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ABSTRACT

Kweiresh Village and the German Excavation House in Babylon
Olof Pedersén

This article presents the first comprehensive study of the Kweiresh village, located
west of Nebuchadnezzar's palaces in Babylon. It offers a detailed examination of the
German expedition’s houses used during the 1899-1917 excavations, exploring their
construction, functions, and eventual reuse. The paper also traces the dismantling of
the village and the later construction of a modern palace on the same site.
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OLOF PEDERSEN

Kweiresh Village and the
German Excavation House

in Babylon

1 Introduction

1 Over the past centuries, several small villages have existed within the area
of ancient Babylon — among them Kweiresh, Jumjumah, Sinjar, Ananeh, and Bernun.
In recent decades, most of these villages, along with other inhabited areas around and
even within the ancient city, have expanded.

2 Kweiresh became the central base for the German excavations in Babylon
conducted from 1899 to 1917 under the direction of Robert Koldewey, on behalf of the
Deutsche Orient-Gesellschaft and the Konigliche Museen in Berlin. These excavations
were carried out year-round, involving between two and six German archaeologists,
a Turkish official representative, local staff for security and domestic needs, and up to
200 local workers. Limited follow-up excavations were carried out by the Deutsches
Archéologisches Institut between 1957 and 1972.

2 Kweiresh Village

3 The village of Kweiresh (or Koweiresh) has occupied three different locations
within the boundaries of ancient Babylon (see Fig. 1). This study focuses on the second
location, where the village served as the home of the German archaeological expedition
for about 18 years.

4 According to local sources, the village’s population was not homogeneous but
consisted of families and clans displaced from various regions, including the Dulaim,
Ma‘amarah, Khafaja, Rabi‘a, and Jabour. During the German excavation period, the vil-
lage was led by the well-known Sheikh Habib al-Alawi al-Dulaimi, who died in 1918.2
5 Under Ottoman rule, the first location of Kweiresh (Location 1 in Fig. 1) was
situated by the Shatt al-Hilla river, between the Kasr and Babil mounds, within Bab-

1 See Pedersén 2021 for a critical summary of the various excavations in Babylon.
2 al-Maamouri n.d.; Al-Taee Forthcoming.
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https://gazetteer.dainst.org/place/2283158

Fig. 1: Ancient Babylon on a
satellite image with the three
locations of Kweiresh village
marked. Location 2 is discussed
here. A modern palace was
constructed in the 1980s
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ylon’s outer city walls. After relocation, the former site was known as Al-Bagash — an
Arabized term of Persian origin meaning ‘dense orchard’. Some families from Kweiresh
still hold Ottoman-era property documents for this earlier settlement, whose location
was recorded on the German excavation maps. During the late Ottoman period, the
village was abandoned, and the inhabitants moved to a new place west of the Kasr hill.
Koldewey believed the move to the second site occurred in the early 19 century.®

6 The second location (Location 2 in Fig. 1) — the historically most significant
—was situated between the modern river and the Kasr mound, amid the ruins of Nebu-
chadnezzar II’s palaces. The name ‘Kweiresh’ may derive from an Arabic pronunciation
of the Persian name for ‘Cyrus’. This location, once part of the ancient riverbed, was
fertile and well-watered, supporting an abundance of vegetation, especially date palms.
The village with this location will be discussed in the following (Figs. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6).

7 In the 1980s, during the construction of a modern palace atop an artificial
mound on this very site, the village was relocated once again (Location 3 in Fig. 1), this
time just outside the outer city wall east of the Babil hill. Initially renamed Al-Intisar
(‘Victory’), the settlement later, after the end of Saddam’s rule, resumed its historical
name, Kweiresh.

8 During the German excavations, the village at its second location covered
approximately 4.3 ha within a 200 x 300 m walled area. Like many of the villages in the
area, it was surrounded by a wall with round towers. The village was flanked by the
Euphrates branch Shatt al-Hilla to the west and a road to the east. Two main east-west

3 Koldewey 1913, 22-23, Abb. 1; Koldewey 1914 Fig. 1, ADK on plan. WMF 2015a, 55-58 land ownership and
use, WMF 2015b, BSMP02 Existing: property ownership and plots.
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Fig. 2: Kweiresh in 1919, two
years after the end of the German
excavations. The expedition house
had been the northernmost 1899
building with the separate 1902
annex north thereof
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Fig. 3: Kweiresh in 1979 before
the relocation of the village and
the construction of a palace atop
a newly created hill in the same
spot. The main excavation house
was in ruins; the annex, extended
westward, was used as a school.
A new school had also been built
south of the village
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Fig. 4: Kweiresh with village wall
and two gates seen from the east.
The high German house is in the
background. 1900. For a similar
later view, see Fig. 43
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Fig. 5: Kweiresh, looking west
toward the village entrance. The
walls are constructed of baked
bricks taken from nearby ruins
and stamped earth. 1899-1903
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Fig. 6: Kweiresh, looking east with
some villagers on the street. Left
wall of baked brick, right wall of
stamped earth. 1899-1903
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roads ran through the village, intersected by several narrower north-south lanes as can
be seen on the 1919 aerial image (see Figs. 2. 4).

