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Site of Palmyra, Syria  
By Caroline Scannell 
 

Syria has given birth to a succession of ancient civilizations reaching back thousands of 
years.  Agriculture began there 12,000 years ago and archaeological discoveries indicate 
that the port or Ugarit (Ras ash-Shamra on today’s map) was flourishing in 6000BC.  
Palmyra became a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1980.  
 

Palmyra is an ancient Semitic city in present-day Homs Governorate, Syria. The city was 
first documented in the second millennium BC with archaeological finds dating to the 
Neolithic, about 7500BC.  Palmyra contains the monumental ruins of a great city that 
was one of the most important cultural centers of the ancient world.  Palmyra changed 
hands on a number of occasions between different empires before becoming a subject of 
the Roman Empire in the first century AD. 
 

Palmyra (‘Palm City’) was the Greek and Latin name of the place, but in more ancient 
times it bore a name similar to that of the modern town. In inscriptions dating to the 
time of King Tiglath-pileser I of Assyria, around 1100 BC, the city is called Tadmar.  In 
the Bible it is called Tadmor.  
 

 
Syria 2015, no infor-mation 
known about this stamp or 
any Syrian stamps issued 
from 2013. 

 

          
Syria, Archway Palmyra, Syria, Ruins of Palmyra, 
Scott C258, issued 1961 Scott #349, June 20, 1949 

 

According to tradition, Palmyra was founded by Solomon, king 
of ancient Israel. The easternmost city of Solomon's empire, 
Palmyra owed its prominence to its strategic location on the 
ancient trade routes between Egypt and the Persian Gulf.  The 
earliest surviving inscription from Palmyra dates from 32BC. 
Palmyra was a prosperous caravan station in the 1st century BC. 
It became a Roman outpost and a major city-state within the 
Roman Empire in the 1st century AD.  
 

Also still standing is the colonnade, nearly 1.6 km (1 mi) long, 
which originally consisted of some 1,500 Corinthian columns. 
The main street of the ancient city was the old caravan road. In 
Roman times it was transformed into a long and beautiful 
avenue adorned with colonnades and monumental arches.   

 

The city grew wealthy from trade caravans; the 
Palmyrenes were renowned merchants who 
established colonies along the Silk Road and 
operated throughout the Roman Empire. 
Palmyra's wealth enabled the construction of 
monumental projects, such as the Great 
Colonnade, the Temple of Bel, and the distinctive 
tower tombs. 
 

    
Syria, Arch of Triumph in the Sun Temple Ruins, eastern section of 
Palmyra's colonnade (destroyed in 2015) Scott #C165 issued Apr 22, 
1952 & Scott #229, issued c. 1930. 
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Syria, Baal Shamin Temple, 
Scott #C429, issued Jan 26, 1969 

The ruined Temple of Baal-Hamon was 
located on the top of Jabal al-Muntar hill 
which oversees the spring of Efqa. Con-
structed in 89 AD, it consisted of a cella and 
a vestibule with two columns. The temple 
had a defensive tower attached to it; a 
mosaic depicting the sanctuary was ex-
cavated and it revealed that both the cella 
and the vestibule were decorated with 
merlons. 

 
Syria, Columns of Palmyra 
Scott #271, issued c. 1940 

 

Its chief commercial rival was Petra, an ancient city in what is now southwestern Jordan. Palmyra prospered even more 
when the Romans conquered Petra in AD 106. The Roman emperors lavished favors on Palmyra.  
 

From the 1st to the 2nd century, the art and architecture of Palmyra, standing at the crossroads of several civilizations, 
blended Greco-Roman techniques with local traditions and Persian influences.  
 

 

 

<<  Syria, Bas Relief of Astarte & Tyche, 1st Century, Palmyra, Scott #C368, issued July 26, 1966 

 
Astarte is the Hellenized form of the Middle Eastern goddess Ishtar, worshipped from the 
Bronze Age through classical antiquity. The name is particularly associated with her worship 
in the ancient Levant among the Canaanites and Phoenicians. Astarte is sometimes also 
worshipped by cults in Mesopotamian cultures like Assyria and Babylonia.  Astarte was 
worshipped in Syria and Canaan beginning in the first millennium BC and was first 
mentioned in texts from Ugarit, and an Ugaritic text specifically equates her with Ishtar. In 

the Baʿal Epic of Ugarit, Astarte, the consort of the god El, plays a role.  
Tyche was the goddess of fortune and prosperity of a city in Greek mythology. She was the daughter of Aphrodite and 
either Zeus or Hermes, although some sources referred to her as a daughter of the Titans Oceanus and Tethys. She was 
often depicted in statues wearing a mural crown, which is a crown having the shapes of city walls. She was linked to 
Nemesis, goddess of retribution, and Agathos Daimon. Tyche appeared on many coins of the Hellenistic period (after the 
death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC). 
 

 
Syria, The Beauty of 
Palmyra Scott #443,  
issued 1963 
 

Palmyra changed hands on a number of occasions between different empires before 
becoming a subject of the Roman Empire in the first century AD. 
 

