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After this they joined battle, the Argives and their allies
advancing with haste and fury, the Lacedaemonians slowly
and to the music of many flute-players

— a standing institution in their army,

that has nothing to do with religion,

but is meant to make them advance evenly,

stepping in time, without breaking their order,

as large armies are apt to do in the moment of engaging.
(Thucydides V.70)

Abstract : The main purpose of this article is to analyze textual data in order to ascertain the role played by the
standards in the Old Babylonian armies. Most authors have granted the standards used during battles a symbolic
or ideological function. However, given the context where they were used (complex war), it is more reasonable
to assume that they played a role which was primarily tactical.
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The use of military standards by armies in Antiquity is well attested, particularly in
Rome. Standards played a double function, both ideological (granting divine protection, sym-
bolizing the esprit de corps of the units, etc.) and practical (facilitating command, control and
communication of the troops). This paper addresses the study of the practical role played by
military standards in Old Babylonian warfare.

Open field battles involved the concentration of a large number of fighting soldiers,
which were very noisy and raised big clouds of dust. Very often this situation meant that sol-
diers lost their way. Military standards helped to solve this problem, acting as points of refer-
ence and allowing fighters to recognize the position of their units.

Moreover, military standards granted the generals tactical control over the armies. In the
case of complex armies with different units (infantry, archers, chariotry, cavalry, etc.), gener-
als resorted to military standards, among other means (e.g. wind instruments), in order to orga-
nize the action of the troops (to form up the marching troops, to place them on the battlefield,
to prevent the confusion of units, to indicate the command’s location, etc.) (QUESADA SANZ
2007, 174t.).
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However, and in spite of the previous general considerations, it must be pointed out that
scholars usually grant military standards in Old Babylonian warfare just a symbolic or ideo-
logical function. In the following pages, we shall try to determine whether they only played
that role, or whether they had a practical function as well. The Mari texts are the main source
for the study of this topic. The main problem is that, in spite of the abundance of informa-
tion on warfare, there is very little information on the particular development of the battles.
This matter was a military secret and, in order to prevent the enemy from knowing it, could
not be written down (ZIEGLER 1997, 152 ; CHARPIN 2004b, 288). Unfortunately, this implies,
among other things, that the specific role played by military standards during battles was never
stated.

There is a wide consensus among military historians in accepting that the use of military
standards merely as symbolic tools is typical of what is known as simple warfare (REINACH
1877-1919, 1307ff. ; QUESADA SANZ 2007, 11). There, in a context characterized by single
combats and frontal clashes between disorganized hordes of warriors, military standards were
carried to the battlefield in order to act as totemic symbols, granting the fighters magical pro-
tection. Only with the development of complex warfare did military standards acquire their
practical use.

Bearing in mind the lack of information in Old Babylonian sources on the use of mili-
tary standards, we shall try to determine whether, at that time, the battles followed a simple
or a complex pattern (battles on the open field, complex armies, with a tactical and strategic
approach). If a context of complex warfare is established, it may be reasonable to argue that
military standards had a practical role.

MILITARY STANDARDS IN OLD BABYLONIAN ARMIES

The use by Old Babylonian armies of military standards, usually representing deities, is
well attested. One example is found in the 27th year name of Hammurabi :

Year in which (Hammurabi) made for the great gods, his helpers, a magnificent emblem of

reddish gold, a palm-tree that goes in front of the army.!
Year of the golden emblem of the great gods.”
In the texts from Mari, there are references to standard-bearers (mubabbilum),’ a type

of soldier who marched at the front of the army with a standard (VILLARD 1992, 147f.).*
Throughout history, worthy soldiers have been responsible for bearing standards, and this

RIA 2 p. 179, n. 129.

BM 79758.

See VILLARD 1992, 148 ; DURAND 1998, 204 n. g. on the meaning ‘standard-bearer” for mubabbilum. Instead,
see AHw p. 665 : “Gaukler??”; CAD M/2 p. 157 : “(an acrobat or a juggler)” ; CDA p. 213 : “juggler” or “acro-
bat”?.

