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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)
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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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