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Maria Elena Balza is Associate Professor of Anatolian Studies at the University of Pavia, where she teaches 
courses in “History of the Ancient Near East”, “History, Epigraphy and Writing Systems of the Ancient Near 
East”, and “Written Sources and Material Culture of Ancient Western Asia”.  
 
She specializes in the history and cultures of the pre-classical ancient Near East, with a focus on the relations 
between Anatolia and Syria during the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages. Her research investigates historical 
and epigraphic remains from these regions between the second and first millennia BCE. 
She has worked extensively on archival practices in Syro-Anatolian contexts, with particular attention to 
sealing systems and document validation in the 14th–13th centuries BCE. Her studies include prosopographic 
analyses of Hittite officials active in Syria and their relationship with the court of Carchemish, as well as the 
structure of Hittite provincial administration and the political-religious institutions that functioned as centers 
of power in the late Hittite period. 
Maria Elena Balza has also explored the transmission of Hittite culture in post-imperial contexts, the 
emergence of new political forms in the Neo-Hittite kingdoms, and the continuities and reconfigurations 
between Bronze and Iron Age documentation. In particular, she has studied hieroglyphic inscriptions from the 
kingdom of Tabal (Central Anatolia, 1st millennium BCE), analyzing their role in shaping royal ideology, 
perceptions of landscape, and their interaction with environmental and political discourse. This research has 
been closely linked to fieldwork in Southern Cappadocia and the Kınık Höyük excavation project (University 
of Pavia and ISAW–New York University), with which she has been involved since 2007. 



Another strand of her work focuses on the anthropology and ethnography of writing, especially Anatolian 
Hieroglyphs from their emergence in the mid-2nd millennium BCE to their decline in the 8th–7th centuries 
BCE. Her approach combines socio-material perspectives with philological analysis, addressing inscriptional 
layout, media choices, scribal agency, and reader perception. 

Academic Background 
Maria Elena Balza holds a PhD in “Sciences du Langage” from the Université de Limoges and a PhD in 
“History and Civilizations of the Ancient Mediterranean” from the University of Pavia (in co-tutelle with 
Université Lumière Lyon 2).  
She obtained the Italian National Scientific Qualification (ASN) as Associate Professor in 2017 in the field of 
Ancient Near Eastern Studies (10/N1). 

International Experience and Main Collaborative Research 
Between 2008 and 2019, Maria Elena Balza held several postdoctoral and research fellowships in both national 
and international contexts. She was a postdoctoral fellow at the Excellence Cluster TOPOI (“The Formation 
and Transformation of Space and Knowledge in Ancient Civilizations”, Freie Universität Berlin), where she 
worked within the research group Spaces in Language – Topoi 1 (Research Area C: Perception and 
Representation) on a project entitled “Archival Space in the Hittite World”. 
At the University of Pavia, she held research positions linked to several Italian PRIN programs, including “The 
Ancient Anatolia: Imperial Policies and Local Cultures between the 15th and 7th centuries BCE” (PRIN 2015, 
Pavia Unit), where she investigated political and religious centers, administrative practices, and hieroglyphic 
inscriptions in Iron Age Anatolia. During her 2017–2019 research contract at Pavia, she took a maternity leave 
(2018-2019). 
Her earlier research at the University of Pavia included a postdoctoral grant on “Southern Cappadocia in Pre-
Classical Antiquity: History, Archaeology, Epigraphy, and Landscape Reconstruction” (2013–2015), and 
collaborative activities within the projects “Economy and Power. An Analysis of Centralized Economic 
Control from Early Hierarchical Communities to Palace Societies in Anatolia and the Aegean (5th–2nd 
millennium BCE)” (PRIN 2006) and Investigations on the Court of Carchemish (University of Pavia, 2007–
2009). 
In addition, she collaborated with the University of Konstanz on the SFB 485 project “Norm und Symbol. Die 
Kulturelle Dimension sozialer und politischer Integration” (SFB 485), and in particular to Teilproject B9 “‘Das 
soll Dir unter Eid gelegt sein’. Königliche Normen und Normsetzungsverfahren für hethitische Eliten” 
(responsabile D. Sürenhagen). In 2019, she was awarded a short-term grant at the University of Pavia to study 
the formal and thematic features of hieroglyphic inscriptions from Cappadocia. 

