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The Artificial Paradise: Programme and Ideology 
of Royal Gardens 

Preface 

To the inhabitants of the arid regions 
of the Near East, the flourishing gar­
den always had been more than just 

a resource of fruits and vegetables. In their 
perception it symbolised, and still does, 
peace and fertility. As a place of romantic 
affairs it also had a strong sexual connota­
tion. This had certain effects on Mesopota-
mian kingship ideologies: One of the as­
pects of a ruler was that of a gardener. 

The Assyrian kings developed the idea of 
huge gardens with botanical granaries and 
hunting parks. These "artificial paradises" 
were obviously a substantial element of 
their city planning programmes. The con­
cept was adopted by all the succeeding dy­
nasties until medieval times. In the follow­
ing, the layout, the function, and the ide­
ology of those gardens will be discussed. 

The Sexual Connotation of the Garden 

The landscape of Southern Mesopotamia is 
characterised by far stretching steppes cut 
by the rivers Euphrates and Tigris. Since 
there is little rain, natural vegetation is very 
poor. Only on the base of irrigation it is 
possible to transform portions of the desert 
into fertile land, useable for a sufficient 
agriculture. 

The perception of this difficult environ­
ment by its ancient inhabitants had the ef­
fect that a flourishing garden was seen as 
the ideal landscape. With its fresh air, cool 
shade, sweet fruit and cold water it was a 
perfect place for recovery and a nice setting 
for romantic affairs.1 

Since a garden is the result of hard and 

constant labour, it became a synonym of 
civilisation. As a supernatural paradise and 
a symbol of fertility it also was a favourite 
topic in literature.2 Its strong sexual conno­
tation made it a source of metaphors like 
those of the male and female genitals and of 
sexual intercourse.3 The vulva, e.g., was 
described as a "well-watered low land, a 
wet place," which should be "ploughed."4 

In an erotic poem a bride - or rather a pros­
titute5 - sings: 

"Do not dig [a canal], let me be your canal, 
do not plough [a field], let me be your field. 
Farmer, do not search for a wet place, my 
precious sweet, let me be your wet place."6 

1 Used by gods (Glassner 1991: 11, Leick 1994: 134, 4 Leick 1994: 92, Haas 1999: 130ff. 
Haas 1999: 130) and humans (Haas 1999: 128ff). 5 Haas 1999: 143. 
2 Andrae 1947-52. 6 Leick 1994: 93. 
3 Groneberg 1999: 183f. 
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Fig. 1 The so-called "Lion Hunt Stela", [from Uruk, Early Sumerian Period, from 
Orthmann 1975, Abb. 68] 

T h e ma le lover was o f ten ca l led a gar ­
dener.7 T h i s po ints to the fact that not o n l y 
d id the garden have a strong sexua l c o n n o ­
tation but a lso that the gardener was a per ­
son wi th p r o n o u n c e d sex appeal . It therefore 
is not astonishing that several o f the lovers o f 
the goddess Inanna were gardeners.8 

The Idea of the "Royal Gardener and 
Hunter" 

T h e strong sexua l conno ta t i on o f the garden 
and the gardener as the l over o f Inanna had 
several e f f ec t s on the Sumer i an and B a b y ­
lon ian k i n g s h i p i d e o l o g y f r o m the end o f 
the 3rd m i l l e n n i u m BC o n w a r d s . Its p redom­
inant pr inc ip le was the "char ismat ic ruler."9 

T h i s means that the k ing w a s pr imar i l y qua l ­
i f ied by his part icular capabi l i t ies - his per­
sonal charisma10 - to f u l f i l h is G o d - g i v e n 
mandate to rule, m o r e than through genea ­
l o g y . " 

S ince the t w o pi l lars o f pre -urban so ­
ciet ies were s tock -b reed ing and agr icu l ture , 
the t w o p r e - e m i n e n t , m y t h o l o g i c a l l y based 
duties o f the Sumer i an k i n g were , f irst , to 
ensure a success fu l harvest - m o s t l y by tak­
ing care o f the i rr igat ion channe ls - and, 
second , to protect the herds against w i l d 
beasts and enemies . B a s e d on this, the ar­
chetype o f the " r o y a l gardener and hunter " 
was d e v e l o p e d in l i terature and art.12 O n the 
f a m o u s " L i o n Hunt S te l a " f r o m U r u k (F ig . 
1) and on several c y l i nder seals o f the Ear l y 
Sumer i an per iod the ruler is s h o w n as gar ­
dener, shepherd or hunter o f w i l d beasts. 

