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Abstract 

 

To Sit in Splendor: The Ivory Throne As An Agent of Identity  
in Tomb 79 from Salamis, Cyprus 

 

Christina Ruth Johnson, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Nassos Papalexandrou 

 
The objects discovered in Tomb 79 at the necropolis of Salamis, Cyprus have 

garnered much attention since their discovery. The material from this tomb, however, 

needs an in-depth, object-by-object analysis that will lead to a greater understanding of 

the burial as a whole. In my thesis, I offer a detailed case study of a single item, an ivory-

covered wooden chair—so-called Throne Γ—as exemplifying an approach to this 

analysis. Based on the excavation team’s exacting reconstruction, the chair is four-legged 

with armrests and a slightly curved backrest. Ivory overlays the entirety of the chair 

except on a few sections of the backrest where the wood shows through. Here as well, 

both figural and geometric designs decorate the ivory, and the top bar was originally 

overlaid with gold. As a whole, Throne Γ would have appeared as a solid ivory object, 

embellished with wood and gold, and was likely draped with textiles.   
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In this study, I analyze Throne Γ as an agent of identity. To do so, I follow the 

example of other scholars such as Irene Winter and Marian Feldman and employ the 

theory of object agency, addressing Throne Γ as an affective entity. When placed in a 

social context—i.e., when involved in human interaction—such agentive objects actively 

influence their surroundings. In this case, I analyze how Throne Γ affected the individual 

in whose tomb it was buried. I argue that through its various affective “mechanisms”—its 

nature as a luxury object, the value of its ivory material, its sensory qualities (including 

luminosity, texture, and fragrance), its iconography, and its ritual function—Throne Γ 

projected a king-like identity upon the deceased individual from Tomb 79. His actual 

political and social power during his lifetime, however, may have been less than that 

suggested by the mechanisms of the chair. The inclusion of Throne Γ in the burial was 

therefore a conscious choice and the identity the chair projected deliberate. It was meant 

to agentively mark, and thus legitimize, the deceased as a politically-able, diplomatically-

savvy, and divinely-touched figure in the early days of monarchy on Cyprus. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

The deaths of kings and rulers are events that live long in our imagination. We 

remember the elaborate funeral of President Ronald Reagan, the unearthed wonders from 

the tomb of King Tutankhamen, and even the mysterious passing of the legendary King 

Arthur. We also remember the symbols of their rulership that they leave behind: a 

portrait, a mask, a sword. Of my three examples, only King Tutankhamen’s physical 

legacy comes from a tomb; but burials, perhaps, are the most significant earthly 

manifestations of death, and the physical components of burials tend to speak directly to 

the identities of those whom they honor and entomb. Reagan was the leader of the most 

powerful country in the world, a position the grand nature of his funeral reflected. King 

Tutankhamen was ruler, for however short a time, during a powerful period in Egypt’s 

history, reflected in the rich burial goods that accompanied him to the afterlife. For 

Arthur, it is the very absence of a known burial site that augments his mythos as a king 

who will someday return—if there is no grave then maybe he is not truly, fully dead.  

While we do not know if the deceased individual from Tomb 79 in the Early Iron 

Age necropolis of Salamis was truly a king, he certainly was buried with all the splendor 

of one. In my thesis, I seek to determine the identity that this individual desired to create 

for himself (and/or others created for him) with his burial, through the objects he left 

behind. I am aware that a full-fledged analysis of the entire burial would be necessary to 

fully comprehend the matter, but such an in-depth examination is not possible within the 
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limits of my study.1 I offer instead a detailed case study of a single item, the ivory-

covered chair, so-called Throne Γ, as exemplifying an approach that will lead to a greater 

understanding of the burial (Figure 1).2 I will analyze the chair as an agent of identity, 

looking closely at the messages encoded within its material, its sensory qualities, its 

iconography, and its possible function in the funerary ritual.  

In the rest of this chapter, I will first present a brief overview of the site of 

Salamis with a review of the major literature on Tomb 79, which deals more heavily with 

issues of date and the socio-political ramifications of the site rather than with detailed 

nuances of the burial objects.3 What work has been done on the ivory furniture from the 

burial focuses mainly on determining its regional provenance or ivory carving “tradition” 

(the consensus being “Phoenician”) based on comparanda from other Near Eastern sites,4 

whereas I aim to analyze the throne as an object with agency that performs a specific 

semantic role within the burial. I will then offer a detailed description of Throne Γ, 

reserving a more in-depth discussion of its particulars for Chapter 4. Finally, I will 

present my understanding of the theory of object agency and delineate how I will employ 

it in the chapters that follow. 

                                                
1 For details of the burial see Vassos Karageorghis, Salamis vol. 5: Excavations in the Necropolis of 
Salamis III (Nicosia: Department of Antiquities, Cyprus, 1973), 1–122. As alternate sources to the main 
publication, see Vassos Karageorghis, Salamis: Recent Discoveries in Cyprus (New York: McGraw-Hill 
Book Company, 1969; and Vassos Karageorghis, “Anhang II: Die Elphenbein-Throne von Salamis, 
Zypern,” in Hausrat, Archaeologia Homerica II, Kapitel P, by Siegfried Laser, 99–103 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1968).  
2 I chose Throne Γ, because it is the best preserved of the ivory objects in the tomb; and there is a wealth of 
scholarship on ivory in the eastern Mediterranean from which to draw useful comparanda.  
3 At least in terms of the ivory furniture. I am less familiar with the corpus of literature dealing with the 
bronzes and the vehicles.  
4 I will not delve deeply into an analysis of the literature on ivory styles or “traditions,” but I will reference 
it later in Chapter 4.   
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REVIEW OF SITE AND LITERATURE 
From 1962 to 1967, Vassos Karageorghis conducted an in-depth excavation of the 

necropolis of ancient Salamis on Cyprus. Although the site had long been known, his 

excavation unearthed abundant new material, including perhaps the richest burial known 

from Cyprus, Tomb 79.5 This rich burial was the first in the tomb, which was reused 

multiple times. Objects including the ivory furniture, a chariot, a hearse, bronze 

equestrian trappings, and bronze cauldrons were arranged in the dromos leading up to the 

tomb’s chamber; unfortunately the latter was looted. The tomb was reused a second time 

not long after the first burial, and the orchestrators of this second burial greatly disturbed 

the evidence from the first, pushing the objects in the dromos off to either side to make 

room for the new burial goods before reburying the whole. Part of the fill of the dromos 

was also greatly disturbed in Roman times.6 Despite the disturbances, Karageorghis was 

confident in his ability to differentiate between the two early burials and published an 

excavation report in 1973, choosing to do so as quickly as possible, valuing the material’s 

immediate availability to scholarship over an in-depth analysis.7 Based on a variety of 

comparanda in both literature and the archaeological record, he suggests that the tomb’s 

ivories were imported to Salamis from Phoenicia and that they help identify Tomb 79 as 

the burial of a king, who was keeping up appearances as a tributary of Assyria.8 

However, Karageorghis admits that his analysis and conclusion are cursory, eliciting the 

                                                
5 Karageorghis, Salamis, 1. 
6 Karageorghis, Salamis, 10–14. Karageorghis states that some sections of the object he reconstructed as a 
bed are missing, and only one solid ivory leg of a stool or table was uncovered.  
7 Karageorghis, Salamis, vii, 10.  
8 Karageorghis, Salamis, 95.  
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need for an in-depth reassessment of the material9—a reassessment to which I aim to 

contribute with my present study.  

One previous more in-depth assessment of Throne Γ does exist, but, though 

insightful, this short article does not delve as deeply as is possible into the nature and 

attributes of the object. By Annette Welkamp and C.H.J. de Geus, the article, titled “Fit 

For a King? An Ivory Throne Found at Salamis, Cyprus,” focuses heavily on the two 

openwork plaques hypothetically reconstructed by Karageorghis to fit underneath the 

armrests, even though the authors acknowledge the problems with this reconstruction.10 

The article also deals heavily with the origin of the ivory carving, assumed to be a 

Phoenician workshop.11 Although it offers a few new and compelling ideas, which I will 

allude to below, the article as a whole strays from its stated purpose as an assessment of 

the particulars of Throne Γ as an object, leaving the way open for the deeper analysis that 

is the focus of this thesis.  

Two theories date the Tomb 79 burial to either the middle or the end of the eighth 

century BCE. Around this time, Cyprus fell under the political purview of the Neo-

Assyrian empire, though the exact extent and effect of this control remain uncertain. 

Anne Gunter, in her recent publication Greek Art and the Orient, calls for a new 

framework for study of the ancient eastern Mediterranean, which sees the Assyrian 

empire as the central power with relative degrees of its influence present in the territories 

                                                
9 Karageorghis, Salamis, 97.  
10 Annette Welkamp and C.H.J. de Geus, “Fit for a King? An Ivory Throne Found at Salamis, Cyprus,” 
Jaarbericht Ex Oriente Lux 34 (1995–96): 87–99. See further discussion of the two plaques below and in 
Chapter 4.  
11 See above note 4 and Chapter 4.  
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surrounding its heartland.12 Within this framework, Cyprus falls into Gunter’s “client” 

state category, as it lies on the periphery of Assyrian hegemony, paying tribute but 

retaining its own autonomous rulers.13 Although Cyprus certainly paid tribute by the very 

end of the eighth century BCE, as attested by an inscription found on the island and by 

the annals of Sargon II, the degree of cultural influence from Assyria on the island 

beforehand and even through the subsequent century remains unclear.14  

Karageorghis dates the Tomb 79 burial based on the pottery found at the site and 

using archaeologist Einar Gjerstad’s system of pottery classification. Some of the burial’s 

pottery was disturbed by the later uses of the tomb, but Karageoghis asserts his 

confidence in the original placement of enough of the pottery to justify his dating 

method. He especially focuses on the White Painted ware, of a type particular to the 

Salamis area, which correlates to the late White Painted III or early White Painted IV 

period.15 According to Gjerstad’s system, this would equate to the end of the eighth 

century BCE in the Cypro-Archaic I period.16 However, Gjerstad’s system is an 

unfortunately rigid one. Historian A. T. Reyes admits, though, that Gjerstad’s system—

having been refined slightly by later historians—is the best tool available until more 

archaeological evidence is uncovered to improve it.17 One of the refinements to this 

system was a shift to an earlier start-date for the Cypro-Archaic period: from circa 700 to 
                                                
12 Anne Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 5.  
13 Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, 20–8.  
14 Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, 27–8; A.T. Reyes, Archaic Cyprus: A Study of the Textual and 
Archaeological Evidence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 49–60, 67.  
15 Karageorghis, Salamis, 121.  
16 For Gjerstad’s dating system see Einer Gjerstad, The Swedish Cyprus Expedition IV.2 (Stockholm, 
1934–72), 48–91, 184–206, 421–7.  
17 A.T. Reyes, Archaic Cyprus: A Study of the Textual and Archaeological Evidence (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1994), 5–6.  
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circa 750 BCE.18 Reyes states that within the revised dating system, pottery classified as 

“III” belongs to the mid-eighth century BCE, and pottery classified as “IV” to the second 

half of the eighth through the seventh century.19 Karageorghis, though acknowledging the 

shift to an earlier date for the Cypro-Archaic period, still places the date of Tomb 79 to 

the end of the eighth century. To support this hypothesis, he turns to the ivories. Since 

similar ivories from Nimrud are usually given a date within the third quarter of the eighth 

century, Karageorghis takes this date, adds twenty five years (to allow time between 

manufacture and burial),20 and ends with a date in keeping with that suggested by 

Gjerstad’s original system: circa 700 BCE.21 Archaeologist David Rupp, however, 

proposes an earlier date for the burial: circa 750 BCE instead of 700 BCE. He recognizes 

the faults in Gjerstad’s dating system, refers to the revisions of said system, and does not 

add an arbitrary cushion of twenty-five years. All this results in a date closer to the 

middle of the eighth century BCE than to the end.22 For the purposes of this present 

study, I will follow Rupp’s more convincing date for the burial.  

Rupp supports his revised date with another hypothesis, which deals with the 

socio-political history of Salamis. Rupp proposes a mid-eighth century date for the 

establishment of Cyprus’ city-kingdoms, whereas the majority of scholars favor a much 

                                                
18 See J.N. Coldstream, Greek Geometric Pottery: A Survey of Ten Local Styles and Their Chronology 
(London: Methuen, 1968), 318–320.  
19 Reyes, Archaic Cyprus, 6.  
20 A seemingly arbitrary number given without more specific explanation.  
21 Karageorghis, Salamis, 121.  
22 David W. Rupp, “The ‘Royal Tombs’ at Salamis (Cyprus): Ideological Messages of Power and 
Authority,” Journal of Mediterranean Archaeology I (1988): 112, 116–7. 
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earlier eleventh- or tenth-century date.23 His argument is based on models of state 

formation, on material evidence from across the island, and on the general socio-political 

and economic milieu of the eastern Mediterranean—specifically on the influence of the 

Assyrian empire and Phoenician city-kingdoms.24 Rupp’s theory is well constructed and 

persuasive, and his circa-750 BCE date of the rise of the city-kingdoms coincides nicely 

with his circa-750 BCE date of Tomb 79. Rupp therefore associates Tomb 79 directly 

with the rise of the first territorial monarchy. He concludes that the tomb served as an 

ideological message of power and authority: a conspicuous visual symbol in an attempt to 

legitimize the position and power of the new monarchy at Salamis.25 This theory, too, is 

compelling. The appearance of monumental tomb architecture in many ancient cultures 

points not to an already-powerful ruler but rather to a ruler desiring to present himself as 

having such power, even if (or especially if) he as yet does not.26 Such could have been 

the case with the early Salamis monarchs. I am therefore inclined to accept Rupp’s 

theory, and it may be that my research will corroborate it; however, his analysis does not 

penetrate fully into the nuances of the burial’s material. As stated, for the purposes of my 

thesis I will utilize a more object-based approach than a socio-political one, focusing 

specifically on Throne Γ.  

                                                
23 David W. Rupp, “Vive le roi: The Emergence of the State in Iron Age Cyprus,” in Western Cyprus: 
Connections, ed. by D.W. Rupp (Göteborg: Paul Åströms Forlag, 1987), 148.  
24 Rupp, “Vive le roi,” 152–6. 
25 Rupp, “Vive le roi,” 156; Rupp, “The ‘Royal Tombs’ at Salamis,” 124–135. Welkamp and de Geus agree 
that Tomb 79 was likely that of the first monarch of Salamis. See Welkamp and de Geus, “Fit for a King?,” 
98.   
26 See Joyce Marcus, “Monumentality in Archaic States: Lessons Learned from Large-Scale Excavations 
of the Past,” in Theory and Practice in Mediterranean Archaeology: Old World and New World 
Perspectives, ed. by John K. Papadopoulos and Richard M. Leventhal, 115–134 (Los Angeles: Cotsen 
Institute of Archaeology at UCLA, 2003) and further discussion in Chapter 2.   
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DESCRIPTION OF THRONE Γ  
 The excavation team of Tomb 79 led by Vassos Karageorghis discovered Throne 

Γ in situ in the northwest corner of the tomb’s dromos (Figure 2).27 The dromos led to the 

east wall of a rectangular, stone burial chamber with a pitched roof.28 Due to the 

disturbance of the second burial, this was likely not the original deposition of the chair 

but a secondary one.29 The underlying wood structure of the chair had long since 

disintegrated, but the ivory plaques that once covered nearly the entire piece of furniture 

were still in place in the soil. Only the feet of the chair were missing and perhaps upward 

extensions of the sidepieces of the backrest.30 It is difficult to problematize the 

reconstruction method, since Karageorghis does not explain it in much detail, though 

what he does explain suggests a disciplined method and a fair amount of accuracy.31 

Based on the information given, I will approach the chair on the assumption that its 

reconstruction as presented in Karageorghis’ publication is an accurate one, save in one 

respect. As explained in more detail in Chapter 4, I argue that the two openwork ivory 

plaques reconstructed to fit beneath the armrests of the chair do not in fact belong there.  

 Throne Γ is four-legged with armrests and a slightly curved backrest. Four 

stretchers connect the legs below the seat. All pieces of wood used in its construction 

                                                
27 Karageorghis, Salamis, 10–11.  
28 Karageorghis, Salamis, 6, 8. 
29 Karageorghis, Salamis, 5–6, 10–11. 
30 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87. He states that the team reconstructed the feet to resemble those of an animal, 
but these do not appear in the reconstructed image given. For an observance on the likelihood of projecting 
sideposts, see Max Mallowan and Georgina Herrmann, Furniture from SW.7 Fort Shalmaneser, Ivories 
from Nimrud III (London: The British School of Archaeology in Iraq, 1974), 3, 6.  
31 Karageorghis, Salamis, 11, 87. The ivory plaques were attached to a wooden frame made to the 
dimensions of the original. 
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were rectangular in cross-section.32 The seat itself is missing, its original material 

unknown, though various scholars suggests wood, leather, rattan, or fabric.33 The extant 

height of the chair up the front legs to the armrests is 69.5 cm, and extant height up the 

back legs to the top of the backrest is 88.5 cm.34 The arms are 48 cm long. The seat frame 

measures 58.5 cm wide by 49 cm deep.35  

 Ivory overlays the entirety of the chair except on sections of the backrest. Here, 

the ivory is in fact inlaid and flush with the wood where the latter shows through. This is 

surely an intentional use of the wood as part of the chair’s decoration and not reflective of 

missing ivory. The majority of the ivory plaques on the chair are undecorated with two 

exceptions. Two narrow strips of ivory run along the outsides of the armrests and are 

grooved at regular intervals. The second exception is the backrest, which is curved and 

slightly concave (Figure 3). The ivory on the backrest’s vertical side posts and on the 

curved, horizontal frame bar at the bottom of the backrest is undecorated, but the ivory on 

the curved, horizontal frame bar at the top of the backrest was originally overlaid with 

gold, now mostly lost, and has a barely discernible scale pattern. The design on the 

backrest’s interior contains geometric and figural imagery. This interior design itself has 

a rectangular frame-like element of undecorated ivory plaques resting just inside the 

                                                
32 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87. 
33 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87–8; Welkamp and de Geus, “Fit for a King?,” 87. Comparanda from other 
parts of the eastern Mediterranean world suggest the original existence of a cushion on the seat. 
Karageorghis points to traces found on the floor of the dromos near the chair as the remains of a cushion, 
but he does not explain exactly what kind of traces they were or how he concluded that they belonged to a 
cushion.  
34 Unfortunately, Karageorghis does not specify whether these dimensions do or do not include his 
arbitrarily reconstructed feet, though I imagine not.  
35 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87. These measurements translate roughly to a height of 2.3 feet at the armrests 
and 2.9 feet at the backrest with 1.6 foot-long arms and a seat that measures 1.9 feet wide by 1.6 feet deep.  
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actual frame of the backrest. Two long narrow strips of ivory—one situated between the 

bottom frame bar of the backrest and the bottom band of the inner, decorative “frame” 

and one situated just above the bottom band of the inner “frame”—depict a running series 

of alternating floral motifs. Each petal and stem was applied to an underlying strip of 

ivory by means of a glue. Framing these strips of floral motifs along their top and bottom 

are even narrower strips of ivory grooved at regular intervals. Another very narrow strip 

of grooved ivory runs between the top band of the inner, decorative “frame” and the 

topmost bar of the backrest with its scale-pattern and remnants of gold. Within the 

rectangular space inside the inner, decorative “frame” are nine narrow, vertical strips of 

ivory inlaid in the wood that alternate with vertical sections of wood left undecorated (at 

least with ivory). Two parallel rows of a guilloche pattern, again applied with a glue, run 

vertically down each of these narrow, vertical strips of ivory. Each of these double-

guilloche strips is further flanked by groups of three incredibly narrow strips of ivory.36  

 The type of wood originally used to construct this chair is unknown. The most 

likely possibilities are either boxwood or ebony, described in the Assyrian annals 

multiple times as the material used for luxurious furniture.37 Ashurnasirpal II received 

from Carchemish “beds of boxwood, thrones of boxwood, dishes of boxwood decorated 

with ivory.”38 Shalmaneser III received “a bed of gold, ivory (and) boxwood.”39 Shamshi 

                                                
36 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87–8.  
37 P.R.S. Moorey, Ancient Mesopotamian Materials and Industries: The Archaeological Evidence (Winona 
Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1999), 359. Boxwood’s “colour, durability, and texture were particularly prized for 
interior work and fine furniture . . . The light colour of the box[wood] combined effectively with ebony or 
other dark woods . . .” For a more extensive discussion of wood uses in Mesopotamia, see Moorey, Ancient 
Mesopotamian Materials and Industries, 347–61. 
38 A. Kirk Grayson, Assyrian Rulers of the Early First Millennium BC: I (1114–859 BC), The Royal 
Inscriptions of Mesopotamia Assyrian Periods, vol. 2 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), 217.  
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Adad V seized “a bed made of ivory (and) ebony,”40 and Sargon II seized from Urartu 

“chairs of ivory, ebony and boxwood; great tables of ivory, ebony and boxwood, befitting 

royalty which were inlaid with gold and silver.”41 Carchemish and Urartu lie to the west 

and north east of the Assyrian empire, respectively, which suggests a cross-cultural 

tradition of using these types of wood for furniture across the Near East. The color of 

boxwood is a light cream or yellow, which darkens slightly with prolonged exposure to 

light.42 Ebony, as its name suggests, is a dark, nearly black wood, though often striated 

with slightly lighter colors.43 If boxwood, the overall visual effect of Throne Γ would be 

of lightness and creaminess, touched with gold. The smooth, soft white of the ivory and 

the creamy yellow of the boxwood would not contrast greatly where they are juxtaposed 

on the backrest. The color of the wood that Karageorghis used in his reconstruction of the 

chair suggests that he had boxwood in mind and gives a fair visual rendering of how the 

color scheme might have appeared. If ebony was used in the creation of the chair, the 

scheme changes dramatically.44 The white and black contrast of the decoration, edged by 

gold above, would have been dramatic. Although we may never know the correct type of 

                                                                                                                                            
39 A. Kirk Grayson, Assyrian Rulers of the Early First Millennium BC: II (858–745 BC), The Royal 
Inscriptions of Mesopotamia Assyrian Periods, vol. 3 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 25.   
40 Grayson, Assyrian Rulers II, 191. 
41 D.D. Luckenbill Ancient Records of Assyria and Babylonia, vol. II (London: Histories & Mysteries of 
Man, 1989), 95.  
42 Eric Meier, “Boxwood,” The Wood Database, accessed April 15, 2013, http://www.wood-
database.com/lumber-identification/hardwoods/boxwood/.  
43 Herbert L. Edlin, What Wood Is That? A Manual of Wood Identification (New York: Viking Press, 
1969), 117.  
44 Since ebony trees tend to be small, usually only small pieces could be carved from them; therefore, if 
used, the ebony was likely only inlaid on the backrest. See Edlin, What Wood Is That?, 117–8. It was also 
probably a much more expensive wood. While boxwood could be attained from Lebanon or Anatolia, 
ebony was imported from farther afield in Africa or the Indus Valley (Meluhha). See Jane McIntosh, 
Ancient Mesopotamia (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, Inc., 2005), 134, 240–243, Tables 9.1 and 9.2.  
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wood, I tend to lean toward boxwood as the more likely option. As I will discuss in detail 

in Chapter 3, the quality of luminosity likely played an integral role in the visual effect of 

the chair, and boxwood would have added to its overall lightness and luster. As a whole, 

Throne Γ would have appeared as a solid ivory object, embellished with wood and gold 

and not as a wood object embellished with ivory, though an informed audience may have 

been aware of the truth behind the illusion. This visual experience, alongside other 

aspects that I will address below, would have played a significant role in how the chair 

performed within the burial, since it was the primary avenue by which Throne Γ could 

perform as an object with agency.  

