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Empires and kingship are long-standing topics of research in ancient Near Eastern studies; the study 
of queenship has gradually received more attention over recent decades. However, discussions of 
the social implications of kingship and queenship, comparisons of the gender roles, and their study 
across several empires remain rare. The paper at hand takes the unprecedented step of such a 
comparative analysis by tracing a specific detail of royal ideology, namely the presentation of the 
king and queen to the public as builders, across seven major Near Eastern empires following and/or 
interacting with each other throughout the 1st millennium bce: the Neo-Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, 
Teispid-Achaemenid, Seleucid, Ptolemaic, Parthian, and Roman empires. Drawing on the avail-
able textual, material, and visual sources from the ancient contemporary contexts of each empire 
and from Classical reception history, we showcase the potential of a longue-durée comparison for 
the social institutions of kingship and queenship, giving full attention and space also to the lesser-
known empires and the queens’ roles. To achieve this, we present first a synopsis of the key find-
ings per empire and role, followed by a diachronic study of three aspects of gender comparison: 
concerning the empire-internal portfolios of king and queen, the joint presentation as a couple, 
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and the question of how far the roles of king and queen mirror or complement each other. We 
conclude with some pertinent (albeit tentative) results on the features shared by some or all of 
the empires as well as their outstanding idiosyncrasies.

1. INTRODUCTION

Historians have long been fascinated by empires and their comparison. Typically, this takes the 
form of compiling more or less isolated studies (e.g. Larsen 1979; Morris & Scheidel 2009; 
Lavan, Payne & Weisweiler 2016) or of comparing imperial systems across gaps in time and 
space, such as comparing Rome with Meso-America and/or China (e.g. Taagepera 1979; Kautsky 
1983; Alcock et al. 2001; Oakley 2006; Münkler 2007; Areshian 2013; Ando, & Richardson 
2017). Much less common are studies that examine changes in imperial systems and the social 
ramifications diachronically in the same region. Those that take a longer-term perspective still 
rarely attempt a systematic comparison through time (e.g. Rollinger 2012). Kingship, particu-
larly in the context of the ancient Near East, has also been a deeply popular topic (e.g. Brisch 
2012; Mitchell & Melville 2013; Kämmerer, Kõiv & Sazonov 2016; Lanfranchi & Rollinger 
2016; Düring & Stek 2018). Queens have been gaining in prominence in their own right 
(e.g. Brosius 1998; Carney 2000; Svärd 2015; Bennett 2024a). Though numerous, these studies 
very rarely deal with kingship or queenship as social institutions that persisted and changed 
through time, and they are almost always treated in isolation from each other, rather than as 
interrelated social institutions. We ask here: were kingship and queenship always interrelated 
and was there even a social institution of queenship in all of the empires?

Drawing on a team-building exercise within the Academy of Finland Centre of Excellence 
in Ancient Near Eastern Empires at the University of Helsinki (ANEE)2 that was developed 
into a sideline project carried out in collaboration with external specialists, we seek to share 
our insights into the central social institutions of kingship and queenship across a millennium 
of empires in the ancient Near East.3 As their areas of rule largely overlapped in the Levant 
and/or Mesopotamia, these empires offer an excellent venue for more longue-durée historical 
analyses (see Fig. 1). The earliest of these is the Neo-Assyrian Empire (911–609 bce) with its 
heartland in central Mesopotamia (Assyria) and a maximum extent from the Zagros moun-
tains to Cyprus and the Taurus mountains to the lower Nile Valley. Its religious centre has 
been the town of Assur, the political centre changed through various towns throughout the 
period (Assur/Qal’at Sherqat, Kalḫu/Nimrud, Dūr Šarru-kīn/Khorsabad, Nineveh, Harran). It 
is followed by the Neo-Babylonian Empire (626–539 bce), rooted in southern Mesopotamia, 
which reached a similar dimension, though extending rather into western Arabia than the Nile 
Valley. Its religious and political centre was located at Babylon. Much larger dimensions were 
reached especially by the Persian (= Teispid-Achaemenid) Empire with its heartland in the 

2 The authors gratefully acknowledge the funding from the Academy of Finland, now Research Council of 
Finland, that has made this article possible (decision numbers: 298647, 312051, and 330727).
3 A fundamental discussion of the terms “empire”, “king”, and “queen” is not part of the paper at hand. As is 
common in ancient world studies, “empire” is used as a chiffre for the major cross-regional polities under dis-
cussion here. “King” refers to the official male political head of the polity, while the employed use of the term 
“queen” is more versatile (see below: section 3). In case of the Roman and Parthian empires, for which a dif-
ferent terminology is standard practice, the more common terms of “emperor/empress” and “Šāhānšāh” (‘King 
of Kings’; for the political head) and “Šāhanšāhī” (for the polity) are retained in the empire-specific sections of 
the paper.
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4 70 bce marks the traditional end of Second Temple Judaism (Roman conquest of Jerusalem), which roughly 
coincides with the last attested cuneiform tablet (c.75 ce; Geller 1997). For  the Roman Empire sections,  this 
means a focus on the Julio-Claudian period. For the Parthian/Arsacid empire, the end date is more arbitrary. A 
more poignant caesura from a Parthian perspective is the establishment of a new Arsacid dynasty in 10 or 11 ce, 
which led to a new series of wars between the Parthians and the Romans until 63 ce.

Fig. 1  Map showing the maximum extents of the empires under discussion  
(© M. Wasmuth; source: Wasmuth et al. 2025, 13 fig. 1)

southern Persian Plateau (550–330 bce).  In  its maximum extent,  it  reached from the Aegean 
to the Indus Valley and from the Aral Sea to Nubia. It did not feature a clear religious and 
political central town, but an itinerant court (and capital) as well as a multitude of contempo-
rary “capitals” including Ecbatana, Persepolis, Susa, and Babylon (temporarily also Pasargadae 
and Memphis). Skipping the short-lived empire of Alexander III of Macedonia (= Alexander 
the Great;  reigning  from 336 bce to his death in 323 bce), which  roughly covered  the  same 
extent as the Achaemenid Empire, we next discuss its successor empires in the region: the 
Seleucid and Ptolemaic empires. The Seleucid Empire (312–63 bce), which covered a substan-
tial area of the Achaemenid and Macedonian Empire of Alexander had its capital seat origi-
nally in Seleucia-on-the-Tigris (312–240 bce) roughly at the border of Babylonia and Assyria, 
later at Antioch-on-the-Orontes  (240–63 bce)  in  the northern Levant. The Ptolemaic Empire 
(305–30 bce) controlled, at its greatest extent, the Nile Valley as far south as lower Nubia, the 
southern Levant, Cyprus, the southern coast of Asia Minor, and the north-eastern part of Africa 
from the Cyrenaica to the Red Sea. Its capital seat was located at the coastal town of Alexandria 
in the western Nile Delta. We finish our survey with the early parts of the Parthian and Roman 
empires around 70 ce.4 The Parthian Empire (= Arsacid Šāhanšāhī; 247 bce –70 ce*) covered 
in its maximum extent large parts of the Seleucid Empire and featured several royal residences: 
at Hecatompylos/Qumis on the northern edge of  the Persian Plateau, Ecbatana, Seleucia-on-
the-Tigris, the nearby town of Ctesiphon on the other Tigris bank, and Mithradatkert/Nisa at 
the northern foot of the Köpet Dag, the Turkmen–Khorasan Mountain Range, where the tombs 
of the Arsacid kings were built and maintained. For the early Roman Empire (63 bce –70 ce*) 
our focus is on the one hand on Rome as the imperial centre, on the other hand on the Roman 
Empire in the East, which included by 70 ce all of the Levant.



74Melanie Wasmuth et al: Kingship and Queenship in the Ancient Near Eastern Empires of the First Millennium bce

Studia Orientalia Electronica 13 (2025): 71–106

In our preliminary compilations of the existent sources on kingship/queenship ideology, 
four aspects emerged as feasible case studies for indicating the potential of a systematic macro-
historical comparison across all seven empires, each published as a separate study. The first 
concerns the economic basis of king-/queenship (Wasmuth et al. 2025). The other three take up 
specific aspects of the king and queen in charge of and/or embodying the built environment, 
the social sphere, and the sacral sphere: the presentation of the king and queen to the public as 
builder (paper at hand), as caretaker (Wasmuth et al. in preparation a), and as embodying piety 
(Wasmuth et al. in preparation b). The question of how the kings and queens forged and main-
tained their relationship with the power base, for which evidence has similarly been sought, 
proved to require regional or empire-specific approaches and a micro-historical perspective 
(see Wasmuth, Nitschke & Pfoh in preparation).

Throughout the empires under discussion, major building activities were largely a royal 
prerogative and the role of builder was an important official function of the king. In contrast, 
female involvement in royal building activities differs substantially across the empires. The 
paper at hand showcases which sources are available and which strategies were employed for 
presenting the royal role of builder. By comparing these aspects systematically across all seven 
empires and for both kingship and queenship, we investigate how these two institutions changed 
over the course of a millennium of imperial monarchic rule. In other words, the novel contribu-
tions we seek to provide are the integrated analysis of kingship and queenship as dialectical 
phenomena and a diachronic, transimperial perspective situated in the ancient Near East. This 
perspective will prove valuable to the study of the ancient Near East, as well as to monarchy 
and empire studies more broadly.

A major challenge for such a millennium-long comparison is the highly divergent base 
of available sources, both in quality and quantity. For presenting a balanced view across the 
empires, the structure of the article thus requires a strong reduction to the most essential or 
representative evidence for some empires, while for others each arguable indication is made 
the most of. This concerns the overall scope of sources per role and empire (sections 2–3) and 
regarding the empire-internal and diachronic gender comparison (section 4), but also specifi-
cally the questions of whether the presentation as builder was a main or a side issue in the 
empire in question, who was the main audience addressed, and who we subsumed or singled 
out in the queenship sections. We therefore aim to start the future scientific discussion of fuller 
long-durée comparions across the ancient Near Eastern empires by providing a synoptic over-
view of these issues per empire (including the most pertinent bibliographic references across 
the seven empires) and some tentative pertinent results.

Specifically, we ask whether the sources allow a meaningful comparison of time-, region- or 
otherwise specific differences and/or continuities, how pertinent the social aspect of ancient 
publicity has been, and how much the queenship evidence duplicates, differentiates and/or 
complements the kingship evidence.

2. THE KING AS BUILDER

The first step of our diachronic synopsis concerns the king. Key issues taken up are aspects of a 
specific (albeit implicit) ancient discourse on the king’s role as builder and the question of who 
officially invested him with this role.
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Neo-Assyrian Empire

There is a relative abundance of evidence for the king as builder (bānû) in the Neo-Assyrian 
source base, including direct and indirect evidence. For the Neo-Assyrian king, this includes 
texts, visual imagery, and material representations. This is arguably the case because the role of 
the pious builder or master builder was seen as one of the fundamental duties of Neo-Assyrian 
kingship. The building and restoration of temples and palaces as well as the foundation of new 
cities and capitals for the empire was a preeminent duty of the Assyrian king, and the role of 
the pious builder or master builder was seen as one of the fundamental aspects of Neo-Assyrian 
kingship (Karlsson 2016: 103–113). The capitals at the heart of the empire were the most 
significant sites of both building and renovation, but as new borders were established key sites 
on the edges of the empire also became important for new constructions.