4 ARM 14 82, ARM 25 815, M.14460+14746, A.486+M.5319.
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was certainly an honourable task. The army of Mari was no exception. According to A.486*
(VILLARD 1992 ; LAPO 17 579), a letter from Ibal-pi-El to Zimri-Lim, Hammurabi of Babylon
gave more presents to the standard-bearers of the army of Mari than to the rest of the soldiers.
Only section commanders and lieutenants received a larger amount of gifts :°

The 10 section commanders received a torc and a ring, 10 multicoloured shirts. 1/3 pound is
the nominal value of the torc and the ring. 18 shekels is the true weight of the torc and the ring.
It is the present for the section commanders.®

The 20 lieutenants received 1 ring of silver of 10 shekels, sealed silver of 1 shekel, garments
and multicoloured shirts. 10 shekels is the nominal value of their ring and 1 shekel is the
nominal value of the sealed silver. 8 shekels is the true (value) of the ring, 2/3 shekel is the true
(value) of the sealed silver.’

(Bedouin troops received) sealed silver of a nominal value of 3 shekels. 2 1/2 shekels is the
true (value). It is the weight of sealed silver for (a group of) 10 men.®

Each of the 50 standard-bearers received a ring of 5 shekels, sealed silver of 1 shekel, a
multicoloured shirt. 4 2/3 shekels (is the true value of) the silver ring and the sealed silver. It is

the gift for the standard-bearers.’

Regarding numbers, according to A.486" there were 50 standard-bearers in a contingent
of 1,000 soldiers divided into 10 sections of 100 soldiers.'® Unfortunately, the texts do not
contain further details on their distribution, i.e. the number of standard-bearers assigned to
each section or to the commands.

Another text, A.4363 (FM 7 52), a letter from Su-nuhra-Halu to Bel-Sunu, states that
standards must be placed in front of the expeditions :

Place the gods in front of you, do not forget them."'

As for their appearance, military standards usually represented female warrior deities,
called istaratum (GUICHARD 1999, 41). ARM 1 53+ (CHARPIN, DURAND 1985, 316f. n. 107 ;
LAPO 17 478), a letter from Samsi-Addu to Yasmah-Addu, attests the presence of istaratum
in front of the army of ESnunna :

With these troops there are 3,000 men from ESnunna. These troops and the other ones have
arrived with the istararum."®

5 See also ARM 25 815, M.14460* (VILLARD 1992, 149f.).

®  Lines 60-62: 10 la.gal.kus.me§ hu-u[l-lam i har 1]0 I'tig.gil.DU : UD.a bu-ru-ma-tim im-hu-ru 1/3 ma.na ni-
bu-um Sa hu-ul-li i har 18 su.am Su-qui-ul-ti hu-ul-lim U har gi-i$;-ti 14.gal.kus.mes-[m]a.

7 Lines 63-65: 10 su 1 har kii.babbar 1 su ka-ni-<ik>-tum tig.hd u ga.e.a bu-ru-ma-tim 20 14 nu.banda.mes im-hu-
ru 10 su ni-ib har-Su-nu i 1 su ni-ib ka-ni-ik-tum 8 su har ki-nu-um 2/3 su ka-ni-ik-tum ki-nu-um.

8 Lines 66-67 : 3 su ka-ni-ik-tum ni-bu-um 2 1/2 su ki-nu-um Su-qui-ul-ti ka-ni-ik-tim $a 10 14.mes.

?  Lines 68-70 : 50 Id.me$ mlu-ba-bi-lu-tum 5 su].am har 1 su.am ka-ni-ik-tum 1.am ga.e.[a bu]-Tru-um-tum im)-
hu-ru 4 2/3 su ku.babbar har & ka-ni-ik-<tum> qi-is7-ti [1G6 mu)-ba-bi-lu-tim.

