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With the proceedings of the 5th edition of the “Broadening Horizons” Conference we have the pleasure 
to open the monograph series of the electronic journal “West & East” to the publication of international 
congresses and workshops whose topics fall within the main themes covered by the journal (for a 
presentation see https://www.openstarts.units.it/handle/10077/10886). We believe that West & East, 
although a mere youngster compared to other more renowned and prestigious journals, offers an 
appropriate (perhaps even ideal!) base for the promotion and diffusion of – in particular, though not only 
– the work of early career researchers. Thanks to the possibility of publishing with a “Gold Open Access” 
policy – i.e. immediate access to the articles or other features that can be downloaded from the website 
of the publisher EUT – and adhesion to the international rules of high quality standards for academic 
work – double peer review (which for West & East is also blind, i.e. the reviewers do not know who the 
author is) – we think that West & East is a scholarly journal well qualified to publish work that makes 
a significant contribution to the advancement of archaeological research in the Mediterranean basin 
and the Levant/Near East. The three volumes of the “Broadening Horizons” Proceedings undoubtedly 
belong to this category, and their publication opens the journal to stimulating future developments.

The editors of West & East

M. Iamoni
L. Rebaudo
F. Zanini

Preface
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Broadening Horizons is a series of international 
conferences on the archaeology and history of 
the Ancient Near East, dedicated to students and 
early-stage researchers. The fifth edition was held 
in Udine from 5th to 8th June 2017, hosted by 
the University of Udine, and organized by Marco 
Iamoni, Costanza Coppini, Katia Gavagnin, Rocco 
Palermo and Francesca Simi. It followed the con-
fe rences in Torino (Italy) in 2011, Barcelona 
(Spain) in 2010, Lyon (France) in 2007 and Ghent 
(Belgium) in 2006. The main topic of the 5th 
edition, Civilizations in Contact, was specifically 
intended to emphasize the importance of cross-
cultural interactions on the longue durée in the Near 
East and Eastern Mediterranean world.

Particularly, the present volume stems from the 
collection of papers presented in Session 3 (Imperial 
frontiers: the Assyrian periphery and interactions 
between Assyria and neighbouring kingdoms during the 
1st millennium BC) and Session 5 (West vs East: from 
Hellenism to the Roman expansion in the Near East).

The long historical period that goes from 
the formation and development of Assyria after 
the political crisis of the Late Bronze Age in the 
10th c. BC to the Hellenistic and Roman impact 
in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Near East is 
widely known as Age of Empires. For the first time 
in history, territorial expansion and multi-faceted 
relationships over diverse socio-political entities 
contributed to the formation of global polities that 
affected culture, communities and daily life activities 
for more than 1500 years. And yet, the degree of 

assimilation or autonomy that diverse polities might 
have adopted or retained while being incorporated 
within larger trans-regional states, fostered 
processes of cultural innovation, the creation of 
certain peculiar hybridity or – where the case – 
the persistence of resilient factors, only marginally 
touched by inevitable globa lizing phenomena.

The role of the Neo-Assyrian politics over 
peripheral landscapes, expressed through warfare, 
monumentality and mobility, as well as material 
culture entanglement and mutual socio-cultural 
relationships is well treated in the papers of Session 
3. From rock-cut reliefs to ceramics, and from textual 
(royal) propaganda to urbanization of marginal 
territories, all the papers succeed in emphasizing the 
inter-exchangeable role of local decision-making 
processes and forms of state authority.

A similar – and perhaps more geographically 
extended – approach is employed throughout the 
papers of Session 5, in which the contact of civiliza-
tions that brought elements of Graeco-Roman and 
Near Eastern cultures in strict correlation is well ex-
pressed through a series of phenomena. From the 
adaptation and re-configuration of eastern archi-
tectural models to Roman-Parthians interactions in 
the steppe, as well as from forms of landscape ur-
banization and ruralization to the persistence of lo-
cal ceramic traditions within a global context, the 
authors perfectly grasp the cross-cultural dynamics 
proper of the Hellenistic and Roman Near East. 

All these processes are also very well discussed 
in Daniele Morandi’s and Matteo Cadario’s 

Foreword
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Organizing such a conference, with multiple 
international guests is not an easy task, and we 
would be lying in not acknowledging those very 
important people that helped us before, during, 
and after the Broadening Horizons days. First and 
foremost, we would like to thank the University 
of Udine, and its Department of Humanities and 
Cultural Heritage Studies in particular, for having 
accomplished this successful conference in a most 
stimulating environment. Our warmest thanks to 
our keynote speakers, especially Daniele Morandi 
Bonacossi and Matteo Cadario – whose papers are 
part of this volume.

Our warmest thanks go to all those reviewers who 
carefully went through the texts, with invaluable 
suggestions and challenging comments. Their work 
was critical for the making of the present volume. A 
special thank goes to our friends and co-organizers 
Marco, Costanza and Francesca for the time and 
the commitment that we shared. It was sometimes 
not easy, but definitely one of those experiences a 
young scholar will retain for a very long time.

The publication of this volume would have not 
been possible without the indispensable support of 
the former (B. Callegher) and current (F. Fontana) 
director of the Inter-University Post-Graduate 
School in Archaeology (SISBA) and the EUT staff, 
in particular G. Clabot. For the support in the 
organization of the conference, we are immensely 
grateful to the Friuli Venezia Giulia Regional 
Authority and to the Department of Humanities 
and Cultural Heritage of the University of Udine. 

Last but not least, we would like to add a dedica-
tion to the one already mentioned at the beginning 
of the book.  The editors of the present volume have 
spent most of their formative years in Syria, and we 
would like to dedicate this book also to our many 
Syrian friends and colleagues hoping that peace will 
soon return in their life.

Groningen and Pordenone, October 2020

Katia Gavagnin
Rocco Palermo

papers, which originated from the lectures that 
served as introductory keynote to Session 3 and 5 
respectively. We are extremely grateful to them for 
their exhaustive talks and for having set the place for 
the younger scholars who presented in Udine and 
contributed in this book.

Daniele Morandi’s paper, in particular, focuses 
on such phenomena from a purely archaeological 
perspective, somewhat bridging a research gap in 
the Assyrian Empire studies, traditionally focused 
on textual and art-history based analyses. The mas-
sive physical and cultural re-shape of part of the 
proper Assyrian core – roughly located in what is 
current Northern Iraq and the autonomous region 
of Kurdistan – is explored by Morandi in order to 
connect aspects of political authority and propa-
ganda to the exploitation of the natural landscape 
and the maximization of the agricultural poten-
tial. The construction of large-scale irrigation fea-
tures and the ideological significance of rock-cut 
reliefs that paralleled such an engineering endeavor 
are discussed in the framework of the impact of the 
Assyrian Empire in its very own core region. 

The imperial impact – observed through a 
different lens – is central to Cadario’s paper, in which 
a core element of the Graeco-Roman culture like 
the cuirassed statue is analyzed in its Near Eastern 
context, highlighting characteristics of resilience 
and disruptions with the western tradition, as well 
as the diverse transmission of the propagandistic and 
political message.

The papers collected in this volume offer indeed 
a comprehensive panorama of all those connections 
and interactions that took place in the greater Near 
East in the age of Empires, being also enriched by the 
lively and constructive debates that sparked from 
the presentations delivered in Udine. We do hope 
this volume might eventually serve as a stepping 
stone for young and passionate archaeologists and 
historians who strongly desire to venture in the 
fascinating Near Eastern world. We also auspicate 
a more inclusive academic dialogue between Near 
Eastern and Classical Archaeology specialists, in the 
attempt to connect the greater Mediterranean world 
to its eastern roots and traditions and viceversa.



Imperial frontiers: the Assyrian periphery and 
interactions between Assyria and neighbouring 

kingdoms during the first millennium BC
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Abstract

Between the second and first millennium BC the Middle and especially Neo-Assyrian empires carried out 
extensive re-organization projects, which deeply transformed the landscape of northern Mesopotamia through 
the creation of great territorial infrastructures. Besides involving the establishment of new capital cities, such 
interventions were implemented through the construction of massive state-created regional networks of canals 
that supplied water to the Assyrian capitals and their hinterlands as well as to major provincial centres. Their 
construction enabled the irrigation and agricultural production intensification in large parts of the “Assyrian 
dry-farming belt” and made available navigable waterways for the transport of goods and people. The paper will 
discuss these profound changes through a bottom-up approach based on the study of the organization of the 
rural hinterland of the last Assyrian capitals and its transformation into an imperial landscape by means of fresh 
data resulting from the survey conducted by the ‘Land of Nineveh Archaeological Project’ of the University of 
Udine in the Eastern Upper Tigris and the Navkur regions.

Keywords

Empire building, Assyrian core, Iraqi Kurdistan, Irrigation systems, Faida canal and rock reliefs.

Modelling the North Assyrian imperial core

DANIELE MORANDI BONACOSSI

University of Udine



West & East 4 Monografie, 3

daniele morandi bonacossi

exceptions,3 archaeological research has often been 
aligned with, and to some extent shaped by this 
perspective, devoting itself to the study of many 
aspects of Assyrian material culture linked to the 
imperial elites, especially architecture and palace 
reliefs, as well as the production and circulation 
of ivory inlays, metalwork, glyptics and pottery. 
However, only rarely have attempts been made to 
define an overall archaeological approach to the study 
of the Assyrian Empire in its core region centred 
on the Middle Tigris and its tributaries, examining 
the profound transformations of the natural, rural 
and social landscapes that occurred in this region 
following the empire’s establishment. Only in 

3 Parker 2001; Düring 2015; Düring, Stek 2018; 
Morandi Bonacossi 2018a.

As Bleda Düring1 pointed out in his new volume 
dedicated to the formation of the Assyrian 
Empire, in recent decades research into Assyrian 
imperialism has been fuelled above all by historical 
studies, while a decidedly minor contribution has 
come from archaeological investigations. As a result 
of this approach, the research agenda has been 
defined primarily by historical perspectives linked 
to analysis of the extensive written records from the 
archives that have been unearthed, with a focus on 
imperial ideology and propaganda, the functioning 
of the Assyrian court and administration, and 
the empire’s military machine.2 With some  

1 Düring 2020, pp. 1-2.
2 See e.g. Fales 2001 and, most recently, Liverani 2017.

Figure 1
Main water systems in the Assyrian homeland 
(LoNAP, produced by Alberto Savioli; based on Safar 1946; Oates 1968; Ergenzinger, Kühne 1991; Dittmann 
1995; Ur et al. 2013)
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Figure 2
Distribution of archaeological sites discovered in the 2012-2018 survey campaigns 
(LoNAP, produced by Alberto Savioli)

recent years has archaeological research resumed 
in the significant part of the ‘Assyrian Triangle’ 
corresponding to the region of Iraqi Kurdistan. 
This has enabled the development of landscape 
archaeology projects aimed at understanding 
the empire’s transformative impact in terms of 
changes in settlement patterns and demographics, 
creating infrastructures that profoundly altered the 
management of water resources and the agricultural 
economy – and the ideological construction and 
commemoration of this new imperial landscape.4

4 See in particular the Erbil Plain Archaeological Project 
(EPAS; Ur et al. 2013 and in press; Ur, Osborne 2016) 
and the Land of Nineveh Archaeological Project (LoNAP; 
Morandi Bonacossi 2016, 2018a, 2018b; Morandi 
Bonacossi, Iamoni 2015).

As has been discussed in more detail elsewhere,5 
the creation by first millennium BC Assyrian rulers 
of extensive regional irrigation systems in the heart 
of the empire (Fig. 1) made it possible to intensify 
land occupation and the agricultural economy 
through the foundation of new administrative 
centres and rural villages and to increase settlement 
in areas previously considered marginal for 
farming. However, these interventions were part 
of a broader and more complex framework. The 
measures implemented by the Assyrian imperial 
administration, in fact, had as their objective the 
material construction and ideological comme mo-
ration of a new imperial landscape created through 

5 Morandi Bonacossi 2018a, 2018b.
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significantly increased due to the forced resettlement 
of deportees from military campaigns.6 

The surface survey conducted by LoNAP showed 
the existence of a very densely settled landscape, 
with numerous small and very small sites, probably 
rural villages and farms. Compared to the previous 
Middle Assyrian period, the number of settled sites 
in the region grew by 63%7 and the aggregate settled 
area by 67%. Moreover, as many as 47% of the 
Neo-Assyrian sites were either not occupied in the 
Middle Assyrian period (despite having been settled 
in previous periods) or were new foundations. The 
greatest changes in the settlement pattern are seen 
in the Duhok, Al-Qosh and Ba’dreh rolling plains, 
which – compared to the Sheikhan and Navkur 
plains – have shallower and less fertile soils. The 
settlement pattern became denser, with a tendency 
to expand into previously less cultivated areas. 
Similarly, settlement intensified in the interfluvial 
areas of the fertile Navkur plain, for example along 
the wadis that flow into the Gomel from the west, 
between the Gomel and the Khazir, and along the 
wadis that flow into the latter from the east. This 
settlement strategy of filling agricultural zones 
previously considered economically marginal has 
also been well documented by surveys conducted in 
other regions of the empire’s central core.8

The data collected in the LoNAP area, in the 
other parts of the ‘Assyrian Triangle’ and in the 
western regions of the imperial core therefore show 
that a profound change in the economic strategy 
of land use occurred, which involved moving 
beyond agriculture based on the cultivation of the 

6 Oded 1979, pp. 366- 369.
7 Similar sharp increases in the number of sites settled 

in the Neo-Assyrian era – especially small and medium-sized 
ones – have been documented by surface surveys conducted 
in the northern and western parts of the empire’s central core 
(Cizre-Silopi, North Jazira Project, Hamoukar, Wadi Ajij, 
Lower Khabur, Jebel Abd el-Aziz, Tell Beydar, Wadi Amar, 
Balikh, Tabqa, Karkemish, Jabbul; summarised in Morandi 
Bonacossi 2000 and Wilkinson et al. 2005, fig. 9).

8 See, for example, the North Jazira Project (Wilkinson, 
Tucker 1995, pp. 60-61, fig. 41), the western Assyrian 
territories (Wilkinson 1995, pp. 145-147; Morandi 
Bonacossi 1996, pp. 105-182, figs. 20, 29, pls. 4-6; 
Wilkinson et al. 2005, pp. 37-44, figs. 9, 12; Ur 2010, 
pp. 111-114) and the lower valleys of the Chai Siwasor and 
Chai Kurdara between Nimrud and Kilizu in the EPAS survey 
area (Ur, Osborne 2016, fig. 16.3).

the foundation of large fortified capitals and 
provincial administrative centres; the deportation 
of enormous numbers of prisoners of war from 
Assyrian military campaigns in the Levant, south-
eastern Anatolia, the Iranian plateau and Babylonia; 
the construction of irrigation systems of regional 
extension that profoundly changed the natural 
hydrology in the heart of the empire; the creation 
of dense networks of farming villages; and lastly 
the symbolic appropriation of the new imperial 
landscape thus created by means of dissemination 
throughout the land – often in association with 
these new hydraulic works – of symbols of royal 
power and its divine legitimacy (monumental rock 
reliefs and celebratory cuneiform inscriptions).

The results of the Land of Nineveh Archaeo logical 
Project, conducted by the University of Udine from 
2012 to 2018 in the Duhok region in Iraqi Kurdistan 
(Fig. 2), have yielded a detailed understanding of the 
extent of the material and ideological transformation 
imposed on the territory by the imperial elite in a 
particularly important part of the Assyrian Empire’s 
core: the northern hinterland of its last two capitals, 
Khorsabad and Nineveh.

The Neo-Assyrian period was the greatest period 
of development in the region’s settlement history. 
From a geomorphological perspective, the area is 
characterized by the presence of extensive rolling 
plains in the Duhok and Al-Qosh region, with 
well-drained soils that have moderate agricultural 
potential, and the Sheikhan and Navkur 
floodplains, with well-drained agricultural soils, 
good water retention capacity and high production 
potential. The region’s hydrology is similarly 
favourable to agriculture due to the presence of 
permanent watercourses (the rivers Rubar Duhok, 
Wadi Bandawai, Gomel, Nardush and Al-Khazir) 
and numerous karst springs that feed the dense wadi 
network and high water table. Thanks to these vital 
resources, and their proximity to the large urban 
centres of Khorsabad and Nineveh and location 
on the route that connected the provincial centre 
of Arba’il (Erbil) with the Upper Tigris Valley, the 
plains of the ‘Land of Khorsabad and Nineveh’ 
in the Neo-Assyrian era became a densely settled 
region – and a strategic ‘granary’ for the supply 
of the imperial capitals, whose population had 
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Neo-Assyrian period, after the first achievements in 
the Middle Assyrian,11 that Assyrian sovereigns built 

and Nabu temples (Loud, Altman 1938, pl. 50/24; see also 
Curtis 1999, pp. 249-251, fig. 2). The use of the seed plough 
in place of the less efficient traditional plough is also recorded 
in written documents from the second half of the 7th century 
BC (see the discussion in Curtis 1999 and Dornauer 2016, 
pp. 204-205). The use of iron ploughshares instead of those in 
bronze is archaeologically well documented starting from at 
least Sargon’s reign (Curtis 1999, pp. 252-253).

11 See in particular, the pattu meshari canal (‘Canal of 
Justice’) built by Tukulti-Ninurta I to ensure the water supply 
of his new capital, Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta (Dittmann 1995). 
For the attribution to this Middle Assyrian ruler of the stretch 
of the eastern Khabur channel between the point where it was 
diverted from the River Jaghjagh (the Khabur’s main tributary) 
to the site of Tell Sheikh Hamad/Dur-Katlimmu, see Kühne 
2018, with an in-depth discussion of the archaeological and 
written evidence and previous hypotheses. 

hinterland of the longest-occupied nucleated tells in 
favour of a more extensive cultivation strategy, with 
the more widespread exploitation of many more 
agricultural niches.9 

This strategy of agricultural extension aimed at 
increasing the expanses of cultivated drylands was 
accompanied by a parallel program of intensification 
of rural production designed to compensate – 
through the introduction of new agricultural 
technologies – the low productivity of dry farming 
due to scarce and irregular rainfall.10 It was in the 

9 See also Wilkinson et al. 2005, p. 41.
10 Sargon II introduced the seed plough into Assyrian 

agriculture, which is depicted on the glazed brick façade of 
the temple of the god Sin at Khorsabad (Place 1867-1870, 
III, pls. 4, 26, 31) and on fragmentary bronze gate bands 
from the Adad (Place 1867-1870, I, p. 129; III, pl. 72/10) 

Figure 3
Reconstruction of the surveyed Neo-Assyrian canals in the Nineveh hinterland 
(LoNAP, produced by Alberto Savioli)
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of Khinis and Jerwan. Research conducted in 2019 
by the Kurdish-Italian Faida Archaeological Project13 
involved the archaeological exploration of a new 
sector of northern Assyria’s hydraulic system, the 
Faida canal, bringing to light this rock-cut channel 
with an exceptional group of celebratory rock reliefs 
carved along one of its flanks. 

I have discussed elsewhere the attribution to 
Sargon II of the construction of this canal plus its 
reliefs, as well as the Maltai canals and reliefs that 
feature the same scene of divine adoration by the 
sovereign.14 Today, the Faida canal, which is 4 m wide 
on average, 8.5 km long, and was fed by a system of 
karst springs located a dozen kilometres away south 

13 The project is co-directed by Hasan Ahmed Qasim 
(Duhok Directorate of Antiquities) and Daniele Morandi 
Bonacossi (University of Udine).

14 Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, pp. 91-98.

extensive regional hydraulic systems in the heart of 
the empire (Fig. 1). The most extensive and complex 
of these was the network of weirs, canals, canalized 
wadis, embankments and stone aqueducts built 
between 702 and 688 BC by Sennacherib to irrigate 
the countryside north of Nineveh and bring water 
to his capital (Fig. 3). I have examined elsewhere the 
technological characteristics and chronology of this 
complex system of imposing canalizations,12 whose 
construction was probably begun by Sargon II with 
the channels of Maltai and Faida (see below) – 
which were subsequently integrated into the larger 
hydraulic project of his son Sennacherib – and was 
commemorated by the grandiose rock reliefs carved 
on cliff faces in Maltai, Faida, Shiru Maliktha and 
Khinis and the monumental cuneiform inscriptions 

12 Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 2018c.

Figure 4
One of the rock reliefs along the Faida canal before excavation 
(Photograph: D. Morandi Bonacossi, 2012)
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Along the left bank of the Faida canal, the 
Assyrian ruler had large panels (just under 5 m wide 
by 2 m high) carved in the rock, representing the 
sovereign himself on either side of a series of deities 
standing on their symbolic animals. Initially, only 
the upper portions of the relief panels emerged 
from the earth that filled the canal (Fig. 4); the 
upper frame was visible, and in some cases the tops 
of the tiaras worn by the gods. In 1973 Julian Reade 
had identified the location of three buried bas-
reliefs along the canal, but was unable to uncover 
them due to the political and military instability 
that characterized the region in that period of bitter 
confrontation between the Kurdish Peshmerga and 
the army of the Baathist regime.15

15 Reade 1978, pp. 159-164.

of Duhok, is almost completely buried under thick 
layers of earth deposited by erosion of the hillside 
of Çiya Daka, around the base of which it ran. 
Secondary canals branched off from the main canal, 
allowing irrigation of the surrounding fields and 
increasing agricultural production in the Assyrian 
countryside in the hinterland of the empire’s last 
capitals. Overall, the Faida canal and the two Maltai 
canals made it possible to irrigate an area of about 
30 km.2 To this intensively cultivated agricultural 
zone were added others irrigated by subsequent 
canals built by Sennacherib, thus making the ‘Land 
of Nineveh and Khorsabad’ a strategic granary for 
the supply of the capitals – because of its fertility 
and productivity, together with its proximity to 
Khorsabad and Nineveh which meant that large 
quantities of grains and other agricultural products 
could be transported at low cost.

Figure 5
Rock relief along the Faida canal after excavation (Height: 1.50 m, width: 4.55 m) 
(Photograph: Alberto Savioli, 2019)



West & East 10 Monografie, 3

daniele morandi bonacossi

campaigns.17 Agricultural production was intensi-
fied through the foundation of a dense network 
of rural villages and farms scattered throughout 
the territory and the colonization of areas previ-
ously considered agriculturally marginal. The con-
struction of vast regional hydraulic systems, which 
fed intensively cultivated, high-productivity agri-
cultural enclaves such as that of Maltai and Faida 
described above, supported the development of 
dense rural settlement, which in the ‘Assyrian 
Triangle’ region has been well documented archae-
ologically by the surveys conducted by LoNAP and 
EPAS in the plains of Duhok and Erbil. The crea-
tion of these regional irrigation channel networks 
– probably also used as waterways for the fast and 
low-cost transport of cereal crops – profoundly 
transformed the production bases of the empire’s 
central core, guaranteeing solid economic support 
for its development. This new imperial landscape 
was ideologically commemorated through sculp-
tural programs and celebratory inscriptions that 
embodied the constant presence of Assyrian rul-
ers in the territory and their control – at the gods’ 
command – of the area of chaos and disorder lo-
cated in the lands beyond the walls of the cities.18 
These new waterscapes in the Assyrian heartland 
thus fulfilled Assyrian rulers’ ambitions to achieve 
(and make visual) imperial control of the universe.

The Faida, Maltai, Shiru Maliktha and Khinis 
rock-art complexes still reserve much information 
and many surprises. However, they are also endan-
gered sites that are threatened by atmospheric agents, 
the expansion of local productive activities, vandal-
ism and illegal excavations. Their protection, conser-
vation and enhancement represent the most urgent 
responsibility that archaeologists currently face.

17 For possible archaeological evidence of the presence 
of deportees in the Nineveh hinterland, see the Neo-Assyrian 
cremation cemetery found at the site of Gir-e Gomel 
(Morandi Bonacossi et al. 2018, pp. 82-86).

18 Pongratz-Leisten 1997, pp. 251-252, 2015, p. 421.

Forty years later in August 2012, during the 
LoNAP archaeological survey, University of Udine 
archaeologists identified six new reliefs along 
the Faida canal. Seven years later, thanks to the 
collaboration between Udine University and the 
Duhok Directorate of Antiquities, a total of ten rock 
reliefs were known in Faida. The bas-reliefs discovered 
so far portray the Assyrian ruler represented twice, at 
both ends of each panel, together with the statues 
of seven deities on pedestals placed on the backs of 
emblematic animals (Fig. 5). The animals carrying the 
deities’ statues walk to the right, in the same direction 
as the water current that once flowed in the canal. 
The divine figures represent the god Ashur, principal 
deity of the Assyrian pantheon, on a mushkhushshu 
dragon and a lion with horns (the abūbu monster, 
symbol of the flood16); his partner Mullissu, seated 
on an elaborate throne supported by a lion; the 
Moon god Sin, also on an abūbu monster; the god of 
wisdom, Nabû, on a mushkhushshu dragon; the Sun 
god Shamash on a horse; the storm god Adad on an 
abūbu monster and a bull; and Ishtar, the goddess of 
love and war, on a lion.

The sculpted panels of Faida belong to the wider 
panorama of Assyrian rock reliefs present along the 
north Assyrian hydraulic network built by Sargon 
and his son Sennacherib in the Duhok region. These 
rock-art complexes constitute the ‘royal signature’ 
imposed on the new imperial landscape created by 
the Assyrian rulers, consisting of a striking series 
of monuments and commemorative inscriptions 
loaded with religious and ideological meanings in 
order to celebrate the region’s appropriation and 
profound transformation not only by means of a 
landscape engineering project, but also through its 
ideological commemoration.

Starting from the Middle Assyrian period, 
the imperial elite thus began a program of radi-
cal transformation of the countryside in the em-
pire’s core, between the Tigris and Khabur basins. 
New provincial capitals and centres were founded 
and the population living in these territories was 
greatly increased by the forced resettlement in ur-
ban centres and the surrounding countryside of 
large numbers of deportees from Assyrian military 

16 Seidl 1998.
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Abstract

The study of the interaction between the Assyrian Empire and the Phoenician city-states is interesting because 
of the very long period during which it took place. Indeed, from the first tribute taken by Assurnasirpal II to the 
last intervention leaded by Assurbanipal against rebellious cities, the Assyrians were involved in the submission 
of the Phoenicians during the entire Neo-Assyrian period. Thereby, it is possible to show the long-term 
evolution of the interaction. Examining both Assyrian textual sources (Royal Inscriptions and archives) and 
archaeological remains allows a distinction between three different kinds of Assyrian impact on the Phoenician 
city-states: the administrative and military presence, the symbolic presence, and the influence of Assyrian art 
and architecture on local culture. Through the analyse of textual and archaeological sources from the ninth to 
the end of the seventh century BC, this paper aims to give a panorama of the Assyrian domination strategy and 
its concrete implication in Phoenicia during the Neo-Assyrian Period. 

Keywords

Assyrian Empire, Phoenicia, Assyrian administration, Assyrian provinces/periphery, Assyrian expansion in the 
West, Assyrian stelae/reliefs, Assyrian ware, Assyrian art, Assyrian architecture
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the influence of Assyrian art and architecture on 
local culture.

2. Geographical and historical context

Before the study of the Assyrian presence and in-
fluence in Phoenicia, it is important to set our study 
in its context by analysing the geographical frame 
of Phoenicia and the political relations between the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire and the Phoenician city-states.

 2.1 Defining the Phoenician territory

The definition of the Phoenician territory is a 
highly controversial subject and the matter of many 
studies.4 That issue largely overlapping the subject of 
this paper, just a general definition of the Phoenician 
territory will be given. The Phoenician city-states are 
located on the sea shore of the Mediterranean Sea, 
the southern boundary is to be placed in the region 
of Mont Carmel, perhaps as far down as Atlit to the 
south, and the northern boundary is to be placed in 
the region of Arwad, or much more to the north, 
near Latakia, if the shore of northern Syria is not 
considered to be under the policy of the kingdom of 
Hamat (fig. 1).5

2.2 The Neo-Assyrian Empire and the 
conquest of Phoenicia

The Assyrian Royal Inscriptions are the main source 
for the reconstruction of the political relations 
between the Neo-Assyrian Empire and Phoenicia.

The first mention of a tribute taken by an Assyr-
ian king from Phoenician cities is recorded in the 
inscriptions of Tiglath-pileser I (1114-1076 BC),6 
but it is in the Neo-Assyrian period (934-612 BC) 

4 See for example, Briquel-Chatonnet, Gubel 
2007; Sader 2000; Yon 1995a, p. 86-87; xella 1995, p. 241. 

5 Concerning the southern boundary and the question 
of the possible integration of al-Tantura (ancient Dor, 10 km 
south of Atlit) to Phoenicia before the Persian period, see, 
for example, Pedrazzi 2012, p. 152 and 154 (with further 
references). 

6 RIMA 2, Tiglath-pileser I, A.0.87.3, l. 16-25 (p. 37).

1. Introduction

The relationship between Assyria and Phoenicia 
is one of the longest and most constant of the 
Neo-Assyrian period. The Royal Inscriptions of 
the Assyrian kings mention Phoenician territory 
on many occasions: odorant Lebanese cedars for 
the construction of palaces, ceremonies in the 
Mediterranean Sea, and of course, conflict with the 
Phoenician city-states. As a result, the history of the 
submission and integration into the Neo-Assyrian 
Empire of Phoenicia can be easily drawn. But 
many aspects of the interaction between Assyria 
and Phoenicia remain unknown. What was the 
nature of the Assyrian presence in Phoenicia and 
its consequences? Did the Assyrian influenced in 
some manner the Phoenician culture? To answer 
these questions, it is essential to deal with different 
kinds of sources, the whole textual documentation 
of the Assyrian Empire, including official texts and 
archives, but also the archaeological data from the 
Phoenician territory. 

Studies investigating some aspects of the impact 
of the Neo-Assyrian Empire on its periphery were 
conducted by many scholars, mainly for Palestine, but 
also for Western Iran and Southern Anatolia.1 Few 
studies deal with the Assyrian impact on Phoenicia, 
but they not use all the available documentation. 
Indeed, the 1984 unpublished PhD of A.-M. 
Doray “Impact de la presence assyrienne dans les pays 
du Levant” uses only the Assyrian ceramics from 
southern Phoenicia2 while other studies are essentially 
based on the textual sources.3 So, a study like ours, 
which brings together textual and archaeological data 
to analyse the impact of the Neo-Assyrian Empire in 
Phoenicia appears to be missing. 

After a geographical and historical contextua-
lization, this paper will deal with the different kind 
of Assyrian impact on Phoenicia: the administrative 
and military presence, the symbolic presence, and 

1 For example: Aster, Faust 2018; Thareani 2016; 
Hermann, Schloen 2016; Hunt 2015; Wicke 2015; Ben 
Shlomo 2014; Ornan, Ortiz, Wolff 2013; Gunter 
2009; Na’aman 2003; Parker 2003; Marcus 1996; 
Brandl, Reich 1985. 

2 Doray 1984.
3 Fales 2017; Al-Hadidi 2012; Oded 1974. 
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Phoenician territory, Ṣimirra,10 was created in 738 
after a failed coalition of Levantine states against 
Assyria.11 In 701 BC, Sennacherib (704-681 BC) 
interfered in the internal affair of the Tyro-Sidonian 
kingdom by forcing its king Lulli to flee away and by 
setting a new king favourable to Assyria.12 During 
the reign of Esarhaddon (680-669 BC), the main 

10 The eponymous capital of the province is probably to 
be identified with Tell Kazel, or a location near Tell Kazel, see 
Bagg 2007, pp. 231-232. Probably, the northern boundary of 
the province was in the region of Latakia, the southern one in 
the region of Tripoli, and the eastern one at the foothills of the 
Mont El-Alawiyeh, See Radner 2006-2008, p. 62. 

11 RINAP 1, Tiglath-pileser III 13, l. 1-12a (pp. 42-43); 
RINAP 1, Tiglath-pileser III 14, l. 5b-6b and 9b (p. 46).

12 RINAP 3/1, Sennacherib 4, l. 32-35 (pp. 63-64). 

that an effort to systemize the imposition of tribute 
and taxes, and to impose political control over the 
Phoenician cities appears. During the ninth century 
and the early beginning of the eighth century, 
Assurnasirpal II (883-859 BC),7 Shalmaneser III 
(858-824 BC)8 and Adad-nerari III (810-783 BC)9 
re corded many tribute imposition and submission 
of the Phoenician cities. During the reign of Tiglath-
pileser III (745-727 BC), the first province in the 

7 RIMA 2, Ashurnasirpal II, A.0.101.1, iii l. 84b-89 
(pp. 218-219). 

8 RIMA 3, Shalmaneser III, A.0.102.10, iv l. 5-15a 
(p. 54); RIMA 3, Shalmaneser III, A.0.102.16, l. 159’b-162a 
(p. 79).

9 RIMA 3, Adad-nârârî III, A.0.104.7, l. 4-12 (p. 211).

Figure 1
The Phoenician territory 
(basemap: Geoatlas®)
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During the seventh century BC, an important 
document to understand the weight of Assyria 
in Phoenicia is the treaty between Ba’al of Tyre 
and Esarhaddon (SAA 02 005). In the treaty, it 
is explained that Qēpu officials can control Tyre’s 
political foreign affairs by being present at the city’s 
Council of the Elders and by controlling the arrival 
of foreign ships. The Assyrian also seems to have had 
significant economic interest in some city under the 
reign of Esarhaddon, as in Arwad, where the presence 
of an Assyrian kāru is attested (SAA 16 127). 

Beside the Assyrian archives, only one Neo-As-
syrian tablet was found in Phoenicia. This document 
from Tell Keisan is dated between 750 and 650 
BC and record distribution of bread rations.18 
Unfortunately, the tablet is very fragmen tary, and 
no name can be read in its entirety. 

The archives show that Assyrian officials were set 
in Phoenicia with some prerogatives linked mainly 
to taxation, political control of local institutions, 
protection of Assyrian economic interests and 
military affairs. The number of these men seems 
not to have been very high and they probably 
worked with the local elite and the population. The 
existence of some administrative centre is possible, a 
fact that can be proved by the tablet of Tell Keisan. 
But there are no remains of huge centres like 
Til Barsip or others Assyrian administrative centres 
like those located east of the Euphrates for example. 
No information can confirm a constant presence 
of the Assyrian army. For example, the men set at 
the fort of Kašpuna by the governor of Ṣimirra were 
not Assyrians, but they were Phoenicians from the 
city of Siannu (currently Tell Sianu) and we have 
no information about the composition of the army 
led by Qurdi-Aššūr-lāmur to protect the sea shore 
from the Ionians. If sporadic use of coercive force 
by Assyrian officials is clearly attested by Qurdi-
Aššūr-lāmur – in this case, Itueans were sent to 
Sidon –, sometimes, Assyrians could be totally 
helpless in front of the local powers, like the official 
who informed Esarhaddon of the blockade of the 
Assyrian kāru of Arwad. 

18 Sigrist 1982. 

cities of Phoenicia were incorporated to the Empire 
with the conquest of the Sidonian kingdom in 676 
BC13 and the Tyrian kingdom in 671 BC.14 Finally, 
the island of Tyre remained unconquered because of 
the failure of Assyrian kings to invade it, and Byblos, 
Arwad and Samsimuruna15 were closely controlled 
by Assyria during the reign of Assurbanipal (668-
630/627 BC).16

3. Administrative and military presence

If the records of the Assyrian kings give a clear 
chronology of the conflicts with Phoenicia, they 
give no information about the real involvement of 
Assyrian personnel in the Phoenician territory. The 
Assyrian archives can shed light about the presence 
of Assyrians in allied or vassalized Phoenician cities, 
or in the newly conquered Phoenician territory. 
References to Phoenician cities in the Assyrian 
documents from the archives are listed in Table 1.17

The earlier mentions of Phoenicia in the 
archives come from letters sent by Qurdi-Aššūr-
lāmur, probably the governor of Ṣimirra, to the king 
Tiglath-pileser III. Qurdi-Aššūr-lāmur must defend 
some city of the sea shore from Ionians attacks 
(SAA 19 025) and construct military facilities, like 
a fort in Kašpuna (SAA 19 022). The governor of 
Ṣimirra also had some responsibilities outside of 
his province. Indeed, he could impose taxes and 
maintain them by force on the wood production in 
the region of Tyre and Sidon (SAA 19 022) and the 
presence of one Qēpu official under his command in 
this region is attested (SAA 19 023).

13 RINAP 4, Esarhaddon 1, ii l. 65-iii l. 19 (pp. 16-17). 
14 RINAP 4, Esarhaddon 34, l. 12’-13’ (p. 87); RINAP 4 

Esarhaddon 60, l. 7’-8’ (p. 135). 
15 This city was probably located somewhere between 

Nahr el-Kalb and Arwad (Bagg 2007, pp. 211-212). 
16 Tributes from Tyre, Byblos, Arwad and Samsimuruna 

are recorded in the Annals of the year 666 BC, see Borger 
1996, C §14, II l. 37-67 (p. 212). For Assurbanipal’s interference 
in the royal succession of Arwad, see Borger 1996, B §17, II l. 
82-92 (p. 217).

17 Texts are given with their SAA code. For example, the 
document SAA 19 043 refers to the text number 043 in the 
volume 19 of the State Archive of Assyria series.
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Table 1
References to the Phoenician territory in the Assyrian archives

Publication 
(SAA) Date Type of document Content

Information about 
Assyrian presence 

in Phoenicia

SAA 19 043 After 738 Letter sent 
by an Assyrian official 
to the king of Assyria

Unclear. Ṣimirra is quoted ?

SAA 19 022 Between 
734-731?

Letter sent 
by Qurdi-Aššūr-lāmur 
(Governor of Ṣimirra?) 
to the king of Assyria 

1) Tax-collectors on the wood trade at Tyre and Sidon
2) Sidonian chased the tax-collectors, but with the help of Itueans, 

the governor restores the situation
3) Construction of fortification and nomination of a fort commander at 

Kašpuna1 where 30 men from Siannu2 were mobilized

*Administrative 
personnel 
(tax-collectors)
*Coercion force
*Military involvement

SAA 19 023 Between 
731-7303 or 
734-7324 

Letter sent 
by Qurdi-Aššūr-lāmur 
(Governor of Ṣimirra?) 
to the king of Assyria 

1) Nabû-šezib (Qēpu official5) reported to Qurdi-Aššūr-lāmur that 
Hiram of Tyre had planned to transport the sacred tree from the 
temple of Sidon to Tyre

2) Qurdi-Aššūr-lāmur prevented Hiram from doing so
3) Captives to be settled in Immiḫa6 

*Administrative 
personnel (Qēpu 
official)
*Settlement of captives

SAA 19 024 After 732? Letter sent 
by an Assyrian official 
to the king of Assyria

1) Payment of the tribute of Metenna, the king of Tyre ?

SAA 19 025 Between 
731-730

Letter sent 
by Qurdi-ili-lāmur
(= Qurdi-Aššūr-lāmur?)
to the king of Assyria

1) Report of an attack by the Ionians at three Phoenicians cities 
(Samsimuruna, ḫariṣû7 and X)

2) The governor defeated the Ionians
3) Position at the city of Dana[…] reinforced

*Military involvement

SAA 01 153 Between 
716-706

Letter send 
by Nabû-rība-aḫḫē to 
the Assyrian crown-prince

1) The Sidonians incorporate to the Assyrian army refuse to obey 
their leader and integrate the garrison of Nineveh

*Military involvement

SAA 02 005 676 Treaty Between 
Esarhaddon 
and Ba’al of Tyre

1) The Qēpu official must be present at the Tyrian Council of the 
Elders 

2) The Qēpu official must control the relations with foreign ships 
coming to Tyre

3) The Qēpu official must control the epistolary relations between 
Ba’al and the Assyrian king

4) Main ports and cities of the Mediterranean can be accessed by 
the Tyrians 

*Administrative 
personnel (Qēpu 
official)
*Internal political 
involvement

SAA 16 127 Late reign of 
Esarhaddon?8

Letter send 
by Itti-Šamaš-balaṭu 
to the king

1) The sender9 reported that Ikkilu (= Iakīn-Lû), the king(?) of Arwad 
was disrupting maritime traffic and prevent ships from reaching 
the Assyrian kāru10 (kāru ša māt aššūr)

2) The sender argued that he did not do anything by fear of the 
Assyrian king. 

3) The sender reported to the king the difficulties he encountered, 
apparently because of the situation described in 1)

*Economic (Assyrian 
kāru)

SAA 04 089 Reign of 
Assurbanipal

Before 658?11

Queries to the Sungod 
related to Arwad

1) The question is whether Assurbanipal should send Nabû-šarru-
uṣur, the rab mūgi,12 to Iakīn-Lû the Arwadite, and whether Iakīn-
Lû should listen to the message sent with Nabû-šarru-uṣur.

*Political relation

1 Many scholars placed Kašpuna near Tripoli, but identifications with Minat el-Kassab, on the northern shore of Syria, and Kashfeh, neat Amrit, were 
also proposed (Bagg 2007, p. 138).

2 Almost all the researchers identified ancient Siannu with actual Tell Sianu (Bagg 2007, pp. 217-218).
3 SAA 19, p. XXII.
4 Yamada 2008, p. 301.
5 A possible translation is “Royal Deputy”. For a study about Qēpu officials, see duBovskY 2012.
6 Between the different proposals (see Bagg 2007, pp. 114-115), Amyun, near Tripoli, seems to be the best.
7 Currently Harissa? near Nahr el-Kalb (Bagg 2007, pp. 91-92). 
8 For the problematic date of the document, see Yamada 2005, p. 73.
9 Perhaps the Arwad’s rab-kāri (i.e. the official in charge of the kāru).
10 “Trading post” is a possible translation. For Assyrian kāru, see Yamada 2005.
11 PNA 2/2, p. 876.
12 This term refers to a high military official (CAD M/2, p. 171).



West & East 18 Monografie, 3

adonice-ackad baaklini

Figure 2
Assyrian reliefs at Nahr el-Kalb 
(photographs by the author)

4. The symbolic presence

Stelae and reliefs erected or carved in Phoenicia by 
the Assyrians to commemorate their victories can 
represent the symbolic presence of the Empire. If 
the Royal Inscriptions record some erections of 
stela or ṣalmu (image) in Phoenicia,19 the site of 
Nahr el-Kalb, few kilometres north of Beirut is the 
most impressive remain of that practice. 

The site of Nahr el-Kalb is composed of two 
hills that form the mouth of the river of the same 
name. Many armies left their stelae and reliefs on 

19 For example, the ṣalmu erected by Salmanazar III in 
the land of Tyre in 841 BC (RIMA 3, A.0.102.10, iv l. 8-10, 
p. 54).

the hills through the Age. There are 22 stelae and 
reliefs from the thirteenth century BC up to the 
year two thousand. The Assyrian reliefs are the most 
numerous. Indeed, six were carved on the rock, but 
nowadays only 5 Assyrian reliefs remain.20 

The Assyrian reliefs are the reliefs n° 6, 7, 13, 15, 
and 17 (fig. 2).21 On all the reliefs, it is possible to see 
the Assyrian king in the gesture of glorification of the 
gods in front of divine symbols.22 Reliefs n° 13 and 17 

20 Maila-Afeiche 2009, p. 44.
21 These reliefs are included in the category «Die 

Standarstele und ihr entsprechende Felsreliefs» in the study of 
J. Börker-Klähn (Börker-Klähn 1982, pp. 56-57). 

22 Magen 1986, p. 55 and pl. 11 n° 7; Kreppner 2002, 
p. 373.
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erecting and carving commemorative monuments. 
The Assyrian reliefs at Narh el-Kalb appear to 
have an important political signification, first, the 
Assyrians copy their predecessors, the Egyptians, 
so they compete them, and second, they affirm the 
Assyrian control over the coastal region. According 
to some scholars, it is possible that magical or 
ceremonial acts were conduct in front of the 
Assyrians reliefs.26 

Similar reliefs are numerous in the Neo-Assyrian 
Empire and its periphery, but not other location 
apart from Nahr el-Kalb has such a concentration 
of Assyrian reliefs. 

26 Wicke 2015, p. 71 ; Maila-Afeiche 2009, p. 41.

are close to earlier Egyptian reliefs of Ramses II. Only 
relief n° 17 (fig. 3) can be attributed to Esarhaddon 
because of its inscription.23 The inscription comme-
morates the Egyptians campaign in 671.24 Despite 
the apparent difficulty of the terrain, the reliefs were 
in accessible areas and could be seen.25 

The location of Nahr el-Kalb constitutes one of 
the hardest obstacles between Gaza and northern 
Syria that can explain the choice of the site for 

23 This relief is included in the category n° 1 of D. 
Morandi Bonaccosi «Stele di intervento militare» (Morandi 
Bonacossi 1988).

24 For transliteration and translation, see Roche 2009. 
25 Morandi Bonacossi 1988, pp. 151-152, 154-155; 

Kreppner 2002, p. 373.

Figure 3
Relief of Esarhaddon 
at Nahr el-Kalb
(photograph 
by the author)
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Figure 4
Sample of Assyrian inspired ceramics from Phoenicia. Provenance : 1. Tell Keisan (after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 11); 
2. Tell Keisan (after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 11: a); 3. Tell Keisan (after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 11: b); 4. Tell Keisan 
(after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 11: d); 5. Tell Keisan (after Salles 1980, pl. 28, 3); 6. Tell Keisan (after Chambon 
1980, pl. 37, 8); 7. Tell Keisan (after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 6); 8. Tell Keisan (after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 7); 9. 
Tell Kazel (after Al-Maqdissi et Al. 1990, fig. 36, p. 49); 10. Tell Keisan (after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 13); 11. 
Tell Keisan (after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 10); 12. Tell Keisan (after Chambon 1980, pl. 37, 10: c).
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 Microscopic observations on some Assyrian 
ceramics from Tell Keisan point out for a local 
pro duction.34 All the analyses conducted on 
others Assyrian ceramics coming from outside the 
Assyrian core – from Dur-Katlimmu,35 Guzana,36 
Tell Jemmeh,37 Tell el-Hesi,38 Samaria, En-Gedi, 
Hazor, Tell Amal, Tell el-Farah39 – lead us to 
conclude that almost all specimens were produced 
locally. In light of these results, it is probable that 
most of the Assyrian-like ceramics form Phoenicia 
represent a local production by local craftsmen. The 
morphometric variants in regard of the Assyrian 
models and the local feature of some of the Assyrian-
like ceramics in Phoenicia reinforce the hypothesis 
of a local production. 

Beside the ceramics, some other Assyrian-like 
objects, mainly glyptic, were found. A conoid 
stamp seal from level 5 (720-650 BC) of Tell 
Keisan, gives a good example of the Assyrian 
inspired glyptic found in Phoenicia (fig. 5). The seal 
is engraved on its three faces. It represents a priest 
in front of divine symbols, a mušḫuššu with divine 
symbols and an altar. It can be linked with several 
stamps and cylinder seals with the same theme 
in Assyria, like the stamp seal from the CANES 
collection N° 789.40 But the Tell Keisan stamp 
cannot be included in any stylistic series from the 
Assyrian glyptic. It is an unmatched specimen. 
This last observation leads us to the hypothesis of a 
local copy, avoiding that of an importation. Some 
other Assyrian or Assyrian-like stamp seals and 
cylinder seals were found at the Periphery of the 
Assyrian Empire.41

The fragment of a little statuette, also from Tell 
Keisan and dated form the eighth-seventh centuries, 
shows some likeness with the Assyrian sculpture in 
the way the beard and the lips are made (fig. 6). It 

2015, pl. 4.4.6.
34 Courtois, Doray 1983. 
35 Hunt 2015, p. 129.
36 Hunt 2015, p. 145. 
37 Hunt 2015, p. 163; Courtois, Doray 1983.
38 Engstrom 2004. 
39 Courtois, Doray 1983. 
40 Porada 1947, n° 789.
41 See for example, Ornan, Ortiz, Wolff, 2013; 

Mazzoni 2008; Marcus 1996; Mazzoni 1990.

5. Influence on local art 
and architecture

Few Phoenician sites revealed Assyrian or 
“Assyrianized” material. But this situation is main-
ly due to the lack of archaeological data from the 
Phoenician territory.

Among the Assyrian influenced artefacts in 
Phoenicia, ceramic is the most represented one 
(fig. 4). Indeed, ceramics coming from strata dated 
between the end of the eighth and the first part of 
the seventh century can be linked with some famous 
categories of Assyrian vessels. For example, the little 
carinated bowls with their ovoid body and everted 
rim (fig. 4: 1-5) show a likeness with the Assyrian 
fine carinated bowls from the so-called Palace Ware 
or Eggshell Ware.27 This type of bowl was used in 
Assyria for libations and banquets, and probably to 
drink wine.28 The expansion of the carinated bowls 
was very large, and they were found in many Iron Age 
sites from all around the Near East.29 A little goblet 
with a conical body, long and everted neck and 
remains of handles from Tell Kazel (fig. 4: 9) is close 
to a famous form from the Assyrian Palace Ware, 
often with a dimpled decor on the body.30 But the 
handles are totally unknown from these ceramics in 
Assyria. It seems that the handles are a local feature. 
This phenomenon is also known from Palestine, 
where some Assyrian-like carinated bowls with the 
adjunction of handles were discovered.31 Bottles 
with pointed bases (fig. 4: 10) show a likeness with 
little bottles from the Assyrian heartland.32 That 
type of bottles had an important expansion outside 
of Assyria, especially in Palestine and Transjordan.33 

27 It corresponds to the category BW_30 of S. Anastasio 
(Anastasio 2010, pp. 41-42, pl. 107) and SD 4 of A. Hausleiter 
(Hausleiter 2010, pp. 291-292, 360-361, pl. 75).

28 Baaklini 2016, p. 97. 
29 Adachi 1997. 
30 It corresponds to the category BT_03 of S. Anastasio 

(Anastasio 2010, pl. 28, pp. 48-49), BD 2 of A. Hausleiter 
(Hausleiter 2010, pl. 87, pp. 379-380, 309-310) and B3 of 
A. Hunt (Hunt 2015, fig. 3:  14, p. 52, pp. 49-53). 

31 Stern 2015, pl. 4.4.1, 8-11.
32 It corresponds to the category FL 4 of A. Hausleiter 

(Hausleiter 2010, pl. 93, pp. 313, 315, 386).
33 Amiran 1969, pp. 291-292; Singer-Avitz 1999, 

pp. 36-37; Daviau, Klassen 2014, fig. 6, p. 110; Stern 
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represents a very uncommon type of Assyrian object 
found in the Levant.42 

The presence in the Levant of buildings sharing 
some specificities with the Assyrian architecture 
is not an unknown phenomenon during the late 
eighth and the seventh century BC. The best 
examples are the Governor’s Residence of Tell 
Tayinat,43 the Building A of Buseirah,44 the fort 

42 It seems that only one example of Assyrian clay 
statuette was found in the Levant, precisely at Tell-Rifaat 
(North Western Syria), see Seton-Williams 1967, p. 11. 

43 Harrison 2005, fig. 2, p. 27.
44 Spreafico 2010, fig. 2, p. 156. 

Figure 6
Fragment of Assyrian 
statuette 
from Tell Keisan. 
Clay, 4 × 4.9 cm, 
eight-seventh centuries BC 
(after Paraire 1980, 
pl. 102: 10)

of Abu Salima,45 along with some buildings from 
Megiddo.46 In Phoenicia, nothing similar was 
found, except two column bases that have a similar 
decor to the Assyrian column bases. A first base 
(fig. 7) was found along with Persian architectural 
features – perhaps the remains of an apadana47 – 
at the beginning of the twentieth century at Sidon. 
For G. Conteneau, who studied these remains in 
1920, the column base is coming from an Assyrian 

45 Spreafico 2010, fig. 3, p. 157.
46 Amiran, Dunayevsky 1958, figs. 1-4, p. 27. 
47 Yon 1995b, p. 120.

Figure 5
Assyrian style stamp seal from Tell Keisan. Limestone, 2.2 x 2 x 1.4 cm, 720-650 BC (after Keel 1980, pl. 89: 24) 
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 The interpretation of Assyrian art and 
architecture in Phoenicia is problematic. The 
first idea that came to mind is that they represent 
archaeological manifestations of the conquest 
of Phoenicia by the Assyrian Empire. If that 
hypothesis can be true for the architectural 
features we studied, which can be the remains of 
Assyrian buildings, another explanation could 
be found for the objects. Indeed, ceramics and 
glyptic are more or less deviant from the Assyrian 
models, and some specimens have local features, 
so it cannot be considered as objects brought by 
Assyrians. Some Assyrian objects, like the vessel, 
widely circulated in the Near East, Anatolia and 
even in Greece for very few metal specimens53 and 
that seems to be more a question of fashion than a 
political question linked to Assyrian domination, 
even if the expansion and the prestige of the 
Assyrian Empire could contribute to the diffusion 
of Assyrian art during the seventh century.

I propose to consider the Assyrian-like material 
as locally made, for the local elite, and to consider, 
along with the expansion of the Assyrian Empire, 
the phenomenon of conspicuous consumption 
and elite emulation to understand the diffusion of 
these objects, and the fact that they may have had 
a local meaning, perhaps to mark internal social 
ranking. Here, I follow the interpretation of some 
scholars who studied Assyrian material outside the 
Assyrian core without applying the core-periphery 
model54 that assigns huge importance to the core 
(Assyria) and a passive role to the periphery.55

53 For the Near East, See the expansion of the Assyrian fine 
carinated bowls (Adachi 1997), for Anatolia, see the example 
of Assyrian rhyta from the tomb of Midas (McGovern 2000, 
pp. 22-23), for Greece, see the metal bowls from Eleutherna 
and Patras (Stampolidis 2014, pp. 284-285).

54 For example, Hunt 2015; Gunter 2009; Marcus 
1996.

55 For an overview of the Core-Periphery or Centre-
Periphery model, see Champion 1996.

Palace and was reused during the Persian period.48 
A similar second base come from the site of 
Ešmun’s temple at Bustan el-Sheikh, near Sidon.49 
These two bases from Sidon and Bustan el-Sheikh 
share the same kind of decoration which is based 
on floral and geometric motifs as the Assyrian 
column bases of the Palace of Sennacherib50 and 
the representations of some column bases on 
Assyrian reliefs.51 Outside of Assyria, this type of 
Assyrian base was also found in the Iron Age levels 
of Tell Deinit (North Western Syria) and reused 
as a fountain basin in the Great Mosque of Harran 
(Southern Turkey).52

48 Contenau 1923, p. 277.
49 Rossi 2011, p. 139. 
50 See Chipiez Perrot, 1884, fig. 82, p. 223.
51 See Gillmann 2016, pl. LxxVI, xCIV and Leick 

1988, pp. 53-54. 
52 Rossi 2011, pp. 133, 139-140.

Figure 7
Assyrian column base from Sidon. 
Stone, max diam. 155 cm, seventh century BC? 
National Museum, Beirut 
(Photograph by the author)
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First, the model of the Territorial Empire – an 
Empire totally controlling the peripheral areas by 
the means of a huge presence of military force56 –, 
which is often used to describe the Assyrian Empire57 
is not adapted to the Phoenician case. Secondly, the 
term of «Assyrianization», also commonly used 
to describe a situation of cultural change in the 
territories integrated to the Assyrian Empire,58 is 
in total contradiction with the archaeological data 
from Phoenicia. Consequently, it is possible that 
the Assyrian authority was maintained in Phoenicia 
more by the means of the threat of the yearly 
Assyrian campaigns in case of rebellion and by the 
cooperation with the local elite than by a huge 
administrative and military presence, by cultural 
imperialism or by colonization.

56 For the Territorial Empire, see Luttwak 1976 
(2016), pp. 220-221.

57 Liverani 1988, pp. 84-85.
58 For example, Parpola 2004, pp. 9-10. 

6. Conclusion

If the Assyrian conquest and submission of 
the Phoenician city-states is a matter of long 
descriptions in the Assyrian Royal Inscriptions, it 
seems that the real involvement in Phoenicia was 
not deep. Indeed, the Neo-Assyrian archives show 
that a few Assyrians were present in Phoenicia, 
to control key points in economic, political and 
military affairs. The archaeological data does not 
show any significant impact of Assyria, but just a 
limited influence of Assyrian art and architecture 
that is common to other regions of the Near East 
and even to more farther regions not subjugated 
by Assyria during the seventh century BC. These 
results lead us to two main conclusive remarks. 
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Abstract

This paper studies the transtextual features of accounts of war and descriptions of enemies in Assyrian royal 
narrative texts. It first offers a discussion of the relevant theoretical background, mainly the works of Gérard 
Genette, and then outlines a methodology for consistent analyses of transtextual features in the studied 
corpus. The main part of the paper consists of case studies, diachronically ranging from Tiglath-Pileser III to 
Esarhaddon. These case studies aim at analyzing the poetics and effects of transtextual arrangements. Here, the 
paper mainly looks at allusions to the epos of Gilgameš and the enūma eliš. The non-mytho-epical topos of the 
enemies’ ruler’s flight on a lone mare, attested in a few early Neo-Assyrian texts, is traced back to its pictorial 
origins. Finally, the paper highlights the importance of literay allusions when textually stylizing both enemies 
and Assyrian king engaged in acts of warfare.

Keywords

Intertextuality, Transtextuality, Assyrian Royal Narrative Texts, Neo-Assyrian Empire

Transtextual stylization of Neo-Assyrian 
accounts of war

University of Helsinki

JOHANNES BACH



West & East 30 Monografie, 3

johannes bach

1. Introduction

Studying the Neo-Assyrian accounts of war against 
neighbouring and other foreign powers, one 
quickly notices that quite a number of these rely 
on either a) generic narrative elements traditionally 
belonging to the so-called “architext”, i.e., the poetic 
parameters of Assyrian royal narrative texts, or b) 
inter- or hypertextual stylizations of the respective 
scene. For an effective decipherment of both 
types, one should turn to a specific methodology 
of transtextual analysis that allows researchers to 
discern between generic elements on the one hand, 
and proper allusions to and citations of literary 
works on the other. The works of French professor 
of literature Gérard Genette provide the theoretical 
background for such an approach.1 Genette 
understands textuality, or rather: transtextuality 
as “all that sets the text in relationship, whether 
obvious or concealed, with other texts”,2 and 
consequently describes it as the sum of five distinct, 
yet overlapping discourses, namely architextuality, 
intertextuality, hypertextuality, paratextuality and 
metatextuality.3 For this paper, only the first three 
items are of interest.4 

1 Genette 1980, 1988, 1992, 1997a, 1997b.
2 Genette 1997a, p. 1.
3 Genette 1997a, pp. 1-10 and passim.
4 Paratextuality generally refers to the “framework” 

of a text – motto, title, preface, publishing house etc. Since 
these features are extremely difficult to trace in the context of 
Assyrian royal narrative texts, there is little use for this category. 
For a detailed study of paratextuality see Genette 1997b. 
Metatextuality generally refers to the poetics of commentary 
texts, i.e., to the poetics of “texts about texts” (cf. Genette 
1997a, p. 4). Since there are no cuneiform commentaries 
pertaining to Assyrian royal inscriptions or epics attested (cf. 
FRAHM 2011), and the texts discussed in this paper do not 
qualify as commentaries themselves, the category is simply not 
applicable. Admittedly, there are some “commentary-like” 
instances in Assyrian royal narrative texts, which are mostly 
glosses that provide detail on local variations of place names or 
personal names (cf. Tiglath-Pileser I 01 [= A.0.87.1] ii 25-26 
on the PN Kili-Teššup = Errupi; “Sargon’s Eighth Campaign” 
172 on the region of Subi being alternatively called ‘land of the 
Manneans’ by the Urarteans). However, these instances hardly 
qualify as proper commentaries, i.e., as texts that discuss older 
texts.

2. Theoretical background 
and methodology

Architextuality5 stands for the defining parameters 
of a text class (the so-called ‘architext’) as well 
as for the relationship of an individual text to 
its architext. The establishment of any architext 
begins with the formation of a distinct ‘idiolect’, 
a specific pool of figures of speech and expressions 
that characterize a text class. During this process, it 
is common for parts of already established idiolects 
from other text classes to be taken over and reused 
as an extendable basis for forming a text class’s own 
idiolect. Furthermore, the continuous reproduction 
of a specific constellation of three text-constitutive 
factors, namely form, mode and content, leads to the 
establishment of text classes and genres. Here, form 
comprises both the linguistic setup or linguistic form 
of a text as well as the so-called “narrative form”.  
Mode means the form of representation of a 
text: for example, pictorial, dramatical, diegetic, 
acoustic or others. Finally, content refers to the 
plots, themes, subjects and objects of a text class. 
Additionally, architextuality refers to any kind 
of formative processes regarding text classes and 
genres. Broadly speaking, architextuality is “linking 
each text to the various kinds of discourse of which 
it is a representative”.6 

Intertextuality7 means the “actual presence 
of one text within another”8 and comprises the 
literary forms of citation and allusion. Genette, and 
therefore this paper, understands a citation only as 
the complete congruence between the text citing 
and the text cited. Everything else is to be qualified 
as an allusion to an earlier text that was produced by 
means of poetic transformation. An allusion itself 
is a reference to an older text which for its effect 
requires the recipient to have at least a sketchy 
knowledge of or, even better, a distinct potential to 
identify the text or specific text passage alluded to.

5 Section follows Genette 1992.
6 Genette 1997b, p. xix.
7 This section follows Genette 1997a, pp. 1-3.
8 Genette 1997a, pp. 1-2.
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Hypertextuality,9 lastly, refers to “any rela tion ship 
uniting a text B (which is called the hypertext) to an 
earlier text A (called the hypotext), upon which it is 
grafted in a manner that is not that of commentary.” 
A hypertext is generally created by either a 
transformation (or chain of transformations) or 
a mimesis of its hypotext (‘emulation’). Genette 
provides a very detailed analysis of techniques 
of poetic transformation, yet his approach to 
mimesis-created emulations is a bit scanty. This 
selective, exemplary overview of the most important 
techniques for creating a so-called transposition, 
a hypertext modelled as a transformation of its 
hypotext in a “serious” register, should give a good 
impression of his rigorous approach to the issue 
(fig. 1, my drawing).

Based on this theoretical framework, I have 
developed a methodology for analysing primarily 
Middle and Neo-Assyrian royal narrative texts. The 
methodology described below seeks to supplement 
older, generally less theory-based approaches to the 
poetics of Neo-Assyrian royal literature by offering 
a consistent framework for transtextual analyses.10 

9 This section follows Genette 1997a, pp. 5-10, 24-30 
and passim. 

10 See, in selection, e.g. Fales 1981a (ed.), 1981b, 1982, 
1991, 1999-2000; Grayson 1981; Hurowitz 2009, 2013; 

The approach originally consists of five steps,11 but 
only the first three of them are of importance for 
this paper. 

1) Recognition of transtextualities: Any recog-
nition of a transtextual phenomenon relies heavily 
on the literary knowledge of the recipient.12 In 
general, one should turn to lexica and registers 
of poetic tropes and figures of specific genres 
like Michael Streck’s compendium on the poetic 
imagery and figurative language (‘Bildersprache’) 
of Mesopotamian epics for additional help and 
guidance.13 Transtextual research requires one to 
constantly reread Mesopotamian literature of all 
genres and types besides the texts one is researching. 

Hurowitz, Westenholz 1990; Kravitz 2003; Liverani 
2013, 2016; Ponchia 2000, 2005; Pongratz-Leisten 
2015, esp. pp. 258-270 and 290-321; Tadmor 1981, 1997; 
Weissert 1997; Zawadzki 2014. On Old and Middle 
Assyrian inscriptions see Chang 1981; Galter 1997, 1998, 
2002-2005.

11 The two steps left out are 4) creation of a textual network 
and 5) cultural-poetic comparison. For details please see my 
forthcoming monograph “Untersuchungen zur transtextuellen 
Poetik assyrischer herrschaftlich-narrativer Texte” which will 
appear as part of the SAAS series.

12 Hallet 2006, p. 54; Broich 1985, p. 33; Helbig 
1996, pp. 14-15; Genette 1988, pp. 135-154.

13 Streck 1999.

Figure 1
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Regarding Assyrian Royal Narrative Texts, a 
sound knowledge of mytho-epics will be quite 
helpful. Additionally, one should also familiarize 
oneself with what is commonly dubbed “scientific” 
literature, such as lists or medical texts, as well as 
with religious texts, especially hymns and prayers.

2) Architextual analysis: The first step after the 
initial assessment of a transtextually suspicious text 
is an investigation into its architextual framework. 
With this, one mainly aims at preventing a misinter-
pretation of generic elements that are specific to the 
text class as allusions or, even worse, as citations. If 
the architextual investigation can eliminate every 
suspicion, there is no need to continue further. 
However, if any peculiarities remain, one proceeds 
to the next step.

3) Inter-/Hypertextual Analysis: The third step 
aims at an evaluation of the inter- or hypertextual 
selectivity, meaning an assessment of whether one 
is dealing with a citation or an allusion. Should 
there be a complete congruence between hypo- and 
hypertext, the studied phenomenon qualifies as 
citation. If, on the other hand, one can determine 
a suspicious passage is not a citation, but an allusion 
instead, the transformations made to the hypotext 
must be pointed out as clearly as possible. Studying 
this aspect, one should coherently use either 
Genette’s terminology or comparable descriptive 
tools. Of course, Genette’s repertoire needs some 
tweaking here and there depending on the object of 
research, but it is important to stress the need for a 
largely unified or at least easily communicable set of 
structural analytical tools for transtextual research. 

Armed with the just-outlined theoretical and 
metho dological tools, we can finally turn our 
attention towards the analysis of some texts. For 
this, we are next going to look at some prominent 
Neo-Assyrian, mostly Sargonid pieces, focusing on 
their descriptions of enemies and narrative passages 
depicting Assyrians waging war on them. As we 
will see, there is a distinct tendency to handle inter- 
and hypertextuality in a specific way, depending on 
the region described or the (presumed) audience 
targeted.

3. Case studies from the corpus 
of Neo-Assyrian royal narrative texts

Let us start with one of Assyria’s most prominent 
rivals during the first millennium BC, the Urartian 
kingdom.14 Established as a narrative sub-discourse 
within the Assyrian royal inscriptions since Middle 
Assyrian times,15 stories about Assyro-Urartian wars 
surge in prominence in first millennium texts. An 
impressive example of this is SAA 3 17 (STT 43), 
an early Neo-Assyrian heroic poem presumably 
about Shalmaneser III fighting Urartu.16 While 
this text clearly shows traits of an innovative heroic 
narrative portrayal of Assyrian kings in fashion 
under Ashurnasirpal II and Shalmaneser III, it 
does not include any obvious inter- or hypertextual 
references to mytho-epics. Yet, as the next example 
will show, it is likely that some seeds of the later 
narrative discourse on the Urartian matter were 
sown under these just-mentioned kings.

Tiglath-Pileser III is known for his reestablish-
ment of a strong monarchy and the stabilization of 
the Assyrian heartland after the temporary shifts in 
power witnessed after the death of Shalmaneser III 
as well as for being the first territorial expansionist 
since the middle of the ninth century BC.17 Besides 
that, his royal inscriptions win first prize in being 
the most dull and dry proponents of their genre. 
Nonetheless, they feature the first textual con-
densation of a prominent topos for the derisive and 
demeaning description of a conquered enemy: the 
victim’s flight on a lone mare.18 It is applied to the 
Urartian king Sarduri, who fled the Kummuḫḫean 
killing field in 743 BC after having lost this decisive 
battle against the Assyrians:

14 See, most recently, Kroll et Al. 2012 with further 
readings. 

15 The oldest attestation of an Assyro-Urartian conflict 
known today is Shalmaneser I’s inscription A.0.77.1, ll. 27-46 
(RIMA 1).

16 On the question of SAA 3 17’s main protagonist, cf. 
Lambert 1961 and Reade 1989.

17 See, most recently, Siddall 2013 with further 
readings; cf. Fuchs 2008, Postgate 2007, Blocher 2001 
and Mattila 2000

18 Frahm 1998, pp. 159-160; on the matter of 
humour in Assyrian royal inscriptions, see also, most recently, 
Madreiter 2017.
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T-P III 35 i 33´-34´19 

33´ Id15-BÀD KURURI-a-a e-de-nu-[uš-šu ina] 
[MÍANŠE].KUR.RA ˹U5˺-ma

34´ GE6-iš ip-pá-riš-ma

33´ […] Sarduri of the land Urartu rode off 
alo[ne on a ma]re (and) 

34´  escaped during the night.

As already recognized by Oppenheim20 and 
Kravitz,21 the same topos was also employed later 
in TCL 3+ (commonly known as ‘Sargon’s Eighth 
Campaign’),22 where it served in the narration of 
Rusa’s flight from the battlefield at Mt. Waush. The 
two descriptions are quite similar: 

TCL 3+ 14023

140 a-na šú-zu-ub ZIMEŠ-šu GIŠGIGIR-šú e-zib-
ma i-na MÍANŠE.KUR.RAMEŠ ir-kab-ma 
miḫ-rit um-ma-ni-šú in-na-bit

140 To save his life, he (= Rusa) abandoned his 
chariot, mounted a (lone) mare and rode off 
in the face of his own army.

However, the oldest textual attestation of this topos 
can be found in the inscriptions of Shamshi-ilu:

A.0.104.2011 6´ (RIMA 3)

6´ [… e-zib k]a-ra-šu-uš ina e-din-né-e si[*]-si-i 
e[-li?...]

6´ [Argishti abandoned] his camp (and) with a 
single horse he dis[appeared …]

19 Follows the edition and translation of Tadmor and 
Yamada in RINAP 1. For the reconstructed text parts, cf. 
RINAP 1 39 22 and RINAP 1 41 20´.

20 Oppenheim 1960, p. 139, n. 15.
21 Kravitz 2003, p. 83 with n. 14.
22 Pieces belonging to TCL 3 but stored in Berlin are 

VAT 8634, VAT 8698 a-c and VAT 8749.
23 Thureau-Dangin 1912, pp. 24-25; English 

translation by Foster 1993 (³2005), p. 798.

The enumerated examples demonstrate that the topos 
of the “flight on a lone mare” is both common by the 
time of Sargon II, and usually attributed to Urartian 
rulers. Yet its very first attestation is still older than 
the inscription of Shamshi-ilu just quoted, and shows 
us that the discussed topos is indeed intermedial 
in origin. There is a certain bronze band from the 
Balawat-Gates of Shalmaneser III, band VIII, that 
already depicts an enemy ruler fleeing on a lone horse. 
The scene on the belt portrays the (alleged) capture of 
the city of Uppume.24 Notably, the fleeing opponent 
is therefore not Urartian, but Ukkean – presumably 
Anḫitte, who already previously had to abandon his 
royal city Kullimeri and take refuge in Uppume. 
That the equid he rode off on indeed is a mare can 
be inferred easily from a comparison of it with the 
Assyrian warhorse featured in the upper register of 
the same band (fig. 2).25

Let us move forward to TCL 3+ (‘Sargon’s 
Eighth campaign’). In this piece, the foreign 
landscape traversed by the Assyrian army is depicted 
recurrently in ways that elevate the whole scenery to 
Gilgamesh-like levels of heroic challenge. A rather 
impressive, yet not overly complicated hypertextual 
example for this connects TCL 3+ 18-19 with 
Gilgamesh tablet Ix, 37 and 40-41. The pre-text, or 
rather hypotext, reads:26

Gilgamesh tablet IX, 37 + 40-41 
37 ša ša-di-i še-mu-šú ma-š[u-(um)-ma] […]
40 e-lu(-)šu-nu šu-pu-uk AN-e i[n-da?-a?]
41 šap-liš a-ra-le-e i-rat-su-nu ˹kaš-da-át˺
37 The mountain’s name was “tw[in”] […]
40 Above they (?) / Their upper parts (?) are 

l[eaning] against the base of heaven,
41 Below their breast reaches the netherworld.

24 For an analysis of the band’s pictorial programme, see 
Schachner 2007, pp. 51-52.

25 Illustration taken from Schachner 2007, p. 298 
[pl. 8] (drawing by Cornelie Wolff). Furthermore, my colleague 
Gina Konstantopoulos pointed out to me that in Assyrian art 
stallions usually are depicted in an upright, tense posture while 
mares are not. Also, note how the posture of the mare mirrors 
the rider’s slumped and dejected posture.

26 Edition and translation follow largely George 2003, 
pp. 668-669.
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TCL 3+, the hypertext, i.e., the text alluding, has 
this transformed to:27 

TCL 3+ 18-19 
18 KURSi-mir-ri-a ŠU.SI KUR-i GAL-tu ša ki-

ma še-lu-ut šu-kúr-ri zaq-pat-ma UGU ḫur-
ša-a-ni šú-bat dBe-lit-DINGIRMEŠ ša-qa-at 
re-e-ši

19 ša e-liš re-ša-a-ša ša-ma-mi en-da-ma šap-la-
nu šur-šú-ša šuk-šud-du qe-reb a-ra-al-li

18 Simirria is a great mountain peak (lit. 
“mountain finger”) that thrusts up like a 
spear-blade, and raising the (= its) head 
above the mountain ranges, the seat of 
Bēlet-ilī

19 whose two heads are leaning against the 
skies above, and whose root is reaching the 
netherworld down below.

27 Cf. a more poetic translation in Foster 1993[³2005], 
p. 792.

Before we can go into detail, we need to emend Gilg. 
Ix, l. 40 from e-lu(-)šu-nu to e-lu-ú SAGII (= rēšā)-
šu-nu. There are a couple of reasons to do so: First, 
there is only one witness to the discussed line, a 
Neo-Assyrian manuscript from Nineveh28 that 
exhibits some further elisions of signs and other 
scribal errors. Second, although elu could be read as 
“upper side, topside”, an understanding of emended 
e-lu-ú as elû (“above”, eli+locative -u) is much more 
practical and far better attested too.29 Thus we do 
not need to deal with a rather disturbing motivic 
and idiolectal incoherence in an otherwise well-
attested, traditional meristic trope. Having done 
this preparatory emendation, one can easily detect 
an impressive structural correspondence between 
the two sentences. Two major transformations were 
made: First, a chiastic rearrangement of the last 
section of the hypotext’s sentence, with the hypertext 
placing the hypotext’s third to last word arallû “the 

28 George 2003, pp. 668-669.
29 The semantics exhibited in the corrupt original remain 

largely untouched by those changes. 

Figure 2
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Netherworld” as qereb arallî “the middle of the 
netherworld” at the end of its own sentence; second, 
and quite strikingly, a chiastic operation including 
both a reduction and an extension of the hypotext. 
While the hypotext gives šupuk šamê “fundaments 
of heaven” and arallû “netherworld”, the hypertext 
inverts this sequence to šamāmi “heavens” and 
qereb arallî “middle of the netherworld”. It also shows 
us that the hypertext took over the rhythmic pattern 
of the hypotext as well, although slightly rearranged.30 
Both texts exhibit a row of five initial amphibrachs, 
but then the hypertext changes the hypotext’s 
sequence of three trochees and two amphibrachs into 
a sequence of amphibrach-trochee-amphibrach-two 
final trochees. 

Gilg. tablet Ix 40 elû <rēšā>-šunu šupuk šamê in[dā-ma] 
          A              A            A         A        A
        x / x         x / x     x  ' / x   x / x     x / x

        41šapliš   arallê   irat-sunu kašdat
          T        T   T         A            A   
       /  x      / x  / x    x  /  x     x '  /  x      

     TCL 3+, l. 19  ša eliš rēšā-ša šamāmi endā-ma šaplānu
         A         A          A            A             A
       x / x     x / x     x / x       x / x        x / x

        šuršū-ša šukšudu   qereb   arallî
           A            T        A           T   T  
         x / x       / x     x  ' /  x     / x  / x

It seems reasonable that the long rows of heavy 
amphibrachs in both texts anticipate the gravity of 
upcoming tasks and events for their protagonists. 
Conversely, this rhythmic correspondence can be 
perceived as one of the strongest arguments for the 
previously made emendations. 

Having set the tone for a generally heroic tale, 
TCL 3+ proceeds to give a detailed, intertextually 
rich account of the war against Rusa. In l. 133, 
Sargon II and his brother Sin-aḫa-uṣur are fighting 
Urartean soldiers and their king Rusa II like 
Gilgamesh fought lions, thus implying a brotherly 

30 On rhythm in Akkadian poetry, see Helle 2014, who 
is followed here.

relationship comparable to that of Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu. Nonetheless, all glory falls to Sargon, the 
king, who boasts:31 

TCL 3+ 133

133 ki-i GIŠšil-ta-ḫe ez-zi i-na ŠÀ-bi-šu amqut-ma

133 I fell upon him (lit. ‘in his midst’) like a 
furious arrow. 

A very similar description can be found in 
Gilgamesh Ix, l. 17 (paralleled in x, 96), where the 
epic’s protagonist recounts his battle with the lions 
on the way to Utnapishtim:32 

Gilg. tablet IX 17 (|| tablet x 96)

17 ki-ma šil-t[a-ḫi i-na b]i-ri-šú-nu im-qut

17 Like an arrow he fell among them.

The hypertext, that is, the text alluding, takes over 
the main expression kī šiltaḫḫi maqātu from the 
text alluded to (or: hypotext), yet replaces one part 
of the pre-text (ina libbi-šu instead of ina bīri-šunu) 
while amplifying another (addition of ezzu). 

When Sargon is victorious over his enemies, 
their reactions are usually described in standard 
phrases also encountered in other royal narrative 
texts of the first millennium BC. There is one 
instance, however, where TCL 3+ clearly alludes to 
the Babylonian epic of creation enuma elish (ee) in 
doing so. The mytho-epic describes the frightened 
Tiamat in tablet IV 90 as follows:33 

ee tablet IV 90

90 šur-šiš ma-al-ma-liš it-ru-ra iš-da-a-šú

90 All her lower members trembled root-like.

31 Translation follows Foster 1993 (³2005), p. 798.
32 Edition and translation follow George 2003, 

pp. 668-669.
33 Edition and translation follow largely Lambert 2013, 

pp. 90-91, who translates šuršiš as “beneath her” instead of the 
solution suggested above.
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TCL 3+ 174, likewise, refers to enemies in a similar 
condition:34

TCL 3+ 174
174 (…) ki-ma šur-uš kib-ri ÍD ir-bu-ba 

SUḪUŠ-šú-un
174 (…) their lower extremities tottered like 

roots on a riverbank.

Specific mechanisms of transformation were used 
to achieve TCL 3+’s allusion: first, a grammatically 
equivalent syntactical substitution (comparison 
expressed in a subordinate kīma-clause construction 
rather than with the help of an adverbial terminative), 
then an amplifying addition (the riverbank as 
the growth place of the roots used as object of 
comparison), and another substitution in regard 
to the verb (rabābu “to give way, collapse” instead 
of tarāru “to tremble”). One could add further 
that the hypertext’s use of the logogram SUḪUŠ 
instead of the syllabic writing iš-da-a-šu “her lower 
extremities” encountered in the hypotext might 
have served an archaizing or traditionalist motif, 
but this cannot be inferred from one example alone. 
The shaking of some enemies’ lower extremities re-
occurs in TCL 3+ 290 (ki-šit-ti kurar-ma-ri-ia-li-i 
na-ge-e i-te-e-šu-nu e-mu-ru-ma it-ru-ra iš-da-a-šu-
un). Notably, this line also seems to refer to ee, and 
unlike l. 174 it shows both usage of tarāru as well 
as a syllabic spelling of išdu.35 However, the allusion 
here is cast more loosely, since it employs only the 
same idiomatic expression as ee does while skipping 
the root-simile.

The closing intertextualities are provided by a 
quite innovative royal inscription commonly dubbed 
‘Esarhaddon’s apology’, now edited anew as Esh. 
1 (RINAP 4).36 In sum, Esh. 1 clearly differs from 
older, more “regular” royal inscriptions and shows 
clear traits of so-called ‘genre contamination’. To be 
more precise, the text can be addressed as belonging 

34 Translation follows largely Foster 1993[³2005], 
p. 800.

35 I thank Robert Whiting for his very helpful remarks 
regarding this passage.

36 Leichty 2011, pp. 9-26; cf. Knapp 2015, pp. 301-336 
and Knapp 2016.

to the specific subtype of so-called ‘unbalanced 
genre chimeras’. According to Genette, the term 
‘genre chimera’ designates a hypertext that blends 
specific aspects of hypo- and hypertext, meaning, 
for example, a blending of the hypotext’s content 
with the idiolect of the hypertext or of both texts’ 
architexts or the like. A genre chimera earns the 
designation “unbalanced” when one of the elements 
mingled together still dominates over the other.37 
Such is the case for Esh. 1 i, 70-73, which reads:38

Esh. 1 i, 70-73

70 el-la-mu-u-a ina KI-tim KURḪa-ni-gal-bat gi-
mir qu-ra-di-šú-un MAḪMEŠ

71 pa-an ger-ri-ia ṣab-tu-ma ú-ša-ʾa-lu

 GIŠTUKULMEŠ-šú-un

72 pu-luḫ-ti DINGIRMEŠ GALMEŠ ENMEŠ-ia 
is-ḫup-šú-nu-ti-ma

73 ti-ib MÈ-ia dan-ni e-mu-ru-ma e-mu-ú 

 maḫ-ḫu-tíš

70 [B]efore my arrival in the territory of the 
land Ḫanigalbat all of their crack troops

71 blocked my advance; they were sharpening

 their weapons.

72 Fear of the great gods, my lords, 
overwhelmed them, 

73 (and when) they saw my mighty battle array, 

 they went insane.

Here, standard idiolectal elements belonging to 
the architext of Assyrian royal narrative texts 
(marked in grey) were deliberately contaminated 
with two chiastic-arranged quotations (bold) from 
enuma elish IV, ll. 88 and 92, as already noted by 
Hurowitz 2009 (fig. 3):39

37 Genette 1980, pp. 258-259.
38 Edition and translation follow Leichty 2011, p. 13.
39 Hurowitz 2009, pp. 133-136. Edition and 

translation follow largely Lambert 2013, pp. 90-91.



West & East 37 Monografie, 3

Transtextual stylization of Neo-Assyrian accounts of war

Concerning the first half of the example, the 
temporal expression “before my arrival” was already 
in use under Sargon II and Sennacherib,40 while 
the topos of enemies blocking the road can be 
traced back even further, to the Middle Assyrian 
period, where it is attested for the first time in an 
inscription of Shalmaneser I (A.0.77.1 60-63). The 
last part of the first section of Esh. 1’s formulation 
delivers the information that the enemies are already 
whetting their blades in anticipation. Although this 
topos is also attested in LKA 63, a heroic poem 
praising Tiglath-Pileser I.,41 ‘Esarhaddon’s apology’ 
connects it with the mythological sphere by quoting 
ee tablet IV 92. Allusions to ee were already made 
in the texts of Esarhaddon’s father Sennacherib.42 

40 Attestations listed in CAD E, p. 101 s.v. ellamu.
41 For LKA 63 see Hurowitz, Westenholz 1990; cf. 

Lambert 2013, p. 476.
42 Cf. the reference to “evil gallû”-demons in inscriptions 

Senn. 22 v 18 and Senn. 23 v 10 (RINAP 3/1). That the 
Sennacherib texts were quoting ee was already shown by 
Weissert 1997, pp. 193-194.

Furthermore, Sennacherib also used the topos of 
enemies sharpening their weapons (Senn. 22 iii 1; 
Senn. 22 v 62; Senn. 23 ii 78 and v 52), yet not in the 
extended form as in Esh. 1. Unlike in LKA 63 and 
in Sennacherib’s texts, Esh. 1 utilized the citation 
of the lines of the ee as an extensive solution to 
architextual elements that already were mere literary 
commonplaces at that time. Likewise in the second 
half of our example: Enemies frightened by the aural 
and visual power of the advancing Assyrian army 
usually take flight to save their lives.43 Esh. 1 replaces 
that traditional outcome with a second quotation 
from Ee, now portraying the throne-pretender’s 

43 This topos is first attested in inscriptions of Tiglath-
Pileser I (A.0.87.1 iii 12-17, 66-67, and v 36), and was used by 
Neo-Assyrian rulers preceding Esarhaddon as well (Tiglath-
Pileser III: T-P III 18 7 [RINAP 1]; Sargon II: TCL 3+ 248; 
Khorsabad Annals 302; Sennacherib: many examples, e.g., 
Senn. 1, 26; Senn. 15 v 30’; Senn. 16 iv 55-56; Senn. 17 iv 2-3; 
Senn. 18 iii 15’-17’ and v 25’-27’ [RINAP 3/1]; cf. also a similar 
topos in one of the inscriptions of Shalmaneser III, that is, 
A.0.102.6 i 19). On the šemû-rūqu paradigm in Assyrian royal 
inscriptions, see Richardson 2017.
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enemies as going mad – just as Tiamat did in her 
battle with Marduk. The architext of Assyrian royal 
narrative texts clearly remains dominant in the 
discussed part of Esh. 1. The discussed passage thus 
perfectly fulfils all the requirements of Genette’s 
concept of an unbalanced genre chimera. 

Esh. 1 not only features the narration of the 
protagonist’s accession to the Assyrian throne, but 
also includes geographically ordered accounts of the 
by-then king’s successful military endeavours. Esh. 
1 gives the following summary description of the 
conquered enemy Levantine rulers:44 

Esh. 1 v 6

6 pa-gar qu-ra-di-šú-un ina la qe-bé-ri ú-šá-kil 
zi-i-bu

6 Without burial, I let the vultures eat the 
bodies of their warriors.

 
A bit later in the text, in the building report regarding 
the armory of Nineveh, it is noted that Esarhaddon 
also felled trees in the Sirara and Lebanon mountain 
ranges and had them transported to Nineveh 
(Esh. 1 v 73 – vi 1). The Sirara and Lebanon moun-
tain ranges are described as protected by the giant 
Humbaba in the fifth tablet of the epic of Gilgamesh. 
In combination with the names Sirara and Lebanon 
occurring in the building report, Esh. 1 v 6 can easily 
be identified as alluding to the threat uttered by 
Humbaba against Gilgamesh in Gilg. tablet V 94:45 

Gilg. tablet V 94 (|| tablet V 178)

94 lu-šá-k[il U]ZUME-šú i[ṣ-ṣ]ur ṣar-ṣa-ri na-ʾi-
ri a-re-e u zi-i-bi

94 I will feed his flesh to the ‘locust’ birds, the 
ravening eagles and vultures!

44 Edition and translation follow largely Leichty 2011, 
p. 21.

45 Edition and translation follow George 2003, 
pp. 606-607.

The first and the last word of the hypotext’s sentence 
were fused together to form the last section of 
the hypertext, leaving out two of the three birds 
mentioned in the hypotext. The verbal form used to 
describe the act of letting a bird devour someone’s 
flesh was both transformed (from a first sg. precative 
to a first sg. D-stem preterit) and extended by the 
addition of the specification “without burial” (a 
so-called ‘hypotyposis’, a prolonged dwelling on a 
narrative topic). The words “his flesh” were replaced 
with the term “the bodies of his enemies” in the 
hypertext. In theory, this intertextuality would 
have the apology somehow portraying Esarhaddon 
as a contemporary Humbaba – after all, the epical 
giant’s actions are clearly ascribed to the Assyrian 
king here. One can only conclude that this must be 
a region-dependent, in the true, flesh-tearing, sense 
of the word, sarcastic twist: The Levantine rulers are 
punished by the Assyrian king in the same manner 
as the epical would-be protector of their forests 
threatened Gilgamesh.

Lastly, the Babylonian inscriptions of Esarhaddon 
are densely packed with intertextual connections to 
the epic of Erra.46 Following the attitude outlined 
by Porter for Esarhaddon’s general concessionary 
and respectful approach towards the Babylonians 
and their culture,47 it is quite reasonable to suspect 
the same for the implementation of the Erra epic 
in Esarhaddon’s Babylonian inscriptions. They 
portray the destruction of Babylon by Sennacherib 
as comparable to the havoc caused by Marduk’s 
departure from Babylon, and align the conciliatory 
actions undertaken by Esarhaddon with the renewal 
of the city as described in the mytho-epic. Notably 
this clever usage of the Babylonian tradition is, 
again, region specific for there are only very few 
allusions to the Erra epic in the whole corpus of 
Esarhaddon’s inscriptions that do not fall into a 
Babylonian context.48 

46 Esarhaddon’s Babylonian inscriptions alluding to the 
epic of Erra: Esh. 104, ll. 34-42; Esh. 105 i, 37 – ii, 6; Esh. 106 
i, 10-26; Esh. 108 ii, 1´-11´; Esh. 111 i, 11´-13´; Esh. 113, ll. 
8-19; Esh. 114, i, 19 – ii, 5; Esh. 116 obv., 6´-9´ and 13´-14´. 
Passages of the epic of Erra alluded to: Erra I, 13-14; Erra I, 102-
103 (= IIb, 14); Erra I, 123; Erra I, 132; Erra V, 40.

