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Preface

This volume is a contribution to the long-term history of ancient rock-cut 
monuments in the Near East. It is focused not on the origins and significance 
of rock-cut reliefs and inscriptions among the people who carved them, but 
rather on the meanings those monuments acquired after their carving. Its 
contents intersect directly with scholarship on the re-use and re-interpretation 
of ancient material remains in the Near East, and, more generally, with the 
work of various specialists probing the archaeology and anthropology of 
social memory and the history of archaeology and antiquarianism before the 
modern period.

Most of the chapters gathered here were presented at a conference entitled 
“Carvings in and out of Time: Afterlives of Rock-cut Monuments in the Ancient 
Near East,” which was held at the Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology and the 
Ancient World at Brown University on February 15 and February 16, 2017. On 
that occasion, the editors invited diverse specialists including archaeologists, 
philologists, and art historians to tackle the following questions: Who in the 
pre-modern world was interested in ancient rock-cut reliefs and inscriptions? 
How did interpreters make sense of the images and texts on those monu-
ments? Why did they care to do so?

Two scholars who were part of the original conference are not included 
here: Beate Pongraz-Leisten’s keynote speech, which was a wide-ranging sur-
vey and analysis of rock-cut reliefs and their cultural significance during the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire, and Pavol Hnila’s exploration of the uses and re-uses of 
vishaps, menhir-like prehistoric monuments found in the highlands of modern 
Armenia. We are indebted to both Pongraz-Leisten and Hnila for their stimu-
lating papers at Brown, as well as to Valeria Sergueenkova who presented a 
joint paper with Felipe Rojas, for their participation. Conversely, the chapters 
by William Adler, John Steele, and Moya Carey and Lindsay Allen were not 
presented at the conference, but are now part of this volume.

Chapters 2 through 8 deal with the interpretation and manipulation of reliefs 
and inscriptions, many of which are extant today. They have been arranged in 
a sequence that is roughly geographic, ranging through Mesopotamia, Egypt, 
Anatolia, and Iran. The last three chapters, by contrast, deal with a set of monu-
ments mentioned in various literary traditions from the Hellenistic through 
the early modern periods. According to those traditions, expert knowledge was 
allegedly inscribed in ante-diluvian times on stone and brick stelae. The ste-
lae in question probably never existed except as described in texts; and yet, as 
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viii Preface

Ben-Dov in particular shows, actual rock-cut reliefs and inscriptions informed 
the mythology and folklore related to the purported ante-diluvian stelae.

Chapter 1 discusses why the afterlives of rock-cut monuments have mattered 
and continue to do so, and situates the volume in current scholarship.

In Chapter 2, Karen Sonik and David Kertai examine the practice, com-
mon among ancient Mesopotamian rulers, of carving reliefs and inscriptions 
alongside those commissioned by their predecessors. The authors establish 
a theoretical basis for the study of identity and personhood and their speci-
fic manifestations in ancient Mesopotamia, and then turn to places where 
Shalmaneser III (r. 859–824 BCE) “produced his presence” next to that of ear-
lier kings. By setting up carved monuments by those of his predecessors—they 
argue—Shalmaneser was visually and physically interconnecting past and 
present kings as well as distributing his personhood throughout his kingdom 
and beyond his lifetime. This chapter deals with such concepts as the body of 
the king and his material representation, and the relationship of each of them 
to temporality.

Time and matter are central also in Chapter 3, Jennifer Thum and Anne-Claire 
Salmas’ discussion of interactions with ancient rock-cut monuments in Egypt. 
Placing emphasis on ancient Egyptian conceptions of temporality, their paper 
spans millennia and considers interactions not only from the Pharaonic past, 
but also from both earlier and much later times. Thum and Salmas treat the 
archaeological sites that are their focus as dynamic cultural spaces that are 
transformed both by the physical layering of carvings, and by the sheer accu-
mulation of ancient and modern (re-)interpretations of those layered carvings.

In Chapter 4, Lorenzo D’Alfonso and Matteo Pedrinazzi analyze the cultu-
ral relevance of a Hittite monument after the demise of the Hittite Empire. 
They study two intimately related, but temporally—and arguably culturally—
distinct rock-cut interventions at the spectacular site of Kızıldağ in central 
Turkey : a Bronze-Age inscription in Anatolian hieroglyphs honoring a certain 
“Great King Hartapus” and, immediately next to it, an Iron-Age figurative relief 
of a seated ruler on a throne. By reflecting in detail about what afforded the 
monuments on Kızıldağ lasting siginificance (even as most other rock-cut ins-
criptions seem to have been largely neglected), this chapter is a contribution 
to the political and cultural history of Anatolia between the Bronze and Iron 
Ages.

Felipe Rojas in Chapter 5 studies a rock-cut carving overlooking the city of 
Antioch that is known among classicists as the “Charonion.” By deploying texts 
written between the sixth and the twenty-first centuries CE, he analyzes how 
that carving has been variously implicated in the production of knowledge 
about the past in Antioch (and beyond). Rather than marking a stark divide 
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between legitimate modern sources and their illegitimate pre-modern prede-
cessors, he argues that all the various interpreters who have written about the 
carving have used the monument to make history, even if they have used very 
different intellectual, and seemingly incommensurable frameworks to do so.