The village retained much of its layout some sixty years later in 1979 (Fig. 3),
though it had expanded to include more houses and public facilities, such as two schools
and three cafés.

10 Date palms were common within most household compounds, providing both
shade and food. However, their dense foliage makes modern aerial analysis challenging
(Figs. 2. 3).

11 Most substantial buildings in the village — including the German excavation
house* — were constructed using terebiya, a traditional technique involving reused
baked brick fragments set in thick mud mortar. Well-preserved bricks were often used
for facades, while more fragmentary bricks were placed in the inner sections of the
walls. Due to the used mortar, the walls were rather thick. Gypsum was employed for
finishing details. Garden walls were typically made of stamped earth (Figs. 5. 6).

12 Because of the abundance of ancient baked bricks in Babylon, traditional sun-
dried mudbrick construction was less prevalent here than elsewhere in Iraq. Koldewey
succeeded in halting further brick quarrying from the ruins, though he permitted the
use of pre-excavated bricks for the expedition’s own buildings.

3 German Excavation House

13 The excavation house — or expedition house (Expeditionshaus) — was a com-
pound of buildings constructed and expanded in different phases. Initially built in 1899,
the complex began around a central ‘Courtyard’ (referred to as the Hof) and was later
extended in 1902 to include a second garden-courtyard, ‘Garden’ (Garten). Both individ-
ual buildings and the compound as a whole were sometimes referred to as the German
excavation house (Fig. 8).

14 The first phase included the main building, a stable with an adjoining antig-
uities room, and an open veranda for storing boxes of antiquities — all centred around

4 Reuther 1910, 89-91; Langenegger 1911, 34-35, Figs. 3. 25a. 25b. 41. 65. 84.
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Fig. 32: South side of the annex
showing the main entrance to the
compound. Ground floor: new
stable and forge. First floor: four
archaeologists’' rooms. 1903
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Fig. 33: South side of the annex.
Ground floor: stable and forge.
First floor: rooms accessed from
the balcony. Central staircase.
1907
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32
33
3.4 Annex
41 In 1902, the German expedition constructed a new building — the annex

(Anbau or Neubau) — as a separate structure located about 20 m north of the original
compound. A walled garden courtyard separated the annex from the main excavation
house (see Fig. 7, green). Construction began on April 3 and, aside from minor details,
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was completed by May 26 of that year. The annex had a building area of approximately
125 m?, and with two stories, its gross external floor area came to about 250 m?,

42 The annex walls were constructed using the terebiya method, with white gyp-
sum plaster applied to the interior and south-facing exterior walls. A new main entrance
to the compound was established through a gate in the annex building (Figs. 32. 33. 34).
43 On the ground floor, the annex included a new stable and a forge, which sup-
ported work related to the excavation railway. The first floor provided four new rooms
for archaeologists.'® Koldewey emphasised both the quality and spaciousness of these
rooms, noting that they would allow the expedition to accommodate additional staff
and visitors. These rooms had north-facing windows — a desirable feature for summer
comfort — and were accessed from a balcony along the south side.’” A staircase was
located at the centre of the building, adjacent to the entrance, with a sanitary facility
positioned at the east end of the balcony (Figs. 32. 33. 35). One servant was employed
specifically to maintain the annex room:s.

