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 Odisho, 1

And what have kings that privates have not too, 
Save ceremony, save general ceremony? 
And what art thou, thou idle ceremony? 
What kind of god art thou, that suffer’st more 
Of mortal griefs than do thy worshippers? 
What are thy rents? what are thy comings-in? 
O ceremony! show me but thy worth: 
What is thy soul of adoration? 
Art thou aught else but place, degree, and form, 
Creating awe and fear in other men? 

 
      Henry V 4.i.124-133 
 
 
 
 
Royal power and the legitimation of the authority necessary to exercise that power serve 

as the common thread that ties Mesopotamian history together.  Rulers attributing their 

ascendancy to the gods led to the intersection of the religious and secular spheres playing 

a vital role in influencing royal decisions and actions.  This resulted in the use of religion 

as a backdrop for royal propaganda in an effort to reinforce the king’s authority.  One of 

the most visible demonstrations of this confluence of piety, propaganda, and the profane 

was the Mesopotamian New Year’s Festival, often referred to as the Akitu festival.  This 

cultic festival consisted of both public and private demonstrations involving the king and 

the clergy, with each participant simultaneously embracing and exalting the other.  The 

festival, used as an instrument for popular indoctrination, was manipulated to 

accommodate the king’s political requirements, with a corresponding evolution in the 

architecture of the temples used for its performance.  Due to the absence of a strong 

written record of festival rites throughout different periods and cultures, analysis of the 

architectural evolution provides insights into the festival performance and ideology and 

more importantly the political and social climate which necessitated such changes.  
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Sennacherib’s appropriation of Babylonian Akitu customs following his destruction of 

Babylon, the cultural and religious heart of Mesopotamia, exemplifies the interchange of 

culture between Assyria and her contentious neighbor and the subsequent use of ritual as 

a vehicle for the expression of religious ideology in support of secular rule. 

 

The Role of Ritual 

A popularly accepted belief system is a necessary prerequisite to the existence of a ritual.  

This was not problematic in Mesopotamia because the belief system was so tightly 

integrated into the society that often religion cannot be explored independently of the 

social structures which it upheld.  The expression and realization of this belief system 

was enabled by ritual, which communicates the religious ideology and attempts to 

influence and justify a social reality, such as an inequitable class hierarchy or tyrannical 

rule.  According to David Kertzer, “We are uncomfortable in recognizing our society as 

merely the arbitrary product of cultural history, environmental adaptation, and political 

struggle.  Instead, we attribute cosmological meaning to the political order, believing the 

society is somehow divinely ordained” (45).  In this manner, ritual defines the current 

political structure as the natural order.  Authority to rule therefore appears to flow from 

nature itself, justifying its acceptance and use by the king. 

An important aspect of ritual is its actual execution.  Ritual performances are very 

dynamic events involving an intricate interplay between the actor and observer.  It is 

important to recognize and remember this dynamic aspect and not become lost in the 

intellectual aspects and symbols of the ritual.  A ritual performance has a well defined 

and adhered to structure with an import sequence of events.  In Mesopotamia, any 



 Odisho, 3

deviation from the expected performance was interpreted as an omen, oftentimes a bleak 

one.  A high degree of elaboration and repetition is also important for the 

aggrandizement of the ritual.  The most important aspect of a performance is its non-

verbal nature (Bell, 180).  A direct verbal command oftentimes elicits thoughts in the 

recipient of acting on the contrary.  However, by implying a certain belief and allowing 

the observer to infer the ideology on their own, the message is much more potent and 

readily accepted.   

A ritual would be ineffective without a strong historical element.  Much of 

Mesopotamia’s cultural history, such as art, architecture, literature and religion consists of 

a recurring pattern of embracing common traditions and introducing new innovations 

while alleging their antiquity.  The sense of tradition brings legitimacy; the notion that 

generations of predecessors read the same stories, saw the same sculptures, and 

participated in the same rituals confers authenticity.  It does not necessarily have to result 

from an unchanging history, but the perceived precedence suffices, and there must be 

sufficient continuity from generation to generation to maintain this perception.  

Furthermore, the meaning of the ritual can be altered over time without changing the 

actual ritual performance.  This is possible because small changes accumulate over the 

ritual’s evolution, and they will not be recognized by the current observers.  The observer 

believes that the ritual has been performed the same way in his lifetime as it has been 

performed into antiquity. 

The usage of symbols also played a vital role in the performance of rituals.  The 

symbols used carried important meanings that resulted from a long evolutionary 

pathway.  For maximal efficacy, a certain amount of constancy was maintained in the 
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actual forms of the symbols.  However, they often had an ambiguous meaning, allowing 

them to be adapted to current needs.  This flexibility strengthened the potential message 

of a ritual, allowing the same symbols to be used for various purposes.  The long 

evolution gave symbols many meanings, resulting in symbolic multivocality (Kertzer, 18).  