While building inscriptions are known from earlier kings, the Neo-Assyrian kings (at least 
since Sargon) also presented themselves as builders in their historical inscriptions; specifically, 
they contrast the role of builder with that of warrior, and thus dialectically the aspects of crea-
tion and destruction (Porter 1993: 39–44). The “most common primary purpose” of inscriptions 
which include a building report, no matter how long and detailed their military accounts were, 
was the dedication of a building to the gods, and the request for their corresponding blessings 
on builders and building (Tudeau 2019: 5). This becomes apparent in the text structure: enūma 
‘when’ – military account – ina ūmēšuma ‘at that time’ – building report. This pattern dominates 
at least until the late Middle Assyrian period, when the building reports and military accounts 
became more separated under Tiglath-pileser I (Greenwood 2010: 211–212). However, the old 
format was still drawn upon in Neo-Assyrian times (Hurowitz 2013).

Building further brings about prosperity and security (Pongratz-Leisten 2015:  217–218), 
already expressed since Old Assyrian times in the so-called ana balāṭ-formula (‘for the life of …’). 
Combined with the divine command to enlarge borders and country (Tadmor 2000: 55), this 
once more takes on an unprecedented dimension in the Neo-Assyrian Empire, and fosters 
building activities in the heartland and throughout the territory. Most significantly, the king 
was responsible for the construction and maintenance of temples as the vice-regent of Aššur 
(Karlsson 2016: 75–82). It seems that the Neo-Assyrian kings took over the role of pious builder 
from Babylon, originally probably in their office as king of Babylon. In his stela, Aššurbanipal 
presents himself in the (age-old) Babylonian tradition. However, there does not seem to have 
been an accompanying ritual of the king carrying the basket ritually before the building of a 
temple at Assur like there was at Babylon (Zaia 2019a: 18).

This ritual is behind the iconic image of the king as builder: he holds a ritual basket 
(tupšikku) over his head, attached to his crown. The basket is filled with earth, symbolizing the 
land of Aššur (Geller 2014: 65 n. 30; Geller 2016: 394–395). In the so-called Marble Stela of 
Aššurbanipal (BM 90864) the king is shown with a ritual basket over his head for the accession 
of Šamaš-šumu-ukin and the restoration of Esagila in Babylon. A similar stela (BM 90866) 
from Borsippa represents Šamaš-šumu-ukin as King of Babylon and rebuilder of Ezida. It has 
been suggested that such stelae were used as foundation figurines buried under palaces during 
rebuilding works. The royal inscriptions provide more context. The reference is to the king 
laying the first brick (libittu maḫrītu) of a new temple. This ritual featured the king locating a 
brick from the ruins of a previous temple or palace while lamentations for the destruction of 
the former building were recited. Before this brick was used to lay the foundation for the new 
building, foundation deposits were buried, and offerings were made to the gods.
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As already indicated in the iconographic examples, the king was not only responsible for the 
construction of entirely new buildings, cities et cetera, but also for the renovation of the temples 
and palaces of their predecessors. A characteristic feature of these building reports is the motif 
of surpassing the predecessors in their feats (Zaia 2019b: 410; Borger 1961: 128; Karlsson 
2016: 117). The intention was to portray the king as a worthy representative of the office of 
king and while there may have been an aspect of wanting to surpass one’s predecessors in both, 
the actual building works and their presentation in the royal inscriptions, the piety inherent in 
the role of builder meant that the kings were nonetheless portrayed as accomplishing these feats 
with due humility.

In royal inscriptions, the king is presented as the sole builder, while in reality the planning 
and construction work would have been done by various specialists.5 In addition to temples, 
the kings also boast of the construction of palaces, royal residences, canals, fortification walls, 
and other fundamental features of imperial urban settlements. An example of this is described 
in the stone tablet of Sennacherib from Assur (RINAP 3/2: Sennacherib 168 / VA 8248) that 
recounts the building of an Akitu-house outside of the city walls. Esarhaddon in turn claims 
the rebuilding of Ešarra in Assur (RINAP 4: Esarhaddon 57), and recounts the approval he had 
received from the gods for the project through extispicy (Lackenbacher 1982; 1990; Porter 
2004; Zaia 2019a).

Neo-Babylonian Empire

In the Neo-Babylonian Empire, the relevant evidence for the king as builder is predominantly 
textual. There are over 200 Neo-Babylonian royal inscriptions, most of which refer to royal 
building works or are inscribed bricks or floor slabs from buildings renovated or constructed 
by the kings. In these texts, the Babylonian king is primarily presented as a builder and restorer 
of temples and as a pious servant of the gods. The few extant images depict the king as a 
worshipper of the gods (Da Riva 2013a; RINBE 2 Nbn 43, 54–56) and restorer of temples 
(RINBE 1/1 Nbk 1, an unprovenanced stela from the Schøyen collection, recently returned 
to Iraq; see Pedersén 2023), but also as a warrior and conqueror (Da Riva 2012; 2013a). The 
ambitious building works of the Neo-Babylonian kings are confirmed by the archaeological 
record and by legal and administrative texts; and they were memorialized by Greek and biblical 
authors (Van De Mieroop 2003).

As already highlighted in the Neo-Assyrian context, there is a strong insistence in 
Neo-Babylonian royal inscriptions on the king as a builder, and more precisely of the king as a 
builder and restorer of temples. In addition to temples, ziggurats, and processional vehicles for 
divine statues, other types of building projects are regularly mentioned. These include palaces, 
walls, gates, streets, canals, and embankments. In comparison to Neo-Assyrian royal inscrip-
tions, accounts of military campaigns are not of interest, and emphasis is given to the king’s 
character as a pious builder (Vanderhooft 1999: 9–59; Da Riva 2008: 108–115; Waerzeggers 
2011). Even the Brisa inscriptions in Lebanon focus on Nebuchadnezzar’s building activities, 
and the short description of the king’s military operations relates to his efforts in bringing 
cedars to Babylonia (Da Riva 2012).

5  Construction sites mobilized diverse social groups, generating social ties, reaffirming hierarchies, and politi-
cally integrating local and supra-local orders, effectively (re)building the whole political society (Lorenzon & 
Wallis 2022).
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Royal inscriptions describe building works mainly in Babylonia proper, including cities 
such as Babylon, Borsippa, Marad, Sippar, Ur, and Uruk (Da Riva 2008: 110–113). The last 
Neo-Babylonian king, Nabonidus, shows a somewhat broader geographical scope in his 
inscriptions, referring to building works in Harran. It has to be noted, however, that the great 
majority of his building inscriptions relate to Babylonia (Weiershäuser & Novotny 2020: 7–11). 
Due to the propagandistic nature of royal inscriptions, it is often difficult to ascertain the real 
scope of the building activities. The construction project may not have been as thorough as 
the king boasts, and he may not have been able to execute the whole project during his reign 
(Weiershäuser & Novotny 2020: 18). At the same time, we have both archaeological evidence 
of and legal and administrative texts referring to royal building projects, and we know that 
Babylonian cities and infrastructure were significantly developed during the Neo-Babylonian 
period (Czichon 1998–2001; Beaulieu 2005; Jursa 2010: 326–334; Pedersén 2021).

Tradition and pursuit of divine favour play a key role in Neo-Babylonian representations of 
the king as a builder (Schaudig 2010; Weiershäuser & Novotny 2020: 7). In their restoration 
works, kings emphasized how the new building was located exactly on the ancient founda-
tions (RINBE 1/1 Npl 3; RINBE 2 Nbn 16). As the foundations of temples were thought to 
be of divine origin, deviation from them could cause divine anger. Nabonidus uses this trope 
to criticize the building works of Nebuchadnezzar II, who is said to have neglected to trace 
the ancient foundations of Ebabbar, resulting in the quick dilapidation of the temple he built 
(Schaudig 2010: 155–161; RINBE 2 Nbn 23: ii 10–17; 24: i 16–23). Neo-Babylonian texts – 
especially those of Nabonidus – also report the discovery of building inscriptions and statues 
of former kings, linking the Neo-Babylonian rulers to ancient traditions of royal builders 
(RINBE 1/1 Npl 3; RINBE 2 Nbn 27). At the same time, kings boasted that they made temples 
more magnificent than ever before and constructed buildings that none of their predecessors 
had built (RINBE 1/1 Nbk 2, 32; RINBE 2 Nbn 3).

The royal inscriptions are first-person accounts of the achievements of a capable king who 
is described as the planner and executor of the building works, and the actual tasks of both 
specialist and bulk workforce are only occasionally described (RINBE 1/1 Npl 6; RINBE 2 
Nbn 24). Foreign experts are not mentioned in building inscriptions, but the kings claim that 
their servants throughout the empire were made to work in royal building projects (RINBE 1/1 
Nbk 27; RINBE 2 Nbn 28). Imported products are regularly listed as building materials, 
including ivory, exotic woods such as cedar, bronze, silver, and gold, and common and 
precious stones (e.g. RINBE 1/1 Nbk 2). As a rule, all the workforce contributing to building 
projects is nameless, and only kings (and some of their relatives) and deities are named actors 
in Neo-Babylonian royal inscriptions. An exceptional text is Nebuchadnezzar’s Hofkalender 
that lists high officials, magnates, and vassal kings of the empire as contributors to the king’s 
building works at the South Palace in Babylon (RINBE 1/1 Nbk 11; Da Riva 2013b).

Iconographic evidence does not present the king as an active builder, but he is indirectly 
linked to building activities. Nebuchadnezzar II is depicted standing at the front of the 
Etemenanki ziggurat in a monument that commemorates his restoration of the ziggurats of 
Babylon and Borsippa (RINBE 1/1 Nbk 1). Similarly, the rock relief depicting the king and a 
tree in Brisa may be related to Nebuchadnezzar’s import of cedar wood for construction projects 
in Babylonia (Da Riva 2012: 94). There are no preserved reliefs or statues of a Neo-Babylonian 
king carrying a builder’s basket, but Nabopolassar states that a statue was made of him carrying 
a basket and placed in the foundation deposit of Etemenanki (RINBE 1/1 Npl 6). This shows that 
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Neo-Babylonian kings were aware of and practised this ancient tradition that was also followed 
by Assyrian kings in Babylonia (Porter 1993: 82–94; Schaudig 2010: 145–146, 152–153). In 
the same Etemenanki inscription, Nabopolassar further describes how the king and his sons 
participated in the building rituals of the ziggurat.

Persian Empire

For studying Teispid and Achaemenid kingship, we can draw on substantial and varied primary 
sources from within the empire for studying the presentation to the public, consisting of textual, 
iconographic, and material data: royal inscriptions, administrative documents, epigraphic 
(i.e.  integrated textual, iconographic, and material) monuments, especially from the Persian 
heartland and Egypt, and glyptic in the form of preserved seals and sealings. In addition, 
outside perceptions are preserved in Greek historiography and literature and in the Hebrew 
Bible. Direct explicit evidence for the presentation of the king as builder comes especially from 
the Teispid-Achaemenid royal inscriptions.

