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RAqqA: THE FORGOTTEN EXCAVATION OF AN ISLAMIC SITE 
IN SYRIA BY THE OTTOMAN IMPERIAL MUSEUM IN THE EARLY 

TWENTIETH CENTURY

The site of Raqqa in northern Syria was first excavated 
in the early twentieth century by the Ottoman Imperial 
Museum. It was, indeed, the first and only Islamic site to 
be excavated by that institution. However, until recently 
the very fact that these early excavations in Raqqa took 
place was overlooked in the scholarship. It is now pos-
sible not only to document these excavations concretely 
but also to assert that Raqqa was among the earliest 
Islamic sites subject to archaeological investigation. 

RAqqA AS AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE

Traditionally, Samarkand, first excavated in 1885 by the 
Russian scholar N.I. Veselovsky,1 has been regarded as 
the first Islamic site to undergo archaeological investiga-
tion.2 However, since the areas excavated by him were 
in the oldest part of the Islamic city and his focus was on 
the ancient Soghdian center of Afrasiyab,3 it is necessary 
to reassess the purpose, duration, methods, and finds of 
this excavation—particularly in light of original Russian 
publications and documentation related to it—in order 
to understand its significance for Islamic archaeology. 

The other notable early excavation of an Islamic site 
is qalʾat Bani Hammad, in Algeria, in 1898.4 However, it 
appears that the excavations begun there under the aus-
pices of the Archaeological Society of Constantine, with 
very modest resources, lasted only a few days.5 More 
methodical excavations were conducted later, in 1908, 
by Beylié, under the auspices of the French society of 
archaeological excavations.6 

 In comparison with the two excavations above, 
Raqqa appears to have been a relatively long one, con-
ducted with a focus on the medieval Islamic city and 

especially its ceramic production, which was thought to 
date to the late eighth century of the Abbasid era. While 
determining the earliest excavation of an Islamic site 
has some importance in terms of the scientific methods 
employed, the duration of the expeditions, and the out-
comes achieved, it is possible that today none of these 
would be regarded as scientific digs based on current 
standards. 

For the historiography of Islamic archaeology,  
I believe it is important to understand the relative sig-
nificance of these early excavations of Islamic sites in 
their own context. Leaving the large task of Afrasiyab to 
other scholars, in this article I will focus on the case of 
Raqqa.

The old town of Kallinikos, which was rooted in Hel-
lenistic, Roman, and Byzantine times, was renamed 
Raqqa after the Arab conquest in 639–40. The  Umayyads 
(661–750) built two palaces and a mosque, along with a 
new market, a bridge, and a canal to supply water to the 
city. In the eighth century, a larger establishment in 
mudbrick was built to the west as a companion town, 
Rafiqa. In fact, what is mostly referred to as Raqqa 
throughout this study actually concerns Rafiqa. This 
new town in the shape of a horseshoe was designed to 
house troops. Later, between 786 and 808, the Abbasid 
caliph Harun al-Rashid, well known from the tales of 
The Thousand and One Nights,7 built a complex of pal-
aces further to the north along with canals. A separate 
industry of ceramics was established in 771 outside the 
old city walls of Raqqa in the northeastern extremity to 
satisfy the everyday needs of the garrison city of Rafiqa. 
This activity more or less ceased in the ninth century 
due to security problems in northern Mesopotamia, but 
a similar industrial development picked up pace after 
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 As mentioned above, the Ottoman Imperial Museum 
conducted two excavation campaigns at Raqqa, in 
1905–6 and 1908. Each lasted a few months and the finds 
were immediately sent to the Museum in Istanbul. More 
items from Raqqa reached the Imperial Museum after 
being confiscated. Objects from the excavations were 
exhibited early on in the Imperial Museum. However, 
as the supply and demand for Raqqa ceramics dwindled 
in the foreign art markets, no further studies were con-
ducted on the Raqqa finds owned by the Museum. The 
story of the first excavations in Raqqa remained undis-
covered for over a hundred years,10 completely forgot-
ten and overlooked by art historians who studied the 
famous ceramics of Raqqa. As part of a larger study on 
the Raqqa ceramics, I translated and published fifty doc-
uments on the history of these early excavations, pri-
marily correspondence between local officers in Raqqa 
and the Imperial Museum.11 This initial study unequiv-
ocally established the time and duration of the excava-
tions, and also brought to light some information on the 
circumstances that led to their being undertaken, as 
well as on the finds sent to the Imperial Museum. Many 
of these documents are now preserved in the library of 
the Istanbul Archaeological Museum, heir to the Otto-
man Imperial Museum after the fall of the empire, as 
well as in the Ottoman Division of the Prime Ministry 
State Archives of the Turkish Republic in Istanbul. 

 This article results from my translation and study of 
the remaining correspondence on Raqqa in the Istan-
bul Archaeological Museum Archives, consisting of over 
150 documents, which allows us to look at the history of 
the excavations in their entirety, rather than as snap-
shots. The interesting series of events that prompted 
the Ottoman Imperial Museum to excavate the site 
became especially clear after this study. In addition, 
unpublished letters of the Museum officer Theodore 
Macridy, written while he was digging in Raqqa, pro-
vide new details on conditions at the site. This discussion 
of the history of the excavations will be followed by a 
review of the finds from Raqqa and how they were dis-
played in the early collection of Islamic art in the Otto-
man Imperial Museum; the Raqqa excavations will also 
be compared with those in Samarra, an important 
Islamic site and the focus of an early excavation. 

815 in the area between Raqqa and Rafiqa. A long-term 
ceramic production took place in the city much later: 
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, production 
focused on unglazed and glazed earthenware, and 
goods were sold mainly in Syria and Iraq. More luxuri-
ous fritware ceramics, known today as Raqqa ware, were 
produced in the second half of the twelfth to the mid-
thirteenth century. These items were exported more 
widely in the Middle East and even reached southern 
Europe.8 After its destruction by the Mongols in 1265, 
Raqqa never resumed its former glory. The Ottomans 
took control of Syria in the sixteenth century and Raqqa 
remained only a small town that functioned as a cus-
toms and military outpost.9 In the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, Raqqa was a nominal admin-
istrative center within the province of Aleppo (Halep). 
From its old glory days in the medieval period a few 
parts of the old Islamic city were still visible. 

