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Fig. I. Map ofthe Near East, showing the site ofSamarra.
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INTRODUCTION

Samarra I has long been a great symbol of Islamic
urbanism, and particularly of the imperial period of the
Abbasid caliphate, when the caliphate was one of the
world's most powerful empires. It is true that Samarra
attained this status to an extent because none of the
architecture of early Baghdad survives. Nonetheless,
there is a grandeur to the architecture and planning,
which is duplicated nowhere else, and Samarra well
merits being counted one of the world's great
monuments to the past of mankind. It has remained less
well known than perhaps it should have done, and part
of this has been due to the difficulties of studying so
great a mass of material.

It is, in fact, one of the most interesting cases in urban
history. The simple fact of the survival of the ruin-field
of a city that was as large as any other in pre-modem
times in a semi-complete state makes a quite exceptional
piece of evidence, to which there is no other parallel. In
addition, there is a considerable body of texts that
describe the city, and the events that took place in its
short life. This corpus of texts is smaller than that
available for other major cities, but when combined with
the archaeological material, the result is a quite
exceptional source of information. The aim of this study
is indeed to compare the textual evidence for the history
of the city with the archaeological evidence, and to
identify as much as can be known about the history of
the city, from both archaeological and textual sources.

Of course, Samarra was not a typical city, for as a large
settlement it had a very short life. It was founded on
steppe land known for its hunting along the Tigris by the
Abbasid caliph al-Mu'tasim as a royal capital and
military base for the Abbasid field army. As long as
these requirements, which were funded by the state,
continued to exist, the city lived. When the army left,
and then the caliph himself, settlement retracted into a
number of self-sustaining centres, of which modem
Samarra continues to exist today.

These unusual circumstances do not detract from the
importance of the evidence for the history of urbanism,
for it is impossible to imagine that the archaeological

remains of an 'organic' city, which evolved slowly over
the centuries, could have survived in such a good state
of preservation. All those cities whose archaeological
remains have survived in a good state represent either
the disasters or the failures of urban history.? The
disasters are symbolised by Pompeii, the failures by
Amarna in Egypt. Samarra belongs to the category of
failures.

Nevertheless a secondary theme presented in this work
is the long term history of the region. There is a
tendency to concentrate on the short period of the
caliphal city at Samarra. Naturally, any spot on the
surface of the earth has a history of human occupation
which goes back to the origins of mankind. The valley
of the Tigris was a route between Babylonia and
Assyria, between Iraq and Syria by way of Mosul. But it
was not in itself a rich region. The contrast between
large city and surroundings of limited possibilities is an
aid to understanding what happened.

This is not the first study of the urban history of
Samarra. The first works were inspired by the definitive
edition by de Goeje of the unique manuscript of al­
Ya'qubr's Kitdb al-Buldan, which contains the
description of the city translated in Appendix A, and
which came out in 1892. Streck's Die alte Landschaft
Babylonien nach den Arabischen Geographen (1900)
presents the first attempt to elaborate al-Ya'qubt's
description. This was followed in 1909 by Schwarz, Die
Abbasiden-Residenz Samarra, Neue historisch-geo­
graphische Untersuchungen. On the archaeological side,
Herzfeld made a first visit to Samarra in 1903, published
as Samarra, Aufnahmen und Untersuchungen zur
islamischen Archdologie in 1907. Fieldwork, primarily
concerned with architecture, followed. On the one hand,
there was the work of the French architect Henri Viollet
in 1907 and 1909, and on the other, the German
Samarra-Expedition, whose fieldwork took place in
1911 and 1913. Herzfeld only took up the question of
urban history again in the final published volume of the
Ausgrabungen von Samarra, Die Geschichte del' Stadt
Samarra, which appeared after Herzfeld's death in 1948.
From an art historical view of urban history, Rogers

For conventional reasons in English, the spelling Samarra is used. The correct transcription of the present-day name is

Samarra'
There is a third category of urban sites which are apparently well preserved: that is, those which are invented by their archaeol­
ogists. The best known example is the Acropolis of Athens, where all remains later than the 5th century Behave simply been

removed.
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reviewed the state of the subject in a 1965 paper,
published in 1970, 'Samarra, a Study in Medieval Town­
Planning'.

Although archaeological fieldwork was reopened by the
Directorate-General ofAntiquities in Iraq in 1936, it was
Ahmad Susa, a well-known Iraqi intellectual and
irrigation engineer, who was dissatisfied with the limited
perspective of the archaeologists, and published a work
entitled Rayy Siimarrii 'if 'Ahd al-Khilafa al- 'Abbiisiyya
in 1948. This work, despite its title, has as much to say
about the history and topography of Samarra as it does
about water problems. The local history of Samarra has
been dealt with subsequently by a well-known local
notable: Shaykh Yunis Ibrahtrn al-Samarra't, Ta'rikh
Madinat Siimarrii'; in 1968, and the more general
themes in a work of the Saddam era: 'Abd al-BaqI,
Ahmad, 1989, Samarrd' 'Asimat al-Dawla al- 'Arabiyya
fi 'Ahd al- 'Abbnsiyytn.

The new element that this study brings to the urban
history of Samarra is without question the detailed
analysis of the surface remains of the city. This has been
made possible by the production of a detailed plan of the
site by the Archaeological Survey of Samarra, a project
under the direction of the author, begun in 1983. The
essential problem of previous city plans was the size of
the site of Samarra, which is far too big for any normal
project to deal with in detail. All the plans mentioned
above, although they have become more detailed over
the years, are to a greater or lesser degree schematic,
and lack detail.

Terminology used in the study

The Archaeological Survey of Samarra aimed to record
all the archaeological remains to be found in the region
surveyed. All the archaeological sites, standing
buildings, ruined buildings, and any identifiable archae­
ological trace, were numbered in a single series, a total
of 6,908 at the time of writing, and this numbering is
used in this volume. In some cases, the building is much
better known by its name, than by number, but a number
was allotted nevertheless. The number of named
buildings or tells is however small, and the majority of
buildings are simply known by their number.

The region surveyed was divided into 26 lettered areas
(see Fig. 4), and which correspond approximately to the
natural and town-planning divisions of the site. Any
definable entity was allotted a number within the
lettered area, e.g. C6, M48. When it was necessary, a
second number was added to define a sub-element; for

example the Dar al-Imara behind the qibla wall of the
Abu Dulaf mosque is numbered Tl.l.

A second number series was used for the town-planning
divisions of the site (Fig. 73, Fig. 74). As discussed
later, the city-plan of Samarra can be described as an
agglomeration of street-grids, based on a hierarchical
sequence of chief residence, different sizes of houses,
and other buildings. These have been termed
'cantonments', and sub-units could be termed 'sub­
cantonments'<' Second-level sub-units do exist, and the
possibility of third-level sub-units can certainly be
envisaged. The lettered areas, where appropriate,
correspond largely to the major cantonment units. The
top-level sub-units were given letters after the area
letter, and the second level sub-units a third letter. For
example, the first major sub-cantonment in Area J would
be lettered JA, and a sub-unit of JA would be JAA.

Locations within the ruin-field are given using the co­
ordinates of the Iraq Universal Transverse Mercator grid
as revised in 1979.4 These co-ordinates are measured in
metres east, north of a false origin located to the
southwest, and outside the territory of Iraq. At Samarra,
the east co-ordinates vary between 384 000 and 409746,
and the north co-ordinates between 3762 793 and 3827
493. Baghdad lies on the east 500 000 line. Note that in
future volumes, UTM Zone 38 North will be used.

The Arabic transcription used is that of the
Encyclopaedia of Islam with the usual changes, thus 'q'
instead of 'k', 'j' instead of 'dj', and .sh" 'kh' instead of
'sh', 'kh', etc. The definite article of names has often
been omitted, but not always (e.g. 'Walid' rather than
'al-Walid'). Arabic terms have been italicised. However,
in the case of archaeological sites, if there is a form of
the Arabic name used by their excavators, that form has
been used to avoid confusion. In particular, contrary to
the rules of strict transliteration, the spelling 'Tell' has
been used in the place of 'Tall'.

Dates associated with Islamic history are quoted with
the hijri date first, separated by a stroke from the date
according to the Christian era, e.g. 117/735. Otherwise,
dates are only given in the Christian era.

Table 1 is a glossary of the terminology of archaeological
periods used. It is a terminology of period concepts that
often overlap and only represent approximate periods of
time: it does not represent a systematic periodisation of the
Islamic era. Rather it was felt that although a periodisation
is essential to archaeological description, excessive
precision would tend to distort the subtleties of change that
are evident in relatively recent archaeological materials.

The term 'cantonment' represents the archaeological evidence, and is not identical to the Arabic term qatt'a, which is however
quite close in meaning. .
There is an earlier version of the Iraq UTM grid, which is found on the Iraqi Arabic 1:50 000 map sene~ dated 1962. The co­
ordinates of the earlier series have the same format as the latter, but differ by 300-400 m in each co-ordmate for the same
point in the region of Samarra.
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Period Subdivision Date (Be, AD or AU/AD)
---- - --- -- ----- -- ------ -- ---

Neo-Assyrian 1000 - 600 BC !

- ---- - ---- --i---- ---- -- ---- -----------

Achaemenid 1550- 330 BC

I Hellenistic
-- - - 1------

330 - 150 BC
--

Parthian
-- -- --- ---

150 BC - 226 AD
- -- -- ---

Late Parthian 2nd century AD1 _
Sasanian> 1226 - 637 AD

Early
~--

,3rd - 4th centuries AD

Middle 4th - 5th centuries AD I

Late 6th - 7th centuries AD
--

Early Islamic 14/635 -5th/1Ith century

Umayyad 14/635 - 132/7506

Early'Abbasid 132/750 - 221/836
----- _.~,---- ------ - -----

Samarran 221/836 - end of 3rd/9th century
------- ~------- --

Post-Samarran 4th/1 Oth century I

l ------

5th/1Ith century - 8th/14th centurY--lI Middle Islamic
--,

I

5th/11 th century Mid-late 5th/II th century
----

6th/12th century (Late'Abbasid) Early-late 6th/12th century ---I
7th/13th century (Late'Abbasid) Late 6th/12th century - mid 7th/13th

century

I
----- -----'--- -------------- ---1------------ ~~~._- --

Il-Khanid Late 7th/13th century - 8th/14th
century

- -- ---- -- ---- - ---

I Early Mode rt1 (Ottoman)
._-

Early Ottoman 1Oth/16th - lIth/17th centuries
--- --- ---'--- -----

12th/18th - 13th/19th centuriesLate Ottoman

I Modem
--- --- -----

20th century AD
-------1

I - --- ------ --
I

--
-

In archaeology, the common usage for the period of the Iranian kings of the dynasty of Sasan is Sasanian. In history, it is now
Sasanid, as the more correct expression for a dynasty.
The expression 'Umayyad includes the Orthodox Caliphs (al-Khulafa' al-Rdshidiin).
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TABLE 2. THE ABBASID CALIPHS TO THE DEATH OF AL-MUQTADIR

Al-Saffah Abn al-tAbbas 'Abdallah b. Muhammad 132/749-136/754

Al-Mansnr Abu Ja'far 'Abdallah b. Muhammad 136/754-158/775

Al-MahdI Abu 'Abdallah Muhammad 158/775-169/785

Al-Hadt Ila al-haqq Musa b. Muhammad 169/785-170/786

Al-Rashtd Harnn b. Muhammad 170/786-193/809

Al-Amln Muhammad b. Harnn 193/809-198/813

Al-Ma'rnun Abu al-'Abbas 'Abdallah b. Hartin 198/813-218/833

Al-Mu'tasim billah Abu Ishaq Muhammad b. Hartin 218/833-227/842

Al- Wathiq billah Hartin b. al-Mu'tasim 227/842-232/847

Al-Mutawakkil 'ala allah Abu al-Fadl Ja'far b. al-Mu'tasim 232/847-247/861

Al-Muntasir billah Muhammad b. al-Mutawakkil 247/861-248/862

Al-Musta'In billah Ahmad b. Muhammad b. al-Mu'tasim 248/862-252/866
I

:Al-Mu'tazz billah Abtl 'Abd Allah b. al-Mutawakkil 252/866-255/869

Al-Muhtadt billah Muhammad b. al-Wathiq 255/869-256/870

Al-Mu'tamid 'ala allah Ahmad b. al-Mutawakkil 256/870-279/892

Al-Mu'tadid billah Abu al-'Abbas Ahmad b. Talha 279/892-289/902

Al-Muktaff billah Abu Muhammad 'AIr b. Ahmad 289/902-295/908

Al-Muqtadir billah Abu al-Fadl Ja'far 295/908-320/932
--
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CHAPTER 1

Sources and Methods

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY OF
SAMARRA

In 1983, this author began a project to record all the
archaeological remains at Samarra. The original
motivation was that, as with many archaeological sites
in the Middle East, the high speed of economic
development in the country meant that many of the
remains at Samarra would be destroyed before it would
be possible to excavate them, for only a small proportion
of the site has been excavated, and the large surface area
is almost impossible for the Directorate-General of
Antiquities to protect. In 1983, a grid of horizontal
control points was surveyed on the site to provide a
control for photogrammetric plotting. In addition a
limited amount of surface sherding was done.? In 1984,
a topographic map at 1:4000 was plotted from air
photographs at University College, London. At the
beginning of 1987, in a second field campaign five sites
were surface sherded on a 20 m grid, and a number of
other sites were sherded by unsystematic pick-up." In a
third field campaign in the spring of 1989, four sondages
were dug in the site of the "Glassworks" at Qadisiyya.?

Air Photographs and Satellite Imagery

The archaeological site of Samarra is peculiarly well
adapted to the use of air photography. In vertical
photography, the plan of the site is exceptionally clear,
more so than in oblique air photographs or ground
photography. Photography from a kite, frequently used
on other archaeological sites, is not useful at Samarra, as
the altitude is too low and consequently the area
included in each image too small.

Two different techniques can be used: (l) in cases where
stereoscopic photography is available, stereo photogram-

metry can be used based on a grid of points measured on
the ground, employing the standard techniques for aerial
cartography. The site map was created in this way, with
the help of the Department of Photogrammetry and
Surveying, University College, London. (2) For detailed
interpretation, the photographs can be scanned onto disk
at high resolution. In this case, as much detail as exists
in the photographs can be easily seen by enlargement on
the computer screen, and drawn by inserting the
photograph into a vector drawing. 10

Evidently, in principle, older photographs are more
useful than more recent ones, if the quality is the same,
as the remains were better preserved at an earlier date.
The known sets of vertical air photographs of Samarra
are:

(1) Two mosaics taken by the RAF in 1917, and used
for creating the 6" to the mile map of Samarra
(Royal Geographical Society, London).

(2) Three rolls totalling 155 photographs taken by the
RAF in October 1928, during training missions
from Habbaniyya airbase, and deposited in the
Institute of Archaeology, University College
London." The scale is about 1:8000.

(3) A series of vertical photographs taken by the Iraqi
Air force in 1937. Prints in the Department of
Antiquities, Samarra.

(4) Three runs oriented north-south, totalling 55 stereo­
scopic photographs, taken by Hunting Aerosurveys
in 1953. The scale is about 1:24,000.

(5) A series of runs east-west probably taken by KLM
Aerocarto. Prints in the Department ofAntiquities,
Samarra. Not available to this study.

Satellite Imagery
Satellite imagery of the Samarra region is available in a
number of series - Landsat, Spot, Russian imagery.

Northedge 1985, 109-28.
Northedge & Falkner 1987,143-73.
Northedge, Wilkinson & Falkner 1990, 121-47.

10 The technology here described is at the time of writing (2004) using scanned photographs in .TIF and .1PG format at
resolutions of 600 and 1200 dpi: for drawing purposes AutoCAD rev. 14 and 2000 are currently used, in which scanned images
can be placed behind the drawing. A utility is used to scale and orient the photograph to the drawing.

II The three rolls have now been copied from celluloid onto safety film and are at present held in the Special Collections
Department of University College London library. The reference numbers are AP 1353-5.
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!he images used were American declassified Corona
Images dating to March 1968.12

Evaluation of archaeological methods

The most precise source of archaeological information
about the site of Samarra is, of course, the excavations
conducted at the site over the last 85 years. The vast
dimensions of the buildings have meant that, in general,
excavations have been only partial, and the information
recovered has had to be supplemented by the
measurement of unexcavated surface remains. The site
plans of the German expedition were created in this way.
Although the unexcavated remains at Samarra appear to
the eye to be broad undulating mounds, the exact wall
faces are frequently visible within the mound, and
surface measurement can be successful. However, in the
case of Herzfeld, measurements were only taken along
the lines of walls, and all buildings appear to be
perfectly rectangular, unless a divergent angle is very
obvious. The methods used by Iraqi archaeological
surveyors are not known. The excavation plans of recent
work have succeeded in identifying irregular shapes.

In the case of the Archaeological Survey of Samarra, the
complete plan of the city has been plotted by
photogrammetric techniques from air photography,
supported to a limited extent by work on the ground.
While about 80% of the city was plotted from stereo­
scopic air photography.!' other sections were only
available on single images, with consequent distortions.
Some limited areas were copied from the Iraqi 1:2000
plans. For the wider area round Samarra, British maps at

a scale of 1:10,560 dated 1917, and the Arabic 1:50,000
dated 1962 were used. The eastern part of Area P, the
site of al-Mu'tasim's city on the Qatul, was surveyed on
the ground by the author.

It is evident that building plans plotted from air
photographs are less accurate than what can be
measured on the ground, and what is measured on the
surface of the ground is less accurate than what is
excavated. However, air photography does offer the
compensating factor of a complete view of the remains,
and the opportunity of studying them at leisure.

TEXTUAL SOURCES

The principal contemporary description appears in the
Kitiib al-Buldiin of al-Ya' qiibi. However, much material
of nearly comparable quality is to be found in the
chronicle accounts in the Ta'rikh al-Rusul wal-Muliik of
al-Tabari, A second geographical description of Samarra
occurs in the Kitiib al-Buldiin of Ibn al-Faqih al­
Hamadhani. A certain amount of topographical
information can be derived from the compositions of the
court poets at Samarra.

There seems to have been a sharp fall off in the quantity
of information about the topography of the city in the
authors later than the 4th/10th century, probably
reflecting the early abandonment of the site. For example
in the Ta'rikh Baghdad of the Khatib al-Baghdadi
(392/1002-463/1071), in spite of its great length, only 6
toponyms at Samarra are preserved, by comparison with
the total of 252 known. There is useful information in the

12 The images used were American declassified CORONA images obtained through the web page of the United States Geological
Service.

Acquisition Date: 1968/03/19

DS 1046-1 072DF060
Mission Number: 1046-1
Sequence Roll Number: 16053
Frame Number: 60

Acquisition Date: 1968/03/19

DS 1046-1 072DF061
Mission Number: 1046-1
Sequence Roll Number: 16053
Frame Number: 61

Acquisition Date: 1968/03/19

DS 1046-1OnDF062
Mission Number: 1046-1
Sequence Roll Number: 16053
Frame Number: 62

Acquisition Date: 1968/03/19

DS 1046-1 072DF063
Mission Number: 1046-1
Sequence Roll Number: 16053
Frame Number: 63

Acquisition Date: 1968/03/19

DS 1046-1072DF064
Mission Number: 1046-1
Sequence Roll Number: 16053
Frame Number: 64

Acquisition Date: 1968/03/19

DS 1046-1 OnDF065
Mission Number: 1046-1
Sequence Roll Number: 16053
Frame Number: 65

13 The root mean square error of the original horizontal control survey was 1.7 m. However further errors introduced i? the course of
digitising probably mean that the overall location error may be of the order of 2-3 m for the area plotted stereoscopIcally.



Sources and Methods 29

various entries in the Mu 'jam al-Buldiin of Yaqiit, which
appears to come from independent sources. One of
Yaqut's sources was Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadhani, but
there are others that have not been identified.

From about the 7th/13th century onwards the modern
traditions about Samarra seem to develop, which are
related to the modem popular traditions about the
history current in the region today. Both Ibn al-Kazanini
(d. c. 1290), and al-Qazwlni (8th/14th century) mention
the story of Tell al-Makhali, 'the hill of the nosebags',
the ancestor of the name of Tell al-'Aliq.

Al-Ya'qubf's account of Samarra

Al-Ya'qilbi, Abu al- 'Abbas Ahmad b. AbI Yaqub b.
Ja'far b. Wahb b. Wadih, came from a family with a
background in Abbasid administration. Wadih had been
'ami! of Egypt in 162/779 (financial agent), and also
siihib al-barid (chief of the post). His grandfather Ja'far
had been a secretary. However, al-Ya'qubf himself
seems to have lived a life of travel and enquiry. At one
point, he was at the court of the Tahirids in Khurasan, at
another in India, at another in Egypt and at another at
the court of the Rustamids at Tahert. The evidence
suggests he may have been alive as late as 292/905. 14

The Kitiib al-Buldiin is thought to have been completed
in Egypt in 278/891. It is a work of geographical
description, which opens with detailed descriptions of
the two capitals of the Caliphate, Baghdad and Samarra,
and then describes the four quarters of the world in tum.
On the whole, descriptions are brief, little more than
lists of towns in each province with their inhabitants.
However, the descriptions of Baghdad and Samarra are
more extended. The published edition of de Goeje
depends upon a single manuscript, now in the
Staatsbibliothek in Munich.l> The manuscript dates to
the 7th century AH, and the use of diacritical marks is
irregular: the reconstruction of the non-Arabic names by
the editors was therefore largely conjectural.

The description of Samarra covers thirteen pages in the
edition of de Goeje.ts The text has the following sections:

1. A brief introduction.
2. The background of the founding of Samarra,

including the origins of the purchase of the Turks.
3. Al-Mu'tasims formal progress up the Tigris, and

the foundation and abandonment of the city of al­

Qa!iil.
4. The selection of Samarra in the course of a hunting

trip.
5. Description of the foundation of the city of the

caliph (Surra Man Ra'a),

14 EF, s.v. Al-Ya'kubi.
15 Staatsbibliothek Munchen, Cod. Arab. 959.
16 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 255-68.

6. Principles of the settlement of the military units,
with emphasis on the separate placement of the
various groups.

7. Settlement of the Turks at al-Karkh.
8. Settlement of the Ushriisaniyya at al-Matira.
9. Settlement of al-Hasan b. Sahl.
10. Description of al-Sarija, the Grand Avenue.
11. Description of Shari' AbI Ahmad.
12. Description of Shari' al-Hayr al-Awwal.
13. Description of Shari' Barghamish al-Turki,
14. Description of Shari' Salih al-'Abbasi.
15. Description of Shari' al-Hayr al-Jadid.
16. The wall of al-Hayr,
17. Description of Shari' al-Khalij.
18. The difficulties with water, and the sources of

provisions.
19. Al-Mu'tasim's development of the west bank of the

Tigris.
20. The reign of al-Wathiq.
21. The expansion of Surra Man Ra'a under al­

Mutawakkil.
22. The construction of the new congregational

mosque.
23. The construction of al-Ja'fariyya (al­

Mutawakkiliyya).
24. The reign of al-Muntasir and the abandonment of

al-Ja'fariyya,
25. The years of strife and the reign of al-Mu'tamid.
26. Concluding remarks.

In spite of the fact that the Kitdb al-Bulddn is a book of
geography, it is clear that the description of Samarra,
with one exception, is in fact a chronological history of
the development of the city. The description proceeds
from the origins, through al-Mu'tasim's foundation­
which takes the largest part - to the events in the later
history of the city.

The exception is the section describing the avenues.
Here there is a geographical description of what one
would see in each avenue, beginning from the south, and
proceeding to the north. It is evident that the description
of the avenues represents a later stage in the
development of Samarra than its placement in the reign
of al-Mu'tasim would suggest. The passage is to be
dated after the death ofal-Mutawakkil in 247/861, for
the text refers to a move by Ishaq b. Ibrahim "in the
days of al-Mutawakkil" The description of the avenues
also assumes the expansion of the city under al­
Mutawakkil, and is compatible with the descriptions in
al-Tabari of the street-fighting in the decade after the
death of al-Mutawakkil. Although it could be even later
- for Samarra experienced little more change - the
lack of reference to later events in the passages on the
avenues does suggest that the decade of the 860s is
about right.
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The vivid character of the description of the avenues
argues strongly that al-Ya' qubi did at one time live in
the city. It is possible to follow the description of the
avenues in the archaeological evidence and identify
particular buildings. However, his personal experience
seems to have been circumscribed, and not to have
extended to the entire area of the archaeological
remains. Susa, followed by other Iraqi authors, thought
that the cantonments of the Grand Avenue of lower
Samarra (al-Sarija) extended up to al-Ja'fan, but there
is no support for this. 17 When reviewed in detail, it will
be seen that the northernmost point mentioned, the
qatii 'i ' of the khuddiim, lay not far to the north of the
palace complex of the Dar al-Khilafa. In the south, the
detailed description extends as far as al-Matira, The
warmth with which al-Ya'qubi speaks of the west bank,
suggests that he had also visited that area, for the
gardens there were suitable for picnics and excursions.
However, there is no detailed description of the
outlying military cantonments or Balkuwara, and the
limited details of the foundation of al-Mutawakkiliyya
are similar to those in al-Tabari.l'' It is equally clear that
he had no access to the palaces. There are no internal
details of the Dar al-Khilafa, which is only viewed from
the outside. One can only conclude that al-Ya' qilbi
lived a private life at Samarra, and was not in contact
with the Caliphs. That life was spent in the central city,
with excursions to the west bank.

The most striking weakness of the text is the absence of
discussion of the palace-building activities of al­
Mutawakkil, which playa large role in the archaeology,
and are quite widely mentioned in other sources.
Nevertheless a list of the palaces of al-Mutawakkil does
appear in the author's Ta 'rikh. However, the lack of
mention of the palaces suggests that he may not have
been in Samarra during the 850s, for the massive
construction projects would have made an impression.

The evidence of the text is compatible with the idea that
al-Ya' qilbi only stayed a relatively short time in Samarra,
perhaps in the 860s, and the remainder of the material
could have been obtained from books or oral accounts.

In spite of the high quality of the text, the archaeological
evidence is able to show that al-Ya'qiibi was capable of
making a mistake. 19 In the account of the city on the
Qatfil, he remarks that "(al-Mu'tasim) located the canal
known as the Qatfil in the middle of the city", whereas the
archaeological evidence suggests that the city lay between
two of the Qatfils, and the Tigris.s? There is no indication
of manuscript difficulties here, and there is no particular
evidence that al-Ya'qiibi himself saw the site. One may

accept that it was a simple error, but also that it is an
indication of the reservation with which one should
approach the rest of the text, and the other written sources.

Reference will also be made to the Ta'rikh of al-Ya'qilbi,
This chronicle seems to be earlier than the Kitiib al­
Bulddn, for it terminates in 259/872. The information in
the Ta'rikh seems to have little in common with that in
the Bulddn, and a particularly low level of repetition of
the same information between the two texts.

The History of al-Tabari

AI-Tabari, Abu Ja'far Muhammad b. Jarlr, is the second
most important source for the history and topography of
Samarra." The chronicle Ta'rikh al-Rusul wal-Muliik is
full of incidents which took place in Samarra, and
provide information about the structure and topography
of the city.

Al-Tabari was born in 224 or 225 (839 AD) in
Tabaristan, but spent most of his life in Baghdad. He
was perhaps present at the siege of Baghdad by the
Samarran forces in 251/865-6.22 He travelled to Egypt
between 253/867 and 256/870, but was back again in
Baghdad by 871. He visited Samarra at least once, in
249/863 or after. Part of the market area was burnt down
in that year, and al-Tabari reports seeing it,23 No doubt,
this visit took place on the road to Egypt, or on the way
back, for it was common to travel by way of Mosul and
northern Syria. He died in 923, and the Ta'rikh stops in
915, with the events of the year 302. Al-Tabari never
uses the official name of the city, Surra Man Ra'a, but
rather the popular version, Samarra, which is suggested
elsewhere in this volume to be the Arabic version of the
ancient toponym.

The treatment of events in Samarra is quite full, but not
as detailed as for events in Baghdad in the same period.
For the period from the foundation of Samarra in
221/836 up to the accession of al-Mu'tamid in 256/870,
events in Samarra were often the centre of attention.
After 256/870, there is markedly less mention of the
city's affairs, and after 283/896 Samarra is scarcely
mentioned again.

Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadhanl

The Kitiib al-Buldiin of Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadhani is by
an Iranian author about whom little is known, although
from internal evidence it has been deduced that the work

17 Susa 1948-9; Kettana 1979.
18 AI-TabarT, III, 1438.
19 It is possible, though unverifiable, that there are defects in the manuscript tradition, the text depending on a unique manuscript.
20 AI-Ya' qubi, Buldiin, 256.
21 Ell, s.v. al-Tabarl.
22 This fact has been deduced from the vividness of the description of the siege of Baghdad.
23 AI-TabarT,III,1512.
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was composed in about 289-90/902-3.24 Three
manuscripts of this work are of an abridged version, but
a fourth exists in the Ridawiya Library, Mashhad, of part
of the full text.25 This last manuscript contains a fairly
extensive text about Samarra, covering a total of ten
folios. The treatment is much less systematic than that of
al-Yaqubl, and in no way speaks of personal
experience. Rather it seems to be a compilation of
information, as Ibn al-Nadirn says about the work, a fact
which is surprising, given that the work is close in date
to the period of the Caliphs at Samarra.

The work contains the following sections on Samarra:

Fol. 90

The foundation of Surra Man Ra'a by al-Mu'tasim
The reign of al-Wathiq
The reign of al-Mutawakkil

Fol. 142-3
The canals of Samarra
The Qaml al-Kisrawi and the Qatul AbI al-Jund

Fol. 143-51
The account of Surmarra-s
The legend of Sam b. Nub-
The foundations of earlier caliphs at Samarra
List of building projects of al-Mutawakkil
Poetry by 'All b. al-Jahm on al-Ja'fari
The foundation of al-Ja'fari
Al-Mu'tasim al-Muthamman: the legend of the
caliph of eight years, eight sons, eight palaces,
eight victories, etc.

The Mu Jam al-Buldiin of Yaqut

The dictionary of geography, Kitdb Mu 'jam al-Buldiin,
by the scholar Yaqiit b. 'Abdallah al-Riimi al-Baghdadi,
was completed in 621/1224, but added to until his death
in 626/1229 at Aleppo.s? He seems to have travelled
widely, but the work is particularly well informed on
Iraq. Although basically a compilation, there are
certainly additional items of current information.

The following articles treat the region of Samarra:

Al-Ahmadi
AI-Bad!'
Bazkuwar
Dayr al-Susi
Dayr al-Tawawis

Dayr 'Abdiin
Dayr Fathiyiin
Dayr Manna Jurjus
Dayr Marmari
Dayr Masarjabis
Dujayl
AI-Dur
Al-Ghard
AI-I:Iayr
AI-HamnI
AI-la'farI
Karkh Bajadda
Karkh Samarra
Al-Ma'shtiq
Matlra
Al-Muhammadiyya
Al-Mukhtar
Al-Mutawakkiliyya
Nahr al-Marj
Al-Qadisiyya
Qasr al-Juss
AI-Qatul
Samarra'
Al-Shah wal-'Arus
Al-Shibdaz
Surra Man Ra' a

The information is compiled from a variety of
unknown sources, which are not the same as those of
al-Yaqubi; the only source which has been identified
is Ibn al-Faqih al-Harnadhani's Kitdb al-Buldiin, from
which Yaqut drew his version of the list of the palaces
of al-Mutawakkil. The epitome of the Mu 'jam,
Mariisid al-Ittilii' 'ala asmd ' al-Amkina wal-Biqii'; by
'Abd al-Mu'min b. Ibn 'Abd al-Haqq (died 735/1339)
contains additional information from the lifetime of the
author.

Court Poetry

A number of well known Abbasid poets were active at
the court of Samarra. The format of the Arabic qasida
does not lend itself to providing much information about
the environment in which the poets lived, or the
environment of their patrons. However, when the poets
composed panegyrics, they evidently referred to the
architectural achievements of their patrons. The two
principal poets who refer to the architecture of their
patrons are'All b. al-Jahm (c. 188/804-249/863)28 and
Walid b. 'Ubayd al-Buhturi (206/821-284/897).29 Both
of these poets were prominent at the court of al-

24 EP, S.Y. Ibn al-Fa~Ih.

25 Ridawiya Library, Mashhad, MS 5229 (210 folia, 7th cent. Hijri). A facsimile is published by Sezgin: Collection of
Geographical Works by Ibn al-Faqih, Ibn Fadldn, Abii Dulafal-Khazraji, ed. Fuat Sezgin, Frankfurt 1987: Publications of the
Institute for the History of Arabic-Islamic Science, Series C, no. 43.

26 Surmarra is a contraction of the name of the city unique to Ibn al-Faqih.
27 EP, S.Y. Yakut al-Rumi.
28 EP, S.Y. 'Ali b. al-Djahm.
29 EP, S.Y. al-Buhturi.
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Mutawakkil, and it is not surprising that their themes
speak of architecture, for al-Mutawakkil was passionate
about his buildings.w Their colleague, Abu Tammam
Habib b..Aws (188/804-231/845), although famous as a
court poet of al-Ma'mim and al-Mu'tasim, does not refer
to architecture much, perhaps reflecting the lesser
interest of al-Mu'tasim in the subject." Mention should
also be made of the Abbasid poet-prince Ibn al-Mu'tazz
(247/861-296/908), born at Samarra, who does evoke
places at Samarra in his poetry."

PRINCIPLES FOR THE IDENTIFICATION OF
TOPONYMS

The study of the topography of ancient and medieval
cities is a well-known art. Studies exist of nearly all
major cities, where a substantial body of textual
information can be found. If no textual information has
come down to us, then this kind of study is impossible.
The kind of textual sources which may exist include
systematic descriptions, such as Maqrizi's description of
Cairo, accounts of historical events which give
information about localities in the city, incidental
mentions of localities in chronicles and other types of
text, and sometimes documentary information, such as
letters, foundation inscriptions and waqfdocuments, and
archives of tablets in Mesopotamia.

The value of information from the site of the city itself
is much more variable. In some cases, there is
virtually no archaeological information. For example,
Baghdad has changed almost entirely from its early
days, and no archaeological information from its early
period has survived. Another example is Babylon,
where the field of ruins has had to be excavated; the
areas revealed are not a large proportion of the city,
owing to the limitations of excavation. In both cases,
there are good textual sources. In other cases, the
study attempts to reconstruct the past state of a city,
which has developed on the same plan, and some
buildings have survived. Aleppo, Damascus and Cairo
are examples of this type, but the picture is similar for
Rome and Constantinople.

In the case of Samarra, the quantity of textual
information is more limited than the cases cited above,
but the archaeological information is more plentiful, and
it represents the plan of the same period described in the
texts. At present 6,908 archaeological entities are
defined, of which about 6, I 00 belong to the period of
the Abbasid city, and 252 toponyms are known in the
texts. The major problem, then, is that there are many
more archaeological buildings than there are names
known, and there could be many candidates for locating
a particular building name.

30 On palace poetry at Samarra, see Scott-Meisami 2001.
31 EF, s.v. Abu Tammam; Stetkevych 1991.
32 EF, s.v. Ibn al-Mu'tazz.

The basic principle of identifying toponyms is to
assemble all the textual information about a toponym,
and all the information about each archaeological unit,
and to compare the two until the best fit is arrived at.
However in many cases, only the name is known, and
perhaps one supplementary item of information, such as
the cost of the building, as in the case of the palaces of
al-Mutawakkil, or its approximate date, such as the
palace of al-Ahmadi, built by al-Mu'tamid.

In these cases, two further principles can be useful; one
is association with other buildings. In the example of the
palaces of al-Mutawakkil, one building may be more or
less expensive than another. Or in the description of the
avenues, one building may be placed before or after
another that is better identified, or belong to a sequence,
of which some elements are better located than others.
In his descriptions, it is clear that al-Ya'qubi mentioned
only those buildings which were most prominent. The
prominent buildings of Samarra were not necessarily the
same as the houses of the most important personalities,
for there are many whose houses are not mentioned. If a
building was a distinctive landmark to al-Ya'qubl, then
it will still be obvious in the archaeological site today.
The toponyms mentioned only in the chronicle of Tabari
are more difficult to identify, as they were mentioned for
other reasons.

The other principle is that nearly the whole site of the
Abbasid city survived into the 20th century, and can be
identified in the air photographs or other sources of
information, even if some parts have now disappeared,
and can only be recovered from older photographs. The
remains in some places may be badly preserved on the
surface, but they are usually sufficient to identify major
buildings. It is possible to estimate approximately how
much of the city has been lost. The main areas where the
remains may have completely disappeared are: (1) the
valley of the Tigris, and (2) the modem town within the
fortification walls. In the flood plain of the Tigris, the
riverbed has moved since the 3rdl9th century, and may
have eroded buildings, for example half the excavated
palace at Huwaysilat. Secondly, cultivation of the flood­
plain on the west bank has affected the remains of the
Abbasid agricultural estates reported to have been sited
there. In the case of the modem town, nearly everything
within the line of the fortification walls has been lost.
However, it is evident that the modem city is the
descendant of the market areas of the Abbasid city, and
it seems that some street alignments have remained the
same since the 3rdl9th century. If a building or locality
known in the texts does not fall specifically into one of
these two categories, it is probable that its remains
survived to be recorded. Therefore, a technique such as
adding up the number of archaeological palaces which
remain unidentified, and the number of palace names
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unlocated, and comparing the two, would be
legitimate.

In the end, the process is an imperfect one. Some results
may be more reliable than others, and an effort has been
made to signal the reliability of an identification as of
greater or lesser certainty.P

Not surprisingly, the evidence of the texts does not
correspond very closely to that of the archaeological
site, and it is a question of arriving at the "best fit" of

two different bodies of data. The problem lies in the
fallibility of human perception, on the one hand that of
the medieval writer's understanding of the world around
him, and the other, the modern archaeologist's under­
standing of the archaeological site. However the avail­
ability of detailed archaeological information marks a
significant advance on what was previously possible in
studies of urban topography, and in particular makes it
possible to go back and ask the question: how did a
medieval author see what we can be certain was there in
his time?

33 In Appendix C, the reliability of an identification is evaluated on a scale of 0 to 5.
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o, 10 20

1. Undulating gypsum desert
2. Gullied gypsum desert
3. Covered Mutawakkil terrace
4. Eroded Mutawakkil terrace
5. Eroded Mutawakkil terrace
with broad. flat valleys

6 al-Mu'tasim terrace
7. Mahdy terrace
8. Severely eroded Mahdy terrace
9. Tigris flood plain
1O. Tigris basin
11. Tigris levee

12. Tigris depression
13. Tigris overflow
14. lake bottom land
15. lake border land
16. active dune land
17. ancient irrigation canal

Fig. 5. Surface geology in the region ofSamarra (source: Buringh 1960).



CHAPTER 2

The Regional Environment

The modem town of Samarra is situated on the left bank
of the Tigris about 125 km north of Baghdad by road (E
43° 52' 42", N 34° 11' 79"), and close to the boundary
between the two great environmental zones of Iraq, the
alluvial plain to the south and the Tigris valley of the
north.

The exceptional character of the Iraqi environment is
well known by now. A natural desert plain with an
average of 108 mm of rain at Baghdad, less than the
minimum necessary for rain-fed agriculture, Iraq is
traversed by the Tigris and the Euphrates, which draw
their waters from the mountains of eastern Anatolia, and
empty into the head of the Gulf. After emerging from
the mountains, the only affluents of the Euphrates are
the Balikh and the Khabur in Syria, while the Tigris
receives additional water from the Zagros in the Zab,
'Adhaym, Diyala, and Karun rivers. The two rivers
approach closest to one another near to present-day
Baghdad, and diverge again before meeting north of
Basra. In this area, they share a common alluvial plain,
which extends north to al-Qadisiyya, 25 km south of
Samarra. The altitude of the Tigris is 50 m at Qadisiyya,
and it follows that the fall of the Tigris over the 600 km
between Qadisiyya and the Gulf is a gradient of only
1:12,000. This slow-moving water leads to significant
deposition of silt from the two rivers, and consequent
movements in the riverbeds, a factor which has had an
important effect on human history in Iraq, and also on
the local history of Samarra.

Samarra is located north of the limit of the alluvial plain
on the edge of the valley of the Tigris, where the river is
incised between 15 and 20 m into the rolling steppe east
and west of the river, and the flood plain is 2-4 km
wide. It is an ill-defined region, a passageway between
south and north of Iraq, whose only physical limits are
the alignment of the river Tigris.

THE GEOMORPHOLOGY OF THE REGION

The river Tigris dominates the geology of the Samarra
region. The steppe east and west of the river is

composed of three fluviatile terraces formed by
riverbeds in the Pleistocene era, with large numbers of
river-stones embedded in the matrix (Fig. 6).34 In the
1950s, these terraces in the Samarra region were given
the names of the Mutawakkil, Mu'tasim, and Mahdy
terraces." At Samarra itself, the Mutawakkil terrace is
dominant. The terrace is composed of rounded pebbles
and gravels of chert, limestone and metamorphic rocks
in an argillaceous and siliceous matrix. This material is
relatively easy to erode by water or wind action; and in
addition, it is relatively easy to excavate for the
construction of underground buildings (Fig. 6).

The steppe land

The soils of the terrace consist of sandy, loamy and silty
material mixed with gravel, reddish-brown and
Sierozem soils-" The gypsum content is very high, up to
60%. Large gypsum crystals occur everywhere in the
soil, and are mined for making jzzs...S'.37

On the west side of the Tigris, the steppe forms a
dissected plateau varying in elevation between 85 m
and 110 m above MSL (Mean Sea Level). It is very
bare and carries little vegetation. On the east side, the
surface is featureless and undulating, rising from c. 55 m
above MSL in the south to 87 m in the north. The
vegetation is composed of annual grasses without trees,
for most of the year. There is sufficient soil cover for
cultivation if water is available. Cultivators recently
have chosen to excavate wells with mechanical
excavators in the steppe surface, or in the beds of the
former canals, where there seems to be some residual
sub-surface water flow. The water is somewhat saline.
The problem on the east bank steppe in recent years has
been that wells dug to supply irrigation water have only
delivered a few barrels per day, and the soil is not rich
in organic material. Nevertheless since the construction
of the barrage on the Tigris at Samarra in the 1950s, the
inhabitants of the villages formerly in the flood plain,
were displaced onto the steppe-land, and have since
spread out as far as the alignment of the Nahr al-Rasasi
and beyond.

34 Buringh 1960, 127.
35 It is not known whether recent work on the region has continued to use these names. Evidently they were given by the

Directorate-General ofAgriculture in Baghdad.
36 The soils of the region between Samarra and the'Adhaym river were studied by van der Kloes in 1956 (Buringh 1960, 127).

More recent reports were not found.
37 The gypsum is a secondary formation, created by the evaporation of water rich in dissolved calcium sulphate. It is porous, soft,

brittle, and needle-shaped, with long vertical crystals.
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The Tigris and its flood-plain

The Tigris at Samarra is composed of a braided river
pattern set in a flood plain. The flood plain varies between
2 and 6 km wide, with a riverbed between 300 and 800 m
wide. The altitude of the river level varies between 75 m
above MSL at al-Diir in the north, and 50 m at Qadisiyya.
The gradient is 1:2000, much steeper than in the alluvial
plain to the south of Qadisiyya,

At present, the river has a braided pattern with alluvial
islands in the stream, which are constantly changing
from one year to the next. Most of the islands are
covered with bushes, and may be cultivated. When not
cultivated, they provide refuges for wild boar and
hyenas, or grazing land for buffaloes.

