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Preface to the Italian Edition
If a city rises to the sky like a mountain, that city will be reduced to a heap of ruins.
Babylonian prophecy (Šumma ālu, I 16)

The civilization of the past will become a heap of ruins and in the end a heap of ashes,
but ghosts will hover over the ashes.
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1977, p. 22)

The reconstruction of the cultural story of our Western world in the last two
hundred years could ideally be portrayed as so many tesserae – one for each
possible subject – which build, or should build, a mosaic which shows a pic-
ture rich in meaning. One tessera missing until now is the one showing how
the city of the Ancient Near-Eastern civilizations (Mesopotamia and surround-
ings) has been imagined and visualized, studied and reconstructed over two
centuries of archaeological excavations and scholarly research. I imagine that
the normal reader’s immediate reaction is one of irritation: this tessera is so
small and abstruse as to be irrelevant, and anyway, the complete picture would
be clearly visible and full of meaning even if our tessera were to remain for
ever an empty hole. I believe, on the contrary, and not only because of my
official position, that no tessera is useless, because all are interconnected and
throw light on each other. If anything, I think that our tessera is endowed with
a certain appeal and also a diagnostic value as regards relationships between
West and East, between modernity and tradition, between colonialism and
neo-colonialism, between the humanistic, social, natural-physical and infor-
mation sciences. Besides, it is one of the very few tesserae that I can attempt
to fill from my own personal knowledge.

To tell the truth, whoever wanted to write a book on the subject with due
competence and consciousness should know much not only of historical and
proto-historical archaeology and many of the philologies of the Ancient Near
East (Assyriology, Sumerology and Hittitology, Egyptology, Semitic studies, Per-
sian studies, and several others), but also of the history of town planning and
architecture, of the history of art and drawing, of urban sociology, of social an-
thropology, of macro-economic theories from the nineteenth century onwards,
of evolutionism and neo-evolutionism, of neo-Marxism and neo-liberalism, of
village communities and agrarian landscapes, of despotism and theocracy, of
political events between Europe and the Ottoman Empire, of colonialism and
decolonization, of globalization and localization, of neo-geographic approaches
and the theory of systems, of computerized graphics and remote sensing, and
who knows what else besides. I do not believe that a single person answering
this identikit exists in the world, but in any case it is certain that I am not it.
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However, having passed so many years of my life dwelling on the question,
having written different articles and entire books on particular points, and hav-
ing finally decided to embark on this undertaking, I set myself to read (in many
cases reread) a quantity of books and articles, inside but largely outside my
own field of professional competence, over three years of frenetic and uninter-
rupted frequenting of very varied libraries. From this I have drawn not only
ideas and information, confirmations and confutations, corrections and rejec-
tions, but also strong intellectual enjoyment. So if then the outcome of my
labours should be unsatisfactory, I can always console myself with the famous
words of Borges: ‘Others boast of the pages they have written; I am proud of
those that I have read’. I must, however, confess that the temptation to widen
my horizons has arrived too late to allow me to think (and live) in a way a little
more complete, because I also feel like Poe’s castaway, who towards the end
of Manuscript found in a bottle says: ‘I have been all my life a dealer in antiqui-
ties, and have imbibed the shadows of fallen columns at Balbec, and Tadmor,
and Persepolis until my very soul has become a ruin.’

At a certain point I had to put an end to the frenzied activity of reading (in
every article read others are discovered to read, and so the further one advan-
ces, the further away one is from the ideal destination), giving up the search
for books and articles whose titles were enticing and at the same time relevant.
Fortunately I found great support in the suggestions and comments of numer-
ous colleagues and friends, whom I must here thank. I wish at least to mention
my debt to Silvia Alaura, Marcello Barbanera, Isabella Chiari, Francesco Paolo
Fiore, Maria Gabriella Micale, Davide Nadali, Vanda Perretta, Maria Grazia
Picozzi, Alessandro Vanzetti, Mercedes Viale, Claudio Zambianchi. I then
found in Mario Torelli a friend willing to read everything before its final devel-
opment, receiving from him (apart from the ritual compliments) valuable criti-
cism of both a general and a specific nature.

The title of the book and the Babylonian prophecy cited in the epigraph
allude to the biblical myth of the Tower of Babel, of which the prophecy itself is
largely an inspiration and model. Whether divine nemesis or historical process,
whether moral teaching or systemic outcome, it is certain that the ancient cities
were all reduced to heaps of rubble: the Babylonians said tillu, from which
comes the Arabic tell, which indicates the low stratified hills of the remains of
the ancient settlements. If the boast of the Assyrian king, Esarhaddon, in de-
scribing the deadly advance of his army, was ‘Before me cities, behind me
heaps of ruins (tillu)’, the boast of modern Near-Eastern archaeologists could
be the reverse: ‘Before us tell, behind (or after) us cities’. The archaeological
and epigraphic rediscovery of the ancient cities of the Near East constitutes a
chapter not at all marginal in our recent cultural history, a contribution rich in
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consequences, and well able to fit into the fabric of cultural trends and even
of historical events of the last two centuries. The maturity of a discipline is also
recognizable by being more than the urgency of publication of the unpub-
lished, and of the spatio-temporal framing of data, in order to face a sort of
self-analysis or self-historicization of work completed and in progress, and of
further perspectives. It is, besides, striking how and to what extent the old
myths, the echoing of biblical and classical readings, remain profoundly rooted
in our culture, and how, on the contrary, more recent discoveries, as exciting
as they are, have great difficulty in penetrating it. And the recent trends to-
wards turning everything into a show and ‘mass’ sharing of cultural communi-
cation draw easier and more attractive nourishment from the old myths than
from the boring details and contextualization of the professional historians.

A couple of technical clarifications. On the spatial level, this book has a
strong ‘nucleus’ in the so-called Greater Mesopotamia of the period between
3500 and 500 BC; but it also has a gradually shaded outer extent in time (from
the proto-historic premises to classical, late antique and Islamic development)
and in space (from Egypt and the Aegean to Iran, to Southern Arabia, to the
valley of the Indus, and to Central Asia). Finally, everyone will understand that
this book does not pretend to provide a systematic treatment, in a textbook
fashion, of the subject, but rather to outline its developments in their important
traits. The book has already assumed a size much greater than that initially
imagined – and I am grateful to the publisher for having accepted it, although
so expanded, and with all the illustrative and bibliographical apparatus. I
thank in particular Maria Gabriella Micale and Lucia Mori for having helped
me in the iconographical research.

The dedication of this book to Robert McCormick Adams is inevitable and
due: it is a question of the only person in the world who to a large measure
approaches close to the identikit of the ideal author outlined above, and it is
to him that we owe many of the decisive suggestions in carrying our way of
handling the subject from the positions of the late nineteenth century to the
present level. It is then for me a true pleasure to be able to express to the great
Maestro my recognition for everything that I have learnt from him, even with-
out ever having been a pupil, unless a virtual one.

Mario Liverani
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1 Rediscovery and perplexity

1.1 The ruins and the biblical curse

There is a Jewish legend which describes the fate of the ‘Tower of Babel’, the
building symbolic of human presumption and divine punishment, destroyed
by God, before it was completed, to stop man from reaching the sky, not under
divine benediction but in an act of arrogant insubordination. The story goes:
‘One part was plunged into the earth, another was consumed by fire, and only
a third remained standing. The place where it rose retains to this day one pecu-
liarity: whoever passes it forgets everything he knows’.1 So no one, even if he
had been there, could ever ‘remember’ and say where it was. There is a some-
what similar Arab-Islamic story, transmitted to us by the great Ibn Khaldun
(whose intention was to destroy its historicity), but certainly much older, of
the mythical city of ‘Iram – a story inspired by the visible ruins of the ancient
south Arabian cities: ‘When Shaddad [a mythical king] heard a description of
Paradise, he said, “I shall build something like it”. And he built the city of
‘Iram in the desert of Aden over a period of three hundred years. He himself
lived nine hundred years. It is said to have been a great city, with castles of
gold and silver and columns of emerald and hyacinth, containing all kinds of
trees and freely flowing rivers’.2 But then when the king and his followers went
there to live, God destroyed them all, and of the city we know only that it is
still there, but no one has ever seen it again.

In both the Jewish tradition, of Old Testament origin, and the Islamic (which
also owes much to the biblical tradition), the ancient world’s cities in ruins are
the outcome and mark of a divine curse against civilizations and kingdoms that
had rendered themselves culpable: in Islamic tradition because they predate the
true faith, going back to the period of ignorance (jahilīya), and in the biblical
tradition because they were opponents of Israel. In the Qur‘an (XI 117) the princi-
ple of ‘presumption of guilt’, even in the absence of definite information, is
stated unequivocally, inasmuch as, ‘Your Lord would not destroy any town with-
out cause if its people were acting righteously’,3 a promise placed after a long
series of images (with clear biblical echoes) of the great flood and pre-Islamic
cities and civilizations in ruins, the legendary ‘Ad, Thamud and Madyan.

1 Ginzberg 1995, p. 171 (from Sanhedrin 109a), and pp. 382–385 on other legends relevant to
the Tower. Schmid 1995, pp. 5–7, citing the Judaic sources on the Tower, gives only the first
half of this passage!
2 Rosenthal 1958, I, p. 26.
3 Abdel Hameed’s translation, 2010, p. 235.
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In the biblical tradition, while the lesson told by the myth of the Tower of
Babel concerned all humanity, the fate of genuinely historical peoples and cit-
ies – as described by the prophecies of Isaiah and Jeremiah on the destruction
of Babylon (Is. 13, 21, 47; Jer. 25:8–13; 50; 51:34–58) or in Nahum’s rejoicing at
the destruction of Nineveh4 – concerned the tragic history of the ‘chosen peo-
ple’. Assyria was guilty of the destruction of the Kingdom of Israel (with the
consequent scattering of the ‘ten lost tribes’) and of the attempted siege of
Jerusalem at the time of Sennacherib. Babylonia was guilty of the destruction
of Jerusalem and her ‘first temple’ at the hands of Nebuchadnezzar II, and of
the consequent exile of the Jews in Babylonia itself. Just as an incomplete ruin
had to remain of the Tower of Babel, because the divine prohibition brought
to bear during the ‘confusion of tongues’5 had stopped it thus, just so must
these capital cities of the ‘empires of evil’, which had been Nineveh and Baby-
lon, find themselves in a state of complete ruin, which would confirm and
realize the outcome of the divine curse. Had they been able to excuse them-
selves, Assyria and Babylon could surely have said that they were simply carry-
ing out a divine order, from that same Yahweh who was God of Israel and who
had used them to punish his people. But it is so much more comfortable to be
the order-givers than the executors: the giver of orders can change his mind
and forgive (giving proof of his magnanimity), while the executor of the order
remains ‘enmeshed’, more cursed than the victim himself. And besides, Assyria
and Babylonia had been so over-zealous and had so much relished their puni-
tive missions that their curse was more than justified.6

Biblical memories of the ancient kingdoms of Assyria and Babylonia were
therefore deeply marked by moral and theological implications, which made
them rather more than snippets of information or occasional curiosities, and
which identified allusive, and even fundamental, symbols and principles of
shared values. And yet commitment to the faith – be it Judaic, Islamic or Chris-
tian – implied that these ruins should remain as such, or, even better, be so
obliterated as to be no longer known, not even the places where they had
stood. The desire to know and find the ruins of antiquity, therefore, and to
reconstruct the images and values of these remote worlds (leaving out the theo-
logical worth of their story) belongs rather to the slow and gradual formation
of a historicist, and largely secular, vision in the European world.

The western world’s interest in antiquity, including that of the Ancient
Near East, had developed slowly over the centuries, and then underwent sig-

4 On Babylonia in the Old Testament: Kratz 1999.
5 Uehlinger 1990
6 Silberman 1991.
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nificant acceleration with the Enlightenment of the second half of the eigh-
teenth century, within the context of the great cultural and historiographical
changes that heralded the start of ‘modernity’; these changes had their roots
in the great geographical explorations of the sixteenth century, which had wid-
ened our knowledge of our planet, and in the beginnings of modern astronomy,
which had widened the dimensions of the universe, and which was then fol-
lowed by the beginnings of geology, to widen the dimensions of time. As is
well known, this enormous spatio-temporal expansion met with censure and
resistance from the Church, since it contradicted the biblical text, but it never-
theless sparked off growing awareness of the fact that there exist – in time and
in space – worlds different from our own, and that their recognition (be it
rediscovery or reconstruction) serves also to enrich our vision of the world,
and possibly strengthen our control over it.

As an initial formulation, the antiquity that men wanted to know and revis-
it in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was obviously the classical world
of Greece and Rome. Of this world there remained not only abundant historical
and literary sources but also remarkable monuments and entire cities that, in
the form of ruins, occupied the European/Mediterranean world, not to mention
movable objects of art, which served to enrich the growing collections of pri-
vate and princely individuals (or cardinals). The ‘antiquarian’ reconstruction
of the world will break out in the movement of Neo-Classicism, with its ideals
that were not purely aesthetic but also ethical (the ancient heroes as models
of virtue), and finally political (on opposite sides: the Greek city-state and the
Roman Empire).7 The start of the Bourbon excavations at Herculaneum and
Pompeii may signal, more symbolically than definitely, this vision,8 which
young members of the European nobility and growing middle classes acquired
in their ‘Grand Tour’ of the antiquities of Rome, Sicily and Greece. Besides, as
well as the ‘public’ excavations of the two Neapolitan sites, there were numer-
ous ‘private’ initiatives undertaken by the grand families of the Roman nobility,
each on their own land in the city and outside, in order to supply their collec-
tions of antiquities.9

The rediscovery of the Ancient Near East, on the other hand, although par-
allel in time was a very different event, both in the availability of written mate-

7 The best introductions (although not recent) to Neo-Classicism: Honour 1968; Assunto 1973.
On the eighteenth-century study of antiquity: Pucci 1993.
8 The excavations of Herculaneum and Pompeii appear in every history of archaeology: cf.
Schnapp 1993, pp. 215–240; Barbanera 1998, pp. 9–10, 19–34.
9 On the Grand Tour, excavations and building of collections, see the studies of Pinelli 2010.
On the Colonna collection, Picozzi (ed.) 2010 is definitive.
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rial and in the values that people sought to attribute to this world. On the
documentary front, while direct knowledge of the classical world (literary and
material) had always been maintained, nothing remained of the Ancient Near
East, though considered the ‘cradle’ of our civilization, beyond, to use Johann
Gottfried Herder’s words at the end of the eighteenth century, ‘stories about
stories, fragments of history, a dream of the world before us (ein Traum der
Vorwelt)’.10 And on the ethical front, while the classical world was perceived
as ‘our’ western world, as a privileged place in which to set inspirational value
models, ours by sharing (however discontinuously), eastern civilizations were
perceived, even before being rediscovered, as models of the anti-values that
were personified above all by the Ottoman Empire: and so, culturally interest-
ing, but also ethically-politically by antithesis. And, as we know, antithesis is
a primary instrument of self-identification.

To come to the actual question of the city, we can begin with a fact that is
obvious, but pregnant with consequences. While great monumental complexes
and indeed entire cities of the classical world (particularly of the time of the
Roman Empire) were clearly visible in the Mediterranean and Near-Eastern
landscape (enough here to think of Ba’albek and Palmyra, of Leptis Magna and
Sabratha), the monuments and cities of the pre-classical Near East remained
hidden under stratified mounds, actual artificial hills, known by the name of
tell in Arabic (and as hüyük in Turkish, tepe in Kurdish and Persian).11 And I
open here a brief parenthesis to note that the Arabic word tell comes from the
Assyro-Babylonian tillu, which means precisely ‘a heap of ruins’, and also to
recall the passage (already cited in the Preface) in which the Assyrian king
Esarhaddon takes up the story, with Tacitean brevity, of the advance of his
conquering and destroying army, boasting (he speaks of himself in the third
person), ‘before him (is) a city, after him a heap of ruins’, precisely, a tell.12

Modern archaeologists of the Near East could boast of the contrary, of trans-
forming a tell into a city returned to life. Now, stone ruins are legible remains
that allow us to add to and mentally reconstruct the building or the city as it
must have been; but collapsed unfired brick presents an unformed mass, a
non-ruin apparently unimportant and illegible.13 By applying the distinction

10 Herder 1784–91, p. 329; notes by Larsen 1987, pp. 96–98, repeated by Moorey 1991, p. 1.
11 On the morphology of tell: Naumann 1957, pp. 197–205; Lloyd 1963, pp. 13–28; Wright 1974;
Lapp 1975; Butzer 1982, pp. 87–93; Rosen 1986; London 1992; Schirmer 1999; Steadman 2000
and 2005.
12 Frahm 2006, p. 93; the passage is now in Leichty 2011, p. 184 (rev. 13).
13 Building in unfired brick: Sauvage 1998; Glassner 2003, pp. 158–175; Anastasio 2011,
pp. 35–44.
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dear to Marc Augé,14 we can say that true and real ‘ruins’ remain of the classi-
cal world, while of the Eastern only ‘rubble’. Already in Strabo (16.1.5) the defi-
nition ‘the great city is (by now) a great desert’15 fitted Babylon even better
than Arcadian Megalopolis, and Lucan’s lament (Bellum Civile 9.969) comes to
mind, etiam periere ruinae, ‘even the ruins have now perished’, which, how-
ever, refers to Troy and Pergamum.16

Alongside, therefore, theological considerations, technical factors took
substance (the different resistance of unfired brick compared to stone) to ex-
plain how it came about that the Near East, although strewn with Graeco-
Roman monuments, had preserved no visible remains of the ‘accursed’ Assyri-
an and Babylonian empires. Over and above Mesopotamia, the landscape of
Palestine, a land of Old Testament and Gospel par excellence, was also scat-
tered with remains and tell, which had given rise since antiquity to moral ex-
planations (or ‘aetiologies’): from Sodom and Gomorrah destroyed for their
sins (Genesis 19) to Jericho and ‘Ay destroyed, accursed, reduced to heaps of
ruins ‘even unto this day’ for having been opposed to the Israelite conquest of
the Promised Land (Joshua 6 and 8).17 If the Mediterranean classical world had
valuable and wonderful ‘ruins’ that gave rise to positive aetiologies,18 the
world of Mesopotamia and the Levant had only ‘rubble’, which could only pro-
vide aetiologies of guilt and eternal punishment.

The more acute European travellers in the Near East remained struck and
perplexed at seeing the plains strewn with tell, and at first had difficulty in
understanding their origin – even although their nature as a mine of ancient
objects was well known to the local population, who had long been accustomed
to bore into them in search of something to sell. The majority of travellers were
driven by religious motives and remained content with the theological explana-
tion (human guilt and divine punishment) but those inspired by a secular spirit
sought human, political or socio-economic explanations. A writer of the En-
lightenment such as Volney, who crossed Syria in 1785, was struck by the nu-
merous tell in the area south of Aleppo, and drew from them a historical and
political lesson. These remains of ancient settlements, so frequent in a region
now desolate but once clearly fertile and populated, demonstrated to Volney

14 Augé 2003.
15 Cf. also Pausanias 8.33: ‘Of Babylon the sanctuary of Bel remains, but of Babylon itself,
than which the sun saw no greater city, nothing now survives except the walls’.
16 Papini 2009.
17 Topographical aetiologies of the Old Testament: Long 1968; but Alt 1936 remains the fun-
damental text. The name, ‘Ay, means ‘ruin’.
18 Ruins and memories in the classical world: Boardman 2002; Alcock 2002; Papini 2011.
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the weight of human factors and, above all, the role of political structures: the
desolation was the fruit of the fiscal banditry of Ottoman greed and misgovern-
ment, hand in hand with the plunder and brigandry of the Bedu and the uncar-
ing indolence of the peasantry.19 But Volney likewise, when he wished to pon-
der more deeply the rise and fall (‘the revolution’) of civilizations and empires,
saw himself standing in front of the majestic ruins of Palmyra,20 and certainly
not in front of some insignificant tell. Edward Gibbon, a good twenty years earli-
er, had thought no differently: he also was intent upon pondering in front of
majestic ruins (in his case the Forum at Rome), and on meditating upon the fall
of empires: ‘The provinces of the East present the contrast of Roman magnifi-
cence with Turkish barbarism. The ruins of antiquity, scattered over uncultivat-
ed fields, and ascribed by ignorance to the power of magic, scarcely afford a
shelter to the oppressed peasant or wandering Arab’.21 And again, in the mid-
nineteenth century, Layard, who certainly knew the nature and potential of the
tell, having excavated a couple of large ones and visited hundreds more,22 con-
trasted the monumental ruins of Anatolia and the Levant with the shapeless
tell to be encountered east of the Euphrates.23 Even half a century after the
discovery of the Assyrian capital Lord Byron contrasted the formless ruins of
Nineveh and Babylon with the significant ruins of the Parthenon.24

The fact is that a heap of broken bricks does not keep (at least not before
being correctly excavated) either the form or style of the monumental remains
stratified inside it, as stone ruins do, since the latter remain more or less ‘in-
tact’ and allow the visitor to reconstruct mentally their form and function. In
a wider Eastern pre-classical context, not only the Syrian-Mesopotamian one,
there were two striking exceptions: Pharaonic Egypt and the site of Persepolis
(to which I will return in the next chapter). But apart from these concrete ex-
ceptions, there was also, and above all, one special case, imaginary and sym-
bolic, to be postulated, and indeed was postulated, on the basis of the biblical
text (Genesis 11:1–9): the Tower of Babel, so high as to touch the sky, massive
and majestic, part of which should have remained visible in Babylon, even if
reduced to the state of an incomplete ruin, to which it had been condemned,

19 Volney 1787, II, pp. 59–60.
20 Volney 1791. Volney had never visited Palmyra, but saw Wood’s 1753 account (Volney 1787,
vol. 2, pp. 259–263; and Barbanera 2009, pp. 45–46). Carena 1981 has interesting points of
discussion on the theme of ruins.
21 Gibbon Vol. 1, p. 55, Oxford World’s Classics 1903.
22 Layard 1849, I, p. 315 on the hundred tell at the foot of Jebel Sinjar.
23 Cf. Layard 1849, II, pp. 249–279; 1853, pp. 527–531 on the illegibility of brick architecture.
24 Byron 1821 (in 1901 edn., pp. 547–548).
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not by normal deterioration in the course of time, but by the divine curse meant
to break and punish man’s insane ambition. So these few travellers who, not
content with a Levant more easily accessible, confined by the triangle of Istan-
bul, Cairo and Jerusalem, pushed the ‘voyage to the East’ as far as Mesopota-
mia, did so in order to look for the Tower of Babel – the search for the Earthly
Paradise (the biblical Eden) appearing less easily practicable.25

However, even the Tower remained difficult to identify. At the beginning
of the nineteenth century only the still towering remains of the stepped tem-
ples (the ziqqurat as the ancient Babylonians called them) of ‘Aqar Quf (the
ancient Dur-Kurigalzu) and of Birs Nimrud (the ancient Borsippa) presented
themselves as reasonable candidates for identification as the Tower of Babel26

until, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the excavation of Babylon by
Robert Koldewey brought to the light the actual remains of the ziqqurat of Bab-
ylon itself.27 But well before being rediscovered on the ground, the Tower of
Babel, besides providing a subject for written and pictorial reconstructions
based on pure imagination (we shall see them in § 1.2), was above all a symbol
indicative of the relation between the Ancient Near East and the modern west-
ern world. We know how and how widely the custom of reading the Bible
became diffused (especially in the Protestant world), and how deeply rooted
biblical knowledge became in western Christian culture. The events in the Bi-
ble were part of the fundamental culture not only of the ecclesiastical and
intellectual elite, who had direct knowledge of them from the biblical text
(whether or not in translation), but also of the whole population, who were
given a sense of these events by pictorial representation, by Sunday sermons,
and by use of the liturgy. The Tower of Babel had then an altogether unique

25 Ancient localizations of Eden: Alexandre 1988; Bockmuehl 2010; mediaeval: Cardini 2004:
Assyriological: Delitzsch 1881; Albright 1922; Deimel 1925; and now comprehensively, Scafi
2007. Lemaire’s 1981 suggestion (Eden = Bit-Adini, an Aramaic kingdom) is not convincing. On
the ‘journey to the East’ cf. Berchet 1985; Brilli 2009; and the critical approach of Said 1978
(pp. 166–197 of the 1979 paperback edn.); for a more technical approach Larsen 1992; Liverani
1994; Invernizzi 2002; 2005; 2008; Di Paolo 2006; 2008. Sixteenth-century presuppositions, in
a commercial context: Ooghe 2007 (with rich bibliography).
26 The candidature of Birs Nimrud (once ‘Aqar Quf, too distant, was rejected) was eliminated
in 1854 by Rawlinson, who showed that the ruins were of Borsippa (but Peters 1897, p. 124,
still has, ‘Birs Nimrud, the Tower of Babel’). On the ziqqurat of Borsippa cf. now Allinger and
Csollich 2004. The history of the voyages and archaeological discoveries has been told many
times: already in Budge 1925, pp. 58–73; Pallis 1956, pp. 19–93 (travellers) and 266–384
(archaeological discoveries); and then in Uehlinger 1990, pp. 181–200 (travellers) and 201–230
(archaeological discoveries); Mazower 2002; Fagan 2007 (popular account); Reade 2008a;
Prato 2010; Fenollòs (ed.) 2010; 2011; Brusasco 2012.
27 § 2.1; Lenzen 1941 on the ziqqurat of Uruk and Nippur.
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power of imagery, linked both to the question of ‘confusion of tongues’, which
had great influence on the beginnings of linguistic classification in a proto-
modern age,28 and to the ethical and theological value of the story.

Of these Ancient Near-Eastern cities, however unknowable materially, there
was yet thought to be information of a character both economic/political and
related to town planning. A negative stereotype and an urbanization model re-
sulted in the meeting of the biblical and classical threads, which began with
Herodotus and Ctesias to spread by means of writers such as Diodorus Siculus
up to the Bibliotheca of Photius. The biblical texts provided the theological
framework and ‘logical’ explanation of the curse, while the classical texts on
the other hand gave measurements and descriptions of the Near-Eastern mega-
lopoleis and, above all, literary embellishments and narrative stories of the po-
litical (despotism) and moral (luxury, cruelty and such like) aspects. The classi-
cal stories of Ninus, Semiramis and Sardanapalus became well known among
the educated public in the Renaissance and post-Renaissance age, without in-
deed ever reaching the diffusion of the Bible, but lending themselves more easi-
ly than the Bible to all the charm of visual and literary elaboration.

In our eyes, however, it is the aspects of actual urbanization known in
these currents, both biblical and classical, that are of primary interest. The
biblical book of Jonah gives a picture of Nineveh as a huge metropolis, which
takes three days to cross (Kafka’s ‘Messenger of the Emperor’ would have
found himself at his ease there). Singularly analogous is Aristotle’s ‘fact’ (Poli-
tics 3.1276a,28–30) that when Babylon was conquered by the Persians, part of
the city had still not heard even a rumour of this after three days. In even
greater detail the first book of Herodotus (1.178–187) describes Babylon as a
square city, enormous, on a Hippodamean grid, with houses of three or four
storeys, imposing perimeter walls, and at the centre the citadel, half palace
and half temple. The surrounding agricultural land had also been ordered sys-
tematically with a complex network of canals, the work of the queens Semiram-
is and Nitocris. The other detailed description of Babylon is derived by Diodo-
rus from Ctesias, eager to differentiate himself from Herodotus. For Ctesias
(Diodorus 2.1.4–28) Babylon is an enormous rectangular city.29 The sources
present numerous variants (as we shall see in detail in § 1.6), but they agree
(and indeed vie with each other) in giving an image of enormous cities, evi-
dently populated by innumerable human hordes, but at the same time well

28 There is Borst’s huge work (1957–63) on the diversification of languages and peoples from
antiquity to the present age. The writings of Olender 1989 and Eco 1993 are more manageable.
29 Classical descriptions of Babylonia: Prontera 1994, 2000.
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organized because of far-sighted royal sagacity.30 Besides, the enormous di-
mensions did not impede a lightning speed of building: in Josephus (Ant. Iud.
10.224–5) Babylon’s three-fold wall was built in fifteen days, and in Strabo
(1.5.9) Sardanapalus boasts of having built the Cilician cities of Tarsus and
Anchiale in a single day.

This picture of urban building clearly served to provide a material setting
for eastern despotism. Not by chance it was once again Herodotus, with all the
weight of his authority, who was most responsible for establishing the influen-
tial stereotype of antithesis between East and West. The theory, arising from
Herodotus’ description in his Histories of the Persian Wars (and already at work
in Aeschylus’ Persians), is well known: given the quantitative disproportion of
human and material resources between the widespread Persian Empire and
the Greek poleis, there must have been a qualitative factor that enabled the
small to prevail against the large, and that factor was liberty. Free citizens had
the virtue and motivation that the slaves of the emperor lacked. The Persian
Wars as described by Herodotus unleashed an entire sequence of struggles
between ‘fighters for freedom’ and ‘the empire of evil’, which in the nineteenth
century was obviously identified with the Ottoman Empire, with the preceding
empires of Assyria, Babylonia and Persia seen at its shoulders. The Greek War
of Independence (1825–30) against the Ottoman Empire came to be fought not
only by the Greeks (who, to tell the truth, were more Levantine than European)
but also by European intellectuals, from Lord Byron to the Italian Santorre di
Santarosa, rushing to help brandishing a musket in one hand and the Histories
of Herodotus in the other.

If the idea that Near-Eastern cities were vast megalopoleis harmonized well
with the fact that they were the seats of ‘oriental despots’ and their anti-values
(the caprice of the despot, the general subjugation), in the course of the classi-
cal writing on the Near East (whether Persian or Assyro-Babylonian) over and
above Herodotus there came to prevail a thread going back to Ctesias which
made the Near East the seat of thoroughly negative values and behaviour: lux-
ury, licentiousness, sexual depravity, cruelty, which, added to an atmosphere
of magic and intrigue produced a mixture only too well suited to supply in-
spired ideas and plots for works of entertainment. Hellenistic and late-antique
short stories and poems, with Semiramis and Sardanapalus as protagonists (to
name the best known characters), committed to immortal memory the stereo-
types of a dissolute and despotic Near East, set in palaces (more than in cities)
with plenty of harems, eunuchs and viziers, in all of which eighteenth and

30 Historical Babylon was a ‘megalopolis’ by the standards of the time (Margueron 2000); but
that is another argument.
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nineteenth-century readers recognized a Near East more unchangeable than
ancient, perfectly embodied in the Ottoman ‘Seraglio’ with its intrigues and
scandalous affairs. Moral condemnation of the great Assyro-Babylonian capi-
tals runs through the entire history of western culture, from early Christianity
to Romanticism, but to repeat it here would be out of place.31

1.2 Imagining unknown cities

If you had asked a Renaissance scholar how, specifically, an ancient city was
built, you would have found him perhaps a little perplexed, but not unpre-
pared. To begin with he might have cited the best of ancient and modern trea-
tises (from Vitruvius to Leon Battista Alberti)32 on the external shape of the
city and its civic organization. But, continuing, he would have finished by ad-
mitting that he imagined it as similar to the cities of his own time. And if the
inquisitive (but luckily imaginary) questioner had asked how a city of the An-
cient Near East was built, before the time of Alexander the Great, let us say at
the time of Semiramis and Sardanapalus, then the scholar would have become
more deeply perplexed. Faced with a problem that had never been put, and
with his thoughts oscillating between the Tower of Babel and Herodotus’ de-
scription of Babylon, he would have been unable to envisage anything (a city,
a whole world) that was unknown and foreign to him.

The truth is that interest in the archaeological discovery of ancient cities
is but the apex, the point of final maturity, of a cultural process of extraordina-
rily wide compass and sustained effort, namely, to imagine and visualize the
ancient world according to its own shapes and forms, stepping beyond the
facile anachronism – which held sway for centuries – of dressing ancient he-
roes in mediaeval and then Renaissance garb, and of placing their adventures
in cities and landscapes copied (so to speak) from those familiar to the artists
of the age. The historicizing of the ancient (in architecture and city planning
as in the visual arts) went hand in hand not only with the growth of an interest
in antiquities and then with the early stages of archaeology, but also with the
beginnings of a historiography that was not just bare chronicles, or moral
warnings or biblical curses. It has often been observed that the beginnings of

31 Summaries in McCall 1998, pp. 185–189. Babylonia in literary tradition: Haas 1999; Glassner
2003, pp. 64–94 and 199–228 (without notes and bibliography); also Brusasco 2012, pp. 209–
273.
32 Alberti’s works (published posthumously, 1485) are studded with quotations from the clas-
sics, including on Babylonia.
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interest in archaeology (which implies a ‘layered’ vision of the earth), and in
a history and chronology based upon the timeless years of prehistory, owe
much to the great formative period of geology and physical anthropology at a
scientific level. The fundamental works of Charles Lyell and Charles Darwin
partly preceded but also partly followed the beginning of the Assyrian excava-
tions of the decade 1845–55: Lyell’s Principles of Geology appeared in 1843, and
his Geological Evidence of the Antiquity of Man in 1863, while Darwin’s Origin
of Species came out in 1859 and The Descent of Man in 1871. So although the
‘dilettantes’ Botta and Layard, who excavated the Assyrian capitals in the mid-
nineteenth century (as we shall see in § 1.3), were not right in the vanguard,
they were, all things considered, firmly part of the cultural and scientific cli-
mate of the time.

Coming then to the question of how to visualize the ancient city in a non-
anachronistic way, before the eighteenth century the problem did not really
arise; it was perfectly natural for Piero della Francesca to set the meeting of
Solomon with the Queen of Sheba, or the recovery of the true cross, in a Jerusa-
lem perched like a fifteenth-century village on top of a Tuscan hill, or for Be-
nozzo Gozzoli in Pisa’s Camposanto to picture in a similar way the Babylonians
intent on building their Tower, or for a fifteenth-century French miniaturist to
imagine the temple of Solomon as a ‘decorated’ Gothic cathedral. And when
eighteenth-century Neo-classicism wanted to visualize, in a philologically ap-
propriate way, the ancient cities of Greece and Rome, there was no problem to
be faced. Classical ancient monuments had always occupied a noticeable place
in the European and Mediterranean landscapes – mostly as ruins, but also as
conspicuous monuments, while the eighteenth-century study of antiquity had
added the final touches to a rich repertoire of ancient habits and iconography,
and Vitruvius provided detailed technical information.33 The case of the pre-
classical Near East was very different: with the ancient Mesopotamian cities
buried under the enigmatic tell of which we spoke before, only Egypt, and the
isolated case of Persepolis, provided visible and conspicuous remains.

Egyptian antiquities had always drifted around the Western world, in the
form of obelisks, sarcophagi, sphinxes, canopic jars and other decorated ob-
jects, much appreciated by the Wunderkammer antiquarianism (not to mention
the Masonic symbolism);34 but ancient Egypt also became a field of topographi-
cal and architectural study following the Napoleonic expedition of 1793–99 and
then the Prussian expedition of 1842–45, which, in their sumptuous publica-

33 Antiquarianism and the beginnings of archaeology: Pucci 1993; Schnapp 1993, pp. 109–
157.
34 Egypt-mania: Baltrušaitis 1967; Humbert 1989; relation to Masonry: Pucci 1993, pp. 34–38.
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tions, brought back images of temples and entire cities emerging from the
sand. The architectural and decorative style of ancient Egypt was therefore
readily available in the minds of those who wanted to picture buildings and
cities foreign to classical culture and placed in the East. As for Persepolis, fre-
quently visited and described from the time of the memorable but tragic Danish
expedition of 1761–67,35 the pictures in Niebuhr’s account, like those of Ker
Porter (1821–22), Buckingham (1827) and still others, gave the impression of a
kind of ‘plantation’ of columns, more than a real city.

Even in Egypt, there were no complete cities, no inherently urban struc-
tures; there were, however, temple complexes so extensive and comprehensive
(think of the Karnak-Luxor complex) as to allow the reconstruction of the im-
age of a city, at least in its central and ceremonial aspects. To take just one
example, David Roberts’ 1829 painting entitled Departure of the Israelites (com-
pleted a year after the publication of the last volume of the Description de
l’Égypte) depicts an Egyptian city which in its excessive monumentalism (with
four levels of colonnades, and pyramids springing up all over) shows a basis
of specific ‘philological’ knowledge which would have been unthinkable (at
that period) for the other parts of the Ancient Near East.

But the problem of visualizing the Ancient Near-Eastern cities in a non-
anachronistic way, quite apart from being difficult to solve from lack of rele-
vant documentary material, was also of little, or at least only selective, inter-
est. Prior to their discovery, that is, between the mid-eighteenth and mid-
nineteenth centuries, did anyone need to envisage how Nineveh or Babylon
had been built?36 Really only painters and landscape artists, above all the
painter of biblical and classical themes, who, however, had a preference for
internal settings, and thus wanted to envisage costumes and furniture but not
entire cities. The one subject that led more directly to architectural and urban
visualization was the building of the Tower of Babel. Examples are plentiful,
and tell different stories of the building: they appear from the thirteenth cen-
tury and then become more and more frequent towards the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.37 The pre-Renaissance pictures are based only on the
biblical text and concentrate on the Tower alone, without an urban setting.
They are clearly not intended as ‘historical’ representations of the architec-

35 History of the exploration of Persepolis: Pallis 1956, pp. 55–64.
36 Babylonia in European culture: Allard 2008a.
37 Iconographic collections in Parrot 1949, pp. 169–176 (also 1953b, pp. 39–42; 1970, pp. 98–
101); Klengel and Brandt 1982; Minkowski 1983; Vicari 1985; 2000, pp. 98–114; Neumann 1997;
Albrecht 1999; André-Salvini (ed.) 2008, pp. 436–497; Seymour 2008d; Marzahn and Schauerte
(eds.), passim.
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Fig. 1: Pieter Brueghel, The Tower of Babel (1565). Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans Van
Beuningen.

ture and habits, but only to show skilful stone-masons at work on their scaf-
folding, of dimensions better suited to a human scale than to a tower meant
to reach the sky.

From the sixteenth century, however, the Tower becomes depicted within
the urban setting of Babylonia – I believe as a result of the spread of the texts
of Herodotus (Lorenzo Valla’s Latin translation came out in 1474) and of Diodo-
rus. In this way the various details that could be extracted from the classical
descriptions found themselves faithfully portrayed as the surroundings of the
biblical Tower: the square plan of the city, the right-angled urban grid, the
high city walls, the innumerable towers, the city gates, the bridge over the
river that cuts the city in two. These elements are exemplified in famous paint-
ings, such as those of Pieter Brueghel (1563, 1564/68) [fig. 1], which created a
school of followers in the Low Countries, for example with the paintings of
Maerten van Valckenborch (1595), Lucas van Valckenborch, Brueghel the
Younger and others. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there were
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Fig. 2: Athanasius Kircher, The Tower of Babel (1679).

above all huge numbers of engravings, for the most part somewhat repetitive
and of poor quality, but with some of considerable value – only think of the
famous engravings by Athanasius Kircher (1679) [fig. 2], which portray both
the single Tower and the whole city, or of the Spectacula Babylonica of Johann
Fischer von Erlach (1721–23) [fig. 3].38 The Tower is the centre of attention, but
also provides an excuse to portray the whole city, with the help of descriptions
and measurements from classical authors, such as the two cited above, in order
to draw up genuine urban design ‘projections’. Moreover, the bird’s eye view

38 On Kircher: Fletcher 2011.
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Fig. 3: Johann Fischer von Erlach, The city of Babylon (1721). London, the British Library.

of Babylon adds itself to the tradition of the ‘portrait of a city’ which portrays
real cities and which runs through the history of European art from around
1470 to around 1770 (then to be cast aside in the division between topographi-
cal plans, of scientific accuracy, and pictorial ‘panoramas’).39 Also the ‘por-
traits of cities’ on one side seek to be technically accurate, and therefore realis-
tic, but on the other involve an ideological twisting of the evidence towards a
model of the ‘ideal city’, and therefore ‘imaginary’ cities are not far distant
from this thread.

There was, however, one significant, and familiar, exception to the imagi-
nary representations of Babylonia:40 in 1616 Pietro della Valle betook himself
to the spot and not only correctly identified Babylon with Tel Babil near Hilla,
and even had a quick sounding carried out, but, what is of interest here, he
had drawings made of the tell as a realistic portrayal of what remained of the
Tower of Babel. The drawings remained unpublished until Athanasius Kircher
brought them out in 1679, to make a clear contrast with the reconstructions
full of imagery which were then current.

39 de Seta 2011.
40 Invernizzi 2000.
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Fig. 4: Maarten van Heemskerck, The Tower of Babel (1569). Paris, Bibliothéque nationale de
France.

It was not just the city that remained open to different interpretations,
but, to an even greater extent the Tower, which had been far less described
by classical authors. Few artists portrayed it as square (as Herodotus clearly
says at 1.181), and it is only by chance (I would say) that Maarten van Heem-
skerck’s lithograph (1569) [fig. 4] so extraordinarily hits the mark in being not
too removed from the appearance of a real ziqqurat, as the archaeologists will
later establish [fig. 5]. The prevalent cylindrical form derives instead from the
Islamic world, with the tower of the mosque of Samarra or the minaret of the
Cairo mosque of Ibn Tulun as possible models. As for the context, the Renais-
sance images do not yet set themselves the problem of ‘archaeological’ accura-
cy and place the Tower in the landscape of their own times: either empty
(but more rural than desert), or urban, with a Babylon which, among Flemish
painters, tends to resemble a busy river port. When, with the eighteenth cen-
tury, a sense of antiquity is sought, painters obviously turned to the classical
world’s decorative and constructive elements, but, wanting to add at least
some ‘eastern’ touches, their only option was to turn to Egypt (putting obe-
lisks here and there, and some pyramids) or to the Ottoman world (adding
cupolas and minarets).



Imagining unknown cities 17

Fig. 5: The ziqqurat of Ur.

At this point perhaps we can be allowed to take a leap ahead. When the
real ‘Tower’ is excavated at Babylon by Robert Koldewey’s expedition in 1913
(as we shall see in § 2.1), and shows without any possibility of doubt that it
was square, many artists (not Assyriologists) continue undaunted to portray it
as circular. Moreover, Koldewey himself,41 archaeologist and architect, recon-
structs it as very perpendicular, as a parallelepiped, as a real ‘tower’, rather
than in pyramid form as a ziqqurat (the upper part is entirely a reconstruction).
It has to be said: behold the power of the name!42 And, again, he reconstructs
the whole city of Babylon, taking into account the information gained so far
(thanks to his own excavations) but also allowing himself to be influenced by
the classical descriptions (Herodotus and Diodorus), and so reconstructing a
right-angled plan much more regular than emerges from the excavation. From
Athanasius Kircher’s Babylon to Robert Koldewey’s, there was more continuity
than rupture, and the tradition seems to have greater weight than the new
specific discovery.

The Tower apart, other biblical or classical episodes (such as the death of
Sardanapalus or the story of Judith and Holofernes) that were the subjects of

41 Koldewey 1913 (fig. 121b in the 1981 edition); 1918b, with figs, 8 and 10.
42 Cf. Schmid 1995, pp. 9–24; Micale 2008c; Unger 1931, figs 30 and 35 take account of the
previous portrayal. A different reconstruction in Wiseman 1985, pp. 68–75.
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Fig. 6: John Martin: The fall of Nineveh. London, British Museum.

pictorial elaboration were for the most part (as we pointed out earlier) set in-
doors, which required the artist to envisage furniture and habits, but not the
urban complex. Real urban images are therefore rather rare, although certainly
not absent. I want to exemplify this by reference to three paintings by John
Martin in the first half of the nineteenth century.43 The first in chronological
order is the Fall of Babylon (1819), the second is the Seventh Plague of Egypt
(1823), and the third the Fall of Nineveh (1829) [fig. 6].44 The second anticipates
in certain aspects (with colonnades on more than one level and pyramids
springing up here and there) Robert’s 1829 Departure of the Israelites, which
we discussed earlier, but it also, and more markedly, anticipates the Fall of
Nineveh not only by its leaden sky and violent storm clouds, but also by the
slanting flight of the colonnades. It is obvious that Martin, by moving the sub-
ject of his painting from the Egyptian to the Assyrian city, needed to drop the
most obvious ‘Egyptianisms’ (such as, above all, the pyramids) but kept nearly

43 On Martin: DNB ed. 2.
44 Assyriological notes in McCall 1998, pp. 189–191; Bahrani 2001b; Bohrer 2006, pp. 228–229
with fig. 20; Seymour 2008e with figs. 167–168; Allard in André-Salvini (ed.) 2008, pp. 494–
495. The Fall of Babylon is reproduced and commented on by Woodward 2001, pp. 162–164
with fig. 15; also cf. Wullen and Schauerte (eds.) 2008, p. 122.
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unchanged almost all the rest, in absence of an alternative. By so doing, he
had to pass from a reconstruction within certain ‘philological’ limits (the Egyp-
tian) to one totally arbitrary (the Assyro-Babylonian). Martin himself recog-
nized this honestly, explaining, ‘the style of architecture, particularly of the
Egyptian on the one hand, and of ancient Indian on the other, has been invent-
ed as the most appropriate for a city situated between the two countries, and
necessarily in frequent intercourse with them,’ all the more since Nebuchad-
nezzar, conqueror (according to the classical tradition) of both Egypt and In-
dia, must have imported architects and other craftsmen (as was the custom at
the time), who would have worked together with the Babylonian ones.45 But it
has to be said that the British Empire of the time also placed Mesopotamia
(which it did not yet control) halfway between its two well-known bulwarks of
Egypt and India.

The same localization used by Martin is found in the work of Thomas Cole.
His cycle ‘The Course of Empire’46 includes a painting of the destruction of
Rome (1836)47 which is clearly inspired by Martin’s destructions of Nineveh
and Babylon. Viewed obliquely, with a foreground which here is meant to be
the side of the Palatine looking towards the Circus Maximus, there are again
levels of colonnades, tempestuous skies, slaughter and desperation. Four years
later (1840) when Cole conceived The Architect’s Dream, with a mixture of
styles which he would have liked to be ‘universal’, once the dark Gothic of the
left corner is removed, what remains is the same oblique view of Egyptian and
classical colonnades, giving onto a river studded with boats. Even after the
archaeological discovery of Nineveh this design will remain in force: as an
example we have the painting of ‘Nineveh’ (really Nimrud) commissioned by
Layard from Thomas Mann Baynes (and published in 1849) with the view of
the city on the river [fig. 7], which fits well into the preceding tradition. And
again, in Gustave Doré’s portrayals of eastern cities (1866) the scenes set at
Susa reappear at Persepolis (inserting, however, Assyrian bulls in a city gate
which clearly belongs to Khorsabad); but the scenes set at Babylon and Ninev-
eh are a good deal fuller of fantasies (on Thomas Cole’s model) with colon-
nades on several levels, improbable columns, and in no way consistent with
what the excavations had meanwhile documented.48

45 Cited by McCall 1998, p. 191.
46 Woodward 2001, pp. 178–180.
47 Illustrated on the cover of Ward Perkins 2010.
48 Pedde 2000.
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Fig. 7: Thomas Mann Baynes, Nineveh (1853), (actually Nimrud).

It is also noticeable that in the first half of the nineteenth century both
Martin and Cole favour destruction (of Nineveh, of Babylon, of Rome) as if the
most important fact about these centres of ancient civilizations is that they
fell, were destroyed, no longer exist. And conversely, in Degas’ picture (c.1860)
portraying Semiramis building Babylon – a theme of classical, not biblical,
literary origin – the main element is the character of Semiramis, not the city
of Babylon, which we see only indistinctly in the distance.49 Only after the
discovery of the Assyrian capital, in contrast, will the same city design, with
slanting colonnades along the river, be applied (exactly as in Baynes’ work) to
the living and thriving city and not to its ruinous destruction.

Secondly, alongside paintings, there were the stage sets for tragedies and
lyrical works very often set in classical antiquity or the Middle Ages (to take
only the many tragedies of Corneille, Racine and Shakespeare), and many
more, with biblical subjects, rooted in the Ancient Near East. The question of
‘archaeological’ accuracy gained authority in stage sets more slowly than in
painting: it began in the mid-eighteenth century50 but dragged on for more
than a century, if even at the end of the nineteenth century Oscar Wilde upheld

49 Bohrer 1998, p. 347; 2003; 2006, pp. 255–256; Bahrani 2001a, pp. 176–177; Asher-Greve
2006, pp. 349–354. On Semiramis Asher-Greve 2006; Bernbeck 2008.
50 Above all in the writings of Pietro Gonzaga, cf. Biggi 2006. My thanks to Mercedes Viale
for drawing my attention to this.
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its non-obligatory nature, ‘archaeological accuracy is merely a condition of il-
lusionist stage effect; it is not its quality’51 – but modern archaeologists do not
take umbrage, it does not concern them.

Stage sets conceived as Egyptian also enjoyed a solid documentary founda-
tion, which Mesopotamia on the other hand lacked. Thus Karl Friedrich Schin-
kel’s Egyptian stage sets for Mozart’s Magic Flute at the Berlin Opera House in
1816,52 while the interpretation is obviously arbitrary (with the pyramid on the
backcloth), are based upon direct knowledge. The situation for the authors of
stage scenery in an Assyro-Babylonian context is very different; they needed
first of all to imagine what the Assyrian cities could be like and then (after the
middle of the nineteenth century) to take account of the information which
arose from their discovery. This is a question that has only recently attracted
scholars’ attention and which would be worth the trouble of analysing system-
atically. The most propitious case is given by Rossini’s Semiramis, which, writ-
ten in 1823, stretches throughout the whole period, before, during and after
the discovery – but I do not want here to enter into a discussion which emerges
in the course of analysis on the part of other scholars, in particular of Julia
Asher-Greve.53 All the same, the delay in taking note of the reality revealed
by Assyrian excavations, or, to put it differently, the persistence of previous
stereotypes, means that even the sequence of nineteenth-century stage sets for
Verdi’s Nabucco (which came out in 1842, coinciding with the discovery, if not
yet of Babylon, at least of Nineveh) lends itself to similar considerations.54 I
shall limit myself to just one example, the stage set which my (possible) ances-
tor Romolo Liverani prepared for the performance of Nabucco at Genoa in 1846
[fig. 8].55 There is still nothing Assyro-Babylonian but plenty from Egypt (the
capitals, the pyramids), something from India (the elephants), something Is-
lamic (the tower of Samarra), and the usual slanting view of colonnades above,
as in the pictorial works of Martin or Cole.

In practice, the solution adopted to visualize cities which were in fact un-
known was a mixture of classical (Greek) and Egyptian elements, with long
colonnades, even built on more than one level – which will then prove totally
foreign to the unfired brick architecture of Mesopotamian cities – and with
plenty of obelisks and the odd sphinx. To this mixture is added, often and

51 Wilde 1930, p. 120.
52 Reproduced in the catalogue The Age of Neo-Classicism, London 1972, pl. 100(a).
53 Asher-Greve 2006.
54 Babylonia in theatre scenery: Crespi Morbio 2004; Allard 2008b. On Nabucco now Nadali
2010–11.
55 On Liverani cf. Vitali 1990.



22 Rediscovery and perplexity

Fig. 8: Romolo Liverani, stage-set for Nabucco.

willingly, something of Ottoman architecture, showing cupolas and minarets,
clearly useful in picturing an unchangeable Near East which therefore needed
to retain elements of remote antiquity in a modern age. As for taking account
of the concrete reality revealed by the excavations in Assyria and Babylonia,
this was a weak and slow process, as if the biblical and classical facts, deeply
rooted in western culture, were only with difficulty to be menaced by the new
acquisitions. Even in 1867, when Assyrian architecture and habits were well
known (the Assyrian section of the Louvre had by then been open to the public
for twenty years) the poster for a Sardanapale at the Théâtre Lyrique Impérial
in Paris was all Egyptian and not at all Assyrian.56 And even in 1920–22, at the
Festspielhaus in Salzburg, Hans Poelzig’s scenery for an opera was inspired by
the Tower of Babel, but by the Tower of the medieval iconographical tradition,
not the Tower by then known from the excavation.57

56 Bohrer 1989, p. 14 with figs. 2–3.
57 Biraghi 2008, I, p. 234.
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1.3 The rediscovery of the Assyrian capitals

In 1829 Barthold Niebuhr (Roman historian, son of Carsten, the discoverer of
Persepolis) in his Römische Geschichte ‘ventured a prophecy that Nineveh
would arise as the Pompeii of Western Asia’.58 The prediction was realized
twenty years later, with the startling discoveries made by Paul-Émile Botta and
Layard, the story of which has been told so many times as not to need repeat-
ing here.59 It is, however, useful to go over once again, at least with a few
hints, the question of the localization of Nineveh, a question which is at the
same time taken for granted, but problematic.

Towards 1170 the rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, who was travelling throughout
the Near East passing from one Hebrew community to another, having arrived
at Mosul (which he called ‘Assur the Great’) had a clear idea (thanks to infor-
mation given to him by his local colleagues) that across the Tigris was the
famous Nineveh, in ruins but covered with villages and farms, and he added:
‘the extent of the city may be determined by the walls, which extend forty
parasangs to the city of Irbil’.60 The rabbi mixed the visible information (the
‘real’ walls were easily seen) with the myth of the tradition (an enormous city
with a circumference of 200 km). Ten years later another rabbi, Petachia of
Ratisbon, also arriving at Mosul (which he called ‘New Nineveh’) and crossing
the river, visited ‘Old Nineveh’, which he described as desolate and ‘over-
thrown like Sodom’ with the land black like pitch, without a blade of grass.61

The power of tradition, or rather of the divine curse, which makes men see not
what there is (what had happened to the cultivated land and farms seen by his
colleague a few years earlier?), but what ought necessarily to be there.

Myths apart, the localization of Nineveh remained a matter of common
knowledge and beyond argument; various western travellers (such as Jean
Baptiste Tavernier in 1644, and then Bourguignon d’Anville in 1779) confirmed
it, and some small soundings followed.62 Anyway, the tomb of the prophet
Jonah (Nebi Yunus), which obviously (on the basis of the biblical book) had to
be found at Nineveh, dominated (and still dominates) the very centre of the
ruins, facing onto the Tigris beside the older acropolis of Kuyunjik. As for the
extent of the city, if the ‘cadastral’ plan prepared by the elder Niebuhr (in 1766)

58 Breasted 1933, p. 9.
59 Larsen 1996; on Layard cf. Waterfield 1963, and Brackman’s 1980 (‘journalistic’) biography.
60 Adler 1930, p. 42.
61 Ibid. p. 67.
62 Pallis 1956, pp. 42–43 (identification); 19–93 (other undertakings to the mid-nineteenth
century).
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is found too schematic to resemble the reality, by the middle of the nineteenth
century there were very exact topographical plans, in particular that of Claudi-
us Rich, who was the English ‘Resident’ in Baghdad in the years 1812–21.63

The parallel question however, of identifying the ancient Babylon,64 re-
mained for a long time much less decided, tied as it inevitably was to the ques-
tion of the Tower (and therefore dragged from ‘Aqar Quf to Birs Nimrud); but
the location of Babylon too, in the area of Hilla, was already correctly identified
by the more careful travellers of the seventeenth65 and eighteenth66 centuries,
and was then mapped and described by this same Rich, who in the ten years
1810–1820 brought about a true turning point.67 Rich visited the site several
times over and although initially dismayed by the range of the ruins and their
state of preservation, which did not allow the visualization of monuments, he
made both an accurate description and a very satisfactory topographical plan.
Rich became sufficiently well known to be mentioned in 1820 by Byron in Don
Juan, with reference indeed to the identification of Babylon: ‘Should there be
[…] some infidels who don’t / Because they can’t, find out the very spot / of
that same Babel, or because they won’t / (though Claudius Rich, Esquire, some
bricks has got / and written lately two memoires upon’t)’.68 But, literary irony
apart, Rich’s personality was truly notable, and his work completely accurate
and meritorious; he not only drew the attention of the whole cultured world (at
least the British) to the importance of these ancient sites and gave assistance
to passing scholars (such as Buckingham in 1816, Ker Porter in 1818),69 but then
opened the way in practical terms to the first excavators of the site of Nineveh,
through his topographical survey and also by help given to them in loco.

The merits of Rich and other nineteenth-century scholars should not be
belittled, but the memory of what Babylon had been and where it was located
is also found much earlier in the Arab-Islamic world, if then emerging with

63 Rich 1836 (posthumous); on the character see Lloyd 1947, pp. 5–75. Jones’ plan followed in
1855 (from excavation carried out from 1852); cf. Pallis 1956, pp. 47–53.
64 André-Salvini (ed.) 2008 has chapters on Babylon in the biblical (Recio), talmudic (Geller),
classical (Rollinger), late-antique (Teixidor), mediaeval (Gousset) and Arab (Vernay-Nouri)
sources, and on the travellers and story of the excavations; similar contributions in Marzahn
and Schauerte (eds.) 2008.
65 Pietro della Valle, in 1616, cf. Invernizzi 2000.
66 Already Niebuhr (1765), then D’Anville (1779); cf. Pallis 1956, pp. 44–55; Reade 1999; 2008a,
b, c.
67 Rich 1813; 1818; then 1839 (posthumously).
68 Byron, Don Juan, Canto V, 62; cited by Lloyd 1945, and by Moorey 1991, p. 7.
69 Cf. Hilprecht 1903, pp. 26–54 (on Rich, Buckingham, Ker Porter, Mignan); also Fagan 2007,
pp. 45–68.
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very different results.70 The eleventh-century historians and geographers (such
as Ibn Hawqal, al-Istakhri, Mas‘udi) knew correctly that facing Hilla was the
village of Babil, perched atop the ruins of the ancient magnificent city (‘Bābil
was the city of the “Nimruds” and fir’awns, the seat of their reign, and the
center of their magnificence, while nowadays it is a small village […] In Bābil
are the remnants of a construction of which is reported that it was in the days
of old a large capital’;71 ‘When someone watches this village, impressive vestig-
es of debris, destruction and buildings which have become like hills come to
his eyes’72), and also made use of the information of Greek authors on its di-
mensions;73 however, they considered the ancient city as by then unknown
and characterized it negatively as the city of wine and witchcraft, based on
the ancient anti-models of oppressive royalty like Nimrud and Dahhak,74 huge
mythical metropoleis composed of seven cities, each one characterized to the
world by a unique peculiarity. For example, ‘In the seventh city there was a
copper tree, huge, with many branches, that did not cast a shadow on its trunk.
Yet if someone sat underneath it, it would shade him, up to a thousand persons
(“souls”); but if the number of people exceeded thousand, even by one, they
all ended up standing in the sun.’75

Turning to Assyria, I am a little amazed, thinking of the certainties estab-
lished, that once they went on to the excavation of the Assyrian capitals, vari-
ous uncertainties remained. Botta, the first excavator of Nineveh, was quickly
disappointed by the site of Kuyunjik and moved almost immediately (March
1843) to the site of Khorsabad (ancient Dur-Sharrukin) where he easily brought
to light (in the absence of heavy superimposed layers) the palace complex of
the new capital that Sargon II had caused to be built and which was aban-
doned immediately after his inauspicious death. The monumental edition of
Botta’s discoveries was published by him as Monument de Ninive,76 and yet is
unmistakably about Khorsabad. In a somewhat similar fashion, Layard also
initially worked above all at Nimrud (the Kalkhu of Assurnasirpal II) and then
at Kuyunjik, but his successful publications – both those properly scientific77

70 Documentation collected and analysed by Janssen 1995; also briefly by Haase 2008;
Vernay-Nouri 2008; Brusasco 2012, pp. 275–289.
71 Janssen 1995, p. 33 (Ibn Hawqal 244); also p. 30 (al-Istakhri 86).
72 Ibid. p. 49 (Mas‘udi 538–540).
73 Ibid. pp. 62–63 (al-Himyari 13th–15th centuries).
74 Ibid. pp. 91–111 (localization), 136–145 (ruins), 157–180 (Nimrud and Dahhak).
75 Ibid. pp. 73 (Yaqut 14th century), 83–84 (al-Qazwini) and 87 (al-Dimashqi).
76 Botta and Flandin 1849–50.
77 Layard 1849–53; 1851.
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and the popular works78 – emphasized the name of Nineveh without giving a
hint of that of Nimrud. There was undoubtedly an opportunistic motive in
terms of publication (which, although it may have been valid for the popular
works, should not have applied to the scientific ones), in that the biblical and
classical fame of Nineveh took hold of a wide public, to whom the names of
Khorsabad and Nimrud meant little or nothing. But there was also the idea of
a ‘great Nineveh’ extending over a wide area (I shall discuss this in § 1.6),
which in some way made this improper use of its name legitimate.

The first cities of the Ancient Near East to be revealed by archaeology were
then the Assyrian capitals, with the excavations of Botta and Layard taking
place in the decade 1843–53.79 Why precisely then? On the level of factual his-
tory we note that this decade was an interlude of respite and relative stability
for the Near East, between the end of the war between Muhammad Ali and the
Sublime Porte (1838–41) and the beginning of the Crimean War (1853–56),
which was followed immediately by the Indian Mutiny (1857–58) and the Sec-
ond Opium War (1856–60), events which prevented the western powers from
engaging in investments and activities that were not military.80 The decade in
question saw the influence of the western powers (above all Britain and
France) take root in the Ottoman Empire, in political and diplomatic, financial
and commercial fields, at a level without precedent, thanks to the credit they
gained (and were to continue to gain) through their support for the ‘sick man
of Europe’ against his enemies, first Egypt, and then Russia.81 The economic
influence had been formalized since 1838 (Treaty of Balta Liman), then to be-
come altogether invasive following the Ottoman and Egyptian bankruptcy of
1876.82

But in the longer timescale of cultural history, the rediscovery of Assyria
fits into that more general interest in the archaeological discovery of ancient
civilizations of which I have already spoken (at § 1.1). While the archaeology
of the Greek world developed in a climate of a shared culture, and of the claims

78 Layard 1849; 1852; 1853.
79 Botta excavated in 1843–1846; Layard in 1845–1851 (then Rawlinson and Loftus 1852–55).
On the whole story Larsen 1996; in brief Fagan 2007, pp. 97–155.
80 On the Indian Mutiny, Panikkar 1953, pp. 102–103; Wolpert 1985, pp. 216–220; on the Opium
Wars, Panikkar 1953, pp. 127–138; Sabattini and Santangelo 1989, pp. 596–599, 606–610. On
the interruption to the excavations as a result of the Crimean War and their later resumption
cf. now Crossen 2011 (who seems to me to overvalue Loftus).
81 Ottoman decline, Ternon 2005. An attempt to set the Assyrian discoveries in the frame of
the events of the period has been made by Glassner 2003, pp. 95–135 (with little interest paid,
however, to the archaeological aspects).
82 Cf. Gelvin 2008, pp. 119–122, 180–182, 187–188 (text of the Treaty of Balta Liman).
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of continuity between ancient and modern Greeks (even although the latter
were in good measure Levantines), the archaeology of the Mesopotamian world
took shape with an attitude of ‘otherness’ and of a rupture between the ancient
and modern inhabitants of the region. The West that had supported the inde-
pendence of Greece, which had been the seat of European civilization, the ori-
gin of democracy, of arts and sciences, against the despotism of the Ottoman
Empire, behaved very differently in the whole of the Islamic part of that same
Empire – from Egypt to the Levant and as far as Mesopotamia – notwithstand-
ing the Near-Eastern origin of the Christian faith. On the cultural level, Western
interest in eastern antiquities characterized itself through an attitude which we
can define as proto-colonial; an attitude, at any rate, of appropriation.

On this topic two cultural traditions, opposing but converging towards the
same outcome, met. On one side the Islamic world expressed a total lack of
interest (and even contempt) for the pre-Islamic cultural heritage, dating to the
period of the jahilīya, that is to say of ‘ignorance’ not yet illuminated by Islam.
I have already cited (in my book on the history of the Ancient Near East) a
passage from the letter which the qadi of Kuyunjik wrote to Layard when the
latter, beginning his work at Nineveh, sought to inform himself on the econo-
my and technology of the region as a help for understanding the antiquities.
It is worth repeating the quotation here: ‘My illustrious Friend and Joy of my
Liver! The thing you ask of me is both difficult and useless. Although I have
passed all my days in this place, I have neither counted the houses, nor have
I inquired into the number of the inhabitants; and as to what one person loads
on his mules and the other stows away in the bottom of his ship, that is no
business of mine. But, above all, as to the previous history of this city, God
only knows the amount of dirt and confusion that the infidels may have eaten
before the coming of the sword of Islam. It were unprofitable for us to inquire
into it’.83 A few decades ago we were able to perceive a similar lack of interest
and contempt (also shown by the consequent instances of destruction and dis-
persion), before mass tourism showed the Arab countryman what antiquity
could do, even for him.

On the other side, this cultural heritage, in which the inhabitants of the
Near East were not interested, was claimed by the ‘moral heirs’ who came from
Europe.84 This vindication was more obvious and went further back as far as
the Bible was concerned: at the outset the expansion and migration of a good
part of Christianity and Judaism towards the West, and then their further dislo-
cation with the advent of Islam, made it clear that the heirs of the biblical

83 Layard 1853 (edn. 1982, p. 401); cf. Braidwood 1973b, p. 38; Liverani 2014, p. xxi.
84 Larsen 1994.
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world were largely the Europeans. This claim then attached itself to the
archaeological remains of the Near East, either because they were also en-
hanced by the biblical connections, or because they were the result of the
lengthy Greek, Roman and Byzantine presence in the Levant. Today we are
informed enough to understand that the myth of the ‘empty land’ and ‘unused
resources’ is a typical expedient of modern colonialism (as it already was of
ancient imperialism): if there are spaces, resources, heritage which the ‘indige-
nous’ inhabitants are not using, through lack of interest or ignorance or techni-
cal backwardness, then we are authorized to ‘discover’ and use these otherwise
useless riches. This counts, first, for material, but also for cultural resources.
And in this way the process of colonial appropriation of the Near East, which
culminates in the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and government by mandate,
had been prepared in parallel, by appropriation both mercantile and financial
and, equally, both cultural and, in particular, archaeological.85

To sum up, while the Islamic world made the strong break with pre-Islamic
antiquity prevail, the European world, while accepting moral judgement from
the Judaic-Christian tradition, valued the unchanging continuity between the
ancient eastern civilizations, the classical world and the later development of
western and world civilization. And so in the nineteenth century models (clas-
sical in origin) were conceived which could be labelled as Ex Oriente lux and
Translatio imperii, those keystones of a universal history which had arisen in
the east, later to move and grow in the Mediterranean and then in Europe.
There come to mind here the representations spread through the ‘orientalist’
painters of the early nineteenth century, in which the imposing and wondrous
classical or Egyptian ruins, which emerge from the sands of time, are populat-
ed by tiny (in comparison) and picturesque, but somewhat miserable, ‘native’
characters, little shepherds and farmers, little old men and women, that by the
very fact of being there appear to be the ‘material heirs’, but that clearly cannot
be – I do not say, the direct creators of these colossal and sublime monuments,
but not even their direct descendants. By way of contrast the western traveller/
painter, who works among the dull and lazy indifference of the natives, be-
longs to the ‘spiritual heirs’.86

The appropriation of Assyrian antiquities took on in the field a very busi-
nesslike manner, linked to the emergence in Europe of the middle class and

85 Liverani 2005a.
86 Orientalism in art: MacKenzie 1995, pp. 43–70 (painting), 71–104 (architecture), 105–137
(drawing), 138–175 (music), 176–207 (theatre), 53 on the disparaging effect of the picturesque
with regard to the imposing monuments; also Liverani 2008a; on the ‘lazy native’ Bahrani
2001b, pp. 24–26.
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national state, and realized in the development of metropolitan museums and
historical and archaeological publishing.87 Just as a start, the excavation itself
was explicitly intended for the recovery of valuable objects and their export
towards the metropolitan museums. The phenomenon went back some time:
for centuries the local people of the Levant and Egypt had been accustomed to
dig up and sell (for very little) ancient objects to the antiquities traders of
Levantine business, with their final destination in Europe. Besides, from an-
cient times popular imagination had told fables of treasure both hidden (e.g.
in the tomb of Sardanapalus) and recoverable by digging underground tunnels.
Eastern objects, above all Egyptian, had always been collected (alongside the
prevalence of Etruscan, Greek and Roman objects), but for private or aristocrat-
ic collections, as oddities worthy of inclusion in a Wunderkammer alongside
natural oddities. With the excavations of the mid-nineteenth century, however,
we pass to direct exploitation by the European middle class in which the ‘firm-
ans’ granted (or rather sold) by the Sublime Porte were permits for export
rather than simply for excavation – excavation without export being inconceiv-
able.88 In other words, given that the operation took place in Ottoman territory,
the intervention of state diplomacy was necessary, in the context of the British
and French government influence (in competition with each other) on the Otto-
man Empire. In this sense, the fact that Botta and Layard were diplomatic
agents and not archaeologists has its own logic: as well as ‘dilettanti’, they
really were the ‘specialists’ in the case. The very mass of objects found (the
great sculptured stone slabs of the Assyrian palaces) required the organization
of laborious transport, on rafts for going down the Tigris, and then by ship,
even passing by way of India (there was as yet no Suez canal), and the trans-
portation did not always go well: dozens of sculptured stone slabs lie some-
where at the bottom of the Tigris basin, and all that remains of them are the
quick drawings made early in the expedition.89

The metropolitan museums, set up by the state, had really arisen in order
to receive these great complexes of Ottoman or Egyptian origin which could
have been neither recovered nor imported by private individuals. The British
Museum was founded in 1759, the Louvre in 1791, and alongside the masterpie-
ces of classical art – the story of the ‘Elgin Marbles’ unfolds between 1801 (their
removal) and 1816 (their acquisition by the museum)90 – Assyrian sculptures

87 Display and popular publishing of the Assyrian discoveries: Bohrer 1989. Eurocentric and
imperialist attitude of the first discoverers: Larsen 1992; 1994.
88 The excavation of Botta and Layard began without authorization from the Sublime Porte
and were to all effects clandestine, conducted with the same procedures: cf. § 1.4.
89 On the shipwreck of the reliefs: Pillet 1962.
90 Pavan 1977, pp. 159–210; Rothenberg 1977; Greenfield 1989, pp. 47–105; recently King 2006.
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coming from Khorsabad, Nineveh and Nimrud made an enormous impression.
The Assyrian section of the Louvre was opened to the public in 1847, and that
of the British Museum in 1853. To illustrate this phenomenon more widely, the
first ethnographical collections, botanic gardens, and ‘state’ zoological gar-
dens, also all arise during this proto-colonial phase, as a clear consequence of
the imperialist ideology: that is, to gather at the centre of the world all the
variety of strange and beautiful things from every part of the periphery, as a
demonstration of the empire’s capacity for universal domination, and for the
sake of public admiration. As a parenthesis, the Assyrian kings had already
done the same, 2500 years before, and indeed had already said they did it ‘for
the admiration of the public’.

The stream of visitors into the metropolitan museums (which were fol-
lowed by the museums of Cairo in 1857 and Istanbul in 1882, in clear imitation
of the European model) coincided with the spread of popular books, partly
derived from the topic of the adventures of travel, but now enriched by first
hand accounts of the startling archaeological discoveries. While the ‘official’
reports of the excavations of both Botta and Layard were enormous and expen-
sive volumes (in the style of the Napoleonic Description de l’Egypte and of
Lepsius’ Denkmäler), impossible to open unless supported on a suitably large
lectern,91 the popular works by Layard (Botta did not write any) were small
volumes, easily accessible and readable, yet without sacrificing an informative
accuracy, to the extent that modern scholars consult and cite those volumes
more often than the large official reports.

The different publication strategies of Botta and Layard have a number
of contributory causes. The different organization of their respective missions
carried the greatest weight: the French was clearly supported by the state, well
financed by public money; the English was of a private collector nature, with
resources that were always inadequate. The subsequent careers of the two ex-
cavators also weighed: Botta was transferred to other diplomatic duties, far
from France, and ended as consul in Jerusalem and then in Syrian Tripoli.
Layard on the other hand remained in London, became a Member of Parlia-
ment and gained considerable fame from his popular publications. His works
were reprinted and reprinted on what was for the period a considerable scale:
every British family of standing had a copy in their library at home, seeing that
Nineveh and its Remains sold 20,000 copies in four years (12,000 in the first
year).92 Its success was not only due to the fascination of exotic adventures,

91 Cf. Chevalier 2002, p. 483, for Mohl’s criticisms of the inaccessibility of the sumptuous
publications, more costly than the excavation!
92 Bohrer 1992.
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and not only to the archaeological information, but also to the biblical back-
cloth which the authors took care to highlight, and did this not out of oppor-
tunistic calculation but from deep cultural roots. In Protestant Britain there
was a huge public already with marked biblical interests, whereas in France
this aspect was less developed.93

I will close this section with two quotations on Layard’s fame. Karl Marx,
who found himself in London at the time (1853) and followed the parliamentary
debates in which Layard took an active part describes him as ‘the celebrated
restorer of ancient Nineveh’ and refers to one of his speeches as ‘proving the
illustrious scholar to be as intimately acquainted with Nicholas [the Tsar] as
with Sardanapalus, and with the actual intrigues in the Near East as well as
with the mysterious traditions of its past.’94 So far as it appears, Marx approved
of Layard for his political positions, but had probably not read any of his
books, and at any rate had not gained much from them, but continued to pick
up traditional stereotypes. Jakob Burckhardt (in 1870) on the other hand had
certainly read Layard, but regarded him with dislike, in that he cites him as a
prototype of the scholar who becomes famous and respected not for the value
of his ideas but for the luck of his discoveries: ‘A disproportionate glory is
attributed to the first to make important discoveries in distant lands (for exam-
ple, a Layard at Nineveh), though everyone knows that the greatness is found
in the object and not in the man.’95 Even today many ‘philological’ scholars
think the same of their ‘archaeological’ colleagues.

1.4 The techniques of excavation and the problems
of visibility

In the more general historical cultural view which I have sought to deal with
in the preceding section, is included the problem which is at the centre of our
book: the discovery of the ancient Assyrian capitals, then to be followed by the
discovery of even more ancient cities, finally made it possible to visualize and
interpret the cities of the Ancient Near East, not as just a trick of the imagina-
tion, nor as a new reading of the later texts (biblical or classical), but on the
evidence itself of the actual archaeological material. Anyone who visits the
archaeological excavation of an ancient city today has a more or less organic

93 Bohrer 2001 notes the difference, but not the ‘biblical’ causes.
94 Articles in the New York Daily Tribune No. 3826 22nd July 1853, and No. 3862 2nd September
1853.
95 1870 Lectures at Basle, then published (1905) as Weltgeschichtliche Betrachtungen.
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vision of it (of course, depending on the site, its history, its organization),
which allows the visitor to understand its ground plan and appreciate its build-
ings, even leaving aside the possible help available on the spot, such as post-
ers, guides, audiovisual aids. Unfortunately, a similar visualization was impos-
sible for the Assyrian capitals in the mid-nineteenth century, above all because
of the aims and methods of the excavation.

It is always necessary to bear in mind that those responsible for the exca-
vation were not archaeologists, for the simple reason that such a profession
did not yet exist: archaeology was only just in its birth throes. In the history
of archaeology we read that the Dane, Jens Worsaae, ‘became the first profes-
sional prehistoric archaeologist, and was the first person to be trained in the
discipline, albeit informally’,96 and his book on Danish antiquities97 came out
at the same time as Botta’s first discoveries. The other founder of prehistoric
stratigraphy was Jacques Boucher de Perthes, whose volume on Celtic antiqui-
ties came out a few years later, but whose thesis on ‘antediluvian man’ did
not appear until 1860.98 Obviously the two pioneers of Mesopotamian archae-
ology, Botta and Layard, had not been professionally trained, and their exca-
vation was far removed from the standard ‘stratigraphy’ of the nascent study
of European prehistory. Besides, the comparison with British or Scandinavian
pre- or protohistoric archaeology would be unjust, given the very different
dimensions of the great earthworks on the palaces of the historic age com-
pared to the minute stratigraphy of prehistoric funerary tumuli. Professionally
speaking, Botta was French consul at Mosul, and Layard was attaché at the
British embassy in Istanbul. They were both men of considerable intellectual
talent and great organizational ability, and undoubtedly did their best – I
would say they performed ‘miracles’, considering the difficult conditions in
which they had to operate and the methods of excavations then current. All
in all their work was not so very different from what was being done in the
same years in Italy or Greece, where the great ‘professional’ excavations, car-
ried out by those belonging to the academic world of antiquity, began only
with the next generation, in the 1870s: the excavations of Alexander Conze at
Samothrace in 1873–76, those of Ernst Curtius at Olympia in 1875–86, those of
Conze again and Carl Humann at Pergamum in 1878–86, and other important
operations (at Aegina, at Delos, at Athens itself) all took place about that

96 Daniel 1967, p. 85; Trigger 1989, p. 80; Schnapp and Kristiansen 1999.
97 Worsae 1843.
98 Boucher de Perthes 1847–49; 1860. On the origins of archaeology Daniel 1967; Guidi 1988,
pp. 12–25; Trigger 1989, pp. 80–102.
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time99 – so thirty odd years after the excavations of the Assyrian capitals.
The same goes for the pre-classical Aegean world, the startling discoveries of
Schliemann at Troy began in 1870, those of Mycenae in 1875, to say nothing
of those of Arthur Evans at Knossos, which only began in 1894.

In fact, Botta and Layard could not do otherwise than apply the methods
of excavation already in use by those burrowing on the spot, by the ‘clandes-
tines’, as we say. They followed the methods for two reasons: first because the
aims were the same (recovery of objects of value, intended for the museums),
so that we could say the excavations of the Assyrian capitals were clandestine
(in their method) even if made official (with government permits, which ap-
plied besides to work already well in progress). The aims of profit were explicit-
ly stated by Layard himself: ‘to obtain the largest possible number of well pre-
served objects of art [sic] at the least possible outlay of time and money’, and
Loftus, excavating at Warka some years later, also used similar words.100

The second reason is that the excavation was in practice carried out by the
workmen, with general directions and intermittent supervision by the director,
and the workmen would not have been able to know how to proceed other
than apply, for the benefit of whoever had engaged them, the same work prac-
tices which they were accustomed to carry out by themselves.101 Obviously in
‘stratified’ sites, like the Mesopotamian tell, and with architecture in unfired
brick in which every reconstruction implied the emptying of the old founda-
tions, the practice of digging (or simply rummaging) under one’s own house,
even during the life of the city, without expecting that it would become a ruin,
is ancient: in the Babylonian tablets we already meet predictions dealing with
this activity of ‘household archaeology’: ‘if a man, in pulling down his own
house, finds in the ancient foundations gold / silver / bronze / lead / stone’
generally with negative results.102 The tradition of seeking for ancient ‘treasure’
by thieves but also by local country people is found throughout European lit-
erature from Herodotus (2.150), who tells of tunnelling to find the treasure of
Sardanapalus, at least as far as Goethe (in the second act of Faust).

But let us return to the first excavators of the Assyrian cities. Two of Botta’s
letters103 are revealing on the inability to understand the ground plan of the

99 Daniel 1950, pp. 166–167; Marchand 1996, pp. 77–103. On Curtius and Conze: Schiering
1969; Barbanera 1998, pp. 53–55.
100 Daniel 1950, p. 152.
101 Pallis 1956, pp. 293–303 (organization), 304–313 (excavation methods).
102 Freedman 1998, pp. 84–85.
103 Published by their recipient, Jules Mohl, secretary of the Société Asiatique, in the Journal
Asiatique of 1843, 1844, 1845, and then in his book (Mohl 1845).
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buildings in the course of excavation. In a letter of May 2nd 1843, just at the
start of the work, he admits, ‘I must confess that I understand nothing of the
design or general ground plan of this monument’ (he is talking of the palace
of Khorsabad). But even six months later (31st of October) his understanding
has not only not moved forward, but in a certain sense has become even worse:
‘I still consider the ground plan of this monument as problematic. Up until
now we have not been able to follow any level, and it is not even clear if we
are dealing with a palace or a tomb. For me, the latter hypothesis is the most
probable [sic], because the inside must necessarily have been completely dark.’

The excavation of Khorsabad, like those of Nimrud and Nineveh, quickly
concentrated on the recovery of the alabaster stone slabs which decorated the
lower part of the walls inside the Assyrian palaces. As well as the sculptured
slabs, the great winged bulls enjoyed similar positions and interest. Now, to
reach the slabs, they dug shafts to arrive at the floor level of the palace, and
then followed its walls, bringing the slabs to light. When the floor level was
noticeably lower than the surface (as was the case above all at Nineveh and
Nimrud, through successive stratification) it was more ‘economical’ to follow
the sequence of slabs by means of a tunnel, so saving the removal of the higher
part of the earth mound and, above all, the central part of the rooms.104 Exca-
vation by means of a tunnel, which was normal in clandestine excavations
(this ‘native’ method was used from the beginning on the initiative of the work-
men, and then willingly adopted by Layard for reasons of its economy),105

hampered the all-embracing visualization of the monument, and even more of
the urban settlement.

The other and greater drawback was that the ‘messy’ excavation, carried
out with pick and shovel, did not allow the excavator to see the bricks (of
unfired clay), to be alert to the difference between bricks in place, that is,
walls, and bricks which had fallen or crumbled. Identifying the individual
walls, which was easy when they were clad with stone slabs, became a prob-
lem when these were lacking. It seems incredible, but the first excavators (or
rather their workmen) were not able to distinguish the walls until after they
had partly dismantled them (noticing the different degree of hardness). As a
result the inhabited, but not ceremonial, rooms of the palaces, devoid of facing
in stone, were identified little and badly; not to mention the tiny dwellings, in
the area outside the palace, which were scarcely noticed, feeding, as we shall
see, the misconception of the ‘empty’ city. Besides, in Layard’s first excava-
tions, apart from not locating the walls in the absence of the slabs, they did

104 Explicit theorization by Rassam 1897, p. 222.
105 Layard 1853, pp. 69 and 75; cf. Liverani 2000, pp. 3–4.
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not even pick out the inscribed tablets, which they therefore threw away, sav-
ing only the inscriptions on stone:106 once again a result from a combination
of the ‘messy’ and crude excavation and of the workmen’s habits, whose ‘eye’
was ready to locate objects of value, even small ones, but was as yet ignorant
of the value of the tablets (which became quickly revalued, especially after the
story of the Great Flood was found on one of them).

The initial inability to locate the walls passed into quite incomplete ground
plans. Layard’s first plans (he did not have an architect with him) were formal
schemes of the sequences of slabs discovered and recovered, which corre-
sponded (I am tempted to say, by chance, or if you like, by serendipity) to the
ground plan of the rooms, or at least to those furnished with slabs, evaporating
into nothing on arrival at the residential apartments or storerooms, or other
non-ceremonial structures.107 Nor did the pictorial reconstructions of James
Fergusson and Thomas Mann Baynes, which Layard verified and indeed used
to embellish his publications, succeed in making use of the data from the exca-
vation, and did no other than reproduce the pre-archaeological plan, but by
now consolidated, of Martin’s Fall of Babylon.108

The plans of Khorsabad, where Botta could excavate without tunnels (giv-
en it was less buried), were from that point of view more complete and more
exact. Credit for this is due to Eugène Flandin, the artist attached to Botta’s
mission; but the site of Khorsabad (a newly founded city, abandoned shortly
after its construction, and devoid of subsequent building above) had a unique
character. In particular the general ground plan of the site (first Botta’s sum-
mary, and then Place’s perfected plan [Fig. 8])109 was made practically without
excavating, given that the surrounding wall and the general aspect already
emerged by themselves. The gap between the plans and reconstructions of the
British and French missions was accentuated in the second generation, which
saw Hormuzd Rassam succeed Layard, and Victor Place succeed Botta. While
Rassam was perhaps the worst of all the nineteenth-century excavators of
Mesopotamia (he recorded nothing of his findings), Place and his artist Félix
Thomas gave proof of great professionalism, and brought about a true ‘realistic
innovation’ compared to the ‘fantasy’ of Layard and Fergusson.110 Even their
reconstructions of the elevations have a claim to philological accuracy. But

106 Pallis 1956, p. 309.
107 The workmen’s ability to find walls without slabs improved with the third campaign.
108 Bahrani 2001b, p. 18; Micale 2005, pp. 144–146.
109 Place 1867–70, III, pl. 2 (= Loud 1936, fig. 1a p. 2).
110 Micale 2005, pp. 140–143; 2007a; 2008a; 2008b. On Botta and Place: Chevalier 1995; on
Place: Pillet 1962.
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Fig. 9: Victor Place, ground plan of Khorsabad.

certainly Place and Thomas had their work made easier by the nature of the
site, while at Nimrud and Nineveh stratifications and excavation by tunnelling
made it impossible to visualize the city; we also need to note the twenty years
of experience that had passed between Layard and Place.

While the French mission’s survey and pictorial representations (from Bot-
ta and Flandin to Place and Thomas) were undoubtedly more professional and
technically more accurate [fig. 9], and the visualization of the city became more
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amply possible, yet we need to give credit to Layard (who had far smaller finan-
cial means at his disposal) for other merits, of striking innovation, particularly
in the technical field: we need only think of the first metallographic analyses
carried out on the bronze objects found at Nimrud, or of the attention paid to
the reverse side of the clay seals, or cretulae (the small lumps of clay used to
seal doors and containers), with the negative imprint of string and peg,111

which only became an object of systematic study a century later.
The backwardness of excavation methods in Mesopotamia throughout the

second half of the nineteenth century has been repeatedly and severely criti-
cized.112 But everyone knows and deplores the work done in their own field
by preceding scholars. To Mortimer Wheeler, who lamented that Palestine was
the region where ‘more sins have probably been committed in the name of
archaeology than on any commensurate portion of the earth’s surface’, Kent
Flannery replied that Wheeler clearly did not have in his mind the sins com-
mitted by certain Mesoamerican archaeologists.113 Clear differences in quality
among excavations (and excavators) in the eyes of their contemporaries can
be justly criticized once a working paradigm has been established – a specific
professionalism and indispensable standards of quality. But the first genera-
tions of excavators of the Assyrian capitals worked in a ‘pre-paradigmatic’
situation, and had neither a standard of reference nor professional prepara-
tion. It was they who began the discovery of the ancient cities, and their merits
are greater than their defects. It is upsetting today to think of the mass of
information lost for ever, but without these beginnings it would never have
been possible to arrive at the formulation of ever more appropriate and rigor-
ous operative standards.

1.5 Ancient cities and eastern cities; the material,
and the values

At about the same time as the ancient capitals were discovered, historians of
classical antiquity began to define and use the concept of the ‘ancient city’,
applying it only to the Graeco-Roman world, and above all to the Greek, with-
out taking account of the Assyrian cities – doubtless also ancient, but perhaps

111 Layard 1853, pp. 670–672 (metal) and 154 (cretulae, with the mischievous note that Botta
had also found these, without, however, understanding them).
112 Lloyd 1947 (1955, pp. 192–210).
113 Wheeler 1954, p. 16; Flannery (ed.) 1976, p. 1. Wheeler meant the number of wrongs com-
mitted in a region of similar size, and the Mesoamerican region is very different.
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not cities. The well-known and influential work of Numa Fustel de Coulanges114

is a most significant example here, especially since it was written when the
Assyrian finds had already been exhibited to the public (in Paris itself),
Layard’s popular books enjoyed a wide readership, and the ground plans of
Khorsabad provided a concrete image of an ‘ancient city’. In presenting his
great fresco of the origin and ethical-political nature of the ancient city Fustel
proved himself a leader in a long tradition of study which continues – just to
give two important names – from Gustave Glotz115 to Domenico Musti.116 But
even an anthropologist of the calibre of Marcel Mauss, who should indeed have
been safe from a certain chauvinism among the classicists, saw the cities of
the Ancient Near East as enormous and disordered, different from the ancient
city, that is, the Greek polis.117

The historical/cultural reasons which are at the base of this disparity are
profound and have been analysed many times,118 mostly to underscore their
historiographical weight, but also sometimes the defects. The classicist Pas-
quali119 observed that Fustel, in basing himself on the ancient sources, used
them in an uncritical way, was unaware of the modern bibliography and had
already been superseded when his work appeared, used the stuff of stories in
an ingenuous way, confused different historical situations, ignored non-Indo-
European and pre-Greek components (he ignored the Near East), and fell into
the Indo-European (Greece–Rome–India) misunderstanding, wrongly trans-
ferred from the linguistic context to the religious and institutional. It is a severe
criticism, but unobjectionable, which classes Fustel’s work as a view of genius
rather than an objective analysis.

But we need above all to put forward that for classicists the terms ‘city’
and, better, ‘city-state’ were (and even today still are) a mental translation of
the Greek term polis, which indicates not the city in its town-planning and
architectural material state (which in French would be ville) but rather the
socio-political structure (precisely the cité), the community of its citizens.120

114 Fustel de Coulanges 1864. Kuhn 1878 was somewhat less influential. On Fustel see
Momigliano 1970.
115 Glotz 1928.
116 Musti 2008. Also de Polignac 1984. Greco and Torelli 1983, pp. 3–16 (excellent critical
introduction), 17–35 (history of the studies) is dealing with the Greek city, but is also generally
useful.
117 Mauss 1998, p. 15.
118 Finley 1977; Ampolo 1980; Levi 1989, pp. 11–21.
119 Pasquali 1972.
120 The geographer Kirsten 1956 already expressed the difficulty of ‘translating’ polis as Stadt
(Greco and Torelli 1983, pp. 3–6).
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The belief that the city is made of men and not of houses (or of walls) runs
through the whole study of the Greek city, from Thucydides (7.77.7) and Aris-
totle until Rousseau and Fustel himself.121 Aristotle (Politics 3.1) then specifies
that it is not enough to live in a city to be its citizens (there are also metics and
slaves): citizens are those who attain the magistracies (judges and the rest)
and take part in the assembly; but this is a vicious circle, given that the magis-
tracies and assembly are open to anyone who is, exactly, a citizen. It is better
for us to say that free, property-owning, male, adult members of a community
are citizens and reach the magistracies.

The opposing ideas of men and houses, clearly ideological and polemical
in form, would make sense only if the common opinion was already that the
city was made precisely of houses; the polemic means something in Greek,
where polis means both one and the other, whereas it means nothing in
French, where obviously the ville is made of houses and the cité of men. The
ancient statement, in contrasting ethical-political structures with those of town
planning, seems to ignore the existing and necessary relation (of which we are
so conscious today) between the two aspects – up to the possibility, by now
current in prehistoric archaeology (which lacks written sources), of deducing
the socio-political structures from the settlement structures. But the greater
difficulty, already there in Fustel but then magnified in his successors, is of a
logical and classificatory nature: if the concept of a city is drawn from analyses
of a limited context (the classical world), we cannot then suggest that it has a
universal value, establishing inclusions or exclusions also for those contexts
which have not contributed to define it. In other words, it was more than justi-
fied to maintain the Assyrian cities were not poleis in the Greek sense, but it
was not justifiable to consider them as beyond the concept of city in its wider
sense.

Turning to Fustel’s vision, two of his views, connected but not necessarily
consequential, had a different impact on subsequent studies. His idea that at
the base of the foundation of a city there were ancestral and spiritual factors
(especially religious) was then obviously eclipsed by positivist and ‘materialist’
historiography, which stood a good chance of highlighting the socio-economic,
technological, and demographic processes – instead recently to turn fashion-
able, with the followers of the ‘symbolic’ approach (we shall see it in § 6.7).
Among these the work of Joseph Ryckwert on the ‘Idea of a city’122 – in which
the symbolic, ritual, mythical and magical factors are paramount and prevail
over the practical, utilitarian and material ones – enjoys particular attention

121 Ampolo 1980, pp. v and xiv–xvii.
122 Ryckwert 1976 (‘oneiric’ approach, according to Greco and Torelli 1983, p. 33).
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(especially among architects and town planners). Everyone expresses his own
ideas, but drawing knowledge of the ‘ancient’ city from a mixture of the Roman
case with comparisons almost entirely ethnographical certainly does not con-
stitute an adequate basis for an up-to-date and competent discussion.

The other basic concept of Fustel’s vision – the union of the city with the
positive values of the Western world (liberty, democracy, and similar), and the
consequent exclusion of the eastern metropoleis – had major influence and
persistence, at least among classicists, but was not an original idea; it was on
the contrary an idea that was current, which moreover linked the exclusion of
eastern metropoleis from the class of the ‘cities’ to the exclusion of the ‘despot-
ic’ monarchies from the class of states (in an ethical sense).123 Among Fustel’s
authoritative predecessors we must mention at least Hegel, according to whom
universal history is the story of progressive affirmation of liberty:124 in the east-
ern empires (kingdoms or empires but not real states) liberty is for one alone,
the despot, and is therefore absolute power and privilege; in the Greek and
Roman world liberty is for some; finally only in the Christian-Germanic world
is liberty for all. Implicitly, eastern despotism materializes in the palace; liberty
for some materializes in the city (polis); liberty spread to all materializes in the
people. The state ‘is that form of reality in which the individual has and enjoys
his freedom’.125 Hegel knows something of the ruins of the Assyro-Babylonian
and Medo-Persian cities, but the very fact that they are in ruins shows him that
he is dealing with something which has by now been eliminated from the
course of world history. As for Egypt, whose ruins ‘the final result of immense
labour, surpass in the gigantic and monstrous, all that antiquity has left us’,
we are dealing with a land of the dead, the only visible remains today are
tombs. The description ‘[Egypt] is only present beneath the ground, in its
speechless Dead, ever and anon stolen away to all quarters of the globe, and
in their majestic habitations; – for what remains above ground is nothing else
but such splendid tombs’126 is presented as a clear and contradictory paradox.
The Italian philosopher Cattaneo (writing in 1858) talks of the eastern cities,
among them Babylon, as ‘great walled encampments, where the conquering
horde gather the spoils of war and tributes of the peace’ and further on speci-
fies that ‘these sumptuous Babylonian cities are without municipal order, with-
out law, without dignity; they are inanimate beings, inorganic, incapable of

123 On despotism cf. Bahrani 2000; 2003, pp. 50–72 (in the footsteps of Said 1978); 2007.
124 Hegel 1837 (published posthumously), p. 23 in Sibree’s English translation.
125 Ibid. p. 38.
126 Ibid. pp. 198 and 115.
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performing by themselves any act of reason or will, but resigned above all to
the decrees of fatalism’.127

What is more troubling in the success (by now of more than a century) of
the ethical-political position setting that dates back to Fustel but still continues
is that the ‘Greek model’ – even leaving out its inappropriate elevation to the
rank of universal model – is extremely limited in time and space. In time, be-
cause after the Homeric precursors the polis took shape in the sixth century (in
the institutional development which ran from Solon to Cleisthenes) and was
already in crisis in the fourth century when it was incorporated into the Mace-
donian state. In space, because in reality the model of the polis is, to a great
measure, based on the case of Athens, an atypical case in the more general
picture of the Greek world, which saw the presence of monarchies, of chief-
doms, and of ethnic leagues, side by side with city-states both oligarchic and
democratic.128 The fact that a case as individual as classical Athens could be-
come a touchstone for defining what is and what is not an ancient city, and
then could even serve as the more general model of a city on a universal scale,
makes us understand how concentration on values has influenced the recon-
struction of history.

And here I can insert a collateral but important question. The great Jakob
Burckhardt, first in his lectures on world history given at Basle in the first
years of the 1870s, and then in his work on Greek history, maintained that the
Phoenician cities were substantially similar to the Greek poleis. In the first
work he stated: ‘Their very polity – moderately monarchistic or republican,
aristocratic or plutocratic, with ancient hereditary oligarchies functioning be-
side the King – would of itself reveal a cultural intention’; and a little further
on: ‘[the Phoenicians] gave the world its first example of a free, unchecked
mobility and industry, and the state seems to have existed only for their
sakes’.129 In the second work he states this even more precisely:

Before the Greeks, the Phoenicians had already founded poleis, i.e. city communities, city
states, with bodies of laws. The power of the kings was limited by a council whose mem-
bership apparently was made up of the chiefs of privileged families. These city states were
able to settle colonies that copied the organization of their mother cities. These poleis
differed from the ancient royal strongholds of the Orient, which in each nation represen-
ted the central point of the whole; they differed from the gigantic army encampment of

127 Cattaneo 1858, p. 8 (ediz. Venezia 1972); cf. de Seta 1975 = 1996, pp. 241–261. Salzano
1998, pp. 28–30 holds to the idea that the city developed through a mercantile route (a private
use of surplus), while the ‘lord’ was foreign to it.
128 Hansen 1997, pp. 9–10; Morris 1997; I shall return to this in § 5.9.
129 Burckhardt 1905, pp. 125–126 (pp. 104–105 of the English translation).
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the Assyrian dynasties on the Tigris, differed from Babylon founded as a common strong-
hold for property and the gods, differed from the three alternating residences of the
Achaemenids, differed from the great mercantile centers associated with oriental trade,
and from the temple cities of Egypt: essentially, they were civil strongholds. Would the
honor of the Greeks suffer if one assumed that the Phoenician poleis influenced them?130

I wanted to cite this passage in full for two reasons. The first is that it seems
to me that the idea of the capacity for citizen self-defence could derive from
an equally well-known passage in which Ernest Renan (on return from his
1860 expedition to Phoenicia) claimed for the Phoenicians the honour of hav-
ing defended their liberty in the face of a despotic empire, making of their
anti-Assyrian and anti-Babylonian resistance a sort of ‘Persian War’ ante
litteram:

Tyre was the first city to defend its autonomy against the feared monarchies which, from
the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates, threatened to extinguish the life of the Mediterra-
nean. When all of Phoenicia had been subdued, this rock, all alone, held in check the
mighty Assyrian machine, endured for years hunger and thirst, until it saw Salmanassar
and Nebuchadnezzar dislodged from the nearby plain. One cannot cross without emotion
this strait transformed into an isthmus which in its day was the path of freedom. A hun-
dred and two hundred years before the victories of Greece, there were Persian wars al-
most equally as glorious as those of the fifth century, and of which Tyre bore the entire
effort.131

And here we insert the second and more substantial reason: that there is the
seed of a link between a deep Near East (despotic and totalitarian) and a Medi-
terranean Near East (endowed with characteristics which render it more similar
to the contemporary Greek world – while the difference remains firm in Burck-
hardt between the Greek polis, fundamentally ethical-civic, and the Phoeni-
cian, fundamentally commercial (and so material, venial). More than a century
later the Italian historian Santo Mazzarino took up once again the discussion
that the Phoenician cities were more similar to the Greek poleis than to the
palace cities of the Near East, indeed widening the sphere of the city-state to
include also those Aramaic and neo-Hittite, which were obviously completely
unknown at the time of Burckhardt. This nineteenth-century flaw of the mono-
lithic nature of the Near East then produced its fruits more recently, as we shall
see in due course (cf. § 5.12). But the exception relating to the Mediterranean
watershed of the eastern world was added by Mazzarino in his theory, or for-
mula, of the ‘double creation’ of the city: he recognizes on one side the credit

130 Burckhardt 1898, p. 5 of the English translation.
131 Renan 1864–74, p. 574; cf. Liverani 1998c, p. 12.



Ideology and town planning: a city and not a city 43

due to the east for having created the generic city (the ‘material’ city, of eco-
nomic-religious type, according to him), but gives to Greece the credit for hav-
ing created that particular city in which the West recognizes the roots of its
values – and the credit is all Greek, inasmuch as the eastern pseudo-poleis
were based on very different values, so that for the former he uses the expres-
sion ‘city-state’ and for the latter ‘state-city’ with a nuance rich in implications:
the city-state is a community of citizens which gives life and also administers
a territorial state, while the state-city is above all a territory which is centred
upon a royal city.

1.6 Ideology and town planning: a city and not a city

The reception of the discovery of Assyria produced contrasting reactions. The
public and the critics could see only the sculptures, not the cities, and the
sculptures – through the very fact of being located in the British Museum,
which held the Phidian frieze of the Parthenon (the ‘Elgin marbles’, from the
name of their purloiner) – were faced with the masterpieces of Greek art, and
came out of it badly:132 huge, impressive, but stylistically crude. Some London
statements are particularly interesting because they come from those who were
involved in the discovery. Henry Rawlinson, Layard’s patron and decipherer of
cuneiform, showed an understandable tendency (today we might say, through
conflict of interests) to belittle the importance of the sculptures compared to
that of the inscriptions, managing to define them as ‘[a work of art] … value-
less’, ‘can neither instruct nor enrapture us’, with a specific comparison to
Greek art. And Sir Richard Westmacott, Royal Academy Professor of Sculpture
and member of the British Museum Council, asked by a parliamentary commit-
tee if the sculptures could damage the public’s taste and distract it from the
study of truly great art (i.e. Greek), replied that, yes, in effect, this was very
ugly art and ‘the less people … view objects of this kind, the better’, but, that
the Museum had done well to acquire and exhibit them, for their historical
value, both their own and that of the linked inscriptions.133 The Egyptologist
J. Gardner Wilkinson, on the other hand, appeared above all concerned with
safeguarding the chronological, besides the aesthetic, priority of Egyptian art:
the Assyrian art recently discovered (he is writing in 1853) is relatively late,
belonging to the first millennium BC, represents a phase of decadence and not
growth, and is in debt to the established and much more ancient model of

132 Bohrer 1989; McCall 1998, pp. 195–206; Larsen 1992; 2009.
133 See Bohrer 1989, pp. 18–19.
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Egyptian art.134 About the same time at Paris there was also this distancing.
The excavator Botta rated as inferior the architectural/town-planning level
(‘the architectural art is of an altogether primitive poverty’) and yet considered
unexpected the ‘extreme richness’ of the decorative art.135

Some decades later Jakob Burckhardt, presenting in the Basle lectures al-
ready cited his ample argument aimed at contrasting Western values (democra-
cy, liberty, enterprise) to the anti-values of eastern despotism (as we have al-
ready seen in § 1.5), added to this his aesthetic judgement, mentioning ‘the
utterly uncouth royal fortresses of Nineveh’ and ‘the meanness of their ground-
plan and the slavishness of their sculptures’. Obviously the cultivated admirer
of Periclean Athens and fifteenth-century Florence could not appreciate Assyri-
an art; but the aesthetic unacceptability of the Assyrian reliefs was for him
associated with the unacceptability of the Assyrian capitals in both their poli-
tics and town planning.136 Besides, the classicist repudiation of the eastern
cities dies hard: even a century later Mason Hammond, while indeed present-
ing a wide panorama of cities ‘before the Greeks’ still added reservations: the
Sumerian were religious centres, Babylon and Nineveh were too big, the Egyp-
tian cities arose from the will of the pharaohs, the cities of the Levant are but
commercial centres, the Anatolian cities are ‘abortive’, and the Minoan en-
larged palaces. One notices the conviction that the real city begins with
Greece.137

But we come now to the aspects more properly of town planning. Above
all the Assyrian capitals were thought to be too big, not in an absolute sense
(the modern cities of the mid-nineteenth century were by then more than mere-
ly large), but with regard to the classical canon. We remember (§ 1.1) how the
biblical and above all classical information on the size of Nineveh and Babylon
portrayed enormous and over-populous metropoleis. Herodotus (1.178–187) de-
scribed Babylon as square, enormous (120 × 120 stades), on a Hippodamean
grid, with houses of three of four storeys, with a surrounding wall 50 cubits
wide by 200 cubits high (!), with 100 gates, divided in two by the Euphrates
(but linked by a bridge), with the citadel at the centre half royal palace and
half temple (with the temple of Bel and the Tower). For Diodorus (2.1.4–28)
Babylon is rectangular (150 × 90 stades), the enclosing wall is ‘only’ 100 feet
high but wide enough to allow the passage of three chariots side by side, and
has 1500 towers. Elsewhere the Babylon founded by Semiramis has a surround-

134 Wilkinson 1836, vol. 2, pp. 262–263 of the reprint, London 1996.
135 Botta and Flandin 1849–50, vol. 5, p. 76.
136 Burckhardt 1905, p. 89 (p. 77 of the English translation). Reply by Andrae 1938b, pp. 1–2.
137 Hammond 1972.
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ing wall of 365 stades (like the days of the year), the wall is 50 cubits high,
with 250 towers, and with a bridge over the Euphrates.138 Strabo (16.1.5–6) too
gives similar measurements and describes the Tower, the hanging gardens,139

and the dwelling houses. And for Strabo (16.1.3), Nineveh was even bigger than
Babylon, much bigger.

Conversely, the theoretical/Utopian models of the polis oscillate between
Plato’s 5040 citizens (of fighting age)140 and Hippodamus’ 10,000,141 to reach
no less than 20,000 men of fighting age in a mythical and ‘exaggerated’ Atlan-
tis, known, however, for aspects of ‘eastern despotism’.142 The criticism of a
Nineveh over-large and doomed to collapse already exists in the time of Pho-
cylides, who in the first half of the sixth century (therefore not long after the
actual destruction of the Assyrian capital) wrote: ‘a little city but placed on a
high promontory and well ordered is stronger than the idle Nineveh’.143 But
now the excessive size of those cities which the excavators were also beginning
to uncover in their dimensions on the ground and which could be estimated
as ten or twenty times larger than the Greek canon, led to doubts as to whether
they were really dealing with a city and not with something else. Clearly 5000
people were a community of citizens, but 50,000 or 120,000 were more proba-
bly a rabble of slaves. Figures apart, it is Aristotle who makes clear that the
number of inhabitants should correspond to the smallest number necessary to
secure the self-sufficiency of the city and that the inhabited area should be
such as to be taken in at a single glance.144

The fact that, as if to offset their size, these huge surfaces encompassed by
the enclosing walls appeared somewhat empty led to a degree of perplexity.
Two technical factors came into play here. First of all, the excavators of the
mid-nineteenth century (and also of the following decades) concentrated ex-
clusively on the palaces, ignoring the ordinary urban mosaic. The whole space

138 The sources derived from Ctesias are collected in Lenfant 2004 (pp. 25–26, 32–38 for Baby-
lon). On the classical sources: Prontera 1994 and 2000; on Babylonia: Boiy 2004, pp. 47–51,
67–78; Seymour 2008a; on Assyria: Zawadzki 1984; Rollinger 2011. On Herodotus’ descriptions:
Rollinger 1993 (cf. Dalley 1996); Nasselrath 1999. On Semiramis: Asher-Greve 2006; Rolinger
2011.
139 ‘Hanging gardens’: Nagel 1978; Dalley 1994; 1997; 2002; Novák 2002; Dietrich 2002; Sey-
mour 2008c.
140 Leggi 5.737–738.
141 Aristotle Politics 2.8. The idea of the ideal city of 10,000 inhabitants was also found in
Egypt: cf. Badawi 1967.
142 Plato Critias 112.d.
143 Phocylides, in Gerber 1999, p. 394 (fr. 4).
144 Politics 7.4 and 7.5.
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between temples and palace and the surrounding wall remained uninvestigat-
ed. Secondly, even when an attempt was made – not often – to ascertain if
houses were there or not, the excavation procedure was so rough as not to
succeed easily in identifying the domestic structures of normal dwellings. A
few soundings carried out at Khorsabad had nonetheless showed that the low-
er city was also inhabited, but the misconception, or at least the doubt, re-
mained for a long time: were we dealing with populous cities or with wide
spaces for refuge or for manœuvres linked to the palace?

