
Afrin and Cyrrhestica in Roman Times (c. 
64 BC – 330 AD) 
I. Introduction: The Afrin Region in the Roman Era 
A. Defining the Geographical Context 

This report focuses on the historical region of Cyrrhestica, a significant district in northern 
Syria during the Roman period, which encompasses the modern Afrin Valley. In Roman 
antiquity, the Afrin Valley was known by the name Ufrenus.1 Cyrrhestica was strategically 
positioned between the plain of Antiochia ad Orontem (Antioch) to the west and the 
Euphrates River to the east. Its northern boundary was Commagene, while the desert 
stretched to its south.2 This territory covered areas that are part of the modern Syrian 
governorates of Idlib and Aleppo.2 

The principal urban center of Cyrrhestica, and a key focus of this study, is the city of Cyrrhus. 
Known today as Nebi Huri and also referred to by the name Khoros, Cyrrhus was situated near 
the Afrin River (identified as the Marsyas River in antiquity), a tributary of the Orontes.3 The 
city was located approximately 70 kilometers northwest of Aleppo, the Roman Beroea.3 While 
detailed information on other specific Roman settlements within the Afrin Valley itself is limited 
beyond its intrinsic connection to Cyrrhus, the valley undoubtedly formed an integral part of 
this Roman-controlled territory.1 

B. Chronological Framework: Roman Syria (c. 64 BC – 330 AD) 

The Roman era in Syria began with its annexation by Pompey the Great in 64 BC. This event 
followed the defeat of the declining Seleucid Kingdom and Tigranes the Great, King of 
Armenia, effectively bringing the region under Roman dominion.7 This report will examine the 
period from this annexation until approximately 330 AD. This later date marks the conventional 
transition towards the Early Byzantine period, notably characterized by the reign of 
Constantine I and the establishment of Constantinople as the new imperial capital.9 

During these nearly four centuries, Roman Syria underwent significant political, military, and 
cultural transformations. Key developments that shaped the region included the relative 
peace and stability of the Pax Romana, recurrent conflicts with the Parthian Empire and its 
successor, the Sasanian Empire, the gradual annexation of various client kingdoms, the 
impact of Jewish revolts in neighboring Judaea, the notable rise of the caravan city of 
Palmyra, and the slow but steady spread of Christianity throughout the province.9 

C. Report Objectives and Scope 

The objective of this report is to synthesize available archaeological and historical data 
derived from the provided source materials to construct a detailed and nuanced 



understanding of the Afrin region and the broader district of Cyrrhestica under Roman rule. 
The investigation will explore the administrative structures imposed by Rome, the nature and 
role of its military presence, the development of urban and rural infrastructure, prevailing 
economic activities, the composition of society, observable cultural interactions and 
syntheses, and the evolving religious landscape. 
The analysis will be strictly confined to the Roman period, defined as circa 64 BC to 330 AD. In 
accordance with explicit directives, this report will not address any historical events occurring 
after this timeframe, particularly the post-2010 conflict in Afrin. 

II. Cyrrhestica and the Afrin Valley: Integration into the 
Roman Provincial System 
A. Geographical and Strategic Significance of Cyrrhestica 

Cyrrhestica held considerable strategic importance within the Roman East due to its 
geographical placement. It functioned as a critical buffer zone and a militarized frontier area, 
particularly facing the Armenian Kingdom to its north and the formidable Parthian, and later 
Sasanian, empires to its east.1 The region's role as a defensive bulwark was a defining 
characteristic throughout the Roman period. 
The area was described as "quite heavily populated in the Hellenistic and Roman periods" 2, a 
testament to its agricultural productivity and the presence of established settlements. The 
geographer Strabo, writing in the early Roman Empire, noted that Commagene, the district 
immediately to the north of Cyrrhestica, was a "very fertile but small territory".13 This suggests 
a similar agricultural potential for Cyrrhestica, which was essential for sustaining its 
population and any stationed military forces. 
Cyrrhestica was not a rural backwater; it contained several important urban centers that 
underscored its developed character and its role in regional communication and economic 
networks. Among these cities were Cyrrhus itself, Batnae, Beroea (modern Aleppo), Birtha, 
Dura-Europus (though further east on the Euphrates), Hierapolis Bambyce, and Zeugma.2 
Zeugma, in particular, was a highly significant crossing point on the Euphrates River, 
channeling trade and military movements between Syria and Mesopotamia.13 

B. Roman Conquest and Initial Administrative Framework 

Prior to Roman intervention, the region of Cyrrhestica had been under the control of the 
Seleucid Empire for centuries, with a brief interlude of Armenian rule under Tigranes the Great 
in the 1st century BC. Roman dominion was established when General Pompey annexed Syria 
in 64 BC, incorporating Cyrrhestica into the expanding Roman state.3 

Initially, Cyrrhestica was administered as part of the large Roman province of Syria (Provincia 
Syria). As an imperial province, Syria was governed by a Legatus Augusti pro praetore, a 
high-ranking official appointed directly by the emperor.8 The sprawling city of Antioch on the 
Orontes served as the capital of this vast and strategically crucial province.8 Roman 
administrative policy in the East often favored a degree of indirect rule where feasible. 