On each side of the river, the flood plain provides fertile
flat agricultural land, if irrigated. Today the river lies on
the east side of the plain, for much of its length in the
Samarra region. Only in the area of the Dar al-Khilafa
did the river bend to the west, leaving an area of flood
plain to the east of the river.

The regime of the Tigris

The Tigris draws its water from the mountains of eastern
Anatolia. Today the regime of the river has been much
changed by the construction of dams in Turkey, and the
Saddam Dam at Eski Mosul in Iraq. It is intended here
to describe the regime of the river before the changes
brought about by recent dam building, in order to
present the situation as it may have existed in ancient
and medieval times.

In the spring, melting snow increases the flow of water
between February and May, with a slow decline through
the rest of the year (Fig. 7).38 Low water at the site of
the bridge at Samarra was between 56 m and 57 m
above MSL, with a low discharge of 300-400 cumecs,
and a maximum of 750 cumecs.'? The highest flood
level recorded was seven metres higher (62.80 m).40
While the rise is obviously variable from year to year,
high water levels can cause disastrous flooding. While
flooding is not recorded as seriously affecting Samarra
itself, the effects on Baghdad could be quite severe. In
the last year of severe flooding (1954), Baghdad was
seriously affected, and flooding continued all the way
down the Shan al-Hayy, as far as the marshes of
southern Iraq. The flow at flood-time is extremely

violent, with a maximum known discharge of 12,500
cumecs at Samarra. It should be emphasised that this
flow was beyond the capacity of man in ancient and
medieval times to control, and would destroy any bridge
or dam built in the river." For this reason the medieval
bridge at Samarra, like the bridges of Baghdad, was
built of pontoons, which could be removed at flood­
time. The Abbasid bridge was probably similar to the
early modem bridge which existed until 1955.

The barrage

According to a report published in 1951,42 the danger of
flooding to Baghdad could be avoided by the diversion
of excess floodwater into the Tharthar depression
located between the Tigris and Euphrates. A barrage at
Samarra would allow the passage of a maximum of
7000 cumecs, and divert the remainder into the Tharthar
depression. Construction was begun in 1953, and the
barrage was brought into operation in November
1955.43A curved bank was built across the old course
of the Tigris, just north of modern Samarra, and new
sluices cut into the flood-plain on the west bank, while
further sluices controlled overflow into a channel
leading 60 km south-west to what is now Lake
Tharthar. A lake was formed behind the dam, and this
flooded the plain as far north as Shaykh Wali. The
villages of the flood-plain on the left bank in front of
the Dar al-Khilafa, and the villages of the right bank
south-east and north-east of the Qasr al-' Ashiq, were
evacuated, and their population mainly settled in
Samarra and in villages on the east bank steppe, in
between the Abbasid remains.

Naturally, the lake has suffered from sedimentation in
the 49 years between completion in 1955 and the date of
writing (2004). The silt content of Tigris water at
Baghdad varies between 180 gm/m- in low water
conditions and 2300 gm/m- in flood conditions." The
reduced flow of water in the Tigris since the completion
of the dams further north has no doubt changed both the
silt content and the deposition rate through slower flow.
In 1977, there was a large open lake behind the barrage.
By 1989, the lake had nearly entirely disappeared. It was
replaced mainly by marsh conditions similar to those of
the marshes in southern Iraq. Buffaloes found in the
southern marshes have also been imported to Samarra. It
seems likely that the lake will continue to dry out in the
future, leaving dry land conditions which can be
cultivated again.

38 Source: Ziiblin AG, Iraq-Wadi Tharthar project.
39 Cumec: cubic metres per second of water passing a single point. These figures date to the 1950s, before the construction of the

modern dams on the Tigris, and are intended to give an idea of conditions in ancient times.
40 February 1941 (Ziiblin 1956).
41 The barrage at Samarra was destroyed once in the course of construction, in March 1954.
42 Report on the control ofthe rivers ofIraq and the utilisation oftheir waters, Irrigation Development Commission, Baghdad

1951.
43 Ziiblin 1956.
44 Buringh 1960, 51.
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The archaeological remains covered by the lake were in
principle destroyed by the water, but in practice, their
fate seems to have been more complex. The Abbasid
monuments affected by the lake were: (l) the garden of
the Dar al-Khilafa (H309), (2) al-Quwayr (H30), and (3)
the gardens of the west bank (VII, V54 and others).
H309 is now a marsh. The higher parts of H30 are
preserved in a dry state, and the lower parts are
waterlogged. The gardens of the west bank are now also
waterlogged, but their state has not been checked.

The ancient beds of the Tigris

There is considerable evidence of movement in the
Tigris bed over the centuries. In the flood plain at
Samarra itself, meander patterns are visible in the air
photography, and it is evident that the channel beds have
moved extensively since Abbasid times. On the west
side, half the square palace at Huwaysilat (V 1) has been
eroded by water action, although it now lies at a distance
of 1800 m from the river. There is also partial erosion of
the garden of the Dar al-Khilafa. However the channel
alignments of the early 20th century, up to the closure of
the barrage in 1955, give the impression of being similar
to those of the Abbasid period. Most of the Abbasid
monuments presuppose a river located in approximately
the same position as in pre-1955.

South of the entrance to the Nahr al-Qa'im, the situation
is different. Wilkinsorr" has defined three different
periods of the course of the Tigris between Samarra and
Baghdad, building on the work of Ahmad Susa,"
Buringh.f and Adams.v

Earlier Holocene c. 8000 BC-3/4000 BC
Meander traces occur across a broad belt of land to the
west of the Dujayl canal system. These are clearly not
later than the traces of the channel which existed in the
9th century, and are therefore presumably earlier, but
cannot be dated with confidence. From the visible
topography it can be inferred that the earliest Holocene
course of the Tigris probably followed a more westerly
course from Tell Bundari (Site MI2), around and to the
west of a residual of high river terrace near Istablat, to
continue down through the meander belt. This course
was probably in use before Tell Bundari was occupied
during the third and second millennia Be. From the
above it can be concluded that the narrow Tigris flood
plain in the vicinity of Qadisiyya, c. 1.5 km wide
compared with 2-4 km upstream, is a relatively recent
phenomenon. A more recent date for the Qadisiyya

45 Northedge, Wilkinson & Falkner 1990.
46 Susa 1948-9, 192.
47 Buringh 1960, 124-5.
48 Adams 1965, figs 4-6.
49 Herzfeld 1948,69; Adams 1965,91; al Feel 1965, 110-13.
50 AI-Mas'tidl, Mun/j, 1,223.
51 Ibn'Abd al-Haqq, Mariisid. I, 270.

course is supported by the evidence for rapid rates of
erosion of the Tigris banks.

Mid-Holocene to approximately 13th century AD
During this long period the Tigris appears to have
followed the present course between Istablat and
Qadisiyya, and then continued on a more southerly
course via 'Ukbara, The upper part of this channel is
shown as a rather weak trace on the air photographs, but
becomes more pronounced towards the south to follow a
highly sinuous course to join the Tigris some 30 km
north of Baghdad."

The dry bed of the former course is still visible, called
al-Shutayt, and up till the building of the barrage at
Samarra, al-Shutayt still carried water in the flood
season. Some movement may have already taken place
by the 4th/10th century, for al-Mas'Iidi refers to law
suits which a change in the bed of the Tigris in the area
north of Baghdad had given rise to.50 According to Ibn
'Abd al-Haqq, Mariisid al-Ittilii' (early 8th/14th
century), the town of 'Ukbara was abandoned when the
Tigris left its bed between 'Ukbara and Awana.>' Since
the Abbasid Caliph al-Mustansir (623/1226-640/1242)
was responsible for the construction of new canals to
irrigate the districts cut off from their normal supplies
by the movement of the river, the major shift must have
taken place sometime at the beginning of his reign.

Medieval and post-Medieval route ofthe Tigris
A further channel situated between the above channel
and the present-day bed appears to represent a sub-stage,
at which time perhaps a relict course of the lower
'Adhaym was adopted by one branch of the Tigris. This
narrower (c. 100 m wide) channel appears to have
continued in use until it eventually dried up, perhaps as
late as within the last 100 years.

The modern Tigris channel
The present course, although partially adopted by the 13th
century, did not appear to have conducted the entire Tigris
discharge until probably the last 10D-200 years. The
present braided river channel contrasts conspicuously
with the earlier meandering channel.

Wilkinson suggests that the present course of the Tigris
in its eastern channel may lie essentially along the
alignment of the Qatfil AbI al-Jund, as described below.
The entrance to the Qatfil AbI aI-lund lay close to that of
the Qatill al-Ma'rnuni. The entrances to two canals of
approximately 25-40 m wide, each close together, may
have created a weak point, which under the impact of
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the spring flood, may have fused partially into a single
channel enlarged over the centuries to become the main
channel of the Tigris.

THE CLIMATE

Information on the climate at Samarra is quite limited
(Fig. 8). A station for collecting climatic data exists at
Samarra, and there are records for rainfall going back to
1928. The recent problems in Iraq, however, have
prevented an approach to the Iraq Meteorological
Department for information, and the only source of
information is the published work of al-Shalash, The
Climate ofIraq.i? which gives rainfall figures for
Samarra, based on data between 1928 and 1939, and
1948 and 1963. However, the climate at Samarra is not
very different from Baghdad, from where rainfall figures
go back to 1888.

Samarra has a climate typical of central Iraq, an
extremely dry continental version of the Mediterranean
climate, with all of the sparse rainfall falling in the
winter months, and high temperatures in the summer.

Rainfall at Samarra results from depressions tracking
across the Mediterranean, and crossing the Syrian Desert

52 Shalash 1966.
53 Ladurie 1962.

before depositing rain on Iraq. The average of annual
rainfall for the period 1928 to 1939 was 97.1 mm, with
variation between 24 and 231 mm. The 1930s were a
dry period everywhere in the Middle East, and for the
period 1948 to 1963, the average was 153 mm (Fig. 8).
The averages for the same two periods at Baghdad were
108.4 mm and 134 mm. The late 19th century had been
wetter and probably colder, with a maximum of 501 mm
of rain at Baghdad in 1890.

This wetter period, known also from Jerusalem, seems
to be a last trace of the 'Little Ice Age', which in Europe
reached its peak in the 16th century, and which also
probably affected the Middle East, though local data
from the region is lacking.>' Methods to estimate
climatic variation in the Early Islamic period in the
Middle East between 700 and 1000 AD have not been
investigated, although what little information is
available worldwide suggests that it was a warm period
in northern Europe and the Arctic. The significance of
climatic variation for Samarra lies not so much in its
effect on the local environment, for the local rainfall is
far from sufficient for agriculture. By contrast, variation
in the rainfall of Eastern Anatolia could have had an
important effect on the regime of the Tigris, and may
have led to the movements of the riverbed described
earlier.
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CHAPTER 3

Samarra before the Abbasid period

BEFORE THE SASANIAN PERIOD

The earliest occupation so far known at Samarra belongs
to the Chalcolithic Samarran culture. The Samarran
culture succeeded the Hassuna period towards the end of
the seventh millennium BC, and is so called because
Herzfeld first identified it at Samarra.>' The Samarran
culture spreads in a broad band across central Iraq, and
there are two sites at Samarra: the cemetery at al­
Latwa" and an occupation site at Tell al-Suwwan (Fig.
9).56 The cemetery of al-Latwa, which lies under an
Abbasid house to the west of the Congregational
Mosque and on the edge of the flood plain, was
excavated by Herzfeld in 1911, and there was a large
quantity of painted pottery associated.i? Tell al-Suwwan
was also known to Herzfeld, but it was excavated
primarily by an Iraqi expedition in the 1960s (Fig. 10,
PI. 4).58 It is situated on the high cliff of the riverbank to
the south of the palace of Balkuwara. Radiocarbon dates
on the lowest levels give a date of 6300 Be. In the third
phase, the site was composed of a number of houses
with very small rooms, surrounded by an enclosure wall
with a ditch, but, in the later phases, the wall was
abandoned. There were rich finds of alabaster statuettes
and painted pottery. So far, only these two sites of the
Samarran period have been identified, and it is not easy
to imagine the environment in which they functioned. As
noted earlier, the course and regime of the Tigris has
changed extensively since that period, and now the
Tigris flows at the base of the cliff on which Tell al­
Suwwan is situated, but one supposes that at that time
the Tigris flowed further to the west, and that the
inhabitants cultivated the flood plain at the foot of the
cliff.

After the Samarran period, we have no further evidence
of early occupation until the end of the third millennium
BC. Five sites are known with similar pottery, being

mainly wheel-turned with a rather gritty fabric and a
buff surface. The pottery is comparable with late third
millennium material at Abu Salabikh (Ur III), Nippur,
and particularly in the Diyala region.>? In the north, site
B1 is a typical archaeological tell, 173 x 131 m, located
on the east bank of the Tigris, 3 km northwest of Abu
Dulaf mosque.s? Site S8, is a small occupation site east
of the Nahr al-Rasasi in the steppe. Tell Nazuz is a tell
overlooking the east bank of the Tigris at Jubayriyya, on
the south side of the site of al-Matira.v' On the west
bank of the Tigris, Site M2, named Tell Istablat, lies
under the northern part of the palace at al-Istablat, a
large site measuring 361 m long and 60 m wide on the
edge of the slope down to the flood plain (Fig. 86).62
There are about four metres of deposits, and while most
of the pottery was third millennium, one possible
Samarran painted sherd was recovered (Fig. 11).63

A further 1400 m to the southeast, Tell Sa' ud, represents
the remains of a square platform measuring 81 m at the
summit, with two ramps on west and east, each
measuring 26 m wide (Fig. 10, PI. 5).64 On the south
side of the platform, there is a second lower terrace with
rooms around a courtyard. It seems likely that this is a
temple platform of the type known in the Diyala in the
third millennium, although it is not oval, as at Khafajeh,
and that it is the temple for the occupation site at Tell
Istablat, In 1917-18 an alabaster statue of Sumerian type
was discovered during trenching operations by Indian
soldiers at Istablat.s' It is most probable that this statue
came from the temple site, M14, but it is also possible
that it came from the occupation site at Tell Istablat. A
similar statue of Third Millennium date, now in the
British Museum, has recently been identified by Reade
as the one first seen by Rich at al-Sanam on the opposite
side of the Tigris. Only a pair of legs of this statue
survives, but it is assessed as being of Old Akkadian
date, perhaps the reigns of Sargon (2334-2279 Be) or

54 Herzfeld 1930.
55 Site H197, Grid Reference: E 395980 N 3786430.
56 Site R2, Grid Reference: E 399500 N 3775600.
57 Herzfeld 1930, 1.
58 Abu'l-Soof & el-Wailly 1965; A'dami 1968; Abu'l-Soof 1968; Abu'l-Soof 1971. There was also a French expedition under the

direction of Catherine Breniquet in 1989 (Breniquet 1991).
59 Falkner (forthcoming). The comparisons have a date range from Early Dynastic III to Akkadian and Ur III.
60 Site B1, Grid Reference: E 387800, N 3804500.
61 Site L2 : Grid Reference: E 396500, N 3779950. The site was not visited by the survey. Information is drawn from Adams

1965, site 860.
62 Site M2, Grid Reference: E 400483, N 3772382
63 Northedge & Falkner 1987. In DGA 1970, the site is said to be Early Dynastic.
64 Site M14: Grid Reference E 401230, N 3771165.
65 The statue is now in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford (Proceedings ofthe Society ofAntiquaries ofLondon 2/32, 1920,82-5).
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('

1. 864 M2

2. 813 M2

3. 680 M2
4. 832 M2

5. 677 M2

6. 802 M2

7. 682 M2

8. 804 M2

9. 678 M2

10. 696 M2

11. 694 M2

12. 821 M2

13. 800 M2

14. 845 S8

Rim from a straight-sided vessel with rectangles cut from the side before firing. Brown fabric with
black grits and vegetable temper. Brown surface, incised decoration on the collar, impressed
decoration on the sides. Hand-made.
Bowl. Light brown fabric with many white and some angular black grits, a small amount of
vegetable temper and some mica. Buff slip.
Jar. Fabric as 813. Greenish buff surface.
Large basin. Greenish brown fabric with black and brown grits and a large amount of vegetable
temper. Brown surface. Hand made.
Jar. Reddish brown fabric with many black and a few red grits, some vegetable temper and a small
amount of mica. Buff surface.
Bowl. Fabric as 813. Buff surface.
Jar. Fabric as 813. Buff slip.
Jar. Fabric as 813. Buff slip.
Jar. Reddish brown fabric with many angular black and white grits and some mica. Surface is burnt,
buff slip.
Bowl. Fabric as 813. Buff surface.
Bowl. Fabric as 813. Buff surface.
Base. Fabric as 813. Buff slip.
Bowl. Fabric as 813. Buff surface. Incised wavy line decoration inside.
Jar. Fabric as 813. Buff surface.
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Fig. 12. Pottery ofthe First Millennium Befrom site 11, al-/fuwaysh.

47

15. 136 II
16. 140 II
17. 138 II

18. 139 II

19. 151 II

20. 122 II

21. 117 II

22. 160 II

23. 153 II
24. 126 II

25. 100 II
26. 106 II

27. 132 II
28. 143 II

29. 141 II

30. 135 II

Bowl. Red fabric with black and white grits, some vegetable temper and mica. Buff slip.
Bowl. Red fabric with black and white grits, and some vegetable temper.
Bowl. Reddish brown fabric with a light brown core, black and white grits, some
vegetable temper and mica. The surface ranges from red to buff.
Bowl. Yellow fabric with red and white grits, and a large amount of vegetable temper.
Buff surface.
Jar. Reddish brown fabric with many white grits, black and red grits (some up to 5mm
diam.), vegetable temper and mica. Buff slip on exterior.
Ring base. Buff fabric with black grits, mica and a large amount of vegetable temper.
Buff surface.
Disc base. Reddish brown fabric with black and white grits, mica and a large amount of
vegetable temper. Buff surface.
Jar neck. Reddish brown fabric with darker core, black and white grits, mica and a large
amount of vegetable temper. The surface ranges from buff to pink.
Bowl. Reddish brown fabric with black grits, mica and vegetable temper. Buff slip.
Jar. Buff fabric with black and a few red grits, mica and a large amount of vegetable
temper. Buff slip.
Jar. Fabric as 151. Reddish brown surface.
Jar. Greenish brown fabric with black and white grits and vegetable temper. Greenish
buff surface.
Jar. Fabric as 106. Greenish buff surface.
Jar. Reddish brown fabric with many black and a few white grits, and vegetable temper.
Buff slip.
Jar. Greenish brown fabric with black, a few white grits and vegetable temper. Greenish
brown surface.
Jar. Reddish brown fabric with many black and a few white grits, and vegetable temper.
Buff slip.
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his son Rimush (2278-2270 BC).66 It seems likely that
this statue also came from the temple site.s?

This upsurge of activity at the end of the third
millennium is probably connected with, and an outlier
of, activity on the Diyala in this period.

Only one site appeared to provide traces of occupation
in the second millennium, Tell Bundari (Fig. 10).68 This
site is composed of a square fort, 75 x 96 m, surrounded
by a fosse approximately 17 m wide. In the centre, a
raised area 50 m long appears to represent the
occupation area.s?

For the first millennium, there are two principal sites:
Tell Muhayjir, situated on the west bank of the Tigris
opposite to the inlet to the Nahr al-Rasasi (Site V21 ),70
and al-Huwaysh (sites II and 12) (Fig. 10, PI. 6).71 AI­
Huwaysh is located on a promontory of the Jazira
steppe, opposite to the modem town of Samarra, and has
two components:

(1) A tell in the centre of the site (site II ), measuring
approximately 30 x 100 m, from which neo­
Assyrian sherds were recovered (Fig. 12).72

(2) A fortified enclosure measuring 640 x 265 m (site
12). On the south and west sides, this enclosure is
defended by a fosse 20-30 m wide.

The site is now covered by the modem village of
Huwaysh, The only parts of the site now visible are
parts of the tell between the houses, and part of the
western section of the fosse. In the air photograph of
1953 (PI. 6), a mud-brick towered fortification wall, and
a number of buildings in the northwest quarter can be
seen. Moreover, an axial avenue appears to lead from a
gate in the middle of the northwest wall in the direction
of the tell.

While the fortified enclosure is not necessarily of the
same date as the tell, a date in the Neo-Assyrian period
seems most probable. No pottery has yet been recovered
from the fortified enclosure. The fortified enclosure is
not Islamic, and does not appear to be Partho-Sasanian
by its style. On the other hand, large, orthogonally
planned Neo-Assyrian fortifications do exist on the
Euphrates, and are not very different from al-Huwaysh,

In the texts of the neo-Assyrian period a town called
Surmarrate is known, which has been suggested to be
identified with Samarra.P A letter of Ashurbanipal refers
to persons who were in the town of Surmarrate.l" In an
Assyrian geographical list, the toponym URU Su-ur­
mar-ra-a-te occurs." The name has the form of a
feminine plural. In the list, this toponym is placed after
Ekallatu, a town not far from Assur, but whose exact
location is unknown, and before Artaha and Halakhu.
Artaha is Arraphe (=Kirkuk); Halakhu lies northeast of
Nineveh probably near Khorsabad.

In addition to the textual information, there is a stele in
the Walters Gallery in Baltimore, said to have come
from the palace of Sennacherib in Nineveh. The tablet is
dated 690 BC, and commemorates, apart from the
campaigns of Sennacherib, the refoundation of the city
of Surmarrate." The description of Surmarrate in the
stele is:

115. At that time, Sur-marrati, (a city) on the bank of
the Tigris which was abandoned ages ago and had
gone

116. to ruin - when I arranged a march to Elam and
Chaldaea, because in the course

117. of my campaign I was spending the night therein
- at that time it occurred to me to repopulate that
city.

118. I made up my mind and greatly enlarged the site
of the city, had its wall rebuilt and made it lofty
like a mountain.

119. Beside the wall, all around it, I dug a moat. Palm
groves and grape vines

120. I planted in the meadow....

The description of Surmarrate here corresponds quite
closely with the site of al-Huwaysh. It is located on the
Tigris, on one of the routes leading to Elam and
Chaldaea. The site has been enlarged with a new wall
and a moat, and it could be described as elevated,
overlooking the flood plain of the Tigris. The meadow
planted with palm groves and grape vines would have
been situated in the flood plain of the Tigris. Further,
Samarra is the northern limit of the date palm on the
Tigris, and therefore this Surmarratel! must have been
situated at Samarra or further south. The principal
objection to this identification is that it implies that the

66 Reade 2002, 262-9.
67 A third statue recovered in the First World War at Samarra has not yet been reidentified, and thus cannot be precisely dated

(Reade 1978, 180).
68 Site M12: Grid Reference E 396560, N 3775200. Regrettably the pottery recovered from this site was not catalogued before

the Kuwait War in 1991. The dating depends on a first impression of the pottery at the time of the campaign of 1989.
69 When site M12 was visited in 1989 the central mound was still in existence, but the fosse was no longer visible.
70 Site V21, Grid Reference E 386678, N 3807725.
71 Sites II and 12, Grid Reference: E 391297, N 3784138.
72 Northedge & Falkner 1987, fig. 9.
73 The author is grateful to the late Jeremy Black for this analysis of the textual info~ation on Surmarrate.
74 Harper 1892-1914, no. 944 (Letter of Ashurbanipal to two persons Zakir and Kattiya).
75 Text K.4384. See Forrer 1920, 52, 104.
76 Grayson 1963.
77 There may have been more than one Surmarrate.
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ancient toponym of Samarra moved across the Tigris
from the west bank to the east bank immediately
opposite. This would be a rather unusual migration, for
toponyms usually refer to small areas, and the Tigris is
wide at this point.

After the end of the Neo-Assyrian period, there is for the
moment no more archaeological evidence of settlement
until Partho-Sasanian times. There is no doubt that such
evidence exists, but it was not found in the course of the
work so far, and its discovery will have to wait for
future fieldwork.

To review the evidence of ancient occupation in the
region, it is evident that settlement in early times was
mainly concentrated along the Tigris bank and the flood
plain. It was quite sparse, and the region was not heavily
settled; rather it formed a corridor between Assyria and
Babylonia, a route used by Assyrian armies invading the
south, and later by Xenophon and Julian retreating
north. Development, however, increased under the
Sasanians.

THE SASANIAN PERIOD

Two principal developments took place in the region of
Samarra in the Sasanian period (AD 226-637): (1) the
appearance of a number of small town sites on the east
bank of the Tigris, and (2) the digging of the inlets to the
QatLil al-Kisrawi, and its associated canals, the feeder
canal of the Nahrawan complex which extends 225 km
south along the east bank of the Tigris (Fig. 22). It is not
certain that the pre-Islamic town sites of the Samarra
region only began to develop in the Sasanian period. It
may be that one or more go back to the Parthian period,
or even earlier, but the archaeological evidence is not
yet available.

The earliest historical source that gives us a description
of the region is the text ofAmmianus Marcellinus on the
retreat of the army of Julian in 364:

"Having buried these men as well as the pressing
conditions allowed, when towards nightfall we
were coming at a rapid pace to a fortress called
Sumere, we recognised the corpse of Anatolius
lying in the road, and it was hastily committed to
the earth.... On the next day we pitched our
camp in the best place we could find, a broad
plain in a valley; it was surrounded as if by a
natural wall, and had only one exit, which was a
wide one, and all about it we set stakes with

sharp ends like the points of swords. On seeing
this, the enemy from the bushes and reeds 78

assailed us with weapons of all kinds and with
insulting language ... Then we set out on the
following night and took possession of the place
called Charcha; here we were safe because there
were mounds along the banks, constructed by
men's hands to prevent the Saracens from
continually making raids on Assyria, and no one
harassed our lines, as had been done before this.
And from here, having completed a march of
thirty stadia, on the first of July we reached a city
called Dura... "79

Although it is not easy to identify all the toponyms
mentioned, it is clear that three principal toponyms were
the same as later: Samarra, al-Karkh and al-Diir. The
appearance of the town sites therefore was spread out
over a long period, which certainly began before the
excavation of the QatLil. The four town sites which
preceded the foundation of Samarra by al-Mu'tasim
were, from north to south: al-Mahuza, al-Karkh or
Karkh Fayruz, al-Matira, and al-Qadisiyya, AI­
Qadisiyya will be treated in the next chapter together
with the foundations of al-Rashid and al-Mu'tasim on
the Qatul.

Al-Mahuza - Area C

When the Caliph al-Mutawakkil built his new city, al­
Mutawakkiliyya, in 245/859 - 247/861, the site is
referred to in al-Ya'qubi's description of Samarra as "a
place called al-Mahiiza" tmawdi' yuqiilu lahu al­
Miibuza);80 in al-Tabari Mutawakkil is said to have
"built al-Mahuza't." It has been known for a long time
that this site lay in the general vicinity of the mosque of
Abu Dulaf.

The site lies on the bank of the Tigris, between the river
and the Mosque ofAbu Dulaf, and is a rough oval
measuring 2 km north to south, and a maximum of 800 m
east to west (Fig. 14, PI. 2). There is a buttressed wall
enclosing what would appear to be the limits of the site,
that is, separating it from the buildings that appear to
belong to Mutawakkil's new city. It is not certain
whether this was intended to be an enclosure wall or a
defensive wall. At any rate, it is broken in several places
by later construction, in particular by the enclosure of
the Mosque of Abu Dulaf. The wall thus predates
245/859, and was out of use by that time. However, the
site clearly grew to its maximum dimensions in the
Abbasid period.

78 The translator has "wooded heights" for saltus. As this is not likely at Samarra, saltus probably means here patches of bushes
or reeds in the river plain.

79 Ammianus MarceIIinus, Res Gestae, xxv.6.4-9.
80 Al-Ya'qubl. Buldiin, 266.
81 AI-Tabarl, III, 1438-9; al-Baladhuri, 298; Herzfeld 1948, 125, Luftbildaufnahme II. Herzfeld gives the modem name of al-

Hait to the site.



50 The Historical Topography ofSarnarra

,

::---~;~e~=:::~~- '~\~",', '" ~
r> '"

,: -_/--- --,~~~~~>- - ",

('------ --.,. \

" : "-{ , -~:~;!~ \

\1 ~ Jo '-

....-:
/ ;

o 5~n

- -== =--= =-

Late Sasanian and Umayyad (4th-8th cents. AD)

Cit)' on the Qatul (796 & 835)

Fig. 13. Phase plan ofthe Sasanian and Early 'Abbasid periods.



Qabr Abi Dulaf- --tH------

Dar Abi Dulaf

Samarra before the Abbasid period

Fig. 14. Area C - al-Miihii:a.

o

Abu Dulaf Mosque

(',._---------------

" ,l

500111

51



52 The Historical Topography ofSamarra

Inside the enclosure a well-preserved irregular building
and street plan can be detected on the east and north
sides, but about 400 m in from the riverbank, the plan
becomes increasingly difficult to make out. This area on
the riverbank has the most sherds, and resembles a
conventional Middle Eastern archaeological site.

Within the walled area, there are four monumental
buildings:

Qal'at al-Miil}iiza
Located on the riverbank at the north end of the site, this
is an irregular fortified enclosure, open to the river, and
approximately 225 m long and 120 m wide (Fig. 15).
The walls are only traceable as raised mounds, but at the
south end two sections of wall are still standing, built of
mud-bricks 43 x 43 x 10 em over a layer of tamped
earth 35 em thick (PI. 7). Between the two sections of
wall, there is a gap with fragments of baked brick
fittings in the wall ends: this seems to have been a gate.
Within the enclosure, the line of a rectangular building
with a central courtyard and surrounding rooms was
detected as a crop-mark (PI. 8).

It seems likely that this irregular enclosure is a fort or
citadel for the settlement site -this view is supported
by the recovery of a few Sasanian sherds - and the
enclosure was consequently named by us Qal' at al­
Mahuza. The rectangular building inside the enclosure
has a plan much more typical of the architecture of the
3rd/9th century, and it seems probable that this is a later
addition.

Diir Ab'i Dulaf
This is an irregular rectangular enclosure, open to the
river, and measuring approximately 100 x 82 m. Three
sections of the wall on the north side are still standing to
a height of about 3 m, and are constructed of river­
stones andju$$ (PI. 2). The interior is unclear and at
present occupied by a farm on the south side. The
enclosure is called Dar AbI Dulaf, and presumed to be
the residence of the man after whom the Mosque ofAbu
Dulaf is named (see below, p. 216). The name is recent,
and there is no necessary connection with the historical
figure concerned.

He was al-Qasim b. 'Isa al-Tjli, known as Abu Dulaf,
who flourished in the time of al-Ma'rnun and al­
Mu'tasim, and who died in 226/841.82 The power base
of the Dulafid dynasty was located at Karaj in Iran. Abu
Dulaf himself was a litterateur and patron of the arts. He
seems to have lived in Baghdad, and was governor of
Damascus under al-Mu'tasim, while also taking part in
the campaign against the Iranian rebel Babak in 838. In

view of his biography, it is quite possible that he had a
house at Samarra, but it is not mentioned in the texts.

Qabr Ab'i Dulaf
100 m to the northeast of this building, Tariq al-Jannabi
excavated a site known as Qabr AbI Dulaf (the Tomb of
Abu Dulaf) in 1978-9 (Fig. 15, PI. 9).83 This is a raised
mound of some 23 x 17 m, which proved to contain a
building with a number of rooms including a prayer hall,
courtyard, possible minaret, and an octagonal room,
which might have been a tomb chamber. Jannabi counts
this building as part of al-Mutawakkiliyya, thus to be
dated to the period 245/859-247/861. However, the level
of this building seems to be much higher than the
surrounding buildings; it appears to be built over them,
and belongs to a later period.

There is no good evidence for dating the building. The
style of architecture probably belongs to about the
5th/11th or 6th/12th century. If the analysis of the plan
of the building is correct, then it is the same type of
complex as that of Imam al-Diir at al-Dur to the north. It
would be a ziiwiya for a shaykh, or perhaps a complex
based on the tomb of a saint. It may be possible to
identify the shaykh concerned.

The Later Mosque
To the south of Dar AbI Dulaf, and adjoining it, there is
an area on the riverbank which appears heavily
pockmarked from air photographs. This seems to
represent the site of the latest occupation. On its
southern margin there is a ruin visible in air-photographs
approximately 40 m square, traceable by the trenches
left by brick-robbing (the building was thus of baked
brick). The building was on the same alignment as the
Abu Dulaf Mosque, and may well have been a late
mosque for the community. The remains are now no
longer visible on the ground.84

Discussion and Dating
Sherds were collected from the area to the east of Dar
AbI Dulaf and inside the Qal' a, but not from the
remainder of the site. Sasanian sherds were found in
both areas, and a wide range of Samarran Abbasid
pottery outside the Qal'a (Fig. 16).

The town-site was clearly in existence well before al­
Mu'tasim came to Samarra, and could have been the
residence of Abu Dulaf, as local tradition suggests. The
Mosque ofAbu Dulaf was built on the outskirts of this
town, partly over the line of the wall. The mosque was
thus sited in relation to al-Mutawakkiliyya, but also in
relation to the town" It is the placing of the Abu Dulaf
mosque, the principal mosque of al-Mutawakkiliyya, on

82 EF, s.v. al-Kasim b. 'Isa, Dulafids.
83 Jannabi 1981, 192-4; Jannabi 1982, 313-25.
84 A stucco inscription with the basmallah in Kufic of about the 4th/10th century, surrounding an arch, was also identified to the

west on the riverbank in 1989 (Samarra Archaeological Survey).
85 Herzfeld 1948, 197.
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Honeycomb ware. Brownish buff surface, grey brown core.
Dark red ware, heavy mineral temper.
Buff surface, pink core, obvious mineral temper.
Pinkish buff surface, reddish core, mineral temper.
Buff-yellow fabric, blue-green glaze over incised and barbotine decoration. "Sasano-Islamic" ware.
Lid for basin. Buff fabric, light blue-green glaze.
Basin rim. Buff fabric, blue-green glaze.
Rim of large basin. Buff fabric, pale blue-green glaze.
Basin rim. Buff fabric, blue-green glaze inside and out.
Basin rim. Body, buff with obvious mineral inclusions, blue-green glaze.
Brittle ware cooking pot with club rim, red ware with fine sand inclusions. Normally these vessels
have triangular ledge handles, and rocker stamp decoration below the rim.
Rim of rounded bowl. Dark buff surface, red-orange core, green and brown splash glaze in vertical runs.
Body sherd with stamp impression. Buff body, hand made with finger marks inside.



Samarra hefore the Abbasid period 55

the outskirts of this existing town that suggests strongly
that the place-name of al-Mahilza at which al­
Mutawakkiliyya was built, should be identified with this
town-site. However the toponym is not known in the texts
later than the reign of al-Mutawakkil, even if the archaeo­
logical evidence indicates a continued occupation.

Shaykh Wali (Karkh Fayrfiz) - Area D

The town of al-Karkh should be located in the area north
of modern Samarra known at the beginning of the 20th
century as Shenas, apparently a corruption of the name of
the Turkish general of the Samarra period, Ashinas, whose
allotment was at al-Karkh (Fig. 17, Fig. 76).86Today the
name of Shenas has been modified into Ashnas, However,
Gordon concludes that the proper transcription of the
name is Ashinas, and that spelling will be used when
referring to the historical personality.s? In the area of
Ashnas, there are two principal architectural units, one
commonly known as Sur Ashnas, a quadrilateral building
with standing buttressed walls. The second unit, to the
northwest, is the double walled enclosure on the bank of
the Tigris, approximately semicircular in shape, today
known as Shaykh Wall. 88 Herzfeld located al-Karkh at Sur
Ashnas.s? and considered the enclosure of Shaykh Wall to
be a further cantonment of the Samarra period, al-Diir
(Fig. 43). No other commentators appear to have given
serious consideration to the site. Shaykh Wali is so-called
after the shrine of a saint of that name in the enclosure;
various miraculous legends have been attributed to him.90

The Site
The site of Shaykh Wali is a double enclosure approxi­
mately 1600 m north to south, and 800 m east to west,
overlooking the flood plain of the Tigris, and open on
that side (Fig. 17). It comprises an outer and an inner
town. The site is walled with a buttressed wall of
coursed earth, surviving up to 5m high in places. The
clay is laid in blocks 44-47 em thick (PI. 10).

At the northwest corner, there is a citadel approximately
80 m square, with a gate on the southeast side. The walls
of the citadel on the east side are constructed of mud­
brick, different from that of the main walls.

Only a few traces of the street-plan are visible,
principally along the inside of the outer wall (PI. 11).
Three gates can be identified, from the alignments of
probable streets within the walls. Presumably, these
areas were abandoned first as the settlement contracted
within the inner enclosure. At the south end of the inner
enclosure, remains of buildings constructed of river­
stones and juss can be traced on the surface.

In the inner enclosure, there is the probable site of a
mosque, measuring approximately 56 x 52 m (PI. 12).
This mosque was built in baked brick, which has been
robbed out, with the exception of the stump of a minaret.
The stump is square, but the placing of the bricks
indicates that it was the base for a circular superstructure.
The building has an inaccurate qibla of 172.61 0

, to the
east of south, compared with the correct qibla of 1930

•91

There is also evidence of an associated irregular street­
plan outside the wall to the north, in which several
buildings can be distinguished. This was evidently a
suburb.

SURFACE POTTERY

Surface sherds were recorded from the inner enclosure,
and included Late SasanianlUmayyad honeycomb ware,
Samarran Abbasid types, a sgraffito sherd of probable
5th/II th century date, and a wide range of Middle
Islamic pottery, including a waster of monochrome blue­
green glaze, and a sherd of a glazed earthenware with
black underglaze painted decorations similar to Raqqa
ware (Fig. 19). Thus, there appears to be prima facie
evidence of a continuous occupation from the Late
Sasanian period (6th-7th centuries AD) until about the
7th/13th century.

The Historical Evidence
Yaqut identified al-Karkh of the Samarra period with the
earlier town of Karkh Fayruz," and in general, the name
Karkh Samarra was used to distinguish it from al-Karkh
in Baghdad.f The name Charcha is first reported from
the account of the retreat of the army of Julian the
Apostate in AD 364. 94 It seems probable that Charcha
and Karkh are the same, as first suggested by Streck. 95

Ammianus calls Charcha a "locus", a place, while he

86 Al-Ya'qubi, Bulddn, 256-7; Yaqut, Mu'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Karkh Samarra; Baladhuri, 297.
87 Gordon 2001 a, 17. .
88 The site was known to Herzfeld as al-Zanqiir (Herzfeld 1948, Luftbildaufnahme III); however Herzfeld may have been In

error, for the toponym of al-Zanqiir is said by the local people today to apply to the area north of Shaykh Wall and south of the

Abu Dulaf mosque.
89 Herzfeld 1948, 100-1, Luftbildaufnahme III.
90 Samarra'I, n.d. . .
91 'Amid 1973 161. The inaccuracy is so great as to make one doubt that the building is a mosque, but the characteristic plan of

a mosque is 'quite clear. The cause of this oddity was probably the difficulty of fitting a large mosque into the available plots in

the centre of a pre-existing town.
92 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Eliidan, s.v. ~~rkh ~amarra. The name Karkh Bajadda is also said to be applied to this town (Yaqiit,

Mu 'jam al-Buldan. s.v, Karkh Bajadda), .
93 EP, s.v. al-Karkh. The Latin form of the name "Charcha", and the Arabic form "al-Karkh", are usually taken to be versions of

the Syriac word "Karkha", a fortified town or city (Streck 1900-1,1.92).
94 Ammianus Marcellinus, xxv.6.4-15; Herzfeld 1948, 63-7.
95 Ibn Khurdadhbih, 93; Streck 1900-1, 2.185-6.
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Fig. 18. 'Abbasid and medieval pottery from Area D, Shaykh Wall.

Jar rim. Red ware, heavy mineral temper.
Jar handle. Brittle ware, well-fired red ware with fine sand inclusions.
Everted bowl rim. Pinkish buff ware, fine but obvious mineral temper
Everted rim of miniature bowl. Buff ware with fine mineral inclusions, green and brown glaze.
Flat base of bowl. Pinkish buff surface, red-orange core , green glaze inside.
Jar rim. Yellowish buff fabric, blue-green glaze inside and out , horizontal ribbing under glaze.
Bowl rim . Buff surface, pinkish buff core, blue-green glaze inside and partly down outside.
Bowl rim . Yellowish buff fabric, slight ribbing outside, blue-green glaze.
Vertical rim of bowl. Buff surface, pinkish buff core, blue-green glaze inside and over part of outside.
Ring base. Brown ware, heavy mineral temper, blue-green glaze inside.
Thickened rim of bowl. Pinkish buff surface, pink core, remains of yellow glaze inside and out.
Body sherd. Buff fabric, incised underglaze decoration, blue-green glaze inside and out.
Rim of Thinware jar. Buff fabric, handle section double cylinder.
Jar rim. Light buff surface, buff core, vegetable temper.
Shoulder. Buff surface, pinkish buff core, impressed zigzag and dots .
Cream surface, pinkish buff core, incised decoration of horizontal lines and oblique verticals.
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calls Dura a "civitas", a community, with the implication
that Charcha was quite small in the 4th century."

Yaqui's Mu 'jam al-Buldiin mentions Karkh as an older
foundation than Samarra, founded by Fayniz b. Balash b.
Qubadh al-Malik.?? a fanciful Sasanian royal genealogy
which Morony notes as paralleling the Sasanian
succession in the late 5th century: Peroz (458-84 AD),
Balash or Valgash (484-8 AD), and Qavad (488-531
AD). While Morony's opinion that Karkh may therefore
have been founded in the late 5th century is contradicted
by the information ofAmmianus, it is possible that the
name 'Karkh Fayriiz' implies a refounding at about that
time, perhaps including work on fortifications."

As early as Ibn Khurdadhbih (232/844), al-Karkh appears
in the description of the road to Mosul as the first post­
station north of Samarra, a distance of 2 farsakhs. 99 In
375/985 al-Muqaddasi describes al-Karkh as a city more
flourishing than Samarra.iw In the 5th/II th century,
Karkh was a base for a branch of the 'Uqaylid dynasty,
and Sayf al-Dawla Gharib b. Ma'n died there in
425/1 033-4. 101An important Nestorian community
continued to survive there (on which see below).

Yaqut at the beginning of the 7th/13th century
(621/1224) describes the city as still flourishing.
However in Ibn 'Abd al-Haqq, Mariisid al-Ittilii r (early
8th/14th century), it is stated that Karkh is an ancient
city on an elevation on the bank of the Tigris, where
there are surviving houses, empty of inhabitants. 102

Jubayriyya (al-Matlra) - Area L

It has been known for some time that Matira was located
somewhere in the area of Jubayriyya, and it appears as
such on one ofAhmad Susa's maps;I03 for al-Ya'qilbi
states that it lay 2 farsakhs to the east of Samarra, and
before Balkuwara.P'

It is a small site, represented by a mound and dense
sherd scatter on the bank of the Tigris about 1 km north
of Balkuwara (Fig. 19). The only apparent architectural
remains within the area of dense sherd scatter are those

of a building on the top of the mound, which has been
dug into by a complex of trenches presumably dating to
the First World War.