It is within such an overall ritual framework of presentation, historicity, and symbolism 

that the Akitu festival must be analyzed. 

 

History of the New Year’s Festival 

The New Year’s Festival has a long history spanning many cultures and millennia.  It 

began as a vegetation festival in honor of a city’s patron deity as early as the late 3rd 

millennium BCE (Bienkowski and Millard, 211).  In its most elaborate expression in 6th 

century BCE Babylon, it was a festival mainly affirming the king as the proper bearer of 

divine rule.  It included many cultic activities, prayers, sacrifices, and an elaborate public 

procession during which the king led the patron deity into the city.  The earliest evidence 

for an Akitu festival comes from Ur during the Third Dynasty (2112-2004 BCE) 

(Bienkowski and Millard, 211).  The festival was performed in honor of the god Nanna, 

the patron god of Ur, to celebrate the harvest.  Two festivals were performed, the “Akitu 

of the Sowing Season” and the “Akitu of the Harvest Season” (Bidmead, 41), which were 

in the months of Nisannu and Tashritu, respectively.  Nisannu and Tashritu were the 

first and seventh months of the Sumerian calendar.  The festival was performed in order 

to ensure the fecundity and abundance of the harvest.  Later, when the festival was 

performed only in Nisannu, it became synonymous with a new year’s festival. 
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The festival was performed in many cities across Mesopotamia.  Akitu festivals 

were performed in Uruk, Dilbat, Sippar, and Harran, among other cities (van Driel, 151).  

In each city, that city’s patron deity was exalted.  Texts found in Mari dating to 1780 

BCE indicate that white horses were sent to Assur to participate in the procession 

associated with the festival (Black, 39).  VAT 13596 corroborates that Assur left his 

temple on the 2nd of Nisannu as his human charioteer came to invite him, in a chariot 

drawn by white horses (van Driel, 161).  Concurring texts tell us the festival in Assyria 

was celebrated as early as the reign of Shamshi-Adad I (r. 1813-1781 BCE) (van Driel, 

154).   

The festival persisted in Assyria, as kings boasted of their participation in the 

festival and building of akitu houses.  The oldest known akitu house in Assyria was built 

by Sargon II (r. 721-705 BCE) in Nineveh, as told by Assurbanipal (r. 668-?627 BCE) as 

he restores it (van Driel, 151).  Sennacherib (r.704-681 BCE) built an Akitu house 

outside the walls of Assur for the New Year’s Festival.  In a text found outside the 

Nergal Gate, he writes, “I built Eshahullesensagmukam, ‘The House of Joy and Gladness 

for the Festival of the Beginning of the Year’.  At the time of the festival of the New 

Year’s house, I celebrate annually inside it with prayer and reverence before gods and 

goddesses and…” (Ahmed, 188).  Tablet fragments from Nineveh list accounts of food 

and gifts distributed at the royal akitu reception arranged twice a year during the reign of 

Esarhaddon (Mattila, 9).  The festival reached its culmination in the Neo-Babylonian 

period, from which numerous texts have survived.  The last known occasion of the Akitu 

of Marduk in Babylon was under Cambyses in 538 BCE.  However, there is evidence of 
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an Akitu celebrated for Anu and Ishtar at Uruk as late as the 2nd century BCE 

(Bienkowski, 211). 

 

Festival Agenda 

Despite the widespread evidence for the existence of Akitu festivals, a complete 

description of all of the festival’s daily events is lacking.  The most complete information 

comes from Neo-Babylonian and later Seleucid texts, which has been well compiled in 

Julye Bidmead’s The Akitu Festival.  The sacrifices, prayers, and rituals in the twelve day 

festival have been generally elucidated, although many vital events remain unclear.   

The paucity of extant textual sources may be the result of two important factors.  

First of all, the most clearly understood records from Mesopotamia tend to be popular 

literary works.  This is because they were widely copied and distributed, and often used 

for scribal instruction, which also contributed to generation of many copies.  By 

comparing many of these copies, many of which are fragmentary, it is possible to 

reconstruct a document.  However, documents which would most clearly and explicitly 

describe the events and rites of the festival would only be needed for the few priests 

involved in performing and organizing the festival.  Consequently, we would expect very 

few copies, if any, to survive.  It is possible that these records exist, but have not yet 

been discovered.  Alternatively, it is possible that these records never existed, even in 

antiquity.  The esoteric and secretive nature of many festival rites may have meant that 

records were maintained orally.  In this manner, the priesthood could very carefully 

control who could perform festival rites.  The value of the clergy would also vastly 

increase, because the performance of the festival and its traditions were inextricably 
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linked with the well-being and safety of the priests.  Due to either or both of these 

possibilities, our reconstruction of the festival as follows depends on the small number 

of surviving Neo-Babylonian and Seleucid texts.  Additionally, the adjustable nature of 

ritual makes it difficult to accurately relate aspects from different time periods. 