In this context we can easily begin asking the basic 
questions: why did the Ottoman Imperial Museum 
decide to begin excavating at Raqqa in 1905–6 and 1908? 
Was it due to a genuine interest among the Ottomans 
in the cultural and archaeological heritage of Islam and 
specifically this city? Were the Ottomans pioneers 
among their Muslim counterparts in choosing an 
Islamic site to excavate? 

 The Raqqa excavations defy a simple answer to these 
questions. The project can largely be seen as part of a 
long-term effort by the Ottoman Imperial Museum to 
put an end to the illegal smuggling of Islamic ceramics 
that fed the art markets of Europe and America in the 
early twentieth century. Yet the communications that 
took place between the local officers and the Museum 
show that the Museum wanted to conduct excavations 
in a systematic way, first by acquiring local knowledge 
about an excavation site, then by appointing an expe-
rienced excavation officer from the Imperial Museum 
with necessary funds, and finally by bringing artifacts 
to the Museum to display and publish. Unfortunately, 
the process was not as smooth as planned and many 
opportunities were missed. Examining the context in 
which the excavations took place provides a better 
understanding of their importance not only for the 
Ottoman Imperial Museum but also for the broader his-
toriography of Islamic art and archaeology. 
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a new antiquities law was enacted. Similar in intent to 
the 1869 bylaw, it placed more restrictions on foreign 
excavations, allowing only copies of excavated artifacts 
to be removed from Ottoman territory, rather than the 
one-third of excavated finds permitted in the 1874 law. 
All finds were to be given to the Imperial Museum or 
its local branches. The new law, despite its obvious un-
popularity among foreign archaeologists, remained in 
effect even after the fall of the Ottoman Empire and the 
establishment of the Republic of Turkey, until it was fur-
ther modified in 1973.16 Like the initial bylaw, however, 
the 1884 law was often less than perfectly followed by 
foreign archaeologists, and many finds were not sent to 
the Imperial Museum.

 Under the 1869 bylaw and the subsequent antiqui-
ties laws of 1874 and 1884, numerous foreign excavations 
took place in the Ottoman territories of Iraq, Syria, Jor-
dan, Lebanon, Palestine, and Anatolia,17 mostly of clas-
sical or ancient Near Eastern sites. The Ottoman 
Imperial Museum also conducted its own excavations 
in eighteen different places—again mainly ancient Near 
Eastern and classical sites, as well as Hittite ones, along 
with Raqqa, the only Islamic venue with which the 
Museum was involved. 

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

As noted earlier, in the late nineteenth century Raqqa 
was only a nominal administrative center. An area 
nearby had been chosen as the new settlement grounds 
for the Circassian immigrants who arrived by ship at 
the Eastern Mediterranean port of Iskenderun from the 
region of present-day Kabardino-Balkaria in Russia to 
“escape military service, forced religious conversion, 
and the imposition of the Russian language.”18 They 
began arriving in substantial numbers as early as 1885, 
and especially after 1900.19 The Ottoman government 
provided Circassian families with land around Raqqa 
and permitted them to look for bricks to build their 
houses. This caused an archaeological disaster and 
paved the way for the illicit but pervasive unearthing 
of artifacts. Although local government officials were 
quick to inform the Imperial Museum about the illegal 
digging up of artifacts, the responses of the Museum 

THE LEGAL CONTEXT OF THE IMPERIAL 
MUSEUM EXCAVATIONS

The Ottoman Imperial Museum was established in Is-
tanbul in 1869 as a venue in which to preserve and dis-
play within the country antiquities excavated by foreign 
archaeologists. The first Ottoman state bylaw was quite 
protectionist: excavations would be possible only with 
the permission of the Ottoman authorities, with the 
stipulation that none of the artifacts (except for coins) 
could be exported. Only the sultan could override these 
rules.12 With large shipments of antiquities expected, 
Hagia Eirene, the former Byzantine church, which was 
being used as the imperial armory and already housed 
a collection of antiquities, was selected as a suitable 
building for the new museum. The first director was 
Edward Goold, an Irish teacher at the Galatasaray Lycée, 
between 1869 and 1871. After this brief term, the German 
art historian and archaeologist Anton Philip Déthier 
became the Museum’s second director in 1872, remain-
ing in this position, despite an illness, until his death in 
1880. During Déthier’s tenure, the first Ottoman antiqui-
ties law was enacted, in 1874. Compared to the bylaw, 
the law itself was less forceful. While the Ottoman au-
thorities continued to grant excavation permits, they 
agreed to divide the finds equally, among the excavator, 
the landowner, and the Ottoman government. It is in-
teresting that within five years the Ottoman authorities 
had backtracked from the more protectionist stance  
of the bylaw to a more negotiable—but also trouble-
some—system.13 It is possible that sending an officer to 
each excavation that was granted permission and then 
transporting the finds to Istanbul proved too burden-
some for the Ottoman Imperial Museum. During the 
period in which the bylaw of 1869 and the later law of 
1874 were consecutively in effect, several legal foreign 
excavations were conducted in Ottoman territories, al-
though none were yet done under the auspices of the 
Imperial Museum itself. After Déthier’s death, the first 
Ottoman director was appointed to head the Museum: 
Osman Hamdi Bey (d. 1910), the scion of an educated and 
influential Ottoman family, was trained as a painter in 
France14 and had become a commission member of the 
Imperial Museum a few years before Déthier’s death.15 
In 1884, during his long tenure as director (1881–1910), 
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 Seven months later, local authorities seized from the 
same dealer, Jamil Tabah, ten small crates filled with 
pottery for inspection.28 After they sent a sample of the 
contents for further evaluation, the Imperial Museum 
determined that this was old Damascus pottery and 
worthy of exhibition. Thus, the Imperial Museum 
requested that the rest of the material seized from Jamil 
Tabah be confiscated and shipped to Istanbul.29

 In short, as ceramics from Raqqa began garnering 
high prices on the European and American art markets, 
the local government officers started to inform the 
higher authorities in Istanbul about the illegal diggings. 
The Imperial Museum then began to exercise its legal 
right to confiscate such pieces from the dealers involved. 
According to the Imperial Museum inventories, a total 
of 153 objects originating from Raqqa30 entered the 
Museum in 1900. Most likely they included all or a large 
part of the items taken from Jamil Tabah, although the 
Museum inventories do not mention any name. 

