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Iron Age Palaces in the Northern Levant:

the representation of rule by architectural means

Abstract

The region of the Northern Levant (in the territories of
today’s states of Syria, Lebanon and Turkey) saw various
political developments in the course of the Iron Age (c.
1200 — 330 BCE): first the rise of the small, autonomous
Syro-Hittite polities, then their incorporation into the
empires of the Assyrians, Babylonians and Persians.
This study is concerned with the question of how the
power of the rulers was represented under these differ-
ent political regimes and, in particular, how this became
manifested in the architecture of royal and governors’
palaces. Based on sociological theories, it is reasona-
ble to assume that every institutionalised government
needs to be legitimated in a way that is communicated
by representative means. Owing to its monumentality
and durability, the palace as the place where the ruler
lived and, at the same time, exercised his power is espe-
cially appropriate as a means to communicate messages
of power and legitimacy:.

The first part of the study introduces the interrelated
issues of power, rule, legitimation and representation.
This is followed by a discussion of the chosen methodol-
ogy, which is based on theories of non-verbal communi-
cation and the semiotics of architecture. For the analysis
of works of art found in architectural contexts, icono-
graphic and semiotic perspectives are also introduced.

The main section of the dissertation analyses the pal-
aces from the era of the Syro-Hittite polities, as well as
the Neo-Assyrian and the Persian Empires, that are pres-
ently known in the region under study. In each case, the
following main issues are considered: the location of the
palaces in — usually — urban contexts, the facades of the
palaces, the inner configuration of spaces in the build-
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ings, the location and furnishings of the rooms suppos-
edly used for representative purposes and the palaces’
decorative and iconographic programmes in the form
of sculptures, orthostat reliefs and murals. In the con-
cluding chapter, the results of this analysis are discussed
against the background of the sociological theories pre-
sented at the beginning.

The archaeological — or architectural — record offers
insights into the representation strategies of the respec-
tive rulers, which seem to have communicated diverg-
ing messages to two different sectors of the population.
Within the Syro-Hittite polities, a rather homogeneous
picture emerges: the palaces were situated in fortified
citadels, separated from the rest of the city. In most cases
their ground plan followed a common ideal, the so-called
hilani, which was characterised by a combination of an
anteroom with a columned portico and a parallel main
room behind it. The facade was in some cases decorated
with portal sculptures and orthostat reliefs. The portico
suggested openness but, at the same time, was hidden
from the view of outsiders by the fortifications and the
non-axial arrangement of access routes. Thus, the easy
access to the king and inclusion in governmental affairs
evoked by this kind of architecture was probably only
intended for the select few with access to the palace com-
plexes: the elites of the polities. Despite the appearance
of openness, the images installed at conspicuous loca-
tions in the palaces and the manipulation of distances
and differences in height underlined the special status
of the king. In contrast, for the main part of the popu-
lation the palaces appeared as monumental but distant
and inaccessible buildings. That the concepts employed



Abstract

for the construction of palaces were very similar in var-
ious Syro-Hittite states also suggests shared concepts of
society, kingship and rule.

During the period of Assyrian rule in the region, the
architectural record of governors’ palaces is more heter-
ogeneous. It encompasses palaces built and decorated in
accordance with common Assyrian concepts as well as
those that follow the local traditions completely. How-
ever, most buildings display a mixture of Assyrian and
local architectural elements. First of all, this leads to the
conclusion that no central strategy for representation ex-
isted within the Neo-Assyrian empire, at least not as far
as the provincial palaces were concerned. Instead, the
governors of the various provinces seem to have enjoyed
the freedom to design their palaces as they wanted. The
presence of at least one reception room with a special
set of furnishings seems to have been perhaps the only
indispensable element of an Assyrian palace. The adop-
tion of local architectural elements and the resulting hy-
brid style of many provincial palaces could have served
to communicate to the local elites the continuation of
traditions or, at least, some degree of accommodation. As
before, the palaces remained situated within fortified cit-
adels, in locations that were secluded and inaccessible to
most of the population. The presence of a foreign ruling

class was an additional reason for this type of location,
in addition to social hierarchy.

From the period of Persian rule only two buildings
which may be interpreted as palaces are known so far in
the Northern Levant. One is likely to have served repre-
sentative purposes only, being devoid of domestic spac-
es; the other might have been the rural seat of a Persian
nobleman.