The main priest involved in the ceremonies is the high priest, known as the 

šešgallu. Very little is known about what occurs on the first day of the festival.  It is 

known that the šešgallu rises at dawn and enters Marduk’s courtyard in the Esagila, the 

main temple of Marduk, in Babylon.  He would proceed to the KA.MAH, or the Exalted 

Gate, on the east side of the Esagila, with a wooden key to unlock it.  He would then 

perform some type of water rite, which recurs throughout the festival.   

On the second day, the šešgallu rises at 4 A.M., roughly 2 hours earlier than the 

previous day.  To purify himself, he bathes in the waters of the Euphrates, similar to the 

water rite performed on the first day.  He then enters the cella, pulls back the linen 

curtain and recites “The Secret of the Esagila” to Marduk.  After this private prayer is 

complete, he opens the gates to the rest of the festival staff.  This prayer, like the rest, is 

recited in both Sumerian and Akkadian.  Sumerian had long been retired as a common, 

spoken language and remained specifically for use in religious rites.  This bilingualism is 

important because it links to the past as a source of legitimacy.  The use of Sumerian also 

helps reinforce the esoteric nature of the festivals, guarding the importance of the priest-

class.  Another set of priests then enter and perform their rites, while lamentation priests 

and cultic musicians perform. 

The third day began similarly to the previous day, but the šešgallu woke up even 

earlier than the previous day to perform his rites.  On this day, the šešgallu sends for a 
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metalworker, a goldsmith, and a carpenter.  To these craftsmen he gives precious stones, 

gold, and tamarisk and cedar, respectively.  They are commanded to fashion two wooden 

images, anthropomorphic figurines of the gods, standing about 7 inches high.  Many 

interpretations have been offered for these enigmatic symbols, but the most plausible is 

that they are some sort of effigy.  On the sixth day of the festival, they are ritually 

burned.  Bidmead suggests they may represent humanity, and their burning symbolizes 

the atonement of the people as a whole.  Alternatively, they may represent the evil that 

threatens mankind, and their destruction wards off that evil (56). 

The fourth day is the actual beginning of the festival.  The day begins with a three 

fold blessing of the Esagila and the statues of Marduk and Zarpanitu (his consort) are 

addressed in bilingual prayer.  Late in the afternoon, the šešgallu recites the Enuma Eliš, 

the Creation Epic, to the statue of Marduk.  This day also marks the king’s first 

involvement in the ceremony.  He travels to the temple of Nabu, 10 km to the south of 

Babylon in Borsippa, to accept the scepter of kingship and retrieve the statue of Nabu 

from his home temple, the Ezida. 

The fifth day marks the zenith of the festival.  The šešgallu wakes and repeats his 

daily ablutions and prayers.   An exorcism to purify Marduk’s cella is performed by a 

mašmaššu, or an exorcist.  The šešgallu cannot witness the exorcism, if he does he will 

become defiled.  The exorcist sprinkles the temple with water from the Tigris and 

Euphrates.  Again, water plays an important purifying, cleansing role.  He then bangs a 

drum to scare away the evil spirits and walks around temple with a torch, using fire to 

further purify the temple.  This procedure is repeated for Nabu’s shrine.  A sheep is then 

sacrificed and its corpse is carried through the temple while reciting a prayer.  The dead 
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animal is then discarded into the Euphrates.  The exorcist is now unclean, and may not 

return to the city until the festival is complete.   

One of the most important aspects of the ritual is the humiliation of the king, 

which also occurs on the fifth day.  The king’s symbols of office, such as his mace, 

scepter and ring, are removed and placed in front of Marduk.  The king is then slapped 

by the šešgallu, his ears are pulled, and he is led into the cella and forced to kneel in front 

of Marduk.  The king recites a prayer, and the priest assures him that Marduk has blessed 

him.   Again, he slaps the king and they then pray together.  The priest ties together 

reeds, which he throws into a pit, along with honey, ghee, and oil.  He then sacrifices a 

white bull to Marduk.  After this is complete, the king is given his symbols of office.  

This aspect of the ritual demotes the king, humiliates him before the god, and then raises 

him higher than before.  It symbolizes divine acceptance for the king’s rule and the 

restitution of authority.  This interplay is a direct transfer of power between the gods and 

the king, legitimating the king’s rule.  It also shows the balance between the secular and 

religious branches of government and society.  The king accepts the role of the divine by 

submitting to Marduk and the priest and enduring humiliation.  Reciprocally, the divine 

accepts his rule and empowers him to continue as king.   

