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FOREWORD
TO THE THIRD EDITION

By the time this third edition of Ancient Iraq is published
twelve years will have elapsed since the second edition (1g80).
During this relatively short period, Mesopotamian studies have
made tremendous strides. In archaeology, generally brief but
fruitful international ‘rescue excavations’ have been carried out
on some 140 fells, prompted by the building of three main dams
on the Euphrates, the Tigris and one of its tributaries, radically
altering our evaluation of prehistoric periods in particular,
whilst digging was started, resumed and/or extended on such
well-known sites as Mari, Isin, Larsa, Tell el-Oueili, Uruk, Tell
Brak, Abu Salabikh and Sippar, to mention only the main
ones. At the same time, Assyriologists were busy deciphering the
inscriptions discovered in these excavations as well as revising
and re-publishing hundreds of texts partially or inadequately
published long ago, thereby modifying and improving our
knowledge of the political, socio-economic and cultural history
of ancient Mesopotamia. This was not routine work but a
highly successful, unprecedented and, of course, computer-
assisted revolution.

In 1980 I retired from my employment with a leading British
pharmaceutical company. Having more time at my disposal and
access to the university libraries of Paris, I wrote in my native
language ‘La Mésopotamie’ (Le Seuil, 1985), largely based on
Ancient Iraq but more comprehensive and relatively up-to-
date. I realized then that some parts of my ‘British baby’ were
badly in need of correction and improvement, and I had no
difficulty in obtaining the agreement of Penguin Books (may
the god Naba bless them!) for an even more thoroughly revised
and considerably enlarged third edition of Ancient Iraq, which

XV



FOREWORD TO THE THIRD EDITION

indeed is now one step ahead of the French book on several
points.

To the persons listed in the Introduction who encouraged
and helped me in various ways I wish to add, for the second
edition, Professor W. G. Lambert in England, Professors S. N.
Kramer and J. B. Pritchard in the USA, Professor J. Bottéro,
Madame Florence Malbarn-Labat and M. J. P. Grégoire in
France and, for this edition, Professors David and Joan Oates,
J. V. Kinnier-Wilson and H. W. F. Saggs in England, M.
Olivier Rouault, Madame Sylvie Lackenbacher and Professor
Dominique Charpin in France, Madame Duchesne-Guillemin
in Belgium and Professor A. K. Grayson in Canada. Last but
not least, I wish to thank my wife Christiane for the innumerable
tasks she performed to assist me.

Saint Fulien du Sault, France, November 1991.



INTRODUCTION
TO THE FIRST EDITION

This is a revised version, substantially enlarged and entirely
rewritten, of the series of articles which appeared between
September 1956 and January 1960 in Irag Petroleum, the now
defunct magazine of the Iraq Petroleum Company, under the
title The Story of Ancient Iraq. Written in Basrah with no other
source of documentation than my own personal library, these
articles suffered from many serious defects and were far from
even approaching the standards required from a work of this
nature. In my view, whatever merit they possessed resided more
in the lavish mannrer in which they were printed and illustrated
than in the quality of their content. Yet, much to my surprise,
the ‘Story’ received a warm welcome from a large and distin-
guished public. From Japan to California, a number of persons
who, directly or indirectly, had access to the magazine took the
trouble to write to the editor or myself asking for back numbers,
spare copies or reprints, and suggesting that these articles be
put in book form. I have now at last complied with their wish
and I must say that, had it not been for the encouragement I
received from their indulgent appreciation, I would never have
had the courage to embark upon such a task.

For the unexpected success of these articles I can find only
one reason: imperfect as they were, they helped to fill a regret-
table gap. The Tigris-Euphrates valley — the region once called
Mesopotamia and now mostly in Iraqi territory — forms a large,
coherent, well-defined geographical, historical and cultural unit.
Throughout antiquity, its inhabitants — Sumerians, Akkadians,
Babylonians and Assyrians — shared the same brilliant civiliza-
tion and played the leading role in Near Eastern politics, art,
science, philosophy, religion and literature. During the last

xvii



INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION

hundred years an enormous amount of archaeological research
has been carried out in Iraq proper and in the eastern provinces
of Syria. Impressive monuments have been unearthed, and
museums have been filled with works of art and inscribed
tablets recovered from the buried cities of Mesopotamia. No less
remarkable results have been achieved in the field of philology:
little by little, the two main languages of ancient Iraq — Sumer-
ian and Akkadian — have yielded their secrets, and tens of
thousands of texts have been translated and published. In
university libraries the number of books and articles devoted to
one aspect or other of Mesopotamian archaeology, history and
civilization is positively staggering. Yet while several excellent
and detailed histories of ancient Egypt, Iran, Syria, Palestine
and Anatolia are offered to scholars or laymen, until H. W. F.
Saggs in 1962 published The Greatness That Was Babylon it was
impossible to find one single recent general history of ancient
Iraq in English or, to my knowledge, in any other language.
That professional people are reluctant to undertake such a
task can easily be understood. To deal thoroughly and compe-
tently with al/ the aspects of a civilization which had its roots in
prehistory and lasted for more than thirty centuries would keep
several scholars fully occupied for years and would fill many
large volumes. Moreover, as almost every new discovery alters
our knowledge of the past, even such a work would be in
danger of becoming obsolete within a decade. Assyriologists
and archaeologists in general prefer to plough their own fields.
Most of their works are accessible only to other scholars or to
advanced students. Those among these specialists who aim at a
wider audience write on the subjects they know best. ‘Popular’
books, such as Woolley’s monographs on Ur, Parrot’s publica-
tions on Mari or Kramer’s editions of Sumerian epics and
myths cannot be too highly praised, but they are spotlights
illuminating small areas in a very large picture. The layman
often fails fully to appreciate their value simply because he is
unable to place the sites, monuments, events or ideas described
in their proper chronological or cultural context. Historians, on

xviii



INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION

the other hand, have adopted precisely the opposite attitude.
The works of L. King (A History of Sumer and Akkad, London,
1910; A History of Babylon, London, 1915), Sidney Smith (Early
History of Assyria, London, 1928), A. Olmstead (History of Assyria,
New York, 1923), B. Meissner (Babylonien und Assyrien, Heidel-
berg, 1925) and L. Delaporte (La Mésopotamie, Paris, 1923),
excellent in their time and still very useful, though on many
points outdated, have never been replaced. Instead, the French
and Germans and, to a lesser extent, the British have given us,
in more recent years, vast syntheses embracing either the whole
of Western Asia or the entire Near East (Egypt included), or
even the totality of the ancient world. E. Meyer’s Geschichte des
Altertums (1913-37), H. Schmokel’s Geschichte des alten Vorderasien
(1957), or the chapters written by G. Contenau and E. Dhorme
for Peuples et Civilisations (1950), by L. Delaporte for Les Peuples
de UOrient Méditerranéen (1948) and by G. Goossens for the
Encyclopédie de la Pléiade (1956), or again, the monumental
Cambridge Ancient History {(1923—5), of which a revised edition is
being prepared, are invaluable monuments of erudition and
lack neither detail nor perspective. But it is the kind of perspec-
tive one can expect in an art gallery where even a masterpiece
tends to lose its individual character among other paintings. No
matter what place they give to Mesopotamia, these books fail to
do full justice to the remarkable cohesion and continuity of her
history and civilization.

In a modest way, the present work aims at bridging the gap
between these two kinds of publications: monographs and ency-
clopedias. Devoted entirely to Iraq,* it is a concise and in many
respects incomplete study of the political, economic and cultural

* The fact that all the ancient capital cities of Sumer, Babylonia and Assyria
are in Iraqi territory and that Iraq covers about three-quarters of the Tigris-
Euphrates valley justifies the title of this work. It must be clearly understood,
however, that several important sites mentioned are, in fact, situated in Syria
or Turkey. I apologize to the Syrians and Turks and hope that they will feel
no more offended than would the Belgians if part of their country was included
in a history of Gaul entitled ‘Ancient France’.

Xix



INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION

history of Mesopotamia in antiquity, beginning with the first
manifestations of human presence in north-eastern Iraq during
palaeolithic times, and ending with the ultimate collapse of the
Sumero-Akkadian civilization at the dawn of the Christian era.
In addition, two introductory chapters purport to acquaint the
reader with the geography and ecology of Mesopotamia and
with the techniques and results of archaeological excavations in
that country.

Ancient Iraq is intended not for scholars, but for laymen and
students. Throughout the world there exists a growing number
of persons from all walks of life who are deeply interested in
history in general and in the ancient Orient in particular.
Cultured and eager to learn, these persons have not yet found
gathered in one volume of reasonable size all the information
they desire on a country which, with very good reasons, fasci-
nates them. It is for this enlightened public that this book has
primarily been written. But among those kind enough to look
with indulgence upon my articles in fraq Petroleum were also
several university professors. In private letters and conversation
they expressed the opinion that a book written along the same
lines as the articles would provide their students with a useful
working instrument. In order to satisfy the requirements of this
category of readers, I have enlarged on certain points, perhaps
considered by many as of secondary importance, and provided
each chapter with rather copious bibliographical and explana-
tory notes. The thought that this work could be of some help to
young students of antiquity will, I hope, render the general
public more tolerant to its occasional heaviness.

I have endeavoured to make this work as simple, clear and
readable as humanly possible, but at the same time accurate
and up to date. Needless to say that this was not an easy task.
Writing for non-specialized readers on scientific matters is like
walking on a tightrope: one is always afraid of falling into
pedantry or triviality, and I am by no means sure that I have
succeeded in keeping my balance all the way. In the enormous
amount of material available, I had to make difficult, often
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INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION

heart-breaking choices, but I have taken great care to avoid
over-simplification and dogmatism. History, especially where
antiquity is concerned, abounds in unsolved problems, and the
truth of today may be the proven error of tomorrow. I have
therefore taken the liberty of discussing at some length some of
the more debated problems — such as the origin of the Sumerians
—and I have underlined, on almost every page, the provisional
character of our knowledge. On frequent occasions I have
attempted to correlate historical events with previous events or
with geographical and economic conditions. In other words, I
have tried to ‘explain’ as much as to describe, for I feel that
without such ‘explanations’ — no matter how tentative they are
— history would be nothing but a meaningless and tedious
collection of dates and data. Finally, I have given archaeology,
art, literature and religion more importance than is usually
expected in a work of this kind, and I have quoted as many
texts as space would permit. The public nowadays wants to
know how ancient people lived and what they thought at least
as much as what they did, and the best way to make the past
alive is perhaps to let it speak by itself.

I wish to thank all those who have helped me in this work,
particularly my learned friends Monsieur René Labat, Professor
at the Collége de France, Paris, and Monsieur Georges Dossin,
Professor at the Universities of Brussels and Liége, who gave me
their encouragement; Mr T. E. Piggott, former editor of fraq
Petroleum, who published my articles and obligingly put the
blocks at my disposal; Mr L. H. Bawden, who drew the maps
with consummate skill and art; Monsieur P. Amiet, of the
Louvre Museum, Dr R. D. Barnett and the Trustees of the
British Museum, Professor W. Caskel, of the University of
Cologne, Dr G. R. Meyer, of the Vorderasiatische Museum,
Berlin, and Dr Faisal al-Wailly, Director-General of Antiquities
to the Iraqi Government, who authorized the publication of
photographs of the monuments from their respective museums.
Above all, I owe a very special debt of gratitude to Dr D. J.

xxi



INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION

Wiseman, Professor of Assyriology at the University of London,
who was kind enough to read the manuscript and to offer much
invaluable advice, and to my wife, without whose self-sacrifice,
moral support and linguistic assistance I would have been
unable to write this book.

London, August 1963



CHAPTER I

THE GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING

Nowhere, perhaps, is the influence of geography upon history
as clearly demonstrated as in the group of countries which
extend from the Mediterranean Sea to the Iranian plateau and
form what we call the Near East. In the great deserts and
equatorial forests, or in the vicinity of the poles, man is over-
whelmed by a hostile nature threatening his very existence. In
temperate areas, on the other hand, man is almost everywhere
at home in a favourable and challenging environment. But in
the arid, sub-tropical Near East the balance between man and
nature is more delicately poised. Man can live there and even
thrive, yet his various activities are largely conditioned by the
relief of the ground, the nature of the soil, the amount of
rainfall, the distribution of springs and wells, the course and
rate of flow of the rivers. These factors exert upon him a
profound influence: they mark the paths of his trade and of his
military ventures, incline him to settle as a farmer or condemn
him to the wandering life of a nomad, contribute to his physical
and moral qualities and, to some extent, command his thoughts
and religious beliefs. The history of any Near Eastern country
must therefore begin with a study of the map, and the antique
land of Iraq is no exception to the rule.

Since we possess no ancient treatise on geography, the follow-
ing description will necessarily be based on present-day Iraq,
though there is no doubt that it applies to antiquity with but
minor amendments.! While in some parts of the country the
rivers do not follow exactly the same course as they did in the
past, and while regions which were once fertile are now sterile
and vice versa, the general pattern of mountains, plains and
valleys remains obviously unchanged, and a comparison be-
tween ancient and modern faunae and florae,? as well as the

1



THE GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING

evidence obtained from geological and meteorological studies,®
indicate that climatic fluctuations over the last five thousand
years have been so slight as to be practically negligible. Scientific
proof of this kind, however, is almost superfluous, for any
person with some knowledge of history who visits Iraq finds
himself in familiar surroundings. Not only do bare mountains,
stony deserts, fields of barley, palm-groves, reed-thickets and
mud-flats form the landscape which ancient texts and monu-
ments suggested, but living conditions outside the main cities
are reminiscent of those of yore. On the hills shepherds straight
from biblical ages graze sheep and goats; in the desert tribes of
bedouins endlessly wander from well to well, as of old; in the
plain peasants live in mud houses almost identical with those of
the Babylonian farmers and often use similar tools, while fisher-
men in the marshes dwell in the reed-huts and punt the high-
prowed boats of their Sumerian ancestors. If the moon, the sun,
the winds, the rivers are no longer worshipped, their power is
still feared or welcomed, and many ancient customs and beliefs
can be explained by reference to present conditions. Indeed,
there are few countries in the world where the past is more
strangely alive, where the historian’s dead texts are provided
with a more appropriate illustration.

Our field of studies is a triangle covering an area of about
240,000 square kilometres, limited by arbitrary lines drawn
between Aleppo, Lake Urmiah and the mouth of the Shatt-el-
‘Arab. The political frontiers of today divide this triangle be-
tween Syria and Iraq, the latter having the better share, while
parts of Turkey and Iran protrude in the north and east. But
these frontiers are recent, and the whole region constitutes in
fact one large geographical unit having for its main axis the
valleys of two great rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates. We
may therefore call it ‘Mesopotamia’, though the word, coined
in antiquity by Greek historians, is somewhat too restricted,
meaning ‘(the land) between the rivers’. Surprising as it may
seem, the ancient inhabitants of ‘Mesopotamia’ had no name
covering the totality of the country in which they lived, and the

2



THE GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING

terms they used were either too vague (‘the Land’) or too
precise (‘Sumer’, ‘Akkad’, ‘Assur’, ‘Babylon’). So deeply embed-
ded in their minds were the concepts of city-states and of
narrow politico-religious divisions that they apparently failed
to recognize the existence of a territorial unity which to us is
obvious.

