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Editor’s note


When I became CEO of the Iran Heritage Foundation in 2014, my former British Museum colleague Terence Mitchell asked for my help in publishing an article that was a greatly expanded version of a lecture delivered in 2005. I am pleased to have been able to fulfil that obligation by including the article in this volume, but it should be noted that all views and opinions expressed in the article are those of Terence himself.


Best thanks are due to Lutterworth Press for agreeing to publish this book, to the copy-editor, Dorothy Luckhurst, and to Debora Nicosia who has seen this book through the press. I am most grateful to the Trustees of the Iran Heritage Foundation who have provided a subvention for the publication of this book.


Lastly, it should be noted that that there has been no attempt in this book, apart from the Mitchell article, to standardise the transliteration of names in Persian or in other languages. Instead, the most commonly used forms of the names in English have been used wherever possible.
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Terence Croft Mitchell (1929-2019)


Photo by Andrew Cryer, March 2019








Introduction


This collection of essays was intended as a tribute to Terence Mitchell on his 90th birthday but, sadly, he died in London on Easter Sunday, 21 April 2019, one month short of the landmark birthday. This book will therefore be a memorial volume.


Terence Mitchell was born on 17 June 1929, the elder son of the landscape artist Arthur Croft Mitchell (1872-1956) and his wife Evelyn Violet, née Ware. During part of World War II he was evacuated to the United States and attended Holderness School in New Hampshire. On returning to the United Kingdom he continued his education at Bradfield College in Berkshire. His military service was spent as a craftsman in the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME). Following this he went up to St Catharine’s College, Cambridge, where he read Archaeology and Anthropology. At Cambridge he was a contemporary of Jeffrey Orchard and Eric Uphill, with whom he remained friends for the rest of his life. His teacher in the history and archaeology of the Ancient Near East was Margaret Munn-Rankin (1913-81). After Cambridge he became a schoolmaster for several years at St Catherine’s School in Almondsbury near Bristol (1954-56), and from 1956-57 he studied at Tyndale House in Cambridge. From 1958-59 he was ‘the European representative of the Australian Institute of Archaeology’.


In 1959 he joined the Department of Western Asiatic Antiquities at the British Museum at an exciting time when the department was rapidly expanding under the dynamic leadership of Richard D. Barnett. The cuneiformist at this time was Donald Wiseman, soon to be replaced by Edmond Sollberger who succeeded Barnett as Keeper in 1974. Terence was appointed Deputy Keeper at this time. He became Acting Keeper 1983-85, and Keeper 1985-89.


Amongst his principal academic contributions were chapters on Israel and Judah in the revised edition of the Cambridge Ancient History, but the work for which he is best known is The Bible in the British Museum, a semi-popular book that was first published in 1988 and has been reprinted many times. He has earned the gratitude of the scholarly community by editing for publication no less than three of Sir Leonard Woolley’s magisterial final reports on the Ur excavations, volumes 7 (Old Babylonian period), 8 (Kassite and Assyrian periods), and 9 (Neo-Babylonian and Persian periods).


At various times during his life he was a Trustee of the Palestine Exploration Fund, of the British Institute at Amman for Archaeology and History, the London Diocesan fund, and the London Diocesan Board of Finance.


In retirement he divided his time between his house in Mallord Street, Chelsea, and a country house known as Madeira in Wadhurst, Sussex, made occasional visits to the Athenaeum Club, and continued to work on a regular basis in the British Museum as an unpaid special assistant.


He had strongly-held Christian beliefs of an Evangelical nature, but these did not impact on his museological career. He had a particular interest in the Book of Daniel but, regrettably, the commentary that he had been working on for many years was unfinished at the time of his death.


John Curtis





Terence Mitchell’s Published Works


in chronological order


‘Archaeology and Genesis I-XI’, Faith and Thought 91.1 (1959), pp. 28-49


‘A Terra-Cotta Ewe’s Head from Babylonia’, British Museum Quarterly 23 (1961), pp. 100-1


‘The Old Testament Usage of nĕšāmâ’, Vetus Testamentum 11 (1961) pp. 177-87


Edited C.L. Woolley and M.E.L. Mallowan, Ur Excavations, IX: The Neo Babylonian and Persian Periods (London: British Museum; Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1962)


Entries in The New Bible Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas (1st ed. 1962, 3rd ed. 1996) - Arabia in Old Testament; Ararat; Ark; Arpachshad; Chronology of the Old Testament (with K.A. Kitchen); Eden -Garden of; Eden - House of; Euphrates; Flood; Genealogy (Old Testament); Gihon; Ham; Havilah; Japheth; Methuselah; Nations, Table of; Noah; Shem


Edited C.L. Woolley and M.E.L. Mallowan Ur Excavations, VIII: The Kassite Period and the Period of the Assyrian Kings (London: British Museum; Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1965)


‘The Musical Instruments in Nebuchadnezzar’s Orchestra’, in D.J. Wiseman, T.C. Mitchell, R. Joyce, W.J. Martin, K.A. Kitchen, Notes on Some Problems in the Book of Daniel (London: The Tyndale Press, 1965) pp. 19-27 (with pp. 25-27 by R. Joyce)


‘Philistia’, in D. Winton Thomas (ed.), Archaeology and Old Testament Study (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1967) pp. 405-27


‘A South Arabian Tripod Offering Saucer said to be from Ur,’ Iraq 31 (1969), pp. 112-14


Sumerian Art Illustrated by Objects from Ur and Al-Ubaid (London: British Museum, 1969)


