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Abstract:
We present a previously-unknown sarcophagus of the Roman period with a fragmentary and hard-to-decipher 
inscription in Greek, today exhibited in the grounds of the Archaeological and Ethnographic Museum of Elazığ 
in eastern Turkey. A personal name can still be deciphered on the front face of the sarcophagus: Menethymes. 
Elazığ Museum possesses a large collection of archaeological artefacts, especially from the rescue excavations at 
the höyük (tell or mound) sites in the area of the Keban dam construction in the 1960s and 1970s. The number of 
Roman artefacts in this museum is c. 100, excluding numismatic finds. This brief paper makes a contribution to 
the scanty knowledge of Roman-era funerary monuments in eastern Turkey. In the appendix, we also give the text 
of one of the most important finds at the same museum, a Latin military inscription from AD 64/65 on Gnaeus 
Domitius Corbulo and the Parthian war.

Özet: Elaziğ Müzesi’ndeki Roma Dönemi’ne Ait Yazitli Bir Lahit
Bu kısa makalenin konusu olan lahit ilgili Müze Müdürlüğü’nün 4 Haziran 2018 tarih ve 34068228-155.01[155.01]-
E.481968 sayılı yazılı izni ile çalışılmıştır.
Bu kısa makalede, Elazığ Arkeoloji ve Etnografya Müzesi’nde sergilenen ve üzerinde iyi okunamayan Yunanca 
bir yazıt bulunan Roma Dönemi’ne ait bir lahit tanıtılmaktadır. Lahtin yazıtlı ön yüzünde Menethymes ismi 
çözümlenebilmiştir. Elazığ Müzesi, özellikle 1960’lı ve 1970’li yıllarda Keban Barajı inşaatı alanındaki 
höyüklerdeki kurtarma kazılarından elde edilen buluntulardan oluşan geniş bir arkeolojik eser kolleksiyonuna 
sahiptir. Müzedeki Roma Dönemi eserlerinin toplam sayısı nümizmatik buluntuları hariç 100’dür. Bu kısa makale, 
Doğu Anadolu’da Roma Dönemi’ne ait mezar anıtlarına ilişkin yetersiz bilgi dağarcığına katkıda bulunmaktadır. 
Makalenin somnundaki ek kısmında, aynı müzedeki en önemli buluntulardan biri olan, İ.S. 64/65 yılında Gnaeus 
Domitius Corbulo ile Parthlar arasında geçen savaş hakkında bilgi veren Latince bir askeri yazıtı tekrar 
yayınlıyoruz. 
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Introduction: the region of Elazığ in Graeco-Roman antiquity
Elazığ (known as Mamuretülaziz in the Ottoman period) is a city in eastern Turkey surrounded by the vilayets 
(Turkish provinces) of Tunceli, Bingöl, Diyarbakır, Malatya and Erzincan (map 1). In ancient times it was located 
in the uppermost Euphrates valley. The plain on which the city extends is at an altitude of 1,067 m. The ancient 
town and its citadel, known as “Kharput” or “Kharpert” (Խարբերդ or Քարբերդ), which means “rocky fortress” 
in Armenian, is located about five km south of modern Elazığ. However, very little written material about this 
city survives: the Early Muslim geographers knew it as “Ḥiṣn Ziyād”, a term in use as late as the 16th century; 
however, the Armenian name, “Khartabirt” or “Kharbirt”, whence “Kharput” and “Harput”, was generally adopted 
over time. Harput is mentioned as “Charpete” (Χάρπετε) in Medieval Byzantine sources, and the region of Elazığ
is referred to as “Kharpūṭ” (ܬܘܦܪܟ) in Syriac literature.
It is possible that Harput stands on or close to the Parthian city of Carcathiocerta (Καρκαθιόκερτα, Կարկաթիոկերտ 
or Արկաթիակերտ, meaning “castle city”; perhaps modern Eğil in the province of Diyarbakır), referred to by 
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Strabo (Geographica, 11.14.2) as “the royal city of Sophene”, a province both of the ancient kingdom of Armenia 
(located in its south-west) and of the Roman Empire.1 Even though this region was of commercial importance 
during the Hellenistic period, we have very limited information about when and how Hellenistic culture spread 
there.2 The area first fell under Roman influence with Pompey’s campaign of 66/65 BC; after the War of the 
Armenian Succession in AD 58-63 it was conquered by Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo (see below). The region was 
under the sway of the Arsacid dynasty of Armenia (initially as a Roman client kingdom) until the overthrow of 
Artabanus IV in AD 224.3 Historically and archaeologically, however, the region and city of Elazığ are not well-
known in Graeco-Roman antiquity. 
The first extensive archaeological researches carried out in the province of Elazığ were undertaken as a result 
of the rescue excavations during the construction of the Keban and Karakaya dams in the 1960s and 1970s, 
including the ones on the höyük (tell or mound) sites of Norşuntepe, Korucutepe and Sakyol (map. 2). During 
the Roman period there were very few large cities in the region and the small number of known Roman sites is 
mostly limited to the upper layers of the mounds excavated during the construction of these modern dams. One 
of the most important and extensively published mound sites yielding Roman finds is Aşvan Kale4, which is 
located 35 km northwest of Elazığ, on the south bank of the Murat River, a tributary of the Euphrates, just west 
of Muratcık village. Another Roman site in the region is Taşkun Kale, which is located 31 km northwest of Elazığ 
and 4 km southeast of Muratcık.5 This mound site was inhabited during the Late Hellenistic period and the Middle 
Ages. Pağnik is a further mound site located in Kaşpınar village, 3 km southeast of Ağın and 25 km northwest of 
Elazığ. In 1969-1970 excavations were also carried out in a nearby Roman limes under the direction of Richard P. 
Harper on behalf of the British Institute of Archaeology in Ankara. Yeniköy/Gavur Höyük is located 3 km north 
of Laluşagı village in the northwestern part of the province of Elazığ. An excavation was carried out there in 1972 
under the direction of Hamit Zübeyir Koşay in which the first building level was dated to the Roman and Early 
Byzantine periods. A Roman habitation is known at Tepecik/Makaraz Tepe.