47 Porter 1993.
48 E.g., Esh. 1 iii, 83 and Erra I, 27.
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4. Summary conclusion

This overview should have given some insight 
into the potential of transtextual research into 
Assyrian royal narrative texts. The Assyrian stra-
tegy of intertextually stylizing crucial narrative 
parts of royal inscriptions and related texts added 
significantly to their semantics, and allowed for 
tapping into various literary traditions just as the 
situation required it. Specific narrative units appear 
to be bound to certain subjects, as could be seen 
in the example of the topos of the flight on a lone 
mare. Intertextuality could also be employed to 
stylize a foreign landscape as a literary premonition 
of the deeds of the Assyrian king and his army to 
come, as for example in TCL 3+’s description of 

Mount Simirria. The Sargonid royal narrative texts 
are much more dynamic than earlier proponents of 
their genre. This can exemplarily be noticed in the 
innovative usage of a by-then already established 
specific quotation from Enuma elish in Esh. 1. The 
same text also provided an example of the region-
specific usage of hypotexts, namely the cynical 
Gilgamesh quotation aimed at the subjugated 
Levantine rulers. Similarly, the epic of Erra was 
alluded to almost exclusively in the Babylonian 
inscriptions of Esarhaddon. Notably, both the usage 
of chiasms in Sargon’s Eighth Campaign and Esh. 
1 as well as the region-specific usage of hypotexts 
merits further study. Yet, these questions can only 
be answered in a comparative approach, which 
would exceed the limitations of this paper.
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Abstract

This paper aims to analyse some social dynamics which occurred during the late Iron Age in the Syro-Anatolian 
region from a particular point of view, i.e. that of clay figurine finds. The coroplastic production under 
consideration is a uniform corpus composed of two main subjects: the Handmade Syrian Horse and 
Riders (HSHR’s) and the Syrian Pillar Figurines (SPF’s). These figurines are inscribed within the Middle 
Euphrates coroplastic tradition with Karkemish as the primary productive centre. They are attested since the 
mid-eighth century BC, reaching a peak during the seventh century BC, a historical period corresponding to 
the Neo-Assyrian expansion in the Northern Levant. The close relationship among these figurines with social 
changes which took place with the Neo-Assyrian political and military influence is here presented through 
different aspects. On one hand, throughout the contextual study both in productive and widespread regions, 
contexts provide interesting data on the use of these artefacts and the involvement of the local populations in 
activities supporting the Neo-Assyrian Empire. On the other hand, the gradual acculturation of the Assyrian 
reality to local traditions is further attested through the iconographic analysis of figurines. A remarkable 
“Assyrianization” is observable in their costumes and decorations both on human and animal subjects. 

Keywords

Karkemish, Middle Euphrates, clay figurines, coroplastic, Northern Levant, Syrian Pillar Figurines, 
Handmade Syrian Horses and Riders, Neo-Assyrians
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have a plain tubular body, from which derives their 
denomination as “pillar figurines”. They are for the 
majority female specimens, rarely holding a child, 
while standing figurines of male characters are very 
rare (no more than 6 identified in total). The sex of 
the figurine is determined by a series of factors, such 
as the decoration of attires and individual acts. This 
is because sexual features are never stressed so that 
any connection to fertility rituals cannot be stated.4 
The average sizes of a complete SPF figurine are 
10/14 cm height, 4/7 cm width, and 5/7 cm length. 
In terms of technical data, all figurines are handmade 
and free standing. This production is characterized 
by abundant use of decorations directly applied on 
the figurine’s body through strips and blobs of clay. 
Decorations are used to render both anatomical 
features and the fabric decorations of attires – in 
the case of the anthropomorphic figurines – and 
harnesses for the horse specimens. 

Figure 1
Percentage of clay figurines at Karkemish per subject 
(after Bolognani 2017, fig.15)

1.1 Chronology and material data

According to contextual data, these figurines are 
attested at Karkemish during the mature Iron 
Age. Such artefacts usually come from upper layers 
dating from the Neo-Assyrian period, but the origin 
of this production may be identified at the end of 

4 See a full discussion about this theme in Bolognani 
2020.

1. Introducing the corpus

The present study is based on a corpus of 856 clay 
figurines from Karkemish and some comparisons 
from the Middle Euphrates Valley. Figurines 
from Karkemish were collected both from the 
old British Museum Expedition (133 specimens) 
and the new Turco-Italian Expedition from the 
University of Bologna (723 specimens).1 The 
Iron Age clay figurines from Karkemish and the 
Middle Euphrates Valley can be divided into two 
main groups: the Handmade Syrian Horses and 
Riders (henceforth, HSHR’s) and the Syrian Pillar 
Figurines (henceforth, SPF’s) (fig. 1).2 With specific 
reference to the two distinct groups, the major part 
of specimens is zoomorphic figurines (84%), while 
only a small part has human shapes (10%). The 
number of anthropomorphic specimens decreases 
even more if we consider that riders are conceptually 
included in the zoomorphic group. Retrial contexts 
can perhaps explain this dichotomy. Indeed, SPF’s 
figurines are generally retrieved as individual 
elements, while HSHR’s figurines frequently appear 
in multiple numbers within the same context. 
HSHR’s figurines are composed of two types of 
specimens, namely horse and riders’ figurines and 
simple horses, with a strong predominance of these 
last ones observed in rare complete specimens (only 
19). Data tentatively confirmed by the observation 
of secure traces of riders3 associated to a horse, being 
just 37 specimens out of a total of 658 fragments 
of HSHR’s figurines (less than 6%). The average 
sizes of a complete HSRH figurine are 13.5/7 cm 
height, 4/5 cm width, and 7.5/12 cm length. SPF’s 

1 For the British Museum finds see Woolley 1914, pl. 
xxVIb; 1921, pl. 20ab; 1939, pl. xVIII; Woolley, Barnett 
1952, pp. 257-258, pl. 70; Moorey 2005, p. 228, cat. 353-
357; Bolognani 2017, cat. 720-813. New finds from the 
Turco-Italian Expedition are included in the Author’s doctoral 
dissertation, Bolognani 2017, cat. 1-719. The author is 
grateful to Nicolò Marchetti – director of the Turco-Italian 
Archaeological Expedition at Karkemish – for supervising her 
doctoral research on the Iron Age coroplastic from the site. 

2 Other minor groups are also attested, but they are not 
considered in this paper because they represent about the 6%. 
This group includes chariot elements, anthropomorphic vases, 
bestiary, and indeterminate fragments. Bolognani 2017, 
p. 46. 

3 For traces it is meant complete or fragmentary rider’s 
body or simply the mark left upon the horse croup.
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to the atmosphere in the kiln. This evidence may also 
suggest the common use of kilns with contemporary 
Neo-Assyrian pottery.7 Another key element 
connecting figurines to Neo-Assyrian pottery is the 
surface treatment. In both cases, the presence of a light 
slip is frequently visible; among all colours a very pale 
brown is the most commonly attested. Furthermore, 
a single horse specimen presented a typical Neo-
Assyrian blue-green glazed surface (fig. 2).8 This 
surface treatment is rarely diffused in some pottery 
assemblages,9 imported from Assyria and in some 
polychrome bricks once decorating buildings’ facades 
in the Lower Palace Area of Karkemish during the 
Neo-Assyrian period.10

7 The term “Neo-Assyrian” pottery is used here to 
indicate the local common ware dating from the late Iron Age. 
This should be distinguished from the so-called “Palace Ware”, 
which was imported from the Assyrian heartland. This last fine 
ware is attested at Karkemish too, although in lesser quantity 
and just in palatial contexts. For a summary of the Iron Age 
pottery assemblage at the site see Bonomo, Zaina 2014; 
Pizzimenti, Zaina 2016.

8 For more data on the manufacturing technique, see 
Bolognani 2017, pp. 125-129, figs. 62-68, 2020, pp. 220-221.

9 Few but well preserved green glazed wares at Karkemish 
are recovered in funerary contexts. Cf. Woolley 1939, p. 20, 
pl. xxI; Marchetti 2012, p. 142, 2013, p. 354; Bonomo et 
Al. 2012, p. 137, fig. 10; Bonomo, Zaina 2014, pp. 136-137, 
fig. 4.8; 2016, pp. 3, 5, 17, fig. 3.2, pl. V.1, fig. 3.6, pl.VI.1.

10 Some polychrome bricks were instead collected 
together with inscribed bricks by Sargon during the British 

the Neo-Syrian period. Indeed, from the Turco-
Italian campaigns, only a minor part of figurines 
was retrieved in Iron Age contexts, among them 
the majority dates from the Iron III, while only a 
few fragments belonged to Iron IIb levels.5 This 
last data may seem unimportant, but it suggests 
that the pillar and horse figurines from the Middle 
Euphrates Valley were already common at least 
in the second half of eighth century BC. Their 
production significantly increased through the late 
Iron Age, reaching a peak during the seventh century 
BC, which is also the latest dating for their use and 
appearance. Our chronological limit is, in fact, the 
Neo-Babylonian siege of the region towards the 
beginning of the sixth century BC, when we note a 
significant change in the manufacturing technique.6

Some technical data also testify the association of 
these figurines with the local late Iron Age material 
culture. These handmade specimens present a fine 
core of clay, with a low frequency of small inclusions, 
rarely reaching 10%. An autoptical examina tion 
of figurines shows a general uniformity of fabric 
colours, indicating they were all well-fired, while the 
few changes in the surface colours could be ascribed 

5 Bolognani 2017, pp. 44-45, 243, fig. 14. 
6 On changes in the manufacturing technique between 

the late Iron Age and the Achaemenid period see Bolognani 
2017, pp. 84, 260, 313.

Figure 2
Horse head from Karkemish 
with a blue-green glazed surface 
(KH.11.O.57, Area A, D.31) 
© The Turco-Italian 
Expedition at Karkemish
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Tell Ahmar17as well as other nearby sites, such as  
Deve Höyük,18 Tell Shiukh Fawqani,19 Saraga 
Höyük,20 and Zeytinli Bahçe Höyük.21 Nevertheless, 
what is more surprising is the attestation of a few 
specimens in sites relatively far from the productive 
area (fig. 3). The Middle Euphrates coroplastic pro-
duction is attested in other sites outside the Euphrates’ 
catchment area, namely in territories to the west of 
the river. Indeed, sporadic finds are collected almost 
everywhere in the Northern Levant from the Islahiye 
Valley in the site of Zincirli Höyük,22down to the 
‘Amuq Plain at Tell Judaidah, Chatal Hoyuk and 
Tell Tayinat23 or in the upper Orontes Valley at Tell 
Abou Danne.24 Some tentative specimens could also 
be found at Tell Rifaat and Neirab.25 The attestation 
of this type of figurines outside the production 
area leads us to ask another research question. By 
what channels have those figurines reached those 
centres? Retrieval contexts provide the answer to 
this question.

17 Thureau-Dangin, Dunand 1936, p. 80, pl. xVI, 
nos. 5(?), 6; Bunnens 1992, pp. 5, 12, fig. 14; Roobaert, 
Bunnens 1999, pp. 169, 176, fig. 9; Clayton 2013, 
pp. 20-24, 26-38, 214-216, pls.1-48, tabs.1-2; Bolognani 
2017, pp. 228-230, fig. 113, cat. 814-817.

18 Woolley 1914, pl. xxVIb, 1-3, 5; Moorey 1980, 
pp. 100-102, fig. 17, nos. 426-30, 2003, pls. 12-13, 2005, 
pp. 229-230, nos. 358, 360; Bolognani 2017, pp. 232-233, 
cat. 829-835.

19 Makinson 2005, pp. 556-557, 559, 565, pl. 38, 
no. 260(?), pl. 44; Luciani 2005, pp. 926-927, 956-959, 
pls. 64-67, nos. 2-12; Bolognani 2017, pp. 236-237, tab. 36, 
cat. 841-851.

20 Sertok, Kulakoğlu 2001, pp. 460, 473, fig. 15; 
Bolognani 2017, p. 238, cat. 852-860.

21 Frangipane, Bucak 2001, p. 97, fig.14; Bolognani 
2017, pp. 239-240, cat. 861-866.

22 BolognanI 2017, cat. 876-867.
23 Pruss 2010, pp. 220, 239, 241, pl. 34, 38, nos. 285, 

313, 320, 321; Bolognani 2017, cat. 878-881.
24 Tefnin et Al. 1980, p. 52, fig. 22.1, pl. x.1, 

Bolognani 2017, cat. 875.
25 For Tell Rifaat see Nováková 1976a, pp. 57-61, 

1976b, pp. 42, 46, 50-51, 54, pl. xI, nos. 59, 64, xII, nos. 75-76, 
xIII, no. 83(?). For Neirab see Carrière, Barrois 1927, 
p. 202, fig.10, nos. 15, 9-10, 12, pl. xLIx, no. 21(?); Abel, 
Barrois 1928, pp. 307-308, figs. 10c, f-g, 11a,c-d(?). Regarding 
problematics connected with the local production of both sites 
see Bolognani 2017, pp. 289-295, figs. 122-128.

1.2 Regional spread

Apart from Karkemish, figurines of this type 
are attested only west of the Euphrates and in 
particular, the Euphrates band seems to be the 
main productive centre. However, these figurines 
usually appear only in those sites with a strong 
Assyrian presence as a result of prolonged control 
of some urban-sized centres.

In other sites, the Neo-Assyrian invasion caused 
a socio-economic impoverishment and in fact, there 
is not any mention of the recovery of Iron Age clay 
figurines. These are sites with a secure Neo-Assyrian 
phase, such as Tell Sheikh Hassan,11 Tell Qara 
Quzaq, Tell Qara Quyu Tahtani, and Tell Khamis.12 
Regarding Tell Khamis, just a single unpublished 
horse specimen was collected.13 This came from a 
superficial layer in a domestic context and could 
be ascribed within the Euphrates HSHR’s class. 
At Mezraa-Teleilat, a preliminary report mentions 
the presence of “goddess figurines holding babies” 
belonging to the Neo-Assyrian period.14 Thus, the 
presence of similar coroplastic specimens in some 
sites lying along the Middle Euphrates Valley could 
be tentatively affirmed.15

Conversely, a high percentage of figurines are 
found in other sites around Karkemish. The major 
examples are the neighbouring Tell Amarna16 and  

Museum Expedition in front of the Storm God temple and all 
around the Great Staircase. Cf. Woolley, Barnett 1952, 
pp. 159-160, 164, 169-170, pl. 33. 

11 Boese 1986-1987, 1989-1990.
12 Matilla Séiquer 1996, 1999; Gonzáles Blanco, 

Matilla Séiquer 2004.
13 Matilla Séiquer 2001, pp. 361-362, n. 401.
14 Karul et Al. 2002, p. 134. 
15 This is because often specimens are not published. 

Furthermore, in some cases, final reports have yet to be 
published despite the fact that the excavation has been 
concluded for decades. This has been the case of Tell Jurn Kabir, 
Tell Qadahiye and Tell Ausrahiye, sites that were excavated by 
the University of Copenhagen during the mid-1990s and are 
yet to be published. In any case, annual reports of those sites do 
not refer to the presence of clay figurines among small finds. See 
Eidem, Pütt 1994, 1995, 1999, 2001. 

16 Horlait-Lecocq 1992; Simeone, 
Vanschoonwinkel 1993; Tunca et Al. 2005, p. 117, 
fig. 11; Bolognani 2017, p. 231, cat. 818-828.
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common features shared by those cemeteries 
is that we are dealing with communal funerary 
areas located outside the city walls and exclusively 
devoted to the cremation practice. These are all 
cultural features that fit well with local funerary 
customs.28 Nevertheless, fragmentary figurines are 
found in other types of funerary context. In the 
West cemetery of Karkemish, we might find intra-
moenia inhumations directly cut into structures 
of the previous period.29 At Zincirli, for instance, 
two horse specimens were excavated in a seventh 
century BC wealthy domestic context very close 
to a funerary chapel and within the four walls.30 
More figurines were recovered at Saraga Höyük and 
Zeytinli Bahçe Höyük from loose fills, but close to 

See also Curtis, Tallis 2012, p. 77; Bolognani 2017, 
pp. 234-235, cat. 836-837.

28 On the cremation practice in the Northern Levant 
during the Iron Age period see Woolley 1921, p. 49; 
Woolley, Barnett 1952, p. 225; Moorey 1980, pp. 6-7; 
Tenu 2012, 2013.

29 This is the case of some graves located within the Outer 
Town’s houses. See n. 23. 

30 Bolognani 2017, pp. 282-283, tab. 48, cat. 876-877.

2. Analysis of contexts

2.1 Funerary contexts 

Clay figurines from the Middle Euphrates Valley 
are particularly found in funerary areas. The most 
well-known examples are two cemeteries excavated 
by the British Museum at Karkemish – the Yunus 
and West cemeteries26 – and some nearby sites. 
Apart from the already-seen Deve Höyük cemetery, 
complete specimens were collected from a series of 
tiny cemeteries around the territory of Karkemish 
dating between the eighth-seventh centuries 
BC. Some of these locations are mentioned in 
the British Museum reports as Merj Khamis, 
Kefrik, Gavourilla, Karadashli, and Shebib.27 The 

26 Woolley 1914, p. 97, 1921, 1939, p. 12, 119, fig. 36. 
Both funerary areas have been recently re-explored by the 
Turco-Italian Expedition, see Bonomo 2016; Bolognani 
2017, pp. 83-87, 103-123, figs. 34-35, 42-61, tabs. 15-16, 
24-31; Zaina 2019.

27 Woolley 1914, p. 88, 1939. Small finds, including 
clay figurines, from those cemeteries were published later by 
Moorey. Moorey 1980, pp. 146-148, nos. 566-567, fig. 24, 
2003, p. 44, pls. 12-13, 2005, pp. 229-230, figs. 362-363, 369. 

Figure 3
Sites with secure (black) and tentative (red) presence of SPF’s and HSHR’s (black) from the Middle Euphrates Valley 
(graphic by the Author)
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3. Social substratum

As seen through the contextual analysis, it seems that 
the Assyrian element could be interpreted as the fil 
rouge connecting all these data. Textual and visual 
sources tend to confirm the archaeological evidence. 
As stated before, the most diffused subjects in the 
coroplastic art are horses. The particular attention 
devoted to these animals from Assyrians is testified 
since the reign of Ashurnasirpal II. If we analyze 
the content of the list of tributes offered by some 
Syrian vassal towns to this king, we might observe 
that horses are rarely offered. On the contrary, those 
kinds of tributes seem to be those interesting to the 
Assyrians (Tab. 1). 

Those enlisted horses were not imported with the 
rest of the booty, but they were reemployed for new 
expeditions westward.37 When Assyrians settled 
out in the Euphrates region, approximately during 
the reign of Shalmaneser III, it seems reasonable 
to assume that parts of the local population were 
used as military personnel to guard frontiers of 
the Neo-Assyrian Empire.38 The highly militarized 
society that characterized populations living on the 
Euphrates basin is further testified in local written 
sources dating from the seventh century BC. In a 
recently discovered inscription by Sargon II from 
Karkemish, we know that this king reinforced the 
local army with 50 chariot units, 200 cavalries, 
and 3000 local foot soldiers.39 In the Tell Shiuk 
Fawqani written corpus, several military figures are 
mentioned as having close relationships with the 
Assyrian army. In particular, these figures are high-
ranking military personnel.40 

The military character of this area is perhaps 
attested by means of a part of the funerary assemblage 
of a grave from the Yunus cemetery. Among the 
graves excavated by the Turco-Italian Expedition 
in this necropolis, there is one exceptionally well-
preserved that includes 10 complete clay figurines.41  

37 Curtis, Tallis 2012, p. 20.
38 On the military hierarchy controlling Neo-Assyrian 

provinces see Postgate 2007; Harrison 2016. 
39 Marchesi 2019, pp. 4-5, 7.
40 Fales et Al. 2005, pp. 620-621.
41 This is grave G.1751; the description of the grave is 

included in Bonomo’s doctoral dissertation. Bonomo 2016. 

inhumation burials dating from the Neo-Assyrian 
period (seventh century BC). In particular, burials 
from Saraga Höyük contained rich grave goods,31 
while at Zeytinli Bahçe Höyük we know about the 
presence of a clay sarcophagus including the human 
remains of a tall man with an iron blade.32

2.2 Domestic contexts

Another interesting type of context is wealthy 
domestic residences. These are typical multifunctional 
buildings diffused in Neo-Assyrian provinces and 
usually pertaining to local people directly related to 
the Assyrian agency. A high percentage of figurines 
has been recently collected in filling layers from 
the Sargonide Palace of Karkemish.33 The same 
happened in a similar structure excavated in Area 
C from Tell Ahmar34 (seventh century BC) and 
a productive compound at Tell Shiuk Fawqani 
(seventh century BC),35 both very close to funerary 
areas. At Zincirli the just-seen residential structure 
from Area 5 pertained to the family of a certain 
Katamuwa, whose funerary inscription states his 
connection both with the Neo-Assyrian Empire and 
its Luwian origins.36 Thus, what stands out from the 
analysis of contexts is that clay figurines are mostly 
retrieved in wealthy contexts somehow connected 
with the Neo-Assyrian provincial system. Their 
attestation outside the Euphrates basin should be 
therefore related to movements of people through 
the Assyrian economic system. 

31 Sertok, Kulakoğlu 2001, pp. 459-460, 463, figs. 
1, 15, 17, 2002, p. 114; Sertok et Al. 2004, pp. 308-314, 
Bolognani 2017, p. 238.

32 Frangipane, Bucak 2001, pp. 116-117; 
Frangipane et Al. 2005, pp. 14, 25-26, 30, figs. 5a-b, 6a; 
Bolognani 2017, pp. 239-240.

33 Bolognani 2017, pp. 61-77, tabs. 11-12, figs. 26-28.
34 See n. 14.
35 See n. 16.
36 Regarding the analysis of this stele within its 

archaeological and cultural contexts see Rimmer Herrmann, 
Struble 2009; Schloen, Fink, 2009, 2014; Rimmer 
Herrmann, Schloen 2014, pp. 17-60, 97-106.
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that the horses’ outfit was used to indicate the social 
function of the horse and this function depended 
on the age of the animal. According to harness types, 
horses were distinguished in three main categories: 
hunting (10-11 years old), battle (16-17 years old), 
and ceremonial (18-20 years old).43 Thus Argent’s 
research has pointed out a correlation between 
costume complexity and a general trend upwards 
in age. This comparison –in a cultural point of view 
and without aiming at a precise correlation in horse 
roles – suggests that probably horse figurines from 
G.1751 represented a varied set of “useful animals”, 
although we cannot affirm any accurate social 
function apart from those with riders. At least the 
figurines’ size range, as well as their decorations, 
demonstrates that those horses were conceptualized 
differently from one another and we cannot ignore 

43 Argent 2010, pp. 39-46, 47-48, 151-159, tab. 6.1, 
fig. 2.17.

The coroplastic assemblage from G.1751 is com-
posed of 9 HSHR’s and 1 standing male figurine 
pertaining to the SPF’s class. Concerning the 
9 HSHR’s, it seems relevant to detect a certain 
variety of portrayed subjects. Thus, one might 
observe 4 simple harnessed horses, 3 horses with 
riders, and 2 horses with young-looking features.42 
This subjects’ differentiation might be tentatively 
explained through a comparison with an almost-
contemporary funerary custom, i.e., that of the 
Pazyryk culture from the Altai Mountains, Siberia. 
A recent doctoral research by Gala Argent has 
reanalysed some Shintyan underground funerary 
chambers (kurgans), containing single or double 
inhumations. The main feature of those kurgans 
was that in the same funerary chamber, outside the 
coffin, up to 22 harnessed horses were sometimes 
sacrificed. About horse remains, it was observed 

42 Bolognani 2017, pp. 213-214.

Table 1 
List of tributes offered from Syrian rulers to Ashurnasirpal II versus tributes taken from the Assyrian king 
(after Grayson 1991: 216, RIMA 2, A.0101.1, iii 56b-76)

TRIBUTES OFFERED → TRIBUTES TAKEN ←

Bit-Bahiani Harnessed chariots, horses, silver, gold, tin, bronze, bronze casseroles Chariots, cavalry, infantry

Azallu Harnessed chariots, horses, silver, gold, tin, bronze, bronze casseroles, 
oxen, sheep, wine

Chariots, cavalry, infantry

Bit-Adini 
(town not 
specified)

Silver, gold, tin, bronze, bronze casseroles, ivory dishes, ivory couches, ivory 
chests, ivory thrones decorated with silver and gold, gold bracelets, gold 
rings with trimming, gold necklaces, a gold dagger, oxen, sheep, wine

Chariots, cavalry, infantry

Karkemish 20 talents of silver, a gold ring, a gold bracelet, gold daggers, 100 talents of 
bronze, 250 talents of iron, bronze (tubs), bronze pails, bronze bath-tubs, 
a bronze oven, many ornaments from his palace, beds of boxwood, thrones 
of boxwood, dishes of boxwood decorated with ivory, 200 adolescent girls, 
linen garments with multi-coloured trim, purple wool, red-purple wool, 
gišnugallu-alabaster, elephants’ tusks, a chariot of polished (gold), a gold 
couch with trimming — (objects) befitting his royalty

Chariots, cavalry, infantry

Kunulua 20 talents of silver, one talent of gold, 100 talents of tin, 100 talents of 
iron, 1,000 oxen, 10,000 sheep, 1,000 linen garments with multi-coloured 
trim, decorated couches of boxwood with trimming, beds of boxwood, 
decorated beds with trimming, many dishes of ivory and boxwood, many 
ornaments from his palace, 10 female singers, his brother’s daughter with 
her rich dowry, a large female monkey, ducks

Chariots, cavalry, infantry, 
hostages
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The stylistic influence on local costumes and 
the hypothesis that these figurines could have 
represented social roles is also visible in some female 
pillar figurines (SPF’s) adorned with an embellished 
tall headdress. In Neo-Syrian art tall veils are 
frequently worn during public practices both by 
ladies and goddesses, as testified in the Karkemish 
and Zincirli local sculpture.51 However, the tall 
headdress of the SPF’s does not include a veil and its 
shape could be better described as a tall headband 
bent to the back. Decorations, in particular, 
resemble the horned hollow polos embellished with 
geometric and floral patterns worn by Kubaba on 
a relief belonging to the Long Wall of Sculpture 
of Karkemish.52 According to another recent 
study, the polos was not only a typical item worn 
by goddesses, but their devotees also adopted this 
during cultic practices. The origin of this headdress 
should be traced back to the Late Bronze Age 
Hittite culture, as testified by the polos worn by 
the Goddess Hepat from the rock sanctuary of 
Yazilikaya. This tradition was later transmitted 
to the Neo-Syrian Kingdoms also reaching the 
seventh century BC Aegean culture.53 Therefore, 
the use of the polos was probably introduced in the 
Syro-Anatolian region from the emerging Neo-
Syrian Kingdoms at the beginning of the eleventh 
century BC. During the Iron Age period, this 
typical Anatolian fashion item became part of the 
local ceremonial dress, assimilating varied stylistic 
influences both in the Aegean and in the northern 
Levantine traditions. As a matter of fact, in terms of 
style, the most striking feature of these headdresses 
is the taste for elaborate patterns. This taste in the 
case of Northern Levant cultures was transmitted 
from the Assyrian heartland. During the seventh 
century BC hairbands, or taller turbans adorned 
with rosettes, were popular among the Neo-Assyrian 
royal family as well as earrings and necklaces with 

51 Cf. For Karkemish, Woolley 1921, pls. B.19-22a; 
Woolley, Barnett 1952, pls. B.39a, 38a B.40; Orthmann 
1971, Karkemis C/3-4; Gilibert 2011, Carchemish 23-24. 
For Zincirli, Von Luschan 1902, taff. 34c, 4; Orthmann 
1971, Zincirli B/131b + B15.

52 Cf. Woolley, Barnett, pl. B39a.
53 Şare-Ağtürk 2010, pp. 63-66, 2014, pp. 45-51. 

this fact. If those horse figurines from the Middle 
Euphrates Valley were a miniaturization of some 
male activities seen in the Pazyryk culture, it seems 
interesting to note that those activities followed 
those performed in the royal Neo-Assyrian art.44

4. Iconography

Indeed, if we look at the artistic repertoire, one 
might observe that harnesses worn by our clay 
figurines cannot be compared to the basic and 
simpler Neo-Syrian army iconography.45 Some 
stylistic correspondence are visible just toward 
the eighth century BC when the first Assyrian 
influences started appearing in the official art 
as a marked foreign accent in local costumes;46 a 
historical period close to the end of the Assyrian 
“conquest phase”.47 As a matter of fact, the 
closest parallel for our military costumes comes 
from the wall paintings from the ancient Til 
Barsip (fig. 4)48 that became Kar Shalmaneser 
under the Assyrian hegemony.49 The complete 
“Assyrianization” of local costumes, in fact, took 
place with the provincialization of the Middle 
Euphrates Valley. This change in local fashion 
was expressed through a baroque taste of dresses, 
characterized by an abundant use of decorations 
and colours. Effectively, clay discs applied to the 
horse harness may indicate the use of beads or 
more likely typical rosettes, whose representation 
in Neo-Assyrian art is abundant especially under 
the reign of Sargon II.50 

44 About the ideology beyond the Neo-Assyrian royal art 
see Matthiae 1994, pp. 106-120; Winter 1997.

45 Cf. For Karkemish, Orthmann 1971, Karkemis C/5-
8, Karkemis E/2; Gilibert 2011, Carchemish 19-22, 50. For 
Tell Halaf, Orthmann 1971, T. Halaf A3/59, taf. 9a, A3/56, 
taf. 11b, a3/57-8, taf. 11c-d. For Malatya, Orthmann 1971, 
Malatya B/1-2. For Tell Tayinat, Orthmann 1971, Tainat 2. 
For Zincirli, Orthmann 1971, Zincirli B/1.

46 Cf. Rich harnesses portrayed in some reliefs at 
Sakçagözü, Orthmann 1971, Sakçagözü B/1, Arslan Tash, 
Gerlach 2000, pl. 9 and Maraș, Orthmann 1971, Maraș 
B/15, Bonatz 2000, pp. 20, 23, cat. C44, C66.

47 Postgate 1979, p. 194.
48 Cf. Parrot 1961, figs. 116, 345, 347.
49 Hawkins 2000, p. 75; Bryce 2014, p. 122.
50 Madhloom 1970, p. 78.
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Figure 5
Comparison between some reliefs dating from the latest artistic phase of Karkemish (left) (modified after Woolley, 
Barnett 1952: pls. B63a, B64b) and rich headdresses resembling typical Neo-Assyrian rosettes of the SPF’s (right) 
(graphic by the Author)

Figure 4
Comparison between horses portrayed in a wall painting from Til Barsip (Tell Ahmar) dating from seventh century BC 
(up) (modified after Parrot 1961: fig. 345) and harness decoration of the HSHR’s (down) 
(graphic by the Author)
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5. Conclusion

The iconographic analysis of clay figurines from 
the Middle Euphrates Valley has confirmed what 
emerged with the contextual data. From an opposite 
point of view, it can be affirmed that clay figurines 
have been used as material evidence of the social 
investigation. Data obtained from this approach has 
provided an interesting picture of some social aspects 
related to the Neo-Assyrian expansion to the west. 
We can now affirm that the SPF’s headdresses are a 
representation of a local ceremonial dress influenced 
by the Neo-Assyrian fashion tendency in the same 
manner as harnesses of the HSHR’s echo those of the 
Neo-Assyrian army, a type of army in which the horse 
element and highly specialized soldiers must have 
played a particularly important role. This is especially 
true if we think that in late eighth and seventh 
century BC chariot units were in part replaced by 
the emerging cavalry units, a military revolution that 
has strengthened the Neo-Assyrian military power.60 
Thus it is likely that the cavalry became crucial to the 
success of the imperial program and Luwio-Aramean 
populations would have been directly involved in this 
revolutionizing process thanks to their war-trained 
horses. Therefore, the general identity of these 
figurines could be explained as visual expressions 
of female and male public roles. On one hand, the 
female counterpart was connected to the public-cultic 
sphere as fully expressed by their rich costumes. On 
the other hand, high-ranking military activities were 
expressed through those clay small riders and horses 
embellished with decorated harnesses and armours. 
The importance of this coroplastic production lies in 
the fact that this represents a visual and miniaturized 
reproduction of a specific society, where both the 
female and male imagery are represented in their 
most visible public roles. 

60 Littauer, Crouwel 1979, pp. 137-139; 
Crouwel, Tatton-Brown 2002 (1988), pp. 424-425. For 
a more detailed explanation of the iconography beyond female 
figurines from Karkemish see Bolognani 2017, pp. 168-175, 
figs. 86-98, Bolognani 2020, pp. 228-230.

suspended grapes.54 Indeed, rosette patterns are 
signi ficantly illustrated in the latest artistic phase 
at Karkemish. Rosettes were used as textile deco ra-
tions, in orthostat frames, and as decorative elements 
adorning goddesses’/genies’ horned caps (fig. 5).55 
In particular, the use of the tiara with rosettes 
became popular at the end of the eighth century BC 
because of the influence of the contemporary Neo-
Assyrian feathered tiara.56 This phenomenon could 
be considered as part of the elite female agency in 
Neo-Assyrian customs, which is here expressed just 
in a “foreign accent” in local costumes. Similarly, 
the adoption of jewels and decorations in the local 
female coroplastic reflects a vibrant reality; probably 
the same reality lived at Karkemish by local people 
after the Assyrian takeover. The ornaments worn 
by the SPF’s with applied single or multiple blobs 
could be in fact seen as a simplified reproduction of 
symbols of female elegance and beauty expressed in 
Neo-Assyrian dress code.57 To better explain this 
concept, we should suggest another parallelism with 
the Pazyryk culture. The concept of ideal feminine 
beauty was also observed in the representation 
of some women in an Achaemenid woven fabric 
design.58 In a similar way as some contemporary 
clay plaques, the women in question were portrayed 
with the breasts exposed. Moorey has hypothesized 
that their dresses, gestures, and their partial nudity 
were expressions of the female imaginary within a 
domestic-votive sphere.59 

54 Cf. The “Garden Party” relief from the North Palace 
of Ashurbanipal, Nineveh, Collon 1995, p. 512, fig. 5; 
Gansell 2016, fig. 1, or the golden jewels found in the three 
royal tombs from the Northwest Palace of Ashurnasirpal II, 
Nimrud, Hussein, Suleiman 2000; Oates, Oates 2004, 
pp. 78-88; Cellerino 2016; Gansell 2016, figs. 2-4, 6-8. 

55 Cf. Woolley, Barnett 1952, pls. B61a, B.63a, 
B64a-c, 36a-b. See also the basalt head of a statue of Kubaba 
from the Acropolis of Karkemish dating from the mid-eighth 
century BC and recently discovered in the Kahramanmaraş 
Museum. Peker 2016, pp. 47-49; Marchetti, Peker 2018.

56 Mazzoni 1972, p. 203.
57 Regarding the concept of ideal feminine beauty in the 

Neo-Assyrian royal art see Gansell 2009, 2013. 
58 Azarpay 1994, pp. 180-184, figs. 7-9.
59 Moorey 2002, pp. 207-209, 212-216, figs. 1-2.
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Abstract

The kingdom of Urartu is famous in the archaeology of the ancient Near East especially for its artistic 
metalwork. Although detailed research has been conducted on most of the many different objects produced by 
Urartian craftworkers, others have been less carefully studied. This paper deals with the latter group, to which 
belong unusual metal objects discovered in a number of Urartian archaeological sites (Van Fortress, Altıntepe, 
Ayanis, Toprakkale and Karmir-blur). These mainly cylindrical bronze discs have been interpreted in various 
ways. Some feature short royal inscriptions in cuneiform, which unfortunately do not help us to understand 
their function, but date the objects to the eighth-seventh century BC. Some past interpretations now appear 
outdated. All the specimens currently known have been rigorously examined and possible interpretations on 
their functions are given.
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the western rock-cut moat and the rock-cut tomb 
of Argišti I, locally known as «Great Ḫorḫor». The 
foundations of the complex (12 buildings) were 
completely carved from the bedrock, with platforms 
located at different levels. Due to its apparent 
relation with the tomb of Argišti I, it was suggested 
that the complex dated to the reign of this king. 
During the excavation of Room 12, three bronze 
«votive discs» were discovered in situ, placed 
in recesses c. 4-5 cm in depth, carved in the rock 
foundation (fig. 1). These had a simple cylindrical 
shape; a fourth disc was unfortunately missing. They 
were all slightly tapered upwards, with the following 
measurements: 

1) Upper diameter: 10.7 cm; lower diameter 11.8 
cm; thickness: 2.3 cm.

2) Upper diameter: 11.0 cm; lower diameter 11.8 
cm; thickness: 2.3 cm.

3) Upper diameter: 11.0 cm; lower diameter 12.0 
cm; thickness: 2.3 cm.

They were located in the bases of the south and east 
walls of Room 12: three of them were regularly lined 
up on an east-west alignment along the southern 
wall, and the fourth disc was laid at the base of the 
eastern wall.3 These discs were presumed to date 
to the late eighth century BC, given the apparent 
relation between the rock-cut tomb of Argišti I, 
known as Ḫorḫor Cave, and the area of these rock-
cut foundations, called «Yeni Saray».

2. Karmir-blur/Teišebai URU

This was the second specimen discovered, during 
the excavation conducted in 1963 by B.B. 
Piotrovskij in the Karmir-blur fortress, which was 
built by king Rusa II in the first half of the seventh 
century BC.4 The bronze cylinder was found in the 
southern part of the citadel, and measures 7 cm 
in diameter by 3 cm in height, with concave sides. 
In the upper part, there is a circular depression 

3 Tarhan, Sevin 1990, pp. 356-357, 362, figs. 10-11.
4 On this object, see also Seidl 2004, p. 33, E.38. 

This article concerns the analysis of a distinctive 
group of bronze objects discovered in a number of 
Urartian archaeological excavations. The kingdom 
of Urartu occupied an area corresponding to 
modern-day eastern Turkey, Armenia and north-
western Iran between the second half of the 
ninth century and the second half of the seventh 
century BC.1 It was particularly famous for its 
toreutic production, which circulated beyond the 
boundaries of the kingdom.2 The metal objects 
examined here have previously been discussed in 
an only cursory fashion. These are mostly small 
cylindrical bronze discs/cylinders (occasionally 
square plates), with flat bases and sometimes 
concave upper surfaces. Traces of wear may be 
visible on the upper part. The discs were almost 
all discovered in association with cult buildings or 
areas; they are plain or inscribed with cuneiform 
signs on the curved side; these inscriptions 
usually record the name of the king that built the 
structure. Currently, nine specimens are known 
from the sites of Karmir-blur (but originally 
from Erebuni), Van Kalesi, Toprakkale, Ayanis 
and Altıntepe. This is the first attempt to make 
an overall evaluation of these peculiar objects, 
with reference to their archaeological context 
and chronology. In the past, they have usually 
been interpreted as bronze foundation discs, but 
occasionally in other ways. Here, these objects 
have been divided into two main categories with 
distinct functions and symbolic meanings. In the 
first section all the known specimens, which all 
come from archaeological sites in Eastern Turkey 
and Armenia, are described.

1.Van/Ṭušpa 

The excavation conducted by Taner Tarhan in 1988 
above the Van fortress, the capital of the Urartian 
kingdom, unearthed the remains of an important 
palace complex called «Yeni Saray» (New Palace). 
This area is located outside the main citadel, between 

1 Salvini 2006a, p. 459.
2 Among the many works on Urartian metalwork, see 

Merhav 1991 and Seidl 2004. 
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Figure 1
Van Kalesi/Ṭušpa. Bronze foundation discs discovered in Room 12 of the «New Palace» 
(adapted after Tarhan, Sevin 1990, figs. 10-11)

Figure 3
Karmir-blur/Teišebai URU. Upper view of the 
inscribed bronze cylinder discovered in Karmir-blur, 
but originally from the fortress of Arin-berd/Erebuni 
(photo courtesy of Mirjo Salvini)

Figure 2
Karmir-blur/Teišebai URU. Three-quarter view of the 
inscribed bronze cylinder discovered in Karmir-blur, 
but originally from the fortress of Arin-berd/Erebuni 
(photo courtesy of Mirjo Salvini)
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Figure 4
Altıntepe. The foundation disc 
recently discovered in the temple 
(after Karaosmanoğlu 2010, 
fig. 4)

Figure 5
Ayanis/Rusaḫinili Eidurukai. Area VI – temple area 
(after Çilingiroğlu 2001, fig. 26)
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side of the entrance (fig. 4). The disc was inserted 
in a carved recess located in the middle of a stone 
block; it has a diameter of 7.8 cm and a thickness 
of 0.8 cm.10Although no foundation inscriptions 
were discovered at the site, the construction of the 
Altıntepe fortress and temple can be reasonably 
dated to the half of the eighth century BC. 

4. Ayanis/Rusaḫinili Eidurukai

During the excavations of the temple area (Area 
VI) of Ayanis in 1996 (fig. 5), under the direction 
of A. Çilingiroğlu, two more specimens were 
discovered.11 Ayanis is a fortress built by Rusa II in 
the first half of the seventh century. In the temenos 
area of the tower-temple a door was discovered, 
1.20 m wide, characterised by the presence of 
an alabaster threshold (fig. 6).12 It was thought 
that this doorway gave access to a secondary 
pillared hall13 connected with the main temple 
area. However, in 2015, excavations conducted 
in the area immediately beyond the door revealed 
the presence of a rectangular room measuring 
8 × 22 m14 and a second, larger doorway 3 m wide, 
which connected the room to the temenos of the 
temple.15 The mudbrick walls of the room were 
plastered and then painted in Egyptian Blue, as 
attested throughout the temple area. The part of the 
floor that corresponded to the location of the susi 
temple was paved with alabaster slabs.16 One of the 
most spectacular discoveries was an alabaster altar/
podium positioned against the southern wall.17 The 

10 Karaosmanoğlu et Al. 2005, p. 128, fig. 7; 
Karaosmanoğlu 2010, p. 211, fig. 4.

11 On these specimens, see also Seidl 2004, p. 40, I.1 
and I.2.

12 Çilingiroğlu, Derin 1998, pp. 593-594; 
Çilingiroğlu 2001, p. 38; figs. 5-6.

13 Çilingiroğlu, Erdem 2007; Baştürk 2012.
14 The results of the excavations were not been pub-

lished when the present article was written (2017).
15 Işıklı, Özdemir 2016, pp. 278-279, figs. 11-12; 

Işıklı et Al. 2017, pp. 588-589, figs. 2-4.
16 Is it possible that this alabaster floor had not been 

completed at the time of the destruction of the fortress. 
17 The altar and the finds discovered in the room are 

mostly unpublished at the time of writing. 

with a depth of 0.5 cm (figs. 2-3).5 On the curved 
side a short cuneiform text of king Argišti I 
(785/780-756 BC) is present: 

1  Dḫal-di-e EN-ŠÚ i-ni i-si-qi GIŠNA5-e-i 
mar-gi-iš-ti-i-še

2  mmì-nu-a-ḫi-ni-še za-du-ni i-ú URUer-bu-ni-ni 
ši-di-iš-tú-ú-ni

To Ḫaldi, his lord, Argišti, son of Minua, made 
this resonance case (?), when he built the city of 
Erbuni.6

This short text has suggests that the object was 
originally from the Urartian fortress of Erebuni and 
was then transferred to Karmir-blur with a number 
of other Urartian inscribed artefacts7 during the 
seventh century BC.8 The reasons for the transferral 
of these materials from one fortress to another are 
unknown. Unfortunately, no precise information 
is available regarding the context of discovery. It is 
known just that the cylinder was identified in the 
southern part of the fortress, which is particularly 
interesting, because this was the area of the Urartian 
temple.9 We can hypothesize that this object had 
fallen into the storeroom from an upper level and 
that its original location in the site of Erebuni was 
presumably related to the cultic area (as was the 
Ayanis specimen, discussed below). 

3. Altıntepe

During excavations and conservation work 
carried by M. Karaosmanoğlu in 2003 in the 
Altıntepe fortress, another specimen came to light. 
Investigation of the temple’s foundations at the top 
of the site led to the discovery of a bronze disc, found 
after the removal of the corner stone on the right 

5 Piotrovskij 1966, p. 5.
6 English translation after CTU IV B 8-21.
7 We can hypothesize that all the objects bearing 

inscriptions of kings preceding Rusa II that have been 
discovered in Karmir-blur were originally stored in Erebuni. 

8 Piotrovskij 1966, p. 5.
9 Dan 2010.
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Figure 6
Ayanis/Rusaḫinili Eidurukai. The partly excavated doorway in the eastern wall of the temenos 
(photo courtesy of Mirjo Salvini)

Figure 7
Ayanis/Rusaḫinili Eidurukai. 
The two inscribed bronze cylinders 
discovered on the sides of the doorway 
on the eastern wall of the temenos 
(photo courtesy of Mirjo Salvini)

Figure 8
Ayanis/Rusaḫinili Eidurukai. 
Drawings of the two inscribed 
bronze cylinders 
(after Sağlamtimur et Al. 2001, 
pls. III. 4950)
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5. Toprakkale/Rusaḫinili Qilbanikai

During the excavations conducted by Afif Erzen 
in 1960 above the seventh century fortress of 
Toprakkale, built by Rusa II or Rusa III,24 a typical 
Urartian square tower-temple (susi) was identified, 
with the first foundation plaques ever discovered 
in an Urartian site. In the rock-cut foundations of 
all the four corners of the temple were found stone 
recesses measuring 20 × 20 cm by about 3-4 cm 
deep (fig. 9). 

Figure 9
Toprakkale/Rusaḫinili Qilbanikai. The foundations of 
the temple, note that in the four corners there are square 
depressions in the rock, for foundation plates 
(after Erzen 1962, fig. 12)

24 On the problem of the foundation of Toprakkale, see 
Salvini 2006b.

altar was decorated with two chimeras flanking a 
Tree of Life.18 Further examples of this well-known 
Mesopotamian decorative pattern are known in 
Ayanis itself. Indeed, inside the cella of the susi 
temple, another alabaster altar with the same 
decorative pattern was discovered.19 The two doors 
gave access to this room from the temenos of the 
temple. Just in front of the smaller one, there were 
two pairs of symmetrically-placed inscribed bronze 
discs (figs. 7-8). These were found at a depth of 2-3 
cm below the floor.20 Both were mould-made, with 
a concavity about 2 cm deep in the upper surface 
that showed clear signs of use. The discs measure, 
the first 7.2 cm in diameter and 4.3 cm thick,21 while 
the second 7.1 cm in diameter and 3.7/3.8 cm thick, 
according to Salvini.22 Both had short cuneiform 
dedicatory inscriptions of king Rusa II: 

Dḫal-di-e EN-ŠÚ  mru-sa-a-še mar-giš-te-ḫi-ni-še 
uš-tú-ni

To Ḫaldi, his lord, Rusa, son of Argišti, has 
dedicated.23

It is clear that the room, characterised by the 
presence of an altar, was an important place 
connected with unknown religious activi-
ties, presumably part of a bigger sanctuary 
(É.BÀRA). 

18 Işıklı, Beşikçi 2017, pp. 64-67.
19 Çilingiroğlu 2001, pp. 42-44, figs. 17-23.
20 According to the first excavator of the site, A. 

Çilingiroğlu, the two bronze cylinders were discovered about 20 
cm under the paving, which consisted entirely of several layers of 
mudbricks (personal communication from Altan Çilingiroğlu 
to R. Dan 2018). This information is very different from what 
was published in the excavation reports (see Sağlamtimur et 
Al. 2001, p. 222, fig. 6). Perhaps, therefore, the interpretation 
that these were door sockets should be abandoned; however, 
the problem of the presence on them of recesses with possible 
signs of wear remains. It is also possible that they were door 
sockets, re-used in a second phase as foundation discs. The 
general nature of the inscription engraved on them would be 
compatible with this explanation. Another possibility is that 
these cylinders were covered in a later period in the life of the 
Ayanis fortress, when maybe (for unknown reasons) the floor 
of the cell of the temple was slightly raised. 

21 Sağlamtimur et Al. 2001, p. 222, fig. 6.
22 Salvini 2012, p. 63.
23 English translation after CTU IV B 12-13A; B 12-13B.
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6. Past proposals and new 
interpretations

Not many scholars have shown interest in these 
objects over the years. Piotrovskij suggested that 
the cylinder discovered in Karmir-blur was used to 
support an object, probably a little statue. According 
to the scholar, such round bases were typical 
of Assyrian sculpture, with which the Urartian 
specimens were stylistically connected.26 The 
excavators of Ayanis defined the bronze cylinders 
discovered there as a bronze «foundation discs» 
or «dedicatory discs», without any kind of further 
explanation.27 Much more recently, Mirjo Salvini 
has proposed a new interpretation for these bronze 
discs, in particular the Erebuni specimen discovered 
in Karmir-blur, as parts of musical instruments.28 
The discovery of the Ayanis specimens – in all 
likelihood similar to the others – in situ, buried in 
the ground, leads us to exclude this possibility. The 
two cylinders from Ayanis had a short dedicatory 
inscription, presumably related to the building of 
the temple area (or the room just beyond the gate), 
which could be interpreted as a shortened version 
of the dedicatory inscriptions widely attested 
from old-Assyrian to Neo-Assyrian periods, but 
usually carved on stone sockets.29 The translation 
of the text on the Erebuni specimen (discovered in 
Karmir-blur), and the absence of an archaeological 
context for it, are problematic. However, given their 
similarity to the specimens from Ayanis, they could 
again be interpreted as door sockets. In any case, the 
key for the interpretations of these inscribed metal 
cylinders is clearly the Ayanis specimens, the only 
ones discovered in situ – although there is some 
uncertainty about the finds’ vertical position with 
respect to the floor level: they were either slightly 

26 Piotrovskij 1966, p. 5; Wartke 1993, p. 70, 
figs. 23a-b.

27 Çilingiroğlu 2001, p. 38; Sağlamtimur et Al. 
2001, p. 222; Çilingiroğlu 2005, p. 31; Salvini 2001, 
p. 275.

28 This interpretation is connected to a new reading given 
by N. Haroutyunyan of the word which was incised on the disc 
(Salvini 2012, p. 39): GIŠNA5-e-i, instead of GIŠša-e-i. 

29 See, for example, the Shalmaneser III inscription 
on stone sockets from Anu-Adad temple in Aššur (RIMA 3: 
A.0.102.28). 

In two of these recesses was found, still in situ, a 
square bronze plaque (fig. 10). On one of these 
there were two small very thin plates of gold and 
silver; the gold plate was rhombus-shaped and 
the silver one rectangular. After the removal 
of the metal plates, the excavators saw that the 
depressions had been coated with a cement-like 
material. After the bronze plates were laid in 
these stone recesses, the lowest corner stones of 
the temple were laid on top of them.25 These are 
the only specimens discussed in this text that are 
not circular in shape, and this may be due to a 
later change in the tradition. The building in Van 
and the temple of Altıntepe are older than the 
seventh century temple of Toprakkale.

Figure 10
Toprakkale/Rusaḫinili Qilbanikai. The bronze 
foundation plate, with small gold and silver plates 
(after Erzen 1962, fig. 11)

25 Erzen 1962, pp. 398-399, fig. 11; Erzen et Al. 
1962, p. 33; Tarhan, Sevin 1990, p. 357.
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documents of this quite rare sumerogram,34 
É.BÁRA cannot be identified directly with a susi 
(tower) temple. Indeed, it must be identified with 
the whole complex in which the temple is located, 
including the temenos and the adjacent rooms.35 The 
presence of a sanctuary in the fortress of Ayanis is 
confirmed by the foundation inscription (CTU A 
12-9) discovered in correspondence to the main 
gate of the fortress: 

Thanks to the greatness of Ḫaldi Rusa, Argišti’s son, 
built this fortress to perfection in front of Mount 
Eiduru. Rusa (4-6) says: it was rock, nothing was built 
here. I have constructed perfectly an É.BÁRA sanctuary 
and a fortress (...).36

It may also be hypothesized that the inscribed 
cylinders from Erebuni were originally inserted in 
front of the door of one of the adjacent rooms that 
originally surrounded the susi temple of Iubša, and 
together with the latter were part of a sanctuary. 
Unfortunately, due to the post-Urartian addition 
attested in the site and in the area of the temple (and 
due to Soviet-era rebuilding of the site, which has 
irremediably altered its appearance) it is impossible 
to suggest an original location for these cylinders.37 
Starting from the data discussed above, we can 
subdivide these discs into two distinct groups on the 
basis of their different use and meaning: 

34 The term É.BÁRA is attested in inscriptions of Išpuini 
and Minua (CTU A 3-11), Sarduri II (CTU A 9-17), Rusa I 
(CTU A 10-3, A 10-5) and, most commonly, during the reign 
of Rusa II (CTU A 12-1, A 12-2, A 12-3, A 12-4, A 12-7, A 
12-9).

35 Salvini 2007, pp. 41-47.
36 English translation by the authors, after Salvini 2008, 

p. 581, CTU A 12-9, ll. 1-3.
37 To the side of the susi temple there is a group of 

five rooms that all open onto the courtyard in front of the 
temple. In the reconstruction by K. Oganesyan, each room 
communicates with the temenos and with the adjoining room. 
However, excavation plans and the published drawings would 
seem to indicate that neither the partition walls nor the western 
portion of the outer wall were discovered during excavations. 
The reconstruction of the entire western portion of the fortress 
was also arbitrary, since it effectively disappeared with the 
collapse of the hillside, as well as the corridor shown on that 
side in many published plans of the site (Loseva, Chodzas 
1964, fig. 3; Demskaya 1968, fig. 1; Piotrovskij 1967, 
fig. 64; Israelyan 1971, fig. 4, pl. I).

(2-3 cm) or perhaps further (20 cm) below it. In any 
case, their symmetrical positions on either side of 
the door, and the presence of circular depressions in 
them with apparent traces of wear, lead us to suggest 
that the original function of these objects was as 
hinge-sockets, for double doors. The only evidence 
not obviously compatible with this attribution is 
the distance of these cylinders from the doorway, 
which is 70-80 cm,30 but this could be connected 
to a specific peculiarity of this passage, which 
presumably was not designed to be the normal mode 
of access to the room – or indeed with the possibility 
that they were originally door-sockets, later re-used 
as foundation discs. Indeed, this door gave access 
to a large room connected directly with the temple 
area, which could have had a symbolic or religious 
function and meaning, as hypothesized before the 
discovery of this room by the first excavator of the 
site.31 Recently the religious importance of this 
room has been confirmed by the discovery of a large 
alabaster altar, very similar to that present inside the 
cella of the temple.32 This circumstance confirms 
the room’s importance and justifies the presence 
of the two doors that connected it with the temple 
temenos, one presumably designed for normal use 
(the bigger one) and the other for some ceremonial 
purpose (the smaller one). The smaller gate could 
have had a significance that we are not yet able to 
interpret. In this regard an apothropaic function for 
these objects cannot be excluded. Metal door hinges 
have been discovered a few metres away from these 
cylinders,33 a circumstance that seems to reinforce 
this hypothesis. Another possible interpretation, 
given the depressions on the two cylinders, is that 
they could have held the lower end of standards. 
The flagpoles could have been kept upright by hooks 
set higher up on the mudbrick walls. In any case, 
these inscribed cylinders were used in connection 
with cultic structures, presumably part of bigger 
sanctuaries (É.BÁRA). Indeed, as demonstrated by 
Salvini, on the basis of the attestation in Urartian 

30 Çilingiroğlu 2005, p. 31.
31 Çilingiroğlu 2001, p. 38.
32 Çilingiroğlu 2001, pp. 43-44, figs. 19-23.
33 Sağlamtimur et Al. 2001, pp. 223-224, figs. 

IV.57-58.
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2) The inscribed metal cylinders had a com -
ple tely different function. Taking into account the 
places of discovery of the two Ayanis specimens, 
which were discovered in situ, in correspon dence to 
the sides of a door which led to an important cul-
tic place, and considering their shapes, with central 
depressions, they could reasonably be interpreted as 
possible door sockets or standard supports. Further 
investigations on Urartian archaeological sites may 
reinforce this hypothesis of a connection between 
these objects and Urartian sanctuaries. 

1) The simple uninscribed metal discs (square 
plates in the case of the Toprakkale specimens), 
are clearly connected with some foun dation ritual 
pertaining to the construction of important 
buildings, like susi temples (Toprakkale and 
Altıntepe) or other religious buildings (Van). This 
interpretation is strengthened by the fact that all 
the specimens discussed here were discovered in 
situ, under masonry structures. 
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Abstract

The site of as-Sila/Sela, located in the area of at-Tafileh in the southern Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, was an 
important settlement along the trade routes of southern Transjordan during the first millennium BC. Sela was 
situated in a key strategic position, four km off the King’s Highway and near modern-day Busayra, the ancient 
Edomite capital of Bozrah. 
The first results of the new research project promoted by the University of Barcelona in Sela, based on a 
survey and an archaeological excavation (2015-2016), have revealed a complex, well-developed system of 
rainwater management in the upper part of the settlement. Several water structures designed for the collection, 
storage, transport and distribution of rainwater were documented. The variability of typologies, dimensions, 
and methods of construction of the structures highlights the importance of rainwater management for the 
inhabitants of Sela. 
This paper will provide a brief description of the rainwater harvesting system used in Sela and the preliminary 
results of the study of the complex hydrological network, which forms the core of my doctoral thesis. The 
system of rainwater management in place at Sela along with its geographical location makes it a unique site for 
the study of the economic and social development of Transjordan under the ancient Mesopotamian Empires.

Keywords

Sela, Rainwater, Water management, Water harvesting, Edom, Transjordan, Iron Age, Mesopotamian empires

Logistics at a crossroads on the southern frontier 
of the Mesopotamian Empires: the management 
of water resources in southern Transjordan

University of Barcelona
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of this settlement. The study of these structures 
is the subject of my Ph.D. dissertation,6 which 
investigates settlement patterns and economic 
activity during the first millennium BC in the 
highlands of Edom by focusing on the hydraulic 
management structures (use, transport, storage, 
consumption, and control) at the site of Sela. In 
this way, I hope to answer the following question: 
what role did water play at this settlement in the 
various phases of occupation?

Previous studies and surface surveys based 
mainly on collected pottery7 have established an 
approximate chronological framework for the site, 
ranging from the Iron Age to the Middle Ages.8 
Sela shares many architectural features with other 
settlements from the Iron II period in the region of 
Edom such as Umm al-Biyara, as-Sadeh, Ba'ja III 
and Jabal al-Qseir.9 These sites also present a series 
of common geographical characteristics: a) they 
are mountain settlements with difficult access; b) 
they do not have permanent water sources or water 
resources nearby; c) they rely upon on rainwater.10 
According to Juan M. Tebes and other researchers, 
geo-climatic factors are the cause of the settlement 
patterns in the highlands of Edom, since the highest 
annual rainfall occurs in the highland area.

The natural features of the site together with its 
geostrategic location on a number of different trade 
routes highlight the scientific value of studies on 
water culture in Sela.

6 The title is Spatial organization and management of 
water resources at the site of Sela (Tafileh, Jordan) led by Prof. 
Dr. Rocío Da Riva (University of Barcelona) and Prof. Dr. Juan 
Carlos Moreno García (CNRS, París).

7 Most authors who have analyzed the pottery sherds 
collected in the site of Sela considered that they correspond to 
the Iron Age, Nabatean-Roman and Ayyubid-Mamluk periods 
(Glueck 1939, p. 27; Hart 1986, p. 93; Lindner 1992, 
pp. 145-146; Lindner et Al. 2001, p. 276; MacDonald 
et Al. 2004, pp. 12, 276). Fawzi Zayadine, a member of the 
Naturhistorischen Gesellschaft Nürnberg (NHG), conducted 
the most complete analysis of the pottery of Sela in the 1970s. 
According to this author, the ceramics analyzed represent 
a complete sequence from the Early Bronze Age (third 
millennium BC) to the Mamluk period (twelfth-sixteenth 
centuries AD) (Lindner 1989a, p. 282).

8 Da Riva et Al. in press; MacDonald 2015, p. 19.
9 Bienkowski 2014.
10 Tebes 2007, p. 149. 

1. Introduction

The archaeological evidence of water management 
in Jordan reflects the human need for water supply. 
Because of the scarcity of water resources, the region 
is heavily dependent on rainfall.1 The efficient usage 
of rainwater has been fundamental since the times 
of the earliest communities, which created elaborate 
water supply systems2 to make possible the existence 
of (semi-)permanent settlements at locations that 
today are largely abandoned.3 

The “Sela Archaeological Project” was 
conducted by an interdisciplinary team of the 
University of Barcelona during the 2015-2016 
archaeological campaigns.4 The main aim of the 
project was the contextualization of the Neo-
Babylonian relief of Nabonidus (556-539 BC), the 
only one of its kind in the Hashemite Kingdom 
of Jordan.5 Nevertheless, the discovery of a large 
number of hydraulic structures in the upper 
part of the outcrop prompted us to carry out a 
systematic study of the hydrological network 

1 I express my deepest gratitude to all the researchers 
and the members of the fieldwork team involved in the Sela 
Archaeological Project and to Department of Antiquities of 
Jordan and its director for permission to work in Sela. I extend 
my sincerest gratitude to my thesis director Prof. Dr. Rocío 
Da Riva for her support, suggestions and corrections that have 
helped me to improve the original version of the manuscript. 

2 Al-Muheisen 2009, pp. 21-23; Bienert, Häser 
2004.

3 Finlayson et Al. 2011, pp. 191-193; Mithen, 
Black (eds.) 2011.

4 The archaeological study of the Sela site is promoted 
by the University of Barcelona, with the collaboration of the 
Department of Antiquities of Jordan (DoAJ). The research is 
carried out by a multidisciplinary team based at the University 
of Barcelona under the direction of Prof. Dr. Da Riva. It is 
funded by the ICREA Academia Research Prize (Da Riva), 
the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport of Spain (2016 
season) and the PALARQ Foundation. It has the support of 
the University of Barcelona, the Water Research Institute 
of the University of Barcelona and the Spanish Embassy in 
Amman: Da Riva 2015; Da Riva, Marsal 2017; Da Riva 
et Al. 2017, in press. 

5 The relief of Nabonidus is the only firm evidence of the 
neo-Babylonian presence during the Iron Age in Edom (Dalley, 
Goguel 1997; Da Riva et Al. 2017, p. 633; Schaudig 2001; 
Zayadine F. 1999). Its study is closely related to the studies on 
the presence of Nabonidus in the oasis of Tayma (in the modern 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia) carried out by the team of the German 
Archaeological Institute (Da Riva in press; Hausleiter et 
Al. in press; Schaudig in press).
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above the Wadi Hirsh to the south and the Wadi 
Jamal to the northwest of the rock massif.12 Both 
connect with the Wadi ‘Arabah through the Wadi 
Khuniayzirah. The geographical coordinates of the 
centre of the site are 30º46'50"N, 35º34'30"E and 
the average elevation is 867 m. The highest point of 
the outcrop is 877 m above sea level and the total 
surface area of the site is approximately 42 hectares.13 

Geographically, Sela is situated at an important 
crossroads in Antiquity: approximately four km 

12 Lindner, Hübner, Gunsam 2001, p. 243.
13 Da Riva et Al. 2017, p. 623.

2. The location of Sela

The site of as-Sila, Sela or Qala’at as-Sila is an isolated 
rock massif with extremely steep sides and a large flat 
summit located on the Edomite plateau, northeast 
of Wadi ‘Arabah, in the central-southern part of 
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Sela is located 
about 10 km south of at-Tafileh – the modern 
capital of the administrative district of the same 
name – and very close to the modern-day village of 
as-Sila (fig. 1).11 The archaeological site rises 200 m 

11 Da Riva, Marsal 2017, p. 8.

Figure 1
Map of the region indicating the 
location of the site. Map: R. Marsal 
after Porter 2004, p. 375
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archaeo logist Nelson Glueck,18 who established a 
clear comparison of the site with Petra.19 Glueck 
identified cisterns, canals, and sedimentation basins,20 
and concluded that the water stored and con served 
in these deposits could easily supply the needs of a 
community of at least one hundred people or more 
for a year.21 

Later, Manfred Lindner, Ulrich Hübner 
and Elisabeth Gunsam of the Naturhistorischen 
Gesellschaft Nürnberg described some of Sela's 
water structures and they published some figures in 
2001.22

According to these authors, the large num ber 
of cisterns in the settlement (some 25 have been 
identified) suggests that Sela was a refuge fortress 
during the Late Iron Age (or Edomite) period,23 as 
indicated by the pear-shaped or piriform typology 
of the deposits.24 

In the 1980s, Stephen Hart mentioned the 
presence of rock-cut cisterns of both Edomite 
and Nabatean construction. He also established 
a comparison between Sela and the settlement of 
Umm al-Biyara, although he did not provide a 
descrip tion of the hydraulic structures.25

Between 1999 and 2001, further archaeological 
surveys were conducted under the direction of 
Burton MacDonald, who named the site as Nr 134.26 
MacDonald also referred to the hydraulic structures 
of Sela (cisterns and/or caves and water canals), 
although he did not make a detailed description 
of them.27 Finally, in 2001 Hamed K. Qatamin of 
Mu'tah University undertook excavations in Sela 
but unfortunately, no data are published.28

18 This author conducted the first archaeological 
visit to Sela on 18 November 1937 (Glueck 1939, p. 27).

19 Glueck even described Sela as «a miniature 
Petra» (Glueck 1937, p. 28, 1939, p. 27).

20 Glueck 1937, p. 28.
21 Glueck 1939, p. 29.
22 Lindner, Hübner, Gunsam 2001, pp. 250-251, 

261-263.
23 Lindner, Hübner, Gunsam 2001, p. 263.
24 Lindner 1989b, 1992. 
25 Hart 1986, p. 91.
26 MacDonald 2004.
27 MacDonald 2015, p. 29.
28 MacDonald, Sawtell 2002, p. 477.

from the King’s Highway, 50 km north of Petra 
and about three km north of Bozrah, the modern-
day town of Busayra and the former capital of the 
ancient Kingdom of Edom. The King’s High way was 
the main north-south route through Transjordan 
during the Iron Age, and several east-west routes 
would have connected it to the copper mining area 
to the west and then onwards toward Gaza on the 
Mediterranean Sea. Busayra was a political power 
and administrative and religious centre with control 
of copper production, the Arabian trade to the Negev 
and Gaza, and contacts with the Mesopotamian 
powers.14 Finally, Umm al-Biyara, the natural 
stronghold dominating the centre of the Petra area, 
was an ideal settlement to control the caravan trade 
between Arabia and the Mediterranean coast from 
the first millennium BC onwards.15 

As a result of its geographical location at the 
crossroads of these caravan routes, and with its ease 
of access to the King’s Highway, Sela was a strategic 
settlement on the Edomite Plateau during much of 
the first millennium BC.16

3. Previous works

Despite the lack of archaeological studies, Sela has 
always caught the attention of researchers because 
it was mentioned in numerous ancient sources.17 
However, none of them provided a systematic 
investigation of the site, and only minor surface 
research has been conducted. 

The first researcher to mention the existence of 
a large number of water structures in Sela was the 

14 Bienkowski 2002, p. 480; MacDonald 2015, 
pp. 28-29; MacDonald et Al. 2004; Porter 2004, 
pp. 377-379.

15 Bienkowski 2011, pp. 3-4.
16 Da Riva 2015, p. 17; Da Riva, Marsal 2017, 

pp. 8-9; Da Riva et Al. 2017, pp. 623, 626; MacDonald 
2015, pp. 28-29.

17 The two best known sources are the Old Testament (2 
Kings 14.7 and 2 Chron. 25.6ff) and Diodorus of Sicily (Bib. 
hist. xIx, 95.1-2). Although there are contemporary historical 
references to Edom in Egyptian and Mesopotamian texts, 
few textual documents have been found from Transjordan 
(Bienkowski 2015, pp. 869-871; Da Riva, Marsal 2017, 
pp. 9-10). 
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in the different areas of the site, and linked with 
the architectural arrangements. The location of 
the water structures was also associated with the 
topography and geology of the site with the aim of 
identifying the general hydrological network. All 
the water structures identified and their contexts 
were photographed. 

The location of each hydraulic structure in the 
site (coordinates, area, and sector) was recorded, 
along with its typological description, dimensions, 
orientation, slopes, construction methods, architec-
tural components, state of preservation and possible 
uses on a series of individual worksheets which 
together served to create a general database. 

5. Preliminary results

During the 2015 archaeological campaign in Sela, 
a total of 60 hydraulic structures carved into the 
rock were documented. Thirty-six were cisterns, 17 
canals, four pools, and three sedimentation basins. 
These results were extended after the 2016 survey 
campaign, during which more than a hundred 
structures were documented. 

5.1 Cisterns

The most prominent means of water collection that 
survive today in Sela are rock-cut cisterns, cut into 
the bedrock close to natural catchments with feeder 
channels to collect runoff water.

The cisterns were constructed by digging into 
the sandstone until the desired depth and shape 
were obtained. The presence of some round pits, 
which seem to be unfinished cisterns carved along 
natural perforations in the sandstone, bear witness 
to this construction method. Other cisterns such 
as D10, the cistern inside the tower in area F, were 
cut into standing boulders (fig. 2). The properties of 
the rock, in this case, the sandstone, facilitated the 
construction of these structures.32 

32 The rock formation of Sela is composed of Ordovician 
Disi sandstone, a detrital sedimentary rock formed from the 
aggregation and cementation of grains of sand (quartz, feldspar, 
calcite, etc) and rock fragments (Da Riva et Al. 2017, p. 634).

After these surveys and excavation projects, 
researchers such as Ariel Bagg and the team of the 
Jagiellonian University of Krakow mentioned Sela's 
water structures.29 However, the present study is 
the first to carry out an exhaustive analysis of the 
settlement’s hydraulic structures and its water 
management system.

4. Methodology

The first fieldwork season of the Sela Archaeological 
Project (2015) focused mostly on the topographic 
survey of the site and part of its environment. 
One of the main goals was the identification and 
documentation of structures related to water. The 
work was carried out in the course of an extensive 
and non-intrusive surface survey over a total exten-
sion of 42 hectares divided into various areas.30 
Monographic studies of the area, most of them 
focused in the vicinity of Busayra, as well as the data 
and archaeological charts summarised in the JADIS 
(Jordan Antiquities Database and Information 
System) – MEGA (Middle Eastern Geodatabase for 
Antiquities) of the Department of Antiquities and 
Tourism of Jordan were also used.31

Each water structure was recorded with a Total 
Station following a set of guidelines. For the most 
part, points were taken from the mouths of the 
cisterns, the length, and width of other structures 
such as sedimentation basins, pools or channels 
and the deepest level of all the structures. The 
topographical data extracted from the field were 
transferred to AutoCAD software to create precise 
2D and 3D drawings.

For purposes of identification, the hydraulic 
structures were individually labelled, contextualized 

29 A.M. Bagg dedicates a few pages to the water structures 
of Sela in an article on cisterns in the Transjordan (Bagg 2006, 
pp. 616-617). He mentions the presence of 25 cisterns, most 
of them pyriform with traces of plaster. In 2014, a team of 
researchers from the Jagiellonian University of Krakow began 
a project in the area of Tafileh and they refer to some of Sela's 
water structures in their publication in the magazine Nauka 
(Kolodziejczyk 2015, p. 106).

30 See the sketch map of: Da Riva et Al. 2017, p. 626.
31 In the course of our post-survey work we have added 

new data to the MEGA database (Da Riva et Al. 2017).
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Figure 2
Cistern D10 cut into the tower in area F; 
a close-up of the rectangular mouth
Photos: ©Sela Archaeological Project

Figure 3
a-b) Cistern D46 and D03 dug directly 
into the soil of the rock; 
c) cistern D20 partially carved on a 
boulder and into the soil; 
d) cistern D52 excavated completely in the 
interior of a standing boulder. 
Photos: ©Sela Archaeological Project
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The size of the cisterns does not present a fixed 
pattern either. Some have a diameter of opening or 
mouth about 60 × 40 cm, while the largest ones can 
reach 160 × 130 cm. No measurements from the 
mouth or neck to the base of the cistern have been 
made because of their state of conservation; some 
have been partly destroyed by fallen rocks or are 
covered by sediment or current waste. In some cases, 
it has been difficult to document these structures 
due to the vegetation cover (fig. 4).

5.2 Canals

All the canals documented are carved into the 
sandstone but their identification is difficult because 
of erosion; in most cases, it is not possible to record 
their full length (fig. 5).

The rock-cut canals were easy to build using the 
tapping technique, and the marks of this technique 
are still visible in some of these structures. Some 
of them are up to 20 m in length and their main 

It has also been observed that some of the cisterns 
have plaster linings on the walls of the storage 
chamber or in the mouth. The plaster reduces 
percolation and erosion of the cistern by the water. 
It also helps to improve the quality of the water, 
lengthens the possible storage time and reduces the 
loss of water through evaporation and leakage.33 

A great variety of types of cisterns have been 
documented. Several categories have been esta-
blished according to their relationship with the 
terrain as well as the shape of their mouths and 
storage chambers. The following categories have 
been documented in terms of terrain: a) cisterns 
dug directly into the soil of the rock; b) others 
partially carved on a vertical side of the boulder and 
in the soil; c) and still others excavated completely 
into the standing boulders (fig. 3). As for the shape 
of the mouth and the storage chamber, some of the 
cisterns are cylindrical and truncated, although the 
most common shape is piriform. 

33 AbdelKhaleq, Alhaj Ahmed 2007, p. 87.

Figure 4
a-b) Cistern D43 and D37 covered by vegetation; c-d) cistern D40 and D59 covered by sediments and fallen rocks. 
Photos: ©Sela Archaeological Project
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Figure 5
Part of the rock-cut 
canal C50
Photo: ©Sela 
Archaeological Project

Figure 6
Left: Canal C94 surrounding a structure that leads into the cistern
Right: Canal C84
Photos: ©Sela Archaeological Project
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5.3 Sedimentation basins 

Several sedimentation basins have been identified, 
in all cases connected to the canals and the 
main cisterns (fig. 8). These structures removed 
suspended solids before the water entered the 
main reservoirs. Soil erosion and debris from the 
catchment area were the main sources of sediment.35 
Thus, the sedimentation basins improved the 
quality of the water deposited in the cisterns and 

35 Akhtar et Al. 2009, p. 13.

function is to carry and distribute the water into 
the different reservoirs or cisterns, gathering run-
off or flood water forming on large rock surfaces. 
These canals had a gradual slope that followed the 
topography; they were not plastered or covered, as 
the water would run very fast and only for a few 
hours (fig. 6).34 However, some canals are covered 
by stone slabs, which were probably used to prevent 
the evaporation of the water and to maintain it in 
optimal condition (fig. 7). 

34 Al-Muheisen 2009, pp. 147-152.

Figure 7
Left: Cistern D13 with four 
canals funneling water into it
Right: Detail of one of the 
canals with a stone slab 
Photos: ©Sela Archaeological 
Project

Figure 8
Canal C14 with sedimentation 
basin and cistern (D15)
Photo: ©Sela Archaeological 
Project
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Figure 9
Cistern D55 with a 
sedimentation basin
Photo: ©Sela Archaeological 
Project

Figure 10
Pool D61
Photo: ©Sela 
Archaeological Project

Figure 11
Pool D65.
Photo: ©Sela 
Archaeological 
Project
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Rock-cut canals and cisterns should be under-
stood as structures for rainwater harvesting, the 
cisterns for storage, and the canals for rainwater 
distribution and transport. Moreover, other water 
structures like sedimentation basins and pools bear 
witness to the inhabitants’ knowledge of hydraulic 
technology.

Most of the hydraulic installations analyzed 
in Sela, such as piriform cisterns and rock-carved 
canals, have been present since Late Bronze period 
in other Jordanian sites such as Petra,38 in the Negev 
Highlands,39 as well as in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and Southern Levant).40

The local-level water management techniques 
documented in Sela were probably applied in all the 
phases of occupation of the site from the Iron Age 
until the Medieval and Ottoman Periods.41 The 
analysis of samples of plaster from some of the cisterns 
and further archaeological excavation will allow us to 
establish the chronology of the structures. 

We believe that research on rainwater mana-
gement can help to broaden our understanding 
of the population dynamics and water culture in 
southern Transjordan from a diachronic (longue 
durée) perspective.

38 Lindner 1992, p. 146.
39 Ore et Al. 2020.
40 Grasshoff, Meyer 2018; Oleson 2018
41 See Da Riva et Al. in press. 

allowed control of the water that was stored. They 
were usually rectangular and measured roughly 
125 × 80 cm.

5.4 Pools 

Finally, some small storage reservoirs or bodies of 
water have been documented.36 They differ from 
the cisterns in terms of their dimensions and 
typology (always rectangular) and cannot have been 
sedimentation basins, because they do not have an 
exit or entrance canal. These structures would have 
been related to water catchment systems because 
such as they could catch rainfall from larger areas 
(figs. 10-11).37 

6. Conclusions

The 2016 archaeological campaigns in Sela reported 
the existence of a well-developed rainwater mana-
gement system based on a hydrological network for 
collecting, storing, transporting and distributing 
rainwater. 

36 Definition provided by the International Glossary 
of Hydrology, meaning 1102 “pond” or “pool” (WMO/
Unesco Panel on Terminology 2012, p. 45). 

37 Mays 2010, pp. 24-26.
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Abstract

This paper reviews the results of the archaeological investigations at Ziyaret Tepe, located on the river Tigris 
60 km east of Diyarbakir in southeastern Turkey. Known in antiquity as Tušhan, the site was a provincial 
capital and garrison town of the Assyrian Empire. While the project originally expected to have only a few 
years to conduct operations, we were in the end able to work at the site for a period of almost two decades. 
The approaches involved included surface collection, geo-physical prospection, large-scale excavation, targeted 
soundings and material, epigraphic and environmental analyses pursued through multiple techniques. The 
architecture uncovered included the remains of a palace, an administrative building, the defensive wall, a city 
gate and both high and low status housing. Key finds included cremation burials, an archive of cuneiform texts 
dating to the end of the empire, another tablet hinting at the existence of a previously unknown language, 
and evidence for the use of clay tokens in administration in the first millennium BC. Together these finds 
have helped us to document the occupation and utilisation of ancient Tušhan across the whole span of Neo-
Assyrian rule, from its (re-)founding by Ashurnasirpal II in 882 BC to its abandonment as the empire collapsed 
in 611 BC.
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established at Tušhan in the Middle Assyrian 
period by Shalmaneser I (1274-1245 BC), but also 
that this did not last.5 Based on the data from the 
site of Giricano, located across the river and just a 
few kilometres upstream from Ziyaret Tepe, this 
first phase of Assyrian colonies on the upper Tigris 
appears to have continued until early in the reign of 
Aššur-bel-kala (1073-1056 BC).6 One of the legal 
texts from Giricano envisages the possibility that the 
debtor “flees to the mountains”. This calls to mind 
a passage in which Ashurnasirpal II boasts how he 
“brought back the enfeebled Assyrians, who, because 
of hunger and famine, had gone to other lands, to 
the land of Šubria” (see more extensive quotation 
below). Together, these sources hint at a breakdown 
of society in which settlements were abandoned and 
their occupants fled to the mountains. Altogether, a 
foundation by Shalmaneser I and an abandonment 
in the reign of Aššur-bel-kala would mean a 
duration of formal Middle Assyrian rule in the 
upper Tigris region in the order of 170-200 years. 
Archaeologically, at Ziyaret Tepe the first evidence 
for this presence came from ceramics collected in the 
surface survey. But a deep sounding in the palace also 
reached remains of a very substantial building with 
an impressive cobble pavement and a brick floor 
which we tentatively think may belong to the palace, 
or at least a major building, of this earlier occupation.

For the Neo-Assyrian period, the story 
begins again with forays by Tukulti-Ninurta II 
(891-883 BC). This king campaigned in the area 
and successfully extracted tribute from Amme-
ba’li, the local king of the Anatolian state of Bit 
Zamani which was centred on the city of Amida 
(present-day Diyarbakir).7 This renewed Assyrian 
involvement in the north, but it was left to the son 
of Tukulti-Ninurta II, Ashurnasirpal II (883-859 
BC), to establish the Assyrian presence on firm 
foundations. Ashurnasirpal campaigned here in his 
second and fifth years (882 and 879 BC), when a 
revolt of Amme-ba’li was brutally suppressed. This 
paved the way for Ashurnasirpal to implement a 
truly imperial agenda. In his own words:

5 Radner, Schachner 2001, p. 758.
6 Radner 2004, p. 142-143.
7 Grayson 1991, pp. 171-172.

1. Introduction

The exploration of Ziyaret Tepe, the site of the 
ancient Assyrian provincial capital of Tušhan,1 
located 60 km east of Diyarbakir in southeastern 
Turkey (fig. 1), owes its origins to the “GAP” 
project, a colossal programme instituted by the 
Turkish government for the construction of a 
network of hydro-electric dams across southeastern 
Anatolia. In particular, the commencement of the 
long delayed work on construction of the dam at 
Ilısu, on the Tigris approximately 50 km north of 
the border with Iraq, was accompanied by a call to 
archaeologists internationally to collaborate in the 
survey of the 150 km long stretch of the Tigris river 
valley to be affected, to be followed by excavation 
of selected sites. Following the survey work carried 
out by Guillermo Algaze of the University of 
California at San Diego,2 Prof. Timothy Matney 
of the University of Akron, Ohio, commenced a 
new fieldwork project at Ziyaret Tepe in 1997. 
In the end eighteen seasons of fieldwork were 
completed, revealing in the process the remains of 
this massive provincial capital which flourished for 
a period of almost 300 years, from its foundation 
by the Assyrian king Ashurnasirpal II in 882 BC 
to its capture by the armies of the Babylonian 
king Nabopolassar in 611 BC. In so doing, the 
excavations have given us a unique insight into the 
reality of imperial occupation in this part of the 
empire across the entire span of Assyrian rule.3

Prior to the commencement of fieldwork, 
a certain amount was known from cuneiform 
sources about Assyrian activities in the region in 
both Middle Assyrian and Neo-Assyrian times.4 
These texts indicate that a presence had been 

1 For reviews of our knowledge of ancient Tušhan, see 
Radner, Schachner 2001; Roaf in Matney et Al. 2002, 
pp. 49-51; Radner 2014; Wicke 2014. 

2 Algaze 1989; Algaze et Al. 1991.
3 For preliminary reports see Matney 1998; Matney, 

Somers 1999; Matney, Bauer 2000; Matney et Al. 2002, 
2003, 2005, 2007, 2009, 2011, 2015; cf. also MacGinnis, 
Matney 2009; MacGinnis et Al. 2012; Matney et Al. 
2012, 2017, 2018.

4 For a comprehensive study of the Assyrians in 
Anatolia, see Köroǧlu, Adali 2018; for a review of Assyrian 
texts recovered in Anatolia, MacGinnis 2018a.
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also continued a tradition of venerating the Tigris 
at a dramatic location north of modern Lice where 
the river surges out of a vast tunnel which the 
Assyrians took to be the source of the river: “In my 
fifteenth year I marched to the land of Nairi. At the 
head of the Tigris, where its water comes out in a 
mountain cliff, I created an image of my royalty.”10 
Thus, in the mid ninth century BC Tušhan formed 
the northern border of the Assyrian empire, a 
situation which continued until 673 BC, a period 
of over two hundred years. In that year Esarhaddon 
(680-669 BC) invaded across the Tigris, annexing 
Šubria and dividing it into the two new provinces of 
Uppumu and Kullimeri.11 With the border pushed 
further north, Tušhan became an internal part of 
the empire and appears to have remained stable 
until the end. 

as there is (for example, the names of Šubrian kings) suggests 
that it may have been a dialect of Hurrian, a language whose 
only other known relative is Urartian. For more on Šubria, see 
Dezsö 2006; Radner 2006b, Kessler 2012.

10 Grayson 1996, p. 47.
11 Leichty 2011, p. 87 l.1‘-5‘.

I repossessed the fortified cities of Tidu and Sinabu 
which Shalmaneser, king of Assyria, a prince who 
preceded me, had garrisoned on the border of the Nairi 
lands and which the Arameans had captured by force. 
I resettled in their abandoned house and cities the 
Assyrians who had held the fortresses of Assyria in the 
lands of Nairi and whom the Arameans had subdued. 
I placed them in a peaceful abode. I uprooted 1,500 
troops of the ahlamû Arameans belonging to Amme-
ba’li, a man of Bit Zamani, and brought them to 
Assyria. I reaped the harvest of the Nairi lands and 
stored it for the sustenance of my land in the cities 
Tušha, Damdammusa, Sinabu and Tidu.8

 
Subsequently Ashurnasirpal’s son Shalmaneser III 
(858-824 BC) campaigned in Syria and southeastern 
Turkey, strengthening Assyrian control and also 
extracting tribute from Šubria, the kingdom across 
the Tigris directly north of Tušhan.9 Shalmaneser 

8 Grayson 1991, p. 261.
9 Grayson 1996, pp. 65, 104. The Šubrians remain 

enigmatic due to the fact that they did not use writing, or at 
least no written records have been found to date. The linguistic 
affiliation of their language is not certain, but such evidence 

Figure 1
Map of Turkey showing the location of Ziyaret Tepe/Tušhan
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known from the cuneiform sources (fig. 2).12 
Following the Second World War there was also 
a slow stream of data from the excavations of sites 
in Turkey with Assyrian remains, particularly 
Sultantepe in the 1950s, and Gir Nawaz13 and Tille14 
in the 1980s. These lie some distance from the area 
under consideration. Of more direct relevance 
were the excavations conducted at Üçtepe, which 
clarified beyond all doubt the importance of 
that site in the Neo-Assyrian period, although 
also establishing that these remains lay under a 

12 Kessler 1980.
13 Donbaz 1988, Erkenal 1988.
14 Blaylock 2009, 2016a, 2016b; Bunnens 2016, p. 66.

Turning to the archaeological picture, this northern 
area was, until recently, virtually terra incognita. 
In the 1860s, J.G. Taylor, the British consul in 
Diyarbakir, discovered two Assyrian stelae at the 
site of Kurkh (now Uçtepe), and sent these back 
to the British Museum. However, as archaeological 
artefacts they remained in isolation. Little attention 
was paid to this corner of the empire, and such 
research as there was focused principally on attempts 
to match data in the cuneiform texts with sites on the 
ground. Specific to our interests was the observation 
that three major sites east of Diyarbakir – Pornak, 
Uçtepe and Ziyaret Tepe – must correspond to the 
three fortified towns of Sinabu, Tidu and Tušhan 

Figure 2
Map of the upper Tigris region in the Neo-Assyrian period
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Neo-Assyrian inspired shapes, fabrics and surface 
treatments. These morphotypes emulate the ones 
present in the Assyrian heartland … together 
with indigenous traits”.20 Likewise, Ökse and 
his colleagues found Early Iron Age forms with 
horizontal groove, handmade vessels imitating 
Neo-Assyrian standard forms, and wheel-made 
Neo-Assyrian vessels in the same rooms at Zeviya 
Tivilki near the site of the Ilısu Dam; this included 
miniature grooved ware vessels, and the site is also 
notable for the presence of cremation burials, some 
containing cylinder seals in Neo-Assyrian style.21 In 
short, while it is possible to find sites in which the 
ceramic forms are overwhelmingly of an imperial 
Neo-Assyrian style and sites in which the ceramics 
are entirely indigenous, a number of sites have now 
been documented in which these forms are either 
found together, or where standard imperial forms 
are being imitated.

On this basis, the Iron Age sites within the Ilısu 
salvage area can be divided into four categories:

1. sites which are exclusively Assyrian;

2. sites which are predominantly Assyrian;

3. indigenous sites with no evidence of Assyrian 
contact;

4. indigenous sites with some evidence of Assyrian 
contact:

The distribution of these sites is quite distinctive. 
Prior to the advent of Assyrian rule, settlement 
in the area consisted of small villages without 
evident settlement hierarchy.22 Subsequent to the 
Assyrians’ arrival, indigenous sites were confined 
to the foothills, while all the main Assyrian sites are 
located in the floodplain in excellent agricultural 
land. There are, admittedly, procedural issues here. 
Firstly, it is not possible to discern solely from the 
presence of grooved pottery collected in survey 
whether a site was contemporary with the Neo-
Assyrian occupation, or preceded it, or both: it is 
only in the context of a more extended assemblage 
(including, for example, other classes of ceramics, 

20 Guarducci 2011, p. 113.
21 Ökse, Görmüş, Atay 2010.
22 Parker 2003, p. 534.

considerable overburden.15 It was, however, with 
the surveys conducted in advance of the Ilısu dam, 
which began in 1988, that this picture really began 
to change. Sites have been documented from all 
periods from the palaeolithic onwards. Of specific 
relevance to the Assyrian period, over 40 sites from 
the Iron Age have been recorded in the area of the 
projected reservoir. 

