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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.
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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.
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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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