Ancient Assyrian Presence and Influence
in the Afrin Region and its Environs

l. Introduction

A. Defining the Scope and Significance

This report undertakes a scholarly investigation into the ancient Assyrian presence, remnants,
and influence in and around the Afrin region of northwestern Syria. The chronological scope
primarily covers the Old, Middle, and particularly the Neo-Assyrian periods (circa 2000-609
BC). The Afrin region, encompassing the Afrin Valley and its mountainous peripheries such as
the Kurd-Dagh (Kurd Mountains), held a strategic position at the crossroads of Anatolia,
Mesopotamia, and the Levant. This geographical importance is underscored by its situation
along ancient routes and its fertile lands, watered by the Afrin River and its tributaries, making
it a historically contested and culturally interactive zone." The Afrin region's strategic value
was not merely local but derived from its integration into broader inter-regional networks that
were critical for trade and military movement. This inherent strategic importance made it an
almost inevitable target for expansionist empires like Assyria, whose imperial policies were
often driven by the need to control such vital corridors and the polities that dominated them.
Assyrian imperial ambitions, especially during the Neo-Assyrian period, naturally extended
towards such regions to control trade, secure resources, and establish political hegemony.

B. Overview of Assyrian Imperial Interest in Northwestern Syria

Assyrian engagement with northwestern Syria was a long-term process that evolved
significantly over centuries. Initial interactions during the Old and Middle Assyrian periods may
have been characterized by trade and sporadic military reconnaissance. However, the
Neo-Assyrian period (911-609 BC) witnessed a dramatic intensification of Assyrian
involvement, marked by systematic military campaigns, the subjugation of local Syro-Hittite
and Aramaean kingdoms (such as Patina/Ungi and Bit-Agusi), and the eventual annexation
and incorporation of these territories into the Assyrian provincial system.? This transformation
reflects the growing power and evolving imperial strategies of the Assyrian state. The
character of Assyrian interaction with northwestern Syria was dynamic, reflecting a clear
trajectory from peripheral engagement to direct, sustained imperial control. This evolution
mirrors the internal consolidation and increasing external ambitions of the Assyrian state itself,
particularly during the transition to and zenith of the Neo-Assyrian empire. Early Assyrian
periods show limited evidence of direct control in this specific area, with mentions like the
"Apre River" in 876 BC suggesting reconnaissance or knowledge related to neighboring
kingdoms. In contrast, the Neo-Assyrian period, especially from Tiglath-Pileser Ill onwards, is
characterized by records of conquest, destruction of local capitals (Arpad, Kunulua), and the
establishment of formal provincial structures.? This clear shift from indirect influence to direct
administration indicates a fundamental change in Assyrian imperial policy and capability.

C. Methodology



The report will synthesize data from diverse sources, including archaeological excavation
reports from key sites in and around the Afrin region, Assyrian royal inscriptions, local
epigraphic evidence (such as stelae), cuneiform tablets, and secondary scholarly analyses. In
accordance with the user's request, sources in multiple languages (English, Turkish, Arabic,
French, German) have been consulted and will be integrated. All sources will be meticulously
documented in a "Works Cited" section.

ll. The Afrin Region in Ancient Toponymy and Early
Records

A. The Afrin River: "Apre" in Assyrian Records and Other Ancient Appellations

The primary waterway of the region, the Afrin River, is recorded in Assyrian texts under the
name "Apre" or "Aprie". A significant early mention appears in an Assyrian text attributed to
the reign of Ashurnasirpal I, dated to 876 BC, which states that the "Aprie Nehri" (Apre River)
irrigated the "Patin Ovasi" (Plain of Patina/Unqi). This is the earliest specific Assyrian
reference to the river found in the provided materials and demonstrates a sophisticated level
of Assyrian geographical knowledge and strategic awareness of the economic resources of
neighboring kingdoms long before their eventual annexation. This connection of the river to
the agricultural productivity of the Plain of Patina implies that Assyrian expansion was often
preceded by periods of careful intelligence gathering.

