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Palmyra is considered the epitome of Syrian cities in the 
heart of the Syrian Desert during the Roman era. Deemed as one 
of the most prominent cities of the time, Palmyra reflects the 
creative spirit and cultural depth and openness in the Levant. It 
played an important role in an era that is considered the richest 
in its history and became famous worldwide, which made it one 
of the most important and richest cities of the ancient world. 
Now, it has become a main source of information regarding its 
cultural production and ingeniousness in the various fields that 
have reflected the greatness of Syria and its high status in one 
of the epochs of its glorious history.

As known in the scientific community, the importance of 
Palmyra was highlighted because of its strategic location that 
bordered two warring empires: the Roman Empire to the west 
and the Parthian and Sasanian Empires to the east. This location 
qualified it to be an important stop for commercial caravans, 
a crossroads of the East and West, and a place for cultural 
exchange; and it is this exceptional location that made Palmyra 
in the first few centuries AD a lively commercial hub. Thus, 
Palmyra became a very rich city, especially when it gained its 
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independence and became more like a free zone exempted from 
taxes, which gave it a boost and led to its prosperity in all walks 
of life: economic, social, cultural, artistic, architectural, etc.

However, this cultural prosperity was doomed to end, and it 
ceased with the fall of the city, which made Palmyra forgotten 
gradually, especially in the Ottoman rule, when the city, along 
with its people, was neglected, and its landmarks covered with 
sand until the beginning of the twentieth century. This is when 
it was brought back to life by European voyagers and explorers, 
and later scientific expeditions that came from all over the world 
to uncover its relics, history, and glory. Each of these scientific 
missions was interested in studying one part of this ancient city, 
and each was characterized by its distinctive techniques, tools, 
and methods of excavating and studying Palmyra, which made 
them all different from each other in nature. 

The first of these was the German expedition, which began 
in 1902 and continued its mission in 1917. This expedition 
included the best of engineers and archeologists, who conducted 
a lot of probes in many Plamyrene monuments and prepared 
plans, photos and reconstruction maps for them. The second 
expedition to start its mission in 1924 was the Danish, headed 
by H. Angholt, and it concentrated its work on the Palmyrene 
tombs. As for the third expedition, it had long had a reputation 
for its discoveries and studies of Palmyra. This was the French 
one, which started its work in 1925 headed by A. Gabriel, and 
it was the first to make a plan of the city that closely resembled 
reality. Its mission continued later in 1925 with a new team 
directed by J. Cantineau, who gave special attention to the 
Palmyrene language and writing system. The most important 
work that this French team accomplished was in 1930, when 



7English summary

they transferred the town of Tadmur from inside the temple 
to its new current location. This was supervised by H. Seyrig, 
who was General Director of Antiquities of Syria and Lebanon 
then.

After Syria gained its independence, a new era began 
with many Syrian national experts emerging who began their 
work in 1952 in the tombs of the south-eastern area and later 
in the Valley of the Tombs and many other structures in the 
archeological city. The work was conducted in collaboration 
with foreign expeditions, and in the last few years, there was 
a clear tendency to make all the expeditions working in Syrian 
sites joint missions, recruiting more national experts that proved 
their capabilities despite the obstacles they faced, especially with 
the lack of an experienced national team and lack of resources. 

Of these joint expeditions that started to flock to the desert 
city, Palmyra, was the Swiss in 19541955-, which started its 
work in the Temple of Baalshamin and the tomb discovered 
next to it. Another one was the Polish expedition in 1959 headed 
by M. Gawlikowski, whose work is still in progress to date. In 
1990, the Japanese expedition started its mission in the south-
eastern tomb headed by T. Higuchi and K. Saito, and it is still 
working in the different Palmyrene tombs until today. 

Thus, Palmyra has been a basic resource for all the 
aforementioned expeditions in all fields for its variety of 
monuments that served different functions, sculptures, 
engravings and different finds that have provided a key to 
knowing about important events in the history of the city, 
especially in the first three centuries AD, the most important 
period in the history of Palmyra.
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From what has been mentioned, we find that there has 
been a period of more than a century of research and studies 
in Palmyra, but only few Arabic recourses specialized in 
Palmyrene monuments and arts. Most of these studies are 
repetitive and include scientific errors that have been brought 
to light by the continuous archeological discoveries and the 
advancement of research tools and technologies. In addition, 
in spite of the existence of many articles and studies about 
Palmyra, most of these were written in foreign languages, are 
not available in our libraries, date back to the last century and 
are thus outdated, and tackle in general the different Palmyrene 
structures such as the walls of Palmyra, tombs, the Temple of 
Bel, the Temple of Nabu, Palmyrene sculptures, etc. Hence, 
my choice of the research topic on Palmyrene art (sculptures 
and funerary portraits) stemmed from the importance of the 
information provided by the contents of the tombs that other 
studies have not shed light on; for the tombs of Palmyra and 
what they contain are of the most important things that reflect 
the economic, architectural and social growth of the city from 
its start to its fall.

While researching about Palmyrene funerary architecture, I 
sensed the importance of studying the sculptures that were found 
inside the tombs for the uncovered information they contain 
about Palmyra. This is so because a wanderer in the ancient city 
will see its different monuments— temples, houses, baths, etc; 
but that who goes inside the tombs will see the people of the city 
represented in different positions, regardless of whether this is 
a realistic representation or not. In other words, he will see the 
Palmyrene family with all its members along with inscriptions 
telling their names and at times their professions. 
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In the absence of other texts that tackle the different aspects of 
the Palmyrene society, especially the religious one, the sculptures 
and portraits of the deceased and the accompanying symbols and 
tools strike us as an unintelligible language that needs to be shed 
light on and deciphered to get information from. In the twenties 
of the twentieth century, Danish H. Ingolth did a research about 
Palmyrene sculptures in general and classified them into three 
categories according to the eras they come from and depending 
on the general details of representation. It was a serious attempt of 
great value, but he did not depend on all the samples. In addition, 
other samples were discovered later that provided new information 
on the issue in question. Notable is the fact that many researchers 
even nowadays depend on Ingolth’s 1927 classification in dating 
the sculptures although it is full of fallacies, and this is one of the 
most important problems that we will address through preparing 
a new chronologically-based classification depending on the 
characteristics and details of human representation for every stage 
in the art of sculpting and drawing. 