And here the third and decisive factor comes into play: the Assyrian cities,
the Babylonian, and then the Sumerian which were explored in the second
half of the nineteenth century, focused as they were on the royal palace, or
alternatively on the city temple, appeared to be extended palaces and not citi-
zen communities of the type of the Greek polis. Karl Marx, in a pair of letters
from June 1853, shortly after the public exhibition of Assyrian sculpture at the
British Museum, alludes to the Assyrian cities as ‘extended royal encamp-
ments’,145 and then in the manuscript Precapitalist economic forms (1857–58) he
defines them as ‘noble and lordly camps, superimposed on the real economic
structure’.146 Forty years later Jakob Burckhardt thought of identifying the
Phoenician cities, which were real citizen communities (Stadtgemeinde, Bürg-
schaften), as the only plausible antecedents of the Greek polis, and disqualified
the truly Near-Eastern cities, defining them as enormous encampments, ex-
tended palaces, markets, temple cities – everything, but not a city.147

A more concrete result of the difficult meeting between the information
given by the classical authors and the definite reality which began to emerge
from archaeological activity was the question of ‘greater Nineveh’ and ‘greater
Babylon’. We have already seen that the measurements supplied by Herodotus
and Diodorus give Nineveh an extent of 27 × 16 km and Babylon one of
22 × 22 km. Before the archaeological rediscovery, a ‘great Nineveh’ and ‘great
Babylon’ had already been proposed, on the basis of the classical writers alone,
by J. S. Buckingham in 1816,148 and were repeated by R. Ker Porter in 1818 and
by Robert Mignan in 1827.149 We also find in Hegel’s Berlin lectures (of 1822–
23) the idea that these enormous walled cities formed the boundaries of entire
peoples (with the palace of the despot in the citadel further inside).150 And yet

145 Werke, vol. 28, Berlin 1963, pp. 250–261.
146 Ibid. vol. 42, Berlin 1983, p. 391.
147 Burckhardt 1898, p. 5 of the English translation. I quoted the passage in § 1.5.
148 Buckingham 1827, pp. 298–307 (‘great Nineveh’), 414–472 (topography of Babylon, from
Rich’s ground plan, but influenced by information in classical authors).
149 Pallis, p. 46; Hilprecht 1903, pp. 42–53.
150 Hegel 1837, pp. 183–4 in the English translation by Sibris.
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Hegel himself was aware (from the account of Ker Porter’s journey)151 of the
material existence of the ruins of Babylon, but remained stuck to the informa-
tion given by classical authors.

When, therefore, Nineveh and Babylon were uncovered (at first topograph-
ically and then archaeologically) it opened a season of doubts and debates for
and against making the measurements given by the classical authors agree
with the remains visible on the ground. The operation of ‘putting on a plan’ the
imaginary megalopoleis, which had meant nothing before the mid-nineteenth
century in the absence of ancient points of reference to which the operation
could be anchored, became possible after the archaeological discoveries. Try-
ing to superimpose the measurements quoted by the classical authors on the
Babylonian and Assyrian areas surveyed topographically, it became clear that
these measurements greatly surpassed the circuits of the walls which could be
identified on the ground, and took in entire regions. Instead of dismissing the
information of the classical authors as exaggerated and legendary, a compro-
mise solution was sought: the ‘archaeological’ cities were inserted inside the
encircling walls of regional dimensions, with the advantage of also being able
to include in ‘great Nineveh’ the sites of Khorsabad and Nimrud, from which
most of the finds came (and therefore of being able to use the title of Nineveh
for the popular volumes on far less famous sites), and as far as the more distant
Arbela; and of being able to include in ‘great Babylon’ all the territory from
Kish to Borsippa, including therefore the indispensable Tower, which present-
ed itself much more clearly as a ruin at Birs Nimrud than at Babel.152

The problem was clearly present in the minds of the first excavators: Lay-
ard speaks of ‘great Nineveh’ at the beginning of his works,153 though basing
himself upon the realistic topography established by Claudius Rich just a few
years before; and Fergusson provides a schematic ground plan of a ‘great Nin-
eveh’ of regional size.154 As for the French, in 1852 the director of the Frenel-
Oppert mission sent a report to Paris in which he explained that ‘the ruins of
ancient Nineveh […] extend along the left bank of the Tigris from Khorsabad
[…] to Nimrud’.155 And again, ten years later, Jules Oppert spoke of ‘great Baby-
lon’ when he carried out a survey and soundings.156 To be honest, in their

151 Ibid.; from Ker Porter 1821–22.
152 For Buckingham 1827, the ruin of ‘Aqar Quf was not the Tower of Babel (pp. 395–402);
but that of Birs Nimrud (pp. 474–494) was! For Dalley 2008 the confusion between Babylon
and Nineveh can even date back to certain cuneiform sources.
153 Layard 1853, p. 492.
154 Fergusson 1851.
155 Cited by Pillet 1917, p. 111.
156 Oppert 1863, pp. 214–216; Parrot 1949, p. 63 and fig. 37; see also Oppert s.d.
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properly technical investigations, neither Botta, nor Layard, nor Fergusson
adopted the myth of ‘great Nineveh’. Yet the indications given both in the title
of the volumes, and in the plan, show that what was rejected at the scientific
level had nevertheless not ceased to flutter over the popularising pages, based
upon a tradition which was no less persistent for being by now contradicted
by the archaeological and topographical evidence. The same can be said for
Babylon: ‘great Babylon’ stretching from Borsippa to Kish was abandoned by
the archaeologists in favour of the survey (already carried out by Rich) of the
real Babylon, of which the walls and main mounds of ruins were emerging.
The archaeologists therefore quickly dismissed the idea and concentrated on
the reality which was appearing from the excavation and reconnaissance on
the ground of the material remains.

The legend still had, however, several decades of life, on the part of both
historians of antiquity and popular writers. Even forty years after the discovery,
Menant dismissed the idea of ‘great Nineveh’ but remained ambivalent (so as
not to contradict his colleague and countryman Oppert) on ‘great Babylon’,
endowed not only with her urban walls (the real ones, visible on the ground)
but also by walls of regional dimensions as the classicists wished.157 In the
same way George Rawlinson, brother of the great patron of the Assyrian exca-
vations, adopted (in his annotated translation of Herodotus) the idea that the
walls enclosed an entire region, not just a city.158 In the famous history of an-
cient art by Georges Perrot and Charles Chipiez, which came out in 1884, Baby-
lon is described as a ‘great entrenched camp’ which included Babylon itself,
Borsippa and Kutha.159 Finally, in a popular book on the biblical importance
of the discoveries, published in 1889 and probably just one instance among
many, the plans are shown of ‘great Nineveh’ (which includes Khorsabad and
Nimrud) and ‘great Babylon’ (which includes Borsippa and Kutha).160 The
power of imagination and tradition proved stronger than that of direct evi-
dence, and at the beginning of the twentieth century the problem still merited
serious discussion. And much more recently, among town planners, the trail
had not yet dried: in 1925 Le Corbusier portrayed ‘ancient Babylon’ as square
and of regional size, and in 1960 Wolf Schneider was ready to save the veracity
of the classical authors: ‘Perhaps at Nineveh there was an internal city distinct
from the external one, in which case Diodorus could have been right.’161

157 Menant 1888, pp. 63–66 on Nineveh, 255–261 (with fig. 88) on Babylon.
158 Rawlinson 1858; Reade 2008c, p. 113 reproduces its map.
159 Perrot and Chipiez 1884, pp. 470–472.
160 Walther 1889, pp. 16–18 with fig. 1 (Nineveh), 147–157 with fig. 20 (Babylon).
161 Le Corbusier 1925, p. 27; Schneider 1960.
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Among Near-Eastern archaeologists, even in the mid-twentieth century, by
which time the idea of great regional metropoleis was unthinkable, there re-
emerged now and again, however, with reference to the great tell of Syria and
Upper Mesopotamia, which had a central citadel and an extensive lower town,
the idea that the external circuit of walls bounded great ‘entrenched camps’ to
hold flocks and livestock but empty of dwellings.162 Obviously where an exca-
vation was then carried out, the result was that the ‘lower’ towns were also
found to have been settled, and moreover constituted normal cities, with the
palace sector, however, concentrated in the citadel ‘above’. ‘Great Babylon’,
though, was again, to some extent, of topical interest with the publication of
a text of Nebuchadnezzar II163 in which a wall to the north of Sippar, which
goes from the bank of the Tigris to the bank of the Euphrates, is described as
an external wall of the city or (alternative reading) of the country. Obviously
this wall has nothing to do with the city wall of Babylon: we are dealing with
a sort of regional ‘dyke’, known to the classical authors as the ‘Wall of the
Medes’, which was found on the ground by the Belgian mission,164 and which
recalls what already existed at the time of Ur III in the form of the ‘wall of the
Martu’, which exploited the proximity of the two great rivers to block entry to
the land of Upper Mesopotamia by invaders coming from the north-west.

Technicalities apart, the question of the Near-Eastern city as a non-city –
because it was too big, too empty, too centred on the palace, devoid of citizens
and civic structure – developed into a ‘discourse’ (in the Foucaultian sense) or
rather an ideological construct in the context of the more general European
way of interpreting the Near East as a sort of anti-model and ‘orientalism’ as a
kind of cultural tool of imperialism. Edward Said’s discussion of this,165 while
studded with errors and omissions, and repeatedly attacked by scholars of the
Near East,166 substantially retains its validity, and could indeed even be devel-
oped in historical and archaeological directions, with which the literary critic
Said had less competence to deal.

1.7 From the Assyrians to the Sumerians

There is a phrase of Franz Kafka, from October 1922, a sort of flash which lasts
an instant, which says ‘Wir graben den Schacht von Babel’, that is, ‘We are

162 Sites like Mishrife, cf. Ronzevalle 1914; Mesnil du Buisson 1927. Lyonnet 1998 and 2009
again thinks of spaces to welcome the nomads.
163 Black 1987.
164 Gasche et al. 1987; Gasche 2010.
165 Said 1978; 1993.
166 I refer to Irwin 2006 for a defence and a history (very anglo-centric) of orientalism.
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sinking the shaft (digging the pit) of Babel’167 – which, it seems to me, obvious-
ly alludes (turned upside down) to the verse in Genesis (11:4): ‘Go to, let us
build a city and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven’, with which the
construction of the Tower of Babel begins. Note that immediately before anoth-
er fragment of Kafka, equally brief, had said, ‘What are you building? – I want
to dig a tunnel’. The inversion of digging (clearly downwards) instead of build-
ing (upwards) implies by strict logic that if the famous Tower of Babel was
meant to reach heaven, the pit of Babel could serve to reach hell: but perhaps
there is no need to follow this type of logic too closely. Kafka had already
alluded to the Tower in two other fragments: one (from 1917) says only ‘if it
had been possible to build the Tower of Babel without ascending it – the work
would have been permitted’, while the other (from 1920) is longer and imagines
that the building was foreseen as being so long and laborious that it would
never be finished, and indeed would never even be started.168 But returning to
the shaft/tunnel, who knows whether Kafka knew that, after travellers had
searched long and in vain for the Tower which rose on high, archaeologists
had then decided to dig shafts and tunnels to search underground for the re-
mains of ancient Babylon. I think he must have known it, even leaving aside
the biblical connections, not least because in the years between 1912 and 1917,
when (betrothed to Felice) Kafka went repeatedly to Berlin, the Berlin mission
directed by Koldewey (cf. § 2.1) was intent on excavating Babylon, and there
will have been lectures and press articles on the subject.169

But we need to take things in order, without running ahead, let alone an-
ticipating the importance of the German mission. In effect, after the end of
the Crimean War, and then of the Indian Mutiny, towards 1870 excavations in
Mesopotamia restarted, still monopolized by the British and French, to whom
we can add the Americans from the 1880s.170 With Layard’s successors remain-
ing steadily committed to the work at Nineveh and Nimrud, and Botta’s succes-
sors to Khorsabad, interest spread to the south, precisely in the hope of recov-
ering in primis Babylon, but also Ur (Abraham’s homeland), Susa (the Persian
capital where the story of Esther had unfolded), and other sites as well, both
because they were named in the Bible and because all of southern Mesopota-
mia was dotted with tell, again of huge size, which must hide important cities.
Babylon was a discouraging site for the skills of the time. Claudius Rich re-

167 Published in Kafka 1961, p. 35. The comments by Glassner 2003, pp. 11, 136 and 225 seem
to me inappropriate.
168 Kafka 1961, pp. 34–35, 36–39.
169 On Koldewey’s use of tunnels and shafts in the excavation see Micale and Nadali 2008.
170 Kuklick 1996; Clark and Matthews (eds.) 2003.
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mained disheartened by the scale of the ruins and their state of preservation,
which did not allow the monuments to be visualized, even although he then
succeeded in making an adequate plan of them. Layard himself had made
some soundings in 1850–51, but had concluded that without massive funding
it would not be possible to excavate anything, and that anyway he would not
work there, not even with huge financial backing. Other attempts were also to
fail,171 with the result that the site remained incredibly ‘free’ until granted to
Robert Koldewey’s German mission at the end of the century (cf. § 2.1).

But Babylon was not only difficult to excavate compared to the Assyrian
capitals. Working in Lower Mesopotamia was hard, for various reasons: be-
cause of the climate, terribly hot, the distance of the tell from the large cities
(whereas at Nineveh you only had to cross the river to be in Mosul), the lack
of government control over the marauding nomads, the great size of the ruins,
the complex stratification (with the more coveted levels buried under metres
and metres of later remains), and finally the absence of sculptured slabs to
follow (in a tunnel or in the open) so as to reach the ground plan of the palace:
there were only walls of unfired brick, which were identified with difficulty in
Assyria, but in Babylonia constituted the entirety of the ruins.

And so the site of Ur,172 in spite of its Biblical appeal, and John Taylor’s
early sounding (1854), had to wait until 1922 for a proper and extensive excava-
tion. The same applies to Uruk,173 also bored into by William K. Loftus (1850
and 1854), but then properly excavated only from 1928 onwards. That was not
the end, however, encountered by the American excavations of Nippur (John P.
Peters and Hermann V. Hilprecht, 1889–1900),174 the French of Sippar (Vincent
Scheil, 1894),175 of Tello/Lagash (Ernest de Sarzec, 1877–1900; Gaston Cros,
1903–09; Henri de Genouillac 1929–31; André Parrot 1931–33), and of Susa
(Marcel-Auguste Dieulafoy, 1884–86; Jacques de Morgan, 1897–1908; Roland
de Mecquenem, 1908–46). In these sites, great urban and temple centres, the
cursory nature of the excavation methods was accompanied by the discovery
of huge quantities of tablets, even of a literary content, in the temple and secre-
tarial archives. The result was that as soon as the archaeological missions with-

171 The Fresnel-Oppert expedition of 1852, cf. Pillet 1918; 1919.
172 Leick 2001, pp. 110–137. For a list of campaigns in all the Mesopotamian sites, Pallis 1956,
pp. 340–384.
173 Leick 2001, pp. 39–66.
174 Peters 1897 (in the style of a ‘traveller’s diary’); Hilprecht 1903, pp. 289–568; in brief Leick
2001, pp. 138–161; Fagan 2007, pp. 225–242; Kuklick 1996, pp. 19–91. The excavations were
resumed in 1948 (DeJong Ellis, ed. 1992).
175 Leick 2001, pp. 162–185. It was necessary to wait a century for systematic excavations,
with the Belgian mission of the 1970s.
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drew, clandestine diggers immediately replaced them to take away thousands
and thousands of tablets to sell on the antiquities market. It is true that the
‘regular’ excavators also carried out perfunctory and hurried recordings, but
the clandestines obviously recorded nothing, and the loss of information was
colossal. I want to limit myself to citing a single case: let us imagine just for a
moment what richness of information we would have if in 1894 Ernest de Sar-
zec had found the means, the time, the physical energy (he was gravely ill) to
recover and record one by one the tablets in place – one behind the other,
shelf above shelf – in the administrative archive of Ur III discovered intact at
Tello!176 The archive, then completely sacked by the clandestines, was estimat-
ed at 30,000 tablets.

The description which Léon Heuzey made of that archive uses ‘mining’
language (‘a layer of tablets […] a real deposit of archives […] plates of terracot-
ta, laid regularly on five or six levels’)177 quite deliberately. The French school
of the end of the nineteenth century (at Tello as at Susa)178 was indeed directed
by mining engineers who, wanting to adopt ‘modern’, ‘western’, ‘industrial’
systems (exploitation industrielle), opted for the mining method, not thinking of
the ‘native’ pits with their narrow horizontal tunnels, but of the great industrial
excavations of open cast mining, through enormous terraces with vertical cuts
and horizontal planes, wide use of décauvilles (narrow-gauge railways) to carry
away the earth, but also the remains of buildings and objects – without any
connection to their context. The French ‘mining answer’ to the German ‘archi-
tectural challenge’ was a true disaster: it started from the simplistic presuppo-
sition that the earth contained ‘deposits’ of precious objects to recover (rather
than cities to bring to light), and led down a blind alley until it had to be
abandoned.179

In Assyria as well, the two excavators of genius of the first generation
were not always followed by heirs of equal competence. At Khorsabad Victor
Place improved the methods of excavation and above all the methods of vi-
sual representation,180 and was also among the first to use photographic re-
productions;181 but note how his plans of the site appear unrealistically regu-
lar (if compared to those then made by the Chicago mission).182 On the other

176 Photograph in Heuzey 1884–1912, II, pl. 59.2.
177 Heuzey 1894, pp. 65–66.
178 Liverani 2000, pp. 6–12.
179 Parrot 1946, pp. 133–134, 149, 163 still uses, undaunted, the terminology of mining, and,
ibid. 1956, pp. 37–39, develops a theory on the ‘exploitation industrielle’.
180 On Place: Chevalier 2008; Micale 2007b, p. 2.
181 Bustarret 1991; Chevalier 1994.
182 Sauvage 1994, with the two plans side by side at p. 47.



From the Assyrians to the Sumerians 53

hand, at Nineveh Hormuzd Rassam, when compared to Layard, worsened
both working standards, which became even more rough-and-ready, and the
recording, which became almost non-existent. His book, which came out with
considerable delay, belongs to the genre of ‘stories of travellers’ (with much
space dedicated to the Christian communities of Iraq),183 but contains valua-
ble information on his soundings, not only in Assyria (with the memorable
discoveries of the palace of Assurbanipal and the gates of Balawat), but also
in Lower Mesopotamia: at Babylon, Borsippa, Sippar, and Tello.184 Rassam is
in general considered quite the very worst excavator185 and certainly he did
not at least have the excuse (valid for Layard) of being the beginner. Through-
out the period from 1876 to 1903 he maintained far too modest levels of work,
and even those who worked on either side of Rassam (first George Smith, and
then William Budge and Leonard King) had no idea of doing better, behaving
as philologists attracted only by the cuneiform tablets. The library of Assur-
banipal was recovered, but knowledge of the city and its palaces did not
progress perceptibly.

If therefore the resumption of the excavations in the last twenty-five years
of the nineteenth century saw no progress either in archaeological technique
or in urbanistic visualization, yet the work on the cuneiform tablets shifted
attention from the cultural material to the textual data, and from the city to
the ‘people’ (a truly fundamental structure of the political ideologies which
bridged the nineteenth and twentieth centuries) in its recognizable linguistic
character. All these twenty-five years were dominated by the rediscovery of
the Sumerians and their language. The placing of Sumerian, neither Semitic
nor Indo-European but if anything of Ural-Altaic association, caused a number
of problems to be considered. There were those who thought it could not be a
real language, but rather a cryptographic version of Assyro-Babylonian.186

And we should remember that a few years earlier Ernest Renan, faced with
the deciphering of Assyro-Babylonian as a Semitic language, had reacted by
maintaining that it was impossible, because all Semitic languages used the
alphabet!187 But the question quickly entered the pattern of the time: peoples

183 Rassam 1897. History of the excavations of Nineveh: Thompson and Hutchinson 1929;
Pallis 1956, pp. 266–276, 288–292; Leick 2001, pp. 208–228; Fagan 2007, pp. 199–223.
184 Rassam 1897, pp. 264–279 (Babel, Birs Nimrud, Tello), 344–363 (Babel), 398–411 (Sippar),
200–220 (Balawat).
185 He is, however, defended by Reade 1986 (de Sarzec was not better: some consolation!).
186 Halévy 1874; cf. Cooper 1991; 1993; also Jones 1969.
187 Renan 1855, pp. 65–69 (p. 65: ‘Il y a donc un alphabet sémitique, inséparable des langues
sémitiques’).
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neither Semitic nor Indo-European, and so labelled as Hamitic (the Egyptians)
or Turanic (precisely the Sumerians), had the merit of great innovations in
material culture (cities, writing), but then superior peoples will arrive (Semites
and Arians) to introduce their spiritual and intellectual values (democracy,
the alphabet). In this way the ‘Sumerian cities’, even before being to some
extent visualized in their urbanistic and socio-economic structure, reach the
pure and original type of the Ancient Near-Eastern city: large and populous,
fortified, centred on palace and temple, seat of a despot and widespread slav-
ery – while we need to wait for the Hebrews and Greeks to have a community
of citizens.

1.8 Stripping the tell

There is a splendid passage in Ludwig Wittgenstein, a passage loved by lin-
guists, which compares a language to a city grown over time, in which build-
ings of different periods coexist: ‘Our language can be seen as an ancient city:
a maze of little streets and squares, of old and new houses, and houses with
additions from various periods; and this surrounded by a multitude of new
suburbs with straight regular streets and uniform houses’.188 This metaphor,
however, is only good for our cities, built in stone, with enduring buildings
which tend to co-existence: more ancient and more recent, with modest differ-
ences in height, but on the same plan of general urban trampling down, in a
sort of horizontal stratigraphy. The city constructed of unfired brick, on the
other hand, tends occasionally to collapse in a heap of debris, and is rebuilt
each time ex novo, producing a vertical stratigraphy. The enlargement is due
both to the solid urban refuse dumps, which accumulate more in alleys than
in interiors, and more on earth surfaces than on paved ones, and to the tech-
nique of rebuilding ex novo as far as the foundations, necessary for unfired
brick. It will have been Pompeii rather than Nineveh that inspired Italo Cal-
vino’s city of Argia ‘which has earth instead of air’ with the streets buried, the
rooms packed with clay, and the roofs weighed down with layers of debris.
‘From up here above, there is nothing to be seen; there are those who say “It’s
down there below” and we can only believe them’.189

The other powerful image is that of being able to ‘enter inside’ the ancient
cities, find them intact, walk through them, and meet the ancient inhabitants
(and indeed speak to them in heaven knows what language). This is an image

188 Wittgentstein 1953, no. 18.
189 Calvino 1972, p. 127 of the 2010 edition.
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cultivated initially from finding chamber tombs still an inviolate vacuum, with
all their goods and items of daily life: that which made first the Etruscans and
then the Egyptians fascinating, whose civilizations were characterized precise-
ly by chamber tombs and robbery from times before archaeology. The mum-
mies then added the preservation of those buried, who were imagined to be
capable of coming back to life and interacting with us. One might follow this
wish to ‘enter inside’ the ancient cities: starting indeed from the cartoon strip
Paperino e la sposa persiana from when I was a little boy, with the mad archae-
ologist who entered into the clearly Babylonian city of Itsa Faka (‘It’s a Fake’)
and brought the inhabitants back to life,190 and finally arriving at the techno-
logical Stargate, with inhabitants who speak excellent ancient Egyptian (with
advice from a professional Egyptologist).

None of all this for the ancient Mesopotamian cities: you cannot walk
through the middle (as Wittgenstein imagined), nor enter inside (as was done
in the tombs), but need to ‘strip’ them layer by layer. Only in exceptional cases,
and always following unexpected destruction, do we have buildings, palaces
and entire cities remaining high enough to give the impression of ‘ruins’ rather
than simple ‘debris’, and therefore the illusion of being able to walk inside.
Through an accident of history, this was the case with the Assyrian palaces,
the first to be excavated, which therefore generated exactly that illusion and
assured for it a certain persistence in the collective imagination. But for the
most part with current archaeological practice, particularly when excavation
began in other areas, in Lower Mesopotamia as in the Levant, smaller stratifica-
tions were met, which did not give the visual impression of how collapsed
buildings had been made and which had to be removed layer by layer in order
to recover the diachrony.

Which was what that dilettante of genius and no scruples, of powerful
imagination and inexhaustible activity, Heinrich Schliemann, began to do in
the final decades of the nineteenth century. Everyone knows the story of his
excavation of the hill of Hissarlik, with its seven ‘cities’ superimposed, to
choose among them the one corresponding to the Troy of the Homeric poem.
Obviously the fact that each accumulation (whether natural or human) is
formed of superimposed layers, so that it is therefore possible to ‘read’ in cross
section (in walls) the history of the accumulation itself, was already well
known to European prehistorians, who had deduced it from the geologists of
their time.191 But these beautiful stratified walls illustrated in every book on

190 The original Donald Duck in Ancient Persia came out in 1950; my thanks to Alessandra
Lazzari for her help.
191 Cf. Harris 1979, pp. 49–61; in the continuation the oriental part (and outside Europe in
general) was neglected.
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the beginnings of prehistoric archaeology were cut from the inside of funerary
tumuli, and were therefore operations of modest size and above all of unambig-
uously vertical accumulations, without those horizontal or transverse compli-
cations of an inhabited whole. Schliemann’s Troy was therefore the first urban
settlement to be visualized as a superimposition of cities, and to be excavated
(at least ideally) layer by layer. Schliemann excavated alone (with his wife
Sophie) from 1870 to 1873, adapting ‘mining’ methods for great trenches, but
nevertheless carrying out measuring and recording which could be considered
accurate for his time. He then excavated from 1882 until 1890 with the valuable
collaboration of the archaeologist and architect Wilhelm Dörpfeld, who had
already worked with Curtius at Olympia. It was in this second phase that the
idea of the superimposed cities took form more clearly, and it was then Dörp-
field who standardized it.192

If there is a trait of dilettantism and ingenuousness in Schliemann (which,
of course, does not impugn at all on his merits, no more than it excuses the
brutal illegality of his behaviour), it is in having conceived the stratigraphic
excavation as basically complete, ideally taking away one layer after another,
which not only meets with enormous difficulty in performance, but also is only
practicable in a small site (which Hissarlik is) and with expenditure of time and
resources which generally call for a more selective use. When the ‘professional’
Flinders Petrie193 occupied himself with this problem, he immediately clarified
that the stratigraphic reconstruction of a site could be obtained by means of
interpolation, starting from trenches or sample transects (or simply clearing
away parts eroded by time or man) on the external slope of the tell, where the
layers were coming to an end and were therefore immediately visible. The story
of Petrie is curious in some ways: the innovative theorist, both of stratigraphic
excavation and of surveys of surfaces in the Levant, had worked long and fren-
ziedly in Egypt,194 a land which was considered, rightly or wrongly, to be home
to easy excavation: you clear away the sand and the stone temple, still stand-
ing, appears. In reality Petrie’s case is not unique: it is enough to think of the
methodological merit of the American George Andrew Reisner’s excavations
(who also moved to Palestine to excavate Samaria. cf. § 2.4),195 not to mention
the Egyptian overviews of Henri Frankfort and Leonard Woolley. In point of

192 On Schliemann: Daniel 1950, pp. 167–169; Schmied (ed.) 1960; Siebler 1990; also Seeden
1994, pp. 58–61.
193 Daniel 1950, pp. 174–177; Drower 1985; and Petrie’s autobiography 2003 (written c. 1930).
194 Petrie 1900.
195 On Reisner: Wright 1970, pp. 12–18; Silberman 1982, pp. 171–179. Relations between Petrie
and Reisner: Kuklick 1996, pp. 146–152.
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method, however, Petrie owed much more to his master, the prehistorian Pitt
Rivers, than to his Egyptian experience.

Be that as it may, in 1890 Petrie worked in Palestine, at the excavation of
Tell el-Hesi, where he carried out a single and short campaign, which he has-
tened to publish immediately (as was his wont, meritorious but cursory), say-
ing that he did not think it worth continuing. In the report there was a recon-
structed section of the tell, which became famous and would be reproduced in
all histories of Palestinian archaeology (and elsewhere) [fig. 10].196 The theo-
retical principles of the stratigraphy of the tell were set forth by Petrie both in
the excavation report and in a conference held at the Palestine Exploration
Fund.197 Today the reasoning he adopted to transform the sequence into a
chronology appears mechanical and simplistic: given that the summit of the
tell (at a level of 340 feet) is dated to c.450 BC (on the basis of Greek imports),
and given that Phoenician pottery begins (c.1350 BC) at a level of 295 and fin-
ishes (c.850 BC) at a level of 320, a growth can be deduced of around 5 feet
per century and therefore the beginning of the settlement, corresponding to
the base of the tell at a level of 278, dates to c.1670 BC.198 Obviously now we
recognize that the thickness of the accumulation is not only a function of time
but also and above all of various happenings, so to translate the feet into years
is an absurd and misleading operation. We need, however, to keep in mind
that dating procedures less ingenuous and banal than these were not then
available.199

The excavation was then continued by the American (who grew up in Leba-
non) Frederick Jones Bliss,200 who would a few years later present anew the
visualization of the tell as a series of stratified cities and repeat the principles
and methods of his master.201 Finally in 1904 Petrie published a short theoreti-
cal handbook in which he reasserted both the principles of stratigraphic exca-
vation and those of the ‘pottery’ survey (an aspect to which we return at
§ 2.9).202 The study of pottery is the practical procedure for arriving quickly at
chronological results both of the excavation (even in the absence of inscrip-
tions or sculpture) and of the survey. Petrie was already writing in 1900 that

196 Petrie 1891, folding plan before p. 33; Bliss 1894, pl. II.
197 Petrie 1891; 1892.
198 Petrie 1891, pp. 14–15.
199 See the ‘dilettante’ Schliemann’s negative considerations, dictated by good sense and
experience, in Schmied (ed.) 1960.
200 Silberman 1982, pp. 147–151; Moorey 1991, pp. 25–30,
201 Bliss 1894, pp. 1–17 (ch. 1: The Anatomy of a Tell).
202 Petrie 1904.
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pottery was the key to the excavation, knowledge of it was the ABC of archaeo-
logical work, and a site could be dated in a moment on the basis of pottery on
the surface, while a month would be needed to excavate it in order to find
inscriptions and datable sculptures.203 This also is stating the obvious but at
the time pottery which was not endowed with something of an aesthetic value
was habitually thrown away, without its form and the treatment of its surface
being either recorded or studied.

Petrie’s successors needed to adopt many of his methods (more in the Le-
vant than in Mesopotamia, not to speak of Egypt), but held a double judgement
on him: it was good to publish quickly, but would have been better to have
published competently; the stratigraphic principle was good, but its approxi-
mate nature and ingenuous application was not good; the rapid campaigns in
a multiplicity of sites was good, and his regional contextualization was good,
but it remained necessary for someone to dedicate themselves to a lasting exca-
vation (even for decades) in a reference site. And above all, as far as the theme
of our story goes: the attention to pottery as an element for dating was good,
but attention to the architecture and urbanistic configuration of the site as a
whole was wanting. Therefore a necessary stage, but requiring integration with
other advanced methodologies, in other directions. This is the work which will
present itself to the next generation and to the administration of the mandates
in Palestine, as in Iraq.

203 Petrie 1900, p. 158.





2 Acceptance and modification

2.1 The ‘discovery of bricks’ and the architectural revolution

On the 9th of May 1903 the American, Edgar James Banks, who was digging at
the Iraqi tell of Bismaya (ancient Adab) in search of statues and tablets, went
to visit the site of Fara (ancient Shuruppak), not far away, where the Germans,
Robert Koldewey and Walter Andrae, had carried out excavations in the previ-
ous year. Banks, who used traditional methods, comprised of excavation by
means of tunnels, had his interest aroused by the stories of his own workmen,
who, having worked with the Germans, sung the praises of the new methods.1

Clearly the Arab workmen were never going to be theorists of modern archaeol-
ogy but must have been struck by factors of organization rather than by those
properly of methodology: the regularity of the trenches, the constant presence
of the archaeologists, the quantity and accuracy of the measurements and of
graphic recording, and finally the wish to impose ‘western’ organization of
work instead of trusting to the customs and procedures of the workmen. It is
probable that in singing the praises of the German method the workmen were
only repeating what they had heard from the Germans themselves, who must
have promoted their operational innovations among their workforce in order
to overcome their natural resistance and initial scepticism.

Banks had taken himself to Fara with a baggage of archaeological method
not far superior to that of his workmen, and with the attitude of the rough-and-
ready excavator, compensated nevertheless by good luck, against the cultured
archaeologist who, however, found nothing. He already knew that the Germans
had excavated ‘without great success’. And so he looked at the long and
straight trenches, parallel and at regular intervals, which crossed the whole
tell ‘from desert to desert’ as a work of excessive labour through a sort of mania
for systematic ordering. The principal building was only partly excavated,
since it ‘had not yielded objects of value’. In a word, the Germans had excavat-
ed with 200 workmen for nine months before finding anything of importance
(the tablets), and immediately afterwards had had to leave. Having in this way
gratified his bad conscience, Banks returned to Bismaya convinced that noth-
ing useful could come from the new methods. The lack of understanding was
total, because the new methods were pursuing new aims, foreign to the men-

1 Banks 1912, pp. 243–244, p. 292 for excavation by tunnel. The detailed publication of the
excavation has now been announced, Wilson (ed.) 2012, in which the work of Banks seems to
be re-evaluated.
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tality of the old excavators. To stick to events: today Banks’ book on Adab is
consulted as an antiquarian curiosity, while the excavation of Fara has given
its name to an entire phase of the Mesopotamian Early Dynastic period, with
findings which can be located on Andrae’s detailed ground plans.2 To excuse
Banks we need to recognize that excavation by means of a tunnel was still in
practice in the 1930s (if only occasionally), well after the technical and method-
ological innovations which we are about to discuss.3

Quite apart from the relatively minor excavation of Fara (and also of other
sites), the great achievements of Koldewey and Andrae were sensational. Robert
Koldewey, who had been trained in classical excavations (in Greece and Italy)
and had then acted as co-director of the excavation of Zincirlı (in south-east
Anatolia),4 excavated Babylon from 1899 until 1917, when, in the middle of the
World War, the British occupation of Iraq put an end to the work.5 Walter An-
drae excavated Assur from 1903 until 1914.6 The volumes of the final reports,
which came out in the following decades,7 and the summaries directed to a
wider public,8 indicate a turning point in Near-Eastern archaeology. Koldewey
and Andrae were architects and in the German (as well as Austrian) environ-
ment of classical archaeology the principle had already become current in the
seventies of the nineteenth century that an excavation was directed by an ar-
chaeologist but the visual recording (ground plans and surveys of the monu-

2 Heinrich and Andrae 1931; Martin 1988.
3 Frankfort, Jacobsen, and Preusser 1932, p. 19 with fig. 13; Frankfort and Lloyd 1940, figs. 3,
15, etc. and pp. 8–9, 16, 26, 57.
4 He excavated with von Luschan 1888–92, cf. Andrae 1943. The excavation (directed by
Humann in 1888 and by von Luschan with Koldewey in 1890, 1894, 1902) was begun as an
eastern extension of classical archaeology. On Koldewey cf. Wartke (ed.) 2008 (studies by Mar-
zahn and Matthes on his character, van Ess and Machule on his methods); Alaura 2010b.
5 Biography written by Andrae 1952. On the excavation of Babylon: Renger (ed.) 1999; Oates
1979; Marzahn 2008b; Brusasco 2012, pp. 49–54 and passim.
6 Andrae’s own autobiography is illuminating on his life and personality (Andrae 1961); valua-
ble information (on the part of his son Ernst) in the catalogue of his watercolours (Andrae and
Boehmer 1992, pp. 108–154). Theoretical writings: Andrae 1929; 1949; 1957. On the decision to
excavate Assur: Matthes 1997; on the excavation Marzahn and Salje (eds.) 2003; Renger (ed.)
2011; Leick 2001, pp. 186–207.
7 The final reports of Babylon were published in the WVDOG series, initially as Koldewey’s
works (1911; 1918a, then the posthumous volumes of 1931 and 1932 edited by Wetzel), and of
the collaborators Reuther 1926; Wetzel 1930; Wetzel and Weissbach 1938. The reports on Assur
came out in the same series, firstly with Andrae’s works (1909; 1913a; 1913b; 1921; 1922; 1935),
then Preusser 1954; 1955; Haller and Andrae 1955 (Andrae died in 1956 and had been blind for
some years); Miglus 1996. On the project of publication now in course cf. Renger 2003; 2011.
8 Koldewey 1913 for Babylon; Andrae 1938a for Assur. On Babylon also Wiseman 1985;
Brusasco 2012; on the success Renger 1999; id. (ed.) 1999.
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ments, as stratigraphy was not yet practised in historical sites) was entrusted
to architects. So the Austrian Alexander Conze, who excavated at Samothrace
from 1873, and the Prussian Ernst Curtius, who excavated at Olympia from 1875,
were archaeologists and ancient art historians, but made use of architects for
the monumental reliefs. I also recall that Wilhelm Dörpfeld, also a professional
archaeologist, and trained at the excavation of Olympia, then went to direct the
excavation of Troy for the dilettante Schliemann in the years 1882–90.

Unlike Conze and Curtius, the architects Koldewey and Andrae directed
the excavations themselves.9 The fact is that at the time professional archaeol-
ogists for the Mesopotamian world did not exist, and the excavation – apart
from the discovery of objects and cuneiform tablets – consisted primarily of
picking out, cleaning and entering on a plan the great monumental structures
in unfired brick. If you recall what was said at § 1.4, the technique of ‘messy’
excavation with pick and shovel was ill-adapted to identifying unfired brick
walls. The walls were often removed in whole or in part, at least if they were
not accentuated and protected by stone cladding, and as a result the nine-
teenth-century ground plans were scanty and incomplete, with the larger
buildings bobbing in the void. The German architects decided that to position
both the wall structures and the finds it was necessary to establish a grid of
horizontal reference (with great squares of 100 × 100 m, subdivided into
squares of 20 × 20 m), and measure the vertical levels, in such a way as to have
an exact three-dimensional position.10 And they decided that to draw the walls
(the surrounding, but also the internal structures) they needed to mark their
outlines clearly and to do this needed to excavate with straight cuts (through
horizontal planes and vertical walls) and to clean (scrape) the surfaces. As
though by a spell, on the straight and cleaned surfaces there appeared the
outlines of single bricks and the external edges of walls, which in this way
could be excavated from the top down to the level of the floor, and then put
onto the ground plan, drawing them brick by brick.11 It is an obvious tech-
nique, but was innovative then, and the workmen trained by Andrae at Assur
were the first in a profession which was passed from father to son; they are
the sherqati (from the Arabic name for Assur: Qal’at Sherqat) recruited
throughout the twentieth century by all the archaeological missions in Iraq.

9 For placing Koldewey and Andrae in the context of the German tradition Cordoba 2003 is
excellent; on the German architectural school Schmid 1999.
10 Andrae 1929. The squares were used for topographical reference, but not to set limits to
the excavation. On Andrae’s care over recording cf. Bär 2003; the criticisms of Leick 2001 are
altogether out of place.
11 Liverani 2000; Micale and Nadali 2008; earlier Lloyd 1947, pp. 197–203; then Seymour
2008a.
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But the German revolution was not a simple technical expedient, nor only
the outcome of the architectural professionalism of two masters. In a sort of
spiritual testament, published posthumously,12 Andrae established the three
ethical principles of archaeology, placing them within the context of a geistes-
geschichtlich approach (i.e. of the history of the spirit) to the excavation: 1)
respect for the ground (Ehrfurcht vor dem Erdboden), 2) very precise observa-
tion (genaueste Beobachtung), 3) unselfishness (Selbstlosigkeit). It is a clear and
at times explicit attack on the excavations of the past – but still of the present –
which were on the contrary characterized by the brutal violation of the ground,
lack of accurate recording, and search for profit. It is a true manifesto, which
was consciously meant to indicate a new stage in the spiritual history of hu-
manity.

Besides, in the great cultural ferment of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Germany the
town planner had also found his place: the roots were there in the process of
industrialization and urbanization of the European continent in general, but
with German unification in 1870 the theory of town planning was defined and
its administrative practice laid down, comprising the town-planning law of
1875, the debate on the plan for regulation (1876), the ‘Greater Berlin’ competi-
tion (1910), the beginning of international conferences on town planning, the
town-planning exhibitions (Dresden 1903; Vienna 1904; Boston 1909), the
town-planning journals (‘Der Städtebau’ from 1904; ‘Town Planning Review’
from 1910). The excitement over town planning in the years 1870–1910 was a
phenomenon spread throughout Europe,13 but Germany’s role was undoubted-
ly one of pre-eminence in the vanguard of the movement.14

Returning to Koldewey and Andrae, the extensive excavations of large cit-
ies (at Babylon the finds were also very remarkable) systematically brought to
light not only the city walls and gates, and thereby the shape of the external
boundary of the settlement, and the principal public buildings – palaces and
temples, which were obviously the main target of the excavation, but also siza-
ble districts of private houses and thus the structure of the town plan as a
whole. In particular, at Babylon in the district called Merkes, that is, the ‘city

12 Andrae 1957.
13 On pre-nineteenth-century town planning cf. Finotto 1992, and the reflections of Quaroni
1967, pp. 49–52. On later town planning Choay 1965, pp. 7–83, and 1970 (note 1: the French
term ‘urbaniste’ was coined in 1867 but spread in 1910); Sica 1970, pp. 159–273. Giedion 1941,
pp. 234–267 on the role of the world exhibitions in London (Crystal Palace 1851) and Paris
(Exposition Universelle, 1855) at the same date as the discovery of the Assyrian capitals; then
the following ones in Paris 1867, 1878, 1889, Chicago 1893 etc.
14 Piccinato 1974 includes the documents (pp. 187–256 regulatory plans, 507–515 town plan-
ning laws, 543–548 conferences, 548–552 exhibitions, 455–474 the Berlin competition).
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centre’ (markaz) we can distinguish between three phases of work: the marking
out of the blocks of buildings over the whole area, the selective excavation of
some of the blocks, and the theoretical reconstruction of the entire city, which
was essentially (but not exactly) orthogonal, in some ways ‘Hippodamean’
(with a certain amount of forcing, owed to the traditional preconceptions). This
wish to reconstruct the entire urban settlement, and to transfer with accuracy
the data from the excavation to the theoretical reconstruction indicates a great
innovation in the study of the Near-Eastern cities. And also the accurate study
of the private houses, in their technical aspects (the construction, but also the
basic furnishing), remained unrivalled until recent decades.

The results of the new methods were received in different ways, and it
needs to be said at once that while the technical procedure was very easy to
adopt, the project of a complete urbanistic reconstruction remained unparal-
leled for a very long time. But even at the operative level reception was far
from general. In the British-American sphere there was going to be some sort
of influence: at Nineveh R. Campbell Thompson began in 1904 to pay attention
to the architectural surveys, at Nippur Hermann V. Hilprecht (who was by ori-
gin and training German) sought to do the same (from 1900),15 and finally the
new method was introduced by Pinhas Delougaz and Conrad Preusser (the lat-
ter also German) in the mission of the Oriental Institute of Chicago (at Khorsa-
bad and on the Diyala) in the 1930s.16 In contrast the French, already at work
at Susa from 1884–86 (Marcel-Auguste Dieulafoy), continued undismayed –
with Jacques de Morgan (1897–1908) and Roland de Mecquenem (1908–46)17 –
to make use of crude methods and, still more, to develop theories (as we al-
ready hinted at in § 1.7) based on ‘industrial exploitation’ of a mining type
(all three directors were mining engineers) with great cuts that carried away
everything, without mercy, to obtain the long terraces and wide flat spaces at
a uniform level.18 Only when a tomb or wall was found was a negative level
taken (from the reference level of the height of the tell), leaving the slender
evidence of the bore samples, cylindrical in form and bound swiftly to disinte-
grate. Similar backwardness in the techniques of excavation and in architectur-
al and topographical survey was still found in the first decades of the twentieth
century at Tello, where the plans roughly sketched buildings hanging in the

15 The ‘stratigraphy’ of Ekur is also in Hilprecht 1903, p. 549.
16 Frankfort, Jacobsen, and Preusser 1932, p. 5; cf. Lloyd 1963, pp. 29–47.
17 On the three characters: Chevalier 1992; Carter 1992; on institutional and diplomatic as-
pects: Chevalier 2002, pp. 113–203.
18 De Mexquenem 1922, pl. III. The theory of exploitation by mining is laid out in de Morgan
1905 (and repeated by Parrot 1953a, pp. 37–39), the preceding method in de Morgan 1900.
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void, and the photographs of the excavation documented the working reality (a
mob of workmen, messy excavations, confusion of levels, floors always passed
through, walls left hanging in the air, etc.).19

Andrae’s attack regarding ‘respect for the ground’ certainly derived from
this procedure of violence. In a certain sense the mining excavation was also
the result of an evolution, from excavation in tunnels (the ‘native’ method) to
great earth movings (the ‘industrial’ method) through horizontal planes and
vertical walls, connected to the use of the décauville and industrial organiza-
tion of the work. But in contrast to German architectural modernity, intended
to visualize the structure, French mining modernity, intent on carrying away,
on exploiting the archaeological ground, considered a ‘mine’ of finds, certainly
did not help in understanding, and even less in visualizing, the town planning
of the sites excavated.

The ‘discovery of the bricks’ is the archaeological aspect of one of the most
vast revolutions which the German academic world pursued conscientiously to
the end of the nineteenth century.20 The German universities, upon which Wil-
helm von Humboldt had conferred a structure and a definite ‘mission’ a cen-
tury earlier,21 were at the front of scholarship, above all of Near-Eastern philol-
ogy. In contrast the great archaeological and epigraphic discoveries of the Near
East had been made by people who not only were not professionals or aca-
demics, but above all were not German, being British or French. Obviously the
commercial and diplomatic ‘pre-colonial’ presence of Britain and France in the
ports of the Levant, and their support of the ‘sick man of Europe’ – the Ottoman
Empire in decline – played a part, as did the late political unification of Germa-
ny (even although Prussia had already effected both her university reform and
her presence in the Near East). German academic frustration went back to the
middle of the nineteenth century: just think how the astonishing ‘demonstra-
tion’ of the successful decipherment of cuneiform sees as protagonists three
Englishmen (Edward Hinks, Henry Rawlinson and Henry Fox Talbot) and one
Frenchman (Jules Oppert) but no Germans!22 Furthermore, G. R. Grotefend’s
work on the proto-decipherment (so to speak) of Persian cuneiform (from 1802)
had remained in practice marginalized. The German reaction was at first to
show great contempt for the imprecise competence of the French and English,
and then above all to produce works that were truly ‘scientific’ in the field of

19 Cros 1910, Plan B, C, ‘Coupe’ at pages 70–71, photograph in the ‘Vues’ 1–4; id. 1911, fig. a,
p. 126; id. 1914, Plan F, H, K, fig. 11 at p. 299, photograph at ‘Vues’ 7–14.
20 Development of German orientalism: Hauser 2001.
21 His theoretical work is from 1792, the foundation of the University of Berlin is from 1810.
22 Pallis 1956, pp. 159–161. On decipherment of cuneiform see most recently Cathcart 2011.
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philology. The rationalization of Assyrian grammar and vocabulary was the
work of the German Assyrian school, in particular of Eberhard Schrader,23

Friedrich Delitzsch24 and Carl Bezold,25 and the first syntheses on the geogra-
phy and history of ancient Assyria, based on the texts more than on the de-
scriptions of the archaeological remains, were the work of Schrader,26 Fritz
Hommel27 and Hugo Winckler.28 The British reactions to the German claims
to the scientific approach to philology were largely of incomprehension and
censure.29

But academic rivalry gained a political dimension following the unification
of Germany in 1871.30 The unified German state exerted itself on all fronts to
close the gap between it and its rivals – beginning with a programme of coloni-
al presence (1884: Tanganyika, Togo, Cameroon, and South-West Africa) which
clearly sought to keep pace with what France and Britain had already started.
In relations with the Ottoman Empire, while the British and French commercial
and financial presence was by now well rooted, Germany exploited two stra-
tegic sectors: the railway projects (linking Istanbul, across all of Anatolia and
Syria, to Baghdad on one side and Mecca on the other)31 and military advisers
(already exercised by Prussia from 1835, with individuals of the calibre of the
future Marshal von Moltke).32 The strategic character of these two sectors
would be fully revealed when they emerged into the alliance of the Ottoman
Empire with Germany at the start of the First World War. Even the travels of
scholars were at least partly dragged into these relationships: for example Ed-
ward Sachau at the end of his long journey (Aden–Basra–Babylonia–Assyria–
Aleppo) flung himself into considerations of the feasibility of a railway to Bagh-
dad.33 And afterwards it became clear how the sites of German excavations
were mainly situated along the railway line.

23 Schrader 1878; 1883.
24 Delitzsch 1887–90 (dictionary); 1889 (grammar); 1900 (chrestomathy).
25 Bezold 1889–99 (catalogue of the tablets in the British Museum); 1887 (vocabulary, then
published by Goetze in 1926).
26 Schrader 1878; 1883.
27 Hommel 1885; 1904.
28 Winckler 1892.
29 Budge 1925, pp. 223–241, ignores the methodological question and the ‘scientific method’.
30 Marchand 1984.
31 Earle 1923; Pick 1975; Schöllgen 1984, pp. 118–131 and 205–226; further information in Alau-
ra 2006, n. 23. We will remember that the Suez Canal was opened in 1869, and Egypt came
under British control in 1882.
32 Trumpener 1975; Schöllgen 1984, pp. 32–37.
33 Sachau 1900.
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At a purely cultural level, the visit of Kaiser Wilhelm II to Istanbul (October
1898) and then Jerusalem34 had a double purpose. The first had a religious
nature, linked to the question of ‘holy places’. France had a role as protector
of eastern Christianity and guardian of the holy places, which dated back a
long way and was recognized by the Sublime Porte. Lutheran Germany intend-
ed to balance the Catholic presence of France with a Protestant presence. The
second aim was to obtain a place, not just equal but absolutely pre-eminent,
in the archaeological exploration of the Near-Eastern world (Mesopotamian as
well as Palestinian).35 The initiative had been well prepared: in 1894 a commis-
sion had been set up to study the means of entry into the archaeological com-
petition and the Deutsche Orient-Gesellschaft had been founded36 a few
months before the Kaiser’s trip, while the opening of the Vorderasiatische Ab-
teilung of the Berlin Museum would take place in 1899.37 The prestigious con-
cessions for excavation at Babylon and Assur38 were a result of the Kaiser’s
visit, and gave the further possibility of demonstrating the scientific character
of German scholars compared to the British and French ‘on the ground’ in
archaeology, as it had already been shown by ‘on the desk’ studies in philolo-
gy. But the bearing of the two great German excavations on the possibility of
visualizing the great cities of the Ancient Near East in an acceptable manner
deserves a separate discussion.

2.2 From Liberty to Bauhaus: the city takes form

Walter Andrae was an individual of great cultural and professional depth; let
us spell it out – he was a genius.39 When in 1898–99 he joined Koldewey’s first
Babylonian mission at the age of twenty-four, he knew nothing of Near-Eastern
archaeology, and the older expert described him as ‘a foolish boy who can’t

34 Shöllgen 1981; 1984, pp. 107–114; Silberman 1982, pp. 161–170; Matthes 1998.
35 Matthes 1999; Freischlader 2000 (excellent and exhaustive); Crüsemann 2001.
36 Von Schuler 1968; Renger 1979; Wilhelm (ed.) 1998, pp. 5–13; Matthes 1998 for the history
of the foundation. The society was to publish in its Mitteilungen, from 1899 to 1914, the prelimi-
nary reports on the excavations at Babylon, Assur, Fara, Boğazköi, and Warka (as well as
those in Egypt and in Palestine).
37 Crüsemann 2001 reconstructs the progressive arrangement of Mesopotamian antiquities in
the Berlin Museum. cf. also Alaura 2010a (with exhaustive bibliography).
38 See Wilhelm’s chapters on Babylon and Maul’s on Assur in Wilhelm (ed.) 1998. For Kolde-
wey and Andrae in the context of Wilhelmine Germany cf. Crüsemann 2003; Micale 2005, 147–
151; 2008b; Marchand 1996, pp. 188–220 (openly hostile).
39 Bär 2003.
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Fig. 11: Walter Andrae, general view of Assur.

tell the difference between a post-hole and a fox’s earth’;40 but only two years
later Koldewey considered him sufficiently mature to entrust him with the ex-
cavation of Fara and then the prestigious one of Assur. An archaeological gen-
ius, he was also an impassioned and able draughtsman and painter. Whereas
his watercolours of the Near-Eastern landscape are simply pleasing, his recon-
structions of the ancient cities of Assyria are completely innovative in the way
they present the discoveries made to the public, and above all assume an at-
tempt, then without precedent, of entering into the landscape and life of the
city in that remote civilization [fig. 11; see also fig. 13]. His stage-set for the
historical pantomime of Sardanapalus (performed in Berlin in 1908) constitutes
the first and only case of an ‘Assyrian’ stage set entrusted to an archaeologist:
and this is due to his personality and multifarious abilities, as archaeologist
and artist.41

40 The judgement (a letter to Puchstein of January 1899) is in Koldewey 1925, pp. 134–135; cf.
Andrae and Boehmer 1989, p. 6; Córdoba 2003, p. 48; Alaura 2010c, p. 29 n.73. On relations
between Koldewey and Andrae cf. Matthes 2011.
41 Andrae and Boehmer 1992, Tab. 88 (cat. n.132) for the colour reproduction, pp. 125–127 for
the story of the event.
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Fig. 12: Robert Koldewey, Babylon: ground plan and reconstruction of the temple of
Nebuchadnezzar II.

Obviously the very look of the urban reconstructions drawn by Andrae
and, of course, Koldewey before him [fig. 12], fits in with the trends of the
time, which emerge from building projects (and their realization) that can be
projected over the whole urban fabric and how it is visualized.42 These trends
can be placed in the context of a wider journey which sets off from the decora-
tive arts of the belle époque (of the Art Nouveau, Liberty and Jugendstil kind)
obtained from an almost obsessive ornamentation of surfaces and the use of
decorative elements both classical and eastern (Egyptian, Chinese and Turkish
motifs of a late eighteenth-century stamp), then to arrive at the aesthetics of
mass, which prefers simple, homogenous, undecorated surfaces, favouring
function as an end in itself over decoration. It is enough here to note that the
process began in the two decades that bridged the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury (especially with Otto Wagner and the Nutzstil, and with Adolf Loos)43 then
to emerge in the full light of the twentieth century in the German Bauhaus (and
also in the work of Frank Lloyd Wright in the United States, of Le Corbusier in

42 On the visual reconstructions of Koldewey and Andrae see the excellent Córdoba 2003
(with exhaustive bibliography).
43 Saggio 2010, p. 32 and passim.
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France, and of others).44 It was therefore a journey of a certain length, which,
however, was given a marked acceleration with the trauma of the Great War.

Coming then to the pictorial visualization of the cities of the Ancient Near
East, this process is immediately clear in a simple comparison of the reconstruc-
tions of Fergusson or Place with those of the early twentieth century, particular-
ly Andrae’s. We pass from Egyptian-Turkish decorative art, which fills every
square inch of the walls, and from obelisks, pinnacles and banners waving in
the wind, to a severe and functional representation of the buildings, which are
set, moreover, within a comprehensive urban fabric, which had previously been
absent. Actually, from the moment the Assyrian capitals were discovered the
decorative style could easily have been copied by painters and stage designers,
using to a great measure the ornamentation of the sculptured slabs; instead,
the architectural structures remained submerged under miscomprehension and
anachronisms:45 a result of the non-visibility of cities excavated by Botta’s and
Layard’s methods. The innovative contribution of Andrae, and of the German
school as a whole, is therefore twofold: their architectural and urbanistic com-
petence produces the first setting of buildings in the city fabric; and the employ-
ment of the ‘severe’ style fits well into favouring the larger picture (also part of
an architectural matrix) rather than decoration of the surfaces.

It does not seem to me (from the little that I am able to assess) that Andrae
belonged to any particular school of drawing, and anyway the reconstructive
drawings of Assur are spread over an arc of various decades. But looking at
the German context, we can say that his personal journey was focused in the
same direction as the Bauhaus movement. Argan’s definitions – ‘the liberation
of architecture from a flood of ornament, the accent placed on its structural
functions, and the adoption of concise and economical solutions’, ‘new kinds
of wallpaper, absolutely free of figurative elements, whose value consists of
the quality of the surface, of the “weave” or “grain” of the material’ – could
well be applied to Andrae’s reconstructions of Assyria.46 In other words, if in
artistic theory of the Liberty type the surface (the wall of the building) was the
prop of the decoration, like a large page to fill (and to fill completely, horror
vacui!), in this Bauhaus type the wall has a value in itself, it is the third dimen-
sion that transforms the plan into a three-dimensional model, and so stands
out better if empty, undecorated. As regards the famous (and continuously re-

44 Biraghi 2008, I, pp. 62–88 (late-nineteenth-century movements in Germany, France, the
United States), 99–110 (Otto Wagner), 119–130 (Peter Behrens), 163–174 (Adolf Loos). On the
formal principles of the Bauhaus cf. Argan 1957; Saggio 2010, p. 44.
45 Exemplification in McCall 1998, pp. 202–206.
46 Argan 1957, pp. 74 and 67.
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produced) pictorial reconstruction of ‘Nineveh’ [fig. 7] (but actually of Nimrud)
drawn by Thomas Mann Baynes (1849; often erroneously attributed to Fergus-
son),47 Koldewey and Andrae take the credit for removing certain anachro-
nisms (cupolas, minarets, colonnades on several levels) and of conferring upon
the image of the Assyrian city a greater touch of realism.

In this stylistic process other, properly archaeological, factors also exerted
an influence. The first generations (Botta and Layard, and Place and Rassam)
had excavated to find decorated surfaces (the sculptured slabs), and the
methods of excavation ‘in the dark’ led them to neglect (if not to disdain) the
greater mass. The German architectural school excavated buildings, and did
not come across – whether at Babylon or Assur – completely ornamented
walls; at most they found some isolated decorative elements which stood out
against the solid blank walls or uniform brickwork (think of the dragons and
winged bulls in Babylon’s Processional Way). And here our discussion must
pass from the style of drawing to the experience on the ground. Understanding
of ancient building techniques in unfired brick was obviously helped by knowl-
edge of modern building (of the time), on both the domestic and village level
(Koldewey and Andrae built and lived in ‘mission houses’ of the local style,
while preceding generations of excavators had lived in cities, from where they
came and went), and on a more exacting level (in urban centres such as Alep-
po, Mosul, Baghdad, and others). It seems significant that the architect-archae-
ologist Oskar Reuther, before publishing his work on the inhabited quarter of
Babylon-Merkes, had made a careful study of the architecture of private houses
in modern Baghdad.48 In this way it became possible and indeed natural to
delineate houses correctly with internal courtyards, undecorated outer and in-
ternal walls, no windows, flat roofs, blind alleys, and so on. The ancient cities
also took on the characteristic form of Near-Eastern houses, turned ‘inwards’
towards the central courtyard, unlike Mediterranean houses, turned ‘out-
wards’, towards the street and piazza.

Besides the technical publications of the excavation results at Assur and
Babylon,49 the theoretical reconstructions of great architectural complexes (tem-
ples and palaces) or of entire urban landscapes which are found in the popular
volumes published by both Koldewey and Andrae are still more significant.50

The imaginary scenes of Assur and Babylon are not so very unlike the actual

47 Published in Layard 1849–53, II, pl. 1; cf. Fagan 2007, pp. 152–155.
48 Reuther 1910.
49 Cf. above, note 7; the report on the ziggurat (Schmid 1995; cf. George 2005–06) is excellent
but 80 years late.
50 Koldewey 1913; Andrae 1938a.
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Fig. 13: Walter Andrae, Assur, detail of daily life.

scenes of the modern cities. Even the hints at the ‘life’ (of both palace and city)
show similar tendencies towards the realities of daily life and purposeful activ-
ity. The first reconstructions of Assyrian palaces (nineteenth-century, of the Fer-
gusson kind) populated them with characters in ceremonial dress, intent on
doing absolutely nothing, apart from displaying themselves, borrowing this and
that from the processions of officials in the reliefs of Sargon II at Khorsabad.
Andrae’s reconstructions, on the other hand, bring in ordinary people and flocks
of sheep, guards and fishermen, in commonplace contexts which give a sense
of real life and daily happenings among the lower classes as well [fig. 13].51

The German excavations at Babylon and Assur also suffered from the
trauma of the Great War and the first years after the war (with reparations
imposed on Germany and the terrible inflation of the first years of the 1920s):
there were interruptions to the excavations in the Near East, and difficulties
in working due to lack of means, but a tenacious will to obtain concrete re-

51 The urban addition and human presence is also noted by Micale 2007b; 2008b, who em-
phasizes the Germans’ debt to Place, but recognizes the detachment of the latter, who does
not introduce human beings into his reconstructions.
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sults – at least in exhibiting the materials and in preparing the publications,
two tasks which Andrae carried forward with exceptional energy and clarity
of purpose. He also founded (in 1926) a Koldewey-Gesellschaft, as a working
community of architect-archaeologists, organizing annual conferences.52

In practice, while the watercolours and plans made on the spot date to the
pre-war period, all the drawn reconstructions of urban settlements are post-
war. For example, the reconstructed view of Sam’al53 is from 1923, and so in-
deed are those of Babylon,54 while those of Assur55 appear at intervals between
1908 and 1937 (by then on the eve of the Second World War). There is therefore
the whole course of forty years between Koldewey’s and Andrae’s first visual
reconstructions and the latter’s final drawings, even if the formative period is
clearly that of the work in the field. This temporal spread also explains a num-
ber of differences between the work of the two leading figures. Koldewey’s
Babylon is all intact and regular (geometrical), while in the ancient reality and
in the results of the excavation there were building lots (ruins), different
heights, empty spaces, heaps of rubbish, vegetable gardens, little fields, and
much irregularity.56 Real life, we know, is less regular and also less noble than
on paper, and the life visualized by Koldewey is a model, or more exactly a
projection. For the most part, in Koldewey the weight of tradition is noticeable:
his Babylon derives from the descriptions of Herodotus and Ctesias at least
insofar as it does not come from the results of the excavation, and his aerial
view of Babylon57 resembles more than it should that of Athanasius Kircher.
The other famous reconstruction (and in continuous reproduction), which is
that of Unger,58 is only slightly more realistic [fig. 14].

Andrae was much less affected by tradition and classical descriptions. Not
only did he belong to a later generation, but also Assur had none of those
ancient descriptions which had inevitably influenced the image of Babylon.59

But Andrae was more creative, more original. We have noted among other

52 See the site www.koldewey-Gesellschaft.de. On exhibiting Wartke 2003; Marzahn 2008a.
53 Andrae and Boehmer 1992, Abb. 20; German excavations (von Luschan, 1890–94) in which
Koldewey took part.
54 Ibid. Abb. 210–211.
55 Ibid. Abb. 128–131.
56 Cf. Baker 2003, pp. 68–69; 2007, pp. 67–69; Margueron 2000, p. 474 on the irregularities
in relation to the orthogonal grid.
57 Koldewey 1913, Abb. 119.
58 Unger 1931, Abb, 7 and frontispiece.
59 Mentions in the Old Testament: Frahm 2011; in the classics Rollinger 2011; these always
deal with Assyria, not with the city of Assur (at the height of imperial power the capital was
Nineveh). On Assur’s scant presence in European culture Frahm 2003.
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Fig. 14: Eckard Unger, reconstruction of Neo Babylonian Babylon.
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points how Koldewey assumed a ‘bird’s-eye view’ for his scene of Babylon, in
the Baroque fashion, whereas Andrae preferred a view from the ground, both
to adopt the human point of view, and to accentuate the monumentality of the
elevations.60 Some exaggerations remain even in Andrae, however: for exam-
ple the obsessive presence of the triple-stepped battlements (attested more
from iconography than from archaeology),61 which began a custom that has
continued until today; or the presence of towers flanking the city gates and
doors of temples; or indeed the systematic emphasis on the vertical, with the
heights calculated on the width of the walls, but with the evident aim (or rather
effect) of giving an impression of power. In particular it has been noted that
the Tabira gate of Assur is reconstructed with towers projecting beyond the
façade, which does not correspond to the ground plan; and also the arrow-
slits, the arched gateway, the battlements, the ditch, do not correspond to the
remains as on the ground plan.62 But this is a recurrent emphasis in reconstruc-
tions of ancient architecture, which characterize the buildings as more impos-
ing and complete than they probably were. In our case, the motives (though
not made explicit) for the emphasis on height were of two different orders: the
technical motive is the calculation of height based on the width of the walls
without taking account of the margin of safety, presumably considerable in
antiquity; the ideological motive is that height increases the effect of power,
of majesty. The pity if anything is that the reconstructions of Koldewey and
Andrae were then accepted uncritically as ‘real’,63 and even used just as they
were for those restorations ex novo which are so pleasing to ‘Asian’ taste (and
to western tourists): but we shall return to this in due course (§ 6.1).

2.3 The ancient descriptions

Wartime operations, with Iraq being taken under British control in 1914–15,
which interrupted the German missions’ work on the ground, also meant a
pause in deskwork, which was resumed after the immediate post-war period,64

that is, in the years 1920–30, notwithstanding the economic difficulties (the
huge inflation of Weimar Germany). Alongside the work of the display and
study of the archaeological materials (to which Andrae dedicated himself), the

60 Micale 2007a, p. 126.
61 Micale 2011, pp. 51–53 and 69–70.
62 Micale 2005, pp. 124–125 and 136–139 (with fig. 4); 2007b, pp. 2–3.
63 Micale 2008b.
64 Very pessimistic post-war budget Meyer 1923.
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study of epigraphic materials also assumed great importance. The analysis of
the cuneiform tablets, in search of useful data for reconstructing the historical
topography of Babylon and Assur, had already been started during the excava-
tions, both by Assyriologists (Delitzsch and Weissbach on the topography of
Babylon)65 and by the excavators themselves (Koldewey on the Tower of Ba-
bel,66 Andrae on the topography of Assur67) but they were then carried out
above all by the Assyriologist Eckard Unger. We need to admit that the material
available, while of great interest because recovered precisely from recent exca-
vations, was not such as to enable real descriptions: from the royal inscrip-
tions, in celebratory contexts, lists were extracted of the names of the city
gates, of temples, and little more, but there were also lists of erudite or scholar-
ly character, often with names and sometimes measures of various urbanistic
elements, and the possibility of making this textual information agree with the
results of the excavation was truly enticing.

Unger devoted himself at first to the topographical texts of Assur, translat-
ing a text from Assur itself (KAV 42–44, with more duplicates held by the Brit-
ish Museum) and then proceeding to reconstruct the topography and image of
the city, comparing the texts with the archaeological evidence to draw from
them finally a schematic ground-plan of the city.68 He then gave himself over
to the topography of Babylon, on which there was better documentation. His
book of 1931 was preceded by a long article which already gave the essentials
of the text and of the possible reconstruction.69 The properly topographical
texts were published in the book: the so-called Stadtbeschreibung von Babylon
and various other texts which give the measurements of the buildings (the
ziggurat Esagila of Babylon and Ezida of Borsippa, the surrounding walls and
the ditches) and which list the gates, the quarters, the suburbs, the Euphrates
and canals, the streets and bridges, the altars and chapels, the sanctuaries,
the statues of the gods, the palace, and the museum. To follow, fragments of
ground plans (schematically incised on tablets) were also published, as well
as passages of royal inscriptions containing useful information, administrative,
epistolary and legal texts, and then also ritual texts, calendars of the festivals,
and whatever else might be directly or indirectly useful for the reconstruction.
Some ten years later the Sumerologist Adam Falkenstein attempted a similar
edition of the topographical documentation pertaining to Uruk, stopping how-

65 Delitzsch 1903; Weissbach 1904.
66 Koldewey 1918b.
67 Andrae 1904; 1905a, b; 1906.
68 Unger 1929.
69 Unger 1930; 1931.
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Fig. 15: Ancient ground plan of Nippur.

ever at the first volume,70 relating to the late (Seleucid) period, for which he
had a certain amount of textual material at his disposal, and avoiding treat-
ment of the preceding periods; I do not know if it was planned, but in any case
it was never carried out.

This ‘topographical’ material was to be revisited from time to time, even
for other purposes (for the descriptions of rituals, for the royal celebratory ide-
ology, and such like), and a more precise interest was also to emerge in the
collection and study of the plans of individual buildings (public and private)
incised on the tablets. While the plan of Nippur of the Cassite period [fig. 15]
has become famous (and has been reproduced only too often) as the only plan
of any size and truly urbanistic interest,71 there is also a great mass of plans of
buildings which stretch in time from the Akkadian and Neo-Sumerian age to
the Neo-Babylonian and Persian.72 These plans can moreover be integrated
with virtual ground plans drawn from the texts (legal or administrative), giving
the measurements and boundaries of urban (and agricultural) property and,
with the further help of some mathematical problems,73 can contribute to pro-
vide useful comparisons with archaeological data and so in the last analysis
to reconstruct and visualize the ancient Mesopotamian cities and the agrarian
landscape that surrounded them.74

70 Falkenstein 1941.
71 Millard 1987 and Stone 1991 (with preceding bibliography); other topographical outlines in
Albright 1931 (Nuzi) and André-Salvini 1992 (Tello).
72 Plans of buildings in Heinrich and Seidl 1967; of fields in Liverani 1988–89 (Akkad and
Ur III) and Nemet-Nejat 1982 (Neo-Babylonian). Bagg 2011 is now excellent.
73 Nemet-Nejat 1993, pp. 72–78.
74 Liverani 1988–89 (Ur III); 1996a (general picture); Zaccagnini 1979 (Nuzi); Mori 2003
(Emar).
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Fig. 16: Ground plan of Babylon.

The properly ‘topographical’ lists were then to be revised more recently by
Andrew George,75 with much material added compared to that known to Arthur
Ungnad, in an edition which can by now be considered definitive [fig. 16]. The
old interest in discerning the topography of the cities, completely understand-

75 George 1992; then 1997 and 2008a, b; also id. 1993 (lists of temples); Marzahn 1994; Boiy
2004, pp. 55–98.
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able at the time of the first archaeological explorations of Babylon and Assur,
has by now been succeeded by a more critical interest: on one side to clarify
that the types of text in question are not ‘topographical’ but are rather the cities’
celebratory texts; on the other side to ascertain whether these texts could have
been the source of the classical descriptions. Perhaps the informants of Herodo-
tus and Ctesias, who will presumably have been priests and scribes, in any case
members of the cultured intellectual class of Babylonia in the Persian period,
had access to texts of this type, from which to draw measurements and names
of temples, city walls, gates and streets. The classical image, though distorted
by the ideal of greatness and a wish to make the plan regular, could well have
had a foundation of information not only visual (which would have not have
explained measurements and technical details well) but also written.

I am not in any way undervaluing the information drawn from the portray-
als of the cities in the Assyrian reliefs, which were obviously used in this sense
from the beginning of their discovery,76 even if with little critical scrutiny as
regards the clear presence of factors of standardization, idealization, lack of
proportion and simplification which marks them. I want here only to note the
convergence between the iconographic portrayals of the enemy cities (por-
trayed while besieged by the Assyrian army) and their brief textual descrip-
tions: both concentrate only on the walls and towers, and even seem to reduce
the descriptions of the cities to their defences: a clear outcome of the ‘lens of
the besieger’ which is at the root of Assyrian experience.

Finally, the little three-dimensional terracotta models of houses, while
clearly unable to compete with the little wooden models conserved in the Egyp-
tian tombs, do, however, provide valuable images, for example of the presence
of a second floor. But interest has only recently been concentrated on these
clay models.77

2.4 Imagining Jerusalem

The western world was most widely aware of archaeological interest in the
‘Holy Land’, because of the obvious Biblical and Christian links – just as the
excavations in Mesopotamia or Egypt were more interesting when they could
be linked to the events of the Old and New Testaments. When archaeological
activities in the Near East began to take off in the mid-nineteenth century,
many countries established foundations dedicated to the promotion of the his-

76 Excellent studies by Borchardt and Bleibtreu 2011 and Micale 2011; earlier Reade 1998.
77 Bretschneider 1991; Muller 2000; 2002.
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torical and archaeological knowledge of Palestine (this word was then used
correctly as a geographical term, without the implications which later devel-
oped and which make it ‘politically correct’ today to speak of the ‘Southern
Levant’), and generally with a seat of operations in Jerusalem. The first institu-
tion was the British Palestine Exploration Fund, founded in 1865, followed by
the German Deutsche Palästina-Verein (1878), the École Biblique of the French
Dominicans (1890), and finally by the American Schools of Oriental Research
(1900), all with establishments in Jerusalem. In Rome, the Pontifical Biblical
Institute was founded (in 1909) with the aim of promoting archaeological ex-
ploration and it also had a seat in Jerusalem.

It will be useful here to contrast the two contrasting poles of Near-Eastern
urban archaeology at their beginnings between the mid-nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries: on one side Babylon (and Nineveh), on the other Jerusa-
lem. Babylon and Nineveh were the accursed cities, the capitals of the empire
of evil, while Jerusalem was the holy city, capital of the chosen people. But
archaeologically the opposite was true: Babylon and Assyria showed them-
selves relatively ‘easy’ to excavate, and immediately gave excellent results, not
only architectural and urbanistic, but also epigraphic. Jerusalem [fig. 17] on
the other hand could not be excavated, not only because it was inhabited, but
above all because it was full of sacred places (Christian, Judaic and Islamic),
which certainly could not be altered, far less removed.

As for the literary sources, available long before the movement to archaeo-
logical investigations and able to give an idea of how those cities had been
built, even with them there was a great difference. For ‘picturing Babel’ the
descriptions of the ancient authors could be tranquilly subjected to criticism;
but for ‘picturing Jerusalem’ the descriptions that the Biblical Book of Kings
(I Kings, 6–7) gives of the First Temple and Palace of Solomon (very detailed
descriptions with plenty of precise measurements) could not be placed in doubt,
dealing as they were with texts of divine inspiration. It was possibly only to
place the temple and palace mentally on the site of the ‘Old City’ (that inside
the Herodian walls) taking up practically that whole area. For the period in
question, faith in the literal reliability of the biblical text was dominant, both
among the general public and among many biblical scholars, who, being gener-
ally Protestant clergymen, Catholic priests or Jewish rabbis, had an attitude
strongly conditioned by their faith. It is true that at least from the middle of the
nineteenth century textual analysis, above all German (with Julius Wellhausen
and others), had attacked the character of the Bible as a ‘revelationary’ text and
therefore not susceptible to criticism; the public of believers, however, remained
impervious to this critical and lay approach.78

78 The question is recapitulated in Kraus 1956.
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Fig. 17: Ground plan of Jerusalem.
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Given Jerusalem’s archaeological impracticability, excavations were begun
in other sites in Palestine towards the end of the nineteenth century, with pref-
erence for those which could be linked to the biblical text. But excavation in
Palestine turned out to be much more difficult than in Mesopotamia.79 The
visible remains of the ancient cities did not appear comparable to the monu-
mentality of the Egyptian temples or Assyrian palaces and were covered by
modest tell, whose remains appeared ‘without style, without date’ (to quote
Ernest Renan’s expression, to which we shall return at § 2.10). When the exca-
vations began (in the ways established by Petrie at Tell el-Hesi: cf. § 1.8) they
found innumerable superimposed layers of levels modest in size and quality,
which did not make a wide visualization of the city easy – even if then, in
retrospect, it stimulated the adoption of more accurate methods than in Egypt
or Mesopotamia. For the most part these excavations, difficult as they were for
the methods of the time, proved themselves very sparing of epigraphical finds,
causing great disillusion to those who had hoped for or dreamt of archives of
the importance of the Assyro-Babylonian ones. The dearth of texts of a Pales-
tinian provenance meant that the comparison of the biblical text with archaeo-
logical discoveries moved spatially – so to speak – to a comparison with dis-
coveries outside Palestine. The public and religiously orthodox scholars had
welcomed with enthusiasm the results of the first excavations in Assyria and
Babylon, thinking that the new discoveries, above all the cuneiform tablets,
showed that ‘the Bible was right’ (as a successful popular book of the mid-
nineteenth century was entitled) contrary to the nihilist hypercriticism of Ger-
man philologists.80 It was only to be with the work of William F Albright,81

well into the twentieth century, that excavations in Palestine were also used in
a biblical role, and this was done in two ways: defining the chronology of
pottery as a means for showing that the period of life of a given city, as obtaina-
ble from the Bible, actually coincided with the archaeological results; and then
giving preference to those sites and buildings which had definite links with
the biblical text: from the walls of Jericho to the stables of Solomon, just to
quote the two most sensational cases. Both these cases, let it be said in paren-
thesis, then turned out to be misleading: the excavations of Jericho in reality
showed that at the time of the Israelite conquest of Palestine the city had been
uninhabited for centuries (we shall return to this at § 4.6); and as for the ‘sta-

79 Moorey 1991, pp. 25–53 (excavations 1890–1925), 14–23 (earlier); Ben-Arieh 1979; Silberman
1982.
80 The popularity of Sayce’s works 1893; 1907 anticipated that of Keller 1955.
81 On Albright and biblical archaeology 1925–48, Running and Freedman 1975; Moorey 1991,
pp. 54–86; Long 1997; Fernman 2000.
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bles of Solomon’ found at Megiddo, it has by now been ascertained that they
are indeed stables (in spite of the doubts expressed on the subject), but are
attributed to the Omride dynasty and not to Solomon.82

This is not the place to describe individually all the Palestinian excavations
from the end of the nineteenth century to the outbreak of the First World War,
but I must at least mention the importance of the Austrian-German excavations
at Tel Taannac (Sellin), the German at Megiddo (Schumacher) and Jericho (Sell-
in), the British (Palestine Exploration Fund) at Tell el-Hesi (Bliss) and Gezer
(Macalister), and the American ones at Samaria (Reisner); we should also
record the interest the Americans took in asserting the stratigraphic principle
that for dating a building it is not enough to define the architectural phases
(as the Germans did in Palestine, no more nor less than in Mesopotamia), but
there is a need to distinguish and date the layers of fill.83 But the refining and
spread of the stratigraphic method was not to happen before the period of
mandated rule, and even then Fisher was to excavate (Megiddo, 1925) at arbi-
trary cuts of 30 cm,84 and the elderly Petrie continued (Tell el’Ajjul, 1930–34)
to outline ‘stratigraphies’ no better than the ones introduced by him more than
forty years earlier in his fleeting incursion at Tell el-Hesi. Whether good or bad,
the period between the two world wars was to be rich in excavations, which
was to make Palestine perhaps the most intensely excavated area in the world,
but certainly not the best excavated. The judgement of Mortimer Wheeler (pro-
tagonist of the introduction of the stratigraphic method but by now towards
the end of the period of the mandates) is often quoted and was cited earlier,
according to which Palestine was the region in which more ‘sins’ (archaeologi-
cal) had been committed than in any other part of the world of similar size.85

At the same time we need, however, to recognize that we are also talking of
the region in which developed – in a Near-Eastern context – methods more
rigorous than in the large and ‘easy’ metropoleis of Egypt and Mesopotamia.
But we shall speak of the methodological progress of the period of the colonial
mandates further ahead (§ 2.11).

While dreams of Jerusalem86 and a preference for biblical ‘references’ con-
tinued, yet the city of ancient Israel began to take form.87 The excavations con-

82 Holladay 1986; Finkelstein et al. (eds.) 2006; now Liverani 2012b.
83 Reisner 1924 (excavations of 1908–10), notes by Moorey 1991, pp. 35–36.
84 Fisher 1929; Guy 1931.
85 Wheeler 1954, p. 16.
86 Material knowledge was making no progress, but imagination overflowed, given the enor-
mous historical and religious value of the temple of Jerusalem; cf. Matthiae 2009.
87 Description and bibliography in Herzog 1997.
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centrated on the Iron Age cities (precisely the lifetime of the Kingdom of Israel)
disregarding for now the Bronze Age cities (‘Canaanite’), and so obscuring the
historical run as a whole. The type that emerged was a citadel (more than a
city), of modest size, placed on a hill, perched on the summit of a tell already
a thousand years old, well equipped with encircling walls and town gates with
two or three defensive outworks, with an access tunnel to a well for the water
supply, with public buildings that were more like palaces than temples, and
with little or no inhabited quarters. This urbanistic type had few similarities to
the large Mesopotamian urban centres, and if anything was closer to the Aege-
an and Mediterranean world. But the ‘biblical’ archaeologists, all intent on a
wish to link their findings with passages from the Old Testament, did not care
to go back to the old idea of the Levantine city-state as a model for the Greek
one. The ‘case of Israel’ needed to be and remain unique, elect, not entering
into history, and so it remained until the new models of the 1970s.

2.5 Above the flood plain: Anatolia and Iran

The ‘highlands’ of Anatolia, Armenia and Iran attracted less interest from nine-
teenth-century scholars. Devoid as they were of substantial biblical memories,
they could count on the information given by classical writers on the empire
of the Achaemenids and the kingdoms of Lydia and Phrygia, but also on the
reliefs and inscriptions on rocks in unknown characters, both hieroglyphic and
cuneiform, and finally on the Christianity of the Armenians, isolated in the
great Islamic sea. Nevertheless, the first travellers to venture up onto the high
Anatolian and Iranian plains (in search, even, of Amazons among the kings
and warriors of the Hittite reliefs, from their powerful chest muscles which
were mistaken for breasts) found the clearly visible remains of great cities and
powerful fortresses. And unlike the low Syrian-Mesopotamian plains, lands of
unfired brick, the ancient cities of the high plains, lands of building in stone
and wood, were not all reduced to shapeless hummocks of debris accumulated
through time, but were sometimes left as visible and distinguishable ruins.
Their investigation by means of excavation, however, was to be delayed by
several decades, even by a century.

In Persia, the ruins of Pasargadae (which was later known to be the work
of Cyrus the Great) and of Persepolis (later known to be the work of that Darius
who tried to conquer Greece) were in themselves well worth seeing, and were
visited and described, Persepolis as early as 1765 by Niebuhr (who copied in-
scriptions there, opening the way to their decipherment) and then both sites
by various travellers between 1820 and 1850: Ker Porter, Texier, Flandin and
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Fig. 18: The terrace of Persepolis.

Coste, and others besides.88 But it was necessary to wait an entire century for
the large-scale excavations of the Oriental Institute of Chicago in the 1930s
at Persepolis [fig. 18],89 and even longer for David Stronach’s excavation at
Pasargadae.90 Only then would a complete and complex form be given to the
image of these enormous palaces, centred on hypostyle halls (apadana), back-

88 Ker Porter 1821–22; Texier 1852; Flandin and Coste 1844–52.
89 Excavations by Herzfeld 1931–34, then by Schmidt 1935–39, published by Schmidt 1953–70.
90 Excavations in the 1960s: Stronach 1978. In 1928 there was a brief excavation by Herzfeld
cf. id. 1930; 1935.



Above the flood plain: Anatolia and Iran 87

cloth for the celebrations of the Iranian New Year, ceremonial cities like no
others, and surrounded by the enormous royal parks which gave Paradise its
name (cf. § 4.7).

On the high plain of Armenia are scattered (quite apart from the enchant-
ing medieval Armenian churches) the ruins of citadels and fortresses which,
as became clear, date back to the reign of Urartu (between the 9th and 7th

centuries BC). In particular, the ruins of the stronghold of Van on the banks of
the homonymous lake – the ‘city of Semiramis’ of the medieval Armenian his-
tory of Moses of Corene – with its rock inscriptions attracted the attention of
Friedrich Eduard Schulz, who in the years 1827–29 gave a description of it,91

before meeting his tragic death there. The descriptions of the great travellers
followed: Texier in 1838,92 then Layard, and even Rassam (who carried out an
archaeological raid there), and yet others, up until the ‘Armenische Expedition’
of Carl Friedrich Lehmann-Haupt and Waldemar Belck, who in 1898–99 gave
the first large historical contextualization of the inscriptions, which had by
then been deciphered.93 But for the cities of Urartu to become the scene of
important excavations, they had to wait for the Soviet conquest of Transcauca-
sia, and then, above all, for the end of the Second World War. The first large
excavation of an Urartian city was begun in 1939 by Boris P. Piotrovskij at Kar-
mir-Blur near Erevan (in Soviet Armenia),94 but the real intensity belongs to the
years 1960–70, both on the Russo-Armenian side (K. Oganesjan and Arutjun A.
Martirosjan at Karmir Blur, Arinberd and Armavir)95 and on the Turkish (Tah-
sin Özgüç at Altintepe; Afif Erzen at Toprakkale near Van and at Çavuştepe),96

following the regional frame provided by Charles Burney’s surveys.97

In Anatolia, apart from the ruins of Greek (and Roman) cities along the
Aegean coast, there were above all the ruins of Boğazköi, with the nearby rock
sanctuary of Yazilikaya, to attract the curiosity of nineteenth-century travellers.
We are indebted to Texier in particular for the first description of the site,
whose city walls with gates, acropolis and numerous buildings, including the
imposing Temple I, were all clearly visible.98 The ground plans of the site, such

91 Schulz 1940; cf. Salvini 1955, pp. 5–14.
92 Texier 1852.
93 Lehmann-Haupt 1907; 1910–31; Belck 1901.
94 Piotrovskij’s reports in Russian 1950–55; there is an Italian translation (1966) of his 1959
summary.
95 Oganesjan 1955; 1961; 1973; Martirosjan 1974.
96 Özgüç 1966–69; Erzen 1962; 1978.
97 Burney 1957.
98 Texier 1839–42. Nineteenth-century travellers, mappings and first soundings (esp. Hamil-
ton 1842; Chantre 1898): de Roos 1995; Alaura 2006, pp. 16–54.
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as the one then made by Texier, but also the far more correct plan made in
1907 (by which time excavations had begun) by Puchstein, are based in large
measure on the remains visible above ground. Identification of the site as the
capital of the Hittite kingdom had already been suggested in the mid-1880s by
both Perrot and Sayce, with the latter, however, above all interested in the
hieroglyphic inscriptions and in the ‘Hittites’ of Syria (and the Old Testa-
ment).99

The excavations did not have to wait for too long, and the site (already an
object of German operations for some time) was chosen as a consequence, albe-
it somewhat delayed, of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s great push in the name of the
unified Germany, of which we have already spoken with reference to Mesopota-
mia (§ 2.1).100 But unlike what happened at Babylon and Assur, with the great
personalities of the architects Koldewey and Andrae to give methodological
and operational direction to the excavations, at Boğazköi the excavations were
conceived and initially practised (1906) by the philologist Hugo Winckler (with
the assistance of the Turk Makridi Bey) as a garnering of cuneiform tablets.
Even although in the following year (1907) the German institutions insisted
on a professional archaeologist and the extension of the project to a proper
archaeological excavation, the altogether capable architect Otto Puchstein
(who had already worked in 1888 in the first German excavation in Turkey,
directed by Karl Humann and Felix von Luschan at Zincirlı)101 was, so to speak,
overshadowed by Winckler, and the interest of the site from a town-planning
and architectural viewpoint – potentially very remarkable – was overwhelmed
by interest in the archives of cuneiform tablets, discovered in great numbers:
those written in Akkadian (especially letters and international treaties) and
immediately read by Winckler were to provide the first steps for the reconstruc-
tion of the history of the Hittite Empire and its international relations; whereas
those written in Hittite led to the decipherment of that language (Bedrich Hroz-
ny, in 1915) as the most ancient Indo-European language known, exciting great
enthusiasm in the philo-Aryan climate of Germany at that time.

The fact is that after the first report, published in 1907, in which archaeol-
ogy and philology were both included (even if the latter took the lion’s
share),102 in the reports of the following years (all published in the MDOG se-

99 Perrot 1886; various articles culminating in Sayce 1888.
100 History of the excavations: Crüsemann 2001; Haas 1998; Alaura 2002; 2006; various con-
tributions in Wilhelm (ed.) 2008.
101 Crüsemann 2001, pp. 87–97; Alaura 2007.
102 Puchstein 1907; Winckler 1907. Puchstein’s study on the architectural remains was pub-
lished posthumously (1912).
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ries) there were new articles of fundamental importance on the texts (Winck-
ler), on the history and geography (Forrer) and on the language (Hrozny) but
the archaeology disappears (Puchstein died in 1911) and the excavations were
then stopped by Winckler’s death in 1913 and the outbreak of the Great War.
In this case as well, therefore, we will need to wait another half-century for
the racial and philological enthusiasms of the early twentieth century to go
and for it to be possible to undertake a proper urban excavation at Boğazköi
(under the direction of Kurt Bittel, from 1931),103 and further to tackle dispas-
sionately the question of what a Bronze-Age city on the high plains of the Near
East was, and how and to what extent and why it differed from the models of
the Lower Mesopotamian flood plain (we shall touch this briefly at § 5.4 and
§ 5.12).

2.6 The Near-Eastern village and its eclipse

The question of ‘what is a city?’ – be it ancient or modern, eastern or western –
bears closely, nolens volens, on the identification of other forms and levels of
settlement, from the village to the isolated farmstead, from the castle to the
watchtower or a nomadic camp. Every definition of type only has meaning in
the context of a larger whole, within which the entity being defined is placed
through differentiating it from other entities of equal level. In our case, the
study of the city of the Ancient Near East must necessarily be accompanied by
the study of the village of the Ancient Near East. Nowadays we reason in a
systematic manner, and therefore well understand how the settlements, wheth-
er big or small, simple or complex, come to make up a ‘settlement system’
capable of being studied as a whole in the reciprocal relations between the
constitutive elements. But even reasoning in an impressionistic manner, it
must have been clear to everyone (at least to those with even minimal experi-
ence of the country) that alongside the cities there also existed, and had exist-
ed in the past, villages. And yet throughout the second half of the nineteenth
century, and also in good measure beyond, almost until the outbreak of the
Second World War, the attention of Near-Eastern archaeology centred on the
cities and ignored the villages. Since the primary aim of the activity of excava-
tion (and of those who financed it) was the recovery of objects of value, it was

103 Bittel (ed.) 1953. A mine of information on the organization of the excavations is con-
tained in Bittel’s memories 1998, pp. 200–222 (1931 campaign), 273–288 (1932 campaign), 383–
422 (1933 campaign) and passim (development of the Turkish historical-archaeological institu-
tions, and sketches of the individuals involved).
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obvious that the concentration would be on the larger and predictably richer
settlements. Even within the urban settlements interest was centred on palaces
and temples, while excavation of the normal urban fabric (the inhabited quar-
ters, but also the network of streets and system of fortification) and of the
individual residential nuclei was only practised from the time of the ‘architec-
tural revolution’ at the beginning of the twentieth century, and only became
entrenched practice in the period of mandated rule and beyond.

The existence, however, of a ‘Near-Eastern village’ had been suggested and
visualized through the intersection of two different threads of study, one on
the prehistoric European village, and the other on the village of British India.
The growing study of prehistoric Europe, in the absence of cities with palaces,
obviously concentrated on the Neolithic and proto-historic village – from the
terremare of the Po plain to the lake-dwellings on piles in the foothills of the
Alps and central Eastern Europe (in Germany and Poland). A turning point
(also in the mass media) was signalled by the particularly dry winter of 1853–
54, which caused the lake-dwellings to be uncovered – just when Botta and
Layard were excavating the Assyrian capitals. While the villages of Neolithic
Europe could now be identified and investigated archaeologically, there were
also two sources for their socio-political structure. One, detailed and classical,
in Tacitus’ description of the Germanic village, with common ownership (‘arva
per annos mutant, et superest ager’), collective decision-making bodies (‘de
minoribus rebus principes consultant, de maioribus omnes’), and the arrange-
ment of houses spread over a wide area (‘vicos locant non in nostrum morem
connexis et cohaerentibus aedificiis; suam quisque domum spatio circum-
dat’).104 The other source was the historical-juridical study of the remaining
village community, which was in the course of disappearing following the pro-
cess of expropriation and private acquisition of common land (the enclosures),
a process begun in England and spread through the rest of nineteenth-century
Europe. As often happens, whatever is being destroyed is studied at the last
possible moment before it is too late. But the social and juridical data could
be found in late-medieval and early-modern sources.105

The second thread was that of the ‘eastern’ village, as described at the
beginning of the nineteenth century by the administrators in British Imperial
India, and also by the Dutch in Indonesia.106 Unlike the European village, the
Indian village had still kept its communal structure and its collective bodies,

104 Political implications in the study of Germania: Canfora 1979 (who, however, does not
analyse the question of the village).
105 The work of von Maurer 1854 is fundamental. For recent work see Wunder 1987.
106 Dumont 1996a; 1996b, pp. 202–212, 217–220. Also Liverani 1999.
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but it also was under threat from the encroachment of the imperial administra-
tion, which (for fiscal and juridical purposes) turned the notables of the com-
munity into landowners. However that may be, the description of the Indian
village, given in a more or less standardized form in the works of imperial
administrators, was taken up by the political theorists, from Marx (in a letter
to Engels and in an article in the ‘New York Daily Tribune’, both in June 1853,
and then in the first book of Das Kapital)107 to the summaries of Maine108 and
Tönnies.109

Like the European village, and more so, the Indian was held to be an un-
changeable entity, as if frozen since remote antiquity,110 which allowed it to be
given a place (in the evolutionary scale) stretching back a very long way, if not
to the beginnings, while still dealing with an institution recognized by modern
reality. Given these characteristics of simplicity and antiquity, the problems of
values, and so of antithesis between East and West, which had so affected the
study of the Mesopotamian city, had no reason to exist for the village: Euro-
pean and Asiatic had been entirely the same in origin, except that the Euro-
pean villages had then evolved and disappeared while the Indian remained
always there, still as they had been millennia before.

The other difference, which might then appear as essential to an evolution-
ary or simply diachronic vision, is that the village of Neolithic Europe must
have been an autonomous community, even if combined in wholly equal alli-
ance with other villages to constitute an ethnic-cultural entity; whereas the
Indian village was clearly subordinate to a state, which had its seat in a city
and in royal palaces and which stretched its grasping tentacles to all the villa-
ges scattered over the countryside. In principle, the civilizations of the Ancient
Near East offered the possibility of studying the passage from one situation to
the other, from the pre-urban to that of coming under the state; but for the
moment nothing was done. And the same can be said for the other problematic
question, that of the existence (and limits) of the collective ownership of the
whole village, compared to that of the extended family and of the nuclear fami-
ly, a problematic question that was foreseen in the imperial administrators’
descriptions.

107 Passages which have been often reproduced and commented on (especially at the end of
the 1960s), cf. for example, Godelier 1970, pp. 122–130.
108 Maine 1871, pp. 125–126 (I cite from the 18814 edition); earlier and briefly id. 1861, pp. 153–
154.
109 Tönnies 1887.
110 Marx 1867 (p. 378, note 13 of the 1968 edition); Maine 1861, p. 153, ‘the village community
is, as everyone knows, of great antiquity’.
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It is, however, noticeable that while twentieth-century neo-evolutionism
assigned a somewhat low level of complexity to the first phases, keeping a
much more complex one for the city, the nineteenth-century descriptions of
the Indian village give the image of a structure, albeit small but certainly com-
plex, with deep diversity and specialization of competence and roles. As an
example I cite the description given in Marx’s Das Kapital:

In those of the simplest form, the land is tilled in common, and the produce divided
among the members. At the same time, spinning and weaving are carried on in each
family as subsidiary industries. Side by side with the masses thus occupied with one and
the same work, we find the “chief inhabitant”, who is judge, police and tax-gatherer in
one; the book-keeper, who keeps the accounts of the tillage and registers everything relat-
ing thereto; another official, who prosecutes criminals, protects strangers travelling
through and escorts them to the next village; the boundary man, who guards the bounda-
ries against neighbouring communities; the water-overseer, who distributes the water
from the common tanks for irrigation; the Brahmin, who conducts the religious services;
the schoolmaster, who on the sand teaches the children reading and writing; the calen-
dar-Brahmin, or astrologer, who makes known the lucky or unlucky days for seed-time
and harvest and for every other kind of agricultural work; a smith and a carpenter, who
make and repair all the agricultural implements; the potter, who makes all the pottery of
the village; the barber, the washerman, who washes clothes, the silversmith, here and
there the poet, who in some communities replaces the silversmith, in others the school-
master. This dozen of individuals is maintained at the expense of the whole community.111

This description is taken almost word for word from a report of the civil admin-
istration in British India to the British parliament, quoted in the same newspa-
per article referrred to earlier.

If for the socialist and utopian Tönnies the values of social cohesion of
small communities (of the Gemeinschaft type) were ‘natural’, and those of com-
plex societies (of the Gesellschaft type) were ‘artificial’, Emile Durkheim112 was
to overturn this valuation immediately afterwards. For the leader of the French
school of sociology, for whom solidarity and cohesion were not emotive aspects
but on the contrary working structures, a ‘mechanical solidarity’ was at work
in small communities, based upon simple juxtapositions between cells which
were all equal in function; whereas in complex communities, based on the
social division of work, an ‘organic solidarity’ was present, in the sense that
the composite and complex organism functioned by means of the coordination
of the various constituent cells, in themselves different and not self-sufficient.

In this way the foundations were laid for distinguishing sociologically the
‘complex’ city from the ‘simple’ village – and in this sense Durkheim’s influ-

111 Marx 1867, pp. 357–358 from the English translation, 1967 ed.
112 Durkheim 1892.
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ence, direct or indirect, conscious or not, on the course of historical-archaeo-
logical studies of the city and village has been enormous, starting at least from
Gordon Childe (as we shall see in § 3.1), who quotes him explicitly. The village
can be as small as you like; the addition or subtraction of one or more cells
does not alter the homogenous structure. But the city needs an adequate quan-
titative base so as to be able to contain within it the cells of all the different
socio-economic specializations, beginning with the basic bifurcation between
producers of food and the specialists of the transformation, of exchange, of
the conduct of civic and administrative affairs. The arguments of the late
nineteenth-century debate were therefore also of definite interest to the study
of the city of the ancient Near East, but this was only to be realized half a
century later. For the moment, at least until the First World War, the village of
the ancient Near East remained unknown archaeologically, and of no interest
theoretically. In late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Ancient Near East
studies there was no trace either of the question of the village or of research
already in progress on the European and Indian ‘cases’. Even in 1935 when the
authoritative Reallexikon der Assyriologie arrived at the word ‘Dorf ’ nothing
better was found to write than: ‘Dorf s. Stadt’ (village: see city). A hypothetical
‘Mesopotamian village’ could not be known at that time, but there was not
even an attempt to imagine it – as was done, on the other hand, for the city.
The human landscape of Mesopotamia remained strewn with cities alone, large
cities with palaces and temples, ‘cathedrals in the desert’, with the surround-
ing countryside cultivated by the slaves of palace or temple, who did not even
present the problem of knowing where they might have lived.

2.7 Evolutionism and economic history

In the famous series of lectures held at Basle in 1870, Jakob Burckhardt stated
with ill concealed irritation:

All our efforts to reconstruct the beginnings and origins of the State are in vain. Hence,
unlike the philosophers of history, we are under no necessity to rack our brains over such
questions. Yet in order to have light enough to see the abyss at our feet, we must ask the
question – how does a people become a people, and how does it become a State? What
are its birth-throes? At what point of its growth can we begin to call it a State?113

Burckhardt was writing squarely in the middle of the great age of evolutionism,
when the foundations were being laid for a periodization of world history into

113 Burckhardt 1905, p. 28; p. 34 of the English edition 1943.
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separate stages of great transformations, of which the birth of the state and of
the city were among the most important, if not indeed absolutely the most
meaningful in determining the modern structuring of society.

The idea of human society’s technical, cultural and institutional progress
was always there, accompanied by the idea that the advent of the city represen-
ted a culminating stage in such a process. Enough here to quote Vico: ‘The
order of human matters made progress: that first there were the wild forests,
after that the hovels, then the villages, next the cities, and finally the acade-
mies’.114 Two beliefs intersect, which we already find set out clearly in earlier
times. Thucydides’ comment (1.6.6.) is well known: ‘the Greeks once lived as
the barbarians live today’ and hence that observation of human groups at a
less advanced level (today we would say: less complex) tells us about our own
past. Less known (except to specialists of the Mesopotamian world) is the re-
current Sumerian definition of the ‘barbarians’ of the time as ‘those who know
neither house nor city’, thereby presupposing the forms of settlement to be the
defining characteristic of the society.115 But the identification of the periods
and modes of evolution, in forms which made them useful for the classification
of societies which were being discovered in time and space, took shape with
social evolutionism, which, not by chance, developed exactly in the decades
following the discovery of the Assyrian cities.

Evolutionism, especially in its unilinear form and accompanied by diffu-
sionism, does not today enjoy a good reputation; but we need, as always, to
place things in their historical context, to set every theory within the knowl-
edge of the period and in comparison with preceding theories. In this sense,
social evolutionism (like, in fact, biological evolutionism) represents enormous
progress when compared to the preceding unshakable positions, which even
while seeing the differences, did not, however, succeed in explaining the pro-
cess of change, and perhaps did not indeed face the question. Think of the
‘Lectures on the philosophy of history’ which Hegel gave at the University of
Berlin in the 1820s.116 As already touched on at § 1.5, world history, seen as the
progressive affirmation of the state, an institution which assures the spread of
liberty of man, is thus marked in four phases – the Eastern (with liberty of the
despot alone), Greece and then Rome (with liberty of a few), the Christian-
Germanic world (with general liberty) – the real East, however, that is, China
and India, ‘Empires belonging to mere space – as it were – unhistorical Histo-

114 This is Axiom XLV of the Scienza Nuova, of 1730.
115 Cooper 1983, pp. 30–33.
116 Published posthumously in 1837.
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ry’,117 is something frozen, unmoving, the same today as it was in the remote
past. Only Persia (the heir of Assyria and Babylonia, as was then only known
by the classical authors) evolves and with Persia history and the state begin.
Hegel says of the Mesopotamian world that ‘While these two realms [China and
India] have remained to the present day, of the empires of the Tigris and Eu-
phrates on the contrary nothing remains, except, at most, a heap of bricks’ and
that of the Egyptian world only the splendid tombs remain.118 A less ‘eastern’
role is reserved for the Phoenicians (beginning a line of thought which will
have a lengthy sequel) because of their mercantile activity, which developed
qualities of initiative, in contrast to the environmental and religious limitations
which weighed so heavily on the peoples of further Asia. Nevertheless, the first
city is acknowledged to have been founded by the Assyrians and Babylonians,
materializing from the double cause of agricultural settlement and defence,
and described as enormous on the basis of the writings of the classical authors
(as we already saw at § 1.6). But all Hegel’s reasoning is of an ethical-political
character, and little attention is given to material elements.

A less known, except among scholars of the Near East, but equally signifi-
cant case is Ernest Renan who, outlining in a diachronic sequence the appear-
ance of the human race to historical visibility, put forward a threefold typology.
There were at the beginning ‘the inferior races, who leave no records, who
lived on the earth from an era which is impossible to indicate historically and
whose determination belongs to geology’, races still present in Oceania, south-
ern Africa and northern Asia. The ‘first civilized races’ then make their appear-
ance from 4000 BC: the Chinese, Cushites and Hamites (which include the
Egyptians and Assyrians-Babylonians), marked by a materialistic character
and still present in China. Finally, towards 2000 BC the ‘great noble races’
appear: Aryans and Semites.119 These three blocks are impervious to each
other: ‘no branch of the Indo-European or Semitic races had descended into
savagery. […] Moreover we know of no examples of a savage people who have
raised themselves to civilization. We must assume that the civilized races did
not pass through a state of savagery, but have carried within themselves from
the beginning the seeds of their future progress’.120 From where then did these
races appear on the stage of history, as though from behind the curtains of a
theatre? They come from different directions: the Semites came out of the
desert, from which they derive their distinctive cultural traits (including mono-

117 Hegel 1837, p. 105 of the English edn. 1956.
118 Ibid. p. 115, more amply pp. 182–187 (Assyria and Babylonia) and 198–224 (Egypt).
119 Renan 1855, pp. 501–503 in the 18633 edn.
120 Ibid. p. 468.
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theism); the Aryans come out of the temperate European forest, with similar
outcome but marked by a different direction.