Sherds recorded from the site include Late Sasanian/
Umayyad honeycomb ware, Samarran Abbasid types,
sgraffiato wares, and a wide range of Middle Islamic
wares similar to Shaykh Wall (Fig. 20). A preliminary
conclusion would suggest that the site was occupied
between the Late Sasanian period, or the Umayyad
period, and approximately the 7th/13th century.

This seems the most probable location for al-Matlra.l'"
Yaqut calls Matira a village in the area of Samarra, and a
recreation area for Baghdad and Samarra. It had a church
that was new in the 3rd/9th century, built in the caliphate
of al-Ma'rnun (198/813-218/833). The village was named
after Matar b. Fazara al-Shaybani, a KharijI.106 According
to Ya'qubi, Mu'tasim stayed there for a period before his
choice for a new capital finally fell on Samarra. As will
be seen below, the village possessed an important
Nestorian community, and was probably the main
Christian centre during the Caliphal period at Samarra.

Yaqut's Mu 'jam al-Buldiin (621/1224) envisages Matira
as occupied in his day, and mentions two of the 'ulamd'
with the nisba al-Matlri, who died in 335/946-7 and
463/1070-1 respectively.l''?

Towns to the north of the Nahr al-Rasasl

Al-Diir
The present-day town of al-Dtir is located about 7 km
north of the crossing of the Nahr al-Rasasi (Fig. 3). Not
much of the ancient city is preserved, with the exception
of the mausoleum known as Imam al-Diir.

AI-Dur is first heard of during the retreat of the army of
Julian in 364: Dura was the place where the Romans
came to terms with the Sasanians.l'" Al-Diir is not
mentioned during the caliphal period at Samarra;
however, it did exist, for the canal of al-Mutawakkil
curves around the site. It is referred to as Dtir al-Harith
by Suhrab at the beginning of the 4th/10th century. 109 It

96 Karkh may also appear in the Tabula Peutingeriana. The name "Charta' occurs on a road from lower Iraq and Hatra to the
northeast; it has been suggested that this represents Karkh, wrongly located away from the road to northern Iraq (Herzfeld 1948,
60-1). However it is also possible that "Charra" in the Tabula Peutingeriana refers to another Karkh, Karkha db Beth Slokh.

97 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, S.V. Karkh Samarra.
98 Morony 1982, 16, n. 222.
99 Ibn Khurdadhbih, 93.
100 Al-Muqaddasi, 122-3.
101 Ibn al-Athir, VIII, 133,213.
102 Ibn 'Abd al-Haqq, Mariisid, II, 487.
103 Susa 1948-9, fig. 2; Herzfeld 1948, 101.
104 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 259.
105 In Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, (s.v. Matira), the name Matira lacks the definite article.
106 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Matira.
107 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. Matira. ".
108 Ammianus Marcellinus xxv, 6, 9. Dura cannot be identified with Diir al-'Arabaya, for It was situated 30 stadia from Charcha.

109 Ibn Serapion, sect. VIII.
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1. DP71
2. DP73
3. DP68
4. DP60

5. DP63
6. DP67
7. DP59

Jar rim. Red surface, dark grey core, heavy grit temper.
Rim of torpedo jar. Buff surface, pale pink core, fine mineral temper, horizontal ribbing.
Bowl with straight flaring rim. Pinkish buff surface and core, yellow and green splash glaze.
Ring base. Pink fabric, mineral temper, sgraffiato design incised into white slip, lead glaze of purple-brown,

yellow and green.
Body sherd. Red-brown fabric, white slip with sgraffiato design, splash glaze with green and brown.

Rim. Greenish-brown fabric, blue-green glaze inside and over rim.
Ring base. Pinkish-brown fabric, blue-green glaze inside.
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is also listed by several geographers: Ibn Hawqal, al­
MuqaddasI, and Yaqut.'!" In these citations, al-Diir is
called "al-Kharib' or 'al-Khirba'. 'Al-Harith' and 'al­
Kharib ' are differently pointed variant~ of the same letter
forms, with the exception of an alif, which may have
been omitted in the earliest version. However, it is
impossible to know whether Harith or Kharib was the
original form.

Tell ttso«
Nine and a half kilometres north of al-Diir, there is the
site of a Sasanian town, Tell Hatra, on the edge of the
flood plain approximately 1000 m north to south and
700 m east to west, and surrounded by wadis (Fig. 3,
Fig. 28). There does not appear to be any Islamic
occupation. The site can be identified with the toponym
of Hatra in the sources: "A village, between which and
al-Ja'fari, which is at Samarra, is threefarsakhs. It is
before Tikrit, and below it is Upper Dur, known as al­
Khirba. Most of its people were Jews, and until now in
Baghdad they say: As though you were of the Jews of
Hatra."'!' In Syriac the name appears as Htara and
Harre, and was the birthplace of Metropolitan Maran
'Ammeh, Nestorian metropolitan of Adiabene: "his town
is today (i.e. 850) in ruins".ll2

The Christian Topography of the Samarra
region

The information available in the Christian sources about
the region of Samarra has been discussed by J.-M.
Fiey.!!' The Jacobite communities were mainly centred
on Tikrit, while the east bank of the Tigris was
principally occupied by Nestorians. The first Nestorian
bishop of Tirhan is known in 544 at the synod of Aba
Ist, 114 and a Western Syriac bishop is known from 629.
Fiey raises the question of where the seat of the
Nestorian bishops was located, and he concludes that it
was located in the town of al-Mahuza - a possible
solution, but without support in the texts. According to
the texts, a church existed at Karkh Fayriiz, mentioned

in 1090. The last known bishop of Tirhan was present at
the synod of Timothy in 1318 - a moment which
corresponds to the date of abandonment of the sites of
the east bank, as we have seen above. 115

The monasteries of the region of Samarra are mentioned
by the Syriac sources, but more particularly by the Book
of Monasteries (Kitiib al-Diyiiriit) of al-Shabushti (d.
388/988).116 For the Muslims, and particularly for al­
Shabushti, a monastery was a place of relaxation, where
one could drink wine.'!? Shabushti is not very precise
about the Christian aspects of these institutions.
Firstly, the Dar al-Khilafa was founded on the site of a
monastery, whose site was bought by the agents of al­
Mu'tasim, This monastery is not mentioned in Christian
sources. Fiey calls it Dayr 'AdI, but does not give the
source for his attribution. 118 An alternative solution
would be Dayr Fathiyiin, mentioned by Yaqilt as
situated at Surra Man Ra'a, without any more details.!'?

To the north, the town of Karkh Fayniz was well known
for its Christian institutions: as indicated above, there
was a church at al-Karkh, built of fired bricks, which
were pillaged in 1090. The site of the church has not
been identified. At the northern edge of al-Karkh, the
Monastery of Peacocks (Dayr al-Tawawis) was situated
facing Dur al- 'Arabaya across a depression. 120 This
description could correspond to an enclosure located at
this point (D25: Fig. 17), where a basilica could be
situated on the south side of the complex. Obviously,
without an excavation, or a more detailed inspection of
the site, the identification is not conclusive.

To the south of Samarra, the village of al-Matira was
well known to Christians: in 884, the election of the
Nestorian patriarch John b. Narsai took place there.t-'
The principal monastery mentioned is Dayr 'Abdun,
situated to the south of Matira, and associated with
'Abdun b. Makhlad, the brother of Sa'Id b. Makhlad,
wazir of al-Muwaffaq. 122 However, according to some
texts, Dayr Masarjabis'<' and Dayr Manna Jurjus'<'
were also situated there. In fact, there is only one site

110 Ibn Hawqal, 233, 244; al-Muqaddasi, 54, 115; Yaqiit, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. al-Diir, Hatra,
111 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Hatra.
112 Thomas of Marga, ed. Budge, II, 305.
113 Fiey 1963, 1968, vol. III, 105-29.
114 Fiey 1968, vol. III, 105-6.
115 Fiey 1968, vol. III, 109.
116 EF, s.v. Dayr; al-Shabushti, passim. . .
117 E.g. al-Shabushti, 149-50. Ibn al-Mu'tazz was also known for lines on the theme ofmonastenes and wme:

'0 nights at al-Matira and al-Karkh
and Dayr al-Silsi, to God is my return.
You were to me examples of paradise
but not eternal. . . _, _ _ .. _. - -
I drink the wine and it drinks my brain and from that was the killing ofWahd. (Yaqut, Mu jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Dayr al-Susi).

118 Fiey 1968, vol. III, 117. . _
119 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Dayr Fathiyun..
120 Yaqilt, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Dayr al-Tawawis,
121 Fiey 1968, vol. 111,117. ,_ _ _ _
122 YaqUt, Mu 'jam al-Bllld~n, s.v. Dayr A~du~, ~ee also al-Shabushti, 176, al-Bakri, II, 587-8.

123 YaqUt, All! '[am al-Buld~n, s.v. Dayr MasarJaJbls:
124 YaqUt, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Dayr Marma UfJUS.
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which could be identified as a basilica, at the top of the
hill on which the site is located (Fig. 19). The plan is
clear in the air photographs: the rectangle of a
monumental building oriented east-west, dug into by a
trench system of the First World War.125 It is possible
that the church mentioned by Yaqiit as situated at Matira
is identical to the monastery of Dayr <Abdun, and that
the events of the election of 884 took place there.

Further to the south at Qadisiyya, were two monasteries:.
Dayr Marmari, located close to Qantarat Wasif (Fig.
32),126 and Dayr al-Susi on the bank of the Tigris. 127
Yaqut tells us that Dayr al-Susi may have been located
opposite on the right bank of the Tigris. Both were
places of relaxation for the Muslims of Samarra.
Qantarat Wasif being situated to the northwest of the
Octagon (see below, p. 70), Dayr Marmari was doubtless
close to the Octagon, perhaps site 011. However, the
plan of a basilical church is not clear. If Dayr al-Siisi
were to be located on the left bank of the Tigris, and not
on the right, as Yaqut suggests, it is possible that it was
in Area P, where Ross locates a mound called 'Kenisah'
(= Church). 128 However the ground survey of this area
carried out in 1987 did not identify a site which could be
a church. Otherwise the site of Dayr al-Susi remains
unknown.

In general, one can say that the Christian buildings of
the region of Samarra were composed of a number of
Nestorian monasteries, and a single urban church, that of
al-Karkh. This church could have been the seat of the
bishop of An;l al- Tirhan. The Nestorian community had
been founded in the 6th century AD, and continued until
the 14th century. Although there is little direct evidence,
it seems that the ecclesiastical institutions were well
integrated in the agricultural society and economy of the
region. They seem to have survived well the impact of
Islam, and it was the decline of the agricultural economy
of the region at the time of the Mongol invasions and
after, which led to their disappearance.

Other Features of the Sasanian Period

Little of the agricultural system of the Sasanian period
has survived, owing to the developments of the Abbasid
period. Nevertheless there are three sites on the east
bank of the Tigris, which can be described as isolated

small complexes of the Sasanian-Abbasid perio~ i~ the
east bank steppe (Fig. 21). Site P9 is a small bmldmg
surrounded by a zone of occupational debris. Site Q3
(Tell al-Janah) is a small enclosure with rooms attached
to the outer wall.P? Site Y13 has a more complex
arrangement of courtyards outside the centr~l building:
Further sites may possibly also belong to this group: SIte
S9 (Tell al-Akaysir), site Z20, a Sasanian mound on the
Nahr al-Rasasi and site P10. The most likely interpreta­
tion of thes~ ~i~es is that they are isolated farmhouses,
not grouped into agricultural villages.

No trace of the Sasanian occupation of the valley of the
Tigris has been recovered. On the west bank the most
significant feature of the Sasanian period is the wall of
Sur al-Mutabbaq, which extends for 9 km southwest
from the Tigris, from near to the entry to the Dujayl
canal (Fig. 88).130 This wall is up to 10.5 m wide with a
gravel filling inside a mud-brick facade. There are half­
round towers 46.4 m apart on the northwest side, and a
ditch 20-30 m wide. While the half-round towers
suggest a Sasanian date, Reade suggests that Shapur II
was the most likely builder. 131 The wall was probably
intended to defend the irrigated area from nomad raids,
as Ammianus informs us: ne Saraceni deinceps
Assyriam persultarent - 'to prevent the Saracens from
continually making raids on Assyria'.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE CANALS

The Qafiil al-Kisrawi and the Nahrawan

The new element at the end of the Sasanian period was
the Qat\il al-Kisrawi. Described by Adams as a giant
feeder canal intended to supply the lower Nahrawan.P?
the construction fundamentally changed the landscape of
the region by the digging of canal beds of enormous
dimensions. In total, the Nahrawan extends for 225 km
between the northern entry at Samarra near to al-Ja'fari,
and the surroundings of Jarjaraya to the southeast of
Baghdad (Fig. 22). The history of the Nahrawan has been
studied principally by Jacobsen, Susa, and Adams. 133

The date of the foundation of the Nahrawan remains
unknown, as mapped by Adams,'>' but it is obvious that
the first stage of construction was the lower Nahrawan,
which drew its water from the Diyala, and irrigated the

125 Regrettably it seems, according to the last visit to the site in 1989, that the remains of Site L5 (Dayr 'Abdiin) are now under
ploughed fields.

126 Yaqiit, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. Dayr Marmarl; al-Shabushti, 163.
127 Al-Shabushti, 149-50; Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. Dayr al-Susi.
12R Ross 1841, 127-8. The location in Ross' sketch plan probably equates with building P24 (Fig. 40).
129 The site was first located by Adams (Adams 1965, site 862).
130 Reade 1964; Herzfeld 1948,81-4; Frye 1977.
131 Reade 1964,87.
132 Adams 1965, 76.
133 Jacobsen 1982; Susa 1948-9, 144-216; Adams 1965, 76-80.
134 Normally several beds of different date can be seen for each canal alignment. For example, two successive beds of the Isl;1aqI

can be distinguished, or the multiple successive beds of the Dujay1. So it is difficult to speak of the 'foundation' of a canal, for
an earlier version probably also exists.
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area southeast of Baghdad. The upper section, the Qa!iil
al-KisrawI and the Tarnarra, which supplemented the
water of the Diyala with the water of the Tigris, is stated
by Yaqut to have been the work of Khusraw Amishirvan
(531-78 AD).135 The two inlets were situated at Samarra
because of its higher elevation than the alluvial plain of
southern Mesopotamia. Two additional elements were
added at the beginning of the Islamic period: the Qatul
AbI al-Jund, dug by Harlin al-Rashid with the intention
of irrigating the zone between the Nahrawan and the
Tigris to the north of Baghdad, and the Qa!iil al­
Ma'muni, which seems to have been intended to ease the
flow of water in the Sasanian southern inlet to the Qatul.

The archaeological remains
NAHR AL-RA~A~1 (PI. 13)
The northern entry into the Nahrawan system is the
canal bed known today as the Nahr al-Rasasi, which
offtakes from the Tigris at the north end of the site of
Samarra. As noted by Wilkinson,136 it has a bed 24 m
wide near its inlet, and is incised into the natural
conglomerate. A deep modem well cut in the floor of the
Rasasi near its offtake showed that the vertical canal
sides were cut in the conglomerate of the Tigris terrace.

It travels in a south-southeasterly direction in straight
stretches with turns towards the south and east. In the
first straight stretch after a distance of 2350 m, it is
crossed by the canal which was intended to bring water
to al-Mutawakkiliyya (al-Nahr al-Ja'fari: Fig. 93). At the
crossing point, Jones recorded an aqueduct of cut stone
blocks said to have been clamped with lead, and a
drawing has been published by Susa, though it is not
known on what original Susa's version is based.P?
Today all trace of the aqueduct seems to have
disappeared, but the remains were still to be seen by
Herzfeld. 138 The modem name of the aqueduct is
Qantarat al-Rasas, after the lead clamps, and this feature
is the origin of the name Nahr al-Rasasi. The site is the
modem crossing point of the main road from Samarra to
al-Diir. On each levee of the canal, there is a conical
mound of earth: without doubt, these were intended to
signal to travellers the location of the bridge.

On the south side of Sur Ashnas, there is a further
connection between the Tigris and the Rasasi, called
today the Nahr Murayr. Sus a thought this was an
overflow drain, to conduct excess water in the Rasasi
back to the Tigris. 139 This explanation is likely to be
correct.

The Rasasi, after its junction with the Nahr Murayr,
turns further to the southeast (PI. 14), and there is the
site of what appears to be a regulator or weir to the east
of Samarra, probably intended to maintain a head of
water for a number of distributaries which offtake at that
point (Site Y16: Fig. 24). The principal canal which
leaves the Rasas! at this point runs south, with a branch
to the palace of al-Musharrahat, This canal then crosses
the Nahr al-Qa'im, with a branch into the Octagon at
Qadisiyya, before emptying into the Tigris. As this canal
is contemporary with the Octagon, whose construction,
as we shall see below, was abandoned in 1801796, it is
possible that this weir was built at the same time, in the
reign of Harlin al-Rashid (1701786-193/809).

The line of the Rasasi then continues southeast to a jun­
ction with the lower branches to the northeast of Dulii' iyya
at a site called in the Iraq Archaeological Atlas Qanatir al­
Nahrawan, and also known as Tell al-Muhassil (Fig.
23).140 The bed at this point is c. 70 m wide (PI. 15).

A spillway of large Sasanian baked bricks 40 x 40 x 10
em, survives in the bed of the Rasasi at al-Qanatir,
approximately 1 km above its junction with the Nahr al­
'Ibra, It must have formed part of a weir, which has now
disappeared. This feature, originally recorded by Felix
Jones in 1818,141 diverted water along a minor canal to
the west of the Sasanian and Early Islamic tell of al­
Qanatir, and probably also controlled water flow at the
canal junction.

THE SOUTHERN INLETS

Nahr al-Qd 'im (PI. 16)
The southern end of the ruin-field at Samarra is
dominated by a further canal, the Nahr al-Qa'im, which
offtakes from the Tigris below Tell al-Suwwan, This wide
and apparently deep canal forms a significant element in
the landscape of Qadisiyya, and, from its relationship to
the Octagon, would appear to predate it. A well­
constructed tower, Burj al-Qa'im, of river cobbles and
juss, situated on the southern canal levee and overlooking
the east bank of the Tigris, can be dated by a scatter of
mainly Late Sasanian pottery (Fig. 32). This postdates the
excavation of the canal, and in tum provides terminus
ante quem for the construction of the canal.

From the above it seems that the canal is Sasanian,
probably Late Sasanian, in date. It almost certainly
continued in use until Early Islamic times, and is
probably one of the three Qatills described by Ibn

135 Yaqut, Mu jam al-Buldiin, s.v. al-Qatul.
136 Northedge, Wilkinson & Falkner 1990.
137 Susa 1948-9, 331-6. It is interesting to note that in Susa's version of the drawing, the bridge appears to have two phases.

Probably an original road bridge of the Sasanian period was converted into an aqueduct at the time of the construction of al­
Mutawakkiliyya and the Nahr al-Ja' farT (on which, see below, p. 213).

138 Herzfeld 1948, 71.
139 Susa 1948-9, 62, 278.
140 Herzfeld 1948, 74.
141 Jones 1857.
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/
//

67



68 The Historical Topography ofSam arra

Serapion (Suhrab) around 900 AD (see following
section).

The channel bed is quite wide (c. 23 m), and the infilled
bed is some 8-9 m above the level of the Tigris. The
spoil banks are slight to the east and rather substantial to
the west. This is illustrated on Fig. 25 ifand h), which
shows how the initial upcast of gypsum soil and river
terrace gravel was dumped nearer the canal and to the
west, and clean-out sediments (i.e. deposits of Tigris
silts and sands washed along the canal) were dumped to
the west and further away. It was not possible to
demonstrate how many clean-out phases occurred,
because the levee deposits formed a complex of poorly
differentiated layers of silts and sands.t--

Downstream of the channel bifurcation indicated on Fig.
32, although cut and eroded by the Tigris, the Qaim
appears to have flowed into the Nahr al- 'Ibra.

Nahr al- 'Ibra
With its entry 8 krn below the inlet to the Nahr al­
Qa'im, the 'Ibra runs in a straight line, though with
stretches eroded by the Tigris, to the junction with the
Rasasi at Duluiyya.

Only some 2 km of this 40 m wide, straight canal now
remains in the vicinity of Qadisiyya, Upstream the
hollowed form and vertical eroded edge of the Tigris
riverbank suggests that the upper part of the Nahr al­
'Ibra may have been eroded by the erosive action of the
river. However, the level of the silted canal floor, some
2.5 m above the present level of the Tigris, suggest that
the offtake cannot have been very far upstream. Further
downstream, a long straight canal aligned on the
Qadisiyya reach of the 'Ibra appears to be part of the
'Ibra system, and this eventually joined the Nahr al­
Rasasi at al-Qanatir,

Unnamed canal near the Nahr al- 'Ibra
Only a trace of this canal remains to the south of the
'Ibra, where a small spur of Tigris terrace remains (Fig.
39). With the exception of a minor section, the entire
western levee has been eroded away, and the canal fill
replaced by the flood plain deposits. The east side wall
of the canal, cut to a vertical face in the terrace
conglomerate, was visible, and the width of the canal
was readily measurable from the remaining trace as 25
m. Further stretches apparently of the same canal have
been located to the south of the 'Adhayrn.

Historical evidence for the identification ofthe canals
The principal historical text is the geographical
description of the waterways of Iraq in the Kitiib 'Ajii'ib

al-Aqiilim al-Sab 'a of Suhrab (Ibn Serapion) at the
beginning of the 4th/10th century, probably shortly after
Samarra was abandoned as the seat of the Caliphs. 143

The text is as follows:

"Al-Qatul al-a'Ia al-Kisrawi also offtakes from
the Tigris on its east side. Its beginning is a little
way below Diir al-Harith.!" It passes by the
palace of al-Mutawakkil 'ala Allah known as al­
Ja'fari, where there is a stone bridge (qantaras.
Then it passes to Itakhiyya, where there is a
Sasanian bridge (qantara kisrawiyya), then to
Muhammadiyya, where there is a bridge of boats
tjisr zawiiriqi, then to al-Ajamma, a large village,
then to al-Shadhurwan, then to al-Ma'rnilniyya,
which is a large village, then to al-Qanatir, which
consists of flourishing villages and continuous
estates, then to a village called Salwa, and
Ba'qiiba....

The three Qattils also offtake from it, the
beginning of all of which is one spot two
farsakhs below the city of Surra Man Ra'a
between al-Matira and Barkuwara.ts> The upper
one of them is the Yahiidi, on which is the bridge
tqantaray ofWa~If, and it extends until it pours
into the Qatfil al-Kisrawi below Ma'mtiniyya.
The second is called al-Ma'miinf and it is the
middle one. It passes by villages and estates and
it is a tassiij of the Sawad. Its exit into the Qatul
al-Kisrawi lies below the village of al-Qanatir,
The third is called Abu al-Jund; it is the lowest of
them, the finest and most populated on its banks.
It passes between estates and villages, and canals
branch from it, which water the estates that lie on
the east bank of the Tigris. Most of them (the
canals) feed into the Tigris. Then it passes to
Tofar, where there is ajisr (bridge of boats), then
it passes into the Qatul al-Kisrawi four farsakhs
above Salwa."

AL-QATDL AL-KISRAWI

It has been known for a long time that the Qiitiil al-a 'Iii
al-Kisrawi is to be identified with the Nahr al-Ra~a~I.146

The sequence of features and places mentioned by
Suhrab coincide approximately with those of the Rasasl.
The large palace at the head of the Rasasi can be
identified with al-Ja'fari of al-Mutawakkil. The stone
bridge in Suhrab can be identified with the Qantarat al­
Rasds, though the evidence of the site indicates that it
was mainly an aqueduct rather than simply a bridge.

Although Suhrab identifies ltakhiyya and Muhammadiyya
as separate places, Yaqut says that the two names were

J4~ This interpretation is the work of Tony Wilkinson (see Northedge, Wilkinson & Falkner 1990).

143 Suhrab, ed. von Mzik. . _, _ _
144 Herzfeld 1948, 71 suggests the text should be read as Dur al-Khanb, after al-Tabari and al-Ya qubi.

145 Correctly: below Balkuwara.
146 Herzfeld 1948,71-2.
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successive toponyms for the same place, which had
previously been called Dayr AbI Sufra.!" The location of
Muhamrnadiyya can be identified approximately from a
text in al-Ya'qubi's Ta 'rikh, which states that Musawir
b..Abd al-Hamid, a rebel in the reign of al-Mu'tazz
(252/866-255/869), reached Muhammadiyya, a distance
of three fa rsakhs from the palaces of the Caliph,':" and a
text of Tabari, which says that al-Mutawakkil used
Muhammadiyya as a temporary base, while he was
building al-Mutawakkiliyya in 245/859. 149 This
information suggests that Muhammadiyya is to be
identified with a group of palaces or large houses on the
west bank of the Rasasi to the east of the Abu Dulaf
Mosque, (Fig. 96).150 Although no trace of a bridge is
visible, there is a modem crossing with cuttings in the
levees nearby.

Al-Ajamma, a large village, can be then identified with
the remains of the settlement at the junction of the Nahr
Murayr and the Rasasi, to the east of Sur Ashnas (Area
E), although it is not otherwise known from textual
sources (Fig. 71).151 Al-Shadhurwan, was taken by
Herzfeld to mean the under part of a bridge, or a dam.P?
Its more normal meaning later is the sloping marble slab
of a water-fountain, no doubt to be compared here with
the water cascading over the sloping surface of a weir. 153

It is presumably to be identified with the weir to the east
of Samarra (Y16, Fig. 24). No suitable candidates for al­
Ma'muniyya have yet been found. 154 The name al­
Qaniitir is probably to be identified with Qanatir al­
Nahrawan.l'"

THE THREE QATOLS
On a prima facie basis, the Nahr al-Qa'im, the northern­
most canal, ought to be the Qatill al-Yahudi. The name
of the Yahiidi, having no Islamic connections, suggests
that it might be pre-Islamic.J'" It has proved possible to
confirm that the Nahr al-Qa'im is indeed at the latest
Late Sasanian, by the find of Sasanian sherds around the
base of the Burj al-Qa'im, which stands on the south
levee at the inlet (Fig. 32). Qantarat Wasff, mentioned
by Suhrab as located on the Yahildi, must be the
aqueduct which carried the canal feeding the Octagon
over the Nahr al-Qa'irn. It must have been built in the
reign of Harlin, around 1801796, when the Octagon was
begun. Nevertheless, it bears the name of Waslf, very

probably Wasif al-Turki, the historical personality of
Samarra discussed later in this work.

The canal to the south of Area P, the Nahr al- 'Ibra, should
then be the Qatiil al-Ma'miini, and the unnamed canal the
Abu al-Jund, This means that the Octagon at Qadisiyya,
identified with the city or palace of Harlin al-Rashid on
the Qattil, abandoned in 1801796 (see following chapter),
is separated from the canal whose construction it was
intended to celebrate, by the bed of the Ma'rmmi, and this
problem seems to have been the source of Herzfeld's
doubts about the identification of the Octagon.

However, the name of the Ma'rnuni should be connected
with the caliph al-Ma'rnun (198/813-218/833). Ma'miln
either excavated the canal, or cleaned and modified it. It
seems most likely that it was a new canal modifying an
already existing pattern of canals, which included the
Yahudi and the Abu al-Jund. If this were the case, the
Ma'muni would be the last of the Qatiils, only excavated
after the construction and abandonment of the Octagon,
but before the arrival of al-Mu'tasim in the region of
Samarra in 220-11835-6.

Although the 'Ibra seems to be the latest of the Qatills,
the archaeological evidence is clear that the Qa'im,
although apparently earlier, empties into it. Herzfeld
provided a solution to the problem of the text of Ibn
Serapion, which states that the Yahudi falls direct into
the Qatiil al-Kisrawi at al-Ma'rnuniyya, contrary to the
archaeological evidence, by suggesting that the text
should be amended to read that the Qatiil al-Yahudi
flows into the Qatiil al-Ma'munl, rather than into Qatrrl
al-Kisrawi at al-Ma'milniyya.'>?

The apparent fact that an earlier canal flows into a later
one can be resolved either by supposing that the 'Ibra is
a redigging of an earlier canal on the same line, or alter­
natively that the 'Ibra was a redigging of the Qa'im on a
straighter and shorter line, overlying the east end of the
Qa'im, and intended to deliver a larger flow into the
Nahrawan, The text of Suhrab, however, suggests that
the Qa'irn still continued to carry water.

To summarise the points and purposes from the
historical evidence about the inlets into the Nahrawan:

147 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. Dayr Abi Sufra. Itakh was killed in 235/849 (al-Tabari, III, 1384-7); so it is possible that the
place named after him was renamed subsequent to his fall.

148 AI-Ya'qlib!, Ta'rikh, 11.502.
149 Al-Tabari, III, 1438.
150 Site nos T372-8.
151 Site E was sherded in the course of the 1986 season, and was shown to be Abbasid in date, with no earlier or later occupation

(Northedge & Falkner 1987, 161; Falkner forthcoming).
15~ Herzfeld 1948, 72, n. 1.
153 EF, s.v. Shadhurwan. . . .
154 If al-Ma'rnuniyya existed, it might have been located at Tell Aswad, a tell with medieval remams, on the Qatul east of Samarra

(Herzfeld 1948, 71).
155 Al-Qanatir may possibly be identified with Qanatir Hudhayfa, a place apparently to the southeast of Samarra, where Haran al-

Wathiq met the captured rebel Babak in 223/838 (al-Tabari, III, 12~9):.' .
156 Herzfeld (1948, 73), however, thought the name might refer to the individual responsible for the construction.

157 Herzfeld 1948, 73-4.
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Fig. 26. Map ofal- 'Iraq in Ibn Hawqal, Kitiib Siirat al-Ard. illustrating the course ofthe Nahrawan canal in the 4th/10th century.
after the abandonment ofal-Qiitiil al-Kisrawi.
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the Qattil al-Kisrawi as a whole must have been
intended, as Adams indicates, as a "giant feeder-canal
which solved the problem of chronic water shortages by
supplementing the flow of the Diyala with a large
additional supply obtained from the Tigris" 158 It was
intended to provide water for the lower Nahrawan
districts below the Diyala, and southeast of Baghdad.
The two original inlets were the Nahr al-Rasasi (al­
Qdtiil al-a 'ta al-Kisrawii and the Nahr al-Qa'im (al­
QatiU al-Yahiidi). The 'Ibra (al-Qatiil al-Ma 'miiniy
seems to have been a modification of the Qa'rm to
increase flow in the lower inlet, and may have been a
response to complaints about lack of water at certain
times of the year. The Qatiil Abi al-Jund had a different
purpose, as indicated by Suhrab and supported by the
limited archaeological evidence of its remains, and this
was to provide water for the east bank of the Tigris
above Baghdad.

Monumental Architecture and the Qatiil al­
Kisrawi

Burj al-Qii'im (Site N7)
The tower at al-Qa'im stands on the south levee of the
Nahr al-Qa'im, some 300 m from the inlet of the canal as
it is today (PI. 16).159 The tower is a solid block oijuss
and river stones 12 m high and 8 m square built in 24
layers of c. 50 em (PI. 17). The surviving remains are
only the core, and all trace of the facade has disappeared.

As a prominent monument in the area, the tower has
been discussed before; Herzfeld thought it might have
been a signal tower, and might originally have had an
external staircase. 160 It is also referred to by Susa. 161 It
was assumed to be Abbasid in date. However, in 1989
sherding around the base of the tower produced
evidence of Sasanian sherds with only one Islamic
sherd, though the pottery was sparse.

Solid block towers can be paralleled in Sasanian archi­
tecture. The closest example is the early Sasanian
monument at Paikuli, which was faced with cut stone
blocks and busts of the king. 162 A more distant parallel is
the Ka'beh-i Zardusht at Naqsh-i Rustam, whose
original construction is, however, thought to go back to
the Achaemenid period. The obvious interpretation of
this tower is that it had a symbolic function parallel in
some way to these earlier Sasanian towers.

158 Adams 1965, 76.
159 Site N7.
160 Herzfeld 1948, 73.
161 Susa 1948-9, 148.
162 Herzfeld 1924; Humbach & Skjaervo 1978-83.
163 Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadhani, fol. 143.
164 Site AI, Grid Reference: E 387600, N 3807200.
165 Falkner forthcoming.

An oblique reference by Hamadhani speaks of the
palace of Hanin al-Rashid on the Qatul as "opposite to
the trace of an ancient construction that belonged to the
dynasty of Kisra (athr bind' qadim kana lil-Akdsirar"
The Sasanian construction would be the tower of Burj
al-Qa'im, which could have been decorated with
statuary or reliefs depicting a Sasanian king, presumably
Khusraw Anilshirvan or Khusraw ParvIz. 163 The unusual
expression of Hamadhani referring directly to the
Sasanians suggests that the author or his source had
actually seen a royal statue or relief on the building.

The tower of al-Qaim evidently served a similar
function of commemoration to that of Paikuli. In this
case, it must be the completion of the canal that the
tower is commemorating. It is a sign of how much the
digging of al-Qatul al-Kisrawi was considered to be a
royal prestige project.

Site Al Late Sasanian Palace
At the head of the Rasasi, between the later palace of al­
Mutawakkil identified as al-Ja'fari and the inlet of the
canal, there is an earlier palace structure, of which the
remains are not very well preserved (Fig. 27, PI. 18).164
The remains of fired brick debris form a rectangle of
236 x 248 m, only slightly raised above the surrounding
ground level, and much of the brick has been robbed
out. The site faces onto the Tigris, and cuts in the
conglomerate on the riverbank suggest a quay at this
point. The main reception halls were situated between
the birka and the Tigris. A series of courtyards can
vaguely be traced on the north side.

In the centre of the building there is a birka (basin)
measuring 48 x 100 m with a settling tank at the east
end, fed by a channel from the east. There is a drain
qandt from the east end of the birka leading southwest
to the Tigris. There is a second drain, a surface canal
leading south into a wadi.

The site was sherded in the course of the 1986 season,
and it was concluded that the pottery, though sparse, was
75% Sasanian and 23% Abbasid.l'" In addition, the
appearance of the site is quite different from the Abbasid
palaces of Samarra. It was clear that the date is earlier
than the Abbasid period, but, from the layout of the
surroundings, its plan takes into account the existence of
the Rasasi, and thus is of the same date or later. While,
owing to the still relatively unclear differentiation
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between Sasanian and Umayyad pottery in Iraq, it
remains a possibility that the building is Umayyad, it
seems more likely that it is in fact Sasanian. 166

The palace may have been built to celebrate the cutting of
the canal, much as the Burj al-Qa'im at the southern
entrance. Alternatively, it may have been built at that time,
or later, as a hunting palace, in association with hunting
reserve S3 below. According to al-Mas'Ildi, Khusraw
Parviz was murdered by his son Shiruyeh in 628 in the
same place as al-Mutawakkil by his son al-Muntasir in
247/861, that is, al-Mahilza.Is" That would be in this
palace. However, in the version of al-Tabari, Parviz was
killed at al-Mada'in (Ctesiphon) in Bahrusir, which was
also known in Syriac as Ma1)6ze. 168 AI-Tabari's version
has more detail, and remains the more probable.

At first it seemed that the proportion of Abbasid pottery
could be accounted for by suggesting that the building
might have been used as a temporary work-camp during
the construction of the Abbasid buildings around it, but
it is evident that this hypothesis cannot be correct, for
the channel supplying water to the birka is a part of the
water systems of the Qasr al-Ja'fari. It must be
concluded that the building was renovated when al­
Ja'fari was built in 245/859-247/861, and possibly the
birka was added at this time. The clear traces of the
birka were previously noticed by Susa, who, not having
access to dating evidence, thought it part of the palace of
al-Mutawakkil.tv?

Hunting Reserve S3
On the north side of the Nahr al-Rasasi, the remains of
an enclosure are preserved which extends 12.5 km to the
northeast, and then 21.9 km to the northwest, from
which point it links back to the Tigris (Site S3: Fig. 28).
Formerly the wall of this enclosure was thought to be a
canal, for example by Susa, who calls it 'Nahr al­
Hudayd'ct??Nevertheless, an inspection on the ground
shows that it is not a canal, but rather an enclosure with a
double wall. The two walls of coursed earth are separated
by a distance that varies between 17 m and 21 m. Four
gates have been identified (Fig. 29). One is a square
building with a covered passage built in fired brick (S9).
S17 is a small postern, and the remaining two (S 18 and
S20) have zigzag plans in the double wall (PI. 19). At
two of these gates (S9 and S20), Sasanian sherds were
found. At gate S9, Abbasid sherds were recovered. The
use of a double wall, intended to trap animals trying to
escape, shows clearly the function of the enclosure as a
hunting reserve.

Two kilometres southeast of al-Diir, there is a circular
artificial mound, Tell al-Banat, 170 m in diameter and
standing 18.2 m above the surrounding plain (Fig. 30,
PI. 20). The canal of al-Mutawakkil (on which see
infra, pp. 211-3), approaches directly from the north,
circles the base of the mound, and continues towards
the crossing of Nahr al-Rasasl. The isolation of the
mound by water, very similar to the moat surrounding
Tell al-'Aliq (Fig. 66), must be intended as a security
measure for the prince. No remains of a building have
been identified on top of the mound, though a pavilion
may have existed. Susa mentions the find of bricks.
The mound seems to have been intended for the prince
to watch the hunt, in as far as evidence exists, or
possibly other sporting events in the plain, of which no
trace survives. Susa thought that, like Tell al-' Aliq, Tell
al-Banat was intended for watching horseracing.
However, no remains of a racetrack are to be seen. It
would be necessary to suppose that the complex was
only partly completed, and that the course itself was
never built.!" The unfinished relief of the Sasanian
deer-hunt at Taq-i Bustan includes a group of
musicians on a raised wooden platform. 172 It is not
impossible that Tell al-Banat was intended for a
musical accompaniment to the hunt, although the large
dimensions and distances concerned argue against this
interpretation.

The alignment of the plan to the Nahr al-Ra~a~Ishows
that the reserve is contemporary with or later than the
canal, while the Sasanian sherds in the gates
demonstrate a pre-Abbasid date, that is, Late Sasanian
or Umayyad. At the same time, the discovery of
Abbasid sherds at gate S9, and the adaptation of the
alignment of the canal of al-Mutawakkil to the
enclosure at its northern exit shows that it was still in
use in 245/859, perhaps with a restoration at this time.
The disposition of the mound at Tell al-Banat, and its
resemblance to the Abbasid mound at Tell al-'AlIq,
would suggest that it was built at the same time as the
canal of al-Mutawakkil, and formed part of the
restoration of the reserve, as the hunting park of al­
Mutawakkiliyya in 245/859-247/861.

The pattern of two monumental Sasanian structures at
the inlets to the two Sasanian feeders to the Nahrawan
suggests a considerable degree of royal interest in the
project. The construction of the Nahrawan was an event
of great importance to the economy of Sasanian Iraq. It
was only natural that monuments would be built to
celebrate it.

166 It has not yet been possible to find any references in the historical sources to activity in the Umayyad period in the area of
Samarra.

167 Al-Mas'udi, Muriij, VII, 290-1.
168 AI-Tabart, I, 1043-4.
169 Susa 1948-9,336.
170 Susa 1948-9,325-8. .
J71 There is no adaptation of the plan at Tell al-Banat for horse-racing, such as the mounds of the start-Ime at Tell al-'Allq (Fig. 66).
172 Sarre & Herzfeld 1910, taf. xxxviii-xxxix.
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Fig. 31. Map ofal-Jazira in Ibn Hawqal, Kitiib Sf/rat al-Ard, illustrating the course ofthe Ishiiqi canal in the 4th/10th century.
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The Is~aqi Canal System

Th~ west bank of the Tigris north of Baghdad is charac­
~ensed by two systems of irrigation canals, and al-Istablat
IS located between the two. To the southeast of al-Istablat
the Dujayl canal offtakes from the Tigris and waters the '
west bank of the Tigris between Samarra and Baghdad
(Fig. 88). The system is an extremely complicated group
of canals of different dates, the development of which has
not yet been satisfactorily explained. 173 The earliest
alignments appear to belong to Partho-Sasanian times,
and the latest rediggings appear to belong to the 19th or
early 20th centuries. The most westerly inlet, belonging
possibly to the 13th century canal dug by al-Mustansir, is
located adjacent to Tell Sa'Iid.

The second system is that of the Ishaqr, which offtakes
from the Tigris below Tikrit, and terminates in the
region of al-Istablat (Fig. 2, Fig. 3). According to the
text of the 'Ajii'ib al-Aqdlim al-Sab 'a, which is thought
to date to the reign of al-Muqtadir
(295/908-320/932): 174

"A canal called al-Ishaqi offtakes from the Tigris
from its west side, the beginning of which is a
short distance below Tikrit. It passes on the west
of the Tigris, and on it are estates and buildings.
It passes by Tirahan, and comes to the palace of
al-Mu'tasim billah known as Qasr al-Juss, and
waters the estates that lie on the west of the city
of Surra Man Ra'aknown as the First, the
Second, the Third, up to the Seventh, and feeds
into the Tigris opposite to al-Matira."

The probable location of the inlet to the Ishaql can be
traced about 10 km to the south of Tikrit and 36 km
north of modern Samarra (Fig. 3).175 Following the line
of the Ishaqi south along the west bank of the Tigris
(Fig. 23), it is evident that the lines of two successive
canals exist. The later canal appears to date to the
Abbasid period, and the other line is earlier, but
undated.

In fact, there are very few references to the Ishaqi canal
in historical texts.!" and it is only in late sources that
the canal is attributed to al-Mu'tasim.l"? According to
Susa, the Ishaqi is named after Ishaq b. Ibrahim, the
chief of police of al-Mu'tasim.!" However, it might
have been named after al-Mu'tasim himself, for his
kunya, which he was commonly known by, was Abu
Ishaq. The canal was still flowing in the late 4thl1Oth

century, for it is indicated on the map of al-Jazira in the
Siirat al-Ard of Ibn Hawqal (367/978) (Fig. 31). On this
map, the Ishaqi does not feed back into the Tigris, but
rather comes to an end (Fig. 31).

The connections of the Ishaqi canal with the region of
al-Istablat have been cut by the construction of the
barrage at Samarra in the 1950s, particularly by the
construction of the modern overflow canal which carries
excess water from the Tigris south-southwest from
Samarra to Lake Tharthar. Nevertheless a canal can be
identified which drains back into the Tigris opposite to
Balkuwara, and adjacent to Tell Bundari (Fig. 88). This
appears to confirm the text of Suhrab.

However, a second branch passes south of al-Istablat,
and follows the line of a depression, which appears to be
an old bed of the Tigris (Fig. 88). From this canal, there
is one branch to the Tigris (modern name: Nahr Raqqa
(M78)), and a second overflow drain, which cuts
through the site of al-Istablat (M6). M6 is evidently later
than the abandonment of al-Istablat.

The water supply to al-Istablat is fed by a qandt (M5)
from the canal to the south. Below its offtake, there are
the robbing trenches of brick piers on each side of the
canal (M88). This was probably a weir to maintain the
water level in the canal. At this point, there is also an
offtake for a further canal, which runs through the
eastern part of the outer enclosure of the site (al-Hait
al-Abyad). Then a canal continues in the sinuous
riverbed until it reaches the southern end of the Sur al­
Mutabbaq, from there a narrow straight bed, evidently
intended to carry overflow water, connects with the
complex of the Dujayl canal. This second branch in the
old Tigris bed is evidently what is depicted by the map
of al-Jazira in Ibn Hawqal (Fig. 31).