Consequently, local Hellenized cities within Cyrrhestica, such as Beroea (Aleppo), likely 
retained considerable local autonomy. Rome generally did not impose its direct administration 
on the established Greek-speaking ruling classes in such urban centers, a pragmatic 
approach that facilitated governance and maintained stability.14 

C. Subsequent Administrative Reorganizations 

The administrative status of Cyrrhestica within the Roman Empire was not static; it evolved in 
response to changing strategic imperatives and imperial policies. 
Division of Syria (198 AD): A major reorganization occurred under Emperor Septimius 
Severus in 198 AD. The vast province of Syria was divided into two smaller provinces: Syria 
Coele (or Coele Syria, literally "Hollow Syria," though the term's origin might be an Aramaic 
word for "all Syria") to the north, and Syria Phoenice to the south.8 As a result of this division, 
Cyrrhestica, including its principal city Cyrrhus and the Afrin Valley, fell under the jurisdiction 
of Syria Coele. Antioch, the traditional provincial capital, continued as the metropolis of this 
new northern Syrian province.8 This administrative restructuring was, in part, a strategic 
measure by Severus to reduce the power concentrated in the hands of a single Syrian 
governor, particularly after the province had supported a rival claimant to the imperial throne, 
Pescennius Niger.8 

Formation of Euphratensis (c. 341 AD): A further significant administrative change occurred 
around the end of the period under review, or shortly thereafter. Sometime between 330 and 
350 AD, likely around 341 AD, the province of Augusta Euphratensis was established.8 This new 
province was carved out of the territory of Syria Coele, encompassing lands along the western 
bank of the Euphrates River. Crucially, Euphratensis explicitly included the territories of 
Commagene and Cyrrhestice.16 The capital of this new frontier province was designated as 
either Cyrrhus or Hierapolis Bambyce.16 

The administrative trajectory of Cyrrhestica, from being a district within the larger province of 
Syria to becoming a core component of the newly formed, strategically vital frontier province 
of Euphratensis—potentially with Cyrrhus itself serving as a provincial capital—indicates a 
growing recognition by the Roman central government of this specific area's critical 
importance. This heightened status was directly linked to the defense and administration of 
the eastern frontier, a concern that became increasingly acute as pressures from the 
Sasanian Empire intensified during the 3rd century and beyond.3 The shift from a broader 
provincial administration to a more granular, defense-oriented one in key border areas like 
Cyrrhestica reflects a deliberate Roman strategic adaptation to these persistent threats. 
D. The Afrin Valley (Ufrenus) within Roman Cyrrhestica 

The Afrin Valley, known in the preceding Seleucid era as Oinoparas (a name possibly 
suggesting viticulture), acquired the name Ufrenus during the Roman period.1 It is from this 
Roman appellation that its later vernacular names, including Afrin, are believed to derive. 
The valley was an integral geographical and administrative part of Roman Syria 1 and, by 
extension, of the district of Cyrrhestica. The city of Cyrrhus, the capital of Cyrrhestica, 
directly overlooked the Afrin River and its valley, underscoring the close relationship between 



the urban center and its agricultural hinterland.1 While specific Roman-era settlements within 
the valley (other than Cyrrhus situated on its periphery) are not extensively detailed in the 
available historical sources, its inherent fertility and its proximity to the major military and 
administrative center of Cyrrhus strongly suggest that it was an agriculturally significant area, 
firmly under Roman control and contributing to the sustenance of the region. 
The following table provides a chronological overview of the shifting administrative landscape 
that directly impacted Cyrrhestica and the Afrin Valley: 
Table 1: Chronology of Roman Administrative Changes Affecting Cyrrhestica 
Date/Period Administrative 

Unit 
(Cyrrhestica's 
Status) 

Larger Province Provincial 
Capital (of larger 
province) 

Key 
Imperial/Event 
Context 

c. 64 BC – 198 AD District within 
Provincia Syria 

Provincia Syria Antioch Annexation by 
Pompey; Early 
Roman Empire 

198 AD – c. 341 AD District within 
Syria Coele 

Syria Coele Antioch Division of Syria 
by Septimius 
Severus; 
Increased 
Sasanian pressure 
in 3rd century 

c. 341 AD onwards Core territory of 
Augusta 
Euphratensis 

Augusta 
Euphratensis 

Cyrrhus or 
Hierapolis 
Bambyce 

Reforms of 
Diocletian/Consta
ntine; Continued 
focus on eastern 
frontier defense 

Sources for table: 7 

III. Cyrrhus (Nebi Huri): A Pivotal Roman Center in 
Northern Syria 
A. Military Stronghold and Strategic Importance 

Cyrrhus, the capital of Cyrrhestica, functioned as a cornerstone of Roman military strategy in 
northern Syria for much of the period under review. 
Legionary Base: In the early 1st century AD, Cyrrhus served as a significant base for Roman 
legions. Historical records confirm that subunits (vexillationes) of the Legio X Fretensis were 
stationed in the city around 6 AD and were still present in 18 AD.3 The primary role of these 
legionary forces was to guard the vital trade and military corridor that ran from the Euphrates 
River crossing at Zeugma, through Cyrrhus, to Antioch, and further towards Alexandria near 