The identification of "Apre" with the Afrin River is supported by later scholarly work. For
instance, J.H. Breasted's "The Oriental Institute” (1927) includes an index entry: "Apre River,
see cAfrin River". In subsequent historical periods, the river was known by other names:
"Oinoparas" during the Seleucid era and "Ufrenus" in the Roman period. The medieval Arab
geographer Abu'l-Fida referred to it as "Nahr Ifrin". The succession of names for the Afrin
River across different dominant cultures highlights the valley's continuous strategic and
demographic importance. Each act of naming by a new power signifies recognition,
administrative incorporation, or cultural assimilation, underscoring the Afrin Valley's enduring
role as a settled, resourced, and therefore politically significant territory throughout millennia.
The modern name "Afrin" is suggested by some sources to have Kurdish origins, possibly from
"Avrén" or "Abrén" (meaning "flowing water") or "Afirin" (signifying "creation" or "giving life"),
reflecting its life-sustaining importance.

B. Early Textual Mentions and Geographical Context of the Broader Region

The Afrin Valley, along with the surrounding Kurd-Dagh (Kurd Mountains), has a deep history
of human settlement, with evidence stretching back to the early Neolithic period. During
Classical Antiquity, the wider region that includes Afrin was known under various
administrative and geographical designations, such as Chalybonitis (centered on Aleppo),
Chalcidice (centered on Qinnasrin), and Cyrrhestica (centered on Cyrrhus/Nabi Houri). Later,
in the 4th century CE, the Roman province of Euphratensis was established to the east, with
Hierapolis Bambyce (Manbij) as its major center.

Geographically, the Afrin River is a tributary of the Orontes River system, a major axis of
ancient civilization in Syria. K. Lawson Younger Jr., in his geographical overview of Western
Syria, situates the Afrin River as flowing southward, east of the Kurt Dag and west of Jebel



Sim‘an. Its total length is 139 km, and it eventually drains into the Amugq (Antioch) Plain where
it historically joined the Lake of Antioch before reaching the lower Orontes River.’
Table 1: Ancient Toponyms of the Afrin River and Designations for the Surrounding

Region
Feature Ancient Attributing  |Approximate [Source(s) Brief
Name/Design [Culture/Perio |Date of Significance/
ation d Attestation Context
Afrin River Apre / Aprie  |Assyrian 876 BC Mentioned as
(Ashurnasirpal irrigating the
1) Plain of Patina.
Afrin River Oinoparas Seleucid Seleucid Era Greek name
during
Hellenistic rule.
Afrin River Ufrenus Roman Roman Era Latinized name
during Roman
rule.
Afrin River Nahr Ifrin Arab Medieval Arabic name
(Abu'l-Fida) used by
medieval
geographers.
Afrin Region  [Kurd-Dagh Local/Ottoman |Antiquity - “Mountain of
Ottoman the Kurds,"
historical name
for the
mountainous
area around
Afrin.
Afrin Region  [Chalybonitis  [Classical Classical Regional
Antiquity Antiquity designation,
centered on
Chalybon
(Aleppo).
Afrin Region  [Chalcidice Classical Classical Regional
Antiquity Antiquity designation,
centered on
Qinnasrin.
Afrin Region  [Cyrrhestica  [Classical Classical Regional
Antiquity Antiquity designation,
centered on
Cyrrhus (Nabi
Houri).
Afrin Region  [Patin Ovasi Assyrian 876 BC Plain of




(referring to) Patina/Unq,
irrigated by the
Apre River.

Eastern Region [Euphratensis  [Roman 4th Century CE Roman
province to the
east, centered
on Hierapolis
Bambyce
(Manbij).

lll. Assyrian Engagement with the Afrin Region: A
Chronological Overview

A. Old and Middle Assyrian Periods (c. 2000-912 BC): Assessing Early Interactions
Direct and substantial evidence for Old Assyrian (c. 2000-1750 BC) or Middle Assyrian (c.
1365-934 BC) political control or significant settlement within the immediate Afrin Valley is not
prominent in the available research. The Old Assyrian period, while characterized by extensive
trade networks, particularly with Anatolia, does not show clear political dominance in
northwestern Syria.

The Middle Assyrian Empire did expand westwards. Kings like Ashur-uballit | (c. 1365-1330
BC), who asserted Assyrian independence from Mitanni, and Adad-nirari | (c. 1307-1275 BC)
pushed Assyrian power towards the Euphrates and into Upper Mesopotamia, engaging with
Aramaean groups. Tukulti-Ninurta | (c. 1244-1208 BC) famously captured Babylon and also
campaigned against the Hittite sphere of influence, marking a high point of Middle Assyrian
power. There is mention of a small Assyrian settlement at Tell Chuera (identified as ancient
Harbe) in northern Syria during the 2nd millennium BC (Middle Assyrian period).® However, Tell
Chuera is geographically distinct from the Afrin region, lying further east in the Khabur
triangle. The general citation of "mittelassyrische Keramik" (Middle Assyrian pottery) by
Pfalzner is not specifically tied to finds within the Afrin Valley in the provided sources.

