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    Between myth-laden memory and the first cities rising from Mesopotamian riverlands, Chaldaea traces the delicate passage by which the ancient past becomes historical knowledge. George Rawlinson approaches the region long associated with early Mesopotamian civilizations by asking how its stones, texts, and traditions can be brought into a coherent account. The book’s subject is not merely a vanished land, but the process of reconstructing it: where geography frames habitations, where material remains hint at institutions, and where inherited stories are weighed against evidence. The result is a study that invites readers to consider origins without surrendering to either romantic legend or modern certainty.

This volume belongs to nineteenth-century historical scholarship and presents a sustained narrative of ancient southern Mesopotamia under the title Chaldaea. Written by George Rawlinson, an English historian of the Victorian era, it participates in a broader project surveying civilizations of the ancient Near East. The Illustrated Edition places the text within the period’s pedagogical practice of coupling description with images, reflecting contemporary interest in archaeology and the newly expanding corpus of Near Eastern studies. Its setting is the riverine plain between the Tigris and Euphrates, a landscape that shaped settlement, agriculture, trade routes, and the political formations that concern Rawlinson’s account.

Readers encounter a work of synthesis, bringing together classical testimonies and the archaeological reports available to a Victorian audience. The voice is learned and deliberate, moving from broad geographical sketches to focused discussions of culture and power. The style favors careful exposition, cataloging what can be observed, then proposing interpretations with a measured confidence typical of its era. The tone is formal yet inviting, offering clear transitions from terrain to society and from material culture to intellectual life. Without presuming specialized training, it leads general readers through complex evidence while maintaining a scholar’s attention to sources and to the limits of inference.

At its core, the book explores how environment, technology, belief, and governance interact in the formation of early states. Themes include the emergence of urban organization, the management of water and land, the rise of priestly and royal authority, and the circulation of goods and ideas across neighboring regions. Rawlinson examines how texts and artifacts together illuminate crafts, rites, and artistic expression, while acknowledging points where the record is fragmentary. Throughout, the study pauses at junctures where legend and history intertwine, asking what can be responsibly concluded and what should remain open, thereby modeling a disciplined curiosity about antiquity.

The work matters now because it captures a foundational moment in the study of the ancient Near East, when deciphered inscriptions and excavated objects were reshaping historical imagination. Reading it offers a window onto the early methods by which modern readers first encountered Mesopotamian antiquity. It prompts reflection on the transmission of knowledge, the durability of material evidence, and the provisional character of historical narratives. For contemporary audiences, it also foregrounds questions of interpretation and bias, encouraging a critical engagement that recognizes both the insights and the limitations of a pioneering, era-defining approach to deep history.

The Illustrated Edition enhances orientation by pairing the narrative with visual aids that clarify topography, architecture, and objects of daily and ritual life. Images focus attention on forms and patterns that the text describes, enabling readers to see how conclusions emerge from observable features. This alignment of word and image exemplifies Victorian scholarly communication and remains useful today, particularly for those encountering the subject for the first time. While subsequent research has expanded and revised many details, the conjunction of illustration and exposition still offers a compelling pathway into the textures of ancient Mesopotamian culture and the material bases of historical argument.

Approached with respectful skepticism and curiosity, Chaldaea rewards readers who value both breadth and precision. It invites comparison with more recent studies, not to diminish it, but to situate it within the evolving conversation about early civilizations. Attentive readers will recognize period terminology and framing assumptions, and can use them as prompts to ask better questions rather than reasons to dismiss the work. As an introduction to the terrain, the artifacts, and the interpretive challenges of the ancient Near East, this volume remains a lucid guide to how evidence is assembled into meaningful, if always revisable, accounts of the human past.
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    Chaldea (Illustrated Edition) by George Rawlinson presents a historical survey of the civilization that occupied southern Mesopotamia, synthesizing classical testimony with cuneiform evidence newly accessible in the author’s time. Writing as a nineteenth‑century historian, Rawlinson outlines his purpose: to reconstruct the land’s contours, its political fortunes, and the institutions that sustained them. He introduces the evidentiary base—ancient historians, travelers, and inscriptions—and emphasizes how material remains illuminate textual claims. The illustrated format supports this approach, helping the reader visualize monuments, scripts, and landscapes referenced throughout. From this foundation, Rawlinson proposes an orderly account moving from geography and origins to government, religion, arts, and legacy.

