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INTRODUCTION
Panel

Did you know that Ancient Iraq was a place of
fantastic firsts?

The first cities grew up here, along with all kinds of
incredible (and useful) inventions such as the wheel
and schools.

The ancient Iraqi people also created irrigation systems
to water crops, and divided time into 60-second
minutes and 60-minute hours. They came up with
perhaps the most important idea of all: writing. And
where would we be without that?

Enter this exhibition to uncover two fascinating stories
of Ancient Irag. One is the tale of its earliest cities, from
over four thousand years ago. The later story is a
turbulent history of changing empires.

Secrets of this past continue to be revealed as more
fantastic archaeological finds are discovered. These
artefacts remain in Irag. Here, both stories are brought



to life through incredible objects from the collections
of the British Museum.
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Panel

Two sites, two stories

These twin tales of Iraq’s rich past come from two sites
currently being excavated: Tello, in southern Iraq, and
Qalatga Darband, a 10-hour drive north into Iraqi
Kurdistan.

At both sites, Iragi and international archaeologists are
working together to unearth amazing ancient remains
that will be on display in Irag.

Tello is the site of a 4,000-year-old city called Girsu and
home of the world’s oldest surviving bridge. At Qalatga
Darband, an ancient fortress built around 2,000 years
ago, has been discovered.

Both projects are part of the Iraqi Emergency Heritage
Management Training Scheme where the British
Museum is working with the Iraqi State Board of
Antiquities and Heritage to train Iragi archaeologists.
They are working to restore this country’s precious past
after years of damage and destruction through war and
terrorism.
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BLUE SECTION
Panel

Step back 4,000 years...

Welcome to the grand city of Girsu, a busy, bustling
urban centre of about 15,000 people, anrd a prime
example of Sumerian civilization!

A huge, brick-sided bridge lies ahead of you, a
spectacular demonstration of Sumerian engineering
spanning a canal. People hurry across the bridge’s
wooden walkway. There are residents, farmers,
merchants, city officials and servants of Gudea, the
city’s ruler.

Steady streams of pilgrims are heading to worship at
the magnificent temples of the great hero god,
Ningirsu. Many people go there to do business, as the
temples are also where city administration takes place.

Life in the city can be crowded and stressful but there
are benefits for people who live there. There are rules
for law and order, all neatly written on clay tablets,
which keep everything running smoothly and
efficiently.
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Panel

Now jump to the present day...

Where this massive city once buzzed with life, now a
vast, empty expanse of mud spreads for miles. Yet
beneath this area of bare land, known as Tello, still lie
the remains of ancient Girsu.

Cutting edge technology, in the form of satellite
imaging and drone surveys, have been used to create
digital models of the heart of the city. This has helped
to identify the location of Girsu’s main temple, which
was only known from ancient texts. Digging down,
archaeologists have discovered the temple’s shrine,
with its offering table, washing basins and statue
platforms.

The baked brick sides of the city’s bridge were first
discovered back in the 1920s, but archaeologists
weren’t quite sure what they were. The area was left
untouched for over 80 years. Now, thanks to high tech
investigation and expert training, archaeologists have
discovered this is the world’s oldest known bridge and
are working to preserve it.
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Panel

So who were the Sumerians?

Sumer was the world’s first urban civilisation. Sumer
lay in the southern tip of a large region called
Mesopotamia. This covered most of modern Iraq,
north-east Syria and parts of south-east Turkey. The
name Mesopotamia comes from a Greek word
meaning ‘between the rivers’ and refers to the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers which flow through it.

Farmers settled in northern Mesopotamia as early as

8,500 BC, but avoided the south as the land there was
too dry. Around 5,000 BC, enterprising people created
ways of watering the land and growing healthy crops,

and soon more people moved to the south.
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Case label
Girsu’s grand temple

The Sumerians believed that Girsu was the home of a
heroic god named Ningirsu, and named their city after
him. King Gudea claimed that Ningirsu spoke to him in
a dream, ordering him to build a temple.

Eager to please the great god, Gudea constructed a
magnificent building made of mudbricks and wood,
decorated with precious metals. A tower stood on
either side of the huge entrance gate. It is this temple
that archaeologists have now discovered.

These objects were found in boxes beneath the walls,
buried to mark the sacred boundary of the temple. The
limestone slab is covered in Sumerian writing which
records how Gudea constructed the temple for
Ningirsu. The two bronze figures are pegs in the shape



of a king and a god, used by ancient builders to mark
out the temple’s ground plan.

1

Foundation figure in the shape of a god
2400BC

Tello, Iraq

Copper alloy

British Museum

2

Foundation figure in the shape of a god
2130BC

Temple of Ningirsu, Tello, Iraq

Copper alloy

British Museum

3

Inscribed foundation tablet
2130BC

Temple of Ningirsu, Tello, Iraq
Limestone

British Museum
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Case label

The writing on the wall

Kings such as Gudea kept a written record of all the
impressive things they had done to worship their gods.
The best place for this was on the mudbrick walls and
floors of the temple.

