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he story of the Trojan War, best known through Homer’s  
Iliad and Odyssey, is by no means of exclusively Greek pedigree. 
Many elements in Homer’s works betray a strong Near East-
ern inluence, whilst (as has been discussed in .) a Luwian 
text with a possible reference to ‘high (or steep) Wiluša’ could 
point to an early Anatolian tradition based on a Trojan war. 
Whether Troy and the war were already the theme of an epic 
tradition in Greece during the Bronze Age remains uncertain. 
A number of elements in the Iliad suggest that as early as the 
Late Bronze Age there were songs in Greece about the war for 
Troy. For example, the metre of certain parts of the Iliad seem 
more compatible with early – Mycenaean – Greek than with 
later dialects of Homer’s own period. Moreover, the descrip-
tion of the geography of the plain in front of Troy in the Iliad, 
as well as Homer’s description of Greece itself, with references 
to numerous cities long deserted by Homer’s time, seem to in-
dicate a Late Bronze origin for at least parts of the Trojan epic 
(this is especially the case in Book II of the Iliad, the ‘Catalogue 
of Ships’, which lists the Greek contingents sailing for Troy). 
On top of all this, a number of archaeological items that are 
mentioned in the Iliad and Odyssey, such as weapons and suits 
of armour, including so-called ‘boar’s tusk helmets’ and bronze 
cuirasses, also point to the Bronze Age origin. 

his is not of course to say that the Iliad has been copied 
verbatim from a Late Bronze Age story: there is clear evidence 
of later changes and additions in the Homeric epics, often on 
an extensive scale. And it certainly does not mean that a ‘Myce-
naean Iliad’, should it already have existed, was directly linked 
to actual events of the period. he Iliad was at all times a work 
of art, a tale intended to entertain. Nevertheless, at a number 
of points the epic appears so realistic, and there are now so 
many archaeological and textual data that it remarkably well 
with the era Homer depicts in his works, that it is conceivable, 
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and even probable, that the core of the Iliad really does have an 
historical basis.

MYCENAEANS IN ANATOLIA

he Mycenaean Greeks are archaeologically ‘visible’ on the 
Western Anatolian littoral from at least  bc onwards. 
here are many indications for early Mycenaean (trade) activity 
throughout that region, whilst at the site of the later (classi-
cal Greek) city of Miletus, especially, there are strong indica-
tions of/suggesting Mycenaean colonisation. Large quantities 
of Mycenaean pottery (both imported from Mainland Greece 
and locally made), kilns and Mycenaean-style burials have been 
found at Miletus. A number of Hittite texts dating to the th 
and th century bc conirm the archaeological data and indi-
cate that ‘Millawanda’ (the Hittite rendering of Greek Miletus) 
served as a Mycenaean basis for activity in Anatolia. 

hese Hittite texts further reveal that around  bc the 
west of Anatolia, then part of the Hittite Kingdom, was subject 
to incursions from a certain Attarissiya, referred to by the Hit-
tites as ‘the man [or king] of Ahhiya’. Although there has long 
been heated debate over the identity of Ahhiya (or Ahhiyawa, 
as it is called in later Hittite texts), in recent years it has become 
increasingly clear that this is the Hittite name for Mycenaean 
Greek territory, the home of the Achaeans – one of the names 
that Homer uses for the Greeks in the Iliad. here is some evi-
dence that Attarissiya and his group of Achaeans made a big 
impression on the Anatolian population: a decorated shard of 
pottery found in Boghazköy (the current name of the Hittite 
capital Hattuša) appear to show a Mycenaean warrior, com-
plete with body armour and boar’s tusk helmet.

It is evident from Hittite texts that there were Mycenaeans in 
Western Anatolia and that their presence was not always of a 
peaceful nature: Attarissiya – possibly the Hittite pronunciation 
of the heroic Greek name Atreus – is reported to have ielded 
an unspeciied number of foot soldiers and a hundred chariots 
against a Hittite expeditionary army sent west to restore order. 
Despite these upheavals, it appears that Troy initially experi-
enced little trouble from Mycenaean incursions. he irst con-
tacts between the inhabitants of Troy and the Mycenaeans were 
probably of an amicable nature. It has been suggested that the 
two came into contact through ishing, whereby the schools of 
mackerel and tuna in the Aegean could have served as ‘meeting 

This suit of armour from the late 15th century BC was found 
in a tholos tomb – a monumental beehive grave – in Dendra,  
a small village near the Mycenaean citadel Midea. The simi-
larity between this cuirass and the armour of the ‘bronze-
greaved Achaeans’ in Homer’s Iliad is remarkable.  
The boar’s tusk helmet is also described by Homer. 



