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Some Considerations on the Urban Layout
of Second Millennium BC Qatna

DANIELE MORANDI BONACOSSI

Universita di Udine

After the pioneering explorations conducted in the 1920s by Count du
Mesnil du Buisson, recent work by the Syrian, German and Italian Missions
at Mishrifeh has radically changed our understanding of the urban organiza-
tion of the ancient city of Qatna during the Middle and Late Bronze Ages,
the periods of the city’s greatest splendour and urban development.

In the following I shall summarize the available archaeological evidence
concerning Qatna’s urban layout and its evolution during the second
millennium BC and make some more general comments on the characteristics
of urban planning in Qatna and Syria during this period.

The transition between the Early Bronze Age and the Middle Bronze Age
at Mishrifeh is marked by a radical change in the organization of its urban
layout. The city probably acquired its characteristic quadrangular shape in
the early second millennium BC, as a result of the construction of a mighty
system of defensive earthworks, equipped with four principal and possibly
several additional gates giving access to the city. While no specific
archaeological studies have been conducted on the fortifications which
surround the city, enclosing an area of 110 ha, considerations based on their
appearance and typology suggest that they were probably constructed during
Middle Bronze Age 1.

Although the relevant information at our disposal is still limited, it is
clear that at the transition between the third and second millennia BC the
organization of Qatna’s upper town also changed markedly (Fig. 1). On the
summit of the upper town a monumental building of (as yet) unknown
function was built.! Unfortunately it has survived in a very poor state of
conservation, but occupied a central position in the city and surely had a
public function, as is suggested also by its association with a pair of Old

I Morandi Bonacossi 2008: 85-92; 2012: 541-546.
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Syrian king statues portraying enthroned royal ancestors which were found
in a pit next to it.2

To the north of this building, at the foot of the acropolis central mound, the
investigation of an ancient open area or square immediately to the south of
the later Royal Palace brought to light an area which was subsequently
occupied by the construction of the Late Bronze Age I palace annexe (Fig.
2).> This area was equipped with a series of installations which are
remarkably similar to features in the Middle Bronze Age sacred area of Ishtar
at Ebla.* This enables us to suggest that this might have been a space for
cultic activities related to a temple. The sacred area, which remained in use
until the late Middle Bronze Age, was later de-sanctified by the construction
of the palace annexe, which obliterated it, even though it respected the cultic
installations which were not destroyed by the annexe walls.

As in Ebla, the sacred area included a 6 m deep favissa (7262), where
votive materials and food offerings were piously buried. In the layers filling
this votive pit Middle Bronze Age terracotta figurines, a Black-Burnished
bottle and a group of 18 jars and jugs were discovered (Fig. 3).>

A large underground cistern was also found, perhaps functionally related
to a drain located immediately to the north. In a later stage, in the fills of the
cistern five human burials were deposited. Human burials were also found in
the area sacred to Ishtar at Ebla, where they were interpreted as ritual
deposits.® In the case of Qatna’s sacred area, however, I consider the five
inhumations as pertaining to a later reuse of the water cistern, as is shown by
the Late Bronze Age I B pottery associated with them.

Finally, the sacred area included also the graves of two adult dogs.” The
tombs of three greyhounds, two of them buried together in the same grave,
as in Qatna, were found also in the Ishtar sacred area at Ebla.® Other burial
pits with puppy dogs and donkeys were recorded in the courtyards in front of
Palestinian Middle Bronze Age temples at sites such as Tel Haror,” Tell Abu
Hureira!® and Lachish.!!

In sum, the archaeological evidence indicates that during the Middle
Bronze Age cultic activities were perform in this open, sacred space. These

2 Morandi Bonacossi 2006.

3 Morandi Bonacossi 2012.

4 Marchetti - Nigro 1997; 2000.

5 Morandi Bonacossi 2012.

6 Marchetti - Nigro 1997.

7 Perhaps greyhounds according to our archaeozoologist, Emmanuelle Vila (personal
communication); Morandi Bonacossi 2012: 571-573.

