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ABSTRACT 
  

The Bronze Age brought about new knowledge and technology throughout the 

Aegean world. The new-found technology the Aegean world acquired brought about the 

creation of the earliest swords, Type A and B, which ultimately revolutionized both 

combat and societal wealth. Even though the creation of the sword defined the new era of 

warfare, only  the late sword types, Type C through Naue ii, are thoroughly discussed 

concerning Bronze Age combat over their predecessors, due to the high number of 

surviving blades. Although only a small amount of Type A and B swords have been 

uncovered, it is clear these earlier sword blades were deadly weapons just as much as 

they were elite art objects. By focusing on these swords as such, this paper seeks to 

highlight the duality that both the Type A and B swords represented to the peoples of the 

Aegean. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Bronze Age swords were vital to the emerging societies of the Aegean. The 

Aegean Bronze Age becomes distinct with the creation of the sword. With the plethora of 

finds unearthed from sites like Mycenae, it is easy to find depictions of art that showcase 

the use of swords in combat.  Scenes which show swords allows scholars to postulate 

how swords were being used in interpersonal combat and violence during the Aegean 

Bronze Age.  Combat, violence and even war was not new to the Aegean world during 

the Bronze Age, as evidenced from earlier destruction levels on Crete. The introduction 

of the sword changed the interaction of close combat, ultimately changing the history of 

warfare.  

 

 The violence during the Aegean Bronze Age may have been caused by many 

issues such as internal turmoil or external pressures from foreign invaders. Identifying the 

root cause of war is difficult to pin down and is usually a combination of societal issues. 

Though the cause of war may never be worked out, the archaeological evidence of war 

remains (Molloy 2012, 89; Driessen 1999, 11-20). Warfare and aggression may have 

been a part of Aegean society as weaponry made up eighty percent of Crete’s metal 

assemblage (Branigan 1999, 87-88). It is clear from the vast amount of weaponry made in 

Crete that there was a high demand for metal weaponry during the Aegean Bronze Age.  

 

 In order to better understand Bronze Age warfare, it is fundamental that 
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modern standards and terms be redefined, especially when considering the terms warrior 

and soldier (Molloy 2012, 88- 89). The term warrior stems from the Old Northern French 

werreior, meaning the one who makes war. This term applies to those performing the act 

of violence as a social requirement rather than as a professional occupation. The term 

warrior will thus be used in this paper as reference to those who deal with the 

performance of violence as an identity marker rather than tying the term to a specific 

military identity. By contrast, the term “soldier” refers to a person whose identity is 

exclusively tied to that of a military specialist. The terms warrior and soldier may have 

been the same word or concept in the Bronze Age, but our modern understanding of these 

terms is a product of violence and war of the twenty-first century. The details of training 

are also skewed as it is also viewed through a modern lens. Specifics concerning what 

sword training entailed can never be fully known; the only thing that scholars can say for 

sure is that by the Late Bronze Age, swords were handled with expertise, which would 

suggest a form of organized training.  

 

 The scholarship thus far on the topic of swords in the Bronze Age Aegean has laid 

the foundation for more discussion to continue. Sandars (1961; 1963) and later work done 

by Molloy (2013; 2012; 2010) established an in-depth timeline of Bronze Age swords. 

Both Molloy and Sandars offer a typological analysis of each sword type in use. Sword 

types A through Naue ii are discussed, albeit briefly in both Molloy and Sandars’ work, 

covering the entire history of the Bronze Age sword. Others such as Harrell (2014), 

Graziadio (1991), Karo (1930), and Kilian-Dirlmer (1993) focus on the iconography and 

imagery seen on the elaborately decorated shaft grave swords from Mycenae. 
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Bronze Age swords have never been treated as an object that was pertinent to more than 

one aspect of society. These swords were elite art objects as well as functioning weapons 

and need to be analyzed in a multi-dimensional way.  

 

 This paper seeks to build upon the earlier work done by Molloy and Sandars 

while offering new perspectives on how the establishment of the sword changed more 

than the body count on the battlefield. Only swords from EM IB until LM IB will be 

discussed in this paper, meaning only types A and B. Although this paper does not seek 

to be a complete assessment of the state of socio-political matters in the Aegean up until 

the Late Bronze Age, this paper will explore how the introduction of the sword 

transformed combat as well as social status.  

 

 Although the sword is cast as a weapon for militaristic purposes, its introduction 

changed all of society. Yet, the sword would not be what it is without the metallurgical 

advancements achieved during the Early Bronze Age. To better establish the origin of the 

creation of the sword, Chapter 1 will discuss the metallurgy taking place during the 

transitional period of the Final Neolithic and Early Bronze Age. Chapter 2 will then 

examine the creation of both sword types A and B. Chapter 3 will examine the military 

use of the weapon, and Chapter 4 will propose these swords as elite art objects reflecting 

the growth of wealth at Mycenae. 

 

These swords are detailed and deadly and need to be analyzed in both these 
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capacities. The sword as an elite art object and a weapon was reflective of the Bronze 

Age emergence of social inequality and militaristic dominance. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE FINAL NEOLITHIC AND THE EARLY BRONZE AGE 

 

The arrival of metallurgy in the Aegean was a pivotal moment for the early 

peoples on Crete. The transition from Final Neolithic into the Early Bronze Age allowed 

for metallurgical techniques to evolve, ultimately setting the stage for what was to come 

in the Middle and Late Bronze Age.  Crete at the end of the fourth millennium BCE was 

still very much an agricultural society which produced few manufactured goods 

(Betancourt, Kassianidou, and Papasavvas 2012, 129). By the beginning of the Early 

Bronze Age, factors such as a change in climate and population increase created pressure 

on the society’s wealth forcing the adaptation of new means of production as well as 

changes in manufactured goods (Betancourt Kassianidou, and Papasavvas 2012, 132). It 

was the elite that began this process in their society as their wealth had become affected. 

Because of this pressure, a “metallurgical explosion” is seen in the archaeological record 

during the Early Bronze Age (Nakou 1995, 8–9). The influence that the knowledge of 

metallurgy had upon the cultures of this period is revolutionary as it helped to shape 

forms of expression as well as shape the form of warfare in the Aegean world (Renfrew 

1967, 16). 