THEORY AND METHOD 
 In a recent collection of essays, Agency and Identity in the Ancient Near East, 

editors Sharon R. Steadman and Jennifer C. Ross call for the theory of agency to be used 

to a greater degree in the studies of the ancient Near East.45 With their publication, they 

wished to catalyze a new level of discourse in the field, a discourse which I wish to enter 

with my present study. Agency, as Steadman and Ross broadly define it, is “the human 

capacity for motivated, reflexive action having some consequence.”46 One of the more 

controversial applications of this theory of agency is so-called object agency, which 

                                                
45 Sharon R. Steadman and Jennifer C. Ross, eds., Agency and Identity in the Ancient Near East: New 
Paths Forward (Oakville: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2010), 2. Steadman and Ross describe the scholarship 
up until this point as dealing more heavily with culture histories and questions of origin. One notable 
exception is Irene J. Winter’s 2007 essay “Agency Marked, Agency Ascribed: the Affective Object in 
Ancient Mesopotamia,” in Art’s Agency and Art History, ed. by Robin Osborne and Jeremy Tanner, 42–69 
(Malden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2007). See below for further discussion of her work.  
46 Steadman, Agency and Identity in the Ancient Near East, 1.  
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draws heavily on the theories of anthropologist Alfred Gell.47 Steadman and Ross 

describe object agency as asking “whether objects themselves may affect action, 

seemingly acting to maintain or manipulate societal structures.”48 This definition 

interprets certain inanimate objects as capable of becoming, in a way, animate, in so far 

as they have a seemingly autonomous effect/affect on society. It is ultimately human 

action and/or interaction, of course, which allow objects to have agency in this way, as 

Gell and other scholars, discussed below, demonstrate. This view of objects as potentially 

agentive or affective materials is the aspect of agency theory on which I will base my 

interrogations in this thesis. Art historians Irene Winter and Marian Feldman both have 

employed the theory of object agency successfully in respective essays, which I will 

address below, affirming that this aspect of agency is both applicable and useful for 

ancient Near Eastern studies.49  

A brief overview of Alfred Gell’s work is necessary to further elucidate the theory 

of object agency. In a controversial overthrow of previous theories about the 

anthropological study of art, Gell argues, “. . . in relevant theoretical respects, art objects 

are the equivalent of persons, or more precisely, social agents.”50 He qualifies this 

statement by emphasizing the social nature of the objects that are ascribed agency. The 

                                                
47 See Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).  
48 Steadman, Agency and Identity in the Ancient Near East, 5.  
49 For Winter, see above note 1. Marian Feldman’s essay that employs this theory is included in Steadman 
and Ross’ anthology. See “Object Agency? Spatial Perspective, Social Relations, and the Stele of 
Hammurabi,” in Agency and Identity in the Ancient Near East: New Paths Forward, ed. by Sharon R. 
Steadman and Jennifer C. Ross, 148–165 (Oakville: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2010).  
50 Gell, Art and Agency, 7.  
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agency itself he describes as “inherently and irreducibly social.”51 As social materials, 

these objects “are not ‘self-sufficient’ agents, but only ‘secondary’ agents in conjunction 

with certain specific (human) associates.”52 Such a statement implies the necessity of 

human interaction associated with an object in order for that object to become a vehicle 

of agency. Gell refers to interactions between humans and objects as “agent/patient 

relations,” in which the agent attracts and/or elicits a response from the patient through 

the impact of its agency, i.e. its affective properties.53 Gell employs four terms to describe 

these agent/patient relationships: index, artist, recipient, and prototype. Interacting 

together, they create what he calls the “art nexus.”54 “Indexes” are the material objects. 

“Artists” are those directly responsible for the existence and/or characteristics of an 

index. “Recipients” are those upon whom an index exerts agency or, conversely, those 

who exert agency via an index. “Prototypes” are things represented by or in the index, 

sometimes mimetically and sometimes not.55 Gell admits that in many circumstances, 

every component of this art nexus may not be present or present only in an ambiguous 

way.56 Despite Gell’s detailed and complex classification system of the various 

permutations of the agent/patient relationship (or perhaps because of it), we must 

recognize that these categories have their limitations when imported into an art historical 

study, just as Gell’s theory in general is but a theoretical springboard from which art 

                                                
51 Gell, Art and Agency, 17.  
52 Gell, Art and Agency, 17.  
53 Gell, Art and Agency, 21–23, 31. He writes, “Whoever allows his or her attention to be attracted to an 
index, and submits to its power, appeal, or fascination, is a patient, responding to the agency inherent in the 
index.” 
54 Gell, Art and Agency, 28.  
55 Gell, Art and Agency, 23–27.  
56 Gell, Art and Agency, 28.  
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historians must derive their own methodological frameworks. Winter and Feldman both 

offer—sometimes opposing, sometimes correlating—interpretations and applications of 

Gell’s theory to the study of the ancient Near East.  

 Winter openly avows that her essay acts as a case study for the theory of agency 

as presented by Gell. In it, she offers a complex analysis of Gell’s work, expounding 

upon his ideas and critiquing them when necessary.57 For instance, she critiques his work 

for not differentiating sufficiently  

between agency literally ascribed within a given folk tradition or grammatically 
marked as a coded property of the work, and agency figuratively inferred or 
metaphorically projected for certain artworks under certain circumstances or in 
general, largely by analysts.58 

 
To state it more briefly, she distinguishes agency that is “ascribed” or “marked” from 

agency that is “inferred” or “projected.” As Winter defines them, the first two kinds 

appear to require more active intent. For instance, a statue of a ruler could be ritually 

empowered with sensory, animate abilities and thereby be granted a sort of autonomous 

agency.59 For an example of marked agency, Winter points to the (re)building of a temple 

to Ningirsu by the ancient Sumerian ruler Gudea as documented in contemporary texts. 

“Marked” agency refers specifically to objects acknowledged by an author of a text or 

verbal document as affective through grammatical nuances. Analyzing these texts, Winter 

writes,  
                                                
57 The volume of essays in which Winter’s essay appeared, Art’s Agency and Art History edited by R. 
Osborne and J. Tanner, aimed to assess Gell’s theory and its applicability to a variety of non-
anthropological, art historical and/or archaeological areas of study.   
58 Winter, “Agency Marked,” 43.  
59 Winter, “Agency Marked,” 43. Statues of Gudea were ritually endowed with the “putative ability to 
respond actively to stimuli such as smell, taste, hearing, and sight, along with speech and thereby the ability 
to engage in direct discourse with the gods.” For further reading, see Zainab Bahrani, The Graven Image: 
Representations in Babylonia and Assyria (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003).  
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. . . once the building is complete and has been ritually consecrated, with the deity 
installed in residence, the temple itself receives the agentive marker, a 
morphological sign that the temple has taken on an active role in emitting its 
affective properties to the community.60 

 
As Winter defines them, “inferred” and “projected” agency appear to require more 

passive intent. They depend on the “abduction”61 or inference of signs.62 Winter describes 

the temple of Ningirsu as an example of both projected and inferred agency as well as 

marked. She states that in the related text, the temple’s agency is “projected as if able to 

be inferred or perceived (be “abducted”) by its public.”63 Overall, the essay focuses 

primarily on instances of marked agency and does not illustrate instances of inferred 

agency in as much depth. However, Winter does discuss inferred agency as it applies to 

the concept of “distributed agency,” terminology she borrows from Gell and applies to 

the materials and people of ancient Sumer. Distributed agency is the kind of agency 

ascribed to an object that serves “as the index for an agent lying behind it . . . even when, 

as Gell notes, the [index] has been subject to ritual transformation according it an agency 

of its own.”64 To illustrate, Winter gives the example of official seals from the Ur III 

period, which depict officials standing before the king and have inscriptions designating 

the officials as servants of the king. The seals thereby each represent a series of 

“cascading indexical relationships”: to put it concisely, the king gives agency to his 

                                                
60 Winter, “Agency Marked,” 43.   
61 See Gell, Art and Agency, 14–6 for his definition and discussion of “abduction,” a nuanced linguistic 
alternative that merges “semiotic inferences” with “hypothetical inferences.”  
62 Winter, “Agency Marked,” 58.  
63 Winter, “Agency Marked,” 49. She does not describe what the actual affective properties of the temple 
might have been.  
64 Winter, “Agency Marked,” 44.    
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official, who transfers agency to his seal, which then transfers agency to its impression.65 

Winter views this distributed agency as distinct from the agency of physical human or 

animate action; rather, it derives from “the impact [of] the affective properties of a work, 

which must then be inferred . . . by the entity upon whom or which the affect is 

imprinted.”66  

 Although an intelligent, even groundbreaking, application of Gell’s theories to a 

study of the ancient Near East, Winter’s discussion of agency does not perfectly apply to 

a study of the ivories in Tomb 79. Winter focuses on intentionality67—the intended 

ascription of agency to an object or the intended recognition of the affective properties of 

an object. All of the examples she gives affirm a conscious awareness of agency, which 

she proves based on related textual evidence. Unfortunately, no texts survive pertaining 

to the burial goods from Tomb 79. The deceased individual for whom the tomb was built 

might have consciously projected his (distributed) agency into the index of Throne Γ 

and/or consciously desired an audience to make inferences based on the impact of the 

chair’s affective properties, but we cannot textually prove either scenario.68 The question 

becomes whether or not we can assume it. Or, at least, whether we can assume that an 

object, such as Throne Γ, could perform as an agentive index without a conscious, 

purposeful intent behind it. Marian Feldman’s essay, which applies the object-agency 

                                                
65 Winter, “Agency Marked,” 49–50.  
66 Winter, “Agency Marked,” 44. Emphasis mine.  
67 As recognized by Marian Feldman in “Object Agency?,” 149.  
68 The first supposition of this sentence begs the question whether or not the deceased had any such agency 
to ascribe. Was it he who imbued the index with a specific agency inferred by an audience, or was it the 
audience’s inferences that granted him agency? In essence, was the chair a sort of “trick,” whose affective 
properties suggested the kind of agency that the deceased desired to acquire (political power, etc.) rather 
than reflecting an agency already there? See discussion of monumentality in Chapter 2.  
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theory to a case study of the Stele of Hammurabi, offers answers to both of these 

questions. Her essay centers on an iconographic analysis, in which she argues that a 

nuance of the stele’s iconography not only evidences a political and social change in the 

Old Babylonian state but plays an agentive role in cementing it.   

 Whereas Winter’s essay focuses heavily on the concept—and implied necessity—

of intentionality, Marian Feldman conversely argues that conscious intention to ascribe or 

infer agency is not the only method by which an object might become affective. She 

writes,  

. . . if one defines agency as action that effects real social consequences, then one 
has to accept both unintended consequences of intended action and unconscious 
activity of the sort considered to be the main drivers of social traditions . . . Since 
people often act without any conscious evaluation of what their actions mean and 
their actions often have unintended consequences, a definition of agency that rests 
on intentionality is too restricted.69 

 
Therefore, an object might be unintentionally affective. In Feldman’s analysis, this 

(likely) possibility coupled with her definition of agency as necessarily effecting “social 

consequences” allows for all socially-interactive objects to have agency; however, this 

agency can only be distributed agency because nothing and no one exists in physical or 

social isolation.70 This idea correlates with Gell’s description of the “art nexus.” The 

social interactions of the artist(s), recipient(s), and prototype(s) with an index determine 

the agency ascribed to the index and the degree to which the index can assert that 

agency.71 Therefore, since all objects have the potential to be affective in this way, 

                                                
69 Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 149.  
70 Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 150.  
71 The orchestrators of Tomb 79 controlled the objects to the point of burying them and removing them 
from the living realm, in essence transferring the agency from the object to the memory of the object. In 
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Feldman proposes that the concept of agency should make up the “background,” the tacit 

basis, for the study of the social interaction of materials in the ancient Near East, while “a 

closer analysis of the mechanisms  . . . by which objects produce social change” should 

be the focus.72 With this argument, she offers a general methodological framework for 

future Near Eastern scholars to use: accept the applicability of the object-agency theory 

and move forward in the study of how this agency operates—i.e. a study of its 

“mechanisms,” and what its impact is, always allowing for the contingencies of a specific 

context.73  

 Although Winter’s discussion and application of the theory of agency to the 

ancient Near East helps elucidate nuances of the theory and its utility in the Near Eastern 

field, Feldman’s discussion and presentation of a methodological framework is most 

helpful for my present study. As stated in the introduction, my analysis will focus on 

Throne Γ as a detailed case study to determine how, through the ivory furniture’s 

affective properties, the deceased and/or the orchestrators of the burial projected a desired 

identity.74 My method in approaching this study will apply Feldman’s proposed 

                                                                                                                                            
this way, memory might have been as fully affective as the object itself. Furthermore, the buried object 
could not be physically inherited by the deceased’s heirs and so could not contribute to their social status as 
it did to their predecessor’s. The affective memory of the object, however, might have enhanced the heir’s 
status but only through their connection to the object’s original owner. I discuss this further below and in 
the following chapter. 
72 Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 151.  
73 Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 151.  
74 As Steadman and Ross state, concepts of identity are closely entwined with concepts of agency. See 
Steadman, Agency and Identity in the Ancient Near East, 1, 8–9. We must keep in mind, however, that our 
perception of the Cartesian individual situates agency in the physical body and/or the mind, while 
ethnographic studies have proven that not all societies comprehend individuals and boundaries between 
individuals and between individuals and objects in the same way. See Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 149 and 
further reading. The concept of distributed agency itself allows for the coexistence of bodily and extra-
bodily locales of agency. See Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 150. Karel Van der Toorn has argued that in the 
Old Babylonian period, “the concept of personhood should be understood as a social role, rather than an 
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framework: an assumption that all the burial goods, as socially-interactive objects, are 

indexes of distributed agency issuing from the deceased and/or the orchestrators of the 

burial. In addition, though Feldman dismisses it as restrictive, I would also like to 

consider in more depth the issue of intent, which will entail drawing at least slightly on 

Winter’s discussion. As will become evident in my analysis of the burial goods, the 

objects acquired for the burial must have been specifically chosen—chosen to be 

luxurious, to be made of ivory, to have specific iconography, and to perform specific 

functions in the funereal ritual and even afterwards in the memory of the Salamis 

community.75 All of this suggests a conscious intent on the part of the deceased and/or 

orchestrators of the tomb to ascribe agency to these objects, to project affective properties 

reflecting or creating an identity for the tomb’s occupant.    

 In the following chapters of my analysis, I will address the “mechanisms,” to use 

Feldman’s term, by which the affective properties of Throne Γ “produce social change”76 

or “effect . . . social consequences.”77 The mechanisms of agentive objects may 

“produce” or “effect” in a variety of nuanced ways, just as the subsequent social change 

or consequences may manifest in a variety of ways. For instance, in Feldman’s analysis 

of the Stele of Hammurabi, the mechanism of iconography aids in furthering the 

consequences of a socio-political “rupture” in the Old Babylonian period.78 Here, the 

                                                                                                                                            
inwardly directed personality . . . Individual identity, in this view, is not what you are deep down, but what 
you manifest to be: it is public and social.” See Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 149–150 and Van der Toorn, 
Family Religion in Babylonia, Syria and Israel: Continuity and Change in the Forms of Religious Life 
(Leiden: Brill, 1996), 117. 
75 Again, the memory of the object becomes the index of agency once the original object is buried.  
76 Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 151.  
77 Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 149.  
78 Feldman, “Object Agency?,” 159–161.  
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agentive object effects consequences by way of a change in iconography, which enforces 

a social change that has already occurred. Comparatively, my study of Throne Γ will 

argue that the mechanisms of the chair help create a socio-political identity for an 

individual. Here, multiple mechanisms exist that do not enforce a pre-existing identity but 

rather create or at least embellish an identity that the individual may not have actually 

had in life.79 These are merely two examples of the wide variety of ways in which an 

agentive object and its mechanisms may perform. The affective mechanisms of Throne Γ 

that I will address in the following chapters are the object’s luxurious nature, the meaning 

of ivory as its material, the sensory qualities and sense-experience80 of the object, its 

iconography, and its ritual function.  

 In Chapter 2, I will address Throne Γ as a luxury object, specifically one acquired 

from a foreign culture. Viewed in the context of the megalithic architecture of Tomb 79, I 

will argue that the chair performs as part of a conspicuous assemblage that projects an 

identity of political legitimacy upon the deceased—whether or not he truly had a large 

amount of political power in life. In Chapter 3, I will address Throne Γ as an ivory object. 

I will argue that the inclusion of ivory in Tomb 79 places the deceased in a tradition of 

ivory collecting and usage across the eastern Mediterranean and identifies him as a figure 

with the ability to participate socially and/or diplomatically at an international level—on 

par with the elite from neighboring cultures. In Chapter 4, I will address the physical 

nuances of Throne Γ, including issues of its reconstruction, a brief look at the “style” of 

                                                
79 For discussion of this “false” identity, see Chapter 2.  
80 By “sense-experience” I mean the viewer’s interpretation of the sensory impact of the object, which 
includes elements such as its luminosity, its texture, and its fragrance. See Chapter 4.  
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the ivory, the sensory aspects of the ivory, the iconography of the chair’s design, and the 

ritual function of the chair. In the first of these sections, I will argue that the two 

openwork plaques reconstructed to appear underneath the armrests do not in fact belong 

to Throne Γ at all, and that Throne Γ may have been draped with textiles. For the section 

on style, I will offer no new arguments, only an overview of the current theories as they 

pertain to Throne Γ and the other ivories from Tomb 79. I cannot ignore these theories in 

my analysis, since they comprise such a large amount of the current scholarship on Early 

Iron Age ivories. To address the sensory aspects of the chair, I will focus on ideas of 

luminosity and argue that the ivory and gold decoration of Throne Γ marked it as sacred 

and even projected an aura of light that identified the possessor of the chair as majestic 

and divinely touched. Other sensory aspects I consider are the tactile experience and/or 

texture of Throne Γ and a possible olfactory experience, if it was anointed with fragrant 

oil. In the section on iconography, I will address the three designs on the chair—the scale 

pattern, the floral motifs, and the guilloches—in association with the iconography of 

other ivory items in the tomb. I will argue that as a collection, the iconography projected 

ideas of kingship, rebirth and regeneration, as well as associations with a solar deity. In 

the final section of Chapter 4, I will draw from comparative textual and archaeological 

evidence from neighboring cultures to suggest a possible ritual function for Throne Γ in 

the burial ceremony of Tomb 79. I will argue that the ritual that took place at Salamis 

participated in a koine of elite burials across the eastern Mediterranean and that Throne Γ 

likely performed as part of an elaborate funerary feast or feasts. Finally, in Chapter 5, I 

will offer evidence for a Mediterranean koine of elaborate thrones and present my final 
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argument that Throne Γ performed as an agentive object to project a kingly identity upon 

the deceased from Tomb 79, marking him as a politically able, socially significant, 

diplomatically savvy, and divinely touched figure.  
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CHAPTER 2: The Meaning of Luxury 

Irene Winter defines a luxury object as one  

that has either been made of a particular material or ‘embellished’ with particular 
decoration, such that the cost in time, energy and/or materials is greater than that 
required for the purely utilitarian function of the object.81 

 
She qualifies this definition by cautioning us not to assume that such embellishment was 

not seen as integral to the utility of an object; however, this definition is a useful one as 

long as this problem is noted.82 Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s work qualifies this 

definition even further, suggesting that we should designate luxury goods not so much in 

contrast to utilitarian items but as objects with a significant rhetorical and social 

purpose.83 Anthropologist Mary W. Helms takes this into consideration, firstly defining 

“wealth” as consisting of “tangible or intangible ‘things’ laden with inherent and 

inalienable associations and worth, and for this reason constituting riches.”84 These 

“things” correlate with Winter’s definition of luxury goods. Helms then adds,  

The significance of the qualities, the value, of such wealth is further enhanced 
because it extends beyond the specific characteristics associated with particular 
goods to speak to the qualities of the acquirer and/or of the polity served or 
represented.85 

 

                                                
81 Irene J. Winter, “North Syria as a Bronzeworking Centre in the Early First Millennium BC: Luxury 
Commodities at Home and Abroad,” in Bronzeworking Centres of Western Asia c. 1000–539 B.C., ed. by 
John Curtis (London: Kegan Paul International, 1988), 195.  
82 Winter, “North Syria as a Bronzeworking Centre,” 195.    
83 Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: commodities and the politics of value,” in The Social Life of Things, ed. 
by Arjun Appadurai, 3–63 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 38.  
84 Mary W. Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal: Art, Trade, and Power (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1993), 136.  
85 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 136.  
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Such, then, are the affective properties of luxury goods: the qualities of value—material, 

embellishment, cost in time and energy—which affectively reflect upon the one who 

owns or uses them.86 To put in terms of the Tomb 79 burial and its ivories, the value of 

the ivory material, their fine sizing, fitting, and decoration, and the obvious time and 

energy they took to carve all together affectively reflect upon the acquirer—either the 

deceased or those who created the burial after his death (perhaps his heirs)—and likely 

even upon mid-eighth century BCE Salamis itself, though the latter is more difficult to 

argue than the former and is beyond the purview of my study.  