Like the kings before them, the Persian kings made use of foundation deposits and monu-
mental inscriptions to advertise their architectural achievements (for the sigla of the Old Persian 
inscriptions, see Schmitt 2009, who revised the sigla given in Kent 1961; for a compilation of 
the sources in translation see Kuhrt 2007). The king is presented as pious builder by stressing 
that he acts for and by the favour of Ahuramazda, even though the buildings are predominantly 
palaces (see, e.g., DPf §1–3; Kuhrt 2007: 488). One of the earliest sources is the famous Cyrus 
Cylinder (C2Ba), a foundation deposit marking Babylonian construction works (cf. CUa and 
CWa). Darius listed peoples and materials assembled for his palatial complex at Susa (DSf, 
DSz), and the various kings inscribed themselves on their palatial additions (CMa-c, DGa, DPa, 
DPc, DPi, DSa, DSd, DSg, DSj, DSn, DSo, DSz, DSac, XPa, XPb, XPc, XPd, XPf, XPg, XPi, 
XPj, XPm, XSa, XSd, XSc, A1Pa, D2Sa, D2Sb, A2Sa, A2Sc, A2Sd, A2Ha, A2Hb, A3Pa). Darius 
and his heirs also boasted of building in other (sometimes unspecified) locations (DSe, DSab, 
DZc, cf. XPb, XVa, A3Pa). Both the materials and peoples, including experts and unspecialized 
labourers, are confirmed in more detail in the administrative texts from Persepolis (Henkelman 
2017; Wasmuth 2017: 77–84).

Monumental building was taken seriously; the complexes at Pasargadae, Persepolis, and Susa 
are the most famous, but palaces in Babylonia and Ecbatana and possibly in Tamukkan were 
also built; in addition, royal tombs, pavilions, paradises, roads, and canals claimed royal efforts 
(Curtis & Simpson 2010; Perrot 2013). Characteristically, the palace decoration proclaims the 
king as the sponsor of the building, though the presentation is implicit. There is no evidence for 
an icon showcasing the king as builder. Instead, the king is depicted as the central figure of the 
scenic reliefs on the outer walls of the buildings, displayed as giving audiences or interacting 
with the gods.

At least in the Persian heartland, a traditional institution lacking royal building claims is the 
temple. No Achaemenid-era Persian temples have yet been found, though several scholars have 
argued that buildings usually understood to be palaces should be understood as (also) religious 
spaces (Razmjou 2010; Razmjou & Roaf 2013). Outdoor ritual spaces are extant, so the kings 
were certainly involved in ritual spaces, albeit seemingly in a non-temple-centric fashion. A 
characteristic element is the worship around a fire altar, which is abundantly attested in seal 
images, but also as architectural elements, for example in the canal region between the Red Sea 
and the Nile (Wasmuth 2017: 186–200).
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A different picture can be drawn from the Egyptian evidence, which includes royal building, 
maintenance, restoration, and decoration activities for infrastructural, sacral, and military 
contexts throughout the Nile valley and delta region as well in the oases and the quarries in the 
Western and Eastern deserts (see Wasmuth 2017: 98–270, Pl. I; on the qanat systems around 
Ayn Manawir as local private instead of imperial endeavours, see since then Agut-Larbordère 
2018). This is certain for Darius I, to some extent also for Cambyses, Xerxes I, Artaxerxes I, and 
possibly Darius II (hieroglyphic evidence) as well as for Xerxes II and Artaxerxes II (Aramaic 
and demotic evidence).

Sponsorship of temple building and restoration activities was typically displayed by show-
casing the king in various rituals on the inner and outer temple walls; they were an inherent 
element of Egyptian kingship throughout time, which needed explicit visual representation 
only in exceptional circumstances (foundation ritual). This relatively rare type of display is 
not attested for any of the Teispid-Achaemenid kings. Instead, following Egyptian standard 
tradition, the Persian king’s building sponsorship was made self-evident and prominently and 
understandably communicated even for a non-literate public by adding the royal name to the 
wall decoration.

The royal commissioning of monuments is elaborately spelled out in the textual evidence 
only on the strongly Persian-inspired monuments that present Darius I in his double role of 
Persian Great King and Egyptian pharaoh. These include the major commemoration stelae 
marking strategic points of the Red Sea-Nile canal, and his royal statue designed for an Egyptian 
temple but later transported to Susa and prominently integrated into the palace (Wasmuth 
2017:  98–200, 253–269; Wasmuth 2019). The Egyptian inscriptions in the main text fields 
of both versions of the canal stelae explicitly mention the king as commissioning the stelae 
including the actual engraving command. Furthermore, Darius commands every preserved step 
of the canal construction from the initial survey of the work to be done to its inauguration 
(Wasmuth 2017: 140–146). The trilingual Persian version on the reverse of at least two of these 
(the Suez/Kubri stela at the Red Sea entry and the Chalouf/Kabret stela at the southern end of 
the Bitter Lakes) highlights the royal commission in all three cuneiform versions (Wasmuth 
2017: 154–156; Kuhrt 2007: 486). Unfortunately, the much more extensive Egyptian inscrip-
tion is badly broken. It would have been interesting to know if Darius gave his reasoning here 
as he did on his statue. There, the cuneiform inscription specifies the explicit order that the 
statue is to be designed in such a way that the image gets across, to any future visitor, that the 
“Persian man” seized and maintained Egypt (different connotations in the cuneiform versions). 
Tellingly, the Egyptian inscription on the top of the base gives a different version, focusing on 
the location within the temple and the connection with the divine statues there (Wasmuth 2019; 
2017: 110–122).

Seleucid Empire

Also for the Seleucid Empire, the source base for the presentation of kingship is geographically 
and linguistically varied. The richest data can be found in the portrayals of most Seleucid rulers 
in classical historiography; however, these usually come from later authors and from outside 
the empire itself. From these we may deduce some of the original contemporary means by 
which the rulers were presented to the public. Otherwise, epigraphic and numismatic sources 
provide useful information on the way the king and queen, usually separately but sometimes 
jointly (e.g. on coins), were presented to the public. While the majority of evidence is in Greek, 



80Melanie Wasmuth et al: Kingship and Queenship in the Ancient Near Eastern Empires of the First Millennium bce

Studia Orientalia Electronica 13 (2025): 71–106

recent studies have shed light on the importance of cuneiform, Aramaic, and Hebrew sources 
for understanding Seleucid kingship. For information on royal building projects conducted by 
the kings (or queens) we need to rely mainly on classical literary sources, mainly historiog-
raphy and epigraphy. Perhaps most fruitful for understanding of royal presentation to the public 
are inscriptions in honour of rulers who supported the building of specific projects in cities or 
“authored” by the rulers themselves as builders of temples.

The notion of the Seleucid king as builder is very much dependent on the different communi-
ties within the Seleucid Empire that came to represent the king. A major challenge that the first 
Seleucid kings faced was the fact that their new kingdom in no way overlapped with territories 
that could be considered part of their patrimony and hence legitimize their rule. There was, 
thus, an effort to construct a sort of “Seleucid space” (Kosmin 2014). This was largely done 
through an adoption of the Achaemenid model of a traveling court whose movement was used 
to demarcate the boundaries of the Seleucid Empire. This Seleucid space was also construed 
through diplomatic missions to bordering regions and the court production of ethnographic 
literature (Kosmin 2013). But the central means of embedding the Seleucids in their newly 
gained territories was the foundation or re-foundation of cities throughout the empire. This 
started with Seleukos I’s foundation of Seleukia-on-the-Tigris, which became his capital. Royal 
foundations named after Seleucid kings and queens thus appeared throughout Asia Minor, 
Mesopotamia, and Iran. By founding cities, the Seleucid kings not only emulated Alexander, 
but also, and perhaps more importantly, inscribed themselves into the cultic practices of these 
cities. The founders of poleis (oikistai) were traditionally worshipped as heroes, and this also 
applied to the Seleucid kings (Capdetrey 2007: 51–84).

The presentation of the Seleucid king as builder can also be observed in communities other 
than “Greek” poleis. In some of the Babylonian sources, we can see the Seleucid king taking 
charge of building projects in Babylon, restoring ancient temples and palaces. The rebuilding 
of Babylon’s main temple, Esagila, already began under Alexander and was continued under 
Seleukos I and Antiochos I. Conspicuously, the Seleucid royal building projects explicitly 
require local co-funding. Thus, a dossier of cuneiform administrative texts indicates that the 
works in Babylon (?) were partly sponsored through tithes and gifts given by private persons 
(Monerie 2018: 95–103). Nonetheless, the Seleucid kings functioned as patrons of these reno-
vations, as is clearly exhibited in the Antiochos Cylinder, and they presumably also paid for 
some of the works. Still, the duration of the works suggests that they were of a rather small 
scale and most likely Esagil was not restored to its former glory (Debourse 2022). It is prob-
able that the Seleucids also had a hand in the (re)construction of other buildings in Babylon, 
such as the theatre in the city’s New Town district, that was largely built with bricks removed 
from the temple tower Etemenanki (Pedersén 2021; Potts 2011). In contrast, the renovations 
in the Bīt Rēš temple in Uruk were carried out by local high officials and fully financed by 
the local community (Monerie & Clancier 2023). Yet despite the fact that the building inscrip-
tions commemorating these renovations name these Urukean officials as the initiators, the 
works were dedicated to the Seleucid king, showing again how royal support for these building 
projects was expected (<http://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/cams/selbi/corpus>).

Ptolemaic Empire

The sources for the general presentation of the Ptolemaic monarchy to the public are rich but 
uneven across space and time. The majority of primary evidence (inscriptions, papyri, and 
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material culture) come from outside the capital of Alexandria itself. Regarding the presentation 
of the king specifically as builder, the primary evidence includes temple-building accounts 
(in hieroglyphic Egyptian) and associated images in relief on temple walls, inscribed plaques 
from foundation deposits (in Greek and/or hieroglyphic Egyptian), trilingual royal decrees 
(e.g. Canopic Decree, Rosetta Stone), civic honorific inscriptions in Greek cities in the Aegean, 
and Greek literary sources.

Following the precedent of Alexander the Great and earlier Egyptian kings, the Ptolemaic 
kings were prolific sponsors of building projects, which are mostly religious, throughout 
their realm (see generally Minas-Nerpal 2018; McKenzie 2007; Arnold 1999). This included 
both new projects as well as renovation, extension, and redecoration of older structures. Most 
of the surviving direct evidence is inscriptional: foundation plaques, statements of building 
sponsorship in decrees (recorded on stelae), or inscriptions on structures themselves. Most of 
the evidence of visual display is largely implicit: the king’s sponsorship of a temple is made 
obvious by presenting him larger-than-life on the walls in interaction with the gods.

However, there is also explicit iconographic evidence for the visual depiction of the king 
acting out the role of builder. The fullest surviving example can be found on the walls of the 
second hypostyle hall of the Temple of Horus at Edfu, where Ptolemy IV is portrayed under-
taking the traditional foundation ritual (Melika 2020; Thompson 2020). He is shown following 
all the key steps: leaving his palace to establish the temple; arriving at the designated site; 
measuring out the building; breaking ground and digging the foundations; moulding mudbricks 
(even though the temple is in stone; pouring sand into the foundation trenches, and presenting 
the foundation plaques to the god before burying them. Throughout the process the king is 
accompanied by and performing before deities; no other humans are involved. Apart from the 
foundation ritual, there is limited description of materials and no mention of builders in the 
extant evidence. Rather, the emphasis is on the king’s beneficence, wealth, and piety, especially 
in royal decrees and proclamations. For example, in the Rosetta Stone (CPI 126) the amount of 
gold and jewels spent on temples, shrines, and altars is stressed.

