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