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Abstract

Bronze swords with a thin and long blade which is generally over 60 cm and can reach up to 120 cm, often 
called “rapiers”, were found in second millennium BC elite graves over a wide geographical area from the Per-
sian Talysh to the east, to the Aegean to the west.
The paper will discuss the geographical and chronological distribution of these objects, which are strongly sym-
bolic and can be connected to the ideals of a rising warrior aristocracy, with a special focus on identifying the 
routes and ways of diffusion of such ideals, and their possible antecedents, over the northern sections of the 
Near East and beyond these.
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the blade can vary considerably, and a midrib can 
be either present or absent. Especially in the ear-
lier periods, morphological variety is quite high. 
The shape of the shoulder, the tang and the handle 
can be very different from each other, probably as 
a consequence of cultural trends, which tend to dif-
ferentiate the shape of the weapon on a regional 
basis. On the other hand, swords that come from 
the same geographic area are often quite similar to 
each other.2

3. South Caucasian, Anatolian 
and Aegean swords

The two most numerous corpora of long-swords 
have been found in the Southern Caucasus and 
in the Aegean. We must however consider that it 
is in Anatolia, in the late fourth millennium BC, 
that the first sword prototypes were found, pre-
cisely at Tülintepe, Arslantepe, and in Sivas re-
gion.3 All these zones show connections with the 
Caucasus since the Late Chalcolithic period, espe-
cially with the South Caucasian Kura-Araxes, but 
also with the North Caucasian Majkop/Novosvo-
bodnaja culture.4 In fact a primitive sword model 
was also found in the Klady cemetery in the north-
western Caucasus.5 Furthermore, the oldest long-
swords, which are dated to the mid-third millen-
nium BC were found in Anatolia, precisely in the 
“Royal Cemetery” of Alacahöyük6 (fig. 1: A). There 
is however a second place, geographically very far 
away from Anatolia, where a possibly roughly con-
temporary long-sword was discovered: the necrop-

2	 The typological question is rather complex and we have 
chosen not to treat it in this article. For the complete descrip-
tion of the different types of long-sword see: Dall’Armelli-
na 2017, pp. 146-153. 

3	 Yalçın, Yalçın 2009, p. 126 (Tülintepe); Di Noc-
era et Al. 2004, pp. 66-67; Palumbi 2004, pp. 114-119; 
Frangipane 2007-2008, pp. 169-193 (Arslantepe); Zimmer-
mann et Al. 2011, pp. 1-7 (Sivas).

4	 Palumbi 2011, pp. 47-59.
5	 Anthony 2007, pp. 291-283; Rezepkin 2000, 

pp. 62-67.
6	 Koşay 1944, pp. 118-120, pl. LXXXI, 26; Sandars 

1961, pp. 18-19, pl. 15,3-5; Gürsan-Salzmann 1992, pp. 73, 
81-82, 91, 139-140, 142, 146. 

1. Introduction

The so-called long-sword, an innovative type of 
weapon that was also an emblem of the emerging 
military aristocracy, spreads in the cultural land-
scape of the Near East and the Eastern Mediterra-
nean of the second millennium BC. This is an ob-
ject with a strong symbolic value that accompanies 
the warriors even after their death. In fact, it is of-
ten part of the funerary apparatus in sumptuous 
“royal tombs”, but it also appears in other prestig-
ious elite contest from the Southern Caucasus to 
Greece. Sporadic specimens have also been found 
outside the two limits of this “main diffusion 
area”: in the Talysh region of Northwestern Iran 
and in Eastern Europe. If the spread of the “long 
sword” in the Southern Caucasus, in Anatolia and 
in the Aegean area seems to be fairly uniform and 
on the whole chronologically clear, the issue is 
more complex for these western and eastern exten-
sions as, on the one hand, the publications dealing 
with the Talysh swords are very dated and, on the 
other one, finds of this type of weapon in Eastern 
Europe are very scarce and often result from fortui-
tous discoveries.

In the following, we will discuss the geographi-
cal and chronological distribution of these objects, 
which are strongly symbolic and can be connected 
to the ideals of a rising warrior aristocracy, with a 
special focus on identifying the routes and ways of 
diffusion of such ideals, 1 and their possible anteced-
ents, over the northern sections of the Near East 
and beyond these.