The Ptolemaic kings did not just construct new temple complexes, they also renovated and 
added to existing temples, which they advertised to the public both through inscriptions on the 
structures themselves and in royal decrees (Arnold 1999; Caßor-Pfeiffer 2008a). The emphasis 
on maintenance or restoration in public decrees such as in the Satrap Stela may have been 
intended to underline their legitimacy by contrasting themselves with their predecessors, the 
Achaemenid kings, who seem to have withheld funding from temple institutions during the 
second Persian occupation (Chauveau & Thiers 2006: 390).

In contrast to temples, there is little information about the royal residences. Royal residences 
are not boasted about in royal decrees, and what little is known about their existence is due in 
larger part to descriptions by later classical authors (e.g. Strabo 17.1.9; Lucan 10.111–121; 
Athenaeus 5.204d–206c; see McKenzie 2007: 37–74, with references). These sources 
attribute the Museum and Library, which were part of the palace complex, to Ptolemy I and II 
(McKenzie 2007: 50), suggesting a tradition that associated these structures and institutions 
with those rulers.

Another major focus of Ptolemaic building activities was the founding (and re-founding) of 
settlements throughout their empire bearing dynastic names (Mueller 2006). The majority are 
in Egypt, inter alia the additional capital at Ptolemais Hermeiou in Upper Egypt by Ptolemy I 
(Kayser 2017) and military foundations with dynastic names like Philometoris, Kleopatra, and 
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Euergetis, established by Ptolemy VI and VIII (Thompson 2003). Numerous city foundations 
bearing the king’s name were also established by both the Ptolemaic rulers themselves and their 
representatives in Cyrenaica (Libya), the Red Sea Coast, Coele Syria, Cyprus, Asia Minor, and 
the Aegean (cf. Cohen 1995; 2006).

Parthian Empire

In parallel to the Seleucid Empire and in stark contrast to the Ptolemies, the most important 
sources for the Arsacid Šāhanšāh, including his presentation to the public as builder, are found 
in classical texts. Several Šāhanšāhs are mentioned regarding their construction activities, 
such as city building and temple construction, which is also reflected in the archaeological 
record. In addition, the reliefs indirectly refer to their builder role in both architectural and 
administrative activities.

The epigraphic record of the Arsacid/Šāhanšāhs’ activities as builders is comparatively rich, 
especially regarding activities attributed to the founder of the dynasty. The Šāhanšāh appears 
as founder, re-founder, extender and restorer of the cities. He restores the order of preceding 
Asian Šāhanšāhīs that had been disrupted and he rebuilds constructions that had fallen into ruin, 
particularly fortifications. In these sources, the Šāhanšāh is mentioned as the absolute power 
and the only builder. In the surviving constructions from the Arsacid period, there is no clear 
evidence explicitly presenting the founder Šāhanšāh, but many of the Arsacid ruins have their 
roots in the early Arsacid period, especially in the eastern regions, in the area of origin of the 
Parthians. This was a time of transition from a local kingdom to a Šāhanšāhī. The expansion of 
the territory to the west needed extensive publicity to support the expansionist claims. Some 
of these cities feature a continuation of Seleucid architecture (e.g. Merv, Hecatompylos, Susa, 
Seleukia-on-the-Tigis, Dura-Europos; see Ellerbrock 2021: 137–141, 143), but there are also 
city foundations following a new form of architecture. These cities are circular, surrounded 
by a wall (cf. Nisa and Ctesiphon; Ellerbrock 2021: 125–136, 141–143). In combination with 
the characteristic arches and porches they make up what is seen today as the Parthian style 
of architecture.

Historical texts emphasize the role of prominent Parthian Šāhanšāhs as founders of cities 
and fortresses. Justin (Just. Epit. XLII 5) indicates that Arsaces established the Parthian reign, 
levied soldiers, built fortresses, and strengthened his towns. He founded the city of Dara in 
Mount Zapaortenon, of which it is said that no place can be more secure or more pleasant. 
The rest of Justin’s text reminds us of the importance of establishing cities and fortresses and 
creating security for the king in accepting him as an ideal king. He considers these activities 
as the reason why Arsaces, as the founder of a kingdom, became as memorable among the 
Parthians as Cyrus among the Persians, Alexander among the Macedonians, or Romulus among 
the Romans, and that the Parthians paid this honour to his memory, by calling all their kings 
thenceforward by the name of Arsaces (Just. Epit. XLII 5). Another report on the foundation of 
a city by Arsaces is mentioned by Isidor (Parth. Stat. 8). In his report, Asak was a city beyond 
Astauena developed by Arsaces. He was first proclaimed king in that city, and made it his capital 
and the royal necropolis of the Arsacid Šāhanšāhs. The everlasting fire was guarded there. This 
city had a symbolic importance for the Parthians. The Parthians cherished the memory of this 
city in the first century ce and attributed its construction to the founder of the Šāhanšāhī. The 
temple that was built in this city was attributed to Arsaces in Isidore’s time; it was the place 
where the Parthian Šāhanšāhs were crowned in the first century ce to gain the legitimacy of 
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their reign at the beginning. The eternal fire in that temple was a symbol of the continua-
tion of the Parthian Šāhanšāhī (see Schippmann 1986; Dąbrowa 2012: 179–180). Likewise, 
many activities are attributed to the founder of the dynasty as a founder king to other Arsacid 
Šāhanšāhs. Isidor (Parth. Stat. 8), mentions that Charax was one of the five cities of Rhagiana, 
beyond which are the Caspian Gates. Phraates I of Parthia extended his domain eastwards, 
subjugated a tribe called Amardioi/Mardi and resettled a group of them in Charax, thereby 
creating a stronghold for a planned conquest of Media (see Bosworth, Blair & Ehlers 1989).

Although there is no explicit evidence of the construction or dedication of a temple by the 
Arsacid Šāhanšāhs in the archaeological evidence, it seems they made efforts to build in honour 
of themselves and their ancestors. Mithridates I founded Mithradatkert/Nisa (in nowadays 
Turkmenistan), known as the burial place of the Arsacid Šāhanšāhs (Isidor Parth. Stat. 12). 
Though not featuring a temple, Mithradatkert functioned as a great ceremonial centre dedi-
cated to the glorification and celebration of the first Arsacids, especially Mithradates I’s father 
Phriapatius and his ancestors (Ellerbrock 2021: 82).

In contrast to the Parthian epigraphic sources that highlight the Šāhanšāh as sole builder, 
the classical sources stress the usage of war captives for building or repairing new cities as a 
propaganda move to show the authority of the Šāhanšāh. According to Pliny (NH 6.47), ten 
thousand captive Roman soldiers from the Battle of Carrhae were used in the construction of 
one of the city walls of Marv. Archaeologists have identified this wall in the archaeological site 
of Gayor Qala, whose height rises to 30 metres (Ellerbrock 2021: 136–137).

Roman Empire

Evidence of the Roman emperor’s building activities is widespread. Literary sources describe 
imperial building projects, inscriptions give credit to them, and they correspond to actual 
archaeological remains of buildings. There are also literary mentions of the rulers’ building 
projects in their own words (Res Gestae of Augustus). Although public building projects were 
important for the emperors and they do take credit for buildings, emperors are not (pictorially) 
depicted as builders per se.

Rome inserted itself permanently into the Levant during the mid-first century bce, annexing 
the Syro-Levantine region in a power struggle with the Parthians to the east (Sullivan 1990; 
Butcher 1994). At the time, Rome was still a republican enterprise formally ruled by the Senate 
and the People (see, e.g., Bringmann 2002). From 30 bce onwards, Rome was in actuality ruled 
by an emperor. The central tenet of the early Roman ideology of rulership was that there was 
no king/ruler and absolutely no hereditary ruler. The focus of the empire was in Rome from 
where the emperor’s power emanated. The people in the Roman East as elsewhere, however, 
constructed an interpretation of the distant ruler that had the power to depose and install kings 
at will and backed it up with military power.

Roman rule was advertised through public building and infrastructure works, the Roman 
road network mapping the extent of the emperor’s power. All of these constructions contained 
inscriptional impressions and imperial standards. The imperial road network in the Roman East 
did not start prior to the 60s ce when the first dated milestones indicate a road network to be 
laid from Antioch to Ptolemais (Roll 2009; Isaac 2010).

The emperor was especially the benefactor of the urban plebs of Rome, the plebs urbana. 
Thus, in the city of Rome, the emperor was the pre-eminent builder; senatorial public building 
activity was seen as competition and thus discouraged (Zanker 2010). Emperors continued in 
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the tradition of the Roman nobility as benefactors of Rome and other cities (ILS 208; ILS 218). 
For example, Augustus adorned Rome with a new forum and other grandiose buildings as well 
as civic amenities such as aqueducts (e.g. Suet. Aug. 28.3; Plin. NH 36.121; RG 9–12). All 
the projects proclaimed the agency of the emperor and the imperial house and simultaneously 
glorified Roman greatness and past glories. The emperor was expected to initiate building 
projects. The later historian Cassius Dio (Dio 68.7.1) comments that emperor Trajan, one of 
the so-called good emperors in the early second century ce, used money for war, peace, roads, 
harbours, and public buildings, but did not drain anyone’s blood for it.

In the Roman East, much of the process of public building was conducted by cities and 
client-kings, at times specifically dedicated to the emperor. Notably, the famous Herod the 
Great instigated grandiose building projects including Caesarea Maritima, named after Caesar 
Augustus (Roller 1998; Lichtenberger 1999; Rozenberg & Mevorah 2013). Building projects 
of the client kings could also meet imperial displeasure. Agrippa I, king of Judea in 37–44 ce, 
began a project of strengthening Jerusalem’s fortifications and, by so doing, prompted a response 
by the governor of Syria, C. Vibius Marsus. He informed the emperor Claudius of Agrippa’s 
project, which Claudius then promptly forbade (Josephus Ant. xix 326–327; Josephus BJ ii 218; 
BJ v 147–155). Further, in building projects the emperor remained the final arbiter of what was 
desirable and possible.

Emperors were visible throughout the Roman provinces: on coins and buildings, invoked in 
oaths, and represented by statues in public places. Both cities and private individuals erected 
altars and temples honouring the emperor. Especially in the Roman East already from Augustus 
onwards, cults of imperial worship were established. He permitted divine honours and temples 
for himself, if offered in conjunction with honouring the goddess Roma at the same time (Price 
1985; cf. Burrell 2004).

3. THE QUEEN AS BUILDER

The evidence for the queen, however defined, as builder is much scarcer than for the king 
in each empire and strongly varies throughout the times and regions. However, all empires 
under discussion allow at least some insights into female participation in building projects, as 
sponsor, official builder or as explicit recipient of the building.

Neo-Assyrian Empire

For the Neo-Assyrian Empire, the evidence for the presentation of the queen as builder is 
meagre. The following section concerns the evidence for the mí.é.gal, understood as the head 
of the queen’s household. While this was most often the wife of the king, in some cases it 
seems that the mother of the king took over these administrative duties, as in the case of Queen 
Naqi’a, mother of King Esarhaddon. While in some instances the Neo-Assyrian evidence also 
calls for a potential separation and more in-depth discussion of “queen” in contrast to “female 
king” (Bennett 2024b), this distinction is irrelevant for the specific topic at hand (as it is for all 
of the other empires in question).

