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After Eltekeh:
Royal Hostages from Egypt at the Assyrian Court
Karen Radner
Michael Roaf has spent much of his professional life far away from his native Britain,

paper on Egyptian expatriates at
like to bring to his attention the so far unresolved mystery of why they were living
Esarhaddon (r.
681–669 BC) brought a great many Egyptians into cities such as Nineveh and Assur.

The source
My starting point is a well-known sale document from Nineveh (K. 294) that has
most recent full edition is that of Kwasman and Parpola (1991, no. 142).1
attestations of Egyptians in the Assyrian heartland, this text does not date to the period after 671 BC when Esarhaddon of Assyria invaded and subjugated the lands on
Thebes and Memphis resulted in the relocation

why were there Egyptians at
Onasch (1994, 15–16) but his short comments, in the historical introduction to his
edition of the inscriptions of Assurbanipal (r. 668 – c. 627 BC) regarding his Egyptian campaigns, do not explore the subject and its further implications in any depth.

1 K. 294 is a complete tablet without any damage but its text features several scribal mis-

ni-nu-u
ni-nu-u-a as
given in edition). Rev. 2: m a-tar–su-ru (as expected; not the edition’s MÍ.a-tar–su-ru). Rev.
m
a-mat–su-u’-la (scribal mistake for expected MÍ.a-tar–su-u’-la, as given in edition).
Rev. 4: ga-mur (not the edition’s gam-mur
mistake for expected
signs in lines 7, rev. 4 and 17 marked in the edition as damaged are in fact fully preserved.
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Kuyunjik, which may concern
legal affairs conducted far from the capital, there can be no doubt that the business
transaction recorded in our text took place in Nineveh itself because its subject is a
house in that city and is described as such: “A built house with its beams, doors and
a yard in Nineveh, adjoining the house of Mannu-ki-ahhe, the house of
and the street” (obv. 6–10). The text continues: “
(LÚ*.A.BA LÚ*.
), has contracted and bought it for one mina of silver
(by the mina) of the king from Šarru-lu-dari, Atar-suru and
Bel-duri” (obv. 10 – rev. 4).
longer alive when the house was sold; his death may be the reason why the house
one of the legal parties, an unusual occurrence in Neo-Assyrian contractual practice.
The other two men who owned the house jointly with Bel-duri’s wife are likely to
have been her or rather her husband’s relatives, most probably his brothers (Radner
As a Third Man,
riotry. He shared this profession with the second witness to the transaction, a man with
the Egyptian name
-

men has nothing to do with commercial shipping but is a military title referring to
Nineveh (see
m
below). The list of witnesses is headed by “
šu-sa-an-qu
ha-at-na
that this is an important man. This is clear also from his title hatan šarri which iden-

Who was
2

rendering of the extremely well attested name
the various royal houses of Libyan descent claiming regions in the Nile Delta and, on
not exclusive to the heads of these ruling houses but is attested also for other members of these families (Kitchen 1986, 520–521, 606–607).
the king of Kush or an Egyptian ruler. Compare the use of mar šarri “crown prince”, ummi
šarri “mother of the king” and marat šarri “daughter of the king” in Neo-Assyrian legal
texts, always referring to relatives of the Assyrian king.
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of Assyria, but was also a member of one of the Delta dynasties. His title is proof of
a dynastic marriage between the Assyrian royal family and one of the ruling houses
of northern Egypt. That his presence in Nineveh was a long-term arrangement is
clear from the fact that he acted as a witness to a house sale: should there ever be
a disagreement, the testimony of the witnesses was considered far more important
must therefore have been permanent residents rather than occasional visitors passing
through Nineveh. That the Egyptian scribe
tain for the other Egyptians named in our document.
Although it is the most likely scenario,
to a daughter of
hatannu designates more generally a man
linked by marriage to a certain family. Therefore, he could have been married to one
of
sister
ther

Ambaris, king of Tabal in Anatolia, by their fa-

Ambaris
le candidate may be Šadditu who is attested buying land in a legal document from
Nineveh during her brother Esarhaddon’s reign (Kwasman & Parpola 1991, no. 251).
But it is of course pure chance that her name happens to survive in our fragmentary
sources, and it is very unlikely that she was the only daughter of
Tabal with her royal bridegroom,
makes it clear that at the time that our sale text was recorded
hostage.
The Assyrian practice of taking of high-born hostages ( ) is very well attested
Assyrian sovereignty by force had to secure their treaties with Assyria, in addition
to swearing the usual oaths, by handing over members of their family and sometimes
also other high-born individuals who were then sent to live at the Assyrian court.
Their presence there served a two-fold purpose. While at Assyria, they were to
guarantee their family’s, and country’s, loyalty to the Assyrian king with their life.
Moreover, were they to return to their native lands, ideally as its ruler or in another
attuned them to Assyrian sensibilities and hence ensure their dependable conduct at
home.
We know of several rulers who had spent time at
returned to rule their native country in line with Assyria’s wishes: Bel-ibni whom
Babylon “had grown up like a puppy in my palace”
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Tabua whom
of my father (
Esarhaddon 1 iv 15 and parallels).
From these statements in the royal inscriptions, we learn that at least these royal
hostages were children when they were sent to the Assyrian court – an obvious advantage as regards the objective of pro-Assyrian indoctrination.