44 The new facilities made it possible to host more overnight guests. One of the
four rooms - situated above the main entrance — featured bay windows on the north
facade and was reserved for distinguished visitors (Fig. 34). Over the years, the exca-
vation house hosted a wide range of guests: German scholars and officials based in
Baghdad, foreign archaeologists working in Iraq, journalists, and travellers from across
the world who had heard about the work at Babylon. Some visitors stayed in tents, but
many lodged in the annex. Comments from guests were often recorded in the expedi-
tion’s guestbook (Gdstebuch).'®

16 Koldewey 1902, 14.
17 Langenegger 1911, Fig. 170.
18 Neumann 2023.
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Fig. 34: North side of the annex.
Ground floor: main compound
entrance. First floor: guest room
with bay windows above the
entrance. 1903-1905
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Fig. 35: Oscar Reuther on the
annex balcony outside his room.
1907
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45 After about a decade, the annex was
deemed insufficient in size for the expedition’s
expanding needs. As a result, a second floor
was added in 1914, increasing the total gross
external floor area to around 375 m? Like the
first floor, the second floor included four rooms
with north-facing windows, each accessible
via a balcony. The staircase and toilet were on
the east side. While the north and west walls
were built with baked bricks using the terebiya
technique, the south wall of the upper floor
was constructed using a basic wooden frame
(Fig. 36). Work began on December 20, 1913,
and the roof was completed by April 28, 1914
(Figs. 37. 38. 39). Another servant was hired to
attend to the new rooms.

46 The planned expansion of excava-
tion work was abruptly interrupted by the out-
B break of World War I in mid-1914. As a result,
fieldwork was significantly reduced, and the
last two German archaeologists — Robert Kol-

Fig. 36: Second floor under
construction on the south side of
annex. January 24, 1914
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Fig. 37: Eastern part of the annex’s
south side seen from the old
expedition house tower. Four
rooms added on the second floor.
Staircase and toilet to the right.
Beds and other furniture on the
roof. June 16, 1914
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dewey and Gottfried Buddensieg — were forced
to depart Babylon on March 7, 1917, due to the
approach of British forces.

4 Continuation

47 During World War I, the annex (see
Fig. 7, green) and its northern garden-courtyard
were repurposed as a rest house for British of-
ficers, subsequently referred to as the ‘Officers’
Resthouse’.* The facility allowed the officers to
stay in relatively comfortable accommodations
while observing the results of the German ex-
cavations (Figs. 38. 39).

48 From 1931 onward, the annex served
as the Babylon Primary School for the village
and surrounding areas. During this period, the
building was significantly expanded westward, toward the river, and along the river-
bank itself (Fig. 40). When a new school was later built south of Kweiresh, the old annex
and its extension continued in use as a private girls’ school.?’ Both this expanded annex
and the new school in the south appear on the 1979 aerial photograph (see Fig. 3).

49 The buildings around the original inner courtyard varied in use (see Fig. 7,
yellow, brown, violet, blue). During the initial instability of World War I, after the de-
parture of the German archaeologists, numerous antiquities disappeared. Once stability
returned, British authorities sealed the buildings — especially the ‘Museum’ (the Room of
Antiquities above the old stable) — first following an inspection by Gertrude Bell in late
1917 or early 1918 (it was already sealed by April 11, 1918), and later by H. R. Hall in

19 Andrae 1927, 14; Hall 1930.
20 al-Maamouri n.d.; Al-Taee Forthcoming.
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Fig. 38: Excavation house
viewed from the river.
Main building with white
plaster on right; annexe
with second floor on left,
showing unplastered
brick facades. 1914
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Fig. 39: North and west fagades of the annex, with white
plaster added on the ground floor. 1926
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Fig. 40: The annex was later used as a school. Looking from the
annex in southern direction on the northern courtyard, now
schoolyard with school children. Left: old stable, middle: old
main excavation building, right: new addition to school. 1939
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Fig. 41: Background: veranda for
antiquities with ¢. 350 labelled
wooden boxes; far right: main
house; centre: 1914 veranda
addition. Jordan and Andrae in
the left background. Foreground:
packing of new boxes for 1926
transport
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1919. Further inspections were carried out in 1923 by Bell and J. M. Wilson, and again
by Sidney Smith. After each visit, the buildings were resealed and remained sealed until
the division 1926.* However, it was later discovered that an unofficial opening with a
ladder had been created.?

50 By the time of the final division of finds, most of the buildings’ roofs had
collapsed — mainly due to termite damage. Only the dining room roof remained intact.
The roof of Koldewey’s Room 1 had completely fallen in. The British had previously
repaired the veranda roof used for antiquities storage (Fig. 41). The interiors were in
disarray, with broken furniture and displaced or missing artifacts.?®

51 The first shipment of 399 boxes of antiquities had already been sent in 1903,
primarily consisting of glazed brick fragments intended for the reconstruction of reliefs
in Berlin. Most of the remaining objects stayed at the excavation house in Babylon.?
52 In 1915, as British forces neared Babylon, Koldewey sent 26 boxes and four
large stone sculptures to Istanbul. These items took a long and circuitous route via Hit
and other locations, finally arriving in 1918. The finds were then divided between Istan-
bul and Berlin: the stone sculptures and best-preserved artifacts remained in Istanbul,
while the rest were forwarded to Berlin.?