8 Marchetti - Nigro 1997: 29 and fig. 18.

9 Oren 1997: 264; Klenck 2002.

10 Marchetti - Nigro 1997: 29, fn. 89.

11 Ussishkin 1996: 26-30, figs. 22-25.
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actions included the ritual burial in a favissa of votive objects used in rites or
dedicated in a temple and of food offerings (solid as well as liquid), which
were probably related to communal consumption and offering of food during
rituals. Included within this sacred area were also a water cistern and two
greyhound burials.

The presence in Qatna’s upper town of a sacred area allows us to
hypothesize that a temple existed in this sector of Qatna’s acropolis. But
where was this temple? A possible and most plausible candidate is the
monumental building on the summit of the upper town. This public building
controlled an extensive adjacent area devoted to large-scale pottery
production with installations for clay preparation, such as settling and
levigation tanks, and basins and underground canals supplying the water
used to work the clay, pottery working and drying surfaces and different kiln
types.!? Besides pottery, votive terracotta figurines, possibly related to cult
activity, were also produced in the ceramic workshop.

Pottery production areas associated with temples and related to the needs
of cults and the temples themselves are also known from second millennium
Palestinian sites, such as Late Bronze Age Hazor (in the Area C and H
temples),'® whilst other productive areas — such as those related to metal
industries (production of votive figurines) — may also be connected with
temples, as is indicated by finds made at Tell el-Hayyat,'* Nahariya'> and the
Area A temple at Hazor.'®

Many features suggest that this monumental building might have been
one of the temples of Middle Bronze Age Qatna: its location on the highest
and most central part of the site, its possible association with a pair of royal
statues, its vicinity to a sacred area equipped with a favissa and other cultic
installations and the existence of a large ceramic and terracotta figurine
workshop adjacent to it.

As from the Early Bronze Age-Middle Bronze Age transition, the
northern plateau of the acropolis was occupied by a large intramural
necropolis (Fig. 4),!7 which was used until the late Middle Bronze Age, as
the recent discovery of a lavishly furnished hypogeum by the Syro-German
team shows (Tomb VII).'® In its northern part, the cemetery included a series
of multiple burials in rock-cut shaft graves, distinguished by abundant
luxurious and ostentatious grave goods — comprising numerous vases, and

12 Morandi Bonacossi 2008: 92-114; in press a.
13 Bonfil 1997: 89, 95; Yadin 1972: 82.

14 Falconer - Magness Gardiner 1989: 256-259.
15 Dothan 1956: 20-21.

16 Bonfil 1997: 100.

17 Morandi Bonacossi 2011.

18 Pfilzner - Dohmann-Pfilzner 2011.
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several weapons and personal ornaments made of metal — which indicate that
the individuals interred in what were probably ‘family vaults’ belonged to
Qatna’s urban elite.!” The south-central part of the cemetery, on the contrary,
was reserved for the burial in simple pits or in jars/cooking pots of
individuals of middling to low social status.

To the east of the necropolis and the sacred area, joint Syrian-Italian
excavations have brought to light the Eastern Palace (Pl. III), a late Middle
Bronze Age I A/early II B monumental building that possesses the typical
asymmetrical plan and tripartite reception suite which are amongst the most
distinctive characteristics of the Middle Bronze Age Western Syrian palace
architectural tradition.?® The (still incomplete) layout of the northern palace
sector is dominated by a large tripartite reception suite, which is distinguished
by thick polished concrete floors, lime plastered walls, a central block
consisting of a large vestibule AL and what was probably the actual reception
room M, still not fully excavated. It is not yet clear whether the entrance to
Room M was equipped with basalt column bases as we see, for instance, in the
Alalakh VII palace and in the Western Palace at Ebla. The central reception
block was flanked by two lateral wings, the western of which probably also
contained a stairwell (Room Y) which may well have housed a wooden
staircase giving access to the reception suite itself from an upper story.

The discovery, for the first time at Qatna, of a Middle Bronze Age
monumental palace of Syrian type with clear links to other contemporary
western Syrian palaces is of exceptional importance and indicates that this
sector of Qatna’s upper town was already occupied by official architecture in
the late Middle Bronze Age II A/early II B. A point which is not yet clear is
whether the Eastern Palace was Qatna’s Middle Bronze Age II royal palace,
or rather one of several palaces that existed at the site during this period,
following a pattern which is well known from Middle Bronze Age Ebla.
However, since the Royal Palace of Areas G and H was built over the above-
mentioned Middle Bronze Age necropolis only at the end of the Middle
Bronze Age II B! the former hypothesis cannot be excluded.

