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Tell Sheikh Hamad

The Assyrian-Aramaean Centre of Dur-Katlimmu/Magdalu

Hartmut Kiihne

This paper is dedicated to the memory of Dieter and Elli Martin who met the challenge of creating
a basic infrastructure during the early years of the expedition brilliantly. Their engagement, patience,
ability to improvise, and humor will always be remembered.

Prolegomena

The Research Project

Sponsored by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) since 1978, the ‘Excavation of
Tell Sheikh Hamad’ is a long-term project based at the Freie Universitdt Berlin and has been
under my supervision since 1980.! Wolfgang Roéllig, Eberhard-Karls Universitét Tiibingen,
and Asa‘d Mahmoud, Museum Deir ez-Zor, representing the partner institutions, have been
co-directors and friends from the beginning and remain so. Starting in 1978, 32 seasons of
excavations® have been conducted up to 2010.

Selection of the Site

Three main reasons were decisive for the selection of this site for excavation in 1977/1978:
- the virgin state of archaeological research on the region;

- its extraordinary geographical and environmental position;

- the challenge of the historical geography of the second and first millennia BC.

1 Responsible Body: Freie Universitit Berlin; Partner Institutions: Universitit Tiibingen, Museum Deir
ez-Zor (Syria). Funding: Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, Freie Universitit Berlin, Eberhard Karls
Universitét Tiibingen, industrial and private private sponsors.
Director: Prof. Dr. Hartmut Kiihne; Co-Directors: Prof. em. Dr. Wolfgang Rollig, Tiibingen; Asa‘d
Mahmoud M.A., DGAM.
Present Staff: Dr. F. Janoscha Kreppner, Jens Rohde M.A., Anja Fligert M.A., Arne Weiser, Anja Kaeselitz,
Jessica Mahler, Tobias Schmidt, Kathrin Schmitt, Ernestine Weckend, Julius Bussilliat, Kornelia
Kasperkiewicz. Freelance Staff: Dr. Marina Pucci, Dipl. Ing. Jochen Schmid, Wassim Alrez M.A., Jorg
Lemke, Dr. Andreas Oettel, Benjamin Wehry M.A., Dr. Anja Hellmuth, Rainer Gerisch Dipl.biol.
Cooperating Scholars: Prof. Dr. Eva Cancik-Kirschbaum (Assyriology, Berlin), Prof. Dr. Karen
Radner (Assyriology, London), Prof. Dr. Michael Schultz (Palacopathology, Gottingen), Dr. Heide Hornig
(Physical Anthropology, Berlin), Cornelius Meyer, Dipl. rer.nat. (Geophysical Prospection, Eastern
Atlas, Berlin), Prof. Dr. Izumi Nakai (Chemistry, Tokyo).
Homepage: http://www.schechhamad.de

2 These include study seasons that have mostly run parallel to field work.
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Fig. 1 Fragmentary Stele of Adad-
Nirari III? (Photo: Curtis/Reade

1995: Fig. 10).

Hartmut Kiihne

The immediate prompt, however, was the discovery
of Middle Assyrian cuneiform tablets on the surface of
the western slope of the tell during the second visit to the
site in 1977 as part of the Lower Khabur Survey, under
the auspices of the Tiibinger Atlas des Vorderen Orients.*
Before beginning any excavation, the preliminary read-
ing of these tablets suggested that the site should be iden-
tified with the Assyrian city of Dur-Katlimmu, which
was known from published Assyrian cuneiform sources
but had been localized elsewhere.’

Research Aims

Focusing on the periods of the Assyrian State and Em-

pire, e.g. from 1350 to about 600 BC, the research aims

were embedded in two dimensions, local and regional.
The local aims of the excavation of Tell Sheikh Hamad

and the exploration of its vicinity concerned:

- the identification of the site with historical places;

- the history and development of the settlement;

- change of function through time;

- urban structure;

subsistence and socioeconomic structure;
rural space and the economy of the hinterland;
administration at both levels, i.e. local/regional as well as state/empire;

material culture.

Regional aims for the Lower Khabur valley concerned:

the historical geography of the second and first millennium BC;
regional development of settlement;

paleo-environmental development;

study of systemic effects on landscape and society.

To meet these aims, the archaeological field activities were expanded and eventually framed
under the heading of the ‘The Lower Khabur Archaeological Project’, which has comprised:

The site had been explored by Hormuzd Rassam in 1879 in a two-week sounding, about which no docu-
mentation is preserved; however it seems certain that during the course of this activity the broken upper
part of a stele of Adad-nirarT III was discovered, now in the British Museum (WA 131124); Millard/

Tadmor 1973; Radner 2002: 15.
Kiihne 1978—-1979: 186—187.