A model for Middle Assyrian direct presence in conquered western territories is the dunnu
system - fortified agricultural estates often run by Assyrian elites or members of the royal
family, and populated by Assyrian settlers and deported populations (siluhlu). Tell Sabi Abyad
in the Balikh Valley provides a well-excavated example of such a colonial establishment,
characterized by Assyrian material culture including architecture, pottery, and administrative
texts. The available information does not indicate the presence of similar Middle Assyrian
dunnu estates within the Afrin Valley itself, suggesting that if Middle Assyrian influence
reached this far west, it was likely less direct or has yet to be archaeologically identified.

B. The Neo-Assyrian Empire and Northwestern Syria (911-609 BC): Conquest and
Provincialization

The Neo-Assyrian period marked a radical transformation in Assyria's relationship with
northwestern Syria, evolving from initial incursions to outright annexation and provincial
administration.



1. Early Neo-Assyrian Penetration and Pressure (9th Century BC)

The reign of Ashurnasirpal Il (883-859 BC) signified a new phase of aggressive Neo-Assyrian
military expansionism. His campaigns reached the Mediterranean Sea, bringing Assyrian
forces into direct contact with the Syro-Hittite and Aramaean states of the region.? The
Banquet Stele of Ashurnasirpal Il (c. 879 BC) includes the first Neo-Assyrian mention of the
kingdom of Patina (Assyrian: Ungqi), a significant Luwian-Aramaean polity centered in the
Amugq Plain, adjacent to the Afrin region.?

Around 870 BC, Ashurnasirpal II's annals record receiving tribute from Lubarna, the king of
Patina, at his royal city of Kunulua (identified with Tell Tayinat). This event occurred before the
Assyrian king crossed the Orontes River and proceeded south.? The Assyrian text from 876
BC, which mentions the Apre (Afrin) River irrigating the Plain of Patina, falls within this king's
reign and demonstrates early Assyrian familiarity with the region's geography and economic
potential.

Shalmaneser lll (859-824 BC), Ashurnasirpal II's successor, continued and intensified these
campaigns in the west. He repeatedly confronted coalitions of Syrian states, including
Patina/Ungqi. For instance, in 858 BC, he defeated a coalition that included 'Sapalulme the
Patinean' (king of Patina) and besieged Alisir/Alimush, one of Sapalulme's fortified cities.
Assyrian records also detail interactions with Qalparunda, another ruler of Patina/Unqi, who is
depicted leading a tributary procession on Shalmaneser lll's throne dais.

During this period, Shalmaneser lll also significantly impacted the Aramaean kingdom of
Bit-Agusi, whose territory stretched from A'zaz in the north to Hamath in the south.* In 849
BC, Shalmaneser Il sacked the city of Arne (identified with Tell Aran), which was then the
capital of Bit-Agusi. This destructive event likely precipitated the shift of Bit-Agusi's capital to
the more defensible site of Arpad (modern Tell Rifaat).

Contemporaneously, a vibrant local Neo-Hittite culture persisted in the region. The Luwian
stele, discovered near Afrin city and dated by inscription style and iconography to the 9th or
8th century BC, depicts the storm-god Teshub and bears a Hieroglyphic Luwian inscription.®
This artifact is a tangible testament to an established local Neo-Hittite religious and likely
political presence that Assyrian expansionism encountered and eventually sought to
dominate. The stele's existence underscores the resilience of local cultural traditions even as
Assyrian power began to assert itself more forcefully in the region.

2. The Era of Annexation: Tiglath-Pileser Il (744-727 BC) and Sargon Il (721-705 BC)

A fundamental shift in Assyrian imperial policy occurred under Tiglath-Pileser Ill. He moved
beyond the earlier strategies of punitive campaigns and tribute extraction towards the
systematic annexation of conquered territories and their organization into directly
administered Assyrian provinces. This new approach had profound consequences for
northwestern Syria.

