3. ANCIENT NEAR EAST ARCHITECTURE
History

Mesopotamia (Greek for “between rivers”) lay between the Tigris and the Euphrates. Unlike the clear cut Nile Valley and the regular cycle of the river, the region had undefined edges and suffered regular bouts of alternate drought and disastrous floods. Thus it lacked the homogeneity and peace of the Nile.

The civilization appeared earlier than in Egypt. Cuneiform writing was developed. Science and mathematics was more advanced than that of Egypt; astrology and the wheel were invented. They were masters of hydraulics, drainage and irrigation. They were first to form laws and were also constantly at war with each other.

Grains-wheat, barley, sesame; the plow and the domestication of animals; date palm- for food, wine, matting, basket, roofing, stems for columns and fiber for ropes set the conditions for the growth of cities. The rivers were the highways for transport and trade and provided water for consumption and irrigation. Smaller settlements were at the mercy of the elements, they could be swept away or starve during drought. The cities could mobilize manpower to overcome these by building protection, irrigation, granaries etc.

Around 7000 BC, after the marshland of the valleys dried up and permitted agriculture, small settlements appeared, attracted also by the abundance of wild fowls, small game and fish. Bundles of reed were used to make boats, a practice still in use today. The settlements initially were on higher dry land. Canals and later a machine-the nora- to lift water from the river were built to water the fields.

Conditions were much harsher in Mesopotamia than in the Nile valley as the rivers were more unpredictable, forcing people to cooperate to undertake large-scale works to tame the river. Mesopotamia was probably the first to establish kingship and cities. Their cities possibly inspired similar developments in the Nile and the Indus through trade links.

The process of urbanization took thousands of years to evolve from villages to the dynamic cities which appeared around 3500 BC in southern Iraq in a region called Sumer. The Sumerians themselves regarded Eridu as the oldest of their cities. The earliest towns had a walled citadel enclosing the palace, granary and the temple. The buildings were made of durable materials such as stones or bricks. The placement of these buildings within the citadel increased the king’s control over food and enabled him to also exercise religious control over the populace by claiming and assuming the power of the gods. Human sacrifice which began as a crop fertility rite to placate the gods culminated in the practice of sacrificing its most precious member, the king himself. As this was not very practical, this was later changed to sacrificing the king’s stand in. Organized war against other communities was initially started to obtain sacrificial victims as well as slaves.

As the cities grew in size and power, war was no more a quest to gather sacrificial people or resources but an act of destruction, aggression and display of brute power. Systematic robbery and parasitism became an established practice of cities. Because of the accumulation of wealth and food, equipment and women, the cities in turn became the targets of attacks. The chief enemy of the city was another city under another god which claimed equal powers. The city developed defenses such as moats, buttressed walls, ramparts and its population lived within its walls for protection and under rules laid down by the king.

Each city was owned and ruled by a god. Eridu belonged to Enki, the sea-god; Ur to Nana, the moon-god; Lagash to Ningursu; Nippur to Enlil, the air-god and Uruk to two gods: Anu, the sky-god and Inanna, the goddess of love. All land belonged to the god and was administered by the temple which looked after the production and distribution of food and supported officials, craftsmen and merchants. From about 2500 BC there was an increase in private ownership of land as there are documents regarding exchange of ownership.

As the city’s population grew, it became necessary to either extend the area of immediate food production or extend the supply lines either by cooperation through barter or trade or by force by expropriation or extermination. Force was more often the norm leading to the building of large empires. Ancient texts describe the destruction of Ur and Babylon. Many cities were rebuilt after destruction such as Damascus, Baghdad, Jerusalem whereas many others were abandoned.