 

Although the technological transition from the Final Neolithic to the Early Bronze 

Age was a major point in Aegean prehistory, the first metal artifacts in the Aegean occur 

in Neolithic contexts (Nakou 2014,1). Metalworking in the Aegean and specifically on 

Crete, during this transitional period, is known from the finding of a copper axe 
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stratified beneath a Late Neolithic floor at Knossos (Renfrew 1967, 14). Neolithic finds 

also include a large number of heavy stone tools in the Final Neolithic, which hints at the 

operation of more complex technologies (Nakou 1995, 4). Although there are metal finds 

in Final Neolithic contexts, scholars must sometimes question their Final Neolithic date 

due to their ambiguous contexts and unclear provenance (Nakou 1995, 4). However, 

there is also evidence of smelting at Petras during the Final Neolithic occupation of the 

site, which is some of the earliest evidence of metallurgy on Crete (Tzachili 2014, 9). The 

site of Chrysokamino also saw smelting intermittently beginning in the Final Neolithic as 

evidenced from the finds of slag (Betancourt, Kassianidou, and Papasavvas 2012, 129). 

These sites are noteworthy as evidence of smelting not only establishes that 

metalworking was present during the Final Neolithic, but also that these early peoples 

had some advanced knowledge of pyro-technology (Tzachili 2014, 9). During this time, 

although there was less copper available to the people of Crete as compared to the 

mainland, metalworking and metallurgy showed no signs of slowing down. In contrast, 

the Aegean metalworkers during this time were producing metal products which 

highlighted status to the regions north of the Balkans, which were producing goods of a 

more utilitarian value (Nakou 1995, 4–6).  

 

The idea of metallurgy may have been brought to the Aegean from the outside, 

but the final manufactured product was locally developed (Renfrew 1967, 15). Although 

there are ties to regions north of the Balkans, due to their considerable metallurgical 

activity since the fifth millennium BCE (Tzachili 2014, 9), it has been suggested that the 

introduction of metallurgy came to the Aegean from the East, not the north. 
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Whether the origins are in Mesopotamia or from Southern Anatolia, metalworking was 

practiced in both before its arrival in the Aegean (Renfrew 1967, 14). The spread of the 

technology of metalworking to the West shows a significant increase in the complexity of 

society in both areas during this time (Renfrew 1967, 17). The introduction of metallurgy 

in the Aegean is also seen with the increased of trade and craft specialization.  

 

Although metal tools are known in Final Neolithic contexts on Crete, more metal 

objects are seen in the Early Minoan period1. Beginning in the Early Minoan period, there 

were formal burials of the dead with metal objects on Crete (Nakou 1995, 6–7). Daggers, 

were the most common type of copper object found in the tombs of Early Bronze Age 

Crete (Branigan 1967, 212-213). Because daggers are buried beside only men, it has been 

suggested that the daggers are linked both to image and to masculinity (Nakou 1995, 10-

13). These daggers were first believed to be strictly markers of status, and used for 

symbolic purposes, but evidence shows domestic use as well (Branigan 2011, 113).  

 

 The dagger has no precedent in any other type of material on Crete or anywhere 

else in the Aegean (Nakou 1995, 10). The daggers can be separated into two types: 

triangular, which is exclusively Cretan, and the long dagger, which is known on Crete 

and throughout the Aegean (Nakou 1995, 9). According to Branigan’s 1967 article, “The 

Early Bronze Dagger of Crete”, the long dagger type is separated into four subcategories, 

                                                
1 The Aegean Bronze Age, divided into Early, Middle, and Late, refers to all areas in the Aegean world 
during that specific time. When specifically discussing the Minoans of Crete, the term Early- Late Minoan 
will be used to alert the reader of the region discussed. When discussing the Mycenaeans of the Mainland 
later, the author will use the term Middle-Late Helladic to better situate the reader. Both the Minoan  
and Helladic periods fall under the umbrella term of the Bronze Age, but are being used for location 
purposes.  7 



which are securely dated to the Early Minoan period and predate the finalized form of the 

Type A sword. 

 

 Type I (figure 1a) is the most primitive type of long dagger which either has a 

straight or convex side with a round heel and two rivets (Branigan 1967, 212–213). This 

type is dated to EM IA–IIA. This shape is comparable to some forms seen in the ancient 

Near East and from Cyprus (Branigan 1967, 213). The inspiration of this form may be 

from Byblos as they appear there during the Chalcolithic period (Branigan 1967, 212). 

The ceramic links between both Crete and Byblos during the Early Minoan I period 

further cement the possibility of an eastern origin (Branigan 1968, 12). Although there 

are links tying Minoan Crete to the East, the possibility of independent development 

cannot be overlooked.  

 

Type II (figure 1b) has a more concave edge and a rounded heel with two rivets. 

There is evidence in this type of an early attempt at a mid-rib section, which would have 

been achieved by beating the blade. Type II had greater length and piercing qualities than 

Type I. Unfortunately, many daggers of this type cannot be securely dated, by either the 

stratified finds or from their context (Branigan 1968, 8). Similar forms of Type II are 

found in the Cyclades and are dated to EM I– IIA (Branigan 1967, 214). There are few 

parallels found outside of the Aegean. Those found to the East of Crete, such as those 

from Byblos, have contexts too late to have influenced the Minoan form (Branigan 1967, 

213), leading Branigan to suggest that the Type II dagger was an Aegean improvement of 

the Eastern-influenced Type I.   
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The Type III dagger also (figure 1c) has a distinct central ridge, but with four 

rivets in a square (Branigan 1967, 215). The daggers appear to have been produced over a 

long period of time covered, in both primitive and advanced forms (Branigan 1967, 214). 