It is true that the term ‘race’ did not then have the exclusively biological
meaning that we attribute to it today, but also included cultural traits (from
language to religion): but really this mixture is indicative of the fact that char-
acters and unchangeable destinies were assigned to people, engraved in the
race and environment (race and milieu, to use the two key terms of the positiv-
ist sociology of Auguste Comte then prevalent) and not susceptible to evolu-
tion.121 It would have been difficult to set the processes which led to the birth
of the city and the flowering of the great Assyrian and Babylonian metropoleis
within this type of dogmatism. But really at about the same time, when Botta
and Layard were bringing to light the Assyrian cities and the next generation
was widening the view to southern Mesopotamia and to earlier centuries (and
millennia), these changes were being confirmed over a broad spectrum –
between geology and biology, ethnography and archaeology and history – of
which we have already spoken, and which culminated in the decade of the
1870s with the great classics of anthropological evolutionism.

The name which first comes to mind is that of Lewis Henry Morgan, with
his Ancient Society.122 Trained as a jurist, his cultural baggage consisted of di-
rect knowledge of the social structure of the Iroquois (defended by him in a
legal case), then the usual classical and biblical education. His intention was
to classify the systems of relationship, from the family to the clan to the phratry
to the tribe, and the connected civil and religious institutions. Based as it was
on ethnographic documentation, of North American kind, compared with
Greece and Rome (and just a little of the Bible), the rest of the world was barely
visible: Mesopotamia was named only a couple of times (as one of the source
areas of the Flood),123 but even the great ‘historical’ civilizations of China and
India were neglected, and so indeed was Egypt and the Islamic world. Morgan
seemed to be ignorant of all the recent archaeological discoveries in the world
of the Near East, and minimized those of prehistoric Europe; he was probably
working in a remote setting, with few books at his disposal. Moreover he did
not intend to occupy himself with the city, nor with settlement forms in gener-
al, and when he cites Fustel he does it on account of the phratries. For Morgan
civilization was not indicated by the advent of the city, but by the alphabet –
and for him pre-alphabet writing, cuneiform and Egyptian, had been deci-
phered in vain.

121 Liverani 2012a.
122 Morgan 1877.
123 Ibid. pp. 19 and 389.
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While the importance of his work remains steady in the ethnographic field,
particularly for the systems of native American relationships which constitute
the bulk of the work,124 its weight in studies of antiquity has been very clearly
increased by the influence which he exercised upon Marx and above all on
Engels. It might seem that his work should not be of much interest to us here,
but, on the contrary, his basic idea, which is the periodization of human history
into the three stages of Savagery, Barbarism and Civilization (the first two fur-
ther divided, each into three subdivisions), had consequences of the first order
on the history of the Ancient Near East as well – even although he passes
directly from ethnographic savagery to the Graeco-Roman world, skipping over
the pre-classical eastern civilizations. The idea of three stages is not really Mor-
gan’s: it had already been suggested in the eighteenth century in the works of
Adam Ferguson and Jean-Antoine Condorcet,125 and was then more precisely
defined in the seventies of the nineteenth century by Edward Tylor and John
Lubbock,126 who combined the ethnographic information with the system of
threefold evolution established by Danish prehistorians from the years 1830–
40:127 Stone Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age. Morgan, who indeed cites Tyler and
Lubbock, does not seem to take any account of the prehistorians’ discoveries
and classification,128 and is therefore unable to combine the ethnographical
data with the archaeological and to suggest that – in practice – the stage of
savagery corresponds to the Stone Age, the state of barbarism to the Bronze
Age, and civilization to the Iron Age. It will be necessary to wait for Gordon
Childe to set the three evolutionary stages in the reality of archaeology, with
the Neolithic revolution of production of food to mark the passage from savage-
ry to barbarity, and the urban revolution to mark the passage from barbarity
to civilization (as we shall see at § 3.1). Technically, as well as failing to note
the forms of settlement (the village, the city) among the distinguishing charac-
ters of the stages, Morgan inherited the confusion, then widespread, between
animal herding and agriculture, and between the metallurgy of iron and of
bronze. As a result, it would have been difficult to convert the typological clas-
sification into a diachronic sequence, while it was much simpler to build the
evolution on the basis of the various stages of actual, modern progress of hu-
man groups.

124 On Morgan: Harris 1968.
125 Rossi 2012, pp. 99–109, 111–117, 168–176.
126 Tylor 1865, cf. Harris 1968; Lubbock 1865 and 1870, cf. Harris 1968.
127 Daniel 1967, pp. 79–98; Trigger 1989, pp. 73–86. The foundational works of Thomsen and
Worsae date to 1836 and 1843 (English translations 1848 and 1849).
128 There is just a hint (of reserve) at p. 5.
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Morgan’s work was immediately noted and commented on by Marx and
Engels.129 A few years later Engels published his own study on the origin of
the family, which is to a large extent faithfully based on Morgan’s work, add-
ing, however (in the final chapter), noticeable attention to the economic as-
pects of the evolution (changing the relations of production, and the condi-
tions of ownership) which caused the beginning of civilization to coincide with
the creation of the state, and (with less emphasis) of the city as well, correctly
linked to the social division of labour between agriculturalists and artisans.130

But, like Morgan, Engels also does not seem to know of the Mesopotamian
discoveries (by now not only Assyrian, but also Sumerian), or does not under-
stand the potentiality of the chronological breakthrough that had occurred in
the documentation of a remote past for the reconstruction of the evolutionary
stages, and even less for the light shed directly on the origin of city and state.

The same can be said for the works of Karl Bücher on the origin of the
economy:131 he also bases himself on the relationship between the ethnograph-
ic data on ‘primitive’ peoples and the literary data on Greece and Rome, he
also skips the civilizations and economies of the Ancient Near East, and he
also sets himself off on an abstract plan without asking himself about the role
of settlements (from villages to cities) in the stages proposed. After writing at
length on the ‘natural’ economy (Naturwirtschaft) of the ethnographic savages,
he too proposes a threefold division. There is at first a ‘closed domestic econo-
my’ (Geschlossene Hauswirtschaft), similar to the Oikenwirtschaft already sug-
gested by Rodbertus, and which embraces all of antiquity (substantially
Graeco-Roman). Then there comes a ‘city economy’ (Stadtwirtschaft), which
covers the Middle Ages. Finally we arrive at the ‘national economy’ (Volkwirt-
schaft), which is that of the modern age. The criteria of this last, insists Bücher,
cannot be applied to the preceding stages, and with this the start was given to
the ‘primitivist’ position, in contrast to the classical/modernist position begun
by Adam Smith and to which we shall return with reference to Max Weber. As
we see, there is no trace of the Ancient Near East, and the city, as least as an
economically active institution, seems to begin in Mediaeval Europe; on this
point also Bücher will have numerous successors.

But the course of studies (also of the Ancient Near East) is indebted to
Bücher for two other contributions, which lead more directly to the question
of the city. The first is his input to the debate then current in Germany of the

129 See the introduction by Tristram Hunt to the English translation of Engels 1884.
130 Engels 1884, pages 203–207 of the English translation.
131 Bücher 1893.
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theme of the metropolis, the Großstadt,132 a theme which will come back into
topical interest (but in an altogether different form) with reference to the post-
modern megalopoleis (as we shall see in § 6.7). The second is the emphasis he
placed upon the oikos, the productive family unit, as a basis of the ancient
economy. It is noticeable that in the nineteenth-century evolutionist con-
structs, from Morgan to Engels to Bücher, while the size of the political orga-
nism tends to become larger, passing from the savages’ band to the barbaric
chiefdom, and from that to the state and finally to the empire, the size of the
economically active unit becomes smaller, passing from the tribe to the extend-
ed family, from that to the nuclear family, and finally to the individual. Today
we know that in effect the textual information on collective or undivided own-
ership is clearer in the third millennium than afterwards, but if instead the
average size of the houses (comparable to the number of inhabitants) can be
put in sequence, we get rather greater fluctuations. Besides, we know that
alongside diachrony there can exist side by side some sectors of society (partic-
ular in the pastoral area) in which an extended family unit is functional in the
activity of economic sustainability, and other sectors (especially in the palace
environment) in which the individual can follow his own activity and put to-
gether personal wealth. Today the idea that the extended family is an evolu-
tionary stage would find few supporters, while if anything it can still be consid-
ered as an intermediate necessity between the nuclear family and the commu-
nity, a necessity which is valid more for certain legal tasks than for properly
productive activities.

This is not the place to enlarge upon the debates of the early years of eco-
nomic history, which would carry us far from our theme. The cases cited are
in any case quite sufficient to support our impression, that half a century after
the discovery of the Assyrian capitals and the decipherment of cuneiform, this
new and crucial segment of world history was completely ignored; history
passed from the ‘primitive’ world known from ethnographic description to an
‘ancient’ world based upon classical authors. Equally significant is the impres-
sion that the abstract nature of the debate did not succeed in finding a connec-
tion with the reality of settlements, so that the question of the ‘city’ remained
excluded from the debate. It is true that nineteenth-century archaeology itself,
with its difficulty in visualising the urbanistic structure, was partly responsible
for this backwardness, But we also need to note that the economic historians
of the time show very clearly how their cultural baggage relative to the ancient
world remains anchored to a strictly classical and literary background.

132 Bucher et al. 1903; cf. also Beloch 1898; Simmel 1903.
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2.8 Max Weber: the separate ways

The theories, analyses and debates on the socio-economic configuration of the
ancient city culminate, in the period bridging the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, with the work of Max Weber. We are indebted to him for above all
two fundamental contributions to the subject, one in the first phase of his pro-
duction and one in the final. Both include a role for the city of the Ancient
Near East in the analyses of the ancient city, and so merit detailed treatment.

In 1897 Weber published a chapter on agrarian relations in antiquity
(Agrarverhältnisse im Altertum), in the first edition of the Handwörterbuch der
Staatswissenschaften, still giving quite modest attention to the Ancient Near
East.133 But then in 1909, in a new edition of the same work (Agrargeschichte)
he widened and greatly deepened the study of the Near-Eastern economies,
attributing an important role to them.134 In the interval the first volume of Edu-
ard Meyer’s history of antiquity had been published,135 from which Weber ac-
knowledges he has drawn inspiration and information, even if he does not
share all its conclusions. Also in the mean time documents of the greatest im-
portance had become accessible from both the Mesopotamian world (the Code
of Hammurabi was published in 1902) and the Egyptian. The great sociologist
had no hesitation in acknowledging his own lack of philological competence
and so also the objective scarcity of sources accessible to him, but justly laid
claim to the opportunity if not the right also to insert – as best he could given
these stated limitations – the pre-classical Near-Eastern civilizations into the
picture he intended to build.136 It might be thought that his contribution was
necessarily affected by its inclusion in a work centred on the question of agrari-
an relations; but in fact the city found there the role of a major player, because
‘the course of agrarian history in Antiquity was so closely connected with the
fortunes of the cities that the two subjects cannot be treated separately’.137 We
also need to underline, among his remarks, the positive appraisal of the oikos
of Rodbertus and Bücher, and the stand taken on positions of the ‘primitivist’
kind (‘nothing could be more misleading than to describe the economic institu-

133 Weber 1897.
134 Weber 1909. Citations are from the English translation by Frank.
135 Meyer 1907.
136 On Agrargeschichte cf. Finley 1977; Momigliano 1977; Bruns 1987–89; Hansen 1997, pp. 32–
54. For analysis, together with earlier bibliography, cf. Capogrossi Colognesi 2000, pp. 171–194
(pp. 195–218 on the Ancient Near East).
137 Weber 1909, p. 68 in the English translation.
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tions of Antiquity in modern terms’138) which was in contrast to the authorita-
tive position of the ‘modernist’ Meyer.

Notwithstanding the commendable effort made to collect evidence on con-
ditions in the Ancient Near East (which distinguishes Weber from his evolu-
tionist predecessors, on which see at § 2.7) the attention paid to the Ancient
Near-Eastern city does not however at all imply its conformity to the ancient/
classical model; on the contrary, it was a sign of their antithesis. From the
beginning Weber declares that ‘The pattern of settlement in the European Occi-
dent contrasts with that common to the civilizations of Asia’, explaining how
this is due to the (presumed) lack in the East of forms of common ownership
of land and individual ownership of the herds.139 And then he outlines a typo-
logical system (‘ideal type’ in his terminology), but in reality connected to a
chain of diachronic development, a system which is presented as clearly two-
fold.140 After the common stages of the rural community (Bauerngemeinwesen)
and of the princely castle (Burgenkönigtum), the course of development has on
one side the sequence of aristocratic city-state (Adelspolis), Hoplite city-state
(Hoplitenpolis), and democratic city-state (demokratische Bürgenpolis), which
is a sequence modelled on Greece of the archaic and classical age; on the other
side the sequence is of bureaucratic city kingdom (bureaukratisches Stadt-
königtum), ‘liturgical’ monarchy (Leiturgiemonarchie), and ‘liturgical’ city-state
(Leiturgiestaat). Just as the first sequence is based on the polis, so the second is
on the monarchy, and applied to the West concerns the Hellenistic and Roman
Imperial worlds, but applied to the East it is a form dating far back, inasmuch
as Egypt and Mesopotamia are assigned to the ‘liturgical’ stage from their ori-
gin, or at least from the first available documentation. Basically, while for the
city of the West reasonably accurate, and indeed temporally very narrow, lines
of historical development can be drawn, the city of the Near East is home to a
mixture of typologically and diachronically diverse elements (elements of
‘natural’ economy, of feudalism, of capitalism), in which there is no precise
long-term evolution to be noted.141

There are also passing references to the environmental factor: the Graeco-
Roman city is above all a coastal city, while the Egyptian and Mesopotamian
city is a river city. The ‘hydraulic’ question arises in several places, that is, the
effect which the digging and management of the networks of irrigation canals
exercised in conferring upon Egypt and Mesopotamia a heavily directed (Weber

138 Ibid. p. 45; cf. Capogrossi Colognesi 2000, pp. 185–186.
139 Weber 1909. p. 37.
140 Ibid. pp. 64–79.
141 Bedford 2005, pp. 63–64 gives a more homogenous judgement of the two threads.
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does not use the term ‘despotic’) socio-economic structure.142 Since the ancient
city was otherwise structured in a plurality of productive units (oikoi),143 it is
clear that in the Near East the oikos of the king (and particularly of the pha-
raoh) assumed such pre-eminence as to take over and exploit, through taxa-
tion, corvée and ‘liturgy’, all the other oikoi. It is a vision which will afterwards
meet with noticeable developments.

Twenty-odd years later, Weber finished a long essay with the title Die
Stadt,144 which was published immediately after his death, and then included
as a chapter in the large posthumous work Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft.145 In
this work, the three fundamental types of legitimate domination – the rational,
traditional and charismatic – are illustrated from time to time with historical
examples, among which however the East is represented mostly by India, Chi-
na, Islam and Judaism, with very little recourse to the Ancient Near East (Egypt
is adopted as the first example of the bureaucratic-patrimonial type of adminis-
tration),146 even on points such as the oikos or so-called patrimonialism, which
were afterwards shown to be abundant in the Ancient Near East as well. Com-
ing, however, to the city, Weber’s attitude is clear right from the title given
to the chapter: Die nichtlegitime Herrschaft Typologie der Städte (the non-
legitimate domination type of cities). The fact is that according to Weber the
seat of political authority is outside the city; it is the castle or the court of the
landed nobleman, and the exemplification of the origins and functioning of
the city is substantially restricted to mediaeval and modern Europe. The image
of the city as an autonomous unit, separate from and often antagonistic towards
the king or feudal lord installed in his castle and extra-urban palace, hovers
over Weber’s entire treatment of the subject. This image does not fit the ancient
world in general, comprising the classical – unless Athens is considered a ‘free’
city in relation to the palace of the Persian king – and even less does it fit
the Ancient Near-Eastern city. The nineteenth-century prejudice essentially re-
emerges, that the Assyrian or Babylonian or Egyptian city, being an extension
of the palace, cannot be a city, and therefore the cities rediscovered materially
by archaeology cannot be classified as such. The ‘real’ cities are the western
ones (in, however, a very selective progression that goes from the Greek polis to
the mediaeval commune to the Hanseatic cities) and are characterized by their
origin as market places, and by their working as self-governing confraternities.

142 Weber 1909 pp. 38, 84, 107.
143 Ibid. pp. 85, 105 and passim.
144 Weber 1921.
145 Weber 1922; I quote from the English translation of the Weber 1956 edition.
146 Weber 1956, vol II, pp. 146–147; the three types of power are described in vol. I, at p. 221,
and developed at pp. 217–241 (of the English translation).
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All the characterizations of the eastern cities are of the negative type (sig-
nalled stylistically by ‘but’ or ‘on the contrary’); unlike the western cities, they
are not citizen communities and lack the very concept of a ‘citizen community’;
the inhabitants do not have rights as citizens, they do not have their own
courts, they do not have their own administration, in short, there is no law of
citizenship – while on the positive side we can say they are fortresses or the
seats of rulers.147 Weber makes a couple of exceptions: he says that some com-
munity characteristics had perhaps existed in the initial stages, which, how-
ever, takes us back to village communities rather than to developed and com-
plex cities; and then he says of the Phoenician city-states (as Burckhardt had
already said) that they were in some ways the precursor of the Greek polis.
Once the ancient ‘eastern’ city has thus been dismissed, by being excluded,
Weber then continues to describe and classify the ‘western’ city (explicitly so
defined), outlining a typology and development partly analogous (for antiqui-
ty) to those we have already seen in the Agrarverhältnisse, but in a less sche-
matic form. The distinction between a city of consumers and a city of producers
(which goes back to Werner Sombart),148 even if applied to the West, also risks
excluding the eastern cities yet further from the entrepreneurial and productive
aspects.

One has a clear impression that, after the effort made to gain the informa-
tion (even if only indirectly) twenty years earlier, Weber had not then made any
progress in his knowledge of the Near-Eastern sources and the secondary litera-
ture on the subject. His statements are necessarily generic and incontestable,
and give an extreme picture without diachronic development of the Mesopota-
mian (and Egyptian) city. It is the outcome of an entire tradition of study, which
from the initial rejection of an ethical and aesthetic character was by now con-
solidated in a historical-sociological structure which intended to be objective
and dispassionate (the Weberian Wertfreiheit!), classificatory and based on doc-
umentary evidence, without noting its influential agreement with the profound-
ly fundamental values – liberty and autonomy, trade and enterprise, individuali-
ty and the individual’s rights – of the post-Enlightenment western world, and
so of its functionality in the construction of a western identity.

But there were also other points in Weberian sociology which had an alter-
nate influence on the configuration of the city and state of ancient Mesopota-
mia. As already said, Weber distinguished between three types of authority:
rational, traditional, charismatic. The rational, or legal, authority (which is that
of the modern state) is based on bureaucracy, while traditional authority

147 Ibid. especially pp. 1226–7.
148 Sombart 1902; he was then (1907) at work on the role of the city.
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(which is that prevalent in antiquity) is based (in sequence) on gerontocracy,
patriarchalism, patrimonialism.149 This final term is not really connected to
patrimony, but indicates the mutually dependent relation between master and
servant. Now, the vision of the city and state of the ancient Near East for (at
least) all of the first half of the twentieth century was explicitly or implicitly
considered to be of a bureaucratic type, with a wide use of this term, not actu-
ally in a strictly Weberian sense, but rather as a term of common use. It will
only be with the crisis of the vision of the ‘strong’ state, above all in the period
at the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, that a vision and termi-
nology of a more ‘patrimonial’ type gained ground more clearly and rigorously.
We shall see these in due course (§ 6.6), but it was timely here to anticipate
this point as particularly indicative of the fluctuating fortune of Max Weber in
the Assyrian camp.

The same can be said for the concept of oikos, a basic structure of econom-
ic production, which Weber drew from Rodbertus and Bücher, and which
among ancient historians gave life to the hoary old argument between ‘primi-
tivists’ (supporters of precisely patrimonialism and oikos) and ‘modernists’ like
Eduard Meyer and Julius Beloch, who saw the ancient economy as structured
according to the same principles of trade as the modern economy.150 And the
same can be said for the Weberian concept of the ancient city as a ‘consumer’
compared to the mediaeval/modern city as a ‘producer’, with the resulting dif-
ficulty in classifying the city of the Ancient Near East as one or other type,
until arriving at the type of the ‘administrative’ or ‘redistributive’ city in the
Polanyi sense (§ 3.5). All these concepts expressed by Max Weber remained
very marginalized (and for the most part ignored) in the studies of the Ancient
Near East until the years 1960–70, then to re-emerge later, above all in an anti-
Marxist function, until being adopted in a neo-liberal key.

2.9 Anna Schneider and the Sumerian temple-city

Just as the excavations were centred for preference upon palaces and temples,
neglecting (with few exceptions) the inhabited areas, so too in the study of the
texts selective preferences were shown. The first decades of Assyriology saw
major attention being given to the literary texts (especially if they had biblical
links), to the royal inscriptions (of obvious historical interest), and also to the
lexical lists, which were of valuable, indeed indispensable, help for the study

149 Weber 1956, vol. I, p. 231 of the English translation.
150 Texts collected by Finley 1979.
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of vocabulary and for the decipherment of Sumerian. But the archives of the
temples and palaces had also afforded large quantities of administrative, and
even legal texts (contracts of purchase and sale, wills, leases, loans etc.), which
were of definite interest and great potential for reconstructing the functioning
and socio-economic structure of the city. When the contents of these adminis-
trative archives also began to be studied, at the turn of the century, the results
were not long in coming.

Towards 1920 the great German Sumerologist (but a Jesuit at the Pontifical
Biblical Institute in Rome) Anton Deimel began to publish his studies on the
city of Lagash in the pre-sargonic era (c. 2500–2350 BC),151 and then in 1931
published his synthesis.152 In the mean time (in 1920) the economic historian
Anna Schneider, a pupil of Karl Bücher, had used Deimel’s first works and also
those of Schwenzner on the Old Babylonian economy to publish a small but
important monograph on the Sumerian temple-city (Die sumerische Tempel-
stadt).153 The importance of Schneider’s endeavour is obvious: for the first time
an economist had taken the trouble to read the ancient texts (in translation,
obviously), and to propose a model of an Ancient Near-Eastern city based for
the first time on concrete administrative documentation (even Weber in 1909
hardly cited anything other than the Code of Hammurabi), a detailed model
described positively, and so not an anti-model characterized by its absences
and differences compared with the canon of the polis. The success of the pro-
posed model is demonstrated by the fact that thirty-five years later, when Henri
Frankfort organized an issue on the city of the Ancient Near East for the new
Unesco journal ‘Cahiers d’Histoire Mondiale’ and asked the Sumerologist
Adam Falkenstein to write an article on the Sumerian city, the latter not only
re-used Schneider’s title,154 but also confirmed in substance Schneider’s con-
clusions, yet distancing himself from those of Deimel, admitting the existence
of ‘free citizens’ and privately owned property, and articulating his picture be-
tween temple, king (that is, the palace) and free citizens.

The positions of Deimel and Schneider (quite apart from their areas of ex-
pertise) really were quite different, and need to be examined separately, even
if they often became confused. Deimel had based his analysis on the study of
the archive of one of the major temples of Lagash, the temple of the goddess
Bau. The archive provided detailed information on the temple’s management

151 List in Foster 1981, p. 226 n. 2.
152 Deimel 1931. See most recently the critique of Gibson 2010.
153 Schneider 1920.
154 Falkenstein 1954; published with Kraus 1954 for the next periods. Then see von Soden
1979 on the temple cities and metropoleis.
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of the lands and their workforce, also yielding computations of an agronomic
(the productive yield of the cultivated land) and demographic nature. The con-
clusion of Deimel’s analyses and calculations (and also of his interpolations)
was quite extreme: all the cultivable land belonged to the temple and all the
workforce depended on it. Furthermore the royal (human) direction of the city
duplicated the ideological (divine) direction: the king administered the temple
of the supreme god (Ningirsu), the queen that of his consort (Bau herself), and
their offspring the temples of the gods’ offspring. The image of the city-temple
was therefore all-inclusive, symbolising a sort of Sumerian Vatican City, with
the whole population not only faithful to the god and subject to the king, but
properly slaves – ideologically of one, legally of the other. Obviously this all-
inclusive image, which Deimel saw as dependent on the ‘hydraulic’ adminis-
tration of the land (irrigation canals), was affected by technical details (the
value of the units of measurement), by understanding of the administrative
mechanisms, and finally by the calculations carried out. It then became clear
(as we shall see at § 3.3) that certain values and certain details were to be
interpreted differently and that as a consequence the comprehensive picture is
considerably different: only one part of the lands belonged to the temple (the
others being in family ownership) and the temple slaves were only one compo-
nent of the population, the temples themselves benefitting rather from corvée
from the ‘free’ component.

Schneider’s interests were different. Though starting from the Assyriolo-
gists’ analyses, the substance and intention of her work (as defined better by
its subtitle) was to fit the Sumerian city into the evolutionist system put for-
ward by Karl Bücher, whose student she was. The image of the Sumerian city
emerged as far less one-sided than Deimel’s – also because she had examined
the data not only from pre-sargonic Lagash but also from the Old Babylonian
period, which was later by half a millennium and based on different socio-
economic relations. For Schneider, the economy of the Sumerian city was
mixed: alongside the temple and the king there existed self-sufficient and au-
tonomous local communities (selbständige Gemeinden), heirs of the past (alte
agrarische Gemeinschaften – the old agrarian communities). Hegemony be-
longed to the temple, but each community retained autonomy over production
and consumption. The central result of Schneider’s work however – theoreti-
cally more important – was that the Sumerian city could not fit into any of
Bücher’s evolutionary stages. There were elements of centralization and redis-
tribution, similar to those of ancient Egypt; there was an urban synoecism,
similar to that of ancient Greece; there was feudal servitude (Fronwesen), simi-
lar to the mediaeval; and finally there was a system of exchange based on
credit, which in some ways was a precursor of capitalist mechanisms. This
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mixture of elements, which in an evolutionist system such as Bücher’s marks
different stages, might suggest that either the system is in itself mistaken, or
anyway does not have universal validity. The first, but for the time methodolog-
ically astute, concrete analysis of an Ancient Near-Eastern city thus opened up
perspectives of reflection and research that unfortunately remained unex-
plored for at least fifty years – apart from then being taken up from a quite
different perspective.

Schneider had neither the interests nor training of the town-planning kind;
if, however, we try to transfer the socio-economic models to urban and territori-
al reality, it has to be said that Deimel’s model is quite compatible with the
image (by then already old-fashioned) of the city as a sort of ‘cathedral in the
desert’, all pivoting upon and almost personified by the temple, without posing
the question of where on earth normal families, the ordinary people, lived –
an image that reflected well the ground plans that the archaeologists had pro-
duced for Lagash, with the temples bobbing in a vacuum. Schneider’s model,
on the other hand, also made room, beside the central agencies (temple and
palace), for the family and rural communities, which presumably populated
the countryside in a plurality of villages (even if Schneider never used the term
Dorf), outlining a much more realistic reality, less totalitarian and theoretical.

2.10 New procedures: the inventory of the country

After the tragedy of the Great War, work in the field could begin again, but in
changed conditions compared to the period of Ottoman rule. The whole period
between the two wars can be described as the period of the ‘mandates’, a
sweetened form of a colonial relationship with which the League of Nations
assigned Iraq, Cisjordan and Transjordan to British administration and Syria
and Lebanon to French. The duration of the mandated regimes varied from
case to case, but was relatively short: from 1922 until 1932 for Iraq, to 1943 for
Lebanon, to 1946 for Syria and Transjordan, and to 1948 for Palestine and Isra-
el. But the western presence weighed heavily at the administrative level (and
we should remember that Britain had administered Egypt since 1882), and in
perspective led to the separation of national states (and the respective nation-
alist movements) in a completely innovative situation compared to their sub-
jection under the Ottoman Empire.155

The establishment of the European mandates involved the launch of legis-
lation of protection – just as the British imperial administration in India had

155 Gelvin 2008, pp. 217–230; Fromkin 1989, pp. 493–567.
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already outlined a system of archaeological research and protection for the
archaeological sites (from the middle of the nineteenth century and then in
Egypt).156 The Ottoman Empire had previously, in 1874 and then in 1884,
brought in a law, somewhat more concerned with regulating the concessions
of excavation to foreign countries, and the destination of the finds, than in
organising the work in the country itself.157 It is worth here recording the alarm
expressed by Flinders Petrie in 1918, on the disaster already consummated in
Egypt and Cyprus and by now weighing on Iraq and Palestine: ‘There are no ifs
and buts in the question; unless we take long-sighted and effective measures
at once – this year – we promote the destruction of the history of past ages of
civilization’.158

A first law of protection for Iraq under the mandate had been issued in
1924, thanks to Gertrude Bell, who was an art historian, had travelled exten-
sively in the Near East, was able to speak Arabic fluently and had friendly
relations with the Arabs, to such an extent that she was accused of philo-
Arabism (in good company with her friend, the legendary Lawrence of Ara-
bia).159 Petrie, worried by the fate of the antiquities in the British mandates of
Iraq and Palestine, had also drawn up a sort of programme, which advised that
the excavation should be given by concessions to missions whose director had
already carried out excavations and the related publications under an expert
guide, that the director would record the findings and publish them within two
years, and finally that the finds would go to public museums (apart from great
numbers of duplicates).160 The law of 1924 welcomed these principles in full:
it prohibited any excavation without authorization – and that was only granted
to missions meeting the technical-scientific requirements, imposed publication
within two years from the end of the work and a division of the finds between
Iraq (where Bell had set up the Museum of Baghdad, opened in 1927) and the
countries of the excavators.161

A similar process was also afoot in Syria, on the part of the French authori-
ties. Their political ideology is best expressed in an article/manifesto which
came out (1920) in the first number of the new journal ‘Syria’, official organ of

156 Territorial inventory and laws of protection had already been introduced in Europe at the
turn of the nineteenth century.
157 Ottoman laws: Chevalier 2002, pp. 29–41 (documents at pp. 493–505).
158 Petrie 1918, p. 1.
159 On Bell cf. Wallach 1996; Fales 2004, pp. 110–117; Howell 2007, and the website
www.gerty.ncl.ac.uk.
160 Petrie 1918, pp. 93–96.
161 Pallis 1956, pp. 277–281.
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the mandatory administration’s cultural heritage, under the signature of Jo-
seph Chamonard (a functionary more than a scholar): the Ottoman centraliza-
tion and lack of interest had led to grave neglect of the Syrian antiquities:
‘Among the provinces of the Ottoman Empire, Syria was without doubt the
most damaged. There were none more rich, and above all of such varied rich-
ness. And none less protected, nor more deprived of the advantages of her
wealth’.162 But now that the country was ‘independent’ things would be
changed: progress was already being made towards the inventory of the coun-
try, the creation of the museums of Beirut and Damascus, the promulgation of
a law on antiquities, and the resumption of excavations by both French mis-
sions and those of allied countries.

The bodies (of the ‘Antiquities Department’ type) put in charge of pursuing
the tasks of protection in the various countries under both French and British
mandates necessarily had to take care of two aspects: the inventory of the
country and the definition of a standard procedure in the work of the actual
excavation in the field. Both these needs had clear spill-over onto the acquisi-
tion and study of data on the ancient cities, as I shall seek to clarify below.

The question of the territorial inventory, alongside the generic aspect, valid
for all countries, also had an aspect linked to the specific nature of the tell. In
a general way, the mandate’s administration had to possess (and therefore
make, since none existed before) an inventory of the antiquities as distributed
in the territory, and in practice had to put the archaeological sites on the maps
which were then being drawn for purposes far beyond the cultural inventory.
Quite apart from their exact geographical location, the description of the site,
in greater or lesser detail depending on the pieces of information, human re-
sources and available material, also reached the Antiquities Department, in the
form of filing cards accompanied by sketch maps, photographs and much else.
On the technical level, in addition to the surveying and photographic equip-
ment available at the time (such as the theodolite, already used by Conder and
Kitchener in the survey of Palestine in the 1880s), there was aerial photogra-
phy, which had made its debut in archaeology at the start of the century,163

but which was only introduced to the Near East, entering the usage of colonial
administration, after the First World War, thanks to the admirable work of the
British Royal Air Force. Around 1930 we have different examples of aerial pho-

162 Chamonard 1920, p. 83. On him Chevalier 2002, pp. 225–231, 290–294, and on the conduct
of archaeology under the French mandate pp. 283–321.
163 History of this in Daniel 1950, pp. 294–302. First used at Stonehenge (1906), then at Ostia
(1913). For the first territorial applications cf. Crawford 1923 (Celtic villages in Britain) and his
manual, Crawford 1929.
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tography, both for urban complexes – for example, of Babylon164 – and, more
often, for single buildings or sections of an excavation, for example, at Ur,
Uruk and on the Diyala.165 At about the same date it began to be used for large
structures in desert areas (the Roman limes in Syria being the prime exam-
ple),166 and shortly afterwards was used to give a picture of the Jordan valley,
even although it was devoid of visible structures.167 Then with the Second
World War much wider coverage took place (mosaics of images covering an
entire territory) with stereoscopic imaging. We need only to recall here the
work of van Liere and Lauffray168 on the Syrian Jezira, where from the aerial
photographs they worked out the type, size and distribution of the tell, traces
of the system of roads (which will then be Wilkinson’s ‘hollow ways’, cf. § 5.3)
and of the network of canals – but by now we are well beyond the chronologi-
cal limits of the present paragraph.169

But if to locate, describe, document and date the classical and Islamic re-
mains of monuments did not present any particular problems, describing and
dating the pre-classical tell long remained vague and problematic. Without dat-
ing of the sites, and therefore their potential distribution on maps by date, a
settlement and urbanistic analysis of the territory proved impossible. In the
period that we have defined as ‘proto-archaeological’, which is the second half
of the nineteenth century, there were available no criteria for dating unexcavat-
ed tell. In Mesopotamia the excavations concentrated exclusively on the major
sites (which were dated on monumental and epigraphic grounds), actually ig-
noring the entire rural territory; but this problem was particularly critical for
Palestine, which on one side attracted major attention as the scene of biblical
and proto-Christian events, but on the other was poor in monumental sites for
the whole pre-classical period. The large surveys first conducted by the Ameri-
can pastors Edward Robinson and Ely Smith between 1838 and 1852,170 and

164 The aerial photograph of Babylon in Wetzel 1930, (Taf. 1) had been taken by the RAF.
Aerial photograph of Tello in de Genouillac 1934, pl. 1*.
165 Ur: Hall and Woolley 1927, pl. I.1–2 (excavation of Ubaid from 1923–24; ‘courtesy RAF’);
also Woolley 1934, pl. 2 (from 1930). Diyala: Frankfort 1932, p. 64 (excavation 1930–31). In the
same years photography from hot-air balloons began, especially at Megiddo (1929).
166 Poidebard 1934 (work from 1925–31). Cf. Bradford 1957; and now Musson and Whimster
1992.
167 Glueck 1937–39.
168 Van Liere and Lauffray 1954–55; van Liere 1966.
169 History of the surveys in the Ancient Near East: Liverani 1994; Lehmann 1999 (with exten-
sive bibliography). On travellers/surveyors of the early nineteenth century also Ben-Arieh 1979,
pp. 31–56; Mazower 2002.
170 Robinson and Smith 1841–56; cf. Wright 1979. pp. 3–8; Ben-Arieh 1979, pp. 75–93.
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then by British military surveyors under C. R. Conder and H. H. Kitchener in
the 1880s,171 were based, insofar as identification of the sites goes, on the com-
parison between biblical and Arab toponyms, and for the dating upon an
analysis of the biblical contexts – making, if nothing else, a clean sweep of so
many popular stories. But archaeology was not then of any help. We can exem-
plify this with the brief and rather disdainful description given by the great
orientalist (Semitist, epigraphist, biblical scholar) Ernest Renan, returned from
his mission to Phoenicia: ‘Palestine, as much as any part of the Orient, is cov-
ered in sherds, but in sherds without style and hence without date’.172 Renan
had begun his mission in Lebanon, where he was well enough satisfied with
the emergence of monumental ruins (albeit always of a Graeco-Roman age)
and had then gone on towards Jerusalem, crossing Galilee, where he lost – so
to speak – every point of historical reference. These fragments ‘without style’
were the sherds of ordinary pottery that littered every tell, and which certainly
could not be classified by a non-expert eye such as Renan’s (nor by anyone
else’s at that time). Without style and hence without date: there seemed to be
no solution. And again in 1907 Gertrude Bell crossed central Syria (passing
close by Tell Mardikh, the site of ancient Ebla), bored and in a hurry, lamenting
that there was not even a stone standing.173

But the turning point had already been reached, if only just before, in the
work of Flinders Petrie,174 who, when excavating Tell el-Hesi, had applied for
the first time an admittedly summary stratigraphic approach (as we saw at
§ 1.8) to the excavation of a tell, and a separate sampling, layer by layer, of the
material, including that debris ‘without style’ which before used to be thrown
away as useless, and which, on the contrary, revealed significant chronological
development. Once the chronological sequence of the diagnostic sherds had
been obtained through stratigraphy of the excavated sites, their identification
in the course of surveying surfaces allowed the dating of unexcavated sites. In
his manual on archaeological technique Petrie could declare, not without a
hint of boasting, ‘With the brief view of Palestinian pottery gained in a few
weeks, on one site at Tell Hesy (Lachish), I found it possible to ride over
mounds of ruins and see the age of them without even dismounting.’175 The
picture of Petrie surveying and dating, from the top of his camel, ‘without even

171 Conder and Kitchener 1881–88; 1889. Kitchener was to become famous for the reconquest
of Khartoum.
172 Renan 1864, p. 787.
173 Bell 1908, p. 259.
174 Moorey 1991, pp. 26–29 and passim.
175 Petrie 1904, p. 17; earlier id. 1891, p. 40.
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dismounting’, the tiny fragments of sherds scattered on the soil is indicative of
the individual and the period.

The possibility of dating the sites on the basis of the surface sherds de-
pended, however, on the availability, area by area, of one or more stratigraphi-
cally excavated guide-sites, to which to anchor the dating of the unexcavated
sites in the surrounding region. Both the one and the other problem – the
stratigraphic excavation and the territorial inventory – obviously made much
progress from Petrie’s triumphant announcements to the end of the period of
mandated administration; but progress was slow and not general. In the 1930s
land surveys of an administrative character (British in Iraq and Jordan, French
in Syria and Lebanon) still had nothing to do with scientific knowledge. There
were a few exceptions, like Max Mallowan’s ‘trespass’ into the Syrian Jezira to
make an inventory of the sites of the valleys of Khabur and Balikh.176 But they
were exactly that – exceptions.

Among the non-mandatory powers, Germany concentrated above all on
the high lands of Anatolia and Armenia, but the truly commendable travels of
Lehmann-Haupt in Armenia177 were still carried out in the old tradition of the
‘voyage to the East’ with an interest exclusively monumental and epigraphic,
and with little effect on knowledge of the settlement system; the same goes for
the Anatolian travels of von der Osten on behalf of the Oriental Institute of
Chicago.178 The United States were above all interested in biblical Palestine,
and Nelson Glueck’s repeated visits to Jordan merit particular notice and ap-
preciation.179 He was interested in, or perhaps rather, fascinated by, the Arabi-
an desert, difficult to reach for logistic and environmental reasons and also
because of political-religious problems (linked to he inaccessibility of Mecca).
Here also matters remained at an adventurous rather than a scientific level, at
least until the Austrian geographer Alois Musil made repeated journeys in the
1920s to Arabia, Jordan and the mid-Euphrates, seeking to reconstruct the story
of the area on the basis of both the visible ancient sites and the eastern sources
(including cuneiform).180 But we will need to wait until 1936 finally to have a
project which really aimed, with appropriate methods, at the reconstruction
of the settlement history of a precise regional context: which was the project
conducted by Robert Braidwood (of the Oriental Institute of Chicago) on the
plain of Antioch, the ‘Amuq, geographically Syrian and ethnically Arab, but

176 Mallowan 1936; 1946.
177 Lehmann-Haupt 1907; 1910–31; cf. § 2.5.
178 Von der Osten 1927; 1929; 1930; 1933.
179 Glueck 1933–34; 1934–35; 1937–39; 1945–49; 1970.
180 Musil 1907–08; 1927a; travels in Arabia id. 1926; 1927b; 1928.
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annexed (after the First World War) to Turkish territory. The sampling of the
sherds (comparing them to the sequence secured from the excavation) site by
site (without even subdividing each site into sectors or areas) produced distri-
bution maps for periods of great historical and settlement study potential.181

We can therefore say that up to the eve of the Second World War the setting
of the cities in their regional (or at least area) context, that is, the study of the
relation between city and countryside, remained a question to be discussed, in
line with principles that were by now practicable, and even occasionally prac-
tised, but which were still not realized and made general. The zeal in recording
and making inventories was not as yet replaced by the wish to understand the
phenomena and historical movements.

2.11 New procedures: excavation by squares

There are stories, entertaining but unfortunately true (or at least of fine inven-
tion), repeated in various histories of archaeology, of the archaeologist who,
visiting another’s site, failed to hide his amazement, declaring ‘By Jove! You
have walls!’ or, vice versa, of the archaeologist who, showing his own site to
a visiting colleague (we are at Tello in 1930), confesses ‘It’s incomprehensible,
my dear chap, but we never find walls’.182 Thirty years after the ‘discovery of
the bricks’ by the German school, there were still those who carried out ‘messy’
excavations, failed to identify walls of unfired brick, and clearly left the exca-
vation to the workmen’s own expertise and honesty, without continuous super-
vision. And thirty years from Flinders Petrie’s ‘discovery of stratigraphy’ there
were still those who quarried the tell by carrying away everything, as though
the deposits from a mine.

The German method had only been adopted by some missions, and besides
even it was deficient when it came to recovery of the stratigraphy, which was
of an architectural character (superimposition of the different phases of a
building) but did not take account of the fill. Some images of Koldewey’s exca-
vation of Babylon are enlightening on this subject: the sections with houses,
walls and pits, arranged on three levels,183 or the great ditch (which is from
1910, but was reproduced many times) with the side sketched impressionisti-
cally.184 Andrae also, at an advanced age, was to declare his appreciation of

181 Braidwood 1937 for the survey; 1960a for the excavation.
182 For example, Lloyd 1947, p. 180 n. 1.
183 Koldewey 1913, Abb. 154 at p. 232.
184 Already in Koldewey 1901, Abb. 3 at pp. 20–21; then id. 1911 Taf. X; 1913, Abb. 124; Reuther
1926, II, Taf. 4; etc.
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the contribution made by stratigraphic and pottery dating, particularly for the
older phases,185 but there can be no doubt that he always remained faithful,
in working methods, to the sequence of buildings or phases of buildings, then
having recourse to epigraphic data in order to date them.

The great merit in the British administration of the archaeological heritage
of the Near and Middle East was that of having developed, through the work
of Mortimer Wheeler,186 the system of excavation by squares of 4 metres by 4
metres (or the equivalent in feet) separated by divisions (baulks) a metre wide;
this gives a right-angled grid expandable at will, which greatly facilitated the
recording of topographical points, both horizontal (for the production of
ground plans) and vertical (for the production of sections), with the instru-
ments then available (theodolite, measuring tape and plumb line) and used by
archaeologists themselves even in the absence of surveyors or architects. The
systematic three-dimensional placing of the finds and the excavations is the
Wheeler method’s great innovation. The British archaeologist mentioned that
precise stratigraphic recording had already been put to use from the mid-nine-
teenth century onwards for English funerary tumuli, but he justly felt the need
to complain that current standards in the Near East were mostly still fixed to
the Flinders Petrie level, with walls that floated into nothing, with no properly
stratigraphic connections: that is, architectural, but not ‘geological’ sequences.
The fact is that the transfer of method from a tumulus to an entire tell, from a
tomb to a layered city, is not easy (not only because of the size element), but
what is more, the excavations – both before and during the mandates – were
carried out by crowds of hundreds of workmen with insufficient presence of
archaeologists, and with inadequate control and recording of the layers and
the finds.

Excavation by squares on the contrary allowed the work to be organized
by way of stable teams of workmen with constant supervision by the archaeolo-
gists; topographic recording to be carried out easily in the course of the excava-
tion; and the sections to be double-checked and sketched after the excavation
had been carried out, ‘reading’ the strata on the faces of the baulks. It was an
undoubted step beyond the open architectural excavation of the German
school, if only because the more controlled grid circumscribed the margin of
error in assigning the materials to their contexts. Wheeler then outlined a strat-
egy for large urban excavation, in which he wisely advised great trenches
across the encircling wall, extensive excavations of a significant level, excava-

185 Andrae 1949, p. 21.
186 Wheeler 1954; but the method had already been developed in the 1930s. On Wheeler, cf.
Hawkes 1982.
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tion of a city gate and its network into the interior urban fabric – ignoring,
however (perhaps for patriotic reasons), the similar strategy of the German
school and the results already obtained by Koldewey at Babylon and Andrae
at Assur, as he also ignored the advances in the understanding of the stratigra-
phy of the tell already made by the German-American George Reisner at Sama-
ria.187 The system of excavation was initially developed in the great proto-
historic sites of the Indus valley, excavated with ample breadth and depth
(Wheeler himself excavated Harappa and Mohenjo Daro, and then became gen-
eral Director of Antiquities), but was then ‘exported’ into the British Near-East-
ern mandates (Iraq, Jordan, Palestine and Cyprus) and finally also applied by
the missions of other countries. Wheeler never worked personally in the Near
East, but his method was used in Palestine by Kathleen Kenyon,188 and also
perfected by her (the Palestinian stratigraphies being much more minute than
the huge fills of the cities of the Indus).

But the more systematic developments of both Wheeler and Kenyon ar-
rived much later; in the middle of the 1930s the standard of excavation under
the mandates remained somewhat unequal and unsatisfactory, and excavation
by squares was practised in Palestine rather than in Mesopotamia.189 I can
review here only a few cases of urban excavation, but they seem to me among
the most important. Leonard Woolley excavated at Ur in the years 1922–34. To
judge from the final reports,190 the photographs (which are very good) show a
careful excavation, with the walls and floors carefully finished, and with the
bricks made clear. The plans on the other hand are too approximate, with walls
shaded in black, straight and of a constant width, and with only the burnt-
brick floors made clear. The sections are almost non-existent, and when they
do exist,191 they are of an architectural type or anyway very schematic. The fact
is that the, extensive, excavation did not proceed by means of squares but
followed the buildings, without reference to the baulk faces for sketching, un-
less in the deep soundings (like that of the famous ‘Flood’). The ample refer-
ence grid (squares of 25 by 25 metres) was only used for the survey, not for the
excavation. There was no architect on the excavation, and the poverty of the

187 Reisner 1924; cf. Moorey 1991, pp. 35–36, 94–99; Silberman 1982, pp. 171–179. On strati-
graphic methods in Palestine, by Reisner and Wheeler and Kenyon, Hachmann 1994, pp. 24–
38.
188 Kenyon 1939; 1952. On Kenyon cf. Moorey 1991, pp. 94–99 and 122–126; Lönnqvist 2008;
Davis 2008.
189 To take an example, Megiddo: architectural stratigraphy, squares 25 by 25 metres, but an
arbitrary cut of 30 cm. (Fisher 1929, pp. 26–39).
190 Hall and Woolley 1927; Woolley 1934; 1939; 1955; 1965; Woolley and Mallowan 1962; 1976.
191 For example Woolley 1955, pl. 71–72 and pl. 83.
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surveys of the architectural structures appears all the more evident if compared
to the accuracy of the drawings of the tombs, done by the archaeologist him-
self. ‘Methodological’ criticisms in hindsight are always unjust, and in the case
of Ur risk forgetting that Woolley realized there a large urban excavation, of
dimensions that had not been reached since those of Babylon and Assur, and
with results much more convincing than those of other British missions at the
same time in the Assyrian capitals.192

The Chicago missions in the Diyala in the 1930s (which I shall deal with
better at § 2.13) seem attached to the German heritage: both the sections and
plans of the buildings in superimposed phases (distinguishable by the different
backgrounds) show a limited attention to the three-dimensional arrangement
of the single buildings,193 without presenting adequate evidence of the strati-
fied fill. In the publications of the years 1960 and 1970 the ground plans still
fail to bring out the bricks, the walls have straight edges and uniform width,
if anything it is the floors that are distinguished,194 and the stratigraphies are
of the architectural type (always with horizontal layers, without foundation
trenches or anything else).195 In the Diyala a reference grid was used with
squares of 20 by 20 metres, inside which were numbered a sequence of loci,
which were both a stratigraphic and an arbitrary unit.196 In general, the Chica-
go mission did not make much use of squares: in the Diyala and at Nippur
because of the sandy soil, at Khorsabad because they were dealing with a large
palace, excavated room by room.

At Nippur, we notice already in the 1960s a repeated difficulty in over-
coming the schematic ground plans and architectural sections,197 and not un-
til the next generation, under the direction of McGuire Gibson, were real strat-
igraphies in an urban context seen.198 In the report of 1975 we note that

192 The deep sounding at Nineveh (1932) resulted in a schematic section, cf. Thompson and
Mallowen 1933, pp. 127–134 and pl. LXXIII; now Gut 2002, with fig. 4. On Nimrud there is the
excellent summary of Oates and Oates 2001.
193 Cf. Delougaz and Lloyd 1942, pl. 14 (architectural section) and passim (ground plans of
the buildings at superimposed stages); Frankfort 1936, fig. 2 at p. 3; Frankfort and Lloyd 1940
(but excavations 1930–34), passim; Delougaz 1940, pl. XII (architectural section); and again
Delougaz, Hill, and Lloyd 1967, passim.
194 Delougaz, Hill, and Lloyd 1967, pls 2–13, 24–29, etc.; Hill, Jacobsen, and Delougaz 1990.
195 Ibid. pl. 15.
196 Delougaz 1940 (excavations 1931–34): p. 5 note 5: squares 20 by 20.
197 McCown et al. 1967: schematic plans (pl. 5) and architectural stratigraphies (pl. 66). the
same in McCown et al. 1978 (pl. 1): cf. still Zettler 1993 (excavation 1975–76), and McMahon
2006 (excavation 1989–90).
198 Gibson 1975 (e.g. fig. 9 at p. 22, fig. 54 a. p. 78) and 1978 (excavations 1972–73), passim.
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squares are being used not for excavation but only for the recording, but in
the report of 1978 they are abandoned even for recording, which is done by
loci.199

For different reasons (involving prehistoric excavation, with accurate and
very detailed recording) Robert Braidwood’s first mission to ‘Amuq set up the
usual grid of squares of 20 by 20 metres, for the purpose of surveying, but
then the excavation often moved into deep soundings to reach the prehistoric
phases.200 Afterwards squares were also abandoned for historic periods and
urban contexts;201 there were differences between the respective field sites and
excavators but by and large there were schematic ground plans (not distinc-
tive), with superimposed phases, and architectural stratigraphy. Obviously the
execution and recording of the prehistoric excavation were normally more ac-
curate, while in the large urban excavations other problems and other needs
arose. Next were to come Braidwood’s ‘grandchildren’ and Adams’ ‘chil-
dren’,202 to overcome every delay, presenting properly stratigraphic sections,
detailed and properly distinctive ground plans, right across the spectrum of
biological analyses, but they will do this in contexts both simpler (of a village)
and older (proto-historic).

The French lack of interest (if not contempt) for the methodological and
procedural innovations is well expressed in a number of general studies pub-
lished by André Parrot, the famous excavator of Mari, who in writing a history
of Mesopotamian archaeology does not even think it necessary to mention the
innovations of the German school at the beginning of the century;203 and in
establishing excavation methods and techniques remains at a very empirical,
practical level, of great conceptual poverty, and shows no sign of being aware
of the stratigraphic revolution of Wheeler and Kenyon, whom he does not even
cite.204

In concrete terms Parrot directed the mission of excavation at Mari,205

where he excavated both the pre-sargonic temple and, above all, the palace of
the Old Babylonian era. In both cases the final reports are marked by schematic

199 On the old excavations of Nippur deJong Ellis (ed.) 1992, with contributions from Westen-
holz (pp. 291–295) and Zettler (pp. 325–336) and Bregstein and Schneider’s bibliography
(pp. 337–365).
200 Braidwood 1960.
201 Haines (ed.) 1971.
202 E.g. Algaze (ed.) 1990.
203 Parrot 1946, pp. 169–263.
204 Parrot 1953a, pp. 15–100.
205 Excavations 1933–38; then 1951–54, 1960–74 and 1979–2011; cf Parrot’s popular works
1945; 1974; now Margueron 2004, pp. 10–13, 554–556.



118 Acceptance and modification

ground plans and very simplified architectural sections (not stratigraphic). In
particular the palace, which was immediately considered (and ‘advertised’) as
the most important building of the early second millennium and was found in
an enviable state of preservation (destroyed by the fire kindled by Hammura-
bi’s troops), has no stratigraphy; the ground plans are somewhat simplified;
there are numerous and not very careful drawings of the various rooms and
architectural details; and finally, there is no analysis of the internal traffic and
structure of the palace in its various purposes. The photographic evidence, on
the other hand, is good, and also the three-dimensional (axonometric) recon-
struction (which was then repeatedly published).206

The excavation of Ugarit was, on the other hand, entrusted to the Alsatian
Claude Schaeffer, who was by training a prehistorian. The site had been discov-
ered by chance, and attention, at first centred on the chambered tombs and
harbour area, then moved to the tell to identify finally the royal palace (in 1939,
just on the eve of the war’s interruption).207 The mission’s architects, W. Forrer
and P. Pironin, established a practice (which continued in the post-war era),
with very precise ground plans, but no stratigraphy, and with the position of
the objects measured according to their distance from the surface (which was,
however, variable) of the ground. The procedure can be criticized, and the pol-
icy for recovery, even for the inscribed tablets, seems very offhand,208 but all
the same the precision of the records has allowed reconstruction of the three-
dimensional position of the finds, with good results (including the demonstra-
tion of the position of the archives on a higher floor).209

As for the German excavations in the period of the mandates, with Babylon
and Assur frozen, they excavated above all Uruk, under the direction of
J. Jordan, A. Nöldeke, and E. Heinrich.210 The basic ground plan, made with
the theodolite in 1913,211 was to be used for half a century, added to with the
placing of the principal monuments excavated. For the excavation the working
method inaugurated at Babylon and Assur before the war was fully adopted,

206 Parrot 1958, pl. III (axonometric), IV (aerial photograph); also pls. II and XXIII (architec-
tural non-stratigraphic sections).
207 Excavations 1929–39; then 1948–66 and from 1968 to the present with some interruptions
(from 1974 with direction of M. Yon).
208 The procedure described by Schaeffer (ed.) 1962, pp. 47–51, is disconcerting: the tablets
which at first glance appeared illegible were thrown away!
209 Van Soldt 1986; 1991, pp. 47–231; Liverani 1988.
210 List of preliminary reports (Uruk vorläufiger Berichte, 1–11) in Finkbeiner 1993. Van Ess,
Weber, and Nöldeke’s article (2008) is based on the correspondence of the individuals con-
cerned.
211 Jordan 1930, Taf. 1.
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with little appreciation of the real innovations of the British mandated period:
excavations were carried out over large open surfaces, following the buildings.
For recording a large grid was used, with squares of 100 by 100 metres, subdi-
vided into smaller squares (20 by 20 metres), with the sole purpose of survey-
ing. Even the style of drawing derived from the kind established by Koldewey,
but of lower quality. The ground plans were of two kinds: detailed ground
plans, with the bricks of the walls and brick floors highlighted one by one
(following the tradition of Koldewey and Andrae, but again of lower quality),
and more summarizing plans, with walls very schematic and marked in black.
As for the stratigraphy, the excavation of Uruk was very extensive but not at
all deep (not only the late levels, but also the archaic were excavated on the
surface), with modest superimpositions; the sections were therefore low and
of an architectural type. There is a record of a deep sounding with an impres-
sionist section (carried out in 1932)212 which was no further advanced than that
at Babylon twenty years earlier. The three-dimensional reconstructions were
few and poor,213 and the site was so vast that it was never possible to visualize
the city, neither as a whole nor by area – but the abandonment of an extended
three-dimensional vision was a general phenomenon for the whole forty years
from 1920 to 1960.

In the period after the Second World War, with the resumption (1954) of
excavations at Uruk, the German mission, directed by Heinrich Lenzen214 and
then by Jurgen Schmidt,215 still shows great continuity, in methods of excava-
tion and survey, and even in the style of drawing, with the tradition inaugu-
rated by Koldewey, and always with few three-dimensional reconstructions.216

One single innovation: the sections also recorded the fill217 and in the photo-
graphs (very good), apart from the single bricks being clearly brought out,
the layers in the walls are also deeply marked. But they always lack the recon-
struction of the whole city, or at least have only that of Eanna, of which there
is the first plan of the whole thing,218 which is then updated as and when
the excavation proceeds. Excavation and recording methods were to be partly
renewed and updated with the new direction of Rainer Boehmer, from 1980
onwards: the major changes (publishers’ series, drawing style) seem more

212 Eichmann 1989, pp. 39–44 and Beilage 8.
213 E.g. Jordan 1930, Taf. 17 (G. Martiny’s).
214 Lenzen 1955 and successive reports from 1956 to 1974.
215 Schmidt’s reports from 1972 to 1983.
216 Lenzen 1959, Taf. 41.
217 Ibid. Taf. 40.
218 Lenzen 1965, Taf. 31.
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cosmetic than of substance, and the opening to biological sciences is really
very modest.219 However, for the care taken and for their results, the revision
of the stratigraphy of the ‘old’ campaigns220 and of the architecture (without,
all the same, three-dimensional reconstructions),221 and the survey of the sur-
faces (of which we shall speak at § 5.3) are important.

2.12 The ‘colonial’ excavations: palaces and urban
neighbourhoods

It was during the ‘colonial’ period (or more correctly the period of the ‘man-
dates’), between the two world wars, that the Mesopotamian city assumed a
concrete and realistic form, thanks to the great and wide-reaching excavations
made possible by the combined effect of various factors: the direct political
and economic control of the country, the wish to recover the ancient centres
of the ‘cradle of civilization’,222 the extremely low wages of the workmen, and
the introduction of the excavation method by squares and baulks (sensible but
also rather fast). To the almost exclusive concentration on palaces, typical of
the nineteenth-century excavations, were now added extensive excavations of
temple complexes, systems of fortification, and residential neighbourhoods. In
fact this more complete vision had already been practised by the Germans in
the first fifteen years of the twentieth century, at Assur and Babylon: but then
in the ‘colonial’ period the German presence underwent a strong crisis,223 and
the direction of operations was taken up anew by the British (in Iraq and
Jordan-Palestine) and the French (in Syria-Lebanon). Together with the names
of biblical ascendancy, from Ur to Nineveh, the great public of archaeological
enthusiasts learnt to familiarize themselves with ‘new’ names, such as Mari
and Ugarit, which did not have a destiny already marked (so to speak) by
ancient stereotypes, and from which therefore a more ‘normal’ approach could
be expected.

The stereotypes were difficult to overcome, however, with the result that
what today seems paradoxical is, on the contrary, completely understandable

219 H.-J. Gregor in Boehmer 1987, pp. 71–86.
220 Eichmann 1989.
221 Van Ess 2001 (second volume, from the Akkadian age to the Middle Babylonian, with an
introduction on the methodology; the first volume with the Eanna of late Uruk is in prepara-
tion).
222 On colonial ideology in the Near East, apart from the ‘cult books’ of Said 1978 and 1993,
cf. Mitchell 1988.
223 Hauser 2011.
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in the cultural temper of the time: that is, from an excavation such as Ur,
whose chief merit was bringing to light both the administrative districts and
the neighbourhoods of dwellings [fig. 19], the results considered more ‘valua-
ble’ by the public, thanks to the excavator himself, Leonard Woolley,224 were
altogether of another sort: the royal cemetery whose startling ‘treasures’ were
impressive in themselves, and then the ‘biblical’ discovery with the remains of
the ‘Universal Flood’ and with the ziggurat (obviously a ‘Tower of Babel’),
while the urban fabric became unfailingly presented as ‘of the time of Abra-
ham’ (who, as we know, came from Ur) as the sole possibility of making it
interesting.225 To Woolley’s credit it must be observed that when he was re-
sponsible for writing the chapter on the Near East from 3000 to 1200 BC (that
is, for the whole of the Bronze Age), for a Unesco projected history of humanity,
a context therefore where it was unnecessary to capture a public, he decided
to entitle it The Urbanization of Society,226 even if the text is actually very gener-
al, and painted pictures but hardly raised issues (and is besides completely
without notes or bibliography or figures).

Turning to the popular approach, a few words are needed on the alluvial
stratum which Woolley was to link to the legend of the universal flood, recog-
nizing that this was obviously local flooding, not universal, and yet claiming
that this had really been that flood which had given rise to the Babylonian and
then the biblical myth. Other alluvial strata were then discovered, at Ur itself
and at other sites, belonging to other chronological positions, and corrections
were made,227 which, however, did not target the question of method: that is,
the story of the flood, being a myth, aims at providing an origin for a recurrent
problem by means of a colossal event – the frequent inundations of Lower
Mesopotamia due to the Euphrates overflowing in the rainy season – believed
to have been true in remote antiquity. And then we know – and archaeologists
should know it well – that their caveats and reserve and explanations will
inevitably be swept away by the ‘master idea’ issued to capture the attention
of the public.

As for the ziggurat, the one at Ur was the first to be excavated (or, put
better, freed from the mound of sand) and so provided an opportunity for a

224 On Woolley, cf. Mallowan 1960.
225 Woolley 1929, pp. 15–26 (flood), 87–113 (ziggurat), 124–132 (houses ‘of the time of Abra-
ham’). Comments in Micale 2008a.
226 Woolley 1957.
227 Mallowan 1964; Raikes 1966. Schneider 1960, p. 13 still believes in the stratum of the
‘universal’ flood and even the Assyriologist Saporetti 2006, pp. 79, 109–114 believes in the
flood as a historical event.
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Fig. 19: Ur, Old Babylonian residential quarter.
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reconstruction which was not only realistic, and not heavily influenced by the
biblical-medieval-baroque tradition, but also differentiated by periods of con-
struction and successive restorations. The images, the work of M. V. Duffell
(1937), were to be published several times over, both in the official reports and
in the popular works.228

But we come now to the inhabited neighbourhoods: here Woolley, with
typical British humour, but also with an implicit wish for normality, gave to
the excavated streets and alleys the names of streets in English cities, and
house numbers to the individual houses, and so a certain house is ‘2 Paternos-
ter Row’, another ‘2 Quiet Street’ or ‘5 Gay Street’ and so on.229 The ‘type’ of
the Babylonian house was identified, corresponding perfectly to the type of
Near-Eastern house (by now well known to the colonial administrators), turned
towards the internal courtyard rather than towards the street; and attempts
were also made to identify workshops or small shops, turned, in contrast, to-
wards the street. Other urban neighbourhoods were excavated (and examples
of houses reconstructed three-dimensionally), particularly at Tell Asmar,230

and in the Levant at Megiddo.231 In this way the bases of evidence were laid
for facing the problems of habitation type, questions which will later be stud-
ied, above all in the 1970s and 80s, by German and French scholars: there was
the issue of distinguishing whether we were dealing with a courtyard or really
a central room,232 a development from the ‘three-part’ house typical of the
Ubaid period to that with the central courtyard of the historical age;233 the
question of the existence and extension of the upper floor; the problem of the
passage from the scattered distribution of villages to the compact organization,
marked by blocks of buildings and streets, typical of the city,234 and so on.

When tackling the question of the various areas’ specialized functions,
Woolley tried to bring his neighbourhood to life, with chapels, schools, shops,

228 Woolley 1939, pls. 86 (Neo-Sumerian phase) and 88 (Neo-Babylonian phase); Woolley
1965, pl. 51; Mallowan 1966, pl. 126.
229 Woolley 1965, pp. 75–83; Woolley and Mallowan 1962, pp. 43–48; 1976, pp. 12–19, 96–168.
On the inhabited neighbourhoods of Ur cf. van de Mieroop 1992a; Jahn 2005, pp. 37–83.
230 Frankfort 1934; ground plan at fig. 1, modern parallel in fig. 2, reconstruction (of H. D.
Hill 1933) between pp. 18 and 19. Cf. also Delougaz, Hill, and Lloyd 1967 (excavations 1931–
38), with treatment of the whole (pp. 145–151 and 274–278: the private house ‘type’).
231 Guy 1931, fig. 55 at p. 35 (reconstruction, of L. C. Woolman, 1930).
232 Above all Schmid 1999; also Margueron 1980 (a house with a central courtyard, and its
modular use in the palaces).
233 Roaf 1995, p. 426. The three-part type continued in the Levant until the end of the Iron
Age, with the so-called ‘four-room house’ (Braemer 1982; Shiloh 1987).
234 Schmidt 1964; continued by Huot 1970.
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workshops and places of business. But it is noticeable how it was easy at that
time to identify (at Ur as at Nippur)235 the ‘administrative areas’, actual or sup-
posed to be such, thanks to the presence of the cuneiform tablets, whose plac-
ing was recorded in the course of the excavation, while it remained difficult to
place other manufacturing specializations (as was to be done later, even re-
cording the waste from the processes, and carrying out analyses of the soil),
and practically impossible (then as now) to identify quarters based on family
relationships, ethnicity, or other immaterial factors.236

If attention on the inhabited neighbourhoods is the most innovate feature
of the colonial period (without however forgetting how much had already been
done at Babylon-Merkes and Assur),237 the excavation of the royal palaces re-
mained the heaviest commitment. The most sensational cases, of which we
have already seen the practical aspect and the methods used, were those of
the palace of Mari (in the mid-Euphrates valley, and so on the borders of Lower
Mesopotamia) of the eighteenth century BC, and of the palace at Ugarit (on the
Syrian coast, and so in the Levant region) of the fourteenth to thirteenth cen-
tury. We are dealing here with the first palaces found in an excellent state of
preservation (both had been destroyed and burnt, one by Hammurabi of Baby-
lon, and the other by invaders, the ‘Sea peoples’), completely excavated (un-
like the Assyrian palaces at the time of Layard), with careful recording of the
finds and the clear intention of being able to reconstruct the entire building,
its use of the single apartments, and the ‘life’ that revolved inside them. The
project of a final and complete publication on the two palaces is an unhappy
story. We need to wait until Margueron succeeds the excavator Parrot to have
a complete presentation and adequate analysis of the palace at Mari: and we
need to wait for Durand to take over leadership of the team of philologists for
the publication of the archives, in order to have substantial information on the
textual side. And for Ugarit, the excavator Schaeffer intended to begin the se-
ries ‘Palais Royal d’Ugarit’ with a volume containing ‘the history of the build-
ing, its organization, and also the objects and furniture recovered from its ru-
ins’,238 and then to end it with a volume by W. Forrer (the mission’s architect)
on the architecture of the palace. These two volumes were never published,
and the series remains limited to the volumes of the texts (numbered from
second to sixth).

235 McCown et al. 1967; now also Meijer 2004 (Hammam et-Turkman).
236 Postgate 1992, pp. 76–79.
237 In the 1900s, Koldewey (Merkes) and Andrae (Assur and Fara) excavated a number of
private houses, but that was not their real interest.
238 Schaeffer 1955, p. ix.
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2.13 Henri Frankfort, from Egypt to the Diyala

During the period of mandates, as well as the colonial powers’ excavations,
there were also those of German and American missions. The first worked un-
der clear difficulties, as a result of Germany having lost the war (and so was
internationally marginalized and in grave economic crisis): they were able to
resume the excavation of Uruk, but not those of Babylon and Assur, true sym-
bols of their past splendour, and they remained as though anchored (even in
their method) to the great pre-war model, which had been innovative then but
had rapidly become dated. The American intervention, by way of contrast, was
characterized by an aggressive entry into the field, this also the result (but in
the opposite sense) of the interruption of the First World War and their new
politics of presence in the international field.

The year immediately after the Great War, 1919, saw the foundation of the
Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, for which the multi-millionaire
John D. Rockefeller put funds (his own, private) at the disposal of the Universi-
ty of Chicago, first in 1902 and then again in 1919, of an unprecedented sum
which then remained unsurpassed in the field of human sciences. While the
funds came from Rockefeller, the project was that of the Egyptologist James
Henry Breasted, who was the first director and who laid down the policy lines:
‘in the ancient Near East […] lies the evidence out of which we may recover the
story of the origins and the early advance of civilization, out of which European
culture and eventually our own civilization came forth. The task of salvaging
and studying this evidence and of recovering the story which it reveals – that
is the greatest task of the humanist today’.239 These intentions were perfectly
visualized in Breasted’s own bookplate, as reproduced in low relief over the
entrance to the Institute, which shows the meeting of the modern archaeolo-
gists, backed by Roman legionaries and mediaeval crusaders, with the kings
and scribes of the Ancient Near East, from whom they receive, as though in a
relay, their cultural heritage. Today this vision of the ex Oriente lux type strikes
us as very dated, but that was not the case then, and anyway the Institute
needed to appeal to sentiments both deep-rooted and widespread, in order to
obtain their funding.240

Even though the economic and financial crisis of 1929 greatly reshaped the
Institute’s possibilities and ambitions after just ten years of life, activity in the

239 Breasted 1933, p. 2 (original italics); cf. id. 1928. On the foundation of the Institute, Wilson
1970; on Frankfort and the history of the Institute, Lloyd 1963, pp. 29–47; 1986; Kuklick 1996,
pp. 99–122.
240 Comments by Larsen 1989; Liverani 2005a, pp. 223–225.



126 Acceptance and modification

field (to which were added large epigraphic and philological projects) knew
remarkable development, above all in Egypt and Mesopotamia, but also with
an important presence in Persia (Persepolis),241 in Palestine (Megiddo)242 and
in Anatolia.243 In Mesopotamia there was an important operation at Khorsabad
(which by now was no longer of interest to France) and in other Assyrian
sites;244 but we need here to linger over the large regional project of excava-
tions in the Diyala valley, a little to the north of Baghdad, and on the figure of
Henri Frankfort, who planned and directed these activities. Breasted clearly
had great regard for Frankfort because of his earlier work in Egypt, in particu-
lar at el-‘Amarna;245 but Frankfort was a scholar in all fields, who ranged from
the history of art to the history of religion and of culture in general, and who,
in work in the field, gave the very best of himself in Diyala.246 We have already
touched on (§ 2.11) the aspects of the excavation’s methods and procedures,
and on the not very rigorous adoption of the new stratigraphic approaches. We
need here, on the other hand, to underline the great formal (I would even say
aesthetic) care taken over the three-dimensional reconstructions carried out by
Frankfort’s architects and illustrators – not forgetting that Frankfort himself
was by training an art historian and was, once he had left the practical and
archaeological Chicago, to find his ideal place as director of the more theoreti-
cal and meditative Warburg Institute in London. A number of the images of
temples, palaces and urban neighbourhoods of the centres of Diyala are heirs
to the substance of the volumetric vision of the German school, but recast in
an up-to-date and, I would say, less artisanal form of drawing.

Unlike the normal heads of mission, Frankfort, although interested in the
theoretical aspects of town planning and of architecture, left the practical run-
ning of the excavation to his architectural and archaeological colleagues
(above all to Pinhas Delougaz and Seton Lloyd respectively). Personally, he
was more interested in fitting the results of the excavations into the general
panorama of Mesopotamian civilization, and in defining its ‘shape’ (in the

241 Excavations by Herzfeld (1931–34) and Schmidt (1935–39), published by Schmidt 1953–
70.
242 Fisher 1929; Guy 1931; May and Engberg 1935.
243 Schmidt 1931 (Alishar); travels of von der Osten 1927; 1929; 1930; 1931.
244 Frankfort 1932; 1934; Jacobsen and Lloyd 1935; Loud 1936. The development in Assyriolo-
gy in Chicago profited from the exodus of German Jewish scholars because of Nazi racial dis-
crimination: Benno Landsberger and Hans G. Güterbock passed by way of Turkey to end up
finally at Chicago.
245 Frankfort 1923.
246 Frankfort, Jacobsen, and Preusser 1932; Frankfort 1932; 1934; 1935; 1936; Frankfort and
Lloyd 1940; Delougaz 1940; Delougaz and Lloyd 1942.
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sense of the character peculiar to it) and the specific nature of the city’s role,
which he considered central. He did this above all through two contributions:
an article on the urbanistic structure and a chapter in a small book (the result
of a series of conferences), which appeared in 1950, but which it is opportune
to anticipate here because it is the final outcome of his work in the field in
the 1930s.

The article appeared in ‘Town Planning Review’ when Frankfort, by now
transferred to London to direct the Warburg Institute, decided to commission
a series of articles for the journal, which would cover the whole of the Ancient
Near East.247 Notably, in the same year Frankfort, as co-editor of the new Unes-
co journal ‘Cahiers d’Histoire Mondiale’, wished in this position to introduce
the same discussion, but from a philological viewpoint, commissioning in this
case too a number of articles from leading specialists;248 the result was that
his role in defining and founding knowledge of the Ancient Near-Eastern city
was at this period absolutely decisive. But then, somewhat paradoxically,
among his own ideas those which had the greatest impact on the progress of
study were rather those on the demographic value of the urban centres, which
were certainly among the least indicative of his vision of the ‘form’ of the city.

The conferences, held in 1948–49 at Bloomington, Indiana, and published
two years later in a small volume, selected a number of important aspects to
clarify the development of Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilization, and one
of the discussions was precisely that of the city: ‘Now one might say that the
birth of Mesopotamian civilization, like its subsequent growth, occurred under
the sign of the city’.249 In developing his argument, Frankfort was in debt to
Deimel and above all Schneider for his use of the administrative texts, and to
Jacobsen (who was his epigraphist in the excavation of the Diyala) on civic
aspects. His debt to Gordon Childe is perhaps deeper than he would wish to
appear (we note his ideological reserve over the term ‘revolution’, and too on
the notion of ‘surplus’):250 the fact remains that the indicators of visible urbani-
zation on the archaeological record coincide in part with those indicated by
Gordon Childe: size of settlements, monumental architecture, writing, figura-
tive art.251 The selection of factors of a civilized order is immediately notice-
able, and the rejection of socio-economic ones. Frankfort’s model is in effect

247 Frankfort 1950. The other articles were those of Childe on the urban revolution (Childe
1950, cf. § 3.1), of Fairman 1949 on Egypt, and many more on the Egyptian world.
248 For the articles by Falkenstein 1954 and Kraus 1954 on the temple-city cf. § 2.9.
249 Frankfort 1951, p. 51.
250 Ibid. p. 57, note 2 (revolution), and pp. 63–74 (surplus).
251 Ibid. p. 49.
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Fig. 20: Khafaja, reconstruction of the Oval Temple.

completely personal: in defining the ‘shape’ of Mesopotamian civilization, he
looks for it in a theological direction, and as tragically affected by the deep
insecurity dictated by the conditions of an unstable environment subject to
recurrent catastrophes – an environment opposite to that of secure and stable
Egypt.

The role of the temple had already been given weight in archaeological
studies and the three-dimensional reconstruction of the ‘oval temple’ of Khafaja
(H. D. Darby, 1934) was to remain the best known image-symbol of what a
Sumerian temple would have been in its urban setting [Figs. 20, 21].252 This role
was illustrated in detail (in the footsteps of Schneider) in the administration of
the lands and work; but the conclusion is somewhat surprising: ‘the temple
community was a religious institution regulating the social life of the commu-
nity […] The temple community seems not, however, to have been a political
institution’.253 In a civic sense Jacobsen’s theory took over: the city is governed
by an assembly of citizens, and then has recourse to a ‘dictator’ in times of
emergency – except that, for the repetition of continuous emergencies, he
would be partly deprived of his authority. Whatever the correctness of the

252 The drawn reconstruction was published in Delougaz 1940 (frontispiece) and has been
reproduced innumerable times (by Frankfort himself 1954, pl. 12).
253 Frankfort 1951, p. 68.
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Fig. 21: Khafaja, aerial view of the excavation.

model, it was nevertheless clear that the insistence on the role of the assembly
of citizens conferred upon the Sumerian city an arrangement not dissimilar to
that which was once thought distinctive of the ‘western’ city (classical and
mediaeval). It was a suggestion which, at Chicago, would meet with important
developments.





3 The season of theoretical models

3.1 Gordon Childe: the urban revolution and evolutionary
heritage

When the great palaeoethnologist Vere Gordon Childe (British but Australian
by birth) began work, towards 1920, the great season of evolutionism was by
then over, but its influence was still strong. It could be said that Childe’s pur-
pose (which took shape in stages) was to rewrite on an archaeological basis,
that is, with concrete evidence, the proposals that nineteenth-century evolu-
tionism had formulated on a substantially philosophical basis, but with more
consciousness of the different rates of development of modern communities
than of historical and prehistorical ones. In the debate of that period between
‘diffusionist’ and ‘evolutionist’ visions Childe actually took a middle way: he
was a diffusionist in emphasizing how very much Europe owed to the Near
East,1 but an evolutionist in articulating the story of humanity as a progression
through states of successive development.2

After years dedicated to questions of prehistoric Europe (including the
question of Indo-European origins), Childe, in summarizing relations between
Europe and the Near East, developed his vision in its first form:3 the passage
from a society of hunters and gatherers to one of farmers and shepherds (pro-
ducers of food) is marked by the ‘Neolithic revolution’, and the passage from
those Neolithic societies to truly historical ones, shaped as states and cities, is
marked by the ‘urban revolution’ – which is what we are concerned with here.
Childe, however, retained nineteenth-century terminology, describing the first
(Palaeolithic) phase as ‘savagery’, the second (Neolithic) as ‘barbarism’, and
the third (with the use of metals) as ‘civilization’. As for the term ‘revolution’,
which appeared to be politically loaded, the socialist Childe repeatedly assert-
ed that it was used to describe a total (nowadays we would say structural)
change happening within a relatively short period; but certainly among con-
servative scholars there hovered, and continues to hover, a sort of rejection.
Lastly, as for the reasons for the change, the technological factor was of prime

1 Europe’s debt to the Near East is very pronounced in Childe 1925, but still visible in Childe
1958.
2 On Childe, cf. McNairn 1980 and Green 1981, and the critical approaches of Trigger 1980
and Harris (ed.) 1994, as well as the valuations of Ridgway 1985; Guidi 1988, pp. 98–115; Sher-
ratt 1989 (the framing within the cultural trends of the time is excellent); McGuire 2006; Vidale
2007; Smith 2009. New interest was indicated by Manzanilla (ed.) 1987 and Collins 2000.
3 Childe 1928, 1934.
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importance in this first formulation, even if it seems clear that the use of the
terms savagery-barbarism-civilization (from an anthropological context, begin-
ning with Morgan) instead of Palaeolithic-Neolithic-Age of Metals (already used
in a prehistoric context) was meant to give the process a wider basis than a
purely technological one.4

But it was only from 1938, the year of his visit to the USSR and of his
contacts (however critical) with the Soviet study of prehistory, that Childe in-
corporated in his scheme of things elements of clear (and acknowledged)
Marxist origin,5 basically adapting his Neolithic and urban revolutions to Karl
Marx’s model of the industrial revolution, which was also a process of passage
from one stage to the next. While keeping his interest in the technological
factor, Childe made it one component of a more complex socio-economic
whole: thus the emergence of full-time specialists is no longer ‘technical
progress’ but a new structuring of socio-economic relations within a communi-
ty. The change therefore concerns the whole field of the relations of produc-
tion, that is, the relationship between the ownership of the means of produc-
tion and labour, and the terminology used is that of the Marxist tradition. In
particular the urban revolution marks the emergence of a complex society (al-
though they did not use the term ‘complex’ then), shaped as a state, with an
elite of non-producers supported by the producers by means of setting aside a
surplus. The Marxist influence is also clear in the question of the surplus: a
revolutionary leap takes place when a society succeeds as a result of technolo-
gy in producing a surplus of food, and rather than turning this to greater con-
sumption and improved conditions of life decides to accumulate it for shared
purposes. Finally, the ideological element is also of clear Marxist inspiration:
that is, the religious motivation, thanks to which the directing elite succeeds
in ensuring that the producers assign produce and labour for the support of
this same elite. Naturally, many of these points were already generally present
in Childe’s ideas before 1938 (a militant socialist from his youth and for his
entire life), but at that date the system assumed its definitive shape, and was
delivered in a series of small volumes of synthesis that enjoyed notable success
and had a strong impact upon the course of studies.6

For the purposes of our argument, however, a separate discussion is called
for by the theoretical presentation of the urban revolution that Gordon Childe

4 Childe 1944; cf. Trigger 1986 and Greene 1999.
5 McNairn 1980, pp. 150–167; Trigger 1984b.
6 Childe 1936; 1942; 1951; 1957.
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wrote for the Town Planning Review in 1950.7 The article, conceived for a public
of architects and town-planners, therefore an informed but not archaeological
or pre-historian public, set out in a clear form the problematic nature of
the urban revolution. The conceptual apparatus is that of evolutionism of a
nineteenth-century order (in the mid-twentieth century it caused rather a ripple
to hear someone speak of ‘savagery’ and ‘barbarism’). But what counts, more
than this conceptual apparatus, are the famous ten criteria that Childe puts
forward as characterizing the city – or at least the proto-city emerging from the
‘revolution’. One of their possible applications to the ‘historical’ and modern
city was not considered, and seems rather to be excluded, although implicitly
it may be imagined that the basic characteristics of the city must also leave
traces in later urbanization.

The ten criteria are: (1) a certain size of settlement and density of popula-
tion; (2) full-time specialization of work; (3) centralization of the surplus of
production to support the specialists; (4) monumental buildings for both cere-
monial (temples) and practical (storehouses and granaries) use; (5) a ruling
class and social stratification; (6) writing; (7) sciences (arithmetic, geometry,
astronomy and creation of a calendar); (8) figurative art; (9) procuring materi-
als from a distance; (10) ‘organic solidarity’ in a complex and strongly unequal
system, which needed compensation of an ideological (religious) nature.

The choice of the ten criteria has been criticized often,8 as being inconsist-
ent in placing on one level basic structural traits and exterior manifestations.
All the same, we need to look at two aspects, for the most part neglected by
Childe’s critics. The first is that the description tackles the origin, therefore the
first urbanization, and nothing says that all the criteria must be valid, even for
historical urbanization, which cancels the objections, particularly those on the
part of the classicists.9 The second is that we are not dealing with a simple list
(such as the one I have just given, or other formulations of it by other authors,
for the purpose of summary) – a ‘shopping list’, as maliciously defined – but
with a continued discussion, articulated in points for greater clarity. It is cer-
tainly possible to suggest a different articulation of the discussion, endowed
with greater consistency: for example, criterion (2) logically presupposes crite-
rion (3), which should therefore come first. In particular, the inclusion of writ-
ing has been criticized, above all by students of the Americas (but the ‘first

7 Childe 1950. The mechanism was already there in Childe 1942, pp. 97–121, and will be repeat-
ed in a more discursive style in Childe 1951. Cf. comments on the article in Bianchi and Liverani
2004.
8 E.g. Adams 1966, pp. 10–11; Flannery 1994, pp. 106–109.
9 Like Hansen 2008, or Osborne 2005, p. 6.
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urbanization’ of the Maya had writing,10 and Inca urbanization knew its first
stages, then broken off by the Spanish conquest); whereas others11 hold it to
be essential, because it allows the creation of bureaucracy, which leads to the
formation of the ‘bureaucratic state’ in a process in which urbanization and
control by the state go side by side. In recent years, besides, it has been pos-
sible to reconstruct the parallelism between civic/settlement growth and
growth of the instruments of security and recording (cretulae – the clay seals –
and tokens) with final and contemporary emergence of city, state and writing.12

But where Childe is concerned, we need to note that the ‘deep’ mental system
is nineteenth-century, which links city with civilization, civilization with histo-
ry, and history with writing (prehistory is ‘without writing’), a shortened link
uniting city with writing.

To sum up, looking at the criteria in isolation, different incongruities leap
to the eyes,13 but reading the text without stopping, the arguments hold good.
There are two fundamental concepts to the entire process of thought: the first
is that the city is distinguished from the village by a complexity (we note the
adoption of Durkheim’s concept of ‘organic solidarity’) that is based upon spe-
cialization of work and produces a socio-economic imbalance; the second is that
this system is supported on the (ideologically intended) withdrawal of a surplus,
which is administered centrally and redistributed to the non-producers. In these
terms the argument not only certainly has its own logic, but can also still be
substantially shared sixty years after its first formulation.

In the 1950 article concepts re-emerge that can be traced back to Childe’s
earlier works of synthesis. The question of primary and secondary urbaniza-
tions is explicitly formulated: the ‘primary’ cases are four (Mesopotamia,
Egypt, the Indus valley, and Maya civilization); all the other urbanizations
came out of processes of diffusion and transmission, albeit not without varia-
tions. Later on it will be observed that the first three could lead back to just
one, with Mesopotamia as the initial nucleus – so that the primary cases re-
main only two, one for the Old World and one for the New. Conversely, the
processes of diffusion (another nineteenth-century legacy) will be greatly re-
scaled, to the gain of the internal dynamics of development. I will turn later to

10 On the decipherment of Maya writing (in the 1980s) cf. Coe 1992.
11 Buccellati 1977; Sweet 1997; Hudson 2004; Adams 2004, pp. 58–59; Ross 2010. Good sum-
mary of the question in Larsen 1988. On the ‘mental’ results I refer to Goody 1977 and 1986.
12 Ferioli et al. (eds.) 1994; Frangipane (ed.) 2007; Rothman 2007.
13 Castells 1972, while accepting it in substance (Castells as a Marxist accepts the surplus as
a fundamental factor), is then ironical, pp. 23–24: ‘notwithstanding a classification process
very close to the famous Chinese Encyclopaedia of Borges …’
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these questions (§ 4.4). But the restriction to four primary cases is useful for
Childe because it is from them (and not from the secondary cases) that he
draws the evidence relevant to the definition of the urban revolution, and so
of the proto-historic city – therefore the evidence on later urbanization (begin-
ning from the Greek polis) will as a matter of principle not be included here.

The question of the centralization of the surplus is also clarified and placed
at the heart of the process. Here Marx’s influence is strong: the mechanism
that he describes to explain the ‘industrial revolution’ is adopted by Childe to
explain the ‘urban revolution’.14 This deals with the so-called ‘primitive (or
primary, or original) accumulation of capital’, or really with that assigning for
social objectives of the ‘surplus’ produced inside a specified community. Childe
uses the term ‘social surplus’, without however explaining (taking it for grant-
ed) that it is not simply a question of a surplus produced inside a given society,
but of a surplus that becomes destined for a social use (that is, for the commu-
nity), subtracting it from the producers’ private consumption.

Coming finally to the ‘prime mover’ of the process of primary accumula-
tion, Childe’s preference is still identified in the technological factor, and in
particular in the emergence of full-time specialization.15 This point will then
be the object of much criticism, in response to the multi-factored and more
elusive vision that will prevail from the 1980s. I myself, who most certainly do
not hide my debt to Childe’s vision, would apply the question of the techno-
logical factor to the innovations introduced, right on the eve of the ‘revolution’,
in the sector of primary production, agriculture (and so pertinent to the mo-
ment of production of the surplus), more than to the sector of specialized la-
bour (artisanal), which benefitted from a surplus already produced.16

But the greatest merits, in a vision over a long period in the history of these
studies, seem to me to consist not so much in the solution given or in its single
points, as in two factors of Childe’s theory, two new and interconnected facts.
The first factor is the ability to verify archaeologically the individual ‘criteria’.
The size of the settlement can be measured and even its density estimated. The
monumental buildings can be excavated, measured and visualized in all their
glory. The presence of specialists and of imported materials appears from the
excavation, and their centralization around the seat of power can be inserted
in the scheme; and the same goes for the presence of written documents and

14 Analysis suggested by me in Liverani 1998a, pp. 3–6.
15 Specialization of labour: Wailes (ed.) 1996, with the articles by Zettler and Stein (pp. 17–23
and 25–38) on the Ancient Near East; Wailes’ introduction (pp. 3–14) is, on the other hand, on
diffusion. Cf. also Rosen 1997; Vidale 2007.
16 Liverani 1998a, pp. 19–26.
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works of figurative art. In a nutshell, the decision whether a given settlement
is or is not to be classified as a city depends on a ‘material’ analysis of its
remains, not on ideological presuppositions or an estimate of the ‘values’ on
which it is thought to be founded. This ability to verify the urban nature of a
settlement archaeologically cannot be conclusive for the more advanced histor-
ical periods, for which written evidence becomes illuminating; but it certainly
is for the phase of the ‘urban revolution’, which is properly placed bridging
the gap between prehistory and history, and again for the whole proto-
historical and historical phase of the pre-classical Near East. Rather than imag-
ining the proto-historic city on the basis of literary information provided by a
following era, the suggestion is to identify archaeological data that can be pro-
jected from the proto-historic city also to successive cities.

From this it follows – and here we have the second fundamental factor of
Childe’s theory – that the definition of a city provided by Childe, based as it is
upon objective evidence, can be applied in its substance to any region or peri-
od. It is a definition of universal validity: as such the old distinction between
western city and eastern non-city collapses, revealing its entire nature as an
ideological construct and aprioristic selection and contrast. If anything the op-
posite came about, which is that the city of ‘first urbanization’ is based on
exactly these elements of centralization (temple and palace) that had cast a
sinister light onto the Near-Eastern cities as seats of despotism. At this point
there open two ways towards a fuller understanding: one line of research upon
the characteristics of secondary urbanizations (§ 4.4 and § 5.12), and one on
the component of community attributes that the city (even the ‘eastern’ one!)
inherits from the village (§ 3.3 and § 5.4). But these lines will only be developed
a few decades later.

If Childe’s article has been continuously criticized – or ignored – by neo-
archaeologists weighed down by their Oedipus complexes,17 it met, however,
a widespread and substantial acceptance on the part of both ancient historians
and town planners (to whom it was directed). It will be enough here to give as
an example the well-known work of Lewis Mumford, or even better Gideon
Sjoberg’s book on the pre-industrial cities,18 which re-used all Childe’s theoreti-
cal structure, albeit with different terminology: from the environmental and
technological premises, to the size, to the emergence of a governing elite of a
bureaucratic character, and finally to the ideological justification of a religious
nature. Sjoberg’s study gained great authority, and served in its turn to give

17 Trigger 1972, in his scrutiny of urbanization, achieves the tour de force of never citing
Childe, who, however, hovers all over.
18 Mumford 1938; 1960a, b; 1961; Sjoberg 1960. I return to them both at § 3.7.
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currency to a ‘bible’ of the first urbanization that owes much to Childe’s ideas.
Closely after the publication of the article in 1950 the anthropologist Robert
Redfield was also much influenced by Childe: he entitles the first chapter of
his book Urban Revolution and the fifth Man Makes Himself (which is the title
of a famous small book by Childe); he also criticizes him repeatedly, but he
uses him as an authoritative and essential reference point.19 Ten years later the
American historian William McNeill, in outlining the progress of civilization in
the course of world history (with an evolutionist and diffusionist route, formed
from technical innovations and interruptions by barbarian intrusions), actually
absorbs the substance of Childe’s suggestion (beginnings in Mesopotamia,
question of the agricultural surplus, system of redistribution, etc.) without
however citing him other than for different and secondary questions (Aryans,
Mediterranean building of megaliths, iron).20

The idea of establishing a list of qualifying ‘points’ was repeatedly both
adopted21 and modified.22 For example, Maurizio Tosi chooses as essential
points the dimensional growth, the accumulation of a surplus, social stratifica-
tion, and artisanal specialization.23 The classicists Morgan and Coulton,24 con-
sidering the Greek polis, begin with Childe’s ten criteria, selecting points (1)
concentration/density of habitation, (2) specialization of labour, (4) monumen-
tal public architecture, (5) marked social stratification, (6) writing, and (9)
trade over a distance. Kolb,25 without indeed citing Childe, nevertheless pro-
vides a ‘list’ partly coinciding: (1) topographic and administrative compactness
of the settlement, (2) a population of several thousand people, (3) specializa-
tion of labour and social differentiation, (4) a variety of buildings, (5) an urban
style of life, (6) a function as the centre of a region. Kostof 26 lists nine criteria
that partly coincide with Childe’s and partly do not: (1) a certain size, variable
depending on the period, (2) inclusion in a hierarchical group, (3) spatial limits
(encircling wall or juridical status), (4) specialization of labour and social hier-
archy, (5) influx of wealth (surplus, trade), (6) written records, (7) relationship
with land that provides food in exchange for protection and services, (8) monu-

19 Redfield 1953; also Redfield and Singer 1954 and 1961.
20 McNeill 1963.
21 Frick 1977, pp. 9–18, uses Childe’s ten points, with some changes due to his Old Testament
view. Stoddart 1999 criticizes the ten points, but then in practice considers them all.
22 Hansen (ed.) 2000, pp. 27–28 goes back to the ten points and cites various other similar
lists.
23 Tosi 1977, p. 51; Vidale 2007, p. 412.
24 Morgan and Coulton 1997.
25 Kolb 1984, p. 15.
26 Kostof 1991.
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mental architecture, (9) a place made of buildings and people. Obviously Ko-
stof, town-planner as he was, concerned himself with the city in general, and
gave space to elements of the urban structure that Childe had left out and
which are only partly applicable to the city of the Ancient Near East – such as
the ‘skyline’, high at the centre and decreasing as it moves out; the basically
regular grid; the presence of a ‘city-centre’ (administrative and religious). But
even the eight points of an archaeologist such as Colin Renfrew27 are almost
exclusively of the town-planning type, while reflecting the socio-political and
socio-economic structure. By contrast it emerges clearly how Childe was inter-
ested in neither urbanistic form nor territorial context, but in the socio-
economic and socio-political process.

3.2 Thorkild Jacobsen and ‘primitive democracy’

At the start of World War Two the Danish Sumerologist Thorkild Jacobsen, who
had emigrated to the United States in 1929, wrote two short articles of clear
ethical-political mould, fitting easily into the mood of the period. In the first
article,28 which is only of marginal interest here and which was published in
1939, he argued against the widespread idea of ethnic conflict in Lower Meso-
potamia in the third millennium, between Sumerian and Semitic (Akkadian)
elements, citing strong evidence that the conflict known of took place between
citizen states and not between peoples, and that different ethnic components
normally lived together inside the same city. Perhaps it is worth noting that a
couple of years later (in 1942) the journal of the Oriental Institute of Chicago,
where Jacobsen worked, changed its name from American Journal of Semitic
Languages and Literatures to Journal of Near-Eastern Studies, certainly to give
equal status to historical studies and archaeology, but perhaps also to avoid
a situation where the pre-eminence awarded to language could flow into a
displeasing ‘racial’ misunderstanding. Turning to Jacobsen’s theory, it was ba-
sically correct, even if somewhat extreme: it was very soon observed (by Ignace
J. Gelb) that while there certainly was not a properly racial conflict (in the
physical-genetic sense), there were, however, aspects of antithesis and even of
ethnic and national conflict, and so we are not only dealing with struggles
between regional entities.29 Later approaches have still maintained that the
two ethnic elements were and felt themselves to be different from each other

27 Renfrew 2008, pp. 47–48.
28 Jacobsen 1939.
29 Gelb 1960, pp. 74–79, 313.
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in mentality and values, with some consequences of political opposition, as
often happens in similar cases.30 But beyond these terminological adjustments
(the term ‘race’ is still used incorrectly to refer to ethnic facts, therefore politi-
cal/cultural and not just of physical anthropology), the article remains impor-
tant because of the moment it was written, when Europe was entering war after
over almost two decades of conflict infested with policies of racial intolerance
(and particularly anti-Semitism), of a violence without precedent, and based
upon a ‘myth of the state’ to be imposed with violence. Jacobsen’s vision, if
anything too idyllic, had the force of a Utopia, of a ‘manifesto’, and in the
context of the question that interests us here it served to portray Mesopotamian
cities as being of an inter-ethnic web, the like of which had not been imagined
before (having always been spoken of as ‘Sumerian city’, ‘Assyrian city’ and
similar).

But it is the second article, on ‘primitive democracy’,31 that has had major
influence on the image of the Mesopotamian city. At a historic moment when
Nazism was about to be overthrown by the combined action of the Anglo-
American West and the Soviet Union, conflict (or at least competition) began
inevitably between democracy and communism for world hegemony. Jacob-
sen’s expression ‘primitive democracy’ rang out like a voluntary, an explicit
opposition to the widespread use of the concept and Marxist expression ‘primi-
tive communism’, in the context of the common idea of a ‘primitive’ stage of a
humanity not yet controlled by the state. We need therefore to notice that both
expressions, apart from being in mutual opposition, are opposed in primis to
the conception of the despotic state as theorized and in fact used by European
scholars (above all, but not exclusively, German) in the period between the two
wars. Contrasted to the ‘despotic’ city (Jacobsen uses ‘autocratic’) – centred
urbanistically on the palace, and politically based on the decision making of a
‘non-responsible’ king (in the sense that he is accountable to no one), if any-
thing technically supported by a corps of functionaries at his service – is a
community of widespread skills and responsibilities, where the decisions are
taken by communal bodies – bodies which are properly documented for the
whole course of Near-Eastern history, as councils of ‘elders’ and as ‘plenary’
citizen assemblies, in both a village and city context (as we shall see at § 5.4).

Reading Jacobsen’s article, however, we find a not unimportant differ-
ence. In the Marxist theory ‘primitive communism’ is defined as such in what

30 From Kramer in Kraeling and Adams (eds.) 1960, pp. 87–89, up to Westenholz 1993. Today
it is recognized (Smith 1986) that it is better to reserve the term ‘nation’ for the modern world,
but the term ‘ethnie’ is also appropriate for the ancient world.
31 Jacobsen 1943. Among his supporters I recall Wolf 1947; Evans 1958.
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is an initial stage, primordial, of the socio-political and economic evolution
of human society. Jacobsen on the other hand states that by ‘primitive democ-
racy’ he means a loose democracy, not yet well structured: ‘the various func-
tions or government are as yet little specialized, the power structure is loose,
and the machinery for social co-ordination by means of power is as yet imper-
fectly developed’32 – even if (as we shall soon see) thrown back to an ancient,
pre-documentary phase of Mesopotamian civic development, and so in fact
also primitive in a diachronic sense. In other words, while Soviet Marxism
saw in the Ancient Near East the remains of a primitive communism, by now
overtaken by a ‘feudal’ phase (following the simplified and official Marxist
scheme: we are in the age of Stalin), Jacobsen’s democracy is above all a
projection towards the future, towards the realization of a grown-up and com-
plete democracy.

In a third article (of 1957) Jacobsen will then give a more complex recon-
struction of the political development of Mesopotamia in the third millenni-
um, a reconstruction enriched by the archaeological-territorial interests he
had cultivated in the mean time, and which outlines a somewhat radical pro-
gression from ‘primitive democracy’ to ‘primitive monarchy’ and finally to
‘primitive empire’ (that of Akkad).33 A few years later (at the symposium on
the City Invincible, cf. § 3.6), in a manner both more solid and more subtle,
Jacobsen will suggest an alternation between a trend to centralization and a
trend to localism.34

But the main problem has to do with the evidence used. To a large extent
the information that we have on the cities’ communal bodies is of two types.
We have an abundance of legal and administrative documents on the fact that
in each city (and also in each village) local judicial questions were decided
by the ‘elders’, while possible problems of greater weight, and of particular
emergency, were put to the ‘plenary’ assembly. We then have a number of
passages of mythological texts where a divine assembly plays a role, and also
legendary pieces of writing in which the king-despot (of the Gilgamesh type)
must take account of the opinion of the communal bodies. The Marxist ap-
proach, and markedly the neo-Marxist, as it develops in the sixties and seven-
ties (as we shall see at § 3.3), has no problems in reconstructing a situation
predating the genesis of the city and state, with village communities self-
governed by collective bodies; and then a situation of urbanization and state
control in which the strictly political decisions are within the competence of

32 Jacobsen 1943, p. 159.
33 Jacobsen 1957.
34 Jacobsen 1960a.
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the monocratic power, while local questions (judicial) rest within the compe-
tence of the local communal bodies, which therefore no longer have political
competence.

Jacobsen on the other hand prefers to base himself more on the literary
texts than on the administrative and legal documents, and maintains that the
divine assembly is the ‘reflection’ (over millennia!) of a time when – in a pre-
historic and pre-documentary age – men also governed communally; a memo-
ry stretching to the age in which the democratic bodies no longer existed and
no longer enjoyed the fullness of their functions. To use Jacobsen’s words,
‘Our material seems to preserve indications that prehistoric Mesopotamia was
organized politically along democratic lines, not, as was historic Mesopotamia,
along autocratic’.35 This explanation is difficult to accept, and the study of
‘foundation myths’ enjoys bases other than the banality of memories stretching
over millennia. Besides, the explanation is not even necessary: in attributing
to the gods an assembly, the authors and public of these stories could not (nor
needed to) ‘remember’ institutions from thousands of years before, but simply
worked within their own present reality, with their councils of elders and their
plenary assemblies, attributing to the gods the customs of men.

By and large, the argument on ‘primitive democracy’, as was said earlier à
propos racial conflict, kept intact its value as an ethical-political ‘manifesto’ in
support of the democratic regime, beyond the absences that become clear in
the light of deeper studies, of added evidence, and above all of an altogether
more coherent theoretical vision. As an immediate consequence it was suggest-
ed that the same label be applied to Ancient Israel.36 But later studies have for
the most part reserved for Jacobsen’s articles citations of a somewhat ‘ritual’
character, with more or less marked reserve on the actual political power of
the assemblies. Sufficient here to compare Samuel Kramer’s naïve enthusiasm
for Sumerian democracy and ‘the first bicameral Congress’37 to Adam Falken-
stein’s cautious rethinking.38 In particular the short poem Gilgamesh and Agga,
which talks of a double assembly at Uruk, one of ‘elders’ and one of ‘young
men’ (actually adults, warriors), underwent a deeper analysis. A short article
by Dina Katz correctly underscored properly literary elements, of narrative
structure, in the composition and in the role played in it by the contrast be-

35 Jacobsen 1943, p. 172.
36 Wolf 1947.
37 Kramer 1956, pp. 26–31; 1981, pp. 30–35.
38 Falkenstein 1954.
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tween ‘elders’ and ‘young men’;39 and a few year later Giovanni Pettinato, re-
examining the whole question, also concluded that the purpose was literary.40

It is singular how this whole line of study, which is founded (if often criti-
cally) upon Jacobsen’s articles and based upon philological analysis of Sumeri-
an literary sources, remains apart from what was in the mean time clarified
about the role of the communal bodies of the Mesopotamian cities, both in a
neo-Marxist context (§ 3.3: structure of the village and question of the so-called
‘residual city’ as compared to the palace), and in the US context (§ 4.3: coexist-
ence of the ‘great organizations’ and normal citizenship with its communal
organs). It is within these other threads that the study of the political structure
is more concretely applied to the shape of the Mesopotamian city.

3.3 Igor Diakonoff, the ‘Asiatic mode’ and the residual
village

In 1953 the complete and official edition of a dense work that Karl Marx had
written a century earlier was published in Berlin (the Grundrisse der Kritik der
Politischen Ökonomie); the work included chapters on pre-capitalist economic
forms in which the theory was expounded of the ‘Asiatic mode of production’.41

Hints of the theory also exist in other Marxian writings,42 but it remained al-
most completely eclipsed, for just a century, so as not to impede the official,
classical, sequence, which entailed passage from the slavery mode (of antiqui-
ty) to the feudal mode (of the Middle Ages) to the capitalist mode (of the mod-
ern age): this sequence fitted in between the mythical primitive communism
of the origins and the communism of the future, which already appeared (or
so it was hoped) to be in sight. It is clear how the classical scheme fitted in to
nineteenth-century evolutionism, unilinear and of universal validity, while the
alternative owed much to the difference, and even antithesis, between East
and West – also nineteenth-century (but still alive in Max Weber). In effect,
the classical stages, applied to the West, presented a continuous evolution,
with passage from one mode to the other, and with expectation of a positive
final outcome determined by the internal mechanisms and ‘contradictions’
both of the capitalist mode and the preceding modes. On the other hand, the

39 Katz 1987; earlier Malamat 1963.
40 Pettinato 1994; most recently Bartash 2010.
41 Marx 1857–58; the first English translation of the 1953 edition was by Nikolaus in 1973.
42 See Godelier’s anthology 1970a.
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‘Asiatic mode’,43 whose description was largely based upon the conditions of
imperial and pre-imperial India, presented a stagnation, an incapacity for en-
dogenous progress – such that Marx (whom it would be singular to accuse of
philo-colonialism) saw British dominion as the only way of bringing India out
from her thousands of years of inertness. As far as antiquity went, while the
slavery mode implied strong centralization (especially for the ‘public’ slavery
of temples and palaces), the Asiatic mode left ample space for the role of local
communities, and in particular of the villages. The Asiatic mode is in substance
a model at two superimposed levels: there is the despotic government (with
cities, public works, centralization, taxation, specialization) and there are
the local tributary communities (with villages, production of food, self-
government, and socio-economic homogeneity). It is clear how, in stressing
the role of the upper level, the East (ageless rather than ancient) assumes the
characteristics of despotism, while stressing the role of the villages leads to
recognizing their capacity for local self-government, which instead goes back
to the primitive stage of the Garden of Eden type. While the villages already
existed in the ‘primitive’ mode, the city was formed only in successive modes,
among them the Asiatic, both as a centre of exchange and as the seat of the
despot. But the Marxian pointers to the socio-political image of the city remain
in truth not very clear and somewhat contradictory.