Rawlinson begins with the setting. Chaldaea is described as the alluvial lowland between the lower Tigris and Euphrates, defined by riverine change and human control of water. He details the soils, reeds, and bitumen that supplied building materials, noting the scarcity of stone and timber that encouraged brick architecture and extensive canal works. Climate, flood patterns, and the incremental growth of the delta are considered for their effects on settlement, agriculture, and defense. This environmental sketch underlies subsequent developments: city planning adapted to levees, irrigation enabled surplus, and waterways fostered communication, trade, and political integration across a landscape otherwise vulnerable to shifting channels.

Turning to origins and early society, the book weighs testimonies preserved by writers such as Berossus alongside inscriptions recovered from Mesopotamian sites. Rawlinson traces the rise of urban centers—Babylon, Ur, Erech—and the emergence of temple‑city structures that organized labor, storage, and ritual. He outlines the forms of kingship that grew from municipal authority, with dynastic change and regional rivalries shaping a mosaic of powers. The interplay of mythic traditions and administrative records is used to outline a cautious chronology, always alert to uncertainties. From this basis, he follows the gradual consolidation of influence in the south and the cultural profile that marks Chaldaea among neighbors.

In narrating political history, Rawlinson presents the oscillation between southern and northern powers, treating Assyria as both rival and stimulus to Chaldaean development. He distinguishes periods of subordination from phases of resurgence, culminating in the later restoration of Babylonian leadership under the so‑called Chaldean dynasty. The account emphasizes administrative capacity, strategic fortifications, and ambitious building programs that proclaimed legitimacy. Figures such as Nebuchadnezzar are situated within institutional continuities rather than isolated as marvels, and foreign relations are interpreted through campaigns, alliances, and the management of tributary lands. Throughout, inscriptions are adduced to corroborate classical narratives while clarifying the limits of each source.

Religious and intellectual life receive extended treatment as defining features of the civilization. Rawlinson surveys the pantheon with attention to local cults and their integration under major deities, and he describes temple economies that linked ritual with resource management. Ziggurats exemplify the union of architecture, astronomy, and worship, while omen texts, divination, and celestial observation illustrate a learned priesthood. The work traces calendrical practice, recording methods, and the accumulation of scholarly lore without conflating distinct genres. Astronomy and astrology are carefully differentiated as intertwined pursuits that informed governance, agriculture, and ritual timing, forming a corpus preserved by scribes and referenced by later commentators.

Material culture and social organization are presented through the lens of texts and artifacts. Rawlinson explains the cuneiform writing system’s utility across contracts, letters, and royal inscriptions, linking legal formulae to property, debt, and family relations. He describes crafts that flourished with access to clay and bitumen, the circulation of goods by river and caravan, and the artisan‑merchant networks sustained by temples and the palace. Architecture is treated from humble dwellings to city walls, with attention to glazing, relief, and seal imagery. The portrait includes administrative hierarchies and labor obligations, showing how economic management, record‑keeping, and ideology reinforced each other in everyday practice.

The narrative closes with the loss of independence as imperial forces from the Iranian plateau absorbed Babylon, yet Rawlinson underscores the persistence of Chaldaean learning and forms within broader empires. He reflects on how classical authors and biblical texts preserved selected memories, while inscriptions restore indigenous perspectives. The book’s argument, supported by illustrations, is that Chaldaea’s environmental ingenuity, institutional complexity, and intellectual traditions decisively shaped Near Eastern civilization. By balancing literary testimony with archaeological data, Rawlinson models a method for reconstructing antiquity from uneven evidence. His synthesis endures as a milestone in historical interpretation, inviting continued study while acknowledging open questions.
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    George Rawlinson (1812–1902), an English historian and Anglican cleric, wrote on Near Eastern antiquity during Victorian Britain’s expansion of classical and Oriental studies. As Camden Professor of Ancient History at Oxford (1861–1889) and later a canon of Canterbury, he addressed a broad educated public. His Chaldaea volume belongs to his multi‑part survey of the “Great Monarchies” of the ancient East, composed amid rapid growth in Assyriology. The British Museum, the Royal Asiatic Society, and university presses supplied texts, casts, and translations that made Mesopotamian history newly accessible. The Illustrated Edition capitalized on these institutional resources to present synthesis alongside visual evidence.