 The majority of the goods in the Tomb 79 burial, not just Throne Γ, merit the 

description “luxurious.” The other ivories include a second but poorly preserved chair 

with ivory decoration; two openwork ivory plaques depicting a sphinx and a floral design 

and featuring both gold overlay and glass inlay; a group of ivory pieces reconstructed as a 

bed with a variety of Egyptianizing iconography as well as gold overlay and blue paste 

inlay; a solid ivory S-shaped leg, perhaps for a table, with carved sphinx and feline 

imagery; a large ivory (instead of the usual bronze) “incense burner”; and an iron knife 

with an ivory handle carved to end in a feline paw. Other items include a third chair 

                                                
86 We must consider here the ability of the viewer of these objects to comprehend the meanings of these 
affective properties as well as the others I will discuss below. Many of the comparanda that I employ in this 
thesis come from cultures outside Cyprus and occasionally from centuries earlier than the burial in Tomb 
79. However, since, as I will argue, the burial and its goods participate in traditions popular across the 
multi-cultured eastern Mediterranean, it does not seem presumptuous to assume, at least in general, that 
these objects were understood similarly by culturally distinct audiences. Again, this is a general 
assumption, which will underlay the arguments in my study. I acknowledge that more nuanced differences 
in comprehension surely existed. For further reading on culturally conditioned vision and how visual 
practices could be “exchanged” along with objects, see Nassos Papalexandrou, “Are There Hybrid Visual 
Cultures?: Reflections on the Orientalizing Phenomena in the Mediterranean of the Early First Millennium 
BCE,” ARS Orientalis 38 (2010): 31–48.  
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overlaid with silver; a chariot and a hearse pulled by four and two horses respectively87; 

decorated bronze attachments for the vehicles and bronze fittings for the horses including 

blinkers, head bands, and breastplates decorated with a variety of Near Eastern 

iconography; two bronze cauldrons, one quite large with decorative griffin protomes and 

“bearded bird-men or sphinxes” along its rim; and around sixty silver-imitation (tin-

plated) vases found inside the large cauldron.88   

 Before delving into the significance of the luxurious nature of these items, I wish 

to briefly discuss the architecture of the tomb, which, because of its monumental size 

(implying a costly, time-consuming construction), itself functions as a luxury “object,” 

especially when considered with the luxury goods buried inside it. Tomb 79 was likely 

the first monumental, and furthermore megalithic, tomb built on Cyprus since the Bronze 

Age, though Salamis Tomb 50, also of megalithic structure, is similar in date.89 A couple 

of later tombs in the necropolis are monumental as well, but not megalithic.90 Tomb 79 

was a “built” tomb, versus a “rock-cut” tomb, implying the necessity for a greater 

expenditure of time and energy in its construction,91 and consisted of “two superimposed 

                                                
87 The skeletons of the horses were removed or destroyed with small pieces found jumbled in the fill of the 
dromos that was re-poured after the second burial.  
88 Karageorghis, Recent Discoveries in Cyprus, 76–98. See more in-depth analyses of these objects in 
Karageorghis, Salamis.  
89 Anne Marie Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” in Panayia Ematousa II: Political, cultural, ethnic 
and social relations in Cyprus. Approaches to Regional Studies. Monographs of the Danish Institute at 
Athens, Volume 6, ed. by L. Wriedt Sørensen and K. Winther Jacobsen, (Athens: Danish Institute at Athens, 
2006), 130, 134, Table 1. Both tombs receive a date in the Late Cypro-Geometric III or Early Cypro-Archic 
I, according to Carstens, though she questions the LCGIII date for Tomb 50, implying that Tomb 79 is most 
likely the earlier of the two. David Rupp affirms this subtle chronological difference, dating Tomb 79 to 
circa 760/740 BCE and Tomb 50 to circa 750/700 BCE. See Rupp, “The Royal Tombs at Salamis,” 116, 
table 1.  
90 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 134. Tombs 3 and 47 were constructed of large ashlars, but not of 
a size with the megaliths used for Tombs 79 and 50.  
91 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 126.  
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colossal limestone blocks in which details of the chamber were cut.”92 A trapezoidal 

dromos sloped gently down toward the tomb chamber (Figure 2). Comparative evidence 

suggests that a tumulus was erected above the tomb, conspicuously marking its location 

on the surface.93  

If there existed a dearth of large, luxurious burials on Cyprus for some three 

hundred years before Tomb 79 at Salamis,94 where then did the inspiration for such 

monumental and wealthy tombs come from? During the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron 

Age in areas surrounding Cyprus, monumental tomb architecture was widespread.95 

Although she does not go into a great amount of detail, archaeologist Anne Marie 

Carstens argues that parallels between the Salamis tombs and the Mycenaean tholos 

tombs—a source of inspiration favored by many due to the focus on the dromos—are 

weak because of differences in the shape and size of the dromoi. Neither do the Salamis 

tombs reflect the burial architecture of Assyria, the hegemonic power in the Near East at 

                                                
92 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 133.  
93 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 131n42. Salamis Tomb 3 had a tumulus, suggesting that the 
previous large, so-called “royal,” tombs had them as well. For a comparable visual example, see Figure 4, a 
reconstruction illustration of Tumulus MM at Gordion whose tumulus is under construction in the 
background. See Chapter 4 for further discussion of Tumulus MM.  
94 See Vassos Karageorghis, “Heroic Burials in Cyprus and Other Mediterranean Regions,” in 
ΠΛΟΕΣ…Sea Routes…Interconnections in the Mediterranean 16th–6th c. BC, Proceedings of the 
International Symbposium held at Rethymnon, Crete, September 29th–October 2nd, 2002, ed. by Nicholas 
Chr. Stampolidis and Vassos Karageorghis, 339–351 (Athens: University of Crete and the A.G. Leventis 
Foundation, 2003). Karageorghis proposes a Cypriot burial ideology that continued across centuries and 
reflected an elite lifestyle shared among societies in Cyprus and the Aegean during the Bronze Age and 
expanded to include societies throughout the Mediterranean during the Early Iron Age. The evidence he 
presents, however, is less than convincing. He cites eleventh-century tombs containing luxurious funerary 
furniture and argues that such customs came from Aegean influence. Attempting to argue for a continuation 
of this tradition on Cyprus, he states that burials from the Greek world dating to the tenth through eighth 
centuries included “oriental” luxury goods, but he cites no burials from Cyprus itself during this time. The 
next burials he does cite are those at Salamis, three hundred years later than the tombs at Lapithos and 
Palaepaphos.  
95 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 135. Such as the Mycenaean tholos tombs, Urartian tombs, and 
Palestinian dolmen tombs.  
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the time. Instead, Carstens proposes that the closest parallel lies with Early Iron Age 

Phrygian tombs, such as Tumulus MM at Gordion. She bases this proposal on the similar 

type of complicated tumulus present at Gordion and still extant over Salamis Tomb 3—

presuming that the same kind of tumulus existed over all the Salamis “royal” tombs.96 

Overall, however, Carstens acknowledges the architectural style of the Salamis tombs as 

unique.97 She writes,  

The Cypriots in the areas closest to the eastern powers [such as the Levant and 
Assyria] were probably under pressure to live up to a life style expressed by these 
neighbors, but they chose to adopt elements from yet other areas such as Phrygia 
and later Lycia and create a local “style” as far as the architecture was concerned. 
As to the tomb gifts the Cypriot elite . . . followed the general Mediterranean 
aristocratic trend.98 

 
The monumental tombs at Salamis, therefore, did not appear in a vacuum. Investing 

themselves in the tradition of monumental burials that existed in neighboring cultures, the 

orchestrators of Tomb 79 and the other Salamis “royal” tombs nevertheless maintained a 

local distinctiveness of style.  

If a general Mediterranean building trend and/or specifically Phrygian tombs 

inspired the construction of Tomb 79, why was the inspiration sought in the first place? 

As described in the introduction, Rupp offers the compelling theory that the first 

territorial monarchs at Salamis constructed Tomb 79 as a conspicuous, affective “object” 

                                                
96 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 136. Otherwise, the tombs are dissimilar. There is no dromos at 
Tumulus MM and only one burial. 
97 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 161. Fascinatingly, monumental tomb architecture on Cyprus in 
the Iron Age was concentrated in the east and south—closer to the eastern powers—whereas luxurious 
grave goods appeared in burials throughout the island. In terms of tomb gifts, Carstens also cites the 
Urartian chamber tombs at Altintepe from the late eighth to early seventh century BCE as comparable, 
since they contained chairs, a chariot, and equestrian trappings. 
98 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 164. The closest parallels to Tomb 79 in terms of funerary gifts are 
the tombs at Gordion. See Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 161.  
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meant to legitimize their new power. Although we cannot prove Rupp’s theory, 

archaeologist Joyce Marcus offers a compelling theory about the nature of 

monumentality in general, which does correlate nicely with Rupp’s theory. She argues 

that “monumentality is not always a direct reflection of power.”99  

Evidence suggests that some early states, still lacking effective institutionalized 
power, invested heavily in public construction or elaborate tombs precisely 
because they needed impressive visible symbols to mask that lack of power.100 

 
Marcus offers the Egyptian Pyramids at Giza as an example. Hugely monumental 

undertakings, the building of such pyramids on such a scale did not continue, though the 

power of Egyptian kings increased.101 A similar trend of monumental building early in a 

state’s history but not later once institutionalized power grew and was expressed 

elsewhere, such as in territorial expansion or trade, can be seen with Teotihuacán and the 

Moche of ancient Mesoamerica.102 This trend can more or less also be applied to the 

group of “royal” tombs at Salamis, though mortuary evidence from the area is not as 

expansive as from the previous states and is more limited in temporal scope. Tombs 79 

and 50, two of the earliest of the “royal” tombs, are by far the largest. Later tombs are 

smaller, perhaps suggesting less of a need for monumentality over time.103 The earliest 

megalithic tombs therefore may be attempts at showcasing political power where none or 

little existed. Marcus discusses the example of Mayan ruler, Pacal, who was possibly the 

                                                
99 Marcus, “Monumentality in Archaic States,” 116.  
100 Marcus, “Monumentality in Archaic States,” 115.  
101 Marcus, “Monumentality in Archaic States,” 116–8.  
102 Marcus, “Monumentality in Archaic States,” 118–123.  
103 Carstens, “Cypriot Chamber Tombs,” 131–4, Table 1. Tombs 3 and 47 were large but not megalithic, 
while the rest were of modest size.  
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founder of a new dynasty and therefore without a legitimate royal bloodline.104 His 

situation, if we are to believe Rupp’s theory, offers a nice parallel to the situation at 

Salamis.  

Pacal invested more labor in his tomb, sarcophagus, and pyramid than any later 
ruler at Palenque. Once he had done so, however, his successors were able to 
claim him as the founder of their dynasty and use him to legitimate their own 
claims to the throne.105 

 
The affective power of this monumental tomb, therefore, did not dissipate once Pacal was 

dead and buried in it. In this way, as suggested above, the memory of a monumental 

burial itself may perform as an affective “object.” At Salamis, the memory of the burial 

in Tomb 79 may have lasted for years, especially with its tumulus acting as a visual 

mnemonic device. Overall, the evidence Marcus presents in her essay suggests that the 

monumentality of Tomb 79 performed as an affective mechanism to “symbolize power 

wished for but not yet consolidated.”106 Besides the architecture, the luxurious nature of 

the goods buried inside the tomb would have also played a part in this presentation of 

power where none or little existed and contributed to the effect/affect of the memory of 

the tomb. 

 I will now return to a discussion of the objects and the significance of luxury as an 

affective mechanism as specifically applied to Throne Γ. As stated, the luxurious 

mechanisms of the Tomb 79 ivories are their material, their embellishment, and their cost 

in time and energy. Ivory as a material was widely acknowledged throughout the 

                                                
104 Marcus, “Monumentality in Archaic States,” 123–8.  
105 Marcus, “Monumentality in Archaic States,” 128. For further reading on Pacal see Joyce Marcus, 
Mesoamerican Writing Systems: Propaganda, Myth, and History in Four Ancient Civilizations, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992.   
106 Marcus, “Monumentality in Archaic States,” 134.  
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Mediterranean as a highly valued one: in Assyria, in the Levant, and even in the Aegean 

world and beyond.107 The mechanisms of embellishment—as simple an act as carving the 

ivory into a plain furniture plaque or more complexly as carving geometric or figural 

decoration—and of time-cost are intertwined. Anthropologist Mary Helms, mentioned 

above, examines the valuation of skillfully crafted objects versus naturally endowed 

objects—here, carved ivory versus raw ivory—and concludes that skillfully crafted items 

are often preferred due to “the greater amount of work that can be invested in crafted 

things especially if that skillful labor increases aesthetic quality and imbues goods with 

socially valued inalienable qualities of their human (social) production.”108 Skillful 

crafting thereby links an object even more strongly into Gell’s socially-based art nexus. 

Helms continues and suggests that already-crafted objects acquired from distant places 

(versus local production) may be seen as magical or as magically produced.109 The 

inherent qualities of material, crafting, and time-cost, however, do not fully elucidate how 

the objects that possess these qualities function as agentive objects—i.e. how they 

affectively reflect upon the one who owns or uses them. Besides the mechanisms of 

material, skilled craftwork, and time-cost, another significant aspect of the luxury goods 

                                                
107 See the following chapter for further discussion. 
108 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 157.  
109 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 157, 198. An enchantment with skillfully wrought objects can also 
be seen in the epics of Homer. Many of these objects are described by a special word group found only in 
literature. Classicist Sarah P. Morris argues that this word group ultimately derive from the ancient Near 
East. Many of the enchanting objects described in the Iliad and the Odyssey are in fact Near Eastern in 
style. See Sarah P. Morris, Daidalos and the Origins of Greek Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1992), especially chapters 1 and 4. Also into this discussion must come a consideration of the risk involved 
in carving ivory. Carving or working with an expensive substance involves an element of caution in 
avoiding splitting or cracking or in any way messing up the precious material. Risk-avoidance thereby 
heightens the awareness of an expensive material’s value. See Michael Shanks, Art and the Greek City 
State: An Interpretive Archaeology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).  
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from Tomb 79 is the fact that they are foreign productions.110 For instance, Throne Γ 

appears to be of Phoenician manufacture.111 Not only is it a luxury object, it is an 

acquired luxury object. The act of acquisition offers an avenue for agency to be imbued 

into the object and to reflect back upon the acquirer, who we may assume to be either the 

deceased or those who orchestrated his burial.112  

Mary Helms, in her publication Craft and the Kingly Ideal: Art, Trade, and 

Power, examines the interactions between long-distance acquisition of valued goods and 

the pursuit of political legitimacy.113 She defines an acquiring society as one that looks to 

a “center-out-there”—a physically distant locale from which comes cultural identity and 

political legitimation—and whose elite conspicuously imitate and/or acquire goods, 

styles, and ideas from this outside center.114 I propose that Salamis at the time Tomb 79 

was built was one of these acquiring societies. The styles and iconography of the burial 

goods from the tomb suggest that Salamis looked to Phoenicia, perhaps to other places in 

the Levant, and even to farther removed Assyria as centers-out-there. As the hegemonic 

power of the time, Assyria, and its mediator for interactions with Cyprus, Phoenicia, 

likely would have been viewed as centers of political legitimacy and certainly—based on 

                                                
110 Or, if local, they imitate goods from foreign cultures. Archaeologist Sarah Janes argues that the Tomb 
79 objects are local productions and not imports. See Sarah Janes, “Negotiating Island Interactions: Cyprus, 
the Aegean and the Levant in the Late Bronze to Early Iron Ages,” in Material Connections in the Ancient 
Mediterranean: Mobility, Materiality, and Mediterranean Identities, ed. by Peter van Dommelen and A. 
Bernard Knapp (London: Routledge, 2010), 139. Discussed further below.  
111 Discussed further below. 
112 In the Aegean world, foreign objects from places such as Phoenicia held great value. See Irene J. 
Winter, “Homer’s Phoenicians: History, Ethnography, or Literary Trope? [A Perspective on Early 
Orientalism],” in The Ages of Homer, ed. by Jane B. Carter and Sarah P. Morris (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1998), 248.  
113 For further reading on long-distance exchange, see Mary W. Helms, Ulysses’ Sail: An Ethnographic 
Odyssey of Power, Knowledge, and Geographical Distance (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988).  
114 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 192, 200.  
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the quantity and quality of imports in Tomb 79—as cultural centers.115 Helms suggests 

that the success of an elite or influential person—here, the deceased—is determined by 

their ability to “be informed about, understand, manipulate, and ultimately acquire 

socially desirable things” from centers-out-there.116 Helms argues that valuable goods 

derived from these outside centers encapsulate and bring back power from them and act 

as a link to them, which confers legitimacy on the acquirer.117 Helms writes,  

. . . persons of influence, as acquirers and persons of accumulated wealth, are 
personally honored and granted political legitimacy for their exceptional 
understanding and cunning manipulation of outside powers such that, more than 
most individuals, they are able to rise above the mundane and the ordinary aspects 
of mere survival . . . the act of acquisition in itself becomes a mark of 
exceptionality, exclusivity, and ability to control, and allows the cultivation of a 
kingly image.118 

 
The affective properties of an acquired luxury object, therefore, reflect an identity of a 

politically legitimate leader back upon the acquirer, just as the affective properties of a 

monumental tomb reflect (a semblance of) political and social power back upon the 

occupant.  

                                                
115 Reyes, Archaic Cyprus, 49–58. See also Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, 27–28. Direct, continuous 
contact with Assyria at this time was unlikely, since the first documented contact with the empire occurred 
at the very end of the eighth century BCE, decades after the proposed date for Tomb 79; and even then, 
evidence does not support a direct Assyrian presence on the island. This perhaps made Assyria an even 
further distant, perhaps more extraordinary, or even the ultimate, center-out-there as compared to closer 
places like Phoenicia, which likely mediated interactions between Assyria and Cyprus. Could the deceased 
from Tomb 79 actually have visited Phoenicia and returned with the chair and other ivory goods? Even if 
he did not, he or the orchestrators of his burial at the very least likely oversaw the acquisition of these 
items, thereby becoming acquirers by proxy.  
116 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 161. Helms acknowledges that if the home society cannot actually 
acquire goods from these places, they may imitate them. See Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 196. See 
also above note 28. 
117 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 9, 192–3, 198.  
118 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 165. See also Priscilla Keswani, Mortuary Ritual and Society in 
Bronze Age Cyprus (London: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2004), 136: “The transformative role of these 
objects lay not merely in the status which the possession of valuable rarities conveyed upon their owners, 
but also in their symbolic connotations and associations with foreign elites.”  
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CONCLUSIONS  
By acquiring or being associated with the acquisition of Throne Γ and the other 

foreign goods and by placing them (and himself) within a megalithic tomb, the deceased, 

by way of the affective properties of the goods, was marked as an exceptional elite and 

garnered a king-like identity. Based on the nature and characteristics of Throne Γ, this 

projected identity speaks to a very specific conception of what makes an individual a 

political and social leader. An acquired, foreign luxury good alludes more to concepts of 

connectedness and successful foreign interaction and less to other concepts associated 

with king-like leadership such as territorial expansion. The chariot and remnants of 

weaponry found in the tomb project the concept of military might,119 but the ability to 

maneuver foreign spaces, as expressed through acquired foreign objects, seems to be just 

as important a component of the definition of a socio-political leader from Salamis at this 

time.    

Furthermore, as with Pacal’s tomb, the affective properties of the Tomb 79 luxury 

goods did not cease to function when they were buried out of sight of the living realm.120 

The memory of the goods would “create a functioning ancestor” in the person of the 

deceased, one whose fame “remains in the memory of those still living, providing means 

to contact, and thus tap, his or her ancestral power.”121 For Pacal’s descendants, this 

power manifested as political/dynastic legitimacy. The same could easily have been true 

                                                
119 Karageorghis, Salamis, 10–12.  
120 For further reading on this concept in the Aegean world, see Nassos Papalexandrou, The Visual Poetics 
of Power: Warriors, Youths, and Tripods in Early Greece (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2005).  
121 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 142.  
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for the heirs of the individual buried in Tomb 79.122 Furthering this legitimacy would 

have been the fact that the deceased’s heirs could afford to bury luxury goods, effectively 

reserving them for the dead and prohibiting their own use of the goods as status symbols 

in the world of the living.123   

                                                
122 See note 119.  
123 Keswani, Mortuary Ritual, 159.  
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CHAPTER 3: The Meaning of Ivory 

Perhaps the most significant aspect or “mechanism” of Throne Γ is its material. 

Although actually a wooden object overlaid/inlaid with ivory, the chair was crafted to 

give the impression of being made entirely of ivory. The few wood sections that show 

through on the backrest lie flush with the vertical ivory plaques; so they would have 

appeared more as a decorative aspect than a peek at the understructure. Ivory was rare 

and expensive, but meaning attached to ivory in the early first millennium BCE eastern 

Mediterranean world was greater than merely the economic value accorded to it as a 

commodity.124 Textual and archaeological evidence provide us with a glimpse into how 

the Assyrians and the Levantines valued ivory and what meanings they saw encoded 

within it or acted to encode within it themselves as both collectors and crafters—thereby 

shedding light both on the possible ways in which the collector of the goods in Tomb 79 

valued its ivory constituents and why he/they chose to include ivory in the first place.  

The vast majority of the evidence for ivory objects comes from sites associated 

with palaces and royalty.125 Only a few exceptions exist. The evidence at two of the non-

royal sites is scant and fairly inconclusive, while a third site belonged to a high official at 
                                                
124 A local population of elephants seems to have existed in Syria into the first millennium BCE, when it 
appears to have gone extinct. Assyrian texts describe how Ashurnasirpal II hunted elephants with a bow, 
but this is the last record of an elephant hunt in Assyria. See Richard D. Barnett, Ancient Ivories in the 
Middle East, Qedem 14 (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University, 1982), 7, 41. See also Moorey, Ancient 
Mesopotamian Materials and Industries, 116–9.  
125 Georgina Herrmann and Alan Millard, “Who Used Ivories in the Early First Millennium BC?,” in 
Culture Through Objects, ed. by Timothy Potts, et al. (Oxford: Griffith Institute, 2003), 377. In their survey 
of the distribution and use of ivories in the early first millennium BCE, Georgina Herrmann and Alan 
Millard posit that the distribution of ivories across the social spectrum became more limited after the end of 
the Bronze Age. Evidence from Bronze Age Ugarit and Ashur suggests that the ivories were possessed by 
wealthy citizens as well as by royals. By the Early Iron Age, however, the possession of ivories possibly 
was limited only to royalty and members of the royal court. 
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the Assyrian court, who was perhaps of high enough status to join in the royal tradition of 

ivory collection.126 Intriguingly, there is evidence that some of this official’s ivory was 

actually put to use—on furniture or as tableware—while other pieces were part of a 

“collection.”127 Herrmann and Millard do not define “collection” here, but they tacitly 

differentiate its contents from the ivory put to utilitarian use. Apart from these few 

exceptions, the majority of ivory comes from sites with more explicit royal associations, 

especially Assyrian sites.128  

A large amount of evidence exists, both textual and archaeological, for the 

acquisition and possession of ivory by Assyrian royalty during the early first millennium. 

Art historian Allison K. Thomason’s publication on royal collecting habits in 

Mesopotamia offers a nuanced analysis of Assyrian textual sources as they pertain both 

to raw ivory and to finished ivory goods either received as tribute or taken as booty by 

                                                
126 Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 378–9 and 385–8. A large but non-palatial house at Til 
Barsip yielded eight Levantine ivories dating to the seventh century. House 2 of the Town Wall Houses at 
Nimrud yielded Assyrian style ivories likely scavenged from the palace. House 6 also yielded ivories, but 
these cannot be dated easily and are likely rubbish dumped at this site also after the sack of the palace. 
Finally, the rab ekalli’s suite at Fort Shalmaneser yielded ivory in every room, burnt and broken in the 
aftermath of the sacking of the city, but originally of high quality: furniture plaques, boxes, caskets, and 
stands, mainly Levantine in style. 
127 The possibility that ivory of Levantine style was actually put to use at Nimrud is significant. As I will 
discuss further below, ivory used by Assyrian royalty at this site was likely only carved in the local style, 
while the Levantine ivories were mainly stored away in collections. The deposition, especially of the North 
West Palace, however, is unclear due to the destruction of the city. Perhaps while the city was in use as the 
capital and royal residence, imported ivories were collected on a large scale, but also used by some 
individuals (though perhaps not by the royals who used only the local style). After the capital was moved to 
Khorsabad and then Nineveh, did this trend discontinue? Little ivory has been uncovered at these later 
capitals and evidence is strong that Nimrud was maintained as a royal collections storage site (see below). 
The later kings certainly collected ivory, but maybe its utilitarian use—especially of the imported ivories—
was no longer in fashion. Also, over time the rarity of objects tends to increase, so perhaps the ivory 
eventually was viewed as too precious to use in a utilitarian manner.  
128 One confusing site is Arslan Tash, known for its exquisite and coherent collection of ivory furniture 
panels. Unfortunately, the deposition of the ivories makes it difficult to determine their date and whether or 
not they belonged to the Assyrian governor’s palace. The status of their owner, therefore, is not certain. See 
Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 378.  
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Assyrian kings. During the first half of the empire, ivory was collected solely as tribute 

with the objects listed generically with only rare in-depth description.129 Raw ivory 

performed as an economic asset during this time, when the Assyrian kings were as much 

preoccupied with diplomacy and military policies as with the expansion of territory. 