2. Typology

The long-sword is a metal weapon with a thin blade 
with two cutting edges, often balanced by a midrib, 
which can be more or less marked. In any case, the 
considerable length of the blade, which is mostly 
over 60 cm but can reach up to 120 cm, is its main 
distinctive feature. The shape of the upper part of 

1	 To deepen other topics (for examples the typological 
classification, the contexts of discovery, the iconographic sourc-
es and of the written testimonies about the long-sword) see 
Dall’Armellina 2017, pp. 143-182.
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Central Anatolia,9 at Byblos in the Levant10 but also 
in the Aegean area, with recoveries both in the is-

vili 2001, p. 4, Taf. 2,7), Mravaltskali (Picchelauri 1987, 
p. 37, Taf. XLIV; Abramishvili 2001, pp. 4-5, Taf. 2,2), Sa-
duga (Abramishvili 2001, p. 5, Taf. 2,1), Maisan (Ares-
jan 1986, p. 494; Abramishvili 2001, pp. 5-6, Bobokyan 
2008, p. 60, Taf. 24) and Lori-Berd (Bobokhyan 2008, p. 60, 
Taf. 24). 

9	 Examples have been found at Diyarbakir (Güter-
bock 1965, 197-198, pl. XIII), Ganziantep (Summers 1991, 
184-186, figs. 6b, 8), Soli (Bittel 1940, pl. IV, fig. 6; San-
dars 1961, p. 22, pl. 16,5) and Kültepe (Özgüc 1986, p. 75, 
pl. 129,3). 

10	 Dunand 1937, pp. 148-149, figs. 138-139; Schaef-
fer 1948, pp. 60-61; Sandars 1961, p. 20, pl.16,6.

olis of Nidhiri, on the island of Lefkada, where 
tomb cR7 contained a large set of weapons includ-
ing a fragment of blade (fig. 1: C).7 We can thus 
suppose that Eastern Anatolia was the place where 
the “idea of sword” was born, and where later long-
swords developed. 

Later on, starting from the late third/early sec-
ond millennium, the long-sword begins to spread 
into various regions: in the Southern Caucasus with 
the Trialeti culture (fig. 1: B)8, in South-eastern and 

7	 Dörpfeld 1927, p. 229; Sandars 1961, p. 26, pl. 
17,6; Sandars 1963, p. 145.

8	 Examples have been found at Samtavro (Abramish-

Figure 1
Examples of long swords from the Southern 
Caucasus, Anatolia and the Aegean area. 
A - Alacahöyük (after Sandars 1961, pl. 15); 
B - Dzoraget (after Abramishvili 2001, Taf. 2); 
C - Lefkada (after Sandars 1961, pl. 17, 6); 
D - Malia (after Chapouthier 1938, fig. 4); 
E - Hattuša (after Taracha 2003, fig. 1); 
F - Ugarit (after Schaeffer 1955, p. 277)
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Attica,14 Eubea,15 in Crete16 and Rhodes17) and long 
swords make their appearance also in different sites 
in the Levantine area (fig. 1: F). On the contrary, 
they are no longer present in Anatolia and in the 
Southern Caucasus.

It is important to understand which may have 
been the main routes that allowed the long sword 
to reach the Aegean area. We have three different  

14	 At Athens (Immerwahr 1973, pp. 12-13, fig. 21; 
Driessen, Macdonald 1984, p. 69), Perati (Iakovides 
1954, pp. 89-103, fig. 5; Sandars 1963, 152); Tangara (Or-
landoi 1971, p. 18, fig. 15; Driessen, Macdonald 1980, 
p. 70) and Orchomenos (Driessen, Macdonald 1984, 
p. 69). 

15	 Themeles 1972, p. 250, pl. 215a; Driessen and 
Macdonald 1984, p. 69.

16	 Knossos (Evans 1906, pp. 33-37, 50, 62, figs. 66, 98 
figs. 38, 53, 66; Evans 1935, p. 849, fig. 832; Hutchinson 
1956, pp. 68-73, figs. 2, 16; Hood 1956, pp. 81-99, figs. 3, 5, 
pl. 14e; Hood, De Jong 1952, pp. 249, 265, fig. 15a, pl. 50; San-
dars 1963, pp. 144-147, pl. 21,1, pl. 23,12; Mervyn Popham, 
Catling 1974, p. 226, figs. 16-17; Driessen, Macdonald 
1984, p. 70), Kydonia (Andreadaki-Vlazaki 2010, p. 525) 
and Kato Symne (Lebessi 1976, p. 10; Driessen, Macdon-
ald 1984, p. 71).

