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Abstract: International relations often find their expression in the material remains discovered in archaeological 

excavations. However, they are ambiguous and difficult to interpret. This paper addresses the problems of interpre

tation of archaeological traces of international exchange. A good case study is the Hittite empire: On the one hand, 

only few indications for external exchange can be traced in its heartland. Even the very few iconographical adapta

tions from abroad were re-interpreted and transferred into an own genuine spiritual concept. On the other hand, the 

impact of Hittite art production as well as language and script use remained very limited, even in the dependent ter

ritories in Cyprus and the Northern Levant. Hence, the political importance of the empire is not reflected in the cul

tural impact on its neighbors and vassals. It was just after the collapse of the empire that Hittite culture with its ico

nography, hieroglyphic script and Luwian language could emerge in the northern Levant and partially replace the 

traditional elements. This short examination will question the reasons behind this situation.
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Introduction

On the basis of archaeological sources, evidence for supra-regional contacts is easy to recog

nize, but difficult to interpret. Often, it is not possible to decide whether foreign goods discov

ered in certain regions attest a direct exchange of gifts, or commercial trade via one or several 

intermediating distributers, or tributes and booties obtained in military forays. Furthermore, in 

most cases it is difficult to distinguish original imports from well-made imitations without ana

lyzing the material of which they are made. A lack of foreign goods does not necessarily reflect 

a lack of international contacts. It is likely that goods, especially precious ones, were removed 

from their original place in the course of the abandonment of a settlement. For instance, it is 

obvious that often metals were smelted and re-used. Nevertheless, the question, as to whether 

international contacts are represented in the archaeological records or not, needs to be asked. 

The main task is to analyze the archaeological context of such goods and scrutinize the indica

tions provided in written sources, if available.

In the case of the Hittite empire (see color maps 1 and 2 p. 7-8), there is a surprising scarcity 

of well recognizable imports in the heartland, even though written sources provide evidence 

that the Hittite kings did receive tributes, booties and gifts from abroad. The situation is com

pletely different in the Levantine vassal kingdoms and the southern provinces of the empire, 

where excavations have brought to light much greater numbers of Egyptian, Aegean and Meso

potamian imports and imitations.

But first, some general considerations should be addressed.

Archaeology of exchange: some considerations

Archaeology deals with the material remains of past cultures. It not only tries to figure out the 

social conditions, and the circumstances of life in past societies, but also the ideological, politi
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cal and religious concepts. All of these aspects can be studied by analyzing the material 

remains properly. Moreover, archaeology seeks to understand the development of architecture 

and visual arts as part of programmatic or individual expressions. Furthermore, infra- and 

interregional contacts and processes of exchange are of interest. In addition to that, written 

sources, which are sometimes available, can give conclusive or contradictive information. As 

for the topic of this paper, it is of primary interest, which indications for interregional contacts 

may be derived from the material remains.

Different kinds of objects or features offer hints of interregional contacts:

1. (real) imports,

2. imitations of foreign goods,

3. raw materials, which were not available inside the territory of a political entity,

4. administrative objects like seals, tablets etc., which can be traced back to another region 

or deal with intercultural contacts.

5. Furthermore, iconography, adapted from foreign cultures, indicates strong contacts.

Imports can be distinguished either as valuables in and of themselves, or simply as contain

ers (e.g. ceramic vessels) for the transportation of other goods, including organic ones which 

have not been preserved.

There are several reasons for the distribution of “foreign” goods: They might have been 

trade-goods, tributes and/or booties, gifts or products of travelling artisans.

The reasons for the imitation of “foreign” goods were either the high value of foreign objects 

(as symbols of wealth and prestige) in times when authentic imported goods and objects were 

rare and difficult to obtain. Another explanation is the conscious incorporation of foreign ideas 

into the own repertoire due to an asymmetric [political or economic] relationship. In the latter 

case the imitations quickly became part of the local repertoire and were not considered as “for

eign” any more.