The cities had walled citadels ringed by one or more settlements. Walls were not built in Egypt or China which relied on vast armies or wide cross-country deployment of armies for protection. Walls became a practical necessity with the invention of organized warfare. Cities were often raised on mud platform as protection against floods. Moats were built for defense. Above it the walls might rise to 100 ft. hiding all but the ziggurat and showing battlements and towers. The walls were sometimes thick enough to allow 3 chariots to pass and were built of baked bricks laid in hot bitumen. The palace and the temple were placed either at the center or to one side and within a separate enclosure. No public buildings existed and all the functions of the barracks, prison, court, administration, library, hospital, school, shops, storehouses, market places, factories and workshops were carried out under the auspices of the palace or the temple within their precincts. This seems to suggest that private enterprise had yet to take root and all economic activities were state or “god” controlled. The houses were crowded while the sacred precincts were spacious. The market probably began within the palace conducted by the temple during procurement, storage and distribution and later shifted to the public quarters. Open or covered bazaar as well as shop lined streets had probably appeared by 2000 BC. The waterways provided the first means of communications to be followed by the animals, wheeled vehicles and then roads. Communication brought trade and languages which developed into literature. 

Regular street pattern, row houses with inner courts, bathrooms and inside latrines, brick lined drainage channels in the streets were found in the ruins of Ur and Lagash. Broad streets for sacred procession and marching soldiers were laid out along cardinal points or aligned to catch prevailing winds. But these were exceptions. Maze of streets with narrow tortuous alleys, often unplanned, were more prevalent and provided better protection against the sun. The city was divided into neighborhoods, each built around its own shrine or temple. Open fields were often within the walls, although most citizens worked in the fields outside. Sanitation and hygiene was not properly taken care of. This was not much of a problem as long as the population was not too large and density was low.

Sumerian civilization appeared around 4500 BC in the lower Mesopotamian valley near the Persian Gulf. It reached its golden period around 3300 BC during the Uruk period. In about 2000 BC it was displaced by the Babylonians and the Kassites. Around 1400 BC the bellicose Assyrians of the northern highlands spread their empire from North Africa to Persia. Their rule ended in 612 BC after Nineveh was destroyed by the Babylonians. The land was alternately ruled by the Persians, Alexander, the Persians again until the coming of Islam.

Building Material

Sumer had no stones or timber but had unlimited amounts of mud from the alluvial plains. This was formed into bricks, sun dried and later burnt and used to build massive walls in mud mortar and even bitumen. Burnt bricks were sparingly used, usually as an outer cover to an inner layer of sun dried bricks. After the fall of the civilization, the buildings were abandoned and disappeared shortly after.

Since mud walls were weak, they were made thick and reinforced by buttress walls. The buttresses and niches attempted to play with light and shade to break the monotony of dull massive structures. Bricks could not span distances between walls so tunnel vaults were constructed. Lighting was always a problem. Ceilings were made of horizontal wooden members, imported from long distances, because of which straight walled rooms had to be built. Due to the lack of intermediate column support, which had yet to be developed, the room spans were of limited dimensions. Bricks were not resistant to weather and were unattractive so walls were whitewashed and colored in patterns. Although columns and half-columns appeared earlier than in Egypt, they were used sparingly and more as decorative elements. From 14th century BC, the base of walls were protected by stone tiles and later by relief sculptures and finally by motifs in varnished bricks. Sumerian architecture was characterized by thick walls and great massing used to good effect in its main monumental building type- the temple. Since the cult of the dead was not as developed as in Egypt, tomb architecture was rare.

The architecture was arcuated; the true arch with radiating voussoirs was known since 3000 BC. Columns were avoided due to the lack of good stones. The Assyrians brought two new innovations to architecture: the use of the polychrome ornamental brickwork and later in the 9th century, the use of high plinths or dadoes of great stone slabs placed on edge and carved with low relief sculptures. While alabaster plinths or dadoes were used in the bottom walls, the upper parts of the walls were often painted with bands of friezes. Facings with polychrome glazed bricks often replaced sculptured stone slabs as decoration. The Ishtar Gate of Babylon was a fine example of the use of low relief glazed polychrome bricks. 