Building was not a core aspect of queenship during the Neo-Assyrian period. The only 
direct evidence that we have for the Neo-Assyrian queen’s role as builder is textual, namely 
the building inscription of Queen Naq’ia (RINAP 4 2003, 2004). This remarkable building 
inscription presents Naqi’a, the head of the queen’s household at the time, in a role similar to 
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the builder-king. The text emphasizes that she is building the palace for her son the king, thus 
lending support to the idea that her role was parallel to that of the king. She is the only person 
other than the king to have built a palace for an Assyrian king. In addition to the inscription 
cementing Naqi’a’s own authority, it created legitimacy for the king and dynasty in general 
(Svärd 2015: 57; Macgregor 2012: 102; Melville 1999: 39–42).

Furthermore, as the queen’s household consisted of an extensive network of offices and 
households all around the Neo-Assyrian Empire, these estates of the mí.é.gal surely required 
some building activities in order to either maintain or expand them over time. Although we 
do not have direct textual or archaeological evidence of it, the household of the queen was an 
independent economic unit (Svärd 2015: 61–74) that likely would have been responsible for the 
repair and maintenance of the queen’s property. However, the aim of such activities was not to 
present the queen as a builder, but rather they were part of the usual activities of a member of 
the elite. Inscriptions also mention a suite in the palaces built for the queen, that is, for Tašmetu-
šarrat in the Southwest Palace of Sennacherib (Galter, Levine & Reade 1986: 31–32).

The mural crown worn by the queens in iconography could be seen as a reference to building 
or representing the queen as the city (Pinnock 2018; Svärd 2015: 74–81). It represents the city 
wall with square towers, probably the outer fortifications of a real town wall. The Neo-Assyrian 
queens were buried under the floors of the palace from the time of Aššurnaṣirpal II beginning 
with Mullissu-mukannišat-Ninua. As the tombs were already created while the queens still 
lived, mortuary rituals continued to take place after death, inter alia via a libation shaft from 
the rooms above, and inhouse burials under the floors of inner rooms were standard practice 
in the Neo-Assyrian period, the same seems true for the palace (see Gansell 2018: especially 
78–79; Spurrier 2017: especially 174).The queen, thus, symbolically representing the city and 
the palace (the building) rather than the builder, is further reflected in her title. Literally trans-
lated, the title of the queen (mí.é.gal) means ‘the woman of the palace’ (Svärd 2015: 39), and, 
notably, one of the Neo-Assyrian queens bore the name Libbali-šarrat, which means ‘The Inner 
City is Queen’ (PNA 2/II: 660).

Neo-Babylonian Empire

In the Neo-Babylonian Empire, the wives of the kings are not presented in any way to the public, 
but the mother and daughter of Nabonidus feature in his inscriptions (RINBE 2 Nbn 19, 34, 2001). 
Thus, the sources on the public presentation of queenship in the Neo-Babylonian period are 
restricted to two royal women during the reign of a single king.

Even though royal women are not represented as builders but as pious servants of the gods, 
building is a central motif in the few sources that deal with Neo-Babylonian queen mothers and 
princesses. Thus, in the Adad-guppi stela (RINBE 2 Nbn 2001), the queen mother describes 
how Sîn came to her in a dream, ordering that Nabonidus rebuild his temple Ehulhul in the 
northern Mesopotamian city of Harran. The city had been destroyed when the Babylonians and 
Medes annihilated the Assyrian Empire, a fact that remains hidden behind generalities in the 
text. Remarkably, in her dream Sîn tells the woman explicitly that ‘the return of the gods is your 
responsibility’ (ittika tayyartu ilī). According to the inscription, Nabonidus promptly started the 
works and reinstated the cult still within the lifetime of his mother, but we know that in reality 
the reconstruction was only completed some years after her death (Beaulieu 1989: 205–209). 
The broken relief on the Adad-guppi stela depicts a deity and four people standing in front 
of it. Based on the inscription, the deity is most likely Sîn, the two larger human figures with 
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decorated staffs Nabonidus and his mother Adad-guppi, and the two smaller human figures 
their attendants or priests (see Gadd 1958: 36–38, pl. I). Interestingly, Nabonidus also claims 
that he re-established the office of the entu priestess at Sîn’s temple in Ur, rebuilt Egipar as 
her residence, consecrated his daughter as entu and named her En-nigaldi-Nanna (RINBE 2 
Nbn 34). However, En-nigaldi-Nanna has no active role in these events, but it is Nabonidus 
who receives the divine commands and executes them.

Further indirect evidence is provided by the story of Amytis and the Hanging Gardens. 
According to Berossus, Amytis, the wife of king Nebuchadnezzar II, was originally from 
Media and missed the green hills of her home country dearly (BNJ 680). To please his queen, 
Nebuchadnezzar built the so-called Hanging Gardens (ton kaloumenon kremaston paradeison) 
in his palace, “as an exact resemblance of a mountainous landscape”. Though the story must in 
all likelihood be set aside as a legend (van der Spek 2008: 302–313; Rollinger 2013: 147–155), 
it documents the later Greek perception and reception of Babylonian royal women as direct or 
indirect instigators of building activities.

Persian Empire

While (Teispid and) Achaemenid kingship is well attested throughout the different source 
genres, the evidence for queenship, or for royal women at the Achaemenid court generally, is 
overall highly limited and unevenly spread across the source genres, depending on the specific 
topic under discussion. For the presentation to the public as builders our most promising data 
for kingship comes from the Persian building inscriptions and the Egypto-Persian epigraphic 
evidence, for queenship from indirect references and inferences from the Persepolis texts. For 
the queenship discussion, the question of whose evidence is taken into account is irrelevant. For 
no woman of the royal household, whether married, related, or otherwise connected to the king, 
is any definite evidence for a presentation as builder currently known. In order to flesh out the 
scantily preserved evidence, we draw on the evidence for any prominent woman connected to 
the royal household.

Given the meagre scope of evidence, the representation and perception of the queen as 
builder does not seem to have been a major aspect of Teispid-Achaemenid queenship. The 
closest link between royal women and building comes in the texts relating to kurtaš (workers) 
working on queenly estates. The queens’ control of large estates and workforces is attested 
for Irtašduna/Artystone, daughter of Cyrus II, sister or half-sister of Cambyses, and wife of 
Darius I (Her. III 88); Irdabama, who may have been the mother of Darius I (Llewellyn-Jones 
2013: 112); Parušiyati/Parysatis, the wife of Darius II; and Amisiri’, arguably a relative of 
the satrap of Babylonia, Artaremu (see Brosius 1998: 141–143; Kuhrt 2007: 578; Henkelman 
2010; Wasmuth et al. 2025: 44–48). How far this control extended, such as to building projects 
independent of the king, is unknown. Nonetheless, as in the case of the Neo-Assyrian evidence, 
it is to be expected that the queens’ responsibilities included the maintenance and repair work 
on their estates.

In view of the Neo-Assyrian representations of the queen with a crenelated (i.e. mural) 
crown, it is to be noted that similar evidence can be argued for the Achaemenid Empire, even 
though every single source is controversial. If the blue statuette head found in the “Hall of 32 
Columns” in Persepolis belongs to a female figure, and not to a prince (Spycket 1980: 44), 
female figures featuring such crowns are arguably featured in the mobile palace interior. There 
is even an argument to be made that the wall hangings prominently presented the queen wearing 
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her mural crown as did other females of the royal household (and beyond?). At least, this is a 
highly plausible original context for the pieces of tapestry preserved, probably in tertiary use 
as parts of saddle cloths, from the tombs of Pazyryk (see Henkelman 1995/1996: 289–290; 
Wasmuth forthcoming). It is difficult to assess whether these depictions were understood as 
explicit presentations of the queen as builder (or embodying building) as in the case of the 
Neo-Assyrian queen or whether they were seen as one variety of typically queenly crowns 
taken over from earlier cultures.

Seleucid Empire

In comparison to the earlier empires, evidence on the Seleucid queens abounds, though – as for 
the kings – information on royal building projects conducted by the queens is mainly preserved 
in the classical literary sources. In consequence, the focus is laid on the wife of the king who is 
portrayed as the ruler’s official main consort fulfilling political and ritual roles in tandem with 
the king, on his behalf (especially in the Seleucid Empire during major military campaigns) and 
in her own right.

There is evidence that at least one Seleucid queen, Apama, had a hand in building projects. 
She personally did not take credit for them – this went to her husband, Seleukos I, or her son, 
Antiochos I – although she was celebrated by others for this activity. She received a statue 
(IDidyma 113 = PHI Didyma 182) and honours from Miletos in 299/298 bce. The civic inscrip-
tion praises her “goodwill and enthusiasm” for rebuilding the temple of Apollo at Didyma 
(destroyed in the early fifth century after the Ionian Revolt) and her eldest son’s construction of 
a stoa at Miletos (IDidyma 480, ll. 5–12). The stoa still stands, its architrave bearing a dedica-
tory inscription to Apollo of Didyma (Milet I 7, 193a). It is highly likely that Apama encouraged 
this new market-hall infrastructure project, which generated revenues for the temple construc-
tion. She and her husband also repatriated the bronze cult statue of Apollo, and later sent a huge 
donation of Greek and Persian art for decorating the temple (Pausanias 8.46.3; IDidyma 424).

Another major aspect, which is new or at least markedly enhanced compared to the 
Neo-Assyrian evidence, is the queens’ involvement in city foundations. Establishing colonial 
foundations, or re-founding pre-existing cities, was integral to Seleucid imperial ideology, 
and many were named after women of the dynasty. Dozens of Apameias, Laodikeias, and 
Stratonikeias lay scattered across the Near East and Asia Minor (see, e.g., lists by Cohen 
1995: 418; 2006: 401–402; 2013: 336–337). Most of these were named after the first generation 
of women: Apama, Laodike mother of Seleukos I, and Stratonike wife of both Seleukos I and 
Antiochos I. Since Laodike became the quintessential name for Seleucid royal women, some 
Laodikeias may have been eponymous for later queens; for example, Berytos was re-founded 
as Laodikeia in Phoenicia in the mid-second century bce (Cohen 2006: 206). A mosaic from 
Apameia on the Orontes depicts Apama giving a large pile of money for her eponymous 
city’s foundation (Olszewski 2022: 101, fig. 4). Seleukos and Apama also commemorated 
their marriage with the dual foundations of Apameia and Seleukeia-Zeugma bridging the 
Euphrates (Plin. NH 5.86, 6.119; Cohen 2013: 67–69). These later became the wedding venue 
for Laodike and Antiochos  III, attesting to the ideological significance of these joint cities 
(Polybius 5.43.1-4).
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Ptolemaic Empire

Ptolemaic rule was typically articulated through a dynastic royal couple drawn from the royal 
family. The special status of the queen (who was often – but not always – the king’s sister) 
is reflected in the diverse evidence for the Ptolemaic queens as builders and/or sponsors of 
building, which is even richer than that for the Seleucid queens, though far less common than 
that of the Ptolemaic kings. The primary evidence includes Egyptian temple-building accounts 
and associated images in relief on temple walls, inscribed plaques from foundation deposits 
in Greek and/or hieroglyphic Egyptian, trilingual royal decrees, civic honorific inscriptions in 
Greek cities in the Aegean, and Greek literary sources. There is evidence for the queen either 
acting on her own or jointly with her husband.