Hittite foreign contacts - archaeological traces

Several attempts have been undertaken to trace foreign imports in Hattusa and other cities of 

the Hittite “inner land” on the one hand' and Hittite exports or any other sort of Hittite impact 

on the cultures of neighboring regions on the other. In both cases the results have been disap

pointing:

A relatively small number of imports has been retrieved from Hittite cities. This might be 

explained by the removal of precious goods, including imports, during the systematic abandon

ment of the palaces and temples in the “inner lands” at the end of the Imperial period. However, 

the question remains, why even ceramic sherds were removed, thereby leaving only small 

amounts of Aegean, Levantine, Mesopotamian or Egyptian pottery. There seem to have been 

other reasons for the lack of imported material: For example, the distribution of Mycenaean and 

Cypriot ceramic wares and the south Anatolian or Red Lustrous Wheel-Made Ware suggests 

reduced contacts and material exchange between the Hittite empire and the Mycenaean world, 

which probably resulted from political issues.1 2 Moreover, a look at the Hittite imperial art and 

architecture indicates how little foreign influences there were. Nevertheless, there were some 

adaptations of foreign elements of iconography: The Egyptian sphinx and the Babylonian 

mountain god were copied, but the appearances of both were altered and they were set in a dif

ferent context. Obviously, they were interpreted in a new way. This can be explained by taking 

a closer look at the mountain god for example:

1 Genz 2006a; Kozal and Novak 2007; Kozal forthcoming b.

2 Kozal 2003, 2007, 2012.

The image of a god consisting of a human trunk and a conic shed-covered skirt, which rep

resents a mountain, had already been developed during the Old Babylonian period: The so-
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Fig. 1: Facade of the Innin Temple of Kara-Indas found at Uruk

called Statue Cabane from Mari’ is a depiction of the rising sun-god Samas. Since the sun-god 

was seen as an anthropomorphic figure in Babylonia, this depiction has to be interpreted as a 

shortened illustration of Samas appearing between the peaks of the eastern mountains in the 

morning. Scenes found on cylinder seals show him climbing the mountains, and opening the 

“gates” between them with the help of a saw or a key.3 4 Since it was not easily possible to depict 

this complete image as a statue, it can be argued that the iconography might have been abbrevi

ated, leaving it to the visitor’s knowledge of the whole scenery to understand and interpret it 

correctly. With the beginning of the Kassite rule over Babylonia, another type of mountain god 

appeared. His image appeared on the famous fayade of the Innin Temple of Kara-Indas5 (fig. 1) 

and on many cylinder seals6. In these instances, he is depicted similarly to the Statue Cabane, 

but now he is holding beaker. This and his relationship to the female water serving goddess on 

the facade of the Innin Temple identify him as a minor deity. His name and particular function, 

besides being an apotropaic god, still have to be determined. However, he seems to have been 

regarded as being fairly important, as suggested by his frequent appearance in Kassite art. 

Since the Kassites originated from the mountainous regions of the Zagros, the mountain god

3 Orthmann 1975, fig. 161.

4 Orthmann 1975, figs. 135eand 136a.

5 Orthmann 1975, fig. 169.

6 Orthmann 1975, fig. 269e.
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Fig. 2: Reliefs of subjugated mountain gods in Eflatun Pinar

presumably reflected beliefs of these immigrants. Nevertheless, it became common practice to 

depict him in Babylonia from the 15th century onwards. He is also attested in Assyria, as for 

example on the famous “Well Relief” from Assur, which probably bears an image of the god 

Ebih or Assur.

In Anatolia the mountain god does not appear until the mature Imperial period, when he can 

be seen e.g. on the rock reliefs at Yazihkaya or Eflatun Pinar (fig. 2), on seals and as small figu

rines. The mountain god might represent either divine mountains in the row of male gods in 

Yazihkaya7 or a subject of the main deity, namely the storm god, as it is the case on the main 

scenes in Yazihkaya8 and in Eflatun Pinar9. Even though the iconography looks very similar to 

its Babylonian forerunners and was most probably adopted from the Kassites, it was interpreted 

differently and in a genuinely Hittite way. Presumably, it was brought to Anatolia by Babyloni

an sculptors: In a letter to the Kassite king Kadasman-Enlil II (KBo 1 10+), Hattusili III 

expressed his request for Babylonian sculptors.10 Although it is very likely that these specialists 

were responsible for the emergence of the (Babylonian) iconography and the style, they still had 

to follow the specifications of the Hittite orders, which gave the Hittite mountain god his char

acteristic appearance. Hence we can see how limited the influence of foreign elements on Hit

tite art was, even if single iconographies were adapted. In the end, the spiritual background 

remained a local one. Some exceptions like the “Smiting God”, who was derived from northern 

Mesopotamia and the northern Levant and found his way into both the belief and iconographi- 

cal system of the Hittites, do not necessarily contradict this general tendency.