It may be unsurprising that the palaces communicat-
ed diverging messages to the elites involved in governing
the state and the subordinated population. That the lat-
ter experienced the palaces, and thus probably also their
inhabitants, as distant, and in all likelihood never saw
the splendidly decorated fagades of some of the palaces
does, however, suggest that a more specific legitimation
towards the bulk of the population by the means of pal-
ace architecture was not deemed necessary. This could
mean that, in these societies, the hierarchisation and the
institutionalisation of power was so developed that the
population generally did not pose a threat to the rulers.
So, it was only the elites who had to be obliged to com-
ply with the rulers by means of a discourse legitimating
their rule. Or, the legitimacy of the rulers was commu-
nicated to the general population by different means, for
example through public ceremonies.
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Les palais de I'age du fer au Levant Nord:

La représentation du pouvoir

par des moyens architecturaux

Résumé

La région du Levant nord (sur le territoire actuel de la
Syrie, du Liban et de la Turquie) a connu pendant I’age
du fer (environ 1200-330 av. J.-C.) d’abord I’émergence
politique des petites cités-états et des états territoriaux
syro-hittites indépendants, puis leur intégration dans les
grands empires des Assyriens, des Babyloniens et des
Perses. Le présent travail se consacre a la question de sa-
voir par quels moyens le pouvoir de la classe dirigeante
était représenté dans ces différentes structures poli-
tiques et en particulier de quelle maniere il se reflétait
dans l’architecture des palais royaux et des gouverneurs.
L'étude repose sur ’hypothese, fondée sur les théories
des sciences sociales, que tout pouvoir institutionnalisé
exige une légitimation qui doit étre communiquée par le
biais de la représentation. Le palais est a la fois la rési-
dence du souverain et le lieu d’exercice du pouvoir et de
représentation. Il convient, par sa longévité et sa monu-
mentalité comme moyen de communiquer des messages
de pouvoir et de légitimité.

La premiére partie du travail présente, sous forme
d’introduction, les liens entre le pouvoir, le régne, la 1é-
gitimation et la représentation, puis décrit la démarche
méthodologique choisie pour ’analyse, qui se sert des
théories de communication non verbale et de la sémio-
tique de l'architecture. Pour ’analyse des ceuvres icono-
graphiques présentes a l'intérieur et dans l'architecture
des palais, on utilise par ailleurs des perspectives icono-
graphiques et sémiotiques.

La partie principale du travail présente ’analyse des
systemes palatiaux connus aujourd’hui de I’époque des

348

états territoriaux syro-hittites ainsi que de I’époque des
Empires néo-assyrien et perse. Les discussions porteront
sur leur emplacement dans ’espace - principalement ur-
bain -, 'aménagement de leurs facades, leur structure
spatiale, l'organisation des édifices, I’emplacement et
l’aménagement des piéces vraisemblablement utilisées a
des fins représentatives, ainsi que les programmes de dé-
coration et d’images sous forme de sculptures, d’orthos-
tates a reliefs et de peintures murales. Dans un chapitre
de conclusion, les résultats du travail sont discutés dans
le contexte des théories des sciences sociales relatées
ci-dessus.

On peut reconnaitre dans les découvertes archéolo-
giques et architecturales des indices des stratégies de
représentation de la classe dirigeante qui cherchait a
transmettre des messages spécifiques a deux groupes dif-
férents de la population. Dans les états syro-hittites, la
situation se révéle comme généralement homogene. Les
palais se situent sur des citadelles séparées de la ville et
sont congus selon un modele idéal, appelé bit hilani, dont
la caractéristique principale consiste avant tout dans la
combinaison d’un vestibule a portique et d’une piece
principale aménagée parallélement a celui-ci.

La facade, suggérant une ouverture, parfois ornée
d’embrasures sculptées et d'orthostates a reliefs, est ainsi
cachée de l'extérieur par les murs de la citadelle et 'amé-
nagement des chemins d’acces. Ainsi, la facilité d’acces
du roi et I'inclusion dans le régne - qui se traduit dans
cette architecture — devait s’adresser seulement aux per-
sonnes ayant acces aux quartiers du palais - c’est-a-dire



Résumé

principalement les élites. Malgré cette ouverture, le statut
particulier du roi est mis en valeur par la manipulation
des distances et les différences de hauteur et 'aménage-
ment d’ceuvres iconographiques. Les palais, en revanche,
se montrent a la majorité de la population comme des
édifices monumentaux mais éloignés et difficiles d’acces.
La similitude des concepts architecturaux utilisés dans
les différents états syro-hittites laisse supposer que les
conceptions de la royauté, de la société et du pouvoir qui
constituaient leur fondement étaient similaires.