Although many of the texts from the ninth and early eighth century claim that these ivory 

goods were taken by military threat or even conquest, more likely such acquisitions came 

by way of trade and diplomatic exchange.130 The middle period of the Neo-Assyrian 

empire was marked by a lessening of Assyrian political power, but ivory—though it 

appears in the annals less than in other stronger periods—does not disappear, a telling 

nod to its significance.131 The latter half of the empire saw Assyria’s return to greater 

power, and ivory became a prize of conquest as well as tribute, thereby gaining political 

value as a symbol of the capture of enemy territory. Texts from this period describe the 

ivory in greater detail, perhaps to emphasize the new political symbolism.132 In sum, the 

                                                
129 Allison Karmel Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation: Royal Collecting in Ancient Mesopotamia 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2005), 122–123.  
130 Grayson, Assyrian Rulers I, 217. Ashurnasirpal II received from Carchemish: “beds of boxwood, 
thrones of boxwood, dishes of boxwood decorated with ivory . . . elephant’s tusks, a gold couch with 
trimming . . .” See also Grayson, Assyrian Rulers II, 25, 31–2, 69, 82. Shalmaneser III received “silver, 
gold, tin, bronze, iron, (and) elephant ivory without measure.” On another occasion he received “silver, 
gold, bronze, tin, iron, […], meskannu-wood, ivory, (and) elephant hides.” A third mention of tribute 
received by Shalmaneser contains unusual specificity: “silver, gold, oxen, sheep, wine, (and) a bed of gold, 
ivory and boxwood.”   
131 Grayson Assyrian Rulers II, 191. For instance, Shamshi Adad V took as booty “tin, iron, lead . . . 
precious stones of the mountains . . . strips of bronze . . . elephant hides, elephant tusks, [various woods], a 
bed made of ivory (and) ebony . . . a precious sword with silver (and) gold mountings . . .”  
132 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 124. A significant example is a letter from Sargon II written to the 
god Ashur. See Luckenbill, Ancient Records of Assyria and Babylonia II, 95. Sargon describes the treasures 
from a temple he plundered in Urartu: “. . . chairs of ivory, ebony and boxwood; great tables of ivory, 
ebony and boxwood, befitting royalty which were inlaid with gold and silver; 8 strong cupboard-plates and 
fruit baskets of ivory, ebony, and boxwood with inlays of gold and silver; 6 vessel stands, pots, wall shades, 
stools and a stand for the cup-bearer of ivory, ebony and boxwood with inlays of gold and silver . . .”  
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quantity of ivory listed in the annals may have lessened with time, but its descriptions 

grew ever more detailed.   

 Herrmann and Millard propose that the Assyrian kings took ivory as a means of 

stripping a symbol of royalty, wealth, power, etc. from those they defeated.133 This 

reasoning seems less likely to be true for the earlier kings, as according to Thomason the 

acquisition of ivory during the early half of the empire was based more on tribute, 

diplomacy, and economic factors than military endeavors. For the later kings, however, 

who unquestionably conquered their neighbors through military might, such a reason 

seems highly likely. One account of Ashurbanipal even describes how he re-equipped the 

conquered king of Niku with emblems of power, reinstating him as king but only at 

Ashurbanipal’s behest, sending the message that he who bestowed these emblems of 

power also had the power to remove them at his whim.134  

In another publication, Herrmann offers a somewhat conflicting view of Assyrian 

collecting habits. She asserts that the Assyrian tribute lists are unhelpful, because ivory 

was not a commodity given much attention in them: the Assyrians were more keenly 

focused on obtaining precious metals, hard woods, textiles, horses, chariots, oxen and 

                                                
133 Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 398.  
134 Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 399. A recent theory put forward by Marian Feldman 
posits that the ivories in these collections were accumulated with the intended purpose of being 
redistributed later to officials who ruled under the aegis of Assyria—perhaps taken from the Levant only to 
return there, but now with the authority of Assyria behind them. See Marian Feldman, “The Mobility of 
Ivory In and Around the Assyrian Empire” (abstract, Annual Meeting Program and Abstract Book, Annual 
Meeting of the American Schools of Oriental Research, Chicago, IL, November 14–17, 2012), 100. For a 
more detailed discussion of this theory, see Marian H. Feldman, Communities of Style: Portable Luxury 
Arts, Identity and Collective Memory in the Early Iron Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
forthcoming).    
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sheep.135 She writes, “Gems and ivory were of less importance: ivory is rarely listed and 

is always well down the list.”136 Furniture, she writes, which may have included ivory 

panels, is not usually included in lists of loot either; furthermore, Assyrians seem to have 

preferred to use materials other than ivory in their furniture, such as precious metals.137 

Herrmann concludes that the Assyrians, in fact, were not overly fond of ivory and when 

they used it, it was only in the Assyrian style, which comprised only about five percent of 

the ivories recovered from Nimrud.138 Also, no ivories were found in the incredibly rich 

tombs of the North West Palace, even though at least one of the interred queens was 

likely from the west (Syria?), where ivory seems to have been regarded as much more 

prestigious.139 I will return to the problem of ivory in burials below, but I must first 

address these contrasting theories about how the Assyrians valued ivory. 

Even if her analysis of the texts is correct, the conclusion Herrmann draws from 

this analysis—that the Assyrians did not accord ivory much value—seems hasty to me. 

The lack of prominence given to ivory in the annals belies the vast quantities of ivory 

                                                
135 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 25.  
136 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 25–6.  
137 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 26. 
138 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 113. 
139 Joan and David Oates, Nimrud: An Assyrian Imperial City Revealed (London: British School of 
Archaeology in Iraq, 2001), 78–90. See also Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 114; and 
Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 388–390. A change occurred between the Bronze and Iron 
Ages in terms of ivory found in burials. Bronze Age Ashur included many ivory items in its elite burials, 
but Neo-Assyrian burials, even the Royal Tombs from the North West Palace at Nimrud, conspicuously did 
not include ivory. (Only a mirror handle with inlaid strips of ivory and maybe a Syrian ivory of poor 
quality were found in these tombs.) This reflects a deliberate choice. Likely, this is only an Assyrian 
affectation as two shaft graves from the mid-ninth century site of Tell Halaf in Northern Syria included 
ivories in the North Syrian style and, of course, Cypriot Salamis included ivory in Tomb 79. The copious 
amounts of gold jewelry found in the queens’ burials makes me wonder if such jewelry originally 
comprised part of the burial goods in Tomb 79 as well (perhaps left in the chamber?) but was 
looted/removed at a later time. A large amount of luxurious goods may indeed be missing. See 
Karageorghis, Recent Discoveries, 98.  
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found at the Assyrian capital cities, especially at Nimrud.140 The fact also remains that 

every Assyrian king for whom major annals exist received ivory in some way.141 

Thomason offers a compelling alternative theory. She argues that it was not the material 

of the ivory itself that held the greatest value but rather the act and tradition of collecting 

it that did, a tradition that began (in the first millennium) with Ashurnasirpal II and 

continued for centuries.142 Thomason calls this tradition “a royal acquisitive ideal.”143 As 

she puts it, 

In order to justify and legitimate his own reign, each king had to constantly 
display his actions as innovative and far surpassing those of his predecessors. The 
increasing variety of furniture and other ivory objects that were described in the 
texts might reflect each king’s desire to surpass his predecessors by demonstrating 
that the objects which he had acquired as booty were far more appealing, 
fantastic, and novel than theirs.144 

 
If this was the case, an Assyrian king could not avoid collecting ivory, even if he had no 

need or desire to put it to utilitarian, ritual, or funereal use.145 The accumulation of ivories 

did not serve the king’s needs for conspicuous consumption, but rather conspicuous 

collecting.146  

                                                
140 See below.  
141 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 134.  
142 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 125.  
143 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 125.  
144 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 125.  
145 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 125.  
146 R. D. Barnett posits a similar theory drawn from his work with the ivories excavated from Bronze Age 
Megiddo. The storage of the Megiddo ivories suggests that they were removed from their furniture and 
stored by themselves. Barnett therefore contends that ivory collecting was an important form of wealth for 
the site: the local ruler traded and distributed them, thus beginning a tradition of accumulating ivory. The 
ivory storage rooms performed as part of the ruler’s treasury. See R.D. Barnett, A Catalogue of the Nimrud 
Ivories With Other Examples of Ancient Near Eastern Ivories in the British Museum, Second Enlarged 
Edition (London: British Museum Publications, Ltd., 1975), 25. See also Herrmann and Millard, “Who 
Used Ivories,” 394.  
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The conspicuous-collecting theory does not completely explain why no ivory was 

placed in Assyrian burials, though perhaps the Assyrians saw the ivories as serving their 

purpose better in the realm of the living than of the dead. We must also keep in mind that 

the Royal Tombs uncovered at the North West Palace likely belonged to high status 

women.147 Perhaps ivories, because of their messages of military, political, and economic 

power, were relegated to the masculine realm and not the feminine (at least in Assyria), 

and therefore had no place in the burials of royal wives. Herrmann supports this idea, 

suggesting that small ivory objects, like pyxides, were used only by men in religious 

rites. For whatever reason, ivory did not play a significant role in the otherwise 

conspicuously luxurious funereal adornment of Assyrian royal women.148   

The archaeological record does provide positive evidence that supports the 

conspicuous-collection theory. Non-funereal archaeological evidence for ivory in the 

Assyrian heartland is numerous though often disturbed by the sacking of the cities, 

rendering the ivory’s use and/or context ambiguous. The vast majority of the Assyrian 

ivory holdings was uncovered at Nimrud. In comparison, the later capital cities of 

Khorsabad and Nineveh held little ivory.149 When it no longer performed as a capital city 

                                                
147 Oates, Nimrud, 78–90.  
148 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 114.  
149 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 140. At Khorsabad, a few Levantine ivories were found in a 
passage leading toward the local temple to Nabu. Nineveh revealed only incidental finds like a North 
Syrian ivory from Sennacherib’s Southwest Palace. According to the annals, the kings who resided in these 
cities continued to collect ivory, but based on the same texts, it seems likely that their ivory collections 
were kept in protected storage at the old capital of Nimrud (see below). 
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or king’s residence, Nimrud became what Thomason calls a “special purpose city,” used 

to store royal collections that the later capitals could not accommodate.150 

At Nimrud, most of the ivory was found at the North West Palace and Fort 

Shalmaneser.151 The ivories found at the North West Palace were certainly deposited here 

prior to the 612 BCE destruction, but Georgina Herrmann argues that the latest date of 

deposit was ca. 710 BCE, when Sargon II renovated the palace.152 The ivories, therefore, 

likely came from Sargon’s incursions into the Levant.153 In the annals, he describes how 

he used the North West Palace as a secure storage site for his accumulated booty.154 

Although the North West Palace was sacked completely and the documentation of the 

finds was often erratic, the distribution of imported ivories appears to be clearly distinct 

from that of the local Assyrian style ivories. The Assyrian ivories were found in 

ceremonial areas, areas of importance, such as the throne room. Levantine ivories were 

found in rooms that Herrmann refers to as treasuries or storerooms (likely not the original 

purpose of the room but converted for storage). Both types were found thrown into 

                                                
150 S. Parpola, The Correspondence of Sargon II, Part I: Letters from Assyria and the West, State Archives 
of Assyria, vol. 1 (Helsinki: University of Helsinki Press, 1987), 29. Sennacherib wrote to his father Sargon 
II, “The tribute of the Ashdodites was brought to Kalhu; I have received it, sealed it and deposited it in the 
palace.” 
151 The so-called Burnt Palace and a temple also yielded ivory but in less quantity. Mallowan suggests that 
the Burnt Palace was a temporary residence for Sargon II while he built Khorsabad. It was certainly used as 
a residence or a storehouse for royalty or officials. Ivory in the form of furniture attachments, boxes, and 
handles was uncovered here. Next to the Burnt Palace was a temple dedicated to Nabu, the god of writing, 
built by Shalmaneser III. It mainly housed archival documents, but Assyrian-style ivory was found against 
the dais in the throne room. See Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 126–134; Barnett, Ancient Ivories in 
the Middle East, 40–41; Oates, Nimrud, 125.  
152 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 25.  
153 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 114.  
154 Luckenbill, Ancient Records of Assyria and Babylonia II, 73. “The plunder of the cities, (acquired 
through) the success of my weapons which I hurled against the foe, I shut up therein and filled it to bursting 
with luxuries.” 
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wells.155 Whoever placed the pieces in the storerooms seems to have purposefully 

separated them from the local-style ivories and, in doing so, separated them from the 

more ceremonial areas of the palace. This separation supports Thomason’s theory that 

utilitarian use (including use in ceremonies) was not the objective for the Assyrian king’s 

imported, as tribute or booty, ivory collections.  

Evidence from Fort Shalmaneser at Nimrud points to the emphasis placed on the 

act of collecting. Built by Shalmaneser III, this structure received its name from its 

function as an arsenal.156 It housed a throne room with a dais along with numerous other 

rooms meant for military and storage purposes. In later years, it was used mainly for 

storage, especially when another “fort” was constructed at Nineveh.157 Fort Shalmaneser 

yielded the greatest amount of ivory from any site at any Assyrian capital, the majority of 

which was imported. Herrmann posits that the ivory furniture panels found here were 

accumulated during the early reigns of Ashurnasirpal and Shalmaneser rather than 

resulting from Sargon’s later conquests.158 If this is the case, some of the ivory in this fort 

was held there for over two hundred years. Protecting a collection like this for so long 

and with such care supports the theory presented above. 

In sum, the Assyrian kings collected ivory for the sake of collecting, drawing on 

the precedent of kings that came before and valuing the ivories as tangible symbols of the 

earlier kings’ diplomatic exchanges and later kings’ conquests. Herrmann and Alan 

                                                
155 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 32, 46. The items in the wells were likely placed here—
lowered in a basket in one case—to protect them during the destruction of the palace.  
156 Oates, Nimrud, 144–5.  
157 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 131.  
158 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 114.  
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Millard further suggest that the variety of styles of imported ivory found in the 

collections at Nimrud may reflect not just diplomatic tribute but a tradition of elite gift 

exchange. Such exchanges were common between the eastern Mediterranean powers in 

the Late Bronze Age and appear as important social rituals in the works of Homer.159 In 

this system, value increased through “onward transmission of a rare object.”160 Coherent 

collections lacking such variety appear only when complete sets of furniture exist, as at 

Salamis,161 though the possibility that the Tomb 79 ivory goods were gifts cannot be 

dismissed.   

Outside of Assyria, evidence for elite use of ivory is less concrete, making it more 

difficult to draw conclusions about how it was valued. Textual evidence is limited to the 

Hebrew Bible and to the locations from which the Assyrians received tribute and booty as 

described in their annals. Although the biblical account serves a specific rhetorical 

agenda, the details of elite life that it mentions, including the use of ivory, speak to a 

general fashion of the time and can be seen as useful evidence. Various Hebrew writers 

mention the use of ivory furniture in the Levant, though sometimes in a derogatory 

manner, seeing such luxury as immoral. For instance, the book of Amos condemns the 

                                                
159 Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 394–5. See discussion of gift exchange in Maria Eugenia 
Aubet, The Phoenicians and the West: Politics, Colonies and Trade, trans. by Mary Turton (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 108–113. She writes, “According to the principles of reciprocity, the 
exchange of gifts implies recognition of the right of one social sector to a prerogative, or else seeks to 
outdo a rival in opulence, privilege, rank and power. In this sense, the reciprocal exchange of gifts has a 
supra-economic character, to the extent that it is not the possession of riches that confers privilege and 
status but their transmission and distribution.” Some objects circulated from individual to individual, each 
consecutive possession adding to their value. Examples of such exchange abound across the Mediterranean 
world in both the Bronze and Iron Ages. For a discussion of gift-exchange in Homer and the Aegean world, 
see Papalexandrou, Visual Poetics, 25ff.  
160 Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 395.  
161 Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 395.  
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lavish buildings and ivory couches of the court of the Israelite king Ahab, who ruled from 

874 to 853 BCE and was married to Jezebel, a Phoenician princess.162 Other authors 

herald ivory as a material befitting a king, such as that decorating the throne of Solomon, 

ruler of Israel from 961 to 922 BCE.163 The narrators of the book Song of Solomon 

compare the beauty of their lover’s skin with ivory.164 Altogether, the biblical account 

places ivory in royal contexts as an item of luxury and marker of high status as well as 

offering it up as a standard of physical beauty perhaps with sensual or erotic undertones. 

The authors consciously used ivory imagery to impact the reader’s understanding of the 

different scenes that are described, especially in the aggrandizing account of Solomon’s 

wealth and throne.165  

                                                
162 Glenn Markoe, Phoenicians (Berkeley, University of California Press, 2000), 38. Amos 3:15 and 6:4. 
The majority of the book of Amos was likely written (in its present form) sometime in the sixth to fourth 
centuries BCE, though retaining nuances of much earlier—canonically, eighth-century—writings. See The 
Oxford Bible Commentary, ed. by John Barton and John Muddiman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001), 582, 586. The Commentary intriguingly suggests that the scene conveyed in 6:1–7 with the beds of 
ivory is a marzeah, a funereal banquet. If this is the case, then it suggests an established tradition of using 
ivory furniture in a funereal context in the Levant. If the hypothetically-reconstructed bed from Tomb 79 is 
truly a bed, then the orchestrators of Tomb 79 perhaps based their ritual on this tradition.  
163 Markoe, Phoenicians, 33; 1 Kings 10:18. The whole of the books of Kings could not have been 
compiled before the sixth century BCE, but the authors were very historiographically-minded, quoting and 
cross-referencing older sources. Their source for the description of Solomon’s reign is slightly more biased 
(pro-Solomon) and likely written in the eighth century and/or slightly earlier. We should therefore 
comprehend Kings as providing a fair degree of historically valuable information. The Commentary notes 
the excessive amounts of gold making up Solomon’s wealth, but Throne Γ is proof that ivory-and-gold 
thrones did exist. The Commentary states that the lions flanking Solomon’s throne “symbolize power, 
almost superhuman power.” See Oxford Bible Commentary, 233–4, 240.  
164 Song of Solomon 5:14, 7:4. The Commentary states that the most likely date of composition or at least 
of editing of the Song of Solomon is no earlier than the mid-sixth century BCE, though a handful of 
scholars argue for a tenth-century (Solomonic) date based on extra-biblical comparanda. See Oxford Bible 
Commentary, 429–30.  
165 1 Kings 10:18 (NIV): “Then the king made a great throne covered with ivory and overlaid with fine 
gold. The throne had six steps, and its back had a rounded top. On both sides of the seat were armrests, with 
a lion standing beside each of them. Twelve lions stood on the six steps, one at either end of each step. 
Nothing like it had ever been made for any other kingdom.”  
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Some archaeological evidence comes from the city of Samaria, which became 

Israel’s capital under the early-ninth century BCE reign of Omri and lasted as such until 

its destruction at the hands of the Assyrians in the late eighth century.166 The ivory pieces 

were uncovered within the Israelite city walls in the palatial area but do not provide much 

information in the way of dates or function, as they are largely unstratified.167 Most 

likely, their deposition predates the Assyrian sack of the city of circa 720.168 Therefore, 

the date assumed for the ivories is the ninth to eighth century BCE, during the age of the 

Israelite kingdom and the reigns of the Omrides (Omri, Ahab, and their successors).169 

Excavator John Crowfoot references the Hebrew Bible’s mention of Ahab’s house of 

ivory, but the disturbed context of the find hinders any definite conclusions on the pieces’ 

original place of use.170 In terms of individual function, most of the pieces of ivory are in 

panel form meant for furniture, though some may be meant for jewelry boxes or 

stands.171  

The cache of ivories discovered at Samaria comprise the largest ever found of 

Levantine ivories in the Levant, and yet, according to Claudia Suter, they are but the 

                                                
166 Markoe, Phoenicians, 38, 42; Aubet, The Phoenicians and the West, 44, Table 2. Unfortunately, the 
publication record for the Samaria ivories is rather thin. The main source is a report authored by John and 
Grace Crowfoot, which only offers information on less than two hundred of the 12,000 ivory pieces (many 
only fragments without decoration). See John W. and Grace M. Crowfoot, Early Ivories from Samaria 
(London: Palestine Exploration Fund, 1938) and Claudia E. Suter, “Luxury Goods in Ancient Israel: 
Questions of Consumption and Production,” in Proceedings of the 6th International Congress of the 
Archaeology of the Ancient Near East, ed. by Paolo Matthiae, et al. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 
2010), 993–4.  
167 Claudia E. Suter, “Images, Tradition, and Meaning: The Samaria and Other Levantine Ivories of the 
Iron Age,” in A Common Cultural Heritage: Studies on Mesopotamia and the Biblical World in Honor of 
Barry L. Eichler, ed. by Grant Frame, et al. (Capital Decisions Ltd., 2011), 219. 
168 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 79.  
169 Suter, “Images, Tradition, and Meaning,” 219.  
170 Crowfoot, Early Ivories from Samaria, 2; 1 Kings 22:39.  
171 Suter, “Luxury Goods in Ancient Israel,” 993.  
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remnants of an original, even more magnificent collection looted by Shalmaneser V of 

Assyria.172 Suter, echoing Crowfoot, suggests that the ivories might have ended up in 

Nimrud.173 Most scholars until now have considered all the ivories found at Samaria to be 

Phoenician imports, but Suter contends that the Omrides had the wealth and the means to 

host their own, local production.174 With limited archaeological evidence for ivories in 

actual Phoenician cities, the ivories at Samaria may constitute the nearest example to 

local/native use of these luxury goods. Based on the information in the biblical accounts, 

the value accorded ivory in the Levant took a different form than that in Assyria. Ivory 

was proudly displayed in the houses and on the furniture of the Levantine elite (even in 

the face of disapproving prophets), presumably in both Israel and the Phoenician cities. 

Not only was it collected; it was used. Furthermore, the material likely held an aesthetic 

appeal beyond its rare and expensive status.  