Issus on the Mediterranean coast.18 During its time in Syria, Legio X Fretensis also participated 
in military campaigns in Judaea under the command of Publius Sulpicius Quirinius, the 
governor of Syria.18 By 66 AD, at the outset of the First Jewish-Roman War, Legio X Fretensis 
had been transferred from Syria to Judaea, where it played a prominent role.18 

The departure of a full legion like Legio X Fretensis from Cyrrhus by the mid-1st century AD 
does not signify a diminution of the city's strategic value. Instead, it likely reflects broader 
shifts in Roman strategic priorities or troop dispositions across the Eastern frontier. Cyrrhus 
undoubtedly remained a key military center.3 Its continued defense and garrisoning would 
have subsequently been managed by other legionary detachments or, more commonly, by 
auxiliary units (cohortes and alae). This was a standard Roman military practice for 
maintaining security in established frontier zones that were not designated as permanent 
headquarters for a full legion. The intense Sasanian attacks on Roman Syria during the 3rd 
century would have necessitated a strong and continuous military presence in strategically 
vital locations like Cyrrhus, regardless of whether a full legion was permanently quartered 
there. 
Strategic Position: Cyrrhus's geographical location was inherently strategic. It was ideally 
positioned for launching and supporting Roman military campaigns against the Armenian 
Kingdom to the north.1 Furthermore, it served as a crucial defensive outpost and staging area 
against incursions from the Parthian Empire and, from the 220s AD onwards, the more 
aggressive Sasanian Empire to the east.3 The city's location directly on the major east-west 
road connecting Antioch, the provincial capital and logistical hub of Roman Syria, to the 
critical Euphrates River crossing at Zeugma further cemented its military and logistical 
importance.3 

Fortifications and Development: The strategic significance of Cyrrhus is underscored by 
Roman investment in its defenses, particularly in response to escalating threats. Following 
damaging Sasanian attacks in the 3rd century AD, Cyrrhus became "a major point of strategic 
importance for the Romans, who would rapidly develop and fortify it".3 This statement 
indicates a period of significant Roman military construction and reinforcement of the city's 
defensive infrastructure during this era of heightened frontier warfare. Archaeological 
evidence confirms the presence of city fortifications 3, which would have been essential for its 
role as a military stronghold. 
B. Urban Development and Infrastructure 

Cyrrhus was not merely a military camp; it was a developed urban center with roots in the 
Hellenistic period, upon which Roman influence was superimposed. 
City Layout: Founded by Seleucus I Nicator around 300 BC, one of Alexander the Great's 
generals and the founder of the Seleucid Empire, Cyrrhus was initially laid out according to 
Hellenistic urban planning principles.3 Excavations have revealed a square city layout featuring 
a Hippodamian grid system of streets. This orderly plan appears to have persisted into later 
Islamic times.3 A prominent feature was a central main road, likely colonnaded, a 
characteristic element of Hellenistic cities in the East.3 A long cardo maximus, the principal 



north-south oriented street, traversed the entire town, forming its main axis.12 

Key Roman Structures: 
● Roman Bridges: Two well-preserved Roman bridges are located near Cyrrhus (Nebi 

Huri) and remain in working order.3 One of these is an imposing structure whose scale 
suggests it may have served a celebratory or monumental purpose in addition to its 
practical function, perhaps adorned with niches for statues that would greet travelers 
approaching the city.12 These bridges, likely constructed in the 2nd or 3rd century AD, 
exhibit typical Roman engineering techniques, such as boat-shaped cutwaters on the 
piers and paving with large flat stones.12 

● Theatre: Cyrrhus boasted a substantial Roman theatre, with a diameter of 
approximately 115 meters. This made it one of the largest theatres in Roman Syria, 
second only to the one at Bosra.3 The size of the theatre is a strong indicator of a 
considerable urban population or a large garrison that it was intended to serve.12 The 
theatre and its adjoining buildings displayed evidence of rich decoration, including the 
use of imported stones from as far as Greece and Egypt.12 This significant public 
monument likely dates to the 2nd century AD.19 

● Hexagonal Tower Tomb (Nebi Huri Mausoleum): A distinctive and well-preserved 
Roman-era funerary monument is the hexagonal tower tomb located at Nebi Huri, the 
site of ancient Cyrrhus. Dated to the 2nd or 3rd century AD, it is believed to be the 
mausoleum of a Roman military commander.12 Its hexagonal plan is noted by observers 
as unusual for isolated ancient funerary buildings of the period, which more commonly 
featured orthogonal or octagonal designs.12 This tomb was later incorporated into the 
Mosque of Prophet Huri.4 

● Aqueduct(s): The provision of water was essential for any Roman city, especially one 
with a military garrison. Theodoret, writing in the 5th century, recorded his efforts in 
constructing or restoring an aqueduct for Cyrrhus, which he described as lacking a 
regular water supply at that later time.23 Livius.org also mentions Theodoret's 
restoration of an aqueduct.19 While these accounts pertain to a period beyond the 
primary focus of this report (post-330 AD), they imply that any earlier Roman water 
system may have become insufficient or had fallen into disrepair. Cyrrhus, situated near 
the Afrin River 3 and in what was described as a "rich agricultural area" 4, would have 
required a substantial and reliable water supply for its population and military needs 
throughout the Roman period (64 BC - 330 AD). Although direct archaeological 
evidence for a large-scale aqueduct within this specific timeframe is not explicitly 
detailed in the provided sources, the use of qanat systems (subterranean water 
channels) was known in Roman Syria and could have been employed.25 