This circular brick once part of a temple column, has
writing which explains how Gudea sent for rare
materials such as cedar wood all the way from Lebanon
to build the temple — a way of showing how devoted he
was to Ningirsu.

Gudea also inscribed details about the building of the
temple on clay cones such as this one, which were
inserted into walls of the temple. Hundreds have been
found on the site and over thirty are still in the temple
walls. Archaeologists suspect they are placed in a
special pattern.



This cone reads ‘For Ningirsu, mighty hero of Enlil,
Gudea, ruler of Lagash, made everything function as it
should, and built for him his House Fifty (Eninnu): The
White Thunderbird and restored it to its proper place’.

4

Inscribed clay brick
2130BC

Tello, Iraqg

Fired clay

British Museum

5

Inscribed clay peg
2130BC

Tello, Iraqg

Fired clay

British Museum
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Case label

Stone worshippers

Sumerian temples didn’t just contain statues of kings —
ordinary people could be models too! Many men and
women had stone statues of themselves made and
placed inside temples to show their great devotion to
the gods.

Although the statues copied each person’s hairstyle
and clothes, they were all shown with their hands
clasped in prayer, and had very large eyes which were
originally inlaid with colourful stones.

However, the statues didn’t stay on show forever —
after a while they were buried under the temple floor,
which is why they have been found by archaeologists.

6

Statuette of a female worshipper
2500 BC

Tello, Iraq

Limestone

British Museum
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Case label
An epic adventure

The Epic of Gilgamesh is the most famous work of
Mesopotamian literature. It describes the exciting
adventures of its hero, Gilgamesh, the King of Uruk, as
he makes perilous journeys and learns deep secrets of
friendship, love and death. There are twelve chapters,
each written on a separate clay tablet.

The tablet displayed here is the sixth chapter, and tells
how the goddess Ishtar tried to make Gilgamesh her
husband, but he refused. In revenge, Ishtar sent the
fearsome Bull of Heaven to destroy Gilgamesh, but
even a magical beast was no match for him. This
engraved cylinder (which would have been rolled
across wet clay to make an impression of the images)
shows Gilgamesh and his friend, Enkidu, killing the bull.

Another monster defeated by Gilgamesh was a demon,
Humbaba, who guarded the magical Cedar Forest. This
clay plaque shows Humbaba’s face.



1

Cylinder seal
800-700 BC
Iraq
Chalcedony
British Museum

2

Face of the Demon Humbaba
1800-1600 BC

Abu Haba, Iraq

Fired Clay

British Museum

3
Tablet 6 of The Epic of Gilgamesh.
700-600 BC
Nineveh, Iraq
Fired clay
British Museum
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Case label

Bread and beer for the gods

As well as providing homes (in the form of temples) for
their gods, Sumerian kings also had to keep the gods
happy with regular offerings of food and drink. Temples
had large estates where workers grew cereals for
baking bread and brewing beer. Some temples even
had their own breweries and bakeries. After sacrificing
part of the produce to the gods, the rest was divided
up between people who worked at the temple. This
clay tablet records quantities of grain paid out to
temple officials at Girsu.

Tablet

2130 BC

Tello, Iraq

Clay

British Museum
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Case label
The mace of Ningirsu

This beautifully-carved stone object is the head of a
mace, or heavy club. Ningirsu was believed to have
used a mace as his weapon, which is why this one was
placed in his temple as a ceremonial offering. The
carving shows the mythical Thunderbird, a fearsome
lion-headed eagle, who is clutching two lions. The
thunderbird was closely linked with Ningirsu.

Votive mace head
2400BC

Tello, Iraq
Limestone

British Museum
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Panel

The tale of the Thunderbird

In Sumerian mythology, the hero god Ningirsu is
famous for fighting a gigantic lion-headed eagle known
as the Thunderbird.

The Thunderbird was a fearsome beast who swept
through the air like an enormous storm cloud, creating
violent blasts of wind with every beat of its enormous
wings. Its body flashed with lightning and its mighty
roar was thunder, rumbling across the skies.

One day, the terrible Thunderbird stole the Tablet of
Destinies from the supreme god, Enlil, and hid it on a
mountaintop. This tablet was extremely powerful:
whoever possessed it ruled the universe. Ningirsu was
chosen to rescue the precious tablet.

With the help of a magical army of ‘winds’, he tamed
the Thunderbird and returned the tablet to its rightful
owner. Because of this, the Thunderbird became
Ningirsu’s avatar.
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Panel
The bridge at Girsu

The bridge at Girsu is the oldest bridge in the world. It
is around 4000 years old.

When it was discovered in the 1920s, and for years
afterwards, no one was sure what it was. Was it a
temple? A dam? A tomb building? Now, cutting edge
use of satellite imagery, along with excavation and land
surveys, has revealed it is a bridge that spanned an
ancient watercourse.