58

TROY CITY, HOMER AND TURKEY

TROY AS CONFLICT ZONE BETWEEN 

TWO MAJOR POWERS

While there is no archaeological evidence for hostile relations 
between the Mycenaean world and the Trojans, this does not 
mean that there was never any conlict. Archaeology is particu-
larly well suited to detecting broad outlines and developments: 
speciic events, such as a war over Troy, do not necessarily have 
to be visible in the archaeological record. A number of Hittite 
texts reveal that the situation in Troy was not always peace-
ful. One of these texts (dating to the early th century bc and 
known to experts as the Manapa-Tarhunta letter) mentions in-
ternal squabbles and the deposing of King Walmu of Wiluša 
(almost certainly the Hittite name for Troy). It is not clear 
precisely what led to Walmu’s deposing (the Wilušan King, 
it should be noted, was supported by the Hittite great king 
and could thus bank on military assistance), but a certain Piya-
maradu, probably an Anatolian noble, appears to have played 
a major role in the Walmu’s expulsion, claiming the throne of 
Wiluša himself. Although this is not made clear in the Manapa-
Tarhunta letter itself, we know from later texts that Piyamaradu 
was supported in his actions by the king of Ahhiyawa – a king 
from Mycenaean Greece. Whilst the deposing of Walmu prob-
ably was the result of internal Trojan dissatisfaction, Troy’s geo-
graphical position – sandwiched as it was between the Hittite 
and Mycenaean spheres of inluence – dictated that the city 
often was subject to power play between its two larger neigh-
bours, Ahhiyawa and Hatti. 

hat the Mycenaeans sometimes also had a direct inluence 
on political afairs in the region emerges from a later Hittite 
text that is part of an extensive correspondence (which has sur-
vived only in extremely fragmented form) between the Hittite 
King Hattušili III and his counterpart in Greece, an unnamed 
king of Ahhiyawa. his text, which is known as the Tawagalawa 
letter and dates to around  bc, refers not only to a conlict 
between the Hittites and Ahhiyawa over Troy (possibly a refer-
ence to the earlier afair centring on Piyamaradu; see box), but 
also refers to further Mycenaean activities on the western Ana-
tolian littoral, including continuing support for the rebel Piya-
maradu and the ‘abduction’ of Anatolian people to the Greek 
mainland. he well-known Hittitologist Trevor Bryce has sug-
gested that these Anatolians were taken to Greece to work on 
various huge building projects. For example, the famous Lion 
Gate at Mycenae shows some similarity with Anatolian sculp-
tures, and comparisons may also be made between the so-called 
‘galleries’ in Tiryns and underground passages in the Hittite 
capital Hattuša. Whether or not Bryce’s hypothesis is true, it 
is certainly clear that the Mycenaeans did in fact put slaves of 
Anatolian origin to work in Greece: the Tawagalawa letter is 
not the only source to mention this fact; Linear B texts found 

ground’ for Trojan and Mycenaean ishing leets, although trade 
contacts probably also played a role. When the irst contact was 
made is unclear. here is good evidence for Trojan trade links 
with the Cyclades in the rd millennium bc. However, the irst 
large quantities of Mycenaean pottery found in Troy are to be 
dated to the early th century bc on stylistic grounds, and 
it may thus be assumed that there was at least sporadic con-
tact between Troy and the Mycenaean world. hese contacts 
increased during the th century bc: large quantities of Myce-
naean pottery have been found in the Trojan habitation phases 
VI and VIIa, whereby it should be noted that a large part of this 
‘Mycenaean’ pottery appears to have been made in Troy itself. 
From a cultural point of view, the western Anatolian littoral, 
and thus Troy as well, was a real contact zone between Anato-
lian and Aegean (Mycenaean) civilisations in the th century. 
he British archaeologist Penelope Mountjoy aptly dubbed it, 
he East Aegean – West Anatolian Interface: a period of unprec-
edentedly close relations and exchanges between the Greek and 
Anatolian worlds. Although there is no deinite proof, it is con-
ceivable that Mycenaeans lived in Troy during this period. 

