The Ain Dara Temple Complex: A
Pre-2010 Archaeological Portrait

l. Introduction

A. Overview of Ain Dara

Tell Ain Dara, situated in the Afrin region of northwest Syria, is a multi-period archaeological
site primarily celebrated for its monumental Iron Age temple." Prior to 2010, the Ain Dara
temple was widely recognized as one of the most significant and best-preserved examples of
religious architecture from its era in Syria and the broader Levant.® The temple is a key
monument associated with the Syro-Hittite (also termed Neo-Hittite) culture that flourished in
the region following the collapse of the Hittite Empire.? Its fame rested on its impressive scale,
intricate basalt sculptures, unique architectural features including enigmatic giant footprints,
and its frequently cited parallels to the biblical description of Solomon's Temple in Jerusalem.”

B. Geographic Location

The site is strategically located approximately 40-50 km northwest of Aleppo, near the
modern village of Ain Dara and about 5-7 km south of the town of Afrin.* It occupies a tell, or
archaeological mound, on the east bank of the Afrin River, a tributary of the Orontes, placing it
close to the modern Syrian-Turkish border.? The Afrin River valley historically served as an
important communication corridor between the Anatolian plateau and the Syrian interior,
highlighting the site's potentially significant position in regional networks.?

C. Scope and Focus

This report endeavors to provide a comprehensive description of the Ain Dara archaeological
site, concentrating specifically on the temple compley, its features, history, and scholarly
interpretation as documented and understood before the year 2010. The information
presented is based on archaeological excavations, surveys, conservation reports, and
academic analyses available up to that time. While later events significantly impacted the site,
discussion of post-2010 conditions falls outside the defined scope of this study, although
photographic documentation from 2010 serves as a crucial baseline.®

D. Significance Highlight

The pre-2010 renown of Ain Dara stemmed from several key characteristics. Its extensive and
well-preserved basalt reliefs and sculptures offered invaluable insights into Syro-Hittite art
and iconography.® The presence of colossal carved footprints on the temple thresholds
presented a unique, unparalleled feature in Ancient Near Eastern architecture, sparking
considerable debate regarding their meaning.” Furthermore, the temple's architectural layout



and decorative elements bore striking resemblances to the textual descriptions of Solomon's
Temple, making Ain Dara a focal point in discussions about Levantine religious architecture
and biblical archaeology.’

Il. Discovery, Excavation, and Conservation (Pre-2010)

A. Initial Discovery

The archaeological significance of Tell Ain Dara first came to light serendipitously in 1954 or
1955 with the accidental discovery of a monumental basalt lion statue.* This impressive find,
reportedly found lying on its side on the western part of the tell, immediately signaled the
presence of a potentially important ancient site and catalyzed formal archaeological
investigation.? The discovery of such a large-scale, high-quality sculpture hinted at a
settlement of considerable status during antiquity.

B. Excavation Campaigns

Following the initial discovery, systematic archaeological work commenced. Several
campaigns of excavation were undertaken:

e 1956, 1962, 1964: Initial excavations were conducted under the leadership of Feisal
Seirafi, with Maurice Dunand also involved in the early work." These early phases likely
focused on understanding the nature of the site revealed by the lion statue.

e 1976, 1978, 1980-1988: More extensive excavations were carried out under the
direction of Dr. Ali Abu Assaf, representing the Syrian Directorate-General of Antiquities
& Museums (DGAM).* It was during these campaigns that the remarkable Iron Age
temple structure, the site's most significant feature, was substantially uncovered and
documented.” Assaf's work formed the primary basis for understanding the temple's
layout, chronology, and features prior to 2010.

e Later Surveys: An American team, led by Elizabeth Stone and Paul Zimansky, later
conducted surveys focusing on the lower town area of the site, complementing the work
done on the acropolis.?

C. Conservation Efforts (Pre-2010)

Recognizing the exceptional importance and relative fragility of the excavated temple, a
significant conservation and restoration project was undertaken between 1994 and 1998
(some sources state 1994-1996).* This was a collaborative effort between the Syrian DGAM,
specifically the Aleppo Museums and Antiquities directorate, and the Tokyo National Research
Institute for Cultural Properties (now part of the Tokyo National Institute for Cultural
Heritage).* This joint project represented a major international effort aimed at the long-term
preservation of the temple's unique architectural and sculptural elements, ensuring its
stability and accessibility for study and visitation in the years leading up to 2010. Additionally,
movable artifacts discovered during excavations, including reliefs, orthostats, steles, and
sculptural fragments not found in their original positions, were removed for safekeeping and



display at the Aleppo Museum.™

The history of work at Ain Dara—from accidental discovery and sustained national excavation
efforts to international surveys and collaborative conservation—reflects a pattern common to
major archaeological sites in the region. It underscores the site's recognized cultural value at
both the national Syrian level and within the international scholarly community well before the
dramatic events of the following decade. This trajectory highlights a period of increasing
cooperation in the study and preservation of Syria's rich archaeological heritage.

