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This reference to grasping four arrows at the same time suggests the early 
use of speed-shooting techniques with the composite bow; arrows held in 
the bow-hand ready to be nocked in rapid succession. A cubit is reckoned 
to be around 20 inches (less by some calculations), which means that 
Amenhotep’s targets were approximately 11 yards apart. If we assume, as 
surely we must, that he was galloping his chariot, then this represented a 
very impressive rate of shooting. Equally impressive was the power of the 
shots. Copper ingots used as targets were traditionally in the shape of hides. 
These were standard trade commodities, harking back to a time when 
animal hides had been trading currency. The regular size was probably an 
inch or less thick and the ‘one palm’ thickness suggests that Amenhotep’s 
targets may have consisted of multiple copper sheets placed back to back.

Such shooting displays, with the reins tied around the waist, were 
customary demonstrations for pharaohs affirming their martial prowess. 
I have tried this and found that, for the forward shot, it was possible to 
adjust and maintain the direction of the horses by slight movements of 
the torso. However to turn and shoot to the side or to the rear required 
twisting at the waist to an extent that caused the horses to veer. With 
targets set up at an approximately 45-degree angle to a straight track, the 
forward shot was achievable – it being a slight diagonal from the line of 
travel, rather than directly over the horses’ heads.

In battle, each chariot had its peherer (runner), armed with a spear. His 
duties might range from adjusting harness, changing over a horse team 
or clearing obstacles to replenishing arrow supplies, marshalling captives 
or repelling boarders in a skirmish. The stamina and swiftness of today’s 
long-distance runners is evidence enough that it would be possible for elite 
men to maintain contact with the vehicle in most circumstances. At times 
they might also ride on the chariot and act as a shield-bearer, but such 
discussions threaten to divert from the main theme. There can be little 
doubt, though, that the peherer would have been of considerable support, 
and in defensive positions these spearmen might deploy with the archers 
to form a protective hedge.

When going up against formed infantry a chariot would be too 
vulnerable if it ran parallel to the front line, even with armoured horses. 
In my view it would have been more likely that chariots attacked, in 
troops of ten, in a wheeling charge. I envisage parallel troops attacking 
at a slight angle towards the enemy front line to give the archers a clear 
shot without shooting directly over the team ahead. When they neared the 
enemy line they would turn sharply, minimizing the time they presented 
their vulnerable flanks, and continue in a loop. It may be no coincidence 
that this configuration corresponds to the elongated oval of a Roman 
chariot-racing circuit; echoes of the ancient chariot attack pattern? The 
archer would have been able to shoot continuously on both the approach 
and the withdrawal and to repeat this manoeuvre over and over again. 
Peherers stationed at the home end of the circuit would have been able to 
re-supply with armfuls of arrows. They would also have had no more than 
a 200-yard dash to run in with a replacement horse team.

Certainly these tactics of attack and retreat are those identified as the 
tactics of the chariot-archer’s successor – the horse-archer.

WPN43 LayoutsV12.indd   38 25/04/2016   14:05



39

THE HORSE-ARCHER: ORIGINS
It was the Assyrians who transferred the skills of 
the chariot-archer to those of the horse-archer in 
combat. At some point around the 9th century BC 
they deployed horse-archers, shooting angular bows, 
in battle. Curiously, Assyrian reliefs of the time show 
pairs of riders, one an archer and the other a horseman 
alongside, holding the reins of the archer’s horse. It 
evokes the companion bond that must have been 
established between a chariot-driver and his archer. 
Both are riding bareback with just a saddle-cloth. I 
have done this, in a pot-holed, rock-strewn gully in 
Turkey, with a companion riding alongside and taking the reins of my 
horse. Surrendering control of one’s horse in this way is deeply unnerving, 
and although I managed to shoot and hit the target, I could perceive no 
benefit to having a co-rider. Soon enough such an idea was abandoned 
and the horse-archer proper thundered onto the ancient battlefield.

It is possible that nomadic steppe peoples developed the idea of 
shooting their bows from horseback even earlier than this, and that these 
two strands of development were independent, but archaeology has yet 
to yield a definitive verdict. Either way, the composite bow in the hands 
of the horse-archer created a new breed of warrior – one who was to 
dominate the battlefields of the Eastern World for many centuries to 
come. The power of the composite bow combined with the speed and 
mobility of the horse created a new force in warfare – one that had the 
ability to establish empires.