It is evident that the existence of Samarra as an Abbasid
city was stimulated by the digging of the Nahrawan
system, for it is located at the entrance. However, it is
paradoxical that the branches of that system were of
little use to the Samarra region itself, for the water was
intended for the regions to the south, and at too Iowa
level to be used easily. The canals and qaniits which fed
the city derive their water from the Tigris even further
north. By contrast, the Ishaqi was intended to water the
west bank of the Tigris between Tikrit in the north, and
al-Istablat in the south, and made possible the agricultur­
al estates that populated that side, for the rainfall is too
low for cultivation without irrigation.

173 See Herzfeld 1948, 80-5; Adams 1972; Susa 1948-9, 221-4.
174 Ibn Serapion, section VIII.
175 Approximate Grid Reference E383000 N3821000.
176 Al-Ya'qub}, Buldan, 264; Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadhani, fo1. 143; al-Tabari, III, 1600.
177 Al-Kazariini, 139; al-Himyari, 133.
178 Susa 1948-9, 79-87.
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CHAPTER 4

al-Qadisiyya and the Cities of the Qatill

The Abbasid urban development at Samarra took place
in three stages, firstly, an unfinished octagonal city
begun by Hariin al-Rashid, and abandoned before the
caliph moved to Raqqa in the Syrian Jazira in 1801796,
and, secondly, the foundation by al-Mu'tasim of an
equally unfinished city on the Qatul, before moving on,
thirdly, to the more successful foundation of Samarra in
221/836. The three foundations represent in a sense
urban-style successors to the monumental constructions
of the Sasanian period. The first two, unfinished,
foundations were located together on the Qatill, and can
be treated together as preliminaries to Samarra itself.

GENERAL TOPOGRAPHY OF THE AREA
SOUTH OF THE NAHR AL-QA'IM

The far south of the ruin-field at Samarra on the left
bank is dominated by the Nahr al-Qa'im (Fig. 32). As
we have seen in the last chapter, the Nahr al-Qa'im runs
eastwards with bends to the right and the left, and there
is an overflow channel running southeast some 3.5 km
east of the Octagon. South of the entrance to the Nahr
al-Qa'im there is the trace of an earlier canal, and the
offtake of this canal appears to have been nearer to
Samarra, but there is no further evidence to the north.
There is another section of this canal, 700 m long, to the
southwest of the Octagon. Susa calls this canal the 'Nahr
al-Sanam.'?' This canal seems to have been abandoned
before the Late Sasanian period, as the remains of a Late
Sasanian glass kiln were found in its bed. The second
inlet 8 km downstream from the entrance to the Nahr al­
Qa'im, the Nahr al- 'Ibra, runs straight, though with
sections cut by the present course of the Tigris, to join
the Nahr al-Rasasi near to Dulu'iyya at al-Qanatir,
Herzfeld found the name 'Hulayq al-Dhi'b' applied to
the area of the entrance to the canal.P?

The two inlets and the overflow enclose a strip of land
some 10 km long and a maximum of 1.8 km wide. The
terrain is generally flat, rather thin steppe soils overlying
Tertiary conglomerates, except where the terrain is
dissected at the narrow western end.

Three main groups of archaeological remains are located
within this strip:

Site Nl: A multi-period tell measuring 750 m x 280 m,
known in earlier times as al-Sanam, and more recently
as the 'Glassworks' (ma 'mal al-zujiijs, with several
subsidiary sites (N2-N6) (Fig. 33).

Area 0: The Octagon of Husn al-Qadisiyya, and
outlying buildings (Fig. 38).

Area P: An area ofAbbasid avenues and buildings to the
east of the Octagon (Fig. 39).

Modern work on the area
The area of the Octagon was well known to 19th century
Western visitors: Claudius Rich (1821), James Ross
(1834), and James Felix Jones (1846), all visited
Qadisiyya, and Jones and Ross give plans.r" Sarre and
Herzfeld in the Archdologische Reise im Euphrat- und
Tigris-gebiet have a brief summary of information on
the area of Qadisiyya.P? The most extended treatment is
in Susa's Rayy Siimarrii '.183 Susa thought that the
Octagon Sasanian and the residence of Harun al-Rashid
should be located at al-Musharrahat, the palace and
enclosure on the north side of the Nahr al-Qa'im, and
that Mu'tasim's city should be identified in the vicinity
of the Octagon. 184 NajI al-Asil took the view that both
the Octagon and al-Musharrahat were part of al­
Mu'tasim's city. 185 Herzfeld, in the Geschichte der Stadt
Samarra, at first thought that the Octagon was Rashid's
residence on the Qatul, but finally concluded that it
belonged to Mu'tasim's construction. 186 He considered
that the Qatul AbI al-Jund had been completely eroded;
thus, Hanin's palace should have lain further south.

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

Area N - al-Qadisiyya

Claudius Rich visited Qadisiyya in March 1821. He calls
Site Nl 'El Sanam or Nabga': "In addition to the other

179 Susa 1948-9, 146.
180 Herzfeld 1948, 73.
181 Rich 1836, II, 152; Ross 1841, 127-8; Jones 1848,5-6, and 1857.
182 Sarre & Herzfeld 1911, 1,105-7.
183 Susa 1948-9,226-69.
184 Susa 1948-9,252-60.
185 Asil 1947a, translated into Spanish as 'La Ciudad de al-Mu'tasirn en al-Qatul' (Asil 1947b).
186 Herzfeld 1948,91; Susa 1948-9,261-3.
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fragments usually found, were pieces of glass or vitrified
substance. of green and amethyst colours. in crystals or
incrustations."IR7 The site was named 'the Idol' tal­
Sanams after a statue that Rich saw on the riverbank.
This statue has now been identified in the British
Museum.tv Susa places al-Sanam 700 m northwest at
the beginning of this surviving section of the Nahr al­
Sanam.r" He calls Site NI the 'Glassworks' tma'mal al­
::l!ja), now the current terminology for the site in
archaeological circles, but misplaces it on his plan to the
northwest, to the site ofN2.

Site Nl- The Glassworks
Site N I (Fig. 33, PI. 21) is a typical archaeological tell
measuring 750 m x 280 m on the bank of the Tigris, and
with a maximum depth of deposit of about 4-5 m.190 The
tell is divided into four main mounds: the Main, North
and East Mounds, and a small fortified citadel at the west
end. There is no evidence of an overall defensive wall.
The site is divided by the depression of the Nahr al­
Sanam. The debris from Site NI has partly filled up this
canal, which seems to have been out of use during much
of the occupation of the site. Over the surface of the
main mounds, lines of mud-brick and baked brick walls
from the latest period of occupation can be traced (Fig.
33). There is the clear outline of a mosque on the North
Mound. This was built of baked brick, and its walls have
been robbed out. The robber trenches of a courtyard
mosque with a prayer hall three aisles deep are quite
clear. Also on the North Mound, there is extensive debris
of a glass industry. Most of the debris would appear, in
advance of laboratory analysis, to be cullet, waste
chipped from the bottom of melting crucibles.

At the west end of the site, the Citadel Mound (Site N8:
Fig. 34, PI. 22) is a steep-sided sub-rectangular mound
140 x 30 m; the river side of the mound has been
eroded. On the three land sides, a wall can be traced in
the surface of the rim.

In the course of the survey in 1986-7, surface pottery
from the main mounds provided evidence from the
Sasanian period through to the 7th/13th or 8th/14th
centuries. In 1989 three sondages were dug into the
main tell providing, principally, evidence of the latest
period of occupation between the 5th/II th century and
the 7th/13th or 8th/14th centuries (Fig. 35, Fig. 36, Fig.
37).191 One sondage was dug into the citadel mound,
providing evidence of Sasanian and Abbasid occupation.

Site N2
500 m northwest of site N I, a series of 28 small mounds
were scattered over an area of230 x 175 m (Fig. 32).192

Three are mounds from brick kilns, to judge from the
quantity of broken brick. The pottery is all Late
Sasanian. The site must be a suburb of Site N I, with one
of whose periods it is contemporary.

Sites N4-N6
There are three rectangular enclosures on the riverbank
east of the main tell. None appears to have evidence of
occupation. As the Eastern Mound of N I respects the
site of the first enclosure, it is possible that they belong
to the Middle Islamic period (5th/llth-8th/14th
centuries).

Area 0 - The Octagon of Husn al-Qadislyya

The Octagon of Husn al-Qadisiyya (Fig. 38, PI. 23, PI.
24) is a regular walled octagonal enclosure, to the
northeast ofArea N. The distance between the sides
varies from 1476 m to 1508 m. The eight sides vary
between 612 and 623 m in length; the short side lies on
the north, where the octagon is not geometrically
perfect. The north-south axis of the Octagon is oriented
to 184.5°, some 8.5° less than the qibla, which is 1930 in
Samarra.

Each side has 16 solid half-round towers, and there is a
larger hollow round tower at each comer. The south­
southwest comer tower is 25.4 m in diameter, and has a
solid central column, implying a spiral ramp or staircase
leading to a parapet walk.

There is a gate in the centre of each side, although the
northeast gate has been blocked up. These gates are
flanked by buttresses with a quarter-circle plan, that is,
the passageway has been built into a half-round tower.
There is a line of five vaulted rooms inside the wall at
each gate, presumably intended for guardrooms.

The construction is entirely of mud-brick, with mud
mortar. The bricks of the fortifications measure 46 x 46
x II em. The half-round towers have a layer of reed
matting every four courses.l'" though the main walls do
not. One of the rooms inside the northeast gate has a
surviving mud-brick vault of typical Mesopotamian type
with the courses of bricks laid leaning against the outer
wall (pitched brick vaulting), and a rather indeterminate
semi-elliptical or pointed shape. Adjacent to this vault
there is a surviving two-centre pointed arch, apparently
belonging to a doorway.

Only the fortification walls were built up, while inside
there are only a few small buildings (PI. 25). It is clear

187 Rich 1836, II, 152.
J 88 On the identification of the statue, see Reade 2002.
189 Susa 1948-9, fig. 8.
190 Site N1, Grid Ref. E 402800 N 3772000.
191 Northedge, Wilkinson & Falkner 1990.
192 Site N2, Grid Ref. E 402600 N 3772600.
193 A technique also used in the Round City of Baghdad (Creswell 1940, 11, 22 including references in historical sources).
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1. 1156

2. 1157
3. 1147
4. 1171

5. 1287
6. 1288
7. 1145

8. 1167

Rim of a large basin with notch decoration. Buff fabric with a few black and white grits, some mica and occa
sionally vegetable temper. Buff surface.
Rim of a jar with incised wavy lines on the neck and a knob handle. Fabric as 1156. Buff surface.
Body of a jar with a knob handle. Fabric as 1156. Buff surface.
Rim of a jug with thumb impressions and incised lattice decoration outside. Fine pinkish buff fabric with a few
small black grits, some mica and a small amount of finely chopped vegetable temper. Buff surface.
Rim of a jug with a knob handle. Fabric as 1171. Buff surface.
Rim of a jar with a knob handle and three incised bands on exterior of neck. Fabric as 1171. Buff surface.
Base of a bowl. Yellowish buff fabric with a few black grits and much sand. Sgraffiato design under green glaze
inside, green glaze outside except bottom of base.
Base of a bowl. Fabric as 1145. Sgraffiato design in white slip under green, manganese and clear glaze.
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Fig. 36. Pottery ofthe 6thl12th centuryfrom pit 187 at site N1, al Qiidisiyya.

9. 1218

10. 1214

II. 1219
12. 1217
13. 1209
14. 1210

Body of a jug . Buff fabric with a few black and white grits, some mica and occasionally vegetable temper. Buff
surface.
Rim of a jug. Fine pinkish buff fabric with a few small black grits, some mica and a small amount of finely
chopped vegetable temper. Buff surface.
A Jug. Fabric as 1214. Buff surface.
Rim ofa three handled jar. Fabric as 1214. Buff surface .
Rim of a small bowl. Fabric as 1218. Green-blue glaze inside and over rim.
Base of a bowl. Fabric as 1218. Green-blue glaze inside , buff surface outside.
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6l. 372 C

62. 604 Nl
63. 613 Nl
64. 973 Nl

65. 628 Nl

66. 605 Nl
67. 977 Nl

68. 618 Nl

Bowl. Brown to buff fabric with few black and white grits , mica , and a small amount of vegetable
temper. Green glaze inside and over rim.
Base of bowl. Fabric as 604. Green glaze inside .
Bowl. Yellowish buff fabric with a few black grits and mica. Green glaze inside and over rim.
Bowl. Fabric as 613. Light blue glaze inside and top part of outside, dark blue pattern on inside
under glaze .
Bowl. Fabric as 613. Light blue glaze on white slip inside and top part of outside, dark blue pattern
on inside under glaze.
Bowl. Fabric as 613. Green glaze inside and over rim.
Base of bowl. Fabric as 613. Grey-green glaze with yellowish brown sgraffito design, some patches
of green glaze on inside.
Bowl. Light brown fabric with few black grits , some mica , grog and vegetable temper . Light blue
glaze with dark blue pattern inside and dark blue band over rim.
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that very little was ever built in the interior. However,
t?ere are low mounds setting out the lines for construc­
tion that was never completed. From the north, east, and
west gates, three avenues, varying between 23 and 28 m
wide, lead to a central square of 300 x 320 m. There is a
rectangle of 104 x 156 m laid out within this square; in
the sides of this rectangle there are three gaps in the
north wall, five in each of the east and west sides, and
one on the south side. There is a second larger
rectangular area of 320 x 420 m adjoining the square to
the south; there is a gap in the centre of each of the four
sides of this. There is a third square enclosure area on
the east side of the central square.

The water supply ofthe Octagon
A surface canal 15 m wide enters the Octagon at its
northwest gate, and divides into three branches aligned
with the setting out for the interior. These terminate in
basins. The feeder canal offtakes from the Nahr al­
Rasasi at the regulator east of Samarra (YI6: Fig. 24),
and feeds al-Musharrahat as well, before crossing the
Nahr al-Qa'irn (Fig. 32). An overflow channel also runs
west of the Octagon down to the Tigris. There must have
been an aqueduct at the crossing of the Nahr al-Qa'im,
and this aqueduct is probably to be identified with
Qantarat Wa~If.194

Surprisingly the terminal channels cut through the
setting out of the interior; perhaps the terminal channels
were laid out for the use of the builders, and it was
intended to cover over the channels when the Octagon
was completed. Seventeen rectangular basins were also
excavated inside the east wall of the Octagon. They
were probably used for storing water during construc­
tion. The building of this canal is paralleled by the
construction of a canal for the Round City of al-Mansiir
in Baghdad:

"And the canal was built which offtakes from the
Nahr Karkhaya, The canal was completed and
made to flow into the interior of the City, for
drinking, for moulding the mud-bricks, and for
wetting the clay."195

There is also a double line of qaniits which offtake from
the Tigris to the west of the Octagon. These run into the

Octagon, and the line cannot be traced further east than
the northeast wall of the complex. A further qandt links
the Octagon with Site 01.

Dating evidence and discussion ofthe Octagon
The close approximation of the axis to the qibla
suggests an Islamic date for the Octagon - and this is
confirmed by the survival of a two-centre pointed door
arch; but the mud-brick construction is different in
appearance from the techniques used at Samarra, where
construction is usually of coursed earth, or mud-bricks
bonded with gypsum mortar. 196 The quarter-circle
buttresses of the gates are paralleled in a considerable
number of Umayyad and early Abbasid buildings: Qasr
al-Kharana (before 92/710),197 Jabal Says (before
100/715),198 Khirbat al-Mafjar (before 125/743),199 the
city of al-Rafiqa at Raqqa (155/772), al-Ukhaydir (c.
159/775),200 and a number of stations on the Darb
Zubayda.w' These parallels span the 2nd/8th century, but
none has been found elsewhere at Samarra.w- It is also
true that this particular pattern is not known in buildings
securely dated to the Sasanian period.203

The rectangle inside the central square measures 104 x
156 m, a proportion of 2:3 typical of the Abbasid
mosques at Samarra (PI. 25). The sahn of the Abu Dulaf
mosque has the same dimensions - 103.9 x 155.8 m.
Although nothing was built except the outline mound,
this mound has three gaps in the north wall, and five
placed symmetrically in each of the east and west lines,
apparently for doors, and a single gap on the qibla side,
probably the site of the mihriib. This rectangle was
evidently intended to be the mosque.

The larger rectangle on the south side of the central
square, measuring 320 x 420 m, was probably intended
for a palace. There is a gap for an entrance in the centre
of each of the four sides. This rectangular enclosure
would have been intended for an outer enclosure wall
for the palace. It is interesting that the enclosure is
rectangular, and not a square. Nearly all the audience
hall complexes at Samarra are basically squares with
long extensions for courtyards of various types. Perhaps
the layout of this palace was intended to be more like
Ukhaydir, with an iwiin and dome chamber at one end,
and an enclosed hall placed opposite across a courtyard.

194 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. Dayr Marrnari; Ibn Serapion, sect. IX; al-Shabushti, 163.

195 AI-Ya'qUbI, Buldiin, 238. . .
196 The mud-bricks of Samarra usually measure 27 x 27 x 8 em; however, this is a size used for house construction. Bncks for

fortifications were commonly larger. Examples of fortification construction at Samarra are built of tamped earth, courses of

unfired material c. 50 em high.
197 For the latest views on Qasr Kharana, see Gaube 1977 and Urice 1987.

198 Creswell 1969,475-6, fig. 533.
199 Hamilton 1959.
200 Creswell 1940, fig. 64; EP, s.v. Ukhaydir, ,. .
201 Knudstad 1977, pl. 22b, c, 38b, 39a (al-Barud), 47 (Umm al-Damiran): Dayel & He~\;a 1978, Pl;d~9 (BaI- ~sIwIIJ!'a),.aMssocklated.

. S Abbasid stuccoes) 51 (al-'Aqlq)' DayeI et al. 1979 pl. 32a (Kura ), 34a (Ma m am u arm i; ac enzieWIth pre- am arran , , '
& Helwa 1980, pl. 50 (al-GharIbayn "B"). . . .

202 At Raqqada in Tunisia, a building with quarter-circle buttresses has been excavated datmg probably to the foundation of the

site in 869 (EP, S.v. Ra~ada). . ., . " ,
d fort-type building at Qal'at al-Bahrayn WIth this kmd of entrance to the Sasanian penod (Kervran, pers. cornm.).

203 Kervran ates a 11 .
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If this rectangle were intended for a palace. then the
arrangement would be close to the early Islamic practice
of bui lding the Caliph's or governor's palace on the
qibla wall of the congregational mosque, as is found at
Kilfa, Wasit, Jerusalem. and the Round City of Baghdad.
However, the palace and mosque are not in direct
contact with one another. as at these other sites, but
separated. It is probable that the design of this complex
represents a half-way stage between the practice of the
Umayyad period and Baghdad, where the palace and
mosque are in direct contact with one another, and the
practice of Samarra, where in both Surra Man Ra'a­
that is the city founded by al-Mu'tasim in 221/836­
and in al-Mutawakkiliyya (245/859), the mosque is
completely separated from the palace.

Outlying Sites ofthe Octagon (Sites 01-03)
Site 01
A complex northeast of the Octagon covering an area of
550 m x 450 m (Fig. 39). The complex appears to
consist of lines of uniformly sized rooms, approximately
7.5 x 5 m, laid out in long lines and courtyards. In the
northwest comer, the rooms are arranged into a design
with a number of courtyards; however, to the east and
southeast, lines of rooms stretch out as though they were
unplanned additions. A qandt connects the complex with
the Octagon, and there is a basin in the northeast comer
measuring 19.2 x 32.6 m. Small quantities of Abbasid
pottery were collected.

As the complex is aligned with the Octagon, and
connected with it by qaniit, it must be a contemporary
construction. In 1987, it was proposed that this complex
should best be connected with the particular feature of
Area 0 - that it was abandoned during construction,
and that it should be interpreted as a workmen's village.
While this interpretation remains valid, it is true that long
lines of rooms are commonly used for markets, as for
example in the market in Area P (Fig. 39). It is possible
that the complex was intended for the central market of
the city, as it conforms to al-Ya'qilbi's description of the
central markets as composed of 'rows' (cf. p. 127).

Site 03
An avenue 40.5 m wide runs in a southerly direction
(bearing 197°) from the Nahr al-Qaim down to the
Tigris, at a distance of 350 m east of the Octagon, and
traceable for a length of 1303 m. There are no buildings
aligned with it, and thus it cannot be directly dated. Susa
thought the feature a double line of qaniits, but the
evidence on the ground suggests that this impression
was mistaken.w- It has been suggested that this was a
formal avenue leading from the Tigris to al­
Musharrahat, across the Nahr al-Qa'im.205There is no
doubt that the Caliph, travelling from Samarra to visit

the palace at al-Musharrahat (on which see below),
would have preferred to travel by boat. The royal party
could have landed on the Tigris bank east of the
Octagon, and travelled north across the Nahr al-Qa'im,

Area P: Unfinished developments east of the
Octagon

The triangle of land left by the Nahr al-Qa'im, its
overflow channel, the Nahr al- 'Ibra, and the Tigris east
of the Octagon is 3.55 km long and 1.76 km wide (Fig.
39, PI. 26). In this area there are three main groups of
remains: (a) an avenue and buildings adjacent to the
Nahr al-Qaim, (b) an avenue and a group of buildings
on the Tigris, and (c) a number of separated sites at the
east end.

a) The avenue on the Nahr al-Qa'im (P6) is 56 m wide,
and can be traced for 810m. The eastern section is
lined with rooms, which was probably a small
market.P" Five buildings (P1-P5) are built on it (Fig.
40, PI. 26). P2 is the main residential building. P4 is
a small isolated building in a large enclosure. The
remainder appear to be service buildings.

b) There is a group of ten buildings on the Tigris
(P16-P25). They are aligned in such a way as to
suggest that an avenue was intended, laid out parallel
to the river, and there are even some signs of it in an
air-photograph. Two mounds to the east of P16
project this line to join with an enclosure wall
apparently belonging to the buildings on the Qa'im
(P8). These mounds have no structure, and may have
been dumps of material brought to the site for
making bricks.

The finest of the buildings on the Tigris was P16
(Tell al- 'Usaybi 'In), the robbed out remains of a
baked-brick building 87 m square, apparently a small
palace at the inlet to the Nahr al- 'Ibra (Fig. 40). The
building had a courtyard on the north side, but this
has now disappeared under a small village now built
around the tell. The square plan of the building
suggests that it had been of the form common in
palaces of the Samarra period, with a central dome
chamber, and four fwiins facing to the exterior.

(c) The third group of buildings, although apparently
dated to the Abbasid period, does not show any
indication of being related to a layout. P9 and P15
seem to be small occupational sites, which have been
suggested as being farms (Fig. 21). There are three
further courtyard buildings adjacent to the Nahr al­
'Ibra, the purpose of which is uncertain (P12-14).207

204 Susa 1948-9, fig. 8.
205 I would like to thank Axelle Rougeulle for this suggestion.
206 See Chapter 5 for a discussion of the markets of Samarra (pp. 127-9).
207 The area also has a number of short lengths of trenches dating to the First World War.



al-Qddisiyya and the Cities ofthe Qii!ul 91



P
I Q

J

g

P
4

I
Ie-

=-
Il

L
__

."

\ P
I2 P

22

[S rr=
-
-
-
-

.c 1-
1 ~ f'\

) ~ 0- ~. ~ ~ "6 ~ ~ "t
i
.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~

l
.
.
.
d

4~
·
i

..t
~

.
.

P
2

Q
,
~
O
m

".

"
"

A
.
d

.ll
4!

0~
01

1

"
.

P
I6

P
2I

,_
-

=-
1

F
ig

.
40

.
B

ui
ld

in
gs

o
fA

re
a

P
-

th
e

ci
ty

o
fa

l-
M

u
'ta

si
m

on
th

e
Q

ii
ti

il
(2

2
0

/8
3

4
-5

).



al-Qddisiyya and the Cities ofthe Qa!i71 93

Discussion ofArea P
The remains suggest that an avenue was laid out on the
Nahr al-Qa'jm, and a second one intended on the Tigris.
There is a further wall-line between the two that appears
to be an enclosure wall. The avenue on the Qa'im is
definite evidence that a grand layout was intended, and a
few buildings were actually built.

All of these sites have small quantities of Samarran
Abbasid pottery, comparable with that of the main city.
These sherds include so-called 'Samarra Ware' with blue
decoration on white glaze, currently thought to have
been introduced about the beginning of the 3rd/9th
century.e" This type is actually rare, though not
unknown, in the main sections of the city, where most of
the pottery belongs to the later period of occupation,
towards the decline of the city, and the later 3rd/9th
century. This is an indicator that Area P may belong to
the first half of the 3rd/9th century.

Moreover, this dating is supported by the plan of the
palace at P 16, with the suggestion of a central dome
chamber, and four iwdns facing towards the exterior.
The earliest plan known of this type is the unfinished
palace of Hiraqla near Raqqa, which has been dated to
the reign of Harlin al-Rashid, and more particularly to
the year after the conquest of Heracleia in Anatolia in
807.209At any rate, it was a plan that was becoming
popular in the early 3rd/9th century, and is typical of
Samarra.

THE TEXTUAL EVIDENCE

Qadisiyya of Samarra is described by Yaqut in the
7th/13th century as "a large village .., where glass is
made."210The name also appears as early as the middle
of the 3rd/9th century in Ibn Khurdadhbih, as the last
stage of the Baghdad-Mosul road (on the left bank of the
Tigris) before Samarra, a distance of threejarsakhs.21 1 A
century after Yaqiit, Ibn'Abd al-Haqq in the early
8th/14th century describes Qadisiyya as a ruin. 212 Today
a dialect form of the same name, Jalisiyya, applies to the
area of the Octagon and Area N. From Yaqut it is
evident that the village of Qadisiyya known from the
historical sources is to be identified with Area N;
moreover the pottery evidence, from the Sasanian period

up till about the 7th/13th or 8th/ 14th centuries, matches
the historical evidence.

Nowhere do the texts on Qadisiyya mention great archi­
tecture, and it is likely that the application of the name
of Qadisiyya to the Octagon is only a modem usage.
However great architecture and the name 'al-Qatul' are
connected in the historical literature. In Tabari the name
'al-Qatul' occurs as a locality, a last staging point before
the capital at Samarra.s'? The entry on al-Qatul in Yaqilt
defines the name to mean the Qatul Abi al-Jund; only
secondarily is the name applied to al-Qatul al-Kisrawi.
The Qatul and Qadisiyya are said to be adjacent to one
another; Yaqut quotes a qasida of Jahza al-Barmaki.I!"

"To the bank of the Qatul, on the side where the
palace stands, between al-Qadisiyya and the
palm-trees."

The sources agree that the Qatul AbI al-Jund was dug by
Harlin al-Rashid, and that he built himself a residence at
the inlet.

According to Yaqut:

"Rashid was the first to dig this canal, and he
built at its mouth a qasr. .,. Mu'tasim built there
a building which he gave to Ashinas al-Turki,
when he moved to Samarra."215

According to Tabari:

"Mu'tasim asked me, 'where did Rashid enjoy
himself when he tired of Baghdad?' . I said, 'On the
Qanll; he built there a city whose remains and walls
are standing .... But when the Syrians revolted,
Rashid went to Raqqa and stayed there, and the city
of the Qatul remained uncompleted."216

In the sources quoted, Rashid's building is called both a
qasr (a palace), and a madina (a city). The revolts in
Syria began in 180/796, and Rashid moved there in that
year, which is the terminus ante quem for the building."?

The cryptic remark by al-Hamadhani on the construction
of a palace by Rashid must also refer to this site, and
gives us its name: "Al-Rashtd also wanted to build

208 Whitehouse 1979; Northedge & Kennet 1994. . ' .
209 Toueir 1982. The Dar al-Imiira attributed to Abu Muslim at Merv was also of this plan, but It IS only known from the textual

description of al-Istakhri (Creswell 1940, 3). . . . '
210 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, S.Y. al-Qadisiyya, Yaqilt says in thi~ t:xt that ~adISlYY~ belongs to Dujayl. Thl~ seems to be an

error, for Qadisiyya was always on the opposite bank of the Tigris to Dujayl, and IS not confirmed by Ibn Abd al-Haqq,

Mariisid.
211 Ibn Khurdadhbih, 93.
212 Ibn 'Abd al-Haqq, II, 366-7, S.Y. al-Qadisiyya.
213 Al-Tabari, 111,1383,1555,1670-1,1742,1788-90. .
214 YaqUt, Mu'jam al-Bliidan, S.Y. a1-Q~d~siyya. Jahza al-Barmaki composed around 326/938 (year of death).

215 Yaqut, Mu 'jam at-Buldan, S.Y. a1-Qatul.
216 A1-Tabari, III, 1180.
217 A1-Tabari, III, 646.
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(Samarra), but he built in its place a qasr, and called it
al-Mubiirak ('The Blessed'), and it is opposite to the
trace of an ancient construction that belonged to the
dynasty of Kisra." The Sasanian construction would be
the tower of Burj al-Qa'im (see above, p. 72).218

The Ma'rnuni canal was then dug about twenty to thirty
years later. This work probably modified the layout of
the Abu al-Jund, especially at its inlet, and might have
destroyed any relationship between the Qatul AbI al­
Jund and the residence of Rashid on the Qatul.

Some forty years after Rashid's project, his son, al­
Mu'tasim, left Baghdad in search of a new capital. The
textual sources are in general unanimous as to the reason
which led to this departure, even if there are some
variants in the presentation: it was the poor relations
between the Turkish military under the command of al­
Mu'tasim and the population of Baghdad, a problem
which led to disturbances in the streets, and strong
resistance on the part of the Baghdadis. Whatever the
source of these poor relations, the solution chosen by al­
Mu'tasim was to leave Baghdad and found a new
settlement. There was nothing new in this choice;
Rashid had left Baghdad for Raqqa in 180/796.

On the details of al-Mu'tasim's journey to the north, a
disagreement exists between the two principal sources on
the sequence of events. In the version of al-Tabari, al­
Mu'tasim left Baghdad, probably the previous year in
219, and was stopped by floods in the Tigris. He had to
return to Baghdad. On his second departure, he travelled
directly to al-Qatul, where tents were erected, while a
site was sought at Samarra."? In the version of al­
Yaqubi, al-Mu'tasim stopped first at Shammasiyya, then
at Baradan, then at Bahamsha and Matira, before settling
on the Qatul. According to this version, al-Mu'tasim
began the construction of a city on the Qatul before
discovering the site of Samarra, and then abandoned the
Qattil. In any case, the sources are in agreement that the
Qatill was the most important of al-Mu'tasirn's stops on
his road. The question that the sources do not resolve is:
did al-Mu'tasim intend al-Qattil to be a permanent site?

According to Tabari:
"He proceeded (in the year 220/835) until he
reached al-Qatiil, where pavilions and marquees
were pitched for him, and the people pitched
tents ... and the pavilions continued to be pitched
until the construction was in place in Samarra in
the year 221 (835-6)."220

Al-Ya'qubi's version in the Kitiib at-Buldan:

"He said 'This is the finest of places', and he
located the canal known as the Qatul in the middle
of the city, such that the buildings would be on the
Tigris and on the Qatul, and he began the construc­
tion. He allotted land to the commanders, to the
secretaries, and to the people, and they built until
the buildings rose high. The markets were laid out
on the Qatul and on the Tigris, and he settled in
part of what had been built, and the people also.
Then he said, 'the land of al-Qatiil is not sufficient;
it is only pebbles and stones, and building is
difficult. Besides the site is not broad enough. "'221

AI-Baladhuri:

"Rashid built when he dug his Qatul which he
called Abu al-Jund ... Then he erected in al-Qatnl
a building which he settled in, and he handed
over that qa:jr to his mawlii Ashinas al-Turki. He
planned to colonise the site, and he began to
construct a city, but he abandoned it."222

Although Tabarl mentions only a tented encampment,
the other sources describe the beginning and
abandonment of the construction of a city. Although the
sources do not entirely agree, they are all basically
variations on one tradition: that there was unfinished
construction by both Rashid and Mu'tasim on the Qatul.
Yaqiit and Baladhuri say that Mu'tasirn's construction
was on the same site as Rashid's. The Qatul and
Qadisiyya are said by Jahza to have been close to one
another, while the site of Qadisiyya is satisfactorily
identified as N I. These points from historical sources
can be broadly reconciled with the archaeological
evidence; that evidence can be summarised as that the
Octagon is an Islamic construction with parallels in 8th
century architecture, while Area P has unfinished urban
construction, of probable 9th century date.

It seems likely then that the Octagon is Rashid's
construction, and that the avenues ofArea P represent
Mu'tasim's equally unfinished renewal of the site. To
compare the archaeological evidence with Ya' qubI's
account of Mu'tasim's city, there is in fact construction
on the Qattil and on the Tigris, although the Qatul is not
in the middle of the city, as Ya'qiibi states; but rather the
site lies between two of the Qatuls, with the Tigris on a
third side. The palace given by Mu'tasim to Ashinas
might be P16.

21S Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadhani, fo1. 143. Northedge, Wilkinson & Falkner 1990.
219 Al-Tabari, III, 1184.
220 Al-Tabari, III, 1180.
221 Al- Ya' qubi, Buldiin, 256--7.
~ ..., Al-Baladhuri, 297. See also al-Mas'udi, Muriij, VII, 119-20.
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CHAPTER 5

Surra Man Ra'a: the city of al-Mu'tasim

THE FOUNDATION OF SURRA MAN RA' A
AND ITS GENERAL LAYOUT

While al-Mu'tasim was settled on the Qatul, a decision
to move further north was made, and construction of the
city of Surra Man Ra'a, the official name of al­
Mu'tasim's city, began. The site selected was on the east
bank of the Tigris, halfway between the northern and
southern inlets of the Qatul. The land is open and
steppe-like, not without vegetation but trees are rare
(PI. 1, PI. 3).:m Although, as indicated earlier, there
were a number of small towns and villages in the region
before the arrival of al-Mu'tasim, only textual sources
inform us that a settlement was located on the site of
Samarra itself. Ammianus tells us that there had been a
fort there in the 4th century (castel/um Sumere nomine),
but we do not know if this still existed in the 3rd/9th
century. Michael the Syrian says that there was a village
there. 224 The Arabic sources emphasise the existence of
a monastery, located on the site of the Dar al-Khilafa.F>

'In former days Surra Man Ra'a was a steppe of
the land of al-Tirhan where there was no
development, but there was there a monastery of
the Christians on the site on which was built the
Government House that is known as Dar al-
eAmma, and the monastery became the treasury
(bayt al-mdli. '226

'And Abu al-Wazir said: I will take 5000 dinars
and if I need more, I will ask for an increase. He
said: I took the 5000 dinars and headed for the
site. I bought a monastery in the site belonging to
the Christians for 5000 dirhams, and I bought a
garden (bustdns that was next to it. Then I
completed the transaction required for its
purchase for a low price. And I went down [to
Baghdad], and brought [al-Mu'tasim] the contract
documents. '227

No archaeological remains of the monastery have been
identified, nor of a Sasanian period fort or village.

Whatever type of settlement may have previously
existed at Samarra, the place-name itself certainly
existed. The ancient toponyms for Samarra are Greek:
Souma (Ptolemy V c. 19, Zosimus III, 30), Latin Sumere
(Ammianus Marcellinus XXV, 6, 8), and Syriac Sumara
(Hoffmann 1880, 188; Michael the Syrian, III, 88). The
caliph's city was formally called Surra Man Ra'ii ("he
who sees it is delighted"). According to Yaqtit's article
on Samarra.t-" this original name of Surra Man Ra 'a
was later shortened in popular usage to Siimarrii. It
seems more probable, however, that Sdmarrd is the
Arabic version of the pre-Islamic toponym, and that
Surra Man Ra 'a, a verbal form of name unusual in
Arabic which recalls earlier Akkadian and Sumerian
practices, is the newer creation, a word-play invented at
the court. In his article on Surra Man Ra'a, Yaqilt also
gives this alternative explanation.

In practice Surra Man Ra 'a is used on coins and by
some authors, including al-Ya'qubi, Ibn Khurdadhbih,
Suhrab (Ibn Serapion), al-Baladhuri, and al-BalawI. AI­
Tabari, however, consistently uses Sdmarrii, as does al­
Muqaddasi and al-Istakhri. Al-Mas'Iidi uses both,229 as
do many later authors, who simply repeat the version of
their source without distinction.

The close relationship between the two names
stimulated suggestions in our sources as to how the one
might have become the other, although it is clear that
they are later inventions:

"Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Bashshari ... said: when
Samarra' was developed and completed, and it was
in good order, and was thronged with people, it was
named 'Sunir Man Ra'a', then it was shortened, and
it was said 'Surra Man Ra'a'; then when it was
destroyed, and its character became ugly, and it was
deserted, it was named 'Sa'a Man Ra'a', then that
was shortened, and it was said 'Samarra'."230

There was further variation in the name of Samarra. AI­
Tabari uses the name without hamza. Al-Hamadhani

223 As indicated in Chapter 2, there is little evidence that the environment was significantly different in the 3rd/9th century.
224 Michael the Syrian, III, 88. To the author's knowledge only one sherd of Sasanian or Umayyad date has ever been recovered

from the area of the city of modem Samarra (Honeycomb ware, found by the author). However it would seem logical that
there was a small pre-Islamic settlement there.

225 Al-Ya'qubi, Ta'rikh, 11,472-3.
226 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin. 255.
227 Yaqut, Mu'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. Samarra'.
228 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. Samarra'.
229 Al-Mas'udi, Muriij, VII, 120.
230 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. Samarra'.
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uses a combination version of the two names Samarra
and Surra Man Raa: Surmarra. However from Yaqut
onwards, a ham:a has been added - Siimarrii' - and
this is the standard spelling today.

The site

The choice of site was controversial - on steppe land
east of the Tigris. The Muslim sources are relatively
polite about the choice; al-Ya' qubi comments merely on
the difficulties of water supply.P! Not surprisingly,
Michael the Syrian, as a Christian, is less charitable:

"Ce village de Sumara etait un lieu qui n'avait
aucun agrement naturel, dont la situation n' etait
pas remarquable, et ou on ne trouvait aucun des
bienfaits de Dieu. "232

According to al-Ya' qtibi, the site of Samarra was chosen
during a hunting excursion. The role that hunting played
in the choice of site is confirmed by other sources:
Michael the Syrian adds "Cepcndant il le prefera acause
de la chasse." As noted in Chapter 3, a late Sasanian
palace with a hunting reserve already existed at the
northern entrance to the Qatfll, The existence of hunting
reserves later around the city also confirms the
importance of hunting in the original choice.t-' It seems
likely that Samarra was a region reputed for its
hunting.s>' So the choice of al-Mu'tasim for his
residence essentially fell on a hunting ground.

The foundation

The process of foundation of the city is described by al­
Ya'qilbi:

"Then he summoned the engineers and said,
'Choose the most suitable of these places', and
they chose a number of sites for the palaces. He

assigned to each one of his companions the
construction of a palace, and he assigned to
Khaqan 'Urtiij Abu al-Fath b. Khaqan the
construction of al-Jawsaq al-Khaqani, and to
'Umar b. Faraj the construction of the palace
known as al- 'Umari, and to Abu al- Wazir the
construction of the palace known as al-Wazlri.
Then he marked out the allotments for the
generals, the secretaries, and the people, and set
out the congregational mosque. He laid out the
markets around the congregational mosque. The
rows of the markets were broad, and each type of
merchandise was separate, and each people were
on their own, in the fashion of the way the
markets of Baghdad were laid out. "235

In this account al-Mu'tasim is described as responsible
for the plan of the city. Because it is not stated, al­
Mu'tasim may have directed the construction of the Dar
al- 'Anima himself, but three lesser palaces of the caliph
were allotted to various lieutenants - al-Jawsaq al­
Khaqani, al-Tlmari and al-WazIrI.236 In addition, the
caliph built the congregational mosque, and laid out the
design for the markets, avenues and allotments.
However, beyond the marking out (Ar. ikhti!at),237 the
caliph did not actually take responsibility for the
construction (Ar. bind ') of these zones himself. The
sources indicate a significant distinction between
marking out on the ground and actual construction of the
buildings. This type of arrangement for city construction
is cited in similar terms for the construction of Ramla in
the Urnayyad period by Sulayrnan b. 'Abd al-Malik.c"
Nevertheless al-Mu'tasim may have given to those
people to whom he allotted land, grants for the construc­
tion of houses, as indicated by the claim of a poet, al­
Husayn b. Dahhak, to the caliph, who gave him 1,000
dinars for building a house.P?

The military allotments of the time of the foundation are
described by al-Ya' qiibi as separate from the rest of the
city:

231 Al-Ya'qubi, Bulddn, 263. "But their drinking water is entirely from the Tigris, carried in water-jars on mules and camels,
b~ca.us~ their wells have long ropes, and then they are salty and not palatable, and there is no large supply of water, while the
TIgrIS IS close, and the water-jars many. "

232 Michael the Syrian, III, 88. French translation by Chabot.
233 See below, pp. 151,200-207.

234 Cf. Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Shilj, for a hunting excursion by 'Izz al-Dawla at Samarra.
235 AI-Ya'qubI, Buldiin, 258.
236 Cf. Gordon 2001a, 56.

237 The subject of ikhtitdt is elaborated by Akhbar (Akhbar 1989), an article which, however, is primarily concerned with the early
amsdr. At Samarra the way that marking out was carried out on the ground can be seen in the unfinished construction of the
Octagon at Qadisiyya (Fig. 39, PI. 25), and in the unfinished parts of al-Istablat (Fig. 87).

238 "AI-Walid ibn'Abd aI-Malik appointed Sulayrnan ibn'Abd al-Malik governor ofjund Filastin, and he (Sulayman) settled in
Ludd. Then he founded the city of al-Ramla tmadinat al-Ramla), and made it a misr (massarahd). The first that was built of it
was his palace (qa$r) and the house known as Dar al-Sabbiighin (House of the Dyers), and he placed a cistern centrally in the
house. Then he marked out a plan for the mosque, and built it, but he succeeded to the Caliphat~ before its completion; then
there was later construction in it during his caliphate. Then 'Umar ibn 'Abd al- 'Azlz complet~d It, and reduced the original
plan.... When Sulayman had built for himself, he gave permission to the people for construction, and they built; and he dug for
the people of al-Ramla their canal which is called Barada, and he dug wells ..." (BaIadhurI, 143).

239 "Al-Mu'tasim allotted the people the houses (al-Dur) at Surra M~n Ra:a , ~nd g~ve them the expens~s for building them, and
al-Husayn b. Dahhak was not allotted anything ... so he entered into him (i.e. hIS pr:s~nce), and recited: '" consequently he
all~tted him a .house and a thousand dinars for his expenses on it." (al-Isfahanl, Aghiini, VI, 204).
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"He isolated the allotments of the Turks from the
allotments of the people completely, and made
them segregated from them, that they should not
mix with any group of those of Arab culture, and
that no-one should be their neighbours except the
Faraghina. He allocated to Ashinas and his
companions the site known as al-Karkh, and
added a number of commanders of the Turks and
infantry,240 and ordered him to build the mosques
and markets. He allocated to Khaqan 'Urtiij and
his companions the area adjacent to al-Jawsaq al­
Khaqant, and ordered him to keep his
companions together, and to prevent them from
mixing with the people. He allocated to Wasif
and his companions the area adjacent to al-Hayr,
and he built an extended enclosure wall which he
called Ha' ir al-Hayr, and the allotments of the
Turks entirely, and the non-Arabie-speaking
Faraghina, were made distant from the markets
and the crowds in broad avenues and long streets,
and there was with them in their allotments and
their streets none of the people, of merchant or
other, to mix with them."24\

The location and structure of the military cantonments
will be treated in more detail later in Chapter 8.
However, it is evident that the insistence by al-Ya' qubi
upon the separation of the military cantonments from the
main city was only partly true: although the cantonment
of the Turks at al-Karkh, and ofAfshin at al-Matira are
far from the city, the first cantonment of Wa~If, and
possibly also the Faraghina, were placed between the
Dar al-Khilafa and the markets.