● Other Fortifications and Public Buildings: Beyond the city walls, the existence of 
which is implied by the city's military role and by references to structures outside them 
12, archaeological work has identified foundations of a Basilica church (the dating of 
which is likely late Roman or early Byzantine, though its foundations could potentially be 
earlier) and other city fortifications.3 



While some archaeological interpretations lean towards Cyrrhus being "mainly a military one," 
citing the apparent lack of an imposing central forum often found in major civilian Roman 
cities 12, the collective evidence paints a more complex picture. The presence of a very large 
theatre, colonnaded streets, the city's ability to mint its own coinage 3, and the discovery of 
fine mosaics in private residential contexts 4 all point to a significant level of Romanized urban 
life and sophisticated civic infrastructure that extended beyond purely utilitarian military 
functions. This suggests an urban environment designed not only for soldiers but also for a 
settled population that included veterans, families of military personnel, merchants, local 
elites involved in administration, and those providing services to the garrison and the city. 
Cyrrhus, therefore, likely functioned as a hybrid city where military necessities were 
paramount but were complemented by a vibrant urban culture and amenities characteristic of 
Roman provincial life. This pattern of military presence acting as a catalyst for urban 
development and Romanization was common in many frontier provinces of the Empire. 
C. Commercial and Economic Activity 

Cyrrhus was not only a military bastion but also a notable commercial and economic center, 
largely due to its strategic location and administrative functions. 
Trade Route Nexus: The city's position directly on the major overland trade route linking 
Antioch, the great metropolis of Roman Syria, to the Euphrates River crossing at Zeugma was 
a primary driver of its commercial importance.3 This route was a vital conduit for goods and 
cultural exchange between the Mediterranean world, Syria, Mesopotamia, and potentially 
regions further east along the Silk Road. 
Coinage: Cyrrhus possessed the authority to mint its own coinage during the Roman period. 
Discoveries include provincial bronze coins issued under Roman emperors such as Marcus 
Aurelius (reigned 161-180 AD).3 The minting of currency signifies a degree of economic 
autonomy and underscores the city's role as an important center for regional commerce and 
financial transactions. 
The strong and enduring military presence in Cyrrhus would have inevitably acted as a 
significant economic stimulus for the city and its surrounding region. Legions and auxiliary 
units were large consumers, requiring vast quantities of supplies, including foodstuffs, raw 
materials for equipment, and various services. These needs would have been met through a 
combination of local production from Cyrrhestica's agricultural hinterland and goods brought 
in via the established trade networks. The strategic road system, essential for rapid military 
movement and communication, simultaneously facilitated the flow of commercial traffic. Thus, 
the military and commercial aspects of Cyrrhus were likely in a symbiotic relationship, 
mutually reinforcing each other and contributing to a dynamic local economy capable of 
supporting both a substantial garrison and a thriving civilian population. 

IV. Economic Landscape of Roman Afrin and 
Cyrrhestica 



A. Agricultural Base 

The economy of Cyrrhestica, including the Afrin Valley, was fundamentally rooted in 
agriculture, benefiting from the region's fertile lands. 
Regional Fertility: Cyrrhus itself was situated in a "rich agricultural area".4 The geographer 
Strabo characterized Commagene, the district immediately to the north, as "very fertile".13 
These descriptions imply that agriculture was a primary economic activity throughout the 
district of Cyrrhestica, supporting its relatively dense population and urban centers. 
Olive Cultivation: The olive tree is deeply symbolic of the Afrin region, with a history of 
cultivation that may extend back as far as 4,000 years.1 While specific archaeological 
evidence for the scale of olive oil production in the Afrin Valley or Cyrrhestica precisely during 
the Roman period (pre-330 AD) is not explicitly detailed in the provided sources—indeed, one 
source notes a general deficiency in excavated oil facilities with precise dating for some 
Levantine regions 27—the general importance of olive oil in the Roman economy 28 and 
specifically in Syria-Palestine 27 is well-established. Coupled with the long local history of olive 
growing, it is highly probable that olive cultivation and oil production were significant 
components of the regional economy. Roman administrative efforts to expand farmed areas in 
the Syrian province, mentioned in the context of Cyrrhus 12, would likely have encouraged the 
cultivation of valuable cash crops such as olives. 
The confluence of factors – an ancient tradition of olive cultivation in the Afrin area 6, the 
recognized fertility of Cyrrhestica 4, Roman policies promoting agricultural expansion 12, and 
the substantial demand for olive oil as a staple commodity in the Roman world for food, 
lighting, and hygiene 28 – strongly suggests that olive oil from the Afrin Valley and broader 
Cyrrhestica was a key agricultural product. This oil would have supplied local needs, including 
the considerable requirements of the military garrison at Cyrrhus, and was potentially a 
significant item in regional trade networks, even if direct archaeological evidence of 
large-scale industrial presses for this specific period and sub-region is not explicitly provided 
in the current dataset. 
Other Agricultural Products: Besides olives, other agricultural products were likely 
cultivated. The Seleucid-era name for the Afrin area, Oinoparas 1, has been interpreted by 
some as suggesting "wine-producing," hinting at viticulture as another established 
agricultural activity. Cereals, essential for sustenance, would also have been a primary crop. 
B. Local Industries and Resources 