Sumerian engineers channelled water from a major
canal into a space only four metres wide. This was
narrow enough to build the wooden structure, which
also acted as the main entrance to the religious centre
of the city. Thousands of pilgrims, traders and residents
would have crossed it on their way to the temples.

Having been exposed to the elements for over 80
years, work to restore this bridge is now underway.
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Panel

The city of Ur

South of Girsu lay another important Sumerian city: Ur.

When this site was excavated in the 1920s and 30s, a
fantastic discovery was made - a huge cemetery
containing around two thousand ancient graves. Near
the centre were sixteen extra-large graves which were
probably built for the city’s rulers, who may have been
kings and queens.

These special graves contained large, elaborate tombs,
packed full of fine objects made from precious metals
and exotic stones. Surrounding each tomb was a
rectangular pit containing many of the dead person’s
grand belongings, including animals, wheeled vehicles
and even court attendants, who (perhaps unfortunately
for them) were buried alongside their masters!
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Case label

The Great Death Pit

One of the graves at Ur had a particularly large pit
around it, leading excavators to nickname it ‘The Great
Death Pit’. In this grisly treasure trove were the remains
of 74 people, all adorned with elaborate headdresses
and stunning necklaces. You can see some of the
fantastic jewellery here.

Lyres and harps were found among the remains of the
court attendants, which suggest that they were
perhaps musicians and entertainers. They may even
have had to perform at their masters’ funerals. It was
thought they died willingly and were washed and
dressed in fine outfits, before taking poison where they
stood in the tomb.

However this idea is being challenged and it may have
been a much nastier end than we thought. Researchers
have found evidence of serious injuries to some of the
skulls from the Death pit.
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Case label

A well connected city

Ur was a rich city because of its location near the
Persian Gulf, where trading ships often arrived, carrying
all kinds of exotic goods. The precious materials used to
make these magnificent ornaments from the Great
Death Pit would all have been bought from foreign
traders in exchange for agricultural products and
textiles.

Much of the jewellery features bright blue lapis lazuli
stones, which were mined in present-day Afghanistan,
and used to make beads and decorative inlays. Other
items contain red carnelian stones all the way from
north-west India. Gold was also imported from other
countries.

1

Head ornament

2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Gold, carnelian and lapis lazuli
British Museum



2

Necklace

2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Gold and lapis lazuli
British Museum

3

Necklace

2600 BC

Ur, Iraq
Carnelian
British Museum

4&5

Necklaces

2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Gold and lapis lazuli
British Museum

6

Head ornament

2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Gold, silver, shell, lapis lazuli and red limestone
British Museum



7&8

Hair ornaments
2600 BC

Ur, Iraqg

Gold

British Museum

9&10

Earrings

2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Gold

British Museum

11

Choker

2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Gold and lapis lazuli
British Museum

12

Pin

2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Gold, silver and lapis lazuli
British Museum
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Case label

Celebrating the dead

Royal funerals were big events in Sumerian cities like
Ur. They demonstrated the power and wealth of the
ruling families. They lasted several weeks and involved
music, performances and plenty of feasting. People felt
that it was important to mark a ruler’s transition to the
afterlife, and made a big deal of celebrating the
person’s life as well as mourning their death.

These cylindrical seals, which were found in the graves
at Ur, are carved with scenes of funeral feasting. They
clearly show seated people drinking beer from jars with
a straw.

5

Cylinder seal
2600BC

Ur, Iraq
Steatite

British Museum



6

Cylinder seal
2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Lapis lazuli
British Museum
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Case label

Fine dining with the dead

Also found in the special tombs were many finely-
crafted cups, bowls and platters made of gold, silver
and lapis lazuli. They may have been used as part of a
funeral feast before being packed away into the tomb.
Perhaps they were also meant as gifts for the gods, or
to accompany the dead person into the afterlife and
help them prove their importance. Certainly these
grand vessels were the perfect way of displaying a
ruling family’s wealth to everyone lucky enough to eat
and drink from them.

1

Gold spouted cup
2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Gold

British Museum

2

Calcite cup
2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Calcite

British Museum



3

Stemmed serving stand
2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum

4

Pouring vessel in the form of a conch shell
2600 BC

Ur, Iraq

Silver

British Museum
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GREEN SECTION

Panel

A Story of Lost Empires
Step back 2,000 years...

Welcome to the grand fortress of Qalatga Darband!
Overlooking the emerald-blue Lake Dukan, it is
surrounded by craggy, snow-capped mountains. This is
a spectacular part of northern Mesopotamia.

Follow the winding trail to the city walls and step inside
to marvel at the grand fort, its elegant temples and
ornate shrines, all with Greek-style columns. One
building stands out. Not only is it enormous, but it also
has rich terracotta roof tiles instead of the usual mud-
plastered matting. Inside are stylish stone statues of
Greek gods and goddesses.

You may think you’re in Greece, but Qalatga Darband at
this time belongs to the Parthian Empire. This, like all
empires, is a huge, controlling power, headed by an
emperor, ruling many different nations and peoples.
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Panel
Now jump to the present day...