Saddles, stirrups and the rise of the horse-archer
It is perfectly possible to shoot a bow from a horse while riding bareback. 
I do so at the gallop as part of my regular practice, and many Native 
American tribes – most notably the Comanche – were accustomed to 
shooting bareback both for war and hunting, although by the 19th 
century they also used various forms of saddle-pad and saddle.

There have been many horse-archer cultures – among them Assyrians, 
Scythians and Parthians – who shot their bows from horseback using 
either saddle-pads or saddles without the additional aid of stirrups. A 
saddle and stirrups, or lack of, is not a determining factor to being able 
to shoot a bow from horseback. That is not to say that a saddle does not 
make a difference; it does. It helps with stability and, more importantly, it 
is the rigid saddletree that allows for the suspension of stirrups. Stirrups 
are a considerable aid to the archer, making it possible for him to change 
his posture on the horse. With stirrups he can stand slightly and lean a 
little forward, enlisting his knees to be the fulcrum of suspension, while 
still supporting some of his weight on his feet. He rises to separate himself 
from the motions of the horse in order to achieve a smoother shot.

Although various proto-stirrup systems, such as toe loops and a single 
stirrup to aid mounting, pre-date the development of paired stirrups, it 
was this latter that was of significance to the archer. The breakthrough 

A modern drawing of a detail 
from the north wall at Abu 
Simbel. It is the earliest known 
depiction (to date) of an archer 
on horseback. Dating to around 
1264 BC, this image existed 
several hundred years before the 
emergence of horse-archers as 
a force on the battlefield. Armed 
with an angular composite bow, 
the rider is probably a messenger; 
it is difficult to know if he carries 
the bow for dismounted defence, 
or whether it was shot from 
horseback. Note his position, 
the so-called ‘donkey seat’. 
Riding bareback, he is perched 
on the hindquarters of the horse. 
Representations in art of the 
earliest riders invariably depict 
them in this manner, possibly 
because horses had not yet been 
bred with sufficient bone and 
muscle to carry a man in a more 
forward position. It is a less 
secure position from which to ride 
and shoot. (Illustration by David 
Joseph Wright)
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was made, during the latter part of the 5th century AD, by the Xiongnu, 
a people originating to the west of China and generally thought to have 
been the antecedents of the Huns – they were a horse-archer people.

I would further suggest that a major advantage of stirrups is that 
they facilitate the use of heavier bows from horseback. For any man’s 
given strength, he is able to shoot a heavier bow from the ground than 
he is from horseback. A strong man can shoot a much heavier bow from 
horseback than can a weakling from the ground, of course, and because 
of such individual variation it is impossible to ascribe precise values to 
a comparison. Nevertheless, there remains a general principle that the 
infantry archer is able to draw a heavier bow than the mounted man 
because he employs his whole body to do so.

The characteristic stance of the heavy bow shooter, whether he be an 
English longbowman or a Manchu archer with his great composite bow, 
is with flexed knees and an angled torso that tilts the pelvis, in the manner 
of a weightlifter, to both protect the spine from vertebral compression and 
to recruit all the muscles, including those of the legs, into the power of the 
draw. Conversely, a man sitting on a horse with his seat in contact with 
the saddle has to rely on his upper body strength alone. Now mighty men 
have great upper-body strength and undoubtedly strong bows were in use 
on horseback before the stirrup appeared, but the archer’s strength was 
not fully optimized when seated, thus limiting his full potential.

Few people today shoot bows of a realistic military weight and so this 
image of the archer with his tilted pelvis, though common in art, often seems 
strange to modern eyes, more used to observing recreational archers shooting 
bows of modest weights (below 70lb). It was nevertheless, historically, the 
stance of the power shooter. By rising in the stirrups and angling forward, 
the horse-archer mimicked closely the posture of the infantry archer drawing 
a heavy bow. There was some slight loss of power because an amount was 
diverted into maintaining balance on the moving horse, but stirrups enabled 
the archer to harness significantly more of his total body strength into the 
draw than would have been possible otherwise. For example – the following 
figures are notional and the ratios speculative – a man who can draw a 100lb 
bow on the ground may well be able to draw an 80lb bow on horseback 
with stirrups, but may only manage a 60lb bow without stirrups.

There were other benefits to stirrups – such as ease in mounting taller 
horses, lessening the fatigue of long-distance riding, enabling a ridden 
horse to jump higher obstacles, and aiding stability for impact combat 
(a job done fairly well previously by the four-horned saddle) – but by far 
the greatest contribution of the stirrup was as an aid to the horse-archer.

