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Introduction

The large mound in the town of Hama is well known in Syrian archaeology for
the excavations there by a Danish team in the 1930s. However, in addition to
their archaeological investigations that were mainly undertaken on the mound,
the Danes also documented the town around the mound at that time, and that
is what this book is about. The photographs, architectural plans, and water-
colours that make up this archive, many of which have not been previously
published, are a priceless record of a place and a time that no longer exist.
Hama islocated on the Orontes River in Inland Western Syria. In Arabic, the
Orontes is called the Rebel (‘Aasi) River, probably because among all the major
rivers in the region it is the only one that flows south to north (rather than north
to south). Hama is located on what has always been the most important north-
south route in this part of the Middle East, what in Ottoman times was called
the “Sultanic Road". This road extended from Anatolia in the north through
Aleppo, Hama, Homs, and Damascus and then south through Palestine to the
Hijaz and Egypt; it was the principal road for merchants, pilgrims, and soldiers.
It is also the intersection of several productive landscapes at Hama that has
contributed to the successful settlement history here: the river flood plain is
suitable for gardens and orchards (the famous waterwheels at Hama have been
employed at least since Late Roman times to lift water from the river); there is
enough annual precipitation to support dry farming in the rich agricultural soil
around the town — it is one of the most intensely farmed areas in Western Syria;
and not far to the east, steppe land serves as summer pastures for Bedouin tribes.
The over 40-meter-high mound at Hama dominated the surrounding town
in the1930s. Hama is, in fact, the oldest continuously lived in town in Syria (from
the mid-7" millennium BCE to the present — around 8500 years of continuous
settlement). Highlights include its role as a holy city in the Early Bronze Age,
Period IV (ca 2500—-2000 BCE), an important pilgrimage destination. Hamath,
as it was known in the Iron Age (ca 1000—-600 BCE), was a powerful local king-

dom that opposed the mighty Assyrians until its destruction at the hands of



Sargon II in 720 BCE. Under the Romans, a detachment of archers from Hama
(Cohors Prima Hamiorum Sagittaria) served from 120 CE at Hadrian’s Wall in
Northern Britain. Hama was conquered by the Muslims in 638 and was subse-
quently ruled by the Umayyads, Abbasids, the Egyptian Fatimids, Turkish
Seljuks, and the Crusaders. In 175, Hama was taken by the most famous foe of
the Crusaders, Saladin. After the Mongol Tamerlane (Timur Lenk) destroyed the
town in 1400, the mound was never reoccupied. During the Ottoman Period,
between the 14™ century and the early 20" century, Hama expanded in size with
the growth of regional trade. It became more closely linked to the new centre
of regional wealth, power, and culture in Damascus and became an agricultural
entrepot that provided grain for the annual pilgrimage (Haj) caravans.

In the 1930s, Hama was the fourth largest town in French Mandatory Syria,
after Damascus, Aleppo, and nearby Homs. By 1930 the population had reached
60,000, mostly Sunni Muslims with a small Greek Orthodox Christian minority.
Other minorities living in the Hama governate included Alawites, Circassians,
Ismailis, Kurds, and Turkomans. In addition to the strong agricultural sector,
Hama was an important producer of textiles and leather goods. The town was
bisected by the Orontes River. On the west bank, west and southwest of the
mound (al-Qal‘a), lay the oldest part of the town, al-Madina, with its narrow
winding alleyways. The Great Mosque was located here, as was the Christian
neighbourhood and Greek Orthodox cathedral. The two main markets (stigs)
in the old part of town were located in the vicinity of the Great Mosque and near
the Nuri mosque, on the banks of the river. A labyrinth of streets connected this
part of the town with that farther south of the mound, the al-Dabaga quarter,
in which was located an old caravansary that served as the Danish Expedition’s
quarters in the later years of the project, Khan Rustm Basha. On the east bank
of the river lay the newer part of the town, al-Hadir. Here folk had settled per-
manently outside the walls of the old town. The al-Madina and al-Hadir quarters
were joined by the bridge called Jisr Bayt al-Shaykh (The Bridge at the Shaykh’s
House). North of the mound was located the town cemetery, and to the north-
west, the French military encampment. A number of waterwheels and con-
nected aqueducts brought water from the river to particular buildings and to
gardens and orchards around the town.

