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Late Bronze Age: 1700-1200 BC

G8 of the Late Bronze Age world = Aegean, Egyptians, Hittites, Canaanites, 
Cypriots, Mitanni, Assyrians, and Babylonians
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Here, we are looking at a Small World Network --with multiple civilizations all 
interacting and at least partially dependent upon each other, for both raw 
materials and finished goods. 



Bronze = Tin + Copper
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Ñ 18th century BCE; reign of Zimri-Lim = Other Mari texts list objects of 
Caphtorian (Minoan) manufacture, ranging from vases and leather sandals to 
weapons, some covered with gold and encrusted with lapis lazuli. 

Ñ Transliteration:
Ñ 5-12.  1 [KUŠ me-še-en] SUHUB2 k[a-a]p-ta-ri-/tum
Ñ ša a[-n]a e-er Iha-mu-ra-pi LUGAL KÁ-DINGIR-RAKI
Ñ Iba-ah-di-l[i]-imú-bi-il-ma ú-te-ru-nim

Ñ Translation:
Ñ 5-12.  "One pair of leather shoes in the Caphtorian style, which to the palace 

of Hammurabi, King of Babylon, Bahdi-Lim (an official) carried, but which were 
returned." 

Mari Letters



Collapse…ca. 1200 BC

http://www.historyandcivilization.com/The_Sea_Peoples_in_the_Easern_Mediterranean_c_1200BC-_Ian_Mladjov_UMichigan.jpg



Major sites in the Aegean and the Eastern 
Mediterranean that were destroyed 

c. 1225-1175 BCE



§ Magnitude of the catastrophe was 
enormous

§ It was a loss such as the world 
would not see again until the 
Roman Empire collapsed more than 
fifteen hundred years later



a) Sea Peoples originally (and frequently still) blamed 
i) but not clear if they did all that they are blamed for

b) what else could have caused it? Also evidence for:
i) Drought – in Levant and Cyprus
ii) Famine – in Anatolia, Ugarit, and elsewhere
iii) Invaders – Ugarit kiln letter; Tweini and Ugarit 
iv) Earthquakes – Greece, Anatolia, and Levant

Gone, all gone; but what caused it?



§ 1207 BC (5th year of Merneptah)
§ 1177 BC (8th year of Ramses III)

Original Hypothesis:
Sea Peoples



Wall Relief at Medinet Habu

Gaston Maspero’s hypothesis: Sea Peoples = culprits; 
formulated in 1860s-1870s, solidified by 1901



“The foreign countries made a conspiracy in their islands. 
All at once the lands were removed and scattered in the fray. 
No land could stand before their arms, from Khatte, Qode, 
Carchemish, Arzawa, and Alashiya on, being cut off at [one 
time]. A camp [was set up] in one place in Amor. They 
desolated its people, and its land was like that which has 
never come into being. They were coming forward toward 
Egypt, while the flame was prepared before them. Their 
confederation was the Peleset, Tjekker, Shekelesh, Denye(n), 
and Weshesh, lands united. They laid their hands upon the 
lands as far as the circuit of the earth, their hearts confident 
and trusting: “Our plans will succeed!””

(Wilson 1969, 262)

Ramses III’s Sea Peoples Inscription, 
Year 8 (1177 BCE)



Ramses III’s Sea Peoples Inscription, 
Papyrus Harris, Year 12

“I overthrew those who invaded them from their lands.  I 
slew the Denyen [who are] in their isles, the Tjekker and the 
Peleset were made ashes.  The Shardana and the Weshesh of 
the sea, they were made as those that exist not, taken captive 
at one time, brought as captives to Egypt, like the sand of the 
shore.  I settled them in strongholds bound in my name.  
Numerous were their classes like hundred-thousands.  I 
taxed them all, in clothing and grain from the store-houses 
and granaries each year.”



This was a migration; a movement of people.



Drought



(1966) Proposed drought ended Mycenaean 
civilization ca. 1200 BC; but no scientific proof



Kaniewski et al. 2011



Tell Tweini, Syria;
Kaniewski et al. 2011

300 year ‘dry event’: pollen retrieved from alluvial deposits near the site 
suggest that “drier climatic conditions occurred in the  Mediterranean belt 
of Syria from the late 13th/early 12th centuries BC to the 9th century BC.”



Hala Sultan Tekke, Cyprus;
Kaniewski et al. 2013

“’major environmental
changes’ took place in 
this area during the 
period from 1200 to 
850 BC.” … the area 
“turned into a drier 
landscape [and] the 
precipitation and 
groundwater probably
became insufficient to 
maintain sustainable 
agriculture in this 
place.”



Drake 2012

Three additional lines of evidence all suggest the Early Iron Age was more arid 
than the preceding Bronze Age, including a drop in the temperature of the 
surface of the sea; the change most likely occurred before 1250–1197 BC



Langgut, Finkelstein, and Litt 2013

fossil pollen particles from the bottom of the Sea of Galilee and the western shore of 
the Dead Sea indicate a period of severe drought beginning ca. 1250 BC and ending 
ca. 1100 BC in the southern Levant



Famine



Archives at 
Ugarit



Ugarit letter, House of Urtenu, re 
famine ravaging the city of Emar in 
inland Syria in 1185 BC: 

“There is famine in our house; we 
will all die of hunger. If you do not 
quickly arrive here, we ourselves will 
die of hunger. You will not see a 
living soul from your land.”

Letter from the king of Ugarit to 
an unidentified, but probably 
royal and senior, correspondent: 

“(Here) with me, plenty (has 
become) famine.” 