In the evaluation of the survey data, a matter 
of key importance is distinguishing Assyrian 
settlements from indigenous sites. This is possible 
on the basis of the ceramics. The repertoire of 
ceramics found at Ziyaret Tepe represents, in many 
respects, the range of forms found widely across 
Neo-Assyrian settlements elsewhere although the 
fabrics differ from those of the imperial heartland.16 
Common forms range from large pithos storage 
vessels to fine palace ware dimpled beakers and 
include a range of standard bowls, cooking, storage 
and other jars, chalices, beakers, bottles, and pot 
stands. The indigenous Iron Age inhabitants, on 
the other hand, used a different ceramic tradition of 
which the most distinctive form is often referred to as 
Grooved (or Groovy) Pottery. These are handmade 
closed bowls with hole mouths and one to four 
incised or excised grooves close to the rim. Kenan 
Tepe, located on the left bank of the Tigris River 
about 5 km north of Ziyaret Tepe, provides good 
examples of the indigenous Iron Age ceramics of this 
type dating from the Early Iron Age.17 At Ziyaret 
Tepe Matney established that this hand-made 
grooved pottery continued to be used into the Neo-
Assyrian period.18 At nearby Hirbemerdon Tepe, 
approximately 25 km downstream from Ziyaret 
Tepe, Guarducci noted the presence of imported 
vessels of Neo-Assyrian imperial manufacture (e.g., 
palace ware vessels), the continuation of decorative 
grooves grounded in “distinctive old indigenous” 
trends, as well as locally-produced ceramics in 
imitation of Neo-Assyrian forms.19 Of the latter he 
notes: “The third group… consists of a number of 

15 Köroǧlu 1998, Çaglari 2006.
16 Matney et Al. 2002; 2009.
17 Parker 2003.
18 Matney et Al. 2009, p. 54; Matney 2010, 

pp. 138-139.
19 Guarducci 2011.
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by the name of Dunnu-ša-Uzibi in such a way 
that it appears highly likely that Giricano must 
be identified with Dunnu-ša-Uzibi and Ziyaret 
Tepe with Tušhan.29

– orthographic stylistics occurring both in texts from 
Ziyaret Tepe and in letters from the royal cor-
respondence from Tušhan found at Nineveh.30

This is the background against which the fieldwork at 
Ziyaret Tepe commenced. The site, which comprises 
a central mound some 22 m high and a surrounding 
lower town of approximately 32 hectares, is 
impressive (fig. 3). Operations began with three 
seasons of topographical mapping (1997-1999), 
ceramic surface collection and geomagnetic survey. 
Right from the beginning, the material yielded by 
the surface collection – both ceramics and occasional 
baked clay “hands of Ištar” – made it clear that an 
Assyrian occupation was a major feature across the 
site. On the high mound this was only one of a long 
sequence of cultural phases, while in the lower town 
there was also evidence for a Late Antique presence 
in multiple areas,31 as well as sporadic medieval and 
Ottoman occupations. 

Two features thrown up early on by the the 
topographical survey and the geomagnetic mapping 
in the lower town were the possible presence of a 
surrounding city wall and of a major architectural 
complex in the southwestern quarter; both were 
later confirmed by subsequent excavation. In all, 
we conducted ten seasons of geophysical survey, 

32 succeeding in the end in mapping the entire 
lower town with magnetic gradiometry. This was 
complemented by resistivity mapping of a significant 
part of the western lower town, producing, among 
other results, an easily readable map of the southern 

29 Radner 2004, p. 76-78; Radner 2006a, p. 274.
30 Parpola 2008, p. 15-17; cf also his note to ZTT No.8 

l.4 (p. 57).
31 Matney 1998, p. 14 and fig. 14; Late Antique levels 

were subsequently excavated in Operations T and U, see 
Matney et Al. 2015, pp. 141-147.

32 For an overview of the geophysical work, from mid-
way through the project, see Matney, Donkin 2006; in 
detail, Matney, Sommers 1999, pp. 210-211; Matney, 
Bauer 2000, pp. 122-135; Matney et Al. 2002, p. 52, 
2003, pp. 198-200, 2005, pp. 40-42, 2007, pp. 48-49, 2011, 
pp. 94-95.

fibulae and arrowheads), that a narrower dating 
of any particular site can be secured. Secondly, 
the co-existence of typical Assyrian ceramics and 
grooved pottery may have explanations connected 
with function and status, as well as ethnicity.23 
Nevertheless, and with this caveat, survey data firmly 
suggests that the frontier between the Assyrian 
empire and the indigenous cultures of the upper 
Tigris straddled the Tigris-Batman confluence,24 
and also that to some degree Assyrian ceramics 
percolated up the valleys of the rivers tributary to 
the Tigris.25 This pattern conforms very much with 
the assessment of Wilkinson that “the Late Assyrian 
settlement program appears to have been one of 
infilling, with new settlements being established 
on former marginal or other land”.26 When fully 
developed, the countryside was peppered by small 
agrarian communities, many of which will have 
been populated by deportees. In the case of Tušhan 
this picture is illustrated both by survey data and by 
data in the texts from the site itself in which there is 
evidence for farmsteads identified by name.27 

2. The site

When the fieldwork at Ziyaret Tepe commenced, 
it was not certain whether it corresponded to 
Sinabu, Tidu or Tušhan. Now we are fairly certain 
that the site comprises the remains of Tušhan. In 
addition to the sheer size of the site, there are a 
number of additional arguments for supporting this 
identification:

– a loan of grain made by the governor in one of 
the texts excavated at Ziyaret Tepe, suggesting 
that the site was the seat of a governor (although 
the area of his jurisdiction is not specified);28

– the Middle Assyrian texts from Giricano which 
record loans of barley from Tušhan to a village 

23 Konyar 2005; D’Agostino 2014, 2016.
24 Algaze et Al. 1991, p. 183; Parker 1997, p. 233
25 Particularly the Garzan Su, which Parker (1997, 

p. 229) suggests may have been on a route leading up to Urartu.
26 Wilkinson 1995, p. 149.
27 e.g. Parpola, 2008, ZTT Nos. 12, 15, 23.
28 ZTT 14 – see Parpola 2008, p. 76-78.
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palace of the Assyrian governor (Operation A/N).33 
Built out of high quality bricks made out of fresh red 
clay, this building must, at least in its original phase, 
be the very palace referred to by Ashurnasirpal II:

I approached the city of Tušhan. I took Tušhan in hand 
for renovation. I cleared away its old wall, delineated 
its area, reached its foundation pit and built, completed 
and decorated in splendid fashion a new wall from top 
to bottom. A palace for my royal residence I founded 
inside. I made doors and hung them in its doorways. 
The palace I built and completed from top to bottom. I 
made an image of myself of white limestone and wrote 
thereon praise of the extraordinary power and heroic 
deeds which had been accomplished in the lands of 
Nairi. I erected it in the city of Tušhan. I inscribed my 

33 Matney et Al. 2002, pp. 53-59, 2003, pp. 186-187, 
2009, pp. 38-51, 2011, pp. 69-83, 2015, pp. 127-132.

city gate, the fortification walls and towers, an open 
courtyard and a series of storage rooms (fig. 4); all of 
these were again later confirmed by excavation. We 
also made a somewhat more limited use of ground-
penetrating radar. Throughout the fieldwork, the 
data generated by these geophysical prospections 
fed into the selection of areas for excavation. 

In the ensuing seasons, excavation was carried 
out in twenty-four areas distributed across the high 
mound and the lower town (fig. 5).

3. The palace of the governor

In the very first season of excavation investigation of 
a baked brick feature eroding out of the upper slopes 
of the high mound led to what was to be one of the 
most spectacular of the finds at Ziyaret Tepe, the 

Figure 3
View of the site of Ziyaret Tepe from the southwest
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Figure 4
Resistivity plot of the southwestern lower town clearly showing the fortification wall and related features

Figure 5
Topographical map of Ziyaret Tepe showing the location of excavation areas
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east, of which an area measuring over 25 × 20 m was 
excavated, was closed by a huge double-wing door 
whose massive stone door-sockets and socket-covers 
were found still in situ. This courtyard represents 
the inner, private part of the building, and had a 
domestic wing on its northern side. Within this 
wing were two ablution facilities made of baked 
brick partly covered in bitumen. They connected to 
a larger sewage system comprising a drain and a deep 
cess-pit constructed out of brick and stone.35 

An unexpected and astonishing find was the 
discovery of five primary cremation burials located 
underneath the baked brick paving in the open 
courtyard. These were shallow rectangular pits 
between 1.40 m and 2 m in length, with semi-circular 
protrusions at their narrow ends. Traces of brightly 
burnt orange soil on the inside indicate that burning 
took place on the spot. Similar to Roman bustum-
type cremations, after lifting an area of paving in 
the courtyard a pit was dug and a pyre constructed 

35 Wicke, Greenfield 2013, cf. figs. 1 and 2 for a plan.

monumental inscription and deposited it in its wall. 
I brought back the enfeebled Assyrians who because of 
hunger and famine had gone up into the mountains to 
the land of Shubria. I settled them in the city Tušhan.

The palace has three Neo-Assyrian phases, as well 
as a phase from the earlier Middle Assyrian period. 
The earliest Neo-Assyrian phase which we reached 
during excavations was located too deep to allow 
extensive investigation and could only be uncovered 
on a limited scale, and the nature of the building 
remains elusive. The uppermost phase, just below 
the surface, was mostly eroded and disturbed by 
later pits. Only the second phase could be properly 
documented (fig. 6). The plan can be reconstructed 
as having had at least two courtyards – an outer 
courtyard (bābānu) for public business and an inner 
domestic courtyard (bītānu) – divided by a range 
of rooms which contained the principal reception 
suite. As such, it follows the standard plan of 
Assyrian palaces.34 The access to the courtyard to the 

34 See most recently Kertai 2015.

Figure 6
Plan of the architecture 
of Phase 2 of the 
palace excavated in 
Operation A/N with 
suggested approximate 
reconstruction
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rows high (fig. 8).37 Each scale has a raised ridge 
to add strength, and holes for attaching the scales 
both to each other and to an underlying leather or 
woollen garment. Each piece also has one of the 
long sides bent upwards, possibly to lock the scales 
together and keep them in place. 

With regards to food production, while we 
did not discover the palace kitchens, analysis of 
the archaeozoological material retrieved during 
excavation has demonstrated that a variety of 
food processing activities took place, mainly in the 
courtyard. The great bulk of the animal remains are 
of domesticated sheep/goat, bovids and pig, and the 
indications are that the entire animal was processed 
in the building.38

The reception suite was a large, rectangular room 
whose painted wall decoration and rails for a mobile 
hearth are typical of the reception rooms in Assyrian 
palaces; this must correspond to the governor’s 
throne room. The wall paintings consisted of 
colourful floral and geometric patterns, comparable 
to examples from Nimrud, where they are dated 
to the second half of the eighth century BC.39 One 

37 Wicke 2018.
38 Wicke, Greenfield 2013, pp. 80-88; Greenfield, 

Wicke, Matney 2013.
39 Wicke, Greenfield 2013, pp. 65-72, Pl. xxxI b-c.

in it, the body placed on top and the burial goods 
arranged around it. The protrusions at each end 
were probably flues to facilitate the movement of 
air for combustion. Once the flames in the pit had 
died down, further burial goods were placed inside 
around the edges; the cremation was then covered 
with soil and the courtyard area repaved. The burials 
contain human remains of most likely just one 
individual each. In only two cases were we able to 
identify the remains more closely, one a male aged 
between 30-50 years and one a female aged between 
30-45 years. The grave goods are elite – decorative 
furniture elements made of ivory and bronze, a 
large number of bronze and stone vessels, beads, a 
very fine seal (fig. 7). The location of these burials 
– inside the house – and the type of burial goods 
are in accordance with Assyrian burial customs. 
But the cremation of the body is, significantly, 
not in accord with Assyrian beliefs. The combined 
phenomenon would there appear to be a textbook 
case of syncretisation; it leaves open the question as 
to who these individuals were, and why they were 
buried here in this way.36

Another interesting discovery, from the floor 
of the courtyard, was a piece of overlapping scale 
armour with scales preserved six rows wide and five 

36 Wicke 2013 for a summary.

Figure 7
Stamp seal from a cremation burial 
showing a worshipper 
before a seated deity

Figure 8
Drawing by Paola Pugsley of the scale armour 
from the floor of the palace



West & East 95 Monografie, 3

Eighteen years on the frontiers of Assyria: the Ziyaret Tepe Archaeological Project

(Hebrew, Aramaic and Phoenician) can all be ruled 
out. By a process of elimination, we believe that these 
names most probably belong to the linguistic milieu 
of the Zagros mountains, in which case these women 
almost certainly represent a population element 
deported from that region. This scenario would make 
very good sense in the context of the expansion of 
the Assyrian empire eastwards and the creation of 
provinces in the trans-Zagros region from the time of 
Tiglath-pileser III (745-727 BC) onwards.

North of the palace, a step trench was executed 
down the eastern slope of the mound (Operation E) 
in order to recover evidence for the overall history 
of the site.41 While the layers of wash towards the 
bottom of the mound meant that we were unable to 
carry this trench down to the natural, this work did 
establish a cultural sequence dating back to at least 
the late fourth millennium BC; the results of the 
surface survey, however, established that occupation 
of the site goes back to at least the late Neolithic.

4. High mound – Operation L 

On the northern edge of the western high mound, 
an area of 400 m2 exposed after an earlier series of 
small test pits (Operation I) running along an East-
West transect yielded evidence of well-preserved 
mudbrick architecture. Excavations were undertaken 
between 2004 and 2008 under the successive 
direction of Jeff Szuchman and Sara Kayser in 
the initial season and, subsequently, Kemalettin 
Köroğlu42 Six occupational levels ranging from the 
Ottoman (L1), Medieval (L2), Hellenistic (L3), 
Neo-Assyrian (L4), Early Iron (L5), and Middle 
Assyrian (L6) periods were documented.43 Of 
particular interest for the understanding of the 
regional history of the Upper Tigris was the recovery 
of clear stratigraphic evidence for an occupational 
hiatus between the Middle Assyrian and Neo-
Assyrian imperial settlements.

41 Roaf in Matney et Al. 2002, pp. 62-68, 2003, 
pp. 177-186, 2005, pp. 21-26.

42 Matney et Al. 2005, pp. 35-37, 2007, pp. 24-47, 
2009, pp. 52-57.

43 Matney et Al. 2009.

find of exceptional importance in the throne room 
was the discovery of a large tablet inscribed with two 
columns of cuneiform on each side listing female 
names (fig. 9).40 These women must have been on 
the books of the palace, though whether as weavers, 
agricultural labourers or in some other role is not 
possible to say. However, what is most interesting is 
that linguistic analysis establishes that, for the great 
majority, not only are the names not Assyrian, but nor 
do they belong to any of the known languages of the 
ancient near east. With just one or two exceptions, 
Hurrian, Luwian, Urartian, Old Persian, Elamite, 
Babylonian, Arabic, Egyptian and West Semitic 

40 MacGinnis 2012a.

Figure 9
Tablet ZTT 30, a list of women, the majority of whose 
names do not belong to any of the  known languages of 
the ancient near east
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The second example comes from level L5 in 
Operation L. Over the course of the excavations, 
an important building centred around an open 
courtyard was recorded in Operation L, level L4.45 
The ceramic assemblage from primary contexts 
within the building allowed for its dating to the 
Late Assyrian period. Subsequent removal of the 
floor and walls uncovered an occupational layer 
without architectural remains and characterized by 
two large pits (L-831 and L-840) with flat bottoms 
(fig. 10). The excavators noted that one of the pits 
was filled with fine ash and very small amounts of 
charcoal, similar to the residues left behind from the 
burning of animal dung.46 The ceramic assemblage 
comprised the Grooved Ware noted above and a 
painted ware with parallels in the Keban, Karakaya, 

45 Matney et Al. 2009, pp. 54-56.
46 Matney et Al. 2009, p. 55.

5. Aramean interlude

As noted above, the cuneiform record suggests that 
there was a hiatus in Assyrian imperial control of 
the Upper Tigris region from a point during or after 
the reign of Aššur-bel-kala until the rebuilding of 
Tušhan by Ashurnasirpal II. Support for this nearly 
two centuries gap in the Assyrian occupation is 
provided by the excavation of two areas at Ziyaret 
Tepe. In Operation E, a large pit (E-032) containing 
Early Iron Age ceramics was uncovered in the step 
trench on the eastern edge of the high mound. 
This pit, possibly initially used for storage, was cut 
down into a previous Middle Assyrian occupational 
surface and was itself sealed by a small Neo-Assyrian 
room, both dated by in situ ceramics.44

44 Roaf in Matney et Al. 2002, pp. 62-68, fig. 22.

Figure 10
Grain storage pits from the "Aramaic interlude", excavated in Operation L on the high mound
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and western (Operation Y) sides.49 The wall sat 
atop a raised earthwork 4m in height that ringed 
the lower town and may have been as much as 6m 
wide. It would have presented an imposing barrier 
to advancing armies. 

We next turned our attention to investigating 
another feature appearing in the geophysical pro-
spections, a large rectangular structure astride the 
fortification wall which could only be a gate. These 
images were intriguing, but there are questions to 
which the remote sensing cannot sup ply the answers. 
Was the gate a single chambered structure or did it 
have multiple chambers? Might there be evidence for 
phasing and rebuildings? Nor of course can remote 
sensing provide artefactual and ecofactual material. 
In these circumstances the decision was taken to 
undertake a major excavation (Operation Q).50 
The aim was to completely excavate this gateway 
through all phasings down to foundation level in 
order to gain insights into its complete occupational 
and architectural history and to recover a full record 
of the associated small finds, ceramic sequence and 
ecofactual data. 

The excavations revealed that there were four 
main phases of construction, each marked by a 
considerable raising of the floor level (fig. 11). As 
Tušhan was refounded by Ashurnasirpal II in 882 
BC and was occupied until 611 BC – a period of 
271 years – the implication is that each phase was 
in use for a period of approximately 60-70 years. 
In Phase III the approach to the outer threshold 
was reinforced with massive stones slabs sloping 
down to the threshold itself. Signs of wear on 
these slabs indicated the passage of wheeled traffic 
with an axial span of 2 m. In at least the final phase 
the street ran out between two projecting walls 
flanking the gate. 

Plentiful evidence was recovered for the domestic 
use of the gate chambers, particularly in the eastern 
chamber. The Phase III chamber had a bench and 
a hearth protected by an L-shaped installation 
(fig. 12). Two “knuckle bones” – actually the unfused 
metapodials of sheep – found on the floor (fig. 13), 

49 Operation D: Matney et Al. 2002, pp. 60-62; 
Operation K: Matney et Al. 2005, pp. 32-33, 2015, 
pp. 132-138; Operation Y: Matney et Al. 2015, pp. 153-156.

50 Matney et Al. 2009, pp. 61-63, 2011, pp. 89-93.

Van, and Transcaucasian regions.47 These ceramics 
are of Early Iron Age date, although the presence 
of similar forms in a deposit in Level 5 shows that 
they continued into the Neo-Assyrian period 
(Middle Iron Age) in small proportions compared 
to the imperial forms and wares. Beneath this layer 
was an occupational level of which only mud floors 
and traces of wall foundations survived. Based on 
the similarities to the stratigraphic sequence of 
Operation E, these remains were tentatively dated 
to the Middle Assyrian period.

The archaeological sequence at Ziyaret Tepe 
appears to correlate well with the interpretation of 
the cuneiform texts which argues for a substantial 
period in which Assyrian imperial occupation at the 
site was interrupted. During this timeframe, there is 
no definitive proof that the site was occupied year-
round. Rather, the large pits represent a use of the 
high mound by a group using a very different ceramic 
assemblage who themselves appear to have been 
largely replaced by the arrival of the Neo-Assyrians 
in the early ninth century BC. The possible identity 
of these people is discussed below.

6. Lower town

Moving down from the high mound, we also con-
ducted operations in the lower town in all but one of 
the excavation seasons at the site. These investigations 
revealed remains of defensive architecture, elite 
residences and a major administrative complex.48

6.1 Fortification wall and city gate

The very first work was on the fortification wall. 
As mentioned, the line of the city wall can, in 
places, be clearly seen in the imagery from both the 
magneto metry and resistivity surveys. Segments of 
the wall were then successively exposed along the 
eastern (Operation D), southern (Operation K) 

47 See Matney et Al. 2009, p. 56 for references.
48 Small exposures of Assyrian remains were also exposed 

at the western end in Operation J (Smith in Matney et Al. 
2003, pp. 191-194) and towards the middle of the lower town 
in Operation P (Kertai in Matney et Al. 2009, pp. 63-64).
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Figure 11

(a) Final photograph 
of the excavations 
of the southern city 
gate excavated in 
Operation Q; 

(b) plans of the four 
phases of the gate

(a)

(b)
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Figure 12
The eastern chamber in the city gate

Figure 13
"Knuckle bones" 
from the floor of the 
eastern gate chamber
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6.3 Elite residences

In several places (Operations G, M, U) we came 
down onto the remains of elite residences, and in one 
case (Operation G) we excavated the building in its 
entirety (fig. 15, eastern building).53 This building 
demonstrates a number of characteristics typical 
of high status architecture: firstly, its impressive 
size, measuring in at 25 × 38 m; secondly, the high 
quality of the masonry, with walls up to 1.80 m 
thick; thirdly, the presence of pithoi (huge storage 
jars, fig. 16), indicating the storage of agricultural 
surplus; and fourthly, the surfacing of the courtyard 
with a beautiful pebble mosaic pavement made 
from black and white river stones arranged in 
checkerboard fashion. The residence had eleven 
rooms. The main entrance was on the east through 
a doorway paved with stones slabs. This led through 
a hall into a central courtyard, around which the 
remaining rooms were arranged. Two soundings 
were carried out in Operation G. The first of these 
was undertaken in order to determine the depth of 
the building’s foundations, which turned out to be 
five courses of bricks deep, about 70 cm. The second 
sounding was carried out in order to establish the 
overall depth of cultural deposits in the site, which 
proved to be a little over 3 m.

6.4 Administrative buildings

Perhaps the most exciting find in the lower town 
was the discovery of a very substantial administrative 
complex, directly adjacent to the residence on its 
western side. Work on this building took place over a 
period of more than ten years (Operations G/R/W).54 
Excavating in a progression of 10 × 10 m squares (in 
the end, twenty-two in all), we were able to recover 
almost the whole plan of the building (fig. 15, western 
building). However, due to the fact that at the end 
of each season we had to backfill the area excavated 

53 Operation G: Matney et Al. 2002, pp. 69-70, 2003, 
pp. 187-188, 2005, p. 27; Operation M: Matney et Al. 2005, 
pp. 41-42, 2015, pp. 138-141; Operation U: Matney et Al. 
2015, pp. 143-147.

54 Matney et Al. 2003, pp. 188-191, 2005, pp. 27-31, 
2009, pp. 59-61, 2011, pp. 83-88, 2015, pp. 151-153.

which compare to the pair of “osselets” found on 
the floor of the gate chamber of the northeastern 
gate at Til Barsip, 51 were certainly used in gaming – 
something attested from the time of Homer onwards. 
One can conjure up images of soldiers on night duty 
huddled over the fire whiling away the hours at dice. 
On the inside of the city wall were the remains of a 
small complex built up against the gate. The rooms 
of this complex must surely have been for the use 
of the soldiers on duty, either rooms to which the 
soldiers might retire when their watch was complete, 
or perhaps an office for their superiors.

6.2 Barracks

Excavations just inside the city wall uncovered 
a structure tentatively identified as a military 
barracks block (Operation K).52 The section 
excavated consisted of eight rooms built around 
a semi-open space (fig. 14). It is evident from the 
tannurs that two rooms were used for cooking 
purposes, while a series of five rooms measuring 
approximately 4 × 3 m are laid out in a row parallel 
to the city wall. The proximity of the structure 
to the city’s south gate, as well as its being built 
parallel to the city wall, and most importantly the 
fact that the series of rooms have a direct outdoor 
exit, do not give the impression of a household 
plan. We think for these reasons that these may 
be the remains of a military barracks. What is 
interesting is that the unit was built twice, one 
version on top of the other, using the same plan. It 
appears that once the building associated with the 
earlier level collapsed, the area was levelled down 
to its foundations and a new building, shifted some 
80-90 cm to the south, was constructed with the 
same plan. Room functions were not changed; for 
example, rooms with tannurs (Rooms A and F) 
in the earlier level had tannurs again in the later 
level, and Room C similarly contained two burials 
underneath its floor on both levels.

51 Thureau-Dangin, Dunand 1936, p. 130.
52 Matney et Al. 2005, pp. 31-35, 2015, pp. 132-138.
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Figure 14
Plan of the barracks complex 
excavated in Operation K

Figure 15
Plan of the architecture excavated 
in Operation G/R, the residence 
on the east and the administrative 
complex on the west
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Figure 16
Pithos lying on the floor in Room 10 of the 
administrative building in Operation G/R

Figure 17
Stamped pithos sherd from the 
Operation G/R administrative complex

Figure 18
ZTT 32, a pierced tag with cuneiform label
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the texts suggests that it was perhaps the office of the 
city treasurer. 

6.5 Tokens

The corpus of clay tokens from Ziyaret Tepe – small 
baked clay pieces in a variety of basic geometric 
shapes such spheres, cones, discs, cylinders and others 
(fig. 19) – is of extraordinary interest.56 The sheer 
number of these tokens – in the end nearly 500 were 
found – is impressive. In fact, almost two thirds of 
these came from a single room in the administrative 
complex, Room 37. This is clearly not a coincidence. 
Room 37 controls the passage from a working 
entrance at the back of the building to the archival 
chambers, strongly suggesting that the tokens were 
being employed to record information coming 
from outside – whether sacks of grain immediately 
outside or reports coming in from flocks out in the 
countryside – before this information was forwarded 
for entering in the cuneiform bookkeeping. In other 
words, the tokens constituted a system for keeping 
tallies and dynamic totals of agricultural produce 
and livestock. The system was flexible, could preserve 
information over extended periods of time and did 
not require literacy. While the precise meanings 
which the tokens encoded is not yet known – did 
different shapes represent different animals or 
commodities, or different quantities, or even an 
embodiment of both? – it should be stressed that 
the use of tokens has a long history in Mesopotamia, 
going back to at least the fourth millennium BC, 
when they are thought to have played a role in the 
process leading up to the invention of writing. But 
the fact that tokens were still being used in the first 
millennium BC, and specifically in Neo-Assyrian 
administration, was not appreciated. It now seems 
clear that the use of tokens survived long after the 
invention of writing, continuing as a “para-literate” 
system for the temporary recording of quantities 
of commodities prior to entries being made into 
the cuneiform record-keeping. The evidence from 
Ziyaret Tepe has been pivotal in demonstrating that 
this was the case.

56 MacGinnis et Al. 2014.

in order to return the land to agricultural use, we 
never actually saw the building like this in its entirety. 
The complex was built around two courtyards, once 
again surfaced with pebble mosaic pavements. The 
finds included weights, sealings, cuneiform tablets, 
pithoi and hundreds of clay tokens. Two sherds from 
pithoi had been stamped with impressions of stamp 
seals prior to firing (fig. 17), doubtless as a mark of 
administrative authority. However, the jewel in 
the crown is the archive of cuneiform tablets.55 All 
together 29 tablets were recovered; originally stored 
either in baskets or on shelves, they were found on 
the floors of Room 9 and 10 in a fragmentary and 
parlous state which required very careful handling, 
first allowed to dry out slowly and then baked under 
controlled conditions. The configuration of these 
two rooms, a long rectangular room entered from a 
courtyard with a small square chamber leading off it 
at the back, is typical of archival units. The contents 
of the tablets include movements of grain, the loan of 
a slave, lists of personnel, the resettlement of people 
and a census enumerating military officers and 
their agricultural holdings. But the majority of the 
tablets deal with transactions of barley – deliveries 
from outlying farmsteads, loans and payments for 
rations – and there can be no doubt that this was a 
major concern of the establishment; this conclusion 
is also indicated by the presence of the numerous 
pithoi in the complex. The amounts of grain listed in 
the texts vary from just 2 to 38,000 l. But the office 
actually had multiple jurisdictions, and in addition 
to the administration of grain, had responsibilities 
concerning the harem, the temple of Ištar and the 
military. Other commodities handled were metals, 
woods, wool, textiles and leather. A degree of 
corroboration comes from the discovery of a stone 
‘duck weight’ found in the building which weighed 
30 kg, corresponding exactly to one Assyrian talent: 
this would have been used for the weighing of metal, 
textiles and bitumen. Another artifact of interest 
is the unusual tablet ZTT 32 which had been 
deliberately pierced, evidently to allow a cord to be 
passed through for attaching as a tag to a container 
or a bundle of materials (fig. 18). As to the precise 
identification of the building, the information from 

55 Parpola 2008.
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Figure 19
Baked clay tokens from the lower town 
administrative building

Figure 20
Detail of the pebble mosaic pavement 
from Courtyard 2 in the residence in 
Operation G/R

6.6 Mosaic pavements

We were fortunate enough in the course of the 
work at Ziyaret Tepe to fully expose three “pebble 
mosaic”, pavements made of black and white squares 
of pebbles from the river laid out in checkerboard 
fashion.57 The first was uncovered in 2001, in the 

57 Matney et Al. 2002, p. 69, 2003, p. 188, 2005, p. 29, 
2011, p. 83, 2015, p. 151; and see Bunnens 2016, pp. 66-67; 
a very small part of a fourth mosaic was also revealed near the 
entrance into the complex on the northwestern side.

first season of excavation at Operation G, and 
its discovery was a welcome confirmation that 
the lower town was indeed the site of important 
Assyrian remains. In terms of design, the pavements 
can be made up of either just plain black and white 
squares, or of more elaborate designs, particularly 
“St. Andrew’s” (diagonal) crosses (fig. 20), with the 
squares made out of alternating triangles of black 
and white, and rosettes. 

Pebble mosaics are among the defining features 
of Assyrian elite architecture. They are found 
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leeks and salad greens in their home gardens to 
supplement their meals. One hoard of safflower was 
discovered in the Bronze Palace on the acropolis.  
Safflower could both have been used as a flavouring 
oil and have been processed into a red dye for textile 
production. There is no evidence at Ziyaret Tepe 
for the presence of flax, which could have been used 
to produce linen. In lieu of flax-based linen, the 
people of Ziyaret Tepe must have relied on sheep’s 
wool to create cloth. Although sesame is regularly 
mentioned in Assyrian texts, only a few seeds of 
sesame were found at Ziyaret Tepe, so it appears 
that sesame oil did not feature prominently in the 
cuisine of the inhabitants. Agriculture at Ziyaret 
Tepe would have relied on the winter rains to water 
the crops. Fields of cereals and legumes would have 
been planted in the fall and harvested the following 
the spring. It is possible that the Assyrians at 
Ziyaret Tepe built irrigation canals to additionally 
inundate the fields with water from the Tigris River, 
but no conclusive evidence for irrigation has been 
discovered at the site. In the summer, shepherds 
would have taken their herds of sheep, goat and 
cattle into the higher and cooler foothills that 
surround the river valley, where livestock could 
graze on clovers, grasses and shrubs of the steppe. 
In the winter, these same animals would have been 
stabled at Ziyaret Tepe and fed fodder from stocks 
of barley and legumes stored.

The excavations also uncovered a huge number 
of animal bones from a wide range of contexts from 
both elite and non-elite areas.63 It is clear that the 
animal economy of Tušhan was principally based 
on the herding of domestic species, and the most 
frequent animals found, common to all classes, are 
sheep and goats, followed by cattle and domestic 
pig. But social differences emerge among the 
remaining components of the diet. Up in the palace 
there is evidence for the consumption of high status 
wild animals such as deer and boar as well as exotic 
birds and fish, and also that the elite dined upon 
choicer cuts of meat. The lower echelons by contrast 
supplemented their diet with small deer, hare, 
tortoise and frog. 

63 For the archaeozoological analyses see Greenfield 
2014, 2016; Greenfield, Wicke, Matney 2013; Wicke, 
Greenfield 2013; Greenfield, Rosenzweig 2015.

across the empire, or at least the northern half of 
the empire, from southeastern Turkey, through 
northern Syria to northern Iraq, used in palaces, 
temples, major administrative buildings and man-
sions of the elite.58 The first chequerboard mosaic 
pavements to be discovered were at Assur, Arslan 
Tash and Til Barsip, all in the earlier part of 
the twentieth century. In the 1980s a splendid 
example was uncovered by the British expedition 
at the site of Tille, on the Euphrates in Adıyaman 
province, in the salvage operations in advance of 
the Birecik Dam.59 Most recently of all, in 2014 
the excavations at Carchemish of Prof. Nicolò 
Marchetti of Bologna University have revealed 
a fine chequerboard pavement which formed 
part of the palace built there by Sargon II.60 The 
pavements from Ziyaret Tepe fit into this pattern 
very well. It is not excluded that theses mosaics 
may also have existed in other parts of the empire 
– down the Mediterranean coast in the west and in 
Babylonia in the south – but none have so far been 
found. But extending the horizons further to the 
east and west, it is noteworthy that examples have 
been excavated both in western Iran, at the site of 
Rabat Tepe, and in Spain, at the site of Cástula, 
where the concept may have been transmitted by 
the Phoenecians.61

7. Environmental evidence

At Ziyaret Tepe we found a typical assortment of 
ancient Near Eastern crops: barley, wheat, lentils, 
peas, vetches, grapes and figs.62 These foodstuffs 
would have been produced by farms throughout 
the fertile lands of the upper Tigris river valley 
and brought to Ziyaret Tepe as taxes to be 
redistributed by the Assyrian state. There is very 
little archaeobotanical evidence for vegetables, but 
we can presume that people grew onions, garlic, 

58 Bunnens 2016.
59 Blaylock 2009, 2016a, 2016b.
60 Marchetti 2015, p. 24.
61 Bunnens 2016, p. 68.
62 For the archaeobotanical analyses see Rosenzweig 

2014; Greenfield, Rosenzweig 2015.
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the principal temple of the city has not been found, 
there is one building in the lower town which 
appears to have been converted into a shrine, for 
which fragments of wall paintings, including a 
figure standing on a lion and the points of a star, 
suggest an association with Ištar.69 But the best 
evidence comes from Tell Tayinat, ancient Unqu/
Patinu, where the Assyrian city appears to have had 
a sacred precinct with two temples in antis arranged 
around a courtyard.70 These temples are small, but 
no less important for that. Of exceptional interest 
at Tayinat is the collection of cuneiform tablets 
found on the floor of Temple xVI.71 These included 
a copy of the loyalty oath sworn to Esarhaddon in 
672 BC.72 One result of this has been to finish once 
and for all the debate as to whether these loyalty 
oaths were imposed on select groups in the Assyrian 
heartland, just on the eastern dominions, or on 
an empire-wide basis. But another implication is 
that the temple was clearly the seat of the divine 
legitimation of Assyrian rule in Unqu. This begs 
an important question – to which deity was this 
temple dedicated? The leading candidates must be 
Aššur, Ištar and Nabû. At Nimrud, the copies of the 
vassal treaty were found in the temple of Nabû, and 
this must be a possibility. On the other hand, the 
treaties were sworn to “Aššur, king of the gods” and 
a temple to Aššur would therefore be plausible; this 
does, however, come up against the problem that, 
as far as we know, and unlike the case with other 

Sin of Harran, by the contents of the literary texts which point 
towards a temple library and school, and by administrative texts 
referring to a temple and to offerings of Sin (cf. MacGinnis 
2018a). Note that Bunnens (2016, p. 66) has reached the 
conclusion that the courtyarded building at Tille was also a 
temple.

69 Bunnens 2006, pp. 68-69; the iron trident found on 
the floor could be an accoutrement of the Storm-God, but it is 
not excluded that it can also have been a weapon of Ištar.

70 Harrison 2012a, 2012b. It is interesting to note that 
what appears to be a temple of similar Langraum design, with a 
podium of baked bricks at the back reached by a low staircase, 
was a component in the damaged remains of the Assyrian 
fortress at Tell Abu Salima (Sheikh Zuweid) excavated by 
Flinders Petrie for the British School of Archaeology in Egypt 
in 1935–1936 (Petrie, Ellis 1937, pp. 6-7; cf. Reich 1984). 
However, it is not possible to say absolutely whether or not this 
was a temple in antis due to the fact that the outer half of the 
unit is missing.

71 Lauinger 2011.
72 Lauinger 2012.

7.1 The layout of the site

The site morphology of Ziyaret Tepe, a central 
mound with a surrounding lower town, is an 
established type for Assyrian provincial cities, 
made by taking over pre-existing regional centres 
and applying a standard model used for creating 
provincial capitals and other major outposts in 
newly acquired territories.64 Key elements were 
the laying out and construction of a city wall, the 
building of a palace and the erection of a stele of the 
king.65 A good expression of this is found in a letter 
from Liphur-Bel, governor of Amidi:

The king my lord knows that [...] years ago I built a 
town on the king’s fields. Under the aegis of the king my 
lord I have bought and added to it 400 hectares of field 
from the subjects of Ašipâ. I have erected a fort there. The 
perimeter of the town is [...] cubits. I have built a royal 
palace and drawn the king’s likeness. I have placed 200 
stone slabs there and settled the king’s subjects there.66 

This model can be seen wherever major Assyrian 
provincial sites have been investigated – Tell 
Ahmar, Tell Sheikh Hamad, Tell Tayinat, Arslan 
Taṣ are leading examples. 

While generally not expressly mentioned in 
the royal inscriptions, undoubtedly these cities 
must also have had temples. There are occasional 
archaeological corroborations of this. At Harran 
there are tantalising hints that the Neo-Assyrian 
temple cannot be far below the surface, while we 
know from texts that an akītu house was built in the 
city by Sargon and reconstructed by Ashurbanipal.67 
At Sultan Tepe the excavators were of the opinion 
that a (relatively restricted) section of monumental 
architecture exposed on the high mound was 
likewise part of a temple.68 At Tell Ahmar, while 

64 Cf. Manuelli 2009.
65 Sadly, we did not find any stelae in our excavations; 

as demonstrated by Kessler there is no reason to accept the 
proposal that the “Kurkh monoliths” were actually found in 
Ziyaret Tepe rather than Kurkh/Üçtepe (Kessler 1980, 
pp. 116-20; cf. also Roaf in Matney et Al. 2002, p. 49).

66 Lanfranchi, Parpola 1990 No. 15.
67 Barcina 2017, p. 100, n. 48, p. 116.
68 Lloyd, Gokçe 1953, p. 43 – this conclusion was 

supported by the discovery of a stele depicting the standard of 
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encompassing all prestigious cult centres in Assyria,78 
and that “the akītu in Assyria became, by the end of 
Esarhaddon’s reign, the epitome of imperial unity, 
the lynchpin that allowed for each major cultic site 
in Assyria to share a common festival name and 
the values that went with it, even if Assyrian values 
were deliberately stamped on the Babylonian akītu 
to differentiate it.”79

Notwithstanding the answer to those questions, 
it is entirely conceivable that at Ziyaret Tepe there 
were other temples in addition to the temple to 
Ištar of Nineveh and the akītu house. For one thing, 
there may have been temples to other Assyrian gods. 
At Khorsabad, for example, there were temples to at 
least Nabû, Šamaš, Sin, Ninurta, Nergal, Adad, Ea, 
Ištar, (Šarrat) Kidmuri, the Ṣibitti and Adad-of-the 
Rain.80 At Assur, Nineveh and Kalhu the number 
will have been much greater – dozens of temples, 
with hundreds of subsidiary shrines. For another 
thing, all of the regional centres conquered by the 
Assyrians will have also had their own pre-existing 
autochthonous deities.81 Very likely these retained 
their temples, although there must, surely, have been 
some conflict of interest in retaining these deities 
“in power”; on paper, at least, this was resolved by 
the requirement of subject peoples to acknowledge 
the supremacy of Aššur.82 

8. City planning

From the initial survey of the topography and the 
distribution of surface finds in 1997, the basics of 
a city plan for the Neo-Assyrian levels at Ziyaret 
Tepe were reasonably clear: a high mound or citadel 
at the northern edge of the settlement surrounded 

78 Barcina 2017, pp. 115-116.
79 Barcina 2017, p. 124.
80 The first seven of these excavated on the citadel, the last 

four referred to in SAA I 114; the temple of the Ṣibitti has also 
been excavated (Safar 1957); for Šarrat-Kidmuri see Reade 
2002 pp. 145-156 and Krebernik 2009; for the indications 
that Marduk was also worshipped in the temple of Nabû at 
Dur-Šarrukin, see Barcina 2017, p. 100, n. 52.

81 The chief deity of the Šubrian pantheon appears to 
have been the goddess Piringir.

82 Cogan 1972; Yamada 2000, p. 302; Liverani 
2017, pp. 112-220.

deities, there were no temples to Aššur outside of 
the Ešarra itself in Assur.73 The third possibility, 
that Temple xVI was dedicated to Ištar, and 
more specifically that it was an akītu house, is very 
attractive. A temple to Ištar, perhaps specifically 
to Ištar of Nineveh, who in her guise Mullissu was 
the consort of Aššur, would make excellent sense. 
In this role of consort, Ištar could represent Aššur 
(one might even say that Ištar represented Aššur 
on the divine plane in the same way that the king 
represented Aššur on earth), thus getting round 
the problem of needing to build a shrine to the god 
Aššur outside of Assur. At the same time, in her 
martial aspect, Ištar had a central role in ceremonial 
rites articulating and celebrating Assyria’s world 
mission. In the Assyrian heartland, this has a 
particular expression in the akītu ceremony and 
the akītu house.74 The fact that the Assyrian akītu 
festival had, or could have, a militaristic dimension, 
including being the scene for the yearly receipt of 
tribute and reaffirmation of adê (loyalty oaths) on 
the part of rulers subject to the Assyrian king, is well 
established.75

All of this is of relevance to the situation at 
Ziyaret Tepe because, whilst we did not actually 
find a temple, information from the texts excavated 
at the site comes to our aid. Firstly, the reference to a 
scribe of Ištar of Nineveh has led Parpola to suggest 
that the goddess had a temple in Tušhan and that 
she was, indeed, the patron deity of the city.76 Other 
texts refer to an akītu house.77 As fully discussed by 
Parpola, these are closely related. So, the question 
must be, was this model evidenced by the texts 
from Tušhan, of a temple to Ištar of Nineveh with 
a dependent akītu house, the standard formulae 
for (all) provincial capitals? Did it thereby allow 
for a standardised programme of cult to be enacted 
across the empire? A very similar conclusion has 
been reached by Barcina, who has argued that 
Esarhaddon aimed at setting up an akītu-network 

73 With the exception of Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta, but this 
may be considered a special circumstance.

74 Weissert 1997.
75 Weissert 1997; Pongratz-Leisten 1997; 

Villard 2008; Lauinger 2013.
76 ZTT 6, cf. Parpola 2008, pp. 47-48, 72, 90.
77 ZTT 12, 13, cf. Parpola 2008, pp. 38, 70-73, 76.
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with magnetic field gradiometry (1.962M data 
points) and 2.89 ha was mapped with electrical 
resistance (116,800 datapoints). Using the resulting 
geophysical maps as guides, we were able to also 
excavate (or ground truth) extensive areas of the site, 
as described above. The combination of topographic 
mapping, surface survey, geophysical survey, and 
broad area excavation were combined to create a 
rough city plan of Tušhan (fig. 21).

Because of its complex stratigraphy and the 
presence of a medieval village postdating the Neo-
Assyrian occupational layers, the high mound was 
not particularly amenable to shallow subsurface 
geophysical survey techniques. But the palace 
excavated in Operation A/N and the large mudbrick 
building of Operation L demonstrate that the citadel 
at Ziyaret Tepe housed major public buildings, as 
one would expect from a Neo-Assyrian capital. 
Likewise, the nature of the city fortifications are 
mapped out in broad terms through the geophysical 
surveys, and in detail through the excavations of the 
city gates (Operations D and Q), and a section cut 

by an extensive lower town to the east, south, and 
west. Sitting atop a natural low ridge, the site had 
a commanding view of the Tigris River and its 
floodplain, with clear viewsheds to the northwest 
along the Tigris towards modern-day Bismil and to 
the northeast towards the confluence of the river 
with the Batman Su. A low rise to the south clearly 
marked the line of the city wall running at a distance 
of some 250 m from the southern edge of the high 
mound. Subsequent seasons of shallow subsurface 
geophysical survey in 1998 and 1999 employed 
magnetic field gradiometry and allowed for the first 
glimpses of the architecture immediately below 
the modern plough zone, especially in the lower 
town.83 Geophysical survey using both magnetic 
field gradiometry and electrical resistance survey 
was continued at Ziyaret Tepe for an additional 
eight seasons, mapping out the location of the 
fortifications, streets, and large public buildings. 
In total, 21.77 ha of Ziyaret Tepe was mapped 

83 Matney, Somers 1999.

Figure 21
Our understanding 
of the general layout 
of ancient Tušhan
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transported to Tušhan by either Ashurnasirpal II or 
Shalmaneser III, but we do know that Tiglath-Pileser 
III deported 83,000 people from Hamath and its 
environs and settled them in the province.87 These 
must have been Arameans. Parpola has suggested 
that one of the names in the texts excavated at 
Ziyaret Tepe may have belonged to the descendant 
of a Babylonian deportee,88 quite likely relating to 
the deportations undertaken by Sargon. And, as 
discussed above, we believe that the women listed 
in the tablet from the palace may have originated in 
the Zagros mountains. There is therefore evidence 
for deportees from multiple locations – which is 
not to say that our evidence is complete. In addition 
to this, and whether or not there was a reciprocal 
uprooting of peoples from Tušhan to other parts of 
the empire, there must also have been large numbers 
of the pre-existing population groups in the area. 
This must have included at least Šubrians, who may 
be considered indigenous, and Arameans, from the 
influxes from the eleventh century onwards. The 
city will, therefore, have been home to a multitude 
of ethnic groups, including Assyrians, Babylonians, 
Arameans, Šubrians and the mysterious people of 
the tablet from the palace. There may in addition 
have been other elements about which we know 
nothing at all. All these people had their own 
religion, language and cultural traditions. 

This multi-ethnic composition of the empire was 
an inevitable outcome of the Assyrian campaigns into 
Syria, the Levant, Anatolia and Iran. Furthermore, 
alongside the occupation of peripheral territories and 
the imposition of Assyrian rule in these conquered 
regions, Assyrian influence simultaneously spread 
through other, more tranquil means. Where possible, 
the Assyrians even integrated the local elite into 
their provincial administration. In the Upper Tigris 
provinces of Tušhan, Uppumu and Amēdi we have 
direct evidence of this, with at least four governors 
having names of West-Semitic origin; at a lower 
level, Oded has identified a large number of deportees 
employed within the Assyrian administration.89 
Archaeologically speaking, local sculptures and reliefs 

87 Tadmor, Yamada, 2011, p. 43.
88 Parpola 2008, p. 63.
89 Wicke 2013, p. 245; Radner, Schachner 2001, 

p. 767 Appendix; Oded 1979, pp. 99-109.

through the city wall in Operation K. That major 
public buildings were also found in the lower town 
has been discussed previously with regards to the 
buildings in Operation G/R/W, where a large 
administrative complex was found adjacent to an 
elite residence. Additional geophysical imagery 
adds to this picture. Of particular note are the 
presence of a number of large freestanding buildings 
seen in the electrical resistance maps immediately 
to the west and south of the Operation G/R/W 
excavation area and three very large buildings in the 
southeastern corner of the site in the lower town. 
Limited excavation of the southeastern buildings 
(Operation U) produced architectural remains of 
Neo-Assyrian date and corresponding closely to 
the features seen in the geophysical maps.84 The 
finds from these buildings tentatively suggest their 
interpretation as elite residences, in keeping with 
the model of Assyrian city planning articulated by 
the great Cambridge archaeologist David Oates, 
according to whom the outer towns of the major 
Assyrian cities were occupied by the mansions of 
the nobility.85 Oates based this chiefly on Nimrud, 
but the same appears to hold for Nineveh, at least 
to the degree that it has been explored, and now for 
Ziyaret Tepe as well.

9. The inhabitants of Tušhan

Who lived in this great city? Of course, there 
was the Assyrian garrison and the officials of the 
Assyrian administration. But there can be little 
doubt that Tušhan was constructed by deportees. 
The use of deported populations was indeed central 
to the operation of the empire. As put by Oates, 
“mass deportation was initially an ingenious and, 
for the time, successful solution of two problems, 
the maintenance of control over territories larger 
than Assyria itself, and the provision, for the 
construction of the great cities, of labour forces 
greater than Assyria alone could furnish”.86 We have 
no information on the origin of the first deportees 

84 Matney et Al. 2015, pp. 143-147.
85 Oates 2005, p. 44.
86 Oates 2005, p. 57.
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Šubrians and other groups on the northern 
frontier.94 These groups included indigenous Upper 
Tigridian and Assyrian farming communities, 
nomadic populations well outside of direct Assyrian 
control, and deportees. Processes of emulation 
and acculturation were balanced by processes of 
resistance and negotiation.95

9.1 The end of Tušhan

Following the death of Ashurbanipal in 627 BC 
the empire began to quickly unravel. Widely hated, 
with the population of the heartland diluted by 
deportees and the influx of Aramean tribes, with 
pressure on resources and factionalised by civil war, 
the disintegration of Assyria was to be predicted. 
Nineveh fell in 612 BC, but for Tušhan this was not 
quite the end. The entry in the Babylonian Chronicle 
for the following year has been convincingly read to 
suggest that in 611 BC Nabopolassar carried out 
operations along the upper Tigris. As restored by 
Parpola:

In the 15th year, in the month of Tammuz, the king 
of Babylon [mustered his troops] and went to Assyria. 
[He marched about] imperiously [in Ass]yria and 
conquered the [citie]s of T[u]sha[n, ...] and Shu[br]ia. 
They took [their people] as captives and [carried away] 
a hea[vy] booty from them.96

It appears that Tušhan held out one more year. 
During this time, the remnant of the Assyrian regime 
regrouped in Harran and, as the empire contracted, 
the front line drew close to and then passed over 
the city. At Ziyaret Tepe we have evidence for these 
events. On the archaeological side, it is clear that, 
while the residence and the administrative building 
in Operation G/R/W showed signs of burning, 
the occupants had had time to remove valuables 
before they left. The evidence from the texts is 
more dramatic. The archive of tablets excavated in 
Rooms 9 and 10 of the administrative complex is 
believed to span the period before and after the fall 

94 Lanfranchi, Parpola 1990
95 e.g. Szuchman 2009.
96 Parpola 2008, pp. 13-14. 

discovered in northwestern Syria and southeastern 
Anatolia display various grades of Assyrian in spi-
ration. And it is noteworthy that Assyrian icono-
graphy and style is not confined to images of local 
rulers – always more prone to Assyrian royal imagery 
– but can also be detected in representations of local 
deities and private, albeit high-status funerary stelae. 
These provide clear examples of elite emulation, 
a phenomenon that is well attested in the case of 
countries or political entities in asymmetrical power 
relations, and which reflects a voluntary, not a forced 
adoption of Assyrian habits.90 

This cultural cross-fertilisation could also spill 
over into religious syncretism. As mentioned, at 
Ziyaret Tepe the cremation burials in the palace, 
which exhibit a combination of Assyrian practice 
(burial within the domicile) and decidedly 
non-Assyrian practice (cremation) appear to be a 
text book example of hybridisation; the presence of 
a Shubrian augur at the site91 also points to an open-
ness to extraneous practices.

It is important to consider the relationship 
between the Neo-Assyrian imperialists who came 
into the Upper Tigris River valley, resettled the 
urban centre at Tušhan and infiltrated parts of 
the surrounding countryside. The interactions 
between the inhabitants of the Neo-Assyrian 
provincial capital and the surrounding indigenous 
groups were undoubtedly complex. A hypothetical 
model for understanding these relationships was 
presented some years ago in a discussion of agency 
and identity,92 subsequently explored in greater 
depth by considering the bi-directional nature of 
the influence.93 That is to say, there is clear evidence 
both of emulation of Neo-Assyrian practices in the 
peripheries (e.g. the imitation of imperial Assyrian 
ceramics found at Hibermedon Tepe) and the 
importation of non-Assyrian practices into Tušhan 
(e.g. the use of cremation burials in the Bronze 
Palace). The cuneiform record likewise displays 
both the difficulties and the economic importance, 
especially for building timber, of working the 

90 Wicke 2015. 
91 ZTT 4, see Parpola 2008, p. 43.
92 Matney 2010, fig. 2.
93 Matney 2016.
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Concerning the horses, Assyrian and Aramean 
scribes, cohort commanders, officials, coppersmiths, 
blacksmiths, those who clean the tools and equipment, 
carpenters, bow-makers, arrow-makers, weavers, tailors 
and repairers, to whom should I turn? […] Not one of 
them is there. How can I command? […] The lists are 
not at my disposal. According to what can they collect 
them? Death will come out of it. No one [will escape]. 
I am done!98

This letter is unparalleled.99 It can only have been 
written as the front line drew close to Tušhan and 
the infrastructure of the empire collapsed. As a 
first-hand account of Assyria in its death-throes it 
is unique.

What happened to Tušhan, and indeed to 
the region as a whole, in the years following the 
disappearance of Assyrian government, is still not yet 
clear. It was once thought that Assyria was entirely 
wasted, “a virtually empty landscape, made yet more 
desolate by the presence of deserted cities with the 
odd village dotted here and there”.100 Whether 
the level of devastation was so total remains a 
question of debate, but evidence for destruction 
is indeed documented in the countryside as well 
as at the core cities.101 The empire was in any case 
carved up between the victors. The Medes took 
the Zagros provinces, and perhaps Assyria north 
of Assur, but the degree to which they were able 
to hold and administer these territories is far from 
clear. The Babylonians, on the other hand, were 
the mainstream successors to the Assyrian empire, 
taking over direct rule in Mesopotamia as far north 
as Assur, the provinces directly to the east of the 
Tigris and south of the Lowe Zab (Der, Arrapha, 
Lahiru) and in what is now modern Syria, reasserting 
control of Palestine and campaigning in the north.102 
However, exactly how far Neo-Babylonian control 
extended in the north and northwest is still not 
known. An important piece of evidence in this 

98 Parpola 2008, pp. 86-87.
99 Perhaps the nearest thing is the two letters apparently 

from a correspondence between Sin-šar-iškun and Nabopolassar 
(Gerardi 1986; Lambert 2005); those texts however exist 
only in later copies and their authenticity is not certain.

100 Kuhrt 1995, p. 239.
101 MacGinnis 2018b.
102 MacGinnis 2010, pp. 153-156.

of Nineveh. The occurrence of the limmu (eponym) 
Aššur-šarrani, whom Parpola dates to 611 BC, is 
unique. Many of the texts appear to be of a routine 
nature, perhaps suggesting that the Assyrians 
were at this stage still expecting to regain control 
of the empire. But other texts clearly relate to the 
struggle at hand. One example is the issue of armour 
ZTT 8, which Parpola interprets as having been 
made in dire straits.97 But most dramatic is the text 
ZTT 22, a letter written by a certain Mannu-ki-
libbali evidently in reply to an order to supply a unit 
of chariotry (fig. 22). He writes back that it is no 
longer possible to do this, that the entire structure 
to support such an order had collapsed:

97 Parpola 2008, pp. 59-60.

Figure 22
Tablet ZTT 22, a letter written as the Assyrian empire was 
in the process of collapse
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must have led to social disintegration. Both the 
disappearance of the state administration and 
the evaporation of manpower must have made it 
impossible to maintain the colossal infrastructure 
of the Assyrian canal systems. The words of 
Nabopolassar – “I overthrew Subaru (Assyria) and 
turned its land into tells and desolate places”108 – 
ring true. At Ziyaret Tepe, as elsewhere, there 
appears to have been squatter occupation for a 
limited period, after which the site was abandoned. 

9.2 Museum display

Our work at Ziyaret Tepe received generous 
assistance throughout from the Turkish Ministry 
of Culture and the local Diyarbakır Museum. The 
Museum directors served as our primary contact 
with the government and provided welcome advice 
and resources through the 18 years of our project. 
During the last few years that we were working 
in the field, a long-planned development by the 
Ministry of Culture was realised when renovations 
undertaken on the old kale (citadel) of Diyarbakır 
were completed and a tourist centre for the city 
was established. One of the principal buildings on 
the citadel was a new Museum and the exhibitions 
came together quickly in the last two years of our 
project. Displays of artifacts from Ziyaret Tepe 
now occupy two large rooms on the upper floor 
of the museum. Working with the Museum staff, 
we brought plans for the galleries, drawings and 
photographs, text panels, and the conserved objects 
themselves together. These were supplemented with 
video footage showing reconstructions of the major 
Assyrian buildings. One of the more ambitious 
projects undertaken was a reconstruction of an 
Assyrian mosaic pavement (fig. 23) at the entrance 
to the Ziyaret Tepe gallery. We provided the 
museum with photographs and detailed drawings of 
the mosaics, and craftsmen set to work setting river 
stones in a concrete bed (the originals were in mud-
plaster) according to the original Assyrian pattern. 
Visitors to the gallery are given a very realistic 

108 Da Riva 2013, p. 81: for studies on Assyria after 612 
BC, see Curtis 2003, Dalley 1993, Kuhrt 1995, Kühne 
2001, Morandi Bonacossi 2017. 

regard is the monumental building at Mezraa 
Teleilat, overlooking the Euphrates approximately 
5 km east of Birecik in Urfa province, excavated 
between 1998 and 2007 under the direction of 
Memet Özdoǧan in the course of the Birecik Dam 
salvage projects.103 While the plan and construction 
of the complex look typically Assyrian, the five 
fragmentary cuneiform texts from the site are Neo-
Babylonian in both script and format.104 In the 
absence of any other excavated Neo-Babylonian 
architecture from this region to which we can 
compare, and until the pottery and other small 
finds from the site are published, it is impossible to 
say whether the complex at Mezraa Teleilat was a 
Neo-Babylonian structure continuing the building 
tradition of the Assyrian predecessors in the region, 
or a Neo-Assyrian building which stayed in use after 
the fall of the Assyrian empire.

What happened to the population of Tušhan is 
not certain, but we can hazard some guesses. First 
of all, while we know nothing of what battles may 
have been fought in the upper Tigris, there must 
have been heavy losses. Large numbers, particularly 
of actual Assyrians, must have attempted to flee. 
Those descended from deportee communities may 
have attempted to return to their homelands. Of 
the survivors, a large number were taken captive – 
something specifically recorded in the Babylonian 
Chronicle105 – and passed into slavery, either to 
work on institutional estates or parcelled out 
among the soldiers of the conquering armies; 
the Assyrians recorded in the sixth century 
BC working the land of the Ebabbara temple 
in Sippar, for example, must surely have been 
brought there as prisoners of war.106 That the 
country side of both central Assyria and (at least 
some of) its provinces underwent depopulation 
is corroborated by archaeological data. Surveys in 
the both the heartland of Assyria and across the 
territories of the upper Tigris consistently show 
a reduction in both the number and the size of 
rural settlements.107 Such a drastic transformation 

103 Karul, Ayhan, Özdoǧan 2002.
104 Donbaz 2003.
105 Grayson 1975, p 94.
106 MacGinnis 2017.
107 Kolinski 2018.
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the Iron Age in this part of Anatolia? Who were the 
individuals cremated in the palace? What resources 
were extracted locally? How far into the peripheries 
did the Assyrian trade networks extend? What were 
the water management practices at Tušhan?

On June 1, 2018, the Turkish government 
began the filling of the lake behind the Ilısu Dam, 
a process that it is estimated will take nearly a 
year to complete. As the lake level rises, scores of 
archaeological sites will be lost. It is not yet clear 
whether Ziyaret Tepe itself will be flooded; the 
engineering reports available to our team varied as 
plans for the dam shifted over the past two decades. 
Through the efforts of our large international 
team, however, it is rewarding to know that much 
has been recorded and saved of the rich history of 
the region.

experience of what these impressive pavements were 
like in antiquity!

Like any good research project, for every 
question that we answered a dozen more have taken 
its place. We now have a solid foundation for the 
reconstruction of the functioning of the bureaucracy 
in one part of the vast imperial periphery. Some 
of the findings at Ziyaret Tepe which document 
how Assyrian elites propagated the imperial style 
of governance, agriculture, religion, and material 
culture across the upper Tigris region fit in with 
what archaeologists know from other parts of the 
empire. But, as described above, there were also 
surprising influences from outside of Assyria and 
syncretizations that lent the periphery its own 
version of Assyrian-ness. New questions proliferate. 
What was the ecological impact of urbanization in 

Figure 23
A replica section of a pebble mosaic made for the display on the finds from Ziyaret Tepe in the Diyarbakir Museum
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Abstract

Since the formation period of the Middle Assyrian Kingdom until the apogee of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, 
iconography constituted a powerful political and ideological mean through which the royal power ratified 
possession of new dominions and celebrated its leading role as creator of the civilized world of Assur. In this 
context, rock art turns out to be one of the preferential expression channels of Assyrian kingship, with its 
propagandistic aims and political meanings. Through the analysis of the geographical location, iconography, 
religious and symbolic significance of the Assyrian rock reliefs, this paper aims to reconstruct norms and forms 
of shaping the empire’s territory from the core to its frontiers, transforming also liminal and often challenged 
areas into true “Assyrian” landscapes. In the presentation, the development of rock reliefs during the Sargonid 
period will be discussed in detail.
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(or statues)7 were set up first at the core of the 
kingdom, mainly in the sacred capital city Aššur. 
The monumental inscriptions bore the king’s name 
and titles;8 as noted by J. Börker-Klähn,9 in this 
first stage the text constituted the main element 
rather than the iconography, clearly demonstrated 
by the Stelenreihe context in Aššur.10 At least by 
the reigns of Tiglath-pileser I (1114-1076 BC) and 
Aššur-bel-kala (1073-1056 BC), Assyrian royal 
power started adding a figurative representation 
of the royal image (ṣalam šarrūtiya) beside the 
conventional inscription, turning it into the main 
visual focus of celebratory monuments.11 Following 
the rapid territorial expansion of the kingdom, a 
preference for monuments erected in key public 
places in Assyria, and especially in its main capitals 
–for example in temples and palaces at Aššur and 
Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta12 – seems understandable: 
during this formation period, the main ideological 
aim of Assyrian kingship was a political 
message focused on the core of the kingdom.13  

recounts in his Royal Inscriptions to have erected a monument 
on the Mediterranean shore (probably in Lebanon). This is the 
first mention of a rock-carved monument set up in a peripheral 
location (Grayson 1978, p. 50; Morandi Bonacossi 
1988, p. 106). 

7 The interpretation of the Akkadian expression ṣalam 
šarrūtiya and its association with the term narû (especially 
during the Late Assyrian period) has been debated. D. Morandi 
Bonacossi has proposed that while the first expression implies the 
image of the king, his appearance, the second is a more technical 
term, related to the effigy’s physical base (stela, statue or relief); in 
general terms, this distinction is commonly accepted by scholars 
(Harmanşah 2007, pp. 190-191; Winter 2010, pp. 78-83). 
The further, accurate distinction in the use of these terms (even 
between very close reigns) proposed by D. Morandi Bonacossi 
has been criticised by A.T. Shafer, especially for Neo-Assyrian 
sources. For the debate see Morandi Bonacossi 1988, 
pp. 105-113; Shafer 1998, pp. 8-9; Winter 2010, p. 78.

8 Miglus 1984, pp. 133-140; Millard 1994, 
pp. 11-12.

9 Börker-Klähn 1982, p. 70; Morandi Bonacossi 
1988, p. 107.

10 In addition, the presence of stelae bearing high officials’ 
names beside the royal monuments in this context would 
highlight that in this phase the concept of kingship was not 
fully developed; Miglus 1984, pp. 133-140; Millard 1994, 
pp. 11-12.

11 Börker-Klähn 1982, p. 70; Liverani 2017, 
pp. 75-86.

12 Morandi Bonacossi 1988, pp. 139-140.
13 Morandi Bonacossi 1988, pp. 110-111; for a dis-

cussion of Assyrian propaganda’s targets, see Liverani 2014b.

1. Introduction

After the so-called “Transitional period” 
(eighteenth-fifteenth centuries BC), characterized 
by an almost total absence of written sources and 
significant archaeo lo gical evidence,1 from the mid-
second millennium BC – in sharp contrast with the 
previous Old Assyrian Kingdom – a new cultural 
and artistic phenomenon emerged, following 
the re-definition of Assyrian society:2 the rise of 
the Middle Assyrian Kingdom was accompanied 
by the production of several rock-carved public 
monuments, visual expression of a brand-new 
polity strongly based on the concept of kingship, 
which now represented the unquestionable 
ideological, religious and poli tical hub of Assyrian 
society.3 Gradually evolving with regard to 
typology, iconography and quality of execution, the 
rock-carved “celebratory monu ment” became an 
increasingly important means of expression of the 
Assyrian imperialistic ideology, reaching its final 
stage of development with the empire’s apogee, in 
the late Neo-Assyrian period.4 Due to the overall 
scanty archaeological record, textual evidence 
constitutes our primary source of information 
regarding the initial stages of this process at 
the beginning of the Middle Assyrian period: 
as emerges in the Assyrian Royal Inscriptions 
(RIMA),5 from at least the reign of Adad-nīrāri I 
(1295-1264 BC) onward,6 all-around carved stelae 

1 Our knowledge of the Transitional Period (from the 
end of the eighteenth until the fifteenth century BC) is very 
partial, limited almost to the exceptional context of Kanesh/
Kültepe, the main Assyrian trading station in central Anatolia; 
very few data are available for the core of the state, Aššur, mainly 
due to the old German excavation methods of the early 1900s. 
Dercksen 2014, pp. 59-112; Liverani 2014a, pp. 347-349; 
Yamada 2017, pp. 108-116; Veenhof 2017, pp. 57-60.

2 Faist 2010, pp. 15-24; Radner 2010, pp. 25-34; 
Pongratz-Leisten 2015, pp. 116-130; Jakob 2017, 
pp. 143-160.

3 Holloway 2002, pp. 65-78; Faist 2010, pp. 15-16; 
Liverani 2014a, p. 358; Pongratz-Leisten 2015; Jakob 
2017, pp. 143-146; Liverani 2017.

4 Börker-Klähn 1982, pp. 54-59; Morandi 
Bonacossi 1988; Winter 1997; Shafer 1998, pp. 1-10; 
Kreppner 2002. 

5 See Grayson 1991, RIMA2.
6 A previous example dates to the mid-eighteenth 

century, to the reign of Šamšī-Adad I (1808-1776 BC), who 
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by the end of the tenth century BC,18 the actual 
and ideological appropriation of frontiers – a key 
topic for Neo-Assyrian rulers – seems not to have 
been a main political preoccupation (or cultural 
necessity) for Middle Assyrian rulers: except for 
several mentions of urban monuments19 and only 
two references within later Royal Inscriptions,20 
there is just one currently known case of a Middle 
Assyrian “peripheral monument”,21 exceptionally 
identified both archaeologically and textually: the 
rock-carved relief of Tiglath-pileser I at Birkleyn/
Lice (fig. 1), in southern Turkey.22 This constitutes 

18 For example its strong relationship with warfare, 
conquest and “imperialistic” expansionism; Pongratz-
Leisten 2015, pp. 219-244; Jakob 2017, pp. 143-146.

19 Erected in large settlements such as Aššur and Kar-
Tukulti-Ninurta (or Mari and Uruniaš under Aššur-bel-
kala); Morandi Bonacossi 1988, p. 140; Grayson 1991, 
pp. 5-86. 

20 In his annals, Aššurnaṣirpal II records having placed a 
monument “at the source of the River Subnat”, next to those of 
prior rulers, Tiglat-pileser I and Tukulti-Ninurta II (Grayson 
1991, pp. 200-201). A similar reference comes from Shalmaneser 
III’s inscriptions, reporting the existence of a monument on 
Mount Lebanon, placed by Middle Assyrian king Tiglat-pileser I  
(Grayson 1996, p. 54).

21 Definition given by A.T. Shafer in The Carving 
of an Empire: Neo-Assyrian Monuments on the Periphery, 
unpublished PhD dissertation, Harvard University Press.

22 Börker-Klähn 1982, pp. 177-178; Grayson 1991, 
p. 61; Shafer 1998, p. 334.

Mostly commemorating the kings’ war achieve-
ments with highly visible and easily accessible 
stelae or statues,14 these monuments were a 
primary public medium for the creation of a strong, 
hierarchical and king-centred society; beside the 
usual monumental royal inscriptions, the assertion 
and legitimation of absolute royal power thus 
involved the creation of a new, highly standardized 
and meticulously designed icono graphy.15 As also 
stated by B. Parker and M. Liverani in recent years,16 
Assyrian élites consti tuted the very foundations 
on which royal power was based and were thus 
the first target to reach with strong political and 
ideological messages (by means of both figurative 
and textual means of transmission). Essentially, 
Middle Assyrian monuments’ primary purpose 
was the creation of a “national” identity, largely 
based on the concept of kingship and its public 
image, displayed in urban contexts on “urban 
monuments”.17 Although some of the basic features 
of Assyrian kingship had already been established 

14 Morandi Bonacossi 1988, p. 151; Liverani 
2017, pp. 87-94.

15 Winter 1997, 2010, pp. 71-108.
16 Liverani 1979, pp. 297-319; Parker 2011; 

Liverani 2014b, p. 378.
17 Modifying radically the Assyrian “urban landscape”, 

Harmanşah 2015, pp. 15-39 and 102-105.

 

Figure 1: a) The relief of Tiglath-pileser I at Birkleyn (Harmanşah 2007, p. 188 fig. 9); b) Balawat Gate, Panel X (Osborne 2017, p. 
98, fig. 5.4b). 

 

 
Figure 2: the structure of Sennacherib's hydraulic system (Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, fig. 9). 

 

 

  

Figure 1
a) The relief of Tiglath-pileser I at Birkleyn (Harmanşah 2007, p. 188, fig. 9); 
b) Balawat Gate, Panel x (Osborne 2017, p. 98, fig. 5.4b)
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monuments located in Assyrian capital cities or 
newly conquered settlements, so as to create a 
strong, unassailable ideology of kingship, on which 
Assyrian society was founded.27 In this context, 
the case of Tiglath-pileser I is unique, anticipating 
future developments of the phenomenon: the 
Birkleyn context – beside later references to 
monuments set up on Mount Amanus and by the 
source of the River Subnat – points to the Middle 
Assyrian ruler as the initiator of the new practice 
of rock-carved and peripheral Assyrian celebratory 
monuments, commemorating his achievements 
for eternity by marking specific locations of great 
liminal and symbolic significance.28 Interestingly, 
in this phase sites chosen for these peripheral 
monuments seem to have stronger symbolic and 
religious, rather than political, connotations: 
the Birkleyn Cave, the source of the Subnat and 
Mount Amanus are contexts that may be defined 
as “on the edge”, representing mythical limits of 
the Assyrian physical and cosmological conception 
of the world, and well outside regions under the 
kingdom’s actual territorial control.29

2. The Sargonid dynasty: 
the Neo-Assyrian iconography 
as a mean of conquest

The subsequent birth of the Neo-Assyrian Empire 
constituted a turning point, not only for social, 
economic and political organization, but also 
for royal ideology and its tools of expression and 
political control and legitimation;30 with a much 
more codified iconography, Neo-Assyrian rock-art 
reflects a mature, fully developed royal ideology. 
Consequently, from the reign of the first great 

27 Morandi Bonacossi 1988, pp. 110-111; 
Harmanşah 2012, pp. 53-77, Harmanşah 2015, pp. 15-39 
and 102-105; LiveranI 2017, pp. 87-94.

28 Anticipating a key feature of Neo-Assyrian kingship, 
see below.

29 Harmanşah 2007, p. 197; Shafer 2011, p. 495, 
2013, pp. 726-727; Liverani 2017, pp. 50-60.

30 Parker 2011, pp. 359-376; ParkeR 2012, 
pp. 126-144; Liverani 2014a, pp. 497-517; Harmanşah 
2015, pp. 72-101; Morandi Bonacossi 2016, 2018a; 
Liverani 2017.

a unique context, the royal image and inscription 
are carved on the stone wall of the “Tigris Tunnel”, 
a narrow gorge from which the River Dibni 
Çay emerges after a subterranean course under 
Mount Korha.23 As can be seen in later textual 
and iconographic sources, the Birkleyn Cave 
was considered by the Assyrians the real source 
of the River Tigris,24 a place of great symbolic 
importance, as underlined by the presence of 
two reliefs depicting the great Neo-Assyrian king 
Shalmaneser III (858-824 BC), who returned to 
visit it and marked the occasion by having his royal 
image carved,25 in close association with that of a 
prestigious ancestor. As stated by Ö. Harmanşah, 
the interpretation of this monument through 
the exceptional parallel with the bronze panels 
decorating the Balawat Gates (ancient Imgur-
Enlil; fig. 1), clearly indicates the strongly religious 
character of this artistic production, revealing also 
an otherwise unknown aspect, a codified ritual 
practice carried out by the king at very special places 
and for uncommon achievements.26 The almost 
total absence of Middle Assyrian monuments 
marking the kingdom’s frontier zones is quite 
striking: it seems that in this phase concepts of 
“frontier” or “border” were not fully developed 
and that the foremost aim was to commemorate 
royal victories and achievements with urban 

23 Harmanşah 2007, p. 185; Schachner 2006, p. 77. 
24 Remarkably, in the celebratory inscription beside the 

Birkleyn relief, Tiglath-pileser I does not refer to his monument 
as being located “at the source of the Tigris” (Grayson 1991, 
p. 61); this expression appears only with Shalmaneser III 
(Grayson 1996, p. 37; Shafer 1998, p. 336). According 
to our attempt at functional reconstruction, this site should 
already have possessed great symbolic importance by Middle 
Assyrian times (Harmanşah 2007): the lack of this expression 
is therefore quite surprising, and at the current stage of our 
knowledge, still substantially inexplicable.  

25 Carving two different reliefs, each one accompanied 
by monumental inscriptions: the first next to that of Tiglath-
pileser I’s (in the main Birkleyn Cave) and the second in a 
different cave, some 40 m upstream (Schachner 2006, p. 81). 
The exact chronology of both monuments is not certain, but 
852 and 844 BC are the most plausible dates (Börker-Klähn 
1982, pp. 187-188; Shafer 1998, p. 195); for a detailed 
discussion, see Shafer 1998, pp. 182-188 and 191-201.

26 Shafer 1998, pp. 91-94; Kreppner 2002, 
pp. 374-375; Shafer 2007, pp. 133-159; Harmanşah 2007, 
pp. 190-199, Harmanşah 2012, pp. 68-70; Shafer 2013; 
Harmanşah 2014, pp. 147-153.
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Within this long-lived cultural and artistic pheno-
menon,37 the “Sargonid dynasty”38 was unusual for its 
appropriation strategies with regard to frontiers and 
liminal territories during the Neo-Assyrian period; 
although the traditional way of marking distant 
sites is still found, for example on the Cudi Dağ, at 
Eğil, Najafehabad, Nahr al-kelb, Shikaft-i Gulgul, 
and Heydarabad-e Mishkhas,39 with the Sargonids 
we find a new pattern of territorial appropriation 
of liminal areas. With the construction of King 
Sennacherib’s great hydraulic system between 703 
and 688 BC (fig. 2),40 and the production of an 
extensive monumental complex of rock-carved 
reliefs,41 the northern border of the empire was 
fixed and strongly marked, imposing Assyrian 
physical, ideological and political dominion over 
these lands and their resources. It is known that in 
Late Assyrian times the powerful territorial state of 
Urartu represented a serious threat to the Assyrian 
empire, several times compelling both Sargon II 
and his son Sennacherib – and before them rulers 
such as Shalmaneser III and Tiglath-pileser III – 
to lead military campaigns to the lands of Nairi/

37 Considering urban and non-urban contexts as 
two distinct categories, but – with regard to function and 
basic purpose – branches of the same artistic and cultural 
phenomenon, the Assyrian celebratory monument has a long 
history, spanning from the fifteenth to the end of the seventh 
century BC, see Börker-Klähn 1982, pp. 54-59, 177-226 
and Harmanşah 2015, pp. 1-49.

38 Sargon II (721-705 BC), Sennacherib (704-681 
BC) and Esarhaddon (680-669 BC), Frahm (ed.) 2017, 
pp. 613-616.

39 The relief of Najafehabad, the Cudi Daĝi complex 
and one relief at Nahr al-kelb are attributed with certainty to 
Sargon II, Sennacherib and Esarhaddon respectively, thanks to 
clear and well-preserved inscriptions (Levine 1972, pp. 25-50; 
Börker-Klähn 1982, pp. 201, 204-205 and 211-223; 
Shafer 2011), while contexts such as Eğil (southern Turkey), 
Shikaft-i Gulgul and Heydarabad-e Mishkhas (western Iran) 
are quite less clear; nevertheless, the interpretation that 
these reliefs as depict “Sargonid” kings is most probable, on 
the basis of iconographic comparisons and historiographic 
considerations concerning the king’s activity in those areas 
(Grayson, Levine 1976; Reade 1977; Börker-Klähn 
1982, pp. 192-193, 215; Shafer 1998, pp. 329-332 and 
figs. 7-10; Alibaigi S., Shanbehzadeh, Alibaigi H. 2012).

40 Bagg 2000, p. 316; Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 
p. 85-86.

41 The monumental complexes of Maltai, Faida and 
Khinnis and the rock-carved niche of Shiru Maliktha.

ruler of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, Aššurnaṣirpal II 
(883-859 BC), onward, the number of peripheral 
monuments gradually increases, both in written 
sources and in the archaeological record.31 With 
the beginning of the long process of territorial 
expansion beyond Assyria’s traditional borders 
(from the tenth century onward), a radical change 
of perspective occurs:32 accompanying conquest, a 
new cultural need for definitive physical assertion 
of possession not only of symbolic “on the edge” 
places, but also of political borders with more 
and more powerful contenders.33 In this vision, 
the Babil Stela34 represents the first example of a 
brand-new Neo-Assyrian practice, asserting eternal 
possession over new lands by the production of 
several rock-carved monuments. Thanks to the 
great military expansion programme of the Neo-
Assyrian Empire, a much more developed concept 
of frontiers seems to emerge, contrasting with the 
previous pattern of the Middle Assyrian period: 
a proliferation of peripheral monuments may be 
seen,35 not only celebrating the king’s victories and 
symbolic achievements at distant, ideological sites, 
but also marking out the real territorial growth of 
māt Aššur (“the Land of Aššur”).36 

31 Börker-Klähn 1982, pp. 177-226; Morandi 
Bonacossi 1988, pp. 110-112 and 139-145. 

32 Alongside this new practice, a fundamental change also 
occurred regarding the locations chosen for urban monument: 
as analysed by Ö. Harmanşah, following the shift of the focus 
of power within the Assyrian polity, urban monuments began 
to be placed in cities other than Aššur, also in newly conquered 
settlements (Harmanşah 2012, 2015, pp. 45-49 and 102-
134); the evolution of the celebratory monument phenomenon 
reflects a broader change of Assyrian perspective toward an 
imperialistic mentality (Tadmor 1999, pp. 55-62). 

33 The Assyrian expansion was rapid and had several 
fronts, especially against Urartu, Neo-Hittite kingdoms and 
the Arameans (Liverani 2014a, pp. 485-491; Frahm 2017, 
pp. 176-180).

34 The first known archaeological evidence for the Neo-
Assyrian period; a prior monument is known only from written 
sources: Aššurnaṣirpal II mentions in his Royal Inscriptions an 
image of Tukulti-Ninurta II (890-884 BC), located in the same 
place, the source of the River Subnat (Grayson 1991, pp. 200-
201; Shafer 1998, pp. 139-145).

35 Shafer 1998, figs. 1-11.
36 Especially during the subsequent reign of Shalmaneser 

III (858-824 BC), the phenomenon reached a maximum with 
regard to both textual references and known archaeological 
exemplars, see Morandi Bonacossi 1988, tab. A-B and 
Shafer 1998, pp. 159-210 and figs.1-11.
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Figure 1: a) The relief of Tiglath-pileser I at Birkleyn (Harmanşah 2007, p. 188 fig. 9); b) Balawat Gate, Panel X (Osborne 2017, p. 
98, fig. 5.4b). 

 

 
Figure 2: the structure of Sennacherib's hydraulic system (Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, fig. 9). 

 

 

  

 

Figure 3: the buffer-area between Assyria and Urartu (Radner 2012, p.244 fig. 17.01). 

 

 

Figure 4: a) Šamaš, Relief I; b) the king (panel’s left side), Relief III (LoNAP archive, 2016). 

 

Figure 2
The structure of Sennacherib's hydraulic system (Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, fig. 9)

Figure 3
The buffer-area between Assyria and Urartu (Radner 2012, p. 244, fig. 17.01)
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territory, and the physical appropriation of its water 
resources.49 Thanks to this infrastructure, the king 
managed to ensure an abundant water supply for his 
new capital, Nineveh, and to dramatically increase 
Assyrian agricultural production.50 To celebrate 
his exceptional achievement, King Sennacherib 
had himself depicted next to the gods in several 
rock-carved reliefs, asserting his supreme power as 
their agent on Earth and the Assyrian possession 
of this land behind Nineveh. The connection 
between infrastructure and iconography in order 
to transform a frontier area into a true Assyrian 
landscape represents a brand-new strategy, 
completely different from previous ones.51 Given 
that the great innovation in the ideological process 
of assimilation of frontier areas occurred with the 
Sargonid dynasty, and was closely connected to the 
production of new infrastructures, it seems that 
this programme was begun and finished by King 
Sennacherib alone. 

3. The chronology of Sennacherib’s 
hydraulic system 

At this point, in order to fully understand this 
distinctive strategy of territorial and ideological 
appropriation, we must consider a thorny issue: the 
Northern System’s chronology. As proposed 
recently by D. Morandi Bonacossi – in contrast 
especially with J. Reade’s previous proposals52 – the 
nature of the Northern System as conceived since 
the 1970s needs to be reviewed. In fact, both during 
GIS analysis and direct observations, the Land of 
Nineveh Archaeological Project (LoNAP) has been 
unable to verify a clear and unproblematic 
connection between the Maltai-Faida stretch and 

49 Bär 2006, pp. 43-44; Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 
pp. 77-79.

50 Bagg 2000, p. 316; Wilkinson et Al. 2005, 
pp. 27-32; Morandi Bonacossi 2018a, 2018b, pp. 97-101.

51 Previous Assyrian canal-works and building acti-
vi ties concerning water management are well known 
both epigraphically and archaeologically (see Bagg 2000, 
pp. 301-315; Kühne 2018) but no canal network was ever 
accompanied by the creation of rock-carved celebratory 
monuments prior to the Sargonid dynasty.

52 Reade 1978, pp. 164-166, 2002, pp. 309-318.

Biainili (fig. 3);42 however, due to the extreme 
political and geographical fragmentation of the 
Urartian kingdom,43 ephemeral control of these 
areas could still be felt as a real menace for Assyrian 
safety. The primary role of Sargonid infrastructure 
was undoubtedly economic,44 and the religious 
representations depicted on the associated reliefs 
celebrated mainly the great engineering feat 
achieved by the king, proof of his super-human 
powers and his special relationship with the gods, 
crucial for Assyria’s prosperity and well-being;45 
however, as proposed previously by several scholars, 
these monuments must be analysed on different 
conceptual levels, considering their “multi-layered” 
significance and function.46 Located in what was 
still a “frontier area”, a border that continued to be 
problematic for the Assyrian polity,47 these reliefs 
possessed manifold functions, symbolising: 1) the 
right of appropriation and exploitation of natural 
resources; 2) the definitive ideological conquest of a 
contested area; 3) the demarcation of a real, political 
border. The great hydraulic system constructed 
by King Sennacherib (fig. 2) was one of the most 
ambitious and complex engineering projects in the 
Ancient Near East, composed of more than 150 
km of canals, with artificial collection basins, dams 
and several aqueducts; divided into four successive 
stages (the so-called Kisiri Canal, the Mount 
Musri System, the Northern System and finally the 
Khinnis Canal),48 this extraordinary construction 
work resulted in the profound transformation of the 

42 Russel 1984; Parker 2012; Liverani 2014a, 
pp. 481, 485 and 490-491; Frahm 2017, pp. 170-171, 177 and 
181-185.

43 Zimansky 1990, pp. 7-10.
44 Despite previous observations made by D. Oates and 

J. Reade, recent research conducted by LoNAP in the Iraqi 
Kurdistan region has proved its dramatic economic impact 
on agricultural production within the regions surrounding 
Nineveh (Oates 1968; Reade 1978, p. 174; Morandi 
Bonacossi 2018b, pp. 85-101). 

45 Winter 2008; Parker 2011; Pongratz-Leisten 
2015, pp. 271-286.

46 Winter 1997, 2016; Shafer 1998, pp. 50-80; 
HarmanşaH 2007, pp. 181-184; Osborne 2017.

47 Parker 2001, pp. 83-102; Radner 2012, pp. 254-
260; Frahm 2017, pp. 181-185.

48 Reade 1978, pp. 61-72 and 157-170; Bagg 2000, 
pp. 316-320; Ur 2005; Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 
pp. 85-87. 
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details;58 however, a more accurate analysis of these 
elements, mainly personal ornaments like earrings 
and bracelets, reveals some interesting differences. 
As shown in fig. 4, the representations of the king 
and gods depicted in the four panels of Maltai are 
mostly wearing earrings of the “cruciform-type” 
(α-Type),59 indicated by B. Hrouda and T.A. 
Madhloom as the main type used during the reign 
of Sargon II (fig. 5).60 However, fig. 6 shows a 
different kind of earring, occurring three times, on 
gods Anu and Adad in Relief I and on Aššur in 
Relief III: this β-Type is composed of “pomegranate 
grains”, in what seems a sort of cross shape. For the 
aim of this paper, the interpretation of this earring 
is crucial for determining the date of the Maltai 
relief: in an article published in 1927, A. Moortgat 
defines the β-Type as an authentic “hybrid”, a clear 
development of the traditional “cruciform-type”, 
assigning without any doubt these reliefs to 
Sennacherib.61 The insertion of “pomegranate 
grains” can be considered as a genuine innovation, 
however in my view Moortgat’s chronological 
conclusions are mistaken: firstly, because he omitted 
to take into account the maintenance of 
perpendicularity between the horizontal and 
vertical elements;62 secondly, he did not consider 
another earring type present in the third Maltai 
relief. As may be seen in fig. 7, the goddess Ištar is 
wearing what could represent a real hybrid (γ-Type), 
much closer to what we may call the “Khinnis-

58 Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, pp. 89-92.
59 The figures depicted on the Maltai reliefs wear three 

different versions of earrings, that I have called α- Type, 
β- Type and γ- Type. The typological systematization of 
Assyrian earrings was first introduced by A. Moortgat (1927, 
pp. 185-188), then developed by B. Hrouda (1965, pp. 51-53, 
55-56 and Pl. 8) and T.A. Madhloom (1970, pp. 90-92 and 
Pl. LxVIII-LxIx), with some further subdivisions. Generally 
speaking there are five main stylistic groups: lunar crescent 
(A); bell pendent (B); conical ending pendent (C); cruciform 
(D); multiple pendent (E). Maltai’s α- Type and β- Type can 
be considered two different variants belonging to Moortgat’s 
Group D.

60 Type D1-3 (Hrouda 1965, pp. 52-53 and 55; 
MadhlooM 1970, pp. 91-92 and Pl. LxIx, 5-22).

61 Closer to Sennacherib’s Type E in Moortgat 1927, 
p. 201; HroudA 1965, p. 52 and Pl. 8, 42-44; Madhloom 
1970, p. 92 and Pl. LxIx, 25-29.

62 A key feature in the study of Assyrian jewellery, see 
Madhloom 1970, pp. 90-93.

the Bandawai Canal.53 While the first three stages 
are well known – and even described by Sennacherib 
in person in the Bavian inscriptions54 – the 
association of the fourth stage with this hydraulic 
system appears to be largely a result of modern 
speculation, based on three main points: 1) its 
spatial proximity to this extensive infrastructure 
(Stages 1 to 3); 2) easy and “attractive” association 
with the textual sources of Sennacherib’s annals; 3) 
the apparent iconographic homogeneity of his 
commemorative complex. On the basis of recent 
LoNAP reconstructions, the first point has been 
disproved.55 The epigraphic evidence is quite 
unclear: the most important text in our possession 
is the Bavian inscription, in which Sennacherib 
makes references to the construction of eighteen 
canals, among which J. Reade recognised the canals 
of Faida and Maltai;56 unfortunately, our knowledge 
of ancient Assyrian geographical nomenclature is 
still mostly partial, and thus not of great use in this 
case. Since the early 1900s, modern scholarship has 
identified with certainty the Maltai reliefs as part of 
the extensive monumental complex constructed by 
King Sennacherib,57 as his iconographic signature 
on the great achievement represented by the 
construction of the hydraulic system. Without any 
pertinent epigraphical text, this interpretation was 
based mainly on the assumption that these reliefs 
must be part of the Northern System, and on 
iconographic parallels with the monumental 
complex in Khinnis. In the absence of written 
sources and considering the overall resemblance 
between the Maltai and Khinnis reliefs, past scholars 
proposed a chronological reconstruction of the 
Maltai panels based mostly on a few iconographic 

53 Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, pp. 85-93.
54 Bagg 2000, pp. 319-320; Bär 2006, pp. 48-50; 

Grayson, Novotny 2012, pp. 310-317. For further reading 
on the Bavian inscription at Khinnis and its relationship with 
Jerwan epigraphic evidence, see Fales 2017.