The research included specific specimens of sculptures 
since their number was huge and they could not all be tackled 
in the study. Thus, the number of samples used in the study was 
as follows: 10 individual gravestones, 32 family grave-stones, 4 
towers, 151 busts, and 6 banquets, thus making up 203 samples 
in total. Regarding the frescos, only 3 samples were discovered. 
This number is taken from only 25 tombs out of what exceeds 
150 discovered in Palmyra according to the statistics published 
by the German researcher A. Schmidt-Colinet in 1989 (see 
references). 

The other problem that appears in most research projects 
that tackled the topic of Palmyrene art in general and the art 
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of funerary sculpting in particular is the constant reference to 
the western influences and the focus on these disregarding local 
and Eastern elements. There are many researchers, for example, 
who mentioned that the origins of Palmyrene banquets is Greek, 
whereas they developed from eastern and local origins, and this 
is mentioned in this study. In addition, we also tapped on the 
capabilities of the Palmyrene artist and his skills in sculpting and 
drawing, thus highlighting the local oriental features of those 
sculptures and drawing and focusing on the skill with which 
that artist dealt with the imported influences be they Hellenistic, 
Roman, or Parthian.

This study sheds light on the beginnings of human 
representation in the Palmyrene tombs and the reasons for their 
emergence, since many questions regarding this issue were 
posed and the answer was that such representations emerged 
because they are connected with the concept of the soul and the 
image of the person that substitutes the deceased in the world 
of the living, thus immortalizing the dead in a shrine. Second, 
a chronological and thematic classification of these human 
sculptures and drawings was prepared at a time when this was 
a problematic issue as mentioned before. Researchers depend 
on the 1927 classification that is still in use even after around 
80 years of its advent although hundreds of new artifacts have 
been discovered afterwards. In addition, this classification 
is not available in Arabic, and it is translated from Danish to 
English, which caused many details to be lost in translation. 
The third point is the importance of the different information 
that could be inferred from the representations, some of which 
is related to the art of sculpting and drawing and its techniques 
and development depending on the details of the representations 
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and comparing them with other samples dated back to the same 
period. There is also the information taken from the symbols 
that accompanied the representations, which informed us 
extensively about the prevalent notions and rituals in Palmyra. 
Fourth, the study of human representation has led us to know 
a lot of details related to the Palmyrene society in general and 
families in particular. How so? Let’s assume that there were 
no representations of the deceased in the tombs, that all that 
had been found of the representations of the Palmyrenes inside 
the different city monuments were but a few, and that some of 
them were concerned only with deities with no dates or names 
mentioned at all; this would render the information provided 
from these insufficient for us to know about the Palmyrene social 
strata, families and rituals. However,  the tombs with all the 
representations in them provided a rich source of information 
about what has been mentioned, and this has been highlighted 
in this study. Among what we have known about Palmyra from 
them are the names of families and their members, the nature 
of their professions, their fashion, their tools, their jewelry, the 
status of women, the status of servants, the number of family 
members, the number of males and females, and other related 
issues.

Finally, we hope that this humble study will be a trigger for 
future more in-depth studies about each one of the topics raised 
in this research, for there is still a lot to uncover through the 
study of Palmyrene art -especially the tombs and their contents-  
about the people of Palmyra and their rituals, traditions, daily 
lives, and view of death. In addition to these, a lot can also be 
inferred about the economic, social, and cultural aspects of their 
lives from what the funerary artifacts and their details reflect.
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The study included an introduction and two sections: the 
first section included two chapters.

In chapter one, we tackled the historical and geographical 
framework of Palmyra and the importance of its location in 
the middle of the Syrian Desert. This strategic location made 
controlling it coveted by the warring superpowers at that time, 
especially the Romans and the Persians. Thus, in this chapter 
we cast light on the geographical location of Palmyra and its 
borders and natural resources in the first three centuries AD. We 
also mentioned what Greek and Roman historians said about 
Palmyra, among whom is Pline l’Ancien (Pliny the Elder), who 
described the various times Rome and Persia tried to control 
it and their attempts to gain its favors to make it their ally in 
their wars against each other. However, Pline mentioned a very 
important statement, which went as follows: «this reserved 
its independence in the presence of two great empires.» This 
ensures that Palmyra remained independent in that era and kept 
its independent sovereignty.

Regarding the historical framework, we addressed the 
location of Palmyra and what historical resources have 
mentioned about it since Alexander the Great invaded the East. 
This was an era of intercultural influences as well as escalating 
conflicts, especially at the period that followed the death of 
Alexander. Consequently, Palmyra had an important role in this 
epoch. In addition, we mentioned the pieces of evidence that 
highlight the importance of Palmyra in the Hellenistic Period 
and its participation in what has come to be known as the 
Syrian Wars. As regards the historical evidence, we showed the 
results obtained by the German expedition about the Hellenistic 
city and the remains of its borders and arts compared to the 
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discovered remains of the same era in other parts in Syria. 
Later, we highlighted the history of the city when the Romans 
invaded Syria and what the resources have mentioned about the 
importance of the city. We also presented the most important 
studies that dealt with the turbulent period when Palmyra became 
a Roman colony. Then we addressed the most prominent events 
in the city during the Roman rule, particularly during the rule 
of the Syrian emperors, and the privileges that were granted to 
the city, which made the economic life flourish. Afterwards, we 
tapped on the reign of the Odaenathus dynasty, their conquests, 
the impeding dangers besetting the city and its status, the 
conflicts in the region in general at the time, and Zenobia’s war 
against the Romans, which ended with the fall of Palmyra in the 
3rd century AD.