Robert Rollinger’s contribution in Chapter 6 deals with Herodotus’ thoughts 
on anthropogenic monuments found in the territories ancient Greek histo-
rians called “Asia.” Rollinger surveys all “Asianic” monuments mentioned by 
Herodotus and argues that the Greek historian uses those monuments, inclu-
ding reliefs and inscriptions in the Levant and Anatolia, primarily as a way 
to critique the overambitious claims of the great political super-power of his 
time, Persia. He shows how Herodotus contrasts Persian monuments with 
the widespread traces of the semi-mythical Egyptian pharaoh known to the 
Greeks as Sesostris.

The next two chapters concern ancient rock-cut monuments in Iran: 
Matthew P. Canepa offers in Chapter 7 a wide-ranging analytical survey 

of the diachronic dialogue in which the rulers of ancient Iran engaged on 
cliff-faces throughout their empire and beyond. Canepa is especially inte-
rested in the interconnections between matter, on the one hand, and cultural 
memory on the other. He demonstrates that Iranian reliefs and inscriptions are 
a window into the historical consciousness of successive Iranian rulers. The 
complex layering of Iranian rock-cut monuments attests to those rulers’ deli-
berate efforts to take a stand vis-à-vis the physical legacy of their predecessors. 

In Chapter 8, Lindsay Allen and Moya Carey consider the afterlives of ancient 
Iranian material culture in the Safavid period (1501–1722 CE). Much of the evi-
dence they analyze is drawn from the visual arts, primarily from Persian minia-
ture paintings. In their visually rich survey of Iranian engagements with ancient 
reliefs and stone-carvings, the authors show that the seventeenth century CE 
was a crucial moment in the reframing and re-interpretation of pre-Islamic 
monuments in Iran, and that Iran was an active participant in transcontinental 
discussions about antiquity and its traces. This chapter underscores the fact 
that the practice of visually documenting carved antiquities was not solely a 
European phenomenon. It is also an important reminder that the history of 
antiquarianism in the early modern Near East follows different trajectories 
than those followed in Europe, even if those trajectories are entangled.

The three final chapters revolve around a cultural motif of remarkable tena-
city in diverse cultures from antiquity to the early modern period. The motif 
involves ante-diluvian stelae and inscriptions containing fundamental human 
knowledge (specifically, astronomical and astrological learning). Various 
narratives invoke those primordial stelae to reflect on such matters as the 
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transmission of celestial knowledge, human and divine learning, and more 
generally, the origins of civilization. 

In Chapter 9, Jonathan Ben-Dov traces the early attestations of the stelae 
motif to the first millennium BCE, and elucidates their connection to nar-
ratives involving the so-called Watchers, rebellious angels who had fallen 
from Heaven in order to intermingle with humans in defiance of god’s 
decree. The mythology of the Watchers is first attested in treatises concer-
ning the primordial Enoch, great-grandfather of Noah, evidencing a unique 
Levantine-Mesopotamian cultural hybrid in the early Hellenistic age. Ben-Dov 
traces the grounding of that tradition in realia, showing how the carved monu-
ments of the Neo-Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar II, in what is now the 
Republic of Lebanon, were interpreted in Levantine cultural memory, and 
more specifically, in Jewish apocalyptic literature.

In Chapter 10, William Adler takes as his point of departure two Jewish sources 
recounting the motif of the primordial stelae: Flavius Josephus’ Antiquities and 
the Book of Jubilees. He goes on to trace the intricate path of the motif of the 
stelae in the writings of various Byzantine chronographers. Mirroring an origi-
nal ambivalence in the Jewish traditions, the chronographers vacillate between 
attributing positive or negative value to the supposedly angelic knowledge car-
ved on the stelae. Curiously, the authors of these chronicles lived in Anatolia, 
which raises an intriguing question: did the chronographers reflect upon the 
extant Anatolian rock-cut reliefs and inscriptions around them when recoun-
ting the traditions of the primordial stelae?

Finally, in Chapter 11 John Steele examines how that very same tradition 
developed among European historians of science between the fifteenth and the 
eighteenth centuries CE. Josephus’ enigmatic statement about humankind’s 
discovery of ancient wisdom engraved on pillars troubled and fascinated early 
modern historians. Whether they commented on the stelae motif, critiqued it, 
or outright shunned it, historians of astronomy up to the eighteenth century 
were compelled to engage with the tradition of the engraved pillars or stelae 
when thinking about the origins of their discipline. This article, more than any 
other in the volume, shows that rock-cut reliefs and inscriptions are mirrors, 
as it were, of the prejudices, fears, and hopes of their successive interpreters.

We are grateful to the Department of Egyptology and Assyriology and 
the Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology and the Ancient World at Brown 
University, and to the George and Florence Wise Chair for Judaism in 
Antiquity at the University of Haifa for funding the conference. At Brown, 
Sarah Sharpe and Jessica Porter handled the logistics of the event. We also 
want to thank Benjamin Anderson, Martin van Bruinessen, Sinem Casale, 
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Peter DeStaebler, Müge Durusu-Tanrıöver, Athena Kirk, Sarah Newman, 
James Osborne, and Christopher Ratté for expert advice as well as two ano-
nymous reviewers selected by the press for their criticism and sugges-
tions. Einat Tamir homogenized references and Daniel Plekhov produced 
original maps and offered valuable suggestions; we extend our thanks to 
both of them and, finally, to Luiza Silva for her characteristically efficient 
copy-editing and to Ayla Çevik, who expertly produced the indexes.
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