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Gordian, the capital of the ancient kingdom of Phrygia, was ruled at the height of its power in the 
eighth century BC by the rich and famous King Midas, a ruler whose influence was felt far beyond 
the boundaries of the Phrygian state (Roller 1983; 1984). Midas was well known in the ancient 

world, appearing in Assyrian records as Mita, King of Mushki, 2 an enemy and then ally of Sargon 
II, who also had dealings with the kingdoms of Carchemish, Tabal, Que and Urartu. Midas was 
known to the early Greeks as well. Herodotus reports that Midas was the first foreigner to 
dedicate an offering at the sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi: he dedicated a piece of furniture, the 
throne from which he gave judgment, which Herodotus claims was a�1081::rrcos, 'well worth 
seeing' (Herodotus 1.14). The Phrygians, then, were cosmopolitan; the Phrygian king gave a 
prestigious gift to at least one neighbouring nation and probably received such gifts from foreign 
states as well. Yet the art of the Phrygians shows little direct influence from abroad. This is 
nowhere more clearly evident than in the furniture recovered from the site of Gordian, which is 
made in a uniquely Phrygian style and is, in many respects, quite unlike any other furniture known 
from the ancient world. 

The remains of more than fifty pieces of wooden furniture have been recovered in the excavation of 
four tumuli and the City Mound at Gordian. The first group of pieces was found in Tumulus III, 
excavated in 1900 by Gustav and Alfred Korte. Unfortunately, the excavation of the tomb was not well 
recorded. Four pieces of furniture are identified in the excavation rep01t by brief description only, 
without detailed information about the placement of the fragments on the tomb floor (Korte & Korte 
1904, 43-53). The published photographs show wood fragments not in situ but after their removal 
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The reassessment presented in this volume has been made possible by the hard work and dedication of the members of the 
Gord ion Furniture Project team of archaeologists, conservators and scientists. Their contributions are gratefully acknowledged 
here. The work of Rodney S. Young and the archaeologists who excavated Tumulus MM and cared for the furniture must also 
be acknowledged. Our present understanding is based ultimately on their early attempts to appreciate what they had found. The 
University Museum, University of Pennsylvania, has sponsored the work of the Gord ion Furniture Project; and the Museum of 
Anatolian Civilizations, Ankara, and the General Directorate of Monuments and Museums of Turkey have provided access to 
the furniture and have helped to further our progress in countless ways. Many friends, colleagues and benefactors to the project 
have provided essential support, without which our work could not have been accomplished. Finally, l wish to thank Georgina 
Herrmann, whose interest in and knowledge of ancient furniture have been an inspiration. 

All drawings and photographs are by the author except Figs. I and 6 and Pis. 58, 59a and 63b (courtesy of the Gordion 

Excavations, The University Museum, University of Pennsylvania) and Pl. 62a, b (reprinted from E. Akurgal, Die Kunst 

Anatoliens, von Homer bis Alexander, pis. 67 and 54, courtesy ofEkrem Akurgal). 
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Scholars have generally accepted the identification of Mita with Midas, although the relationship between the kingdom of 
Mushki and that of the western Phrygians is a matter of debate (Mellink 1965, Muscarella 1989, et al.). 
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Fig. 2. Reconstruction drawing of the inlaid table, Tumulus MM 

cushions on the floor (Pl. 60a). The furniture was photographed, drawn and published in these 
interpretations (Young 1974; 1981, published posthrnnously), which found their way into a number 
of other publications (Baker 1966, 226-32; Meiggs 1982, 458-61; el al.). A programme to 
conserve5 and restudy the furniture was begun in 1981, and many of Young's interpretations 
have now been superseded.6 

The Inlaid Table, Tumulus MM 

The first piece to be restudied was the inlaid table, with surprising results. In Young's opinion, 
the design of the table had left something to be desired (Young 1974, 9): 

'It was the dowels and tenons and mo1tises which afforded the clues which enabled us to 

reconstruct the whole and reveal it in its full horror. However much it may revolt us it must 

be admitted neve1theless that it is from a technical point of view a masterpiece of the cabinet­

maker's craft and certainly worth looking at.' 