The geographical unity of Mesopotamia was matched in pre-
Christian times by a striking cultural unity. Within our triangle
flourished a civilization which in quality and importance was
only equalled by the civilization of Egypt. According to the
fashion of the day, we call it ‘Chaldaean’, ‘Assyro-Babylonian’,
‘Sumero-Akkadian’ or ‘Mesopotamian’ civilization, but these
are one and the same thing. From roots set deeply in the
darkness of prehistoric times, it slowly grew, blossomed in the
dawning light of history and lasted for nearly three thousand
years, remaining remarkably uniform throughout, though re-
peatedly shaken by political convulsions and repeatedly rejuv-
enated by foreign blood and influence. The centres which
generated, kept alive and radiated this civilization over the
entire Near East were towns such as Ur, Uruk, Nippur, Agade,
Babylon, Assur and Nineveh, all situated on or near the Tigris
or the Euphrates, within the boundaries of modern Iraq. At the
beginning of the Christian era, however, the Mesopotamian
civilization gradually declined and vanished for reasons which
will be detailed in due course. Some of its cultural and scientific
achievements were salvaged by the Greeks and later became
part of our own heritage; the rest either perished or lay buried
for centuries, awaiting the picks of archaeologists. A glorious
past was forgotten. In man’s short memory of these opulent
cities, of these powerful gods, of these mighty monarchs, only a
few, often distorted names survived. The dissolving rain, the
sand-bearing winds, the earth-splitting sun conspired to obliter-
ate all material remains, and the desolate mounds which since
concealed the ruins of Babylon and Nineveh offer perhaps the
best lesson in modesty that we shall ever receive from history.
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The Twin Rivers

Herodotus’s famous sentence ‘Egypt is a gift of the Nile’* is
often quoted. In many respects, it can also be said of Mesopo-
tamia that she is a gift of the twin rivers. From time immemorial
the Tigris and the Euphrates have deposited their alluvium on
a bed of sedimentary rocks between the Arabian platform and
the Iranian highland, creating amidst deserts a plain which in
size and fertility has no equivalent in the 2,300 miles of barren
land stretching from the Indus to the Nile. Was this plain also
claimed from the sea? In other words, did the head of the
Arabo-Persian Gulf reach the latitude of Baghdad in early
prehistoric times, being gradually pushed southwards as millen-
nia went by? Such is the classical theory long professed as a
dogma and still to be found in most textbooks.® In 1952,
however, a new theory was put forward, which claims that the
Tigris and the Euphrates unload their sediment in a slowly
subsiding basin and that in consequence the line of the seashore
has probably varied very little in the course of time.®

However, further studies conducted in the 1970s, mainly on
marine terraces and submarine sediments, have shown that this
theory accounted for only part of a very complex process and
that Pleistocene and Holocene changes in world climate were
also major factors, being responsible for wide fluctuations in the
level of the Gulf waters, which of course influenced the position
of the shoreline and the gradient of river flow. Most scientists
now agree that about 14000 B.c., at the peak of the last Ice
Age, the Gulf was a deep and broad valley through which
flowed the Tigris and the Euphrates united in a single river,
and that this valley was gradually filled with sea water as the
ice-cap melted. By 4000—3000 B.C. the level of the Gulf was
approximately one or two metres above its present level, so that
the shoreline lay in the vicinity of Ur and Eridu. Gradual
regression combined with silting from the rivers brought it to
where it is now.” There is some archaeological evidence that
around 1500 B.C. the sea-shore was roughly half-way between
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Ur and modern Basrah.® But many other factors must have
intervened, and we shall probably never know the entire story.
Both the Tigris and the Euphrates have their sources in
Armenia, the former to the south of Lake Van, the latter near
Mount Ararat. The Euphrates, 2,780 kilometres long, first
follows a zigzagging course across Turkey, while the Tigris,
notably shorter (1,950 kilometres), almost immediately flows
southwards. When they emerge from the Taurus mountains the
two rivers are separated from each other by some 400 kilometres
of open steppe. The Euphrates, which at Jerablus is only 150
kilometres from the Mediterranean, takes a south-easterly direc-
tion and leisurely makes its way towards the Tigris. Near Bagh-
dad they nearly meet, being a mere thirty-two kilometres apart,
but they soon diverge again and do not mingle their waters
until they reach Qurnah, 100 kilometres north of Basrah, to form
the Shatt-el-‘Arab. In antiquity, however, this wide, majestic
river did not exist, the Tigris and the Euphrates then running
separately into the sea. This general pattern of river courses can
be divided into two segments. To the north of a line Hit-
Samarra the valleys of the Twin Rivers are distinct. The two
streams cut their way across a plateau of hard limestone and
shale and are bordered by cliffs, with the result that the river-
beds have moved very little in the course of time, the ancient
cities — such as Karkemish, Mari, Nineveh, Nimrud or Assur —
still being on, or close by, the river banks, as they were thou-
sands of years ago. But to the south of that line the two valleys
merge and form a wide, flat alluvial plain — sometimes called
the Mesopotamian delta — where the rivers flow with such a low
gradient that they meander considerably and throw numerous
side-branches. Like all meandering rivers they raise their own
beds, so that they frequently flow above the level of the plain,
their overflow tending to create permanent lakes and swamps,
and they occasionally change their course. This explains whv
southern Mesopotamian cities, which were once on the Euphra-
tes or on its branches, are now forlorn ruin-mounds in a desert
of silt, several miles from modern waterways. Changes in river-
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beds are extremely difficult to study in retrospect and to date
with accuracy, but they certainly occurred in antiquity. It is,
however, remarkable that the ancient Mesopotamians managed
to keep their rivers under control, since the two principal
branches of the lower Euphrates followed approximately the
same course for about three thousand years, passing through
Sippar, Babylon, Nippur, Shuruppak, Uruk, Larsa and Ur,
that is to say from 25 to 80 kilometres to the east of its present
main channel. As for the Tigris, all that can be said about its
ancient course in southern Mesopotamia is that it probably was
the same as the course of the Shatt el-Gharraf, one of its present
branches: straight from Kut el-Imara to the neighbourhood of
Nasriyah. It seems to have played a relatively minor role in
that region, either because its bed was dug too deep into
the alluvium for simple canal irrigation or because it was
surrounded — as indeed it is now — by extensive marshes.

The climate of central and southern Iraq is of the ‘dry,
subtropical’ variety, with temperatures reaching 120° F. (50° C.)
in summer and an average winter rainfall of less than ten
inches. Agriculture therefore depends almost entirely upon irri-
gation, though the dimensions and profile of the plain, as well
as the rate of flow of the rivers, preclude the cheap and easy
‘basin type’ of irrigation as practised, for instance, in Egypt,
where the overflow of the Nile freely inundates the valley for a
time and then withdraws. Since the combined flood periods of
the Tigris and the Euphrates occur between April and June,
too late for winter crops and too early for summer crops, the
fields must be supplied with water at man’s will, and this is
achieved by a complex system of canals, reservoirs, dykes,
regulator-sluices and the like (‘perennial irrigation’).® To create
an efficient network of canals and to maintain them against
rapid silting-up are clearly colossal and unending tasks which
require large labour forces and the cooperation of many commu-
nities — factors which contain the germs of both local strife and
political unity. But this is not all: year after year, two grave
dangers threaten the Mesopotamian farmer. The more insidious
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of the two is the accumulation in flat, low-lying areas of the salt
brought by irrigation and collected in the water-table which
lies just beneath the surface. If no artificial drainage is installed
— and it seems that such drainage was unknown in antiquity —
fertile fields can become sterile in a comparatively short time,
and in this way, throughout history pieces of land of ever-
increasing size had to be abandoned and reverted to deserts.!®
The other danger lies in the capricious rate of flow of the twin
rivers.!! While the Nile, fed by the great lakes of East Africa
acting as regulators, has an annual flood of almost constant
volume, the volume of the combined floods of the Tigris and
the Euphrates is unpredictable, for it depends upon the variable
amount of rain or snow which falls on the mountains of Armenia
and Kurdistan. If low waters over a few years mean drought
and famine, one excessive flood often spells catastrophe. The
rivers break through their embankments; the low land as far as
the eye can see is submerged; the flimsy mud-houses and reed-
huts are swept away; the crop is lost in a huge muddy lake,
together with the cattle and the belongings of a large part of
the population. It is a spectacle the horror of which will never
be forgotten by those who witnessed the last great Iraqi inunda-
tion, in the spring of 1954. Thus Mesopotamia constantly
hovers between desert and swamp. This double threat and the
uncertainty it creates as regards the future are believed to be at
the root of the ‘fundamental pessimism’ which, for some authors,
characterizes the philosophy of the ancient Mesopotamians.
Despite these drawbacks, the plain watered by the Tigris and
the Euphrates is a rich farming land and was even richer in
antiquity before extensive salinization of the soil took place.
The entire population of ancient Iraq could easily feed on the
country and barter the surplus of cereals for metal, wood and
stone, which had to be obtained from abroad. Though wheat,
emmer, millet and sesame were grown, barley was — and still is
— the main cereal, since it tolerates a slightly saline soil. Agricul-
tural methods were, as might be expected, primitive, yet at the
same time thorough. They are described in fairly great detail in
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an interesting text known as ‘a Sumerian Farmer’s Almanac’,
written about 1700 B.c.'? According to this text — which pur-
ports to be a farmer’s instructions to his son — the field was first
watered with moderation, trampled over by shod oxen, then
carefully dressed with axes to make its surface even. Ploughing
and sowing were carried out simultaneously by means of a
wooden seeding-plough that went ‘two fingers’ deep into the
soil, the furrows being approximately two feet apart. Later,
while barley was growing, the field was inundated again three
or four times. The same document also describes the harvesting,
the threshing by wagon and sled, and the winnowing. As in the
Book of Ruth, the farmer is exhorted to ‘make the earth supply
the sustenance of the young and the gleaners’ by leaving on the
ground some of the fallen ears.

The initial watering and ploughing were performed in May-
June, and the main harvest usually took place in April of the
following year; but a catch-crop was often possible after the
winter rains. The fields remained fallow every other year.
There is no doubt that the alluvial soil of central and southern
Mesopotamia was very fertile in antiquity, but the figure of
two- or three-hundredfold given by Herodotus and Strabo for
the yield of corn is grossly exaggerated,'? and to state that the
yield of wheat in the extreme south of Iraq in about 2400 B.C.
could compare favourably with that of the most modern Can-
adian wheatfields seems to be over-enthusiastic. In fact, all
figures put forward by modern authors must be taken with
caution since they are based on very few cuneiform texts, some
of which may be misleading; moreover, they only apply to a
certain period and a certain region. However, the recently
suggested overall estimate of forty- to fiftyfold (i.e. about twice
the average figure in central Iraq in the fifties) appears to be
acceptable.'* The hot and humid climate of southern Mesopo-
tamia and the availability of ample water supplies in that
region also were conditions highly favourable to the cultivation
of the date-palm which grows along rivers and canals, ‘its feet
in water and its head in the scorching sun’, in the words of an
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Arabian proverb. We learn from ancient texts that as early as
the third millennium B.c. there were in the country of Sumer
extensive palm-groves, and that artificial pollination was al-
ready practised.!® Flour and dates ~ the latter of high calorific
value — formed the staple food of ancient Iraq, but cattle, sheep
and goats were bred and grazed in the uncultivated areas and in
the fields left fallow, while rivers, canals, lakes and sea provided
fish in abundance. A variety of fruit and vegetables, including
pomegranates, gi‘apes, figs, chickpeas, lentils, beans, turnips,
leeks, cucumbers, watercress, lettuces, onions and garlic, was
also grown in gardens sheltered by the palm-trees and watered
by means of a very simple water-lifting instrument (dd/z) which
is still used under its old name. There is no doubt that, apart
from occasional famines due to war or natural disasters, the
Mesopotamians generally enjoyed a rich and varied diet and
were much better off in this respect than their neighbours of
Syria, Iran or Asia Minor.!®

Regional Variations

Up to now our attention has been focused on the main axis of
the Mesopotamian triangle, the plain between the two rivers;
but if we turn to the periphery we at once observe considerable
differences in climate and landscape. Leaving aside minor local
variations, four main regions can be described: the desert, the
steppe, the foothills and the marshes.

Hilly in the north, dissected by deep wadis in the centre, flat
and featureless in the south, the desert borders to the west the
whole course of the Euphrates and extends for hundreds of
kilometres into the heart of Arabia.!” This great Syro-Arabian
desert, however, was foreign to ancient Mesopotamia, and the
sharp line which divides it from the Euphrates valley also marks
the limit of pre-Islamic settlements. The Sumerians and Babylo-
nians were essentially peasant-folk; unlike the Arabs, they
turned their backs on the desert and remained firmly attached
to the ‘good land’, the fertile alluvium. But they had to reckon
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with the uncouth nomads who attacked their caravans, raided
their towns and villages and even invaded their country, as did
the Amorites at the beginning of the second millennium and the
Aramaeans eight hundred years later. As we shall see, long
chapters in the history of ancient Iraq are filled with episodes of
this age-old struggle between the sedentary society of the alluvial
plains and the hostile tribes of the western desert. It must be
added here that desert conditions can be found in various parts
of Mesopotamia itself. Not only is the desert always potentially
present between the twin rivers, ready to creep in and take the
place of cornfields and palm-groves as soon as rivers change
their course or canals become silted-up, but large areas on the
left bank of the Tigris and of the Middle Euphrates have always
been dreary wastes strewn with dry wadis and salt lakes, scarcely
inhabited at the best of times and by-passed by the main trade
routes.

In the north-western part of Mesopotamia, beyond the thin
ridges formed by jabal ‘Abd-al-Aziz and Jabal Sinjar and up to
the foot of the Taurus, the plain called by the Arabs al-Jazirah,
‘the island’, spans the 400 kilometres which separate the Tigris
from the Euphrates. The many streams which converge and
form the rivers Balikh and Khabur, affluents of the Euphrates,
are spread like fans over this region, while the more than
adequate winter rains are supplemented by a vast and super-
ficial water-table fed by the snows of the nearby mountains.
Cornfields and orchards stretch along the rivers or cluster
around springs and wells, the meshes of this green network
being filled by a steppe covered with grass in springtime and
offering ideal conditions for the breeding of cattle, sheep and
horses. This fertile plain forms a natural ‘corridor’, a transit
area between the Upper Tigris valley and the plains of northern
Syria, and the amazing constellation of ‘tells’ representing
buried cities and villages testifies that it was heavily populated
in antiquity.

Of particular interest for the historian is the north-eastern
corner of Iraq, the foothill region between the Tigris and the
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mountains of Kurdistan.'® There the annual rainfall varies
between g0 and 60 centimetres. From a rolling plain alongside
the river the ground rises through a series of parallel folds of
gradually increasing height to the rugged, snow-covered peaks
of the Zagros range (altitude 2,500 to 3,600 metres) which
separates Iraq from Iran. Four tributaries of the Tigris, the
Greater Zab, the Lesser Zab, the ‘Adhem and the Diyala, flow
diagonally across the region, sometimes cutting deep gorges
through the limestone ridges, sometimes zigzagging around
them. The climate is hot in summer but cool in winter. The
hills are now rather denuded, but here and there on their slopes
can be seen a meadow or a small forest of oaks or pine-trees,
while wheat, barley, fruit-trees, vine and vegetables grow easily
in the high-lying valleys. Successively the home of pre-historic
cavemen, the cradle - or, rather, one of the cradles — of farming
in the Neolithic Near East, and the fringe of the Assyrian
kingdom, this attractive district played an important part in
the history of Mesopotamia. Yet even in Assyrian times civiliza-
tion remained confined to the cultivable land at the foot of the
hills. The mountains themselves, difficult to penetrate and easy
to defend, always formed a disputed borderland between the
armies of Mesopotamian rulers and the ‘barbarian’ highlanders
who, like the bedouins of the western desert, coveted and
threatened the wealthy cities of the plain.