Archaeological and Ethnographic Museum of Elazığ
The first museum in Elazığ was established on 30th April 1965 in Alacalı Mescit (small mosque) in the district 
of Harput and was known as the “Harput Museum”. In the following years, as this building was too small for the 
large number of archaeological artefacts and monuments, it was moved to a property belonging to the Municipality 
of Elazığ, next to the post office on İstasyon Caddesi (Railway Station Street). This second building too became 
inadequate for the exhibition of the artifacts found in the surveys and excavations carried out within the framework 
of the Keban and Karakaya dam projects. The next museum was built on the campus of Fırat University in 1971-
1972 and was opened to visitors on 28th July 1982. Its exhibition, which was re-organized in a chronological order 
in 2010, was opened to visitors in June 2011. This building was, however, severely damaged during the earthquake 
in the region of Elazığ on 24th January 2020, and consequently, the museum was moved to another building.
The main collection of the museum consists of artefacts and monuments from the third and second millennia B.C. 
which originate mostly from the local rural mound sites. The number of Roman artefacts in this museum is c. 100, 
excluding numismatic finds; information concerning the original provenance is, however, lacking for most of these 
finds.6

In this brief paper we will focus on an inscribed sarcophagus from this museum which is perhaps the only inscribed 
object in Greek in this museum or indeed in this part of eastern Turkey.7 

A Greek inscription on a Roman sarcophagus in the Museum of Elazığ (Figs 1-6)
Accession number and repository. Accession no. 9. The low accession number suggests the sarcophagus was 
acquired by the Elazığ Museum early in its history, perhaps in mid-1960s. It is currently exhibited in the garden 
of the museum. Since the earthquake in 2020, it leans upon another stone object so that the inscribed short side 
cannot be completely documented. 
Provenance. Unknown, but probably brought from Harput or from a höyük site in the region during the late 19th 
century. It must have originally stood in a Roman cemetery in an ancient site which is difficult to identify. Given 
the proximity of Roman-era Charpete (Harput), it was probably brought in from a cemetery of this ancient site. 
1   On Sophene, see Frankfort 1963; Chaumont 1993, 434; Schottky 1989.
2   On Hellenistic culture in this region through historical sources, see Schottky 1989.
3   On the Arsacid dynasty and its end, see Bivar 1983, 92-97.
4   On Aşvan Kale, see Mitchell 1980.
5   On Taşkun Kale, see McNicoll 1983.
6   On the Roman finds in this museum, see Patacı and Laflı 2013.
7   For a sarcophagus from Commagene, see Facella 2008.
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Map 1: Places in eastern Turkey referred to (by S. Patacı, 2021).