The sixth day of the festival brings the high gods to Babylon by boat to 

participate in the festivities.  This reinforces Babylon’s role as the religious center of 

Mesopotamia, because gods from surrounding areas are brought in, acknowledging its 

preeminent religious position.  The small cedar and tamarisk figures made previously are 

struck, just like the king, and ritually purified in fire.  Nothing is known about the events 

of the seventh day in the festival proceedings.  
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The eighth day entails the determination of the destinies by the assembled gods.  

They determine the outcome of the upcoming year for the country.  This first occurs in 

the shrine of Nabu in the Esagila.  Marduk is led into this shrine of destiny and his 

superiority is attested to by the gods present.  According to an inscription of 

Nebuchadnezzar II, “at the new year, at the beginning of the year, on the 8th and 11th days, 

Lugal-dimmer-en-ki-a, lord of the gods, rests” (Black, 44).  On these days, Marduk is situated 

in the assembly of the gods, during which important decisions are made.  The importance 

of fate, omens, and extipicies is emphasized on this day. 

Due to incomplete information regarding the end of the festival, many of the 

events that take place between days 9-12 cannot be discerned.  On day 9, the procession 

takes place.  This is the important public display, involving an elaborate parade with 

singers and dancers.  Led by Marduk and the king, the procession leaves the Esagila and 

travels north along the processional way towards the Ishtar Gate.  The procession then 

leaves the city and goes to the bit akitu, the Akitu house outside the city walls.  It is here 

that the gods are installed.  It is believed that the second decreeing of the fates took place 

on the eleventh day.  The gods that had visited from neighboring cities gather in Esagila 

and hold a divine assembly.  Here, they proclaim their adherence to a human ruler, 

further bestowing authority upon the king.  The king then seeks advice regarding his 

success in the upcoming year.   

 

Architectural Evolution of Akitu Temples 

The rites and rituals of the twelve day New Year’s Festival played an important role in 

integrating religion and royal ideology and serving as vehicle for propaganda in order to 
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legitimate the king’s authority to rule the empire.  However, the prayers, exorcisms, 

purifications, and humiliations were done in the privacy of the temple and often the 

innermost cella.  Access to these areas was strictly controlled, meaning that the public 

had no direct exposure to the events.  The only aspects the citizens saw were the royal 

procession and the exterior grandeur of the temples.  In Babylon, the ziggurat of 

Marduk, E-tem-en-anki, rose high above the alluvial plain and was visible from miles 

away.  The Processional Way, magnificently decorated and passing through the Ishtar 

Gate, also left a significant impression upon anyone who saw it.  The other temples 

involved, such as the Nabu Temple, the Esagila and the bit akitu, also played important 

roles in impressing the observer.  The arrangement of these temples, with the Nabu 

Temple situated 10 km south of Babylon in Borsippa and the bit akitu presumed to exist 

about 200 m north of Babylon’s city walls, was instrumental in the actual execution of 

the festival and the existence of processional ways for both Nabu and Marduk.  The 

architecture of the New Year’s Festival was the result of an evolutionary pathway which 

paralleled the development of the ritual’s increasing complexity.  As the ritual grew and 

became more elaborate, the architecture adapted correspondingly.   

This is best seen in the evolution of Neo-Assyrian festival architecture and its 

Neo-Babylonian counterparts.  In Nimrud during the early first millennium BCE, the 

Nabu temple was built within the city walls and it contained a bit akitu complex.  When 

Sargon II built Khorsabad in the late 8th century BCE, he continued this tradition and 

built a similar Nabu temple within city walls, but this time free of any pre-existing 

structural constraints.  Sennacherib’s exposure to Babylonian ideas during his destruction 

of the city led him to imitate Akitu architecture.  In Assur, Sennacherib moved the bit 
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akitu outside the city walls, separate from the Nabu temple within city limits.  In 

Babylon, both the Nabu temple and bit akitu were situated outside city walls, making the 

great processions that passed through the city possible and effective messengers of royal 

ideology.   

The excavations at Nimrud were directed successively by Max Mallowan and 

David Oates from the early 1950’s through the early 1960’s.  The Nabu temple (fig. 1), 

called Ezida, was located towards the southeast corner of the citadel.  The temple’s 

dimensions were constrained by other structures and its maximum dimensions are 80 m 

by 85 m (Mallowan 1957, 5).  It is bounded on the east by a citadel wall, on the north by 

a street of Shalmaneser III, and on the west by the Burnt Palace.  The Ezida was also 

consumed by the same blaze that destroyed the Burnt Palace, sometime between 614-612 

BCE, as the last dated document found in the temple dates to 614 BCE (Oates, 36).  

Typical of monumental construction of the period, the walls were made of mud brick 

built on stone lower courses.  Most of the temple interior was paved with burnt brick, 

with stone used to pave the sanctuaries.  There was a distinction between the northern, 

more secular half of the temple which contained the throne room and secondary shrines 

(NTS1,2), and the southern, religious half containing the primary shrines (NTS4,5).    