Kiihne 1974—-1977: 255; Rollig 1978.
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Fig. 2 Organigram of the Interdisciplinary Project for the Reconstruction of the Palaco-Environment
(© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

The Lower Khabur Survey (1975, 1977);¢
The Wadi Ajij Survey (1982—1983);’
The Excavation of Tell Sheikh Hamad (ongoing since 1978);?

The Excavation of Tell Ajaja (Syrian-headed joint mission, 1982—1990);°

3

Kiihne 1974-1977; Kiihne 1978—1979; Kiihne/Rollig 1977—-1978; Kithne/Rollig 1983.
Bernbeck 1994.
Kiihne 1991-2010; note that every volume contains a “Zentrale Bibliograpghie” (a full bibliography),
which can also be viewed at: http://www.schechhamad.de/veroeffentlichungen/bibliographie.php.
Mahmoud 2008; Bernbeck ef al. 1988; Mahmoud/Kiihne 1993 —-1994.
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- The Excavation of Tell Bderi (in cooperation with the German Archaeological Institute
Damascus,1985-1995);!°

- The Excavation of Tell Dgherat South (in cooperation with the German Archaeological
Institute Berlin, 2000-2003)."!

Within this framework an interdisciplinary project concerned with the ‘Reconstruction of
the Environment of the Lower Khabur in the Late Holocene’ (Fig. 2), sponsored by the Freie
Universitéit Berlin, was launched in 1982 and continued until 1995. In fourteen disciplines,
the present environment of the region was studied and confronted with the reconstruction
of the palaeo-environment as derived from ancient samples of archaeological excavations.'?
The results of these investigations have been published in two volumes'® but further studies
are still in progress.

The Site

Geographical and environmental situation

Tell Sheikh Hamad is situated 70 km northeast of Deir ez-Zor on the east bank of the Khabur
river (see map on p.311) and about 80 km south of the modern dry-farming belt. This unfa-
vorable environmental position raised immediate queries concerning the palaeo-environment
of the ancient settlement, which came to be of crucial relevance for the research as a whole.
The first hypotheses — that the mean annual rainfall might have been higher during Assyrian
times — were not supported by palynological,' palacobotanical,' and archaeozoological'®
data; the evidence rather suggested that the present degradation was the outcome of continu-
ous anthropogenic interference in the ecosystem over millennia.!”

Topography and main sections of excavation (Fig. 3)

The ancient settlement site lies on a spur of the river terrace that extends southwest into the
river alluvium between the mouths of two wadis, Wadi Sa’ib Hamad and Wadi Gharibe. It
is divided into five parts: enclosed within a city wall of nearly 4 km in length are the Citadel
(tell) mounted on a natural hill in the southwest corner, Lower Town I to the south and east
of it, and Lower Town II to the northeast; outside the wall lie Suburban Area I in the north,
and Suburban Area II in the east.

10 Pfilzner 1988; Pfdlzner 1989—1990; Pfalzner 1995, 2001, 2008a; Maul 1992; Maul 2005.
11 Oettel 2003.

12 Kiihne 2008b:VII.

13 Kiihne 1991; Kiihne 2008.

14 Gremmen/Bottema 1991.

15 Frey/Kiirschner 1991; Kiirschner 2008; Van Zeist 2008.

16 Becker 2008.

17 Kiihne 2008b.
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Fig. 3 Tell Sheikh Hamad topographic map and areas of operation (© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).
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Excavations were conducted in three main sections of the site:

- Operations 1 & 2: located on the western slope of the tell / Citadel,
- Operations 3 & 4: located in the northeast corner of Lower Town I,
- Operations 5 & 6: located in the centre of Lower Town II.

History of settlements' (Fig. 4)

On the basis of pottery collected from the surface, the earliest occupation of Tell Sheikh Ha-
mad belongs to the Late Uruk Period (3300—3000 BC). The settlement was concentrated on
the citadel and seems to have been rather small. It probably remained on this scale throughout
the Early Bronze Age (3000—2000 BC)." At some point within the first quarter of the second
millennium, the settlement site was enlarged by the foundation of Lower Town I, and so
covered some 12 ha.?® This arrangement was continued by the Middle Assyrians. There is no
reliable information available about a town wall or any limitation of the settlement in either
the Middle or Late Bronze Age.

During the tenth and ninth centuries BC, the city of Dur-Katlimmu was enlarged by the
foundation of Lower Town II1.*' The total intramural area then covered a minimum of 40
and a maximum of 52 ha.”? The original new urban occupation of the ninth century BC was
restructured completely during the first quarter of the eighth century; this new architectural
layout then continued to provide the master plan for Lower Town II during the Neo-Assyrian
and Late Babylonian Empires (c. 775—539 BC). At the beginning of the Achaemenid period
the city shrank back to its second millennium extent and remained this size throughout the
Hellenistic and Parthian/Roman Empires (539 BC—c.300 AD). During the early Byzantine
era (c. 500 AD) it was abandoned.?