At the other end of Iraq, the extensive marshes which cover
the southern part of the Tigris—Euphrates delta also form a
special district, widely different from the rest of Mesopotamia.
With their myriads of shallow lakes, their narrow waterways
winding through dense thickets of reeds, their fauna of water-
buffaloes, wild boars and wild birds, their mosquitoes and their
stifling heat, they constitute one of the most strange, forbidding
and fascinating regions of the world.'® Although they may have
varied in extent and configuration, ancient monuments and
texts prove that they have always existed, and indeed, the
Ma‘dan, or marsh-Arabs, appear to have preserved to some
extent the way of life of the early Sumerians established on the
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fringe of the swamps more than five thousand years ago. From
an archaeological point of view, the Iraqi marshes are still
largely terra incognita. Reports from travellers suggest that traces
of ancient settlements are exceedingly rare, probably because
they consisted of reed-hut villages similar to those of today,
which have completely disappeared or lie buried beneath several
feet of mud and water. It is hoped, however, that modern
methods — such as the use of helicopters — will eventually open
to exploration a region which is by no means lacking in histori-
cal interest.

Thus, under an apparent uniformity, Iraq is a land of con-
trasts. If the northern steppe and the southern marshes can be
considered as local variants of the great Mesopotamian plain,
there is a striking difference in topography, climate and vegeta-
tion between the plain and the foothill region, and this difference
has its counterpart in history. Throughout antiquity, a definite
opposition between the North and the South — or, in terms of
political geography, between Sumer-and-Akkad (or Babylonia)
and Assyria — can be detected, sometimes faintly perceptible
and revealed only by cultural dissimilarities, sometimes open
and manifested in violent conflicts.

Trade Routes

Long before they knew that a wealth of petroleum was lying
beneath their feet, the inhabitants of Iraq exploited a parent-
substance, bitumen, which they obtained from seepages in vari-
ous parts of the country, in particular on the Middle Euphrates,
between Hit and Ramadi. They used bitumen in many ways,
not only in architecture (as mortar for brickwork and water-
proof lining for bathrooms and drains), but in sculpture and
inlay-work, as a material for caulking boats, as fuel and even as
a drug. There is some evidence that, at least during certain
periods in their history, they exported it.2°

But if Mesopotamia was rich in bitumen, clay and agricul-
tural products, she lacked metal ores as she lacked hard stone
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and good timber. These materials were already being imported
from abroad in proto-historical times, thus enabling a Chalco-
lithic culture to develop in a country conspicuous for the absence
of metal. Copper was first discovered, it is generally believed, in
north-western Iran or in the Caucasus, and was perhaps origi-
nally obtained from Azerbaijan or Armenia. Soon, however,
were found alternative sources of supplies, such as Anatolia
(which later produced iron), Cyprus and the country called in
cuneiform texts Magan, which has tentatively been identified
with the mountainous part of Oman. Tin seems to have been
inported from Iran, the Caucasus, or perhaps even Afghanistan,
before the Phoenicians in the first millennium B.c. brought it
from Spain. Silver came mostly from the Taurus mountains,
gold from various deposits scattered between Egypt and India.?!
Several districts of Iran could provide hard stones and semi-
precious stones, and Magan was reputed for its beautiful black
diorite used by the sculptors of the Third Dynasty of Ur.
. Ordinary timber could be found in the nearby Zagros moun-
tains, but the valuable cedar was brought from Lebanon or the
Amanus, while other varieties of wood came by sea from the
mysterious country of Meluhha — possibly the ancient name for
the Indus valley. At a very early date, therefore, an extensive
network of trade routes was developed, which linked the various
parts of Mesopotamia with each other and with the rest of the
Near East.22 '

Within Mesopotamia transport from one locality to another
was frequently effected by water. The Tigris and the Euphrates
formed convenient thoroughfares from north to south, and the
larger irrigation canals could also be used as waterways between
villages and cities. The advantages offered by these means of
communications can readily be appreciated if one remembers
that the canals themselves are obstacles to land traffic, that
most of the plain is covered with thick mud in winter and liable
to local inundations during the spring, and that the only pack-
animal available until the camel was introduced on a large
scale in the first millennium B.c. was the ass.
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Outside Mesopotamia two great roads led in a westerly
direction towards Syria and the Mediterranean coast. These
roads were, of course, simple desert tracks, for the paved high-
ways which have been found outside the gates of several cities
were unlikely to go very far inland. The first road started from
Sippar (near Fallujah, at the latitude of Baghdad), followed the
Euphrates as far as Mari or some other market-place in the
Abu-Kemal-Deir-ez-Zor area, and, cutting straight through the
desert via Tidmur (Palmyra), reached the region of Homs,
where it divided into several branches to the Phoenician ports,
Damascus or Palestine. The crossing of the desert — there no
more than 500 kilometres wide — was inconvenient in summer
and exposed at all times to attacks from the nomads; caravans
and armies, therefore, usually preferred the second road, much
longer but safer and well provided with water and fodder. It
left the Tigris at Nineveh, opposite Mosul, ran through the
steppe of Jazirah from the east to west via Shubat-Enlil (perhaps
Tell Leilan), Guzana (Tell Halaf), Harranu (Harran), crossed
the Euphrates at Karkemish (Jerablus) or at Emar (Meskene),
passed through or near Aleppo and ended in the Orontes
valley, with terminal branches to the Mediterranean coast and
central Syria.?® At various points on this road other tracks
branched off in a north-westerly direction, ultimately ending in
Cilicia and Anatolia. From Nineveh it was also possible to
reach Armenia and eastern Anatolia by following the Tigris as
far as Diarbakr and then crossing the Taurus through narrow
passes.

Communications with the east were much more difficult. The
tribes dwelling in the Zagros were generally hostile, and the
mountain itself constituted a formidable barrier which could
only be passed at three points: at Raiat, near Rowanduz, at
Halabja, to the south-east of Suleimaniyah, and at Khanagqin,
on the upper Diyala. The Raiat and Halabja passes gave access
to Azerbaijan and the shores of Lake Urmiah, the Khanaqin
pass to Kermanshah, Hamadan and, beyond Hamadan, the
Iranian plateau. A fourth road, farther south, ran parallel to
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the Zagros from Dér (near Badrah) to Susa (Shush, near
Dizful), the capital city of Elam. It met with no physical
obstacle, the lower valleys of the rivers Kerkha and Karun,
which form the territory of Elam, being merely an eastward
extension of the Mesopotamian plains, but the Elamites were
the traditional enemies of the Mesopotamians, and this road
was more often followed by invading armies than by peaceful
caravans.

The last of the great trade routes between ancient Iraq and
the rest of the world was through the Arabo-Persian Gulf, the
‘Bitter River’, the ‘Lower Sea’ or ‘Sea of the Rising Sun’, as it
was then called. From early Islamic times onward the Gulf has
been the ‘lung’ of Iraq, a window wide open on India and,
later, the Far East and Western countries.?* In antiquity, mer-
chant ships sailed on it from Ur to Dilmun (Bahrain) and hence
to Magan (Oman) and/or Meluhha (the Indus valley), prob-
ably putting into several as yet unidentified ports on their way.
It has long been known from cuneiform texts and some objects,
notably stamp-seals, that commercial relations between Mesopo-
tamia and the Indus valley had been established as early as the
third millennium, but until recent years the Arabian coast of the
Gulf had been terra incognita on archaeological maps. In 1953,
however, excavations started in Bahrain and subsequently ex-
tended to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait (Failakka Island), Qatar, the
United Arab Emirates and Oman, with unexpected results. Not
only have they brought to light material evidence of cultural
and commercial intercourse between these countries and Meso-
potamia (as well as south-eastern Iran and Pakistan) since the
fifth millennium, but they have also revealed local cultures of
considerable interest.2® Later on, at certain periods the Gulf was
sailed by ships transporting troops and possibly ambassadors,
since we know that the kings of Akkad, ¢. 2200 B.c., and the
kings of Assyria, in the first millennium, endeavoured to attract
at least Dilmun and Magan within the sphere of their political
and economic influence.

This brief and very incomplete description should have made

15



THE GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING

it clear that Mesopotamia, contrary to popular belief, did not
offer ideal conditions for the development of an original civiliza-
tion. Her two rivers form a fertile delta, but they can bring
disaster as well as opulence. Through considerable and sustained
effort agriculture is possible on a large scale, but metal, stone
and timber are desperately lacking. Deserts and high mountains,
both difficult to cross and inhabited by predatory people, sur-
round the plain on all sides, leaving only one narrow access to
the sea — a sea bordered for five hundred miles by the inhospit-
able shores of Arabia and Persia. All considered, the northern
steppe and the foothills of Kurdistan would seem to offer a
more favourable environment than the great alluvial plain, and
it is not by chance that these regions were the seats of the
Neolithic and Early Chalcolithic cultures of Mesopotamia. Yet
it is in the extreme south of that country, on the fringe of the
swamps, that the Mesopotamian civilization took shape. What-
ever man achieved in ancient Iraq, he did it at the price of a
constant struggle against nature and against other men, and
this struggle forms the very thread of history in that part of the
world. Before going farther, however, we must first examine the
sources from which historians draw their raw material.



CHAPTER 2

IN SEARCH OF THE PAST

In order to reconstruct the past, historians make use of two
kinds of documents: texts and objects, the word ‘object’ here
meaning literally any artefact, from the most elaborate building
to the humblest kitchen utensil. But while objects play a com-
paratively small part where recent periods are concerned, they
grow in importance as one moves back along the scale of time,
and as historians have no direct access to non-written docu-
ments, they usually must rely upon the publications of those
men whose task it is to dig up ancient cities and necropoles: the
field archaeologists.

Historians of the ancient Near East are even more dependent
upon archaeologists than those of classical antiquity, for, in
Mesopotamia, objects and texts lie, for reasons that we shall
presently examine, deeply buried in the ground and can only
be reached by means of excavation. Archaeological excavations
began in Iraq in 1843 and have continued unceasingly ever
since. At first the work of genial amateurs, they rose to scientific
standards at the turn of this century when it was realized that
filling museums with objets d’art was not an end in itself and that
finding out how people lived was far more important. On the
other hand, the very nature of their work, the fact that they
were dealing with fragile material such as mud bricks and clay
tablets, and the necessity, in order to reach deeper into the past,
of destroying layer after layer of human occupation almost as
soon as they uncovered them, obliged archaeologists to devise
proper, elaborate techniques. Teams of experts trained in, and
sponsored by, European or American museums and universities
and backed by all the resources of modern science were brought
in to direct and supervise the skilled workmen who handled the
pick and the spade. During the last ninety years more than
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thirty sites — including practically all the main cities of ancient
Iraq — have been extensively excavated and more than three
hundred mounds ‘sounded’. The results of this international
effort are astounding. Our knowledge of ancient Mesopotamian
history has been completely altered and broadened beyond all
expectations. Historians, who 150 years ago had no other source
of information than the scanty data supplied by the Bible and
by a handful of classical authors, now confess that they can
hardly handle the enormous amount of material put year after
year at their disposal and gratefully acknowledge their debt to
archaeologists.'

Courtesy alone would therefore justify this chapter, but other
reasons have also prompted us to write it. Throughout this
book we shall speak of the mounds or ‘tells’ which represent the
buried cities of ancient Iraq; we shall refer to ‘levels’ and
‘layers’; we shall, whenever possible, give ‘absolute’ and ‘rela-
tive’ dates. It seemed to us that the reader was entitled to know
from the start what we were talking about, and that the best
way of satisfying his curiosity would be to summarize the
objects, methods and development of what is now commonly
called ‘Mesopotamian archaeology’.

The Buried Cities of Iragq

To most tourists, the first contact with the ancient sites of Iraq
comes as a surprise. They are taken to a hillock rising above the
plain and they are told that this was once an ancient city. As
they go nearer they may find such splendid monuments as the
stage-tower of Ur or the Ishtar Gate of Babylon, but in most
cases they are confronted with unsightly bits of brickwork and
heaps of earth littered with broken pottery. Quite naturally
they are puzzled and wonder how this happened.

To answer this question it should be first explained that these
ancient towns were built of nothing but mud. Stone is rare in
Iraq, whereas clay is everywhere at hand. In very early times
houses were made of piled-up mud (pisé) or of shapeless lumps
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of clay pressed together (adobe), but as early as in the ninth
millennium B.c. it was soon found preferable to mix clay with
straw, gravel or potsherds, mould it into bricks, let these bricks
dry in the sun and bind them together with a gypsum mortar.
In that way, thicker, stronger and more regular walls could be
built. Of course, kiln-baked bricks were much more resistant
and durable, especially when they were jointed with bitumen,
but this was a costly material, as wood fuel was rare and
bitumen had often to be shipped from comparatively distant
regions. Burnt bricks therefore were in general reserved for the
houses of gods and kings, though this was by no means the
rule,? and the vast majority of ancient Mesopotamian buildings
were of simple mud bricks. The roofs were made of earth
spread over a structure of reed mats and tree-trunks, and the
floors of beaten earth sometimes with a coating of gypsum. A
coat of mud plaster was also usually applied to the walls.

These houses with their thick walls were relatively comfort-
able, being cool in summer and warm in winter, but they
required constant attention. Every summer it was necessary to
put a new layer of clay on the roof in anticipation of the winter
rains, and every now and then the floors had to be raised. The
reason for this was that rubbish in antiquity was not collected
for disposal but simply thrown into the street, so that the street
level gradually rose higher than the floor level of the houses
that bordered it, allowing the rain and the filth to seep in.
Earth was therefore brought into the rooms, rammed over the
old floors and covered with another coat of plaster. It is not
infrequent for archaeologists to find two, three or more superim-
posed floors in one house. Provided these things were done,
mud-brick buildings could last for a great many years. But then
one day something happened. Whether it was war, fire, epi-
demic, earthquake, flood or change in river course, the result
was the same: the town was partly or totally deserted. The roofs
left unattended collapsed and the walls, now exposed to weather
on both faces, crumbled down, filling up the rooms and sealing
off the objects left behind by the householders. In the case of
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war, the destruction was of course immediate, the victorious
enemy usually setting fire to the city. These arsonists of yore
unknowingly made modern ‘cuneiformists’ happy, since many
sun-dried and therefore fragile tablets were baked by the fire
and became almost indestructible.

After years or even centuries of abandonment, new settlers
would perhaps reoccupy the site, attracted by such things as its
strategically or commercially advantageous position, the abun-
dance of its water supplies or, possibly, a lingering devotion to
the god under whose aegis it had been built. Since they had no
means of removing the enormous mass of debris, they levelled
off the ruined walls and used them as foundations for their own
building. This process was repeated several times in the course
of years, and as ‘occupation levels’ succeeded one another the
city gradually rose above the surrounding plain. Some sites, it is
true, were abandoned early and for ever; others, like Erbil and
Kirkuk, have been more or less continuously occupied from
very ancient times until now; but the vast majority of them,
after centuries or millennia of occupation, were deserted at
some period or another of the long history of Iraq. It is not
difficult to imagine what took place then: windborne sand and
earth piled up against the remaining walls and filled in the
streets and every hollow, while rainwater smoothed off the
surface of the heaped-up ruins, spreading debris over a large
area. Slowly but inexorably, the town took its present shape:
that of a rounded, more or less regular ruin-mound or, as the
Arabs say, using an old, pre-Islamic word, a ‘tell’.3

The task of archaeologists is to dissect that closely woven
fabric of standing or fallen walls and foundations, rubble, floors
and earth-filling, to recover the plan of buildings, to collect and
preserve the objects they may contain and to identify and date
the successive ‘levels’ which constitute the tell. Depending upon
the time and funds at their disposal, they use one of several
methods. *

The quickest and cheapest way of knowing roughly what is
in a tell is to carry out a ‘sounding’. Several trenches are dug
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into the surface of the mound at various angles. As the trenches
are deepened, objects such as pottery are collected for dating
purposes and a record is made of the floors and segments of
walls encountered. This method is obviously imperfect and
should only be used for preliminary surveys or for comparatively
unimportant sites. A variety of sounding often applied to high
and narrow tells consists of cutting a long trench, not on the
surface but on the side of the mound from summit to base, just
as one cuts into a Christmas pudding. An impressive series of
occupation levels can be detected in this way, though it is
practically impossible to circumscribe any building.