Much has been written on the political reasons for the hundred-year-old
eclipse of Marx’s Asiatic mode,44 particularly once the Berlin edition had
opened the way to an intense activity of study, and this fervour of studies ex-
plains why I speak of the models of the mid-twentieth century rather than
those of the mid-nineteenth. But the analysis of these studies needs to distin-
guish between those carried out inside the Soviet Bloc (where the Grundrisse
was already available in the Moscow edition of 1939–41) and those effected by
Western neo-Marxists. To understand the position of the studies in the Soviet
world, with reference to the Ancient Near East, it is useful and, I would say,
indeed illuminating to run through the anthology of contributions by Russian
Assyriologists translated into English and edited by Igor M. Diakonoff that was
published in 1969. The spread of the works is already significant: only one from

43 See among others Chesneaux’ and Godelier’s contributions in Garaudy (ed.) 1969; also
Godelier 1970b, pp. 29–79.
44 Sofri 1969; Godelier 1970a, pp. 15–96; Krader 1975; Sawer 1977; Tokei 1979; Bailey and
Llobera (eds.) 1981; Dunn 1982; O’Leary 1989. But cf. earlier Wittfogel 1957, pp. 585–651 (‘Birth
and death of the theory of the Asiatic mode of production’). The theoretical-political reasons
are obvious: applying the ‘Asiatic mode’ to China and Russia (also partly ‘Asiatic’) would ex-
clude those countries from the normal evolutionary course, blocking their socialist outcome.
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1933, three from the years 1947–49, five from the period 1953–57 (with the peak
therefore soon after the Berlin edition), and finally two from 1965. The Egyptol-
ogist and later Sumerologist Vasili Struve was, from 1933, the champion of the
official solution (and his authority was decisive in also imposing it on less
convinced colleagues), embracing in full both the role of slavery and the ‘hy-
draulic’ model (with frequent throwbacks to Deimel and to Schneider). The role
of the village is minimized and distorted as an organization based on the work
of slaves, both for the construction of the canals and for the cultivation of
the fields.45 Replies and counter-replies followed, but Struve’s vision became
officially consecrated as valid.

The question was re-opened, however, after 1953 – when the question of
the village community also gained a new vigour in other areas of antiquity.46

Alexander I. Tyumenev underscored two decisive points: (1) that even at the
peak of centralization under the Third Dynasty of Ur the work was done not
by slaves but by corvée, to which the population was liable (in, therefore, a
kind of ‘feudal’ way), (2) that increasingly strong elements of a free economy
were then emerging.47 At the same period, Igor M. Diakonoff took the decisive
step, showing that Deimel’s calculations were erroneous, and that alongside
the temple lands there were other lands belonging to villages, and alongside
(or rather under, given the use of taxation) the temple there were communities
of villages and extended families, documented above all by the acts of land
grants and transfers called kudurru, both of the Cassite and Middle-Babylonian
ages and archaic ones of a proto-dynastic and Akkadian age.48 The existence
of cities and great temple agencies was certainly not denied, as the role of
irrigation was not denied, but a more complex model was built, with what we
can define as a ‘residual village’ (as compared to the creation of the city) still
very present in both the countryside and the city itself (the residential areas),
and, among other things, corresponding to the results of excavations in the
era of the mandates (cf. § 2.12), which, however, were not then included in the
publications. The picture of Mesopotamian society of the Sumerian and Old
Babylonian age was therefore two-fold: between the state lands (of temples or
palaces) and private lands, and between people of ‘free’ status (Babylonian
awīlum) and ‘public service’ status (Babylonian muškēnum); Diakonoff estimat-

45 Struve 1933 (in Diakonoff [ed.1969], p. 33).
46 Sufficient to think of Tchalenko 1953 and Sereni 1955.
47 Tyumenev 1956.
48 Diakonoff 1956. On Diakonoff’s criticism of Deimel, and on the fortune of the Diakonoff
model in the West, cf. Foster 2005. On the debate in the Soviet world there is the brief note by
Andersen 1961.
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ed (for pre-sargonic Lagash) a ratio of the temple sector as one-third and the
private as two-thirds.49 At a conference of Soviet scholars of the Ancient Near
East held in Leningrad in 1962 it was recognized that the ancient Near-Eastern
societies could not be included in the slavery mode, but rather belonged to the
Asiatic mode.50 However, political impediments did not allow this observation
to be developed in the Soviet world, and Tyumenev and Diakonoff were careful
not to claim the authority of the Marxian economic pre-capitalist forms or to
quote the ‘Asiatic mode of production’, preferring if anything to list as ‘feudal’
a situation which in contrast was clearly ‘Asiatic’. But the theoretical confusion
was considerable: how could you assign a feudal mode to the Ancient Near
East, long before the slavery mode of the Graeco-Roman world? Marx himself
had not placed the Asiatic mode before the slavery mode; he had placed it
alongside the whole sequence and had denied it the possibility of evolution
that, by contrast, the Ancient Near-Eastern evidence seemed to allow it. The
debate continued above all outside the Soviet Union, in both eastern (East Ger-
many, Czechoslovakia, Hungary)51 and western countries of Europe.

Impediments of a doctrinal nature did not exist among the Western neo-
Marxists, who in France, Great Britain, and Italy, greeted the ‘Asiatic mode’
with enthusiasm, certainly in connection with the emergence of a ‘Euro-com-
munism’, critical and open, detached from the Stalinist legacy, in a process
that was politically bound up with the events taking place, from those in Hun-
gary (in 1956) up to the ‘Prague spring’ (of 1968). But among scholars of ancient
Mesopotamia a number of years were yet to pass before a definite position was
held: I will allow myself here to recall that my ample chapter on the ‘mode of
production’, in 1976, actually broke new ground in the field of Ancient Near-
Eastern studies.52 On the theme of direct interest here, that of the village, there
were two very productive meetings. The first, in 1974, was a session during the
sixth Congress of Economic History at Copenhagen, a session organized by
Diakonoff and from which a number of contributions were published in the
following year.53 The second, in 1976, was the twentieth congress of the praise-
worthy ‘Société Jean Bodin’ in Warsaw, which had as its theme the rural com-
munities, with the section on the Ancient Near East organized by W. F. Leemans

49 Cf. Diakonoff 1971 for a useful summary.
50 Cf. Matouš 1969, p. 3.
51 Cf. Matouš 1969; Melekechvili 1969; Klima 1978; Komoróczy 1978; Brentjes 1968, 1982;
Hruška 1983; Makkay 1983.
52 Liverani 1976, with explicit use of the ‘Asiatic mode’; then Zaccagnini 1981; Zamora 1997.
53 Diakonoff 1975 (general); Liverani 1975 (Late Bronze-Age Syria); Briant 1975 (Achaemenid-
Greek period).
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and with its proceedings then published in 1983.54 The position of Leemans
(a retired judge, but thoroughly professional Assyriologist, specialist in Old-
Babylonian commerce) was decisive in displaying an obvious weakness. On
the one hand, he first included the articles of the Copenhagen congress in ‘his’
journal (the Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient) and then
organized the congress in Warsaw; but on the other hand he assumed a posi-
tion of complete closure, denying the existence of rural communities in the
Ancient Near East (and throwing the other participants into confusion). The
fact is that he took as a model a community (more theoretical than historically
actual) in which the village possessed all the lands in common – and in those
terms the rural community did not exist, not only in the Ancient Near East, but
probably nowhere else either. The discrepancy had definite and long-standing
cultural roots: on one side Diakonoff and the other champions of the village
community came from the old nineteenth-century tradition, by means of the
Marxist and neo-Marxist route; on the other side Leemans personified the anti-
community position, which was widely held among Western philologists and
which had produced a long silence on the question.

Diakonoff gave the most complete presentation of his vision in 1982, con-
firming to a great extent the positions already formulated in the fifties and
sixties, without, somewhat pointedly, changing too much.55 Once again he
avoided referring to the ‘Asiatic mode’, which is cited only at the end (note
321), and with evident embarrassment. Contrary to a slavery-based Ancient
Near East (as the orthodox view would have it), Diakonoff, since slavery was
very limited there, held out instead for a feudal mode in a broad sense. Leaving
the labels aside, there is a system of two sectors (or at two levels): (a) the
‘state sector’, personified by the palace and temple; (b) the ‘community’. The
members of the latter are free (in a Marxist sense: they own the means of pro-
duction on which they live) and are subject to the payment of taxes, while the
members of the state sector are servants of the king (at various levels, from the
functionaries at the highest grade down as far as the field slaves) and have
lands by royal grant. In the free sector ownership is managed in common
(above all in the third millennium, but also later), and cannot be passed out-
side the extended family. In the course of the centuries the whole system be-
comes subjected to various pressures and distortions compared to the ideal

54 Gilissen (ed.) 1983, with chapters by Théodoridès (Egypt), Leemans (Mesopotamia in gener-
al), Klima (Old-Babylonian period), Dandamayev (Neo-Babylonian period; cf. also id. 1995;
1997), Liverani (Bronze-Age Syria), de Geus (Palestine in the First Iron Age), Briant and Kreissig
(Achaemenid and Greek age), and many others on the Greek, Roman and Byzantine world.
55 Diakonoff 1982; cf. his earlier summary, id. 1974.
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type.56 In particular the extended family is no longer an intermediate stage
between the tribe and nuclear family (as it was in early-evolutionism), but a
structure with a very consistent foundation, even although it tends to disinte-
grate.

The question of the extended family, among other things, reveals ideologi-
cally unlike positions. Diakonoff, who had brought it to the attention of the
Assyriological world from the middle of the fifties on, now turned to it again
more explicitly in the eighties,57 with accounts kept from the legal texts of sale
of landed property, from which it emerged that in both the early-dynastic and
Old-Babylonian periods around 30 % of sellers were multiple/common owners
(while those acquiring the land were normally single individuals). But since
the individual owners were predominantly beneficiaries of non-transferable
royal gifts, it is probable that the percentage of common owners in private
ownership was much higher. Also in the mid-eighties, a number of the Hunga-
rian journal of antiquity, Oikumene, was dedicated to the extended family:
Powell’s introduction (he then became champion of the private oikos) remains
somewhat vague (both because it takes no account of the history and weight
of the problem, and because the place of publication lay in the communist
bloc) and some of the contributions also are purely descriptive (Klengel, Za-
blocka, Dandamayev). Only two are ideologically informed: Jankovska upholds
(for Nuzi) the socio-economic role of the extended family, of the village com-
munity, and of common ownership, following the classical neo-Marxist direc-
tion. In contrast, the liberal Leemans denied tout court that common or collec-
tive ownership existed, ownership being only individual.58

Diakonoff ’s insistence, however, on the extended or undivided family lent
his vision a strong characterization of community attributes, while in parallel
(and by way of contrast) Ignace J. Gelb’s insistence on the oikos served to lend
the accumulation of lands a character of privatization and a trend towards
capitalism. In Munich’s’s Rencontre Assyriologique (published in 1972) the posi-
tions of Diakonoff and Gelb are visibly different: the former contrasts the ‘com-
munal and private sector’, found in the village communities, to the ‘state sec-
tor’ (of temple and palace), following the structural terminology already de-
scribed; the latter on the contrary holds that the members of the controlling

56 On the evolution of the system cf. Liverani 1984.
57 Diakonoff 1954; 1985; 1996.
58 Powell 1986; Klengel 1986; Zabocka 1986; Dandamayev 1986; Jankovska 1986; Leemans
1986. In Holland Leeman’s denial position has left traces in van Driel 2000a; 2001. On an
archaeological basis, Faust 2000 sees the nuclear family predominate in an urban context,
and the wider family in a rural context.
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elite appropriate ancient commonly-held properties, lending thereby an origin
to the state sector, and that the private sector is represented by the family
oikoi – with the rural communities possibly still alive in the third millennium
but doomed to disappear.59 We should besides consider, apart from all else,
that both scholars, in demolishing Deimel’s monolithic ‘temple-city’ and giving
a fundamental role to the private/family sector, base themselves (at least ini-
tially) on the same textual typology, the early-dynastic land sales, with their
obvious differentiation between individual purchaser (from a city background)
and multiple sellers, with all the ceremonial that serves to introduce the new
proprietor into the local community, and with their characteristic abundance
of ‘gifts’ that the buyer distributes not only to the common owners but also to
a whole series of members of the community.60

I will turn later (§ 5.4) to the other developments in the study of local com-
munities and the organs of self-government found not only in the villages but
also in the cities. Here, however, it is important to stress how and to what
extent the course of studies on the ‘Asiatic’ mode has contributed to articulate
the vision of the settled landscape, no longer centred in megalopoleis similar
to ‘cathedrals in the desert’, but instead populated by a network of intercon-
nected cities and villages: and also the vision of the socio-economic relations,
no longer monopolized by temple and palace but flowing in capillary fashion
through families and local communities. The study of the Marxist texts directs
us on a way that is actually parallel to what was being proposed by non-Marx-
ist scholars at the same time, both archaeologists (§ 4.2) and Assyriologists
(§ 4.3), in the examination of their respective evidence.

3.4 Karl Wittfogel and the ‘hydraulic’ city

The history of the link between ancient urbanization and the alluvial floods,
which required the development of irrigation systems, is a long one. The con-
nection is clear in the Ancient Near East (the Nile and Tigris-Euphrates val-
leys) but also in the Indian sub-continent (the Indus valley), in China (the
Yellow River), and also in less striking instances in Central Asia and Meso-
america. The link has attracted attention and given rise to explanations, which
have quickly focused on two (interlinked) points: the possibility, provided by

59 Diakonoff 1972; Gelb 1972 (pp. 88–92 on the village communities).
60 The texts were then published by Gelb, Steinkeller, and Whiting 1991. Recently Studevent
and Hickmann 2008, in chronicling the critique of the model of the temple-city, cites only
Gelb, completely ignoring Diakonoff.
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a wide hydrologically-arranged valley, of feeding large concentrations of
population; and the necessity for strong control to administer the building
and maintenance of great complexes of canalization. Irrigation, urbanization
and despotism are thus already joined together in the eyes of ancient and
renaissance authors, of nineteenth-century philosophers (there is, for exam-
ple, an acknowledgment in Hegel, probably under the influence of the geogra-
pher Karl Ritter),61 and of the theorists of the first socio-economic evolution
(in particular John Stuart Mill and Karl Marx),62 all theories that will finally
also lead to the contributions of scholars of ancient civilizations (as already
said of Deimel, at § 2.9).

But the connection between Near-Eastern despotism and ‘hydraulic’ civili-
zations gained marked attention in 1957, when the German Sinologist Karl
Wittfogel (an emigrant to the United States) published the work entitled Orien-
tal Despotism,63 but with ample use of the definition of a ‘hydraulic society’
as almost synonymous with an ‘Asiatic society’ or even ‘Near-Eastern society’;
‘hydraulic society’ was used in preference because the phenomenon embraced
cases that were predominantly but not exclusively Asiatic. In his historical
exemplification, India and China take the lion’s share, Pharaonic Egypt and
Sumerian and Babylonian Mesopotamia are both given major roles, but then
we come to Imperial Rome and Byzantium, Islam of the Caliphate, the civiliza-
tions of pre-Columbian America (Maya and Inca) and finally the island of
Hawaii. The hydraulic society, Wittfogel maintains, is characteristic of arid
zones, of a dry climate, but crossed by rivers, where agriculture based on rain-
fall is not possible, but water is abundant and close by. For Mesopotamia,
therefore, Wittfogel accepts the model of the temple-city, without, among
other things, distinguishing Deimel’s totalizing position from Anna Schnei-
der’s more articulated one.64

The book reached a wide readership and provoked fierce debate, interlink-
ing in some ways with the debate (of which we have already spoken, § 3.3) on
the ‘Asiatic mode of production’.65 Wittfogel was a Marxist scholar, but strongly
anti-Stalinist, and intended to reassess concepts already expressed by Marx
but then censured by the communism of Stalin’s USSR for motives of a political
nature. And so it came about that Wittfogel’s positions were regarded with
distaste by non-Marxist scholars as being Marxist (and in those years there was

61 Hegel 1837, pps. 100–101 of the English translation; cf. Rossi 2012, pp. 233–234.
62 For example Marx 1857–58.
63 Wittfogel 1957; the work was preceded by Wittfogel’s important article 1955.
64 Ibid. pp. 267–269.
65 Among the numerous contributions, I would single out Mitchell 1973; Lees 1974.
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no middle course – you were either for or against), and vehemently rejected
by the Marxists of the regime, who branded Wittfogel as a ‘traitor’. Actually
the book, while intended as a socio-economic analysis, comes across rather as
a work of polemic politics in its preliminary pages and above all in the two
concluding chapters.66 From a discussion based on a survey wide-ranging in
space and time it clearly emerges that the author’s interest and intention is
also (and I would say above all) directed to the classification of Russia (both
Tsarist and Soviet) as an ‘Asiatic’ or ‘semi-Asiatic’ entity and to the question of
whether the development of China ought to follow the ‘stages’ of official Marx-
ism. And it must be said that the book’s readability is hampered by an over-
complicated structure and a wordy and repetitive style.

Coming to the argument that interests us here, we need to recognize that
Wittfogel, whose competence was as a Sinologist, showed himself sufficiently
well informed on previous works by Assyriologists and Egyptologists. In con-
trast, indications of archaeological evidence are very rare if not completely
absent. Wittfogel cites the evolutionist summaries of Gordon Childe but does
so for their theoretical-political implications, and does not cite (and I would
say does not really know) the article and fundamental thesis on the ‘urban
revolution’. In effect Wittfogel is not interested in checking and following the
development of the ‘hydraulic’ system on the basis of the archaeological evi-
dence (limiting himself to the textual), nor in realizing it on the basis of the
actual settlements. However, his model can be easily translated into a precise
urban type. The hydraulic states – says Wittfogel – are great builders and great
organizers. As great builders they not only dig and maintain canals, but build
temples and colossal palaces, capital cities, encircling walls and fortresses,
roads and postal stations – all non-hydraulic structures but making it possible
to mobilize manpower in quantity, which arises from the requirements of ca-
nalization and is therefore part of the hydraulic organization.67 And as great
organizers the hydraulic states give life to systems of calculation and recorda-
ble accounts, to writing and to bureaucracy, to taxation, to the corvée, to con-
trol of the population (through censuses, land registers, measurements of pro-
ductive capacity, etc.), to information systems, networks of roads, postal servi-
ces, and finally to propagandist indoctrination.68 The brief outline69 could

66 Wittfogel 1957/1967, pp. 369–412 (The Rise and Fall of the Theory of the Asiatic Mode of
Production) and 413–448 (Oriental Society in Transition).
67 Ibid., pp. 34–45.
68 Ibid., pp. 50–52, 55–59.
69 Ibid., p. 50 for the definition; the description takes all of chapter 2 (pp. 22–48) for the
constructions and chapter 3 (pp. 49–100) for the organization.
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have profited from Childe’s ‘ten criteria’, and the hydraulic city, which is pre-
sented in Wittfogel as a completed reality, could have and should have been
fitted into a process of growth.

We need besides to recognize that Wittfogel’s presentation is not a ‘totalis-
ing’ one, as is often supposed (especially by those who have secondary knowl-
edge of the work): perhaps the totalising nature of the object of study has been
unduly transferred to the method of tackling it. Wittfogel not only distinguish-
es between small canal systems of village dimensions and the great hydraulic
works of regional range (those unattainable without despotic control over huge
masses of manpower),70 but also suggests a graduated classification between
compact hydraulic areas (like Pharaonic Egypt and Sumer) and non-compact
(like Assyria), between central and marginal areas, and between continuous
and discontinuous areas.71 Between public and private ownership a different
measure is recognized,72 with margins of freedom in a family setting, in a local
community, in working and religious organizations, even if this amounts –
according to Wittfogel – to very little, of freedoms which do not confer self-
government, which symbolize a kind of ‘beggars’ democracy’73

These graded elements were undervalued at the time, as was inevitable
given the theme of the book (with its subtitle on ‘total power’), but should
have merited greater attention on the part of those who later developed the
image of the Ancient Near-Eastern city as a complex organism, centred on the
despot’s palace, but composed of a plurality of actors linked by interactive
relationships that were not simply of dependence on a central monocratic and
totalitarian entity. Wittfogel, it is true, did not tackle the problem of the city’s
origins directly (we have already noted his disregard of the archaeological evi-
dence, and also of the formative processes), and in general paid little attention
to the city. But the relevance of pluvial agriculture, and of hydraulic agriculture
on a small scale, to societies articulated by village communities seems obvious
if implicit, and, by contrast, the link between hydraulic organization on a vast
scale with the presence of a city, capital of a region and seat of the controlling
organism. Relevant to this we see how Julian Steward, who includes Wittfogel’s
important article in his volume published in 1955, himself propounded a major
role for irrigation in the process leading to urbanization and formation of
states.74 And the different reception in the American world reserved for a more
or less analogous position – a positive reception for Steward’s proposals, a

70 Ibid. pp. 3 and 12.
71 Ibid., pp. 165–188.
72 Ibid. pp. 270–295.
73 Ibid. pp. 108–124.
74 Steward 1955; ibid. (ed.) 1955.



152 The season of theoretical models

critical one for Wittfogel’s – is partly explained by the greater flexibility and
subtlety of the former, but also partly by the latter’s Marxism.

Inevitably, the ideological censure of Wittfogel’s work has long obscured
the non-ideological question of the role of irrigation in the emergence of urban-
ization. We shall see later (§ 4.2) the position expressed above all by Robert
Adams, that irrigation on a regional scale, coming after centuries of despotism,
could not be the cause. Similarly, both McGuire Gibson and Carl Lamberg-
Karlovsky75 maintain that Wittfogel was wrong, because irrigation can be man-
aged locally. In the United States everything goes back to Robert Fernea’s
book76 on local management of irrigation in Southern Iraq. Obviously Fernea’s
model is correct, but I believe we need to distinguish between the management
of systems already in operation, and which have been so for a long time and
are by now a part of daily life, and the very different question of the construc-
tion of irrigation systems. By now the middle position has made progress,
which assigns an important role to the central state in the construction of the
great networks of canals, and leaves their administration to the functionaries
of the local communities. I would, however, distinguish between a largely posi-
tive position in Egyptology studies and a more cautious one in Assyriology.

On Egyptian irrigation the studies of Wolfgang Schenkel77 are particularly
profound; right from the introduction he connects the study of Egyptian irriga-
tion to Wittfogel’s theory, and then passes to a typological-developmental clas-
sification that distinguishes between a natural/seasonal irrigation through
basins (up to and including the Old Kingdom), artificial/seasonal irrigation
through basins (introduced with the First Intermediate Period), permanent irri-
gation by basins, and finally permanent irrigation by means of canals (intro-
duced in the Middle Kingdom). We can see that before canalization state inter-
vention was not necessary, although there was a strong need to redraw the
field boundaries after the flood season. More recently Karl Butzer78 also recog-
nizes Wittfogel’s merit in having raised to the first level of importance the ques-
tion of irrigation, even if now his theories need to be revised. Personally I be-
lieve that it would be useful for clarification to note how the first phase of
irrigation in the Nile Valley is of the ‘African’ type (cultivation after the flood
has gone down), and the second phase is of the ‘Asiatic’ type: state intervention
is not needed for the first phase, but is for the second.

75 Gibson 1976; Lamberg-Karlovsky 1976. Favouring the role of irrigation Hunt and Hunt 1978;
Postgate 2003.
76 Fernea 1970.
77 Schenkel 1974; 1978.
78 Butzer 1996.
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As for the Assyriologists, the available sources for Lower Mesopotamia are
of two types: administrative texts, but also classroom problems (from the train-
ing of scribe-administrators) relating to the digging of canals.79 These latter
show without any margin of doubt how the digging of the canals was an opera-
tion carried out by the state administration. For the management of canals
already prepared, the administrative texts have been viewed differently. Stan-
ley D Walters,80 studying the case of Old-Babylonian Larsa, showed how the
royal administration had an ‘Irrigation Office’ with full-time functionaries, in-
spectors, and recruitment of corvée (of the order of around two thousand) for
the work of construction but also of ordinary maintenance – and he finished
his study by citing Larsa as a case of a hydraulic society, with explicit support
for Wittfogel’s thesis. Recently, in contrast, Stephanie Rost,81 studying the
province of Lagash under the third dynasty of Ur (and so the period of greatest
state centralization) holds out for a local and decentralized administration.

On the whole, the idea that Wittfogel’s model, somewhat modernized and
improved, merits being reconsidered and even revalued has made some
progress.82 Pierre Briant, introducing a number of the Annales dedicated to irri-
gation in the Ancient Near East, starts from Marx and Wittfogel, while the spe-
cialist contributors (Charpin on the Old Babylonian period, Durand on Mari,
Joannès on the neo-Babylonian period, Manning on Egypt, Frankfort and Le-
comte on Central Asia) show that Wittfogel’s model, while not acceptable as it
stands, has however contributed greatly to the development of studies. In par-
ticular Charpin and Manning accept the vision of canals constructed by the
kings but managed locally.83 J. R. Pournelle,84 while leaving Wittfogel out of
consideration (and basing herself on modern technology and modern methods),
also re-evaluates the role of irrigation in the rise of urbanism (the colonization
of the marshes). Finally, in the fascicle of World Archaeology dedicated to
Archaeology of Water M. Davies repeats Wittfogel’s theory, while not accepting
its despotic character, but admitting that there are various scales of size in irri-
gation, to which various scales of political-managerial intervention correspond,
while M. J. Harrower, studying the case of Yemen, re-proposes the connection
between irrigation and the rise of urbanism.85

79 Neugebauer and Sachs 1945; now also Nemet-Nejat 1993.
80 Walters 1970. The study was used by Wright 1977, pp. 383–385.
81 Rost 2011: excellent summary, well documented and with a rich bibliography.
82 As already in Mitchell 1973.
83 Briant 2002, followed by sectional articles by Charpin, Durand, Joannès (Babylonia), Man-
ning (Egypt), Frankfort and Lecomte (Central Asia).
84 Pournelle 2003; 2007.
85 Modella, Osborne, and Shaw (eds.) 2009, with the articles by Davies and Harrower (pp. 16–
35 and 58–72).
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3.5 Karl Polanyi and the redistributive city

In 1944 a book was published that in itself had nothing to do with the city of
the Ancient Near East, but which nevertheless proved itself to have weighty
consequences.86 The book was the work of a Hungarian economist, Karl
Polanyi, by then almost seventy, and discussed the distinctive and (in his view)
negative character of the modern market economy, which had arisen only re-
cently to cut off the economy from its connection to and embeddedness (his
key term) in the social structure, which had been part of the economy from its
beginnings until the ‘great transformation’ of the nineteenth century and its
excesses at the start of the twentieth. The historical conclusion, applicable to
the past, was that the ancient economies were framed and connected in the
social system of their age and context, and cannot be analysed simply on the
basis of market laws, which are not at all universal, as the classical economists
would have us believe: a hard blow for the ‘modernist’ theories of the early
twentieth century.87 At the time, the book had no direct influence on the schol-
ars of the Ancient Near East. However, a couple of years later Polanyi took
himself to the United States (to Columbia University), and there set up interdis-
ciplinary contacts and research programmes for a historical examination of his
theories.88

The major outcome, and one pertinent to our theme, was a book edited by
him and published in 1957 on Trade and Markets in the Early Empires; it ranged
from the theory and history of the very concept of a market to a historical
panorama (actually starting from ancient Mesopotamia) and wide-reaching
ethnography.89 The section on Assyriology was entrusted to Leo Oppenheim,
of whom we shall see more later (at § 4.3). At present it is more important to
examine a number of the general directions taken that are due to Polanyi.

The first is the typological classification of economies, following three
‘patterns of integration’: reciprocity, redistribution and market exchange.90

The typology runs the risk (even beyond its intentions) of being transformed
into a diachronism, because the model of reciprocity (best expressed by ‘gift
exchange’ as theorized in his time by Marcel Mauss)91 is the only one appli-

86 Polanyi 1944.
87 On the development of the debate cf. Frankenberg 1967. The historicization of economic
‘laws’ is already in Marx.
88 On Polanyi cf. Humphreys 1966; Salsano 1974; Grendi 1978; Hann 1992.
89 Polanyi (ed.) 1957.
90 Ibid.; again repeated in id. 1977, pp. 61–71.
91 Mauss 1922–23; for later developments see Godbout 1992.
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cable to societies defined as ‘primitive’, that is, pre-urban (or better, not ur-
banized and not existing as nation states) societies of the present and of the
remote past;92 while redistribution happens with ‘archaic’ socio-political com-
munities, which the book’s title defines as ‘Early Empires’ but which are
spread far wider; and finally market exchange is yet later, and in antiquity
the problem is rather to identify traces and aspects of it, anticipating it but
not concretely realized. It was quickly observed that redistribution could be-
come a ‘mobilization’ when the centre gave back little or nothing (or only
ideology):93 a trend clearly operative in the Ancient Near East, particularly
over time, culminating in enormous palace-cities that sucked back resources
(material and human) from an entire territory without returning anything
apart from ideological pronouncements – without ensuring protection, nor
justice, nor the spread of specialist technology. The model of five types (or
stages) put forward by Carol Smith is also applicable to the Ancient Near-
Eastern city, with type three coinciding with a ‘dry’ redistributive vision (as in
Polanyi), and type four with a ‘mixed’ vision (with additions to Polanyi, in a
sense that we shall see shortly).94

As happens with all models, Polanyi’s also do not exist in reality, but are
instruments to describe or visualize reality in a simplified form, in its most
important aspects. For the Ancient Near East, I managed to show how the two
models of reciprocity and redistribution co-existed, applied differently not so
much according to era, but rather to size (relations among a family, a small
group, a village as compared to the inter and intra-state political-administra-
tive relations), and according to the purpose of the texts that had preserved
relevant information. In essence, just one act of exchange, for example an
exchange of gifts between two kings, could be presented as suggesting redis-
tribution in a text of celebratory purpose that was addressed to an internal
public, and by contrast as suggesting reciprocity in a letter sent to the recipro-
cal partner.95

Whatever the nature – typological, diachronic, communicative – redistri-
bution is Polanyi’s great contribution, even if the concept obviously had many
precedents from the mid-nineteenth century and had then been used above all
by Karl Bücher, letting loose the debate between ‘modernists’ and ‘primitivists’
of which we spoke earlier (§ 2.7). The plan is well adapted to describing, in its
essential lines, the economy of the Ancient Near East, and in particular to clari-

92 The concept of reciprocity will be sharpened by Sahlins 1965.
93 The term ‘mobilization’ was introduced by Smelser 1959 and taken up by Earle 1977.
94 Smith 1976; cf. Hodges 1987, pp. 122–127.
95 Liverani 1990, pp. 19–29. The approach is welcomed by Nakassis et al. 2011.
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fying the way in which the Ancient Near-Eastern city functioned. This was a
redistributive agency in that it received (through taxation and corvée) the en-
tire territory’s surplus of production, centralized it (physically and/or adminis-
tratively) in palace or temple storerooms, and then used it to pay specialists
and administrators, and to fund public works. In these terms the concept is
both usable and still used. But we need straightaway to advance a couple of
reservations. The first is that Polanyi is too rigid in applying his models to
historical cases, which are always more complex than a model whose merit
is precisely that of simplifying. The Ancient Near-Eastern city is not entirely
redistributive, since redistribution is rather an element of the city’s state (tem-
ple or palace) component; alongside that component exist segments or levels
of society (the family, village, individual businessmen) that are not redistribu-
tive, and that merit equal attention. The second reservation has to do with the
predominant application (on the part of Polanyi himself) to trade and above
all to long-distance trade. Nowadays ‘integration’ is a concept even wider than
‘exchange’, and the redistributive aspect also has administrative and, above
all, internal, applications of a relationship between palace and subjects, much
broader than the simple exchange of merchandise, especially with distant
countries. Redistributive mechanisms are evident and essential in internal tax-
ation (where Polanyi’s position remains firm), while they are debatable and
partial in long-distance trade, which in any case for the whole pre-modern
world concerns a minimal component of the GDP (Gross Domestic Product).

The choice of long-distance commercial exchange as a focal point of his
theory then leads Polanyi to take as an example an erroneous case. Old-
Assyrian trade, which developed between the city of Assur and Anatolia, in
the nineteenth to eighteenth centuries BC, and which is the best documented
case in the whole of antiquity (up until the Mediterranean trade documented
in the rolls of the Cairo Geniza), was, according to all the evidence, a ‘market’
commerce, in the sense that those involved were individual family commercial
houses, sharp attention was taken of fluctuations in prices and costs, and it
dealt on the whole with a trade in exports (and so in no way redistributive),
with Assyrian merchants who went to sell tin and cloth in Anatolia, brought
back from there weighed silver (which was the ‘money’ of the period), and
immediately reinvested the proceeds to continue the cycle. On this point the
criticisms of Assyriologists were immediate and widespread, and led many
scholars to dismiss Polanyi’s entire proposal as erroneous.96 But is it perhaps

96 Critical review by Gledhill and Larsen 1982; Yoffee’s 1981 comments. Renger 1984 is clearly
pro-Polanyi. Less known to orientalists is the revision of Polanyi’s systems made by Hodder
1978b.
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by chance that the specialists of Old-Assyrian texts (such as Klaas Veenhof and
Mogens Trolle Larsen) are anti-Polanyi, while those of Old-Babylonian (such
as above all Johannes Renger, but also at this time Leo Oppenheim) are much
more open to the possibility or favourable?

Another crucial point: did the Ancient Near-Eastern city constitute or con-
tain a market, in the sense of a ‘marketplace’ or not? Obviously the existence
of a marketplace is essential for the exchange of merchandise (at least in the
past, now it is all done on the web), while in a redistributive system it is super-
fluous; what is needed is a temple or palace that centralizes and then dissemi-
nates the resources. Polanyi supports a ‘marketless trade’, and the Assyriolo-
gists immediately raised the objection that the word maḫīrum means precisely
the place of exchange.97 But on this point I believe that we should admit that
Polanyi is right, and consider these ‘local street markets’ (places of local ex-
change, not of long-distance trade) as marginal compared to the great ‘admin-
istered’ trade that depended on the Palace. Actually the very concept of a ‘mar-
ginal market’, as non-indicative of a market system in the financial sense, then
met with developments, even authoritatively, in the field of economic anthro-
pology.98

And yet, turning to the market mechanism: how did prices function in the
Ancient Near East? For Polanyi, it was a matter of fixed prices, constant be-
cause stabilized by royal administration, and in this sense it had to do with an
‘administered trade’. For his critics, on the other hand, it was a matter of prices
fluctuating according to the relations between supply and demand. In reality,
as I have tried to argue elsewhere,99 to understand how Ancient Near-Eastern
trade managed by the palace (or temple) functioned, we need to subdivide it
into two segments. The first segment concerns the relations between the palace
(or temple, as it might be) and the operator (the travelling merchant), and this
is an ‘administrative’ relationship: the palace gives the merchant a ‘grant of
goods’, a quantity of resources (woven cloth and others) that must be convert-
ed into goods (metal and others) not available in loco. The tally of goods going
out and coming in is based on pre-stabilized and fixed values, and it could not
be otherwise because the palace is not placed to follow the movements (physi-
cal and financial) of the merchant. The second segment concerns the activities
of the merchant, from when he leaves the administrative seat until he must

97 Polanyi 1977, pp. 165–178 (reprinted from 1957); on ‘ports of trade’ cf. Polanyi 1963. Assyri-
ologist criticisms by Veenhof 1972, pp. 348–357; Röllig 1975–76; and cf. § 5.10.
98 I am thinking of Dalton and Bohannan 1962. Renger 1984 uses the expression ‘substitute
markets’.
99 Liverani 1998a, pp. 58–64.
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return there (six months later, a year later), and this segment is in no way
administered but is ‘free’, and intended for profit, in the sense that the mer-
chant will select the most favourable conditions of exchange (and will also
need to be active in non-urbanized areas, which know neither ‘prices’ nor in-
struments of credit), and will also seek to exploit his grant of goods, increasing
the number of dealings and also dedicating himself to financial activities (par-
ticularly loans at interest).

The final concept which we owe to Polanyi, and which will have a notable
impact on the studies of Ancient Near-Eastern economies, is that of ‘staple
finance’ which is the ‘finance of staple commodities’ or ‘basic products’, as he
put forward at the Chicago symposium on the City Invincible, of which we shall
speak shortly.100 In an economy that does not know real money (but only mon-
etary functions, ascribed above all to weighed silver),101 financial operations
need to resort to physical displacement, or to administrative tallies, of the basic
resources. The same ‘primitive accumulation of capital’ already theorized by
Marx as presupposed for each passage from stage to stage, and taken up by
Childe to explain the urban revolution, if applied to the Ancient Near East is
understood as an accumulation of basic resources (in the first place cereals).
The application of the mechanism of ‘primitive accumulation’ to financial capi-
tal, the proceeds of interest loans, while suggested by Heichelheim,102 is alto-
gether anachronistic (an example of a modernism that has the intention of
applying laws quite apart from the historical context) and in the Ancient Near
East follows later and marginally, without having a special impact on the evo-
lution of the economic system.

At the beginning of the nineties, Daniel Snell noticed that Polanyi had
no success among Assyriologists; apart from the explicit criticisms, even Leo
Oppenheim, who had indeed collaborated with him for the book on Trade and
Markets, then tended to sidestep,103 and similarly Johannes Renger, the only
Assyriologist on his own admission a follower, preferred the moderate Polanyi
of the Livelihood of Man. Renger, however, in a very long article in the middle
of the eighties, minimized Oppenheim’s swerve (considering him an orthodox
follower of Polanyi), and provided a general weighing up, very positive to-
wards Polanyi’s impact in an Assyriological context; Renger also minimized

100 Polanyi 1960a. The term will be re-used by D’Altroy and Earle 1985 (without giving Polanyi
much credit).
101 On the various uses of money, and on moneys of partial worth, cf. Polanyi 1960b; 1977,
pp. 135–164 (reprinted from 1957).
102 Heichelheim 1938.
103 Snell 1991.
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the role of the local marketplaces, explaining the price fluctuations as deter-
mined otherwise, and assuming a very ‘redistributive’ vision of the Ancient
Near-Eastern city.104 In any case, right in the middle of the eighties a new inter-
est in Polanyi’s theories arose, as we shall see later (§ 5.10).105 And in these
same years, Polanyi’s theories were also discussed by professional economists:
Douglass North (who would win the Nobel prize in 1993) on one side recog-
nized their essential validity, while in contrast Morris Silver criticized them
point by point, giving a truly mercantilist vision of the Ancient Near East –
basing himself, however, only on trade and quite apart from the weight of the
redistributive administration.106

3.6 The Chicago school: ‘City Invincible’ and the young
Adams

In the 1920s, the Sociology Department of the University of Chicago gave birth
to a new approach to the study of the city,107 obviously the modern one: an
approach of sociological character that had already been spelt out in 1915 in a
‘seminal’ article by Robert Park,108 and which culminated ten years later in the
book by several authors entitled The City.109 The project was meant to be in-
spired by cultural anthropology, particularly the work of Franz Boas, basically
applying to the complex world of the metropoleis (not just the American ones)
the methods of analysis current in the study of simple (or ‘primitive’ as they
said then) society. The premise was somewhat ingenuous and alien, but the
decision to apply sociological methods to the study of the city was not at all,
and resulted in numerous studies on the socio-economic diversity of urban
quarters, central-peripheral dynamics, ghettos, industrial zones, situations of
marginalization, racial conflicts, urban criminality, and whatever else – until
it legitimately became an important branch of sociology. The importance of the

104 Renger 1984; Zaccagnini 1989–90. Janssen 1975a also adopted redistribution as the basic
structure of the Egyptian economy.
105 Enough here to give as examples the redistributive visions of Manzanilla 1997 and Fortin
1997. A well balanced account on Polanyi’s fortunes and misfortunes in the Ancient Near East
is given by van de Mieroop 2004. Immediately afterwards appeared Rouillard (ed.) 2005, which
showed a revival of interest. Most recently Halstead 2011 is clearly pro-Polanyi.
106 North 1977; 1981; Silver 1983; 1985.
107 The school of sociology succeeded the school of architecture at the time of Chicago’s
great urban development in the 1880s and 1890s; cf. Giedion 1941, part V.
108 Park 1915.
109 Park, Burgess, and McKenzie 1925; also Wirth 1938.
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‘Chicago school’ is well known and has been much studied, and it is certainly
not up to me to deepen the analysis.110

I intend instead to say that, not by chance, it was there at Chicago (at
the Oriental Institute, which was then the world centre for studies of Ancient
Mesopotamia) that a complex of research initiatives began that we too can call
the ‘Chicago school’, applied however to the sociological study of the city of
the Ancient Near East.111 Between the two ‘Chicago schools’ forty years elapsed,
but it is difficult to imagine the second without the premises of the first, and
the roots they took in the academic world of the University of Chicago. Obvi-
ously, a number of the sociological inspirations remain peculiar to the modern
city (for example, the dynamic between the poor centre and rich suburbs) and
cannot be applied to remote antiquity. But more important than individual
theories is the adoption of a sociological approach to a problem that until then
had remained predominantly architectural in a formal sense.

The ‘founding’ occasion of the urban school in a Mesopotamian context
was provided by the symposium on City Invincible, which was held in 1958 and
whose proceedings were published in 1960. The idea of the symposium was
certainly due to the young, at that time, Robert McCormick Adams, scion of
great families from the financial and entrepreneurial aristocracy of Chicago,
who in these years was developing his interest in Mesopotamian urbaniza-
tion,112 a topic to which he would then provide decisive contributions. The
other organizer of the symposium (and co-editor of the proceedings), Carl
Kraeling, was, by contrast, involved because he was then director of the Insti-
tute, and contributed with a chapter on the Near-Eastern city in the Greek and
Roman period. The Institute was anyway already occupied with the study of
urbanization: we need only mention the place given by Henri Frankfort to his
‘Diyala Project’ of which we spoke earlier.

The symposium was based upon the equation, city = civilization: on the
one hand a common etymological origin (civis/civilitas) and nineteenth-century
legacy, on the other perhaps not foreign to Gordon Childe’s appraisal of the
urban revolution as the beginning of the stage of ‘civilization’ (§ 3.1). Childe
was not invited, but then all the participants were from the United States.
Nevertheless the symposium covered a wide range beyond Near-Eastern archae-
ology and Assyriology, both in a spatial (Mesoamerican comparisons were en-

110 I will limit myself to referring to Sobrero 1992, pp. 53 and 71–89; but see Bulmer 1984. In
the ancient oriental world Heinz 1997a, pp. 21–25.
111 Liverani 1997a. Marcus and Sabloff 2008a, pp. 6–11, provide outlines on the structure of
the city, derived from the Chicago school.
112 Adams 1956; 1960a.
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trusted to Gordon Willey) or temporal sense (prehistoric theories were entrusted
to Robert Braidwood; later developments to Kraeling), and in a disciplinary
sense, with attention to and the concrete presence of cultural anthropology,
history of town planning, and history of economics. The presence of two schol-
ars, Karl Polanyi and Lewis Mumford, seems particularly significant; they
brought to the symposium the theories that they were formulating in their wid-
est extent in those same years – and it is therefore proper to talk of them else-
where (§ 3.5 for Polanyi, § 3.7 for Mumford). Instead we need here to concen-
trate on Adams’ contributions,113 and on the book that he himself was to dedi-
cate to the theme of urbanization a few years later.114

At the 1958 symposium (and in a short but important article published two
years before) Adams refers (through explicit quotation or simple allusion) to
the theories then current on factors of urbanization, but in general he distances
himself in order to promulgate a more flexible process, hinged on the two con-
cepts of complexity and progression. In this way he discusses the connection
between urbanization and irrigation, obviously citing Wittfogel’s radical theo-
ry, in order to maintain, on the basis of archaeological evidence, that the most
ancient systems of irrigation were of a local range, initiated and maintained
locally, while the great canals and regional systems belong to a phase in which
the cities had already existed for some time – stating that ‘the introduction
of great irrigation networks was more a “consequence” than a “cause” of the
appearance of dynastic state organizations’.115 I think one could say, less ex-
tremely, that the connection between an agricultural surplus and development
of settlements exists, but not in a uni-directional sense (hydraulic cause, urban
effect) but rather as a progressive growth with reciprocal influence, because
dynastic states would not occur without growth based on intensified agricul-
tural production having already taken place.

The same goes for Adams’ relation to Childe, whose ‘ten criteria’ he wel-
comes in 1960, but will criticize in 1966.116 But he had already, in his first contri-
bution,117 expressed what we shall describe as his ‘three points’, leaving the
others (such as art or writing) to a secondary role, as factors not always present,
and anyway derived from the three fundamental points. The real and true fac-
tors would therefore be: (1) the emergence of a stratified society; (2) the greatly
increased importance of specialized craftsmanship; (3) the changing character

113 Adams 1960b and 1960c.
114 Adams 1966.
115 Adams 1960c, pp. 280–281.
116 Ibid. pp. 270–271; Adams 1966, pp. 9–12.
117 Adams 1960b, pp. 30–32.
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and function of the population centres. But the substance of Childe’s theories
were not so much in the debatable list of ‘ten criteria’ as in separating the basic
mechanism of the whole process: production of a surplus that was intended for
social use. And this mechanism is substantially accepted by Adams.

And finally the same can be said of Polanyi’s theories, which are in part
welcomed (the redistributive scheme as the foundation of the ancient urban
economy), but without explicit agreement. As in the other cases, here also
Adams is not inclined to accept theories and visions that are too mechanical,
too uni-directional, and too ideologized. There is the influence of the environ-
ment, but there is also the influence of man on his environment. There is the
prominence of irrigated agriculture in the great agricultural flood plains, but
there is above all a strategy of diversification (pluvial agriculture, stock rear-
ing, both settled and with transhumance, fishing in the rivers and pools, har-
vesting in wooded country and on the steppes, and residual hunting), which
better enables recovery from recurrent crises. The idea has already been intro-
duced that the great rigid and bureaucratic systems are subject to vertical col-
lapse, while the flexible systems of local range are more elastic and therefore
capable of surviving (‘resilience’ will become one of his favourite terms).118

In setting up the symposium of 1958, Adams poses three questions: (1) the
ecological context, which in Mesopotamia meant irrigation but not that alone;
(2) the internal complexity, the sociological study of the city (and here the in-
fluence of the Chicago school stands out), the internal differentiation, and the
emphasis on the function of connection between different ecosystems; (3) the
‘managerial’ city (unlike Childe’s technological one), and the management of
the agricultural surplus and of irrigation. Today this can all seem obvious and
facile, but at the time an approach so complex, meant to outline a system in
all its differences and interactions, was not at all facile, in a still pre- (or at
most proto-) information technology age.

The selection of cases of ‘primary’ urbanization also took form, which
might be thought to keep intact the determinant factors of urbanization, both
those of an environmental nature and those relative to the socio-economic and
socio-political process. In 1960 Adams selected four cases: Mesopotamia,
Egypt, Mesoamerica and Peru; they are treated as clearly falling into two pairs,
one for the Old World and one for the New, pairs inside which the older case
could have had an influence on the newer, an influence, however, that was
not definite. Here we may ask how on earth China and the Indus Valley are
missing, more distant and less able to be influenced by Mesopotamia than
Egypt could have been. Perhaps the decision was due to the occasion of the

118 Adams 1978.
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symposium, to less competence in the cases excluded, or to other incidental
factors. The fact remains, however, that returning to the argument in 1966,
Adams prefers to cut the list back even further, reducing it to only two cases
(Mesopotamia and Mesoamerica), explaining the exclusion of Egypt and the
Indus valley as being secondary processes, and the exclusion of China as due
to documentary inadequacy.

The small book of 1966 (derived from his Morgan Lectures from the three
years 1963–65) is set out in a manner to which the thoughtful choice of title
already leads – The Evolution of Urban Society. ‘Evolution’ (and not ‘revolution’,
a term which, however, he too uses), and so consideration for a gradual ap-
proach more than a particular turning point: the revolution is a process and not
an event. And ‘urban society’ (again the Chicago school!) indicates a much larg-
er theme than the ‘city’ or even ‘the (archaic) state’, as in the jargon of neo-
evolutionism to which Adams does refer (if for no other reason than the location
of the lectures) from the first page: with unilinear early-evolutionism discredit-
ed, and with, however, the ‘Boasian’ phase of specific analysis of individual
cases also superseded, a new comparative and generalizing season opened,
finally based on archaeological, textual and contextual data. And we should
remember that the book represented the culmination of that first phase of Ad-
ams’ activity, but was written when he had already started on experience in the
field with the Diyala project, of which we shall speak later (§ 4.2).

The flexible vision, so typical of Adams’ style and method, does not pre-
vent the separation of ‘steps’ of spatial-temporal concentration of discontinuity
and creative innovation; among these ‘steps’ the beginning of urbanization
merits a central role in the history of humanity. In the conclusion of the work
he distinguishes between a course oscillating between high and low for Meso-
america and one of a more continuous ‘ramp’ for Mesopotamia, with the cau-
tious suggestion of blending the two processes in a ramp marked by steps,
as a general model. He adopts from Julian Steward the expression ‘levels of
sociocultural complexity’ for articulating the process of development, and the
concept of a ‘core’, or nucleus, in contrast to the ‘secondary features’ to charac-
terize a civilization, whose nature is, however, for Steward of a material and
environmental nature, while for Adams it is cultural. The environment is al-
ways present, but above all for establishing that Mesopotamia is not at all ho-
mogenous, but is on the contrary based upon a plurality of resources and hu-
man groups with diverse specializations: extensive cereal farming, intensive
horticulture, sheep-rearing (both settled and with transhumance), exploitation
of the marshes, and fishing. This environmental and socio-economic complexi-
ty produces local exchanges that are ‘mediated by the dominant urban institu-
tions, including the palace and the temple’ (p. 51), a model that is close to the
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model of Polanyi’s ‘redistributive city’ – while obviously distant from Witt-
fogel’s more totalizing model of the ‘hydraulic city’ (pp. 66–68). If the author
adopts numerous points already proposed by others (Diakonoff on commonly-
held ownership, Gelb on serfdom, Oppenheim on the great institutions, as well
as the systematic use of Childe’s formula of the ‘urban revolution’), the great
innovative merit, however, remains in the formulation of a complex socio-
economic picture, such as had never before been attempted. The chapter on
Kin and Class (pp. 79–119) brings into the discussion the element of internal
social structure: having taken it as completely acceptable that urban society is
characterized through a passage from a structure based on groups of kin to
one based on groups (‘classes’) of function, the chapter emphasizes above all,
however, the persistence of lineage as the basis also of functional relations
(heredity of the roles), and adopts the ethnographic model of ‘conical clans’
(with ranks and fortunes decreasing from the central lineage to the collateral
lines) in order to explain the emergence of socio-economic stratification – so
actually renouncing the traditional explanation, that the stratification of roles
and access to resources is the result of a complex and supra-familial organiza-
tion (with positions more or less close to the management of the social surplus).
In some ways analogous is his shift over the importance of the religious factor.
Adams recognizes as correct the idea of a religious factor in the urban revolu-
tion (‘a primarily religious focus to social life at the outset of the Urban Revolu-
tion’ p. 121),119 but then develops the idea in the sense of specifying the multi-
functional role of the temple (with the temple developing not only as a sanctu-
ary but also as a redistributive centre with management activity), rather than
inquiring into the role of religion. I mean here to say that there are no observa-
ble traces of the role of religion in making the growing socio-economic inequal-
ity acceptable (in Marxist terms: the questions of the ‘superstructure’ and of
the ‘false consciousness’), just as there is no explicit attention to the fact that
the first urbanization must have been founded on the temple and on the ‘high
priest’ (Sumerian en), while only with the second could the role of the ‘lay’
palace and dynastic king (Sumerian lugal) emerge. In general lines Robert
Adams’ wish to adopt an approach of anthropological character is clear, re-
nouncing at the same time (both with explicit contrary material and more often
with omissions of fact) the more extreme and ideologically laden visions which
had preceded it.

119 Adams had already, in 1956, sketched a line of development from the pre-eminence of
the temple to the eve of urbanization, to the predominance of the palace (and of military
expansion) in the early dynastic era, to the secondary emergence of commercial entrepreneur-
ship.
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3.7 The wider scenes: Mumford, Sjoberg, Jacobs

The year 1960 can be taken as a ‘symbolic’ date: not only did scholars of the
ancient Mesopotamian city then receive input (no longer of nineteenth-century
mould) from those who were engaged with the city from the urbanistic and
modern sociological viewpoint, but we also find the converse – that sociolo-
gists and town planners worked on, or tried to work on, recent results in
archaeology and ancient history, including Near-Eastern, in order to develop
their theories of general reference. Not since the time of Max Weber, half a
century earlier, had this happened, and the years between had seen an in-
crease and enrichment of the Ancient Near-Eastern evidence, which had moved
its focal point from the texts to archaeology, and above all had begun to work
on its own models, with which generalists ought also to have been confronted,
if for nothing else, for tackling the problems of the ‘origins’. It has to be said
that accurate understanding of the archaeological and Near-Eastern material
was not easy for the generalists, who often contented themselves with gaining
information at second hand, and came to use it not as a starting point but as
a support for already conceived models. Without spending too much time on
giving accounts of so much work devoid of particular originality and influence,
we should, however, at least give due weight to the work of two very influential
scholars: the well-known historian of urbanism, Lewis Mumford, and the soci-
ologist, Gideon Sjoberg.

Before his participation in the Chicago symposium on the City Invincible,
Mumford had already published important books on the culture of the city and
other aspects (development, collapse, renewal) of urbanization,120 but it was
only now that he was bringing out his greatest work, of a more properly histori-
cal stamp, which would be published the following year.121 Among the many
works written by both architects and town planners, this merits attention, if
for no other reason than because of its authority and persistent influence. He
uses fine sources (Frankfort and Woolley for the archaeology, Childe for the
‘urban revolution’, Wittfogel on the hydraulic factor and totalizing character),
yet with various exaggerations, contradictions, and also misunderstandings.
The style, laden with images and fantasies, and the fervent argument of un-
proven (and unprovable) hypotheses, yet set forth dogmatically, make it a
work, taking it as it is, for good and for bad, of little scientific value. Idealism
and the principle of continuity are both prominent. The rejection of Childe’s

120 Mumford 1938; 1945.
121 Mumford 1961.
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‘revolution’, with its economic and technological dominance, can be attributed
to idealism – even though it is true that he then accepts the picture almost to
the letter (pp. 38–39). Totally unjustifiable statements (compared with what he
himself has said in great detail) are made from a wish to follow the principle
of continuity, such as ‘as purely physical artefacts the remains of the large
village and the small town are indistinguishable’ (p. 19), or ‘the gradations
between Neolithic villages and Neolithic towns are so smooth, and the points
of resemblance so many that one is tempted to take them as simply the youth-
ful and adult forms of the same species’ (p. 20) to culminate in the incredible
statement: ‘The city … was the chief fruit of the union between Neolithic and
a more archaic Palaeolithic culture’ (p. 27; and note the insistence on the pre-
sumed ‘hunter-king’ p. 23). In his more analytic discussion we recognize more
judicious views, on demographic estimates (pp. 62–63, from Frankfort), on the
role of the citadel (pp. 67–80, with temples and a palace), on the general sys-
tem (from Childe), on the confluence of village elements in the new dimension.
But the central and very personal theme of the book is striking in being ex-
treme and at the same time based on fantasy: the Ancient Near-Eastern city –
born from a blend of religion and war – is ‘a focal center for organized aggres-
sion’ (p. 42), ‘an outstanding display of ever-threatening aggression’ (p. 44).122

Two incompatible components are flowing together here, it seems to me: a sort
of admiration for a powerful machine, and a sense of something alien that
derives, to what extent I do not know, from the old antithesis between the
Near-Eastern city and ‘our’ community, or perhaps also from a kind of genuine
unease in making the adjustment to the modern megalopolis.

The contribution to the City Invincible is equally noticeable for its fanciful
style, the many exaggerations, the unjustified generalizations, and the funda-
mental thesis, that urbanization had been a ‘great explosion of power’. It is
worth quoting a passage: ‘This union of secular and sacred power greatly sim-
plified the art of centralized government, for the palace, the temple, and the
granary not merely monopolized the main agents of political and economic
power but, by their architectural magnificence, expressed in symbolic lan-
guage that even the illiterate could easily understand, imposed respect and
obedience upon the mass of the population. By these means a whole region,
finally a whole river valley, might be transformed into a single co-operative
unit’.123 Further on it turns to urbanization as a parallel effect of ‘the military
machine and the bureaucratic machine’, and the role of trade is denied (no
origin from the market place; and the canals as means of irrigation more than

122 To some extent echoed by Uphill 1972 (the Egyptian palace as a ‘ruling machine’).
123 Mumford 1960a, p. 8.
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as channels of transport). In the concluding remarks the mixture between Pal-
aeolithic and Neolithic elements also re-emerges, a beginning placed certainly
(with Childe) in 3000 BC, but entirely other than revolutionary. But more sig-
nificant than the ‘date’ seem to me the principles expressed in the form of
questions (somewhat rhetorical) put to the specialists: ‘Was the change from
the village or the proto-city possible without the institution of kingship, how-
ever feasible it was to dispense with that authority at a much later stage, as in
Athens? Do you ever find cities of any size without discovering the castle or
palace, along with the temple, in a sacred, usually fortified, precinct? Do you
find any early cities in which there is not a dominant minority in control of the
instruments of power and culture and a much larger group contained by the
city but participating only vicariously in its higher activities?’124 It is clear how
much Mumford owes on the one hand to Childe and on the other to Wittfogel,
while formally distancing himself from both, perhaps for political-ideological
reasons.

Gideon Sjoberg’s theory, which also appeared in 1960, is meant to provide
a unified model of ‘pre-industrial’ (or ‘feudal’, using a pretty ambiguous term)
urbanization, that is which stretches from the origin of the city up until the
great changes produced by the industrialization of the last two centuries: and
so a model that covers a good 95 % of the world history of urbanization. Sjo-
berg (with his wife Andrée, co-author of the chapters on the ancient phases)
commits himself, without too much divergence, to pre-selected points of refer-
ence: Gordon Childe for the process and date of the first urbanization, Henri
Frankfort and Leonard Woolley for the archaeological evidence and demo-
graphic data. The essential factors are three, derived from Childe and altogeth-
er not dissimilar to those proposed by Adams: (1) the environmental factor,
above all irrigation but also the facility for interaction with neighbouring envi-
ronments; (2) an advanced technology, in agriculture but not only there, able
to produce a surplus; (3) a complex organization and a power structure capable
of extracting (through taxation) the surplus for the maintenance of specialists.
Among the three factors, the technological one appears as the ‘prime mover’
and somewhat anachronistically Sjoberg unites (without too much distinction)
Neolithic innovations (cultivation of plants and animal herding) with those
coming chronologically after the first urbanization: the wheel, the plough, irri-
gation, metal-working in bronze. On the size of towns, the author tends to
reshape certain archaeological estimates, in order to shape the ancient cities
(and also the mediaeval) as much more modest than the post-industrial.

124 Mumford 1960b, p. 237.
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As for the history of urbanization, once the case of Jericho (on which see
§ 4.6) has been justifiably rejected, the oldest city is the Mesopotamian, to-
wards 3500, together with the beginning of writing: other breeding grounds
not really ‘primary’ are Egypt towards 3100 BC, the Indus valley towards 2500
BC, China towards 1500 BC – all to a large extent self-governing and original,
even if with a certain debt towards Mesopotamia, a debt varying according to
the distance – plus the case of the Maya civilization, obviously without rela-
tions with the Old World. From these breeding grounds urbanization will then
spread from Mesopotamia into the Levant, Anatolia and Egypt, from Egypt into
Nubia, from China into Korea and Japan, from Mesoamerica into the Andes.
The accent placed (still in Childe’s footsteps) on the new and great renewal of
urban expansion at the beginning of the Iron Age, around 1200 BC, and also
in geographical and ecological contexts never before urbanized, is interesting:
in this case the technological factors are the iron itself, the alphabet, new tech-
niques of irrigation (in extra-alluvial areas), and new techniques of navigation
and land transport.

On the whole Sjoberg’s book worked well as a means of taking the results
from research into Near-Eastern archaeology and presenting them to the world
of sociology, where the book was widely and positively accepted. And it was
also useful to Near-Eastern archaeologists in providing them with a frame of
socio-economic and urbanistic reference of considerable perspective and relia-
bility.125 Only the first part of the book has been considered here, because all
the rest, which is meant to provide a general model based on a long diachro-
nism (from the urban revolution to the beginnings of modernity) and on a
world stage, necessarily assumes a process more properly sociological than
relevant to the ends of the present study.

It may be illuminating to cite how the two different visions of Mumford and
Sjoberg are reflected in the definitions of what a city is, given by the two au-
thors. For the former the city is ‘the point of maximum concentration for the
power and culture of a community’; for the latter it is ‘a community of substan-
tial size and population density that shelters a variety of nonagricultural spe-
cialists, including a literate elite’. The definition given earlier by Louis Wirth
was not bad, as ‘a relatively large, dense, and permanent settlement of socially
heterogeneous individuals’.126 In all these definitions, different as they are,
there is a positive intention to take into consideration the city of the Ancient

125 For example Frick 1977, pp. 1–23; Nefzger 2001, pp. 164–166.
126 Mumford 1938, p. 3; Sjoberg 1965, pp. 55–56; Wirth 1938, p. 8. Mumford’s and Wirth’s
definitions are cited by Kostof 1991 and by Pezzoli and Olgiati 2002; Sjoberg’s is cited by Morris
1972 (19943).
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Near East, and to find a common denominator between them and the modern
cities to which town planners and sociologists primarily dedicated their atten-
tion. In this thread Paul Bairoch’s thesis also enters,127 with the demographic
factors not influential, the accumulation of capital not decisive, and the su-
premacy of economic factors over technological ones (which, nevertheless re-
main important). And if I can open a parenthesis here, Botero’s definition of a
city half a millennium ago is not bad either: ‘A city is defined as a gathering of
people drawn together in order to live happily, and the greatness of a city does
not consist in the extent of its site or the circumference of its walls, but in the
number of its inhabitants and their strength. Now, men are gathered together
through authority, or force, or pleasure, or the utility that results from it’.128

Unfortunately the way opened by Mumford and Sjoberg was to have less
informed followers who were to put forth visions less credible and adhering
less to the actual evidence of the Ancient Near East. It is extraordinary to see
the credit that was given, and is still given, even among specialists of proto-
historic Mesopotamia, to the book by the economist and urbanist Jane Ja-
cobs.129 Obsessed (as in one of her preceding works) by the ‘explosive urban
growth’ of the modern megalopoleis and the prospect of collapse, she has in
mind the modern model, of advanced capitalism, in which urban growth is
based on export, and applies this to the stages of urban origins too. So she
speaks of urbanization as earlier than agriculture (as if, in Childean terms, the
‘urban revolution’ had preceded the ‘Neolithic revolution’), entitling her first
chapter Cities First – Rural Development Later, and bases herself on the case of
Çatal Hüyük, towards 9000 BC, considered the first city, in order to portray a
Utopian ‘New Obsidian’, which functioned in remote antiquity according to
the canons of the exporting city of advanced capitalism. The subverting of the
technological and socio-economic processes of prehistory is total.130 The imagi-
nary ‘New Obsidian’, even more ancient than Çatal Hüyük, around 9000 BC,
prospers on the working and trade of obsidian, and its inhabitants live on
game, both local and imported. Stock rearing and farming are acquired from

127 Bairoch 1963.
128 Botero 1958, p. 309. ‘Città s’addimanda una ragunanza d’homini, ridotti insieme, per vi-
vere felicemente; e grandezza di città si chiama non lo spatio del sito, ò il giro delle mura ma
la moltitudine de li abitanti, e la possanza loro. Hor gl’homini si riducono insieme, mossi ò
dall’autorità, ò dalla forza, ò dal piacere, ò dall’utilità che ne procede’. The translation above
is from Symcox 2012, p. 9.
129 Jacobs 1969.
130 I do not know if Jacobs’ Palaeolithic city owes something to the Palaeolithic-Neolithic
factors of Mumford’s first urbanization, which, however, remained within more moderate limits.
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the steward, who must manage the provisioning of a city technically Palaeo-
lithic! Then the farming migrates from the city to the country because the shep-
herds must feed on cereals, and so around the Neolithic city there are Palaeo-
lithic villages of hunters and new villages of shepherds, who export wool and
meat into the city, but not cereals (which they cultivate for their own consump-
tion). What folly!

The precedence of agriculture to urbanization131 is considered a ‘dogma’
by Jacobs, something based not on concrete and incontrovertible data, but on
a sort of faith spread among scholars – an attitude typical of dilettantes igno-
rant of the evidence. Her ignorance and indeed contempt for the work of ar-
chaeologists and historians of the Ancient Near East is total. The book has no
footnotes referring to documentation and does not have a bibliography at the
end, but a glance at the analytic index is enough to confirm that it never names
cities such as Babylon or Uruk, it never cites authors such as Childe or Adams,
there is just one reference to Mesopotamia and one to Egypt, and so on. We
should not even be speaking of a work like this, were it not for its prestige in
the economic and urbanistic ambit. It may even be that her ideas on growth
and collapse of modern megalopoleis are worthy of attention (I do not have
the competences to say), but certainly the whole of the part on the prehistoric
origins of cities make the book unacceptable for ancient historians.

Putting aside Jacobs’ completely anachronistic approach, and turning to
the importance of the commercial factor on the genesis of urbanization, this at
least appeared in the book by the Belgian scholar Pirenne, in the middle of the
twenties, and so before the first attempts to place the Ancient Near-Eastern
city in a socio-economic context.132 According to Pirenne, a specialist of the
mediaeval European city, there is a valid rule for cities ancient and modern,
Eastern and Western, that urban life is connected to the development of trade
and industry. The reason is that to support the population it is necessary to
import agricultural and pastoral goods, in exchange for which the export of
goods of secondary production is needed. The difference between the ancient
city, predominantly of consumers, and the mediaeval of producers, does not
change the substance of the rule. As we can see, we are logically on the outside
of an attempt to understand the formative processes of the city, whose develop-
ment seems to generate the presuppositions upon which it is founded, and so
will have to be explained differently (or perhaps we are dealing with a develop-
ment that is ‘natural’ and therefore not explained?).

131 Even for Bairoch 1963 agriculture is the determining factor for the industrial revolution,
and agricultural development precedes industrial development.
132 Pirenne 1925.
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3.8 Neo-evolutionism: city and archaic state

Almost a century after the great season of evolutionism in the 1870s and 1880s,
a neo-evolutionary movement, above all American, emerged; after the long
season of ‘particularism’ and ‘descriptivism’ (linked above all to the name of
Franz Boas), courage was summoned up to incorporate our understandings
into a wider setting of spatial and diachronic dimensions.133 While nineteenth-
century evolutionism had drawn pictures of a simple evolution, uniform and
rather mechanical, based upon the necessary relation between cause and ef-
fect, the revival was marked by a consciousness that evolutionary processes
are complex, not inevitable, and above all varied in their position in space and
time, and also through the characteristics peculiar to each instance.134 But here
I shall limit myself to pointing out a number of positions that have influenced
Ancient Near-Eastern studies.

Of the two exponents of the first generation, Julian Steward135 and Leslie
White,136 it was the former who expressed positions influential to our argu-
ment. In his book of synthesis, after having set forth the principles of multiline-
ar evolutionism and complexity, and the inventory of instances of complex
societies (Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, Mesoamerica and the Peruvian Andes)
Steward spends some time (through the declared influence of Childe and Witt-
fogel) on the role of irrigation in the passage from the ‘formative’ stage to that
of ‘regional states’ and then of ‘initial empires’. The similarity of the processes
(although staggered across different eras)137 is explained through the ecologi-
cal factor, and Steward sees himself as the godfather of ‘cultural ecology’.
Therefore, in analogous ecological conditions we have analogous processes,
and the passage to urbanization and to the formation of states takes place in
arid or semi-arid environments thanks to irrigation.

The second generation was rather more interested in the evolution of socio-
political forms of organization, passing through stages variously described,

133 Yoffee 1979, pp. 5–11; 2005, pp. 3–41; Harris 1968, pp. 855–880; White 1959b; Sahlins and
Service (eds.) 1973 (with White’s comments, pp. v–xii, on the ‘Boasian’ phases); Meggars (ed.)
1959; Claessen 1981; 1984; Claessen and Skalník 1978; Johnson and Earle 1987; Rothman 1994.
On neo-evolutionism in the information age Guidi 2003.
134 Carneiro 1973; Dunnell 1980; Claessen 1981.
135 Steward 1955.
136 White 1959a, b and 1960.
137 Steward 1955, table 4 (p. 189) shows a clear diachronic spacing, from Mesopotamia to
Egypt, from China to Mesoamerica, which makes one suspect a role of some sort for the mecha-
nism of diffusion.
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than in the development of types of settlement.138 In 1962 Elman Service pro-
posed the sequence ‘bands’ → ‘tribes’ → ‘chiefdoms’ (then introducing a fourth
stage ‘states’ and a fifth ‘industrial society’, not discussed because his book
limited itself to primitive social organization).139 In 1967 Morton Fried proposed
the sequence: ‘simple egalitarian societies’ → ‘ranked societies’ → ‘stratified
societies’ → ‘states’.140 Both authors minimize or completely leave out the ‘ma-
terial’ aspects (forms of settlement, technological innovations, economic rela-
tions, work specialization). Fried states explicitly141 that the settlement element
of ‘ranked society’ is the village, but then he does not say that the state is
characterized by the appearance of the city; he does not cite Childe, and does
not seem to know of him. Symptomatic of the new political-cultural temper is
the willingness to find neutral labels, which offend no one (the ‘savages’ and
‘barbarians’ of nineteenth-century evolutionism might have been offended, but
fortunately did not know how to read …). And so Robert Redfield, to avoid
terms with connotations indicating value judgements, uses the expression ‘folk
societies’ to designate pre-urban societies; but then he compares them to ‘civi-
lized societies’ (the urban ones) which is indubitably a term with connotations!
Besides, with urbanization and civilization arrive a company with little to rec-
ommend it: heterogeneity, uprooting, exploitation, specialization (of knowl-
edge and functions),142 so that perhaps not being civilized would not cause too
much grief.

Service then turned in 1975 to his evolutionary scheme, this time extending
it up to the forming of states. In a general way he proposes to simplify, unifying
band with tribe and chiefdom with state,143 establishing a ‘great divide’ so
general as to be of little historical use.144 Among the factors indicated by earlier
authors, but considered for reshaping, we find all the ‘material’ ones: war and
conquest; irrigation and intensified farming (against Wittfogel); demographic
pressure (against Carneiro);145 urbanization (against Childe); economic stratifi-

138 The interest in matters political rather than in settlements is clear skimming through the
summary of Cohen and Service (eds.), pp. 1–20.
139 Service 1962 (I quote from the partially revised 1971 edition). The scheme was adopted by
Flannery 1972b. I am not entering into the much-debated problem of what a ‘tribe’ is, post-
poned to Crone 1986.
140 Fried 1967.
141 Ibid, p. 118.
142 Redfield 1953.
143 Service 1975, p. 304.
144 As Spencer 1990 noted.
145 Carniero’s (1970) proposal was linked to the concept of ‘circumscription’: the state emer-
ges from a condition of conflict in a delimited agricultural zone (by mountains or deserts),
which cannot therefore be expanded.
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cation and class warfare (against the Marxist school).146 On urbanization Ser-
vice cites Childe and his ten criteria, but only to reject them as non-essential.
Urbanization is not an important factor, there was never an ‘urban revolution’,
the city is an occasional (not universal) regression, defined by ceremonial in-
tentions, or even defensive (against competitive neighbours, or against aggres-
sive nomads). The state then is not oppressive, as Lenin said; it did not arise
to defend those who have against those who have not, class warfare does not
exist. You cannot help but notice how Service, the ex-Marxist penitent, ‘must’
put himself at the greatest possible distance from historical materialism. On
the contrary, says Service, evolution is determined by the institutionalization
of leadership and power, following a strictly political approach, which has
little to do with the facts of settlement. But the divergence between neo-
evolutionists, on the importance of material and socio-economic factors, was
already there in White and Steward’s generation (for and against the role of
ecology) and perpetuated itself with that of Fried and Service (social conflict
vs. consensus and profit for the governed too).

Coming then to discuss the Ancient Near-Eastern cases (after so much
space given to ‘chiefdoms’ scattered throughout the world), Service accepts
(under pressure, obtorto collo) for Mesopotamia147 the role of the rivers and
canals, urbanization (‘The First Urban Civilization’ is the title of his concluding
paragraph), full-time specialization, and the central position of the temple. For
Egypt, however, he takes Wilson’s position, on the absence of urbanization for
the whole of the third millennium and beyond (according to him ‘the origin of
civilization in Egypt was not a good example of Childe’s urban revolution’):
political unification came before urbanization, and later there was no longer a
need. The instances of India and China, says Service, also put the socio-
economic role of urbanization in crisis: in India there is no palace, in China
there are ceremonial centres. On the whole, the case of Mesopotamia is excep-
tional, cannot be extended, and urbanization is not an essential factor.

Another dozen years later, Johnson and Earle148 provided an evolutionary
scheme – from the family to the local group, to the chiefdom, to the archaic
state, to the national state – of a technological and demographic type: growth

146 A good review, with particular attention to the Ancient Near East, by Wright 1977; also
the contributions of Service (pp. 21–34) and of Wright (pp. 46–68) in Cohen and Service (eds.)
1978, pp. 21–34; Huot 1982. In general American neo-evolutionism prefers integrationist factors
to controversialist ones, since those can involve the Marxist ‘class warfare’. In a contrary trend
Fried 1978, who cites and appreciates Diakonoff.
147 Service 1975, pp. 203–224.
148 Johnson and Earle (eds.) 1987.
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in size of the group, of demographic and settlement density, of resources and
technology, of social organization, of leadership and ceremonial, and of territo-
riality and war.149 Little or nothing is said of the cities, and the Ancient Near
East is almost completely absent: ‘Ubaid alone is named as a simple chiefdom,
while the archaic state is exemplified by the Inca, mediaeval France and Japan,
not to speak of the national state.

At this point we might ask ourselves if speaking of these examples is really
necessary. It is, for various reasons, above all because certain concepts and
certain terms have become part of the Ancient Near-Eastern baggage too: an
obvious instance is ‘chiefdom’,150 which is by now accepted by many authors
as a necessary stage in arriving at the state;151 and we can also think of ‘Rank
Society’.152 And then schemes of neo-evolutionist inspiration have also been
proposed in relation to the growth of settlements in the Ancient Near East:
there is Jean-Daniel Forest, who has recently proposed the scheme of simple
village → complex village → simple chiefdom → complex chiefdom → city-state
→ empire.153 Besides, the origin of the Near-Eastern state from the tribe has
also found favour with reference to the modern world.154 Naturally the process
that travels from the tribe to the state has very deep roots (enough to think of
Ibn Khaldun) and a solid tradition in Arab-Islamic studies.

But the principal problem of neo-evolutionism arose from being based for
the vast majority of cases on modern material, provided by ethnography and
political science, and from marginalizing the archaeologically important cases
(which the neo-evolutionists only know by hearsay), in which, however, one
can have hands-on knowledge of the evolution of socio-political forms. In Ser-
vice’s book, for example, the ‘weight’ given to the instance of the deeply sec-
ondary, modern and ephemeral Zulu state is vastly superior to that given to
Uruk, which is scarcely mentioned. But omission of the more important cases

149 Ibid., the resumptive tables, 10 at p. 314 and 11 at p. 324, are useful.
150 On the use of the concept of chiefdom in the ancient Near East cf. Stein and Rothman
(eds.) 1994, with contributions on ‘Ubaid, Susa A (Wright), Tepe Gawra VIII–XI (Rothman) etc.
See also Yoffee 2005, pp. 22–23. The ‘Ubaid phase (on which cf. Henrickson and Thuesen [eds.]
1989; and now also Carter and Philip [eds.] 2010) is the most plausible candidate.
151 Carniero 1981; Gledhill 1988, pp. 11–15. For the opposite view Sanders and Webster 1978;
Yoffee 1993; 2005, pp. 4–21, who think of alternative courses.
152 The concept of ‘Rank Society’ was renewed by Flannery 1994 with his ‘Rank Revolution’,
which is also inserted mid-way between egalitarian society and the society of the State.
153 Forest 2005. The opportunity to distinguish between simple and complex chiefdom, and
to introduce other sub-types, was earlier in the introduction of Earle (ed.) 1991.
154 Smith 1986; Khoury and Kostiner 1990.
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is widespread. The volume edited by Earle155 on chiefdoms does not include a
single case from the Ancient Near East. Even in the London conference on Man,
Settlement and Urbanism, although organized by ancient historians, we notice
absences and under-valuations of its importance.156 An extreme case is the
authoritative collection edited by Claessen and Skalník on the Early State:157 of
the Ancient Near East, and of antiquity in general, there is only Egypt,158 miss-
ing out both Mesopotamia (!) and Greece, and Israel, the fount of the epoch
that predates archaeology. By contrast there are plentiful late-antique, mediae-
val and above all modern cases, and also, the geographical distribution is
meant to be ‘equal’ (Africa 8 [!], Asia 6, Europe 3, America 2, the Pacific 2)
but is clearly anti-historical. The whole analytical part is framed between an
introduction – in which there is a definition of the ‘archaic state’ and how it is
subdivided into sub-types (inchoate/typical/transitional, with this last so-called
because it foreshadows the mature state) – and an evaluative and summing-
up part159 that looks again at the classification in order to obtain, from the
analytical examples, the typical characteristics, with an evidently circular pro-
cess: first the ‘appropriate’ cases are chosen, and then they are studied to draw
from them the conclusion that they are indeed appropriate!

In this way, between modernism and ‘equal dignity’ spread worldwide,
evolutionary panoramas are produced, which in reality are based upon tribes
that never become chiefdoms, and on chiefdoms that never become states. This
was noticed in particular by Norman Yoffee, who made it the basis for a funda-
mental criticism of evolutionism, of the basic concept that the evolution of
human society was obtained by placing in diachrony (from the simpler to the
more complex) those factors that on the contrary were solutions that were
among themselves alternative and co-existing.160 I permit myself here to add a
properly historical note: a few kilometres from the Assyrian capitals, the con-
trolling centre not only of a state in full order but also of a ‘universal empire’,
there lived on Mount Zagros populations organized through chiefdoms, and
these remained almost until our own days. Nineteenth-century ‘palaeo-evolu-
tionists’ could not do other than imagine on an ethnographic basis and

155 Earle (ed.) 1991. Earle 1987 gives only five lines to the Ancient Near East, which is left out
of the question.
156 Ucko, Tringham, and Dimbleby (eds.) 1972.
157 Claessen and Skalník (eds.) 1978.
158 Janssen 1978.
159 Claessen 1978.
160 Yoffee 1993; 2005, pp. 4–21; on the same lines Adams 2004, pp. 41–43, and earlier Crone
1986. The critique of Paynter 1989 is of a different tenor.
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through philosophical speculation a process that remained unknown in a
historical-archaeological sense; and we had to wait for Gordon Childe to have a
translation into proto-historical terms. But the neo-evolutionists reasoned and
wrote when historical-archaeological knowledge already existed; and it is a
sign of grave anthropological backwardness that they were not aware that the
conditions for analysing the problems had by now to be founded on very differ-
ent bases. In the face of hundreds of instances of societies remaining for mil-
lennia at the state of tribe or chiefdom, there is a need to recognize that the
few, very few instances in which the jump towards the state and the city took
place are worthy of particular attention and had the effect of dragging forwards
wide areas of the world at large.

3.9 After Babylon: Greek urbanization and the Islamic city

Given the weakness, at least in its nineteenth-century formulation, of the antith-
esis between an ancient western city and an eastern non-city motionless in
time, deeper knowledge of the ancient Mesopotamian city (finally!) triggered
diachronic study of the various successive urban models in the Near East over
the course of centuries: and thereby the study of continuity and discontinuity
that marked the advent first of Hellenism and then of Islam. This development
took place while classicists continued (and were to continue for yet another
fifty years) to define ‘ancient’ as the Graeco-Roman city of the classical world:161

probably from simple convenience and absence of mind, but symptomatic of a
persistent closure towards the Near-Eastern world. Works by ancient historians
in the 1970s and 1980s, in contrast, give due space to the Near East, absorbing
from the existing literature a series of characteristics but also of stereotypes: the
beginning of urbanization towards 3500 BC (but with doubts on the question of
Jericho/Çatal Hüyük), the Sumerian cities centered on the temple, and then the
Assyro-Babylonian centred on the royal palace, the Levantine cities based on
trade (but without understanding the distinction between primary and second-
ary instances), the cities of the Indus without a sequel, and the Egyptian cities
created through Pharaonic decrees.162

But we arrive at the question of the advent of the Hellenistic city in the
East, following the conquests of Alexander and the empires of his successors.
The most striking phenomenon was obviously provided by the new Hellenistic

161 As in Rich, Wallace-Hadrill (eds.) 1991, or the Paris conference on La cité antique pub-
lished in Opus, 6–8 (1987–89), or the book by Reddé (ed.) 2003.
162 Hammond 1972; Kolb 1984.
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foundations – the many Alexandrias founded by Macedonia, and the many
Antiochs, Seleucias and Laodiceas founded by the Seleucids – which were
thereafter the centre of attention for ancient and modern historians of the Hel-
lenistic world. In the ‘colonial’ years the most authoritative account was given
by Michael Rostovtzeff. In an earlier (rather general) book on Caravan Cities
he discusses Jerash, Petra, Palmyra, and Dura Europos, with a preliminary
chapter on trade in the Ancient Near East, but without posing the question of
if and how such trade had taken shape in a suitably equipped location, in
some way precursor of the caravan city, which appears as if out of nowhere in
the Roman era.163 Rostovtzeff then discusses the Greek cities more widely in
his great social and economic history of the period, confirming that Graeco-
Macedonian colonization was established not exactly in an empty space, but
almost. If in the fourth century, on the eve of Alexander’s conquests, there
were some flourishing cities, these, however, were the financial and mercantile
centre of Babylon, the ports of the Levant, and the caravan cities. And so (apart
from the temple-cities of Asia Minor) everything revolved around trade, espe-
cially trade with the West, which had a ‘vivifying influence’ (p. 85). One has
the impression that this urban-commercial network is a foreign body compared
to the mass of the rural and nomadic population. Even the picture of coloniza-
tion (pp. 132–135) has little connection with the pre-existing cities.164

A colonial attitude leaks out in Rostovtzeff. Every colonialism, both ancient
and modern, needs to state that it took possession of an ‘empty’ country, be-
cause it was both sparsely populated, and incapable of exploiting its own re-
sources: the arrival of colonists served to populate it and put it to use. As
earlier in the study of antiquity the buildings and cities of new foundations
had to be established in the desert (‘Amarna, Khorsabad), for a combination of
ideological reasons (the boast of heroic priority, the uncontaminated renewal
from preceding ugliness), so also the conquest of whole countries must happen
in a void, an emptiness both pre-existing and caused by the conquest itself
(with ‘ethnic cleansing’ and deportation), to start again from nothing. For an-
cient times the ‘myth of the empty country’ has been studied above all with
reference to post-exilic Israel.165

But still in the post-colonial age the absence of cities in Mesopotamia on
the eve of Hellenism continues to be a widespread conviction. At the 1960 Chi-
cago symposium Jacobsen cited (from a classical historian not well identified)
the Macedonians’ amazement on their arrival in Mesopotamia, in seeing that

163 Rostovtzeff 1932.
164 Rostovtzeff 1941; further bibliography in Greco and Torelli 1983, pp. 313–374; Millar 2006.
165 Barstad 1996; comments and revisions in Barstad 2003; Fried 2003; Oded 2003.
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a country so fertile had only two cities, Babylon and Nineveh, and otherwise
nothing but villages.166 A little more scientifically, Kraeling recognized that
there were capital cities, but after the Sumerian period there were no longer
hundreds of cities before the arrival of Hellenism. Besides, only then were the
cities fully planned, whereas before only temples and palaces were planned,
and the rest grew spontaneously.167 And again, more recently, the classicist
Tate maintains that on the eve of Hellenism Syria was a region ‘essentially
rural’, even although he then mentions Damascus, Tyre, Sidon, Beirut, Byblos,
Antarados, and numerous minor cities in the north;168 and conversely, the clas-
sicist Leriche studies Greek urbanization in the East without mentioning what
came before and was there at the same time, as if there were nothing!169 Very
different (and well based upon the texts) is the vision of the ancient historian,
van der Spek, 1987: the old Near-Eastern cities (like Babylon and Uruk, on
which there is abundant evidence) coexist with the new Hellenistic founda-
tions, and their ancient city institutions (the communal bodies) are reinterpret-
ed and assimilated to the Greek.170 And besides, right through the Persian era
the list of urban centres with both public and private archives, of which we
have numerous legal and administrative tablets, includes Babylon, Borsippa,
Sippar, Kish, Kutha, Nippur, Ur, and Uruk.

The question of the urban institutions and of their actual presence in urban
planning, seems to me to be the crucial point for estimating the rate of disconti-
nuity between pre-classical, classical, and post-classical cities; but until now
this point has attracted sparse attention on the part of theorists of the ‘ancient’
and ‘eastern’ city. In one of my recent publications, it appears clear how in the
Ancient Near East there is considerable evidence for ‘places of power’ (the pal-
ace, the temple, the encircling walls) but not for ‘places of citizenship’, and for
the services available to the population.171 These mark, on the other hand, the
advent of the Hellenistic city, with its markets and colonnaded streets, build-
ings for the assemblies and city magistrates, public baths, theatres and other

166 Jacobsen in Kraeling and Adams (eds.) 1960, pp. 179–180. But how could Nineveh have
existed in 330, if it had been completely destroyed three centuries before?
167 Kraeling 1960, pp. 190–191. In the course of the book not much is said of the innovative
particulars: agorà, market, theatre, public baths, etc.
168 Tate 1997, p. 351.
169 Leriche 2003.
170 Van der Spek 1987.
171 Liverani 2013. For modern city planning see Romano 1993, on the ‘rights of citizenship’
(pp. 46–57: streets, hospitals and schools, water and light) and on the ‘collective themes of
public relevance’ (pp. 74–98; churches, walls, streets and squares, hotels and restaurants,
theatres and sports grounds, libraries and museums, etc.).



After Babylon: Greek urbanization and the Islamic city 179

places for spectacles and sporting competitions. The comprehensive urbanistic
structure emerges completely renewed; not to say that before Hellenism there
were no cities, but they were simply cities structurally different.

The type of Greek city, with its spaces dedicated to the public, was carried
into the Roman age and then into the Byzantine, with a number of important
innovations, above all due to the advent of Christianity: but this does not inter-
est us here, being placed far beyond the chronological limits of our journey.
But the second great episode of discontinuity, due to the advent of Islam, does
interest us, certainly not for chronological reasons, but because in the common
view, but also in the opinion of illustrious scholars, the Islamic city, being
‘eastern’, must be linked to the pre-Hellenistic city, closing, so to speak, an
interlude (albeit a millennium and a half long!) of classical intrusion into the
Near East. The study of the Islamic city also took off during the colonial era,
above all in the work of French scholars in Syria and in the Maghreb, and these
studies provide points for discussion and parallels that are also valuable for
the understanding of certain aspects of the ancient Mesopotamian city.172 But
quite another matter is the re-emergence of the concept of the ‘eastern city’, as
championed above all by the geographer Eugen Wirth in a copious series of
authoritative articles, then culminating in a book.173 In his important 1991 arti-
cle Wirth had already analysed the Islamic city with reference to the prevalent
characteristic of private space, as opposed to the prevalence of public space in
the classical city (with, however, all the ambiguity of the public/private distinc-
tion, which is understood differently in different historical contexts). In the
Islamic city, not only are daily activities carried on in areas that are limited
and protected (from the house to the quarter), but the whole city is barred to
strangers, the civic institutions are private foundations, and the space outside
is used as rubbish dumps.174 Others will perhaps correct this characterization
for the Islamic city (it is not up to me to enter into the problem here), but
certainly it cannot extend to the ancient Mesopotamian city, where many of
the functions and institutions to which it alludes did not yet exist. The antithe-
sis, clear in Wirth, between East and West, should be reformulated from spatial
to diachronic.

But in the evaluation that follows I will refer above all to his contribution
(given at the beginning of the programme) to the Colloquium of 1997 on the

172 See the studies of Sauvaget 1934; 1941; 1949; among more recent studies cf. Marcus 1989
on Aleppo, and the chapters on the Islamic city in Wilhelm (ed.) 1997, pp. 375–399. A history of
studies on the Islamic city is found in Wirth 1991, pp. 50–59 (with bibliography at pp. 83–92).
173 Wirth 1975, 1982; 1991; 1997; 2000.
174 Wirth 1991, pp. 63–69
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Orientalische Stadt, because the occasion was largely one attended by histori-
ans of the ancient Near East. Whereas among the historians of town-planning
the term ‘eastern city’ is used to indicate the Indian, Chinese, and Japanese
city, and to distinguish it from both the ancient and Islamic city,175 Wirth uses
exactly the same term to indicate the continuity between the city of the Ancient
Near East and the Islamic city, hurdling over, so to speak, the intervening clas-
sical city, and putting aside the city of eastern Asia. Undoubtedly Wirth’s
analysis both of the general concept of the city (contrary to one-dimensional
criteria, and also contrary to neo-geographical schemes; favouring complexity
and socio-economic stratification) and of the characteristics of the Islamic city
are of great value; but here we need to evaluate the question of the presumed
continuity between the city of the Ancient Near East and the Islamic city.
Wirth’s position seems to me to be based, not on the definition of a historical
course, but on an altogether general model which assigns to the Near-Eastern
city three functions: the administration of religious and spiritual life, the solidi-
fication of power (Herrschaft und Macht, with the predominance of palace and
citadel much more marked than in the classical world176), the exercise of the
economy and market. Nor does Wirth accept that the Near-Eastern city is chaot-
ic, based on an organic/spontaneous and not a planned development, in con-
trast to the classical and western city based on a geometric plan; and he con-
firms his idea that the Near-Eastern city is based on the pre-eminence of the
private sphere (family and hereditary) in social relations, against the pre-
eminence of the public sphere in the western city. As one can see, these are
already rather debatable generalizations, in their application to the Islamic
city, not to speak then of the Ancient Near-Eastern.177

But returning to a properly historical course, two levels of difficulty do very
clearly appear. The first difficulty is that the presumed similarities between the
ancient Mesopotamian city and the Islamic city are hardly very convincing. At
the 1997 colloquium it was pointed out that the suq/bazaar that characterizes
the Islamic city is missing from the Mesopotamian city, that the mosque has
socio-economic functions very different from those of the Sumerian temple, that
the quarters remain elusive, and that the socio-economic structure is very differ-
ent (redistribution vs. market);178 for my part I put forward a history of the

175 In Italy this tradition goes at least from Benevolo 1988 to Romano 2010.
176 On the Islamic palace Necipoğlu (ed.) 1993.
177 Wirth 1997 ignores the history of the question (he cites neither Childe, nor Adams, nor
Oppenheim) and the textual information, and works essentially on schematic plans.
178 Pfälzner 1997a, pp. 73–74. On the ethnic quarters, typical of the Islamic world (Wirth
1997, pp. 32–34), Dandamayev 2004 suggested that a first nucleus already existed following
the Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian deportations. A differentiation in the size and quality of
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question which meant the abandonment of the ‘eastern’ label as obsolete and
equivocal.179 But then the very marked difference between the Mesopotamian
city, which accents only places of power, compared to the Islamic which also
stresses places of citizenship, must, in my view, be considered conclusive.180

The question of places of power and places of citizenship introduces the
second difficulty that Wirth’s thesis encounters: which is that the theme of
Mesopotamian-Islamic continuity runs counter to the legacy that the basic con-
figuration of the Islamic city owes to the classical-Byzantine city, a legacy that
had already been noticed and discussed well before Wirth’s contributions,181

and which was later taken up again by H. Kennedy in an excellent discus-
sion.182 Certainly there was discontinuity between the classical and Islamic cit-
ies, due not only to the religious factor (the abandonment of theatres, the dif-
ferent role of the mosque compared to the church, with an assumption of func-
tions previously belonging to the agorà) but also to the economic factor
(difference between agorà and suq/bazaar; public baths used for cleanliness
but not to discuss business) and factors of town-planning (from the Hippoda-
mean grid, spacious and well-lit, to the labyrinth of narrow covered alleys).
But these factors of discontinuity do not affect the basic evaluation, that the
Islamic city is much more similar (as the historical course would have it) to
the classical city than it is to the pre-classical Mesopotamian city.183 If anything
it is the type of residential house, facing towards the internal courtyard and
closed towards the street (compared to the ‘Mediterranean’ house, facing out-
wards, towards the street and piazza, cf. § 2.12), that assures a continuity, dic-
tated by climatic and environmental factors and by deeply-rooted social con-
ventions, which overcome the passage of the millennia.184

houses, area by area, was demonstrated for Ugarit by Devolder 2005, but the ‘ethnic’ quarters
are altogether another matter.
179 Liverani 1997a. In contrast Novák 1997 and 1999 uses the concept of the ‘eastern’ city and
follows up his analysis of the royal residences of Akkad up to the Abbasid capitals of Baghdad
and Samarra.
180 Liverani 2013. Also Schloen 2001, pp. 108–116. In the recent book by Dolce and Pellitteri
(eds.) aspects of continuity are also given importance.
181 See von Grunebaum 1955 and Cahen 1958.
182 Kennedy 1985.
183 Fusaro 1984 makes no mention of the Classical-Byzantine legacy and speaks only of no-
mads and of ‘a first urban implosion under the sign of religion’ (confusing Arab origins and the
Islamic world). The same can be said of the book (very rich in illustrations and information)
by Cuneo 1986, pp. 58–63, who assigns a major role to the south-Arabian and north-Arabian
pre-Islamic cities, and not to those of the Byzantine and Sassanid world.
184 In this sense I would weigh the positions of Butzer 2008, pp. 82–86 (continuity of domes-
tic nuclei and discontinuity of urbanistic grids), and of Schloen 2001, pp. 108–116.





4 The new models in practice

4.1 Robert Braidwood, the Jarmo project and the arrival
of the palaeo-sciences

In 1942 Gordon Childe had described the Neolithic village as self-sufficient,
without full-time specialization of work, and without the production of a sur-
plus; and then the Chalcolithic village as no longer self-sufficient, because the
introduction of metallurgy had made the presence of specialists necessary and
so the production of a surplus intended for their maintenance.1 His position
was already at that period completely consistent with the evolutionary scheme
that was then to gain yet more precision and detail. But what could Childe
have based himself on at that time? On the one hand on the legacy of nine-
teenth-century evolutionist theory, which made the passage from homogeneity
to complexity obvious, from community organization to social organization (in
Tönnies’ terms), from mechanical solidarity to organic solidarity (in Durk-
heim’s terms). On the other hand on data from prehistoric Europe and from his
own (most beautiful) excavation at Skara Brae in the Orkney Islands to the
north of Scotland. But on the villages of the Neolithic Near East he was able to
make use of nothing apart from modest and chance pieces of evidence, by
themselves inadequate for constructing a complex theory.

Among the many merits which we must acknowledge in the great Near-
Eastern palaeoethnologist Robert J. Braidwood2 (of whom we have already spo-
ken at § 2.10 on his youthful regional survey of the ‘Amuq of 1937), the greatest
is perhaps that of having planned the reconstruction of the Ancient Near-East-
ern village on bases no longer theoretical-philosophical and imaginary, and
even supplemented from ethnographic models, as was only possible for phases
of study bridging the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (§ 2.6); instead we
have the reconstructions on concrete archaeological bases. To some extent
Braidwood’s research strategies can be compared to those of Childe (who was
of an older generation), in the sense of giving a concrete body to evolutionist
theories, and in the sense of dedicating himself above all to the reconstruction
of the settlement system. Childe’s soundest contribution was to the shape of
the Near-Eastern proto-city, Braidwood’s was to the shape of the Near-Eastern
proto-village. In other words: Childe, between his two ‘revolutions’, the Neo-

1 Childe 1942, pp. 65–66 (Neolithic village) and 87–88 (Chalcolithic village).
2 On his work see the Festschrift Young, Smith, and Mortensen (eds.) 1983, with conclusions
by Adams 1983.
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lithic and the urban, was then more specifically dedicated to defining the ur-
ban; whereas Braidwood dedicated himself to defining in great depth the pro-
cess of the Neolithic revolution. Of strictly prehistoric competence, Braidwood
seems almost not to have dared to venture beyond the foundation process of
the city, ‘passing’ when he arrived at fully developed cities: this is seen in one
of his works of the early 1950s,3 and on the brink of the ’60s.4

But already in the middle of the 1940s, Braidwood had formulated his
‘Jarmo Project’, which was then carried out on the ground in the years 1947–
48, 1950–51, and 1954–55, to be presented in a preliminary form in 1960,5 and
then in the form of a final report in 1983.6 The elaboration of the theory needed
to be based on concrete evidence, which field work alone, at first hand, could
provide; as long as the work was planned in a clear and finalized way, and
then carried out using rigorous methods. Jarmo is a hilly site, in the Iraqi
Zagros Range, and was chosen in addition to other sites in the same area to
investigate the origin of the village in one of the ‘centres’ that the palaeo-
botanic and archaeo-zoological investigation had indicated as a scene of the
first production of food (that is, of the Neolithic revolution). Later, when the
Iraqi Zagros became an impractical area, Braidwood moved to south-eastern
Turkey with the ‘Çayönü Project’ – but by now we are in the 1960s.7 It is not
possible to discuss here so many other projects, American and European, con-
temporary or later, but Braidwood’s work is the most representative, at least
for the Old World, and was to have a knock-on effect on the others.8

Braidwood must have had a liking for Childe and his theories, and even
expressly defends the term ‘revolution’, pointing out that between two phases
lasting many thousand years a change that takes place in a few centuries can
be considered rapid enough to merit that definition.9 In any case it was then
to be demonstrated that the industrial revolution (upon which Childe’s revolu-
tion was modelled) was also a long and gradual process.10 But going beyond
the goodwill, and the scientific and methodological consideration, the adjust-

3 Braidwood 1952; cf. also id. 1973a.
4 Braidwood 1960; Braidwood and Braidwood (eds.) 1960; Braidwood and Willey 1962. Para-
doxically enough, Byrd 1994 (on Beidha and the Neolithic pre-ceramic Levant) makes no men-
tion of Braidwood!
5 Braidwood and Howe 1960; Braidwood and Braidwood 1953. On the history of the project
Lloyd 1963, pp. 74–78; Braidwood 1974.
6 Braidwood et al. 1983.
7 Braidwood at al. 1981: on the continuation of the work Özdoğan and Özdoğan 1989.
8 In general, Flanney 1972a; id. (ed.) 1976.
9 Braidwood 1985, p. 145.
10 Wrigley 1988.
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ments are clear, with the dilution of the ‘revolution’ into a ‘process’, following
the introduction of the concepts of ‘intensified hunting-collecting’ and ‘incipi-
ent cultivation and domestication’, which split the Neolithic revolution up into
times and sub-phases more detailed and more compatible with what is found
on the ground.11 Along the same lines, the definitions of Pre-Pottery Neolithic
A and B are then confirmed, which serve to highlight how the conventional
picture of Neolithic Europe as a compact block, made of villages, pottery, agri-
culture and stock-raising, was partly influenced by the treatment of a ‘second-
ary’ Neolithic phase, added ready-made from a Near East where it was, by
contrast, possible to recognize and articulate all the formative phases. On one
point Braidwood’s position (at least at the beginning) seems singularly back-
ward, in denying (against Childe and his theory of the oases) the influence of
climate change in determining the great structural changes in human society.12

His position, clearly a legacy from the idealist historiography of the early twen-
tieth century, was based upon the conviction that the planet’s climate, after
the end of the last ice age, had remained more or less stable, without such
changes as could be historically influential. He would see immediately after-
wards, from his own scientific colleagues, the proof that this was wrong and
the demonstration that even medium and short-term fluctuations, which punc-
tuate the history of the climate in a fully historic age too, could produce most
substantial consequences.

Whereas the conceptualization and archaeological identification of the
proto-city needed to be set on an exciting and already well-formed case (that
of Uruk), the proto-village in Braidwood’s project needed to be analysed in
various cases corresponding (if possible) to the various sub-phases of the pro-
cess: so Jarmo in particular exemplified the stage of incipient cultivation of
food, while Çayönü exemplified the pre-pottery stage, and so on. But the differ-
ent strategies, while due to methodological-conceptual causes, were in practice
made possible by the very different size and complexity of a city and its stratig-
raphy, compared to the size of the village. It can be said that the application,
even for the process of urbanization, of analogous sub-phases (we can coin the
expressions of ‘intensified village’ and ‘incipient urbanization’, and something
of the sort has actually been proposed) and their identification on the ground
has been added to the agenda only in the first decade of the new millennium.
Certainly a synthesis is lacking up until now for the Near East that is at the
same time both organic and enjoyable (an aspect which does no harm), like

11 Apart from the Jarmo project reports already cited, see the summary by Braidwood 1985.
12 On this problem, and on the Jarmo project in general, cf. G. A. Wright 1971 and H. E. Wright
1993.
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the one that Kent Flannery has provided on the ancient Mesoamerican vil-
lage.13 But on this point also, alongside possible theoretical considerations, the
practical facts are important: the Near-Eastern village covers so many and such
different millennia and types and regional varieties, that any attempt at syn-
thesis must necessarily be divided into sub-phases – with a process that has
the weight of the facts behind the vision.

Braidwood’s other great merit was in having planned his project as a full
multi-disciplinary collaboration; this is normal practice today but constituted
an innovation at the time, at least at the level of specialization and institution-
alization. Certainly some kind of technological and anthropological interest
existed in Mesopotamian archaeology from its beginnings: in the old style ex-
cavations petrographic and metallurgical analyses were carried out, not to
mention the measurement of skulls (but more from racial interest than from
palaeo-pathology, demography, or genetics).14 The contribution of natural sci-
ences to the founding project of the Oriental Institute of Chicago had already
been pointed out by Breasted in the early 1930s,15 as an element of great mod-
ernity and managerial ability; but the full entry of palaeo-botany and archaeo-
zoology into archaeological projects is in practice actually more recent, certain-
ly influenced by the growing interest in environmentalism.

The first manual of ‘science for archaeology’ was published in 196316 and
included the themes of dating (radiocarbon dating was then little more than
ten years old), environment (climate, soil science, botany, zoology), physical
anthropology, use of microscopy and radiography, technology, statistics, and
prospecting. Today we would have a slightly different thematic spectrum, for
example with more information science, and every chapter would be updated,
but that was the scenario at the time. And the competences put together by
Braidwood did actually reflect it in full: palaeo-botany and palaeo-zoology, cli-
mate, analysis of materials (thin sections etc.), analysis of the soil and clays,
ethnographic parallels, statistical treatment of the data.17 This solid use of
‘auxiliary sciences’ was indispensable for obtaining a picture as articulated as
possible (if not complete) of a little village, an operation in which the accuracy
and detail of the excavation and the richness of the analysis must compensate
for the poverty of the remains (environmental and their content), not to men-

13 Flannery (ed.) 1976.
14 For example, A. Keith in Hall and Woolley 1927, pp. 214–240.
15 Breasted 1933, pp. 15–25.
16 Brothwell and Higgs (eds.) 1963 (expanded new edition 1969). See the comments in Hole
1995.
17 Braidwood and Howe 1960; Braidwood et al. 1983.
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tion the absence of textual information. It is easy to understand, therefore,
that the application of strategies analogous to the excavation of great urban
settlements has been late in becoming established, for considerations both of
the financial cost and of the organizational size of the excavation. Still today
it comes about for the most part in a selective manner. I recall that when we
presented Robert Braidwood (come to the University of Rome, the present La
Sapienza, to receive his honorary degree) to the Rector, who was then the great
Antonio Ruberti, our palaeoethnologist Salvatore Puglisi explained to the Rec-
tor, ‘È per colpa sua se gli scavi archeologici sono diventati così costosi …’ (It
is his fault if archaeological excavations have become so expensive). But certain-
ly it remains a little paradoxical that information of an environmental and an-
thropological nature, which are part (and the lion’s share) of the presentation
of the results of the excavation of a prehistoric village, remain, however, as if
over-ridden by architecture, monumentality, and epigraphic documents, when
we pass to expounding the picture of an urban excavation.

4.2 Robert Adams and the Diyala Basin Project:
territorial and demographic analyses

In a recent autobiographical and methodological profile,18 Robert McCormick
Adams summed up the series of surveys he had conducted in Iraq from 1956
to 1969, and then again from 1975 to 1980 (until the first Iran-Iraq war put an
end to the territory’s feasibility), giving a first-hand roundup on the progress
of the methods and models in the course of half a century.19 He conducted a
first survey in the ‘country of Akkad’, that is the area between Sippar and Nip-
pur, in 1956–57 at an almost personal level, with modest means, and based
upon brief mapping and poor knowledge of the sequence of pottery; this was
published hastily.20 The area was then surveyed and studied much more sys-
tematically by the Belgian mission at the end of the last century,21 but we shall
speak of that in due course (§ 5.2).

Strengthened by this experience, in the following year Adams launched
the Diyala Basin Archaeological Project,22 with sufficient means provided by
the Oriental Institute, and with the direction of the much older (and so much

18 Adams 2012. On Adams see Yoffee 1997; Stone (ed.) 2007.
19 Cf. Adams 1999; and in general Hole 1980.
20 Adams 1958; 1972a.
21 Cole and Gasche 1999; Gasche et al. 2002.
22 See its first report in Jacobsen 1958
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more respected) Thorkild Jacobsen, who had already had the opportunity of
working in the field in 1930–35 (by then long past), when together with Seton
Lloyd he had studied the Assyrian aqueduct of Jerwan and had shown interest
in the city/territory relation, reconstructing the water supply of Nineveh;23 and
then again in 1953–54 had worked in the area of Lagash to reconstruct the
ancient course of rivers and canals.24 The choice of the area – which was criti-
cized by the leading Sumerologist at Chicago, Benno Landsberger, as being
marginal, ‘dialectal’ as he said – was obviously due to the lengthy activity of
the Oriental Institute, from the time of Frankfort, on the sites of the Diyala,
whereas more generally the interest in territorial archaeology – in which the
problem of the city is present but is framed within the use of the farming land
and within the network of canals – is a sort of collateral fallout of regional
development projects (farming, town planning, roads) – of interest to the
1950s’ post-colonial and neo-capitalist view in the Near East – through which
archaeology gained technical surveying instruments. This connection between
archaeological reconnaissance and modern planning, in which to all appearan-
ces the former was in debt to the latter for methods and instruments, was,
however, reciprocal since the long archaeological record could provide useful
information for a correct blueprint for a development project.25 Only later was
the procedure of the archaeological ‘salvage’ operation recognized, where the
development project (typically the dams) involved the obliteration of the surfa-
ces of entire regions.