The Aramaean kingdom of Bit-Agusi, with its capital at Arpad (Tell Rifaat), became a primary
target. Arpad, located in what Montesanto describes as the "western Afrin valley" ¢, had
experienced Assyrian influence since the 9th century BC but later regained independence and
allied with Urartu, Assyria's northern rival.” This alliance made Arpad a critical strategic
objective for Tiglath-Pileser lll. In 743 BC, he defeated Sarduri Il of Urartu in a major battle



fought near Arpad or Samsat.? This victory was followed by a grueling three-year siege of
Arpad itself, which finally fell to the Assyrians in 740 BC.2 The city was subsequently
transformed into an Assyrian provincial capital, a clear indication of Assyria's intent to
establish permanent control.2 Some sources suggest the territory of Arpad may have even
been divided into two provinces, underscoring its administrative importance to the Assyrian
empire.

In 738 BC, Tiglath-Pileser Ill turned his attention to the kingdom of Ungi (Patina), whose capital
was Kinalia/Kunulua (Tell Tayinat) in the Amug Plain.? Accusing Tutammu, the king of Unqj, of
breaking his loyalty oath, the Assyrians captured Kinalia, deported many of its inhabitants, and
reconstituted the kingdom as an Assyrian province, variously referred to as Kunalia, Kinalia, or
Kullania, with Kinalia as its capital.

The prominent Syro-Hittite temple at Ain Dara, situated in the Afrin region, experienced the
end of its main occupational phase around 740 BC.? Multiple scholarly sources indicate that
the temple was "overrun in the Vllith century BC by the Assyrians" and subsequently
abandoned. The timing of this destruction aligns precisely with Tiglath-Pileser Ill's intense
military activities against Arpad and the surrounding region, suggesting it was part of the
same wave of conquest. The near-contemporaneous fall of Arpad (740 BC), the conquest of
Kunulua/Patina (738 BC), and the destruction of the Ain Dara temple (c. 740 BC) are not
isolated events but rather interconnected components of a comprehensive regional strategy
of Assyrian imperial consolidation. This concerted effort aimed to neutralize all major political
and religious power centers in this strategic zone within a very short timeframe.

The reign of Sargon Il (721-705 BC) saw the continuation of these imperial policies. The newly
established Assyrian control was not always stable; Arpad, for instance, participated in an
unsuccessful revolt against Sargon Il in 720 BC, after which it appears to have remained loyal
under Assyrian administration.” Sargon Il further consolidated Assyrian power and undertook
significant building projects in the imperial heartland, partly funded by the resources of the
provinces.

3. Assyrian Provincial Administration in and around the Afrin Region

The newly conquered territories, including the regions centered on Arpad and Kunalia, were
integrated into the Neo-Assyrian Empire as provinces. These were governed by Assyrian
officials, typically a provincial governor known as the bél pahiti (lord of the district/province).
The establishment of these provinces fundamentally reshaped the political economy and
socio-cultural landscape of the region. Local autonomy was extinguished, and regional
resources—agricultural products, raw materials, and human populations through
deportations—were systematically channeled towards the Assyrian core.

The depth of this administrative integration is vividly illustrated by the Esarhaddon Oath Tablet
discovered at Tell Tayinat, the provincial capital of Kunalia. Dating to c. 672 BC, this cuneiform
tablet records a loyalty oath imposed by King Esarhaddon upon the governor of Kunalia and
sixteen named local administrative units or officials, binding them to support Ashurbanipal as
Esarhaddon's chosen successor. This document demonstrates that these Syrian provinces
were deeply enmeshed in the core political affairs and succession mechanisms of the
Assyrian Empire.?



The provincial administration was hierarchical. Alongside the governor, there were likely
military officials (Saknu) responsible for security and justice, and civilian administrators such
as 'village inspectors' (rab alani) who oversaw various districts (qannu) within the provincial
hinterland and reported to the governor.? The governor's residence, such as Building IX
excavated at Tayinat, served as the central administrative and symbolic hub of the province,
replicating the royal palace at a regional level.?

The general assertion that Afrin "fell under the control of the Neo-Assyrian Empire between
the 9th and 6th centuries BC" is best understood in this context: direct and formal Assyrian
control was established over key urban and political centers like Arpad (explicitly stated as
being in the "western Afrin valley") and Kunalia (in the adjacent Amuq Plain). From these
administrative centers, Assyrian authority would have been projected over the surrounding
territories, including the wider Afrin Valley and its agricultural and human resources. This
imposed restructuring likely had profound and lasting demographic, economic, and cultural
consequences for the inhabitants, setting a new trajectory for regional development even
after the eventual collapse of Assyrian power.

