themselves, including open-field battles, 
communication during battle, the role of chariots and cavalry, sieges, naval 
combat, single combat, deception in warfare, and the participation of the 
kings in battle. Chapter 5 will examine the results of battle, incorporating 
flight, the taking of prisoners and plunder, the humiliation of enemies, urbi-
cide, extermination of enemies, the political and religious results of con-
quest, other responses to victory and defeat, and conflicted memories.

The second half of the book will look at selected topics related to war-
fare. A study of officers and soldiers will be the focus of chapter 6, explor-
ing the command structure of ancient Near Eastern armies, the size of 
armies, the role of military scribes, the training of soldiers, the life of a 
soldier on campaign, the actions of problematic soldiers, and the fate of 
missing and killed soldiers. Weapons and armor are the topic in chapter 
7, divided into short-range weapons, long-range weapons, and defensive 
equipment. Finally, chapter 8 considers the role of divine warriors, includ-
ing divine combat, calls for divine help, messages from the divine warrior, 
divine abandonment, divine weapons and incorporation into myths, and 
the role of the divine warrior in battle.

1.4. Cultural and Geographical Groupings

Since the ancient Near East contains far too many diverse cultures to cover 
for every single topic, for the sake of presentation in this book they have 
been gathered into six different groups to illustrate some level of the diver-
sity throughout the ancient Near East without inundating the reader with 
too much detail. The following section will describe these six groups, high-
lighting the main sources of information about warfare from each group.

Most broadly, fours volumes contain texts and images that address 
warfare from a wide variety of cultures and will be frequently cited in this 
book by their abbreviations. Two prominent sources were edited by James 
B. Pritchard: Ancient Near Eastern Texts (ANET) and Ancient Near East-
ern Pictures (ANEP).23 More recent sources include William W. Hallo and 

23. James B. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts: Relating to the Old Testament, 
3rd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969); Pritchard, The Ancient Near SBL P
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