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"SEAT OF KINGSHIP"/"A WONDER TO BEHOLD":
THE PALACE AS CONSTRUCT 

BY FOLK DEFINITION, THE PALACE IS WHERE THE RULER

resides. In the successive kingdoms of ancient
Mesopotamia, however-Sumerian, Akkadian,
Babylonian, Assyrian-the palace was the seat of
many activities: administrative, bureaucratic, in-
dustrial, and ceremonial as well as residential. In
brief, it was an "institution," not just a "resi-
dence"; part of the state apparatus, not merely a
container of state apartments.

The word for palace in Sumerian and Akkadi-
an, the languages of ancient Mesopotamia, is
composed of the Sumerian sign for "house" fol-
lowed by the adjective "large, great" (.gal).1 The
Akkadian borrowing is not a literal translation
(where Akkadian "house" = bitu and "large" =
rabi), but rather is formed from the Sumerian
(ekallu), emphasizing the composite term as its
own cognitive category. At base, the underlying
adjective denotes scale, but may also be seen to
reflect elevated (enlarged) status and function,
such that a more accurate translation might be
"the Great House," as opposed to merely "the big
house."2

In a Mesopotamian gloss, preserved in the year-
name of an Old Babylonian ruler of the eigh-
teenth century B.C. and written in Sumerian, a
palace the king has just constructed for his high-
est administrative official is referred to as worthy
of being "the seat of his own kingship" (ki-tuS
nam-lugal-la-na), while a slightly earlier hymn in
Sumerian speaks in the voice of a ruler, who
describes how the foundations of his rule were
made strong "in the palace of kingship, in my
pure, good seat" (&gal-nam-lugal-laki-tu-ki-dul 0 -
ga-ga).3 These two references imply far more
extended functions for a royal palace than mere-
ly the royal residence; the use of the abstract
noun, "kingship," suggests that the palace is the
center from which rule is exercised and in which
the state is run.

I hope to demonstrate here that issues of mor-
phology and decorative program are tied to this
extended function. Were the collection of essays
in this volume and the conference it preserves
devoted to the palace in the ancient Near East,
contributors would each be taking a particular
region, period, function, or form-as has been

IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST
BY IRENE J. WINTER

done in the Islamic contributions that follow.
Instead, I will attempt to cover a comparable sub-
field within a single paper. The service an over-
view of the ancient Near East can provide for
Islamicists, whose areas of interest coincide in
large measure with the major geographical units
of the ancient Near East, is to offer a relatively
broad survey of trends and a relatively detailed
bibliography (see Appendix). This will permit a
perspective on continuity and change across his-
torical, cultural, and religious divides, and also
the possibility of pursuing particular aspects
through further reading. The highlighting of
selected examples and aspects of ancient Near
Eastern palaces will lay the foundations for inqui-
ry into whether or not there are areas of signifi-
cant overlap in the pre-Islamic and Islamic Near
East, and I hope stimulate others to seek further
continuities and observe meaningful changes as
particular interests arise.

Regional divisions of the ancient Near East
were no less distinctive in ethnic, linguistic, and
cultural character than those in later, Islamic
periods. The multiple functions of a Mesopota-
mian palace are thus not necessarily characteris-
tic of royal residences in the neighboring city-
states of northern Syria and southeast Anatolia,
even though they were also referred to as ekallu.4

These "palaces" were considerably smaller in scale
than theirAssyrian and Babylonian counterparts,
had their own characteristic forms, and do seem
to have been simply residences. In an interesting
turn-around, when the Assyrian rulers of the first
millennium B.C. adopted and adapted that West-
ern form, they did not also call it a palace-
presumably on the principle that you cannot call
two different things by the same name-and so
coined a special term, bit-hilani (on which, see
below), in order to distinguish it from their own
larger complexes. Wherever possible, I shall refer
to these regional differences, particularly with
respect to Anatolia and Syria-Palestine; but for
purposes of time and space will leave out signifi-
cant aspects of ancient Egypt, on the one hand,
and ancient Iran, on the other. Throughout, I
shall concentrate mainly on the Mesopotamian
sequence-the most complete and perhaps also
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the most developed we have for the ancient Near
East.

In selected examples of palaces from the Uruk
period to the Neo-Babylonian (from ca. 4000 to
ca. 500 B.c.), focus will be on the three aspects
referred to above: form and space, including
technology; decorative program; and function.
At the same time, the reader is referred to several
recent specialized studies that present far more
detailed descriptions, analyses, and illustrations
than are possible here.5

As is the case for much of the pre-modern
Islamic world, the direct information we have
about the ancient Near Eastern palace comes
largely from often incomplete archaeological
remains, amplified by textual reference. Unlike
Islam, however, there is no living tradition-
hence no contemporary practitioners or con-
structions to aid in interpretation or recon-
struction. Our popular impressions of the
pre-Islamic palace come from biblical referenc-
es, on the one hand (as, for example, the descrip-
tion of Solomon's palace in Jerusalem that fol-
lows the account of his temple, I Kings 7:1-12),
and from British watercolor reconstructions
of Assyrian palaces at Nimrud and Nineveh
following excavations in the mid-nineteenth
century, on the other.

In the latter, we see splendid, multi-storied
structures, elaborately decorated. Because the
ground plans and ground-floor sculptures were
based upon excavated remains, they are general-
ly reliable; however the rest of the elevation is
largely invention: oftentimes a hodge-podge cop-
ied from other known ruins, such as Persepolis in
Iran.6 It is also striking when one compares the
restoration drawings of Nimrud and Nineveh,
how very much they resemble the drawings done
for the restoration of the facade of Buckingham
Palace in the 1820s! One is forced to conclude
that the draftsmen responsible for the Assyrian
watercolors were themselves "(re-) constructing"
palaces according to their own contemporary
desires and imagination-in particular an imag-
ination that saw the Assyrian "empire" in the
mirror of the then contemporary British empire.

The account of Solomon's palace does contain
a good deal of useful information: from his lavish
use of cedar in construction (7:3), to the pres-
ence of three rows of windows, suggesting multi-
story facades (7:4), the relationship between
portico, where the king sits in judgment, and
inner courtyard (7:7), and the separate resi-
dence for his wife, pharaoh's daughter (7:8).

This information has not received much atten-
tion, largely because, as is also the case with
Islamic research, scholars have concentrated
mainly on religious areas and buildings. Yet, not
only for the Solomonic period but throughout
the ancient Near Eastern sequence, to establish a
new state, or capital, both a temple to the primary
deity and a palace had to be constructed.