In recent Islamic times, i.e. during the Ottoman Empire, the site belonged to the territory
of nomadic Bedouin tribes?* (Shammar, Djubur, Agidat). Only since the 1960s have these
tribes become sedentary; the region of the Lower Khabur was permanently resettled by the
Agidat and Djubur.

Ancient names of the site

The identification of Tell Sheikh Hamad with the Assyrian city of Diir-Katlimmu (Dir =
tower / fortress, of “Katlimmu”) was confirmed by the Middle Assyrian archive of AssSur-
iddin (see below). It seems certain that the Assyrian name of the city is a misinterpretation of

18 Kiihne 2006—2008: 544546

19 Ninevite V and Metallic Ware have been found in the excavation on the western slope of the tell/Citadel
in a relocated context.

20 This is a revised figure according to the geophysical prospection; former estimates had ranged around 20 ha.

21 In earlier publications this event was dated to the eighth century, but has had to be revised on the basis of
excavation results since 2003.

22 This is a revised figure according to the geophysical prospection; former estimates had ranged around 60 ha.

23 In earlier publications an Islamic occupation was considered, but it now turns out not to have existed.

24 Goyiing/Hiitteroth 1997.
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Fig. 4 Tell Sheikh Hamad: development of settlement (© T. S&h Hamad Archive, Berlin).

the name of the town of Diir-(personal name) Igitlim of the Mari texts* with which the site of
Tell Sheikh Hamad should thus also be identified, but local evidence for this is lacking so far.
Most probably the foundation of Diir-Katlimmu should be attributed to King Adad-nirart 1?6
(1295-1264 BC).”

During the seventh century BC the local texts from Tell Sheikh Hamad/Diir-Katlimmu
indicate that the Assyrian name of the city was complemented by an Aramaean one:
Magdalu (tower / fortress).?® This name was carried on in the variation of “Magdala”
during the Parthian-Roman period. In total, the modern site of Tell Sheikh Hamad has
been identified with ancient place names that cover a time-span of two millennia from the
18" century BC to the third century AD. At what point the site received its present name,
which commemorates one of the sons of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Gailani (1077-1166 AD), is

unclear.?

Excavation on the tell/Citadel: operations 1 and 2 (Fig. 3)

The aims of operations 1 and 2 (1978—1984, 1987—88) were:
- the establishment of a sequence of settlements,

- recovery of cuneiform tablets,
- excavation of part of the Middle Assyrian occupation.

25 Postgate 1974: 235; Rollig 1978; Durand 2010.

26 As opposed to Kiithne 2006—-2008: 546; Radner 2002:15.

27 The absolute dates of the Middle Assyrian kings down to AsSur-dan I are quoted according to Boese/
Wilhelm 1979: 19-38.

28 Kiihne/Luther 2005; Radner 2006—2008.

29 Novak 2005: 355.
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- . A it ik
Fig. 6 Middle Assyrian tablets in ashy earth layer as excavated in Room A.
(© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

Operation 1 consisted of a 10 m wide step trench across the western slope of the mound from
the top to about half way down the slope. A sequence of 28 occupation layers was encoun-
tered, which date from the third century AD to the 13" century BC.*

In operation 2, remains of the Middle Assyrian Building P (palace) of layer 28 were ex-
cavated over an area of 800 m? (Fig. 5). Room A of the fragmentary ground plan stands out
for the discovery of the Middle Assyrian archive of the grand vizier (sukallu rabi’u) ASSur-
iddin’! consisting of 668 registered items (Fig. 6).>* The texts are dated by eponyms to the
beginning of the reign of King Salmanu-asared I (1263—1234 BC) down to the end of the
reign of his son and successor, King Tukulti-Ninurta I (1233—-1197 BC),* e.g., from about
1260 to 1204 BC.** 1t is of particular interest that the cuneiform tablets featured the impres-
sions of the personal seals of both kings.*

30 Kiihne 2006—2008: 550; Kithne 2005b.

31 Cancik-Kirschbaum 1996.

32 Out of these 459 pieces were studied and 360 have been or will be published; Rollig 2008:1 mentions
570 pieces which has to be corrected.

