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The Chronology of Esarhaddon’s Reign
















	Dates (BCE)


	Year of Reign


	Campaigns and Activities







	681


	Accession year


	Accession to the throne on the 28th/18th day of Addaru (March).







	680


	Year 1


	False date of the start of the reconstruction of Babylon. Campaign against Nabû-zêr-kitti-lîshir of the Sealand (by Esarhaddon’s officer). His brother Naʼid-Marduk replaced him.







	679


	Year 2


	
Rebuilding of Esharra in Assur. Campaign against Asuhili, king of Arzâ at the Brook of Egypt.


Campaign against the Cimmerians and Cilicia (by Esarhaddon’s officer).








	678


	Year 3


	Campaign against Shamash-ibni of Bît-Dakkûri, executed with the governor of Nippur.







	677


	Year 4


	
Campaign against Abdi-Milkûti, king of Sidon.


Sidon became an Assyrian province. Campaign against Sanda-uarri, king of Kundu and Sissû.








	676


	Year 5


	Parade in Nineveh with the cut heads of the two kings. Treaty of vassality with Baʼalu, king of Tyre. Campaign against Bâzu in Arabia. Tribute of Qanâ, king of Dilmun.







	
675


678–675



	Year 6


	
Campaign against Mugallu of Melid.


Undated campaigns against Mannea, Scythians, Medes, Ellipi, Elam, Til-Ashuri, Gambulu, and Arabs.








	674


	Year 7


	First campaign against Egypt.







	673


	Year 8


	
Campaign against Ik-Teshub, king of Shubria.


Death of Esharra-hammat, Esarhaddon’s wife.








	672


	Year 9


	Succession treaty: Ashurbanipal and Shamashshumu-ukîn crown princes.







	671


	Year 10


	Second campaign against Egypt. Against Baʼalu of Tyre on the way to Egypt. Conquest of Lower Egypt. Conspiracies against Esarhaddon.







	670


	Year 11


	Conspiracies against Esarhaddon (continued). Purge of high dignitaries.







	669


	Year 12


	
Troubles in Egypt. Third campaign against


Egypt. Death of Esarhaddon on the 10th day of Arahsamna (November).













[image: The Assur-Nineveh-Arbela triangle. Map by Tina Ross.]


The Assur-Nineveh-Arbela triangle. Map by Tina Ross.







[image: The Assyrian Empire ca. 699 BCE. Map by Tina Ross.]


The Assyrian Empire ca. 699 BCE. Map by Tina Ross.








Introduction


Esarhaddon reigned over Assyria from 680 to 669 BCE. He belonged to the so-called Sargonid dynasty. This term does not indicate a new dynasty, since Sargon II, as the probable son Tiglath-pileser III, continued the blood line of previous kings, but rather refers specifically to the sequence of Sargon II’s successors.1 This book is a follow-up volume to the three books devoted to his predecessors: Tiglath-pileser III, Sargon II, and Sennacherib.2 Esarhaddon has left behind a negative image through the centuries, unlike his father Sennacherib, who destroyed Babylon and attacked the kingdom of Judah. But contrary to this negative image, he rebuilt Babylon and was on good terms with Manasseh, king of Judah. Moreover, the discoveries of archaeological remains in Iraq during the nineteenth century revealed no representations of his cruelty, simply because his palace in Nineveh has not been discovered. Although there are some descriptions of atrocities in his inscriptions, they are much less abundant than those of some other Assyrian kings. For example, he boasted of having punished the Assyrian fugitives who had fled to the land of Shubria by cutting off their hands and removing their noses, eyes, and ears.3


Probably for these reasons, Esarhaddon is less well-known than his immediate predecessors. On the other hand, he was the king who realized the old Assyrian dream: the conquest of Egypt. This is rather surprising, though, because he displayed a weak personality, both physically and morally.