17	 Maiuri 1926, p. 100, fig. 15; Jacopi 1930, p. 297, 
figs. 42-43; Sandars 1963, p. 145; Driessen and Macdon-
ald 1984, p. 69.

lands (fig. 1: D)11 and on the mainland.12 From the 
seventeenth to the fifteenth century BC attestations 
in the Southern Caucasus and in Anatolia become 
less frequent, and the main propagation centre of 
these weapons is the Peloponnese, especially Myce-
nae (fig. 2).

From the fourteenth century onwards, most finds  
are located in the Aegean region (Peloponnese,13  

11	 In particular at Malia (Charbonneaux 1925, 
pp. 1-18, figs. 4-11; Chapouthier 1936, pp. 15-30, pl. 1; 
Sandars 1961, p. 17, pl. 17,1) and Arkalochori (Hazzidakis 
1912, pp. 35-47; Marinatos 1935, pp. 212-220; Sandars 
1961, p. 17, pl. 17,3), Aegina (Kilian-Dirlmeier 1997, 
pp. 13-23, Abb. 5-7) and Lefkada (Dörpfeld 1927, p. 229; 
Sandars 1961, p. 26, pl. 17,5). 

12	 In the Circle B of Mycenae (Mylonas 1973), at Ar-
gos (Protonotariou-Deilaki 1990, p. 79; Gonzato 
2012, p. 123), Galatas (http://chronique.efa.gr/index.php/
fiches/voir/1935/) and Thebes (Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993, 
p. 18, Taf. 5,31). 

13	 At Dendra (Persson 1931, pp. 34-36, pl. XX; San-
dars 1963, p. 147), Prosymna (Sandars 1963, p. 145); Nich-
oria (Wilkie 1987, p. 132, pl. XXXIIIa) and Epidaurus (Pa-
padimitriou 1948, pp. 101-102; Lambrinudakis 1981, 
p. 62, fig. 13).

Figure 2
Examples of long swords from Mycene
A- Circle A Tomb V cat. 730 (after Karo 1930, Taf. LXXXI); 
B- Circle B Tomb N (after Mylonas 1973, pl. 147 α)
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nates from Semacha (fig. 3: B). The scholar dated 
this item to the eighteenth/seventeenth centuries 
BC because it was found in association with some 
black polished ware.20 The second sword comes 
from Astara (fig. 3: A), but we do not have any oth-
er information about the circumstances of finding 
or dating hypotheses.21 

The Talysh swords come from funerary contexts 
which were archeologically investigated in the nine-
teenth century by J. De Morgan.22 Two of them 
were found in the Veri (fig. 3: D-E) cemetery, one 
inside a dolmen tomb at Hovil (fig. 3: C), and the 
last comes from a circular grave at Khodja-Daoud. 
Unfortunately De Morgan provided insufficient in-
formation about the chronology of these graves, did 
not number them and often published materials be-
longing to their funerary equipment without speci-
fying which tomb they come from.

At a later date, C.F.A. Schaeffer in Stratigra-
phie Comparée et Chronologie de l’Asie Occidentale 
revised De Morgan’s work and dated some swords 
to his Talyche Recent I period (1550‑1450 BC) 
and some other to his Talyche Recent II period 
(1450‑1350 BC).23 Schaeffer’s chronological perio-
disation of the Talysh region is based on some Mi-
tanni-style seals, found and published by De Mor-
gan, which show strong similarities with specimens 
from Palestine and Ugarit.24 More recently some 
scholars, such as Schachner25 and Abramishvili,26 
have however suggested that Schaffer’s chronology 
of the region should be revised and that, as a conse-
quence, these long swords might be contemporary 
with those found in Georgia and Armenia, which 
are presently dated to the twentiet‑seventeenth cen-
turies. Although this can not be ruled out, it can not 
be proved at the present state of knowledge, espe-
cially since in one of the Tombs of Veri, of which 
a relatively good drawing was published, it appears 
that daggers with a half-moon grip have been found 