Another method, in theory perfect, is to divide the surface of
the site into squares, dig up each square in turn until a certain
depth is reached and start all over again for the second horizon-
tal ‘slice’. The objects found in each square and in each layer
are carefully numbered and plotted on maps. As the work goes
on, monuments gradually take shape. This very slow and expen-
sive method is rarely used. As a rule, archaeologists prefer what
may be called ‘extended sounding’. A certain area is carefully
selected on the surface of the tell and a trench dug, but as soon
as walls are encountered, they are followed and denuded on
both faces until the whole building is unearthed. Several areas
are treated in the same way and may or may not join together.
Whenever desirable, digging is pushed in depth underneath the
uppermost and consequently more recent buildings, which are
destroyed in order to bring older buildings to light. In one or
more points a shaft or ‘test-pit’ may be sunk down to the virgin
soil, giving a cross-section of the mound, a summary as it were
of its various occupation levels. Some parts of the site remain, of
necessity, untouched, but this is of little importance if the main
monuments such as temples and palaces and a selection of
private houses have been unearthed. Nimrud, Babylon, Uruk,
Ur, Nippur and all the main sites of Iraq were or still are
excavated by this method with, in the main, highly satisfactory
results.
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Dating the Past

Dating the monuments and objects discovered can be very easy
or very difficult. Obviously, a building whose bricks are stamped
with the inscription ‘Palace of Sargon, King of Assyria’ is ipso
Jacto dated, provided we know when King Sargon reigned. But
this is the exception. By far the majority of objects found in
archaeological excavations — and of course the totality where
prehistory is concerned — bear no inscription. In such cases,
dating can only be approximate and ‘relative’, and is based on
such criteria as shape, dimensions and style. The cumulative
experience derived from the excavation of many a tell has
taught archaeologists that bricks of a certain size, vases of
certain shapes and decoration, weapons of a certain type, sculp-
tures of a certain style, etc., are exclusively or predominantly
found at a certain level and, grouped together, form what is
called a ‘cultural horizon’ or ‘cultural stratum’. If only one of
these objects is inscribed with a ‘date’, or if it is found in close
and indisputable relation to a monument which is otherwise
dated, then the whole cultural stratum easily falls in position
within the scale of time. If not, attempts are made to correlate
the period during which these objects were in use with more
ancient and more recent periods. To take an example, in a
number of southern Mesopotamian sites a certain category of
painted vases (the so-called Jemdat Nasr pottery) appears imme-
diately below a cultural stratum characterized, among other
things, by ‘plano-convex’ bricks (i.e. bricks of which one side is
flat and the other rounded) and immediately above a cultural
stratum where plain, buff, dark or red ceramic predominates.
Various inscriptions enable us to date the plano-convex bricks
to the third millennium B.c. (Early Dynastic period: ¢. 2goo—
2334 B.C.). The plain pottery is undated but forms part of the
cultural horizon called ‘Uruk’ after the site where it was first
identified. The Jemdat Nasr stratum can therefore be given a
‘relative’ date. It is intermediate in time between the Uruk
period and the Early Dynastic period and ends about 2goo B.c.

22



DATING THE PAST

How long it lasted is another matter, but there are means of
forming rough estimates.

When dealing with history it becomes necessary to express
dates in figures, and it is not without interest to examine how
these are obtained and to what extent we can trust them.

The ancient Greeks counted from the first Olympiad (776
B.C.), the Romans from the foundation of Rome (753 B.c.); the
Moslems date from the kijra (A.D. 622) and we have our own
Christian era. The ancient Mesopotamians, however, had no
such fixed chronological system until late in their history, when
they adopted the Seleucid era (311 B.C.). Before that time, they
simply referred to the years of reign of their rulers. These could
be expressed in three ways: (1) the years of the reign were given
in plain figures, e.g. 12th year of Nabi-na‘id (Nabonidus), King of
Babylon; (2) or within each reign each year was defined by some
important event such as victories, royal weddings, construction
of temples, etc. that had taken place in the previous year, e.g.
Year (when) Uruk and Isin were conquered; (3) or each year of a
king’s reign was named after some high official of the kingdom
(eponyms or, in Assyrian, limmu system). In Early Dynastic
Sumer all three systems seem to have been used. Then the
second system (year-names) was adopted in Babylonia and used
until the Kassite period when it was replaced by the first
system. In Assyria, however, the limmu system was kept through-
out history.’

These dating systems could only be of practical value for the
Mesopotamians themselves if they possessed for each king a list
of his year’s names or a list of eponyms, for each dynasty a list
of its kings with the duration of their reigns, and finally a list of
the successive dynasties which ruled over the country. Such lists
existed and several of them have fortunately survived. Here are
some examples: '

Date-list of King Hammurabi of Babylon®

(Year 1) Hammurabi became king.
(Year 2) He established justice in the country.
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(Year 3) He constructed a throne for the main dais of the
god Nanna in Babylon.
(Year 4) The wall of (the sacred precinct) Gagia was built.
(Year 5) He constructed the en. ka.ash.bar.ra (?).
(Year 6) He constructed the shir (?) of the goddess Laz.
(Year 7) Uruk and Isin were conquered.
(Year 8) The country Emutbal (was conquered).
It will be seen from this list that the date quoted above is
the seventh year of King Hammurabi.

King list B, covering the First Dynasty of Babylon’

Sumuabi, king, (reigned) 15 (14) years.

Sumulail, 35 (36) years.

Sabu, his son, same (i.e. king), 14 years.

Apil-Sin, his son, same, 18 years.

Sin-muballit, his son, same, 30 (20) years.

Hammurabi, his son, same, 55 (33) years.

Samsuiluna, his son, same, 35 (38) years.

etc.

The list continues with four other kings and ends with the
statement ‘eleven kings, dynasty of Babylon’. Thus we
learn that Hammurabi was the sixth king of Babylon and
that he reigned during 55 (43) years.*

Limmu-Uist (reign of Adad-nirari III (810-783 B.C.)®
Adad-nirari, king of Assyria (campaign) against Manna
Nergal-ilia, turtdnu (field marshal), against Guzana
Bél-daian, ndgir ekalli (herald of the palace), against Manna
Sil-bél, rab shagé (chief cup-bearer), against Manna
Ashur-taklak, abarakku (superintendent), against Arpad
Ili-ittia, shakin méti (governor of Assur), against the town of

Hazazu ,
Nergal-eresh, (governor) of Rasappa, against the town of Ba‘li
etc.

* The figures in this list were compiled from damaged inscriptions and are
often erroneous. The correct figures are given in brackets.
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The time-range of these lists varied. Some were restricted to one
place and one dynasty. Others, like the king list B just quoted,
included several dynasties which reigned — at least apparently —
in succession. Others were even more ambitious and embraced
very long periods and dynasties of several kingdoms. Such is the
famous ‘Sumerian King List’ reconstructed by Th. Jacobsen,
which ranges from the mythical rulers ‘before the Flood’ to
Damig-ilishu (1816-1794 B.c.), last king of the First Dynasty of
Isin.®

To express such dates in terms of Christian chronology would
have been impossible but for Claudius Ptolemeus (Ptolemy), a
Greek from Alexandria who in the second century A.p. ap-
pended to one of his books a list of all the kings of Babylon and
Persia from Nabonassar (747 B.c.) to Alexander the Great
(336—323 B.C.). This list, known as ‘Ptolemy’s Canon’, not only
gives the length of each reign but the outstanding astronomical
events that marked some of them. Now it so happens that by
putting together data from several Assyrian tablets we can
reconstruct a long, uninterrupted /immu-list covering the period
between Adad-nirdri II (911-8g91 B.G.) and Ashurbanipal
(668627 B.C.), and this limmu-list also gives the main astronomi-
cal phenomena of these times. Between 747 and 631 B.c. the
lzmmu-list and Ptolemy’s Canon coincide, and so do the eclipses,
the movements of stars, etc. they mention. Moreover, astrono-
mers have found that an eclipse of the sun, which in the limmu-
list is said to have occurred in the month of Swan (May-June)
of King Ashur-dén’s tenth year, actually took place on 15 June
763 B.C., and this is precisely the date arrived at by proceeding
backwards and adding together on the list the years of each
reign. The absolute chronology of Mesopotamia is therefore
firmly established from g11 B.c. onwards.'® The chronology of
early periods rests upon more fragile foundations. In theory, it
should be possible to work it out from king lists and dynastic
lists, but these have often proved to be misleading. Not only
do they show significant differences, but they contain a number
of gaps or scribal errors, or they give as successive dynasties
which, in fact, partly overlapped or were contemporaneous.
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One should not therefore be surprised to find different figures in
different textbooks and occasional changes of opinions. For
instance, the accession date of King Hammurabi of Babylon
was given as 2394 B.C. one hundred years ago (Oppert, 1888),
2003 after the First World War (Thureau-Dangin, 1927), and
varies now between 1848 (Sidersky, 1940) and 1704 (Weidner,
1951), but most historians of the ancient Near East have pro-
nounced in favour of the so-called ‘middle’ chronology accord-
ing to which Hammurabi reigned from 1792 to 1750 B.c. and
this is the chronology that will be found in this book.!!

We cannot leave this subject without mentioning the attempts
made to put chronology on a more scientific basis by means of
physical methods and, in particular, the Carbon 14 or Radiocar-
bon method developed in 1946 by Professor W. F. Libby of
Chicago.!? Its principle is briefly as follows: all living organisms
contain ordinary carbon of atomic weight 12 and a radioactive
isotope of carbon of atomic weight 14 which is formed in the
upper layers of the atmosphere through the action of cosmic
rays on nitrogen, falls upon earth and is absorbed by vegetation
and ultimately by animals. The ratio of carbon 14 to carbon 12
remains fixed throughout life: one-billionth of a gram for every
gram of ordinary carbon. After death, when no more carbon 14
is absorbed, that part of it which is in the organism decreases
slowly and regularly by reverting to nitrogen. As the curve of
disintegration, or ‘half-life’ curve, of carbon 14 is known (this is
5,568 years), it is possible to find the date at which the organism
died, and consequently its age. This method can be applied to
organic matter, such as bone, wood, charcoal, shells, reeds, etc.,
found in archaeological excavations, but its usefulness is limited
by a number of factors (‘standard deviation’ inherent in the
radiation counting technique, contamination by older or more
recent material, variations in atmospheric carbon 14 concentra-
tions with time) and recent attempts to ‘calibrate’ radiocarbon
estimations by dendrochronology (the study of tree-rings) have
met with problems. This means that radiocarbon dates must
be taken with caution; they are of considerable help when

26



ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH IN IRAQ

prehistory is concerned — since differences of a few hundred
years matter little — but cannot be used for precise, historical
chronology.

Archaeological Research in Iraq

The transformation of once flourishing cities into tells was more
rapid than one might think.'® Herodotus in the middle of the
fourth century B.c. sees Babylon still alive, but neglects to visit
Nineveh destroyed a century and a half before, and Xenophon
leading ten thousand Greek mercenaries across Mesopotamia in
401 B.C. passed near the great Assyrian capital city without
even noticing it.!* Four centuries later, Strabo speaks of Babylon
as of a town in ruins, ‘almost completely deserted’.!*

A thousand years went by. As the blanket of dust over the
ancient cities grew thicker and thicker, their memory gradually
faded away. Arab historians and geographers still knew some-
thing of Iraq’s glorious past, but Europe had forgotten the East.
The peregrinations of Benjamin of Tudela in the twelfth century
and the travels of the German naturalist Rauwolff four hundred
years later were isolated episodes. It was not before the seven-
teenth century that western interest in oriental antiquities was
awakened, when an Italian nobleman, Pietro della Valle, gave
an entertaining account of his journey across Mesopotamia and
brought back to Europe, in 1625, bricks found at Ur and
Babylon ‘on which were writing in certain unknown characters’.
Gradually, it dawned upon academics and royalty that here
was a field worth investigating. For the first time, in 1761 a
scientific mission was sent out east by the King of Denmark
with orders to gather as much information as possible on
various subjects, including archaeology. The numerous inscrip-
tions copied at Persepolis by its leader Karsten Niebuhr - a
mathematician by profession — were put at the disposal of
philologists, who were soon at work deciphering the mysterious
writing. From then on, nearly all those who visited, or lived
in, the Orient made a point of exploring its ruins, collecting
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‘antikas’ and copying inscriptions. Prominent among them are
Joseph de Beauchamp, a distinguished French abbé and astro-
nomer (1786}, Claudius James Rich, a Resident of the East India
Company and British Consul General in Baghdad (1807), Sir
James Buckingham (1816), Robert Mignan (1827), James Bail-
lie Fraser (1834) and that extraordinary army officer, sports-
man, explorer and philologist, undoubtedly the greatest of all,
Sir Henry Creswicke Rawlinson (1810-95). We should also
mention here at least one important government-subsidized
expedition of the early nineteenth century, the British “Tigris —
Euphrates Expedition’ (1835-6) of F. R. Chesney, who studied
the course of the two rivers and collected a wealth of information
on the country around them.

With the exception of the two small pits dug by de Beau-
champ and Mignan at Babylon, all these men confined their
activities to the examination and measurement of the ruins as
they saw them and were far from imagining what those ‘deso-
late mounds’ concealed. But in 1843 Paul Emile Botta,
Italian-born French Consul in Mosul, started at Khorsabad
the first archaeological excavations in Iraq, discovered the
Assyrians and opened a new era. Almost at once (1845) an
Englishman, Sir Henry Layard, followed his example at
Nimrud and Nineveh, and soon a number of tells were exca-
vated. In 1877 Ernest de Sarzec, French Consul in Basrah,
having heard of some statues found by chance at Telloh,
near Nasriyah, decided to dig there and discovered the Sumer-
ians. Thus within thirty years a hitherto unknown civilization
was revealed to a world astonished to learn that Mesopotamia
could yield nearly as many treasures as Greece or Egypt.
Botta, Layard, Sarzec, Loftus, Smith, the pioneers of that
heroic period were all amateurs in every sense of the term.
They had no experience and little method. Their main object
was to discover and send to the museums of their respective
countries statues, bas reliefs, inscriptions and objets &’art in gen-
eral. They had no time for mud bricks and broken pots,
destroyed much and preserved little, but they opened the road

28



ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH IN IRAQ

and, despite obstacles of all sorts, worked with an energy and
enthusiasm which have never been surpassed.

Meanwhile, in the libraries of Europe no less enthusiastic but
more patient pioneers were engaged in the fantastic task of
deciphering the written documents which by then were pouring
by the thousand into the museums. The story of this intellectual
adventure, which lasted no less than a hundred years and taxed
to the extreme the ingenuity of many scholars from several
nations, cannot be told here even briefly.!'® We feel, however,
that homage should be paid to such men as Grotefend, a
teacher of Greek at Gottingen University, who made the first
serious and partly successful attempt at reading the Old Persian
inscriptions in cuneiform script copied by Niebuhr at Persepolis;
Rawlinson, who between 1835 and 1844 not only copied at the
peril of his life the long trilingual inscription which Darius had
engraved high up on the rock of Behistun in Western Iran but
also began to translate it — the inscription in Old Persian,
Babylonian and Elamite has been called the ‘Rosetta stone of
Assyriology’, with the difference that none of the three languages
could initially be read — and to the Irishman Edward Hincks
and his French colleague Jules Oppert, who, with Rawlinson,
deserve to be called the ‘holy triad’ of cuneiform studies, since
they overcame the greatest epigraphic and linguistic difficulties
and, as one of their modern successors puts it, ‘laid open the
dusty pages of the clay “books” buried all over the ancient
Near East’.!” The decipherment of the Assyro-Babylonian
language (now called Akkadian) was considered assured in
1848, and by 1goo the other language of ancient Mesopotamia,
Sumerian, was broadly comprehended. The former now has
virtually no secret; the latter still has its dark corners, but is
read with increasing certainty. At a conservative estimate,
half a million tablets are — or, since many of them have not
yet been published, will eventually be — at the historian’s
disposal,'® and countless more will be discovered as archaeo-
logical research progresses. It can be said without exagger-
ation that no other country in the world has yielded such a
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wealth of ancient texts in the very form in which they were
written thousands of years ago.

