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THE OLDEST ACCOUNT 

OF SARGON ll'S CAMPAIGN AGAINST ASHDOD* 

The ruins of Nine·veh extend on the left bank of the Tigris, opposite 

modern Mosul and about 300 kilometres north-west of' Bagdad. They lie with­

in the famous Assyrian triangle formed by the great rivers Tigris· and Zab 

and their tributaries Chosor and Ghazir. The triangle also embraces two o­

ther capitals of ancient Assyria, viz. Dur Sharrukin (Khorsabad) and Nimrud 

(Calah) 1 . 

The area: occupied by Nineveh' in the Neo-Assyrian period was enormous. 

The prophet Jonah (8th century B. C.) wrote about Nineveh emphatically as 

"an exceeding great city of three days' journey" 
2 

Nowadays, the ruins of 

Nineveh lie under two huge tells called Kouyunjik and Nebi Yunus. Kouyun­

jik rises about 300 meters above the surrounding plain and is 1000 metres 

long and 600 metres wide. The hill of Nebi Yunus is half as large. 

* This is another part of my Ph. D. dissertation The Rebellion of Ya-
mani in Ashdod: A Studx in the History of Philistia Between c. 713-709 
B. C. defended at the Jagiellonian University, Cracow, in 1978. (Cf. sum­
mary published in the "Folia Orientalia" XX (1979), pp. 313-314). This text 
was ready for print in 1979 and I deeply regret that it must be presented 
here in the original form. Nothing but some new bibliographical data could 
be included. • 
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Exe::avations at Nineveh, which started 145 years ago, have concentrat­

ed mostly on the Kouyunjik tel I, where the palaces of Sennacherib, Ashur­

nasirpal and Ashurbanipal and the temples of lshtar and the god Nabu have 

been discovered. The earliest, pre I iminary and unsuccessful excavations we­

re carried out in 1842/3 by the French consul in Mosul, P. E. Botta. Later 

the hill found itself under the charge of the British; and it is to the En­

glishmen A; H. Layard, G. Smith and E. W. Budge 'that the most credit 

is due for the uncovering of the ancient city. Owing to A. H. Layard and 

H. Rassam the most precious items, . that is, the relief_s and clay tab.lets, 

went to the British Museum. Research in Nineveh in the y~ars 1903~1905 

and 1927~1932 was conducted by L. W. King, • R. Campbell• Thompson, R. 

W H 
. • 3 

. LJtchinson, W. Hamilton and M. E. L. Mallowan . 

The hifl of Nebi Yunus ("tomb of Jonah") has not been examined to this 

day. This is because it has been impossib.le to .remove the Arab village, mo­

sque, cemet.ery and the local holy place, the so-called tomb of Jonah. Yet 

in 1852 the- sultan's governor in Mosul Hikmi Pasha secretly conducted suc­

cessful excavations and the research done by the Iraqi Department· of Anti­

quities in 1954 produced the remains of a palace, possibly from the time 

of Ashurbanipal 4 . 

The item.s in the British Museum which contain texts about Yamani 's 

rebellion all come ·from the Kouyunjik hill 5 . Nothing certain is known about 

their exact origins. The ·prism fragment No. 81-7-27,3 ~nd the so-called 

>Azeqah fragment were brought among ·thousands of other tablets and deci­

phered many years after their discovery 6 . All we know abo~t the fragment 

of Prism A· is that it comes from the excavations of G. Smith (see below). 

Thus, the provenenace of the Nineveh texts cannot contribute anything im­

portant to their interpretation. 

The Broken Prism A of Nineveh 

In ·the course of excavations on the Kouyunjik hill in ancient Nineveh 

in the years 1873-4 G. Smith discovered fragments of two cylinders 7 . H. 

Winckler introduced the fragments into literature as recensions of two octo-
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gonal prisms marked A and B and he did not .exclude the po·ssibi lity of their 
8 representing an even larger number of copies of some standard text . That 

view was shared by A. T. Olmstead 9 and upheld by C. J. Gadd 10. The la­

tter two scholars, and also E. F. Weidner 
1·1, tried to reconstruct the ori­

ginal arrangement of the fragments. H. T admor, who further developed the 

findings of C. J. ·Gadd, analysed the several fragments ·of prisms kept in 

the British Museum and reached the following conclusions: 

a) Recension A was made after palO 9, i. e., in 712 B. C. 

b) Recension B was made after palO 10, i. e., in 711 B. C. 

c) Although as many as 430 lines of the text of the two. prisms are pre­

served, there are no repetitions. 

d) There are no differences in the style• of narration, the handwriting, the 

incidence of corrections, the spelling of the names of Shamash and Ashur. 