20	 Burger 1994, p. 210. 
21	 Burger 1994, p. 211. 
22	 De Morgan 1896, pp. 30-36, figs. 34, 38, 40, 56, 

2005 p. 257, fig. 341.
23	 Schaeffer 1958, pp. 415-486.
24	 Castelluccia 2017, pp. 391-410. 
25	 Schachner 2005, pp. 179-180. 
26	 Abramishvili 2010, note 61. 

possible ways of communication. The first con-
nects the Southern Caucasus to the area of the As-
syrian merchant colonies in Central Anatolia and 
then, through this, reaches the coast of the Medi-
terranean Sea between Cilicia and the Northern Le-
vant and, from there, finds a sea outlet to the Aege-
an. This route may be reflected by some Anatolian 
finds (Kültepe, Diyarbakir, Gaziantep, Soli) and 
by an isolated in north Levant (Byblos), but also in 
the fact that most of the oldest Aegean swords were 
found in the islands (Crete, Aegina, Lefkada and 
Amorgos).

The second possible itinerary would pass to the 
south of the Pontus mountains, then would cross 
the Bosphorus canal and then again reach Greece. 
At last, we must consider also the situation of the 
site of Troy. No swords were found here, but the 
site indubitably returned materials that show strong 
connections, since the third millennium BC, with 
the Near East, the Aegean area and with the South-
ern Caucasus.18 So we must take into account also a 
third route that, starting from the Southern Cauca-
sus, passed through the area of Troy site and flowed 
from there into the Mediterranean.

4. Long-swords from Azerbaijan 
and the Talysh region

Mention should now be made of some long-swords 
found in Azerbaijan and in the Talysh area of 
Northwestern Iran. These finds attest a diffusion 
of the long sword in the south-eastern direction, as 
well. There are, however, some major problems con-
cerning the dates of these specimens. The literature 
regarding long-swords discovered in Azerbaijan is 
fragmentary and approximate.19 Fortunately Gisela 
Burger in 1994 published two examples of swords 
coming from this country. The first is preserved at 
the archaeological museum of Baku and it origi-

18	 In particular, on the similarities of the various artefacts 
found by Schliemann with contemporary examples from all 
these areas, see Treister 1996, pp. 197-232; see also the table 
of comparison of axe-hammers from Troy with examples from 
the steppe in Kohl 2007, fig. 3.30. 

19	 Burger 1994, p. 210, Taf. VI, 2; Schachner 2001, 
p. 120, Taf. 36f – k; Areshian 2008, p. 59, Abb. 2,8.
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5. Bulgarian and Romanian long-swords

In the second half of the second millennium, the 
long-sword begins to spread also in other areas of 
Europe, in particular in the Balkan and Carpathi-
an regions. These European specimens, published in 
section IV of the series Prähistorische Bronzefunde,28 
are probably closely related to the Greek ones, al-
though unfortunately their dating is also very prob-
lematic. Two particularly significant examples 
should be mentioned in this regard.

The first one is preserved at the Museum of 
Varna, in Bulgaria (fig. 4: A). Its archaeological 
context is unknown, but it was supposedly found 
in north-eastern Bulgaria.29 It is the fragment of a 
sword with a mid-rib and a blade that gradually nar-
rows from the hilt plate to the tip. This particular 
profile shows a great similarity to the sword that was 
discovered in 1991 at the Lion Gate in the Hittite 
capital of Hattuša (fig. 1: E).30 The well-known Hit-
tite sword has an inscription with the name of king 
Tudhaliya I, who lived in the end of the fifteenth 
century, and this fact provides a clear fixed point for 
the dating of the object. Taking into account the 
similarity of the two weapons, the sword preserved 
in Varna might be contemporaneous with that of 
Hattuša, although the possibility of a later dating 
should not be excluded. 

