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ABSTRACT

While numerous studies have been published on Egyptian weaponry over the years, relatively few bave looked ar symbolic aspects of the use and

display of weapons in Egyptian art and in actual combat. In the 1990’ the present author produced a series of studies on the symbolic use of the

“‘turned bow” showing its actual and representational use as a symbol of dominance and submission. The present article grearly expands thar

research by examining the use of other weapons in similar circumstances. The results confirm the conclusions of the earlier studies of the bow

and show that all weapons having a “front” and “back” were used in the same manner for the display of dominance. Although the present article

considers only the evidence from Egypt, a broader significance of its findings is suggested by the fact that the earlier research showed the use of

the bow in dominance display was part of a lingua franca of gesture symbolism used throughout many areas of the ancient Near East and the

Mediterranean world, from Achaemenid Persia in the east to Greece in the west.

INTRODUCTION

Well over twenty years ago the present writer published a
series of articles on the “turned bow” in Egyptian art.! Those
studies examined the curious orientation and positioning of the
war bow in representations of kings and deities in ancient Egypt
(as well as in the art of other ancient Near Eastern and Eastern
Mediterranean cultures) and pointed out the way in which the
weapon was apparently used to reflect the status of the holder of
the bow in relation to other figures.

Now, after a small delay, it is a pleasure to offer this short
article? in honor of my friend and colleague Nanno Marinatos in
order to show that the same principle of dominance “turning” —
with exactly the same manifestations — is also to be found in
Egyptian representations of subjects holding edged weapons such
as the kbepesh sickle sword, the battle ax, and bladed mace. This
fact was not immediately obvious when the turned bow research
was completed, due to both the extremely large corpus of evidence
that needed to be examined when all weapons are considered, and
the fact that Egyptian representational display of edged weapons
exhibits some seeming anomalies which are now more fully
understood after further research.

Although the principle of the turned bow was thoroughly
examined in the carlier series of articles, it is briefly reiterated here
for the sake of completeness in the present study, and to introduce
the concept of gestural “turning” in the edged weapons (i.e., those

having a blade with a “front” and “back”).

THE WAR BOow

In formal contexts in Egyptian art® and in the art of a number
of other ancient Near Eastern cultures,* the dominant individual
in group representations invariably holds the bow backwards with
the bowstring turned toward the subordinate individuals, as in
Figure 1, where the god Horus holds the turned bow toward the
king and the prisoner before him.> Less dominant figures hold the
bow naturally, with the body of the bow pointing outward and the
string toward themselves, as in Figure 2 where the king holds the
bow naturally in the presence of Amun. However, the Egyptian
king turns his bow away from himself and toward his captives, or
other subordinate individuals, in the “turned bow” gesture when
no god is present, as in Figure 3. The bow is held in exactly the
same manner — turned away from dominant figures and toward
subsidiary or subjugated individuals - under the same
circumstances in ancient Mesopotamian, Persian and Hellenistic
Greek art.

Figure 3 shows another aspect of the symbolism of the turned
bow which is found in many New Kingdom battle scenes. In these
representations surrendering enemy troops are often shown
holding their own bows above their heads, with the string toward
themselves, as if to place themselves under the turned bow and
thus symbolically under the dominance of the conquering
Egyptian king. In this instance, the victorious Seti I snares a
Libyan with his bow turned in the gesture of dominance (there
would be no practical reason to hold a bow backwards in the midst
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of pitched battle), while the large enemy figure -- who functions as
a type of the enemy in general -- places himself under his own bow
in abject capitulation. Such depictions in Egyptian art indicate
that this gesture of surrender was understandable to a number of
ancient Near Eastern cultures, just as raising onc’s hands in
surrender is internationally understandable today.
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Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II destroys a prisoner before
the god Horus-Behdet. Edfu (Drawn by Troy
Sagrillo).

Figure 1:

Figure 2: Ramesses II with prisoners of war, before Amun.
Large Temple, Abu Simbel (Drawn by Troy
Sagrillo).

Figure 3:  Seti I defeating Libyans. Temple of Amun at Karnak
(Drawn by Troy Sagrillo).

THE BATTLE AX

The study of a large number of scenes depicting the ax® most
often used in warfare by the Egyptians — the piercing ax — shows
that exactly the same pattern as has been identified in
representations of the turned bow may also be found in the
dominance turning of this weapon. In Figure 4 we sce the normal
manner in which the ax would be held and carried with the cutting
edge of the blade facing forward toward the enemy. That these
troops and others in representations of actual battle usage” are all
depicted holding the ax in the same way demonstrates that this is
normal usage. In representations of captive smiting scenes where
the ax is held aloft, at the top of the arc of striking, the weapon is
also held naturally with the edge of the blade uppermost, as we will
see is the case with all other edged weapons.

On the other hand, when we consider scenes such as that
shown in Figure 5, where the king holds the ax before subdued
captives, we see that the weapon is held unnaturally, turned
backwards so that the cutting edge of the blade faces away from the
prisoners. Exactly the same poseis found, for cxamplc, in the same
kind of setting in the representation of the king with prisoners at
Beit el-Wali,? on either side of the window of royal appearances at
Medinet Habu,’and elsewhere. Note that the weapon could not be
used against the captive subjects as it is held — just as is the case
when the bow is turned - so these examples of the turned ax would
appear to represent the same aspect of implied dominance over
individuals who are denigrated as being no threat to the weapon

holder.
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