Hittite king a great deal of dificulty in the west of Anatolia. 

other reference to a conlict between Ahhiyawa and Hatti, for 

young at the time. This text thus refers to a conlict over Wiluša 

A grafito on a potshard found in Hattuša, capital of the  
Hittites. This is probably a depiction of a Mycenaean warrior, 
complete with boar’s tusk helmet and a long decorative plu-
me. Hittite texts refer to Mycenaean incursions into Western 
Anatolia from the early 14th century BC onwards. Millawanda 
– the later Miletus – on the western coast appears to have 
been the most important Mycenaean centre in Anatolia.



59

HOMER AND TROY

Trojan war. According to the later, classical Greek tradition, 
Homer’s war took place around  (this date is calculated on 
the basis of other legendary events, such as the ‘Return of the 
Heracleidae’), although Herodotus proposed a date around 
 bc. As the chronology of Mycenaean Greece is anything 
but certain (new research regularly leads to small shifts) and 
that of the Greek legends and traditions is in any case extremely 
problematic, there are good grounds for caution in identifying 
the conlict mentioned in the Tawagalawa letter as the Trojan 
War of the Iliad.

he lack of written sources from Troy itself presents us with 
a major problem in determining the historicity of the Trojan 
War. here are sporadic references to the city in Hittite texts 
and there is possibly a reference to women captured from Troy 
on a Linear B tablet from the Mycenaean palace of Pylos (PY 
Ep .). But no texts have thus far been found in Troy – 

at the palace at Pylos also refer to slaves from various parts  
of western Anatolia (possibly including Troy).

A WAR OVER TROY IN THE TAWAGALAWA LETTER?

An important piece of evidence for contact between the  
Mycenaeans and the Hittites is the Tawagalawa letter, a letter 
from the Hittite king (presumably Hattušili III) to the great king 
of Ahhiyawa. The name Tawagalawa, a brother of the great 
king, is presumably the Hittite version of the Greek name  
Eteocles (shown in Linear B as e-te-wo-ke-le-we). The Greek 
epsilon and omicron are usually reproduced as an ‘a’ in  
Hittite; the city Miletus is transliterated as Millawa(n)da and 
Lesbos as Lapza. In the case of Tawagalawa the ‘e’ at the  
beginning of the word has been dropped. 
The Tawagalawa document deals primarily with the above-
mentioned Piyamaradu, a troublemaker who caused the  
Hittite king a great deal of dificulty in the west of Anatolia.  
The letter is conciliatory in tone, and the Hittite king, probably 
Hattušili III (1267-1237), clearly wants to form a united front 
with his Ahhiyawan counterpart against this troublesome  
Piyamaradu. The Hittite king asks the great king of Ahhiyawa 
to make clear to Piyamaradu that they are indeed on the same 
side and requests him to deliver the following message to  
Piyamaradu:

My brother, in any event write this to him [=Piyamaradu] 

The king of Hatti has convinced me with respect to the 

Wi[lu]ša question, where we were enemies, and we  

have made peace. Animosity between us would [now]  

not be right. 

Unfortunately the clay tablet is damaged to some extent, as a 
result of which the word Wiluša (Wi-lu-ša) is not % certain, 
although very plausible. Lower down in the letter there is an-
other reference to a conlict between Ahhiyawa and Hatti, for 
which the Hittite king appears more or less to be offering his 
apologies, excuses his behaviour by saying that he was very 
young at the time. This text thus refers to a conlict over Wiluša 
in which the Mycenaean Greeks played a role.

Willemijn Waal

Although there is evidence of Mycenaean interference in 
Trojan afairs (the Greek name of the Trojan king, Alakšandu, 
already suggests this), the -year siege described by Homer 
seems to be more than a bit far-fetched. In addition to the un-
likely length of the duration of Homer’s war, there are chrono-
logical diiculties when it comes to relating ‘historical events’ 
to Homer’s songs. he conlict over Troy referred to in the Ta-
wagalawa letter clearly takes place in the past – i.e. before  
bc. his does not agree with the traditional date of Homer’s 

Arrowheads found at Troy VI. The German archaeologist  
Wilhelm Dörpfeld believed that this must have been the  
Troy of the Trojan War partly on account of these arrowheads.  
However, weapons are not proof of a war, and the city’s  
destruction is currently usually attributed to an earthquake.

A seal from Troy. Although this seal was found in Troy VIIb,  
it originates from the 13th century. It is the only artefact  
showing ‘script’ that has been found in Troy to date. 

