










The rock-cut monument at Bisotun in western Iran holds a 
special place in the history of ancient Near Eastern studies. The 
trilingual inscriptions there — in Babylonian, Old Persian and 
Elamite — played an important role in the decipherment of 
cuneiform. Both the texts and the associated image constitute 
a primary source on the ascension of Darius I to power.

But what was the 
signifi cance of Bisotun 
before Sir Henry 
Creswicke Rawlinson 
began publishing its 
inscriptions in 1848? 
A ‘Western’ view 
appears in the work 
of Diodorus Siculus 
who attributed the 
monument, ‘at the 
mountain known as 
Bagistanon,’ to the 
mythical Assyrian 
queen Semiramis 
(Library of History 
2. 13.1-2). Running 
right through Persian 
literature, embodied 
most famously 
in Nizami’s poem 
Xosrow and Shirin, 
the ‘Eastern’ view 
attributed the carving 
at Bisotun to Farhad, 
the tragic lover of 
Shirin, wife of the 
Sasanian emperor 
Xosrow II (570-628 AD).

Perhaps the fi rst attempt to replace this folkloric or mythic 
explanation with an historical one appeared in a paper entitled 
‘Mémoire sur un Monument très-ancien sculpté dans une 
montagne de la Médie’ (Memoir on a very ancient monument 
sculpted into a mountain in Media) which was delivered in 
1755 at the Académie royale des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 
in Paris by Jean-Baptiste Bourguignon d’Anville (1697-1782). 
D’Anville attributed his information on Bisotun, which he never 

visited, to an unpublished report written by Father Emmanuel 
de Saint-Albert, a Decalced (‘barefoot’) Carmelite monk (Carme 
déchaussé) and Vicar-Apostolic in Baghdad; who gave it to 
‘Monsieur Bellet,’ medical doctor in Constantinople; who sent 
it to the Duke d’Orléans in Paris; who passed it on in 1743 
to d’Anville, a man who combined the offi  ces of Secrétaire 

ordinaire of the 
Duke and tutor of his 
son, Louis Philippe I, 
with being premier 
Géographe du Roi, in 
this case, Louis XV.

I came across this 
intriguing example 
of the Enlightenment 
‘republic of letters’ in 
action while tracking 
down a completely 
unrelated piece of 
information contained 
in Bourguignon 
d’Anville’s paper. 
Although the many 
maps and writings of 
this great cartographer 
are well-known, 
as is the scholarly 
patronage of Louis, 
Duke d’Orléans 
(1703-1752), the other 
two names in this 
story —Emmanuel 
de Saint-Albert and 
‘Monsieur Bellet’ — are 
not. Emmanuel de 
Saint-Albert was the 

‘nom de religion’ of Jean-Claude Ballyet (1702-1773). Born in 
Marnay (diocese of Besançon), France, he was appointed Pro-
Vicar of Baghdad in 1728 by Pope Benedict XIII; named ‘consul 
of the French nation’ in Baghdad by Louis XV in 1741; and 
consecrated Bishop of Babylon in 1743. He died of the plague 
in Baghdad in 1773.

Faculty Focus
From myth to history: Jean-Claude Ballyet, the French Enlightenment and Bisotun
Daniel T Potts 
Professor of Ancient Near Eastern Archaeology and History
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Assyriologists and archaeologists may have seen his name in 
connection with the early identifi cation of the ancient site of Babylon, 
but since the French Orientalist Sylvestre de Sacy published his 
Mémoires sur diverse Antiquités de la Perse in 1793, Ballyet’s 
important observations on Bisotun which, among other things, cast 
doubt on any Sasanian association, mediated via the story of Farhad 
and Shirin, have been largely ignored. Ballyet had two opportunities 
to visit Bisotun: between November, 1729, and May, 1730, and again 
between May and August 1735, when he lived in Hamadan. He also 
made detailed observations on the Sasanian reliefs at Taq-e Bostan. 
Edward Ives, an English surgeon, who met Ballyet in Baghdad in 
1758, reported a lively account given to him by the Carmelite of the 
site ‘wherein is a great deal of sculpture in marble, with Basso and 
Alto Relieves, representing battles, trophies, arms, men, and camels; 
and one most remarkable horse whose body seems quite detached 
from the wall.’