On the level of method, the precedents indicated by Adams himself in the
introduction to the final report are significant: on the one hand the ample Sovi-
et surveys in Central Asia, and on the other Gordon Willey’s settlement analysis
in the Peruvian Virù Valley.26 I think that the two indications have different
reasons: the first for the similarity in context, in that it was carried out on a
wide region starred with tell and crossed by ancient canals, and thus analo-
gous to the area of the Diyala even if much larger; the second as a reconstruct-
ive model (already of neo-geographical inspiration, cf. § 5.2) of the relations
between settlement hierarchies inside a very limited canton. The total silence
on the Palestinian (and also Mediterranean) surveys, by contrast, is striking by

23 Jacobsen and Lloyd 1935, with the chapter on The Water Supplies of Nineveh (pp. 31–43).
On Jacobsen’s role and archaeological competence, see Gibson 2008.
24 Jacobsen 1960b; 1969. The reconstruction, based on textual information alone, was then
contradicted by Heimpel 1990 and Steinkeller 2001.
25 The articles of Jacobsen and Adams 1958 and Adams 1962 really begin from the connec-
tions between development projects and archaeological reconnaissance.
26 Willey 1953.
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their omission, in that their main innovations (recalling Petrie and the dating
of pottery) were by now completely ‘digested’, while the mountain and pre-
desert environment presented different problems. The survey of Diyala was
notwithstanding carried out quickly enough (two years), making use of aerial
photography cover, of 1 : 50,000 topographic maps, and in practice locating
from the motor car the principal sites (the tell), which were visible inasmuch
as they rose above the flat country, and discarding those more modest, and
then reconstructing the network of canals on the assumption that the settle-
ments were located on their banks, and finally dating the sites (but not parts of
sites) on the basis of the pottery remains, which, however, the Iraqi legislation
required to be left in place.

But more important here are the approach and the results of settlement
history.27 For the first time it was possible to reconstruct the history of settle-
ment in a Near-Eastern region from the dawn of urbanization to the present
day. Rather than wasting words, it is worth looking at the final reconstructive
drawing,28 which pictures the high and low settlements and demographies (es-
timate of the population present), distinguishing the percentages by types (in
practice by size) of settlement: capital cities, cities, small towns, villages. The
drawing implicitly opened perspectives that were to become central in succeed-
ing decades: the question of cycles and of collapse, the question of spatial
distribution crossed with the hierarchy of the sites – alongside the old question
of the relation between irrigation and urbanization. Clearly the estimates of
inhabitants per hectare involves the question of convention (Adams adopted
the estimate of 150 inhabitants per settled hectare),29 and classification by hier-
achies is based only on the settled area. But the parameters count for all the
periods and therefore the overall pattern can be considered largely correct. The
only serious distortion comes from the procedures for identifying the tell,
which undoubtedly translates into a more or less systematic rejection of the
more modest sites, in both size and diachronic depth. Not only are the hier-
archically inferior types (the villages, not to speak of isolated farms) under-
estimated, but sites of the more ancient periods are less easily identified, either
because they are by now submerged by the silt of the alluvium, or because
they are covered by the successive strata. The interest in settlement and de-
mography is emphasized by the very titles of the chapters ( from ‘the Formation
of Walled Towns’ to ‘Resettlement and Urbanization’ and such like), and con-

27 See also Adams 1969, on the study of settlement in relation to the urban origins.
28 Adams 1965, p. 115; the book is supplied with maps of the distribution of sites, period by
period, with symbols proportional to the dimensional class.
29 Discussion in Adams 1965, pp. 24–25, 123–125.
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stitutes the substance of the book, while the introductory chapters on climate,
agricultural production, and recent trends, with their statistical tables, are
more indicative of the ‘regional planning’ approach than of being definitely
productive in the analysis of the important sites.

The idea takes shape, on the basis of the concrete evidence, that the di-
mensions of the irrigation systems have grown with the growth of the political
dimension, and that therefore it is not a cause but rather a secondary effect.
This notion had already been expressed by Julian Steward,30 and becomes a
fixed and central point in Adams’ interpretation of the process of urban and
state development,31 receiving widespread acceptance.32 We should bear in
mind that it was in the 1970s, in an excellent article by the husband and wife
Oates team,33 that the first known case was published of irrigation canals,
which date back to c.5000 BC, at Choga Mami (near Mandali, 120 km north-
east of Baghdad). There is no doubt that the beginnings were modest and of
local (even very slight) range, but we need to notice that when the system
spreads into Mesopotamia it had to do with the timing of full floods that –
unlike Egypt – did not arrive at the ‘right’ moment (as regards the management
of the cultivated plants and their harvest), and required catchment basins and,
yes, a local, but not too modest administration.

An explanation of the recurrent collapse of the urban structures also takes
shape, based on the impoverishment and salinization of the soil, following its
over-exploitation. To the famous article by Adams and Jacobsen on saliniza-
tion34 was then added an equally interesting one by Gibson35 on over-exploita-
tion (inflicted by the state bureaucracy) as a cause of the impoverishment of
the soil, and of the fall in rates of agricultural productivity. It is clear how these
explanations derive from the attention to problems of agricultural planning
and regional development. The impact of salinization was then scaled down
by Marvin Powell:36 the problem is recurrent, then as today, but already in

30 Steward 1955, pp. 200–209.
31 Adams 1974, p. 3: ‘Large-scale irrigation systems did not exist at the time states made their
first appearance, and nineteenth-century and recent practices in the area make clear that there
is absolutely no requirement for a bureaucracy of any sort to construct and maintain irrigation
networks even larger and more complex than those that are known from the late fourth and
early third millennia’.
32 For example, Postgate 1992, pp. 173–190; more cautiously id. 2003. Contrary opinion in
Renger 1995, pp. 272–273.
33 Oates and Oates 1976.
34 Jacobsen and Adams 1958. The internal report on salinization is from 1958, but is then
published as Jacobsen 1982.
35 Gibson 1974.
36 Powell 1985.
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ancient times they knew of it and developed the means to deal with it (fallows,
washing of the fields). Besides, salt was valuable and was harvested.37

The surveys carried out a little later by Adams himself in Khuzistan,38 by
McGuire Gibson in the Kish area,39 by Henry T. Wright in the Ur and Eridu
area,40 and finally by Adams together with Hans Nissen in the Uruk area, pro-
ceed with the same lines of method used in the Diyala. In the book on the
survey of Uruk citation and methodologies of a neo-geographic type begin to
appear, with reference to Haggett’s manual that had been published the previ-
ous year; but this is dealing with ideas not yet fully developed: the emphasis
remains fixed on the reconstruction of the surroundings, on the relation be-
tween a system of canals and the placement of the cities, on hierarchies by
size (and function) of the settlements, and on demographic estimates. It is only
with the surveys of the area between Nippur and Adab, carried out in the years
1973 and 1975, that the neo-geographic models become important, but of this
we will speak in due course (§ 5.2).

It is time here, however, to point out that it was in the 1960s, in the context
of that regional planning on the part of international neo-capitalism that I have
already mentioned, that development of construction of dams on the major
rivers began; this work was normally preceded by archaeological surveys and
then by a ‘salvage’ excavation of the principal sites. With this there was at
the time a substantial increase in knowledge relating to the zones examined,
obviously according to the working standards and interpretative models of the
period, and, though over a longer period, a definitive loss of the possibility of
gaining further information. Not to expect the worst – as I did some years ago
in a provocative article,41 that in a future not so very far off, when the whole
surrounding territory will be totally devastated – by war, by chemical pollu-
tion, by exploitation of oil resources, by the growth of great cities, and such
like – the archaeologists could recover ‘intact’ archaeological surfaces only
excavating through the built-up sediments that will by then have filled the
basins of the dams to the brim and prevent the use, by then obsolete, for which
they had been built.

Turning to the concrete events of past history, the first great river dam of
the Near East was built in Egypt, the Aswan Dam (Şadd el-‘Ali), which involved
the inundation of Nubia. This was preceded by a great international mobiliza-

37 Potts 1984.
38 Carried out in 1960–61, published in Adams 1962.
39 Carried out in 1966–67, published in Gibson 1972.
40 Carried out in 1966, published in Wright 1981.
41 Liverani 1996b.
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tion, proclaimed by Unesco and advertised by the media in its most spectacular
aspects (the movement of the temple of Abu Simbel or that of Philae), but more
productive of results on the monumental level than on that properly urbanistic
or of settlements in general.42 Following this the procedure was moved above
all to the Euphrates, whose valley bottom is by now a series of dam basins;
both in the Iraqi stretch (the Hadhita dam), in the Syrian (the dam of Tabqa/
Lake Assad and then of Birecik), and in the Turkish (the three-dam sequence
of Keban, Karababa, and Karakaya/Atatürk), and then to be followed with yet
other minor dams on the Euphrates and the Khabur, as well as on the Upper
Tigris (Eski Mossul, and now on the Turkish stretch in the valley of Diyarbakir)
and on its tributaries on the left bank.43 The valley of the Euphrates, in particu-
lar, which was without doubt the mainstay of Mesopotamian urbanization for
the whole of antiquity, is now reduced to a series of artificial lakes and lost for
ever. Only when flowing into the Lower Mesopotamian plain is the Euphrates
not able to be dammed, but the territory is equally compromised by oil and by
war. Future study of the subject must be largely based on the evidence recov-
ered in the past, and will need to come to terms with this grave limitation.

4.3 Leo Oppenheim and the Sippar project:
‘great organizations’ and communities of citizens

The palace, in western culture, has always had the character of an alienating
labyrinth. As Borges says, ‘The Palace is not infinite’ but it is so vast, compli-
cated, hierarchical, that ‘it is granted to no one to pass through more than an
infinitesimal part of it. Some know only its cellars.’44 In Italy we have a long
tradition, which stretches from Guicciardini to Pasolini and to the language of
modern journalism, of calling the centre and seat of political power the ‘Pal-
ace’. The early sixteenth-century Guicciardini contrasted it to the ‘piazza’, as
the centre of common citizenship,45 and in the Mediterranean city the piazza
had an obviousness and a socio-political role beyond urbanism, at various
levels of nobility, from the structured Greek agorà (and Roman forum), until
the modest but lively little square of the mediaeval towns. This role does not
have a precise equivalent in the Ancient Near East, where in the urban fabric,
while the bulk of the palace dominates from the summit of the acropolis, the

42 The work began in 1955; cf. Leclant 1956.
43 On the dams Steele 2005, pp. 52–55 with exhaustive bibliography.
44 Borges, p. 539 of vol. II of the Milan 1985 edition. The passage translated here is from 1972.
45 Bruni 2012; also Romano 1993.
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piazza has neither visibility nor function. The places of power are urbanistical-
ly clear and also oppressive, while the places of citizenship are not structured;
the citizens have no place dedicated to meeting.46 There are obviously wide
stretches, empty spaces, and also broader streets, but if people need to meet,
it probably happens near the city gate, where there is the local market and bill-
posting of regal edicts. However, even if not visible in terms of town planning,
the ‘pole’ of citizenship, as contrasted to the ‘pole’ of the Palace, did also exist
in the Mesopotamian city. The tradition of studies, profoundly influenced here
by the classical image of Near-Eastern despotism, obscured for a long time the
presence of the contrasting citizen element in the eastern city, perpetuating the
extreme antithesis between eastern Palace and western citizenship.

The credit is due to Leo Oppenheim, a Viennese Assyriologist emigrated to
the Oriental Institute of Chicago, for having maintained with force and perse-
verance that the Mesopotamian city (not then to mention the Levantine, which
the Burckhardt tradition compares to the polis) was not so dissimilar to the
Greek, and was based on two contrasting parts: one that he calls ‘the great
organizations’, that is, the temple and palace, but the other the self-governing
citizen bodies, that is, the assembly and the elders – even if his cultural sensi-
bility led him to deny (in clear distancing from Jacobsen) that the Mesopota-
mian citizen assembly was properly ‘democratic’ in a western sense, attribut-
ing to it a character between the tribal and the oligarchic.47 Oppenheim, who
had already expressed his general vision in his contribution to Polanyi’s 1957
book on trade and market,48 and then at the symposium on the City Invincible
in 1960,49 next formulated it in a keynote article50 and made it a central part
of his book on Ancient Mesopotamia, one of those books so dense in their origi-
nal but solid positions that they never date.

The central core of his position is summed up well in a passage that is
worth quoting: ‘Let us distinguish two essential components: first the commu-
nity of persons of equal status bound together by a consciousness of belonging,
realized by directing their communal affairs by means of an assembly, in
which, under a presiding officer, some measure of consensus was reached, as
was the case in the rich and quasi-independent old cities of Babylonia; second,

46 Liverani 2013.
47 Oppenheim 1977, p. 112. Ampolo (ed.) 1980, pp. 3–33 selects a long passage from this work
to illustrate the Mesopotamian city.
48 Oppenheim 1957, already set on the interaction between the polarities of the palace and
the citizen community.
49 Oppenheim, in Kraeling and Adams (eds.) 1960, pp. 79–81.
50 Oppenheim 1967; also id. 1969; the book is from 1964, brought up to date in 1977.
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an organization of persons entirely different in structure and temperament
from the community just mentioned, whose center and raison d’être was either
the temple or the palace, either the household of the deity or that of the king’.51

Further on Oppenheim accepts that he has relied on parallels with the
Greek city and the city of the Italian Renaissance52 – but this sort of ‘inspira-
tion’ does not diminish the fact that both the ‘great organizations’ and the
communal bodies of citizens are then meticulously recovered from the textual
data. Less well demonstrated – at least in my opinion – is the king’s presumed
foreigness to the city (in the sense of a city community). In saying ‘the king is
basically, though nowhere admittedly, a war lord whose political and military
base of power is in small towns and other settlements rather than in the city
in which he has his palace’,53 Oppenheim seems to me influenced by the Webe-
rian image of the Western city having no part in and being antagonistic to a
palace placed outside it – an implicit influence in the frequent reference to
Greek and mediaeval parallels. The recurrent emphasis on the role of trade in
shaping the city (on the town planning level, the ‘port’ is one of the three parts,
alongside the city and its suburbs)54 seems to me clearly influenced by studies
of the mediaeval European city, in particular those of Pirenne. Even if Oppen-
heim does not deal directly with the question of the origins of town planning,
the role of commerce in this sense does, however, appear implicit. I recall that
Oppenheim took part in Polanyi’s conference on Trade and Market, and there
expressed a not strictly Polanyian position, and then preferred not to return to
it. And yet his systematic use of the concept of ‘redistribution’ to describe the
economic activities of temples and palaces, and also some recognition of the
importance of the commercial sector to the ‘great organizations’ and of the
secondary nature of private trade for profit, nevertheless show how he had
indeed absorbed something (and not just a little) of Polanyi’s position.

At this point I think it necessary to indicate a certain imbalance in Oppen-
heim’s position, between the elements of historical-humanist culture of his
training in Vienna (familiarity with the classics and with European historiogra-
phy at the end of the nineteenth and start of the twentieth centuries) and the
elements of socio-anthropological culture in the American environment (and
noticeably at Chicago) where he found himself working. In one of his key arti-
cles, significantly published in the first issue of Current Anthropology, and built
on the vision of Mesopotamia as a first chapter in the history of so many tech-

51 Oppenheim 1977, p. 95.
52 Ibid. p. 114.
53 Oppenheim 1967, pp. 13–14.
54 Oppenheim 1977, pp. 115–116.
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nological and cultural innovations, he concludes by saying ‘If the new direc-
tions here surveyed mean that Assyriology will eventually move away from the
humanities and nearer to cultural anthropology, I shall shed no tear’.55 And
so, when he decided to launch his Sippar Project on the study of the Mesopota-
mian city, he wished to bring in Robert Adams, and plan it on the comparison
between the texts and archaeology, a little on the model of Adams and Jacob-
sen’s Diyala Project, but whereas Jacobsen had shown himself interested in the
activities on the ground, Oppenheim was irremediably a desk philologist (for a
long time he directed the Chicago Assyrian Dictionary), and the archaeological
component was very quickly lost along the way. And so the framing of the city
in the territory, notwithstanding the activities already taking place at Chicago,
appears based on the texts alone. Outside the cities of every shape and size,
Oppenheim does not see (or at least does not cite) villages, but only ‘more or
less permanent agglomerations of huts and encampments’;56 he does not see
a productive countryside, irrigated and cultivated, but insists on an open coun-
try populated by nomads and fugitives of various origins (economic, political,
delinquent). He recognizes that it would be excellent to correlate the institu-
tions (as they are found in the texts) with the archaeological evidence, with
the shape of the city; but maintains that it is not possible to do this because
of the inadequacy of the archaeological documentation, since the Mesopota-
mian cities are too big to excavate the residential quarters extensively and to
outline the overall structure (with clear undervaluation of the German excava-
tions at the start of the last century, and those of the mandated period, Ur at
the head, and of the excavations of Chicago itself). When he attempted to do
this himself, he made more use of external comparisons (which he found al-
ready formed) with the classical and Islamic worlds, than of internal compari-
sons to the Ancient Near East.57 In certain passages it seems that Oppenheim
almost means to deny the difference between ‘eastern’ and ‘western’ cities,
conferring on the former the characteristics of the latter, or rather emphasizing
the weight of the common elements to the point of making them predominant.

As for the question of the first urbanization, his mentions are pessimistic
and as though out of his depth: ‘The urbanization process as such in Mesopota-
mia is totally beyond our reach’ and again ‘For unknown reasons, the center
of urbanization lay in southern Mesopotamia. It may even be said … that there
alone within the entire ancient Near East spontaneous urbanization took

55 Oppenheim 1960a (the article was partly republished as an introduction in Oppenheim
1964 and 1977).
56 Oppenheim 1977, p. 82.
57 Ibid. pp. 125–127 and 127–142.
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place’.58 One can scarcely imagine the dismay that his colleagues in the Orien-
tal Institute will have felt, in seeing all their work so diminished, if not ig-
nored.

In the project launched by Oppenheim, the choice of Sippar as the city to
study as an example of a Mesopotamian city was significant. Sippar, which is
thirty kilometres south of Baghdad, was very fitting as far as availability of
texts went: tens of thousands of tablets came from there, of administrative and
legal nature, stretching from the Old-Babylonian to the Neo-Babylonian period.
But it had been excavated little and badly, and therefore a comparison with
urban topography was lacking; and besides almost all the texts came from
clandestine excavations and from antiquarian trade and so had no provenance.
But above all, even leaving out the state of the finds, the city was already
atypical in ancient times: a city sacred to the solar god Shamash, Sippar was
home to the ‘convent’ (gagûm) of the oblate priestesses of the god, which con-
stituted an area, also economic, lacking (or less present) in the other cities.
But it had never been the political capital of a kingdom, and so lacked the
contrasting element of the palace. Moreover, the city, placed almost at Babylo-
nia’s northern frontier, had a ‘harbour’ quarter (kārum), much more developed
than in cities with a central position. And finally, the city was somewhat bro-
ken into separate nuclei (today buried under tell placed far apart), unlike the
compactness of the greater part of the cities. It was, therefore, for a variety of
reasons an atypical case, not appropriate for generalizations.

The work on the texts, however, which were largely unpublished, was im-
portant and praiseworthy, and was entrusted to Oppenheim’s pupil Rivkah
Harris, who produced important articles and an extremely valuable final mono-
graph.59 In illustrating the project Harris did not consider it necessary to enter
into questions of method, not, I believe, because she did not understand the
novelty of Oppenheim’s model, but rather because such a model must have
been so familiar to her (from daily didactic and scientific exposure) that she
no longer registered its peculiarity. Pointing out how the choice of Sippar could
be criticized, for reasons already mentioned, she presented a more systematic
and universal study of a Mesopotamian city than had been attempted up till
then. She described the scattered settlement shape through the various settle-
ments, the role of the nomads, and then the properly urban topography: walls,
gates, streets, pleasure gardens and kitchen gardens, workshops and taverns,
houses, and ruins of houses – the whole meticulously documented with refer-
ences to the relevant textual evidence.

58 Ibid. pp. 110–111.
59 Harris 1963; 1975.
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Among the city’s institutions, the palace (which was far distant, at Baby-
lon) administered its affairs by means of the citizen bodies: taxes, corvée, mili-
tary conscription, and sale of the palace goods (barley and wool). There were
palace granaries, and there was a king’s garrison. The temple was represented
above all by the Ebabbar and the gagūm,60 which had a superintendent, a gate-
keeper, a judge, women scribes, servants and oblates, women weavers, cooks,
and everything that would serve the life of the separate community. The har-
bour was probably more important than elsewhere, as mentioned above, and
contributed to lending an ‘entrepreneurial’ image to the whole city. The city,
taken as the community of citizens, had its own bodies: the assembly (called
simply âlum ‘city’, or puḫrum ‘meeting’) with its president, the elders (šībū-
tum), the mayor (rabiānum), and the superintendent of the port. The city was
divided into quarters (bābtum) each with its own mini-mayor (ḫazānum).

The Oppenheim model, purged however of a preferred application to later
phases, which brought the Babylonian city closer to the Greek polis, has be-
come so widely adopted as to become the current and almost unnoticed choice.
It is in this light that we can view Elizabeth Stone’s synoptic presentation,61 or
Nicholas Postgate’s general book on Mesopotamian civilization,62 or Marc van
de Mieroop’s book on the city, which is the most recent overall treatment of
the Mesopotamian city.63 Along the same lines we should also include the con-
tributions of Marten Stol, who, in discussing the economy of Old Babylonia,
distinguishes the activities of the city from those of the palace and from those
of the temple;64 of Robert Adams, who substantially accepts Oppenheim’s bi-
partite division between the ‘great organizations’ and the private sector, sharp-
ly distinguishing, however, the private/entrepreneurial sector, of merchants in
search of profit, from the private/community sector of the villages;65 and final-
ly also of McGuire Gibson, who accepts the triple partition of temple – palace –
private sector, and sees the city developing from a nucleus of ‘temple manor’,
and the private sector from the ownership of agricultural lands.66

Stone’s work on the quarters of Nippur, which was carried out (as a doctor-
al thesis) at the Oriental Institute of Chicago, but after Oppenheim’s death

60 Cf. Harris 1963.
61 Stone 2005.
62 Postgate 1992, pp. 88–108 (houses), 109–136 (temple), 137–154 (palace).
63 Van de Mieroop 1997; briefly before id. 1992b; 1995.
64 Stol 2004, pp. 664–678 (Die Stadt), 919–943 (Die Palastgeschäfte) and 945–948 (Die Tem-
pelgeschäfte).
65 Adams 1984, pp. 89–97.
66 Gibson 1976.
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(1974),67 deserves particular mention; the author is one of the very few people
capable of working at first hand both on the texts and on the archaeology, and
sought to study on this double base the internal articulation of Old Babylonian
Nippur. Further on, we shall look at the developments in this interest of hers
in the urban structure, limiting ourselves here to analysing the first stage of
the work, between the mid 1970s and the mid 1980s. Unfortunately the two
areas considered (TA and TB, both in the ‘Tablet Hill’) had been very badly
excavated, the texts were still partly unpublished, the objects had not been
recorded, and so on. Stone threw all her efforts into the description (through
a somewhat aprioristic wish) of two quarters of different characters, but ex-
ploited the evidence probably to the verge of exaggeration.68 Reactions in this
case were more or less unanimous: exaggeration in recognizing ‘schools’;69 the
idea is good, but the realization less so, and there are doubts on the distinction
of ‘quarters’ between two small and adjacent areas;70 the coordinated use of
texts and archaeology is admirable, but the approximation, the superficiality,
and the lack of an historical sense are deplorable (and the criticism of Stone
extends in general to American archaeology of an anthropological mould).71

But the case in which the articulation of the Mesopotamian city between
the palace sector and the community sector was most clearly highlighted is
that of Old Assyrian Assur. This case is also atypical, perhaps even more so
than Sippar: in the nineteenth to eighteenth centuries Assur was a city with a
strong mercantile component, engaged in its trade with central Anatolia, so
much so that the city institutions are known to us from the thousands of tablets
recovered not at Assur, but at Kültepe (ancient Kanish) near Kayseri, first from
clandestine nineteenth-century excavations and then by the proper Czechoslo-
vakian and above all Turkish excavations, which have lasted until the present.
It needs to be said at the outset that the commercial activity documented by
the archives of the Assyrian merchants at Kanish is a private activity (with
companies of a family nature) and bent upon profit (exporting cloth and tin
in exchange for weighed silver, which is so to speak cash, to be immediately
reinvested in the same merchandise), and so has nothing to do with the palace
business of import and redistribution.72 The emphasis on trade, which in the

67 Stone 1987.
68 Sievertsen 2002 then turned to the question of the quarters: local structures, but of noble
origin.
69 Charpin 1989–90.
70 Van Driel 1990.
71 Postgate 1990b.
72 On the types of trade Larsen 1967 and Veenhof 1972 remain fundamental.
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tablets in our possession is obviously total, given their context, must have had
some relationship to reality, since prosopographical studies have led to the
estimate that, with the people employed in trade (merchants and agents) and
those (female) employed in weaving, a significant part of the city must have
been involved in commerce.73

This atypical mercantile centrality could have accentuated, certainly in the
documentation but perhaps also in reality, the role of the non-palace institu-
tions.74 Even with this reservation, the institutional picture is clearly tripartite.
The position at the top belongs undoubtedly to the king, who, however, bears
titles that strongly underscore his dependence on the city’s god (Assur is the
name of both city and god), of whom the Assyrian king is a sort of ‘managing
director’. The formula of the ritual of enthronement is clear, ‘Assur is king, So-
and-So is the governor (on behalf) of Assur’. The second element in the system
is the ‘city’ (ālum), which, when it acts and deliberates as a unitary body, is
represented by an assembly (puḫrum) in which all free citizens (heads of fami-
lies) participate. The city has a sphere of competence somewhat more judicial
than political; it is the voice of the citizen community, and as with all the
assemblies of the city has an importance proportional to that of the extra-
palace activities: in this case it is very notable given the great weight of the
free commercial sector. The third element of the system is an eponymous func-
tionary called līmum, whose role (a kind of mayor or head of assembly, con-
signee of taxes on trade, linked rather more to the city than to the king) limited
that of the palace. Whereas kingship was hereditary and rendered legitimate
through its privileged relation to the god Assur, the eponymous position was
held for only one year (to which it gave the holder’s name), and was drawn
by lot from a circumscribed number of candidates, representatives of different
families. On the whole the structure saw a balancing between the power of the
royal palace, that of the citizens, and that of the great mercantile families who
produced the eponym.

We shall see later (§ 5.4) how the communal bodies are attested widely in
Mesopotamia, in the Levant, and in Anatolia, through the entire course of an-
cient history, and by now constitute a fixed point in the evaluation of the city’s
political structure. But as for a real concept of ‘citizenship’, Oppenheim was
probably right to maintain that it was more evident in the case of the Babyloni-
an city of the first millennium. The more unequivocal texts essentially date
back to the eighth and seventh centuries. There is a letter of the Assyrian king

73 Cf. Larsen in Hansen (ed.) 2000, p. 79.
74 On the Old Assyrian institutions see Larsen 1976 and Dercksen 2004. On further develop-
ments cf. Liverani 2011a.
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Esarhaddon75 that makes a distinction between the ‘Babylonians’ (his faithful
subjects) and the ‘non-Babylonians’ who were applying to become so. And it
has been shown76 how only citizens were admitted into the assembly, and that
specific procedures existed for admitting into the ranks of citizens ex-foreigners
and even ex-slaves. But there is above all a letter of the Babylonians to the
Assyrian king (I shall cite it in full at § 6. 4) which reaffirms the city’s statute of
privilege (certainly threatened by some Assyrian initiatives): the self-governing
town is a prerogative, connected to a sort of divine protection, called kidinnu,
which grants royal exemptions to individuals and communities.77 This type of
status is attached particularly to ‘sacred’ cities, seats of prestigious divinities:
in Assyria Assur (no longer capital, but remaining always seat of the national
god),78 and in Babylonia under Assyrian rule Babylon itself, but also Nippur
and Sippar, all centres of a temple tradition proudly intent upon defending
their privileges from possible regal prevarication.79 This set of circumstances,
which in some ways sees a common strategy between temple and city, in oppo-
sition to the palace, must have pleased Oppenheim, reminding him of the me-
diaeval European situation. But it is a set of circumstances very much specific
to the late period, with the ‘temple-city’ that had by now lost its political role,
and with the whole region occupied and dominated by a foreign king.

4.4 Primary and secondary urbanization

The distinction between primary and secondary urbanization (already men-
tioned at § 3.1 and § 4.2) has a long history, which matches the changed histori-
ographic attitude to the general question of the relation between ‘invention’
and diffusion. For individual and defined technological elements it is clear
enough that the explanation of the single invention and subsequent diffusion
is the simplest, given that their dispersal abroad in the course of time can be
followed. But for a complex phenomenon like urbanization the question is
posed at another level. No one can have ‘invented’ the city at a given moment
and in a precise place. And yet a socio-economic and socio-political system

75 Reynolds 2003, n. 1.
76 Dandamayev 1997.
77 Leemans 1946; Reviv 1988.
78 Saggs 1975 (‘Assur Charter’). On the role of the city of Assur cf. Oppenheim 1960b.
79 Lambert 1960, pp. 110–115 (Babylonian ‘Advice to a Prince’). At Nippur (Richardson 1984)
there is a ‘governor’ at the head of a great redistributive manor, which does not depend upon
the king, balances the economic role of the temple, and might be an expression of the ‘city’.
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already taking place, and based on urbanization, has the potential for such
results – compared to systems built on simple village communities – as to
make its adoption through imitation completely fitting. But, unlike the individ-
ual technological element (either adopted and adapted, or not), the range of
different measurements between imitation and innovation, between the recep-
tion of a winning but alien model and the development of its real potential
(even copying a model of which there is some idea), is significant. Broadly
speaking, it can be said that a phase of more simple diffusionism, which lasted
until the sixties of the last century, was then succeeded by an inclination to
consider local contributions as more important than the external model; in
other words, to favour the role of whoever adopts (and transforms) the cultural
element, over the role of whoever provided him with it.

I must, however, point out that in this second paradigm a degree of Euro-
centrism has had a certain influence, given that the diffusion of massive cul-
tural elements from the Near East to Europe (from the ‘Neolithic revolution’
to the ‘urban’) has made the active role of the receivers as modifiers clear. And
there is perhaps also an (unconscious) influence from the ‘island’ syndrome
of the British in preferring developments along internal lines over diffusion
from region to region. These ‘provincial’ paradigms paradoxically develop
right at the time (the last decades of the twentieth century) when the spread
of cultural elements on a global scale reached unprecedented heights, which
we can all see.

Returning to our argument, it is clear that the diffusionist paradigm bears
a very limited number of instances of primary urbanization, only two, one for
the Old World and one for the Americas, given the impossibility of contact (at
least of any importance) in ancient times. The second paradigm, by contrast,
sees a dilution of the question into a thousand urbanizations, all primary be-
cause all worthy of being so (a sort of politically correct approach: who are
you to call me ‘secondary’? what lets you? who do you think you are?). I want
here to cite, as an example of restriction of the number of primary instances,
the Oriental Institute of Chicago’s act of foundation, in which the role of prima-
ry urbanization was conferred on only two civilizations: that of the Ancient
Near East and then (but 5500 years later) that of the Maya.80 The Indus Valley
and China must have grown from the breeding ground of the Near East, in
which the Egyptologist Breasted wished to reserve equal roles for Egypt and
Mesopotamia. Almost twenty years later, Frankfort (also at Chicago) proposed
three primary centres (the Near East, with Egypt fertilized by Mesopotamia),

80 Breasted 1933, pp. 3–11.
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China (with some doubts as to the possibility of contributions from the Near
East), and Mesoamerica (headed by the Maya).81 In the same year Gordon Chil-
de (the articles of both authors, on urban planning, appeared in the same num-
ber of the same journal) also assigned the primary role to the sole instances of
Mesopotamia and the Maya, with all the other cases of the Old World devel-
oped directly or indirectly from Mesopotamia.82

When then, fifteen years later, Adams wrote his book on the subject (and
we are still at Chicago), he once again limited the primary cases to Mesopota-
mia and Mesoamerica.83 He did so certainly not from any love of diffusionism,
but to carry out an analysis of the ‘urbanization’ phenomenon that was based
on original instances, not polluted (so to speak) by secondary transfers: he
too, therefore, excluded China, even though there was only a suspicion of some
sort of indirect influence from the Mesopotamian breeding ground. Now, if the
historically verified cases of urbanization add up to dozens (and perhaps to
hundreds), a typology based on only two cases remains too little representa-
tive: by giving preference to primary purity there is a risk of ignoring other
phenomena, the acceptance of change, the peripheral urbanizations, the par-
tial urbanizations, actions and reactions – in a word, the accidents of history.

With the new paradigm the opposite risk is run: the study of urbanization,
and the closely connected study of the formation of the ‘Early State’, is carried
out on a wide field of cases, the great majority modern, equally distributed over
five continents, including cases where urbanization and formation of states is
lacking – with the paradox that the inclusion of the Mesopotamian case, which
first realized this decisive transformation on a world scale, is even forgotten.84

In essence the primary/secondary distinction is abandoned, not so much be-
cause the secondary is also worthy of attention, but because the state of being
primary is no longer held to be important.

For my part, I suggested, in contrast,85 that the distinction is still relevant
but should be reformulated from diachronic to structural. The secondary cases
were not such because they imitated the primary, but because they were based
on different socio-economic structures. Given that every new urbanization,

81 Frankfort 1951.
82 Childe 1950.
83 Adams 1966. On analogous positions McNeill 1963 (who owed much to Adams’ earlier dis-
cussions).
84 I am referring here to Claessen and Skalník (eds.) 1978, cf. § 3.8. The distinction of primary/
secondary is usual among neo-evolutionists, cf. Price 1978; and also the ‘Tributary or Client
State Formation’ of Cohen 1987.
85 Liverani 1998a, especially pp. 70–73 of the English translation.
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like every structural revolution, must be based on the primary accumulation
of capital (§ 3.1), we can ultimately distinguish the primary urbanizations
based on local accumulation of resources, primarily agricultural (Polanyi’s
staple finance), and those secondary ones based on accumulation of raw ma-
terials and exchange. So the secondary urbanizations assume the primary,
because without them they could not have developed; but Egypt – let us as-
sume – is a primary instance not because the Mesopotamian influences are
altogether marginal and fortuitous, but because her urbanization is based
upon the accumulation of primary resources occurring in loco. And the same
can be said for the Indus Valley, obviously for China, but also for Central Asia,
and so on. On the other hand, the urbanizations (anyway partial) of the Zagros
and Taurus could not have developed without contact with the Lower-Mesopo-
tamian breeding ground, and so should be considered secondary. This way of
seeing the question, which I have defined as structural, recovers its historici-
ty – the complexity of interactive relations between communities that are
close or distant, similar or dissimilar on environmental and economic bases
(thinking of the ‘hydraulic’ factor, § 3.4),86 but nevertheless different in spe-
cific cultural characteristics.

In this sense Gunder Frank is right, that the primary/secondary dilemma
goes back to the internal workings of Wallerstein’s ‘world-system’: the system
includes ecological diversity and different exchanges of surplus within such
diversity, and really stands up on this complementary nature of resources.
Frank’s ‘formula’ is that a system exists if A would be different were it not in a
relation with B, and vice versa.87 But how different? That is the whole question,
because a rare, marginal, non-structural relation means very little – the sec-
ondary nature means something only if the modification is significant: and the
case of the emergence of an urban and early state structure most certainly is.

Finally, we can note that the same distinction between a primary and sec-
ondary launch could and should be applied usefully also to the phases of de-
cline and collapse (to which we shall return at § 5.13). If the secondary urbani-
zations have need of a point of reference (economic but also political) on which
to rest themselves, then they can also collapse when the centre, which is not
simply a model to imitate but is a support in economic interchange, gives way.
I have studied two of these instances: that of the strongholds of the Medes,
which flourished at the margins of the Assyrian Empire, with whom they en-
joyed worthwhile relations of trade (in horses) and hire of mercenaries, and

86 Delougaz in Kraeling and Adams (eds.) 1960, p. 58, had already seen primary urbanization
in the alluvium, secondary on the high ground.
87 Frank 1993.
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which then collapsed when the Medes themselves descended from their moun-
tains to put an end to the Empire;88 and that of the strongholds of the Gara-
mantes, right in the middle of the Sahara and flourishing on the trade between
the Mediterranean world and sub-Saharan Africa, which collapsed when the
Roman Empire and Mediterranean trade entered crisis in the late-antique peri-
od.89 Many other cases might be studied in this sense, and they partly are
(even if not in an explicit form), above all for the Levant and its relations on
the one hand with Egypt and on the other with the Syrian-Mesopotamian
world.90 But the idea that growth is a process and crisis is an event, an idea
which ought by now to be superseded by the systematic approach (§ 5.3),
seems hard to die.

4.5 The cycles of urbanization

Completely different from the question of primary and secondary urbanization
is the question of the ‘first’ urbanization as opposed to the ‘second’ (and also
to the third, fourth, and so on), meaning the question of the cycles of urbaniza-
tion that followed each other in the Near East, as indeed also elsewhere. I deal
with this in two contiguous, but separate, sections (even if the question of the
cycles will then be overturned in the successive phases of the study), really to
guard against the misunderstanding (more frequent than one might expect)91

of describing as ‘secondary’ an urbanization that is in fact ‘second’, or vice
versa.

Obviously an individual city can rise and can collapse for particular, cir-
cumscribed reasons: for example, it might have been founded in a certain
place at a certain date for strategic or political reasons that have now passed;
it can collapse because of an earthquake or destruction during war, and so on.
But when we see that in a whole region the urban settlements in their entirety
follow a curve of growth and decline, then we need to search for explanations
that are not historical-event based, but historical-structural. I will return to the
specific causes of growth and collapse at § 5.13, when the section on ‘Theory
of systems’ will revisit the whole problem in its multiple parts, natural and

88 Liverani 2003.
89 Liverani 2001; 2006; 2007.
90 Esse 1989 (Early Bronze Age); Joffe 2002 (Iron Age).
91 For example, Ramazzotti 2003. Ramazotti 1999 and 2003, with reference to Lower Mesopo-
tamia, tends to deny the cycles, in favour of a substantial continuity (but a task of the historian
is to identify the pauses and differences).
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man-made. But I can anticipate here that the visualization of the process of
urbanization as comprising a series of ascending and descending curves refers
to a lack of stability in urbanization, which seems always at risk of decline. My
judgement is that urbanization of a given area, in view of the limited technical
resources available in antiquity, constitutes a not inconsiderable burden for
the whole region, and as a result may carry the risk of excessive exploitation
of the resources, and be structurally subject to recessive crises.92 In other
words, the recessive periods, in which the region goes back to an agro-pastoral
subsistence economy, with its basic socio-political structures (the village, the
tribe), serves to let the region draw breath after the strain (or the oppression)
suffered from supporting a partly alien body, which was the urban nucleus
focused on palace and temple.93

The technological innovations that prove successful (that is, that give bet-
ter results with the same expenditure of time and energy) tend to be consolidat-
ed and even to spread until supplanted only by other innovations even more
efficient; by contrast the increase of complexity in the socio-political and eco-
nomic organization of a region, with its inevitable social costs, tends every so
often to be reabsorbed – and this is true also, and above all, for urbanization.
It is actually noticeable how the ups and downs of urbanization are normally
much more conspicuous in areas with limited agricultural resources, or with
fragile ecosystems, in particular the semi-arid zones subject to experiencing
even modest climatic variations (which take them above or below well-defined
critical thresholds, above all of rainfall), and so to undergoing recurrent crises
of drought and famine.94 The climatic oscillations are, on the other hand, felt
less in wider and more stable ecosystems, and so at a point where urbanization
is much more solid.

We need only analyse the summarizing table provided by Adams on the
changeable fortunes of urban and rural settlement in central southern Mesopo-
tamia,95 to see the clear trend of growth and decline: the area occupied passes
from 535 hectares (Early Uruk period) to 2725 (Ur III and Isin-Larsa), and then
drops to 616 (Middle Babylonian). The relation between urban centres (more
than 40 hectares) and villages (less than 10 hectares) draws a parabola: from
c.50 % (Uruk period) the non-urban sector decreases (Early Dynastic 10 %,

92 On the sequence of growth – overexploitation – decline/collapse cf. Gibson 1976.
93 The recent approach of Schwartz and Nichols (eds.) 2006 on the process of collapse and
‘regeneration’, wishing to show itself as innovative, ignores the studies made over the course
of time on cycles of urbanization.
94 For example, Stein 2004.
95 Adams 1981, Tab 1.2.13; 1984, table at p. 98.
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Akkad 18 %), and then rises (Ur III 25 %, Old Babylonian 30 %, Cassite 57 %,
Middle Babylonian 64 %). The urban sector on the other hand first grows from
30 % in the Uruk phase, to reach its height in the Proto-Dynastic III period
(78 %), then to redescend until it touches its lowest level in the Middle Babylo-
nian period (16 %). It is noticeable how the evidence merged in the table does
not tell us of fluctuations or minor cycles, for two reasons: the methods of
dating in the surveys generate a division into periods that are too wide (for
example, the phases of Ur III and Isin-Larsa are joined together, whereas they
were perhaps separated by a vertical collapse, however brief), and the urban
excavations are more extensive than stratigraphical; in addition, there is influ-
ence from the alluvium’s greater resistance to the fluctuations, which on the
other hand are shown much better in the periphery, even when short.

In an earlier work96 I proposed a series of cycles applicable to the Near
East in its entirety, which I believe retains its validity. The ‘first urbanization’
is that of the time of Uruk (c.3500–3000 BC; cf. § 5.11), centred in Lower Meso-
potamia, where a number of settlements reached a considerable size for the
first time (Uruk occupied a hundred hectares), but with appendages (‘colonies’,
‘outposts’, and connected centres) in Upper Mesopotamia, in Susiana, and in
the mountainous periphery of the Eastern Taurus and the high Iranian plain.
It did not, however, reach the Levant (in spite of a number of opinions to the
contrary).97 This first urbanization was based on the driving role of the temple;
it introduced formalized administrative procedures (including recourse to writ-
ing); it then quite unexpectedly entered crisis, perhaps because of the failure
of the ‘regional system’ following movements of nomadic peoples in the moun-
tain periphery. The disappearance of the ‘colonies’ gave way to processes of
regional fragmentation and of a regression to simple settlement hierarchies (of
one or two levels) in the peripheries;98 while in the Lower-Mesopotamian nu-
cleus the city resisted, even if in evident difficulty.99 It is notable that more
recent research also attributes a ‘first urbanization’ to proto-dynastic Egypt,
largely contemporary with that of Uruk.

The second urbanization (c.2700–2100 BC) corresponds to the Early Dynas-
tic II and Akkad periods in Mesopotamia, and to the Early Bronze Age II–III in

96 Liverani 1986, pp. 35–46, with the scheme at p. 40; cf. also Liverani 1987a.
97 Cf. Schwartz 2001; Philip 2002. For the classical positions (Levant still pre-urban) cf. de
Miroschedji 1971 for Palestine; Matthiae 1993 for Syria.
98 Palmieri 1985; Finkbeiner and Röllig (eds.) 1986; Nissen 2001; Frangipane and Palmieri
1987; Frangipane (ed) 2004, pp. 103–107.
99 Nissen 2007 maintains that the results of the surveys alter the dimensions of the post-Uruk
decline.
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archaeological periods. The second urbanization marks the maximum occupa-
tion in the semi-arid zone. In addition to Lower Mesopotamia (and obviously
Egypt: it is the period of the Old Kingdom), it also includes Upper Mesopota-
mia, Syria (it is the age of Ebla) and the southern Levant (where it is the object
of numerous studies),100 Anatolia, and the Aegean (it is the age of the Minoan
palaces). A part was played by the parallel flowering of urban cultures in the
Persian Gulf, the Indus valley, and Central Asia, with urban centres of size and
structure comparable to the Mesopotamian.101 Compared to the first urbaniza-
tion, centred on the irrigated valleys and the role of the temple, the second
extends to the tablelands of pluvial agriculture (in Upper Mesopotamia and in
Syria),102 and is based on the driving role of the palace,103 with the temple
maintaining its visibility where first urbanization had taken place, whereas it
appears as a simple cult building in the absence of earlier urbanization.104 The
whole system fell into crisis, probably through the effect of an unfavourable
climatic situation,105 through the gaining strength of the pastoral element, and,
in short, through the succession of a lower level of social integration.106 Again,
whereas the peripheral areas changed back to a simple level of settlement,
made up of villages and semi-nomadic tribes, the central nucleus (Lower-Meso-
potamian) at first resisted (third Ur dynasty), finally to be swept away by fam-
ines and nomadic incursions (the Martu or Amorites).107 In Egypt too, the po-
litical system of the Middle Kingdom (Twelfth Dynasty) was succeeded by what
Egyptologists call the ‘first intermediate period’, which involved, again, no-
madic infiltration, now into the Nile delta.

The third urbanization is that of the Middle and Late Bronze Age (c.2000–
1200 BC), two phases which are embraced in one single urban cycle but differ-

100 Amiran 1970; de Miroschedji 1971; id. (ed.) 1989; Kempinski 1978; Joffe 1993; Nigro 1995,
pp. 1–27; Greenberg 2002 (with a summary of the studies al pp. 2–4).
101 On the second urbanization in Central Asia cf. Tosi 1973–76; 1977; Vidale 2010. I return to
the Indus at § 4.7.
102 Weiss 1983; id. (ed.) 1986; Stein 2004 (p. 61 ‘second wave of urbanization’).
103 This distinction is toned down by Margueron 1987; but the fact remains that the first
clearly palatial complexes belong to the age of Jemdet Nasr: cf. Moorey 1964; 1976.
104 On the more modest role of the temple in the north of Mesopotamia, compared to the
south, see Stein 2004, pp. 74–76. The passage from the temple hegemony of the first urbaniza-
tion to the palace hegemony of the second is for Flannery 1972b a case of ‘promotion’ of one
sector (in this case the military) from being a particular/subordinate instance to being general.
105 Weiss 2000.
106 An accurate summing up by Palumbo 1990.
107 Kenyon 1966. A different position by Shay 1988 (against the migratory hypothesis, and
with doubts on the climatic, proposes internal social dynamics); recently Nichols and Weber
2006 (somewhat ignorant of the bibliography on the Amorites).
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entiated by a progressive withdrawal of the settlements towards the irrigated
zones, with abandonment of the semi-arid areas.108 On the much wider scene
too the persistent crisis of the Indus and Central Asia tends to limit the urban-
ized area to the ‘fertile crescent’.109 In this phase the relations of Mesopotamia,
through Anatolia and the Levant, with the Aegean (it is the age of the Mycenae-
an strongholds) and Egypt (New Kingdom) become stronger and steadier; but
if we add the urban system of the Late Bronze Age, it becomes clear how its
extent is more than halved, compared to that of the second urbanization. The
whole system will then enter into crisis through the worsening relation be-
tween productive forces and controlling elites, and will receive the decisive
blow from the invasion of the so-called ‘Sea Peoples’ (corresponding to the
‘Doric migration’ in Greece), at the root of which is most probably repeated
climatic worsening in the Balkan and Anatolian area.110

A phase of modest settlements under tribal leadership follows, with re-
duced urban centres (Iron Age I, c.1200–900 BC), until the cycle of fourth ur-
banization then begins (Iron Age II–III, c.900–500 BC). The process of de-
urbanization and nomadization, which is endogenous in the Levant, was also
shared by Anatolia (with people of Balkan provenance) and Mesopotamia (with
the spread of the Aramaic tribes). The gap between crisis and recovery is more
evident in the Levant, Anatolia and the Aegean, and also in Upper Mesopota-
mia (Assyria), while in Babylonia a gradual decline of the irrigation system
and the urban centres continues. The final part of the cycle is marked by the
disturbance (of a political-military nature) caused by Assyrian imperial expan-
sion, which, if it led to the deep decline of urbanization of the Levant and other
areas, does, however, also see the flowering of the great Assyrian capitals.

With the Neo-Babylonian and then the Achaemenid period (c.600–330 BC)
we have a new cycle, which we can call the fifth urbanization, with the clear
agricultural and urbanistic recovery of Babylonia, and also of the Phoenician
coast and a number of Anatolian ‘cantons’, in contrast to the continuing crisis
that in the areas between had been prompted by the ruinous wars of conquest,
first Assyrian and then Babylonian. We can assign a sixth cycle to Hellenism
and then to the age of the Roman and Parthian empires (to the west and east
of the Euphrates respectively), but this goes beyond the chronological limits of
our analysis. On the town planning level, the passage from the fifth to the sixth
urbanization is marked not so much by a hiatus, as by the introduction of a
new urban model (as we saw at § 3.9).

108 A number of authors, such as Nigro 1995, pp. 29–118 vs. 119–191, distinguish the two
phases, but on historical-political bases (Egyptian occupation) more than urbanistic.
109 Biscione 1977; 1983.
110 Liverani 1987b; Ward and Joukowsky 1992.
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Sequences of cycles largely analogous to those shown here have also been
proposed by other authors. For example, the cycles of state-formation outlined
by Joyce Markus coincide closely enough with those of urbanization.111 The case
of the Levant has been much studied: in Herzog’s outline of urbanization in
Israel, his ‘First Urban Period’ corresponds to my second urbanization, his ‘Sec-
ond Urban Period’ to my third, and the ‘Iron Age’ to my fourth.112 Similarly in
Ingolf Thuesen’s outline, his first cycle is that of Uruk, the second the Early
Bronze Age, the third the Middle (–Late) Bronze Age, and the fourth the Iron
Age.113 There have been many discussions of the Bronze Age cycles (second and
third urbanization) in the Levant, which it is impossible to analyse individually;
I shall limit myself to citing the papers collected by Pierre de Miroschedji on
the highs and lows of urbanization from the fourth to the second millennium.114

On the characteristics of the second urbanization we also have noteworthy dis-
cussions by Lisa Cooper for the Middle Euphrates,115 Jean-Paul Thalman for the
Levant,116 and Alexander H. Joffe for Palestine.117 For urbanization in Iron Age
II, Joffe has revealed the ‘ethnic’ character of urbanization and the connected
formation of states, and speaks of a secondary formation derived from interac-
tion with neighbouring formations, then developed, but keeping a very distinct
and characteristic community identity;118 while William G. Dever119 has pointed
out how the birth of the state and of the urbanization of Israel was simply a
cycle, in a series of cycles.

But more than these discussions directed to specific cases, we should men-
tion Gunder Frank’s general approach to the question of cycles, extended by
him on a world scale. Inevitably, the more the system is stretched,120 while
wanting to maintain the unity of the phenomenon, there is all the more need
to bend the chronologies (even more so in that Frank’s proposed time scale
does not actually reach the Near East), and the more necessity to turn to the
climatic factor (as we shall see at § 5.14).

111 Marcus 1998, pp. 76–86 (Mesopotamia), 86–88 (Egypt), 89–91 (the Aegean).
112 Herzog 1997, pp. 259–280; Greenberg 2002, pp. 112–122.
113 Thuesen 2000.
114 De Miroschedji (ed.) 1989; Falconer 1994.
115 Cooper 2006a, b.
116 Thalman 1990a, where he lays greater emphasis on the external factors; and 1990b, where
he deals with the internal.
117 Joffe 1993.
118 Joffe 2002.
119 Dever 1997.
120 Frank 1993; the chronological outline is at p. 389.
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4.6 The contest for the first city

Following the sequence given by Gordon Childe and others to the ‘urban revo-
lution’, ideas became current in the middle of the last century that the first
Near-Eastern urbanization belonged to the second half of the 4th millennium
(Uruk culture).121 At least there could be discussion – and actually is discus-
sion, as we have already seen – on the ‘revolutionary’ or, in contrast, ‘gradual-
ly advancing’ character of the phenomenon, or on the existence of early at-
tempts on the margin of the Mesopotamian alluvium as well. For example,
Svend Helms, pondering on his discovery of the site of Jawa, in the basalt (and
very dry) mass of Jebel Druz north-east of Amman, a proto-urban centre of 12
hectares, datable to the end of the fourth millennium [fig. 22], suggested a dis-
tinction between an incipient town-formation (indigenous to a micro-region) of
the Late Chalcolithic Age, and the ‘proto-imperial’ (that is, expansive) of the
Uruk period.122 The proto-urban venture of Jawa was in truth very modest, from
its small size and short duration, and somewhat precarious through the effort
of managing the meagre water resources available. But proto-urbanization in
the Levant has been proposed more generally by Pierre de Miroschedji,123 and
has become evident in Anatolia following the recent campaigns at Arslantepe,
where Marcella Frangipane has, correctly, insisted on highlighting elements of
proto-urbanization of the Late Chalcolithic Age, with great temple complexes
and economic centralization, well before the expansion of the Uruk model [fig.
23] (to which we shall return at § 5.11).124 All of this shows how Gordon Childe’s
‘revolutionary’ vision was too extreme, and that gradual development of inter-
mediate situations, similar to that postulated earlier by Robert Braidwood for
identifying the Neolithic stages, can and should also be identified in the pro-
cess of first urbanization.

But following Childe’s distinctions, the notion of what a city is and how it
differs from the village and other pre-urban forms of settlement should by now
be established. And yet, a good dose of conceptual confusion long remained
(and still remains) prevalent not only among the public but also in the world
of the specialists themselves. The fact is that the claim of having discovered
‘the most ancient city of the world’ is the best that can be imagined (the Bible

121 Gullini 1970–71 and Huot 1994 provide good summaries of the process of urbanization,
from the village to the city. Cf. also Cuyler Young 1986, and various of my works: Liverani
1986, 1987a, 1998a.
122 Helms 1984; the excavation of Jawa is published in Helms 1981.
123 De Miroschedji 1989.
124 Frangipane 1997b; 2002; ead. (ed.) 2010, passim.



The contest for the first city 211

Fig. 22: Jawa, reconstruction (Helms).

apart) for gaining the approval of readers and the media, as well as the indis-
pensable goodwill of the financing bodies. And so a sort of competition back-
wards in time is sparked off, in which large Neolithic settlements are labelled
as ‘cities’ without having any of a city’s structural features. The principal run-
ners in this contest (somewhat tarted-up) have been two: Jericho and Çatal
Hüyük, and their supporters are (who knows why) English in both cases.

Jericho is a tell of scarcely 5 hectares (Tell es-Sultan), which rises in the
centre of an oasis not far from the middle of the Jordan valley, and already
enjoyed the biblical requirements for attracting the attention of the public (over
and above the excavators, beginning with the Austrian-German mission on the
eve of the First World War): it was the first Canaanite city that the tribes of
Israel led by Joshua, having crossed the Jordan, came across and destroyed,
throwing down its walls to the sound of the famous trumpets – an event as
famous (up to the Afro-American spiritual that we all know) as legendary, even
although the excavations have shown that at the time of Joshua the city had
been abandoned for a long time. So we are dealing with an aetiological legend,
provoked by these visible ruins that caused stories to be told of a legendary
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Fig. 23: Arslantepe, axonometry of the temple complex.
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event by placing it in the formative period of the people of Israel (as well as
Jericho, ‘Ay also has the same characteristics of an abandoned city). The dem-
onstration of the legendary character of the account of Joshua, back at the time
of John Garstang’s excavations in the 1930s, excited violent reactions among
those who maintained that ‘the Bible is right’, but at a scientific level the ques-
tion is by now shelved.125

But when the direction of the excavation was assumed by Kenyon (in 1952),
who concentrated on the older strata of the tell, she used the existence of a
Neolithic village with heavy fortifications (in particular a surviving tower of
impressive height) to proclaim that this was exactly ‘the most ancient city of
the world’, as trumpeted the subtitle of her popular work on the discoveries.126

The reasoning appears rather forced: because Jericho has a sophisticated ‘civi-
lization’, with well-built houses and encircling walls, it must be a ‘city’. The
question also appeared in a couple of numbers of the prestigious British jour-
nal Antiquity with Kenyon’s proposal127 ‘[the] pre-pottery Neolithic people lived
not in a village but in a town’ followed by objections from individuals of the
calibre of Leonard Woolley, Robert Braidwood and Gordon Childe,128 all op-
posed to granting the label of city to a settlement that had none of its structural
features, and opposed to the improper use of the terms ‘civilization’ and ‘ur-
banization’; and followed by the counter-replies of Mortimer Wheeler (‘our old-
est town was a fortified oasis’) and of Kenyon herself,129 who, however, in
replying on the technicalities, shows that she has not grasped the basic criti-
cism regarding the distinction between city and village. The whole discussion,
given the high academic rank of the contenders, and their mutual respect, was
maintained at a courteous and only terminological level, leaving hidden the
fundamental divergence, which, however, clearly filters through from the con-
tributions of Braidwood and of Childe. But then Kenyon herself seems to have
taken note of the criticisms, inasmuch as in the fifth edition (1979) of her col-
lected works on Palestinian archaeology she abandons the tone of triumph,
yet still defines Neolithic Jericho as a ‘town’, but then the Late Chalcolithic is
called the ‘Proto-Urban Period’ and only with the Early Bronze Age are there

125 On the story of the excavation cf. Nigro 2005 (who has resumed the excavation with an
Italian-Palestinian mission). Nigro 2010 correctly places the urbanization of Jericho in the Early
Bronze Age (my ‘second urbanization’).
126 Kenyon 1957a.
127 Kenyon 1956 (the sentence quoted is at p. 184).
128 Woolley 1956; Braidwood 1957 (also in Kraeling and Adams [eds.] 1960, pp. 59–60); Childe
1957.
129 Wheeler 1956 (the sentence quoted is at p. 135); Kenyon 1957b.
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‘City-States’.130 In any case, the suggestion that there was a city at the very
dawn of the Neolithic Age (the pre-pottery phase) was in fact allowed to drop
at a scientific level, and the very existence of the famous encircling wall dating
back to the pre-pottery Neolithic period has been thrown into doubt, and the
function of the tower, left isolated or inside the wall, remains uncertain: per-
haps cultic and not defensive,131 – with which the whole theory of the proto-
Neolithic ‘city’ collapses.

More persistent was the case that followed, of Çatal Hüyük, sparked off by
the publication of James Mellaart’s final report.132 This is a large central Anato-
lian site in the full bloom of the Neolithic period, whose excellent state of pres-
ervation allows the excavator to recover both the plan of a substantial part of
the village and the decoration and internal furnishings of many houses. The
houses are all supported one against the other, without alleys for access: there-
fore circulation and access took place at a terrace level, and the external front
of the houses constituted sufficient defence to render an encircling wall unnec-
essary. In suggesting that Çatal Hüyük was a ‘city’ (‘a town, or even a city’)
Mellaart started from two somewhat debatable presuppositions. First of all he
believed that every example of manufacturing (of a very high technical and
aesthetic level) was the work of a specialist, and that therefore the site was
home to tens and tens of full-time specialized artisans, so realizing one of the
necessary requirements. Further Mellaart makes a great case from the presence
of so many ‘sanctuaries’, deducing from them that we are dealing with a quar-
ter of priests, which would implicitly mean specialization and so urbanization.
Now, it is true that many houses contain cult objects, but obviously we are
dealing with domestic sanctuaries,133 in a framework made of houses all of the
same size and level, and the correct deduction is actually the contrary: not
even the cult was centralized, and besides, how could the sanctuaries be in
the homes of the priests? The candidature of Çatal Hüyük for the role of the
first city in history very quickly collapsed under pressure from the specialists,
even (and above all) British: from David French’s ready criticism up to the
most recent detailed information from Ian Hodder (who took up the excavation

130 Kenyon 1960.
131 Bar-Yosef 1986; Hackmann 1994, pp. 38–78; McClellan 2006; on the tower recently, Auren-
che 2006.
132 Mellaart 1967, pp. 15 (‘Before 6000BC Çatal Hüyük was a town, or even a city, of a remark-
able and developed kind’), 67 (‘Its builders were well aware of the necessity of planning an
orderly settlement’), 225–227 (full-time specialization, distant trade, urban planning).
133 Cf. Huot 1970; 1990a.
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in the 2000s) and others connected with him:134 Çatal Hüyük is not a city, it
does not have the city’s socio-political, economic, and urbanistic structures, it
is a large and prosperous village.135

But unfortunately Mellaart’s interpretation found an ample following
among town-planners and economists, never nourished by knowledge of An-
cient Near-Eastern prehistory, and more easily disposed to accept theories rich
in fantasy on the city of remotest antiquity than solid early-economic recon-
structions. Mellaart’s theory immediately gave impetus to Jacobs’ book (1969),
which in maintaining the priority of the city to agriculture (as already seen at
§ 3.7) and knowing nothing of Childe and even less of all the archaeological
work on eastern prehistory, except indeed Çatal Hüyük, modelled her Palaeo-
lithic city of ‘New Obsidian’ on that, or rather on Mellaart’s interpretation of it.
Edward Soja also followed Jacobs and placed the first city before the Neolithic
revolution, proposing a first urban revolution 10,000 years ago, which is that
of Jericho and Çatal Hüyük, then a second, which is that of 3000 BC, and final-
ly a third, which is the modern, industrial one.136 No different are the positions
of other eminent historians of town planning.137 And yet again, Ryckwert,
though with some terminological caution, accepts that Jericho and Çatal Hü-
yük were urban centres 10,000 years ago.138 In an Anglophone setting an easy
compromise makes use of the distinction between ‘town’ and ‘city’,139 and in
a similar way the French difference between ‘ville’ and ‘cité’ is used.140 But
even using these distinctions, there lingers, like a legacy of the old misunder-
standing, the ‘need’ to cite these two cases in relation to urbanization, instead
of treating them dispassionately as two very splendid Neolithic villages.

The position of the paradigm now current (first urbanization in the middle
of the fourth millennium) is welcomed above all by urban planners (of a more
or less Marxist tradition) mindful of the concrete evolution of productive and

134 French 1972; Huot 1970; 1982, pp. 98–99; id. et al. 1990 (which looks again at the whole
question); and later Hodder 2006; Renfrew 2008, pp. 30–31. Shane and Küçük 1998 use the
expression ‘world’s first city’ without entering into the problem.
135 This is the position of Brentjes 1987, p. 7; and of Klengel and Brandt 1987, pp. 16–17.
136 Soja 1999; 2009.
137 Sica 1970, p. 9; Schneider 1960, p. 30. Morris 1994 (1st edn. 1972) is an exception, pp. 5–
6, 18–20; he places the first urbanization in 3500–3000 BC, and is sceptical/negative on Jericho
and Çatal Hüyük, and critical of Jacobs’ theory (pp. 18–20).
138 Ryckwert 1976; 2000, p. 14.
139 Gates 2003, pp. 18–51; Whitehouse 1977; Kostof 1991, pp. 29–30. On the factors of the first
urbanization Kostof is critical of Childe’s surplus, of Jacobs’ market, and of Wheatley’s reli-
gious factor.
140 This is the case in Bairoch 19852, pp. 34–37.
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socio-economic structures. So Castells shows that he has assimilated well Chil-
de’s position when he states that ‘the first settled urban areas with a high
density of population (Mesopotamia about 3500 BC; Egypt 3000 BC; China and
India 3000–2500 BC) appeared at the end of the Neolithic Age, where the state
of technology and the social and natural conditions of labour enabled cultiva-
tors to produce more than necessary for survival’.141 Paul Bairoch also express-
es himself in favour of Childe’s urban revolution and against Jacobs’ trade
theory, underlining how trade had a modest weight (which he quantifies as
between 0.5 and 1 %) compared to production.142 Finally Mario Coppa, in his
impressive history of town planning,143 does not accept the urban character of
Jericho, remaining more flexible on Çatal Hüyük (to which he attributes a ‘form
tending towards urban’), without however entering into the debate on city/
non-city. The work actually presents the process of urbanization as a progres-
sive growth of settlements and of their form, and adopts from Childe accumula-
tion and utilization of the surplus as a factor of urbanization (without, how-
ever, using the formula of the ‘urban revolution’) and the role of the temple
and palace as factors of politicization and socio-economic stratification at the
end of the fourth millennium.

In conclusion, it is noticeable that in the much praised Enciclopedia Ei-
naudi, in both the articles on the history of urbanization, the only mention of
the Ancient Near East consists of the question of whether Jericho and Çatal
Hüyük were cities or not144 – for the rest, a total silence reigns: all the knowl-
edge gained of the complex route that led to the creation of the first true and
proper cities has not succeeded in catching the attention even of eminent
scholars.

4.7 New frontiers: from the Nile to the Indus to Central Asia

When in 1958 the symposium on the City Invincible was held at the Oriental
Institute of Chicago, the discussion on Egypt was obviously entrusted to John
Wilson, the Institute’s Egyptologist, who found himself in grave embarrass-

141 Castells 1972, p. 11 of the English translation.
142 Bairoch 19852, pp. 39–47.
143 Coppa 1969, vol. I, pp. 48–51 on Jericho, 56–63 on Çatal Hüyük. The work, detailed and
well illustrated, is strangely ignored by Near-Eastern archaeologists, perhaps because altering
the current periodization leads to some diachronic (con)fusion, for example between Late
Chalcolithic and Early Bronze, and between Late Bronze and Iron I–II.
144 Roncayolo 1978, p. 3; Bairoch 1978, p. 86. Even the ancient historian Hansen (2000a,
pp. 11 and 15) feels the need to cite Jericho and Çatal Hüyük.
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ment. He had already in earlier works expressed his very pessimistic judgement
on the possibility of identifying the Egyptian city. In the book edited by Henri
Frankfort in 1946, on the relations between state and vision of the world in the
Ancient Near East, the contrast is clear between the chapters that Wilson de-
votes to Egypt, in which there is complete silence on the role of the city, and
the chapters which Jacobsen devotes to Mesopotamia, in which ample space is
given to the concept of the ‘city-state’.145 Then, in his book summarizing Egyp-
tian civilization, Wilson had written: ‘One may doubt whether any community
in earliest Egypt [that is, before the eighteenth dynasty] deserved the term
“city”. They were all agricultural villages of greater or lesser degree’, and even
more extreme: ‘In its entire historical course ancient Egypt never reached the
full urban stage’.146 And so his reaction to tackling the Egyptian city at the
Chicago symposium was rather negative, if we consider the title that he gave to
his chapter (Civilization without Cities) and his opening words on the impossibil-
ity of discussing the theme. It is noticeable that Wilson did not make of this a
question of less clear evidence, but really an institutional and cultural issue:
‘The ancient Egyptian was urbane even though he had no urbs. He had a poli-
tesse even though there was no polis. He was civilized without being in the
Latin sense a civis’, and further on ‘[Egypt] was a major civilization without a
single major city’.147 Dealing, according to Wilson, with a structural feature, his
greatest preoccupation was that of demonstrating that there was in Egypt (and
how!) a ‘civilization’, even if there was no ‘city’. It is clear how such a preoccu-
pation relates to the idea, of nineteenth-century mould, based on etymology
(civitas/civilitas), but also archaeologically a legacy in these years from Childe,
with his conviction that the state of civilization follows (coming out of barba-
rism) only through the advent of urbanization. The scholars of the Mesopota-
mian world reacted differently to the Egyptian situation. Some of them, for ex-
ample Woolley, accepted that the subject for discussion was the structural char-
acter of this civilization: ‘not even in the capital, for all its magnificence, was
there any real civic life’, and ‘there was nothing that called for the urban organi-
zation proper to a city’.148 Others, for example Oppenheim, thought that it was
a fact of archaeological visibility: with the exception of el-‘Amarna ‘all others
have completely vanished’,149 that is, there had been cities, but then they had
‘vanished’. Sjoberg too, in 1960, accepted that there had been real cities in

145 Frankfort (ed.) 1946, chaps. 2–4 on Egypt, 5–7 on Mesopotamia.
146 Wilson 1951, pp. 34–35.
147 Wilson 1960, pp. 134–135.
148 Woolley 1957, p. 430.
149 Oppenheim 1964, pp. 126–127 of the 1977 edition.
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Egypt from 3100 BC, which however became less visible until 2000, through
the alluvial burying of the valley.

It was during the 1960s that the question of Egyptian urbanization became
standardized, through the concurrence of more factors: new excavations for
the earlier periods too,150 re-examination of the documentation of the ceremo-
nial centres, utilization of particular urbanistic types (the funerary cities, the
working men’s villages, the fortified cities). As Barry Kemp observes, now that
the texts have been fully revised, Wilson’s position was based on the written
sources, but archaeology shows that Egypt was a normally urbanized coun-
try.151 It was therefore the normalization of excavation procedures in Egypt
(previously inadequate, often in the hands of philologists) that also normalized
the town planning. The case of el-‘Amarna, the ephemeral capital of the ‘hereti-
cal’ pharaoh Ekhnaton in Middle Egypt, can be easily explained as a singular
case of preservation (the city was abandoned and never re-inhabited), whereas
it could not be explained if it had really been the only Egyptian capital (for
just twenty years in a history of four millennia). The renewal of the excavations
of el-‘Amarna under the direction of Barry Kemp, with up-to-date methodolo-
gies, was a decisive element in the conceptual revision. But the case of el-
‘Amarna remains altogether singular, no longer because it was the only Egyp-
tian city, but rather because it comes out of peculiar circumstances.

There are now plenty of comprehensive discussions of Egyptian urbaniza-
tion – from ample treatment in Alexander Badawy’s books on Egyptian archi-
tecture152 to the relevant chapter in Barry Kemp on Egyptian civilization,153

from Manfred Bietak’s excellent summary154 to the most recent by Kathryn
Bard,155 and to various articles from journals and conferences.156 The discus-
sions of each author cannot be followed here, but the state of what is actually
known can be gained to some extent by two rapid run-throughs, one of a dia-
chronic character and one of a typological character. On the diachronic level,
we have evidence of clear urbanization from the first dynasties, both in the

150 Kemp 1977a.
151 Kemp 1977a, which then describes the three cases of Abydos, Edfu and Memphis; id.
1977b (‘Amarna). The misunderstanding of an Egypt without cities still remains among Egyptol-
ogists and generalists, for example, Redford 1997; Stoddart 1999, p. 912.
152 Badawy 1955 (Old Kingdom); 1966 (Middle Kingdom); 1968 (New Kingdom); also id. 1967.
153 Kemp 1983, pp. 96–103.
154 Bietak 1979.
155 Bard 2008; cf. earlier ead. 1997; less thorough O’Connor 1993.
156 For example, discussions by Parlebas 1977 and 1983; Vercoutter 1983 (at the Geneva con-
ference edited by Bruschweiler); Valbelle 1990 for the book edited by Huot; H. S. Smith 1972
(at the London conference); Wenke 1997 for the book edited by Nichols and Charlton; Goelet
1999 (at the conference on privatization); Grimal 2000 (at the conference on megalopoleis; and
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capital Memphis and in the administrative centres of the various nomoi: Hiera-
konpolis, el-Khab (Nekheb), Abydos, Elefantine, Edfu, and the first ‘funerary
cities’ close to the pyramids.157 With the Middle Kingdom, Kahun and Qasr es-
Sagha (in Fayyum) are seen as regular rectangular cities; and also Buhen and
others fortresses on the Nubian frontier.158 In the New Kingdom there are new
capitals:159 first (Amenophis III) at Thebes (with the great temple complex of
Luxor and Karnak on the east bank and the funeral complex on the west bank,
with the funeral centres of Medinet Habu, palace centres of Malqata, and arti-
san centres of Deir el-Medina), then (Amenophis IV) to el-‘Amarna, and finally
(Ramses II) to Avaris (Tell ad-Dab’a in the Delta).

The great visibility of the funerary cult is characteristic of Egypt (unlike
Mesopotamia); the cult also gives rise to, alongside the real funerary complex-
es (the pyramids, then the royal necropoleis and those of functionaries through
royal grants), the workers’ villages for the construction and maintenance of
pyramids and tombs, and the funerary cities (especially Giza), administrative
and ceremonial centres for the management of the funerary cult and of the
property assigned to that cult.160 Among the most characteristic (and most
studied) instances are the walled and rectangular city of Kahun [fig. 24], with
one section (the west) of small terraced houses for the workers, and one (cen-
tral-east) of large residences for the functionaries;161 and the workers’ village
of Deir el-Medina, built and managed by the state (with provision of food ra-
tions and various grants, and division of the workers into standard teams), but
at the same time with a strong community sense.162 It is possible, even prob-
able, that in Egypt there also existed ‘normal’ rural villages, and that even in
economic production Egypt (urbanized or less so) always remained a society
of villages;163 but certainly in the received vision these planned workers’ villa-
ges steal the show for the normal settlement fabric.

the little book by Davoli 1994 (good introduction and diachronic chapters) and by Uphill 1988
(debatable classification and without chronology).
157 On the early-dynastic, rectangular and planned, Egyptian cities as royal foundations, cf.
Bietak 1986.
158 Kemp 1972b.
159 Donadoni 1994.
160 Stadelman 1981.
161 Kemp 1989, p. 155 gives an estimate of 3000 people. On the functionaries’ houses cf.
Doyen 2010.
162 Černỳ 1973; Janssen 1975b.
163 The notion is widespread, expressed explicitly by Eyre 1999. Also in Hassan 1993 (anthro-
pological approach to the origin of the Egyptian city) the rural settlement is predominant, with
the towns as centres of redistribution and exchange, or protective fortresses, or centres of an
agrarian cult.
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Fig. 24: Kahun, ground plan of workers’ village.

As for the ‘palace’ cities or royal residences,164 the case that can be most
completely visualized remains el-‘Amarna [fig. 25], which appears as a great
ceremonial theatre, stretching along an axis parallel to the Nile, with palaces,
administrative offices, residences for functionaries (also very large, with encir-

164 In general O’Connor 1989; on the temple-city Kemp 1972a.
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Fig. 25: El-‘Amarna, general ground plan of the city.
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Fig. 26: El-‘Amarna, house of the sculptor Thutmose.

cling walls and facilities for food preservation [fig. 26]), residential quarters,
workmen’s villages. But this case, apart from being striking because of the
fine state of preservation of the structures,165 is also atypical, both because the
residence of the ‘heretic pharaoh’ was intentionally built on a site devoid of
an earlier urban fabric, and because it was the seat of the atypical solar religion
of Aton; therefore no temples, and no walls, but boundary stelae that mark the
limits of the area, without protecting it. The actual extent is generous (around
440 hectares) but lightly built upon, with a population that has been estimated
as between 20/30,000 and 50,000.166 Equally promising is the research of
Manfred Bietak at Avaris/Tell ed-Dab’a, which may give a less singular image
of an Egyptian capital.167

Parallel to the take-off of research into Egyptian town planning (and also
Nubian, with the case of Kerma as the ‘first African city’),168 the 1970s also

165 Well before Kemp’s work el-‘Amarna was a favoured laboratory for the study of the Egyp-
tian city; on the houses in particular cf. Ricke 1932 (deep typological study); Borchardt and
Ricke 1981 (last edition) with the reviews of Kemp 1981 and Janssen 1983.
166 Kemp 1989, p. 269. On el-‘Amarna’s town planning elements see Kemp 1972a; 2000; and
also Joffe 1998, pp. 552–556; on the workmen’s villages Kemp 1987; on the residential quarters
Kemp 1981.
167 On Avaris/Tell ed-Dab’a cf. Bietak 1997: and now the excellent up-dated presentation of
Bietak 2010.
168 Bonnet 1986. I cannot here enter into the post-condominium developments of Nubian and
Sudanese archaeology.
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saw the impetus of other great masses of evidence, and other centres of ur-
banization (even primary, in the sense defined at § 4.4) that placed the case
of Mesopotamia in a much more shared context – a sort of ‘world-system’ as
it was called and as we shall see at § 5.11. The best-known and most exciting
case is that of the Indus Valley, whose great metropoleis of Harappa, Mohenjo
Daro and Chanu Daro had already been extensively excavated in the colonial
era (in the 1920s and 1930s),169 when the first general descriptions were pro-
duced. But the new work in the post-colonial era (starting from the 1970s),
both on the part of Western missions and on the part of Indian and Pakistani
archaeologists, has brought about much more complex and complete images
of a sample of sites (Kalibangan, Lothal, Surkotada, Kot Diji and others) that
continue to grow still richer. In this instance also, I cannot enter into detail
here, and must limit myself to the general lines which seem verified today.170

We are talking of sites of considerable size: Mohenjo Daro extends to 250
hectares, Harappa to 150, Dholavira to 100, obviously metropoleis surrounded
by a plethora of minor settlements. A formative phase can be reconstructed,
not properly urban, but open to definition as ‘proto-urban’ (c. 3500–2600 BC),
contemporary with the Uruk phase in Mesopotamia; then a fully urban phase
(c. 2600–1900 BC), contemporary with the Mesopotamian ‘second urbaniza-
tion’; and then a decline whose length varies from site to site (c. 1900–1700 BC
at Mohenjo Daro and Dholavira, but until 1300 at Harappa), parallel to the
‘third urbanization’. The transition from the complex of the cities of the Indus
to the urban renewal of ‘classical’ India, and also the link of the decline to
population migrations (the arrival of the ‘Aryans’) are still open questions.
However, there is an impression, quite legitimate, that what scholars of the
Indus valley consider a single cycle of growth and decline, could on the con-
trary show itself (when the evidence for this becomes greater) as a sequence
of minor cycles, and thereby more commensurate with those of Greater Meso-
potamia.

But at the level of town planning the cities of the Indus civilization present
singular characteristics. There is no lack of ‘normal’ cities, such as Rakhigarha,
which has an acropolis/citadel (with public buildings of administrative and rit-
ual function), and a ‘high’ city and a ‘lower’ city for residential areas. The most

169 Mohenjo Daro: Marshall 1931; Mackay 1938. Harappa: Vats 1941. For the other sites I refer
to the bibliography in Allchin and Allchin 1982, pp. 366–367. A classic ‘colonial’ summary in
Wheeler 1953.
170 For a recent summary I suggest Kenoyer 2008 (and id. 1998); but Allchin and Allchin
1982, pp. 165–192 also provides a clear picture of the essentials. Earlier Allchin (ed.) 1982;
Jarrige 1988; Malville and Gujral (eds.) 2000; Possehl 2002.



224 The new models in practice

Fig. 27A: Mohenjo Daro, general ground plan.

famous cases, however, Mohenjo Daro [figs. 27A and B] and Harappa and also
Dholavira, present a sort of bi-partition between a good-sized citadel (to the
west), heavy encircling walls, and a lower city (to the east), noticeably larger
and with a substantially rectangular grid. The citadel, raised high on a great
brick podium, probably for protection against floods, contains large buildings
of specialized function, of clear public (or community) character: the ‘Great
Bath’ (at Mohenjo Daro) perhaps for cult use, the granary (at Harappa, and also
at Mohenjo Daro), the assembly hall, etc. Even if the interpretations are no more
than reasonable hypotheses, it appears clear that the citadel was home to build-
ings for cult and community use, while there is no royal palace, which postu-
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Fig. 27B: Mohenjo Daro, detail of the acropolis.
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lates a non-hierarchical socio-political structure, less centred on central politi-
cal bodies, with the possible presence of elites in reciprocal competition – but
this is pure hypothesis. We can hardly fail to see how the non-appearance of
the temple has a sequel in the historical period with Indian religion (Hindu and
then Buddhist) having little connection to the management of the economy;
and how the non-appearance of the palace could also indicate the distinctive
characteristics of the Indian political system, quite apart from the royal and
palatine force of the invaders coming from the north-west.

Just as productive (and perhaps more innovative) has been the revival of
interest in Central Asia, first at the time of Soviet domination (when, however,
a large part of the Russian work remained little known in the West, for reasons
both linguistic and political-ideological) and then with the advent of local re-
publics. The Italian excavations at Shahr-i Sokhte and the French at Shortugai
also placed emphasis on interconnections between Iran and Turan (Central
Asia) and between Iran and the Indus Valley.171 By and large we can correlate
the great cycle of first urbanization in Central Asia with that which is the ‘sec-
ond urbanization’ (Early Bronze Age) in the Near East,172 and also correlate the
long decline with those more spatially limited phenomena that in the Mesopo-
tamian peripheries marked the passage from Middle to Late Bronze Age. Final-
ly, it could be thought, if we did not have the texts, that the long Cassite and
Middle-Babylonian period could also be seen as a noticeable depression of ur-
ban civilization of Lower Mesopotamia, altogether analogous to that in the
areas to its east. As for the urbanistic shapes, they are characteristic of the
Bronze Age Central Asian civilization of the citadels (such as those of Dashli
and Sapalli Tepe), whose plan is closely modelled on geometric designs, more
or less ‘labyrinthine’ and of clear symbolic inspiration [fig. 28], which have
nothing their equal in Mesopotamia. And here we must at least point out, mov-
ing forward in time, the markedly ‘ceremonial’ character of the Achaemenid
palaces in Persia, the Pasargadae of Cyrus and Persepolis of Darius, with their
parks (‘paradises’) and pillared halls (apadana), in which the element of osten-
tatious theatricality was certainly not the only component (elements of habita-
tions, storerooms and administration remain), but was far superior to that of
the Mesopotamian palaces.173

171 See the recent work of Kohl 2009 (and earlier id. 1984) and of Vidale 2010, with reference
to specific bibliography.
172 Tosi 1973–76.
173 For Persepolis (excavations in the 1930s) see the three volumes of Schmidt 1953–70; for
Pasargade (excavations in the 1960s) Stronach 1978; also Nylander 1970; Boucharlat 2002.
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Fig. 28: Central Asian cities (Sapalli Tepe and Dashly), general ground plans compared with
contemporary seals.
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Another few lines to point out the situation in the Arabian peninsula. Here
the political closure (of religious origin) of Saudi Arabia has in fact barred the
surveys, and also greatly limited and hindered the excavation, of individual
sites. Now that there is information of the large size (within the encircling
walls) of the site of Teima, where the Neo-Babylonian king, Nabonidus, dwelt
for years, all the more attention should be given to this great lacuna in knowl-
edge. By way of contrast the United Arab Emirates, Oman, and Bahrein have
all accorded a warm welcome and stimulus to western archaeological missions,
to such an extent that the study of the levels and forms of settlements in these
countries has made great strides forward. Obviously we are dealing with arid
zones that cannot support great urban centres, but the origin of the oases in a
desert environment (looking at Oman) and the maritime ports of the Persian
Gulf constitute questions of even general note.174 Of highest note, on the other
hand, is the urbanization of Yemen (the Arabia Felix of ancient historians),
which is linked to the construction of great dams (that of Marib is famous, and
even the Quran talks of its collapse), which dealt with the water of the wadi
descending from the high plain towards the desert, to redistribute it in sophis-
ticated systems of capillary canals.175 The ‘cycle’ of the Southern Arabian cities
takes place in the Iron Age (first millennium BC), and so is parallel to the
‘fourth’ urbanization of the Levant, and then lasts through various political
events almost until the time of Islam.

Anticipating here some of the developments that took place in the next
decades, the comparison between the urbanization of Mesopotamia and that
of Egypt and the Indus Valley oscillates between the two extremes of under-
scoring the common features or the differences. Between Egypt and Mesopota-
mia, once the extreme counter-positions of a country without cities and a coun-
try full of cities had been overcome, as well as the too facile encompassing of
irrigated valleys within the ‘hydraulic’ label, a more circumstantial comparison
was tried out by John Baines and Norman Yoffee, who singled out a number
of critical fields: the Egypt of a strong and centralized state compared to the
Mesopotamia of endemic conflict; the Egypt of urban-rural homogeneity com-
pared to the Mesopotamia of sharp distinction between urban and agricultural-
pastoral communities; the Egypt of sacred royalty compared to the Mesopota-
mia of substantially secular power; Egypt unified as a norm compared to Meso-
potamia fragmented.176 For the valley of the Indus doubts have arisen177

174 I refer to the work of Potts 1990; cf. also id. 1998.
175 I refer to De Maigret 1996; on the system of irrigation Brunner 2003.
176 Baines and Yoffee 1998, p. 208 and passim. The classic summary on the influence of
environment and the irrigation system in determining the settlement scheme in Egypt is Butzer
1976.
177 The question is looked at again by Possehl 1998.
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whether the great, startling urbanization of Mohenjo Daro and Harappa is con-
nected with the forming of states – thinking of both a unitary state and of a
mosaic of a number of states of ‘cantonal’ range. The doubt is clearly justified
by the apparent absence of palatial buildings, an absence that implies that if
there were a state, it was not a strong and monocratic one like the Mesopota-
mian (and even more the Egyptian). But also contributing to this doubt is the
unsatisfactory level of knowledge that the enormous expanse of the Indus val-
ley still produces on systems of settlement as a whole (urban and extra-urban),
with the result that the neo-geographic conclusions too, drawn from hierachic
levels and spatial distribution, have not yet provided sufficiently clear results.

I ask myself if we should not allow to seep into the picture those technical
and environmental facts that on the one hand are only too well known, but on
the other are not sufficiently linked to the whole settlement and political situa-
tion. Above all it is well known that the boundary between cultivated land and
desert is as sharp in the Nile Valley as it is ill-defined in Greater Mesopotamia,
and that this results in intensification of cultivation in the first case, and widen-
ing (particularly in the form of agro-pastoral transhumance) in the second –
which explains, among other things, why the Egyptians wear linen and the Mes-
opotamians wool.178 But even the type of irrigation is different: the Nile Valley
is cultivated (as described by Herodotus) on the residual humidity after the
flood, which submerges everything, has retreated (‘Flood Recession Agricul-
ture’), while the Mesopotamian countryside is irrigated by dendritic canalization
starting from catchment basins (to compensate for the discrepancy between the
flood season and the cultivation season). A not very recent study179 suggested
that the ‘Flood Recession Agriculture’ – which is typical not only of Egypt but
of the whole of North Africa: the Niger valley and the Saharan wadi – acts as
a stimulus for the development of proto-state bureaucracy, because cultivated
properties are obliterated every year by the flood that drowns everything, and
must therefore be redrawn every year. This suggestion seems to me difficult to
accept (the rest of northern Africa is not well known for precocious formation of
states), but perhaps it is rather the relation between urbanization and political-
administrative power being influenced by a different agricultural system: homo-
geneity and cohesion of the entire country, placing of the settlements at the
margins of the flooded land, a smaller space for private economic fortunes. As
for the Indus, it has been correctly noted that the monsoon system (with the
favourable seasonal coinciding of the rains and cultivation) allows a flourishing
agriculture without canalization, and therefore the role of the political elite is

178 Cf. my comment to McCorriston 1997, pp. 536–537.
179 Park 1992.
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not important (and even negative, inasmuch as only exacting, in the form of
taxes), given the non-appearance of palaces and the very easy reconversion to
a pre-urban level when the elite begins to decline and the villages gladly free
themselves.180

4.8 The shape of the city and the new foundations

An obvious and oft-repeated distinction is that between cities, or parts of cities,
grown ‘historically’ and chaotically, and those by contrast modelled on a delib-
erate design.181 And this leads to a clear consequence – the idea that the shape
of the city, the ‘ideal city’ as imagined by every society, shows itself best in
cities based upon a design. There is a general and abstract divide between
idealism and reality, where the formal model finds its greatest expression in a
Utopia or in the imagination, because the reality is always a compromise. But
there is also the working divide, between the presence and absence of an initia-
tive for urban planning. To tell the truth, the city imagined and then built by
a king (or by an architect on the king’s behalf) can also be, at least partly, too
original and special to serve as a model for the normal city, whereas the cities
grown ‘historically’ can in fact also reproduce the characteristics of that socie-
ty, and its trends in the long run.182

The desire for planning in the modern age has also affected cities already
in existence, by gutting and re-ordering them; Haussmann’s Paris is the largest
and most symbolic of these, but far from the only case. In the Ancient Near East
the rearrangement of what had existed was not easily practicable; there was a
need to create from the beginning: this applied to single buildings, for which
‘restoration’ was a complete rebuilding, and also applied to the cities. The
planned and regular city was always a construction ex novo, or better still ex
nihilo.183 Gudea, king of Lagash towards 2100 BC, pictured seated with a tablet
on his knees on which is drawn the plan of the temple which he is preparing
to build, is the prototype of the king-builder, who first imagines and then brings
into effect.184 Founding a new capital in its entirety, the king accomplished on
the largest scale that which he could more often bring about as a sample, build-
ing palaces and single temples. By so doing he added his name to the list of
authors of works of world creation and organization, a series begun by the gods

180 Jarrige 1973.
181 For example Pierotti 1972, pp. 25–35; Kostof 1991, pp. 43–51; Morris 19943, pp. 8–10. Sym-
bolic aspects of the foundations of cities: Sica 1970, pp. 11–40.
182 In this sense Kemp 2000.
183 Margueron 1988, pp. 50–51 (ex novo/ex nihilo) and id. 1994, p. 4 (fondation/refondation).
184 Suter 2000; 2001.
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Fig. 29: Habuba Kebira, Uruk colony on the mid-Euphrates.

who created the physical structure of the cosmos, then followed by the ancient
heroes who initiated the fundamental institutions of human society (kingship,
the city, writing), and yet, and always, sustainable by the king in power, with
achievements and innovations that would complete the divine labour. In the
course of studies these considerations were always there, but it is above all in
the 1980s that the ideological aspects were tackled in more detail (as I shall
describe shortly), and then, with the 1990s, the archaeological and town-
planning aspects of new foundations. French interest, particularly that of Jean-
Louis Huot for the ‘villes-neuves’185 was probably stimulated by earlier relevant
initiatives on the part of town planners and modern historians.186 Then more
recently, and in an American context, preference was given to speaking of ‘dis-
embedded capitals’, stressing the artificiality and political opportunism over
and above an ability in town planning.187

In ancient Mesopotamia, instances of new foundations are frequent, some-
times deduced from the regular, planned, layout of the settlement, and some-
times recognized from kings’ celebratory statements. In the first case they al-
ready date back to the first urbanization, from the Uruk period, with the rectan-
gular Habuba Kebira [fig. 29];188 in the second at least to Sargon of Akkad, who
founded his capital at the centre of his dreamt-of ‘universal empire’. While the

185 Huot (ed.) 1988, with introduction and conclusion by Huot, and Margueron’s chapter on
Mari and Emar. Cf. also Lafont 1994.
186 For example Gottmann 1966; AA.VV. 1970.
187 Cf. § 6.7 with references to Blanton 1976 and Joffe 1998.
188 Preliminary reports by Heinrich et al. in MDOG 1970, 1971, 1974, 1976; summary by Strom-
menger 1980.



232 The new models in practice

Fig. 30: Ground plan of Mari, ideal reconstruction.

site of Akkad is not yet securely identified, Habuba has been repeatedly stud-
ied as an example of early consciousness of urban design, of a real and true
‘birth of urbanism’, with a regular grid of the urban fabric, only later impaired
by private appropriations and finally by the general decline that led to wide
empty spaces.189

The instances then multiply, and more or less complete inventories of them
can be obtained from Mirko Novák’s book on the town planning and politics
of the Ancient Near East190 and from the symposium papers edited by Stefania
Mazzoni on the new Iron Age foundations.191 In chronological order the clear-
est cases are: in the proto-dynastic period, Mari [fig. 30];192 in the Old Babyloni-

189 Vallet 1996; on the organization of space at Habuba also id. 1997 (also 1998, and also
Forest 1997 on the contemporary site of Jebel Aruda); Heinz 1997a, b and the excellent Kohl-
meyer 1996.
190 Novák 1999 (and earlier id. 1997); after the analytical part, site by site, he presents the
various components: walls and gates, streets and squares, quarters and houses, citadels, pal-
aces and temples, royal parks (also in Novák 2002). On Mesopotamian urban planning, also
Dittman 1999.
191 Mazzoni (ed.) 1994; cf. now also Rossi 2011. In the notes which follow I have not listed
Novák’s chapters or the contributions to the Mazzoni book. Also Joffe 1998, pp. 556–563.
192 On the original, round, Mari: Margueron 1987; 1994; 2004, pp. 60–67 and 118–122.
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Fig. 31: Shaduppum, Old Babylonian town with square plan.

an period, Kharadum;193 in the Middle-Assyrian period, Kar-Tukulto-Ninurta
[fig. 32]194 and the provincial centre of Dur-Katlimmu; in Cassite Babylonia
Dur-Kurigalzu; in the Middle Elamite kingdom Dur-Untash (Choga Zanbil); in
the Neo-Hittite and Aramaic world, Khadattu (Arslan Tash), Til Barsip (Tell
Ahmar), Guzana (Tell Halaf) [fig. 33], and Sam’al (Zincirlı) [figs. 34A and B];
and in the Neo-Assyrian age above all the great capitals: the Kalkhu (Nimrud)
of Assurnasirpal II, the Dur-Sharrukin (Khorsabad) of Sargon II,195 and the
Nineveh of Sennacherib.196 The case of Babylon seems very clear from George’s
study: first (in the Old Babylonian period) the city had an oval, but unplanned,

193 Kepinski-Lecomte (ed.) 1992; ead. 1996. Kharadum (100 m × 100 m) is not an autonomous
or palace city, but a city-fortress of a kingdom which has its centre elsewhere (Eshnunna); and
the same can be said for Shaduppum [fig. 31].
194 Eickhoff 1985; Dittmann 1997–98; also Baffi 1997; Dolce 1997; Gilibert 2008.
195 For Khorsabad, Battini 2000 tries to show that even the variations/alterations of the rec-
tangles are based on intentional surveying ‘modules’.
196 Lumsden 2000; on Nineveh cf. Matthiae 1998; in general on the Assyrian capitals also
Levine 1986; Novák 2004.
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Fig. 32: Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta, ground plan.

form; then with the seventh century it became rectangular and very regular;
and finally, with its growth in the sixth century, lost some of its regularity.197 I
am opening here a brief parenthesis on the names of the cities of new founda-
tion, which often make reference to the founding king or his god: but while
there are recurrent schemes, Dur-X ‘Fortress of X’ and Kar-X ‘Port of X’ (this
only for peripheral centres), the most obvious naming Al-X ‘City of X’ is miss-
ing: the new foundation is seen as a great fortified palace or commercial (or

197 George 1992, pp. 13–31. Cf. Klengel 1982 on a ‘new Near-Eastern city’ in the Old Babyloni-
an age.



The shape of the city and the new foundations 235

Fig. 33: Tell Halaf, ground plan of the city in the Neo-Assyrian age.

administrative) centre, while the component of the citizen community is not
ideologically significant.

In its creative activity, whether restoration or original building, the new
regal realization had to be better than the preceding (the preceding phases of
restoration, the preceding cities in the new foundations), and the celebratory
inscriptions of the re-builders198 stand firm in extolling the new product as
higher, larger, more solid, with deeper foundations, brighter, more embellished
and decorated, and so on.199 But in the case of the refounding of Nineveh

198 The Assyrian ones have been studied above all: Lackenbacher 1982 (systematic collection
and study, unfortunately stopping at Tiglat-pileser III); 1990; 2001; Joannès 1994 and Parpola
1995 on Khorsabad (celebratory texts, letters, and administrative texts). In general and in earli-
er periods: Hurowitz 1992 on the temples; Matthiae 1994a, pp. 7–37 on the temple and 127–162
on the king as architect; Ambos 2004, pp. 21–28 and 47–61 on the theological character of the
foundation.
199 Liverani 1995a.
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Fig. 34A: Zincirlı, ground plan of citadel.

Fig. 34B: Zincirlı, detail of acropolis.
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by Sennacherib (which I remind readers takes place in the period 702–695 BC),
boasts more properly of urban design are added: having made the streets wider
(with exemplary penalties for those house-owners who had invaded the ‘royal
way’), and above all straight. This insistence on a straight and right-angled
urban grid, implicitly in contrast to the irregular mazes of alleys typical of
the old cities, cannot do otherwise than make us think of a pre-Hippodamean
conception of urban planning, and a conception also perfectly conscious.

The historians of Greek town planning and of Hippodamus (who, I remind
readers, was active in the second half of the fifth century) usually admit a
generic Near-Eastern origin for the right-angled grid, at least in its loose form,
which is attested in Greece from the seventh century (and therefore a little
after Sennacherib), which Hippodamus may then have theorized and made
systematical in a rigorous manner.200 We should remember that the informa-
tion on Hippodamus comes above all from Aristotle’s Politics, which then re-
turns to the difference between the Hippodamean city, modern, attractive and
adapted to good living, and the ancient city, chaotic but adapted to defence,
in order to link forms of town planning to political systems: ‘The acropolis is
adapted to oligarchic and monarchic regimes, the level land to democratic re-
gimes, while the aristocratic regime is not pleased by one or the other, but
rather a good number of fortified positions’.201 The link between an orthogonal
plan and democracy, which is explicitly stated by Hippodamus, and which is
applied in particular to new foundations of colonies, with equal plots drawn by
lot, was accepted by classical scholars but is contradicted both by the eastern
examples (not only Egyptian and Mesopotamian, but Asiatic in general) and
by the ideology itself of the foundations (and re-foundations) on the part of a
strong political, and also absolutist or despotic, power.202 If anything it is the
fixed size of the plots in the colonies, drawn by lot, that shows a democratic
process, and not the orthogonal element or the general design.203 When the
scholars of classical town planning wished to cite the Near-Eastern precedents,
they had recourse above all to Egypt (the workmen’s villages of Kahun and of

200 Castagnoli 1956, pp. 7–11 (= 1971, pp. 2–7) history of the question, 53–56 (= 1971, pp. 56–
61) Near-Eastern precedents; Giuliano 1966, pp. 42–63 (pre-Hippodamean right-angled plans),
78–93 (Hippodamean plans), 94–97 (Hippodamus); Greco and Torelli 1983, pp. 148–232 (pre-
Hippodamean right-angled plans), 233–250 (Hippodamean plans).
201 Aristotle Politics 2 p. 1267b 22 f. on Hippodamus; 7 p. 1330b 19 f. on the suitability and
political implications.
202 Kostof 1991, pp. 99–103; also Greco and Torelli 1983, pp. 244–245. A presumed western
character (rational and secular) for the right-angled grid is still maintained by Butzer 2008,
pp. 82–83.
203 Asheri 1975.
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el-‘Amarna), ignoring the Mesopotamian examples that had been ascertained
in the mean time,204 and instead adding the ‘Urartian’ case of Zernaki Tepe,
which, on the contrary, has been shown to be a great deal later (Seleucid, if
not Sassanid).205 The connection between Egypt and Greece was favourably
accepted by the Egyptologist (and historian of Egyptian architecture) Alexan-
der Badawy, who, in stating that the truly orthogonal city only appears in
Greece with the fifth century, but the ‘axial’ one already exists in Egypt, wishes
to establish a special Egyptian-Greek link, to the exclusion of Mesopotamia.206

Kostof too – who, though writing in 1991, seems to know, of the Ancient
Near East, only Herodotus’ description of Babylon, plus the case (heaven
knows why) of Neo-Assyrian Megiddo – admits that there are right-angled
grids in Egypt and in Babylon (but only of the first millennium), but does not,
however, consider them truly planned:207 the prejudice persists that a formal
and conscious regularity could not have been conceived before the theorists of
classical Greece. It seems to me that Kostof took some of his inspiration and
information from a short book by Quaroni published a few years before,208

where a truly planned design is denied for the entire pre-modern age (that is,
before the advent of professional town planners, as against simple architects),
admitting nevertheless the presence of architects who ‘drew’ the cities. Of the
Ancient Near East Quaroni seems to know above all Babylon and ‘Zenghirli’ or
‘Zengihrlì’ (which should be Zincirlı), defined as ‘the most ancient example of
a royal palace in the centre of an enclosed space, in which the population of
the villages gathered during sieges’ (still this misconception of the empty cit-

204 In his update of 1970, Castagnoli 1971, pp. 128–138 has much new classical bibliography,
but very little eastern (and nothing Mesopotamian). Giuliano 1966, pp. 98–104, correctly rejects
Kahun and el-‘Amarna, as irrelevant (not influenced), admits Mesopotamian influences
(Khorsabad, Babylon) coming by means of Anatolia. Recently Shipley 2005, in re-examining
Hippodamus and his place in the Greek tradition, makes no mention at all of the Near-Eastern
precedents: the classical tradition has prevailed!
205 Burney 1957; Burney and Lawson 1960; Nylander 1965–66. Later dating: Gullini 1972; Sev-
in 1997; now Dan 2010. The Urartian dating is Zernaki Tepe is also accepted, over and above
Castagnoli 1971, by Oppenheim 1977, pp. 138–139; Kolb 1984, p. 45; Ryckwert 1976, p. 96; Coppa
1969, I, pp. 515–516 (who at least judges it ‘surprising’); and by many others (cited by Dan
2010.
206 Badawy 1960, p. 5.
207 Kostof 1991, p. 104: ‘public and residential buildings have not been worked out together,
and blocks have no coherent logic except insofar as this is determined from inside out, from
an inner court and the rooms around it, until the public space of streets and alleys is reached.
So planning here actually consists only of laying out the main streets, and allowing for the
formal arrangement of public complexes like temples and palaces’.
208 Quaroni 1967, pp. 115–116, 129.
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ies, only enlarged palaces, without quarters of civil habitation); but he also
names Dur-Sharrukin and Ur as cities ‘in which the architect planned the archi-
tectural framework of the encircling walls and the palace-city, leaving vast
areas to the subjects’ mud huts or shanties’.209 Is it all the fault of the town
planners, incapable of bringing themselves up to date on the progress of
archaeology, or of the archaeologists incapable of releasing authoritative and
competent summaries of their discoveries?

Leaving Hippodamus aside, the two basic town-planning forms have al-
ways been the round and the quadrangular:210 the first derives from the ‘natu-
ral’ growth of a settlement from its central nucleus, and in the Syrian-Mesopo-
tamian world found its material form in the round or oval shape of the tell.
The quadrangular form on the other hand derives from the site of individual
dwellings (houses and compounds) which, grouping themselves together with-
out the great empty spaces that characterize the village, spread to take in
blocks of houses and networks of roads. Instances come to mind that could
hardly have been the result of intentional design: round cities such as al-
Rawda211 or Tell Chuera,212 square cities such as the large Neolithic villages of
Hacilar II and of Tell es-Sawwan,213 or even like Tell Mumbaqa.214 In the Levant
the roundish city prevailed for a long time, more oval than properly round,
which adapted to the shape of the tell, and with houses built against the sur-
rounding wall, as in the cases of Tell en-Nasbe [fig. 35] and Beer-Sheva [fig. 36]
and so many others.215 And the same goes for Anatolia.216 In the villages both
shapes occur, following the formula: quadrangular is to round as settled is to
nomad and as dwelling house is to storehouse;217 and it has been established
as a fact that the first occupation of a village is round (nomadic legacy), then
to become square in the following levels.218

209 Ibid., p. 150, where there is also the Assyrian relief (given like a seal) with the round
military camp.
210 In general see Kostof 1991, pp. 69–89 (‘The Straight and the Curved: Design Alterna-
tives’), 95–157 (on the right-angled grid), 159–207 (on the round city: of the Ancient Near East
he cites only the portrayal of the Assyrian military camp).
211 Castel et al. (and the earlier reports); also Pinnock 2007.
212 Meyer 2006.
213 Breniquet 1991.
214 Machule 1990.
215 Shiloh 1978; 1987; Frick 1977, pp. 81–91; Fritz 1990; 1994; McLellan 1984 (on Tell en-
Nasbe); 1997.
216 Naumann 1957 already has a chapter (pp. 205–226) on shapes of the city, and lingers over
the roundish ones, basing himself on neo-Hittite examples.
217 Verhoeven 1999, pp. 213–220.
218 Flannery 1972a.
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Fig. 35: Tell en-Nasbe, ground plan of city.

Fig. 36: Tell Beer-Sheva, ground plan of city.
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This contrast between round and square has often been very significant,
both generally and in the analyses of concrete data; on the one hand for its
original premises and concrete town-planning manifestations,219 on the other
for the symbolic aspects, which shape a whole tradition that begins with the
classics (Plato’s Atlantis, the Nephelococcygia of Aristophanes’ Birds), and
passing by way of Ryckwert finally arrives at Domenico Musti’s ‘shield of Achil-
les’;220 but the tradition had a supporter in Mesopotamia in Walter Andrae,
who, thinking three-dimensionally, distinguished the ‘spherical’ system (which
comes first) from the ‘cubic’, both laden with symbolic and spiritual connota-
tions, and in general too; feminine spherical vs. masculine cubic.221 The sym-
bolic approach often tends to see the city as a microcosm that is meant to
replicate the true macrocosm, and further to identify cosmic aspects even in
the slighter but more pregnant forms of the palace and temple.222 The symbolic
aspects have been studied, not without reason, above all through the civiliza-
tions of Asia and the Far East, where they are more striking: starting from the
classic work of Paul Wheatley on the Chinese city,223 exemplary studies have
spread to the worlds of India and South-East Asia.224 The Mesopotamian city
lends itself less well to a similar exegetic level, and besides, the plans of the
Ancient Near-Eastern cities could not compete with the geometric-magical
schemes of the cities of Central Asia.225

The semiological approach of Mirko Novák seems to me more concrete: the
city, and particularly the capital of a new foundation, is meant as an object
message, a reflection of the ideology of power: a message from the king to the
gods (ideological receivers) and to the people (actual receivers) , a message of
protection (the walls, the citadel), of order (the urban grid), of universal mas-
tery (the parks with exotic trees).226 The norm of displacing temples and pal-
aces to the margins of the city, as maintained by Stone,227 can be accepted, if
at all, for the palaces (which needed a direct ‘escape route’) but certainly not

219 Novák 1999, pp. 376–378 (square city) and 378–380 (round city).
220 Ryckwert 1976; Musti 2008, who leaves out every bit of Ancient Near-Eastern data.
221 Andrae 1949.
222 For Babylonia see Maul 1997.
223 Wheatley 1961 (better known in the American edition 1971); cf. also id. 1969; 1972; also
Wright 1977.
224 India: Malville and Gujral (eds.) 2000 and Singh 1994.
225 On the geometrically-structured cities/citadels of the ‘Oxus civilization’ (Bactria and
Margiana, bridging the 3rd and 2nd millennia BC) see now Vidale 2010, with the figs. at pp. 83
and 95.
226 Novák 1999, pp. 19–24 and passim.
227 Stone 1995; 1999.
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for the temples (placed in the central nucleus of the settlement), and in this
case too Novàk’s judgement seems correct228 – and the case of the Babylon of
Nebuchadnezzar II is a paradigmatic example. Finally, an essential element of
the building ideology is found in the double function of the city gates, as defen-
sive closures and communicative openings. The names of the Neo-Assyrian city
gates are extremely indicative in this respect.229 But I cannot continue at length
here on either the foundation myths, which lend the king’s works a cosmic
aspect,230 or the rituals of foundation,231 which make more concrete the cere-
monial necessary for the correct construction of a simple dwelling house, or of
the capital city at the centre of the world.