lll. Chronology and Historical Context

A. Site Occupation Span

Tell Ain Dara was not solely an Iron Age site; archaeological investigations revealed a long and
complex history of occupation spanning millennia." While the most prominent remains,
including the temple, date primarily to the Iron Age (roughly late second to early first
millennium BCE), evidence suggests human activity began much earlier." Some sources point
to a Neolithic presence nearby, possibly indicating settlement in the fertile river valley dating
back approximately 10,000 years, though extensive excavation of these earliest levels had not
occurred pre-2010." The main settlement phases identified on the tell itself include:

e First Major Phase: Late second millennium BCE through the Iron Age, ending around
the first century BCE.' This period encompasses the construction and use of the famous
temple. Subsequent layers within this phase show evidence of Achaemenid (Persian)
and Hellenistic (Seleucid) occupation, indicating the site remained important, likely as a
fortified town, through these periods.™ Finds from these later layers include distinctive
pottery, figurines (including depictions of Astarte/Ishtar and Ahura Mazda), and
Seleucid silver coins.™

e Period of Abandonment: A significant gap in occupation appears to have occurred for
roughly 600 years, corresponding approximately to the Roman and early Byzantine
periods.” It is suggested that the regional administrative center may have shifted to
nearby Basuta during this time."

e Second Major Phase: Occupation resumed around the 7th century CE and continued
through the Islamic periods (Umayyad, Abbasid) possibly up to the 14th century CE.
Evidence from this phase includes remnants of buildings, agricultural tools (ploughs,
sickles), olive presses, ovens, metalworking evidence, Christian symbols (bronze
crosses, church remains), and Byzantine gold coins, suggesting a thriving agricultural
community that experienced periods of Byzantine control.”

B. Temple Chronology

The dating of the temple itself, while centered on the Iron Age, presents some nuances based
on different analyses and sources available before 2010:
e General Range: The most frequently cited period for the temple's existence, attributed
primarily to the excavator Ali Abu Assaf, spans from approximately 1300 BCE to 740



BCE.* This places its foundation in the Late Bronze Age, potentially coinciding with the
later years of the Hittite Empire or the period immediately following its collapse, and its
final use in the mid-Iron Age II.

e Alternative Dates & Challenges: Other sources offer slightly different ranges, such as
1200-740 BCE %°, 1000-740 BCE ¥, or 10th-8th centuries BCE.2 Some analyses focus
on the artwork, suggesting dates between 1300 and 1100 BCE for different sculptural
phases.' These variations underscore the difficulty in precisely dating the temple's
phases due to the lack of contemporary written documents discovered in situ that could
provide explicit chronological anchors.™ Dating therefore relies heavily on stratigraphic
context, ceramic analysis, and comparative stylistic analysis of the architecture and
sculpture, methods which inherently involve degrees of interpretation and potential
debate.

e Construction Phases: Assaf proposed a development in three main structural phases
1.

o Phase 1 (c. 1300-1000 BCE): Construction of the initial temple structure on an
earlier platform.™

o Phase 2 (c. 1000-900 BCE): Modifications and additions, including basalt piers,
reliefs, and a stele in the shrine area.” This phase corresponds chronologically to
the traditional dating of Solomon's Temple.

o Phase 3 (c. 900-740 BCE): Addition of the elaborate ambulatory, or surrounding
hallway with side chambers.™

e End of Use: The temple appears to have been destroyed or abandoned around 740 BCE
or sometime in the 8th century BCE." Assaf suggested the building was subsequently
cleared of rubble, perhaps in preparation for reconstruction, but this rebuilding effort
never materialized, and the ruins were eventually covered by later occupation layers.’
This terminal date aligns with the period of Neo-Assyrian expansion into Syria.

C. Historical Setting

The temple's lifespan places it squarely within the Syro-Hittite (or Neo-Hittite) cultural and
political landscape that emerged in northern Syria and southeastern Anatolia after the
disintegration of the Hittite Empire around 1180 BCE." This period saw the rise of numerous
small kingdoms and city-states, often ruled by dynasties claiming Hittite heritage but
increasingly influenced by Aramaean populations and culture.! Ain Dara was likely the capital
or a major religious center of one such small kingdom, although its ancient name remains
unknown. Epigraphic evidence and artistic styles suggest a degree of cultural continuity from
the Hittite Empire period into the Early Iron Age Syro-Hittite states.” During the early first
millennium BCE, the region, including Ain Dara, came under the control of the powerful
Aramaean state of Bit Agusi, centered perhaps at Arpad (Tell Rifa'at).! The temple's final
phase and eventual demise coincide with the westward expansion of the Neo-Assyrian
Empire, which systematically conquered and incorporated the Syro-Hittite and Aramaean
states into its provincial system during the second half of the 8th century BCE.' Some sources



explicitly associate the temple's construction with the Aramaeans &, reflecting the complex
cultural synthesis of the period.

