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                  The Flood Tablet inscribed with the Babylonian account of the flood from the Epic of Gilgamesh. Iraq, 7th century BC.


                  View the Flood Tablet on Collection online
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                            Contact details


            

            
                              
    
                                  Email: middleeast@britishmuseum.org


            


  
    
                                  Phone: +44 (0)20 7323 8308


            


  
    
                                  Department of the Middle East
The British Museum
Great Russell Street
London
WC1B 3DG


            



            


                      


          
                          
                  The Department of the Middle East covers the ancient and contemporary civilisations and cultures of the Middle East from the Neolithic period until the present.

              

            
              
      It holds a wide range of archaeological material and ancient art from Mesopotamia (Iraq), Iran, the Levant (Syria, Jordan, Lebanon and Israel); Anatolia (Turkey), Arabia, Central Asia and the Caucasus.
Highlights of the collection include Assyrian reliefs, treasures from the Royal Cemetery of Ur, the Oxus Treasure, Phoenician ivories and Ashurbanipal's library of cuneiform tablets from Nineveh.
The Islamic collection includes archaeological assemblages from Iraq, Iran and Egypt as well as collections of inlaid metalwork from medieval Iran, Syria and Egypt and Iznik ceramics from Turkey. Ethnographic collections from the Middle East and Central Asia are also held by the department. These include textiles, furnishings, jewellery and other objects related to daily life.
In addition to Persian, Turkish and Mughal Indian works on paper, the department holds a major collection of contemporary art from the Middle East.


  

          

        

      

    

  





  



    
        
    
  
    
      

    
  
      






  



  

  
    
              
            
                              
                Accessing the collection

            

                                      

  
    
      
          Collection online 

        
          
        
      
    


    
                You can search for information and images about objects from the Middle East collection on Collection online which has information about more than four million objects in the British Museum collection.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Study room

        
          
        
      
    


    
                	You can make an appointment to see objects from the Middle East collection in our study room. Please complete our study room application form and email it to: mestudyroom@britishmuseum.org
	To ensure the safety of all visitors and staff, face coverings are strongly recommended when entering and leaving the study rooms, but can be removed when seated. Please wash your hands before and after your study sessions using the facilities provided. Hand sanitiser is located throughout spaces where washing facilities are not readily available. Please do not visit if you feel unwell or have COVID-19 symptoms. Group visits are now possible.
	The study rooms may close at short notice due to staff illness or isolation requirements. We apologise in advance should this be necessary.
	The Department of the Middle East Study Room is located in the Museum's historic Arched Room, accessible through the shop at the north end of the Egyptian sculpture gallery (Room 4), from the foot of the West Stairs – view the Museum map.
	It's open from 10.30–13.00 and 14.00–16.00 on Tuesdays to Fridays.
	It's closed in December every year.
	Visit our study rooms page for general information.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Library

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Using the library:


	Records of items held by the Department of Middle East library may be accessed using the British Museum library catalogue. 
	Library items can be viewed by appointment only. 
	Please contact the library service at library@britishmuseum.org to make an appointment to consult library materials, allowing 10 working days for a reply. 



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Galleries

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Ground Floor:


	Room 6 – Assyrian sculpture and Balawat Gates
	Rooms 7–8 – Assyria: Nimrud
	Room 9  – Assyria: Nineveh
	Room 10 – Assyria: Lion hunts, Siege of Lachish and Khorsabad

Upper Floor: 


	Rooms 42–43 – The Islamic World (The Albukhary Foundation Gallery)
	Room 52 – Ancient Iran (The Rahim Irvani Gallery)
	Room 53 – Ancient South Arabia
	Room 54 – Anatolia and Urartu 7000–300 BC
	Room 55 – Mesopotamia 1500–539 BC
	Room 56 – Mesopotamia 6000–1500 BC
	Rooms 57–59 – Ancient Levant



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Photography

        
          
        
      
    


    
                	You can search for images on Collection online which has information about more than four million objects in the British Museum collection. Most of these images are available free of charge for non-commercial purposes. 
	High-resolution digital images of most of the objects in the collection are available for purchase from BM Images.
	To commission new photography or to use images for commercial purposes, please contact sales@bmimages.com. 



          

  




              

    

  

  






  



  

  
    
              
            
                              
                Object identification

            

                                      

  
    
      
          Key information

        
          
        
      
    


    
                The Department of the Middle East provides an object identification service. Through this, we offer opinions on objects held by members of the public.


If you have any questions about our identification service, please email the department at middleeast@britishmuseum.org in advance of your visit so a member of staff can advise. 


Please note:


	We can't provide valuations or certificates of authentication – if you require this advice, please consult a dealer or auctioneer.
	Neither the Trustees of the British Museum nor members of staff can accept liability for opinions given on objects submitted for examinations, or for information provided.
	The British Museum supports international efforts aimed at preventing damage to archaeological sites and the illicit trade in cultural objects.
	We cannot, therefore, give an opinion on objects made and/or found outside the United Kingdom where the provenance is uncertain or contrary to national or international law.