55 Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, pp. 86-88.
56 Reade 1978, p. 159-161; Grayson, Novotny 

2014, p. 313; Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, p. 10. 
57 Based on some fundamental works by art historians 

such as A. Moortgat, W. Bachmann and B. Hrouda, see below. 
For a general overview of the Maltai monumental complex, 
see Thureau-Dangin 1924; Bachmann 1927, pp. 23-27; 
Boehmer 1975; Börker-Klähn 1982, 210-211; Kreppner 
2002, p. 371; Ornan 2007, pp. 163-166. 
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Figure 4
a) Šamaš, Relief I; 
b) the king (panel’s left side), 
Relief III 
(LoNAP archive, 2016)

 

Figure 5: examples of "cruciform" earrings, comparable by general shape with α-Type and β-Type (Hrouda 1965, Pl. 8, 39-41). 

 

 

Figure 6: a-b) Anu and Adad, Relief I; c) Aššur, Relief III (LoNAP archive, 2016). 

 

Figure 7: goddess Ištar, Relief III (LoNAP archive, 2016). 
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Type”, a very specific kind of earring present almost 
only during Sennacherib’s reign (fig. 8-9).63 
Unfortunately, the poor preservation state of several 
figures depicted on these panels does means that 
comparison cannot be made between all the reliefs, 
thus verifying the presence of this type in panels I, II 
and IV as well. However, the Maltai reliefs seem to 
present (in the same place) two different evolu-
tionary stages of the traditional cruciform earring, 
the first much closer to Sargon II overall fashion and 
the second similar to a not fully developed “Khinnis 
Type” (limited to Sennacherib’s reign). On the basis 
of this evidence, why attribute these reliefs to King 
Sennacherib? If the γ-Type earring represents a 

63 Hrouda 1965, p. 52 and 56, 1970, p. 90.

hybrid, a prior stage in the typological evolution 
toward the “Khinnis-type”, it should pre-date the 
construction of the monumental complex of 
Khinnis/Bavian, where this latter type seems fully 
developed. As said before, the identification of the 
Northern System as the third stage of Sennacherib’s 
project is based almost completely on the inter-
pretation of the Bavian inscription proposed by 
J. Reade, which contrasts with D. Oates’s vision of 
the Northern System as the fourth part of 
Sennacherib’s system.64 Obviously, there is not 
absolute certainty about the exact date of Great 
Relief (where the “Khinnis-Type” is clearly reco-
gnizable), but it seems plausible that it was carved 
following the completion of the Khinnis canal’s 
construction.65 As mentioned above, this icono-
graphical comparison would at least allow us to 
suggest an earlier date for the Northern System. In 
addition, figures 10-11 show another detail that 
differs between the two monumental complexes: at 
Maltai, the king and gods wear a classical bracelet, 
decorated with a single rosette or sequence of 
rosettes.66 In the reign of Sennacherib, we find the 
introduction of a new and very distinctive detail: a 
“leaf-like element” occurring between the rosette 
medallions,67 which does not appear in the Maltai 
reliefs, but that is clearly visible in the Great Relief 
of Khinnis. Finally, as D. Morandi Bonacossi re-
cently noted, the stylization of the left forearm 
musculature of the Maltai gods, common on the 
Dur-Sharrukin orthostats, is not present at 
Khinnis.68 Taken together, all these elements would 
justify the proposal of an earlier date for the Maltai 
relief, maybe in the reign of Sargon II (721-705 
BC). As said before, Neo-Assyrian public art repre-
sented a powerful iconographic means by which 
kingship could transmit political and propagandist 

64 Oates 1968, p. 51; Reade 1978; Ur 2005, pp. 325-
330; Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, pp. 86-87.

65 Probably around 690 BC (Morandi Bonacossi 
2018b, p. 87).

66 An ornamental element of great importance and long 
tradition within Assyrian art, keeping almost the same features 
for decades (Bachmann 1927, pp. 7-10; Hrouda 1965, 
pp. 53-59 and Pl. 9, 15-35).

67 Bachmann 1927, p. 10 and Pl. 12; Hrouda 1965, 
pp. 54-55 and Pl. 9, 7.

68 Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, p. 94 and fig. 10c.

Figure 7
Goddess Ištar, Relief III 
(LoNAP archive, 2016)
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or minor detail – like a specific ornament type – 
should be considered an important and distinctive 
feature, especially given the high level of 
standardization of Neo-Assyrian art. If indeed the 
Maltai monumental complex did not belong to 
Sennacherib’s great hydraulic system, its functional 
interpretation becomes an important question: 
surely these monuments celebrated a construction 
work, maybe a local irrigation system composed of 
the Maltai and Faida canals, probably constructed 

messages, highlighting a ruler’s exclusive relationship 
with gods: in this view, being an expression of 
strongly centralized power, rock-carved monuments 
must have been produced under careful royal 
control, perhaps exercised by the king in person (for 
example for monuments made during military cam-
paigns).69 So, what seems at first glance a secon dary 

69 Winter 1997, pp. 367-368; Shafer 1998, pp. 65-
67; Shafer 2013; Liverani 2014b, pp. 376-377; Liverani 
2017, pp. 75-102.
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Figure 11 a-b: king (right-side) and Ištar in Relief III, details of left-arm bracelets (LoNAP archive, 2016). 

 

    

Figure 12: newly discovered spring and its location within Maltai’s context (LoNAP archive, 2017). 
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Newly discovered spring and its location within Maltai’s context (LoNAP archive, 2017)
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Relief IV could shed light on an additional issue: a 
close link with water coming from the chthonic 
world.73 As noted by A.T. Shafer, the cultural 
function of these monuments as central elements in 
royal rituals was quite underestimated by scholars in 
the past:74 a complex of codified rituals could follow 
the realization of these rock-carved reliefs, as the 
Balawat Gate decorations demonstrate; moreover, 
further clues may also be found in written sources, 
for example in Sennacherib’s Bavian inscription.75 
From this perspective, the periodic revisiting of 
these monuments by the king seems conceivable, for 
repeated ritual commemoration of king’s role in 
shaping frontier territories and in asserting posses-
sion of natural resources. This proposal could also 
solve an old problem regarding the Maltai relief’s 
context: the almost identical quadruple repetition 
of the same scene at the same site, all very close 

73 The connection between celebratory monuments and 
natural hydrology (sea, rivers, lakes and water-springs) is a well-
known feature of Assyrian ideology, which had strong religious 
and symbolic connotations; in this specific case, contexts such 
as Birkleyn and Babil might be good parallels, with emphasis 
on waters emerging from the underworld (Harmanşah 2007, 
pp. 196-197; Hawkins 1969). 

74 Shafer 1998, pp. 2, 65-66; Shafer 2013.
75 Sennacherib describes some very complex rituals that 

preceded the inauguration of the Khinnis Canal (Grayson, 
Novonty 2014, p. 315). 

by Sargon II (fig. 2).70 At Faida, the identification of 
smaller secondary canals branching from the main 
one, which have been spotted by LoNAP in recent 
years, might support this reconstruction;71 
furthermore, the Maltai reliefs are located c. 200 m 
above the ‘Ain Qasara karst spring; the spring-water 
was collected and transported southward by the 
Malta canal, running along Jebel Zawiya’s eastern-
most slopes72. Beside their close relationship with 
water management, the identification of a second 
karst spring (fig. 12) – during a photographic session 
I conducted in summer 2017 – about 6 m from 

70 Beside these iconographical considerations, an impor-
tant clue comes from written sources, specifically from the 
correspondence between Sargon II and his treasurer Tab-shar-
Ashur: this letter concerns some building activities of the ruler 
around the city of Talmusa, tentatively identified with the 
modern village of Gir-e pan (Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 
pp. 91-92). The location of this Assyrian settlement in the Gir-e 
Pan plain would corroborate the hypothesis of a Maltai/Faida 
hydraulic system made by Sargon II. 

71 A monumental site that has several common features 
with Maltai, in particular repetitiveness (at least nine panels 
identified so far) and general iconographic composition, with 
a religious procession of deity statues (Boehmer 1975, pp. 56-
57; Reade 1968, 159-163; Morandi Bonacossi 2016, 
p. 146, 2018b, p. 94 and fig. 11a-c). In the future, archaeological 
exposure of these reliefs could be decisive for our understanding 
of this context. 

72 Ur 2005, p. 326; Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 
pp. 87-88.
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not conceived yet as a marker indicating the political 
possession of a peripheral area. With Neo-Assyrian 
military expansion, frontier monuments multiplied 
in number, both according to textual sources and 
in terms of archaeological evidence78. This de-
veloping process of conceptualizing frontiers and 
borders (which later came to be seen in a different 
way) reached its peak with the Sargonid dynasty: 
continuing traditional iconographic demarcation 
of far-away places, the territorial appropriation of 
a historically challenged frontier like the northern 
one was achieved through the construction of an 
impressive series of hydraulic control systems: 
beside this primary economic and demographic 
ne  ces sity, this paper has proposed a different view 
about how the monumental, commemorative 
com   plex associated with these infrastructures 
can be understood, trying to demonstrate how 
this distinctive process was started even before 
Sennacherib, by his father Sargon II. These rock-
carved monuments, the Khinnis, Maltai and 
Faida reliefs, represent the king’s signature, above 
all a strong statement of possession of resources 
and an auto-celebratory display of his qualities as 
constructor and god-chosen ruler of māt Aššur;79 
secondly, these monuments constituted a means 
by which the king expressed his definitive assertion 
of the Assyrian possession of a contested frontier, 
probably commemorated with a codified ensemble 
of rituals. The function and nature of a complex 
cultural and artistic phenomenon such as that of 
the Assyrian celebratory monuments are not easily 
explicable matters: beside the urban monuments,80 
quite homogeneous in form and spatial location, the 
peripheral monuments show a much higher level of 
conceptual complexity, although in substance they 
are part of the same broad cultural phenomenon. In 
this context, the unique case study of the Sargonid 
dynasty expresses a different, much more complex 
level of ideological, physical and iconographical 
demarcation of landscape.

78 Börker-Klähn 1982, pp. 177-227; Morandi 
Bonacossi 1988, pp. 139-155; Shafer 1988, pp. 132-352.

79 Morandi Bonacossi 1988, pp. 132-137.
80 A constant phenomenon throughout Assyrian history 

(Börker-Klähn 1982, pp. 177-227; Harmanşah 2012, 
2015, pp. 72-193). 

together, would be much more reasonable if this 
reflected repeated visits by the king, depicted in a 
new relief each time.76 Finally, this reconstruction 
suggests a further aspect: while panels I, II and III 
seem part of a consistent monumental complex – 
because of their spatial proximity, similar preser-
vation and homogeneous iconography – panel IV 
appears to be apart, substantially for two main 
reasons: firstly, its general appearance is different, 
with less accurate workmanship; secondly, the 
choice of location seems inappropriate, due to the 
poor quality of the limestone present there (fig. 13). 
Such a variety of aspects and considerations under-
lines the extreme sophistication and multi-layered 
nature of the Maltai monumental complex and the 
difficulty of its interpretation; however, as some 
evidence presented above suggests, a different expla-
nation for and dating of this complex might also be 
considered. 

4. Concluding remarks

The Assyrian concept of frontier clearly evolved, 
passing from the Middle Assyrian Kingdom to the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire: keeping in mind our scarce 
knowledge of this phenomenon for the Middle 
Assyrian period,77 during the formation phase of the 
state the ruler’s attention was focused on the élite 
families (and clergy) of the Assyrian core capitals, an 
essential base of consensus and legitimation of royal 
power. The only exception in the archaeological 
record is the context of Birkleyn/Lice, highly signi-
ficant from a religious point of view, but probably 

76 This is merely a theoretical (and quite speculative) 
proposal: the well-known Cudi Daĝi context (with several rock-
carved niches depicting King Sennacherib; Börker-Klähn 
1982, pp. 204-205; Kreppner 2002, pp. 369-370), furnishes 
contrasting evidence and supports the idea of repetitiveness as a 
proper feature of this celebratory practice, as well as numerous 
texts, with Assyrian rulers reporting the production of multiple 
monuments at some special places (for example, Shalmaneser 
III on Mount Amanus; Morandi Bonacossi 1988, tab. A2; 
Shafer 1998, pp. 159-210). Nevertheless, Maltai’s monu-
mental complex represents the first case of the almost exact 
replication of a rock-carved scene in close association with a 
water-spring.  

77 Based exclusively on partial and hotly debated written 
sources but scarce archaeological evidence.
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Abstract

The Neo-Assyrian palace was the centre of power and its access was obviously highly regulated, but not impossible. 
In fact, both material and textual evidence proves that foreigners coming from neighbouring kingdoms were 
on occasions hosted in the palace. Admittance was not immediate but mediated by procedures and formalities, 
and presence before the king entailed following a number of rules of conduct, etiquette, decorum, courtesies 
and good form. This is the so-called ‘royal protocol’, on which iconographic sources, architectural settings, and 
royal texts shed light. Nonetheless, despite studies on a variety of aspects, there appear to be few or even no 
specific studies on the ‘royal protocol’ at the Neo-Assyrian court, with special regard to foreigners. 
This paper fills part of this gap by analysing the evidence coming from Sargon II’s reign: 1) texts and bas-reliefs, 
which outline rules of access, foreigners’ behaviour and king’s appearance, and 2) architectural hints, which 
help in reconstructing routes and rooms earmarked for foreigners.
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Relying on a variety of sources, the following 
pages will try to reconstruct and explore the use 
of display, ceremony, and etiquette at the Assyrian 
court of Sargon II, with a focus on foreigners. For 
convenience, the examination will be structured 
in four basic points of time: 1) before going to the 
palace; 2) in the palace itself; 3) before the king; 
4) the king’s appearance and royal hospitality.

2. Before going to the Palace

Texts often inform us that foreigners could have 
access to the palace on three basic occasions: 1) great 
events, 2) compulsory appointments, 3) personal 
meetings. 

As for great events, in his inscriptions Sargon II 
celebrates the dedication of Dur-Sharruken with 
various classes of associates and foreigners: «Zusam-
men mit den (Vasallen) Königen aller Länder, den 
Provinzherren meines Landes, den Aufsehern 
(und) Leitern, den Fürsten, den Eunuchen und 
den Ältesten Assyriens setzte ich mich in meinem 
Palast hin und feierte ein Freudenfest».4 For great 
events, the protocol probably required that an 
official invitation was sent to all the guests invited.5 
The Assyrian administration was then informed on 
the potential participants, and each city or kingdom 
invited probably sent its own delegation made up of 
rulers, emissaries, dignitaries, and servants. For the 
occasion, all king’s associates, high-ranking officials, 
supervisors, commanders, eunuchs, elders, and the 
palace staff were gathered. 

Moving to compulsory appointments, hints 
may be gleaned from texts of Neo-Assyrian period. 
These often deal with two compulsory economically 
important yearly duties, which required subjects to 
visit the royal palace in the presence of the king: the 
receipt of the tribute (madattu), and the delivery 
of audience gift (nāmurtu).6 These payments were 

4 Fuchs 1994, p. 355, ll. 177-179.
5 See, in this respect, the Banquet Stele of Ashurnasirpal 

II, in which the guests are defined qariúti, namely ‘invited’ 
(RIMA 2 A.0.101.30, l. 142; CAD Q, p. 145).

6 Examples of tribute (madattu) and audience gift 
(nāmurtu) can be found in a number of letters. Tribute: SAA 
1 29, r. 22-24; SAA 1 33, 8-14; SAA 1 39, r. 16; SAA 1 110, r. 
4-9; SAA 19 169, 4-11. Audience gift: SAA 1 29, r. 18-20; SAA 

1. Introduction

In 717, Sargon II (721-705 BC) begun building 
a new city called Dur-Sharruken (‘Fortress of 
Sargon’, modern Khorsabad), the construction of 
which continued throughout his reign, and the city 
was officially dedicated in 706.1 This became the 
new royal edifice for the king’s place of function 
and living, where he interacted with his court and 
potential guests. The palace was, indeed, the centre 
of power and its access was obviously regulated, but 
not impossible: though the notion of seclusion is 
dominant in studies on Assyrian kingship, this 
deductive fallacy ignores the fact that a minority 
of outsiders did have access.2 Albeit it can hardly 
be disputed that Assyrian palaces were inaccessible 
to the majority of Assyrians, it is also true that 
the small percentage of persons fortunate – or 
unfortunate – enough to enter the palace must 
have been sufficiently numerous to require control 
and management through the ‘protocol’. In this 
respect, the idea of remoteness of the king in his 
palace is offset by the numerous textual sources 
referring to the potential access to the palace by 
visitors; the architecture of the royal palace itself, 
which indicates that access to the king was not 
immediate but mediated; and the visual sources, 
which display a great variety of people that on 
occasion had access to the palace. The admittance 
of visitors was controlled by procedures and 
formalities, and their presence before the king 
entailed following a number of rules of conduct, 
etiquette, decorum, courtesies and good form. 
This sort of ‘royal protocol’ further increased the 
concept of the king as a shadowy figure, but did not 
imply complete inaccessibility to the royal palace.3

1 According to the eponym chronicle, the city was 
officially inaugurated on Iyyar 6, 706 (Parpola 1995, pp. 66, 
70 fn. 11). An exceptionally abundant amount of docu-
mentation about the city’s building history survived. In this 
respect, see Albenda 1986, pp. 34-37; Parpola 1995; Elayi 
2017, pp. 201-210.

2 Kertai 2015, p. 5. On the ‘invention’ of royal inacces-
sibility and invisibility of the Assyrian king preserved in the 
memory of Greek historians, see Lanfranchi 2010.

3 For a general examination on the royal protocol at the 
Assyrian court, see Barjamovic 2011.
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envisage that letters received by the palace were 
probably sorted by trusted official(s). The system 
regarding incoming and outgoing letters of the 
royal palace must have been strictly organized and 
controlled by a group of literates and some letters 
may never have reached the king. A fragmentary 
letter perhaps written by Esarhaddon seems 
to offer the procedure prescribed in the palace 
administration before forwarding a letter to the 
king: «As [to what you wrote to me]: “You did 
not read [nor open the letter] which [I sent] to 
you.” How [would] I [not do] thi[s]? When a 
letter whi[ch you send to me comes] to [my re]
porter, [he pe]rsonally [opens] the let[ter] and 
[makes me hear] its [infor]mation. [W]hy [should 
I read] a letter? I take care of myself. (When) I see 
[a letter], I do not open it nor r[ead it]. Besides, 
the messenger [who brings a letter] to [his lord], 
whether a guard, [a ...], or a mounted [messenger...] 
— let them bring [......]» (SAA 16 6).13 Thus, a 
messenger (mār šipri) or a guard (ša-maṣṣarti) or 
a mounted messenger (kallāp šipirti) brought and 
delivered the letter to a reporter (bēl ṭēmi) in the 
palace, who would have opened and read it aloud 
to the king or most likely to a scribe. In case it was 
the latter, he would have then decided to forward 
the written communication to the king, as is 
indicated at the end of the letter sent by an official 
active under Esarhaddon: «Whoever you are, O 
scribe, who are reading (this letter), do not hide 
it from the king, your lord! Speak for me before 
the king, so Bel (and) Nabû may speak for you 

written to the king my lord, and I long [for] the sight of the 
king my lord, that I may see the face of the king my lord. Let 
him send a reply to my words» (ABL 285, r. 5-8; see PNA 1/I, 
pp. 306-310; Frame 1997, p. 60; Waters 2002, p. 79). In a 
similar vein, Nabu-shumu-iddina, mayor of the Nabu Temple 
of Kalhu under the reign of Esarhaddon (PNA 2/II, p. 885), 
expressly requests an audience with the king: «The face of the 
king my lord has been seen by very many (people). Let an order 
be given to the palace-overseers: when the elders pass by beneath 
the terrace, let them allow me to see the face of the king, my 
lord, and may the k[ing] look at me. Let them constantly send 
me word on the health of [the king, my lord]. Upon whom 
are my eyes fixed? (In) that I have written, let them allow me 
to enter before the king and speak (with him)» (SAA 13 80, 
11-r. 14). For letters sent by mediators, see SAA 5 104, 10-r. 11; 
SAA 5 122, r. 6-10; SAA 5 149, r. 4-10; SAA 5 203, r. 8-13; 
SAA 5 241; SAA 15 225, r. 6-10; SAA 15 226, 4-r. 3.

13 See also SAA 18 1, in particular lines 16-r. 4, in which a 
letter is promptly rejected and sent back to its senders. 

usually paid by foreign emissaries (ṣērāni/LÚ.MAH.
MEŠ), and the local rulers in charge (bēl āli, ‘city-
ruler’), who probably acted as bringers of tribute 
but perhaps also as ambassadors.7 It is likely that 
kingdoms subject to tribute, and associated audience 
gifts, must have been already informed about the date 
of the payment: relying on textual sources, the month 
Nisannu is suggested here to be the most common 
period for journeys to the palace.8 The delegation, 
made up of the city-ruler with his servants and envoys, 
was accompanied by a messenger (mār šipri), or a 
dispatch rider (kallāp šipirti).9 Once the delegation 
left the country for the Assyrian capital, high-ranking 
officials promptly sent a letter reporting the king on 
the identity and provenance of foreigners, and size of 
the tribute and/or audience gifts.10 Perhaps, in the 
case the king was not present, he was informed on the 
reception and amount of the goods received.11 

As for personal meetings, letters inform that, 
depending on the social and political status, 
requests for personal audience could be sent 
directly to the king, or submitted to high-ranking 
officials who acted as mediators.12 We may perhaps 

5 136, r. 2-6; SAA 5 171, r. 4-10; SAA 7 45, r. 1-6.
7 The tribute, in particular, is applied strictly only to 

compulsory payments imposed upon a subject to the Assyrian 
king which had not been absorbed into the administrative 
structure of Assyria itself. In other words, the madattu was 
never given by kings who gave free will offerings or by areas 
that were fully incorporated into the Assyrian Empire (see 
Postgate 1974, pp. 111-130, 146-162 for an extensive study 
on the process of the payment of these compulsory duties; see 
also Reade 1979a, p. 332; Liverani 1992, pp. 155-156; Bär 
1996, pp. 7-10).

8 It is not too farfetched to believe that the tribute was 
delivered either in the spring or at the beginning of the autumn, 
during the New Year festival of Nisannu, or else in the late 
autumn, after the campaigns (Postgate 1974, p. 121). See 
some references in SAA 1 186; SAA 1 187; SAA 5 52, 4-5; 
SAA 5 146, 7-10; SAA 19 190.

9 Messenger: e.g. SAA 5 104, 12; SAA 15 161, r. 10; 
SAA 15 297; SAA 15 298. Dispatch rider: e.g. SAA 15 66, r. 1.

10 E.g. SAA 1 186; SAA 1 187; SAA 5 52; SAA 5 136; 
SAA 5 146; SAA 5 171.

11 E.g. SAA 1 29, r. 18-26; SAA 1 33; SAA 1 39, r. 16´.
12 Texts from the reigns of Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal 

speak of the ardent desire of courtiers to behold the faces of 
their kings, and direct requests of personal audience were sent 
to remove misunderstandings, and obviate the weariness of 
writing letters and getting no answer. For instance, the Assyrian 
Bel-ibni, Ashurbanipal’s commander-in-chief (turtānu) in the 
south, writes to his ruler stressing that «[Once] or twice I have 
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3. In the Palace itself

Access to the royal building was evidently curtailed 
by the placement of the building on a raised plat-
form with limited means of access, principally the 
main ramp in front of the palace. Visitors therefore 
gathered in the Entrance Courtyard (xV), entering 
this through the southern rooms 97-99. In the 
southern corner of the Entrance Courtyard was 
perhaps located the ‘corner office’ (room 93) 
belonging to a high-ranking official in charge of 
organizing the circulation in the court. Those seeking 
audience with the king were ushered through the 
gate formed by rooms 80-81 to the Throneroom 
Courtyard (VIII). It has been hypothesised that 
there was (also) an entrance on the north-eastern 
side, giving direct access to the Throneroom 
Courtyard, but this seems unlikely.20 Within the 
Throneroom Courtyard (VIII), foreigners were 
led to the main Throneroom VII or, more likely, 
through corridor 10, which led into Courtyard III 
(fig. 1). 

From the Throneroom Courtyard (VIII), the 
access arrangements suggest that foreigners were 
expected to traverse monumental corridor 10. 
It was paved and sloped down from the higher 
Courtyard III to the lower Throneroom Courtyard 
(VIII). Both walls of corridor 10 were lined with 
two-register reliefs showing tribute-bearers coming 
from the Syro-Palestinian coast (upper register) and 
the Zagros region (lower register), moving from 
the Throneroom Courtyard (VIII) to Courtyard 
III (fig. 2).21 The line of foreigners from the west 
apparently already started on the northwest wall of 
façade n of Throneroom Courtyard (VIII).22

The first destination of foreign delegations was 
probably the second throneroom 8 and the adjacent 
room 4. As in the throneroom of Ashurnasirpal II at 
Kalhu, visitors probably entered the throneroom by 
door P, the furthest point from the throne, and left 

20 Place 1867 vol. III, pl. 7 (door c). The reconstruction 
seems to have been accepted by Novák 2012, p. 259, but 
questioned by Kertai 2015, p. 104.

21 Reade 1976, p. 97; Reade 1979b, p. 83; Gopnik 
1992, p. 65; Bär 1996, pp. 203-207; Collins 2012, p. 78. See 
more images in Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. II, pls. 122-136.

22 See images in Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. I, pl. 29; 
Loud et Al. 1936, fig. 34.

before the king».14 The selected letters were then 
read to the king by specific figures, such as scribes 
or reporters. From written sources, indeed, we 
surmise that there may have been different persons 
in charge of reading before the king, each one with 
specific skills, as shown by the following passage: 
«Maybe the scribe who reads to the king did not 
understand. Šumma izbu is difficult to interpret».15 
This text proves that some literates had specific 
skills to read complex texts, such as anomalous 
omens, while others may have had sufficient skills 
to read simpler texts, such as daily letters.16 

If the request was granted, and the date was 
not already established, the king consulted his 
astrologers to be advised on the suitable and 
auspicious day of the visit.17 Afterward, the palace 
administration produced an official reply, which 
was sent to the applicant or to the sender of the 
letter. Eventually, the applicant(s) could start his 
journey to the palace and, perhaps, an official or a 
messenger always accompanied foreigners.18 I would 
also speculate that personal audiences took place 
at the same time for all the persons to whom the 
audience was granted. 

Meanwhile delegations and visitors made their 
journey to the palace, the palace administration 
pro bably drafted a list of all the enterers. This is evi-
denced by a document of Esarhaddon’s reign (SAA 
16 50), which shows a list of visitors entering the 
palace. Once in the palace, guests were welcomed 
by specific figures and a more complex protocol was 
probably prescribed before meeting the Assyrian 
king.19 

14  SAA 16 32, r. 17-22; PNA 2/II, pp. 905-907.
15 SAA 10 60, 15-r. 2.
16 See also Luukko 2007, p. 231 fn. 18 for a cursory 

tentative reconstruction on the system of communication in 
Assyrian times.

17 E.g. SAA 10 48; SAA 10 73; SAA 10 74.
18 In particular, see SAA 5 104, 4-13: «Three powerful 

men of the Kummeans have come and had an audience with 
me and Mar-Issar, the royal bodyguard. Here is what they 
said to me: “Our people may go where the king said, but your 
messenger should take us to the Palace [...]».

19 Although this hypothetical reconstruction is built on 
documents from later kings, one may speculate that similar 
procedures were applied in earlier times.
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Figure 1 
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: floorplan 
(after Kertai 2015, pl. 11) 
and inner circulation

Figure 2
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: Corridor 10, slab 7 
(after Botta, Flandin 1849 
vol. II, pl. 129)



West & East 142 Monografie, 3

ludovico portuese

Figure 3
Dur-Sharruken, Royal Palace: Palace terraces, floorplan (after Kertai 2015, fig. 5.7) and inner circulation 

Figure 4
Dur-Sharruken, Royal Palace: Room 8, slabs 24- 25 (after Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. II, pl. 120)
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Guests could visit also the less accessible rooms 
6 and 11, passing through room 5. By contrast, 
room 2 was probably not accessible to visitors since 
door pivot holes were found at doorways E and H, 
suggesting that there was a physical barrier that 
would not usually have been open.26 In room 5 
visitors could have the chance to admire the 
interior decoration showing the 720 BC invasion of 
Syria-Palestine.27 

That rooms 6 and 11 were expected destinations 
for outsiders is suggested by their interior deco-
ration, which shows lines of foreigners moving 
towards the king.28 In detail, the images in room 
6 displayed three groups of tributaries, identified 
as Urartians and Phrygians, and perhaps other 
westerners coming from the area of Phrygia, 
such as Que or Tabal, since the clothing appears 
quite similar.29 As to room 11, Flandin’s drawing 

2016, pp. 74, 240 fn. 80).
26 Botta, Flandin 1849 vols. I-II, pls. 51, 84, 102.
27 Reade 1976, pp. 99-102, 104; Franklin 1994.
28 Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. II, pls. 103-106bis, 137.
29 Basmachi 1975, p. 238 (Urartians); Bär 1996, 

pp. 199-200 (Phrygians).

the room by door Q (fig. 3). It should be noted that 
the most brutal image was shown opposite door P 
(fig. 4).23 If this door was used by outside visitors, this 
image would have heightened the frightening effect 
of entering the room 8. In this respect, corridor 10 
seems to have been oriented differently from the 
rest of the palace. It is for this reason I suspect that 
visitors were led straightaway to door P of room 8, 
and that this was the entrance probably earmarked 
for outsiders.24 

In both rooms 8 and 4, images showing captives 
being tortured were overtly displayed. The captives 
were identified by epigraphs and by their clothing. 
Rulers from the Zagros regions and Hamath are 
identified as captives by the epigraphs carved on the 
scenes, and it is possible that rulers from Gaza or 
Ashdod were also represented.25 

23 Portuese 2016, p. 180 fn. 3, pp. 181-184, fig. 3; 
Portuese 2019, pp. 69-70.

24 Loud et Al. 1936, fig. 22; Kertai 2015, p. 109.
25 See images in Botta, Flandin 1849 vols. I-II, 

pls. 79-83, 115-120. For the epigraphs, see Russell 1999, 
p. 117. Texts inform us that Hanunu, king of Gaza, was taken 
to Assyria in chains and there seems to be no other obvious 
candidate for slab 12 (Fuchs 1994, p. 315, ll. 56-57; Melville 

Figure 5
Dur-Sharruken, Royal Palace: Palace terraces, floorplan (after Kertai 2015, fig. 5.7) and inner circulation 
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Figure 6 
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: 
Corridor 10, 
slabs 9-10 
(after Botta, 
Flandin 1849 
vol. II, pl. 131) 

Figure 7 
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: hypothetical 
reconstruction of visitors 
at the Assyrian court 
organized and led by the 
‘Palace Supervisor’ 
(drawn by M. P. M. 
Portuese)
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– Calling visitors to move; 
– Counting companions; 
– Arranging them according to their rank; 
– Silencing their speech, preparing them for en-

tering the throneroom; 
– Informing on sets of rules and duties; 
– Ushering them forward towards the king’s seat; 
– After the audience takes place he possibly directs 

them, perhaps to the exterior;
– Quieting them again inside the audience hall if 

necessary.

The procession scenes summarise this tight organi-
zation, presenting ‘frozen moments’ or cartoon 
images of actual events, which acted as ‘educational’ 
or ‘didactic’ exempla of appropriate conduct for 
non-Assyrians.34 Though images display single-file 
line figures, the overlap of persons’ feet, and also 
animals’ on Sargon’s reliefs, proves that they may 
have been arranged in two, three or even four lines 
(fig. 6). Indeed, the dimensions of corridor 10, 22 
m long by 3 m wide, suggest that persons could be 
easily lined up in rows of three/four.35 The highest-
ranking members of the foreign city, such as city-
rulers, leaders or emissaries, led the various groups 
of tribute-bearers and occupied the head of the line. 
These important figures were sometimes empty-
handed or carried small and valuable objects, and 
were often distinguished by their costumes. Ser-
vants, who were charged with bringing consi derable 
tributes (e.g. animals, large sacks), usually occupied 
the position behind leaders (figs. 2, 6).36 Although 
foreigners appear to be unevenly arranged as they 
approach the king, it is reasonable to suspect that 
they entered the room in order. Like court members 
who, according to textual sources, entered and 
were seated in the order of precedence, foreigners 
were similarly ordered, and access was probably 
firstly granted to leaders and then to their servants 
bringing tributes and audience gifts.37

34 Cifarelli 1998, p. 217.
35 Loud et Al. 1936, p. 40.
36 Bär 1996, pp. 218-219.
37 See, for instance, the access of officials to the royal meal 

described in K 8669/SAA 20 33, i 4-i 21. For a royal protocol at 
banquet, see Ermidoro 2015, pp. 161-189.

is unclear but the images seem also to represent 
westerners.30 

It is reasonable to suspect that the route leading 
visitors to rooms 6 and 11 started at doorway d, 
passing through doorways Q, S, and entering by 
doorway O. In fact, of the five different texts used 
on thresholds, those of doors d, Q, S, O, were 
inscribed with text no. 3, tracing an ideal path from 
the exterior to rooms 6 and 11 (fig. 5). Interestingly, 
text no. 3 is the only text that mentions the following 
sentence: «Von den (Vasallen)königen (aller 
Länder bis hin zu den) vier Rändern (der Welt), 
die sich dem Joch meiner Herrschaft gebeugt, und 
(dadurch) ihr Leben gerettet haben, sowie den 
Provinzherren meines Landes, den Aufsehern 
(und) Leitern, den Fürsten, den Eunuchen und 
den hohen Verwaltungsbeamten empfing ich ihren 
schweren Tribut. Zu einem Festmahl ließ ich sie 
Platz nehmen und feierte ein Freudenfest».31 The 
text does not mention ‘punished’ rulers, but ‘spared’ 
(eṭèru) rulers.32 Therefore, I believe that this message 
discloses the identity of the potential occupants of 
these rooms, who must have been privileged foreign 
rulers and leaders. 

To summarise, visitors were probably divided into 
two categories and conducted to the throne room on 
different routes. Distinguished guests were conducted 
through rooms 6 and 11; whereas common guests, 
whose relationship with Assyria was probably quite 
fraught, were led through rooms 8 and 4.

There must, therefore, have been a proce dure for 
managing the internal movement and organization 
of visitors. This would have been the central 
concern of the ša-pān-ekalli, translated as ‘palace 
supervisor’, who can be identified as the last eunuch 
in the processions, waving his hand as to introduce 
people into the king’s presence (figs. 6-7).33 Looking 
at texts and images, the ša-pān-ekalli’s tasks might 
be listed as follows: 

30 Bär 1996, p. 201.
31 Fuchs 1994, p. 358, ll. 37-44.
32 CAD E, pp. 402-403, mng. 3; Russell 1999, p. 109.
33 For a discussion on this official relying on textual 

references, see the PhD dissertation of Groß 2014, pp. 60-61. 
For his identification on Assyrian reliefs, see Reade 1972, 
p. 95. For the ša-pān-ekalli on Sargon’s reliefs, see Botta, 
Flandin 1849 vols. I-II, pls. 15, 29, 30, 103, 116, 130 (lower 
register), 137. 
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In this context, an adulatory sentence uttered by 
a Babylonian scholar to the king Esarhaddon is 
informative: «I am a dead body. Let me behold the 
face of the king, my lord, and die».41 Thus, being 
watched by the king was esteemed a great honour: 
«[and that Assur]banipal, king of Assyria, your lord, 
put oil on you and turned his friendly face towards 
you».42 Contrariwise, not being watched by the 
king meant losing his protection and favour: «[I]f 
he has become troublesome, may that gracious face 
[of the king], my lord, tur[n] away from him! And 
inasmuch as Ištar of N[ineveh] and Ištar of Arbela 
have said: “We shall root out from Assyria those 
who are not loyal to the king, our lord!” he should 
really be banished from Assyria!».43 Accordingly, 
looking at king’s face was synonym of siding with the 
king of Assyria: «[The w]hole country has turned 
its face [towards the ki]ng, my lord, [saying]: “We 
are the king’s [servant]s”.44 This is quite consistent 
with images showing a significant physical distance 
between the king and his non-Assyrian visitors. 

Prostrating (šuka’’unu), kissing the ground 
(kaqquru našāqu), or the feet (šepu našāqu) and 
grasping the feet (šēpu ṣabātu), were acts and hon-
ouring movements undoubtedly enacted by in siders 
and almost certainly by outsiders, such as foreign 
ambassadors or city-rulers.45 This kind of homage 
towards a superior authority falls with in what has 
been called as the Mesopotamian ‘audience-concept’, 
an expression which lies behind the meeting between 
someone who was in need of asking for something 
from a higher authority.46 Some behaviours occur a 
number of times in the texts of Sargon II: for instance, 
Ullusunu of Manneans is said to have grasped the 
feet of Sargon,47 while seven kings of Cyprus brought 

41 SAA 10 160, r. 38-39. A similar sentence is found in 
other letters (e.g. SAA 10 328, r. 20-23; SAA 13 184, e. 1-2; 
SAA 18 73, r. 2-5).

42 SAA 2 10, 8-11.
43 SAA 10 284, r. 1-9.
44 SAA 15 150, b. e. 8-r. 2.
45 An important key to understanding Assyrian court 

etiquette for insiders is found in the codified manual of the 
procedures enacted at a royal banquet (K 8669/SAA 20 33). 
For a list of Akkadian terms indicating submission, see Bonatz 
2002, p. 146 and SAA 20, Lxxx-LxxxI. 

46 Zgoll 2003.
47 Fuchs 1994, p. 317 ll. 87-88.

4. Before the King

Especially on large scale scenes, four/seven persons 
of the royal entourage usually separate the king from 
foreigners. This implies that seeing and speaking to 
the king was tightly controlled or even impossible 
for foreigners. As the distance between king and 
foreigners is represented by a human demarcation, 
I suggest that audience with the ruler took place at a 
public distance, namely more than 3.5 m, according 
to the categories of physical distance of proxemics 
introduced by the anthropologist Hall (fig. 8).38 

Cifarelli has shown that Assyrian officials 
and courtiers are always rendered in a perfectly 
upright position, which was associated with dignity 
and correctness in texts, and with folded hands, 
an ancient Mesopotamian gesture indicating 
prayerfulness and respect. In sharp visual contrast, 
the overall posture of foreigners is somewhat 
crouched, which was associated with moral and 
physical wretchedness. This action seems to have 
been expressed by the supplication verb kanāšu, 
which is usually translated literally as ‘to stoop’, 
and the expression kanāšu kišāda, ‘to bend the 
neck’ which is used idiomatically as ‘to submit’ 
and ‘to force into submission’ in a variety of texts. 
Foreigners usually perform the hand gesture of 
raising one or two fists before their faces, very similar 
to the gesture indicated in texts by the laban appi 
attitude (‘to touch the nose’), a ceremonial stance 
by which people formally submitted and perhaps 
pledged fealty to the Assyrian king (fig. 9).39 

It should be noted that the overall crouched 
posture assumed by foreigners when approaching 
the king boosted asymmetry and reduced reciprocity 
in an audience scene: the eye contact was absent, 
hand gestures were restricted to few movements, 
and the hands before the face somehow covered the 
eyes limiting the visual field. In spatial terms, indeed, 
looking is a form of access, of crossing a boundary to 
enter a domain, either as invited guest or as intruder, 
and looking at king’s face probably ranged from 
intimacy to audacity, from sympathy to threat.40 

38 Hall 1966; Marquardt, Greenberg 2015, 
pp. 33-35.

39 Cifarelli 1998, pp. 215-216.
40 Chavel 2012, p. 9.
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which sound like bringing all lands or enemies «to 
submission before the feet of the king»49 often occur, 
but similar formulae must be understood as verbal 
‘images’ used by scribes to express total control over 
something or someone by the king.50 Therefore, 

49 SAA 16 127, 11-12.
50 The expression ina sepal šēpē ša šarri kanāšu ‘bringing 

to submission before the feet of the king’ occurs in a number of 
letters (e.g. SAA 10 69, r. 15-16; SAA 16 126, 18; SAA 16 128, 

goods to Sargon and kissed Sargon’s feet.48 However, 
that a physical contact between subjects and king ever 
existed is unlikely. An appropriate safety distance was 
probably expected and these expressions should be 
regarded more as metaphorical signs of submission, 
adulation and deference than actual movements 
enacted before the king. In letters, expressions 

48 Fuchs 1994, p. 352 ll. 148-149.

Figure 8
Hall’s proxemic zones 
(source: author)

Figure 9
Dur-Sharruken, Royal Palace: 
Room 6, slab 20 
(after Basmachi 1975, fig. 135)
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king. In addition, it is likely that deeper appropriate 
prostrations and long pauses were a sign of respect 
and formality when meeting the king (fig. 10).52

The supplication was perhaps also expressed by 
the qāta tarāṣu gesture, which literally means ‘to 
stretch out the hand’, a gesture usually performed 
by the king towards his subordinates in contexts of 
greeting or recognition, but that also subordinates 
could perform on occasion. The gesture was 
presumably taken as idiomatic for ‘to beg’, evoking 
the image of a hand stretched horizontally to receive 
something from an authority or someone.53 

52 Bär 1996, p. 220; Cifarelli 1998, p. 218. On 
Sargon II’s reliefs, most prostrate figures are prisoners (Botta, 
Flandin 1849 vols. I-II, pls. 80-81, 83, 116, 118). Since the king 
probably remained seated on his throne while received guests, a 
likely distance from the king and the prostrate foreigner can be 
seen on the wall paintings of Til Barsip (Thureau-Dangin, 
Dunand 1936, pls. L, LII).

53 In an elegiac composition telling problems affecting 

foreigners presumably prostrated themselves and 
laid down on the ground before the king to honour 
him, thereby manifesting their total submission, but 
any physical contact must be excluded. In addition, I 
would include here a stance found in texts and known 
as napalsuḫu ‘to throw oneself fall to the ground, to 
let oneself fall to the ground (in supplication, despair, 
etc.)’: the expression occurs both in religious cont-
exts before gods, and in other circumstances before 
the king. In particular, some examples are found in 
Sargon’s texts and describe this prostrating gesture 
as performed by prisoners and enemies.51 The precise 
posture of these figures is somewhat varied in the 
illustrations, but in general they kneel with the palms 
of their hands and their foreheads touching the 
ground, often in close proximity to the foot of the 

12-13; SAA 16 132, 8).
51 For texts, see CAD N, pp. 271-272, mng. 1b.

Figure 10
Kalhu, Central Palace: Tiglath-pileser III, drawing (after Barnett, Falkner 1962, pl. xVIII)
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beautiful face of yours»56, or «the shadow of the 
king, my lord, is pleasant for everything. Let them 
come up and run around in the sweet and pleasant 
shadow of the king, my lord. […] The king is the 
perfect likeness of the god»57. This evidence clearly 
shows that the king’s appearance was somehow 
conceived and perceived as the epiphany of gods 
or other heavenly beings, in the awesome radiance 
of his majesty. These references, in other words, 
strongly suggest that king’s figure was certainly dis-
tin guished from the other participants, both for his 
isolated or somehow unique position and his physical 
and aesthetic features, which certainly de termined 
his charming image. The king’s body was special, 
sharing in appearance the best physical attributes. 
His posture probably encoded military prowess and 
sportsmanship; his cloths and insignia emanated 
strength and vitality; his hair and his beard must have 
been luxuriant and radiated health and vitality; his 
face must have been noble and handsome. 

On reliefs, Sargon II always holds a long staff 
when receives only Assyrian officials and attendants, 
whereas holds a lotus flower and performs a blessing/
greeting gesture (karābu) when receives foreigners.58 
As was already stated elsewhere, the king with the 
long staff emphasises the king in his pastoral role 
towards insiders.59 Instead, the portrait of the king 
holding lotus and performing the blessing/greeting 
gesture probably possessed more symbolic values 
(fig. 11). The greeting/blessing gesture (karābu 
in Akkadian) fell within the royal hospitality 
bestowed to guests, and was performed by the king 
during official receptions, as a letter shows: «Each 
and everyone who lays down his life under [your 
feet] and keeps your treaty, […] you will bl[ess him] 
as today».60 As for the lotus flower, on Syro-Hittite 
monuments, it appears held by human figures both 
in the upraised hand but especially in the lowered left 
hand. It becomes a symbol of royalty and acquires 
the meaning of constant reminder of regeneration 

56 SAA 13 190, r. 17-18.
57 SAA 10 207, b.e. 20-r. 5, r. 12-13.
58 Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. I, pls. 29-30.
59 Portuese 2017.
60 SAA 1 134, 11-13. For further discussion on this 

gesture see Wiggermann 1992, pp. 61, 78 and Frechette 
2012, pp. 35-38.

Besides, I consider that there was a concern for 
breath odour, both for insiders and outsiders, as 
attested in instructions prohibiting Mesopotamian 
ritual experts from ingesting foods such as garlic, 
fish, and leeks prior to engaging in ritual activity.54 
Beside breath odours, certainly guests had also to be 
clad in clean and scented garments. Finally, there is 
good reason to believe that also irascibility and hot-
headedness were fundamentally wrong, just as are 
careless talk and improper speech.55 

5. The king’s appearance and royal 
hospitality

The Assyrian king might have enjoyed the security 
and prestige of ‘invisibility’, but when he was viewed 
by members of his court or foreign delegations he 
would have presented a spectacular sight. Sources, 
in this regard, well illustrate the emotional moment 
of being before the king by using overly sentimental 
and affectionate words, such as «let me behold that 

the righteous sufferer (perhaps the king Assurbanipal), there is 
mention of a similar stance enacted by a human toward another 
human: «I have become smaller than the small, lower than the 
low; my hands are stretched out even to the destitute one, who 
seeks out my door» (SAA 3 12, 15-16). Examples are given 
in CAD T, p. 211, mng. 3c 2´ (tarāṣu); CAD T, p. 427, mng. 
1b 1´ (tirṣu). See also Frechette 2012, p. 40. For images on 
Sargon’s reliefs, see note 42.

54 Food prohibitions and dietary rules occur most 
frequently in the hemerologies (e.g. SAA 8 231). According 
to the study of van der Toorn 1985, pp. 33-36, dietary 
prohibitions and food taboos seem concentrated on certain 
periods, especially the first three days of Nisannu, and the first 
seven days of Tashritu, when intensive religious ceremonies 
were celebrated (see also Ermidoro 2014, pp. 86-91).

55 In the queries to the sun-god, the chain of formulae 
beginning with the word ezib, ‘disregard’, lists all the misunder-
standing, untoward event, mishap, or cultic impurity caused 
by thought, word or deed, which could affect the outcome of 
the extispicy (SAA 4, xiii). Among these formulae, some offer 
hints for an ideal etiquette that probably had to be respected 
also in ceremonial courts: «Disregard that an angry man, or 
one in distress, [spoke angrily] the words of [his] report. [...] 
Disregard the (formulation) of the prayer for today’s case, be 
it [good, be it faulty]. Disregard that an unclean [person has 
performed extispicy] in this place. Disregard that he who 
touches the fore[head of the sheep is dressed in his ordinary 
soiled garments]. Disregard that I, the haruspex [your 
servant, am dressed in my ordinary soiled garments], have 
eaten, [drunk, (or) anointed myself with] anything unclean» 
(SAA 4 81, 18, 20-r. 3). 
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of] the gods of the king, I have fulfilled the mission 
that [the king] gave me, and the king, my lord, 
has put the plant [of life] in my mouth […]».62 
Since the lotus flower, for its inherent properties, 
may have expressed the notion of ‘plant of life’, I 
suggest that the lotus held by Sargon might have 
been indicated by the so-called ‘plant of life’ of 
texts. This assumption is merely spe culative and I 
question whether the king actually had any physical 
contact with foreigners. In this regard, illustrations 

62 SAA 17 112, r. 14-17. See also RINAP 4 104, vi 5-vi 10; 
SAA 10 166, 13-r. 4; SAA 10 371, 12-r. 1.

and immortality, acting as a symbol of hope for 
living and dead.61 In fact, the lotus, which opens 
and closes daily, flowering from sunrise to midday, 
well embodies the connotations of a magically 
ensured general notion of ‘life’, thus probably 
acting as a constant reminder of regeneration also 
in the Assyrian culture. In this regard, both royal 
inscriptions and the royal correspondence of eight 
and seventh century inform that the king used to 
bless his servants by using an unidentified ‘plant of 
life’ (šammu balāṭi): e.g. «under the protec[tion 

61 Bonatz 2000, pp. 100-102.

Figure 11
Dur-Sharruken, 
Royal Palace: Room 6, slab 11 
(after Botta, Flandin 1849 
vol. II, pl. 105)
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In conclusion, at the end of the visit we may 
imagine that visitors again prostrated themselves 
and glorified the king just before leaving. To 
evaluate the meeting with the Assyrian king and the 
visit to his royal palace, I would quote the Banquet 
Stele text of Ashurnasirpal II, in which the king 
states: «I gave them drink, I had them bathed, I had 
them anointed. (Thus) did I honour them (and) 
send them back to their lands in peace and joy».68 

6. Conclusions

To close this brief examination, it is concluded that 
the royal protocol, or etiquette, had as its principal 
aim the creation a special aura around the king. 
Relying on various sources, it seems clear that the 
Assyrian king exhibited himself in his pride and 
magnificence as much as an actor in a great royal 
drama, and his guests acting as both players and 
spectators. Celebratory events at court were clearly 
focused on a more limited kind of ‘performance’, 
since they were set apart from everyday life by 
being turned into ceremony.69 Therefore, in these 
exceptional circumstances the king must have been 
the main attraction, a kind of sacred object which 
must be presented in a proper light to others, and 
in turn must be seen and treated with proper ritual 
care. In other words, the theatrical paraphernalia 
of the king, the rules of conduct, courtesies and 
good form were specifically intended to create a 
prominent distance between the actual protagonist 
of the courtly drama (the king) and his spectators 
(the visitors), thereby outlining and boosting the 
concept of the inaccessible king.

68 RIMA 2 A.0.101.30, ll. 152-154.
69 Llewellyn-Jones 2013, pp. 66-67.

show that in the presence of a foreigner leader, 
who prostrates before the royal throne, the king 
touches with the long staff the head of the leader, 
although there can be good reason to believe that 
the king holds a spear rather than a staff, omitted 
on the drawing at our disposal (fig. 10).63 Possibly in 
specific meetings, the king greeted with a handshake, 
the gesture only being found on the throne base of 
Shalmaneser III where it visually commemorates 
the Assyrian king’s support of the Babylonian king 
against his rebellious brother.64 Physical contact, 
however, should be regarded as ex ceptional, since 
only a very restricted group of per sons could even 
get close to the king. This is con firmed by the specific 
distance emphasised on illustrations showing court 
members and the king and, although this gap is not 
visually measurable, the overall dimension of the 
throne-bases found in the original context separated 
anyone from the king (fig. 10). 

Before dismissing his visitors, the Assyrian 
king handsomely rewarded his guests with huge 
quantities of food and gifts. For instance, we know 
that, in reference to a messenger of the Mannean 
king, the crown prince Sennacherib «dressed him 
(in purple) and put a silver bracelet on his arm»65, 
and Sargon gave basic foods to a high-status woman 
and her escort.66

Eventually, the Assyrian court hospitality was 
also manifested in pleasant and amusing enter tain-
ments such as music and vocal music, dance and 
exotic animals as shown in various Neo-Assyrian 
monuments and textual references.67 

63 Cf. Thureau-Dangin, Dunand 1936, pl. LII; see 
further discussion in Portuese 2017, pp. 116-117.

64 Mallowan 1966 vol. II, p. 447, fig. d. There is 
apparently no explicit Akkadian term for ‘handshake’. See, 
in this regard, Kalluveettil 1982, p. 21; Malul 1988, 
pp. 219-231; Goldman 1990, pp. 45, 47.

65 SAA 1 29, r. 18-21.
66 SAA 15 359.
67 Botta, Flandin 1849 vol. I, pl. 67 (upper register). 

Musical instruments are associated to musicians, and in 
a hymn to Nanaia of Sargon II, they play lyre (kinnâru), 
the small harp (šebītu), the clapper (kanzabu), the flute 
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For exotic animals at court, see the recent contribution of 
Llewellyn-Jones 2017.
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Abstract

Urartu and Assyria were separated physically by the Taurus mountains, and also by a series of buffer-states. 
Urartu and Assyria were situated in neighbouring regions, but those are regions that had limited interactions 
between them and had different cultural and economic backgrounds. A close analysis of the border region 
between the two states allows a reflection on the nature of relationships between them. 
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We know that it grew out of a series of small political 
entities that, starting from the thirteenth century 
BC, united in different confederations known as 
Urartu and Nairi by the Assyrian sources.2 The annals 
of Salmaneser mention the Urartian king Aramu, 
who’s reign predated that of Sarduri. However, 
there is unfortunately no archaeological evidence for 
Aramu’s existence, and we therefore have to consider 
Sarduri the founder of the Urartian state as we know 
it. Tushpa remained the capital of the kingdom for 
its entire lifespan, although other important centres 
were built in the Lake Van area. Toprakkale, for 
example, has puzzled archaeologists for decades. 
The most common theory is that it served as the 
main religious site after the destruction of Muṣaṣir. 
From here, the kingdom quickly expanded, towards 
east and north, and also towards the west, although 
the western border of the kingdom, and Urartu’s 
presence in that area, are less known. We can trace 
the expansion of Urartu into new territories by 
the inscriptions left on monumental stelae, on cliff 
faces, and included in dedicated structures. Under 
Minua, the Urartian dominion of the Urmia plain 
was consolidated. The destruction of Hasanlu, and 
the subsequent Urartian phase of the site, date to 
this period. His successor, Argishti I, expanded the 
kingdom north of the Araxes, with the founding of 
Argishtihinili and Erebuni.3 In the second half, and 
towards the end of the eighth century BC, after more 
than a century of conquests, Urartu was threatened 
both from the South, by a stronger and more 
aggressive Assyrian Empire, and from the North 
by the Cimmerians. This moment put a stop to its 
growth and influence. The kingdom enjoyed again 
a period of prosperity, under Rusa III, during the 
seventh century BC.

Aside from the territory directly controlled by 
the kingdom, there was an outer circle of lands under 
Urartu’s sphere of influence. We can see this clearly in 
Sargon’s letter to the god Ashur, where he mentions 
both actual provinces of Urartu, and outer regions 
indirectly controlled by them. Urartu challenged 
Assyria’s influence in both Northern Syria and 
southern Anatolia, and in north-western Iran. 

2 Salvini 1967
3 Forbes 1983; Piotrovsky 1969.

1. Introduction

The Neo-Assyrian Empire represents the first 
world-empire and was the most powerful political 
en tity of its time. The Urartian kingdom was 
Assyria’s strongest rival, at least up until the end of 
the eighth century BC. The capitals of the two states 
were separated only by 130 miles in a straight line, 
and we have a long list of warfare accounts between 
them in the ancient texts. 

The aim of this contribution is to analyse the area 
separating Urartu from the Neo-Assyrian Empire, 
both from a geographical and a political point of 
view. This will help with a reflection on the nature 
of the two states, on their political and economic 
ambitions, and on the relationship between the two 
powers. The conclusion will also draw attention 
to limits that hinder research of these topics, and 
potential ways to overcome them.

Urartu and Assyria did not share a border, not 
in the modern way we think of one. The territory 
situated between the headwaters of the Tigris and 
of the Lower Zab was independent and acted as a 
buffer zone between the two states. The southern 
foothills of the mountains sheltered a number of 
political entities that managed to steer straight 
between the two crushing powers, and maintain a 
certain degree of autonomy, even after the initial 
expansion of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. This paper 
will bring into focus Šubria, Kumme, and Muṣaṣir, 
which are some of the polities situated along the 
northern edge of Assyria during this period and 
represent the other half of the barrier separating the 
powerful empire from Urartu, alongside the Taurus 
mountains (fig. 1).1 

2. Historical background

The Kingdom of Urartu came to prominence in the 
Ancient Near East under the rule of Sarduri I, who 
founded the capital Tushpa on the eastern shores of 
Lake Van. The formation process of the Urartian 
state is not clear; we have a mostly finished product 
when the kingdom emerges in the ninth century BC. 

1 Radner 2012
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routes. It was most likely travelled by semi-nomadic 
tribes, but at the current state of research there are 
no documented permanent settlements. 

Assyria went through a period of upheaval 
and reassessment, like most of the Near Eastern 
and Mediterranean world, towards the end of the 
second millennium BC. This moment in history 
saw the Assyrian territory reduced to its core, with 
only a thin strip of land in their hands. Fortunes 
quickly changed: Assyria did not only survive but 
gave birth to an empire that eventually stretched 
from the eastern Mediterranean to the Gulf.

The first Neo-Assyrian kings conquered regions 
that they saw as rightfully theirs, following a pattern 
of conquest and control set out during the Middle 
Assyrian period.5

5 Liverani 1988.

The southernmost Urartian inscriptions are 
found in and around the Kelishin pass; a pass that 
marks an important communication route leading 
towards Muṣaṣir. These inscriptions are bilingual, 
written both in Urartian and Assyrian, which 
suggests they were meant for a broader audience. 
The topic of these inscriptions, one dedicated by 
Ishpuini and his son Minua, and the other by Rusa I 
(this one found in multiple copies), are journeys 
and offerings at the temple of Haldi made by these 
Urartian kings.4 

There are no major Urartian sites in the Hakkari 
Province, directly to the south of Van, or to the 
south-west, towards the Upper Tigris. This area has a 
very rough terrain, and difficult climatic conditions, 
and therefore lacks year-round communication 

4 Salvini 2008.
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increase productivity. The two areas separated by 
the Taurus can also make use of different natural 
resources, with the Anatolian highlands abundant 
in construction material and metals, both of which 
are lacking in Mesopotamia.

Urartu’s topography sets the kingdom apart 
from most states of the ancient Near East, and it 
separates it especially from the areas to the south, 
and to a lesser degree from the north. 

«To a certain extent, Urartu may be considered 
a natural fortress, but is a fortress that has much 
stronger walls on some sides than on others»,7 and 
the strongest wall is to the south. Lake Van lies 
1,680 m above sea level, and the mountains rise 
abruptly from the southern and western sides of the 
lake. To put this into better perspective, it is worth 
mentioning that the Assyrian heartland’s elevation 
is around 200 m above sea level, while the Upper 
Tigris Valley finds itself at around 600 m above sea 
level. The isolation of the Urartian capital, Tushpa, 
is clear when one looks at the routes in and out: there 
is no convenient passage to the south, and it is out 
of the way of the major routes to Iran (fig. 2). The 
topography is closely connected with the climate 
of the region, characterized by low temperatures 
and heavy snowfall, which means an early closing 
of the mountain passes, some only opened for a few 
weeks at the end of summer. This mostly affected 
opponents from the south, from where there is not 
a gradual approach. Another hindrance would have 
been the quality of the paths, not suited for carts 
and chariots. But elevation aside, it is the character 
of the mountains that isolates Urartu. The kingdom 
was situated on the Armenian Plateau, an area of 
intersecting mountain chains, characterized by the 
presence of depressions separated by highland areas. 
The result of this particular topography is a series 
of irregular pockets of land, each one with a rather 
modest amounts of arable land. These pockets of 
land, where the population was concentrated, would 
have been cut off from each other for several months 
a year, due to the severe weather conditions and the 
limited number of mountain passes. Essential for 
the survival of these communities was the economic 
self-sufficiency of each isolated depression.

7 Zimansky 1985, pp. 14-15.

Ashur-dan II (934-912 BC) and Adad-ninari II 
(911-891 BC) focused heavily on the northern 
frontier, with campaigns into Kurdistan, and up the 
Tigris valley. The annexed territories were left under 
the control of local rulers in this initial stage. Tukulti-
Ninurta II (890-884 BC) subdued Bit Zamani 
and consolidated the Assyrian rule in Northern 
Mesopotamia, but soon after, the rulers, who were 
now Assyrian vassals, were overthrown by local rivals, 
and Ashurnasirpal II was forced to attack Bit Zamani 
again. In the Upper Tigris region, and within the 
territories of Bit Zamani, the Assyrian provinces of 
Tushan and Amedi were created. These provinces 
were the northernmost territory controlled by the 
Assyrian kings. A series of fortified centres were built 
to enforce Assyrian rule. The most important one, 
which also served as the regional capital, was the city 
of Tushan. Ashurnasirpal also carried out a campaign 
in the Garzan and Bohtan river valleys, but there was 
no interest, or no means to bring this territory north 
of the Tigris under Assyrian control. Ashurnasirpal’s 
campaign remains the only documented one in this 
region, and there are no Assyrian settlements in the 
Middle Upper Tigris valley.6

The shape of the northern territories of Assyria 
remains unaltered for about a century, until the 
creation of the imperial province of Mashennu in 
the Cizre plain.

3. Geographical and economic 
considerations

The high peaks of the Taurus mountains are 
the physical barrier separating the two powerful 
states. The Taurus create a great difference both in 
climate, and economy. They separate two diffe rent 
ways of subsistence, with dry farming in northern 
Mesopotamia being the backbone of the eco-
nomy, while the limited amount of arable land, 
and the shorter growing season in the highlands, 
made it necessary to have a higher focus on animal 
husbandry compared to the lowlands. Nevertheless, 
Urartian irrigation works are well known, and they 
created an ingenious infrastructure, in order to 

6 Parker 2003.
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powerful states, sheltered by the foothills of the 
Zagros. They controlled remote territories, hard to 
bring under the direct control of either Assyria or 
Urartu.

4. Buffer states

It is necessary to bring into the picture the small 
states mentioned previously. It is important to note 
that the exact locations of the states in question 
remain unclear, and it is not the aim of this paper 
to provide new insight into this problem. We know 
the broad area that they were in and that is sufficient 
for the following discussion. There are also other 
political entities apart from the one presented 
below, but they are either more difficult to ascribe 
with certainty to an area, like Hubuskia, or we have 
more fragmentary information on them, as in the 
case of Ukku. 

Šubria stretched north of the Assyrian provinces 
of Amedi and Tushan. Šubria was the Assyrian 

«The extreme variations in topography, the 
short growing season, and the lack of adequate 
topsoil in eastern Anatolia have a significant impact 
on agricultural activities here».8 Therefore, the 
highlands that were home to the Urartian kingdom 
had previously relied on animal husbandry as a pri-
mary source of income. Urartians created a series of 
irrigation systems in order to support cultivation, 
but even this has natural limits that were hard to 
over come. Out of the three major lakes that are pre-
sent in Urartian territory (Van, Urmia, and Sevan), 
only the Sevan lake has fresh water suitable for 
agriculture, but there is no archaeological or textual 
evidence for its use in irrigation, which seems to rely 
mostly on spring rainfalls and melting snow.

The directions in which Urartu spread indicate 
a need to secure land suitable for agriculture, which 
was needed to support a growing population.

The topography of the region allowed the 
survival of small political entities between the two 

8 Çifçi 2017, p. 29.

 
 

Figure 2. Distances and travelling times, based on Zimansky 1985, p. 29. 
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The topography of the region allowed the survival of small political entities between the two 

powerful states, sheltered by the foothills of the Zagros. They controlled remote territories, 

hard to bring under the direct control of either Assyria or Urartu. 

 

 
8 ÇIFÇI 2017, p. 29. 

Figure 2
Distances and travelling times, based on Zimansky 1985, p. 29
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ahead that there was a change of strategy within the 
Assyrian Empire, that pushed them into areas from 
which they had previously held back.

Another political entity north of Assyria was 
Kumme. The most probable location for this state 
is on the upper reaches of the Lower Khabur.12 This 
location is protected against the south, and easily 
accessible from the west. 

The god Tessub of Kumme was well known 
from Hittite texts, as the king of heaven and earth. 
The storm god of Kumme is mentioned as early as 
the eighteenth century BC, in incantations found 
at Mari, and he is subsequently mentioned in the 
archives of Hattusa, the Hittite capital. The Hurrian 
heritage is even more evident in this case. The temple 
of the storm god of Kumme kept its prominence for 
at least a millennium. We know that Adad-nerari II 
paid homage at his shrine, with sacrifices performed 
in the god’s honour, a god that was also celebrated at 
the city of Ashur, and most likely, it is the origin for 
the Urartian storm god Teiseba. The importance of 
this deity and its shrine could be an explanation for 
the independence of Kumme.

Assyria did not initially take part in the admi-
nistration of the Cizre plain, they secured the 
safety of the region through its ties to Kumme. 
They did not interfere directly until the reign of 
Tiglathpileser III (744-727 BC), when we see a 
shift in the Assyrian strategy. This was a period 
during which Urartian influence was ever growing. 
Urartu was allied with the Aramean tribes north 
of Cizre, who rebelled against Kumme, triggering 
an aggressive response from the Assyrian king. 
Tiglathpileser defeated the rebels and added the 
Cizre plain to the Assyrian province of Mashennu. 
He consolidated the Assyrian domain with the con-
struction of several fortified centres in and around 
the newly annexed territory, which were populated 
with deportees from other regions. During his 
reign, again as a response to Urartian meddling in 
Assyrian affairs, Tiglathpileser turned the northern 
Syrian kingdoms of Arpad, Hamat, and Unqu into 
Assyrian provinces. 

We have Neo-Assyrian texts that tell us about 
Assyrian spies located in Kumme, tasked with 

12 Radner 2012, p. 255

name for the state, whilst in the Urartian texts it 
was called Qulmeri. We know of two settlements 
within its territory, Kullimeri and Uppummu, for 
which the locations of the Gre Migro and Fum sites 
has been proposed.9

One of the things that makes this state standout 
is the fact that ancient sources mention Šubria as a 
safe haven for refugees, where people fleeing both 
Assyria and Urartu were given shelter. Parker in-
ter prets this policy as «a means of defiance and 
‘neutrality’ between the imperial powers»,10 but 
another theory put forward link this practice with 
religious tradition.11 There is no doubt that the 
Tigris Grotto was a sacred place for Assyrians, they 
considered it the actual source of the river. As early 
as the late twelfth century BC, Tiglathpileser I 
(1114-1076 BC) had made sacrifices and left an 
inscription at the site. Shalmaneser III (858-824 
BC) also visited the site, and this was an important 
deed, depicted on the Balawat Gates. And these are 
only the accounts that survived until modern times. 
Two different Assyrian kings, in different eras, went 
out of their way in order to perform rituals at this 
remote site.

But we can assume this place held a much wider 
relevance, with the Tigris being a major Hurrian 
deity, a fact that must not be overlooked. The 
Hurrians were present in the area before the rise 
of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, but we have so little 
information about them during the Iron Age that 
we must work on assumptions and common sense. 
There are a number of Hurrian names mentioned 
in connection with Šubria, but we cannot know the 
percentage of the Hurrian population. Nevertheless, 
they were present, among other groups of people, 
and there is no reason to doubt a certain degree of 
Hurrian cultural heritage.

It is safe to say that the ‘Tigris source’ had an 
international recognition, which might have granted 
Šubria the power to act as a neutral shelter. This state 
remained independent until the reign of Esarhaddon, 
in the first half of the seventh century BC, when it was 
annexed to the Assyrian Empire. We will see further 

9 Kessler 1995.
10 Parker 2002, p. 384.
11 Dezsö 2006; Radner 2012.
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have set a precedent that Esarhaddon followed 
when he invaded Šubria.

5. Conclusions

The geography of the region shaped the interactions 
between Urartu and the Neo-Assyrian Empire. As 
seen above, direct interactions between the two 
would have been very difficult, both because of 
the natural conditions of the terrain that allowed 
limited direct paths of travel, and for the political 
entities sheltered by the foothills of the mountains. 

It is worth asking how strong Assyria’s interest in 
the area north of the Taurus, Urartu’s core region, 
was. Conquering and maintaining that territory 
would have been an arduous task, potentially not 
worthwhile. Even if they would have had access 
to stone, timber, and metals, it would have been 
difficult to get them south. Also, the area requires 
a different economic system, alien to the Neo-
Assyrian empire. They would have needed the 
cooperation of the locals, but authority over such 
a region is hard to enforce. Urartu is an anomaly, 
and the debate about the degree of authority they 
had over the territory and the way they enforced 
it, is ongoing15. Assyria, through the control of the 
Upper Tigris, secured its access to natural resources 
it was lacking. Both the settlement distribution16 
and the pottery production17 shows how the Upper 
Tigris changed once incorporated into Assyrian 
territories, and highlights the strategies used to 
control it. A similar scenario would be difficult to 
imagine in the Urartian territories.

It could be argued that the presence of Urartu 
in that remote region to the North was not a direct 
threat to Assyria. The Assyrians were interested 
in the west and in the east, and only the fact that 
Urartu moved politically in the same directions 
led to frictions between the two powers. Urartu 
was a threat when it tried to change the loyalties of 
Assyria’s vassals, which meant a loss in economic 
revenue, as they stopped paying tribute. 

15 Bernbeck 2003-2004; Diakonoff 1991; 
Melikishvili 1978; Smith 2005; Zimansky 1985.

16 Parker 2003.
17 D’agostino 2016; Guarducci 2013.

keeping an eye on Urartian activity.13 It is possible 
that these small states were deliberately used as a 
buffer between Urartu and Assyria, that situation 
being preferable to a real border between them. 
The small states acted as unofficial intermediaries 
between Urartu and Assyria.

To go back to the states separating Assyria and 
Urartu, one of the most important ones, because of its 
connection to Urartu, was Muṣaṣir. Muṣaṣir, Ardini 
in the Urartian sources, most likely covered the high 
plain dominated today by Iraqi town of Sidakan. It 
was separated from Assyria by the Bradost mountain 
range, and from Urartu by the main ridge of the 
Zagros. The earliest mention is the campaign fought 
by Shalmanaser I, during the thirteenth century 
BC, against Musru and the holy city of Arinu. The 
religious importance of the site is therefore attested 
before the rise of the Urartian state.

Muṣaṣir was home to the main temple of the 
god Haldi, a minor god who became the head of the 
Urartian pantheon. Haldi certainly had this role 
starting from the reign of Ishpuini, but an earlier 
connection with the Urartian royal family cannot 
be excluded, although he is not mentioned during 
Sarduri’s reign. Subsequent kings made sacrifices, and 
dedicated buildings in honour of Haldi, and every 
success was considered to be a favour from their god. 

We can see a pattern when looking at these 
small political entities: they sheltered sacred places, 
as already suggested by Radner.14 Located in a 
particular area of the Ancient Near East, at the edge 
of both Anatolia and Mesopotamia, they developed 
a sacred value that ensured their independence, and 
kept them out the grasp of imperial powers.

But, the temple of Haldi at Muṣaṣir was 
destroyed by Assyrian forces, during the eighth 
campaign of Sargon II in 714 BC. We have an 
account of this campaign in the letter dedicated to 
the god Ashur. This action broke Assyria’s tradition 
of peaceful relation with these small states that 
sheltered religious sites. It happened in a context 
of an ever growing influence of Urartu, as we have 
seen earlier for the Assyrian expansion under 
Tiglathpileser. Sargon’s actions in Muṣaṣir might 

13 Dezsö 2014.
14 Radner 2012, p. 245.
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texts concerning the area, and it highlights the 
impor tance of the territory east of the Zagros for 
the Urartian rulers. They campaigned and expanded 
their territory in this direction early on, with nu-
merous inscriptions being found, at least prior to 
Sargon’s campaign. But the archaeological survey 
yielded few indicators of an Urartian presence, 
apart from the inscriptions and some fortified sites. 
Both the pottery and to some extent the settlement 
distribution show signs of continuity with the 
earlier Iron Age phases, with only two fortified sites 
that show a pottery assemblage that can be defined 
as purely Iron Age III, Qiz Qal’eh and Agil Tappeh.20 
The first also presents the highest percentage of red-
burnished ware, the best indicator for an Urartian 
presence. The number of Toprakkale ware sherds 
recovered across the territory is extremely low, and 
Pecorella warns against describing sites as Urartian 
based only scattered and isolated sherds of this 
pottery type. 

It is hard to generalise based only on survey data, 
and more excavations are needed, but also more 
surveys in areas that have not been the subject of 
one, in order to test the theories based on the texts. 
A better integration of the two datasets is needed for 
a more complete understanding of past events. In the 
case of the buffer states, a precise location is difficult 
to establish without more archaeological work.

20 Pecorella, Salvini 1984, p. 327.

Based on the textual evidence, the two states 
were in an open conflict, especially leading up to 
Sargon’s campaign, but on the ground the situation 
was more complex. The small states took up certain 
intermediary functions between the two bigger 
powers. «Not only these sanctuaries enjoyed the 
patronage of both Urartian and Assyrian kings, these 
buffer states also take the advantage of being located 
between these two kingdoms as intermediaries by 
providing information. goods and people».18 It is 
possible these states had a privileged status due to 
their religious importance, but also due to being 
intermediaries, being allowed to operate between 
the two powerful states.

One the biggest issues with this kind of recon-
structions of past events, is that they are based 
mostly on texts. For the buffer states we have very 
few archaeological data to complement the literary 
sources, and in other areas with more archaeological 
information the two data sets do not easily overlap. 

A good example of the latter is the area west of 
Lake Urmia. The area between the Zagros and the lake 
was object of an archaeological survey conducted, 
by Italian scholars, between 1976 and 1978.19 The 
project was initially aimed at investigating the 
Urartian presence in the area, but it grew to incor-
porate archaeological data of any time period. The 
edited volume opens with Salvini’s review of the 

18 Çifçi 2018, p. 221.
19 Pecorella, Salvini 1984.
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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to give some insights on the results coming from the renewed excavations in Zincirli, in 
south-eastern Turkey, carried out by the Chicago-Tübingen Expedition, in order to analyze and bring new data 
to the discussion of the mutual relationships between Assyria and local communities in the northern Levant 
during the period of expansion of the kings of Assur into the Syrian and Anatolian far West.
The northern Levant in the first half of the first millennium BC provides interesting case studies for the various 
levels of interaction between Assyria and the neighbouring regions. According to historical sources the region 
between southern Anatolia and northern Syria is included into the boundaries of the Neo Assyrian empire, 
with a remarkable increase of land control by the central power. Through the analysis of the archaeological data 
from the site of Zincirli, ancient capital of the kingdom of Sam’al, we try to identity, and see in which degree, 
intercultural processes can be detected and explained through the support of material culture.
Luwian and Aramaean city-states, with their peculiar culture deeply rooted into Syrian Bronze Age and 
Anatolian background, confront themselves with the impact of Assyrian expansion from the campaigns of 
Ashurnasirpal II to the definitive inclusion into the empire by Tiglath-pileser III and Sargon II. Can we assume 
elements of material culture as an asset to identify different levels of identities and interaction through this 
outgoing process?
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ancient Marash, capital of the kingdom of Gurgum, 
which can be considered as the marking point 
for the beginning of the Anatolian plateau of the 
Taurus mountains with the Göksun Pass, and flows 
southwards to the plain of Antioch, the Turkish 
Hatay and Arab ‘Amuq, where the Kara Su river 
joins into the final course of the Orontes river before 
turning westwards to reach the Mediterranean Sea. 
In this area are located major archaeological sites 
such as Bronze Age Tell Atchana/Alalakh and Tell 
Tayinat/Kunulua, capital of the Iron Age kingdom 
of Unqi/Pattina. The area of Antioch was one of 
points of access from Anatolia to the great plans of 
Syria and to the region of Aleppo, connecting at the 
same time the Syro-Mesopotamian world with the 
eastern Mediterranean shores. 

Zincirli is therefore in a peculiar position, being 
very close to strategic areas, and at the junction of 
both east-west and north-south connections.

3. Historical setting

Starting during the ninth century BC Assyrian kings 
established a new expansionist policy over neigh-
boring regions, getting periodically involved in this 
crucial area among Cilicia, the ‘Amuq and northern 
Syria: the Assyrian Annals and a few epigraphic 
documents from the northern Levant, such as the 
Zakkur stele from Tell Afis,3 the Antakya stele and 
the Pazarcik stele,4 testify to the numerous inter ven-
tions of Assyrian kings in the local political balance, 
setting the political boundaries among litigious States 
in the area, in some specific cases by supporting local 
allies which asked the inter ven tion of the Assyrian 
mighty power to defy lo cal enemies.5 The turning 
point for this political actions was in the second half of 
the eighth century BC when King Tiglath-pileser III 

3 KAI 202; see recently translation and comment (in 
Italian) in Fales, Grassi 2016, pp. 123-129.

4 Respectively RIMA 3, pp. 203-204 (A.0.104.2) and 
RIMA 3, pp. 204-205 (A.0.104.3).

5 Ponchia 1991; Fales 2001. On the specific case of 
Sam’al in the ninth century BC, see the analysis of Herrmann 
(2018, pp. 500-501) concerning Kulamuwa’s claim to have 
“hired” the Assyrian king (Shalmaneser III) against the king of 
the Danunians (based in the region of Adana, Cilicia), threat-
ening his kingdom.

1.Introduction

The historical development of the relationship 
between Zincirli, capital of the Luwio-Aramaean 
kingdom of Sam’al, and Assyria has recently been 
the focus of the analysis by Virginia Herrmann 
and David Schloen, co-directors of the Chicago-
Tübingen team digging at the site, during the “The 
Provincial Archaeology of the Assyrian Empire” 
conference organized in Cambridge in 2012 by 
John McGinnis, Dirk Wicke and Tina Greenfield.1 
The present article will thus mainly focus on aspects 
of material culture, namely the ceramics assemblage, 
which are helpful to interpret if, and eventually 
how, Zincirli/Sam’al went through a process of 
partial reshaping under Assyrian rule.

The analysis of Zincirli local material culture 
still needs to rely on the accounts of previous 
archaeological activities conducted at the site by 
the German Orient-Comité expedition led by Carl 
Humann and Felix von Luschan, which investigated 
the citadel and the gates of the town between 1888 
and 1902, providing a great amount of data published 
in the five volumes of the series Ausgrabungen in 
Sendschirli, especially in the fifth volume dedicated 
to the Small Finds and completed by Walter Andrae 
in 1943 after von Luschan’s death.2 More recently, a 
project led by Marina Pucci and Gunnar Lehmann is 
aimed at the study and reassessment of the complete 
lot of materials, both published and previously 
unpublished, preserved in the storerooms of the 
Vorderasiatisches Museum in Berlin.

2. Geographical setting of Zincirli Höyük

As a starting point it is focal to stress the position 
of Zincirli Höyük, which is located in the İslahiye 
Valley in the southeastern Turkish province of 
Gaziantep: it is a green and fertile valley closed on the 
eastern side by the Kurd Dağı and on the western side 
by the high peaks of the Amanus, rich in fresh water 
springing from the Kara Su river. The river and the 
valley extend from the area south of Kahramanmaraş, 

1 Herrmann, Schloen 2016.
2 Von Luschan, Andrae 1943.
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East gate in Area 1; the north ern Lower Town Areas 
5 and 6; the southern Lower Town, Areas 4 and 8; 
the Acropolis with the large step trench of Area 3.

As a general statement, we can confidently assign 
the Zincirli local assemblage to the same horizon of 
northern Syrian Iron Age pottery, characterized by 
a vast majority of simple ware open shapes and light-
red or orange fabric, because of its homogeneous 
overall colour. This ceramics assemblage is common 
to the whole region of western Syria, which is the 
area roughly included between the Euphrates and 
the Mediterranean coast, bordering on the northern 
edge with the Anatolian plateau and south with the 
Syrian desert and the area of Damascus. Thus Zincirli 
is enclosed within this ceramics tradition, but it 
represents one of its northernmost expressions, 
bordering with the Anatolian area, where similar 
traits mix with the typical Iron Age productions of 
central Anatolia. The clearly evident belonging of 
such assemblage is well described by Marc Lebeau’s 
“aire de famille” used to define the homogeneous 
and consistent Iron Age II-III horizon throughout 
the area,11 which includes sites as Tell Abou Dannè 
in the Jabbul area east of Aleppo,12 Tell Shiukh 
Fawqani on the eastern shore of the Euphrates and 
Karkemish on the western one,13 Tell Rif‘at on the 
north bound of Aleppo,14 Tell Tayinat and Chatal 
Höyük in the Amuq,15 Tell Afis, Tell Mardikh, Tell 
Tuqan and Tell Mastuma in the Idlib plain,16 and 
southwards along the low Orontes river Hama, Tell 
Acharneh and Tell Mishrifeh,17 only to mention 
some of the main sites which provided assemblages 
dated to Iron Age II and III in the northern Levant.18

11 Lebeau 1983, p. 126.
12 Lebeau 1983.
13 Shiukh Fawqani: Makinson 2005. Karkemish: 

Marchetti (ed.) 2014; Pizzimenti, Zaina 2016; Zaina 
2019.

14 Seton Williams 1961; Matthers (ed.) 1981.
15 Pucci 2019.
16 Afis: Mazzoni 1987; Oggiano 1997; Soldi 2013; 

Mazzoni 2014. Mardikh: Mazzoni 1992; Pizzimenti 
2014-2015. Tuqan: Baffi (ed.) 2006; Fiorentino 2006; 
2014. Mastuma: Wada 1994; Wakita et Al. 1994; 
Wakita, Wada, Nishiyama 2000; Iwasaki et Al. 2009.

17 Hama: Fugmann 1958. Acharneh: Cooper 2006. 
Mishrifeh: Besana, Da Ros, Iamoni 2008; Russo 2018.

18 For the most relevant studies and synthesis on the 
re giona  li zation of Iron Age II and III pottery in Syria, see 

started a process of direct intervention over the area 
by creating a new provincial system depending by 
the Assyrian central power;6 his successor Sargon II 
went further on this way and in 720 BC attacked 
and destroyed one of the most powerful enemies in 
western Syria, the city of Hamath.7

The kingdom of Sam’al acted throughout this 
period as one of the local allies to the Assyrian 
power, passing from a first more ambiguous alliance 
with Assyrians during Kulamuwa’s reign8 to the 
clearly pro-Assyrian position under Panamuwa II 
and his son Barrakib, the former also participating 
to a military campaign with the Assyrian king and 
apparently receiving due respect and mortuary rites 
by the Assyrian king upon his death.9

This balanced and prudent political strategy 
lead the kingdom of Sam’al to maintain its wealthy 
and prosperous economy throughout the periods 
archaeologically labeled as Iron Age II and III, likely 
reaching the widest expansion of the capital city 
enclosed by the circular city walls during the eighth 
century BC.

4. The Iron Age III pottery from Zincirli

The renewed excavations carried out since 2006 by 
the University of Chicago, joined since 2014 by a 
team of the University of Tübingen, are providing for 
the first time the chance to collect and to study the 
pottery assemblage from the site, as a result of a thor-
ough and sound stratigraphical excavation operated 
in different areas of the ancient settlement (fig. 1).10 
Excavation areas where archaeological phases dated 
between the ninth and seventh centuries BC have 
been investigated so far producing documenta tion 
of Iron Age ceramics assemblage include: the North-

6 Grayson 1991; on Arpad and north-western Syria, 
see Kahn 2007.

7 Hawkins 1995, pp. 95-97; Frame 2006.
8 The stele of Zakkur mentions the king of Sam’al as part 

of the coalition of 17 kings supporting the king of Damascus 
against Zakkur of Hamath and Lu’ash, allied of the Assyrian 
king (Fales, Grassi 2016, pp. 123-124). 

9 Detailed analysis of Sam’alian kings’ policies in relation 
to Assyrian intervention in Herrmann 2018, pp. 500-505.

10 See an overview of Iron Age Zincirli pottery in Soldi 
2019b.
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of the Syro-Hittite states and the emergence of the 
Neo-Assyrian power over the region.19

Zincirli Iron Age III repertoire fits within this 
regional framework, presenting common features 
with this northwestern Syrian horizon.20 The 
material evidence from the new Chicago-Tübingen 
excavations is well represented in the lower town, 
and associated to specific findings which allow a 
firm reference to date the assemblage. The main 
resource in this case is the well known funerary stele 
of Katumuwa, found within his mortuary chapel 
attributed to Phase 2c of Building A/II in northern 
lower town’s Area 5, which provides a date in the 
third quarter of the eighth century BC.21 The 

19 This feature corresponds to the Assemblages 1 and 2 of 
Lehmann 1996; 1998.

20 Soldi 2019b.
21 Herrmann 2017, pp. 294-295; Schloen, Fink 

2009; Struble, Herrmann 2009.

A clear identification trait for the pottery of western 
Syria is the simple ware fabric: the light-red fabric, 
sometimes called “orange ware”, characterizes most 
of local productions of simple ware, employed for 
processing (with the exception of cooking), serving 
and presenting/consuming food; a limited range 
of local variations is due to the different sources of 
raw materials, with technological aspect (firing and 
surface treatments) tending to be rather homogenous 
within the whole region. The association of such 
fabric to distinctive surface treatments (polishing 
and burnishing, presence of reddish clay wash or 
slip) and to a specific set of morphologies (plates, 
bowls, jugs and jars), constitutes the typical mark 
to the western Syrian assemblage of Iron Age II and 
III, historically attested between the mature period 

Mazzoni 1990, 1992, 2000; Lehmann 1996, 1998; a diffe -
rent perspective, criticizing the regional approach, in Whincop 
2009, pp. 88-93.

Figure 1
Plan of Zincirli Höyük 
combining the results 
of the Orient-Comité 
expedition and the 
Chicago-Tübingen 
excavation areas 
(Courtesy the Chicago-
Tübingen Expedition to 
Zincirli; elaborated by 
J.T. Herrmann)
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shape throughout northern Syria since Iron Age I, 
deriving from Late Bronze Age prototypes, and it is 
not particularly diagnostic because of its continuity 
through time. It is quite remarkable to note that 
Iron Age III plates from the lower town usually 
present a polished surface finishing, whereas a deeper 
sounding on the acropolis’ Area 3 has provided 
exemplars in burnished Red Slip comparable to 
possible earlier Iron Age II north Syrian plates.23

Simple Ware bowls present a larger variety 
of shape profiles and rims, stretching from large 
vessels for serving food to small size bowls (fig. 3). 
The evidence of Zincirli bowls well harmonizes 
with the general assemblage of Iron Age sites from 
northern Syria, from the area west of the Euphrates 
to the region of Hama. The current work in progress 
of refinement of the typology will help to detect 
eventual persistence or changes in the distribution 
of specific shapes bowls, but as a general preliminary 

23 Well attested in Amuq Phase O (Swift 1958) and 
northern Syria (Afis Area G: Soldi 2013; Hama, Bulding 
Period E: Fugmann 1958, p. 213).

general assemblage of the simple ware, kitchen and 
storage ware units is very homogenous throughout 
the subphases of Areas 5 and 6, showing a great 
continuity of the whole pottery horizon throughout 
the whole Iron Age III period, from the mid eighth 
century to the seventh century BC.

Main shapes in local Simple Ware for this 
chronological horizon are open morphologies, 
which represent the vast majority of the assemblage, 
being for the most plates and bowls, plus a few 
kraters, intended as deep large bowls to mix and 
pour liquids.22

Iron Age III Zincirli plates (fig. 2) have simple 
rounded rim and flat disc or slightly concave base, 
less frequently ring base. It is a very common 

22 Unfortunately most of the Iron Age pottery from 
the site has been recovered only in small fragments and not 
in primary contexts, with almost no item left in situ after a 
destruction or a sudden abandonment; the study and the 
identification of the local typology has been carried out for 
the great part on sherds, with very few complete vessel shapes. 
The only remarkable exception to this issue is the kitchen 
assemblage in Area 8 excavated in 2017, which contained a 
domestic set composed by simple, cooking and storage wares.

Figure 2
Simple ware plates from Zincirli (Courtesy the Chicago-Tübingen Expedition to Zincirli)
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Cooking pots are of the typical kind of hole-
mouth thickened rim with flat strap handle (fig. 6), 
very common and homogenous throughout the 
region. The only peculiar shape made with the same 
cooking pot ware is a plate with thick walls and 
simple rim (fig. 6).