 Letters dating to 1900 show that the houses of other 
dealers31 were also searched for antiquities, since there 
were continuous reports of illegal trade in such goods 
coming from Raqqa.32 On December 4, 1900, an inter-
esting missive was sent to the Imperial Museum from 
the Directorate of Education of the Province of Aleppo: 

The areas within 15 minutes’ walking distance of the gov-
ernment office in town and surrounded with a ruined city 
wall are full of antique pottery, including colored and fig-
ural vases, and similar colored objects. Until now, antique 
dealers hired several men to dig in this area. This pervasive 
activity is based on the permission granted by the govern-
ment to the Circassian refugees33 to look for bricks in the 
ruins to build houses for themselves. The government asks 
for a tax of 4 kuruş [piastres] on every thousand bricks col-
lected from the site. So far 300 kuruş have been collected 
as tax. Since this leads to the removal of bricks and antiq-
uities from the site, the government is advised to conduct 
its own excavations to remove the bricks and sell them for 
at least 30 kuruş per thousand bricks (since there is such a 
demand). The workmen should cost 4,000 to 5,000 kuruş. 
In six months’ time, the total area would be excavated for 
bricks and in the meantime antiquities would be recov-
ered. The antiquities would then all be sent to the Impe-
rial Museum in crates. An officer from the museum should 
also be appointed for this purpose. The revenues from the 
selling of the bricks should cover the cost of the museum 

were neither immediate nor extensive, since messages 
about similar developments were arriving from various 
other sites as well, and the Museum had only limited 
resources and personnel to deal with these matters.20 

The Imperial Museum’s 1905–6 campaign at Raqqa 
took place under the directorship of Theodore Mac-
ridy,21 while the one in 1908 was led by Haydar Sümer-
kan.22 Each of these expeditions lasted a few months. 
However, the campaign in 1905–6 appears to have been 
accorded more importance, since it was the first active 
response of the Ottoman Imperial Museum to a long 
series of complaints and proposals submitted by local 
government authorities in Raqqa and Aleppo. 

Early Correspondence

The archival documentation from the Imperial Museum 
shows that as early as 1899 Raqqa had become a focus of 
interest for smugglers of antiquities. Based on the 1884 
antiquities law, confiscated finds were reaching the Im-
perial Museum.23 By 1906, about 208 confiscated objects 
had come to the Imperial Museum from Raqqa.24 The 
Imperial Museum also inventoried a total of 126 objects 
from its own excavations in Raqqa, although more ob-
jects from the excavations may have arrived directly or 
indirectly, since a large group of ceramic wasters from 
Raqqa is now in the Karatay Museum in Konya.

 We find correspondence regarding the urgent need 
to conduct excavations in Raqqa as early as 1899.25 
According to one such letter, a dealer named Jamil 
Tabah purchased a bowl, a large jar, and another deco-
rated bowl found in the ruins of Raqqa from the finan-
cial officer of Raqqa, Husayn Efendi, for 40 Ottoman lira. 
These were later sold to a British traveler Jamil Tabah 
met on a boat from Iskenderun, for 42 lira. Jamil and his 
brother, Jorji Tabah, whom we also encounter in other 
archival records from Raqqa, were most likely the art 
dealers known in the West as Émile and George Tab-
bagh, who were stationed in Paris and sold Raqqa 
ceramics on the art market.26 If one considers that the 
total amount spent by the Ottoman Imperial Museum 
for the entire 1906 excavation was 150 to 200 liras,27 it 
becomes clear that 40 lira was an incredibly large sum 
at that time.
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reminded the Museum that an excavation officer it had 
promised to send the previous summer was never actu-
ally dispatched, with the excuse that the weather was 
too hot then for digging. The director of education fur-
ther noted that it was now spring, the ideal time in 
which to conduct excavations.48 

 Some amazing information is offered in a letter the 
Aleppo director of education wrote to the Museum 
Directorate on May 10, 1904 (fig. 2). In response to an 
inquiry from the Imperial Museum about the feasibil-
ity of appointing a local officer to conduct excavations, 
the director relayed information gathered by Kazim 
Efendi, a teacher at the Aleppo high school (mektebi 
idādī) who had been sent to Raqqa a few years earlier 
for this purpose. According to Kazim Efendi, the area 
that really needed to be excavated in Raqqa was a shop-
ping district once used by the pottery sellers, an area 
encompassing about 300 m × 30 m × 2 m (approximately 
18,000 cubic meters). It was thought that 3,000 work-
men would be needed, at a cost of 4 kuruş each per day, 
in all 12,000 kuruş. The director suggested that the local 
government accountant, Mehmed Salim, be appointed 
to conduct excavations there, at a rate of 60 kuruş per 
day, in compensation for the time he would spend there 
under difficult conditions. Each of the four guards who 
would protect the excavated finds would be paid 300 
kuruş, while an additional four gendarme officers would 
supplement the three already there. The director calcu-
lated the total expenses to be between 18,000 and 20,000 
kuruş. While acknowledging that this was a large sum, 
he noted that if the area were not totally excavated, 
smuggling from the site would continue. The director 
also said that some of the bricks coming from the pot-
tery sellers’ shops could be sold locally to offset the cost 
of the excavation.49 Despite the detailed excavation 
proposal submitted by the director and the information 
he included from Kazim Efendi about the pottery sell-
ers’ street, the Imperial Museum postponed the exca-
vations in Raqqa once more in 1904, again due to a 
shortage of funds: instead of 20,000 kuruş, the Museum 
could only spare 3,000 kuruş that year. 

According to a letter dated June 13, 1904, there were 
still only three gendarmes protecting the entire site 
when the dealer Yusuf Jorji Tabah or, more correctly, 
the previously mentioned George Tabbagh, brother of 

officer and the shipment of the antiquities.34

The Imperial Museum appears not to have taken this 
suggestion into serious consideration, and letters de-
scribing the problems of removing the bricks and the 
smuggling of antiquities continued to be sent from 
Aleppo at a greater frequency. That same year (1900), a 
request by the Germans for permission to dig in Raqqa35 
was denied.36 

 In 1902, three crates full of pottery were confiscated 
and sent to the Imperial Museum. Although the Impe-
rial Museum acknowledged that they were received that 
July,37 it was only in 1903 that a group of fifty-two objects 
from Raqqa was recorded in the Imperial Museum 
inventories.38 In 1902, the local authorities again asked 
for an officer to conduct excavations at Raqqa,39 and in 
the spring of 1903 the Imperial Museum agreed to begin 
excavations by sending an officer.40 However, by July 
no one had yet been sent,41 and on August 1, 1903, the 
Museum explained that the funds required to conduct 
excavations were not available in the museum budget 
that year.42