A characteristic feature regarding the relief display on many religious structures sponsored 
by the dynasty (Minas-Nerpel 2015) is that the queen is not depicted as the builder, but as inter-
acting with the gods. That said, her prominence in these depictions shifts from reign to reign 
(Caßor-Pfeiffer 2008b), so it may have been inferred by the viewer that she was (also) a sponsor.

One prominent example of the queen as builder in her own right comes from a group of 
foundation plaques from a temple to Bastet recently uncovered in Alexandria. They mention a 
series of monuments (naos, temenos, and an altar) dedicated there by Berenike II (Thompson 
2020; El-Maksoud, El-Fattah & El-Din 2020). Further, the name of Kleopatra VII (with that 
of her son) has been found on religious structures in Dendera, Coptos, and Armant (Arnold 
1999: 221–223). Outside of Egypt, Arsinoë II is recorded as having dedicated a large building 
on her own in the sanctuary of the Great Gods of Samothrace (OGIS I 15). There are also 
numerous examples of the queen sponsoring building jointly with the king (see further below).

Similar to the Seleucid Empire, many cities that were founded and re-founded by the 
Ptolemaic regime are named after queens – in fact, more are named after queens than kings 
(Pfeiffer 2021: 97). Settlements with the names of Arsinoë, Philadelphia, (princess) Philotera, 
Berenike, and Kleopatra appear in Egypt, Asia Minor, Coele Syria, the Red Sea Coast, Cyrenaica, 
Cyprus and the Aegean; Arsinoë is the most often used dynastic name, appearing 24 times in all 
the regions mentioned (Mueller 2006: 14; see Cohen 1995; 2006). While it is not clear whether 
the driving force was the king, the queen, and/or their agents, the decision to use the queen’s 
name rather than the king’s name in these instances is significant, demonstrating the queen’s 
importance for representing the dynasty and its imperial reach.

Overall, while the role of “patron” was an important aspect of the Ptolemaic queen’s image, 
it does not seem that “builder” itself was an especially important part of her public presentation 
on her own. She is more often presented as the beneficiary or honouree of building activities 
than the initiator (Pfeiffer 2021; Hazzard 2000: 101–159). The exceptions cited above may be 
a result of periods when the Ptolemaic queen held comparatively more power.

Parthian Empire

For the discussion of the Arsacid evidence, the level of influence and the importance or the 
prestige of queens vary across time. In cases where the queen mother or wife appeared in 
the role of viceroy or co-regent, she certainly needed publicity to gain legitimacy among the 
elite. One of the effective elements to raise the queen’s credibility would be to show her as a 
builder. However, in the sources, no evidence can be found for the use of this element in the 
Arsacid period.
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Although the dedication of new-founded cities and temples to queens (not by queens) is 
mentioned in inscriptions and classical works in the post-Achaemenid period by Hellenistic 
kings (see Huyse 1998 for a compillation of references), there is so far no trace of a building 
attributed to an Arsacid queen. Nor do the sources indicate that an Arsacid queen has estab-
lished a city or temple, nor that a Šāhanšāh gave the name of an Arsacid queen to either. 
However, the absence of Arsacid queens’ names as a city or temple name is likely due to the 
general lack of sources. At least, it can be argued, albeit not ascertained, that Phraates IV (or V) 
initiated a cult for queen Musa in a temple constructed in her honour (Olbrycht 2021). Further, 
the construction of a city, palace, bridge, library, fire temple, and water mill has been attributed 
to Bōrān and Āzarmīdokht, two queens in the late Sassanid period. As reported by late Sasanian 
writers, these acts were influenced by the activities of Homāy, a Kayānid queen and sister of 
Sāsān, the mythical ancestor of the Sasanians (Khaleghi-Motlagh 1971: 74–77, 91–99). Homāy 
was introduced as the ideal queen and idol of the later queens. Whether a similar version of 
mythical attribution of queenly building activities was already known during the Arsacid reign, 
and whether perhaps the Sasanian legend reflects the reception of Arsacid building activities, 
cannot be ascertained from the available sources. Another, albeit arbitrary, indication for the 
perception of the Parthian queen as related to building, and possibly embodying the city, is 
provided by a female statue head with mural crown from Susa. It arguably represents queen 
Musa (see Henkelman 1995/1996: 291; Olbrycht 2021).

Roman Empire

On an ideological level, there were no queens in the Roman system as there were no kings nor 
hereditary rule. Consequently, the pre-eminent female member of the imperial family could be 
the wife of the emperor (e.g. Livia Drusilla) or the mother of the emperor (e.g. Agrippina “the 
Younger”). The Roman system did not automatically attach special meaning as such to the wife 
of the emperor or her role. As members of the imperial family, empresses and other powerful 
female imperial figures were to an extent able to function and seek to exert influence “outside 
the traditional framework of aristocratic political institutions” (Fertik 2019: 52). The ideo-
logical role of the “queen” was thus not cemented but renegotiable and allowed other imperial 
women to rise to the position of the “First Lady”.

In the Roman Empire, empresses with substantial private wealth used it to initiate building 
projects. The amount of wealth possessed by imperial women could be considerable (Kokkinos 
1992: 164). Building projects were often religious in character and mostly concentrated on 
divinities suitable for the queen’s sphere. They could initiate building or renovation projects by 
themselves or together with their husband. They could further erect statues (e.g. Tac. Ann. 3.64; 
Dio 55.8.2) and be recipients of dedications (e.g. ILS 222; ILS 202). Empresses could also 
be instrumental in founding or upgrading the status of settlements as in the case of Colonia 
Claudia Ara Agrippinensium. Empress Agrippina had been born there and she secured its eleva-
tion to the status of colony that was also named after her (Tac. Ann. 12.27; modern Cologne, 
Germany). Provincial cities dedicated buildings to pre-eminent imperial women. For example, 
alongside the emperor and the senate a temple could be, for example, dedicated to the mother of 
the emperor (Tac. Ann. 4.15; ILS 202). In a similar vein, the temple at Smyrna had the dowager 
empress wear the diadem of a goddess (Burrell 2004: 39–40).
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4. COMPARATIVE DISCUSSION OF THE ROYAL COUPLE

As showcased above, the royal presentation to the public as builder did partially overlap and 
partially differ across the genders and empires. In the following, we summarize for each empire, 
how the salient points from their respective portfolios compare to each other, whether there is 
evidence for explicit joint presentation, and what is thus the summary scope of the offices and 
their presentation to the public as builders with focus on potential complementary roles.

Neo-Assyrian Empire

While representations of the Neo-Assyrian king abound, the Neo-Assyrian queens are much 
less represented in both the textual and iconographic evidence. Building and restoration of 
temples and palaces, as well as the foundation of new cities and capitals for the empire, was one 
of the preeminent duties of an Assyrian king and the role of the pious builder or master builder 
was seen as a fundamental aspect of Neo-Assyrian kingship. The households of the king and 
queen seem to have been bureaucratically separated leading to representations of the king and 
the queen that in many ways double each other, though the evidence is much scarcer for the 
queens. However, at least one queen, Naqi’a, built a palace for her son. The building of temples, 
on the other hand, was restricted to the king in his function as vice-regent for the god Aššur.

Evidence for the presentation as a royal couple is scarce in the Neo-Assyrian sources. There 
are no texts explicitly representing the royal couple as builders together, in the royal inscriptions 
this is seen specifically as the domain of the king. However, Queen Sammu-ramat establishes 
(= builds) a boundary stone with her son (RIMA 3 A.0.104.3), probably while functioning as 
the vice-regent of her son Adad-nirari III during his adolescence. Another exception is the 
pictorial evidence of the Khinis cliff relief (Ornan 2007: fig. 2). It presents a male and female 
figure, both standing on animals, facing each other, and holding ring and rod (= measuring 
tools of builders) in their hands. As Ornan (2007) argues, this does not depict divinities, but the 
Neo-Assyrian king (Sennacherib) and queen in commemoration of an actual building project in 
the manner of divine images.

While both, king and queen seem to have fulfilled similar responsibilities when it came to 
actual building activities on their estates, the public presentation as builder seems to have been 
largely complementary: with rare exceptions, the king was the active builder, while the queen 
arguably embodied the built environment, represented, inter alia, via her mural crown.

Neo-Babylonian Empire

In the Neo-Babylonian royal inscriptions, there is a strong insistence on the king as a builder, 
and more precisely of the king as the builder and restorer of temples. Queens are entirely absent 
from Neo-Babylonian royal inscriptions and imagery concerning a potential role as builder. 
Thus, neither an internal comparison between the presentation of the king and the queen nor a 
discussion on their public display as couple is meaningful.

The only extant, albeit meagre indirect evidence on female royal involvement in the king’s 
building projects points to potentially complementary roles. The inscriptions of Nabonidus 
refer to two royal women, his mother Adad-guppi and his daughter En-nigaldi-Nanna. Adad-
guppi has an important role in starting the restoration work of Sîn’s temple in Harran, as the 
moon god approaches her in a dream and commands her son to build the temple. Whether this 
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is representative of complementary roles (indirect instigator/transmitter of divine instigation 
vs. active builder) in the presentation and perception of the Neo-Babylonian king and the royal 
women of the court, cannot be substantiated for lack of sources. In the case of En-nigaldi-
Nanna, the moon god commands Nabonidus to restore the office of the entu priestess and build 
her residence in Ur. The king is here the active builder, the future entu priestess plays no role 
in the building works. Nonetheless, here the royal woman is also the indirect motivator of the 
building project.

Persian Empire

In the Teispid-Achaemenid Empire, building is a core task of the king, referred to explicitly 
and implicitly in the textual, and implicitly in the pictorial sources. He is prominently displayed 
on essentially every monument, either in worship, receiving tribute or giving audience. Thus, 
though the presentation is not explicitly drawing on a building icon like the Neo-Assyrian basket 
holder or the Ptolemaic measuring-rod holder, he is presented as the obvious instigator and lord 
of the building(s). Another key element characteristic of the Teispid-Achaemenid presentation 
of the king as builder is the prominent listing of the materials and peoples brought from across 
the empire and beyond for the royal building projects. For this, the information displayed in 
the representational sources (building and foundation inscriptions, reliefs) is confirmed by the 
administrative sources. For the queen, no evidence for her presentation as builder is available. 
Nonetheless, the administrative sources allow the assumption that king and queen were each 
responsible for building and maintenance work on their estates.

There is no extant evidence for the Persian king and queen being presented to the public as 
a couple, as builders or otherwise. Hellenistic writers imagined the co-presence of the king’s 
women at feasts as scandalous, but this is of dubious import for official presentation.

In contrast to the Assyrian and arguably the Neo-Babylonian period, the Teispid-Achaemenid 
Persian evidence does not show any complementary roles in the public presentation of king and 
queen as builders. Whether this is due to the incompletely preserved record or representative of 
the king-/queenship construction of the time, cannot be decided (compare also the similar case 
of the Parthian Empire).

Seleucid Empire

In Seleucid royal ideology, building seems to have been the prerogative of the king. Founding 
and re-founding cities throughout the empire were central means of embedding the Seleucids in 
their newly gained territories. As discussed above, there is evidence that at least one Seleucid 
queen had a hand in building projects, although she herself took no credit for them.