Chaldaea, in nineteenth‑century usage, referred chiefly to southern Babylonia—marsh and alluvial lands near the Persian Gulf—whose principal cities included Ur, Uruk (Erech), Larsa, Eridu, and later Babylon and Borsippa. From the third millennium BCE, Sumerian city‑states developed temples, canals, and cuneiform administration; Semitic Akkadian power rose with Akkad, and later Babylonian dynasties consolidated the south. Priestly and scribal institutions, especially temple schools, standardized astronomy, mathematics, and omen literature. The Neo‑Babylonian, or Chaldean, dynasty (626–539 BCE) under Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar II brought monumental building and regional hegemony before Cyrus of Persia took Babylon. These frameworks shape Rawlinson’s reconstruction of “Chaldea.”

Rawlinson wrote amid headline‑making excavations that recovered Mesopotamian antiquities. Austen Henry Layard’s digs at Nimrud and Nineveh (1845–1851), extended by Hormuzd Rassam, exposed palaces and the library of Ashurbanipal. William Kennett Loftus worked at Warka (Uruk) and Larsa; J. E. Taylor excavated at Mugheir (Ur) and Abu Shahrein (Eridu) in the 1850s; H. C. Rawlinson and others investigated Borsippa’s Birs Nimrud. Early surveys by Claudius James Rich and others mapped Babylon’s mounds. Finds—reliefs, statues, cylinder seals, bricks, and tablets—flowed to the British Museum and European collections, furnishing the images and inscriptions that underpin the Illustrated Edition and the chronological scaffolding of Rawlinson’s narrative.

The decipherment of cuneiform made coherent history possible. Henry Creswicke Rawlinson’s copies and readings of the trilingual Behistun inscription (published from the 1840s) established Old Persian values and provided a key to Akkadian. Edward Hincks advanced grammatical analysis; Jules Oppert promoted the recognition of a non‑Semitic language—later standardized as Sumerian. The British Museum’s Cuneiform Inscriptions of Western Asia (from 1861), edited by H. C. Rawlinson and colleagues, disseminated texts for scholars. With royal annals, building inscriptions, and legal tablets readable, George Rawlinson could integrate documentary evidence with classical and biblical sources, anchoring Chaldaean chronology and institutions in philological scholarship.

Victorian historical writing often sought concord between archaeology, classical writers, and Scripture. Rawlinson’s Chaldaea draws on Herodotus, Xenophon, and the fragments of Berossus alongside the Hebrew Bible’s references to Ur, Babel, and the Babylonian exile. As a clergyman, he framed Mesopotamian records in ways congenial to Christian readers while adhering to the evidentiary standards of his day. The work also reflects imperial‑era Orientalism: Near Eastern antiquity was cataloged, illustrated, and compared to Greco‑Roman norms for a metropolitan audience. Yet Rawlinson’s careful citation of inscriptions and artifacts marks a turn from traveler’s lore to document‑based ancient history.

Several well‑documented events organize the book’s historical field. The decline of Assyria and the fall of Nineveh (612 BCE) opened the path for the Neo‑Babylonian state. Nabopolassar’s campaigns and alliance with the Medes, Nebuchadnezzar II’s victories in Syria‑Palestine, and Babylon’s urban renewal—walls, processional way, and ziggurat projects—define Chaldean power. The deportations from Judah and other regions form part of the period’s imperial administration, recorded in cuneiform and biblical texts. The Persian conquest under Cyrus in 539 BCE, corroborated by the Cyrus Cylinder and Nabonidus Chronicle, closes the epoch. These milestones shape Rawlinson’s treatment of institutions and kingship.

The Illustrated Edition relies on engravings and plates derived from museum holdings, field drawings, and squeezes. Plans of temple platforms, views of ziggurats such as Birs Nimrud, copies of brick stamps and foundation cylinders, and reproductions of cylinder seals exemplify Mesopotamian material culture. Images of cuneiform tablets and bas‑reliefs help readers grasp administrative routines, religious iconography, and royal display. Such visuals, then newly familiar to the public through exhibitions at the British Museum, supported arguments about architecture, technology, and art. By juxtaposing text and image, the book models Victorian historical pedagogy and the evidentiary rhetoric of early archaeology.