A grafito on a potshard found in Hattuša, capital of the 
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Shaker’, the god of earthquakes. Carl Blegen, who led the ex-
cavations at Troy in the s, has for this reason suggested that 
the Trojan Horse could be a literary allusion to a natural dis-
aster. Another explanation could be that the Horse refers to a 
siege engine, such as a battering ram. Whether the Horse was 
in fact an earthquake or a battering ram, the fact remains that 
there is no evidence that the Mycenaean Greeks were respon-
sible for the inal destruction of Troy VI. Moreover there are 
problems with the chronology. Notwithstanding these ‘prob-
lems’, if it is assumed that an ‘historical’ war over Troy was 
fought at some point, and that this war was the inspiration for 
the Iliad, then Troy VI seems a good candidate.

WARS OVER TROY?

Although it is plausible to argue that Troy VI was the city de-
scribed in Homer, the problems in chronology and the lack 
of conclusive evidence of man-made destruction have led vari-
ous experts, in particular the archaeologist Blegen mentioned 
above, to believe that Troy VIIa, the subsequent habitation 
phase, must have been the Troy of the Trojan War. From a 
cultural viewpoint this city was in many respects similar to its 
predecessor, Troy VI. he inhabitants were almost certainly the 
same as those of Troy VI, or their descendants, and rebuilt their 

whether in Mycenaean Greek, in Hittite or in another Anato-
lian language – that could provide greater clarity on the links 
between the city and the Greeks. he sole ‘evidence’ found to 
the efect that writing was not unknown in the city is a seal 
with a Luwian inscription that reveals the name and title of a 
scribe and his wife, but this seal has been found in a ‘late’ phase 
of habitation (Troy VIIb), and it is not clear whether it was in 
use at Troy during the city’s heyday. It is entirely possible that 
the Trojans conducted their administration on wood or other 
perishable materials – in all probability this was the case in the 
rest of Anatolia and possibly also in Mycenaean Greece – that 
have not withstood the ravages of time.

TROY: RAZED BY WAR OR BY EARTHQUAKE?

No trace of the Trojan War is to be found in Troy itself. A layer 
of destruction that dates to around - bc and spelled the 
end of ‘Troy VI’, was long seen as the smoking gun. A number 
of arrowheads, found by the German archaeologist Wilhelm 
Dörpfeld in the citadel and identiied as Mycenaean, were im-
mediately linked to the war as described in the epic. But noth-
ing more has been found in this layer of the city that could be 
conclusively linked to a Mycenaean destruction. In the inal 
analysis most experts are now convinced that the demise of 
Troy VI, which must have been a wealthy and thriving palace-
city, was caused by an earthquake, like those that occur from 
time to time in the Aegean. his earthquake must have been 
extremely powerful, as an entire chunk of the Trojan citadel’s 
wall was shifted out of place. 

Although the Homeric Achaeans can thus not be held re-
sponsible for this destruction of the city, there certainly appears 
to be a reference here to a well-known element in the story of 
Troy, the famous Trojan Horse. In ancient Greece the horse 
was a prestigious animal associated with the god Poseidon, 
who ruled not only the seas but was also known as the ‘Earth  

Homer describes in detail the armour of the Achaeans 
(Greeks) laying siege to Troy. Some of the Greek heroes wear 
precious armour that was by that the time ancient, including 
boar’s tusk helmets swords inlaid with gold. The huge shields 
shown on this dagger from Mycenae (a replica of an original 
from the 16th century BC ) are referred to by Homer. At the 
time of the Trojan War shields of this kind, which protected 
the bearer virtually completely, were unusual. Smaller round 
shields were normally used. 
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Mycenaean Greece itself descended into crisis around the same 
time, between  and  bc. Virtually all the palaces in 
Greece were destroyed or abandoned during this period. his 
was not an isolated event; there were major problems elsewhere 
in the eastern Mediterranean region. Flourishing ports like 
Ugarit in what is now Northern Syria were destroyed, and even 
the powerful Hittite Kingdom disappeared around this time. 
his destruction has often been linked to the Sea Peoples, a 
term known from Egyptian texts and that appears to refer to a 
large group, or groups, of various dislocated and heavily armed 
peoples. hese ‘Sea Peoples’ are also thought to be responsible 
for a failed attack on Egypt. Who these peoples were remains 
conjecture, although the Egyptians called one of these groups 
‘Ekwesh’, a name that could be related to the Ahhiyawa. What-
ever the case, if Mycenaeans were involved in the fall of Troy 
VIIa, this did not take place in a ‘conventional’ war such as 
those we know from the Late Bronze Age – two kings with their 
armies drawn up opposite each other. Instead, we could think 
of hit and run tactics, comparable with the Viking incursions 
into Early Mediaeval Europe. 