For building projects and foundations, we do not have evidence for the joint presentation of 
Seleucid kings and queens. While they may be mentioned in sequence, the action is not joint, 
but arguing for a separation of the offices.

Establishing colonial foundations, or re-founding pre-existing cities, was integral to Seleucid 
imperial ideology, and many were named after women of the dynasty, thus providing a form 
of indirect presentation of the queen as builder, or at least as prominently associated with the 
outcome of the building activities. Thus, as in several other empires, there seems to have been 
a basic separation in the king being presented as playing the active role of founding cities, and 



92Melanie Wasmuth et al: Kingship and Queenship in the Ancient Near Eastern Empires of the First Millennium bce

Studia Orientalia Electronica 13 (2025): 71–106

the queen, via her name, retaining the memory of the foundation in the cultural memory of 
the people.

Ptolemaic Empire

Public display of the Ptolemaic king and queen as builders seems to have been limited to 
primarily religious structures; the extant evidence largely suggests that such sponsorship was 
generally the prerogative (and responsibility) of the king, but there is evidence of at least three 
queens sponsoring building on their own; this may reflect periods when the queen held greater 
power, approaching or surpassing that of the king. Only the king is depicted visually taking part 
in building activities.

There is substantial inscriptional evidence that presents the royal couple as joint sponsors 
of new religious buildings. Plaques from foundation deposits usually describe the dedication as 
made by the king alone, but sometimes queens are also mentioned (e.g. CPI 96; see Thompson 
2020: 104). As for improvements or additions, there are building inscriptions naming the King 
and Queen as joint sponsors. For instance, Ptolemy V and Kleopatra I dedicated a pronaos for 
a temple in Antaeopolis (CPI 326), and Ptolemy III and Berenike II are described as joint spon-
sors of temple improvements in the Kanopos decree (CPI 123), for which they received priestly 
honours. However, in the Memphis Decree (CPI 126; aka Rosetta Stone), a document of similar 
genre, Ptolemy V alone is credited with founding and restoring temples. The significance of 
these differences has not been closely studied.

Concerning city foundations, the majority were named after the queens rather than the 
kings, thus arguing for complementary roles of the kings and queens in that respect. Arguably, 
the same is true regarding presentation as temple builders. While the king is mentioned more 
often as sponsoring the building/improvement and exclusively shown laying the foundation, 
the queen is frequently depicted on temple walls alongside him or nearby, carrying out various 
rituals on her own. This could perhaps have signalled to the viewer that she was associated with 
the building/improvement as well.

Parthian Empire

The Arsacid presentation of the king, the Šāhanšāh, as builder focuses on his founding, 
re-founding, extending and restoring of cities and fortresses, preferably by making use of pris-
oners of war. Whether the queens are involved in the building is currently beyond the available 
evidence. There may be one exception, reflected in the marble sculpture (arguably) attributed 
to queen Musa. Although there is no supportive inscription or other trace of the contempora-
neous Šāhanšāhs (Phraates IV and V), the existence of this sculpture could refer to the active 
and independent role of the queen in the Arsacid period. This sculpture may indicate a wider 
activity, such as a construction, showing her as a builder, or one associated with the building/
improvement, even if she is not explicitly mentioned in inscriptions to have sponsored it.

There is no explicit evidence for the Šāhanšāh and his wife or other royal women building 
together, nor for the Šāhanšāh building for the queen or attributing a building to the queen 
(or vice versa). However, the inscriptions (and coins?) of the Parthian period closely link the 
Šāhanšāh and his queens as companions. This is made visible at least for Queen Musa, who is 
depicted on various coins together with the Šāhanšāh: she on the one side, the Šāhanšāh on the 
other (Madreiter & Hartmann 2020: 29).
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Due to the lack of specific evidence for the queens, for the most part, the discussion of 
complementary roles is inherently beyond the evidence. However, the later reception history 
allows arguing the case that the cities were founded, extended or restored by the Šāhanšāh and 
then (potentially) dedicated to the queen.

Roman Empire

The Roman emperor was especially the benefactor of the city of Rome and its inhabitants, to the 
extent of excluding private and senatorial sponsorship of public buildings in the city. Although 
emperors initiated projects in the provinces, public building in the Roman East was mainly 
the domain of cities and client-kings. Throughout the empire, the emperor was the recipient 
of dedications of monuments, like altars and temples. Further, he, at least formally, remained 
the final arbiter of what was desirable and possible regarding any building projects. Empresses 
could initiate building projects, including city foundations and status upgrades, especially in 
the provinces, but rarely and on a smaller scale. The empress was also a recipient of dedications 
of monuments by the provincials.

The empresses could initiate building or renovation projects by themselves or together 
with the emperor (e.g. Tac. Ann. 3.64; Dio 55.8.2). Imperial women were at times depicted on 
monuments together with the emperor and noted in dedications (e.g. ILS 222). In the build-
ings erected by provincial elites, powerful first ladies could even be represented together with 
an emperor on a more or less equal footing, like Agrippina on the Sebasteion of Aphrodisias 
(Fertik 2019: 41–44).

While the emperor was the pre-eminent builder, the queens had a complementary role. 
Strikingly, a key role is to some extent reversed in comparison to the empires centered in 
West Asia. There, the buildings and cities were typically (presented as) built by the king and 
then (occasionally) dedicated to the queen. In the Roman Empire, buildings and monuments, 
if not built by the emperor and dedicated to the People of Rome, were mostly dedicated to the 
emperor, not the empress. Buildings could also occasionally be dedicated to the empress, or the 
emperor and empress, but depending on the dedicators’ interpretations of the dynamics of and 
precedence in the imperial family.

5. CONCLUSIONS

A major challenge for comparing the evidence diachronically across the full scope of the seven 
empires spanning the 1st millennium bce is the disparity of sources. Within most empires and 
certainly across the millennium it is often impossible to assess whether the available sources 
are representative of ancient contemporary ideology and practice or rather of the focus of 
excavation and research. In comparison, the chance of physical preservation of the material 
evidence should be of less relevance for the comparison, as (by and large) it should affect each 
empire similarly. A major difference regarding preservation conditions is, however, to be noted 
between empires writing on clay versus on parchment and papyri for administrative and literary 
purposes. Overall, it has to be stressed that all diachronic comparative results presented are at 
best tentative.

The most pertinent conclusion from the diachronic survey of how the king, queen, and 
ruling couple were presented to the public as builders is the observation that there is no clear-
cut divide at any time throughout the seven empires. Instead, each of the aspects discussed 
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calls for a different empire grouping. Further, most of the empires show at least some degree 
of mirrored and complementary roles of king and queen, despite the overall scarcity of female 
royal evidence. Another key result is a strong tendency for most of the empires to focus on the 
king as the builder and the queen embodying the building, though the strategies employed vary 
substantially as do the implications of what this embodiment of the building entails.

The king as builder

Regarding the presentation of the kings as builders, the divergence of parallels and similarities 
across the empires is noteworthy. In all empires, inscriptions presenting the king as builders 
were visibly displayed, while the placing of hidden inscriptions in building deposits seems to be 
a characteristic of the earlier empires: the Neo-Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, Teispid-Achaemenid 
Persian, and the temporally deeply rooted Ptolemaic-Egyptian Empire. Explicit (and implicit) 
visual images presenting kings as builders are only attested for the Neo-Assyrian and the 
Ptolemaic empires, while implicit visual attribution of the building to the king is more widely 
spread, also including the Neo-Babylonian, the Teispid-Achaemenid, and the Roman empires.

Most empires showcase the king explicitly as pious builder in the primary sources, either 
by focusing on temple buildings, by explicitly dedicating the building endeavour to the gods, 
or by acting as a representative of or in commission for a deity. Most empires (with the excep-
tion of the Roman Empire) also concur in presenting the king as sole and/or master builder 
in the royal inscriptions, while other sources (especially administrative ones in the cases of 
the Neo-Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, and Achaemenid empires, classical ones for the Parthian/
Arsacid Empire) also preserve evidence for the scope of unspecialized labourers as well as 
named experts involved in the endeavours. Based on the current state of research special cases 
in this respect are the Persian and the Parthian empires. In the hidden and visible textual (and 
pictorial) sources of the Persian Empire, the scope of raw material and expertise drawn together 
by the king from across the empire is highlighted; for the Parthian Empire, the use of prisoners 
of war as a labour force is stressed (at least in the classical sources).

The scope of civic building endeavours is put to the next level from the Seleucid and 
Ptolemaic empires onwards, when the royal prerogative of building is given up in favour of 
cities and/or local (client-)kings sponsoring new building dedicated to the kings. Possibly 
related is the Seleucid and Roman evidence of local hero worship for any city founders, which 
is also attested for the Parthian Empire, but only for the dynastic founder Arsaces.

Though city foundations (or at least embellishments) happened in all empires, they reflect 
another relevant temporal distinction. In the earlier empires (i.e. Neo-Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, 
and Teispid-Achaemenid Persian), the building activities in the imperial heartland are stressed, 
in the Seleucid, Ptolemaic, and Parthian/Arsacid empires the presentation to the public empha-
sizes the city foundations marking territorial expansion. An exception within the discussed 
empire scope concerns the spatial differentiation in building responsibilities in the Roman 
Empire with the emperor’s focus on Rome, the empress’s occasional and much smaller role but 
with a focus on sacral buildings, and the way in which cities and client-kings built in honour of 
the emperor in the Roman East.
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The queen as builder

At least for four of the seven empires, Neo-Assyrian, Seleucid, Ptolemaic, and Roman, the 
presentation of the queen as builder was an aspect of her public image. For the other three, 
the Neo-Babylonian, Teispid-Achaemenid Persian, and Arsacid empires, the issue is beyond 
definitive assessment. The most prominent explicit visual marker of this comes from the 
Neo-Assyrian period, where she is typically, albeit overall rarely, depicted wearing a mural 
crown. Arguably, this is also the case for the Achaemenid queens (and other high-standing 
women) and for the Arsacids, though in both empires each individual source is open to doubt.

If the possibly female small statuary and/or the arguably originally Achaemenid wall hang-
ings with mural crown depictions are correctly identified as belonging to Achaemenid palace 
interiors, both the Neo-Assyrian (inter alia, relief depiction of queens with mural crowns 
and known position of burials under the palace floors) and the Achaemenid evidence point 
to the queens as essential parts of the palace experience, albeit in a different manner than the 
kings (see below: couple). A similar complementary distinction can be seen for the Ptolemaic 
temples: the queen is prominently depicted, though pictorially not as builder, but (arguably) as 
being responsible for making it habitable for the gods via various rituals.

Whether there is a larger cultural gap between these and the Neo-Babylonian and Seleucid 
empires regarding queenly sponsorship of individual buildings is difficult to assess. In these 
two empires, involvement of the queen in building projects can also be argued, though she is 
explicitly not credited for them. In the Neo-Babylonian Empire, Adad-guppi functions (only) as 
the vessel/transmitter of divine building commands to her son, Nabonidus, while the building 
projects sponsored by the Seleucid queen Apama were explicitly credited to the king or crown 
prince. Both incidents attest that the queen could (be involved in) sponsor(ing) buildings, but 
also that there have been cultural objections against it (thus, they were credited to the god/king/
crown prince).