Next, we discussed the history of archeological research 
in Palmyra, and we tried to shed light on three periods of the 
history of research. These periods begin with the arrival of the 
travelers and explorers, especially during the Ottoman rule. We 
mentioned the most important explorers that came to Palmyra 
and what they wrote about it in their memoirs. The second period 
is when the site was discovered and its scientific importance 
was known. This is when semi-scientific studies of it started 
and when there were trials to decipher Palmyrene writings 
especially by two Englishmen, R. Wood and D. Dawkins. The 
third period is the one in which archeological work started in a 
systematic and scientific manner. The first of these studies was 
during the French mandate after 1920 until the independence. 
This is when a new national school came to light, which led to 
the detection of many landmarks in Syria, especially in Palmyra. 
Some of the most important figures in this school were Khaled 
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Al-Asaad, Adnan Al-Bunni, Saleem Abdul-Haq, and Naseeb 
Salibi. This lasted until the end of the twentieth century, when 
tens of expeditions from different nationalities swarmed to the 
city and started working side by side with national teams.

In chapter two, we addressed the issue of Palmyrene art 
and talked about its origins and themes. This local, oriental 
art started and developed in a Palmyrene setting from which 
it derived its themes and artistic qualities. Even though it was 
affected by foreign artistic elements, this did not change its 
essence and style. Thus, we cannot consider art in Palmyra 
a replica of Roman art as some researchers have suggested. 
We quote what Seyrig said regarding this matter, which goes 
to the effect that the Roman rule, which lasted approximately 
two centuries and a half, was unable to change the art of 
Palmyrene sculpture, one of the most important arts in Palmyra. 
We also discussed some types of this art, for Palmyra is rich 
in sculptures that have been found since the beginning of the 
archeological discoveries there. These artifacts have provided 
us with important information about the people of Palmyra and 
their religious, social, economic, political, and cultural life. The 
vast majority of these Palmyrene sculptures are classified as 
funerary since they were found in tombs, and most of them are 
human, representing the members of the different social strata 
of the Palmyrene society. 

This research is about the human representation in 
Palmyrene tombs, with a focus on the art of funerary sculpture 
and drawings. In it, we will cover the study of human sculptures 
and drawings, bearing in mind the chronological order of events 
and the development of this art. In addition, we will tackle the 
symbols and related issues to human representation, which 
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makes at the same time the only source of information about the 
funerary traditions and rituals and how the Palmyrene society 
views death and the afterlife.

Section two includes the sculptures and it is made up of four 
chapters.

In chapter one, we discussed individual and family 
tombstones. 

This type of gravestones is the oldest in history that is 
accompanied with human representations, and with it started a 
developing trend to other subsequent types. 

The limitation of this research was that most of its specimens 
ceased to exist, and the studies and research about Palmyra did 
not give individual gravestones their due importance. Thus, we 
tried to study this type of art from all angles and we followed 
its development in chronological order, which allowed us 
to understand a lot of details. The most important points we 
covered are the following:

At the beginning of the study, we mentioned the types of 
gravestones: individual gravestones and family tombstones. Then 
we divided the samples of individual gravestones into groups 
chronologically, thematically, and based on the symbols they 
included. Hence, we managed to have three groups of gravestones. 
The first and oldest group includes the gravestones that do not 
have any representations on them, but they mostly include just the 
name of the deceased. The second group is that of gravestones 
with various symbolic representations along with the names of 
the dead. The third group includes the gravestones with human 
representations that accompany the names and symbols. 
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In our study of these three groups, we tracked their 
development in both form and content. The way they developed 
was also related to the development of the Palmyrene’s mindset 
and way of thinking and the need to express the ideas and 
mentality that were prevalent at that time. We also clarified 
the main purpose behind representing the dead and drawing 
symbols next to the representations. In addition, we elucidated 
the characteristics and primary details of human representation, 
and the positions in which the human shapes appeared in the 
samples that were available to us. This helped us suggest a new 
classification for dating the gravestones and placing them in 
their historical framework. 

Regarding the family tombstones, they appeared both 
concurrently with the individual gravestones and in later stages. 
This means that this pattern developed from the idea of the 
individual gravestone and became widely used in underground 
family tombs. To clarify how this development occurred, we 
highlighted the importance of the architectural advances that 
allowed the introduction of this pattern. We also studied in detail 
the shapes and themes of representation, and we highlighted the 
famous samples and patterns in the Palmyrene family tombs 
that are still preserved in the Museum of Palmyra and other 
museums. Then we aimed at providing a table that illustrates 
the development of tombstones and compares between them 
based on the details and symbols they bear. 

The classification was made in order of time from the 
beginning of the second century AD until the end of their use at 
the end of that century and the emergence of busts. Furthermore, 
we demonstrated in another table the symbols that came along 
with the gravestones and their implications, and we showed the 
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percentage of representation according to gender (men, women, 
children). We also showed the traits of human representation based 
on chronology to enable us to date any gravestones according to 
specific characteristics and based on famous samples whether 
with individual or family gravestones. Next, we mentioned that 
there are some gravestones exhibited in the Louvre Museum that 
are not Palmyrene based on the results we got from the proposed 
classification and dating. Finally, we conducted a comparative 
study that included the gravestones discovered in other areas in 
Syria at the same time and those known outside Syria from the 
Hellenistic and Roman periods, highlighting the similarities and 
differences between them and those of Palmyra and pinpointing 
the uniqueness of Palmyrene art.

Chapter two was about the monumental gravestones.

These are funerary towers that we chose to call monumental 
gravestones, since the idea of the gravestone, which is a piece 
of rock on top of a grave, represents the idea of the tower, which 
stands on top of an underground tomb. First, we tackled the 
idea of tower tombstones, the date of their emergence and their 
development until they attained the shape of well-constructed 
towers. This is so because the development of tower construction 
was what led later to the emergence of new patterns of human 
sculptures that have become some of the important elements 
in Palmyrene tombs, especially the underground ones. We 
also discussed the issue of the first emergence of human 
representation which appeared on the façades of these towers, 
the themes represented, the places of representation, and the 
identity of the represented. Next, we tried, through the known 
examples, to highlight the characteristics of the represented 
human forms according to gender and to identify the importance 
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of this representation and the meanings it bears compared to that 
of gravestones. In addition, we aimed at studying the funerary 
symbols that appeared in this kind of monuments by showing 
their implications and symbolism, and comparing them to 
the known symbols in the individual and family gravestones. 
Finally, we presented in this chapter a comparative study that 
included samples of the famous funerary towers in Syria, which 
show that the Palmyrene funerary towers are the oldest and 
the precursors of the tower pattern that moved to other parts 
in Syria, particularly around the Euphrates. We also tapped 
on other known examples outside Syria from the Hellenistic 
and Roman periods, showing the similarities and differences 
between them and those of Palmyra, and clarifying the idea that 
the Palmyrene tower is an original local pattern that emerged 
and evolved in Palmyra despite the external influences.