Severa l o f the early rulers k n o w n f r o m 
the " S u m e r i a n K i n g L i s t " or f r o m epic l it ­
erature were said to be gardeners or shep ­
herds: D u m u z i , k ing o f B a d - T i b i r a be fore 
the f l o o d and d i v i n e l over o f Inanna , w a s a 
shepherd and later b e c a m e the g o d o f fer ­
t i l i ty. In the ritual o f the " H o l y M a r r i a g e " 
the Sumer ian k ing was a subst i tute o f D u ­
muz i in order to a w a k e nature after the dry 

7 Haas 1999: 129. 
8 Groneberg 1999: 184f. The sex-appeal of the gardener 
is also visible in the legend about the origin of Sargon, 
the first king of Agade, whose stepfather is said to have 
been a gardener. 
9 On the Babylonian and Assyrian kingship ideologies 
see e.g. Edzard 1972-75, Lambert 1974, Rollig 1981, 
Maul 1995, Maul 1998, Cancik-Kirschbaum 1995, 

Franke 1995, Selz 1998 and Pongratz-Leisten 1994. 
On the definition of charisma in the sense of M. 

Weber see Hillmann 1994: 125. 
1' Of course, ideology and reality were generally distinc­
tive. Babylonian kingship was never based on a real 
"meritocracy." 
12 For the royal gardener and hunter see Stahler 1997, 
Fauth 1979. 
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season.1 3 B e i n g the m a i n shepherd and gar ­
dener he natura l ly was the l ove r o f the g o d ­
dess Inanna w i t h kuzbu " s e x a p p e a l " and 
baltu " p o t e n c y . " 

T h e idea o f the " r o y a l gardener and h u n ­

ter" w a s a l i ve unti l the end o f B a b y l o n i a n 
c iv i l i sa t ions . 1 4 It w a s adopted in A s s y r i a , 
s ince m o s t o f the dut ies o f the A s s y r i a n k i n g 
were c o m p a r a b l e to those o f his B a b y l o n i a n 
counterpart .1 5 

Babylonian Gardens 

A s a source o f f ru i ts and vegetab les the 
garden had a l w a y s been an impor tant e c o n ­
o m i c feature . M a n y o f the writ ten d o c u ­
ments l i ke legal texts or letters i n f o r m us 
about the d i s t inc t ion o f d i f fe rent types and 
the e c o n o m i c o rgan i sa t i on and cu l t i va t i on 
o f gardens , as we l l as about the dut ies o f the 
gardeners.1 6 T h e gardens , n a m e d w i th the 
S u m e r i a n l o a n w o r d kirum or the S e m i t i c 
term gannu," were o w n e d b y the state or the 
pa lace , b y temples and by pr ivate persons . 
T h e gardeners usua l l y rented the gardens 
and had to pay f i x e d taxes as is descr ibed , 
for e x a m p l e , in the C o d e x H a m m u r a b i . 

It is k n o w n f r o m a n u m b e r o f texts that 
al l o f the great gods o f B a b y l o n i a possessed 

their o w n " h o l y " gardens.1 8 T h e e c o n o m i c 
d i m e n s i o n was the support o f the t emp le 
s ta f f w i t h the y i e lds . T h e re l ig ious aspect 
w a s the setting o f several cu l t ic cere ­
monies1 ' ' l i ke the n e w year fes t i va l akltu. 
T h a t is the reason w h y gardens are m e n ­
t ioned in the surround ing o f the bit akiti, 
s o m e t i m e s n a m e d kiri hallat.20 

G a r d e n s b e l o n g i n g to the B a b y l o n i a n 
k i n g are attested in textual re ferences f r o m 
the 3rd, 2nd and 1st mi l lennia .2 1 A l l o f them 
had p r imar i l y e c o n o m i c func t i on because 
they had to supp ly the h o u s e h o l d s o f the 
roya l f a m i l i e s . T h e r e is n o ind ica t ion for a 
p r o g r a m m a t i c i d e o l o g y connec ted wi th the 
cu l t i va t i on o f roya l gardens in B a b y l o n i a . 

The Universal Gardens in Assyria 

A new type o f garden was d e v e l o p e d in 
A s s y r i a at the end o f the 2nd m i l l e n n i u m . 
T i g l a t h - P i l e s e r I ( 1 1 1 4 - 1 0 7 6 BC) m e n ­
t ioned in h is inscr ip t ions that he brought 
p lants f r o m all k n o w n reg ions o f the w o r l d 

to A s s y r i a and cu l t i va ted them wi th in the 
roya l gardens2 2 to be a p lace ana multa'it 
belutija " f o r the le isure o f m y ma jes ty . " 2 3 In 
its centre a sma l l pa lace w a s erected, where 
the w a l l s ins ide were pa inted wi th the i l lus -