IV. Archaeological Evidence of Assyrian Presence and
Influence in the Afrin Region and its Vicinity

Archaeological investigations in northwestern Syria, though uneven and impacted by modern
conflicts, have yielded significant evidence pertaining to the Iron Age, corresponding with the
period of Neo-Assyrian dominance. Key sites in and around the Afrin region provide insights
into local cultures and the impact of Assyrian expansion.

A. Ain Dara Temple

The Ain Dara temple, located near the village of Ain Dara in the Afrin district, is a crucial site
for understanding the pre-Assyrian and transitional periods.

e Chronology and Destruction: The temple's main period of existence is dated from
approximately 1300 BC to 740 BC.? Its final phase of use (Phase lll) is dated from c. 900
to 740 BC. The cessation of its occupation around 740 BC coincides strikingly with
Tiglath-Pileser lllI's campaigns in northern Syria, including the conquest of Arpad (740
BC) and Ungi/Patina (738 BC). Several scholars explicitly state that the Syro-Hittite
states in the region, and by implication sites like Ain Dara, were "overrun in the Vllith
century BC by the Assyrians," leading to the temple's abandonment. One account
suggests the building was cleared of rubble in preparation for reconstruction that never
materialized, possibly following its 8th-century BC destruction. The destruction of the
Ain Dara temple appears to be part of a broader Assyrian strategy to dismantle major
local power centers, both political and religious, in newly conquered territories.

e Cultural Affiliation and Possible Ishtar Cult: The temple is characterized as a
Syro-Hittite religious structure, renowned for its elaborate basalt sculptures, reliefs of
lions and sphinxes, and unique carved giant footprints. Its architecture shares
similarities with Solomon's Temple in Jerusalem as described in biblical texts. Regarding
its dedication, suggestions include Inanna (the Mesopotamian goddess of fertility), the



Canaanite Astarte (‘Attart), or the storm god Hadad. A relief interpreted by some as
depicting the goddess Ishtar was reportedly found inside the temple. While Ishtar was a
prominent Mesopotamian and Assyrian deity, her worship was also widespread in Syria.
The excavator, Ali Abu Assaf, attributed the temple to Ishtar based on the profusion of
lion imagery, a common attribute of the goddess. If the relief was indeed Ishtar and
placed after Assyrian conquest, it could indicate Assyrian religious influence or
syncretism. However, the primary cultural signature of the temple's construction and art
remains Syro-Hittite.

B. Tell Rifaat (Ancient Arpad)
Tell Rifaat, identified as the ancient city of Arpad, was the capital of the Aramaean kingdom of
Bit-Agusi.*

Location and Assyrian Conquest: The site is situated in the "western Afrin valley" ©,
placing it directly within the geographical scope of this report. As detailed earlier, Arpad
was conquered by Tiglath-Pileser lll in 740 BC after a three-year siege and
subsequently became an Assyrian provincial capital.’

Archaeological Remains: The remains of Arpad's substantial defensive walls are still
preserved at Tell Rifaat, reaching a height of up to 8 meters. While extensive
Assyrian-period administrative buildings comparable to those at Tayinat have not been
detailed in the provided snippets for Tell Rifaat, its documented status as a provincial
capital implies the existence of such structures.

C. Tell Tayinat (Ancient Kunulua/Kinalia)

Tell Tayinat, located in the Amuq Plain adjacent to the Afrin Valley, served as the capital of the
Syro-Hittite kingdom of Patina (Unqi) and was later transformed into the Assyrian provincial
capital of Kunalia (Kinalia/Kullania).? Excavations at Tayinat have yielded the most extensive
evidence of Neo-Assyrian provincial administration in the broader region.

Assyrian Governor's Residence (Building IX): This structure, identified as a
prototypical Neo-Assyrian governor's palace, featured rooms arranged around
courtyards, limestone orthostats depicting Assyrian shock troops, and a reception suite
with installations typical of Assyrian elite architecture.?

Temple Complex (Buildings Il, XVI, and Platform XV): A sacred precinct included at
least two temples (Building Il and Building XVI) that faced a central courtyard. Building
XVI, in its final Neo-Assyrian phase (7th century BC), had an ornately carved basalt
column base, and its inner sanctum contained a brick podium, cultic paraphernalia
(gold, bronze, iron implements, libation vessels), and a large Assyrian Glazed Ware jar.?
The layout and finds suggest the complex was converted into an Assyrian religious
center, possibly replicating the double temple tradition seen in Assyrian capitals like
Khorsabad.?