53 After the Germans’ departure in 1917, many well-preserved artifacts re-
mained in the excavation house. Given the instability of the war years, some of the
most valuable pieces soon appeared on the antiquities market or were offered to other
expeditions. Some of these artifacts were acquired and published even before the for-
mal division. For instance, an American museum (WAG) acquired in 1922 a kudurru
discovered during the excavations, and a collection of clay tablets (MLC) was published

21 Hall 1930, 50-53.

22 Andrae 1927, 12.

23 Andrae 1927; Hall 1930, 49-53.

24 Pedersén 2005, 6.

25  Klengel-Brandt 1999, 242; Pedersén 2005, 6; Pedersén — Cancik-Kirschbaum 2010.
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in 1923. In 1924, the British Museum purchased a Babylonian tablet from a British
officer. At the nearby site of Kish, the British expedition acquired clay tablets and a
statuette from an ‘unknown’ source — later confirmed to have been documented and
photographed by the Germans in Babylon (FM). The German team suspected that in
each of these cases, the intermediary was the house’s owner. To date, several of the best
finds from the site have not been located in any public or private collection.?

54 In 1926, Gertrude Bell, then honorary director of antiquities, arranged for
the final division of the remaining artifacts between Berlin and Baghdad. Following
Koldewey’s death in 1925, Walter Andrae, assisted by Julius Jordan, travelled to Iraq. Bell
had also passed away earlier that year, and her successor, Richard Cooke, represented
Iraq during the division. Andrae remained in Babylon for six weeks to oversee the
preparations and the transport.?’

55 At that time, around 530 wooden boxes — mostly containing glazed brick
fragments — were still stored under the veranda roof. To pack remaining items from
the Room of Antiquities and other locations, Andrae ordered 48 new boxes from the
same carpenter in Hillah who had built the originals. Another 50 boxes were created
using wood salvaged from shelving in the Room of Antiquities (Fig. 41). In total, 629
boxes were assembled. Those containing glazed brick fragments were sent to Berlin
for reconstruction purposes; the remaining boxes were divided between Berlin and
Baghdad.

56 In November 1926, the boxes were carried from the excavation house to the
riverbank, then shipped to the Hillah railway station, and finally loaded onto trains. The
Baghdad—-Basra railway had been completed in 1924. The boxes allocated to Iraq were
sent directly to Baghdad, where Andrae organised them in the museum during a week
starting December 3. The Berlin portion was shipped via Basra and India, arriving in
Hamburg on March 5, 1927.%

57 Following the departure of the German archaeologists, the main excavation
building was incorporated into the home of the village sheikh’s family, who had con-
structed a new house on the southern side of the compound. The old German stable
was once again used to house horses. However, the main building eventually collapsed,
as visible in the 1979 aerial image (Fig. 3). This deterioration was reportedly due to
structural maintenance issues associated with the terebiya construction method, which
used baked brick fragments and mud mortar.?

58 When the Deutsches Archdologisches Institut conducted smaller-scale fol-
low-up excavations between 1957 and 1972, the archaeologists did not use the former
excavation house in Kweiresh. Instead, they rented accommodation in a hotel located
on the northern outskirts of Hilla, across the river from Babylon.

59 Kweiresh remained a lush and verdant village, its proximity to the Babylo-
nian ruins making it a popular destination. In the 1960s, Iraqgi presidents Qasim and
later Arif visited the village and enjoyed the well-known Mezher Café, located on the
east side of the village near the ancient ruins.*

60 In the 1980s, the residents of Kweiresh were relocated to a new site east of the
Babil hill, near the so-called Summer Palace of Nebuchadnezzar (Location 3 in Fig. 1).
The original village was dismantled (Fig. 42), and the area was raised by 35-40 m with
earth to form a truncated conical mound. This was initially intended as one of three
planned bases for a téléphérique — a cable car system that would carry tourists above

26 Pedersén 2005, 6-7.

27  Andrae 1927, 11-16; Klengel-Brandt 1999, 242-243; Pedersén 2005, 6-7.

28 Andrae 1927.

29  Sheikh Tariq Alawi, who when young lived in the former expedition house, is thanked for sharing his
experience of the building and the village.