13 H a a s 1999: 1 2 2 f f . 
14 In a p o e m k i n g A m m i d i t a n a o f B a b y l o n is c a l l e d a 
" g a r d e n e r " ( H a a s 1999: 140 ) . E v e n the grea t B a b y l o n i a n 
g o d M a r d u k w a s n a m e d a g a r d e n e r in an O l d B a b y l o n i a n 
p o e m w h i c h d e s c r i b e s h i s l o v e a f f a i r w i t h I s tar and the 
b l a m e o f h i s w i f e Z a r p a n i t u m ( H a a s 1999: 1 5 9 f f ) . 
15 B u t in c o n t r a s t to the B a b y l o n i a n ru le r , the A s s y r i a n 
k i n g u n i f i e d the sp i r i t ua l a n d s e c u l a r p o w e r a n d w a s 
c o n s i d e r e d as the i n t e r l o c u t o r b e t w e e n h u m a n s and g o d s . 
B a s e d o n h i s r o l e as issiakkum " g o v e r n o r " and sangu 
" h i g h p r i e s t " o f the g o d A s s u r , he b e c a m e a k i n d o f 
" p r i e s t - k i n g " o f an e x t e n d e d e m p i r e , w h o h a d to s u p e r ­
v i s e the p r o p e r t y o f the n a t i o n a l g o d , the " t r u e k i n g " o f 

the c i t y a n d the n a t i o n . 
16 O n the a s p e c t s o f c u l t i v a t i o n o f da te p a l m g a r d e n s in 
B a b y l o n i a see R e n g e r 1982 . 
17 S e e a l s o A r a b i c gonna. 
18 G l a s s n e r 1 9 9 1 , M a r g u e r o n 1992 . 
19 T h e " C u l t i c C a l e n d a r " o f the U r III p e r i o d i n f o r m s u s 
a b o u t a k i r i 6 . m a h at N i p p u r a n d s o m e o f f e r i n g s in g a r d e n s 
at G i r s u . S e e S a l l a b e r g e r 1993 : 1 l O f f , 3 0 3 f . 
2 0 C o c q u e r i l l a t 1 9 7 3 - 7 4 : 133. 
21 W i s e m a n 1983 and 1984 , G l a s s n e r 1991 . 
2 2 L a c k e n b a c h e r 1982: 1 2 6 - 2 7 . 
2 3 G l a s s n e r 1991 : 14. 
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Fig. 2 The Assyrian residential city of Kalhu, built by king Assur-nasir-apli II (883-859 
B C ) . [drawing by Gabi Elsen-Novak] 

trat ions o f the deeds o f the king.2 4 

Assur -nas i r - ap l i II ( 8 8 3 - 8 5 9 BC) t ook up 
the idea o f such a un iversa l garden:25 C l o s e 
to his new f o u n d e d res ident ia l c i ty o f K a l h u 
(F ig . 2) he la id out a huge kiri risate "gar ­
den o f p l easure " cove r ing an area o f 25 km 2 . 
F o r t y - o n e d i f ferent k inds o f trees were 
planted and several k inds o f w i l d an ima ls 
were kept ins ide " f o r the as ton i shment o f 
the A s s y r i a n people . " 2 6 A n irr igat ion chan ­
nel was dug f r o m the U p p e r Z a b , w h i c h led 
to the W a d I Sor Darra at the southern f l ank 
o f the c i ty . A s far as it can be reconstructed 
f r o m archaeo log ica l and l i terary sources , 
the garden stretched south and west o f the 
c i ty . 

S ince the roya l pa lace w a s s i tuated at the 
western edge o f the c i tade l , it o v e r l o o k e d 
both the T i g r i s v a l l e y and part o f the gar­
dens. P r e s u m a b l y s o m e o f the wes ternmos t 
r o o m s o f this pa lace had open access to a 
k ind o f p a n o r a m a terrace as is k n o w n f r o m 
the later A s s y r i a n architecture. 

E v i d e n c e f o r such a p l a t f o r m is, e .g . , to 
be f o u n d in the pa lace o f S h a l m a n a s s e r III 
( 8 5 8 - 8 2 4 BC). A t the southern f l ank o f this 
pa lace - bu i l t on an art i f ic ia l terrace - there 
was an open area wi th a tripartite suite (F ig . 
3) . F r o m here o n e c o u l d o v e r l o o k the south ­
ern gardens . A s far as is k n o w n , this w a s the 
f irst t ime in M e s o p o t a m i a that a v i sua l c o m ­
m u n i c a t i o n be tween architecture and land ­
scape w a s created. 

K i n g Sargon II ( 7 2 1 - 7 0 5 BC) erected h is 
n e w res ident ia l c i ty D u r - S a r r u k e n (F ig . 4 ) 
in the m i d d l e o f a spac ious park, w h i c h w a s 
ca l led kirimdhu27 " m i g h t y (or huge ) gar­
d e n " and laid out tamsil k"rljamani " l i k e the 
A m a n u s Mounta ins . " 2 8 A l l p lants o f the 
" m o u n t a i n o u s reg ions o f IFfatti" were cu l t i ­
vated w i th in it.29 

B o t h in his ma in pa lace on the c i tadel 
terrace as w e l l as in the secondary pa lace on 
another p l a t f o r m , the so - ca l l ed bit kutalli, 
Sargon erected the same k ind o f p a n o r a m a 
areas wi th a tripartite suite j us t as in "For t 
S h a l m a n a s s e r " (F ig . 5) . F r o m there a v i e w 
to the parks and gardens was poss ib le . 