Cuneiform Tablets: A significant find from Building XVI is an assemblage of cuneiform
tablets, most notably the Esarhaddon Oath Tablet (T-1801), dating to 672 BC. This tablet
records a loyalty oath imposed by Esarhaddon on the governor of Kunalia and local
officials, binding them to Ashurbanipal.? Other tablets include hemerological and lexical
texts. The presence of these administrative and literary texts within a temple context



parallels practices in the Assyrian heartland.?

e Other Assyrian Artifacts: Miscellaneous finds include inscribed stone monument
fragments, cylinder seals, metal objects (including a roundel with Tiglath-Pileser lll's
name), and distinctive Assyrian Glazed and Palace Wares.? The evidence from Tell
Tayinat provides a crucial window into the physical manifestation of Assyrian imperial
control, demonstrating how Assyrians established administrative and religious
infrastructure in conquered territories, integrating them into the empire's political and
ideological framework. The administration based at Kunalia would have undoubtedly
exerted influence over the nearby Afrin Valley.

D. Tell Jindaris (Ancient Gindarus?)
Tell Jindaris (Jindires, Gindarus) is a significant tell site located within the Afrin Valley.®

e Iron Age Remains: Archaeological work, including excavations by D. Siirenhagen, has
revealed remains dated to the Iron Age II-1ll (9th-6th century BC).® These primarily
consist of scarcely preserved domestic buildings.® While the site was occupied during
the period of Neo-Assyrian hegemony, the provided snippets do not detail specific
Assyrian artifacts or architectural features directly from Tell Jindaris itself, unlike
Tayinat. Its Iron Age occupation, however, places it squarely within the timeframe and
geographical sphere of Assyrian influence emanating from provincial centers like Arpad.
Further detailed publication of excavation results from Tell Jindaris would be crucial for
clarifying the nature and extent of Assyrian interaction at this specific site.

E. The Afrin Stele (Luwian Stele)
Discovered in a field near Afrin city, apparently not in its original context, this middle section of
a four-sided basalt stele is a key piece of local Iron Age evidence.®

e Description and Dating: The fragment (approx. 0.5m wide) shows a partial relief of a
figure in a short, fringed kilt, characteristic of the Hittite/Luwian storm-god Teshub, on
one face. The other surviving faces bear a damaged three-line Hieroglyphic Luwian
inscription, too fragmentary for full interpretation.® It is generally dated to the 9th or 8th
century BC.

e Cultural Significance: The Afrin Stele is a significant marker of the Neo-Hittite (or
Luwian) cultural presence in the Afrin region during the early Neo-Assyrian period. It
indicates the persistence of local Anatolian-derived traditions in terms of language,
script, and religious iconography, existing contemporaneously with increasing Assyrian
encroachment. Such stelae often served as public monuments, asserting local identity
and authority. Its presence highlights the complex cultural landscape the Assyrians
encountered and sought to dominate.

F. Cyrrhus (Nabi Houri)

Cyrrhus, located overlooking the Afrin River, was a significant site in later periods, particularly
Roman and Byzantine. While it was founded in the Seleucid period (early 3rd century BC), the
provided materials offer limited specific information about its status or any Assyrian-period
occupation levels. Any Assyrian influence would likely have been indirect, mediated through
regional powers or Assyrian control over the broader territory.

G. Kurd-Dagh (Kurd Mountains)



The Kurd-Dagh is the mountainous region forming part of the Afrin district's geography. While
specific archaeological reports detailing Assyrian-period sites within the Kurd-Dagh are not
explicitly provided in the snippets, this area would have undoubtedly fallen under the sphere
of influence, if not direct administration, of the Assyrian provincial centers established at
Arpad (in the western Afrin Valley) and Kunalia (Amugq Plain). Assyrian texts record expressions
of submission and the levying of tribute from various groups and polities in northern Syria and
southeastern Anatolia, regions encompassing or adjacent to the Kurd-Dagh.” The control of
such mountainous peripheries was often crucial for securing resources and controlling
passage.