The temple's long and phased chronology is not merely a sequence of dates but mirrors the
turbulent political and cultural dynamics of North Syria during the transition from the Late
Bronze Age to the Iron Age. Its development likely reflects the changing fortunes, resources,
and perhaps even religious orientations of the local polity it served, ultimately ending during
the period of Assyrian conquest that reshaped the geopolitical map of the Near East. The
challenges in precise dating highlight the crucial role of comparative archaeology in
understanding sites lacking extensive textual records.

IV. The Ain Dara Site: Acropolis and Temple Layout

A. Site Morphology

Tell Ain Dara comprises two main components: a prominent high mound, often referred to as
the citadel or acropolis, and an extensive, flatter lower town area extending primarily to the
north and east of the acropolis.' The acropolis, situated at the southwestern or northwestern
edge of the site (sources vary slightly on the exact placement relative to the lower town), rises
significantly above the surrounding plain, with estimates of its height around 20-30 meters."
Dimensions provided for the acropolis mound include approximately 125m north-south by
60m east-west ', or a surface area of 7500 sq meters.” The lower town covers a much larger
area, estimated at 270m by 170m " or 4600 sq meters.?° Morphological evidence suggested
that both the lower town and the citadel were fortified, although the extent and nature of
these fortifications, particularly between the citadel and lower town, were not fully clarified by
excavations prior to 2010.' A basalt lion statue found south of the temple on the citadel
mound was interpreted as possibly belonging to a gateway separating different zones within
the acropolis itself.”

B. Temple Location and Orientation

The celebrated Iron Age temple was located on the acropolis, specifically occupying its
northern or northwestern edge.’ This placement gave it a commanding position overlooking
the surrounding plain and the Afrin River valley.* The temple was consistently oriented with its
entrance facing southeast and its rear wall towards the northwest.’

C. Overall Temple Dimensions

Reported dimensions for the temple structure vary slightly across different sources, likely
depending on whether measurements include the platform, the ambulatory, or just the core
building. Common figures include: 30 meters by 30 meters ’; 38 meters long by 32 meters
wide '; 30 meters long by 20 meters wide (excluding side chambers) ''; and 23.5 meters wide
by 30 meters long.* Despite these variations, all accounts point to a substantial, monumental
structure.



D. The Approach: Courtyard and Platform

Access to the sacred precinct involved a progression through distinct spaces. Preceding the
temple proper was a large, open courtyard.” This courtyard was paved with flagstones,
described in some sources as alternating slabs of basalt and limestone." Within the courtyard
stood a large stone basin, identified as chalkstone or simply stone, situated southeast of the
temple structure.” This basin is widely interpreted as having served a ceremonial purpose,
likely for ritual purification (washing or libations) before entering the temple itself.’> One
source also mentions the presence of a well in the courtyard.'

The temple building itself was not constructed at ground level but stood upon a substantial
raised platform or terrace.” This platform elevated the temple approximately 0.7 to 0.76 meters
(about 2.5 feet) above the courtyard level.” Its construction involved a core of rubble and
limestone, faced or lined with basalt blocks, many of which were engraved with intricate
reliefs.’

This carefully designed approach sequence—from the open, public space of the lower town
(presumably) to the fortified acropolis, then into a preparatory courtyard with a purification
basin, and finally ascending onto the sacred platform where the temple stood—clearly
delineates a path of increasing sanctity. The physical elevation onto the platform marked a
significant transition into the temple's immediate sacred space. This architectural
arrangement was not merely practical but deeply symbolic, embodying concepts of ritual
purity, hierarchical access, and the separation of the sacred from the profane, guiding the
movement and experience of worshippers (or symbolically representing the deity's own
passage) towards the divine presence housed within.

V. Temple Architecture: Structure and Features

The Ain Dara temple, as revealed by excavations before 2010, exhibited a sophisticated
architectural plan with several distinct components and features, built primarily using basalt
and limestone, with evidence suggesting now-vanished mudbrick and timber superstructures.

A. Staircase

A monumental staircase provided access from the courtyard up to the temple platform on its
southeastern side.” This staircase was notably wide, reported as 11 meters across ", and
constructed from large basalt monoliths. Sources mention three surviving steps out of an
original four or five." Flanking the staircase were imposing guardian figures carved from
basalt, specifically sphinxes and lions, emphasizing the transition into the sacred space.” One
source notes the steps were decorated with a carved guilloche pattern, consisting of
interlacing curved lines.™

B. Portico (Entrance Porch)

The entrance to the temple building itself was formed by a portico, described as a broad
niche recessed between the projecting ends of the temple's side walls (antae).” This



architectural form is known as distyle in antis, characterized by two columns set between the
antae.” While the columns themselves (likely wooden) did not survive, their presence was
confirmed by two large, circular basalt bases, each approximately 3 feet (nearly 1 meter) in
diameter.” These columns would have supported a roof over the portico area.” Flanking the
portico were wide, square projections that may have served as bases for towers or contained
staircases leading to upper levels or the roof."” The floor of the portico was paved with large
limestone slabs, including the significant threshold stones bearing the first set of carved
footprints.’