Beyond agriculture, several local industries and resources contributed to the economy of 
Roman Cyrrhestica. 
Coin Minting: As previously noted, the city of Cyrrhus had the authority to mint its own 
bronze coinage.3 Beroea (Aleppo), another important city within Cyrrhestica, also issued its 
own coins during the Roman period.29 This activity represents a specialized local industry 
indicative of urban economic sophistication. 
Pottery and Construction Materials: The construction and maintenance of a major urban 



and military center like Cyrrhus, along with its extensive infrastructure (walls, public buildings, 
roads, bridges), would have necessitated the local production of essential materials such as 
bricks, tiles, and various forms of ceramics. Oil lamps, ubiquitous items for lighting in the 
Roman world, were commonly produced in local workshops across the Empire using molds, 
and this was likely the case in Syrian cities as well.30 

Glassblowing: While not specific to Afrin or Cyrrhus in the provided texts, the revolutionary 
invention of glassblowing by craftsmen in the Near East around 50 BC had a profound impact 
on the glassmaking industry.7 This new, faster, and cheaper process enabled the mass 
production of utilitarian glass vessels and allowed for greater artistic flexibility. This 
technology would have been available and utilized in the workshops of Roman Syria, 
contributing to local and regional markets. 
C. Trade and Commerce 

Cyrrhestica, with its network of cities including Cyrrhus, Beroea, and the crucial Euphrates 
port of Zeugma, was well-integrated into the vibrant regional and inter-regional trade 
networks of the Roman East.2 

The Antioch-Zeugma road, which passed directly through or near Cyrrhus, was a strategic 
artery of paramount importance. It facilitated not only military movements but also substantial 
commercial traffic, effectively linking the Mediterranean coastal regions and the Syrian interior 
with Mesopotamia and the trade routes extending further east.3 

Goods traded through and from the region likely included agricultural surpluses produced 
locally, such as olive oil, wine, and grain. In return, imported items would have catered to the 
needs of both the military garrisons and the civilian population. These could have included 
metals, fine marble for construction and decoration (as seen in the theatre at Cyrrhus 12), and 
various luxury goods from across the Empire and beyond.28 The Roman state exercised 
control over trade through taxation and the regulation of markets. The practice of stamping 
goods such as pottery, amphorae, and metal ingots helped to control commerce, provide 
product guarantees, and prevent fraud.28 

V. Society, Culture, and Religion in Roman Cyrrhestica 
A. Population and Demographics 

During the Roman period, Cyrrhestica was described as "quite heavily populated" 2, indicative 
of a thriving region. Broader demographic estimates for "Greater Syria" suggest a population 
of approximately 4.3 million in 14 AD, which grew to around 4.8 million by 164 AD, 
accompanied by a notable population density.31 

The societal fabric of Cyrrhestica was likely diverse, comprising several distinct groups: 
● Indigenous Syrian/Aramean People: These were the descendants of the ancient 

Aramean populations who had inhabited the land for centuries, speaking Aramaic or its 
local Syriac dialects.32 They would have formed the bedrock of the rural population and 
a significant component of the urban centers. 



● Hellenized Urban Populations: Cities like Cyrrhus and Beroea had been founded or 
significantly developed during the Seleucid era and were settled by Greek colonists or 
Macedonians.7 Their descendants formed a Greek-speaking urban elite that often 
continued to play a role in local administration even under Roman rule. 

● Roman Military Personnel: The stationing of Roman legions (like Legio X Fretensis 
initially) and auxiliary units in garrisons such as Cyrrhus brought Roman citizens and 
recruits from various parts of the Empire to the region.3 Over time, veterans often 
settled in the areas where they had served, contributing to the demographic mix and 
Romanization. 

● Traders and Merchants: The commercial importance of cities like Cyrrhus would have 
attracted traders, merchants, and artisans from different cultural backgrounds, further 
diversifying the population. 

B. Romanization and Cultural Synthesis 

The establishment of Roman rule initiated processes of Romanization in Cyrrhestica. This 
involved the introduction and adoption of the Latin language, particularly in military, 
administrative, and legal contexts, the application of Roman law, and the establishment of 
typically Roman institutions. Examples include public baths, which were a hallmark of Roman 
urban life (Theodoret's later efforts in the 5th century to build or restore baths in Cyrrhus 
suggest their established value 23), the imperial cult, which promoted loyalty to the emperor 
and the state, and possibly public entertainments like gladiatorial games, although specific 
evidence for the latter in Cyrrhus is not provided in the sources. 
However, Romanization in the Eastern provinces, especially in regions like Cyrrhestica with 
deeply entrenched pre-existing Hellenistic cultures, was rarely a simple process of cultural 
replacement. Instead, it was more often characterized by acculturation and synthesis, where 
Roman elements were adopted and adapted alongside enduring local traditions.33 The Greek 
language and Hellenistic urban traditions, such as the Hippodamian grid plan for cities, 
remained strong and influential.3 Simultaneously, local Semitic languages, primarily Aramaic 
and its Syriac dialect, would have persisted among the indigenous majority of the population, 
particularly in rural areas and within local communities in the cities. 
The architectural decoration observed in Cyrrhus provides a tangible example of this cultural 
interplay. The noted lack of human and animal figural reliefs in some contexts 12, despite the 
general Roman penchant for such representations, may suggest a local adaptation or 
interpretation of Greco-Roman artistic norms. This could have been influenced by Eastern 
(e.g., Parthian or Sasanian) aniconic or stylized artistic traditions, or perhaps by local Semitic 
religious or cultural preferences that were less inclined towards figural representation in 
certain contexts. 
The society in Roman Cyrrhestica was thus likely characterized by multiple, overlapping 
cultural layers: the foundational indigenous Semitic (Aramean/Syrian) culture, the deeply 
embedded Hellenistic Greek culture inherited from the Seleucid period, and the 
superimposed Roman culture brought by conquest and administration. Individuals and 
communities would have navigated these various cultural influences, leading to unique and 