The temple served the dual purpose of housing Nabu and his consort, Tashmetu, 

and as a staging area for a cultic ritual.  Some hints about its usage can be gleaned from a 

letter addressing Assurbanipal, which states, “On the third day of the month Iyyar the 

couch of Nabu will be prepared in the city of Calah.  Nabu will enter the bed chamber.  

On the fourth day will occur the return of Nabu.  The God will go forth into the 

chamber of the palace, from the chamber of the palace he will go to the park.  A sacrifice 
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will be made there” (Oates, 35).  The temple’s main features were two sets of dual 

shrines to Nabu and Tashmetu.  The secondary shrines, or bedchamber, located in the 

secular half of the temple paralleled the primary shrines in the more religious southern 

half of the temple.  It is this secondary set of shrines that were referred to as bit akiti 

complex (Postgate, 52).   

The temple features a bent axis approach to the main shrines, entering through 

the north courtyard, passing through a gate-chamber to access the private southern 

courtyard, and turning to enter the primary shrines.  The primary shrines, labeled NT4 

and NT5, are rectangular shrines with the cella at the end opposite the entrance.  Entry 

to the shrines was controlled by ante-chambers (NT2 and NT7), which provided an 

additional measure of privacy to the main shrines.  If not for these antechambers, the 

shrines would be exposed directly to the courtyard, with only two gates between the 

main shrine and city streets.  Furthermore, an additional level of privacy could have been 

provided by doors closing off the antechamber (NT2) to the shrine of Nabu (NT4), 

made possible by door sockets at the entrance to NT2.  The main shrines are surrounded 

by a corridor, providing access to the shrines from the sides, which may have played a 

role in the performance of cultic rituals.   

Many aspects of the architecture indicate that NT4 is the shrine of Nabu.  First, 

the outside the antechamber was niched, with large apotropaic statues guarding the 

entrance.  The façade of Tashmetu’s antechamber was not decorated or protected.  

Directly across the courtyard was room NT12, the tablet room.  Inside the room many 

broken religious tablets were found, indicating it was used as a scriptorium.  This type of 



 Odisho, 14

room would be very important in the temple of Nabu, the god of writing, and it follows 

that it would directly face his shrine.   

The northern, or more secular portion of the temple, contained the secondary 

shrines, a courtyard, and the throne-room complex.  Access to this portion of the temple 

is controlled through a gate-chamber (NTS18), which connects the outer courtyard to an 

inner, more private courtyard.  The gate-chamber functioned as an important access 

control point, enhancing the privacy of the interior regions.  This inner courtyard 

consequently led to the secondary shrines and the throne-room complex. 

The throne-room complex consisted of a rectangular throne-room parallel to the 

courtyard which was attached to subsidiary dressing and ablution rooms (NTS3,4).  

Oates suggests that because access to the subsidiary rooms was limited to entrances 

through the throne-room, this inconvenient arrangement implies that the throne-room 

was limited to temporary, ceremonial uses (34).  This conclusion corresponds to the 

known aspects of the Akitu festival.  The throne-room itself had a small mud-brick dais 

along the west end.  Tram lines were found leading up the dais, which were most likely 

used for a mobile hearth to keep the king warm. 

The façade of the entrance into the secondary shrines were decorated with 

engaged columns and recesses.  These recesses were repeated along the external face of 

the northern half of the temple (Mallowan 1957, 9).  This motif was repeated in the outer 

walls of the Nabu temple in Khorsabad, leading Mallowan to conclude that the northern 

half of the Nimrud Nabu temple was added during the reign of Sargon II.  The 

increasing elaboration of the festival resulted in the alteration of the existing Nabu 

temple to accommodate a bit akiti complex.   
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The layout and design of the secondary shrines paralleled that of the primary 

shrines.  All of the shrines were paved with stone and contained a raised podium at the 

end with steps leading up to it.  The shrines themselves were paved with small stones, 

about 50 cm squared.  However, the cella of both Nabu shrines was paved with much 

larger stones, giving it a cleaner, more polished appearance.  Another important 

difference is the absence of antechambers in the secondary shrines.  Because of the 

temple layout and use of NTS18 and the inner courtyard to enhance the area’s privacy, 

an antechamber was unnecessary.  The secondary shrines lacked a surrounding corridor, 

most likely due to space constraints.  As a result, the shrines were directly connected with 

a doorway.  The presence of some type of direct communication appears to have been a 

vital aspect of the rituals that were performed. 

The Nabu temple in Nimrud was the product of organic urban growth and 

consequently was typified by many compromises due to spatial and temporal constraints.  