Isaac Bellet (1693-1780) is equally intriguing. Appointed one of many 
royal doctors to Louis XV in 1737, he undertook secret negotiations 

for France in Constantinople one year later. Known in psychological 
and medical circles for his provocative treatise Lettres sur le pouvoir 
de l’imagination des femmes enceintes (Letters on the force of 
the imagination in pregnant women, 1745), he was a member of 
the Academy of Sciences of Bordeaux and also served as Inspector 
General of Mineral Waters in France. With such a background, one 
would not necessarily expect to fi nd an expert on matters ancient 
Near Eastern, yet one of his letters to the Duke d’Orléans sent 
from Constantinople reveals that he had received instructions from 
d’Anville to investigate certain geographical matters, as well as a map 
which he showed to a Georgian interpreter who was familiar with 
some of the placenames in which d’Anville took an interest.

The work of Ballyet and Bellet truly exemplifi es the republic of 
letters that characterized the intellectually vibrant atmosphere of 
the mid-18th century and shows us, yet again, that many topics of 
interest to us today were already being actively investigated by our 
Enlightenment predecessors.
 

Portrait of Jean-Claude Ballyet by an unknown artist in the Hôtel de 
Ville, Marnay, showing Ballyet holding a letter addressed to ‘Monsieur 
l’évêque de Babilone, consul de France à Baghdad.’ Behind him is the 
plan of the church of Morteau, of which he was made Prior in 1752

Kindly supplied by Vincent Ballot, M
ayor of M

arnay

The rock-cut monument of Darius I at Bisotun

Photo: W
outer Henkelman



Exhibitions

Exhibition Event Series
Thursday, October 5

HERE
Elizabeth Price, Artist

Thursday, November 30
The Prehistory of Crete

Malcolm H. Wiener, Aegean Prehistorian

RSVP required at isaw.nyu.edu/rsvp or to 212.992.7800. All events are at 6pm and are followed by a reception. 
Events are held in the Lecture Hall and are open to the public.  Admission closes 10 minutes after the scheduled start time. 

The Institute for the Study of the Ancient World (ISAW) continues its 
efforts to illuminate ancient cultures and their interpretation through 
the lens of contemporary art with Restoring the Minoans: Elizabeth 
Price and Sir Arthur Evans. The exhibition presents A RESTORATION, an 
immersive video installation by artist Elizabeth Price in which images 
drawn from Evans’s excavation, on Crete, of the Bronze Age culture 
of the Minoans are transformed into a work of art for the digital 
age. The video, made in response to a commission by the London-
based Contemporary Art Society to create an artwork based on the 
collection of the University’s Ashmolean and Pitt Rivers Museums, 
will be contextualized and complemented by some 60 objects. 
These will comprise original artifacts unearthed during Evans’s 
excavation and later restored by Evans and his team, as well as 
related watercolors, drawings, photographs, and archival materials. 
Many of these objects have never been publicly exhibited prior to 
this exhibition. 

In A RESTORATION, Price explores critical questions about how 
archaeologists, artists, curators, and others make long-silent 
civilizations speak to contemporary audiences, how reliable those 
interpretations are, and how contemporary conditions influence the 
way we understand the ancient past. These are all questions that go 
to the heart of ISAW’s work and mission. 

A RESTORATION
Price’s brilliantly imaginative 18-minute video, shown in a gallery 
of its own, is at once serious and humorous, conceptual and visual, 
and powerfully engaging as it raises questions about our views of the 
past, including how we arrive at them, what they tell us about our 
own era, and how—and if—we can distinguish the known from 

the unknown. The video is narrated by a digital chorus of unseen 
female “museum administrators” who describe the process through 
which they organize and re-imagine ancient objects, including but 
not limited to those from Evans’s work at Knossos. Their very first 
words summon the complex layering of meanings and questions in 
the work: “We are cultivating a garden,” they say, at once eliciting 
Evans’s idyllic view of Knossos and using it as a point of departure 
for what they themselves will be creating within the confines of their 
museum’s computer server. 