syncretic cultural expressions in language, art, religious practices, and daily life. This was not 
a straightforward scenario of Roman culture supplanting Greek or Syrian traditions, but rather 
a more complex and dynamic interaction where different cultural elements coexisted, 
influenced each other, and were selectively adopted and transformed. 
C. Religious Life (pre-330 AD) 

The Roman period in Cyrrhestica was a time of significant religious activity and gradual 
transformation, encompassing traditional pagan cults and the emergence of Christianity. 
Pagan Cults: Throughout the early to mid-Roman period, the worship of traditional 
Greco-Roman deities alongside local Semitic gods was prevalent. 

● In Cyrrhus itself, there is evidence indicating the worship of Zeus, the paramount deity 
of the Greco-Roman pantheon, and Athena, the goddess of wisdom and warfare 
(Roman Minerva).3 It is believed that a temple dedicated to Zeus stood on a mountain 
adjacent to the city.3 The worship of Zeus in Syria often involved syncretism with 
powerful local storm gods, such as Baalshamin or Hadad. 

● The broader religious landscape of Roman Syria was rich and varied, featuring a 
multitude of local cults. These indigenous deities and their rituals often syncretized with 
Greco-Roman counterparts, creating unique local expressions of religious belief and 
practice.35 Mystery cults, some of Greek origin and others from further east, also found 
adherents in the Roman Empire, offering more personal and initiatory forms of religious 
experience.36 

Emergence of Christianity: 
● The seeds of Christianity were sown in Syria during the 1st century AD, notably through 

the missionary activities of figures like Saint Paul.9 

● By the 4th century AD, marking the latter part of the period covered by this report, 
Cyrrhus had developed into an important center for the burgeoning Christian faith, to 
the extent that it had its own bishop.1 A significant indicator of this is the attendance of 
a bishop from Cyrrhus at the pivotal First Council of Nicaea in 325 AD.19 

● While the full flourishing of distinctive Christian phenomena such as widespread martyr 
cults (like that of Saints Cosmas and Damian, who were later strongly associated with 
Cyrrhus 3) and organized monasticism 9 in the region is more characteristic of the later 
Roman (often termed Early Byzantine) period (4th-5th centuries onwards), the 
foundations for these developments were undoubtedly laid within the timeframe of this 
report (pre-330 AD). For instance, the Qaziqli Shrine near Afrin, possibly linked to the 
ascetic practices of Stylite monks, reflects later Christian traditions, as Stylitism itself 
primarily gained prominence from the 5th century AD onwards.9 

The Roman period in Cyrrhestica, therefore, witnessed a gradual but profound religious shift. 
Initially dominated by a diverse array of pagan cults – both imported Greco-Roman and 
deeply rooted local Semitic traditions – the region experienced the steady growth and 
increasing organization of Christian communities. The establishment of Cyrrhus as an 
episcopal see by the early 4th century demonstrates that Christianity was by then a 
significant and structured religious presence. This implies a preceding period, spanning the 



1st to 3rd centuries AD, characterized by religious coexistence and, undoubtedly, competition 
between the established pagan cults and the nascent Christian faith, before Christianity 
gained imperial favor under Constantine and his successors. 

VI. Archaeological Footprints of Roman Presence 
A. Key Archaeological Sites and Discoveries in Cyrrhus (Nebi Huri) 

The ancient city of Cyrrhus (Nebi Huri) is the most significant archaeological site for 
understanding Roman presence in the immediate Afrin region. Excavations and surveys have 
revealed substantial evidence of its Roman-era occupation and development. 