The Nabu temple in Khorsabad (fig. 2), however, was built upon a virgin site and was 

free of external pressures.  The temple could be constructed precisely as desired, and 

may best express the architectural needs of the festival.  Unlike the Nimrud temple, it 

was a unified construction and could not be divided into distinct religious and secular 

halves.  Also, entrance into the two sanctuaries (Rooms 21-24) followed a straight axis 

approach through two courtyards.  The Nimrud temple had to adopt a bent-axis 

approach due to spatial limitations.  Despite this major difference, the rooms and 

courtyards were generally arranged in a similar manner. 

Although there was a high level of overall homology between the Nimrud and 

Khorsabad Nabu temples, some striking and very important differences exist.  The Nabu 
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temple in Khorsabad has no secondary shrines, appearing to lack a bit akiti complex.  

There are no clear secondary shrines, implying that the function of a temple has changed 

dramatically.  However, the straight axis approach organizes the courtyards in such a 

manner as to increase the privacy of the inner courtyards and eliminate the need for an 

additional gate chamber (Nimrud NTS18) as a control point.  As a result, Room 17 in 

Khorsabad acts as a quasi-gate-chamber.  Access to the main shrine is allowed through 

the central court, the second court from the main entrance of the temple.  Directly off of 

that court is Room 17 which resembles NTS18 in Nimrud, but due to its location within 

the temple it serves a different purpose.  NTS18 was opened directly into the first 

courtyard, making it an easily accessible room with little privacy.  Therefore NTS18 

functioned as a gate-chamber leading into the more private bit akiti.  Room 17, however, 

opens from the secondary courtyard.  This arrangement increases privacy, expanding its 

role from a mere gate-chamber.  It was not needed as an access control point, and could 

be used for ritual purposes.  It was also more elaborately decorated than NTS18, 

including a niched façade of engaged columns and careful paving, like the Nimrud 

sanctuaries.  The interior use of engaged columns and niches was seen in Nimrud outside 

the secondary shrines, not outside NTS18.  This, coupled with the fact that it led into a 

courtyard separate from the throne-room complex, led Postgate to suggest that Room 17 

and Court III comprise the bit akiti in the Nabu temple at Khorsabad. 

Akitu construction at Assur took the next evolutionary step and moved the Akitu 

house (fig. 4) outside the city walls.  The Nabu temple remained within the city and 

appears as a compromise between the temples in Nimrud and Khorsabad (fig. 3).  Like 

Nimrud, the temple had a bent axis approach to the primary shrines (rooms 19 & 26), 
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with similar courtyards and arrangement of rooms around them.  The gateway (room 10) 

between the first courtyard and the second, more private courtyard is also very similar.  

However, the secondary shrines are a blend between the Nabu temples in Nimrud and 

Khorsabad.  Distinct, parallel shrines like the ones at Nimrud are not found.  A large, 

well decorated anteroom (Room 4) like Room 18 in Khorsabad precedes a complex of 

three rooms that are believed to have acted as the secondary shrines (Postgate, 56).  This 

room has an access control function because it is attached directly to the first courtyard, 

yet it is decorated as would be expected of a private ritual room.  It leads to rooms 7, 7a, 

and 7b, which while not definite secondary shrines may have likely served as such.   

To accommodate aspects of the festival imported from Babylon, Sennacherib 

constructed an Akitu house 200 m outside the city walls.  This simple, tripartite temple 

was the destination of the new year’s procession.  Its novel features include a garden 

within the central courtyard, which was flanked by porticoes (Andrae, 41).  These 

porticoes resemble iwans and it is likely that Court III and Court IV of the Nabu temple 

in Khorsabad, with their two extruding piers, had similar porticoes or iwans.  The temple 

was also surrounded for about 100 m in each direction by gardens, watered by an 

artificial irrigation system of channels and planting pits, with water brought from the 

nearby Tigris (Andrae, 153).  Similar stone basins were used by Cyrus (r. 559-530 BCE)  

to irrigate the garden facing Palace P in Pasargadae (Stronach, pl. 90).  This elaborate 

Akitu house in Assur was built to fit the need of an increasingly elaborate new year’s 

festival.  Sennacherib claims: 

In Nisan I, when at the New Year’s Festival, on account of chaos and 
anarchy, Assur was going to the festival banquet in a garden within the 
city; …Shamash and Adad commanded me to build the Akitu Temple for 
the Festival of Assur, which is appropriate for his great divinity. 
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I opened a canal and called its name “That which purifies the New Year’s 
Festival.”  I encircled it with trees of the orchard, all kinds of fruits and 
aromatic plants, as with a garland.   

VAT 9656 (Kataja, 104)  
 

His construction of the Akitu house came after his destruction of Babylon in 681 BCE.  

After he destroyed Babylon, he began to shift the cult of Marduk to the god Assur.  As a 

result, an Akitu house was necessary for the rituals now performed to exalt Assur.  The 

political need for authority and control that came from the performance of the new 

year’s festival drove architectural projects to ensure that Sennacherib could reap the 

benefits of the religious propaganda. 