CONCLUSIONS  
 The Assyrians valued ivory objects as tangible symbols of conquered or beholden 

nations or even as products of diplomatic gift exchange, but more so than this, they 

seemed to value the act of collecting these ivories—or the tradition of the act of 

collecting—above any value the ivory themselves held. Collecting ivory was the 

traditional and symbolic duty of a legitimate ruler. Conversely, in the Levant, as far as we 
                                                
172 Suter, “Luxury Goods in Ancient Israel,” 993–4. Suter and Christoph Uehlinger undertook a project to 
reassess all the ivories left unpublished in the original monograph. See the project overview at “The Ivories 
from Samaria: Complete Catalogue, Stylistic Classification, Iconographical Analysis, Cultural-Historical 
Evaluation,” Universität Zürich, accessed April 22, 2013, http://www.research-projects.uzh.ch/p4012.htm.  
173 Suter, “Images, Tradition, and Meaning,” 221; Crowfoot, Early Ivories from Samaria, 5.  
174 Suter, “Luxury Goods in Ancient Israel,” 993, 997–8 The population of Israel at this time, though, was 
not homogenous, and the northern coastal plains certainly included Phoenician inhabitants. This blurring of 
boundaries with Phoenicia was furthered by trade and marriage alliances made between Phoenicia and 
Israel. See Markoe, Phoenicians, 38.  
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can tell, the ivories themselves as material objects held great value, since ivory was put to 

conspicuous use in the homes of elites and as the paraphernalia of kings. We must 

remember, though, that the conspicuous-collecting theory for Assyria applies mainly to 

imported, Levantine ivories. Assyrians apparently did put ivories carved in their local 

style to use, most conspicuously in ceremonial areas, even if ivories carved in this style 

were not great in number. The ivories found around the throne-room dais in the temple of 

Nabu at Nimrud might even have graced the throne itself—an Assyrian-style 

manifestation of an ivory throne reminiscent of the Levantine-style ivory throne of 

Solomon.175 Was there a tradition for decorating thrones with ivory across the eastern 

Mediterranean and western Asia at this time, no matter how ivory was valued or 

employed otherwise? If the chair known as Throne Γ is indeed a throne, i.e. meant for a 

king or king-like figure, then it was surely a participant in this tradition.  

 As a whole, the collection of ivory objects in Tomb 79 paint a different picture of 

how the orchestrators of the tomb valued ivory than can be seen in Assyria. Most 

blatantly, they performed in a funereal context. Due to a dearth of evidence from the 

Levant, we do not know if the Israelites and Phoenicians buried their dead with ivory 

goods, though it seems likely. The biblical scene of Samarian elites using ivory couches 

perhaps recounts a marzeah ritual, a funereal banquet, which supports Levantine use of 

ivory furniture in funereal contexts.176 Ivory evidence from the ninth-century tombs at 

                                                
175 Barnett, Ancient Ivories in the Middle East, 40–41.  
176 Amos 6:4 (NIV): “You lie on beds adorned with ivory and lounge on your couches. You dine on choice 
lambs and fattened calves.” See note 39. The large bronze cauldron found in Tomb 79 adorned with 
protomes of griffins and sirens may also have a connection to the marzeah. Barnett argues that the sirens, at 
least in Syria and Palestine, represented the Rephaim, or “divinized ancestors or their equivalents who are 
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Tell Halaf does suggest that not including ivory in tombs was an Assyrian affectation that 

did not necessarily project to more western cultures.177 The Assyrian value placed on the 

tradition of collecting ivory, however, could have diffused into the ideologies of the 

Levant and even Cyprus (slightly ironically since the Assyrians collected their ivory from 

the Levant). The ivory from Tomb 79, however, is not varied in style like the collections 

in Assyria, nor is it disassociated from its furniture. While it is not impossible that the 

orchestrators of the burial accumulated the ivory in mimicry of Assyrian collecting 

habits, the Levantine evidence suggests that something more was at play.  

Cyprus at the time of the Tomb 79 burial was not as directly influenced by the 

Assyrian empire (at least in terms of material evidence) as were its close neighbors to the 

east along the Levantine coast.178 However, acknowledging Assyrian power would have 

been politically expedient for Cyprus with mutual benefits for Assyria.179 If the deceased 

in Tomb 79 truly was an early king of Cyprus, as David Rupp suggests, then could the 

ivory furniture from the burial be evidence of diplomatic gifts from Assyria?180 Or even 

                                                                                                                                            
invited to a funereal feast.” See Richard D. Barnett, “Sirens and Rephaim,” in Ancient Anatolia: Aspects of 
Change and Cultural Development: Essays in Honor of Machteld J. Mellink, ed. by Jeanny V. Canby, et al. 
(University of Wisconsin Press, 1986), 118–9. See also discussion of this remark in Nassos Papalexandrou, 
“Keledones: Dangerous Performers in Early Delphic Lore and Ritual Structures,” Hephaistos 21/22 
(2003/04): 160. For further reading on the marzeah, see P.J. King, “The Marzeah: Textual and 
Archaeological Evidence,” Eretz Israel 20 (1989): 98–106; E.F. Beach, “The Samaria Ivories, Marzeah and 
Biblical Texts,” Biblical Archaeologist 55 (1992): 130–9; and Jane Carter, “Thiasos and Marzeah: Ancestor 
Cult in the Age of Homer,” in New Light on a Dark Age, ed. by S. Langdon, 72–112 (Columbia: University 
of Missouri Press, 1997).  
177 Herrmann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 388–390.  
178 Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, 20–28. Based on Assyrian records, Sargon II invaded and made the 
island into a tributary in the late eighth century, but scholars posit that direct Assyrian influence on the 
island even then was unlikely. More likely, the Assyrians maintained hegemony through the Phoenicians as 
intermediaries. Prior to Sargon’s invasion, the exact status of Cyprus relative to Assyria is unclear. See also 
Reyes, Archaic Cyprus, 49–58, 66–7.  
179 Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, 28.  
180 See above note 134.  
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from the Levant to cement ties—political, economic, or otherwise—between the 

Phoenician cities (or Israel?) and Cyprus? The style of the ivories from Tomb 79, as I 

will describe more fully below, is “Phoenician” with comparanda at Nimrud and Samaria, 

which unfortunately does not narrow the possibilities. Other goods from the tomb, 

namely bronzes, do conspicuously mimic Assyrian style decoration.181 No matter where 

their ultimate provenance was, all the goods in the burial together reference the major 

cultural powers to Cyprus’ east: the Levant (perhaps specifically Phoenician) and 

Assyria. Thomason argues that the end goal of the Assyrian kings in acquiring ivory and 

other luxury goods from disparate corners of their empire and placing them in collections 

was an attempt to recreate the world of their empire in microcosm.182 Perhaps something 

similar was at work with the Tomb 79 grave goods. They did not recreate an empire but 

rather performed as visual political, economic, and/or social ties to the powerful cultures 

that surrounded the island. Acquiring not merely luxury goods from these powerful 

neighbors but ivory luxury goods enhanced the affective power imbued in the objects 

(and reflected back upon the acquirer) through the process of acquisition. While the grave 

goods referenced powers to the east—Assyria and the Levant—the tomb architecture may 

have referenced Phrygian practices to the north or just generally performed within a 

Mediterranean milieu of monumental funerary architecture.183 Placing the collection of 

goods within a tomb strongly associated the goods with a single individual, thereby 

directly associating the ability to form the powerful ties necessary to acquire the goods 

                                                
181 Karageorghis, Salamis, 77–86; Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, 25.  
182 Thomason, Luxury and Legitimation, 212.  
183 See previous chapter for discussion of tomb architecture.  
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with this individual. Thus, by juxtaposition, the goods became tangible, visible evidence 

of the individual’s power.  

The value placed on the ivory goods in Tomb 79 surely was multifaceted. On one 

level, the collection of ivory goods perhaps imitated the fashion of collecting ivory that 

emanated from the Assyrian world. On another, the coherent nature of the collection 

suggests a desire to see these objects as functional (not just disassociated matter to 

collect) as they were in the Levant according to the biblical accounts.184 Finally, the style 

of the ivories in conjunction with the style of other goods in the burial suggests a choice 

in collecting items (or the reception of items as gifts) that reference different cultures and 

powers outside of Cyprus, to which the deceased perhaps had diplomatic ties. If the 

orchestrators of Tomb 79 desired to accumulate goods in keeping with the fashions of the 

cultural powers of the time, they had to include ivory; and if, as I mention, there was a 

koine of decorating thrones with ivory in the Mediterranean at the time,185 perhaps the 

ivory-covered Throne Γ was a “must-have” as well.186  

                                                
184 See notes 42 and 51.  
185 Note also the ivory decoration of Penelope’s throne discussed further below. See Homer, The Odyssey, 
trans. by Robert Fagles (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 19.58–63.  
186 A second chair from the first burial in Tomb 79 was also decorated with ivory (discs and narrow strips) 
but was less well preserved. See Karageorghis, Salamis, 88–9.  
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CHAPTER 4: The Case Study of Throne Γ  

ISSUES OF RECONSTRUCTION 
 The ivory plaques from Throne Γ were discovered almost completely intact in the 

soil. Although the chair’s wood understructure had disintegrated, the plaques remained in 

place, allowing a reliable reconstruction to be painstakingly created by the excavation 

team.187 There are, however, elements of the chair that are missing, which raise questions. 

First, the feet: Karageorghis reconstructed them arbitrarily as animal hoofs,188 but their 

original form remains a mystery. If they had been decorated with ivory plaques, these 

plaques would have remained in place like the others. As this is not the case, it is 

reasonable to assume that the feet likely were exposed (carved?) wood. Secondly, based 

on comparanda from Nimrud, the side posts of the backrest might have originally 

protruded farther upwards beyond the top of the backrest.189 These may well have been 

covered with ivory and lost due to disturbances and time. A third query deals with the 

presence of textiles. Was there a cushion on the seat? Karageorghis interprets a stain in 

the soil near another chair in the burial, Throne Δ, as possibly the impression of a leather 

cushion, but later associates it with Throne Γ (unless there were two such impressions, 

which is unclear).190 Surely an ivory-covered chair would have been uncomfortable 

without a cushion, but if Throne Γ was not actually used during the funerary ritual and 

merely performed in a more symbolic manner, a cushion might not have been necessary. 
                                                
187 Karageorghis, Salamis, 11, 87.  
188 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87.  
189 Mallowan and Herrmann, Furniture from SW.7, 6.  
190 Karageorghis, Salamis, 11, 88. A relief of Assyrian king Ashurbanipal and his wife shows what appears 
to be a cushion on the seat of the chair in which the queen sits (Figure 8).  
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There is evidence, however, which suggests that a practice of draping textiles—whether 

for more practical or more decorative purposes—existed across the Mediterranean. Ivory 

panels from the “screens” from Fort Shalmaneser room SW.7 show the edges of tasseled 

textiles hanging from the sides of seats (Figures 5–7). Multiple references occur in the 

Homer’s Odyssey of both cloth and fleeces draped over chairs—in two cases over highly 

decorated ones.191 Such evidence suggests that at least the seat of Throne Γ may have 

been draped with a textile.  

A fourth issue comes to light with the presence of two footstools belonging to the 

two other chairs in the Tomb 79 burial, which emphasize the lack of evidence for a 

footstool for Throne Γ.192 While many examples of chairs from neighboring cultures 

appear with footstools, such as those from Assyria and Zincirli (Figures 8–9), some do 

not. The biblical description of Solomon’s throne does not allude to a footstool, though 

the stairs leading up to the throne suggest that it sits on a raised dais.193 Armchairs similar 

to Throne Γ from Egypt were “rarely depicted with a footstool, although this may be no 

indication of true life practice.”194 Not enough Phoenician or Cypriot evidence exists to 

support either the existence of lack or a footstool for Throne Γ.195 Karageorghis does not 

give the extant height of Throne Γ up to its seat, but based on my own approximate 

calculations drawn from the dimensions he does give, the extant height of the seat is 

almost 45 cm. To put in terms of a modern conceptual framework, this equates to almost 

                                                
191 Odyssey 1.152–3, 17.32.  
192 Karageorghis, Salamis, 89, 91. 
193 1 Kings 10:18–20.  
194 Welkamp and de Geus, “Fit for a King?,” 98.  
195 Welkamp and de Geus, “Fit for a King?,” 98.  
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eighteen inches, the standard height of a chair today.196 Welkamp and de Geus compare 

its size to that of a “modest kitchen chair.”197 Comparably, chairs in Assyrian depictions 

appear much taller (Figure 8). If we allow for the missing feet, whose dimensions are 

uncertain, the height of Throne Γ’s seat increases. As an example, adding ten centimeters 

increases the height to 55 cm or about 21.5 inches.198 Therefore, if Throne Γ originally 

had an accompanying footstool, it would likely have been a low one, such as appears in 

the stele of KTMW from Zincirli just mentioned.   

 Finally, the openwork plaques reconstructed underneath the armrests of Throne Γ 

are highly problematic (Figures 10–11). One plaque depicts a sphinx striding through a 

variety of floral elements, and the other depicts a “sacred tree”199 motif. Supporting his 

reconstruction choice, Karageorghis writes, 

The two carved plaques, nos. 143 and 258, were found on the floor of the dromos 
near the throne. Their height corresponded exactly to the space between the arms 
of the throne and the wooden bars of the seat, and tenons suggest that they were 
originally fixed to a frame above and below, so as to be free standing and viewed 
from both sides . . . It is a feature often found on representations of thrones.200 

 
From the start, Karageorghis’ reconstruction seems questionable. His statement that the 

plaques were found near the throne is misleading.201 According to a plan of the dromos, 

plaque no. 143, the floral plaque, was discovered not in the northwest corner with Throne 

                                                
196 Private conversation with Kate Catterall, Associate Professor of Design at the University of Texas at 
Austin. Eighteen inches is the standard for men; for women, it is sixteen inches.     
197 Welkamp and de Geus, “Fit for a King?,” 88.  
198 In comparison, the seat height of silver Throne A appears to be slightly lower, perhaps around 45 cm 
total, though its dimensions are more difficult to calculate from the information Karageorghis supplies. The 
reconstruction of Throne Δ, also decorated with ivory, is too hypothetical due to its unpreserved state to 
make a helpful comparison. See Karageorghis, Salamis, 88, 90.   
199 Discussed below.  
200 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87, 91.  
201 Marian Feldman notes the same inconsistency. See Feldman, forthcoming.  
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Γ but in the southwest corner on the floor in front of silver Throne A amid a cluster of 

many other objects—a good three meters away from the deposition location of Throne Γ. 

Within this cluster of objects were also bronze equestrian ornaments, a bronze “standard” 

from a chariot, a bronze bell, a bronze figurine of a soldier, a couple of shallow bowls of 

Plain White IV or V ware, a fragmentary stick of ivory attributed to an ivory “incense 

burner” or thymiateria, and various plain plaques of ivory that Karageorghis also 

attributes to Throne Γ. One wonders if he attributed these plain plaques to the throne due 

to the presence of the floral plaque; if the floral plaque does not belong to the throne, then 

these plain pieces may not either.  

 The sphinx plaque was discovered about two-thirds of a meter to the north of 

Throne Γ (closest to the left arm). Although closer than the floral plaque, the sphinx 

plaque’s nearness is only relative. A large group of ivory plaques that Karageorghis 

reconstructed into a bed and a bundle of iron skewers lie between the throne and the 

sphinx plaque. This raises the question: if the ivories did belong to the throne, were they 

removed and re-deposited in different locations when the grave goods of the first burial 

were shifted off to the sides to make way for the second burial? It seems unlikely that 

such trouble was taken. If the tenons (projections at the top and bottom meant for 

insertion in a supportive object) of the plaques were fixed into the wood of the armrests, 

it might have been a difficult thing to do and, above all, surely unnecessary. The distance 

away from the chair precludes the plaques merely falling off over time. Perhaps they fell 

off accidentally when the chair was being relocated, but again their disparate depositions 

argue against the likelihood of this being the case.  
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Despite the distant depositions of the plaques from chair, it is not difficult to 

understand why Karageorghis decided to associate the sphinx and floral plaques with the 

throne. First, he mentions the exact correspondence of the dimensions—suggestive, but 

ultimately not convincing by itself. A coincidence in dimensions is not out of the 

question. A slight miscalculation in the reconstruction of Throne Γ is also possible due to 

the disintegrated state of the wood, which would alter the fit of the plaques. Second, 

many artifacts and representations from neighboring cultures conspicuously associate the 

sphinx with thrones, as well as floral motifs like the lotus. For example, various “screens” 

from Fort Shalmaneser room SW.7 at Nimrud depict figures clutching a flowering plant 

while seated on a chair. Beneath the seats of the chairs are representations of sphinxes, 

which likely mimic carved decoration (Figures 5–7). As described above, the Hebrew 

Bible associates lions—associated with sphinx iconography—with the throne of 

Solomon. Also, both the Ahiram Sarcophagus from the late-second or early-first 

millennium BCE and an ivory fragment from Late Bronze Age Megiddo represent a man 

seated on a throne flanked by a sphinx and holding a lotus stalk (Figures 12–13).202  

Karageorghis supports his reconstruction by stating that the placement of carved 

plaques under the armrests “is a feature often found on representations of thrones.”203 

This statement, however, is again misleading, at least based on the pieces he offers as 

comparisons. One is a Greek black-figure amphora depicting Zeus seated on a chair with 

a feline figure situated between the seat and the leg stretcher, not underneath the 

                                                
202 Pirhiya Beck, “The Art of Palestine During the Iron Age I: Local Traditions and External Influences 
(10th–8th centuries BCE),” in Images as Media, Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis 175, ed. by Christoph Uehlinger 
(Fribourg: University Press, 2000), 166, 174, Figures 2, 17.  
203 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87, 91.  
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armrest.204 Another is an Assyrian chair with similar decoration: a sphinx situated 

underneath the seat, not the armrest.205 Other Assyrian examples do have decoration 

underneath the armrests, but not sphinxes or “sacred trees.” For instance, a relief 

depicting Sennacherib (r. 704-681 BCE) shows the Assyrian king enthroned on an 

elaborate chair decorated in three registers from the armrests down to the leg stretchers 

with rows of standing figures bracing their arms above themselves as if to hold up the 

throne (Figure 14).206 Other examples of sphinxes (though not “sacred trees”) decorating 

chairs exist, but none of these figures is underneath the armrests. They either appear 

underneath the seat or flanking the entire chair.207  

Furthermore, the placement of the two Tomb 79 plaques leaves wide gaps of 

negative space under the armrests to either side. Herrmann and Millard, echoing 

Welkamp and de Geus, propose that the two plaques originally formed part of a 

“complete set,” which would have “consisted of three plaques, a pair of sphinxes flanking 

a stylized tree.”208 Such configurations appear consistently in Levantine ivory 

iconography, such as a plaque from Fort Shalmaneser depicting two sphinxes flanking a 

“sacred tree” motif (Figure 15). The motif also appears on contemporary Cypriot pottery 

                                                
204 See G.M.A. Richter, The Furniture of the Greeks, Etruscans and Romans (London: Phaidon Press, 
1966), fig. 55.  
205 Siegfried Laser, Hausrat, Archaeologia Homerica II, Kaptiel P (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht: 
1968), 82, Abb. 16.  
206 Paul Collins, Lisa Baylis, and Sandra Marshall, Assyrian Palace Sculptures (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2009), 94–5; Elizabeth Simpson, “Furniture in Ancient Western Asia,” in Civilizations of the 
Ancient Near East, vol. III, ed. by Jack M. Sasson (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1995), 1658.  
207 See the ivory panels from the Fort Shalmaneser room SW.7 “screens” (Figures 5–7) and the scene 
depicted on the Ahiram sarcophagus (Figure 12).  
208 Hermann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 394n8; Welkamp and de Geus, “Fit for A King?,” 89, 97. 
The latter authors also note that the two plaques fit together compositionally, sharing a ground-line of 
similar floral motifs, and that the face of the sphinx fits nicely between volutes on the “tree” plaque.  
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(Figure 16).209 If this is the case, then a second sphinx plaque is missing or even, as 

Marian Feldman suggests, four plaques are missing of two complete heraldic sets, which 

would have nicely filled the negative space underneath the armrests. She notes the 

possibility that the missing plaques were destroyed or lost during a later disturbance of 

Tomb 79 but observes that this explanation still does not explain why the plaques were 

found so far from the chair. Feldman further points to the disparate styles and techniques 

of the plaques as compared to Throne Γ as indications that the plaques were not 

originally carved for the chair.210 Both Feldman and Herrmann and Millard conclude that 

the two extant plaques were the only two actually placed in the burial.211 Herrmann and 

Millard suggest that they were individual “loose” donations for the burial, removed from 

or never actually attached to a piece of furniture.212  

When one takes into account the disparate deposition locations of the plaques, the 

lack of convincing comparanda for their placement under the armrests, the incomplete 

iconographic motif, and the differing styles of the plaques and the chair, Karageorghis’ 

reconstruction is easily perceived as erroneous, though well intentioned. I will approach 

Throne Γ under the assumption that the plaques did not originally belong to it.  

NOTE ON STYLE 
Although the focus of my thesis does not necessitate a discussion of the style or 

regional “tradition” of the ivories from Tomb 79, a large amount of scholarship has been 
                                                
209 Vassos Karageorghis and Jean des Gagniers, La céramique chypriot de style figuré: Âge du Fer (1050–
500 a.v. J.-C.) (Rome: Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche, 1974), 39–41, group XII.a.  
210 Feldman, forthcoming. She specifically notes the difference between the high quality cloisonné work of 
the plaques versus the glue-applied guilloche and floral decoration of the chair.  
211 Feldman, forthcoming; Hermann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 394n8.  
212 Hermann and Millard, “Who Used Ivories,” 394n8.  
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dedicated to the topic of ivory styles in general and warrants a brief mention and 

application to Throne Γ, if only to affirm its foreign provenance (or inspiration) and its 

connection to comparanda addressed below.  

