Backward glances .......

The Kadesh Peace Treaty

The Istanbul Archaeology
Museum, at S5YTL per ticket, is
one of the best buys in the city.
Rich Carriero tells the story of one
of its most important and
fascinating pieces, The Kadesh
Peace Treaty.

TheIstanbul Archaeology Museum,
aquietand dusty suite of buildings
near Topkap Palace, isan under-visit-
ad storehouse of treasures. Thestar-
tling marblerelief panels of its signa-
ture exhibit, the Alexander
Sarcophagus, depict Iskenderandhis
cadre of Macedonians routing the
dumbfounded Persiansat the Battle of
[ssus. The Old Eastern Works build-
ing ishome tomassivestatues of
Assyrian kings, whose flowing beards,
stoic expressions and swordson their
hips evokeall the menace of the world’s
first multinational empire, Perhaps the
Archaeology Museum’s most signifi-
cant piece, however, was unearthed in
1906 outsidemodern Bogazkoy incen-
tral Anatolia: anunassuming lump of
clay, brokenand reassembled, marked
by lines and wedges of cuneiform
script. The tabletisa copy ofasilver
original, which, sadly, did not survive
the 32 centuries since it was inscribed
in1258 BC. Writtenin Akkadian, the
diplomatic lingua franca of its day, the
textrepresents a pactof nonaggression
and mutual assistance between
Pharach Ramses ITand Hittite King
Hattusilillland isarguably the oldest
peace treaty inexistence. Itsstoryisa
fascinating glimpse of ancient warfare
and diplomacy.

The Hittites established an empire
thatstretched overmost of central
Turkey, modern Syria and parts of
Traq. Though of the Bronze Age, they
were among thefirst towork withiron
and commanded the traderoutes
between Mesopotamia and the Greek
world. Toouragethey haveleft their
art, squatfigures of god and beast,
striking in the ferocity imbued into
their crude faces. ThelIstanbul
Archaeology Museum houses many
fine Hittitesculptures, distinguishable
by the large blank almond eyes with
which they stare back at the world.

By the 12th Century BCthe
Egyptianswerealsoon therise. Aftera
briefperiod of foreign occupation by
the mysterious Hyksos, the Pharaohs
began toencroach upon the Levant,

capturing towns inmodern Israel,
Lebanonand Syria. By 1274BC
Egyptianambitions conflicted with
those of the Hittites. War camewhen
RamsesII, anambitious young
Pharaoh, seized Amurru, an important
Hittite trading post that once belonged
tothe pharaoh’s ancestors.

King Muttawali [l was notpleased.
He summoned all vassalsand alliesin
Asia Minor to counter the Egyplian
menace. Among those who answered
thecall were the Phrygians, Lycians
and Trojans. His army of 50,000
assembled, the Great King marched
south. Ramses T, meanwhile, brought
hisown troops to the Levant but the
Pharaoh wasrashand Egyptian forces
advanced toorapidly to gather proper
intelligence. Hismen captured two
Hittite soldiers whomisled the
Egyptians into believing that their
army was several days march further
north. Inreality Muttawali was wait-
ing on the far side of the Orontes River,
justnortheastof Kadesh, aSyrian bor-
der town.

Ramses was crossing the river with
one of his chariot divisions when the
Hittites struck. Though the Pharaoh
kept hisheadand wasable to hastily
organize what troops he had, the
Hittites crashed through the Egyptian
lines like wet tissue paper, slaughtering
the Egyptian charioteers en masseand
completely surrounding the pharaoh
and hisbodyguards. Ramses, howev-
er, wouldn't cie.

According toadmiftedly fantastic
Egyptianaccounts, inarage the
pharach picked off every enemy in
sightwith hishowand rallied as
many Egyptian survivors as he could
find. The Hittites, meanwhile, assum-
ing thatthe battle was won, had pro-
ceeded directly tolooting and pillag-
ing and were easy targets for the
reforming Egyptian chariot-archers.
AsEgyptianreinforcements crossed
the river, the counterattack gained
strength and pushed the Hittites back.
Muttawali sentin hisreserves, but,
unableto driveoff the Egyptians, these
1000men eventually had toabandon
their chariotsand swim back across the
Orontes River. Hundreds of Hittites,
many of them noblemen, drownedin
the process.

Kadesh wasnotaconclusive battle.
RamsesIThad acted foolishly andthe
creamof his chariot corps was
destroyed. Thepharachhad, however,
recovered thesituation, saving hisarmy
through courage, intelligenceand luck.
The Hittites, meanwhile, had failed to
capitalize on their stunning surprise
attackand wererepulsed with heavy
casualtiesbut didstem the Egyptian
advanceintoSyria. Withnooneableto
really sortout what had happened, hoth
sides declared victory. Ramses had
every templeand monumenthecould
find emblazoned with propagandized
accounts of his ‘triumph.’

The situation remained hostile, yet
stable, for another 16 years; neither side

wanted torenounce itsclaimon the
Levant but simultaneously neither
wanted another Kadesh. Finally out-
sideinfluences forcedanend tothe
impasse. The Assyrians, growing
beyond the boundaries of their
Mesopotamian homeland, threatened
the Hittites whose new king, Hattusili,
neededa frechand to deal with them.
While Ramsesboasted that hisene-
miescame ‘craving peace’ on their
knees, theEgyptian situation wasn't
muchbetter. Libyanmarauders threat-
ened Egypt's western hordersand the
pharach was anxious for a deal. Thus,
cemented by each power’sself interest,
proclaimed n vainglorious termsand
viewed asasign of weakness by both
parties, the two kings declared peace.

That pactresonates at the United
Nations where, 3000 yearslater,a
reproduction of the Kadesh Peace
Treaty currently hangs. Last
September Prime Minister Erdogan
acknowledged the tablet inaspeech
beforethe general assembly, “The
replicaof the world’s oldest known
peacetreaty, the Kadesh Treaty, donat-
edtothe United Nations by Turkey and
onpermanent display at theentrance of
the Security Council, remindsusona
daily basis that the quest for lasting
peaceisasold as humankind itself.”
TheKadesh Peace Treaty isafragment
of aworld that, whileancient, wasas
complex and essentially human asour
own. Once two kings put down the
swordnot fornobleideals of freedomor
the sanctity of human life but simply
because they couldn’t vanquish one
another and had other priorities.
Nonetheless, a warended without fur-
ther bloodshed and fora brief moment,
recorded inwet clay, powerful menact-
edrationally.
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