Chapter three included the theme of busts.

This kind of sculptures is the most widespread in Palmyrene 
tombs, and the most preserved, especially those in underground 
tombs. At the beginning of this chapter, we covered the 
emergence of busts and how that happened after a series of 
developments, the most important of which are the architectural 
developments that the tombs underwent from the inside and the 
introduction of square loculi. Thus, these busts were used to 
cover the openings of these loculi. Next, we tackled the stages 
of the development of these busts and proposed dates for these 
stages depending on a series of defining characteristics for each 
stage in addition to the foundational texts of the tombs that were 
discovered. In each stage, we studied all human forms based on 
their gender depending on specific samples from the tombs as 
follows:
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1- The first stage extends from the date the busts emerged at 
the end of the first century AD until the middle of the second 
century AD

1.1- Men

1.2- Male priests

1.3- Women

1.4- Female priests

1.5- Children

2- The second extends from 150 AD to the end of the second 
century AD

2.1- Men

2.2- Male priests

2.3- Women

2.4- Children

3- The third stage extends from the beginning of the third 
century AD till 273 AD

3.1- Men

3.2- Male priests

3.3- Women

3.4- Female priests

3.5- Children

Based on the aforementioned stages, we managed to define 
the characteristics of each stage. These characteristics are the 
key to dating the samples of this pattern. We also managed 
through these samples to conduct an analytic study of the human 
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forms represented in each tomb and specify the percentage of 
representation of men, children, women, and priests in each 
stage. If applied in all tombs, this will help us understand and 
know more details about Palmyrene families and the number of 
deaths from each gender in each family, especially that the names 
of the deceased and their relatives is inscribed next to each bust. 
We also studied the symbols and the details represented with the 
people in each stage and revealed their implications compared 
to the symbols that appeared before. Then we shed light on the 
new symbols that were not known before on individual and 
family tombs. Finally, we conducted a comparative study on 
the Palmyrene busts and others dating back to the same period 
from other regions in Syria and elsewhere such as Egypt, North 
Africa, Lebanon, Palestine, Minor Asia, and Rome.

In chapter three, we discussed the theme of banquets and 
funerary beds. 

This pattern is one of the important and basic patterns in 
Palmyrene tombs, and it is considered one of the most symbolic 
elements to Palmyrene families. The theme of banquets holds 
a special place in Palmyra. It is deemed as one of the most 
important types of representation that the tombs included and 
one of the most researched topics in general. 

Since the discovery of Palmyra and the emergence of its 
first samples, specialists have started to analyze the combination 
of banquets and the deathbeds that carry them, and many 
theories have emerged about the symbolism of this ritual and its 
connection with the dead in particular, especially after similar 
samples appeared on the small votive objects that were found in 
the temples and which were linked to the funerary banquet. This 
link triggered many questions, some of which were about the 
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rituals performed in these banquets, the identity of the invitees, 
and the time and place where they were set. For example, were 
they held in temples or in tombs? Were they held on specific 
days, and how many days did these rituals last? Also, the other 
problematic issues were related to the origin of the banquet and 
how it emerged. Many researchers dated it back to the Greeks, 
others suggested the Romans, and yet others went as far as 
dating it to the Etruscans in the seventh century BC. 

In light of all these questions, we notice that many details 
have been ignored, especially those that are related to the 
Palmyrenes and their families and traditions. We mentioned at 
the beginning of this chapter the concept of the banquet and 
its origins, and we showed how that the oldest signs of the 
concept of the feast date back to 2750 BC in Mesopotamia, 
which extended to the north of Syria later. There are many 
examples of them, and they give important information about 
this concept since many of the seals appear in the portrayals of 
an important figure (a king or a priest) sitting in a chair with a 
table full of different kinds of food next to him. In addition, we 
find two people facing each other, or a group of people eating 
and drinking, and some others, probably servants, since they 
serve food and drinks to the ones sitting. 

Later, we presented samples of the banquet from the 
Assyrian, Greek and Roman periods, and we compared those 
to the Palmyrene ones and the way they are represented. Next, 
we tackled the issue of the Palmyrene banquet and its start, 
presenting the oldest known samples in Palmyra, the form in 
which it appeared, the number of the represented people, the 
place where they were represented, their identity and their 
gender. We later showed the stages of development of the form 
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of the banquet, the number of people represented and the manner 
of representation. We also managed to classify these stages in 
chronological order depending on the features and details of 
representing the people and the postures of representation. The 
following are the stages that we mentioned:

1- The first stage extended from the end of the first century 
AD to the middle of the second century AD

2- The second stage extended from the year 150 to the end of 
the second century AD

3- The third stage extended from the beginning of the third 
century AD until the year 273 AD

In each stage, we showed many samples and compared 
and contrasted their details. We also managed to determine the 
features of representation of each stage based on some definite 
criteria and details. Next, we presented the studied samples 
and the results of the study. This made it easier for us to build 
theories about the percentage of the Palmyrene family members 
represented in banquets; the number of males, females, priests, 
and children; and the social life of each family. We then tackled 
the issue of the funerary symbols represented with the people 
in the banquets, and we classified them according to the stages 
of the development of the banquet. In addition, we compared 
them to what was prevalent at earlier stages and revealed the 
symbolic meaning of each one of them along with referring to 
the changes these concepts were subjected to. Finally, we carried 
a comparative study of the Palmyrene banquet with known 
samples emerging at the same time in other parts of Syria, and 
other samples outside Syria, especially those discovered at sites 
in Asia Minor, Greece and Italy.
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Section three includes the frescos