Scholars have striven for decades to delineate categories of style based on region 

of origin or inspiration, their criteria including both formal qualities and carving 

technique. The most recent publication in the series Ivories from Nimrud, which deals 

with the objects found at the North West Palace, offers a comprehensive description of 

these categories written by Georgina Herrmann.213 The three main Levantine traditions 

are “Phoenician,” “Syrian,” and “North Syrian,” each with various sub-groups. Although 

characteristic pieces from these groups are noticeably disparate, there are borderline 

pieces that are difficult to ascribe to one of the fixed traditions, especially when dealing 

with the Phoenician and Syrian traditions.214 A local Assyrian tradition also exists, which 

is much more readily recognizable. These ivories are incised rather than carved in relief 

and their iconography and formal qualities often differ visibly from the Levantine 

examples.215  

Karageorghis attributes Throne Γ as well as the two openwork plaques and the 

plaques he reconstructed on the bed to a Phoenician workshop. He compares Throne Γ to 

a “screen,” likely a chair backrest, of Levantine style found in room SW.7 at Fort 

                                                
213 Georgina Herrmann, Stuart Laidlaw, and Helena Coffey, Ivories from the North West Palace, Ivories 
from Nimrud VI (London: British Institute for the Study of Iraq, 2008).  
214 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 90.  
215 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 102. This tradition makes up only a small percentage of 
all the ivories discovered in eastern Mediterranean. Interestingly, the deposition of Assyrian ivories at the 
North West Palace occurred only in ceremonial areas, while the Levantine ivories were discovered in 
storerooms. See above Chapter 3 and Herrmann, North West Palace, 32, 101. 
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Shalmaneser, decorated with inlaid ivory in spiral or scroll patterns (Figure 17), and to 

the description of Penelope’s throne in Homer’s Odyssey: “Close to the fire [Penelope’s] 

women drew her favorite chair with its whorls of silver and ivory, inlaid rings.”216 The 

“whorls” described are reminiscent of the guilloche pattern on the Tomb 79 chair and of 

the scrollwork on the Fort Shalmaneser screen.217 The name of the creator of Penelope’s 

chair is Ikmalios, a Phoenician name.218 The gold overlay across the top of Throne Γ is 

also reminiscent of the Phoenician tradition of overlaying gold on carved ivory 

plaques.219 The gold and ivory described as decorating Solomon’s throne also suggests a 

Levantine origin for such a chair. According to the biblical account, Solomon used 

Phoenician craftsmen to build his palace—why not his throne as well?220  

Furthermore, the two openwork plaques from Tomb 79 as well as the bed plaques 

most certainly belong to the “classic Phoenician group” of ivories, specifically the 

“ornate” sub-group.221 Georgina Herrmann gives an apt definition of this style:  

Phoenician ivories . . . are immensely sophisticated. They exhibit a sense of space 
and balance, with elegant designs, inspired by the art of Egypt. Violence is 
eschewed. A man may spear a griffin, but the beast does not resist, it accepts the 
spear: a lioness may kill a man—he offers his throat to her jaws. Many of the 
ivories were jewel-like, with colour achieved by finely shaped glass inlays within 
cloisons covered in gold foil. Ivories were used in sets of similar pieces, 
sometimes with single figures, but usually with pairs of opposed figures.222 

 

                                                
216 Odyssey 19.58–9; Karageorghis, Salamis, 91, 95. For the style attribution, see Mallowan, Furniture 
from SW.7, 19.  
217 Karageorghis, Salamis, 91, 95.  
218 Mallowan, Nimrud and its Remains, 512.  
219 Karageorghis, Salamis, 96. Ivory decorated with gold and silver was also discovered in Mycenaean 
inventories. See Karageorghis, Salamis, 94.  
220 1 Kings 5:1–18.  
221 Karageorghis, Salamis, 92–4, 96. See also Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, below.  
222 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 115.  
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The “classic Phoenician group” encompasses two sub-groups that often blur together: the 

“Egyptianizing” group and the “ornate group.”223 As its name suggests, the 

“Egyptianizing” group draws closely on original Egyptian iconography but with slight 

deviations and occasionally garbled hieroglyphics.224 The “ornate group” also draws from 

Egyptian motifs, albeit limited in range, and employs an unusual “pegged” technique 

when forming wigs. It also employs a double frame and has colorful inlay.225 The only 

element of this description lacking in the Salamis plaques is the double frame, otherwise 

they are paragons of this style group.226  

 Whereas Karageorghis contends that the ivories in Tomb 79 were imports from 

Phoenicia, other scholars debate this theory, at least in part. Archaeologist Sarah Janes 

contends that the ivory furniture was produced on Cyprus in imitation of Phoenician 

goods,227 while Marian Feldman suggests that the furniture is partly local production and 

partly imported.228 Any of these theories is plausible, but Feldman’s argument is the most 

nuanced of the three. She is the first to note the disparities in style and technique present 

in the ivories on both of Karageorghis’ reconstructions of Throne Γ and of the bed. 

Whether Throne Γ was an import or an imitation, however, does not affect the agentive 

                                                
223 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 76. 
224 Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 76.  
225 Herrmann, “Ivories from Nimrud,” 231. See also Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 77. 
226 Ivory plaques or fragments of plaques belonging to the “ornate group” also appear at Nimrud (Figures 
18–19), at Samaria in Israel (Figure 20), in the Idaean Cave on Crete, and even in an Etruscan tomb from 
Praeneste. See Herrmann, Ivories from the North West Palace, 79–80.  
227 Janes, “Negotiating Island Interactions,” 139. 
228 Feldman, forthcoming. She proposes that some components were locally made and then combined with 
imports to create something unique. She employs Throne Γ as an example, due to the disparity between the 
styles and techniques of the designs on its backrest and of the two plaques, though she also acknowledges 
that the plaques might not have belonged to it in the first place. The bed with its two distinct styles of ivory 
carving and especially the cauldron with its odd mixture of techniques support her argument more strongly.  
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function of the object. It is still an acquired (which can happen through imitation229), 

luxury, ivory-decorated object that performs as such within the burial regardless of 

provenance.  

SENSORY EXPERIENCE  
Although I have already dedicated a chapter to an analysis of the general meaning 

of ivory in the Early Iron Age eastern Mediterranean, another approach to the study of 

ivory exists, which ties directly into the sensory experience of an ivory object. This 

approach is based on an analysis of the inherent, sensory-based, aesthetic230 qualities of 

its material. Considering ivory in this way, by focusing on its sensory qualities like the 

visual of light, delves at least somewhat into the field of phenomenology. This is the 

study of an object, a phenomenon, from a subjective, personal perspective—a subject-

object interaction that takes into consideration the object’s effect on the subject’s senses: 

sight, sound, touch, taste, smell, and more ephemeral sensations like movement or the 

passage of time.231 Applying this analytical framework to ivory, the most apparent of its 

sensory qualities are its white color and its smooth, reflective texture that together give 

the material a luminous appearance.232 To reiterate the description of Throne Γ in Chapter 

1, these aspects of ivory combined with the light color of the wood on the backrest (if 
                                                
229 Helms, Craft and the Kingly Ideal, 196. Helms acknowledges that if the home society cannot actually 
acquire goods from outside centers, they may imitate them. See above Chapter 2.  
230 I do not use this term in reference to its philosophical dimension but rather in its most basic definition 
as a quality of an item that is perceived by the senses. See the Oxford English Dictionary entry for 
“aesthetic,” definition A.1.   
231 For further reading, see David Howes, Sensual Relations: Engaging the Senses in Culture and Social 
Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003).  
232 See “Phenomenology,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, accessed April 13, 2013, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/phenomenology/. My definition is rather general and even reductive, but 
the corpus on phenomenology is quite large and has various branches. See the work of Edmund Husserl, 
Martin Heidegger, and others, especially Maurice Merleau-Ponty.   
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boxwood) and the highly reflective gold overlay along the top would have emphasized 

the luminosity of this chair. I propose that this luminous quality—comprehended as a 

separate entity from the ivory but also integrally tied to it—performed as an agentive 

mechanism of Throne Γ. 

Irene Winter considers the effect of luminosity in her 1994 article entitled 

“Radiance as an Aesthetic Value in the Art of Mesopotamia.”233 Like in her essay on 

agency, here Winter draws heavily on textual sources to substantiate her argument. Based 

on these sources, the quality of light in ancient Mesopotamia was generally associated 

with holiness, ritual purity, and the sacred. White light in particular was the manifestation 

of a divine force.234 Winter situates this within the discussion of agency. She writes, 

. . . if the sacred is manifest as luminous, then that which is sacred will shine. To 
the extent that the resultant luster is part of the “affect” of the work in question, it 
plays an important role in aesthetic response, for the informed viewer will see 
luster as not only a physical property, but as a sign conveying a highly positive 
affective charge.235 

 
Light in Mesopotamia, therefore, performed as an agentive mechanism, from which an 

“informed viewer” would have inferred a sense of sacredness. Kings would intentionally 

decorate a sacred item, such as a temple, with shiny embellishments to physically and 

visually evoke this otherwise intangible sense.236   

                                                
233 Irene J. Winter, “Radiance as an Aesthetic Value in the Art of Mesopotamia,” in Art: The Integral 
Vision: A Volume of Essays in Felicitation of Kapila Vatsyayan, ed. by B.N. Saraswati, S.C. Malik, and 
Madhu Khanna, 123–132 (New Delhi: D.K. Printworld, 1994). 
234 Winter, “Radiance,” 123–4.   
235 Winter, “Radiance,” 124.  
236 Winter, “Radiance,” 124. Esarhaddon (r. 680–669 BCE) lined the walls of cult places with precious 
metals “and so made them shine like the day.” 
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 Although these concepts come from Mesopotamian sources, applying them to 

Throne Γ does not seem that far of a stretch. As Gunter stresses, the period of Assyrian 

hegemony in the eastern Mediterranean was an intercultural one, in which the vast 

networks of cultural exchange “effectively reconfigured cultural space and re-mapped 

cultural boundaries throughout much of southwest Asia.”237 In other words, it is not 

inconceivable that such comprehensions of light pervaded not only Assyria but also its 

client states, like Cyprus.238 In light of this, if you will forgive the pun, the informed 

viewer of Throne Γ would see the luster of its ivory and gold components and 

comprehend it as sacred. The setting of the ritual itself could have augmented the shine of 

the chair. If the ritual took place outside the tomb in the sunlight, the luminosity of the 

ivory and gold would have been physically manifest and conspicuous.239 If the chair was 

ever placed inside the tomb chamber away from a strong light source (though we cannot 

discount the presence of firelight240), viewers familiar with the qualities of ivory and gold 

would still comprehend the material as luminous even if it was not shining at that very 

moment, especially if they had seen the chair before in the daylight.241 Even buried, the 

chair would still shine in the collective memory of those who had seen it perform in the 

ritual or who at least knew the properties of the materials from which it was made.  

                                                
237 Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, 180.  
238 Homer describes a chair on which Hermes sits while on Calypso’s island as “glistening, polished” 
(Odyssey 5.97).  
239 I discuss the possible particulars of the ritual below.  
240 It is interesting to think about how different kinds of light affected the luminosity of an object: sunlight, 
moonlight, firelight, etc.  
241 No physical sources of light such as lamps were uncovered from the burial.  
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One question we must ask is whether the chair was inherently sacred, even 

without the ivory and the gold, and was only embellished to (literally) reflect and/or 

enhance this inherent quality, or whether these embellishments directly caused the chair 

to become sacred because their inherent properties were now integral to it as well. 

(Again, the main structure of the chair would have appeared to be made entirely of ivory; 

thus, visually speaking, the chair and the ivory were not separate entities. Even when the 

light itself was comprehended as a separate entity,242 it still was integrally attached to the 

ivory and therefore to the chair.) Either way, the audience of the burial in Tomb 79 likely 

would have comprehended the white and gold shine of Throne Γ as indication that it was 

pure and holy and thereby qualified to participate in a sacred funerary ritual.243  

 In ancient Mesopotamia, beyond the sacred qualities of light in general, a more 

specific, intense “brilliance or radiance” held stronger affective properties that conveyed 

a sense of power and “evok[ed] awe, dread or terror.”244 This radiance—also translated 

(from a variety of related words) as “awe,” “awe-inspiring-radiance,” “splendor,” or 

“aura”245—was attributed ultimately to the gods, but also extended to rulers, temples, and 

“objects with divine and/or royal power.”246 To put in Gell-ian terms, this radiant light 

was an index, ultimately receiving agency from divine powers but could be physically 

attached, aura-like, to a person or thing connected to the divine. The impact of viewing 

                                                
242 Which Winter affirms was possible, at least linguistically. See Winter, “Radiance,” 125-6.  
243 The iconography of Throne Γ and of other objects in the tomb has associations with the sun and solar 
deities. See below.  
244 Winter, “Radiance,” 125.  
245 Winter, “Radiance,” 125. Winter focuses on the concept of melam/melammu, which she prefers to 
translate as “aura.” 
246 Winter, “Radiance,” 125–6.  
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this aura elicited an emotional response and recognition in the viewer that manifested as 

overwhelming awe, dread, or even terror. The agentive mechanisms of the aura—i.e., its 

properties which evoked such responses—were understood to consist of, at least in part, a 

physical energy that emanated from the aura surrounding the person or object.247 Winter 

writes, “As a palpable radiance, [the affective aura] carries with it the connotation of 

divinely endowed and awe-inspiring majesty.”248  

 Not only did Throne Γ participate in a sacred ritual and affectively project an 

identity of social power and ability,249 it also may have possessed an “aura” of radiant 

light that emanated ultimately from the gods and, through distributed agency, was 

attached to and imbued the chair with qualities of majesty, which then inspired feelings 

of awe in those who perceived it. Since the deceased from Tomb 79 was the acquirer or at 

least the nominal possessor of this chair, the qualities and emotional response associated 

with Throne Γ and with its aura of light would have been projected upon and attached to 

him by the chair. Thus, because the chair was divinely touched, so was the deceased; and 

because the chair projected awe-inspiring majesty, so did the deceased—both being 

qualities fit for a king. 

 A second sensory aspect of Throne Γ to address is the tactile experience of the 

chair. Ivory is smooth and soft enough to be carved. This smooth texture works hand in 

hand with the lustrous effect described above. The smooth surface of ivory can be 

perceived through sight as well as through touch, which allows those not able or not 
                                                
247 Cult objects were often described as having such an aura, such as a divine weapon or a crown made by 
Esarhaddon for an image of Assur. See Winter, “Radiance,” 127.  
248 Winter, “Radiance,” 127.  
249 Due to its nature as an acquired, luxury, ivory object. See Chapters 2 and 3.  
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allowed to touch the chair to still comprehend its tactile properties. The way in which the 

ivory’s surface allows light to reflect off of it is perhaps the most important quality of its 

texture, but it is also given associations with human skin in the Song of Solomon from 

the Hebrew Bible. Today when we compare a person’s skin to ivory, we usually mean in 

terms of color. However, the first of two such similes in the Song of Solomon suggests 

otherwise. The narrator states, “His body is like polished ivory decorated with lapis 

lazuli.”250 Unless the author was describing a man with blue-spotted white skin, the use 

of ivory for comparative imagery must be for another reason than color. The emphasis in 

the text on polished ivory suggests that the quality of ivory that the author draws on in 

their comparison has to do with the material’s tactile qualities, not just its value as a 

luxurious commodity. In the biblical text, the narrator is praising her lover, so the image 

of the tactile quality of ivory thus performs as a metaphor for his beauty.251 Throne Γ, 

therefore, might have been understood as beautiful on a similar level, or at least as 

possessing qualities of beauty that could also be used in praising one’s beloved.252  

 A third sensory aspect of Throne Γ that I would like to address is more 

hypothetical: its (potential) fragrance. The only figural imagery on the chair is a series of 

alternating floral motifs,253 and although the carved ivory flowers have no fragrance 

themselves, the idea of fragrance would be associated with their visual image.254 Did 

                                                
250 Song of Solomon 5:14 (NIV). The other mention occurs in 7:4. See above note 164.   
251 See above Chapter 2.   
252 The appropriateness of using ivory as a metaphor for skin may also lie in the fact that ivory ultimately 
comes from a living, animate being, as compared to stone or wood.  
253 See more detailed iconographic analysis below.  
254 Perhaps real flowers played a part in the ritual, as they seem to have done in funerary ceremonies in 
Egypt. See Nina Harrington, Living with the Dead: Ancestor Worship and Mortuary Ritual in Ancient 
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actual fragrance play a part as well? Could the ivory chair have been anointed with 

perfume or aromatic oil?255 In Winter’s discussion of radiance, she translates a section of 

the description of Assur’s crown, which “was adorned (literally, sprinkled) with vital 

energy, bearing dazzling awesomeness, bathed in radiance.”256 The translation 

“sprinkled” suggests the use of a liquid of some kind. Earlier in the essay, Winter lists the 

aspects of light that are linguistically differentiated in Mesopotamian texts, one of which 

is “the shimmering of light on water.”257 Could the effect/affect of light emanating from 

Throne Γ have been even further enhanced by the anointing of a liquid? And could that 

liquid have been fragrant, adding an olfactory experience? Scented oil appears in 

Homer’s epics. In the Iliad, Aphrodite anoints Hector’s body with the “ambrosial oil of 

rose,”258 and “vats of redolent oil” sit in Odysseus’ storeroom in The Odyssey.259 In King 

Alcinous’ palace, his serving-women weave wool that drips with oil.260 This particular 

instance does not describe the oil as fragrant (though perhaps a fragrance can be 

assumed), but it does suggest a practice of anointing objects, not just people, with oil. 

Aegean literary evidence, however, is not sufficient enough to support the use of fragrant 

oils or other liquids in the burial ceremony of Tomb 79 in general or specifically on 

Throne Γ. No perfume flasks or similar forms of pottery were found belonging to the first 

                                                                                                                                            
Egypt (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2013), 18. The visual juxtaposition of a real flower with the carved flowers 
may have “activated” the carved flowers into performing (in the imagination) as real ones.  
255 An idea suggested by Nassos Papalexandrou, Associate Professor of Art History at the University of 
Texas at Austin, in a private conversation.   
256 Winter, “Radiance,” 127 and note 28.  
257 Winter, “Radiance,” 123.  
258 Homer, Iliad, trans. by Stanley Lombardo (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1997), 
23.202–3.  
259 Odyssey 2.373–5.  
260 Odyssey, 7.119–123.  
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burial, though one complete and two fragmentary ivory “incense burners” or thymiateria 

were uncovered.261 As they are made of ivory, Karageorghis posits that they were too 

delicate to be functional as compared to other known examples in bronze.262 Like the 

floral motif on the backrest of Throne Γ, perhaps they were only meant to evoke the idea 

of incense, an imaginary scent. In sum, the possibility of fragrance playing an agentive 

role in the sensory experience of Throne Γ is a tantalizing one, but at this point it must 

remain hypothetical.263  

ICONOGRAPHY 
 The geometric and figural iconography of Throne Γ appears solely on the 

backrest. The feet of the chair may once have been carved into a set of figural designs 

such as animal feet, but they are missing. There are three separate designs (Figure 21264). 

One is a scale pattern on the topmost bar of the backrest. Karageorghis describes this 

pattern in one publication as embossed on the gold and barely discernible.265 In a later 

publication, he merely says it is engraved and is unclear whether this engraving is on the 

gold or on the underlying ivory plaque.266 The second is a guilloche pattern: two parallel 

guilloches run down the central, vertical ivory strips inlaid into the center of the 

                                                
261 See the catalogue of the Tomb 79 objects: Karageorghis, Salamis, 13–14, nos. 533–608, 610–719, 721–
777, 779–780, 785–794, 796–801 and nos. 117+154, 333, 519.  
262 Karageorghis, Salamis, 119.  
263 A fourth sensory aspect to consider is a potential gustatory dimension to ivory, or at least an association 
with it, because of the ivory’s function as an integral component of a chair that likely participated in a 
funereal banquet. Other ivory chairs may have performed similar roles. See discussion below.  
264 This figure appears to be slightly erroneous. There should be a band of undecorated ivory below the 
narrow strip with incised grooves that lies underneath the scale pattern and above the top of the inner 
section with the strips of guilloches. Nevertheless, it has a clear depiction of all three designs.  
265 Karageorghis, Recent Discoveries, 93.  
266 Karageorghis, Salamis, 87. 
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backrest.267 The third is a floral motif, appearing on two horizontal strips of ivory. This 

motif employs two alternating floral forms: one larger with three petals, and one smaller 

with five.  

 The same scale pattern that appears on Throne Γ also appears on both of the 

openwork plaques, one depicting a sphinx and the other a floral or “sacred tree”268 motif, 

and in the iconography of the bed. On both sides of the sphinx plaque, the scale pattern 

decorates in cloisonné style the section of the wing that connects to the sphinx’s shoulder 

(Figure 10). It was originally inlaid with blue and red paste and the raised edges of its 

cloisons overlaid with gold. On the “tree” plaque, the scale pattern appears at the very 

root of the main “stalk” of the “tree” (Figure 11). It, too, was inlaid and likely gilded.269 

The ivory plaques that Karageorghis reconstructed as part of a bed depict the scale 

pattern in two of the registers decorating the “headboard.” One register depicts a 

repeating series of two wingless sphinxes in a heraldic composition flanking a central 

column-like “sacred tree” with floral elements (Figure 22). The scales appear at the base 

of these columns. The same is true for the column-like “trees” in the other register, which 

separate a repeating motif of kneeling Heh figures holding stylized palms (Figure 23).270 

The “sacred trees” on this latter register were overlaid with gold, though not inlaid.271  

                                                
267 The Oxford English Dictionary defines “guilloche” as “An ornament in the form of two or more bands 
or strings twisting over each other, so as to repeat the same figure, in a continued series, by the spiral 
returning of the bands.”  
268 Discussed below. 
269 Karageorghis, Salamis, 91–2, 96.  
270 Karageorghis, Recent Discoveries, 95. A Heh figure holding a palm symbolizes eternity or, when 
associated with a king, a long reign. See Suter, “Images, Tradition, and Meaning,” 234.  
271 Karageorghis, Salamis, 93.  
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 Outside of the Salamis ivories, the same scale pattern appears at the base of other 

similar “tree” motifs. One example is the above-mentioned Phoenician “ornate group” 

plaque from Fort Shalmaneser room SW.37 depicting two sphinxes flanking a central 

“sacred tree” that is similar in appearance to the “tree” motif on the Tomb 79 openwork 

plaque, though slightly more schematized (Figure 15). Scales appear at the base of this 

Nimrud plaque’s “tree” as well as on the wings of the sphinxes in the same location as on 

the Tomb 79 sphinx plaque. Another example is an “ornate group” plaque from the North 

West Palace at Nimrud depicting two griffins wrapped in the “branches” of a “sacred 

tree” (Figure 24). Again, the scale pattern appears at the root of the “tree” and on the 

wings of the griffins. Although no specific meaning of the scale pattern is readily 

apparent, the consistency in where it appears is suggestive. At least in the “ornate group” 

tradition of ivory carving, the scales appear to denote a place from which something 

grows or springs—be it a “tree” or a wing.  

The idea of the “sacred tree” comes from the interpretation of a related family of 

Assyrian motifs depicting a main stalk surrounded by blossom-like forms. Mariana 

Giovino has devoted an entire publication to the historiography of the study of this 

motif.272 Whether a cult object, a date palm, a date palm grove, a date palm growth cycle, 

the biblical tree of life,273 the cosmic or world tree, or a genealogical tree depicting the 

Assyrian king list, at the very least, the “sacred tree” appears to be connected with one or 

more rituals and is somehow associated with the king. Welkamp and de Geus speculate 

                                                
272 Mariana Giovino, The Assyrian Sacred Tree: A History of Interpretations, Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis 
230 (Fribourg: Academic Press Fribourg, 2007).  
273 See Genesis 2–3.  
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that this motif is “meant to suggest an association between the king and nature; ideas of 

regeneration, growth, sustenance, life.”274 A “sacred tree” on a relief positioned behind 

and above the throne at Ashurnasirpal II’s palace at Nimrud aligned exactly with the king 

seated on his throne.275 The same term has been applied to somewhat similar motifs 

found in Levantine art, though the correlations are not exact. Sphinxes commonly appear 

alongside or flanking these forms on ivories from Levantine sites, such as described 

above.276 Though later in date, the incised decoration on a Cypro-Phoenician bowl from 

Salamis Tomb 2 depicts a sphinx striding across a scale-patterned ground amid stylized 

flowers (Figure 25).277 Within the Phoenician ivory tradition, therefore, scale patterns 

seem to be connected on an iconographic level with the “sacred tree” and with sphinxes 

or other hybrid, leonine creatures like the griffin. While the scale pattern on Throne Γ is 

not immediately connected to either of these motifs, two registers of floral motifs appear 

along the bottom of the backrest. An informed viewer may have been able to comprehend 

the scale pattern as belonging to this iconographic family, with all of its concomitant 

meaning, especially with the presence of the two openwork plaques—regardless of the 
                                                
274 Welkamp and de Geus, “Fit for a King?,” 96.  
275 The relief actually appears in the throne room twice, above two different locations for a throne. See 
John Malcolm Russell, “The Program of the Palace of Assurnasirpal II at Nimrud: Issues in the Research 
and Presentation of Assyrian Art,” American Journal of Archaeology 102 (1998): 707–10.   
276 Thierry Petit, Œdipe et le Chérubin: Les sphinx levantins, cypriotes et grecs comme gardiens 
d’Immortalité, Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis 248 (Fribourg: Academic Press Fribourg, 2011), 59. This 
supports the idea discussed above that the two openwork plaques were meant to be associated with each 
other and perhaps with a second sphinx plaque to complete the heraldic motif. Sphinxes flanking “trees” 
also appear on Cypriot pottery from the Iron Age (Figure 16). See above note 208.  
277 See Vassos Karageorghis, Salamis vol. 3: Excavations in the Necropolis of Salamis I (London: 
Department of Antiquities, Cyprus, 1967), 19–20, plates X, CXIII. The first burial of Tomb 2 can be dated 
by its sherds of early White Painted IV ware, which according to Gjerstad’s revised system place the date 
to the second half of the eighth century through the seventh century BCE. The incising on the bowl, 
however, dates from the second burial, accompanied by late White Painted IV ware, so it is certainly from a 
later date than the ivories in Tomb 79. See also Glenn Markoe, Phoenician Bronze and Silver Bowls from 
Cyprus and the Mediterranean (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985). 
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item to which they originally attached—as part of the burial composition.278 A discussion 

of the meaning of the “sacred tree” and of the sphinx may shed light on the matter.   