Thus, many cannot be precisely dated. Parallels for this form come from the Cyclades 

and as far away as Syria. It is likely that the Minoans adopted this form from the three-

rivet Syrian form, adapted to fit their own cultural preference (Branigan 1967, 216). The 

type IV dagger is very similar to the Type III dagger, except for the shape of the heel 

(Branigan 1967, 216). The revision of the rounded heel of Type III to the notched heel of 

Type IV appears to be exclusively Aegean, as nowhere else in the eastern Mediterranean 

has evidence of this sort of weapon (Branigan 1967, 217).  The type IV dagger (figure 

1d) is dated to no earlier than EM II, as examples found at Lebena and Yerokambos were 

found in the EM II–MM IA level (Branigan 1967, 217; Branigan  1974, 10). It is the 

Type IV dagger that clearly contributes to the formation of the sword of Karo’s Type A 

(Renfrew 1967, 12), for example in its prominent length and definitive mid-rib (Molloy 

2010, 404).  

 

The long dagger, including types I–IV (figures 1a-1d), had an extensive history, 

as it survived throughout the Bronze Age and into the later periods. But, the triangular 

dagger goes out of production during the EM III period (Branigan 2011, 105). The date 

of this form is believed to be EM I– II, due to the two-rivet hafting system. There is 

evidence of the triangular dagger having a mid-rib section like that of the Type III long 

dagger. Although the mid-rib is developed on the triangular dagger by the EM IIA period, 

it seems that a flat profile is preferred over those with the mid-rib. This preference 
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seems to be due to personal choice; it is not, as previously believed because the Cretan 

metallurgists could not cast mid-rib, due to their primitive casting techniques (Branigan 

2011, 107).  Because of their small size, lack of strengthening mid-rib section, and only a 

two-rivet hafting system, the triangular dagger was unable to perform the chief function 

of a dagger, which is to stab (Branigan 2011, 109). Rather, the triangular form suggests 

that it was  better equipped for  scraping, spreading, and cutting (Branigan 2011, 109).  

 

Metals played an important part during the Final Neolithic/ Early Bronze Age 

transition due to their distribution as well as the requirement of specialists in the 

production of the metal goods (Nakou 1995, 20). The energy-intensive process of 

metalworking demanded considerable knowledge of the practice (Nakou 1995, 20). 

Though these were functioning tools, there are examples of elite triangular daggers in 

Early Minoan contexts with gold hafts (figures 2, 3) (Branigan 2011, 111). This requires 

scholars to rethink the duality of the dagger’s purpose in society. The roles of metallurgy 

in terms of state formation enabled power through both warfare and as a status symbol of 

the elite’s wealth (Nakou 1995, 1). The role of metallurgy, along with the dual function 

of the dagger during the transitional period of the Final Neolithic to the Early Bronze 

Age, lays the ground work for what is to come with the creation of the sword.  
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CHAPTER 3 

EARLY AND MIDDLE BRONZE AGE: THE BIRTH OF SWORDS 

 

The transitional period from the Final Neolithic to the Early Bronze Age allowed 

Minoan metalworkers to solidify their casting techniques. The Minoan’s skill in casting 

allowed for them to be inventive in terms of differing metal types as well as in blending 

foreign characteristics within their metallurgy (Branigan 1968, 186). With the fading 

production of triangular daggers by the end of the EM III period (Branigan 2011, 105), 

elongated forms of long daggers continue with those of Brangian’s Type X and other, 

later, types (Branigan 2011, 111; 1968, 186). These elongated dagger forms were native 

to the Aegean and were possibly used as inspiration in the creation of what Karo calls 

sword type A (Branigan 1968, 192). Comparatively, the technology to produce daggers is 

simple due to their short length. Swords on the other hand, require the casting of longer 

thinner blades which demand an advanced knowledge of both mold making and pyro-

technology (Molloy 2013, 60; 2010, 413). Swords thus represent an advancement in 

metallurgical technology that was not seen prior to this time.  

 

Daggers are differentiated from swords based on the length of the blade. For this 

paper, those which are greater than 30 cm are considered swords, and those that are 

shorter than 30 cm are classified as daggers. Swords are not simply longer versions of 

daggers, because their length becomes a principal factor in the overall functionality and 

design of the weapon. 
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Although the finalized form of the Type A sword appears at Malia in MM II 

contexts, there is evidence of early swords being created prior to the Middle Minoan 

period. In fact, the earliest finds of weapons found in burials comes from the site of Hagia 

Photia (Davaras and Betancourt 2004, 196-198; Molloy 2012, 119). Notably from this 

site comes the find of a double-edged blade measuring 31 cm long, Figure 4. This blade 

was found among other grave goods. It was discovered in tomb 216 underneath three 

bottles in the south side of the tomb near a human skull (Figure 5). This blade is clearly a 

sword as its length is over 30 cm unhafted. A clear mid-rib was added with an extreme 

tapering of the blade, all of which are characteristics of a Type A sword. But although 

this blade has some of the characteristics of a Type A sword, it is neither a Type A nor a 

long dagger. It seems that this blade is a short sword. This find highlights the desires for a 

longer weapon that was very much different from the existing long dagger forms. This 

blade shows remarkable achievements in metallurgy for the Early Bronze Age. This short 

sword shows a clear example for what is to come during the Middle Minoan period. The 

swords of Type A may have been created during the MM II period, but an early prototype 

can clearly be seen in an EM IB context.  

 

The short sword found at Hagia Photia was a precursor to the later Type A sword. 

Some of the earliest swords in their developed form come from Malia and Mycenae. 

They have been divided into two groups, Types A and B respectfully, by George Karo in 

the 1930’s (Sandars 1961, 17). Karo described Type A swords as those which were long 

and narrow and which were made out of bronze. In some cases, the handles were gold-

plated, as shown by preserved handles found in the shaft graves at Mycenae (Karo 
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1930, 97). Upon further investigation on Type A swords, Sandars (1961), Peatfield 

(1995), and Molloy (2010) have observed other defining markers of the sword type, 

allowing the Type A sword to stand out in the history of Aegean metallurgy. For the most 

part, it has been agreed that this form is fully developed by the Middle Minoan II period 

at Malia and at Mycenae in Middle Helladic II contexts (Molloy 2010, 404; Peatfield 

1995, 68; Sandars 1961, 17). Type A swords are usually anywhere from 70–100 cm long, 

with some examples being over a meter long (Sandars 1961, 18; Molloy 2010, 414; 

Peatfield 1995, 69). However, there are examples of smaller Type A swords, like those 

found in the Arkalochori cave. They are shorter than those at Malia with the longest blade 

being 53 cm long (Hazzidakis 1913, 44). Like those found at the Arkalochori cave, 20% 

of examples found dating to the Middle Minoan period are between 55–75 cm in length, 

which shows great variability, due to both the weight and the balance of the blade 

(Molloy 2010, 404). The length of over 50 cm shows a massive elongation not only from 

the long dagger’s form (Peatfield 1995, 69), but also from the short sword found at Hagia 

Photia.  

