Continuity across the Divide: the Geometric Dipylon shield and Bronze Age antecedents
The so-called Dipylon shield has long perplexed scholars. Geometric conventions obviously exaggerate its basic shape: a shield as narrow in the middle as the Dipylon shield of Middle and Late Geometric vases would be unsuitable for protection. But even allowing for this exaggeration, it is disputed whether the shield represents an actual piece of armor or was symbolic and limited to heroicizing depictions on vases. Shields of this shape have not been found in Geometric graves or sanctuaries, and it seems that it did not outlive the Geometric era: in the 7th century BC, the transition to the round hoplite shield (original examples of which have been found in sanctuaries, in addition to the painted specimens on vases) was made and from the 6th century onwards vase painters reserved a version of the Dipylon shield for the Homeric heroes Achilles and Ajax. A shield type reminiscent of the Dipylon shield features however on numerous Boeotian coins from the late 6th-4th centuries BC.
Various interpretations for the origin of the Dipylon shield (real or as a painted convention) have been proposed (see Hurwit 1985 for an overview): it has been linked to (misunderstood) depictions of Mycenaean figure-of-eight shields and of Mycenaean double axes, given heroic connotations, or viewed as a rather ordinary 8th century invention. In this paper, I link the Dipylon shield to late Mycenaean antecedents and argue that the shield was not only real, but represents an unbroken tradition from late Mycenaean times through the Dark Age. 

A shield type featured on several late Mycenaean krater fragments from Kynos and Iolkos, two coastal sites in Central Greece, is different from the traditional, prepalatial and palatial Mycenaean figure-of-eight shields or tower shields, and is instead remarkably similar to the later Dipylon shields in displaying the typical incurving sides. Since these kraters date to the LH IIIC period, after the fall of the Mycenaean palaces but before the end of the Bronze Age, this evidence suggests that the Dipylon shield was a post-palatial Mycenaean invention surviving the end of the Bronze Age and representing a continuous tradition across the Bronze Age – Dark Age divide. A similar continuity has been suggested for the oared galley (Crielaard 2006; Wedde 2006), another postpalatial Mycenaean invention which seems to have been especially important in the Euboean Gulf area of Central Greece. This suggests that the Dipylon Shield may have its origins in a package of military practices appearing along the maritime routes of Central Greece after the fall of the palaces, surviving basically unaltered through the 8th century BC, and playing a crucial role in this region’s precocious recovery in the Dark Age.  
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