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87. Resafa/Sergiopolis (Raqqa)

Anas Al Khabour 
(Gothenburg University, Sweden)

The famous ruins of Rusafa (Resafa) are located in the 
heart of the desert, about 60km to the south-west of Raqqa 
city, at 35° 37'44.73" N 38° 45'27.65" E. Rusafa covered 
an area of about 21ha. The first mention of Rusafa was in 
the Assyrian texts, although archaeological excavations 
have not uncovered  that period.

Rusafa is known in the Byzantine sources as (Sergiopolis), 
the city of St. Sergio, while the Arabic sources called it 
Rusafa Hisham, because the Umayyad caliph Hisham 
Ibin Abdul Malik settled there.

The archaeological fieldwork at the site began in 1952 
under a German archaeological mission. The Directorate 
General of Antiquities and Museums conducts 
restoration of the site, and the archaeological work in 
Rusafa was under the supervision of the Syrian- German 
archaeological mission. The head of the Syrian team was 
Al Khalaf until 2005, and then the author after that date; 
the German team was directed by T. Ulbret, later D Zack, 
from the University of Berlin.

Rusafa played an important role during the Seleucid-
Parthian conflict, and later during the Roman-
Byzantine-Persian conflicts. The emperor Diocletian 
mentioned it as one of the important forts. The Arab 
Ghassanids inhabited the city during their alliance with 
the Byzantines. In the 4th century AD the importance of 
the city increased becoming the city associated with the 
martyrs Sergio and Bacchus, who were commanders in 
the Roman army. They were martyred because of their 
Christian faith, after refusing to offer a sacrifice to the 
Roman god Zeus during the Roman persecution of the 
Christians around 303 AD. The two martyrs Sergio and 
Bacchus were arrested and Roman soldiers pierced their 
lips, threading them with twine and dragging them; their 
military uniforms were removed and they were dressed in 
women’s clothes. They were then forced to wear screws 
in their shoes to bloody their feet on the walk to see the 
governor of Middle Antiochus. He threatened them but 
they did not retract. Bacchus was brutally flogged until 
he died at Masakaneh, on the Euphrates, and Sergio was 
taken to the city of Sura (near the town Al-Hammam 

Fig. 1 Rusafa
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beside the Baath Dam today), where he was beheaded. 
In the year 425, a number of bishops met in Rusafa 
and decided to construct a huge church containing the 
remains of St. Sergio (Figs. 1 and 2).

The importance of Rusafa rose during the Roman-Byzantine 
struggle against the Persians-Sassanids, when the population 
of Rusafa, the Ghassanids, were allied with the Byzantines, 
while the population of Al Hayra, the Lakhmids, were allied 
with the Persians-Sassanids. In anticipation of the Persian 
danger, the Emperor Justinian ordered the construction of 
walls around the Rusafa in the middle of the 6th century. The 
Persians besieged it twice during 534-535 AD, however the 
arrival of al-Harith Ghassani, with the famous Byzantine 
commander Balzarios, obliged the Persians to retreat. After 
the death of the Justinian, the Byzantines feared the strength 
of their allies, the Ghassanids, and lost confidence in the 
alliance, which then encouraged Persia to invade Rusafa. 
The famous Persian commander Shahir-bazar looted 
the Holy Cross from Rusafa, which led to the resolution 
of conflicts between the Byzantines and their Ghassanid 
allies in the face of Persian danger. When Khosrow died, 
and succession problems occurred, they helped one of the 
Sasanid princes to prevail and the he later returned the Holy 
Cross to Rusafa.

Fig. 2 Rusafa: the huge church containing the remains of St. Sergio.

During the Islamic period, the Umayyad caliph Hisham 
bin Abdul Malik (722-743m) built a complex more than 
4km south of the city, which included two palaces, and 
where he was later buried.

Upon news of the Mongol arrival and the devastation 
that accompanied the invasion of Hulagu in 1260, Rusafa 
was abandoned and remained so until modern times.

The city is surrounded on all sides by defensive walls, dated 
to the period of the Emperor Justinian in the 6th century AD. 
The city wall is composed of two layers and is surrounded 
by a moat that is currently covered. In the upper layer there 
is a roofed corridor that allows the movement of soldiers 
and their weapons to all sides of the city.

The cathedral (basilica) is the largest and most 
spectacular church in Rusafa and was built in 559 AD 
in honour of the Holy Cross. It was the only church 
that continued to exercise a religious function until 
the abandonment of the city. The church, in spite of 
additions, destruction by earthquakes, and the subsequent 
restoration, represents an integrated model that tells us 
much about the fate of the city. It offers valuable data 
on internal facilities related to the practice of religious 
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rituals and their precise dates. The chancel, where the 
priests sat, the bishop’s throne, the altar, the stalls for 
community dignitaries, and the priest’s balcony are all 
still visible. The basilica is the largest example of an 
Assyrian church. Many full-size mosaics, including 
animal and bird images, were discovered and the quality 
of style and material, equipment and the richness of the 
furniture and furnishing in the rooms and halls display 
the broad-ranging relationship of Rusafa with the outside 
world. The edifice is composed of a large central square 
surrounding a wonderful stone pima, a little higher than 
ground level, and two lateral foyers to the left and  right, 
with columns standing in the middle and sides.

As for water supply, the population of Rusafa drank from 
giant tanks, of which only 4 are preserved adjacent to 
each other. Another tank is located to the north. These 
tanks hold ca. 30000m3 of water.

The central church is located in the centre of Rusafa, to 
the west of the basilica, and is dated to the 5th century 
AD. It is totally destroyed except for a very small section 
with a Greek inscription (‘Holy Mary help Sergio’).

The so-called ‘Martyrs’ Church’ is also known as the 
‘sloping’ church because of the inclination of the west, 
north and south entrances. It is characterized by the 
beauty of its pink pillars and the capital inscriptions. 
Perhaps the most beautiful motifs are in the northern 
hall, aligned to a stone sarcophagus of a martyr or saint.

The most important of the Islamic buildings is ‘Hisham’s 
Palace’. Located outside the city walls it is a quasi-
fortress (80-74m) with a central courtyard surrounded 
by round towers made of brick and stone. There is a bath 
in the southwest corner. There is also an array of diverse 
and colourful decorations – pomegranate branches and 
grapes.

The so called ‘Treasure of Rusafa’ was discovered in 
1982, and consists of ritual utensils from the 13th century 
used for church services. The treasure was embedded in 
a jar in the floor of the monastery, located between the 
church and the Great Mosque; it was hidden in 1258 
during the Mongol invasion. Investigations confirmed 
that part of the treasure was made in Syria, while the 
rest was imported from the West, a present of one of the 
European kings during the Crusades, or slightly later, 
as an offering at the tomb of St. Sergio. The treasure 
consists of five silver utensils, including a cup and a tray 
with inscriptions in Syriac, Greek and Arabic, as well 
as a censer and the bases of small, incomplete cups.  
Decorations include images of Christ and the Virgin, 

Rusafa is a unique example of Syrian architecture, 
demonstrating the beautiful diversity of the Syrian 
churches, which exercised their religious activities until 
the abandonment of the city in the 13th century AD. 

There is much still to be recorded at the site, and only 
more archaeological excavation and investigation can 
provide data for the future, particularly about the Islamic 
periods, as well as the oldest historical times.
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