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The Chronology of Esarhaddon’s Reign

Dates Year of

(BCE) Reign Campaigns and Activities

681 Accession Accession to the throne on the 28th/18th day of

year Addaru (March).

680 Year 1 False date of the start of the reconstruction of
Babylon. Campaign against Nab-zér-kitti-lishir of
the Sealand (by Esarhaddon’s officer). His brother
Na’id-Marduk replaced him.

679 Year 2 Rebuilding of Esharra in Assur. Campaign against
Asuhili, king of Arza at the Brook of Egypt.
Campaign against the Cimmerians and Cilicia (by
Esarhaddon’s officer).

678 Year 3 Campaign against Shamash-ibni of Bit-Dakkdri,
executed with the governor of Nippur.

677 Year 4 Campaign against Abdi-Milkti, king of Sidon.
Sidon became an Assyrian province. Campaign
against Sanda-uarri, king of Kundu and Sissu.

676 Year 5 Parade in Nineveh with the cut heads of the two
kings. Treaty of vassality with Ba’alu, king of Tyre.
Campaign against Bazu in Arabia. Tribute of Qana,
king of Dilmun.

675 Year 6 Campaign against Mugallu of Melid.

678-675 Undated campaigns against Mannea, Scythians,
Medes, Ellipi, Elam, Til-Ashuri, Gambulu, and
Arabs.

674 Year 7 First campaign against Egypt.

673 Year 8 Campaign against Ik-Teshub, king of Shubria.
Death of Esharra-hammat, Esarhaddon’s wife.

672 Year 9 Succession treaty: Ashurbanipal and Shamash-
shumu-ukin crown princes.

671 Year 10 Second campaign against Egypt. Against Ba’alu

of Tyre on the way to Egypt. Conquest of Lower
Egypt. Conspiracies against Esarhaddon.

xiii
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670

669

Esarhaddon, King of Assyria

Year 11 Conspiracies against Esarhaddon (continued).
Purge of high dignitaries.
Year 12 Troubles in Egypt. Third campaign against

Egypt. Death of Esarhaddon on the 10th day of
Arahsamna (November).
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CHAPTER TEN

An Assessment of Esarhaddon’s Reign

Esarhaddon’s reign leaves quite a mixed impression because on the one hand, he
suffered from severe disabilities and made serious mistakes, yet on the other, he
realized some important achievements. To begin with, his father Sennacherib’s
murder by his half-brother Urdu-Mullissu represented circumstances that were
difficult for him to accept.! In normal circumstances, he was not destined to
reign, for several reasons: he was not, by far, the legitimate successor of his
father because he had been imposed as Sennacherib’s crown prince by his
mother Nagi’a in 683.? Urdu-Mullissu was probably crown prince from 698 to
684. Also, he was Sennacherib’s youngest son. Furthermore, he had a chronic
disease, identified as lupus erythematosus diseminatus, mainly characterized by
a rash and periods of depression, which forced him to be inactive and to isolate
himself. Most of the time, he was under the control of his mother Nagi’a and he
was permanently under the influence of diviners and exorcists.?

At the same time, he succeeded in putting down all the uprisings that
sprang up, such as those of the Sealand, Bit-Dakkri, BAzu and Shubria, Cilicia
and the Cimmerians, Tyre, and Arza. He had restored the political and economic
order established by his predecessors over the west of the empire, and this
provided an important contribution to the empire’s resources. He managed to
stabilize the empire by restoring Assyrian control, direct or indirect. Moreover,
he succeeded in extending its boundaries thanks to a conquest that all his
predecessors had dreamt of: Egypt. Even if it was not Esarhaddon himself, but
Ashur-nasir, the chief eunuch, who carried out this conquest, the result was
an extension to the empire. In reality, only Lower Egypt had been conquered
because the Assyrian army stopped in Memphis. And it proved to be a short-
lived conquest, lasting only twenty years, because the Assyrians were not able
to keep it in their grasp. Except for Egypt, which remained restless, Esarhaddon
left to his successors a stable and peaceful empire.