The Uruk Period (ca. 4000-3000 B.C.), in which
the early stages of a complex social hierarchy and
large-scale urbanization have been observed, is a
logical starting point for examining the Mesopot-
amian palace.7 However, at the type-site of Uruk/
Warka on the lower Euphrates, although archae-
ologists have recovered a large complex of build-
ings identified as temples, with characteristic
tripartite plan, bent axis approach in the cella,
altar, and podium,8 nothing clearly recognizable
as a palace has yet been discovered. One anoma-
lous structure has been excavated in the sacred
(Eanna) precinct, levels V-IVa; known as build-
ing 11 or "Palace E," it is square in plan, with a
large central courtyard surrounded by banks of
rooms (resembling more than anything the later
Islamic four-iwan building type with very shallow
iwans; see fig. 1) .9 The plan is clearly distinct from
that of a temple, so the building has been suggest-
ed as a possible palace. The problem is that we
have no corroborating textual evidence for the
building, nor even for the existence in the early
texts of a title that clearly designates a ruler; so the
building could well house "administrative" activ-
ities and still be related to the religious com-
plex. 1° How the Mesopotamian state and a desig-
nated ruler emerged is far too complex to discuss
here, although most scholars agree that some
sort of hierarchical organization in governance
must have been operative in the Uruk period. At
the same time, since archaeological work at the
site of Warka has concentrated on the sacred
quarter, it is certainly possible that a palace exists
in unexcavated areas. Only further fieldwork can
help to determine whether we are faced with an
accidental absence in the archaeological record,
ora meaningful absence in the historical record."

The first buildings to be clearly identified as
palaces date from the third phase of the Early
Dynastic Period (ca. 2600-2430 B.c.), and coin-
cide with the earliest textual evidence for titles
denoting rule: Sumerian lugal, "king," and ensi,
"steward" or "governor," a regional title equiva-
lent to king in the hierarchy of governance. The
best (and earliest) archaeological evidence comes
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from Kish, the legendary city where kingship as
an institution is said to have "descended from
heaven."' 2 Although there seems to be a great
deal of variation in overall plan, the two buildings
designated as palaces contain a large number of
rooms of differing size and shape, suggesting
many functions, and all seem to share what is later
a defining characteristic of palaces in Mesopota-
mia-a large central courtyard.'3 Since this is a
period in which autonomous city-states were dis-
tributed across the Mesopotamian alluvium, it is
to be anticipated that each central city would
have had its own palace, however incomplete the
present evidence.

In the succeeding, Akkadian period (ca. 2334-
2154 B.C.), political development within the peri-
od marks a significant change toward a central-
ized nation-state, incorporating formerly
autonomous city-states within a single polity un-
der the hegemony of Agade. Unfortunately, the
capital of Agade has not been definitively identi-
fied or excavated. A number of other sites have
produced large buildings dated to the Akkadian
period and identified as palaces (e.g., Khafaje,
Tell Asmar, Tell al-Wilayah, possibly Assur), all of
which have features in common: at least one
central court, perimeter walls with a primary
entrance, evidence of residential use together
with other activities.' 4 The most complete palace
plan preserved is that at Tell Brak, a site in the
Habur region of northern Mesopotamia.' 5 The
building is identified through bricks stamped
with the name ofNaram Sin, king ofAgade (2254-
2218 B.C.) .As reconstructed, itis essentially square,
ca. 80 meters a side, but incomplete to the south
and southwest, and known only from founda-
tions. Nevertheless, features preserved are com-
mon to other palaces: massive perimeter walls;
single, monumental entrance on axis with large
courtyard, surrounded by rooms; and at least
three additional, smaller courtyards also flanked
by banks of rooms (fig. 2).16 However, since Brak
is a site at the very northern periphery of Akkadi-
an political influence, this building is probably
more a fortress-cum-governor's-palace/provin-
cial administrative center than a royal seat. If we
expand our definition of palace to include not
only residences associated with the exercise of
power by the highest absolute authority, but also
by the highest localauthority in any given political
structure, then provincial governors and depen-
dent local princes can certainly also occupy "pal-
aces." Indeed, the Old Babylonian year-name
cited above, which referred to the residence of a

high-ranking official as a palace [.gal], suggests
that the extended administrative functions per-
formed in such a building may be the most
operative variable in defining the term, which
should then be applicable to more than the royal
seat, even within the capital. 7 In any case, while
the Brak building may well be called a palace, it is
conceivable that the Akkadian kings' palace(s)
back in Agade would have been larger, perhaps
less regular, the exterior walls perhaps less mas-
sive, and might well have contained a greater
variety of room types, correlated with a wider
range of activities. In short, it is not clear that one
can generalize from this plan to the capital, or for
the period as a whole.

The recently excavated site of Tell Mardikh
(ancient Ebla) in North Syria provides us with
further evidence that palaces of this period
(roughly the late Early Dynastic/early Akkadian
period) were not merely residences, great houses
of local hierarchical rulers, but were also centers
of political and administrative activity. In the
royal palace of level IIB1 were found hundreds of
cuneiform tablets the contents of which range
from treaties with foreign rulers to daily econom-
ic records, all carefully stored on shelves and in
baskets within specially designated archives. 8

While no extant southern Mesopotamian palace
has produced such archives, this is likely to be a
result of the palaces having been cleaned out and
often razed to their foundations to permit subse-
quent building. The demonstrated epigraphical
relationship between the Ebla tablets and texts
found in non-palatial contexts in Mesopotamia,
in conjunction with known political and military
events that link the two regions, allows us to posit
the existence of similar palace archives in con-
temporary and even earlier Sumerian and Akka-
dian palaces as well.'9 That the practice continues
into the early second millennium is evident from
the accumulated tablets and sealings found in the
palace at Tell Leilan in the Habur region of
North Syria, the contents of which attest to a
broad network of communications between re-
lated polities of the Old Babylonian/Old Assyri-
an period.2 0

Happily, a relatively well-preserved palace has
been excavated at Mari on the middle Euphrates,
which was apparently in use over a number of
reigns from the late Ur III/Isin-Larsa to the early
Old Babylonian period (ca. 2000-1758 B.C.). It
is in this palace, consisting of some three hun-
dred rooms and courts, that all of the spatial
configurations plus decorative schemes and
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administrative functions that characterize later
Assyrian and Babylonian palaces can be observed
as part of a coherent complex of features. 21 Clear-
ly recognizable is the primary entrance into a
large paved courtyard, with subsidiary rooms
ranged around that space and an additional,
smaller inner court (see plan, fig. 3). While not
all scholars agree on the functions attributed to
specific rooms or areas of the palace,22 there is no
doubt that ovens and food-storage features indi-
cate the residential nature of the building. In-
deed, a small group of cuneiform tablets found in
the northwest wing of the palace attest to the
delivery of delicacies for visiting dignitaries.2

When that evidence is seen in conjunction with
the later Assyrian administrative texts known as
the Nimrud Wine Lists, it is clear that at any given
moment the palace household included large
numbers of individuals-members of the royal
family, high court officials, eunuchs, guards, work-
ers, and visitors-all of whom were being fed and
provisioned from palace stores.2 4 In addition, a
vast collection of administrative texts has been
preserved in rooms around the outer court. The
range of subjects covered by these texts makes it
clear that the palace was engaged in administer-
ing the king's own estates and production indus-
tries, as well as affairs of state.2 5