C. Antecella (Middle Room/Pronaos)

Passing through the portico, one entered the antecella, a rectangular transverse room
situated between the portico and the main hall." This middle room measured approximately 6
meters deep and 15.5 to 15.8 meters wide.” Like the portico, it was paved with limestone
slabs. Flat limestone monoliths served as thresholds at its entrance from the portico.”® The
walls of the antecella were adorned with reliefs, including depictions of lions, guilloché
patterns, and panels possibly imitating windows." Some interpretations suggest three steps
led up from the antecella into the main hall (cella)."

D. Cella (Main Hall/Naos)

The heart of the temple was the cella, a large, nearly square main hall located beyond the
antecella." Its dimensions are reported as approximately 16 meters by 16 meters, or 16.7
meters by 16.8 meters.” The cella floor was also paved with limestone slabs.” The threshold
leading into the cella from the antecella was another significant limestone monolith, bearing
the final carved right footprint.’ The lower parts of the cella's walls were lined with basalt
reliefs."

E. Inner Sanctum (Podium/Shrine/Holy of Holies)

At the rear (northwestern end) of the cella lay the most sacred part of the temple: an elevated
podium or platform, often interpreted as the inner shrine or "holy of holies" (debir in biblical
terms)."" This platform was raised about 0.75 meters (2.5 feet) above the cella floor." A ramp
provided access from the main hall up to the podium.” Set into the back wall of the chamber
behind the podium was a shallow niche (adyton), which likely housed the principal cult image
(a statue of the deity) or perhaps a sacred stele.” The walls of the podium area itself were
lined with reliefs, notably depicting mountain gods.™ Evidence such as carved sockets or
grooves in the side walls of the main hall suggested the former presence of a wooden screen
that could have separated the sacred podium area from the rest of the cella.” Additionally, a
row of decorated orthostats running transversely across the cella, found about halfway in,
was interpreted either as part of the podium structure or possibly a secondary dividing wall
added later, similar to features found in the contemporary Storm God temple in Aleppo.'®



F. Ambulatory (Side Chambers/Gallery)

A significant architectural element, added during the temple's third construction phase (c.
900-740 BCE), was an ambulatory or gallery consisting of a series of side chambers." This
structure wrapped around three sides of the main temple building (west, north, and east),
resting on an extension of the temple platform." Entrances to this surrounding hallway were
located off the portico area and were guarded by lion sculptures.™ The ambulatory appears to
have been multistoried, with suggestions of at least three levels." Its interior featured paved
floors and was elaborately decorated; the walls were lined with over 80 carved basalt panels
or orthostats, and some 30 stelae stood opposite them, featuring a variety of scenes
including a king on his throne, palm trees, standing gods, and offering scenes." The high
quality and richness of the decoration within the ambulatory led scholars to conclude that it
served a ceremonial or ritual function, rather than being simple storage space."

G. Construction Materials and Techniques

The temple's builders employed a deliberate contrast in materials. Dark, durable basalt was
the primary choice for structural blocks, orthostats lining the lower walls, decorative reliefs,
sculptures (lions, sphinxes), column bases, and the entrance staircase.' Lighter-colored
limestone was used for the foundations, the pavement of the interior rooms (portico,
antecella, cella) and courtyard, the significant threshold blocks bearing the footprints, and the
courtyard basin.® Sandstone was also mentioned for the courtyard approach.” While only the
stone elements survived substantially, archaeological evidence and architectural parallels
strongly suggest that the upper walls were constructed of mudbrick resting on the basalt
orthostat bases, and that the structure was roofed with timber, likely also featuring wooden
paneling and screens (like the one inferred for the podium).™

The temple's architecture reveals considerable sophistication. It adhered to a well-established
tripartite, long-room plan common in the region, yet incorporated unique elements like the
footprints and the later, elaborate ambulatory. The monumental scale, the careful use of
contrasting stone materials for structural and aesthetic effect, and the evidence of significant
modifications over centuries point to Ain Dara as a major religious center, reflecting both
adherence to broader architectural traditions and specific local developments and resources.
The addition of the richly decorated ambulatory in Phase 3 is particularly noteworthy,
suggesting an expansion or elaboration of the cultic activities associated with the temple in its
later history.

VI. Sculptural Decoration and Artistry

The Ain Dara temple was renowned, even before 2010, for its abundant and intricate
sculptural program, executed primarily in dark basalt stone. This artistry provides crucial
insights into the religious iconography and aesthetic sensibilities of the Syro-Hittite period.

A. Style



The artistic style of the sculptures and reliefs is consistently identified as Syro-Hittite or
Neo-Hittite.! This style represents a fusion of traditions inherited from the Hittite Empire with
local Syrian and increasingly prominent Aramaean artistic conventions that developed in the
centuries following the Late Bronze Age collapse.” The carvings are generally characterized by
robust forms, detailed execution, and a distinctive iconographic repertoire.'? Basalt was the
overwhelmingly preferred medium, lending a dramatic, dark quality to the decorated
surfaces.’