‘Musical Instruments and Monuments Representing Musical Instruments in the Department of Western Asiatic Antiquities’, in J. Rimmer, Ancient Musical Instruments of Western Asia in the British Museum (London: British Museum 1969) pp. 45-48; also ‘Music in the Old Testament’ in ibid., pp 49-51


‘The Meaning of the Noun ḥātān in the Old Testament’, Vetus Testamentum 19 (1969), pp. 93-112


‘Review of Acquisitions1963-70 of Western Asiatic Antiquities I’, British Museum Quarterly 36 (1972), pp. 131-46


Review of B. Doe, Southern Arabia (1971) in JRAS 105 (1973), pp. 61-63


‘Ancient Palestine - A New Exhibition’, British Museum Society Bulletin 15 (1974), pp. 13-15


‘Old Testament Archaeology: Some Recent Work’, Faith and Thought 101.2 (1974) pp. 142-57


‘Sigillography’ with J.Ch,. W.W., Encyclopaedia Britannica 15th ed (1974), pp. 741-43


Edited C.L. Woolley and M.E.L. Mallowan Ur Excavations, VII: The Old Babylonian Period (London: British Museum, 1976) (including enlargement and thorough revision of catalogue of objects, pp. 214-54)


‘A South Arabian Portrait Head’, British Museum Yearbook 2 (1977) pp. 257-58


‘Another Phoenician Inscribed Arrowhead,’ in P.R.S. Moorey and P.J. Parr, eds, Archaeology in the Levant: Essays for Kathleen Kenyon (London 1978), pp. 136-53


‘Two British East India Company Residents in Baghdad in the 19th Century’, Zeitschrift für Orient-Archäologie 1 (1978) pp. 376-95


‘An Assyrian Stringed Instrument’, British Museum Yearbook 4 (1980) pp. 33-42


‘Israel and Judah until the Revolt of Jehu (932-841 BC)’, Cambridge Ancient History, III.1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) pp. 442-87


‘Israel and Judah from Jehu until the Period of Assyrian Domination (841-c.750 BC)’ Cambridge Ancient History, III.1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) pp. 488-510


‘Pottery. a. Phoenician and Punic’, in R.D. Barnett and C. Mendelson (eds), Tharros: A Catalogue of Material in the British Museum from Phoenician and Other Tombs at Tharros, Sardinia (London: British Museum, 1987) pp. 50-58


The Bible in the British Museum (London: British Museum, 1988) (several later revisions and additions, most recent, 2016)


‘Interpreting the Early Chapters of Genesis’, Faith and Thought October Bulletin (1989), pp. 3-9


The Treasure of the Oxus (Zurich: Museum Rietberg, 1989)


‘The Bronze Lion Weights from Nimrud’, in R. Gyselen (ed.), Prix, salaires, poids et mesures, Res Orientales II (Paris: GECMO, 1990) pp. 129-38


‘Israel and Judah from the Coming of Assyrian Domination until the Fall of Samaria, and the Struggle for Independence in Judah (c.750-700 BC)’, Cambridge Ancient History, III.2 (1991) pp. 322-70


‘Judah until the Fall of Jerusalem (c.700-586 BC)’, Cambridge Ancient History, III.2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) pp. 371-409


‘The Babylonian Exile and the Restoration of the Jews in Palestine (586- c.500 BC)’, Cambridge Ancient History, III.2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) pp. 410-60


‘The Phoenician Inscribed Ivory Box from Ur’, Palestinian Exploration Quarterly 123 (1991) pp. 119-28


‘The Music of the Old Testament Reconsidered’, Palestinian Exploration Quarterly 124 (1992) pp. 124-43


‘Where was Putu-Iaman?’, Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 22 (1992) pp. 69-80


‘Shared Vocabulary in the Pentateuch and the Book of Daniel’, in R.S. Hess, G.J. Wenham and P.E. Satterthwaite (eds), He Swore an Oath: Biblical Themes from Genesis 12-50 (Cambridge: Tyndale House, 1993) pp. 132-41


‘Furniture in West Semitic Texts’, in G. Herrmann (ed.), The Furniture of Western Asia, Ancient and Traditional (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 1996) pp. 49-60


‘The “House of David” Inscription from Dan’, Faith and Thought 21 (1997) pp. 2-4


‘The Persepolis Sculptures in the British Museum’, Iran 38 (2000) pp. 49-56


‘Camels in the Assyrian Bas-Reliefs’, Iraq 62 (2000) pp. 187-94


‘What is the Hebrew Language?’, Faith and Thought 27 (2003) pp. 6-9


‘New Light on the Siloam Tunnel Inscription’, Faith and Thought 37 (2005) pp. 17-25 (the inscription, p. 25, reproduced upside-down); article repeated (with the inscription the right way up and with further illustrations) in Buried History: Journal of the Australian Institute of Archaeology 41: 43-50


‘Foreign Words in the Old Testament – Clues to Dating?’, Faith and Thought 43 (2007) pp. 25-41


Catalogue of the Western Asiatic Seals in the British Museum: Stamp Seals III, Impressions of Stamp Seals on Cuneiform Tablets, Clay Bullae and Jar Handles (Leiden: Brill, 2008) with drawings by Ann Searight.


