‘On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots’ Reply


Nefiodkin challenges the widely held view of the origins of the scythed chariot, as they were before the article’s publishing in 2004. He states that the commonly believed origin of the scythed chariots is attributed to the first Persian king, Cyrus the Great[footnoteRef:1] (c. 600 – 530 B.C.[footnoteRef:2]). Nefiodkin refutes this argument by pointing out the notable lack scythed chariots mentioned in the invasion of Greece (c. 480 – 479 B.C.) with Persia then ruled by Xerxes I, a successor of Cyrus the Great. Nefiodkin argues that the scythed chariot was likely introduced by the Persians at a later date, appearing between 467 and 458 B.C. during the Greco-Prussian Wars. Nefiodkin states that scythed chariots were used by both sides in the 401 B.C. battle of Cunaxa[footnoteRef:3], which means that scythed chariots found their origins some time before said battle, to such an extent that not just one but both sides utilised the weaponised chariot. [1:  Xen. Cyrop. 6.1.27]  [2:  Dandamaev, M. A. (1989). A political history of the Achaemenid empire. p. 373]  [3:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 373] 


This reply agrees with Nefiodkin in his belief that Xenophon could be wrong in dating the origins of the scythed chariot. Nefiodkin states that a reason to refute the stated origins of the scythed chariot is that Xenophon’s Cyropaedia is “not a historical work”[footnoteRef:4]. However Rop argues that, while Nefiodkin poses “legitimate questions concerning the historical credibility” of Xenophon’s Cyropaedia as well as Ctesias’ Persica, they are the earliest surviving sources on the topic of scythed chariots, with both authors claiming to have themselves witnessed scythed chariots being used at the battle of Cunaxa. Overall, this reply believes that these sources should be approached with caution in regards to credibility but should not be completely disregarded as a result.  [4:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 369] 


Nefiodkin makes mention of another possible origin of the scythed chariot. The possibility of the scythed chariot originating in India, invented by or under Ajatastru, king of Magadha (c. 493 – 461 B.C.)[footnoteRef:5] is briefly touched upon and succinctly disregarded as not being a scythed chariot, and merely being a chariot where “a mace is attached”[footnoteRef:6]. This reply agrees with this conclusion, based on the above findings as well as consulting diagrams and descriptions of the two chariots which appear (if they are to be thought reliable in their depictions) to be vastly different from each other.  [5:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 371]  [6:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 371] 


A later attempt to analyse the origins of the scythed chariot was undertaken by Jeffery Rop in ‘Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot’ (2013). Rop disagrees with Nefiodkin’s stance that the scythed chariot was created for use against the Greek hoplites, with Rop challenging the “consensus that the scythed chariot was developed by the Persians for use against Greek hoplites”[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 167] 


Nefiodkin says that the purpose of the scythed chariot was to “shock” and psychologically “frighten” the enemy[footnoteRef:8]. A support of this purpose is mentioned in Rop’s article, mentioning Diodorus’ statement that the scythed chariots were intended to “induce astonishment and terror” specifically in Alexander the Great’s ranks[footnoteRef:9]. [8:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 371]  [9:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 173] 


The scythed chariot was not intended to be used against Asian cavalry, according to Nefiodkin[footnoteRef:10]. He argues that the chariots were used to “destroy [the] closeness” of heavy-armed infantry, a tactic used by the Greek hoplites who were the Persian’s “permanent opponents” during the 5th century B.C.[footnoteRef:11]. Rop believes that this was not the case, and that scythed chariots were created prior to the Persian Wars because of “the unsuitability of the Greek landscape for chariot warfare”[footnoteRef:12] and to be used “only under specific battleground conditions”[footnoteRef:13]. This possibility put across by Rop is agreed with in this reply as the use of an invention does not denote the date of said inventions conception. Rop states that the scythed chariots originated before the 5th century B.C. date given by Nefiodkin, and in actuality originated during the Neo-Assyrian period of 9th – 7th century B.C.[footnoteRef:14]. Additionally, Rop argues that the scythed chariot would have been the “least effective when attacking heavy infantry”[footnoteRef:15]. This reply agrees with the argument and evidence presented by Rop on the matter of the scythed chariots effectiveness against heavy infantry as he offers various historical sources stating this to be true. [10:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 372]  [11:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 373]  [12:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 168]  [13:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 169]  [14:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 168]  [15:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 172] 