These elements represent the state of the city at the time
of the foundation, as described by al-Ya'qtibl, with the
exception of the gardens of the West Bank of the Tigris,

where al-Ya' qubi makes no effort to distinguish between
what existed in the time of al-Mu'tasim, and what was
developed later. The version of al-Ya' qubi in the Kitiib
al-Buldiin is the most detailed description of the city at
the time of its foundation, but the other available
accounts are briefer but generally similar.e"

It should be emphasised that the archaeological remains
of Samarra as we have them do not represent the plan
of the city as founded by al-Mu'tasim, but rather as it
was abandoned at the end of the 3rd/9th century.
However, in general, we can say that al-Mu'tasirri's city
stretched from north of the Dar al-Khilafa as far as the
markets, which were located under the modern town,
and then further south along the Shari' AbI Ahmad (Fig.
41). The Dar al-Khilafa itself seems to have been
surrounded by cantonments, north and south, while the
cantonments of the Turks at al-Karkh, and the
Ushnisaniyya at Matlra were separated from the central
city (Fig. 75). According to al-Ya' qilbi, the notables and
officers moved to Surra Man Ra'a in 223/838. 243 This
probably represents the date when the city was first
habitable.

The Expansion of the City

In a second stage, the city expanded, firstly under al­
Wathiq (227/842-232/847), and then under al­
Mutawakkil (232/847-247/861). All versions of the
history of the city see two stages in the development:
firstly the foundation by al-Mu'tasim, and then an
expansion, mainly under al-Mutawakkil.>! Al-Ya'qiibf
explains the expansion, saying in effect that the
population regarded al-Mu'tasirn's foundation as a
military camp, 'askar al-Mu 'tasim, which would be
abandoned on the death of the caliph, and when a

240 Creswell 1940: rijiil = men, but probably rujjiil = infantry.
241 Al-Ya'qubi, Bulddn, 258-9.
242 AI-Ya'ql1bI, Ta 'rikh, II, 472-3:

"then he journeyed on from al-Qatul to Surra Man Ra'a. And he stopped in the place in which the Dar al- 'Amma stands, and
there is a monastery of the Christians, and he bought the land from the people of the monastery, and marked out in it, and he
went to the site of the palace known as al-Jawsaq on the Tigris, and built there a number of palaces for the captains and
secretaries, and named them by their names. And he dug the canals on the east of the Tigris, and built the "developments" (al­
'imiiriits, and water-lifting devices were constructed on the canals. Palms and seedlings were brought from other lands, and the
beginning of that was in 221. And he built the villages, and brought to them people from every town, and ordered them to
make the development of their town, and he brought a group from Egypt who made paper. And they made it, but it did not
reach a state of excellence in that."
Yaqut, Mu'jam al-Buldiin, s.v. Samarra':
"And he straightaway travelled and settled at Samarra. He built there a house and ordered his army to do the same. The people
built around his qasr until it became the greatest of the towns of God. He built there a congregational mosque in the direction
of the markets, and settled Ashinas and the officers with him at Karkh Samarra - that is Karkh Fayniz - and settled some of
them in al-Dur known as Dur al-t Arabanl."
Al-Mas'udi, Muriij VII, 121-2 (tr. Defremery et Sanguinetti):
"he searched for a site there to build his palace, and he founded his building and that is the site known as al-WazIriyya at Surra
Man Ra'a ... The construction rose high, and masons, workers and artisans were brought to him from the rest of the cities.
Types of plants and trees were brought to him from other places. He made for the Turks isolated allotments, and gave them as
neighbours the Faraghina and Ushrusaniyya, and others from the cities of Khurasan according to their nearness to them i~ their
country. He allotted to Ashinas al-Turki and his Turkish companions the site known as Karkh Samarra, and of the Faraghina
those he settled in the place known as al-Tlmari and al-Jisr."

243 Al-Ya' qubi, Bulddn, 254.
244 I.e. al-Ya'qubi, al-Mas'udi, and al-Baladhuri.
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second caliph, al-Wathiq, continued to live there, they
gained confidence and renewed the construction. A
second factor was the enthusiasm of al-Mutawakkil for
construction. During this period the central city extended
to the south until it joined up with al-Matira. In this
period, al-Ya'qilbl describes seven parallel avenues in
the lower city. At the same time large new areas were
added by al-Mutawakkil: firstly, the new congregational
mosque and new avenues on the east side, then
Balkuwara in the south, and finally al-Mutawakkiliyya
to the north of al-Karkh and al-Dur,

This stage of expansion ended with the death of al­
Mutawakkil in 247/861. The description of the avenues
in the text of al-Ya'qubi, and the layout of the city which
emerges from the events which took place there between
247/861 and 256/870, seem to correspond quite closely
with the evidence of the layout of the archaeological site
(PI. 27). Probably little change took place during the
period of troubles, and the subsequent decline. Although
evidence of later additions can be detected, neither the
methods employed in excavations up to the present, nor
the evidence of the plan, have shown the stages of
decline in the central city area. The expansion of the
modem city is an obstacle to discovering new
information, until such time as new archaeological
methods become available.

THE CENTRAL CITY AND ITS AVENUES

The Layout of the Avenues
(Fig. 43, Fig. 45, Fig. 46, PI. 27, PI. 30)

As noted earlier, the description of the avenues by al­
Ya'qiibi belongs to a date later than the death of al­
Mutawakkil in 247/861 (for the translation see Appendix
A, and Table 3). In principle, it should correspond fairly
closely to the plan of the archaeological site as it has
been recorded. The description enumerates seven
parallel avenues: it begins with the Grand Avenue (al­
Shari' al-A 'zam or al-Sarija). then continues to the east
with Shari' AbI Ahmad, Shari' al-Hayr al-Awwal, Shari'
Barghamish al-Turki, Shari' Salih al-'Abbasi also
known as al-Askar, and Shari' al-Hayr al-Jadid. Finally
Shari' al-Khalij is located on the Tigris.

The order of presentation is influenced by the desire to
present the main avenue first: its importance is
underlined by a reference in al-Tabarf which calls it

simply the Avenue.r" In the manuscript of al-Ya'qubi,
its name al-Sarija is unpointed; the editor chose Sarlja
by comparison with the Suq al-Sarija in Damascus. The
name means a mule or camel saddle.v" and is also
attested in al-TabarI.247 When al-Mutawakkil extended
the Grand Avenue in al-Mutawakkiliyya, there is no sign
that this was also called al-Sarfja, Al-Sarija was the
avenue of lower Samarra; al-Shari' al-A'zam was the
principal avenue which extended the length of the city.
Al-Ya'qiibi applies the term al-Shari' al-A'zam to five
avenues in Baghdad, not only the four main avenues that
led from the gates of the Round City, but also an avenue

on the Tigris.248

Shari' AbI Ahmad was named after Abu Ahmad b. al­
Rashid, who lived in the middle of the avenue; the name
is also attested in al-Tabari.>'? The name Shari'
Barghamish al-Turki has been associated with Ghamish,
a khalifa of Bugha al-Saghir at the siege of Tiflis in
238/852-3.250 'Barghamish' might be a misreading by a
copyist of 'Ibn Ghamish', with the loss of the initial alif
in the manuscript, although the translator of al-Tabari
thought that it was the name 'Ghamish' which was in
error.P! The name Shari' al-Hayr al-Awwal ('First
Avenue of al-Hayr ') refers to the fact that it was
originally located adjacent to al-Hayr, Shari' Salih al­
'Abbasi refers to a personality who lived at the northern
end of the avenue. Al-Askar is the elative of the Arabic
root sin-kiif-rd ': it could mean closed off or short. Shari'
al-Hayr al-Jadid (the 'New Hayr Avenue') was situated
adjacent to al-Hayr and replaced the earlier avenue in
this role. Shari' al-Khalij ('Gulf Avenue') was no doubt
named after its location adjacent to the Tigris. 252The
name of one other avenue, Shari' Baghdad, is mentioned
in al-Tabari: it was evidently the beginning of the road
to Baghdad.P-

On the archaeological site, in the central city, that is the
zone southwards from the Dar al-Khilafa as far as
Jubayriyya (= al-Matira), the principal street system can
be described as divided into two parts (Fig. 42, Fig. 44,
Fig. 45, PI. 27, PI. 30): the northern section principally
oriented north-south, and the southern northwest­
southeast. Today the modem city is the dividing point,
but it is clear that even in Abbasid times, there was a
division into two, which was marked by a wadi situated
between the modern city and the mosque of al­
MutawakkiI. This wadi can be identified as that called
Wadi Ibrahim b. Riyal) by al-Ya'qubI.254 Today the
wadi is scarcely visible, and was already built over in

~45 AI-TabarI, III, 1503.
246 Ell, s.v. sardj. The root sin-rii '-jfm in Arabic is associated with lamps (siriif), saddles and saddlery (sar}), and braiding the hair.

~47 AI-Tabari, III, 1511-12.
248 AI-Ya'qubi, Bulddn, 244, 245, 248, 249.
249 AI-TabarI, III, 1511-12, 1807.
250 Al-Tabari, III, 1415.
251 The history ofal-Tabari, vol. 34, Incipient Decline, tr. Kramer, J., 123, ~: 401. . .
252 Khalij today means bay or gulf, as in the Arab or Persian Gulf. AI-KhahJ was the well-known canal In Cairo.

253 Al-TabarI, III, 1807.
254 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 262.
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Abbasid times, but it had an important effect on the
street system. North of the wadi there are two main
avenues, and two minor avenues, which appear to
continue avenues further to the south. In addition, there
are the three parallel avenues leading east to the
mosque of al-Mutawakkil. South of the wadi, there are
seven avenues, just as described by al-Ya'qiibi, five of
which terminate in one small zone east of Jubayriyya
- the site of al-Matira, This fusion of the avenues is
probably to be associated with the road to Baghdad,
which probably continued from this point.

A broad avenue leading south from the caliphal palace,
approximately 77 m wide in its northern part, and 68 m
wide in the south (J260) dominates the plan (Fig. 45,
Fig. 46). After 2465 m, it appears to make a tum
southeast at the wadi,255 then, after being hidden under
the modem town, it continues straight 4350 m to
Jubayriyya (al-Matira). The total length is 6815 m. At
the north end, it is aligned with the double walls inside
the palace complex, which indicate the south gate. At a
later date, the avenue was reduced in width to 17-18 m,
but the alignment of the original width is visible over
long distances, and the original avenue is preserved at its
southern end. The reduction in width, one would have
imagined to be an ad hoc process: however, at least in
the south, the reduction seems to have been a deliberate
act, for the newly occupied space has its own straight
central street.

On the river side of the monumental avenue, two further
avenues can be seen. The first is irregular and of varying
width (1392) (PI. 29). It makes a broad curve from the
junction point at Jubayriyya, and appears to rejoin the
monumental avenue on the site of the Bab al-Nasiriyya,
the north gate in the walls of Samarra, if the alignment
preserved in the streets of the modem town is correct.
The avenue nearest to the Tigris (J850) is composed of
two parts, a monumental straight section 66 m wide and
1240 m long, and a further irregular section of varying
width continuing 3250 m to the junction point at
Jubayriyya. The avenue appears to extend another 800 m
beyond the junction, and two other major streets diverge
leading in the direction of Jubayriyya.

On the east side of the monumental avenue, four further
avenues can be identified, running parallel. The first
two, 10-12 m wide (1450 and J452), extend 4700 m
from the junction area near Jubayriyya to the edge of the
dividing wadi. 256 They appear to have analogues north

of the wadi (H 153 and H241); but there is no direct
evidence of a connection, and the alignments are not
identical. The remaining two avenues (1730 and J530)
are shorter, both 10-12 m wide, and respectively 1460

and 1710 m long.

In his interpretation of the avenues, Herzfeld first thought
that the Grand Avenue was the one closest to the Tigris
(1850), although he had second thoughts later (Fig.
43).257 He excavated several houses in that area, as
located on the avenue. He thought that the Shari' al­
Khalij, where the quays were located, had probably been
eroded by the Tigris. Susa discusses the text on the
avenues without identifying them, but his map places the
names belonging to lower Samarra in al­
Mutawakkiliyya.P''

The monumental avenue which dominates the plan
(1260) cannot be the Shari' al-A'zam as described by al­
Ya'qubi, for he specifically states that the Grand Avenue
passed by the palace and continued to the north.P?
Rather J260 should be identified with the Shari' AbI
Ahmad, which terminated at the Bab al-Bustan and the
palaces of the Caliph.sw The Shari' al-A'zam, then, was
the next avenue to the west, of irregular curving
alignment (1392). The avenue closest to the Tigris,
composed of two different sections (1850), is the Shari'
al-Khallj.P! The four remaining avenues to the east are
successively Shari' Barghamish, Shari' al-Hayr al­
Awwal, Shari' al-Askar, and Shari' al-Hayr al-Jadid, The
shorter length of the last two avenues corresponds with
the statement of al-Ya'qubi that "(al-Mutawakkil) added
the avenues of al-Hayr: al-Shari' al-Askar and al-Shari'
al-J adid".262

The monumental avenue which dominates the plan,
although less regarded by al-Ya'qubi, must have been
the original avenue laid out when Samarra was first
built, but had lesser importance later when al-Ya'qubi
was describing the avenues. The Grand Avenue by
contrast is not impressive in its physical appearance. The
reason it was called "al-Shari' al-A'zam' could be that
in practice it was the most popular thoroughfare, which
extended the length of the city. It may be that it was
located on the alignment of the old road from Baghdad
to Mosul on the east bank of the Tigris, which predated
the foundation,263 and which people continued to use,
ignoring the fine avenue constructed by the architects of
al-Mu'tasim, This argument is supported by the fact that
al-Ya'qubi sees the Grand Avenue as continuing north

255 The tum is not visible, but it is possible to calculate, by projecting the lines that it was located outside Bab al-Nasiriyya,
'56 A I d h h ' .- t a ater ate, t e sout em end of J452 was cut short and closed off over a distance of 1402 m, and the avenue built over.

Traffic was diverted into J450.

257 Letters from Herzfeld to Sarre, dated 27/3/1911, and 5/1/1913. Change of mind 10/4/1911 (Islamisches Museum, Berlin).
25X Susa 1948-9,61-5.
259 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 260.
260 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 261.
261 It is unlikely that the high Tigris bank at this point would have been eroded extensively by the Tigris, as supposed by Herzfeld.
262 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 265.
263 Ibn Khurdadhbih, 93.
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A II.

SAMARRA.
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Fig. 43. Reconstruction ofthe Avenues by Her::feld (Her::feld 1907).
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from the Dar al-Khalifa. with an extension into al­
Mutawakki liyya.>' There is no doubt that this would be
the route followed by travellers moving from one end of
the city to the other and beyond. but there is no single
continuous avenue visible in the plan. If it is the old
road to Mosul and Baghdad, it may also correspond to
the name "Shari ' Baghdad" mentioned above.

North of the wadi. and between it and the Dar al­
Khilafa, the plan is again dominated by the monumental
avenue which approaches the south gate of the palace ,
identified as Shari ' AbTAhmad. Adjacent to the palace ,
the avenue has been diverted to the west at a later date
in order to permit the construction of additions to a large
palace (H31) (Fig. 42, Fig. 44). Three parallel avenues
(H 150, H151 and H152) run east from the monumental
avenue as far as the mosque of al-Mutawakkil .t'< These
can be identified as the three sufiifconstructed by al­
Mutawakkil as the approach to the mosque.i'v

In this northern section, if the monumental avenue is the
Shari ' AbTAhmad, the problem is to locate the Shari ' al­
A' zam on the pIan, for the area to the west of the
monumental avenue is quite eroded, and there is no
obviously grand avenue. The alignment is determined by
the statement of al-Ya'qiibi that the Bab al-'Amma was
located on the avenuc.w?As the Bab al-'Amma was
situated on the west side of the palace, the avenue must
have crossed the western garden of the palace.268 South
of the Bab al- 'A.mma, the Shari ' al-A 'zam must be one
of the three modem tracks which , before the construction
of the barrage at Samarra in the 1950s, descend ed
northwest into the flood plain from the Bab al-Nasiriyya.
The two southerly ones led to villages, but the northerl y
one must be the right choice, as there are signs of an
ancient avenue, and it only descends into the flood plain
a short distance south of the palace. At present nine
Abbasid buildings have been identified as aligned with
this track, rather than the monumental avenue. North of
the palace , the alignment seems to ascend onto the
plateau again, and traverses the cantonment to the north
(Area X) in a northwesterly direction , before continuing
up the avenue of Area G (Fig. 53).

No monumental avenue can be traced connecting
Samarra and the northern sections of the city, to be

identified as al-Karkh, al-Dur and al-Mutawakkiliyya.
No doubt , it is for this reason that al-Yaqilbi does not
describe an avenue in this area. However, there is a wall
at the edge of the slope leading down to the flood plain ,
in the area between Area G and Sur Ashnas. This was
part of the boundary wall of al-Hayr (Fig. 62). While
al-Hayr functioned as a game reserve (on which see
below, Chapter 7), travell ers may have been obliged to
remain west of the wall, and there are traces of an
ancient road in two sections over a distance of 1180 m.
Howe ver, there are accounts in al-Tabari, which suggest
that at a later date , for example in 256 /869-70, people
may have crossed al-Hayr in travelling from al-Karkh
to Surra Man Raa, although there is no explicit

staternent. " ?

Al-Ya'qubi tells us that al-Mutawakkil "extended the
Grand Avenue from the house of Ashinas, which is at al­
Karkh and which came into the possession of al-Fath b.
Khaqan , a distance of three farsakhs to his palaces. "270
This extension corresponds to the main central avenue
of the Karkh cantonment (Area F) and al­
Mutaw akkili yya (Area T) (Fig. 70).

The last factor articulating the street plan of the city is
the location of the bridge across the Tigris . Al-Ya'qtibi
says that al-Mu' tasim "tied a bridge (jisr) to the west
side of the Tigris ."27l Jisr normally means a bridge of
boats , such as existed at Baghdad.F ? Gertrude Bell saw
some masonry abutments in the river below the Qubbat
al-Sulaybiyya, but it is clear that this cannot be the
principal bridge, if it was the remains of a bridge at all,
for the terminology used in the texts would have been
different.s" The logical position for such a bridge , as
Herzfeld thought.i?" is in the same position as the bridge
which existed at Samarra up until the construction of the
barrage in the 1950s (PI. 27). It is the narrowest point of
the Tigris , and convenient for the centre of the city. This
location is to some extent confirmed by the association
of the name al-Jisr with the Maghariba, who lived in the
Shari ' al-Khallj .I" Although the Abbasid remains in the
area of the bridge are poorly preserved, there is some
trace of a wide avenue leading east into the city (Fig. 42,
Fig. 44). According to an event of 254/868 , there seems
to have been a guard on the bridge.I" In Baghdad, the
bridge was guarded by the shurtaP!

264 AI-Yaqubi, Buldiin , 267.
265 Given the limits of the plan, these three avenues are probably of the same width.
266 Al-Ya'qubi, Bulddn , 265-6. See also Herzfeld 1914.
267 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin , 261.
268 If travellers had been forced to detour west of the garden, the Bab al-' Amma could not have been described as located on the

avenue, nor would the Rib al-' Amma have been chosen as a place of public punishment.
269 Al-Tabari, III, 1472, 1787, 1802, 1804, 1817-1 8.
270 AI-Ya' qubi, Bulddn , 266.
271 AI-Va'glibT, Ellldan , 263.
272 Lassner 1970a, 105- 6, 15 I .
273 Bell 1911, 237.
274 Herzfeld 1907, 68.
275 AI-TabarT, III, 151 5; al-Ma s' udi, Mu riij, VIII, 8.
276 AI-Tabari, III, 1696.
277 Lassner 1970a, 151.
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TABLE 3. STRUCTURE OF THE AVENUES AT SAMARRA
after the description ofal-Ya 'qiibi

arranged north to south and west to east

105

Note: this table represents the information available in al-Ya' qubi on the order of houses and cantonments in the
avenues. No archaeological information is included. Where the toponym is simply noted as being on the avenue, it is
placed in the central column. If there is information that it was located right or left of the avenue, it is placed in the
appropriate column.

Shar i' al-Khalij

Al-Az lakh (Maghariba)

Qata'i ' al-M aghariba

Quays, trading establishmen ts

Shar i' al-A'zarn (North)

Qusur al-Mutawakkil

- 3 f arsaklzs
-

Dar As hinas at al-Karkh

Shar i' al-A' zam (Sout h) (al-Sarija)

Abu al-Ja'fa ' and the remainder of the great

Servants

Thabit the Servant

Qarqas the Servant

Masru r Samaria the Servant

Sto reho uses priva te and public

Bab al-'Amma and Dar al-Kh ali fa

Dar Hartin b . al-M u'tasim

General qata"i'

'Abd al-Wahhab b. 'All b. al-Mahdi

Al- IAbbas b. 'Ali b . al-Mahdi

Abu al-Wazir

Jaba l Ja 'far al-Khayyat and qatiat Ja'far

Little market of Mubarak

Mubarak al-Maghr ibi

Rash id al-Maghr ibi

Fuqq a' , hal' i sa and beverages

Residences an d qa fa 'i .

Ma rkets (se lle rs and crafts)

Re sidences of the people

Kh ash abat Babak

The great pr ison

Maj lis of the poli ce

Slave market in a qu arter with branch ing road

fresh vegetable se llers

Old congregationa l mosqu e

Great market

Markets (se lle rs and cra fts)

Residences of the peopl e
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table. pnvate and public

Qa fa 'i . of the people

Gen eral qa fa 'i r

Ibrahim b. Riyal)

Diwan al-Kha raj al-A ' zam

The Historical Topography ofSamarra

Hizam b. Ghalib

Hartin b. u 'aym

Al-Hasa n b. ' All al-Ma' munl

' Ujayf b. ' Anbasa

Hash im b. Banijur

Ishaq b. Yahya b. Mu 'adh

Wadl Ishaq b. Ibrahim

Al-Matira

Shar i' A bi A hmad

Bab al-Bustan and the palaces of the Ca liph

Itakh

Old qa ti ' a of Wasif

Bannash

Sfrna al-Dimashqi

Bugha al-Kablr

Bugha al-Saghlr

Wadi Ibrahim b. Riyal)

Mu hammad b. 'Abd aI-Malik al-Za yyat

al-Fadl b. M arwan

Ibn AbT Du 'ad

Abu Ahmad b. al-Rashid (middle of the avenue)

Secretaries and the rest of the peopl e

'Umar (b. Faraj ?)

Bukhtlshu ' the doctor

Diwan al-Kharaj al-A'zam

Qa fa 'i . of the people

General qa ta 'i '

Arabs , the people of Qumm, Isbah an,

Qazwin, al-Jaba l, and Adharbayjan

,
Shar i' al-Hayr al-Awwal II

Wadi Ibrahim b. Riyal)

Ahmad b. al-Khasib II
Jund, the Shaki riyya, and a mixtur e o f peo ple

Wadi - Wadi Ishaq b. Ibrahim I- -

Sha r i' Barghamish al-Turki

Wadi - Wadf Ibrahim b. Riyal)

Turks - Faraghina II
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Kahazar

al-M atira

Shar!' al-Askar

The commanders, secretaries, notabl es, and the peopl e in genera l

Salih al-IAb basl (head of the wadi)

Turks and the Farag hina

al-M atira

Shar i' al-Hayr al-J adld

Comman ders of the Faraghina, Ushnisaniyya, Ishtakhanjiyya and others from the other district s of Khurasan
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The location of toponyms in the Avenues

The advantage of the identification of the avenues
outlined in the previous section is that it permits one to
go further and identify many of the buildings mentioned
by al-Yaqubi in his description of the Avenues of
Samarra. These identifications are not perfect, given that
there are many more buildings on the archaeological site
than those mentioned in the text. However, even an
imperfect series of identifications helps us to understand
the development of the city.

The description of each avenue by al-Ya'qiibl begins in
the south, in the cases where a sequence is given. The
reason for this could be that south was the direction one
approached from Baghdad: the relationship between
Samarra and Baghdad was evidently vitally important,
and as we shall see, some personalities had houses in both
cities. Alternatively, the fact that Islamic maps have south
at the top may have played a role (e.g. Figs 26, 31) . It is
not known whether al-Ya'qiibi had access to a map of
Samarra. Such maps probably existed, but in the caliph's
library, and al-Ya'qubi shows no sign of having access to
the palace. The description speaks more of personal
experience, than working from a map. If there was a map,
it was no more detailed than a series of names.

The terminology for the type of residence is most often
qati'a, which signifies the allotment of land by the caliph,
allotted to the personality concerned, and to his people.
The person concerned would be responsible for construc­
tion on the site. The caliph may have granted money for
construction, as noted above. The conditions of grant
remain unknown: was rent paid for the land? Was it a

grant in perpetuity, with rights of inheritance'F" The same
term qati'a was used for the military, as for the secretaries
and other personalities, although their land requirements
were different. In other circumstances, the word dar
(house) could be used for the same unit as a qati'a.

Shiiri t al-A 'zam (al-Sarija)
The description begins in the south at al-Matira (Fig. 45).
The next name is Wadi Ishaq b. Ibrahim, named after the
member of the Tahirid family who built there in the reign
of al-Mutawakkil, that is between 232/847 and
235/849-50, when he died.P? He was sahib al-shurta
(chief of police) of Baghdad from the reign of al­
Ma'rnun until the reign of al-Mutawakkil .P? There are
two choices for identifying the wadi; both cross the
alignment of the avenue at its southern end. One is the
wadi that opens into the Tigris on the south side of al­
Matira, and the second empties into the Tigris even
further south at Balkuwara. Given that the description
says that the construction of the cantonment spread out,
the second choice seems correct, for there is adjacent to
that wadi an extensive construction which is later than
the cantonment of Matira (Fig. 82). There is a reference
in al-Tabari to Wadi Ishaq b. Ibrahim, and its adjacent
mosque of Lujayn, an umm walad of al-Mutawakkil, as
the camp-site of the supporters of Salih b. Wasif in the
course of a battle with Miisa b. Bugha in 256/870.281 The
residence of the Wasif family was in the house of Afshin
at Matira: the campsite was not far from the palace.

The identification of the allotment of Ishaq b. Yahya b.
Mu'adh remains uncertain - it may be the complex of
J862-3 on the left side of the avenue.F" He was from
an Arab family from Khurasan, had been a governor

278 Elsewhere, qati'a meant a permanent allocation which was heritable and alienable (Kennedy 1981, 78).
279 AI-Ya'qUbI, Ta'rikh, II, 487; al-TabarI, III, 1403; Lassner 1970a, 77.
280 ISQaqb. Ibrahim was first cousin of 'Abdallah b. Tahir, an associate of Ma'miin, governor of Jibal in Shawwal Zl S (Al-Tabari,

III, 1165). Ibn al-Ba'Ith was in the prison of Ishaq in Samarra in 234/848-9 (Al- Tabari, III, 1380) .

281 AI-TabarI, III, 1806
282 He was governor of Damascus in 191/806-7, appointed to al-Haras (the Guard) by al-Mu'tasim in 225 /840 (Al-Tabari, III,

1303), then governor of Damascus for al-Mu'tasim and al-Wathiq (Al-Ya 'qubi, Ta 'rikh, II, 584 ; Ibn al-Athir, VI, 516). Finally,
governor of Egypt in 235/849-50, he was the grandson of a Khurasani commander from Khuttal or Rayy. His father was

governor of Armenia and Jazira.
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and was quite old at the time of his settlement in

southern Samarra.

The Diwan al-Kharaj al-A'zam, that is, the registry where
the land-tax was assessed, is placed next. At one point, al­
Ya'qubi locates it on the Grand Avenue, and at another
places it between al-Sarija and Shari' AbI Ahmad, with
streets or alleys leading to the two avenues.sv There is
only one building which conforms to this peculiar
description, the building known as Sur al-Wastanl (site
J 14: Fig. 46, PI. 29). This complex has the plan of a
typical Samarran palace, with reception halls, apartments
and even possibly a polo maydiin, although the mayddn
seems to have been built over. The distinctive feature is
that six separate streets lead to it: that is, the building had
a public role that other similar buildings did not have. It
probably existed by 245/859, when Milsa b. 'Abd al­
Malik imprisoned and tortured the distinguished secretary
Najah b. Salama in the Diwan al-Kharaj.P" On the south
side there is an associated building which may be the
house of the chief secretary. The existence of public
access suggests that it was also the place where taxes,
other than the land-tax, were assessed and paid by the
population of Samarra. Attendance by the public required
access, and, no doubt, a long wait.

After the Diwan al-Kharaj, al-Ya'qiibf mentions the
residences of four Khurasani commanders, Hashim b.
BanIjiir,285 'Ujayf b, 'Anbasa, al-Hasan b. 'AlI al­
Ma'miini, and Harlin b. Nu'aym.P" There are four grand
houses adjacent to the Diwan al-Kharaj on the avenue
(J291, J272, 1271, and 1268). Of these men, 'Ujayf b.
'Anbasa was an Arab from Soghdia, and had an
important career under al-Ma'miin, but, after holding the
office of sahib al-haras for al-Mu'tasim, took part in the
conspiracy against the caliph in 223/838, and was
killed. 287 Shu'ayb b. 'Ujayf, probably his son, was a
commander in Baghdad in 252/866.288 One imagines
that the house was first built in the lifetime of 'Ujayf,
and continued to be occupied later by the family.P?

The next item mentioned by al-Ya'qiibi is the residence
of Hizam b. Ghalib, who together with his brother
Ya'qiib, was responsible for the stables of the public and

private mounts of the caliph, situated behind the qati'a.
According to Vire, the correct reading of the name is
Akhi Khazzarn b. Ghalib, and Ya'qub was in fact his son.
This well-known dynasty of specialists in horse training
lasted down to the reign of al-Mu'tadid (279/892­
289/892), and has left so far unedited works on horse­
manship, farriery and the handling of cavalry weapons.sw

As the site of the stables is located so far from the
palace, it must have been intended more for the training
and treatment of animals, rather than the simple stabling
of the palace mounts. There is no trace anywhere in
lower Samarra of the type of stable building known in
the Dar al-Khilafa (Fig. 57), and in al-Ja'fari, that is, a
long covered gallery with openings onto a courtyard
(Fig. 95: buildings A208-16). However, the peculiarity
of the description of the text - that the stables lay behind
the house - is reproduced in a building opposite to the
houses of the four Khurasani commanders on the other
side of the Avenue. The probable stable building (1200)
has a monumental square plan of 100 m a side, with
rooms around two central courtyards, probably serving
as workshops and stables (Fig. 42, Fig. 45).

The market of the fresh vegetable sellers (mawiidi r al­
rattiibins and the slave market can be placed at the next
road junction to the north. Al- Ya' qilbi specifies that the
booths of the slave market were located in a district of
branching roads, and the area conforms generally to this
requirement.291

The next item in the description is the majlis of the police
tal-shurtaw" and the great prison.293 These two buildings
are compatible with the buildings 1153-4. The majlis of
the police should be the building located on the west side
of the avenue (JI54), and the prison the building behind it
(1153). The majlis of the police is not otherwise
mentioned, but the prison reappears in the story of the
final hours of al-Muhtadi in 256/870 when the caliph, in a
desperate attempt to gain support, released the
prisoners.o" In another story which took place shortly
before, absent soldiers were threatened with being flogged
and sent to al-Matbaq.c" Al-Matbaq was the great prison
of the Round City in Baghdad, and the toponym is not

283 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 260-1.
284 AI-Taban, III, 1441, 1444, 1445.

285 H~s~im b. B~nfjl1r came fr~m a family who ruled Balkh (EP, suppl. s.v Banijurids) and died in 243/857-8 (AI-Taban, III, 1435)
280 Harun b. Nu aym b. Wa<;i<;iai} was a Khurasani general who fought with 'Ujayf against the Zutt in 219/834 (Al-Tabari, III,

1167; Herzfeld 1948,107,113, n. 315).
287 Al-Istakhri, Masiilik, 291-2; al-Tabarl, III, 1265.
288 AI-Tabar!, III, 1662.

289 Cf. p. 170 on the significance of these commanders, who are the only ones mentioned from the jund.
290 EP, S.v. I~!abl.
291 Al-Ya'qfibi, Buldiin, 260; EP, S.v. 'Abd,
292 EF, s.v. Shurta; Kennedy 2001, 13-14. Al-Shurta, nowadays the Arabic term for the civil police, was not in early Islamic times

the same kind of institution as today. However, it does seem to have been a permanent unit that maintained order, and thus may
be translated as 'police'.

293 Yazid al-Hulwani was head of the Samarran shurta in the reign of al-Wathiq (in the year 231/845-6), as a lieutenant of Itakh,
siihib al-ma 'iina at that time (al-Tabari, III, 1351).

294 AI-Tabar!, III, 1821.
295 AI-Taban, III, 1808.
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House nos VI & VII 1911
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House no. I 1911
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Fig. 48. Excavated houses in Area J: J5 Houses nos I &11 (Herzfeld archive), J8 House no, I' (Herzfeld archive), J9 Houses nos 11
and VII (Herzfeld archive), JiO House no. V11I (Herzfeld archive).
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known in Samarra.r" It may be that Matbaq is here used
as a generic term for any great prison of this type. If J 153
is correctly identified as the prison, it is interesting to note
that it does not appear to have been a new specifically
designed building, but rather a reuse of an older building,
for the alignment suggests that it was once part of the
Maghribi cantonment, discussed below in the section on
the Shari' al-Khalij.

Khashabat Babak was the site of the wooden gibbet on
which the headless body of the Azerbaijani rebel Babak
was impaled, after his capture and execution in 223/838.
AI-Tabari calls the place al- 'Aqaba, the pass, though the
word could be used for a gentle rise in the ground-"? The
site remained famous, and was used again for exposing the
corpses of criminals and political opponents.f" Khashabat
Babak and Bab al-' Amma were the principal places in
Samarra for the public display of executed opponents and
other criminals. The two sites also reappear in the story of
an extremist sectarian demonstration in 235/850 by
Mahmild b. al-Faraj al-Naysaburi, who claimed to be Dhti
al-Qamayn.t?? Twenty-seven men took part in this demon­
stration at Khashabat Babak, and two at Bab al-'Amma.
The precise nature of the theology of this demonstration
remains to be explained, although Dhu al-Qarnayn is
known to have been associated with Muslim
apocalyptic.P? Khashabat Babak evidently retained an
apocalyptic significance, notably in the minds of Iranians,
for whom Babak has remained a hero.v'

AI-Ya' qubl locates Khashabat Babak at the end of the
markets, and the end of the construction in the early
period.w- By the time of the description of the avenue, it
was located between, on the one side, the majlis of the
police and the prison, and on the other side, the great
market and the old congregational mosque. There were
also houses and other markets in between. This would
place the site in one of two open spaces on the west side
of the avenue just to the south of Bab Maltiish and the
city wall of Samarra (Fig. 42, Fig. 44).

Between this point and Bab al-Nasiriyya, the alignment of
the avenue is covered by the walled city. The line is,

however, partly preserved in one of the streets. In this area,
we should have expected to find the great market, where al­
Ya'qubi specifies each trade and skill as being separated,
and then the old congregational mosque of al-Mu'tasim,
Both of these must have been situated on the east side of
the avenue, between it and the Shari' AbTAhmad. No trace
of the great market has survived, and there are no detailed
descriptions. However, it must be the market laid out by al­
Mu'tasim at the time of the foundation.v'

The old congregational mosque was the mosque founded
by al-Mu'tasim. It is said to have been located in the
area of the markets.P" Then in the reign of al­
Mutawakkil it was said to have become too small; so it
was demolished and the new mosque was built on the
eastern limits of the city in the period
234/849-237/852.305 Not much is known about this first
mosque; however, it was probably sited in the area
between the Shrine of the Two Imams (Marqad al­
Imamayn) and the southern city wall, where many of the
modem buildings are oriented towards the qibla (Fig.
107, PI. 90). It is possible, though not certain, that part
of the complex may have survived until recently, for
there is a large building (110 x 130 m) oriented to the
qibla, which is not a mosque but rather a large house,
partly exposed by the city wall (140) (PI. 27). This might
be the rest-house situated behind the qibla wall of the
mosque, that is the equivalent of the building found
behind the qibla wall of the Abu Dulaf Mosque (Fig.
97), or the similar unpublished building excavated by
Herzfeld at the Congregational Mosque of al­
Mutawakkil (Fig. 50). However, the building is perhaps
more likely the house ofAhmad b. AbT Du'ad, the
influential qiidi al-qudiit, who was a major proponent of
the policy of the mihna.v» and whose residence is
indicated by al-Ya' qubi to have been situated on the
Shari' AbTAhmad somewhere in this area.P? It is
reasonable to suppose that such a man (1) would have
lived close to the mosque, and (2) may have built a
house particularly oriented towards the qibla.308

On the north side of the mosque was the house of the
two Imams, Abu al-Hasan 'All b. Muhammad al-Hadi (d.

296 The history ofal-Tabari, vol. 36, The Revolt ofthe Zanj, tr. Waines, 87, n. 279.
297 Al-Taban, III, 1231; al-Mas'udI, Muriij, VII, 131.

298 In 224/839 the ~ody ofYati~ al-Rumi was exposed (AI-TabarI, 111,1302; al-Mas'udI, Muriij, VII, 138-9), in 231/846 Ahmad b.
Nasr ~AI-Taban, III, 1~48), m the same year the heads of the followers of Muhammad b. 'Arm al-Khariji and his banners (Al­
Tabari, III, 1351), and m 248/862-3 the body of a black servant who had murdered his master (Al- Tabari III 1500).

299 AI-Tabari, III, 1394. . "
300 Cook 2003, passim.
301 EP, s.v. Babak.
302 Al-Ya'glibI, Buldiin, 259. Cf. also al-Mas'udi, Muriij, VII, 131.
303 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 258.
304 Al-Ya'qtibi, Buldiin, 258; al-Baladhuri, 297.
305 Ibn al-Jawzi guoted in Creswell 1940, 261.
306 EP, s.v. rnihna.

307 Ibn AbI Du'ad was mainly active under al-Mu'tasim and al-Wathiq, The family's wealth was confiscated by al-Mutawakkil in
237, and he died in 240/854-5 (Al-Tabari, III, 1421).

308 Even p~ivate hou~es c~uI~ be oriented towards the qibla, in order that the prayer room in the house fit with the general plan.
;h: eVI~ence mamly h~s.m the. caliphal palaces, the O~t~gon of Qadisiyya, al-Istablat, and al-Ja'fari, all of which are oriented
o he qlbl~ ..Howeve~, It ISObVIOUS that lesser personalities might wish to copy this practice, if they could. In house T836 in al­

Mutawakkiliyya, the mternal plan appears to be somewhat inaccurately oriented to the qibla, while the outer wall is not.
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254/868), and Abu Muhammad al-Hasan b. 'AlI al­
'AskarT (d. 260/873-4).'309 The hou~e was located in the
Shari' AbTAhmad, and they were buried in the house."?
There was a gate on the avenue, and a mosque at the side
of the house.'u In 260/873-4, the twelfth Imam
disappeared in the serdab. The shrine today marks the
site of the tombs, and the serdab (Fig. 108, PI. 91). As
the shrine was first built up only seventy years later in
333/944, memory of the precise locations is unlikely to
have been lost. The dome over the tombs is in fact placed
on the west side of the monumental avenue, as can be
calculated from the alignment. The distance between the
dome over the tombs, and the dome over the serdab, is
54 m: the house was at least of fairly large dimensions.

According to al-Ya'qiibi, the west side of the Grand
Avenue, opposite to the Mosque and the Market, was
occupied by unspecified residences and allotments, and
the sellers of items of small value, of which he gives as
examples,fuqqa', harisa, and beverages. Beyond that he
quotes the qatd 'i ' of two commanders of the Maghariba,
Mubarak al-Maghribt.u- and Rashid al-Maghribl.t-'
Although all trace has disappeared under the modem
city, it is clear that the reason they are placed here is that
they more properly belonged to the allotment of the
Maghariba in the Shari' al-Khalij, and were located
between the two avenues. Al-Ya' qilbi also mentions a
'little market' of Mubarak adjacent.

While it is clear that the qatii'i' of the two Maghribi
commanders were located on the west side of the
avenue, the qati'a of Ibrahim b. Riyah, a secretary, also
pointed elsewhere Rabal).,314 after whom the wadi was
named, must have been located roughly opposite,
between the Grand Avenue and the Shari' AbI Ahmad,
for al-Ya'qilbi says that it was located on both avenues.
As the wadi was named after him, the site must have
overlooked the wadi on the south side, that is, at the
point where the Shari' al-A'zam and the Shari' AbI
Ahmad joined together at the Bab al-Nasiriyya.