There was also not enough money in 1903 to ship 
antiquities to Istanbul. As a result, the Imperial Museum 
suggested that a large decorated stone43 be kept in the 
government office in Raqqa, since it could not afford to 
have it shipped to Istanbul.44

 A letter sent by the Aleppo director of education, 
(Mehmed) Nadir Bey, on January 18, 1904, documents 
explicitly what had been illegally taken from Raqqa: 
“Among the finds smuggled from Raqqa and then con-
fiscated are a large glazed vase with three handles, with 
smaller handles in between; a smaller dark-green vase 
with three handles; a cream-colored vase; a black vase 
with no handles; a small light-green glazed vase; a small 
spherical vase; a green vase that was repaired; and sev-
eral bricks.”45 Exact matches can be found among the 
three entries of the Imperial Museum inventories of 
1904:46 inv. nos. 2027, 2028, and 2029 describe, respec-
tively, a jar with six handles (three small and three 
large), a blue glazed pot with three handles, and a vase 
with a missing upper part (fig. 1).47 

 In a letter dated April 7, 1904, the director of educa-
tion of Aleppo warned the Imperial Museum that more 
gendarme officers would be necessary to protect the 
site, since there were only three of them. He also 
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Fig. 1. Çinili Köşk inventory registers. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum, register (defter) no. II 1454-3057. (Photo: Ayşin 
Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Topkapı Palace Museum)  



RAQQA: THE FORGOTTEN EXCAVATION OF AN ISLAMIC SITE IN SYRIA 79

Fig. 2. Official letter. Istanbul Archaeological Museum Library, Box 9, 27 Nisan 1320 (May 10, 1904). (Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-
Yıldırım, courtesy of the Istanbul Archaeological Museum Library)
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monly frigid temperatures. When they finally arrived in 
Raqqa, Haydar left via the same route. 

In the first days Macridy spent in Raqqa, twenty-five 
centimeters of snow fell and the Euphrates froze. Mac-
ridy complained about the difficult climate in Raqqa, as 
well as the food there. Describing the modern village as 
situated to the west of the walled enclosure of the Abba-
sid city, he explained that the walls were built with 
unbaked brick but that due to erosion from rainfall they 
resembled mounds. In the middle of the walled enclo-
sure was a grand mosque with a standing minaret. It 
was possible to see the arcades of the mosque’s façade; 
in the middle was a large inscription, part of which was 
missing. To the southeast were the remains of the pal-
ace known as the Kiosk of Harun al-Rashid. Macridy 
included a sketch in which it is possible to see mihrab-
like niches with stalactite forms and mentioned that 
excavating the ruins in this area would be extremely 
dangerous. He made note of the Baghdad Gate at the 
east end of the enclosure wall, remarking that within 
such walls were ditches dug by clandestine diggers. The 
entire surface was littered with ceramic fragments and 
thousands of terracotta cylinders57 that must have 
served as supports in the kilns. 

Based on his observations, Macridy concluded that 
Raqqa had been an important center for the production 
of ceramics. He dug a trench in the eastern section of 
the walled city, where he also unearthed the founda-
tions of private buildings. In the same place he found 
182 Abbasid silver coins stuck together.58 Other finds 
included two oenochoes (small jugs or ewers),59 bowls, 
plates, a small animal figurine,60 a lid of a jar, a bronze 
ring with a bezel-set carnelian and a Kufic inscription,61 
chipped vases, and 20,000 ceramic fragments, most of 
which were uninscribed. Macridy mentioned huge 
quantities of ceramics stuck together by a vitrified mate-
rial that covered them. Since it would have been very 
costly to take these items to Istanbul, Macridy decided 
to leave them in situ, while promising to bring a collec-
tion of the best fragments to the Museum. Macridy also 
mentioned the need to conserve the ruins. He was, how-
ever, well aware that the illegal diggers would be ready 
to resume work immediately after his departure. Indeed, 
everyone at the site was involved in the trafficking of 
antiquities, including the gendarme, who usually 
received a small amount of money (bahşiş) in return for 

Émile Tabbagh, tried to smuggle out valuable antiqui-
ties collected there through the Austrian consulate. The 
officer warned in the letter that if the Museum excava-
tion were to be further delayed, smugglers would con-
tinue to excavate the site and nothing would be left for 
the Museum.50 As predicted by the officer, Yusuf Jorji 
Tabah was reported to have gone to Raqqa on July 10, 
1904, most likely to acquire antiquities.51

 In a letter dated May 6, 1905, the Aleppo director of 
education warned the Imperial Museum that the exca-
vation season was almost over and that smugglers were 
fast at work. He also complained that dealers were try-
ing to bribe him to ensure his cooperation with them.52 
Between August and November 1905, several letters53 
were sent to report various illegal digs and the urgent 
need to send an officer to begin excavations in Raqqa. 
Finally, in mid-November, the Museum officer Theo-
dore Macridy left the excavations in Ayasuluk (Ephe-
sus), arriving at Aleppo in the company of the excavation 
commissar of Babil (Babylon) on December 5, 1905, to 
begin legal excavations at Raqqa.54 

The Macridy excavation of 1905–6

Macridy excavated for about two and a half months 
and had at his disposal fifty-five day workers. He sent 
reports by post to the Museum’s administration,55 as 
well as several telegrams about the state of the excava-
tions in Raqqa and what was needed to continue work 
there. There were also three letters56 that Macridy sent 
to Halil Edhem, the assistant director of the Imperial 
Museum as well as the brother of Osman Hamdi, the 
museum director. These three letters add a great deal 
to our knowledge of the Imperial Museum’s excavations 
in Raqqa. 

 In the first, dated December 27, 1905, we learn that 
Macridy, joined by Haydar, who must have been the 
commissar of Babylon mentioned above, made a long 
and tiring journey, first to Aleppo, where they saw the 
necessary officials to receive the allocated money for 
the excavation. Unfortunately, Macridy became ill in 
Aleppo and had to remain there until December 21st. 
As soon as he recovered, he embarked, again with Hay-
dar, on another arduous journey to reach Raqqa. The 
trip was made even more treacherous by the uncom-



RAQQA: THE FORGOTTEN EXCAVATION OF AN ISLAMIC SITE IN SYRIA 81

allowing the illegal diggers to pursue their activities. 
Macridy noted that in order to stop this, the law had to 
be strictly enforced. He then mentioned budgetary 
issues regarding expenditures for travel, excavation, and 
the transfer of objects. In closing his letter, Macridy 
openly expressed his displeasure with excavating in 
Raqqa. He said that he would not be able to publish any-
thing but would bring the most valuable pieces to the 
Museum. 