33 Rollig 2008: 3.

34 Most recently: Reculeau 2011: 171-172.

35 Kiihne/Ro6llig 1989; Kiihne 1997.
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Function and significance of Middle Assyrian Dir-Katlimmu

According to the archive of the grand vizier AsSur-iddin, Dir-Katlimmu was the administra-
tive centre of a newly established district (pahiitu) and the seat of a governor (bél pahete);
two office holders are known from the texts.*® The district seems to have consisted of little
more than the immediate surroundings of Diir-Katlimmu.?” However, beyond this provincial
role, Diir-Katlimmu functioned as a supra-regional centre alongside the capital Assur, as the
seat of a grand vizier (sukallu rabi’u), a position for which two office holders are recorded
in the Diuir-Katlimmu texts: AsSur-iddin and Salmanu-musabsi. The former is a descendent
of a junior line descended from King Adad-nirari [ (1295—1264 BC) and held the title “king
of Hanigalbat” (Sar mat Hanigalbat) like his father Qibi-AsSur;* it is for that reason that the
label ‘capital’ of the western part of the Middle Assyrian state for Diir-Katlimmu may be

36 Cancik-Kirschbaum 1996: 19.
37 Kiihne 2009a: 31-33.
38 Cancik-Kirschbaum 1999.
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justified.* This general importance of the site is reinforced by the fact that King Salmanu-
asared I constructed the Temple of Salmanu, the city god of Dur-Katlimmu,* and integrated
the name of this god into his throne name,*' a unique procedure! By this act he founded a
tradition which was carried on by four more Assyrian kings until Salmanu-asared V (726-722
BC), who was replaced by his brother Sargon II (721-705 BC). Thus, it may be said safely
that Dar-Katlimmu in the 13" century BC functioned as a center of political administration,
development, and security in the western part of the state. Furthermore, the visit(s) of King
Tukulti-Ninurta I to Dar-Katlimmu, recorded in the local documents,* may indicate that this
city enjoyed a privileged royal status, perhaps similar to the function of a ’K&nigspfalz’ in
medieval Europe.

Advances in Results for Middle Assyrian historiography

The Middle Assyrian evidence from Diir-Katlimmu made it possible for the first time to de-
fine the territory of the Middle Assyrian state correctly and fix its western extent during the
13" century BC (Fig. 7).* Covering a much larger territory than formerly claimed* this state
functioned by means of territorial control with the help of an administrative apparatus that
was based on newly defined districts and centers,* as is demonstrated by the correspondence
between AsSur-iddin and Sin-mudammeq.*® The state’s normative structure is mirrored in the
material record, as can be traced in the standardized pottery.*’ On a local level, the study of
the Middle Assyrian lists of agricultural yields and of animal husbandry* has provided new
insights into the economy, administration, and subsistence® of this center. On the whole, it
offers a significant addition to the political history, historical geography, and administrative
structure of the Middle Assyrian state.™

39 Kiihne 2006—-2008: 546.

40 Radner 1998; Radner 2002:15.

41 Baker/Yamada 2002:1071-1078.

42 Cancik-Kirschbaum 1996:16, 147—153.

43 Cancik-Kirschbaum 1996: 34—-36; Kiihne 2000b: 279, Fig. 2.

44 The western territory of the Middle Assyrian state was mostly defined by the “Land of Hanigalbat ,”
the extent of which was described by King Adad-nirari I (Cancik-Kirschbaum 1996: 33, 2003: 43); in
modern terms, this covered the land along the Turkish-Syrian border between Carchemish on the Eu-
phrates and the Tur Abdin. The western Jazira south of this stretch of land and the Lower Khabur were
usually not considered to be an integrated part of the Middle Assyrian state. The identification of Tell
Sheikh Hamad with Diir-Katlimmu and the excavation of Tell Sabi Abyad were proof of the contrary (as
mapped by Postgate 1985: 97; Roaf 1998: 140); however, complementary to these maps, even the Jazira
east of the Lower Khabur has to be included, because of the Middle Assyrian settlement/station of Tell
Umm Agqrebe on the road from Dur-Katlimmu to Assur (Pfalzner 1994).

45 Cancik-Kirschbaum 2003: 46—-47

46 Cancik-Kirschbaum 1996: 25—32; this is proof of the contrary to Liverani’s “new paradigm” of a net-
work structure, Liverani 1988: 90—91.

47 Pfélzner 1995; Duistermaat 2008; Postgate 2010.

48 Rollig 2008.

49 Kiihne 2008b.

50 Kiihne 2000b; Cancik-Kirschbaum 2003: 45-51.
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Fig. 8 Schematic plan of architectural complex of Northeast Corner of Lower Town II
(Kiihne in print Fig. 265; © T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

Excavation in Lower Town II: Operations 3—6 (Fig. 3)

In 1984/1985 a shift towards Lower Town II and thus to the Neo-Assyrian period was
undertaken. The aim was to contribute to the study of the structure and function of Neo-
Assyrian lower towns, which were considered to constitute the living quarters of the
population. Lower Town II of Dar-Katlimmu seemed to be especially well suited for
such an investigation because the archaeological data from the surface indicated a sin-
gle-period occupation, i.e., Neo-Assyrian, with architectural remains directly underneath
the surface. Therefore the archaeological methods of operations 3—6 were aligned to
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large-scale excavations supported by
heavy machinery,’! aerial photographs,
geophysical survey, and satellite im-
ages.

