
Preludes to Urbanism



Joan Oates by Augusta McMahon, 2014.

Joan and David Oates in front of the dig-house at Tell Brak, in the 1980s.



Preludes to Urbanism
The Late Chalcolithic of Mesopotamia

Edited by Augusta McMahon & Harriet Crawford

In Honour of Joan Oates

McDONALD INSTITUTE MONOGRAPHS



Published by:

McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research
University of Cambridge
Downing Street
Cambridge, UK
CB2 3ER
(0)(1223) 333538
(0)(1223) 333536 (FAX)
eaj31@cam.ac.uk
www.mcdonald.cam.ac.uk

Distributed by Oxbow Books
 United Kingdom: Oxbow Books, 10 Hythe Bridge Street, Oxford, OX1 2EW, UK.
 Tel: (0)(1865) 241249; Fax: (0)(1865) 794449; www.oxbowbooks.com
 USA: Casemate Academic, P.O. Box 511, Oakville, CT 06779, USA.
 Tel: 860-945-9329; Fax: 860-945-9468

ISBN: 978-1-902937-65-6
EISBN: 978-1-902937-72-4

ISSN: 1363-1349 (McDonald Institute)

© 2014 McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research

All rights reserved. No parts of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any 
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the 

McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research.

Cover design by Dora Kemp. Image by Augusta McMahon.

Frontispiece images: Photograph from personal collection of Joan Oates. Painting by Augusta McMahon.

Edited for the Institute by James Barrett (Series Editor), Dora Kemp (Production Editor) and Anne Chippindale.

Printed and bound by Short Run Press, Bittern Rd, Sowton Industrial Estate, Exeter, EX2 7LW, UK.



v

Contents
Contributors  vi
Figures and plates vii
Tables   ix

Introduction    1
 Harriet Crawford and Augusta McMahon

Part I Early Urban Landscapes 5
Chapter 1  Travels in Edin: Deltaic Resilience and Early Urbanism in Greater Mesopotamia 7
     Jennifer R. Pournelle and Guillermo Algaze

Chapter 2  Hollow Ways and Routes Around Tell Brak 35
     Tony Wilkinson, Charles French and Miranda Semple

Chapter 3  Urban Form at Tell Brak Across Three Millennia 49
    Jason Ur

Chapter 4  From Village to City, the Wrong Question? 63
    Jean-Louis Huot

Part II Production and Consumption in Early Urbanism 67
Chapter 5  Fifth-millennium bc Obsidian Production and Consumption in Area TW, Tell Brak 69
    Lamya Khalidi

Chapter 6  The Political Economy of the Upper Khabur in the Late Chalcolithic 1–2:
    Ceramic Mass-production, Standardization and Specialization 89
    Salam Al Kuntar and Khaled Abu Jayyab

Chapter 7  Early Uruk Ceramic Assemblages: Cultural Relations in Greater Mesopotamia
    During the Late Fifth and Early Fourth Millennia bc  109
    Henry T. Wright

Chapter 8  Exotic Animal Consumption at Tell Brak in the Mid-fourth Millennium bc 127
    Jill Weber

Part III Near Eastern Neighbours and Early Urbanism 135
Chapter 9  Iran and Uruk Mesopotamia: Chronologies and Connections in the Fourth Millennium bc 137
    Cameron A. Petrie

Chapter 10 Contacts between Mesopotamia and the Caucasus in the Fourth–First Half of the
    Third Millennium bc 157
    Rauf Munchaev and Shahmardan Amirov

Part IV Conflict in Early Urbanism 173
Chapter 11 State Warfare and Pre-state Violent Conflict: Battle’s Aftermath at Late Chalcolithic
    Tell Brak 175
    Augusta McMahon

Summary     189
 McGuire Gibson

Index     193



vi

Contributors
Khaled Abu Jayyab
Department of Near and Middle Eastern 
Civilizations, University of Toronto, 4 Bancroft 
Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, M5S 1C1, Canada.
Email: kjayyab77@hotmail.com

Dr Guillermo Algaze
Department of Anthropology, University of 
California, San Diego, La Jolla, CA 92093, USA.
Email: galgaze@ucsd.edu