Chaldaea epitomizes nineteenth‑century synthesis: philology, excavation, and classical testimony woven into a continuous narrative for general readers. It also reveals the period’s limits. Rawlinson wrote before systematic digs at Babylon by Robert Koldewey (from 1899) and before many economic tablets were published, so urban topography, chronology, and everyday life were less precise than later accounts. His terminology—using “Chaldea” broadly—mirrors contemporary usage. Nevertheless, the work’s critical use of inscriptions and artifacts, its attention to institutions like temples and kingship, and its extensive illustration register a moment when Mesopotamia moved from legend to verifiable history in English scholarship.
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“Behold the land of the Chaldaeans.”—ISAIAH xxiii. 13[1q].



The broad belt of desert which traverses the eastern hemisphere, in a general direction from west to east (or, speaking more exactly, of W. S. W. to N. E. E.), reaching from the Atlantic on the one hand nearly to the Yellow Sea on the other, is interrupted about its centre by a strip of rich vegetation, which at once breaks the continuity of the arid region, and serves also to mark the point where the desert changes its character from that of a plain at a low level to that of an elevated plateau or table-land. West of the favored district, the Arabian and African wastes are seas of sand, seldom raised much above, often sinking below, the level of the ocean; while east of the same, in Persia, Kerman, Seistan, Chinese Tartary, and Mongolia, the desert consists of a series of plateaus, having from 3000 to nearly 10,000 feet of elevation. The green and fertile region, which is thus interposed between the “highland” and the “lowland” deserts, participates, curiously enough, in both characters. Where the belt of sand is intersected by the valley of the Nile, no marked change of elevation occurs; and the continuous low desert is merely interrupted by a few miles of green and cultivable surface, the whole of which is just as smooth and as flat as the waste on either side of it. But it is otherwise at the more eastern interruption. There the verdant and productive country divides itself into two tracts, running parallel to each other, of which the western presents features not unlike those that characterize the Nile valley, but on a far larger scale; while the eastern is a lofty mountain region, consisting for the most part of five or six parallel ranges, and mounting in many places far above the level of perpetual snow.

It is with the western or plain tract that we are here concerned. Between the outer limits of the Syro-Arabian desert and the foot of the great mountain range of Kurdistan and Luristan intervenes a territory long famous in the world’s history, and the chief site of three out of the five empires of whose history, geography, and antiquities it is proposed to treat in the present volumes. Known to the Jews as Aram-Naharaim[1], or “Syria of the two rivers;” to the Greeks and Romans as Mesopotamia, or “the between-river country;” to the Arabs as Al-Jezireh[2], or “the island,” this district has always taken its name from the streams, which constitute its most striking feature, and to which, in fact, it owes its existence. If it were not for the two great rivers—the Tigris and Euphrates—with their tributaries, the more northern part of the Mesopotamian lowland would in no respect differ from the Syro-Arabian desert on which it adjoins, and which in latitude, elevation, and general geological character it exactly resembles. Towards the south, the importance of the rivers is still greater; for of Lower Mesopotamia it may be said, with more truth than of Egypt, that it is “an acquired land,” the actual “gift” of the two streams which wash it on either side; being, as it is, entirely a recent formation—a deposit which the streams have made in the shallow waters of a gulf into which they have flowed for many ages.

The division, which has here forced itself upon our notice, between the Upper and the Lower Mesopotamian country, is one very necessary to engage our attention in connection with the ancient Chaldaea. There is no reason to think that the terns Chaldaea had at anytime the extensive signification of Mesopotamia, much less that it applied to the entire flat country between the desert and the mountains. Chaldaea was not the whole, but a part of, the great Mesopotamian plain; which was ample enough to contain within it three or four considerable monarchies. According to the combined testimony of geographers and historians, Chaldaea lay towards the south, for it bordered upon the Persian Gulf; and towards the west, for it adjoined Arabia. If we are called upon to fix more accurately its boundaries, which, like those of most countries without strong natural frontiers, suffered many fluctuations, we are perhaps entitled to say that the Persian Gulf on the south, the Tigris on the east, the Arabian desert on the west, and the limit between Upper and Lower Mesopotamia on the north, formed the natural bounds, which were never greatly exceeded and never much infringed upon. These boundaries are for the most part tolerably clear, though the northern only is invariable. Natural causes, hereafter to be mentioned more particularly, are perpetually varying the course of the Tigris, the shore of the Persian Gulf, and the line of demarcation between the sands of Arabia and the verdure of the Euphrates valley. But nature has set a permanent mark, half way down the Mesopotamian lowland, by a difference of geological structure, which is very conspicuous. Near Hit on the Euphrates, and a little below Samarah on the Tigris, the traveller who descends the streams, bids adieu to a somewhat waving and slightly elevated plain of secondary formation, and enters on the dead flat and low level of the mere alluvium. The line thus formed is marked and invariable; it constitutes the only natural division between the upper and lower portions of the valley; and both probability and history point to it as the actual boundary between Chaldaea and her northern neighbor.