As the administrators examine Evans’s work, they describe the how 
he frequently re-imagined, rather than restored, archaeological 
artifacts. They note that “it is unusual…for restoration to be quite so 
indiscreet,” but add that “we have resolved to extort its ribald energy 
for our own ends, and cultivate a further germination.” This they 
do. With percussive, driving, music; images that may tumble across 
the screen, or morph into new forms with a stroke of gouache, 
or be layered one on top of another; and with their ever-present 
narrative voice, Price’s administrators use Evans’s practice as a point 
of departure to build, bit by bit, a contemporary digital paradise that 
contains within it a reconstruction of the Knossos labyrinth.

In doing this, A RESTORATION also invites consideration of how 
archaeologists, museums, and institutions organized knowledge, 
categorizing by form, and the way that knowledge is organized today, 
into digital folders living on museum servers. They acknowledge 
that the act of organizing these folders is repetitive and so they tell 
us how, like Evans, they take liberties, copying files into different 
locations, “roll[ing] their thumbs” and “extend[ing their] “middle 
fingers a little further than is necessary.”

Throughout A RESTORATION, the images, music, and voices inhere 
to one another, creating a multi-layered, resonant whole with 
tremendous narrative drive, simultaneously questioning what we 
know, or think we know, and how we know it. 

Related Material
Thanks to the generosity of the Ashmolean Museum, Restoring 
the Minoans includes a selection of archaeological artifacts, along 
with diverse materials from Oxford University’s Sir Arthur Evans 
Archive, that bring to life both the Minoan city of Knossos and 
Evans’s methodology. Organized into several thematic groups, 
this presentation will show how, working both at the site and in 
the restorer’s studio, Evans and his team meticulously restored, 
reconstructed, and sometimes re-created what they believed to be 
the Edenic city of Knossos—much as Price’s administrators do in 
virtual form in A RESTORATION.

One telling example of Evans’s imaginative re-creations is the “Lady 
in Red.” Here, one of his primary draftsmen has created an image 
of a complete figure based on a single small fragment of a fresco 
painting. The female subject, characterized by such features as lines 
indicating a coquettish smile, is more evocative of contemporaneous 
European art, than of anything found in Minoan wall paintings. It 
may have been “restorations” like this that inspired Evelyn Waugh in 
1929 to note that restorers of Minoan painting “have tempered their 
zeal for reconstruction with a predilection for covers of Vogue.”

Another section of this display comprises a group of watercolors, 
ink drawings, and sketches of architectural motifs and decorative 
elements found at Knossos that illustrate the way that, in a system 

dating to the Victorian era, Evans organized knowledge into 
categories of type and form. Yet the motifs themselves, which were 
used in Evans’s restoration of frescos, often closely resemble late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century artistic styles rather than 
those found in antiquity. 

Evans and his team did strive to be as archaeologically accurate as 
possible when the evidence allowed. This is seen in watercolors of 
bull-leapers—acrobats who featured prominently in decoration at 
Knossos—based on close observation of images better preserved 
on sealstones and signet rings. The general composition of this 
scene, with a bull at the center with acrobats performing a leaping 
athletic feat, has in fact been confirmed by recent reexamination.

Support 
The exhibition and its accompanying catalogue were made possible 
by generous support from the Selz Foundation, The Malcolm Hewitt 
Wiener Foundation, and the Leon Levy Foundation. Additional 
funding was provided by the May and Samuel Rudin Family 
Foundation, Frances Marzio, Hicham and Dina Aboutaam, and 
Lizbeth and George Krupp.