The Mari palace also preserves for us the first
appearance of a particular constellation of for-
mal reception suites well known from palaces in
later periods. At Mari, the reception suite is set
parallel to the northern end of the inner court
(see fig. 3, court 106 and rooms 64 and 65). A
central doorway connects the first room to the
courtyard. There is evidence of a podium on the
south wall opposite that central door. The podi-
um was plastered and whitewashed, giving it spe-
cial prominence, and could have been used ei-
ther as a base for a statue, or, more likely, as a
platform for the throne of the ruler himself, for
those occasions that called for him to be in full
view, and with a full view of the courtyard. The
inner room included a second podium on the
short, westwall, which then faced down the length
of the room toward an elevated niche that, it has
been suggested, may have contained an image of
the local goddess, Ishtar. Identical suites, with the
innermost room being the formal throne room
and a throne base preserved along a short wall,
are also to be found in Assyrian palaces of the
first millennium (see below). What is more, evi-
dence of a developed program of decoration in
wall paintings is preserved at Mari that also

echoes the decorative programs of laterAssyrian
palaces.

In the Mari palace, two sets of wall paintings
were found fallen from the northern wall of court
106 that gives access to the throne-room suite.2 6

One set preserves what is likely to be a royal figure
attendant upon a sacrifice; the other what seems
to be a scene of investiture of a ruler, identifiable
by his headgear and garment, by the goddess
Ishtar, within an elaborate setting of trees and
plants (see detail, fig. 4). This last scene was
placed on the facade just to the right of the
doorway entering the throne-room suite, and al-
Khalesi has suggested that the space depicted in
the painting in fact replicates the physical space
of the inner throne room. Especially if this is so,
but even if the iconography merely asserts the
special selection of the ruler by the goddess in
general terms, the presence of the "investiture"
painting suggests that the facade of the throne-
room complex serves as an important convey-
ance for statements of royal rhetoric and state
ideology-a pattern we will see in both Assyrian
and later Babylonian palaces.

A third set of paintings comes from room 132,
a small chamber opposite the main entrance off
the large court 131. The floor level of this cham-
ber is raised slightly and the entrance empha-
sized by concentric semicircular steps thatjut out
into the courtyard. This special focus, in combi-
nation with the fact that the imagery includes the
figure of a ruler pouring libations before a seated
deity, has led to suggestions that the chamber is
a small chapel. I find such a suggestion persua-
sive, particularly as both textual and other ar-
chaeological evidence attest to the presence of
ritual spaces in other palaces. 27 In Hittite Anato-
lia as well, the king and queen were expected to
perform certain ritual acts daily, and Guiterbock
has adduced the likelihood of a sanctuary as a
regular feature of the palace.28 A ritual function
has also been attributed to certain suites within
the Assyrian palace of Assurnasirpal at Nimrud; 29

and in historical times, the association of a royal
chapel with the palace is certainly well known.
The Mari palace thus adds evidence for an impor-
tant religious component to supplement the var-
ious aspects of the Mesopotamian complex.

Most recently, Margueron et al. and Pierre-
Muller have published an additional series of
paintings, unfortunately fragmentary, that ap-
parently decorated a reception suite in a sec-
ond story in the southeastwing of the same palace
(above areas E, F, and room 120 on the plan, fig.
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3).30 Its fragmentary nature and the difficulty of
reconstruction notwithstanding, this group of
paintings is extraordinary for containing in its
repertory a number of motifs-ruler in combat
with a lion, ruler victorious over a fallen enemy,
and ruler receiving some delegation of approach-
ing individuals-that find direct counterparts in
the more complete decorative programs of later
Assyrian palace reliefs. This implies an iconogra-
phy of rule associated with palace decoration in
use over at least a thousand-year period. Further-
more, the presence of a second story that in-
cludes a reception space fits well with both the
Solomonic description cited above and later tex-
tual and pictorial evidence. In particular, in the
eleventh-century B.c. Egyptian text ofWenamun,
the Egyptian envoy who visits Byblos on the Med-
iterranean coast is received by the local prince in
the upper chambers of his palace, from the win-
dows of which one could see the sea.31 Both the
texts and this new evidence from Mari suggest
that we may be missing quite essential parts of
Near Eastern palaces known only from ground
floors or foundations, and we should therefore
not try to distribute all palatial functions across
the ground-floor plan as if that were the entirety
of the building.

Recent analyses of wall construction at Mari
suggest several rebuildings and a long period of
use before Mari was conquered by Hammurabi of
Babylon in his thirty-fourth year (ca. 1758 B.c.);

Moortgat had earlier argued that the wall paint-
ings in the palace reflected different phases as
well.3 2 This raises an additional caution for the
scholar, for, while it is important to emphasize
the degree of continuity that exists from the
second into the early first millennium B.c. with
respect to some aspects of spatial configuration,
decoration, and function, it is also the case that
we cannot assume each palace represents a sin-
gle, coherent program. It is only in the Neo-
Assyrian period that we have a sufficient number
of examples and degree of preservation to at-
tempt fuller readings of attitudes toward rule and
to assess experiences of authority-what I have
called elsewhere "royal rhetoric"-as articulated
in palace construction and decoration.

During the early second millennium B.c., the
region around the upper Tigris, near modern
Mosul, had established its political independence
from the south. In the early first millennium, this
area constituted the heartland of Assyria, from
which, in a series of military maneuvers over a
period of some three hundred years, the state

expanded its territory until it reached from the
Zagros in the east to the Mediterranean in the
west, and from the Taurus in the north to Baby-
lon and Egypt in the south and southwest. Over
this period, virtually every successive ruler initiat-
ed the construction of a new palace, as the capital
shifted from Assur to Nimrud, to Khorsabad, and
finally to Nineveh. Although there are no expla-
nations for these shifts in the several preserved
Assyrian royal inscriptions, they have been un-
derstood as a function of statecraft. As with
Solomon in Jerusalem, a new ruler established
the authority of his reign in part through palace
and other building campaigns.