To the east of the Eastern Palace, which was abandoned at the end of the
Late Bronze Age I (or even very early Late Bronze Age II), and separated
from it by a street, there was a residential quarter that has been explored in
part by the Syrian Mission. These are the first Middle Bronze Age dwellings
uncovered so far at Qatna.??

19 du Mesnil du Buisson 1927: 13-22; 1928: 81-82; Dussaud 1928: 132-138; Morandi
Bonacossi 2011.

20 Morandi Bonacossi et al. 2009; Tamoni in press.

21 Morandi Bonacossi 2007.

22 Al-Maqdissi et al. 2009.
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The upper town of Qatna in the Middle Bronze Age was possibly fortified
with a defensive wall, the foundations of which have been detected at its
northern foot (Fig. 5). The presence of a double fortification system,
consisting of the outer ramparts and the inner acropolis fortification wall is a
well-known feature in Middle Bronze Age Syrian town planning, as is
shown by other sites such as Umm Al-Marra,?® Ebla?*, Afis*>> and Tugan.?¢
However, it has not yet been ascertained whether this wall surrounded the
whole acropolis or only part of it.

Archaeological excavations have brought to light some evidence related
to the city’s road system and revealed the existence of a main north-south
street, which has been excavated to the west of the Eastern Palace and in the
zone of the pottery production area on the summit of the upper town and
probably connected Qatna’s northern city gate, with the area of the putative
temple and its pottery production area. Here the street divided: one branch
turned eastwards probably towards the eastern gate, whilst the other
continued southwards, reaching in all likelihood the city’s southern gate. The
main streets that ran between the city gates divided the city into four main
zones. Furthermore, it also seems likely that the foot of Qatna’s upper town
was encircled by a road flanking the fortification wall of the acropolis and
serving as a ring road linking the main streets and neighbourhoods to the
upper town.

A further crucial point in Qatna’s urban development was reached during
the late Middle Bronze Age and early Late Bronze Age (Fig. 6). By this time
the city had already lost the political rank of capital of a vast and powerful
territorial state that it had held during the early part of the Middle Bronze
Age. And yet it was during this poorly known epoch that Qatna’s royal
dynasty initiated a centralized programme of public and institutional
building, which appears to have involved both the upper and lower cities,
thus launching a further important phase of urban and functional
reorganization of the town after those of the Early Bronze Age IV and the
first part of the Middle Bronze Age.

Significantly, during this period both official buildings of the Middle
Bronze Age, the Eastern Palace and the public building on the acropolis
summit — as well as the Middle Bronze Age necropolis — were abandoned.?’
Roughly at the same time during the late Middle Bronze Age II, the
imposing new Royal Palace was erected (Fig. 7). It is of course impossible to

23 Nichols - Weber 2006: 47-49.

24 Matthiae 1997a.

25 Mazzoni 2005 et al.: 9; Affanni - Di Michele 2007: 12-15.
26 Baffi (ed.) 2006.

27 Morandi Bonacossi 2008; 2011; 2012; Iamoni in press.
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ascertain whether these episodes were functionally related, but it is a striking
fact that when the Middle Bronze Age II Eastern Palace fell into disuse, a
new, more magnificent and lavishly furnished palace was built in the same
part of the upper town, which had already been devoted to the administration
of power in the preceding Middle Bronze Age.

The new palace and the debate on the dating of its foundation have
already been extensively discussed elsewhere.”® Here I wish only to
emphasize the fact that the building’s ceremonial reception suite, consisting
of Halls A, B, and C, was extremely extensive, thus leaving only limited
space for administrative, storage and residential functions.