Restoring the Minoans: Elizabeth Price and Sir Arthur Evans
October 5, 2017 – January 7, 2018 

From Elizabeth Price, A RESTORATION. Video/installation, 2016. Presented by the Contemporary Art Society, Ashmolean Museum, 
University of Oxford: WA2017.87. Still showing watercolor representation of the Minoan “Bluebird” fresco restored by Émile Gilliéron fils.
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All events are held in the ISAW Lecture Hall and begin at 6 pm unless otherwise noted. 
Admission to lectures closes 10 minutes after scheduled start time. Please visit isaw.nyu.edu for event updates. 

On a limited, first-come, first-served basis, ISAW is able to provide assistive listening devices at public events in our Lecture Hall. To ensure an opti-
mal listening experience, we recommend that guests bring their own headphones (with a standard 1/8-inch audio jack) to connect to our devices. 

Please direct questions, comments, or suggestions to isaw@nyu.edu.

* Registration is required at isaw.nyu.edu/rsvp or call 212.992.7800 
† Reception to follow

Conferences Public Events
The Scribal Mind: Textual Criticism in Antiquity
Conference organized by Emily Cole (ISAW Visiting Assistant Professor)
September 21, 11:45am-8:00pm, September 22, 9:30am-5:00pm
The intellectual exercise of textual criticism is far from a modern invention. Without the regularity provided by printing, there were constantly 
different texts in circulation, and it was up to learned individuals to figure out how to make sense of them. While no manual on the assembly 
and editing of ancient manuscripts existed in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, or China, scribes diligently worked through copies of the Egyptian 
Book of the Dead, Sumerian Incantations, or Buddhist manuscripts, and noted variants as they went. It is the intention of this conference to 
draw out the details of how those scribes produced a text tradition, added commentary to new editions, or marginalia to old ones, and what 
these practices might say about the culture in which the scribes were working. In three related panels, conference participants in various fields 
of study will consider the conception, process, and culture of textual criticism in the ancient world with the intention of better understanding 
the place of scribal communities in antiquity.

The conference is co-sponsored by ISAW, the NYU Center for the Humanities, the NYU Center for Ancient Studies, the NYU Classics Depart-
ment, and the NYU East Asian Studies Department. RSVP required at isaw.nyu.edu/rsvp

Digital Publication in Mediterranean Archaeology: Current Practice and Common Goals
Conference organized by Tom Elliott (ISAW), Sebastian Heath (ISAW), David Ratzan (ISAW), Erin Averett 
(Creighton University/AIA), and Eric Kansa (Open Context/White-Levy Program for Archaeological Publication)
October 20, 9:00am-5:00pm
This conference, which will be hosted at ISAW, is being co-organized by ISAW and the Shelby White-Leon Levy Program in Archaeological 
Publication, in partnership with the Archaeological Institute of America. The conference speakers represent projects that have published 
data and reports online, newer efforts exploring digital publication, and resources that enable long-term preservation and publication of 
archaeological results. The day will end with a wide-ranging panel discussion that will take account of current practice in digital publication 
and the impact on archaeological practice while also exploring how projects can work together to achieve greater integration of and access to 
archaeological research.

The event is not open to the general public, but is open to interested scholars by RSVP. Please contact the conference organizers for more 
information.

SEPTEMBER
September 18
Architectural Conservation in Egypt’s Western Desert: The Amheida 
Project
Nicholas Warner, American University in Cairo

September 26
Water in Sumer †
Stephanie Rost, ISAW Visiting Assistant Professor

OCTOBER
October 5
HERE * †
Elizabeth Price, Artist

October 10
There Goes the Neighborhood: Gentrification and Urban Redevelop-
ment in Roman North Africa †
J. Andrew Dufton, ISAW Visiting Assistant Professor

October 12
Conserving Cairo 1882-2012 * †
Nicholas Warner, American University in Cairo
ARCE Lecture

October 17
Chinese Bronze Age Economics: A Multi-sited Approach to Shang 
Dynasty Bone Crafting †
Roderick Campbell, ISAW