B. Exterior Decoration

The temple presented a richly decorated exterior designed to impress and convey sacred
power:

e Platform Fagade: The basalt blocks lining the exterior of the raised platform on which
the temple stood were engraved with processions or rows of figures, including lions,
sphinxes, and other mythical creatures.” These figures were often depicted in profile
view but with their heads turned to face outwards, engaging the viewer.®

e Staircase Flanks: As noted, the monumental entrance staircase was flanked by large
basalt sculptures of guardian figures, specifically sphinxes and lions, marking the formal
entrance to the sacred platform.’

e Portico Area: The entrance porch featured architectural sculptures, including protomes
(frontal depictions of creature heads/busts) flanking the entrance, stylistically similar to
Hittite examples from Hattusa and Aleppo.'® Cherubim reliefs were also reported on the
exterior, possibly in this area."

e Ambulatory Exterior Walls: The outer walls of the Phase 3 ambulatory were also
adorned with reliefs, continuing the theme of lions and sphinxes."

C. Interior Decoration

The sculptural program continued within the temple's sequence of rooms:

e Portico Walls: The inner walls of the entrance portico featured large reliefs of sphinxes
and colossal lions, symbolically guarding the passage into the antechamber.™

e Antechamber Walls: The lower walls of the antechamber were lined with basalt
orthostats carved with various motifs. These included decorative patterns like guilloches
(interlacing bands) and floral or ribbon designs "', panels resembling windows ",
depictions of mountain gods ¢, and intriguing representations of immense clawed
creatures, of which often only the feet remained preserved.*

e Cella Entrance: The doorposts leading from the antechamber into the main hall (cella)
were decorated with lions carved in profile."

e Cella Walls: Basalt reliefs adorned the lower wall panels within the main hal

e Podium/Shrine Area: The most sacred area at the rear of the cella featured significant
reliefs. Depictions of mountain gods lined the podium structure. One source suggests
these appeared in alternating rows with other mythical beings, such as lion-headed or
eagle-headed winged figures, or bull-human hybrids.' A stele was also added to this
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area during Phase 2."

e Ambulatory Walls: The interior walls of the surrounding ambulatory were particularly
rich in decoration, lined with over 80 carved basalt panels and featuring some 30
opposing stelae. These displayed a diverse range of scenes, including depictions of a
king seated on his throne, palm trees, standing gods, and offering rituals.™

D. Notable Individual Sculptures

Several specific sculptural elements were particularly noteworthy:

e Colossal Basalt Lion(s): The massive lion statue discovered in 1954/55 was iconic.*
Other large lion sculptures served as guardians at various points, such as flanking the
staircase and guarding the entrances to the ambulatory.™ These lions held significant
symbolic weight, often associated with power, royalty, and specific deities."”

e Sphinxes: These composite mythical creatures, typically having the body of a lion and a
human head, were prominently featured as guardian figures at entrances and on wall
reliefs.® Like lions, they served an apotropaic (protective) function.

e "Ishtar/Shaushga" Stele: A significant relief stele, found in a secondary context (not its
original placement) near the wall between the antecella and cella, depicted a female
figure identified by the excavator and other scholars as the goddess Ishtar
(Mesopotamian) or her Hurro-Hittite counterpart Shaushga." This identification was
based on iconographic details such as her attire (a long coat open below the waist) and
a wing shown growing from her shoulder.” This stele became a key piece of evidence in
the debate over the temple's dedication.

e Mountain Gods: Reliefs depicting mountain gods, characterized by horned
headdresses and scale-patterned skirts representing mountains, were found associated
with the inner parts of the temple, particularly the antecella and the podium in the
cella.’

The extensive and complex sculptural program at Ain Dara was clearly integral to the temple's
function and meaning. Apotropaic figures like lions and sphinxes were strategically placed at
thresholds and along exterior walls to define sacred boundaries and provide symbolic
protection. Representations of deities, such as the mountain gods associated with the inner
sanctum and the prominent "Ishtar" stele, pointed towards the divine powers worshipped
within. The diverse scenes in the ambulatory suggested additional ritual or narrative functions
associated with that space. The sheer quantity, monumental scale, and artistic quality of the
basalt sculptures underscored the temple's status as a major religious center and the
significant investment of resources and skilled craftsmanship in its creation and adornment.

VIl. The Giant Footprints

Among the most distinctive and widely discussed features of the Ain Dara temple were the
colossal footprints carved into its stone thresholds. These enigmatic carvings set Ain Dara
apart from other known temples in the region.



A. Description and Location

These unique markings were not impressions but deliberate carvings into the flat, limestone
threshold blocks at key points of entry within the temple.? Their placement followed a specific
sequence:

1. A pair of parallel, bare footprints, oriented inwards, was carved side-by-side on the first
large threshold slab encountered when entering the portico (or possibly the antecella,
sources vary slightly on the exact room boundary).’