Fur thermore , a n e w e lement appeared in 
the A s s y r i a n architecture: T h e s o - c a l l e d bit 
hilani, w h i c h is descr ibed as a " h o u s e o f 
w i n d o w s l i ke the Hitt i te pa laces . " 3 0 In c o n ­
trast to the m o d e r n de f in i t i on , the bit hilani 
o f the A s s y r i a n inscr ipt ions w a s o n l y the 
open entrance wi th a c o l u m n hall.31 In the 

-4 Novak 1996: 343. Ur III period on. See Sallaberger 1993: HOf. 
25 Wiseman 1984: PI. 5, Glassner 1991: 13. 28 Margueron 1992: 71. 
26 Luckenbill 1926: 189, de Filippi 1977: 31, Fauth 29 Stronach 1990: 172. 
1979: 16. 30 Fuchs 1994: 309 (Z. 28-29). 
27 The Sumerian term was used in another sense from the 31 Novak 1996: 340ff. 
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Fig. 3 The palace of Shalmanesser III (858-824 BC) in Kalhu. [from Heinrich 1984: 114, Abb. 65] 

bit kutalli o f D u r - S a r r u k e n such a bit hildni 
gave access f r o m the p a n o r a m a p l a t f o r m to 
the inner r o o m s o f the bu i l d ing . F r o m ins ide 
the hal l the l andscape c o u l d be o v e r l o o k e d . 

S o m e re l ie fs o f the pa lace show garden 
scenes : the k i n g and his o f f i c i a l s are r id ing 
on horseback or in char iots through the gar ­
den w i th p lenty o f p lants and animals .3 2 In 
the centre o f a smal l lake or r iver a p a v i l i o n 
can be seen wi th an open c o l u m n ha l l l ike 
that o f the bit hilani. In the inscr ip t ions o f 
S a r g o n ' s son Sennacher ib such sma l l gar ­
den pa laces were ca l led bltanu, a w o r d de­
r i v ing f r o m western Semi t i c languages.3 3 

T h i s , the architectural e lement o f the bit 
hildni and the m e n t i o n i n g o f the A m a n u s 
M o u n t a i n s as m o d e l o f the parks s h o w that 
the A s s y r i a n garden p r o g r a m m e s were in ­
f l u e n c e d by Syr ian or L e v a n t i n e m o d e l s . 

L i k e his father be fore , Sennacher ib (704 -
681 BC) inc luded hort icul tural p r o g r a m m e s 
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See Albenda 1986, PI. 86-90. 
Oppenheim 1965: 330. 

Fig. 4 The Assyrian residential city of Dur-Sarruken, built by king Sargon 
II ( 7 2 1 - 7 0 5 BC). [drawing by Gabi Elsen-Novak] 
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Fig. 5 Palace F in Dur-Sarruken. [from Heinrich 1984: 170, Abb. 106] 
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into h is c i ty p l a n n i n g w h e n he m o v e d h is 
res idence to N i n e v e h (F ig . 6) . T h e s e gar ­
dens can be reconstructed f r o m the l i terary 
sources . O n e inscr ip t ion says : 

A b o v e the city and below the city I laid out 
parks. The wealth of mountain and all lands, 
all the herbs of the land of Haiti, myrrh 
plants, among which fruitfulness was 
greater than their natural habitat, all kinds 
of mountain-vines, all fruits of all lands, 
herbs and fruit-bearing trees I set out for my 
subjects.34 

O n e o f the gardens was s i tuated b e l o w the 
c i tadel and c l ose to the r i ve rbank o f the 
T i g r i s and another one north o f the S in 
Gate.3 5 B o t h were ca l l ed kirimahu. T h e one 
c l o s e to the c i tadel w a s p r o b a b l y the sett ing 
o f the bit akiti " N e w Y e a r Fes t i va l H o u s e " 
and connec ted w i th the roya l pa lace by a 
muslalu-gate.?6 

F r o m the pa lace in the southwestern part 
o f the c i tadel the gardens in the r iver v a l l e y 
were v i s ib le . T h e southwestern f l a n k o f the 
b u i l d i n g w a s p robab l y constructed as a 
series o f sma l l c o l u m n hal ls that gave ac ­
cess f r o m the inner pa lace to a p a n o r a m a 
p l a t f o r m , w h i c h w a s s i tuated at the very 
edge o f the c i tadel h igh a b o v e the r iver and 
the gardens.3 7 

A re l ie f i l lustrates this f o r m o f arch i tec ­
ture (F ig . 7):38 A b o v e three r ings o f r a m ­
parts w i th towers a f acade wi th at least t w o 
c o l u m n hal ls is v i s ib le . E a c h one has t w o 
s l im c o l u m n s s tanding on bases in the shape 
o f l i ons and is f l a n k e d by t w o strong p i l lars 
w i th Lamassu-buUs. T h e c i ty was iden t i f i ed 
as N i n e v e h wi th its doub le c i ty wa l l and the 
protect ion w a l l o f the citadel.3 9 T h e pa lace 
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F i g . 6 T h e A s s y r i a n res ident ia l c i t y o f N i n e v e h , rebui l t by k i n g S e n n a c h e r i b ( 7 0 4 -
6 8 1 B C ) . [drawing by Gabi Elsen-Novdk] 

is " r i d i n g " on top o f the p l a t f o r m and d o m i ­
nat ing the c i ty . 