10" See ABRAHAMI 1992, 158 n. 7.

i; Lines 10-12 : it dingir.mes i-na pa-ni-ka le-gé-e-em la te-ez-zi-ba-as-Su-nu-ti.

Lines 16-19: it-ti sa-bi-im Sa-ti 3 li-mi sa-bu-um 1G €8.nun.na ki it-ti is-ta-ra-tim sa-bu-um an-nu-vi-um i an-nu-
ti-um ik-ta-ds-da-am-ma.
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Some scholars point to the possibility that military standards could in fact have been
actual statues of divinities (DURAND 1995, 307; 1998: 59 n.b; CHARPIN 2004b, 287).
Unfortunately, there are neither archaeological remains nor iconographic representations of the
standards in a war context during the Old Babylonian period (see MAYER-OPIFICIUS 1996,
218f.). However, it seems more reasonable, perhaps, to venture that the military standards of
Old Babylonian armies were images raised over and attached to lances or poles, similar to the
military standards depicted on the Naram-Sin stele.'® Carrying tens of statues to the battlefield
would have no military logic.

Lastly, regarding their function, as we have pointed out, scholars have granted only
a symbolical or ideological role to the military standards used by Old Babylonian armies.
According to Durand, standards granted protection to the soldiers, who paid homage to them
during parades or in the military camp (DURAND 1995, 307). Guichard has emphasized their
psychological role, with standards, besides songs, being useful to encourage troops before
combat (GUICHARD 1999, 41). In the same vein, Villard points out that standard-bearers were
just symbolical figures, who did not take part in the battles, acting only in rituals and festivals
(VILLARD 1992, 148).

Next, we shall try to determine whether military standards only played the roles just
described, or whether, instead, they were used in a practical way, as is common in complex
warfare.

OPEN FIELD BATTLES

According to the Mari texts, siegecraft was the most common war action in the Old
Babylonian period (CHARPIN 1993 ; DURAND 1998, 287ff.). There is also evidence of skir-
mishes, pursuits and ambushes, actions in which the use of military standards does not seem
appropriate. However, open field battles are also attested. A clause in the treaty between Zimri-
Lim of Mari and Ibal-pi-El of ESnunna'* established a duty to assist in “the place of the battle
and combat, the place of the wall and the camp”.'> With these words, this clause is specifying
the two basic forms of confrontation : open field battle and siegecraft (CHARPIN 2004b, 287).

Moreover, actual examples of open field battles are known. It is necessary to distinguish
here between clashes fought in the context of an aggressive defence, and true battles in an
open field.'® The use of military standards is only appropriate in the latter. Next, we shall sur-
vey some examples of open field battles attested in the texts from Mari.

One of the standards on the Naram-Sin stela depicts a scorpion-man. The other one, depicts a group of spheres/
globes (see MAYER-OPIFICIUS 1996, 214f. on its possible meaning). According to Nigro, the standards in the
Naram-Sin stela “could be considered symbols of the squadrons taking part to in the battle” (NIGRO 1998, 291).
14 A361 (CHARPIN 1991, 141ff.).

Col. ii, lines 13’-14" : a-$ar gi$.tukul.mes u ta-ha-zi-im a-'$ar du-ri-im i sa-ak-nim.

Aggressive defence consists of short and unexpected attacks performed by the troops under siege with the aim
of lightening the pressure. Therefore, the use of military standards is not appropriate in this context. There are
many examples of aggressive defence in the Mari texts (e.g. ARM 1 90 (LAPO 17 497), ARM 14 104* (LAPO 17
548), ARM 26 405).
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ARM 1 69+M.7538 (LAPO 17 452),"7 a letter from Samsi-Addu to Yasmah-Addu, re-
fers to the confrontation between the armies of Assyria and Ahazum. After stopping for the
winter, Assyrian troops assembled in Qabra.'® Part of them, led by Samsi-Addu, went to A3Sur
or Ekallatum." The rest, led by ISme-Dagan, went to the country of Ahazum? (CHARPIN,
ZIEGLER 2003, 97ff.). Knowing of the arrival of the Assyrian army, the troops of Ahazum
and their allies, the Turukkeans,’' assembled in Ikkallum, one of the cities of Ahazum. For
some reason, they retreated to defend themselves within the city. Both armies fought close to
Ikkalum (c. 130 m),* and the Assyrians defeated the troops of Ahazum.