The entry on to the stage by the Germans at the turn of the
century heralded a new approach to excavation work. Robert
Koldewey at Babylon (1899-1917) and Walter Andrae at Assur
(1903-14) introduced strict, even meticulous techniques in a
domain where luck and intuition had long reigned supreme.
The German method was soon generally adopted, and the
twenty years between the two world wars witnessed what should
perhaps be considered as the most brilliant and fruitful period
in the history of Mesopotamian archaeology. These were the
days when Woolley was digging up the past at Ur and its
celebrated Royal Cemetery (1922—34), when Heinrich and his
team were working at Uruk, Parrot at Mari, the British at
Ubaid, Nineveh, Arpachiyah and Chagar Bazar, the Americans
at Tepe Gawra, Nuzi and in the Diyala valley, and both the
British and the Americans at Kish and Jemdat Nasr. One by
one, large and small tells were opened up and yielded their
secrets. The main features of Mesopotamian history were de-
fined piece by piece, and beyond history older, fascinating
cultures appeared which threw new light on the origins of
civilization in that part of the world.

During this time Iraq had emerged as a nation. Baghdad
now had its own museum. Young Iraqi archaeologists had been
trained, and excavations, far from coming to a complete stand-
still during the Second World War, continued with the most
interesting results at ‘Uqair (1940—1), Hassuna (1943—4) and
‘Aqar Quf (1943—5). The war over, work was resumed by the
Germans (Lenzen) at the huge site of Uruk, by the Americans
(Haines and McCown) at Sumer’s religious capital, Nippur,
and by the French (Parrot) at Mari, the metropolis of the
Middle Euphrates. Mallowan, on behalf of the British Museum,
reopened Nimrud, the Assyrian military capital city which had
not been touched for over seventy years. Seton Lloyd, Taha
Baqir, Fuad Safar dug up for the Iraq Museum three virgin
sites: Eridu, one of the most ancient sacred cities of Iraq,
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Harmal, a modest mound unexpectedly rich in texts, and
Hatra, the strange capital of a pre-Islamic Arab kingdom. After
1958, the young Republic of Iraq opened its doors even wider
to foreign archaeologists. Whilst the Germans and Americans
continued working on the inexhaustible sites of Uruk and
Nippur, whilst the Iraqis themselves discovered at Tell es-
Sawwan a new prehistoric culture and sounded numerous
smaller mounds, fresh excavations were undertaken by the
British at Tell al-Rimah, Umm Dabaghiyah, Choga Mami and
Abu Salabikh, by the French at Larsa and the Belgians at Tell
ed-Der, by the Germans at Isin, by the Italians at Seleucia, by
the Russians at Yarim Tepe and the Poles at Nimrud, and even
by the Japanese at Telul ath-Thalathat, to mention only the
main sites. At the time of writing, several of these excavations
are still in progress and others are being planned. All the large
cities of ancient Mesopotamia and many less renowned towns
have been, or are being, unearthed and a considerable amount
of restoration work has been done, or is going on, notably at
Nineveh, Nimrud, Babylon, Ur and Hatra.

In the late 1970s a new and rewarding type of archaeological
activity developed: the so-called ‘salvage excavations’ made
necessary by the building, for agricultural purposes, of several
dams on the Euphrates, the Tigris and some of their tributaries
in both Syria and Iraq. The lakes created by these dams were
bound to submerge a great number of tells, and it was impera-
tive to explore as many of them as possible before this happened.
These huge tasks were performed by Syrian and Iraqi archaeolo-
gists working in cooperation with colleagues from Europe,
America, Australia and Japan. The first of these large-scale
rescue operations was prompted by the construction of the
Assad dam on the great bend of the Syrian Euphrates; then
came, in Iraq, the ‘Hamrin basin project’ in the valley of a
tributary of the Diyala river, the Haditha (or Qadissiyah)
salvage excavations on the middle Euphrates, and the Eski
Mosul project in the Tigris valley upstream of Mosul. Al-
together, almost two hundred sites, ranging from prehistoric to
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late Islamic times, were explored, some of them partially and
briefly, others extensively and for several months or years. The
results of this international effort were very interesting: they
brought to light not only a few large cities, like Emar (Meskene),
but also some relatively minor towns, such as Haradum on the
Iraqi Euphrates, which probably would have never been exca-
vated; they provided a great deal of information on settlement
patterns at different periods and filled many gaps in our knowl-
edge of proto-historic cultures hitherto poorly documented.'?®
The ‘Gulf War’ has put an end to all archaeological research
in Iraq, but there is no doubt that sooner or later such peaceful
activities will be resumed there. Some six thousand tells in Iraq
alone are awaiting the diggers — enough to keep busy several
generations of archaeologists and epigraphists. And as though
in our search for the past we were proceeding backwards, after
the Assyrians, after the Babylonians, after the Sumerians, after
the nameless peoples of the fourth and fifth millennia B.c, the
Stone Age of Iraq has been brought under the searchlight.
Despite inevitable gaps in our knowledge, it has at last become
possible to write a complete history of ancient Mesopotamia,
starting from those very remote days when men chose the hills
and caves of Kurdistan for their dwellings and left behind them
the humble tools of chipped flint which betray their presence.



CHAPTER §

FROM CAVE TO FARM

Until 1949 textbooks and scientific journals alike were silent on
the prehistory of Iraq. Archaeological work had concentrated
on the Mesopotamian plain, where prehistoric remains, if they
ever existed, would by now be buried under a very thick layer
of alluvium. The lowest levels of several tells had supplied
enough material for historians to build up a sequence of five
proto-historic cultures which announced and explained the
dawn of the Sumero-Akkadian civilization in about 3000 B.C.,
but all these cultures belonged to the late Neolithic and to the
Chalcolithic ages and covered, at the most, a couple of thousand
years. Prehistory proper, the Stone Age of Iraq, was practically
unknown. True, a few worked flints had been found on the
surface in various parts of the Syro-Mesopotamian desert,' and
as early as 1928 Professor D. A. E. Garrod, the lady archaeolo-
gist well known for her studies on prehistoric Palestine, had
visited Kurdistan and found palaeolithic artefacts in two caves
near Suleimaniyah; but these discoveries attracted little atten-
tion outside a small circle of specialists. Twenty years were to
elapse before Professor R. J. Braidwood publicized the Neolithic
site of Jarmo and aroused enough interest to promote further
research in this long-neglected field.? Since then, the American
excavations at Barda-Balka, Palegawra and Karim-Shehir
(1951), the survey of the Zab basin by the Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago (1954—5) and the startling discoveries
made by Dr R. Solecki in Shanidar cave® since 1951 have
contributed considerably to our knowledge of Iraq’s most an-
cient past and filled a very regrettable gap in Near Eastern
prehistory.
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Palaeolithic

Among the three classical subdivisions of the Stone Age -
Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic — the first named is by
far the longest. It entirely fills the geological period called
Pleistocene because it is ‘the most recent’ (pleistos kainos) chapter
in the very long history of the earth. The Pleistocene began
approximately two million years ago and ended in about 10000
B.C., to be replaced by the Holocene (‘latest’) period in which
we are still living. Pleistocene and Holocene together constitute
the Quaternary era.

The beginning of the Pleistocene was marked by the ultimate
and weaker convulsions of the previous period, the Pliocene,
which in the Near East led to the formation of the Taurus and
Zagros ranges, which are part of the Alpine-Himalayan system,
to the deep fault of the Rift Valley linking the Dead Sea and
the Red Sea to the great East African lakes, and to the creation
of the Mesopotamian plain and the Arabo-Persian Gulf due to
sliding of the rigid Arabian platform underneath the not less
rigid Iranian plateau. These tectonic movements were accompa-
nied by a considerable plutonic activity, as witnessed by the
numerous volcanoes, most of them nowadays extinct, that are
scattered all over Turkey, the Caucasus range and Iran, as well
as by the extensive lava fields to be found, for example, in
Syria, south of Damascus.

About one million years ago, the surface of the earth, which by
then had almost reached its present configuration, entered a
period of relative rest, the main activity being erosion of the
relief. This was largely facilitated by the expansion and retraction
of four successive ice-caps lying over the northern parts of Europe
and America: the four glaciations called, at least in Europe:
Giinz, Mindel, Riss and Wiirm, and their consequences. It must
be noted that in tropical, subtropical and equatorial regions long
periods of heavy rains (pluvials) alternating with periods of
relative drought (interpluvials) corresponded approximately to
the glacials and interglacials of Europe and North America.
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Stone industries in Iraqi Kurdistan: 1—4, microlithic (Shanidar B); 5-13,
Aurignatian (Baradostian, Shanidar C); 14-16, Mousterian (Shanidar D);
17-19, Levalloisian-Acheulaean (Barda Balka).

After R. Solecki and H. Wright Jnr, Sumer, VII, 1951 and VIII, 1952.
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Although there is some evidence of cyclic glaciation in the
Taurus and Zagros mountains, the great ice-sheets never
reached as far south as the Near East. Iraq stood at the
junction of areas subjected to sub-glacial and sub-pluvial condi-
tions, and the climatic changes which took place in that country
during the Pleistocene were never as dramatic as in other parts
of the world. None the less, they indirectly modelled its physio-
graphical features. The level of the Gulf fluctuated with the
variations in the polar ice-cap, as we have seen, and this
influenced the profile of the rivers and their erosive action.* On
the other hand, phases of heavy rains accompanied by active
erosion alternated with dry periods marked by extensive deposi-
tion of silt and gravel in the river beds. In at least one region of
the Kurdistan foothills four such successive cycles have been
identified and correlated to the last two glacials and inter-
glacials.® Hard as it is to imagine, there were times when large
rivers flowed across the desert, when the Tigris and the Euphra-
tes were perhaps as broad as the Mississippi and when the two
Zabs and the Diyala, carrying ten times as much water as they
do now, were cutting deep and wide valleys into the ridges of
Kurdistan. Throughout most of the Pleistocene period both the
western desert and the foothill region of Iraq were grassy
steppes and uplands benefiting from a comparatively temperate
and uniform climate and offering highly favourable conditions
to the existence of prehistoric men.®

Probably the most ancient traces of human presence in Iraq
are limestone, flint and quartzite ‘pebble tools’ (i.e. river pebbles
from which flakes have been struck off so that they can be used
as hand-axes) found a few years ago in the upper Tigris valley
north of Mosul.” These implements were diagnosed as ‘upper
Acheulaean industry’, which would date them to the last quarter
of the immensely long Lower Palaeolithic sub-period, circa
500,000—110,000 B.P. Then comes, on the scale of time, the
interesting site of Barda-Balka near Chemchemal, between
Kirkuk and Suleimaniyah, discovered in 1949 by Iraqi archae-
ologists. There, around a megalith of Neolithic age, were palaeo-
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lithic flint tools lying on the ground. A sounding made in 1951
by two American archaeologists traced their origin to a once
open ‘workshop’ or ‘camp site’ now buried under threée to five
feet of silt and gravel.® The flint implements consisted of heart-
shaped or almond-shaped hand-axes and of side-scrapers made
out of flakes. There were also limestone ‘pebble-tools’. This
industry has strong affinities with the Acheulaean, Tayacian (a
derivative of Clactonian) and Mousterian cultures and has
been attributed to the end of the Riss-Wiirm interglacial, about
80,000 years ago.

A further step into the Middle Palaeolithic is represented by
the mixed Levalloiso-Mousterian industry discovered in 1928
by Miss Dorothy Garrod in the lowest level of the ‘Dark Cave’
of Hazar Merd, about nineteen kilometres south of Suleimani-
yah.® But nowhere is the true Mousterian better illustrated than
at Shanidar cave, excavated between 1951 and 1960 by Dr R.
Solecki of the University of Michigan.'®

Shanidar cave is a very large rock shelter (the size of four
tennis courts) in the southern flank of the Baradost mountains
overlooking the valley of the Upper Zab, not far from the small
town of Rowanduz. It is still used in winter by Kurdish shep-
herds. Digging through its floor, Dr Solecki was able to reach a
depth of fourteen metres and to identify four occupation levels.
In level D, the lowest and thickest (8.50 metres), successive
layers of hearths and ash deposits mixed with bones and flint
implements proved that the cave had been inhabited at various
periods in Middle Palaeolithic times. The stone artefacts con-
sisted of points, scrapers and borers typical of the Mousterian
culture in its last phase. Animal bones were those of oxen, sheep
and goats, suggesting a moderately cold climate, and there
were numerous tortoise shells. Of special interest are the nine
human skeletons in level D: those of two small children and of
seven adults. The bones generally were in poor condition, but
the skull of skeleton I — a man about thirty-five years old,
1-50 metres tall — could be restored with a fair degree of
accuracy.'' It exhibited all the features of the Neanderthal
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man: the thick bones, the massive chinless jaw, the sloping
forehead, the prominent brow-ridges; and there is every reason
to believe that the other individuals belonged to the same race.
Dr D. T. Stewart, who examined these remains, could also
diignose that the arm of one of the Shanidar men, already
crippled from birth, had later been amputated with a crude
flint knife. Some of these people had been killed by huge blocks
falling from the roof of the cave, though by no means at the
same time. The body of a cave-dweller rested on a bed of
branches and flowers and these flowers, when examined,
enabled the date of death to be estimated as ‘between late May
and early July’. The ages of three skeletons were determined by
radiocarbon: two were dated 46,000 and 50,000 B.P. respec-
tively and the third one, stratigraphically lower, was as old as
60,000 years.!?2

Level C of Shanidar cave takes us well into the Upper
Palaeolithic period. By means of carbon 14 tests carried out on
the charcoal of its hearths, it has been possible to fix its lower
and upper limits at ‘more than 34,000 years’ and ‘about 25,500
B.c.” respectively. The stone material was of the blade-tool type
characteristic of the Aurignacian cultures. As it contained some
well-made gravers of unusual form, Dr Solecki has proposed for
this industry the name of ‘Baradost’ or ‘Baradostian’ from the
mountains in which the cave opens. The upper part of level C
and the greater part of level B immediately above yielded
samples of the same industry, but with a tendency for the
artefacts to be undersized (microliths). This late Aurignacian or
‘extended Gravettian’ culture is represented in several palaeo-
lithic sites of Northern Iraq. Small round scrapers and ‘pen
knife’ blades, and bladelets with deeply notched edges, in par-
ticular, were found in abundance in the cave of Zarzi, near
Suleimaniyah, by Miss Garrod® and in the cave of Palegawra,
32 kilometres to the east of Chemchemal, by B. Howe.!? They
also occur in various caves explored by Professor Braidwood
and his co-workers in 1954—5, especially Kaiwanian and Barak,
west and south of Rowanduz. It appears that some at least of
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these small objects could be hafted and used as weapons to kill
wild horses, deer, goats, gazelles, sheep and swine, which then
lived in a still cool but already drier country.