2. Beyond this pair, on the next threshold slab (leading towards the cella), a single left
footprint was carved.’

3. Finally, on the threshold slab at the entrance to the main hall (cella), a single right
footprint was carved.’

Each footprint was massive, measuring approximately 1 meter (about 3.3 feet) in length.” The
distance between the single left and single right footprints implied an enormous stride of
about 9 to 10 meters (roughly 30 feet).” Extrapolating from this stride, the being represented
would have stood an estimated 20 meters (around 65 feet) tall.”

B. Interpretation

The overwhelming scholarly consensus before 2010 interpreted these giant footprints as a
powerful symbolic representation of the temple's resident deity.” They were seen as marking
the god's or goddess's divine presence and symbolically depicting their act of striding into
the temple, moving progressively towards the inner sanctum or throne room.” This
interpretation finds resonance with concepts of divine presence in temples across the Ancient
Near East, including a notable parallel drawn by some scholars to the description in the
Hebrew Bible, Ezekiel 43:7, where Yahweh refers to the Jerusalem Temple as "the place of My
throne and the place for the soles of My feet"." While alternative suggestions, such as animal
prints or tracks of legendary giants, were occasionally mentioned, the human-like shape and
the deliberate placement strongly favored the divine interpretation.” One local interpretation
suggested a specific ritual path for worshippers involving purification at the basin, pausing at
the first threshold with the pair of feet, and then proceeding left-foot-first then

right-foot-first into the inner areas.”'
C. Uniqueness

A crucial aspect of the Ain Dara footprints, repeatedly emphasized in pre-2010 literature, was
their apparent uniqueness. No comparable examples of monumental carved footprints
integrated into the architectural thresholds of temples were known from Anatolia, North Syria,
or the wider Ancient Near East at that time." This singularity made the Ain Dara temple
particularly valuable for understanding the diverse ways ancient cultures conceptualized and
represented divine immanence.

The footprints thus offered a rare and tangible glimpse into the religious ideology of Ain
Dara's builders. They provided a dramatic visual metaphor for the deity's connection to the



physical temple structure—not merely as a resident deity contained within the innermost
shrine, but as a dynamic, colossal presence actively traversing and inhabiting the sacred
space. The specific sequence—pair, left, right—suggested a deliberate, perhaps ritually
significant, mode of entry, possibly mirroring or dictating the movements expected of human
participants in cultic ceremonies. This unparalleled feature remains a key element defining Ain
Dara's contribution to our understanding of Syro-Hittite religious thought and practice.

VIIl. The Temple's Dedication: Scholarly Perspectives

Despite the richness of the temple's architecture and sculptural program, identifying the
specific deity to whom it was dedicated remained a subject of scholarly discussion before
2010. The primary challenge stemmed from the lack of definitive inscriptional evidence found
in situ that explicitly named the temple's patron god or goddess." Consequently,
interpretations relied on analyzing the available iconographic evidence and drawing parallels
with regional religious traditions.

A. Case for Ishtar/Shaushga

The excavator, Ali Abu Assaf, proposed that the temple was dedicated to Ishtar, the prominent
Mesopotamian goddess of love, fertility, and war, or her Hurrian/Hittite equivalent, Shaushga.’
This attribution was based on several lines of evidence:

e The “Ishtar" Stele: A key piece of evidence was the basalt stele found near the cella
depicting a goddess whose iconography (attire, wings) strongly resembled known
representations of Ishtar/Shaushga.! However, a significant caveat was that this stele
was discovered in a secondary context, meaning it was not found in its original,
intended location, which slightly weakens its value as definitive proof of the temple's
primary dedication.’

e Lion Motifs: The pervasive presence of lion sculptures and reliefs throughout the
temple complex was considered strong supporting evidence, as the lion was a
well-established attribute animal closely associated with Ishtar/Shaushga.™

e Mountain God Connection: Some interpretations suggested a mythological link
between the mountain gods depicted in the reliefs and Ishtar, who in some traditions
took a mountain god as her consort."

e Figurines: While dating to a later (Achaemenid) period, the discovery of female
figurines, possibly representing Astarte (a related Canaanite goddess), at the site was
also noted.™

B. Case for Ba'al Hadad (or a Storm God)

An alternative and prominent hypothesis proposed that the temple was dedicated to the great
Storm God, known regionally as Ba'al Hadad (or simply Hadad, Adad, Teshub in Hittite
contexts).! This argument centered primarily on:
e The Giant Footprints: The unique and monumental footprints were interpreted by
proponents of this view as representing the Storm God striding into his temple.” This



powerful imagery aligned well with the character of a major male deity like the Storm
God, who held supreme importance in the Syrian pantheon.

e Regional Prominence: Storm gods were exceptionally significant deities throughout
ancient Syria and Anatolia, with major temples dedicated to them in important centers
like Aleppo.'® Dedicating such a monumental temple at Ain Dara to the Storm God would
fit this regional pattern.