Map 2: Elazığ and its environs (by S. Patacı, 2021).
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Although there is no evidence in modern Harput for the existence of a Roman cemetery, it still seems the most 
probable source for this sarcophagus.
Material. Coarse, local, creamy, porous limestone. Identification of stone as local limestone is based upon a visual 
examination of the stone as creamy, fine grained and micaceous. 
State of preservation. All the faces of this sarcophagus (which may have been used as a laundry tub, utility sink, 
watering trough, drinking basin for animals, feedbox for animals or bathtub for a long time) are severely damaged 
and worn from prolonged exposure to water. Most of the upper part of the coffin is lost; several decorative features 
are worn away and all carved details on the garlands are weathered. The right-hand corner of the inscribed long 
(front) face is completely missing. All four sides of the coffin were cut flat horizontally or levelled off during its 
period of multifunctional reuse. The surface of the stone is heavily pitted, abraded, weathered, flaky, covered with 
lichen and coated with a thick black deposit of pollution. There is a dark incrustation over most of the carved 
surfaces from being outside for an extended period of time. Most surface details including toolmarks have been 
obliterated. There is a roughly-cut almost circular hole 5.3 cm in diameter, which was cut during its period of reuse, 
on the front long side just below the tabula ansata.
Dimensions. Preserved max. height 46.2 cm, length 186.1 cm, width 66.8 cm, max. thickness 19.3 cm. 
Typological description. Remains of a small, centrally placed, tabula ansata, with garlands and perhaps rosettes 
centered above the garland swags at both ends, are visible in the middle of one long side of the sarcophagus. 
The short sides also bear roughly-defined garlands which were carved in moderately high relief. Each corner 
is decorated by a pillar, which are not well-preserved. In Cappadocia, Galatia and eastern parts of Asia Minor 
garlands were especially popular on Roman ash chests and sarcophagi; this kind of decoration is very common on 
examples in local Turkish museums in these regions. Its thick base is roughly shaped. Decorative elements were 
less skillfully carved. Thus, the quality of carving on this sarcophagus is quite mediocre and these characteristics 
indicate a lesser and local quality of craftsmanship. Indeed, funerary monuments of the Graeco-Roman style in 
eastern Turkey reflect generally a low quality of production.
Inscription. There are Greek inscriptions on the long front face of the sarcophagus (beneath the left-hand garland) 
and the short left-hand side face (to the right of the garland). Traces suggest that at least part of the inscription 
wrapped around the corner of the sarcophagus, cutting across the pillar. The letters appear lightly incised into the 
surface of the stone and only traces of some letters are now discernible. Most of them are several crudely cut and 
irregularly placed. Faces (a) and (b) are divided by a pillar, which may contain the remains of letters (we note 
a round letter at line 6). The other short face (c) does not appear to be inscribed; the other long face (d) is not 
accessible. 
Letters. , , . Letter height: 1.9-2.7 cm (Ι, Τ, ).

(a) Short face with 9 lines of inscription (Fig. 2):  (b) Long face
with 5 lines of 

inscription (Figs 1, 3):

garland
 … ΛΟ       garland
 … Θ.Μ       
 … ΡΚΟ      … traces …
 … ΗΦΥΓ      … traces … traces
5 … traces …     5 ΚΑΤ …
 … ΟΔΟΝΤ  Ο(?)    ΤΙΔΥΝΑΤΗΚΑΘ
 … traces … traces      . ΝΘΥΜΗΑΛ…
 … ΘΑΠ
 … ΝΤΟ

Line 3: [δ]έρκεο?
Line 4: ἢ φυγώ? 
Line 6: [ἀπ]οδόντω[ν]?
Line 8: [τ]έθαπ[ται] vel sim?
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The only part of the text that can be transcribed with even a low level of certainty are lines 6-7 of the long side, 
as follows:

τις δυνάστης καθώς…
[Μ]ενεθύμης ἄλ[υπε]

Translation. 
Some dynast, even as...
Menethymes, missed...

Türkçe Çevirisi.
Bazı hükümdar, hatta...
Menethymes, özlenen...