How, and when, did
But was
enough to be married, but the group of Egyptians attested in our sale document may
well have arrived much earlier in Nineveh. The fact that one of them, the scribe

Egypt and Kush, this name may have been chosen to signal his unwavering loyalty
to his Assyrian employers.
A closer look at the political interaction between Assyria and the lands on the
Nile
-

Hermopolis and was acknowledged as overlord
by the local rulers of Middle Egypt and in the Nile Delta (Morkot 2000, 128). Onasch

alliance between Assyria and a Delta dynasty. Then,
Delta ruler
Šilkanni, king of Egypt” in the Assyrian
inscriptions) who controlled Ro-nefer, Tanis and Bubastis in the north-eastern Delta
Šilkanni, king of the remote country of Egypt, whom the fear of the splendour of

Ass. 8–11).

, see Radner 2007, 216), however, would not necessarily have obliged
were concluded, and this is certainly possible, then this would have been a voluntary
syria by placing hostages, as this was normally enforced only after a previous betrayal.

Kush before the Assyrian invasion of 671 BC.
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troops were part of the Kushite forces. The confrontation took place in Eltekeh, a site
in southern Palestine4 not far from the city of Ekron (
against the previously accepted Assyrian sovereignty with the support of Kush. According to
Ekron
formed a confederation with the kings of Egypt (and) the archers, chariots, (and) horses of the king of the land
Kush), forces without number, and they came to
Eltekeh, they sharpened their weapons while drawing

of the Egyptian kings (
with the charioteers of the king of the land

), together
Kush).

res gestae from 700 BC,
5

When our sale text was recorded in 692 this account of the battle of Eltekeh was still
widely promulgated in
the recently established supremacy of Kush, there were still Egyptian rulers considered powerful enough in their own right to be described as kings. This being the case,
the Assyrian foreign policy would have taken these rulers into account as a matter
of course. Onasch’s argument (1994, 15) that any dynastic alliance must have been
The capture of Egyptian princes at Eltekeh in 701 provides therefore the most
likely scenario for
Nineveh, as one of the nobles taken captive

While
campaign of 701 took place along the coast and it is entirely possible that also the two
Egyptian ship captains featured in our text as witnesses were taken captive at that
time. Whatever the circumstances of their arrival at Nineveh, their role there should
4
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be connected with
of
Nineveh and manned with Levantine
crews, the ships eventually sailed down the Tigris to Opis, from where they were
transported overland to the Arahtu river and there successfully deployed in battle.
Tyre,
and
sources, see Frahm 1997, 24, 117) but our text indicates that also Egyptians served
6
and it is most likely that they were taken
prisoner during the campaign of 701, as were the aforementioned ship-builders and
any case, their mention is an important reminder not to dismiss the native Egyptian
sted from the reign of
According to our interpretation,
Assyrian king in a formal exchange of hostages but taken captive in battle and then
turned hostage. Once in Nineveh,
are not attested elsewhere in the available sources, would have been honoured according to their high status, enjoying the king’s hospitality at court. Their treatment as
royal guests culminated in
riage to an Assyrian princess and formal alliance with the Assyrian royal house. The
Egyptian princes’ continued presence in Nineveh guaranteed their families’ goodwill towards Assyria and kept the relationship of the northern kings with Kush in
balance: as long as there were possible pro-Assyrian candidates for the thrones of the
Delta and of Middle Egypt, Kushite power over Egypt was not absolute.
This held true once Esarhaddon invaded Egypt in 671 BC. Within a month of the
the various cities of the region (see the long list of appointees as preserved in the inscriptions of his successor
Busiris in the central Delta region, is called
name makes it entirely speculative to assume as identity between him and the
Nineveh in 692, we certainly must consider the possibility that this
man and some of the other rulers appointed by Esarhaddon had lived for many years
as hostages in Nineveh. This provides a context that can explain why it was thought
possible to ensure Assyrian sovereignty in the remote lands on the Nile by relying on
local rulers: in 671, at the same time as scores of inhabitants of Memphis and Thebes
were relocated to the Assyrian heartland, some of the Egyptian nobles and soldiers
taken captive at Eltekeh in 701 will have returned to the Nile after spending thirty
years at the Assyrian court, having intermarried with the royal family in some cases
and having actively served in the Assyrian army in others.
6 There is another mention of a captain in an administrative record from Nineveh listing
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Another Egyptian prince at Nineveh
Our
at the Assyrian royal court. The far more famous case is of course the son of Nekho
of
Esarhaddon’s appointees, who had spent time in Nineveh under
the Assyrian name
back to Egypt to rule in
Psammetikh and
it is under this name that, succeeding to the throne of his father in 664, he managed
to establish his control over all of Egypt, initially with Assyria’s approval and later
Psammetikh, too, was
married to an Assyrian princess during his time at
ties with the royal house of Assur may have played a role in motivating his son and
successor

Conclusions
Our analysis of a house sale document of 692 BC which features high-ranking Egyptians as long-term inhabitants of the city of Nineveh has led us to explain their presence in the capital of Assyria as the result of the well-attested capture of Egyptian
princes and chariot troops at the battle of Eltekeh in 701 BC rather than as a consescenario favoured by previous commentators. We have highlighted that some of
these Egyptians are likely to have served in
battle in 694. Finally, we have speculated that there was a connection between the
presence of a sizeable Egyptian contingent at
in 671 with
tians immediately after taking control of the lands on the Nile.
Our study also emphasises the potential and importance of using private legal
documents as historical sources.
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