In sum, both Troy VI and Troy VIIa are plausible candidates 
as backdrop for the war described in the Iliad, although none 
of these cities conforms exactly to the Homeric city. Perhaps it 
is not even necessary to choose between Troy VI and VIIa: ele-
ments of both cities and their respective destructions could be 
included in a single story. Moreover, Greek legends refer to at 
least two wars for Troy: the city was destroyed for the irst time 
by the legendary hero Heracles and, more than a generation 
later, a second time by Agamemnon and his troops. 

he number of stories about Troy in the Greek tradition, the 
references to Troy in the contemporaneous Hittite sources, and 
the ‘hybrid’ culture of Troy VI and VIIa emphasise the signii-
cance of Troy as cultural, economic, strategic and ideological 
centre. Whether or not the Trojan War actually occurred, the 
story of the Iliad is certainly a realistic characterisation of the 
unstable situation around Troy in the Late Bronze Age, with 
the city tenuously wedged between the power of the Hittites 
and that of the Mycenaeans.

city following the devastation. Troy VIIa was in all respects a 
prosperous city, although the nature of the citadel in particu-
lar had changed: where previously the spacious, monumental 
residences of the local elite stood, smaller, more densely packed 
houses were now erected. For a long time it was assumed that 
this was a sign of ‘fear’ and that the Trojans sheltered in num-
bers behind the restored high walls of the citadel. Results from 
the recent excavations by the University of Tübingen, however, 
have challenged this view: traces of human activity have been 
found at various places on the plain around the citadel, and 
there are clear indications that the citadel was surrounded by 
an extensive ‘lower city’ from the early th century (Troy VI) 
onwards. here has been a great deal of discussion regarding 
the nature of this lower city. he Tübingen excavation leader, 
Manfred Korfmann, argued for a densely populated area of 
around , inhabitants over an area of , m on the 
basis of the archaeological evidence. his area was surrounded 
by a wall of unbaked mud bricks (to this day a construction 
material in frequent use in the Middle East) and possibly even 
a moat for protection against attack by chariot for example. By 
the standards of the Late Bronze Age, Troy would thus have 
been a large and important city. Although many experts agree 
with this reconstruction, others see Troy VIIa in a completely 
diferent light. he best known critic of Korfmann’s thesis is 
Frank Kolb, his Tübingen colleague. Kolb inds no, or in any 
event inadequate, evidence for an extensive lower city and char-
acterises Troy VIIa as merely a reinforced citadel with sporadic 
surrounding habitation. In his view, the wall did not exist and 
the ‘moat’ was part of a system of irrigation canals. It is true 
that the excavations have exposed only a tiny part of the lower 
city, and a measure of caution is required. On the other hand 
there are good grounds, in my view, for at least considering the 
possibility of a line of defence of some kind (a wall or palisade), 
if only because of the structure of the citadel’s north-eastern 
bastion, which has a kind of bulge that is best explained as a 
link with the lower city’s wall. he exact nature of the habi-
tation certainly remains a point for discussion, as long as no 
extensive parts of the lower town have been excavated. hose 
parts of the lower town that have been investigated suggest that 
a number of the buildings in this area were built to a consid-
erable, and almost monumental, scale. On the whole, the ar-
chaeological evidence, to my mind, suggests that the lower city 
of Troy VIIa was a prosperous settlement, although perhaps less 
densely populated than has been suggested. 

Troy VIIa, a prosperous and large city, was destroyed around 
 bc. his time there is convincing evidence of violence: 
human remains have been found at various locations within 
the citadel, but here too it is not clear who was responsible for 
the evidently violent demise of Troy VIIa. It could have been  
Mycenaeans, but the problem with that hypothesis is that  

The plains around Sparta, see from the Menelaion. There  
was an important centre here during the Mycenaean period, 
but it is not clear whether this was the regional capital. How-
ever, this site was clearly linked to Helen and her husband 
Menelaus in the 8th century BC: a shrine was erected on top 
of the Mycenaean ruins to honour them – the Menelaion.