The discovered samples of frescos inside the tombs are 
very few, especially those that include human representation. It 
should be noted that there are a lot of signs that refer to the use 
of this art in many other religious buildings such as temples and 
civil ones like houses and private residences. However, it has 
been afflicted by natural phenomena, destroyed and vandalized 
by looters. The samples that have been left in tombs are limited 
to three tombs only that include important human imagery, and 
this imagery differs a lot from that on sculptures. This is why we 
wanted to include them in this study despite their small number 
since they are a rich source of information about the incoming 
influences and on the other hand they reveal new details that 
had not been known in sculpting. In the first part, we studied 
the samples discovered in Palmyra, especially the three tombs 
still preserved until now (the Hitri Family Tomb established 
in 130 AD, the Tomb of Dionysos, and the Tomb of the Three 
Brothers). With these samples, we  highlighted the manner of 
representation of the human form through this art, the themes 
of representation, the identity of the represented, and the date 
in which these frescos were drawn. We also compared them 
with well-known sculptures. Next, we presented a classification 
of the features of human representation done in the form 
of drawings, and we defined the characteristics with which 
these frescos were drawn and compared them to those of the 
sculptures. Furthermore, we shed light on the external influences 
that affected this art and that seemed more evident, especially 
what concerns the identity of the themes of representation and 
particularly the legendary ones. After that, we classified the 
symbols that accompanied the human representations, and we 
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aimed at interpreting them and comparing/contrasting them 
with what is known of sculptures. Finally, we did a comparative 
study of the human forms in these frescos with famous samples 
from other parts in Syria dating back to the same period, and 
with other foreign samples, particularly those that are related to 
legendary topics with samples discovered in Greece and Italy. 
These were replicated  and represented in Palmyrene tombs, and 
then a comparison was conducted of all the elements, details, 
and method followed in the application of the local and foreign 
artifacts.

The results of the study

The theme of human representation in Palmyra in 
general and the tombs in particular has made a rich source of 
information about the city inhabitants and the social strata. 
According to most researchers, the funerary sculptures have 
been classified as the most important homogeneous group of 
Arab and oriental sculptures in the Roman period, and they have 
been distinguished by certain features that shaped the identity 
of the Palmyrene artistic school, which combined in its own 
unique way the incoming foreign influences with the local ones 
without changing the identity of the school. This was proven 
by the funerary sculptures more than any other remnants in the 
city. The importance of human representation in tombs stems 
from the fact that it preserved an almost full image of the city 
inhabitants of the time. This is so because the tomb has taken 
the shape of a house in which we find all the family members 
gathered. In the study, we had posed many questions, the most 
important of which were related to the emergence and aim of 
the representations. The answers were related to the concept of 
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memoires, a common concept in the Levant since the Aramaean 
period. This idea refers to the soul or the person, so the gravestone 
that was erected upon the graves were substitutes of the dead 
in the land of the living. This concept was then developed by 
adding inscriptions with the name of the deceased and some 
other symbols related to the land of the dead, especially the 
symbol of the draped curtain that separated the land of the 
living from the afterlife. Another development followed this 
form later with the addition of the image of the deceased person 
along with his/her name, allowing us to see the dead present 
in the land of the living again. This gravestone used to refer 
to only one person since the grave was designed to only one. 
Many other examples followed that reinforced the idea with the 
discovery of double gravestones that represented the memoires 
of two people, which meant that the tomb was designed for two 
people. With the increasing need for space and the development 
of economic life in Palmyra, other developments followed 
represented by the idea of the funerary tower, which started as 
an imitation of the gravestone. We had already mentioned the 
first samples that assumed irregular shapes and did not include 
any funerary depositions except for the theory that proposed 
the existence of graves underneath the towers. This means that 
the tower represents the memoire of the dead. In subsequent 
examples, the tower included in its base a place for the burial 
of four people. These towers were simple at first and we don’t 
know whether they were for families. By the end of the first 
century AD, the picture gets clearer with the Tower of Atenatan, 
which carried an inscription that includes the date of building 
it, its owner, and the people who were allowed to be buried 
in it. A notable development was emptying the inside of the 
tower and dividing it into many chambers with uneven walls 
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that contained the dead. With this tower and the inscriptions on 
their walls that include the date they were built, it has become 
easy for us to trace their stages of development. These towers 
in the first half of the first century AD have provided us with a 
new model of human representation, for this tower includes in 
its anterior side an image of the dead person and his family. A 
viewer from afar may find the shape of the tower has become 
similar to that of a gravestone, which was a sign of the place of 
the dead and a remembrance of his memory among the living. 
The most important modifications of all were the relocation of 
the image of the dead into the interior of the tombs and the 
positioning of the rows of loculi one above the other. This 
modification was not sudden; it passed through many stages. 
The interior walls of the tomb towers were not even, and their 
openings were big. Thus, the final shape of the loculi with small 
openings was not produced haphazardly but rather had an aim 
of relocating the image of the dead into the interior of tombs 
and putting it next to the corpse as a representative of the dead 
in this world. This is when busts were introduced and used at 
the same time to close the openings of the loculi. Here we find 
that the tomb included the images of all those buried there to 
enable the living to identify the place where his brother, sister, 
or any family member was buried through the bust that preceded 
his loculus. In addition, the name of the deceased was placed 
there. This became a common practice in all tombs, and the use 
of gravestones was withheld, especially after dispensing with 
the individual graves to have family tombs instead. However, 
the most important improvement that became common starting 
from the second century AD was the banquet. This is when we 
started finding images of whole families gathering around their 
heads and carrying tools they used for eating or drinking, thus 
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representing a religious ritual held to commemorate the dead. 
The existence of such banquet reliefs and busts for all family 
members inside the tombs refers clearly to the name that the 
Palmyrene gave to them, namely «the home of the afterlife». 
This is the home that included the spirits of all the family 
members and a place of everlasting rest for them.