 

The sword’s shoulder was usually rounded and unflanged with a high mid-rib in a 

rhomboid shape; in some cases the mid-rib has  an elaborate decoration (Sandars 1961, 

17). This form was more slender and lighter than any long dagger (Sandars 1961, 23) and 

was a Cretan invention. With Type A, fragility issues arise in part due to the length 

(Molloy 2010, 415), as well as the short tangs. The tang was used to help strengthen and 

elongate the blade and was enclosed by the handle (Peatfield 1995, 69). Although there is 

evidence of the tang being both elongated and thickened to help strengthen the 
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sword, the technique seems to not have been standard, as shown by the number of rivet 

holes in the surviving handles (Molloy 2010, 415).  

 

Other issues with Type A swords include the possibility of damage by percussive 

force, as well as from strain on the blade. Percussive force, such as that caused by sword 

on sword, or sword on armor, could have damaged the blades due to their length (Molloy 

2010, 416). And with the weight placed past the handle, both the rivets in the handle as 

well as the wrist and elbow of the user would have been strained (Peatfield 1995, 69). 

Although there would have been strain on both the weapon and the user, a heavy forward 

weighted blade would have allowed for versatility in the blade with the inertia it would 

have created (Peatfield 1995, 69). The weight would have lengthened all movements such 

as long-range cutting and thrusting, as well as wide circular open-arc slashes (Peatfield 

1995, 69).  Though it was versatile in tactical use, the Type A sword would have caused 

slow movements and would have needed a longer recovery time between attacks, 

suggesting that this weapon was used either in duals or one-on-one combat (Peatfield 

1995, 69). Molloy also believed that these weapons were used for violent displays of 

ritualized battle, as the weapon lacked depth for cutting attacks. The wounds received 

from a cutting or slashing movement by a Type A sword would have been bloody, but the 

wound need not have always been debilitating or even fatal (Molloy 2010, 415). Thus, in 

order to inflict the most damage, the sword would have to have been used in a thrusting 

technique rather than a chopping one (Molloy 2012, 125).  
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The creation of the Type B sword comes after the established Type A sword, most 

likely during the Middle Minoan III/ Middle Helladic III period (Branigan 1968, 92; 

Molloy 2010, 405-406). The Type B sword shows a deliberate change from the Type A 

tradition (Molloy 2010, 416). According to Karo, the Type B sword in some cases had 

ornamented mid-ribs that were broader than those of Type A.  Also, handles that survive 

are partly round and angular with almost all nail heads gold plated. Those of Type A 

were smaller and were not gilded (Karo 1930, 97–98). They also have parallel cutting 

edges and a thickened profile. They come in a variety of riveting arrangements (Branigan 

1968, 192), which will be discussed later in terms of hafting. Comparatively, Type B 

swords are shorter, as they rarely exceed 60 cm in length, and they are stouter with 

broader tangs (Sandars 1961, 25). The tangs of the Type B sword were now fully 

developed, allowing the handle to be strengthened and survive percussive force (Peatfield 

1995, 69). This strengthening allows for the balance of the blade to be toward the hand 

allowing for less stress on the user’s wrist and elbow (Peatfield 1995, 69). This then 

increases the number of swings one could take while also reducing recovery time. This 

suggests that Type B swords served very different functions in combat over Type A ones 

(Molloy 2010, 417).  

 

When hilted, these swords would have looked very similar to Type A ones 

(Molloy 2010, 417). Their hafting was significantly different since the Type A sword 

used a one-piece haft and the Type B sword used a two-piece haft, which covers both 

sides of the tang and shoulders (Weinstein 2015, 337). With the hafting of the Type B 

sword, the two categories of hafting are dependent on the placement of the rivets. 
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The first type resembles an inverted “T” with the rivets in a row on the shoulder. The 

second type is in an arrow shape, which has four rivets instead of three. The first type is 

found more on longer blades, whereas the second type is seen on shorter and flatter 

swords (Weinstein 2015, 337–338).   

 

The ancestry of the Type A sword may come from the Cretan dagger as the 

placement of the blade rivets suggests (Sandars 1961, 20). Karo believed there was an 

eastern influence on the Type A sword derived from the trade occurring with the Near 

East. He believed that these traders created their own weapons to fit their cultural needs 

based on what they encountered (Sandars 1961, 21–22). Both may hold true for the 

inspiration, as these blades were known throughout the Aegean on Crete, the Mainland, 

and the Cyclades (Sandars 1961, 27). The ancestry of Type B swords may also stem from 

the ancient Near East, specifically Palestine (Branigan 1968, 193) or southern Anatolia 

(Sandars 1961, 24). This type is found on the Mainland in its developed form, although it 

is not known on Crete.  

 

The creation of the sword saw a leap in metallurgical technology that was unlike 

anything prior. Swords represent the first tools made deliberately for interpersonal 

combat (Molloy 2010, 414). Although daggers could function as interpersonal weaponry 

for close combat, they would have been more than likely paired with another weapon 

such as a bow or a spear (Molloy 2010, 413). Swords, unlike daggers, were better suited 

for group fighting as well as single combat (Molloy 2010, 413). Although there are 

similarities between swords and daggers, the sword is an entirely new entity and as 
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such it required a new skill set in order to be effectively used. It is believed that this new 

technology was a result of new militaristic needs (Molloy 2010, 413). Whatever the 

reason behind the creation of the sword, its martial aspects demanded new intensive 

training to effectively handle the weapon that was geared toward interpersonal conflict.  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE WARRIOR AND THE SWORD 

 

 The creation of an early sword during the Early Bronze age, as evidenced from 

the sword at Hagia Photia, was a deliberate change from the earlier dagger. Both the 

function and technology of this new weapon were substantially different from the dagger. 