Storage Ware is represented by large pithoi 
(fig. 7), which find close parallels in the region or in 
the Assyrian houses assemblages in Tell Ahmar.26

The Iron Age assemblage from Zincirli can be 
compared and contextualized within the regional 
framework of southern Anatolia and northern 
Syria. At a regional level the pottery of Zincirli 
can be compared with the few published items 
from nearby Sakçegözu27 and, thanks to the recent 

26 Jamieson 1999, p. 307, Fig. 9; 2000, p. 286, Fig. 10.
27 Du Plat Taylor, Seton Williams, Waechter 

1950

observation the data of this shape indicates a trend 
similar as that observed in nearby sites, with large 
bowls with thickened folded rim and carinated 
bowls with flaring rim as a marker of the Iron Age 
III/Neo-Assyrian phase.24

Other local simple ware productions are large 
kraters (fig. 4), obviously less frequent than bowls 
but still represented, jars and pear-shaped single-
handled jugs (fig. 5) with thickened lip, a shape 
common throughout inner northern Syria from 
Hama to the Amuq.25

24 At Tell Afis, one of North Syrian sites which best 
represents the Iron Age II and III ceramic sequence, bowls with 
“triangular” rim, corresponding to here defined “folded thick-
ened” rim, seem to indicate a later Iron Age date, in creasing in 
the seventh century BC (Oggiano 1997, p. 191; Cecchini 
2000, p. 202).

25 See Lehmann 1996, pp. 423-424; Taf. 55: Form 
333-334-335.

Figure 3
Simple ware bowls from Zincirli (Courtesy the Chicago-Tübingen Expedition to Zincirli)
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Figure 4
Simple ware kraters from Zincirli 
(Courtesy the Chicago-Tübingen 
Expedition to Zincirli)

Figure 5
Simple ware jugs and jars from Zincirli 
(Courtesy the Chicago-Tübingen 
Expedition to Zincirli)
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Figure 6
Cooking ware pots and plate from Zincirli (Courtesy the Chicago-Tübingen Expedition to Zincirli)

Figure 7
Storage ware pithoi 
from Zincirli 
(Courtesy the 
Chicago-Tübingen 
Expedition to Zincirli)
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Turning back at Zincirli, we stress that no 
primary role in the local assemblage is played by Red 
Slip ware (Fig. 8), which is elsewhere in the region a 
clear mark in the local horizons: this is true for Tell 
Tayinat, Chatal Höyük, Tell Rifaat/Arpad, Tell 
Afis and other sites from the mid Orontes up to the 
Amuq and for the area west of the Euphrates, but 
the narrow Kara Su valley settlements do not seem 
to be deeply affected by the diffusion of such pottery 
class. This feature can nevertheless find different 
explanations. A regional explanation could be 
advanced, thinking that the northernmost fringe of 
north Syrian ceramic area of diffusion could be only 
marginally affected by the Red Slip phenomenon; 
however the general resemblance of the pottery 

excavations of the University of Bologna directed 
by Nicolò Marchetti, with the late Iron Age local 
assemblage from Tasli Gecit Höyük.28

We can extend this horizon to other sites of 
northern Syria, in the Amuq and in the region 
of Aleppo and along the Orontes river down to 
Hama, Tell Mishrifeh/Qatna and Tell Nebi Mend, 
observing an image consistent for the period of 
Iron Age II and III, with a local horizon of Simple 
Ware mainly composed by open forms, plates and 
bowls, and hole mouth cooking pots, reflecting the 
main subdivisions of ceramic regions as proposed by 
Gunnar Lehmann and Stefania Mazzoni.29

28 Zaina 2013.
29 Mazzoni 1990, 1992, 2000; Lehmann 1996, 1998.

Figure 8
Red Slip ware from Zincirli and Tell Afis 
(Courtesy the Chicago-Tübingen Expedition to Zincirli and Missione Archeologica a Tell Afis)



West & East 174 Monografie, 3

sebastiano soldi

during the ceramics industry analysis. Since a few 
exemplars of Red Slip have been recently identified 
in Area 3’s sounding on the southern slope of the 
citadel, future excavations and study of the materials 
from the upper mound at Zincirli could cast some 
light on the issue of the diffusion and the use of Red 
Slip ware at Sam’al and its region, strengthening 
the impression that Red Slip can be affected both 
by regional diffusion and also by inner distribution 
within the site based on the quality of the context.34

5. Assyrian and “Assyrianizing” pottery 
at Zincirli

On the issue of specific classes of ceramic materi-
als, we can also state that Assyrian imports or imi ta-
tions do not play any major role in the local assem-
blage. Although we recognize a few pottery exemplars 
which are different from the local hori zon, the ge-
neral picture of the material culture does not seem to 
be deeply affected by historical and political events.

We remark in the pottery assemblage the pre-
sence of a very few shapes previously not attested 
among local productions (fig. 9), with a few frag-
ments of outflaring carinated bowls in a fine depura-
ted ware clearly inspired by contemporary Assyrian 
productions.35 Recently we excavated in lower town 
Area 4 a jar of the so called Assyrian bottle type, with 
an elongated shape profile and pointed base, a type 
which finds good comparisons both in the Assyrian 
region and on the Euphrates, at Tell Ahmar, Tell 
Shiukh Fawqani and Tille Höyük, in the Assyrian pe-
riod levels.36 Only a few tiny fragments of egg shell im-
ported Assyrian Palace Ware belonging to dimpled 
goblets and cups were found during the new excava-
tions, most ly from Area 3 on the south ern citadel.37

34 Soldi 2013. The issue of Red Slip at Zincirli, in compa-
rison with the Amuq and inner northern Syria, is discussed in 
Pucci, Soldi 2019.

35 See comparisons from Assyrian sites and in the West in 
Anastasio 2010, Pl. 15, 1-10 (Type BW_30); at Tille Höyük 
in Blaylock 2016, Fig. 11.29, 992; 1008; 1015).

36 See similar vessels profiles at Khirbet Khatuniyeh 
(Curtis, Green 1997, Fig. 40, 172), Tell Shiukh Fawqani 
(Makinson 2005, Pl. 23: 146) and at Tille Höyük (Blaylock 
1999, Fig. 9: 5; Blaylock 2016, Fig. 10.33, 299).

37 See comparisons in Tille Höyük Assyrian levels: 

horizon with sites both in the Euphrates area and 
in northwestern Syria (especially in the Amuq and 
in Aleppo and Idlib regions) would let argue for a 
general presence of Red Slip in the Kara Su valley 
local inventories.30 A chronological explanation 
does not seem to fit completely as well, because more 
sites demonstrate that Red Slip is attested both in 
the Iron Age II and III,31 being not confined only 
to the earlier period; apparently it is likely that a 
decrease in popularity and in production only starts 
towards the end of Iron Age III, disappearing only 
during later Neo-Babylonian and Persian periods.32 
It shall be stressed that even at sites where Red 
Slip is abundant, as in Tell Afis, its concentration 
is sensibly higher in specific contexts of the site:33 
this explanation could be compatible with Zincirli’s 
evidence, since the majority of the analyzed Iron 
Age ceramics corpus has been recovered so far 
from domestic contexts in the lower town, but we 
notice that the attestation of Red Slip is gradually 
increasing, as we observed during the last excavation 
seasons on the citadel. Finally, it shall be stated 
that the acidity of the soil accompanied to a high 
water level in the Kara Su plain have worn off in 
many cases the surface treatments of the sherds 
excavated in Zincirli’s lower town, probably making 
the typical reddish slip or wash, both burnished 
or unburnished, much less visible to the naked eye 

30 It shall be stressed that in the Euphrates region Red Slip 
is never attested in great quantity, especially if compared with 
inner Syria: at Karkemish, especially during Iron Age II phases 
of inner town Area G, it reaches a maximum percentage of 17% 
in phase 10 (Zaina 2019, pp. 125-126), whereas at Tille Höyük 
it is poorly attested both in Middle Iron Age levels and Neo-
Assyrian period levels (Blaylock 2016, p. 6). Nonetheless at 
Arslantepe/Malatya, further north, a recently excavated Iron 
Age II context has produced abundant documentation of Red 
Slip, roughly estimated as 30% of the pottery production from 
this phase (Manuelli, Pittmann 2018, pp. 155-156).

31 See for instance the case of Tell Afis (Cecchini 1998; 
Soldi 2013) and Tell Shiukh Fawqani (Makinson 2005); 
at Tille Höyük, where Red Slip is not found in great quantity, 
it even increases during the Neo-Assyrian phases (Blaylock 
2016, p. 6).

32 Recent evidence from Karkemish seems to confirm this 
trend, but attestations of Red Slip here dramatically decrease 
already during Iron Age III period (Zaina 2019, p. 138).

33 See the dichotomy lower town vs. acropolis highlighted 
in Tell Afis, where the great majority of this specific class, 
although attested in the lower town, has been found in a specific 
context in Area G on the acropolis (Soldi 2013).
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Figure 9
Assyrian and Assyrianizing pottery from Zincirli and comparisons from Nimrud and Tell Knediǧ (Courtesy the Chicago-
Tübingen Expedition to Zincirli; comparisons reproduced from Anastasio 2010, Pl. 17: 6; Pl. 32: 3, 6)

Figure 10
Fragments of glazed 
composite vessel from 
Zincirli and comparisons 
from Nimrud and 
Tell Sheikh Hamad 
(Courtesy the Chicago-
Tübingen Expedition 
to Zincirli; comparisons 
reproduced from 
Anastasio 2010, Pl. 49: 4 
and Kreppner 2008, 
Abb. 12)
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growing influence of Assyrians in the region from 
the eighth century BC.

In the northern Lower Town in the proximity 
of the Katumuwa’s stele shrine in Area 5 two 
small fragments of glazed hands have been found. 
They represent the fingers and thumbs of cupped 
hands, very similar to those already found by von 
Luschan in his excavations on the acropolis, and in 
particular in the area of Hilani II and the Nördliche 
Hallenbaum.42 The new fragments of the Chicago 
excavations belong to the phase 2c of Area 5, i.e. 
the same of the use and successive abandonment of 
Katumuwa’s complex, and thus can be likely dated to 
the second half of the eighth century BC. This data 
well harmonizes with the few information we have 
from the old German excavations, which, following 
Marina Pucci’s detailed reassessment of the building 
phases in Zincirli,43 have been reported coming 
from the area of the building dated to Barrakib’s 
era, which follows the period of Panamuwa II. These 
object seem to appear in Zincirli during the period 
of Assyrian political influence over the town, when 
the Luwian and Aramaean dynasties ruling over 
Sam’al declare themselves as allies of the Assyrian 
kings, and Barrakib depicts himself in his reliefs 
in an Assyrianized style.44 Unfortunately their 
stratigraphic position is not clear from the accounts 
of Felix von Luschan and Walter Andrae: we know 
that some of them have been found together with 
glazed rings in a pit related to Barrakib’s palace, but 
we do not know if this pit should have been earlier 
or later than the palace itself.45

Nevertheless, we have abundant evidence 
of glazed hands from the Assyrian heartland, 
though different in shape from the examples from 
Zincirli; both Edgar Pelteburg and Grant Frame 
devoted exhaustive studies on this matter,46 and 
we know that they are clearly dated from the reign 
of Ashurnasirpal II with inscribed hands from the 

42 So called “Handkonsolen”: von Luschan, Andrae 
1943, pp. 60-61; 155; Taf. 31, d-e.

43 Pucci 2008.
44 See above and Herrmann 2018; on the issue of re-

ception, adaptation and imitation of Assyrian art in “pe ri-
pheral” areas, see also Wicke 2015.

45 On the possible function and relationship of glazed 
hands and glazed rings, see Soldi 2017, 2019a.

46 Peltenburg 1968; Frame 1991.

Among these “Assyrianizing” productions we 
may recall two peculiar fragments, unfortunately very 
badly preserved, of a multiple glazed vessel (fig. 10), 
which finds possible comparisons only in the 
Assyrian region, with one exemplar from Nimrud38 
and a striking example in the glazed so-called table 
from a Neo-Assyrian grave in Tell Sheikh Hamad / 
Dur Katlimmu.39 Another interesting comparison, 
but not glazed, is the composite “enigmatic vessel” 
found in a collapsed building dated to Neo-Assyrian 
period at Boztepe, in the northern Tigris area.40 Since 
no other possible comparisons come from earlier 
strata in the region of Zincirli, it is most likely that 
the glazed composite artifact should have an Assyrian 
origin or inspiration.

6. Glazed artifacts at Zincirli

The appearance of glazed artifacts at Zincirli seems 
to be a clear indicator of a few Assyrian or Assy-
rianizing customs which were previously not 
present in the area.

A remarkable example of Assyrian influence 
over the local assemblage is the one coming from 
architectural glazed elements present at the site 
(fig. 11). As Annie Caubet had to state in her studies 
on the use of glaze in architecture in the Near East 
during the Iron Age, the northern Levant did not 
present any trace of use of such items, in contrast to 
Mesopotamia and Iran.41 Although this statement 
must still remain generally correct, we can now 
add a few exceptions, most likely connected to the 

Blaylock 2016, pp. 45-46; Fig. 9.58-59.
38 Anastasio 2010, Pl. 49.
39 Kreppner 2008, Abb. 12.
40 Parker, Creekmore, Easton 2001, Fig. 9-10; 

revised and updated version in Parker, Creekmore 2002, 
pp. 33, 37-40: Fig. 18-21. The archaeologists are in doubt about 
the importation or local production of the vessel (p. 49), but 
they suggest that the Iron Age ceramic assemblage of Boztepe 
is clearly oriented towards Assyrian productions rather than 
indigenous Anatolian ones, suggesting a possible relationship 
with inhabitants resettled at the site by the Assyrians; given 
the new comparanda that we provide here, it is likely that both 
items from Boztepe and Zincirli could be Assyrian or Assyrian-
inspired productions.

41 Caubet 2012, p. 159.
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represents the frontal depiction of a deceased woman 
wearing a finely decorated dress and seated on a 
bed. The stele is framed as an architectural setting 
and underneath the stepped crenellations, which 
have also been found in glazed ware in Zincirli,50 are 
represented four protruding hands just below the 
ceiling. Following Şenay and Andreas Schachner, 
who have published in detail the Marash stele, 
antiquarian and art historical details indicate a date 
to the late eighth – early seventh century BC, thus 
in a period when Assyrian influence over the region 
was already well established, as testified not only by 
Zincirli later monuments, but also by Sakcegözü’s 
palace reliefs. It should be stressed that the same kind 
of stepped crenellations that are on the top of the 
stele have been found in Zincirli, in the same bluish/
greenish glaze as the hands and the rings.51

50 von Luschan, Andrae 1943, pp. 60-61, 155, 
Taf. 31, a-c.

51 On the origin of stepped crenellations in the architec-

North-West palace and the Ninurta temple in 
Nimrud and from Assur at the same date, as being 
employed in Room 2 of the Old Palace.47 Later 
examples have been found by French and American 
archaeologists in Dur Sharrukin / Khorsabad and 
dated at the time of Sargon II, and a few specimens 
also coming from various spots in Nineveh.48

Since Zincirli glazed hands are unique in the 
northern Levant, it is likely to think that they were 
introduced here in Assyrian times. There is anyway 
another remarkable comparison for these objects 
in the area: it is a mortuary stele, or altar, recovered 
by the Turkish border guards at the harbour of 
Iskenderun and ready to be illicitly sold on the black 
market out of Turkey, surely coming from the region 
or the city of Kahramanmaraş, ancient Gurgum:49 it 

47 Preusser 1955, p. 21, Taf. 14:B.
48 See complete catalogue and references in Frame 1991; 

Soldi 2017.
49 Schachner, Schachner 1996.

Figure 11
Fragments of glazed architectural decorations (rings and hands) from Zincirli new and old excavations 
(Courtesy the Chicago-Tübingen Expedition to Zincirli; von Luschan, Andrae 1943, Taf. 31: d-e; f-g)
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times, whereas new artefacts such as glazed objects 
tend to appear from the mid/end of the eighth cen-
tury. We have now more evidence of the active role of 
King Esarhaddon in the region, which in the turn of a 
couple of years marks clearly his interventions and his 
presence in northern Syria on the way back from the 
Egyptian campaign: the oath tablet in Tell Tayinat / 
Kullania53 and the victory stele in Zincirli54 are out-
standing examples of this process.

Throughout the complex documentation of 
Zincirli we recognize patterns that combine the 
maintaining of a previous local identity as reflected 
in some features of material productions, with the 
shaping of a new ecumenical politics as imposed 
and assimilated through the Pax Assyriaca, which 
is reflected only partially in the archaeological 
record. This latter issue is particularly evident in 
the way political action and propaganda is actually 
displayed in sites with a long historical and political 
significance as capitals of regional powers, with a 
clear propagandistic message that has to reach the 
broader population, still bearing the legacy of local 
Aramaean and Luwian identities.
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Both the archaeological records in Zincirli and the 
iconographical document from Marash clearly testify 
to some new Assyrian elements which affect at least 
the elites of the society, probably regarding only the 
part of the population playing a role at the highest level 
between the local parties and Assyrian counterparts. If 
we do not register any major change in the local simple 
ware assemblages towards any “Assyrianization” of 
habits, food preparation and consumption habits, we 
can record the introduction during the eighth century 
BC of sparse cultural elements connected with the 
Assyrian milieu. Beside the glazed objects that we just 
analyzed, we should recall an Assyrian-style cylinder 
seal and a bronze fibula of Assyrian type.52

During the years of Esarhaddon’s reign we also 
record the first direct presence of a clearly Assyrian 
recognizable element: the erection of Esarhaddon’s 
stele at the entrance of the citadel gate is a strong 
assessment of a new political era, already started 
with Tiglath-pileser III and Sargon II, which sets the 
Assyrian presence and control over the conquered 
land as a direct manifestation of the great kings of 
Assur. Quoting Mario Fales’ words, we might say 
that the “praeparatio imperii” has produced its final 
outcome and during Esarhaddon’s reign we can 
see also in the archaeological record that Assyrian 
presence at Zincirli has been imposed throughout a 
direct action of propaganda, not mediated anymore 
by local interpreters.

7. Conclusions

We can conclude this very brief review, remarking 
how the northern Levant through the thorough ana-
lysis of material data is giving interesting insights for 
the Assyrian presence in the region and the persis-
tence of local cultural elements, such as continuing 
sequence of local ceramics. A few peculiar traits in 
local productions tend to diminish and slightly dis-
appear, such as the diffusion of Red Slip ware appar-
ently not very popular at Zincirli in Neo-Assyrian 

ture of the ancient Near East, see Porada 1967; Garbini 
1958; the issue of crenellations as originated into the realm of 
visual arts and later being employed in actual buildings has been 
recently proposed by Micale 2019.

52 Herrmann, Schloen 2016, p. 272, Fig. 24, b, d.
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Abstract

The history of Samaria under Neo-Assyrian rule is usually a part of the general description of the land of Israel 
and the Levant. From these descriptions it seems that the expansion of the Neo-Assyrian Empire in the region 
of Samaria is well documented in the various historical and archaeological sources of this period. Numerous 
studies were carried out about the historical and archaeological aspects of this period in the land of Israel.  
Nevertheless, much of this research dealt with Judah, and only few researches were conducted on the Samaria 
region.  These studies described the Samaria region as a whole unit, and did not distinguish between sub-units 
within Samaria. In this paper I will examine the history of the Samaria region after the Neo-Assyrian conquest, 
the organization of the Assyrian administration, and the extent of its influence in various areas within this 
region, considering updated data from archaeological surveys and excavations.
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mentioned in the Neo-Assyrian Eponym texts as 
eponyms for the years 690 and 646 BC.6

In addition to the historical and epigraphic 
sources, there is some archaeological evidence for the 
Assyrian conquest of Samaria, for the existence of 
the Assyrian province and for the Assyrian cultural 
influence, as can be seen in the architecture and the 
ceramic remains found in archaeological surveys 
and excavations in the vicinity of Samaria (fig. 1). 
The city of Samaria was excavated by Gottlieb 
Schumacher, George A. Reisner and Clarence S. 
Fischer between 1908 and 1910, and by John W. 
Crowfoot and Kathleen M. Kenyon between 1931 
and 1935.7 In these expeditions the excavators 
found six layers datable to the Israelite period. 
Kenyon mentioned a massive destruction layer on 
top of them and assigned it to the Assyrians.8 Other 
scholars drew attention to finds that show the city 
was inhabited also in the seventh century BC during 
the Neo-Assyrian rule, including a possible new 
fortification wall.9 Among these finds there are some 
indications of the Assyrian administration such as a 
cuneiform tablet with the name of the rab-alāni, the 
‘mayor’ of the city, an Assyrian Bulla, a cuneiform 
cylinder seal, and a fragment of a Sargon’s stela.10 
According to Adam Zertal, the destruction level, 
described by Kenyon, is not so clear, and it appears 
that the city wall remained in use also after the 
Assyrian conquest of the city.11

Another site in the vicinity of Samaria with 
evidence of the Neo-Assyrian administration is Tel 
el-Far’ah (N), which is identified as biblical Tirzah.12 
Excavations at the site were carried by Roland de 
Vaux between 1946 and 1960.13 De Vaux revealed 
a fortified city from the ninth and eighth centuries 
BC which was erected in connection with the 

6 Ungand 1938, pp. 451-452.
7 Reisner, Fischer, Lyon 1924; Crowfoot, 

Kenyon, Sukenik 1942.
8 Crowfoot, Kenyon, Sukenik 1942, p. 110.
9 E.g. Tappy 2001, p. 441; Dever 2007, p. 87.
10 See e.g. Crowfoot J.W., Crowfoot G.W., 

Kenyon 1957, p. 87; Stern 2001, pp. 14-15.
11 Zertal 2003, p. 400.
12 Albright 1931; De-Vaux 1956.
13 Chambon 1984.

1. The activities of the Neo-Assyrian 
rule and their influence on the 
settlement pattern in Samaria

The territory of the Israelite Kingdom was reduced 
after the campaigns of Tiglath Pileser III in 734-
732 BC, and included only the regions of the 
hills of Samaria and the Jordan Valley, between 
the province of Magiddu in the north and the 
Kingdom of Judah in the south. Over a decade 
later, Shalmaneser V and Sargon II completed 
the conquest of the diminished kingdom.1 Both 
in Biblical and Neo-Assyrian sources there is 
evidence for the destruction the Assyrians caused 
to the city of Samaria and to the whole of “the land 
of the house of Omri”.2 This conquest definitely 
damaged the people’s life, disrupted the proper 
administration; it seems that it caused severe 
demographic decrease in the settlement. On the 
other hand, according to the historical sources 
the region was not completely abandoned. The 
transition of Samaria, the former capital city of the 
Israelite kingdom, to the capital of a new Assyrian 
province, Samerina, is well documented in Neo-
Assyrian sources such as the Cylinder inscription 
and the Nimrud Prism of Sargon II.3 There are some 
more texts bearing Samaria as the name of the city 
or the state rather than the name of the province.4 
Nonetheless, at least one of these sources, perhaps 
as a list of the capitals of the provinces or cities 
of the Neo-Assyrian administration, mentions 
the city of Samaria together with Megiddo and 
Dor.5 In addition, two governors of Samerina are 

1 The conquest of the city of Samaria is well documented 
in various sources, and scholars suggested few different recon-
structions for its process. see e.g. Olmstead 1904; Tadmor 
1958; Reed 1976; Na’aman 1990; Hayes, Kuan 1991; 
Beckng 1992; Galil 1995; Younger 1999; Tetley 2002; 
Tappy 2007; Park 2012. 

2 E.g. Fuchs 1994, pp. 87-88; see also Oded 1987, 
p. 40; Eph’al 1991.

3 Gadd 1954; Fuchs 1994, p. 34.
4 See e.g. Becking 1992, pp. 106-111. 
5 Fales, Postgate 1995; cf. Na’aman 2009, who 

argued that this list is of trade cities rather than of capitals. 
According to Na’aman Dor, and one more city of this list, were 
not at all capitals of provinces.
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three layers from the ninth century BC until before 
the Assyrian destruction, and another layer from the 

seventh century; Nevertheless, a new study by Daniel 
Master showed that the seventh century layer was very 
scant, including only the coffins and some Assyrian 
bowls.17 Assyrian bowls and a Mesopotamian style seal 
impression were found also at the second expedition 
to Shechem/Tel Balatah.18

In the archaeological surveys carried out not far 
from Samaria and Tel el-Far’ah (N) Adam Zertal 
reported about some structures built with Assyrian 

17 Master et Al. (eds.) 2005, pp. 65-129.
18 Campbell, Wright 1971.

Middle Bronze city wall.14 Alain Chambon, who 
published the final report, stated that the city was 
destroyed by the Assyrians, although there is no 
clear destruction layer.15 Above it, there are only 
scant remains from the seventh century, but those 
include Assyrian style pottery, some stelae from 
a cultic place, and Assyrian coffins, probably the 
remnants of an Assyrian military outpost.16 

More Assyrian coffins were found a bit to the 
further north, at Tel Dothan, which was excavated by 
Joseph F. Free between 1953 and 1964. Free described 

14 Chambon 1993, pp. 1300-1301.
15 Chambon 1984, p. 47; cf. Dever 2007, p. 85.
16 Chambon 1993, pp. 439-440; Stern 2001, p. 33.

Figure 1 
Map of sites mentioned in the text 
(Graphics - Y. Sapir)
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conquered populations to remote regions, and 
brought new population in their stead.22 The cross-
deportation of the population from the Israelite 
kingdom, and from Mesopotamia to “the land of 
Omri” is described both in biblical and Assyrian 
sour ces.23 These sources mention deportees from 
Mesopotamia and from the Arab tribes who were 
settled at Samaria mainly during the reign of Sargon 
II, but there are hints also for settling deported 
population in that region during the regins of 
Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal as well (see e.g. Ez. 
4.1-8). There are still arguments about the amount 
of the deportees among the original population, but 
it is clear that after the Assyrian campaigns a mixed 
population was created in the Samerina province.24  

An interesting line of inquiry is the location of 
the places where the new residents were settled. 
The only city mentioned by name in relation to 
deportees in the historical sources is Samaria itself, 
but other sources have “the cities of Samaria” or 
“the land of Beth-Omri”.25

Additional data come from epigraphic docu-
ments. Cuneiform tablets with Mesopotamians 
names were found at Tel Hadid excavations and 
in a survey at Khirbet Kusiya, both located at the 
western margins of the former Israelite kingdom, 
and at Gezer, in the northern Shephelah.26 In 
addition, two ostraca with a list of names, most of 
them of Mesopotamian origin, were found at the 

22 E.g. Liverani 1979; Pecirkova 1987; Latto 1995; 
Oded 1998; Tadmor 2006, pp. 77-91.

23 II  Kgs. 17. 24-41; 18. 11; Lie 1929, pp. 20-23; 
Tadmor 1958, p. 78; Oded 1979; Fuchs 1994, p. 34; 
Rainey, Notely 2006, pp. 236-237.

24 See e.g. Oded 1987; Knoppers 2004.
25 II Kgs. 17.24; Fuchs 1994, p. 34. Some scholars argued 

for the existence of deportees in the region of Bethel, due to the 
biblical story about a priest from Bethel who taught the new 
residents the Israelite worship (II Kgs. 17.24-41), and based on 
the mention of the worship of Bethel among Mesopotamian 
deportees in the Papyrus Amherst 63 (see e.g. Zevit 1990; 
Steiner 1991; Blenkinsopp 2003, p. 94; Smith 2007; 
Russell 2009, pp. 44-46). Nevertheless, the biblical account 
described the priest himself coming from Bethel rather than 
the deportees, and there is no certainty that the worship of 
Bethel among deportees is connected to settling at Bethel (cf. 
Vleeming, Wesselius 1985, pp. 45-46; Delcor 1993; 
Koenen 2003, pp. 76-79). 

26 Zadok 1985; Na’aman, Zadok 1988,2000; 
Horowitz, Oshima 2006, pp. 100-101.

architecture and several sites which he identified as 
Assyrian military outposts.19 

These data are insufficient to establish the nature 
of the administrative, political and settlement pro-
cesses that took place in the area of the former 
Israelite kingdom during the period of Neo-Assyrian 
rule. Some scholars dealt with these questions in 
the past, but there was no consensus about them. 
Bustenay Oded, Bob Becking and Ephraim Stern 
emphasized the massive destruction of the Neo-
Assyrian conquest in many of these sites.20 Other 
scholars, such as Zertal, William G. Dever and 
Gary Knoppers, argued for a quick rehabilitation 
of the destroyed sites and for prosperity under the 
Assyrian administration.21

For establishing what was the real process in the 
region, in the lack of clear historical evidence one 
should examine the settlement processes during 
this period. Two main operations which influenced 
the processes in the new Neo-Assyrian province 
should be mainly examined: first, the settling of 
new population in the territory of the Neo-Assyrian 
province; second, the question of the intensity of the 
destruction or the continuity in the different regions 
within the province. Some of the studies mentioned 
above referred to some of these aspects, but as of 
today no treatment was given to all the archaeological 
data, especially the updated one. Moreover, no inter-
regional study was conducted, comparing different 
sub-regions in the Samaria region.

2. The location of the deportees’ 
settlements in the province of Samerina

One of the components that affected settlement 
patterns in the Neo-Assyrian Empire was the policy 
of deportations of the conquered population. 
Scholars in the past have shown that due to the 
Assyrian ideology of ‘saving the whole world’, and 
as part of their effort to reduce the political power 
of the local elites, the Assyrian rulers deported the 

19 Zertal 1998; 2003, pp. 387-395.
20 Oded 1987; Becking 1992, pp. 59-60; Stern 2001, 

p. 9; 2003, pp. 219-220.
21 Zertal 2003; Knoppers 2004, pp. 165-170; Dever 

2007, p. 87.
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of which continued to be settled for hundreds of 
years, are very unusual phenomenon in this rocky 
region, where no evidence of other periods of 
occupation and settlement was found. Following 
this unique phenomenon, and due to the cuneiform 
tablets, and the nearby highway, Avi Faust suggested 
that these farmsteads may be connected to the 
Mesopotamian deportees.34

Other archaeological possible evidence for 
the deportees in the center of the province comes 
from archaeological surveys. In the survey of the 
Manasseh Hills, Zertal identified the phenomenon 
of the wedge-incised bowls.35 These bowls, found 
mainly at sites in the vicinity of Shechem, Samaria 
and Tel el-Far’ah (N), are decorated with a 
decoration of Mesopotamian tradition, and were 
related to deportees from Mesopotamia who settled 
in these sites. If indeed this decoration can be 
interpreted as an archaeological sign of deportees 
from Mesopotamia, then there is strong evidence 
for Assyrian influence in the region of the main 
cities in the middle of the province of Samerina.

To sum up, it seems that the Assyrians settled 
Mesopotamian deportees both in the capital city of 
Samaria and its environs, and in the western foothills, 
near the international highway. Nevertheless, there 
is no any archaeological evidence, nor it is implied 
from the historical sources, to identify deportees at 
the more southern parts of Samaria.

3. The settlement patterns at Samerina 
after the Neo-Assyrian conquest – The 
archaeological evidence

The second main aspect of the Assyrian rule in the 
province of Samerina to be examined is the extent 
of the destruction and abandonment caused by the 
Assyrian conquest, compared to the extent of the 
continuity, if it existed at all. The historical sources 
describe the exile of a large mass of population, but 
admittedly many Israelites remained in the land 

1981; Shadman, Tendler, Marcus 2015; Shadman 2019.
34 Faust 2006; Aster, Faust 2015, pp. 302-303.
35 Zertal 1989. For a detailed and updated discussion 

of the distribution and provenance of the wedge-incised bowls 
see Itach, Aster, Ben-Shlomo 2017.

excavations of Tel Jemmeh, in the western Negev.27 
These four sites lie next to the international 
highway that crosses Israel from south to north, 
along and east of the mediterranean sea shore, and 
therefore some scholars assumed that in these cities 
deportees and Assyrian officials were settled as 
part of the Assyrian control of this main highway.28 
From these sites the only two within the region of 
Samaria are Khirbet Kusiya and Tel Hadid.29 The 
area near Tel Hadid seems to be significant in the 
Neo-Assyrian administration. Aphek, situated 
on the same highway only 15 km north of Tel 
Hadid, is mentioned in an inscription from the 
times of Esarhaddon as a city in the province of 
Samerina where Assyrian troops gathered prior to 
a battle against Egypt.30 Moreover, fragments of 
a royal Assyrian stela was recently found at Ben-
Shemen, only 2 kilometers west of Tel Hadid.31 The 
significance of Khirbet Kusiya’s area is confirmed by 
another stele that was found at Kakun, 7 km south 
of Khirbet Kusiya.32

The area between Tel Hadid and Aphek was 
thoroughly surveyed. These surveys, together with 
salvage excavations from recent years, have revealed 
dozens of farmsteads, most of them erected at the 
end of the eighth century.33 These farmsteads, some 

27 Naveh 1985; Na’aman, Zadok 1988.
28 Na’aman, Zadok 2000, pp. 180-182; Aster, Faust 

2015; Na’aman 2016, pp. 275-278. 
29 Tel Jemeh is located far to the southwest and certainly 

cannot be related to as one of the “cities of Samaria”. Gezer, on 
the other hand, is closer to the Samaria region and was referred 
by some scholars as part of Samerina (e.g. Reich, Brandl 
1985; Na’aman 2016, p. 276). However, there is no any real 
evidence that connect Gezer to Samerina. Geographically, 
Gezer is located on the Shephelah, and between it and the 
Samaria Hills there is the deep valley of Ajalon. Gezer was 
apparently conquered by Tiglath Pileser III and came under 
Neo-Assyrian rule twelve years prior to the establishment of 
Samerina, and therefore could not be referred to as one of the 
“cities of Samaria”. More likely that it was under direct Assyrian 
control (Aster, Faust 2015, p. 298, n. 14) and connected to 
Assyrian administration at Megiddo (Cogan 2013, pp. 13-14) 
or Philistine (Finkelstein 2002; Rainey, Notely 2006, 
pp. 230-236). 

30 Borger 1956, 111.
31 Cogan 2008. For the geographical and political 

significance of the Aphek-Hadid region during the Neo-
Assyrian period see Aster, Faust 2015, pp. 297-301.

32 Cogan 2008, pp. 67-68.
33 Kochavi, Gofna, Beit-Arieh 1973; Finkelstein 
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Shechem – Biblical Shechem, which was iden-
ti fied with Tel Balatah, was excavated during the 
years 1913-1914 and 1926-1934 by an expedition 
headed by Ernest Zelin. A second expedition was 
held between 1956-1973 by Ernest Wright, Joe 
Seger and William G. Dever.38 Four layers which 
were exposed in the excavations were dated to the 
Israelite Kingdom. The last layer contained a mas-
sive destruction layer which was related to the Neo-
Assyrian conquest. Above it, the excavators reported 
of a layer with a minor continuity, which ended 
in additional destruction. This layer is where the 
‘Assyrian Bowls’ and the seal impression were found.39 

Kedumim – A rural site located 11 km west of 
Tel Balatah, which was excavated by Yitzhaq Magen 
during the years 1979-1982.40 The small scale 
of the excavations did not help in setting a clear 
stratigraphy of the site, but the pottery contained 
remains from the end of the Iron Age, probably 
from the seventh century as well, and from the 
Persian period.41

Khirbet Jem’ein – A small rural site located 
above the Kanah stream, in the western hills of 
Samaria, which was excavated by Ibrahim el-Fani 
and Shimon Dar during the years 1978-1982.42 The 
excavators discovered many four-rooms houses 
surrounded by cisterns and installations, all dated to 
the Iron Age II. Dar claimed that the pottery should 
be dated to the eighth and seventh centuries BC, 
but from a reexamination of the pottery it seems 
that the site was not inhabited during the Assyrian 
period: presumably the site was deserted during the 
conquest of Samaria.43 

‘Eli – A small rural site located three kilometers 
northwest of Shiloh, which was excavated in a 
salvage operation by Hananya Hizmi in 1992.44 The 

38 Wright 1965; Campbell (ed.) 2002.
39 Campbell, Wright 1971.
40 Magen 1993.
41 Cf. Stern, Magen 1984. 
42 Unnamed 1982a; Dar 1986.
43 See Dar 1986, pp. 38-40; for the new analysis of the 

finds see Yezerski 2013, p. 94. 
44 Hizmi 1996. 

together with the new deported population, as 
implied in the Biblical sources (Jer. 3; 31; II Chr. 30). 
The existence of the former Israelites citizens and 
the continuity of settlement and occupation at 
the sites in the Samaria region should be examined 
archaeologically. Few excavations at some sites and 
thorough surveys have been conducted in this area, 
and their results can shed light on the issue under 
discussion.

4. Archaeological excavations at Iron 
Age II sites in Samaria region

As I showed above, the main cities in the centre of 
the province, Samaria and Tel el-Far’ah (N), suf-
fered destruction by the Assyrians, but the occu-
pation of those cities did not cease. We can also ob-
serve some rehabilitation and Assyrian influen ces, 
although the settlement in these sites was poor in 
comparison with the time of the Israelite kingdom. 
Tel Dothan is another meager settlement that sur-
vived the Assyrian destruction with signs of Assyrian 
activity (see above). In addition to these sites, few 
more sites with an Iron II occupation were excavat-
ed throughout the years, and can broaden our per-
spective on the influence of the Neo-Assyrian con-
quest. The sites are presented from north to south:

Tell es-Ṣufan – A small tell, located 7 km 
southeast of Samaria and 4 km northwest of 
Shechem, which was recently identified as “Beth-
millo” (Judg. 9.6).36 A rescue excavation was 
conducted at the site during the early seventies of 
the twentieth century by Zeev Yeivin.37 Yeivin 
reported of buildings from the ninth and the eighth 
centuries BC. Above it he described two layers with 
some granaries but no other structures, which he 
dated to the “end of the Israelite period” and the 
“Persian-Hellenistic period”. 

36 Mckinny, Tavger 2017. The site was first surveyed 
by the Shechem expeditions teams who identified it as ‘Ophrah 
or Migdal-Shechem, both mentioned at the same chapter at 
the book of Judges. See Böhl 1931, pp.  65-67; Nandarásky 
1964.

37 Unnamed 1973; The site was re-excavated recently by 
a team from en-Najah University. See Abu Alsaud, Qobbaj 
2018; Abu Alsaud 2019.
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layer site with structures, some of them designed 
as a four-rooms house, many olive presses and a 
surrounding wall, all which he dated to the Iron 
Age II. In the survey Eitam claimed to have found 
seventh century BC Judahite pottery, but in the 
excavation he discovered signs of destruction to be 
dated to the eighth century BC, without remains of 
later activity.

Khirbet Deir Dakla – Another rural site located 
above the Shiloh stream, in southwestern Samaria, 
6 km west of Kh. Kl’a, which was excavated by 
Binyamin Har-Even at 2006.51 This site also had 
some living houses, olive presses and a surrounding 
wall, but some of the residential quarters were 
outside the wall. According to the excavator the site 
was erected in the tenth century BC, but most of 
the finds were from the eighth century, when the 
site suffered destruction.

Khirbet Hudash – One more rural site which is 
located at the southern bank of the Shiloh stream, 
inside of the modern settlement of Beit-Arieh, 2.5 
kilometers southeast of Khirbet Deir Dakla. This 
site was surveyed by Eitam in the late 1970s, and 
was excavated by Shimon Riklin during the years 
1991-1994.52As the two other sites in this area, Kh. 
Hudash also contains many structures surrounded 
by a wall, some of which with a four-rooms house 
design, and many olive presses. The excavation of 
one of the structures revealed a destruction at the 
end of the occupation of the site during the eighth 
century BC.

Khirbet ed-Dweir – Another rural site, located 2 
km south of Kh. Deir Dakla and west of Kh. Hudash, 
which was excavated by Binyamin Har-Even at 
2005.53 The excavation revealed two structures, 
one of them of the four-rooms house type, olive-oil 
presses and a surrounding wall. Har-Even dated the 
occupation of these structures to the eighth century 
BC, with abandonment at the end of it.

51 Har-Even 2011.
52 Eitam 1979, 1992; Riklin 1997.
53 Har-Even 2012.

site contains two buildings established in the eighth 
century BC, but has also pottery and other finds 
from the seventh and sixth centuries, including 
Neo-Assyrian style bowls, wedge-incised bowls, 
arrowheads of Irano-Scythian style, etc. The finds 
from the site were recently re-examined, and it was 
suggested that the site was inhabited by Assyrian 
soldiers, maybe as an outpost.45

Shiloh – Biblical Shiloh, which was identified at 
Kh. Seilun, was excavated by a Danish expedition 
headed by Aage Schmidt and Hans A. Kjær between 
1926 and 1932, and later by Israel Finkelstein, 
Shlomo Bunimovitz and Zvi Lederman between 
1981 and 1984.46 The Danish report described 
much of the material dated to the Iron Age II, but 
later analysis showed that most of these finds should 
be re-dated to the Iron Age I.47 Finkelstein claimed 
that there are only scanty remains from the Iron 
Age II, which he dated to the seventh century.48 
New excavations at the site in the past ten years, 
conducted by Hananya Hizmi, Reut Ben-Arie, 
Ofer Gat, Binyamin Har-Even and Yonatan Adler, 
contradict Finkelstein assumptions, as Iron Age II 
is exposed in almost all the areas – in the west, in 
the east and even in the far north, and the pottery 
is dated to the eighth century, with only Persian 
period layers above it, without any clear signal of the 
seventh century BC.49 

Khirbet Kl’a – A rural site located on an elevated 
hill on the southern bank of the Shiloh stream, in 
the southwestern hills of Samaria. The site was 
surveyed and excavated by David Eitam during the 
late 1970s and the early 1980s.50 The site is a one-

45 Itach, Regev, Hizmi 2018. 
46 Buhl, Holm-Nilsen 1969; Finkelstein, 

Bunimovitz, Lederman 1993.
47 E.g. Shiloh 1974.
48 Finkelstein, Bunimovitz, Lederman 1993, 

p. 387.
49 The preliminary results of the new excavations at Shiloh 

were only partially published. For the Iron Age II remains, see 
Livyatan-Ben Arieh, Hizmi 2014, pp. 117-121; Gat 2015, 
pp. 38-40. I wish to thank Binyamin Har-Even and Yonatan 
Adler for sharing data from their excavations from the eastern 
edge of the site, which were not published yet.

50 Eitam 1979; Unnamed 1982b.
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and that probably it was influenced by Judah and 
not by the Assyrian Empire.59 

E.P. 914 – A small site which is located only 
900 m east of and above Bethel, and was suggested 
to be the high place of the cult of Bethel.60 In 2016, 
I conducted a small scale excavation at the top of the 
site and found much Iron Age pottery, dated to the 
ninth and eighth centuries BC, without any signs of 
seventh century material (fig. 2).

The picture of the settlement in the Samaria region 
to be reconstructed from these excavations is rather 
complex. On the one hand, the main sites in the 
center of Samaria, although having suffered some 
sort of destruction, continued to be inhabited after 
the Assyrian conquest. It seems that although there 
was a meager settlement, some rehabilitation had 
occurred at these sites. In Samaria, Tel el-Far’ah 
(N) and Tel Dothan there is clear evidence of the 
Assyrian influence, and probably the occupation at 
this sites was connected the Neo-Assyrian activity. 
Shechem and Tell es-Ṣufan were also damaged du-
ring the conquest, but a meager settlement fol-
lowed in the seventh century as well. The results 
of Shiloh and Bethel excavations are still debated, 
and more research should be done to shed light on 
the question of the occupation of these sites during 
the seventh century. The only main site where there 
is clear evidence for destruction and complete 
abandonment of the site due to the Assyrian con-
quest is Khirbet Marjame.

On the other hand, one must not forget that 
these main sites served as urban centers, and there-
fore continuation of inhabitation should be ex-
pected even after destructions. The fact that after 
the destruction the settlement in these cities was in 
great decline shows that the rehabilitation was not 
intensive. Moreover, in the rural sector no rehabil-
itation is evident at all. Six out of eight rural sites 
which were excavated ceased to exist probably after 
the Assyrian conquest, three of them bearing traces 
of destruction layer from this time.

59 Finkelstein, Singer-Avitz 2009. But see recently 
Lipschits 2017.

60 For the archaeological survey of the site and the sug-
gestion of its identification see Tavger 2015.

’Ofarim – An Iron II Age farmhouse located 3 km 
south of Kh. ed-Dweir, near the modern settlement 
of ‘Ofarim. A salvage excavation conducted at the 
site by Shimon Riklin in 1991 revealed one large 
structure with pottery from the eighth century 
BC.54 No clear seventh century BC pottery was 
reported, and it is safe to assume that the site was 
also abandoned during the Neo-Assyrian conquest.

Khirbet Marjame – this is a large site, in the 
southeastern part of the region at the desert fringe, 
which was excavated by Amihai Mazar in 1975 
and 1978.55 This site was inhabited through the 
Bronze Age, Iron Age I and Iron Age II until the 
eighth century BC, and was never rebuilt again. 
Mazar did not find any signs of destruction at the 
site, but Matanyah Zohar, who conducted a small 
salvage excavation in the lower part of the site in 
1980, mentioned some arrowheads above an eighth 
century floor, and interpreted it as a proof of the 
Neo-Assyrian conquest of the site.56

Bethel – Biblical Bethel, which was identified 
with the tell in the midst of the village Beitin, in the 
southern edge of Samaria, was excavated by William 
F. Albright and James C. Kelso in 1934, 1954, 1957 
and 1960s.57 Kelso argued that the Iron Age town 
was destroyed during the Neo-Assyrian conquest, 
but other scholars claimed that the city survived 
the conquest, and was inhabited during the seventh 
and sixth centuries as well.58 Nevertheless, recently 
Finkelstein and Lili Singer-Avitz went through the 
pottery from the excavation and claimed that the 
finds from the Neo-Assyrian period are very meager, 

54 Riklin 1993. Riklin mention that the site was in use 
also in the Hellenistic period.

55 Mazar 1995.
56 Zohar 1980.
57 Kelso 1968.
58 Lawrence Sinclair in Kelso 1968, pp. 75-76, 

suggested that the destruction of the city should be dated to 
the end of the Neo-Babylonian period or to the time of Cyrus. 
For arguments of a seventh and sixth centuries’ occupation of 
the site see also Dever 1971, pp. 463-469; Stern 2001, pp. 9, 
321; Blenkinsopp 2003, pp. 94-95; Lipschits 2003, p. 348; 
Knoppers 2004, pp. 163-164. For suggested connections 
between Bethel of the seventh century BC and the kingdom of 
Judah see Eshel 1989 (due to a LMLK seal impression that he 
found at a tour at the site); Stern 2001, p. 139.
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The study of the results of the archaeological 
surveys which were conducted in the Samaria region 
from the early 1980s till today61 shows that the rural 
sector in the southern areas experienced a significant 
drop in settlements after the Assyrian conquest, 
while the sites in the northern areas continued to 
be inhabited until the Persian era. The comparison 
between the settlement patterns from the Iron 
Age II and the Persian period (figs. 3-4), as reflected 

61 For the survey of Adam Zertal at the northern and eastern 
parts of Samaria see Zertal 2004, 2008; Zertal, Mirkam 
2016; Zertal, Bar 2017. For the survey of the southern parts 
of Samaria see Finkelstein, Lederman (eds.) 1997. For an 
in depth study of the results of these surveys concerning the Iron 
Age II and the Persian Periods see Tavger 2012, pp. 35-59.

5. The archaeological surveys’ evidence

The distinction between the settlement continuity 
in the main sites and in the sites which ceased to be 
settled can be explained as the difference between 
urban cities and rural sites. Nevertheless, the 
fact that a main city like Khirbet Marjame in the 
southern part of the territory ceased to exist and that 
rural sites like Kedumin and ‘Eli, which are closer to 
the center of the province, have some evidence of 
inhabitation during the seventh century, can raise 
the possibility that the difference is not only due to 
the type of the sites, but rather to their geographic 
location.

Figure 2 
ninth and eighth century BC pottery from E.P. 914 (Graphics - A. Harel)
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Figure 3
Iron Age II sites in the Manasseh Hill Survey (courtesy Adam Zertal)



West & East 193 Monografie, 3

The province of Samerina under Neo-Assyrian rule

Figure 4 
Persian Period sites in the Manasseh Hill Survey (courtesy Adam Zertal)
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Figure 5
Iron II rural sites in South Samaria (Graphics - Y. Sapir)
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6. Conclusions

The archaeological data from the excavated and 
surveyed sites in the Samaria region show that the 
influence of the fall of the Israelite kingdom and 
the establishment of the Neo-Assyrian province 
on its ruins is complex and differs according to 
geography. The gathered evidence indicates that the 
focus of the Neo-Assyrian activity was mainly in 
the centre of the province and to the north, in the 
area surrounding the capital city Samaria and the 
two main neighbouring cities, Shechem and Tell 
el-Far’ah (N). Evidence of administration comes 
from these locations, the Mesopotamian deportees 
probably were settled there, and most of the 
settlements in these areas continued to be settled 
after the Assyrian conquest. It seems that the Neo-
Assyrian rule invested in these areas, and tried to 
rehabilitate the damaged cities and their periphery 
when establishing the provincial administration. 
On the other hand, in the southern and eastern parts 
of the province there is neither evidence of Neo-
Assyrian administration nor of foreign population, 
and a demographic crisis is viewed: apparently the 
Assyrians neglected these areas. An exception is 
visible in the southwestern parts of Samaria, where 
evidence of foreign population and Neo-Assyrian 
administration were found. This exception can be 
explained as a product of the Neo-Assyrian policy at 
the strategic places along the international highway, 
near the border of the Empire.63

The case of the Province of Samerina can shed 
light on the attitude of the Neo-Assyrian Empire 
toward the provinces in its periphery. In recent years 
there has been a debate on the level of the Assyrian 
investment in the peripheral states conquered by the 
empire. Some scholars, based mainly on literary and 
historical sources, argued for a wealthy era of ‘Pax 
Assyriaca’ in the Southern Levant.64 Other scholars 
attributed the growth in the economy of Philistine 
and Judah in the seventh century to Phoenician 
or Egyptian influences, and some claimed that 

63 For this approach as an explanation to the phenomenon 
of the western foothills see Aster, Faust 2015.

64 See e.g. Gitin 1995; Na’aman 1995, pp. 113-114; 
2001, p. 275; Van De Mieroop 2007, pp. 252-259; Fales 
2008.

in the survey of the Manasseh Hills, shows that 
most sites in the region of Samaria, Shechem, and 
Tell el-Far’ah (N), about 75 percent, continued to 
exist during the periods of the Neo-Assyrian and 
Babylonian rule, while in the eastern and southern 
parts there was a big decline. Therefore, it is safe to 
assume that the center of the province under the 
Assyrian control was not only a region for settling 
a new deported population, as Zertal suggested, 
but also a region of continued settlement, on 
behalf of the Neo-Assyrian administration. 
Moving south, the demographic picture changes 
dramatically. In these surveys, only 30 percent of 
the Iron Age II sites attests continuity from the 
Iron Age II to the Persian period, while most sites 
were destroyed or abandoned, probably after the 
Assyrian conquest.62 The southernmost sites from 
these surveys, between Bethel and Shiloh, suffered 
from an even deeper decline, and the percentage of 
the continuity after the Assyrian conquest is less 
than 20 percent.

62 There are some methodological problems when trying 
to date precisely the time of the abandonment in surveyed 
sites. The material which is collected at the surveys does not 
come from stratified layers, and the dates are based mainly on 
ceramic typology. The exact dates of the various types is hard 
to receive, and it seems that some of the the “eighth century” 
pottery could have continued to be in use also in the first half 
of the seventh century both in Judah (e.g. see Finkelstein 
2012, 204-205; De Groot 2012, 162; Gadot 2015, 8; 
Freud 2017, 93-97; Lipschits 2019) and in the Northern 
Kingdom (Singer-Avitz 2014). Nevertheless, when adding 
the historical data to the picture, it seems safe to assume 
that the mass abandonment of sites in the southern parts 
of Samaria, compared to the continuation in the north, was 
caused by the Assyrian conquest. A recent study (Tavger 
2018, 393-397) of the pottery from the survey of the 
Southern Samaria region demonstrates that most of the sites 
which attest continuity from the Iron Age II to the Persian 
Period, contain also what considered as “Iron IIC” pottery, 
while Iron Age II sites which were not occupied in the Persian 
Period, lack these pottery types. Although these “Iron IIC” 
types represent only the second half of the the seventh century 
(see Lipschits 2019), it is difficult to accept reconstruction 
of abandonment only in the mid of the seventh century, and 
only in the Southern parts of Samaria, without reasonable 
historical reconstruction.  
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trating the administration, their investments and 
rehabilitation in the center of the provinces and 
in their main cities, and settled a new population 
made of deportees. The more remote areas were left 
in ruins for a long time, even though they were parts 
of the new Assyrians provinces.
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the policy of the Neo-Assyrian Empire was not 
different from that of the Babylonian Empire, a 
policy of destruction of the conquered states and 
not of investment or economical rehabilitation.65

The case of Samerina shows that both ap-
proaches should be combined. It is true that there 
is no evidence for an economic prosperity in the 
peripheral provinces in the southern Levant under 
Neo-Assyrian rule. Most areas conquered by 
the Neo-Assyrians were destroyed and were not 
rehabilitated. Like the southern and eastern parts 
of Samerina, other areas in the former Israelite 
kingdom that were conquered earlier by Tiglath 
Pileser III and became part of the Neo-Assyrian 
province system suffered a sharp decline. The main 
cities of Beth Shean and Tel Rehov were destroyed 
or completely abandoned, and the dense settlement 
in the Beth Shean valley and the Lower Galilee was 
almost totally destroyed.66

However, we cannot say that the Assyrians 
did not invest in their newly established provinc-
es. As I have shown above, there is evidence of an 
Assyrian investment in the center of the province 
of Samerina, and of some influences on the settle-
ment patterns around the capital city Samaria, Tell 
el-Far’ah (N), Shechem and their vicinity. A simi-
lar picture can be seen in the province of Magiddu, 
where clearer evidence of Neo-Assyrian administra-
tion and architecture was exposed in the main cities 
Megiddo and Jezreel, and the percentage of conti-
nuity in the settlement after the Assyrian conquest 
at their vicinity was high.67 

This picture sheds light on the policy of the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire in the peripheral provinces. 
After destroying the cities in the states they had 
conquered, they established new provinces, concen-

65 See e.g. Grayson 1991; Stager 1996; Schloen 
2001, pp. 141-147; Faust, Weiss 2005; Faust 2011; Itach 
2018.

66 For Bet-Shean see Mazar 2008; For Tel Rehov 
see Mazar, Ahituv 2011; For the rural settlements at 
the Lower Galilee see Gal 2009. For an exception at the 
Upper Galilee, where only 20% of the sites ceased to exist 
after the Neo-Assyrian conquest according to the results of 
archaeological survey, see Frankel et Al. 2001. 

67 For Neo-Assyrian Megiddo see PeersmaN 2000; The 
high percentage of continuation were found at the regional 
surveys of Nahal ‘Iron and of the Jezr’eel Valley. see Gadot 
2006; Finkelstein et Al. 2006. 
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Abstract

Many recent studies have dealt with the nature of the Assyrian imperial frontiers, demonstrating how diversified 
they have been through time and space, with cases such as Khabur and Upper Tigris regions. On the other 
hand, the Assyrian periphery along the Iraqi middle Euphrates – ancient region of Suḫu – is archaeologically 
less known. The archaeological investigations before the construction of the Haditha Dam revealed many sites 
datable to the Iron Age, some of which seemed to have a marked military nature. The region was therefore seen 
as a seat for fortresses of the Assyrian Empire. The present paper, through a preliminary analysis of the material 
culture of the sites, the settlement pattern using GIS and satellite images, aims to suggest a more multi-faced 
nature of the settlement in the region.
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data rather than only the morphological one, such 
as sites location in the landscape, historical sources, 
and archaeological features from the inside of 
the fortification walls. Even if the Iraqi Middle 
Euphrates is characterized by a general patchiness 
of data, this preliminary analysis will show how 
the integration of different kind of data can help 
to provide a more varied view on the settlement in 
the valley.

2. Natural and archaeological landscape

The region of interest here extends along the Iraqi 
Euphrates, from the Syrian border to the Haditha 
dam, in the modern governorate of Anbar. The 
region, identified with the ancient land of Suḫu, 
is well known from ancient textual sources6 but, 
unlike the neighboring Syrian regions, it received 
less attention regarding the study of the occupation 
and the relation of the sites with the surrounding 
riverine landscape. Regarding the river, in this 
area, the Euphrates flows more rapidly than in the 
Syrian region upstream, in a narrow alluvial valley 
surrounded by the Jazirah steppe to the East and 
the Western Desert to the West. The nature of 
the valley, which is quite fertile despite its limited 
extension (1 or 2 km), easy to irrigate and almost 
lacking any salinity problems, could have influenced 
the choice for settlements location in antiquity.7 
Complementary to this landscape are the wadis, in 
particular, the Wadi Hauran, Amji, and Husaynat, 
which offer favorable condition for irrigation and 
agriculture, laying moreover on some routes that 
linked Mesopotamia and Levant8 (fig. 1). In those 
wadis are located some iron ore mines, a mineral 

6 For example, being the target of some Assyrian cam-
paigns, the region of Suhu is mentioned in the records of Tiglath-
Pileser I, Adad-Nirari II, Tukulti-Ninurta II, Ashurnasirpal 
II (Grayson 1991), plus some Assyrian letters of the VIII 
century BC (Parpola 1987) and in a Babylonian Chronicle 
referring to the campaigns of Nabopolassar (Glassner 2004). 

7 Al-Shukri 1988; Geyer 1992; 
8 Joannes 1997 analysed trade routes between 

Palmyra and the Middle Euphrates. Moreover, a mention of 
a caravan can be found also in one textual source of Ninurta-
kudurri-uṣur, governor of Suhu (Cavigneaux, Ismail 1990; 
Frame 1995). 

1. Introduction

The Assyrian frontiers, their nature and their 
settlement patterns, have been studied together 
within the broader topic of the Iron Age settlement 
patterns.1 Relevant information about the ways 
Assyrians dealt with their frontiers come from 
regions like the Habur2 and the Upper Tigris:3 
thanks to the archaeological surveys, excavations 
and detailed pottery analysis, it is known that a 
precise plan of landscape reorganization was set in 
place by the Assyrians, mainly during the eighth and 
seventh Century BC. Some typical elements of this 
reorganization can be traced in both the Habur and 
the Upper Tigris region and more generally in many 
areas of Northern Mesopotamia. These features 
can be identified with the significant alterations 
to previous settlement patterns, the occupation 
of previously unsettled areas, the creation of a 
regional provincial centre, and the enhancement 
of a communication network with the Assyrian 
core regions.4 Most of these interpretations were 
also possible thanks to a series of multidisciplinary 
approaches applied to the archaeological landscape 
of Northern Mesopotamian regions.

On the other hand, the Iraqi Middle Euphrates 
(the ancient region of Suḫu), on the South-
Western periphery of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, 
still lacks a landscape approach to the settlement 
patterns, and the local archaeological data are 
generally less known. In fact, even if many 
archaeological projects of salvage excavations were 
carried out during the construction of the Haditha 
Dam, most sites were later analysed based on the 
presence and type of their fortification walls and 
were interpreted as assyrian fortresses within a 
widely militarized region.5 The aim of this paper 
is to provide an alternative view on the settlement 
in the region by including in the analysis different 

1 On the Iron Age archaeological landscape and set tle ment 
patterns of Northern Mesopotamia and Jazira: Wilkinson 
1995; Morandi 2000; Wilkinson et Al. 2005.

2 Morandi 1996.
3 Parker 2001.
4 For a detailed overview: Parker 2003; Wilkinson 

et Al. 2005, pp. 25-45.
5 Al-Shukri 1988; Tenu 2008.
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navigation a difficult task. The natural features of 
the river like meanders, rapids and shallow boulders 
seem to have prevented extensive navigation 
upstream and downstream at least from Hit to 
Haradum/Khirbet al-Diniya. 12 Also, in modern 
times, motorized vessels have a hard time navigating 
upstream. 13

The Haditha dam region was investigated with 
archaeological surveys and rescue excavations 
preceding the construction of the dam and the 
formation of the al-Qadisiya lake between 1978 
and 1986. The results were published in books, 
journals and in the unpublished PhD thesis by 

12 Geyer 1992, p. 39; Simpson 1983, pp. 75-76.
13 The topic of the navigability of the Euphrates river is 

still debated, as shown in Morandi 1996, p. 98 and note 52.

found in some sites of the region,9 while other 
resources characteristics of the region are bitumen 
springs and sulfur next to the valley.10 The latter is 
subjected to inundations, particularly dangerous 
and critical to the foundation and position of 
settlements; traces of water erosion were found on 
the sites themselves and the excavators suggested 
they were the sign of those inundations. Perhaps the 
extensive use of bitumen and stone in buildings and 
foundations were adopted to counteract the effect 
of inundations in the past.11 Despite the presence 
of the river, its very nature seems to have made 

9 Hashimi, Skocek 1982.
10 12 bitumen springs are attested near Hit, Tukulti-

Ninurta II itself mention a bitumen spring near which he 
pitched camp on his way up to Suhu. Grayson 1991, p. 174.

11 Geyer 1992, p. 40; Al-Shukri 1988, pp. 10-30.

Figure 1
The Haditha Dam Region, some Iron Age Archaeological Sites and Wadis are highlighted. Landsat 8 mosaic, band 
combination 5-4-3, personal elaboration
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ties as the sites were not easily recognizable in the 
hilly landscape, which made them appear as natural 
mounds when they were not. Forty sites were 
assigned to the Iron Age, named by al-Shukri “early 
first millennium BC”. Among these sites, 28 were 
on the left bank, nine on the right one, and three on 
the islands. Settlements were located along or at the 
edges of the narrow strip of the alluvial plain, in a 
linear and not homogenous pattern, forming some 
clusters (fig. 2). According to al-Shukri, the lack of 
sites in some areas could be caused by the destroying 
effect of the inundations preventing the foundation 
of earlier settlements, and strongly evident from the 
few Islamic sites that survived in this zone. 16 

both Iraqis and International (1980-1985). Al-Shukri 1988, 
pp. 3-4, 77-79.

16 Al-Shukri 1988, pp. 126-138.

Sabah Jasim al-Shukri. 14 The work of al-Shukri is the 
main source of information for the area, as it collects 
data – published and unpublished – from foreign 
and Iraqi missions otherwise hardly accessible. Even 
if the surveys made by al-Shukri were not intensive, 
the total number of sites recognized was 82, covering 
a chronological scope spanning from the Palaeolithic 
to modern times and located on both river banks and 
on the islands. 15 Surveyors reported some diffi cul-

14 Al-Shukri 1988. For individual sites: Northedge, 
Roaf 1988 (eds.) (‘Ana); Gawlikowski 1985; Krogulska 
1992; Reiche 1992; Stepniowski 1992 (Bijan); Kepinski-
Lecomte 1992; Kepinski, Lecomte, Tenu 2006; 
Kepinski, Clancier, Tenu 2012 (Khirbet al-Diniya); 
Henrickson, Cooper 2006 (Tell Yemniyeh).

15 The work of al-Shukri was divided in three main phases: 
a preliminary survey in 1975, a more intensive survey and some 
soundings (1978-1980), then final surveys and excavations, 

Figure 2
Iron Age Archaeological Sites, Landsat 5 TM (acquired 06-06-1984) band combination 4-3-2, personal elaboration
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side – that of the site’s entrance – where some units 
show traces of reconstruction attributed to the 
second half of the first millennium BC. Materials 
from the site include a number of relief fragments 
of Assyrian style uncovered in the debris of the 
foundation of this second phase and one cylinder 
seal from an unspecified grave.19 The site was 
dated to the late Bronze age and Iron age and was 
identified also with one of the settlements founded 
by the independent governors of the eighth century 
BC, namely Kar-Apladad or Kar-Shamash-resh-
usur, built respectively by Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur 
and his father Shamash-resh-Usur. 20 

In front of Glai’a on the other side of the 
river, lies the site of Sur Jar’a, the largest of the 
area in this period but with many limits regarding 
documentation. The site extends over 33 hectares 
with three circuits of walls surrounding it on all 
sides. It is not clear whether the walls were used at 
the same time, and it was noted that at least the third 
one belongs to a second phase (still in the early first 
millennium BC) of probable extension of a smaller 
settlement of 9 hectares, with two walls and a moat. 
The outer wall shows two phases of construction, 
the earlier one with buttresses and a second one with 
units (probably casemates) placed against his inner 
side, a fort or a tower was noted on the north angle. 
The inner wall was instead buttressed and had units 
leaning on it in the north-east and northwest side. 
Investigation on the site reveals a system of cisterns 
and canals, and a system of water supply in the 
middle of an open area, unfortunately not indicated 
on the published plan of the site. Inside the same 
open area, on the west of these cisterns, some pottery 
and bricks kilns were found. Another production 
area was identified by the British expedition, and 
in the same building, a cache of tablets belonging 
to Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur was also found. 21 A tablet 

19 Al-Houri 1986.
20 A tablet attributed to Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur was found 

on the site according to Cavigneaux, Ismail (1990, pp. 396-
399) but al-Shukri didn’t make any reference to it in his reports. 
Apart from ceramic material, the urban layout is similar to that 
of the Bronze Age Haradum, Kepinski, Clancier, Tenu 
2012. Haradum itself was not included in these descriptions as 
it has already a lot of well-known publications. 

21 Unfortunately, the report of the British expedition was 
never published, and it is unavailable to me.

3. Archaeological sites

Some sites have a prominent role in the area under 
investigation. For instance, Tell Yemniyeh, was 
interpreted by most scholars as a surveillance tower. 
In fact, Yemniyeh is the only site of the region not 
in the immediate proximity of the river, and it lies 
roughly 1 km away on a natural mound 40 m above 
the plain. The steepness of the hill protects the site 
on two sides, while on the others a fortification wall 
was built. A second wall encloses an open space 
surrounded by several rooms and casemates. The 
site delivered only potsherds, without evidence 
of pottery production in situ. Analyses made by 
the Canadian mission evidenced the presence of 
a kitchen, dwellings, and storages. The Canadian 
archaeologists dated the site at the Iron Age II, 
between tenth and ninth century BC and as said, 
they interpreted it as a tower, depending on a near 
settlement for sustaining the garrison. 17 Roughly 5 
km away from this site there were the two paired 
sites of Glai’a and Sur Jar’a, clearly visible from the 
satellite images (fig. 3). The former stands on the 
right bank of the Euphrates, which probably eroded 
the wall facing the river. The site, characterized by 
two circuits of walls, with an entrance on the south-
west side, incorporates a small hill on the southeast 
side. On this hill, there was a mudbrick building 
with buttresses and recesses, with rooms some of 
which with benches along the walls, and a probable 
second story. 18 Many units were excavated inside 
the inner wall of the site, arranged around an open 
area in which a kiln with two rooms was found. In 
the same open-area number of graves were found, 
probably witnessing a second phase of occupation 
unfortunately not dated. Some workshops were 
located on the south corner and on the south-west 

17 Al-Shukri 1988, pp. 443-444. Henrickson, 
Cooper 2006, pl. 1-2.

18 Al-Shukri 1988, pp. 166-180, fig. 19; Tenu 2008, 
pp. 155-157, fig. 3-6. While Iron Age materials are surely 
present on the site, the urban layout and the so-called citadel 
could reflect a late bronze age period. Tenu 2009, p. 185-186. 
The interpretation of the so-called citadel is still debated, al-
Shukri (1988, p. 179) proposed a comparison with the Sin-
Shamash temple in Assur, but as already stated by Tenu (2009, 
p. 186), this interpretation is unsure due to the higher dating of 
the Sin-Shamash temple and the paucity of information on the 
building of Glai’a. 



West & East 208 Monografie, 3

andrea titolo

was concentrated in the middle and southern part 
of the island, although some fortifications along the 
river were also noted in the north. 25 On the south-
ern part, the British soundings uncovered phases 
of occupation belonging to the Iron Age, dated in 
particular at the Iron Age II, between ninth and 
eighth century BC. The British mission investigated 
the walls on the southern side of the island: their 
function is not clear, but they have been interpreted 
as a fortification, banks or quays26. The Iraqi exca-
vations on the other hand produced more data, 
however poorly published. In the middle of the 
island was unearthed a monumental building with 
rooms arranged around two courts: this building 
opened on a road to the east, while there was another 

25 Ibrahim 1986, p. 80. 
26 Northedge, Roaf 1988 (eds.), pp. 25-52, fig. 5, 9.

belonging to Shamash-resh-usur was found in 
the sectioning of the middle wall. 22 Thanks to the 
textual data the site was identified with Gabbari-
ibni/bani, a new foundation of Shamash-resh-usur 
with later works by Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur. 23 

A characteristic typology of settlement is that on 
the islands, for which the best documented are ‘Ana 
(the Anat of the classical sources) and Bijan. 24 On 
the former, it seems that the Iron Age occupation 

22 Al-Shukri 1988, pp. 214-216, 376-377, fig. 39 (note 
that the plan published by al-Shukri seems to include only the 
middle and inner wall); Tenu 2008, pp. 157-158; Killick, 
Roaf 1983, p. 221; Cavigneaux, Ismail 1990; Frame 
1995.

23 Frame 1995, pp. 299-300; Cavigneaux, Ismail 
1990, pp. 321-322.

24 For a brief history of ‘Ana in classical periods: 
Northedge, Roaf 1988 (eds.), pp. 6-9.

Figure 3
The paired sites of Glai’a and Sur Jar’a as seen from a CORONA KH-4B satellite image (acquired 11-12-1967, mission 
1102), downloaded from the CORONA Atlas of the Middle East (http://corona.cast.uark.edu/atlas)
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the left bank of the river belong to the same phase. 
Opposed to the island there are two limestone caves 
with traces of extraction in antiquity; the excavator 
hypothesizes that they were the sources of the 
building material for the fortification on the island.30 

The other walled sites have the same features of 
the sites already discussed, but they were charac te-
rised by only one perimeter wall and more elusive 
archaeological data, except Haradum/Khirbet 
al-Diniya, as already mentioned. On the other 
hand, unwalled and smaller sites were only briefly 
investigated, so that only surface material and graves 
in double or single jar were recorded. 31

4. Sites functions and interpretation

Moving to a regional perspective, the early first 
millennium BC marks an increase in the number 
of settlements, from 17 to 40, partially following 
the disposition of the sites of the late II millennium 
BC (fig. 4-5). At the moment, is not possible 
to establish the dimensions of sites in different 
periods with accuracy, nor to determine the extent 
of occupation of a site for a single period. This 
problem is mainly caused by the incomplete state 
of publication of some sites, and the difficulties 
during the surveys already described. Among the 
Iron Age sites, 11 show fortification walls and were 
tentatively. Apart from these fortified settlements, 
the other sites measured approximately 1 hectare 
or less. By contrast, fortified sites had variable 
dimensions ranging from 2 to 10 hectares, with 
three major sites exceeding the size of 10 hectares 
such as: Sur Telbis, ‘Ana and Sur Jar’a (respectively 
of 13, 17 and 33 hectares). Only one fortified site 
is very small, Tell Yemniyeh, which extends for less 
than one hectare.

Sites along the Iraqi middle Euphrates were 
analyzed mostly from a wall-centered morphological 
and typological point of view.32 Based solely on these 

30 Stepniowski 1992, pp. 431-432.
31 Al-Shukri 1988, pp. 205-210, 217-218.
32 Al-Shukri identified four typologies of settlements: 

Quadrangular Fortresses, Fortresses on the Islands, “Other 
types of Fortresses” and Temporary Encampments, Al-Shukri 
1988, pp. 126-146. Tenu, criticizing the typology of Al-Shukri, 

building interpreted as subsidiary to the south, 
both were levelled by the construction of a second 
building not preserved. These buildings were dated 
to the Neo-Assyrian period. A more precise dating 
for the buildings comes from fragments of reliefs, one 
with an inscription of Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur (eighth 
cent. BC), but unfortunately no more clear data on 
the context of the findings was given. Out of context 
there were also other “Assyrian style” reliefs.27

Twenty-two km. south of ‘Ana lies the island of 
Bijan, a smaller but more extensively investigated 
site. The northern part of the island is surrounded 
by stone walls directly above the river, and the Polish 
mission recognised two phases of construction 
unfortunately damaged by the following Roman 
and Parthian reuses: a rectangular fortress belongs to 
the first phase, together with a bastion at the north, 
and a curved wall first interpreted as delimitating 
a dock.28 In the second phase, the fortress was 
enlarged to the south and to the west with a thinner 
wall, while a quay/dock and an entrance close to it 
was identified on the south-eastern side of the wall.29 
No proper building of the first millennium BC was 
identified, due to the intensive reuse of the fortress, 
with the only exception of one pavement in the 
south-east corner of the fortress associated with the 
wall of the second phase. The entrance mentioned 
above and the possible quay/dock oriented towards 

27 For findings and report on the Iraqi excavations 
Al-Shukri 1988, pp. 252-260; Tenu 2008, pp. 152-154. An 
Assyrian-style relief is also mentioned in Bell 1910, p. 536 (a 
photograph is present on the Gertrude Bell Archive website, 
but it is unknown whether it is the same or not (Photo J_231 
available at: http://www.gerty.ncl.ac.uk/).

28 The curved wall presents a “narrowing” (from 7 m to 
5.5 m), first interpreted as the adjoining point between the 
walls of the two phases, with the older wall functioning as a 
breakwater, Gawlikowski 1985. However, after clearing 
the adjoining point, the excavators confirmed instead the 
continuity of the embankment wall of the Phase II, running 
from South to the NW angle of the Phase I fortress. The 
interpretation given by the excavators for this narrowing is that 
the thinner wall – due to its position – would not have been 
too exposed to the river current as the thicker wall was, allowing 
for more stability, less construction materials and amount of 
labour. Stepniowski 1992, pp. 425-426, fig. 1.

29 Stepniowski 1992, pp. 425-427, fig. 2-5. The “quay” 
complex consists of a small courtyard, an entrance or gatehouse 
and a platform (the supposed quay), the level of which is equal 
to the entrance but drops gradually to the south by about 2  m, 
meaning that it can be accessed by boats accordingly to the 
varying water level (observed variation being up to 2 m).
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Figure 4
Iron Age Settlement Pattern with walled and unwalled sites, CORONA KH-4B satellite images mosaic 
(acquired December 1967, mission 1102-1025)

Figure 5
Late Bronze Age Settlement Pattern, CORONA KH-4B satellite images mosaic 
(acquired December 1967, mission 1102-1025)
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Gabbari-ibni/bani – a settlement founded ex novo 
by the independent governors – and the recovery 
of buildings, tablets, and other facilities suggest that 
the site was covering more functions rather than one 
exclusively military. The importance of the site is 
also highlighted by the fact that it is the only one for 
which we have written evidence related to both the 
independent governors. As for Glai’a, the phases of 
construction and reuse in addition to the presence 
of buildings not directly related to the warfare could 
be a glimpse of a more complex nature of the site.34 
Archaeological excavations from these three sites 
also recovered reliefs, statues, stelae, and seals, linked 
to the local governors of the eighth century BC, in 
which both Assyrian and Babylonian influences are 
evident.35 Bijan is less known from the historical 
sources, even if the morphology of the site and the 
presence of a dock or quay make this settlement 
unique. This evidence suggests that the site could 
have acted as a sort of crossing point of the river to 
obtain resources from the right bank.36 Considering 
the occupation of the valley, the presence of the 
nomadic or pastoral element, well-known also from 
the written sources of the reign of Sargon II, should 
not be overlooked.37 It cannot be excluded, as already 
noted by Tenu,38 that the smaller settlements were 
linked in some way to those elements. Moreover, 
we should not forget that the region is known not 
only as a frontier but also as a link between South 
Mesopotamia, Syria and the Levant,39 and some 
sites could have been trading outposts. It is also 
important to point out that Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur 

34 Moreover, if the identification with Kar-Apladad 
is true (if we take as true the finding of a tablet of Ninurta-
kudurri-uṣur) some more hypothesis on its function could be 
possible according to what we know about the Kar-x type of 
settlements from the Assyrian sources, Yamada 2005.

35 Hausleiter 2017, pp. 113-115.
36 It should also be mentioned the presence of the 

limestone mines on the right bank of the river, and that of 
iron ore sources along the wadis to the West. Moreover, the 
supposed inability to use the river for extensive navigation 
could point to the use of the wadi and wells in the desert as 
alternative means of movement across the region (the presence 
of wells on alternative routes are explicitly mentioned both in 
Assyrian and Suḫean sources, Grayson 1991, p. 173 (Tukulti-
Ninurta II) Frame 1995, p. 300 (Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur). 

37 Parpola 1987, SAA I 82.
38 Tenu 2008, pp. 168-169.
39 Joannes 1997. 

two aspects, it is natural to give much importance 
to the military function and to the fortified nature 
of these sites since walls are quite well preserved if 
compared with the other archaeological features. To 
better understand the nature of the occupation in 
the region, I believe that it is necessary to integrate 
not only a morphological analysis of the walls but 
also a study of the archaeological data preserved 
inside of a fortified settlement. In addition, this kind 
of analysis should also consider the relation between 
archaeological sites and landscape, and any data 
available from historical sources. Recent hypothesis 
on the political chronology of the region can also 
be used together with the data above.33 Despite 
the patchiness of the archaeological evi dence, it is 
worth providing a first assessment of the settlement 
hierarchy occurring in the area. The main criteria 
in the definition of major sites should not be based 
on the size alone as textual sources can provide 
more detailed information. We know from written 
sources that ‘Ana was an important center, the seat 
of the governors of Suḫu preceding the campaigns 
of Ashurnasirpal II and then the seat of those 
governors “probably” tributary of the Assyrians. 
Later, in the first half of the eighth century BC, 
Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur restored an akītu temple and 
built a palace here, and it was at ‘Ana that the major 
numbers of relief fragments from the region were 
recovered, some of them dated at the same governor. 
I believe that, together with the data from the Iraqi 
excavations and British soundings, these elements 
could be an indicator of a function other than the 
only military one. The same could be said about 
Glai’a and Sur Jar’a: for the latter, the archaeological 
data are more elusive, but the identification with 

proposed to identify: Strongholds, Fortresses and Forts, Walled 
Encampments Tenu 2008, pp. 167-169.

33 According to the reconstruction in Clancier 
2006, 2017; Tenu, Clancier 2012, after the conquest of 
Ashurnasirpal II, Suhu was divided in a “Western Suhu” with 
a governor tributary of the Assyrians seated in the city of 
‘Ana, and “Eastern Suhu”, maybe tied more to the Babylonian 
Kingdom, with the seat of the governors located in Sur Telbis 
and then moved to Gabbari-ibni (Sur-Jar’a). The two best-
known rulers of “Eastern Suhu”, Shamash-resh-Usur and his 
son, Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur would have achieved the unification 
of the region by conquering ‘Ana in some obscure way, while 
around the half of the eighth century BC Suhu would have 
been later subjugated by Tiglath-Pileser III between 745 and 
730 BC (Clancier 2017, pp. 93-94). 
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of Haradum/Khirbet al-Diniya which on the other 
hand effectively controlled the access to the entire 
region of Suḫu. In both his campaigns in Suḫu 
Ashurnasirpal II passed through Haradum, and the 
fact that he did not lay siege to the settlement is one 
thing that suggests that the western part of Suḫu 
was somehow linked to Assyria. These links are also 
evident from the tribute that the governor Ilu-ibni 
submit to the Assyrian king and to his father before 
him44. Moreover, the position of one or possibly 
two sites founded ex novo by the independent 
governors of the VIII century BC can support the 
recent hypothesis that Suḫu was politically divided 
at least after the campaigns of Ashurnasirpal II. 
Shamash resh-usur would have indeed concentrated 
his building activity in Kar-Shamash-resh-usur 
and Gabbari-ibni/bani in the eastern part of his 
dominion, avoiding the western part of the old 
capital of Suḫu, Suru/Sur Telbis, too close to the 
Assyrian-dominated ‘Ana.45 Diachronically, the 
region, even with limited data at our disposal, seems 
to follow a common trend of settlement pattern 
of the Iron Age.46 An increase in the number of 
settlements is evident, and even if the morphology 
of the sites itself it is not always clear, it seems that 
most of the “new foundations” of the Iron Age 
are located on flat sites, representative of a short 
span of occupation. The number of small and flat 
settlements increased from 6 to 20 but settlements 
on tells continue to be occupied during this period, 
while 2 tells abandoned after the Middle Bronze 
age were resettled (fig. 6). Considering the amount 
of data at our disposal, the close disposition of sites 
with one another could depend on the natural 
features of the valley that could have affected the 
spatial distribution of settlements similarly to 
what happened in Syria, for example in the area of 
Carchemish or Tell Masaikh.47 

44 Grayson 1991, pp. 174, 200.
45 Clancier 2006, 2012, 2017.
46 This trend consists of the new foundation of a great 

num ber of small settlements. These come to fill the spaces 
between major older sites. Moreover, as in this region, many new 
foundations are supposed to be on flat mounds, representative of 
a short span of occupation. This trend is labelled by Wilkinson as 
“The Great Dispersal”, Wilkinson 2003, pp. 128-150.

47 Lawrence, Ricci 2016; Geyer, Monchambert 
2003.

mentions his assault on a caravan passing or directed 
to Hindanu from South Arabia.40 

5. A regional perspective

The archaeological sites are distributed on both banks 
of the river, but as it is evident, the majority is on the 
left one, both for walled and unwalled settlements 
(Fig. 4).41 The archaeological data from these small 
unwalled sites consist mainly of surface material and 
single or double-jar graves, already difficult to date. 
The sites were interpreted by al-Shukri as temporary 
camps of the Assyrian army and Tenu already noted 
how problematic is this interpretation.42 It is indeed 
difficult to think of such a widespread presence of 
so many encampments in the same area, so close 
to each other, and most of all without comparison 
for such a characteristic type of occupation. It 
cannot be excluded for them a specific function 
inside the settlement system, as small specialized 
settlements, maybe in relation with the major sites. 
Obviously, not all settlements would have had the 
same function, and it’s also possible that they were 
not all contemporaries as al-Shukri’s analysis seems 
to presume. Regarding some specific disposition on 
the landscape, it is known that two paired sites (like 
Glei’eh and Sur Jar’a in this case) could highlight 
a river crossing, as it is known from other sites in 
Syria, for example, Tell Ahmar-Aushariye, Tell 
Shioukh Fawqani and Jerablus Tahtani.43 Sites on 
an island like Bijan could provide access to particular 
resources and trade routes that were on the right 
bank of the river and along the wadis. Undoubtedly 
strategic positions are those of Yemniyeh, that can 
guard the two sides of the river, and that of the site 

40 Ninurta-kudurri-uṣur 2, Frame 1995.
41 Critical for the location of archaeological sites in GIS 

were CORONA satellite images, taken between 1960-1972 
(and declassified in 1995), which portray the landscape before 
major landscape changes. In this precise case study, CORONA 
images show the river before the construction of the Haditha 
dam. On the CORONA and their use in the Near East: 
Casana, Cothren 2008, 2013; Ur 2003, 2013 with related 
bibliography.

42 Tenu 2008, pp. 165-166.
43 Lawrence, Ricci 2016, p. 64; Bunnens 1999, 

pp. 616-617.
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functions, feasible by comparing historical and 
archaeological data. I think that all these elements 
can provide a better understanding of the nature of 
the occupation of the region, especially in the period 
between Ashurnasirpal II and Tiglath-Pileser III. 
A future research endeavour may investigate if the 
observed settlement patterns could be the result of 
the Assyrian intervention, or if they are the results of 
local developments that the Assyrians exploited later.

6. Conclusions

To conclude, the study of the archaeological data 
from the sites in the region, their positioning on 
the landscape and comparisons with Syrian ar-
chaeo logical data, allowed a preliminary reconsi-
deration of the nature of the occupation of the valley. 
The fortified nature of these sites is evident, but it 
should not lead to the exclusion of other possible 

Figure 6
Reoccupations and typologies of sites during the Iron Age
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Abstract

In the second half of the eighth century BC, the Neo-Assyrian Empire conquered the mountain area of the 
Central Zagros and created provinces there which stayed integral part of the Empire until its last decades. In 
this paper I argue that due to the special circumstances of this region the Assyrian imperial administration, 
in order to maintain its power, practised unusual methods in connection with the local ruling elites. In the 
consequence of these methods, the local rulers preserved their power and lived in a symbiotic relationship with 
the Assyrian Empire.
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eastern periphery of the Empire along the Great 
Khorasan Road, the Assyrians created altogether six 
new kārus, trading emporiums.10

2. The creation of the provinces from 
smaller units

Along with the Western expansion, the Assyrians 
usually chopped up the conquered political entities 
into smaller units and created separate Assyrian 
provinces from the latter. After the Syro-Ephraimite 
War (734‒732 BC), the kingdom of Damascus was 
divided into five provinces (Dimašqa, Haurīna, 
Manṣuāte, Qarnīnu Ṣubutu), and by the beginning 
of Sargon II’s reign the Kingdom of Israel was 
divided into four provinces (Dor/Du’ru, Magiddû, 
Samerīna, Gilead).11 However, the organization of 
the Assyrian provinces in the Zagros Mountains 
followed a basically different way. 

The best description of the creation of the Zagric 
provinces is in the Summary Inscription 7 of Tiglath-
pileser III, which is a summary of the Assyrians 
campaigns led into the Central Zagros  region.

obv. 29–32 As with a bird-snare, I ensnared the lands 
Namri, Bīt-Sangibūti, Bīt-Hamban, Sumurzus, 
(Bīt)-Barrūa, Bīt-Zualzaš, (and) Bīt-Matti, the ciy 
Niqqu of the land Tupliaš, the lands Bīt-Taranzāya, 
Parsua, Bīt-Zatti, Bīt-Abdadāni, Bīt-Kapsi, Bīt-Sangi, 
(and) Bīt-Urzakki, the cities Bīt-Ištar (and) Zakruti, 
the lands Gizinikissi (and) Niššāya, the cities Sibur 
(and) Urimzan, the lands Ra’usan, Uparia, Bustus, 
Ariarma – the land of roosters – Sa[k]sukni, 
Araquttu, Karibra, Gukinnana, (and) Bīt-Sagbat, 
Mount Silhazu, [which] they call the fortress of the 
Babylonian(s), Mount Rūa, as far as the salt desert 
of the lands Ušqaqāna (and) Šikrakki – (the land) of 
gold – (and) the districts of the mighty Medes to 
their full extent. 

10 On the roles of this kārus see Yamada 2005 and Vér 
2014. 

11 For these Assyrian provinces see Otzen 1979. But 
see also Radner 2006, pp. 57‒63 for a different opinion, who 
argues that the Assyrians created only two provinces – Magiddû 
and Samerīna – from the territory of Israel. 

1.Introduction

Along with the Western expansion of the second 
half of the eighth century BC, Assyrians campaigned 
to the East as well, and created four provinces in the 
valleys of the central Zagros.1 First, Tiglath-pileser 
III conquered the foothills and the western ranges 
of the Zagros (7442 and 737 BC3) and established 
the provinces of Parsua and Bīt-Hamban. Next, 
Sargon II led a series of campaigns to the central 
Zagros (7164 and 7155), and in the valleys of the 
Great Khorasan Road – which connected Meso-
potamia and Iran, and a few hundred years later 
became a very important route of the Silk Road6 – 
established the provinces of Kišessim and Harhar. 
During these campaigns, the Assyrians rebuilt 
and renamed six cities in these provinces and 
turned Kišessim to Kār-Nergal7 (capital city of the 
province), Harhar to Kār-Šarrukīn8 (capital city of 
the province), Kišešlu to Kār-Nabû, Qindau to Kār-
Sîn, Anzaria to Kār-Adad, and finally, Bīt-Bagāia 
to Kār-Ištar (cities in the province of Harhar/Kār-
Šarrukīn).9 That is, in a very limited area, on the 

1 For the chronology of the Assyrian campaigns in this 
area see Radner 2003. 

2 RINAP 1, no. 6 (Ann. 10), 7–12; no. 7 (Ann. 11); no. 8 
(Ann. 12); no. 9 (Ann. 17), 1’‒2’; no. 35 (Iran stele), 5’–20’.

3 RINAP 1, no. 15 (Ann. 14), 5–12; no. 16 (Ann. 15), 
5–12; no. 7 (Ann. 16); no. 35 (Iran stele), ii 25’–44’. There are 
signs for a further Assyrian campaign in this territory under 
the reign of Tiglath-pileser III. Assyrian sources (RINAP 1, 
no. 13 (Ann. 19), 18–20; no. 41 (Summ. 3), 13’–15’; no. 47 
(Summ. 7), 42) may refer to a campaign led by Aššur-da’’inanni, 
the governor of the adjacent Assyrian province, Zamua in 738 
B.C. (Cf. Klengel 1966, p. 368). For a later date of Aššur-
da’’inanni’s campaign (between 737 and 727 BC) see Brown 
1987–90, p. 620.