7 Seeher2011, 37-40 (Relief Nos. 13-17) with figs. 28, 30 and 31.

8 Seeher 2011, 66, fig. 64 (Relief No. 42).

9 Emre 2002, 222, fig. 4; Seeher 2011, 41, fig. 34.

10 Bonatz 2002.

11 Genz 2006b.

12 Kozal forthcoming a.

For a more complete picture I want to mention the transfer of materials and goods in the 

opposite direction. The Hittite empire was one of the major powers of its time and controlled 

the entire northern Levant for almost two centuries. As a result, one should expect a strong 

impact of Hittite culture there and a high number of Anatolian imports. Still, the reality is sur

prising: The attestation of Hittite objects in Late Bronze Age Syria11 or Cyprus12 is elusive.
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Besides some recently discovered objects from Tell Afis13, the famous ivory plaque from Megid

do14 belongs to a very small group of examples. At sites like Emar and Ugarit, Hittite seals and 

seal impressions are the only indication for Hittite administration discovered in significant 

quantities.15 Hittite iconography did not have an influence on the monumental art of the Levant 

or northern Mesopotamia; the only features of Hittite architecture that appear in the Levant are 

the Postern Gate in Ugarit16 and a fortress in Alalah17 18.

13 Archi and Venturi 2012.

14 Orthmann 1975, fig. 372.

15 Beyer 2001; Jablonka 2006.

16 Naumann 1971, 302-4.

17 Yener forthcoming.

18 Kozal and Novak 2007, 337.

19 On the definition and the discussion of this terminology cf. Feldman 2002 and 2006.

20 For this see the comprehensive study by Ahrens forthcoming.

Explanations impossible?

During the Imperial period, the Hittites did not only refuse to adapt foreign elements in their 

culture, but they were obviously not interested in their neighbors’ and vassals’ craft-products. 

The textual evidence reflects this situation: In the vassal contracts, the tribute, which had to be 

paid to the Hittites, was calculated exclusively by the value of the raw material, irrespective of 

the type of the objects (metal vessels etc.). In this regard, the Hittites did not differ from the 

Babylonians. As shown by a letter from Burna-Burias II to Pharaoh Akhenaten (EA 7, 70-72), 

the Kassite king smelted all the precious Egyptian gifts he had received. According to the text, 

he was disappointed by the low quantity of the gold.11* Thus, it is not surprising that the Babylo

nian art of this period shows only few signs of foreign influences. Probably a kind of cultural 

self-consciousness, or even ignorance, was characteristic of Babylonian art and architecture, 

giving it a very specific appearance. Hence, the situation we face in Hittite Anatolia is not 

unique. But surprisingly, and contrary to Babylonia, the Hittite culture had no significant 

impact on the culture of the Levant. This contradicts the enormous political and military power 

of the empire.

During the Late Bronze Age, the art and architecture of the Levantine polities can be 

described as eclectic or hybrid, taking elements from Babylonia, Mittani, Egypt and the Aegean 

and creating a new style, which is often referred to as the “international style”.19 The back

ground of the adaptation of foreign elements was the desire to represent and express the own 

mercantile power and international relationships. Since the Levant was the interface of interna

tional trade on the one hand, but was fragmented into small and competing polities without 

chance to keep up with the major powers in Mesopotamia, Egypt and Anatolia on the other, this 

modus operandi was a major tool of propaganda.20 The number of gifts and trade goods, which 

were received from abroad, indicated the importance and status of each polity, especially if the 

objects came from one of the major empires. The same can be said for the matter of proveni

ence: The own prestige was measured by the number of regions, to which mercantile contacts 

were established and maintained. However, this purpose was not only fulfilled by imports or 

imitations, but the incorporation of foreign elements in the local art production had a similar 

effect. Thus, it is not surprising to recognize elements of Minoan and Mycenaean as well as of 

Babylonian or Egyptian origin in the art of the Levant. Still, the absence of Hittite elements is 

astonishing.

What were the reasons? Did the Hittite empire appear too late in the concert of major pow

ers, after the Levantine art had already been established, thus reflecting a state of development 

prior to the Hittite rise to power and importance? Was the commercial contact between the 

Levant and Anatolia too insignificant to have any influence on Levantine iconography? Were 

the Hittite products too unattractive, or did they lack symbolic or real value for consumption 
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and imitation? Was the Hittite iconography too specific and not understandable for the peoples 

of the Levant? Or was Hittite culture generally considered as inferior to its Babylonian or Egyp

tian competitors, regardless of political or military power?