228 Novák 1999, pp. 302–313 (peripheral palace citadel) and 322–331 (central temple area).
229 Battini 1997a; 1998b; 1999b.
230 Azara, Mar, and Subías (eds.) 2001, discussions by Margueron (pp. 27–35), Hallo (pp. 37–
50), and Goodnick and Westenholz (pp. 59–68).
231 Ellis 1968; 2001.



5 Modernity: new approaches and new settings

5.1 The ‘zero stratum’ of the tell and the ethno-
archaeological model

The archaeological missions of the pre-mandate and mandate periods, dedicat-
ed to the discovery of Ancient Near-Eastern civilizations, were not interested
in possible late and modern phases of the sites of their investigations. By ‘late
phases’ (a term that in the view of archaeologists of the remote pre-classical
civilizations sounds inevitably disdainful) were meant the classical (Greek and
Roman Imperial), Byzantine, and Islamic phases: phases of extremely valuable
historical-cultural importance, also with reference to western presence in the
region, but phases for investigating the great fields of urban ruins (ancient
world) or cities still alive (Islamic world), and certainly not the modest remains
that could have flourished on top of a tell in the Bronze Age. Just as pre-classi-
cal missions sought above all temples and palaces, and only marginally resi-
dential quarters, so also classical and Islamic missions concentrated on the
great urban sites, the greatest representative expressions of those civilizations.
Under the mandates, therefore, excavations were carried out at important clas-
sical sites (enough to think of Palmyra or Dura Europos), and also Islamic and
‘Crusader’ sites (thinking of Krak des Chevaliers), but the modest remains su-
perimposed on the stratification of more ancient tell were treated with great
scorn and irritation, as a troublesome obstacle to be demolished as quickly as
possible, with economy of time and effort. And so they were excavated roughly,
or more often simply carried off without any care at all taken over recording.
These operations normally remain sparsely and badly documented in the pub-
lications, and are identified rather from brief mentions in the preliminary re-
ports.

An even sadder fate awaited the modern villages – in the sense of those
still inhabited – which were normally found perched on the summit or on the
side of the ancient tell, or even stuck in among the ruins of buildings of the
classical age. These villages were mostly removed without any records made,
not as a first phase of the archaeological work but as an ‘administrative’ opera-
tion, preliminary to the beginning of the excavation: an operation above all
concerned with the clearance of the inhabitants, transferred to new villages
built on purpose outside the archaeological area, to which the inhabitants
could then be swept away, freeing the site for excavation. There was an excep-
tion, comprising the mosques and tombs of the legendary saints of Islam,
which could be neither destroyed nor moved elsewhere. Hence, to take two
representative sites, the shrine of the prophet Jonah, which gives its name
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(Nebi Yunus) to one of the two acropoleis of Nineveh, has remained unexcavat-
ed until now, to the great chagrin of Assyriologists, who know that there, un-
derneath, is found the palace of Esarhaddon.1 Another case, more curious than
sensational, is the tiny mosque remaining as if trapped on top of the entry
court of the great temple of Luxor, as a ‘witness’ to where the level of modern
trampling was before the enormous masses of sand that partly submerged the
pharaonic sanctuary were taken away.

But the normal, or, if we prefer, wretched villages had no escape: they
were removed without so much as a thank you. Today we consider them the
‘zero stratum’, at the top of stratigraphic sequences, but of interest equal to
the lower strata, with the difference (certainly not small) of being inhabited –
with all that this implies, both negative (the costs of transferring the families)
and positive (activities in progress, tools in use). For the entire period before
and during the mandates these considerations counted for nothing. Quite apart
from the pain and cost of the removal of the ‘zero stratum’, the weighty consid-
eration of a historical-cultural nature of which I have already spoken (§ 1.3)
was present, even if only implicitly: these modern inhabitants (farmers and
shepherds) were seen as ‘intruders’, in that they were not linked to the preced-
ing cultural tradition, and so not ‘heirs’ of those ancient civilizations, but in-
stead their unworthy occupiers, squatters. Anyway, the rapid elimination of the
‘zero stratum’ was good for everyone: it saved time and money, it disturbed
neither the material nor moral legacies, it benefitted (!) the families transferred
from their traditional, insanitary, unfired-brick dwellings to neat small houses
built of cement blocks.

Besides, the practice always exists of destroying the remains of later and
less important periods to ‘free’ the complex or the phase considered worthy of
being saved and valued as a monument, for tourist use or cultural remem-
brance, even where there are no underlying problems of a historical nature: we
only have to think of the Acropolis of Athens, or the Palatine-Forum complex
at Rome, to take the best known examples from so many possibilities.2 The
practice has practical and theoretical justifications, provided, however, that
the removal of the ‘late’ levels is done and recorded as it ought to be. But in
Mesopotamia, in the kingdom of unfired brick, a further drawback was con-
firmed: even the monumental strata (let us say: the Assyrian palaces), worthy
of being ‘freed’ and valued, remained long abandoned to the ravages of time,
without any possibility of carrying out protective or preservative restoration,

1 Turner 1970a, b. First attempts to excavate Nebi Yunus in Rassam 1897, pp. 292–306.
2 On the Acropolis of Athens see Barbanera 2009, pp. 58–76.
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far less of being rebuilt (as, in contrast, already happened at the Minoan palace
of Knossos at the beginning of the twentieth century).

The situation changed with the advent (from the 1960s) of the ethno-
archaeological approach, which was aimed at drawing important information
on the function and use of the ancient ‘installations’ from a comparison with
analogous ones still in use.3 The term ‘installation’, which I have used as suit-
ably vague, is understood as relative to a whole dimensional range, from the
single object of common use to the whole structure of an inhabited establish-
ment and the community that lives there. The advent of the ethno-archaeologi-
cal approach is part of a general cultural trend, but as far as the Near East goes
it is linked to a precise factor: the work of American archaeologists who had
been trained in, and so were developed by, a working method and mental ap-
proach while excavating the sites of the south-west United States or Mexican
and Guatemalan Mesoamerica.4

When they arrived in the Near East, they found there structures in unfired
brick and of technological levels dating back to various millennia earlier, but
substantially analogous to those (much more recent) of the pueblos of the
American south-west or even of the Aztecs or Maya. The difference was not
only of a chronological order (centuries in contrast to millennia) but also and
above all of continuity. The inhabitants of Mesoamerican villages, perched
above, or even reusing, the preceding settlements, are the direct descendants
of their predecessors, speak the same language, use the same traditional tech-
nologies – obviously before the impact of western technology. There was no
trace of that ideological difference or that historical hiatus that in the Near East
separates the present Arab or Kurdish communities from the ancient Assyrians,
not to mention the Sumerians. So for the American neo-archaeologists trained
in the south-west, it was altogether self-evident that the ‘zero stratum’ be taken
as an object of study equal to the lower strata, and even as a valuable opportu-
nity to understand ancient technologies and ancient social structures, seeing
them still in use and indeed capable of being directly explained by the inhabit-
ants. Ethno-archaeological interest was therefore born in America and trans-
ferred (with all its theoretical apparatus) to the Near East with the United
States’ missions operating in pre-Khomeini Iran and in the southern Levant –

3 History of ethno-archaeology in Kramer 1979a; Watson 1980; Ochsenschlager 1999; Verhoe-
ven 2005; popular Hole 1995. General introductions: Watson 1979; Charlton 1981; Hodder 1982
(without exemplification from the Near East).
4 The ferment in the interlinked study of the ancients and the ‘savages’, which appears in
various authors of the 17th century (Pucci 1993, pp. 159–182) was not followed concretely in
archaeological practice.
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to be adopted quickly by the European missions too (French in primis) and
become a normal and generalized procedure of work.

We need, however, to mention two details. The first regards the level at
which ethno-archaeological analysis is applied: it is above all useful when ap-
plied to technology and individual dwelling structures (houses, compounds),
or at maximum to the villages5 and nomadic camps6, while its application to
the city is far less productive. Now, if understanding of the tools and dwelling
houses forms the whole, or nearly, of archaeological investigations of the pre-
urban periods, it remains, however, only part (if not indeed a marginal part)
of the study of urban centres in the historical age. Here, if anywhere, compari-
sons (of demographic estimates, of town-planning aspects, etc.) with the Islam-
ic cities – as had been carried out by sociologists and town planners, above all
French, in Syria and in the Maghreb – remained useful. And here is the second
detail, which is that in the period of the mandates (and even before) the cultur-
al material of the modern East caught the attention: we need only remember
Andrae’s observations on the cane constructions of Lower Mesopotamia to ex-
plain the origin of certain architectural forms, or Heinrich’s study of the ethno-
archaeological model of architecture in unfired brick.7 And although Dalman’s
monumental work (which dates back to the 1920s and 30s) on the techniques
and traditional customs in Palestine was stimulated by ‘biblical’ interest and
use (more than by archaeology in the field), it did function as a reference work
for a long period of our studies.8 But it was then a question of using knowledge
of traditional techniques of building in order to understand better the ancient
techniques, without, however, lending the ‘zero stratum’ any value as an ob-
ject of independent research and equal worth.

A conscious ethno-archaeological approach took shape only in the 1970s,
to become normal procedure in the 1980s, including among those who prac-
tised a traditional type of archaeology.9 As mentioned, the most frequent appli-
cations are to ordinary dwelling houses, passing from a purely descriptive
level,10 to an approach more conscious of ethno-archaeological methods and

5 Flannery 1972a; Kramer 1979b; Verhoeven 1999. Following the examples made available for
some time (Sweet 1960 on Tell Tuqan, Syria; van Beek 1982 on Marib, Yemen) were above all
studies of the Iranian villages: Kramer 1982 (Shahabad/Aliabad near Hamadan), an exemplary
study with spatial analyses, typology of the habitations, socio-economic organization of the
household, and much else useful for archaeological comparison; cf. also id. 1983.
6 Cribb 1991; Finkelstein 1995; also Hole 1978; 1979.
7 Andrae 1930; Heinrich 1950.
8 Dalman 1928–42.
9 On ethno-archaeological methods and their limitations cf. Barrelet (ed.) 1980.
10 As can be exemplified in Algaze 1983–84.
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of the regional archaeology, which can be exemplified above all in the work of
Elizabeth Henrickson,11 who studies the dimensions and internal relationships
of houses as a clue to family structure, and analyses in great detail domestic
tools, containers, burials. Applications to great palaces,12 and to the structures
of nomadic life13 are more rare.

A sort of reaction, or perhaps just a counterbalance, came from the use of
information contained in the ancient texts. What I mean is that for Mesopota-
mia, unlike Mesoamerica where either there are no texts (south-west United
States) or they are not dealing with material culture (Maya), written documen-
tation, especially that of an administrative and legal nature, provides abundant
information on the house, on working techniques, on working tools, on the
flora and fauna, and so on. Here we need only cite the ‘dialogue’ between the
archaeologist Castel and the Assyriologist Charpin, or the study of the Sumerol-
ogist Waetzoldt on the houses and families of Ur III, or Boysan-Dietrich’s study
of Hittite terminology of unfired brick architecture, or the comparison of texts
and archaeology applied by Paolo Brusasco to the study of domestic architec-
ture.14 And the series of books edited by Nicholas Postgate and Marvin Powell
on Sumerian agriculture15 show how it is worthwhile ‘questioning’ the ancient
inhabitants (through the texts that they have left) and comparing the results
with the reality of the present, in what we can define as ‘ethno-Assyriology’.

I spoke of a sort of reaction, in that the use of the ancient texts, contempo-
rary with the remains excavated, provide information that is not anachronistic
like that of ethno-archaeology, and can therefore be inserted (as a mental for-
mulation) in that hiatus between ancient civilization and the modern Islamic
world of which I have repeatedly spoken. In some respects the implicit continu-
ity of the ethno-archaeological approach was also applied to the texts them-
selves, in that identification of the naming (Sumerian and Akkadian) of Realien
as well as of plants and animals would have remained dubious and difficult
without recourse to knowledge of the cultural material in the modern environ-
ment. And so a strategy took shape of coordination between input of a triple
nature: archaeological data, ethnographic comparisons, and ancient textual
information. This strategy was stated explicitly by, above all, American archae-
ologists working in Mesopotamia, such as McGuire Gibson and Elizabeth Stone

11 Henrickson 1981; 1982; also Brusasco 1999–2000.
12 Aurenche 1985a: palace of Mari compared to the residences of sheikhs.
13 Aurenche 1981c; (ed.) 1984; 1998: dimorphism in the Middle Euphrates.
14 Castel and Charpin 1997; Waetzoldt 1996 (families of c. 10 people in houses of 100–180 m2);
Boysan-Dietrich 1987; Brusasco 2007.
15 Postgate and Powell (eds.) 1984–95.
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at the excavation of Nippur.16 In the German world, whereas Maria Krafeld-
Daugherty’s study, on the spatial distribution of domestic functions and tools
(hearths and ovens, benches and platforms, sanitation, storerooms, stalls, fu-
nerary arrangements) in Old-Babylonian Mesopotamia, has a stated ethno-
archaeological approach to the use of certain textual data,17 Jahn’s study, also
on dwelling houses of an Old-Babylonian period, is directly based on the rela-
tionship between texts and archaeology.18 The German preference for history
compared to anthropology (and so for contemporary texts rather than ethno-
graphic comparison) materializes also in the attention paid to those texts that
provide valuable information of an architectural and town-planning character,
and the ritual texts on building activities are valuable in this sense.19

A certain ambiguity in the use of ethno-archaeological comparisons re-
mains unrecognized. Their use as interpretative models, identified and tested
in more developed sectors of a study, or as a range of problems or list of ‘ques-
tions’ for putting to the results of the excavation, is undoubtedly positive, even
if it holds good for both anthropological models and models from other histori-
cal periods, which by contrast appear more neglected. But their use for imply-
ing a substantial correspondence and continuity between ancient cultures and
ethnographic cultures can be misleading, especially if it tends to pass from
comparisons relative to elements of technical-material culture to interpretation
of entire socio-economic structures, which on the contrary must remain well
protected from the risk of anachronism.

5.2 The neo-geographic models and the settlement
hierarchies

In the year 1970 the ‘New Archeology’ spread from the Anglo-American world:
it was written thus, without the diphthong, to demonstrate contempt for ety-
mology and hence for history. To this was joined an analogous contempt for
everything that had been written in languages other than English and in the
years before 1960, in the age of pre-scientific ignorance.20 And again, in a book
published in 1999, the chapter on the history of archaeology is called Discover-

16 Gibson 1980; Stone 1981; 1991.
17 Krafeld-Daugherty 1994.
18 Jahn 2005.
19 Ambos 2004.
20 Trigger 2008.
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ing the Past, and that on the neo-archaeological phase Explaining the Past.21

Speaking seriously, the project was to carry archaeology (as part of the disci-
pline of anthropology, not of the humanities)22 to the level of a true science
‘with a capital S’23 and so to reconstruct not simple sequences but true and
real processes (to give the definition of processual archaeology) endowed with
more or less normative, necessary, causal connections. And since archaeology
alone could certainly not construct a complete and independent scientific-
philosophical system, it quickly resigned itself to a ‘middle range theory’,
which lent a state of being scientific to individual theoretical-operational seg-
ments,24 leaving the upper level (the epistemological foundations) to the phi-
losophy of science, above all to Carl Hempel.25 There was no lack of criticism
(also internal) of certain naïve enthusiasms26 and certain laws of disconcerting
banality,27 which should not, however, allow the undoubted merits of the neo-
archaeological approach to be forgotten.

Clearly the marginalization of history, seen as a sequence of non-structural
events, was and is predominant in the context of American anthropology;28

but I believe that also influential was the fact that the great prophet of the new
archaeology, Lewis Binford, as a specialist of the Palaeolithic era, was altogeth-
er remote from knowledge and reading of advanced historiography, which was
not the old-style emphasis on single events. Anyway, after the first frenzy of
the neophytes, history was also allowed in, at least in the form of the Annales
School, with Braudel’s distinction of three time scales and the obvious prefer-
ence for the long term of background and structural history.29 Moreover, both
the theoretical and operational (in the field) impact, and the very selection of
cases and construction of data-banks, was important and indeed decisive,
above all for prehistoric archaeology and for the excavation of inhabited struc-

21 Barker (ed.) 1999, with chapters by Schnapp and Kristiansen, and Redman.
22 Binford 1962.
23 Flannery 1973; Watson, LeBlanc, and Redman 1971; 1984, pp. 42–66 ‘Archaeology as Sci-
ence’.
24 Comments by Yoffee 2005, pp. 180–195; also Dittmann 1999. For a critique of processual
and post-processual archaeology, see Hodder 1986, and also the derisive but constructive arti-
cle of De Guio 1992, pp. 309–321.
25 Hempel 1966.
26 Braidwood 1973b, p. 34, likened the ‘New Archeology’ to a religious movement; and Flan-
nery himself (ed.) 1976, p. 4 referred ironically to Binford as a restored Christ who multiplied
the bread and fishes to feed his student public of followers.
27 The ‘Mickey Mouse Laws’ of Flannery 1973, p. 51.
28 Starting with the programmatic article of Binford 1962; cf., however, the British caution of
Renfrew 1980.
29 Bintliff (ed.) 1991; Knapp (ed.) 1992.
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tures and villages, while its influence on the urban archaeology of great civili-
zations was much less visible. Urban excavation continued to be practised with
the old methods: or still with squares à la Wheeler (where the stratigraphy was
drawn when the excavation was already done), or more often and better on
great open expanses which could now be checked by the instruments of com-
puter science, with stratigraphy (able to be formalized with Edward Harris’
matrix) recorded necessarily in the course of the excavation.30

Trapped in the middle (so to speak) between prehistoric archaeology with-
out cities, and late-antique and mediaeval archaeology with cities to restore
rather than excavate, urban archaeology of the Near East remains sufficiently
alien to new archaeology,31 and traditional if not out-of-date, with the single
exception of the archaeology of the Levant32 – notwithstanding the bet lost by
Kent Flannery,33 and thanks to the work of Israeli archaeologists34 more than
of ‘biblical’ Euro-Americans.

There is, however, one sector in which the neo-scientific influence was felt,
even in the Near East, as exercising a positive and remarkable impact: this is
the sector of spatial dislocation of settlements, and at a working level the sector
of surveying surfaces, which in the 1970s abandoned the old way (inventory of
the sites, collection of sherds) to launch itself into palaeo-environmental and
geomorphological analyses, demographic estimates, and above all the making
of models of the schemes of settlement.35 In this area neo-archaeologists were
strongly influenced by ‘New Geography’, which (from the 1960s) had advocat-
ed the identification of ‘laws’ or ‘rules’ to explain the movements of cities and
villages, their relations, and their flow (of people, merchandise, services) to
build up integrated networks.36 New Geography developed with the aims of
regional planning, so sinking its roots back to the 1930s when town planning
had assumed a more decisive regional dimension; but it then took on enor-
mous diffusion with neo-capitalist activities in those regions – such as indeed

30 Harris 1979.
31 Short but excellent history of the archaeological theories and practices in the Near East in
Matthews 2003, pp. 1–26.
32 Cf. Dever 1981.
33 Flannery 1998a, p. xvii: ‘I once bet $ 100 that the Old Testament would never meet the
New Archaeology’.
34 See the papers collected in Lévy (ed.) 1998 (the first edition is 1995).
35 Cf. the views of Schiffer et al. 1978 (with rich bibliography); Hole 1980; Ammerman 1981;
Bintliff 1992; and the balance of Lehmann 1999; also Matthews 2003, pp. 47–55.
36 Goudie 1987 retraces the relations between geography and archaeology of the nineteenth
century to the New Archaeology; Wagstaff 1987 and Hodges 1987 outline the relations (oscillat-
ing, problematic) between New Geography and New Archaeology.
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the Near East – which formed fields of optimal application, in that all was
yet to be built, in a modern sense.37 The archaeological fallout from the neo-
geographical approach has this particular (and obvious) feature: the identifica-
tion of ‘laws’ is of no use in deciding where to establish (in the immediate
future) a given centre or a given service, maximizing the relation of costs and
receipts, but on the contrary comes from knowledge of a well-known distribu-
tion already existing (in the remote past), which provides a meaning and ex-
planation for the identification. The implicit assumption is that those systems
that minimize the costs survive better over the course of time, through an un-
conscious ‘Darwinian’ mechanism. This clear assumption is never, however,
stated by the theorists of the application of neo-geographical models to remote
antiquity, who think they are dealing purely and simply with ‘laws’.

The main neo-geographical models proposed as part of the standard bag-
gage of Near-Eastern archaeology can be summed up, with great simplifica-
tion, as follows:

(1) The calculation of the average distance of the ‘nearest neighbour’ is
used to compare the average geometrically expected with that actually attest-
ed, with a discrepancy that discloses disturbances in the spatial distribution of
the sites. (2) This system is partly linked with the visualization, through geo-
metric polygons (Thiessen’s polygons), of the supposed political-economic
cells whose true limits are not known to us.38 The system, in this simple form,
is of easy application but also of astonishing banality. More refined, but equal-
ly more schematized is the XTENT model, in which the extent of the supposed
state formation is proportionate to the dimensions of its central place, and
visualized with cones of different heights.39 (3) The ‘gravity model’ measures
the expected interaction between two centres, in proportion to the relation be-
tween their size and the square of the distance between.40 (4) The ‘central
places theory’, with its hexagonal schematization of hierarchic relations be-
tween sites of different size and function, dates back to the early model formu-
lated by Christaller,41 and is much used to reconstruct the entire structure of a
proto-state cell.42 (5) Finally, and above all, the ‘rank-size rule’, the rule of the

37 The most influential neo-geographic manuals were Chisholm 1962 and Haggett 1965; also
Chorley and Haggett (eds.) 1967. For the archaeological application cf. above all Hodder and
Orton 1976, and Hodder 1978a.
38 Renfrew 1975; Cherry 1987, pp. 152–159.
39 Renfrew and Level 1979, refined by Rihll and Wilson 1991. The ‘percolation’ model used by
De Guio and Secco 1988 is analogous.
40 Johnson 1977, p. 481.
41 Christaller 1933; the work became influential following the English translation of 1966.
42 Above all Johnson 1972; also Flannery 1972b, pp. 418–419. Deep-rooted criticism by Crum-
ley 1976; a rather different use by Blanton 1976.



252 Modernity: new approaches and new settings

relation between size and position in decreasing order, which is a geographical
application of Zipf ’s law,43 determines that the size of the second settlement
(in decreasing order) is half the size of the first, the third is a third, and so
on – producing in the form of a graph a ‘normal’ curve, or, rather, an oblique
line using logarithmic values. By constructing a graph of the size of sites of a
given settlement complex, a progression is obtained that will more or less drift
away from the lognormal line, giving a concave progression if the site-leader
is greater than the norm, and/or if there are many minimal sites, and on the
other hand a convex progression if there are large sites of similar size, and/or
few minimal sites. The deviations would therefore be indicative of a particular-
ity in the socio-political organization (more concentrated around a capital city,
or rather with different centres in competition).44

Obviously, the application of similar ‘norms’ should be carried out with
caution, especially if applied to remote antiquity.45 Above all, and this also
applies to modernity, the models are constructed in a Euclidean space, homog-
enous and not limited; but the real world is more bumpy, full of mountains
and rivers, limited by natural boundaries. The possibility of introducing further
norms, always of a geometric character, to skew the theoretical grid according
to the movement of incidental natural elements, does exist, but would need to
be worked out at a theoretical level and not starting from an individual case
with the aim of its normalization. The ‘game’, for example, carried out by Greg-
ory Johnson on the sites of the Diyala [fig. 37], in order to link the theoretical
grid by means of intermediate passages to the actual organization,46 brought
to mind those chess exercises of the type ‘white moves and wins in four
moves’: that is, by means of a certain number of intermediate passages it will
always become possible to fit into the rules any settlement system whatever.
The ‘game’, far from serving to demonstrate the validity of the procedure rather
serves to distort it.

Moreover, if applied to remote antiquity the neo-geographic models suffer
from the limited and uncertain documentary foundation (which is very off-
putting for those accustomed to the documentation of the statistical age): the
very identification of the sites, of their size, of their age, of their function, are
all problematic components, for which we can but put forward hypothetical
and approximate solutions. And above all the demarcation of the area for con-
sideration as a unit of analysis, which is well known in the historical periods,

43 Zipf 1949.
44 The clearest exposition is in Johnson 1981. Critique in Banning 1997, pp. 17–21.
45 See the warnings in Adams 1972b; 1983; 1999.
46 Johnson 1972.
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Fig. 37: Distribution of settlements in the valley of the Diyala: reality (above), and theoretical
grid (below) (Johnson).
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is not at all the same when there are no written sources. But here the existence
of normative models, of a geometric and statistical type, come to our aid (once
again: upsetting the logical-causal chain) in providing, through more or less
massive doses of interpolations, a normalization and interpretation for a set of
data in themselves doubtful and amorphous. Finally, the normative character
of the models appears in difficulty when it is confronted with the factor of
temporal duration, or really with diachronic discontinuity, which in history is
a fundamental and indeed inevitable factor: how on earth does the system
change in structure over the course of time, if the spatial relations (both ‘Eu-
clidean’ and ‘environmental’) remain immutable? Think, for example, of Peter
Pfälzner’s study on the transformations of the cities of the Ancient Near East,
which excludes all external factors (from climate to migration) to favour the
interaction and reciprocal influence of four internal factors: population, differ-
entiation, integration, energy.47 But if only internal factors operate, how ever
does the alteration produce different typologies in time and space? Some exter-
nal factors are always needed: at least the climatic-environmental changes, but
also technology, the political system, or other.

On the practical application of neo-geographic instruments to major sur-
veys of surfaces carried out in the Ancient Near East in the years 1970–90, it
is useful to examine two cases, emblematic in their differences – the work of
Gregory Johnson and that of the mature Robert Adams (whose earlier experien-
ces we saw at § 4.2). In carrying out and publishing his survey of Susiana
(present-day Iranian Fars), Johnson still made a moderate use of neo-geo-
graphical models (which were developed afterwards), but added to the publica-
tion of the data an excellent analysis of the settlement systems (for the early/
middle/late Uruk periods), introducing two determining factors into the study
of urbanization and archaic forming of states. The first element is the origin of
the city from the local market, the ‘local exchange’, rather than from long dis-
tance trade (dear to Guillermo Algaze, on the other hand, as we shall see at
§ 5.11). The second element is the ‘law’ of three hierarchical levels as the mini-
mum necessary for defining the archaic state.48

The neo-geographic impact is made more explicit in an article co-authored
with Henry Wright and published two years later,49 a true ‘manifesto’ of new
trends, and then in other contributions and chapters by Johnson alone.50 The

47 Pfälzner 1997a, b adopts the model of Plog 1974 (cf. then id. et al. 1978), but imagined for
prehistory.
48 Johnson 1973.
49 Wright and Johnson 1975 links neo-evolutionism and New Geography.
50 Johnson 1975; 1977; 1980a, b; 1981; 1987.



The neo-geographic models and the settlement hierarchies 255

methods most often used are those of ‘rank-size’, which, when applied to a
sequence of successive phases highlights the intervening alterations, and of
‘central place’, better described as a ‘gravity model’ (the value expected from
interaction between two centres is proportional to their size times the square of
the distance between them), a model that is, however, shown to be more pro-
ductive in the study of the spread of artefacts than in the definition of the
boundaries between the various political entities. The emergence of a ‘central
place’ in a territory (and so of a city compared to the villages) cannot be ex-
plained as a unique ‘prime mover’ (nor irrigation, nor demographic pressure,
nor commercial exchange): it gives a multi-factor model, in which the re-organi-
zation of local exchange has great emphasis, in such a way as to make it more
efficient – a vision here that has something in common with Polanyi’s model of
redistribution, which, however, is not cited. Finally the question of settlement
hierarchies is defined: if for a chiefdom two hierarchic levels are enough, and
for the archaic state three are needed, then the archaic state was not yet visible
in the ‘Early Uruk’ period, whereas it was for the ‘Middle Uruk’. Both Flannery
and Renfrew will return to the argument on the norm of three levels: Flannery,
for whom two or three levels indicate a chiefdom, and four are needed to indi-
cate an archaic state;51 and Renfrew, who, on the contrary, maintains that state-
forming nuclei can appear with only two levels.52 We can, however, assume
that Gregory Johnson is a typical exponent of a ‘modellization’ of territorial
assets – of remote antiquity too – of a formal and normative, but also somewhat
abstract, character, with the risk of divorcing itself from concrete reality and
from historically understood socio-political and socio-economic processes.

The less normative and more practically concrete approach of Robert
Adams avoids these risks much better. At Chicago Adams is not alone in receiv-
ing neo-geographic models with moderation: McGuire Gibson too, in his survey
of the site of Nippur, uses traditional methodologies (collection of sherds for
micro-sectors) with excellent results, notwithstanding the difficult conditions
through the presence of sand dunes and the rubbish heaps from old excava-
tions which cover and alter the distribution of the evidence.53 But on a very
different scale is the survey carried out by Adams in the Nippur area, eventual-
ly published in his masterwork on the ‘heart’ of urbanization.54 Obviously
Adams by now uses not only maps and aerial photographs, but also satellite
images (LANDSAT), and applies neo-geographic models, such as ‘rank-size’, or

51 Flannery 1998b, pp. 16–21.
52 Renfrew 2008, pp. 34–36 (and earlier studies).
53 Gibson 1992 (field work 1973–75).
54 Adams 1981 (field work 1968–75). Critical evaluation by Redman 1982.
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Fig. 38: Simulation of extent of cultivated area in Lower Mesopotamia. 1: early Uruk period.
2: late Uruk period (Adams).

four hierarchic levels (diagnostics of urbanization), or simulation of the extent
of the cultivated zones, period by period, with the total exploitation of the
agricultural space that appears only in the Sassanian era. The data of the new
surveys were continually compared to the preceding, carried out in the areas
of Uruk and Diyala (cf. § 4.2), in such a way as to highlight not only variations
in the course of time, but also spatial variations, in neighbouring, but different-
ly configured zones. From this came a true and correct history of settlement in
ancient Mesopotamia, with different demographic trends peculiar to the vari-
ous zones, the network of the canals which grew with the growth of the cities
and the state, and variable relations between urban and rural populations,
based upon the typology differentiated by dimensional class. The maps of gen-
eral reconstruction (sites and canals), period by period, have become classic
examples of visualization of settlement phenomena over the long term [figs.
38, 39]; as the two concluding chapters, on ancient Mesopotamia as an ‘irriga-
tion society’ and as an ‘urban society’, are the textual counterpart.55

55 Ibid. pp. 242–248 (Ancient Mesopotamia as an Irrigation Society) and 248–252 (Ancient
Mesopotamia as an Urban Society).
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Fig. 39: Canals and settlements in Lower Mesopotamia in the Ur III-Larsa period (left), and
Old Babylonian period (right) (Adams).

I should emphasize two points. The first is the confirmation that archaeo-
logical indicators of specialization, administration, and also of ceremonial ritu-
als, are not exclusive to major sites, and therefore the correspondence between
size and complexity appears simplistic. There can be purely rural villages of
very large size, and on the other hand tiny centres with an administrative and
ceremonial function. We can note that if the exploitation of rural land on the
part of the urban-state centre happens above all through the use of manual
labour (in corvée) to work on the palace or temple lands at low cost, then it is
altogether functional to have very large villages (as a labour reserve) and small
‘state’ establishments – which is basically the ‘feudal’ model as proposed by
Witold Kula, and which I myself have sought to apply to several Ancient Near-
Eastern examples.56 On the whole, the formation of states really entails a gra-
dation of situations, but these are not just dimensional (as the simplified use
of three or four hierarchic levels would have it). Think also of what Cesare de

56 Kula 1970; Liverani 1979a; 1982 (Syria in the Late Bronze Age); 1988–89 (neo-Sumerian
Mesopotamia).
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Seta says of capital cities and dominant cities: capital is a political concept,
dominant is a territorial/economic concept, and applying purely quantitative
parameters, it is not then correct to draw deductions on the political hierar-
chies.57

The second point, historiographically significant, is that of the connection
between irrigation and the formation of states; we have already seen how both
Adams and other authors, while accepting the important role of irrigation, do
not, however, accept Wittfogel’s extreme model (§ 3.4). It is significant that in
the climate of the Cold War Wittfogel aimed to describe the hydraulic state,
totalitarian, as a prototype of the ‘eastern’ enemy then personified by Russia
and China. In a changed climate, Adams in contrast aims to describe a society
not entirely centred on the state, also attributing to the Ancient Near East cer-
tain characteristics of ‘devolution’ rather typical of the modern West: an im-
plicit, even if involuntary, position of a neo-capitalist stamp, with its strategy
of relating itself to different societies no longer by way of opposition but by
means of assimilation.

Adams’ syntheses also provided a starting point for further reflections: on
the part of Assyriologists it was observed how a more precise and efficient use
of the data provided by the ancient texts could confirm or challenge, but either
way improve the picture provided by the surveys.58

On the part of archaeologists critical-methodological considerations were
developed,59 but the enormous mass of material gathered by Adams was used
above all as a sort of ‘data-bank’ for further analyses which make use of differ-
ent and also innovative methodologies.60

Among the other large surveys of the 1980s and 1990s, we must at least
recall those of the Belgian mission in the area of Akkad,61 and those of the
French mission on the Middle Euphrates.62 Both are characterized by a very
little neo-geographic and much more neo-morphological approach, with em-
ployment of the additional range of available techniques (high-definition satel-
lite imaging, core sampling, etc.). However, the early-environmental and geo-
morphological emphases move away from the ‘city’ objective, which by con-
trast is central to Adams. Among the surveys relative to individual sites should

57 de Seta 1996, pp. 161–196.
58 Brinkman 1984; then Steinkeller 2007.
59 Kohlmeyer 1981; Richardson 2007.
60 For example Hassan 1981, pp. 231–257; De Guio and Secco 1988; Ramazzotti 2003.
61 Gasche (ed.) 1987–96. More generally Gasche and Tanret (eds.) 1998; Cole and Gasche 1998;
1999; Gasche et al. 2002; Gasche and Cole 2003.
62 Geyer and Monchambert 1987; on the (adjacent) valleys of the Khabur Ergenziger and
Kühne 1988; 1991; on the Balikh Lyon 2000.
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be noted above all that of Uwe Finkbeiner on the large site of Uruk,63 which is
very accurate and detailed in both field work and analysis and publication
(with a general topographical study and myriad plans by period, classes of
finds, etc.), but carried out with traditional techniques, without using either
analyses of a neo-geographic type or electronic instruments or satellite imag-
ing. Being, however, concerned with a single site (though a large one), these
technical limitations do not have negative consequences.

Studies on the events of urbanization, mostly based on data acquired
through surveys, are also numerous in the Levant: on ‘Amuq,64 on the Ugarit
area,65 on the Ebla area,66 on Late Bronze Age Cyprus,67 and then above all in
Israel.68 To some extent the American survey on the upper Tigris runs counter
to the trend: the excellent final study69 does not use neo-geographic models
but shows strong purpose of connecting the results of the surveys with textual
information and the history of the period, with the structure of the Assyrian
empire and its expansion and consolidation in the area under investigation. It
does not attempt to establish rules, but succeeds in providing a true historical
contribution.

5.3 Site catchment analysis and the urban-rural continuum

If the research examined thus far brings to the fore the question of settlement
hierarchies (cities and villages) and canalization (linked to the role of the city),
it must, however, be said that these same decades, the 1970s and 1980s, see
the development of an interest given specifically to the extra-urban landscape,
with the practice of ‘off-site’ archaeology and archaeology of the landscape.70

63 Finkbeiner 1984; 1991.
64 Casana 2009.
65 Yon 1992.
66 Meyer 1996: accurate reconstruction, neo-geographic background and comparative analy-
sis between Ebla and the Mid-Euphrates, and between Early and Middle Bronze Age. Earlier
de Maigret 1978; 1981.
67 Negbi 2005.
68 Finkelstein and Gophna 1993 (Chalcolithic and Early Bronze I); Broshi and Gophna 1984
(Early Bronze II–III) and 1986 (Middle Bronze); Gonen 1984 and Savage and Falconer 2003
(Late Bronze).
69 Parker 2001.
70 Theoretical and operative (in an Italian context) introduction in Cambi and Terrenato 1994;
cf. also Wagstaff 1985; id. (ed.) 1987; Bernardi 1992; Ucko and Layton (eds.) 1999; Ashmore and
Knapp (eds.) 1999. On the Ancient Near-Eastern landscape Liverani 1996a; recently Richardson
2007; Reculeau 2011.
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The analysis of the relationship between a given settlement (urban or village)
and its territory (which provides the agrarian/pastoral resources) can also be
reduced to a simpler form geometrically: a procedure that dates directly back
to von Thünen’s nineteenth-century rings,71 and which was taken up and refor-
mulated in neo-geographical manuals.72 But this connection finds a more spe-
cific and active application, particularly in prehistory, with the definition of
Site Catchment Analysis as formulated by the Cambridge School of Palaeo-
Economy with its project on the Early History of Agriculture backed by the
British Academy.73

In practical terms, and taking a prehistoric site as an object of study, con-
centric circles are drawn whose radius may be covered in two hours (10 km)
by hunter-gatherers, in one and a half hours (7.5 km) by shepherds, and in one
hour (5 km) by farmers. The ‘geometric’ circles are then modified on the basis
of how practical they are (natural obstacles, mountainous territory etc.) to lend
them greater actual validity, also taking into account the level of transport
technology of the period in question.74 Inside this site catchment analysis
zones are differentiated according to the quality of the ground and total pro-
ductivity is calculated, the ‘carrying capacity’ which determines the maximum
population sustainable in that specific canton.75 The method has been criti-
cized and more sophisticated versions proposed,76 but surveys based on this
model continue to be carried out with success, with the outcome of obtaining
a broad vision of the human settlement and its territory. No longer isolated
cities in a more or less deserted, or at least unknown, landscape, but a territori-
al fabric made up of villages and encampments, of fields and meadows and
woods, of linking paths and canals of irrigation, even on a tiny scale.

In a Near-Eastern context the leader of this new vision of the land is un-
doubtedly Tony Wilkinson, who carried out and directed, from the 1970s (up
to his recent death), an impressive number of operations in the field, in Cen-
tral Mesopotamia (Abu Salabikh),77 the Upper Euphrates (Kurban Hüyük),78

71 Von Thünen 1875.
72 Chisholm 1962.
73 Vita-Finzi and Higgs 1970; Higgs and Vita-Finzi 1972; Jarman, Vita-Finzi, and Higgs 1972;
Higgs and Jarman 1975.
74 For example Wilkinson 1990a, b. The formula by Falconer 1994: s = kp (the sustaining
area is equal to the population multiplied by the productivity) has parameters of density and
productivity too vague to allow useful results.
75 Hassan 1981, pp. 161–175, in illustrating the concept, never cites the Cambridge school. Cf.
also Butzer 1982, pp. 211–229 (on the neo-geographic models) and 230–257 (on site catchment).
76 Bintliff 1999, who is inspired by Flannery (ed.) 1976.
77 Wilkinson 1990c.
78 Wilkinson 1990a.
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‘Amuq,79 the Syrian (Tell Beidar, the Balikh valley)80 and Iraqi Jezira (including
the micro-analysis of Tell el-Hawa),81 and therefore predominantly in areas of
rainfed agriculture and of dry farming, whose set of problems differs from that
of the Lower Mesopotamian areas, with irrigation by means of canals, object
of Adams’ surveys.82 Right from the first surveys, in the years 1970–80, Wilkin-
son pays great attention to geomorphology (analyses of soils, processes of sedi-
mentation and erosion, water resources) and to agrarian use (land use, modern
flora and fauna, cultivation, farming techniques, manuring), with an interest
also in change to environmental conditions (both climatic and, chiefly, in-
duced by man) and demographic estimates. After this (especially in the 2000s),
there is increased use of neo-geographic models (rank-size) and above all of
new technologies: GIS, satellite imaging (CORONA), and computerized illustra-
tions, simulations and statistics (cf. § 6.3). And there is still the fundamental
point, that adding to the ground plan the so-called ‘hollow ways’ (routes that
radiate from an inhabited site and which prolonged use and consequent sink-
ing make visible in satellite imaging)83 and ‘manuring zones’ creates material
clues to the extent of the land dependent on a centre. Some more recent sug-
gestions, on the ‘broken landscape’ and the ‘symbolic landscape’,84 are aimed
at becoming part of post-modern trends, but are of little practical value: the
‘broken’ landscape is simply the visualization of the dendritic scheme of irriga-
tion.

Wilkinson’s work of general synthesis85 combines an introduction to meth-
odology and the history of the problem with the presentation of working and
analytical methods, and then above all with the description of the landscape
of the Ancient Near East in its constituent elements (morphology of the sites,
irrigation systems, shape of the fields, etc.) and in its spatial-temporal diversifi-
cation, distinguishing between a ‘landscape of tells’ (Bronze Age) and the vari-
ous landscapes of the Iron Age; that of the alluvium, of the desert, of the moun-

79 Wilkinson and Casana 2005.
80 Wilkinson 1994 (general); 2001; id. et al. 2007 (Tell Beidar); Wilkinson 1998 (Balikh).
81 Ball, Tucker, and Wilkinson 1989 (Tell el-Hawa); Wilkinson 1990b; Wilkinson and Tucker
1995.
82 Cf. also Goldhausen and Ricci 2005, a regional reconstruction based on rank-size and
catchment analysis.
83 The hollow ways had already been identified (from aerial photographs) by van Liere and
Lauffray 1954–55. Cf. now Altaweel 2003; Ur 2002b; 2003; Wilkinson et al. 2005. A different,
but improbable, interpretation (canals) in McClellan et al. 2000.
84 Kouchoukos and Wilkinson 2007.
85 Wilkinson 2003; see also the views indicated in id. 1994; 2000; Kouchoukos and Wilkinson
2007.
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tain. There had never been a synthesis of such detail and such quality, and
with it the urban phenomenon can now be firmly set in its territorial, environ-
mental, and food-provisioning context.

The site catchment type of approach is certainly fit above all for the config-
uration of the land used by a Palaeolithic settlement (for which in any case it
was formulated) or by a Neolithic village, whereas its application to the territo-
ry of a city or group of cities is much more complicated, where precise histori-
cal facts also enter, a socio-economic complexity that also bears upon the ques-
tion of food supplies from a distance, and great royal interventions which
change the productivity rates decisively. The most spectacular case is the trans-
formation of the Assyrian lands sought by Sennacherib towards the middle of
the seventh century, through the construction of grandiose hydraulic infra-
structures, with excavation of tunnels and building of aqueducts to divert wa-
tercourses from their natural beds towards the fields of Nineveh. This royal
operation, linked to the building of a Nineveh more than double the size of the
existing one, had already been studied using a traditional method,86 but the
most recent treatments of the same historical field by Tony Wilkinson (relative
to the neo-Assyrian landscape in general),87 Mark Altaweel (excellent fusion
of archaeology, information technology and texts),88 and Ariel Bagg (who stud-
ies the neo-Assyrian works of canalization in detail)89 are a good indication of
the passage of time and of the adoption of a more complete and conscious
approach.

Whereas new and successful operative methodologies were developed in
archaeology, there was also a growing interest in Assyriology in placing the
city within its territorial and regional context, but making use of entirely tradi-
tional approaches, at a descriptive level. Typical in this sense is a book of
collected papers (following a symposium) published in 199090 on the city as
an economic regional centre, with contributions on the various historical peri-
ods;91 interest in the territorial arrangement of the city shows itself in several

86 Oates 1968; Reade 1978. Hunt 1987 provides an excellent introduction to the bureaucratic-
logistical problems connected to production, extraction of the surplus, and distribution.
87 Wilkinson 1994; 1995; id. et al. 2005.
88 Altaweel 2008.
89 Bagg 2000a, a complete and detailed work; cf. also id. 2000b.
90 Aerts and Klengel (eds.) 1990, with a general chapter by Renger 1990.
91 Early dynastic period (Archi on Ebla, Powell on Girsu/Tello), neo-Sumerian (Limet), Old
Babylonian (Kupper on Mari, Ellis on Ishchali), Hittite (Klengel), neo-Babylonian (Dandamay-
ev on Uruk).
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other works,92 while archaeologists too did not lack interest in information of
a textual origin.93

This ‘territorial’ interest, as we well know, is a cultural trend (with clear
socio-political premises and implications) which became apparent with great
force in the last decades of the last century. I want here to cite an instance
which, albeit marginal, seems to me, however, emblematic: Kostof, in stating
his ‘nine points’ for defining a town/city, points which partly coincide with
Childe’s famous criteria and partly do not, includes (in second place) the inte-
gration of the city within a group arranged hierarchically, and states, ‘the town
only exists as a town in relation to a form of life lower than its own … It has
to dominate an empire, however tiny, in order to exist’.94 Childe had not
thought that this aspect – the integration of a city within a system and hier-
archy – was necessary and characteristic, but today no one would deny it.
However, if the town planner Kostof and the modern historian Braudel seem
to stress the (traditional) aspect of the dominion of the city over its territory,
archaeologists and historians of antiquity emphasize the aspect of continuity
(the so-called urban-rural continuum). This is true not only for the Near East
but also for the classical world, where historians also admit that it is due to
archaeologists and territorial surveys carried out with modern methods that
the old insistence (which goes from Weber to Finley) on the urban-rural dichot-
omy, and on the ‘consumer city’ that ruins and exploits the surrounding territo-
ry, is replaced with the idea of a one-to-one and workable relationship, and of
a countryside ‘repopulated’ with myriad villages.95 We shall see further on
(§ 6.5) how emphasis on the urban-rural continuum owes much to the condi-
tions of the present world,96 and may entail certain anachronistic forcing if
applied in exactly the same way to the ancient world. In my opinion the funda-
mental observations remain valid, that villages are self-sufficient whereas cit-
ies are not,97 and that in the East the urban-rural dichotomy is very strong –
in structural arrangements, but also in the way of life – both in antiquity and
in the Islamic world.98

92 For example Postgate 1992, pp. 73–87; van de Mieroop 1992a, pp. 17–44; Czichon 1997 and
1998; Beckman 1999; Richardson 2007.
93 Kühne 2010 defines the rural hinterland of Dur-Katlimmu on an archaeological and palaeo-
environmental basis, but pays great attention to the stelai of Adad-nirari III from Tell Rimah.
94 Kostof 1991, p. 38, quoting Braudel 1979.
95 Rich and Wallace-Hadrill (eds.) 1991, with introduction (p. xiv for the expression ‘repopu-
lating the countryside’) and chapters by Snodgrass and Morris.
96 Cf. Abrams in Abrams and Wrigley 1978, pp. 7–14 for a city/country relationship ranging
from opposing to interactive.
97 Falconer 1994.
98 Adams 1982.
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5.4 The village and the communal bodies

The ‘repopulation’ of the Ancient Near-Eastern countryside, following the sur-
veys, territorial analyses and the adoption of neo-geographic models, led in
the years 1980–90 to a renewal of interest in sites of small dimensions, that is,
on the whole, in villages, on the part of both archaeologists and philologists
(Assyriologists). Obviously the dimension of the village was the only feasible
one for the long Neolithic period, and continued to be so with renewed atten-
tion and accuracy of excavation and sophistication of analysis, of which the
site of Tell Sabi Abiad (in the valley of the Balikh) is probably the best exam-
ple.99 But the excavation of villages of an historical age too, with urbanization
by now taken off and the problem of their relations with the city on which they
depended politically (and financially), had a more deliberate renewal. It has
anyway been said that parallel to the process of urbanization a process of ‘ru-
ralization’ also took place, the construction of the countryside by means of
the city: ‘the urban demographic implosion was accompanied by an equally
important creation of the countryside … existing towns and villages became
networked to urban places’.100 The two parallel processes should have received
analogous attention, but there has long been a marked historical imbalance in
the studies. During the phase of oblivion there had been some rare cases of
conscious choice of village dimension, but these are exceptions to the long-
standing predominant interest in urban excavation and the palace and temple
contexts. Two excavations directed by Henry Wright should be noted above
all: that of the early-dynastic village of Sakheri Sughir near Ur, and that of the
Uruk period village of Tepe Sharafabad in Susiana.101 The study of these sites
is truly masterly, for its methodological structure, for the environmental and
historical contextualization, and for the socio-economic analysis, which per-
haps make them the only instances that can now be comparable to Kent
Flannery’s Mesoamerican Village.102

Disparate factors contributed to the revival of interest in the years 1980–
90. The most ‘serious’ on a point of method is that already mentioned of a wish
to rebalance the territorial analysis, giving due space to the minor settlements,

99 Excavation directed by Peter Akkermans; over and above his final report (1993) there is the
excellent study of Verhoeven 1999; for the regional setting Akkermans 1989; on the Middle
Assyrian phase Wiggerman 2000. On the pre-pottery architecture of the Levant cf. Banning
and Byrd 1989. The report by Margueron 1989 also limits itself to the Neolithic villages.
100 Yoffee 2005, p. 60.
101 Wright 1969; Wright, Miller, and Redding 1980.
102 The Flannery model was recently applied to the Mediterranean world by Robb 2007.
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so as to reconstruct the whole complex of hierarchies and of the flows of re-
sources and services that together made the proto-state ‘module’. But the prac-
tical conditions were equally decisive. Above all in the areas where dams were
being built, international mobilization to ‘save what can be saved’ and the help
offered by the host country resulted in so many missions working in a limited
area that the choice of even minor sites became obligatory. And the question
of costs and funding also came in, with the particularly American preference
for no more than a three-year period of funding, which dictated the submission
of such projects as would guarantee quick results.

This renewal of interest in the extra-urban compass takes on, however,
the form of a sort of ‘rediscovery’ of the village, which occurs in an American
anthropological context as if it were something new and innovative, and sup-
ported for interpretative ends by parallel ethnographical studies of a quite dis-
tant environment, both in time (the Islamic Near East) and in space (Meso-
america). In practice the long history of the rural community, and in particular
the ‘eastern’ village (§ 2.6), is forgotten (or somehow intentionally omitted),
though already well outlined at the end of the nineteenth century, as indeed
is the territorial system implicit in the ‘Asiatic mode of production’ (§ 3.3), and
even the more recent developments in the prehistoric field (§ 4.1).103 In this
vein belong the conference (1989) and then a book (1994) edited by Glen
Schwarz and Steven Falconer.104 The premises are undoubtedly correct: per-
sistent urban focus and sparse attention to the minor sites, a necessity on the
other hand of a more balanced sampling so that the territorial system in its
entirety can be assessed, a system that is based precisely on the interaction
between city and village. The editors decided, however, above all to opt for a
general suppression of the earlier history of the study – an oblivion which
opens the way to deconstructionist trends – throwing into doubt the validity
of the common opinion, considered far too simplistic, of the counter positions
of villages, largely given over to primary production, and of urban centres, the
preferred seats of specialization, of administration and of power. In fact the
editors decided to centre their analysis on the fact that even minor sites are
home to elements of ‘complexity’ (specialization of labour, social and econom-
ic inequality), which renders no longer acceptable the old distinction between
a ‘complex’ city community and a simple ‘rural’ community insofar as every-
thing is dedicated to the production of food. This point obviously goes back
to the tendency of ‘modernity’ to deny strong characterizations, considered
‘incorrect’: simplicity is a sign of inferiority, and therefore we say that we are

103 History of this question in Liverani 1999.
104 I mainly examine here the introductory chapter of Schwartz and Falconer 1994.
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all ‘complex’, and in this case out goes the old late-nineteenth-century para-
digm, expressed in various ways by Tönnies and by Durkheim (§ 2.6), which
saw the city as a complex organism, based upon the interaction of different
components, in contrast to the homogeneous village. The various contributions
to the book of the conference, almost exclusively American,105 and the con-
cluding chapters,106 with their insistence on ‘complexity’ as also characterizing
the villages, run the risk of not giving an account of the very different level of
complexity that characterizes the urban environment. The use of distant paral-
lels risks flattening the whole historical happening, which the texts of the peri-
od, in contrast, would help to illustrate in a more fitting way. One solitary
contribution based on the texts, on the villages of the kingdom of Alalakh VII,
partly mitigates this deficiency, and goes back (also through knowledge of the
bibliography) to the historical-philological thread of which I shall shortly
speak.107

Now, while it seems to me that a good dose of caution is called for, as
regards such extreme and simplified models, at the same time I think that res-
ervations, at various levels, should be advanced about the whole generaliza-
tion of complexity.108 Above all, the modern parallels (advanced much more
widely than the ancient texts) show elements of a complexity largely induced
by an uninterrupted relationship with the city: moreover, some small but ‘com-
plex’ centres are not villages but decentralized functions of the temple and
palace agencies: typical in this sense is the case of centres for the collection
and sorting of the harvests,109 which do not exist in working order by them-
selves but as part of a wider state entity. But the difference in complexity is
above all a question of level: however diversified a village can be, its complexi-
ty remains very little compared to that of an urban centre, beginning with the
actual physical presence of non-residential buildings usually absent from nor-
mal rural villages. And however decentralized certain artisan activities can be,
there is still inevitably on the one hand the centralization of administrative
and ceremonial activities in the city, and on the other the overwhelming pre-
dominance of food production in the country. There is also a question of long

105 Contributions from Stein, Schwartz, Wattenmaker, Falconer; on their part on the Meso-
american and Andean village.
106 Hayden 1994; Kramer 1994.
107 Magness and Gardiner 1994; on villages and palace in Alalakh VII cf. now Zeeb 2001; for
Alalakh IV von Dassow 2008.
108 I have explained the history of the question, and my own position, in Liverani 1999.
109 This is the case at Tell el-Raqa’i (upper Balikh), excavated and studied by Schwartz 1994.
Stone 2007b also, having to describe ‘village-sized sites’, chooses Kharadum and Tell Harmal,
clear instances of royal peripheral foundations, and certainly not village communities.
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chronological phases, with a level of general complexity (that is, relating to
the entire territory) that marks a steep rise in all respects at the moment when
the phenomenon of urbanization appears, and which is reflected in the villages
themselves. So the old, radical model of opposition retains one of its functions,
which is exactly that of a model, whose simplicity serves to bring out the fun-
damental characteristics, then leaving the details and refinements to the ana-
lytic description of the single instances.

The entire thread of philological studies remains rather separated from the
nature of the archaeological problems. Among Assyriologists, after the polem-
ics of the years 1960–70 between the (neo-Marxist) supporters of the village
community and their opponents (of liberal training), of which we spoke earlier
(§ 3.3), the debate was brought back to normal with less ideologically marked
tones. Leemans himself had recognized (already in the Société Jean Bodin vol-
ume) that in the Old Babylonian period the descriptions of property shows that
houses border on houses, and fields border on fields. So peasants lived in villa-
ges (or in cities), and fortified farmsteads (dimtu) were rare, while they were
then to become more frequent at Nuzi and in Cassite Babylonia. In a word,
villages existed, even if the Dutch scholar did not enter into the question of
their community structure.110 If a shared conclusion of this last problem (essen-
tial anyway on the socio-political level, over and above the economic) re-
mained and remains difficult, the course of studies centred on the question of
the communal bodies, which the texts documented clearly and extensively: in
each community, be it urban or rural, local affairs were administered by a limit-
ed body of ‘elders’ and by a general assembly.

Thinking back to the now obsolete debates on the difference between the
‘oriental’ and ‘occidental’ city, and to Mazzarino’s idea (explained at § 1.5) of
the city’s ‘double creation’, one eastern for material aspects and one Greek for
civic aspects, the doubt could arise whether the western city appeared not as
a development of the eastern city, but rather of the eastern village. Obviously
this is dealing with a paradox, which the use of the old terminology of antithe-
sis throws into relief. But it is a fact that when the Near-Eastern city (in Meso-
potamia and surroundings) took off, around the temple first and then the pal-
ace, it must have inherited from the earlier Neolithic villages the structures of
local self-government, even if it pushed them to a subordinate level and to
judicial and administrative functions, depriving them of the political functions
by now assumed by the palace.

The village had its communal bodies, elders and assembly, and the city
too kept them (as we already saw at § 4.3 in the cases of Sippar and Assur),

110 Leemans 1982.



268 Modernity: new approaches and new settings

either as a whole, or quarter by quarter in the case of larger cities. ‘Within the
twists of despotism’, to reuse here the title of one of my articles,111 prospered
therefore elements of communality, if not truly of democracy, and to detract
from it as a ‘primitive’ democracy in Jacobsen’s sense (§ 3.2) or as a democracy
‘of beggars’ in Wittfogel’s sense (§ 3.4) is unjust because based upon compari-
son with a democracy, ours or Greek or ideal, found elsewhere in both time
and space. It must be underlined how the communal bodies of the village and
the communal component of the city appear to us, in the evidence originating
from the palace, as working above all for the palace itself: they organize the
quotas of contributions to provide the palace with men (for the corvée but also
for war) and material goods (food products), they are responsible for the wel-
come given to fugitive slaves, or for the killing of merchants of passage, and
are flanked by (if not placed under) a ‘mayor’ of royal nomination.

In the decades of the 1970s and 80s, therefore, a substantial analysis devel-
oped, period by period, of the communal bodies in Mesopotamia and its sur-
roundings, an analysis that will be renewed again at the start of the new mil-
lennium. To begin with there were different and quite distinct threads. The first
was that of a neo-Marxist stamp, which flourished in both western and eastern
Europe, and of which I have already spoken (§ 3.3) as having a socio-economic
edge, and connecting village structures and extended families.112 A second
thread is linked to the initiatives of the Belgian, André Finet, who organized
two symposiums, on La voix de l’opposition in 1973 and on Pouvoirs locaux in
1980,113 this latter of a political cut, joined to the question of democracy. At the
end of the two symposia Finet, asking himself if a democracy had existed in
Mesopotamia, opts for ‘yes’ but with much caution, and without even citing
Jacobsen (perhaps taking him as read).114 In the same proceedings Jean Bottéro
observes that dissidence and local powers appear more easily in the divination
texts than in official inscriptions, where there has clearly been censorship:115

an observation which deserves to be more systematically developed. Finally, a
third thread relates to communal bodies in ancient Israel, running from the
article, before its time, by Wolf (which drew inspiration from Jacobsen),
through works by McKenzie (on the elders), Malamat (Mesopotamian parallel),

111 Liverani 1993. See also Szlechter 1970 and van de Mieroop 1999b.
112 Over and above those already cited at § 3.3, I would single out Jankovska 1969a, b;
Zablocka 1978; and Brentjes (ed.) 1982.
113 Finet (ed.) 1975; 1982 (with chapters by Kupper, Talon, Cassin, Bunnens). The thread on
‘local powers’ was resumed by Joannès 1990 for the Persian period.
114 Finet 1982a; also id. 1982b.
115 Bottéro 1975; 1982.
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and Reviv (Syro-Palestinian setting), and up to Benjamin’s book on urban life
in Deuteronomy, which, if it is philologically sound, reveals, however, a certain
unease in the use of historical-political and historical-social concepts.116 This
weakness is true for a large part of the contributions in this thread, by scholars
more immersed in the biblical texts than in the general nature of the problems;
but the terminological study remains in every case essential, as clearly demon-
strated by Frank Frick’s book on Hebrew terminology: ‘îr ‘city’ is really a forti-
fied citadel, and the same goes for qiryâ ‘wall’, and for migdāl ‘tower’, while
the villages ‘ḥăṣērîm’ are etymologically enclosures for livestock, and the cit-
ies/villages antithesis often appears in the pair ‘ārîm wĕḥăṣērîm. The picture
conforms well to the Levant’s settlement system in the Iron Age.117

More recently, with the famous ‘end of ideologies’ (and so with the end
of bifurcation between despotism and democracy), the approach has become
calmer, without distinctions between schools any longer, but with analyses
historically circumscribed, period by period, with inevitable central focus on
Old Babylonian and neo-Babylonian cases, but also with very particular atten-
tion to the unique enough case of the lists of the villages of Alalakh, and also
to the case of Israel.118 If anything, it is in general evaluations that the link
between democracy and liberty emerges,119 which when applied to the Ancient
Near East (where liberty is sought in flight) reveals a certain dose of anachro-
nism.

Less attention has been paid to what seems to me to be the central core in
reconstruction of the working (and the very image) of the rural territory, which
is the functional interconnection between villages and the farming estates of
the palace or temple. Witold Kula has shown (for Poland in the ‘feudal’ age)
that the noble estates would have had their accounts ‘in the red’ if they had
needed to calculate all the expenditure items at market prices, and on the con-
trary showed great profits because they utilized manual labour at low cost
through the corvée system.120 I believe that I then showed that the same system
applied to Late Bronze Age Syria: at Ugarit there were both village communities
and palace farming estates, and the latter made use of the corvée chargeable

116 Wolf 1947; McKenzie 1959; Malamat 1963; Reviv 1969; 1989; Benjamin 1983.
117 Frick 1977; history of the question in Willis 2001, pp. 1–7.
118 Durand 1988 (Mari) and 1989 (Ebla); Fleming 2004 and Seri 2005 (Old-Babylonian);
Dandamayev 1982; 1988; 1995 and Barjamovic 2004 (neo-Babylonian); Archi 1973 and Beck-
man 1982 (Hittite kingdom); Heltzer 1976 (Ugarit); Fales 1989 (neo-Assyrian); Faust 2000 and
Willis 2001 (Israel); also Bartash 2010 (literary texts).
119 Martin and Snell 2005.
120 Kula 1970.
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to the villages. The palace obtained from its farms produce far superior to that
which it collected as ‘a tithe’ from the villages, but had to maintain a balance
between the two sectors because if it had ruined the villages, the whole system
would have entered into crisis.121 In this way a landscape is formed which sees
coexisting beside the palace city rural settlements of a low level of complexity
(the rural villages exactly), even relatively large, and small specialized settle-
ments (the farms, but also the ports) administered directly from the palace.122

This triangular system (palace city/rural villages/palace farms) must have
taken shape right from the first urbanization,123 with its characteristic flows:
the manual work flows from the villages to the palace farm; the agricultural
surplus flows from the farm to the palace; while the ‘services’ that the palace
must provide to the villages (in particular protection) remain relatively unpre-
dictable. The unequal, exactory, character of the system in its material applica-
tion explains how the recurring crises (sometimes a real collapse) of the palace
city are matched, by contrast, with the fundamental stability of the settlements
belonging to the agro-pastoral population.

5.5 The revival of architecture: the French school

The first French archaeologists had expressed somewhat negative judgements
on the level of Mesopotamian architecture, starting right from Botta (‘the archi-
tectural art is of an altogether primitive poverty’) and then continuing to Con-
tenau (‘an architecture in its infancy’).124 But it was a French archaeologist,
Jean-Claude Margueron, who in the 1980s revived both an appreciation for the
level of ancient architecture and modern technical interest in it. The two facts
are clearly linked: the advocates of the old hasty denigration were struck by
the contrast with great stone architecture, Greek and Egyptian, compared to
which unfired brick architecture, with the then methods of excavation, was
reduced to giving an image far less exalted. The more advanced excavation
techniques of the period after the Second World War provided material better
adapted to the technical study of building in unfired brick, and made possible
its reevaluation.

121 Liverani 1979a; 1982.
122 The fortified settlements (of dimtu and dunnu type), studied by Kolinski 2001, are not
private farming estates, but owned by palace or temple.
123 Liverani 1998a; 2005c.
124 Botta and Flandin 1849–50, vol. V, p. 76 (already cited at § 1.6); Contenau 1927, p. 361.



The revival of architecture: the French school 271

The ‘turn’ accomplished by Margueron found a suitable framework within
the theoretical studies of town planners and architects who, especially in
France in the 1970s, would raise to the first level the concept of ‘space’ in its
various manifestations: the constructed space, the perceived space, the lived-
in space.125 Possibly the most characteristic exponent of this is Henri Lefe-
bvre,126 theorist and Marxist historian (I would say early-Marxist) of town plan-
ning, who on the one hand insists upon space as a social product, connected
with the mode of production, and on the other on the varieties of the concept
of space. Whereas the ‘Euclidean’ space is traditionally a void in which phe-
nomena are placed, the ‘mental’ space (subjective, ideological, utopian) and
the ‘produced’ space are a result of, and not a scene of, social activity, and are
historical, variable constructions: ‘every society (and therefore every mode of
production …) creates a space, its own’.127 Then, in his historical treatment,
Lefebvre includes Greece and the classical world, but does not cite either the
Ancient Near East, nor the East in general.128 And besides, already in one of
his earlier works,129 Lefebvre, in making Childe’s title of the ‘urban revolution’
his own, does not, however, give any sign of knowing of his work – and his
urban revolution is not that of the fourth millennium, but that of modern times.
I do not think that Margueron had drawn direct inspiration from Lefebvre, nor
from other scholars such as Manuel Castells130 and Paul Virilio,131 but the
whole French environment in the years 1970–80 was particularly sensitive to
the new nature of questions of social/produced space and lived/perceived
space. Among the archaeologists of the Ancient Near East the most explicitly
‘Lefebvrian’ are Davide Nadali, with two ‘invented’ spaces (as regards Assyrian
artistic representation),132 and the Dane, Steve Lumsden, who with reference
to the Nineveh of Sennacherib uses the concept of ‘production of space’,133

125 The ability to imagine ‘spaces’ different from the Euclidean (strictly three-dimensional)
has for long been the effect of twentieth-century progress in physics (relativity, curved space,
four and more dimensions, etc.).
126 Lefebvre 1972; 1974; cf. also Bacon 1974. Obviously the concept of space has always been
present in town planning, at least from Giedion 1941, pp. 705–753. For an introduction to the
question cf. Flanagan 2000; 2001.
127 Lefebvre 1974, p. 40; cf. also pp. 57–65 and 473, and pp. 46–57 on triple space (perceived,
conceived, lived).
128 Ibid. pp. 265–335. At a bibliographical level too, Lefebvre is very French-centric.
129 Lefebvre 1970.
130 Castells 1970a, b.
131 Virilio 1984.
132 Nadali 2006; 2013.
133 Lumsden 2004.
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suggesting that the inclusion of the high fluvial terrace (to the east of the city)
between the walls offered a view from the height over the entire city (a view
which is again found in the sculptured reliefs of Sennacherib), and therefore a
better ‘reading’ of its organization.

Returning to Margueron, in a seminar held at the University of Rome in
1981134 he set forth his methodological principles: accuracy of survey, recovery
of volume (beyond the two-dimensional plans on which archaeologists used to
work), recovery of the ‘life’ of the building (which, unlike objects, passes
through phases of remaking and change of use, before arriving at the last sys-
tematization, which is that which the excavation recovers), study of the ‘phys-
ics’ of the building (pressure on the walls and foundations), of internal traffic,
of light, and of position in the external environment (and so of town planning).
If the insistence on perception of space, or light, and of volume is analogous
to contemporary trends in history of art,135 the technical study of pressure and
loads is really part of more advanced architectural study, and is particularly
important for judging the presence and dimensions of the elevations, for the
most part lost in the archaeological record (the presence of internal stairs can
simply lead to terraces).

Margueron applied his principles in a rich series of studies, which cannot
be examined individually here.136 We need at least, however, to look at two of
his great works, which also frame his work chronologically: that on the Bronze
Age Mesopotamian palaces, published in 1982, and the complete summary of
the city of Mari (whose excavation he directed from 1979 until recent years),
published in 2004. His first book137 already has an important methodological
introduction, before the detailed analysis of single palaces and then of their
constituent elements, which contained the principles of volume, light, and
‘life’ (and death) of the building, and their working applications: critical read-
ing of the plans, reconstruction of the elevations and traffic (horizontal and
vertical), study of the functions (which in the palaces are much diversified),
and of the phases of re-use, and the whole then discussed again very fully in
the concluding synthesis.

134 Then published as Margueron 1986a.
135 Cf. Nadali 2006. On the influence of light Shepperson 2009; in the urban quarters the
danger of the sun was minimized (narrow streets, no squares, attention to orientation), while
in public buildings there was use of light for ideological purposes.
136 His series of Notes d’archéologie et d’architecture orientales has reached no. 12 (Margueron
2005).
137 Margueron 1982; cf. also id. 1987.



The revival of architecture: the French school 273

The book on Mari138 is of great analytic and illustrative richness. It follows
the long history of the city, from the first structure (round, planned, cf. § 4.8)
around 3000/2900,139 and then with the two best documented phases: that of
the ‘second urbanization’ of the Early Bronze Age II–III (c. 2700–2350) and that
of the ‘third urbanization’ of the Middle Bronze Age, the so-called ‘Age of Mari’,
known from the archives of the last fifty years of the city’s life, up to its destruc-
tion by the famous Hammurabi of Babylon. For the Early Bronze Age city, large-
ly excavated under Margueron’s own direction, the three-part picture (between
residential areas, palaces and temples) is complete and balanced, so constitut-
ing one of the most solid and detailed examples of the ‘classical’ Mesopota-
mian type.140 By contrast the examination of the Middle Bronze Age city is
almost monopolized by the royal palace, on which the excavations of the years
1930 and then 1950, directed at the time by André Parrot, were concentrated.141

Following his own principles, Margueron provides solid and detailed analyses
of individual buildings and their functions, of volumes and light, and of the
traffic and ‘daily life’ that was carried on within them. The study of loads and
pressure, and of illumination and ventilation, leads him to provide reconstruc-
tions of the elevations (presented with illustrations of great elegance) which
are certainly plausible, but perhaps (at least in my opinion, for what it is
worth) too ambitious and elaborate, too ‘modern’ [fig. 40]. In the balance be-
tween technology and art,142 typical of architecture, it seems to me that the
whole analysis is biased toward the former, but yet the graphic reconstructions
favour the latter.

Over and above his important work on the architecture and town planning
of Mari, and works of a general nature,143 Margueron has also provided contri-
butions of similar value on Larsa,144 Emar (sites he himself excavated),145

Khorsabad,146 and on the palace of Ugarit,147 on the invitation of the director
of that excavation, Marguerite Yon. This fact is significant, because the archi-

138 Margueron 2004.
139 Ibid. pp. 60–67 and 118–122.
140 Ibid. pp. 164–194 (dwelling houses), 195–233 (palaces), 234–271 (temples).
141 Ibid. pp. 459–500.
142 Ibid. pp. 272–277.
143 Margueron 1984 (sacred space); 1997 (private houses); 1998 (space and territory); 1989
(villages).
144 Margueron 1985; on Larsa Calvet 1984 (Ebabbar); 1994 (quarters with large residences
and spacious streets); 1996.
145 Margueron 1977.
146 Margueron 1995a.
147 Margueron 1986b; 1995b.
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Fig. 40: 3-D reconstructive model of the palace of Mari (Margueron).

tects of the mission at Ugarit had already contributed work of considerable
value, within the same tradition of interest: here also a sign of new times and
modernized methodology, due to the passage of the direction of Mari from Par-
rot to Margueron, and that of Ugarit from Schaeffer to Yon.

The case of Ugarit reopens a particular discussion. We have already seen
(§ 2.12) how the excavation was planned in the era of the mandates, under the
direction of Claude Schaeffer. An article of Jacques-Claude Courtois,148 of a
purely descriptive character, with schematic plans, which nevertheless provide
a good collection of data on the private dwelling houses, really belongs to this
earlier stage. But at exactly the same time as this article (in 1978, after three
years of direction by Margueron) the direction of the excavation was taken over
by Marguerite Yon, who very explicitly intended ‘to study the city of Ugarit as
it appeared in its natural setting, with its architectural organization and with
the characteristics of its urban civilization’,149 a project which is progressively
carried out, not only with a type of excavation report that joins publication of
the data to architectural and town-planning analyses150 but also with general

148 Courtois 1979.
149 Yon (ed.) 1987, p. 7; cf. ead. 1992.
150 Yon, Lombard, and Renisio 1987.
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works of synthesis,151 and with individual studies – on the streets and
squares,152 on wells and water resources in both the inhabited area and
the surrounding land,153 on the oil-presses,154 on the houses and the socio-
economic differentiation of the residential quarters.155 In an architectural and
town-planning sense the contributions of the architect Olivier Callot are above
all others exemplary; in a first monograph156 he studies a single house of the
‘Ville Sud’ in detail as a model of reference, and then extends his analysis to
other houses and to the entire quarter,157 and finally to the temples.158 Callot’s
work is remarkable not only for its technical and spatial analysis, but also
for the drawings, of great elegance and usefulness, especially in the three-
dimensional reconstructions. This results in a true model of urban analysis,
passing from analytic description (block by block, house by house, room by
room), to the study of the synthesis: organization of urban space (roads and
squares, traffic), building materials and techniques (also the roofs and upper
floors),159 organization of domestic space (water, kitchen, family tombs, etc.) –
the human activities of the house.

The French school certainly does not exhaust itself with Margueron and
the architects of Ugarit. Olivier Aurenche already appears as a parallel leader
on the prehistory front, who alongside the course of his ethno-archaeological
studies (already examined at § 5.1) pursued a purely architectural course, with
contributions also summarizing the Neolithic architecture of Mesopotamia and
Anatolia.160 In his book on the house in the Neolithic Near East161 the analysis
is almost entirely technical (materials, phases of building, floors and roofs,
entrances and stairs), with a simple typology and strong use of ethno-archaeo-
logical parallels, but less attention to spatial and functional analysis.162

151 Callot and Yon 1995; Yon and Callot 1997.
152 Callot and Calvet 2000.
153 Calvet 1981; Calvet and Geyer 1987; 1995.
154 Callot 1987.
155 Devolder 2005.
156 Callot 1983.
157 Callot 1985; 1994; also Castel 2000 and Devolder 2005.
158 Callot 2011; cf. earlier Yon 1984.
159 Ample panorama of contributions from the ‘Margueron school’ in Butterlin et al. (eds.)
2006; also Lebeau 1996.
160 Aurenche 1981b and 1985c (Mesopotamia), 1985b (Anatolia). Contributions of various au-
thors in Fortin and Aurenche (eds.) 1998. Aurenche’s ethno-archaeological papers are now
collected in id. 2012.
161 Aurenche 1981a.
162 This is at the forefront in Braemar 1982 and 1997, and in Foucault and Forest 1997 (both
on the Levant).
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Another prominent figure is Corinne Castel, who in her book on town plan-
ning and Neo-Assyrian and neo-Babylonian domestic architecture163 is anxious
to separate herself not only from the ‘formal’ German school, but also from
Margueron’s ‘technical’ approach, proclaiming herself the innovative adherent
of a spatial approach, of clear derivation from the French town planning con-
text (as already seen), and which in any case is found exactly the same in
Margueron himself, ten years earlier.164 However – allegiances apart – Castel
analyses the ‘constructed’ space (dimension, orientation, access and traffic)
and the ‘lived’ space (function of the surroundings, domestic furnishings) with
great incisiveness and accuracy.

Finally, the Roman location of Margueron’s seminar shows the attention
that the school of Paolo Matthiae had and has for his position; Matthiae was
led by the enormous interest of the remains of Ebla to join to his original histor-
ical-artistic competence and vocation an equally capable historical-architectur-
al competence,165 followed in this by various members of his school,166 and in
particular by Lorenzo Nigro (son and brother of architects) in his book on the
palace architecture of Palestine.167 We find here again attention paid to spaces
(open/covered), traffic, and town planning arrangement, that is, to all aspects
of the modern architectural approach. And we find here a detailed breakdown
of the palace in its various functions, to which dedicated spaces correspond:
assembly/audience, living space, administration, storage, domestic work
(kitchens, little workshops), and such like. The distinction between palace and
official residence seems more of a terminological fact (on a political basis) than
really architectural, and applies largely to the Late Bronze period, when the
presence of foreign (Egyptian) residents makes it functional.

Laura Battini is at the crossroads between the Roman school (from whence
she came) and the French school (where she lives and works). Over and above
a number of detailed studies, largely on the neo-Assyrian and neo-Babylonian
gates in the city walls and defensive systems,168 her book on the domestic archi-
tecture from the neo-Sumerian to Old-Babylonian periods should be noted.169

163 Castel 1992; 2000.
164 Margueron 1974.
165 Above all on temples and palaces (the same goes for Pinnock 1994 and 2001); but cf.
Matthiae 1991 on the urban aspect of Middle Bronze Age Ebla; id. 1997 on the houses.
166 Baffi 1990; Baffi and Dolce (eds.) 1990 (with notes on the principal cities); Mazzoni 2006
(on the space).
167 Nigro 1995.
168 Battini 1997a, 1998b and 1999b (neo-Assyrian city gates); 1997b (walls of Babylon); 1998a
(citadel and lower city); 2000 (geometry of Khorsabad).
169 Battini 1999a; 2006.
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But of particular interest is one of her recent methodological articles,170 in
which she highlights the defects of the ethno-archaeological, and anthropologi-
cal in general, approaches, and of the neo-geographic models, criticizing a
number of recent contributions from Pfälzner171 (which, however, once the dis-
tant ethnographic parallels have been removed, remain altogether praiseworthy
for the analyses of relations between spaces, finds, working functions and fami-
ly structure), Deblawe,172 Stone (who too simplistically adopts the current equa-
tions of large house = extended family, and small house = nuclear family),173

and above all Brusasco (who sets up too many types and sub-types, and studies
the circulation but not the contents).174 In general Battini is critical of the possi-
bility of deducing the number of inhabitants from the space (a standard ethno-
archaeological procedure), highlighting other factors, particularly wealth, and
oscillations over the course of time. Certainly the calculations have a statistical
value, and a general usefulness, whereas it is their application to individual
cases (such and such a house is big, and therefore is home to an extended
family, and conclusions of that sort) that is simplistic. But Battini’s really quite
polemic position seems to me to highlight above all, beyond the German-French
controversy, how the main opposition is to be seen between the European (his-
torical) positions and the American (anthropological) positions. Anyway, Stone
herself is equally ‘partisan’ (even if less polemic in tone) when, seeking to pro-
vide a summary of the Mesopotamian city, she ignores completely both earlier
contributions of the German school (she never cites Assur or Nineveh or Baby-
lon), and the recent trends of the French (space) and German (detailed typolo-
gies) schools, and in discussing houses and quarters omits any reference to
European contributions of technical analysis.175

5.6 The revival of architecture: the German school

In his reply to Contenau’s judgement on the ‘infantile’ character of Mesopota-
mian architecture (a judgement which, however, was considerably less ex-
treme in the original text) Margueron left out one more detailed history of the
question, and failed in particular to appreciate the theoretical positions and
practical realizations of the German architectural school – from the first contri-
butions by Koldewey and Andrae (in which, as good architects, they had al-

170 Battini 2010.
171 Pfälzner 1996.
172 Deblawe 1994a, b; 1997a, b.
173 Stone 1991.
174 Brusasco 1999–2000; later id. 2007.
175 Stone 2007.
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ready given a clear volumetric vision, among other details) at the beginning of
the century, and up to the contributions by Ernst Heinrich (engineer), who in
the years 1970–80 kept that tradition alive and provided summaries which long
remained fundamental points of reference: the long discussion on the house
in the Reallexikon der Assyriologie,176 and the two short monographs on the
temple and palace, both published in a series on the history of architecture.177

Heinrich’s position is undoubtedly less advanced than Margueron’s (there is
the matter of generation); in particular, his typology of the house is somewhat
formal and abstract, apart from the solid identification of the courtyard house,
and accordingly the same goes for the typologies of temple and palace, which
take their constituent elements from the house. The ‘historical’ part is, in the
case of the temple, a sort of catalogue, and is missing in the case of the palace
(but I think that the book was unfinished, from the author’s death in the same
year it was published). The collection of plans is extremely useful, but formally
somewhat poor. Heinrich’s too exclusively formal approach lacks the evalua-
tion, dear to Margueron, of the functional aspects: it could be said that one of
them is interested only in the container, and the other only in the contents.

Still of a formal approach, but excellent for the diachronic analysis, is a
work by Jürgen Schmidt on the streets of the Mesopotamian urban centres,178

really a study on the relations between open spaces and built spaces: three
stages are followed, beginning from the ‘agglutinated’ arrangement of houses
merged in the open space without order (Negativraum), typical of pre- and pro-
to-urban centres and of villages; then to pass through a reduction of the open
space which becomes transformed into haphazard streets and access alleys to
the houses; finally to arrive at a more or less orthogonal grid determined by
the quadrangular shape of the courtyard houses and the blocks which result
from them (up to the planned orthogonal form of the new foundations). With
this study, in my opinion, formal analysis combined with a sense of historical
becoming, had already achieved (we are in 1964) its finest result.

Thereafter the German school of the ‘children and grandchildren’ of Hein-
rich and Schmidt and the ‘great grandchildren’ of Koldewey and Andrae devel-
ops in parallel to the French school, and with equal intensity. As a happy meet-
ing between the German and French schools, as well as between tradition and
modernity, we can single out the book by Peter Pfälzner, on house and oikos of
Upper Mesopotamia in the Early Bronze Age: a weighty book, which really starts
from the opposed sides of the two schools, that of Koldewey, Andrae, Heinrich

176 Heinrich 1972–75; the philological part is handled by Edzard 1972–75.
177 Heinrich 1982; 1984.
178 Schmidt 1964; later cf. Tourovetz 1989.
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and Schmidt, to which he himself belongs, and that of Margueron, Castel, Brae-
mer and Aurenche, to whom he owes much.179 The scholar gives ample space
to ethnographic parallels,180 but makes good use of them, a use complementary
to the internal study of the archaeological evidence which makes up the greater
part of the volume: a study of the materials and technical architectural aspects,
‘life’ of the building (change of use, restoration, destruction), a study of the
areas of activity and working installations and tools (pottery, grindstones, etc.),
all to culminate in the study of the oikos from the economic, social (relations
with the extended and nuclear family), and architectural viewpoints. Perhaps
the aspect most deficient is that of fitting the house into the urban fabric, and,
in parallel, of fitting the oikos into the overall urban system.

Whereas Pfälzner’s position is one of attention to the French school, a
sharp closure comes from Peter Miglus who in a lengthy review of Castel’s
books181 exposes in them a certain carelessness and imprecision both in the
definition of criteria and in their application, by setting out, in contrast, a for-
mal typology more articulated as a necessary instrument for obtaining definite
results. Miglus’ critical attitude is understandable, considering that he himself
was working on a study largely coinciding with Castel’s, a study which was
published a few years later.182 This is, in effect, a fundamental work, which
analyses the Mesopotamian dwellings between the beginning of the second
millennium and the middle of the first, establishing an elaborate typology
(with the dwelling gravitating rather to a central hall than an open courtyard),
and applying it to various periods considered in diachronic sequence. Faithful
to the German tradition, Miglus dedicates his attention mainly to the formal
aspects of the ground plan, and to the technical aspects of the construction.
The function of the rooms is deduced from the ground plan, without attention
either to the finds contained in them or to the possible ethno-archaeological
parallels. Thinking of the principles of the French school, it could be said that
the ‘life’ of the building is absent here.183

But Miglus’ polemic does not have ‘national’ limits, since his evaluation of
the work of Heinz, whose aim is to draw socio-economic and political relation-
ships from the urbanistic structure, is equally severe:184 the adoption of models

179 Pfälzner 2001, pp. 3–4.
180 Ibid. pp. 12–14, 71–100 and passim.
181 Miglus 1994.
182 Miglus 1999; cf. also id. 1994; 1996a.
183 The functional analysis is clearly there in the work of Pucci 2008, although developed in
a German context.
184 Miglus 2000, in relation to Heinz 1997a (cf. also ead. 1997b).
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and theories of neo-archaeological and post-processual origin, considered de-
void of a concrete comparison with reality, is clearly considered more serious
in that it was carried out within the German archaeological tradition.185 Miglus
holds a strong hand in criticizing Heinz’ carelessness and ‘pioneering’ pre-
sumption, and the limitation of the analysis (which was meant to be a guide
to the whole Mesopotamian development) to a few Bronze Age sites of the
Middle Euphrates. Dittmar Machule’s terrible and very detailed review of
Heinz’ work186 also appears irritated by the willingness of his young colleague
to break with tradition, to identify innovative viewpoints, using, however, re-
petitive and inaccurate language, without logical rigour, without precise meth-
odological suggestions, with sociological models not well understood, produc-
ing in substance an over-ambitious and presumptuous piece of work. I would
say on the other hand, as a dispassionate judgement, that Heinz’ methodologi-
cal outline and aims are valuable, whereas the variables identified (population,
space, size, density, distance) seem too generic to be able to make sense of the
concrete specific historical qualities, and also the ‘levels’ of identified planning
(categories I/II/III) appear somewhat debatable.

Polemics aside, Miglus had worked mainly at Assur and on Assur,187 in the
context of the revival of the project of a new excavation and publication of the
old excavations,188 and in this sense we note his formidable final edition of the
dwelling houses of Assur,189 as well as the entry ‘Palast’ in the Reallexikon der
Assyriologie.190 One of the recurrent problems for the German school (from the
time of Heinrich) is the identification of the central space, both in the ordinary
dwelling houses and in the great public buildings, as a covered room or as a
courtyard191 – a doubt which is born from the habit of working more from
ground plans (which is inevitable for the buildings excavated in times by now
distant) than in the concrete reality of the excavation’s workplace. Even the
typology set up by Novák for the houses of Nuzi, and the ensuing formal analy-
ses, fully enters into the established German tradition (Agglutinat/Mittelsaal-
haus/Hofhaus/Hürdenhaus).192

185 The criticism also took in Bernbeck’s work. Heinz was in any case inspired by the (Ger-
man) sociology of Friedrich 1977; 1995; (ed.) 1988.
186 Machule 1998; on the relationship between trends of urban planning and study of the
Ancient Near-Eastern city cf. id. 1997. Machule is the excavator of Tell Mumbaqa (id. 1990).
187 Cf. Miglus 1982 (gates in the city walls); 1989 (Middle-Assyrian palace); 1996b and 1997
(houses).
188 Assur project: cf. Pedde 2008; Lundström 2008.
189 Miglus 1996a.
190 Miglus et al. 2003–5.
191 Also Schmid 1992 (on the palaces).
192 Novák 1994. Cf. Dohmann-Pfälzner and Pfälzner 1996 (residential quarters of Tell Chuera).
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Fig. 41: Boğazköi, ground plan of the site.

Outside Mesopotamia we should at least notice that at Boğazköi, the long
and commendable direction of the prehistorian Kurt Bittel, was succeeded (in
1978) by that of the architect Peter Neve, who concentrated a new interest in
the excavation on the study of the structures (above all of the ‘Upper City’
with its innumerable temples and system of city walls), producing from it an
impressive edition from the architectural viewpoint (even if less accurate in
stratigraphical details), and also producing a new topographical plan of the
site [fig. 41].193 The following direction, of Jürgen Seeher (from 1994 to 2005),

193 Neve 1982 (old excavations of Büyükkale); 1999 and 2001 (new excavations of the Upper
City); summary Neve 1993.
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is also characterized by an important topographical-architectural emphasis,
with the decision to excavate zones devoid of emerging pieces of evidence, so
presumably not monumental, with the aim of recovering a more complete im-
age of the ancient city. The town planning history of the site has thus been
made more coherent, through the great expansion of the thirteenth century to
the final collapse (through being abandoned rather than through destruction,
as generally believed).194

The German preference for history over anthropology, and for architectural
form over human activity distinguishes that school from the American on the
one hand, and from the French on the other; and we have already seen how
such a preference is also revealed in the recourse to indications provided by
the (contemporary) texts rather than ethnographic parallels. But enough here
to recall the activity and experiences of a Hans Nissen or a Reinhard Bernbeck,
and of their commuting between Berlin and Chicago (or New York) to recognize
that not everything can fall within a single monolithic school.

5.7 The crisis of the palace

The discovery of the first palaces of the Ancient Near East (those of the Assyri-
an capitals at Nineveh and Khorsabad) had occurred when in many European
countries palaces and royal residences were fully functional – from Schön-
brunn to Sans-Souci, from Windsor to Versailles, not to mention the Ottoman
palace of Topkapı, which acted as an obvious model for the pictorial recon-
structions of the Assyrian palaces. In the nineteenth-century reconstructions it
is clearly the model for the royal palaces of the period: the enormous rooms
are decorated and multi-coloured over every wall, but empty of furniture, and
are largely occupied by small groups of functionaries (bearded or eunuchs,
represented as such from the sculptured decoration) splendidly dressed and
busy doing absolutely nothing. The palace is seen as a place of procession, of
ceremonial presence, of display of a power and wealth that had no need of any
physical activity – productive in particular – to perpetuate themselves and car-
ry out their functions.

After the Great War and the end of la belle époque, the European palaces
ceased to be used, and the study of Near-Eastern palaces also changed and
was made more solid. On the one hand the functional study of the architecture
led to an analysis (and to a ‘disassemblage’) of the palace building according

194 Expansion: Seeher 2006; abandonment: id. 2001; 2008.
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to its specific activities: residential apartments, ceremonial display, administra-
tive sector, storerooms and archives. On the other hand the study of the econo-
my identified in the palace the prime mover and centre of much of the econom-
ic activity. The phrase ‘palace economy’ began to be used to sum up those
societies in which much of productive activity depended on the palace (even
if physically spread throughout the territory), and in which a significant part
of the activity of transformation and exchange was also in practice conducted
in the palace itself. In the 1960s, palace and temple, the two ‘great organiza-
tions’ of Leo Oppenheim, monopolized whatever was occurring of significance
and drive in the world of Ancient Near-Eastern study. If in modern Italian, and
other languages, the ‘palace’ is a metaphor representing the power of the state
(§ 4.3), in the world of the Ancient Near East it was not just a metaphor but a
factual reality.

Such a vision progressively entered into crisis from the 1970s and we can
recall as emblematic the polemic between the younger Norman Yoffee195 and
the older F. R. Kraus.196 To the former, who spoke of ‘goods of the crown’ the
latter objected that such an expression was anachronistic and useless, because
the ancient texts spoke explicitly of Palast – and the youthful hilarity towards
the ancients who spoke German was ungenerous because the Sumerian term
é-gal and Akkadian term ēkallum designate precisely the palace, both as a
building and as an agency, also economic. I cannot say if and how the Assyrio-
logical world then became conscious that the debate was not just terminologi-
cal: speaking of ‘crown’ actually scaled down the palace sector, from being the
pivot of the system to a simple personal patrimony – important but always
limited – pertaining to the person of the king, a sort of feudal privilege more
than the supporting structure of the city or state. And with the advent of parlia-
mentary democracy, the patrimony of the king, however visible it could be,
becomes private property, of one who is the king.

The anti-state trends took on vigour from the mid 1970s, when Pierre Clas-
tres’ paper on ‘La société contre l’état’197 can be argued to be the ‘foundation
chart’ of the new approach. As far as the Mesopotamian city goes, the crisis of
the role of the state means in practice a crisis of the ‘great organizations’ (in
Leo Oppenheim’s sense): the temple and the palace. The two symposiums or-
ganized by André Finet on the role of the opposition and its local power (al-

195 Yoffee 1977, pp. 4–6; ‘ekallum (‘Palast’) may most usefully be translated, “of, or pertaining
to, the crown’s administration” or simply “crown”’.
196 Kraus 1958, pp. 98–106 (Chap. 7: ‘The affairs of the “Palace” in the documents’); 1979,
pp. 423–434; 1984, p. 317 and passim.
197 Clastres 1974.
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ready seen at § 5.4) can be seen as elements of a premature introduction of
anti-state elements, but from then, the process of scaling down the palace
made great strides, and by now the palace is no more than a mere tessera of a
complex system, in which the aim is rather to find the weight of the non-palace
components, both those of traditional stamp and of tribal, family, or village
environment, and of strong entrepreneurial character based upon personal ini-
tiative and search for profit (§ 5.10). While the role of the communal bodies
and community spaces stands firm, and above all a strong tendency persists
to see the Ancient Near-Eastern royal power as polluted by ‘patrimonialist’ be-
haviour, that is, one of patronage, based upon a personal relation between
lord and servant or patron, more than institutional,198 the fact is, however, that
when a concrete description is then wanted, of both the town-planning aspect
and the economic structure of the Mesopotamian city, the central role of the
palace cannot but be recognized – both in a structural sense and in the sense
of its visibility.199 And even the anthropologist Flannery recognized in the pres-
ence of the palace the distinctive trait between chiefdom and state.200

These critical trends did not, however, displace the central focus of Assyri-
ological evaluation. Certain symposia in the 1970s, on ‘Palace and kingship’201

and on ‘State economy’,202 were not yet touched by the new trends, and even
the contributions of the two decades spanning the start of the new millennium
fully reaffirm the central place of the palace. Enough to look at the book edited
by Nielsen, on the examples of Babylonia, Nineveh, and the Achaemenid capi-
tals;203 or the more recent symposium of the Lincei Academy on the palace
economy;204 or the in-depth analysis (particularly from the town planning
viewpoint) provided by Mirko Novák on the palace cities (Residenzstadt)

198 In the sense of Eisenstadt 1973; id. and Roniger 1987; cf. § 6.6.
199 See Sallaberger 2007 for one summary; also Roaf 1995 concentrates on temple and palace,
with few lines on the dwelling houses.
200 Flannery 1998b, pp. 21–36 (palace), 36–45 (temple).
201 Garelli (ed.) 1974. The contributions more often concerned royalty than the palace, but
cf. those of Margueron (theoretical/general), Güterbock (Hittite palace), Liverani (Ugarit), and
Klengel (Alalakh).
202 Lipinski (ed.) 1979, with contributions from Limet (neo-Sumerian), Kraus (Old Babyloni-
an), Klengel (Alalakh), Heltzer (Ugarit), Dandamayev (neo-Babylonian), all convinced of the
central position of the palace and temple, not yet touched by the neo-liberalistic criticisms,
apart from Renger who talks of interaction among the three sectors.
203 Nilsen (ed.) 2001, with contributions from Kuhrt, Lumsden, Stronach and Bouchalat. Cf.
also Dittmann 1999.
204 Godart (ed.) 2005, with the contributions of Matthiae (Ebla), Margueron (Mari), Liverani
(Ugarit).
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throughout Mesopotamian history until the arrival of Islam205 – which remains
today the most detailed description and evaluation of the position and function
of the palace in the context of the Ancient Near-Eastern city. Then follows the
entry on ‘Palast’ in the Reallexicon der Assyriologie, which in its most unusual
length (a hundred pages) is the best possible witness to the permanence of the
central nature of the palace in the perception of Assyriologists,206 not to men-
tion then the numerous presentations of the royal palaces of individual locali-
ties.207 In other words, the real crisis of the palace is to do with its economic
role, which the neo-liberalism of the end of the millennium downgraded to the
rank of one oikos among many, or of one entrepreneur among many, greater
indeed than the others but without a real structural and qualitative difference
(we shall see this at § 5.10 and § 6.6). For me it remains rather paradoxical to
note how this downgrading of the economic role can go hand in hand with the
unalterable pre-eminence of its political and town planning role, almost as if
there ought not to exist a powerful interconnection among the various aspects.
And even diachronically, if the ‘late’ phase (neo-Assyrian and neo-Babylonian)
sees an accentuation of the role of the private entrepreneurs and of patrimoni-
alism, it is in this same phase that the palace (and in general the royal contri-
bution to the outline of the city as a whole) assumes its most vigorous architec-
tural development.

Over and above the philologists’ insistence on economic and administra-
tive aspects of the palace, the insistence of art historians on the palace as a
‘message of power’, or even as a captivating ‘show’ for the subjects (and deter-
rent for visitors), best exemplified by the neo-Assyrian palace, and that of Sen-
nacherib in particular, took shape in the years 1980–90.208 Above all the school
of Irene Winter has been and still is productive in this sense, developing in
an art-historical and semiological sense points for discussion whose roots had
already been put in a different way from the time of Andrae. One comment,
however, recalls the ‘anomalous’ essay of Clifford M. McCormick,209 who starts

205 Novák 1999; more briefly id. 1997.
206 Postgate et al. 2003–5 (philological part); Miglus et al. 2003–5 (archaeological part); and
then Renger 2003–5 (palace economy).
207 Above all Durand 1987: an accurate analysis of the texts on the palace of Mari, and a
comparison with the archaeological data. Also summaries such as Sallaberger 2007. And see
the picture able to be drawn from the Sumerian texts (Bruschweiler 1983; Verderame 2011) on
the city as seat of gods and king, protected place, quality of life, etc.
208 Earlier Reade 1979; 1980; then above all Winter 1981; 1993; Russell 1991, pp. 241–262;
1998; Porter 2000.
209 McCormick 2002.



286 Modernity: new approaches and new settings

from the ‘built environment studies’ type of approach210 for studying the rela-
tionship between the shape of the building, its functions/activities, the self-
perception of those who live (or work) there, and the message communicated
to the outside, which in the case of the palace is a message of power. But then,
wanting to compare the palace of Sennacherib with that (in any case imagi-
nary) of Solomon, he suggests too specifically that they both mean to commu-
nicate the importance of the religious reforms undertaken by the respective
sovereigns: but the link between the description of the palace of Solomon and
the reforms of Joshua is very risky, and the presumed reform of Sennacherib is
in any case later than the construction of the palace.

5.8 The crisis of the temple

The crisis of the temple differs in its reasons from that of the palace and had
greater significance and effect. It began with the crisis of the ‘temple-city’ as
inherited from Deimel, Schneider and Falkenstein (cf. § 2.9). Diakonoff’s dem-
onstration was essential, that the model of a temple that owns and manages
all the cultivated land, and on which the whole population depends, is based
upon erroneous calculations, and is contradicted by the documentary data,
which show the presence of lands of the local communities, of family owner-
ship (possibly even undivided ownership of extended families, but on that not
everyone agrees).211 Shortly afterwards Ignace Gelb also came to a similar con-
clusion.212 And subsequently other scholars were to subscribe to this down-
scaling of the temple’s economic role.213 The most complete summary was giv-
en by Benjamin Foster,214 who scales down both temple ownership (against
Deimel), for reasons already mentioned, and the irrigation factor (against Witt-
fogel), due to the secondary nature of the system of canals (Adams), which
arrives, at least at a regional level, after centuries of despotism already in force.
It is clear how tightly connected were the role of the temple and the role of
irrigation in the ‘totalizing’ model of the mid-twentieth century. But even con-

210 An approach suggested by Rapoport 1982; applied by Blanton 1994 to the private houses.
211 Diakonoff 1954; 1972; 1982; cf. § 3.3.
212 Gelb 1969; 1972; 1979.
213 Postgate 1972; Huot 1990b; Yoffee 1995; Glassner 2000, pp. 40–43; recently Gibson 2010
(too extreme). Postgate 1992, pp. 109–136, while dismissing the model of the ‘temple-city’,
recognizes its central position, especially for the phases of first urbanization; cf. also Manzani-
lla 1987.
214 Foster 1981; 2005.
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sidering the down-scaling by now accepted, I do, however, allow myself to
‘salvage’ the label of the Sumerian city as a ‘temple-city’, since the temple,
or rather the various city temples, always constituted the principal economic
agencies and the principal landowners, and between their direct activity and
the various collateral results constituted the principal point of reference for the
whole city: if seventeenth-century Venice can be labelled as a ‘trading city’ or
nineteenth-century Manchester as an ‘industrial city’, then Sumerian Lagash
can still be labelled as a ‘temple-city’.215 McGuire Gibson also, although he
accepts Diakonoff’s and Gelb’s criticism of the temple-city model, and adopts
Oppenheim’s tri-partition (temple – palace – private sector), does, however,
see the city developing from the nucleus of the ‘temple manor’.216 And Janos
Makkay’s observation seems to me sharp, that in a mixed system of land own-
ership, ‘private’ ownership does not provide the outcome of a ‘social’ surplus,
whereas temple ownership does (in other words: the community strategy is
that of the Neolithic village, and the temple strategy is that which generates
the urban structure).217 With particular reference to the ownership and admin-
istration of agricultural land in the Umma region at the time of the Third Ur
Dynasty (the peak of state intervention, according to current opinion), a recent
estimate attributes c. 50 % of the land to state administration, 25 % to regional
administration, and 25 % to private owners, but with this last sector marginal-
ized in less productive land and the managing system of irrigation controlled
by the public sector.218

Philological criticism of the totalizing models of both the ‘temple-city’ and
‘despotic city’ belongs to the years 1960–70, and still fits in with the vision of
a compact and centralized city;219 but of a completely different tone is the post-
modern trend to defragment the city and its central components. In the first
place the temple character of a whole series of great buildings is thrown into
doubt, largely on the part of Jean-Daniel Forest: the great buildings of the
‘Ubaid phase are not temples but places of ceremonial reunion;220 of the com-
plex of proto-historic Uruk the two buildings called Riemchengebäude and
Steingebäude by the German excavators are salvaged as temples, while the

215 Liverani 1998a, pp. 87–91; 2005c, p. 50; the position of Maekawa 1973–74; 1999, is similar.
216 Gibson 1976.
217 Makkay 1983.
218 Studevent and Hickman 2008 (based on Steinkeller 2007 and other research being under-
taken by the same author).
219 An extreme criticism would seek to limit the true ‘temple-city’ to an ephemeral invention
of Urukagina; so Nissen 1982; Maekawa 1999.
220 Forest 1987; 1996a, pp. 105–108.
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others are too accessible to be temples.221 Still in the proto-dynastic age, the
oval buildings of Khafaja and Tell el-‘Ubaid are certainly temples, in that they
are closed (within the encircling wall), raised high, and not accessible, where-
as the other buildings published as temples but set in the urban fabric and
easily accessible to the public (such as those of Sin and Nintu at Khafaja, and
that of Abu at Tell Asmar) are now considered secular buildings.222

In this way great complexes rather more ‘palatine’ than ‘templar’ take
shape,223 but their reason for existence is not, in Forest’s view, administrative,
or managerial, but rather as places of more or less occasional reunion – ‘non-
places’ as Marc Augé would say (cf. § 6.7). The temple, though it appears re-
peatedly in the administrative texts, is a ‘fiction’: by this Forest means that it
is not a question of a building, but of an agency and administrative institu-
tion.224 It remains perplexing (and I am not alone) to imagine a city that uses
huge resources to build non-places and leaves the major political-economic
agencies without a seat of operations; and also to understand how the texts
use the same word to indicate both the house of the god and the administrative
control of his property, if the buildings are then different and separate; and
again, how the population comes together (in monumental buildings) for un-
specified social occasions, but not to assist at and participate in the great reli-
gious feasts, with the temples that remain inaccessible, and with their great
courtyards to all appearances disconsolately empty.

A very similar position had been taken by Olivier Aurenche,225 who, a few
years before, in studying the ‘buildings of prestige’ of the ‘Ubaid period at
Uruk, commonly defined as ‘temples’, suggested two alternative solutions:
either ‘a meeting place for the whole village population, to discuss the affairs
of the community’ (an idea clearly inspired by Jacobsen’s ‘primitive democra-
cy’), or ‘the house of the chief of the community’. Both suggestions seem unac-
ceptable to me: in the historical age the citizen assembly is known not to have
a dedicated and constructed place, whereas the temples do have; and the
‘house of the chief ’ develops as the palace, which, being a dwelling house
(albeit abnormal), has an altogether different structure and fittings.

It is noticeable how the application of the new theories to the Neolithic
(‘Ubaid) and proto-historic (Uruk) periods, if on the one hand understandable

221 Forest 1996a, pp. 133–139.
222 Forest 1996a, pp. 176–195; 1996b; also 1999.
223 The definition of ‘palace complex’ (rather than temple) for Arslantepe of the Uruk age is
habitual on the part of Frangipane 1997b; 2000; 2001; 2004; ead. (ed.) 2010, passim. Also
Bretschneider 2005 (on Arslantepe, Hassek Hüyük and Gawra XIII).
224 Forest 1996a, pp. 231–235.
225 Aurenche 1982.
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given the prehistoric competence of its proponents (and application to histori-
cal periods, where the theories are clearly contradicted by the written evidence,
would be really very hard!), on the other has serious implications for the forma-
tive process of the city, implications which the proponents have not, however,
developed in an explicit way. The Childean model (and more generally Marxist,
but not only such) put the problem of how the decided increase, with the gath-
ering of the surplus necessary to the urban take-off, could be accepted willing-
ly by the farmers in the villages (producers of food), and had suggested that
the role of the temple allows precisely this difficulty to be overcome, mobilizing
the population in the interests of maintaining a positive relation with the divin-
ity. And in effect the first urbanization, the innovative one compared to the
system, not yet urban, which preceded it, was characterized by temple leader-
ship, whereas the second (and then the others following) had palace leader-
ship. This all collapses with the denial of the temple nature of the great build-
ings of the Eanna district of Uruk [fig. 42] – at least if the buildings of Uruk
are not redefined (as McGuire Gibson does) as true palaces, residences of true
kings, abolishing the state of chiefdom and making the formation of the state
date back to the ‘Ubaid period.226

A primitivist emphasis is also notable, of communities that assemble ac-
cording to the clear model of societies at an ethnographic level, with only their
storehouses larger than their family dwellings – an emphasis which denies a
proto-urban society engaged in setting up an administration (with writing and
archives), a system of taxation, military defence, territorial control, and what-
ever else. Denying the temple character of these buildings is essentially to deny
the urban revolution, and the urban character of a centre such as Uruk, taken
down to the level of a Polynesian chiefdom.