The lake and mountains are now in the area of
northern lrag populated by Kurdish people. The
fortress walls are only now being uncovered, after lying
hidden for thousands of years.

Archaeologists first spotted signs of ancient remains
from satellite imagery. Now, as well as digging, they
are using drones and geophysics to help identify
structures.

One of the biggest mysteries is the large, tiled building.
Was it a palace? A temple? A monument to hold
tombs? Inside is yet another puzzle - Greek-style
statues which have been deliberately smashed.

Was the fortress captured at some point, and the
contents destroyed? Whatever the answers, this
fascinating site is a perfect starting point to learn more
about the empires that ruled Iraq.
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Panel

Alexander the Great

Around 2,300 years ago, Irag was part of the huge
Persian Empire — but things were about to change
dramatically.

In 336 BC, Alexander the Great had become king of the
ancient Greek kingdom of Macedon at the age of 20.
He set out on an ambitious and successful campaign to
take over the Persian Empire. Ten years later, he
controlled an enormous empire that stretched from
Greece to north-west India. The Greek way of life
would influence the culture of western Asia for
hundreds of years.

Alexander wanted a new capital city for his empire. He
decided on Babylon, which lay near the centre of
modern Iraqg. Babylon was a renowned centre of
culture and learning, but Alexander didn’t live to enjoy
it for long and never got to restore Babylon’s famous
tower— he died suddenly, aged just 32.
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Panel

A new empire forms

Parthia was a region of the Seleucid Empire which lay in
the north of modern Iran.

Around 2200 years ago, a tribe there, called the Parni,
broke free of Greek rule and set up their own,
independent kingdom. Their power grew and they took
over lands in Iran and Mesopotamia.

In 141 BC, a Parthian ruler called Mithradates took
control of Babylon. He also founded a new Parthian
capital, Ctesiphon, in Irag. However, he was a big fan of
Greek culture (even calling himself ‘Philhellene’, which
means ‘lover of Greeks’) so styles of art and fashion
didn’t change too much, and many Greek people
continued to live in the new empire.
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Panel
Greek style at Qalatga Darband

Hidden in the remains of the massive stone building,
within the fort at Qalatga Darband, archaeologists have
found lots of ancient objects that are Greek in style.
Elsewhere on the site they found the remains of
Mediterranean-type olive oil presses and Greek style
column tops and bases.

All of this shows the influence of Greek culture that
was brought to the region as Alexander the Great lead
his armies across the Middle East towards the borders
of India.

Alexander may not have founded this particular city,
but it does show that the Parthians were keen to
embrace aspects of the Greek lifestyle.
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Panel
The statues from Qalatga Darband

Hidden amongst the rubble of the large stone building
at Qalatga Darband were pieces of smashed, Greek
style, statues. They were probably broken on purpose
when the area was captured and destroyed.

One amazing piece of statue shows the body and upper
arms of a young girl. She is wearing a dress which was
once painted in yellow, pink and purple. She was
probably placed in a small shrine to a goddess who
protected children.

A jigsaw of four bits of alabaster stone has formed a
figure of a beautiful young man. Holes in his back may
have been where weapons were attached or he may
have had fantastic wings. Was he a heroic hero or
gorgeous god?

How did these statues get to Qalatga Darband? Were
they fashionable objects brought by Parthian traders or
noblemen keen to show off? Or were they swiped as
swag from Seleucid settlements in the west?
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Case label

Female figures

People in the Seleucid Empire continued to worship the
traditional Mesopotamian gods and goddesses, but
carved their images in a Greek style. Many female
statues have been discovered in Irag, made of clay or a
white stone called alabaster. They may represent Ishtar,
a powerful goddess of love and war. Traces of colour on
the figures show that they were originally painted.
Some have separate, moveable arms that were once
connected with gold wire.

1

Reclining female figure
200 BC-200 AD

Iraq

Alabaster

British Museum

2

Reclining female figure
200 BC-200 AD

lraq

Alabaster

British Museum



3

Standing female figure
200 BC-200 AD

Iraq

Alabaster

British Museum

4

Standing female figure
200 BC-200 AD

Iraq

Alabaster

British Museum

5

Clay figurine of Nude goddess
200 BC-200 AD

Babylon, Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum
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Case label

Greek gods and myths

Greek culture was very fashionable through all the
years of the Seleucid Empire. Many Greeks moved
there to live, and new cities were built which were
dominated by Greek ideas, designs, gods and myths
mixed with local cultural traditions.

This clay plagque shows the god Eros and a beautiful
princess, Psyche. In this myth, Psyche had angered
Aphrodite, the goddess of love. Aphrodite commanded
her son, Eros, to shoot Psyche with a magical arrow
that would make her fall in love with the first thing she
saw — which Aphrodite hoped would be something
hideous. But Eros accidentally scratched himself with
the arrow and fell deeply in love with Psyche.

