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The archaeology of experience 
 

 We celebrated experience in many a novel way this 2008 season at Tell Mozan. 
 We did celebrate it in one aspect that has become a hallmark of our project – site presentation. Mak-
ing ours a deep-seated Syrian sentiment, we want to extend a warm and rich hospitality to our visitors 
– the intellectual hospitality that offers understanding. An innovative system of panels develops a 
story line that holds the attention because it develops in an almost dramatic way as the visitor pro-
gresses from one station to the next. More than 200 pages are already in place, but in a subtle and un-
obtrusive way, so the visitor can either skim the surface or delve into the substance. This, then, is the 
modern experience of archaeology as a process and as the finds it brings back to light. 
 It was our good fortune to inaugurate an early version of the display on the occasion of a most 
memorable visit – that of the First Lady, Dr. Asmaa al-Assad. The honor deriving from her representing 
the highest authority in the land was only matched by the delight of interacting with the keenest ex-
pression of personal interest as she followed the “story line” laid out in the ground. It was a sunny 
moment on a very sunny day. It radiated from her presence in ways that well explain how she has 
come to embody a bright ideal for vast segments of the population, such as young women and the 
disabled, both well represented in Mozan, and all newly energized by her visit among us and the car-
ing attitude she displayed to all. 
 We did celebrate experience in identifying closely with a crisis situation that had affected our workmen. The 
winter had brought no rain, and, when we arrived, the fields were parched as never before. The wheat 
stalks seemed like drooping dry grass, without ears, without a single grain. The toll was severe, and as 
a result we had hundreds of applicants for work – where we had intended to hire around fifty. In re-
sponse to the emergency, we revised our strategy, and made room in our work plans for additional 
men. But we needed extra funds. So we send out an SOS to some of our supporters, who answered 
with great generosity, allowing us to implement the new goals. 
 It had always been our intent to open a wide space so as to gain the distance the ancients had from which 
to view the imposing architecture at the end of the open Plaza. With the new workforce we would now be 
able to remove tons of dirt even with the limited staff available because these were massive inert ac-
cumulations, predictably without any structures, hence without the need for slow excavation. We 
completed the first phase, and the results are most gratifying. 
 We did celebrate experience, finally, as we came closer than ever to understanding the way in 
which an unfailing sense of sacrality safeguarded this vast complex over a span of two millennia, to be re-
organized only in the last century before its abandonment, and then in ways that still protected the in-
tegrity of the original structure. We have, in fact, growing evidence that the complex had already 
taken shape by about 3500 B.C.; we have more details about its structural make-up in the third mil-
lennium; and we see the final re-organization of space when the urban community that served the 
temple breathed its last. 
 Having been abandoned for over three thousand years, it seems at time that we only excavate a 
dead city. But we are in fact ever in search of the life that gave these stones, this clay, a meaning we 
want to recapture and make ours. In 2008, we have come closer than ever to this goal. 
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Part One 
 

The visit 
of the First Lady  
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Part Two 
 

Facing the centuries 
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Part Three 
 

Reshaping 
the urban landscape 
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Part Four 
 

Function and 
perception 
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Part Five 
 

The hosts 
as guests 
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