Nor th o f the A d a d Gate4 0 and northeast o f 
the c i ty stretched a spac ious park n a m e d 
ambassu.41 It cons i s ted o f bo tan ica l gra ­
nar ies wi th plants and fruits f r o m all re­
g i o n s o f the empi re , a l andscape park , and 
hunt ing areas w i th w i l d an ima l s f r o m d i f ­
ferent countr ies .4 2 

A series o f re l ie fs f o u n d in the pa laces o f 

14 L u c k e n b i l l 1924 : 1 1 3 f f . 
5 T h i s ga te w a s a l s o c a l l e d the abul kirate " g a r d e n 
; a t e . " 
6 W i s e m a n 1 9 8 3 : 139. 
7 N o v a k 1996 : 3 4 7 f . 
8 N o v a k 1996 : 3 4 1 a n d 1 9 9 7 : 1 8 6 f . 

, y R e a d e 1998 : 8 8 f f . 
4 0 T h i s ga te w a s a l s o c a l l e d the abul ambassi. 
4 1 T h e t e r m d e r i v e s m o s t p r o b a b l y f r o m the H u r r i a n 
l a n g u a g e . S e e O p p e n h e i m 1965 : 3 3 3 a n d G l a s s n e r 1991: 
10, 12. 

4 2 O p p e n h e i m 1965 : 3 3 0 , W i s e m a n 1 9 8 3 : 139. 
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F i g . 7 I l l u s t ra t i on o f N i n e v e h w i t h rampar t s a n d a p a l a c e w i t h a bit MM e n t r a n c e : Assyrian relief from Ninevefl. tilTlC Of 
A s s u r b a n i p a l ( 6 6 8 - 6 3 1 B C ) . [from Orthmann 1975, Fig. 241] 
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Fig. 8 Illustration of an Assyrian "Paradise Garden" in Nineveh, on top of a hill a garden palace with 
column hall entrance, beside of it an aqueduct; Assyrian relief from Nineveh, time of Assurbanipal 
(668-631 BC). [from Orthmann 1975, Fig. 240] 
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Fig . 9 T h e A s s y r i a n k i n g A s s u r b a n i p a l ( 6 6 8 - 6 3 1 B C ) and h is w i f e l y i n g in the qirsu " v i n e y a r d " o f h i s g a r d e n ; A s s y r i a n re l ie f 
f r o m N i n e v e h , [from Orthmann 1975, Fig. 247] 
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Fig . 10 T h e roya l l i o n hunt o f the A s s y r i a n k i n g A s s u r b a n i p a l ( 6 6 8 - 6 3 1 B C ) , A s s y r i a n re l ie f f r o m N i n e v e h , [from Hrouda 1991: 
353] 

N i n e v e h ref lect the roya l gardens . O n e o f 
them,4 1 dat ing to the reign o f A s s u r b a n i p a l 
( 6 6 8 - 6 3 1 BC) , i l lustrates the garden i tsel f 
(F ig . 8):44 It s h o w s a h i l l , p lanted w i t h d i f ­
ferent trees. A sys tem o f channe ls and an 
aqueduct he lped to irr igate the garden. T h e 
aqueduct l o o k s very m u c h l ike the one bui l t 
by Sennacher ib at J e r w a n northeast o f N i n e ­
veh.4 5 A p a v i l i o n w i th a c o l u m n hal l , w h i c h 
again can be ident i f i ed as a bltanu, is s i tu­
ated on top o f the hill .46 

A n o t h e r re l ie f s h o w s k ing A s s u r b a n i p a l 
and his w i f e in a qirsu w i th in the botan ica l 
granary (F ig . 9) . T h e head o f the E l am i t e 
k ing T e - U m m a n that hangs d o w n f r o m a 
tree creates a po l i t i ca l , i deo log i ca l and a lso 
c e r e m o n i a l a tmosphere o f the scenery.4 7 

Other re l ie fs s h o w l ions in the hunt ing 
area, either recover ing under the trees or 
be ing k i l l ed dur ing the roya l hunt by the 
k ing (F ig . 10). 

O r t h m a n n 1975 , A b b . 2 4 0 . 4 6 O p p e n h e i m 1965 : 3 2 9 . 
N o v a k 1997 : 1 8 2 f f , R e a d e 1998: 8 7 f . 4 7 D e l l e r 1987. 
J a c o b s e n 1 9 3 5 . 
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The Function and the Ideology of the "Artificial Paradise" in Assyria 

It is ev iden t that the creat ion o f these para ­
d i s e - l i k e gardens in A s s y r i a neither had 
e c o n o m i c purposes4 8 nor d id they - in c o n ­
trast to their m e n t i o n i n g in the texts - serve 
o n l y for the " l e i sure o f the m a j e s t y . " T h e 
l a you t and character o f the gardens as w e l l 
as the manner o f their i l lustrat ion in v i sua l 
art ind ica te that there was a p r o g r a m m a t i c 
m e s s a g e connec ted wi th them. 