ARM 4 33 (LAPO 17 527), a letter from ISme-Dagan to Yasmah-Addu, refers to the
clash between the army of ISme-Dagan and the Ya’ilanumean troops? led by Mar-Addu. The
battle took place near Tutarrum, after the conquest of the city by ISme-Dagan.** Mar-Addu
tried to counter-attack reassembling his troops near Tutarrum. However, the army of ISme-
Dagan won the battle and Mar-Addu was killed and probably beheaded.”

Finally, ARM 26 365 (LAPO 17 580), a letter from Yarim-Addu to Zimri-Lim, alludes to
the victory of the Babylonian army over the troops of the land of Mutiabal in the battle of
Kazalluk.

These examples show that open field battles, the kind of confrontation appropriate for
the practical use of military standards, took place in the Old Babylonian period. The develop-
ment of these battles must now be analyzed, with special attention to the possible application
of tactical criteria.

COMPOSITION AND COMMAND OF THE ARMIES

Old Babylonian armies did not consist of disordered gangs of warriors ; they were cer-
tainly complex armies, formed by thousands of soldiers*® who usually fought in tightly packed

'7 " CHARPIN, DURAND 1985, 314 n. 96.

Deller suggests the identification of Qabra with the Neo-Assyrian fortress Baqarru, ca. 15-20 km northwest
of Altin Koprii (DELLER 1990). Parpola and Porter suggest the identification of Baqarru with Tepe Ya‘qub
(PARPOLA, PORTER 2001, 7). For a recent discussion on Qabra see CHARPIN 2004, 164.

Lit. “the city” (1. 8 Ta-lim1.ki). For the identification of the term @lum with Ekallatum see DURAND 1997, 114 ;
CHARPIN, DURAND 1997, 370t ; DURAND 1998, 25 n. a ; ZIEGLER 2000, 26 n. 6. For its identification with ASSur
see CHARPIN 1983, 213 ; KUPPER 1985, 147 ; ZIEGLER 2002, 213ff. ; CHARPIN, ZIEGLER 2003, 98.

A kingdom probably located between the Raniya Plain and Erbil. Its capital was Sik§abbum, which must have
been located in the Lower Zab downstream towards Suiarra, perhaps near the modern town of Taqtaq (EIDEM,
LAESS@E 2001, 22f.).

“" An ethnic group from the mountainous hinterland of the middle course of the Tigris (KLENGEL 1962, 1985 ;
GRONEBERG 1980, 241 ; KUPPER ARM 26/1 p. 36 ; DURAND 1997, 80 ; HEIMPEL 2003, 29 ; see also EIDEM,
LASS@E 2001, 25ff.).

1.22. a-Tnal a.8a 5 su-$i: “300 coudées” (CHARPIN, DURAND 1985, 314 n. 96 ; DURAND 1998, 25 ; CHARPIN,
ZIEGLER 2003, 98).

An Amorrite polity located in the Middle Tigris (EIDEM, LESS@E 2001, 23 ; CHARPIN, ZIEGLER 2003, 93
n. 146).

A conquest mentioned in ARM 1 131 (LAPO 17 528) and in the Dadusa stela (EIDEM, LESS@E 2001, 23 ;
CHARPIN, ZIEGLER 2003, 94 n. 154).

25 A.3349: “When I shall deliver the head of Mar-Addu to my lord” (i-nu-ma sag dumu.9IM a-na be-li-ia ii-Sa-ba-
lam) (CHARPIN 1994. See also DURAND 1998, 122 n.a).