The most important results of this study in addition to 
understanding how human representation developed and the 
concepts related to the emergence of this representation form 
is the classification of the different stages of development 
of sculptures in chronological order. This allowed us to date 
each sculpture accurately to a certain extent based on the 
characteristics of each stage. We have mentioned earlier that 
the sculptures of Palmyra were the only ones in Syria in the 
Roman period that bore specific dates in sequence, which 
enabled us to know all details related to the development of 
the art of sculpture in the region in general. Most researchers 
and archeologists who work in different places in Syria depend 
on Palmyrene sculptures for dating their discoveries from the 
Roman times by comparing them to the characteristics and 
manner of Palmyrene sculptures, especially those that bear 
human representations. Also, we have mentioned the fact 
that there are a lot of mistakes in Ingolth’s 1927 classification 
adopted by researchers in dating the sculptures of Palmyra. 
These mistakes were brought to light when newer samples of 
sculptures were discovered that revealed details not known 
before the abovementioned time. In addition, Ingolth did not 
take into consideration all the features and details and did not 
adopt the chronological/thematic classification of sculptures. 
He rather resorted to studying the religious, funerary, civil, and 
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memorial sculptures in general. Although his studies depended 
primarily on funerary sculptures, the features and details that 
made the base of his study do not correspond to the stages the 
classification included, for many of the details remained the 
same from the emergence of the first samples until the last 
ones. Hence, the classification that we adopted does not include 
the non-funerary sculptures, which rendered it easier for us to 
understand the developmental movement of all the details. In 
addition, it helped us classify them according to when their 
themes emerged, taking into consideration other factors such as 
gender. We also managed through this classification to identify 
sculptures of female priests, which is something that had never 
been referred to before. Though these samples were very few 
in number, we confirm the possibility of finding more of them 
if all the sculptures found in the Palmyrene tombs are studied.

The other results were related to the same classification 
that we adopted. In fact, the study depended primarily on 
the field study. Despite the many difficulties we faced, we 
attained satisfactory results, the most important of which are 
related to the classification of the themes of those sculptures 
with representations according to their date of appearance that 
started with the gravestones. It is worth noting that the theme 
of gravestones did not get its due attention in studies. The 
reason, according to researchers, is that the gravestones pertain 
to the commoners. Thus, attention was given to issues related to 
the more affluent classes so to speak. This is where we noticed 
that the gravestones carry important information, especially 
that they were what we started with. However, the difficulties 
that we faced with them were the lack of preserved samples 
compared to other themes although they lasted for a long time. 
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We managed to identify three stages between the middle of the 
first century BC and the middle of the second century AD. 

The first group was the oldest and lasted until the middle 
of the first century AD. The gravestones in this group are simple 
with no decorations or any representations. Mostly they end 
with a semi-circular top, and they are polished sharply from the 
bottom to enable to fixate them on the ground. On the front side 
they have inscriptions that refer to the names of the buried, and 
most of these inscriptions are written in the Palmyrene language 
and found on the upper part of the gravestones. The second 
group includes gravestones with symbolic representations (with 
a framed semi-circular shape on top). This group follows the first 
one chronologically and at the same time is contemporaneous to 
the third group. Its samples are dated after the middle of the first 
century AD. The characteristics of the gravestones in this group 
differ from what came before in the introduction of the symbol 
of the draped curtain between two palm boughs with the name 
of the deceased in between, in addition to the emergence of the 
double gravestones.

The third group includes the gravestones with human 
representations. The samples of this stage are dated to the 
period between the middle of the first century AD and the year 
141 AD. The samples revealed the fact that the shape of the 
gravestone did not differ from that of the second group in terms 
of the semi-circularity of its upper part or the lower part that 
is designed for it to be fixated on the ground. The thing that 
improved, however, was the content of the gravestone, or in 
other words the representations it carries in a circular shape in 
front of or behind the curtain.  This representation of the image 
of the deceased was one of the most important developments, 
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for the gravestone started carrying the name, symbol, and 
image of the dead. With the emergence of the image, it has 
become possible to talk about the inhabitants of Palmyra and 
about their shape, clothes, jewelry, the shape of their eyes, and 
other details. We add to these our identification of the local 
manners of representation that the artist followed depending on 
what was common in his society. This shows how depicting 
details was not something impossible in Palmyra, and thus the 
Palmyrene artistic style of sculpting emerged at this stage. It 
should be born in mind, however, that the features of the people 
represented were inaccurate especially the features of the face, 
hair, and clothing, which appeared to be the traditional clothing 
of the Palmyrenes represented as a cloak wrapped around the 
body. The same applied to women. Through these features and 
the classification of the gravestones, it has become possible to 
date the ones that carry the image of the dead before 50 AD 
until 150 AD, although we suggest their emergence at the 
beginning of the first century AD or even before. We hope that 
future archeological discoveries will include samples that prove 
our theory.

The other issue that we managed to infer from the 
representation of the image of the dead on the individual graves 
is the gender of the dead. There are some gravestones with the 
dead represented on them but without the name being mentioned. 
In other cases, the text was marred and it was not possible to read 
the name. In this case, the picture provided us with information 
about the person, whether it was a male or a female, and even 
whether it was a child, an old man, or a priest. Of course, if we 
want to know the importance of this issue, the answer will be in 
the table we mentioned in the study that showed the represented 
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men, women, etc. In fact, this issue had not been mentioned 
at all before this study, and the aforementioned table remains 
incomplete. The reason is the lack of samples as we mentioned, 
for if we had a large number of samples of gravestones with 
representations, we would be able to know the percentage of 
men, women and children represented between 50 AD and 150 
AD. This would provide us with the approximate population in 
the first century AD and would allow us to know the families 
of the deceased through the names accompanying the pictures, 
especially that the individual tombs did not provide accurate 
information about the identity of the people and the familial 
relations among them as the family tombs did. In fact, there 
are still many speculations raised with no answer, and we hope 
future discoveries carry new samples that may offer answers 
and clarifications about everything that is related to the theme 
of gravestones. One of these speculations, for example, is the 
fact that samples of gravestones have been found only in the 
Northern tomb and not in all Palmyrene tombs. Another question 
that was raised was related to the representation of priest, which 
appeared at a later stage although they had always been present.