Letters from the Hittite king:

“Do you not know that there was a famine in the midst of my lands?” 
“It is a matter of life and death!”



Invaders?

Internal Rebellion?



Letter from the king of Ugarit 
to the king of Cyprus 

(Southern Archive, Court V, Palace)

“My father, now the ships of the enemy 
have come. They have been setting fire to 
my cities and have done harm to the land. 
Doesn’t my father know that all of my 
infantry and [chariotry] are stationed in 
Khatte, and that all of my ships are 
stationed in the land of Lukka? They have 
not arrived back yet, so the land is thus 
prostrate. May my father be aware of this 
matter. Now the seven ships of the enemy 
which have been coming have done harm 
to us. Now if other ships of the enemy turn 
up, send me a report somehow, so that I 
will know.” (RS 20.238 = Ugaritica 5.24)



Private letter, 
one of the last from Ugarit

“When your messenger arrived, the army 
was [already] humiliated and the city was 
sacked. Our food in the threshing floors 
was burnt and the vineyards were also 
destroyed. Our city is sacked. May you 
know it! May you know it!” 



Canaanite Hazor



Hazor LBA Palace



Canaanite Palace at Hazor:
destroyed 1230 or 1180 BC?

Destroyed by:

Egyptians?

Canaanites?

Israelites?

Sea Peoples?

Internal Rebellion?



Earthquakes?



The Eastern Mediterranean: instrumentally recorded 
earthquakes of magnitude 6.5 (Intensity VlI and 

larger) in the period 1900-1980 AD.



Fault Lines



Fault zone at Mycenae

Skeletons at Mycenae 
and Tiryns



Troy VI



Cutting of 
International Trade 

Routes?



Bronze = Tin + Copper

copper
tin

Mari



1. We have a number of separate civilizations 
that were flourishing during the fifteenth to 
thirteenth centuries BC in the Aegean and Eastern 
Mediterranean, from the Mycenaeans and the 
Minoans to the Hittites, Egyptians, Babylonians, 
Assyrians, Canaanites, and Cypriots. These were 
independent but consistently interacted with each 
other, especially through international trade routes.

Summing Up



2. It is clear that many cities were destroyed 
and that the Late Bronze Age civilizations and 
life as the inhabitants knew it in the Aegean, 
Eastern Mediterranean, Egypt, and the Near 
East came to an end ca. 1177 BC or soon 
thereafter.

Summing Up



3. No unequivocal proof has been 
offered as to who or what caused this 
disaster, which resulted in the collapse of 
these civilizations and the end of the 
Late Bronze Age.

Summing Up



Conclusions
There probably wasn’t a single driving force or trigger, but 
rather a number of different stressors (e.g., multi-causal), 
each of which forced the people to react in different ways 
to accommodate the changing situation(s). 

droughts famine earthquakes invaders rebellions

Each forced 
people to react in 
different ways to 

accommodate 
the changing 
situation(s)



Domino and Multiplier Effects

Each of the factors may have affected the others, thereby magnifying the effects; the 
combination of having more than one or two stressors at the same time may have 
meant that the systems could not rebound as they might normally have done.

If the Late Bronze Age civilizations were truly dependent upon each other for goods 
and services, even just to a certain extent, then change to any one of the relevant 
kingdoms, such as the Mycenaeans or the Hittites, would potentially affect and 
destabilize them all.



Complexity Theory and Resilience
Complexity theory and Resilience theory are also useful as a means by which 
to explain the collapse at the end of the Late Bronze Age and to provide a way 
forward for continuing to study this catastrophe and its aftermath. 

Carol Bell and Ken Dark:

“as systems become more complex, and the degree of interdependence 
between their constituent parts grows, keeping the overall system stable 
becomes more difficult.” 

“hyper-coherence” = “when each part of the system becomes so dependent 
upon each other that change in any part produces instability in the system as 
a whole.” 

the consequence of such instability is that when the complex system does 
collapse, it “decomposes into smaller entities,” which is exactly what we see in 
the Iron Age that follows the end of these Bronze Age civilizations



(1) collapse of the central administrative organization; 

(2) disappearance of the traditional elite class; 

(3) collapse of the centralized economy; and 

(4) settlement shifts and population decline. 



Systems 

Collapse

It might take as much as a 
century for all aspects of the 
collapse to be completed and 

there is usually no single 
obvious cause for the collapse.

In the aftermath of such a collapse, there is 
frequently a transition to a lower level of 

sociopolitical integration and the development of 
“romantic” Dark Age myths about the previous 

period. This fits the Aegean and the Eastern 
Mediterranean after ca. 1177 BC



Iron Age Resilience:
The aftermath of the Bronze Age Catastrophe was varied. 

Some civilizations, like the Mycenaeans, Minoans, Canaanites, and Hittites, actually 
did collapse and disappeared completely – or nearly completely – and were replaced 
by other, smaller entities. For example, Israel, Judah, Philistia, and Phoenicia all came 
into being, taking the place of the Canaanites who had been in the land before them, 
while the Hittite empire in Anatolia and North Syria gave way to the Neo-Hittites, 
Urartians, Arameans, and others. 

Others, like the Assyrians, Babylonians, Cypriots, and Egyptians, seem to have 
regrouped, transitioned, and transformed, after which they proceed on their way. 



Iron Age Resilience:

The timing for each also varied, but overall, and especially in comparison to 
what had been in place during the Late Bronze Age, the Iron Age was truly a 
new world order, at least in this part of the globe. 
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