The Assyrian Empire inherited by Esarhaddon was founded by his great-grandfather Tiglath-pileser III, who reigned from 745 to 727.4 He had created a truly imperialist system, a source of considerable wealth, which was characterized by the ongoing mechanism of conquest and the growing weight of the Assyrian administration, which oppressed the conquered states. The expansion of the empire was institutionalized, becoming part of the traditional values of Assyrian society. This empire was extended by Esarhaddon’s grandfather Sargon II, but little further advancement was achieved by his father Sennacherib. Sennacherib achieved only a few annexations during his reign: some cities in the Zagros, placed under the authority of the governor of Arrapha; the Ellipean district of Bît-Barrû; and an ephemeral and limited expansion in Mount Nipur and Ukku.5 However, Sennacherib had succeeded in consolidating the empire and establishing a kind of Pax Assyriaca.


Esarhaddon is one of the best-attested Assyrian kings because the Akkadian inscriptions relating to the history of his reign are numerous, even perhaps overly abundant. Most of them are housed in museum collections, mainly in the British Museum in London (264 inscriptions) and in the Vorderasiatisches Museum in Berlin (55 inscriptions).6 Others are scattered around the world in various museums: the Iraq Museum in Baghdad (20), the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago (15), the Philadelphia Museum of Art and University Museum in Philadelphia (13), the Archaeological Museum in Istanbul (10), the Yale Babylonian Collection in New Haven (9), the Metropolitan Museum in New York (5), the Musée du Louvre in Paris (4), and the Harvard Semitic Museum in Cambridge (2). Other museums house only one or two of Esarhaddon’s inscriptions: the Aleppo Museum, the Musée d’Art et d’Histoire in Geneva, the Fr. Schiller University in Jena, the Israel Museum and Israel Antiquities Authority in Jerusalem, the Peabody Museum in New Haven, the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, the École Pratique des Hautes Études, 4e section, in Paris, the Wiener Museum für Völkerkunde, and the Sulaimaniya Museum of Iraq and National Museum of Iran. A few inscriptions are housed in private collections. Some inscriptions have been left on-site, such as the one carved into a niche in the rock face at the mouth of the Nahr el-Kalb in Lebanon, or a stone slab from Nebi Yunus at Nineveh.7 All these inscriptions fall into one of two categories: royal or nonroyal.


Several duplicate witnesses of Esarhaddon’s inscriptions were preserved in the royal archives of Nineveh, mainly discovered in the Southwest Palace and catalogued in the so-called Kuyunjik collection.8 The royal inscriptions were executed on stone, in clay, bronze, and silver. However, it must be borne in mind that some official documents were written on other material such as waxcovered writing boards, papyrus, and leather, and are hence now irretrievably lost.9 Other duplicate witnesses were preserved at sites other than Nineveh, such as Assur, Khorsabad, Tarbisu, and Babylon. Some royal inscriptions can be very long (five hundred lines).10 They were written on prisms, cylinders, tablets, slabs, steles, monuments, rocks, bricks, vessels, door sockets, and small objects such as amulets, bronze animal figurines, and eye stones. They are written in Assyrian, Babylonian, or a mixture of both, sometimes in an archaic script (one even in Sumerian).11


The so-called Assyrian hieroglyphs mentioned by Esarhaddon (“I depicted hieroglyphs, representing the rewriting of my name”) have been interpreted in different ways, none of them fully convincing.12 One wonders whether they were not merely symbolic drawings accompanying inscriptions as on the successive scenes represented on the wall reliefs decorating his palace.13 Text no. 115 of the corpus of inscriptions of Esarhaddon (published in RINAP 4), which concerns the rebuilding of Babylon, was accompanied by a horned headdress on a podium (symbolizing the restoration of Marduk’s kingship); an Assyrian king as worshiper (Esarhaddon praying to Marduk?); a palmette(?); a bull or lion (symbolizing the restoration of Babylonian power); a mountain (symbolizing inhabitants scattered after the flood); a plough and a palm tree (symbolizing the return of the inhabitants who cultivate the fields and palm groves); and an unidentified four-sided figure(?).