These facts would suggest that the two versions were made by the same 

person within one or two years, and H. Tadmor did not think that to have 

been very likely 12 . Therefore, he collated the British· Museum fragments 

' and concluded that they were parts of a single octagonal prism. It had ori-

ginally stood 45 cm high and contained about 1200 lines of text, of which 
'·. 

432 have been preserved. 

H. T admor proposed a new arrangement of the fragments and carried 

out a ful I chronological analysis 
13

. The prism described the events of Sar­

gon 11 's reign starting from his second year and his first palu, i. e., from 

720 B. C. The last campaign related in .the prism was the campaign against 

Gurgum in 711 B. C.; the prism, then, must have been composed in 710 B. 

C., four years prior to the Our Sharukkin annals 
14 

Column Vil ·of the Nineveh prism contains the oldest known account of 

Sargon 11 's campaign against Ashdod. Unfortunately, the column is very 

fragmentary. The e~ents that interest us take up three lines of text within 

palu 9, in the lower section of the fragment Sm. 2022 and forty-eight li­

nes on the fragment k. 1668 + D. T. 6 -Ill -(also known in the I iterature as 

No. 251 + y3) 15 . 

The two fragments were included in the literature of the Ashdod revolt 

immediately after the publication of ·the first account of their cohtents by 

G. Smith 16 . They were ·taken into consideration by E. Schrader 17 but 
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were pub I ished by H. Winckler only in 1889 18 . H. Winckler' s edition pro­

vided not only drawings of the cunei but also a transcription and translation. 

He later dealt with the text on two more occasions, his last corrected tran- • 

scription and translation being included in a selection of cuneiform texts for 

people interested in biblical studies 19 . Drawings of the cunei and a glossa-

ry to the text were published in 1911 in a collection of cuneiform documents 

edited by A. Sarso.wsky and M. Schorr 20 . Further translations of the. Ash­

dod campaign were published by A. Ungnad 21 , E. Ebeling 22 , D. D. Lu­

ckenbill 
23

, M. Oppenheim 
24 

and D. J. Wiseman 25 . A new transcription 

and translation of the part of fragment S. 2022 referring to palu 9 (11.12-

-14) was presented by H. Tadmor in 1959 26 . 

Translation: 

(12) 1. In my 9th palu against ( ... ) 

(13) 2. the great ~ea, of the w[est. .. ] 

(14) 3. [the city] of Ashdod [ ... ] 27 

4. on account of ( ... ) 28 

5. from ( ... ) 

6. Ahimiti ( ... ) 29 

7. his own brother, [them] I raised to rule 30 This ( ... ) over 

8. -tribute 31 ( ... ) 

9. as on [former] kings 

10. on him I imposed ( ... ) 

11. [But these] wicked [Hittites] ( ... conceived) 

12. not to bring tribute 

13 . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . -...... . 
14. their princes, started a rebellion (?) ( ... ) 32 

15. ( ... ) as ( ... ) 

16. they expelled him ( ... ) 33 

17. Yamani, a com[moner] without claim to the throne( ... ) 34 

18. to sovereignty over them [on the throne] 

19. of his [former] master they made sit d[own] 

20. their city ( ... ) 

J 35 
21. of b[attle ... 

22. l 
23. (lacuna) 

24. 

25. ( ... ) [in] its [city?] environs, a moat ( ... ) 

26. [ ... 20 + x] cubits 36 in depth [they] [dug] . 

-27. which reached the underground waters, [in order to ... ] 
37 

28. Then [to] the rulers of Philistea, Judah, Ed[om] 

29. Moab, [and those who] live [on islands] by the sea [and bring] 

30. tribute [and] tamartu-gifts to my lord Ashur 

31. He spread countless evil lies 

32. to alienate them from me. [Then] to Piru, 
38 33. king of Musru , a prince who was not capable of saving them 

34. sent bribes, asking him. 

35. to be an ally. But i Sargon the rightful ruler 

33 

36. devoted to the pronouncements [uttered by] Nebo and Marduk, [ca-

refully] observing the orders• of 

37. Ashur, over the Tigris and the Euphrates 

38. at the peak of their spring flood 
39

, ·my troops 

39. led, as [if it were] dry ground. However, Yamani 

40. their king, in his own power 

41. put his trust and [therefore] did not bow to my rul_e. 