Read more about the object identification service.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Bringing objects to the Museum

        
          
        
      
    


    
                	The object identification service is available on Wednesday, between 14.00–16.00, by appointment only. Please email middleeast@britishmuseum.org to arrange an appointment. 
	The service is free, but no more than 10 objects can be shown at one time.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Sending images of objects

        
          
        
      
    


    
                	If requests are made electronically, digital images should be sent to middleeast@britishmuseum.org.
	All images should be clear enough that any lettering and detail is legible, but individual emails should not exceed 2MB.
	Please indicate when and how the objects came into your possession.



          

  




              

    

  

  






  



  

  
    
              
            
                              
                History of the collection

            

                            
        
    
      


        18th century


      


      
          The Middle East collection began with the bequest of drawings and other items from the collection of Sir Hans Sloane and seals from the collections of Sir William Hamilton, which were purchased by the British Museum in 1772.

      


        About Sir Hans Sloane

      

    
    
      


        1820s


      


      
          Sculptures and plaster casts from Persepolis in Iran were added, along with the collection of Claudius James Rich (1787–1820), who was the East India Company's representative in Baghdad (Iraq) at the time.

      


        About Claudius James Rich

      

    
    
      


        1840s–1850s


      


      
          The collection grew following excavations at the Assyrian sites of Nimrud and Nineveh, which produced large numbers of stone bas-reliefs including the famous Lion Hunt scenes. They also revealed the first cuneiform texts from the Library of Ashurbanipal, on which the field of Assyriology was built. Two-hundred Punic and neo-Punic stelae from Carthage in Tunisia were also added to the collection at this time. 

      


      
      

    
    
      


        1872


      


      
          A young Museum assistant called George Smith (1840–1876) astonished the world with his discovery of an Assyrian version of the biblical flood story.

      


        About George Smith 

      

    
    
      


        1878–1882


      


      
          Hormuzd Rassam's work in Mesopotamia brought significant additions to the collection, including the Cyrus Cylinder from Babylon, the bronze gates of Shalmaneser III and a collection of Urartian bronzes that are now the core of the Anatolian collection.

      


        About Hormuzd Rassam 

      

    
    
      


        1922–1934


      


      
          Some of the highlights of the Middle East collection – including the Standard of Ur, the 'Ram in a Thicket', the Royal Game of Ur and some spectacular gold jewellery – were discovered in the ancient Mesopotamian city of Ur by Leonard Woolley.

      


        About Leonard Wooley

      

    
    
      


        1954–1958


      


      
          The Palestinian collection was small until a Neolithic plastered skull and the contents of a Middle Bronze Age tomb, from the excavations of Kathleen Kenyon (1976–1978) at Jericho, were added.

      


        About Kathleen Kenyon

      

    
    
      


        1960s–1990s


      


      
          Archaeological material was added to the collection from excavations at Siraf in Iran, Petra and Tell es-Sa'idiyeh in Jordan, Tell es-Sweyhat in Syria and Merv in Turkmenistan.

      


      
      

    
    
      


        1983


      


      
          The Godman Bequest of around 600 ceramics collected by Frederick DuCane Godman (1834–1919), including an unparalleled collection of Iznik pottery from Ottoman Turkey, tiles and vessels associated with the medieval ceramic production of Kashan, Iran, and notable examples of Hispano-Moresque pottery from Spain.

      


        About Frederick DuCane Godman

      

    
    
      


        2005


      


      
          The British Institute for the Study of Iraq donated an important collection of cuneiform tablets and carved ivories excavated by them during the 1950s.

      


      
      

    
    
      


        2012


      


      
          Over 400 20th-century objects from the Arabian Peninsula entered the collection from Leila Ingrams (1940–2015). They were collected as a result of her parents' activities and travels in the Hadramaut and Zanzibar.

      


        About Leila Ingrams

      


  

      

    

  

  






  




  
    
            

                  
              Staff

          

        
        
          
            
                	Paul Collins – Keeper, Department of the Middle East
	Uxue Rambla Eguílaz – Project and Cultural Heritage Manager: The Girsu Project
	Irving Finkel – Assistant Keeper, Ancient Mesopotamian script, languages and cultures
	James Fraser – Assistant Keeper (Curator), Ancient Levant and Anatolia
	Nancy Highcock – Curator, Ancient Mesopotamia
	Zeina Klink-Hoppe – Phyllis Bishop Curator for the Modern Middle East
	John MacGinnis – Lead Archaeologist, Iraq Emergency Heritage Management Programme
	Sebastien Rey – Assistant Keeper (Curator), Mesopotamia
	St John Simpson – Assistant Keeper (Curator), Iran, Central Asia and Arabia
	Jonathan Taylor – Assistant Keeper (Curator), Cuneiform Collections

The work of the department is supported by a team of Collection Managers and administrative staff.
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    Panel from the North Palace of Ashurbanipal, northern Iraq, 645–635 BC. 