THE HORSE-ARCHER PREPARES FOR WAR
The art and literature of the composite bow gives scant information on 
the precise use of this weapon in war, but it is rich with examples of how 
it was used for courtly entertainment, as public display and in competition 
and training. It is from these glimpses of what was possible, what was 
done, that we must extrapolate its deployment on the battlefield.
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spectrum. Then, as now, there would have been men of exceptional 
ability – quite a few of them but exceptional even so – and it was they 
who drew the most powerful bows: over 130lb on horseback and up to 
200lb on foot. These are the men and the bows that achieved the feats 
of legends, the men who drove arrows deep into wooden blocks and 
who had the ability to pierce through a shield, a mail coat and an arm, 
as Anna Komnene described.

ARROWS AND ARMOUR
In addition to the wide-range of draw-weights used, there was wide 
variation in arrow types and the armours designed to defeat them. Less-
well-off troops might have nothing more than a felt or padded coat 
– good enough against the cudgelling blows of a mace or even a strike 
from a sword, but only of small benefit against arrows, even those tipped 
with bone rather than iron. Marauding bands of horse-archers – the 
Xiongnu, the Avars, the Huns, the Tatars, the Mongols – who, as well 
as facing armies in the field, terrorized unarmoured villagers in waves of 
territorial expansion, frequently used arrowheads fashioned from bone. 
Bodkin-shaped bone arrowheads can be surprisingly effective and I have 
witnessed them, shot from modest weight bows, punching through a 
replica plywood shield. However, when the need arose, all these armies 
also had a variety of highly effective arrowheads forged from iron.

Marco Polo reported that ‘Every [Mongol] is ordered to carry into battle 
sixty arrows, thirty smaller ones for piercing and thirty larger with broad 
heads for discharging at close quarters’ (quoted in Turnbull 2003: 47). 
Some 60 years earlier, Giovanni da Pian del Carpine – author of the Ystoria 
Mongalorum and papal legate to the Great Khan – observed that ‘When 
they come in sight of the enemy they attack at once, each one shooting 
three or four arrows at their adversaries’ (quoted in Turnbull 2003: 48). 
This sounds very much like a description of burst-shooting tactics, of 
galloping in and letting fly as many arrows as possible in the few seconds 
available at reasonable range (60–20 yards) during a wheeling charge at 
the enemy’s line; perhaps shooting the smaller arrows from further away 
and saving a broadhead for the moment of greatest proximity. Of course, 
the optimal arrow for the task depended on an enemy’s armour and the 
composite bow was challenged by many sophisticated armour designs.

A common form of armour in the Ancient World was constructed by 
overlapping small scales of either hardened leather or metal (bronze or 
iron). These were stitched onto several layers of linen backing. I had a 
replica of an Egyptian-style scale armour built, based on an example from 
the tomb of Tutankhamun. I tested it at ten paces against my 75lb draw-
weight angular bow, shooting a bronze arrowhead, mounted on a bamboo 
shaft, with an acacia foreshaft. It made a perceptible mark, but bounced off 
with no hint of penetration. Lightweight armour of this sort was equally 
suitable for the protection of chariot horses, but it would probably have 
been no match for the Pharaoh Amenhotep II and his mighty bow who, 
from his chariot, shot at copper targets one palm – around 4 inches – 

Replica of Egyptian scale armour 
made by Todd Feinman. This 
was constructed from rawhide 
scales, coloured with milk paint 
and sealed with shellac. The 
scales have been sewn with cord 
to six layers of gathered linen. A 
further 12 layers of linen were 
stitched together to form the type 
of under-armour backing that 
was likely to have been worn. 
Each scale overlaps not only 
vertically but also horizontally, so 
that at any point an arrow hits, 
it is obstructed by three layers. 
Moreover, the nature of the scale 
assembly over a multilayered 
fabric backing produces a 
repelling spring-like effect on 
contact. (KH)
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Figures in bold refer to illustrations.
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stringing/strings  26, 27

tabs  28; tangs, use of  65, 65, 66
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tendons, use of  22, 23, 24, 26, 26
tepeliks, use of  26, 27, 27
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14, 15, 47, 47; kepade  14–15; tekne kuram  
13, 14

wood, use of  4, 8, 9, 10, 17, 33, 64, 65: acacia  
67, 67, 74; birch  67; cork  21; elm  5, 8; 
hardwoods  33, 67, 67; maple  22, 22, 24, 
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Xiongnu horse-archers  40, 74
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