The creation of the sword represented a militaristic desire to have a tool strictly for 

interpersonal combat (Molloy 2010, 413). Where the dagger was usually paired with 

another weapon, the sword became a stand-alone weapon that excelled in both close and 

mid-range combat.   

 

 As stated in chapter 2, the creation of the sword required training to ensure 

effective handling of this new weapon. The skill sets one would use with a dagger were 

completely different than those needed for successful swordsmanship (Kramer-Hajos 

2016, 36; Molloy 2013, 60). Training warriors would have required not only a 

considerable amount of time and dedication from the trainees, but their training would 

also have required the use of resources. Although costly in time and resources, training 

was needed in order for the sword to become a functioning extension of the user’s body, 

allowing for the sword to become partly alive (Kramer-Hajos 2016, 38; Malafouris 2008, 

6-7). The act of grasping the sword involves much more than a mechanical process of the 

body as it is an awareness not only of one’s self but of one’s surroundings as well 

(Malafouris 2008, 11). Without training, the fragile design of the swords would hinder 

the user, never allowing the full effect of them to be reached. With Type A swords 
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specifically, too much torsion would result in bending or even breaking the blade 

(Kramer-Hajos 2016, 37). The training received would have allowed for the safety of the 

sword and its user, as well as ensuring victory in the fight.  

 

With the creation of the finalized form of the sword during the Middle Minoan 

period on Crete, the idea of the warrior icon begins to take shape alongside the 

iconographical representations of the sword (Malafouris 2008, 3-4). The sword was a 

weapon that was symbolically charged as it was indicative of status as well as marking an 

individual as heroic. Where daggers were a marker of masculine identity, swords 

exclusively characterized high- ranking warriors (Kramer-Hajos 2016, 36-38; Nakou 

1995, 10-13). The intense training necessary for proficient swordsmanship, along with 

other military aspects of Cretan polities suggests that there may have been a developed 

warrior ideology (Molloy 2013, 61, 66). This ideology is seen in the victorious warrior 

iconography. The motif of the victorious warrior was common on Crete and the Mainland 

during the Aegean Bronze Age. The victorious warrior character is central in the battle 

and fight scenes on seals (Malafouris 2008, 4). The swordsman is always portrayed as the 

victor in the scene, even when facing armed opponents. There is no evidence of any man 

wielding a spear, bow, or dagger who defeats the man with a sword. In a duel especially, 

it is the swordsman who is always poised to win in combat (Kramer-Hajos 2016, 34). 

 

 In many victorious warrior scenes, the sword fighter lacks armor where his 

opponent, who is also armed with a weapon, has defensive weaponry (Kramer-Hajos 

2016, 35). This suggests that the sword fighter, a real hero, had no need for 
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protection. Examples from seals and rings show the victorious warrior taking on his 

opponent with nothing but a sword (Figures 6, 7, and 11), and posed in the standard 

killing fashion in which the victor reaches over any defensive weaponry to fatally strike 

the opponent’s neck or throat. Some examples highlighting this form are from both Crete 

and the Mainland. One seal, CMS II, no. 15 (Figure 9), has no evidence of any defensive 

weaponry being used. Though no defensive weapon is shown, the swordsman still aims 

for the throat of his victim. In other seals, both men are shown with defensive armor 

(CMS VII, no. 129; CMS II. 6, no. 17; CMS XII, no. 292; and CMS I, nos. 11, 12 Figures 

6, 10, 11, and 7, 8, respectively). Here, the dominant hand of the victorious warrior 

wields the sword, while the non-dominant hand moves barriers such as shields out of the 

way to ensure the sword fatally strikes its target.  

 

 The posing of the body in this period suggests that the most direct manner of 

killing one’s opponent was to reach over the defensive shield to inflict a fatal wound 

(Evely 1996, 63). Seals provenanced to Crete highlight this tactic, such as CMS VII no. 

129 (Figure 6). This has clear parallels to those found at Mycenae in Grave Circle A 

(CMS I nos. 11-12, Figures 7, 8) (Molloy 2013, 61). As in all cases where a sword is 

shown in combat, the swordsman attacks the same area: the throat, neck, or head. This is 

most practical, as the throat and neck are not protected by armor, allowing the attack to 

be lethal (Kramer-Hajos 2016, 38). Both the length of the sword and representations of its 

use in battle show it was a thrusting weapon (Evely 1996, 63; Kristiansen 2002, 320). 

Outside of the artistic renderings of the sword, attacks using a Type A sword would be to 

the neck or groin to inflict maximum damage by using the edges and point of the 
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sword (Molloy 2012, 125). Type A and B swords during the Middle and Late Aegean 

Bronze Age, were capable of inflicting fatal injuries, but their inability to inflict deep cuts 

allowed the potential to prolong combat. Perhaps they were used to emphasize the 

shedding of blood (Molloy 2012, 130). The use of these swords has been suggested by 

some to have been exclusively used for single combat, but their incorporation in the 

miniature frescoes from Thera highlights that these weapons were paired with other 

offensive and defensive weapons and were thus incorporated in the warrior’s panoply.   

 

 Interestingly, on the signet ring known as The Battle of Glen, CMS I, no. 16 

(Figure 7), the swordsman is represented kneeling on the ground straining to reach up to 

the man holding the dagger. Yet upon closer inspection, the swordsman is still posed to 

win the fight as the sword is angled towards the opposing warrior’s neck. The opposing 

man’s dagger is held above his head in a striking position. The blade does not point to the   

opponent’s neck but rather the man’s own neck (Kramer-Hajos 2016, 35). A strong 

warrior ideology would have had to have been in place during this time if the man 

holding the dagger were to in fact be taking his own life. On the same signet ring, the 

sword being used by the victorious warrior seems rather long when comparing it to the 

length of the tower shield being used to protect the spearman on the right-hand side. The 

sword seems about half the size of the tower shield. Tower shields were meant to cover a 

man from head to toe, and because the sword shown is roughly half that length, it could 

be argued that the sword shown is that of Type A, since the length of that type is known 

to measure up to a meter. 
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 On the seal known as the Pylos Combat Agate, the traditional combat scene is 

designed with highly intricate detail never seen before. This seal was found in the tomb 

of what has come to be known as the Tomb of the Griffin Warrior. It was found on the 

right-hand side of the body near the pelvis making it the lowest placed object on that side 

(Figure 13). The triangular composition shows a fallen warrior, a victorious warrior 

above him with an opponent to the right (Stocker and Davis 2017, 539; Kramer-Hajos 

2016, 34). The victor strides forward with his left leg out and right leg over the body of 

the fallen man, His face is in profile and he wears a double stranded necklace. His hair 

flows behind him showing the force of the impact as well as the energy of the fight taking 

place. The right hand holds the sword while his left hand grabs the plume of the helmet of 

his opponent.  