In 129 Emperor Hadrian restored many of its buildings and named it Hadriana Palmyra 
after himself. Septimius Severus (reigned 193-211) gave it the standing of a Roman colony. 
For the most part, however, Palmyra maintained a relatively independent and neutral 
position between the empire of Rome to the west and the empire of Parthia to the east.  
 

Palmyra reached its high point in the 3rd century AD under its ruler Odenathus. An ally of 
Rome, Odenathus helped the Romans regain territory they had lost to King Shapur I of 
Persia (reigned 241-272). Upon the assassination of Odenathus, probably in 267, his widow, 
Zenobia, succeeded him. 
  

 
 
Within three years she extended her rule to all of Syria, to Egypt, and to 
most of Asia Minor. Her ambition led to war with Rome, and in 272 
Emperor Aurelian captured her and sacked Palmyra. The city never 
recovered its importance and splendor.  
    

Palmyrene coins of Vasalathus; Scott # 
735, issued 1976 & Scott 803, issued 1978. 
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This period also had Queen Zenobia, the wife of the ruler of the Roman 
protectorate of Palmyra, who assumed leadership of the state in 267AD, 
after her husband’s murder.  Zenobia’s army conquered Syria before she 
invaded Egypt and proclaimed her son Emperor, though his young age at 
the time meant she herself would rule.  Rome quickly struck back, 
recapturing the territory and carting off Zenobia in chains to Rome.  She 
was immortalized as a symbol of beauty, independence and strength. 
 
Palmyra was conquered by Muslim Arabs in 634 and made an Arab 
fortress. In 1089 it was destroyed by an earthquake. Plundering hastened 
its decay, and it sank rapidly to the ruins that remain to this day.   
 
The chief structures of the ancient city included the temple of Bel, or Baal 
(1st century BC); the temple of Bel-shamin (1st century AD); the agora, or 
marketplace (2nd century AD); the theater and civic center; and the 
rectangular walled caravanserai, or inn for caravans.  
 

 
Syria, Queen Zenobia of Palmyra, Scott 
C279-C282, issued Dec 28, 1962 

 
Palmyra Update, from Archaeology Today 
Syrian Troops Find Palmyra's Ancient Ruins In Better Shape Than Expected 
By Danny Lewis  Smithsonian.com March 29, 2016 

   After nearly a year of being under ISIS’ control, Syrian government troops, backed by Russian air strikes, drove militants 
fighting for the Islamic State from the ancient city of Palmyra. Losing the 2,000-year-old ruins after a three-week-long 
offensive is being seen as a major setback for the Islamist group. While assessments of the historic site’s condition have 
only just begun, some experts say that the ancient city sustained much less damage than originally thought. 
   ISIS fighters originally took control of the UNESCO heritage site in May 2015. At the time, the occupation was seen as a 
major victory for the extremist group against the Syrian government, which used the site as a staging ground and 
propaganda tool, publically demolishing several of the site’s most iconic ruins and putting them to use as propaganda 
tools.  “Palmyra has been liberated. This is the end of the destruction in Palmyra," Syria’s antiquities chief Mamoun 
Abdelkarim told Reuters. "How many times did we cry for Palmyra? How many times did we feel despair? But we did not 
lose hope."   
   During the 10-month-long occupation, ISIS demolished several of the city’s most iconic and ancient monuments, 
including the Temples, as well as the iconic Triumphal Arch. ISIS heavily publicized the destruction of these monuments 
and looted the city for ancient artifacts, drawing condemnation from antiquities experts around the world. The destruction 
was called a war crime by UNESCO officials who feared that ISIS’ continued occupation would result in a jewel of the 
ancient world being lost forever.  Government forces are still sweeping Palmyra to clear its streets of land mines, but 
preliminary surveys of the ancient ruins indicate that ISIS fighters did much less damage to the city than archaeologists 
originally thought.  In particular, Abdelkarim was excited that a famous statue known as the Lion of Al-Lat that was 
thought destroyed by ISIS fighters is in good enough condition that it can be restored. However, not everyone is as 
optimistic about the extent of the damage, as anti-government activist and Palmyra native Khaled al-Homsi says the 
militants “did damage to ruins that can never be compensated”. 
   Al-Assad has touted that the retaking of Palmyra shows that his government forces, along with help from his Russian 
allies, are the best-equipped for pushing ISIS fighters out of the region. Whatever the future holds for Palmyra, 
archaeologists can breathe a little easier now that the “Jewel of the Desert” is out of the hands of people who would see its 
wonders demolished. 

 

Member Ads: 
Seeking used postal stationery with mythological subjects pictured, especially Hercules or prehistoric man or art.  Fran 
Adams,   P O Box 420308,   San Diego, CA 92142      Fran.adams@gmail.com         He’s working on an exhibit and would 
appreciate any assistance in obtaining these items.  If you know a dealer carrying them let him know.  
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