Regarding the family gravestones, their emergence was 
related to that of family tombs, especially the underground 
ones, since most of the samples were found there. It was also 
related to the improvement in funerary architecture and the 
invention of the system of having loculi placed one above 
the other, which also caused the change in their shape to be 
rectangular to suit the openings of the loculi. It should be noted 
that the development of loculi at this stage did not reach its final 
shape, so this gave us a chance to understand the development 
that the sculptures underwent by knowing the improvements 
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in funerary architecture and the interior structures of tombs. In 
addition, through the available samples of family gravestones, 
we managed to track their stages of development depending on 
the method of sculpting all the details (face, eyes, hair, clothing, 
the position of hands and feet, jewelry, symbols, the shape of 
the portrait) for the purpose of representation. The result of 
tracking these details was distinguishing between three patterns 
of family gravestones. The first pattern has samples dated 100-
110 AD. The samples of the second pattern date back to 110-
130 AD. The third pattern began to appear after 130 AD. This 
represents the last stage of the development of the rectangular 
gravestones, after which they give way to busts. This pattern 
differs from the previous ones in many details, some of which 
relate to the shape of the portrait such as the disappearance of 
the side frame, the smaller size of the base, and the placement 
of this base under the feet only not under the entire length of 
the gravestone.

With these patterns, it has become possible to date the 
gravestones through examining the shape of the eye, pupil, hair, 
and other details. This can only be determined through pointing 
to these details. Thus, we listed all the details in a table divided 
into stages, and that helps match each detail with its picture. 
In this regard, it is worth mentioning that we found samples of 
individual gravestones inside family tombs depending on these 
details. Also, the gravestones led us to conclude that after some 
Palmyrene families obtained their own family tombs, they 
relocated the individual gravestones of their family members 
to them. This is connected to the mentality and beliefs of the 
time that undoubtedly stressed the necessity of gathering all the 
family members together in the home of the afterlife. These 
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details have also led us to identify the Louvre gravestones, for 
the one who looks at these gravestones without focusing on the 
details cannot discover that they are not Palmyrene, especially 
that their general shape looks Palmyrene. Here we can say that 
Palmyrene art can be generally imitated; however, the counterfeit 
can be recognized if the small details, their development, and 
the date they appeared are studied and understood.

After family tombstones, a new series of sculptures begins 
to spread in Palmyra, and a new phase begins starting from the 
end of the first century AD – the phase of busts. We notice 
that the period in which the first samples of busts emerged was 
contemporaneous to the family gravestones. This led us to know 
the nature of the developments that the Palmyrenes effected. 
For example, the family gravestones did not cease to exist until 
the end of the introduction of the quasi-square orderly loculi 
within the inner walls of the tombs to fit the size of the busts, 
which became more commonly used in the Palmyrene tombs. 
These busts showed a great and rich variety with the human 
imagery they carried. Through the samples that we used in this 
study, it appeared that the busts developed in three stages, and 
the improvements were evident in the details of representation 
in many tombs. These stages are chronologically ordered as 
follows: the first stage extends from the time busts emerged 
until mid 2nd c. AD; the second stage extends from 150 AD 
until the end of the 2nd c. AD; and the third stage lasts from the 
beginning of the 3rd c. AD until 273 AD. 

These stages included general characteristics that were 
evident in all themes. For instance, the general style of clothes 
did not change a lot, but what was improved was the way the 
folds were represented and the addition of ornaments, novel 
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patterns, and the like. On the other hand, we noticed that 
many other details changed from one stage to another such 
as the shape of the eyes, pupil, brows, jewelry, and hairstyle. 
We add to these the direction of the eyes, the third dimension, 
and other features that haven’t been highlighted before in other 
studies. With this classification, we also managed to know the 
incoming influences, the stage in which these influences started 
to appear, and how much they spread in the Palmyrene society. 
The busts showed Greek and Roman influences starting from 
the second century AD. These influences did not change the 
style of Palmyrene art, and they are few compared to the big 
number of discovered samples. We have seen some of them in 
the shape of clothes and some others in the way the eyes, pupil 
and facial features were sculpted. The other influences were 
oriental, especially Parthian, and they were strongly evident in 
the clothes and their ornaments. Through this comparison, we 
have shown the similarities and differences among them.

The other things that the busts showed were the various 
symbols that appeared with the represented figures and that 
provided us with important information about ideas and beliefs 
associated with the Palmyrene society. Despite knowing the 
meaning of some of these symbols, there are still a lot of 
mysterious things that have not been interpreted yet, especially 
with regard to the movement of the fingers that appeared 
frequently in busts and especially with men. Also, through the 
busts we were able to create a table of the mortality rate of males, 
females, and others during each stage drawing on the samples of 
some but not all tombs, which is something to be shed light on 
for the first time. We had already pointed to the importance of the 
application of this table on all tombs in Palmyra. For example, 
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in the first table we opted to show the percentage of represented 
men, women and children through the studied samples only. 
The results of the figures represented in busts were as follows: 
70% for men, 60% for women, 15% for children and 10% for 
priests. From this table, it can be concluded that the mortality 
rate of men during the stage of busts was higher than that of 
women. Other information that we have gained through the 
application of these tables on only one tomb such as the tomb of 
Shalamallat  is that the mortality rate of women during the first 
stage was more than that of men; in  the second stage, the rate 
was the same; and in the third stage, the percentage of deceased 
women was higher. Therefore, we can conclude that the number 
of females who died in the family of Shalamallat was more than 
that of males. In fact, such tables can be made for all tombs, 
and then graphic statistics that be prepared to enable us to know 
the mortality rates within each family. We add to this that we 
can also know of the number of males and females, and the 
average number of Palmyrene family members, the number of 
priests and other things associated with the Palmyrene society 
as a whole.

As regards the theme of Palmyrene banquets, we attained 
important results about them, especially in the presence of 
the problem associated with its origins. Many researchers 
dated it back to the Greeks, while we managed through the 
various samples to highlight the first roots and the concept of 
the banquet, whose origins appeared to be from the Levant. 
Mesopotamia was the first to offer the first models on the 
seals, and then northern Syria before spreading in Greece and 
Rome afterwards. By tracking the stages of the evolution of 
the banquet, we had shown the differences and similarities with 
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the Greek and Roman feast. These stages showed resemblance 
with the previous themes, especially busts as the features of 
representation and details of people were no different from 
the stages of the evolution of busts, and therefore it has also 
been divided into three stages. However, the theme of banquets 
carries other details that did not exist in the busts concerning the 
number of people, the posture of representation and the main 
character. We mentioned these details according to each stage 
in the following way: the first stage extending from the end 
of the first century AD until mid-second century AD; the 
second stage extending from the year 150 AD until the end 
of the second century; and the third stage lasting from the 
beginning of the third century until the year 273 AD.