The topography of the west side of the Shari' al-A'zarn
in the area of the dividing wadi, identified as wser
Ibrahim b. Riyah, is not very clear, as al-Yaqubi does
not mention the wadi in the context of the Grand
Avenue. Two qatii'i' have to be placed near the wadi:
those of Ja'far b. DInar al-Khayyat.l'> and Ahmad b.
Khalid known as Abu al-Wazlr, Al-Ya'qilbi mentions a
'Jabal Ja'far ' on which the allotment of Ja'far b. Dinar
was located: this was probably a rise in the ground
overlooking the wadi. Ahmad b. Khalid, known as Abu
al-Wazir, was a secretary and close associate of al­
Mu'tasim, for he built the Wazirl palace for him.316 His
house must have been a prominent landmark, as it is
mentioned as late as 256/870.317

On the south side of the wadi there is one large house
(11102), measuring 136 x 141 m, located on the west side
of the Bab al-Nasiriyya, This was very poorly preserved,
being crossed by the fortification wall, and is only easily
identifiable in the earliest air photographs (Fig. 46).
Nevertheless it corresponds to the known data about the
qati'a of Ja'far b. Dinar, although the possibility cannot
be entirely excluded that it is the house ofAbu al-Wazir.
On the north side of the wadi, there are no large houses,
and the first is situated 500 m further on - H376,
measuring 98 x 115 m, fronting onto both the Shari' al­
A'zam and the Shari' Abi Ahmad. This building is even
more poorly preserved than 11102, and difficult to
identify, but it is also well placed to be a landmark. It
could be objected that, if H376 were the house ofAbu al­
Wazir, it would also have been mentioned by al-Ya'qubi
in the context of the Shari' Abi Ahmad. The alternative
candidate is H232, 400 m further north on the east side
of the Shari' al-A'zam,

There are two further large houses sited on the Shari' al­
A' zam before the complex of the Caliphal Palace ­
H196, measuring 136 x 175 m, and H188, measuring 202
x 216 m (Fig. 49). These two large buildings can be easily
reconciled with the qatii'i r of two members of the Abbasid

309 EP, s.v. al-Hasan al-'AskarI.
310 Al-Tabari, III, 1697; EIZ, s.v. al-'AskarI.

311 Ibn Quluya, ch. 103. . - - d d hi h '
312 Mubarak is known to have been sent to Baghdad in 233/847-8 to seize the property of Ibrahim b. Junay ,an IS ouse IS

mentioned in 248/862 (AI-Tabari, III, 1378, 1698). . ,
313 Rashid al-Maghribi is mentioned in 233 under al-Mutawakkil (Al-Tabari, III, 1374), while hIS son Muhammad commanded the

Maghariba under Abu Ahmad, later al-Muwaffaq, in 251 (Al-Tabari, III, 15552._ _ , _
314 Al-Mas'udi, Muriij, VII, 149. Ibrahim b. Riyah was a secretary, head oft~e ~I~an al-Nafaqat under al-Ma ~un, and the

Drwan al-Diya' under al-Wathiq. Although fined 100,000 dinars by al-~at~Iq m 229, he was made responsible for the
construction of al-Haruni under that caliph (AI-Tabari, III, 1331). He died in ~45/8,59. , _ _

315 Ja'far b. DInar may have fought as early as 215/830-1 on the Byzantine fr~ntIer with al-Ma mun, (Al-Tabari, Ill, 1103), but he
fYi '224-5/838-40 for al-Mu'tasim (Al-Ya'qubi Ta rikh, II, 485, al-Tabari, Ill, 1300, 1302-3), and

was. g~ve~o~~th,e~e~~~/845_6 (AI-Tabarl III 1350). He led the pil~rimage for five years between 239/853-4 and ,
agam or a - laT Ibq I~ III 1420 1422 '1433' 1435 1436). Finally he was put in charge of the Sa'ifa, the summer campaign
243/857-8 (A - a an" , , , , d f I M 't '''') 'i 1/865 6 (AI