October 23
Prospective Student Open House  *
10:30am 

October 23
Spying on Antiquity: Declassified US Intelligence Satellite Imagery 
and Near Eastern Archaeology †
Jason Ur, Harvard University
AIA Lecture

October 24
Theology of Liberation in the Second Millennium BCE: The Hurrian 
Song of Liberation †
Eva von Dassow, ISAW Visiting Research Scholar

NOVEMBER
November 2
Eleventh Annual Leon Levy Lecture
supported by the Peter Jay Sharp Foundation
The Roman Caesars in Modern Art: Missing Persons and Mistaken 
Identities  * † 
Mary Beard, University of Cambridge

November 7
Language and Deception in the Gilgamesh Flood Story †
Martin Worthington, ISAW Visiting Research Scholar

November 13
Ancient World Research and Tools in Synergy
Mark Depauw, University of Leuven

November 28
Monumental Art and Political Change in Ancient Syria
Alessandra Gilibert, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice

November 30
The Prehistory of Crete  * †
Malcolm H. Wiener, Aegean Prehistorian

DECEMBER
December 5
The History of Eighth-century Khotan as Seen from Khotanese 
Documents †
Zhan Zhang, ISAW Visiting Research Scholar

December 7
The Silent Fall of an Empire in 1200 BCE  
Lorenzo d’Alfonso, ISAW

December 14
Tricks of the Trade: Scribal Creativity in Ancient Egypt * †
Emily Cole, ISAW Visiting Assistant Professor
ARCE Lecture

Eastern Iran and Western Central Asia during Late Antiquity (3rd-5th 
cent. CE): Numismatics, Archaeology, and Art History in Dialogue
Conference organized by Sören Stark (ISAW)
September 29, 9:00am-5:00pm
Late Antiquity in Western Central Asia and Eastern Iran—that is the centuries between 
the downfall of the Great Kushan dynasty and the beginning of Türk suzerainty—
remains a particularly obscure period. Major questions concerning even basic political 
and cultural developments are still poorly understood. Yet, it is clear that this period was 
one of important and momentous political, social, demographic, and cultural change—
such as the rise of Iran as a new hegemonic power in the wider region, the ascent of 
Sogdiana as one of the main cultural and economic power-houses of Eurasia, and the 
influx of new populations and elites, labeling themselves and/or labeled by others as 
“Huns.” One of the major problems faced by any historian of Late Antique Central Asia 
and Eastern Iran is the dearth of historiographical (narrative) sources. All the more 
important are numismatic, epigraphical, and archaeological data, which have in recent 
years greatly improved our overall knowledge of the area during this supposed “dark 
age.” Yet, each of these disciplines has its own methodological, terminological, and 
epistemic vantage point, and systematic cross-disciplinary awareness of new and important research results are still all too often lacking. The 
primary goal of this one-day workshop is therefore to improve the dialogue across what are key disciplines for the study of Eastern Iran and 
Western Central Asia during Late Antiquity, with a regional focus on Bactria/Tokharistan and Western Sogdiana.

The event is co-sponsored by ISAW, the Austrian Academy of Sciences, and the Chicago Initiative for Global Late Antiquity. 
RSVP required at isaw.nyu.edu/rsvp

Fragmentary Silver Plate (British 
Museum, acquired in Rawalpindi, 4th 

century?)
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Support from our Friends, through annual membership giving, 
is essential to the mission of ISAW as we seek to foster the 
study of ancient civilizations across the broad horizons of 
antiquity.

Friends are invited to join in the academic life at ISAW, 
receiving many benefits throughout the year.  These include

discounts at the gallery store, preferred seating at public 
events, invitations to annual ISAW events and informal Fireside 
Chats with our faculty, as well as increased access to the 
Library and Exhibitions.

Join today by visiting isaw.nyu.edu/friends

Join the Friends of ISAW

INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF THE ANCIENT WORLD
New York University
15 E. 84th St., New York, NY 10028
Tel. 212-992-7800, Fax 212-992-7809
isaw.nyu.edu