Some of the royal inscriptions are similar to the royal annals, which are chronological accounts of the king’s military campaigns, while others are summaries of the annals or focus on a special event. They generally give detailed accounts of Esarhaddon’s military campaigns, of his building operations, or of his relationship with the gods.14 The royal inscriptions of his successors also make several allusions to his reign.15


The first difficulty associated with Esarhaddon’s royal inscriptions is their dating. Each ancient Mesopotamian year has been given a single Julian year even though it actually encompassed parts of two Julian years, according to the table converting Assyrian dates to Julian ones.16 Three different systems were used in parallel for dating the inscriptions, but none systematically. The first was the year of reign: “Accession year of Esarhaddon,” “In my first year (BALA).”17 Sometimes the campaign was numbered: “In my second campaign.”18 The third way of dating was the name of the eponym, for example, “Duʾûzu, nineteenth day, eponymy of Itti-Adad-anê[nu], governor of Megiddo”; or “Ayyâru, eighteenth day, eponymy of Nabû-bêlu-usur, governor of Dur-Sharrukin.”19 Some of the several copies of inscription no. 1 that were discovered were dated with two different eponyms’ dates, Atar-ili and Nabû-bêlu-usur, because they were written successively in 673 and 672 BCE.20


This third system of dating, indicating the year (eponym), the month, and the day was the most precise. Contrary to his predecessors, Esarhaddon was the first king not to become an eponym, completely disregarding the traditional order in the list of eponyms.21 As a result of this triple dating system which, it should be said, was irregular, the number of campaigns and the precise year of some of them are difficult to establish. It is also difficult to distinguish the campaigns led by the Assyrian king from those led by his officials, and to know whether there were one or several campaigns in the same year, with some possibly even being parallel events. However, by combining the different sources, it will be possible to propose a plausible chronology.


The second difficulty for the historian who relies on royal inscriptions is the challenge of deciphering them through the filter of propaganda. For example, Esarhaddon insisted on repeatedly dating his inscriptions relating to the rebuilding of Babylon to the very beginning of his reign. Inscription no. 105 is dated twice, once from his first year and again, at the end, from his accession year, that is 681 or 680.22 But it is clear from the events mentioned that this inscription was composed much later, probably no earlier than the last month of 674.23 Another example is the inscription of the Til Barsip stele representing Abdi-Milkûti (Abdimilkot) king of Sidon (as written in the epigraph) standing and held by a rope with a ring through his nose; however, from other inscriptions, we know that Abdi-Milkûti was caught and decapitated.24 A third example is Esarhaddon’s main claim of having personally conquered Egypt, which was misleading as he did not head the campaign.25 Yet, by analyzing and comparing the different sources, it is possible for the historian to identify the distorted information.26


There is less difficulty in interpreting the nonroyal inscriptions because they are generally much less distorted by propaganda. The chronographic inscriptions are king lists, eponym lists, and Mesopotamian chronicles. This last includes the chronicle concerning the period from Nabû-nâsir to Shamashshumu-ukîn, the Esarhaddon Chronicle, and the Akītu Chronicle.27 Esarhaddon’s letters are much more numerous than those of his father Sennacherib.28 They are particularly numerous for the period 672–669 and were written by the doctors, diviners, and exorcists responsible for watching over him.29 Some letters belong to the period when Esarhaddon was crown prince.


Other inscriptions related to this king are treaties, loyalty oaths, oracle queries, reports from diviners, prophecies, hymns and literary texts, clay sealings, land grants, and legal documents.30 There are also many economic documents on clay tablets but the attribution to Esarhaddon’s reign is often difficult, especially for the fragments.31 Those that can be identified give further insight into the economic situation under his rule.


Besides royal and nonroyal inscriptions related to Esarhaddon, it is necessary to mention eight inscriptions and copies attributed to Naqiʾa (Zakûtu), Esarhaddon’s mother, and two inscriptions attributed to Esharrahammat, his wife.32 He is also mentioned as crown prince in inscriptions of his father Sennacherib.33 There are also external sources written in Aramaic, Hebrew, and Greek, such as the Bible, and later texts such as those of Josephus and Berossus.34 This late literature is mainly based on the biblical and classical accounts of Esarhaddon’s reign and must be used carefully by the historian, with a precise assessment of their distortions.