The complete circuit of city walls has been
traced at Nimrud and at Khorsabad, with enough
preserved at Nineveh to suggest that a similar
pattern prevailed (fig. 5). Essentially, rectilinear
enclosure walls pierced by gates in all directions
surrounded large areas. Set into and sometimes
breaking the line of the exterior wall were two
types of construction, often at different ends of
the city: a raised citadel containing royal palace (s)
and temples, and a building known in Akkadian/
Assyrian as an ekal-maarti, a fortified palace, or
arsenal, based on the general plan of a residential
palace, but often larger in scale and with a sim-
pler distribution of rooms around each court-
yard.3 4

The consistency of the Assyrian pattern high-
lights the difference from neighboring first-mil-
lennium citadels. In the Assyrian case, the royal
palace and citadel are set into the rectangular
perimeter wall, often overlooking a distinctive
natural feature in the landscape, like a river; in
the capital cities of the principalities of North
Syria and southeast Anatolia to the west, as in the
kingdom of Sam'al at Zincirli, the pattern is
rather to contain the citadel and palace at the
center, a round perimeter wall more or less equi-
distant at all points from the citadel enclosing the
lower town.-5 In all cases, the citadels are raised,
and access is limited via controlled routes and
gates, in a way similar to later Islamic practice in
the Near East. The royal palaces of the ancient
Near East are also themselves frequently set on
raised platforms, so that a continuous sequence
of physical elevations may be read as progressive
elevations in status.3

In the case of building techniques and materi-
als, a combination of environmental factors plus
wealth, labor force, and extension of trade net-
work conspires to dictate materials and methods,
which present significant regional variation.
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Throughout Mesopotamian history, the primary
building material was mud brick-making use of
the most abundant natural resource in a region
of virtually no stone or construction-size wood. At
Zincirli, set in the foothills of the amply wooded
Amanus mountains, stone foundations are over-
laid with walls that combine wooden beams and
brick. On the Anatolian plateau to the northwest,
stone construction was common. In Assyria, brick
was used for bearing structural loads; however,
proximity to sources of stone and wood allowed
rulers under the influence of the west and north-
west to introduce stone revetments and orthostat
slabs as decorative skins on the walls of their
public buildings, and to employ a variety of pre-
cious woods as well. From the Middle Assyrian
Period (second half of the second millennium
B.C.) through the Neo-Assyrian Period (first half
of the first millennium B.C.), kings describe in
display texts the lavish construction materials
assembled for their palaces and, in the later
phase, actually depict on palace reliefs the cut-
ting of wood and quarrying of stone blocks for
sculpture. 3 7

Limited by the preservation of buildings, we
are reduced to reconstructing facades, lighting,
and roofing methods from the occasional an-
cient representations of architecture, in monu-
mental scale on palace reliefs or in miniature on
cylinder seals.38 From these images it would seem
that massive exterior walls with niched facades
and crenellated tops were prevalent at least from
the mid second millennium. And, although post-
and-lintel construction was likely to have been
the principal way of spanning space and bearing
weight, there is again evidence for vaulting in
palaces from the same period.3 9 At Khorsabad,
both complete barrel vaults and intact arches
over major entries were well preserved, as was
arched wall construction in the so-called Gover-
nor's Palace at Nimrud.40 All of this suggests that
while the antecedents of Islamic construction
may be found most immediately in the great
arches of the Sasanian period at sites like Ctesi-
phon, the beginnings of that tradition may have
reached considerably farther back into antiquity
than is generally acknowledged. Indeed, I should
not be at all surprised if one day we find evidence
of simple dome construction in the ancient Near
East as well!

Great attention was paid in the Assyrian palaces
to the scale and decoration of major gateways and
entrances, including threshold inscriptions and
the colossal human-headed bulls and lions that

flanked principal doors (fig. 6).41 It is not clear
whether these great stone colossi actually carried
the weight of doorway arches, or, like the ortho-
stats, simply lined the walls; but their iconography
is one of menace and protection. The placement
of monumental stone sculpture at doorways seems
to have been borrowed by the Assyrians from the
West-where gateway lions and sphinxes are
known from second-millennium Hittite sites on
the Anatolian plateau, and then later, from first-
millennium Neo-Hittite citadels, like Zincirli, with
which the Assyrians came into contact during the
ninth-century military campaigns in the area.4

The larger lesson to be learned from interac-
tions of this sort, which must surely be relevant
for subsequent periods as well, is that in some
aspects of architectural practice, like the shapes
ofperimeterwalls and placement of elite citadels,
neighboring states may, despite contact, remain
distinct; however, in other aspects, like building
techniques, materials, or decorative schemes, they
may change once contact is established. In the
case of Assyria and the West, Assyrian palace
construction owes a good deal to foreign contact.
In the case of Assyria and the East, by contrast-
as seen at the site of Hasanlu in northwest Iran,
exposed to Assyrian contact around the same
time-we see the converse: Assyrian elements
were adopted, as illustrated by the addition of
glazed plaques and new porticoes to embellish
local building facades.43 In this latter case, it
would seem that there was a desire to emulate
practices associated with the major political force
in the region. In the case of the Assyrian adapta-
tion of Western elements, there may also have
been some positive charge associated with the
incorporation (appropriation?) of a highly devel-
oped tradition just as the Assyrian polity was
expanding.

In later historical periods, it is possible to doc-
ument the spread of new techniques and modes
of construction as part of the general dissemina-
tion of architectural knowledge and practice.
While this is not possible for the ancient Near
East, I do wish to underscore the importance of
seeking to distinguish between transmission of
knowledge as part of practice and culturally
charged borrowings that carry with them coordi-
nates of reference and meaning. Furthermore, I
would stress the fact that regionally distinct tradi-
tions in morphology and decoration are not fixed,
but rather, within the constraints of resources
and cultural practice, can respond to historical/
political exigencies.
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The earliest of the relatively well-preserved Neo-
Assyrian palaces, the Northwest Palace of Assur-
nasirpal II (883-859 B.C.) at Nimrud, sits on the
western edge of the citadel, overlooking the Ti-
gris. Although many rooms of the western sector
have been eroded away, the basic configuration
of the ground plan can be read (see fig. 7).
Typical of most Neo-Assyrian palaces, it conforms
to the basic type established by the palace at Mari,
in which space is divided into two main sectors
organized around an outer and an inner court-
yard.44

Dividing the two courts on an east-west axis is
the throne-room suite of two long rooms, one
with a throne base preserved in situ (cf. room B on
plan). Primary access to the throne room is via
the large outer courtyard, where monumental
pylons with flanking door guardians mark the
entrance. This entrance is on the long, north
wall, necessitating a 90-degree turn to face the
throne on the short, east wall. The pattern of
access and layout is one seen already in the palace
at Mari, and is repeated in the reception/throne-
room suites of all of the majorAssyrian palaces."
Oppenheim suggested that this represents a con-
scious modeling of the royal audience chamber
upon the bent-axis plan of the early Sumerian
sanctuary, in effect sanctifying the ruler without
formally deifying him.4 In any case, the ruler is
not on axis with, or visible from, the outer court,
as he would have been in the anteroom at Mari,
and as was traditionally the case in the straight-
axis throne rooms of the later Neo-Babylonian
and Persian periods, where the king was seated
opposite the main door (for example, in the
Southern Palace of Nebuchadnezzar II in Baby-
lon, fig. 8).47 These traditions of visibility and
sight-lines, both of and by the ruler, can become
significant indicators of cultural and national
attitudes toward authority and the person of the
ruler, and analysis of patterns thereby goes be-
yond description toward the reconstruction of
experience within the built environment, as Is-
lamicist Eric Schroeder called for nearly forty
years ago,"4 and as Guilru Necipoglu pursues in
her paper here.