Clay plaque showing Eros and Psyche embracing
200 BC-200 AD

Babylon, Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum
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Panel

Parthian carvings

Carved limestone lintel
100 AD

Nineveh, Iraq
Limestone

British Museum

This carved limestone block was once displayed above
the entrance to a Parthian building, probably a shrine
or temple.

It shows two mythical creatures called griffins, who had
the head and wings of an eagle and the body of a lion,
drinking from an urn in the middle.

The carving was found in the ruins of an ancient city
called Nineveh, which lies on the site of present-day
Mosul, Iraq. Nineveh had been a city centuries earlier,
but was left in ruins until the Greeks and Parthians
settled there and restored it.
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Panel

Here come the Romans!

While the Parthians were enjoying their Greek lifestyle,
the rest of the Seleucid Empire was losing power as a
new force from the west advanced: the Romans.

In 53 BC, after capturing Syria from the Seleucids, the
Romans decided to cross the Euphrates River and
invade Parthia. They thought it would be easy — but
they hadn’t reckoned on Parthia’s mounted warriors.

As the force of 40,000 Romans, led by a general named
Crassus, entered Parthia they were met with 10,000
fearsome fighters on horseback. Mounted archers fired
wave after wave of deadly arrows, retreating between
each attack so the Romans couldn’t fight back. Crassus
was killed, along with 20,000 soldiers, and thousands
were captured.

The Romans tried a second attack, this time with
100,000 men led by Mark Anthony, but again were
beaten. Wisely, they decided to make a peace treaty. A



new border between the two powers was created on
the Euphrates River in present-day Iraq.
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Panel

A coin of a clever king at Qalatga Darband

The dream of the Roman leader Crassus to invade
Parthia soon turned into a nightmare when he and his
troops were massacred by deadly Parthian archers on
the plains of south-eastern Turkey in 53 BC.

A coin of the Parthian King Orodes II, who ruled at the
time of the battle, has been found in a grave at Qalatga
Darband. Did the Parthians build the fort here as an

insurance policy against a rising threat from the
Romans?
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Panel

From the Tigris to the Tyne

During his reign, the Roman emperor Trajan took
control of a vast territory that stretched from Iraq in
the south-east all the way to Britain in the north-west.

After his death, Hadrian became ruler and worked hard
to secure the borders at both ends of the empire. First
he visited Britain and built Hadrian’s Wall, then
travelled to Syria to make peace with the Parthians,
which kept his eastern frontier safe from attack.

Roman soldiers from all parts of the empire were
posted to the frontiers. Syrian archers ended up at
Hadrian’s Wall and bargemen from the Tigris River in
Irag found themselves on the River Tyne! Chosen for
their skill in sailing wicker boats called gufa, the
bargemen ferried supplies along the Tyne to the fort at
Arbeia — which you can still visit today in South Shields.
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Case label
Parthia captured

The Romans and Parthians lived a stable life side by
side for over a century. Everything changed in AD 116,
when the Roman emperor Trajan marched into Parthia
and swiftly captured the capital city, Ctesiphon. These
Roman coins celebrate Trajan’s victory. They show his
proud head on one side and two captive Parthians on
the other. However, Ctesiphon was returned to Parthia
a few years later as part of a peace settlement by
Trajan’s successor, Hadrian.

1

Gold coin of Trajan (obverse)
112-117 AD

Minted in Rome, Italy

Gold

British Museum

2

Gold coin of Trajan (reverse)
112-117 AD

Minted in Rome, Italy

Gold

British Museum
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Case label

Eagle from the East

This circular fastener once decorated the uniform of a
Roman soldier. It was fixed on a leather belt called a
baldric, worn over one shoulder. The fastener has an
eagle in the centre, with a Latin inscription around the
edge. It was found at Nineveh, which would have
marked the far eastern frontier of the Roman Empire.

Their inscriptions reads COH.OPTIME.MAXIME -
Cohort, Best and Greatest.

3

Roman baldric fastener
100 - 300 AD

Nineveh, Iraq

Copper alloy

British Museum
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Case label

From Greek to Roman

The Parthian city of Nineveh must have been taken
over by the Romans, as Roman pottery, coins and
military equipment have been found there. This Roman
statue of Herakles was also discovered at Nineveh.
Although Herakles was originally a Greek hero, he was
also popular with the Romans, who knew him as
Hercules. This figure once held a wine glass in his right
hand, while his left hand rested on a club. Experts
know this because the statue is a copy of a bronze
version made for Alexander the Great.

An inscription on the statue base reads: Diogenes made
(this). Sarapiodorus son of Artemidorus (dedicated this)
in fulfilment of a vow.

Statue of Herakles
100 AD

Nineveh, Iraq
Limestone

British Museum
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Case label
Daredevil riders

The Parthians were excellent horse riders, and their
skilled, mounted warriors terrified enemies. The first
clay plague here shows a horseman, attacking a lion
with a lance. Both riders and horses were protected by
suits of heavy armour made of overlapping metal
plates, stitched on leather or cloth.