The extent of ancient Chaldaea is, even after we have fixed its boundaries, a question of some difficulty. From the edge of the alluvium a little below Hit, to the present coast of the Persian Gulf at the mouth of the Shat-el-Arab, is a distance of above 430 miles; while from the western shore of the Bahr-i-Nedjif[4] to the Tigris at Serut is a direct distance of 185 miles. The present area of the alluvium west of the Tigris and the Shat-el-Arab maybe estimated at about 30,000 square miles. But the extent of ancient Chaldaea can scarcely have been so great. It is certain that the alluvium at the head of the Persian Gulf now grows with extraordinary rapidity, and not improbable that the growth may in ancient times have been even more rapid than it is at present. Accurate observations have shown that the present rate of increase amounts to as much as a mile each seventy years, while it is the opinion of those best qualified to judge that the average progress during the historic period has been as much as a mile in every thirty years! Traces of post-tertiary deposits have been found as far up the country as Tel Ede and Hammam, 10 or more than 200 miles from the embouchure of the Shat-el-Arab; and there is ample reason for believing that at the time when the first Chaldaean monarchy was established, the Persian Gulf reached inland, 120 or 130 miles further than at present. We must deduct therefore from the estimate of extent grounded upon the existing state of things, a tract of land 130 miles long and some 60 or 70 broad, which has been gained from the sea in the course of about forty centuries. This deduction will reduce Chaldaea to a kingdom of somewhat narrow limits; for it will contain no more than about 23,000 square miles. This, it is true, exceeds the area of all ancient Greece, including Thessaly, Acarnania, and the islands; it nearly equals that of the Low Countries, to which Chaldaea presents some analogy; it is almost exactly that of the modern kingdom of Denmark; but it is less than Scotland, or Ireland, or Portugal, or Bavaria; it is more than doubled by England, more than quadrupled by Prussia, and more than octupled by Spain, France, and European Turkey. Certainly, therefore, it was not in consequence of its size that Chaldaea became so important a country in the early ages, but rather in consequence of certain advantages of the soil, climate, and position, which will be considered in the next chapter.

It has been already noticed that in the ancient Chaldaea, the chief—almost the sole-geographical features, were the rivers. Nothing is more remarkable even now than the featureless character of the region, although in the course of ages it has received from man some interruptions of the original uniformity. On all sides a dead level extends itself, broken only by single solitary mounds, the remains of ancient temples or cities, by long lines of slightly elevated embankment marking the course of canals, ancient or recent, and towards the south—by a few sand-hills. The only further variety is that of color; for while the banks of the streams, the marsh-grounds, and the country for a short distance on each side of the canals in actual operation, present to the eye a pleasing, and in some cases a luxuriant verdure; the rest, except in early spring, is parched and arid, having little to distinguish it from the most desolate districts of Arabia. Anciently, except for this difference, the tract must have possessed all the wearisome uniformity of the steppe region; the level horizon must have shown itself on all sides unbroken by a single irregularity; all places must have appeared alike, and the traveller can scarcely have perceived his progress, or have known whither or how to direct his steps. The rivers alone, with their broad sweeps and bold reaches, their periodical changes of swell and fall, their strength, motion, and life-giving power, can have been objects of thought and interest to the first inhabitants; and it is still to these that the modern must turn who wishes to represent, to himself or others, the general aspect and chief geographical divisions of the country.