Operations 3 and 4

Operations 3 and 4 were carried out in
the Northeast Corner of Lower Town II
between 1978 and 1990; the excavated
area covers approximately 10,000 m?. A
section of the urban layout was exposed,
featuring five separate buildings, open
areas, the north east corner of the town
wall, and a system for fresh water sup-
ply. In operation 3 the multifunctional
palace-like Building F/W is the largest
and most important, covering an area
of 3768 m? and consisting of almost 50
rooms*? (Fig. 8). The Town Wall was the
subject of investigation in operation 4;
60 m of the northern wall and 220 m of
the eastern wall were traced and partly
excavated (Fig. 9). It featured towers at
regular distances of 18 m, an outlet in the
eastern wall between towers 5E and 6E,
and a city gate between towers 10E and
11E. The ensemble is to be dated to the
eighth/seventh century BC.%

Operations 5 and 6 (Fig. 10)

Fig. 9 The eastern town wall as seen from the north
(© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

These operation fields are situated in the central Lower Town II (Fig. 3); excavation first
started in 1984 and was pursued until 1987; it then had to be interrupted because of lack of
capacity but was resumed from 1992 until 2008, which marked the end of the present excava-
tion program. The excavated area of operations 5 and 6 covers some 12,000 m2.3

51 Kiihne 2005a: 5.

52 It has not been completely excavated.
53 Kiihne 2006—2008: 547—548.

54 Kiihne 2006—2008: 548—551.
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Fig. 10 Excavated area of operations 5 & 6, Neo-Assyrian Residences at left, Red House at right
(© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

The Neo-Assyrian Residences (Fig. 11)

Operation 5 consists of the Neo-Assyrian Residences, dating to the eighth/seventh cen-
tury BC.* Four mansions, Houses 1—4, of different sizes, were fully excavated, occupy-
ing an area of 3500 m?. Within the urban layout they form a block flanked by streets in
the north and in the west and by open areas in the south and in the east. Furnished with
bath rooms, kitchens, reception halls, and living rooms, it is clear that they have to be
associated with upper-class housing in spite of their different sizes. In Houses 1 and 4,
two almost equally large reception halls (17 x 5 m) are situated in a T-arrangement to
each other; hall B of House 4 was decorated with wall paintings featuring geometric,
floral, and figurative scenes with animals, plants, a row of ostriches, and a hut that was
designated by a cuneiform inscription as “the garden house”; this depiction was comple-

55 Pucci 2009.
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Fig. 11 Schematic Plan of Neo-Assyrian Residences (© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

mented by plant pits (and a well), which were excavated in the southern court of House
1 next to the decorated hall, and apparently mark the site of a small garden.’® Only a
very limited number of fragmentary cuneiform tablets were discovered in the rooms of
Houses 1 and 3.7

Earliest occupation

Underlying both the Neo-Assyrian Residences and the architectural complex of the North-
East Corner is an earlier occupation level that was encountered in patches only. Consist-
ing of two layers of mud brick at the most, its state of preservation is unfortunately very
poor; in some cases, only the foundation pits were left, which had been cut into the bedrock.
Evidently this earliest occupation founded on bedrock had been razed when the later build-

56 Kiihne 1998: 287, Fig. 14—15; Kithne 2006.
57 Radner 2002: 36—41.
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(© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

ings were erected. The largest coherent architectural plan has been detected underneath the
Neo-Assyrian Residences (Fig. 12). In one of five shallow cavities into bedrock below the
floor of Room V of House 1 of the Neo-Assyrian Residences which had sealed the earlier
occupation, a clay stopper was discovered which rendered a seal impression with an inscrip-
tion reading: “Seal of ISme-ilu, eunuch of Nergal-&res.”>® Nergal-éres is to be identified with
the well known governor of the province of Rasappa, who is listed twice as eponym, in 803
and 775 BC.* The latter date therefore provides a terminus ante quem for the level in which
the stopper was discovered and a terminus post quem for the construction of the Residences.
Since there is no stratigraphic hiatus, the operation of razing and rebuilding may have been
an initiative by Nergal-&re§ himself.

58 Kiihne/Radner 2008: 28.
59 Radner 2002: 7; Akerman/Baker 2002: 981—982 (s.v. Palil-éres).
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Fig. 13 Geomagnetic plan, Town Canal, and tentative connection to Regional Canal
(©OT. Séh Hamad Archive, Berlin; courtesy Eastern Atlas GmbH).