Temple and Ziggurat

In Sumeria, the temple was the main focal point of the city and placed at its center. The city belonged to the city god. The temple was the hub of economic activity which can be best described as “theocratic socialism”. The townspeople devoted their lives to the chief deity. The food and land belonged to the deity. The temple supplied the seeds, draught animals, and the tools for the fields and collected and stored the harvest to be distributed to the community. The temple had its own storage rooms, workshops, administration units, schools etc. It had its own defensive walls and formed the last bulwark against its enemies. When the temple fell, it was over for the city. Later during the Assyrian period, power shifted from the temple to the palace and temple and its other functions were shifted to the palace complex as in the case of the palace at Khorsabad.

In Warka (Uruk) the so-called Pillar Temple was raised on a platform and had two rows of massive pillars with a diameter of 2.6 m (8’-6”). Construction appeared to be hesitant and experimental. Bricks were laid radially to form an approximate circle. This was the oldest surviving evidence of a free-standing column. 

The white temple at Warka (Uruk) built in 3500-3000 BC was set on a 40 ft. high mound called ziggurat (holy mountain). It was of the typical Mesopotamian tripartite plan with an end to end central hall with a span of 4.5 m (15 ft.). The hall was flanked by a series of small rooms on either side, three of which were staircases leading to the roof. The main entrance was from the longer side providing a bent-axis approach to the altar in the central hall. Elaborate rituals took place in the central long court and sacrifices were made at the altar. The ziggurat underwent various refinements with many levels and staircases. The temple illustrates the origin of the ziggurat or temple-tower which has a platform with sloping sides and a rectangular temple on top.

The ziggurat preceded the pyramids and could probably have influenced their design, especially the stepped form of pyramid of Zoser. The symbolic function was the same, to bridge the gap between the human and the divine. It was an artificial mountain that rose up from the plains, built for communication between man and god. It was a place where the earth deities dwelled and the sky deities halted during their journey to earth. The climb to the ziggurat temple was one of reverence as the sanctum was placed on an artificial mountain high above the city. Around the ziggurat was placed the store rooms, workshops, offices, priestly quarters and a temple. The people ascending the ziggurat would be the king, the priest and the virgin. The union of the king and the virgin was supposed to bring fertility and abundance in the land. Entrance was from the north-east side as the corners were oriented to the cardinal points. 

In the ziggurat of Ur, built over an earlier ziggurat by Ur-nammu for the moon-god Nanna, the vertical sides were sloped inwards and the successive stages were carefully proportioned. The ziggurat which was extensively remodeled in 2125 BC was set in its courtyard with another secondary court. All were set on a great rectangular platform in the heart of an oval shaped walled city, which was 6.1 m. above the surrounding plains. The ziggurat had a base measuring 62 m. by 43 m. and rose to a height of 21 m. with 3 stepped platforms and a temple on top. Three staircases converged at an impressive gate topped by a dome. The structure had a solid core of mud brick covered with a skin of burnt brick 2.4 m. thick laid in bitumen and layers of matting at intervals. Broad shallow buttresses supported the sloping walls of the platform.

The Temple Oval at Khafaje (3rd millennium BC) had a series of terraces and buildings set within an oval layout. The buildings, however, were rectilinear with the corners oriented to the four cardinal points. The temple complex is one of the best examples of a temple practicing theocratic socialism. The lowest terrace had a forecourt which could be entered from the town through an arched and towered gateway. On one side was a multi-roomed building which served either as an administrative unit or as dwelling for the chief priest. The higher second terrace was surrounded by rooms used as workshops and stores. At the further end of the court was the 3.6 m (12’) temple platform. The sacrificial altar was set beside the stairway to the temple. The worshipers’ axial movement from the outer courts through ascending levels to the elevated sanctuary was a controlled experience of increasing privilege and sanctity. 