Clearly stated by Nefiodkin in relation to the scythed chariot is that he does “not think that the author of the this invention is Cyrus the Younger”[footnoteRef:16]. Cyrus the Younger was the son of Darius II of Persia and was believed to have been born after the start of his reign in 423 B.C.[footnoteRef:17] Nefiodkin makes a supposition on the origins of the scythed chariot in both date and use, saying they were used as an armed force “to charge on the phalanx of the Greek hoplites in the 460s B.C.”[footnoteRef:18]. This suggested dating places the origins after the reign of Cyrus the Great (reigning c. 559 – 530 B.C.), either after or during the time that the king of Magadha (c. 493 – 461 B.C.) created a type of scythed chariot, and before the unconfirmed supposed birth of Cyrus the Younger (c. 423 B.C.). Rop argues that there are “significant problems” with Nefiodkin’s conclusions, stating they are “ultimately untenable”[footnoteRef:19]. Rop goes on to state that the campaign in which Nefiodkin claimed scythed chariots were invented for did not, in fact, have scythed chariots used against the hoplites on the Egyptian side[footnoteRef:20], completely opposing Nefiodkin’s argument. Additionally, Rop states that by the time of Cyrus the Great in Persia, “chariots had been almost completely replaced by cavalry on the battlefield”[footnoteRef:21], completely contradicting Nefiodkin’s argument. Rop adds that the Persians only used ceremonial chariots in addition to “infrequent and specialised deployments of scythed chariots”[footnoteRef:22] and that they were likely from a previous era as opposed to being developed in the 460s.  [16:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 377]  [17:  Brill’s New Pauly, Darius. ]  [18:  Nefiodkin, A. K. (2004). On the Origin of the Scythed Chariots. p. 378]  [19:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 167]  [20:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 170]  [21:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 179]  [22:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. pp. 179-180] 


Countering Nefiodkin’s belief that the scythed chariots originated in the 460s B.C. Persia is Rop’s argument that they in fact originated in 9th – 7th century B.C. Neo-Assyrian period. Rop states that the heavier chariots of the Neo- Assyrians “closely matches” the functional and tactical changes made in the development of scythed chariots, adding that structurally these chariots match the descriptions given by Xenophon[footnoteRef:23]. [23:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 178] 


Not mentioned by Nefiodkin is the usefulness of the scythed chariots. Alternatively, Rop touches upon this by consulting several varying ancient accounts of the use of scythed chariots in battle. Rop argues that the likes of Arrian, Diodorus and Curtius don’t describe the scythed chariots as being “particularly effective” against Alexander’s troops, with Diodorus stating they were somewhat successful, Arrian stating they were “wholly ineffective” and Curtius stating they were effectively against light infantry but “fared poorly against the Macedonian phalanx”[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. pp. 173-4] 


Nefiodkin counters Rop’s argument in his 2014 article ‘Once More on the Origin of the Scythed Chariot’. He states that Rop’s arguments for the Neo-Assyrian origin for the scythed chariot “are not based on historical evidence”[footnoteRef:25] and that his own hypothesis on the origins is more plausible and based on ancient sources (Xenophon and Arrian). However, Nefiodkin in his 2004 article implicitly states that Xenophon’s work is not an historical source, showing that Nefiodkin is contradicting himself in this later reply to Rop’s own reply. Nefiodkin does mention certain issues put forward by Rop, such as the terrain and lack of mention of scythed chariots by certain ancient sources, specifically relating to Persian battles. Nefiodkin argues against the terrain issues addressed by Rop, stating that “battle chariots were actively used” in Greece[footnoteRef:26], however this reply believes that Rop offered a compelling argument. It is understandable that Nefiodkin would defend his own work and opinion against Rop’s criticisms, especially as the original 2004 article became the new consensus in regards to the origins of the scythed chariot, even changing the views of some scholars such as Sekunda[footnoteRef:27]. However, this reply agrees with Rop’s thesis on the origin of the scythed chariot being Neo-Assyrian.  [25:  Nefiodkin, A. (2014). Once More on the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 112]  [26:  Nefiodkin, A. (2014). Once More on the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. pp. 114-5]  [27:  Rop, J. (2013). Reconsidering the Origin of the Scythed Chariot. p. 167] 
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