The meanings of the Levantine “sacred trees” are just as nebulous as those of the 

Assyrian ones. Even if the “tree” on the plaque from Tomb 79 is not a Levantine 

permutation of the same exact “sacred tree,” the intercultural nature of the period may 

allow us to read ideas of ritual and kingship into the plaque. Ethno-botanist J. Andrew 

McDonald has made the unconventional yet convincing argument that the Assyrian 

“sacred tree” does not represent a date palm but rather a lotus shoot.279 The so-called 

“palmette”—a cluster of tapering petals with rounded ends emanating from a small 

deltoid form, often resting on a pair of volutes (as seen on the Assyrian throne room relief 

and similar to the voluted, fan-like flowers on the both the Tomb 79 “tree” and sphinx 

plaques)—which usually receives the association with the date palm, should be seen 

instead as a stylized side view of an Egyptian lotus blossom (Nymphalaea nouchalii).280 

If the Tomb 79 plaque portrays a different culture’s permutation of the same Assyrian 

“tree,” perhaps it too portrays a stylized lotus plant. Supporting his argument, when 

“palmettes” or related blossoms (which can represent the range of lotus flowers in their 

                                                
278 We must acknowledge the fact that the scale pattern on Throne Γ is removed from any direct 
juxtaposition with figural imagery; the floral motif lies at the bottom of the backrest with the guilloches in 
between it and the scales. The scale pattern therefore is an abstract one, since it is removed from a direct 
figural context. I believe, however, that every design on this chair is representational but perhaps only to a 
certain degree in the case of the scale pattern and the guilloches (see below for a discussion of the latter). 
The nearness, if not direct juxtaposition, of figural imagery like the floral motif and like the iconography of 
the sphinx and “tree” plaques would have activated meaning into the abstract scale pattern.  
279 J. Andrew McDonald, “Botanical Determination of the Middle Eastern Tree of Life,” Economic Botany 
56 (2002): 117–121.  
280 McDonald, “Tree of Life,” 117.  



   

 75 

various stages from bud to fully-open281) are colored, whether with paint or inlay, the 

petals are often blue. The Egyptian lotus blossom is blue, while the date palm is cream-

colored.282 The color of the paste inlay on the two Tomb 79 plaques is cited as blue and 

red, unfortunately with no greater specification than this. Which cloisons contained 

which color? Were the flower petals consistently blue? It is impossible to tell solely from 

the photographs.283 Nevertheless, McDonald’s theory is well-argued and convincing 

enough to allow for the Tomb 79 “tree” plaque to be identified as representing a stylized 

lotus plant. If it is a lotus, then—if we read the motif as representational, at least to some 

degree—the scale pattern is the fertile earth (underwater) from which the lotus springs. 

During Egypt’s New Kingdom period, depictions of a deceased person often portrayed 

them with a lotus (or water lily), because the lily symbolized the deceased’s “ability to be 

reborn and [their] affinity with the sun god.”284 A wooden portrait head from the tomb of 

King Tutankhamen rests on a pedestal shaped and painted to resemble the open blossom 

of a blue lotus (Figure 26). The degree to which this conception of the lotus pervaded the 

later Archaic Near East is unclear. Certainly, the New Kingdom rulers had strong ties to 

the Near Eastern powers of the Late Bronze Age and their iconography was greatly 

influential even in the eighth century BCE, as evidenced in Tomb 79 and in other 

Levantine works. If a representation of a lotus has associations with concepts of rebirth 

and with solar deities, then—in representational form, at least—it lies partly beyond the 

                                                
281 McDonald, “Tree of Life,” 117, 121.  
282 McDonald, “Tree of Life,” 119.  
283 A cloisonné ivory panel from Nimrud in the Phoenician tradition retained some of its inlay as well, and 
Herrmann lists one of the flowers as being blue (Figure 24). See Herrmann, Ivories from the North West 
Palace, 165–6, no. 158.  
284 Harrington, Living with the Dead, 16. 
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bounds of the earthly realm. It may be that the scale pattern, therefore, denotes sacred or 

supernatural space.  

Its associations with the sphinx also suggest this idea, for such a hybrid creature is 

always supernatural. The placement of the scales on the wings, however, becomes 

confusing when the scales are understood in such a way. When on a pair of wings, could 

scales actually represent something else entirely? Perhaps in these cases they perform 

more mimetically, since the feathers at the springing of a bird’s wing are scale-like in 

appearance (Figure 27). Nevertheless, the sphinx and other leonine hybrids, with their 

connections to “sacred trees,” by association have a connection to the scale pattern from 

which the “trees” spring.285 In New-Kingdom Egyptian iconography, the lion was, like 

the lotus, associated with the sun god; in fact, the lion could be a direct manifestation of 

the deity. One line from the Book of the Dead reads, “I am the Lion, Re.”286 The famous 

Eighteenth-Dynasty throne of Tutankhamen has lion heads protruding from the front 

corners of the seat, and its legs end in carved lion’s feet (Figure 28). As discussed above, 

many artifacts from Salamis’ neighboring cultures in the Levant conspicuously associate 

sphinxes and floral motifs with thrones. Perhaps the legs of Throne Γ ended in carved 

lion’s feet like King Tutankhamen’s throne or like the lone ivory table leg also found in 

Tomb 79.287 No sphinxes or lions actually appear on this chair as it remains today, but the 

                                                
285 The aforementioned Cypro-Phoenician bowl shows a sphinx in direct contact with a scale-patterned 
ground.  
286 Manfred Lurker, The Gods and Symbols of Ancient Egypt: An Illustrated Dictionary, trans. by Barbara 
Cummings (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980), 77. See chapter 62 of the Book of the Dead.  
287 A “miscellaneous” find from the first burial in Tomb 79 was the solid ivory leg of a table or stool 
ending in a carved lion’s paw and with the remnants of an engraved detail of a wing, belonging perhaps to a 
sphinx (Figure 29). See Karageorghis, Salamis, 119.  
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sphinx imagery on the bed plaques and on the openwork plaque must be associated with 

it, since these ivories are part of the same collection and performed in the same burial.288   

Karageorghis makes the generalizing statement, “The sphinx was considered a 

protective animal of the god or the king, and was used to decorate royal thrones.”289 

Although this appears to be true for the Levant, the sphinx, as we know it, with the 

(usually winged) body of a lion and the head of a human seems to be a less common 

motif in Assyrian iconography. Colossal sculptures of human-headed bulls and 

sometimes human-headed lions, often referred to as “lamassu,” were placed at gateways 

and acted as guardians.290 These Assyrian “sphinxes” were part of a large compendium of 

guardian-figure motifs, also including the so-called “genies”: winged humans or bird-

headed humans.291 Although the motif of the sphinx was not as prominent in Assyrian 

iconography as in Levantine, the Assyrians were surely familiar with the Levantine 

permutations of the motif due to their contact with these cultures. It is difficult to know 

whether or not any Assyrian cultural ideas played a part in the meaning and message 

encoded by the sphinx motif at Salamis; however, the existence of composite animal 

(including the lion) and human figures in the Assyrian tradition with similar guardian 

functions speaks of a shared desire for powerful guardian figures.  

                                                
288 Sphinxes and lions also appear on the bronze horse trappings from the tomb. See Karageorghis, 
Salamis, 76–7, 81–5.   
289 Karageorghis, Salamis, 94.   
290 See entry for “bulls and lions with human heads” in Jeremey A. Black, Gods, Demons, and Symbols of 
Ancient Mesopotamia: An Illustrated Dictionary (Austin, University of Texas Press, 1992), 51. See also 
entry for “lama,” 115.  
291 See entry for “genies” in Black, Gods, Demons, and Symbols, 86, 88.  
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Leonine imagery seems to have been a prolific motif in the Levant at this time. 

The sphinx and the griffin, derived from Egyptian and Syrian types, appeared in 

Levantine iconography as early as the middle Bronze Age and continued to appear 

through the eighth century BCE.292 One example in which a sphinx appears associated 

with a throne is a Late Bronze Age ivory plaque from Megiddo, which depicts a figure 

seated on a throne flanked by a large sphinx (Figure 13).293 Another is the Ahiram 

sarcophagus, dating either to the late second millennium or early first, which depicts a 

very similar sphinx-flanked throne (Figure 12).294 In both cases, the sphinx covers or 

forms the entire side of the throne. It stands solidly with wings dynamically upswept, 

conveying a sense of protective power. Solomon’s throne as described in the Hebrew 

Bible seems to have been similarly protected, as six lions flanked it to either side.295 Such 

a number of lions surely served both to conspicuously safeguard the throne and to 

visually pay homage to the power of a king who could command such an honor guard. A 

fourth example is the ivory plaques from the “screens” discovered in room SW.7 of Fort 

Shalmaneser at Nimrud, which portray figures seated in chairs or thrones decorated with 

sphinxes below the seats (Figures 5–7). Although found at the Assyrian capital, the style 

of these panels places their physical origin or origin of inspiration in the Levant as well, 

perhaps North Syria and/or Phoenicia.296 The sphinxes in these cases appear in a variety 

of poses, both sitting and standing. They do not visibly strain to hold up the seat they 

                                                
292 Beck, “The Art of Palestine,” 165–6.  
293 Beck, “The Art of Palestine,” 166.  
294 Beck, “The Art of Palestine,” 173–4.  
295 1 Kings 10:19–20.  
296 Mallowan and Herrmann, Furniture from SW.7, 19.  
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stand beneath, nor are their poses intimidating. In these cases, perhaps their presence as 

guardian symbols is enough to ensure protection. In all of these cases, the image of a 

sphinx projects messages pertaining to power, guardianship, and even kingship. When 

considered in its relationship with the “sacred tree” and the scale pattern, to this list is 

added messages of divine associations, especially with the sun god, rebirth, and (perhaps) 

supernatural space.  

The two registers of floral motifs on Throne Γ tie into the above discussion. The 

smaller floral element with five petals is similar to the “palmette”—which McDonald 

interprets as a lotus blossom—found in various permutations on Assyrian “sacred trees” 

and on the two Tomb 79 plaques. The larger floral element with three petals represents a 

lotus even more clearly, as it is perhaps more “Egyptianizing” in style.297 Both elements, 

of course, are rather schematized but it is not beyond the bounds of possibility that they 

represent the same plant.298 Pirhiya Beck states that the earliest permutation of a lotus-

flower chain motif in the Levant appears in the middle Bronze Age but was popular 

through the first millennium. Ahiram’s sarcophagus depicts such a motif running along 

the top edge of the processional scene with the seated figure (Figure 12).299 A wall 

painting from a late-ninth century or early-eighth century BCE site of Kuntillet ‘Ajrud in 

northern Sinai depicts a border motif containing a chain of alternating lotus buds and 

                                                
297 Compare with the lotus pedestal from King Tutankhamen’s tomb and with the lotuses held by the 
seated figures on the Megiddo ivory and the Ahiram sarcophagus.  
298 If the fan-like “palmettes” are in fact palms and not lotuses, the symbolism changes for the most part, 
though there remains a solar connection. In Egypt as well as in eighth-century Israel, one palm branch 
symbolized a year; thus, its presence on the sphinx plaque may allude somehow to time—endless time 
being another purview of the sun god. See Othmar Keel and Christoph Uehlinger, Gods, Goddesses, and 
Images of God in Ancient Israel, trans. by Thomas H. Trapp (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 249.  
299 Beck, “The Art of Palestine,” 173.  
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blossoms (Figure 30). Another wall painting from the same site depicts a seated figure 

holding a lotus, as on the Ahiram sarcophagus (though more provincial in style), which 

Beck suggests may be the king of Israel or Judah (Figure 31). Beck further speculates 

that, based on the iconography of the sarcophagus, the lotus chain motif served as the 

border for the panel with the king.300 If we can extrapolate from just these two examples, 

perhaps the lotus chain motif on Throne Γ—beyond conveying messages of rebirth and 

divine (solar) associations—was also associated with kingship.  

The painting of the lotus chain from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud also contains a guilloche 

motif. The guilloche, however, appears on a highly varied and large quantity of Near 

Eastern objects, making it difficult to pinpoint an originating culture or meaning.301 In 

terms of ivory, a Phoenician “ornate group” plaque from the North West Palace employs 

a guilloche pattern to decorate the frame of a scene depicting two griffins perched in a 

“sacred tree” (Figure 19). A Syrian style ivory from Fort Shalmaneser also employs the 

guilloche as decoration for a frame—in this case, a curved frame encircling a front-facing 

sphinx (Figure 32). Both of these guilloche patterns feature a hole drilled into the 

negative space between the entwining bands, which does not appear on the Throne Γ 

guilloches. Assyrian style ivories also feature the guilloche. Multiple examples associate 

the guilloche with floral motifs, reminiscent of the Palestinian wall painting. The ornate 

                                                
300 Beck, “The Art of Palestine,” 180–1.  
301 In Tomb 79, a guilloche also appears on the smaller of the two bronze cauldrons. See Karageorghis, 
Salamis, 113. We might make a somewhat farfetched but compelling association between the double-
guilloche pattern on Throne Γ and the twists of gold wire found in the Royal Cemetery at Ur based on their 
formal similarities. In a recent article, Naomi Miller contends that these small gold twists “literally 
represent rope, symbolically reference sheep, and narratively evoke the flocks of the shepherd Dumuzi, 
Inanna’s consort.” See Naomi F. Miller, “Symbols of Fertility and Abundance in the Royal Cemetery at Ur, 
Iraq,” American Journal of Archaeology 117 (2013): 129.  
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and Syrian plaques with guilloche frames from Nimrud also include floral imagery, 

though the flowers “grow” more naturalistically within the scene and are not as directly 

associated with the guilloches on the frames. An Assyrian example features a chain of 

fan-like blossoms (lotuses?) alternating with (lotus?) buds (Figure 33). On two other 

fragments, a repeated series of fan-like blossoms (lotuses?) emanate from either side of a 

guilloche pattern (Figures 34–35). The Assyrian guilloches also feature centered dots or 

holes. Based solely on these examples, the guilloche does not seem to function as much 

more than a decorative and/or framing device, though an association with lotus 

iconography (if the Assyrian floral motifs are indeed lotuses) is possible. If Beck is 

correct that the lotus-chain-and-guilloche border from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud originally framed 

the depiction of the seated (possible) king of Israel or Judah, just as a lotus-chain border 

frames the procession scene on the Ahiram sarcophagus, and if these sorts of borders are 

therefore associated with depictions of kings in general, then possibly the guilloche 

patterns on Throne Γ, especially when juxtaposed with its floral-chain motif, are meant to 

designate kingship. This theory, however, is very hypothetical. More in-depth research 

beyond the bounds of my present study is necessary before more definite conclusions can 

be drawn.  

The interpretation of the iconography of Throne Γ is certainly not straightforward. 

The scale pattern on its own may project the concept of a divine or supernatural realm, 

while its associations with the sphinx and the “sacred tree” convey ideas of guardianship, 

kingship, rebirth, and connections with a solar deity. The chain of floral motifs, if they 

represent lotuses, emphasizes the concepts of rebirth and divine connection and perhaps 
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evokes a (hypothetical) Levantine tradition of floral chains framing depictions of kings. 

Furthermore, the guilloche pattern hypothetically may perform like the floral chain motif 

as a framing device for a depiction of a king. Thus, the iconography of Throne Γ served 

as one of the chair’s affective mechanisms. It projected a king-like identity upon its 

possessor, the deceased, by evoking imagery associated with kings in neighboring 

cultures. Also, its projection of ideas of rebirth through the floral motifs perhaps 

functioned to (magically?) encourage the deceased’s rebirth into the afterlife. Finally, the 

subtle but almost ubiquitous association with a solar deity present throughout the 

iconography furthers the effect/affect of the sacred, luminous nature of the ivory and gold 

of the chair discussed above and identifies its possessor as one who is divinely touched. 

The individual who used this chair—whether he (or an effigy) sat in it or was merely 

associated with it and imagined to sit in it—would physically touch this imagery. To the 

informed viewer, the iconography would thereby perform as an affective marker of the 

status of the individual as a king-like figure with divine associations, whether in this 

world or the next.302  

RITUAL FUNCTION 
 Decoding the burial ritual that took place in honor of the deceased individual of 

Tomb 79 is difficult due to the repeated disturbance of the original deposit to which the 

chair belonged. No object was recovered in its original location. Consequently, we can 

only tentatively reconstruct how the object was approached and used in conjunction with 
                                                
302 According to Claudia Suter, the ivories from Samaria also transmit messages of kingship through their 
iconography. See Suter, “Images, Tradition, and Meaning,” 224. The iconography “revived Late Bronze 
Age royal ideology,” and in doing so linked and identified the Iron Age kings with their glorious past. See 
Suter, “Images, Tradition, and Meaning,” 234–5.  
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the other objects in the tomb. Elizabeth Simpson proposes that a feast took place at Tomb 

79 as part of the funerary ceremony for the first burial. The presence of objects like the 

two bronze cauldrons, two iron firedogs, twelve iron skewers, and remnants of food 

inside shallow bowls—eggshells, fish bones, and chicken bones—supports this theory.303 

Simpson and Gunter see in Tomb 79 parallels with funereal practices in Homeric epic, 

especially the funerary feast, ceremony, and burial of the hero Patroklos.304 To draw 

further conclusions about the burial, we must look to other sources outside of Salamis, 

from which we can extrapolate information about burial rituals and the general function 

of chairs that may also apply to the burial ritual and function of Throne Γ in Tomb 79.  

 A text describing a fourteen-day Hittite burial ritual offers a compelling account 

for comparison, though the text refers to Late Bronze Age practices. Elizabeth Simpson 

provides an elegant summary of the funerary account.305 Especially significant for my 

consideration of Throne Γ is a scene that occurs on the fourth day in which the bones of 

the cremated individual “were wrapped in linen cloth and put on a chair that was placed 

before a table set with food, with the participants sharing a meal in the presence of the 

remains of the king.”306 Later in the multi-day ritual, animals are sacrificed and another 

meal occurs, this time before an image of the king. On the twelfth day, “the image was 

removed to a gold throne in a ritual tent; a funerary meal was held for the deities, the 

                                                
303 Karageorghis, Salamis, 13, 117; Elizabeth Simpson, The Furniture from Tumulus MM. The Gordion 
Wooden Objects, vol. I (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 129.  
304 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 128–9; Gunter, Greek Art and the Orient, 25–6; Iliad 23. 
305 See Simpson, Tumulus MM, 129-30. For the original account, see Volkert Haas, “Death and the 
Afterlife in Hittite Thought,” in Civilizations of the Ancient Near East 3, ed. by Jack M. Sasson, (New 
York: Scribner’s, 1995), 2024–2027.  
306 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 129–130. The participants included the new king, his high officials and their 
wives, “cultic functionaries,” and “wailing women.” See Haas, “Death and the Afterlife,” 2024.  
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ancestral spirits, and the soul of the deceased.”307 Later, there are further sacrifices of 

animals, another funerary feast, and the burning of the king’s effigy.308 Though earlier in 

date, this account may reflect ceremonial traditions widely practiced in the eastern 

Mediterranean that continued into the Iron Age. It suggests that the Tomb 79 ritual could 

have lasted for days and that more than one feast may have occurred. It also suggests that 

an effigy or relic of the deceased could have performed in the ritual and perhaps even sat 

on Throne Γ, just as the Hittite king’s image sat on a gold throne.  

 Another parallel for the ritual at Tomb 79 is the astounding discovery of Tumulus 

MM at Gordion, capital of ancient Phrygia in Anatolia, which dates to circa 740 BCE—

i.e., contemporary with the first burial in Tomb 79.309 Unlike in Tomb 79, the burial 

goods in Tumulus MM, mostly made of wood, were found incredibly well preserved and 

still in their original positions.310 The funeral included a feast or feasts—with enough 

organic matter extant to recreate the menu—the remains and accoutrements of which 

were buried with the deceased to serve as a “record” or symbolic representation of the 

ceremony.311 Within the tomb, the body of the deceased rested on part of a coffin 

originally belonging to a larger structure, which was dismantled prior to deposition.312 

The objects also likely performed as votive gifts for the goddess Matar, given on the 

                                                
307 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 130.  
308 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 130.  
309 See above Chapter 1.  
310 Simpson, Tumulus MM. For dating method see C. Brian Rose and Gareth Darbyshire, The New 
Chronology of Iron Age Gordion, Gordion Special Studies VI (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 
2011), 2-3, 156, Figure 7.9.    
311 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 127, 130–1.  
312 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 127.  
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deceased’s behalf.313 Although none of the objects in Tumulus MM was decorated with 

ivory and none of the geometric inlay in the wooden furniture approximates the 

iconography or style of Throne Γ or the other Tomb 79 objects, Simpson notes a general 

resemblance in form between Throne Γ and a chair uncovered from the northeast corner 

of Tumulus MM314; however, the objects found in this corner upon excavation were 

jumbled and not well preserved.315 One object, “stool 3”—the chair to which I assume 

Simpson refers—is recorded as being (likely) composed of four legs roughly thirty 

centimeters long with a double set of stretchers between them, connected to a seat 

measuring roughly sixty centimeters by forty-five centimeters and wrapped in textiles.316 

No backrest or armrests are recorded and the legs are much shorter than those belonging 

to Throne Γ. Nevertheless, the coincidence in dates, the elaborate nature of the burial, and 

the parallels in tomb architecture as noted by Marie Carstens,317 are highly suggestive of 

a connection between Tumulus MM and Tomb 79. Perhaps the burial at Gordion inspired 

the burial in Tomb 79, or perhaps they just both participated in the koine of elaborate 

burials present in the Mediterranean at the time, extending from the Aegean to Assyria.318 

 The use of chairs or thrones in funerary rituals on Cyprus in the Early Iron Age is 

documented on the so-called Hubbard Amphora (Figure 36). Likely from Platani in the 

Famagusta district, not far from Salamis to the northwest, the Hubbard Amphora dates 
                                                
313 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 131.  
314 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 129.  
315 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 21.  
316 Simpson, Tumulus MM, 21.  
317 See above Chapter 2.  
318 See Chapter 3 for discussion of Assyrian burials at the North West Palace. See also John McGinnis, “A 
Neo-Assyrian Text Describing a Royal Funeral,” State Archives of Assyria Bulletin I.1 (1987): 1–12. This 
Assyrian funeral also included animal sacrifice—of horses, as at Tomb 79—textiles, luxury gifts of gold 
and silver, and the suggestion of the practice of an ancestor cult.  
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anywhere from the mid-ninth to late-eighth century BCE.319 The scene it portrays is one 

of a woman seated on a chair with her feet on a footstool. She imbibes a liquid through a 

siphon placed within an amphora on an adjacent table.320 Karageorghis and Jean des 

Gagniers interpret the female figure as a deity.321 Two tables appear near the seated 

woman, one with pitchers and circular objects on top, and the other with the large 

amphora. Another female figure standing opposite the chair pours a liquid from a small 

pitcher into the large amphora, from which the seated female drinks through her siphon. 