Cities and Palaces

Secular buildings were arranged around large and small courts. Rooms were narrow and thick walled with barrel vault or dome roofs. Earlier palm logs supported rushes which were overlaid with packed clay. Important buildings had cedar and other fine timber imported from outside. Burnt bricks were sparingly used for facings and walls were whitewashed. Most Sumerian houses were single storied except for a few wealthier houses which were two storeyed. 

The palace at Mari built in 3000 BC combined the functions of a royal residence, reception and audience, offices and school for civil service, servants’ quarters and store rooms. The palace layout was typical Mesopotamian arrangement in which rooms were placed around a succession of courtyards which provided light, air and access. Most of the palace was probably one storey only. The royal chambers had mural paintings which seemed to suggest that there had been contact with the Minoan civilization of Crete.

Nineveh, Khorsabad, Nimrud and Assur were the major cities of Assyria. The city of Ashur, which was the religious and national centre of Assyria, was surrounded by a strong defensive wall in 2000 BC. The wall was extended in the 9th century BC to include the residential suburb. The city frontage along the Tigris was 3 km. The close relationship between the ziggurat and the temple at its foot is very typical of the Assyrians. Although temples and ziggurats were built by the Assyrians, palaces became more numerous and important by the late Assyrian period (911-612 BC). This indicates the increasing central role played by the monarchy.

The city of Nimrud was enlarged and made the capital by Ashur-nasirpal (883-859 BC). The perimeter of the defensive wall was not less than 7.4 km. and the enclosed area was about 358 ha. The palace housed the king’s residence, administration and records and a huge throne room.

The city of Khorsabad intended to be the capital was built by Sargon II (722-705 BC) but it was abandoned after his death. The largest building was the Palace of Sargon which was raised on a platform and approached by ramps. The main entrance to the grand court was flanked by great towers and guarded by winged bulls with man-head each about 3.8 m (12’-6”) high. The bulls supported a bold semi-circular arched entrance decorated with brilliantly colored glazed bricks. Three large and three small temples were located left of the grand court, service quarters and administrative offices to the right while opposite lay the state chambers and private apartments including the throne room. The walls were 6 m. thick and flat timber roofs were used. Storm drains were built of brick with pointed brick arches. The only ziggurat of the city was associated with the palace and not with the large temple nearby. The ziggurat had a square base of 45 m., was 45 m. high and consisted of 7 tiers reached by an ascending ramp 1.8 m. wide. 

Although the last Assyrian kingdom at Nineveh fell in 612 BC, the Assyrian kings in Babylon maintained political independence and revived the old Babylonian culture. The city of Babylon along the Euphrates was rebuilt by Nebuchadnezzar II (605-563 BC) after it had been destroyed by Sennacherib (689 BC). Babylon was surrounded by thick defensive walls with a passage on top enough for a four horse chariot to turn and pass one another. A splendid new palace and processional avenue was constructed. The Ishtar Gate on the northern wall was the most impressive with glazed polychrome bricks depicting tiers of bulls in low relief. The wide processional avenue led from the Ishtar Gate past temples and palaces to the tower of Babel – the most famous of all ziggurats of ancient Mesopotamia (only traces of 3 broad stairway and ground plan remain). The city was systematically laid out. The palace of Nebuchadnezzar was about 900 ft. by 600 ft. grouped around 5 courts. A throne room 170 ft. by 56 ft. had thicker long walls suggesting it was roofed by a barrel vault. The hanging gardens were supposed to have been raised 75 ft. high on stone arches.

The Persian empire began in 560 BC with Cyrus the Great and by the end of the century, his successors Darius I and Xerxes had conquered all of the civilized world from the Indus to the Danube. Only the Greeks held out. Their architecture was an eclectic synthesis of forms gathered from all parts of their empire. Persepolis the capital was begun in 518 BC by Darius the Great, continued by Xerxes and completed in 460 BC by Ataxerxes. Thick mud brick walls upto 65 ft. in height surrounded a complex of buildings, but with no temples. The complex comprised of the palace of Xerxes, the harem and other living quarters; two great state halls in the center and a monumental stairway. The spacing and slenderness of the columns in the hypostyle halls and plenty of light from the mud brick walls gave a feeling of airiness to the halls.

