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King Sargon II and a Dignitary  
(Le roi Sargon II et un haut dignitaire, c. 710 b.c.)
Sargon II, wearing a fez-like crown with a cone on the top and 
straps down the back, cradles his scepter and raises his staff to 

receive a foreign ambassador who’s 
come to pay tribute. Sargon II con-
trolled a vast empire, consisting of 
modern-day Iraq and extending 
westward to the Mediterranean and 
Egypt.

Before becoming emperor, Sargon 
II was a conquering general who 
invaded Israel (2 Kings 17:1–6). After 
a three-year siege, he took Jerusalem 

and deported much of the population, inspiring the legends of the 
“Lost” Ten Tribes. The prophet Isaiah saw him as God’s tool to 
punish the sinful Israelites, “to seize loot and snatch plunder, and 
to trample them down like mud in the streets” (Isaiah 10:6).
• On the wall to the left of Sargon are four panels depicting the...

Transport of the Cedars of Lebanon  
(Transport du bois de cèdre du Liban)
Boats carry the finest quality logs for Sargon II’s palace, cross-
ing a wavy sea populated with 
fish, turtles, crabs, and mer-
men. The transport process is 
described in the Bible (1 Kings 
5:9): “My men will haul them 
down from Lebanon to the 
sea, and I will f loat them in 
rafts to the place you specify.”
• Continue counterclockwise 
around the room—past more big winged animals, past the huge hero 
Gilgamesh crushing a lion—until you reach more relief panels. These 
depict...

Scenes of Court Life
The brown, eroded gypsum panels we 
see here were originally painted and 
varnished. Placed side by side, they 
would have stretched over a mile. The 
panels read like a comic strip, show-
ing the king’s men parading in to 
serve him.

First, soldiers (Guerrier en armée) 
sheathe their swords and fold their 
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hands reverently. A winged spirit prepares them to enter the king’s 
presence by shaking a pine cone to anoint them with holy perfume. 
Next, servants (see photo on previous page) hurry to the throne 
room with the king’s dinner, carrying his table, chair, and bowl. 
Other servants ready the king’s horses and chariots.

From Sargon to Saddam
Sargon II’s palace remained unfinished and was later burned and 
buried. Sargon’s great Assyrian empire dissolved over the next few 
generations. When the Babylonians revolted and conquered their 
northern neighbors (612 b.c.), the whole Middle East applauded. 
As the Bible put it: “Nineveh is in ruins—who will mourn for 
her?.... Everyone who hears the news claps his hands at your fall, 
for who has not felt your endless cruelty?” (Nahum 3:7, 19).
	 The new capital was Babylon (50 miles south of modern 
Baghdad), ruled by King Nebuchadnezzar, who conquered Judea 
(586 b.c., the Bible’s “Babylonian Captivity”) and built a palace 
with the Hanging Gardens, one of the Seven Wonders of the 
World.

Ancient Places in Today’s Iraq
Lagash, the ancient city of Prince Gudea (see page 133), is 
near modern Shatra, in southeast Iraq. In March of 2003, 
American invasion forces met some of their stiffest resistance 
in Shatra (before the fall of Baghdad). “Chemical Ali”—Saddam 
Hussein’s cousin and the Ace of Spades in America’s deck of 
most-wanted Iraqis—was thought to be holed up in the city; he 
eluded capture for a few more months. After shelling Shatra 
with planes, helicopters, and tanks, US Marines took the town 
and were met by Iraqis with signs saying Welcome to Iraq.
	 The Stela of the Vultures (on page 131) depicts battles 
between Lagash and Umma, near modern An Nasiriyah. It 
was there that, in March of 2003, a US soldier named Pfc. 
Jessica Lynch was injured, captured, hospitalized, and later 
rescued by US soldiers.
	 Though discovered in Iran, Hammurabi’s Code may once 
have stood in ancient Babylon, 50 miles south of Baghdad 
in Al Hillah. In 2005 and 2007, massive suicide bombs were 
detonated here, killing hundreds—examples of the new tactic 
of warfare that emerged in the Iraq War.
	 Sargon II built his palace outside Mosul, now an oil-
rich Kurdish center in northern Iraq. After US soldiers drove 
insurgents from Fallujah in the fall of 2004, many resettled 
in Mosul. In May of 2008, a US-backed offensive called 
Operation Lion’s Roar was launched against this stronghold 
of insurgents. In 2009, as US troops prepared to withdraw 
from urban centers in Iraq, Mosul remained a trouble spot.
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