Even among those who do not deny the central position of the temple, the
idea has made strides that temple control of agricultural lands should not be
seen as a system of economic exploitation, but as a more efficient way of pro-
moting the wellbeing of all.227 If the Marxist insistence on a relationship of
exploitation is ideologically marked, equally marked, in a contrary sense, is
the neo-capitalist insistence.

But for the properly historical periods, analyses directly conducted on tex-
tual evidence are agreed in recognizing in the economic functions of the temple
a central role in a city context, and in its ritual function a character firmly
structured according to daily and seasonal rhythms. Enough to see the studies

226 Gibson 2010.
227 Stone 2007, pp. 224–225.
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Fig. 42: The Eanna temple complex of Uruk.
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on Ebabbar of Sippar,228 or on Ekur and on the temple of Inanna of Nippur,229

or the complete appraisal of cities such as Ur or Larsa,230 or the frequent com-
prehensive presentations,231 to notice how the central nature of the temple
maintains all its reality, even if justly downscaled and placed in a more articu-
lated system.232 Not to mention the spectacular presence of the temple build-
ings in the Hittite capital,233 or the economic role and monumental visibility of
the Egyptian temple,234 which does not seem touched by the downscaling go-
ing on.

5.9 City-state and state-city

Aristotle (Politics 2. p. 1272b.24 ff.) in describing various examples of constitu-
tions of the Greek poleis, included the case of Carthage (the Phoenician-Punic
metropolis) as no more foreign to the Greek model than the cases of Sparta
and Crete, and portrayed it according to the classical scheme of the ‘mixed
constitution’, based on different measures of monarchic, aristocratic and dem-
ocratic elements. So the Phoenician exception was already then beginning to
make cracks in the distinction between Greek cities and eastern empires, and
we have seen how the question was revived in the nineteenth century by
Burckhardt and others. In the judgement of cultivated people of that time –
and still afterwards for as long as humanist culture remained founded upon
the classics – the expression ‘city-state’ was a modernization of the Greek polis,
and could not normally be given (exceptions apart) to eastern cities. Santo
Mazzarino (though favourable to the Phoenician ‘exception’, cf. § 1.5) reserved
the term of city-state for the Greeks, speaking of state-city for the East. The fact
is that even in the East (and in the whole world) there existed states whose
size was based on a city with its surrounding country, and it was necessary
somehow to give them a label and contrast them with the ‘territorial states’
and ‘empires’.

But towards the end of the twentieth century, with the certainty of the
traditional classification into the city-state (western) and the palace kingdom

228 Jursa 1995; Bongenaar 1997.
229 Zettler 1987; 1992; Robertson 1992; Sallaberger 1997; and the excavation reports of
McCown and Haines 1967; 1978.
230 Huot 1990c; Weadock 1975; Charpin 1986; Tunca 1986.
231 Charpin 1982 (merchants of the time); 2011 (legal, economic, and cult functions).
232 Balanced summary by Robertson 1995 (also id. 1984); Roaf 1995.
233 Neve 1993; also Klengel 1975; 1990; Archi 1989–90.
234 Kemp 1972a; Janssen 1979; Routledge 1997.
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(Near-Eastern) losing ground, and also with the growing crisis of the old mo-
nopoly of classical culture, the idea gained sway of reformulating the classifi-
cation, extending the sampling to the whole world. In this way states (archaic
or modern) made up of a city with its rural territory were found to be spread
throughout the world, so as to lose any status of ‘value’. In 1981 Griffeth and
Thomas began to collect and compare salient cases on a world scale.235 And
also, an article of Blahoslav Hruška on Ur applied to it the term of ‘city-state’,
even breaking down the process chronologically, with the city already emerg-
ing from the agrarian-pastoral economy in the Jamdet Nasr and Early Dynastic
I phases, while the state then emerges in the Early Dynastic II and III periods
(our ‘second’ urbanization).236

Nichols and Charlton were then, in 1997, to underscore the changed use of
the term ‘city-state’, from the classical consensus with the specific nature of
‘democratic’ government (and so not applicable to Near-Eastern cities), to the
modern use that includes city kingdoms (and principalities), which indeed
constitute the more frequent cases, and which, given their restricted size, form
‘systems’ of a regional dimension.237 At the same time a consciousness grew
that the Greek case was largely the Athenian case (by no means the norm in the
Greek world) and that even this had been a good deal watered down, having
in reality little ‘equality’ and a very selective citizenship.238 The Mesopotamian
contribution to the book, entrusted to Elizabeth Stone, is truly quite bizarre, in
taking the case of the Yoruba (southern Nigeria, pre-colonial period) as a
model of a city-state, but at the same time seeking to show (against the actual
trend, and turning again to the positions of Oppenheim and Jacobsen) that the
Mesopotamian city-states were altogether close to the classical Greek model.239

Two years later Stone then insists on the Yoruba model as an instrument for
understanding what a Mesopotamian city-state was, with the justification that
its characteristics are ‘better known’,240 characteristics that in Mesopotamia
are neither documented nor really plausible.

235 Griffeth and Thomas (eds.) 1981. See also Andrews 1995.
236 Hruška 1989. Cardascia 1955 had already stated, p. 51: ‘The cities of the patesi were city-
states’.
237 Charlton and Nichols 1997, p. 1: ‘In general we understand city-states to be small, territori-
ally based, politically independent state systems, characterized by a capital city or town, with
an economically and socially integrated adjacent hinterland’; Yoffee 1997b, in the conclusions
to this book, also takes up this aspect.
238 Morris 1997.
239 Stone 1997, p. 25: ‘The hallmarks of the Greek polis – citizenship, egalitarianism, and
consensus – were also features of ancient Mesopotamian city-states’.
240 Stone 1999. It was Trigger 1993 who assigned to the Yoruba the role of primary case; cf.
now Peel 2000.
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With, therefore, the antithesis between democratic polis and despotic east-
ern kingdom dismissed, the fundamental and completely objective distinction
remains between the state-city and the territorial state, including a plurality of
little cities and villages.241 To some extent a similar distinction had already
been introduced into Ancient Near-Eastern studies from the 1960s, in Giorgio
Buccellati’s book on city and nation in pre-classical Syria: his ‘national state’
is that of tribal origin, based upon the kinship factor, whereas his ‘territorial
state’, based upon the spatial factor, is fundamentally the city-state, with its
possible accumulations, expansions and sub-divisions.242 The book remains,
however, forgotten in the new debate.243

But the more ambitious and influential project was that directed by
Mogens Herman Hansen at Copenhagen, who started from the analysis of the
Greek polis in a series of books. In the first244 he began from Aristotle’s defini-
tion and suggested ‘citizen-state’ as a more correct term for ‘city-state’, rebut-
ting the objections which were already circulating (that not all the poleis were
centred on a city, that the polis was not a state), without at all hinting at the
extension of the concept to the rest of the world. The second volume245 also
only deals with the Greek polis, but from the chapters as a whole a somewhat
diversified picture is drawn (similar to that of Nichols and Charlton, published
in the same year) and in the dense introduction Athens is recognized as being
not the norm but a singular case.246 Finally, the third volume, dedicated to a
semantic analysis of the word polis and the modern terms for ‘city’ and ‘state’,
still only looks at and talks of Greece.247

But the change (and the more complete result of the project) comes with
the volume published in 2000, which presents a ‘sampling’ of forty complexes
(‘cultures’) of city-states, distributed throughout the world and in all historical
periods.248 Hansen proceeds systematically in the introduction: first defining
what a city is (on the basis of Childe’s ten points, partly revised and adapted),

241 Largely Trigger 1993; 2003; 2008, pp. 56–58; also Stone 1999, and others.
242 Buccellati 1967.
243 It is never cited in Hansen (ed.) 2000, neither in the general chapters not in those on
Syria.
244 Hansen 1993.
245 Hansen (ed.) 1997.
246 Hansen 1997, pp. 9–10.
247 Hansen 1998.
248 Hansen (ed.) 2000 (introduction pp. 11–34, conclusions pp. 597–623). Toynbee 1970 had
distinguished four types of city-state: Sumerian-Akkadian, Phoenician-Philistine, Greek-
Etruscan-Italian, and medieval European. Hansen’s sampling was much wider and less Euro-
centric.
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then what the connection is between city and state (on the basis of the neo-
evolutionists), next what a city-state is (in the trivialized sense defined above),
then what a ‘culture’ organized in a city-state is (on the basis of Renfrew’s
‘peer polity interaction’), and finally what the relationship is between urbani-
zation and formation of states, and what the difference is between city-state
and territorial state (or rather: macro-state). In the conclusion Hansen retraces
the history of research with some allusions (but no more than that) to the
problems that to me, on the contrary, appear essential (in a history of the ques-
tion) – of East vs. West, of city vs. non-city, and so on. The trivialized use of
the term ‘culture’ also requires some comment. The trivialization is not only
Hansen’s – other authors use instead the term ‘civilization’ with the same rec-
ognition of an ethnic-political complex articulated in a city-state or some other
form. Once, ‘civilization’ was a stage, the highest stage of humanity’s cultural
progress, passing from the savage stage to the barbarian stage to that of civili-
zation. Now, in contrast, it has become a regional complex, of whatever level
it may be; in this case also the extension of the term implies a renunciation of
its nature, a semantic (or at least connotative) impoverishment. But the use of
the concepts of ‘cultures’ and ‘civilizations’ in the plural, to indicate historical-
cultural complexes, has a long history (whose roots were already there in the
‘cultural cycles’ of German ethnography, then to pass through authors such
as Oswald Spengler and Arnold Toynbee), which it is not possible to discuss
here.249

Among the contributors to the volume, only Jean-Jacques Glassner seems
attached, in principle, to the implicit mental equation of city-state = polis and
is therefore, at least initially, sceptical of the extended and trivialized use of
the term; then, however, even he describes the Sumerian cities as city-states,
according to the model suggested.250 In the rest of the book, limiting ourselves
here to the Ancient Near East, there is obviously much on the Levant, with
Bronze Age Syria and Palestine (on an archaeological basis), and the Iron Age
Phoenicians and Philistines,251 but without recalling the past records of the
Phoenicians as ‘complementary Greeks’. But then why not also the Anatolian
pre-Hittite states, or the neo-Hittite or the Aramaic? For Mesopotamia, over and
above the Sumerian cities discussed by Glassner, there is the emblematic case
of Assur, but then why not the Early Babylonian states? Further on a case is
made for the cities of the first neo-Babylonian period (before unification under

249 I limit myself to referring to Rossi 2012, pp. 374–395.
250 Glassner 2000.
251 Chapters by Thuesen; Strange; Niemeyer.
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the Chaldean dynasty)252 as an example of a ‘city-state culture’ that emerges
from the disintegration of a preceding territorial state. With a true inventory of
state formations of the type that I call ‘cantonal’, that is, centred on a city with
its rural surroundings, the list would grow greatly. The barrier has been placed
according to ‘cultures’ that adopt the model of the territorial macro-state. For
example, Egypt, which is clearly visible as a unitary state throughout its long
history, is not included (and China is only there for the ‘spring and autumn’
phases, while before and after is considered a territorial state). But consider
the role of the city and the level of unification in the Egyptian and Mesopota-
mian cases: Egypt also has its ‘intermediate periods’ of fragmentation (with
the nomes classifiable as city-states: why not?), and Mesopotamia also has its
periods of macro-state unification. Regarded closely, the difference is only one
of degree, and indeed largely of different historiographic emphasis. Some addi-
tional cases (evidently to take account of criticisms and comments) were pub-
lished two years later, with two chapters on the Sumerian and neo-Hittite cit-
ies.253 After which the project went back to concentrating on the Greek polis:254

and so closes the project, in which the ‘world’ catalogue was basically only an
episode – the classical tradition has in the end prevailed.

5.10 The neo-liberalist model: market and entrepreneurs

The rediscovery and then the study of the ancient Mesopotamian cities hap-
pened at the hands of individuals and institutions of the Euro-American West,
from a largely liberal and capitalist background, and so it is not surprising that
the question was asked of the role of entrepreneurial activity, and in particular
of mercantile activity, in the origins and then the management of the city. To
simplify as much as possible, it can be said that the Western attitude went
through two distinct and indeed opposing stages. A first phase stressed the
difference: we (in the West) are the bearers of the values of liberty and enter-
prise, whereas the Ancient Near East (and also the modern) bears the anti-
values of slavery and despotic direction. This attitude of antithesis prevails as
long as the anti-model had a precise, and contemporary, political identifica-
tion, and so a potential and real competitiveness: an anti-model represented
first by the Ottoman Empire, and then (after the Great War) by the Soviet Union
(with China still in the distance). By contrast, after the fall of the Berlin Wall

252 Chapters by Larsen on Assur and the neo-Babylonian cities.
253 Hansen (ed.) 2002; chapters by Westenholz and Thuesen.
254 Hansen (ed.) 2005 (literary and philosophical sources); 2006.
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(a symbolic event and date) and the ‘end of history’ (in Francis Fukuyama’s
sense)255 through the definitive victory of capitalism, the western attitude was
turned around, to the search for similarities rather than differences, and so
in search of elements of trade and private economic enterprise in the ancient
Mesopotamian cities.256

Should the occasion – singular but diagnostic – arise, the ‘Pirenne model’
on the origin of cities could be applied to the Ancient Near East. As is known,
Pirenne considered as essential the role of trade and the market for the origin
of the city in a precise and limited historical segment of mediaeval Europe;257

but the claim (partly already his, but then even more of his successors) that
this factor was at the base of the origin of the city in general, assigning to an
individual case the value of a norm of character universal in time and space,
did not find a welcome in an Assyriological context, and was indeed rejected
by scholars of a more general competence. I cite, for example, Mumford: ‘Since
the early distribution of goods was in the hands of the temple, the modern
notion that the market was the chief reason for the city’s existence, at least at
first, seems to have no foundation’; and again: ‘it is the drawing power of the
city that brings the trader, not the trader who creates the city’.258 Leo Oppen-
heim also, though he had at heart an image of the Mesopotamian city not dis-
similar to a western (classical and mediaeval) city, thought of the market as a
secondary development: ‘In Mesopotamia it seems to represent a late develop-
ment, stimulated by the extraordinary size of the cities, which led to the crea-
tion of supply markets’, and he also stated that the activities of change entered
into the sphere of the great organizations: ‘industrial production … was re-
stricted in the ancient Near East to the great organizations … The Mesopota-
mian city-dweller neither possessed nor desired to create a market for goods
or objects that slaves could produce within his home’.259 Even the craft guilds
were originally contained in the great organizations, and only later assumed
their independence (those of merchants already in the Old Babylonian period,
those of other types of craftsmen in the neo-Babylonian age).260 And Moses
Finley too (who knew Oppenheim’s work well, from the time when they had

255 Fukuyama 1992.
256 An analogous connection between the world scene and historiographic models in Morris
and Manning 2005, pp. 19–22 (referring to the positions of Horden and Purcell 2000).
257 Pirenne 1925; 1939.
258 Mumford 1960a, p. 11; 1960b, pp. 236–237.
259 Oppenheim 1977, pp. 129 and 76.
260 Ibid, pp. 80–81. Cf. particularly Weisberg 1967 (artisans of ancient temple dependence
demand exclusive contracts for the maintenance of the furnishings, but we are in the Persian
period).
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both taken part in Polanyi’s symposium) expressed a similar position.261 Even
more extreme, in the middle of the 1950s, had been the legal historian Guil-
laume Cardascia, who had denied the existence of guilds (considering them
categories of public dependents) even in a ‘later’ age.262

In the 1970s the debate concentrated upon Karl Polanyi’s theory of ‘admin-
istered trade’ and above all on its inapplicability to the best documented case,
which is that of Old Assyrian trade (cf. § 3.5),263 and only made modest mention
of the fundamental difficulty: how the centralized model had been conceived
on the partial (in every sense) basis of the temple archives, and had then been
scaled down through introducing data relative to local autonomies; and so,
vice versa, the model of private traffic was supported on the (equally partial)
basis of the merchants’ archives alone, and perhaps would have a different
balance if use had been made of data from the palace. In 1985 the economist
Morris Silver exploited Polanyi’s error to the full, constructing a mercantile
Ancient Near East, on the single basis of data relative to trade, ignoring the
data relative to production and redistribution.264

But it is with the 1990s that the neo-liberalist paradigm on the weight of
the commercial and entrepreneurial factor in the origin and historical shape of
the Mesopotamian city takes full form. Marvin Powell acted as the forerunner
for neo-liberalist theories in the field of Assyriology:265 a strong supporter of
the market, of private enterprise (with the ‘capitalists’ added to temple and
palace as movers of the Mesopotamian economy), and of a modernist use of
the concept of money.266 The question of the money is diagnostic, and would
benefit from at least a look back at Polanyi’s good article on the ‘semantics’ of
money,267 which summarizes different functions (measure of value, means of
payment, storing as treasure, etc.) that remain historically separate until the
introduction of coined money with the backing of the state, which did not
occur before the sixth century BC. Before then there were not only trade goods
used for a measure of value (largely silver and barley), but likewise there were
forms of credit, variable prices, loans at interest and such like. But to use casu-

261 Finley 1985, pp. 28–29 and passim; comments of Morris and Manning 2005, pp. 12–14;
and of Bedford 2005, pp. 59–62 on the relation of Polanyi/Oppenheim/Finley.
262 Cardascia 1955.
263 Dercksen 1999 and Veenhof 1999 discuss Early Assyrian trade as based on profit and
credit.
264 Silver 1985; cf. earlier at § 3.5.
265 Cf. earlier Powell 1977; 1978.
266 Powell 1990; 1996.
267 Polanyi 1960b.
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ally the terms ‘money’ and ‘market’ (not to mention ‘bourse’268) serves only to
provide an anachronistic image of an economy always the same, structurally
the same then as today, without history and without variants. I have already
mentioned elsewhere,269 in a somewhat analogous case, the anachronistic use
that Heichelheim made of the concept of ‘primitive accumulation’ to explain
the take-off of the ancient city: not then as an accumulation of material goods
(particularly foodstuffs) in the sense of Polanyi’s ‘staple finance’, but really as
a financial accumulation (through profit and loans at interest), which on the
contrary is demonstrably secondary in Babylonia, well after the first urbaniza-
tion.

The other great ‘sponsor’ of neo-liberalism was Michael Hudson, an ‘out-
sider’ in the field (as a modern economic historian at the University of New
York), who organized a series of colloquia on the subject of ‘privatization’ at
the Peabody Museum of Harvard.270 In the first colloquium Hudson sets out
the general nature of the problem: privatization is a process, certainly ancient
(already present in the Sumerian world of the third millennium) but not primal,
which starts from original family/community ownership, initially weakened by
the emergence of the great institutions; and it is inside the institution of the
palace that private ownership of land and private enterprise (above all com-
mercial and financial) then appear.271 Coming then more specifically to the
question of the Mesopotamian case, Hudson identifies different routes of priva-
tization: appropriation of land on the part of the king, his granting of land to
members of the palace circle, appropriation of lands and offices on the part of
those functionaries responsible in time of political crisis, and finally the trans-
fer of family lands under the pressure of necessity (impoverishment, debt). The
general picture is well articulated, somewhat moderate and acceptable (even
if dotted with many inexactitudes and misunderstandings typical of the ‘out-
sider’) as a ‘mixed’ system which evolved over time. But it is clear that the
emphasis (compared to preceding studies, from which clearly Hudson draws
his information) is not placed on the role of the great institutions nor on that
of the family community, but instead squarely on privatization and entrepre-
neurship.272

268 I am alluding to the work, not without merit, of Slotsky 1997; cf. now ead. and Wallenfels
2009. Cf. earlier Bogaert 1966.
269 Liverani 1998, pp. 6–9 (on Heichelheim 1938).
270 Hudson and Levine (eds.) 1996 (with the paper by Hudson 1996b); 1999; Hudson and van
de Mieroop (eds.) 2002; Hudson and Wunsch (eds.) 2004.
271 Hudson 1996a.
272 For a neo-Marxist panorama of Mesopotamian land ownership cf. Brentjes (ed.) 1988.
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More directly pertinent to the question of the Mesopotamian city was the
second colloquium, on ‘urbanization and land ownership’.273 Leaving aside
contributions by invited scholars, the chapter discussed here is written by Hud-
son himself, according to whom the Mesopotamian cities had their origin as
‘commercial and ritual meeting places’. Obviously Hudson rejects Childe’s po-
sition as being Marxist and materialist, rejects the technological factor as a
prime mover of urbanization, and dilutes the process (which was therefore not
a revolution) in the long millennia that had already begun in the ‘Ice Age’ (as
he calls the Palaeolithic). However, he re-examines the famous ‘ten criteria’
with the end of showing how all ten can be rewritten in terms of ritual activity,
concluding that ‘all ten of Childe’s urban characteristics turn out to be founded
on pre-urban ritual activities’.274 In passing, Hudson also rejects the demo-
graphic factor (size and density), without, however, referring to the (non-
Marxist) Boserup. At the base of the city there are therefore the ritual and com-
mercial activities, the city is initially a public space (which is only later priva-
tized), practically empty (only later filled with inhabitants), a place of meeting,
both for festivals and religious rituals and for commercial exchange. The fact is
that by maintaining that it is a question of ‘meeting areas for ritual and ex-
change … as early as the Ice Age’, Hudson is resorting to a somewhat strange
‘reasoning’: because these areas of meeting are host to functions that today are
concentrated in the cities, ‘therefore’ it was also a question of cities then.275 The
use of anachronisms is massive, because alongside the Palaeolithic ritual cen-
tres there are obviously also the proto-cities of Jericho and Çatal Hüyük, there
are the biblical (literary and late) ‘cities of asylum’ projected upon Babylonian
fiscal exemptions, and there is above all a huge retro-projection of modern and
post-modern concepts and images, with the ancient traffic ports imagined on
the basis of ‘modern offshore banking centres’, ‘islands of free enterprise’ and
so on. The whole is based upon largely imaginary evidence, to the exclusion of
that which is solid and proven.

But over and above the more explicit cases of Powell and Hudson, a large
part of the studies of the 1990s are characterized as strongly formulated in the
sense of a liberalist economy, ruled by laws of perennial validity, so applicable
even to cases of remote antiquity.276 I shall tackle separately the question of the

273 Hudson and Levine (eds.) 1999.
274 Hudson 1999, pp. 124–133.
275 Hudson relies upon the contribution of Alex Marshack (pp. 19–63), who, however, limits
himself to describing the Palaeolithic ritual area without connecting it at all to the process of
urbanization.
276 I have already cited the contributions of the economist Silver 1985; 2004; 2006.
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first urbanization as based on the commercial factor, and with the insistence
of making a ‘world-system’ – which had actually been suggested exclusively
for the modern era – date as far back as the age of Uruk (§ 5.11).277 As for the
extreme positions of David Warburton, who would like to explain everything
by the interest rate, the savage review by Hudson himself spoke volumes on
the dominating level of anachronism.278

Polanyi’s reading is defended above all by Johannes Renger, in a rich series
of writings in favour of a ‘redistributive’ vision of the Mesopotamian economy,
and so implicitly of a city strongly centred on temple and palace.279 Critical
restatements of the controversy were given by both Powell and Renger,280 and
since both scholars knew the evidence well, the fact that they deduced from it
such different scenarios can be due to two factors. First of all, at an interpreta-
tive level, the influence of their respective ‘ideological’ positions (more or less
explicit) filters through, which gives rise to different solutions on individual
points. For example, weighed silver acted as a measure of value, but is it cor-
rect to define it tout court as ‘money’?281 Are the places (not, however, express-
ly structured) in which local buying and selling took place real ‘markets’, and
above all do they imply the practice of a market economy? How much volume
of economic transactions passed through these market places, and how much,
on the other hand, passed through the palace? The prices fluctuated (even if
not by much),282 implying an effect of a supply and demand relationship, but
is this a typical trait of the market, or does it happen in any type of economy
(especially in agrarian societies due to seasonal variations)? And were the
‘fixed’ prices set by the palace pure utopia or do they play a role as a model of
reference? In short, the judgement of whether we are dealing with a market
economy or a redistributive economy is partly a question of interpretative
choice.

But beside the interpretative factor, there is also a clear complexity in the
evidence, which, though it makes possible different characterizations, is better

277 To the insistence of Algaze (cf. § 5.11) can be added, among others, the positions of the
economist Frank 1993 and the archaeologist Oates 1993.
278 Warburton 2003; review by Hudson 2005.
279 Renger moved himself from a strictly Polanyian position (Renger 1984) to a more complex
one: cf. id. 1990; 1994; 1995; 1996; 2000; 2004; 2003–5.
280 Powell 1999; Renger 2007; also Stol 2004, pp. 904–908 (critical of Polanyi and of Renger).
281 For Bongenaar 1999 (who knows Polanyi’s article), the silver is not an ‘all-purpose mon-
ey’, and the Mesopotamian economy cannot be defined as a market. Besides, tin and barley
also filled the same function (Müller 1982).
282 Documented by the daily records in the astronomical diaries (Slotsky 1997), monthly in
the lists of Hellenistic age (Slotsky and Wallenfels 2009).
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reflected, however, in what can be defined as a mixed (or even ‘dual’) solution
of compromise, with reciprocal concessions both on the part of the supporters
of the state system283 and on the part of the neo-liberalists,284 by constituting
a sort of ‘normalized paradigm’285 in which, alongside the economic role of the
temple and palace, equal emphasis can be given to the role of private initiative.
A basically ‘mixed’ vision had already been suggested in the 1960s, and we
recall how Leo Oppenheim emphasized on the one hand the role of the ‘great
organizations’ but on the other also that of the private/family sector. But there
is a difference: in the 1960s the extra-palatine sector was for the most part
thought to be hinged on the local community, on extended families, in a word,
on the basic fabric of the ordinary population. In the 1990s, however, the pri-
vate sector is mainly hinged on mercantile entrepreneurship, moving from the
production of food to its trade, and assuming – so to speak – a ‘bourgeois’
rather than countryman aspect. It is not by chance that both the Leiden
school286 and the Vienna school287 pass from the old insistence on the more
ancient phases to a new insistence on the neo-Babylonian period, a phase of
growing entrepreneurship and declining institutions. And not by chance the
relationship between public and private is no longer seen so much as a struc-
tural division of spheres and competence, but rather as an intermingling, with
the public institutions making use of contractors and assuming conduct based
on private enterprise, with the functionaries growing rich from their privileged
role, and with the entrepreneurs tending also to assume a public ‘coverage’. It
looks just like the world of today.

But to me, looking at the mixed system in a sequential sense seems both
useful and enlightening.288 Look at the merchants: when they make up their
accounts with the palace (which entrusts to them an ‘endowment’ with the
task of transforming it into foreign goods) they are acting in a government-
controlled perspective, of administered trade, dominated by fixed prices and
import targets, but when they then go forth to carry out the exchange also in

283 Earlier Renger 1979; even Neumann 1987a, b (artisanal), 1999 (trade), 2002, found private
spaces also in the controlling economy of Ur III; and the same in de Maaijer 1997 and Stude-
vent and Hickman 2008 for land ownership; now Garfinkle 2012 (trade).
284 Stol 1982; Steinkeller 1996; 1999 (artisanal); 2004 (trade); Veenhof 1988; 1999.
285 Postgate 1992, pp. 225–240; 2003; Charpin 1982; 1987; van de Mieroop 1992a; Adams 2004,
pp. 55–58; Goddeeris 2007. Also the contributions of Lamberg and Karlovsky and Dandamayev
to the colloquium of Hudson and Levine (eds.) 1996 give a ‘mixed’ judgement.
286 In particular van Driel 1994; 1999a, b; 2002.
287 In particular Jursa 1995; 2004; 2007.
288 Snell 1977; 1982; Liverani 1998, pp. 58–73; 2005c; also Neumann 1999 (Ur III); Radner
1999 (neo-Assyrian period); Postgate 2003.
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distant lands, at that point they are acting ‘economically’, both in getting the
most favourable rates of exchange (based on the circumstances of the time,
but also on the difference in economic systems between countries that are pro-
ducers of prime materials and great centres of import and consumption) and
in exploiting the ‘endowment’ for financial uses too (loans at interest) not per-
tinent to the public assignment. And look at the craftsmen: when they are deal-
ing with the palace, they think in terms of fixed levels, both in the relation
between the prime material assigned to them and a worked object, and in the
relation between estimated time and work; but when they then actually carry
out the work, possibly even in places far from the centre, they obviously tend
to maximise the profits. In other words: the conduct of the individual operators
is dictated to a large extent (even if not exclusively) by the laws of maximum
profit with least effort; but the administration, unable to control the daily mate-
rial aspect of economic activity, must establish fixed parameters and do the
accounts on the basis of these.

The complexity of the system is obvious and known. In neo-Marxist terms
it can be said that in every ‘socio-economic formation’ two or more different
‘modes of production’ co-exist. In the Ancient Near East, simplifying to the
utmost, a ‘domestic mode of production’, of a self-sufficient type based on pri-
vate enterprise, coexists with a ‘temple/palace mode of production’. Over and
above giving space to both (and other possibilities that a less schematic de-
scription might choose to identify), we need also to judge which is the ‘hege-
monic mode’ (in a Gramscian sense). And most probably for the entire Bronze
Age the temple/palace mode was hegemonic, and was so both in a structural
sense (because it could not survive without the flow of tribute which was given
to it by the domestic units) and from an estimate of the respective importance.
Later, however, and particularly in the neo-Babylonian age, private activities
acquired importance and major freedom of action, even though it remained
difficult for them to undermine the hegemony of the great imperial palaces.
But even abandoning the neo-Marxist simplification, and adopting more so-
phisticated (and computerized) techniques of analysis,289 the complexity of the
system that emerges still remains capable of analysis in terms of flows (of ma-
terial goods but not only: decisions, prestige, etc.) and of hegemony.

How can all this be translated into the shape of the Mesopotamian city?
There is no doubt that temple and palace remain central, and the material na-
ture of the buildings is less flexible than that of the schemes of flow. And re-
member that the ‘late’ period (neo-Babylonian and Achaemenid), which indeed

289 Davies 2005 (and earlier 1998) does this admirably.
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sees a growing role for private entrepreneurship,290 is also the period in which
temples and palaces assume enormous proportions: just think of the Babylon of
Nebuchadnezzar II or the Persepolis of Darius. On the other hand, the increased
attention paid to civil residential quarters and diffused structures (communal
bodies, guilds) has not identified places specifically dedicated to market activi-
ties. Local street markets and recurrent fairs met the family needs (the ‘local
exchange’),291 whereas distant trade depended directly on the palace – where
foreign merchants also had a residential quarter of their own outside the encir-
cling walls. Some attempts to identify expressly constructed market places, pla-
ces which might be more structured than simple open spaces inside the city
gates, have been shown to be erroneous.292 The only plausible suggestion, as
far as I can see, comes from Margueron, who interprets as a market place, as a
sort of modern suq, a triangular area (in proto-dynastic Mari) with possible
booths fronted by a portico:293 the suggestion is based upon the ground plan of
the complex and appears reasonable, but unfortunately nothing is said to us of
the finds, which might provide the necessary relevant decisive elements.

5.11 The ‘world-system’ and the expansion of Uruk

Immanuel Wallerstein’s weighty work on the ‘world-system’ was published be-
tween 1974 and 1989,294 and though it was already clear from the title (The
Modern World-System) that it was dealing with the modern world, and with the
European political-economic expansion into the entire world, the work imme-
diately (right from the first volume) also aroused lively interest on the part of
ancient historians, struck by its methodological importance per se, and above
all tempted to identify world-systems dating always further back, as far as re-
motest antiquity. The merits and limitations of this retroactive application to
systems that Wallerstein himself did not consider relevant were presented by
Philip Kohl in an excellent article,295 in which the Early Bronze Age was indi-

290 It is the period of the great commercial and financial ‘family firms’ of the Egibi and the
Murashu.
291 On the fairs Biga 2003; Brinker 2010.
292 The stalls of the Iron Age Israelite cities were taken to be markets by Herr 1988; but they
really are stalls, with the mangers still in place and the ground permeated with horses’ urine
(pointers at § 2.4).
293 Margueron 2004, pp. 150 (with fig. 122) and 160 (with figs. 131–132).
294 Wallerstein 1974; 1980; 1989. McNeill 1963 had already (briefly) presented a similar
picture.
295 Kohl 1987a, b, recently 2009, pp. 245–252.
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cated for an advantageous application, when Mesopotamia, Iran, Central Asia,
the Indus Valley, and the Gulf area interacted fairly intensely on a broad hori-
zon (cf. § 4.7). In the same book in which Kohl’s article was re-published, Carl
Lamberg-Karlovsky also tackled this wide interaction between the various civi-
lizations of south-western Asia of the third millennium.296 The archaeologist-
Indologist Shereen Ratnagar297 likewise favours application of the ‘world-
system’ model to the whole of the Early Bronze Age cultures, an entirety which
in effect extends across a very large area (from the Mediterranean to India);
while emphasizing (through clear neo-Marxist and Polanyian influence) the
differences between a capitalist world-system and possible pre-capitalist sys-
tems not centred on the market, she nevertheless proposes the identification
of the only world-system of antiquity in the complex of Mesopotamia / the
Gulf / Iran / the Indus valley / Central Asia of the third millennium. A less
decided position is taken by Maurizio Tosi and his school, who give a certain
emphasis inside the system to the diversities, the characteristics peculiar to
each component.298

Authoritative, but in the end too radical, support then comes from Gunder
Frank,299 who – over and above retracing the question of primary and second-
ary urbanization inside the ‘world-system’, and highlighting that the system
includes ecological diversities and exchange of surplus that differ among
them – poses questions about the remote origin of the ‘world-system’ and of
the existence of only one world-system, or many, or none. For Frank, there is
only one world-system, which runs through the whole of world history and
which was already in existence at least from 2700 BC, with a ‘centre’ somewhat
paradoxically placed in the emptiness of Central Asia in order to connect the
Near East and China. Frank’s reasoning (as already said at § 4.4) is that a sys-
tem exists if component A would be different were it not in a relationship with
component B and vice versa. But different how much? A relationship of very
long-distance trade, occasional and marginal, means much less on the struc-
tural level: the components would develop just as well separately.

Another important aspect (to which the name of Gunder Frank immediate-
ly calls attention) is that the existence of a world-system, in the centuries of
the modern world and European expansion, entails the double process of
growth of the centre and depression of the periphery: the areas from which the
centre siphons off resources, both human and material, are damaged by this,

296 Lamberg-Karlovsky 1989; also Edens 1992.
297 Ratnagar 2001; 2004.
298 Tosi 1973; 1977; Cortesi et al. 2008; Vidale 2010.
299 Gills and Frank 1990; Frank 1991; 1993; Frank and Gills 1992; Frank and Gills (eds.) 1993.
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with the result of seeing not only an increased gap between them and the
exploiting areas, but also a decline (even catastrophic) in absolute terms. Is
this mechanism of underdevelopment, which was insisted on so much by
Marxist authors (and not them alone) in the years 1960–70,300 also applicable
to the presumed world-systems of antiquity and above all of proto-history? I
would not say so, even if the question has never been examined analytically
in the last decades of spreading capitalism. In the context of ‘Greater Mesopo-
tamia’ in the age of Uruk, if the Lower Mesopotamian ‘centre’ undoubtedly
benefitted from the influx of metals and semi-precious stones, the periphery
likewise, but with the need to organize itself for production and exchange,
benefitted on the socio-political level of contact with more developed centres
in a more complex system, and the primary materials exported (in quantities
which would today be risible) did not provoke any repercussions of underde-
velopment.

But for Mesopotamia, the greatest supporter of a proto-historic use of the
concept of a world system was and is Guillermo Algaze (earlier a pupil of
Adams at Chicago), who applied it with great conviction and scant reservations
to the expansion of the first urbanization, that of Uruk,301 outlining a system
which sees at its centre the metropolis of Uruk, and then a series of colonies
(in the Upper Mesopotamian belt) and of outposts (in the Anatolian and Irani-
an high lands). The system is created due to three reasons: (1) a developed
society has a need to regularize the inflow of raw materials, (2) the peripheral
elites have a need (for the sake of internal prestige) to be admitted to the mech-
anisms of the developed centre, (3) the ‘tyranny of space’ (problems of trans-
port) requires points of intermediate support.302

The very title of Algaze’s first book deliberately echoes that of Wallerstein,
substituting ‘Uruk’ for ‘Modern’. Obviously possible proto-historic world-
systems could at the most embrace one, even wide, region, but certainly not
the whole world. But Wallerstein himself made it clear that the ‘world-system’
(a system which is/makes the world) is not a ‘world system’ (system of a world
scale); the world is not the planet Earth, it is a spatial extension in which the
system functions.303 Certainly, however, if you put on a map certain presumed
world-systems of proto-history you notice immediately their limitations in pro-

300 Frank 1967; Emmanuel 1972; Amin 1973; 1976; Wolf 1982.
301 Algaze 1989; 1993a; also 1993b, c; most recently id. 2007 maintains his position.
302 Algaze 1993b.
303 Wallerstein 1991, but ambiguous: on the one hand the world-system is not necessarily of
world extension, on the other the only existing world system (the capitalists, from 1500 AD
until today, the only one based on incessant accumulation of capital) is, while earlier there
were many mini-systems (with occasional accumulation).
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portion to the pomposity of the definition, and perhaps it would be better to
speak of regional systems – but definitely the charm of the formula and its
very novelty is then lost.

Indubitably the supporters of the proto-historic world-system (with Algaze
at the head) must insist upon the role of trade as a factor of first urbanization,
digging up old alleged analogies with the cities of mediaeval Europe and above
all anachronistic subversions ‘à la Jacobs’ in the course of history. Particular
comment is needed on a later contribution from Algaze304 who, starting from
the singular nature of Lower Mesopotamia as an explanation of its role as an
advance guard of urbanization (The Mesopotamian Advantage) falls, however,
into various misunderstandings: the role of rivers and canals as serviceable
not so much for the high agricultural yield as for the ease of transporting mer-
chandise (but it is a question of internal transport!); the typically modern and
neo-capitalist idea that the mover of urbanization and development lies in the
capacity for export (‘Export-Driven Economies’), completely contrary to the an-
cient sources, which give preference to the capacity for import; and finally the
development as favoured, not by the expansion of the territorial empire, but
by the competition between neighbouring states – this concept is also one ex-
tremely modern and politicized.

If it is plausible that trade plays a role in the creation by the capital Uruk
of a network of ‘colonies’ (on the mid-Euphrates and mid-Tigris) and ‘outposts’
(in south-eastern Anatolia and in Iran) – even though it is not accepted by
everyone and is indeed less applicable to all areas – one of trade’s primary
roles, however, in determining (before the expansion) the growth of Uruk it-
self,305 seems out of place (with all my regard and liking for my friend Algaze),
and deadens that primitive accumulation of capital that is at the foundation of
the urban revolution: decisive technological innovations, widespread irriga-
tion, a notable surplus of agricultural produce; maintenance of full-time spe-
cialists, organization of a redistributive system on the part of the temple elite.
I set out these factors in full in one of my books,306 and would not repeat
myself here, were it not to reassert that Mesopotamia’s position of ‘advantage’
lies in the technological and environmental conditions that allowed the saving
of the social excess necessary to development.

On how those directly interested assessed the respective roles of foreign
goods and the production of food I would like, however, to cite an Egyptian
saying from the New Kingdom and a Sumerian proverb. The first says: ‘There

304 Algaze 2001b.
305 Algaze 2008.
306 Liverani 1998; also Huot (ed.) 1990, pp. 27–42 is somewhat Childian.
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is no one whose hand spins gold / there is no one who has become drunk from
silver / one does not eat genuine lapis lazuli / barley is the basis of wellbeing’.
And the second, even more direct: ‘He who has gold, he who has silver, he
who has lapis lazuli, he who has cattle, he who has sheep – (all) wait at the
door of he who has barley’.307

To sum up, the points in Algaze’s position that are not convincing are
three: the fact of basing himself upon modern parallels, which have a capitalist
background of market economies, and of refuting the difference between an-
cient and modern civilization; the consequent over-valuation of the role of
trade (and transport) and undervaluation of primary production; the fact of
applying to urbanization first and primary that which, if anything, explains
the foundation of the colonies. Also the idea that the expansion of Uruk is a
first case of ‘imperialism’ (even if an informal imperialism), based on unequal
exchange and international division of labour which is different from modern
examples only in degree,308 seems (to me and others) somewhat exaggerated.
Of Uruk we do not know either what its relations were with other centres of
Lower Mesopotamia, which remain largely unknown at this period, or if the
colonies came properly from Uruk and not indeed from Susa (as some indica-
tions lead us to suspect) or from various parallel cities, and nor do we know
what political status the colonies had with the mother country.309 Even the
exact chronology of the expansion is still debated: the absence in the colonies
of written tablets, which appear at Uruk for the first time in the culminating
phases, could lead to thinking that the colonies belong to an early phase, but
other explanations are also possible, both structural (the archives of Uruk be-
long to great temple complexes, which are absent in the colonies) and attribu-
table to accident (the element of chance on the finds). The opposite and ex-
treme suggestion of Gregory Johnson, that the colonies were places of refuge,
the result not of driving expansion but rather of the collapse of the system,
seems hardly plausible.310

The presence of the first administrative archives of ‘archaic’ Uruk (stratum
IV of the Eanna) has been important in the history of our studies, having pro-
vided Childe with a reason for including the presence of writing among the
distinctive criteria for the first urbanization. But in the course of our studies a
strange imbalance has been detected between the competences of pre- and

307 Citations in Liverani 2011b, p. 100.
308 Algaze 1989; 2001a. Gibson 2010 also sees a true Uruk empire, with military conquest of
the north.
309 On individual sites I refer to the information in Algaze 1989; 2008; Butterlin 2003.
310 Johnson 1988–89.
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proto-historians on the one hand and of philologists (Assyriologists) on the
other. The former, justly intent upon reconstructing the process which led to
the first urbanization, have concentrated on the comparison with the preceding
phases, and have greatly neglected the documentary evidence of the succes-
sive periods (which is obviously much fuller), also because the archaic tablets,
published from 1936,311 long remained largely undeciphered, and so were treat-
ed by the archaeologists as important ‘objects’ but without going on to see
their contents. However, the decipherment carried out in the 1980s by the Ber-
lin team directed by Hans Nissen312 has shown (among other matters) a high
level of continuity between the archaic administrative procedures and those
of the proto-dynastic and even neo-Sumerian periods, and so the attention of
historians of a philological bent has been concentrated upon comparisons with
the successive documentation.

This passage from qualitative to quantitative had already begun at the time
of Uruk IV – this construction of an administrative world, which the later texts
document in greater quantity and detail. Already with Uruk IV the selection
of separate elements is in full force, of standard quantities, and of qualities
considered significant, as regards the continuum of material reality; the con-
struction (also material) of a ‘sexagesimal’ landscape is already in action,313

made of fields of fixed measurement and pre-established yield, of herds that
give birth at fixed levels, of a possibility also of quantifying manpower and the
passage of time,314 all towards the end of organizing and controlling produc-
tion and redistribution according to parameters that are certain and of deper-
sonalized validity. This passage from qualitative to quantitative is a by no
means secondary component of the urban revolution, which anthropologists
accustomed to dealing with pre-literate societies do not always value in due
measure.315 Yet it is from the texts that this change of mentality and socializa-
tion can be best recovered, which is a unique opportunity to study historically
the ‘urban’ mentality at its first appearance.

Other solutions have been put forward as a counter-argument to the proto-
imperial ‘world-system’ of Uruk and the role of trade, some a little vague,
others more sharply opposed. In the mid-1970s Gregory Johnson had already
suggested that the emergence of a ‘central place’, and so of the city, was due

311 Falkenstein 1936.
312 Nissen, Damerow, and Englund 1990 (to whom I refer for the more technical bibliogra-
phy).
313 Liverani 1998, passim; id. 1995c; 1996a.
314 Englund 1988.
315 But see Goody 1986; 1987.
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to the reorganization of local exchange, in such a way as to make it more
efficient. Similarly, Fekhri Hassan also thought that at the base of urbanization
there was a ‘managerial and administrative transformation’. And for Henry
Wright too the growth of the population generates a growing demand for
goods, but also growing internal competition, which emerges in a more effi-
cient organization of the redistribution and in urban coalescence with a spe-
cialized administration.316 These suggestions (and it goes without saying that
they reconnect with Polanyi’s ‘redistributive’ city) actually contradict the
weight of long-distance trade (which rather applies to the secondary urbaniza-
tion), which is at the foundation of Algaze’s theory.

But then at the end of the 1990s and in the first years of the 2000s a full
series of conferences discussed the expansion of Uruk in the north, stressing
the non-passive role of the periphery,317 and also of developments even before
Uruk, in the sense of urbanization.318 While recognizing the merits in Algaze’s
vision,319 the general trend is that of putting together a multi-factor pro-
cess320 – within whose context trade does not play the role of prime mover (and
certainly not of export if at all of import) – of establishing a varied typology of
the relationships,321 and above all of recognizing an active role for the periph-
ery, with Late Chalcolithic developments already leading to a proto-state socie-
ty before the Uruk influx.322 And outside the conferences we should also note
the positions of Butterlin, who first of all criticizes Algaze’s world-system in an
article, and in general all the ‘material’ approaches to the expansion of Uruk,
highlighting deficiencies and flaws in the surveys, by means of an ‘expressive
cartography’ (without, however, suggesting a clear alternative), and then in a
book retraces the whole question (field work and theoretical models), periodi-
zation and regional peculiarities, acculturation and imperialism, setting out a

316 Johnson 1973, pp. 157–158; 1975; Hassan 1981, pp. 231–257; Wright 1977.
317 Nissen 1995 remains in line with Algaze, in favouring the role of central-south Mesopota-
mia and its expansion, framed in a historical series of analogous processes.
318 Stein (ed.) 1999; Rothman (ed.) 1989; 2001; Postgate (ed.) 2002.
319 Algaze 2001a, b: reaffirms his position.
320 In particular Wright 2001; Nissen 2002.
321 Rothman 2001: progressively ‘Emulation, Adoption, Colonization’. Lupton 1996: ‘Pre-
contact period’ (with centralization and already local complexity), ‘Contact period’ (but with-
out centre/periphery opposition), ‘Post-contact period’ (regionalization). On the true ‘out-
posts’ (with walls separating them from the indigenous settlement) cf. Blader 2002 (Godin
Tepe; but earlier Weiss and Young 1975); Stein 2001 (Hacinebi), then Forest and Vallet 2008
(Jebel Aruda).
322 The case of Arslantepe is an excellent example: cf. Frangipane and Palmieri (eds.) 1983;
Frangipane 1993; 1997a, b; 2001; 2002; ead. (ed.) 2004; 2010. Also Tepe Gawra: cf. Rothman
2001; 2002; Stein 2001; 2002a. In general Erarslan 2006; 2009.
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picture much more complex and less defined than that of Algaze.323 Norman
Yoffee suggests the concept of ‘sphere of interaction’ (coined by Joseph Cald-
well for the Amerindian Hopewell culture), as a counterpart (but more limited
spatially) in a cultural context of the world-system’s economic-political con-
text: also, in this case a far less extreme picture is obtained.324 And finally Gil
Stein has presented a radical criticism of the world-system, substituting the
‘colonial’ viewpoint with that of ‘trade diaspora’, maintaining that interaction
is always multi-directional, of a varied nature (‘top-down’ but also ‘bottom-
up’), organized through class, gender and race, and above all able to be placed
on a scale which ranges from situations in which a strong colonizing state
dominates the indigenous peoples, to a situation in which the local states dom-
inate the merchants, finally to give preference in the case of Uruk to the medi-
an condition, of an equality and interdependence between South Mesopota-
mian merchants and North Mesopotamian and Anatolian indigenous peo-
ples.325

But – returning to the example of Uruk as a point of general considera-
tions – the true alternative to the world-system is the system of ‘peer polity
interaction’ proposed by Colin Renfrew in 1986326 – even if the two systems do
not seem to me to have ever been contrasted in an explicit way, and even if
the two models have a different scope (the world-system basically ‘universal’,
the interactive system clearly regional). According to Renfrew’s own definition,
‘Peer polity interaction designates the full range of interchanges taking place
(including imitation and emulation, competition, warfare, and the exchange of
material goods and information) between autonomous (i.e. self-governing and
in that sense politically independent) socio-political units which are situated
beside or close to each other within a single geographical region, or in some
cases more widely’.327 It is clear that however focused the model of the world
system is on a centre which dominates/exploits a periphery, just as much plu-
ralistic is a group of equal states, of a cantonal size (the ‘early state module’
in Renfrew’s terminology), each one centred upon its city, but all interacting
on a footing of equality (or at least of ‘equal dignity’ as is said nowadays). The
cluster, then, of a group of archaic modular states, endowed with common
characteristics, is defined as a ‘civilization’,328 with a trivialized use in a spa-

323 Butterlin 1998; 2003.
324 Yoffee 2005, pp. 204–208.
325 Stein 2002b.
326 Renfrew and Cherry (eds.) 1986; the first points are already in Renfrew 1975, and now id.
2008, pp. 40–41.
327 Renfrew in id. and Cherry (eds.) 1986, p. 1.
328 Ibid. p. 2.
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tial/descriptive sense of that which had been a key term of nineteenth-century
evolutionism and twentieth-century idealism.329 It is clear how both systems
position themselves in the political and economic mood of the end of the mil-
lennium, in the first case (world-system) having as model an aggressive and
imperialistic capitalism, such as the proto-modern European on which Waller-
stein’s work was in effect based, and in the second case (equal interaction) a
neo-capitalism more appealing and pluralistic, which granted equal opportuni-
ties and equal success to all.

5.12 North and South, centre and periphery

The central country of this story of ours, where the urban excavations were
begun in the mid-nineteenth century, and which then saw the major concentra-
tion of work and results, that is, present-day Iraq, had to cede its principal role
from the 1980s, for well-known political and military reasons: first of all the
war between Iran and Iraq (1980–88), then the first Gulf War following the
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait (1991), finally the second Gulf War (2003), following
the attack on the Twin Towers, and overall the political instability between one
war and another, which still persists, and the loss of control over the territory
(and of its cultural heritage) on the part of the central authority. This whole
sequence of events provoked a ‘migration’ of archaeological missions, which,
having abandoned the now impracticable Lower Mesopotamian alluvium took
themselves off to the surrounding regions. But since Iran also knew a similar
period of impracticability (right from the beginning of the Khomeini revolution
until today), and the southern Levant knew a fresh upsurge of the now gangre-
nous Israeli-Palestinian problem, with the Israeli invasion of Lebanon (1982),
with the intifada and growing Israeli repression, in practice the countries con-
sidered stable enough to be able to host Western archaeological missions re-
mained two: Syria and Turkey. This extrinsic fact, in being of a political-mili-
tary nature, assumes, however, the garb of a theoretical and historiographical
character, with the abandonment of the old vision of an Ancient Near East
firmly centred on Mesopotamia and Egypt, to lend to other areas too an equal
interest and value. It is not by chance that it was in these decades (the final
two of the last century) that the expression ‘Greater Mesopotamia’ gained
ground (we could say ‘Wider Mesopotamia’) to include also the adjacent re-

329 ‘Peer polities interaction’ is revived by Erwin 1997, with a simulation based upon ad-
vanced mathematical models (too difficult for me to follow), fit for analysing non-linear phe-
nomena, but perhaps losing touch with the actual history.
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gions. Let it be said here, as an aside: this new vision does not yet appear, right
up until now, to be noticed by generalist scholars, who continue to organize
conferences and collected volumes on the city and other connected problems,
in which the Ancient Near East is represented by Mesopotamia in the strict
sense alone, as sufficiently indicative of a group which is, on the contrary,
strongly diversified.330

Actually, a number of missions had preceded the ‘migration’, beginning to
work inside Syria and in eastern Anatolia from the early 1960s. I recall that,
when the mission to Ebla began, two tables of archaeologists could be seen in
the Hotel Baron at Aleppo: the table of the German mission of Tell Chuera
directed by Anton Moortgat, silent and hierarchical, and that of Tell Mardikh
itself (which would then be identified as the ancient Ebla) directed by Paolo
Matthiae, rowdy and disorderly. But it was the discovery of the royal archives
of Ebla, in the years 1974–76, that attracted the attention of the whole Assyrio-
logical world (and not alone), both because of the objective interest of the
discovery, and because of certain presumed ‘biblical’ implications initially sug-
gested (and then justly cast aside). The peculiarities of the Syrian world com-
pared to the Mesopotamian quickly became evident. On the one hand, the ex-
tensive excavation of the Middle Bronze Age city (eighteenth to seventeenth
centuries BC) revealed, so to speak, a ‘normal’ urban aspect, made that is of
an impressive surrounding wall, of great palace complexes [fig. 43], of various
temple buildings, and of quarters of residential houses, but the temples were
relatively modest (if compared to the Sumerian) and largely devoid of those
annexes of a productive and redistributive nature typical of the Mesopotamian
temple.331 This is a consequence both of the different productive base (agrari-
an-pastoral economy in a rain-fed governance, without irrigation) and of the
absence of a ‘first urbanization’ centred on the role of the temple. On the other
hand, what appeared from the archives (of palace G, of the 24th century BC)332

was an economic and political system much more multi-polar and participato-
ry than that of the contemporary Sumerian, with a king visibly influenced by
high bureaucrats but also by communal bodies (‘elders’ and representatives of
local autonomies).

Alongside the assessments of Paolo Matthiae and other members of the mis-
sion, as later above all of the epigraphists Alfonso Archi and Maria Giovanna

330 For example, the book on the archaic state by Feinman and Marcus (eds.) 1998 has chap-
ters on Mesopotamia, Egypt and the Indus, but nothing of the Levant, Anatolia or Iran.
331 On the archaeology of Ebla see Matthiae 1977 (updated new editions 1989; 1995); for a
town planning valuation id. 1991. The books of the first epigraphist G. Pettinato are crammed
with errors and misunderstandings which make them unreliable.
332 See now Matthiae 2008.
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Fig. 43: Ebla, axonometry of Royal Palace G.

Biga, two articles of Ignace Gelb had a considerable effect, written on the heels
of the publication of the first volumes of texts. The first article333 suggested
the label of ‘Kish civilization’ for designating Upper Mesopotamia (Semitic) as
contrasted to the south (Sumerian), and included therein the world of Ebla,
both for linguistic reasons (the language of Ebla was Semitic) and for reasons
of political organization (the great territorial kingdom as against the temple-city
of the Sumerian south). The second article334 compared the productive system
which emerged from the archives of Ebla with that which had emerged from
pre-sargonic Lagash (both archives date back to the same century), and consid-
ered their very different ecological bases, in the sense already stated: rain-fed
agriculture as against irrigated agriculture, with all that follows, beginning with
the very different yield of cereal cultivation (and so availability of a surplus),
up to the political and administrative implications. Piotr Steinkeller (once in
fact a pupil of Gelb’s) was to return to this line repeatedly, distinguishing the
different territorial size (the regional kingdom of Kish against the city-state of
the Sumerian south) and the different configurations of the city of the North
and of the South,335 and providing recently the most concrete and detailed con-

333 Gelb 1981.
334 Gelb 1986.
335 Respectively Steinkeller 1993 and 1999.
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trasting characterization of southern Mesopotamia compared to the Central-
North.336 His study gives rise to certain objections, however: it is true that the
archaeological surveys underestimate the little settlements, but it is also true
that the texts of the state archives underestimate the communities of the village
and concentrate attention on the management of the public lands. The very
many hamlets cited in the texts (and invisible in the surveys) are specialized
state settlements, not to be confused with village communities. The archaeo-
logical impression that the cities of the South had ‘burnt’ the village communi-
ties for the sake of direct control of the lands is therefore not denied but con-
firmed by the texts. For my part I suggested taking due account of a very con-
crete aspect, which is the different arrangement of the fields: the ‘Sumerian’
landscape of the South, with the long fields of temple colonization, required few
villages but many specialized settlements, whereas the ‘Akkadian’ landscape of
the North, with its little square fields of family management, preserved the vil-
lage community much better.337 Steinkeller himself admits that the building
and control of irrigation tends to destroy the communities, but that then the
existing communities necessary to make a ‘feudal’ economy (in the sense of
Kula) profitable, are not the heirs of the original, as Diakonoff wishes, but are
new state foundations, remaining in my eyes an ideological construct, altogeth-
er undemonstrated and also little plausible.

But returning to Gelb’s suggestions from the 1980s, the picture which
emerged from Ebla was no longer an isolated example: numerous excavations
of important sites of the Syrian Jezira (which corresponds to the larger part of
Upper Mesopotamia), such as Tell Brak, Tell Leilan, Tell Mozan, Tell Beidar
and so many others too that it is impossible to mention here, provided the
base for outlining the town-planning, political and economic aspects of Upper
Mesopotamia in a measure in no way inferior (and on the contrary of a quality
sharply superior) to that already long available for Lower Mesopotamia. Bear
in mind, so as to assess the innovation, that only fifteen years earlier a presen-
tation of Upper Mesopotamia in the long period that stretches from the Late
Chalcolithic Age right up to the Akkad dynasty used the definition ‘Era of town-
ships’ not having the courage to say that it was a question of real cities and a
properly urban phase.338 The burgeoning of excavations of the Jezira produced

336 Steinkeller 2007.
337 Liverani 1988–89; 1996a, b; 1997b.
338 Jawad 1965. Even the second edition of the Cambridge Ancient History, which was pub-
lished in separate fascicles in these years, speaks clearly of urbanization only for Lower Meso-
potamia.



North and South, centre and periphery 315

a series of studies339 and important conferences which insistently defined the
diverse ecological conditions, their results on the settlements and production,
and finally the diverse socio-political configurations.340 The way ahead had
been lucidly indicated from 1994 by Tony Wilkinson, who began from the dif-
ferent size of urban centres, determined by different agricultural yields, in or-
der to suggest for the Jezira a functional model of cells of 5 km in radius, with
centres of 12/14 hectares, which cluster in macro-groups with a central cell and
half a dozen peripheral ones, which also contribute to the maintenance of the
central site, which can in this way reach 100 hectares.341 In short, and leaving
aside this and other specific suggestions, it becomes clear that the relations
between Lower and Upper Mesopotamia are no longer seen according to the
scheme of ‘centre and periphery’ but as two parallel developments, diverse
and interactive on a footing of equality.342 As a result, a ‘Mesopotamian city’
does not exist, there exist at least two, with ecological, socio-economic and
also political foundations – and in this sense the decision of the editors of a
book published in 2004, on the study of ancient economies on an archaeologi-
cal foundation, is emblematic, in entrusting to two separate authors one chap-
ter on Southern and another on Northern Mesopotamia.343

The obvious result of this position was that the development of the first
urbanization also became for many scholars a process no longer mono-centric
(hinging on the priority of Uruk and its ‘colonial’ expansion), but rather many-
centred. McGuire Gibson in particular, on the basis of the great urban size of
Tell Hamukar (excavated by him) and of Tell Brak (already known for longer)
suggests a parallel growth of South and North from the time of ‘Early Ubaid’,
while admitting a mild precedence for the South.344 Even more ardently, Joan
Oates, who directed the mission at Tell Brak, not only presents a parallel devel-
opment, but is in favour of priority for the urbanization of the North.345 If,
however, we allow Henry Wright’s suggestion, to make the first state formation
and urbanization date back to the ‘Early Uruk’ phase, however badly docu-

339 Nissen 1982; Dohmann-Pfälzner and Pfälzner 1996; Stone 1997, pp. 20–25; Lamberg and
Karlovsky 1999; van Driel 2000b; Wilkinson 2003; id. et al. 2007.
340 Lebeau (ed.) 1998 (chapters by Wilkinson and Lyonnet); del Olmo Lete and Montero
Fenellos (eds.) 1999 (chapters by McClellan, Margueron, Algaze); Rouault and Wäfler (eds.)
2000; Jaas (ed.) 2000 (chapters by Wilkinson, Lyon, Lafont, Wiggermann, Jas, van Driel).
341 Wilkinson 1994.
342 Böhme and Kulemann 1995; Pfälzner 1997b.
343 Adams 2004 and Stein 2004.
344 Gibson 2010. Also Algaze 2001a and 2007 maintains the south’s precedence (the ‘Sumeri-
an advantage’).
345 Oates et al. 2007; also the popular work by Lawler 2006.
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mented it is,346 then the priority of the North does not have a rational basis to
support it. And note that in 2004 (so on the eve of the discoveries of Hamukar
and the evaluation of the discoveries of Tell Brak) Gil Stein still estimated the
North as later by a millennium than the South, considering the North urban-
ized only with the ‘second’ urbanization (§ 4.5).347 To understand this variety
of positions we must bear in mind that the development of the North followed
and was actually much better documented than that of the South, which re-
mained at an unsatisfactory level for reasons both structural (sedimentation of
the alluvium) and contingent (the political instability of Iraq), and so in need
of strong measures of interpolation. But on the other hand the judgement of
the expansion of the Uruk phenomenon in the North could be assessed differ-
ently, either as exterior and ephemeral, or indeed as structural and of maxi-
mum importance.

The contrast between the Mesopotamian North and South is to some extent
adjusted to the difference in the landscapes: in particular the Mid-Euphrates
has neither rain-fed agriculture like the Jezira nor catchment basins like the
South, but canals parallel to the river to keep the water level higher and irrigate
the fields situated between canal and river. But the case now cited of the Uruk
expansion widens the scenario to take in completely different landscapes of
the Anatolian and Iranian high lands, and we have already seen (at § 5.11)
how the new paradigm also confers on the proto-urban centres of the Upper
Euphrates and in general of the mountain area – which in the old paradigm
was a remote periphery nourished by its ‘secondary’ relation with the centre –
an autonomous growth coming before contact with the southern alluvium. But
the same mountain centres (with Arslantepe at the head), while endowed with
urban complexity, appear more modest in size if compared to the lowland cen-
tres, through evident smallness of their basins of agrarian-pastoral support, to
the point of speaking, with Marcella Frangipane, of ‘citadels without cities’.348

And so a differentiated characterization is laid down for the various regions –
really to avoid the equivocation with which we began, of a Mesopotamia repre-
sentative of the whole Near East, with a contour so modest as to be able to be
obscured and forgotten.

This diversified characterization assumes greater visibility in the periods
in which the mountain belt reaches higher levels of urbanization and state
formation. It is fitting here to concentrate on a number of cases in this striking

346 Wright 1977, pp. 386–389 (the developments of the north were still unknown).
347 Stein 2004, passim.
348 From the latest Frangipane (ed.) 2010, passim. For the earlier contributions I go back to
§ 5.11. Algaze 1999, p. 538 note 2 denies to Arslantepe the qualification of a state.
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sense: the capitals of the Hittite Empire (Boğazköi, the ancient Khattusha), the
Iron Age cities and citadels on the Anatolian, Armenian and Iranian high lands
(Phrygia, Urartu, Mannea, Media), and the cities of the southern Levant (Israel
and surroundings) also of the Iron Age, referring to other still important cases
(from the Southern Arabian cities to the Imperial Persian residences) as being
mentioned elsewhere (§ 4.7), for reasons of space.

The new excavations (especially those post-war) of Boğazköi mark a com-
plete liberation from the rough methods and aims of recovery of tablets of the
Winckler period, and became the benchmark excavation for Anatolia of the
Middle and Late Bronze Age. The sequence of directors (Bittel, Neve, Seeher)
has already been described at § 5.6, but here the interest is largely in making
clear how the acropolis of the city gathered in separate buildings those func-
tions that in the Mesopotamian alluvium were concentrated all together in the
palace (royal residence, archive and storerooms, ceremonial rooms), and how
the climatic factor (winter snowfall, abundant rainfall) and the materials used
(wood and stone) translated into pillared halls, colonnades around paved
courtyards, flights of steps, etc.349 Another characteristic peculiar to the city is
the enormous number of temples in the ‘upper city’, all of a similar plan and
size, owing not so much to polytheism as to a political willingness to concen-
trate in the capital the cult of the divinities (all very similar to each other) of
all the peripheral centres. With the 1970s and following years, other excava-
tions in ‘provincial’ sites350 were placed alongside that of the capital to fill in
part the gap between the abundance of place-names in the texts, and the scar-
city of identified archaeological sites.

After the end of the Hittite Empire (around 1180 BC), and after an interval
of settlement depression (which marks the hiatus between the ‘third’ and
‘fourth’ urbanization, as defined at § 4.5), cities and citadels emerge right
across the high lands: the Phrygian centres in Anatolia, the Urartian in Arme-
nia, and those of the Mannaeans and Medes in the shelter of the central-
northern Zagros. If the Urartian centres had already been identified and ex-
amined earlier (cf. § 2.5), the activity in the centres of the Zagros occurred in
the period after the Second World War, from an impulse largely American
(and in the climate of westernization of the Persia of Reza Pahlevi). It was
with the 1970s that the excavations of Hasalu and of Godin Tepe attracted

349 See the summaries of Bittel 1970; Neve 1993; also Archi 1976; and now Seeher 2008;
Orthmann 2008, and other contributions in Wilhelm (ed.) 2008. On the architecture Naumann
1957 remains useful.
350 Maşat Hüyük: Özgüç 1978; 1982; Kuşaklı: Müller and Karpe 2001.
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attention to the citadels of the Mannaeans (Iranian Azerbaijan),351 and those
of Nush-i Jan and Baba Jan to the citadels of the Medes (in central Zagros,
the region around Hamadan, ancient Ecbatana).352 In a Phrygian context, the
excavations of Gordion had begun in the mid-1950s, from the obvious interest
due to the connections with the Greek world.

The lesser availability of the agricultural surplus was to keep these settle-
ments of the high ground at reduced dimensions (exceptions apart), and the
use of stone and wood was to develop buildings and as a result a town plan-
ning of a very different type from the Mesopotamian.353 In the Phrygian cen-
tres the megaron type was to impose itself, a building with an oblong hall
marked by two lines of pillars or columns, and with a porch at the entrance,
a type well documented in the Phrygian phase of Boğazköi,354 but above all
in the capital of the Phrygian kingdom at Gordion (Yassihüyük),355 and also
at Kerkenes356 (not excavated but clearly visible on the surface). This last site
is the one of exceptional size which I mentioned, stretching over 270 hectares
(not necessarily all built on). In the Urartian and Mannean-Median centres
the equivalent of the megaron is the pillared hall, of a shape less lengthened
and without a porch, a type already well-documented from the eleventh to
tenth centuries BC at Hasanlu and then spread over the whole area, beginning
perhaps from a legacy of the Hittite Empire preserved in sites such as Melid
(Arslantepe) and others on the Upper Euphrates.357 Both types are adopted,
as far as can be seen, as normal dwelling houses, obviously at a certain level
of prestige, with emphasis on the ceremonial function of banquets and meet-
ings, dismissing the functions of the more banal daily life to lesser contexts,
and reflecting a type of well-born and patrician society quite different from
that of the alluvium. Then in Urartu, given its political structure as a great
kingdom with ambitions of hegemony over all the high lands of Anatolia up
to the Zagros, the centres are characterized by impressive defensive structures
and by the presence of temples (more often than palaces), of huge storehous-
es, of stables, in a land studded all over with smaller fortresses, hydraulic

351 Hasanlu: Dyson 1965; 1977; 1989; 2002; Young 1966. Godin Tepe: Young 1969; 1994; id.
and Levine 1974.
352 Baba Jan: Goff 1968; 1969; 1970. Nush-i Jan: final report Stronach and Roaf 2007.
353 Stone’s 2008 contrast of Mashkan-shapir with Ayanis derives from personal experiences,
does not obtain a level of acceptable generalization and emphasizes misleading comparisons
(Cuzco and the Yoruba).
354 Bittel and Naumann 1952; Bittel et al. 1957; Neve 1982.
355 De Vries 1990; Sams 1994; Voigt 1994.
356 Summers 2007; id. et al 2004.
357 History of the type in Liverani 2011c.
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Fig. 44: Hasanlu IV, ground plan.

works (the first subterranean canals, qanat, date back to this period, notwith-
standing some opinions to the contrary), rock inscriptions and border
steles.358 By way of contrast, in Media of the eighth to seventh centuries, still
at the organizational level of a chiefdom, the citadels arise like ‘cathedrals in
the desert’, in the sense that they are very well defended and host only the
buildings of the well-born (pillared chambers) and cult buildings, with the
‘normal’ population placed, apparently, in villages and seasonal camps. Out-
side Urartu too, there are noticeable differences in a mountain context: if the
plan of Hasanlu [fig. 44] is compared to that of Nush-i Jan [fig. 45] (two sites

358 I refer to Forbes 1983; Kleiss 1976; 1988; on the benchmark excavation of Bastam cf. Kleiss
(ed.) 1979–88.
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Fig. 45: Tepe Nush-i-Jan, ground plan.

well excavated over sufficient extent) it is immediately noticeable that the
former presents a plurality of buildings (centred upon pillared halls) of simi-
lar rank and only one common structure, significantly the great stables;
whereas the latter presents only well-defended common structures (of storage
and cult). So the first case refers to a pluralistic elite, the second to a chief
on whom resources are centred. The neo-evolutionists would say that the first
type of settlement corresponds to a simple chiefdom, and the second to a
complex chiefdom, whereas Urartu is a true kingdom. Everything will then
flow together, with dimensions tremendously increased, in the great imperial
Achaemenid capitals of Pasargadae, Susa, and above all Persepolis.359

Obviously the most studied case, on the basis of a much more extensive
documentation, fruit of capillary excavations and repeated surveys,360 is that
of Israel (and the contiguous peoples: Philistines, Moabites, Edomites, Am-
monites) in the course of the first to second Iron Ages.361 The studies of the
years 1980–90 well defined the town planning type of the southern Levant,
and the emergence of a settlement system at three levels.362 The basic level is

359 On the path of architectural types from Media and Urartu to Achaemenid Persia cf. Fran-
covich 1966; Stronach 1967; 1985; Kleiss 1980; 1989; Jacubiek 2003.
360 On survey procedures in the Levant see Banning 1996.
361 Finkelstein 1988; 1996; popular work id. and Silberman 2001.
362 Shiloh 1978; Fritz 1990; 1994; Herzog 1978; 1997; also Schloen 2001 pp. 135–183; historical-
theoretical introduction by Grabbe 2001; Rogerson and Vincent 2009 is general, biblical more
than archaeological.
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represented by small towns of limited extent (for reasons already stated), in a
word, large very well fortified villages of a roundish shape (derived from the
shape of the tell more than from a conscious intention), with the town gates
as a characteristic element,363 and with dwelling houses and street systems
laid out in concentric circles, with the external circle of houses built against
the encircling wall. Among the community structures, apart from the modest
cult buildings, are noticeable those of access to water resources (cisterns, sub-
terranean springs), essential in case of siege. The type is best represented by
the sites of Beer-sheva in the Negev and Tell en-Nasbe in the high central
plain,364 and derives, to all evidence, from the type of agro-pastoral village of
the first Iron Age, with a central space surrounded by a continuous circle of
houses. Also the type of dwelling house, the house divided in three longitudi-
nally, with the open-air central space, is of agro-pastoral origin.365 Obviously
the palace is only present in the royal capitals, in particular at Samaria (given
the impracticability of Jerusalem); and the intermediate rank is represented by
the district administrative centres (such as Megiddo), where the royal presence
materializes above all militarily, with stables much in evidence (as already said
at § 2.4) As an ‘appendix’ (in a way) to the Levant, finally the urbanization of
Cyprus can be noted, rather later (c. 1700–1400 BC) compared to the mainland
regions.366

The vision of a multi-centred Near East differentiated above all by environ-
mental premises and political-cultural routes367 does however collide – to-
wards the end of the same years, the 1980s – with the vigorous emergence of
the ‘centre/periphery’ model, used occasionally before and with limited refer-
ence to the Mesopotamian context (urbanized centres in the alluvium, with a
‘dimorphic’ periphery),368 but raised to the first level through the influence of
Wallerstein’s world-system, of which we have already spoken (§ 5.11), and
through the recovery of the model dating further back of unequal exchanges

363 Herzog 1986 also mentions multiple functions (military, judicial, commercial etc.); also
Wright 1984; Otto 1995; Mazzoni 1997.
364 McClellan 1984.
365 On the architecture of Israel Kempinski and Reich (eds.) 1992; on the Levant in general
Braemer 1982. On the three-room house Shiloh 1970; 1987; Fritz 1977.
366 Knapp 1986; 1988.
367 Falconer and Savage 1995 compares the urbanizations in Lower Mesopotamia (‘Hyper-
urbanization’), in the Diyala (‘Small Scale Urbanism’) and in the Levant on the basis of the
‘Rank-Size’ curves, to show that the Levant is not a periphery of Lower Mesopotamia but an-
other matter.
368 For example Rowton 1980; also Steinkeller 1987.
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and underdevelopment.369 In its more general ideological and political impli-
cations, there is no doubt that the centre/periphery model is more traditional,
containing aspects of centralism and imperialism, and also of diffusionism,
whereas the multi-polar model is more bluntly post-imperialist and globalized.
But with reference to the ancient evidence, in contexts very different from
those of our world of today, it appears quite clear how the centre/periphery
model retains a much greater explicit force.

5.13 The theory of systems and the question of collapse

There is a passage in Musil’s The man without qualities,370 written between
1923 and 1931, which expresses in metaphorical terms the union of history with
physical, although not mechanical, facts: ‘The path of history was therefore
not that of a billiard ball – which, once it is hit, takes a definite line – but
resembles the movement of clouds, or the path of a man sauntering through
the streets, turned aside by a shadow here, a crowd there, an unusual architec-
tural outcrop, until at last he arrives at a place he never knew or meant to go
to’. The course of history is not therefore similar to the inexorable trajectory of
the planet, but to the more unforeseeable movement of the clouds.

In these same years the very concept of physical laws was being reconsid-
ered: Werner Heisenberg formulated his ‘Uncertainty Principle’ in 1927 (and
won the Nobel prize for it in 1932). Talk began of a single atom’s ‘free will’
(paradoxically overturning the historiographic problem), of statistical validity
of physical laws, a validity rendered compelling by the enormous number of
interacting elements, whose individual ‘wills’ are annulled and whose anoma-
lies are reabsorbed into the law of large numbers. The ‘materialistic’ historio-
graphic trends recovered at one blow all their credibility: like the individual
atom, so also the individual human personality remains free per se, but at the
end of the day irrelevant, in that it is inserted into a more complex body (socie-
ty), which modifies it through depersonalized processes. Naturally it is a ques-
tion of scale, of the size of the phenomena which are being studied. The histori-
an interested in a single event or single personality will be able to emphasize
free initiative and ignore the great numbers, and can, in a word, study the
individual case (and at the extreme, the exception) quite apart from the norm.
But the historian interested in great phenomena will be able to formulate laws

369 Rowlands 1987; Cherry 1987, pp. 163–168; Champion 1989 (the Near East is missing from
the book); detailed history of the question in Reculeau 2009.
370 Vol. I p. 392 of the English translation by Sophie Wilkins, London 1996.
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and advance valid forecasts on the more or less near future. In certain more
depersonalized sectors, such as demography and economics, the confirmation
of a statistical history, based on series of abundant and recurring data, be-
comes a complete and impregnable fact.

But let us return to the passage from Musil, illuminating in his imaginative
genius: the billiard ball and the cloud are two elements both purely physical;
the liberty of human initiative does not enter into it. The predictability of the
movement of one and the unpredictability of the movement of the other are
due to different levels of complexity and cohesion. Physicists speak of ‘linear’
and ‘non-linear’ systems, depending on whether their behaviour is determined
or less so by the sum of the stimuli which they receive. And so the billiard ball
behaves in a ‘linear’ fashion; the factors for calculation are, all things consid-
ered, few: the impulse given by the cue, the friction of the cloth, the geometry
of the rebounds. The question with the cloud is different: even if all the atmos-
pheric conditions (pressure, humidity, heat) were known, a determination, or
forecast if you prefer, of its course is not possible, and becomes even harder
as soon as the temporal projection is lengthened. With the advent of satellites
weather forecasts have become more reliable, but for historical phenomena, in
particular economic ones, the ‘weather forecasts’ remain unpredictable. A book
could be put together on how even short-term forecasts are then always contra-
dicted by reality, not only because the forecasts are somewhat contentious, but
also because the variables are enormous.

It was necessary to wait for the advent of the computer, so that the histori-
an, or at least a certain sort of historian, constructor of explicit models of situa-
tions and evolutionary trends, could not only command an efficient work in-
strument, but above all could use procedures and models formulated by spe-
cialists of the ‘General theory of systems’. Our central question is that of the
growth and decline of cities, of states, and more generally of entire civiliza-
tions, which all form a parabola, which, among other characteristics, lends
itself to the insistent use of metaphors – biological (the city as an organism:
birth and death), astronomical (the city as a temporal cycle: dawn and dusk),
or architectural (the city as a building: construction and collapse).371 Now in
the dosage (if we might so call it) of attention paid over the course of time to
the two phases of the parabola a curious contradiction can be noted. On the
one hand it is clear that collapse and destruction are archaeologically much
easier to identify and visualize than growth. The end of a city (or, put better,
of a phase of occupation of an urban site) can be felt by hand, both in the

371 Cf. also Lowenthal 1985, pp. 140–142.
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form of an unexpected catastrophe, which translates into a stratum of fire and
collapse, and in the form of abandonment, followed by a period of non-occupa-
tion or more often by a miserable frequenting by squatters. Also, as far as the
artistic, pictorial or literary imagination goes, collapse has always been much
more popular and fascinating than growth, and we saw from many relevant
examples in the first chapter – with the collapse of the Tower of Babel as a
symbol of our imminent collapse.372 Both these evident disparities (of visibility,
of allure) are explained by noticing that collapse is normally an ‘event’, while
formation is a ‘process’. Formation is a process even when it is a question of
building ex nihilo a new capital, which is, yes, an event, but inserts itself into
a more overall process of economic or political growth. And vice versa, collapse
is normally an event even when it is historically expected from a phase of
decline. As Jakob Burckhardt said (in 1870) ‘In nature, annihilation only comes
about by the action of external causes, catastrophes of nature or climate, the
overruning of weaker species by bolder, of nobler by baser. In history the way
of annihilation is invariably prepared by inward degeneration, by a decrease
of life. Only then can a shock from outside put an end to the whole’.373 The
shock would not have an effect without the degeneration, but a shock is still
always necessary.

In apparent contradiction to this traditional preference for disasters, there
is a need, however, to notice how in the course of study historians’ attention
has for long concentrated on the phenomenon of growth. As an impressionistic
estimate, for every conference or book there has been on crisis, up until recent
times, there have been at least twenty on growth or urbanization. This prefer-
ence is also explained in the same way: historians prefer to investigate process-
es (while populizers prefer events), and the processes require greater attention
and greater labour.

Returning, however, to what Burckhardt said on the different measure of
natural and human causes between processes and events, the passage is excel-
lent, but today – in the light of the systematic approach, or even of theories of
catastrophes – it appears altogether inadequate. Theories of systems and theo-
ries of catastrophes have changed our approach to collapse, fundamentally
due to a technical factor, the electronic elaboration of data, which, however,
has had essential methodological consequences: it has allowed the analysis of
the structure of a society as constituted of various sub-groups which interact
with each other, and the structure of a process as constituted of different fac-

372 Gottman 1983, Chapter 1/7 Skyline and Tower of Babel with a skyscraper, a new tower,
expression of the modern megalopolis, which makes us fear an imminent collapse.
373 Burckhardt 1905, p. 103 of the English translation.
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tors which in turn influence each other. The passage from a way of regarding
processes as mono-faceted to a way of seeing them as multi-faceted is for us
by now commonplace, but rereading the explanations of the pre-electronic
past the difference leaps to the eyes and the enrichment can be seen as prodi-
gious.374

The ‘new’ way of understanding processes had the effect of putting growth
and decline on the same level, not only insofar as both are endowed with simi-
lar complexity and multi-faceted characteristics, but also in that both constitu-
ent parts are of one single and larger event. So attention to decline and crisis,
collapse and catastrophe grew noticeably in the 1970s. With a good measure
of simplification, we may recall that in 1972 the ‘Club of Rome’ commissioned
from the scholars of MIT a report on ‘The limits to growth’,375 in which the
development of a series of factors (population, natural resources, pollution,
food, industrial production) interacting among themselves in an interweaving
of reciprocal ‘feedback’, would inevitably produce final collapse, had they not
shown the foresight of changing the development of one or more factors in
such a way as to obtain a lasting ‘global equilibrium’. The old dream of Volney
and so many others, of avoiding our next catastrophe by using the experience
of past catastrophes, seemed thus to assume a scientific aspect worthy of all
respect – save then for convincing the governments of the whole world to as-
sume the relevant compelling decisions, with which we stay for ever at the
level of dreams.

But at this point I think it correct to introduce, alongside the technological
fact, also an emotive fact. The pre-eminent attention to the processes of growth
had been typical of a long phase of European history lived under the banner
of progress – of the tenor of life, the production of goods, the conquests of
markets – for which limits were neither placed nor foreseen. The attention to
collapse crept in and coincided with the emergence of widespread concerns
(political, economic, ecological) about the sustainability of this development
in the long term, and work on the limits of the development really bore the
stamp of this anxiety. It is noticeable that in the nineteenth-century vision the
collapse was normally of others, not ours; it was something which happened

374 I am repeating here what I have already said in Liverani 2008a. Among the many multi-
faceted approaches see Flannery 1972b (truly systemic approach); Jarrige 1973 (against the
traditional mono-causal explanations, and in favour of a multi-faceted approach) and Cohen
1978 (on the origins of the state; demographic factors in the first place, but also others, both
external – such as trade, war, tributary relationships – and internal, such as culture, ethnicity,
religious and political ideologies).
375 Meadows et al. 1972; 1973.
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in the past and to alien civilizations, and only rarely were heard the tones of
a preoccupation with our own futures: from the ‘Enlightened’ meditations of
Volney on the ‘revolutions’ (in an astronomical sense) of the empires, to the
contemporary (1798) picture of Joseph Gandy, who imagined the Bank of Eng-
land (just built by the celebrated architect Sir John Soane) as reduced to a ruin.
Gandy himself would then complete (1830) a larger vision of the whole of Lon-
don reduced to ruins.376 Modern preoccupations, in contrast, really concentrate
on the outcome of our own economy, of our way of life – and we can amuse
ourselves with the ruins of others, whether ancient or modern, and even re-
joice, since the others have become our competitors in a world in which it is
altogether evident that there is not room for the well-being of all.

In the same year, 1972, René Thom’s book on the concept of catastrophe
was published,377 as a mathematical formalization of the breaking point, when
the adding of factors provokes the collapse of the entire system and its recon-
figuration in a changed form: ‘The sight of the universe is of an incessant
movement of birth, development and destruction of forms. The object of every
science is to forecast this evolution of forms and, if possible, explain it’.378

Obviously mathematical formalization has its own fascination, even for those
(like me, but I think for most ‘humanists’) not in a position really to under-
stand it. In reading the popular presentation of Woodcock and Davis,379 I have
understood that the outcome of the Roman Empire is a ‘cusp catastrophe’,
structurally comparable to the representation of variations in a dog’s aggres-
siveness;380 but then, on causes and modality the mathematical model can say
nothing that we did not already know, being inevitably constructed on precise-
ly what we did already know. The difference lies in the fact that earlier, in the
‘old model’, lists of causes and pre-existing reasons could be established, as
Alexander Demandt did, putting together a list of 210 causes for the fall of the
Roman Empire, suggested by various authors.381 With the ‘new model’ on the
other hand, it is the play of interaction and ‘feedback’ between diverse factors
that counts towards constructing the model. And so, to exemplify, the question
of negative effects of agricultural over-exploitation (excessive irrigation, reduc-
tion of fallow periods, introduction of summer cultivation, colonization of mar-

376 See Woodward 2008, pp. 147–154 (with the first picture at fig. 13 and the second on the
cover).
377 Thom 1972.
378 Ibid. p. 17.
379 Woodcock and Davis 1978, especially fig. 27.
380 Ibid. with fig. 21. The case of the Roman Empire is recurrent, cf. earlier Zeeman 1976.
381 Demandt 1984.
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ginal lands at the expense of pastoral farming, deforestation of the mountains)
had already been pointed out for several decades,382 but has only recently re-
ceived a properly systematic treatment.383

From that point the neo-archaeologists (starting from Kent Flannery384 and
Colin Renfrew385) began to make use of the new technologies and new models,
applying to the past the art of simulation which had been invented to predict
the future. There was, however, a difficulty which could be ignored conceptu-
ally but which was operatively frustrating, and this was the lack or scarcity of
certain data to insert into the complex calculations. Models suitable for con-
trolling ‘great numbers’ can only be poorly mimicked with the ‘small numbers’
which we have available. The simulations of the past, therefore, flourished
more in the shape of schemes of flow,386 of non-quantified theoretical models,
than of true and real diagrams with the curves which interweave so wondrous-
ly until ending in the flat organisation chart of the final catastrophe.

So we pretend that ancient history is a science, and that our homework –
to re-use Thom’s phrase here – is not only that of identifying discontinuity (so
far well and good, that is what we do as a profession) but also ‘to foresee and
if possible explain it’. I allow myself here a small correction: ‘to explain it and
if possible foresee it’ because it does not seem to me possible to give a predic-
tion without first explaining the mechanism. Anyway, for ancient historians
the problem is upside down, or, if we prefer, it is simplified: there is no need
to foresee, basing ourselves on the development of known factors; on the con-
trary we actually start from knowing what has happened, to try to identify in
that the unknown factors. But we should be grateful to the systemic approach
for at least three solid points, from which to begin. The first is that, contrary
to what ancients thought, it is not so much knowledge of the past to explain
the present and to equip us for predicting the future, but is rather knowledge
of the present (where the data are definite) to help us to ‘predict the past’. The

382 Jacobsen and Adams 1958; Gibson 1974.
383 Redman 1999.
384 Flannery 1972b suggests a systemic mechanism for the study of the growth (and possible
collapse or devolution) of the political system, which is not something to analyse here, since
it is looking at institutional evolution rather than that of town planning.
385 Renfrew (ed.) 1973; Renfrew 1978; 1979 with explicit use of the theory of catastrophe. On
the archaeological use of the theory of systems see Watson, LeBlanc, and Redman 1971 and
1984, pp. 67–111; Wenke 1981; and above all Van der Leeuw 1981 (introduction, very influential
in the archaeological field, to the use of the models of the new mathematics for the study of
change and spatial distribution) and Hill 1977 (with an exhaustive bibliography on the argu-
ment).
386 Starting at least from Redman 1978; cf. Liverani 1986, pp. 53–57; Davies 2005.
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second point is that the course of history is complex in time and space, it is a
continuous following and drawing alongside of ups and downs, of growth and
crisis, in an interconnected space of variable dimensions, with phenomena of
secondary (induced) collapse or instead compensatory growth. This tangle of
complexity cannot be arbitrarily simplified, giving preference to a single line of
our choice, inevitably ideological and teleological; and even the old distinction
between internal and external factors loses weight, since everything is a part
of the system, and it is up to us to arrange the system in a way that embraces
all the interacting factors. The third point is that discontinuity gives rise to a
form (to use Thom’s term) different from that preceding, and so then we need
above all to define the two forms (the one before and the one after the crisis)
to understand what the discontinuity consists of, rather than complaining a
priori of its negativity.

In 1988 two books were published on the collapse of the Ancient Near East,
one by Joseph Tainter and one by Norman Yoffee and George Cowgill, who in
truth were not so much centred upon the collapse of individual cities, which
is a more simple problem, but on that of entire ‘civilizations’.387 And the follow-
ing year a long article by Bill Dever was published which explicitly used the
theory of systems and multi-factored analyses to study the growth and collapse
of urbanization of the Ancient Bronze Age in Palestine.388 If a city collapses it
will be possible to argue over the means and causes, but the fact remains mate-
rially certain and indisputable: collapse of physical structures, decrease in the
population present. But when we speak of the collapse of an empire or civiliza-
tion, what is it that has really collapsed? Where is the discontinuity, the percep-
tible exception from normal long-term change? The systemic approach has
been criticized by the post-processual Ian Hodder as materialistic:389 but every-
thing depends on what indicators are considered decisive. Abrupt decrease in
the population present seems the parameter emblematic of collapse, and cer-
tain graphs on population trends, or, in archaeology, on settlement hectares,
provide concise visualization of what a collapse is;390 but neither Tainter nor
Yoffee and Cowgill take it into consideration.391 Equally materialistic is the cal-

387 Tainter 1988 (and then id. 1999); Yoffee and Cowgill 1988 (and earlier Yoffee 1979, and
then id. 2005, pp. 131–160; id. 2011, with the schemes of hierarchic towns in the Early, Middle,
Late, Imperial and Post-Assyrian periods.
388 Dever 1989.
389 Hodder 1986, pp. 20–40.
390 Cf. for example the graph in Adams 1965, p. 115, fig. 25.
391 The demographic collapse (clear in the case of America after the Spanish conquest) is
instead considered by the more popular Diamond 2005.
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culation of physical extent, especially if applied to an empire, and graphs on
the growth and decline of the Roman Empire or the Chinese Empire have been
adopted as clear portrayals of the parabola that develops ‘normally’.392 But
more often, for reasons already given, the process of growth is more progres-
sive, and that of decline is more abrupt, sometimes even vertical: I cite here
the curve of the extent of the Iranian city of Shakr-I Sokhte,393 but similar
curves could be constructed for numerous other cases. And it is noticeable that
past collapses were once treated as picturesque and romantic, and now that
we are inside, it is a question of understanding how to get out of it (now and
in the past): so collapse and rebirth.394

If the purely quantitative datum is not satisfactory, perhaps we should say
that the political structure collapses, the social order, the economic system –
in a word the organizational complexity: and this is actually Tainter’s essential
thesis. Or we might wish to measure as a principal indicator of collapse the
entity of cultural production (which is basically that which remains to us from
the past): buildings, writings, intellectualism, art? Or more banally the Gross
Domestic Product – but how can this be done, with the scanty data which we
have, to measure the GDP of the third dynasty of Ur, or of the Assyrian Empire?
Or we might even wish to measure a more intimate indicator, the level of hap-
piness, today they would say ‘perceived wellbeing’? All these waverings, how-
ever, cannot lead to a denial of discontinuity, in favour of continuity, following
a modern trend.395 When I studied the collapse of the Assyrian Empire,396 all
the elements that were in some measure quantifiable (extent, building activity,
radius of military action, relationship between capital and country, between
expenditure and production, etc.) indicated a vertical collapse, highlighted be-
sides by the fate of the city razed to the ground and remaining for centuries at
the level of villages and rubble – so that the suggestions of minimizing the
Assyrian collapse, on the basis of a few scribes remaining still active for a few
years397 (like the proverbial Japanese soldier on a Pacific islet), run the risk of
looking too closely at a tree to be able to see the forest. And the same can be
said of the fate of the Hittite Empire and its capital, which will have been

392 Cf. Tainter 1988, p. 125, fig. 21; Cherry 1987, pp. 159–163 with fig. 5 (both taken from
Taagepera 1968).
393 Tosi 1977, fig. 5; also Biscione 1977; 1983.
394 Schwartz and Nichols (eds.) 2006; Berlejung (ed.) 2012.
395 See the criticism of Ward-Perkins 2005.
396 Liverani 2008a.
397 Dalley 1993. After the Assyrian collapse the valley of Khabur still resisted but under Baby-
lonian sovereignty, cf. Kühne 2011.
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abandoned rather than destroyed, but remained anyway depopulated for cen-
turies before hosting a Phrygian village of a very modest level of power and
complexity.

5.14 The climatic factor and the early environment

As the analysis of cycles of urbanization extends further to different regions,
and more temporal coincidences are met with, so too does some sort of expla-
nation of these coincidences become necessary, and in the course of research
different explanations have followed each other. To simplify, three phases can
be identified. First, urbanization was thought to be diffused, starting from a
single centre or at maximum from a pair of centres, and it was thought that
this process of diffusion (by means of migrations of people, or of elites, or of
techniques and ideas) was enough to explain the temporal coincidences and
the temporal distribution. Next, single-centre origins and migrations were re-
jected, but the dragging effect that primary urbanizations exercised on second-
ary ones was maintained. Finally, recently and really as the world was global-
ized, there was a localising reaction, intent upon minimizing the effect of exter-
nal ‘input’ so as to value instead the internal dynamics of development. If there
is an influence, the ‘merit’ is not due to the culture which provides the model
(‘imperialist’ approach) but to that which assumes it (‘equal dignity’ ap-
proach). Each civilization has inside it the prime mover of its evolution, and
the best condition for the study of evolutionary phenomena is that of the is-
land. But then, what to do with the coincidences and temporal distribution?

To read certain works of neo-archaeologists and proto-historians it seems
that their theoretical model is Wilhelm Leibniz’ Monadologia (1714): The Mo-
nads ‘do not have windows’, they cannot communicate among themselves;
‘There is no way of explaining how a Monad can be altered in quality or inter-
nally changed by any other created thing; since it is impossible to change the
place of anything in it or to conceive in it any internal motion which could be
produced, directed, increased or diminished therein, although all this is pos-
sible in the case of compounds, in which there are changes among the parts.
The Monads have no windows, through which anything could go in or come
out’ (§ 7). How then to explain the evident fact that human beings and human
groups interact? The reason is in the so-called ‘pre-established harmony’:
‘Since one created Monad cannot have any physical influence upon the inner
being of another, it is only by this means [the mediation of God] that the one
can be dependent upon the other’ (§ 51). The world functions like a mechanical
toy theatre, a clock apparatus, of those that were popular in Leibniz’ day: when



The climatic factor and the early environment 331

the damsel passes in front of the gentleman, he bows his head as a mark of
respect, not because he sees her, but because the clockmaker had prearranged
this coincidence from the beginning.

Now, if the first urbanization and then the successive cycles are strictly
linked from region to region, the cases are two: either there is some sort of
‘pre-established harmony’ or ‘the Monads have windows’. For those who opt
for this second, more traditional, explanation, it is possible to think of a ‘Dar-
winian’ mechanism, through which a winning mutation (that is, endowed with
greater strength) expands necessarily at the expense of whoever remains out-
side the mutation itself – and the DNA genome project has scientifically clari-
fied the genetic mechanisms of this diffusion.398 In other words, the socio-
economic mutation of urbanization, entailing an increase in productivity and
widening of the socio-political dimension, tended to spread like a contagion.
Whoever prefers instead to have recourse to the pre-established harmony will
need to think of a cosmic clockmaker, extra-human, and since it is by now
clear that the God creator is not interested in the progress of our terrestrial
world (we could say: God exists, but is outside the room), then the regulatory
factor is, according to all the evidence, the climate, whose oscillations directly
determine (especially in the zones at critical equilibrium) the highs and lows
of human occupation, and indirectly also provoke those population move-
ments that are sometimes (jointly) responsible for decline and collapse.

The preferred explanation (even if the object of heated debate) in the last
decades of the last century was in effect the climatic one. The influence of
climate on the events of human society has a long history, starting when there
was not yet evidence going beyond the great cycles of ‘glaciation’ – which,
apart from anything else, left the entire historical phase inside one ‘intergla-
cial’ period and so could perhaps be urged for the forming of the Neolithic Age
but certainly not for urbanization. Besides, after a certain favour on the part of
positivist historiography over the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the
twentieth centuries, the climatic factor was put aside and long obscured by
idealist historiography in the period between the two wars, with its preference
for human events being caused by exclusively human factors. But a revival of
historical consideration of the environmental and climatic factor took place
from the 1960s, for a double reason: the habit of archaeologists to collaborate
with scholars of the early environment, and the development of a ‘new clima-
tology’ which, using more refined technical procedures, succeeded in docu-
menting even minor events, middle and short-term oscillations, also much

398 Watson 2003; cf. Liverani 2009.
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present in the historical phases. Historical studies took note of it then, but
above all in the 1980s,399 with a clear preference in linking the climatic factor
to the processes of collapse rather than to those of growth. So in the case of
urbanization the change was cited to explain the crisis of the cities and the
abandonment of entire semi-arid zones, or rather their reconversion to a lighter
pastoral settlement, while not cited to explain their growth. Catastrophes, one
knows, especially if unexpected, are much more spectacular, more impressive,
than growth, which is always slow.

Bridging, so to speak, the dramatic climatic changes of prehistory and
those more contained of the last millennia, is the recurrent question of the
climatic factor’s possible influence on the first urbanization: lowering of the
sea level in the Persian Gulf would have allowed the first occupation (‘Ubaid)
of Lower Mesopotamia, and be followed by the first urbanization (Uruk) in the
previously impracticable delta zone. This explanation, held particularly in the
German world (because the core samplings of the sea bottoms, on which it is
based, are German)400 seems to me simplistic, and besides contradicted by
more complete reconstructions of the geo-morphological history of the re-
gion.401

The climatic explanations are still being debated, but it is more a question
of form than of substance. A simplistic and purely mechanical explanation
leaves historians dissatisfied and annoyed, but an aprioristic denial ignores
the fact that environmental conditions constitute the concrete scene of human
events, and that these conditions change (and even greatly) in the course of
time. To go back to Jakob Burckhardt’s words cited earlier, the effect of exter-
nal causes (in primis climatic) is much easier if ‘prepared by inward degenera-
tion’. And so, in the case of a city, the population repairs the ruin of an earth-
quake by rebuilding the houses, but if an entire region remains de-urbanized
and more or less depopulated for centuries, then it is necessary to look for the
signs of that internal crisis, onto which the external shock was grafted and so
played a decisive role, though insufficient per se. In other words, the climatic
explanations of collapses always need to be inserted into a more complex sce-
nario, alongside socio-economic and political factors. The altogether positive
result, however, of the ‘new climatology’ consists of having contributed to the
reconstruction of the early environments in their diachronic transformation,

399 For the evidence I refer to Liverani 2012a, limiting myself here to recalling Liverani 1968
and Crown 1971; 1972.
400 In particular Nissen 1983. On environmental change as the origin of urbanization cf. Hole
1994.
401 Sanlaville 1989; then excellent Verhoeven 1998.
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and so of having placed the phenomena (in our case: of growth and decline of
urbanization) in non-anachronistic scenarios.

The most persistent example is that of second urbanization in Upper Meso-
potamia, at the time of the collapse of the Akkad Empire, towards the end of
the third millennium. The case has been advanced in various articles by the
Yale archaeologist and excavator of Tell Leilan, Harvey Weiss, with his associ-
ates and palaeo-climatologist colleagues, and is confirmed in spite of initial
resistance and perplexity.402 It is noticeable that the Upper Mesopotamian col-
lapse is contemporary with that yet sharper and more distinct (and long identi-
fied in the archaeological record) of the southern Levant, where the period
between the end of Early Bronze Age II–III urbanization and the beginning of
that of the Middle Bronze Age was at first (up until the 1960s) attributed to
migratory factors, to the arrival, that is, of the nomadic tribes of the Amori-
tes,403 and then (1970s) to internal crisis of the ‘dimorphic’ (urban/pastoral)
system.404 Evidently, therefore, climatic worsening can be behind (in both
cases) the dilemma of invasion/internal crisis as a prime mover, more neces-
sary as the area involved in the crisis grows wider.405

The collapse of the third urbanization and the ‘dark’ period at the end of
the second millennium was also linked to a climatic crisis,406 to widespread
notices (in Hittite and Egyptian texts) of famines, and to migrations of starving
people. Earlier the dendro-chronological sequence at Gordion, studied by Peter
Kuniholm of Cornell University, showed a sequence of a number of decidedly
arid years, and then other scientific evidence appears alongside the quite ex-
plicit textual data.407 In this example the climatic episode was short but harsh,
and provoked the violent migrations which came from the Egyptian and Balkan
areas into the Levant and Anatolia, destroying a large part of the Syrian and
Anatolian cities – with the case of Ugarit a clear example.408

But to return to the historiographic success of the ‘new climatology’, what
is the more general historical frame here? As I have already said elsewhere,
western civilization seems to behave itself like a child with its toy, joining study
to destruction, even to the point of ruin: the child destroys the toy in order to

402 Weiss et al. 1993a, b; Staubwasser and Weiss 2006.
403 Summary in Kenyon 1966.
404 Above all Dever 1989 (culmination of several articles in the 1970s), and earlier Liverani
1970 and 1973.
405 The climatic factor was adopted by Rosen 1989; the summary by Palumbo 1990 is geared
towards internal factors.
406 Neumann and Parpola 1982; Kirleis and Herles 2007.
407 Cf. now Kaniewski et al. 2010.
408 Liverani 1995b.
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see how it works ‘inside’; the western world sets itself to study (and ‘save’)
that which it is destroying, and does this at the last useful moment or perhaps
when it is already too late: thus with the ‘native’ populations, with the cultural
heritage, and with the environment.409 There is no doubt, in fact, that the ‘eco-
logical’ interest that has permeated socio-political, but also historical-cultural,
thinking from the 1960s onwards is a backlash from the widespread compro-
mising of our environment, through unthinking over-exploitation and culpable
negligence. The dramatic environmental changes that we are living through
(right up to actual ‘global warming’) have prompted us to study those of the
past, by now very aware that the environment changes, and that certain cities
whose positions in today’s desert or semi-desert landscape seem incomprehen-
sible, were actually surrounded, under very different climatic conditions, by a
different landscape, which they were able to exploit.

The suggestion could also be made that the modern world’s undoubted
self-blame for the impending (and culpable) ecological disaster has helped to
transfer to more ancient periods the belief that, alongside the changes due to
the climate, those due to man also need to be assessed. Enough here to cite
Karl Butzer’s contribution in the 1960s: the prehistoric landscape is determined
by climate, but the historical landscape by human intervention: irrigation (with
the system peculiar to the Nile valley), technological development, demo-
graphic development, and urbanization,410 or, to recall yet once more the em-
phasis placed by Adams and by Gibson on ‘engineered disasters’, from agricul-
tural overexploitation.411 Certain phenomena of deterioration from overexploi-
tation are unquestionable, but this was a matter of reversible effects, which
anyway did not determine any climatic change. Other examples seem exagger-
ated: with the low technological levels of the time, deforestation and pollution
must have been so modest as to have no noticeable climatic effects.

On the operational level, with the 1980s, early-climatic and geo-morpho-
logical enquiries intensified,412 then to be summarised in collected volumes413

and appropriate manuals.414 If the French mission at Mari and in the area of

409 Liverani 2005a, p. 223.
410 Butzer 1964 (limited to prehistory); 1976 (only on Egypt); latest 1995 (excellent summary).
411 Jacobsen and Adams 1958; Gibson 1974.
412 Besançon and Sanlaville 1981 for the Middle Euphrates, also Geyer 1985; Geyer and Mon-
chambert 1987.
413 Brice (ed.) 1978; Bintliff et al. (eds.) 1988.
414 From that of Butzer 1964 to the recent one by Waters 1992 (from a North American per-
spective alone); Cremaschi 2000 (which includes North African, Near-Eastern and Central
Asian horizons); Nützel 2004.
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the Middle Euphrates,415 and the Belgian mission at Sippar and in the Akkadi-
an area paid particular attention to geo-morphology (see at § 5.2), a complex
programme of early-environmental reconstruction was by now practised by
various missions, and can even be considered a ‘normal’ paradigm – though
special mention is at least due to the mission of Tell Sheikh Hamed.416 Textual
evidence was also used, above all from 1980, for environmental reconstruction,
both with the project of the ‘Rome school’ relevant above all to the agrarian
landscape and the shape of the fields (but also of the urban buildings) as recov-
erable from administrative and legal texts;417 and with the ‘Bulletin on Sumeri-
an Agriculture’ edited at Cambridge by Nicholas Postgate between 1984 and
1995,418 with contributions on the flora and agricultural practices, on irrigation
and on domestic animals. Reconstruction of the environment therefore looks
at the land in its entirety and above all the cultivated countryside, rather than
the properly urban environment. But this territorial reconstruction makes the
placing of cities in their context more realistic than it had been down to the
‘ecological’ revolution.

5.15 The demographic factor

At the beginning of the poem of Gilgamesh, in describing and celebrating (and
certainly not belittling) the city of Uruk, it is said that a square mile is of hous-
es, a square mile of urban vegetable gardens, a square mile of clay-pits (and I
would add: of rubbish pits), and half a square mile is the temple area. The
Mesopotamian city, even though densely inhabited, had therefore ample spare
spaces, and calculations of its demographic capacity must take that into ac-
count. But for long this general indication was not much taken into account
and the estimates have often tended to provide numbers that are far too high.

It is well known that all pre-modern history, not having available coherent
and continuous quantitative data, is a pre-statistical history. But it is equally
well known that a sort of quantification, however approximate, is nevertheless

415 Final volume Geyer and Monchambert 2003 (more diverse articles of predictions and sum-
maries).
416 Kühne (ed.) 1991, with excellent graphic and photographic documentation, and chapters
on the geo-morphology (Ergenziger) and on the canals (Ergenziger and Kühne); also Ergenzi-
ger et al. 1988. I saw Reculeau 2011 too late to be able to use it.
417 Zaccagnini 1979 (Nuzi; argument taken up by Müller 1994); Liverani 1988–89 (Ur III);
1996a (summary); Fales 1989 and 1990 (Assyria); Mori 2003 and 2007 (Emar).
418 Postgate and Powell (eds.) 1984–1995; cf. also Foster 1999.
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indispensable for assessing historical phenomena. For the city, the assessment
of the number of inhabitants is essential, not certainly to establish on this basis
what is the minimum ‘threshold’ of the city (because such thresholds vary his-
torically), but to estimate the historical size of the phenomenon, the typology
of the city, the level of urbanization of the total population, the comparison
between different cities of the same period and so on. And in effect, once the
first ‘mythical’ phase is overcome, which oscillates between the two opposite
extremes of the ‘empty’ city and the innumerable crowds of subjects/slaves,
and once sufficient samples of an urban fabric are available (following the
German excavations first and those under the mandates next), the problem is
posed to us. We have already seen how Frankfort (§ 2.13) had first attempted
estimates, which for long remained classic points of reference, and how then
Adams (§ 4.2) had systematically practised quantitative estimations to outline
the demographic and settlement trend of ancient Mesopotamia.