‘Nebo-Sarsekim (Jeremiah 39:3) mentioned in a recently noticed Babylonian text’, Faith and Thought 46 (2009) pp. 25-30 (chronological chart incorrectly contracted); article repeated (with the chronological chart shown correctly and with further illustrations) in Buried History: Journal of the Australian Institute of Archaeology 45 (2009) pp. 7-10


‘Another Look at Alleged Ancient Bagpipes’, in R. Dumbrill and I.L. Finkel (eds), Proceedings of the International Conference of Near Eastern Archaeomusicology held at the British Museum, December 4, 5 and 6, 2008, ICONEA 2008 (London: ICONEA Publications, 2010) pp. 33-46


‘The Text of the Greek New Testament’, Faith and Thought 54 (2011) pp. 17-30


‘Skin Diseases in the Biblical World’, Faith and Thought 57 (2014) pp. 20-30


‘The Death of Goliath’, Tyndale Bulletin, forthcoming


‘Another Inscribed Arrowhead in the British Museum’, Festschrift article, forthcoming
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Five Unpublished Persepolis Relief Fragments in the Ashmolean Museum



Paul Collins



Documenting the scattered architectural fragments from Persepolis or Takht-e Jamshid in Iran has been an ongoing project since Richard Barnett (1957) and Louis Vanden Berghe (1959: 152-53) first published details of reliefs from the site in foreign collections. Some thirty years later, the list was expanded by Michael Roaf (1987). Terence Mitchell (2000) made his own important contribution to this diaspora project by detailing sculptures from Persepolis in the British Museum1. More recently, Lindsay Allen has been researching the movement around the globe of more sculptures in what she has termed ‘fragmentation events’ (Allen 2017).


Although the Ashmolean Museum has a small collection of excavated objects from the major Achaemenid site of Pasargadae,2 it was only in 1982, with the acquisition by purchase of a relief showing the head of a Persian (Fig. 1), that the register books first recorded an object from Persepolis.3 This sculpture was duly noted by Roaf in his list of fragments (1987: 156). The apparent absence of any other examples of architectural sculpture from Persia in the Museum was made evident in the newly refurbished Ancient Near East gallery which opened to the public in 2009 with this single relief standing for the glories of Persepolis.4




[image: image]

Fig. 1. Fragment of a limestone relief from Persepolis depicting a Persian, fifth century BC, AN1982.944. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.







[image: image]

Fig. 2. Bas-relief fragment from Persepolis showing hair or beard curls, fifth century BC, AN1988.393.a. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.
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Fig. 3. Bas-relief fragment from Persepolis showing part of a rosette, fifth century BC, AN1988.393.b. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.
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Fig. 4. Bas-relief fragment from Persepolis showing a set of ridges, fifth century BC, AN1988.393.c. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.
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Fig. 5. Bas-relief fragment from Persepolis showing hair or beard curls, fifth century BC, AN1988.393.d. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.







[image: image]

Fig. 6. Bas-relief fragment from Persepolis showing hair or beard curls, fifth century BC, AN1988.393.e. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.





It therefore came as something of a surprise when in 2013 a search in the Ashmolean’s collections management database using the term ‘Persepolis’ revealed five small and unassuming pieces of stone sculpture that do not feature in any current survey of fragments removed from the site. The discovery was made by Dr Senta German who was researching objects to support undergraduate classes in Classics as part of the Museum’s University Engagement Programme.5 The accession numbers of the fragments indicate that they had been registered in 1988 and handwritten entries by Roger Moorey6 in the register book for September of that year reveal that he had found the pieces unnumbered in the collections. The group consists of the following pieces:


Hair or beard curls. 9.8cm x 4cm x 3.4cm. AN1988.393.a (Fig. 2)


Part of a rosette. 8.6cm x 6cm x 3.1cm. AN1988.393.b (Fig. 3)


A set of ridges; some of the surface stained by orange soil.7 8.2cm x 7cm x 3.1cm. AN1988.393.c (Fig. 4)


Hair or beard curls. 8.4cm x 8.1cm x 1.2cm. AN1988.393.d (Fig. 5)


Hair or beard curls. 10.5cm x 7.5cm x 5cm. AN1988.393.e (Fig. 6)


There is some confusion in the documentation about the provenance of the pieces. Attached to the reverse of one fragment (AN1988.393.d) is a paper label hand-written in blue pencil: ‘From the palace of Cyrus Persepolis contemporary with the prophet Daniel’. In contrast, a typed list in the related object record file in the Department of Antiquities describes all five pieces as originating ‘from the palace of Darius at Susa’. Although bas-reliefs have been excavated at the fourth-century-BC ‘Chaour’ palace at Susa, and sculpted stone elements are also known from a number of ‘pavilion’ sites across Persia (Labrousse and Boucharlat 1972; Curtis 2005: 37), Persepolis is the most likely source of these relief fragments; their grey, marbly fabric visually resembling the stone types used there (Lindsay Allen, personal correspondence). Given the small scale of the pieces, recontextualising the fragments at their source remains a significant challenge.8


The modern history of the fragments is only partially recoverable, but there is sufficient information to suggest parallels with known collecting practices that led to the widespread dissemination – largely through dealers – of elements of Achaemenid sculpture though Europe and North America during the 1920s (Allen 2013: n. 5).


According to the typed list, the five Ashmolean pieces were the property of ‘Mrs M.S. Johnson-Smyth of 5 Norham Gardens, Oxford’ who had gifted them to the Indian Institute9 of the University of Oxford on 24 February 1927.10 The final page of a letter written by Mrs Johnson-Smyth to the Curators of the Institute’s Museum of Eastern Art is preserved within its correspondence archive11 and this records that the fragments were – presumably – collected:


… by a missionary from Persia, who also travelled through Mesopotamia.


They are at present in my house at Canterbury. I can bring them to Oxford next term.


I shall be much obliged if you will kindly lay this letter before the Committee of the Curators at your next meeting.


Frustratingly, the first page(s) of the letter, which may have provided further information on the collection history of the pieces, is missing.