Nonwritten documentation dating from Esarhaddon’s reign is historically important just as the information provided by the reliefs of Sennacherib’s palace in Nineveh were important for reconstructing his reign.35 Sennacherib’s reliefs complemented the texts as they were representations of the Assyrian king’s conquests, focusing on spectacular actions, sometimes accompanied by an epigraph, similar to our modern comics. Esarhaddon did the same in his palace of Nineveh: “Through the craft of the sculptor, I depicted on it (the frieze of the palace) the might of the god Ashur, my lord, (and) the deeds that I had accomplished in enemy lands.”36 Esarhaddon, just like his father, chose Nineveh as his capital, but the new palace that he built was “ninety-five large cubits long (and) thirty-one large cubits wide, something none of the kings, my ancestors, had done” and was named “The palace that administers everything.”37 Unfortunately, this palace, which is very well-known thanks to a detailed description of his building in the royal inscriptions, was not discovered by the archaeologist who excavated Nineveh.38


However, Esarhaddon’s palace and Sennacherib’s armory were recently discovered by accident at Tell Nebi Yunus, the smaller mound at Nineveh. In July 2014, the terrorist organization Daesh blew up a mosque that was located on this hill above a Nestorian church dating from the sixth century BCE and the supposed tomb of the prophet Jonah.39 Under these monuments the remains of the palace of Esarhaddon were uncovered. The terrorists dug a system of tunnels looking for archaeological remains to sell on the black market. When the Iraqi army reconquered the city in January 2017, Layla Salih, curator of antiquity at the Mosul Museum, with a team of Iraqi archaeologists, drew up a first inventory of the site. Then a team of archaeologists from Heidelberg with Peter Miglus and Stefan Maul was commissioned by the Iraqi government to explore the tunnel system. They discovered four winged bulls at the entrance of the palace, a relief representing four women facing frontward, a slab with an inscription of Esarhaddon mentioning the rebuilding of Babylon, several pottery vessels and various objects, and finally the king’s throne room, the largest in the Assyrian Empire with a length of 55 meters. Hopefully, the excavations of this site will soon be resumed, thereby enabling a comparison to be made between the remains of the palace and its description in the royal inscriptions.


Esarhaddon is mentioned in numerous publications, books, and articles. Every general history of Mesopotamia or Assyria includes short studies on this king, for example those written by Albert Kirk Grayson and Eckart Frahm.40 The oldest history on this king was E. A. Wallis Budge’s book entitled The History of Esarhaddon (Son of Sennacherib) King of Assyria, B.C. 681–668, published in London in 1880.41 In fact, this book focused on the then-known royal inscriptions, based on Henry Cresswick Rawlinson’s books, which did not always indicate the sources used.42 Later, the main books were those written by R. F. Harper in 1888, Vincent Scheil in 1914, Hans Hirschberg in 1931, Riekele Borger in 1956, Donald John Wiseman in 1958, Simo Parpola and Kazuko Watanabe in 1988, Barbara Nevling Porter in 1993, and Erle Leichty in 2011.43 Some other books are devoted to a specific historical phase of Esarhaddon’s reign.44


My purpose in this book is to study, for the first time, the history of Esarhaddon’s reign in its political, military, social, economic, religious, ideological, technical, and artistic aspects. As in my three previous books on Tiglath-pileser III, Sargon II, and Sennacherib, the present tome is a history of Esarhaddon’s reign, including a biographical essay on this king. Just like the history surrounding Sennacherib, that of Esarhaddon’s reign is well documented as regards his family background, his childhood and youth, together with the period when he was crown prince before he ascended the throne. The abundance and variety of sources, and the numerous letters of the persons responsible for watching over him enable us to propose a comprehensive assessment of the psychological factors that shaped the king’s character and influenced his approach to politics.45 As in my previous books, my methodology consists in adapting to the specific topic of the book and to the available sources.46 It is multidisciplinary and remains closely in-line with the source documents. A partial summary is usually given at the end of each chapter. The present book is built around decisive events and determining facts, selected from a massive amount of data. I have presented both the interpretations that seemed to me the most plausible as well as alternative ones, which are either discussed in the text or presented in the notes. Sometimes, given the current state of research, I was unable to choose between various hypotheses. Esarhaddon’s period as crown prince has already been analyzed in my previous book47 and is therefore less developed here.
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