These stages have shown various details about the banquets 
that were prevalent in other areas inside or outside Syria. It has 
been indicated that despite the foreign influences, the Palmyrene 
banquet was locally executed by Palmyrene workshops that 
reflected the Palmyrene’s doctrines and beliefs about family 
and important figures. For instance, in most of the samples that 
we tackled, the man had the most prominent position in the 
scene, followed by his wife or mother and then his offspring. 
We noticed that from the time the banquet appeared, the man’s 
lying position did not change, while what evolved was the 
representation of the hands and feet movements. What is also 
important is that the Palmyrene woman was not portrayed lying 
before the man as it was the case in Greek and Roman banquets. 
Rather, in most cases she was portrayed sitting at the man’s 
feet. In addition, we notice how servants had an important rank 
in banquets. Their presence in the main scenes, lying down, 
surrounded by the members of their masters’ families, indicates 
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that their rank is of equal importance to the family members, 
who are portrayed standing in the back row. Therefore, we 
conclude that servants in the Palmyrene society were treated as 
family members, and they had their rights by dint of law. If this 
had not been the case by law, it would most probably have been 
due to the customs and traditions of Palmyrene families, which 
were enforced by the head of the family or the butler.

The tackled banquet samples in other regions that were 
dated back to the same period did not show that high status that 
servants enjoyed as it was the case in Palmyra. Many luxurious 
family tombs for servants were discovered which resemble the 
Palmyrene family tombs, while servant tombs in other regions 
were mostly away from their masters’. In fact, there is still a 
lot of information that Palmyrene tombs and their contents can 
provide us with regarding this subject. Another thing that was 
figured out through banquets is relevant to rituals and funerary 
habits. The scripts that were found in the city did not give any 
information about them, and these rituals are associated with 
religion, one of the matters that the Palmyrene society was keen 
not to keep any records of. In this context, banquets provided us 
with some information about some rituals that were performed 
by means of representing them. Examples for that include the 
foods served, the tools used, and the role of priests, women and 
children. These indicated that all family members participated 
in those rituals, and each had a certain role like spraying holy 
water, pouring it, and carrying and presenting offerings. Still, 
there are a lot of inquiries that we did not find any answers for 
due to the lack of evidence. We mentioned those earlier, and 
they include the specific days for performing those rituals, their 
number in a year, whether they were associated with prayers 
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performed in a temple, whether food was distributed within 
tombs or elsewhere and a lot of other related issues about the 
world of the living and that of the dead. 

As for the theme of human representation on wall 
paintings, its few samples have shown significant information 
in comparison with sculpting themes. The most notable of 
these is that the prevalent artistic styles and their details were 
different from those of the sculptures. Human paintings in their 
details showed a continuation of those of the sculptures like in 
the Tomb of the Three Brothers; while most of the represented 
themes, though showing human representation, had a Greek or 
Roman style in terms of clothing, weapons and facial details. 
We add to this the general theme of the presence of such 
representations which were associated with symbolic myths. 
On the other hand, those drawings showed great resemblance 
to what was prevalent in other regions whether inside or outside 
Syria, unlike the sculptures, which were limited to Palmyra. 
This matter clearly highlights the local Palmyrene styles and 
themes when it comes to sculptures, whereas when it comes 
to paintings, they clearly show western influences and themes 
even though they were made in local workshops. In fact, the 
theme of wall paintings has not been thoroughly studied until 
now in Palmyra, and there are still a lot to uncover about this 
art. The reason for that is the lack of discovered and preserved 
samples.

The aforementioned divisions related to each theme 
independently have led us to dating the sculptures with human 
representations almost accurately through the shape of the 
portrait and the details of representation based on the tables that 
we prepared classifying each theme. For example, if a gravestone 
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is found, we can immediately refer to the classifications of 
gravestones without going back to all the themes of sculptures. 
The same thing applies to the busts and banquets.

In addition to all that has been mentioned, most Palmyrene 
sculptures include written texts referring to the names of those 
represented and that we find in family tombs along with their 
professions at times. Thus, it might be possible to document 
all the names in each tomb, build a family tree, and count the 
number of males, females, and priests in it. This will lead us to 
knowing the names of Palmyrene families for many generations 
and understanding their social life through marriages or relations 
among people in the same family, a common practice in Palmyra 
at the time as texts have shown. We add to this what we have 
applied with the charts to the percentage of representation of all 
the members of the family, whether men, women, or children. 
This can be applied to all the family tombs discovered in 
Palmyra and its results will be acceptable to know the details 
of the number of Palmyrene families and the average number 
of male and female members in each family. We would like to 
point out that what has been covered in this research is the first 
of its kind and we hope that in the future it will launch other 
more in-depth studies on this subject. Before we conclude, 
we emphasize the importance of the information that has been 
reached through the chronological classification of sculptures, 
which has shed light on the developmental movement in the 
Palmyrene society in general. For example, tracking the shapes 
of jewelry that were prevalent with the gravestones in the first 
century AD, the family tombstones, the busts, and what was 
represented with the banquets will enable us to come up with 
a comprehensive classification for the jewelry industry and its 
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evolution and the prevalent shapes. This will also help us know 
the foreign influences by comparing them to what was prevalent 
in other regions, in addition to identifying the manufacturing 
techniques and their development, and this can be applied to the 
clothing, shoes and all the details that sculptures contain.

Finally, we hope that the topics and results that have been 
put forward in the research will mark the start of more thorough 
studies that will shed light on all that is unknown about the city 
of Palmyra and its inhabitants concerning the different social, 
economic and cultural aspects of the Palmyrene society. This is 
particularly the case with their religious life and beliefs, which 
is still mysterious.