The ease with which it was possible to collect such fragments from Persepolis during the later 1920s is revealed by the novelist, poet, and journalist Vita Sackville-West in an account of her visit to the site:
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Fig. 7. Right portion of a brick with a six-line inscription of the Elamite King Shilhak-Inshushinak, about 1150-1120BC, AN1988.389. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.





A little further and you are in the Hall of the Hundred Columns, a wilderness of tumbled ruins which in their broken detail testify to the richness of the order that once was here: fallen capitals; fragments of carving small enough to go into a pocket, but whorled with the curls of an Assyrian beard; wars and dynasties roll their forgotten drums, as the fragment is balanced for a moment in the palm of the hand. (Sackville-West 1928: 133)


The pocket size fragments from Persepolis were not the only objects obtained by Mrs Johnson-Smyth from the travelling missionary. The following items were also gifted by her to the Indian Institute in 1927:


Right portion of a brick with a six-line inscription of the Elamite King Shilhak-Inshushinak, about 1150-1120 BC.12 7cm x 7.5cm. AN1988.389 (Fig. 7)
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Fig. 8. Fragment of a blue-glazed baked clay brick or tile, AN1988.390. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.





Fragment of a blue-glazed baked clay brick or tile. 5cm x 3.5cm. AN1988.390 (Fig. 8)


Rectangular terracotta brick, red coloured; ‘rosette’ in relief on one face. 10cm x 4cm x 3cm. AN1988.391 (Fig. 9)


Hollow-cast terracotta fragment; female head in relief with traces of paint. 9cm x 9cm. AN1988.392 (Fig. 10)


In 1935 the Museum of Eastern Art was reorganised and pre-Islamic antiquities were judged to be outside the remit of the collection. As a result, these nine objects were transferred to the Ashmolean Museum.13 It would be 53 years before Roger Moorey officially recorded their presence in the collections. The most recent ‘rediscovery’ of the pieces is fortuitous in that it not only provides an opportunity to publish them for the first time but a planned re-display of the Ashmolean’s Ancient Near East gallery in 2019 offers the chance for the Persepolis fragments to be given a public presence they deserve.
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Fig. 9. Rectangular terracotta brick, red coloured with a ‘rosette’ in relief on one face, AN1988.391. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.
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Fig. 10. Hollow-cast terracotta fragment of a female head in relief with traces of paint, probably 1st century BC-2nd centuryAD, AN1988.392. © Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford.
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1 It is with much pleasure that I offer this note in memory of Terence Mitchell. Terence was enormously welcoming to me, both as a graduate student and during my time as a curator in the Middle East Department of the British Museum from 2006-11; he was a constant source of knowledge and I am especially grateful to him for sharing his lists of stamp seals with me when I was documenting that part of the Museum’s collection for online publication.


2 These objects were allocated to the Museum for its support of the excavations directed by David Stronach between 1961 and 1963, for which see Stronach 1978.


3 AN1982.944. The relief fragment was purchased from Major J.C.E. Bowen in 1982. It was probably acquired by Bowen when he was stationed in Iran (1938-47) as Vice Consul; Consul General for Khorasan; Undersecretary to the Resident in Rajputana; and Assistant Consul in Tehran. See Antell, Brown and Vermue 2015. The original context of this sculpture is very uncertain given the generic anonymity of such uniform figures, many of which come from dislocated slabs across the site (Allen 2017).


4 Gilmour 2011.


5 The Ashmolean’s long tradition of teaching using objects in subjects such as archaeology and art history has been expanded across the University’s faculties with the establishment of the University Engagement Programme funded by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. The five fragments from Persepolis have been used to support the following undergraduate classes in Classics: Texts and Contexts 1 (The Persian Wars and Cultural Identity); Aristocracy and Democracy in the Greek World, 550-450 BC; The Early Greek World and Herodotus’ Histories: 650 BC to 479 BC (Greek History 1).


6 Moorey was the Ashmolean’s Keeper of Antiquities at the time, see Curtis 2015.


7 Based on a preliminary observation by a member of the Ashmolean’s Conservation Department, there is no evidence of surviving paint as is known from some Persepolis sculptures, see, for example, Ambers, and Simpson 2005; Nagel 2010.


8 See above, note 3.


9 The Indian Institute was proposed in 1875 by Sir Monier Monier-Williams, Boden Professor of Sanskrit, University of Oxford, to form ‘a centre of union, intercourse, inquiry and instruction for all engaged in Indian Studies’. The University took over its management in 1884 and appointed a panel of Curators to oversee it. In 1927 the Institute’s library was placed under the control of the Bodleian Library but the Curators continued to manage a Museum of Eastern Art. In April 1961 the contents of the Museum were transferred to the Ashmolean Museum where they formed the basis of the newly formed Department of Eastern Art. By this time, all teaching in Indian Studies was taking place in the Oriental Institute (Bodleian Library 1995).


10 This is confirmed by the Minutes of the Curators of the Indian Institute housed in the Bodleian Library (IN 1/2). Item 6 on the Agenda of a meeting held on Thursday, 24 February 1927 records: ‘The gift of certain Semitic antiquities’. The associated minutes (page 162) records the gift of ‘certain antiquities from Elam, inscribed, by Mrs Johnson-Smyth.’ Mrs Johnson-Smyth and/or her husband may have been alumni of the University but a search for them in the Central Archives was unsuccessful. An investigation of College archives might be more revealing but would be a significant undertaking.


11 This portion of the Institute’s archive is held by the Ashmolean’s Department of Eastern Art.


12 For similar examples, see Malbran-Labat 1995: 88; Potts 1999: 206.


13 For which, see Leeds 1935: 8.
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Where Did the Persian Kings Live in Babylon?