The Palaeolithic men of Iraq were not isolated. Through the
Syrian desert — where Stone Age artefacts have been found in
various places — they were in contact with the Palaeolithic men
of Syria—Palestine, and it is not by chance that the flint industries
of the two countries have some features in common. They also
had commercial intercourse with the Anatolian plateau and the
Iranian highlands. The material of Shanidar D and Hazar
Merd, for instance, is almost identical with that of Bisitun cave
in Western Iran and in many details similar to that of Korain
cave in Turkey. In Upper Palaeolithic times the men of Shani-
dar made some of their tools of obsidian (volcanic glass), the
nearest source of which was in the Lake Van district of Armenia.
Indeed, from camp to camp stone-working techniques were
taken as far away as Europe, if we are to believe with some
authorities that the Aurignacian culture originated in the Near
East. Yet Iraqi Kurdistan, because of its semi-secluded position
in a corner of the ‘Fertile Crescent’, retained its own characteris-
tics. According to Solecki, the ‘Baradost’ industry is unique in
the Near East, and the Neanderthal men of Shanidar, though
somewhat more recent than those of Mount Carmel, do not
seem to have mixed with or evolved towards Homo sapiens like
the latter, and remained ‘conservative’ in their physical features.
Finally, the Solutrean and Magdalenian cultures which, in
Western Europe, succeeded the Aurignacian and flourished in
late Palaeolithic times never reached Iraq — nor, for that
matter, any other part of Western Asia. In those countries the
passage from Aurignacian to microlithic (Mesolithic) was direct,
and the Mesolithic period was but a short step from the Neo-
lithic revolution.
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Mesolithic

Mesolithic (or Epipalaeolithic) is the name given to a transi-
tional period between the Palaeolithic and the Neolithic or, in
terms of economy, between hunting and food-gathering and
food-producing. It is characterized by lithic industries consisting
of very small and extremely varied flint or obsidian tools (micro-
liths) and by a tendency to full or partial sedentism with all its
social and economic consequences, notably the need for storing
food and controlling its sources. In Iraq, the Mesolithic period
lasted from about gooo B.c. (the upper limit of Shanidar Bi1
level as determined by radiocarbon analysis) and 7000 B.C.
(the approximate date of pre-pottery neolithic Jarmo).!*

The first stage of Mesolithic in Iraqi Kurdistan is represented
by the B1 level of Shanidar cave and by the open-air site of Zawi
Chemi Shanidar, on the left bank of the Upper Zab.'® The only
trace of settlement at this site is a low and curving wall made of
field stones and river pebbles, which might have surrounded a
hut or a tent. In the cave as in the camp the stone tools were
microlithic flint flakes or ‘impoverished Zarzian’ type and bigger
implements, such as grinders, querns, mortars and pestles, which
did not exist in Lower Palaeolithic times and were most probably
used to pound wild grains and pigments. Other novelties were
awls made of bone and sometimes decorated with geometric
- designs, and such body ornaments as bone beads and pendants,
animal teeth and coloured stones. The people who presumably
lived there part of the year and spent the winter in the nearby
Shanidar cave ate wild goat, wild sheep, wild pig and red deer, as
well as fish, fresh-water mussels and turtles. Most of the twenty-
six human skeletons found in Shanidar cave level B1 were
gathered in a ‘cemetery’, lying on stone platforms, and each of
the eight adults buried at Zawi Chemi was accompanied by a
child, which suggests some awful ritual. All the skulls studied
were of the Protomediterranean type, and many showed signs of
trepanation and disease, notably tooth decay. Radiocarbon tests
yielded a date of 8920 £ 400 years B.c. for the open-air site.
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A gap of perhaps a thousand years separates Zawi Chemi
Shanidar from two other sites which are roughly of the same
date: Karim-Shehir and Mlefaat.

Karim-Shehir, ten kilometres east of Chemchemal,!® covers
two acres and consists of one occupation level only, just below
the surface. The flint artefacts, microlithic in character, are
associated with objects which can be regarded as agricultural
tools: flint sickle blades, chipped-and-ground stone hoes, and
milling stones. In addition, a very irregular pebble pavement
spread over the whole area suggests hut floors, though no plans
of habitations are recognizable. If Karim-Shehir was, as it is
thought, a camp site of semi-nomads, it represents a very early
stage in the development towards sedentary life.

A more permanent type of agricultural community probably
occupied the third site, Mlefaat.!” In that small mound near the
Kirkuk-Erbil road were found pit-houses, some of them sur-
rounded by walls of piled-up stones and paved with pebbles.
The tools consisted mostly of stone celts and mortars.

Outside Iraqg, but still in Mesopotamia, or very close to it,
one can find mesolithic sites of great interest as they provide
good sequences and examples of regional variations. These are
Tell Mureybet in Syria and Tepe Ali Kosh in south-west Iran.

At Tell Mureybet,!® located on the great bend of the Euphra-
tes, American, then French archaeologists have revealed evi-
dence of continuous occupation for more than 1,300 years (from
before 8600 to 7300 B.c.) and divided it into three phases. The
phase I settlement was a camp of hunters and fishers using the
‘Natufian’ type of stone tools that was then common in the
whole of Syria and Palestine. In phase II, this camp had
become a village of round houses built of pressed mud (fauf in
Arabic), and in phase III these round houses had partly been
replaced by wider, multi-roomed rectangular houses built of
limestone blocks. There, the goats and sheep of Kurdistan did
not figure on the menu, and all meat (and hides) came from the
wild and fast animals of the neighbouring steppe (wild asses,
gazelles, aurochs, fallow deer, wild boars, hares) shot down by
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arrows. The wild plants consumed were einkorn and two-row
barley, lentils, vetches and pistachios. It must be noted that
wild wheat and barley do not grow at all in that region, and it
has been hypothesized that they were imported from the nearest
source: the region of Gaziantep, in Turkey, ninety-three miles
away, and replanted locally. Another remarkable feature of
Mureybet is that some buildings contained horns, skulls and
bones of wild oxen buried under a clay podium or hung on the
walls, thus resembling the remarkable but more recent Neolithic
shrines of Catal-Hiiyiik in central Anatolia.

Tepe Ali Kosh,'® one of several mounds excavated by
American archaeologists in the Deh Luran valley (Luristan),
was stratified into three different cultures. The lowest, neolithic
level of occupation (¢. 8ooo—7j000 B.c.) yielded very small
houses of mud-bricks with thin walls. The people who lived
there, possibly in the winter only, hunted the same animals of
the steppe as the inhabitants of Mureybet, but they also herded
goats and sheep, as did their contemporaries in Kurdistan.
They collected the seeds of a very wide variety of legumes and
wild grasses, but it seems that they imported emmer wheat and
barley already domesticated from the region of Kermanshah. The
presence on the site of obsidian tools in fair amounts and of
cowrie shells as ornaments indicate relations with faraway Ar-
menia and with the much nearer Gulf.

Neolithic

From these examples and from the results of excavations on
other Near-Eastern sites, it appears clearly that the Mesolithic
period was a time of settlement and of slow but tremendous
advances in several fields. During these crucial millennia, not
only were the chipped stone techniques perfected to produce
very fine tools for all kinds of household purposes, but the
house-building technology was acquired and, above all, in-
numerable experiments were performed to ensure a permanent
supply of vegetable and animal foods, available in all seasons in
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the vicinity of the settlement. These experiments eventually
resulted, in various places and at different times, in the develop-
ment of a primitive but fairly efficient ‘food technology’ which
made it possible to cultivate and store selected strains of wheat
and barley and to herd and breed goats and sheep first, and
later cattle and pigs.2° Mesolithic men and women of course
continued to hunt and fish and to collect wild edible plants and
fruit, but this gradually became a relatively small part of their
activities. When a given community began to live principally
on agriculture and animal husbandry, it had played its role in
the so-called ‘Neolithic revolution’.

It has often been said that this revolution took place on the
hilly flank of the ‘Fertile Crescent’ (as defined by the line of 25
centimetres of rain) because this was — and still is — the only
part of the world where emmer wheat (Triticum dicoccum),
einkorn (7. boetium) and two-row hulled barley (Hordeum dis-
tichum) grow naturally. However, in 1966, two American bota-
nists, J. R. Harlan and D. Zohary, who worked in Eastern
Turkey, noticed that these wild cereals still covered thousands
of hectares. Harlan went out with a flint-toothed sickle and
within one hour collected enough wheat to produce one kilo of
pure grain with a protein content that was twice as high as that
of domesticated wheat. He calculated that after three weeks of
moderate work, a family could have harvested more grain than
they could eat in a year. The botanists exclaimed: ‘If wild
cereal grasses can be harvested in illimited quantities, why
should anyone bother to till the soil and plant the seed?’?!

A number of theories have been put forward to answer this
question. The most plausible one, based on Bingford’s ‘equi-
librium model’, was developed by Flannery.?? According to this
author, all groups of Palaeolithic hunters-gatherers lived in
limited ‘ecological niches’ and tried to keep their number below
maximum capacity of their environment. However, when some
of these ‘central’ areas became relatively over-populated a
number of their inhabitants had to move into ‘marginal’ areas
with poorer natural resources, and this stimulated a search for
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new sources of food, notably cereals. Mureybet and Ali Kosh
might have been settlements of this kind. This theory is concord-
ant with the ‘broad spectrum revolution’ observed on some sites
of the Late Upper Palacolithic period, where the presence
around hearths of the remains of small animals (notably snails)
in huge amounts seems to indicate a need for the exploitation of
all potential nutriments, probably because of over-population.
In Iraq the most important Neolithic site is Jarmo, not far
from Chemchemal, excavated by Professor R. J. Braidwood of
the University of Chicago in 1948, 1950-51 and again in 1g55.2°
The 7-metre-high artificial mound rests on top of a very steep
hill and is formed of sixteen layers of superimposed habitations.
Eleven of these layers are characterized by the absence of
pottery and belong to the same ‘pre-ceramic Neolithic’ cultural
stratum. The inhabitants of Jarmo lived in square, multi-
roomed houses built of pressed mud (pisé), with mud-ovens and
baked-in clay basins sunk in the ground. They ate with bone
spoons, sewed with bone needles, and their stone spindle-whorls
show that they could weave or plait flax and perhaps wool.
They used microlithic and normal-sized flint and obsidian blade
tools, in particular sickles made of flint fixed with bitumen to a
wooden backing, but most of the heavy objects lying about in
the rooms, such as axes, celts, saddle-querns, hand-rubbers,
mortars, pestles and vases, were of limestone, often beautifully
ground. These objects, together with carbonized grains of wheat
and barley, leave no doubt concerning the agricultural activities
practised at Jarmo, while ninety-five per cent of the animal
bones found were those of domesticated animals: sheep, cattle,
pigs and dogs. Lentils, peas, vetches and acorns completed the
menu. They were probably eaten as thick soups brought to
ebullition by throwing red-hot stones in large round or oval
clay-lined pits sunk into the ground. Other foods were roasted
in clay ovens provided with a chimney. These people adorned
themselves with simple clay or stone necklaces, grooved bracelets
of marble and shell pendants, buried their dead under the floor
of their houses, and modelled clay figures of animals and of a
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steatopygous, pregnant woman who presumably embodied for
them the mysterious forces of fecundity. Pre-ceramic Jarmo was
first dated by radiocarbon tests on sndil shells at about 4750
B.C., but further tests on charcoal gave higher figures, and c.
6750 B.cC. is a more likely date.

Several other Neolithic sites have been discovered in northern
Iraq, but among these two are of special interest. The first site
is represented by the lower levels of the otherwise mainly
historic Tell Shimshara, situated in the upper valley of the
Lower Zab, not far from the town of Rania, and excavated by
Danish archaeologists from 1957 to 1959.2* The only difference
between Shimshara and Jarmo lies in its stone industry, and
notably in the predominance of obsidian (85%,) from Armenia
or Anatolia, but it has also the merit of filling, at least partly,
the chronological gap between Jarmo and Hassuna (c. 5800
B.C.), the first of a long series of proto-historic settlements. The
second site is Maghzaliyeh, an important tell on the plain west
of the Tigris, excavated by Soviet archaeologists between 1977
and 1980.2% The most important feature of this Neolithic village
is a curving wall with semi-circular projections suggesting
towers. If this is the case, then we are confronted with the most
ancient fortified settlement ever discovered in Mesopotamia.

Thus, around 7000 B.c. in northern Iraq and in other parts
of the Near East man ceases to be a wandering hunter depend-
ing for his living upon his luck and skill and becomes a farmer
attached to the small piece of land from which he obtains a
regular food supply. Out of clay he builds himself a house. He
uses new tools to perform new tasks. He secures in sheep and
cattle a permanent and easily available source of milk, meat,
wool and hide. At the same time his social tendencies develop,
for the care and defence of the land call for close cooperation.
Each family probably erects its own farm, cultivates its own
field, grazes its own flock and makes its own tools; but several
families are grouped together and form a hamlet, the embryo of
a social organization. Later other revolutions will occur: metal
will replace stone, villages will grow into cities, cities will be
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united into kingdoms and kingdoms into empires. Yet the
essentials of life, the labour of man bent over mother earth and
enslaved to the cycle of seasons, has not changed since those
remote days.

The absence of pottery in eleven out of sixteen occupation
levels makes Jarmo one of the earliest agricultural communities
in Western Asia, together with Ali Kosh and Tepe Guran in
Iran, Hacilar in Anatolia and Jericho in Palestine, to mention
only the main ‘aceramic’ sites. With the exception of Jericho
which, with its well-built houses and strong city-wall of un-
dressed stones, must have looked like a small medieval town, all
these were modest villages covering only a few acres and appar-
ently unfortified. The people who lived in those villages used
stone bowls, baskets made waterproof with bitumen and prob-
ably skins and gourds as containers, but they already handled
clay with some skill to build the walls of their houses, to line
pits or basins dug into the ground and to model figurines of
animals and women.2¢ From this to baked clay, and therefore
pottery, there were but a few steps which seem to have been
made much earlier than formerly believed, since coarse, lightly
fired clay vessels have been found at Mureybet, in northern
Syria, in a level dated ¢. 8ooo B.c. by a radiocarbon sample, "
and at Ganj Dareh, an eighth millennium site in western Iran.
Similar vessels also occur at Jarmo, ¢. 6300 B.c., but they
already coexist with a decorated pottery characterized by lines
of oblique tadpole-shaped blobs painted in red on a pinkish-
buff' surface, also found at the contemporary site of Tepe
Guran.

Ceramic by itself is perhaps not as momentous an invention
as agriculture, but for the archaeologist it heralds a new era
where bowls, cups, plates and vases will henceforth play for him
the same role as fossils for the geologist. From about 6000 B.C.
to the beginning of history more than three millennia will elapse,
and these long years will of course be filled with cultural
developments, commercial ventures, ethnic movements and no
doubt wars and conquests, but because written documents are
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lacking, the actors will always remain nameless and silent. All
we have to try and reconstruct the events of that distant past
are material remains among which pottery is of special interest,
as it is found in abundance on all sites and lends itself to
comparative studies. Interpreted with caution — for changes in
pottery styles may be due to many reasons and do not necess-
arily betray the replacement of one population by another?” —
the distinctive wares found at different levels in archaeological
excavations represent both the hall-marks of successive cultures
in late prehistoric Mesopotamia and fairly reliable indicators of
the relationship between these cultures and those of surrounding
countries.



CHAPTER 4

FROM VILLAGE TO CITY

The story of the passage from Neolithic to History, from the
humble villages of the Zagros foothills to the relatively large and
highly civilized Sumerian cities of the lower Tigris—Euphrates
valley cannot be told in full detail because our information,
though rapidly progressing, remains imprecise and patchy. Yet
each new prehistoric tell excavated, each buried city dug down
to the virgin soil, confirms what forty years of archaeological
research in Iraq already suggested: the Sumerian civilization
was never imported ready-made into Mesopotamia from some
unknown country at some ill-defined date. Like all civilizations
— including ours - it was a mixed product shaped by the mould
into which its components were poured over many years. Each
of these components can now be traced back to one stage or
another of Iraqi prehistory, and while some were undoubtedly
brought in by foreign invasion or influence, others had roots so
deep in the past that we may call them indigenous. In addition,
excavations conducted at an ever increasing pace in Iran,
Syria, Palestine and Turkey at the same time as in Iraq have
thrown considerable light on the interplay of Neolithic and
Chalcolithic cultures in the Near East and have supplied enough
comparative material and radiocarbon dates to draw up a
rough, tentative chronological scale along the six divisions of
Mesopotamian proto-history:

The Hassuna period ¢. 58005500 B.C.
The Samarra period ¢. 5600-5000 B.C.
The Halaf period ¢. 5500—4500 B.C.
The Ubaid period ¢. 5000—-3750 B.C.
(Ubaid 1 and 2 included)

The Uruk period ¢. 3750—3150 B.C.
The Jemdat Nasr period ¢. 3150—2900 B.C.
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Each of these periods is characterized by a distinct cultural
assemblage and has been named after the site, not necessarily
the largest nor even the most representative, where this assemn-
blage was first identified.