T h e k in gs o f ten stressed in their inscr ip ­
t ions that the gardens were p laced on f o r ­
mer u n u sed and desert land. A s stated be ­
fore , the f l o u r i s h i n g garden w a s a s y m b o l 
o f c i v i l i s a t i on . T h e cu l t i va t i on o f the steppe 
and the success fu l creat ion o f an art i f ic ia l 
parad ise by the A s s y r i a n k i n g p robab l y 
shou ld ma in ta in the fer t i l i ty o f A s s y r i a 
under the re ign o f its char i smat i c ruler. In 
contrast to this , the k ing and h is so ld iers 
des t royed the gardens in hos t i le countr ies , 
as v i s i b l e on s o m e rel iefs.4 9 

T h e l ayou t o f the parad ise gardens w a s 
dependant on the i d e o l o g i c a l concep t o f the 
" r o y a l gardener and hunter" : T h e botan ica l 
sect ion s y m b o l i s e d the f u n c t i o n o f the k ing 
as gardener , the hunt ing areas the one o f the 
protector o f the herds and k i l ler o f the w i l d 
beasts . T h e sexua l conno ta t i ons o f the gar­
den under l ined the v i r i l i t y , the p o w e r and 
the sex appeal o f the k ing , w h i c h w a s sup ­
ported in the v i sua l art b y the images o f the 
strong and v i c to r i ous k ing . 

P lants and a n i m a l s f r o m al l k n o w n c o u n ­
tries were kept w i th in the gardens and thus 
turned them into a m i c r o c o s m in t h e m ­
se lves , represent ing all parts o f the wor ld . 
T h i s w a s a re f lec t ion o f the c i t ies , w h i c h 

were popu la ted by peop le o f al l c o n q u e r e d 
countr ies . 

A s an urban e l ement w i th i d e o l o g i c a l 
m e a n i n g , the r o y a l garden w a s jus t a part o f 
a greater c i ty p l a n n i n g p r o g r a m m e . T h e A s ­
syr ian k ings were ac t i ve in sh i f t ing the p o l ­
i t ical centre - the " h o r i z o n t a l ax is" 5 0 - o f 
the emp i re . M e a n w h i l e , the ci ty o f A s s u r , 
the o ld core o f the e m p i r e w i th the ma in 
t emp le o f the na t iona l g o d A s s u r , r ema ined 
the cu l t i c centre - the " ver t i ca l a x i s . " 

T h e res ident ia l c i t y , the dl sarruti " c i t y o f 
k i n g s h i p , " was surrounded b y huge art i f i ­
c ia l paradise -gardens . 5 1 A c i tade l at its per i ­
phery , where the r o y a l pa laces as we l l as the 
m a i n temples were s i tuated, was d o m i n a t ­
ing the w h o l e c i ty and creat ing a d ist inct 
d i s tance to the d w e l l i n g quarters o f the 
c o m m o n p e o p l e in the l ower t o w n . T h e k i n g 
h i m s e l f l i v e d in h is pa lace h igh a b o v e the 
c i ty , c l o se to the t emp les o f the gods . T h e 
pub l i c b u i l d i n g s were v i s i b l e f r o m outs ide 
as w e l l as ins ide the c i ty , so that e v e r y b o d y 
c o u l d appreciate the po l i t i ca l and i d e o l o g i ­
cal message : the pa lace as the subat sarruti 
"seat o f k i n g s h i p , " bui l t ana tabrat kissat 
nise " f o r the as ton i shment o f all peop les , " 5 2 

represented the k i n g ' s p o w e r ove r the c i t i ­
zens . 

T h e a s s e m b l a g e o f c i ty and gardens w a s 
a s y m b o l o f the char i smat i c k ing and cre ­
ator53 o f c i v i l i sa t i on . Its un iversa l character 
wi th peop le , p lants and an ima l s o f all c o n ­
quered reg ions w i th in e m p h a s i s e d the c l a i m 
o f the A s s y r i a n k ing to rule the entire un i ­
verse as the sar kibrat erbettim " k i n g o f the 
f our e d g e s . " 

48 Oates 1968. 51 Novak 1997: 186ff and 1999: 385 ff. 
49 Galterl989, Bleibtreu 1989 . 52 Winter 1993: 27ff. 
50 On the idea of a "horizontal" and a "vertical" axis of 53 Lackenbacher 1982. 
the world see Maul 1997. 
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Fig. 11 The paradise garden and the apadana palaces in Pasargadae, the residential city of the 
Achaemenid king Cyros II (559-530 BC). [from Kawami 1992: 89, Fig. 31] 

The Iranian "Paradises" 

T h e end o f the A s s y r i a n emp i re d id not 
mark the end o f the roya l gardens ; on the 
contrary , the h is tory o f the art i f ic ia l para ­
d i se had o n l y j u s t begun . 