On the different sizes of the Old Babylonian armies see, recently, STOL 2004, 778. Concerning the largest ar-
mies, ARM 27 145: 21 and 147 : 8-9 mention 30,000 soldiers led by the Elamite king. One Shemshara letter
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units. The command, which had a hierarchical structure, followed a homogeneous pattern in
the region : general (ugula mar.tu; gal mar.tu in Mari), section commander (ugula gidru ; gal
ku, in Mari), lieutenant (nu.banda). According to A.486%, a text already mentioned, a unit of
1,000 men was under the command of a general and ten section commanders, who in their
turn were assisted by two lieutenants each.?’ The information provided by A.486* only alludes
to the army of Mari, but it is possible that numbers were the same in other armies (CHARPIN
2004b, 283).%

Armies were composed of different kinds of troops : heavy infantry (sabum kibittum)
(DURAND 1987, 666 ; 1998, 356)* and light infantry (sabum qallatum),*® besides other units
characterized by their origin (ally troops, mercenaries, etc.) or their function (shock troops)
(DURAND 1998, 356f., 361ff.).>! They had varied kinds of weapons panoply (DURAND 1998,
387ff.). The defensive weapons were helmet (qurpisum) and shield (sinnatum).*> Among of-
fensive weapons, the most important was the lance. Thanks to the Mari texts we know about
the existence of four types of lances (Sukurrum, imittum) and javelins (zamrdtum, nazinum),
of different size and weight (MONTERO, VIDAL 2006). The use of swords (namsarum), slings
(waspum), and two types of bow, both simple (gastum) and composite (tilpanum, sahirum) is

also attested.

Several texts show the existence of an actual “order” within the armies. ARM 4 26
(LAPO 17 534), a letter from ISme-Dagan to Yasmah-Addu, alludes explicitly to the advance
of the Assyrian army following a “marching order” (Sadahum) (DURAND 1998, 133 n. g),
which varied according to factors such as terrain. ARM 4 85+A.3090 (ZIEGLER 1997), a letter
from ISme-Dagan to Yasmah-Addu, brings us information about the disposition of troops on
the battlefield. The text describes the existence of a centre (abunnatum) and two wings (kap-
pum).*® Other texts complete the picture by mentioning the vanguard (lit. “forehead, brow”,
piitum)* and the rearguard (lit. “tail”, zibbatum).* The hypothesis could be put forward that
the main part of the (heavy) infantry occupied the centre, with auxiliary troops protecting its
flanks. Light infantry, armed with javelins, might have been in the front line attacking the en-

(ShA 1 64 : 12) mentions an army of 60,000 soldiers led by ISme-Dagan. However, this last number is probably
an exaggeration (STOL 2004, 778).

27 On the organization of Old Babylonian armies see HARRIS 1975, 87 ; CHARPIN 1987 ; 2004b, 282ff. ; STOL
2004, 7791f.

28 However, according to ARM 6 28 (LAPO 17 573), a letter from Bahdi-Lim to Zimri-Lim, a general in the army
of Babylon commanded only 200 or 300 men.

2 See, for example, ARM 4 49 (LAPO 17 525) : 7, ARM 26 176 (LAPO, 17 620) : 6, 26 ; ARM 27 102 : 35. On the
meaning of sabum kibittum see instead AHw p. 417 ; CAD K p. 21 ; CDA p. 140 : “main body of an army”. On
the size of the armies see ABRAHAMI 1992, 159ff.

30" See, for example, ARM 2 22 (LAPO 17 585) : 13, ARM 26 176 (LAPO 17 620) : 23,25 ; ARM 26 471 :1.2".

On the secondary role of chariots in the Old Babylonian period, see CHARPIN 2004b, 285 n. 1487. On the pos-

sible existence of an incipient cavalry see EIDEM 1991, 131ff.

32 See ABRAHAMI 1991, 21 n. 6. Instead AHw p. 1103, CAD & p. 201, CDA p. 338, “a wind instrument”.

Sometimes also named idum (ARM 1 90 ; ZIEGLER 1997, 151). However, according to Durand, the centre and

wings referred to in the Mari texts are not the same as the centre and wings of Greek and Roman armies. Thus,

the term abunnatum would refer to the most protected part of the army, while the term kappum would allude to

assisting troops (DURAND 1998, 308 notes b and c).