 In his second letter, dated January 5, 1906, Macridy 
mentioned finding some beautiful fragments that he 
pieced together himself, laying the shards in square 
grids in the courtyard of the mosque. When he was able 
to detect parts coming from the same vessel, he imme-
diately put them together with an adhesive called Sec-
cotine.62 Apparently preoccupied with this arduous 
task, he was unable to sleep or eat. Saying that he had 
never imagined that “Arab art” had reached such per-
fection, he put together a sample collection that 
included beautiful fragments with inscriptions. In pack-
aging a portion of the finds, he listed two “krassés,”63 a 
large green-glazed jar with three handles,64 small bowls, 
and a fragmented plate with an inscription.65  

 In his third letter, dated January 19, 1906, Macridy 
mentioned that he was preparing four crates, with one 
reserved for fragments and the other three for more pre-
sentable objects such as a large basin,66 a container for 
fruit (fig. 3),67 a drinking cup (fig. 4),68 small bowls, and 
plates. Macridy did not think he would find any more 
good pieces, since the entire area had already been 
worked over by illicit diggers. He also mentioned that 
once the pottery was unearthed it became friable upon 
contact with air. Macridy alluded to the beautiful irides-
cence on the pottery, which unfortunately obscured the 
design and colors. He also mentioned seven crates from 
Deir Zor, further along the Euphrates, which, due to 
having been poorly packed, were badly damaged. He 
had new crates made, repacked their contents, and sent 
them to the Museum, along with the inventory register. 
The finds from Deir Zor were, he said, extremely infe-
rior to the Raqqa pottery:69 they had no inscriptions and 
were not worth publishing. Macridy concluded his  letter 
by mentioning his interest in the site of Rusafa, another 
site in Syria.  

Fig. 3. Fruit bowl. Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic Arts 
Museum, inv. no. 1579 (formerly Çinili Köşk inv. no. 4004). 
(Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turkish and 
Islamic Arts Museum)

Fig. 4. Drinking cup. Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic Arts 
Museum, inv. no. 1594 (formerly Çinili Köşk inv. no. 3921). 
(Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turkish and 
Islamic Arts Museum)
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Edhem, must have been located in the eastern part of 
the walled city known as qasr al-Banat. In April 1906, 
the British consul in Aleppo, Henry Barnham, also 
reported that the remains of an earthenware factory had 
been discovered a few years prior, and that earlier that 
year Macridy had been engaged in collecting specimens 
of this work.82 Macridy should have been aware of the 
pottery sellers’ street reported by Kazim Efendi and 
mentioned in the letter the director of education wrote 
to the Museum on May 10, 1904. It is not completely 
clear whether that street83 and the kilns were in the 
same area, but it appears that Macridy missed a great 
opportunity to bring the best pieces of Raqqa to the 
Imperial Museum. Instead, the opportunity fell into the 
hands of dealers, who perhaps conducted digs in the 
exact place that Kazim Efendi had described. 

 Sometime after March 1906, perhaps immediately 
after Macridy left and more Circassian refugees were 
settled in Raqqa by the Ottoman government in April 
1906,84 a series of huge jars containing approximately 
sixty well-preserved examples of Raqqa pottery, known 
collectively as the “Great Find,” were unearthed. As 
early as 1908, these ceramics were sold on the art mar-
ket,85 fetching huge sums of money. In a detailed 
description of the Great Find given in 1923, the dealer 
Fahim Kouchakji noted that these pieces were found in 
the same area that Macridy had excavated, and his 
explanations matched quite well with Kazim Efendi’s 
descriptions of the pottery sellers’ street. Kouchakji 
stated that in the middle of the nineteenth century the 
Turkish government relocated a hundred (Circassian) 
colonists from Aleppo and other areas to Raqqa. He 
dated the “Turkish” (i.e., Ottoman Imperial) Museum 
excavations to 1903, noting that they took place under 
thirty feet of soil, in the vicinity of Harun al-Rashid’s pal-
ace and also in the same district where the Great Find 
was made.86 Scholarship has made clear that Harun al-
Rashid’s palace was in fact situated outside the city 
walls and that the palace once thought to be his was 
actually the medieval qasr-al Banat. But the location of 
the Imperial Museum excavations was probably near 
the same place as the Great Find. Although some details 
in Kouchakji’s description cannot be proven with accu-
racy, he gives this account of the discovery of the Great 
Find: 

 Macridy’s letters to Halil Edhem do not continue 
after January 19, 1906, although he did send official tele-
grams after this, including three dispatched on January 
22, 1906. These provide more data on the excavation, 
including the total amount required to transport the 
recent finds from the excavation to Istanbul, which was 
reported to be at least 30 liras from the site to a boat. 
Macridy placed whole pieces and less damaged finds in 
crates, and sent the lists of the contents by post. He left 
in Raqqa those finds that could not be put together, as 
well as pieces exceeding a few meters. Macridy stated 
that the money allotted to conduct excavations would 
only last twenty more days and requested 5,000 kuruş 
more.70 In his capacity as an officer of the Museum, 
Macridy also sold ordinary bricks and marble from 
Raqqa to raise money for the institution. Macridy was 
also responsible for collecting the fines illicit diggers 
paid to the Museum for excavating illegally.71

 Macridy reported that antiquities arriving from Deir 
Zor (probably the confiscated pieces mentioned in his 
letter to Halil Edhem dated January 19, 1906) along with 
those unearthed in Raqqa were placed in fifteen crates 
and shipped to Iskenderun via Aleppo on February 17, 
1906.72 From there the crates were sent by boat to Istan-
bul on March 6, 1906.73 Macridy estimated the material 
excavated from Raqqa to be worth 1,500 lira.74

 According to the Imperial Museum’s inventory reg-
isters, thirty-nine items from the Macridy excavations 
arrived at the Museum in 1906:75 thirty-six ceramic, two 
glass, and one metal (fig. 5).76 The pottery fragments 
that came in separate crates were not inventoried and 
their exact whereabouts are unknown to this day.77 All 
but one of the thirty-nine objects can now be found in 
the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum in Istanbul. A few 
of them are on display (figs. 6 and 7),78 but several are 
stored in the museum depots (figs. 3, 4, 8–12). The dis-
play information and museum records of several of 
these objects neither acknowledge Macridy’s excava-
tions by provenance nor distinguish them from the con-
fiscated pieces from Raqqa.79

