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Urkesh 1999 

 
The excavations carried out in the Summer 1999 have yielded exceptional 

results. We had set out in search of the Royal Palace. We have found both the Palace 
and, we believe, its Queen. 

The residential wing of the palace is raised by about five feet above the service 
area, which we have excavated previously. We were merely searching for the corner 
of the building we knew already. When we found it, we saw that an even larger 
building was leaning against it. We had to follow it, and we came upon the much 
larger building which rose above it— a towering split level construction. Plate 2 
gives an imaginary projection of the monumental structure that is still largely lurking 
in the ground. 

The proverbial major discovery on the last day of excavation came with a ven-
geance, this year. We were merely following clues, again: this time, we wanted to 
define a cross-wall within the palace. A floor surface had been damaged, and there 
seemed to be only rubble laying on it. A workman was removing it, with the big 
pick(!). And he saw a lump of clay. There was little else, it seemed, but lumps of 
clay. But his sharp eye noticed something different, worth investigating. We agreed, 
and switched immediately to sifters and dental tools. We had found a seal impression 
of the daughter of Naram-Sin (Plate 3)! Had there been bells in our expedition house, 
they would have tolled for joy... Naram-Sin was one of the most important kings of 
the ancient Near East, the conqueror of Ebla, besides all else. If his daughter was 
having doors sealed in her name at Urkesh, it can only mean that she was ruling there 
as queen. And that this was her palace. And that Naram-Sin had chosen alliance, 
instead of war, with Urkesh. 

She was named Tar’am-Agade, a name with a program, because it means “She-
loves-Agade,” the country of which her father was king. With her seal impressions, 
several others of great historical significance. Here, we are presenting a jewel of 
miniature art, the seal of Ishar-beli: he has an Akkadian name, but the subject of his 
seal is exquisitely “local” to Urkesh: a horse, consorting with the gods. 

Our new queen and her palace almost made us forget all the other major results 
of the season—our Mona Lisa (Plate 1), as we affectionately called her; a remarkable 
scribal installation in the service quarters; a complete fire altar, the only one of its 
kind known south of Anatolia; the baked brick platform in the courtyard of the 
palace; and the major conservation program (Plates 5-6) which we put in place this 
year. The whirlwind of the last few days left us almost giddy—at any rate, charged 
with the enthusiasm and the determination to bring all of this immediately to 
publication. Which is what we are working on now. 
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