As described on other seals in the CMS, this victorious warrior’s attack is typical 

of combat scenes coming from both Crete and Grave Circle A, in which the blade of the 

victorious warrior goes through the junction of the opponent’s body where the shoulder 

and neck meet. The sword shown in the Pylos Combat seal is believed to be either a Type 

A or B due to hilts of swords found in Grave Circles A at Mycenae (Stocker and Davis 

2017, 594). The representation of the sword type is ambiguous as both Type A and B 

have horned hilted forms. Although the examples from the publication by Karo have 

decoration on the blade, it can be imagined that functional and less decorative forms 

would have been made. Although both sword types are qualified to be the sword 

represented on the seal as both are known to have horned hilts, the sword type on the 

Pylos Combat agate remains ambiguous. The swords shown in the iconography do hint at 

a warrior ideology. 
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 Material culture has the ability to change and shape bodies of knowledge by 

transforming and extending the boundaries of our body schema (Malafouris 2008, 1). 

These swords shaped the militaristic aspects in society, but they also became a prominent 

symbol of status in society that ultimately shaped the distinction of the social elite 

(Malafouris 2008, 5; Molloy 2012, 90). The shaft graves at Mycenae and burials around 

Pylos represent the internment of a handful of elite individuals over the course of a 

century or more. These graves do not represent the realistic militaristic aspects of early 

Mycenaean states, but rather represent the elite ideology that idealized martial values 

(Molloy 2013, 66). The correlation between the swords and the funerary gifts found in 

Grave Circle A indicate that wealth and prestige may have been connected with certain 

military aspects (Malafouris 2008, 5). Weaponry found in burials does not indicate a 

strict warrior identity but rather that the individual’s social representation was in some 

way tied to the sword (Molloy 2012, 95; 2013, 63; Malafouris 2008, 5). With the 

development of the sword, elites held this object as a symbol of importance. This 

importance can easily be seen from the presence of twenty-seven full swords along with 

sixteen pommels made of gold, ivory, alabaster and wood belonging to the five people in 

Grave IV at Mycenae (Kramer-Hajos 2016, 33). The elite nature of swords allowed them 

to be both a signifier of wealth as well as a marker for military prowess as they followed 

their owner into the next world. Swords not only allowed for the emergence of an elite 

warrior class trained in specialized weaponry, they also allowed for the victorious warrior 

iconography to thrive. Swords were created by the Minoan people and in turn, swords 

created a new social elite.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

ART OF THE SWORD 

 

 The finalized form of the sword types A and B during the Middle and Late 

Bronze Age allowed for social stratification. Though warriors may have been equipped 

with a bronze sword, only high-ranking elite members possessed a sword with either 

remarkable detailing or manufacture using precious material. These elite swords took on 

a symbolic value of status in both the military and society. These swords designated an 

elite warrior separating him from the general warrior. The swords as symbols of status 

and authority would have indicated the social rank of the owner during the owner’s life 

and after death. These elite swords were strictly art objects rather than functioning 

weapons (Graziadio 1991, 405-406). The presence of these intricate art objects in 

different find spots highlights how much these weapons were a part of the individual. 

Many of the swords found in Grave Circle B were laid out next to and around the body, 

suggesting an intimate partnership (Harrell 2014, 4). Swords found in graves on both 

Crete and the Mainland are clearly prestige goods that hold more symbolic value rather 

than a combative value (Graziadio 1991, 413,419-420). These status markers made of 

gold and other precious materials were not strictly representational of warrior identity, 

but rather these objects reflected the growing change in social inequality.  

 

Swords were both weapon and art. In the previous chapter, their combative use 

was discussed in terms of their functionality. Though the sword was designed to fit 
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militaristic needs, the sword revolutionized social stratification separating those who 

were elite, or a high-ranking warrior, from the rest. The swords in the archaeological 

record from Mycenae are varied in terms of functionality and decoration. Where some are 

plain and functional, other swords are clearly art objects as they have precious materials 

that showcase differing styles of artistry and craftsmanship. From the graves, the entire 

spectrum of decoration can be seen. Only a few are plain, with the rest being embellished 

with either ivory, alabaster, silver or gold. The structural aspects of these blades, such as 

the number of rivets, do not seem to be fixed, allowing for each blade to be unique in 

every way. Many of these swords also have decoration on the midrib of the blade. The 

more elaborate ones were also sheathed in gold decorated scabbards, such as those found 

in graves A and N at Mycenae (Graziadio 1991, 421). These swords were individualized 

art as no two were completely alike. Each piece highlights the huge undertaking the 

craftsmen took to ensure unique beauty. Just by looking at these blades, it is easy to see 

the intricate artistry that took place to produce the end product (Harrell 2014, 4). 

 

 The blades found in the Shaft Graves at Mycenae also vary in length. Specific 

lengths for both type A and B can be referred to in chapter 2. Although type A and B 

swords have maximum lengths, which help distinguish the two types from each other, 

both types are known to vary in length (Molloy 2010, 404). It should be noted that both 

type A and B blades deposited in the same grave show significant length variation. This 

may have been a reflection of the wealth the individual possessed as some blades are 

clearly functional for combat as compared to the others which are decorated. In the 

earlier grave circle B, blades vary from 5-10 cm from one another. In graves IV & 
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V of Grave Circle A, blades can differ by more than 20 cm (Harrell 2014, 7). The length 

legitimizes the artistic individuality of the blade allowing for no two to be alike and the 

variation of length in groups of deposited blades legitimizes the wealth and social 

standing of the owner.  