This was the town that the Danish team members visually documented over
the course of the Expedition, from 1931 to 1938. It was one of the best-preserved

Ottoman Period towns in the region and was characterized as one of the most



picturesque and least westernized towns in Syria, with an almost medieval feel
to it. The images in this book were in the main produced by members of the
Danish Expedition. They had come to find the remains of an ancient town
that had ceased to exist long ago, and along the way captured through letters,
photographs, and watercolours another town that has since also faded into the
past. The photos are snapshots of life in the town seen through the eyes of curi-
ous Europeans, who, on the one hand were in the field to carry out their research
in archaeology, and on the other were on an adventure of a lifetime, entranced
by the place around them. They took photos of Ottoman houses, waterwheels,
celebrations, and people going about their daily lives. Some images are blurry,
capturing moments of people on the move and sheep being herded through the
narrow streets. The watercolours, on the other hand, present a more serene view
of the town, most especially of the grand mansions of the urban elite, but also
of town squares and alleyways.

The onset of a new archaeological project studying the artifacts from the
excavations at Hama stored in the National Museum of Denmark has led to the
publication of this book. The authors — from afar — are again studying the ancient
societies revealed by the excavations on the mound in the 1930s and are again
both entranced by the surrounding town and curious about its inhabitants, as
revealed in the photographs and watercolours in the archive. In our version of
the story of Hama in the 1930s, however, we accompany the Danish images that
portray a peaceful and picturesque representation of an old-fashioned way of
life with texts that relate the political and social turmoil beneath the apparently

tranquil surface that also characterized Hama in French Mandatory Syria in the

1930s.
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Regional states of Syria during the French Mandate 1920-1946

Map: Georges Mouamar (after Don-kun, Wikimedia Commons)

The Arabic-speaking regions in the Middle East were part of
the Ottoman Empire for 400 years. After the Ottoman defeat in
the First World War, the part of the empire that became Syria
and Lebanon was ruled by France as a colony from 1920 to 1946,

known as the French Mandate.

The building on the left of the photo is the first Expedition
house (1931-35), Bait Sa‘ld Bak Fardus Al-‘Azm. Photo: Mathilius
Elo, 1931.
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Hama mound and the surrounding town

Photo: Hama Expedition, 1936

Aerial view towards the south, of the mound and town, with
the Orontes River and the Shaykh Bridge on the left. The main
areas of excavation during the Danish Expedition are visible in
the photo — the deep trench in the centre of the mound that
reached the Late Neolithic Period and the excavations at the
southern end of the mound that revealed the Iron Age citadel.
Like other Western excavations in the Middle East during this
period, the Danes concentrated on the pre-Islamic periods on
the mound. Although the Danish archaeologists did not repre-
sent an imperial power in this part of the world, Western
archaeology in the Middle East in general, from the 19" cen-
tury through the 1930s, played a role in the colonial projects of
Great Britain and France. As the “handmaid of imperialism” in
this period, archaeology served the political goals of the impe-
rial powers by disengaging the local populace from their deep
past, creating a narrative that both traced a direct lineage of
the cultures of the pre-Islamic Middle East to the West, and, in
bypassing the current inhabitants, constructed the “non-West”.

16

5 slaall ALaal) g ‘éﬂ‘Y\ slaa
VAT ple cilan (b A8 il Bl 55 sl

ol e jelay sles Ay gAY il o il bl 83 le B g £ e
Sl aal s JRE el LS gl Sy s (poalall g 5 mall g2
LU e 38 jlaiall Bnall gy caald ) A5 5 il jaall g caall
S Jsasl e W G Gaaal) 5 AV el aalis Jil by b
AL Gnaall 5 aall semal) LU silall s sles diad p28Y) GUagiu)
oo i€ il g Ay giall dgall sl 8 53l il jindl Ll el LS
oY) pamal) dald

A b (s AT i il il e LS S el il il 3K 5
LY Hanilia g oY JB e ) seac e 35l o2 J3A das 5V
(gl lly b e Bl 38 G5l ) stiay o] S laial) BV elale )
il ) cdans 51 G5l 3 4 2l 4551 o il (g LESH e e
& Tse cual )5 ¢ palall ¢l il ay e gl oAl e
Gl o b Y de aad Luijig | jalaty Ay jlenial) a i)
oo Comlaall RN L 51 &8 N4 (e Al paeY) (5l Fauland) il
il Gt s Sl sy BIA Gk oo by (Greal) agaale
Al Sl 8 Le Jass 531 5,30



A glimpse of an 8500-year-long history
Drawing, Dan Shadrake, 2020; photos: Hama Expedition (lion),

Georges Mouamar (ploughshare), Kit Weiss (Islamic bowl).

Lion statue from the Iron Age (ca. 1000600 BCE) citadel, pre-
viously exhibited in the National Museum of Denmark; Hamian
Archer from the Roman cohort guarding Hadrian’s Wall in
northern Britain ca. 120 CE; Basalt ploughshare, Early Bronze
Age; Islamic Period bowl, Syrian production, first half of the 13

century.
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