, ',. 249/863 (AI-Ya'qubi, Ta'rikh, II, 496), and in charge of the guar or a - u azz III -- - -

~~~:~~ ~~; ~I;~~t~~:'s~n Man~iir was killed fighting the Zanj in 258/872 (AI-Tabarl, Ill, 1847, 1860. On the revolt of the

Zanj, see Popovic 1976). d I Mu'tasim and al-Wathiq According to al-Mas'udl. he was briefly wazir under al-
316 Ahmad b Khalid was a secretary un er a-. . , d h

. . ., 33/847 8 (AI Mas'udi Muriii VII 197) but his fortune was confiscated III the same year, an e wasMutawakkil m 2 - - , _ 'J' , _'

d e; the D-Iwan Zimam al-Nafaqat (AI-Tabari, III, 1378-9).remove lrom .
317 AI-TabarI, III, 1818.
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family mentioned by al-Ya'qubl: those of al-Abbas b. 'AlI
b. al-Mahdi, and 'Abd al-Wahhab b. 'Alr b, al-Mahdi."!

The topography of the buildings around the Dar al­
Khilafa, including the Bab al-'Amma and the house of
Harlin al-Wathiq, is discussed elsewhere, but it is
obvious from the text that the avenue passed in front of
the Bab al-tAmma, and then al-Khaza'in, the public and
private storehouses (Fig. 54, PI. 41). Then the
description tenninates with the mention of the qatii 'i' of
the khuddiim (sg. khiidims, the palace servants (Fig.
60):319 Masnir Samana, who was in charge of the
khazii 'in; Qarqas, a Khurasani; Thabit, who might be the
same as Yusr al-Khadim, in charge of the treasury of al­
Muntasir in 248/862;320 Abu al-Ja'fa' and others.v! Two
other toponyms are known in connection with the name
Masnir: al-Masruri, an estate on the west bank of the
Tigris.v- and Suwayqat Masnir, a small market which
must have been located on the south side of the Dar al­
Khilafa to the west of the house of Itakh, 323

The Dar aI-Khilafa was not equipped, according to the
archaeological evidence, with the extensive area of
storehouses and workshops which al-Ja'fari possessed.
Herzfeld thought that the treasury ('Schatzhaus') was
located in the north palace, but as discussed elsewhere
(c.f. pp 141-3) the north palace seems more likely to be
identified as al-Jawsaq.t> There is one double
storehouse building to the northwest of the palace, and
overlooking the western garden (X218-9), which is
located next to the probable line of the Shari' al-A'zam
(Fig. 54, Fig. 60). There are additional buildings on the
north side, which are less well preserved, and the whole
group corresponds well to al-Ya'qilbi's description,
although it seems small for the stores of a caliphal
palace, and exposed to public access. Masnir Samana, in
charge of al-Khaza'in, must have lived adjacent, perhaps
in the house opposite at X 194 or further north at X 151
(Fig. 60). Qarqas, Thabit and Abu al-Ja'fa' probably
lived along the line of the Shari' al-A 'zam, or at the

northwest comer of Area X, at X7, and X27. 325Al­
Ya' qiibI's final remark "and the other great servants"
tells us that there were more houses of the palace
servants further north in Area G, but that probably the
author himself had not seen them.

Shiiri t AbiAhmad
As discussed earlier, Shari' AbI Ahmad can be identified
as the monumental avenue that stretches from Jubayriyya
as far as the south gate of the caliphal palace with a single
tum at the dividing wadi. From the south, the avenue
evidently began in the general area of the junction at
Jubayriyya. Al-Ya' qiibi begins with the house of
Bukhtishu' the doctor, dating to the reign of al­
MutawakkiI. Bukhtishu' belonged to a famous family of
doctors. 326 Herzfeld thought he had identified the site of
the house, and made a sketch-plan.V? However, it has not
so far been possible to identify with certainty which house
he sketched. Equally, there is no obvious landmark of a
house at the lower end of the monumental avenue (J260).

One possible explanation is that the Shari' AbI Ahmad, as
described in al-Ya'qubl, was not identical with the
monumental avenue J260 along its full length, and that
what al-Ya'qilbi thought was the avenue diverged from
the straight alignment south of the Diwan al-Kharaj, along
street 11157, and joined up with the alignment of the
Grand Avenue. This would permit us to place the house of
Bukhtlshii' at building J4, a prominent house partially
excavated in 1936-9 as House no. 8.328Although not
situated on the Shari' AbI Ahmad, the house dominates
the end of street 11157, and this interpretation would
explain why it was that al-Ya' qiibI does not refer to Wadl
Ishaq b. Ibrahim in his description of this avenue.

Al-Ya'qiibi then places the commanders of Khurasan and
their relations from western Iran - the people of Qumm,
Isfahan, Qazwin, al-Jabal, and Azerbayjan, then followed
by the Diwan al-Kharaj discussed above, and the qati'a
of 'Umar, Although we are not told which 'Umar, it must

318 'Abd al-Wahhab was at the siege of 'Ammiiriyya in 223/838, and died in 229/843-4 (Al-Tabari, III, 1252; al-Khatib al­
Baghdadi, XI, 25). Bates believes he may have been head of the Abbasid family (AI-Tabari, III, 1139); this belief would be
compatible with the large size of his house.

319 Khddim, servant, was used frequently as a euphemism for eunuch (EP, s.v. khasi; Ayalon 1979). There is no specific evidence
at Samarra that the khudddm, as servants of the palace, were castrated.

320 AI-Tabari, III, 1496. The name 'Thabit' is unpointed in the manuscript, and different readings are possible. The unpointed
Arabic form of 'Yusr ' is not identical to that of 'Thabit', but only one error would be needed to change the one to the other.

321 Of these peo?le, only Masrur Samaria is certainly otherwise known: he received the confiscated property of Muhammad b.
'Abd al-Malik al-Zayyat in 233/848, and in the same year seized the female slaves of 'Umar b. Faraj (Al-Tabari, III, 1374,
1377)'.He is probably to be distinguished from Masrur al-Khadim al-Kabir, who began his career under al-Rashid, and was the
exec_utlOne~ of l.a' far b. Yahya al-Barmaki in 187/803 (Al-Tabari, III, 678-9). According to Jahshiyari, Masrur al-Khadim al­
~ablr survlved.lllto.t?e rergn of al-Mutawakkil (Al-Jahshiyari, Wuzara', 254). There was also Masrur al-Balkhi, who played an
Important role III military affairs between 256/870 and 262/875-6 (Al-Tabari, 111,1820,1859,1873,1887,1889,1890,1893).

322 AI-Ya'qubI, Buldiin, 264.
323 AI-Taban, III, 1821.

324 Herzfeld 1914, 199. A distinction should be made between al-Khazii 'in, the stores of valuable and less valuable objects, and
the Bayt al-Miil, the treasury for public monies.

325 The overall history of Area X and Area G is considered later (pp. 144-9).
326 EF, S.v. ~ukhtIshu'. He himself had a mixed career. He was dispossessed and banished by al-Wathiq in 230/844-5. In 244/858 he

was bamshed to Bahrayn, and then imprisoned in Baghdad in al-Matbaq in 245/859 (Al-Tabari, III, 1447). He died in 256/870.
327 Sketchbook neg. no. 8195, Herzfeld Archive, Freer Gallery ofArt.
32~ The plan of House no. 8 was not published in DGA 1940a,
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be 'Umar b. Faraj al-Rukhkhaji, whose qati'a is not
otherwise mentioned.329 The building can be identified as
the large house on the avenue north of the Diwan al­
Kharaj, adjacent to the modem Wadi al-Muhh (1282).

The qati'ii of Abu Ahmad b. al-Rashid, after whom the
avenue is named, is described as being in the middle of
the avenue, that is, near to the point where the Wadi al­
MUQQ traverses the site, for al-Ya' qubi first sees the
avenue ending at the wadi Ibrahim b. Riyah, although he
later says that it extends as far as the Caliphal palace.
The building should be the complex on the north side of
the Wadi al-Muhh, which includes a fired-brick audience
hall (1646). Abu Ahmad Muhammad b. al-Rashid was a
brother of al-Ma'miin and al-Mu'tasim, who did not
playa prominent role in politics.P?

Al-Ya'qubi places at the 'end' of the avenue close to the
wadi Ibrahim b. Riyah, the qatii 'i ' of Ahmad b. AbI
Du'ad, al-Fadl b. Marwan, and Muhammad b. 'Abd al­
Malik al-Zayyat. The qati'a of Ibn AbI Du'ad has been
discussed above, suggested as located on the west side
of the avenue (J40). The residence of al-Fadl b. Marwan
must be the building opposite to the house of Ibn AbI
Du'ad on the east side of the avenue (136), for the
building conforms to the original width of the avenue,
but was later extended (PI. 90).331 The qati'a of
Muhammad b. 'Abd al-Malik al-Zayyat must be lost
under the modem town. Muhammad b. 'Abd al-Malik
was the wazir of al-Mu'tasim and al-Wathiq.332

The division in the avenue was marked by the wadi (PI.
30). On the north side al-Ya'qubi tells us that the area

was occupied by general qatii 'i' This area may have
been occupied previously by the military, but they had
moved away in the reigns of al-Wathiq and al­
Mutawakkil. At any rate al-Ya'qiibi then gives us a list
of six qatii 'i ' on the avenue leading up to the caliphal
palace: Bugha al-Saghir, Bugha al-Kabir, SIma al­
Dimashqi, Barmash, the old qati'a of Wasif, and Itakh.

The disposition of the houses can best be explained from
the gate of the palace southwards, a fixed point, for al­
Yaqilbi is insistent that the avenue terminated at the
Bab al-Bustan. The first house was that of Abu Mansur
Itakh. 333 Itakh was siihib al-ma 'una at Surra Man Ra'a
under al-Mu'tasim, and al-Wathiq.Pt The list of offices
he occupied at the beginning of the reign of al­
Mutawakkil is given by al-Tabari: "when al-Mutawakkil
took power, Itakh retained his rank, being responsible
for the army,335 al-Maghariba, the Turks, the Mawali, the
Post ial-baridi, the function of hiijib, and the Dar al­
Khilafa."336 As the south gate of the palace is once
referred to as the 'gate known by the name of Itakh' ,337
it is evident that the house dominated the gate, and must
be building H31, a grand house measuring 120 x 318m,
which extends in front of the gate. In addition to this
house,338 there was also an estate on the west bank, al­
ItakhP39 There was also an Itakhiyya on the Qatfil al­
Kisrawl.r'? to which should probably be connected a
'Qasr Bustan al-Itakhiyya' built by al-Mutawakkil for 10
million dirhams, presumably after the original owner's
death.>"

The second house mentioned by al-Yaqubi is the 'old
qati'a of Wa~If'. Wasif was first purchased as a slave by

329 'Umar b. Faraj was an associate of al-Mu'tasim, who built the palace of al- 'Umari, and perhaps after whom an estate on the
west bank of the Tigris was named (Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 264). He was punished and had his property confiscated by al­
Mutawakkil in 233/847-8 (AI-TabarI, III, 1377-8).

330 He seems to have been respected, for, in 251/865, he was brought in a litter to swear allegiance to al-Mu'tazz (Al-Tabari, III,

1549).
331 Al-Fadl b. Marwan was a secretary from al-Baradan, and wazfr of al-Mu'tasim from 218/833 until 221/836, although

imprisoned by al-Mu'tasim in 220/835 (EF, s.v. al-Fadl b. Marwan). Later he was in charge of the Diwan al-Kharaj, for he was
removed from it by al-Mutawakkil in 233/847-8 (Al-Tabari, III, 1379), and then again by al-Musta'In in 249/862-3 (Al-

TabarI, III, 1513). He died in 250/864.
332 Some description of the house is given by al-Tabari (III, 1373). Muhammad b. 'Abd al-Malik was wazfr of al-Mu'tasim from

221/836 to 227/841-2, and then wazfr of al-Wathiq from 227 until 232/846-7 (EF, s.v. Muhammad b. 'Abd aI-Malik al­
Zayyat). He was in charge of the Diwan al-Rasa'il (Registry of Correspondence) in 232/846-7 (Al-Tabari, III, 1369). He was
killed by al-Mutawakkil in 233/848 (AI-TabarI, III, 1184, 1374-7).

333 EF, suppl. s.v. Itakh; Gordon 1993, 176-90. Bosworth vocalises the name as 'Aytakh', as more correctly Turkish (The History
ofal-Tabari, vol. 33, p. 46, n. 152). YI1dIZ argues that the name was really 'Inak' (YI1dIZ 1971). The. transcription here has
kept to the traditional version, as it is not sure how Iraqis of the 3rd/9th century pronounced these alien names.

334 Al-Tabari, III, 1267, 1317-18, 1383. The siihib al-ma 'una at this period had police-like functions, in particular the execution
of caliphal decisions and judgements (EF, s.v. Ma'Iina). He was also hdjib (chamberlain), the official who controlled ~c~ess to
the caliph (on the meaning of hiijib, see EP, s.v. hadjib). AI-Ya'qubI also tells us that .he was ?amed gov~mor ofKh~rasan,al­
Sind and Kuwar Dijla (Kuwar Dijla means the lower Tigris above Basra) by al-Wathiq, provmces to which he appomted
deputies (AI-Ya'ql1bI, Ta 'rikh, II, 585). He was killed by al-Mutawakkil in 235/849-50 (AI-TabarI, III, 1384-7).

335 AI-jaysh, perhaps equivalent to al-jund. See the discussion of al-jund in Chapter 8 (p. 170).

336 AI-TabarI, III, 1383.
337 AI-Tabari, III, 1821. 'Bab Itakh' (the gate of Itakh) would normally refer to the house of the person concerned, but the context

here indicates otherwise.
338 AI-TabarI, III, 1267, 1317-18, 1373.
339 AI-Ya'ql1bI, Buldiin, 264. .
340 Ibn Serapion, sect. VIII; al-Tabari, III, 1706; Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, S.V. al-Muhammadiyya.
341 Yaqiit, Mu 'jam nl-Buldan, S.V. Samarra'. Cf. p. 208.
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al-Mu'ta~im, and was later hiijib of al-Wathiq and al­
MutawakkiJ.342 He was first settled in al-Hayr with his
companions by al-Mu'ta~im, and later given the house
of Afshin at MatIra by al-Wathiq.v'- As the 'old qati'a'
was situated on the east side, and included a
cantonment, the house must be H109, a large building
measuring 198 x 409m (Fig. 51). In the enclosure of
HI 09, one building has been excavated in 1936, under
the title of House no. 1.344 This house was decorated in
some rooms with Style A vine-leaf stuccoes, in others
with Style C bevelled style stuccoes, and in room 59
with Style C overlying style A stuccoes.w It seems
therefore that the house belongs to the period of al­
Mu'tasim, and was later redecorated. It is not known
whether Wasif retained ownership after he left for
Matira. The cantonment lay to the south of the palace, in
the area later described by al-Ya'qiibf as containing
'general qatii 'i ". There is an avenue (H241) leading up
to south gate of HI 09; this must be the original avenue
of the cantonment.

The next two names are Barmash and SIma al-Dimashqi.
The name of Barmash, which may be more correctly
pointed as Yermesh.v" has been associated with Armash
b. AbI Ayyub, whose house was plundered in the distur­
bances in 248/862-3.347 Nothing else is known about
him. SIma al-Dimashqi was a Turkish commander and
J;iijib of al-Mu'tasim, bought from al-Fadl b. SahJ.348
There are two grand houses with reception halls built in
fired-brick, on the west side of the avenue adjacent to
the garden wall of the caliphal palace. However, the two
houses seem too large and well built for these two
personalities of limited importance. The alternative is
two houses integrated into the west side of the old
palace of Wasif (Fig. 51: H122 and H9). At the heart of
H9 is the building excavated as House no. 2 in 1936,
although it seems that there were additional wings left
unexcavated on the west and east sides.v'? The house is

decorated only with Style C bevelled stuccoes, and
appears to be later than House no. 1. This should be the
house of SIma al-Dimashqi, who was associated with
Wa~If.

Abu Musa Bugha al-Turki, known as Bugha al-Kabir
('the Elder'), played a prominent role in the military
history of Samarra.t>? Of Bugha's two known sons, the
best-known, Mtisa b. Bugha, was one of the most
important of the second generation of Turkish
commanders of the Samarra period. Miisa had two
houses, one in the interior of al-Jawsaq, and the other
near the Congregational Mosque.v" Neither is easy to
reconcile with the father's house. Perhaps it was the
brother, Abu Nasr Muhammad, who continued to live in
the family residence.v-

Bugha al-Saghir ('the Younger'), also known as Bugha
al-Sharabi, first came into prominence at the beginning
of the reign of al-MutawakkiJ.353 He was involved in the
assassination of al-Mutawakkil, but continued to playa
significant role until his death in 254/868.354

The houses of Bugha al-Saghir and Bugha al-Kabir can
be identified as the two large houses on the west side of
the avenue: H28 (Fig. 49) and H189. H28 seems to have
been partly excavated during the German Expedition in
1911-13 as House no. XVI, from which wall-paintings
and Style C bevelled stucco decorations were recovered,
but no plan exists.v> Bugha al-Saghir had a polo
maydan.i» Although no polo mayddn can be seen at H28,
it is possible to imagine that it was located somewhere
else, such as the great polo maydiin of Mudaqq al-Tabl.

Shiiri' al-Hayr al-Awwal
This avenue is described by al-Ya'qiibi as originating at
the wadi which connects with Wadi Ishaq b. Ibrahim,
that is, to the northeast of Matira, and as continuing as

342 Al-Tabari, III, 1237; Gordon 1993, 163-76. He led a campaign against Kurds in 231/845-6 (Al-Tabari, III, 1351), and fought
on the Byzantine campaign in 248/862-3 (Al-Tabari, III, 1480-5, 1508). Subsequently he supported al-Musta'In in 251/865-6
(Al-Tabari, III, 1542), but later forced him to abdicate (Al-Tabari, III, 1641-2). He was killed in a riot in Samarra in 253/867
(AI-Tabari, III, 1688).

343 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 258, 265.
344 DGA 1940a, 37-9, figs. XL-UY.
345 DGA 1940a, pI. ex.
346 The name in the manuscript is unpointed, and is read by Bosworth as 'Yermesh'.
347 Al-Tabari, III, 1505.
348 AI-TabarI, III, 1325. With Waslf, he played a role in putting al-Mutawakkil on the throne in 232/847 (Al-Ya'qiibl, Ta'rikh, II,

584, 591).
349 DGA 1940a, 39--40, figs LV-LVIII.
350 EP, S.v. Bugha al-Kabir; Gordon 1993, 191-224. He fought with aI-AfshI~ agains~ ~abak in Azerbaijan in 220~835 (A1-Tabari,

III, 1174-9), and then was sent to combat Bani Su1aym and Bani Numayr In Arabia In 230-2/844-6 (AI-Tabari, III, 1335-8,
1339--43, 1358-62). He died in 248/862 (Al-Tabari, III, 1506).

351 AI-TabarI, III, 1793, 1810.
352 Al-Tabari, III, 1709-11, 1819. . ..
353 EP, ·s.v. Bugha al-Sharabi; Gordon 1993,225-32. Between 234/848-9 and 244/858-9, he fought a senes of campaigns In

Anatolia and the Caucasus (A1-TabarI, III, 1382, 1387; 1409, 1414, 1436).

354 AI-TabarI III, 1694-97.
355 Her~feld 1923, om. 123, taf. IV, XLVI; Herzfeld 1927, taf. LI-LVI. H28 is identified as the site of House ~VI in Herzfeld

1948 Luftbi1daufnahme IV; the excavation is not clear in the air photograph (no. F17 of the RAF 1928 series), and seems only
to have been of one room. This house is not mentioned in Leisten 2003.

356 A1-TabarI, III, 1808.
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far as Wadi Ibrahim b. Riyal), the dividing wadi
mentioned in the case of the Shari' AbI Ahmad. This
description corresponds to the layout of avenue 1450,
which begins from the junction point east of al-Matira.
The avenue is described as occupied by the lund, the
Shakiriyya and a mixture of people. 357 Only the house
of Ahmad b. al-Khasib al-Jarjara'I, built in the reign of
al-Mutawakkil, is mentioned, and no details are given of
its location. Ahmad b. al-Khasib was a well-known
secretary, kiitib of Ashinas in the reign of al-Wathiq, and
wazir of al-Muntasir and al-Musta'In in 247-8/862-3.358

He was exceptionally wealthy, for he was fined 1
million dinars by al-Wathiq in 229/843-4.359 There is
only one large house in this avenue, the building on the
east side of the city walls identified as al-Muntarad by
Herzfeld (113: Fig. 46): although partly covered by the
city walls, it is larger than the other secretaries' houses,
and includes a polo mayddn.

Shiiri' Barghiimish al-Turki
According to al-Ya'qubl, this avenue began at al­
Matira, and continued to 'the wadi which connects with
Wadi Ibrahim b. Riyal)'. As can be seen from the plan
(Fig. 45), the avenue begins from the junction area
northeast of Matira, and continues up to the dividing
wadi. Before the addition of the last two avenues in the
reign of al-Mutawakkil, this avenue bordered al-Hayr,
At the end of the avenue close to Matira, the Khazar
were settled: this was probably the group of buildings
located at the southeast end. These buildings have
covered over the avenue, which had to be diverted onto
the alignment of Shari' al-Hayr, Further north, the
Turks were located on the qibla side of the avenue, that
is the side that dated to the reign of al-Mu'tasim, and
the Faraghina opposite to them in the new section
added under al-Mutawakkil,

Shiiri' al-Askar ($iililJ al- 'Abbiisi) (PI. 58)
According to al-Ya'qiibi, this avenue extended from al­
Matira to the house of Salih al-'Abbasi at the head of
the wadi, i.e. Wadi Ibrahim b. Riyal) (Fig. 45). To
suggest, as al-Yaqiibf does, that the avenue began at al­
Matira is exaggerated, but the avenue clearly does end at
the house of Salih al-'Abbasi: building 1527 (Fig. 46) is
placed across the end. Salih al- 'AbbasI was a Turkish
soldier who was with Bugha al-Kabir in Arabia in
232/846, and was later sent to suppress a revolt in
I:Jim~.36o The qatii 'i' of the Turks and Faraghina are
described as located separately in the avenue, but
without further precision. The Faraghina must have been
located to the southwest towards Shari' Barghamish.
Beyond the house of Salih to the north were 'the qatii 'i'

of the commanders, secretaries, notables and the people
in general': this rather vague phrase refers to the
buildings in the bed of the wadi as far as the
Congregational Mosque of al-Mutawakkil.

Shiiri' al-lfayr al-Jadid (PI. 58)
The Shari' al-Hayr al-Jadid evidently bordered al-Hayr,
with houses on the one side, and the enclosure wall on
the other (Fig. 45). In this respect it was different from
Shari' al-Hayr al-Awwal, which was bordered by qatd 'i'
on both sides. Al-Ya' qtibi's description is not detailed:
'commanders of the Faraghina, Ushnisaniyya,
Ishtakhanjiyya"! and others from other provinces of
Khurasan'. The mention of the Ushriisaniyya suggests
that a large proportion of these men may have been the
remaining troops ofAfshin displaced from al-Matira by
the arrival there of Wasif (see below, pp 168-70).

Shiiri' al-Khalfj (PI. 27, PI. 28)
Al-Ya'qiibf identifies two elements in the Shari' al­
Khalij: (1) the allotments of the Maghariba, including
'the place known as al-Azlakh,362 which was built by
the Maghribi infantry when Surra Man Ra'a was first
laid out', and (2) the quays for ships on the Tigris. As it
happens, avenue J850, identified as al-Khalij, is also
composed of two parts: a broad straight section 66 m
wide and 1240 m long (Fig. 80), and an irregular
section extending down to Jubayriyya/Matira (Fig. 45).
While it would be unwise to suggest that the division
on the site corresponds precisely to the dual presenta­
tion in the text, it is evident that the broad avenue was
the principal artery of the qatd 'i ' of the Maghariba, and
probably does date in origin to the foundation of the
city. This idea is supported by the location of the qatd 'i r

of two of the Maghribi commanders on the Grand
Avenue close to this area (see above) and the
association of the Maghariba with al-Jisr (the bridge).363

Much of this area was not well preserved, and has now
disappeared, but it is evident that many of the larger
buildings were located between this avenue and the
Grand Avenue. However, Herzfeld excavated six
different sites west of the avenue (Houses I-X), and one
further house was excavated in 1939 (House no. 10)
(Fig. 47, Fig. 48).364All of these should probably be
attributed to the qatii 'i' of the Maghariba,

The quays and trading establishments are described by
al-Ya'qiibl as "the wharves, boats, and merchandise
which come from Baghdad, Wasit, Kaskar, and the rest
of the Sawad - al-Basra, al-Ubulla, al-Ahwaz and
adjoining districts, and from al-Mawsil, Ba'arbaya,

357 On the identity of the jund and the Shakiriyya, see Chapter 8 (p. 170).
358 Al-Tabari, III, 1488. He was exiled to Crete by al-Musta'tn in 248/862-3, and died there in 265/878.
359 AI-Tabar!, III, 1331.
360 AI-Tabar!, III, 1362-3, 1422.
361 See note 613.

362 The name is unpointed in the manuscript, and the editor's reading is conjectural.
363 AI-Tabar!, III, 1515.
3M DGA 1940a, 46.
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~iy~r RabI'a and adjoining districts." The type of traffic
IS given by al-TabarI: "In the middle of Ramadan
272/886 '" the people of Samarra reportedly prevented
vessels with flour from reaching Madinat al-Salam....
In tum, the people of Baghdad prevented olive oil, soap,
dates and other foods from being shipped to
Samarra,"365 In effect, Samarra was being fed by grain
from the north, and other products from Baghdad and
the south, including imports from the Indian Ocean and
the Far East.

The disposition of the landing points is not very clear: it
is not certain precisely where the Tigris flowed in the
3rd/9th century, although it seems likely that at this
point the bed was not far from the present one. Boats
would be beached for unloading, and access to the
landing-points would have been by streets leading down
from the avenue.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CITY

It is evident that the description of the Avenues as seen
by al-Ya'qubt, representing a late stage in the
development of the city, does not correspond very
closely to the monumental layout of the city as
conceived by the architects of al-Mu'tasim. This is not
surprising: the way that people live is unlikely to
correspond to the planning of the Caliph and his
architects, which was mainly concerned with
monumental symbols, unless there is detailed urban
planning control after the construction.w So there seem
to be three layers in the development of the central city,
incorporated in what was seen and described by al­
YarqubI:

1. The city as founded by al-Mu'tasim,

2. The extensions on the east side laid out mainly by al­
Mutawakkil.

3. The unplanned adaptation of this layout into an
organic city.

The plan ofthe central city in the reign ofal-Mu 'tasim
The plan of the city as first founded was composed of
the caliph's palace complex, and a single monumental
avenue which extended south from the gate of the
palace as far as the dividing wadi, and then, turning
southeast, continued as far as al-Matira. There is good

reason to suppose that the full length of the avenue
existed even in the reign of al-Mu'tasim. The congrega­
tional mosque and markets were built on the south side
of the dividing wadi: possibly they were located on the
site of the pre-Islamic settlement. There was no
enclosure wall (Fig. 41).

In the area between the Dar al-Khilafa and the dividing
wadi, the cantonment of the Turks under Wasif was
situated on the east side of the avenue. The 'old qati'a'
of Wasif (H 109), and the central avenue of the
cantonment are still visible. Under al-Wathiq, this area
was evacuated, and Wasif was settled in the house of
Afshin at Matira.

A similar process may have taken place on the west side
of the avenue. According to al-Mas'Iidi, the Faraghina
were located in the area of al- 'Umari and al-Jisr, that is,
south of the caliphal palace on the west side.w? By the
time of al-Yaeqiibi's description of the avenues, that is,
after 247/861, they are located in al-Hayr, in an area
only built in the reign of al-Mutawakkil. It seems likely
that they too were moved from the zone between the
palace and the centre of the city into the new avenues of
al-Hayr,

Al-Ya'qiibi gives as a reason that al-Wathiq brought the
residences of people closer or moved them further away
according to whether they were in favour or not.368 The
practical effect, however, was to tum the area between
the palace and the markets from a double military
cantonment into a zone inhabited by princes and the
leading men of state, situated next to the caliphal palace.
The process had already begun in the reign of al-
Mu 'tasim, for the house ofAbu al-Wazir was situated
there, and the palace of al- 'Umari must also be situated
south of the Dar al-Khilafa, for it is said to be connected
with the .gardens', that is, probably the garden on the
south side of the Dar al-Khilafa.w? AI- 'Umari, the palace
built for al-Mu'tasim by 'Umar b. Faraj, and the palace
where al-Hasan b. Afshin was married to Utranja bint
Ashinas in 224/839,370 is probably to be identified with
building H 181, on the edge of the slope leading down to
the flood-plain of the Tigris, and next to the garden
enclosure wall. The process of transformation went
further under al-Mutawakkil with the construction of an
area of large houses north of the new congregational
mosque, including Sur 'Isa, and palace H140, as
described in the next section: there is no indication that
the military lived in this area.

365 AI-TabarI III 2110, tr. Fields, 151.
366 So~e urban planning control did exist: for example, construction was not permitted in al-Hayr u~til the re~gn of al- .

M t kkil The width of the monumental avenue 1260 (= Shari' AbI Ahmad) has been reduced In a consistent way along Its
u awa I. . h d' bl

full length. However, no doubt authorisation for changes implied a decision by the caliph himself, whic was an unpre icta e

process.
367 AI-Mas'udI, Munlj, VII, 122.
368 AI-Ya'qubI, Buldan, 264.
369 AI-TabarI, III, 1503--4.
370 AI-TabarI, III, 1300-1; al-Mas'udI, Muriij, VII, 133.
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To the south of the dividing wadi, al-Mu'tasirn built the
first congregational mosque and the markets. We do not
know much about this area, because it is buried under
the modem buildings, but it was the heart of the Abbasid
city. and popularly known as 'Askar al-Mu'tasirn ('the
camp of al-Mu'tasim'), although it was one of the few
quarters of the city which was not a military camp. The
houses of the civilian officials of the reign of al­
Mu'tasim, the secretaries and the qiidi al-qudiit, were
grouped around this central kernel, and not close to the
palace: Abu al-Wazir and Ja'far b. DInar to the north,
Muhammad b. 'Abd al-Malik, FaQIb. Marwan, and Ibn
AbI Du'ad to the east, and 'Umar b. Faraj to the south.
For them the mosque and the markets were more
important than living near the Caliph.

According to al-Ya'qubi, in the reign of al-Mu'tasim the
construction ended at Khashabat Babak.!" but this
cannot really be true. He may mean that on the Grand
Avenue, there was no continuous construction at that
time beyond Khashabat Babak, for the house of 'Ujayf b.
'Anbasa, who died in 224/838, was situated further south
next to the Diwan al-Kharaj, It seems likely also that the
monumental avenue 1260 (later Shari' AbI Ahmad),
together with the first two avenues of al-Hayr - Shari'
al-Hayr al-Awwal, and Shari' Barghamish - extended as
far as Matira in the reign of al-Mu'tasim, On the west
side of the monumental avenue 1260, Khurasani and
other Iranian Arabs were settled, and on the east side, in
the Shari' al-Hayr, the Jund and Shakiriyya. There were
also perhaps already Turks in the Shari' Barghamish.

On the bank of the Tigris, the qatii 'i' of the Maghariba
were founded in the reign of al-Mu'tasim, as al-Ya'qiibi
indicates. The cantonment possessed its own
monumental avenue, which was later integrated into the
Shari' al-Khalij, and narrowed in width, as one can
deduce from the German excavations of House no. III,
where some of the rooms excavated are built over the
avenue (Fig. 47, Fig. 80).

The extension ofthe city to the east
The formal extension of the city to the east took place in
the reign of al-MutawakkiI. It is best expressed in the
terms of al-Baladhuri:

'He allotted [land] to the people in the back of
Surra Man Ra'a in al-Hayr where al-Mu'tasim had
forbidden allotments. He built a congregational
mosque and spent a great deal of money on it. .. '372

The extension is composed of three parts: (1) in the

centre, the new congregational mosque, with the three
avenues cut through the earlier cantonments to the
Shari' AbI Ahmad, (2) in the south, the two new
avenues, Shari' al-Askar and Shari' al-Hayr al-Jadrd,
and (3) in the north, a group of palaces and large houses.
The extension is easy to recognise in the plan, as north
of the dividing wadi, the buildings have a different
orientation from the earlier construction, and to the
south, the avenues are shorter than the earlier ones. If
the extension was all built at the same time, it belongs to
the beginning of the reign of al-Mutawakkil, the date of
the Congregational Mosque (234/848-9-237/851).

THE NEW CONGREGATIONAL MOSQUE AND THE THREE

$UFOF.

The Mosque ofal-Mutawakkil (Fig. 50, PI. 37-PI. 40)
According to al-Ya'qiibi, al-Mutawakkil demolished the
old mosque, because it was too small, and built a new
mosque in al-Hayr, The mosque is described as 'on a
broad site outside the houses, such that none of the
allotments and markets were in contact with it. He made
it firm and broad, and made its construction solid, and
established in it a fountain of water, so that its water
should not be cut off.' 373 The mosque is reported by al­
Baladhuri to have had 'its minaret built high so that the
voices of the muezzins should be raised up until it
should be seen fromfarsakhs away. '374 The construction
cost 15 million dirhams. 375

A description of the foundation of the mosque is given
in the Muntazam of Ibn al-Jawzi, evidently drawn from
an early source, though the existing text is certainly
partly corrupt.>"

"In this year (237/851-2) the construction of the
mosque of Samarra was completed; it had been
begun in 234/848-9 and stopped. Al-Mutawakkil
prayed in it in Ramadan of 237. The expense on
it reached 300,222 dindrsP! and a quarter and a
sixth of a diniir. He used in it the baked brick of
al-Najaf for the roofs and doors and elsewhere,
and demolition materials were brought from
Baghdad. This expenditure was only on '" and
the carpenters, the craftsmen, and the like. The
bowl and stones that are in the fountain were
brought from Bab al-Harra in al-Hanini rapidly,
brought by the three elephants which belonged to
al-MutawakkiI. He spent 1,500 diniirs on the
transport up to the entry into the mosque, and if it
had not been for the elephants, he would have

371 See also al-Mas'udi, Muriij, VII, 131.
372 AI-BaladhurI, 297-8.
373 AI-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 260, 265.
374 AI-Baladhun, 298.

375 Al-Isfahani, Ghurabd', 47-50. According to Ibn al-Kazartini, 139, the cost was 500,000 dinars, equal to about 10 million dirhams.
376 Ibn al-Jawzi, Muntazam, XI, 252.

377 T~e t~xt ~as 300 million, a figure which is impossible. To correspond with the price of 15,000,000 dirhams given above, the
pnce in dinars should have been about 700,000. However Ibn al-Jawzi goes on to explain the price he gives only refers to the
cost of the workmen.
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spent twice that. He used plates (tawiibiq) of
glass that are in the maqsiira: 2,400 plates and
400 diniirs. AI-Mutawakkil spent on the six
'collars' (atl-viiq) for which strings (zijiit) were
laid, 400 diniirs."378

The last phrase is difficult, but seems to refer to the spiral
minaret, which could be said, though incorrectly, to have
six cylindrical sections if looked at from the side. The
unusual decoration is described as 'bricks' of glass
(tawiibiq al-zujdji. At the end of the 4th/10th century
Muqaddasi says that "its walls were clothed with glazing
(minii ')." 379 Later authors, al-Harawi and Ibn al-Kazanml,
both mention the glass decoration: "its glass revetment
(ma 'ji"in) resembles a mirror in which, when one faces the
qibla, one sees those who enter and leave by the north".380

The archaeological evidence of the mosque corresponds
closely to the textual descriptions (Fig. 50). 381The
mosque itself measures 239 x 156 m, with 17 aisles in
the prayer hall and a triple portico (riwiiq) around the
courtyard. The piers were reconstructed by Herzfeld as
octagonal with marble columns on the comers; however,
only one pier base exists today. The mihriib was
decorated with glass mosaic, of which only small
fragments survived. Herzfeld thought at one point that
the glass decoration in the texts indicated lustre tiles,
and later glass mosaic, of which he had found traces
during the excavation of 1911. However, the Iraqi
excavations of the 1960s discovered in situ fragments of
panels of dark blue glass, which lined the walls: these
panels correspond much better to the descriptions.v?

The basin in the fountain was described in more detail
by Qazwlni: "a stone cup whose circumference was 26
gaz, in height 7 gaz, and in thickness half a gaz.383 They
put in the middle of that mosque, and they called it kdsat
fir 'iin (the cup of Pharaoh), and in that region for more
than thirty farsakhs there is no such stone."384 No doubt,
this basin is the one excavated by Herzfeld in the dome
chamber of the Harim of the Dar al-Khilafa, made of
what is very probably Egyptian granite, and doubtless of
ancient origin.385 Evidently, it was first displayed in al-

Hariini, perhaps in the reign of al-Wathiq, then it was
transported to the mosque by elephant, then at a later
date installed in the Dar al-Khilafa. It was excavated by
Herzfeld in 1913, and then transported to Baghdad,
where it was displayed first in the Khan Mirjan and later
in the court of the Abbasid Palace. It is an object with a
peripatetic history.386

The spiral minaret, 52 m high, impressed Muslim
authors: "al-Mutawakkil used to ascend the minaret of
Surra Man Ra' a on a Marisi ass; the steps up that
minaret run around the outside, its base covers a jarib of
ground and it is ninety-nine dhirii's high. "387

The mosque is set in an outer enclosure measuring 374 x
443 m. In this enclosure there are covered porticoes to
accommodate additional faithful at the Friday prayer,
and a building behind the mihriib which corresponds to
the similar building in the Abu Dulaf mosque, and seems
to have been intended to receive the Caliph, or perhaps
accommodate the imam of the mosque.

The mosque has a long later history, although archaeolog­
ical information on the later development of the mosque
is lacking. In the time of al-Muqaddasi (c. 375/985), the
mosque seems to have been in good condition. However,
it suffered a fire in 407/1016-17.388 It appears to have
survived this catastrophe in some way, for in 485/1092
the Saljuq sultan Malikshah transported its woodwork to
Baghdad for a mosque there.389 In the texts of al-Harawi
(d. 611/1215) and Qazwini (d. 682/1283), the mosque is
depicted as active, but one may ask whether those texts
depict contemporary information.390

The three Sufiif
In addition, al-Mutawakkil built three access roads to the
mosque:

'He made the roads to [the mosque] from three
great broad rows ($ujlif) from the avenue which
takes off from Wadi Ibrahim b. Riyal). In each
row, there were shops in which there were
different kinds of trades, manufactures, and

378 Wa-anfaqa al-Mutawakkit 'ala al-atwiiq al-sitta allatiju 'ilat al-zijdt lahii wa-arba 'ami 'a dinar.

379 Al-Muqaddasi, 122.
380 Al-Harawi, 160-1.
381 Herzfeld 1912; Creswell 1940,254-256; Leisten 2003,33-57. . .
382 'Amid 1973. Fragments of the glass panels are preserved in the museum of Samarra. Herzfeld 1912,8. For. other dISCUSSIon of

this question see Creswell 1940, 258; cf. also Golvin 1974, 36 for a more recent restatement of the companson to the lustre

tiles of Kairouan.
383 Gee was an Iranian term, commonly interchangeable with the Arabic dhirii' for a cubit (EP, s.v. misiiha, dhird ').

384 Al-Qazwini, tr. Le Strange, 42. ..,
385 The bowl has a diameter of 4.22 m, and a circumference of 13.29 m. The described value o~the cIrc~mfe~e~~~ at 26 g~= gives

a very reasonable figure of 51 ern for the unit. Qazwini no doubt simply translated a figure In Abbasid dhirii Into Per~~an gaz.
386 M t f J wad cites a text, "In [654/1256] the stone cup known as Qas 'at Farun was transported from Surra Man Ra a to

us a a a d h . b k "S- -,- Y 1968Baghdad in a ke1ek, as it was extremely large. It continued to be there until 65711259 an t en It ro e. amarra I,., ,

III, 53.
387 Tha'alibI, Lala 'if, 120.
388 Ibn al-Athtr, VII, 295; Ibn al-Jawzi, al-Muntazam, VII, 283.
389 Ibn al-Jawzi, al-Munta;am, IX, 60.
390 Al-Qazwlni, tr. Le Strange, 48-9; al-HarawI, 160-1.
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Fig. 50, The Congregational Mos que of al-Mutawakkil (after Herzfeld archive & Creswell 1940, modified),
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sellers. The width of each row was 100 cubits of
the black cubit, so that entry to the mosque
should not constrict him, if he attended the
mosque on Fridays at the head of his armies and
his masses, with his horse and his foot.'

The three "rows' extend from the monumental avenue,
identified as Shari' AbI Ahmad, as far as the mosque
(HI50, H151, and H152) (Fig. 44). Their widths, respec­
tively 39 m, 37 m, and 40 m, appear narrower than that
given in the description (l00 cubits = 52 m),391 but
excavation would be necessary to confirm the real
width. In between the three rows, two sites have been
excavated. Bayt al-Zakharif was excavated in the 1960s,
a large house so-called because of its rich stucco
decorations, but never published (Fig. 49, PI. 33). Then
the First Residential Area was excavated to the west of
Bayt al-Zakharif in 1978. 392 The site is composed of ten
irregular houses and two alleys, each house with a T­
iwiin opening onto a courtyard (Fig. 49).

According to al-Ya'qubi, the rows were occupied by
market and craft people, but a few personalities are
mentioned. The secretary Najah b. Salama had a house at
the end of the rows adjacent to the qibla of the mosque.
He was chief of the Diwan al-Tawql' (Registry of the
Signature), but was imprisoned in the Diwan al-Kharaj
and killed in 245/859.393 The house should be a poorly
preserved (and now disappeared) building adjacent to the
southern entrance to the mosque enclosure (HI53).
Ahmad b. Isra'il al-Anbari was also a secretary, but
survived to be waZlr of al-Mu'tazz (252-5/866-9). He
was arrested and killed in 255/869.394 The house was
near that of Najal),395 and thus might be Bayt al-Zakharif,
or the large house to the east of it. Alternatively, to
follow al-Ya'qtibi's terminology of 'close to the qibla of
the mosque', it might be a large building situated in the
bed of the wadi, opposite the qibla, but not situated in
the 'rows'. Muhammad b. Musa al-Munajjim, the
astrologer whose house also lay there, took part in the
foundation of al-Mutawakkiliyya in 245/859.396 The
quarter also had a mixed population of secretaries,
commanders, Hashimites, and others.

THE TWO NEW AVENUES (PI. 58)
It was only in the south that al-Ya'qubi's explanation of
the eastern extension was true: 'in these avenues of al­
Hayr, whenever an addition was made to the allotments
for a contingent, he demolished the wall and built
another wall behind. '397 The two new avenues, Shari' al­
Askar and Shari' al-Hayr al-Jadid have the format of

one of the cantonments discussed later (Fig. 81). There
is a large house (1527 = House of Salih al-'Abbasi) with
a central avenue (1730 = Shari' al-Askar) leading up to
its south gate, and a grid of streets. Shari' al-Hayr al­
Jadid was simply the avenue that bordered al-Hayr,

In addition, this cantonment unit can be further divided
into seven sub-units, each of which is characterised by
one or more medium-size houses and compounds with
streets of smaller houses behind (Fig. 74). Units IDA
and JDF in the north do not have large houses and may
have been directly attached to the large house of J527.
In Units IDB and IDE, the larger compounds face onto a
cross-street to the north, while in Units JDC and IDD
the larger compounds face south. Unit IDG is different,
with large enclosures probably intended for horses.

In contrast to the other planned military cantonments,
according to al-Ya'qubi, this area does not seem to have
been allocated to a single ethnic group. The Faraghina
were located on the west side between Shari' Barghamish
and Shari' al-Askar: these were the Faraghina who may
have been displaced from south of the Dar al-Khilafa, On
the east side of al-Askar, there were Turks, and, facing al­
Hayr, the Ushnisaniyya, Istakhanjiyya, and other
Khurasanis. As noted earlier, these last seem to be the
Central Asian Iranians, effectively Soghdians, and may be
what was left of troops formerly under the command of
al-Afshin, displaced from al-Matira by the settlement of
Wasif and his Turks there. In sum, the extension was used
to accommodate fragmentary groups of soldiers displaced
from elsewhere.

THEGROUP OF PALACES IN THE NORTH
The quarter lying north of the new Congregational
Mosque, as far north as the polo mayddn of Madaqq al­
Tabl, is all aligned with the mosque, and differently
from the older part of the city. It must be presumed that
this quarter was founded at the same time as the mosque
or later - probably at the same time. A second new
quarter lying to the east of the polo mayddn has yet
another alignment, and must be even later than the first
(Unit HC). Neither quarter is described by al-Ya' qubi.

The first quarter is oriented, with the mosque, to the
qibla. The palace today known as Sur 'Isa is situated
northwest of the mosque (Fig. 51, PI. 35, PI. 36). The
site was planned but not excavated by Herzfeld. Parts of
the palace were excavated by the Directorate of
Antiquities in the early 1980s, but only the excavation of
the northwest comer has been published.f" The building

391 The width of each row should have been approximately 52 m, if we take black cubit as about 52 em (see glossary under dhirii'Y.

392 Jannabi 1981, 1982.
393 Al-Tabari, 111,1442-3, 1445. He was among the group of secretaries arrested and fined by al-Wathiq in 229/843--4.
394 Al-Tabari, III, 1720-3. Ahmad b. Isra'il al-Anbari was also fined by Wathiq.
395 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 266. _
396 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 266. He is also mentioned in 248/862 (Al-Tabari, III, 1498), and was sent to spy on the army of Abu

Ahmad aI-Muwaffaq in 251 (AI-Tabarl, III, 1558).
397 AI-Ya' qubi, Buldiin, 263.
398 AI-QadI 1995; Leisten 2003, 113-114.
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is an approximate rectangle measuring 413 x 207 m. 399

The internal plan is composed of a central T-lwan with
courtyards in front and behind. On each side of the T­
iwdn, there are courtyard buildings, which probably
constituted the apartments. Those rooms which have
been excavated are decorated entirely with Style C
bevelled stuccoes. In addition to the palace itself, it
seems likely that the buildings to the east were also
connected. These are composed of a double enclosure
with a large courtyard building, and further small
buildings to the east.

Sur 'Isa is one of/the two largest palaces in central
Samarra, apart from the Dar al-Khilafa, An identification
may be suggested with the palace of 'al-Burj' (the
Tower) because of its proximity to the spiral minaret.
According to the list of palaces, al-Burj cost 1.7 million
dinars in the version of al-Ya'qubi, or in Ibn al-Faqih al­
Hamadhani, 30 million dirhams.t'» According to a story
in the Kitiib al-Diydrdt of al-Shabushti, there was a
birka (basin) lined with plates of silver.t?' There is no
doubt, nevertheless, that Sur 'Isa is not large enough or
elaborate enough to justify the expenditure of such
sums. Also, there is no birka, lined or not with silver. It
may be that the project of 'al-Burj', with its price tag of
30 million dirhams, refers to the whole extension, and
not to the palace alone. In that case the price is roughly
correct by the standards of that list, for the mosque cost
15 million, Sur 'Isa would have cost 10-15 million by
comparison with Balkuwara, leaving a few million for
laying out the avenues.

The second of these large palaces, H140, is of similar
plan, and nearly identical dimensions: 213 x 458 m (Fig.
52). Located to the north of Sur 'Isa, the plan is less
easy to define, and less well preserved. One reason may
be that it was more cheaply built. It is obvious that it
must be one of the palaces built by al-MutawakkiI. The
name that conforms best to the evidence is al-Badi",
which cost 10 million dirhams/v? According to Tabari,
al-Badi' was demolished in 245/859, and its teak beams
reused for al-Ja'farl.P' These last facts are another
possible reason why the plan is badly preserved.

On the east side of H140, there is an area of large
houses, of which one, House no. 5, was excavated in
1983 (Fig. 49, PI. 31, PI. 32).404 In the north part of this
section, there is another small palace (H68: Fig. 52),
which, by the way it cuts earlier construction, is even
later than the foundation of the quarter. This may be al-

Ahmadi, which was the second palace of al-Mu'tamid,
possibly built before al-Ma'shuq, and, according to the
archaeological evidence, intended to replace H 140,
which had been demolished some years before. Nothing
is known about al-Ahmadi, apart from its name and its
builder.e'"

The second quarter to the north (Unit HC; Fig. 74) is
well defined, enclosed by walls, with a grid of streets.
The major palace (H50: Fig. 52) is smaller but of similar
plan to H 140 and Sur 'Isa. There is a second large
house, which has been excavated: House no. 4,
excavated in 1936, and restored in 1981.406 Like Sur 'Isa
and House no. 5, it is decorated with Style C bevelled
stuccoes. There is also a review ground with two
pavilions.

The eastern boundary wall of these two quarters curves
to match the Cloverleaf racecourse, and is lined with
open enclosures.w? It is logical to suppose that there is a
relationship to the racecourse. That is, palace H140 (=
al-Badi') may have been built as a pied-a-terre for al­
Mutawakkil's interest in the races, while the houses
accommodated the officials and men who looked after
the horses and the races. H68 (= al-Ahrnadi) would
represent a renewal of interest by al-Mu'tamid in
horseracing. By contrast, Sur 'Isa is related to the
mosque, and would be intended for al-Mutawakkil's
presence at the mosque. According to the evidence of
the texts, both al-Badi' and al-Burj survived for only a
short time. The reason is, of course, that al-Mutawakkil
lived at this time in al-HarlinI, four kilometres away;
when he moved to al-Mutawakkiliyya in 245/859, he
lost interest in Samarra. Nevertheless, they are typical of
al-Mutawakkil's grandiose vision of architecture.

The growth ofthe organic city
The city as described by al-Ya'qubi, and in the accounts
of events during the period 247/861 and 256/870 cited by
al-Tabari, as we have noted, does not correspond very
closely to the layout set out by the caliphs. There was a
process of adaptation of the initial plan to the needs of
the population. Al-Ya'qubi describes the growth as: '[in
the reign of al-Wathiq] the people renewed the construc­
tion, made it firm and good, when they knew that it had
become a flourishing city, for before that they used to
call it "the camp".'408 In the above paragraphs a process
has been described of the foundation of the markets
around the mosque of al-Mu'tasim, The secretaries built
themselves houses around this central core, and a zone of

399 The north wall is built at an angle to conform to an existing street pattern.
400 See discussion of this list in Chapter 9 (pp. 93-99).
401 Al-Shabushti, 160-1. _ _ _ . _ _ .. _ _,
402 Al-Ya'qubi, Ta 'rikh, II, 491; al-Isfahanl, Ghurabd ', 47, 47-50; al-Siili, Awriiq, 494: Yaqut, AIl! jam al-Bulddn, s.v. aI-Badi.

403 Al-Tabari, III, 1438.
404 Nadir & Qaduri 1985-6.
405 Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. al-Ahmadi, al-Ma'shuq,
406 DGA 1940a; Hanln 1985-6.
407 On the Cloverleaf racecourse, see below, p. 158.
408 AI-Ya'qubI, Bu/dan, 265.
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princely residences. both Abbasids and Turks, developed
south of the Dar al-Khilafa,

THE t\IARKETS

There were two kinds of market in Samarra: the central
city markets with various sections, and the small
markets built to furnish foodstuffs in the cantonments ­
but the latter probably also existed in each quarter.

The great market was laid out by al-Mu'tasim around the
first mosque. and each trade is described as being separate,
as in Baghdad. Not much is known about it, as it is buried
under the modern city. According to al-Ya'qilbi, it was laid
out in broad 'rows' ($ufiij), that is, similar to the three
'rows' which led to the new mosque of al-Mutawakkil.

From the text of al-Ya'qiibi, it is possible to see to some
extent how the city markets developed later, and to
identify where some sections lay. The most southerly
element was the market of the fresh vegetable sellers
tal-rattdbini, which lay beyond the prison, and adjacent
to the slave market, which is described as composed of
rooms and booths for the slaves ial-hujar wal-ghuraf
wal-hawiiniti. The site of these two markets was
reasonably well preserved in the air photographs,
although now disappeared, but there is no apparent
specific architectural disposition to accommodate them.
In effect, therefore, they were markets which reused
existing buildings and open spaces. The market of
sellers of things of small value, described as fuqqa r

harisa, and shurabiit (beer, lentil soup, and beverages),
is placed on the west side of the great market. The siiq
al-ghanam, the sheep (and goat) market, was placed at a
point where it was easy to change between the Shari'
Baghdad (= al-Shari' al-A'zam) and Shari' AbI AD-mad,
that is probably the junction between the two at the Bab
al-Nasiriyya.w? The last market mentioned but not
situated is the market of the jewellers, sword smiths and
moneychangers, which was looted in 251/865.410

The small markets, called suwayqa, which sold
foodstuffs in the quarters and cantonments, were
probably of two kinds: those ordered by the caliph in the
military cantonments, and those which developed in the
quarters of the City.411 The two markets of which we
know the names, Suwayqat Mubarak"? and Suwayqat
Masriir,413 by their location seem to belong to the latter
type: Suwayqat Mubarak was located on the Grand

Avenue, west or northwest of al-Mu'tasim's congrega­
tional mosque, and Suwayqat Masriir was situated south
of the Dar al-Khilafa, The fact that these two were
named after notable personalities at Samarra, suggests
that their foundations were commercial investments by
the persons concerned, which brought in rents.

Al-Mu'tasim ordered the foundation of small markets in
the cantonments: 'and established in each spot a small
market in which there were a number of shops for the
com-dealers and butchers, and the like who are essential
and whom one cannot do without. '414 This kind of market
is known, on the basis of the texts, in the cantonments in
the city on the Qatiil, al-Karkh, al-Dilr, al-Matira, on the
west bank of the Tigris for the craftsmen, and in al­
Mutawakkiliyya.U> One architectural model for this kind
of market is well known: a long line of regularly sized
shops on both sides of an avenue. Examples have been
identified in Area P - the site of al-Mu'tasim's city on
the Qatiil (Fig. 39), in Balkuwara (Fig. 84), and in al­
Mutawakkiliyya (Fig. 92). The only case of an excavation
of this type of structure is that of Lashkari Bazar in
Afghanistan; however not much evidence was recovered
of activities in the shops (Fig. 116).416 It is evident that
the ancestry of these markets goes back to the Round City
of Baghdad, where they were located in the covered
streets leading to the central court (Fig. 109),417 and,
further back, to the shops lining the colonnaded streets of
'Anjar in Lebanon (Fig. 110).418 However, not all the
small markets were of this form, for this plan has not yet
been detected in the military cantonments of al-Karkh,
although something similar does exist in the cantonments
of al-Dur (Area U: Fig. 78).

THE DEVELOPMENT OF HOUSING ZONES

The location of the cantonments of the army seems to
have been dictated by the caliph; other notables, that is,
those who are mentioned by the textual sources, appear
to have been somewhat freer, although no doubt, being
under the caliph's eye, authorisation to build would have
been sought. Nearly everybody in the non-military
group whose house can be located, with specific
exceptions, built in the area of the old mosque and the
markets, and then, when the new mosque was built by
al-Mutawakkil, the area was extended to the surround­
ings of that. Al-Ya' qilbi uses terminology such as
"allotments of the commanders, secretaries, notables,
and the people in general."419

409 AI-Tabar!, III, 1807.
410 AI-Tabar!, III, 1580.

411 The distinction between the two types of market is cited by al-Ya'qubr iBuldiin, 267): 'He established the markets in an
separate place, and established in each section and district a market'.

m Al-Ya'qilbi, Buldiin, 261.
-113 AI-TabarT. III. 1821.
-11-1 Al-Ya'qilbi, Buldiin, 259.
-115 AI-Ya'glib!, Buldan, 267.
-116 Schlumberger 1978.
-117 Lassner 1970a. 61.
-lIS Chehab 1978. 1993; Northedge 1994.
419 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldiin, 262.
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H68 (= al-Ahmadi ?)

H50 ( =al-Gliarib ?)

I I I

H 140 (= al-Badi' ?)
House no. 4 1936 (1-17)

Fig. 52. Late palaces in Area H: H50 = al-Gharib ?, H140 = al-Badi'? House 110.4 1936 (site H7J, H68 = al-Ahmadi ?
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As noted earlier, the secretaries of the first generation
1ived around the east side of the markets. The qiidi
Ahmad b. Abi Du'ad, and the Imams of the Shi'a lived
there too, adjacent to the old mosque. Those secretaries
who became more prominent later built in relation to the
new mosque: Najah b. Salama, Ahmad b. al-Khasib, and
Ahmad b. Isra'il. Not much is known about the
residences of the last generation of secretaries at
Samarra: for example, Abu Salih 'Abdallah b.
Muhammad b. Yazdad al-Marwazi, whose house was
located somewhere in the central city;~~o Dulayl b.
Ya'qilb al-Nasrani, whose house was sacked by the
Turks in 2511865,4~1 or al-Hasan b. Makhlad b. al­
Jarrah.r"

With respect to the exceptions, there was a limited
movement among the non-military to live on the
outskirts of the city. In the reign of al-Mu'tasim, al­
Hasan b. Sahl, whose principal career had been in the
reign of Ma'mun, settled in a large house on the Tigris,
south of the limits of the city as it then existed (115: Fig.
46).4~3 Equally, Abu Ahmad b. al-Rashid may have
settled at an early date in the avenue that took his name,
as he belonged to the generation of al-Mu'tasim. This
process continued further in the reign of al-MutawakkiI.
Bukhtishfi' the doctor settled at the south end of the
avenues close to al-Matira, and so did Ishaq b. Ibrahim,
the sahib al-shurta of Baghdad.

·120 AI-Tabar!, III, 1816, 1821.
421 AI-Tabar!, III, 1540.

4" AI-Tabar!, III, 1435, 1441, 1508, 1697, 1706-7, 1915, 1927.
.p, EF, s.v. al-Hasan b. Sahl.
-l2-l Gordon 2001a, 23.

In the case of Bukhtishu', being a Christian, he may have
wanted to live near the church in al-Matira, the most
prominent Christian sanctuary in Samarra. The plans of a
number of large houses can be seen around building J4,
the house proposed as that of Bukhtishu' (PI. 27, PI. 59).
It may be that this concentration in the neighbourhood of
Matira represents the houses of a wider community of
Christian notables. However, there is for the moment no
evidence to support this speculation.

The Turks were not only soldiers. As indicated by
Gordon, they belonged to two principal groups: (I) those
who came direct from Central Asia, bought as slaves on
the market in Samarqand, and (2) slaves bought by al­
Mu'tasim in Baghdad.v" Gordon calls them 'Steppe
Turks' and 'Baghdadi Turks'. Many of the Turkish elite
at Samarra came from the latter category, and their role
went beyond the simple one of soldier. Itakh was never a
soldier. It was these men who settled in the area south of
the Dar al-Khilafa. Others of the Turkish elite remained
more closely attached to the military cantonments, and
lived with them: Ashinas, Wasif, Khaqan 'Urtiij, and,
although not a Turk, al-Afshin. In Chapter 8, it is
suggested that the settlement of the elite in the
cantonments is to be connected with the administration
of those areas. However, we know very little about the
settlement pattern of the last generation of Turks at
Samarra. We do not know much about the residences of
such men as Utamish and Bayakbak,
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CHAPTER 6

The Dar al-Khilafa

The caliphal palace (Fig. 53, PI. 41, PI. 42) lay towards
the north end of the city, facing onto the Shari' al-A'zam
and the Tigris, as indicated in the last chapter. This
celebrated complex was by no means the only principal
residence of a caliph at Samarra.e-> However, in addition
to the function of residence, it also had a role in public
ceremonial that was never seriously challenged by any
other palace during the caliphal period at Samarra. It is
not the intention of this chapter to offer a complete
study of the palace, but rather to set it in context with its
cantonments, integrate it into the development of the
city, and particularly to relate it to the evidence that
comes from the written sources.

Existing research

The French architect, Henri Viollet, prospected and
surveyed the site in 1908, and then returned to excavate
in the palace in June 1910, digging 24 small sondages in
six weeks.s> Herzfeld excavated in the palace in his
second campaign in 1913. 11,000 m2 (equal to about a
quarter) of the square reception hall block were cleared,
and about 5000 rrf elsewhere, to a total of 18,000 m". In
1914, a preliminary report on the excavation of the
palace was published in Der Islam. 427 In this article, the
first version of the grand plan of the palace was
published. In 1923, in volume I of the Ausgrabungen
von Samarra, Herzfeld published the wall decorations
uncovered by the expedition, and in 1927, in volume III,
the wall paintings.v"

Fieldwork on the complex was subsequently taken up by
the Iraqi Directorate of Antiquities.v? The Bab al­
'Amma was cleared and consolidated, and the range of
rooms on its north side was excavated sometime in the
1960s or 1970s. In 1981, a certain amount of clearance
work was done in Herzfeld's excavation area in the
reception hall block. The tunnel which runs under the
great courtyard - the Great Esplanade, to use

Herzfeld's terminology - was excavated, together with
six secondary buildings on the north side of the
courtyard.s-" Between 1983 and 1987, the Small Serdab
iHawiyat al-Sibti'y was cleared and restored.v' Work
began in 1986-7 on the excavation of the Large Serdab,
and the restoration was finished in 1990.432 Work has
also recently been done on the range of rooms on the
south side of the Bab al-'Amma, on a poorly preserved
octagonal basin in the great courtyard, and on a second
circular structure in the courtyard, which has not yet
been explained.s>

Description of the site

Environmental situation
The palace complex is located on the conglomerate of
the east bank of the Tigris (PI. 3, PI. 42). The relative
softness of this material made possible the cutting of
underground structures on a large scale. On the west
side of the palace, there is a steep descent of about 10m
to the flood plain of the Tigris, and the garden on this
side is located in the flood plain. Although the frequent
movements of the Tigris bed within the flood plain are
not capable of carving away much of the conglomerate,
the river has removed the southwest part of the western
garden lying in the flood plain, while the lake behind the
barrage has now turned the whole of the garden into a
marsh.

Layout ofthe Palace
The layout is based on two architectural palace units
(Fig. 54, PI. 41). The first, on the south side, is
composed of a square building of 180 m x 200 m
(H343), containing the Bab al-'Amma - which has the
form of a triple [wan - and the Throne Halls (Fig. 56,
PI. 43). South of the main dome chamber, Herzfeld
excavated a second richly decorated square domed
reception room in the sector he called the 'Harim' (Fig.
58). On the east side of the square building there is a

425 Northedge 2001. There were three other palaces which were the principal residences of caliphs: al-Harunr, al-Ja'fan, and al­
Ma'shnq. A1-Ja'farT was intended to replace the Dar al-Khilafa, including in its public role, but in the end only did so for a

short period.
426 Viollet 1909a-b, 1911a-b.
427 Herzfeld 1914.
428 Herzfeld 1923, 1927.
429 Hammudl (1982, 168) remarks that work on the palace was carried out from 1936 onwards.
430 Hammudt 1982.
431 Hayant 1985-6. The structure is identified in this article, and on the information signs at the site, as the palace of al-Hayr, a

building whose location is not given in the texts which refer to it iDiwan al-Buhturi, Qaslda 91.+. bayt 22 ; ,:,aqiit, Mu 'jam al­
Bulddn, s.v. al-Hayr; cf. note 529). Hayant does not explain the identification nor tell us who first proposed It.

432 Hayant 1996.
m Information from a visit in 1998.
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large courtyard of 186 x 344 m (the 'Great Esplanade':
H302) (Fig. 54, PI. 44). This layout of square building
and courtyard can be paralleled at the palace of P 16 at
Qadisiyya.f>' built probably one year earlier (Fig. 40),
and at Balkuwara (Fig. 85).435 On the north side a
second palace structure, termed by Herzfeld the
"Treasury", with a smaller square reception hall block
and residential apartments, is situated within an outer
enclosure wall (H293: 330 x 462 m), as one sees at al­
Ukhaydir't" and the Dar al-Imara at Knfa (Fig. 59).437

On the west side of the southern unit there is a large
formal garden, and probably a further garden of a
different type on the south side (Fig. 54, Fig. 55, PI.
42). Between the two palace units there is a large
circular sunken basin, termed by Herzfeld the 'Large
Serdab', and in Iraq the Birka dii'iriyya (H30 1) (Fig.
58, PI. 45).438 Further to the east, there is a complex
including what Herzfeld termed the 'Rotundabau'
(H353: Fig. 58), and, at the east end, a smaller square
sunken basin, termed the 'Small Serdab', and in Iraq
Hdwiyat al-Sibii' ('Lions' Den') (Fig. 57, Fig. 58, PI.
46).439 On the north and south sides of the basin, there
are courtyards with two pavilions (North pavilion
H332), and lines of parallel halls, which Herzfeld called
the 'Stables' On the east side there is a maydiin with a
spectators' lodge, and the start-line of Racecourse 2,