The second plague shows a Parthian horse archer and
his powerful bow. Horse archers could expertly ride
and shoot a bow at the same time, using their legs to
guide the horse. When retreating from an enemy, they
could even turn around and shoot behind them, an
impressive technique called a ‘Parthian shot’.

1

Plaqgue showing a Parthian horseman hunting a lion
200 BC-200 AD

Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum



2

Plague showing a mounted Parthian archer
100-200 AD

Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum
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Case label
Parthian fashion

All Parthian men, even kings, wore belted tunics and
trousers, probably because it was a practical outfit for
horse riding. The clay plague here shows a horseman in
the traditional trouser-suit, plus a long cloak. Belt
buckles were decorated with popular characters and
scenes from Greek myths.

Another clay plaque here shows typical costume for
Parthian women. They wore a robe over a V-necked
dress, decorated with jewellery including anklets and
large earrings. Long hair was gathered at the back and
headdresses were worn.

3

Plaqgue showing a Parthian on horseback
100 -200 AD

Nineveh, Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum



4

Clay plaque showing reclining female figure
200 BC-200 AD

Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum

5

Belt-buckle showing Europa riding Zeus in the form of a
bull

100-200 AD

Irag or Iran

Copper alloy

British Museum

6

Belt-buckle showing the bust of a woman cradling a
baby

100-200 AD

Irag or Iran

Copper alloy

British Museum



7/

Belt-buckle showing Eros and Psyche embracing
100-200 AD

Iraq or Iran

Copper alloy

British Museum
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Case label
Fantastic feasts

The Parthians loved huge banquets. Clay carvings, such
as the one displayed here, show men and women
lounging on couches, drinking wine. Feasts often took
place in holy places called sanctuaries, to honour gods.
Families also held banquets to celebrate the memory of
their ancestors.

No banquet was complete without fancy tableware.
This bronze griffin was once the handle of an incense
burner, in which spices were burned to create a sweet
perfume.

Wine was served in drinking vessels called rhytons,
which were often made in the shape of animals. The
one here is a crouching hare. Food was served in
beautiful containers such as this flower-patterned silver
bowl.



8

Clay plaque showing reclining male figure
100-200 AD

her, Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum

9

Bronze handle in the form of a winged griffin
100 - 200 AD

Irag or Iran

Copper alloy

British Museum

10

Glazed vessel in the form of a crouching hare
100 - 200 AD

Al-Hillah, Iraq

Glazed pottery

British Museum

11

Silver bowl! with gilded decoration
200 BC-100 BC

Iran

Gilt silver

British Museum
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Case label
The monumental building at Qalatga Darband

One of the amazing discoveries inside the ancient fort
at Qalatga Darband are the remains of a massive stone
building. It was half the size of a football pitch.

Archaeologists have now uncovered the whole plan of
the building, revealing a maze of long rectangular
rooms. Unusually the building’s roof was covered with
Mediterranean terracotta tiles rather than the
traditional mud covered mats used in Mesopotamia.

We do not know what the building was used for. Was it
a palace? A temple? A tomb building?

Hopefully more digging will reveal its secret!
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Case label
A traditional goddess, Greek-style

This Parthian statuette shows the Mesopotamian
goddess, Ishtar, in traditional Greek costume. It was
found in the ancient Iraqgi city of Borsippa and is carved
from alabaster, with extra details such as her hair and
oval pendant added in plaster. Traces of black and red
colouring are still visible, showing that the statue was
originally painted.

Statuette of the goddess Ishtar
100 - 200 AD

Borsippa, Iraq

Stone and plaster

British Museum
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Case label
New money, old style

Even Parthian coins looked Greek in style. These silver
tetradrachms of Mithradates | show the new king
wearing a Greek crown and, on the other side, the
Greek god Herakles alongside Greek writing.

1

Silver tetradrachm of Mithradates | (obverse)
171-138 BC

Minted in Seleucia ad Tigrim, Iraq

Silver

British Museum

2

Silver tetradrachm of Mithradates | (reverse)
171-138 BC

Minted in Seleucia ad Tigrim, Iraq

Silver

British Museum
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Case label

Gods as decoration
Stories of the Greek gods and goddesses continued to

be popular in Parthian times. Characters from Greek
myths appear on all these objects, including mirror
handles shaped in the form of Aphrodite the goddess
of love, and images of her son, Eros, on gold earrings.
The clay plaque shows a scene from the myth of Eros
and Psyche.

3

Gold earrings in the form of Eros
100 - 200 AD

Nippur, lraq

Gold

British Museum

4

Mirror handle in the form of the goddess Aphrodite
100-200 AD

Iraq

Copper alloy

British Museum



5

Mirror handle in the form of the goddess Aphrodite
100-200 AD

Iraq or Iran

Copper alloy

British Museum

6

Clay plague showing Eros and Psyche embracing
200 BC-200 AD

Iraq

Fired clay

British Museum
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Case label
Greek coins from Iraq

Here you can see both sides of a silver coin called a
tetradrachm. Many coins like these were made in
Babylon during the rule of Alexander the Great. One
side of the coin shows the head of the Greek god,
Herakles, wearing a lion’s scalp. The other side shows
the god Zeus holding an eagle and a special rod called a
sceptre. The Greek words on the coin read ‘Of
Alexander’.