These evaluations are based substantially on comparison with modern set-
tlements: first (in the ‘colonial’ age) using the model of the Islamic city, and
then (with the advent of ethno-archaeology) using the model of modern Near-
Eastern villages.419 Obviously the two models provide very different quantita-
tive references: the first, applicable to the city, provides very high estimates,
given the crowded nature of Islamic cities, with houses of several storeys and
a dense urban fabric with narrow alleys, whereas the second model, applicable
to villages, provides a very low estimate, given the outspread fabric of houses
interspersed by wide areas for work and for human and animal traffic. It was
clear to all that the density of inhabitants per hectare was noticeably influ-
enced by different factors: the presence (in the city) or absence (in the village)
of a surrounding wall which takes in the inhabited space, the incidence of
spaces for circulation, the incidence of public and monumental buildings, the
level of abandonment/destruction of buildings, the heaps of refuse, and such
like. These are all elements that it is possible (at least partly) to assess in an
amply excavated city, but not for sites where modest soundings have been
carried out, and even less for sites known only from an analysis of the surface
remains. At the diachronic level then, while a calculation is easier for an amply
excavated stratigraphic level, estimates through levels (particularly deeper
ones) remaining as yet only sounded are much more problematic. And on the
regional level, if the fossil-guides used to date the tell have too wide a defini-
tion, then the probability that not all the settlements assigned to a given period
were inhabited contemporaneously becomes crucial.

419 Sumner 1979.
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Taking account of all this, the processes which found practical implemen-
tation in Near-Eastern archaeology were the following. (1) Calculate the area
settled, period by period, and apply a parameter of inhabitants per hectare.
The system is easily practicable (and is, in fact, that most often practised),
both for excavated sites and for those with surface surveys; but it is very impre-
cise, as the variety of parameters used by different authors illustrates: 100, or
125, or 200 (and more) inhabitants per hectare; or (in Israel) up to 50 per
dunam.420 (2) Calculate the settlement area alone, that used for dwelling, and
then apply ethno-archaeological parameters (variable according to the type
and size of the settlement).421 The system is more precise, but obviously only
applicable to excavated areas (now also to those well mapped by geomagnet-
ism), and the extension of the datum to the whole site carries a good dose of
interpolation. (3) Count the number of dwelling houses (in the areas excavat-
ed), calculate the total, and multiply by the median family size. Here also the
parameter used varies (a factor of 5 is often used; but there are those who
suggest a factor of 8, which seems excessive), also because the farming family
is normally composed of father, mother and a pair of children (survivors of the
high level of perinatal mortality) and a maximum of one servant; whereas an
urban family of high class could be composed of more wives, certainly more
children, and numerous servants. The size (in square metres) of the dwelling
house is an element of estimation, but the existence (and extent) of a second
floor is not always known. (4) Calculate the food resources of the lands of the
city (process of the site catchment type, cf. § 5.3) and/or those contained in the
storerooms/silos of the city, as well as the reserves of drinking water (wells
and cisterns). The process is more applicable to a prehistoric village than a city
(which receives resources also from further away) and runs the risk of provid-
ing exaggerated estimates through excess, given through counting that all the
resources of the territory were exploited, and/or that the storerooms were fully
filled to capacity. It provides rather a maximum limit compatible with the tech-
nology of the time, which is not a real and correct estimate. (5) Finally, recover
data from the texts (where they exist) taking account, however, of the propa-
gandist distortion of the celebratory ones, and of the conventions of the admin-
istrative ones.422

420 Shiloh 1980 (the dunam is a tenth of a hectare).
421 Postgate 1994 estimates the ‘urban space’ at 95 % of the tell, the ‘residential space’ at
90 % of the urban space and the ‘roofed space’ at 40 % of the residential space.
422 On the various methods, cf. Kramer 1980; more critical Hassan 1981 (with comments by
Ammerman 1989).
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Here I can take a concrete example, relative to an amply excavated city,
that of Ugarit in the fourteenth to thirteenth centuries. W. R. Garr423 estimated
that of the total area, 72.5 % was residential, and 27.5 % was public/ monumen-
tal. But only 47.9 % was covered area and so effectively lived in, for a total of
7.64 hectares, which multiplied by the factor of ten square metres per inhabit-
ant gives a total of 7640 inhabitants. Now the preceding calculations carried
out on the texts424 gave more or less the same result, which can therefore be
considered quite rational, so much so as to be adopted by the French mission
as well for the project of town planning study of the site.425 For the demograph-
ic estimate of the whole territory, while the example of Ugarit does not appear
suitable (it still lacks extensive surveys, and difficulties remain from the mod-
ern exploitation of the area), that of Alalakh in the fifteenth to fourteenth cen-
turies is, on the other hand, thanks to the detailed lists of villages with the
number of houses and inhabitants: here also archaeological analysis426 pro-
vides confirmation of what had already been recovered from the texts.427 For
Khattusha (Boğazköi) also the estimates (15/20,000 inhabitants) between the
archaeological data and the texts are more or less in agreement.428 One certain-
ly abnormal example, on the other hand, involves a quarter of Assur, studied
on the archivist/prosopographic data compared with the area of the houses, to
arrive at a density of 600–700 people per hectare.429

Demographic estimates are frequently put forward by Israeli archaeologists,
of the Department of Antiquities and of the University of Tell Aviv, with atten-
tion both to the problems of method and the parameters to be used,430 and to
their application to individual sites431 and entire districts, period by period.432

The demographic estimates carried out by Robert Adams for Lower Mesopota-
mia (to which I refer at § 4.2 and § 5.2) are necessarily rougher; and the assess-
ments put forward for Egypt are rougher still.433 For Upper Mesopotamia it is

423 Garr 1987.
424 Liverani 1979b.
425 Yon 1992. My estimates were on the other hand criticized by Schloen 2001, pp. 317–347.
426 Casana 2009.
427 Liverani 1975; Serangeli 1978; now Niedorf 2008; von Dassow 2008.
428 Bittel and Naumann 1952, p. 26; Mora 1977.
429 Åkerman 1999–2001 seems ill informed on the problems of early demographic estimates
and his analysis is too simplified.
430 Shiloh 1980; Zorn 1994; Schloen 2001, pp. 135–183.
431 Tell en-Nasbah would have had 800/1000 inhabitants in Iron Age II, and only half that
in the neo-Babylonian period.
432 Broshi and Gophna 1984 (Early Bronze II/III); 1986 (Middle Bronze II); Gophna and Portu-
gali 1988 (Early/Middle Bronze); Broshi and Finkelstein 1992 (Iron Age).
433 Butzer 1976, pp. 81–98; O’Connor 1972a, b.
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the survey carried out by Tony Wilkinson and colleagues (§ 5.3) that provide
more concrete and reliable data. By now it would be appropriate to redo Adams’
calculations, beginning from updated calculations differentiated between cities
and villages.434 Ottoman Aleppo had c.300 inhabitants per hectare, with two-
storeyed houses and families averaging 7 people, and so for the great walled
cities of the Ancient Near East, calculating one and a half floors (partial upper
floor) and families averaging 5.5 people, we arrive at a density of 175 people per
hectare. For the average small towns the density may drop to 100, and for the
open villages to a maximum of 50 (but they could also be less).435

A different problem, even if correlated to that of the demographic estimates
(‘How many Sumerians per hectare?’ as Nicholas Postgate asked)436 is that of
evaluating the weight of the demographic factor in determining the phenome-
na of urbanization, and in particular that of the first urbanization. Was it the
demographic push that primed the ‘urban revolution’ or was it the conse-
quence of it (with the first factor to be identified in technological innovation)?
The problem has been noticed from the 1960s at least, and I limit myself here
to cite how Morton Fried, claiming the demographic factor in the evolution
of the social structures,437criticized Adams for having minimized them.438 But
afterwards Adams himself would state that demographic growth preceded the
urban explosion and so was one cause, or at least a pre-condition.439

But the question was raised to the first level following the publication (in
1965) of the authoritative book by the economist Ester Boserup,440 who up-
turned the relationship between growth of the population and technological
innovation, considering the demographic pressure as the ‘independent vari-
able’ and technical progress as the dependent variable. After various debates
(and also criticisms) on the model’s acceptability in a prehistoric and ancient
context,441 Boserup returns to the theme with a second book (in 1981), in which

434 I refer to Marcus 1989 for the cities: Aurenche 1981 for the villages. For the cities the town
planner Bairoch 19852 suggested from 200 to 400 people per hectare.
435 The data in Kramer 1982, pp. 155–181, are more optimistic (in villages from 60 to 150
people per hectare; in the cities from 90 to 190). Castel 1992, pp. 99–101, in criticising the
simplistic equation between square metres and number of inhabitants, reveals a certain French
intolerance for American anthropological methods.
436 Postgate 1994. cf. also id. 1992–93, pp. 432–435.
437 Fried 1967, pp. 196–199; Carneiro 1967 also establishes a connection between demograph-
ic size and organizational complexity of a community.
438 Adams 1966, pp. 44–45.
439 Adams 1972c, pp. 61–62.
440 Boserup 1965.
441 The conference edited by Spooner (ed.) 1972 is entirely based on the ‘Boserup model’; cf.
the criticisms of Hassan 1978; 1979; 1981, pp. 161–175 and 231–257 (and then Chapman 1988;



340 Modernity: new approaches and new settings

Fig. 46: Flowcharts on the origin of the city. A: Boserup; B: Childe; C: Adams; D: Redman.

various pages are also dedicated to the process of urbanization, and the Meso-
potamian example in particular.442 It will therefore be better to refer ourselves
largely to this second book. Now, the thesis that the demographic factor inter-
acts with other factors in determining the passage to systems of greater produc-
tivity is undoubtedly valid, as a general model of a type of system, provided,
however, that the importance of other factors and their effect in determining

Ramazzotti 1999, pp. 27–35; Hassan 1999). Convinced support from Smith 1972; Young 1972;
Smith and Young 1972; 1983; Wheatley 1972; Gibson 1973; Wright and Johnson 1977; also posi-
tive Cohen 1978. Opposed is Oates 1980.
442 Boserup 1981, pp. 63–90. On the Mesopotamian example, Boserup bases herself above all
on Smith and Young 1972 (in their turn based upon Boserup 1965) and on various contributions
of Robert Adams.
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the demographic growth itself are also recognized. The application of the model
to agricultural growth (which is the author’s real field of interest) remains con-
vincing, but its application to urbanization is, in my view, less so. The emblem-
atic description ‘Fertility of land and agricultural technology were secondary
factors; the prime condition for early urbanization was a sufficiently large and
dense population’.443 seems to leave the demographic data in the void. How
could it ever be possible to have a ‘sufficiently large and dense population’ in
a region devoid of fertile land and adequate technical productivity? The beauty
of the systemic approach – as compared to the popular dilemma between chick-
en and egg – really lies in outlining the interaction between the various factors
in determining the progressive growth of the whole [see fig. 46]. The whole
statistical approach on a world scale, which is the basis of the ‘Boserup model’,

443 Ibid. p. 65.
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ends up obscuring the determining moments and factors, case by case: and the
‘Mesopotamian case’ cannot be influenced by the different ‘Peruvian case’ –
nor vice versa.

Let us take the age-old question of Mesopotamian irrigation, which Bose-
rup (as Adams had done before) sees growing in size and complexity with the
growth of the city and state: from the modest prehistoric irrigation, at a level
of individual productive units, up to the extensive and integrated regional sys-
tem.444 This parallel growth really should make it clear that irrigation is in
effect a factor, and to decide whether it is, there is no need to see if it is a
factor in Peru or temperate Europe; the point is to notice that all the cities of
first urbanization are placed on rivers, at the centre of irrigated agricultural
districts: they are all there, on the banks of rivers, and ten kilometres away
there are none. Let us try to imagine an administration (neo-Sumerian or Old
Babylonian) that needs to decide if it would be fitting to dig a canal or not.
The ancient problems, of a scholastic context (serving as training for the scribe-
administrators),445 were formulated in exactly this way: given a canal so long
and so deep, and given that the labour costs so much barley per unit of volume
dug out, if we make use of a determined quantity of barley, what length of
canal can we dig? Today we put the problem differently: considering that the
cost of the operation is so much, and forecasting that the annual profits will
be so much, how many years will it take to amortise the costs and make the
work productive? The reply of the ‘Boserup model’ is obvious: if we have a
sufficient number of farming families to put to work on the irrigated fields of
the new canal, then the operation is profitable, otherwise not. So it is profitable
if there is demographic pressure. But why did the neo-Sumerian scribe-admin-
istrator not pose the question of profitability? Because the temple administra-
tion which decides to excavate the canal does not put the families to cultivate
the fields, it will cultivate them centrally, with a few (very few) staff and with
use of forced labour (from the surrounding villages) at critical times (seed-
sowing, harvest, transporting and storing), paid by rations only on the days
worked. Witold Kula’s principle on the ‘feudal system’ is valid here: an estate
which bases itself on corvée work would have its account deep in the red if it
had to calculate the forced work at commercial rates, but instead it receives
profits because it unloads the ‘social’ costs elsewhere.446

Let us turn to the case of primary urbanization. There is no question of a
Mesopotamian exception, but a whole series of primary cases (Mesopotamia,

444 Also for Kappel 1974 the formation of the state precedes large-scale irrigation.
445 Nemet and Nejat 1992. The texts were published by Neugebauer and Sachs 1945.
446 Kula 1970; I am inspired by this model in Liverani 1982.
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Egypt, the Indus Valley, China) to be based on irrigation, on the increase of
the production of the agricultural surplus intended for the maintenance of spe-
cialists and managers. The best setting for this process is the alluvial valley,
and it is there that it takes place, very early and at a high level. The growth of
population, which normally remains steady at very modest annual rates (close
to zero) in the long Neolithic millennia, has a most remarkable increase, actu-
ally linked to the first urbanization, as a most remarkable rise had already been
noticed in the longer and less defined passage from a gathering economy to
that of production. Childe’s revolutions, with all their retouchings, really had
taken place.

I believe that the over-estimation of demographic pressure as a prime fac-
tor of technical and organizational progress is the clear result of the modern
preoccupation with the actual trend of over-population which increasingly ren-
ders the available resources always more insufficient and so impels research
into more efficient productive systems. But is it legitimate to project this syn-
drome into the remote past? The land is overabundant compared to the popula-
tion, and the preoccupation of the ancient Mesopotamians was the opposite
from the modern one: it was the fear of extinction through lack of population.
In various kinds of text – from the myths (such as that of Atram-khasis) to
the prophecies to the curses – the precursors of the ‘seven horsemen of the
Apocalypse’ emerge: famine, hunger, war, flood, and plague endanger the con-
tinuity of a life always caught up in endemic scarcity, which is not a scarcity
of resources, but a scarcity of men.





6 Post-modernity: computerization and
deconstruction

6.1 Tourist enjoyment and totalizing restoration

The taste for ruins had enjoyed its great romantic season in the period bridging
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the world (European/Mediterra-
nean and Near East) was full of ruins, much more than now. Ruins of buildings
but also of whole cities. Authentic ruins but also imitation ones. Every family
that could – aristocratic or rich middle class – had a ruin built in their garden,
Gothic or classical as it might be. It was an elitist and solitary taste, linked to
meditation on human destinies. We have seen, right at the beginning of our
journey (§ 1.1) how Assyria and Babylon, ill-adapted as their brick ruins were,
destroyed by time and weather rather than by divine vendettas, also served for
similar meditation and association. And we have seen how the elite tourism of
the Grand Tour lapped too against those regions, in search perhaps of the Tow-
er of Babel or the Earthly Paradise.

Mass tourism and media popularization swept all this aside, from the
time of the Second World War. The mass tourist does not like ruins (can’t
find his way around, can’t understand anything), he likes whole buildings,
as intact as they came out of the architect’s mind, even better if livened up
with on-going activities and people who live there. But since the buildings
and entire ancient cities are not there, then let them be restored, at least to
prevent the ruins becoming heaps of rubble, but also to make them more
enjoyable, more alive and ‘real’. So in the Near-Eastern countries that decided
to turn to tourism – Egypt to begin with, but then followed by the rest – the
departments in charge of Antiquities were made suitably aware of the ques-
tion of restoration, and inserted clauses in the conservation laws so that exca-
vation concessions included an obligation of conservation and restoration of
monuments excavated, of those considered worth being conserved and en-
joyed by the local and international public. Provisions were made for the
older excavations (‘colonial’ and pre-colonial) to be restored, when oppor-
tune and appropriate, taking advantage of funding from international organi-
zations.

But there are ways and ways of restoration. There is the ‘philological’ or
‘historical’ restoration (with which we are familiar in Italy through the work of
Cesare Brandi and the wonderful Istituto Centrale per il Restauro), which high-
lights the phases of construction, the later constructions, the phases of decline,
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and yet keeps the monument in its actual state.1 But there is also the totalizing
restoration, which aims to reconstruct the original state of the monument and
present it intact, as a 1 : 1 scale model superimposed on the original site. Borges
and his 1 : 1 map of the Chinese Empire, superimposed on the real world,
springs to mind.

Naturally, were it not for the interweaving with tourism, the two ideal types
of restoration could live together in separate areas: a ‘philological’ restoration
of the real monument, and a totalizing restoration in the form of a model, or
even better in a virtual form, given that present electronic instruments allow
us to obtain excellent results, which can, if wished, be animated and brought
‘to life’, quite apart from costing far, far less than a true and large restoration.
But I said ‘were it not for tourism’ because in effect the ‘cultural’ tourist, who
has already seen in his own home, before leaving, in a televised documentary,
the virtual, totalizing and animated restoration, recognizes, however, an added
value in going to the place and seeing the real thing. To be able to say ‘I was
there’ confers great prestige on him (at least in his own eyes), and there are
those who year after year tick off as ‘done’ a new site from the list of those to
see. They are right: no virtual visualization can give the magic of the place, of
the context, the landscape, the true light and smells, of walking inside, of
touching with the hand, of taking your own photograph (and let us not say: of
putting your name on it). But they are wrong if they want the real thing, inside
which they can walk, to have the same finish as the virtual restoration, a finish
which the ancient monument does not have and never could have had, not
even the day of its beginning. They are wrong from an historical and cultural
viewpoint, but as a customer they are always right. This is why the Near-East-
ern states ready themselves to present to tourists monuments in a state of per-
fect conservation.

The Poles, who had developed a school of totalizing restoration, began by
reconstructing Warsaw, devastated by the bombardments of the Second World
War, exactly as it was, with the shapes and colours taken from the canvases
of Canaletto. Summoned to Egypt to reconstruct the Theban temple of Hatshep-
sut, they put back up what must have been there originally, going well beyond
the job of conservation. But an operation which could succeed for a building
whose height was already partially conserved, and which was built in stone,
could not succeed if transferred to buildings in brick, by now destroyed after

1 I ought not to enter into its merits here: I refer to Brandi 1963 (and the ‘Carta del Restauro’
which is from 1972); also id. 2009, pp. 35–63; Melucco 1989, pp. 200–233; Cordaro 2009. On the
interweaving between journey, ruin, restoration and display see Barbanera 2009, pp. 58–76 (to
whom I refer for bibliographic developments).
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Fig. 47: Emakh of Babylon, modern reconstruction.

decades and decades of neglect following the excavation under the mandates,
and of which very little remained other than the ground plan. And so we have
rebuilding of temple buildings such as, for example, Emakh of Babylon,2 sim-
ply built ex novo, on the actual site, a 1 : 1 scale model raised as it was in the
reconstructive drawings of Andrae and Koldewey [fig. 47]. Or reconstructing
large parts of the walls of Nineveh with a standardized repetition of unlikely
decorative crowning taken from ancient and modern drawings. All this to the
end of providing an enjoyable and satisfying image for the impatient tourist:
but also (and perhaps largely) to the end of celebrating ancient Babylonia as
a prototype of the Iraq of Saddam Hussein, to whom is in fact due the political
stimulus to restore the whole of Babylon in the way described above.3

In any case we need to consider that what archaeologists recover by means
of the excavation is not normally the original aspect of the monument but the
final one at the end of a use more or less prolonged and marked by deteriora-
tion and rebuilding, up to the decisive obliteration through collapse or destruc-

2 See the criticisms of Cavigneaux 1986; in general Fales 2004, pp. 167–171; on the relationship
to Koldewey’s and Andrae’s drawings, Micale 2005, p. 152; 2008a, b.
3 On Saddam’s archaeological-political project, Fales 2004, pp. 160–171 and 232–250; Bern-
hardsson 2005 (with comments of Gibson 2006); Brusasco 2012, pp. 19–48.
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tion or abandonment followed by intentional deposits or progressive burying.
We need only visit a traditional village, with houses of unfired brick, to appre-
ciate what must have been the state of decay, of partial conservation and of
repeated repairs, when the inhabited area still existed as such, before finally
being abandoned or destroyed. This is the ‘real thing’ that we ought to get
used to visualizing, not a sort of ideal project, finished and intact, as designed
by the architect to win the competition for the contract.

Now, the reconstructive drawings of Koldewey and Andrae, carried out at
the beginning of the twentieth century, were hypothetic solutions, which were
then partly corrected, and which anyway were inserted in a range of possible
solutions. There is nothing wrong – on the contrary! – if small models are
derived from these drawings to display in the local museum or in the great
Western museums, to give an idea of the whole. But to transform them into a
pseudo-restoration (which is actually a construction ex novo) is a clear distor-
tion, devoid of any scientific or cultural worth. It is basically the principle of
pop-art, of reproducing little objects on an abnormal scale: the small three-
dimensional models (for museums and exhibitions) become amplified to a
‘real’ scale, with an effect of alienation. Quite apart from anything else, the
building remade ex novo presents a deeply marked and even more alien con-
trast to the desolation that surrounds it, with the effect of a surreal ‘cathedral
in the desert’, the direct opposite of the aim of contextualization which it was
thought it could offer to the tourist. Not to mention partial restorations like
that of the ziggurat of ‘Aqar Quf,4 which fascinated generations of travellers in
search of the Tower of Babel, and whose summit now comes out, unexpectedly,
above a base reconstructed as new [fig. 48]. But it is easy to foresee that neglect
(not to mention war) will quickly allow the readmission of these buildings too
to the category of ruins (and then of heaps of rubble). Anyway, the European
experts involved in the operation, after having sought (in vain) to put forward
their reservations, withdrew from it.5

But if anyone were to wish to defend the choice of total restoration, he
would have a way at his disposal, which is that of its ‘eastern’ character. In
ancient Mesopotamia, buildings in unfired brick decayed and also collapsed
periodically, after one or two centuries for the great temple and palace build-
ings, and much more often for ordinary dwelling houses, and it was necessary
to provide for putting them back into use. Assyrian and Babylonian architects’
technique of restoration was that of a complete rebuilding: the ruins were re-

4 Photograph in Reade 2008a, fig. 12. But the Turin suggestion of systematization (Gullini et
al. 1987, p. 251) also appeared somewhat alien.
5 Renger 1978, Bergamini 2003; Parapetti 1979; 1997, p. 142; 2008.
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Fig. 48: ‘Aqar Quf, the modern restoration.

moved as far as the bottom of the foundation trenches of the walls, and the
whole was reconstructed from the beginning. The ideology of the reconstruc-
tion of the Assyrian and Babylonian kings, needing to satisfy both the value of
continuity and that of supremacy, proclaimed that the building had been re-
built as it had been from its first beginnings, but larger, higher, more solid,
more beautiful. But in the wider Asiatic world, ancient and modern, from the
Islamic world to India and to China, where they also build in solid stone, the
operations of restoration are never ‘philological’, and no attempt is made to
conserve the traces of decay and rebuilding; they wish only to produce a new
monument, complete and decorated ‘as new’. So much so that sometimes it
becomes difficult to run back through a true history (in distinct diachronic
phases) of the architecture and town planning when basing it on monuments
remade in recent centuries, but remade like the ancient ones. Perhaps this
‘Asiatic’ custom makes sense of the Iraqi and general Near-Eastern disregard
for the ‘philology’ of the restoration.

But alongside the aim of encouraging tourism, there is also another aim in
looking after the conservation and improvement of antiquities, which is that
of building a national identity dating back to a long tradition6 – on the basis,
as became habitual in western historiography, of ‘invented traditions’ and ‘im-

6 Micale 2009, with bibliography at notes 33–34 and 38.
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agined communities’.7 We are dealing here with a notable innovation (if we
prefer, a trait of modernism and, to some extent, of localism) in contrast to the
truly Islamic tradition of disdain for everything before the advent of Islam; and
it has been observed that the clearest examples are owing to secular and philo-
Western regimes (from the Iran of the Shah to the Iraq of Saddam).8 But for
the ordinary (deeply Islamic) population too, whereas ostentatiously ‘Western’
antiquities, like Hellenistic and Roman Imperial ones, and also Byzantine (and
Christian in general), represented an interval, long but foreign, the link with
pre-classical civilizations could be accepted, even on the religious level, as
somewhat neutral and therefore innocuous. The Turks, if I am not mistaken,
began to value their pre-classical civilizations, the ruins and excavations of the
Hittite era, but also the more distant Sumerian ancestry (given the linguistic
affinities), skipping, on the other hand, everything that sounded Greek (in
western Anatolia) or Armenian (in eastern Anatolia). And if the Graeco-Roman
ruins were then looked after (for tourist purposes), the Armenian ones, how-
ever, continued to be abandoned and quite systematically destroyed. As for
the Kurds – but you know, they are wretched people who have no monuments
of their own – they can simply be ignored. The construction of Turkish identity
is, in any case, a complex question, between the European connection and the
Central Asiatic, between the imperial memory (Seleucid and Ottoman) and the
nomadic, between the pan-Islamic community and hostility towards the Arab
world.

Equally early was the well-known case of Egypt, where the interests of
tourism long remained and still remain important, but where the wish to keep
a separate identity inside the Arab-Islamic world also has a long political tradi-
tion. But even in a country like the Yemen the wish to value the pre-Islamic
cities (over and above the traditional modern ones: thinking of UNESCO’s res-
toration of San’a) as a root of national tradition knew a phase of practical ac-
tion, before the deterioration of the political situation put an end to its practi-
cality for archaeology. In Syria, and even more in Lebanon, with their multi-
ethnic and multi-religious nature, identification with the past was reserved
rather for minority and non-Islamic elements: the self-identification of the Ma-
ronites with the Phoenicians is typical, and of the ‘Chaldean’ (so-called Assyri-
an) Christians with the ancient Assyrians.9

In Iran the Pahlavi dynasty celebrated the 2500th anniversary of Cyrus the
Great as a sign of multi-millennial continuity, whereas the Khomeini revolution

7 Hobsbawm and Ranger (eds.) 1983; Anderson 1991.
8 Micale 2008b.
9 On the Maronites/Phoenicians Liverani 1998c; on the Chaldeans/Assyrians Micale 2010.
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then turned to the more traditional Islamic attitude, causing fears that Persepo-
lis could come to an end similar to that of the Buddhas of Bampur. The most
deplored example was that of Iraq, where Saddam Hussein built an entire Bab-
ylonian revival (unwittingly imitating Mussolini’s recreation of Rome), with fig-
ures such as Hammurabi and Nebuchadnezzar assumed as a model of his own
regime, and promoting as a consequence the total restoration of which we al-
ready spoke.10 But the most solid example was undoubtedly that of Israel,
which the returned Zionists planned actually as a sign of the return of a nation-
al home and identity, and of the revival of a continuity which had been cut
short by the bi-millennial exile. The new state of Israel not only encouraged
excavations and restorations of the Israelite sites (and strata) at the expense of
those earlier and later, but elected a number of sites as symbols of national
identity – from the Temple of Jerusalem to the fortress of Masada. As a reac-
tion, the formation of a Palestinian identity sought but rather spasmodically
to re-evaluate pre-Israelite antiquity (Canaanite) to obtain an even older link.11

All these events – both those of restoration and tourism, and those of
‘archaeological’ construction of national identity – gave rise to various aca-
demic conferences, in which, however, the Near-Eastern examples were little
discussed.12 The absence is glaring in the (in other respects very valuable) se-
ries, One World Archaeology: the volume on ethnic and nationalist motivations
in evaluating cultural heritage13 has nothing on the Near East; and so too is
there nothing on the Near East in the volume on archaeology and cultural iden-
tity,14 or in the volume, The Politics of the Past.15 It is always European exam-
ples or cases from third world countries that are cited, while the Islamic world
remains absent, implying that it is not ‘suitable’ or that scholars in this field
are not interested in it. Even in the volume on the same topic, though co-edited
by the Near-Eastern archaeologist Philip Kohl,16 very little is said on the Near
East (Saddam, or Egypt, or Turkey) and nothing of Israel.

The book edited by Lynn Meskell17 was meant to mitigate this ‘lack of at-
tention’ (which to me seems indicative rather of political problems); in the

10 On the political use of the antiquities in Iraq and Iran, Fagan 2007, pp. 309–342; on the
case of Saddam cf. note 3.
11 For a Palestinian view cf. Yahya 2005.
12 Trigger 1984a cites Israel, Egypt and Iran for the nationalist use of archaeology, but cites
nothing from the Ancient Near East for colonial archaeology.
13 Clere (ed.) 1984.
14 Shennan (ed.) 1989.
15 Gathercole and Lowenthal (eds.) 1992; Bond and Gilliam (eds.) 1994.
16 Kohl and Fawcett (eds.) 1995.
17 Meskell (ed.) 1998.
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introduction she complains precisely of how the connection between national-
ism and archaeology, and the construction of national identity through the
evaluation (or invention) of traditions dating far back, are strangely little stud-
ied in the Near East and Eastern Mediterranean. Then, however, in the chapters
on individual countries the deterrent weight of the question of Israel (very in-
fluential in the whole American context) is ignored, and regional discussions
are entrusted to scholars of the countries involved,18 scholars certainly compe-
tent and authoritative, but who appear to wish to speak of anything other than
highlighting the nationalist politics of their own countries.19 It is undoubtedly
a question of a political-cultural nexus of great delicacy, such as to excite reac-
tions of every sort; but there is still a need to take note of it here in a calm and
responsible way.

6.2 Political instability and growing costs: the virtual
excavation

Two relatively long periods, of Ottoman Imperial rule (formally up to 1918) and
of the ‘colonial’ mandates – divided by a combination of great instability, the
First World War and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire – were both character-
ized by substantial stability, which translated, within the limits and under
the conditions dictated by the governments, to an excellent opportunity for
archaeological work in the field, with projects of great staying-power in both
time and space, which made the large urban excavations possible. The post-
mandate period (roughly from 1960 until today) has been, in contrast, charac-
terized by different factors of instability, which have led to the impossibility (or
at least the extreme difficulty) of working in the field, in certain periods and
certain regions, and for missions of certain nationalities. The cases are different
in their reasons and dimensions, and it will be enough here to cite a few.

Iran, an archaeological paradise for American missions at the time of the
Shah, was closed to Western missions (with some difference of degree) follow-
ing Khomeini’s revolution; and a cautious re-opening was immediately halted
on the accession of Ahmedinejad. Afghanistan, where working was always dif-
ficult, was obviously closed following Western intervention after September 11,

18 Ozdoğan (Turkey), Hassan (Egypt), Naccache (Lebanon), Bahrani (Iraq), Silberman (Israel;
cf. also id. 1998).
19 The single foreigner (Potts on the Gulf countries) is the only one to examine the subject
fully, highlighting how the practice of tourist-nationalist archaeology puts the Islamic neglect
of the jahilīya into crisis.
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and Iraq was closed from the Iran-Iraq war (so from 1980), through the two
Gulf Wars, and up to today. The permanent closure of Saudi Arabia is, on the
other hand, motivated by religious reasons. The Southern Levant, a politically
correct term to indicate the complex of Jordan-Palestine-Israel, with the addi-
tion of Lebanon, has been the theatre, since the setting-up of the state of Israel,
of a series of wars, both open and underground, which have hindered work in
different areas and periods, and have also made it difficult even where formally
possible. Even in stable countries such as Turkey local ethnic problems (for
instance the Kurdish question) have constituted a serious obstacle. Not to men-
tion the areas of the Caucasus and Transcaucasia. And finally not to mention
the instability produced more recently – even as I write – by the piazza risings
of the ‘Islamic Spring’ and the consequences of brutal repression. Before the
actual almost-total block, there were already, however, real migrations of
archaeological missions, from the areas at risk towards those more calm, and
more generally a tendency to abandon great multi-year projects to concentrate
on targeted, short-term, undertakings. The great urban excavations, which had
been the rule in the mandated age, have by now become an exception.

Added to the practical impossibility of working where there is a war, is the
unease at working in a country where minorities are oppressed and civil rights
are not observed.20 A true jump in Euro-centrism was experienced on the occa-
sion of the war against Saddam Hussein, with the resultant ‘collateral damage’
to the archaeological legacy, in primis to the Museum of Baghdad, but more
seriously to the great tell, especially of the South.21 At a journalistic level, and
in the judgement of European and American public opinion, alarm for the des-
tiny of the remains of the origins of ‘our’ civilization prevailed over the destiny
of (Iraqi) human beings. The old idea was thus revived, because of the war,
that the actual inhabitants were like intruders, interposed between the ancient
civilizations and us, the moral heirs.22

Parallel to the political-military instability, another factor of a totally differ-
ent tenor was in play, which can be linked to the politics of development and
of regional planning, and to Western intervention of a neo-capitalist type. I am
referring in primis to the construction of dams on the main rivers of the area,
but also to the programmes of urban and agricultural development, to the con-
struction of great infrastructures (roads, airports), and to the activities of petro-

20 Steele 2005, pp. 55–61.
21 On the sack of Iraq (museums and sites) during and after the war, see Löw, 2003a, b;
Schipper 2004; Fales 2004; Foster and Polinger-Foster 2009, pp. 191–210 (all with rich bibliog-
raphy).
22 Pollock 2005, pp. 83–86; I myself wrote in this sense on the ‘manifesto’ of 15th January
1991.
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leum exploitation, which are also part of the same scenario, and which remove
growing spaces from archaeological research. I have already spoken (§ 4.2) of
the construction of dams with the consequent filling by artificial lakes of the
very large tracts of the fluvial valleys, which began in the 1960s but is still now
removing always more areas from archaeological research.23 The ‘advantages’
linked to the salvage operations (in the ease of obtaining excavation conces-
sions, in the greater access to funding, in the sharing of the finds, and in the
host country’s logistical facilitation) do not, in the long term, balance the future
impossibility of carrying out work on the submerged tracts, and even less of
practising anew a policy of great urban excavations. The apocalyptic scenario
that I provocatively imagined24 – that in the symbolic year 2084 (of Orwellian
inspiration), with the whole archaeological landscape by now blighted by envi-
ronmental pollution, war, petroleum, urbanization, infrastructures and indus-
trial agriculture, it will be possible to excavate only the sites left trapped under
the lakes of the dams, by now filled up by sedimentation – does not contradict
the fact that actually the larger part of the land historically most important for
the study of the origins of the city and its history over the millennia has to be
considered as lost.

A third factor which weighs greatly on the possibility of continuing the
great urban excavation is the increase in costs, which has at least three differ-
ent reasons at its base. The first reason is the increase in the wages of the local
workmen, and without a good number of workmen a prehistoric excavation
can certainly be carried out, but not an urban excavation. In a few countries
the pay is still contracted directly between the director of the mission and the
workmen, but increased standards of living have nevertheless led to a rate of
payment substantially higher than that of the mandated period. But by now
everywhere is turning to the adoption of work contracts regulated by the state,
with quotas of government taxes, social security provision, and accident insur-
ance. We can estimate that the cost of manpower will rise by a factor of 10. It
is correct that it is like this, and anyway Near-Eastern wages are still lower
than those of Western countries (where, however, the workmen’s ‘productivity’
is somewhat higher), but the fact remains that no one is now able to take on a
hundred workmen. In Israel recourse is had to the system in use in Western
countries, of using archaeology students or even amateur volunteers as work-
men. But this system (which anyway has a cost) does not up until now appear
extendible to Islamic countries.

23 Sommerfield 2011 points out the case of Assur, threatened both by lack of control and
clandestine excavations, and the dam project that would partly submerge the site.
24 Liverani 1996b; comments by Matthews 2003, p. 189.
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The second reason for growing costs is the necessity to carry out a whole
series of physical-chemical analyses and radio-carbon dating, up to including
on the staff of the mission a series of non-archaeological specialists. These
requirements are by now considered an indispensable requisite not only for
prehistoric excavations but also in the great urban excavations of the historical
period. It is true that in the phase of the first experimentation of innovative
techniques of analysis, ‘scientific’ colleagues of the same university gladly
agreed to collaborate without payment, including collaboration in the actual
programmes of research. But once the technique, now tried and tested, has
become a simple routine procedure, without further results of scientific ad-
vance, this collaboration is no longer available, and recourse has to be made
more often to laboratories charging fees – and we are talking of laboratories
(American or North European) which give a guarantee of reliability at an inter-
national level. There is then a collateral aspect, which has manifested itself
more recently: the growing personal impermanence of a young generation
(both archaeological and scientific) makes it always more difficult to find per-
manent staff who include participation in the mission among their ‘official’
working responsibilities. Those not in established posts, members of a coopera-
tive or professionals liable to VAT, not only require adequate payment, so that
a restorer costs more than the director of the mission, but also their work is
limited in time to the length of their contract. Even when they are personally
motivated to collaborate, they must, however, jump from one contract to an-
other in order to survive, and cannot prolong the work in the field into further
labour of study on the results. The third reason for the increase in costs is that
monumental restoration and the so-called ‘display’ of the excavated site are
now become an obligation, and also in this case both the costs of projection
and realization and the fee to which architects and those involved in the
project have become accustomed mean that the expense of the restoration and
the display can be more that the costs of the excavation itself.

Given that the costs have become unsustainable, and that by contrast
available resources have been and always will be more reduced and unpredict-
able because of the financial crisis that is devastating the whole world, what
can be done to continue the work and gain a knowledge of the cities (and the
entire civilizations) of the remote past? From the post-mandated phase the
great urban excavations have been replaced with a strategy of extensive sur-
veys completed by targeted soundings25 and from identification of visible built
structures on the surface. Some urban ‘great excavations’ are still continuing,
on the part of Germans (Boğazköi, Uruk), French (Mari, Ugarit) and also Ital-
ians (Ebla), but the new system was already in use by the British between the

25 Matthews 2003, pp. 157–168; Gates 2005.
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Fig. 49: Tell Taya, reconstruction of ground plan from the remains visible on the surface.

1970s and 1980s. In the first years of the 70s Julian Reade outlined large areas
(155 hectares, of which 65 were densely inhabited) at Tell Taya,26 where natural
erosion had uncovered the foundations of walls of a great city of the middle of
the third millennium: a unique example of town-planning evidence of the age
(with houses and streets) obtained practically without excavation [fig. 49].
Nicholas Postgate too, in the great proto-dynastic site of Abu Salabikh [fig. 50],

26 Reade 1973, with plates LVIII–LXIII; 1982, with fig. 58.
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Fig. 50: Abu Salabikh, diagram of the city.
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where, however, he carried out real excavations of the traditional type, brought
to light an entire urban quarter without excavation, but with ‘scraping’ of the
surface to outline the walls, and intensive gathering of sherds to date them.27

Clearly analysis of surfaces is most applicable to sites in which erosion (by
wind, and also water) has highlighted the presence of urban occupation of a
given period, without (or with modest) later superimposed layers, whereas the
system is not applicable to strongly stratified sites. Yet recently a solid Late
Bronze Age quarter in the site of Tell Bazi was excavated by Adelheid Otto with
relative ease, being found just below the surface.28 Particular mention is due to
the Mashkan-shapir project, directed by Elizabeth Stone, which should have
been based on an initial survey (1987–89) followed then by a real excavation.
But the excavation was interrupted at the outbreak of war (1990), and so it had
to be reformulated as a ‘virtual’ excavation, based solely on the analysis of surfa-
ces and modest soundings.29 The site is suitable, inasmuch as it is of one period
(Old Babylonian, neo-foundation of Sin-iddinam of Larsa) with modest later su-
perimposed layers; the methodology is somewhat traditional (geo-magnetism
and high-definition satellite imaging were not yet available): survey on foot with
pottery collection on 50 by 50 squares, with use of SPOT satellite imaging, kite
aerial photographs, and carrying out of geo-morphological mapping. The theo-
retical outline is very ambitious, intended to recover the social structure of the
city; but it does not consider anything that is not both Anglo-American and of
an anthropological slant. It supports collaboration between archaeology and
philology, but then returns to the Yoruba for an idea of the socio-political pic-
ture. As more important results, it highlights both the canals that enter and cross
the whole extent of the city, and the areas of concentration of the remains of
work (above all in metals) as shown by quarters functionally differentiated.

But by now we are moving ahead in every case towards recourse to a truly
virtual excavation, made of interventions targeted but reduced on the ground,
recourse to techniques of remote sensing to identify and outline the structures
(§ 6.3), and with analysis of soils and organic remains to identify flora and fau-
na.30 The temptation is strong. If a field-sounding is enough to recover the build-
ing technique and the structure of the walls, is there then any need to excavate

27 Postgate 1982 (with fig. 47); 1983; 1987; 1990a; 1992–93; Matthews 1987; Pollock 1987; 1990;
1991; 2001.
28 Otto 2006.
29 Stone 1994; 1995; 2005; 2007; 2008; Stone and Zimanski 2004a.
30 Cf. Adams 1999 on the new working paradigm: from survey on the ground completed by
excavation of individual sites, to the use of satellite imaging to effect a regional analysis at
the drawing board.
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systematically an entire quarter, whose rough plan is already known without
any effort, from a geo-magnetic survey? And if a few soil samples are enough to
identify the DNA present and the animal species belonging to it, what need is
there then to gather thousands of bone fragments, to be identified one by one?
Then computerized drawings come into the picture and the techniques of simu-
lation, and more than a good dose of interpolation, to systematize all the infor-
mation and reconfigure an entire city without excavating much of it at all.

6.3 Simulations and computer graphics

The virtual excavation would not have been practicable, and not even imagina-
ble, before the advent of computer technologies, to which we have already
referred many times, and which are above all aimed at obtaining ‘simula-
tions’.31 After the two phases of ‘discovering the past’ and ‘explaining the past’
(§ 5.2), then came the phase of ‘simulating the past’. The necessity arises from
a combination of several factors. The mass of evidence has become ever great-
er: in one cubic metre of ground excavated the number of data recorded a
century ago went from 0 to 1, now it goes from 10 to 50 and beyond. But at the
same time a consciousness has grown, derived from the scientific approach,
that the data available are still altogether derisory compared to the universe
which they must represent (or more exactly: that we claim or hope that they
can represent). So the data, taken one by one, do not provide a balanced image
of the reality (as was implicitly thought in a pre-statistical and pre-computer
era), which can only be simulated on the basis of data treated statistically.
Computer tools provide the necessary technology to proceed in this sense, both
in a data retrieval stage and in a recording stage, in a processing stage, and
finally in a stage of visual representation.32 The problem, however, is that the
procedure of simulation, which is normally used to forecast the future (in eco-
nomics as in meteorology), while making use of abundant and secure data (of
the present) from which to start, if checked afterwards often has inexact re-
sults, and sometimes completely wrong. Just think of using it to simulate the
past, on a series of incomplete and uncertain data.

We start from data retrieval, through looking at the three technical proce-
dures that have become usual in the last twenty years. The first is that of analysis

31 The founding moment is given by the book by Sabloff (ed.) 1981, with comments by
Renfrew 1981.
32 For an introduction cf. Rahtz (ed.) 1988; earlier Scollar 1978.
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Fig. 51: CORONA satellite image of the area of Tell Hamukar.

of satellite images, which have by now replaced aerial photography33 and have
greatly facilitated territorial inventories carried out with the aim of both research
and conservation.34 Up until the 1980s LANDSAT images were mainly used, with
a rather low definition: then came the French SPOT images;35 and next, after
2000, the use spread of both CORONA images [fig. 51] (declassified American)36

and IKONOS (with very high definition, but also rather expensive). The other
great resource is given by geophysical prospecting, and in particular by geo-
magnetism: after initial difficulties a thoroughly appropriate technology has

33 Huot (ed.) 1989 for Larsa (work of 1985) used aerial photographs, with excellent success in
dealing with limited areas, (the tell).
34 General introduction (somewhat technical) in Verhoeven and Daels 1994; history of the
question in Kouchoukos 2001; Kennedy 1997; 1998; Pournelle 2007. On the use of Digital Global
Imagery for the purpose of conservation of the great Iraqi tell, cf. Curtis et al. 2008 (with
figs. 2–11).
35 Postgate 1992–93 uses SPOT. Gasche (ed.) 2004–7 still uses LANDSAT images, suitable for
wide-scale surveys.
36 Much used by the Americans, especially at Chicago, cf. Philip et al. 2002; Wilkinson et al.
2005; Hritz 2004; Altaweel 2003; 2008; Ur 2002a; 2003; 2005; De Schacht et al. 2008.



Simulations and computer graphics 361

Fig. 52: Al-Rawda, image of the geo-magnetic prospecting.

been steadily developed (especially in Germany), which gives excellent results.37

Among the most successful examples can be seen the reconstructions of the
urban fabric of Kuşaklı,38 or the rounded ground-plans of al-Rawda39 [fig. 52]

37 On the first phases of application see Becker 1991; id. et al. 1994.
38 Müller and Karpe 1996, Abb. 22–24; 1997, Abb. 24–26.
39 Gondet and Castel 2004; Castel et al. 2008.
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and of Tell Chuera.40 Obviously, while the choice of the depth to which to apply
the geo-magnetic survey can be selected, the clearest results are obtained from
the superficial strata, and above all from mono-phase settlements, whereas
exploration of deeper levels remains far less practicable. And finally, in the
course of excavation, operations of topographical survey, that is, of three-
dimensional placing of points relative to both the structures and the finds,
have become hugely faster and more precise with the use of DGPS (Differential
Global Positioning System), an instrument which has by now replaced the old
optical tools and allows working from a single position without further need
of triangulation, with a great speed and accuracy unimaginable in the past.41

Once spatial distributions of the settlements in the territory are obtained
(through satellite images), together with plans of cities, also un-excavated,
(through geo-magnetism), and three-dimensional positioning of every required
point, it is necessary to proceed to the archiving and organization of a huge
mass of data, which, having been acquired quickly, tends to assume dimen-
sions that are unmanageable ‘by hand’. At this stage, of setting up a computer
‘data-bank’, the innovation of the last twenty years has been provided by GIS
(Geographic Information System), which enables an enormous amount of spa-
tial data (we could say practically infinite, for archaeological needs) to be ac-
quired, managed, analysed, extracted and also visualized. Obviously every
archaeological mission, every self-respecting territorial or urban project, states
that it intends to set up its own GIS,42 even if then, given the high costs (finan-
cial but also human) and lengthy expenditure of time, very few completed and
functioning GIS are actually known.

The fact remains that the interpretative models suggested successfully, and
relating to the spatial distribution of settlements, are often based upon modest
quantities of data (compared to the theoretical possibility of the computer tech-
nology described above) obtained from traditional surveys which did not fore-
see sophisticated analytic processing and which are therefore not now suitable
for supporting it.43 I can linger here only on the use of ‘Artificial Neural Net-
works’, strongly and warmly supported by Marco Ramazzotti44 – immediately
admitting that we are dealing with a methodology very difficult to follow for
anyone (like me) not trained in the ‘New Mathematics’. Nevertheless this meth-

40 Meyer 2006.
41 Among the first attempts at computerized topographical survey cf. Stephani 1991 (Assur).
42 One example among so many: Fortin et al. 2008 (Tell ‘Asharne).
43 De Guio 1992; id. and Secco 1988 on models of the Artificial Neural Network type and ‘perc-
models’ (models of percolation), applied to Mesopotamia (Adams’ surveys).
44 Ramazzotti 1997; 1999; 2002.
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odology has been applied to data provided by Adams’ surveys, whose compre-
hensiveness (compared to samples of more detailed analysis), reciprocal com-
parability (Diyala compared to Uruk-Nippur), and broad network of periodiza-
tion were compatible with the analyses that Adams carried out himself (cf. § 4.2
and § 5.2) but do not seem to support more sophisticated analyses. The value
of artificial neural networks (ANN), according to Ramazzotti, is that they allow
many more factors to be included (against the traditional methods, which only
compare two or three), leading to much more ‘fuzzy’, and therefore more realis-
tic, results. But this value is at the same time a problem. Historical interpreta-
tion must know how to choose, in the spatial and diachronic continuum, those
pauses that highlight and explain what happens. A wish to come closer to
reality (which is made up of infinite particular examples), risks thwarting every
attempt at historical reconstruction; and it is true that traditional models are
contaminated with ideologies and aprioristic thinking, but so too is the new
approach, with its preference for continuity as opposed to fractures. The results
appear at least questionable. (1) There may have already been urbanization in
the Late ‘Ubaid period – but where are temples and palaces, socio-economic
stratification, written records, and all the elements that make up the state and
the city as understood in a structural sense? (2) The Middle Uruk phase is not
differentiated – and this is possible but not definitive; the question remains
controversial. (3) There is continuity between Late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr – but
this does not match the data from the periphery, obtained more recently. (4)
The urbanization of Early Dynastic I is itself also a continuation of preceding
phases, there is not a phase of de-urbanization and then a ‘second urbaniza-
tion’ – and this will indeed be true for the Mesopotamian alluvium, but in the
surrounding regions collapse and revival are seen quite clearly. To sum up, an
overall picture without cycles or collapses is given, which does not seem to
take account of the fact (by contrast decisive) that the temporal grid of the old
surveys was too wide to highlight pauses and changes included within one
single phase.

More widespread, on the other hand, is the use of computerized simulation
to obtain visual results, or at least results that could be visualized. Two initia-
tives by Tony Wilkinson are noticeable on the territorial level. The first is that
of reconstructing the network of canals, using data provided by the SRTM
(Shuttle Radar Topography Mission) of NASA, a three-dimensional digital map-
ping of the Earth’s surface with a definition of 30 m horizontal and 15 m verti-
cal.45 The second is the setting up of the working group MASS (Modeling An-

45 Hritz and Wilkinson 2006.
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cient Settlement Systems),46 but the data entered derives from contexts histori-
cally so diverse and also distant (also modern, also extra-Mesopotamian) that
the first results obtained up until now appear of disconcerting triviality, and
devoid of links to evidence historically distinctive.

Much more concrete are the computer graphics applied to archaeology, to
visualization of cities and single monuments. We all know the results, with the
possibility not only of reconstructing a building but also of visualizing it from
whatever direction and height wished, to enter inside it and wander through
it at one’s pleasure.47 We know them because actually their most obvious ap-
plication is for education in schools and above all the popularization of the
mass media: everyone likes to enter inside an ancient building (we have al-
ready said this at § 1.8) and see it in all its splendour, and brought back to life,
populated by human figures moving around. There is, for example, a website
with a reconstruction of the palace of Assurnasirpal II at Nimrud, virtual and
able to be visited at will.48 Obviously a computerized series of reconstruction
requires a remarkable effort at understanding and analysing the data, and so
contributes to their analysis and understanding. Much more often, however,
short-cuts are used, with the aim rather of exhibiting in an enticing form that
which is thought to have been understood, and then the simulation is not a
research tool, and nor is it the result – so that certain recent three-dimensional
reconstructions do not distance themselves from those already obtained a cen-
tury ago by Koldewey without information technology, even adopting their dec-
orative style.49 And with some snags. Above all, the measures of interpolation
introduced to obtain a concrete simulation make it difficult to distinguish what
is true from what is pure fantasy. This defect was present to some extent in the
traditional reconstructions (we have seen it at § 2.2 for those of the German
school), but now it becomes more serious, because a traditional reconstruction
(like a philological restoration) can also remain and present itself as incom-
plete, to highlight the gaps in our knowledge, whereas a virtual reconstruction
wants to be and must be complete. Besides, the preference for captivating
forms and ‘fancy’ colours works to the detriment of philological accuracy, the
decor loses in elegance without gaining in reliability, and the surfaces become
supports for polychrome decoration, no longer functional structures. As for the
loss of elegance, a fine exception has been made by a work on Ancient Egypt,50

46 Wilkinson et al. 2007.
47 Reilly and Rahtz (eds.) 1992.
48 Micale 2007b, pp. 5–7.
49 Micale 2007b; 2008a.
50 Aufrère, Galvin, and Goyon 1991; 1994; 1997.
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with splendid colour visualizations of urban and rural landscapes and individ-
ual monuments, in a traditional graphic style, even if unquestionably based
upon computer support – but nothing similar exists for Mesopotamia.

Finally, the graphic reconstructions of the ancient Mesopotamian cities
(but this goes for antiquity in general) have always been, from Layard and
Koldewey and Andrae onwards, ideal models, more town-planning projects
than the reality of the living cities, buildings as we might imagine were it the
day of their inauguration (if there ever was one). In reality the buildings found
in the archaeological record were almost always either in the course of con-
struction or of restoration, or in the course of decay: it is enough to wander
around the streets of any Near-Eastern city or village to appreciate this. The
views of Babylon (as of other cities) seem still to be derived more from Herodo-
tus than from archaeology: they are perfect cities, the streets are straight, the
plots are all built on, the inhabitants are all well-dressed – whereas the reality
was without doubt of crooked streets, of ruins and building plots, of dumps of
rubbish, of animal carcasses. This aspect of a perfect projection rather than of
a living reality has been accentuated in the virtual reconstruction with the aim
(stated or not) of entertainment.

6.4 Globalization: Eastern and Western

International bodies, with UNESCO in the lead, have for some time established
rules for antiquities and works of art to belong to the countries where they
were created, putting an end (at least at a legal level) to the ambiguity of the
Western ‘spiritual heirs’ of the Ancient Near-Eastern legacy.51 However, one
cannot help but observe how the legislations of the ‘importer’ countries remain
somewhat elastic, the interests of museums and private collectors are strong,
and the activities of clandestine excavators and dealers in antiquities continue
to prosper. Sufficient to think of the boom following the loss of control of Iraqi
territory. A country like Italy seems more intent on the recovery of its own
works of art than inclined to give back those of others. And Near-Eastern coun-
tries also come up with sometimes absurd claims: I recall that Libya wanted
back all the money coined in ancient times in the Libyan mints (money, every-
one knows, excites greed, and the golden coinage of Cyrene is irresistible).
And there is also an undeniable backwash of Islamic intolerance of pre-Islamic
cultures, as has been seen with the destruction of the Buddhist monuments in

51 Bernbeck and Lamprichs 1992; Bernbeck and Pollock 2004; Seeden 1994.
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Afghanistan,52 and also (but with motivation not only ideological) with the
sacking of the museums of Cairo and Baghdad – with the consequential revival
(at least at the level of the media and public opinion) of the Western ideology
of the spiritual legacy and the legitimacy of appropriation as a ‘rescue’.

In the process of demystification of the Western claims, Edward Said’s
‘cult’ book has been very influential on ‘Orientalism’ as a cultural arm of colo-
nialism and imperialism; a book which, in spite of certain deficiencies in its
information and distortions of judgement (on which orientalists of the old
school have raged polemically), remains a strongly positive contribution.53

This cannot be equally said of the work of Martin Bernal on ‘Black Athena’,54

where the level of arbitrary judgement and the lack of critical method over-
come by far the positive value of the initial intent of ‘de-Westernizing’ Greece
by highlighting her debt to the East and above all to Egypt.55 In symbolizing
this debt in the image of a black Athene (but her Phidian statue in the Parthen-
on was ‘chryselephantine’: it had hair blond as gold and face white as ivory!),
Bernal meant to sit astride (with great publishing success) the Afro-American
movement of Black Studies, which imagines the Egyptian pharaohs as black
sub-Saharans (in race and culture), and lobbying and commercial considera-
tions explain the emphasis on the debt to Egypt rather than that to the Levant,
and account for the very different publishing success of the opportunist Bernal
compared to the professional Said. But differences apart, it is clear how both
works are framed within the process of political and cultural globalization, and
could not be imagined before it.

By now, in historical studies more conscious of the political and cultural
implications of research, including in ancient history, the opposition between
East and West, and so between an ‘eastern’ city and a city which has no need
even to be labelled as ‘western’ because it is the only true one, is no longer
proposable.56 In a globalized and multi-polar world there cannot be a similar
bipartition, which necessarily refers to a centre, a single pole, with regard to
which half the world is of the East and half of the West. There is at least a need
to grow accustomed to using the plural – Easts or Wests – because inside the

52 And now with the extensive destruction of archaaeological sites in Iraq (from Nimrud to
Hatra) and in Syria (Palmyra) on the part of the ‘new Caliphate’ of ISIS.
53 Cf. § 1.6; on the cultural aspects of Said’s orientalism cf. also MacKenzie 1995, pp. 1–19 and
passim.
54 Bernal 1987–91.
55 See Lefkowitz and Rogers 1996 (where I have set out my own position); van Binsbergen
(ed.) 1997.
56 I refer to § 3.9, especially on the outdated position of the geographer Wirth.
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East, or let us rather say, inside Asia, there have been and still are historical-
cultural realities as different from each other as they are different from Western
realities, which are also profoundly diverse.57 And so, to return to our ancient
horizon, the Mesopotamian city is very different from the Levantine, from the
Egyptian, from the Central Asian, from the early Indian, and from the South
Arabian, and indeed we have seen how the city of Lower Mesopotamia is very
different from that of Upper Mesopotamia, and the Median from the Persian
and the Phrygian from the Urartian. This variegated reality need not, however,
persuade us to renounce the study of the more general phenomenon of the
Ancient Near-Eastern city – or, to say it more poetically with Italo Calvino ‘If I
tell you that the city of my quest is discontinuous in space and time, now more
thinly scattered, now more dense, you should not think that it is possible to
stop seeking it’.58 Returning to the normal register, it is a question of classifica-
tion or, if we prefer, of grouping: certain more general characteristics apply to
the greater part, whereas more specific characteristics distinguish one variety
from another, and characteristics even more specialized distinguish each indi-
vidual city. Positions (which occur more often than one can bear) on the impos-
sibility of studying ‘the Mesopotamian city’ because every city is different from
the rest have no logical sense: the four cats that I have at home are very differ-
ent one from the other in personality and behaviour, but zoology classifies
them all as cats. Nor need we avoid giving one of our interpretations of the
Mesopotamian cities, on the grounds that the only valid interpretation is that
given by the inhabitants themselves, whereas ours is inevitably Euro-centric.59

What, on the other hand, becomes more of a problem (while in the past it
was not at all) is attributing a different value to those influences, to those
transfers of urban models, when they cross the frontier between East and West,
compared to the trivialization of the crossings that happen inside the ‘Near
East’ group. An emblematic case is that of the origins of the Greek polis. Here
two extreme positions still exist: that of many classicists always devoted to the
uniqueness of the phenomenon, and that of the comparativist trivializers who
do not recognize classificatory diversity between all states of a cantonal size,
centred on a city (we saw this at § 5.9). The phenomenon, to be studied and
historically concrete, is the emergence of the Greek city-state through speciali-

57 The plural dates back at least to 1995; in Italy it is used by Capasso and Sanna 1997;
Marramao 2003, pp. 56–72; Pasquinelli (ed.) 2005, p. 39 and passim; Liverani 2014.
58 Calvino 1972, p. 163 of the Milan 2010 edition: ‘Se ti dico che la città cui tende il mio viaggio
è discontinua nello spazio e nel tempo, ora più rada ora più densa, tu non devi credere che si
possa smettere di cercarla’.
59 So Butzer 2008.
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zation from the more general context of the eastern Mediterranean, following
the passage from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age;60 and then to follow the
further emergence (with the reforms of Cleisthenes) of the Athenian polis of a
democratic type. These passages had different outcomes, and so the Greek po-
lis is different from the Phoenician royal town, but the Athenian model is
equally different inside the Greek world from the non-democratic city-states
and from the political formations (especially in the Hellenic North-West) not
centred on a city.61 So not only should the Athenian model be demystified as
an absolute representative of the western world, but also the age-old suspicion
of a Phoenician influence in the formation of the Greek polis62 should be recon-
sidered not as an influence (in one sense or the other) but as a common devel-
opment along general lines, but then diverging into specific solutions. Man did
not descend from the ape any more than the ape descended from man.

Does something remain of the city as a seat of specific ‘western’ values?
Perhaps, if one believes that the western tradition makes of the city the seat of
liberty (Stadtluft macht frei), whereas in the Ancient Near East liberty conquers
rather through flight, far from the oppressive palace, on the steppes and in the
mountain forests, in the world of the nomads, and bands of bandits:63 we could
say Stadtflucht macht frei. And we might here cite the ideal of the Bedouin
Arab, free and proud, very different from the oppressed farmer under the pow-
er of the city, a real but idealized stereotype of nineteenth-century European
Romanticism. In the neo-Babylonian age, however, in Babylon under Assyrian
domination, with the royal palace 500 km away, we find the demands of an
autonomous citizenship which – by a good stretch of the imagination – could
have been written by a Greek city to a Persian despot: ‘Ever since the kings,
our lords, sat on the throne, you have been intent on securing our privileged
status (kidinnūtu) and our happiness. But what of us, who have had our fill of
safeguarding those of (our) Elamite [modern Fars], Tabalite [Cappadocia] and
Ahlamite [i.e. nomadic] women! When the kings, our lords, did their elemen-
tary studies, the gods bestowed great wisdom and magnanimity on you. Baby-
lon, (is) the Bond of the Lands. Whoever enters inside it, his privileged status
is secured … Not even a dog that enters inside it is killed’.64 And the claims of
the privileged citizens against the abuse of royal power are expressed in anoth-

60 Liverani 2002.
61 For a balanced vision (not classical-centred) of relations between Greece and the Orient,
cf. Rollinger 2006.
62 Modernized vision in Raaflaub 2004.
63 Cf. Snell 2001; but earlier Liverani 1965; Renger 1972.
64 Reynolds 2003, no. 158.
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er text (also from the period when Babylon was under Assyrian domination),
which re-employs the form of omens to express purely political relationships:
‘If [a king] improperly convicts a citizen of Sippar, but acquits a foreigner …;
if citizens of Nippur are brought to him for judgement, but he accepts a present
and improperly convicts them …; if he takes the silver of the citizens of Babylon
and adds it to his own coffers …; if he imposes a fine on the citizens of Nippur,
Sippar, or Babylon, or if he puts them in prison …; if he mobilized the whole
of Sippar, Nippur, and Babylon and imposed forced labour on the people …’
and so on, always with the consequences of collapse of the kingdom through
divine punishment.65

The question of liberty, both civic and individual, obviously recalls the
great debate on the so-called ‘Asiatic values’, proposed in the mid-1990s as a
claim of the far-eastern world, in the process of rapid development, to have
also their own ‘values’, against the Western claim of monopolizing them. Dif-
ferent values, even opposite, but of equal dignity: common values (as against
individualistic), thrift and dedication to work (as against consumerism and free
time), social harmony and political consensus (as against confrontation and
dissent), respect for the leaders and the elders, family cohesion, and so on.66

But the debate remains open, also on the part of Asiatic scholars such as the
economist (and Nobel prize winner) Amartya Sen,67 in disagreement both con-
ceptually with the monolithic opposition of Asia and the West (so in favour of
globalization, also cultural), and politically averse to single-party states and
dictatorship (in favour of democracy), and economically opposed to the politics
of planning and state intervention (in favour of free trade). I ought not here to
enter into the details of this debate, but it seems clear that globalization causes
localizing reactions, sometimes of small size (of a single race or city or village)
but sometimes of continental dimensions, and that, on the other hand, the
‘victory’ of democracy and free trade is not so complete and definitive as to
decree the ‘end of history’.68

6.5 Generalized complexity and continuism

Revolutions, one knows, are no longer pleasing. Not only are those violent and
bloody ones not pleasant, which produce unlimited human suffering, through

65 Lambert 1960, pp. 112–115.
66 For essential information see F. Monceri on the website juragentium.unifi.it.
67 Sen 1999; 2000.
68 Fukuyama 1992.
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a mixture between a utopian wish for change and definite vendetta, but also
unpleasing are the metaphorical and indeed completely peaceful ones, which
cause a decided change, of 180° as is often said. And so the urban revolution
(which belongs to the second type) is no longer fashionable, and to allay its
persistent legacy two methods are used, either the obvious one of criticizing it
and highlighting its weaknesses or incongruities, or the gentler one of diluting
it and multiplying it in time and space. Between Gordon Childe’s two classical
‘revolutions’, the neolithization and urbanization ones, have been inserted at
least Kent Flannery’s ‘Rank Revolution’, which determined the emergence of
the chiefdom, and Andrew Sherratt’s ‘Secondary Products Revolution’, or even
Joy McCorriston’s ‘Fiber Revolution’ which pre-determined the emergence of
urbanization.69 Then, distinguishing between simple and complex chiefdoms,
incipient and mature states, towns and cities, and diluting all the passages in
time (among various premises and consequences) we find the revolution
turned from an event into a process. Next, scattering processes of urbanization
all around the world, without any longer distinguishing primary and secondary
cases, and not even completed processes from processes scarcely sketched out,
we find that the deconstruction of the phenomenon has been achieved.

It is noticeable that, even following the information technology revolution
and the advent of the general theory of systems, and also of the theory of
catastrophes, it has not been said that the articulation into epochs should be
renounced in favour of a continuous process. In more exact terms, the study
of change now arrives at the idea of a process rather ‘punctuated’ (that is the
appropriate term) than homogeneously continuous: there are long periods of
accumulation up to the point when a leap occurs, and the metaphor of steps
compared to a continuous ramp expresses the idea well.70

In parallel we have witnessed a more general use of ‘complexity’, a key
term in both neo-evolutionism and post-processualism, a status which by now
is denied to no one (a little like ‘primariness’).71 No historian would admit to
studying a simple phenomenon, no archaeologist would accept that the site
which he is excavating could be defined as simple. And so we have not only
the complex chiefdom, which foreshadows the formation of states, but also the
complex hunters-and-gatherers, which foreshadow neolithization.72 I can al-

69 Flannery 1994 (cf. Guidi 2000, chap. 4, which does not, however, cite him); Sherratt 1981;
1983; McCorriston 1997.
70 Adams 2001; now id. 2004, pp. 45–46 on the ‘urban revolution as not so rapid (‘longue
durée transition’) but nevertheless radical.
71 On ‘complexity’ in archaeology cf. van der Leeuw (ed.) 1981; in a scientific field Nicolis
and Prigogine 1989, and the splendid anecdotal presentation of Waldrop 1992.
72 Price 1981; Price and Brown 1985; Cohen 1985.
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low myself a touch of irony, in noting that back in the Earthly Paradise, the
day after the creation, what with Adam and Eve, Yahweh and the serpent and
the angel, and the tree of life and that of good and evil, the situation was
unquestionably complex.73 Few now defend the idea that the real socio-
economic complexity is that which occurs following urbanization,74 with its
specialization of labour, economic stratification, territorial diversification and
whatever else. Besides, it has been noted that the concept itself of ‘complexity’
is too simple and ambiguous: there is a need to distinguish between ‘heteroge-
neity’ (distribution of the population in social groups) and ‘inequality’ (differ-
ences in access to material and social resources).75

For my part I admit to regretting (perfectly aware of appearing out-of-date)
the beautiful, simple and elegant models, like that of Childe on the urban revo-
lution, before the neo-evolutionists blurred everything in an excess of continui-
ty, and then the theory of systems introduced a multi-faceted complexity which
risks obscuring the truly efficient factors with background noise.76 From anoth-
er viewpoint, it is true, as observed recently by the classicist Robin Osborne,
that ‘Urbanization has become a somewhat unfashionable topic among archae-
ologists’. After the emphasis of the 1950s on the origin of the city, there is the
neo-evolutionist emphasis of the 60s and 70s on the origin of the state, then
with the New Archaeology and the anthropological approach there is not much
interest in the great urban structures, and finally with post-processual archae-
ology interest turns to the individual (cognitive archaeology), to communities
understood generically, to burials and symbolism, with little material sub-
stance and few great structures.77

Another key-word of recent trends is actually ‘heterarchy’, preferred in be-
ing pluralistic and democratic to ‘hierarchy’, obviously despotic. The theorist
of heterarchy is Carole Crumley, who defines it as ‘the relation of elements to
one another when they are unranked or when they possess the potential for
being ranked in a number of different ways’. She recognizes the existence of
hierarchical societies, but her preference is obviously for heterarchical ones:
‘While hierarchy undoubtedly characterizes power relations in some societies,
it is equally true that coalitions, federations, and other examples of shared or
counterpoised power abound’.78 Others speak of the decentralized nature of

73 Liverani 1998a, p. 12; pp. 10–11 of the English translation.
74 For example Adams 2001.
75 McGuire 1983.
76 Liverani 1998b.
77 Osborne 2005.
78 Crumley 1995, p. 3; also ead. 1987.
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power, which passes from one group or person to another inside a society.79

None the less correct, if applied to a society of a certain level and character,
but problems arise in wishing to introduce excessive measures of heterarchy
to highly centralized societies like those of the Ancient Near East. That which
is true is true, not that which appeals.

And so Stone states that the studies of the 1990s ‘succeeded in replacing
the old emphasis on a hierarchical temple-centered society with a stress on the
flexibility of Mesopotamian social institutions, on its entrepreneurial character,
and on the interplay between hierarchy and heterarchy which characterized its
political relations’.80 But then, in selecting the urban excavations on which to
base an understanding of Mesopotamian urbanism, she chooses exclusively
Anglo-American examples, with the startling absence of Babylon, Uruk, Ninev-
eh, Assur, Nimrud, Khorsabad, Mari – that is, all the examples, also the most
striking, that were the basis for the vision of the city centred upon temple and
palace. The whole essay is a hymn to continuity, in time (short term: Ur III/
Isin-Larsa, and long term: Islamic similarities), in space (socio-economic and
building homogeneity, urban-rural continuum), with emphasis on social cohe-
sion (there is no exploitation, the institutions serve to maximize resources).
Her modernism filters through when, wishing to venture an estimate, she cal-
culates, ‘well over 50 per cent of the population making their living through
agriculture’81 – when current estimates (for all the pre-industrial economies)
say that a good 80 % of the active population must have been assigned to
primary production.

The question of the urban-rural continuum is also clearly visible in Piotr
Steinkeller’s important contribution to the same volume.82 Steinkeller bases
himself upon a dimensional progression of the settlements, without gaps (ham-
let–village–town–small city–capital city) and on the economically agricultural
base of the city. Now, it is unquestionably true that the city was populated by
and economically based upon the country, but it is equally true that the villa-
ges had neither the defences nor the real services of the city, and that levels of
living and wealth, and also the proximity/distance from decision-making cen-
tres, were completely different in the two contexts, forming a very marked di-
chotomy. Let us interpret it: just as the urban/rural contrast was influenced
by nineteenth-century modernity, equally the urban-rural continuum has been
influenced by the post-modernity of the end of the millennium, from our being

79 Parkinson and Galaty 2007.
80 Stone 2007, p. 215.
81 Ibid. p. 231.
82 Steinkeller 2007.
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accustomed to seeing services and urban specialization now disseminated
through the territory, communications (physical and computerized) pervasive,
and the political status completely homogeneous.

And finally, recent trends to replace the ‘colonial’ model with that of the
‘trade diaspora’ (as seen earlier at § 5.11)83 also belong to the neo-capitalist
trend towards control, no longer by way of differentiation but by means of
assimilation, assigning to everything an equally active role, a substantial equi-
ty in giving and receiving, without any longer distinguishing between a ‘centre’
and a ‘periphery’: as if assigning to someone a peripheral rank diminishes their
dignity. But how was this trend born right in the centre of the economic world?
And how is it that its supporters know (or at least cite) only works written in
English, without applying equality of rank and dignity to languages and above
all ideas that also flourish in the ‘periphery’?

6.6 Anti-state localism: the oikos revisited

When Max Weber, in the footprints of Aristotle, suggested the oikos as a load-
bearing element of the ancient economy, he did so having in mind the great
patrician organizations of the Hellenistic and Roman ages, and maintaining
clearly the hierarchic distinction of the Palace well above all private estates:
‘The economic activities of the Mesopotamian monarchy constituted an oikos
which far surpassed in size the private sector’.84 And then again Ignace Gelb,
in proposing the model of the oikos/household as a basic structure of the econ-
omy, apart from remaining at an empirical level and quite ignorant of the long
history of the question, limits it to the management of agriculture in the third
millennium, and has in mind holdings of a certain size (he translates the Sume-
rian/Akkadian bîtum as ‘household’ or ‘estate’ or ‘manor’).85 At this point the
debate on the use of the term takes two different directions. The first thread
(as already seen at § 3.3) was connected to Gelb’s distance from Diakonoff’s
suggestions on the extended family and rural communities.

But a second and more influential thread concerns the extension of the
term and concept of oikos to minimal entities too. Perhaps it was an influence
from the corresponding English ‘household’, which actually fits any domestic
organization, of very variable size (as the size of its corresponding physical

83 I am referring above all to Stein 2002b.
84 Weber 1909, p. 85 of the English translation.
85 Gelb 1967. Gelb 1979 still gathers a great amount of data but the processing remains trivial
(public/private household, nuclear/extended families etc.).
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structure, the house, is very variable). Certainly there was an influence from
studies of economic anthropology, and also from those of Neolithic prehistory
(pre-urban),86 which, dealing with simple societies, without palaces nor any
kind of ‘great organization’, had in mind holdings of very small size, managed
by small nuclear families.87 The anthropological approach insists above all on
the relation between oikos and family, and on the passage from a patriarchal
family (extended) with a household, to a nuclear family as a small cell includ-
ed in the industrial economy.88 Transferring this scheme to the Ancient Near
East, we need to derive from it that the families of a rural background, primary
producers on an agrarian-pastoral base, enter into the patriarchal model, apart
from those dependent on the palace, who, working in secondary and tertiary
sectors, develop movements towards the nuclear family.

The attention to the oikos as a structural element of the Ancient Near-East-
ern economy already had different applications in the 1990s, particularly to
the pre-urban period of ‘Ubaid and therefore in connection with the stage of
chiefdom.89 But the principal advocate of an extension (and trivialization) of
the oikos to historical periods too was David Schloen, author of a book which
began from Ugarit to take on an application to the whole of the Ancient Near
East.90 Once a philosophical-hermeneutical system (in truth not at all clear)
has been overcome, then the sociological-Weberian one,91 the ‘Patrimonial
Household Model’ is described as being present at Ugarit and then in the whole
of the Ancient Near East. The whole book is imbued by persistent criticism of
the model of two sectors (palace/private) as proposed by Diakonoff and the
supporters of the ‘Asiatic mode’. The totalizing insistence on the oikos prompts
Schloen to discard the importance of the city and state, in favour of a ‘fractal’

86 Netting, Wilk, and Arnould (eds.) 1984, with the introductory part (pp. xiii–xxxviii, 1–28)
on the connection of household/family; Coupland and Banning (eds.) 1996, with the introduc-
tion (Banning) on the connection of ‘big house’/oikos/extended family; and the chapter on the
Ancient Near East (Banning; also id. 1996), which finds the oikos in Mesopotamia in the ‘Ubaid
period, but not in the Levant in the Neolithic pre-pottery (but the difference is diachronic, not
in area!). See also Allison 1999 (with Graeco-Roman and Mesopotamian exemplification).
87 For Goody 1972 the productive unit is always small, with an average size of 6–7 members
(cf. his Tab. 1.6).
88 Cf. Laslett and Wall (eds.) 1972, with early-modern Western examples, but a useful intro-
duction.
89 I limit myself here to mentioning McClellan 1997; Wattenmaker 1987; 1998; Lamberg and
Karlovsky 1999; Fortin and Aurenche (eds.) 1998.
90 Schloen 2001; briefly id. 2003. His model is adopted in the territorial study by Wilkinson
et al. 2007 (cf. p. 55) but I would say is of very little use compared to the ‘Diakonoff model’.
91 Weber’s influence is pervasive, and highlighted also by the title of Chapter Six: the Patrimo-
nial Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.
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vision in which the whole kingdom is an oikos, and inside it there are great
public oikoi and little family oikoi. There is no city/country dichotomy, because
the urban families are basically of farming stock (but the structural distinction
between city and country/villages is based on something else completely!), nor
a public/private dichotomy: all relations are client-based, and so there is no
distinction between palace dependents and free members of local communities
(the Marxist distinction between who possesses or does not possess the means
of production is adumbrated but not accepted). There is no bureaucracy (that
is, there is no rational administration, depersonalized, at least in theory), ev-
erything is based on the patronage relationship between master (the father of
the house, or the king as it might be) and servant/client (son or subject or
servant). So the state does not have its own ethical-political legitimacy, but
seems to be a sort of mafia organization. However that may be, city and state
come out badly, completely destructured.92

In effect, the most consistent result of the ‘fractal’ vision of the oikos is
identifiable in the ‘patrimonial’ nature of socio-political relations at all levels.
Fifteen or so years earlier Piotr Michalowski had already aired the doubt as to
whether the Ancient Near-Eastern state was really bureaucratic and not rather
patrimonial, in Weber’s sense, and through a clear influence on patrimonial
power from Eisenstadt’s studies.93 The doubt is resolved by Schloen in the
sense of patrimonialism, and thereafter there have been various other contribu-
tions on the ‘inappropriate’ connections and collusions between public and
private (cf. § 6.7), which are successful in rendering much more realistic a pic-
ture which, as formulated in the time of Oppenheim, erred through an excess
of rationality and abstraction.94 But there is, nevertheless, a marked difference
between Weber’s oikos, the load-bearing element of a strong and compact
state, and the Weberian Schloen’s oikos, fractal structure of a pluralistic and
disjointed state. Besides, the recent use of the concept of ‘agency’ is also insert-

92 The title of the article by Schloen 2003 is indicative: the state must be a ‘state of mind’.
On the ‘fractal’ vision cf. also Lehner 2000 (Egypt).
93 Michaelowski 1987, and cf. Eisentstadt and Roniger 1987. For Weber 1956 (English transla-
tion, pp. 215–240) the rational power is bureaucratic, and the traditional is patrimonial. For
the avoidance of misunderstanding, I note that the term ‘patrimonial’ has nothing to do with
‘patrimony’ but with the relation of personal ‘patronage’ between lord (patron) and servant.
94 The positions of Marxist scholars remained in defence of the royal oikos as structurally
different from domestic ones, but increasingly less hard-line, cf. Zablocka 1974 (land owner-
ship of the Assyrian king); Bernbeck 1994 (transition from the domestic mode of the Neolithic
Age to the tributary mode with the advent of urbanization); Neumann 2002 (royal and temple
oikos of Ur III); Marzahn 2002 and Renger 2004 (Oikos Wirtschaft inserted into the tributäre
Wirtschaft).
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ed here: instead of reconstructing the structural features of social order and
historical change, studying the role of individual ‘agents’ is proposed: single
individuals or small groups (social sub-groups).95 From the unifying model we
turn to a fragmentation which is undoubtedly typical of real life, but does not
help in understanding how and by how much individuals’ behaviour was de-
termined historically by their settlement in a certain social structure of a cer-
tain period. It makes you bear in mind the free will of electrons compared to
the ‘laws’ of physics.

A fractal conception of the oikos and insistence on client-based patrimoni-
alism brings the concept of ‘power’ into the discussion. The old division be-
tween king and subjects, governing and governed, is by now considered ingen-
uous and ideologized. In going through the history of the concept from Weber
until today, Paynter and McGuire have theorized heterogeneous power, the co-
existence of further powers, ‘domination vs. resistance’, ‘power to/power over’,
and so on.96 Whoever studies power in the Ancient Near East would once have
put the palace at the centre, but now chooses the moments of crisis and the
aspects of weakness.97 The strong centralized state is put in crisis by devolu-
tion, by diffused power,98 with the heterarchy supplanting the hierarchy in the
preferences of scholars of an anthropological slant (§ 6.5). The role of the capi-
tal city appears today less important (to the advantage of the diffused oikos)
than traditionally held: the city’s and the palace’s control over the territory is
difficult, local autonomies are strong, taxation and corvée are no longer of such
importance.99 We seem to be in post-war Iraq.

A study limited to the city of Emar goes as far as denial of the image of the
city as constituted from the union of great organizations with the city dwell-
ers:100 but obviously at Emar there is no palace, due to the simple fact that we
are not dealing with a capital city and the palace of reference will be elsewhere
(in this case at Carchemish), with local representation, a governor or similar.
And besides, in the legal texts of Emar there is the temple of Ninurta to repre-
sent the ‘great organizations’ paired with the local community. Archaeological
interest in non-palace urban centres is altogether positive (and the case of Tell
Bazi is in this sense exemplary: a city without a palace but with a temple),101

95 See the introduction of Steadman and Ross (eds.) 2010, pp. 1–10, and the bibliography
cited at pp. 28–29.
96 Paynter and McGuire 1991. Cf. Paynter 1982; 1989.
97 Heinz and Feldman (eds.) 2007; Heinz 2008.
98 Blanton 1998.
99 Reculaeu 2009.
100 Viano 2010.
101 Otto 2008.
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provided that it is remembered that from a structural point of view these non-
palace centres are the equivalent of decentralized urban quarters: the palace
‘is’, even if displaced elsewhere, but it nevertheless determines the lives and
economy of the inhabitants. And the image of the Ancient Near-Eastern city
made up of networks of streets and residential quarters, more than of temples
and palaces, is excellent for rebalancing our usual vision, upholding aspects
and sectors often neglected;102 once, however, that balance has been achieved,
it is necessary also to restore the role and the importance of the great organiza-
tions. But certainly the new urban image, less monumental and rather func-
tional/everyday, is more in sympathy with post-modern tastes.

And so also the distinction between public space and private space,103

which came to the fore from the time when ‘space’ ousted ‘place’, was then
denied as being post-modern, and therefore not applicable to antiquity,104

without noticing how profoundly post-modern this denial is. If all the oikoi are
structurally equal, and if the state does not have its own spaces and therefore
does not exist, we have to ask ourselves: well then, how can we label the build-
ings of power, the palaces, the temples, the fortifications, the arsenals? Are
they perhaps also these private spaces, but of a private individual who has
become (to say it à la Orwell) a little more equal than the others? And has
he become so without passing from a client-based practice to an institutional
formalization? Taxes and corvee are perhaps the bribes taken by an organized
criminality, which, however, has had the ambition to make itself the centre of
the cosmos, representing the divine on earth, controller of the whole territory,
starting from a palace, not hidden in a cupboard under the stairs, but on the
contrary brazenly evident to anyone who looks at it, even from afar.

Coming now to the material aspects of the question, and so to the charac-
terization of the Mesopotamian house, we need to admit that we still have
nothing comparable to the sophistication of approach and method of the clas-
sical world,105 and not even to the more ordinary formal classification of social
anthropologists.106 When in the mid-1990s a meeting of Rencontres Assyriologi-
ques was dedicated to the theme ‘House and household’,107 it had one intro-
duction of prehistoric archaeology (of an ethno-archaeological slant) and one
of historical archaeology,108 but then the analytic contributions were almost

102 Baker 2007.
103 Sievertsen 2002; Bracci 2003.
104 Götzelt 2002; Starzmann 2008.
105 Morris 2005.
106 Banning 1997.
107 Veenhof (ed.) 1996.
108 Chapters of Aurenche and Margueron.
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all based on the texts and centred on the question of the nuclear or extended
family.109 To the properly architectural accurate analyses of the private house
in the historical age, which characterise the final decades of the last century
on the part of both the French school and the German (§§ 5.5–6), there seems
to me no parallel corresponding advance in the analysis of its socio-economic
structure as really reflected in the archaeological material. By now the term
‘household’ is used in place of the term ‘house’, certainly to underscore exactly
the socio-economic aspects, but without the type of analysis having actually
marked a substantial turning-point.

6.7 Non-places and non-cities: the structure denied

We live in an age of crisis of the city traditionally understood as an autono-
mous entity, a bounded place, compact (once upon a time there were walls),110

and contrasted to the countryside. Now we live in complex and disjointed cit-
ies.111 It has been said that the contemporary city (as opposed to the modern
one), characterized by fragmentation, incompleteness, dispersion, discontinui-
ty, is a city ‘without a plan’.112 It is a matter of structural transformation and
of crisis of image, certainly not a dimensional crisis: in quantitative or statisti-
cal terms it is rather the rural population that is in strong decline, whereas the
metropoleis, particularly in countries of more recent urbanization, have be-
come enormous and are in continuous growth. After the model of the ‘Megalo-
polis’113 the idea was put forward, in various forms, of the ‘Postmetropolis’,114

of the ‘Global City’,115 or still better of the ‘Metropolitan Area’ (‘non-place urban
realm’),116 which avoids the actual use of the term city or the suffix -polis.
From the model of the compact, and specialized, city within its own walls, seat
of political and administrative and ceremonial power, in contrast to the coun-
try base of primary and secondary activities, we pass to the model of a metrop-
olis articulated in centres, peripheral centres, peripheries and semi-peripher-

109 Chapters of Charpin, Dosch, Diakonoff, Stone. Cf. also Postgate 1992, pp. 88–108.
110 On the nineteenth-century decommissioning of the European urban walls cf. de Seta and
Le Goff (eds.) 1989; also Tracy (ed.) 2000.
111 For an introduction to the question see Martinotti 1993, pp. 19–60; 2009; also Saggio
2010; Gregotti 2011.
112 Secchi 2000.
113 Gottmann 1961; also Castells 1970a.
114 Soja 1999; 2009; Gregotti 2011.
115 Sassen 1991; 1994.
116 Martinotti 1993, p. 63, with reference to Sharpe and Wallock 1987, p. 2.
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ies, and with frequent, systematic, daily displacements (commuting), or occa-
sionally of events, and distinctions between those who dwell there, those who
work there, those who consume there – a distinction once rather rare. It is
worth remembering that the question of the metropolis, the Großstadt, had
already been posed at the beginning of the twentieth century, on the part of
German town-planners and sociologists; but they were dealing then with a
positive model, the outcome and culmination of modernity and capitalism.117

On the other hand, the megalopolis of the end of the millennium, a negative
model of the defeating of the traditional city, by now on the edge of collapse,
in the context of the city-territory continuum, was launched (at the beginning
of the 1960s) by Gottmann with his study on the region of the North-East Unit-
ed States, enormous conurbations made up of cities, suburbs, and urbanized
countryside,118 a vision which recalls in very different terms the history of
‘Great Babylon’: only that then the city was defined by its encircling walls, and
today by the availability of services spread throughout the land.

The fundamental point, in effect, is the revolution in communications and
the consequent capillary diffusion of ‘services’, once typically urban, into the
countryside: hospitals, administrative offices, commercial centres, cultural and
entertainment centres, public transport always more rapid and widespread,
utilization of computer networks (typically not localized). In the world of older
industrialization phenomena of stagnation occurred in the great metropoleis,
with an increase of population in towns that were smaller but well provided
with services. But above all the countryside loses its agricultural character, and
becomes ‘industrial’, both through the spread into the country of industrial
establishments, and because agricultural production itself is organized in an
industrial way (and with few permanent workers). From the relationship of
centre/periphery we pass to imagining ‘a single periphery without a centre’.119

And somewhat paradoxically the ‘urban revolution’ and the ‘urban era’ are
applicable to modernity in a strict sense, when the distinctive traits of the city
are diluted throughout its territory, when ‘the whole society becomes urban’.120

The work of this book (and the competence of its author) is certainly not
to confront the question of modernity, but to see if and how recent trends have

117 Cacciari 1973 stresses the negativity of the theorists of the Großstadt of the beginning of
the twentieth century too, but seems to me influenced by succeeding developments.
118 Gottmann 1961.
119 Gregotti 2011, p. 106.
120 Lefebvre 1972, p. 72; also id. 1974, pp. 155–179; and earlier id. 1970, p. 7: ‘Nous appellerons
“société urbaine” la société qui résulte de l’urbanisation complète, aujourd’hui virtuelle,
demain réelle’.
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had an effect on the study of the ancient city. In principle they should not,
since the ancient Near-Eastern city is absolutely foreign to modernity, and if it
was thought earlier in the nineteenth century to be ‘different’ from ‘our’ city,
so much the more should it be now that the cities in which we live are further
distanced from the old urban model. And yet the movements of an age happen
even unconsciously, bringing to scholars’ attention new themes (and also new
methods) which it seems opportune to adopt. For example, I ask myself wheth-
er, in the context of the traditional model, it would have been possible to think
of a ‘city without a citadel’ (that is, without a controlling political centre) as,
for example, those of the Middle Niger in a pre- and early Islamic period121 (on
the model of the enormous South African townships, huge ‘villages’ without a
materialized political structure), or like those of certain pre-urban Euro-Asiatic
cultures, with settlements of several hundred hectares.122 Or, vice versa, to
think of ‘citadels without cities’, just controlling and administering centres,
whose productive base does not gather around it to form an urban agglomera-
tion of an entity of some kind123 (cf. § 5.12). Or even more, to insist on capitals
‘estranged’ from their economic context (‘disembedded capitals’),124 new foun-
dations situated in places chosen abstractly, cities as hubs of functions apart
from their built-up materiality and population density, temporary capitals and
itinerant palaces (but for different causes from the normal climatic/seasonal
one, well-known above all from the Achaemenid example).

Another interesting example: it has always been maintained that, unlike
the cities of the periphery (Northern Mesopotamia, the Levant, Anatolia), small
and compact, those of Lower Mesopotamia are often composed of various tell,
separated by hollows (because of canals, or simply roads), or even of separate
cities (the emblematic example is Sippar);125 but only recently has this been
translated into a sort of dismantling of the city, visualized as scattered, no
longer shut within its walls;126 or even with ample ‘external cities’, outside the

121 McIntosh and McIntosh 1993.
122 Kohl 2009; Vidale 2010.
123 Arslantepe according to Frangipane (ed.) 2010; earlier ead. 1993; 1997a, b; 2001; 2002;
(ed.) 2004. Also the citadels of Media (cf. § 5.12) and the centres of the Oxus (cf. Vidale 2010,
pp. 83–85).
124 Earlier Blanton 1976; then Joffe 1998 on the Near-Eastern world.
125 The fractioning of Sippar into various settlements (cf. Harris 1975, pp. 10–14; Leick 2001,
pp. 162–185) has been re-scaled by Charpin 1988 into only two centres: the ‘Sippar of Shamash’
(Abu Habba) and the ‘Sippar Annunitum’ (Tell ed-Der).
126 Stone 1999; (ed.) 2007 (Mashkan-shapir); also Postgate 1982 with fig. 45; 1992–93 (Abu
Salabikh); Huot et al 1989 (Larsa); Carroué 1983 (Lagash); earlier Gibson 1975, with fig. 2 at
p. 6 (Nippur). See Pierotti 1972, pp. 37–107 on the walled city as the norm for the ancient city,
up to the threshold of modernity.
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encircling walls.127 And even inside the city interest in the dismantled places –
the buildings in ruins (or building plots), the rubbish heaps – have only recent-
ly attracted attention.128 A certain revival of interest in anti-urban attitudes
(of, however, nomadic contextualization, very different from the post-modern
one)129 could also have been stimulated by certain modern trends towards
‘flight from the mad city’ in search of more tranquil places, in luxury niches
or in the countryside.130

The preference for the concept of ‘space’, to the detriment of that of ‘place’
(of which I have already spoken at § 5.5), then leads to the concept of ‘non-
place’, a space devoid of the qualities of ‘place’, which are historical singulari-
ty, functional insertion into a structure, and geometrical actualization.131 And
the concept of the ‘chronotope’ as a place which assumes and abandons its
function according to the time (the hour, the day, the season)132 also has some-
thing to do with the non-place. Over and above the various definitions suggest-
ed, it could be said that a ‘place’ understood in a town-planning sense is a
space constructed with a view to a precise function: the ‘non-place’ on the
other hand is not intentionally destined for a specific function but can be host
to one or more of them, informally, also according to the time.133 In this sense
the ceremonial buildings of the Uruk period, as imagined by Forest (who de-
nies the function and definition of ‘temples’, cf. § 5.8), would have been of the
type of ‘non-places’ or ‘chronotopes’, used to meet, talk, ‘see people, do
things’. But it is noticeable that at the base of Forest’s theory there are very
real misunderstandings: that in Sumerian there is no word for ‘temple’ (they
say ‘the house of the god’ but what is the difference?), and that the temple

127 For example Tell Mozan as outlined by Pfälzner and Wissing 2004, taken up by Goldhau-
sen and Ricci 2005, with a risk of altering the settlement and demographic hierarchies.
128 For example Baker 2009; but on urban refuse Henrickson 1992.
129 Valid for the Rechabites and for certain positions of the Israelite prophecy (Frick 1977,
pp. 209–231; Jacob 1977; Benjamin 1983; then Blenkinsopp 2001; Carroll 2001; Roddy 2008).
On the other hand the nature of Neo-Assyrian prophecy (pre-axial, organic to power) is favour-
able to the city (seat of the gods and the king), cf. Nissinen 2001. Pezzoli-Olgiati 2002, pp. 175–
217, perhaps influenced by its familiarity with the biblical and post-biblical texts, speaks of
Mesopotamian ‘condemnation’ of the city; but the passages cited do not condemn the city, but
instead lament its destruction, due to specific faults of the king; cf. also Hallo 1996, pp. 1–2.
130 Rykwert 2003, pp. 165–198.
131 Augé 1992; cf. also de Certau 1990; but Webber 1964 already goes in this direction (even
if he does not use the term).
132 On ‘chronotope’ in a town-planning sense cf. Bazzani et al. 2009, pp. 227, 235–236 and
passim.
133 On the progression agora–piazza–mall cf. Leontidou 2009 (and note the decrease of the
functionally specific and intentional destination).
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that appears in the texts is a ‘fiction’, in the sense that it is a question of an
administrative agency and not of a building.134 I have already spoken of my
difficulty in imagining a community in which economics and politics have as
their fulcrum the temple-agency, but which does not set aside for it a building
(unless insignificant) while reserving immense resources for constructing ‘non-
places’ of general socialization. But above all, can we imagine anyone propos-
ing a similar image before the de-structuring mode of post-modernity?

And so the old scheme – all too clear and simple – of a distinction between
the public and private sector, has been as though dissolved by the insistence
on patrimonialism, on ‘inappropriate’ connections between the two spheres,
and in particular on the positions of the entrepreneurs as public officials or
conspiring with them, especially in the neo-Babylonian period,135 or even on
the domestic placing of archives with state contents,136 on the private enterprise
activities of the palaces,137 on the transfer for profit of parts of the temples’
endowments, or on institutions (and individual functionaries) who should have
been specialized by their sector for the service of the community (‘system serv-
ing’) but instead degenerated to their own advantage (‘self-serving’).138 This
picture of corruption becoming systemic sounds familiar to our ears and per-
haps these insistences owe something to our present conditions. Very recently
Seth Richardson, in presenting the Mesopotamian states as weak, incomplete,
defective realizations of an aspiration to total control, explicitly draws his inspi-
ration from present-day situations of client-groups and local powers (also pa-
tently illegal) which compete with the state or replace it in territorial and social
control.139

Perhaps the most explicit and conscious summary of what is happening in
the study of the Mesopotamian city is that given by Gil Stein with reference to
the structures of power, which is worth citing in whole: ‘Instead of viewing
chiefdoms and states as well-bounded, homogeneous adaptive systems with
clearly defined structures, the focus on power relationships views these polities
as “fuzzy” networks with poorly defined and contingent boundaries formed
through distinct and constantly shifting patterns of cooperation and competi-
tion among emergent elites and other groups’, and again ‘there is a clear move-

134 Forest 1996a, pp. 231–235; also id. 1987; 1999. Collins 2000 also stresses the ideological
aspects of the first urbanization.
135 Cf. Beaulieu 2000 (Larsa); Bongenaar 2000 (Sippar); Wunsch 2000 (Babylon).
136 Cf. van Soldt 2000 for Ugarit.
137 Silver 2006.
138 Flannery 1972b; followed by Frangipane 2000.
139 Richardson 2012.
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ment away from a view of states as highly centralized, omnipotent entities
toward a heterogeneous model that recognizes variability in state/urban orga-
nization and explores the limits of state power within the broader society’.140

From a first impression, the denial of the temple function of the great
buildings of Uruk (and of so many other presumed Mesopotamian temples)
seems to contradict the trends towards the symbolic and the religious as foun-
dations of urbanization, trends typical of the post-modern phase. In fact, as
Cardini says, there is a tendency today to see the sacredness of the city rather
than in the city,141 and therefore devaluation of the temple as a political-eco-
nomic structure can very well go hand in hand with emphasis on the religious/
symbolic aspects of the city. This emphasis on the symbolic and on the reli-
gious factor, typical of post-processual archaeology,142 when applied to the ori-
gin of urbanization sometimes leads to recovery of the old Fustel de Coulanges,
as in the book by Pezzoli-Olgiati on the religious interpretations of the ancient
city, or in the introduction by Joyce Marcus and Jeremy Sabloff to their book
(one of the interdisciplinary seminars of Santa Fé) which means to give an
up-to-date report on trends and views in the study of the ancient city.143 The
programmatic position of the two editors144 is contradicted more than intended
both by the greater part of the analytic contributions of the different contribu-
tors to the conference, who deal largely with the material aspects of urbaniza-
tion, and by the position of Fustel himself, who had only used literary data,
with a great disdain for archaeological results, and had a classical-centric posi-
tion, ignoring the rest of the world – exactly the opposite of the book now
cited, strongly archaeological and comparative.

Perhaps the most interesting and radical position is that which sees the
‘revolutions’ as ‘mental’ facts: the change in mentality precedes and causes
the technological change, with a complete overturning of Gordon Childe’s posi-
tion. If Cauvin gives it a programmatic application with reference to neolithiza-

140 Stein 1998, pp. 6 and 10; but also Yoffee 1995, pp. 299–300; Adams 2004, pp. 47–48;
Cowgill 2004.
141 Cardini (ed.) 1994, with a chapter on the Ancient Near East of Xella 1994, who, however,
presents rather the sacredness in the city, associating polytheism with complexity and urbani-
zation, and maintaining the centrality of the temple in the Mesopotamian city.
142 Cf. Hodder 1986; 1989; 1992; Meltzer, Fowler, and Sabloff (eds.) 1986; and above all Knapp
1996 on the variegated influence of ‘postmodernism’ on archaeology and ancient history. Re-
cently Trigger 2008, pp. 58–62.
143 Pezzoli-Olgiati 2002; Marcus and Sabloff 2008a, pp. 3–6. See also the conferences edited
by Goodnick Westenholz (ed.) 1996 and 1998, with chapters on Babylonia (ead.), Ur (Sigrist),
‘Amarna (Shaw; Fritz), Khattusha (Hawkins), Jerusalem (Bahat and Hurwitz), etc.
144 Set out mainly in the conclusions, Marcus and Sabloff 2008b.
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tion,145 and there are various mentions, above all by the French prehistoric
school, to its applicability also to urbanization,146 that which distinguishes the
townsman from the countryman is not the level of complexity (of specializa-
tion, of rank diversification), nor the availability of services, nor their position
in the productive or decision-making chain, but is the different mentality.
Good, and partly already said a century ago by the urban sociologists of the
Chicago school; but, being applied to an urban context already in being, does
not seem to me an explanation of the origin of urbanization.

6.8 Epilogue

The journey traced by the book follows the course of a parabola, not in the
evangelical sense of ‘parable’ but in the sense of a journey first ascending and
then descending. For town planning and its visualization you depart from the
imaginary city, arrive at the concretely excavated city and finally berth at the
virtual city. For the socio-political aspects you begin from the denial that an
‘Eastern’ city could have existed, and pass through the formulation of specific
Ancient Near-Eastern models, to berth at a continuum of Easts and Wests. In
more general terms you begin from philosophical theory and evolutionist imag-
ination to arrive at envisaging a materially existing city, a coagulum of all the
certainties, with an encircling wall and city gates, palace and temple, houses
and streets, inhabitants and their activities, but then all the certainties are cast
into doubt by trivializing the historical characterization in a spatial-temporal
homogenization which has much to do with the end of history.147 First the
propulsive centres of urbanization were imagined, and then they were identi-
fied, but then the scruple of equal opportunity prevailed to disseminate a little
of primary and secondary urbanizations in all the continents – even where we
have in front of our eyes huge phenomena of imitation, adaptation and (a word
by now censored) diffusion. Squeezed between nineteenth-century philosophy
and the technology of the new millennium, the phase of strictly historical and
archaeological enquiry is limited to a century. And one thinks of the trivializa-
tion of concepts once pregnant with meaning, endowed with value, for good
or for bad, like that of the city-state (now simply a dimensional entity) or that

145 Cauvin 1994.
146 Nissen 1987 also thinks that the urban revolution was such only through the emergence
of an ‘urban consciousness’.
147 One thinks of the position of Yoffee 2005: the certainties of the twentieth-century model
as ‘myths’ and ‘factoids’.
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of ‘civilization’ (now reduced to a geographical-cultural group), or indeed of
state and empire (a rank now denied to no one, provided it was placed else-
where, in the past). The end of ideology, but also the end of ideas? Of struc-
tured systems?

The meaning of parabola has unquestionably a factual base in the events
of the European city, the Western in general, in which the generations of schol-
ars here examined have lived and worked, and which passes from the walled
city to the industrial city and to the dispersed city.148 But I admit that it also
has something to do with the cycle of Ancient Near-Eastern studies, first grown
as endowed with specific characteristics, but now in decline into a generic
component of world globalization, without any more ideology, without any
more history. Perhaps instead the sense of a parabola has even something to
do with the personal story of the author, or simply with his date of birth, with
his training in the decades of the positive models, and with the reaction of
elderly disappointment at seeing them destroyed. I imagine that an author of
the present generation can and should see the journey in a different way, and
not share (or not feel) the sense of a cycle enriched with a geometric elegance
and in itself brought to an end, and could suggest other historiographic recon-
structions which I could not even foretell – but that is another story.

Another question, which should have emerged from reading this book, is
what has been the impact of the problem of the Ancient Near-Eastern city on
our modern culture. Once, placed before the demand, a little brutal but alto-
gether legitimate, of what it was possible for us to import from the Ancient
Near East, and from history in general, I suggested imagining a history text-
book for secondary schools (but do they still teach history?) with the page
divided into three columns side by side: in the central column should be put
‘history’ as traditionally understood, the story of an event or the analysis of a
phenomenon of the past; in the left-hand column should be put all the words
and concepts which are coupled to this event or this phenomenon, or original-
ly drawn from it; and in the right-hand column the cultural works (of art,
literature, cinema, music and so on) which illustrate it or in some way refer
to it.149 Only in this way would the relationship between us and that event or
phenomenon of the past become conscious and critically open to evaluation.
And only in establishing such a relationship would it become natural ‘to re-
member’ the history, which otherwise (transformed into a collection of dates

148 See, for example, Benevolo 1993.
149 Liverani 2008b.
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and names of people dead long ago, of events which say nothing to us, of
problems which are not ours) becomes a sort of sadistic torture or a crazed
and clapped-out mosaic.

Now let us imagine the page dealing with the event (or rather myth) of the
Tower of Babel: the lateral columns would be very full. In the column on the
left would be found the term ‘Babel’ to indicate confusion (‘a Babel of tongues’
‘the Babel of regulations’ ‘the Babel of traffic’), but also the question of the
single origin of language, the theory of the original language, the question of
bilingualism and of translation. There could also be a mention of the recurrent
scheme of hybris-nemesis – (human) arrogance and (divine) punishment –
which is found is so many philosophies of history. In the right-hand column a
place would be found for the works of art and literature which derive from this
event: the painted portrayals of the Tower of Babel and the pre-archaeological
reconstructions of Babylon, the important literary works (Borges’ La biblioteca
de Babel springs immediately to mind), a lyrical opera like Nabucco, placed
against the background of the Babylonian exile, film clips like Griffith’s Intoler-
ance or even Fritz Lang’s Metropolis; and so on.150 But then let us imagine the
page where Uruk and the first urbanization is spoken of, a crucial phenomenon
in the history of humanity: it will be disconsolately empty. Some years ago
Franco Battiato tried to make a Gilgamesh, but it was a fiasco.

I mean that of this, at least now defined, parabola it is the initial phase,
that of imagining the unknown, that has kept its roots very deep in our cul-
ture, whereas the later acquisitions (both the ‘certainties’ and then the criti-
cisms) have not succeeded in penetrating. ‘Babylonia’ or ‘Babylon’ or ‘Babel’
is a name much used by bars, night clubs, restaurants, discotheques, commer-
cial centres, large shopping centres, websites, TV channels, newspaper col-
umns, language schools, dictionaries and automatic translators, films of sci-
ence fiction and horror, television series, theatrical companies, pop songs,
and such like. It is due to the biblical text (and to a much lesser extent to the
classics), but not because it is widely read among the young (who reads the
Bible any more, who reads the classics any more?) but because the anecdote
(obviously mythical, and with false etymology, but what does that matter?)
has its own effective fantasy that ‘says something’ even to those who could
not tell the story; it is a powerful symbol of chaos and depravation. All the
‘serious’ work done by generations of scholars, archaeologists and philolo-

150 The work is largely to do; but cf. Glassner 2003, pp. 64–94 and 199–228 (unfortunately
without reference to evidence); Seymour 2008 f. On Intolerance cf. McCall 1998, pp. 208–210;
Allard 2008c.
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gists and historians, with the rediscovery of the ancient cities, and also with
the decipherment of writings and entire literatures, seems to have passed in
vain. It is true that there are groups of young (and not so young) enthusiasts
of archaeology, but the valuation that the media give to this passion is that to
interest the public there is a need to speak of ‘mysteries’ or at least of ‘secrets’.
What poor comfort!
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