Dr Salam Al Quntar
Directorate-General of Antiquities and Museums, 
Rue Qasr el-Heir, Damascus, Syria.
Email: alkuntar@yahoo.co.uk

Dr Shahmardan Amirov
Institute of Archaeology, Russian Academy of 
Sciences, Moscow, Russia.
Email: shahmardan@mail.ru

Dr Harriet Crawford
McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, 
University of Cambridge, Cambridge CB2 3ER, UK.
Email: harriet.crawford@btinternet.com

Professor Charles French
Department of Archaeology & Anthropology, 
University of Cambridge, Cambridge CB2 3DZ, UK.
Email: caif2@cam.ac.uk

Professor McGuire Gibson
The Oriental Institute, University of Chicago, 1155 
East 58th Street, Chicago IL 60637, USA.
Email: m-gibson@uchicago.edu

Professor Jean-Louis Huot
Professeur émérite, Université de Paris I Panthéon 
Sorbonne, 3 rue Michelet, 75006 Paris, France
Email: Jean-Louis.Huot2@wanadoo.fr

Dr Lamya Khalidi
CNRS – Archéorient Maison de l’Orient et de la 
Méditerranée, Universite Lyon, 7 rue Raulin, 69007, 
Lyon, France.
Email: lamya.khalidi@gmail.com

Dr Augusta McMahon
Department of Archaeology & Anthropology, 
University of Cambridge, Cambridge CB2 3DZ, UK.
Email: amm36@cam.ac.uk

Dr Cameron Petrie
Department of Archaeology & Anthropology, 
University of Cambridge, Cambridge CB2 3DZ, UK.
Email: cap59@cam.ac.uk

Dr Jennifer R. Pournelle
Environment and Sustainability Program, 
University of South Carolina, Columbia SC 29208, 
USA.
Email: jpournelle@environ.sc.edu

Miranda Semple
Department of Archaeology & Anthropology, 
University of Cambridge, Cambridge CB2 3DZ, UK.
Email: mjs81@cam.ac.uk

Dr Jason Ur
Department of Anthropology, Harvard University, 
Peabody Museum, 11 Divinity Avenue, Cambridge, 
MA 02138, USA.
Email: jasonur@fas.harvard.edu

Dr Jill Weber
University Museum, University of Pennsylvania, 
3260 South Street, Philadelphia, PA 19104, USA.
Email: jllwbr8@gmail.com

Professor Tony J. Wilkinson†
Department of Archaeology, University of Durham, 
South Road, Durham, DH1 3LE, UK.

Professor Henry T. Wright
Museum of Anthropology, University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor, MI 48109, USA.
Email: hwright@umich.edu