 

 Other than length, design emphasizes the fine work put into the creation of these 

swords. On the midrib specifically, more than thirty of the eighty-five shaft grave swords 

have personalized details, some of which are as follows: incised figure of eight shields, 

“flying gallop” horses, spirals, double spirals, patterns of grooves in various numbers and 

thickness, wavy grooves, griffins, quatrefoils and braids (Harrell 2014, 7). Kilian-

Dirlmeir also records that there are more than thirty-five individual shapes in the 

examples in the two graves (Kilian- Dirlmeir 1993, 17-25). Many of these motifs are well 

known, not only in the Aegean, but throughout the ancient Near East. The “flying gallop” 

motif is seen for the first time in the Middle Minoan period on seals. Minoan art develops 

a couple of variations of this pose, making this motif completely different from the static 

renditions seen in Egypt and the East. This motif was avidly accepted by the Mycenaean 

craftsmen during the Late Helladic period and was seen throughout the end of Late 

Helladic IIIB (Crowley 1977, 111). Spiral motifs also occur in artistic traditions outside 

of the Aegean, as early as the third millennium BCE. The Aegean spiral designs can be 

split into four types: the C spiral, the S spiral, the running spiral, and the quadruple spiral. 

These Aegean spirals may have been inspired from European spiral designs which are 

known prior to the Early Bronze Age. Metal-working techniques may have also helped 

with the development and incorporation of these spiral designs into Aegean art. And 
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lastly, the motif of linked circles seen extensively on Figure 14 and 15, is known from the 

East. This design is found in Syria and Egypt from the First Intermediate Period to the 

end of the Bronze Age. This motif is found as well on the mainland and is identical to 

those found in the Eastern tradition (Crowley 1977, 110-111).  

 

Not only are the midribs finely worked in order to produce intricate designs, but 

the shoulders, rivets, and midrib profiles are as well (Harrell 2014, 6). Karo’s 1930 work 

on the Shaft Graves of Mycenae described the beautiful complexity of these blades and 

handles. The remarkable work can easily be seen in Figures 14 and 15, which shows an 

elaborately detailed and preserved type B handle. This handle has three gold-plated nail 

heads. The decoration on the handle grip is of tiny linked circles, elongated diamonds 

with circles, and two rows of double spirals that are each nine long with a circle in each 

of the tails. There is also a flower-like ornament which the middle grip spirals flow into. 

Under the shoulder nail head are two triple three-quarter circles which have their own 

inner circle. On the lateral sides of the handle, the “running dog” motif can be seen. 

Where the handle and the pommel meet are two chunky ribbons of tiny circles and 

rhombuses with an undecorated, and slightly recessed margin. The round central ribs are 

grooved horizontally on the bottom half of the knob. The top has delicate detailing of 

grooves and pierced circles. Unfortunately, the handle and pommel are heavily oxidized, 

making the decoration less visible today (Karo 1930, 79, 98-100).  

 

 Another sword type B, in Figure 16, is quite decorative. The handle is swollen 

and broken due to the poor state of preservation when it was found. The handle and 
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booklet are made of two symmetrical plates which are attached to the outer edges of the 

handle by 2 or 3 pins with a narrow gold band laid over the edges. The midrib is etched 

with lateral grooves and the nail heads on the handle are all covered with gold sheet. This 

gold band continues to run up to the pommel between the edges of the handle. The handle 

has a hexagonal apex that was once attached to the knob by a square bar. The knob 

consists of two parts, the lower a curtailed cone, and the upper a sphere- shaped segment. 

These two pieces join in a sharp edge (Karo 1930, 123). The middle of the handle shows 

three double spirals with half tails flanking the center with two tiny circles to mark the 

beginning and the end of this section. The lateral sides are made of vertical bands of tiny 

pierced circles. Lower, surrounding the three gold plated rivets, are eight “running dog” 

motifs under which are eight thin, horizontal bands that are both plain and incised with 

small circular detailing.  

 

 An interesting sword from the drawing of E Gillieron, is a horned Type A sword 

measuring 72.5 cm long, Figure 17. It was broken into three pieces, with each piece 

having evidence of oxidation. The blade profile is long and narrow. From the grip to the 

tongue, there is only evidence of one rivet, which was silver plated. On each side of the 

sharp-edged midrib in the flattest relief are ten horses stretched into the “flying gallop” 

motif; they taper at the tip becoming very faint and tiny. At the top are two front parts of 

horses which are coming out from under the shoulders of the hilt. The horse tails and 

mane hair are finely engraved, emphasizing the complex work done by an excellent 

craftsman.  
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 Lastly is another type B sword from Tomb II. Like the type A sword mentioned 

above, Figure 18, this sword is also horned with ornamentation along the midrib.  This 

sword was composed in pieces, and its current state shows it swollen and partially 

decomposed. The main part of the sword is intact, except for a few small pieces. The 

round handle is made of wood and is covered in a pale-yellow gold plate which has 

evidence of a woven pattern in low relief, perhaps as an imitation of raffia, which was 

used for binding. Like the sword from Figure 1, there would have been a bronze bridge 

allowing for the bent edges of the sheet to close. The grip nails press through the material 

smoothly. Unfortunately, the knob is missing (Karo 1930, 98). This blade has the image 

of figure-of-eight shields on the midrib which were cast in high relief. In total, about 

twenty-one figure-of-eight shields can be seen in full. They begin to taper and shrink in 

size where the blade narrows toward the tip of the sword.  

 

 These elaborately made type A and B swords were symbolically charged pieces of 

art. These weapons represented high-ranking military leaders and the growing social 

inequality during the Middle and Late Bronze Age. Like the individual who owned the 

sword, each sword was its own unique piece of art that reflected societal standing. The 

blades described in this chapter had no functional purpose as compared to those discussed 

in chapter 3, but rather these blades legitimized social prestige (Harrell 2014, 8). These 

objects represented new wealth that a few were able to attain and carry into the next life 

(Graziadio 1991, 406-407). The care that was required to make these swords is 

exceptional. These weapons of war took on a new meaning as pieces of art.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION: BEYOND THE BLADE 

 

 Although functional in combat, type A and B sword also became functional in 

terms of defining wealth as well as social power. Swords became the all-around symbol 

for power both on and off the battlefield as evidenced from the gold detailed swords 

found at Mycenae. Though the functional swords were deadly, they were finely crafted in 

part due to the leaps in metallurgical technology. These swords, type A and B, were 

deliberately made for interpersonal combat and were effective in dominating single and 

group fighting. These offensive masterpieces were unrivaled in every sense, as they were 

an entirely new entity in offensive Bronze Age weaponry. Though swords marked a 

distinctive change in offensive weaponry, they began to mark a hierarchical shift in 

society. The sword became an emblem of power, not only on the battlefield, but for the 

elite peoples of the Aegean.  