Another sword very similar to those of Varna 
and Hattuša was found in 1992 at Densuş in Roma-
nia (fig. 4: B).31 The weapon, which is part of a pri-
vate collection, was casually found along the banks 
of the river, thus its dating is unknown. We can ob-
serve, however, that the blade, in good preservation 
status and 73 cm long, has strong typological analo-
gies with the specimens discussed above.32

28	 Kilian-Dirlmeier 1993; Bader 1991. 
29	 Athanassov, Kraus, Slavčev 2009, pp. 17-32.
30	 Ünal, Ertekin, Ediz 1991, pp. 46-52; Salvini, 

Vagnetti 1994, pp. 215-235; Hansen 1994, pp. 213-215; 
Taracha 2003, pp. 367-376. 

31	 Gogâltan 1997, pp. 55-65. 
32	 Gogâltan 1997, pp. 55-65.

along with the long sword.27 This material is clear-
ly later than the Georgian and Armenian swords, 
and would imply a later date for the associated long 
sword, although it cannot be excluded that a reuse 
of the tomb, as frequently attested in the region, had 
not been noticed by De Morgan.

27	 De Morgan 1896, fig. 40.

Figure 3
Long swords from Azerbaijan and the Talysh area
A - Astara (after Burger 1994, Taf. VI)
B - Samacha (after Burger 1994, Taf. VI); 
C - Hovil (after De Morgan 1986, fig. 56,29)
D - E - Veri (after De Morgan 1896, figs. 56,1, 56,3)
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Figure 4
Long swords from Bulgaria and Romania

A - Varna (https://www.researchgate.
net/figure/Abb-1-Schwertklinge-aus-
dem-Museum-in-Varna-Inv-Nr-I-3762_
fig1_228543207, 23/06/2018)

B - Densuş (after Gogâltan 1997, fig. 2)
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6. Complete catalogue of long-swords 
from South Caucasus, Anatolia, Levant 
and Greece (mainland and islands)*33

SOUTH CAUCASUS Context of discovery Date

Samtavro kurgan No. 243 funerary 20th-18th c.

Lilo kurgan No. 1 funerary 17th-15th c.

Mravaltskali kurgan No.12 funerary 20th-18th c.

Tetri Kvebi kurgan No. 1 funerary 17th-15th c.

Saduga kurgan No. 2 funerary 20th-18th c.

Dzoraget funerary unknown

Ghatchaghan funerary (?) 20th-18th c.

Maisan Valley funerary 20th-18th c.

Lori-Berd unknown 20th-18th c.

Vorotnaberd funerary unknown

Angekhakot funerary unknown

Dzora funerary unknown

Nojemberjan unknown unknown

Odzun unknown unknown

Hovil unknown unknown

Gachiani unknown unknown

ANATOLIA Context of discovery Date

Alacahöyük (3 pcs) funerary second half of 3rd mill.

Gaziantep (2 pcs) hoard 20th-17th c.

Çorum unknown unknown

Soli Pompeiopolis hoard 20th-17th c.

Kültepe (2 pcs) urban 20th-17th c.

Bodrum unknown unknown

*33	Because of the different regional periodisations, which are difficult to convert into absolute dates, it was decided to divide the 
diffusion of the “long swords” into four main chronological periods: 

1 – second half of the 3rd millennium
2 – 20th-18th centuries 
3 – 17th-15th centuries
4 – 14th century or later. 
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ANATOLIA Context of discovery Date

Bolu funerary unknown

Nallihan (2 pcs) hoard unknown

Diyarbakir unknown 20th-18th c.

Hattuša sporadic find 17th-15th c.

Kasatamonu sporadic find unknown

LEVANT Context of discovery Date

Byblos hoard 20th-18th c.

Tell Es-Sa’Idiyeh funerary 14th c. or later

Ugarit hoard 14th c. or later

Ugarit urban 14th c. or later

Ugarit ( 4 pcs) hoard 14th c. or later

Gezer funerary 14th c. or later

Alalakh urban 14th c. or later

CRETE Context of discovery Date

Malia (3 pcs) urban 20th-18th c.

Arkalochori sacred 20th-18th c.

Zakros (2 pcs) urban 17th-15th c.

Knossos (13 pcs) funerary 14th c. or later

Kato SymeViannou (3 pcs) sacred 17th-15th c.

Kydonia funerary 14th c.

MYCENAE Context of discovery Date

Circle B tomb A ( 3 pcs) funerary 20th-18th c.

Circle B tomb Γ (4 pcs) funerary 20th-18th c.

Circle B tomb Δ funerary 20th-18th c.