42. The advance of my troops from afar he heard of, 

43. and the splendor of my lord Ashur overwhelmed him 
40 

and 
41 

• 42 
44 .. [to ... ], which is on the Bank of the River 

45. [ ... ] deep (?) water 
43 

46. [ ... ] [from] his (?) country 

47. [ ... ] far away / 

48. [ ... ] he fled 

49. [ ... A]shdod 
I 44 

50. [Ash]dod [-Yam? .... ] 
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Prism A is of fundamental importance for the reconstruction of Yama­

ni 's revolt. In the first place, it is the oldest extant document of Sargon 

ll's times to deal with the Ashdod events at some length. It ·was written 
I -

just two years after th~ rebellion and is four years older than the extensive 

accounts of the Display Inscription and the Annals. Although it has come 
. ( 

down to us in fragments, it can contribute greatly to the reconstruction. 

The relation of the events in Ashdod falls into three· clearly marked 

sections. ,Part I ( I I. 1-27) tells of the circumstances of the outbreak of 

the rebellion, the raising of Yamani to the thron~ and his defensive works. 

It gives the date of the rebellion, recounts ·the elevation of Ahimetu to his 

brother's throne, the Ashdod princes' refusal to pay tribute and the enthro­

nement of a man of dubious origin named Yarriani, and describes the forti­

fications of the city (either of Ashdod proper· or of Ashd;d-Yam). 

Part 11 ( I I. 27-40) ·contains an account of Yamani 's political moves and 

Sargon ll's military reaction. It tells of Yamani'.s envoys being dispatched 

to the other Philistine rulers, to Judah, Edom, Moab and to the "sea dwel­

lers" and of his bid for alliance with Pir'u, ruler of Egypt. It stresses the 

rapidity of Sargon's reaction in sending his troops from Assyria to Philistia. 

Part Ill, the most difficult to interpret (II. 40-51) relates Yamani's 

escape and probably the destruction of Ashdod and Ashdod-Yam (since that 

is the most likely interpretation of the double occurrence of the city's na­

me; let us note that. in the Annals - I I. 224-225, ed. by Winckler - and ' 

in the Display Inscription - I. 104 - the conquests of the two cities are 

ment ion~d very near each other). 

The lost part of· the text most probably contained an account of the 

punishment inflicted upon the rebellious city and, of the subjection of the 

city to the power of a governor appointed by the Assyrian ruler. That sug­

gestion is contained in the text of the prism 81-7-27 (II. 6-1 I) and in the 

Annals ( 11. 225-22.8, ed. by Winckler) 45 . 
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des 48] ferne 49] er floch 50 J Asdod" (Rest abgebrochen). rThis inter­
pretation was more or less fol lowed by H. W i n c k I e r in the KT A T3 ver_:. 
sion of the text (p. 42) and then repeated by E. E b e I i n g . --

42 -H. W i-n ck I er ·renders line 45 as follows: "nac·h· ... , welches ist 
am Ufer des Flusses", and regards it as referr.ing to nabal Mysri (the Brook 
of Egypt). Cf. KTAT3, p. 42 and note 3. . , • 

43 • • A. U n g n a d and E. E b e I i n g read only " ... Wasser" and H. 
Win ck I er " ... Tiefe (?) der Wasser". 

44 
The text of the prism breaks off at line 51. E. Fl Weidner 

tried to match with it with .the fragment 81-7-27 ,3 of the British Museum' 
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(cf. his article quoted in note 11, p. 52) but C. J. Gadd (op. cit., 
"Iraq" 16, 1954, p. 174) exluded that possibility. C. J. Gadd's view was 
supported by H. Tad m or (op. cit., "Journal of Cuneiform. Studies" p. 
88 note 274), who did not take the fragment 81-7-27, 3 into account in 
his reconstruction of Prism A. 

45 An interesting series of articles. on Philistia and Neo-Assyrian fo­
reign policy, including the problem of Yamani's rebellion was published.by 
G. L. Matting I y in the "Near East Archaeological Society Bulletin" 
(New Series). Cf. his contributions: The Role of Philistine Autonomy in 
Neo-Assyrian Foreign Policy, no. 14, 1979, pp. 49-57; Neo-Assyrian Influ­
ence at Tel Jemmeh, Nos. 15-16, 1980, pp. 33-49; An Archaeological A­
nalysis of Sargon's 712 Campaign Against Ashdod, No. 17, 1981, pp. 47-
-64. 
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