Epigraphic comments. Owing to its fragmentary state of preservation, it is currently impossible to make sense of 
the continuous meaning of the inscription. On the short, left-hand, face, [δ]έρκεο (line 3) is a widespread funerary 
formula calling upon the passer-by to “look on” a funerary monument (e.g. δέρκεό μοι in a fourth/fifth century 
AD monument from Sinope, IK Sinope 181 line 9). In line 4, one possible reading is ἢ φυγώ? (“or I flee”), but 
the reference is obscure. In line 6, the reference of [ἀπ]οδόντω[ν]? (“let them sell”) is again hard to understand; 
other arrangements of the letters are plausible (e.g. […]οδον τῶ[ν…]), but their meaning is not clear. In line 8: [τέ]
θαπ[ται] (“honoured with funeral rites”) might be a reference to burial. 
The long side is more revealing, and we suggest that a name can be deciphered on the front face: Menethymes. This 
name, or a similar form, Menethymos, is attested as a name in Kerkyra (SEG 48.645, third/second century BC) 
or as a patronymic in a funerary monument from Seleucia Pieria (IGLSyr 3,2 1199: Μυρτὼ Μενεθύμο[υ]). Our 
restoration of ἄλ[υπε] (which may have been followed by χαῖρε) supports the interpretation of this as a funerary 
inscription. It is harder to envisage a context for τις δυνάστης καθώς. The term δυνάστης is attested in inscriptions 
of the wider area, for instance during the first century BC, in the shape of a royal edict from Commagene (IGLSyr 
1 1: Nemroud Dagh) and a regulation (IGLSyr 1 51: from Sélik). τις δυνάστης may possibly make reference to 
a member of the Arsacid dynasty, which was overthrown in AD 224.8 But certainty is impossible. Thus, it is not 
possible to determine to whom this funerary monument is commemorated.
Dating. On the basis of the letter forms it should be dated to the late second – early third century AD. The rendering 
of the garlands and pillar indicates workmanship of the second half of the second century AD; but the inscription 
is probably later than the sarcophagus.
Reference. Patacı and Laflı 2013, 814, no. 74, 820, pl. 6, figs 74a-f (picture only).

Conclusion
Overall, this inscribed sarcophagus appears to make use of some norms of Greek funerary language and attests to 
the presence of some Greek culture in the southwestern part of eastern Anatolia as late as the third century AD.9 
During the Hellenistic and Roman periods in this part of Asia Minor many types of funerary or votive monuments 
are almost entirely unknown. The main types which are primarily seen in the area are group reliefs from tomb 
buildings, portrait altars and sarcophagi. The use of sarcophagi appears to be restricted to the privileged population 
and was not accessible to the majority of inhabitants. In Roman Cappadocia and eastern Galatia too, sarcophagi 
demonstrate the privileged status of those they commemorated; but our sarcophagus hardly gives evidence for 
privilege. 

8   See above, note 1. On competing royal identities including those of the Arsacids, see Canepa 2018, 95-121.
9   For Greek as a language of the Parthian elite, see Olbrycht; in the Parthian empire generally, see Dąbrowa 2011, 153-164.
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Fig. 1: An inscribed Roman sarcophagus in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Museum of Elazığ, accession no. 9 
(by B. Çoşkun, 2021). Long face (b).

Fig. 2: An inscribed Roman sarcophagus in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Museum of Elazığ, accession no. 9 
(by B. Çoşkun, 2021). Short face (a)
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Fig. 3: An inscribed Roman sarcophagus in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Museum of Elazığ, accession no. 9 
(by B. Çoşkun, 2021). Long face (b) (detail).

Fig. 4: An inscribed Roman sarcophagus in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Museum of Elazığ, accession no. 9 
(by B. Çoşkun, 2021). Short face (c).
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Fig. 6: An inscribed Roman sarcophagus in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Museum of Elazığ, accession no. 9 
(by B. Çoşkun, 2021). Overall view.

Fig. 5: An inscribed Roman sarcophagus in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Museum of Elazığ, accession no. 9 
(by B. Çoşkun, 2021). Overall view from above.
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Appendix: a Latin military inscription (Fig. 7)
During the reign of Roman Emperor Nero in 64/65 AD, 
an inscription was erected in honour of a victory in 63 AD 
of the Roman General Cn. Domitius Corbulo (AD 7-67), 
the brother-in-law of the emperor Caligula and father-
in-law of Domitian. This eight-line inscription on local 
yellow limestone on a base was made after the struggle 
between Rome and the regional powers of the Parthians 
and Tiridates. This Latin monument in Elazığ is the most 
important military inscription of the first century AD in 
the Roman Near East. It is published as CIL III 6741 and 
extensively revised in Dessau 1892, no. 232; cf. also Sherk 
1988, no. 65B; Bru 2015; as well as Patacı and Laflı 2013, 
814, no. 73, 820, pl. 6, fig. 73 (picture only).

Its transcription is uncontroversial: NERO CLAVDIVS 
/ CAESAR AVG GERMANICVS / IMP PONT MAX 
TRIB POT XI / COS IIII IMP VIIII PAT P / CN DOMITIO 
CORBVLONE / LEG AVG PRO PR / T AVRELIO 
FVLVO LEG AVG / LEG III GAL. 

Translation: “Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus 
Germanicus, Imperator, Pontifex Maximus, in his 11th 
year of Tribunician Power, Consul four times, Imperator 
nine times, Father of His Country. By Cnaeus Domitius 
Corbulo, Legatus Augusti pro praetore and Titus Aurelius 
Fulvus, Legate of Augustus of Legio III Gallica.” 
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