4 Fuchs 1994, Ann. 78b–100; the inscription of the 
Nejafehabad stele rev. 23–71. (Levine 1972, pp. 37-45. For 
a new translation of this section by Grant Frame and Andreas 
Fuchs see Gopnik, Rothman 2011, pp. 293–295.) Fragments 
of prism from Nineveh (K 1669 = Fuchs 1998, pp. 25-27; 
K 1673 ii’ = Fuchs 1998, pp. 27–28); and a fragment of a 
prism from Aššur (VA 8424 ii’ = Fuchs 1998, p. 29). 

5 Fuchs 1994, Ann. 101-116.
6 Strange 1905, pp. 61-64; Levine 1973, pp. 5-14; 

Potts 1994, pp. 39‒40.
7 Fuchs 1994, Ann. 95; Prunk. 60.
8 Fuchs 1994, Ann. 100 and 115; Prunk. 63 and 66.
9 Fuchs 1994, Ann. 114; Prunk. 65.
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territory, so none of the toponyms mentioned in 
the Assyrian texts can be identified archaeologically, 
while the scant Assyrian inscriptions turned up in 
the Zagros neither provide a firm base on which 
the reconstruction of the historical geography of 
the Neo-Assyrian Zagros could be built up. Due 
to the archaeological surveys and excavations, a 
leap in the quality of the historical geographical 
research of the Zagros emerged in the 1970s. Louis 
D. Levine took part in the excavations of Godin-
Tepe in the second half of the 1960s, and together 
with T. Cuyler Young accomplished the survey of 
the Mahidasht plain in the 1970s. In 1973‒74 he 
published his synthesis13 in which he combined the 
information of the itineraries of the Neo-Assyrian 
royal inscriptions with his field experience. Drawing 
the toponyms on map, Levine starts with the more 
sure and gets on to the less certain identifications. 
His work is still the most important starting point 
in the research.

In his article, Julian E. Reade (1978) depicted in 
diagram the network of the relative positions of the 
toponyms emerged in the Akkadian sources.14 From 
this point on, the sequence of the toponyms was no 
longer a subject of debate.15 The next step of the 
research was the drawing of the map this network. 
As the network has hardly any point which could be 
unequivocally identified with modern settlements or 
characteristic landmarks, there are great differences 
in the localizations of ancient toponyms by certain  

13 Levine 1973; 1974.
14 Reade 1978, p. 138. This diagram with minor 

modifications also was published in Reade 1995, p. 34; and 
SAA 15, xxv.

15 A notable exception is the itinerary of Sargon II’s 
eighth campaign (714 BC): Paul Zimansky (1990) collected 
the different previous suggestions about the route of this 
campaign and he tried to make a new reconstruction on the 
basis of satellite images assuming that in the last 2700 years 
there was not any major changes in the physical geography 
of the Central and Northern Zagros. Levine’s observations 
contradict this assumption: along with the spreading of the 
Iranian qanat-systems the water sources of the surface had 
been narrowing and due to the grand scale logging the process 
of erosion dramatically strengthened from the middle ages: 
Levine 1976, p. 161; and Reade 1995, p. 31. The itinerary of 
Sargon II’s eighth campaign was processed in detail by Galo W. 
Vera Chamaza (1994, 1995‒96) and he rejects Zimansky’s 
reconstruction. For a new analysis of the route of this campaign 
with previous literature, see Maniori 2014.

33–34a I inflicted a heavy [de]feat upon them. I carried 
off 60,500 people, together with their possessions, 
their horses, their mules, their Bactrian camels, their 
oxen, (and) their sheep and goats, without number. 
I destroyed, devastated, (and) burned with fire their 
[cit]ies. I turned (them) into mounds of ruins. 
34b–36a I annexed to Assyria the lands Namri, Bīt-
Sangibūti, Bīt-Hamban, Sumurzu, Bīt-Barrūa, Bīt-
Zualzaš, (and) [Bīt]-Matti, the city Niqqu of the 
land Tupliaš, and lands Bīt-Taranzāya, Parsua, Bīt-
Zatti, Bīt-Abdadāni, Bīt-Kapsi, Bīt-Sangi, (and) Bīt-
Urzakki, (and) the cities Bīt-Ištar (and) Zakruti, 
(cities) of the mighty Medes. 
36b–38a I rebuilt the cities inside them (those lands), 
set up the weapon of (the god) Aššur, my lord, 
therein, (and) brought the people of (foreign) 
lands conquered by me therein. I placed [...] eunuchs 
of mine as provincial governors over them. 

RINAP 1 no. 47
(Summery Inscription 7 – all highlights are mine)

Reading the inscription, it is salient that the circle 
of the conquered territories is much larger than 
the circle of those which were incorporated into 
the two newly established Assyrian provinces. 
Moreover, although the provinces of Bīt-Hamban 
and Parsua were led by Assyrian governors, as they 
were conglomerated from many small chiefdoms or 
districts (nagûs), the former leaders of these districts 
(the bēl ālis) retained their power and formed the 
lower stratum of the Assyrian administration – as 
we shall see it in the followings. 

3. The localization of the Assyrian 
provinces in the Zagros

“Thus, for the present, specific identifications 
remain largely in the realm of guess-work.” – wrote 
Louis D. Levine, one of the best experts of the histo-
rical geography of the Neo-Assyrian Zagros on the 
localization of the Zagric toponyms mentioned in 
Assyrian texts in 1989.12 And indeed, there were 
only a few archaeological excavations in this vast  

12 Levine 1989, p. 83.
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was Amīdu (now Diyarbakır in Turkey) which 
is situated in the middle of a plateau with an 
elevation of only 600 m, the real mountains starts 
just to the north of this city, beyond the Assyrian 
border. Moving to the East, the next Assyrian 
provinces were Tīdu and Tušhan located to the 
south of the river Tigris, in the Tur-Abdin, which 
seems only a hilly country with its elevation of 
600-1200 m comparing with the high mountains 
on the northern shore of the river. The Assyrians 
never created provinces in the mountains of the 
border zone with Urartu, they were only trying 
to establish vassal dependency with the states of 
Šubria, Ukku and Kumme (the latter was probably 
located in the Beytüşşebap area in Turkey20) which 
were situated in 1400-2000 m high valleys fenced 
by 3000 m high mountains.21 

20 For the localization of the these toponyms see Radner 
2012, esp. the map on p. 244.

21 For the relationship between Assyria and these smaller 
highland states see Dezső 2006; Radner 2012. 

scholars. By the publication of the royal inscription 
of Sargon II’s rock relief in Tang-i Var,16 the exact 
location of Karalla – a small buffer state between 
Mannai and Assyria – became clear but to this solely 
identification we are not able to anchor the whole 
network of toponyms of the Neo-Assyrian Zagros.

Currently there are two main directions in the 
localization of the Neo-Assyrian Zagric toponyms. 
According to the minimalist, there is no evidence 
in the Assyrian written, pictorial or archaeological 
sources which would underpin the supposition that 
the Assyrian kings would have created provinces in 
the Iranian Plateau. Furtermore, Levine remarks 
that there is no evidence that the Assyrians would 
have ever led a campaign over the Zagros Mountains. 
The representatives of this minimalist school are 
Freidrich W. König, Louis D. Levine, Stuart C. 
Brown, Theodore Cuyler Young Jr. and Karlheinz 
Kessler.17 However, according to the maximalists – 
with the acceptance of certain premises – the Neo-
Assyrian written sources could be interpreted as 
the Assyrian army crossed the chains of the Zagros 
and the Assyrians created provinces in the Iranian 
Plateau. The representatives of this maximalist 
school are Igor M. Diakonoff, Edvin A. Grantovsky, 
Ernst Herzfeld, Inna N. Medvedskaya, Julian E. 
Reade, and Simo Parpola.18 

All in all, the exact locations of these Assyrian 
provinces are highly debated,19 although one 
thing seems to be sure, as all the experts agree that 
these Assyrian provinces were located in the high 
mountain area of the Central Zagros. 

During its existence, the Assyrian Empire very 
rarely created provinces in high mountain areas. 
Along its western expansion, the empire did not 
meet with such geographical formations for a 
long time. The northernmost Assyrian province 

16 Frame 1999.
17 See inter alia: König 1938; Levine 1973, 1974; 

Brown 1987‒1990; Young 1967; Kessler 2006‒2008.
18 See inter alia: Diakonoff 1985, pp. 58‒88; 

Grantovsky 1983, pp. 28‒29; Herzfeld 1968, p. 238; 
Medvedskaya 1992, 2002; Reade 1978, 1995; Parpola, 
Porter 2001.

19 To demonstrate the contentiousness of this topic let 
me mention for example that Karen Radner didn’t draw these 
Assyrian provinces – and only these provinces – on the map in 
her article “Provinzen C” in RlA (Radner 2006).
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4. Mass deportations in the Zagric 
provinces

Beyond the frozen communication and supply 
channels, it was a further challenge for the Assyrian 
administration that the local people lived in a very 
different ecological system than the inhabitants of 
the foothills or the alluvial plains. A good example 
for the different ecosystem is in the letter of Aššur-
bēl-uṣur, an Assyrian governor in the Central Zagros 
where he writes to the king that:24 “Moreover, the 
king knows that the bulls of this country are very 
small. Would I not know (the size of) the bulls 
(given as) audience gift to the house [of my lords]?”

A village community deported from Israel to 
Guzana could have farmed under the more or less 
same ecological conditions in its new dwelling. 
However, the deportees from the foothills or 
plains could have hardly adapt themselves to the 
natural conditions of the high mountains in the 
Zagric provinces. It is may not by accident that 
according a letter25 2000 deportees from Tabal 
arrived to Parsua – on the north-western border 
of the Assyrian Empire Tabal was also a high 
mountain area. 

Bustenay Oded wrote in his fundamental work 
on the Assyrian deportations: “It is thus clear that 
the Assyrian kings used the deportation system to 
a much greater extent in areas to the south and east 
of Assyria than in areas to the north and west.”26 – 
examining all the relevant written evidences I can’t 
agree with professor Oded. Maybe the number of 
the deportations were very high from the eastern 
part of the empire, but the volume of the population 
change remained at a relatively low level. 

In the written sources on the mass deportations 
from the Zagros the most locii refer to the capture 
and deportation of members of the local elite. 
Another major part of the sources is concerned 
with the forced recruitment of Zagric warriors, 
craftsmen, and other specialists in limited numbers. 
Broader parts of the local population were rarely 
involved in the mass deportations. 

24 SAA 15 61: obv. 9-11.
25 SAA 15 84.
26 Oded 1979, p. 26.

The first – and almost only22 – zone where 
Assyria created administrative units in the high 
mountain area was the Central Zagros where 
these four provinces were created. In order to 
efficiently control this area blessed with peculiar 
geographical features the Assyrian expansion had 
to develop a special form of domination, and it 
came at a price. 

Those valley-systems where these Assyrian 
pro vinces were created lay at an elevation of 
1300-1600 m, the surrounding mountains reached 
the 3000 m, and the roads between these valleys run 
through passes on 2000 m height. In practi cally, it 
meant that these four provinces lived in an absolute 
closeness during 3-4 months in wintertime. A 
well-trained courier might have been able to cross 
the meters high snow bars of the passes, but the 
military aid from the core territories of Assyria was 
impossible. (fig 1.) It is worth to recall the words of 
Nabû-bēlu-ka”in, governor of Harhar who wrote 
in his letter to Sargon II that he won’t be able to 
fulfil the royal order to go to Calah to the first of 
Nissan because of the snowy weather:23 SAA 15 83 
= SAA 19 190: obv. 15-rev. 2., “The year before last, 
(when) there was as much snow, and the rivers were 
frozen, and the men and horses who were with me 
died in the snow. I shall be in the king my lord’s 
presence on the sixth or seventh of Nisan.” 

22 For a very short time (between 713 and 711 BC) Tabal 
in South Anatolia was an Assyrian province (they named it Bīt-
Purutaš), see Radner 2006, p. 63; for the relevant Assyrian 
inscription: Fuchs 1994, pp. 462‒463. 

23 The heavy snow usually meant insolvable challenge for 
the Assyrian army: Van Buylaere 2009. 
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Deportations from the Central Zagros

Local rulers (and their families) 

834: Ianzû and his family, ruler of Namri and Hamban (Black Obelisk, RIMA 3. A.0.102.14: 124‒126.)
820–819: Pirišati, ruler of Uraš in Gizilbunda (RIMA 3, A.0.103.1: iii 14‒15.)
744: Mitāki and his family, ruler of Uršanika and Kianpal in Parsua (RINAP 1, no. 7: 8‒10.)
737: Burdada, ruler of Nirutakta in Parsua (RINAP 1, no. 15: 10‒11.)
716: Ittī and his family, ruler of Allabria (Fuchs 1994, Ann. 89‒90.)
716: Aššur-lē’i, ruler of Karalla (he was flayed in Aššur) (Fuchs 1994, Prunk. 56; Nejafehabad stele: 

rev.  31, cf. Frame 1999, 49.) 
716: Šēpī-šarri, ruler of Šurgadia in Parsua (Fuchs 1994, Ann. 92‒93.)
716: Bēl-šar-uṣur, ruler of Kišessim (Fuchs 1994, Ann. 93‒94.)
716: Nahri, ruler of Šurgadia in Parsua (Nejafehabad stele: rev. 34‒35, cf. Levine 1972, 38‒39.)
715: Dajukku and his family, ruler of a nagû in Mannai (Fuchs 1994, Ann. 103, Prunk. 49.)
Before 708: Son of Karakku, ruler of Uriakku (SAA 15 85)
After 712: an unnamed bēl āli (SAA 5 203) 
After 708: the ruler of the city Zabgaga (SAA 15 90)
After 708: Asrukanu (bēl āli of an unknown territory) (SAA 15 95) 
After 708: The murderers of an Assyrian administrator (rab āli) (SAA 15 98) 
After 708: The son of Ludû, a prince of Ellipi (SAA 15 100) 
After 708: Uppite and his son, ruler of Uriakka (SAA 15 101) 
676?: Šidirparna and Eparna with their people, bēl ālis from Madā (RINAP 4, no. 1: iv 48‒52)

Forced recruitment 
881 Zamua (KUR.Dagara) 1200 warriors (RIMA 2, A.0.101.1: ii 30‒31.)
881 Zamua (URU.Bāra) 300 warriors (RIMA 2, A.0.101.1: ii 31‒33.)
880 Zamua (URU.Ammali) “many troops” (RIMA 2, A.0.101.1: ii 56.)
843 Namri, cavarlymen (RIMA 3, A.0.102.6: iv 12.)
834: Bīt-Hamban, (Black Obelisk, RIMA 3. A.0.102.14:126.) 
820–819: Gizilbunda (URU.Uraš) 1200 warriors (RIMA 3, A.0.103.1: iii 14‒15.)
820–819: Madā (URU.Sagbita) 140 cavarlymen (RIMA 3, A.0.103.1: iii 33‒34.)

Workers with special knowledge
843: Allabria palace women (RIMA 3, A.0.102.6: iv 1.)
843: Namri palace women (RIMA 3, A.0.102.6: iv 19.)
744: Bīt-Kapsi, Bīt-Sangi, Bīt-Urzakki craftsmen (ummânu) (RINAP 1, no. 7: 8.)
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These low numbers could be illuminated if 
we presume that the deportations were confined 
to the populations of the urban centres, or a 
complementary explanation could be if we suppose 
that the depor tations were executed only in 
those parts of the new provinces where Assyrian 
administration controlled the local level directly, 
and not through the bēl ālis, so only the provincial 
centres and their immediate surroundings were 
affected by the deportations. 

A double mechanism of control was created: 
along with the establishment of Assyrian provinces 
they didn’t eliminate the traditional power of the 
local elite. Of course, we can state this only if we are 
able to proof somehow that after the creation of the 
Assyrian provinces the local elite was retained in its 
position of power. 

Before the formation of the Assyrian provinces in 
the Zagros these were one-way deportations, so the 
Assyrian administration didn’t provide new settlers 
to the place of the deported local population. We 
have information only after the eastern campaign 
of Tiglath-pileser III about that some of the rebuilt 
cities of the Assyrian provinces were repopulated 
by people from other parts of the empire. We also 
have some scanty information about the measures 
of the deportations only from this time, but it’s not 
easy to assess its ratio. However, according these 
data we can admit that Oded was about right that 
the Assyrians many times executed deportations 
in the Central Zagros, but in the most cases these 
deportations affected only certain members of the 
local elite, or those who had some special skills (e.g. 
the art of cavalry), and the few data about the mass 
deportations show relatively low numbers. 

Mass deportations 
881: Zamua (URU.Uzê, URU.Berutu, URU.Lagalaga) – (RIMA 2, A.0.101.1: 30)
881: Zamua (Mt. Nimuš) – (RIMA 2, A.0.101.1: 38)
881: Zamua (URU.Larbusu, URU.Dūr-Lullumu, URU.Bunisu, URU.Bāra) – (RIMA 2, A.0.101.1: 45)
880: Zamua (URU.Hudun) – (RIMA 2, A.0.101.1: 57)
834: Namri (URU.Sihišalah, URU.Bīt-Tamul, URU.Bīt-Šakki, URU.Bīt-Šēdi) – (RIMA 3. A.0.102.14: 

118‒119)
827: Parsua – (RIMA 3. A.0.102.14: 174)
820–819: Gizilbunda (URU.Uraš) – (RIMA 3, A.0.103.1: iii 15)
820–819: KUR.Madā (KUR.Araziaš) – (RIMA 3, A.0.103.1: iii 41‒43)
744–737: Parsua and Bīt-Hamban 60.500 people (this is a sum of the 3 campaigns of Tiglath-pileser III) 

(RINAP 1, no. 47: 33)
716: Population of Harhar – (Fuchs 1994, Ann. 97)
715: Andia 4200 people (Fuchs 1994, Ann. 107.)
715: from the cities of the province of Harhar 4800 people (Fuchs 1994, Ann. 112‒113)
715: Bīt-Hamban (URU.Kimirra) 2530 people (Fuchs 1994, Ann. 116)
702: Namri (URU.Bīt-Kilamzah) „ṣeher u rabi” (RINAP 3/I, no. 3: 22)
702: Ellipi „ṣeher u rabi” (RINAP 3/I, no. 3: 30)
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The Assyrians didn’t eliminate this traditional type 
of regime, but they were trying to utilise it, and they 
used different political tools to manipulate or influ-
ence the power relations of these small communi-
ties, and gave allowances never seen elsewhere to the 
Zagric elite in order to maintain the pro-Assyrian 
attitude of the bēl ālis. 

Sargon II led his famous eighth campaign 
against Urartu in 714 BC. On his way to Urartu he 
turned south in Mannai, and collected the tributes 
(and may be the troops) of the Zagric elite in Parsua. 
In the list of the tribute bearers we find many local 
rulers, whose territories had been incorporated into 
the Assyrian provinces years before (TCL 3, 39-50.).

5. Bēl ālis retained in power

The special geographical and ecological circum stan-
ces of the territory did not allowed the Assyrian ad-
ministration to exercise their will in these Zagric 
provinces in the accustomed way, con trolling ef-
ficiently the most subsystems of the conquered 
societies. Although at the creation of these provinc-
es the Assyrians made special efforts to set up social 
subsystems which are compatible with the empire, 
after all, the local chiefs preserved their power. They 
are called city-lords or bēl āli in the Assyrian sourc-
es, and they lived in the new Assyrian provinces, but 
ruled their traditional territories in a dynastic way. 

bēl āli territory other attestations province / year of subjugation

Uaksatar1 Nārtu Khorsabad Ann. 98. Harhar (716)

Dūrēsi Nārtu Khorsabad Ann. 98. Harhar (716)

Anzî Halhubara Khorsabad Ann. 95. Kišessim (716)

Paiukku Kilambate Khorsabad Ann. 96 Kišessim (716)

Makirtu Bīt-Sagbat Tigl.-pil. Summ. 7: 36 / Sarg. Khorsabad Ann. 95. Parsua (737), Kišessim (716)

Kitakki Uriangi Khorsabad Ann. 99. Harhar (716)

Uzitar Qantaju Khorsabad Ann. 113. and palace relief Harhar (715)

Paiukku Bīt-Kapsi Tigl.-pil. Ann. 11:6 Parsua (744) 

Humbê Bīt-Zualzaš Tigl.-pil. Ann. 14:6 Parsua (737)

Burburazu Bīt-Ištar Tigl.-pil. Ann. 14:8–9 Parsua (737)

Baga-parna Zakrute Tigl.-pil. Summ. 7:36 Parsua (737)

Dārî Šaparda Nejafehabad-stele 47. Harhar (716) 

Usrā Kanzabakani Nejafehabad-stele 58. (716)

Sarruti Karzinū Nejafehabad-stele 60 (716)

Birtātu Ṣiburaja Tigl.-pil. Summ. 7:37 Parsua (737)

Zardukka Harzianu Nejafehabad-stele 62 (716)

Mašdakku Aratište Nejafehabad-stele 58. (716)

Satarpānu Barikanu Nejafehabad-stele 61 (716)

Karakku Uriakka2 Khorsabad Ann. 99 Harhar (716)

1 In an Assyrian letter (SAA 15 101) a certain Uaksatar is mentioned as he helps the Assyrian administration to capture an other Zagric 
city-lord.

2 From the city of Uriakku many bēl ālis are known from the period of Sargon II’s reign. Karakku was tax-payer during the campaigns 
of 715 and 714 BC. The son of Karakku was captured by Nabû-bēlu-ka’’in, the governor of Harhar/Kār-Šarrukīn, and he appointed Rametî as 
bēl āli of the city. The inhabitants did not agree with this action, and in a damaged context they demanded the son of Irtukkanu – cf. SAA  5 85. 
This son of Irtukkanu appears in the letter SAA 15 95 as the bēl āli of Uriakku who brings taxes to Harhar/Kār-Šarrukīn when the magnets 
left the city (probably in 707 or in 706 BC). In the letter SAA 15 101 Uppite, the bēl āli of Uriakku appears with his four sons as fled from the 
Assyrian governor.



West & East 225 Monografie, 3

The local elite and the Assyrian administration in the Neo-Assyrian provinces in the Zagros

In a series of orthostat reliefs of the palace at 
Khorsabad a number of Zagric tribute bearers are 
depicted – their garments make it unequivocal. 
They bring horses as gift and a kind of mock-up of a 
city – this may refer to the meaning of the Akkadian 
phrase bēl āli which means city-lord, and this is 
the traditional denomination of the Zagric rulers 
(fig. 2). As far as I know, this is the only scene in 
the Assyrian relief productions where an outlander 
tribute bearer could march to the king with spear in 
his hand! 

At the end of the year of 708 BC Mannu-kī-
Ninua replaced Nabû-bēlu-ka’’in as governor 
of Harhar / Kār-Šarrukīn. The newly appointed 
gover nor tried to get in touch with the local 
leaders of his province. The governor visited the 
fortresses of the bēl ālis, and concluded a treaty 
(adê) with them. 

Letter of Mannu-kī-Ninua, governor of Harhar / 
Kār-Šarrukīn to Sargon II about an adê treaty with 
the members of the Zagric elite 
(SAA 15 90 = ABL 129)

obv. 7–13 And when I went and concluded a treaty 
with the Kulumaneans, and pacified them, they 
too (= the Zabgagaeans) [mad]e peace with them. 
They appealed to me on account of Zabgaga, saying: 
“Return our ci[ty-lord] and [ins]tall him ove[r us]!” I 
[told them a]s the king, my lord, [had wr]itten to me: 
“The k[ing] has taken your ci[ty-lord......]”

obv. 25b–rev. 6 I dres]sed them in [purple] garmen[ts], 
put silver bracelets [on their wrists, and] sai[d to 
them a]s follows: [“Just] as [you] previo[usly stood 
at the dis]posal of Nabû-bēlu-ka’’[in, found out wha]
tever there was to report and [tol]d it to him, [in 
like] manner [stan]d now at my disposal and send 
me whatever news [of th]e Medes you hear! I shall 
protect you just as Nabû-bēlu-ka’’in protected you 
and shall say a good word about you before the king, 
my lord.”

rev. 7–rev. 11 And they said to me as follows: “The king 
o[rd]ered us to stand at the disposal of the governor 
of [Kār-Šarrukīn], so we shall no[w] stay [at your 
disposal]. We [are the king’s subjects].”
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in Kalhu. The participants in all the eight samples 
were bēl ālis from the Zagros,31 one of them 
a certain Larkutla, a bēl āli from Māzamua. 
Māzamua/Zamua became an Assyrian province 
in the reign of Assurnasirpal II, in the first quarter 
of the ninth century BC, some two hundred 
years before this treaty. Mario Liverani published 
his famous article (“The Medes at Esarhaddon’s 
Court) in 1995 in which he suggested: it’s not 
accidental that all the samples of the treaty were 
signed by “foreign” warriors, most probably the 
crown prince Assurbanipal had a bodyguard unit 
from Zagric warriors led by this eight leader. In 
this case this treaty is not a succession treaty, but 
a treaty with the captains of the bodyguard unit 
– who otherwise were not the subjects of the 
Assyrian king. However, after the discovery of a 
new sample from Tell Tayinat in 2011,32 in which 
the provincial governor of the Assyrian province 
Kunalia took the oath to a very similar treaty 
which were discovered in Kalhu. It became clear 
that the Zagric bēl ālis took the oath to a treaty 
together with the officials of the empire,33 not as 
foreign bodyguards but as the members of the 
Assyrian administration. 

Finally, I would like to mention briefly some 
archaeological evidence for the symbiotic and 
mutual ly advantageous relationship of the Zagric 
elite and the Assyrian administration. Godin Tepe 
is a tell in the Kangavar Valley in the valley-system 
of the Great Khorasan Road which was excavated 
between 1965 and 1973 by a Canadian expedi-
tion.34 In level 2 (which chronologically belongs to 
Iron Age III) they found a manor of a local ruler. 
The changes in the main building in Godin Tepe 
highlight that the bēl ālis of the Zagric provinces 
could have gained increasing power and wealth 
during the Assyrian domination.35 

31 Humbareš bēl āli of Nahšimarti, Bur-Dadi bēl āli of 
Karzitali, Hatarna bēl āli of Sikris, Larkutla bēl āli of Māzamua, 
Ramataja bēl āli of Urakazabanu, Tunî bēl āli of Ellipi, [xxx] bēl 
āli of Izaja, [xxx] bēl āli of [xxx].

32 Lauinger 2012.
33 Fales 2012, pp. 145‒148. 
34 Gopnik, Rothman 2011.
35 Brown 1986. 

Within the frames of this treaty ceremony the 
governor gave Assyrian prestige goods to the local 
leaders, colourful garments and silver jewels,27 and 
subjected them to an oath of loyalty. In exchange, 
he promised that he will protect them and will 
send good reports to the king about them. The 
fights between the members of the Zagric elite are 
well attested in our sources. Kibaba, the ruler of 
Harhar was chased by his own bēl ālis in 720 BC.28 
In 672 BC Esarhaddon was visited in Nineveh 
by a few bēl ālis from the Zagros because other 
Zagric rulers threatened them.29 The Assyrian king 
enroached many times into the appointment of 
the bēl ālis, and changed the order of inheritance.30 
So an Assyrian guarantee for the keeping of their 
own power could have been very precious for the 
local rulers. 

For the words of the governor, the local rulers 
responded that they are the subject of the Assyrian 
king, and the king ordered them to stand at the 
disposal of the governor. With this answer on the 
one hand they accepted the governor’s conditions, 
but on the other hand, they made clear that their 
oath bind them directly to the king, and not to 
the governor. So this adê treaty meant a fairly 
moderate grade of vassal dependence.

A generation later eight bēl ālis went to Kalhu 
from their Zagric homes in order to take the oath 
to Esarhaddon’s Succession Treaty (SAA 2 6). This 
treaty was ordered to deal with the succession of 
Esarhaddon’s two sons, Assurbanipal and Šamaš-
šum-ukin. Hundreds of pieces of eight treaty 
samples was discovered in 1955 at the excavation 

27 For the identification of the jewels, see Postgate1994. 
For the ceremony, see Radner 2011, pp. 44‒49.

28 Fuchs 1994, Ann. 96.
29 RINAP 4, no. 1. (Nin. A prism) IV 40‒41.
30 SAA 15 85 (The governor of Kār-Šarrukīn / Harhar, 

Nabû-bēlu-ka’’in imprisoned the son of Karakku, bēl āli of 
Uriakka); SAA 15 90 (The citizens of Zagbaba ask the governor 
Kār-Šarrukīn / Harhar, Mannu-kī-Ninua to give back their 
bēl āli, but the governor replies as the king ordered: “The king 
took away your bēl āli.”); SAA 15 95 (By the order of the king, 
presumably the same governor, Mannu-kī-Ninua seizes and 
sends to the king Asrukanu); SAA 15 101 (Probably it was the 
same governor, Mannu-kī-Ninua who seized Uppite, another 
bēl āli of Uriakka with his son and sent them to the Assyrian 
capital); SAA 5 203 (The governor of Zamua, Šarru-ēmuranni 
reports to Sargon II about the seizure and deportation of an 
unnamed bēl āli).
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Abstract

This paper analyzes the role of the military costume in the portrait of the Hellenistic and Roman rulers in the 
Near East from Alexander to the third century AD. Even if there is little contemporary evidence, two important 
monuments as the so-called Sarcophagus of Alexander and the Nemrut Dağ, the portraits of the Near Eastern 
rulers in other media as coins or gems, the so-called ‘cuirassed gods’ and the later imperial images of Alexander 
and Seleucus allowed to highlight the major role of the cuirassed image in the iconography of the Hellenistic 
sovereigns in the Near East. Alexander brought in the region a new military habitus that was immediately and 
consciously used to emphasize both the Greek identity and the authority of the king. The cuirassed statue, 
with a few exceptions, prevailed also in the portraiture of the Roman Emperors. However, the Imperial Age 
gradually introduced also a ‘new’ element, the fully decorated cuirassed statue that had been elaborated in the 
Augustan Rome. This ‘Roman’ model was not immediately accepted, but in the second century the statuary-
types used in the Near East were often the same used in the western provinces as well. In this way, the fully 
decorated breastplate became a true symbol of the power of the Roman emperors.
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1. Introduction

Between 42 and 43 AD, two members of the 
Herodian dynasty, the brothers Herod of Chalkis 
and Agrippa I, minted a coin representing them 
crowning with wreaths Claudius who is holding 
a patera1 (fig. 1). This picture encapsulates the 
different dressing codes of a Hellenistic king and a 
Roman Emperor: Herod and Agrippa wear diadem, 
chlamys and the Hellenistic cuirass, while Claudius 
wears the Roman toga capite velato. As I am going 
to demonstrate, the cuirassed costume had a very 
strong role in the image making of the ruler in the 
Near East, both in the Hellenistic and Roman world, 
while the toga was an exception. It was therefore the 
need to portray side by side the local kings and the 
sacrificing Emperor that imposed it in the coin.2

The aim of this paper is to focus on the portraiture 
of the rulers from the regions of the Seleucid kingdom 
that later became part of the Roman Empire, and to 
address some specific points relevant to the changes 
and continuities between the Hellenistic and 
Roman iconography. Finally, I am going to examine 
the ruler’s body more closely than his head. In fact, 
the statuary types and the costume allow for a better 
understanding of the visual strategies locally used to 
build a coherent self-image of power. If the meaning 
of a monument representing the monarch resulted 
from the combination of the head and the body 
(obviously considered together by the viewer), the 
portrait-type was usually developed in the center 
of the reign (later in Rome), and subsequently 
disseminated everywhere. Therefore, the dedicator 
of an honorary or cultic statue of a Hellenistic 
King or a Roman Emperor in a Syrian town cannot 
change the ruler’s portrait and its meaning, but he 
might choose the most effective statuary type, i.e. 
the costume, to link the statue to the purposes of 
the honor, and to the location of the monument. 
Consequently, the statuary types offer, in this regard, 

1 The image is on the obverse. The gesture of crowning 
the Emperor is unusual but clearly honorific (cf. Agrippina and 
Nero in the famous Aphrodisias Sebasteion’s relief). The reverse 
shows a symbol of fides, the dextrarum iunctio, and the legend 
recalls a treaty signed by Agrippa I and Augustus. Cf. Kropp 
2013a, pp. 38-39, 2013c, 2013e, pp. 46-47.

2 See Kropp 2013a, p. 89; 173. 

Figure 1
Bronze coin minted by Herod Agrippa I and Herod of 
Chalkis (license CC-BY-SA 4.0) 

Figure 2
Detail of Alexander in the so called Porus medaillon 
(Cadario 2004)

a deeper knowledge of the intersections between the 
cultures involved in the area.

The choice of the cuirassed image in the Hero-
dian coin perfectly embodies the royal Hellenistic 
ideology.3 Its long history in the portraiture of the 
Hellenistic Near East ruler begins with Alexander 

3 See Kropp 2013a, pp. 88-89 on the meaning of the 
choice of the Hellenistic and not Roman cuirassed image.
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to address both the Greek and the indigenous 
audience. It was a long-term phenomenon, but my 
intention is firstly to show its origins and continuity 
in the Hellenistic Age, underlining which costumes 
were actually chosen to represent the ‘Greek’ rulers.

Alexander was the first who became an admirer 
of the ‘Persian ways’ and adopted some Persian 
fashions, trying to transform the earliest gap 
between enemies into a distinction among different 
costumes that could merge with one another.9 For 
example, in some coins dated in his lifetime he seems 
to wear a regal tiara,10 and in the famous Pompeian 
painting representing his marriage with Roxane his 
bodyguard is dressed in Persian costume.11 However, 
the first strong evidence of the importance of the 
dress code in an image of a Hellenistic king is an 
important tetradrachm that Seleucus issued in 
about 304 BC in Ecbatana. It shows an equestrian 
image of the king himself riding a horned horse and 
wearing a bull-horned helmet (fig. 3).12 In the coin 

9 On the iranization of Alexanders’s court and 
ceremonial, cf. Olbrycht 2010. Cf. Stewart 1993, 
pp. 352-357.

10 The coinage from Sardes shows a tiaraed and diademed 
ruler, cf. Olbrycht 2007/2008, 2010, p. 356, 2011, pp. 14-15.

11 See Stewart 1993, pp. 186-188.
12 For Seleucus: Hadley 1974; Hoover 2002; 

Erickson 2009, pp. 71-77, 2013, pp. 121-125; skepticism 
in Ogden 2017, pp. 62-63. The horned horse and the bull-
horned helmet allow to identify Seleucus I, who celebrated his 

the Great himself and his famous so-called ‘Porus 
medaillon’, minted in Susa between 326 and 323 
BC as a commemorative issue of the victory over 
the Indian king Porus. In fact, on its reverse a flying 
Nike crowns a standing Alexander who wears the 
Hellenistic strip cuirass and a crested battle helmet 
very similar to the Phrygian type (fig. 2).4 He 
holds a spear (or a scepter) in his left hand, and a 
thunderbolt in the right, probably as a memory of 
the stormy weather that helped the Macedonian 
army at the battle of Hydaspes. Not only does the 
picture show an armored version of the famous 
Alexander keraunophoros by Apelles, but it is also 
the only standing (not equestrian) cuirassed image 
of Alexander certainly created during his lifetime.5 
A later bad omen proves the quick spread of this 
iconography: before the battle of Ipsus in 301, 
Demetrius dreamed of an armored Alexander 
announcing him that he was joining his enemies 
(Plut. Dem. 29.2).6 Therefore, within a few years, 
the image of Alexander bringing victory on the 
battlefield would become the cuirassed one.7 

2. Costume and identity

After such an exciting start, the lack of documents 
makes very hard to follow the iconography of the 
ruler in the Near East in contemporary full-size 
portraits. So, what I would like to address first is 
highlighting the importance that the ethnic, ‘Greek’ 
or ‘oriental’, origin of clothes and regalia had in 
the image-making of the Hellenistic ruler. In fact, 
which dress code to use in a monument was always 
a crucial choice to convey identity in the Near East,8 
and, as a result, the costumes were often mixed 

4 According to many scholars (cf. e.g. Olbrycht 2011, 
p. 19) Alexander wears composite headgear mixing a Persian 
tiara and a Macedonian crested helmet, but the discovery 
of a similar helmet in the so-called Philip Tomb in Verghina 
reinforced its identification as a helmet of the Phrygian Type: 
see Holt 2003, pp. 117-120. 

5 Stewart 1993, pp. 201-203 e 433. See also Cadario 
2004, p. 39.

6 Cf. Ogden 2017, p. 65.
7 On the iconography of the cuirassed Alexander in the 

Hellenistic Age, cf. Laube 2006, pp. 72-75.
8 Cf. Butcher 2003, pp. 327-331.

Figure 3 
Tetradrachm depicting Seleucus riding on a horned 
horse (Hoover 2002)
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with the king of Sidon Abdalonymos,17 but other 
names have been suggested too.18 

For a proper understanding of the sarcophagus’ 
‘historical’ decorative program,19 we must start 
by stating that the selection of the episodes had 
to be in some way connected to the biography of 
the deceased, and had to convey a message that 
was obviously pleasant to him. In this sense, the 
need to show the arête of the warriors or a kind of 
collaboration between ‘Asians’ and ‘Macedonians’, 
i.e. ‘the message’, prevailed over the accurate repre-
sen tation of a specific historical event. On the one 
hand, it was probably enough for the patron to 
insert the ‘narrative’ in the context of Alexander’s 
victory over the Persians (cf. the frieze representing 
the Macedonian king riding against them) and also 
of the new struggles between his heirs that involved 
Phoenicia in the last decades of the fourth century 
(cf. the left pediment and a short side). On the other 
hand, specific details such as costume (including 
colors) or individual paraphernalia acquired a more 
precise meaning. The diadem has been deliberately 
used as royal insignia only for two Greeks: the younger 
diademed Macedonian rider, who is following the 
deceased on the left side of the lion-hunt and is not 
identifiable with Alexander because his features and 
hairstyle are clearly diffe rent (fig. 4: a);20 and the older 
(i.e. bearded) dia demed and cuirassed man standing 
at the right of the slaughtering scene that is depicted 
in the middle of the left pediment (fig. 4: b).21 The 
presence of two diademed fighters suggests a link 
with the introduction of the diadem as a symbol of 
kingship by all the Diadochoi between 306 and 304 

17 According to Curtius (4.1.15-26), Abdalonymos 
became king of Sydon thanks to Alexander and Hephaestion. 
His power ended after the battle of Gaza or, better, in 306/5 
BC, cf. Palagia 2000, p. 186; Cadario 2004, p. 47. 

18 Cf. Heckel 2006.
19 See Queyrel 2011.
20 For Demetrius and the rejection of Alexander’s 

identification: Stewart 1993, p. 306. For Alexander, see 
Palagia 2000, p. 188. According to Queyrel 2011, p. 39, 
Alexander was assimilated to Demetrius.

21 The identification of the bearded man with Philip 
Arridaeus and of the scene (the only one in which just Greek 
fighters are involved) with the murder of Perdiccas is highly 
speculative, cf. Heckel 2006, pp. 387-388. Philip had died 
in 317 BC and his death had no connections with the Syro-
Palestinian region. 

Seleucus wears a strange combination of Eastern 
and Greek garments: helmet, weapons, chlamys and 
chitoniskos are undoubtedly Greek/Macedonian 
but the trousers and boots are clearly identifiable 
as Persian garments. Even if the design of the image 
is Greek, the coin, depicting a mixobarbaros King, 
appeals to both Greek and Eastern (Babylonian and 
Persian) audiences. In fact, the addition of bullhorns 
to suggest the divine power of the king also played 
with both Greek and Near Eastern traditions13. This 
image was probably part of Seleucus’ conciliatory 
politics by which he tried to legitimize himself after 
his eastern anabasis and before coming back to 
Syria,14 and the costume had a very important role 
in this design. Therefore, Seleucus was able to select 
an image that could show the continuity between 
him and Alexander.15 

A similar attention to dress code is evident 
in the so-called Alexander Sarcophagus from 
Sidon, a true masterpiece that has been dated to 
the last third of the fourth century BC exactly for 
its evident allusions to a political melting pot and 
reconciliation between Greeks and Persians.16 Made 
of marble by a Greek sculptor, the sarcophagus was 
the resting place of a man of the Eastern élite, who 
was dressed in Persian clothes. This can be seen 
in the long frieze representing an eloquent scene 
of cooperation between Greeks and Persians in 
hunting a lion (and a stag), in which the Oriental 
trouser-wearing deceased is the central character. 
There is a general agreement on his identification 

horse in a famous monument representing a horned horse head 
and a golden helmet (Malalas 202.17-19; cf. Amm. 21.15.2; 
Ogden 2017, pp. 85-87). The horned horse became one of 
the most important Seleucid symbols. For the identification 
of Alexander riding Bucephalus, cf. Houghton, Stewart 
1999, pp. 27-28.

13 Miller, Walters 2004, p. 51. Cf. Dirven 2015a. 
On the aition of the portrait of Seleucus with the bullhorns 
on his head, cf. App. Syr. 65; Suid. s.v. Seleukos; Ogden 2017, 
pp. 59-63. On the statue of Seleucus in Antigoneia/Antioch: 
Lib. Or. 11.92, and infra.

14 Cf. Erickson 2009, pp. 73-77, 2013, pp. 121-125.
15 Erickson 2013, pp. 124-125.
16 On the sarcophagus, see von Graeve 1970; 

Stewart 1993, pp. 294-306; Palagia 2000; Cohen 2010, 
pp. 119-123; Queyrel 2011.
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However, this character identification is not 
entirely relevant to the purpose of my paper. It 
is more important that we can see here a great 
concern for Persian and Greek different dress-
codes in a monument of a member of the Eastern 
local élite, who evidently collaborated with the 
new Macedonian power and commissioned the 
sarcophagus to a Greek sculptor; all this with the 
idea of showing his adherence to shared values with 
the Macedonian leadership, juxtaposing them with 
the memory of the Persian tradition, which the 
Phoenician aristocracy had appropriated long time 
before.24 So, the sculptor consciously reproduced the 
Persepolitan ‘audience’ iconography in the pain ted  

24 The same juxtaposition of Greek and Near-Eastern 
Culture is seen in the Mausoleum at Alicarnassus, cf. Versluys 
2017, pp. 160-161. 

BC.22 In this case, the sarcophagus would be really 
very close to the coin minted at Susa by Seleucus, and 
part of a similar revival of Alexander’s reconciliatory 
policy towards the Orientals that could have 
influenced (and pleased) the member of the local élite 
who commissioned the monument. In the years of 
the final struggle for the control of Syria the support 
of the ancient local élites was in fact important for 
all the competitors. In this context, Demetrius and 
Antigonus, the opponents of Seleucus and masters 
of Phoenicia before the battle of Ipsos in 301 BC, 
are the best candidates for this role of young and old 
ruler.23 

22 Cf. Waterfield 2011, pp. 140-154.
23 Cf. Cadario 2004, pp. 46-49. Contra Palagia 

2000, p. 188. According to Charbonneaux 1952 Antigonus 
and Demetrius were portrayed on the sarcophagus.

Figure 4

a. Alexander’s sarcophagus Detail 
of the hunt scene depicting a 
diademed ‘Greek’ rider following 
the deceased (von Graeve 1970)

b. Alexander’s sarcophagus Detail 
of the pediment depicting a 
murder scene. The ‘Greek’ warrior 
on the right wears the diadem.
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Hellenistic and Near Eastern tradition,29 adopted 
very different dress-codes to carefully differentiate 
the Macedonian progonoi from the Persian and 
Armenian ancestors. The Achaemenids are dressed 
in Persian clothes, the Armenian satraps and kings 
wear the tiara,30 while Alexander the Great and his 
Seleucid successors wear the same ‘Greek’ costume, 
which consisted of diadem, chlamys, krepides, a 
Hellenistic strip cuirass, with one or two rows of 
pteryges and shoulder-straps decorated with winged 
thunderbolts (cf. Alexander in the Mosaic from 
Casa del Fauno). Thus, a sword hanging from the 
belt was fastened with a big brooch in which a divine 
bust emerged. Finally every king, as a daimon, holds 
a spear in the left hand and a rhyton in the right. 
In fact, every portrait was also worshipped as a cult 
image in a small altar in front of each stele (fig. 5).31 

The so-called nomos inscription extensively cla-
rifies the meaning of the hierothesion, and proves 
that Antiochus had cleverly thought of how to 
represent his divine protectors and heroic ancestors 
in his ‘encyclopedic’ monument.32 He claims to have 
depicted their images (eikones) using different visual 
languages   (pantoia techne) according to the palaios 
logos of the Greeks and the Persians. This passage 
would indicate that Antiochus was consciously 
using two different figurative traditions.33 As a result, 
in the monument we can see both a juxtaposition 
of the Greek and Persian nature of the deities 
currently protecting Antiochus, and a systematic 
and intentional dress code discrepancy between the 
Graeco-Macedonian side and the Eastern or Persian 
side of the king's ancestry. Thus, in inventing his 
new ‘Commagenean’ canon, Antiochus staged both 
his image, based on the Armenian fashion of his 
tiara,34 and his present Pantheon as syncretic; but, 
looking back, he wisely distinguished the different 

29 Cf. Versluys 2017, p. 19.
30 The costume of the Commagenean ancestors is very 

similar to the Armenian type, cf. Brijder 2014, p. 101.
31 Cf. Cadario 2004, pp. 66-69; Brijder 2014, 

pp. 99-107, 324-344 (East Terrace), 368-381 (West Terrace); 
Versluys 2017, pp. 120-124, 160-164.

32 See now Versluys 2017. Cf. Rose 2013.
33 Cf. Versluys 2017, p. 127.
34 On the symbolic importance of the Armenian tiara in 

the image of Antiochos I, cf. Kropp 2013a, p. 85.

decoration of the interior of a Persian shield,25 and 
represented the Eastern and Western gar ments 
in his visual language, even mixing them in some 
figures, as in the ‘Asian’ warriors, who are often using 
hybrid military equipment (though, remarkably, 
not in the battle between ‘Greek’ and ‘Persians’).26 
Finally, in the sarcophagus we can identify as ‘Greek’ 
the cuirassed image, which was also coherent with 
the fighting context, and a charac teristic equestrian 
Macedonian costume that consists of a chlamys 
carried over a double girdled chitoniskos.27 This 
costume was used for Alexander himself and for the 
younger diademed rider in the lion hunt, while the 
cuirassed one was employed for the older diademed 
warrior on the left pediment. Those outfits survived 
in the image of the Hellenistic rulers until the 
Imperial Age.

Only a later monument, the Nemrut Dağ, shows 
an equal consciousness of the symbolic meaning of 
the different dress codes,28 and it cannot be a coin-
cidence that a ‘non-Greek’ commissioned it in this 
case as well. Antiochus I of Commagene (69-34 BC) 
opportunistically affirmed his legiti macy as both 
‘Hellenistic’ King and ‘Eastern’ ruler by underlining 
his Seleucid and Persian ancestors and displaying 
a real mass production of his and their images. 
So, he adorned the East and West terrace of his 
hierothesion with two series of colossal stone stelae 
representing his royal Eastern (paternal) and Greek 
(maternal) ancestors. These figures, sculpted in 
a fascinating mixed visual style, halfway between 

25 Cf. Allen 2005, pp. 60-62.
26 Stewart 1993, p. 303.
27 The chitons worn by mounted Macedonians have been 

interpreted as Persian clothes too, cf. Olbrycht 2010, p. 357; 
Sekunda 2010, p. 469, but here I agree with Stewart 1993, 
p. 305. If this garment was ‘Persian’, then it was imported from 
the East before Alexander was born. So, in the age of Alexander 
it was seen as a true ‘Macedonian’ dress, whose use, in fact, was 
frequent in the Hellenistic Age, as we can see in the votive relief 
representing Hephaestion as a hero in Thessalonike, in the rider 
from the Kinch Tomb, and in many other later equestrian and 
standing images of Macedonian officials, cf. Stewart 1993, 
p. 305. See Cadario 2004, p. 37 on the statue of an equestrian 
rider from Lanuvium.

28 About the use of the costume as an ethnic indicator 
in the Hellenistic Near East, see the construction of the 
iconography of the so-called Parthian Archer on the schema of 
the Seleucid Apollo, however dressed in Eastern clothes, in the 
Arsacid coinage, cf. Lerner 2017.
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charisma in claiming his ‘Greek’ legacy. Thirdly, 
this preference is a reminder that the assumption of 
kingship for a Macedonian king was strongly linked 
to the appeal granted by a military success.37 

2. The cuirassed image of the Hellenistic 
Ruler 

The choice of the military image to portray the 
Seleucid ancestors indirectly testifies to the strength 
of an iconographic tradition depicting them with 
the strip cuirass. This brings us to the question of 
which statuary types Seleucid rulers really used. In 
fact, the Hellenistic cities of Syria and Palestine 
surely cultivated stone and bronze statues, but actual 
finds of portraits are sporadic and often unexplored.38 
Therefore, the marble sculpture culture became 

37 Cf. Waterfield 2011, pp. 147-148.
38 Cf. Weber 2015, p. 571. For a general view, see also 

Foerster 2008.

past traditions of which he claimed inheritance,35 
and confirmed the importance of the costume as 
identity marker in the Near East. 36

Finally, the visual language of the hierothesion 
deserves some remarks about the iconography of the 
Hellenistic King: firstly, the strip cuirass/corselet was 
now the only true ‘Greek’ garment, and its adoption 
in the monument immediately identifies a progonos 
as ‘Greek’. Secondly, opting to portray the Seleucid 
kings as cuirassed, Antiochus strongly emphasized 
their military role just to give himself more ancestral 

35 Versluys 2014, pp. 600-602. He deliberately 
connected ‘Greek’ and ‘Persian’ traditions also by assigning 
Greek and Persian names to the deities represented in the 
hierothesion, cf. Brijder 2014, p. 167.

36 A different syncretic strategy can be seen in a very 
interesting marble seated statue of a local ruler dressed in 
Eastern garments, but with the Schulterbausch on the left 
shoulder and a leather balteus with the sword on the left side, 
cf. Wielgosz 2012, pp. 15-17 (Tartus Museum). This statue, 
in Pentelic marble, presents elements of both oriental/Persian 
(caftan, trousers) and Greek (mantle, balteus) dress-codes, but, 
although the allusion to the Persian heritage prevails in the 
garments, the style was clearly Greek.

Figure 5 
Relief and reconstruction 
of the stele depicting 
King Seleucus IV, Nemrut Dağ 
Western side of the West terrace 
(picture from Cadario 2004; 
reconstruction from 
Brijder 2014)
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and it suggests that these rulers needed to emphasize 
their warlike skills during a period of crisis and 
erosion of their real power.41 

After the fall of the Seleucid Kingdom and 
during the period between the establishment of 
the first Roman province in Syria and the Trajanic 
conquest of Arabia in 106 AD, the monuments of 
the Roman client kings, as Hasmoneans, Idumeans 
and Nabataeans became the best evidence of the 
image of the ruler.42 The diadem, as royal insignia, 
and the cuirassed Hellenistic costume, as the habitus 
of the monarch, were still considered suitable to 
underline the power of those client kings, as we 
have seen in the above-mentioned coin representing 
Agrippa I and Herod of Chalkis.43 Then, for these 
rulers, who fought wars only sporadically in Roman 
times, the need to show their charisma as military 
commanders adopting the cuirassed image survived 
the actual exhibition of bravery on the battlefield.44 
In this way they paid a debt to the prestige of the 
Seleucid legacy, as in the case of the bronze coin 
minted in 16 AD by the Nabataean King Aretas 
IV, who wears the Hellenistic strip cuirass, with 
the spear in his right hand and the left hand on the 
hilt of his sword (fig. 6a).45 However, Hellenistic 
and Roman influences could often merge with 
local elements too. A torso wearing a lamellar strip 
corselet of Hellenistic type from the Temple of 
Allat in Palmyra has been correctly identified as 
a portrait statue of a Syrian ruler.46 The separate 
working of the head suggests the identification of a 
local dynast rather than a god also in a colossal basalt 
statue found on the acropolis of Chalcis du Bélus, 
and dressed in ‘nude’ breastplate with a Gorgoneion 
and in ‘Eastern’ trousers (fig. 7a).47

An exception to the predominance of the 
cuirassed image is the impressive basalt equestrian 

41 Plantzos 1999, pp. 58-59; Cadario 2004, 
pp. 54-57; Laube 2006, pp. 75-76.

42 On the image of those client-kings, cf. Kropp 2013a.
43 Kropp 2013a, pp. 88-89.
44 Kropp 2013a, pp. 90-91.
45 See Kropp 2013a, pp. 64-65 e 88-89; 2013b, p. 192; 

2013e, pp. 48-49. 
46 See Kropp 2013a, p. 89. 
47 Seyrig 1970, pp. 94-95; Vermeule 1978, no. 23A, 

pp. 8-9; Laube 2006, p. 228, no. 11.

stronger only in the Roman Age, and almost all 
across the Syro-Phoenician coast and in its close 
hinterland or in cities with easy connections with 
the Mediterranean coast, because the marble need 
to be imported.39 Having no actual proven evidence 
of surviving bodies of honorary Hellenistic statues,40 
we need to find some more information in other 
contemporary or later images images (cf. the Nemrut 
Dağ), and in different media or themes, like statues 
depicting later local dynasts or the indigenous 
deities. Therefore, I am going to consider first the 
contemporary images of Seleucid sovereigns in other 
media and those of the Near Eastern rulers in charge 
after the beginning of the Roman conquest; secondly, 
the cuirassed images of the oriental deities inspired by 
those of the rulers, and finally, in the next chapter, the 
portraits of Hellenistic kings produced or reproduced 
in the Imperial Age. These different categories will 
then enable us to reconstruct the importance of the 
military image in the portraits of the Hellenistic near-
eastern rulers.

The contemporaneous gems and cretulae repre-
senting the Seleucid kings suggest that the cuirassed 
image prevailed in the Hellenistic Age. The so-
called Soldier-King type often attested on gems and 
cameos corresponds to a bust of an inspired young 
and bareheaded man with long hair, who is wearing 
the diadem and the chlamys over the strip corselet. 
The specific identity of these portraits is often 
elusive, but they belong to the weaker phases of the 
Seleucid and Ptolemaic dynasties. The reference to 
the image of Alexander on the battlefield is evident, 

39 On the findspots of marble statues in the Hellenistic 
and Roman Near East, cf. Weber 2015, pp. 572-581. On 
the portraits discovered in the region, cf. Foerster 2008, 
pp. 77-78. For the Hellenistic Age, I mention here e.g. a helmeted 
head of Seleucus I acquired at Beirut and now displayed in the 
Louvre Museum (Houghton, Perry 1986, p. 60), a portrait 
of Alexander Balas from Sidon now in Basel (Mørkholm 
1981), two heads of Seleucid Kings from Iskenderun now 
in Antakya (La Rocca 1985; Houghton, Perry 1986; 
Meischner 2003, nrr. 25-26, pp. 323-326, Antioch V 
or Ix and Antioch x), a portrait of a Kommagenian ruler 
(Antiochus IV?) from Samosata (Kropp 2013a, pp. 84-85), a 
later portrait of a Roman client king (Agrippa the Great?) of 
the first century BC from Byblos (Kropp 2013a, pp. 74-75), 
and a portrait of a Hellenistic ruler from Jerusalem recently 
published as Ptolemy II (Dell’Acqua 2016, pp. 453-456).

40 According to Libanius (Or. 11.93) a famous statue of 
Seleucus stood in Antioch. See Ogden 2017, p. 156 e 163-164.
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equestrian image, but the king and his ‘bodyguards’ 
were dressed in local garments,49 and a Roman 
Emperor would never be portrayed with his equites 
singulares in a public monument like this. Therefore, 
despite the difference from one monument/costume 
to another, the visual strategies are similar: the local 

49 Cf. Joseph. Ant. 18.29-30; B.J. 2.421; 556. Cf. Weber 
2003, pp. 263-264.

group depicting a member of the Herodian dynasty as 
a colossal rider with a parade of six smaller horsemen 
in the middle of the Syrian tribal sanctuary of Sahr al 
Ledja (fig. 8).48 The Roman model surely influenced 
both the monument-type and the schema of the 

48 Weber 2002, pp. 123-125, 2003, 2008a, pp. 366-368: 
the dedicator of the equestrian group was probably Herod 
Agrippa I or II. Further equestrian statues have been discovered 
in other sites of the Southern Syria, cf. Weber 2006, pp. 55-57.

Figure 6

a. Bronze coin minted by the Nabataean King Aretas IV 
(Kropp 2013a)

b. Bronze coin minted by Ptolemy Mennaios, tetrarch 
of Chalkis (Cadario 2004)

Figure 7

a. Cuirassed statue from 
Chalkis du Bélus 
(Laube 2006)

b. Statue of an archer god 
from Beqah Valley 
(Cadario 2004)
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Nabatean area,53 Bel in Palmyra,54 the god Aphlad  
in Dura Europos,55 Jupiter Dolichenus in a small 
bronze from Syria,56 as sumed all the cuirassed 
costume, integrating it with their typical attributes. 
The statue of an archer god from Beqah Valley in 
Lebanon (fig. 7: b) and the coins minted by Ptolemy 
Mennaios, tetrarch of Chalkis in the first quarter of 
the first century BC (fig. 6: b),57 are probably the 
most ancient examples of the use of the cuirassed 
costume for cult images of these Eastern gods.58 
Because they preceded the Roman conquest, only 
the iconography of the Hellenistic ruler could have 
influenced them. The re fore, in these images, the 

53 Kropp 2011, pp. 189-190.
54 Cf. Dirven, Kaizer 2013, pp. 394-395.
55 Dirven 2015b, p. 263.
56 Cf. Gatier 2017.The god wears a Hellenistic cuirass 

with two rows of fringed pteryges.
57 On the statue: Vermeule 1974, n. 8A, pp. 7-8; 

Cadario 2004, p. 79; Laube 2006, pp.70-71, no. 5. The coin 
depicts a rare military version of the twin gods, very similar to 
the pair of oriental gods identified with the Megaloi Theoi, 
Dioskouroi, Kabiroi, worshipped at the end of the second century 
BC in the Monument of Mithridates in the Samothrakeion of 
the island of Delos, cf. Cadario 2004, pp. 79-80.

58 Ptolemy minted the coin in 73 BC, see Kropp 2013a, 
pp. 233-236, 2013b, p. 193.

rulers tried to emphasize their power and military 
role, adopting the cuirassed image of the Greek kings 
or the imperial equestrian statue, and to remark their 
‘ethnic’ origin at the same time, integrating native 
garments in the ‘Hellenistic’ or ‘Roman’ model.
The third implicit proof of the common adop-
tion of the cuirassed image by the Seleucid kings 
is evident in the cross-cultural interactions 
between Western and Eastern cult images. From 
the reign of Antiochus IV, almost everyone from 
the Seleucid dynasty was usually very receptive to 
the native deities, and actively patronized them to 
strengthen his control over Syria and Phoenicia. 
Therefore, the indigenous gods often adopted 
a hybrid icono  graphy, mixing Greek and local 
elements, as we can see in the emerging iconography 
of the cuirassed god in a few regions of the Near 
East.50 Nabu or the “Hierapolitan Apollo” in 
Hatra,51 the ‘Smiting God’ of Tell Khaltan,52 the so-
called Shadrapa in Southern Syria, Dushārā in the 

50 See Seyrig 1970; Laube 2006, pp. 70-72.
51 Kropp 2013b. On the visual culture of Hatra see also 

Anderson 2017.
52 Dirven 2011, pp. 168-169; Dirven 2015a, p. 250.

Figure 8 
Basalt equestrian group 
from the Syrian tribal sanctuary
of Sahr al Ledja 
(Weber 2008)
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in the Near East, despite the paucity of contemporary 
documents.60 This hypothesis can be confirmed 
by also taking into consideration the images of 
Alexander and Seleucid rulers produced ex novo 
during the Imperial Age, when they were honored as 
local founders of many cities of the region.61

The best-known monument is the votive 
limestone relief that the Palmyrene priest Hairan 
dedicated in 158 AD in Dura Europos, six years 
before the conquest of the town by the Romans. 
It represents Hairan himself, dressed in a Greek 
himation, in front of the Gad of Doura, enthroned 
as Zeus Olympios, and crowned by Seleucus 
Nicator (fig. 9).62 Depicted as deified founder of 
Dura, the Diadoch holds the spear, and wears a 
Hellenistic strip cuirass and a triumphal Roman 

60 Kropp 2013a, pp. 88-89.
61 On this revival of Seleucid portraits in Asia Minor, cf. 

Romeo 2017. On the equestrian image of Alexander ktistes 
in Alexandria, cf. Stewart 1993, pp. 397-400 and Ps. Lib. 
(Nikolaos of Myra), Progymnasmata, 27.

62 Meyer 2003; Cadario 2004, p. 69; Kropp 2013e, 
pp. 53-54. See also Noreña 2015, pp. 89-90. A papyrus from 
180 AD proves that at Doura there existed an active cult of 
Seleukos Nikator, in whose honor a statue was also erected in 
Hellenistic Age, as proved by its base, see Cohen 2006, pp. 157 
and 164.

choice of the strip (sometimes lamellar) cuirass 
was not a fashion, nor had it simply the purpose of 
highlighting the warlike talents of these local gods, 
but it expressed a specific meaning, that is the use 
of the contemporary royal self-representation to 
emphasize the dignity and the role of these local 
divinities. In fact, in the Roman Age, the same local 
deities usually continued to wear the cuirass, but 
often changed the traditional strip-corselet for the 
imperial breastplate, an important upgrade that put 
their images on the same level of the new rulers, the 
Roman Emperors.59

3. Monuments and memories of the 
Hellenistic rulers in the Roman Age 

The evidence examined in the previous section allows 
us to assume that the cuirassed image played a major 
role in the iconography of the Hellenistic sovereigns 

59 Cf. Dirven 2011, p.168, 2015a, p. 255. See also 
Kropp 2011, p. 190, 2013a, p. 89, 2013b, pp. 192, 195, 2013e, 
p. 52. It should be noted that the same phenomenon does not 
concern Hatra, probably because the city was on the outer side 
of the Roman borders.

Figure 9 
Votive relief dedicated 
by the priest Hairan 
in Dura Europos 
(Cadario 2004)



West & East 242 Monografie, 3

matteo cadario

A recently discovered and immediately sto-
len Roman mosaic from Apamea offers new proof 
of the later dissemination of a different ‘histo-
ri cal’ representation of the Seleucid Kings as lo-
cal founders. The mosaic shows Seleucus I and 
Antiochos I sacrificing at Antigoneia before the 
foun dation of Antioch.69 Antiochos seems to wear 
the old Macedonian costume, id est a chlamys 
over the chitoniskos, while Seleucus wears the 
krepides and a cuirass with a row of small semi cir-
cular (imperial) pteryges and two rows of fringed 
(Hellenistic) pteryges. The mosaic probably was 
a copy of an ancient painting, which has been 
reproduced as an important memorial of Antioch’s 
past. Only the cuirassed image of Seleucus was 
partially upgraded to the new Roman model. 
Even in this case the iconography of the sacrificing 
King circulated in the region. In fact, in Bourg es-
Sleyb, not far from Laodicea, a third-century AD 
figured capital represents a similar foundation’s 
myth: Seleucus, this time probably wearing the 
Macedonian costume, has a trophy behind him and 
is going to sacrifice a bull to the Tyche of Antioch 
(Daphne) at an altar, while a Nike crowns him 
(fig. 10).70 

These images followed an increasing trend to-
wards the use of new (generally cuirassed) images of 
the Hellenistic kings to claim a prestigious past,71 a 
phenomenon that in the Near East became stronger 
with the Second Sophistic, and was also most likely 
influenced by the Alexander-mania of the Severan 
Emperors. In fact, between the second and third 
century AD, many cities of the Decapolis, claiming 
Alexander as founder, depicted his cuirassed image 
on their bronze civic coinage to celebrate their 
origins.72 During the empire of Septimius Severus, 

69 Cf. Olszewski, Saad 2017. On the story: Lib. 
Or. 11.85-93; Mal. 198-203 Dindorf and cf. Ogden 2017, 
pp. 100-107. On Antigoneia, see Cohen 2006, pp. 76-79.

70 Seyrig 1940; De Giorgi 2016, pp. 43-44; Ogden 
2017, p. 109. The Tyche is identified by a little statue of Apollo, 
an allusion to Daphne. The image is clearly influenced by the 
Roman imperial iconography (cf. trophy and Nike), but the 
dress code of Seleucus refers to the Macedonian tradition.

71 On Alexander’s cult: Stewart 1993, pp. 309-312. 
On the cult of the kings after the end of Hellenistic Age: 
Chankowski 2010. 

72 Cf. Butcher 2003, pp. 218-219, 279-280. In the 
same period, the Phoenician past was displayed on the coins of 

crown, but his dress code is also influenced by the 
‘Palmyrene/Syrian’ costume, because he wears a 
sleeved tunic under the cuirass and even a pair of 
earrings.63 Thus the relief gives perfect evidence of 
the Syrian melting pot,64 of the survival/revival of 
the Seleucid dynastic cult in the Imperial Age, and 
of the symbolic importance of the cuirassed image 
in the ruler’s portraiture.65 The iconography of the 
relief from Dura could also be partially inspired by 
a famous gilded statue group erected by Trajan after 
the terrible earthquake of 115 in the middle of the 
columnatio of the frons scaenae of Antioch’s theater. 
According to Malalas (11.9) the group represented 
Seleucus and Antiochus I crowning a statue of 
Kalliope, a girl whom Trajan had sacrificed to pu-
rify the city (!), represented in the same schema 
of the famous Tyche of Eutychides.66 Therefore, 
an AES coin minted by Severus Alexander and 
a series of gems represent a very similar scene: a 
cuiras sed and diademed ruler crowns a statue of 
the Tyche of Antioch, seated over the Orontes 
and accompanied to his right by a second standing 
Tyche (Antigoneia?).67 In this case the ruler, 
wearing a Roman anatomical breastplate, might 
be again Seleucus or Severus Alexander himself, 
who embodied the ‘founder’ role.68 In the light of 
the above-mentioned iconographic and literary 
testi monies, it can be deduced that the cuirassed 
image of a Seleucid ‘founder’ king crowning a local 
deity (Tyche) was very popular in the region, but 
sometimes the portrait of a con tem porary Roman 
Emperor could intersect or replace the ancient 
‘Greek’ ruler, also switching the old Hellenistic 
cuirass for the new imperial one.

63 Baird 2016, p. 46.
64 On the importance of the dress code in Dura, cf. 

Baird 2016. On the ‘Syrian’ point of view and the sharing 
of the Greek culture by a Palmyrene, see Andrade 2013, 
pp. 226-228. 

65 Downey 1977, pp. 14-17, 200-210, no. 4; Dirven 
1999, pp. 112-114; Cadario 2004, p. 69; Erickson 2013, 
pp. 119-120; Noreña 2015, pp. 89-90.

66 Saliou 2006, pp. 80-81; Moffatt 2006, pp. 105-
106; Cohen 2006, p. 81; La Rocca 2015, pp. 82-87. 
Obviously, Trajan never sacrificed a girl as a foundation rite.

67 De Giorgi 2016, pp. 52-53. 
68 For Seleucus I, cf. Kropp 2013e, p. 51. See also Cohen 

2006, p. 88.
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Seleucus,75 and an intriguing bronze statue of 
Antiochus III taming a bull stood from the city’s 
foundation;76 and where, according to Malalas, 
Trajan set up the above-mentioned Tyche’s group 
representing the first two Seleucid kings. Thus, 
Herodian (3.4.3) locates at Nicopolis a bronze 
agalma of Alexander erected to celebrate the battle 
of Issos, which was fought nearby; and in the city 
a statue base of Alexander, son of Philip, has been 
indeed discovered, dating to the second century 
AD (IGLS 163).77 According to the Historia 
Augusta, in the Phoenician city of Arca (Caesarea 
ad Libanum), there was a temple dedicated to its 
founder Alexander the Great.78 In Gerasa it has 

75 Lib. Or. 11.92; Ogden 2017, p. 107.
76 The bull was the symbol of the Taurus Mountain, 

where the king had defeated a band of robbers: Lib. Or. 11.123, 
and cf. Ogden 2017, p. 63. Libanius tried to explain the 
iconography to his audience.

77 Cohen 2006, pp. 120-121.
78 SHA, Sev. Alex. 5.1. Cf. Dahmen 2007, p. 135. 

Severus Alexander was born there.

Caracalla and Helagabalus, Gerasa minted coin 
types showing a bust of Alexander as ktistes of 
the city and a scene again representing a standing 
cuirassed general flanking the local Tyche.73 On 
a Severan coin-type issued in the Decapolis, two 
cuirassed kings shaking their hands were identified 
by the inscriptions as Alexander and Seleucus I, who 
were the ktistai respectively of Kapitolias and Abila, 
and the image probably publicized the friendship 
between the two towns through their claimed 
founders (fig. 11).74

Those coin types could reflect real monuments, 
erected in Hellenistic or Imperial Age, as in the 
case of Antioch, where, according to Libanius’ 
Antiochikos, a famous statue with bull horns of 

Phoenician cities, like Tyre, as a reminder of their ‘not Greek’ 
origins. 

73 Stewart 1993, pp. 309-310; Cohen 2006, p. 248 
and 404; Dahmen 2007, pp. 29-30. See also Seyrig 1965, 
pp. 25-28 on Gerasa and Kapitolias.

74 Butcher 2003, p. 280; Cohen 2006, p. 404; 
Dahmen 2007, p. 29.

Figure 10 
Figured capital from 
Bourg es-Sleyb 
representing the foundation 
of a Hellenistic city 
(Seyrig 1940)
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suspect, because the use of marble was really a rarity 
before the Imperial Age, and a Roman chronology 
would be more convincing, as suggested by the 
use of the drill in the hair.81 So, in Roman times, 
the city of Scythopolis had offered (or moved) a 
very important statue of the Macedonian King 
in its most important cult building,82 and this 
honor perfectly matched both the emphasis on the 
Greekness (also proclaimed in local inscriptions)83 
and the representation of Alexander on the coins 
minted by the cities of the Decapolis. Occasionally 
even ordinary people offered new images of 

81 Cf. Stewart 1993, p. 338, note 46. A chronology 
in the third century AD would be the best option. The head is 
usually dated to the third or second century BC, when the town 
gained the status of polis under the Seleucids, cf. Smith 1998, 
p. 181, no. 16. Alexander was probably assimilated to Dionysus, 
the mythical founder of the city.

82 If the head of Alexander is really Hellenistic, it must 
be moved from its original location to the Roman temple, most 
likely as an important memorial of the history of the city.

83 I am referring to the inscription on the base of the local 
statue of Marcus Aurelius, cf. Foerster, Tsafrir 1986.

been unearthed a pedestal of a third century AD 
statue of Perdiccas, the Alexander’s general who 
most likely founded the city.79 Thus, the superb 
colossal Dionysus-like portrait of Alexander the 
Great that was unearthed in Scythopolis/Nysa 
(the modern Bet She’an) probably offers the most 
concrete evidence of this spreading of the imperial 
cult of the Hellenistic rulers (fig. 12). The head was 
discovered on the Acropolis of Scythopolis in the 
south cistern close to the Roman imperial temple 
dedicated to Zeus Akraios. Many finger marble 
fragments of a colossal acrolithic cult statue found 
in the same context suggest that the Alexander 
portrait had been set up in the Roman imperial 
temple.80 The traditional Hellenistic chronology 
of this remarkable example of marble portraiture is 

79 Stewart 1993, pp. 309-310; Cohen 2006, p. 248. 
Aurelios Serenos dedicated the statue of Perdiccas to Agathe 
Tyche, cf. Kraeling 1938, p. 423, no. 137.

80 On the colossal acrolithic statue, cf. Romano 2006, 
no. 93, pp. 191-193; Romano, Fischer 2009, p. 397. 

Figure 11 
Severan bronze coin attributed to Kapitolias and Abila 
(Dahmen 2007)

Figure 12 
Portrait of Alexander the Great (?) from Scythopolis/Nysa 
(Tsafrir 2008)



West & East 245 Monografie, 3

The image of the rulers and the role of the military costume in the Near East from the Hellenistic to the Roman Age

4. The image of the Roman Emperors

It is time to come back to the coin representing the 
Emperor Claudius with two Asmonean princes. It 
differentiates the image of the cuirassed local ruler 
from that of the emperor, dressed in toga during 
a sacrifice88. Hence, one would think that in the 
Imperial Age the need to honor the Roman emper-
ors prompted an extraordinary dissemination of 
the statues wearing the toga, as it was the only ‘true’ 
garment of a Roman citizen. That is not what hap-
pened: the winning costume was still the cuirassed 
one, usually only updated in the new ‘imperial’ 
breastplate version. A few togate statues, perhaps a 
dozen, have been discovered in the Near East,89 and 
only a colossal seated porphyry statue from Caesarea 
Maritima surely belongs to an Emperor, usually 
identified with Hadrian who probably visited the 
town in 130 AD.90 The so-called Jupiter-costume 
was also an exception (see infra). Thus, the military 
image was considered the more effective marker of 
the monarch’s authority and legitimacy.

The importance of the emperor’s image as a sub-
stitute of his real presence helped the dissemi na-
tion of the imperial portraits in the Roman world, 
a phenomenon that quickly developed from the 
Augustan Age. However, in the Near East the 
surviving imperial portraits, although more nume-
rous than those of the Hellenistic rulers, are really 
few, mostly when compared with the neigh boring 
provinces such as Asia, Cyprus, Creta et Cyrenaica 
or Egypt.91 This could be a result of the problematic 
marble supply in the Near East, together with the 
complete disappearance of the bronze sculpture. 
In fact, the epigraphical and literary evidence of 
honorific and cultic imperial statues in public spaces 
or in temples is more abundant.92 Only if we look 

88 Kropp 2013a, pp. 88-89.
89 A list in Weber 2015, p. 577. See also Friedland 

2003, pp. 442-445 on two marble togate statues from the East 
Baths at Gerasa.

90 Goette 1990, p. 155; Skupińska-Løvset 1999, 
pp. 63-64. Cf. Mor 2013, p. 87 on the link with a dedicatory 
inscription to Hadrian.

91 Foerster 2008, p. 77. 
92 Cf. Bru 2011, pp. 204-206. On the Roman portraiture 

in Syria: Skupińska-Løvset 1999. On the Roman imperial 
cult in the Near East, see also Kropp 2009. I mention here e.g. 

Alexander, as in the case of Sadareios, who 
dedicated a basalt altar to the ancestors at Dmeir, 
the ancient Thelsae. Among such images it’s easy 
to identify again a bust of Alexander on one side, 
a Roman client King (Aretas IV?) on the second 
side, a bust of a bearded priest of the imperial cult 
on the third side, and a Roman (Trajan?) on the 
fourth side.84

These images and monuments are a crucial 
expression of the civic life in their urban commu-
nities. Thus, they attest to the very important and 
active role of the cult of the Hellenistic kings, who 
were often honored as founders together with the 
local Tychai, in diffusing the memory of the past 
and in generating the local identities.85 Of course, 
the preservation or the erection of new monuments 
served to transmit the memory of their images, 
while reinforcing the idea that the cuirassed one 
(sometimes contaminated with the new imperial 
models) was the usual schema of the ‘Hellenistic 
ruler’. The choice of the iconography could also 
help answer the question whether these cults are a 
survival from the Hellenistic city life or later Roman 
inventions.86 For example, the revival of the ancient 
‘Macedonian’ custom could suggest a dependence 
on still extant Hellenistic monu ments, in which 
the ancient sovereigns wore it. Then, if there was a 
convergence in the second and third century AD 
between the renewal (or the inven tion) of the cult of 
the Hellenistic rulers and the evolution of the figure 
of the emperor towards the role of an universal 
benefactor, it is true that the iconographies of the 
ancient and new rulers often differed in choosing 
the ‘Macedonian’ custom or the ‘Hellenistic’ 
corselet or the ‘nude’ breastplate (cf. the coins) for 
the Hellenistic kings, and the fully decorated cuirass 
for the Roman emperors (see infra). This distinction 
had to be useful to simultaneously amalgamate and 
subordinate the ancient sovereigns to the new ones.87 

84 Weber 2006, n. 12, p. 32. On a basalt cuirassed bust of 
a Seleukos from Bosra, cf. Weber 2007, p. 49.

85 See Noreña 2015.
86 On this point, cf. Noreña 2015, p. 95.
87 Cf. Millar 1996.
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One of the oldest imperial portraits in the Near 
East was remarkable for its iconography. According 
to Josephus Flavius (Bell.Iud. 1.21.7), between 22 
and 9 BC, Herod the Great erected a temple of 
Augustus and Rome at Caesarea Maritima. Inside 
it, he set up a colossal seated statue of Augustus, who 
was portrayed in the same schema of Phidias’ Zeus 
Olympius, and a colossal statue of Rome inspired 
by the Hera Argiva of Polyclitus. The common 
classical suggestion is consistent with the artistic 
taste of the Augustan Age, but it is likely that the 
statuary types were also influenced by the Herodian 
knowledge of the Greek world, where Augustus’ 
authority was quickly going to be compared to 
the universal sovereignty of Zeus.103 The specific 
reference to the statue of Phidias may also depend 
on the relationship that Herod had with Olympia,104 
where in 12 BC he attended the Olympic Games 
and was appointed as perpetual agonothetes. Then, 
when he returned to Judea, he celebrated the first 
games in honor of Augustus (9 BC) at Caesarea, 
during which the colossal statue of Augustus could 
have presided at his games from his aedes just as 
Zeus did from his temple at Olympia.105 Flavius 
Josephus’ text allows us to reconstruct the image 
of a half-naked princeps sitting on the throne, a 
hypothesis that could be confirmed by the discovery 
in Caesarea of   a colossal nude foot belonging to an 
acrolithic statue compatible with a sitting attitude 
and an Augustan dating.106

The statue of Augustus in Jupiter costume 
was an exception in the Roman portraiture of the 
Syrian region.107 As for the rest, the cuirassed statue 

103 On the statue: Cadario 2016, pp. 222-223. On the 
temple, cf. Kropp 2009, pp. 108-109, 2013a, pp. 323-336.

104 On Herod and Olympia, see also Lo Monaco 2009, 
p. 297.

105 Cf. Cadario 2016, pp. 222-223. Herod was probably 
one of the oriental kings that between 20 and 19 BC vowed 
to complete the Olympieion in Athens. The solid Seleucid 
tradition in the cult of a Zeus Nikephoros might also have 
played an important role in suggesting the Jupiter costume.

106 On the foot, cf. Weber 2008b; Kropp 2013a, p. 325. 
The right foot of Phidias’ cult statue wore the krepides, but in 
the seated portrait the feet are usually nude. Therefore, the 
Augustus’ statue was not a true copy of the Zeus Olympius.

107 It has been suggested that a colossal hip-mantle seated 
statue from Caesarea would belong to a portrait of an emperor, 
cf. Foerster 2008, p. 77.

at the surviving portraits, the evidence decreases.93 
There is only a Julio-Claudian head, found at 
Berytus and perhaps representing Germanicus.94 
No portrait of the Flavian dynasty survives.95 Only 
in the second century there are more extant official 
portraits: the famous bronze torso of Hadrian from 
Tel Shalem and the cuirassed statue of Lucius Verus 
from Seleukeia Pieria, a debated portrait of Hadrian 
from Shuweifat in Lebanon,96 a fragmentary bronze 
portrait of Antoninus Pious from Arsameia,97 two 
portraits of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus from 
Qasr al-Bint (Petra),98 a second head of Marcus from 
Gerasa,99 a rare bust of Pertinax from Antioch,100 a 
portrait of Septimius Severus from Tyrus,101 and a 
portrait of Philip the Arab from his Philippoupolis.102 
However, I do not want to produce a catalogue of 
the Roman imperial portraiture in the Near East. 
Instead, my intention is to identify which statuary 
types were used for the Roman emperors. 

the Julio-Claudian group erected in the temple of Bel at Palmyra 
(AE, 1933, no. 204; on a statue-base of Hadrian: Seyrig 1939, 
p. 321, no. 25), the Flavian statues from the temple of Jupiter 
Heliopolitanus at Baalbek or the famous statue of Hadrian next 
to Jupiter in the Capitolium of Aelia Capitolina (Eck 2008, 
pp. 280-282). In his Chronographia Malalas refers to statues 
of many Emperors erected in Syrian cities (Caesar, Augustus, 
Tiberius, Vespasian, Hadrian, Commodus), cf. Moffatt 
2006, p. 100.

93 Bru 2011, pp. 206-218.
94 Bru 2011, p. 207; Weber 2015, pp. 578-579.
95 The identification of a portrait from the temple C of 

Hatra with Trajan (Toynbee 1972) seems implausible (cf. 
the earrings) also because Hatra politically was always on the 
Parthian side during the second century.  

96 Skupińska-Løvset 1999, pp. 62-63. On the 
Antinous’ head from Claudia Leucas: Weber 2015, p. 578.

97 Skupińska-Løvset 1999, pp. 64-65.
98 Fittschen 2010, pp. 38-41; Bru 2011, p. 212. 

The link of the group with the Parthian war is revealed by an 
inscription too. On the wrong identification with Aelius Verus 
of the portrait of Lucius, cf. Kreikenbom, Weber 2002.

99 Skupińska-Løvset 1999, pp. 68-69; Bru 2011, 
p. 211. The portrait could have been sculpted by a local 
workshop, cf. Zanker 1983, pp. 39-40. Two fragmented 
(cuirassed?) limestone statues of Lucius and Marcus were found 
in the North Theatre, cf. Seigne, Agusta-Boularot 2005, 
pp. 349-350.

100 Brinkerhoff 1970, n. 1, pp. 7-13 (and, see n. 
2, pp. 13-19, for a reworked bust of an emperor, perhaps 
Gordianus III).

101 Bru 2011, pp. 213-216.
102 Balty 1990; Skupińska-Løvset 1999, pp. 107-

111; Bru 2011, pp. 216-218.
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chronology. The use of the Luna marble, rare in 
the Near East, implies that the patron brought 
the stone from overseas or ordered the statue to 
an Italian workshop. In fact, the fringed pteryges 
are very similar to those of the cuirassed statue of a 
summus vir from the forum Augusti.110 Therefore, 
it is probable that Herod himself, who had surely 
seen the new imperial cuirassed statues in Italy, 
commissioned the colossus. Finally, the finding of 
the monument outside the temple could suggest its 
location in the pronaos’ area, but the big size (the 
height of the torso is ca. 240 cm, so the statue could 
be about 3 m high) points to identify it as the cultic 
statue of Augustus himself (fig. 13a).111 A over life-
sized torso from Caesarea Maritima (fig. 13: b) 

110 Rinaldi Tufi 1981, n. 5, p. 75.
111 Fischer 1998, p. 159, no. 182 (with a Severan 

chronology); p. 249 on marble; Laube 2006, pp. 135-136; 
n. 59, p. 235; Weber 2008b, pp 258-262; Bru 2011, 
pp. 206-207; Cadario 2016, p. 227. On the temple and the 
nearby Herod’s Palace, cf. Kropp 2009, pp. 103-107, 2013a, 
pp. 317-322.

prevailed, as indeed it did, more or less, everywhere 
in the Greek provinces.108 In the near East, however, 
we can observe a first phase, corresponding to 
the Augustan and Julio-Claudian Age, in which 
the cuirassed statues, although influenced by the 
Western ones, were not fully decorated, and wore 
a nude breastplate with two rows of pteryges very 
similar to the ancient Hellenistic strip cuirass. Then 
in the second century, began the spread of the true 
Roman ‘mixed’ cuirassed marble statue, with the 
fully decorated anatomical breastplate and two or 
three rows of semicircular and fringed pteryges.109 

The colossus found near the entrance of the 
Samarias’ Kaesareion, built by Herod between 27 
and 4 BC, is probably the oldest surviving cuirassed 
‘Roman’ statue in the region. The choice of the 
‘naked’ breastplate with two rows of fringed pteryges 
and the workmanship recommend an Augustan 

108 Cf. Skupińska-Løvset 1999, pp. 241-243.
109 It is the cuirassed statuary-type studied in Stemmer 

1978.

Figure 13
a. Cuirassed statue from Samaria (Cadario 2016); b. Cuirassed statue from Caesarea (Cadario 2004);
c. Cuirassed statue from Berytus (Lauffray 1944/45)
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an emperor from the Naxian temple of Dionysos, 
and in Italy, as in the statue of Germanicus from 
Amelia.115 This affinity shows that the influence 
of the new Western cuirassed types (cf. also the 
presence of the Gryphons and the racemes under 
the cingulum) reached the Near East through the 
mediation of the Greek ateliers. However, only in 
the statue from Berytus the cloak covers entirely 
the center of the cuirass, moving the decoration on 
the sides. This very unusual adaptation of the model 
recommends for the first time a local workshop. 

Those statues from Caesarea and Beirut most 
likely portrayed Roman emperors, but the identifi-
cation with local client kings cannot entirely ruled 
out. Later, in the second century AD, when the 
im portation of marble sculpture in the region 
strongly increased, the presence of cuirassed stat-
ues intensified too. This spread was also consistent 
with the ongoing growth of the role of the mili-

115 On the statue from Naxos: Cadario 2016, pp. 229-
230. The use of the cingulum as a surface on which the Gryphon 
stands is also visible on the Julio-Claudian cuirassed statues 
from Tenos (Cadario 2004, pp. 295-304). On the statue 
of Germanicus: M. Cadario in Ritratti 2011, pp. 228-229; 
Pollini 2017.

wears a breastplate with large shoulder straps, belt, 
double cingulum and two rows of fringed pteryges. 
The comparison with a Corinthian torso and with 
the Drusus Minor’s statue from Sulcis suggests an 
Augustan or Julio-Claudian chronology, and the use 
of Pentelic marble evokes an Athenian workshop.112 
A third contemporary cuirassed statue was found in 
Berytus, probably not far from the theater built by 
Agrippa I around the middle of the first century AD 
(fig. 13: c).113 It wears the Hellenistic strip cuirass 
with two rows of fringed pteryges, the cingulum and 
the cloak tied on the right shoulder.114 However, 
the insertion of a figurative decoration on the sides 
of the corselet (a standing Gryphon on both sides 
and a Victory erecting a trophy only on the left 
side) is very peculiar (fig. 14). A decoration rarely 
appeared in the same place in the imperial cuirassed 
statues produced in Greece, as in the cult image of 

112 On Caesarea’s cuirassed statue: Fischer 1998, no. 
132, p. 146 (first quarter of second century AD); p. 249 on 
marble analysis; Cadario 2004, pp. 214-215; Laube 2006, 
p. 116; 228, no. 10 (Augustan age). On the statue of Drusus 
Minor, cf. M. Cadario in Ritratti 2011, p. 227.

113 Lauffray 1944/45, p. 76.
114 Vermeule 1959, n. 59A, p. 42.

Figure 14 
Sketch of the left side decoration 
(Vermeule 1959)

Figure 15 
Cuirassed bronze torso of Hadrian from Tel Shalem 
(Gergel 1991)
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explain the existing anoma lies.118 The breastplate 
iconography is atypical, but some images of hero-
ic battles were used to celebrate the Eastern im-
perial victories in second-century provincial his-
torical reliefs, as in the case of the so-called Lucius 
Verus Ephesian Altar.119 Therefore, the battle scene 
could symbolically allude to one of the victories of 
Hadrian over the Jews: in fact, at the beginning 
of his rule, he resolved the uprising that ended 
Trajan’s Parthian campaign, and between 135-136 
AD he repressed the Bar-Kokhba rebellion.120  

118 Cf. Salcuni 2014.
119 Cf. Oberleitner 2009; Fuchs 2009.
120 Hadrian used the Hierapytna (marble) Type to 

celebrate his first success, cf. Karanastasis 2012-2013. 
However, in the same fort in 130 or 136 AD a monumental 
arch was erected to commemorate a visit of the Emperor, cf. 
Eck, Foerster 1999 (136 AD); Mor 2013 (130 AD); 
Cimadomo, Di Franco, La Paglia 2019 (130 AD).

tary image in the Roman imperial portraiture. A 
bronze statue of Hadrian, now visible at the Israel 
Museum in Jerusalem, was found in the territory 
of Scythopolis, in the Roman fort of Tel Shalem, 
where a vexillatio of a Roman Legio was based. The 
statue represents Hadrian in his Rollockenfrisur 
type created in 119 or 121 AD (fig. 15).116 The 
torso, wearing a cui rass decorated with an unusu-
al depiction of six nude warriors, was interpreted 
by Richard Gergel as a Hellenistic trophy reused 
as a body for the Roman Emperor statue.117 I disa-
gree with this hypo thesis, because in a bronze stat-
ue, practical and technical motivations can also 

116 Evers 1994, pp. 239-240. 
117 See Gergel 1991. On the statue see also Laube 2006, 

168-170, n. 66; Rabe 2008, 145-146; Ojeda 2011, 79, n. 68; 
Cimadomo, Di Franco, La Paglia 2019.