Subsequent Assyrian rulers also built palaces
on the citadel at Nimrud, but the remains are too
fragmentary to read the complete plans. When
Sargon II (721-705 B.C.) decided to shift the
capital to Khorsabad, he constructed the citadel
in such away that his palace and attached temples
were the only buildings at the highest level, with
subsidiary palaces and administrative buildings

in a separate, lower enclosure (see reconstruc-
tion of the citadel, fig. 9, and plan of the palace,
fig. 10). Sargon preserved the organizational prin-
ciple of two main courtyards; however, his throne
room (room VII on plan) is no longer between
the two courts, but rather is set longitudinally
along the southwestern wall of the inner court.
Nevertheless, the configuration of the throne-
room reception suite remains constant, as it did
throughout the Neo-Assyrian period.4 9

As noted at the beginning, a very different sort
of royal palace is found in contemporary Neo-
Hittite and Aramaean sites to the west of Assyria.
Here, small self-contained structures are marked
by columned-portico entrances into banks of
lateral rooms, often with service rooms at one or
both ends (for example, Hilani III at Zincirli, fig.
11). They either stand independently or are
grouped around enclosed courts (as in the "Up-
per Hilani" complex at Zincirli) .50 The columned
portico and limited size are characteristic of royal
buildings in Syria and Palestine from at least the
mid second millennium onwards. While the pol-
ities they represent are considerably smaller than
the large urban states of Babylonia and Assyria,
the reduced size of the Syro-Palestinian palaces is
not merely proportional to their population or
territory. Even considering that they may well
have stood several stories high, on the model of
Mari and the Wenamun text cited above, 51 the
limited number and type of rooms and spaces
suggest that they could not have served as many
and diverse functions or constituents as an Assyr-
ian palace.

It is presumably this smaller type of royal palace
to which the Assyrian ruler, Tiglath Pileser III
(744-727 B.c.) referred when he declared that he
had constructed a palace in the western manner,
which he called a lit-hiliini. Sargon II also claims
to have constructed such a building at Khorsa-
bad. The literature on this building type in Assyr-
ia is long,5 2 and I shall refer to it only briefly here;
but I believe it may have ramifications for the
later development of the iwan in the Islamic
architectural tradition, as well as serving as an
important historical case of cultural borrowing.

Scholars have debated just where Sargon's bit-
hilini might have been located and how its prin-
cipal features might be recognized. The most
salient feature of the plan of known western
palaces, the columned portico, has been the
marker sought by most scholars, largely because
it is observable on the ground! It is this feature
that connects the building type to the iwan: and
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when, as at Zincirli, several buildings are grouped
around one court, we may in fact see antecedents
for the three- or four-iwan building.5 3 However, it
is possible that the term hilani could be related to
modern Hebrew and ancient Ugaritic hln, "win-
dow," and may therefore actually be identified
less by its columns than by a multistoried facade
with windows, such as is described in I Kings 7 for
the palace of Solomon and as has been recon-
structed at Mari, with perhaps the second-story
overhang supported by a columned portico. In
such a case, the bt-hilani may not always reflect a
separate building, but rather a suite or complex
incorporated in the main palace.

One possibility for the Assyrian 1bt-hilaniis that
the building was not in the city or on the citadel
at all, but rather was located in some landscaped
area outside the walls, as is depicted in a hunting
park on one of Sargon's reliefs (fig. 12) and on a
relief of Assurbanipal from room H of his North
Palace at Nineveh, where small pavilions with
columned porticoes stand amid trees and water-
courses.5 4 A second candidate for the bit-hilani at
Khorsabad is a small, free-standing structure (of-
ten labeled a temple, but on no solid evidence)
thatis set on the western corner of the citadel (see
plan, fig. 10). Yet another possibility is that the
attached suite of rooms at the northwestern end
of the royal palace, which extends out beyond the
line of the city wall, constituted a specially desig-
nated wing (= rooms 1-8 on plan, fig. 10).

A clue to the character of the structure may be
contained in Tiglath Pileser's description of the
building as built "for his pleasure," that is, despite
the formulaic nature of this phrase, which is used
by several kings, one is led to think of the struc-
ture, free-standing or attached, as distinct from
the official apartments and reception areas. This
would apply to all of the three possibilities noted
above. Along with the separate building on the
citadel and the park pavilion, the attached suite
of rooms at Khorsabad would lend itself well to
repose. The northwest edge of the citadel looks
out over the course of the river Khosr, thereby
providing both view and fresh air. Sargon tells us
that he laid out a landscaped park at Khorsabad,
the siting of which would most appropriately be
beyond the city to the northwest. In addition, the
orientation of room 7 is such that its doorway is
aligned with that of room 4, to look out to the
northwest; and it is precisely in the reliefs of room
7 that we see banquet scenes and an elaborate
frieze of the king's hunters in a park. Moreover,
the trees and river that are represented in the

hunting park conform to Sargon's description of
the park he created, which he tells us explicitly
was modeled on a western landscape. How better
to enjoy the park than in a western-style struc-
ture?

However the iit-hilani in its original or bor-
rowed form may be identified in future, its asso-
ciation with leisure and park land introduces the
connection of gardens and purposeful landscap-
ing to Assyrian palaces. This is attested by the
Middle Assyrian period, when Tiglath Pileser I
records taking both hardwood and fruit trees
"from the lands over which I had gained domin-
ion," and filling the orchards of Assyria with
them, while in a second text he records planting
a royal garden for his "lordly pleasure, in the
midst of which he built a palace."5 5 The tradition
is perpetuated throughout the Neo-Assyrian peri-
od, as seen from the Banquet Stele text of Assur-
nasirpal II, in which the king, describing the
founding of the new capital at Nimrud, enumer-
ates the various trees and plants gathered in his
travels and incorporated with abundant water
canals into luxuriant gardens at home.5 6 Scholars
of the ancient Near East are just beginning to
look for archaeological evidence of such land-
scaping, particularly associated with palaces;5 7

but the line from Assyrian to Babylonian to Achae-
menid to Islamic palace gardens and orchards
can atleastbe affirmed. Terms utilized in describ-
ing these early gardens all denote pleasure and
joy. It should come as no surprise that in these
early periods no less than in later times, wealth
and power would be associated with manage-
ment of the landscape for purposes of delecta-
tion, notjust mere sustenance-especially in an
environment where gardens were expensive and
difficult to establish and maintain; but one can
also go a step further in suggesting that such a
display could be part of a public statement of
wealth, power, and even territorial appropriation
through reference to the lands of origin of the
various trees and plants collected.