In the Neo-Babylonian period, the festival and related architecture reached their 

apex.  Not only was the Akitu house outside the city, about 200 m north of the Ishtar 

Gate in Babylon, but the Nabu temple (fig. 5) had also been moved to Borsippa, about 

10 km to the south.  The Akitu house, called Esiskur, has not yet been located in 

Babylon, so no comparisons can be made to the Akitu house in Assur.  However, the 

Nabu temple in Borsippa has been excavated and shares significant architectural 

similarities with Assyrian Nabu temples through the reign of Sargon II (fig. 6).  The core 

structures in the Borsippa Nabu temple mirror the primary shrines of Nabu and 

Tashmetu in the Nabu temple at Khorsabad.  Due to Assyria’s respect for Babylonian 

religious and cultural innovation, it is likely that Sargon II was influenced by Babylonian 

Nabu temple construction and modeled the Nabu temple in his new capital city after it.   

Due to some unique architectural features of the Nabu temple in Khorsabad, it is 

likely that at the time of Sargon’s appropriation, the Babylonians had already separated 

the primary shrine of Nabu and Tashmetu and moved them to Borsippa, resulting in a 
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simple freestanding primary shrine complex (fig. 5) lacking a bit akiti complex altogether.  

However, instead of directly appropriating the concept of freestanding primary shrines, 

Sargon took it and incorporated it into a holistic complex with primary shrines, 

secondary shrines, and a throne-room complex, similar to Nimrud temple.  Essentially, 

he took the Borsippa temple and placed it directly into his temple at Khorsabad.  The 

revealing feature is a narrow corridor surrounding the primary shrines in Khorsabad.  

Rooms 26, 27, and 28 (fig. 2) have no clear function besides to separate the primary 

shrines from the rest of the temple complex.  With those as the outer boundary, the 

enclosed primary shrine bears an unmistakable homology with the entirety of the Nabu 

temple in Borsippa.  Taken into consideration along with Sennacherib’s incorporation of 

Babylonian architecture, the Assyrians exhibit an unrelenting desire to catch up to 

Babylonian religious innovation, with each attempt appearing less Assyrian and more 

Babylonian.      

 

The Babylonian Problem 

Throughout Assyria’s quest for empire and domination, Babylon continually attempted 

to assert her independence.  However, unlike other territories conquered by Assyria, 

Babylon was treated with a certain amount of respect.  The Assyrians were highly 

cognizant of the long history of shared culture, traditions, language, and religion.   These 

constraints led to the many failures of Assyrian policies designed to deal with Babylon.  

Various methods to control the region were used, including the use of puppet kings, 

marrying Assyrian princesses away, military conquest, Assyrian princes taking the throne 

of Babylon, and even the Assyrian monarch taking the Babylonian crown himself. 
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 Sennacherib’s reign was marked by one of the most tumultuous periods of 

Assyrio-Babylonian conflict.  The first half of his reign was spent putting down 

rebellions across the empire while simultaneously trying to deal with Babylon.  During 

Sennacherib’s 23 year rule, power changed hands seven times.  When Sennacherib took 

the throne of Babylon, like his predecessors, he also took the crown of Babylon and 

maintained it as a separate kingdom.  Several rebellions and failed interventions led 

Sennacherib to lay siege to the city of Babylon in 681 BCE.  Apparently frustrated by 

Babylon’s disobedience, his 15-month siege culminated with his destruction of the city.  

He boasts of his feat in his annals: “After I had destroyed Babylon, had smashed the 

gods thereof, and had struck down its people with the sword, that the ground of that city 

might be carried off, I removed its ground and had it carried to the Euphrates and on to 

the sea…” (Luckenbill, 137).   

 With the physical destruction complete, Sennacherib proceeded with the cultural 

and religious destruction.  The fortunes of Mesopotamian deities fluctuated with the 

success of their respective city; Marduk rise to the head of the pantheon directly 

corresponded to Babylon’s rise to prominence.  With Babylon in ashes, Sennacherib 

began to reorganize the cult of Assur, transferring the theology of Marduk to Assur 

(Pongratz-Leisten, 245).  According to an inventory text, the throne and bed of Marduk 

and his consort Zarpanit were taken to Assyria and rededicated to Assur (Simpson, 

1667).   

 As described in the Enuma Eliš, Marduk won control of the pantheon after his 

victory over Tiamat.  Sennacherib sought to recast the conflict as one between Assur and 

Tiamat in order to legitimize Assur’s role as head of the pantheon.  To complete the 
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shift, he constructed an Akitu temple beyond the walls of Assur, which acted as a setting 

for the battle (Lambert, 189).  Also, by building the Akitu outside city walls, as 

Sennacherib had seen in Babylon, he created a need for an elaborate procession.  