Figure 16
a. Cuirassed statue from Amman (Stemmer 1978); b. Cuirassed statue from Beirut (Stemmer 1978);
c. Cuirassed statue of Lucius Verus from Seleucia Pieria (Meinscher 2003)
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is a good copy of the IVth Lucius’ portrait-type. 
The breastplate decoration shows two Gryphons 
converging towards a kneeling naked figure, who 
wears a panther- or lion-skin. The composition and 
the gestures imply that it was a scene of Gryphons 
worshipping Dionysus as a God of vegetation.126 The 
fact that Gryphons were considered to be living at 
the ends of the world suggests that the iconography 
would celebrate the universal extension of the 
imperial victories and especially the Eastern wars. 
Therefore, after his Parthian victory, Lucius Verus, 
who assumed the new victory titles Parthicus 
Maximus, Medicus and Armeniacus, was probably 
celebrated as domitor Orientis and new Dionysus in 
a very important and ‘strategic’ supply-port for the 
military campaigns in the East.127

Then, three statues attest to the circulation in 
the region of the most representative second-cen-
tury cuirassed statue-type — the ‘Aphrodisias’ 
— in which two facing antithetic Gryphons 
were partially covered by the cingulum knotted 
at the waist.128 The first one was discovered at 
Scythopolis (Bet Shean), where it was reused as a 
building stone.129 The presence of an eagle hold-
ing a thunderbolt under the belt130 suggests the 
identification of an Emperor of the second half 
of the second century, probably Marcus Aurelius, 
who was also honored with a base on the city tem-
ple’s stairway (fig. 17: a).131 The second statue is 

126 On the identification with Herakles, cf. Wood 2016, 
who rightly contested the identification of the god as Sabazios. 
However, the young god worshipped by the Gryphons could 
be only Dionysus. Herakles had no connection with the 
Gryphons, and Dionysus is often exploited to celebrate the 
Eastern wars. In fact, the emperors who could have ‘used’ this 
cuirassed statue-type, i.e. (Divus) Trajan, Hadrian and Lucius 
Verus, were all victors over the Parthians.

127 Bru 2011, pp. 211-212; Ojeda 2013, p. 50.
128 On the type, see Cadario 2004, pp. 357-371.
129 Fischer 1998, pp. 160-161, no. 188; p. 249 on the 

marble from Aphrodisias; Skupińska-Løvset 1999, p. 243; 
Tsafrir, Foerster 1997, p. 129; Foerster 2008, p. 77, 
fig. 8; Tsafrir 2008, pp. 134-135. The statue was larger than 
life-size and the use of the drill is heavy.

130 For a list of cuirassed statues representing the eagle 
in the same position under the cingulum, cf. M. Cadario in 
Equilibrio 2012, p. 286, no. I.36. Cf. also a cuirassed torso in 
Afyon, see Laube 2006, p. 182, Taf. 73.4.

131 On the base of a statue of Marcus Aurelius: Tsafrir, 
Foerster 1997, p. 97; Eck 2008, p. 283.

In this case, the emperor’s visit to Scythopolis in 
130 AD could be the best opportunity to erect the 
statue, and the figurative program could be elabo-
rated locally to celebrate Hadrian himself.121

Thus, two statues, found in the theater of 
Amman and in the colonnade street of Tyrus, docu-
ment the adoption in the Near East of the so-called 
‘Hierapytna Type’, the most common cuirassed 
schema of the Hadrianic Age, whose archetype was 
probably produced in Greece before 124, when 
Hadrian himself visited Athens.122 Only the statue 
from the Amman Theater (fig. 16: a) reproduced the 
common Greek version of this decorative program, 
which, combining the Roman Wolf and an image of 
Athena flanked by an owl and the snake Erichtonios, 
wishes to reinforce the philhellene attitude of the 
Emperor.123 The different decoration of the Tyrian 
statue, in which the personification of Virtus dressed 
in an Amazonian costume replaced Athena, (as in 
the similar statue of Hadrian from Knossos),124 puts 
more emphasis on the Romanitas of the honored 
instead (fig. 16: b). In any case, the two statues were 
probably works of a Greek atelier and imported as 
a fully finished product to represent the Roman 
emperor (i.e. Hadrian or Antoninus Pius). 

The colossal marble statue of Lucius Verus 
found at Seleucia Pieria is part of a different group 
of cuirassed statues that was produced in the second 
century AD, and circulated both in the western and 
eastern part of the Empire (fig. 16: c).125 The head 

121 Cf. Cimadomo, Di Franco, La Paglia 2019 on 
the connection between Hadrian and the city of Scythopolis.

122 On the cuirassed type, see Gergel 2004; Cavalieri, 
Jousseret 2009; Karanastasis 2012/2013; Cadario 
2014.

123 Gergel 2004, p. 400; Bergmann 2010, pp. 259-260, 
no. 1; Karanastasis 2012-2013, p. 365, no. 20. The renovation 
of Philadelphia’s theater under Antoninus Pius leaves open the 
possibility that the statue had portrayed Hadrian as Divus in a 
dynastic group or Antoninus Pius wearing the ‘Hadrian’s cuirass’ 
as in the Nymphaeum of Herodes Atticus at Olympia.

124 Gergel 2004, pp. 388-389; Bru 2006, pp. 382-387; 
Bergmann 2010, pp. 233-235; 271-2, no. 12; Karanastasis 
2012-2013, p. 365, no. 21. On a new portrait of Hadrian found 
in Berytus: Bru 2011, p. 211. 

125 Skupińska-Løvset 1999, pp. 70-71; Meischner 
2003. On the portrait-type: Fittschen 2010, p. 40. On the 
cuirassed statue-type, cf. Cadario 2004, pp. 375-377; Ojeda 
2013, 2014; Wood 2016. Cuirassed statues from Rome, Sessa 
Aurunca, Perge, Side and Seleucia share the same figurative 
decoration.
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tury AD chronology, when the Severan dynasty 
was renovating the town.133 

A marble colossal cuirassed statue was found at 
Tell Fekherye in Upper Mesopotamia.134 It wears 
the cingulum on an undecorated breastplate, and 
the form of the pterygion (cf. the shoulders, with a 
first row of semicircular pteryges on the usual fringed 
strips) suggests a Severan chronology.135 This is co he-
rent with the upgrade of the city to a Roman colo-
ny (Septimia Rhesaina) under Septimius Severus,136 

133 Vermeule 1964, p. 108, no. 286A; Fischer 1998, 
p. 137, no. 101; Schloen 2008, pp. 144-145. For a similar 
cuirassed statue, cf. Vermeule 1980, p. 35, no. 85 (Marcus 
Aurelius or Lucius Verus in Sabratha).

134 Bonatz, Kuhne, Mahmoud 1998, no. 132, 
pp. 144-145; Hulínek 2017, p. 76, fig. 1.

135 I mention e.g. the third-century cuirassed statue of a 
consularis Daciae from Apulum, cf. Noelke 2012, pp. 427-428. 
The image of Macrinus could have inspired its bearded portrait.

136 On the use of the title of Roman colony and the 
veteran settlement: Pollard 2000, pp. 273-274, 290. On the 
pterygion, cf. the statue of Septimius Severus from Alexandria, 

now displayed in the Museum of Tartus, and 
was most likely found in a nearby ancient city 
(Marathos or Arados). It reproduces the usual 
schema of the Aphrodisias Type, with the cloak 
fastened on the right shoulder, and was probably 
imported in the second half of the second century 
to represent an emperor (fig. 17: b).132 A third co-
lossal headless statue could be of the same type. It 
was discovered in a building of Ascalon and then 
destroyed in 1815, but a drawing of the statue, 
made by C.L. Meryon, survives. It shows an ae-
gis in the upper part of the breastplate and two 
Gryphons facing a candelabrum under the belt 
knotted at the waist. This decoration was em-
ployed in the late Antonine Age, but the semicir-
cular form of the first row of the pteryges on the 
shoulders could also indicate an early third cen-

132 The use of the Parian marble suggests that the statue 
was produced by a Greek workshop, cf. Wielgosz 2011/2012, 
p. 13. Cf. Noelke 2012, p. 470, note 402. In the vicinity of 
Tartus there was also the ancient city of Arados.

Figure 17
a. Cuirassed statue from Scythopolis (Foerster 2008); b. Cuirassed statue in the Museum of Tartus 
(Wielgosz 2011/2012); c. Cuirassed statue from Tell Fekherye (Bonatz, Kuhne, Mahmoud 1998)
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(fig. 17: c) and with the identification of Septimius 
himself or Caracalla (the size suggests an emperor), 
who both visited the region during their Parthian 
wars.137 The statue wears the greaves, a very rare 
attire in the military image, probably due to the 
impact of Mars Ultor iconography on the borders 
of the Empire,138 but their floral decoration also 
denotes an influence of the local tradition of the 
basalt sculptures. Finally but not least important, 
a marble circular plinth with a palm tree support 
belonging to a cuirassed statue of Philippus the Arab 
was discovered in the baths of his Philippopolis.139

Therefore, those marble cuirassed portraits 
prove the diffusion and the standardization in the 
Near East of the same ‘Western’ marble statuary 
types used in the rest of the Roman Empire, 
but there is also a small group of very inte resting 
cuirassed statues in basalt or limestone that 
document the work of local ateliers.140 They often 
show both the prestige of the military ‘imperial’ 
costume and the local interpretation of the official 
model, as it can be seen in the design of the cingulum 
and pteryges in the statues found at Souweida 
(fig. 18: b) and Bosra, and almost en tirely in the 
rich but inorganic acanthus orna ment applied to 
a torso now in the Damascus Museum (fig. 18: a).141 
An undecorated life-size li me  stone cuirassed torso, 
discovered in 1871 in Eleutheropolis, only seems 
closer to the Roman model. It probably belongs to 

a Severan statue now in Detroit and the relief representing 
Caracalla now in Warsaw, cf. Vermeule 1980, pp. 24-25, 
no. 271A e F5A and p. 36, no. 91. See also Vermeule 1964, 
pp. 108-109, no. 297A on a statue of Caracalla.

137 Cf. Palermo 2012, pp. 114-117.
138 On the spread of Mars Ultor image in the Roman Em-

pire, cf. Noelke 2012. Only a Julio-Claudian cuirassed statue 
found in the theater of Vicenza wears greaves, cf. Cadario 
2004, p. 162.

139 Wielgotz, Degryse 2008. On the portrait cf. Bru 
2006, pp. 389-391.

140 The same phenomenon has been recognized in many 
cuirassed statues found in the Rhenish and Danube provinces, 
cf. Noelke 2012. I mention here the statue from Alba Iulia.

141 Skupińska-Løvset 1999, pp. 227-228. Stemmer 
1978, p. 26, II 8; p. 53, IV 18. On Suweida, see also Bolelli 
1991, no. 7.22 e no. 7.23, p. 136. On Bosra, cf. Diebner1982, 
no. 22-23, p. 61; Weber 2007, p. 50. Cf. also Noelke 2012, 
p. 470. In the Museum of Hama there is a cuirassed marble 
statue with two rows of fringeless pteryges that it is quite 
different from the usual Roman imperial model.

Figure 18
a. Cuirassed torso in the Damascus Museum 
(Stemmer 1978)
b. Cuirassed statue from al Suweida 
(Bolelli 1991)
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that for the Hellenistic kings the cuirassed image 
had quickly become a very effective symbol 
of authority. It continued to be so in Roman 
times, because the emperor could not give up 
the military costume that in the Near East was 
so intrinsically linked to the iconography of the 
ruler himself. There were just a few exceptions 
to this choice, often for specific reasons, as 
in the case of the statue in Jupiter-custom at 
Caesarea, when Herod carefully selected the 
statuary-type to celebrate the divine nature of 
Augustus. Or in the case of the Asmonean coin 
representing an image of Claudius dressed in 
toga, because the garment was useful to highlight 
his Romanitas in contrast with the ‘Greekness’ 
of the cuirassed dynasts. However, the Imperial 
Age gradually introduced also a ‘new’ element, 
the fully decorated cuirassed statue that had been 
elaborated in the Augustan Rome. This ‘Roman’ 
model was not immediately accepted and also went 
through the intermediation of the Greek provinces 
(and ateliers), but in the second century the 
statuary-types used in the Near East (cf. the Lucius 
Verus’ statue from Seleucia and the spread of the 
‘Aphrodisias’ type) were often the same used in the 
western provinces as well (only the ‘Hierapytna’ 
type was typical of the ‘Greek’ part of the Empire). 
In this way, the fully decorated breastplate became 
the best option to build a distinct and prestigious 
‘Roman’ iconography of power that also managed 
to subordinate the cuirassed Hellenistic kings to 
the image of the new rulers.144 

144 Only in the later imperial coinage we can observe 
an ambiguity in the identification of a Hellenistic ruler or a 
Roman emperor, because both wore a similar naked breastplate, 
but in the more elaborated monuments the presence of a more 
complex decoration than the Gorgoneion alone was an exclusive 
quality of the imperial portraits.

the Severan age,142 and wears a cloak on the ‘nude’ 
cuirass, a cingulum knotted in front, a single row of 
semicircular tabs and a row of long fringed pteryges. 
The statue could be erected after the re-founding of 
the ancient Bethogabra as Lucia Septimia Severiana 
Eleutheropolis.143 The re-foundation of cities was 
evidently often accompanied by the dedication 
of cuirassed statues to the Emperors involved in 
the decision.

To conclude, looking at the image-making of the 
Hellenistic and Roman Ruler in the Near East from 
a long-term perspective, we can indeed highlight 
the importance of both the ethnic identity, usually 
expressed by the dress code, and the high status of 
the cuirassed image. Firstly, it is clear that there were 
various purposes for the costume: juxtaposing the 
different ethnic garments when, as for Antiochos 
I of Commagene, the aim was to distinguish the 
ancestral heritages of the sovereign; or combining 
them, when the audience was potentially diffe-
rentiated, as e.g. in Alexander’s Sarcophagus or 
in the relief of Dura representing Seleucus with 
the earrings. As for the cuirassed image, it was the 
most successful costume in Hellenistic and Roman 
times. In the Near East the ruler had always been 
portrayed as a victorious commander. Alexander 
brought in the region a new military habitus, which 
was immediately treated as distinct from the local 
tradition, and consciously used to emphasize the 
Greek identity. In fact, the ancestors from Nemrut 
Dağ, the portraits of the local dynasts and the 
iconography of the ‘cuirassed gods’ all demonstrate 

142 Vermeule 1959-60, p. 68, no. 288; Fischer 1998, 
no. 159, p. 151; Zissu, Ecker 2014, p. 294. After the Bar-
Kokhba revolt Roman soldiers occupied the site.

143 The statue is probably lost. For a drawing cf. 
Clermont-Ganneau 1896, p. 441. 
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Abstract

The position of shrines in antiquity was a consequence of a complex relationship between human, deity and 
landscape. The study of the interaction among these three elements can open up further interpretation of rural 
sanctuaries. Based on these observations, this essay aims to emphasize the interaction between rural places of 
worship and their landscape, in order to trace the phenomenon of ‘caravanserai-sanctuaries’ in the Levant from 
their origin, particularly during Roman times.
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pilgrims to Sinai.5 In Phoenicia, in contrast, the so-
called ‘Syrian temple’ seemed to expand also into 
rural areas, including the Qadbuon Temple (ninth 
century BC), which is located in a remote part of the 
Syrian coastal mountains near Qadmous village.6 
Excavations at Qadbuon have yet to reveal the nature 
of the settlement at the site or its development 
through the centuries (fig. 1).7 However, the ruins 
of a large tower behind the northern side of the 
temple could indicate a defensive structure from an 
undetermined period. Although uncertain because 
of the lack of stratigraphic study and archaeological 
finds, categorization of the Qadbuon site as a 
‘border or caravanserai temple’ is a possibility 
because of its strategic location on the ancient road 
between the Gab plain and the Phoenician coast. 
Kuntillet ‘Ajrud and Qadbuon could be the origins 
of places of commerce and religion that arose in 
rural areas, and which played an important role in 
the connection networks between urban centers.

5 Since its discovery, extraordinary documentation of 
this small settlement has aroused great curiosity within the 
scientific community, who continue to discuss the original 
function of this complex. Many scholars have suggested 
that the building served as a way-station or caravanserai (e.g. 
Dever 1990, p. 140), sanctuary-caravanserai (e.g. Oggiano 
2005, pp. 130-136) or remote religious center inhabited by a 
community of priests (e.g. Meshel 2012, pp. 65-69).

6 The sanctuary has a trapezoidal-shaped cella with 
a high platform at the back, which is preceded by a tripartite 
vestibule, i.e. three rooms that connect to each other and have 
their own entrance (Bounni 1997, pp. 779-782). The plan of 
the temple coincides with the stele of Ball discovered at the site, 
which dates back to the eighth century BC (cf. Bounni 1991, 
Abou Assaf 1992).

7 According to Bounni, the Greco-Roman architectural 
elements found in the temple suggest that it was still in use 
during that period, and the stele of Ball was conserved in Roman 
favissa; cf. Bounni 1997, pp. 779-780. As the archeological 
finds from the excavations have not yet been studied, it is 
not possible to test Bounni’s thesis, and the presence of some 
Roman architectural elements cannot attest the continuity of 
religious activity in the building. In addition, there is another 
temple at the site located on the lower terrace, which seems 
to have a classical layout. According to Bounni, the temple 
(11.8 × 9.3 m) was (re)constructed in the Roman period and 
has pronaos and naòs with adyton in the back wall, cf. Bounni 
1997, p. 778. Our survey of the site has not revealed any Roman 
architectural elements in the area around the second temple; 
instead we note several spaces beside the eastern side, which 
could be associated with this temple. We are still ignorant of 
the chronology of the site, especially in the lower terrace, and 
the dating to the Roman time of the second temple is still 
doubtful.

The definition of space as sacred came from human 
reflection on landscape in which the divinities 
de mon strated their own supernatural capacity 
through various ‘miraculous’ manifestations. The 
concept of the sacred therefore indicated not only 
the place of worship, but also the divinities them-
selves who were anchored strongly to the place 
from which they took names and epithets.1 If such 
a notion of ‘sacralization’ was generally at the origin 
of the foundations of shrines, particularly in the 
Levant’ s rural areas the development of those places 
depended on concrete factors which are related 
not only to the religious practices, but also to the 
socio-economic growth of their territories.2 These 
factors would have determined the location of some 
rural sanctuaries in relation to the landscape and 
the connecting roadways since their appearance in 
the first millennium BC, and they would also have 
influenced the architectural style and organization 
of sacred spaces.

1. Iron Age temples and trade routes

The growth of trade routes in isolated Levant terri-
tories between the ninth and seventh centuries BC 
favored the appearance of a particular phenomenon, 
which Oggiano called ‘frontier’ or ‘border sanctua-
ries’.3 A well-preserved example of these sanctuaries 
is the site of Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, which is located along 
the roadway between Rafah on the Mediterranean 
and the Aqaba Gulf in the Red Sea in northern 
Sinai.4 The site consists of a quadrated building 
22 × 13 m with four towers at the corners, and 
includes storehouses and rooms with stone 
benches for ritual activities. Although it was built 
according to a fortress plan, it did not function as 
such. Archaeological evidence shows that Kuntillet 
‘Ajrud was likely a fortified and isolated religious 
center that served travelers and caravans drivers, or 

1 There are many examples; for more on this theme, see 
Ahmad 2015, pp. 7-10.

2 Cults practiced at rivers and streams, springs or 
cave springs, especially those which had specific geological 
characteristics were well known in antiquity.

3 Oggiano 2005, pp. 124-125.
4 Meshel, Goren 2012, p. 11-59.
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2. Hellenistic rural sanctuaries

Despite scarce evidence from the Hellenistic period, 
it is possible to trace a certain continuity in the 
relationship between rural temples and trade routes, 
as is the case of Qasrawet in northwestern Sinai. It 
constituted a Nabatean administrative, commercial 
and religious center and served as a station for 
caravans on their way to the Gulf of Suez from the 
second century BC.9 In the Levant, the village of 
Oumm el-Amed (Hammoun), 20 km south of Tyre, 

9 The site includes two Nabatean temples and several 
structures which were identified as ordinary dwellings or pri-
vate houses, and which can be found in other Nabatean cara-
vanserai, cf. Oren 1982, pp. 206-208.

In the following centuries (eighth and seventh BC), 
ru ral places of worship in Phoenicia underwent a 
remarkable change and transformed into rural and 
collective religious centers linked to the nearest 
urban centers. It is undeniable that temples such 
as Amrit, Ain el Hayat and Bostan el-Sheikh were 
constructed near certain landscape contexts (e.g. 
springs), which were considered sacred due to 
their extraordinary and miraculous features. Their 
original architecture created a collective rural shrine, 
where the political, socio-economic and religious 
dimensions intersected along the Phoenician 
coastal road.8

8 About Amrit cf. Oggiano 2014, p. 203. About 
Bostan el-Sheikh cf. Stucky 2005.

Figure 1
The upper temple 
at Qadbuon 
(after Bounni 1997, 
p. 785, fig. 5).
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Lebanon’s rural landscape. Maritime cities and 
trade routes were subjected to several attacks 
by these brigands, who were entrenched in the 
mountains until their fortress was destroyed by the 
Roman army.11 Although evidence of an Ituraean 
‘fortresses’ is scarce, the spatial organization is 
rather reminiscent of the category of Iron Age 
border sanctuaries, where some places of worship 
were incorporated into fortified buildings.12

11 Strabo recounted that Pompey destroyed the Ituraean 
fortresses in Mountain Lebanon and liberated some cities on 
the coast. Str. xVI, 2, 18. On the Ituraean nomadic life, cf. Jo. 
BJ xV, 344-348; Aliquot 1999-2003, p. 208.

12 This was the case for Qalaat el-Hoson (16 km east 
of Batrun). It was built between the end of second century BC 
and the end of the first century AD on top of a rough mountain 
dominating the el-Gouz valley. The site has three main sectors, 
each with a central courtyard surrounded by rectangular 
rooms. An open religious space (altar-platform) was located in 
the highest part. Several votive altars and other architectural 
elements were recently found there. E. Renan was the first scholar 
to suggest attribution of this site to the Ituraean ‘fortresses’, cf. 
Renan 1864, p. 253; see also the recent research on the site in: 
Ghanimé-Marion 2007, pp. 108, 112-117, 138.

occupied a dominant terrace on the coastal plain on 
the Tyre roadway. Hammoun had two temples that 
adopted the Hellenistic architectural style, of which 
Milikashtar’s was raised at the center of a temenos 
surrounded by various spaces (Fig. 2). According 
to excavators, the structures located on the lower 
terrace adjacent to the western side of this sanctuary 
could have belonged to a caravanserai associated 
with it. Indeed, this building has a separate structure, 
which seems to have a courtyard surrounded 
by several rooms. The location of Milikashtar’s 
temple on the southwest edge of the village near 
the coastal road, plus its layout with more than 
30 rooms suggests that it played an important role 
as a collective cultural and commercial exchange 
center that provided hospitality for travelers and 
animals in their caravans in an associated building 
– the ‘caravanserai’.10 During the late Hellenistic 
period, the political scenario changed and the 
Ituraean brigand phenomenon strongly influenced 

10 Dunand, Duru 1962, pp. 54-56, 80-81.

Figure 2
Milikashtar’s 
sanctuary at 
Oumm el-Amed- 
(after Dunand, 
Duru 1962, pl. 90)
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network between the inner plains and the coastal 
towns through villages, shrines and imperial forests. 
The most well-known example comes from the 
Afqa-Yanouh valley, where some famous sanctuaries 
and villages were located. This area contains many 
Greek-Latin inscriptions, which indicate clearly the 
demarcation between the Afqa sanctuary property 
and those of Hadrian’s forests.15 In addition, some 
others indicate Roman road network planning from 
the Domitian period onwards, such as that of the 
Aquora path, which linked the Afqa-Yanouh valley 
to the Bekka plain.16

Compared to rural settlements, the study of sa-
cred landscape — alongside epigraphic and archi-
tectural evidence — generally classifies rural sanctuar-
ies into two main types based on their location.17 The 
first refers to village temples, or those that were built 
within clusters of rural settlements. The second type 
includes many temples located on terraces of slopes 
or surrounding hills near to villages. We could add a 
further few isolated temples to these two categories, 
which seem to be contemporary with the growth of 
the dense road network between rural territories and 
cities, assuming a socio-economic as well as religious 
value. Would this type be a new rural configuration 
of sanctuaries-caravanserai in Roman times? The top-
ographic analysis of the sacred landscape and the or-
ganization of the architectural spaces of Wadi Mousa 
in Lebanon and Hoson Sulaiman (Baitokaike) in the 
Bargylus could answer this question. These sites have 
particular structures, which could be identified as not 
only ritual spaces but also buildings for ‘hospitality 
services’ and bazaar-caravanserai sanctuaries.

3.1 Sanctuaries with ‘hospitality services’

The Wadi Mousa site is located at the crossroads 
bet ween Abou Mousa’s stream and the river Nahr 
Mousa, which flows into the sea at the Roman town 
Orthosia a few kilometers north of Tripoli. The site 

15 For the properties of Afqa sanctuary, cf. Gatier et 
Al. 2004, pp. 203-204. For the imperial forest inscriptions, 
cf. Breton 1980; Abdul-Nour 2001; Gèze, Abdul-Nour 
2006.

16 Renan 1864, pp. 303-304.
17 Cf. Aliquot 2009, p. 109.

3. New rural configuration of Roman 
Phoenicia

The rural areas saw a remarkable growth in places 
of worship in the coastal ring mountains during 
the Roman period. Such prosperity would have 
reflected the demographic and cultural influence 
of the Ituraeans, who integrated gradually into the 
new Roman province. On the other hand, it has 
been noted that these places of worship expanded 
into landscapes where many villages and hamlets 
were already located near natural resources. 
Janouh in Lebanon maybe a good example of the 
relationship between sanctuaries and villages, in 
which some Roman villages were located on the 
wooded slopes and transhumance areas, where some 
streams flow into the lower part of a valley and feed 
the river Adonis (today Nahr Ibrahim).13 All Syrian 
coastal range mountains appear to be mosaics of 
small, diverse and localized microclimates, where 
vast variations coexisted and changed forms among 
themselves. The region was subjected to new rural 
configurations that appeared within the new 
cultivation of terraces, with vertical transhumance 
on the high summits and forestry activities. It 
was a gradual change that is clearly revealed in 
the abandonment of brigandage at the el-Hoson 
fortress, which was contemporary with the growth 
of the adjacent el-Gouz valley with some villages and 
shrines: the village of Douma, sanctuary of Hardine 
and Hadrian’s forest confines.14

The line between the appearance of places of 
worship and the new rural configurations with se-
veral economic activities occurs clearly in the deli-
mitation of cultural, private or imperial pro perties 
in rural areas, for example the demar cation of 
Hadrian’s forests. In this sense, it would be possible 
to distinguish the old properties and trace a dense 

13 About the geo-archaeological and prospection study in 
the valley of Janouh, cf. Gatier et Al. 2002, pp. 230-234.

14 Renan mentioned some Roman tombs of Douma, 
including that of Castor who was a priest of Asclepius and Hygie 
probably from the nearby sanctuary of Ain Akrin, Aliquot 
2009, pp. 157-158; Renan 1864, pp. 255-256. For the Roman 
sanctuary of Hardin see Yasmine 2009, pp. 124-134. Some 
Latin inscriptions attested the confines of Hadrian’s fortress at 
north Douma village, cf. Renan 1864, p. 256; Breton 1980, 
n° 5132, Abdul-Nour 2001, pp. 78-80.
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Diodota, an ex-vote for the lord's health, has built 
a shelter, which includes banquet room, annexed 
porch and cistern, cutting into the rock inside 
the sanctuary and consecrated in the eighth of 
Dystros of year 495’19

Tallon identified these rock-cut spaces in situ, where 
he recognized ruins of the complex enclosure within 
a cistern and a niche for a divine image.20 The shelter 
βαίτην can be identified within the complex of three 
cut-rock spaces on the summit of the promontory 
(fig. 3). The eastern one probably constituted the 
banquet room with benches στιβάς, which was 
paved with mosaic and had a small niche to display 
the religious symbols. As the remains of their bases 
showed, the adjacent room has a porch στοᾷ made 
of at least three columns. While the inscription 
does not indicate the western space, it could have 
been a service room (kitchen and / or warehouse). 
Rey-Coquais emphasized that the rooms were built 
within a sacred space, which is delimited by a simple 
‘barrier’ ἕρχους τοῦ ἱεροῦ. Therefore, he suggested 
that it was a sanctuary in which ritual spaces were 
normally constructed.21 In fact, according to the 

19 Rey-Coquais 1972, pp. 85-89; SEG 26, 1652.
20 Tallon 1972, pp. 111-116.
21 Rey-Coquais 1972, pp. 90-91.

constituted an extended promontory on the south-
ern side of the river, on whose lower part (300 m 
a.s.l.) a small temple in antis (12.73 × 6.50 m) was 
built.18 Another complex domi nated the top of 
the promontory (about 390 m a.s.l.), where an 
inscription was found beside a small niche. The 
inscription indicates the construction of some rock-
cut spaces: banquet room, portico and cistern, which 
a certain Diogenes offered in AD 184 (according to 
the Seleucid Era):

ὑπὲρ σωτηρίας Καίσαρος
Μάρκου Αὐρηλίου Ἀντωνείνου

Σεβαστοῦ τοῦ χυρίου Διογένης Χορ[η]γίου
[ἅ]μα Διοδότᾳ συμβίῳ εὐξάμενοι ὑπὲρ ὑ-
γείας τοῦ χυρίου χαὶ ἑαυτῶν τὴν βαίτην

τὴν σὺν τῇ ἐν αὐτῇ στιβάδι χαὶ τῇ πρὸς ταύ-
τῃ χειμένῃ στοᾷ χαὶ τῷ λάχχῳ χατεσχεύ[α]-

σαν ἐχτεμόντες τὴν πέτραν ταύτην
διεχούσαν μέχρι τοῦ ἕρχους τοῦ ἱεροῦ
χαὶ ἀφιέρωσαν ὀγδόῃ Δύστρου τοῦ

πέμπτου ϙυ ἔτους

‘For the salvation of Emperor Cesare Marcus 
Aurelius Antonius Augustus (Commodus), the 
lord, Diogenes son of Choregios, with his wife 

18 Tallon 1972, pp. 117-119, fig. 4.

Figure 3.
Wadi Mousa sanctuary (after Tallon 1972, fig. 2)
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organization of the spaces in Wadi Mousa into two 
separated areas does not appear as a Greco-Roman 
sanctuary, which usually includes the cella/temple 
inside the temenos. However, the in antis temple is 
considered the main religious building of the site, 
while the complex on the promontory seems to be 
an open refuge space for travelers / pilgrims, where 
the divinity offered protection, housing and food. 
It looks like a ‘caravanserai-sanctuary’: a delimited 
sacred space, in which the shelter of Diogenes served 
as a function for travelers as well, rather than just for 
religious activities. Of course, the development of 
this place coincided with new Roman configuration 
of the rural landscape, in which some places of 
worship, such as Hoson Sfire, became famous reli-
gious and pilgrimage centers.

3.2 Sanctuaries and market-caravanserai

The place of worship at Baetokaike (modern Hoson 
Sulaiman) is located in a high valley at the source 
of the river al-Gamqa, 35 km from the Syrian coast 
(Phoenicia) and in the direction of the ancient city 
of Aradus. It is around 20 km from Raphanea on 
the eastern side, where the Roman III Gallica legion 
was stationed in the second and third centuries AD. 
During the Seleucid period, the sanctuary obtained 
a series of privileges, which were later confirmed by 
Roman emperors and engraved on a block of the 
sanctuary propylaeum. These privileges included, in 
addition to the property of the village, the possibility 
of ope rating markets that traded in agricultural 
produce, animals and slaves twice monthly, and 
which were exempt from paying taxes.25

The site consists of two complexes and other 
worshipping monuments, including a sacellum and 
aedicule, which likely date back to second century 
AD. The archaeological and epigraphic evidence 
attri butes the site to second century BC.26 The first 
complex is a sanctuary typical of Roman Syria: a 

Hoson Sfire, there is another Roman temple in the modern 
village of Sfire: Aliquot 2009, p. 224, fig. 123.

25 IGLS VII, 4028 in particular l. 26-27 (Rey-Coquais 
1970).

26 For the new chronological study of the site, see Ahmad 
2018, pp. 45-47.

epigraphic and archaeological evidence, the banquet 
room, porticoes and cisterns were widespread in 
Syrian Roman sanctuaries.22 However, the position 
of the site and the distribution of its buildings 
on two terraces seem to suggest other functions. 
Firstly, the sacred landscape constitutes a forested 
area surrounded by steep, rough slopes, which are 
devoid of any clusters of dwellings or cultivation. 
Therefore, the development of this place of worship 
was instead related to the road network, which 
connected the coastal towns and Mount Lebanon’s 
rural sites. In fact, a geo-archaeological study of the 
landscape in this part of northern Lebanon suggests 
that the el-Bared/Abou Mousa valley allowed easier 
access from Orthosia into Lebanon, particularly in 
the direction of Sir-el-Dnaiya valley, where some 
Roman villages and rural sanctuaries were found.23 
The site of Wadi Mousa was located along this 
valley-road, 18 km from Orthosia, and could serve 
the travelers or pilgrims reaching the Hoson Sfire 
religious complex, 8.5 km to the south.24 In addition, 

22 Cf. Aliquot 2009, p. 110.
23 Orthosia is located at the modern Ard Artous (Nahr 

el-Bared Palestinian refugee camp). The Phoenician site was 
already known in the list of El-Amarna, cf. Dussaud 1927, 
pp. 78-79). The small town does not seem to be included in 
the Ituraean territories between the end of the first century 
BC and the first half of the first century AD, cf. Aliquot 
2009, p. 55. The city issued coins from 90/98 BC using the 
Seleucid era, with a phase of interruption between the reign of 
Nero and the Severan age cf. Burnet, Amando, Ripollés 
1992, pp. 644-645. Recently a Lebanese archaeological mission 
excavated on the site and confirmed that the Roman town 
extended on the lower part of the Tell, like the case of the 
nearby Roman town of Arqa.

24 Hoson Sfire is located on the southeastern slopes 
of a rocky spur of Qornet Hoson el-Atiq (1346 m a.s.l.), and 
dominates over vast cultivated terraces. It is an architectural 
complex that consists of three sacred areas occupying the 
southeast corner of the spur. Two modest ‘hypaethral monu-
ments’ were built on the two highest terraces, which could 
be attributed to the early Roman period. The third sacred 
area occupied the lowest terrace at 1240 m a.s.l., where three 
religious buildings were erected over time. The oldest was 
a monument similar to those on other terraces, which was 
delimi ted by an enclosure wall around AD 212. In the early 
Roman period, an Ionic in antis temple was built oriented 
to the east in the middle of the terrace. Beside this temple, 
another large pseudo-peripteros hexastyle peristyle was raised 
around CE 283-284, oriented to east facing the ‘columnar 
monument’, cf. Krencker, Zschietzschmann 1938, 
pp. 20-34, figs. 34-54, pl. 12-18, 117-118; Collart, Coupel 
1977, pp. 75-76 (column monument); Yon 2009, pp. 189-206 
(chronology and epigraph of monuments). At 1.2 km from 
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general points. The two monuments on the east 
and north sides of the enclosure are both 10 m 
wide, which leads to the suggestion of symmetry 
in the spatial organization, which would have 
developed in relation to the in antis temple 
axis (16 m) rather than the main entrance. We 
note that all distances between monuments and 
entrances along the wall of the enclosure are equal: 
the first between the main door and the temple 
on the southern facade, the second between the 
southwestern corner of the complex and the wall 
parallel to the southern façade, the third between 
the latter and the rectangular structure, and the 

large temenos in which an Ionic temple was raised 
beside an altar-tower. The other complex, situated 
58 m northwest of the sanctuary, is in the form of a 
square forum-market in which an exedra, U-shaped 
structure and small temple were built (Fig. 4). The 
southern side of the complex is characterized by 
a façade with a series of windows, and has two 
entrances allowing access to the complex. Recent 
research confirms that originally the area included 
only the in antis temple (probably dated to first 
century AD), which was incorporated in the 
enclosure and remained accessible from outside. 
Planimetric analysis allows us to make some 

Figure 4
The complex of Baitokaike 
(Hoson Sulaiman) 
(after Dabbour, Tholbecq 
2009, fig. 1).
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‘sanctuaries-caravanserai’ or ‘caravan stations’, as 
Freyberger suggested.30 Their layout, which had 
large temenoi and with which wide squares-markets 
were associated, seems to be characteristic of urban 
sanctuaries rather than of those rural sanctuaries, 
which do not have archaeological or epigraphic 
evidence of hosting markets nor commercial 
infrastructure.31 On the other hand, the location 
of some places of worship on the desert fringes 
has more to do with the dynamic relationship 
between different rural landscapes in terms of 
religious, political and social life, rather than with 
the trade networks. This is the case with the Sahr 
site, which is located on the northeast edge of Laja 
(Thrachonitis), 7 km east of the ancient Roman 
settlement Mismieh.32 The isolated location of 
the site, sitting in the middle of a lava field, access 
difficulties and the absence of resources limited the 
product exchange as well as the relationship with 
the trade routes. These factors suggest that Sahr 
was, instead, a seasonal tribal center of worship 
where only temporary religious festivals took place.

However, some sites could provide a direct rela-
tionship between worship places and trade routes, 
which would attest to the phenomenon of the 
caravan-station sanctuaries.

30 Freyberger 1998, p. 109.
31 E.g. the worship place of Sheikh Barakat is located 

near the crossroads of the main two roads in northern 
Syria: Antiochiae-Aleppo (east-west) and Apamea-Cyrrhus 
(north-south). The plan of the Roman sanctuary does not 
seem to have additional structures associated with a quadrate 
enclosure (68 m) within a temple in the center of the temenos, 
cf. Tchalenko 1973, pp. 116-127.

32 The site was the subject of an American expedition 
at the beginning of last century that recognized only two 
structures: a sanctuary with a Nabatean plan and a theatre on its 
west side constituting a Nabatean sanctuary, cf. Butler 1919, 
pp. 441-446. Recent fieldwork has identified more than 80 small 
unit-buildings and three cisterns in an area c. 500 m around the 
religious centre. These units constitute small room(s) extending 
around a delimited courtyard Dentzer-Feydy et Al. 2017, 
pp. 179-235. Two main types of rooms can be distinguished: 
most examples are rectangular or T-shaped with archways 
(iwan type?) or U-shaped with porticoes. Both types were 
furnished with several niches in the walls. Their features are 
completely different from those of the domestic architecture 
in southern Syria, cf e.g. Kalos 1997, p. 972. The function 
of these structures has been interpreted as banquet rooms and 
meeting halls that can be compared with the architectural type 
of banquet rooms in the Ancient Near East, Dentzer-Feydy 
et Al. 2017, pp. 246-251.

fourth between the northwest corner and the 
exedra. According to this planimetric view, the 
exedra and U-shaped monument will be precisely 
on the axis of a courtyard, and we could imagine 
a symmetric closed space along the eastern side of 
the complex. Our limited surveys in situ provided 
some interesting archaeological finds, including 
amphorae and cooking pots, which suggest do mestic 
activities in this area.27 The market men tio ned in the 
inscription of privileges could have taken place in 
this complex, especially on its south ern side, where 
there is a depiction of a man holding amphorae.28 
The small complex of Baetokaike could be a cara-
van serai-bazaar with shops, storehouses and dor-
mi tories for merchants, pilgrims, travelers and 
others, who continuously frequented the site along 
the road between Aradus and the coast on one side, 
and the Gab plain and Raphanea on the other.

3.3 Caravan networks in inner Roman Levant

One of the inner Levant’s salient features is its 
dense road network, where those of the Nabataean 
and Palmyrene caravans imposed evident influence 
on the landscape. The increase in trade in the area 
from the first century AD onwards had a big 
effect on rural development and the foundation of 
numerous agricultural settlements in the Hauran 
and Arabia. In fact, the area around Petra included 
villages or hamlets which constituted water-
points, fortress-caravanserai, road-heads and rural 
agricultural settlements, and which were in close 
contact with the trade routes.29 It is undeniable 
that there was a connection between the Levant 
sanctuaries (most ly urban) and economic-trade 
activities, where mar kets took place alongside or 
within their enclo sures, often accompanied by 
religious festivals. How ever, not all extra-urban 
sanctuaries along the main roads can be called 

27 Ahmad 2018, pp. 30, 47-48.
28 Ertel, Freyberger 2008, p. 750 (wine shops and 

magazines); Freyberger 2004, p. 36. Other scholars attribute 
to the southern side of the complex a function related to the 
pilgrims’ services: hosting, dormitories and care: Dabbur, 
Tholbecq 2009, p. 213; or banquets: Fani 2004-2005, 
pp. 107-109.

29 Zayadine 1992, p. 226.



West & East 268 Monografie, 3

tarek ahmad 

4. Conclusion

The origin of sanctuaries-caravanserai could be 
attributed to the caravanserai-fortresses them-
selves, which would be sited along the trade routes 
in isolated and border areas. It is notable that this 
category developed during the Hellenistic period 
in structures associated with rural sanctuaries, a 
phenomenon that was widespread in Roman times. 
In fact, the new Roman configuration, especially in 
rural areas, and the appearance of ‘caravans-cities’ 
with dense road networks were clearly reflected 
in the increased number of rural sanctuaries, 
which played a prominent part in economic-
trade activities as well as the main religious role. 
The Roman categories of this phenomenon were 
esta blished according to their architectural struc-
tures and the spatial organization related to sup-
porting trade activity and hospitality services for 
travelers and caravans. Finally, we should re mem-
ber that our current state of knowledge is limited 
to some rural sanctuaries, which show clear epi-
graphic and archaeological evidence. Many others 
would have played a primary role in serving their 
rural community rather than by developing such 
a caravanserai phenomenon, in spite of their stra-
tegic location on the main or secondary com mu-
nication routes.

3.4 Sanctuary-caravan station

This category can be better observed in Arabia, e.g. at 
Sabrah which is located 6.5 km south of Petra. It is 
a hamlet extending along both banks of the narrow 
valley of Wadi Sabra, which forms a natural route 
toward the Nabatean capital. Sabrah includes several 
rock-cut buildings and a hydraulic system powered 
by a perennial spring that gives life to a small oasis. 
The sanctuary dominates on the right bank of the 
site and constitutes a quadrangular temenos (35 × 40 
m) surrounded by porticos and crypto-porticos, with 
several associated structures: baths on the southern 
side, an industrial area on the southeast plus a possible 
Roman garrison.33 On the valley’s left bank is a rock-
cut theatre with water facilities: an aqueduct and 
channels. On the opposite side, a quadrangular space 
c. 23 × 12 m including several perpendicular walls and 
perhaps an isolated courtyard structure which could 
be interpreted as a possible caravanserai.34 Tholbecq’s 
survey concluded that Sabra was a religious center 
where religious festivals took place associated with 
major fairs and commercial activities. The location of 
the site on one of the main natural access routes to 
Petra and the additional commercial and industrial 
spaces suggest that Sabra was a sanctuary caravan-
station, which proved security, religious and various 
other services related to trade.

33 Tholbecq 2016, pp. 285-287, fig. 5; Lindner 1982, 
p. 158.

34 Tholbecq 2016, pp. 288-292.
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Abstract

Southeastern Anatolia was one of the regions in which the Roman and Eastern empires fought for centuries 
for supremacy. In the fourth century CE, the Roman/Sasanian border shifted from the Euphrates River to 
the Tigris River: the upper Tigris River valley was thus embedded in the Eastern Roman frontier between the 
Roman and Sasanian empires. Changes in settlement patterns during the Late Antique period seem to confirm 
the limit of Roman control to the area West of the Batman River, one of the tributaries of the Tigris River in 
its upper course. The integration of new and legacy archaeological data available for this borderland may help 
in better understanding of local rural landscape and enable an analysis of the relationship between imperialism 
and the organization of borderlands.
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digitised and geo-referenced, but must be pre-
pared, and often manipulated, before they can be 
used in a digital environment».4 Their use for new 
landscape archaeological research has been widely 
considered in Mediterranean archaeology5 in the 
last few decades and recently in Near Eastern as 
well.6 When evaluating the current state of evi-
dence for the upper Tigris River valley, clear diffi-
culties connected both to the research methods 
and the quality of the documentation have to be 
confronted: the surveys and excavations in question 
were undertaken in different periods, using diffe-
rent investigative methodologies for varying objec-
tives. This heterogeneous data was harmonized and 
managed through the creation of a geodatabase. 
The legacy data digitization was carried out with a 
diachronic perspective on the basis that changing 
landscapes can be clearly understood only through 
the longue durèe perspective. The resulting dataset 
provided a vivid image of settlement patterns in 
the valley especially for the transition from third to 
fourth centuries.

Legacy data for the region consists of survey 
and excavation results of projects carried out in the 
region throughout the twentieth century (fig. 1). 
Archaeological research in the region started at a 
relatively late date – in 1963 with a joint study by 
Istanbul University and the University of Chicago 
under the directorship of H. Çambel and R.J. 
Braidwood.7

In 1989, with the construction of a series of 
dams on the Turkish upper course of the Tigris, 
G. Algaze became involved in the reconnaissance 
of the Ilısu dam inundation zone. The survey areas 

4 Allison 2008, p. 10.
5 Witcher 2008; Witcher, Craven 2012.
6 For northern Mesopotamia, see Foietta 2018 on 

Hatra and its territory; Palermo 2019 for the region during 
the Roman period.

7 Benedict 1980. For earlier descriptions see Taylor 
1865; Maunsell 1901; Bell 1924; in his third volume of 
Eastern Turkey: An Architectural and Archaeological Survey 
(1989) T.A. Sinclair provided a valuable knowledge of the 
upper Tigris region and its roads, bridges, fortifications 
and other architecture dated to the first millennium AD; 
his detailed description of the numerous Roman and Late 
Roman cities, monuments and buildings established a basis 
for further topo graphical research, especially for the Medieval 
and Ottoman period.

1. Introduction

This article focuses on the Roman landscape of 
the upper Tigris River valley, the area located in 
Southeastern Turkey between the modern town of 
Bismil and the Cizre-Silopi plain: in the first half 
of the first millennium the region was a contested 
frontier zone between the Roman and eastern 
(Arsacids then Sasanian) empires. Focusing on the 
changes in settlement patterns may contribute to 
describing the dynamic between the presence of the 
Roman army in the borderlands and its effects on 
the local landscapes. The upper Tigris river region 
lies at a crucial intersection between Anatolia and 
Mesopotamia. Located between the Caucasus, the 
Syrian-Iraqi border, south-eastern Anatolia and 
western Iran, the region was affected by the relations 
between many North-South and East-West focused 
political forces throughthe millennia.1 Due to its 
position, at the end of the first millennium BC 
Roman influence in the region was pervasive and 
expanding toward the East; throughout the first 
half of the first millennium AD the landscape in the 
upper Tigris river valley was intensively shaped by 
its nature as borderland, to go by historical sources 
and archaeological data.2 

2. Legacy data for new landscapes 
research in Eastern Turkey

To examine these issues the range of legacy data 
from published archaeological projects available 
for the region was analyzed.3 The term legacy data 
«essentially means that these data are not already 

1 Marro 2004, pp. 91-92: throughout millennia, 
the region has been the stage of «ceaseless struggle between 
western-focused and eastern-focused political entities since 
at least the foundation of the Seleucid Kingdom in 312 
BC. Occasionally, it has also been the stage of fierce conflict 
between southern-focused and northern focused polities, 
whether it be at the beginning of the first millennium BC, 
between the Neo-Assyrian Empire and the Urartu Kingdom, 
or at the end of the first millennium AD between Byzantium 
and the Arab Caliphate».

2 All dates AD unless otherwise specified.
3 For a reassessment of legacy data for the upper Tigris 

region see Brancato 2017. See also Brancato 2016, 2018.
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excavated by Turkish and foreign teams.12 Diffi-
culties have arisen in evaluating the current state 
of the archaeological evidence for the upper Tigris 
region: the survey data on Roman, Late Roman 
and Byzantine sites was amassed by a plethora of 
distinct survey projects undertaken in different 
periods, employing different methodologies and 
still not fully published. However, as D. Kennedy 
highlighted in 1996 «surveys have well-known 
limitations, some of which can be diminished by 
selective excavation»13. With all this in mind, the 
desirability of connecting the vast amount of legacy 
with historical sources and excavation data in order 
to get a better understanding of the local landscape 
in the first half of the first millennium was clear.14 

Schwartz, Ur 2008; Ökse, Görmüş, Atay 2011; Ökse 
2013a, 2013b; Parker, Creekmore 2002; Ur, Hammer 
2009; Velibeyoğlu et Al. 2002.

12 Tuna 2011, p. 304. 
13 Kennedy 1996.
14 After J.B. Ward-Perkins (1966), research on the 

Eastern Roman frontiers became highly developed: see Luttwak 

covered the lands running between the town of 
Bismil, located at the confluence of the Batman 
River to the Tigris, and the Cizre Silopi plain, en-
com passing the Garzan and the Botan River basins.8 
Algaze’s team traced numerous Roman sites, some 
of which were rightly interpreted as elements of the 
Late Roman defences along the Tigris River.9 

Archaeological research in the upper Tigris 
area resumed in 1997, coordinated by the Middle 
East Technical University of Ankara (METU-
TAÇDAM). The Ilısu Dam Project’s aim was to 
record each archaeological site that would be sub-
merged by the reservoir.10 In the thirty years since, 
more than 700 archaeological sites have been 
recorded,11 from which thirty were selected to be 

8 Algaze 1989; Algaze, Rosenberg 1991; Algaze 
et Al. 1991; Algaze, Hammer, Parker 2012.

9 Algaze et Al. 1991, p. 191. 
10 Tuna 2011, p. 309. For the Ilısu Dam Project see 

Tuna, Doonan 2011 and related references. 
11 Ay 2001; Barin, Akin, Sahin 2004; Benedict 

1980; Erim-Özdoğan, Sarialtun 2011; Laneri, 

Figure 1
Turkey, survey projects carried out in the upper Tigris River valley
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244, when the young emperor Gordian III (238-244) 
died in northern Mesopotamia, and his successor 
Philip the Arab (244-249) concluded a shameful 
peace with Šapur I (240-272).21 In 296-298, Galerius 
inflicted a crushing defeat on the Sasanian army led 
by King Narseh.22 

The resulting treaty between Romans and 
Sasanians was based on Diocletian and Galerius’s 
desire to repair the territorial losses, which they not 
only succeeded in doing, but also (re)gained some 
further territories:23 the Romans gained control 
of the Sophanene, which at the time encompassed 
Amida/ Diyarbakır, Nisibis, Singara and Bezabde, 
and the Ingilene.24 Sasanians and Romans agreed 
that the Trans-Tigritane provinces were to be held 
by the Romans and that the River Tigris would be 
the boundary.25 Therefore, Diocletian planned new 
fortifications at Amida and started the construction 
of roads within the region.26 

In the fourth century, the upper Tigris River valley 
region was part of the Roman empire:27 Constantius 
II (337-361) built or restored several fortresses 
in the region – namely Amida, Tille, Cepha and 
Bezabde – in order to ensure the permanence of the 
frontier and to minimize the chances of a successful 
Sasanian attack.28 Ammianus says Amida was a very 
small city before Constantius’ works in 348.29 After 

21 Res Gestae Divi Saporis, 3-4. Roman sources ignored the 
Battle of Misiche (Fallujah, Iraq), and indicate that Gordian III 
died at Zaitha (modern Qalat es Salihiyah); Eutr., 9, 2; Amm. 
Marc., 23, 5, 7-8; Zos., 3, 14, 2. 

22 Lactant., De mort. pers., 9, 5-8.
23 Res Gestae Divi Saporis, 3-4; Dignas, Winter 2007, 

p. 22.
24 Yorulmaz 2014, p. 32; Kaçar 2008, p. 13.
25 Amm., 25, 7, 9. Winter 1989, p. 555; Blockley 

1992, pp. 5-6; Mazza 2005, p. 30. 
26 Millar 1993, p. 180; Marciak 2014a, n. 174; 

Hellenistic and Roman sources do not mention the city 
until Constantinus, and Ptolemy does not mention it at all: 
for the ancient topography of Amida see Assénat, Perez 
2012; Assénat, Perez 2016. For the Strata Diocletiana see 
Dignas, Winter 2007, pp. 31-32.

27 Sinclair 1989, p. 365.
28 Butcher 2003, p. 62; Lightfoot 1986, pp. 509-

521; Dignas, Winter 2007, p. 33. For more on the 
identification of Bezabde, see Algaze et Al. 2012, pp. 42-45; 
Lightfoot 1983, and references. 

29 Amm. Marc., 18.9.1: «civitas perquam brevis». As 
argued by M. Marciak (2014a, n. 174), it follows that Amida 

3. The historical context

The shifting of the Roman frontiers east to the 
Euphrates was a result of the campaigns led by the 
emperor Septimius Severus.15 His Parthian Wars 
(195-198) resulted in the institution of the new 
provinces of Osrhoene and Mesopotamia, as well as 
the creation of two new legions to garrison them.16 
The province of Mesopotamia marched to the North 
with Sophanene and Arzanene, at the time counted 
among the Trans-Tigritane Provinces.17 Located in 
the upper Tigris River valley, their territories were 
divided by the Nymphius river, the Roman name of 
the Batman.18

In the third century, after the overthrow of 
Arsacid power, the Roman Empire had to deal 
with the Sasanian dynasty.19 After a long phase of 
hostilities, the peace treaty of 298-299 was very 
unfavourable to the Sasanians: the Romans assumed 
complete sway over Mesopotamia, Armenia and 
Iberia.20 Rome had lost its influence in Armenia in 

1976; French, Lightfoot 1989; Isaac 1992; Hanson 
1989, pp. 55-63; Brun, van der Leeuw, Whittaker 1994, 
Kennedy 1996; Ferril 1991; Wheeler 1993; Millar 
1996. For an overview on the Byzantine ancient sources see 
Greatrex, Lieu 2002.

15 Cass. Dio, 60, 16. Regarding the military policy 
of Septimius Severus, see Smith 1972. For an overview of 
frontier studies of the Roman Empire see Mazza 2005. For 
the Euphrates River as border between Roman and Eastern 
empires see Mitford 2018; see also Chapot 1907; Mazza 
2005; Edwell 2013.

16 Cass. Dio, 60, 24; Smith 1972, pp. 485-487.
17 The Trans-Tigritane Provinces were political entities 

lying on the bank of the Tigris River, Arzanene, Intelene, 
Sophene, Sophanene, Carduene and Zabdicene: Sophanene 
and Arzanene played an important role in the history of the 
border dispute between Rome and Persia and experienced 
regular interaction with both sides over the course of events; 
although Sophanene is always considered under the Roman 
hegemony, it is not completely clear that the Roman boundary 
was ever on the eastern edge of Arzanene because it was given 
up to the Persians after the border arrangements in 363 AD; 
for more see see Williams 1829, 276-280; Lightfoot 
1982; Sinclair 1989, p. 366; Nicholson 2018b, p. 140; for 
Sophene, Gordyene, and Adiabene see Marciak 2017.

18 Procop., Aed. 3, 1.
19 The hostile attitude of Ardašır I to Rome was based 

on a claim for all territories that had once belonged to his 
Achaemenid ancestors; see Edwell 2012, p. 1; Dignas, 
Winter 2007, p. 18.

20 Drijver 2008, pp. 446-447; Edwell 2012, p. 3.
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The eastern frontier of the Byzantine Empire 
was consolidated under Anastasius I (491-518), as a 
consequence of the siege of Amida (502-503), 40 when 
the inhabitants themselves repelled Persian assaults 
for three months before they were finally beaten 
without the assistance of imperial troops.41 The last 
reorganisation of the Eastern frontier from Armenia 
to Syria belongs to the age of Justinian (527-565).42 
In order to strengthen the military organisation of 
the region, Justinian created a magister militum per 
Armeniam: «[…] having examined these matters, 
[he] immediately removed the name of ‘satraps’ from 
the region and stationed two duces, as they are called, 
in these provinces. He joined to them many units of 
Roman soldiers so that they might guard together 
with them the Roman borders».43 The militarization 
of the border undertaken at the time of Justinian 
unavoidably affected the upper Tigris region as well, 
as it was densely covered with a network of Roman 
forts in the sixth century AD.44

4. Military installations and settlement 
in the upper Tigris River valley between 
the first-fourth centuries AD

In the upper Tigris river valley forty-one sites date 
between the first century BC and third century AD, 
a 29% decrease in comparison to the number of sites 
dated to the Hellenistic period (fig. 2).45 Survey site 
attributions for post-Hellenistic occupation are 
difficult. Indeed, Parthian ceramic assemblages are 

40 Greatrex, Lieu 2002, p. 74; Dignas, Winter 
2007, pp. 37-38; Lewin 2008, pp. 82-108.

41 Procop., Pers. 1.7.5-35; Mal., 1234, 51, 147-150. See 
Greatrex, Lieu 2001, p. 62. Before the siege of Amida, the 
Sasanian Kavadh stopped in the upper Tigris River valley, and 
Theodore, satrap of Martyropolis, offered him over two years’ 
worth of taxes from the satrapy of Sophanene see Procop., Aed. 
3, 2, 4-8.

42 Gray 1973, pp. 35-36; Greatrex, Lieu 2002, p. 83.
43 Procop., Aed. 3.1, pp. 27-29. 
44 Marciak 2014a, p. 38; Pizzoccheri, Broilo 

2015, p. 84.
45 Brancato 2017, pp. 74-75. As proposed by M. 

Marciak (2014a, p. 15), the Hellenistic period in the upper 
Tigris river valley ends in 64 BC, when Tigranes the Great lost 
Sophene because of his intervention in the Third Mithridatic 
War between Rome and Mithridates VI, king of Pontus.

its destruction in 359-36030 and the conquest of 
Bezabde,31 Julian (360-363) moved against Šapur II 
in 363. With Julian’s death,32 the campaign ended 
in total defeat: his successor Jovian had no choice 
but to agree to the shameful peace terms dictated by 
Šapur II (309-370), surrendering the conquests made 
by Diocletian, giving up the strategic fortres ses of 
Nisibis and Singara and withdrawing from Armenia.33 
After their loss by the Romans, Amida must have 
profited from the influx of population from Nisibis 
and Singara.34 As observed by M. Mazza, the lands 
West of the confluence of the Nymphius remained 
under the Roman control, while the Sasanians 
acquired the regions East and South of the Tigris.35 
Thus, the eastern portion of the Roman province of 
Mesopotamia established by Galerius and Diocletian 
was lost,36 and South of the Tigris only the fortress 
of Castra Maurorum, east of Nisibis, remained in 
Roman hands.37 After the Sasanian acquisition of 
Nisibis, the new provincial capital became Amida.38 

The boundary between the Romans and 
Sasanians established in 363 did not change signifi-
cantly until the end of the fifth century. For ap-
proximately three centuries, relations between the 
empires were characterized by a long series of hostil-
ities of lower and higher intensity usually labelled as 
the Roman-Sasanian wars (363-638).39 

must have been refounded by Constantius II, as Hellenistic 
and Roman sources do not mention the city before him, and 
Ptolemy does not mention it at all. For the ancient topography 
of Amida see Assénat, Perez 2012; Assénat, Perez 2016.

30 Amm. Marc., 19.7. 
31 Amm. Marc., 20.7.1. Butcher 2003, p. 63. 
32 Amm. Marc., 25.3.1-23. 
33 Amm. Marc., 25.7.9. For more on the treaty between 

Jovian and Šapur II, see Mazza 2005, pp. 132-138, with 
references. Tille/Çattepe was one of the fifteen fortresses ceded 
by the Romans, see Lightfoot 1986, p. 521. The importance 
of Nisibis – orientis firmissimum claustrum – was not only 
strategic but also economic. See Mazza 2005, p. 48, n. 48. For 
Nisibis see Palermo 2014, with references. 

34 Marciak 2014a, pp. 35-36.
35 Mazza 2005, p. 136. 
36 Southern 2001, p. 279.
37 Amm. Marc., 25.7-9; for the identification of Castra 

Maurorum with Rhabdion, see Dilleman 1962, pp. 213-214. 
38 Comfort 2008, p. 272.
39 On the Anastasian wars, see Greatrex, Lieu 2002. 

For a discussion about the role of diplomacy between Byzantine 
and Sasanian empires, see Mazza 2005 and references.
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burnt mudbrick traces in some of the buildings may 
attest. The most remarkable finds from Ilısu Höyük 
are two parade masks – one iron, one bronze – dated 
to the late second or third centuries.51

In 1988, a white limestone altar was recovered 
from Çattepe on the west side of the site (fig. 4).52 
Located in a strategic position, Çattepe/Tille 
stands on a natural peninsula at the confluence of 
the Botan and Tigris rivers called by locals Tilli or 
Til.53 The altar was erected for Zeus Olympius by 
the veteran Antonius Domittianus, bearing a bilin-
gual Aramaic-Greek dedication, one of the rare 
inscriptions from this period in the region: «I, 
Antonius Domittianus, a veteran, set up to Zeus 
Olympius, Lord of the Gods, in accordance with 
my vow».54 As noted by Healey and Lightfoot 
on paleo graphic grounds, both the Greek and the 
Aramaic inscriptions seem to point to a date in the 
late second or early third centuries, immediately 
after Severus’ Parthian Wars.55 As R.E. Smith first 

51 For the final report see Ökse 2017.
52 Algaze 1988, p. 254, fig. 14; Healey, Lightfoot 

1991, p. 1.
53 Algaze 1989, fig. 33; Algaze et Al. 1991, fig. 11: 

20; Algaze 1992, p. 431, fig. 7; Sağlamtimur 2015; 
Sağlamtimur, Türker 2012.

54 According to Healey, Lightfoot 1991, p. 5.
55 The use of Greek as a private language in the Roman 

army in religious dedications is attested at Dura Europos 

characterized by a clear continuity of Hellenistic 
ceramics, and local Roman coarse wares for the 
period are still not clearly known from stratigraphic 
contexts.46

Between the second and third centuries the 
upper Tigris was occupied by the Roman army47 
as a result of Trajan’s Parthian War (115-117) 
when both Armenia and Northern Mesopotamia 
were occupied by the Romans, and again in the 
Severan period (197), when the new province 
of Mesopotamia was created.48 Ilısu Höyük was 
identified within the rescue project led by T. Ökse 
in the Ilısu Dam area.49 The site is located near 
the modern village of Ilısu, precisely where the 
large Ilısu dam has been built. A Roman phase at 
Ilısu Höyük was located north of the mound and 
consisted of regular planned buildings with square 
and rectangular rooms with stone foundation walls 
enclosed by walls including round towers (fig. 3).50 
The settlement was recognized as a Roman castrum, 
abandoned after a fire as the reddish earth color and 

46 Wilkinson, Tucker 1995, p. 104; Algaze, 
Hammer, Parker 2012, pp. 39-40; Palermo 2016, 
pp. 286-289.

47 Ökse, Görmüş 2013, p. 143.
48 Cass. Dio, 68.18-33; 60.16.
49 Ökse 2013b, p. 148.
50 Ökse et Al. 2009, p. 74.

Figure 2
Turkey, upper Tigris River valley, 
histogram of the settlements 
recovered in survey projects 
carried out in the region:
1a: Aceramic Neolithic; 
1b: Ceramic Neolithic; 2: Halaf; 
3: Ubaid; 4: Late Chalcolithic; 
5: EBA; 6: MBA; 7: LBA; 
8a: EIA; 8b: MIA; 9: LIA; 
10: Hellenistic; 11: Parthian/Roman; 
12: Late Roman/Early Byzantine; 
13: Early Islamic; 14: Middle Islamic; 
15: Ottoman
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Figure 3
Turkey, upper Tigris River valley, 
the Roman castrum in the Ilısu Höyük 
archaeological site 
(after Ökse 2017)

Figure 4
Turkey, upper Tigris River valley, 
the altar from Çattepe 
(after Healey, Lightfoot 1991)
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In 363, Cepha – modern Hasankeyf – became the 
base of the prefect of the Legio II Parthica:61 the 
Late Roman phase consisted of monumental struc-
tures belonging to a Roman garrison building:62 

61 Comfort 2008, p. 42. E. Honigmann (1935) 
proposed for Hasankeyf the identification with Σίαι/Sitae 
toponym occurring in Ptolemy (V, 12, 10) as well as in the 
Tabula Peutingeriana (p. xIII, fragm. xI). For the identification 
of Arzen as Tigranocerta see Marciak 2014b, and related 
bibliography.

62 Uluçam 2008, pp. 15-17.

suggested, the legiones I-III Parthicae recruited by 
Septimius Severus in Syria included non-citizen 
recruits: this may explain the Aramaic version of the 
dedication.56 The presence of the altar near to the 
site of Çattepe in the early third century may relate 
to a veteran settlement located near to a Severian 
castrum, as elsewhere attested in the East.57 

5. The Late Roman-Early Byzantine 
period (fourth-sixth Centuries)

In the surveyed areas of the upper Tigris River 
valley, thirty-three sites are assignable to the Late 
Roman period, identified by the presence of 
cooking pot ware and amphorae handles with three 
characteristic grooves (fig. 5).58 The majority of 
the Late Roman sites identified within the surveys 
were small rural settlements and related necropoleis 
located in the Batman district: Late Roman sites 
were mainly located along the edge of the plateau 
or high terraces bordering the western bank of 
the Batman River, their location obviously due to 
defensive purposes.59 East of the Batman river, in the 
Botan river basin and in the Cizre Silopi plain there 
was a different pattern of occupation: Roman sites 
are few in number, although a number of Roman 
bridges were likely in use at the time.60

(Baur, Rostovtzeff 1929, pp. 90-91, H3; 4: 68-71 no. 168; 
9. Baur, Rostovtzeff, Bellinger 1932, pp. 110-111 
n. 971). For the use of the Latin language see Pollard 1996, 
pp. 217-218.

56 Smith 1972, p. 486, n. 28; Healey, Lightfoot 
1991, pp. 6-7.

57 Pollard 1996, p. 220. Regarding the life of the 
veterans at Dura Europos, N. Pollard (1996, 220-221) 
suggested that they were likely involved in the local community 
as prominent individuals. 

58 Algaze, Hammer, Parker 2012, p. 40. The absence 
of Roman ceramics in the preliminary reports of surveys and 
excavations does not allow a description of the local material 
culture at the beginning of the first millennium CE to be made. 

59 Algaze, Hammer, Parker 2012, pp. 42-46; fig. 28, 
nn. 3-16. In 1991 G. Algaze (1991, p. 184) recognized the 
Late Roman period as being one of the most intensive in terms 
of use of the area and he believed that the Middle Bronze Age 
Red Brown Washed Ware was a locally made Late Roman 
pottery.

60 For routes and roads networks in southeastern 
Anatolia see Marro 2004. For Roman bridges and roads in 
upper Mesopotamia see Comfort 2007.

Figure 5
Turkey, upper Tigris River valley, Late Roman/Early 
Byzantine pottery from survey projects
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Figure 6
Turkey, upper Tigris River valley, 
Çattepe in a satellite imagine 
(after Bing maps)

Figure 7
Turkey, upper Tigris River valley, 
Çattepe, northern view of the walls 
(after Sağlamtimur 2015)
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preserved (fig. 7).67 Roman ceramics found on the 
surface on the northern side of Çattepe suggested 
that the site probably also extended to the north 
of the visible Late Roman fortified site,68 but it is 
not possible to date the hypothesized outer town 
to the Roman or Late Roman period on the basis 
of the available data. The excavations brought to 
light the stunning circular tower and the solid 
rectangular towers embedded in the walls. On the 
basis of his analysis of the Notitia Dignitatum,69 
C. Lightfoot identified Çattepe/Tilli as the fort 
where the Equites Pafenses were allocated.70 Roman 
coins discovered during the excavations mostly 
date to the reign of Constantius II (337-361),  

67 Algaze 1989, p. 254; Algaze et Al. 1991, p. 192; 
Sağlamtimur 2015, figs. 2-4. 

68 Velibeyoğlu et Al. 2002, p. 794.
69 Not. Dign., 36, 26. 
70 Lightfoot 1986, p. 518.

fortifications were planned and built by the emperor 
Constantius II (337-361).63 There are some slight 
remains of the Late Roman fortification on the 
citadel at the far end of the plateau, which is cut off 
from the rest of the town by a deep artificial ditch.64 
South of the Medieval bridge, remains of a Roman 
building interpreted as a city gate were uncovered 
in 2005: the structure has four corner blocks of cut 
stone made with an overlay on bedrock.65

The most relevant Late Roman fortress in the 
valley is Çattepe: the fortress was built over a pre-
existing settlement dating to the Roman period 
(fig. 6):66 the western walls – mainly made of black 
basalt and restored in different periods – were 
visible at the time of the survey and were well 

63 Honigmann 1935.
64 Comfort 2008, p. 289.
65 Uluçam 2013, pp. 404-405, fig. 3.
66 Sağlamtimur 2015, p. 10.

Figure 8
Plan of Hendek in the Cizre Silopi Plain (after Algaze, Hammer, Parker 2012)
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The fortification of Semrah Tepe likely dates 
to the time of Justinian’s military reorganization 
of the valley recorded by Prokopius. Identified by 
G. Algaze and his team, the site is located on top 
of a natural ridge of conglomerate overlooking the 
northern reach of the Batman near the crossing 
point at Malabadi.82 The site may consist of an 
Early Byzantine fortified settlement with traces of 
curtain walls studded with towers at intervals: a 
coin found by locals at the site dates to the time of 
Phocas (602-610).83 In his analysis of the Byzantine 
landscape of Sophene, M. Marciak suggests the 
identi fication of Semrah Tepe with the ancient 
Samocharta.84

6. Settlement patterns and rural 
landscape in a frontierland

The use of the Batman and Tigris rivers as border 
between the Roman and Sasanian empires influenced 
the local settlement patterns and population 
density. Sophanene and Arzanene, located in the 
upper Tigris valley, played an important role in the 
history of the border dispute between Rome and 
Persia and experienced regular interaction with both 
sides.85 In the Late Roman-Early Byzantine period 
the major cities were Amida (modern Diyarbakır),86 

Martyropolis (modern Silvan), Tigranokerta87 and 
Cepha (modern Hasankeyf), whose surrounding 
landscape was characterized by a dispersaed pattern 
of small to medium villages (fig. 9). On the basis of 
the last decades of surveys and excavations carried 
out in the area, it seems that between fourth and 
sixth centuries the Bismil-Batman area was sparsely 
inhabited, although due to its position it was one 
of the most contested borderlands of the Eastern 

82 Algaze, Rosenberg 1991, Fig. 2b: 123.
83 Algaze, Rosenberg 1991, p. 141. 
84 Marciak 2014a, p. 38.
85 See also Sinclair 1989, p. 366; for a new analysis 

of North Mesopotamia during the Roman age see Palermo 
2019.

86 For the ancient topography of Amida see Assènat, 
Perez 2016. On Amida’s walls see Diyarbakir Symposium 
2012. For previous research see Sinclair 1989, and references.

87 Marciak 2014b.

and Gallus (351-354).71 If we use them as a terminus 
ante quem for the Roman presence in the site, we 
might infer that the fort was handed over by Jovian 
to the Sasanians in 363 together with the other 15 
fortresses of the ‘Transtigritane provinces’.72

Two Late Roman military installations were 
identified in the Silopi plain, located on the banks of 
the Tigris and Kızıl Su rivers north of the modern 
town of Cizre.73 Fenik is located on the eastern side 
of the river, near the modern village of Damlarya: the 
remains of a Late Roman fortress were founded directly 
over an earlier Hellenistic/Parthian fortification 
identified as Pinaka.74 By the Late Roman period, the 
remains of the old Hellenistic-Parthian fortress were 
incorporated into the large Roman military complex 
that likely extended to the opposite bank of the river as 
well, where Eski Hendek is located.75 Eski Hendek was 
identified at the end of the 1980s for the first time.76 
Oriented to the cardinal points, located on a natural 
rise overlooking the west bank of the river, the site 
consists of a large, square castellum built with a double 
enclosure wall and rounded corner towers (fig. 8).77 On 
the basis of the construction technique, this complex 
appeared to G. Algaze to be similar to other Late 
Roman castles attested else where along the Roman 
frontier in western Asia.78 Coins collected in the fields 
surrounding the fortress date to the time span 312-
360.79 The Eski Hendek ruins were identified by C.S. 
Lightfoot as those of the long-lost Roman fortress city 
of Bezabde,80 which fell to the armies of the Sasanian 
king Shapur II in 360.81

71 Sağlamtimur 2015, p. 15.
72 Amm. Marc., 25, 7, 9; Comfort 2008, 327; 

Marciak 2017; Crow 2018.
73 Algaze, Rosenberg 1991, fig. 8, 2.
74 For the identification of Fenik with Pinaka (Strabo, 

16.1.24) see Algaze, Hammer, Parker 2012, p. 42, fig 9: 
Fenik 14; Algaze 1989, fig. 24.

75 Algaze, Hammer, Parker 2012, p. 43.
76 Algaze 1989.
77 Algaze, Hammer, Parker 2012, figs. 12a-b.
78 For the Late Roman fortifications see Lander 1984; 

Gregory 1996.
79 Söylemez, Lightfoot 1991.
80 Lightfoot 1986; Algaze 1989; Söylemez, 

Lightfoot 1991; Comfort 2008; Algaze, Hammer, 
Parker 2012. For a view on earlier attempts to locate Bezabde/
Phaenicha, see Lightfoot 1983.

81 Amm. Marc., 20.7.1.
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land use.90 Through the fortification program of the 
cities witnessed by Procopius, the Byzantines made 
efforts to secure the farmlands and to protect the 
crossing points that might serve as routes of trade 
and invasion.91 

In the Late Roman period a significant number 
of rural settlements is recorded in the Batman 
River basin, likely related to the available land 
resources: the local pattern of landscape comprises 
small to medium rural villages whose agrarian pro-
duct emer ges from the archaeobotanical evidence 
from the Late Roman levels of Ziyaret Tepe and 
Salat Tepe (fig. 10).92 Further East, within the 

90 Procop., Aed. 2.14-18.
91 Decker 2007, p. 223. 
92 On Salat Tepe see Ökse, Alp 2011, pp. 800-801; for 

the Roman phases at Ziyaret Tepe see Matney et Al. 2015, 
pp. 163-165.

Roman empire. Late Roman-Early Byzantine sites 
are concentrated in the Batman river basin, i.e. 
the southern hinterland of Martyropolis. 88 Due to 
the reforms of Justinian I (527-565), the city was 
fortified and named the capital of the province of 
Fourth Armenia.89 The Byzantine textual evidence 
portrays the valley as a flourishing region, an image 
that seems confirmed by the archaeological data 
which shows an intensification of settlement and 

88 Martyropolis was founded by the bishop Maruthas 
(383-420) who obtained the authority of Yezdegird I (399-421) 
to bring a large number of relics of Christian martyrs back from 
Christian cities located in the Sasanian empire: for more see 
Sinclair 1989, p. 287; Greatrex 2018, with references; for 
an early description of Martyropolis’ city walls, see Gabriel 
1940, pp. 213-220. On the Bishop Maruthas see Drijvers 
2008, p. 445.

89 Procop., Aed., 3.2.

Figure 9
The upper Tigris River valley, the Eastern Roman Frontier between the Roman and Sasanian empires from 363 CE to 
seventh century
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7. Conclusions

The data so far analysed describes the upper Tigris 
River valley in the Late Roman/Early Byzantine 
period not as a whole garrisoned frontier but as 
a complex borderland district. The layout of the 
Roman/Sasanian border is a long-debated issue of 
the ancient topography of the region, and research 
on the local stretch of the limes has traditionally 
been based on the identification of Late Roman 
military installations.96

96 Talbert 2000, TKY, 89 E3; as underlined by B. 
Isaac (1988, pp. 125-126), until the third century AD the 
term limes was not used by Romans to indicate formal military 
and administrative organization, as is usually assumed in the 
modern literature. For an overview on frontier studies see 
Kennedy 1996, pp. 9-24. In fact, in ancient sources the term 
was always used in the sense of ‘military road’: when «limes» 
usually mean boundary, «none of the sources discussed speaks 

Garzan and Botan river basins, rural settlements 
are sparsely recorded. In the Cizre-Silopi plain 
there is less evidence of settlements, probably 
because the region eastwards to the Botan river 
had become a contested no man’s land between 
the warring parties at this time.93 A similar 
demographic decline is reported for the Sasanian 
period in Iraqi northern Jazira: T. Wilkinson and 
D. Tucker observed how «there is clear evidence 
of settlement decline with the abandonment of 
certain areas»,94 a trend observable also in the 
Land of Nineveh Archaeological Project area.95

93 Algaze, Hammer, Parker 2012, pp. 42-46; fig. 28, 
nn. 3-16; Decker 2007, p. 249. 

94 Wilkinson, Tucker 1995, p. 70.
95 Palermo 2016, pp. 289-291.

Figure 10
Late Roman-Early Byzantine sites in the Bismil-Batman area

0 12 km
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Amida and Cepha101. Indeed, the local settlement 
system in the upper Tigris valley must be considered 
in the light of the impact of the foundation of 
Martyropolis in 410, where peasants probably 
took refuge in time of crisis.102 At the same time, 
the local landscape changed thanks to developing 
rural exploitation of the fertile fluvial terraces: the 
new settlement system did not significantly change 
thereafter until the Islamic conquest in 638.103 We 
should therefore explain the strenuous efforts by 
the Byzantine Empire to preserve this portion 
of the eastern frontier not only in defensive 
but economic policy as well. In fact, the upper 
Tigris valley ensured control of the Euphrates 
commercial route and, because of the fertility of its 
terraces, it was probably a strategic granary for the 
Eastern frontier.104

101 Sağlamtimur, Ozan 2018, pp. 25-30; Whiting 
2017, pp. 127-138. 

102 Men., f. 23, 1, 16-43, 23, 6; Joh. Eph., HE, 6,14, 27; Th. 
Sim., 3, 15, 11-12.

103 Drijvers 2008, pp. 441-454, 448. 
104 Isaac 1992, pp. 250-260; Mazza 2005, p. 29; 

Decker 2009; Gregoratti 2013.

 Indeed, since the end of fourth century, the upper 
Tigris River valley was on the fringe of the Roman and 
Sasanian empires, likely divided by a line running along 
the Batman River until its confluence with the Tigris 
after which it followed its course as far as Hendek/
Bezabde, located in the Cizre-Silopi plain.97 The 
Bismil-Batman area was crossed by a major road, the 
one depicted in the Tabula Peutingeriana connecting 
Amida to Isumbo:98 going through the valley in a 
West/North-East direction, its ancient route can be 
inferred on the basis of the ancient Roman bridges 
identified in the valley.99 The rural Late Roman/Early 
Byzantine sites seem to depend on this road, which is 
also represented in H. Kiepert’s map.100 In addition, 
the Tigris and its tributaries were probably part of 
the communications network through which people 
and local agricultural production could converge on  

of it as something constructed or laid out». The change in 
the meaning of limes is dated to the late third and early fourth 
century AD. In its evolution, the term encompassed also the 
use of rivers as borders, as recently observed by P. Edwell (2013, 
p. 206; see also Braund 1996).

97 Mazza 2005, pp. 136-137; Algaze, Hammer, 
Parker 2012, pp. 42-45.

98 P. xIII, f. xI; Amida and Tigranokerta are identified 
with Ad tigrem e Triganocarten, see. Miller 1916, c. 748.

99 Comfort 2017.
100 Kiepert 1855, 1910. For the general overview on 

Roman routes network in the region see Talbert 2000, 
TKY, 89 E3.
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Abstract

Smyrna was founded by Greek colonists; in 132 BC it was incorporated in the Roman province of Asia 
Proconsular, but only during the period of Augustus (27 BC–14 AD) and the Flavian Dinasty (96-192 AD) 
Smyrna became “one of the most beautiful cities in the Empire”, especially after the reconstruction of the city 
ordered by Marcus Aurelius in the third century AD. If it’s possible to see the magnificence of a typical Roman 
city, it’s also true that the majority of the private inscriptions was written in Greek language throughout the 
imperial period: so we can deduce that in Smyrna there was a bilingual population, that used the Latin for 
public institutions and the Greek for the private life. Despite of the lack of information, it’s possible to outline 
that in Smyrna the Roman influence lasted until the seventh century AD, but after the fall of the Roman 
Empire the Greek culture became again dominant. To sum up, we can infer that at a local level, the Roman 
influence was only superficial; in fact the Greek culture turned up until the Middle Age.

Keywords

Asia Minor, Smyrna, Romanization, Turkey, Urban Studies
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Roman culture in a Greek context: 
Smyrna between the first and the fourth century 
AD. Some preliminary observations
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To the current state, also for reasons of brevity, 
the study proposed here can be considered as a 
contibution to a work in fieri: in fact, there are 
many archaeological evidence that are going to be 
discovered and interpreted and that make also the 
conclusions to this paper provisional.

2. Smyrna

The choise to study Smyrna depends on many 
factors: first of all, since the first Greek colonization, 
this city has been placed in a strongly Hellenized 
area, on the border with territories of ancient Lidian 
and Persian traditions. At the same time, the town 
was located in a highly strategic position, especially 
relevant for the eastern part of the Roman Empire.5

According to the classical tradition, Smyrna was 
founded at the beginning of the first millennium 
BC, and in the following centuries it increased 
considerably in importance to such an extent that 
Strabo considered it as the “thirteenth” of the 
Ionian city-states of Asia Minor.6

The stategic position, on the Hermus river, and 
the presence of a sheltered gulf turned the city into 
a powerful mercantile base to penetrate in to the 
territories of Lydia, from the seventh century BC 
onwards. The first settlement was established on the 
Bayraklı hill, although the site was already inhabited 
since the third millennium BC Subsequently, the 
hill was settled until the end of the fourth century 
BC. In this sector of the city the temple dedicated 
to Athena is set, wich was built between the 725 
and the 546 BC and that can be considered the 
most important temple of the archaic period. In 
the same area the following structures were built: a 
monumental fountain of the 630 BC ca; two rows 
of the city wall (the first one of the seventh century 
BC and the second one of the sixth century BC), a 
necropolis of the sixth century BC.7

5 Franco 2005, pp. 373-379; Campanile 2008, 
pp. 489-501.

6 Strabo, xIV, 1, 4: «αὗται μὲν δώδεκα Ἰωνικαὶ πόλεις, 
προσελήφθη δὲ χρόνοις ὕστερον καὶ Σμύρνα εἰς τὸ Ἰωνικὸν 
ἐναγαγόντων Ἐφεσίων: ἦσαν γὰρ αὐτοῖς σύνοικοι τὸ παλαιόν, ἡνίκα 
καὶ Σμύρνα ἐκαλεῖτο ἡ Ἔφεσος».

7 Akurgal E. 1946, pp. 55-71; Akurgal M. 2006, 
pp. 373-382, 2009, pp. 28-31.

1. Introduction

The concept of “Romanization”, in territories 
which were already in relationship with the Greek 
world, has always played a special role in social 
science: in fact, this term has been used to explain 
the way Rome related with local populations, and 
in particular with those territories which were 
characterized by an ancient and rooted Hellenic 
tradition. “Romanize” a Province meant that a 
specific context had to acquire the peculiar elements 
of the Roman culture and civilization, so that Rome 
would be perceived as creator and conservator of the 
universal values of the human civilization.1

The notion of “Romanization” was formally 
introduced at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. Actually, some ancient authors had already 
used this concept from two different points of 
views.2 On the one hand, some of them proposed a 
posi tive evaluation for Romanization as a medium 
of civilization, as was for Aelius Aristides.3 On the 
other hand, Romanization was seen as a brutal sub-
mission, as advanced by Flavius Josephus. Lastly, it 
is worth mentioning in this respect, the Vergilian 
admonition: «tu regere imperio populos, Romane, 
memento / haec tibi erunt artes pacique imponere 
morem / parcere subiectis et debellare superbos».4

With the aim of funding both points of conver-
gence and difference between Greek and Roman 
civilization, we decided to focus our attention on 
the city of Smyrna (modern İzmir). In particular, 
in the first part of this paper, we will consider some 
public buildings related to the monumentalization 
of the town, between the Augustian reform (21 BC) 
and the Severian period (third century DC). In 
fact, in this moment the entire Roman Empire was 
characterized by a cultural revolution, which was 
centered on the mos maiorum. In the second part, 
we will examine some evidence for the daily life, 
especilly inscriptions, both public and private, and 
some literary sources in our possession.

1 Sartre 2004, pp. 309-319; Çağlar 2011, pp. 131-138.
2 Cfr. Churchill 1899; Haverfield 1912; Bryce 

1914; Collingwood 1932.
3 Desideri, Schiavone 2013, pp. 13-24; Bowersock 

2013, pp. 25-38.
4 Verg. Aen., VI, 851-853.
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Figure 1
a) Map of Bayraklı (from Akurgal 2006)
b) Map of the Hellenistic-Roman Smyrna (from Ersoy 2016)
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Eventually, with the beginning of the Byzantine 
period, the so-called “pearl of the Aegean” dimi-
nished its importance, specially the commercial 
one. This led to an era of decline, which culminated 
in the capture of the city by the Turkish Seljuk in 
1076, thus marking the end of the Ancient Age.13

2.1 Research history 

Archaeological research on Smyrna was started 
relatively recently: first investigations were made by 
the French Charles Texier and the Italian engineer 
Luigi Storari in the mid-nineteenth century,14 and 
only between 1932 and 1941 first excavations in 
the area of the Agora were carried out, under the 
supervision of the archaeologists Rudolf Naumann 
and Selâhattin Kantar.15 Starting from the 60s of 
the twentieth century, the investigations of Ekrem 
Akurgal focused mainly on the Bayraklı area.16 
Between 2002 and 2006, excavations in the area of 
the Agora were conducted by Mehmet Taşlialan17 
and from 2007 by Akın Ersoy.18 In addition, there 
are some other archaeologically relevant areas, 
which are still buried or partially excavated, or only 
topographically known.19 Therefore, the Agora 
remains the better explored area of the ancient 
city so far. In the next section, we propose a brief 
description of this area and its main buildings.

2.2 The Agora

In the initial building phase, during the second 
century BC ca, the court area in the Agora have 
been sur rounded by stoai: due to the westernwards 

13 Doğer 2006, pp. 123-144.
14 Cfr. Texier 1842; Storari 1857; Texier 1865; 

Meyer 2008, pp. 273-381.
15 Naumann 1950, pp. 69-114; Cook 1958-59, 

pp. 1-34.
16 Akurgal 1946, pp. 55-71; Bingöl 1976-77, 

pp. 51-70.
17 Taşlialan 2004, pp. 293-308, 2006, pp. 309-361.
18 Ersoy 2017, pp. 1-21.
19 Ersoy 2009b, pp. 1-33. For what concern the theatre 

of the Roman period, the excavation began in 2014 and a 
preliminary note can be find in: Ersoy 2017, pp. 20-21.

After its defeat by the Lydians in the sixth 
century BC, Smyrna began to experience a dark 
period, which ended only with the conquest of the 
area by Alexander the Great in 333 BC and with 
the subsequent refounding of the site further south. 
The new acropolis was located on the Mount Pagos, 
while the rest of the city was settled in the plain and 
on the slopes of the same hill, in perfect connection 
with the harbour. According to ancient authors 
the “new Smyrna” included wide streets arranged 
at right angles (so that we can assume that it was 
applied an Hippodamian urbanistic pattern), and 
the most important of them was the “golden road”.8

In 132 BC the city became part of the Roman 
province of Proconsular Asia: Smyrna engaged 
the famous rivalry with Ephesus, the new capital, 
and Pergamum, for the title of “first city in Asia”.9 
During the Augustian period (27 BC–14 AD) 
and until the end of the Marcus Aurelius era 
(96–180 AD), Smyrna became “one of the most 
beautiful cities in the whole Empire”: especially after 
the reconstruction ordered by Marcus Aurelius and 
thanks to the intercession of Aelius Aristides, soon 
after the 178 AD earthquake.10

Moreover, in this period Smyrna played an 
important role in the Christian religion: in fact, it 
will be sufficient to remember that in the Book of 
Revelations, in the Apocalypse of St. John, the city 
was counted among the “Seven Churches of Asia”.11 
Also Tertullian considered the Church of Smyrna 
as one of the two original institutions (the other 
one was Rome), which could boast an apostolic 
succession of the bishop’s chair.12

8 Arr., I, 17, 10; Paus., VII, 5, 1-3; Strabo, xIV, 1, 37.
9 Doğer 2006, pp. 105-109.
10 Ael. Arist., Orat., xV, xx – xxII; Franco 2004, 

pp. 347-584.
11 Apocal., I, 11 – II, 8 – 11.
12 Tertull., Praes. haer., xxxII, 1-2: «Ceterum si quae 

audent interserere se aetati apostolicae ut ideo videantur ab 
apostolis traditae quia sub apostolis fuerunt, possumus dicere: 
edant ergo origines ecclesiarum suarum, evoluant ordinem 
episcoporum suorum, ita per successionem ab initio decurrentem 
ut primus ille episcopus aliquem ex apostolis vel apostolicis viris, 
qui tamen cum apostolis perseveraverit, habuerit auctorem et 
antecessorem. Hoc enim modo ecclesiae apostolicae census suos 
deferunt, sicut Smyrnaeorum ecclesia Polycarpum ab Iohanne 
conlocatum refert, sicut Romanorum Clementem a Petro 
ordinatum est»; Ameling 2008, pp. 133-160.
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its main characteristics until seventh century AD, 
when it was dismissed and its functions changed.22

Futhermore, in this area there were other 
buildings, which can be considered witnesses to the 
great monumentalization carried out by of Marcus 
Aurelius: in particular, the so-called “Hall of the 
Mosaic”, the bouleuterion and the bath complex.