As noted above, Assurnasirpal II also refers to
the varied types of wood he employed in his
palace at Nimrud, and like the gardens, the build-
ing materials would have conveyed wealth and
power independent ofnarrative content. Far more
explicit statements of wealth and power, not to
mention political ideology, are possible and at-
tested in the decoration of the actual palace
buildings, through the addition of applied verbal
and visual messages.

It is in the incorporation of inscribed texts into
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the scheme of palace "iconography" thatAssyrian
practice may come closest to later Islamic prac-
tice. Although calligraphic scriptwas never devel-
oped in the ancient Near East to the extent that
it was in later Islamic periods, one does see a
distinctly "lapidary style" employed for the palace
texts, which needs further study as part of the
overall visual effect in the decorative program as
a whole (visible, for example, on the block sur-
rounding the doorway colossus, fig. 6). Russell
has done the most complete study to date of the
role played by various sorts of inscriptions in a
single palace, where the ruler makes use of each
type of text for different rhetorical purposes.5
For regions brought into the Assyrian polity that
retained local rulers, we find bilingual inscrip-
tions on palaces thatjuxtapose Assyrian Akkadi-
an to the local language. This is not unlike the
situation described by Catherine Asher (see arti-
cle in this volume) for Mughal India, where a
local Hindu ruler could include inscriptions in
both Persian and Sanskrit. The ancient Near
Eastern and South Asian cases show intriguing
similarities in that both evince significant differ-
ences in nomenclature in the local versus the
official court language. One ruler of Guzana to
the west of Assyria, for example, is referred to as
"king" in the local Aramaean, but only as "gover-
nor" in the Akkadian, appropriate to his subordi-
nate status vis-A-vis Assyria.5 9

The extent to which the Assyrians developed
the application of orthostat stone relief carvings
to exterior and interior palace walls was unprec-
edented and, as noted above, seems to be derived
from contact with North Syria and Anatolia. The
Assyrians employed limestone and alabaster in
their carvings; the Syrian and Anatolian sites
often used basalt as well as limestone, and it is
interesting that the alternation of black and white
stone for decorative purposes, as on the Long
Wall and Herald's Wall at Carchemish,6 ° as well as
the use of lions as door or gateway figures, can still
be attested in the same general region well into
the Islamic period (on which, see the Soucek,
Redford, and Tabbaa articles in this volume).

The Assyrian orthostats stand some two meters
high, and are carved in relatively high relief,
often incorporating inscriptions over or as part of
visual representations. Traces of color suggest
that they were originally painted; and Layard's
account of the throne room ofAssurnasirpal II in
the Northwest Palace includes references to frag-
ments of plastered wall paintings along with the
reliefs-presumably from the upper parts of the

wall surfaces and the ceiling (see reconstruction,
fig. 13; although note that the human figures are
small in relation to reliefs). In addition, Assurna-
sirpal's Banquet Stele mentions the decoration
of his palace with glazed brick and with bronze
door bands, examples of which have been found
elsewhere,6 and Postgate, following the specula-
tions of Reade, argues for the probability of
textiles, no longer extant, as having been another
important medium of palace decoration.6

Numerous studies in recent years have investi-
gated the sorts of political and cultural messages
articulated in Assyrian decorative programs. These
messages are conveyed by placement, as well as by
content. Composite, protective creatures stand at
doorways and at corners. Within rooms, the king's
figure is often given prominence opposite door-
ways, or in the center of a wall, regardless of the
subject of the scene.6 3 On one such example, a
scene of the Assyrian king Sennacherib receiving
prisoners in the field after the siege of Lachish,
we see the enthroned ruler positioned exactly in
the middle of the northwest wall (fig. 14). In the
field above the king's face is a rectangle contain-
ing four lines of explanatory text. The introduc-
tion of textual labels into visual narratives, first
attested on reliefs in the eighth century, served to
emphasize the image or the narrative moment
with which they are associated, thereby comple-
menting or augmenting the visual program. 64

When we look at the sorts of motifs commonly
represented in palace decoration, many com-
monalities occur across the entire range of
preserved evidence. Foremost among these is the
presence of the palm tree, either as an indepen-
dent element or in association with the image of
the king himself. At Mari, as in the Babylonian
palace of Nebuchadnezzar II (604-562 B.C.), the
palm occurs in a repeating frieze on the outer
facade of the throne room, flanking the central
door through which the ruler could be visible at
selected times.5 In the Northwest Palace ofAssur-
nasirpal, the same tree is depicted throughout
the palace, most frequently flanked by symmetri-
cal genii.66 In the throne room, which constitutes
a special case, the king himself is shown duplicat-
ed on either side of the tree, presumably partici-
pating in its ritual care (fig. 15). If Castriota is
correct in suggesting that on some occasions the
tree stands metonymically for the ruler, precisely
because maintenance of the fertility of the land
through proper ritual performance is a major
function of kingship,6 7 then the repetition of the
motif in Babylon and throughout the Northwest
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Palace is not merely for purposes of decoration,
but also conveys the powerful message that rule is
grounded in nature, i.e., in cosmology.

The motif of the king and tree is accorded
pride of place in the throne room of Assurnasir-
pal; it appears both directly behind the king on
his throne on the eastern wall and directly oppo-
site the major doorway of the north wall. Throne
rooms, as relatively public ceremonial and politi-
cal loci, are especially likely to be highly
invested with charged imagery-in the best pre-
served cases, incorporating a number of motifs
that in total reflect the full panoply of royal
activities and attributes.? In the throne room
of Assurnasirpal II at Nimrud, scenes of hunt
and battle are distributed along the long, south
wall and parts of the north wall, with the king
himself depicted at the far west end. I have ar-
gued elsewhere that the assemblage of images
can be read as a unified program, recapitulating
in both content and structure the king's "Stan-
dard Inscription" that is written over every slab
(see, for example, on throne-room slab B.23, fig.
15), and signifying all of the major attributes of
the ruler appropriate to his stewardship of the
state: ritual performance, virile strength, military
victory, and statecraft. 69 Russell has recently dem-
onstrated that in the later reign of Sennacherib,
this lexicon was expanded to include new themes
related to civic construction, which convey more
explicit messages pertaining to maintenance of
the "center, " i.e., the capital, in contrast to earlier
formulations that emphasized the maintenance
of the state through territorial acquisition and
the establishment of boundaries.7 0

These Sennacherib reliefs are situated in the
large court giving onto his principal throne room.
As noted for Mari, the courtyard wall that doubles
as throne-room facade is especially adapted to
proclamations of rule, and in the Neo-Assyrian
palaces of Assurnasirpal II and Sargon, at least
(e.g., fig. 16), we find particular attention given
on that wall to processions of foreign delegations
bearing tribute to the ruler-a topos conveying
the ruler's ability to command both wealth and
stately attention.7

Through verisimilitude in landscape elements
and dress, military narratives are made to be
more than generic victories; they refer to actual
campaigns of the king's reign. The representa-
tion of at least a half-dozen separate campaigns in
the reliefs ofAssurnasirpal II's throne room con-
firms the king's account in his Banquet Stele of
how he depicted on his palace walls the "glory of

my heroism across highlands, plains and seas." In
later Assyrian reigns (as, for example, the Lach-
ish siege of Sennacherib, fig. 14), these military
scenes proliferated throughout the entire pal-
ace. By concentrating them in the throne room
during the reign of Assurnasirpal and by placing
the throne room itself at the center of the palace,
the ninth-century king conveyed the fundamen-
tal message that, as the throne room is the heart
of the palace, so the palace is the heart of the
state.