John Curtis



As is well-known, principally from contemporary sources such as the Cyrus Cylinder, the Nabonidus Chronicle and the Verse Account of Nabonidus, the Achaemenid Persian1 king Cyrus the Great captured Babylon on or around 12 October 539 BC. Thereafter, the city was effectively under Persian control until the conquest of Alexander in 331 BC, although there were rebellions in the reigns of Darius in 522-521 BC and Xerxes in 484-482 BC. Babylon became one of the most important centres of the Achaemenid empire, together with Persepolis, Pasargadae, Susa and Hamadan, and, as we know from cuneiform sources, Babylon prospered economically under the Persian kings and was an important administrative centre.2 In the late Achaemenid period there was probably also a mint at Babylon (Meadows 2005: 202, 206, nos 363-64). The city was the seat of a Persian satrap or governor, and according to classical sources the Persian kings spent several months of each year in Babylon.


In view of this 200-year Persian domination of the city, it is very surprising that the archaeological record for this period appears comparatively meagre compared with the preceding Neo-Babylonian and succeeding Seleucid periods. The evidence for building activity at Babylon in the Persian period is also quite limited.


To start with the archaeological evidence, it is apparently quite sparse, or at least it has not yet been fully recognised, which is particularly surprising considering that the residential district known as Merkes continued to be occupied during the Achaemenid period (Koldewey 1914: 240, 311-12) and there is plentiful evidence for graves of the Achaemenid period (Strommenger 1964). There are archives of tablets, but they are private archives and temple archives, and the administrative or satrapal archives, if they existed, have not been discovered (Briant 2002: 71).3 Also, the precise provenance of most of the tablets from Babylon is unclear (Reade 1986a).4 There are occasional discoveries of interest. For example, there are fragments of a round-topped stele of Darius (Seidl 1976; 1999)5 showing on one side Darius with his foot on a prostrate Gaumata with two rebel kings roped together in front of him, as on the Bisitun relief. The text on the reverse of the stele apparently reproduces the Babylonian version (or part of it) of the Bisitun inscription. A badly mutilated lump of white stone, apparently in the form of addorsed bull protomes and perhaps a column capital (impost block) of Achaemenid date, was found in an east courtyard of the Southern Palace of Nebuchadnezzar (Haerinck 1997: 30). There is also a hoard of silver currency, found by Hormuzd Rasam, probably at Babylon in 1882, which included coins, a silver jar handle in the form of a winged bull, a silver earring and a silver bowl (Reade 1986b). Haerinck (1997: 32-33) has pointed to clay figurines that may be of Achaemenid date (Koldewey 1914: figs 150, 151),6 and there are sporadic examples of published pottery vessels that are probably Achaemenid (e.g. Fleming 1989: fig. 3G, with references). Koldewey (1914: 267) notes that metal finger-rings, often with engraved bezels to be used as stamp-seals, became common at this period. Animal designs were particularly popular. Beyond this, there is not a great deal.


The evidence for building projects is not very much more informative. In the Cyrus Cylinder, Cyrus is at pains to stress that after capturing Babylon he did not destroy the city, and this impression is confirmed in the Verse Account. Likewise, there is no evidence in the archaeological record of a destruction at this time. On the contrary, Cyrus apparently undertook some rebuilding work. In the Cylinder, he says, ‘I strove to strengthen the defences of the wall Imgur-Enlil, the great wall of Babylon, and I completed the quay of baked brick on the bank of the moat which an earlier king had built but not completed its work’ (Finkel 2013: 7, lines 38-39).7 He also apparently restored an important building, but the text is broken at this point (lines 42-3). Thereafter, the textual evidence for Achaemenid building work at Babylon is sparse. Herodotus (III.159) says that, following his recapture of Babylon after the city had revolted, ‘Darius destroyed their walls and reft away all their gates, neither of which things Cyrus had done at the first taking of Babylon.’ However, Darius may also have constructed a new palace at Babylon according to a tablet dated to the 26th year of his reign (Briant 2002: 170, 908). According to late Greek and Roman authors, particularly Diodorus, Strabo, Arrian and Aelian, Xerxes sacked the temples in Babylon after the Babylonian revolts of 484-482 BC, but the evidence for this is disputed. It is accepted by George (2010) but rejected by Kuhrt (2010).8 Then, as we shall see, there is a Persian-style building (the ‘Perserbau’) probably built by Artaxerxes II, but this is much too small to have been a royal residence or an important administrative centre. So, where did the Persian kings live when they were in Babylon and where was their principal administrative centre?


As we have seen, Cyrus did not destroy Babylon, and in the Cyrus Cylinder, he says (line 23), ‘I founded my sovereign residence within the palace (at Babylon) amid celebration and rejoicing’ (Finkel 2013: 6, line 23). There are also references in Xenophon’s Cyropedia to a palace or palaces in Babylon at the time of Cyrus. Thus, Cyrus visits the fictional Cyaxares (VIII, v. 17) and tells him that a palace has been selected for him in Babylon, so that he might occupy a residence of his own whenever he goes there, and we are told (VII, v. 57) that, after Cyrus had captured Babylon, he ‘moved into the royal palace and those who had charge of the treasures brought from Sardis delivered them there’. The implication is that Cyrus simply took over a palace or palaces formerly used by the Neo-Babylonian kings (Fig. 1) and that he (and his successors) made use of them as residential and administrative centres. But is this likely and plausible? Would the Achaemenid kings have been content to live and work in buildings which were so closely associated with their displaced predecessors and where there were constant reminders of their erstwhile presence in the form of the inscriptions and so on. It seems unlikely, so let us examine the evidence for royal residences at Babylon in the Achaemenid period.
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Fig. 1. Plan of Babylon showing location of principal palaces (from Seymour 2014: map 2).
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Fig. 2. Plan of the Persian building at Babylon (from Koldewy 1931: pl. 28).