Silver Tetradracham of Alexander the Great (obverse)
331-325BC

Minted in Babylon, Iraq

Silver

British Museum

Silver Tetradracham of Alexander the Great (reverse)
331-325 BC

Minted in Babylon, Iraq

Silver

British Museum
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Case label

Seleucus forms a new empire

When Alexander died, his vast empire was divided
between his generals, who immediately began fighting
amongst themselves for power. In 321 BC, a general
named Seleucus took control of Babylon and then
gradually conquered nearby regions until he controlled
the entire eastern section of Alexander’s empire. This
became known as the Seleucid Empire.

He created a new capital city, Seleucia-on-Tigris, which
lay in modern Iraqg. Seleucus planned to conquer even
more lands, but was assassinated in 281 BC.

His son, Antiochus |, took over. Antiochus spent much
of his 20-year reign working to keep the empire
together, stopping the frequent rebellions which broke
out when various regions tried to gain independence.

These coins were made during the reigns of Seleucus
and Antiochus I.



1

Silver coin of Seleucus | (obverse)
321-294 BC

Minted in Syria

Silver

British Museum

2

Silver coin of Seleucus | (reverse)
321-294 BC

Minted in Syria

Silver

British Museum

3

Silver coin of Antiochus | (obverse)
281-261 BC

Minted in Seleucia ad Tigrim, Iraq
Silver

British Museum

4

Silver coin of Antiochus | (reverse)
281-261 BC

Minted in Seleucia ad Tigrim, Iraq
Silver

British Museum
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Case label
A time of culture and war elephants

Several generations of kings ruled the Seleucid Empire,
including Antiochus Ill who was widely considered to
be the best leader since Seleucus himself.

At times, the empire was a peaceful, prosperous place
to live. Temples from the long-gone Sumerian days
were rebuilt. Rulers made offerings to the old
Mesopotamian gods and people even worshipped old
statues of ancient rulers such as Gudea.

These coins are similar to coins found at Girsu. On the
back of these silver coins from the reign of Antiochus Ill
is a war elephant. The Seleucids often used elephants
in battle which —as you can imagine — was a very
effective way of terrifying and trampling enemies!

Silver coin of Antiochus Il (obverse)
Minted in Syria

Silver

British Museum



Silver coin of Antiochus Il (reverse)
Minted in Syria

Silver

British Museum
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Case label
Gold grave-goods

Another fantastic find in Nineveh is a group of stone
tombs containing the remains of Parthians and the
treasures buried with them. These include gold
jewellery in a fascinating mixture of Greek, Roman and
local styles, plus gold imprints of Roman coins dating
back to the reign of Trajan.

Perhaps most impressive of all are gold face masks and
covers which were placed on the bodies before they
were wrapped in cloth. Gold doesn’t rust or weaken
over time, which is why the masks are so well-
preserved. They may have been used to protect the
eyes and mouth of the dead person, so that their spirit
could see and speak in the afterlife.

1

Gold foil face-mask
100 - 200 AD
Nineveh, Iraq

Gold

British Museum



2

Gold foil face covers
100 - 200 AD
Nineveh, Iraq

Gold

British Museum

3

Gold earrings
100 - 200 AD
Nineveh, Iraq
Gold

British Museum

4

Gold foil eye-cover
100 - 200 AD
Nineveh, Iraq

Gold

British Museum

5

Gold foil mouth-cover from
100 - 200 AD

Nineveh, Iraq

Gold

British Museum



6

Gold foil impression of Roman coin of Trajan
100 - 200 AD

Nineveh, Iraq

Gold

British Museum

7

Gold ornaments
100 - 200 AD
Nineveh, Iraq
Gold

British Museum
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ORANGE SECTION
Wall graphic

Local heroes
Many important discoveries in Ancient Iraq have been

made by explorers from here in north-east England.
Here are their stories.
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Panel
William Kennet Loftus (1821-1858)

William Kennet Loftus was educated at the Royal
Grammar School, Newcastle, and was a member of the
Natural History Society of Northumbria. In 1849 he
became one of the first Europeans to visit Iraq,
travelling as part of a European commission to settle a
border dispute between the Turks and Persians.

In Iraq, Loftus became fascinated by the visible remains
of ancient cities, and began to explore the region’s
archaeology. He was the first person to excavate at
Warka, which turned out to be the site of Uruk, an
early Sumerian city and home of the legendary hero
Gilgamesh.

Many of his finds went to the British Museum, but he
didn’t forget Newcastle and sent a number of objects
back to the North East. Plenty of these are still in the
collections of the Natural History Society of
Northumbria, alongside letters from Loftus, describing
his travels in Iraq.
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Panel

Gertrude Bell (1868-1926)

Born in Washington, County Durham, Gertrude Bell
was a leading expert on Iraq. As an explorer,
archaeologist and member of the British secret
intelligence service, she travelled and worked
extensively in the region.