According to VAT 9656, Sennacherib claims that before he built the Akitu house, Assur 

had his ‘qiretu-feast’ in a garden inside the town (van Driel, 161).  By destroying Babylon 

and creating a religious vacuum, Sennacherib took the opportunity to exalt the god 

Assur, and with him the city of Assur.  The direct appropriation of ritualistic elements 

necessitated the construction of temples to facilitate the performance of these events.  In 

so doing, Sennacherib attempted to make Assur both the political and religious capital of 

the Assyrian empire. 

 

Propaganda as Power 

The relationship between increasing festival complexity and the related increase 

in architectural can be delineated.  Separating the different functional units of the 

temples and moving them beyond the city walls served to enhance the message sent by 

the ritual.  The area outside the city walls represents chaos and disorder, whereas the city 

itself represents order and the domination of nature by man.  Placing temples outside the 

city walls also necessitated a procession to and from them, which publicized the event 

and exposed the general public to the religious ideology.  It additionally emphasized the 

role of the king returning triumphantly, putting an end to chaos with the help and 

support of the gods.  

Throughout Mesopotamia, temples and the religious complex played a vital and 

powerful role in social, political, and economic spheres.  Aside from determining the 
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practice of a set of religious ideals inextricably integrated into the fabric of society, their 

increasing wealth and power demanded the respect of the king.  Although they were 

partially dependent on the king for gifts of land and prisoners, temples owned vast 

amounts of land, slaves, livestock, and functioned as their own economic units.  Even in 

the Old Babylonian period records document temples acting as banks, loaning large 

amounts of silver and barley (Harris, 126).  Consequently, it was in the temple’s best 

economic interests to support the king, which it was able to do by pledging the support 

of the gods legitimating his authority through ceremonies like the New Year’s Festival.  

In exchange for this power exchange, the king continued to financially support the 

temple and clergy. 

 The Akitu festivals and their associated temples played a vital role in the 

expression of a royal ideology intended to influence the acceptance of a social reality, 

with consequences for the special organization of the class structure.  The ritual sharply 

stratified the classes in Mesopotamia.  According to Lumsden, “conflict between the 

power centralizing tendencies of the palace and the power diffusing impulses of an 

entrenched nobility typify empires” (35).  However, the public performance of the ritual 

showed the divine support for the king’s rule, reiterating his supreme position in the 

mundane.  In this manner, he was able to check the nobles’ power, without alienating 

them.  The private rituals involving the king and priests regulated the power of the clergy 

vis-à-vis the secular arm of government.  This continual, annual vertical stratification 

imposed by the festival was an important tool of social control and domination.   

The festival’s performance was not entirely divisive for the local population.  

Although it maintained an inequitable social organization, it also integrated the society 
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through a horizontal differentiation.  There were clear distinctions made between the city 

hosting the festival and neighboring cities.  Although the Assyrians controlled a vast 

empire of disparate peoples, they did not impose their language on the conquered 

populations.  In fact, through forced deportations, they imposed an ethnic heterogeneity 

in order to weaken rebellious attitudes.  With language and ethnicity ineffective as group 

identifiers, there was a need for some type of unification to hold society together.  In 

Babylonia, gods and governors from distant lands came to Babylon to participate in the 

festival.  This exalted Babylon as the recognized religious and even political center of 

Mesopotamia (during the Neo-Babylonian period).  The public performances also 

increased citizens’ civic pride.  The exploration and influence of the dichotomy between 

the core of the empire and the periphery was an important unifying result of the festival.   

As a result, the New Year’s Festival was constantly stratifying and integrating society, 

influencing the acceptance of an approved social order to concentrate power in the 

hands of the king and maintain social stability. 

 

Conclusion 

The architecture which played a vital role in the execution of the festival evolved in form 

and function to adapt to the changing nature of the ritualistic aspects of the festival.  

However, the temples in Assyria and Babylonia did not evolve along a single 

evolutionary trajectory, but rather as a complex interchange of ideas and innovations, 

usually characterized by Babylonian religious and subsequent architectural advancement, 

with Assyria racing to catch up.  Initially, the Nabu temple contained a bit akiti complex, 

both in Nimrud and Khorsabad.  However, after Sennacherib’s destruction of Babylon 
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and the attempted shift of Marduk’s theology to Assur, a separate Akitu temple was 

constructed outside the city walls in Assur, eliminating the need for an integrated bit akiti 

complex.  The Babylonian New Year’s Festival took the next evolutionary step and 

moved the Nabu temple outside the city walls as well.  This spatial separation of the 

various components in the festival enhanced the potency of the message sent by the 

ritual, emphasizing the role of the king in conquering chaos and bringing peace and 

prosperity to his people, with divine support. Together, religion and architecture 

combined to serve as tools of royal propaganda in order to strengthen and legitimate the 

king’s power, while also reinforcing a politically useful social reality. 