As will be seen, the areas covered by these cultures vary from
one period to the other; moreover, cultures long thought to be
successive are in fact contemporaneous or at least overlapping,
and within each period there is room for a variety of regional
and interesting subcultures. The above divisions therefore, are
somewhat artificial, but they provide a convenient framework
into which can be fitted the changes that occurred during those
three millennia when Mesopotamia was pregnant, so to speak,
with Sumer.!

The Hassuna Period

The site type for this period is Tell Hassuna, a low mound
thirty-five kilometres south of Mosul, excavated in 1943—4 by the
Iraqi Directorate of Antiquities under the direction of Seton
Lloyd and Fuad Safar.? There, resting on the virgin soil, were
coarse pottery and stone implements suggestive of a Neolithic
farming community living in huts or tents, for no trace of
building was found. Overlying this primitive settlement, how-
ever, were six layers of houses, progressively larger and better
built. In size, plan and building material these houses were very
similar to those of present-day northern Iraqi villages. Six or
seven rooms were arranged in two blocks around a courtyard,
one block serving as living quarters, the other as kitchen and
stores. The walls were made of pressed mud, the floors paved
with a mixture of clay and straw. Grain was kept in huge bins
of unbaked clay sunk into the ground up to their mouths, and
bread was baked in domed ovens resembling the modern fanur.
Mortars, flint sickle-blades, stone hoes, clay spindle-whorls and
crude clay figurines of naked and apparently seated women
were present. Large jars found inside the houses contained the
bones of deceased children accompanied by tiny cups and pots
for after-life refreshment while, strangely enough, much liberty
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seems to have been taken with the disposal of adult skeletons
piled up in the corner of a room, thrown into clay bins ‘without
ceremony’ or buried in cist graves without the usual funerary
gifts. The few skulls that have been studied belong, like those
from Byblos and Jericho, to a ‘large-toothed variety of the
long-headed Mediterranean race’, which suggests a unity of
population throughout the Fertile Crescent in late Neolithic
times.3

The pottery discovered at Hassuna has been divided into two
categories called ‘archaic’ and ‘standard’. The archaic ware
ranges from level Ia, at the bottom of the tell, to level 111 and is
represented by: (1) tall, round or pear-shaped jars of undecor-
ated coarse clay; (2) bowls of finer fabric varying in colour
from buff to black according to the method of firing and
‘burnished’ with a stone or bone, and (3) bowls and globular
jars with a short, straight neck, sparingly decorated with simple
designs (lines, triangles, cross-hatchings) in fragile red paint
and also burnished. The Hassuna standard ware, predominant
in levels IV to VI, is made up of the same painted bowls and
jars and the designs are very similar, but the paint is matt
brown and thicker, the decoration more extensive and exe-
cuted with greater skill. A number of vessels are almost en-
tirely covered by shallow incisions, and some are both painted
and incised. ‘

While the archaic pottery has several traits in common with
that found in the deepest layers of Turkish (Sakce Gozu,
Mersin), Syrian (Kerkemish, ‘Amuq plain) and Palestinian
(Megiddo, Jericho) sites, the standard pottery seems to have
developed locally* and is distributed over a relatively small area
of northern Iraq. Sherds of Hassuna ware can be picked up on
the surface of many unexcavated mounds east and west of the
Tigris down to Jabal Hamrin, and complete specimens have
been found in the lowest levels of Nineveh, opposite Mosul, at
Matarrah,® south of Kirkuk and at Shimshara® in the Lower
Zab valley. They were also present throughout the thirteen
levels of mound | at Yarim Tepe,” near Tell ‘Afar, associated
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with the remains of square or round houses, with tools and
weapons of flint and obsidian, with pieces of copper ore and a
few copper and lead ornaments, with small seated clay figurines
and with minute stone or clay discs with a loop at the back,
engraved with straight lines or criss-cross patterns. These ob-
jects, probably worn on a string around the neck, may have
been impressed as a mark of ownership on lumps of clay
fastened to baskets or to jar stoppers, in which case they would
represent the ecarliest examples of the stamp-seal, and the
stamp-seal is the forerunner of the cylinder-seal, a significant
element of the Mesopotamian civilization. Some authors, how-
ever, regard them, at least in this period, as mere amulets or
ornaments.

Forty-eight kilometres due south of Yarim Tepe, at the limit
of the rain-fed plain and the desert of Jazirah, lies Umm
Dabaghiya, excavated by Diana Kirkbride between 1971 and
1973.2 Umm Dabaghiya was a small settlement, a simple trad-
ing post where nomads from the desert brought the onagers and
gazelles they had hunted to be skinned, the raw hides being
later sent elsewhere to be tanned. Related by its coarse and
painted pottery to the archaic levels of Hassuna but most
probably older, the site has many distinctive and strangely
sophisticated features. For instance, the floors of the houses are
often made of large clay slabs which announce the moulded
bricks of later periods; floors and walls are carefully plastered
with gypsum and frequently painted red, and in one building
were found fragments of frescoes representing an onager hunt, a
spider with its eggs and perhaps flying vultures. Several houses
contained alabaster bowls beautifully carved and polished. Pre-
dominant among the clay vessels are bowls and jars with
‘applied decoration’, i.e. small figurines of animals and human
beings stuck on the vessels before firing. Other sites repre-
sentative of this Hassunan subculture are Tell Sotto and Kiil
Tepe,® near Yarim Tepe, and mound 2 at Tulul ath-Thalathat,'®
in the same Tell ‘Afar area. Not unexpectedly for places lying
on the trade routes to the west and north-west, some

51



FROM VILLAGE TO CITY

Hassune pottery

A
@ Stamp seal @

% THOLOS S
(Arpachiyah)

Figurine

HASSUNA %

(Massuna, leve! |V)

Clay pestie figurine

Clay sickle

Temple VII

Ubaid pottery

A

Buildings, potteries, figurines, seals and tools characteristic
of the Hassuna, Halaf and Ubaid periods.

52




THE SAMARRA PERIOD

elements of the ‘Umm Dab culture’, such as plastered floors
and arrow-heads, point to Syria (Buqras on the Euphrates
and even Ras Shamra and Byblos), whilst the red and fres-
coed walls are reminiscent of contemporary Catal Hiyiik in
remote Anatolia.

The Samarra Period

In the upper levels of Hassuna, Matarrah, Shimshara and
Yarim Tepe the Hassuna ware is mixed with, and gradually
replaced by, a much more attractive pottery known as Samarra
ware because it was first discovered, in 1g12—14, in a prehistoric
cemetery underneath the houses of the medieval city of that
name, famous for its spiralled minaret.!! On the pale, slightly
rough surface of large plates, around the rim of carinate bowls,
on the neck and shoulder of round-bellied pots, painted in
red, dark-brown or purple, are geometric designs arranged in
neat, horizontal bands or representations of human beings,
birds, fish, antelopes, scorpions and other animals. The motifs
are conventionalized, but their distribution is perfectly well
balanced and they are treated in such a way as to give an
extraordinary impression of movement. The people who mod-
elled and painted such vessels were undoubtedly great artists,
and it was long thought that they had come from Iran, but we
now know that the Samarra ware was indigenous to Mesopo-
tamia and belonged to a hitherto unsuspected culture which
flourished in the middle Tigris valley during the second half of
the sixth millennium B.c.

This culture was revealed in the 1960s by the Iraqi excava-
tions at Tell es-Sawwan, a low but large mound on the left
bank of the Tigris, only eleven kilometres to the south of
Samarra.!? The inhabitants of Tell es-Sawwan were peasants
like their Hassunan ancestors and used similar stone and flint
tools, but in an area where rain is scarce they were the first to
practise a primitive form of irrigation agriculture, using the
Tigris floods to water their fields and grow wheat, barley and
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linseed.!® The yield must have been substantial if the large and
empty buildings found at various levels were really ‘granaries’
as has been suggested. The central part of the village was
protected from invaders by a g3-metre-deep ditch doubled by a
thick, buttressed mud wall. The houses were large, very regular
in plan, with multiple rooms and courtyards, and it must be
noted that they were no longer built of pressed mud, but of
large, cigar-shaped mud bricks plastered over with clay or
gypsum. A thin coat of plaster covered the floors and walls.
Apart from numerous pots and plates of coarse or fine Samarra
ware, these houses contained exquisite, translucent marble ves-
sels. The bodies of adults, in a contracted position and wrapped
in matting coated with bitumen, and of children, placed in
large jars or deep bowls, were buried under the floors, and it is
from these graves that have come the most exciting finds in the
form of alabaster or terracotta statuettes of women (or occasion-
ally men) squatting or standing. Some of the clay statuettes
have ‘coffee-bean’ eyes and pointed heads that are very similar
to those of the Ubaid period figurines, whilst other clay or stone
statuettes have large, wide-open eyes inlaid with shell and
bitumen and surmounted by black eyebrows, that are ‘astonish-
ingly reminiscent of much later Sumerian technique’.'* Could
the Samarran folk be the ancestors of the ‘Ubaidians’ and even
perhaps of the Sumerians?

So far, no other settlement comparable to Tell es-Sawwan
has been excavated,'® but apart from copies or imports in
Baghuz, on the middle Euphrates, and Chagar Bazar, in central
Jazirah, the Samarra pottery has been found in a limited but
fairly wide area along the Tigris valley, from Nineveh to Choga
Mami near Mandali, on the Iraqgi-Iranian border.!® In the
latter site, where canal-irrigation was practised, not only do we
find statuettes resembling the ‘coffee-bean’-eyed statuettes of
Sawwan, but the Samarra ware seems to have developed locally
into new ceramic types (called ‘Choga Mami Transitional’)
similar to the Eridu and Hajji Muhammad wares of southern
Iraq, themselves considered as early forms of the Ubaid pot-
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tery.!” This unexpected discovery might provide the beginning
of an answer to our question.

The Halaf Period

The third period of proto-historic Mesopotamia takes its name
from Tell Halaf, a large mound overlooking the Khabur river
near the village of Ras el-‘Ain, on the Turkish—Syrian border.
There, just before the First World War, a German archaeologist,
Max Freiherr von Oppenheim, came upon a thick layer of
beautifully painted pottery immediately beneath the palace of
an Aramaean ruler of the tenth century B.c. The discovery was
not published until 1931.'” At that time little was known of
Near Eastern prehistory and the date of von Oppenheim’s
‘Buntkeramik’ was the subject of much controversy. But in the
following years British excavations a Nineveh,'® Tell Arpachiyah
near Mosul'® and Tell Chagar Bazar,?° as well as American
excavations at Tepe Gawra, put the Halaf period into its
proper chronological place and supplied a complete assortment
of its cultural assemblage. The Russian excavations of mound 2
at Yarim Tepe and, more recently, the stratigraphic exploration
of Arpachiyah by the Iraqi Ismail Hijara,?! as well as soundings
and partial excavations of several sites in the Hamrin basin
and the upper Tigris valley, have considerably added to our
knowledge.??

Compared with the previous cultures, the Halaf culture offers
a number of new and highly distinctive features. The settlements
are still of village type and size, but cobbled streets, at least at
Arpachiyah, indicate some municipal caretaking. Pressed mud
or mud bricks remain the standard building materials, but
rectangular houses tend to be smaller than before while round
houses called tholoi (plural of tholos) by analogy with the Myce-
naean tombs of much later date become predominant. The tholo:
of Yarim Tepe are usually small; some are divided into two
rooms, others are surrounded by rectangular rooms or concen-
tric walls of pressed mud. Those of Arpachiyah, however, are
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much larger structures, up to 10 metres in diameter; they rest
on stone foundations and to some of them is appended a long
antechamber which further increases the resemblance with the
Mycenaean tombs. Since they had been built and rebuilt with
great care and since they were found empty, it was long
thought that they were shrines or temples, but the finds at
Yarim Tepe clearly show that most tholo: were simple, beehive-
shaped houses such as can still be seen around Aleppo, in
northern Syria. In fact, the only building of that period that
might be considered a sanctuary is a small, square structure
with mud pedestals and an ox skull on the threshold of a
doorway, excavated by Mallowan at Tell Aswad, on the Balikh
river. At Arpachiyah the dead were buried in pits beneath the
floors or around tholoi, but there are examples of collective
burials of dismembered bodies there as at Tepe Gawra and of
cremation, perhaps for ritual purposes, at Yarim Tepe.

No less interesting than the tholoi are some of the small
objects found at Arpachiyah and elsewhere. We allude, in
particular, to amulets in the form of a house with gabled roof] a
bull’s head or a double-axe, and to terracotta figurines of
doves and women. The latter are not new in Mesopotamia, but
they now differ from previous models. The woman is usually
squatting or sitting on a round stool, her arms supporting her
heavy breasts. The head is reduced to a shapeless lump, but the
body is realistic and covered with painted strips and dots which
may stand for tattoo marks, jewels or clothes. It is probable
that these figurines were talismans against sterility or the
hazards of childbirth rather than ‘Mother Goddesses’, as too
often assumed.

Last but not least comes a very remarkable painted pottery,
the most beautiful ever used in Mesopotamia.2® The Halaf ware
is made by hand in a fine, ferruginous clay slightly glazed in the
process of firing. The walls of the vessels are often very thin, the
shapes varied and daring: round pots with large, flaring necks,
squat jars with rolled-out rims, footed chalices, large and deep
‘cream bowls’ with an angular profile. The decoration perhaps
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Examples of decorated pottery in proto-historic Mesopotamia:

1. Neolithic (Jarmo); 2—3, Hassuna culture (3 is an incised jar); 4-6,
Samarra culture; 7, Eridu {Ubaid 1) culture; 8, Hajji Muhammad (Ubaid
2) culture; g—10, Halaf culture; 11—13, Ubaid g and 4 cultures; 14-15,
Nineveh V culture; 16 Jemdat Nasr culture.

All drawings are not on the same scale.
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lacks the bold movement of the Samarra ware, but it is perfectly
adapted to the shapes, minutely executed and pleasant to the
eye in the manner of Persian rugs. On a cream or peach ‘slip’ is
laid, originally in black and red, later in black, red and white, a
closely woven pattern covering most of the vessel. Triangles,
squares, checks, crosses, scallops and small circles are among
the favourite designs, though flowers, sitting birds, crouching
gazelles and even a leaping cheetah are also encountered. Most
characteristic of all and perhaps loaded with religious symbolism
are the double-axe, the ‘Maltese square’ (a square with a
triangle on each corner) and the bucranum, or stylized bull’s
head.

It has recently been proven by neutron activation analysis?*
that this attractive pottery was manufactured in large quantities
in certain specialized centres, such as Arpachiyah, Tell Brak,
Chagar Bazar and Tell Halaf, and exported to specific settle-
ments from which it gradually reached more distant places.
The people who transported this ware (perhaps on the back of
cattle or on ox-drawn sledges) presumably returned loaded
with such ‘luxury’ goods as marine shells, gem stones and
particularly obsidian, which is predominant in most Halafian
sites. It has also been suggested that the Halafian formed a
‘ranked society’ (i.e. with social, but not economic, classes) and
that the pottery-producing centres were the residences of local
chieftains. The inhabitants of these relatively small villages
were farmers and pastoralists. They grew emmer, wheat,
einkorn, barley, lentils, flax and other vegetables and bred
sheep, goats, pigs, cattle and domestic dogs.