● Urban Layout and Major Structures: As detailed previously (Section III.B), 
archaeological work, including that by the Lebanese Syrian Archaeological Mission of 
Cyrrhus, has uncovered the city's Hellenistic grid plan and its colonnaded main street. 
Key Roman infrastructural elements identified include the two well-preserved Roman 
bridges near the city, the large Roman theatre, foundations of a Basilica church (likely 
dating to the late Roman or early Byzantine period, though its earliest phase could fall 
within our timeframe), and remnants of the city's fortifications.3 

● Roman House with Mosaics and Wall Paintings: A significant discovery by 
archaeological expeditions in Cyrrhus is a Roman house adorned with intricate mosaics 
and wall paintings.4 These decorative elements date to the end of the 2nd century or 
the beginning of the 3rd century AD. The quality of these finds points to a degree of 
domestic luxury and the adoption of Roman artistic tastes among the city's wealthier 
inhabitants or officials. For conservation purposes, two major mosaic panels from this 
house were carefully removed and transferred to the Archaeological Museum of 
Aleppo.4 

● The Hexagonal Tower Tomb (Nebi Huri Mausoleum): This prominent Roman-era 
funerary monument, dated to the 2nd or 3rd century AD, is a key archaeological feature 
at Nebi Huri.3 Believed to be the tomb of a Roman military commander 22, its unique 
hexagonal design has drawn particular attention from architectural historians.12 

● Inscriptions: While the provided sources do not offer extensive transcriptions of 
Roman-period inscriptions specifically from Cyrrhus, their existence is noted. For 
example, reference is made to "inscriptions found in tombs outside Cyrrhus".12 A later 
inscription from the reign of Justinian (6th century) is also mentioned.19 The significant 
Roman military presence and administrative functions in Cyrrhus would typically have 
generated a considerable amount of epigraphic evidence, such as milestones, building 
dedications, honorific inscriptions, and funerary stelae for soldiers and officials. The 
general value of inscriptions for understanding the organization of Hellenistic cities in 
the broader region, like nearby Antioch, is also highlighted.38 

B. Archaeological Sites in the Broader Afrin Valley and Cyrrhestica 

Beyond Cyrrhus itself, other sites in the Afrin Valley and the wider Cyrrhestica region bear 



witness to ancient occupation, though Roman-era details are less prominent in the provided 
materials for these specific locations. 

● Ain Dara: Situated approximately 8 kilometers south of the modern town of Afrin, Ain 
Dara is primarily renowned for its impressive Syro-Hittite temple complex, which dates 
from circa 1300 BC to 740 BC.1 While the main monumental phase of Ain Dara 
significantly predates Roman rule, the site is reported to have remained occupied until 
the Ottoman period.39 The available sources do not provide specific details about 
Roman-era structures or finds at Ain Dara itself. Therefore, its precise role during the 
Roman period remains unclear from this dataset, beyond its likely status as a local 
settlement within the Roman-controlled territory of the Afrin Valley. 

● Afrin Stele: A Luwian hieroglyphic stele, dating to the 9th or 8th century BC, was 
discovered northwest of the modern city of Afrin.1 Like Ain Dara, this find predates the 
Roman period but serves as an indicator of ancient settlement and cultural activity 
within the valley. 

● Other Sites in Cyrrhestica: The district of Cyrrhestica was home to numerous other 
important ancient cities, including Beroea (Aleppo), Hierapolis Bambyce, and Zeugma.2 
Each of these cities possesses its own rich Roman archaeological record, though a 
detailed examination of these falls outside the specific focus of this report on the Afrin 
area and Cyrrhus. 

● "Dead Cities": It is noteworthy that Cyrrhus is located just to the north of the region 
famed for the "Dead Cities" (or Ancient Villages of Northern Syria).19 This remarkable 
ensemble of well-preserved late Roman and Byzantine settlements is situated in the 
Limestone Massif of northwestern Syria. While many of these villages reached their 
peak prosperity slightly later than the 330 AD cutoff of this report, their early phases 
often extend into the late Roman period. These sites collectively demonstrate the 
region's agricultural prosperity, particularly derived from olive oil production, and the 
vibrancy of rural and semi-urban life in Roman and early Byzantine Syria.27 

C. Overall Archaeological Character 

The archaeology of Cyrrhus reveals a city with strong Hellenistic foundations that underwent 
substantial and transformative Roman development. This is particularly evident in its military 
architecture and public infrastructure. The discovery of sophisticated domestic architecture, 
such as the Roman house with high-quality mosaics, indicates a considerable level of wealth 
and the adoption of Romanized lifestyles among at least a segment of its inhabitants. 
The broader region of Cyrrhestica was characterized by a dense network of urban centers, 
supported by a well-developed agricultural hinterland. The archaeological evidence, though 
more concentrated on Cyrrhus in the provided sources, points to a region that was thoroughly 
integrated into the Roman provincial system and played a significant role in the military, 
economic, and cultural life of Roman Syria. 
The following table consolidates the key archaeological evidence for Roman presence, 
particularly in Cyrrhus, as derived from the provided sources: 
Table 2: Significant Roman-Era Archaeological Sites and Discoveries in the Afrin 



Region/Cyrrhestica (Focused on Cyrrhus) 
 
Site Name 
(Location) 

Structure/Find 
Type 

Date (Roman 
Period) 

Key 
Features/Signific
ance 

Relevant 
Source(s) 

Cyrrhus (Nebi 
Huri) 

Urban Layout 
(Grid Plan, 
Colonnaded 
Street) 

Hellenistic, Roman 
continuity 

Hippodamian grid, 
central main road; 
typical of 
Hellenistic East, 
maintained in 
Roman era. 

3 

Cyrrhus (Nebi 
Huri) 

Two Roman 
Bridges 

2nd-3rd Century 
AD (likely) 

Well-preserved, 
typical Roman 
engineering 
(boat-shaped 
piers); one 
imposing, possibly 
celebratory. 