stretching away to the east (Fig. 67).440 On the south
side of the main courtyard, there is an iwan pavilion in
an enclosure (H313), adjacent to what must have
originally been the main entrance of the complex
leading to the city, and a further square building,
adjacent to the main reception hall block (H311). The
palace may be described as a complex of architectural
units.

Construction was evidently begun in 221/836, and the
last reference to it as an occupied building dates to
269/884.441The known occupation lasted 48 years. It is
obvious that a considerable process of change must have
taken place during this time. The palace is not one
which was designed, constructed, and then abandoned in

its original state; rather over the years units were added,
rebuilt, or abandoned.

The area defined by Herzfeld is 125 ha. 442 The
dimensions are 1346 m east-west from the pavilion on
the Tigris to the spectator's lodge overlooking Course 2,
and 1150 m north-south from the north palace to the
south gate.

The Topography of the Palace in the texts

Before the developments of the 20th century, the name
for the site was Bayt al-Khalifa (House of the Caliphj.r"
This usage continues today in Iraq as Qasr al-Khaltfa.r"
However, by the time of his preliminary report of 1914,
Herzfeld was calling the site al-Jawsaq al-Khaqani. In
1983 al-'Ani pointed out that there are two different
palaces mentioned in the texts, al-Jawsaq and Dar al­
'Amma, and that Herzfeld could not be right in applying
the name of al-Jawsaq to the entire palace complex.v"
The crucial text is from the Ta'rikh of al-Ya' ql1bI:446

"He (al-Mu'tasim) stopped at the site on which is
the Dar al-' Amma, and there was there a
monastery of the Christians, and he bought the
land from the people of the monastery, and he
laid out [buildings] on the site, and he went to the
site of the palace known as the Jawsaq on the
Tigris, and built there a number of palaces."

All the texts do confirm that two separate palaces
existed, but other texts mention events at both together,
as though there was no great distance between them.v'?

At the top of the range of terminology, there are
expressions which call the palace 'House of the Caliph' or
'House of the Caliphate'. AI-Ya'qObI uses Dar al­
Khalifa,448 Al-Tabart uses Dar al-Khilafa.r" Dar al­
Sultan,450 and Dar Amir al-Mu 'minin.v" Dar al-Khiliifa
could also have the abstract meaning of the Caliph's
household.v? In 256/870 the complex is simply called al-

434 Northedge & Falkner 1987.
435 Creswell 1940, 265-70; 1989, 365-7.
436 Creswell 1940, 50-98; 1989, 248-63.
437 Creswell 1989, 10-15.
438 Hayanr 1996.
439 Hayant 1985-6.
440 Northedge 1990.
441 AI-Tabar!, III, 2040.
442 In Herzfeld's 1914 report the figure is given as 175 ha. This was probably a printer's error.
443 Ross 1841.
444 E.g. Hammad! 1982; Hayant 1985-6.
445 AI-' Ani 1983.
446 Al-va'qubr, Ta'rikh, II, 473.
447 AI-Tabar!, III, 1787-8, 1823-4.
448 AI-Ya'qUbT, Buldan, 261.
449 AI-Tabart, III, 1350, 1788.
450 AI-TabarT, III, 1706.
451 AI-TabarT, III, 1804, 1807.
452 AI-TabarT, III, 1383.
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Dar.453 This type oftenninology is a predecessor of the
usage of Dar al-Khildfa for the palace complex in
Baghdad from the reign of al-Mu'tadid (279/892-289/902)
onwards.'>' It is clear that the Iraqi traditional name of
Bayt al-Khalifa is derived from this kind of expression.

This group of names represented an overall designation
of a complex which had a number of palaces within it,
as was the case for the Dar al-Khiliifa in Baghdad.
However, it also signalled the more public aspects of the
palace's role, and in that sense meant more specifically
the Dar al-' Amma.

The Diir al- 'Amma (Fig. 56)
The Dar al- 'Amma was the public palace in which the
Caliph sat in audience on Mondays and Thursdays.s"
However, the Caliphs seem to have conducted a large
part of their business there. Only the Caliph had the
right to make appointments there,456 the oath of
allegiance was taken to al-Musta'In there in 248/862,
and al-Muhtadi sat in the maziilim there.v? Al-Muhtadi
built a qubba with four doors called the Qubbat al­
Ma?alim.458 It would be tempting to identify this with
the dome chamber in the south wing of the Dar al­
'Amma (the 'Harim'), for a passage connects this dome
chamber directly with the approach from the south gate,
if it were not for the fact that that dome is decorated
with figural wall-paintings (Fig. 58).459 Al-Muhtadl had
a reputation as a good Muslim. Public reception halls in
urban palaces do not normally have figural decor, at
least in the early period."? It is possible that the ceiling
was painted after his death. An alternative location
might be the Rotundabau on the north side of the
Esplanade (Fig. 58). The Rotundabau was rebuilt into its
circular form and redecorated with Style C bevelled
stuccoes in a second phase of construction.

It is specifically stated that the Dar al- 'Amma was built
on the site of the monastery which had previously been

- ----- - ------

there, and that the monastery building became the
treasury (bayt al-mal).461 All texts link the bayt al-mal
with the Dar al- 'Amma, notably an occasion in
231/845-6 when "thieves made a hole into the bayt al­
mal which is in the Dar al- 'Amma in the heart of the
palace, and took 42,000 dirhams ..."462 One may suppose
that as a result of this event the monastery was replaced
with a more secure building, for there is no sign of a
monastery type building on the ground.

Also closely associated with the Dar al- 'Amma is the
Bab al- 'Amma (PI. 42, PI. 43). In the texts, the Bab al­
'Ammo is the site of formal arrivals at the palace.463 For
example, when the rebel Babak was brought to Samarra
in 223/838, "the people came to look at him from al­
Matlra to Bab al-' Amma, and he was brought into the
Dar al-'A.mma to the Commander of Believers..."464 In
241/855-6 al-Qumml "stood at Bab al-'Amma with
some of the Bujja, 70 ghuliims on riding camels."465
These events were triumphal processions, reminiscent of
Roman triumphs.v"

However, the Bab al- 'Amma is also identified with public
punishments. In 226/841, they "crucified [al-Afshin] on
the Bab al- 'Amma so that the people should see him ...
The body was burnt, and the ashes taken and thrown in
the Tigris."467 In 256/870, the head of Salih b. Wasrf'vwas
hung up at the Bab al-tAmma for an hour".468 In
259/872-3 "they beat [a Christian secretary of Kanjur] ...
1000 lashes at Bab al-'Amma, and he died. "469

In the texts the Bab al-'Amma is localised in the west of
the palace - one could go out from the Bab al-'Amma
towards al-Harunt, which lay in the flood-plain of the
Tigris-tv - and in relation to the 'Avenue', that is the
Shari' al-A'zam (PI. 3).471 One could see the Bab al­
'Amma and the Dar al-'Amma from the Avenue.r" So,
the traditional identification of the Bab al-'Amma with
the triple [wan on the west facade of the palace must be

m Al-TabarT, III, 1787-8, 1788, 1820-2, 1823-4.

454 Lassner 1970a, 85-:-91. The possibility that the usage of Dar al-Khilafa at Samarra is a back-projection from later times seems
to be excluded by Its use by a contemporary author such as al-Ya' qubt,

455 Al-Ya'qnbt, Buldiin, 261.
456 Cf. al-Tabart, III, 1350, for an exception.

457 Al-Tabart, III, 1503, 1788. The mazdlim (the 'complaints') was the law court presided over by the Caliph.
458 Al-Mas'Ildi, Muriij, VIII, 2.
459 Herzfeld 1927, passim.

460 The examples where non-figural decor is found in urban palaces are: the Umayyad palace in Amman (Northedge 1993b) and
the Dar al-Imara of Kufa (Creswell 1969). '

461 Al-Ya'qnbr, Buldan, 255.
462 AI-TabarT, III, 1350-1, 1503.

463 Sourdel (1960, 126) must be right in saying that the Bab al-'Amma was not itself a reception room.
464 Al-TabarT, III, 1230.

465 Al-Tabart, III, 1433. The Bujja were from Nubia, notably along the Red Sea coast. Cf also al- Ya' qubr Ta'rtkh II 480 for the
arrival of the rebel Abu Harb al-Mubarqa' from Palestine. '", ,

466 EF, S.Y. mawakib.

467 Al-Tabart, III, 1318. The bodies are said to have been crucified after execution.
468 AI-Tabart, III, 1811.

469 AI-TabarI, III, 1874. Cf. also al-TabarI, III, 1419, 1434, 1522, 1722-3, 1859.
470 Al- TabarI, III, 1504.
471 AI-TabarI, III, 1503, 1505, 1722-3, 1821, 1823-4.
4'" Al-Ya'qubr, Buldan, 261.
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correct, and the square reception hall block of the south
palace must be the Dar al-'Amma.

It seems strange that the main avenue should be said to
have passed through the formal, presumably private,
garden of the Caliph, and the identification of the Bab aI­
'Amma has been doubted for this reason.F' The solution
appears to lie in a chronological sequence. The archaeo­
logical evidence of the western garden is compatible
with, although it does not prove, the hypothesis that it is
early in date, and belongs to the original period of
construction at the palace.s?" The first mention of the Bab
al-'Amma as a place open to the public dates to 223/838,
and the description of the Shari' al-A'zarn by al-Ya'qubt
is late, after 247/861.475 It may not have been possible to
keep private what was first planned by the architects as a
private garden, when the palace itself was dedicated as a
public building. At any rate, the most logical location for
the Avenue to have crossed the garden is between the
north-south walls.

The Bayt al-Miil is associated with the Bab al-'Amma
and the Avenue in an event of 248/862: "Wajin al­
Ushnlsanl had reached the Bab al-'Amma from the
direction of the Avenue by the Bayt aI-Mal" 476 It may
thus be building H311 on the south side of the square
reception hall block. If it were not for the difficulty of
explaining the events in this text, one would have
preferred to identify H311 with the house of Harnn b. al­
Mu'tasim mentioned by al-Ya'qubt, that is, the house
occupied by Hartin al-Wathiq as crown prince, for H311
seems to be a miniature palace equipped with a polo
maydiin (Fig. 55).477 The bayt al-mal could have been
located in this complex, notably after al- Wathiq moved
to his new palace of al-Harunt after 227/842.
Alternatively it may perhaps be identified with the
Vaulted Building (H338) in the enclosure of the Large
Serdab (fig. 58), which seems more secure, and could be
described as a Mesopotamian version of the raised bayt
al-miil in the Umayyad mosque of Damascus.

There is some evidence that the grand Esplanade was
called al-Sahn, and a qubba was located there.r" The
qubba could be the Rotundabau (H353) on the north

side of the Esplanade. Although mentioned at an earlier
date than the Qubbat al-Maziilim of al-Muhtadi, the
rebuilding of the Rotundabau could speak of the same
building, and thus the Qubbat al-Maziilim could be the
same as either the Qubbat al-Sahn or the dome chamber
in the Harim (Fig. 58).

Apart from the Bab al-'Amma, which played a special
role, the names of six gates are known: Bab al-Bustan,
Bab al-Masaff associated with Bab Itakh, Bab al-Nazala,
Bab al-Sumayda'r'"? and Bab al-Wazirl. Bab al-Bustan
(Gate of the Garden) was placed at the end of the Shari'
AbI Ahmad, and thus should be identified at the entrance
to the prolongation of the avenue inside the palace
complex (Fig. 54).480 The garden after which the gate
was named can be identified with the irregular area to the
west of the gate. When in 256/870 al-Muhtadl is
described as going out successively through the Bab al­
Masaff and then the gate known by the name of Itakh," I

it is obvious that the gate of Itakh is another name for the
Bab al-Bustan, for the Bab al-Bustan was adjacent to the
house of Itakh. The Bab al-Masaff (Gate of the Lines) is
then the inner gate, closer to the Esplanade, where the
guards would line up to receive visitors. Herzfeld thought
that Bab al-Nazala (Gate of Dismounting) was located in
the southwest.tv However it is not clear where it would
have been located; another possibility is that it was an
alternative name for the Bab al-Masaff, for it is clear that
one would have dismounted in courtyard H314, before
entering the Esplanade. Bab al-Wazlrl should logically be
the gate which led to al- WazlrI.483 According to the
context, it should be placed on the north side of the Dar
al-'Amma itself. Bab al-Sumayda' was associated with
the cemetery of al-Muntasir, and thus more properly
belonged to al-Jawsaq.v" It was probably one of the
gates in the northeast which led into Area X.

AI-Jawsaq (Fig. 59)
According to al-Ya' qubr, al-Jawsaq belonged to the
original construction of Samarra, and was called al­
Jawsaq al-Khiiqiini, after Khaqan 'UI1Uj Abu al-Fath b.
Khaqan, who was responsible for its construction and
who was assigned land adjacent to it.485 It was not the
only 'Jawsaq': there is also a mention of al-Jawsaq al-

473 Sourdel 1960, 126-7. There is no sign of a monumental avenue on the east side of the palace, a possibility suggested by Sourdel.
474 The principal arguments for proposing that the garden is original are: (1) What did the Bab al-'Amma look out onto if the

garden were not there? (2) There is no evidence that it replaced other construction, and it is well adapted to th~ architecture of
the palace. (3) The palaces of Balkuwara, and al-Ja'fart, which are single phase buildings, were constructed WItha garden

facing onto the Tigris (Creswell 1940, fig. 214).
475 AI-Ya' qubr, Buldan, 260.
476 AI-TabarI, III, 1503.
477 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldan, 261.
478 AI-TabarI, III, 1706-8.
479 AI-KhatIb al-Baghdadi, II, 125.
480 Al-Ya'qubi, Buldan, 262. _ _
481 Al-Tabarl, 111,1821. The name Bab Itakh (the gate of Itakh) would normally mean the house of the person concerned, but that

interpretation is not possible here.
482 AI-Tabart, III, 1823-4; Herzfeld 1948, 260.
483 AI-Tabarf, 111,1313.
484 AI-KhatIb ai-BaghdadI, II, 125.
485 Al-Ya'qnbl, Buldan, 258.
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Ibrahtmt, which cost 2 million dirhams.vv and al­
Jawsaq fi Maydan al-Sahn or al-Sakhr, which cost
500,000 dirhams.wt Both names appear in the list of
palaces of al-Mutawakkil, discussed in Chapter 9. Al­
Jawsaq fi Maydiin al-Sahn, relatively small, could be a
spectators' lodge on the polo maydan or the qubba on
the Esplanade mentioned above (Qubbat al-Sahni. By
contrast, al-Qasr al-Khaqant is only a variant of al­
Jawsaq al-Khiiqant.e»

With regard to the interior details of al-Jawsaq, an iwan
is mentioned in it.489 There was also a tower called al­
Lu 'lu 'a (the Pearl), which was built as a prison for al­
Afshtn, and which it was possible for the guard to walk
around undemeath.sw The identifiable elevated elements
in or near the northern palace are (1) the reception halls,
which are mounted on a platform, (2) the vaulted
building (H338), which might alternatively be the Bayt
aI-Mal (Fig. 58), and (3) the elevated pavilion (H345)
situated to the north of the Bab al-vAmma. The last
possibility (H345) corresponds closest to the description
of al-Lu'lu'a as "in the form of a minaret."491

Al-Jawsaq is clearly signalled in the texts as the private
residence where the Caliphs lived. Al-Mu'tasim was
buried there in 227/842.492Al-Wathiq (227/842-232/847)
lived in al-Harunt, where al-Mutawakkil also lived for
most of his reign (232/847-247/861), but al-Mutawakkil
settled his son al-Muntasir at al-Jawsaq.f" According to
Ibn A'tham al-Kufl (d. 314/926), al-Muntasir was buried
there in 248/862.494 The three successors of al-Muntasir,
al-Musta'In, al-Mu'tazz and al-Muhtadl, all lived in al­
Jawsaq.t" and the latter two were buried there, together
with al-Muntasirr''" Al-Mu'tamid lived in al-Jawsaq,
until a move to al-Ma'shnq, and returned there for a last
time in 269/884.497 In 290/903 al-Muktafl decided to re­
establish the capital at Samarra, but seems to have found
al-Jawsaq a ruin, for he was forced to camp there. 498

The limited evidence for women in the palace is related to
al-Jawsaq: in 255/869 Qabtha, the mother of al-Mu'tazz,
"brought out the money, jewels, and valuable possessions
in the stores within al-Jawsaq," to pay the Turks.499 In
256/870, a letter was published, which a woman had
brought "from the area adjacent to the Qasr al-Ahmar",
which is normally associated with al-Iawsaq.F"

AI-Jawsaq was used as a prison for distinguished
prisoners. The first in 225/839--40 was al-Afshln, for
whom al-Lu'lu'a was built.w' In 248/862 al-Musta'In
imprisoned the two sons of al-Mutawakkil, al-Mu'tazz
and al-Mu'ayyad, in a room in al-Jawsaq.w- Released in
251/865, al-Mu'tazz was made Caliph, and reimprisoned
the unfortunate al-Mu'ayyad, who ultimately died in
prison.w' In 256/870 al-Mu'tamid was brought out of
prison in al-Jawsaq to be made Caliph.P'

When one approached the palace by the Shari' AbI
Ahmad, according to al-Ya' qubt, one approached the Bab
al-Bustan and the qusiir al-khalifa (palaces of the Caliph),
a phrase that appears to mean the private residences of the
Caliph. Al-Ya'qubl does not mention al-Jawsaq or al­
Jawsaq al-Khaqant in his description of the Avenues of
Samarra, and one must presume that it is here subsumed
among the residences of the Caliph. 505 In some way, the
residences of the Caliph lay at the east end of the palace.
In 256/870, also, Musa b. Bugha "took to al-Hayr-w ."
until he came to the gate of al-Hayr which is adjacent to
al-Jawsaq and al-Qasr al-Ahmar'Y''? Al-Jawsaq is
described as looking out over al-Hayr - to the east,
though also mentioned as "al-Jawsaq on the Tigris.">"

The obvious candidate for the identification of al-Jawsaq
is the north palace in the complex (H293: Fig. 59). It is
the only building of the appropriate scale to serve as the
residence of the Caliphs - it has residential apartments,
which the square building does not.

486 Al-Isfahant, Ghuraba ',47-50.
487 Al-Isfahanl, Ghuraba', 47-50; Yaqut, Mu 'jam al-Buldan, S.Y. Samarra'.
488 Al-Hamadhant, fo1. 151; al-Mas'Ddl, Muruj, VII, 144.
489 AI-TabarT, III, 1881.
490 AI-TabarT, III, 1307-8.
491 AI-Tabarr, III, 1308. Tr. Bosworth, Storm and Stress, 184.
492 AI-Ya'qubI, Ta'rzkh, 11,478.
493 Al-Ya'qubt, Buldiin, 265; al-Taban, III, 1446.
494 Ibn A'tham al-Kufl, VIII, 354; ai-KhatIb al-Baghdadl, II, 121.
495 AI-Ya' qubr, Bulddn, 267.
496 AI-Taban, III, 1711, 1823.
497 AI-Ya'qubt, Buldan, 267; al-Tabart, III, 2040.
498 Al-TabarT, III, 2223-4; Ibn al-Athlr, VI, 108.
499 Al-TabarT, III, 1716.
500 AI-TabarT, III, 1788, 1791, 1823-4.
501 Al-Tab art, III, 1307.
502 Al-Tabarl, III, 1507, 1545.
503 AI-Tabart, III, 1545, 1668.

504 Al-Tabart, III, 1831. I' h " 1 Y , nbt
505 Cf. also "al-Jawsaq and other maqdsir" (al-Tabarl, III, 1820); "al-Jawsaq and the palaces of the Ca ip ate (a - a qu 1,

Buldan, 267).
506 On al-Hayr, see Chapter 7.
507 Al- Tabarl, III, 1787-8.
508 Al- Tabart, III, 2040; al-Ya' qubr, Ta'rtkh, II, 473.
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The palace at H294, in the added eastern extension of
the compound, could be identified with the palace of al­
Kamil, built for al-Mu'tazz by al-Mutawakkil within al­
Jawsaq, and perhaps added to in his own reign by a
building designed by his mother.w? AI-Qa~r al-Ahmar,
closely associated with but separate from al-Jawsaq, and
located near an east gate into the complex, could be
identified with H283. 510

The western garden may be the Bustan al-Khaqant
mentioned in an event of 254/868, and which apparently
lay between the Jawsaq and the Tigris:

"Bugha disembarked into the Bustan al-Khaqant,
and a number of [the guards of the bridge]
attached themselves to him ... and he rushed to
al-Jawsaq.">!'

The dual nature of the palace, both in the textual sources
and the archaeological evidence, is quite striking. On the
site there is a square palace with no residential accom­
modation, facing onto the Shari' al-A'zarn and the
garden on the west, and onto a grand courtyard to the
east. On the other hand, there is a palace with residential
accommodation, enclosed within a massive buttressed
wall. In the textual evidence there is the Dar al- 'Amma,
a public palace where Caliphs are made and unmade.v­
and sit in audience and judgement. On the other hand
there is a private residence, al-Jawsaq, where Caliphs
live, die and are buried, and which seems to be the
domain of the women.

THE CANTONMENTS OF THE PALACE
SERVANTS

There is some evidence that the two cantonment sites to
the north of the palace complex (Area X and Area G)
were also connected with the palace (Fig. 53): at any
rate al-Ya' qObI in his description of the Grand Avenue
north of the Dar al-' Amma only mentions people and
buildings connected with the palace.

The Cantonments of al-Jawsaq (Area X)
(Fig. 60, PI. 47)

The area on the north side of the Dar al-Khilafa (Area
X) is a walled space 2380 m east-west and 1328 m
north-south, covering 270 ha. There is no evidence that
its size increased over the period of the caliphate at
Samarra. Rather the area appears to have remained
static - or perhaps declined. Expansion was
constrained by (l) the Dar al-Khilafa on the south side,

509 At-tstabanr, Ghurabii ',47-50; al-Shabushtt, 170.
510 AI-Taban, III, 1788, 1791, 1823--4.
511 AI-TabarI, III, 1696.
512 AI-TabarI, III, 1787-8, 1820--4.
513 AI-Ya'qobr, Buldan, 258.

and (2) the game reserve of al-Hayr on the north and

east sides.

The principal palace is X I, in the northeast corner facing
out onto al-Hayr, a fired brick building 126 m square.
The internal plan of the palace is difficult to recover
without excavation, but no doubt it was similar to other
square palace buildings at Samarra, such as Huwaysilat
(Fig. 10I). Behind the palace building is a large
esplanade, 527 x 330 m. The esplanade has been partly
filled by a later building on the south side (X252).

On the south side of this group, there are three large
rectangular enclosures (X323 - 197 x 329 m, X322­
119 x 382 m, X324 - 55 x 478 m). In the northernmost
of these, there is a large house, but the other two are
empty. Behind the enclosures, there is a long line of small
houses. The plan of XI and its esplanade is strikingly
reminiscent of the hunting palace of al-Musharrahat (Fig.
90), whose architecture it may have inspired.

In the remainder ofArea X, there is no avenue as in
other cantonments. Rather, the plan is articulated by two
north-south streets. The eastern one leads from a north
gate in the caliphal palace complex to the esplanade of
X I. The western signals a change in the orientation of
the streets. To the west of it there are 11 east-west
streets, and to the east 9. Larger houses are placed at the
end of the east-west streets.

On the southwest edge ofArea X, there is the large
complex (X218-19) identified as the storehouses of the
Dar al-Khilafa (al-Khaza'in) (see p. 115). This building
is aligned with the streets to the east of it, and may be
considered architecturally associated. The later road
running northwest and cutting through the street pattern
of the cantonment, as has been suggested in Chapter 5,
corresponds to the alignment of the Shari' al-A'zam, as
it makes no sense after the abandonment of the caliphal
city - for it was easier to travel to the north outside the
built-up area to the east, as the modem road does. It can
be concluded that the street pattern ofArea X belongs to
an early date, before the development of the Shari' al­
A'zam, and probably dates to the foundation of the city
in 221/836.

Interpretation
Area X can be best identified with the qati'a allotted to
Khaqan 'UI10j:

"He allocated to Khaqan 'Urtuj and his companions
the area adjacent to the Jawsaq al-Khaqant, and
ordered him to keep his companions together, and
to prevent them from mixing with the people."513
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It is the only cantonment area around the caliphal palace
which is available to correspond with this description ­
Area G is too far away. However, relatively little is
known about the career of Khaqan 'UI1Qj, other than that
he died in 232/84X-9.514 He had two sons that are more
famous, al-Fath and Muzahim, who presumably
continued to live in his residence until al-Fath moved to
Dar Ashinas. The only large residence in the cantonment
is palace Xl.

However, whatever may be known about the family of
Khaqan 'UI1Qj, nothing at all is known about what sort
of following he had. It seems likely that Area X does
correspond to the Qatai' of al-Jawsaq mentioned in
256/870.515 With regard to the site itself, it is evident
that the enclosures at the eastern end were intended for
the activities that took place in al-Hayr, as will be
discussed in the next chapter: that is, either (1) hunting,
or (2) horse-racing. Note that palace Xl is connected to
the pavilion of al-Madrasa and Tell al-'Atrc by the
triangular enclosure which permitted the caliph to travel
in security. Which of these two activities is in question
is not easy to resolve, given our limited knowledge of
these sports. One may note the similarity of the plan of
X I and its esplanade to the hunting installations at al­
Musharrahat mentioned earlier, and secondly that the
large enclosures on the east side resemble those adjacent
to the Cloverleaf racecourse further south.

With regard to the western part of the cantonment, it
was concluded in Chapter 5 that not only the
Storehouses, but also the houses of the khuddiim, the
servants of the caliph, were situated here. Two
hypotheses are possible. Firstly, Area X may indeed
have been a military cantonment under Khaqan 'Urtuj at
the time of the foundation. At a later date, the military
moved out and were replaced by the Palace servants
mentioned in the chronologically late description of the
avenues by al-Ya'qubt. The second hypothesis is that it
was built in the first place as a cantonment for the
palace servants under the governorship of Khaqan
'UI1Qj. Of the two hypotheses, the first seems more
preferable, for the development of the area would match
what occurred south of the palace. There the Turks of
Waslf left and settled in Matlra, and possibly also the
Faraghina moved to the Avenues. Here, the Turks of
Khaqan 'UI1Qj may have been moved out and can be
identified with the Turks settled in the Avenues.v'»

Area G - al-Waziriyya
(Fig. 61, PI. 48)

From the archaeological point of view, Area G is a
dependency of Area X, as the last extension to the north
of the central City.517 The site is of a diamond shape on
the edge of the flood plain, 2150 m north-south and 940
m wide. The east side is defined by a fosse, which seems
partly natural wadi-bed, and has partly been dug out.
Possibly this fosse is earlier than the 3rd/9th century,
and the Abbasid buildings were erected in an existing
enclosure. However, it has not been yet possible to
confirm this hypothesis on the ground. At the south end,
the fosse is crossed by an overflow drain of the double
qanat which brought water to the city; there must have
been an aqueduct at this point.

The internal layout ofArea G is composed of a palace
and avenue, with a number of major buildings facing out
over the flood plain. The palace, Tell al-Wazir (Site G1),
at the north end, has an external enclosure of 232 x 166
m, and a central block of reception halls and courtyard.
This complex is placed in a triangular enclosure of 760
x 630 m, which seems to have been intended to isolate
the palace from the remainder of the cantonment. South
of the enclosure wall, the avenue of variable width up to
20 m is flanked by a grid of streets with houses. In the
northwest comer of the cantonment space, there is a
quadrilateral building, 66 x 125 m (G46), accompanied
by an irregular street pattern. This may have been an
earlier settlement, which predated the foundation of the
cantonment, as it does not have a typical Samarran style
of construction.t!" Further south there is a fired brick
building 45 m square, today called Tell Toqan (G2).
Finally, at the south end a small fired brick palace-type
building, with a small polo maydan on the west side
(G118).

Herzfeld thought that this cantonment was to be
identified with al-Wazlriyya in the textual sources, for
the reason that the site of the palace is today called Tell
al-Waztr.t'? The coincidence ofa modem name with an
ancient name is a weak justification for an identification,
as much of the toponymy of Samarra has changed since
the 3rd/9th century. However, he may have been right.
Al-Waztrt was a palace built by Abu al-Wazlr for al­
Mu'tasim at the time of the foundation of Samarra, one
of a trio with al-Jawsaq al-Khaqant and al- ·UmarI. 520

514 AI-SuIT, Awriiq, 502.

515 AI-Ta?art, III, 1804. Perhap.s also the house of'Yarjukh was situated there, ifit was not at al-Karkh (al-Tabarl, III, 1818, 1831).
516 AI-Ya qubt does not denommate the troops of Khaqan 'UI1Uj as Turks. It is merely likely that commanders were placed in

charge of troops of their own ethnic origin, as is always the case at Samarra.
517 The modem name of the area is Hawt al-Busat.

518 No fieldwork has yet taken place on the ground at this point, and it is not possible to confirm the dating.
519 Herzfeld 1948, 95-6.
5~O AI-Ya'gUbT, Buldiin, 258; al-Mas'udi, Muriij, VII, 121.
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Very little is known about it, in terms of its topography
or reasons for its construction. There was a Qasr al-Layl
in al-Wazlriyya, and AfshTn had property there.V' The
only topographical detail is that there was a bridge
iqantaras in the neighbourhood of al-WazTriyya; this can
be identified with the aqueduct at the southern end of
Area G.5~~

The ancient road which crosses Area X continues up the
avenue of Area G. cutting through some buildings on the
north side of Tell al-Wazlr, and then along the edge of
the flood plain outside the wall of al-Hayr, As noted
earlier, this alignment only makes sense when al-Hayr
functioned as a game reserve, though, to judge by the
well-worn state of the road, it continued to be followed
even when it was no longer the most logical route. 523 It
is clear that the construction of Area G. and notably the
palace at Tell al-Wazir, is earlier than the development
of the road, which must have taken place between the
reigns of al-Mu'tasim and al-Mutawakkil. Area G
belongs to the time of the foundation of Samarra.

There is an argument that it is a caliphal construction.
The layout of the site is very similar to that of al­
Mutawakkiliyya, for which perhaps it provided
inspiration. The palace at Tell al-WazTr is placed in a
security zone, like al-Ja'fart, even though the zone was
later breached by the public road and other construction.
None of the architects of the known houses of the
military or of the secretaries dared to do this.

Area G is a good candidate for al-Waztrt, the only likely
possibility, but one cannot be certain. In addition there is
the question of why the cantonment was built, and who
was settled there. The archaeological site offers little
diagnostic evidence. The only indication from the texts
is that it might be included in the expression of al­
Ya'qubi in his description of the Shari' al-A'zarn: 'the
allotment of Abu al-Ja'fa' and the remainder of the great
Servants'. If this were the case, then both a large part of

Area X and the whole of Area G would have been
devoted to the servants of the caliph at the period of
greatest expansion. By comparison with al-Ja'fart, where
the arrangements for a grand caliphal palace are clearly
laid out, it would seem at first sight that Areas G and X
would be too large to be dedicated only to the caliph's
servants, even if Area X had begun as a military

cantonment.

However, according to Hilal al-Sabi', in the time of al­
Muktafl (289/902-295/908) the Dar al-Khilafa in
Baghdad was served by 10,000 servants (khuddami,
blacks and Slavs, and 20,000 dtiriyya ghilmiin, who may
be interpreted as palace guards. Under his successor, al­
Muqtadir (295/908-320/932), the figure is said to be
11,000 servants - 7000 blacks and 4000 white Slavs ­
and 4000 free and slave girls. 524 While the totals given
by Hilal are possibly exaggerated, it is interesting to
note that somewhat smaller numbers of a similar
character are given by al-Snlt at the time of the death of
al-Mutawakkil in 247/861: "al-Mutawakkil left 11,000
servants and slave-girls (khadam wa jawarti, of whom
6000 were servants. And he left 8000 ghilman al­
mamiilik:" 525

These figures do in fact correspond in a general way to
the numbers calculated by Kennet for the numbers of
personnel accommodated in these cantonments: Area G
- 4,943, Area X - 13,820. 526 A certain number of
corrections would need to be applied to this comparison.
Kennel's figures certainly represent maximum accom­
modation capacity of these sites, and the number of
people living there could well have been much less. On
the other hand no details are given of the functions of
the servants and palace guards: did they, for example,
include the hunting staff, who would have been accom­
modated in the game reserves of al-Musharrahat and al­
lstablat in the reign of al-Mutawakkil? Nevertheless, the
comparison does serve to strengthen the idea that these
cantonments were those dedicated to the palace servants.

5~1 AI-I~f~hanI, Aghiini, IX, 58; al-Tabarr, III, I3 I~. One may accept that al-Waztri and al-WazIriyya were the same place. AI­
Wazm may have been the palace, and al-WazInyya the whole complex.

m Al-Tabart, III, 1.817-18. Nearly all the brick-built bridges at Samarra tqantarai were in fact aqueducts reused for human
passage. There IS only one case of ~ qantara mentioned in the texts which is not to be located at a point where two canals
cross: the qantara kisrawiyya at al-Itakhiyya (Ibn Serapion, sect. 8). There are no known surviving remains of a bridge at
Samarra.

5~3 In 1928 air photographs F21-2, it is evident that the road continued to be used, as it is today, but the road continues to the
north through al-Hayr,

5~~ Hilal al-Sabi', Rusiim, 14.
5~5 AI-SuIT, Awriiq, 244.
5~6 Kennet 2001, 177.
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Fig. 62. Overall Plan ofal-Hay r.



CHAPTER 7

AI-I:Iayr

THE GAME RESERVE, AL-DIKKA, AND
THE GENERAL LAYOUT

The term 'al-Hayr ' means an enclosure or reserve.v? At
Samarra it was applied to the area east of the city (Fig.
62), and al-Ya'qubt uses phraseology such as "[al­
Mu'tasim] allocated to Waslf and his companions the
area adjacent to al-Hayr, and he built an extended
enclosure wall which he called Ha'ir al-ijayr".528 As
indicated in this quotation, the name was applied both to
the enclosure east of the city, and to the quarters of the
city adjacent to it.529 In particular two avenues were
named after al-Hayr - Shari' al-Hayr al-Awwal and al­
Jadld. The function of al-Hayr is explained by al­
Ya'qubr as:

"Behind the wall were wild creatures, including
gazelles, wild asses, deer, hares, and ostriches,
and they were enclosed by a wall which went
round in a pleasant, broad steppe."530

The animals cited are native to Iraq, and this shows that
al-Hayr was basically a hunting reserve, and not, as has
sometimes been stated, a type of zoological garden for
exotic animals.v! The use of reserves for hunting has a
long history in Mesopotamia and Iran.

In addition, there was a collection of lions in the Dar al­
Khilafa, for al-Muhtadl ordered them to be killed in
255/869.532 In Baghdad, during the visit of the
Byzantine ambassadors to the Dar al-Khilafa in 320/917,
the visitors were shown "one hundred lions - fifty to
the right and fifty to the left, each handled by a keeper,
and collared and muzzled with chains of iron".533
According to Kindermann, lions were trained as
companions, and for shows of animal combat, a practice
which must have descended from those of the
Babylonians and Assyrians.w'

The identification of al-Hayr as a hunting reserve is to
be associated with the role of hunting in the foundation
of the caliphal city. It is evident that al-Hayr was the
hunting reserve built by al-Mu'tasirn at the foundation
of the city.

The site of al-Hayr

The area of the reserve of al-Hayr is defined by a single
wall of coursed earth (Fig. 63), which encloses 114 krn-,
with dimensions of 10.7 km north to south, and 5.9 km
east to west.

The side of the city facing towards al-Hayr was
delimited by walls of the quarters and cantonments,
which were rebuilt when the various enlargements of the
city were laid out, as described in Chapter 5. The textual
sources emphasise the enlargement of the city and the
building of a second wall: "the two walls in al-I:Iayr".535
"Whenever these avenues that belong to al-Hayr touched
allotments of a contingent, [al-Mutawakkil] demolished
the wall [of al-Hayr], and built another wall behind
it."536 In Area G, the wall is laid out along the west side
of the fosse, which may have been filled with water.
North of Area G, the wall continues along the edge of
the descent into the flood plain as far as SOrAshnas and
the Nahr Murayr. From SUrAshnas, the wall continues
east along the north bank of the Nahr Murayr as far as
the junction with the Nahr Ra~a~I. From this point, the
wall runs at the foot of the levee on the west side of the
Rasast as far as the regulator to the east of Samarra (Site
Y16: Fig. 24). Here it appears to have bent around a
building on the south bank of the regulator (Y 17), and
then turned south along the canal which brought water
from the Ra~a~Y to the Octagon at Qadisiyya. There is no
good evidence at the moment for the wall along the
canal, but the turn south towards the canal is clear. From

527 EF, S.v. I:Ia'ir. It may be that the functions of a Hayr changed in later times; the intention here is to describe the situation at
Samarra.

528 Al-Ya'qubr, Buldiin, 258.
529 In a secondary meaning, the name al-Hayr was also applied to a palace, as cited by Yaqut (Mu 'jam al-Bulddn, s.v. AI-I:Iayr).

This building was erected by al-Mutawakkil, and cost four million dirhams but nothing else is known about it. Hayant thinks
that this palace is to be identified with the Small Serdab in the Dar al-Khilafa (Hayanr 1985-6), but the reasons for the identifi­
cation are not given. It is possible that the reference is in reality to a project for construction of a reserve, but it was later
misunderstood as being a palace.

530 Al-Ya'qnbr, Buldan, 263.
531 E.g. EF, S.v. I:Ia'ir.
532 AI-Tabarl, III, 1736.
533 Lassner 1970a, 89.
534 EF, s.v. Asad.
535 AI-TabarI, 111,1230,1722-3,1807.
536 Al-Ya'qnbt, Bulddn, 263.
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a point north of the crossing of the Nahr al-Qaim, the
wall forming the southwest sector of the enclosure leads
back to the junction at Matira between the monumental
avenue of that cantonment and the Shari' AbI Ahmad,
This junction point connects the enclosure with the reign
of al-Mu'tasim, for both avenues belong to the early
period, and later lost importance.

A number of gates of al-Hayr are mentioned in the
textual sources, which appear to have been manned by
guards in 247/861.537There was one in the Qata'i' by
the house of Yajur, possibly to be identified east of Sur
Ashnas.>" one between al-Jawsaq and al-Karkh.v? one
adjacent to al-Jawsaq.>" and one next to the qibla of the
Congregational Mosque.P' This last is quite clear on the
ground.

Buildings in al-Hayr

In spite of the reservation of al-Hayr for hunting, there
are a number of buildings within the enclosure which
would appear at first sight to be incompatible with its
function as a hunting reserve (Fig. 63).

Two Musallas (Y6 and Y19) (Fig. 63)
Musalla Y19, intended for the festival prayers of the
population of Surra Man Ra'a,542 is located 450 m east
of the Congregational Mosque, and is of similar
dimensions to the latter's outer enclosure, 497 x 388 m,
with an area of 194,143 m". The plan is only poorly
preserved, but seems to resemble that of the musalliis in
al-Mutawakkiliyya (cf. Fig. 99), that is an open
enclosure with a smaller maqsiira around the location of
the mihriib. The second musallii (Y6) is smaller, 403 x
300 m, with an area of 121,643 rrr', and is placed east of
the Dar al-Khilafa within the circuit of racecourse 2. The
plan was also badly preserved, but apparently similar.
Musalla Y19 evidently served for the festival prayers of
the central city area, and Y6 for those of the area round
the Dar al-Khilafa.

Unfinished Complex Y20 (Fig. 64)
This complex is based upon a rectangular terrace
measuring 88 x III m, located on the west levee of the
Nahr al-Rasasl (site Y3). Nothing was built on this
terrace apart from some preliminary walling. To the west
of the terrace, a grand enclosure extends 1648 x 2670 m
towards the southwest. One small gate can be identified

in the north wall, and a second is marked in the centre of
the west wall, but has not been seen. On the north side,
the wall cuts through one of the Sasano-Abbasid farms
discussed in Chapter 3 (site Y 13, Fig. 21).

Susa thought that this terrace was to be identified with
the name al-Dikka known in the textual sources. Al­
Dikka (the platform) is known from two incidents in
256/870, where it seems to be placed somewhat to the
east of the Congregational Mosque, not at any rate as far
as the terrace ofY3.543 There is no explanation of what
al-Dikka was. It is possible that it was an alternative
name for the artificial mound of Tell al-' Allq, which
could be described as a dikka (on which see below). The
archaeological site ofY3 and Y20 appears to be the site
of a palace that was abandoned in the course of construc­
tion. The cut of the wall through farm Y 13 suggests that
it is of the caliphal period. It is in itself cut by racecourse
2, and thus belongs to the early period. Perhaps it was
intended to be a hunting palace for al-Mu'tasim,

THE RACECOURSES

Herzfeld published his first brief discussion of these
courses in 1948 in his Geschichte der Stadt Samarra, and
a further description was published posthumously in his
Persian Empire in 1968.544At about the same time in
1948 a fairly extensive discussion was published by
Ahmad Susa in his Rayy Samarra', though without much
illustration.>" Susa enumerated five courses at Samarra,
though two of his courses may be excluded, for they
seem not to be for racing. The main recent publication
analysing these courses and the evidence for the sport of
horse-racing was published by this author in 1990.546

The Archaeological Evidence

The courses may be summarised as (Fig. 63):

1. A parachute-shaped out-and-back course extending
south from Tell al-' Allq,

2. A bottle-shaped out-and-back course running east
from the site of the Dar al-Khilafa,

3. A cloverleaf-shaped circuit located southeast of the
Dar al-Khilafa.

537 AI-Tabart, III, 1787.
538 AI-Tabart, III, 1788, 1789.
539 AI-Tabari, III, 1802, 1804.
540 AI-Tabari, III, 1787.
541 Al-Tabart, III, 1810.
542 On the use of the musella, see EF, s.v. musalla.
5-13 AI-TabarT, III, 1807, 1830.
544 Herzfeld 1948, 130-1; Herzfeld 1968,21-2.
545 Susa 1948-9, 116-22. See also Alusr 1964, Samarra't, Y., 1968.
546 Northedge 1990.
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In addition, there is a fourth course to the north between
al-Karkh and al-Mutawakkiliyya; this is discussed in an
appendix to this chapter.

Course 1: The Tell al- 'Aliq course
The first racecourse is divided into three components:
(l ) a parachute-shaped course (Fig. 65), (2) the artificial
mound of Tell al-' Alrq, and (3) a triangular enclosure
and building to the north at al-Madrasa (Fig. 66).

On the south side of Tell al-'Alrq a walled track runs out
and back in a shape resembling an open parachute in a
southerly direction parallel to the urban area of the city.
The track is 80 m wide and marked by low mounds
representing the remains of low walls of earth. These
walls could not originally have been more than about
one metre high, and were probably less. Any racing
would not have been easily visible had the wall been
higher.>'?

The course stretches for a distance of 4950 m to the
south (Fig. 65). The curve at the southern end lies to the
east of the medieval city (Fig. 42); the western part of
the curve and the southern part of the west straight has
disappeared entirely. If one reconstructs the disappeared
section as symmetrical, and takes the centre line as the
base of measurement, the total length is about 10,577 m.
The start of the course is inset into the circular space
around Tell al- 'Allq (Fig. 66). This start is marked by a
three-sided arrangement of raised mounds.

Tell al- 'Aliq
Tell al-'AIlq548 (Fig. 66) (tr. Provender Hill) is an
artificial mound, conical in shape, standing 21.6 m above
the surrounding plain, with a flat top 32 m across. The
diameter of the base is roughly 130 m. In 1913, Herzfeld
excavated a pavilion on the top of the mound, and found
the remains of stuccoes and wall paintings.>" These finds
seem to have been fragmentary, and no recording of them
is known. Herzfeld's work indicates that the mound was
intended to be a viewing platform for the races.

At the base, there is a circular moat varying today
between 25 and 40 m wide, and 8 m deep. The moat was
intended to be filled with water, for the line of a (subter­
ranean) qanat approaches from the northwest, and links
with the main water supply, the double line of qandts
which offtake from the Tigris above al-Dur. A second
qandt running west south-west from the area of the tell
back towards the city appears to be a drain to maintain

water flow. Outside the moat there is a concentric space
which varies between 88 and 104 m in width, and this is
walled; the wall is overlaid in places on the west side
with a raised mound up to 12 m wide, some of whose
material appears to be spoil from the excavation of the
qanats. It seems likely that the circular space was simply
intended to keep the public at a distance from the Caliph
seated in his pavilion on top of the mound.

There is a ramp crossing the moat on the north side of
the mound. The ramp leads up from the westerly of two
wedge-shaped walled areas in the outer circle, and in
this same wedge, there is a small gate leading in from
the triangular enclosure.

The triangular enclosure and al-Madrasa
The building at al-Madrasa (Fig. 66) is a slightly
irregular group of courtyards, 116 x 118 m. There
appears to be a central courtyard 18 m square with a
group of reception rooms on the north side, and five
further courtyards with rooms. The plan is clearly that of
a small palace, and Susa suggested that the building was
a rest house for the Caliph.t-?

A cross-country wall links Tell al-'Alrq with the main
city in the area of the palace in Area X to the north of
the Dar al-Khilafa (Site Xl) (Fig. 65). A second such
wall links the tell with the remains of the building to the
north known as al-Madrasa. From al-Madrasa, a further
wall links back to the cantonment.

The enclosure formed by the triangle of walls can be
proven, in part, to be contemporary with the construc­
tion of the mound. The east wall of the enclosure,
leading to al-Madrasa, is a precise linear continuation of
the ramp of Tell al-'AIrq. The most obvious use for the
triangular-shaped enclosure would be to provide a
secure, enclosed route for the passage of the Caliph from
the city to both al-Madrasa and Tell al-'Alrq, for there is
an exit to the palace at XI, in addition to exits to the
former two structures.

DISCUSSION

The present vernacular pronunciation of the name of the
mound is Tell al-Alrj. In literary Arabic, the name has
been normalised to Tell al-'Altq. The earliest version of
this toponym that we have is from Ross in 1839:
walija.i» Herzfeld thought this is a version of the
Persian valicheh, nosebag.w Hamdallah Mustawfi
Qazwtnt (730/1340) mentions a mound at Samarra

547 The use of a mud wall for edging the track is paralleled on the Darb Zubayda (Rashid 1979, 143).The pilgrim road was built
up b~ al-Mahdl and Haran al-Rashtd ~t the .end of the 2nd/8th century, and the beginning of the 3rdl9th century. Within Saudi
~abla long stretches of the road survive With a low stone wall, and longitudinal drainage channels on each side of the road.

548 Site no. Y2 Herzfeld 1948, 130-1; Susa 1948-9, I, 118-20; Atusr 1964; Samarra't, Y, 1968, 1,152-5.
549 Herzfeld 1914, 204. Herzfeld Archive drawing D-l 090 in the Freer Gallery, Washington.
550 Susa 1948-9, 120.
551 Ross 1839.
552 Herzfeld 1948, 130, n. 2.
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constructed by al-Mu'tasim with a kiosk on the top;553
this mound was called Tell al-Makhalt (Hill of the
Nosebags), after the way in which it was constructed,
from earth carried in the nosebags of horses: "he ordered
that earth be brought in the nosebags of his horses to
make a mound ... and on the top he built a high
pavilion'U>' This story corresponds to the modem local
tradition about the mound. The name Tell al-Makhalr is
related to the modem name, Tell al- 'Alrq; "aliq (fodder,
provender) is what is put in a nosebag (Arabic mikhliit,
pI. makhalii; and hung under a horse's nose. An
alternative explanation of the origin of the name is that
the association with fodder and nosebags is a reminis­
cence in popular memory of the fact that the mound was
part of a racecourse.

In the list of the buildings constructed by al­
Mutawakkil, al-Tall, upper and lower, cost 5 million
dirhams (Table 4). The division of the construction into
two parts, upper and lower, suggests an identification
with the pavilion on the mound, and the rest house at
al-Madrasa. Moreover, the price seems to be roughly
correct, if we compare it with other figures in the list,
for example the 15 million dirhams spent on the new
Congregational Mosque. AI-Tall occurs again in the
poetry of Ibn al-Mu'tazz, where in no. 980, it is
mentioned together with al-khandaq, the fosse which
surrounds its base.555 However, at a later date, it may
also have been called al-Dikka in 256/870, as discussed
above.

Course 2: The bottle-shaped course
The second course is also an out-and-back course (Fig.
67),556 which runs east from the Dar al-Khilafa. The
start point is placed at the east gate of the palace, with
the remains of a pavilion which faced onto both the
polo maydan on the west and the racecourse to the east
(Fig. 57).

In general terms, the course is similar to the first course,
but it can be described rather as bottle-shaped. The sides
of the course diverge from the pavilion, and then there is
an S-bend after 1510 m. After the bend, the sides are
more nearly parallel with one another, and there is a
straight of 2200 m before the curve. The dimensions of
the track are virtually identical to the first course: the
track is 80 m wide, and 10,500 m in length.

Although, in 1989, it was only possible to trace the
beginning of the course and parts of the curve at the far
end, much of the remainder having been ploughed up,

the complete plan was visible as late as 1968, in the
CORONA imagery used dating from that year.557

Course 3: The Cloverleaf
The Cloverleaf lies approximately 1 km to the north of
the Congregational Mosque of al-Mutawakkil, and to the
southeast of the Dar al-Khilafa (Fig. 42).558 The western
side is cut by the modem road from Samarra to al-Dur,
and from that road, a recent raised earth road runs due
east across the southern part of the site.559The State
Drug Industries pharmaceutical factory was built in the
1950s clear of the site to the south. The site has not
otherwise been built over, but at the time of writing
there is a certain amount of cultivation on the east and
north sides, and the site is being used for the dumping of
rubbish. In the 1940s, a number of gypsum kilns were
built on the site, with associated excavations, but these
have since been abandoned.

The plan consists of four circles, joined together by a
central cross (Fig. 68, Fig. 69). The inner and outer lines
of these circles delineate a continuous track of approxi­
mately regular width, over most of its length 78 m, but
reducing to 69 m at points. The length of this continuous
circuit, if taken as the centre-line of the course, is
approximately 5310 m. It is uncertain which line is most
appropriate for measuring the length, for there is a
substantial difference in the length of the course
between the inside and outside of the curve. 560

The surviving trace of the layout is defined by a low
mound up to about 50 em high, in which the trace of a
wall of earth 1.46 m wide is clearly visible. On the side
towards the city, there is a gap of 180 m in the outer
wall, which may have been an entrance for horses. There
are also four symmetrical entrances where the outer wall
closest approaches the centre point, and which would
give access to the centre.

The tighter right-angle comers at the centre point leave a
central diamond 47 m across. The central diamond is
walled by a continuation of the earth walls of the course,
and a platform formed by infilling with earth. It survives
to a greater height, approximately 1.2 m above the
surrounding terrain, which may give some indication of
the original height of the course walls.

In the centre of the diamond, there are traces of fired
brick from a structure. The robber trenches left by later
removal of the bricks delineate the approximate plan of a
9-roomed structure 18 m square, each room 5 m square.

553 Rogers 1970 and Susa 1948-9 incorrectly report Qazwlnl as attributing Tell al-Makharr to al-Mutawakkil.
554 Qazwtni, 42: Herzfeld 1948, 131.
555 Diwdn Ibn al-Mu 'ta:z: ed. Samarra'r, I, 476-7. See also I, 571.
556 Susa 1948-9, 71.
557 Image 0072-062, dated March 1968.
558 Site no. Yl.

559 These roads are not shown on the plans or the available air photographs, which are of older date.
560 The length of the inside line is 470 I m.
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Most probably, this was a small pavilion (Fig. 69). The
track is well designed for viewing from this central point,
and Herzfeld thought the fired brick structure definitely a
pavilion.v'

At the points of the diamond, there are rectangular
depressions approximately 10m long and 7 m wide. On
the north and east sides a rectangular block, 6 x 2.5 m, is
visible in the centre of these depressions. On the other
two sides, the remains are not clear enough. One might
speculate that the four plinths carried monumental
markers.

The striking geometrical layout of the complex is the
product of quite a simple design: four circles described
upon the points of a cross. First, a cross of 657 m was
set out, then four circles of 159 m were described on the
points of the cross to give the inner line, and the track
width of 78 m added. The remainder is a straightforward
linkage of the circles into a continuous track.

One further remark needs to be made: inside the north­
western circle, there is the trace of another curve, with a
similar width of track (Fig. 63). This is not part of the
design of the Cloverleaf, for the walls of the track cut it
off. One must suppose that it belongs to an earlier design.

Herzfeld briefly treated this structure in his Geschichte
der Stadt Samarra, and called it a 'kleeblattformige
Rennbahn'.562 This view has always been held by Iraqi
authors.v-' Rogers doubted the identification because he
could see no entrance.v-' Considering that the principal
feature is a four-looped walled space of regular width, it
is clear that Herzfeld was right, and the site was a
racetrack.

An overall view of the evidence

Courses 1 to 3 have an internal sequence; there are four
points, where the tracks of the Tell al-'Atrq course and
the second, bottle-shaped course, intersect. It is apparent
from the air photography that at all four, it is the walls of
Course 2 which continue, and those of the Tell al-'AIlq
course have been cut, though their line is still visible.
The bottle-shaped course is thus later than the Tell al-
eAIlq course, which must have gone out of use before, or
at the time the second course was constructed. The
Cloverleaf also overlies this first course, for the western
track has entirely disappeared in this area, and the eastern
track has been cut for the construction of the Cloverleaf.
The Tell al-'Allq track was thus built first. It cannot be
determined which of the remaining two predates the
other, as there is no connection between them; it is quite

possible that they were both in use at the same time,
while the Tell al-'Allq track was abandoned.

The Tell al-'AIlq course is linked with the main city by the
triangular enclosure. Although Qazwtni attributes Nosebag
Hill (Tell al-Makhali) to the reign of al-Mu'tasim
(218/833-227/842), this cannot be right, as it implies that
al-Hayr was never used for its original purpose as a game
reserve; rather the attribution by YaqOt of al-Tall to al­
Mutawakkil (232/847-247/861) is more probable.

The bottle-shaped course is linked to the Dar al-Khilafa,
and seems to belong to the phase of construction which
added the east end complex composed of the Small
Serdab, the polo maydan and stables, for the trapezoidal
plan of the maydan is oriented both to Racecourse 2 and
the alignment of the Esplanade (Fig. 57).

The Cloverleaf also relates to the Abbasid city, by virtue
of the way in which the urban area to the west is built in
a curve to adapt to it. As suggested earlier, probably the
empty compounds adjacent were intended for the
functioning of the racecourse. This quarter appears to be
contemporary with, or to postdate, the Congregational
Mosque of al-Mutawakkil, built between 234/848-9 and
237/852 (cf. Chapter 5, p. 127). The course then was
probably built during the reign of al-Mutawakkil
(232/847-247/861), at a later date than Course 1 and
Tell al-'Alrq.

There is evidence of four different courses at Samarra,
and they represent three different types of course: the
out-and-back course from a single point, the continuous
course in the form of a cloverleaf, and a point-to-point
course (see Course 4, in the appendix to this chapter).
Courses 1 and 4 were in use during the earlier period of
Samarra, and Courses 2 and 3 during the later period,
and these were never built over. The first three seem to
be all related to a single distance measurement of about
10.5 km, and the fourth could originally have been of
this length. The Cloverleaf (5.3 km) seems to be half the
length of Courses I and 2, and one would have to
complete two circuits to achieve the same distance.

There are only a few references in the texts to racing
actually at Samarra. In 232/847, shortly before the death
of al-Wathiq, the Caliph was approached by Ahmad b.
AbI Du'ad on what is described as "the racing day" (ja­
lammii kana yawm al-halba...).565 In 256/870, in the
course of the disturbances which resulted in the death of
al-Muhtadl:

"Abu Nasr b. Bugha ... camped in al-Hayr, close
to the site of the races ial-halba)."566

561 Herzfeld 1968,21-2.
562 Herzfeld 1948, taf. xxiiib; also 1968, 21-2.
563 Susa 1948-9, 116-22; Alust 1964; Samarra'r, Y., 1968, I, 247-55.
564 Rogers 1970.
565 Al-Tabart, III, 1372.
566 AI-TabarI, III, 1824.
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There is a famous qastda of Buhturl celebrating the
victory of al-Mutawakkil in the races: it is dated
246/858.567 Like much madh poetry, it lacks informative
detail: nevertheless there is one detail confirming the
character of the racecourses of Samarra, that the course
was walled in some way: ...stir al-rijiilu shurufan li­
siiriha " ...the men were watching at its wall." It is not
explicit whether we are to imagine that the spectators
are sitting on or standing at the wall of the course, or
that they are ringing a victory enclosure, a feature not so
far found with certainty at Samarra, but mentioned in the
Umayyad period.w

At Samarra, the racecourses are placed outside the city in
the steppe, or were at the time that they were built. A
similar situation can be recognised in the textual sources
on early Baghdad. Although al-Ya'qubr's 3rd/9th century
description of Baghdad has no reference to the races, later
sources contain memories of a racecourse, although by
that time horse-racing may have been no longer practised.
There was a site outside the east wall called al-Halba. Ibn
Jubayr in 581/1185 calls the gate adjacent to it the Bab al­
Halba.v" The manzarat al-halba (the belvedere of the
races) was next to the gate; one might suppose this was a
mound or a raised pavilion similar to Tell al- 'AIIq. In these
later times the site was used for polo, as during the visit of
the Saljuq Sultan Malikshah in 479/1086, but the name
suggests that it had originally been used for racing.v" In
466/1 073-4, during floods, the Friday prayers were held at
the halba, and in 480/1 087-8, a fire at the halba destroyed
stocks of wood for firing the brick kilns.>"

The only other case where a similar racecourse to those at
Samarra may be recognised is at Raqqa, where an out­
and-back course similar to those at Samarra was built
with its start point located outside the palace attributed to
Hartin al-Rashtd (Fig. 111).572

THE DEVELOPMENT OF AL-J.IAYR

Al-Hayr was evidently laid out at the time of al-Mu'tasim
as the principal game reserve. The references in the texts
of the wall of al-Hayr and al-Mu'tasim's ruling forbidding
the expansion of the city in that direction, show the
importance of hunting for the caliph.v"

Al-Hayr was one of four game reserves at Samarra. The
first was the game reserve north of the Nahr al-Rasast,
originally built in late Sasanian times, and rebuilt .
probably for al-Mutawakkiliyya in 245/859 (S3, FIg.
28). The remaining two were those at al-I~tab~at and al­
Musharral)at (Figs 82, 85, see Chapter 9), which
succeeded al-Hayr after its abandonment. These reserves
follow much the same plan, a large walled area with a
series of gates. In the case of S3, the wall is double, and
Tell al-Banat may be a viewing platform for the caliph
(Fig. 30). In the case of al-Musharral)at, there is a basin,
hunting palace, and extensive installations for the
huntsmen around a large square (Fig. 89, Fig. 90).

The type of hunting practised there descended from the
hunting parks of ancient Mesopotamia, such as those
discovered by the Greeks under Xenophon in 401 Be. In
the Sasanian period, the type of hunting is well
represented in the Taq-i Bustan at Kirmanshah in Iran,
attributed to Khusraw Parviz (AD 598-628), where two
reliefs on the side-walls represent a hunt for boar in a
marsh inside a reserve, and a hunt for deer, where the
deer are released from three compounds to be killed by
the king within a larger enclosure with musicians
playing.v- In both cases, the enclosure is represented by
a net, whereas in Samarra the wall is of coursed earth.t"
When Dastagird was sacked in 628 by Heraclius,
according to Theophanes a 'paradise' was found where
there were gazelles, wild asses (onagers), peacocks,
pheasants, lions and tigers.F" This list is similar to,
though wider than, the list quoted above by al-Ya'qubt
for Samarra. The practices of Khusraw Parviz were
particularly close to those of the Abbasid caliphs; the
reserve S3 existed in his time.

There was also a reserve in Baghdad, from which
animals were brought in 305/917-18 for presentation to
the Byzantine ambassadors (hayr al-wu/:1ush).577
According to Ibn al-Jawzt, "There birds of all kinds
were collected together; nor were gazelles, wild cows,
wild donkeys, ostriches and camels absent. He made all
kinds of breeding experiments. When it was reported to
him that a water-bird had mated with a land-bird and
had laid eggs he gave 100 dlnars to the informant."578 In
the court budget of al-Mu'tadid, dated approximately
280/893, the huntsmen are stated to cost 2500 dtnars per

567 Al-Buhturl, Diwdn, Qaslda 413. The mafia' (opening) is: ya husna mabdii al-khaylifi bukurihaltaluhu kal-anjumi fi dayjuriha.
568 Northedge 1990. The triangular enclosure to the north of Tell al-' Altq might have been used as the victory enclosure, but there

is no specific evidence to support this suggestion.
569 Ibn Jubayr, ed. Wright & de Goeje, 229. The gate was the one otherwise called the Bab al-Tilisrn.
570 Le Strange 1900,292-3.
571 Makdisi 1959,289, 291. Cf. also al-sutr, Awriiq, 86, 106 for references dating to the 320s/930s.
572 E12, s.v. Rakka. See also Heidemann & Becker 2003.
573 Al-Baladhuri, 297; al-Hamadhant, 90.
574 Sarre & Herzfeld 1910,206-12, taf. xxxviii-xxxix; Fukai & Horiuchi 1972.
si: It may be that the depiction of the enclosure as a net is a stylised tradition, cf. the depiction of the enclosure as a net in the

paintings of the hunt at Qusayr 'Amra.
576 Sarre & Herzfeld 1911, II, 89.
577 Lassner 1970a, 89.
578 Ibn al-Jawzt, fo1. 64b. as quoted in Mez 1922.
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month.vv 1n the version of 'Ali b. 'Isa (306/918), there
is an item "for the feeding of the animals, birds and wild
animals", but it is not separately calculated.v?
According to Miskawayh, the game in the Hayr at
Baghdad were slaughtered during disturbances in
315/925-6.581 It is not known whether the Hayr was
repopulated with new animals later.

Nevertheless, the construction of two Musallas and
three racecourses in al-Hayr, seems incompatible with a
reserve destined for wild animals. In addition, there are
a number of mentions of military movements in al­
Hayr, and other journeys across it, particularly in the
period 255/869-256/870.582 The explanation seems to
be that al-Hayr was abandoned as a game reserve, and
that it was replaced by the two palaces of the south, al-

Istablat and al-Musharrahat, identified as al-tArus and
al-Shah, both of which possess game reserves.
According to one source, al-tArus was built in
235/849-50,583 and certainly before 240/854-5.
Therefore, the abandonment of al-Hayr as a game
reserve is to be assigned, at the latest, to early in the
reign of al-Mutawakkil. It is possible that the construc­
tion of Racecourse 1 preceded the abandonment, for the
story of Ahmad b. AbI Du'ad on the racing day took
place in 232/847, but the public invasion implied by the
racing would have soon disorganised the hunting
reserve. The population expansion that took place at
this time was the real reason for the abandonment. After
that point, al-Hayr was used for horseracing, for the
festival prayers, and was also the site of a battle in
256/870.584

If

,

-

Fig 69. Reconstruction ofthe CloverleafRacecourse.

579 Busse 1967, 26.
580 Hilal al-Sabt, L, Rusam, 23-4.
581 Miskawayh, I, 159. EF, S.v. al-l:Ia'ir.
582 Al-Tabart, 111,1708,1787,1807,1812,1817-18,1824,1828.
583 See pp. 200-7.
584 Al-TabarI, III, 1820-1.
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