Judging from the distribution of true Halaf pottery, at the
peak of its expansion the core of the Halaf culture occupied a
wide, crescent-shaped area entirely located in the dry-farming
zone. It extended from the region of Aleppo to the Diyala
valley, covering the whole of Jazirah and of future Assyria, and
it was surrounded by a halo of peripheral areas where this
pottery was copied or merely imported; these included the
heart of eastern Anatolia, Cilicia and northern Syria up to the
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Mediterranean coast, the Harim basin and parts of western
Iran and Transcaucasia.

While the Samarra culture may be regarded as a derivative
of the Hassuna culture, the Halaf culture has no ancestor in
prehistoric Mesopotamia. It is strikingly intrusive and clearly
has some connections with Anatolia (virtually all the symbolic
designs painted on the Halaf ware and many of the artefacts
already described are reminiscent of those found in Anatolian
Neolithic sites), but it is not possible to be more precise at
present.?® Whatever the origin of the ‘Halafians’, there is no
evidence of brutal invasion; in fact all we know of them points
to a slow infiltration of peaceful people who came to settle in
regions that might have then been sparsely populated.

The Ubaid Period

Between 4500 and 4300 B.c. several Halafian settlements in
northern Mesopotamia were abandoned, while in many others
the tholoi and the painted pottery typical of the Halaf culture
were gradually replaced by square houses and by another type
of pottery which bears the name of Ubaid because it was first
found in the 1920s during excavations of a small mound called
al-‘Ubaid, in the vicinity of the celebrated Sumerian city . of
Ur.2¢ This name is significant as it implies that for the first time
in proto-history one single culture extended from the Jazirah
(and even beyond) to the Tigris—Euphrates delta. The lack of
rupture between the Halaf and Ubaid cultures excludes a
conquest of northern and central Iraq by ‘Ubaidians’ coming
from the south, and the most plausible hypotheses are a peaceful
infiltration or the adoption by the ‘Halafians’ of the culture of
another population after a long period of contact.

That southern Iraq had been inhabited long before the
middle of the fifth millennium was demonstrated in 1946—9 by
the excavations conducted at Eridu (Abu Shahrain, nineteen
kilometres to the south-west of Ur).2” The ruins of Eridu are
now marked by low mounds and sand dunes surrounding a much
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dilapidated ‘ziqqurat’, or stage-tower, erected by Amar-Sin,
king of the Third Dynasty of Ur (2046-2038 B.G.), but under
one corner of the ziqqurat Seton Lloyd and Fuad Safar un-
earthed an impressive series of seventeen temples?® built one
above the other in proto-historic times. The lowest and earliest
of these temples (levels XVII-XV) were small, one-roomed
buildings which contained altars, offering tables and a fine
quality pottery (Eridu ware) decorated with elaborate, often
elegant geometric designs in dark-brown colour and presenting
affinities with the Choga Mami transitional ware. The poorly
preserved remains of temples XIV-XII yielded a slightly differ-
ent ceramic characterized by its crowded designs and ‘reserve
slip’ decoration, which was identical with the pottery found in
1937—9 by German archaeologists at Qal‘at Hajji Muhammad,
near Uruk.?? This Hagjji Muhammad ware, as it is called, is also
present on other sites of southern Iraq, notably Ras el ‘Amiya,
eight kilometres north of Kish,*® where, it must be noted, frag-
ments of walls, clay vessels and other objects lay buried (as indeed
at Qal‘at Hajji Muhammad itself) under a few metres of alluvium
and were discovered by chance. Finally, temples XI to VI,
generally well preserved, contained numerous specimens of
standard Ubaid ware, whilst temples VI-I could be dated to the
early stages of the Uruk period. Since the Eridu, and Hajji
Muhammad wares are closely related to the early and late
Ubaid ware, these four types of pottery are now commonly
called Ubaid 1, 2, 3 and 4 respectively.

More recently, a startling discovery was made at a site called
Tell el-’Oueili by the French archaeologists who were digging
at the nearby city of Larsa. Oueili is a relatively small mound
partly above and partly below the present level of the surround-
ing plain, and it has the advantage of being entirely Ubaidian.
Two deep soundings conducted in 1981 and 1983 respectively
enabled the explorers to divide it into twenty levels of occupa-
tion.®! The uppermost levels (1 to 8) contained Ubaid 4, 3 and
2 pottery, and samples of Ubaid 1 (Eridu) ware were recovered
from levels 8 to 11. But this was not the end, as would have
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been expected, for below these were no less than eight additional
levels (12 to 1g9) which yielded a pottery (tentatively classified
as Pre-Ubaid or Ubaid Zero) that was hitherto unknown but
had affinities with the Samarra ware, while the cigar-shaped
mud-bricks of a wall in level 12 were reminiscent of the bricks
found at Tell es-Sawwan. Furthermore, below level 20 (in the
water table and therefore unexplorable) other layers of occupa-
tion could vaguely be seen, and no one knows how far back into
the sixth millennium the roots of this modest South Mesopota-
mian village go.

Clearly, then, large parts of southern Mesopotamia had been
occupied long before the Ubaid period proper perhaps by
people related to those Samarra folk who, it will be remembered,
invented irrigation agriculture on the middle Tigris and in the
Mandali area. Moreover, while a progressive architectural devel-
opment can be followed throughout the superimposed temples
of Eridu, there is no break in ceramic styles or techniques. The
Ubaid ware — so the experts tell us — derives from the Hajji
Muhammad ware, which derives from the Eridu ware, which
in turn appears to derive from, or at least to share common
ancestors with, the Samarra ware. Another, inescapable, con-
clusion to be drawn from the Eridu temples is that the same
religious traditions were handed down from century to century
on the same spot from about the middle of the sixth millennium
B.c. until historical times, and from the relatively recent finding
of two Ubaid shrines near to Anu’s ‘White Temple’ at Uruk
(see Chapter 5). Thus the more we dig, the more we find that
the Sumerian civilization was very deeply rooted in the past.

Even easier to identify than the Halaf ware is the Ubaid
ware, the hall-mark of that period, which is less sophisticated
and much less attractive. The clay, frequently overfired, varies
in colour from buff to green. The paint is matt, dark brown or
bluish-black and the decoration restricted as a rule to only
parts of the vessels. Although occasional plants, animals and
broad sweeping curves are not without charm, the monotony of
the common motifs (triangles, striped or cross-hatched bands,
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broken or wavy lines) betrays a lack of imagination. Yet the
fabric is often fine, some specimens seem to have been made on
a slow wheel or ‘tournette’, and spouts and loop-handles appear
for the first time. Among the most characteristic forms are a
bell-shaped bowl, a jar with basket-handle, a cream bowl with
pouring lip and a lenticular vessel with a flat base and a long,
tubular spout, called ‘tortoiseshell’. With a few exceptions (Kish,
for example), this pottery was found on all sites of southern
Iraq and on many sites of northern Mesopotamia, but there are
marked differences between the north and the south in the
other elements of the Ubaid cultural assemblage.

The words ‘clay and water’ would aptly qualify the Ubaid
culture in southern Iraq. As stone is rare in that part of the
country, its use was limited to heavy tools and a few ornaments.
All other objects, including bent ‘nails’ (in fact, probably mullers),
sickles, spindle-whorls, loom-weights, net-sinkers, sling pellets
and even models of axes, adzes and knives, were made of terra-
cotta. The erroneously called ‘Mother Goddess’ type of clay
figurines — a slim, standing woman with a lizard-like head
crowned by a coil of hair made of bitumen and whose ‘coffee-
bean’ eyes recall those of Tell es-Sawwan and Choga Mami - was
very popular, and there were figurines of men as well. A number
of houses were frail structures of reed matting supported by
wooden poles and sometimes plastered with clay, such as can be
seen around Basrah today, but pressed mud or mud bricks were
widely used for more comfortable buildings. The Ubaid period
temples of Eridu were made of large mud bricks set in clay mortar
and consisted of a long, oblong nave, or cella surrounded by small
rooms projecting forward at the corners. At one end of the cella,
against the wall, was a low podium which had once supported the
statue of the god, while at the other end stood a brick altar. The
walls were adorned- externally with shallow buttresses and niches
that caught the light and broke the monotony of the plastered
brickwork. Let us also note that these temples were raised on
mud-brick platforms which tended to be increasingly larger and
higher, foreshadowing the ziqqurats of later times.
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Virtually unknown for many years, the secular architecture
of the Ubaid period is now well illustrated in Lower Mesopo-
tamia and in the Hamrin basin. In the upper, late Ubaid levels
of Tell eI’Oueili, for example, the French archaeologists have
unearthed the remnants of several large and carefully con-
structed mud-brick houses separated from each other by open
spaces. One of these houses was remarkable in that within and
around it were dozens of small, square and shallow cavities
between thin walls of fauf, which is rather puzzling but can
probably be interpreted as infrastructures of granaries. The
village was in a very flat region criss-crossed by streams and
partly marshy. Its inhabitants grew barley, date-palms and
other edible plants; they bred almost exclusively zebus and pigs
which fed on aquatic plants, and they cut reeds for wickerwork
with their baked clay sickles. The presence of obsidian and
bitumen testifies to a certain amount of long-distance trade.??

Half-way between the extreme south and the extreme north
of Iraq lies the Hamrin basin where about twelve Ubaid settle-
ments have been explored. Among them, Tell Madhhur, exca-
vated by a British expedition in 1977-80, is of particular interest
as it contained ‘one of the best preserved prehistoric buildings
ever to have been found in Mesopotamia’.3® This was a rela-
tively small house built on the ‘tripartite plan’ characteristic of
all the main buildings of the Ubaid period (temples included),
with a central cruciform hall and smaller rooms on two sides.
The walls were still more than six feet high, and the doors and
windows remained perfectly visible. A ramp in one of the rooms
suggested an upper floor, but this could not be proven. The
house had been destroyed by fire, which preserved most of its
contents, including pottery in situ and basically the same agricul-
tural tools and household implements as elsewhere in those
days, with thousands of clay sling-bullets, but no baked clay
sickle.

If we now turn to the north, we are confronted by a somewhat
different picture. Reed habitations are unknown and all build-
ings are made of bricks. Stone is commonly used and stone
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stamp-seals, very rare in the south, are here quite numerous;
they bear linear designs, but also representations of animals and
human beings arranged in what may perhaps be considered as
mythical scenes or ritual dances. At Tepe Gawra,?* the most
important site of that period in northern Iraq, the three large
temples with painted walls that form a grandiose ‘acropolis’ in
level XIII closely match the Eridu temples, but two tholoi
betray the persistence of regional traditions, as do the Halaf-
style sitting and painted female figurines. More important,
perhaps, the burial customs are very different from those of the
south. At Eridu, in a large cemetery outside the settlement,
adults and children alike are lying supine on a bed of potsherds
in cist-graves lined and covered with mud bricks. At Gawra
there is only one burial of that type; the other graves are simple
pits grouped around the houses, and the bodies lie, flexed, on
one side; children are buried in urns. This would suggest that
the bearers of the Ubaid culture were in the minority in the
north. Outnumbered but not eliminated, the descendants of the
‘Halafians’ still probably formed a large part of the population,
whereas the south was entirely ‘Ubaidian’. In the next chapter
we shall see how the gap between the north and the south
gradually widened and how the south took the lead in the
march towards civilization.

These differences, however striking, do not fundamentally
alter the unity of the Ubaid culture. Whether imported from
south-western Iran or, as is increasingly probable, developed
locally, this culture — which lasted at least a thousand years —
spread all over the cultivable areas of the Mesopotamian plain
with the notable exception of the middle Euphrates and lower
Tigris valleys. The highest chains of the Taurus and the Zagros
mark its limits, but neither these mountains, nor the rivers, nor
even the sea offered an insuperable barrier to commercial
intercourse. The reality and extent of this trade is attested by
the presence of obsidian on many sites of southern Iraq and of
gold and amazonite (a semi-precious stone obtainable only
from India) at Ur, as well as by the presence of unmistakable
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Ubaid pottery at Ras Shamra, on the Syrian coast, and on the
Arabian shores of the Gulf.?* In southern Mesopotamia the
Ubaid settlements were situated along the Euphrates and its
branches and communicated with each other by water, as
illustrated by the clay models of boats found at Eridu and Ur.
Most of them were villages, but there were larger centres from
which were to spring later on all the main cities of ancient
Sumer. Another fact has yet wider implications: of all the
buildings of the Ubaid period, the temple was always the
largest and best constructed. It therefore looks as though
the future Sumerian cities grew not around a palace or a castle,
but around a shrine, and it is perhaps not unreasonable to think
that the temple was already the hub around which most social
and economic activities revolved. It would be bold at this early
stage to speak of ‘Sumerians’, but there is strong reason to
believe that the Ubaid period represents the first stage in the
development of the Sumerian civilization.



CHAPTER §

BIRTH OF A CIVILIZATION

During the fourth millennium B.c. the cultural development
already perceptible during the Ubaid period proceeded at a
quicker pace and the Sumerian civilization finally blossomed.
This, however, took place only in the southern half of Iraq, the
northern half following a somewhat different course and lagging
behind in many respects. Much attention has been paid in
recent years to the reasons that concurred to endow the south
with such a privilege,' and an oversimplified, though plausible,
sequence of events is described below. The reader must be
warned, however, that all such ‘explanations’ are largely con-
jectural and that we shall probably never know what really
happened.

In the middle of the fourth millennium B.c. the climate of the
Near East, which for some two thousand years had been warm
and humid, slowly began to change and became increasingly
cooler and drier. Irrigation agriculture had by then proved
so successful in southern Iraq that immigrants from the dry-
farming plains and hills of northern Mesopotamia moved into
the lower Euphrates valley, where archaeological surface surveys
have detected a sharp increase in the number of village-size
settlements for that period.? The new villages, like the old ones,
were situated on river banks, but they tended to cluster around
those Ubaid period settlements which were both the abodes of
the great gods upon whom all prosperity depended and the
centres of sizeable agricultural communities. The need to feed a
much increased and fast-growing population challenged man’s
natural ingenuity: the plough was invented, and also the sled
for dragging grain, the chariot for carrying goods and the sail
for travelling faster on waterways. These technical improve-
ments generated a large surplus of food that could be stored,
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redistributed or exchanged for imported raw materials and
luxuries, while other inventions — such as the potter’s wheel
and the casting of copper alloys — opened the era of industrial
production.

This went on for three or four centuries, but towards the end
of the millennium the effects of desiccation started to be felt in
southern Mesopotamia. As the Euphrates carried less and less
water, many of its tributaries dried up. The hitherto familiar
landscape of anastomotic watercourses and extensive marshes
was gradually replaced by a new landscape not very different
from the present one: bands of palm-groves, fields and orchards
along the few remaining streams and, in between, patches of
steppe or even desert. Many villages disappeared, their inhabit-
ants regrouping themselves within and around the larger cen-
tres, which rapidly grew to the size of towns. To extend the
areas of cultivable land artificial irrigation was developed, but
the enormous common effort required to dig and maintain big
canals and the need for an equitable distribution of water
considerably reinforced the authority of the traditional town
chiefs, the high priests. This, together with the scarcity of fertile
land, led to the concentration of power and wealth in a few
hands and in a few places, to further technical progress, to
remarkable architectural and artistic achievements, to the inven-
tion of writing as a means of recording transactions, but also to
armed conflicts. Thus, it would seem, were born the city-states
of ancient Sumer, with their fortified cities and well-defined
territories, with their population of priests, scribes, architects,
artists, overseers, merchants, factory workers, soldiers and peas-
ants and their religious rulers or war leaders.

The five hundred years which saw these developments have
been divided, somewhat artificially, by archaeologists into a
‘Uruk period’ (¢. 3750-3150 B.c.) and a ‘Jemdat Nasr period’
(¢. 3150—2g00 B.c.) but there is little doubt that the people
responsible for