A I’époque de la domination assyrienne sur la région,
l’architecture des palais se montrait plus hétérogeéne, al-
lant des palais entiérement concus et décorés selon les
concepts assyriens aux palais entiérement conformes a
la tradition locale. La plupart des édifices présentent un
mélange d’éléments architecturaux assyriens et locaux.
Cela suggere tout d’abord qu’il n’existait pas dans 'em-
pire néo-assyrien une stratégie de représentation définie
au niveau central, mais que les gouverneurs des pro-
vinces pouvaient concevoir leur résidence a leur propre
guise. L'élément constitutif d’un palais assyrien semble
avoir été avant tout la présence d’au moins une salle de
réception spécialement aménagée. Ladoption d’éléments
architecturaux locaux aurait également pu servir a ac-
corder une concession aux élites locales ou a perpétuer
des traditions. En revanche, pour la majorité de la popu-
lation, les palais du gouverneur assyrien sont en grande
partie inaccessibles, cachés derriere des fortifications, ce
qui était peut-étre dii non seulement a la hiérarchie so-
ciale mais aussi au contexte du régime étranger.

Seuls deux édifices palatiaux datant de I’époque de
I’Empire perse sont actuellement connus dans la région.
L'un avait peut-étre seulement la fonction d’un batiment
représentatif, puisqu’il ne présente aucune piéce indi-
quant une fonction d’habitation, tandis que lautre peut
étre interprété comme étant la résidence de campagne
d’un noble perse.

A priori, il n’est pas surprenant que les édifices pa-
latiaux aient adressé des messages différents aux élites
intégrées au pouvoir d’une part et a la population en
grande partie soumise a celle-ci d’autre part. Cependant,
le fait que l'on ait cherché a communiquer, a cette der-
niere surtout, la distance des souverains, en la privant de
I’aspect des facades en partie magnifiquement décorées,
indique qu’une légitimation plus spécifique du pouvoir
par larchitecture du palais n’était pas considérée comme
nécessaire.

Cela pourrait signifier que dans les sociétés étudiées
ici, la hiérarchisation et ’institutionnalisation du pou-
voir étaient tellement développées quune menace du
coté de la population n’était plus a craindre et que, par
un discours justificatif, seules les élites devaient étre
obligées a 'obéissance envers le souverain. Ou alors la
légitimation du pouvoir était communiquée a la popu-
lation par d’autres moyens, comme, par exemple, des ri-
tuels publics.

Traduction/Ubersetzung: Eva Geith
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Kuzey Levant Bolgesi Demir Cag1 Saraylari:

mimari araciligiyla yonetimin temsil edilisi

Ozet

Kuzey Levant bolgesi (giinimiizde Suriye, Litbnan ve
Turkiye tlke topraklarinda bulunan alan) Demir Cag1
boyunca (M.O. 1200-330 yillar1 arasinda) gesitli siyasi
gelismelere taniklik etmigtir: basta kiiciik Suriye-Hitit
kralliklarinin yikselisi, sonrasinda bu devletlerin Asur,
Babil ve Pers Imparatorluguna katilist. Bu ¢alisma, bu
kralliklarin farkli siyasi rejimler altinda nasil temsil
edildigi ve ozellikle, saray mimarisine nasil yansidig1
sorularina yanit aramaktadir. Sosyolojik teorilere daya-
narak, her tegkilatlandirilmig yonetimin temsili araclar
vasitasiyla mesrulastirilmasi gerektigi varsayilabilir. Bu
amac¢ dogrultusunda, anitsalligi ve dayaniklilig1 saye-
sinde, kralin yasadig1 ve ayni zamanda yetkisini kullan-
dig1 yer olan saray, 6zellikle giic ve megruiyet mesajla-
rint aktarmak icin uygun bir arac¢ olarak kullanilabilir.

Calismanin ilk kismi, gi¢, yonetim, mesruiyet ve
temsil ile ilgili birbiriyle iliskili konulara bir baslangic
yapmaktadir. Ilerleyen béliimde ise sézel olmayan ileti-
sim kuramlarina ve mimarlik alaninda gostergebilimine
(semiyotik) dayanarak olusturulmus metodoloji tartisil-
maktadir. Mimari baglamda bulunan sanat eserlerinin
analizi i¢in ayrica ikonografik ve semiyotik yaklasim-
lardan da bahsedilmistir.

Tezin ana bolimi, incelenen bolgede Yeni Asur ve
Pers Imparatorluklarinin yani sira Suriye-Hitit devletleri
doneminden saraylari mercek altina almaktadir. Her in-
celenen saray yapisinda, belirtilen bu konular g6z éntin-
de bulunduruldu: sarayin konumu - genellikle kentsel
alanlar —, saray binasinin cepheleri, binalarda mekan-
larin igyapisi, temsili amaclarla kullanildig: distiniilen
odalarin yeri ve donanimi ve heykel, ortostat rolyefle-
ri ve duvar resimleri formunda takip edilen saraylarin
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dekoratif ve ikonografik planlamasi. En son kisimda ise
basta bahsedilen sosyolojik teoriler dikkate alinarak
analiz sonuglar: tartisilmigtir.