 Based on four pieces of kiln furniture that were found 
in the Macridy excavations80 and the huge number of 
scattered terracotta cylinders used as kiln supports81 
mentioned in his letters, it would seem that Macridy 
was digging in the vicinity of kilns, which, following his 
description of the excavation in his letter to Halil 
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Fig. 5. Çinili Köşk inventory registers. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum, register (defter) no. III. (Photo:  Ayşin Yoltar-
Yıldırım, courtesy of the Topkapı Palace Museum)
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Fig. 6. Bowl with restored foot. Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic 
Arts Museum, inv. no. 1585 (formerly Çinili Köşk inv. no. 
3925). (Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turkish 
and Islamic Arts Museum)

Fig. 7. Drinking glass. Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic Arts 
Museum, inv. no. 2056 (formerly Çinili Köşk, inv. no. 4016). 
(Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turkish and 
Islamic Arts Museum)

Fig. 8. Flattened bowl. Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic Arts 
Museum, inv. no. 1584 (formerly Çinili Köşk inv. no. 3922). 
(Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turkish and 
Islamic Arts Museum)

Fig. 9. Fluted footed pot. Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic Arts 
Museum, inv. no. 1592 (formerly Çinili Köşk inv. no. 3932). 
(Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turkish and 
Islamic Arts Museum)
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We came now to the Great Find. It was made by a Circas-
sian, one of a colony transported from its original home 
to Er Raqqa. To construct houses, bricks and other mate-
rial were necessary. These the colonists could not buy, so 
the Turkish government authorized one of them to dig 
among the ruins for his supplies. He started a trench at 
what he considered to be the lowest practicable level and 
in the vicinity of the old palace of Harun al-Rashid. This 
trench led him to the market place, and there in a shop 
opening on the ancient scene of trade he came upon a 
series of huge jars, each of which contained perfectly 
preserved specimens of the finest Er Raqqa pottery. We 
may consider these pieces a little later than the palace 
ware since the Great Find probably was buried just 
before the destruction of the city and its final desertion.87 

The market place mentioned above by Kouchakji is 
most likely the pottery seller’s street reported by Kazim 
Efendi even before 1904. It is hard to understand why 
Macridy was not able to find the pottery sellers’ street 
or why he did not even directly consult Kazim Efendi, 
who knew the exact location. Needless to say, the pieces 
unearthed by Macridy do not approach the quality of 
the pieces that comprise the Great Find.88

 Since illegal digging resumed at the site imme- 
diately after the 1906 Macridy excavations,89 the local 

Fig. 10. Flared bowl, restored. Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic 
Arts Museum, inv. no. 1597 (formerly Çinili Köşk inv. no. 
3926). (Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turkish 
and Islamic Arts Museum)

Fig. 11. Ewer with (missing) handle. Istanbul, Turkish and 
Islamic Arts Museum, inv. no. 1672 (formerly Çinili Köşk inv. 
no. 4137). (Photo: Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turk-
ish and Islamic Arts Museum)

Fig. 12. Pot. Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, inv. 
no. 1847 (formerly Çinili Köşk inv. no. 3999). (Photo: Ayşin 
Yoltar-Yıldırım, courtesy of the Turkish and Islamic Arts 
Museum)
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items, twenty-eight glass items, three bone items, and 
eighteen metal ones. As with the earlier objects, today 
most of these have been transferred to the Turkish and 
Islamic Arts Museum in Istanbul,103 with a few of the 
metal objects going to the Ankara Ethnographical 
Museum. Although Haydar Bey also sent weekly 
reports,104 these have not yet been located in the Istan-
bul Archaeological Museum Archives. Like the objects 
from the Macridy excavations, the specific provenances 
of the finds of the Haydar Bey excavations are not 
recorded in the present inventories of the Turkish and 
Islamic Arts Museum, and no distinction has been made 
between the excavated finds and the confiscated pieces 
from Raqqa.105

 Such was the history of the two excavation cam-
paigns in Raqqa by the Imperial Museum in 1905–6 and 
1908. Even after the excavations, items from Raqqa con-
tinued to be confiscated and sent to the Imperial 
Museum until 1914. One important group of seized 
objects was related to a prominent family in Aleppo that 
was involved in the antiquities trade. According to the 
Imperial Museum inventories, in 1913 twenty-one 
objects were confiscated from a member of the Marco-
poli family.106 André, Georges, and Vincenzo Marco - 
poli all had positions as consuls of Spain and Portugal 
in Aleppo for many years in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.107 They also sold antiquities 
there, including Raqqa ware.108 Two of the objects con-
fiscated from one of the Marcopoli family members are 
well known and currently on display in the Museum of 
Turkish and Islamic Art in Istanbul.109  

 Further items from Raqqa, all well documented in 
the archival records, were seized from Max Oppen-
heim.110 Even though Oppenheim had permission to 
excavate in Tell Halaf, he was accused of having illegally 
acquired excavated material from Raqqa when he was 
caught attempting to smuggle eleven crates and five 
bales of antiquities from the site in 1913.111 Archival 
records show that the crates taken from Oppenheim 
were not returned and the contents were kept by the 
Imperial Museum.112 Although objects seized from 
Oppenheim are recorded in the Imperial Museum 
inventories, these are noted as having entered the 
Museum in 1912. Therefore, the objects taken from 
Oppenheim in 1913 can perhaps be linked to a group of 
Raqqa ceramics now in the Karatay Museum in Konya.113 

 authorities tried to convince the Museum to conduct 
another campaign of excavations, even offering to cover 
the expenses of the excavations locally.90 

 In the meantime, more items were confiscated and 
sent to the Imperial Museum.91 Yet no finds from Raqqa 
entered the Museum’s inventories in 1907; indeed none 
were entered until a second campaign of excavations 
was conducted by the Imperial Museum a year later, in 
1908.