V. Impact of Assyrian Administration on the Afrin
Region

The imposition of Neo-Assyrian rule following the conquests of the 8th century BC had
profound and multifaceted impacts on the Afrin region and its environs. This was not merely a
change of overlords but a fundamental restructuring of political, economic, and cultural life.
A. Political and Administrative Reorganization

The most immediate impact was the dismantling of local autonomous kingdoms like Bit-Agusi
(Arpad) and Patina/Ungi (Kunalia). Indigenous rulers were deposed, killed, or exiled, and their
territories were converted into Assyrian provinces. These provinces were governed by
Assyrian officials, often eunuchs loyal to the Assyrian king, who held the title of bél pahiti. The
discovery of the Esarhaddon Oath Tablet at Tell Tayinat (Kunalia) demonstrates the deep
integration of these provincial administrations into the core political fabric of the Assyrian
Empire, with local governors and officials required to swear loyalty to the Assyrian king and his
designated successor.? This system ensured that the region's political destiny was tied directly
to that of Assyria. Administrative structures, likely including a hierarchy of officials responsible
for various districts and functions (e.g., rab alani or village inspectors), would have extended
Assyrian oversight into the provincial hinterland.?

B. Economic Exploitation

A primary driver of Assyrian expansion was economic. The newly established provinces in
northwestern Syria, including those encompassing or influencing the Afrin Valley, were
subjected to systematic economic exploitation. This involved the control of crucial trade
routes that passed through the region, connecting Mesopotamia with Anatolia and the
Mediterranean. Furthermore, the provinces were obligated to pay regular tribute and taxes to
the Assyrian state. These resources, which included agricultural products (given the fertile
nature of the Afrin and Amugq valleys), raw materials (such as timber from mountain regions
like the Amanus, mentioned in Assyrian campaigns), and human labor, were funneled towards
the Assyrian heartland to support the imperial administration, military, and monumental
building projects.?

C. Cultural Interactions and Assyrianization

The Assyrian presence brought significant cultural changes, though the extent of
"Assyrianization" was complex and varied.



e Architecture and Urbanism: Assyrian architectural styles and urban planning concepts
were introduced, particularly in provincial capitals. The governor's residence (Building
IX) and the temple complex (Buildings Il and XVI) at Tell Tayinat exhibit clear Assyrian
architectural elements and layouts, such as the bit hilani-inspired palace features
adapted into an Assyrian administrative context, and the construction of temples
dedicated to or incorporating Assyrian deities like Nabu.?

e Religious Practices: While local cults likely persisted, there is evidence for the
introduction of Assyrian religious practices. The temple complex at Tayinat, for example,
seems to have been transformed into an Assyrian religious center, possibly housing
cults of Assyrian state gods.? The presence of cuneiform tablets with religious and
divinatory texts (hemerologies) in these temples also points to the introduction of
Mesopotamian scribal and religious traditions.?

e Language and Administration: Akkadian, written in cuneiform script, became the
language of administration in the provinces, as evidenced by the cuneiform tablets from
Tayinat.? This would have necessitated a class of scribes familiar with Mesopotamian
writing and administrative practices.

e Deportations: The Assyrians employed a policy of mass deportations in conquered
territories. Populations were forcibly moved from one part of the empire to another to
break local resistance, provide labor for imperial projects, and populate strategic areas.
While specific details of deportations from the Afrin Valley itself are not abundant in the
snippets, the capture of Kinalia (Tayinat) by Tiglath-Pileser Ill was accompanied by the
deportation of many of its citizens. Such demographic shifts would have had a lasting
impact on the ethnic and cultural makeup of the region.

e Persistence of Local Traditions: Despite the imposition of Assyrian rule and cultural
elements, local traditions did not entirely disappear. The Afrin Stele, a Luwian monument
from the 9th-8th century BC, stands as a testament to the resilience of Neo-Hittite
cultural identity in the region. The interplay between imperial Assyrian culture and local
Syro-Anatolian traditions likely resulted in a hybrid cultural landscape, where elements
of both coexisted and influenced each other. Later historical periods saw further layers
of cultural influence, including Arabization policies, but these are distinct from the
Assyrian era.

The Assyrian administration, therefore, brought about a period of profound transformation,
integrating northwestern Syria, including the Afrin region, more directly into the political,
economic, and cultural sphere of the Mesopotamian world than ever before.

VI. The Decline of Assyrian Power and its Aftermath in
the Region

The Neo-Assyrian Empire, despite its formidable military and administrative apparatus, began
to face internal strains and external pressures in the later 7th century BC. A coalition of Medes
and Babylonians ultimately brought about its downfall. The capital, Nineveh, was sacked in 612
BC, and the last vestiges of Assyrian resistance were crushed at Harran by 609 BC.



With the collapse of Assyrian imperial power, its vast territories, including the provinces in
northwestern Syria, transitioned to new overlords. The region initially fell under the control of
the Neo-Babylonian Empire (626-539 BC), which inherited much of Assyria's imperial
structure. Subsequently, the Achaemenid Persian Empire conquered Babylon in 539 BC and
incorporated its territories, including Syria, into its even larger domain.