At present, these questions cannot be answered satisfactorily and the reason for the lack of 

recognizable contacts remains obscure. Nevertheless, it is even more surprising to see how the 

situation changed dramatically after the empire’s collapse.

The emergence of Neo-Hittite culture

Already during the last decades of the Hittite Imperial period a process of cultural change can 

be observed in the northern Levant: Temples such as the ones in Aleppo21 and Ain Dara22, which 

had already existed for centuries before and followed a typical Syrian layout, were suddenly 

renewed and decorated with bas-reliefs carved in Hittite style and iconography.

21 Kohlmeyer 2012.

22 Novak 2012.

23 Gonella et al. 2005, 99, fig. 138.

24 Gonella et al. 2005, 92, fig. 124.

Moreover, the Luwian hieroglyphic writing-system emerged, which was followed by the 

gradual abandonment of the cuneiform script. This situation was enhanced by the collapse of 

the Hittite empire around 1200 B.C.E., when, after 1100 years of use, cuneiform writing disap

peared completely in the Levant. Only the Assyrian conquest of the Levant some centuries later 

brought a revival of cuneiform writing. In the iconography of stelae and bas-reliefs we find 

depictions of gods and kings which are very similar to the imperial Hittite patterns, as can be 

observed on the reliefs from Aleppo, for example. The storm-god was depicted twice here: First 

as a charioteer23, wearing a short skirt, a pointed helmet and Krakow shoes, thus appearing very 

similar to the representations on the imamkulu relief from the 13th century B.C.E. and on royal 

Hittite seals. In a second instance, he is shown dressed very similarly and standing in front of 

King Taitas.24 Furthermore, images of the mountain god in Hittite style are attested in Ain Dara 

and in Aleppo (fig. 3).

The reasons for the emergence of Luwian script and Hittite iconography in the northern 

Levant cannot be explained without some doubts remaining. In the end, it seems most likely 

that it was caused by a movement of people, probably only the elites (ruling classes, scribes, and 

priests) from the abandoned cities in central Anatolia. The migration was probably caused by 

civil wars that broke out during the last two generations of Hittite kings, involving mainly the 

inner lands, but also affecting regions such as the Lukka countries or Tarhuntassa. As a result, 

parts of the elites of the involved regions took refuge in the safer territories of the southern vas

sal states. They seem to have replaced the local elites of these urban societies, who as a conse

quence were forced to emigrate themselves. Probably they formed the core of what later became 

the new ethnicity of the “Aramaeans”.

The Anatolian immigrants were familiar with the Luwian language and hieroglyphic writing 

and actually preferred them, whereas the use of the cuneiform script, affiliated with Akkadian, 

died out. It was no longer used for monumental royal inscriptions, economic documents or let

ters. Moreover, the new elites also promoted other aspects of Hittite culture, namely the iconog

raphy of deities or royalties. The result of all this was the creation of Neo-Hittite art, also 

known as “Syro-Hittite”. In connection with some Syrian traditions (mainly architecture), it 

became an expression of a newly established cultural identity.

Conclusion

This short overview has shown that some formal exchange of particular elements and styles as 

well as objects can be traced during the Hittite Imperial period. But in general, the inner lands
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Fig. 3: Relief of a mountain god found at Ain Dara

of the Hittite empire remained relatively isolated, and large-scale exchange with other regions 

was restricted to raw materials. As a result, the Hittites refused to adopt iconographical con

cepts and elements from abroad to any greater extent. Probably a cultural self-consciousness 

was responsible for the limited interest in foreign goods and iconographical elements. Further, 

foreign iconography was not considered acceptable for the expression of Hittite religious or ide

ological concepts. Rarely was anything adapted, and if it happened, it was associated with a 

conceptual re-interpretation.

On the other side few Hittite products found their way abroad, even into the Levantine vas

sal states. The reason for this remains obscure. Possibly, in the Levant Babylonian, Egyptian 

and even Aegean products were associated with a higher level of prestige, with which the Hit

tites could not compete. Even Hittite iconography did not influence the culture of the Levant, 

northern Mesopotamia or Cyprus on a significant scale, not to mention the culture of the other 

major powers Babylonia, Assyria or Egypt.

In a way, it is ironic that the Hittite empire had to collapse so that its iconography, script, and 

religious concepts could emerge in the northern Levant.
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