This may have been one of the reasons which determined the partial reuse
of the Eastern Palace during the Late Bronze Age I, after a phase in which the
abandoned Middle Bronze Age building had been converted into a burial
area,”® and the contemporary construction of two palaces to the north and
south of the new Royal Palace: the Lower City Palace and the Southern Palace
(Fig. 8). In mid-second millennium BC Qatna, therefore, a decentralized
palatial model can be observed, in which the residential functions and those of
political and economic power were divided between several public buildings
situated in an extensive area of the upper and lower towns around the Royal
Palace, which remained the focus of the ruling dynasty’s power. A similar
pattern can also be observed in the contemporary city of Ugarit, where the
zone royale of the city with the royal palace at its centre consisted of a series of
monumental buildings surrounding the palace. This urban pattern clearly
derives from an earlier Middle Bronze Age town planning tradition, which is
very evident at Ebla, where the urban layout was distinguished by two clusters
of public buildings, one on the acropolis and the second in the lower city,
arranged in concentric circles.*® Future research will hopefully show whether
the urban plan of Qatna during the Middle Bronze Age matched this pattern.

Of the two subsidiary palaces, the ‘Lower City Palace’ (Fig. 9) is of
particular interest.’! This large building shows the typical hallmarks of
second-millennium Syrian palace architecture, consisting of the following
features: an elongated layout with the absence of the huge courtyards typical
of Mesopotamian architectural tradition which here are replaced by several
small courtyards strategically placed within the building to provide
ventilation and illumination; a characteristic ceremonial suite (Rooms D-F)
and the general internal arrangement of the entrance, reception, domestic and
service wings which clearly derive from previous inner Syrian Middle Bronze

28 Morandi Bonacossi 2007.

29 Tamoni in press.

30 Matthiae 1997a; 2006.

31 Luciani 2006; Morandi Bonacossi 2009; in press b.
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Age prototypes such as the Southern Palace at Ebla; the use of wooden
columns on basalt bases, with basalt orthostats lining the doorways of the
entrance and ceremonial blocks and Minoan or Minoanizing fresco-technique
wall paintings; and finally, the utilization of half-timbered construction,
which is typical of quite a few second-millennium Levantine palaces.

The palace contained valuable Middle Cypriot (Red-on-Black and White
Painted), Late Cypriot (White Slip II and Base Ring I-II) and Mycenaean
(LH IITA2) type pottery, imported from the eastern Mediterranean and
Argolis (as neutron activation analysis shows), hundreds of pieces of ivory
inlay and administrative documents such as seals, clay sealings and a small
archive of cuneiform tablets.*?

Most of the tablets list issues of grain and beer to various categories and
individuals. One of the texts stands out for the particular interest of its
content: it lists quantities of beer issued to at least 453 men from different
localities.*® These groups of men, probably soldiers, were placed under the
supervision of named individuals in important buildings. The structures
mentioned include five bit abullim — ‘houses of the big gate’ — overseen by
an individual called Zibbisatum and a ‘palace’ under the supervision of a
person named Sep-§enni, probably a high-ranking officer.

The meaning of the term ‘house of the big gate’ is controversial; it could
refer to the Qatna gate structures themselves or, more probably, to fortresses
controlling the ramparts located close to the city gates, like those excavated
on the ramparts of Middle Bronze Age Il Ebla.* Some of the Ebla fortresses
were indeed connected to city gates, whilst others were devoted to the
control of sections of the rampart. Their size appears in some cases to have
been quite considerable and one could imagine that the Ebla fortresses were
manned by numerous soldiers.

If this hypothesis is correct, Qatna’s earthen ramparts might have been
controlled by at least five fortresses — possibly built during the preceding
Middle Bronze Age — called bit abullim and housing at least 374 soldiers,
whilst 79 men were based in the ‘Palace of Sep-Senni’. It is a fascinating
possibility that the Lower City Palace could be the ‘palace” inhabited by Sep-
Senni. Certainly the fact that the tablet mentioning the b7t abullim structures
and the Sep-Senni palace was found in the Lower City Palace represents
quite strong evidence in support of this proposal.

To the south of the Royal Palace the Syrian team excavated the so-called
Southern Palace, a smaller building with large rooms and the same cement
mortar floors as the Royal and Lower City Palaces.?