The specific fate of Assyrian provincial structures and settlements in and around the Afrin
region immediately after the empire's collapse is not detailed extensively in the provided
research material. However, it is likely that the administrative centers, such as Arpad and
Kunalia, continued to function, albeit under new imperial masters. The strategic importance of
the region and its established infrastructure would have made it valuable to succeeding
empires. The long-term legacy of Assyrian presence was significant; their methods of
provincial administration, road networks, and even some cultural influences were adopted or
adapted by the Babylonians and Persians. The Aramaic language, which had become a lingua
franca across much of the Neo-Assyrian Empire due to deportations and interactions,
continued to flourish and spread under subsequent empires.

VIl. Modern Assyrian Communities and Heritage (Brief
Note)

It is important to distinguish the ancient Assyrian imperial presence from modern Assyrian
communities. Today, Assyrians (also identifying as Syriacs or Chaldeans) are an indigenous
Christian minority in the Middle East. In Syria, their historical heartlands and most significant
populations are concentrated in the northeastern Jazira region, particularly along the Khabur
River (e.g., Tel Tamer, Qabre Hewore/Qahtaniyah) and in cities like Qamishli and Hasakeh.
While there may be individual Assyrians or families in the Afrin area in modern times, the Afrin
region itself is not considered a traditional center of modern Assyrian settlement in the same
way as northeastern Syria.

These modern communities have faced immense challenges, including persecution, violence,
displacement due to conflicts (such as the Syrian Civil War and the rise of extremist groups),
and pressures of assimilation. The Assyrian Genocide during World War | also drastically
reduced their numbers and dislocated populations. Their struggle to preserve their ancient
language (forms of Aramaic), distinct Christian traditions, and cultural heritage continues to
this day.

VIIl. Conclusion

The ancient Assyrian engagement with the Afrin region and its immediate environs was a
prolonged and transformative process, culminating in direct imperial control during the
Neo-Assyrian period. Initially, during the Old and Middle Assyrian eras, interaction was likely
sporadic and indirect. However, the strategic and economic importance of northwestern Syria,
including the fertile Afrin Valley and its position on key trade routes, drew increasing Assyrian
attention.

The 9th century BC saw Neo-Assyrian kings like Ashurnasirpal Il and Shalmaneser lll project



power into the region, extracting tribute from local Syro-Hittite and Aramaean kingdoms such
as Patina/Unqi (capital Kunulua/Tell Tayinat) and Bit-Agusi (capital Arpad/Tell Rifaat). The
Assyrian toponym "Apre" for the Afrin River, recorded as early as 876 BC, attests to their early
geographical knowledge.

A decisive shift occurred in the mid-8th century BC under Tiglath-Pileser Ill, who initiated a
policy of annexation. Arpad, in the "western Afrin valley," fell in 740 BC after a lengthy siege,
and Kunulua was conquered in 738 BC. Both were converted into Assyrian provincial capitals.
The Ain Dara temple, a significant Syro-Hittite cult center in the Afrin region, was likely
destroyed or abandoned around this same time, coinciding with Assyrian campaigns.
Archaeological evidence from Tell Tayinat, including a governor's palace, a temple complex
with Assyrian features, and cuneiform administrative texts like the Esarhaddon Oath Tablet,
vividly illustrates the depth of Assyrian provincial administration. While direct Assyrian-era
archaeological finds from within the core Afrin Valley (e.g., Tell Jindaris) are less extensively
published, the region was undoubtedly under the sway of these provincial centers. The Luwian
Stele from Afrin indicates the persistence of local Neo-Hittite culture even as Assyrian power
grew.

The impact of Assyrian rule was profound, involving political reorganization, economic
exploitation, and significant cultural interaction, including the introduction of Assyrian
architectural styles, religious practices, and administrative systems. While Assyrian imperial
control eventually waned with the empire's fall in 612-609 BC, its legacy in reshaping the
political and cultural landscape of northwestern Syria endured.

Future archaeological research, including more targeted surveys and excavations specifically
within the Afrin Valley and the Kurd-Dagh, focusing on Iron Age levels, would be invaluable for
uncovering more direct evidence of Assyrian-period settlements, outposts, or administrative
structures, and for further elucidating the complex interplay between Assyrian imperial power
and local cultures in this historically significant region.
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