C. Other Possibilities

While Ishtar/Shaushga and Ba'al Hadad were the leading candidates, other possibilities were
occasionally mentioned, such as Astarte (the Canaanite equivalent of Ishtar) "' or perhaps a
local "god of the mountain" given the presence of mountain god reliefs ?', although these
received less detailed argumentation in the available pre-2010 sources.

The ongoing discussion surrounding the temple's dedication highlights the interpretive
challenges inherent in archaeology when direct textual evidence is absent. Scholars were
forced to weigh different aspects of the rich iconographic program—the lions and the specific
goddess stele versus the unique footprints—and consider them within the broader context of
Ancient Near Eastern religion. The debate itself reflected the complexity and multivalence of
the temple's symbolism, allowing for plausible arguments supporting different divine patrons.
Ultimately, prior to 2010, the identity of the deity of Ain Dara remained an open question.

IX. Ain Dara in Context: Significance and Parallels
(Pre-2010)

The Ain Dara temple held considerable significance in the study of Ancient Near Eastern
archaeology and history, extending beyond its local importance. Its value stemmed from its
state of preservation, its rich artistic program, its unique features, and its position within
broader architectural and cultural contexts.

A. Regional Importance

As established previously, Ain Dara stood out as one of the most important and
best-preserved examples of Syro-Hittite religious architecture dating to the Iron Age." It
provided invaluable material evidence for understanding the religious beliefs, ritual practices,
and artistic achievements of the complex societies that emerged in North Syria after the
decline of the great Bronze Age powers.” Locally, it was recognized as a prominent symbol of
regional heritage and served as a significant tourist attraction before the Syrian conflict
began.?

B. The Solomon's Temple Parallel

Perhaps the most widely cited aspect of Ain Dara's significance, particularly in Western
scholarship and biblical studies, was its striking resemblance to the descriptions of Solomon's
Temple in Jerusalem found in the Hebrew Bible (primarily 1 Kings 6-7).! For decades leading
up to 2010, Ain Dara was frequently hailed as the closest known archaeological parallel to the



First Temple, a structure for which no direct archaeological evidence has been recovered in
Jerusalem.™
The perceived similarities were numerous and detailed:

e Overall Plan: Both temples shared a fundamental tripartite layout, progressing along a
straight axis from an entrance portico, through a main hall, to an inner shrine (Holy of
Holies or debir).” This is often referred to as a "long-room" plan.

e Raised Platform: Both structures were erected on elevated platforms, setting them
apart from their surroundings."

e Entrance Columns: Both temples featured two prominent columns flanking the
entrance (named Jachin and Boaz in the biblical account).™

e Side Chambers (Ambulatory): A particularly striking parallel was the presence in both
temples of multistoried side chambers or hallways wrapping around three sides of the
main building."

e Decorative Motifs: Both employed similar decorative elements, including carvings of
lions, cherubim (often equated with the sphinxes at Ain Dara), palm trees or other floral
patterns, and the use of carved stone orthostats lining the walls.”

e Courtyard Basin: Both temple complexes included a large basin in the outer courtyard,
likely for ritual ablutions.™

Despite these strong similarities, differences were also noted. The Ain Dara temple possesses
a distinct antechamber (a transverse room) between the portico and the main hall, a feature
not explicitly described in the same way for Solomon's Temple." Furthermore, while the overall
scale was comparable, the exact dimensions differed, with Ain Dara being considerably wider
relative to its length than the biblical temple."

The significance of this parallel lay in Ain Dara providing tangible, archaeological context for
the biblical description. It demonstrated that the features described for Solomon's Temple
were not unique or imaginary but belonged to a recognized architectural tradition prevalent in
the Levant during the Iron Age.” Ain Dara helped scholars visualize and interpret the often
enigmatic textual details of the Jerusalem Temple. While cautioning against assuming direct
influence or identity, the comparison strongly suggested that Solomon's Temple, if historical,
likely shared a common architectural heritage with temples like Ain Dara. It is worth noting
that even before 2010, some scholars pointed to other relevant parallels (like the temple at
Tell Tayinat) or urged restraint in the comparison 2, and later discoveries (like the temple at
Moza near Jerusalem) would further enrich this discussion.*®

C. Broader Architectural Context

Beyond the specific comparison with Solomon's Temple, Ain Dara was crucial for
understanding the broader development of temple architecture in Syria and the Levant during
the Late Bronze and Iron Ages. Its plan fits within the well-documented Langraum ("long
room") temple type, characterized by a linear progression of spaces along a single axis.** The
entrance portico with columns between antae (distyle in antis) is also a recognized regional
feature with deep roots.! Ain Dara shared architectural characteristics with numerous other



temples excavated across the region, including sites like Tell Tayinat, Ebla (Temple D), Emar,
Munbagqa, Hazor, Carchemish, and Alalakh, demonstrating its participation in a widespread
architectural koine.® Studying Ain Dara helped refine typologies and understand variations

within these shared traditions.

D. Table: Ain Dara vs. Solomon's Temple (Comparative Features

Pre-2010)

The following table summarizes the key architectural parallels and differences discussed in
scholarly literature before 2010:

~38%x32m, or ~30x20m (core
building).* Wider proportions
than Solomon's.