The use of extended decorative programs as
vehicles for the articulation of ideology is not
unusual in the history of royal palaces, and many
art historical studies have attempted to recon-
struct those programs, along with their ideologi-
cal underpinnings. 2 In the palaces of the ancient
Near East, the "official" public statements about
the ruler and the state as they appear in the
decorative program serve to underscore the insti-
tutional nature of the palace as part of the larger
state apparatus.7 3 To the extent that "the palace"
can serve as metonym for the ruler (as "the White
House" does for the American president), and
thereby for the state, the palace is the source of
ideology; and to the extent that the palace is the
physical manifestation of a program of royal rhet-
oric, it is also the vehicle for that ideology. Thus,
we return to issues of function, and the role of the
palace-qua-institution, with which we began.

Clearly, the ruler and a large extended house-
hold resided in the palace and had to be accom-
modated. On the practical level, this required
private apartments, cooking facilities, and stores.
Evidence exists that the king's mess included
large parties of his sons and officials and that
allocations were made for the rest of the palace
on a regular basis.7 4 In addition, periodic festivi-
ties must have been organized, which would have
necessitated the banqueting of very large num-
bers of individuals, as on the occasion of the
inauguration of Assurnasirpal II's new capital at
Nimrud, when the king records he fed some
70,000 people for ten days.

The size of the Assyrian throne room (ca.
10 x 45 meters for both Assurnasirpal II and
Sargon II) and its decoration argue for its nature
as a public reception suite in which the ruler
would give audiences, although whether on a
regular basis or occasionally is uncertain. Visual
evidence that the ruler at least received selected
members of the court and highly placed officials
is preserved in scenes carved on cylinder seals,
which show individuals presented before the
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seated ruler-a tradition that must have been
not unlike the Mughal darbarillustrated in sever-
al miniatures of the seventeenth-century court of
Jahangir and Shah Jahan (see Necipoglu, figs.
26-28) .75 Scenes on reliefs showing Assurnasirpal
II with cup or bowl in hand may attest to the king's
judicial function, in keeping with a long-standing
iconography of the ruler renderingjust decisions
in Mesopotamia. 7 6 Whether the ruler exercised
legal office inside the palace (perhaps in the
throne room) or outside is not certain for this
period, however. On the basis of the Solomonic
reference (see above, with regard to I Kings 7:7)
and a Sumerian literary text regarding the leg-
endary king Lugalbanda, who "takes [or exercis-
es] office in the outer courtyard, in 'the Gate that
Brings in Myriads',"7 7 one is encouraged to seek
possible evidence for similar use of the palace
courtyard and gate in the Assyrian period. It must
also be considered that the throne room could
have functioned as a venue for legal hearings.

Tribute scenes on courtyard facades leading
into the throne rooms at Nimrud and Khorsabad
(e.g., fig. 16) both illustrate and assert state re-
ception of foreign delegations. That the palaces
served as the repositories of such gifts, along with
the booty seized in foreign campaigns, we know
from Assurnasirpal's repeated assertion that he
brought precious metals and other rich booty to
the palace, and also from Sargon's statement that
he restored the Northwest Palace in order to
place in it booty from his victory over Carchemish
in 717.78 Not unlike later palaces, from Fatehpur
Sikri to Versailles, the display of valuable goods
and elaborate appointments served as signifiers
of the success of the ruler, and hence of the
state.

Tribute scenes, overall decorative program,
and display all attest not only to specific events,
butalso to the very fact that the palace was the site
where statecraft was conducted. Texts from Nim-
rud further document that the extended house-
hold supported in the palaces included minis-
ters, administrative officials, and scribes, whose
job itwas to run not only the palace but the state.79

Assurbanipal's famous "library" at Nineveh may
reflect the special case of an unusually literate
ruler; however, the archives of other palaces,
such as Mari, strongly argue for the palace as
repository of central state records as well.

The iconography of room 132 at Mari and the
suite around room G at Nimrud, as was men-
tioned earlier, may suggest that some rooms
in the palace were devoted to ritual activities,

and I suspect that if any new palaces were to
be investigated with modem excavation meth-
ods, we would find considerably more evidence
to support such a contention. The importance of
ritual performance and court ceremonial in oth-
er times and places argues strongly for the pres-
ence of such spaces within the palace.8 If we were
to include procession as part of ceremonial dis-
play, then the fact that the processional route
from the Ishtar Gate to the temple of Marduk at
Babylon passes along the east wall of Nebuchad-
nezzar's palace (see fig. 8) could imply an active
role for the palace and/or the king in the proces-
sion.81

Finally, I would argue that a significant compo-
nent of function is "affect": the impact of the
building upon subjects of the state and upon
foreigners. Lackenbacher has studied Assyrian
narratives of royal building activities, with partic-
ular focus on palace construction. 8 2 In a number
of instances, rulers take credit for innovations in
technique (such as Sennacherib's reference to
bronze casting for column bases) or include state-
ments about how skillfully the palaces have been
constructed.8 3 In addition, rulers express person-
al gratification concerning their palaces (e.g.,
"palace of myjoy" and "my royal residence that I
love") .84

Perhaps most important of all, we find refer-
ences to intended impact. Assurnasirpal refers to
his new palace as "fitting and splendid," "palace
of all the wisdom of Kalhu" (Nimrud) .85 The king
is clearly celebratory; but at the same time he
proclaims the palace as concentrating within it-
self all that is of value in the capital. Nearly two
hundred years later, Sennacherib calls his new
residence "Palace without a Rival."86 He says of
the limestone reliefs, "I made them objects of
astonishment"; of his colossi, "I made them a
wonder to behold"; and of the palace as a whole,
"To the astonishment of all peoples I raised aloft
its head. "87