� :'he cons�rvation �f the furniture is discussed at length in a number of' publications (Payton 1984: Simpson & Payton 1986:
Simpson, Sp1rydow1cz & Dorg: 1992), to which the reader is referred. Results of wood species and wood pathology analyses 
have also been publlshed (/\ytug 1986 and 1988, Aytug & Gorcelioglu 1988, Aytug & Pehlivan 1989, Blanchette el al. 1991, and 
Blanchette & S1�npson 1992). In the mterest of space. these subjects will not be treated in detail here. The conservatioil and study 
of the furniture lrom the U111vers1ty of Pennsylvania excavations at Gord ion is carried out in the Museum of Anatolian Civilizations 
Ankara. 
"�fhefurniturc from Tumulus MM, its conservation and related scientific studies will be published in E. Simpson, The 1Voode11

1'11r111l11re_fi-0111 T1111111l11s AIM al Gore/ion, Turkey. The University Museum. Philadelphia (forthcoming). 
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An examination of the excavation photographs showed, however, that it was not the design of 
the table that was faulty, but the reconstruction drawing published by Young (Young 1981, fig. 
109). Poorly drawn and incorrect in its detail, it gave a completely erroneous impression of what 
was actually a well designed, finely crafted, highly imaginative creation. When the table was 
correctly drawn, its reputation could be redeemed (Fig. 2), and it has since taken its place among 
the masterpieces of ancient Near Eastern art (Simpson 1983). The table was reconstructed on a 
Plexiglas mount (Pl. 596) and is now on display in the Pluygian section of the Musetm1 of Anatolian 
Civilizations, Ankara. 7 

The inlaid table was a portable banquet table with four handles and a tray-shaped top.8 It was 
constructed from 40 major components, all expe1ily fitted together with mmtise-and-tenon joinery. 
The table had three legs, ensuring its stability on the tmeven floors that must have been common in 
antiquity. The legs supported the square frame and table top by means of an elaborate system of 
carved strutwork and interior dowels. Although tables with decorative strutwork were made 
elsewhere in the ancient world (Baker 1966, figs. 294, 304-05; et al.), the inlaid table from 
Tumulus MM stands alone in terms of the complexity and originality of its design. The frame 
pieces, top struts, legs and leg stluts were all inlaid profusely with geometric patterns, incorporating 
squares, diamonds, triangles, hooks, rosettes, a pendant half-circle and even miniature mazes 
(Simpson 1988, 28-29). A wood species analysis has determined that the wood of the frame and 
legs was boxwood, lhe inlay juniper, and the top walnut (Aytug 1986 and 1988;9 see Hepper pp. 
6, 3 and 7 above). The table had once had corner pieces that were removed in antiquity; also 
missing were sections of inlay that had been chipped out of the table's four handles. These missing 
pieces were probably made of precious metal, removed because of their intrinsic value, although 
the circumstances of their removal cannot now be reconstructed. 

Eight Plain Tahles, Tumulus MM 

The eight plain tables from Tumulus MM were found collapsed on the tomb floor among the 
scatter of bronze vessels that had once been placed upon them (Pl. 586 ). Like the inlaid table, 
they had tray-shaped tops , indicating that they, too, were banquet tables used to serve food. The 
eight tables ranged in height from c. 47-55 cm., were similar in form, each with a rectangular top 
and three legs. The two rear legs of individual tables curved out in various directions: toward the 
sides, the corners , or, in one case, the back. The legs were probably made from naturally curved 
or trained branches; there is as yet no conclusive evidence for steam bending in the furniture from 
Gordian. The means of joining the legs to the table tops was distinctive, resembling leg joinery 
of furnitme from the Middle Bronze Age tombs at Jericho (Kenyon 1960, 530, and see Parr pp. 
42-43 above), Urartian furniture from Adilcevaz (Oglin 1982, pis. 21, 26c) and the furniture from 
the Pazyryk tombs in Siberia, now dated to the fourth-third centuries BC (Rudenko 1970, pis. 50, 

7 The table was first mounted in 1983 (Simpson & Payton 1986) and remounted in I 989 (Pl. 59b) because of difficulties with the 
original mount. 
1 The original height of the table was approximately 64 cm.; the table top measured approximately 78 cm. square. 
9 In this article, several of the early drawings published by Young (Young 1981) have been attributed incorrectly to E. Simpson 
(Aytug 1988, figs. 4, 6 and 7). 