3 

Cyrrhus (Nebi 
Huri) 

Roman Theatre c. 2nd Century AD Large (115m 
diameter), richly 
decorated with 
imported stone; 
indicative of large 
population/garriso
n. 

3 

Cyrrhus (Nebi 
Huri) 

Hexagonal Tower 
Tomb (Nebi Huri 
Mausoleum) 

2nd or 3rd 
Century AD 

Funerary 
monument, likely 
for a Roman 
military 
commander; 
unusual hexagonal 
design. 

12 

Cyrrhus (Nebi 
Huri) 

Roman House with 
Mosaics & Wall 
Paintings 

Late 2nd/Early 3rd 
Century AD 

Indicates 
domestic luxury 
and adoption of 
Roman artistic 
tastes among 
city's elite. 

4 

Cyrrhus (Nebi 
Huri) 

City Fortifications Roman period Walls and other 
defensive 
structures, 
developed 

3 



especially after 
3rd-century 
Sasanian attacks. 

Cyrrhus (Nebi 
Huri) 

Foundations of 
Basilica Church 

Late Roman / Early 
Byzantine 

Early Christian 
presence, 
foundations might 
be within the 
period. 

3 

Ain Dara (S of 
Afrin town) 

Settlement 
(Temple predates 
Romans) 

Occupied until 
Ottoman period 

Primarily 
Syro-Hittite 
temple; 
Roman-era 
specific structures 
not detailed in 
sources. 

1 

VII. Conclusion: The Legacy of Roman Afrin and 
Cyrrhestica (c. 64 BC – 330 AD) 
A. Summary of Roman Influence and Regional Characteristics 

Over a period spanning nearly four centuries of Roman rule, from the conquest by Pompey in 
64 BC to the pivotal reign of Constantine around 330 AD, the Afrin Valley (known to the 
Romans as Ufrenus) and the broader district of Cyrrhestica, with its capital city Cyrrhus, were 
profoundly transformed. This region evolved into a vital component of Rome's eastern frontier, 
playing a crucial role in the Empire's strategic, economic, and cultural landscape. 
Cyrrhus, building upon its Hellenistic foundations, developed into a significant Roman military, 
administrative, and commercial hub. Its strategic location rendered it indispensable for the 
defense of Syria against eastern powers, notably the Parthians and later the Sasanians, and 
for facilitating the critical trade routes that linked the Mediterranean world with Mesopotamia 
and beyond. 
The region experienced the multifaceted impact of Romanization. This was evident in the 
development of sophisticated infrastructure, including roads, bridges, and public buildings like 
the grand theatre at Cyrrhus. The sustained presence of the Roman army, the introduction of 
Roman administrative and legal practices, and ongoing cultural exchange further shaped the 
area. Concurrently, strong pre-existing Hellenistic urban traditions and local Syrian cultural 
elements persisted, leading to a complex synthesis rather than a simple imposition of Roman 
norms. 
Economically, Cyrrhestica was an important agricultural zone, likely a significant producer of 
staples such as olive oil and wine, which sustained both its local population and the Roman 
military. The region was well-integrated into Roman provincial trade networks, with cities like 
Cyrrhus even minting their own currency, a testament to their commercial standing. 



B. The Transition Towards the Byzantine Era 

The terminus of the period examined in this report, circa 330 AD, coincides with 
transformative developments across the Roman Empire, most notably the rise of Constantine 
the Great and the increasing prominence and eventual establishment of Christianity as the 
state religion. This transition was clearly underway in Cyrrhestica. By 325 AD, Cyrrhus was 
already recognized as an episcopal see, with its bishop participating in the Council of Nicaea.1 
This indicates that Christianity had become a well-organized and significant religious force in 
the region by the early 4th century. 
The strategic importance of Cyrrhestica did not diminish with the close of this period; indeed, 
it was arguably enhanced. The administrative reorganization that led to the creation of the 
new province of Augusta Euphratensis around 341 AD, which specifically included Cyrrhestica 
and potentially designated Cyrrhus as one of its capitals 8, underscores the enduring military 
and strategic concerns on the eastern frontier. These concerns would continue to define the 
region throughout the subsequent Byzantine era. 
The urban framework and infrastructure established or significantly developed during the 
Roman period, such as the road network and public amenities in cities like Cyrrhus, formed 
the essential basis for the region's continued development in the Byzantine centuries. 
However, the fortunes of individual cities like Cyrrhus could fluctuate based on the stability of 
the frontier, imperial investment, and other factors. The description by Theodoret in the 5th 
century of Cyrrhus as a "small and desolate city" prior to his own civic improvement efforts 23 
suggests that even strategically important centers could experience periods of decline and 
later revival. 
C. Enduring Significance 

The Roman period laid a lasting and indelible foundation for the historical trajectory of the 
Afrin region and Cyrrhestica. It shaped the development of its urban centers, established 
critical communication networks that would be used for centuries, and contributed to the 
complex cultural and religious makeup of its population. The archaeological remains, 
particularly the impressive ruins at Cyrrhus (Nebi Huri), stand today as powerful testaments to 
this significant and transformative era in the history of northern Syria. These remnants 
continue to offer invaluable insights into the administration, military organization, economy, 
and daily life of a Roman frontier region. 
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