INDUS VALLEY CIVILIZATION

The Rig-Vedas, in Sanskrit, were passed down orally, but written down only in the 18th century AD. They refer to indigenous people called Dasus who were conquered by the Aryans and who were skilled in art and lived in large and prosperous cities.

The pre-Harappan or early Harappan period was contemporary with the Early Dynastic Period of Ur (3200-2800 BC) while the mature Harappan civilization was approximately contemporary with the Sargonid (2371) and Third Dynasty of Ur (2113 – 2096 BC). Indus Valley manufactures of the period were found in Mesopotamia, indicating some amount of trade between the two civilizations. But after 1900 BC no Indus imports were found suggesting the onset of decline of Indus civilization.

Much of the technology known to the Mesopotamians was also known to the Harappans: wheel, cart, wind power, animal power and metallurgy. The level, however, was slightly lower as manifested by the art and artifacts.

There were hundreds of towns spread over a large area but most were no larger than 10 ha. Only Harappa in the Punjab and Mohenjodaro in the Sind covered several hundred hectares and were more than 5 km. in circumference. There was so much difference in the size between these two cities and the rest of the towns, there is reason to speculate these were capital cities wielding political power over the smaller towns, unlike in the Mesopotamia where cities were independent and competing with one another. Although separated by a distance of over 600 km, the two cities were culturally indistinguishable, suggesting dual political control over two regions.

The lay-out of the streets was in regular grid-iron pattern of criss-crossing streets, unlike the unplanned cities of Mesopotamia. These were probably the earliest examples of town planning in the world. The main streets of Mohenjodaro ran approximately N-S and E-W dividing the area into blocks approximately 250x370 m. The main streets were upto 10 m wide while lanes sub-dividing the blocks ranged from 1.5-3 m wide. The streets were unpaved but had brick drains and brick manholes at intervals. Wastes from the houses were discharged into the drains through earthenware pipes or chutes.

The towns had a rhomboidal fortified citadel on the west overlooking a lower town, which was also fortified. Baked brick was generally used and the towns had a highly organized drainage system which was an advancement over the Mesopotamian towns. Citadels were raised on a platform of mud-brick or mud protected by massive walls of mud-brick with an external overlay of baked bricks.

The most important buildings within Mohenjodaro citadel are the Great Bath, Granary, “college” and “assembly hall”. The Great Bath was 12x7 m and approximately 2.5 m deep, enclosed by verandah behind which on three sides were a range of rooms. Across the lane was a building with central passage flanked by rows of bathrooms and drains running under the passage. West of the Bath was the Granary 46x23 m. This was state granary which housed the collective product of the city’s fields. 

Most conspicuous is the absence of any temple. However, small polished stones representing the phallus and pierced stones interpreted as the vulva symbol are reminiscent of the linga and yoni of the later Hindu cult. Three seals from Mohenjodaro show a three-headed figure with horned headdress being attended by several animals. This figure is seen as a prototype of Shiva in his role as Pashupati, Lord of the Beasts. Many mother goddess figurines have also been unearthed. 

Most houses appeared to be commodious middle class houses with rooms built around a central courtyard. Doors opened onto side lanes rather than main streets and windows were rare. Most houses had a well room adjoining the bathroom and latrine which were connected to the street drain.

The civilization came to an abrupt end sometime in the early part of second millenium BC. This could have been caused by the Aryan invasion or collapse due to environmental factors: prolonged flooding, over-cultivation, over-grazing etc. The second factor seems likely for Mohenjodaro (evidence of recurrent flooding) and other Sind sites but less likely for the Punjab province. Heaps of skeleton in the houses of Mohenjodaro, including the bone of an unmistakably Mongoloid man killed in the final attack, strongly suggest a final massacre.