Circle B tomb Z funerary 20th-18th c.
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MYCENAE Context of discovery Date

Circle B tomb I funerary 20th-18th c.

Circle B tomb Λ funerary 20th-18th c.

Circle B tomb N (2 pcs) funerary 20th-18th c.

Circle A tomb IV (7 pcs) funerary 17th-15th c.

Circle A tomb V (11 pcs) funerary 17th-15th c.

Circle A tomb VI funerary 17th-15th c.

Chamber tomb 81 funerary 17th-15th c.

Chamber tomb 78 funerary 17th-15th c.

Acropolis unknown unknown

CONTINENTAL GREECE Context of discovery Date

Kakovatos tholos B funerary 17th-15th c.

Dendra tholos tomb (4 pcs) funerary 14th c. or later

Dendra (?) unknown unknown

Prosymna chamber tomb XXXVII funerary 14th c. or later

Peramatos Ioannina funerary unknown

Galaxidi unknown unknown

Mount Olympus (?) unknown unknown

Unknown unknown unknown

Nichoria tholos tomb funerary 14th c. or later

Perati tomb 12 funerary 14th c. or later

Argo mound E tomb 5 funerary 20th-18th c.

Agios Vasileios (batch of 16 pcs.) unknown 17th-15th c.

Pylos funerary 17th-15th c.

Galatas tomb 3 funerary 20th-18th c.

Tangara funerary 14th c. or later

Iolco tomb 6 funerary 17th-15th c.

Orchomenos urban (?) 14th c. or later

Athens Agora’s cemetery funerary 14th c. or later

Thebes funerary 20th-18th c.

Epidaurus sanctuary of Apollo (2 pcs) sacred 14th c. or later
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GREEK ISLANDS Context of discovery Date

Aegina King’s Grave funerary 20th-18th c.

Rhodes Ialysos (3 pcs) funerary 14th c. or later

Skopelos Staphilos Tomb funerary 17th-15th c.

Levkas Nidhri tomb R7 funerary second half of 3rd Mill.

Levkas Nidhri tomb 24, funerary 20th-18th c.

Euboea funerary 14th c. or later

Amorgos (4 pcs) unknown unknown

7. Long-swords from Arzebaijan and 
the Talysh region mentioned in the article

AZERBAIJAN Context of discovery Date

Semacha unknown 18th-17th c.

Astara unknown unknown

TALYSH Context of discovery Date

Veri (2pcs) funerary 20th-17th c. (?)

Hovil funerary 20th-17th c. (?)

Khodja-Daoud funerary 20th-17th c. (?)

8. Long-swords from Bulgaria and Romania 
mentioned in the article

BULGARIA Context of discovery Date

North-eastern Bulgaria 
(preserved at the Mueseum of Varna)

unknown 17th-15th c. (?)

ROMANIA Context of discovery Date

Densuş sporadic find 17th-15th c. (?)
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9. Conclusions

What emerges from the situation described above 
is that the first half of the second millennium is a 
period characterised by a strong “cultural sprint”. 
The Southern Caucasus and the Anatolian region 
seem to be not only the places of incubation of the 
long-sword, but also the starting point for the diffu-
sion of a series of symbols and traditions related to 
it. The fact that some long swords have been found 
in Azerbaijan and in the Talysh region proves that 
there is not only a one-way diffusion vector, but a 
series of multidirectional steps that lead to a broad-
spectrum propagation of social values. The presence 
of long-swords in Eastern Europe seems to confirm 
this hypothesis even more 

Figure 5
Distribution of the long sword from the third to the first half of the second millennium BC

In conclusion, what merits to be evaluated with 
greater interest in the future is not only the inter-
nationalisation, in the course of the Middle and es-
pecially of the Late Bronze Age, of trade and the 
wide-ranging distribution of specific products, but 
also the sharing of common customs and ideolo-
gies. The sumptuous elite graves in which many long 
swords were found, along with other precious ob-
jects and weapons, are proof of a cultural koinè of 
common values that result in a birth of a new aris-
tocratic class, which maintains, or exhibits its pow-
er through military exercise. The virtues that the 
sword embodies thus show a common fil rouge from 
the Caspian to the Aegean, and from the Caucasus 
to the Carpathians.
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