32 Eidem 2003; 2007; 2009.

33 Eidem 2007.

34 Matthiae 1997a: 11; 1998: 577-582; 2002; Peyronel 2000.
35 Al-Maqdissi 2003a: 1500-1505; 2003b: 235-239; 2007.
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Roughly at the same time at which the Royal Palace was destroyed, the
whole system of Late Bronze Age palaces at Qatna fell into disuse. Both the
Lower City Palace and the Southern Palace, together with the reused Eastern
Palace, were abandoned during the mid-fourteenth century BC .3

Late Bronze Age residential architecture has been identified in different
parts of the site, on the acropolis as well as in the lower town. The only fully
excavated houses, however, date to a period following the destruction of the
Royal Palace in around the mid-fourteenth century BC, as the excavations of
dwellings by the Syrian team next to the Coupole de Loth and by the Italian
team next to the Royal Palace have shown (Fig. 10).*” Besides these houses
only scanty remains of dwelling architecture have so far been identified.

This leads us to the problem of the nature and character of second
millennium urbanism at Qatna. A first consideration to be born in mind is
that archaeological exposure at Qatna is as yet largely insufficient to reveal
much of the organization of the Middle and Late Bronze Age city. In general
this is also the case in most known Syrian cities, with the only notable
exception of Ebla.

As is clear from the discussion so far, the overwhelming majority of the
archaeological data regarding Qatna during the Middle Bronze Age-Late
Bronze Age transition and the following Late Bronze Age comes from the
upper town region. The lower town, in contrast, is still virtually unknown,
with the exception of the ‘Lower City Palace’ and the dwellings unearthed
next to the Coupole de Loth that date to the end of the Late Bronze Age.

Notwithstanding the scarcity of archaeological evidence regarding
Qatna’s lower town in the second millennium, field observations allow us to
add a further detail concerning the northern lower town to the general
picture. Between the internal water reservoir and the northern rampart there
is an extensive area distinguished by the superficial presence of reddish earth
derived from the deterioration of mud-brick structures (Fig. 6). Examination
of the exposed sections of a large modern pit which crosses the area has
revealed the existence of mortar floors belonging to buildings, probably
houses, with stone-built foundations and mud-brick standing walls. The
pottery recovered from the floors allowed us to date these features to the
Late Bronze Age I. It thus seems that in this period part of the north-western
lower town may have been occupied by a residential quarter.

The area to the south of it was covered by the inner water reservoir and
was therefore uninhabited, as was probably also the north-eastern part of the
lower town, where several geoarchaeological soundings have shown the
presence of soil which was seasonally saturated with moisture.*® This means

36 Morandi Bonacossi 2013: 119-121.
37 Al-Magqdissi 2008: 12, figs. 15-16; Morandi Bonacossi et al. 2009: 93-105.
38 Cremaschi et al. 2003.
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that, with the exception of the possible residential area mentioned above and
the Lower City Palace built on a low elevation, the northern lower town
would not appear to have been densely inhabited.

These observations are preliminary, partial and not yet verified by
extensive archaeological excavation, but point to the possibility that during
the Late Bronze Age Qatna’s lower city was not densely settled and that the
site was a sort of ‘hollow capital’, a city containing numerous and impressive
administrative buildings concentrated in the upper town and its raised margins
and around the Coupole de Loth, together with open areas free of buildings,
perhaps occupied — as we know from texts from Middle Bronze Age Mari*® —
by gardens, as well as fields and bodies of water, but with only limited areas
occupied by common housing.

The scarcity of ordinary residential quarters so far brought to light in
second millennium large urban centres — in comparison with the plentiful
evidence of monumental defensive, public and religious architecture — has
not as yet attracted careful reflection. Several examples of this dearth of
domestic buildings can be offered. In Ebla large residential neighbourhoods
are so far known from only a few excavation areas.** Furthermore, their size
and quite standardized layout and the absence of large residences (with the
only notable exception of the Area Z Small Western Palace*!) seem to
suggest that these dwelling neighbourhoods might have belonged to officers
of the civil or religious administration.*> Similar situations have also been
observed in other north Mesopotamian and Syrian Middle Bronze Age sites,
such as Tell ar-Rimah*3, Tell al-Hawa* and Tell Leilan.*> Nor do we have
evidence of extensive, ordinary residential quarters from Mari, but only of a
few large high-status dwellings, like the Grand Résidence orientale and
Grand Résidence occidentale and the houses in Areas E (Bdtiment du
chantier E) and K (Maison des Tablettes).*®

The scarcity of neighbourhoods lived in by common people might
suggest that these urban centres were what might be called ‘hollow cities’,

3 Margueron 2004: 446.

40 Baffi 1989; Matthiae 1997b: 125, 133; 2009: fig. 2; Peyronel 2008: 5. It is uncertain
whether the structures discovered northeast of Temple N were houses (Matthiae 1997b: 125).
Matthiae notes that “notwithstanding the extension of the regions thus far brought to light of
the urban area of Middle Bronze II Ebla [...], the total surface of the urban pattern which
might be classified as private houses area is extraordinarily limited” (Matthiae 1997b: 125).