Arkeolojik — veya mimari - veriler, ilgili kralligin
temsil stratejileriyle ilgili ipuclar1 sunmakta, bu da top-
lumun iki farkli kesimine farkli mesajlar iletilmis ola-
bilecegine isaret etmektedir. Suriye-Hitit saray yapilari
icin olduk¢a homojen bir tablo ortaya ¢ikmaktadir: sur
icine alinan saray yapilari. Cogu sarayin zemin plani
icin, hilani olarak adlandirilan siitunlu giris ve ayni hi-
zada ardindan gelen bir ana oda ile karakterize edilmis
olan ortak ideal bir 6rnek takip edilmistir. Sarayin cep-
hesi baz1 6rneklerde portal heykeller ve ortostat kabart-
malarla dekore edilmistir. Siitunlu giris seffafliga isaret
etse bile ayni zamanda sur duvarlar1 ve dizensiz girig
yollariyla disaridan gizlenmistir. Bu sebeple, toplumun
buyik bir kismui icin, saraylar anitsal fakat uzak ve eri-
silemez binalar olarak gozitkmektedir. Suriye-Hitit dev-
letlerinde saray yapilarindaki benzerlik, ayni zamanda
toplum, krallik ve yonetim konseptlerindeki benzerlige
de isaret etmektedir.

Bolgedeki Asur yonetimi doneminde, vali saray mi-
marileri oldukea cesitlilik gostermektedir. Yerel gelenek-
leri tamamen takip eden saraylarin yani sira genel Asur
mimarisine uygun olarak insa ve dekore edilmis saraylar
da mevcuttur. Bununla birlikte, cogu saray yapisi Asur
ve yerel mimari ozelliklerin bir karigimin: sergilemek-
tedir. Oncelikle, bu cesitlilik, en azindan sehir saraylar1
kadar uzak olmayacak bir alan icinde Yeni Asur impa-
ratorlugu biinyesinde, mimaride temsil icin merkezi bir
stratejinin bulunmadigini gosteriyor.



Bu sebeple valiler, saraylarini istedigi gibi tasarlama
ozgiirliigiine sahipmis gibi gozitkmektedir. Ote yandan,
6zel bir takim mobilyalarla désenmis en az bir kabul
odasinin bulunmasi, bir Asur sarayinin vazgecilmez un-
surlarindan biri gibi gériinmektedir. Bu noktada, yerel
mimari 6gelerin benimsenmesi ve bir¢ok sehir sarayinin
karma stili, geleneklerin devam etmesi ya da en azin-
dan bir dereceye kadar uyum saglama agisindan, yerel
elit kesimle iletisimde ise yaramis olabilir. Daha 6nce de
belirtildigi gibi, saraylar, toplumun buyiik bir kismina
kapal1 ve erisilemeyecek sekilde sur duvarlari icinde kal-
mugtir. Sosyal hiyerarsiye ek olarak yabanci bir yonetim
sinifinin varligl, bu sekilde erisilmesi zor bir saray yerle-
simi i¢cin bagka bir sebep olarak gosterilebilir.

Pers yonetimi doneminde, Kuzey Levant’ta saray ol-
dugu distiniilen sadece iki bina yapis1 su ana kadar tes-
pit edilmistir. Bunlardan biri yerlesim yeri disinda bu-
lunan muhtemelen yalnizca temsil amach insa edilmis;
digeri ise kirsal alanda bulunan Pers bir soyluya ait bir
bina yapisi olabilir.

Ozet

Sonuc olarak, saraylarin, devletin idaresinde yer alan
elit tabakaya ve halka ayr1 mesajlar aktarmasi ¢ok da
sasirtict olmayabilir. Halkin, saraya ve muhtemelen sa-
ray sakinlerine uzak kalis1 ve bityiik bir ihtimalle hicbir
zaman boyle gorkemli bir sekilde dekore edilmis saray
cephelerini gérmemis olmasi, toplumun biyiik kismina
saray mimarisi araciligiyla daha 6zel bir mesruiyetin
gerekli gorilmedigini 6ne stirmektedir. Bu durum, bu
tarz toplumlarda hiyerarsi ve iktidar teskilatlanmasinin
o kadar gelismis oldugu gosteriyor ki, halk muhtemelen
yoneticilere karst bir tehdit olusturmamis. Bu neden-
le, s6ylem yoluyla iktidarini mesrulastiran yoneticilere
uymak zorunda kalan sadece elit kesimdi. Bagka bir de-
yisle, yoneticilerin mesrulugu, toplumun diger kesimine
farkli yollarla iletilmistir, 6rnegin halk térenleri aracili-

g1yla oldugu gibi.

Terciime/Ubersetzung: Nurcan Kiigiikarslan
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