L i t t le is k n o w n o f B a b y l o n i a n roya l gar­
dens. T h e later legends about the s o - c a l l e d 
" H a n g i n g G a r d e n s o f S e m i r a m i s " p robab l y 
re f lect real parad ise gardens in the A s s y r i a n 
tradit ion.5 4 

A new c l i m a x o f hort icu l tura l i d e o l o g y 
w a s reached in the A c h a e m e n i d per iod . 
H u g e paradises , n o w n a m e d w i th that Per -
s i a n - A v e s t i c term paeridaeza " e n c l o s u r e , " 
surrounded the apadana-palaces in the f irst 
A c h a e m e n i d capital Pasargadae (F ig . 11).55 

T h e apadana as architectural c o m b i n a t i o n 
o f a square c o l u m n hal l and an open c o l u m n 
anteroom created a v i sua l contact be tween 
ins ide and outs ide - be tween pa lace and 
garden.56 T h e connec t i on o f garden and pa ­
v i l i o n wi th c o l u m n entrance r o o m is r e m i ­

n i scent o f A s s y r i a n landscape parks . 
A s k n o w n f r o m l i terary sources , both a 

bo tan i ca l garden and a l andscape park w i t h 
w i l d a n i m a l s were part o f it.57 T h e bo tan ica l 
sec t ion w a s f o r m e d as a s y m m e t r i c a l cahar 
bagh " f o u r gardens , " d i v i d e d into four 
equal quarters. T h e c o v e r e d qanawdt sup ­
p l i ed the gardens w i th water . 

T h e pr inc ip le o f the parad ise gardens and 
o f the cahar bagh, w h i c h is supposed to 
s y m b o l i s e the four quarters o f the wor ld , 
w a s adopted by the Parth ians and Sasa -
n ians . W e l l k n o w n e x a m p l e s o f Sasan ian 
parad ise gardens are T a q - i Bus tan , B i s o -
tun58 and Qasr - i S l rm (F ig . 12).5 ' E v e n the 
f a m o u s T a q - i K i s ra in K t e s i p h o n (a l -
M a d a ' i n ) w a s settled w i th in a huge garden 
area.60 

T h e n e w l y d e v e l o p e d archi tectural e le ­
m e n t o f the iwdn - a huge o p e n ha l l -
he lped to i m p r o v e the v i sua l contac t be -

54 Stronach 1990. 57 Fauth 1979: 3, Tuplin 1996: 92ff. 
55 Stronach 1990: 171ft, Kawami 1992: 81ff, Tuplin 58 Kleiss 1996: 11 Off. 
1996: 88ff. 59 Stronach 1990: 177, Novak 1996: 359. 

350ff. 60 Novak 1999: 228. 
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Fig. 12 The Sasanian garden palace Imaret-i Hosrau near Qasr-i Sinn, 
built by king Hosrau II (AD 590-628) in the centre of a "paradise garden." 
[from Kleiss 1989, Fig. 31b] 

tween the pa lace ins ide and the natural or 
art i f ic ia l l andscape outside.6 1 

In v i sua l art o f the Sasan ian per iod , a lot 
o f scenes tak ing p l ace w i th in the roya l gar ­
dens were p roduced . M o s t o f them s h o w the 
k ing as a hunter o f w i l d beasts . 

A p a r t f r o m s o m e i n n o v a t i o n s , the A s s y r ­
ian her i tage is v i s i b l e both in the l ayou t and 
in the i d e o l o g i c a l p r o g r a m m e o f the 
A c h a e m e n i d paradises . W i t h the "ar t i f i c ia l 
pa rad i se " the concept o f the " r o y a l gardener 
and hunter " w a s a l so adopted by the 
A c h a e m e n i d rulers,62 s ince this concept 
conver ted very w e l l w i t h the I ran ian k i n g ­
sh ip ideo logy . 6 3 T h e A c h a e m e n i d patterns 
themse lves i n f l u e n c e d the hort icu l tura l pro ­
g r a m m e s o f the f o l l o w i n g dynas t ies o f the 
Parth ians and Sasanians . 