41 Matthiae 2000: 600-610.

42 Matthiae 1997b: 133.

43 Qates 1985.

4 Ball et al. 1989.

45 Weiss 1985; Ristvet - Weiss 2013.

46 Aynard - Spicket 1987-1990; Durand 1998: 520; Fleming 2004; Margueron 2004: 442-
458.
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i.e. administrative shells characterised by numerous imposing public
buildings, large residences of high-status palace and temple officials, but low
densities of ordinary inhabitants.

According to the available archaeological evidence, the ‘hollow cities’
phenomenon seems to have arisen in Syria and northern Iraq at the
beginning of the second millennium BC, and is in contrast with the
impression conveyed by many mid and late third millennium urban centres,
which were distinguished by close-packed urban districts.*

This suggests that perhaps, with respect to the Early Bronze Age, in
Middle Bronze Age Syria a new ‘idea’ had developed of the city, which
dominated the countryside as a sort of ‘disembedded’ capital essentially
devoid of common residents, who mainly lived in rural villages and towns
that surrounded the urban centres, and enormous, enclosed fortified areas.
These huge enclosures were used also for the protection of the rural
inhabitants of the countryside, as a group of letters of the governor of
Karana, Hasidanum, to Iasmakh-Addu suggests.*® These walled cities thus
considerably exceeded the needs of the individual centres and could also be
viewed as an expression of the emulation and competition processes
characteristic of peer-polity interaction.

As we have seen, this novel paradigm of the city that emerged during the
Middle Bronze Age may underlie also the urban re-organization of Qatna
during the Middle and Late Bronze Ages. However, only extensive
excavations of domestic buildings and of the lower town areas of the Syrian
second millennium urban centres will enable us to verify whether the
‘hollow cities’ hypothesis is correct.
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Fig. 1. The urban layout of Qatna during the Middle Bronze Age. (Map: A. Savioli)
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Fig. 3. The jars, double-handled jars and jugs from the favissa 7262. (Photograph: M. Gatti)

THE ROYAL PALACE OF QATNA

Reconstructed plan
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Fig. 4. Schematic plan of the Royal Palace showing location of the underlying cemetery with
pit and shaft graves and reconstruction of its estimated area, Areas G, H, R. (Plan: A. Savioli)
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Fig. 5. The remains of
the upper town wall
foundation. (Photo-
graph: M. Cusin)

Fig. 6. The urban layout
of Qatna during the La-
te Bronze Age. (Map:
A. Savioli)
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THE ROYAL PALACE OF QATNA
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Fig. 7. Schematic plan of the Royal Palace. (Plan: A. Bianchi and G. Elsen-Novéak)

Fig. 8. Aerial view of the Lower City Palace (bottom left), the Royal Palace (centre) and the
Southern Palace (top right) from the north. (Photograph: A. Deeb)



296 Daniele Morandi Bonacossi

Tell Mishrifeh - QATNA 2010
Operation K
Lower City Palace (Phase K13)

Legend

I o ik

[T ncoor mud foor
1| outdoor mud foor
Concrete floor

Mud floor with lime lining

[Ep

I e piester
Hearth

4% potery

Tannur

Stone

Basalt

Later intrusion

FetSumey st Computer Graphics: Abers SAVILI

Fig. 9. Plan of the Lower City Pa-
lace. (Plan: A. Savioli)

Fig. 10. General view of the Area
T1 house (sub-phase 14a) from
the north. (Photograph: M. Gatti)
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Pl. ITI. Qatna: schematic plan of the Eastern Palace. (Plan: A. Savioli). (D. Morandi Bonacossi)