The Town Canal

Contemporary with this “Pre-Residences level” is the Town Canal (Fig. 13). In the course of
the geophysical prospection in 1999—-2003, a broad anomaly had first become visible crossing
the central Lower Town II from east to west over a distance of almost 360 m. Archaeologi-
cal soundings in 2004 and 2006 suggested that this feature should be interpreted as a street
flanking the northern front of the Residences. During the 2008 season devoted to stratigraphic
studies, it was discovered in two trenches that the street had sealed a broad cavity which had
to be interpreted as a canal that had been refilled; this was reconfirmed in three more trenches
in 2010. Since the street is without doubt associated with the earliest floor level of the Resi-
dences, the construction and utilization of the canal must be older, i.e., contemporary with the
‘Pre-Residences level’, which should be dated prior to 775 BC (see above).

With a width of 9 m at the top and nearly 6 m at the bottom, the dimensions of the Town
Canal correspond to a canal discovered previously, the Regional Khabur Canal,’' which pass-
es the city of Dur-Katlimmu 2.4 km to the east, from which an off-take canal heads towards
the city (Fig. 13). It does not need much imagination to connect this off-take canal virtually

60 Pucci 2010.
61 Ergenzinger/Kiihne 1991.
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with the town canal.®? Local Neo-Assyrian written evidence is scanty but in a very fragmen-
tary text the title of a canal inspector (gugallu) is mentioned.®® However, it is of particular
interest that a local Middle Assyrian text refers to a “town moat.”* It is certainly tempting to
associate this town moat with the town canal described above; if confirmed it would mean
that the construction and utilization not only of the town canal but also of the regional canal,
i.e., of the whole system, dates back in its initial stages to the 13% century BC!®

Burials of the Neo-Assyrian period

A chamber tomb cut into the bedrock and accessible by a shaft represents the oldest strati-
graphic evidence of the Lower Town II, because the earliest building level, the ‘Pre-Resi-
dences level’, is superimposed upon it; unfortunately it was robbed in antiquity.®® Contem-
porary with the Neo-Assyrian Residences are two graves of common Neo-Assyrian type, but
also a new type of burial which has been termed “corpse cremation burial.”®” The archaeo-
logical record suggests a ceremonial procedure by which the dressed up dead was laid on a
wooden bed in a large pit with the grave goods attached; after the sacrifice of some animals
the whole arrangement was set on fire and left smoldering and smoking for some days before
the pit was filled with earth.

The Red House (Fig. 14)

Covering an area of 5200 m? the Post-Assyrian “Red House” was fully excavated in op-
eration 6; a living space of 3403 m? is partitioned into 85 rooms arranged around 5 court
yards.®® Reminiscent of the structure of a Neo-Assyrian palace, the building consists of
three wings, which can be assigned to an administrative, stately, and residential function.
In Rooms YV and WV of the northern wing of the building, the archive of Sulmu Sarri was
discovered, consisting of 544 cuneiform and 83 Aramaic registered units.® The excavation
context indicated that it had been deposited in jars that were stored in a room above room
YV, from where it had broken down after the building had been abandoned by squatters, so
that it fell down onto a secondary usage level. The most prominent owner of the archive,
Sulmu Sarri, held the position of a confidant (5a qurbuti) at the court of king Assurbanipal
(668—627 BC). His son, Nabi-nasir, witnessed the dissolution of the empire.”” However,
most important was the discovery of four extraordinary cuneiform texts on the floor of

62 Kiihne 2012.

63 Radner 2002: 40.

64 Cancik-Kirschbaum 1996: 132.

65 Kiihne 2012.

66 Kreppner 2008a: 264.

67 Kreppner 2008a: 265—-268.

68 Kiihne 2000a; Kreppner 2006.

69 Radner 2002: 225—231; the Aramaic ‘dockets’ are prepared for publication by W. Réllig.

70 Radner 2002:17; the archive also contained the oldest Neo-Assyrian document excavated so far, see
below.
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Fig. 14 Schematic plan of the Red House (© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

the main usage phase of Room XX, dating to the years 2/3 and 5 of Nebuchadnezzar 11
(603/602, 600 BC) but written in the Assyrian language by an Assyrian scribe.” It is there-
fore most likely that the main usage level of the Red House dates to the period after the
Assyrian core region had disintegrated, while life in Dur-Katlimmu apparently went on
unchanged.”

Function and significance of Neo-Assyrian Dir-Katlimmu

The Lower Town II occupation is amended by an unfinished investigation on the western
slope of the citadel;” due to lack of capacity, levels of the Neo-Assyrian period have not yet
been excavated. However, the sections have revealed visible brick-paved floors of the court-

71 Kiihne 1993; Radner 2002:16—19, 61—69.
72 Kreppner 2006: 9, 127—128; Kreppner 2008b; Kreppner 2008c.
73 Kiihne 2006—2008: 550.
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Fig. 15 Two fragments of an orthostat and reconstruction of the scene
(© T. Seh Hamad Archive, Berlin).

yards of large buildings above the Middle Assyrian Building P, which leaves no doubt that a
Neo-Assyrian palace existed.” The cuneiform evidence records two temples.” The signifi-
cance of Diir-Katlimmu in the ninth century is demonstrated by a fragmentary orthostat (Fig.
15) which was discovered just below the surface of the southern slope of the tell. It depicts
a eunuch wearing weapons, which suggests that the king should be reconstructed in front of
him, the tassel of the king’s gown is still preserved.” The presence of the seated king in a
ceremonial act in Dur-Katlimmu seems again to indicate that the city had a privileged royal
status (see above).