Let us start with the one building at Babylon that is indubitably Persian. This a small palace or pavilion measuring just 34.80 metres by 20.50 metres on the west side of the Southern Palace of Nebuchadnezzar, known as ‘the Persian building’ or the ‘Perserbau’ (Koldewey 1914: 127-31; 1931: 120-25). It has been studied in detail by Haerinck (1973). The superstructure of the building was not preserved, but the plan and associated material were recovered by the German excavators (Fig. 2). It consists of an inner hall with eight columns which is accessed through a portico on the north side with four columns. The inner hall is flanked by two side rooms, and the portico by two corner towers. The columns are thought to have been of wood, but the column bases were partly preserved. In the inner hall they were bell-shaped but in the portico they consisted of a simple torus. Two fragments of a stone inscription of Artaxerxes II were found in this building (Koldewey 1914: 128-29, fig. 78; Wetzel, Schmidt and Mallwitz 1957: 71, pl. 26, top).9 The badly damaged impost block referred to above may also have come from this palace. Fragments of stone indicate that originally there were carved reliefs associated with this palace decorated with figural and floral designs. Pieces of glazed brick were also found, with representations of spearmen (‘the immortals’) and floral designs. These brick fragments were made from sintered quartz in the Achaemenid fashion and not from baked clay as in the Babylonian fashion. The foundations for the floor consisted of a 60-centimetre deep deposit, with the thickest, lowest level made up of pebbles, and pieces of burnt brick, clay and limestone (Haerinck 1973: 112-13; Koldewey 1914: 128). The two levels above this were made in the same fashion but with finer pieces, and the top surface consisted of a very hard, two-millimetre-thick red-coloured layer made of lime and fine gravel.


The different features of this building – the columned hall, the glazed brick decoration, and the red floors – are clear indications that it must be of Achaemenid date. The apadana-style plan finds many parallels in the Achaemenid world (see Stronach 1987) and glazed bricks made from sintered quartz are familiar from Susa and Persepolis. Red cement-like floors are a hallmark of the Achaemenid period and occur at both Susa (Perrot 2013: figs 55, 145) and Persepolis (Schmidt 1953: passim10). It is sometimes thought that this palace was built in the reign of Darius (e.g. Haerinck 1975), but the consensus now seems to be that it dates from the time of Artaxerxes II (Haerinck 1997: 28; Briant 2002: 908).


The purpose of this Persian building is quite unclear. In view of its small size, it can hardly have served any useful ceremonial, administrative or residential function, and it is tempting to see it as some sort of pavilion built for the recreation and relaxation of the Persian king or the satrap. However, perhaps it can be better understood in the context of the vast 600-room palace to the east of it, known as the Southern Palace of Nebuchadnezzar and restored at huge expense on the orders of Saddam Hussein during the Iraq-Iran war. This restoration was on a gigantic scale, so that now the main entrance to the palace is through a reconstructed arch 30 metres high and many of the walls have been rebuilt to a height of eighteen metres. Herman Gasche (2013) has recently made the very interesting suggestion that the western parts of this building, known as the ‘Westhof’and the ‘Anbauhof’, were built or rebuilt during the Achaemenid period. He bases this hypothesis on the presence of an architectural feature known as the ‘salle à quatre saillants’. This consists of a room on one side of a courtyard with four pilasters arranged as symmetrical pairs toward the ends of the long sides of the room. There is a wide entrance between the courtyard and the room with four pilasters. It is usually supposed that the purpose of these pilasters is to enable large rooms to be covered over with mud brick vaults. The pilasters would have supported transverse vaults at either end of the room and a barrel vault for most of the length of the room between the two pairs of pilasters. Gasche maintains that the combination of these features, that is the four-pilaster room and the wide entrance, is a distinctively Iranian plan that is first evidenced at Susa in the second millennium BC and found later in the Palace of Darius at Susa (Gasche 2013: fig. 482).


Michael Roaf earlier studied the ‘salle à quatre saillants’ and concluded (1973: 91) that:


after its early appearance in the Middle Elamite period, for six centuries we lose sight of the ‘salle à quatre saillants’ with its characteristic four pilasters and entrance on the long side leading on to a courtyard. In the seventh century BC, however, there is a change in Neo-Assyrian palace design, which may be because of the introduction of this architectural form.11 Thereafter the ‘salle à quatre saillants’ has a wide distribution, being found in the Neo-Babylonian southern citadel at Babylon, in Darius’s Palace at Susa, at Lachish, and at Persepolis in the fifth century BC.


It is not certain, then, that the appearance of the ‘salle à quatre saillants’ at Babylon is a hallmark of Iranian influence but, given that the extreme western part of the Southern Palace is a later addition, it is at least plausible. The later building work is evidenced by the fact that the eastern walls of the Anbauhof are not bonded with the western walls of the Westhof (Fig. 3; Gasche 2013: fig. 481). Of course, it might be argued that any later building work in the Southern Palace could have happened in the reigns of Neriglissar or Nabonidus, and this possibility cannot be excluded. Nevertheless, Gasche’s argument does seem quite compelling.
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Fig. 3. Plan of the western part of the Southern Palace (from Gasche 2013: fig. 481).