 
 Even though the dagger did precede the formation of the sword, many were 

strictly used as tools; few were used in close combat. Like the later sword, the dagger 

began to take on a similar duality of tool and art, as a few preserved daggers show 

evidence of gold hafting. The gold hafting on a dagger is a precursor to the intricately 

detailed type A and B swords that appear during the Middle Bronze Age.  

 
 The symbolic duality of the sword can be seen in Minoan and Mycenaean 

iconography. The sword is shown to be unbeatable, especially when seen in the hand of 

the victorious warrior. The iconography on the seals and rings that show battle 
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scenes show the heroic nature of the swordsman, who in every match is unrivaled. These 

seals provenanced to both Crete and the Mainland show the sword in the exact same way 

suggesting standardization in their use allowing for scholars to theorize sword fighting 

tactics.  

 
Although the earliest forms of the sword were found on Crete at Hagia Photia and 

Mallia, the Type A and B swords uncovered are less detailed compared to the blades 

from Mycenae (Sandars 1961, 19, 26). Though there are “princely” swords found with 

gold hafting from Knossos, the swords are of Type C or later and are thus not covered in 

this study (Sandars 1963, 119).  It is the intricately detailed sword blades and handles 

found next to their owner in the Shaft Graves at Mycenae that represent the early stages 

of rising social inequality as well as the elite ideology of the time which prized martial 

aspects. The blades were each unique in design and decoration with no two being the 

exact same. These swords were pieces of artwork, that reflected the growing wealth of 

society.  

 
These swords from Mycenae were both elite goods and tools for combative 

purposes. To make further conclusions about the swords based on their use, use-wear 

analysis will need to be done on a large group of swords from  Grave Circle A and B 

from Mycenae, as well as the swords from the site of Mallia from Crete, that include both 

plain and decorative forms of Type A and B. Use-wear analysis has never been done on 

early Aegean Bronze Age swords, allowing for scholars to only speculate on the use of 

every sword found.  As technology advances, use-wear analysis would hopefully be able 

to classify blades as either functional, semi-functional, or ceremonial/non-functional 
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based on the results. These results would  allow for more interpretations to be made about 

these early sword types and the Aegean Bronze Age society on both the Mainland and on 

Crete.  

 
 Currently, scholarship seeks to only present a timeline for the use and 

development of the Bronze Age sword. Although the work done thus far, by authors such 

as Molloy and Sandars, has offered an established and detailed account of the Bronze 

Age Aegean swords from their inception to the end of the Bronze Age, more work is 

needed in order to understand both the social and political nature of this weapon. This 

paper sought to build on the current scholarship in hopes to use it as a foundation to begin 

further discussion on the topic. The sword itself may have been created from a military 

need, but it soon took on other symbolic meaning to the Aegean peoples. Current 

research separates the political and social uses of this sword. The sword is only seen as 

either a battle tool or as an elite ornamented piece as seen from the evidence at Mycenae. 

It is necessary that new research blend all aspects together to better understand the true 

nature of the sword as it was seen in the Bronze Age. The sword was never a one-

dimensional object that was forged in the Middle Bronze Age. It is time now that scholars 

focus on type A and B swords as multidimensional tools for interpersonal struggle as well 

as markers of social status in Bronze Age Aegean society.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

FIGURES 
 
 
 

 
Figures 1a-1d, Long Daggers Types I-IV from Branigan 1967. 
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Figure 2: Gold hafted dagger. Drawing by Kellenbarger after Branigan 2011, 111. 
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Figure 3: Gold hafted dagger, Chania Archaeological Museum. Photograph by
 Kellenbarger 2018. 
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Figure 4: Short sword (4670) and blade (4658) from Hagia Photia. Drawing by
 Kellenbarger 2018 after Davaras and Betancourt 2004, 197.   
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Figure 5: Tomb 216 from Hagia Photia showing location of the short sword (31 cm);
 from Davaras and Betancourt 2004, 198. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 6: Lentoid seal, CMS VII no. 129 
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Figure 7: Gold seal, Mycenaean Grave Circle A- Shaft Grave III, LH I; CMS I, no.11 

 

 
 

Figure 8: Amygdaloid seal, Shaft Grave III, Grave Circle A, LH I; CMS I, no.12 
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Figure 9: Seal impression, Hagia Triada, LM I; CMS II.6, no. 15 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 10: Seal impression, Hagia Triada, CMS CMS II. 6, no. 17 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                           

42 



 
 

Figure 11: Lentoid seal, unknown findspot, LM I; CMS XII, no. 292 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Figure 12: Signet ring, Battle of Glen; CMS I, no. 16 
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Figure 13: The Combat Agate in the plan of the grave of the Griffin Warrior showing the
 approximate positions of the sealstones and gold rings, with the location of the
 Pylos Combat Agate (SN18-112) circled, from Stocker & Davis 2017, 586. 
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Figure 14: Gold Sword Handle, National Archaeological Museum of Athens, photo by
 Kellenbarger 2018, see also Karo 1930 fig 32, 98.  
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Figure 15: Gold sword handle. Drawing by Kellenbarger after Karo 1930, figure 32, 98. 
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Figure 16: Gold sword handle. National Archaeological Museum of Athens, photograph
 by Kellenbarger 2018; see also Karo 1930, figure 44, 123 
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Figure 17: Horned Sword with galloping horses, drawing by E. Gillieron, Karo 1930, fig
 31, 98.  
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Figure 18: Horned Sword with figure of eight shields, drawing by Kellenbarger 2018 
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