74 Kiihne 2005b: Beilage 3.
75 Radner 2002:14—16.
76 Kiihne 1998: 300, Fig. 9; Kiihne 2005: Abb. 26.
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Almost certainly this function was modified or even changed concomitantly with the
‘new urban paradigm’ of the eighth century BC. Diir-Katlimmu now became a strategically
important royal centre within the home provinces” of the emerging empire, and at the same
time the center of an enlarged settlement system that now included the administration of
the Wadi Ajij settlements, which formed its hinterland. ”® This double role is mirrored in the
ranks of office-holders and offices that are recorded in the Sulmu Sarri archive: of central
royal function were the Sa qurbuti, confidant of the king, the garrison with the position of
a rab muggi, a “military governor”, the elite cavalry troops, and the branch of the Assyrian
intelligence service.” The provincial offices are not as well documented but would consist
of the governor, bél paheéte, and his consorts. They all needed housing befitting their rank
and status, which was provided by the ‘new urban paradigm’ of the Lower Town II of Dir-
Katlimmu. As mirrored by the archaeological record, it provided mansions, residences,
gardens, and a generous urban planning, but has so far failed to reveal any area of housing
for less well-to-do people.

Concerning the role of the Aramaeans in the region® it should be emphasized that Dir-
Katlimmu is proof of long-term profitable and peaceful interaction between the two ethnic
elements dating back to the ninth century; this is attested by a cuneiform tablet of the /imu-
date 828 BC which has been amended by an inked Aramaic epigraph.®’ That Aramaic script
is being used in the local administration at the time of King Salmanu-asared III (858-824 BC)
implies a well established social integration of the Aramaeans at Diir-Katlimmu at this early
period of the Neo-Assyrian state.

Advances in Results for Neo-Assyrian historiography

The city of Dir-Katlimmu may serve as a paradigm for a provincial center of the Assyrian
homeland within the empire, because it is “the most extensively documented.”®* It offers
more than superficial understanding of the organization and functioning of this pristine new
superpower, because it shifts the traditional focus on capitals to the conditions of provincial
life in the homeland, which was the backbone of the Neo-Assyrian empire.®® The limited
economic potential® of its unfavorable ecological location was compensated by the Regional
Canal, which maximized agricultural output, transport, and, in conjunction with the “royal
road” (harran sarri), the means of communication. In addition, the enlarged settlement sys-
tem guaranteed the subsistence of the increased population and even generated a surplus to
support the elites and the garrison troops. Guarded by royal officials and intelligence services,
the local (and regional) population was organized and ruled by clearly defined administrative

77 Postgate 1995.

78 Kiihne 2010.

79 Radner 2002.

80 Kiihne 2009b.

81 Radner 2002: 157.

82 Akkermans/Schwartz 2003: 379.

83 Kiihne 1994; H. Kiihne 1995; Kiihne 2009b.
84 Radner 2000.
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units, officials, and responsibilities that reflect a social hierarchy. It appears that social and
economic life was regulated by the state to the extent that any attempt to get away from it
would have been doomed to failure.*

Furthermore, the excavation of the Red House is the most reliable archaeological evi-
dence for the period after the collapse of the Assyrian Empire in Upper Mesopotamia. It
demonstrates that life in the provincial centers of the former homeland — at least in the case
of Dur-Katlimmu — continued almost unchanged even under the same Assyrian elites, who
were now subject to the Babylonian king, while the former metropolitan Assyrian capitals
lay devastated and abandoned, with the exception of Assur.®® This is bound to produce lasting
changes in the historiographic view of the collapse of the empire and its aftermath.?’

Summary: The occupation sequence of Lower Town II (Tab. 1)

After years of intensive archaeological investigations in the Lower Town II of Tell Sheikh

Hamad, it appears that the anticipated “single-period occupation” of Neo-Assyrian times (see

above) needs more nuance. The evolving chronological chart®® (Tab. 1) demonstrates a con-

tinuous occupation from the beginning of the Neo-Assyrian period, i.e. from Neo-Assyrian I,

onwards.

- Earth phase 9: The oldest utilization of the terrain of Lower Town II is represented by the
shaft tomb dating to the ninth or even tenth century BC.