After World War |, Irag was governed by Britain and
Bell helped to draw up plans for Iragi self-rule. When
the country gained its independence, the new King
Faisal | appointed Bell his Director of Archaeology.

Bell worked tirelessly for Iraq, setting up a museum in
Baghdad and writing a law to keep half of all excavated
finds in the country. This was invaluable when it came
to one of the biggest Iraqi digs of all — the ancient
Sumerian city of Ur. Thanks to Bell, Iraq kept many of
its best finds, displayed in the new museum.

Bell knew leading archaeologist, Sir Leonard Woolley
and had met with him at Ur. He also had a north-east



connection: his first major excavation had been the
Roman site of Corbridge in Northumberland.
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Case label
William Kennet Loftus (1821 — 1858)

These objects were collected by Loftus from 1849
onwards. He visited the lands that were to become
Iraq as part of a commission tasked with settling a
border dispute between the Ottoman Empire and
Persia. Loftus became fascinated with the archaeology
of the region and sent some of the finds from his
excavations to his home town of Newcastle to become
part of the collections of the Natural History Society of
Northumbria.

1

Elamite female figures

1500 — 1000 BC

Susa, Iran

Fired clay

Collected by William Kennet Loftus
Great North Museum



2

Brick of Nebuchadnezzar Il, King of Babylon

The cuneiform inscription refers to the rebuilding of
the temple of Shamash, the sun god, in Larsa

605 — 562 BC

Larsa, Iraq

Fired clay

Collected by William Kennet Loftus

Great North Museum

3

Brick of Ur-Nammu, King of Ur

The cuneiform inscription refers to the restoration of a
temple to the goddess Ishtar

2112-2095 BC

Iraq

Fired clay

Collected by William Kennet Loftus

Great North Museum
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Wall graphics
The Future of Iraqg’s past

‘Heritage experts are never going to stop war, but we
might be able to mitigate its impact on communities
caught-up in armed conflict by helping to preserve their
tangible and intangible cultural heritage.”

Professor Peter Stone
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Panel
From Newcastle. For the world.

Professor Peter Stone OBE of Newcastle University is
the UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation) Chair for Cultural Property
Protection and Peace.

His role is to highlight the importance of cultural
property, such as historic buildings, archaeological sites
and works of art, and the risks they face during times
of conflict.

Peter is also the Chair of the UK Committee of the Blue
Shield, an organisation which advises UNESCO on the
protection of cultural heritage.

In 2003 Peter advised the UK government about the
protection of archaeological cultural heritage in Irag.
His research has focused on the problems faced by
Iraq, including the looting of the National Museum in
2003. He has worked with armed forces from around
the world to improve their understanding and response
to heritage issues.
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Panel
Recovering the past, restoring hope

Iraq’s rich history has suffered so much over the past
thirty years.

Since the First Gulf War (1990-91), the country has
been deeply damaged by invasions, occupations,
looting and vandalism. From 2014 to 2017 the rule of
Daesh (so-called Islamic State) destroyed cultural
heritage sites in Irag and Syria on a scale never seen
before.

Because of this terrible destruction, the Iraqi State
Board of Antiquities and Heritage is currently working
with a number of organizations worldwide, including
the British Museum, to rescue and restore unique
archaeological sites.

Together we can rebuild the stories of Iraqg’s history and
keep the past alive for present and future generations.
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Open display statue label

Gods and kings
Statue of Gudea
2130BC
Southern Iraq
Dolerite

British Museum

Sumerian people believed that their cities belonged to
the gods. It was the job of each city’s king to build
homes (temples) for them where they could leave
offerings of food and drink. Gudea, the king of Girsu,
had this statue of himself placed in one of the city’s
temples to show that he was always worshipping the
gods.

The statue shows Gudea dressed as a priest in long
robes, with his head shaven. His hands are held
together in an act of worship and his eyes are wide
open in praise. It is made of a dark, hard stone called
dolerite, which Gudea had specially brought to him
from the mountains of modern-day Oman, over one
thousand miles away.
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Open display statue label

A battered survivor

This badly damaged statue of Gudea, was discovered
back in 1850 at a site 40km west of Girsu.

Made of dolerite and showing a life-size worshipper
with clasped hands, it lost its head and limbs a long
time ago. In recent times it was hacked at by local
tribesmen who believed it concealed gold — which it
didn’t — and was also used in target practice by local
warriors! It was the first Sumerian sculpture to reach
Europe.

Despite its sorry state, this statue was still fascinating
because of the Sumerian inscriptions carved into its
surface. At the time, no one knew what it said! When
the Sumerian script was finally deciphered the statue
was identified as showing king Gudea.

The archaeologist who found the statue was William
Kennet Loftus, who was educated at the Royal
Grammar School in Newcastle



Statue of a worshipper
2130BC

Tell Hommam, Iraq
Dolerite

British Museum
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