Archaeological Fieldwork, Exhibitions, and Public Engagement 
Between 2007 and 2020, Maria Elena Balza has collaborated with the Southern Cappadocia Archaeological 
Project (University of Pavia, ISAW–NYU), directed by L. d’Alfonso and coordinated by C. Mora. Her 
contribution included fieldwork, preparation of exhibition materials, and publications. 
From 2000 to 2004, she participated in the archaeological missions at Ashara/Terqa and Tell Masaikh (Syria), 
under the direction of O. Rouault (Université Lumière Lyon 2) and M.G. Masetti-Rouault (CNRS, EPHE 
Paris). Her involvement originated in the context of an Erasmus scholarship (2001–2002) at Lyon 2, where 
she studied Near Eastern archaeology and laid the groundwork for her co-supervised PhD between Pavia and 
Lyon. 
In addition to field research, she has contributed to the public dissemination of archaeological knowledge 
through the preparation of exhibitions’ projects. These include: Da Ninive a Mosul. Antichi capolavori all’alba 
del III millennio a.C. (Pavia, Biblioteca Universitaria, 2017), organized in collaboration with C. Mora, P. Poli, 
and M. De Pietri; the display panels for Kınık-Höyük within the exhibition Le missioni italiane in Turchia a 
cento anni dalla decifrazione della lingua degli Ittiti (Naples, Suor Orsola Benincasa University, 2015); and 
the multimedia exhibition Vedere il passato (Pavia, 2003), on archaeological work at Terqa, curated by the 



missions of Université Lumière Lyon 2, University of Pavia, and CNRS. Her contributions included curatorial 
coordination and the development of interpretative texts for exhibition panels. These activities illustrate her 
interest in connecting archaeological research with public dissemination, particularly in contexts where written 
culture, landscape, and political memory intersect. 

Workshops and Conferences Organized 
Maria Elena Balza has consistently combined her research interests with the organization of academic events 
aimed at fostering interdisciplinary dialogue on themes central to the history, archaeology, and writing systems 
of the ancient Near East. Her workshops have often focused on the interaction between administrative practice, 
material culture, and textual production, with particular emphasis on sealing systems, archives, and the socio-
political role of space and monuments. 
Her most recent initiatives reflect her long-term engagement with the study of seals and gliptics (Seals and 
People in the Ancient Near East, RAI 69, Helsinki 2024, co-organized with P. Poli), and with the epigraphic 
and historical dossier of Emar (Ongoing Research on Emar: An Update, University of Pavia, 2024). These 
meetings offer updated perspectives on administrative culture and the relationship between individuals and 
their material and textual expressions of identity. 
Her earlier events include the workshop Cappadocia rupestre e sotterranea (Pavia 2013, with C. Mora), 
dedicated to the relationship between landscape, architecture, and cultural practices in Southern Cappadocia. 
These interests are rooted in Balza’s field experience and long-standing collaboration with the Southern 
Cappadocia Archaeological Project. 
Her 2010 Berlin workshop Archival, Scribal, and Administrative Spaces among the Hittites (Freie Universität 
Berlin) brought together scholars working on the physical and conceptual dimensions of Hittite record-
keeping. It followed the 2009 meeting Archives, Depots and Storehouses in the Hittite World (Pavia, with C. 
Mora and M. Giorgieri), focused on storage facilities, sealing systems, and administrative logic in Hittite 
Anatolia. 
In 2008, Balza co-organized Geo-archaeological Activities in Southern Cappadocia (Pavia, with L. d’Alfonso 
and C. Mora), reflecting her interest in integrating archaeological, textual, and environmental data. This 
interdisciplinary perspective has continued to inform her work on power, memory, and writing in Anatolia. 
She has further contributed to events beyond the Anatolian sphere, including the 6èmes Journées de l’Orient 
(Limoges 2012), dedicated to themes of travel and cultural risk, and the 2005 conference L’ufficio e il 
documento, on administrative practices in Egypt and the ancient Near East, held in Milan and Pavia. 

Teaching and Academic Service 
Since 2016, Balza has taught courses in Hittitology, Ancient Near Eastern History, and Empires of the Ancient 
Near East at the University of Pavia. She has supervised undergraduate theses and co-supervised graduate 
dissertations in the field and has served as academic tutor and departmental representative in institutional 
programs. She also serves as academic tutor for the BA program in Humanities within the Dual Career 
Program, which supports student-athletes recognized as national-level competitors by their respective sports 
federations. She is also program coordinator for Voglio Stare in Unipv, a student support initiative aimed at 
helping undergraduates in the Humanities stay on track with their studies. She also acted (2021-2024) as the 
representative of the Department of Humanities on the Technical-Scientific Council of the University 
Orientation Center (COR) and is responsible for coordinating and promoting departmental participation in pre-
, intra-, and post-graduation guidance events across both BA and MA degree programs. 

Editorial Engagement 
Maria Elena Balza is a member of the editorial board of Studia Mediterranea. She regularly serves as invited 
reviewer for academic journals and is a regular participant at international conferences in the field of Ancient 
Near Eastern Studies. 
She is the author of the monograph Sigilli e modalità di sigillatura a Emar nel Tardo Bronzo (XIV–XIII sec. 
a.C.) (Studia Mediterranea 21, 2009), and co-editor of volumes including Archives, Depots and Storehouses 



in the Hittite World (Pavia, 2012), Geo-archaeological Activities in Southern Cappadocia (Pavia, 2010) and 
Città e parole, argilla e pietra (Pavia, 2020). 
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