Another major change regarding (some of) the queens’ responsibilities with regard to 
building activities took place after the Achaemenid period. Both the Seleucid and the Ptolemaic 
queens prominently feature in the new city foundations of the empires, if not as active builders 
(main prerogative of the kings), then as sponsors, nominal representatives (city names) and 
focal points of the communal cultural memory.

A further major development in/since the same period concerns the shift from the royal 
building prerogative to buildings and objects sponsored by the citizenry in dedication to the 
(king and) queen. To what degree the Roman evidence marks only a shift in quantity, rather 
than in quality, is difficult to assess. It seems that on many levels, ideological restrictions to 
queenly building activities were not that strong; rather the role of the queen was less settled and 
more varied. The more prominent advertisement of the queen in buildings was in dedications 
by the provincial elites to a specific queen interpreted as powerful rather than direct building 
activity of the queens themselves.

The royal couple as builders

When looking at king and queen jointly, it is notable that in many respects the evidence for the 
queen mirrors the role of the king, at least as far as the unequal scope of available sources allow 
us to assess. There are, however, at least three notable exceptions.



96Melanie Wasmuth et al: Kingship and Queenship in the Ancient Near Eastern Empires of the First Millennium bce

Studia Orientalia Electronica 13 (2025): 71–106

First, the iconography used to present the king or queen to the public as builder is markedly 
different (with one potential Neo-Assyrian exception: the founding ritual icon on Khinis cliff). 
In the Neo-Assyrian Empire, the king is typically either presented in the traditional pictorial 
icon of a basket bearer or by his omnipresence in the relief decoration, while the queen is 
presented with a mural crown. In combination with the textual and archaeological evidence, 
this argues for the king being showcased as the actual builder, the queen as embodying the 
built environment of the city. In the Teispid-Achaemenid Empire, the king is omnipresent in 
the non-mobile palace decoration, especially on the outer walls, while arguably the queen was 
prominently displayed in the mobile palace decoration: small statuary and especially wall hang-
ings. A possible explanation for this would be a concept of the king being responsible for the 
creation of the building as well as its main usage, while the queen is responsible for making it 
habitable. This is also the most promising interpretation regarding Ptolemaic temple decora-
tion, which explicitly depicts the king while performing the foundation ritual and other ritual 
actions, the latter often in combination with the queen. Thus, also here, the focus is on the 
active construction by the king with the queen playing a necessary part in making the structures 
habitable for the gods.

A similar division can also be seen concerning city foundations. With the certain exception 
of Rome, and possibly of the Teispid-Achaemenid and Arsacid empires, for which the sources 
do not allow assessment, the king is the acknowledged founder of the city, while the queen 
is  its  embodiment  (Neo-Assyrian)  or  the  retainer  of  the  cultural memory of  this  foundation 
(Seleucid and Ptolemaic city naming practices). For the Neo-Babylonian Empire, this is once 
more impossible to assess with any certainty, but the ancient contemporary reception that the 
divine building commission is transmitted via the queen (mother) also acknowledges for this 
empire some implicit kind of involvement of the queen in building activities. Further, in the 
earlier  empires  (Neo-Assyrian,  Neo-Babylonian,  and  Teispid-Achaemenid),  the  proclaimed 
focus of new city foundations is on the heartland, in the later ones on their continuous territo-
rial expansion.

Lastly, there seem to be significant changes regarding the dedication of buildings (and 
cities).  In  the  earlier  empires,  especially  the  Neo-Assyrian,  the  city  and  buildings  tend  to 
be built  (sponsored) by  the king and embodied by  the queen.  In  the Seleucid and Ptolemaic 
empires, they tend to be sponsored by the king or the local civic population and dedicated to or 
named after the queen. Finally, in the Roman Empire beyond Rome, the buildings are mostly 
sponsored by the local elites or client-kings and dedicated to the king.

Presentation as builder: Main or side issue?

In all seven empires, the royal presentation to the public as builders was an important compo-
nent of kingship (less also of queenship). Nonetheless, the role this aspect of royal presentation 
took in relation to other forms of royal display shows significant variation across the empires 
under discussion.

For the Neo-Assyrian Empire, the presentation of the king as builder is a major aspect of the 
public representation of the body royal, although perhaps not the most central. As an aggres-
sively expanding military empire, the representation of the king as warrior is the most central 
aspect of royal ideology. The queen is presented in the role of builder once, and arguably she 
symbolically represented the palace and the city.
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In the Neo-Babylonian Empire, the Babylonian king was first and foremost presented to the 
public as a pious builder and provider for the gods. Most royal inscriptions relate to building 
works in Babylonia proper, focusing especially on temples and other cultic installations. The 
available evidence for the queens does not allow assessment.

For the Teispid-Achaemenid Empire, the king’s role as builder is prominent, but display-
wise implicit. From the foundation deposits and inscriptions, his role is obvious, and he is also 
usually the focal point of the visual display, but he is not represented in his role as builder, espe-
cially in the Persian heartland. In general, his presentation as a pious leader and as a warrior is 
much more prominent and widespread. For Achaemenid queenship, the question is negligible.

The Seleucid king’s presentation as builder was important, but in different ways for the 
various cultural spheres of the empire. In Babylonia, memories of the behaviour of older empires 
and their kings continued to shape expectations for Seleucid rulers. Among old Greek cities in 
Asia Minor building projects took on the character of gift-giving. Across the Near Eastern 
regions of the empire some kings built new Greek-style cities, which served as expressions of 
kingly power over territory, resources, and people. If Seleucid queens engaged in building, it 
was in support of the kings’ actions.

In the Ptolemaic Empire, the presentation of the king as builder was central to his identity as 
the chief priest of the gods of Egypt, responsible for construction and maintenance of temples, 
and as a benefactor to cities and communities. Both of these identities were key to the image 
of the Ptolemaic king as ruler. While Ptolemaic queens also played a role in the building and 
consecrating of temples and in the founding of cities, they are not explicitly displayed as such 
pictorially, in contrast to the kings.

The key legitimizing characteristics of the Arsacid ideal Šāhanšāh are the presentation of 
the king as builder, warrior, and supporter of religion. In addition to the ideal Šāhanšāh, the 
building attribute has also been applied to other kings of this dynasty, in legendary form and 
in reality. At least in some cases, historical sources confirm that the Arsacid Šāhanšāhs took 
practical steps to show themselves as builders. Regarding the queens, in continuation of the 
Seleucid tradition, the Arsacid courts showed tolerance towards displaying the image of the 
queens in public, but there is no strong evidence for presenting the Arsacid queens as builders. 
However, later historical documents and some toponyms allow the assumption that this may in 
part be a matter of source preservation.

In the Roman Empire, initiating building projects, whether to renovate or to build new, 
was expected behaviour of the emperors as patrons and benefactors. Emperors commemorated 
their building activities and accomplishments and it was a major issue in their role. Imperial 
first ladies (queens) appear only rarely as builders but did initiate building projects, alone or in 
support of the emperor.

Who is the addressed public?

Another key question for the royal presentation as builder across the seven empires under 
discussion concerns the addressed public. Who could see and read the building inscriptions? 
Who had access to the pertinent imagery? And why was it important to address these audi-
ences? These questions can only be tentatively answered, but also here, the strategies of visible 
or invisible display provide interesting insights into partially overarching and partially empire- 
or context-specific characteristics.



98Melanie Wasmuth et al: Kingship and Queenship in the Ancient Near Eastern Empires of the First Millennium bce

Studia Orientalia Electronica 13 (2025): 71–106

On a general level, there is evidence across all discussed empires that royal presentation 
as builders (including wider sponsorship of built environment) addressed the gods, members 
of the contemporary elite, and other members of contemporary and posterior societies. Given 
their later invisibility to the human eye, the gods as well as the administrative and clerical 
elite and future kings are arguably the main audience of the foundation deposits that charac-
terise Neo-Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, Achaemenid Persian, and Ptolemaic sacral buildings. 
The same applies probably to the majority of the openly displayed building inscriptions and 
building accounts, as they are typically placed in a way that they do not easily invite detailed 
reading while passing by. It is, however, to be expected that a much larger scope of contem-
porary visitors to the palaces, temples, and rock inscriptions were aware that these structures 
included references to royal building, and also that the visitors associated major building and 
carving activities with royal prerogatives, which were typically carried out by making use of 
work obligations to the kings (and queens).

An explicit address of the wider political elite and/or the general public can be deduced 
from the placement of pictorial evidence showcasing the king (and/or queen). Here, a distinct 
difference can be seen between the Assyrian and Babylonian versus the Achaemenid Persian 
and Ptolemaic empires. While the visual displays in the former empires were only visible to 
the comparatively few who had access to the palaces (and especially the throne rooms) and 
temples or passed by the rock reliefs, the Achaemenid and Ptolemaic structures catered for a 
much wider audience with major pictorial display made visible also from outside the buildings.

The wider political elite and the general public (plus the gods) seem to have become the main 
focus in the eastern area by the Seleucid, in the western area by the Ptolemaic to Roman period, 
including a distinct difference in communication practice depending on the region. The donation or 
sponsorship of building was made known to the general citizenry of the various townships through 
public inscriptions (and declarations). A special form of communication with the regional elites 
only entered the ancient Near East with the Romans: by dedicating buildings like temples to the 
emperor (and the empress) the provincials could form a special connection with the emperor.

How the Arsacids fit into the scope of strategies visible in the other empires is difficult to 
assess. It can be cautiously claimed that the royal court were the elites of the Šāhanšāhī given that 
the inscriptions and coins show primarily that the Šāhanšāh or the queens were in conversation 
with the elite. The only way that can be imagined for the connection between the Šāhanšāh and the 
ordinary people was through the intermediary of the elites, and these elites probably recreated the 
glory of the court for the common people. It might also be created as the imaginary presentation of 
it in ordinary people’s minds which appeared in the form of folklore literature.

Similarly, the earliest empires under discussion, which seem to address a much more 
restricted audience, may have made use of scribal schools and (public) readings for popular-
izing their messages.
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ABBREVIATIONS

Athenaeus: see Olson 2007.
BNJ: Brill’s New Jacoby, <https://scholarlyeditions.brill.com/bnjo/>.
CPI = Corpus of Ptolemaic Inscriptions, <https://www.csad.ox.ac.uk/corpus-of-ptolemaic-inscriptions>.
Dio: see Cary 1914–1927.
Her: see Feix 2011.
IDidyma: see Wiegand 1958.
ILS: see Dessau 1892.
Isidor Parth. Stat: see Schoff 1914.
Josephus Ant.: see Feldman 1981.
Josephus BJ: see Thackeray 1956–1957.
Just. Epit.: see Watson 1853.
Lucan: see Duff 1928.
Milet: see Rehm 1997.
OGIS: see Dittenberger 1903–1905.
Pausanias: see Jones 1935.
Plin. NH: see Mayhoff 1892–1909; Rackham 1942; Giebel 2009.
PNA 2/II: see Baker 2001.
Polybius: see Paton, Walbanks & Habicht 2011.
RG: see Cooley 2009.
RIMA 3: see Grayson 1996.
RINAP 3/2: see Grayson & Novotny 2014.
RINAP 4: see Leichty 2011.
RINBE 1/1: see Novotny & Weiershäuser 2024.
RINBE 2: see Weiershäuser & Novotny 2020.
Strabo: see Jones 1932.
Suet. Aug.: see Rolfe 1998, 1997.
Tac. Ann.: see Fisher 1906 [1973].
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