The "Artificial Paradises" of the Abbasid 

In the A b b a s i d per iod the c l i m a x o f para­
d i se -gardens was reached: A s an adopted 
pr inc ip le f r o m the Sasan ians , the ca l iph a l -
Mansur ( A D 7 5 4 - 7 7 5 ) and his successors 
added an extramura l paradise to their new 
f o u n d e d , c ircular capita l Mad ina t a s - S a l a m 
( " C i t y o f P e a c e , " a l so n a m e d B a g d a d ; F ig . 
13). A s descr ipt ions s h o w , botan ica l gran­
aries lay next to hunt ing parks . Pa laces 
were bui l t w i th in the vast garden areas.54 

A l t h o u g h the ma in pa lace , the Ddr al-Ifi-
Idfa " H o u s e o f the C a l i p h a t e " in the centre 
o f the c ircular c i ty rema ined the o f f i c i a l 
seat o f the rulers, the actual res idences o f 
the ca l iphs and their f a m i l i e s were m o v e d 
into the garden pa laces . T h e mos t p r o m i ­
nent one was the Qasr al-hfuld, the "Pa lace 
o f E te rn i t y . " 

In A D 836 the ca l iph a l -Mu ' t a s im ( A D 

Caliphs 

8 3 3 - 8 4 2 ) sh i f ted his capi ta l into the huge 
mi l i t a ry c a m p Surra man ra'a ( " T h e one is 
de l ighted w h o saw i t , " m o d e r n Samarra ' ) -

H i s pa lace there was s i tuated in the centre 
o f the ci ty at the edge o f a natural p lateau 
fac ing the a l l u v i u m o f the r iver and huge 
paradise gardens.6 5 A v i s i tor to the pa lace 
f irst had to w a l k d o w n w a r d to the gardens 
(F ig . 14). B e h i n d a large water - f i l l ed bas in 
a broad staircase led to the gate o f the pa l ­
ace. Here , in or beh ind the m i d d l e Iwdn, the 
ca l iph used to g i v e h is pub l i c aud iences 
sitt ing h igh a b o v e the ord inary peop le and 
fac ing the gardens. T h i s po in ted out the 
dist inct d is tance o f the ca l iph to his o b e -
dients , w h i c h a lso was supported by c o m ­
p lex court ce remon ies . 

T h e gardens ins ide the bu i l d ing were de ­
s igned as a doub le cahar bagh. T h o u g h this 

353ff. 64 Novak 1999: 236ff. 
Fauth 1979: If f . 65 Northedge 1993:143ff. 
Ahn 1992, Knauth - Nadjmabadi 1975. 

454 



NOVAK THE ARTIFICIAL PARADISE 

SOOm 

M Zitadelle 
FluBlauf Oder KaDal 

Palast 

T Sakralbau 

— Garten 

Fig. 13 The 'Abbasid residential city of Madlnat as-Salam / Bagdad, built by caliph 
al-Mansur (AD 754-775). [drawing by Gabi Elsen-Novak] 

was a Persian type of garden it was reminis­
cent of a Qur'an description of the super­
natural paradise as a double garden (Sura 
LV, 62).66 

Neighbouring the palace was a vast area 
with hunting parks and racecourses. Inside 
the parks lay palaces like the one called 
al-Musarrahat.67 The main feature of all the 
palaces was the open Iwdn, which was 
adopted from the Sasanians. 

The combination of botanical granaries 
in geometrical layout and landscape parks 
for the "royal hunt" with including garden 
palaces obviously showed the tradition of 
Ancient Near Eastern programmatic para­
dise gardens. They copied Sasanian pat­
terns, which themselves were modelled 
after their Assyrian and Achaemenid prede­
cessors. 

In the hadlth the paradise is described as having con- Heine 1991: 61 Of. 
sisted o f seven or eight parts. See Khoury - Hagemann - 67 Northedge 1990: 22f. 
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14 The Dar al-Hilafa at Surra man ra'a, built by the caliph al-Mu'tasim ( A D 833-842). [from Northedge 1990: 11, Fig. 9] 

Conclusion 

Since the flourishing garden has always 
been a symbol of fertility in the dry regions 
of Mesopotamia, it therefore was seen as a 
place of pleasure and of sexual affairs. Thus 
the gardener naturally was a lover of the 
goddesses and a person of pronounced sex 
appeal. This was reflected by the Sumerian 
kingship ideology with its two pre-eminent 
principles of the king as gardener and as 
protector of the herds. 

The Assyrian kings developed the idea of 
the universal garden with plants and ani­

mals from all known regions of the empire. 
The layout of the paradise garden with its 
botanical granaries and vast hunting parks 
was dependent on the two traditional main 
functions of the Mesopotamian ruler. To­
gether with the layout of the Assyrian res­
idential city itself the garden was a symbol 
of the virility of the Assyrian king and his 
success as creator of civilisation. Further­
more, it emphasised the claim to rule the 
entire universe. 

The concept and the idea of the "artificial 
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paradise," as a symbol of fertility and civili­
sation and as a part of the programmatic city 
building activities, was alive throughout all 
periods from the Assyrian kingdom until 
the early Abbasid caliphate. Therefore, 
such gardens form one of the best examples 
of an architectonic element showing a tradi­

tion continued from the Assyrian period to 
Islamic times not only as a physical feature 
but also as an ideological one. The "artifi­
cial paradise" was closely connected with 
the ideology of the "royal gardener and 
hunter," which dates back to the very early 
times of Mesopotamian civilisation. 
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