THE TWO GATES

9 The gate to the Netherworld

photo with cupola

The cupola you see in the
foreground covers one of the
most impressive architectural
remains of ancient Urkesh.
Called abi in Hurrian, it was
the place where the spirits of
the Netherworld were
summoned through special
rituals (preserved in later
Hurrian texts).
In antiquity, no outward sign
was visible: the underground
chamber was covered with
slabs and dirt. Entering
through a small opening, you
had the impression of
descending into a cave.
You will have the same
impression today, and share
the ancient sense of awe as you
descend into the darkness.

10 The gate to Heaven

The temple in the distance represents
the other pole of the ideological
landscape. It rises heavenward,
heightening the distance from the
Netherworld to which the abi gave direct
access.
While the excavations are in progress,
you have to use your imagination to
complete the picture, as in the
reconstruction below.

11 The darkness of a cave
It is rare in Syro-Mesopotamia that
you can see a monument of the
third millennium as well preserved
as the Urkesh abi.
When you enter, bear in mind the
awe it inspired in the ancients. The
roughness of the walls, along with
the darkness, was intended to elicit
the forbidding sense of shadowy
figures emerging from the depths
of the earth.

12 The memory of a volcano

the mountain-like
Temple terrace

the cave-like
gate to the Netherworld

In our interpretation, the
temple at the top of the
terrace to your right was
dedicated to the god of
the magma and father of
the Hurrian gods,
Kumarbi.
Thus the palace is
bracketed between a cave
that represents the depth
of the Netherworld and a
height that bears the
memory of a volcano.
Seen against the backdrop
of the mountains to the
north, this rich ideological
landscape speaks as
eloquently to us as it
would have to the
ancients  for whom the
mythology served as a
rationalization of the
forces of nature and of the
divine absolute that
encompassed all.