    
    

  


      



            
          
              


    

    
  

  






  




  
    
            

                  
              Research 

          

        
        
          
            
                The Department of the Middle East is actively involved in research on the collections and the cultures represented by them.


This varies from excavations and fieldwork to studying, investigating and cataloguing the extensive collection of Middle Eastern material here at the Museum.


There are about 300,000 objects in the department's collection. A representative selection, including the most important pieces, is on display and totals some 4,500 objects.


See below for information about current projects being undertaken by staff in the Department of the Middle East.
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    A gold griffin-headed Achaemenid armlet from the Oxus Treasure.

    
    

  


      



            
          
              


    

    
  

  



  

  
    
            
                              
                Research

            

                                      

  
    
      
          Ashurbanipal Library Project

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Between the 1850s and 1930s, British Museum excavations at Nineveh (Iraq) found 30,000 clay tablets and fragments. They're the single most important group of cuneiform text ever found, and have formed the foundations of modern study of Assyria. They belonged to Ashurbanipal, 7th century BC King of Assyria. This scholar-king's library contained an unparalleled volume and range of knowledge. The Ashurbanipal Library Project is making the Library freely available, and researching what this collection is, and how and why it was assembled. 


Find out more about the project.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Merv Project

        
          
        
      
    


    
                The vast ruins of the ancient city of Merv have attracted the attention of travellers, historians and archaeologists for over 150 years. The British Museum supported archaeological fieldwork at the major ancient Central Asian city from 1992–2000 in a collaboration with University College London and the Turkmen Academy of Sciences, represented respectively by Dr G Herrmann and Dr K Kurbansakhatov. The excavations were directed by Dr St John Simpson.


Find out more about this project.



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Tell es-Sa'idiyeh Excavations

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Tell es Sa'idiyeh, identified as the biblical city of Zarethan, lies at the heart of the central Jordan Valley. The huge, double occupation mound occupies a key strategic position, commanding the crossroads of two major trade routes, and dominating some of the richest and most fertile agricultural land east of the River Jordan.


Excavations undertaken since 1985, by a British Museum expedition under the direction of Jonathan N Tubb, have revealed the great antiquity of the site's occupational history, with settlement phases extending from the Early Islamic period of the seventh century AD, as far back at least as the Early Bronze Age of the third millennium BC. 

 



          

  



  

  
    
      
          Ruqbat Medain excavation project

        
          
        
      
    


    
                Staff – St John Simpson



          

  




              

    

  

  






  




  
    
            

                  
              The Iraq scheme

          

        
        
          
            
                The British Museum takes an active role in communicating the importance of Iraq's archaeological and historical legacy.


This is achieved through gallery talks, lectures and study days within the Museum and in the broader community.


Since 2015 the Museum has run a major training scheme, helping Iraqi colleagues develop their archaeological skills.


After the destruction of heritage sites in Iraq and Syria, we're working with staff from the Iraq State Board of Antiquities on a wide variety of retrieval and rescue archaeology techniques.
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    Participants of the Iraq scheme laying a trench, part of the Darband-i Rania project.

    
    

  


      



            
          
              


    

    
  

  



  
    
            
        
                      
                More about the Iraq Scheme
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          Iraq Scheme

          
                 

      
              
              In response to the destruction of heritage sites in Iraq and Syria by Daesh in 2015, the British Museum developed the Iraq scheme.
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          Iraq Scheme: Training in the UK

          
                 

      
              
              The first part of the Iraq scheme training programme is held at the British Museum in the UK.
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          Tello

          
                 

      
              
              Tello, the modern Arabic name for the ancient Sumerian city of Girsu, is the southern site of the Iraq Scheme on-site training.
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          Iraq Scheme: Darband-i Rania

          
                 

      
              
              The Darband-i Rania Archaeological Project is the northern of the two field projects conducted by the Iraq Scheme.



        

      
      


      
    

  



  


  

  
        

      

    

    
  

  


  

    
    
      
        
          
                          
                  Collection online

              

                      


          
                            Search the British Museum collection database for information about more than 4 million objects in the collection.


 


            
                          
                                  
                    Search the Collection
                  
                
                              

                      

        

      

    

  

  



  
    
            
        
                      
                You may also be interested in
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          Collaborative Doctoral Awards

          
                 

      
              
              How the British Museum and the AHRC support research students.



        

      
      


          Find out more and apply
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          Departments

          
                 

      
              
              Find out about the work of the Museum collection, research departments and the research facilities available.
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          Assyria lion hunts

          
                 

      
              
              Rooms 10a, 10b and 10c explore 50 years of Assyrian history.



        

      
      


          Visit Room 10
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          Ancient Iran

          
                 

      
              
              Room 52 celebrates Iran and the rise of distinctive local cultures in this major centre of ancient culture.



        

      
      


          Visit Room 52
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            Free entry
        

        

              Great Russell Street

London WC1B 3DG


+44 (0)20 7323 8000

 



    

    
            
                

            Opening hours
        

        

              Daily: 10.00–17.00 (Fridays: 20.30)
Last entry: 16.45 (Fridays: 20.15)
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