192 Elizabeth Simpson 

51, 52d; Muscarella 1991 ). 10 A square tenon e>..'tended up from the top of each leg, this was fitted 
into a mortise cut into a round collar that extended down from the table top, and the leg was 
secured in the collar with a peg that passed tlu-ough the entire collar-and-tenon joint. The legs of 
the plain tables were made of boxwood; the table tops were walnut (Aytug 1986 and 1988), 
except for the top of Table 6, which has now been identified as maple. 11 

The Inlaid Serving Stands, Tumulus MM 

The two 'screens' or 'throne backs', called Screens A and B by Young, were found leaning 
against the east wall of the Tumulus MM chamber (Pl. 60a). Behind them had fallen pieces of 
their wooden back structures, which Young had recognized without understanding their purpose. 
The faces of the screens were made of boxwood, inlaid with juniper (Aytug 1986; 1988). 
Thousands of tiny inlaid diamonds and triangles formed a kind oflattice that sunounded the inlaid 
square designs that covered most of the expanse of the surface. In the lower part of each screen 
was an inlaid rosette-like medallion, surrounded by a circular, bevelled border (Pl. 60b ). Above 
this was a pendant half-circle, c01mected to the rosette by two arcs. The rosette-like design on 
each screen was supported visually by two curved leg-like elements. These were made of walnut 
and had begun to deteriorate by the time the tomb was excavated. 

The inlay was finely executed, and although much of the wood of the inlay was shrunken and 
damaged, the overall beauty of the original designs is still evident in many areas (Pl. 60b). The 
inlay was accomplished by the following method: patterns were scribed into the surface of the 
wood with a sharply pointed tool; channels and recesses were drilled and then hollowed out; 
inlay was cut and tapped into place in the recesses; finally, the wood was planed or otherwise 
smoothed down to a finished surface. Some of the origi11al scribe marks are still visible, and the 
pricks of the compass used to lay out the centrnl rosettes can be seen at the centre of each circle 
(Pl. 606). The faces of the screens were assembled by means of mortise-and-tenon joinery. 
Tenons were cut from the ends of boards, extending out in the direction of the grain; these were 
fitted into mortises cut into adjacent boards and secured with wooden pegs. Where two boards 
butted edge to edge, floating tenons ( or flat dowels) were inserted into mortises cut into the edges 
of both boards, and these were seemed with pegs. Graffiti were found cut into several of the 
tenons from both screens (Pl. 60c). The markings include straight lines, diamonds, compass­
drawn circles, rosettes, and even letters. These marks seem to have been made in preparation for 
scribing the designs to be inlaid, either in order to test the tools or to adjust the spacing for 
patterns. Whatever their purpose, they were not meant to be seen once the screens had been 
assembled. 

The most remarkable feature of the square designs that cover the surface of the screens' faces is the 
character of the symmetry used to conshuct them. Of the 208 square designs on Screen A and the 192 
designs on Screen B, most are variations of a small munber of designs that are symmet1ical with respect 
to rotations of180°. Designs with this symmetry, as typified by the simplest, a swastika with a broken 
central bar (Pl. 60d), will reproduce themselves only when rotated 180°. Any other manipulation of the 

i,i The comparanda are outlined in Simpson, 'Furniture in Ancient Western Asia', Civili:::alions of the Ancient Near £as! (forth­
coming) 
11 This identification supersedcs that listed in previous publications (pcrs. comm., R.Blanchctte 1994).

Plu-ygian Furniture from Gordian 

a. b. 

Fig. 3. Reconstruction drawings of the serving stands, Tumulus MM, 
back views: a. Screen B; and b. Screen A. 
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design will produce something different. The Plu-ygian craftsmen knew this and played with the 
designs; (1) rotating them 90°, (2) flipping them around their central axis, and (3) rotating them 
90° and then flipping them, thus introducing great variety to a basic underlying scheme. The 
rotational impulse inherent in the square designs, themselves bounded by the rectilinear lattice of 
diamonds and triangles, created a dynamic tension in the overall effect. It is this subliminal sense 
of the dynamic that sets Phrygian design apart from that of other ancient peoples (Simpson 198 8). 

The screens were obviously important objects, but their function had not been recognized. 
When properly reconstructed in drawings (Fig. 3), the purpose of the Tumulus MM screens can 
be understood. 12 Both screens had top shelves made of walnut, which were supported by straight 
back legs 13 and diagonal struts made of boxwood. Each top shelf was carved in one piece, the 
design incorporating three open rings. The upper surfaces of the rings were darkened and dented, 
suggesting that they had once held objects; what these objects might have been can be asce11ained 

12 The preserved height of both serving stands is 94 cm.
lJ Nothing remains ofthese back legs. They have been reconstructed in the drawings, based on evidence from the adjoining pieces. 


























	Phrygian Furniture from Gordion in Herrmann
	58-63 plates
	Phrygian Furniture from Gordion in Furniture of Western Asia.pdf
	Phrygian Furniture from Gordion in Herrmann
	58-63 plates