The excavation of Haydar Bey in 1908

That year the local authorities in Aleppo reported more 
illegal digging by the Circassians,92 and more confisca-
tions,93 even as they continued to submit more requests 
for legal excavations.94 Finally, in the summer of 1908, 
the Imperial Museum sent another officer, Haydar Bey, 
who had assisted Macridy on his journey to Raqqa in 
late 1905, to begin a second campaign. On August 3, 
1908, Haydar Bey began excavations but stopped in late 
September. From his letter dated September 29, 1908, 
we learn that he had already placed the finds in crates 
and was about to send them to Istanbul.95 In a telegram 
dated October 5, 1908, he wrote, “Beyond what has been 
already sent to the museum, further excavations will 
most likely not result in any antiquities. Thus, no further 
funds are necessary.”96 This is noteworthy given that 
only a month earlier he had requested more money to 
continue the excavations.97 It is as though even before 
the Museum could decide what to do, Haydar Bey had 
become convinced that further excavations would not 
yield any more worthwhile results. Yet directly before 
Haydar Bey’s excavations began, jars and vases had been 
confiscated and sent to the Imperial Museum.98 We 
could perhaps say that Haydar Bey was not as lucky 
or as informed as the smugglers: he was ready to quit 
after two months, despondent over the number of ille-
gal diggers who were at work day and night even while 
he was there.99 

 By late November, six100 crates of Haydar Bey’s finds 
had been sent to Istanbul via Iskenderun.101 The Impe-
rial Museum inventories show that eighty-seven objects 
were recorded from his excavations in 1908,102 more 
than double the thirty-nine objects from Macridy’s 
excavations in 1906: the new finds included thirty 
ceramic objects, as well as five semi-precious stone 
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opened in 1903, was constructed and organized with 
separate rooms and display cases resembling those in 
European museums. 

 In 1903 (1319), the Ottoman Imperial Museum issued 
a guidebook written by Mehmed Vahid121 and also used 
other written media to publicize its display, such as the 
avant-garde journal Serveti Fünun. In the issue dated 
March 10, 1904, information was provided on the galler-
ies. There is no author mentioned in the journal and it 
is most likely that the text was adapted from Vahid’s 
museum guidebook of 1903, with the addition of recent 
photos.122 The journal depicted the exhibition of items 
found at Raqqa thusly: “The fourth cabinet displays 
ceramics found in the vicinity of Raqqa in the province 
of Aleppo. The decorations and inscriptions on these 
ceramics merit attention.”123 In 1908, all the Islamic arti-
facts were moved to the Çinili Köşk, which was origi-
nally built in 1472 as a highly decorated pavilion in the 
Timurid style as part of the Topkapı Palace. Between 
1880 and 1891 it was used as the main building of the 
Imperial Museum. When the museum was expanded 
with additional buildings in 1908, it was decided that 
the Çinili Köşk would house only the Islamic artifacts 
of the museum, since the building’s architectural style 
was deemed more suitable for the Islamic nature of the 
display. Objects from Raqqa continued to be exhibited 
there. This time, however, Raqqa ceramics from the 
Museum’s own excavations must have also been 
included. Mehmed Vahid, who published the third edi-
tion of the Museum’s guidebook in 1909 (1325), more or 
less repeats the information he gave before in 1903: 
“Room number six contains pottery that was found in 
the ruins of Raqqa, in the province of Aleppo. Their col-
ors and unique metallic shine, as well as their decora-
tion and calligraphy, merit attention.”124 

 Gustave Mendel gave more detailed information in 
his 1909 article about the Raqqa ceramics of the Impe-
rial Museum,125 which he described as consisting of 
many fragments, including wasters. Despite this, Men-
del considered the group important, as it was a large 
collection with a secure provenance, thanks to the Mac-
ridy excavations, which, he said, were concentrated 
near the kilns. For some reason, he did not mention 
Haydar Bey’s excavations of 1908, perhaps because the 
article was prepared before the finds from that cam-
paign reached the Museum.

These Konya objects are inventoried as having come 
from Aleppo during World War I (1914–18), but how they 
came from Aleppo to Konya is not explained.114 During 
an interview, the late director of the Karatay Museum, 
Mehmed Önder, suggested that they had arrived via 
Istanbul.115 

THE DISPLAY OF RAqqA FINDS IN THE IMPERIAL 
MUSEUM

Despite having missed chances to acquire more spec-
tacular objects, such as those discovered in the Great 
Find, the Imperial Museum immediately put on exhibit 
the objects it received from Raqqa. These were placed in 
its Islamic gallery, which was established most likely in 
1896, since a new publication issued in 1897 included a 
description of it.116 The gallery was a large single room 
on the second floor of a new museum building com-
pleted in 1891, which was designed in a neoclassic style 
and included classical antiquities on its first floor.117 

This permanent gallery devoted solely to Islamic art 
was, in fact, established before those in Europe and the 
United States, although several European and Ameri-
can museums had begun collecting Islamic art in the 
nineteenth century, displaying it among their other col-
lections. At that time a few collections of Islamic art 
were placed in museums in other Muslim countries. 
Although a permanent display of Islamic items was 
established in 1854 in Algiers, it was not until 1897 that 
a museum built just for those items along with antiqui-
ties was created there: this was the Musée national des 
antiquités algériennes et d’art musulman. Similarly, in 
Tunisia an Arab collection was inaugurated at the Bardo 
Museum (Musée Alaoui) in 1899,118 while the Cairo Arab 
Museum was established in 1883. The latter’s first build-
ing, used as a museum until 1903, was the Mosque of al-
Hakim; however, this setting was far from optimal since 
the numerous collected objects were heaped together 
without any sense of selection or order, due to a lack of 
space, according to the museum director at that time.119 
In the first twenty years after the museum was estab-
lished, objects were acquired from mosques, tombs, and 
public buildings in Cairo whenever major renovations, 
restorations, and demolitions took place in the city 
itself. 120 The Arab Museum’s new building, which 
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connection to the existing architectural remains or to 
the depth of the layer in which objects were found.130 
Although Macridy and Haydar were not university-
trained archaeologists, they had gained experience and 
expertise while working at several excavations con-
ducted by foreigners and the Imperial Museum before 
commencing their work at Raqqa. Their inability to 
excavate stratigraphically was most likely due to the dis-
turbed state of the site, which had already been haphaz-
ardly dug up by illicit workers. And unlike Samarra, this 
was not a site that the Imperial Museum had researched 
and decided to excavate in order to learn about the early 
and medieval history of the city. In today’s terms, this 
was a rescue excavation. And given the small allocations 
that the Museum could contribute and the conditions 
at the site, the Raqqa excavations were no different than 
many other excavations of that time. In Raqqa it is per-
haps unfortunate that the Great Find was not unearthed 
during the official excavations, despite the detailed 
description of this area provided to the Museum by 
Kazim Efendi. When Sarre led the Samarra excavations, 
he had Herzfeld as his field director, along with a large 
group of skilled team members who contributed to the 
understanding of the site with birds-eye photography 
and drawings. The Samarra excavation campaigns in 
1911 and 1912–13 lasted a total of nineteen and seven 
months, respectively, with relatively large allocations 
and workers ranging in numbers of 250 and 300. Con-
veniently, due to the limited period of settlement at 
Samarra, Sarre and Herzfeld did not have to bother with 
stratigraphy in their own excavations.131 Sarre had 
wished to excavate Raqqa even before Samarra, and his 
inability to secure a permit may have been what 
prompted him to critique the Imperial Museum exca-
vations. 