vii

Figures

1.1 Map of modern Iraq showing location of Figures 1.2 and 1.4. 14
1.2 Air observations over Kut–Amara marshes, May–Dec 1916. 16
1.3 Splay ‘cultivation’: a model for early alluvial exploitation. 17
1.4 Twentieth-century cultural geography of the Tigris–Euphrates delta, as compared to the location of
 fourth-millennium bc cities. 18
1.5 Denuded mud brick at the summit of Eridu. 22
1.6 Jebel Sanam/Sinam (‘Safwan Hill’). 24
1.7 Tell al Hayyad (WS1303–6 site complex). 24
1.8 Other significant Early Uruk sites. 25
1.9 WS125–7 site complex, surmounting a turtleback within a splay. 26
1.10 Umm al-’Ajjaj (WS230–32 site complex), surmounting a turtleback comprising meander scars. 26
1.11 The land below Shurruppak. 27
2.1 Brak and its radial network of hollow ways, with the location of the two hollow ways indicated. 36
2.2 Hollow way WP040 looking south, taken in September 2005. 38
2.3 Exaggerated topographic profile of hollow way at WP040. 38
2.4 Full cross-section of hollow way WP040 from north to south. 39
2.5 Detailed section of sampled column indicating location of soil micromorphological samples and
 accompanying field notes. 40
2.6 Thin sections of the natural soils and hollow-way fills. 41
2.7 Pottery counts according to depth and fabrics and types from central cleaned section of hollow way WP040. 42
2.8 Examples of gravels from the Wadi Jaghjagh and hollow way WP040. 44
2.9 Diagrammatic reconstruction of the infilling of a hollow way. 45
3.1 Excavated areas, test trenches and surface collection units at Tell Brak. 51
3.2 Excavations and surface assemblages of Brak Phase E (c. 4100–3800 bc). 53
3.3 Excavations and surface assemblages of Brak Phase F (c. 3800–3300 bc). 54
3.4 Mesopotamian settlements of the fourth millennium bc (Brak Phase F). 55
3.5 Excavations and surface assemblages of Brak Phases L–M (c. 2500–2100 bc). 57
3.6 Excavations and surface assemblages of Brak Phase Q (c. 1600–1350 bc). 59
5.1 Map illustrating the location of a selection of sites and obsidian sources in relation to the site of Tell Brak. 70
5.2 Pie chart of stone tool raw material percentages from Level 21 in Area TW. 71
5.3 Pie chart of stone tool raw material percentages from Level 20 in Area TW. 71
5.4 Chart demonstrating diachronic changes in obsidian to chert ratios between Levels 21 and 20, Area TW. 71
5.5 Pie chart of obsidian colour variety (identified macroscopically) percentages from Level 21 in Area TW. 72
5.6 Pie chart of obsidian colour variety (identified macroscopically) percentages from Level 20 in Area TW. 72
5.7 Diachronic changes in the breakdown of obsidian colour varieties between Levels 21 and 20, Area TW. 72
5.8 Pie chart of obsidian colour variety percentages (including obsidian beads excavated) from Level 21
 in Area TW. 72
5.9 Obsidian blade and exhausted obsidian disc cores. 74
5.10 Pie chart of breakdown of obsidian products recovered in Level 21 in Area TW. 75
5.11 Pie chart of breakdown of obsidian products recovered in Level 20 in Area TW. 75
5.12 Comparison of breakdown of obsidian products recovered in Levels 21 and 20 in Area TW. 75
5.13 Green translucent obsidian double borer, distal plunging blade, double versant crested blade fragment,
 medial blade, double burin faceted bladelet and blade core tablet. 76
5.14 Medium tan and grey partially cortical pyramidal single platform chert blade core. 77
5.15 Medium grey and tan chert blade core 78
5.16 Medium grey and tan chert blade, green translucent obsidian core preparation flake, green translucent 
 obsidian blade and green translucent retouched blade. 79
5.17 Comparison of breakdown of blade parts recovered in Levels 21 and 20 in Area TW. 80
5.18 Comparison of breakdown of categories of obsidian blades recovered in Levels 21 and 20 in Area TW. 80
5.19 Beige red-banded chert proximal ‘sickle’ blade with heavy gloss on the right dorsal and ventral surfaces. 80
5.20 Level 21 5–6-year-old child burial with obsidian and shell beads. 81