There is further evidence for later building work, in this case almost certainly Persian, in the central part of the Southern Palace. In court 36, just to the south of the Throne Room, were two brick-built surrounds for the bases of palm trunk columns (Koldewey 1914: 108-9, fig. 66; and 101, fig. 63). These sockets were covered with plaster and have been compared with columns at Persepolis.12 The columns presumably supported a roof or awning that that was a later addition to the courtyard. In the central courtyard (Haupthof) of the Southern Palace, Koldewey found post-Babylonian remains consisting of a brick-built tower 11.50 metres square and with walls 3.25 metres thick. Inside were the remains of an altar (?). Koldewey (131: 77) speculates that this building might have been a small temple of the Persian period. Haerinck (1987: 141) compares this building with the temple at Nush-e Jan, the Zendan-e Soleiman at Pasargadae, and the Kabeh-e Zardusht at Naqsh-e Rustam. Erich Schmidt had apparently suggested it could be a fire temple. In any case, it seems likely that that the building was of the Persian period. It seems, then, that the central part of the Southern Palace was certainly in use during the Persian period and probably also the western part. The whole Southern Palace could have been a residential and administrative hub in the Persian period, in which case the small apadana-style building next to it might have been intended as nothing more than a place of escape for the Persian king and dignitaries.


At this point it is interesting to reflect on the fact that Saddam Hussein spent millions of dinars rebuilding the Southern Palace, and the building was opened with great fanfare during the Babylon Festival of 1988. According to Sir Terence Clark,13 British Ambassador to Iraq 1985-89:


The diplomatic corps was seated in the Processional Way, by then heavily restored, and we listened to hymns of praise to President Saddam Hussein for Iraq’s victory over Iran and to a father recounting to his son the story of the greatness of Nebuchadnezzar, which he likened to the greatness of Saddam. We watched as rows of soldiers and girls dressed in Babylonian costumes marched before us down the Processional Way, accompanied by lit torches and music played on ‘Babylonian’ instruments, to the far end where two tall palm trees carried the profiled portraits of Nebuchadnezzar on one and the remarkably similar portrait of Saddam on the other.


The great irony here is that Saddam may have been restoring a building that was at least partly Persian.


Gasche also notes the presence of the same architectural feature – that is the four-pilaster hall opening off a courtyard with a wide entrance – in the west court of the Northern Palace of Nebuchadnezzar (the Hauptburg) (Fig. 4; Gasche 2013: fig. 489, left) and in the west court of the Summer Palace (Fig. 5; Gasche 2013: fig. 489, right). He therefore concludes that there is evidence for Persian building or rebuilding in both these palaces.
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Fig. 4. Plan of the western part of the Northern Palace (from Gasche 2013: fig. 489, left).
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Fig. 5. Plan of the west court of the Summer Palace (from Gasche 2013: fig. 489, right).
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Fig. 6. View of Tell Babil from the south. Photo J.E. Curtis.





If Gasche is correct – and his theory appears to be quite convincing – the west parts of the Southern Palace, the Northern Palace and the Summer Palace were all modified, or even built, in the Achaemenid period. However, would these palaces with their ostentatious decoration and close association with the former Babylonian regime, at least in the first two cases, have been suitable places of residence for the Persian king and his court? This seems unlikely, even with the addition of the socalled Persian building.


If we exclude the Southern and Northern Palaces of Nebuchadnezzar, there is no obvious location in the central area of Babylon, on either side of the Euphrates, where the Persian kings might have had a substantial palace of their own. This leaves us with Tell Babil (or Tell Mujelibè) often referred to as the Summer Palace of Nebuchadnezzar, in the most northerly point of the outer town, just within the outer city-wall and originally flanked on the west side by the River Euphrates (Fig. 6).


In his inscriptions, Nebuchadnezzar talks principally about the Southern and Northern Palaces (Beaulieu 2017: 9-10), particularly the latter, which is also described by the Babylonian priest Berossos writing at the beginning of the third century BC as follows:


He [Nebuchadnezzar] built in addition to his father’s palace another palace adjoining it. It would perhaps take too long to describe its height and general opulence, except to say that, despite its extraordinary size and splendor, it was completed in fifteen days. In this palace he built high stone terraces and made them appear very similar to mountains, planting them with all kinds of trees, thus constructing and arranging the socalled Hanging Garden, because his wife, who had been raised in the regions of Media, longed for a mountainous scenery. (Rollinger 2013: 148)


Both Rollinger (ibid.) and Stronach (2018: 474-75) believe that this Northern Palace was also the likely site of the hanging gardens.14 So, the two major palaces at Babylon are definitely associated with Nebuchadnezzar, but what about Tell Babil? In one inscription, a stone cylinder in the British Museum, Nebuchadnezzar refers to the building of a great palace in the north part of the city (Langdon 1905: no. XIV, col. 3, 11-29).15 It is this reference that has led Koldewey and others to identify Tell Babil/Tell Mujelibè as ‘the Summer Palace of Nebuchadnezzar’.16 The case for this identification is certainly strong, but I submit that it is not quite proven. At least, the matter warrants further investigation. Let us now consider the archaeological evidence.


Tell Babil is described by Robert Koldewey as follows:


The mound rises with a steep slope to the height of 22 metres above the plain.17 Its area forms a square of about 250 metres (i.e. 250m x 250m), and this hill, consisting of broken brick or clayey earth, is pierced by deep ravines and tunnels, while on the north and south-west remains of walls of very considerable height are still standing, with courses of mud-brick held together by layers of well-preserved reed stems (Koldewey 1914: 10).
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Fig. 7. An inspection of Tell Babil in February 2009. Photo J.E. Curtis.





He comments (ibid.) on ‘the astonishingly deep pits and galleries’ occurring in places that ‘owe their origin to the quarrying for brick that has been carried on extensively during the last decades’.


