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EDESSA: “THE ATHENS OF THE EAST” (CLASS44430) 

 

Module convenors: Dr Mara Nicosia (mara.nicosia@durham.ac.uk) and Dr Alberto Rigolio 

(alberto.rigolio@durham.ac.uk) 

 

 

 The module explores the history of the city of Edessa and the emergence of its unique 

civilisation, art, and literature in the context of the Roman Near East. A Seleucid foundation, 

Edessa prospered during the Roman imperial period, when the encounter with Greco-Roman 

civilisation made it the crucible of new, and extraordinary, cultural developments. The culture 

of Edessa and its surrounding region thrived through contact with Rome and continued to 

flourish after its incorporation into the Roman provincial system, as is attested by a rich 

archaeological record that includes inscriptions, mosaics, and papyri in both Greek and 

Edessa’s own vernacular language, a dialect of Aramaic later known as Syriac. By far the most 

surprising development, however, was the appearance and burgeoning of a vernacular literature 

in Syriac, which, particularly in its earliest phase, found models in existing Greek literature. 

Syriac literature soon became notable for its poetry, its historiography, and its philosophical 

and theological writings, but also for the large number of translations of Greek secular texts 

that it produced over the centuries. 

The module explores the history and development of Edessa and the Syriac-speaking society 

over many centuries of history, from the first centuries of the common era when Edessa was 

the capital city of the kingdom of Osrhoene, until the ninth century, after the Arab conquests. 

No knowledge of Syriac is required to attend this module, all primary sources will be provided 

with English translations. The module consists of 10 seminars, organised around specific 

research questions and sources.  

 

Some examples of the research questions:  

 

- How can we understand the culture of the Kingdom of Osrhoene between the second 

and third centuries? 

- How do we explain the influences shown by Syriac mosaics and figurative 

representations? Can we spot common threads? Do we see elements of innovations? 

- Why does Christianity play such an important role in Syriac culture and literature? 

- What is the role of Ephrem in the emergence of Syriac poetry? 

- What role did Syriac play in the “Greek-to-Arabic translation movement”?  

- Can we spot common threads in the roles played by important cities (Babylon, Athens, 

Edessa, Baghdad, …) in cultural revolutions? 
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Examples of the primary evidence considered in this module:  

 

1. Inscriptions 

 

 

As1 (D27), first half of the third c. CE, pillar, in situ 

 

Drijvers & Healey 1999: 45 

 

 

As55, 6 CE, Birecik 

 

 

 

1. In the month of Adar of the year 

317 

2. I, Zarbiyan son of Abgar, 

governor of Birta 

3. tutor of ˁAwidallat son of Maˁnu 

son of Maˁnu, 

4. made this tomb for myself and for 

Ḥalwiya, 

5. lady of my household, and for my 

children…every 

6. one who comes to this tomb 

7. and sees and gives praise, may all 

the gods bless him.  

8. Ḥaššay the sculptor and Seluk… 

9. …. … made (it)… 
 

Drijvers & Healey 1999: 140 

 

 

 

 

See Drijvers, H.W.J and Healey, J.F. 1999. The Old Syriac Inscriptions of Edessa and 

Osrhoene. Leiden: Brill.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

1. I, Aptuḥa 

2. com[mandant], son of 

3. …[.. m]ade  

4. this column 

5. and the statue above it 

6. for Šalmat, the queen, 

daughter of 

7. Maˁnu, the crown prince 

8. wife [of…],  

9. my lady [and benefactor] 
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2. Mosaics 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See Bowersock, G.W. 2006. Mosaics as History. The Near East from Late Antiquity to Islam. 

Cambridge, MA-London: Harvard University Press.  

 

Orpheus Mosaic, 194 CE The Funerary Couch Mosaic, 218 or 228 CE 

Prometheus Mosaic, probably early third c. CE 

Achilles and Patroclus Mosaic, probably third c. CE 
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3. Literature  

 

From The Chronicle of Pseudo-Joshua the Stylite (494-506). Translation: F.R. Trombley and 

J.W. Watt, Liverpool, 2000.  

 

(…)
(…) 

From Ephrem the Syrian, Carmina Nisibena 1, on the siege of Nisibis. Translation: S.P. 
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