viii

5.21 Obsidian pendant, obsidian pendant preform, polished and pierced disc bead, bead preforms and 
 polished bead. 82
5.22 Photographs of the obsidian chalice recovered from a Level 19 bin. 83
6.1 Map of Upper Khabur with main sites indicated. 90
6.2 Plan of Level 20, Area TW, Brak. 91
6.3 Pottery Kiln, Level 21, Area TW, Brak. 91
6.4 Pottery Kiln, Level 20, Area TW, Brak. 92
6.5 Red Building, Area TW Level 19, Brak. 92
6.6 Location of excavation trenches and soundings in Khirbat al-Fakhar (Area Z). 93
6.7 Level 3 Building, Area ZD, Hamoukar. 93
6.8 Pit Kiln, Level 2, Area ZD, Hamoukar. 94
6.9 Pots on a floor in a room, Level 1, Area ZD, Hamoukar. 94
6.10 Temper percentages at Hamoukar and Brak in LC 2 and early LC 3 Periods. 94
6.11 Decline in decoration across the LC 2 levels at Hamoukar and Brak. 99
6.12 Wide Flower Pots, Area Z, Hamoukar. 99
6.13 Main pottery types of Level 3, Area Z, Hamoukar. 100
6.14 Main pottery types of Level 2, Area Z, Hamoukar. 101
6.15 Main pottery types of Level 1, Area Z, Hamoukar. 102
6.16 Main pottery types of Level 21, Area TW, Brak. 103
6.17 Main pottery types of Level 20, Area TW, Brak. 104
6.18 Main pottery types of Level 19 Area TW, Brak. 105
6.19 Evolution of Grey Ware bowls at Brak, Area TW, from Level 21, through Level 20 to Level 19. 106
7.1 Mesopotamia at the turn of the fifth–fourth millennium bc. 110
7.2 Bowls from Eridu, SE Acropolis (University of Michigan Museum of Anthropology # 61117). 112
7.3 Jars from Eridu, SE Acropolis (University of Michigan Museum of Anthropology # 61117). 113
7.4 Jars from Warka Survey, Sites 022, 178 and 218 (University of Chicago Oriental Institute). 114
7.5 Bowls from Susa Acropole III, Layers 7–11. 116
7.6 Jars from Susa Acropole III, Layers 7–11. 117
7.7 Bowls from Tell Brak, TT 27, Locus 4. 120
7.8 Jars from Tell Brak, TT 27 Locus 4. 121
9.1 Map showing the location of major sites discussed in the text. 139
9.2 Reproduction of the Acropole I section. 140
9.3 Radiocarbon determinations from Tol-e Spid and Tol-e Nurabad. 146
9.4 Calibrated radiocarbon determinations from Tal-e Kureh and Tal-e Malyan. 147
9.5 Calibrated radiocarbon determinations from Godin Tepe VI/V deposits. 148
9.6 Radiocarbon calibration curve for the late fourth millennium bc. 149
9.7 Reproduction of Wright and Rupley (2001, fig. 3.3). 150
10.1 Tell Hazna I. 157
10.2 Tell Hazna I, aerial view. 158
10.3 Tell Hazna I. Monumental constructions. 159
10.4 Tell Hazna I. Monumental constructions. 159
10.5 Tell Hazna I. Monumental constructions, aerial view. 159
10.6 Tell Hazna II. Late Uruk pottery. 160
10.7 East Jazira. Late Chalcolithic sites. 160
10.8 East Jazira. Early Bronze Age sites. 161
10.9 Caucasus and the Middle East in the Late Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age. 162
10.10 Chalcolithic-period pottery from Leyla Tepe and Boyuk Kesik. 163
10.11 Chalcolithic-period pottery from Leyla Tepe and Boyuk Kesik. 164
10.12 Chalcolithic-period pottery from Tell Hazna I. 165
10.13 Chalcolithic-period pottery from Serker Tepe. 166
10.14 Velikent II pottery sites in the northern Caucasus. 166
10.15 Pottery from Ginchi settlement. 167
10.16 Maikop pottery from Ust Djeguta. 168
10.17 Gold jug from the Maikop barrow. 169

Figures



ix

10.18 Diadem from the Maikop barrow. 169
10.19 Wheel-made pot from Kurgan cemetery Mariinskaya 3, Kurgan N1, burial N18. 169
10.20 Maikop-type antiquities in Dagestan. 169
11.1 Topographic plan of Tell Brak with corona of sub-mounds and main Late Chalcolithic excavation areas. 178
11.2 Detail of early LC 3 mass grave in Area MTW. 179
11.3 Late LC 3 Burials in Area EME 1. 180
11.4 Detail of early LC 3 mass grave in Area EM. 182
11.5 Tools created from a human femur (left) and two tibias (right), Area EM. 183
11.6 Polish and fine parallel abrasions on skull fragment from Area EM. 183

Tables

1.1 Sites with potential for elucidating southern Mesopotamian Chalcolithic urban-formation processes. 23
2.1 Number of sites and density per sq. km in selected survey areas in northern Syria and northern Iraq. 35
3.1 Regional and local archaeological periodizations for northern Mesopotamia. 50
6.1 Main LC 2 pottery types at Hamoukar. 96
6.2 Main LC 2 pottery types at Brak. 97
8.1 Distribution of bear bones in LC 3 contexts. 130
8.2 Distribution of lion bones in LC 3 contexts. 131
9.1 Relative chronological correlations for sites discussed. 145



x