The importance of this phrase, "to [or for] the
astonishment of all peoples" (ana tabrat kizSat
nze) cannot be too strongly emphasized. It is an
exact translation of a Sumerian formula of refer-
ence to impressive building, largely applied to
temples in the earlier periods (u6-di un ar). In
Neo-Assyrian usage, both temples and palaces are
so described, but it is especially characteristic of
texts referring to new palace constructions It
would be interesting to survey extant attestations
to see whether it is possible to determine a time
when "astonishment" was accorded to palaces as
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well as temples, and whether this correlates with
any significant developments in the Mesopotami-
an state and in the institution of kingship. Garelli
has discussed some of the attributes of royal
palaces intended to astonish. He noted that stan-
dardwords for "beautiful" or "well-built" were not
used for royal buildings; rather, one finds a vo-
cabulary focusing on qualities also applied to the
person of the king. By Garelli's account, because
the palace was the work of the king, it was pos-
sessed of the same "splendor" and "majesty" as
the king himself." However, it should be remem-
bered that it is the ruler's own voice in the texts
that articulates the qualities of the palace, so that
the king actually imbues the building-or asserts
that his buildings are imbued-with those very
qualities which he would also have ascribed to
himself. The palace is thus set up as a mirror of
the king. It is a physical manifestation of the
ruler's power and ability to build; and at the same
time, by having built so impressively, the ruler has
further demonstrated his power and ability to
command resources, induce astonishment, and
create a fitting seat of government-in short, to
rule. The rhetorical function of the palace, as
exemplified through its affect, is, I would argue,
as essential as its residential, administrative, pro-
ductive, and ceremonial functions.

Throughout the preceding survey, I have tried to
demonstrate that morphology, decorative pro-
gram, and function are not independent vari-
ables. Rather, room type, organization of space,
individual decorative motives, and overall deco-
rative scheme are fundamentally linked to func-
tion. Given the nature of the archaeological and
textual record, in any scholarly study of the pal-
ace we are limited to the expression of the royal
voice, which privileges rhetoric and intention
over actual practice. Obviously, as is all too well
known in modem times, buildings can be poorly
designed for anticipated functions. Equally, when
buildings are secondarily occupied, or when his-
torical events precipitate change, then their orig-
inal form and decoration can either constrain
function or have little relationship to new usage.
Nevertheless, recovery of the ideal schema and
the associated originating rhetoric is a necessary
first step toward any critique of the fit between
intention and actual practice.

In the Mesopotamian schema, and apparently
in the Hittite one as well,"° the palace was con-
ceived as incorporating a bundle of activities
and functions: residential, political, administra-

tive, industrial, ritual, ceremonial, and affective.
Storage and display of surplus and luxury goods
served as extensions of elaborate decorative pro-
grams that articulated state ideology, and spaces
were designed to meet the functional needs of
the palace as an institution.9' Limited compari-
sons with other palace types have suggested the
importance of regional diversity; but at the same
time, it can be demonstrated that regionally spe-
cific building forms and decorative practices could
be transmitted across regional boundaries under
certain political or cultural conditions. There are
many ancient Near Eastern palaces not men-
tioned in this brief survey, and many palaces that
have been mentioned have received less than
adequate description or analysis. Because I have
been sketching with a broad brush, there has
been a tendency to emphasize similarities in the
Mesopotamian sequence across some two thou-
sand years. In many ways this is not unjustified.
From early royal hymns in Sumerian to later royal
inscriptions in Assyrian Akkadian, indications
are that the palace was construed as the seat of
kingship, not merely as the residence of the king.
Nevertheless, micro and macro shifts in form and
decoration need to be studied more closely with
respect to the many political changes in state
development over this long period. What I have
tried to stress throughout is the role of the palace
within the context of the state and the rhetorical
function of the palace as embodiment ofthe state.

If there turn out to be significant continuities
in building materials and techniques, decorative
programs (especially for non-figural motifs of
symbolic value), and ceremonial/administrative
functions from the pre-Islamic to Islamic periods
in the Near East, beyond the few I have noted
here, it will not surprise me at all; nor will I be
surprised if distinct regional traditions within
Islam actually reflect recognizable subdivisions
in earlier periods as well. At the same time, one
will want to take care to distinguish features
apparently similar over time that are merely the
consequence of relatively limited ways of repre-
senting/organizing authority (what evolutionary
biologists call spurious homologies) from fea-
tures that truly represent continuity in underly-
ing concepts and traditions. When continuity
cannot be demonstrated, it then becomes neces-
sary to account for the differences as artifacts of
differing historical practice. I confess that a sig-
nificant part of my mission in the foregoing
survey has been to convince historians of Islamic
architecture (and culture) that the pre-Sasanian
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pre-Islamic world should be included in their
scholarly purview. Yet it has also become appar-
ent that, however much we acknowledge the
significant divide between before and after the
introduction of Islam, students of the ancient
Near East have much to learn from considering
the more complete historical record of Islamic
practice-by which I mean not only building
practice, but also cultural and political practice.

In the end, what is so clear as to be obvious, but
still needs to be stated, is that any study of the
palace, whatever the historical period, is funda-
mentally linked to the study of concepts of au-
thority and rule. To understand the palace, one
must see it as the locus of a particular practice of
governance. Furthermore, when continuities of

morphology and/or decoration occur across
spatio-temporal boundaries, one cannot imme-
diately assume continuity in meaning; whenever
possible, it is necessary to establish associative
significance independently. Conversely, it is pos-
sible that differences in morphology and/or dec-
oration nevertheless represent quite similar so-
cial and political systems.

For the ancient Near East, the play in the
subtitle of this survey was a conscious one: the
palace is both a physical and a mental construct,
both builtand construed. Itis at once the concen-
trated center of rule, "the seat of kingship," and
also the concrete expression of rule, "worthy of
being" the seat of kingship, "for the astonishment
of all peoples," "a wonder to behold."
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Notes

My sincere thanks to Jfilide Aker, Jak Cheng, Marian
Feldman, and Ann Shafer for permission to cite unpub-
lished works produced as seminar papers at Harvard
University, and toJuilide Aker and Margaret Sevenko
for tough readings of an earlier draft of this paper. My
thanks also to Barbara N. Porter for her generosity in
providing a copy of her paper on the date palm for use
by me and my students prior to its publication. Conver-
sations with many colleagues will have found their way
into a number of aspects of this broad survey. I am
grateful to all.

1. For the non-specialist, it may be useful to note that
Sumerian-speaking peoples precede Akkadian
speakers in the lower Tigris-Euphrates valley. The
two languages and peoples mixed in the third
millennium B.C., after which time we find Sumeri-
an loan words in Akkadian, and evidence for Akka-
dian influences and words in Sumerian as well.
Akkadian briefly (ca. 2300 B.C.) and then ultimate-
ly (ca. 1900 B.C.) replaced Sumerian and serves as
the language of Babylonia and Assyria. Akkadian
scribes and scholars continued to be taught Sum-
erian, copying old inscriptions aspartof the school
curriculum, and preserving literary and ritual texts
through translation and bilingual word lists. Bilin-
guals continued into the early first millennium
B.C., by which time Sumerian was no longer a living
language. The convention in a modern scholarly
text is to indicate Sumerian words in boldface type
and Akkadian words in italics.

2. Note that the Sumerian word for temple, by con-
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