The Tigris and Euphrates rise from opposite sides of the same mountain-chain[2q]. This is the ancient range of Niphates[3] (a prolongation of Taurus), the loftiest of the many parallel ridges which intervene between the Euxine and the Mesopotamian plain, and the only one which transcends in many places the limits of perpetual snow. Hence its ancient appellation, and hence its power to sustain unfailingly the two magnificent streams which flow from it. The line of the Niphates is from east to west, with a very slight deflection to the south of west; and the streams thrown off from its opposite flanks, run at first in valleys parallel to the chain itself, but in opposite directions, the Euphrates flowing westward from its source near Ararat to Malatiyeh, while the Tigris from Diarbekr “goes eastward to Assyria.” The rivers thus appear as if never about to meet; but at Malatiyeh, the course of the Euphrates is changed. Sweeping suddenly to the south-east, this stream passes within a few miles of the source of the Tigris below Lake Goljik, and forces a way through the mountains towards the south, pursuing a tortuous course, but still seeming as if it intended ultimately to mingle its waters with those of the Mediterranean. It is not till about Balis, in lat. 36 deg., that this intention appears to be finally relinquished, and the convergence of the two streams begins. The Euphrates at first flows nearly due east, but soon takes a course which is, with few and unimportant deflections, about south-east, as far as Suk-es-Sheioukh, after which it runs a little north of east to Kurnah. The Tigris from Til to Mosul pursues also a south-easterly course, and draws but a very little nearer to the Euphrates. From Mosul, however, to Samarah, its course is only a point east of south; and though, after that, for some miles it flows off to the east, yet resuming, a little below the thirty-fourth parallel, its southerly direction, it is brought about Baghdad within twenty miles of the sister stream. From this point there is again a divergence. The course of the Euphrates, which from Hit to the mounds of Mohammed (long. 44 deg.) had been E.S.E., becomes much more southerly, while that of the Tigris—which, as we have seen, was for awhile due south—becomes once more only slightly south of east, till near Serut, where the distance between the rivers has increased from twenty to a hundred miles. After passing respectively Serut and El Khitr, the two streams converge rapidly. The flow of the Euphrates is at first E. S. E., and then a little north of east to Kurnah, while that of the Tigris is S.S.E. to the same point. The lines of the streams in this last portion of their course, together with that which may be drawn across from stream to stream, form nearly an equilateral triangle, the distance being respectively 104, 110, and 115 miles. So rapid is the final convergence of the two great rivers.

The Tigris and Euphrates are both streams of the first order[3q]. The estimated length of the former, including main windings, is 1146 miles; that of the latter is 1780 miles. Like most rivers that have their sources in high mountain regions, they are strong from the first, and, receiving in their early course a vast number of important tributaries, become broad and deep streams before they issue upon the plains. The Euphrates is navigable from Sumeisat (the ancient Samosata), 1200 miles above its embouchure; and even 180 miles higher up, is a river “of imposing appearance,” 120 yards wide and very deep. The Tigris is often 250 yards wide at Diarbekr, which is not a hundred miles from its source, and is navigable in the flood time from the bridge of Diarbekr to Mosul, from which place it is descended at all seasons to Baghdad, and thence to the sea. Its average width below Mosul is 200 yards, with a depth which allows the ascent of light steamers, unless when there is an artificial obstruction. Above Mosul the width rarely exceeds 150 yards, and the depth is not more in places than three or four feet. The Euphrates is 250 yards wide at Balbi, and averages 350 yards from its junction with the Khabour to Hit: its depth is commonly from fifteen to twenty feet. Small steamers have descended its entire course from Bir to the sea. The volume of the Euphrates in places is, however, somewhat less than that of the Tigris, which is a swifter and in its latter course a deeper stream. It has been calculated that the quantity of water discharged every second by the Tigris at Baghdad is 164,103 cubic feet, while that discharged by the Euphrates at Hit is 72,804 feet.

The Tigris and Euphrates are very differently circumstanced with respect to tributaries. So long as it runs among the Armenian mountains, the Euphrates has indeed no lack of affluents; but these, except the Kara Su, or northern Euphrates, are streams of no great volume, being chiefly mountain-torrents which collect the drainage of very limited basins. After it leaves the mountains and enters upon a low country at Sumefsat, the affluents almost entirely cease; one, the river of Sajur, is received from the right, in
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