- Earth phase 8: Consisting of remains of dismantled buildings (Fig. 12) and of the Town
Canal (Fig. 13), this phase represents the earliest full development of Lower Town II, in-
cluding a town wall; it is to be dated to the ninth (cf. n. 80) and beginning eighth centuries
by the terminus ante quem of the governor Nergal-gres.

- Earth phase 7: The architectural ‘master plan’ that followed the occupation of earth-phase
8 consisted of luxurious residences and multi-functional palace-like buildings, work-
shops, public areas, streets, and gardens (Figs. 8, 11). As the second full occupation of the
Lower Town II of the eighth and seventh century BC, it represents a new urban paradigm
and at the same time the climax of the urban development of the city of Diir-Katlimmu
(Fig. 4c).

- Earth phase 6: The third full occupation of Lower Town II is contemporary with the
period after the collapse of the Assyrian Empire, i.e. the Late Babylonian Empire; it is
represented by the Red House (Fig. 14) and the partial re-use of buildings in both, the
Neo-Assyrian Residences and the Northeast Corner. The Red House was partly destroyed
in a fire which may have been contemporary with the end of the Babylonian hegemony,
i.e., 539 BC.

- Earth phase 5: Several phases of isolated squatter occupation are recorded, demonstrating
that Lower Town II had been abandoned. This occupation level is dated by Aramaic in-

85 Postgate 1992.

86 Kiihne 2002, 2011.

87 Dalley 2005.

88 Kiihne 2006—2008:550.
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Tab. 1 Chronological table of the excavated settlement sequence at Tell Sheikh Hamad.

ZEIT PERIODE TELL UNTERSTADT I

(ZITADELLE)

EP (Erdphase)
Gegenwart Gegenwart AL A, Gegenwart 1
18.—1. Hlft. 20. Jh. | Islamisch A, Griber
unbesiedelt 2

~1750 Islamisch A, unbesiedelt
ca. 400
nach 250 n.Chr. | Romisch B
250 n. Chr.
- Romisch C Haus 1 & 2
ca. 165 n. Chr.
165 n. Chr.
- Spatparthisch D Haus 3 Parthisch-
ca. 70 n. Chr. romischer 3
~o 1. Chr. Friedhof
- Mittelparthisch E Haus 4
ca. 1. Viertel
1. Jh. v. Chr.
1. Viertel Frithparthisch
1. Jh. v. Chr. bis
- F Haus 5
ca. 250 v. Chr. Seleukidisch unbesiedelt 4
333 v.Chr. .
- Achdmenidisch l;z i;g;:étl(:n 5
ab 539 v.Chr. &
539 , ,
- Spat-Neubabylonisch 24 | 3. Voll-Besiedlung | 6
612
612
- Neuassyrisch III 25 | 2. Voll-Besiedlung | 7
ca. 721
722
- Neuassyrisch II 26 | 1. Voll-Besiedlung | 8
ca. 823
824
- Neuassyrisch 1 27a-b | Griindung 9
ca. 936
936 )
- Mittelassyrisch II 22
ca. 1114
15 Griber 27¢

ca. 1295

Mittelassyrisch 1

Gebiude P 28
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scribed ostraka to the turn of the sixth to the fifth century BC,* which provides a terminus
ante quem for the end of earth phase 6.

- Earth phase 4: This is a period in which Lower Town II seems to have been totally aban-
doned and unfrequented; it covers the period of the late Achaemenids and the Seleucids.

- Earth phase 3: In this phase the whole area of the former Lower Town II was used as a
burial ground of the town now called Magdala; some 750 graves have been unearthed.

- Earth phase 2—1: During the past almost 1500 years until the 1960s the area was not
settled,” but was frequented by nomads.

Advances in Results for Achaemenid, Hellenistic, and Roman historiography

Beyond the achievements relating to the Assyrian period, it should be highlighted that the
town of Magdala of the Parthian-Roman period also emerged from the archaeological record
of this research project. For once, the occupation of a town can be matched to contemporary
use of a cemetery, covering the time-span of roughly 400 years (c. 150 BC to 250 AD).”!

When the Babylonian Empire was replaced by the first Persian one, the region of the
Jazira became marginal in relation to the new capitals of Susa, Pasargadae, and Persepolis.
This implied the decline of Diir-Katlimmu/Magdalu to a regional town, which is mirrored in
the abandonment of Lower Town II. It seems that in Seleucid times the situation remained
unchanged. First documented as partially dependent on Hatra °> and ultimately integrated into
the Roman /imes, the significance of the town of Magdala increased again slightly because it
was situated along the alternating border between the Parthian and Roman Empires.*

89 Kreppner 2006: 126.

90 Poidebard 1934: P1. CVIII.

91 Novak/Oettel/Witzel 2000; Kiihne 2005; Hornig 2010.
92 Downey 2005.

93 Oettel 2005; Luther 2005.
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