The Hall of the Mosaic were discovered by 
Naumann and Kantar. It was connected through 
three openings to both the western portico and 
the bouleuterion.23 The main characteristics of 
this building have only recently been identified:24 

22 Ersoy 2011b, pp. 105-115.
23 Naumann 1950, pp. 69-114.
24 Ersoy 2012, pp. 71-80.

and nor thern wards sloping ground, it was indeed 
necessary to build cryptoporticos and create an 
uniform platform.20

When the city came under the Roman rule, the 
stoai surrounding the square were expanded for the 
growing population needs of the time. Also, in this 
period, the floor plane of the court, mainteinded at 
the same level, was covered with marble slabs. The 
northern stoa was transformed into a Basilica (the 
second largest one in the Empire, after the Basilica of 
Trajan in Rome);21 while the western one became a 
two-story porch, of which one underground and the 
other at street level. This setting became definitive at 
the end of the second century AD and maintained 

20 Staccioli 1957, pp. 275-292.
21 Ersoy, Çelik 2015, pp. 411-415.
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Figure 3
a) A detail of the opus signinum in Bouleuterion (photo of the author)
b) The reconstruction of Bouleuterion’s floor (from Salman, Göncü 2012)
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consequence of the 178 AD earthquake.27 During 
the second phase, the building was provided with 
a new mosaic floor and new materials, nonetheless 
neither the general plan nor the structural features 
were modified.28 However, the most striking 
feature of this building is its mosaic floor: in fact, it 
is possible to recognize the presence of sections of 
the original mosaic floor in the eastern and western 
naves of the Hall, showing four decorative patterns, 
each consisting of square and circular modules 
that follow one another along the long side; also, 
geometric and floral motifs occur, but not figurative 
elements.29

The bouleuterion was built on a flat area: the 
seats were constructed on a podium 1.20 m high, 

27 Ersoy 2009a, p. 54.
28 Ersoy 2009a, p. 55.
29 Ersoy 2011c, pp. 17-26.

according to the first evidence found,25 this hall con-
sisted of three aisles, of which the central one was the 
largest, corridors were separated by granite columns, 
marble pedestals and capitals in Corinthian style.

It was supposed that the existing doors at that 
time were not sufficient for lighting, then it is 
probable that the building was provided with a 
second row of columns or with a lighting storey, 
with windows. Moreover, the walls were built with 
shapeless stone, which were worked with stone 
mortar and lime plaster: also, the external façade was 
covered with medium-thick stone slabs, probably 
of reuse, while the internal walls were presumabily 
decorated with marbles.26

The building was constructed in two phases: the 
first one ended due to a fire, which probably was a 

25 Ersoy 2017, pp. 15-18.
26 Ersoy 2011a, pp. 241-256, 2012, pp. 75-76.

Figure 4
An inscription in the Basilica (from Ersoy, Turan 2018)
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the Greek culture occurred and simultaneously we 
observe the decrease of all those symbols that made 
the mos maiorum recognizable to “the eyes of the 
provincials”.35

Even if there is no direct evidence, it seems pro-
bable that the population of Smyrna was composed 
of both Greek-speaking and Latin-speaking groups: 
indeed, based on the several inscriptions found, 
both private and public,36 and, besides considering 
the fact that since it was an old and important 
Greek city colonized by the Romans, it possbile to 
assume that both groups were remarkable. Likewise, 
it is not possible that all the families of the colonists 
were of Greek origin and that suddenly began to use 
Latin in the inscriptions, therefore, it derives that it 
was a bilingual community.37

Between the second and the fifth centuries AD, 
Greek inscriptions returned to be prevalent, both 
public and funerary: this suggests that a large part 
of the population continued to speak and write in 
Greek, even when the public sphere was dominated 
by Roman institutions.38 In fact, although it is still 
currently possible to recognize and reconstruct 
the magnificence of the Roman city, it is also true 
that, throughout the imperial period, most of the 
inscriptions were written in the Greek language.39

Despite of the lack of information, it is possible 
to outline that in this city the Roman influence 
lasted until at least the seventh century AD, and in 
any case not beyond the tenth century AD: this is 
probably due to the proximity to Constantinople, 
from the fourth century AD onwards the new capital 
of the Roman world. In any case, with the twilight 
of the classical age, the concept of mos maiorum, 
which had been strongly featured in the previous 
period, faded away. In regard of Smyrna, we can infer 
that the mos maiorum took root only in the local 
population, which had put temporarily aside the 
Greek Hellenistic culture. Indeed, they restored and 
kept the Greek type culture until the Middle Ages.

35 Cfr. Petzl 1982-90, passim.
36 Tanrıver 2017, pp. 64-78; cfr. Petzl 1982-90, 

passim.
37 Ersoy, Turan 2018, pp. 159-170.
38 Camilli 1987, pp. 171-182.
39 Cfr. Petzl 1982-90, passim.

which surrounded the orchestra, while, thanks to 
the addition of a gallery composed by eleven vaulted 
radial chambers, it was possible to obtain a gradually 
increasing slope towards the podium. The latter 
was built using shapeless stones, while its façade 
was covered with marble slabs.30 It was supposed 
that the main section of the cavea was divided by 
five stairways into four sections. Eventually, on the 
seats, near the stairs, there must have been stylized 
images of lion or eagle claws, while the floor of the 
orchestra was made in opus signinum.31

Lastly, the Roman baths were located in the 
block where there was a cross between the so-called 
“bouleuterion road” and the northern Agora road. It 
was speculated that the water was supplied by the 
so-called “Agora water channel”, adjacent to the 
western wall of the West Portico. Howerver, only 
the calidarium has been excavated so far, the walls 
and floor of which had to be covered with marble 
slabs.32

3. Final remarks

Althoug the concept of Romanization has been 
relatively recently formulated, it had been already 
hinted by ancient authors: in fact, it happened 
that they felt the need to “justify” the sometimes 
aggressive Roman conquest, highlighting the bene-
fits that the subjugated territories would have got, 
once the mos maiorum would have been assimilated.

Although at the beginning of the imperial 
period Smyrna experienced a phase of development 
and monumentalization, especially thanks to the 
efforts of Marcus Aurelius, restitutor Asiae;33 from 
the fourth century AD began a phase of decline 
that brought the entire Roman Empire, as well as 
the ancient world, to an end.34 Furthermore, from 
this period onwards there is a substantial return to 

30 Ersoy 2011b, pp. 105-115.
31 Salman, Göncü 2012, pp. 123-132; Ersoy 2017, 

pp. 15-17.
32 Ersoy 2017, pp. 17-19.
33 Gascó 1989, pp. 471-478; Campanile 1996-98, 

pp. 485-494; Franco 2005, pp. 373-379.
34 Foss 1975, pp. 721-747; Feissel 1998, pp. 125-144; 

Desideri 2014, pp. 183-199.
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Abstract

During the second and third centuries AD the Kingdom of Hatra became an important buffer state in a strategic 
location between the Parthian, Roman, and later, Sasanian Empires. This paper defines the extent of this large 
and complex territory by employing interdisciplinary methodology, and through the use of archaeological, 
historical and epigraphical data to better assess its hinterlands, reconstruct its settlement patterns and evaluate 
the ecological potential of the area.
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of the archaeological site has been investigated for 
the most part by Iraqi Archaeological Expeditions.3 
On satellite and aerial images, many of the urban 
elements of Hatra are easily detectable: districts, 
blocks, main and secondary streets, houses, 
monumental tombs, palaces and shrines (fig. 1).4 
The Temenos, where the major temples are located, 
lies at the heart of the city.5 During the second and 
third centuries AD, this place was the destination 
of numerous pilgrims, journeying from across the 
region. It is due to these sacred buildings and the 
large number of inscriptions relating to religious 
topics, that Hatra has been correctly considered as a 
‘Pre-Islamic Mecca’.6

In the deepest layers of a few trenches excavated 
by the Italian Archaeological Expedition inside 
the Temenos, the scanty remains of a ‘village’, 
which dates to the post-Assyrian period have 
been recognised.7 Hatra grew from this time into 
an important city, reaching its apogee during the 
second and third centuries AD, as attested to in both 
its inscriptions and in Roman sources. According to 
Cassius Dio and Herodian, the Romans besieged 
the city almost three times.8 In AD 117 Trajan 
was the first to try to gain the city, without success, 
and Septimius Severus is known to have attacked 
its imposing curtain-walls twice, once in AD 197 
and again the following year. Despite these military 
actions, Hatra was not conquered by Roman forces. 
According to the Mani Codex of Köln and the 
Islamic sources, Hatra was taken by the Sasanian 

analyzed by W. Andrae, Iraqi scholars (W. Al-Salihi, J. 
Ibrahim) and M. Gawlikowski, have been recently revaluated, 
see: Foietta 2015, 2017.

3 During more than 50 years of fieldwork, the Iraqi 
Archaeological Expeditions have explored almost entirely the 
Temenos, 14 Small Shrines, the North and East Gates, several 
private houses (Beit Manu and the ‘Houses of Hikmat’), the 
‘Qasr-e Shimali’ and few funerary buildings located in the East 
part of the city (Venco Ricciardi 2000, pp. 87-110). 

4 For the development of the city of Hatra: 
Gawlikowski 2013, p. 73-99 and Foietta 2018.

5 For a presentation of the Temenos and its temples: 
Parapetti, Venco ricciardi 2000, 2013.

6 This paper accepts the proposal of Hatra as a “holy 
city”, as do most scholars already: K. Dejstra, R. Ricciardi 
Venco, L. Dirven. For a complete dissertation on this topic, see 
Dirven 2006, pp. 363-380.  

7 Peruzzetto, Valentini 2000, pp. 159-161.
8 Dio 67, 10 and 76.10-12; Herodian, 3, 9, 1-7.

The purpose of this paper is to define the territories 
under Hatra’s rule during the second and third 
centuries AD, when the ancient city was at its 
height, and the time to which belong the majority 
of the archaeological and historical data concerning 
the urban settlement and its adjoining territories. 

In order to proceed, an introduction to the 
history and archaeological remains of the site is pro-
vided, along with an overview of the environment 
and ecology of the Jazira, and specifically the area 
nearest to Hatra, with an emphasis on new infor-
ma tion acquired from recent morphological, 
hydro logical and geological studies of the region. 
Eco logical and geographical information are funda-
mental to an understanding of the features of local 
power and for the recognition of the outlying re-
mains of Hatra’s buffer state, which were located 
in a strategic position between the Parthian and the 
Roman Empires during this time. 

The main section of this paper comprises a 
landscape study with a description and interpre-
tation of the settlement pattern, including land-
marks and recovered Hatran inscriptions. By mel-
ding together the data obtained from fieldwork 
(mainly surveys) with historical and epigraphical 
sources, a previously unknown frame begins to be 
outlined, taking into account the political, religious 
and economic power of Hatra in this troubled 
period. The importance of the Kingdom of Hatra 
appears to have steadily increased during the second 
and third centuries AD, when several Roman and 
Sassanian military campaigns were directed at the 
city, before its final destruction in AD 240/241. 

1. Introduction

Hatra is located ca. 85 km south-west of the 
modern city of Mosul. The impressive ruins of 
the site, covering nearly 290 hectares, date for the 
most part to the second and third centuries AD, as 
attested by dated inscriptions found at the site.1 A 
double curtain wall encircled the city and served as 
a formidable defence against enemies.2 Only 10% 

1 For a general presentation of the history of the city and 
the archaeological remains see: Venco 2000, pp. 87-110.

2 The impressive fortifications of Hatra, previously 
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Figure 1
Aerial potograph 
from east of Hatra – RAF ’30s; 
natural basin in the western 
part of the city (Archive of the 
Italian Expedition); 
ponds and city wadi full of 
water in the south-eastern part 
of Hatra after rain (Archive of 
the Italian Expedition)
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The explorers arriving at the end of the nineteenth 
and the beginning of the twentieth centuries 
strengthened this myth, for they saw the ruins of the 
city, as the Roman Ammianus Marcellinus also did, 
without its nearby fields, houses, or other evidence 
of human activity. 

From a morphological and environmental 
point of view, the Jazira is delimited to the north 
by the Sinjar chain, to the east by the Tigris, 
to the west by the Euphrates and to the south 
by the area around Lake Tarthar.14 These semi-
arid and arid territories are far from being ideal 
places to settle villages or cities, but this did not 
prevent the exploitation of natural resources and 
the foundation of many villages and cities, neither 
recently nor in ancient times. 

According to S. Hauser, Hatra was located in 
an ‘inhospitable’ area characterized by ecological 
limitations. This is affirmed in his fundamental 
paper entitled “Ecological limits and Political 
Frontiers. The Kingdom of the Arabs in the Eastern 
Jazira in the Arsacid Period.” In this paper the case 
is made that in the Arsacid period there were likely 
no fields close to Hatra and that the sustenance 
needs of the city were gained mainly from richer 
and more productive areas located principally to 
the north, where the rainfall values are higher, or 
in areas closer to the Tigris.15 For S. Hauser, the 
sustainability of Hatra’s alimentary requirements 
was possible due to the nature of its society, 
based on a strong relationship between nomads 
and sedentary people and the establishment of 
important trade-routes in the steppe, which 
conveyed necessary goods to Hatra.16

Although the majority of these statements are 
still correct, it must be stressed that these lands show 
particular ecological, morphological and hydro logical 
features, which have been normally under esti mated 
or neglected by scholarship, and which allowed the 
existence for settlements of both medium and large 
dimensions, such as Hatra (c. 290 ha). 

Hatra’s closest territory is actually rich in water, 
due to the ground morphology, which conveys 

14 Ma’ala 2009, p. 6. 
15 Hauser 2000, pp. 194-195.
16 Hauser 2000, p. 193.

army in AD 240/241. All of its inhabitants were 
deported and the city was deserted from that 
moment; in the words of Ammianus Marcellinus, 
Hatra was thenceforth in media solitudine positum 
olimque desertam.9

2. The Jazira and the ecological 
characteristics of the land near Hatra: 
climate, water, agriculture and the 
exploitation of natural resources 

Ancient historians and modern scholars have 
usual ly described the landscape close to the site as 
unproductive and waterless, especially in the sum-
mer season.10 The rainfall levels in the vicinity of 
Hatra are indeed less than 200 mm per year,11 while 
nearer the Sinjar chain the situation changes, with 
higher and longer rainfalls, concentrated mainly in 
the spring and autumn seasons.12

Cassius Dio (68.31.1-2), describing the return 
of Trajan’s campaign, wrote:

Next he [Trajan] came into Arabia and began 
operations against the people of Hatra, since they too 
had revolted. This city is neither large nor prosperous, 
and the surrounding country is mostly desert and 
has neither water (save a small amount and that 
poor in quality) nor timber nor fodder. These very 
disadvantages, however, afford it protection, making 
impossible a siege by a large multitude, as does also the 
sun god, to whom it is consecrated.

Scholars employing mainly Roman sources repeated 
the above assertions regarding the environment 
surrounding the site of Hatra so often that they are 
partially responsible for its status as a ‘desert city’.13 

9 Ammianus Marcellinus 25, 8, 5.
10 Dio 68.31.1-2; Hauser 2000, pp. 187-196.
11 The 200 mm isohyet can be drawn about 30 km north 

of Hatra (Thalen 1979, p. 61, 298; Hauser 2000, p. 188).
12 The amount of annual precipitation reaching 500-600 

mm around Jebel Sinjar drops to 300-400 mm in the north 
of the Sinjar and Tell Afar plain. The plain’s southern region 
gets the amount of 200-300 mm per year […] (Hauser 2000, 
p. 188).

13  See for instance – another “Venice des sables”: 
Gregoratti 2013, pp. 47-50.



West & East 303 Monografie, 3

The kingdom of Hatra during the second and third centuries AD: frontiers, ecological limits, settlements and landmarks

main source of Hatra’s water, however, comes from 
underground, from a complex and ramified karst 
system, which provides a consistent amount of water 
to the entire zone (Hatra’s plain). Geologists and 
geo morphologists, who have detected numerous 
sink holes and dolines in the explored areas, have ac-
complished preliminary studies on the karst environ-

pp. 210-211, Foietta 2017, pp. 144-146. When full of water 
during the rainy season, this impressive water basin contained 
9500 m3 of water; while the other two ponds (located near the 
East Gate) each stocked 8500 m3 and 6000 m3 of water.

surface water to the city’s lower south/south west area 
(fig.1) and to the wadi (usually dry) which cross the 
site.17 This water was stockpiled in partially artificial 
ponds in the east part of the city and in a huge natural 
basin in the western area of the city (figs. 1-2).18 The 

17 For the topographical plan of the area close to the city, 
drawn by the Iraqi Expedition, see: Ibrahim 1986, p. 305, pl. 57; 
Foietta 2017, p. 77, Bakose 1994. For the description of the 
water sources in the region and at Hatra: al-Aswad 1991.

18 For the water basin, called a ‘lake’ by H. B. al-Aswad, 
located in the south-western part of the city: al-Aswad 1991, 

Figure 2
Wadi and springs 
close to Hatra 
(©HatraGIS); 
natural basin in 
the western part of 
the city and the 3D 
reconstruction of 
the two ponds in the 
eastern part of Hatra 
(DEM)
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then it is possible to suggest the existence of agri-
cultural production, at least subsistence agriculture 
for local settlements, in Hatra’s zone during the 
second and third centuries AD. 

Subject to different rainfall levels per year, crop 
yields likely varied in amount and were probably 
subjected to storage processes in cities and villages. 
The necessary crops were augmented with the 
products of animal husbandry (managed by nomads 
and semi-nomads as well as sedentary people), and 
together composed the core diet of the local people. 

To the south and west of Hatra the ecological 
situation becomes progressively more unsuitable 
with stronger ecological limits. Rainfall levels in 
the southern Jazira are lower overall and the water 
stored in springs, wadi pools and ponds is poorer 
in quality, usually with a higher concentration of 
dissolved salts.28 Agricultural production south of 
Hatra would be more difficult, but not impossible, 
this is confirmed by studies of soils and modern 
agricultural exploitation methods, which include 
the use of small dams (also available in ancient 
times) and modern irrigation systems. 

The Jazira is characterized by other interesting 
ecological landmarks, which must be taken into 
account in order to understand the political and 
economic situation of Hatra’s lands. Important 
rivers such as the Tigris and the Euphrates border 
the area and likely contributed to the settlements 
and their agricultural production. The wadi Tarthar 
drains the central zones of the Jazira, conveying 
water to the depressed area around modern Lake 
Tarthar.29 Its waters are only slightly brackish near 
Hatra, but become much worse 30 km south of the 
city, with some tributaries (mainly the wadi Safa) 
characterised by salty water.30 Several salt lakes 
and marshes are identified to the west, notably 
the Ashqar, Snaisla and Geziz salt marshes, which 
may have been exploited in ancient times for this 
resource (fig. 4). 

Karst springs are common in the region, located 
mainly close to dry wadi. Several springs and dry 
wadi are identified in the territory nearest Hatra 

28 Al-Jiburi, al-Basrawi 2009, p. 79, fig. 4.
29 For Lake Tarthar and its formation processes: Ma’ala 

2009, p. 24; Sissakian 2011.
30 Ibrahim 1983, p. 218, Pl. 2.

ment of the region,19 focusing especially on the area 
closest to Hatra.20 

The water table in the city is close to the surface 
(8-10 m from the ground)21 and was accessed in 
ancient times by numerous wells, drilled manually 
by the city’s inhabitants.22 The water quality is 
slightly brackish at Hatra, as confirmed by recent 
hydrological studies on the springs,23 on Tarthar’s 
wadi water24 and by the American maps of the 
region (published in 1998, 1:250000). At present, 
the water table is utilized for both the domestic 
needs of the modern village and for agricultural 
exploitation.25 

If we consider:

– the actual abundance of water near the site 
and in the northern Jazira region (springs and 
rainfall)

– the fact that the zones adjacent to the modern 
village are at present farmed (although Hatra is 
slightly outside of the modern standard rainfall 
requirements of successful dry-farming land) 26

– the ancient climate as not consistently different 
from today’s conditions,27 

19 Sissakian, Abdul-Jabbar 2009. 
20 Bakose 1994.
21 al-Jiburi, al Basrawi 2009, pp. 71-84. See the 

regional isopiestic line map (al-Jiburi, al-Basrawi 2009, 
p. 76, fig. 3).

22 For the wells features at Hatra: al-Aswad 1991, 
pp. 204-210. The wells detected in the city number 116 in total: 
70 were identified on Andrae’s general map by the German 
Expedition (Andrae 1912, Taf. I), 15 more were discovered in 
houses, in the Qasr-e Shimali and in the Temenos by the Iraqi 
Expedition (see the expedition report and al-Aswad 1991, 
pp. 204-210). 31 occur on the partially published topographical 
map of the Italian Expedition (Foietta 2017, p. 146). 

23 The waters of certain springs near Hatra were analysed 
in the study published by al-Jiburi and al-Basrawi. The results 
show a salinity of 2000 mg/l for S3; of 2960 mg/l for S13 and 
similar values for the springs identified in this research as S4, S5 
and S7 (al-Jiburi, al-Basrawi 2009, p. 81).

24 Salih, Kadim, Qadir 2012, pp. 648-656.
25 Fields of crops are cultivated close to the ancient city, 

mainly in the areas to the east and south, as attested in personal 
communication from the members of the Italian Archaeological 
Expedition and by their outlines on satellite images.

26 Hauser 2000, p. 188.
27  For a brief report on this topic, evaluating the 

palynological sequence of Lake Khattuniyeh and of the Lake 
Bouara, see Hauser 2000, p. 188.
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4) the Roman and Islamic historical sources. 

For this reason, a regional GIS of the Jazira 
(HatraGIS) has been built, which processes all these 
diverse types of data together.36 The resulting map 
includes the 268 settlements reported by J. Ibrahim 
on his maps (fig. 4), with their locations verified by 
the Corona images of the Jazira, taken from 1960 
to 1972, and successively geo-referenced, processed 
and shared after the declassification by the Corona 
Atlas Project.37 

Triangles mark the Parthian/Roman period 
sites, which are the focus of this paper, while smaller 
red dots identify more ancient or post-Parthian 
sites (Post-Assyrian, Sassanian and Islamic sites) 
(figs. 3-4). Following the remote-sensing surveys, 
hollow-ways and qanats have been marked too, in 
black and blue dashed lines respectively. 

The qanats, identified on satellite images by 
their vertical access shafts, are located near the 
Sinjar mountain range, while in the southern and 
central areas of the region realising these hydraulic 
structures was not possible, as the underground 
karst environment works as a ‘natural qanat.’ The 
qanats have been verified against those outlined in 
L.E. Rayne’s Jazira reports.38 The identified hollow 
ways have been compared with those reported by 
M. Altaweel, S. Hauser and T. Wilkinson.39 

Ibrahim’s survey is the main dataset used by all 
scholars dealing with Arsacid period settlement 
in the Jazira. It was comprehensively published in 
1986, but unfortunately did not propose a hierarchy 
of settlements according to their size. An attempt at 
a preliminary hierarchy is proposed in this paper, 
evaluating: a) the extension of sites on satellite 
and aerial images, b) the information contained 
in Ibrahim’s report, and c) the data reported in 
S. Hauser’s publications.

36 The data is processed on an ArcGIS platform. This 
project was developed during the Phd of the Author at the 
University of Torino. 

37 For the Corona Atlas Project: http://corona.cast.uark.
edu (last view: 20/03/2018). For the methodology employed 
in processing Corona images in the Corona Atlas Project, see: 
Casana, Cothren 2013

38 Rayne 2014, p. 231, figs. 5.44, 5.45.
39 Wilkinson 1993, pp. 548-562; Altaweel, 

Hauser 2004, pp. 57-84; 2009, pp. 72-77.

(ca. 15 km from the site) by employing satellite 
images and the Russian and American maps 
(1:150000; 1:250000); these would have increased 
the water available to the city (fig. 2). 

In actuality, it was the abundant presence of water, 
which could be stockpiled during rainy periods inside 
the city, and the favourable local con ditions which 
were the main reasons for the foundation of the first 
village at Hatra, and likely as well of its first ‘shrine’, 
which according to the Italian deep-soundings may 
date to the fifth or fourth century BC.31 

3. Methodological approach: how to 
define Hatra’s political and economic 
territory? 

Several scholars have tried to define the extension 
of Hatra’s Kingdom using mainly the information 
reported in Roman sources, the geographical limits 
(mainly rivers and hills/mountains chains) and 
the principal archaeological data as detected in the 
Jazira. M. Sommer attempted to define Hatra’s 
Kingdom graphically on maps in 2003, and proposed 
various phases related to the main invasions of 
Mesopotamia conducted by the Roman Emperors 
in the second and third centuries AD (fig. 3).32 The 
frontiers, as stated by M. Sommer, were difficult to 
outline and were the result of generalization.33

The new attempt proposed in this paper takes in 
account various types of data within an integrated 
methodology: 

1) survey works (mainly Ibrahim’s survey, 
published in 1986);34

2) the location of Hatran inscriptions in the 
landscape;35

3) the coins minted at Hatra and spread 
throughout the region;

31 Venco Ricciardi 2008, pp. 147-148; Peruzzetto, 
Venco Ricciardi 2013, p. 87; Bertolino 2000, pp. 133-138.

32 Sommer 2003, pp. 17-18, Abb. 19-20.
33 Sommer 2003, pp. 14-18.
34 Ibrahim 1986, pp. 37-81.
35 The Hatran inscriptions discovered in the Jazira are 

located according to Aggoula 1991, Vattioni 1981, 1994; 
Beyer 1998.



West & East 306 Monografie, 3

enrico foietta

Figure 3 
Near East map ca. AD 200, Severans period (re-edited from Sommer 2003, Abb. 20); 
Parthian and Roman sites from Ibrahim’s survey
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Ashur (n. 78) is located c. 50 km southeast from 
Hatra. Many scholars believe that during the second 
half of the second and third centuries AD this centre 
was under the political yoke of Hatra, on the basis 
of three main considerations: several architectural 
influences (especially pertaining to temples), the lack 
of a known m’rya (Lord) for Ashur in the inscriptions 
discovered at the site from this period,42 and the 
presence of a large amount of Hatra’s coins found 
at Ashur.43 The precise dimensions of the settlement 
during the Parthian Period are unknown, although 
it is usually accepted that the Neo-Assyrian curtain 
wall remained in use in Parthian times, delimiting 
an area of about 55 hectares.44 An important route 

42 Aggoula 1983.
43 Hauser 2009, pp. 76-77.
44 Hauser 2009, pp. 73-74.

4. Hatra’s Kingdom

Within a 30 km radius from Hatra are located more 
than 10 sites of small dimensions (less than 2-5 
hectares);40 these were probably under the control 
of the main site. Unluckily, none of these has yet 
been explored archaeologically. They were probably 
oriented to agricultural production or military 
uses, and they served to control the territory closest 
to Hatra and its natural resources (fields, caves, 
breeding areas, etc.). Due to their proximity to the 
main site, it is possible to suggest that they were 
under the direct control of Hatra, although they 
do not appear to have been mentioned in Hatra’s 
corpus of inscriptions.41

40 Ibrahim sites ns. 1-13; Ibrahim 1986, pp. 16-17.
41 Beyer 1998.

Figure 4
Hatra’s Kingdom before AD 240/241
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There were no settlements to the west of 
Hatra, probably owing to the difficult ecological 
conditions. One of the last villages (or forts) was 
Tell Dibshya (n. 4), where a well with good quality 
water has been discovered, this site was likely used 
in ancient times as a rest point before crossing to-
wards the Euphrates.51 The water quality is very 
brackish in these western lands, especially near the 
salty mashes of Ashqar, Snaisla and Geziz placed 
roughly in the middle of the Jazira. 

Additional information about the extent of 
Hatra’s Kingdom is provided by the location of cer-
tain Hatran inscriptions spread throughout the re-
gion. Many of these are dated and include interest-
ing information that can be used to reconstruct the 
political and administrative power of the city. 

At Tell Saadya al Gharbi (n. 35), located to the 
east of Hatra, was discovered a long epigraph on a 
stone slab (fig. 5).52 The text mentions the existence 
of a place for resting, with fresh water and a shrine 
(?) dedicated to Nergal, which was one of the most 
important gods of Hatra, iconographically equated 
with Herakles in the city.53

At Khirbet Jaddalah (n. 68), a fortified pa lace 
located between Hatra and Ashur, two long inscrip-
tions were discovered. The fort was com ple tely 
investigated by an Iraqi Expedition and partially 
published by J. Ibrahim (fig. 5).54 The texts, re-
published by F. Pennacchietti, reported the existence 
of a family (or tribe) called the ‘Aggay family’ who 
appear to have related to Hatra in some way, and 
likely owned this territory and built the palace.55 
These inscriptions are dated to AD  141/142. 

At Khirbet Qaber Abu Naif (n. 71), on the road 
between Ashur and Tell’Afar, an inscription was 
found on a stone block, probably from a funerary 
buil ding, the nearby ruins of which have been noted. 
The text is a dedication by a man called Zabidu, son 

51 Ibrahim 1986, p. 43.
52 Vattioni 1981, p. 106; Aggoula 1991, 

pp. 174-175; Beyer 1998, p. 116 (S1).
53 For Nergal at Hatra see: al-Salihi 1971, 1973, 

Kaizer 2000, Dirven 2009. For the genda and the related 
bibliography: Foietta 2017, p. 248, note 100.

54 Ibrahim 1983, pp. 217-234, 1986, pp. 141-153.
55 Pennacchietti 1988, pp. 141-144.

provided with several water and rest points (which 
was also followed by W. Andrae on his voyage to the 
site) connected Hatra to Ashur and was undoubtedly 
frequently used.45

Two large sites are located south of Hatra: 
Umm Etlail (n. 22) and Tell Ajri (n. 84), the latter 
on the Tarthar’s riverbank. According to the size 
of the ruins, both can be considered to be large 
villages, as suggested by S. Hauser, while Ashur 
likely maintained the rank of ‘city’ owing to its 
ancient history and importance. According to the 
information recorded on the Tabula Peutingeriana, 
the other two aforementioned large sites must be 
identified probably respectively as Phalcara and 
Sabbin.46

The area north of Hatra shows a more complex 
settlement pattern with the occurrence of many 
small to medium Parthian period sites, linked 
by numerous hollow ways. Some of the sites are 
located along a recognisable route, which probably 
connected Tell al Hadhail (n. 205) and Hatra, 
with Tell al-Sin and Tell al-Sukkariah (n. 88) as 
intermediate pit-stops for caravans.47 According to 
the data reported in the Tabula Peutingeriana, S. 
Hauser suggested two main routes which served the 
north Jazira region, both of which lead to Hatra. 
The first crossed the steppe between the Jebel Sinjar 
and Hatra, likely passing the previously mentioned 
sites; the second route connected the Sinjar to the 
Tigris, with an approximate East-West direction 
towards the Tigris which then turned abruptly 
toward Hatra.48 A few settlements are recognised 
along the Tigris, which probably served the purpose 
of controlling the river course.49 

‘Parthian sites’ were detected by Ibrahim’s 
survey up to the southern fringe of the Sinjar chain, 
where lie certain well-known Roman sites, such as 
Singara and Ain Sinu.50

45 Andrae 1912, Taf. II.
46 Hauser 2000, p. 193, 2009, p. 77; Altaweel, 

Hauser 2004, pp. 77-80.
47 For the northern routes and their interpretation with 

the data reported in the Tabula Peutingeriana: Altaweel, 
Hauser 2004, pp. 64-89, 74-77; 2009, p. 76.

48 Hauser 2009, p. 76 (plan). 
49 Ibrahim ns. 94, 95, 78 (Ashur), 89, 90.
50 Oates 1968, pp. 67-89, 145-161.
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Figure 5
Aerial image of Khirbet Jaddalah (©Digital Globe – Bing Map); 
Plan of Khirbet Jaddalah (Jacubiak 2016); 
Hatran inscription of Tell Saadya al Gharbi (Aggoula 1991, 174); 
Hatran inscription of Khirbet Qaber Abu Naif (Aggoula 1991, 175)
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unknown local king of Hatra, or perhaps the ruler of 
another nearby Arab realm such as Osrhoene? Only 
new research conducted at the site of Hatra and the 
publication of inscriptions from these kingdoms 
hold the potential to answer this question.64  

The diffusion of coins throughout the area may 
provide additional information regarding Hatra’s 
economic and political control over the region. 
Hatra’s coins spread from the site outward from the 
first half of the second century AD onward.65 Three 
‘classes’ of coins from Hatra have recently been 
recognized. Classes 1 and 2 are the most ancient 
and interesting, they exhibit a bust of Shamash 
represented on the obverse and the letters SC and an 
eagle on the reverse.66 Aside from Hatra, where the 
largest number of coins were discovered, a hoard and 
some scattered coins were found at Ashur,67 a few 
specimens were found at Dura-Europos,68 as well as 
at Kifrin and at Tell Sheikh Hamed,69 the latter of 
which was called Magdalu in the Parthian period.

64 ‘Problematic Aramaic inscriptions’, possibly in Hatran 
script, were found also close to the Tur Abdin region. One was 
discovered at Sari, meanwhile two were found at Hasankeyf and 
Tilli (Beyer 1998, pp. 117-178). Inscriptions in Hatran script 
or ‘Northern Mesopotamia alphabet’ have been discovered also 
at Gali Serdak on the east bank of the Tigris in the Kingdom 
of Adiabene (Bohmer 1981). A new interesting inscription 
has been found on some stone slabs in the Nasser David Khalili 
Collection of Islamic Art (London) and was perhaps discovered 
in the region north from Hatra (Shacked 2016). 
All these texts must be considered with care for their distance 
from Hatra, more than 200 km in the case of the inscriptions 
from the Tur Abdin, and their lack of detailed archaeological 
context (especially for the inscription published by S. Shacked). 
Only new studies accomplished by epigraphists, historians and 
archaeologists could furnish new details on them. 

65 Slocum 1977, p. 43; Hauser 1996, p. 60.
66 These two classes correspond to Walker Type A, 

identified for the first time by T.J. Walker (Walker 1958).
67 At Ashur, 100 coins minted at Hatra have been 

discovered, alongside 53 coins which are believed to have 
come from the mint at Antioch, 30 additional coins are from 
Hellenistic and Seleucid mints, and 7 coins struck in Elymais 
(Heidemann, Miglus 1996, pp. 353-356, Taff. 72-3). S. 
Heidemann and K. Butcher have recently subdivided the corpus 
of coins (Slocum Series I, Walker Type A) discovered at Ashur 
into three classes according to specific characteristics. Under 
this new evaluation, the coins at Ashur thought to be from 
Hatra number only 71, as Walker Type B has been excluded, 
with their representation on the obverse of Sin, (it is possible 
that these were minted at Singara or Carrae) (Heidemann, 
Butcher 2017, pp. 14-18). 

68 Gaslain 2009, p. 24.
69 Oettel 2000, p. 73, Abb. 376.

of Repesh, in the year AD 137 (fig. 5).56 The decision 
to build a family funerary monument in this area is 
likely significant, as these lands were likely owned 
by the mentioned family, which was composed, as 
was usual at Hatra, probably by settled and nomadic 
people, living inside and outside its city-wall.57 

At Tell ‘Abrat al-Saghira (n. 209), near the 
Sinjar hills, another inscription was discovered. 
The inscription, incised on a block, is very ruined, 
however, epigraphists confirm that it is in Hatran 
script. Only a date is legible, which can be interpreted 
as AD 184 or AD 116/117.58 It is notable because 
it was located at quite a distance from Hatra, in an 
area that during the second and third centuries AD 
was closer to the territories occupied probably by 
the Roman Empire.59

A number of inscriptions have also been dis-
covered on the western fringe of the Jazira just 
outside of its limits, specifically in Paropotamia.60 
R. Bertolino has published four Hatran inscriptions 
discovered at Dura-Europos.61 Three of them 
consist of graffiti or a few letters written on the 
main gate of the site. The last, which is written in 
both Hatran and Greek records the dedication of an 
object, probably a statue, to Shamash, the main god 
of Hatra. These inscriptions do not testify to the 
control of Hatra over this city on the Euphrates, but 
attest only to the presence of people writing Hatran 
in the city during Parthian or Roman times. Another 
inscription, probably in Hatran script, comes from 
Tell Sheikh Hamed.62 This text is interesting as it is 
on a statue base on which is also mentioned a mlk’, a 
king, one who could possibly relate to the Kingdom 
of Hatra on the basis of his Arab name, but who is 
not mentioned in Hatra’s royal list.63 Was this an 

56 Vattioni 1981, pp. 106-107; Aggoula 1991, 
p. 175; Beyer 1998, p. 115 (Q1).

57 For the tribes mentioned in Hatra inscriptions see: 
Bertolino 2016, pp. 339-343.

58 Vattioni 1981, p. 107; Aggoula 1991, 
pp. 175-176; Beyer 1998, p. 115 (R1).

59 Foietta 2020.
60  For the lands called Paropotamia in Parthian times: 

Leriche 1993, p. 98.
61 Bertolino 1997, pp. 199-206.
62 Beyer 2013, p. 48.
63 On Hatra’s royal list: Sommer 2003, pp. 23-34. For a 

revaluation of the list: Foietta, Marcato 2018.
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Roman garrisons were settled on the right 
bank of the Khabur from the reign of Caracalla 
onward, these comprehended settlements/forts and 
streets74 and exploited local hydrological sources, 
as archaeological data and documents from Dura-
Europos testify.75 It is possible that the east banks of 
the Euphrates and the Khabur were under Parthian 
control before the reigns of the Severan Emperors 
(193-235 AD), and this may have corresponded to 
the border of Hatra’s Kingdom, as was suggested 
on the map by Sommer.76 These rivers marked the 
western fringe of Roman control (including buffer 
states allied with the Romans)77 although after the 
Severan dynasty certain settlements on the ‘left 
side’ came under Rome’s military and political rule, 
such as Kifrin78 and perhaps Tell Sheikh Hamed/
Magdalu (?), expanding the Roman political 
influence eastward.

No settlement is recorded in the Jazira from 
the Khabur and the Euphrates up to Hatra, except 
for few archaeological sites close to the two rivers 
(i.e. Tell Shech Hamed, Tell Barri, Kifrin).79 This 
apparent ‘no man’s land’ should be considered as a 
territory controlled mainly by nomadic tribes related 
to Hatra or to other kingdoms like Osrhoene, where 
Arab dynasties ruled. 

Roman roads likely connected the Khabur 
area to Singara, as was proposed by F. Poidebard, 
L. Dilleman, B. Isaac and R. Palermo; linking this 
corner of the Jazira to the complex network of 
Roman routes.80 From the first part of the second 
century AD, the Sinjar area was controlled by the 
Roman army, with forts or fortified-cities such as 

74 Sommer 2003, pp. 44-46, Abb. 53.
75 Isaac 1990, pp. 255-256.
76 Sommer 2003, p. 18, Abb. 20.
77 For the extension of the Kingdom of Osrhoene (likely 

to the Khabur), before it became a province of the Roman 
Empire: Ross 2009, p. 28.

78 Valtz 1985, p. 111.
79 It must be taken into account that Ibrahim’s survey 

does not reach to the Khabur area, covering only the middle 
Euphrates (area 7) with the Sinjar and Baaj lands (area 5) as its 
western fringes, see: Ibrahim 1986, p. 256, pl. 8.

80 Dilleman 1962, pp. 184-185, fig. xxIV; Isaac 
1990, Map. III. See for the routes in northern Mesopotamia: 
Palermo 2015, pp. 131-134.

Roman historical sources do not give exact 
infor ma tion regarding the frontiers of Hatra’s 
Kingdom, but rather report the itinerary of Roman 
military campaigns and the main cities besieged by 
the army. It is possible to establish the borders of the 
Kingdom of Hatra only in comparison with known 
Roman sites, with their archaeological remains and 
epigraphic materials, either actually discovered 
or mentioned in historical accounts (i.e. Singara, 
Ain Sinu).

Later Arab sources refer remarkably often to 
Hatra: Tabari, reporting the words of Abi Zayd, 
a poet of the second half of the sixth century AD, 
referenced the taxation of the Khabur area by the 
city.70 This type of data must be interpreted with care, 
due to the long time-lapse between and alterations 
are possible. Nevertheless, other Arab sources testify 
clearly to the presence of a large buffer state with an 
impressive level of administrative control over its 
territory, made possible by a strong military which 
comprehended a large army with cavalry troops; 
as is attested also by the Roman sources. Tabari, 
al-Masudi, and Yaqut all state that Hatra’s army 
attacked Central Mesopotamia during the reign 
of Ardashir I, when the King of Kings was in Iran 
facing another enemy; this testifies to the wealth 
and reach of Hatra’s Kingdom.

5. Conclusion

From the second half of the second century, espe-
cially after the eastern campaigns of Lucius Verus 
and Marcus Aurelius,71 the right bank of the mid-
dle Euphrates became increasingly under Roman 
mili tary and political control, as is testified by docu-
ments and historical sources from Dura-Europos.72 
From the reign of Septimius Severus onward, the 
strongholds and fortified cities such as Kifrin, Ana’, 
Circesium and Hit along the river were part of a 
complex defensive system.73 

70 Tabari I, 830 (Bosworth 1999, p. 379); 
Invernizzi 2005, p. 9; Hauser 2013, p. 133.

71 For a brief account of Avidius Cassius’ itinerary: 
Marciak 2017, p. 380.

72 Leriche 1993, p. 98.
73 Isaac 1990, p. 147-152.
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Caracalla’s campaign (214-216 AD) against 
Media Antropatene and northern Mesopotamia 
seems to have skipped the Kingdom of Hatra, which 
is not mentioned in the contemporary Roman 
sources. Arbela, the capital city of the neighbouring 
state, was sacked and the bones of the Parthian 
kings preserved in royal tombs were disturbed and 
scattered.87

The sudden fall of the Parthian dynasty in AD 
224 produced a rapid change in the political and 
military boundaries in northern Mesopotamia. 
Hatra became allied with the Romans against the 
Sasanians, opening its gates to a Roman garrison 
formed by the soldiers of the cohors IX Maurorum 
Gordiana, traces of which have been detected in 
certain Latin inscriptions discovered in Small 
Shrine 9.88 In AD 226 Ardashir I attempted to 
conquer Hatra without success. After this first 
attack, he decided to rest his army in the Kingdom 
of Adiabene, which was allied at that time with 
the Sasanians. In AD 240/241, according to the 
Mani Codex of Köln, the Sasanians conquered 
Hatra after a long siege, which has been verified 
archaeologically by the traces of circumvallation 
and the counter-vallations detected on satellite 
and aerial images.89

In sum, during the end of the second century 
and the beginning of the third centuries AD, the 
territory controlled by Hatra was of regional-size, 
taking into account both the settlement pattern, 
the ecological peculiarities of the Jazira and other 
historical and archaelogical markers identified on 
the landscape. The ‘frontiers,’ which must be con-
sidered with a certain degree of flexibility, changed 
several times during these centuries. In some cas-
es, the boundaries were probably neither linear nor 
strictly controlled, especially in the lands without 
permanent settle ments (i.e., the western fringes of 
the Jazira). Nomadic Arab tribes, which played im-
portant roles both in the city of Hatra and its ter-

are proposed also on the basis of the inscription H21 on the 
base of the statue of King Atlu recovered from Small Shrine 3 
(Marciak 2017, pp. 392-393).

87 Cassius Dio 79:1; Marciak 2017, p. 396-397.
88 Oates 1955, pp. 39-43; Isaac 1990, p. 154.
89 Hauser 2013, pp. 122-124.

Tell Hayal, Singara and Ain Sinu.81 In this area, 
two Roman milestones have been discovered and 
are usually taken by scholars as the definition of the 
fringe of the Roman Empire. The first milestone 
records Trajan’s name and was discovered at Karsi, 
15 km from Singara. The second milestone, found 
5 km from the Beled Sinjar, reports the date AD 
231 and mentions the name of Alexander Severus. 
It may be, as both the Hatran inscription of Tell 
Abra al Saghira and Ibrahim’s survey suggest, that 
Hatra’s frontier during the middle second century 
AD overlapped the south Sinjar chain.82 

In the northern Jazira, it is impossible to find 
traces of a ‘limes parthicum,’ as proposed by Sir 
Aurel Stein and suggested successively by other 
scholars.83 The forts reported by Stein are main-
ly Islamic foundations, following the results of 
Ibrahim’s pottery survey.

The Tigris was probably the geographical limit of 
the important Kingdom of Adiabene, with its main 
centre of Arbela. In the Hellenistic and Parthian 
periods, the villages of Nineveh and Nimrud were 
likely under Arbela’s political and military control.84 
The Tigris was probably not considered a ‘strong 
militarized border’85 if we take in account the 
strictly political and trade relations between these 
two kingdoms86 and the overall lack of forts and 
strongholds along the watercourse.

81 The Roman site [Tell Hayal] lies about 500 m. east of 
the tell, where a partly effaced ditch and the debris of a massive 
stone wall can be traced from east to west for a distance of over 
100 m. This was probably the exterior wall of a castellum, for 
among the piles of stones collected by ploughmen near the site 
was found, in 1956, a brick bearing the stamped inscription 
COH[ORS] VI. I [TVRAEORVM] (Oates 1968, p. 79). 

82 Oates 1968, pp. 79-80.
83 For a brief presentation of Stein’s proposals: 

Dillemann 1962, pp. 201-203. 
84 For the Kingdom of Adiabene: Marciak 2014, 2017.
85 Marciak 2017, pp. 391-392.
86 During Trajan’s campaign (114-116 AD) the Kingdom 

of Adiabene was allied with other minor kingdoms to face the 
the Romans. The group was composed, as Cassius Dio 68, 21, 
1-2 states, of: Abgar of Edessa, Mannos of Arabia (identified 
possibly as Manu the ruler of Hatra’s kingdom), Sporakes of 
Anthemousia, and Mebarsapes of Adiabene (Marciak 2017, 
p. 264). Marciak reports: “[…] traces of ties between Adiabene 
and the nomadic cultures of Mesopotamia (donations of 
individuals in Hatra, the cult of Shamash and Arsu, several 
Arabic personal names). This evidence is most elusive and 
requires further research.” (Marciak 2017, p. 342). Relations 
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and eastern part of the region, when one considers 
also the environmental features of the landscape 
and the road network. 

Many hollow-ways have been discovered close 
to Hatra. More than 10 hollow ways terminate at 
the main center and were noted in the past by M. 
Altaweel and S. Hauser.96 Hollow-ways are also 
easily recognizable in the vicinity of Ashur and 
many have been detected in the northern Jazira, 
especially originating from the largest sites. These 
ways should be considered the traces of an efficient 
regional system of roads, allowing for the movement 
of people, troops and goods. They were likely not, 
however, part of a longer trade road network, 
as has been put forward by scholars suggesting a 
caravan/trade purpose for Hatra, similar to that 
of Palmyra. Until now, no trade or tax-related 
inscriptions have been discovered inside the city, 
nor do the historical Roman and Islamic sources 
or the Tabula Peuntingeriana stress this aspect 
of the city’s life. Meanwhile, the prominence of 
religious inscriptions, the number and location of 
temples (the Temenos itself and the small shrines) 
and the widespread mention of religious offices in 
the epigraphic sources underline the importance of 
Hatra as religious center.97

The fall of the holy-city of Hatra in 240/241 AD 
resulted in the loss of its kingdom and changed 
radically the political and military situation of the 
Jazira. The political, military and administrative 
control of these lands was progressively overtaken by 
other Arab tribes employed as mercenary-troops by 
Romans and Sasanians. The settlements decreased 
in number, the occupation of land became more 
scattered, with less exploitation of natural resources 
and roads, and other infrastructure (qanats and 
channels) laid probably in a state of abandonment 
or ruin. From this time onward, however, Hatra and 
its important kingdom became the subject of myth, 
the echoes of and legends surrounding which are 
reported in Islamic literary and historical sources.

96 Altaweel, Hauser 2004, pp. 57-84.
97 For a synthesis on ‘Hatra as sacred city’: Kaizer 2013, 

pp. 67-68.

ritory, likely managed these lands.90 Nomadic and 
settled people lived in the Kingdom of Hatra and 
were part of a complex dimorphic system, which ex-
ploited environmental resources while maintaining 
military and economic control over the land. 

The sites strung along the Tigris and Khabur 
and near the Sinjar produced possibly agricultural 
goods in surplus, which were shared with Hatra (the 
capital) and with the cities and settlements located 
in more difficult ecological areas. Nevertheless, 
the zones close to Hatra also produced crops and 
vegetables at a level of subsistence agriculture (sub-
sistence-oriented farms), thus the food necessities 
of the whole region were balanced. Nomadic people 
occupied the lands with their flocks and cavalry 
troops, enabling both subsistence and military 
control of the territory. The control of the tracks, 
which brought travellers to Ana, Kifrin and Dura-
Europos, likely fell under Hatra’s jurisdiction, 
such as those reported on Ibrahim’s maps.91 The 
stronghold of Kifrin was probably under Hatra’s 
military and political control before the Severan 
dynasty, taking into account some similarities 
in the religious architecture,92 the architectural 
decoration, the presence of some Hatran coins at 
the site and some inscriptions in Hatran script and 
names on ostraca.93

The area of the salt mashes, as reported also in 
the Saadiya Inscription, was under Hatra’s control 
and it is possible that salt was exploited within an 
integrated system of control over the environmental 
resources.94 

The military landscape is unfortunately little 
known in Hatra’s region, the main evidence is the 
unearthed fort at Khirbet Jaddalah.95 Few military 
settlements and forts reported by Ibrahim’s survey 
were indeed Parthian foundations. These forts, 
moreover, are scattered across the region without 
an outlined defensive-line. For this reason, it is 
possible to suggest a ‘spread defence’ in the north 

90 Bertolino 2017, pp. 339-343.
91 Ibrahim 1986, pp. 262-263, Pls. 14-5.
92 Valtz 1985, pp. 117-118.
93 Moriggi 2013, p. 34, footnote 1.
94 Aggoula 1991, pp. 174-175.
95 Ibrahim 1983, pp. 217-234.
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Abstract

Traditionally, unique and novel ceramic shapes, often connected to ‘fine wares’, have found their way into 
publications, while more common or traditional shapes are overlooked. This has skewed the publication process, 
wherein only material comparable with these early publications was regarded worth recording and publishing. 
In terms of ceramics, the association of the Seleucid period with novelty over continuity leaves this period as an 
enigma in the longue durée history of West Asia. On the interpretative scale, one is left with containers used 
to present, serve and consume food, but rarely with vessels used to store and prepare what was being served. 
The quality, quantity and uniformity of material related to this new production horizon is of such ubiquity, 
its introduction not embedded within a local framework of production and consumption seems unlikely. 
Integrating ceramic evidence of rural sites into a sequence of preceding material allows a more contextualised 
understanding of influence, Seleucid political rule over Northern Iraq may have had on a quotidian level.
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1.2 Methodological approach

Marie Louise Stig Sørensen (2015) articulated 
the loss of typology as an analytic instrument. 
Although archaeology still relies on typology in 
many ways, since the exhaustive arguments between 
1960-1980, typology has been reduced to a mere 
classificatory tool. Indeed, the functionality of 
typology relies on the seemingly banal system of 
analogy. But this analogy glosses over the underlying 
reciprocity, wherein lies the principle inherent of 
«‘what’ produces typologies»: Objects refer to one 
another, simultaneously citing and being cited.4 
Types in themselves are static and are placed into a 
framework of relations, forming typologies. Within 
this framework, degrees of similarity structure 
and assign places for most types. The addition of 
time reveals the underlying meaning of similarity. 
Both changing and unvarying variables can be 
traced along a timeline, revealing why and how 
they refer to one another. It is then, that one can 
interpret these changes, which aspects were given 
up, of what importance were the ones remaining? 
While ceramics recovered by archaeologists are 
static unchanging pieces in themselves, once placed 
into typological and chronological frameworks, 
they become materialised evidence of an ongoing 
negotiation, at the same time ending and starting 
point of discourse. Analysis of shape, size and 
composition throughout time identifies important 
aspects of ceramic productions.5

4 Sørensen 2015, p. 90.
5 Sørensen 2015, p. 86-91. This general idea must 

be critically met by the production of ceramics itself. What 
archaeology defines as type, is a ‘repeat item’ produced by a 
potter (As 1984:136). Variations of a type occur partly as a 
process of production. Therefore, a range of a type represents 
the production of a ‘repeat item’ closer as it relates to the 
repeated gestures of potters throughout their work day and 
includes changing characteristics of the clay during the span 
of a day. This can be explained through decreasing water ratios 
and uneven distribution of inclusions in the clay as the day 
progresses (As 1984:136). While such variations exist, and 
should be considered, these are problems related to the rigidness 
of a typology rather than to typology per se. The general idea of 
type reference and variation through time can make valuable 
contributions to the questions of influence.

Introduction1

This paper aims to re-evaluate the ceramic evidence 
of the ‘Hellenistic’ period in North Mesopotamia 
(fig. 1). Instead of focusing on a select set of 
single ceramic shapes to identify this period, an 
analysis of the published ceramic assemblages is 
proposed, to draw a more diverse picture of North 
Mesopotamia’s settlement history under Seleucid 
reign. The importance of plain or common wares 
has been pointed out sufficiently and specifically by 
those working on this soporific field of study.2

1. Theoretical framework

1.1 Research history

Interpreting the political Seleucid landscape of 
North Mesopotamia, and specifically North Iraq, 
faces theoretical and methodological shortcomings 
in its archaeological Forschungsgeschichte. The spe-
cific environment of colonial analysis in a proposed 
terra incognito setting, amplifies the impor tance of 
the discipline’s self-reflexive understanding of its 
history, and in conjunction with it, the metho dology 
employed, and interpre tation proposed. What started 
in the early twentieth century as a search for European 
and ‘western’ supremacy, was perpetuated in the 
World-Systems-Theory’s macroscale investigations 
of northern and north-eastern Syria. Methodological 
concerns are addres sed in few recent publications 
of excavations which present broader overviews of 
excavated ma te rials rather than selected rare pieces. 
But the interpretation of such sites rarely transcends 
a ‘pot equals people’ assessment, an approach deeply 
entrenched within the research history’s sequence of 
theories. This becomes visible in the material selected 
for interpretation, both in excavations and surveys.3

1 Thank you to the organisers (Marco Iamoni, Costanza 
Coppini, Katia Gavagnin, Rocco Palermo and Francesca 
Simi) of the conference for allotting time and space for this 
contribution and encouraging the conference publication, and 
the anonymous reviewer for his or her comments.

2 Berlin 1997; Jackson, Tidmarsh 2011, p. 1
3 Aloe 2008; Dorna Metzger 1996; Gerritsen 

1996; Jackson, Tidmarsh 2011; Katzy 2015; Ur 2010; 
Wilkinson, Tucker 1995.
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comparable diagnostic ‘Hellenistic’ repertoires.9 
A tradition traceable to at least Thompson and 
Hamilton’s publication of late Hellenistic Megarian 
Bowls from Kuyunjik/Nineveh, this conduct has 
severely limited our understanding and scope of 
interpretation of the timespan in question.10

Explorations of Seleucid period sites were rarely 
a main objective, and dedicated efforts often foiled 
by the nature of sites and exposures to the elements, 
as immediate sub-surface material causes major 
problems for excavators as well. Prone to erosion 
and intrusions by later burials, little material is 
found in situ or undisturbed.11 This is a trend not 
unknown in the Tigris region, for which Mühl 
noted, that it was very much present in the Late 

1986/1987, 1992; Mazurowski 1986/1987; Spanos 1988).
9 Roaf 1984a.
10 Reade 1998, p. 67; Thompson, Hamilton 1932, 

Pl. LII.
11 Ball 2003, pp. 17-18.

2. Setting the scene

2.1 Publications, a short research history

In North Mesopotamia from the fourth century 
BC onwards, very limited evidence has been 
systematically unearthed and published.6 The major 
chronological sequence established from Nimrud is 
based on unique ‘Hellenistic’ ceramics.7 In course, 
to allow comparisons, the excavation reports of the 
British Archaeological Expedition to Iraq (BAEI) 
and those of the Zammar Region8 only published 

6 Curtis 2000, pp. 14-15.
7 Oates 2005.
8 As part of the Saddam Dam Salvage Project where 

the British School of Archaeology in Iraq participated (Ball 
1986/1987, 1987, 2003; Ball, Gill 2003; Ball , Pagan 
2003; Black, Ball 1987; Black, Killick 1985; Campbell 
2003; Green 2003; Killick, Roaf 1983; Roaf 2003, p. vii; 
Roaf, Postgate 1981; Simpson 1990; Tucker 2003) 
and other projects (Al-Dabbagh 1986/1987; Bielinski 

Figure 1
Area of Investigation
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III (226-223 BC) to Demetrius II Nicator’s 
(146-140 BC) first reign.16 As Oates noted himself, 
the stratigraphic sequence was quite confused, 
difficulties during the excavation, unidentified 
graves and lack of knowledge failed to produce a 
controlled stratigraphy. Hence, the final dating 
of the levels was based on a general accordance of 
the coins in the broader stratigraphic sequence.17 
A bronze issue from Alexander Balas at Tell Deir 
Situn dates the site into the range of 150-145 BC, 
therefore roughly equivalent to level 2 at Nimrud.18 
Even though its position was not directly connected 
to a floor or ceramic deposition, it was retrieved 
from a phase sealing the major ceramic deposit 
(level 3).19

The general ceramic sequence at Nimrud pro-
vided the framework for further material retrieved 
by the BAEI. Based on ceramic types found at 
Nimrud, broad timeframes were suggested for each 
‘Hellenistic’ level thereafter encountered in the 
Zammar region. The dating of contexts and levels 
often relied on a limited set of individual shapes: 
‘fish-plates’, carinated bowls and incurving rim 
bowls.

Ceramics of the Seleucid period in the region 
are therefore defined by shapes rather than through 
their stratigraphic contexts. Discontinuous evidence 
in the region of earlier Iron Age through Seleucid 
material onwards (in ceramic terms dubbed ‘post-
Assyrian’, Neo-Babylonian, Achaemenid), inhibits 
clear understanding of the range and composition 
of shapes and wares, their relations to each other and 
to changes. Naturally, this leads to difficulties in the 
assessment of single or mixed period assemblages.

16 Level 6: Seleucus III (226-223 BC); Level 5: Antiochus 
III (206-203 BC); Level 4: Aradus (170-169 BC, Alexander 
Balas 150-145 BC); Level 3: Coin Alexander Balas (not 
specified); Level 2: Demetrius II Nicator (146-140 BC); 
Level 1: no legible coins (Oates 2005:63). An overview and 
detailed discussion of all coins found at Nimrud was published 
by Jenkins 1958.

17 Jenkins 1958; Oates 2005, pp. 63-64,
18 Curtis, Green, Knight 1987, p. 52,
19 «The coin was found immediately above the floor 

associated with the latest phase (level 4) of the building» 
(Curtis et Al. 1987, p. 52).

Assyrian Period, when changes in building habits 
forgo settlements on tell sites in favour of flat, small 
clusters of settlements – a process initially seen in 
the Middle Assyrian Period.12

2.2 Seleucid period sites in North Mesopotamia

Across north-east Syria, south-east Anatolia and 
north Iraq, ‘Hellenistic’ levels are often characterised 
by pits. Two major types can be identified: bell-
shaped storage pits and straight shafts placed on 
ancient walls.13 The nature of pits in the region 
makes a functional identification extremely diffi-
cult. While pits are not inherently unstratified, the 
material retrieved of those in the greater Eski-Mosul 
region were never of a single period. These fills often 
included a wide range of material, spanning from the 
third millennium BC to the late first millennium 
BC, and sometimes later Islamic material. There-
fore, dating was proposed with regards to the largest 
and latest material group within such pits. The 
majority of those pits lacked the upper construction 
levels.14 Typological correlations of pit morphology 
are also ambiguous; pits of bell-shaped character 
are dated into the Seleucid period, despite securely 
dated evidence, nor type exclusivity.15

2.3 Dating the contexts

To date Seleucid periods site in Northern Meso-
potamia, excavators relied on two methods: numis-
matic evidence and ceramics. Coins of the Seleucid 
period were found at two sites, Nimrud and Tell 
Deir Situn. At Nimrud, they range from Seleucus 

12 Mühl, Sulaiman 2011, pp. 383-384.
13 It seems likely, that primary and secondary functions, 

and taphonomic processes are distinguishable. In my opinion, 
bell-shaped pits were primarily storage pits as proposed by 
Simpson (2007), later used as waste areas. Straight shaft pits, 
due to their locations on Bronze Age walls, were primarily 
constructed as mud-brick quarries, with a secondary use as 
storage pits. It is not unlikely that the natural depression due 
to difference in soil compactness acted as catchment for later 
materials (Pruss 2011).

14 Oates 1958, p. 122; Roaf 1983, 1984a.
15 Green 1999; cf. Simpson 1990, p. 120,
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themselves form a highly-standardised group of 
vessels. They are wheel-made, well-fired vessels of 
varying size and are classified by their incurving rims 
set on a simple bowl. The clay is finely levigated, 
with fine to medium fine grit inclusions, occasional 
minute voids sometimes interpreted as chaff rem-
nants. In almost all cases, they are available in 
plain and slipped versions, whereas the clay body 
seldom varies. By dipping the vessels into the clay 
solution once leather hard, a dripping effect could 
be achieved, depending on how long and to which 
depth a vessel was submerged in the solution. The 
colours vary between reddish and buff in most 
cases, with outliers on both sides of the colour 
spec trum. This can occur during mass production, 
during which a tightly stacked kiln produces a 
range of temperatures and firing atmospheres, cre-
ating a variation in production. Since the firing 
temperatures were likely set slightly above the 
minimum range for hard fired pottery – in this case 
referring to the structural change – any deviation 
can lead to stark contrasts in colour. This result does 
not lessen the quality per se since surface colour is 
determined by the last thirty minutes of firing.

3.3 Slips, decorations and colours

Surface colours thus produced are considered 
a feature of Seleucid period ceramics. Often 
appearing in a deteriorated range from black to red, 
these have been largely and unambiguously placed 
into the Seleucid period.21 Elisabeth Katzy pointed 
out the chronological significance of colour choice 
in the Ḫabūr Region. During the early fourth – 
third century BC slips were predominantly black, 
while the following centuries witness ubiquitous 
red slips.22 The hypothesis that the development 
of black glossy slips in Athens (Attic Black Gloss 
tradition) subsequently ‘deteriorated’ to include 
reddish gradients, has been much discussed in 
analogy to a technical decline into less elaborate and 
uncontrolled firing.23 Accounting for geological and 

21 Dorna Metzger 1996; Katzy 2015, p. 71.
22 Katzy 2015, p. 62.
23 Jones 1950, p. 153; Katzy 2015, p. 62; Oates 2005, 

pp. 122-123; Waagé 1948, p. 15; Winter 1959, p. 33

3. The ceramic evidence

3.1 Compiling the data

The stratigraphic unreliability and the limited exca-
vated evidence impedes any statistically grounded 
analysis of ceramics in North Iraq. Yet, on the 
account of ceramics even the presentation of types, 
without further quantitative information, allows 
for a more differentiated picture of ceramics during 
Seleucid suzerainty.

3.2 Wares

Wares across Seleucid North Mesopotamia appear 
homogeneous in many regards.20 Specifically, in 
technical terms and intra-site ware differentiation, 
and in comparison, to wares of contemporary sites. 
This leads to two conclusions: firstly, a common 
tech nological idea spread throughout North 
Mesopotamia, closely connected with functionality 
of clay compositions. Secondly, both decoration 
types and colours were results of a conscious choice 
– in their colour range and appearance.

A finely-levigated clay with fine to medium 
mineral inclusions and slipped decoration tech-
nique was used for making most serving vessels 
(plates, bowls, cups, jars). A variety of jars and pots 
were constructed using a variation of this clay, well-
levigated with coarser grit and calcite inclusions. 
On these, decoration was rare and consisted of 
horizontal bands of blackish or reddish colour. 
A third ware included a combination of organic 
temper, coarse grit and calcite mixed into a coarsely 
levigated clay. Most large jars and large bowls were 
fashioned using this recipe.

The spread of technical knowledge can best be 
displayed through the vast evidence of so-called 
rim-and-drip slipped echinus bowls. Echinus bowls 

20 In general Wilkinson, Tucker 1995 and Katzy 
2015; Hatra (Venco Ricciardi 2008); Khirbet Khatuniyeh 
(McKenzie 1997); Khirbet Hatara (Venco Ricciardi 
1997); Nimrud (Oates 1958, 2005); Tell Deir Situn 
(Curtis et Al. 1987); Tell Mohammed ‘Arab (Roaf 1983, 
1984b); Tell Thuwaij (Numoto 1996); Tell Fisna (Numoto 
1986, 1988); Tell Jigan (Fujii 1986/1987a, 1986/1987b); Tell 
Jessary (Expedition 1986/1987).
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rinated bowls, everted rim bowls and incurving rim 
bowls, produced with thin walls (0.2-0.4 cm); and 
folded-rim-jars. ‘Local style a’ assemblages comprise 
of ‘Neo-Assyrian Style’ carinated bowls and beakers 
(0.4-0.65 cm), and folded-rim-jars (restricted and 
wide restricted types; 1cm) as a core; and can in-
clude large incurving rim bowls (0.4-0.65 cm). Both 
quantity and ratio of rim-and-drip slips and stamp 
decoration are minute or inexistent. ‘Local style b’ 
includes rolled-rim plates, ‘international style’ 
carinated bowls (0.2-0.4 cm), large incurving rim 
bowls, hemispherical bowls, ‘Neo Assyrian Style’ 
beakers (0.4-0.65 cm) and folded-rim-jars (restric-
ted and wide restricted; 1cm).

4. Contextualising assemblages

To contextualise the occurrence of different assem-
blages within the area, four site aspects are investi ga-
ted: location, type, occupation continuity and dating. 

4.1 Site locations

Broadly speaking, the area is divided by the Tigris; 
sites are distributed along both banks mostly 
communicating within their region, while seasonal 
communication between the banks is proposed 
at modern Eski-Mosul.29 Of these, eleven sites are 
located on the western bank, eight on the eastern 
bank (tab. 2). In general, ‘Local Styles’ appear on 
sites further removed from the Tigris. ‘International 
style’ is attested at three sites per bank close to the 
Tigris itself. Sites on the eastern bank have ‘Local 
Style’ assemblages both type ‘a and b’.

4.2 Site type

Three site types are discernible from the excavation 
data. Economic centres with large silo capacities 
and wall foundations; domestic/residential sites, 
often inlcude a tannur and wall foundations; and 
agrarian sites with (storage) pits, often interpreted 

29 Curtis 2016, pp. 103-104.

physical properties places these developments into 
a different light – taking regional preference and 
tradition into account.

The spectrum of colour is closely linked to a 
tradition set in the Middle Bronze Age, when the 
application of coloured bands ranging from blacks/
dark browns to reds/dark browns are well known 
from the so called Ḫabūr-Ware.24 A more restricted 
use of red bands is well attested in the Iron Age 
during the Neo Assyrian period, occasionally 
appearing on jars and rhyta.25

A second development refers to the colour ap-
plication and its specific translucent charac te ristics. 
As both Jones (1950) and later Dorna-Metzger 
(1996) suggested, an earlier thick slip made way to a 
less adhesive and more translucent or ‘deteriorated’ 
type. This development could relate to clay solutions 
of the available regional clay (sediments carried by 
the Tigris) which possesses low adhesive properties.26 
As such, its use was both limited by its physical 
properties, and these in turn had led to a tradition 
which took these peculiarities into account.

3.4 Assemblages

Although Seleucid period evidence is recorded for 
a substantial number of excavated sites (fig. 1), ce-
ramics were published for only a select few (tab. 1). 
In some cases, cross referencing offers a glimpse into 
the repertoire. Based on these records, three types 
of assemblages are distinguished: an ‘international 
style’, ‘local style a’ and ‘local style b’.27 These are 
differentiated based on the co-occurrence of dif-
ferent shapes. The ‘international style’28 includes ca-

24 Fujii 1986/1987a, p. 38, Fig. 6.71-75, p. 46, Fig. 9.8, 
20, 21, 22; p. 65, Fig. 5.A.4, 5, 6, 8; p. 71, Fig. 4.1, 3, 4, 5, 8; 
Gavagnin, Iamoni, Palermo 2016; Palermo 2016.

25 Curtis, Green 1986/1987, p. 75, fig. 3.3, p. 76, pl. 4; 
1997; Kreppner 2006.

26 Dorna Metzger 1996, p. 363; Jones 1950, p. 153; 
Katzy 2015, pp. 62, 162.

27 International Style (IntS) (fig. 2); Local Style A (LS A) 
(fig. 3); Local Style B (LS B) (fig. 4).

28 ‘International’ refers to several shapes of this 
assemblage, which are common in many regions when referring 
to the Seleucid Empire. It is not an indication of a common 
consumption horizon, as they vary in size and function within 
their associated assemblages.



West & East 323 Monografie, 3

Echoes from the past in a colonial encounter?

Domestic sites: Wall footings and tannur instal-
lations, indicators of domestic sites, were excavated 
at Khirbet Hatara, Khirbet Khatuniyeh, Tell Fisna, 
Tell Jigan, Tell Jessary, Tell Shelgiyya, Tell Shireena 
and Gir Matbakh. Of these, ceramics were pub-
lished from Khirbet Hatara, Khirbet Khatuniyeh 
and Tell Fisna; their assemblages were of ‘Local 
Style a and b’.

Agrarian sites: Pits as sole or dominant architectural 
features on sites are classified as agrarian, this sepa-
rates them from domestic sites that also feature pits 
in addition to stone foundations. These include Tell 
Thuwaiji, Tell Mohammed ‘Arab and Grai Darki; 
all sites have ‘International Style’ assemblages.

Table 1
Excavated Sites with Seleucid levels in Northern Iraq

‘International Style’ ‘Local Style A’ ‘Local Style B’ Unknown ceramics

Khirbet Karhasan Siyana Ulya Tell Deir Situn Khirbet Shireena
Tell Abu Dhahir Tell Shelgiyya Khirbet Khatuniyeh Gir Matbakh
Grai Darki Tell Fisna Tell Hamad Āġa as-Saġīr
Tell Jelluqeh Khirbet Hatara Tell Rijm Omar Dalle
Tell Thuwaiji Hatra Tell Jigan
Tell Mohammed ‘Arab Tell Jessary

Table 2
Distribution of Seleucid sites along the Tigris River

West Bank Site Type East Bank Site Type

Siyana Ulya N/A Tell Deir Situn Economic
Tell Shelgiyya Domestic Tell Mohammed ‘Arab Agrarian
Khirbet Shireena Domestic Grai Darki Agrarian
Gir Matbakh Domestic Khirbet Khatuniyeh Domestic
Khirbet Kharhasan N/A Tell Fisna Domestic/Agrarian
Tell Abu Dhahir Economic Tell Jigan Domestic/Agrarian
Tell Hamad Āġa as-Saġīr N/A Tell Jelluqeh N/A
Tell Rijm Omar Dalle Cemetery Khirbet Hatara Economic
Tell Jessary Domestic
Tell Thuwaiji Agrarian
Hatra Economic

as grain silos. The general theme of a rural landscape 
of farmsteads distributed across the fertile areas of 
the region was suggested.30

Economic centres: Both banks of the Tigris revealed 
economic centres with structures capable of storing 
large quantities of produce, Tell Abu Dhahir on the 
western bank, and Tell Deir Situn on the eastern 
bank. Accounts of the ceramics at Tell Abu Dhahir 
assist its evaluation as international style assemblage, 
despite lack of publication; while Tell Deir Situn 
belongs to the ‘Local Style B’, based on the available 
fine wares.

30 Green 1999; Simpson 2007, p. 98.
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mote Hatra remained local. Among successively 
occupied sites the Tigris bank formed a division 
of ‘Local Style’ eastern sites, and ‘International 
Style’ western sites.

4.4 Site Dating

Considering assemblage compositions and the 
available numismatic evidence a broad chrono-
logical division is proposed. The temenos trench at 
Hatra is contemporary with Nimrud Level 6 broad-
ly around 240 BC. This lowers the date from the 
fourth century BC, drawn from an Attic import; 
but based on the assemblage composition and ratio 
of bowls to jars, it fits between Kharabeh Shattani 
and Khirbet Hatara.31 The absence of slip wares, 
which are introduced at Nimrud in Level 5 (ca. 220 
BC), mark the lower dating threshold. Nimrud 
Level 4 (ca. 180 BC), Khirbet Hatara Level 9c, 
Tell Deir Situn ‘Phase 3’, Tell Mohammed ‘Arab 
and Khirbet Khatuniyeh are proposed as contem-
porary. Their assemblages represent all three types; 
this indicates no direct chronological differentia-
tion of these assemblages as a rule. Nimrud Level 
3 was interpreted as a continuation of Level 4 
and not encountered in all areas at Nimrud; but 
Tell Deir Situn ‘Phase 4’ is possibly contemporary. 
A significant shift in the assemblage composition 
is visible between Nimrud Level 4-3 and Level 2, 
where an inverse ratio of open and closed vessels 
types is noticeable. Nimrud Level 2 (ca. 145 BC) 
should correspond to the ‘Hellenistic Pits’ at Tell 
Thuwaiji, Level 2 at Tell Fisna and Khirbet Hatara 
Level 9b.

Should this chronological order prove to be 
cor rect, different types of assemblages co-oc-
cur du ring the Seleucid period within the region 
based on available published data. This in turn 
suggests that the assemblages are not chronologi-
cally distinctive.

31 Venco Ricciardi 2008, p. 148.

Based on this differentiation, site types matched 
specific assemblages: ‘International Style’ assem-
blages occur at economic centres and agrarian sites; 
‘Local Style’ assemblages are predominantly found 
at mixed domestic/agrarian sites.

4.3 Site Continuity

Among 19 Seleucid period sites, new foundations, 
successive occupation, and re-occupation follow-
ing a hiatus can be distinguished (tab. 3, 4). New 
foundations are rare in the region, continuous 
settlement is particularly evident on the western 
Tigris bank, and re-occupation was common on 
both river banks.

New foundations: Three sites were newly occupied in 
the second century BC. Hatra (LS A) in the Jezirah; 
Tell Deir Situn (LS B) and Grai Darki (IntS) inland 
of the Tigirs’ east bank. Each assemblage type is 
represented.

Successive occupation: Eight sites were already occu-
pied during the Iron Age and either Neo-Assyrian 
or ‘post-Assyrian’ ceramics and building remains 
were found. Continuous occupation is predom-
inantly attested on the western Tigris bank at 
both larger and smaller IA sites. On the eastern 
Tigris bank, successive occupation occurred only 
on larger IA sites. Ceramic assemblages of all sites 
on the western bank are of ‘International Style’. 
East bank sites have both types of ‘Local Style’ 
assemblages.

Re-occupation: Eight sites were re-occupied pre-
do minantly revisiting MBA sites. Records only 
attest occupation without further information 
in nearly all cases. The remaining sites have 
‘International Style’ and ‘Local Style A’ assem-
bla ges. The only known eastern bank assemblage 
is of the latter type.

Occupation type based on location partly impac-
ted the assemblage type. Assemblages on new 
oc cu pations within the eastern bank region fea-
tured internationalised assemblages, while re-
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Table 3
Settlement continuity on the Tigris (east bank)

Site name Neo Assyrian Post-Assyrian Seleucid

Khribet Khatuniyeh X X X
Qasrij Cliff X
Khirbet Qasrij X
Rownak X X
Khirbet Aqar Babira X
Khirbet Hatara X X
Tell Jigan/Tell Jikan X X
Tell Baqaq 2 X
Faida X
Satu Qala X
Tell Jelluqeh X
Tell Fisna X
Tell Mohammed ‘Arab X
Grai Darki X
Tell Deir Situn X

Table 4
Settlement continuity on the Tigris (west bank)

Site name Neo Assyrian Post-Assyrian Seleucid

Tell Rijm Omar Dalle X (X) X
Tell Selal X
Tell Dhuwaij/Thuwaijj X X
Tell Sheikh Homsy X
Khirbet Karhasan X X
Tell Abu Dhahir X X
Khirbet Shireena X X
Gir Matbakh X
Siyana Ulya X
Tell Shelgiyya X X
Tell Hamad Āġa as-Saġīr X

Hatra X

Tell Jessary X
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Khirbet Khatuniyeh represents a domestic/
agrarian site of continuous occupation on the 
eastern Tigris bank, where the entire ceramic corpus 
was published. Of the 77 sherds, only six pieces are 
known ‘international style’ pieces (7.78%): one 
incurving rim bowl, two carinated rim bowls, and 
three double-folded-rim jars; two more pieces are 
regional versions of a Seleucid period deep rolled 
rim plate (10,38%). The predominance of Iron Age 
styled bowls and beakers far exceeds any of the ‘new 
types’, which supplement the general assemblage. 
Two bowls and two beakers have painted horizontal 
stripes; the rolled rim plate is slipped. Storage jars 
range in their restrictions (11-14 cm; 18-24 cm) 
and appear balanced at 13 vessels per size range. 
Medium and large sized bowls are around ten per 
size range; and five beakers complete the assemblage. 
In comparison to the much larger Neo-Assyrian 
assemblage, less diversity in bowl and beaker types, 
and quantity, and larger diameters of storage vessels 
are discernible, yet direct links remain visible in all 
vessel types.

Likewise, at Khirbet Hatara the Level 9c assem-
blage remains indistinct to ‘international shapes’; 
the following Level 9b incorporates incurved rim 
bowls of medium and large sizes, which replace 
restricted carinated bowl types. This becomes 
clear in Level 9a, where Iron Age type beaked rim 
bowls reappear and replace incurving rim bowls. 
At the same time, large sized storage jars increase in 
numbers and are accompanied by the introduction 
of large basins in Levels 9a-b.

The influence of site function on ceramic 
assem blages can be demonstrated at Tell Fisna. 
Although it is considered a large domestic/agrarian 
mixed type site, the only published material comes 
from the Japanese excavations of storage pits. 
The approximately 46 published fragments fall 
into only two major categories: incurving rim 
bowls and double-folded-rim jars. Deep plates 
(4), beakers (4) and large bowls (3) complement 
the assemblage. Tell Fisna suggests, that essential 
to agrarian sites are medium to large incurving 
rim bowls and medium to large storage jars, while 
it includes, what is possibly a standard second 
century assemblage: beaker, deep plate, bowl, basin 
and storage jar.

5. Tying the strings

5.1 A Dynamic Landscape

Following the investigation of the four parameters, 
a few patterns become visible:

a) the impact of local traditions increases in areas 
further removed from the Tigris, and generally 
towards the east;

b) site types are closely connected with assembla-
ge types: ‘International Style’ assemblages appe-
ar at economic centres and agrarian sites; ‘Local 
Styles’ relate to domestic/agrarian mixed sites;

c) successive occupation on eastern bank sites im-
pact assemblages, promoting ‘Local Style’;

d) the different assemblage groups are not chrono-
logically significant.

The earliest settled Seleucid period sites known in 
North Iraq are Hatra and Nimrud, both outside the 
investigated area. Despite a likely new foundation 
during the period, ceramics at Hatra are ‘Local Style 
A’, showing strong ties to Iron Age shapes; Neo 
Assyrian and Achaemenid. At Nimrud, a possibly 
impoverished settlement occupies the vestiges of 
a former Neo Assyrian capital, continuous but 
much reduced.32 The development of the ceramic 
assemblages during the Seleucid period, suggest 
integration of new vessel types to derivatives of Iron 
Age types.33 The Numismatic evidence suggests 
an inclusion into a monetary network prior to 
any impact via commodity exchange (e.g. small 
finds). Two new types, a carinated bowl and the 
incurving rim bowl are included into an existing 
ceramic assemblage. Incurving rim bowls apparently 
functionally replace many of the Neo-Assyrian bowl 
variations, carinated bowls possibly replace cups 
as vessels for liquids, and unrestricted bowl types. 
This may be emphasised by the assemblage at Hatra, 
where drinking vessels and hemispherical bowls co-
occur with restricted and semi-restricted jars.

32 Lines 1954; Oates 2005, 1959; Palermo 2016, 
p. 277

33 Oates 2005.
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5.2 State production

Little is known of the preceding Achaemenid reign 
over North Mesopotamia.35 This lacuna makes no 
exemption in terms of material culture. Identifying 
Achaemenid ceramics proves more difficult in this 
region – sprouting both theories explaining lack of 
settlements and theories of ceramic continuity with 
subtle changes.36 Going further back in time does not 
necessarily allow a better assessment of this ‘hiatus’ 
but instead offers a clearer picture of an established 
ceramic tradition. During the Early Iron Age, the 
development and expansion of the Neo Assyrian 
empire was accompanied by a strong standardisation 
of ceramic containers that penetrated multiple 
social strata. While an absolute uniformity of 
technology and shape was primarily achieved in 
the state’s capitals and provincial administrative 

35 Chiocchetti 2008; Curtis 2003, 2005, 2016; 
Kreppner 2008; Kuhrt 1995; Lines 1954; Oates 1959; 
Zevit 2009.

36 Hannestad 1983; Wilkinson, Tucker 1995.

I have proposed Tell Deir Situn as an economic 
centre on the eastern bank. It is a new foundation 
with a partly excavated large scale building. The 
phase 3 common ware included «jars, bowls and 
so-called “fish-plates”».34 The published fine wares 
show that rolled rim plates were considered fish 
plates, which at this point must be refuted. As an 
economic hub, and possible extraction or collection 
point of agricultural resources, both bowls and jars 
reaffirm the findings at Tell Fisna, and apart from 
rolled rim plates, the assemblages are identical.

To summarise, Seleucid period assemblages can 
be broken down into a set of four parts: a beaker, 
bowl, basin, and storage jar. Together they form a 
functionally coherent unit but are not reliant on 
specific shapes. Some functions referring to beakers 
or basin can be fulfilled by other vessel types, often 
by hemispherical or incurving rim bowls, which 
range in size from 16-26 cm in diameter. 

34 Curtis et Al. 1987, p. 52.

Figure 2
International Style

1 Red ware; white grit D: 11 cm Roaf 1984a, fig. 3a

2 Red ware; white grit D: 13.5 cm Roaf 1984a, fig. 3b

3 Orange ware; white grit; some mica D: 22 cm Roaf 1983, fig. 6.41

4 Red ware; fine white grit temper D: 24 cm Roaf 1983, fig. 6.33

5 Reddish ware; very fine white grit temper D: 14 cm Roaf 1983, fig. 6.26
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Figure 2: Local Style A 

1 Light grey-green ware; fine sand D: 10.4 cm VENCO RICCIARDI 2008, fig. 6a.4 
2 Pink ware; medium sand D: 22 cm VENCO RICCIARDI 2008, fig. 6b.13 
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6 Brown ware; medium sand D: 21 cm VENCO RICCIARDI 2008, fig. 6b.17 
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manual vote or sign of resistance.38 But a simplistic 
impregnation of any cultural indivi duation or unique 
cultural trait should be rejected as these ceramics were 
most likely connected to a phenomenon one could 
term ikeanisation,39 both in production intensity 
and distribution.40 The distribution of these ceramic 
vessels more likely represents the extent to which the 
Neo Assyrian state or ideology spread or permeated 
consumption habits in the quotidian sphere. In 

38 Scott 1990, 1998.
39 I suggest ‚ikeanisation‘ as analogy to the widespread 

impact of IKEA products in western everyday life both meeting 
and producing demand of a developing aesthetic of product 
and price, transcending national boundaries and individual 
identities.

40 Kreppner 2015.

centres, subtle alterations were visible among those 
places likely more removed from the strongholds of 
‘state agency’.37 Visibility of these alterations may 
vary, most can be detected in technological (sur-
face treatment, firing temperature and clay com-
position) or morphological (vessel shapes) terms. 
Although deportation strategies employed by the 
Neo Assyrian kings following military cam paigns 
to the Levant led to a mixed population in the 
Assyrian heartland, these alterations might represent 
broader regional differences rather than significant 
cultural differentiation, but could also be events of a 

37 Radner et Al. 2016; Radner, Kreppner, 
Squitieri 2016.
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proposed. A primary chronological differentiation 
leads to a more sequential site development, with 
settlements in the early second century BC, perhaps 
connected with interests of Antiochus III (222-187 
BC) in the east, and a burst of settlements estab-
lished around the mid-second century BC, prior to 
the region falling under Arsacid suzerainty.41 These 
settlements were integrated into different economic 
systems, the western bank and immediate Tigris re-
gions implementing ‘international style’ vessels, pos-
sibly through established trade routes also enabling 
continuous site use, while the eastern bank relied 
on local production networks as part of an increas-

41 Curtis 2000, p. 11; Hauser 1994, p. 477; Oates 
1958, p. 137.

this sense, the development of a ceramic corpus 
transitioning from a state production into a regional 
tradition during the succeeding Achaemenid period 
is met by a different, supra-regional production 
horizon at latest in the Seleucid period.

5.3 A colonial encounter?

The identification of three different assemblage 
com positions allows a differentiated assessment of 
Seleucid political impact on the region in economic 
terms. Based on the numismatic evidence and cross-
correlation of technological features and assemblage 
compositions a regional chronologic development is 

Figure 4
Local Style B

1 Grit temper D: 22 cm Curtis, Green and Knight 1987, fig. 3.5

2 Grit temper D: 12 cm Curtis, Green and Knight 1987, fig. 3.9

3 Grit temper D: 20 cm Curtis, Green and Knight 1987, fig. 3.14

4 Grit temper D: 18.5 cm Curtis, Green and Knight 1987, fig. 3.13

5 Grit temper D: 12 cm Curtis, Green and Knight 1987, fig. 3.1

6 Reddish yellow ware; fine calcareous D: 13 cm Curtis and Green 1997, fig. 63.450

7 Light red ware; sandy D: 18 cm Curtis and Green 1997, fig. 63.452
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5 Grit temper D: 12 cm CURTIS, GREEN AND KNIGHT 1987, fig. 3.1 
6 Reddish yellow ware; fine calcareous D: 13 cm CURTIS AND GREEN 1997, fig. 63.450 
7 Light red ware; sandy D: 18 cm CURTIS AND GREEN 1997, fig. 63.452 
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And while the Seleucid empire left its marks, it 
likely did not colonise the region. I would argue, 
the degree of change in consumption of the area to 
have been low. Lacking a strong base for the devel-
opment of new practice is reflected in the limited 
evidence of ceramic forms attested. The emulation 
of foreign shapes into known and ade quate con-
tainer sizes, and the small sizes of hubs wherein a 
concentration of ‘non-local’ cultural material accu-
mulated, hints at a limited integration of the region 
into the Seleucid Empire – in terms of exchange 
networks and consumption habits. Instead it may 
have indirectly structured it through permeating 
technological changes and the extraction of agrar-
ian products, perhaps to the south via the Tigris or 
west using the road network.

ing self-reliance. On the eastern banks of the Tigris, 
populations were forced to move with decreasing 
exploitability of former well irrigated semi-artificial 
farmland. The irrigation systems installed under the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire were no longer pursued and 
the dependency of the former agricultural prosper-
ity on this system impacted the available arable ar-
eas.42 The parallel development of these two regions 
already started during the Iron Age, when two iso-
lated settlement systems developed on the banks of 
the Tigris, each side vested with an economic centre, 
industrial centre, and farmsteads or smaller agrarian 
villages. As such, the model superficially continued 
to exist into the Seleucid period, the drastic changes 
in the landscape led to a decentralised, semi-auton-
omous region of likely small farmsteads and villages. 

42 Bonacossi 2016, 2018a, 2018b; Fales, Del 
Fabbro 2014.
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