 Summing up the various documents discussed above, 
it becomes clear that although the Imperial Museum 
did not come up with Raqqa as a specific Islamic site to 
excavate initially as part of its larger archaeological pro-
gram, it wanted to respond to the illicit digging early on 
by conducting its own excavations in Raqqa. However, 
pressed by financial and logistical concerns, it had to 
delay its excavations until late 1905, when enough funds, 
approximately 150 to 200 lira, could be allocated and an 
officer to direct the excavations assigned. In the mean-

 Although we see that the excavated finds from Raqqa 
immediately found a place in the Museum’s Islamic gal-
lery, they could not be studied as quickly. In 1907, 
Osman Hamdi, the director of the Imperial Museum, 
wanted Yakub Artin Pasha in Cairo to publish the mate-
rial from the Macridy excavations.126 An archaeologist 
of ancient Egypt, Artin Pasha was an influential figure 
in the establishment of the Cairo Arab Museum in 1883. 
For unknown reasons, but perhaps due to a lack of 
expertise in the Islamic field, he did not accept Osman 
Hamdi’s request and the Raqqa finds were left unpub-
lished. The Raqqa display most likely remained 
unchanged in the Çinili Köşk. In 1920, the scholar Fried-
rich Sarre remarked that the results of this Turkish exca-
vation were still on exhibit there but had not been 
researched.127 Only in 1938 did a relatively long discus-
sion of the Museum’s Raqqa collection, including the 
confiscated pieces, appear in the publication of the 
Çinili Köşk Collection, published in German and Turk-
ish. In this work, Ernst Kühnel included a paragraph 
about the Raqqa finds in the Museum. Like Mendel, he 
emphasized the fact that the Museum’s Raqqa collec-
tion was acquired through excavation, unlike those in 
European and American collections. Interestingly, 
while this is true for two of the three Raqqa objects indi-
vidually catalogued and photographed in this publica-
tion, one of the objects, a ceramic stool, was not an 
excavated piece128 but was acquired in 1913. Checking 
its inventory number (3511) among the Çinili Köşk 
inventories, we learn that it had been confiscated from 
Marcopoli. 

 Beyond these short notes, it is unfortunate that finds 
from the two excavations were never published or stud-
ied at length during the Ottoman period and have con-
tinued to be overlooked since the founding of the 
Turkish Republic. Once the popularity of the Raqqa 
ceramics waned in the art market in the 1920s129 there 
may not have been much impetus left to publish them. 

 Friedrich Sarre, a self-proclaimed archaeologist who 
later excavated at Samarra with Ernst Herzfeld, with the 
permission of the Ottoman Imperial Museum, thought 
that the excavations of the Imperial Museum in Raqqa 
were not scientifically conducted. He said that the exca-
vations were limited to searching for and salvaging 
ceramic fragments, without any consideration of the 
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Arts Museum, for allowing me to study the Raqqa collection; 
Prof. Edhem Eldem of Boğaziçi University, for sharing his knowl-
edge and kindly offering the transcribed letters of Macridy in his 
possession; and last, but not least, my father, Fahri Yoltar, for 
helping me with the Ottoman documents.
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time, while inquiring about the possibility of conduct-
ing a less costly dig administered by local officials in 
1904, the Imperial Museum acquired very valuable 
information regarding the ancient pottery seller’s street 
in Raqqa, from a school teacher who had examined the 
site on behalf of the Aleppo Directorate of Education. 
For some reason, Macridy was not able to take advan-
tage of this information when he conducted his exca-
vations in Raqqa between January and March 1906, but 
the illicit diggers who excavated right after him appear 
to have used this exact information in April 1906, result-
ing in the discovery of the Great Find. The excavations 
of Haydar Bey two years later did not change the luck 
of the Imperial Museum in terms of spectacular finds. 
Primarily small objects or kiln wasters were discovered. 
Despite their quality, however, the finds were deemed 
important from an archeological point of view and 
immediately displayed in the Imperial Museum to gar-
ner international scholarly attention. Unfortunately, the 
results were not published, despite Osman Hamdi’s 
early efforts. And that remained unrectified throughout 
the years the objects traveled from the Çinili Köşk to 
other museums after the establishment of the Turkish 
Republic. The letters examined above reveal the dire 
situation confronted by officials of the Ottoman Impe-
rial Museum as well as local authorities in Raqqa and 
Aleppo during the time of the official excavations in 
Raqqa; the documents also reflect the attitudes of 
Museum staff members and various local and interna-
tional communities toward an Islamic archaeological 
site in Syria that presented those who wished to exca-
vate it with myriad problems in the early twentieth cen-
tury. 

Harvard Art Museums,
Cambridge, Mass.
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30. The term Maareh as in “Kaza (district) de Rakka et Maareh” 
is also used in the Imperial Museum registers. The ruins 
must be within the kazas of both Raqqa and Maʿarra, at 
least according to the land division in 1899. A copy of the 
correspondence from the Directorate of Education from 
Aleppo mentions the ruins within the “kazas of Raqqa and 
Maʿarra” (copy of official letter numbered 188, IAML, Box 
9, 16 Kanunuevvel 1315 [December 28, 1899]). 

31. A dealer in Urfa, his brothers Kosta and Yorgaki, and their 
uncle (copy of official letter, IAML, Box 9, 12 Teşrinievvel 
1316 [October 25, 1900]). A certain Kostaki Homsi was 
visited by Gertrude Bell in February 1909 at his house 
in Aleppo, where she saw pieces from Raqqa (Jenkins-
Madina, Raqqa Revisited, 28). This could well be the Kosta 
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