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The Collapse of the Mycenaean Greeks: 1200-1100 BC                 Block
Sometime around 1200 BC something happened in the Eastern Mediterranean that historians do not fully understand.  What we do know for sure is that after 400 years, Mycenaean civilization came to a sudden and abrupt end.  The archaeological picture is not clear.  Nobody knows for sure exactly what happened.  What is clear, however, is the entire Eastern Mediterranean was affected.  Early in the 12 century BC there were great upheavals in this entire region.  Egypt and Palestine were invaded, the Hittite Empire in modern day Turkey was overthrown and all of the massively fortified Mycenaean cities were destroyed.  These events must have happened after the Trojan War of 1250-1240 BC and probably began sometime between 1200 and 1100 BC.  The fall of the Mycenaean Greeks is reflected in the violence that greeted the return of both Agamemnon and Odysseus.  Homer speaks of this in the Odyssey when both heroes returned to the chaos of their home cities.  How could a civilization suddenly fall after 400 glorious years?
One characteristic of Mycenaean Greece was the constant warfare.  We know this because their cities were surrounded by massive fortifications.  Mycenae, like Troy and Athens, was built on a high rocky plateau, called an acropolis.  Acropolis means “high city.”  Surrounding Mycenae were walls that were over 30 feet tall and over 15 feet thick.  The massive stones in the walls weighed between two to twelve tons.  The stones were so enormous that the Greeks believed they must have been built by the Cyclopes.  This is why the walls around Mycenaean cities were called cyclopean walls.  Yet something happened.  Around 1200 BC the walls around Mycenaean cities were penetrated.  The archeological evidence today is mixed.  For example, many of the walls dug up today show signs of intense fire.  The huge boulders are covered with layers of black, sooty carbon.  The foundations of many of the walls also show signs of massive cracks, suggesting a huge earthquake or a series of earthquakes.  The Eastern Mediterranean is geologically very unstable and to this day Greece is infamous for earthquakes.  A natural disaster such as a massive earthquake could have been the spark causing the beginning of the end for the Mycenaeans.
Yet perhaps there was another reason for the collapse as well.  When forensic biologists analyzed the growth rings in trees in the Eastern Mediterranean there was an interesting phenomenon.  Rather than being fat and full like the tree rings between 1600-1200 BC, the rings become narrow and dry.  This would suggest a dramatic change in climate.  Because the growth rings are so narrow and so close together, it would seem there was a period of intense global warming in the Eastern Mediterranean.  This took place sometime after 1200 BC.  Temperatures got warmer and the climate became dyer with less rainfall.  What this meant was fewer crops could be grown, putting even more pressure on a society that was constantly fighting for fertile land and food.  A decrease in the food supply would not only have resulted in more fighting, but a severe drought would also have caused tensions to explode within the different kingdoms themselves. Probably civil wars broke out as the poor tried to take food and resources from the rich.  Thus not only would the Mycenaeans have been fighting the Spartans or the Athenians for food and fresh water, the Mycenaeans would also have been fighting among themselves.  Proof for this can be found in the skeletal remains from the period after 1200 BC.  Many of the skeletons show signs of savage blows from battle axes, spears and swords.  The skeletons revealing deep battle wounds, however, are those of men.  In addition to these remains, however, are those of women and children, which show horrible cutting wounds along the arms and upper legs.  Wounds left on bone such as this suggest cannibalism.  Climate change, especially the lack of fresh water, would have caused major social problems.  We need to look no further than our own time to understand this problem.

Archeology has revealed perhaps a third clue for the collapse of Mycenaean civilization.  The archeological evidence is not entirely clear, but sometime between 1200 and 1100 BC there were a series of massive invasions in the Eastern Mediterranean.  In Egypt, Turkey and Palestine, the Sea Peoples invaded.  In Greece, the Dorians invaded.  The Sea Peoples and the Dorians might be different names for the same group of people.  Even if they were culturally and linguistically different, the Dorians and the Sea Peoples did have one thing in common: iron.   The Mycenaean Greeks lived during the Bronze Age 1600-1200.  Bronze is a combination of tin and copper.  Iron is much stronger and a much sharper edge can be forged on iron tools and weapons.  In combat, copper weapons shatter when striking iron.  Though the Dorians were not civilized and were called barbarians by the Greeks (from the Greek verb βαρβαρίζειν (barbarízein), meaning to “babble”), the Dorians possessed the ultimate metal in weapon technology: iron. With the discovery of iron by foreign invaders, no Greek kingdom could withstand the Dorian onslaught.  This combined with the other factors discussed above might have created the Perfect Storm for the end of the Mycenaean Greeks.
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