3 A.1975 (ZIEGLER 1997, 150 n. 7).

3 See ZIEGLER 1997, 151 n. 11.
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emy troops. Finally reserve troops, capable of reinforcing the weak spots of the battle front,
could form the rearguard. Of course, we may assume that the battle order varied according to
different circumstances (terrain, the enemy’s positions).

Various texts clearly point out that armies acted following tactical considerations (see SASSON
1969, 43ff.). In this way ARM 1 5 (LAPO 17 517), a letter from Samsi-Addu to Yasmah-Addu,
shows the existence of tactical (perhaps strategical) planning before the battle :

You constantly search for plans to beat the enemy and thwart him continually. But the enemy
will likewise try to constantly search for plans and to thwart you continually.*

Similarly CTN 4 63, an extispicy text from the time of Hammurabi referring to the con-
frontation between Babylon and Mutiabal (CHARPIN 1997, 190), shows the existence of tacti-
cal movements between the different units of the army, varying according to the development
of the battle :

Hadan$u-luk$ud, son of Sin-nerari, who performs the supervision of the soldiers : should he go
to the front or should he remain in the centre??’

The set of data that we have revised clearly shows the complexity of the armies (di-
vided into units and sections, with troops distinguished by their functionality, equipment, ori-
gin, etc.), and of the battles (performed following tactical criteria). This is the background
required in support of the practical use of military standards.

USING THE STANDARDS

Bearing in mind the previous considerations, it is not reasonable to maintain that military
standards acted merely as symbolic elements in Old Babylonian warfare. In the first place, the
existence of a contingent of standard-bearers as large as that mentioned in A.486*is difficult to
explain, if it did not play a practical role during the battles. A symbolic end could have been
achieved just as well without stressing the available resources by burdening them with units
of 50 standard-bearers for every 1,000 soldiers. The sight of a few divine objects would have
been enough to create the fiction of divine protection and encourage the troops. Secondly, to
assume that the function of military standards was only symbolic implies assuming that mili-
tary commands in the Old Babylonian age were capable of managing complex armies and of
planning tactical manoeuvres on battlefields, but ignored the practical value of standards as
instruments for war and did not use them.

In fact, the information we have examined leads us to identify two typical situations
where military standards could have played a practical role. In the first place, as we have seen,
open field battles were conceived as a confrontation between complex armies. It was therefore

3 . T g P s %o
®  Lines 4-7 : at-tu-nu a-na da-a-ak na-ak-ri-im Si-ib-qi te-és-te-né-e u te-te-ni-ig-gi-ra-su i na-ak-rum ga-tam-ma

a-na ku-nu-§i-im $i-ib-qi is-te-ni-i i i-te-ni'-gi-ir-ku-nu-ti.
Col. i lines 9-12 : a-dan-$ii-lu-uk-su-ud dumu '30.érin.gab 5@ a-ki-lu-ut re-di-i ip-pu-si pa-ni-sii-nu li-is-bat-ma
ina a-bu-un-na-ti li-ir-di (CHARPIN 2004b, 289 n. 1519).
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49



Akkadica 130 (2009)

essential for units and sections not to fragment when they were engaging in combat. Military
standards present in the battle could have been used as a point of reference, allowing the sol-
diers to recognize their units, in spite of the noise and the dust.

In the second place, the well-attested existence of a marching order and a battle order in Old
Babylonian armies required the troops to advance in a well arranged manner, without breaking
the formation. Alongside wind instruments, military standards have been the tools traditionally
used in history as points of reference in order to organize the advance. It seems more reasonable
to assume that military commands were capable of resorting to the use of military standards in
order to perform the tasks mentioned, than to accept that they ignored their practical benefits.
Old Babylonian armies needed military standards during battle, they had them and presumably
they used them.
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