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Introduction
A n  U n e x p e c t e d  Di s c ov e r y

Speak to the king, my lord and my Sun god, a message from Biridiya, the 
loyal servant of the king. I fall at the two feet of the king, my lord and my 
Sun god, seven times and seven times. The king, my lord, should know that 
after the regular troops entered Egypt, Lab’ayu waged war against me so that 
we were unable to harvest. We were unable (even) to go out of the city gate 
on account of Lab’ayu. Since he learned that the regular troops were not 
campaigning this year, he now intends to capture Megiddo. So the king should 
rescue his city. Do not let Lab’ayu seize it! . . . ​Lab’ayu has no other intention. 
He desires to seize Megiddo.

—A m a r na L etter E A 2 4 41

This plaintive letter from Biridiya, the ruler of Canaanite Megiddo, 
who was at odds with a neighboring and quarrelsome king named Lab’ayu, 
was part of an archive of royal correspondence that dates to the fourteenth 
century BCE, more than three thousand years ago. Written on nearly four 
hundred clay tablets in all, the letters in this archive were unexpectedly discov-
ered at the site of Tell el-Amarna in Egypt in 1887.

The usual story told about the discovery is that a peasant woman uncovered 
the archive while digging for fertilizer in the ruins of an ancient city.2 The peas-
ant woman could never be located afterward, however. An alternate hypoth-
esis favored by some scholars is that the tablets were actually uncovered by a 
notorious Egyptian antiquities dealer named Farag Ismain (also referred to as 
Farag Ismail) who would have been digging at the site, likely illicitly, perhaps 
as early as the spring of 1887. While it is certainly possible that Ismain began 
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his excavations because of the initial discovery by the local woman, the think-
ing is that he concocted and then spread the false story to cover his own activi-
ties. Whatever the origin of their find, the first tablets were offered for sale to 
museums and collectors by September or October of that year at the latest 
(and possibly a few months earlier).3

In antiquity, the city in which the letters were found had been called Akhet-
aten (meaning “the horizon of the Aten”); it was planned and built as a new 
capital city by the Eighteenth Dynasty pharaoh Akhenaten. He was a figure 
famous in Egyptian history as the first pharaoh to worship a single deity, Aten, 
and was father to the most famous Egyptian of all, King Tutankhamun.

The hundreds of inscribed clay tablets unearthed at the site were part of a 
royal archive belonging to Akhenaten and his father Amenhotep III. They 
include approximately fifty letters exchanged with the other “Great Kings” 
(a literal translation from the Akkadian šarru rabû), ranging from the Hittites 
in ancient Anatolia to the Assyrians and Babylonians in Mesopotamia and 
others in Cyprus, Mittani, and elsewhere. There are also close to three hundred 
additional letters that were sent by both vassal and more autonomous rulers 
in Canaan—the region of what is now modern Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, 
and the Palestinian Territories, over whom Egypt ruled during the fourteenth 
century BCE.

The letters cover a brief period of time, just under three decades long at 
most (ca. 1360–1334 BCE), from about the thirtieth regnal year of Amenho-
tep III through the third regnal year of Tutankhamun. The vast majority 
were apparently found in a single building at Amarna, known today as Build-
ing 19 but originally called something like “The House of the Letters of the 
Pharaoh—Life, Prosperity, Health” (Fig. 1). The building served as both a 
records office, which explains the presence of this royal archive, and perhaps 
also as a scriptorium, or scribal school, for there were also school texts 
found here.4

Each of the letters was long ago (by 1915) given an “EA” number, standing for 
“El Amarna.”5 As Alice Mandell, a professor at Johns Hopkins University, has 
described it, the royal letters “are arranged counter clockwise geographically 
as follows: Babylon (EA 1–14), Assyria (EA 15–16), Mittani (EA 17–30), Arzawa 
(EA 31–32), Alashiya (EA 33–40), and the Hittite court (EA 41–44).” The ad-
ditional letters, sent to and from the vassal and semiautonomous Canaanite 
rulers, then follow and are numbered consecutively from EA 45 onward; there 
are currently 349 letters amongst the 382 tablets known from Amarna (the non-
letter tablets consist of scribal exercises, literary texts, and so on).6
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figure 1. Tell el-Amarna in Egypt. Redrawn by Glynnis Fawkes.

In all of these Amarna Letters, we can hear the long-ago voices of the writ-
ers, for they were recording their problems, their concerns, their needs, and 
their wants, whether those of a Great King or a lowly petty ruler. But, from our 
point of view, they were also writing history. They are history. And we, for all 
intents and purposes, are forensic detectives. We are investigating their world, 
which has long since passed away—the ultimate cold case.

By using ancient written sources such as the Amarna Letters and piecing 
together the events and the people that they mention, we can begin to find out 



what happened in antiquity. But just like today, we cannot always take things 
at face value: we need to carefully read what is written, sometimes even reading 
between the lines. We need to weigh the evidence, judge who can be trusted 
and who is gaslighting, and figure out the precise order of events and the mo-
tivations in that ancient period. It is not always straightforward, and we may 
not always have interpreted the facts completely correctly, but overall, we are 
able to decipher a sense of what happened to those people in those places, way 
back when.

My primary aims in this book are three-fold. First, I wish to tell the basic 
story of the academic and scholarly competition to translate the Amarna Let-
ters after their initial discovery in 1887. We will follow it chronologically, month 
by month and year by year, especially as the scholars’ publications appeared 
during the first decade from 1887 to 1896, which is fascinating in and of itself. 
It is also important to accurately document the history of scholarship in this 
area before it is lost, especially as many of the early articles were published in 
venues that are not easy for everyone now to access on their own.

Second, I want to tell the story of what was happening back then, working 
solely from the contents of the letters themselves, for the fourteenth century 
BCE was a high point in the history of the ancient Near East, situated as it was 
almost exactly in the middle of the Late Bronze Age, which lasted from ap-
proximately the seventeenth century until the collapse at the beginning of the 
twelfth century BCE.7 It was a high point especially in terms of international 
connections involving trade and diplomacy between all the major powers and 
rulers in the ancient Near East at the time, including Amenhotep III and 
Akhenaten from Egypt; Assur-uballit of Assyria; Kadashman-Enlil and Burna-
Buriash II of Babylonia; Tushratta of Mittani; and Suppiluliuma of the Hittites. 
Those names may be unfamiliar to most readers at this point, but they will 
become known entities within the first few chapters and old friends by the end 
of the book. I have also included a list of the most relevant people, both mod-
ern and ancient, toward the back of the book.

I will alternate the telling of these two stories in the different sections, to 
keep the momentum going throughout. Then, toward the end, as my third aim, 
we will investigate the letters further, using some aspects of Social Network 
Analysis (SNA) to see if we can determine just who were the most important 
players among this interconnected network of rulers, both major and minor.

Overall, I hope that this volume will also demonstrate just how fascinating 
were the relations and history of Egypt and the Eastern Mediterranean during 
the fourteenth century BCE, and how in some ways things are not that 
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different now. Even as technology and societies have changed, human nature 
apparently has not. In this region especially, ancient history is not always an-
cient nor is it always just history, for this story of people and events dating back 
to approximately 3,400 years ago is as intermingled with politics and fighting, 
diplomacy and international relations, and public posturing of one sort or 
another as is that same area of the world today.
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