30 al-Maamouri n.d.; Al-Taee Forthcoming.
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Fig. 42: Demolition of the main
excavation building to clear the
site for the new palace. March
1987
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the ruins and reconstructed sections of ancient Babylon. The earth for the mounds
came from both ongoing excavations and the area south of the Babil hill, creating in the
process a new swampy lake of approximately 25 ha.

61 The téléphérique project was abandoned after the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq
War. Instead, a 20-meter-tall palace for President Saddam Hussein was constructed atop
the newly created hill, directly over what had been the ancient course of the Euphra-
tes (Fig. 43). Though imposing in appearance, the Saddam palace covers only about
4,000 m? in building area — relatively small compared to the nearby South Palace of
Nebuchadnezzar, which spans approximately 45,000 m?.

62 After the fall of Saddam’s regime in 2003, the palace was looted. Its future
remains uncertain. Many have proposed converting the structure into a museum that
would interpret both the ancient and modern history of Babylon and the surround-
ing area.

5 Conclusions

63 This article has provided a historical and architectural overview of the village
of Kweiresh, with particular attention to the German excavation house at its northern
edge. During the 1899-1917 excavations in Babylon, this village served as the central
base for the German team, who lived and worked there year-round. The study has
examined the planning, construction, and usage of the various buildings erected by
the expedition, all of which were formally owned by the local sheikh and rented to the
archaeologists.

64 The compound included two residential buildings for expedition members —
the Main Building and the annex — as well as structures for work and storage: the Old
Stable with its upper-floor Room of Antiquities, and the open Veranda for storing large
artifacts and boxes. All structures were built using the local terebiya technique, utilizing
recycled baked bricks from Babylon’s ruins and mud mortar. Some details, such as wall
niches and gypsum finishes, reflect both local tradition and deliberate architectural
choices. The compound’s high-quality construction and white-plastered walls earned it
the name ‘German Palace’ among villagers.
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65 Following the German departure in 1917, the buildings saw varied uses. The
annex was repurposed as a British officers’ rest house, then as a school. The main build-
ings around the central courtyard first housed the remaining antiquities until they were
divided and shipped to Baghdad and Berlin. After that the local sheikh’s family lived
there. Some of the structures fell into disrepair. The whole village eventually became
the location for a massive earth mound and Saddam Hussein’s palace in the 1980s.

66 The study of this site has been made possible through detailed archival re-
search and local knowledge. The transformation of the site — from a village to an exca-
vation hub, to a school, and finally to a presidential palace — traces the layered history
of Babylon’s cultural landscape, offering insights into both the ancient past and the
modern use of historical heritage.
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the former owner of the German excavation house. Support for the study was offered
by SBAH representative Ammar Al-Taee.
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Fig. 43: Saddam Hussein's palace,
erected on a new artificial mound
in the late 1980s, on the former
site of Kweiresh village. The
structure stands in what was once
the Euphrates riverbed. View from
approximately the same angle as
Fig. 4, 2024
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Abbreviations

ADK Altes verfallenes Dorf Kweiresch

Bab Ph Babylon Photo

Bab Ph WA  Babylon Photo Walter Andrae

BSMP Babylon Site Management Plan

DAI Deutsches Archédologisches
Institut, Berlin

DOG Deutsche Orient-Gesellschatft,
Berlin

FM Field Museum of Natural History,
Chicago IL

GB Gertrude Bell Archive,
https://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/

MLC ]. Pierpont Morgan Library
Collection, New York NY

NINO The Netherlands Institute for the
Near East, Leiden

SBAH State Board of Antiquities and

Heritage in Iraq

SMB-VAM Staatliche Museen zu Berlin —
Vorderasiatisches Museum

UCL University College London

WAG Walters Art Museum, Baltimore
MD

WMF World Monuments Fund, New
York NY
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ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Das Dorf Kweiresh und das deutsche
Grabungshaus in Babylon

Olof Pedersén

Dieser Artikel ist die erste umfassende Studie
Uber das Dorf Kweiresh westlich der Palaste Ne-
bukadnezars in Babylon. Er bietet einerseits eine
detaillierte Untersuchung der Grabungshauser
der deutschen Expedition, die von 1899 bis 1917
genutzt wurden, und erforscht ihre Konstruktion,
ihre Funktionen und spatere Wiederverwendung.
Zusatzlich wird in diesem Beitrag der Abbau des
Dorfes und der spatere Bau eines modernen Pa-
lastes an gleicher Stelle nachgezeichnet.

SCHLAGWORTE

Babylon, Kweiresh, deutsches Grabungshaus,
Architekturgeschichte, archaologische
Expeditionen
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