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Palmyrene portraiture falls into two cate
gories, very different in scope. One is public 
portraits (of which few survive), and the 
other is funerary portraits. The public statues 
were erected to honour members of the 
local elite. Their physical position in the 
urban space is unique to Palmyra: They sat 
upon ledges jutting out about halfway up the 
columns lining the streets and porticoes, 
surveying various areas of the city – its 
streets, temples and important squares. 
Most of the male public statues were 
portrayed in toga. This is remarkably unlike 
the male portraits from the city’s tower 
tombs and underground tombs (hypogea), 
which are normally depicted wearing Greek 
chitons or Parthian attire. Female public 
sculptures bore clothing that completely 
covered their bodies, with very little  

the tombs bear copious amounts of extra
vagant jewellery, and clothing and headwear 
with textiles that show a diversity and detail 
seldom seen in Roman work.

THE NY CARLSBERG GLYPTOTEK
COLLECTION AND HARALD INGHOLT

The Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen 
holds the world’s largest collection of 
Palmyrene funerary sculpture outside Syria. It 
also keeps the detailed archive of the 
sculptures established by Ingholt. That is 
why the collection and the archive were an 
excellent and natural place to begin a larger 
detailed study of Palmyrene portraiture. They 
also underscore the strong commitment in 
the iddle ast that has typified Danish 
archaeology for centuries.
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Left: Colonnade in Palmyra, with ledges for public 
sculptures. In the distance, remains of the massive tower 
tombs that encircled the city of Palmyra and contained 
funerary portraits. Some tombs held over 400 portraits 
and served as huge ancestral galleries.

Right: Funerary portrait of woman flanked by animal 
heads. Note her prominent ears, richly adorned with 

earrings. This fashion in portraiture, ending as early as 
the late first century CE, was replaced by far more 

detailed jewellery. The type of domestic objects she 
holds also disappeared, to be replaced by richly 

patterned textiles and even more opulent jewellery.

FUNERARY PORTRAITS IN PALMYRA



THE PALMYRA 
PORTRAIT PROJECT12

commented by Ploug. One part of our project 
is to digitize the archive and make it acces
sible to researchers everywhere, and to link 
the archive with the new database specially 
designed to collect the entire corpus.

This corpus, now near completion, holds well 
over 2600 portraits, all meticulously docu
mented, and so statistically comparable in 
minute detail. Also, the archive has been 
linked to the database, allowing us to identify 
objects from the original archive that have 
since disappeared or changed ownership. 
Finally, all objects arriving on the global art 
market are entered into the database.
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Reclining male figure and seated female figure on a banquet relief from a Palmyrene tomb. The man is depicted 
wearing richly adorned Parthian attire and embroidered boots of soft leather.











RUBINA RAJA
ANNETTE HØJEN SØRENSEN 17

No
rth

 N
ec

ro
po

lis
Q

ua
la

’a
t I

bn
 M

a’
am

Va
lle

y 
of

 th
e 

To
m

bs
/ 

W
es

te
rn

 N
ec

ro
po

lis

So
ut

hw
es

t N
ec

ro
po

lis

Te
m

pl
e 

of
 B

el So
ut

he
as

t N
ec

ro
po

lis

RE
PR

O
DU

CE
D 

AF
TE

R 
K.

SC
HN

ÄD
EL

BA
CH

, T
O

PO
G

RA
PH

IA
 P

AL
M

YR
EN

A,
 D

AM
AS

CU
S 

20
10









RUBINA RAJA
ANNETTE HØJEN SØRENSEN 21

PH
O

TO
: G

O
O

G
LE

 E
AR

TH
PH

O
TO

: P
PP

, I
NG

HO
LT

 A
RC

HI
VE

, 
RU

BI
NA

 R
AJ

A;
 F

O
RM

ER
LY

 A
T 

SM
L,

 Y
AL

E

PH
O

TO
: P

PP
, I

NG
HO

LT
 A

RC
HI

VE
, 

RU
BI

NA
 R

AJ
A;

 F
O

RM
ER

LY
 A

T 
SM

L,
 Y

AL
E

Map of Syria. The waters of Palmyra.

Aerial photograph from the 1920s, Valley of the Tombs/Western Necropolis.

Palmyra



HARALD INGHOLT 
 PALMYRA22

Harald Ingholt (1896–1985) was a Danish-
born Semitic philologist, theologian and 
archaeologist. During his long career he 
held positions at several international 
institutions, ending with a professorship at 
Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut. 
He retired in 1964 at age 68 and remained in 
the United States until his death in 1985.

The young Harald Ingholt completed his 
upper-secondary education at Østre 
Borgerdyd Gymnasium in 1914, then began 
studying Semitic and Eastern philology at 
the University of Copenhagen. After writing a 
prize-winning thesis he also took up the 
study of theology, earning his degree in 
1922. Travelling to the United States to study 
further, Ingholt became interested in the 
ancient oasis city of Palmyra and its 
sculptures.

After studies in the US (Princeton, NJ), 
France (Paris) and Israel (Jerusalem), he 
began excavating at Palmyra in 1924, 
collaborating with the French archaeologist 
Maurice Dunand, who began digging at 
Byblos in Lebanon two years later. That is 
why another French colleague was involved 
in Ingholt’s 1925 campaign: the architect 
Albert Gabriel. Ingholt returned to Palmyra in 
1928 for his third campaign, presumed at 
the time to be his last. However, as his later 
writings indicate, he felt that he left the site 
with at least one piece of unfinished 
business – so in the late 1930s when he got

a chance to return for a few weeks and 
excavate the Tomb of Malkû, he seized the 
opportunity. This tomb revealed spectacular 
finds and resulted in one of the finest and 
best-received publications to come out of 
Ingholt’s extensive Palmyra tomb exca
vations and studies.

With support from the Rask-Ørsted 
Foundation, Ingholt was able to bring a 
variety of object  to Denmark. These were 
housed at the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in 
Copenhagen, where Ingholt himself was 
employed from 1925 to 1930.

In 1930, Ingholt travelled to Hama in Syria 
to investigate the  (settlement mound) in 
connection with a potential excavation. His 
results were favourable, and funding from 
the Carlsberg Foundation enabled him to 
begin what would be a large-scale 
excavation of the citadel mound at Hama 
from 1931 to 1938. Ingholt wrote the

INGHOLT IN THE 
MIDDLE EAST

It was in the late 1920s that Ingholt’s name 
truly became known internationally, when he 
published his monograph Studier over 
Palmyrensk Skulptur Studies of Palmyrene 
Sculpture , which earned him a doctoral 
degree ( ) in 1928 at the University of 
Copenhagen. Soon after the defence Ingholt 
went to Palmyra on his third campaign, in 
which the Danish architects Charles 
Christensen and later Johannes Prip-Møller 
also took part.
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