Feature Ain Dara Temple Description [Solomon's Temple

(Pre-2010) Description (Based on 1
Kings 6-7)

Overall Plan Tripartite: Portico, Antecella, [Tripartite: Ulam (Porch), Hekhal
Cella (Main Hall) with rear (Sanctuary/Main Hall), Debir
Podium/Shrine. Straight (Holy of Holies). Straight
long-room axis.’ long-room axis."

Location On high place (acropolis) On high place (Temple Mount)
overlooking surrounding area.? joverlooking Jerusalem.™

Platform Built on a raised platform Implied raised structure, likely
(~0.75m high), faced with on a platform."
decorated basalt blocks.’

Dimensions \Variable reports: ~30x30m, Main building ~35m (60 cubits)

long x ~9m (20 cubits) wide."

Entrance Portico

Distyle in antis (niche between
antae) with bases for two
columns.™

Ulam (Porch) with two
freestanding (?) bronze pillars
(Jachin and Boaz)."

rooms wrapping around 3
sides (W, N, E), added in Phase
3.11

Antechamber Distinct transverse rectangular [No distinct antechamber
room between portico and described between Ulam and
cella." Hekhal; Ulam leads directly to
Hekhal."
Side Chambers Multistoried ambulatory with  [Multistoried structure with side

chambers wrapping around 3
sides (S, W, N) of the Hekhal
and Debir."

Key Decorations

Basalt reliefs: Lions, Sphinxes,
Mountain Gods, Guilloches,
Clawed Creatures. Orthostats.’

Carvings (likely on wood
overlays): Cherubim, Palm
Trees, Open Flowers, Gourds.
Gold overlay.™




Courtyard Basin

Large stone/chalkstone basin
in the courtyard for ceremonial
use.’

Large bronze basin ("Sea") in
the courtyard for priestly
ablutions.™

Giant Footprints

Unique feature: ~1m long
carved footprints on
thresholds.’

No mention of carved
footprints. Ezekiel 43:7
mentions "place for the soles

of My feet" metaphorically.”

E. Ain Dara as an Archaeological Anchor

Before 2010, the Ain Dara temple served as a crucial, tangible reference point in Near Eastern
archaeology. Its well-preserved state and detailed features provided a concrete example
against which other, less well-preserved or purely textually described structures could be
compared. Given the complete lack of direct archaeological remains for Solomon's Temple in
Jerusalem ™, a contemporary, architecturally similar, and extensively excavated temple like Ain
Dara became indispensable for biblical scholars and archaeologists seeking to understand
the First Temple period.' While acknowledging the differences, the strong parallels in plan,
elevation, and decoration allowed researchers to ground the biblical descriptions within a
known Levantine architectural reality, countering arguments that the Temple account was
purely legendary or reflective of much later periods.” Ain Dara thus functioned as a vital
archaeological anchor, illuminating not only Syro-Hittite culture but also the broader religious
and architectural landscape of the Iron Age Levant.

X. Conclusion

A. Summary of Key Features

As understood from archaeological work and scholarly analysis conducted prior to 2010, the
Ain Dara temple complex represented a major monument of the Ancient Near East. Its defining
characteristics included its monumental scale and sophisticated Syro-Hittite architecture,
adhering to the regional long-room temple plan but elaborated over three distinct phases. It
was renowned for its extensive program of basalt sculptures and reliefs, featuring guardian
lions and sphinxes, mythical creatures, divine figures (including mountain gods and a potential
representation of Ishtar/Shaushga), and diverse ritual or royal scenes. Perhaps its most unique
feature was the series of colossal carved footprints on its thresholds, interpreted as
symbolizing the passage of the resident deity. Despite the richness of the evidence, the
precise deity to whom the temple was dedicated remained uncertain, with both
Ishtar/Shaushga and the Storm God Ba'al Hadad being prominent candidates based on
iconographic interpretations.

B. Recap of Significance

The significance of Ain Dara before 2010 was multifaceted. It stood as a primary,
well-preserved example of Syro-Hittite religious art and architecture, offering crucial insights



into the culture and history of North Syria during the Iron Age transition. Its features
illuminated broader trends in Levantine temple design, connecting it to numerous other sites
across the region. Furthermore, its remarkable parallels with the biblical description of
Solomon's Temple gave it a unique and influential role in biblical archaeology, serving as a
tangible reference point for understanding the elusive First Temple and grounding textual
descriptions in material culture.

C. Final Statement

Based on the wealth of information available from excavations and studies completed before
2010, the Ain Dara temple was undeniably a monument of exceptional historical, architectural,
and artistic importance. It offered a unique window into the religious world of the Syro-Hittite
period and played a significant role in shaping our understanding of cultural and architectural
interactions across the Iron Age Levant. Its intricate design, powerful sculptures, and
enigmatic footprints cemented its status as a key site within the rich tapestry of Ancient Near
Eastern heritage.
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