He was also aware of the propaganda value of a large-scale building
program. He realized several construction works: first in his capital Nineveh,
where he built his palace and rebuilt the armory, also restoring several temples.
He also carried out construction activities in other cities of the north such
as Assur, Arbela, and Nimrud. In central and southern Mesopotamia, he
performed building activities in the cities of Dér, Cutha, Borsippa, Nippur, and

115
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Uruk. However, the priority program for him was to sponsor the rebuilding
of Babylon. Several factors explain his decision. He was shocked by the
assassination of Sennacherib and wanted to exorcise the past: he decided to
rectify the grave sin of his father, who had destroyed Babylon.* He intended to
restore the cosmic order violated by him, thus expecting divine reward for his
reconstruction work. He also made a political calculation: as the relationship
between Assyria and Babylonia was a complicated one, he was in favor of a
reconciliation to simplify the situation. In the end it was a serious political
mistake. The fact is that Sennacherib’s understanding of the problem was that
the only way to defeat the power of Babylon was to destroy it.°> Conversely,
by rebuilding the destroyed city, Esarhaddon was rebuilding, in parallel, both
the power of Babylon and its desire to defeat Assyria. Moreover, Assyria failed
to benefit from the riches the king used to rebuild Babylon. The rebuilding
of Babylon was continued and achieved by Ashurbanipal, Esarhaddon’s son
and successor.® This rebuilding was one of the main reasons for the fall of the
Assyrian Empire in 610.7 If Babylon had remained in a state of destruction,
Nabopolassar would not have seized power and created the Neo-Babylonian
Empire.® The Median king Cyaxares would probably not have defeated the
Assyrian Empire by himself in 610. Even if the restoration of Babylonian power
was the main cause of the fall of the Assyrian Empire, there were other reasons,
internal and external, which also combined in determining this outcome® Some
of these reasons were the disproportionate expansion of the empire, which
made it difficult to manage, the reduction of war booty, and the decreasing
number of deportees and therefore of the workforce. Another possible
cause was a period of drought." Other reasons would have been the lack of
integration of the conquered populations, the hostility of the elites, and the
succession problems.*

In support of a positive assessment of Esarhaddon must figure the treaty
concluded in 676 with Ba’alu, king of Tyre."” This treaty gave Ba’alu access to
all the Levantine ports, with control merely being limited to the presence of an
Assyrian official and the imposition of tolls.* It defined the rights and duties of
the Tyrian king, and established a strict control over his activities. It was the
first maritime treaty to regulate sea trade along the Levantine coast since the
Assyrian Empire had become a maritime power."

Another positive assessment of Esarhaddon derives from the fact that he
had many tablets copied for the Nineveh libraries, which he developed because
he was interested in the knowledge of his time. He took care of the education of
his scholars as is illustrated by the lists of Nineveh library acquisitions, which
were in a wide variety of specialized fields.” He developed an efficient spy
system, inherited from his predecessors. He owed his personal salvation and
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his political survival to an excellent domestic intelligence network including
spies, informants, and professional agents provocateurs."’

The appointment of acrown prince was inaugurated by Tiglath-pileser Il who
had designated Shalmaneser V as his heir."® Although mindful of Sennacherib’s
difficulties in organizing his succession, in 672 Esarhaddon inaugurated a new
format of succession by designating two crown princes. His son Ashurbanipal
was crown prince of Assyria and his other son Shamash-shumu-ukin was crown
prince of Babylonia.”” The advantage of having two crown princes would be to
ensure an easier governance of Assyria and Babylonia. The disadvantage was
the risk of conflict between the two brothers, which actually happened after
Esarhaddon’s death. The two-king system worked well for a long period from
669 to 652,**however, in the long run, several factors provoked a conflict between
the two brothers: Ashurbanipal, who was a little younger than his brother,
actually occupied a higher rank and he was constantly interfering in Babylonia
in place of his brother. This resulted in a civil war between Ashurbanipal and
Shamash-shumu-ukin from 652 to 648.*

The end of Esarhaddon’s reign was very difficult for him because he had to
face several conspiracies, occurring moreover in a period when his disease was
probably worsening.?> However, even if he was extremely concerned for his
safety and his life, he did not immediately take action against the conspirators.
Probably under the influence of diviners and exorcists, he chose to perform the
substitute king ritual again, only three months after the end of the preceding
ritual. It was a measure that effectively removed him from the public eye
and thus offered protection against any attempt on his life. Straight after the
end of the ritual, he ordered the slaughter of many of his magnates.”® After
the purge, the atmosphere of fear and suspicion in Assyria probably became
overwhelming. Esarhaddon owed his personal salvation to the strengthening
of the security measures operating in the royal palace.* Moreover, in such a
repressive situation, no one dared to revolt anymore. The result was that the
whole empire, with the exception of Egypt, was pacified when Esarhaddon
died. We must not forget the role of his mother Nagi’a who helped her son to
maintain the empire. In 672, she probably prepared Esarhaddon’s succession,
and in 669, she organized oaths (adé) by which the royal family, the magnates
and the Assyrians swore loyalty to the new king, her grandson Ashurbanipal.®
In short, Naqgi’a played a significant role during the reigns of three Assyrian
kings: Sennacherib her husband, Esarhaddon her son, and Ashurbanipal her
grandson.
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