This extensive quarrying for bricks is still evident today,18 although the quarrying no longer continues, and the mound is very much disturbed, to a considerable depth in places, so much so that on a brief inspection it is difficult to make much sense of the stratigraphy or of any building plans there might be (Fig. 7). Clearly visible, however, are, firstly, great blocks of brickwork with reeds or reed matting between the courses and, secondly, blocks of walling with pieces of brick (not complete bricks) set in gypsum mortar and with further gypsum mortar between the courses (Figs 8-9). These latter blocks of walling are faced with plaster. Around the site there is an abundance of glazed pottery in green or turquoise, either glazed on one surface or on both surfaces. There are also fragments of glass, kiln wasters, and fragments of monochrome glazed bricks.
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Fig. 8. Inspecting brickwork at Tell Babil in February 2009. Photo J.E. Curtis.
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Fig. 9. Brickwork at Tell Babil with reed matting between the courses in February 2009. Photo J.E. Curtis.





The sites of ancient Babylon, in general, and Tell Babil, in particular, were visited by a number of early travellers, some of whom undertook limited excavations.19 As many of these accounts are now difficult to access, and are relevant for our survey, we shall quote from them as appropriate.


Let us start with Claudius James Rich, who wrote in 1815:


The summit (of Tell Mujelibè) is covered with heaps of rubbish, in digging into some of which, layers of broken burnt brick cemented with mortar are discovered, and whole bricks with inscriptions on them are here and there found: the whole is covered with innumerable fragments of pottery, brick, bitumen, pebbles, vitrified brick or scoria, and even shells, bits of glass and mother of pearl. (Rich 1815: 29, quoted in Seymour 2014: 136)


In the course of his excavations, Rich found a number of tunnels and passages, and burials including a well-preserved skeleton in a wooden coffin (Reade 1999: 59-61).


Robert Ker Porter (1821-22: II, 340-341) did not excavate here but made some interesting and, as we shall see, prescient observations:


The Mujelibè … is only second to the Birs Nimrood in being one of the most gigantic masses of brick-formed earth that ever was raised by the labour of man. It is composed of these sun-dried materials, to the present height of 140 feet. … Regular lines of clay brick-work are clearly discernible along each face.… From the general appearance of this piece of ruin, I scarcely think that its solid elevation has ever been much higher than it stands at present. I have no doubt of its having been a ground-work, or magnificent raised platform, (like that of Persepolis, though there it was of the native rock;) to sustain habitable buildings of consequence.


Layard, who excavated briefly at Tell Babil towards the end of 1850, rediscovered the tunnels and passages investigated by Rich, and found more coffins and inscribed stone slabs of Nebuchadnezzar (Layard 1853: 502). In addition,


numerous deep trenches opened on the surface of the mound, and several tunnels carried into its sides at different levels, led to no other discovery than that of numerous relics of a doubtful period, such as are found in large numbers, in a more or less perfect state, amongst all Babylonian ruins, especially after heavy rains have washed away the loose soil, or have deepened the ravines. The most interesting were arrow-heads in bronze and iron, small glass bottles, some colored, others ribbed and otherwise ornamented, and vases of earthenware of various forms and sizes, sometimes glazed with a rich blue color. (Layard 1853: 503)


Unable to make much sense of the ruins on the surface, however, Layard determined to attack the mound at its base. In his own words (Layard 1853: 504-5):


It was thus evident that the remains of the original edifice, if any still existed, were to be sought far beneath the surface and I accordingly opened tunnels at the very foot of the mound nearly on a level with the plain. A few days’ labor enabled me to ascertain that we had at last found the ancient building. On the eastern side the workmen soon reached solid piers and walls of brick masonry, buried under an enormous mass of loose bricks, earth, and rubbish. We uncovered eight or ten piers and several walls branching in various directions, but I failed to trace any plan, or to discover any remains whatever of sculptured stone or painted plaster.


He further surmised (1853: 503) that above the ‘enormous mass of loose bricks, earth, and rubbish’ covering the original building was some kind of fortification which he dated to the Seleucid period:


Upon that great heap, over the fallen palace or temple, was probably raised one of those citadels, which formed the defences of a city built long after the destruction of the Babylonian empire and its magnificent capital, and which resisted the arms of Demetrius Poliorcetes. Of that stronghold the thick wall of sun-dried brick on the northern side is probably the remains.


He rightly recognised the graves as belonging to the Seleucid period or later (Layard 1853: 503).


J.P. Peters, the excavator of Nippur, who visited Babylon in 1885 and 1889, described Tell Babil as follows (1897: I, 208-210):


In one place I observed well-made columns of bricks, the spaces between which had been built up later, thus turning a construction resting upon piers into a solid mass. In another place I noticed a doorway which had been filled with rubble brick, after which a solid structure of brick had been erected in front of it.… Bitumen was used as a mortar in a portion, at least, of these brick structures; and the impressions in the bitumen showed that sometimes mats had been placed between the layers of brick. On top of the masses of baked brick was a mass of unbaked brick, about thirty feet of which I found in place. Between the layers of the unbaked bricks were thin mats.… There were occasionally palm beams thrust in among the unbaked bricks to strengthen the construction. Near the doorway, which I have described above, Hilprecht picked up a brick of Nabopolassar. All of the other bricks which we found here … bear the name of Nebuchadnezzar.… In the diggings on the mound, as well as on the surface, I found fragments of green glazed pottery, sometimes imbedded in bricks. … There were everywhere fragments of enamelled bricks, and these looked as though they had been exposed to the action of fire in a great conflagration.
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