A bull’s head hangs in the space to the left of the standing figure, reminiscent of the 

religious use of bull masks during the Cypriot Bronze Age and denoting the scene on this 

vase as occurring inside a sanctuary.322 In the space to the right of the chair and facing 

away from it stands a sphinx holding and smelling a flower, whose role is difficult to 

define.323 Karageorghis and des Gangier refer to an early analysis of the amphora by 

Porphyrios Dikaios as still credible even decades later (though Dikaios prefers the early 

date of circa 850 BCE).324 Dikaios argues that the vase was originally a burial offering, 

which may connect the scene portrayed to a funerary ritual; thus, the seated divinity may 

in fact depict a deified figure of the deceased.325 In terms of the siphon, Dikaios notes the 

appearance of such an apparatus used for drinking on late-second millennium Syro-

                                                
319 Karageorghis and des Gagniers, La céramique chypriot, 8n1. The authors prefer a late-eighth century 
date.  
320 Seated figures appear only rarely on Cypriot vase paintings. See Porphyrios Dikaios, “An Iron Age 
Painted Amphora in the Cyprus Museum,” in The Annual of the British School at Athens, vol. 37 
(1936/1937): 58–9; Karageorghis and des Gagniers, La céramique chypriot, 8.  
321 Karageorghis and des Gagniers, La céramique chypriot, 9.  
322 Karageorghis and des Gagniers, La céramique chypriot, 8.  
323 Karageorghis and des Gagniers, La céramique chypriot, 8-9.  
324 Karageorghis and des Gagniers, La céramique chypriot, 8n1, 9.   
325 Dikaios, “An Iron Age Painted Amphora,” 62.  
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Hittite cylinder seals. A stele from Eighteenth-Dynasty Egypt, which depicts a deceased 

Syrian mercenary, portrays the man sitting on a stool while a servant aids him in drinking 

from a siphon.326 These examples argue for the continuance of this ritual from the Bronze 

Age to the Iron Age. The Cypriot origin of the Hubbard Amphora further argues for the 

spread of this tradition beyond the bounds of the Syro-Hittite culture. In all three 

examples, the figure participating in the imbibing ritual does so seated on a chair. Other 

depictions of figures imbibing or eating while seated appear on the stele of KTMW from 

Zincirli,327 on a well-known Assyrian relief depicting the king Assurbanipal (r. 668–626) 

with his wife, and on the aforementioned Megiddo ivory and Ahiram sarcophagus 

(Figures 13, 12).328 The association of thrones or chairs with feasts also appears in 

Homeric epic.329 The presence of the chair(s) in the funerary ritual at Tomb 79, therefore, 

likely stimulated a comprehension of its potential function for feasting and/or drinking 

ceremonies. As the Hittite account above describes, Throne Γ may have actually been 

used in the funerary ritual in just such a way, whether by a participant in the ritual or by a 

relic and/or effigy of the deceased.  

 If the female figure portrayed on the Hubbard Amphora is in fact a representation 

of the deceased—deified or not—the scene becomes reminiscent of another example of 

the use of a chair or throne in a funerary context. This example, from the site of Zincirli 
                                                
326 Dikaios, “An Iron Age Painted Amphora,” 62–3.  
327 Discussed below.  
328 In the Assyrian relief, the king’s wife sits on a straight-backed chair with a footstool, while her husband 
reclines on a couch, and they both partake of either food and/or drink. See Collins, Assyrian Palace 
Sculptures, 136–8. The Late Bronze Age Megiddo ivory shows an enthroned king feasting before a 
procession of war captives. The Ahiram sarcophagus “was inspired by Late Bronze Age scenes [and] seems 
to collapse an audience of the king with the ceremony for his funeral.” See Suter, “Images, Tradition, and 
Meaning,” 229.  
329 Iliad 14.237; Odyssey 8.76.  
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in Northern Syria, is the so-called mortuary stele of KTMW (Figure 9). This is a very 

recent and sensational discovery, since it not only depicts both image and text but is also 

the first Syro-Hittite mortuary stele to be found in its original context—in this case a 

mortuary chapel.330 The stele dates from the mid- to late-eighth century BCE and depicts 

a royal official of ancient Sam’al (Zincirli).331 The stele portrays KTMW seated on a 

chair with a footstool before a banquet table.332 The depiction of the chair is a simple 

silhouette of its profile, displaying only two legs. A straight backrest leads directly up 

from the back legs, while three stacked, horizontal bars delineate an armrest, the seat, and 

a leg stretcher. Another vertical bar connects all three horizontal bars along the front and 

ends in the front leg. Scholars note that this solid type of chair was common in the Syro-

Hittite region and may have connections to Aramaean and Phoenician furniture.333 

Indeed, the depiction of the chair on this stele approximates a schematized illustration of 

Throne Γ in silhouette. Unlike Throne Γ, this chair lacks all ornament, perhaps because 

of KTMW’s non-royal status.334 Interestingly, ivory table legs similar to those depicted 

on the stele as well as an ivory footstool have been discovered at Zincirli, which suggests 

that ivory-decorated furniture was used at the time, though we cannot know if the chair in 

                                                
330 Eudora J. Struble and Virginia Rimmer Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast at Sam’al: The New Iron Age 
Mortuary Stele from Zincirli in Context,” in Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 356 
(2009): 15.  
331 Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast at Sam’al,” 16; J. David Schloen and Amir S. Fink, “New 
Excavations at Zincirli Höyük in Turkey (Ancient Sam’al) and the Discovery of an Inscribed Mortuary 
Stele,” in Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 356 (2009): 8. Invaded by the Assyrian 
empire in the mid-ninth century BCE, Sam’al at first retained some independence, but by the end of the 
eighth century, it had become a province of Assyria, overseen by a local Assyrian governor. 
332 Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast at Sam’al,” 15.  
333 Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast at Sam’al,” 25–6.   
334 Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast at Sam’al,” 26.  
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this particular stele had such decoration.335 KTMW is dressed in elite apparel and sips 

from a common type of drinking vessel in one hand, while holding a stalk of a botanical 

nature in the other (a coniferous cone?).336 The banquet scene as a whole depicts the 

deceased feasting in the afterlife.337 The disc above his head is iconographic of the sun 

god,338 while the fowl on the table is symbolic of purification and the bread(?)—the 

stacked objects—of continued nourishment and regeneration in the afterlife.339  

 Besides its in situ discovery, another astounding feature of this stele appears in the 

text of its inscription. The text begins by stating the deceased’s name and occupation 

before providing instructions to his descendants on how to properly perform in his 

mortuary cult, giving offerings to him and to the gods, with whom he feasted.340 The 

inscription, written in first person, asks for “a ram for my soul that (will be) in this 

stele.”341 Schoel and Fink clarify that KTMW’s “enduring identity or ‘soul’ (NBŠ) was 

physically localized in the stele.”342 Dennis Pardee emphasizes that this was an ongoing 

presence.343 The explicit description of where KTMW’s soul took up residence after his 

death was perhaps a necessary inclusion due to the unusual nature of his burial. He was 

                                                
335 Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast at Sam’al,” 26.  
336 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 10; Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast 
at Sam’al,” 23.  
337 Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast at Sam’al,” 29–30.  
338 See above discussion of luminosity.  
339 Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast at Sam’al,” 31. Interestingly, the leftmost item on the table, a 
container with a lid, perhaps a pyxis, is the same as a container on a banquet table from the later Assyrian 
relief featuring king Assurbanipal (Figure 8).339  
340 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 10; Struble and Herrmann, “An Eternal Feast 
at Sam’al,” 30. 
341 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 11.  
342 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 11.  
343 Dennis Pardee, “A New Aramaic Inscription from Zincirli,” in Bulletin of the American Schools of 
Oriental Research 356 (2009): 62.  
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apparently cremated, an old Luwian practice, instead of buried in a tomb with offerings 

as was more traditional for the local Semitic culture in the area at that time.344 Semitic 

customs abhorred cremation, viewing it as destroying souls. KTMW, therefore, desires to 

reassure his descendants that his soul still exists.345 The renewal of an old Luwian 

practice suggests the persistence of a Luwian identity at Sam’al, despite the fact that the 

Luwian elite (originally from Anatolia) were replaced by indigenous Semitic rulers at the 

end of the tenth or beginning of the ninth century BCE.346 The KTMW stele therefore 

reflects a “coexistence and mutual cultural adaptation of people of diverse ethnic 

backgrounds,”347 the particulars of which speak to an “assimilation of the old Luwian 

elite into the new [Semitic] regime.”348  

 Analyzing the ramifications of the text on this stele, Schoel and Fink write,  

At the very least, this inscription now makes clear that there existed in Sam’al in 
the eighth century B.C. the belief that a deceased person’s soul (i.e., his enduring 
identity or life-force) could be transferred into an object detached from his bodily 
remains—in this case . . . a pictorial image of the deceased.349 

 
This observation brings to mind the description of the Bronze Age Hittite funeral 

described above, which makes sense as the Luwian elite ruled Sam’al/Zincirli under the 

aegis of the Hittite empire. In this funeral, both relics of the king—his bones—and an 

image of him are treated like a living individual. The participants seated the bones and 

                                                
344 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 10–11.  
345 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 11.  
346 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 6–7, 9. The Luwians had ruled under the aegis 
of the Bronze Age Hittite empire and continued to rule for a few centuries until the new elite took control. 
See Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 10.  
347 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 9.  
348 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 6.  
349 Schloen and Fink, “New Excavations at Zincirli Höyük,” 11.  
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the effigy in chairs before funerary meals reminiscent of the scene portrayed on the 

KTMW stele. Was the Hittite king’s soul believed to inhabit his effigy as KTMW’s 

inhabited his stele? Neither the Hittite nor the Zincirli mortuary ceremonies and/or feasts 

has direct ties to Salamis and Tomb 79. However, the Hubbard Amphora, found not far 

away, depicts what may originally be a Syro-Hittite ritual of imbibing through a siphon. 

Tomb 79, the Hubbard Amphora, and the KTMW stele all date to the eighth century BCE 

and all are associated with feasting and/or drinking rituals. It is also possible that the 

deceased individual from the first burial at Tomb 79 was cremated, though the later 

disturbances render certainty impossible.350 Could there be a Hittite influence in the 

Tomb 79 burial? The connection is circumstantial and tenuous but not out of the 

question.  

 Based on the evidence from the Hittite funeral description, the burial in Tumulus 

MM at Gordion, the Hubbard Amphora, and the KTMW stele, Throne Γ—along with the 

two other chairs in the burial—likely performed as a necessary, functional apparatus for a 

funerary meal. Karageorghis suggests that a lone ivory leg dating from Tomb 79 

originally belonged to a table, which might have also functioned in the feast.351 A relic or 

an effigy of the deceased may have been seated upon Throne Γ to ritually feast, 

symbolically nourishing his soul in the afterlife. The presence of three chairs in the burial 

may suggest multiple feasts over multiple days, as described in the Hittite account, with a 

different chair employed at each meal. If a chair was left unoccupied, it still could have 

                                                
350 Karageorghis, Salamis, 11.  
351 See Karageorghis, Salamis, 119.  



   

 92 

performed iconically as a representation of the chair occupied by the deceased as he 

feasted with the gods in the afterlife.  
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CHAPTER 5: Conclusions 

 Examples of luxuriously decorated chairs abound in the Mediterranean during the 

Early Iron Age. Assyrian reliefs portray elaborate thrones used by kings and their wives, 

and archaeological evidence suggests that some of these may have been decorated with 

ivory in the local style. The biblical description of Solomon’s ivory and gold throne, the 

numerous Levantine ivory furniture plaques—specifically the “screens” or chair backs 

from Fort Shalmaneser—found in Assyria, the descriptions of luxurious Levantine 

furniture—including chairs—from the Assyrian annals, and the fragments of ivory 

furniture plaques discovered in Samaria offer ample evidence for the presence and use of 

ivory-decorated chairs and other furniture in the Levantine states. Evidence from the 

Assyrian annals also supports the existence of ivory chairs in distant Urartu.352 Although 

not decorated with ivory, the furniture from Tumulus MM at Gordion suggests the 

presence of luxurious, wooden chairs or stools in Phrygia. Moreover, Herodotus, though 

writing much later in fifth-century Greece, documents a much earlier dedication at Delphi 

of a throne “worth seeing,” apparently by the Phrygian king Midas. If Midas did indeed 

dedicate this throne, it would date to the late-eighth century BCE.353 The Eighteenth 

Dynasty of Egypt, though earlier in date, greatly influenced the Near East with its 

elaborate furniture, including such exemplars as Tutankhamen’s throne. From the west, 

the Homeric epics mention multiple thrones used by deities and humans alike, including a 

                                                
352 See above note 132.  
353 Rose and Darbyshire, The New Chronology, 2–3, 49–54. This was the throne, Herodotus writes, “on 
which [Midas] had used to sit to deliver verdicts on legal matters.” See Herodotus, The Histories, trans. by 
Robin Waterfield (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 8, I.14. 
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chair decorated with silver and whorls that belonged to Penelope.354 Finally, though even 

farther removed and later in date in the seventh century BCE, two tombs from Etruria 

produced chairs/thrones: one from the Barberini tomb at Praeneste and the other from the 

orientalizing Regolini-Galassi tomb.355 All of these examples, alongside the chairs from 

Tomb 79 at Salamis on Cyprus, demonstrate that a koine of luxurious chairs and/or 

thrones existed across the Mediterranean during the eighth and seventh centuries BCE. If, 

as Marian Feldman argues, all socially-interactive objects are agentive,356 then each and 

every one of these chairs/thrones affected their social environment, perhaps in ways 

similar to Throne Γ—that is, by projecting specific identities upon those who possessed 

them. Not all the chairs in this koine, however, appeared in burials. Nevertheless, even 

those that did not have a funereal function must have participated in a general 

Mediterranean imaginaire of the concept of a throne in the daily life and rituals of the 

living realm, as well as in funereal situations when they occurred.    

Throne Γ certainly participated in this imaginaire and, as a participant, was able 

to project a specific identity upon the deceased individual from Tomb 79. As an acquired 

luxury object, it gave its acquirer not only political legitimacy as a leader but also status 

as a powerful ancestor when in the context of his tomb. Its ivory material drew its 

                                                
354 For Penelope’s throne, see Odyssey, 19.58–63. For other mentions, see entry for θρόνος in Richard 
John Cunliffe, A Lexicon of the Homeric Dialect (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1977). Both 
Zeus’ throne and a hypothetical throne to be made by Hephaestos are gilded (Iliad 8.448, 14.237–8). Two 
silver-studded chairs appear in the epics: one is offered to Thetis by Hephaestos’ wife (Iliad 4:18) and 
another is given to a bard at a feast (Odyssey 8.76). Carved and inlaid chairs appear in Odysseus’ palace on 
Ithaca (Odyssey 17.32).  
355 C. Densmore Curtis, “The Barberini Tomb,” Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 5 (1925): 46, 
no. 82, plates 32–3; Luigi Pareti, La tomba Regolini-Galassi del Museo Gregoriano Etrusco e la civiltè 
dell’Italia centrale nel sec. VII A.C., Cerveteri: Tip. Poliglotta Vaticana, 1947.   
356 See Chapter 1.  
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possessor into an elite circle of collectors of ivory objects from both Assyria and the 

Levant, further cementing the deceased individual’s image as a diplomatic figure who 

could keep abreast of current elite fashion in the broader world. It was part of a group of 

grave goods that performed as physical manifestations of political, economic, and/or 

social ties to the powerful cultures that surrounded Salamis. The luminous nature of the 

chair’s ivory and gold decoration would have (literally) highlighted its ritual nature, 

emphasizing its purity and sacredness. It might even have projected a divine aura of 

radiant light, evoking awe and identifying the possessor of such a chair as majestic and 

divinely touched. Throne Γ’s iconography, and the iconography of other pieces with 

which it was associated in the burial, further established these divine connections, 

specifically with a sun god, and further projected connotations of kingship and rebirth. 

Perhaps the iconography refers back to a time of powerful monarchs during the Late 

Bronze Age, as does the iconography of the ivory from Samaria, thereby linking the 

deceased to a royal past in an effort to legitimize his status.357 Finally, the likely function 

of the chair as an apparatus for an elaborate funerary feast and burial ceremony situates 

the deceased within the koine of elaborate burials of the time, like that at Gordion, and 

places him alongside the kings and honored dead of neighboring cultures who made use 

of such chairs both in daily life, as in Assyria, and in mortuary contexts, as at Zincirli.     

 In the end, all of these aspects, these affective mechanisms, of the chair create an 

identity for the deceased individual that is nothing less than kingly. Throne Γ is “befitting 

                                                
357 See note 302.   
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royalty,” just like the ivory-decorated furniture Sargon II looted from Urartu.358 This 

king-like identity harkens back to David Rupp’s contention that the Salamis burials 

represent the tombs of the first territorial monarchs of Cyprus. Based on my analysis, he 

appears to be correct. As stated in the introduction, however, I offer only a detailed case 

study of one chair. In doing so, I hope to exemplify an approach to the analysis of the 

burial in Tomb 79 by viewing the objects within it as agents of identity. Similar in-depth 

studies of every object in the tomb—focusing on their iconographic and sensory 

attributes as well as the rituals they represent—are necessary to draw further conclusions 

and to fully comprehend the burial as a whole. Hopefully, a full-fledged examination will 

one day flesh out and support the analysis I offer here, and the deceased from Tomb 79 

can take his place in history as a foundational ruler in the Early Iron Age Near East.  

                                                
358 See note 132.   
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Figure 1: Throne Γ after reconstruction. After Karageorghis, Salamis, color plate A.  
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Figure 2: Plan showing objects of first burial in the dromos of Tomb 79. After 
Karageorghis, Salamis, figure IV.  
 

 
Figure 3: The backrest of Throne Γ after reconstruction. After Karageorghis, Salamis, 
plate LXIII.  
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Figure 4: Reconstruction of the funeral ceremony held at Tumulus MM. After Simpson, 
Tumulus MM, frontispiece.  
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Figure 5: Ivory panel from Nimrud. After Mallowan and Herrmann, Furniture from 
SW.7, plate LVI, no. 47.  
 

 
Figure 6: Ivory panel from Nimrud. After Mallowan and Herrmann, Furniture from 
SW.7, plate LVII, 48.  
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Figure 7: Ivory panel from Nimrud. After Mallowan and Herrmann, Furniture from 
SW.7, plate LIX, no. 50.  
 

 
Figure 8: Detail of an Assyrian relief of Ashurbanipal and his wife. After Barnett, 
Assyrian Palace Reliefs, plate XVI.  
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Figure 9: Stele of KTMW from Zincirli. After Struble and Herrmann, “Eternal Feast at 
Sam’al,” 18, figure 3. Photo by E.J. Struble. JSTOR.  
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Figure 10a-b: Openwork ivory plaque from Tomb 79. After Karageorghis, Salamis, color 
plate B.  
 

 
Figure 11a-b: Openwork ivory plaque from Tomb 79. After Karageorghis, Salamis, color 
plate B.  
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Figure 12: Illustration of the Ahiram sarcophagus. After Beck, “The Art of Palestine,” 
174, figure 17.  
 
 
 

 
Figure 13: Illustration of an ivory plaque from Megiddo. After Beck, “The Art of 
Palestine,” 166, figure 2.  



   

 105 

 
Figure 14: Detail of a relief of Sennacherib seated on his throne. After Barnett, Assyrian 
Palace Reliefs, plate V.  
 
 
 

 
Figure 15: Ivory plaque from Nimrud. After Mallowan, Nimrud And Its Remains, 547, 
no. 477.  
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Figure 16: Cypriot Bichrome IV amphora. After Karageorghis and des Gagniers, La 
céramique chypriote, Texte, figure XII.a.1.  
 

 
Figure 17: Openwork scroll chair back or “screen” from Nimrud. After Mallowan and 
Herrmann, Furniture from SW.7, plate XCVIII, no. 95.  
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Figure 18: Cloisonné ivory plaque from Nimrud. After Herrmann, Ivories from the North 
West Palace, color plate W, no. 356. 
 

 
Figure 19: Openwork ivory plaque from Nimrud. After Herrmann, Ivories from the North 
West Palace, plate 24, no. 159.   



   

 108 

 
Figure 20: Fragment of an ivory plaque from Samaria. After Crowfoot, Early Ivories 
from Samaria, plate II.1.  
 

 
Figure 21: Illustration of the backrest of Throne Γ. After Karageorghis, Salamis, plate 
CCXL.  
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Figure 22: Illustration of ivory plaques from Tomb 79. After Karageorghis, Salamis, plate 
CCXLII.  
 

 
Figure 23: Illustration of ivory plaques from Tomb 79. After Karageorghis, Salamis, plate 
CCXLII.  
 

 
Figure 24: Cloisonné ivory plaque from Nimrud. After Herrmann, Ivories from the North 
West Palace, plate G, no. 158.  
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Figure 25: Illustration of a Cypro-Phoenician bowl from Salamis Tomb 2. After 
Karageorghis, Salamis 3, plate CXIII.  
 

 
Figure 26: Portrait head of King Tutankhamen. ARTstor.  



   

 111 

 
Figure 27: Bald Eagle wing. After Slater Museum of Natural History: Wing & Tail Image 
Collection. 
http://digitalcollections.pugetsound.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/slaterwing/id/10379/re
c/4.  
 

 
Figure 28: Throne of King Tutankhamen. ARTstor.  
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Figure 29: Illustration of an ivory table leg from Tomb 79. After Karageorghis, Salamis, 
plate CCXLII.  
 

 
Figure 30: Wall painting from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud. After Beck, “The Art of Palestine,” 181, 
figure 22.  
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Figure 31: Wall painting from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud. After Beck, “The Art of Palestine,” 180, 
figure 31.  
 

 
Figure 32: Openwork ivory plaque from Nimrud. After Herrmann, Small Collections, 
plate 15, no. 95.  
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Figure 33: Assyrian style ivory plaque from Nimrud. After Herrmann, Small Collections, 
plate 8, no. 58.  
 

 
Figure 34: Assyrian style ivory plaque from Nimrud. After Herrmann, Small Collections, 
plate 1, no. 7. 
 

 
Figure 35: Assyrian style ivory plaque from Nimrud. After Herrmann, Small Collections, 
plate 1, no. 9. 



   

 115 

 
Figure 36: Hubbard Amphora. After Karageorghis and des Gagniers, La céramique 
chypriote, Illustrations, 6.  
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